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    I always laughed at love at first sight ... 
 
      
 
    Until I saw him.  
 
    Richard. 
 
    The timing—and location— 
 
    couldn’t be worse— 
 
    the scene of my uncle’s murder.  
 
    Despite how much I try to pay attention to what’s going on around me, 
 
    I can’t take my eyes off him. The President of the Savage Saints. 
 
    And he can’t keep his eyes off me.  
 
    Even then I didn’t think it was love at first sight. 
 
    Maybe lust … 
 
    I should be repulsed,  
 
    knowing what he’s capable of. 
 
    What he’s involved in. 
 
    But instead, I only find him intriguing. 
 
    He’s nothing like the series of dull, drab men my father tries to set me up with. 
 
    Which is why my father will never approve of Richard 
 
    and will do everything in his power to keep us apart. 
 
    But when it’s clear my family is a target of the rival gang, 
 
    will Richard be in time to save me? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Prologue 
 
      
 
    Richard Peters 
 
    
Underneath the neon, multi-colored lights of the Las Vegas Strip, just to the west of the Stratosphere’s highest point, I headed to a spot visible only by a red door behind some metal grating. 
 
    To the outsider, just on the edge of Vegas’ Chinatown, this place looked like an abandoned business, almost like something that had been condemned. To the outsider, this was just another reminder that whatever did not glitter in Las Vegas did not merit their attention. To the outsider, this was just another place that proved anyone who lived in Las Vegas must be crazy. 
 
    It’s too bad that they had no idea what they were missing out on. 
 
    I drove my Harley over the rising bridge of Sahara Avenue, passing by the Stratosphere, Circus Circus, and a whole host of places that I rarely visited but always enjoyed having as my neighbors—it made it easier for people to spend money. And the more money they spent, the greater The Red Door could become. 
 
    I pulled behind the building, put my kickstand down, and removed my helmet. I took a deep breath as I looked around me. Over there was a Jeep that looked abandoned but had the security to protect us if need be; behind me was a member of my motorcycle club taking a puff of his cigarette, as if on break, but in reality keeping an eye out on the area; and then, just inside the metal grating, invisible to a passer-by but visible to anyone who walked up, was our doorman, Walker. 
 
    “Boss,” he said as he opened the door. 
 
    “Walker,” I said, nodding. “Did everyone on the guest list show up tonight?” 
 
    Walker took a quick glance at the list. He already knew the answer, but he was a man who had a keen eye to detail and believed in double-checking everything that he did. It made him a stellar doorman, especially given the value of this place. 
 
    “One did not,” he said. 
 
    “Ahh, twenty-three is a good crowd,” I said. “Especially on a Sunday night; they know this is the night to watch the girls and have some good drinks. The rest of the world is resting; this is their chance to relax.” 
 
    “Indeed, boss.” 
 
    I smiled, patted Walker on the shoulder, and stepped inside. I went through the waiting room where Walker would typically explain the rules of The Red Door, brushed aside the curtain, and took a second to scan the room. 
 
    The place was small, almost tiny, but that was by design. The women who performed on stage for the burlesque show needed to be close to the audience, but not so close that they gave lap dances; this was a show, not a strip club. There were enough places in Las Vegas that they could get some titties in their face if they wanted to. 
 
    The appeal of this place, really, was the privacy it promised, the high-end luxuries, the incredible alcohol, and the chance to network in here. It was not uncommon to run into a Fortune 500 CEO, a professional athlete, a movie star, a social media model, and the son or daughter of a foreign politician at any time. The only rules we had were no photography, no public postings about our place, and a promise to respect the women. 
 
    It was the realization of a dream come true: a dream I’d had since I was a just a nineteen-year-old with ambitions to prove to my oldest brother that I could do better than he ever could.  
 
    It’s just too bad he’s not alive anymore to see this. I wonder what he’d say if he saw this. I know what I’d tell him. 
 
    “Told ya so.” 
 
    A couple of our clients, one the CFO of a major bank, the other a high-ranking local politician, saw me and nodded. I nodded back to them as I watched one of our girls, Zoe, finished her routine. There wasn’t anything less than perfection on this stage; we didn’t hire anyone who didn’t have at least a decade of experience, and we evaluated their performance every three months. We held them to very high standards, but we also compensated them very well. 
 
    I went to the bartender and waved down the gal working the bar tonight: Katerina. 
 
    “Richard,” she said, leaning forward to kiss me on the cheek. 
 
    “Hello, beautiful,” I said, my customary greeting for all of the girls in the club. 
 
    It wasn’t sexual; I had a strict rule against sleeping with club employees. Unfortunately, not all of the officers got that rule, but I wished they did. The two nights a week—Tuesdays and Wednesdays—that we used the space for ourselves and invited various Vegas girls over for much more debaucherous parties should have satisfied the sexual urges of even the horniest and driven of men.  
 
    “Is everyone behaving tonight?” 
 
    “Always,” she said, her thick Romanian accent coming through. “Ken has whistled a couple of times, but he has not said anything.” 
 
    “As he is bound to do,” I said with a chuckle. “You keep up the good work, OK? I’ll be in the back. Buzz if anything is needed.” 
 
    “Will do,” she said with a gentle smile. 
 
    I patted the top of the bar, laying a twenty out for her—a sort of impromptu bonus—and went behind a curtain. I punched in the code to the bulletproof door, opened it, and shut it behind me after only taking one step in. 
 
    And there, finally, after a day of relaxing, I found myself in the room that The Red Door enabled to exist; or, perhaps it was better said, the room that enabled The Red Door to exist. 
 
    The room where the officers of my motorcycle club, the Savage Saints, met, played poker, and otherwise hung out. 
 
    I had gotten the name from my older brother, Paul, who founded his own club in some small, podunk town just outside Los Angeles. Paul and I, though, didn’t speak for the last decade of his life; we had never gotten along that well, and I was constantly battling him and his arrogance. He reached out to me a couple of times in that last decade, saying that seeing his daughter, Jane, grow up had softened him, but I had no interest in reuniting with him. 
 
    Maybe, in some of my darker moments, I could have said that having the same name as my brother’s club was a sign that I secretly admired him; maybe my constant drive to prove that I was the smarter, more accomplished Peters was actually my way of trying to live up to his standard and earn his approval. But I hadn’t gone to his funeral, and I barely spent any time looking at the invite for Jane’s wedding before throwing it in the trash. 
 
    It only sounded harsh because most families were close. It wasn’t harsh to me. I was my own man, and I was tired of living in Paul’s shadow.  
 
    There was no better example of this than the Savage Saints. Paul, by all accounts, had started the club as a means of creating brotherhood and a chance for men to be men. The only problem was that he had taken on too much of a cheapass mentality to that. He and his boys drank shitty beer, shitty liquor, and lived in shitty squalor. 
 
    I never wanted that. I wanted the good things in life—the Ace of Spades champagne, the craft beer, the luxurious cocktails, the women that seemed to exist in a different part of society. And so I created my own Savage Saints, almost as a way to prove I could do better. 
 
    And what could I say? Here I was, in a club with just four other officers, a dozen members, but all the luxuries and glories a club could offer. I didn’t trust many people, and the more officers I had, the harder it was to keep track of everyone’s loyalties. 
 
    I sat at the head of our table, which doubled as a poker table, and looked at the five small, studio-style bedrooms that connected to this room: an easy way to ensure everyone had their own space if they wanted to entertain a lady or just crash for the night. The only two doors that were closed were mine and Tanya “Mama” Reed’s. I figured she was taking a nap or doing something to quell her usually hardened nerves. 
 
    There was also my vice president, Dominick “Dom” Browning. I swore I had never met anyone who so actively took on the persona of a charmer and a player. It was one thing to be cocky and think you could sleep with anyone; it was another to wear such a grin at all times. I had no idea how Dom could feel so loose and chill all the time, but he had a remarkable ability to network with some amazingly high-profile people. Dom was largely the best at getting people to pay for a spot on our guest list and for hauling in women on Tuesdays and Wednesdays; and his contributions for the club more than made up for the fact that I sometimes wanted to smack him around for being such a gleeful smartass. 
 
    There was my sergeant-in-arms, Brett “Barber” Pierce. Barber’s nickname was literal, in that he cut our hair and had us looking somewhat professional and trim when clients came in. But his nickname also came because he was mean with a knife in combat. Barber had fought in the UFC for a long time before he joined us. Though I wouldn’t call his personality uptight, he definitely wasn’t as loose as Dom—though it was hard to think of anyone else who could match Dom. 
 
    My secretary was Joseph “Pork” Young. He was a man who loved to eat—and I mean, I don’t think I ever saw him without food—yet somehow maintained a good figure. He tended to resort to jokes that probably sounded funny in his head but just wound up making no damn sense. It wasn’t even like he used them in emotional or tough situations; he just liked to go with the lines that he knew and deliver them to us. Like worse than bad dad jokes. 
 
    But he was damn good with guns, and I wasn’t about to let someone that skilled get away. The only concern I had was the woman he had a crush on, which was… 
 
    “Well, look whose pretty face decided to show up finally!” 
 
    Mama. The most tenured member of the club, and a wonderful lady who didn’t have an ounce of softness in her body. It made me love her all the more for it. 
 
    While some might have objected to having a woman in a leadership position like this, I had no qualms about it. It was a little weird at first, but there were definite business advantages to be had; Mama was not afraid to use her body, which was damn sexy, to the club’s advantage. The only rule she had was that she never fell in love, and she especially didn’t fall in liking for other club members. She’d call us “babe” or “handsome” or “sweetie,” but it was clear to everyone involved that she was never going to open up an ounce of her hardened soul. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, you say it like I’ve been gone all day,” I said, rising to greet Mama with a kiss on the cheek. “How are you? How are the girls?” 
 
    “Same old, same old,” she said. “Had Tatiana come complaining to me about pay. I warned her to stop, but she didn’t, so I had to fire her ass.” 
 
    “Damn, no mercy, huh?” 
 
    It was nice when someone else acted as the bad cop for our “HR department.” 
 
    “Oh please, you know I take care of those girls like they’re my daughters,” she said, which was absolutely true. “I never liked the bitch anyway, though. Too whiny and felt she was too good. Oh, I am having to keep Barber off of their asses. Can you throw him some pussy from the Spearmint so he stops hounding our girls?” 
 
    “You think I haven’t tried that?” I said with a laugh. “His heart is set on one of those girls. You know how Barber is. He’s been in love since day one.” 
 
    “He’s been in love with the idea of one of those girls since day one,” Mama corrected. “You know how it is.” 
 
    I smiled as Mama broke out a lighter to take a puff of her cigarette. For some reason, that image reminded me of one of the earliest memories of running the Savage Saints—Mama and I were like kindred spirits, me having left my family at eighteen to come to Las Vegas, her having been a runaway at just seventeen. We never had sex, but we bonded so hard and so well over our mutual backgrounds and attitudes on life that many people assumed we were shacked up. 
 
    In the particular moment in question, Mama and I were both smoking cigarettes around her kitchen table—which was probably the remains of some infant’s plastic table—discussing ideas to get the club up and running. It was Mama’s idea to turn an apparent weakness—a dinky, shitty building—into a strength—make it look weak on the outside, but have it be the pinnacle of privacy and luxury on the inside. I may have called myself the president and Mama may have only been the treasurer, but I owed that woman more than I could ever repay her. She was the person who was set to receive my wealth if I died without family. 
 
    “We’ve come a long way since the old days, huh?” I said with a smirk. 
 
    “Yeah, you stopped wearing gym shorts every day,” she said without breaking into laughter. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. But for real. I just wish my brother was alive to see this. Fucker would be jealous as hell.” 
 
    Mama was usually good for a reply that was drier than the city of Las Vegas, but this time, she just strangely smirked at me for a few moments as she gently puffed her cigarette. 
 
    “Ya know, someday, you can just enjoy the club and not give a shit what your dead brother thinks.” 
 
    Always good for being honest and on point, huh. 
 
    “All this talk about beating your brother, meanwhile he’s probably down in hell banging his baby’s momma and laughing about it. Least you’re not stupid enough to get married.” 
 
    I chuckled. But… that wasn’t really how I felt. Maybe someday, it would be nice to get married, or at least have kids. Maybe someday, I really could move on from my brother’s memory. 
 
    But for how often I got compared to him? For how often I had to live in his shadow? For how much he got talked about and praised? 
 
    No, no way. I wasn’t giving up that fight until I was dead. 
 
    “For now,” I said. 
 
    “You get married, Richard, and I’m gonna knock you upside the head so fast you’ll—” 
 
    My phone buzzed. Mama continued on her rant while I checked to see who was calling. Barber? That’s odd. Ignoring Mama as she talked—she never really stopped talking when she got on a rant, and she didn’t mind in the slightest if we talked on the phone instead—I answered. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “Richard, we got a problem,” he said. 
 
    Ah, shit. Just how I like my Sunday nights to go. With news that I’m going to have to work this week. 
 
    “A friend of ours from the Wynn is dead,” he said. “And it’s got the markings of a Degenerate Sinners murder.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Natasha Sokolov 
 
      
 
    Opulence by opulence’s standards surrounded me. 
 
    My family was hosting numerous business executives and Nevada politicians to celebrate their first year of living in the United States. We had moved here from Russia after my father had made some serious investments in the casinos in the area, the first step in his plan to be the richest man in Nevada. As their only daughter, though I was twenty-six and could have gone anywhere else, I wanted to work with them and help the Sokolov family grow in prosperity and wealth. 
 
    In all, it was a great set up. I had a job that I enjoyed, even if it was with family, and I got to spend time with my father and mother. I got to live in a city full of great nightlife and many things to do for the rich, and I had easy access to other cities like Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Seattle. 
 
    There was just one problem. 
 
    My parents kept trying to get me to marry for business or political purposes, and it was driving me goddamn insane. 
 
    Every party that we had, my father would have me shake the hand of some man near my age or even a little bit older, all in the idea that once I met them, I would marry in, and suddenly, a house worth a few billion dollars would be worth even more. At worst, I’d marry the son of a politician or an actual politician, allowing my family to do whatever they wanted in the state of Nevada. 
 
    It was just so stultifying and boring, though. I’d been given everything I’d ever wanted in my life, and I was tired of it. I wanted to experience the freedom and the rush of doing something that felt almost inappropriate. I wanted to chase the bad boy; I wanted to do the thing that would make my father or mother gasp. I got to do that a little bit in college, but unfortunately, Harvard wasn’t exactly known as a party school. 
 
    Now, though, living in Las Vegas was like dangling the world’s greatest pizza slice in front of a fat kid and telling them they had to eat broccoli. It was wicked and ridiculous. And yet, for all that my parents provided me, I just couldn’t find the time or the desire to break free. 
 
    If I did—and I was going to eventually—I was going to have to find a time and a spot where I could act with the utmost subtlety, far away from the lights of the Las Vegas Strip. 
 
    Right now, I was having to put on a pretty face and amicable conversation for what I believed was the nephew of the mayor of Las Vegas. Oscar? Honestly, I didn’t bother to commit it to memory. There was another problem with this—most boys who had the kind of upbringing my father wanted weren’t exactly the most civilized of men. 
 
    “And so yes, I do plan on becoming president one day,” maybe-Oscar said. “What would you say, Natasha? A woman as beautiful as yourself must surely think that the chance to be the First Lady would be a delight. And I know that accent of yours would draw plenty of coverage.” 
 
    “Really?” I said. “Sounds to me like a bunch of attention that would be horrible. You see how coverage is of the First Lady right now? It’s like she can do no right. I think I’m good being away from that lifestyle.” 
 
    I expected Oscar to get the hint, especially with that last line, but instead, he seemed even more interested after what I had said.  
 
    “Oh, but that just means a woman such as yourself could have the chance to redefine what that lifestyle means,” he said with a smirk. 
 
    A woman such as yourself. I’ll choose to believe that’s a compliment, although I’ve heard it the other way quite a bit. 
 
    “Uh huh,” I said. “Tell me, Oscar, what do you do besides think about politics?” 
 
    “What?” he said.  
 
    At least I think I got his name right. 
 
    “Besides politics? What else is there to do besides politics?” 
 
    Oh, Lord. He’s one of those types. Can’t think outside his box. 
 
    “Have you looked out a window recently?” I said, keeping a smile so he wouldn’t feel offended—there was some decorum I had to observe if I wanted to avoid getting in trouble. “There’s a whole world out there.” 
 
    “A whole world waiting for a good and just ruler like myself.” 
 
    I had to turn away so I could cough and roll my eyes. 
 
    “That’s adorable,” I said. “Listen, Oscar, you—” 
 
    But over his shoulder, I saw my mother coming to me quickly. She had a nervous expression on her face, a look that she usually didn’t get it. Mom was too concerned with how she looked in public to ever allow the outside world to believe she could get nervous; it was source of contention between us. 
 
    Which made this all the more troubling. 
 
    “Natasha, baby, we need you to come with us,” she said. “Something has happened to Uncle Vladimir.” 
 
    I knew this was a terrible, terrible thing to think, especially since I was pretty sure that the “something” wasn’t that Uncle Vlad had gotten his arm broken. But after the initial fear sunk in, I mostly just felt relieved to be leaving Oscar. 
 
    What did it say about my life when tragedy was preferable to having yet another doldrum, ho-hum conversation? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1: Richard 
 
    
I blazed out of The Red Door at two in the morning, leaving Walker in charge of clearing up the place, with Mama right behind me. 
 
    We headed for the Wynn, leaving our bikes right by the rear of the casino. Barber, Dom, and Pork had already made it over—we were set to meet at the spot where trucks would make their usual deliveries. It was far away from the public eye but allowed us to keep an eye on our bikes as we handled club business. 
 
    “Sorry to drag you out on a Sunday night, boss,” Dom said from afar as we cut our bikes. “I figured you were probably shagging a pretty lady. You know, like the kind I had last night.” 
 
    “Funny man, Dom,” I said. “Maybe if you spent just an ounce more time doing your job instead of fucking everyone, you could have prevented this.” 
 
    “Yeah, an ounce of that is a cure of prevention!” Pork interjected. 
 
    We all rolled our eyes. 
 
    “Where’s the body?” I said. 
 
    Barber led me behind one of the delivery trucks. When I turned the corner, there was little doubt what I was looking at. 
 
    The body of one Vladimir Sokolov: one of our most consistent attendees of The Red Door. The letters “DS” were carved into his chest, making it readily apparent we were dealing with a murder from our rivals, the Degenerate Sinners. 
 
    If the Savage Saints were meant to represent the luxury and goodness of life, then I swore the Sinners existed to relish in all of the debauchery and cheapness of life. They drank shitty beer, did a lot of terrible drugs, hired women that looked like they belonged at a rehab center or on the streets, and generally lived the fast life of crime. For a while, I just ignored them; to acknowledge them as existing was to give breath and time to something that I didn’t think deserve it. 
 
    Unfortunately, activity like this had begun to pick up recently, as if it was their way of trying to have a good thrill or make all MCs look bad. And given that one of the Wynn bosses, Shawn Turing, another one of regulars, did not look happy as he approached us, the Sinners were having some success in their strategy. 
 
    “You guys finally showed up,” he said. “We found him like this about half an hour ago. I told Barber as soon as I saw the symbol.” 
 
    “Christ,” I said.  
 
    “You can say that again,” Shawn said. 
 
    Suddenly, a thought came to mind. Walker had said that there was one person who hadn’t made it for the guest list tonight. It wasn’t unreasonable to think that Vladimir was supposed to have come but didn’t. If the Sinners were deliberately targeting men and women who were trying to go to The Red Door regularly, word would spread, and the room wouldn’t have many more regulars. 
 
    “Have you told the police?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m going to have to eventually; there’s a goddamn murder on casino property,” Shawn said. “I wanted you guys to have first look at this, given that this is club activity. But if I wait any longer, I’m going to be a suspect myself, and I don’t need that. Just… do whatever you have to to prevent something like this from happening again, OK?” 
 
    I nodded as Shawn walked off, his face slowly breaking. He’d done a pretty damn good job at staying even keeled, but few men could stare at the murdered corpse of a coworker or a family member for long before they started to break. As soon as he left, I gathered the other officers close. 
 
    “We’ve ignored the Sinners for some time,” I said. “I don’t think that’s an option anymore. You all know he was a regular, right?” 
 
    “I’d recognize a Russian anywhere,” Mama said. “This boy’s definitely one of our regulars.” 
 
    “If word gets out that a regular got murdered, and then more go down… that’s going to cause our business to plummet faster than one of our girls getting a sex change. We can’t be letting this get out. Dom, Pork. I want you two to keep a close ear out to the club members. See if the attitude about the place changes. Dom…” 
 
    “You want me to work my magic?” he said, getting a grin that seemed more appropriate for the club than it did for a crime scene.  
 
    “Yes,” I said, sighing and trying not to smile back at him. “Pork, you’ve got two jobs. Help Dom with that. And help Barber in case any shit needs to get taken care of the old-fashioned way.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. 
 
    We might have been a higher-end club in a high-end city, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t pull out a page from the other MCs book and resort to classic violence if need be. 
 
    “And what, Mama ain’t got a job?” 
 
    I looked at her. 
 
    “Really,” I said. “Mama always has a job. Mama—” 
 
    “Vladimir!” 
 
    My eyes turned as I saw an extraordinarily well-dressed family approaching. A woman had shouted the murdered man’s name in a thick Russian accent, and as she moved closer, I noticed an older man shielding the eyes of a beautiful young woman in a white dress. I first thought the girl was a teenager, perhaps in her mid-teens, but when I got a second look, I realized she was much closer to her mid-twenties, or perhaps even late twenties. 
 
    “Oh, Vladimir!” the woman, whom I presumed to be the mother of the group, shouted as she ran up and held the body. 
 
    Jesus, Shawn didn’t think to tell us that the family was going to be here? The fuck? 
 
    I cleared my throat and approached the man. 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss,” I said. “My name is Richard Peters. I’m a friend of Vladimir’s.” 
 
    “Igor Sokolov,” he said in a thick accent. “Vladimir was my brother. Richard, this is my daughter, Natasha.” 
 
    I turned to her and offered a gentle handshake. I could not smile too much for fear of looking insensitive given the circumstances, but she was stunningly beautiful. She had a gorgeous, genuine smile that seemed to light up more than the neon lights around me; dimples that accentuated said smile; gorgeous, tanned skin that seemed almost impossibly perfect; and a certain aura to her that said “dignified, but not stuffy.” 
 
    I was immediately smitten, but there was no way that I was going to get the chance to speak to her here. I kept it to a simple introduction and made a mental note to approach her later. If nothing else, it would make for quite a story to have bedded the daughter of a rich Russian businessman. 
 
    “I understand, Richard, that you are the owner and operator of The Red Door establishment in China, is that correct?” 
 
    Normally, when I got that question, I just shrugged casually, said I had no idea what the person was talking about, and maybe threw a wink in if they seemed like the kind of person who would request a spot on the guest list. Again, though, with a decaying body behind me, that seemed callous. 
 
    “That’s correct,” I said. 
 
    Igor appeared to stare at me, evaluating me without any subtlety. I didn’t ever remember him, his wife, or Natasha appearing at The Red Door—and heavens knew if I had seen Natasha there, I certainly would have noticed. 
 
    “I would like to speak with you later, Richard,” he said. “In the meantime, I need to get my wife and daughter away from this terrible tragedy. Give me one moment, would you?” 
 
    I nodded and let Igor walk past me. That left just Natasha and me side by side, and while I hadn’t flirted with a girl in front of her parents since probably middle school, it still felt just as nerve-wracking an idea as it had some quarter of a century ago. I saw Natasha look up at me, but I just cleared my throat and looked ahead, feeling slightly ridiculous. 
 
    “Richard,” Igor said, his wife on his shoulder. “The police will be here soon. I know that Vladimir frequented your establishment regularly. Would you mind speaking to them?” 
 
    Such a request seemed odd, especially for a businessman to make it. I began to wonder if Igor was sizing me up as if somehow believing that I was a suspect. It was also readily apparent that Igor wasn’t used to being told no. 
 
    But I knew that if I stayed in his good graces, I’d have the chance to spend some more time with his daughter. I was not kidding when I said I hadn’t seen a woman as attractive as her in some time, and I wasn’t about to let the opportunity go to waste. 
 
    “Of course, Igor,” I said. And then I made an offer that surprised even me. “Feel free to come by the Red Door sometime.” 
 
    Igor nodded. It didn’t seem like it was in his personality to smile much. 
 
    With that, he led them out—but not before Natasha looked over her shoulder, smiling at me. I smiled back at her and would have killed for an opportunity to have gotten her phone number or at least plans to hang out sometime. But it was like being in middle school all over again. 
 
    Except, you know, with fully grown adults and not the awkwardness of the teenage years. 
 
    “God, damn,” Dom said slowly, whistling as the three of them walked away. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it, Dom,” I said. “I’m invoking presidential privilege on this one. I’m getting a first shot at her.” 
 
    “You, old man?” Dom said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Watch it, Dom,” I said, but I had a smile on my face as I said it. “You can have her sister or her mother.” 
 
    “And get murdered by the Russian mob? I’m quite alright, thanks. I’ll stick to the pussy from Spearmint and the Cabaret.”’ 
 
    “So long as it’s not one of our own or her, you’re good.” 
 
    “Wait, you?” Mama said, which drew a surprised expression from me. “She’s too good for you, Richard.” 
 
    “The hell you talking about?” I said. “I’m the goddamn president.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean,” Mama said, rolling her eyes. “I mean she’s got a good soul. I can see it in her smile. She hasn’t been toughened up by life yet. She’s too sweet. You’re too rough around the edges for her.” 
 
    “Let’s give me a little credit,” Barber said. “That girl was looking at me as she left.” 
 
    “And as soon as you open your mouth around her, she’ll stop looking,” Mama said. “Look, Richard, I love you. But the type of person you are is not the type of person who is going to get that girl. You’re too focused on the next and too focused on the appearance of it to have something real.” 
 
    Those words hit me a little harder than I thought they would, mostly because they were words that I’d actually been thinking about for some time. I was less than a year away from turning forty, and I’d never so much as had a meaningful relationship, let alone been married or had kids. I may have never thought I was going to get married, but the closer I got to the halfway point of my life, the more I began to wonder if maybe I had deliberately closed myself off from something special. 
 
    Of course, it was way too early—way, way, way too early—to say if Natasha could fulfill that role. The point, though, was that the type of woman that Mama said I could never have was the type of woman I was beginning to come around to. Maybe I needed someone sweet and kind in my life. Maybe I needed to stop being focused on the next and stop worrying about what it looked like if I slept with this hot girl or that famous celebrity. 
 
    They were thoughts that were so raw and vulnerable that I hadn’t even told Mama them. And if I hadn’t told her, I sure as hell wasn’t telling anyone. 
 
    “But no, Dom, you can’t have her either.” 
 
    “What? Tanya, come—” 
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you, boy, you don’t get to call me by my real name?” 
 
    “You say that now, but when—” 
 
    Mama slapped Dom, who just grinned and raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “I love you, Mama.” 
 
    “Love you too, Dom,” Mama said, treating his name like a curse. 
 
    Before the banter had a chance to continue, though, we heard squad cars pull up. This didn’t worry me, especially since the Chief of Police, a man of Mexican descent named Mario Gutierrez, was one of the few guests at The Red Door who got in for free. But it did mean that we’d have to stay here a little longer. 
 
    Mario joined about three other cop cars as he hopped out, walking over to me. 
 
    “Russian, huh?” Mario said as he shook my hand. “I take it you’ve met our new friends, the Sokolovs.” 
 
    “Oh, is that so?” I said. “As a matter of fact, Igor told me to wait for you. Was kind of odd, but—” 
 
    “Yeah, they tend to believe people will do whatever is asked of them,” Mario said. “And for the most part, they ain’t wrong.” 
 
    Shawn also came down a few moments later, a look of surprise on his face that the police had shown up as quickly as they had. I suspected that Shawn had only just made the call, but it looked like the Russians had beaten them to the spot. 
 
    “Listen,” I said, leaning in. “I know that the news of a casino exec getting offed is going to get out. But keep the news about him getting hit by the Sinners on the down low, will you? They’re looking for attention right now, and they’re looking to paint The Red Door in a bad light.” 
 
    Mario nodded as he watched the other cops set up a perimeter to collect evidence. 
 
    “I’ll do what I can. But there’s only so much I actually can do. Really, I’m impressed you’ve kept that place out of the press for so long.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not referring to that,” I said. “I don’t give a shit what the press says. I’m more concerned about other members of the place finding out and not wanting to keep paying to come. You catch my drift?” 
 
    Mario nodded, putting a hand over his mouth as a junior officer came over. Mario asked to be excused and moved to the side for a few seconds. 
 
    Mario and the rest of the Las Vegas Police were usually quite good at helping us out. While The Red Door was not well known outside our little circle of high-profile clients, the Savage Saints were a relatively well-known entity, at least in certain circles in the city, and we did everything we could to remain on the city’s good side.  
 
    But Mario was right. One murder could be hidden, though rumors were bound to leak through “anonymous sources.” Of bigger concern was the Sinners getting more aggressive in their actions and causing more trouble for our client base, and there was little Mario could do regarding that. The Sinners were notorious for being somewhat difficult to track down, as they moved headquarters frequently and generally covered up their crimes well. 
 
    Except, apparently, for this murder—but even then, we didn’t have an individual to go after yet. 
 
    Mario came back to me a few seconds later, hands on hips. 
 
    “We’ll probably need to talk to you at some point about what happened whenever Vladimir came to The Red Door,” he said. “Don’t worry. We’ll keep the place hush-hush. But it’s going to happen, Richard. I have a job to do.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said. “But I take it this means we can go now?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “You got everything you needed out of this?” 
 
    I looked down at the Russian, thinking about what this act by the Sinners meant. I thought about how much more involved the Sokolovs and the Russians were now going be. I thought of the daughter, Natasha, and what her getting tangled up in it might mean. 
 
    It was a lot to think about. But there wasn’t much else to add to it. 
 
    “I’m good,” I said. 
 
    With that, I gathered up the rest of the Savage Saints and had us on our bikes within a minute. I took just a second to relax on the bike before revving the engine and roaring out of the Wynn, taking a right onto Las Vegas Boulevard. 
 
    Living in this city did a funny thing to a man’s mind and his psyche. “Normal” became a very relative term, and things that other parts of the world would have seen as sinful or disgraceful were looked upon as incredible in Sin City. It really was the city of sex, booze, drugs, and gambling. 
 
    Perhaps living in this city for two decades was playing a major role in making me look at Natasha the way I did. It was probably a little strong for a first impression, I couldn’t deny that. I barely knew what her voice sounded like. 
 
    But no one, not even the loosest of players and the most ardent single men, could live in Las Vegas for their entire lives and not question their lifestyle at some point. This city had been very good to me for the past two decades, but the past year, especially with my niece getting married and me being estranged from it all, left me questioning many things. Perhaps, in questioning things, I was like a pendulum, swinging from one extreme to the other in an attempt to understand where the middle ground was. 
 
    But if Natasha was the far side of the pendulum, it was a pretty fucking sexy side to swing to. It was hard, at least on paper, to do better than the daughter of a Russian billionaire who had the looks of a model. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2: Natasha 
 
    
The benefit of having parents who loved me as much as they did was that I never had to worry about wanting for anything. 
 
    The downside of having parents who loved me as much as they did was that they never let me get the chance to want for anything. 
 
    On this night, for the first time in my life, I saw a murdered body with my own eyes. I’d seen relatives in caskets before, but I had never seen such a gruesome sight. And while I was grossed out, it wasn’t like I couldn’t handle it. I just wanted my parents to believe that, at twenty-six, living on my own, and with the intellect and resources to do things on my own, I didn’t need to be coddled every single moment. 
 
    It was also kind of a pain in the ass because, goddamn, that Richard Peters man was some kind of handsome. He had a certain ruggedness to him with his beard and slicked-back hair, but it wasn’t sloppy; it was almost like he was rebelliously refined. He was not the clean-cut man that my father always seemed interested in setting me up with, but he also wasn’t such a slob that my father would groan immediately upon seeing him. 
 
    Though he wore a nice black button-down shirt and some well-fitting jeans, I also noticed that he had on a jacket with sleeves missing that had the words “Savage Saints” on the back and two patches that said “President” and “Founder” on it. I had no idea what they meant; maybe it was some sort of gang? Except my father seemed to know who he was and didn’t express any trepidation about approaching him, so it seemed unlikely that he was in a gang. Maybe it was a club of some kind; I didn’t know. 
 
    In any case, as our valet driver drove us back to my parents’ house, I felt a rising sense of dread that I’d have to go back and talk to Oscar. It would be an even more disappointing experience in light of the fact that I had seen a man as handsome as Richard. It wasn’t just looks, either; Richard, just from standing there, had an air of confidence about him that was unlike anything else. 
 
    As soon as we pulled up, the first thing I tried to look for was to see if the lights of the house were still on. They were, which was a bad sign; it was likely that the party was still ongoing. Next, I listened for any remaining music playing. I could hear it, which was a worse sign. I prepared for the worst sign of all—for Oscar to actually be there. 
 
    But when I opened the doors to the house, leaving my father to comfort my mother, I was pleasantly surprised to see that almost everyone had left. Oscar was nowhere to be seen; only a few cousins and family members remained, and their expressions did not indicate any interest in continuing to party. News of Vladimir’s death had probably spread, killing the mood for everyone except the unaware DJ and waiters. 
 
    I wasn’t going to say I wasn’t affected by the news, but I never knew Vladimir that well. My father was strangely distant when it came to introducing us to his family; he had a way of treating everything like a business transaction, even family itself. I think the one time I had seen my dad show emotion was at my graduation from Harvard, and even that was punctuated by him saying I could finally work in the family business. 
 
    And, speaking of… 
 
    “I would have thought the Americans would have moved faster than that,” he grumbled as he walked in. “American police are supposed to be fast for the rich, not slow. How in the hell did some associates of his get there first?” 
 
    “What do you mean, Dad?” I said. 
 
    I knew exactly what he meant. I was just curious to hear what his choice of words was for the men who wore the “Savage Saints” jacket. Maybe he knew what that group was better than I; maybe it was a military unit? There was much about American culture that I didn’t understand. 
 
    “People that I would never associate with in public just showed up as if Vladimir’s death was a public casket,” he said. “Goodness, those men needed a good shave. And some better clothes.” 
 
    “I liked it.” 
 
    I put my hand over my mouth and quickly went somewhere else before my Dad could say anything. Dad may have loved me, but he didn’t like me a whole lot when I kept rejecting his choices for suitors. It was a significant source of contention between us at the moment, but there was only so much that my Dad could do. 
 
    And besides… he had said he’d only refuse to associate with such people in public. Maybe in private, it would be different. 
 
    I hovered around the party for a little bit longer, sipping on a vodka drink by the bar as my father and mother made the rounds with those who had stayed. My mother waved to me a few times to come and join, but I was just happy to have the party over. I was far more introverted than my parents wanted to believe, and I liked that for just a spell, I could sip on my drink, watch others interact, and not have to engage or contribute. 
 
    When the time finally did come, I went over to my mother and hugged her goodbye. She was trying to forget what had happened by talking to everyone. My father, meanwhile, was going on and on about the stupid American police and how they had taken so long to show up. I gave him a brief hug before I went out to our driver, Antonio, who would take me home to my apartment about two miles up the road. 
 
    When I finally got the chance to be away from the music, away from the decorations, away from everything, I began to feel sadness about what had happened with Vladimir. The problem was—or perhaps better said, just the reality of it was—it was more of an intellectual sadness than anything poignant. My father and his brothers weren’t very good at showing their love; they treated love as a checklist to run through, and so I didn’t have an especially strong connection with any Sokolov.  
 
    I felt sadder for the fact that Vladimir had died than at the feeling of loss or anything like that. I tried to think of some good memories of him, but the closest I came was him giving me a nod at my graduation. We didn’t play together, we didn’t do any sports, and we didn’t have any deep conversations. It was honestly the equivalent of if a business associate of my father’s had passed away. 
 
    I think that was one thing my father missed about me. I didn’t want to marry just for business reasons, no matter how much wealthier it would have made me. There was nothing my family or I couldn’t afford at this point. What I wanted were things money couldn’t buy—intimacy, an emotional connection, a real tie to the person across from me. 
 
    I needed a man who could have a tough conversation, could laugh and cry in the span of an hour, and could ask me about my goals and hopes. Thus far, if any of the men my father had introduced me to could do that, they hadn’t shown it. The closest that I had ever come was in college, and that was because I knew the guy before my father introduced me at one of his parties in Russia; nothing, though, had come since. 
 
    As soon as Antonio dropped me off at my house, I began researching everything that I could about that Richard Peters character. Maybe I was putting too much stock into a man I hadn’t even had a conversation with, but if nothing else, talking to a man like him would at least make me better understand what was and what wasn’t out there. 
 
    I started by looking up the first thing I remembered. “Savage Saints Las Vegas” with Google auto-filling “Las Vegas.” There was also a result that said “Green Hills,” but I ignored that; I had no idea that a place called Green Hills even existed, let alone where it would be or what it would look like. 
 
    “Do the words ‘motorcycle club’ scare you? They shouldn’t.” 
 
    “Saints? Yes. Savage? Only in Mercy.” 
 
    “They’re Saints—And It’s Not Ironic.” 
 
    I read through the headlines, pleased to see that the “motorcycle club” was a well-known and well-liked part of the city’s culture. I had never heard of the term “motorcycle club,” but seeing that it was simply a group of men who liked bikes and had something of a rebellious streak was nice. Of course, some of the results were about such clubs being a haven for crime and drugs, but by and large, the results for the Saints were quite positive and encouraging. 
 
    In fact, the more I read about the Saints, the more it seemed like they were unique. The Saints appeared to operate out of an abandoned building. Rumors abounded that there was actually a secret nightclub in there, but they were only rumors. Other tales spoke of it being a strip club, a burlesque club, and many other things that all hinted at something dirty and risqué. 
 
    The Saints also dressed very well and apparently had a taste for the finer things in life. When spotted out and about, they tended to opt for fine dining, expensive liquor, and get bottle service at the more exclusive nightclubs. I read a couple of interviews that Richard had conducted, and throughout, he described a desire to be better and to enjoy the finer things in life. 
 
    Well, Richard, I thought. I can see why. A man like you? You probably earned the finer things in life. 
 
    The most interesting part to me, though, was that they somehow seemed to be both open and out there and secretive. For all the articles I read about the good deeds, all of them had at least one section where club members declined to comment on something specific. Most notably, when asked about what went on in the building with the red door, no one said a word, simply replying with the phrase “club business.” 
 
    Furthermore, the club seemed very small, maybe only a dozen or so members in total. What wasn’t to like with a small group? 
 
    I had to admit, the word that came to mind when I thought about this group was a little ridiculous, but I couldn’t help it. 
 
    Naughty. 
 
    I felt like I was defying every convention by taking interest in a group of men who would rather ride motorcycles than drive Lambos, who would rather get tattoos than suits, and who would rather grow out a beard than be clean-shaven for a professional photo. My father would freak out if he found out that I had gone on a date with one of them, and the thought gave me a little bit more delight than I wanted to admit. 
 
    I still had a little bit of his attitude in me, though. If I was going to go on a date with any of them, Richard was definitely the target. Of all the ones I had seen there, he was the tallest, the most naturally confident, and the most at ease. There was one other who had been staring at me with a wicked smile, but he seemed more like the type to hit and run than get to know me. I might have been willing to stretch some boundaries, but that didn’t mean that I was willing to break them completely. 
 
    I decided that I had to see what all there was to this supposed nightclub or strip club or burlesque place. Where there was smoke, there was fire, and there had to be something to this place that the journalists weren’t picking up on. I knew secret societies, though a bit overhyped and exaggerated, were a real thing, and I wanted to find this place badly. 
 
    Screw it. The next night that I’m free, I’m going. 
 
    So… 
 
    I looked at my calendar. 
 
    Thursday. Get here as quickly as you can. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3: Richard 
 
    
Four nights had passed, and despite there having been a murder, the officers and I were pretty relaxed, all things considered. 
 
    We sat around our meeting table, with me at the front and then in counterclockwise order, Barber, Mama, Pork, and Dom. Dom and Pork had always wanted to expand membership, but Mama and I were staunchly against it. The Savage Saints of Las Vegas worked precisely because we were a small, exclusive club, and then went for all the layers. Not only did we want to keep our total membership numbers down, but we also wanted to keep our officer numbers down. 
 
    It also had the side benefit of making the five of us quite the tight group, and that was on full display right now. Dom, Pork, and Mama were bantering, with Mama giving those two shit for their recent choices in women. Dom, apparently, had met a porn star on Tuesday night and had begged her to come to one of our party nights. He’d succeeded… somewhat. Apparently, she had come over, but by the time she had shown up, Dom had already taken a woman to bed. 
 
    I say apparently over and over because the previous two nights, though I had been present, I kept finding myself in my head, thinking about Natasha, and the thoughts that had plagued my mind when Mama had said I couldn’t have her. It was amazing, considering I was surrounded by about two dozen women that would have been the hottest girls in just about any situation that they walked into, but I couldn’t find myself interested in any of them. I slept with one almost by default on Tuesday night, but on Wednesday, I found an excuse to go home early while the rest of the club raged. 
 
    Interestingly enough, the only member who didn’t give me shit when I made that decision was Mama. I still hadn’t expressed my feelings to her, but I think she was starting to pick up on the fact that I was having some questions in my head, and they weren’t very easy to answer, especially in the presence of women with D-sized breasts and waists less than thirty inches around. 
 
    Barber, meanwhile, mostly kept to himself, interjecting occasionally into the conversation between the other three officers, but mostly looking like he was in his head as well. I suspected that it had less to do with a woman and more to do with the murder at hand. He just seemed like he was debating ideas in his head rather than stressing about it. 
 
    “Hey, Rich,” Dom said, snapping me out of my distracted state. “You want to take part or are you going to fantasize about the porn you watched last night?” 
 
    “Oh, fuck off, Dom,” I said. “I don’t go to porn sites anymore. For how many girls you’ve slept with, you’re probably going to pop up on Pornhub someday.” 
 
    “Yep, and you know what comes with that? Instant fame,” he said, laughing. “I’ll have to make a career out of pleasing women!” 
 
    “And I’ll make a career out of counseling them on their disappointment,” Mama said, slapping his shoulder. “A little respect for the ladies, would ya?” 
 
    “Hey, I’m good to the girls here,” Dom said. “Even if they all want a piece of the Dom… inator.” 
 
    “OK, and on that note,” I said before this conversation could get derailed any further. “We do have an actual issue to focus on.” 
 
    “Who, Natasha?” Dom said with a smile. 
 
    My joking humor ended really fast. Mama slapped him again, and Dom protested, but when he saw the glares from both Mama and me, he had the good sense to shut up. He still smirked, but I don’t think torture could have wiped off the smirk from his face. 
 
    “We’ve ignored the Degenerate Sinners for some time now, in part because the police could take care of them and they didn’t pose a real threat to us,” I said. “But their murder of Vladimir Sokolov has sent a clear signal. If they can’t attack us, they’ll attack our clients. It’s a risk we’ve been able to manage for several years now, but it’s one that we need to take on in full force. We need to discuss some ideas for retaliation, ways we can get them to stop pulling this. Thoughts?” 
 
    “Hold up,” Mama said as she pulled out a cigarette. “We need to think about this before we do anything.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, that’s what we’re doing,” Dom said.  
 
    “You know what I mean, smartass,” Mama said. “I mean we need to consider if violence is even the best answer. See, unlike all of you assholes, I pay attention to MC violence and rivalries elsewhere.” 
 
    “So do I,” Barber said. 
 
    “That’s true; sorry, baby,” Mama said. “But I know for certain you three don’t. And let me tell you, once the violence starts, it’s really hard to stop. I know we have to do something, but we better be careful about what we do. I’m not going to put my girls in the way of violence.” 
 
    “Yeah, cuz chicks dig violence and—" 
 
    Mama smacked Pork before he could finish. 
 
    “Alright, Mama,” I said. “I know that we’re a club that works best when we’re not getting dirty. We have our hands in a lot of high-end luxuries, even when not accounting for The Red Door. So I know we need to do something that stops the violence and aggression in its place before anything bad happens. Are we all in agreement there?” 
 
    Some short nods came. 
 
    “Like the Napoleon of MCs grew up and became a little more aggressive, huh?” Barber said. 
 
    “Like he was small and now he’s getting bigger?” Pork said. 
 
    “Wasn’t Napoleon aggressive from the start?” Dom interjected. 
 
    “Regardless!” I said, commanding attention of the room. “We’re all in agreement that this cannot turn into a cycle. Good.” 
 
    However, I was much more worried about this becoming just that than I was letting on. The Degenerate Sinners had always been small game; if they had committed murders in the past, we either hadn’t noticed them, or they had gone for such weak targets that it wasn’t much of anything to pay attention to. But for them to have gone after a prominent gambling boss as they did signaled either a new level of stupidity on their part or an enormously high level of confidence that I hadn’t anticipated. 
 
    And if they were willing to do that, who was to say they weren’t also willing to start a little war to get their way? 
 
    “However, we need to figure out the best strategy for an actual strike.” 
 
    This debate, unfortunately, proved much more difficult than I imagined. I suggested attacking their base, but Mama, and even Pork, feared that would set them off the most. When pressed for a better answer, neither had anything. 
 
    The clock neared eight p.m., the time when Dom would go back, bring out our mystery poker guest, and let us win a few hands. It was a tradition that started when Dom, himself an avid poker player, had become an officer. He saw it as a way to integrate the club with the community more, get some interest in The Red Door, and make a few thousand bucks in the process. 
 
    I had to admit, as much as I hated the kid’s cockiness, he could work wonders with his charm, both in seducing women and charming businessmen. 
 
    Finally, at five minutes till, I commanded the attention of everyone in the room. I slammed my fists, and everyone, even Mama and Dom, shut the hell up. 
 
    “We need to come back to this later,” I said. “If we do this impromptu or with a half-baked plan, we’re going to get ravaged. And if there’s one thing that the Savage Saints don’t do, it’s doing things half-assed.” 
 
    I looked at Dom. 
 
    “Go ahead and bring in the guest of the hour. I’d be curious to see who it is this time.” 
 
    “You’ll be a happy man,” Dom said, rising and spreading his hands like a magician showing he had nothing up his sleeves. “He’s someone who very recently expressed interest in who you are. In fact, if memory serves me right, I believe you personally invited him to check out The Red Door.” 
 
    “Did I,” I said with a half-yawn. Dom liked to treat his new clients as if he was Bruce Buffer, announcing a new fighter to the ring. So long as it was someone we could stand to be around for four-ish hours, it was all good. “Well, go ahead and do what you gotta do.” 
 
    Dom smirked, patted the empty chair, and then headed outside. Mama pulled out a cigarette and started smoking, while Barber leaned back in his chair and Pork watched Mama. 
 
    “We’ve gone a long time avoiding the bullshit of jealousy,” Mama said. 
 
    It was true; we’d never really experienced any severe violence in the time that I’d been running the club. I supposed there was a first time for everything, but despite all my thoughts, I really wasn’t that worried. Due diligence required a healthy degree of fear and concern, and if I didn’t have that, I never would have made it that far. 
 
    “Not with that attitude.” 
 
    Pork started giggling as Mama turned to slap him once more. 
 
    Pork started laughing like something out of Yakety Sax, with Mama chasing Pork around the room. Barber and I both rolled our eyes, but in truth, I appreciated the lighthearted ridiculousness of Pork sometimes. It kept things appropriately loose at the club. 
 
    “Sit your asses down before we scare away our guest,” I said. “Last thing we need is to lose a casino friend and a source of cash.” 
 
    Pork and Mama finally sat down, Mama looking like she was about to slap him until he passed out, Pork looking like a school kid that couldn’t stop snorting about what they had done. 
 
    Thank heavens Dom walked in the room a second later, trailed by… 
 
    Igor? 
 
    “Gentlemen, and Mama, may I introduce to you Igor Sokolov,” he said. “Mr. Sokolov came from Russia a few years ago to get into the casino industry and is the biggest international investor in the area. Mr. Sokolov brings a wealth of expertise from his motherland and a keen eye for making clients happy. He is also, rumor has it, a tough cookie at the poker table.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I suppose the cards will determine that,” Igor said. “Richard, good to meet you again.” 
 
    He extended his hand, which I shook, exaggerating the strength of my grip to make up for the shock on my face. I looked over his shoulder at Dom, who had his arms smugly crossed as he looked at me. Swear to God, if you’re trying to get into his daughter’s pants, Dom, you know I called that one first… you want to start some hell in the club, let’s see what happens. 
 
    Igor took his seat after he shook hands and introduced himself to everyone. 
 
    “So, Igor,” I said with a gentle smile hiding my surprise. “What’s your background in poker? Texas Hold ‘Em? Seven card stud? Omaha?” 
 
    “Ah, I like whatever gets the most money in at once,” he said. 
 
    “I like this handsome gentleman,” Mama said, putting a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    Igor, though, did not even flinch at Mama’s flirtation. Some guests ate it up, others seemed visibly annoyed by it, but very few had the complete lack of reaction that Igor did. I remembered him being so stoic when I invited him, but this was impressive. Mama had an incredible body, a bit of a hard, blunt personality, and a willingness to flaunt whatever she needed to—in other words, she was perfect for a Russian. 
 
    But if Igor didn’t want it, Mama wasn’t afraid to get right into the mindset of poker. 
 
    “Let’s play some Omaha then, shall we?” I said. “We play with five-ten blinds. Buy in is up to two thousand dollars.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    I smiled. We occasionally had a guest want to play for more, but they usually got along with good banter. To this point, Igor was almost treating this like a business negotiation. 
 
    “Alright, call it ten-twenty,” I said. “Max buy-in is five thousand dollars. Depending on how much money gets put on the table, we can raise the blinds to raise the action.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    I laughed. Thankfully, even Igor seemed on the joke, because he was smiling too. 
 
    “Dom, would you deal for blinds?” 
 
    “With pleasure,” he said. 
 
    I watched in silence as Mama won the dealer button, putting Igor just behind her and me as the big blind. As that round of cards was dealt and as she dealt the first round, though, I tried to think of what Igor’s presence could mean. I wasn’t getting the greatest of initial gut feelings; no man who had experienced having his brother murdered would want to meet anyone under the guise of just a playful game of poker. 
 
    But on the other hand, if I ever wanted to see Natasha again, it was hard to imagine a much better deal than to have her father come over and play high-stakes poker with us. We had invited plenty of guests back, and I felt pretty sure that we could easily swing Igor coming back many times over the next couple of weeks to learn more about Natasha and other matters. 
 
    “Hey, buddy?” 
 
    “Huh, what? Oh, shit, sorry, big blind,” I posted, forgetting to have done that. 
 
    “Drinks?” 
 
    The cocktail waitress came by, The Red Door just now beginning to open for business, our first show scheduled an hour later. 
 
    “Vodka tonic, double vodka, please,” Igor said. 
 
    I’m going to like this guy. If nothing else, feed him more liquor, and he’s bound to be more open and freer than most guests. 
 
    For the next four hours, we bantered easily, letting the alcohol and chips flow across the table. Igor loosened up, although he still had his very dry, almost stupidly blunt sense of humor to him. When he laughed, it felt like his face never shifted, and when he told a joke, his facial expression also didn’t change. Dom and Pork lost a couple thousand bucks, I made a couple hundred, and Igor, to my delight, walked out with a thousand or so. Of course, a thousand to him was the equivalent of a fast food meal, but that was the point—the focus wasn’t on making money, but on making connections. 
 
    “I do say, you all are quite the entertaining group,” Igor said as he sipped on his vodka. It was impressive that that was perhaps his third drink—meaning he’d had six servings of vodka—and yet he otherwise appeared completely unaffected by the amount of booze in his body. “I do wish you were something other than motorcycle enthusiasts. I would enjoy having you at my house parties.” 
 
    I didn’t visibly react, but that line frustrated the hell out of me. Did the Russians have some secret trait that made them better than us? Was the fact that we were bikers scary for the rest of the world? It sure wasn’t scary for The Red Door clients when they saw us. 
 
    Nevertheless, this was just part of doing business. I understood that we had to sacrifice some things to reach the pinnacle of success that we had, and for me, that was getting upset. I understood, as much as I disliked it, that stereotypes existed, and while those who became long-standing clients of ours understood what we were and what we believed in, I could understand that a person who had only played one night of poker and saw us at the scene of his brother’s murder would probably have his doubts. 
 
    “I’m sure that your house parties would be amazing,” I said. “You seem to have a lovely family.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, this is true,” Igor said as we dealt out the last hand of the night. “My wife, Anna, is a beautiful woman from Moscow. Truly among the most distinguished ladies I have ever met. And my daughter, Natasha, she is a delight—when she’s not being so damn stubborn.” 
 
    I laughed politely at that, but I had to quell it out of fear that I would look a little too interested. 
 
    “How so?” Pork asked, almost unassumingly. 
 
    “She is of the age where she needs to find someone to marry,” Igor said. “I have tried to counsel her on the value of a man worth her while, but none of the men I give her interest her. It drives me insane, I tell you. Perhaps her standards are even higher than I anticipated, but I have introduced her to the heirs of billionaires, to the sons of politicians, and even to the sons of athletes and celebrities. And still, none of them interest her! It’s enough to drive a man without grandchildren mad, I tell you!” 
 
    “I can imagine,” I said with a huge grin hidden behind my hand. 
 
    It’s too bad you didn’t see the way she looked at me. I’d give you grandkids, Igor. I’d be glad to help you with that. 
 
    “In any case, time is my greatest ally,” Igor said with a chuckle. “Eventually, the girl will wise up and realize that she needs children.” 
 
    “Hey now,” Mama said. 
 
    I briefly feared a confrontation between the two, but Igor either didn’t catch Mama’s remark or just outright ignored it. 
 
    “Richard, thank you for allowing me to come,” he said as he cashed out his chips, leaving me the remaining fives as a sort of tip. “I hope to attend again in the future.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “Dom has your number. Send a text to him at any time, and we can get something set up with The Red Door or with this poker game.” 
 
    Dom looked surprised that I let him have the contact, but it was just my way of telling him I wasn’t worried about his attempts to woo the young Natasha. Maybe I should have been, given his combination of charm and looks, but given what Igor had just said, I didn’t think Natasha wanted that handsome, charming guy. She was probably looking for someone a little rougher and harder around the edges. You know, someone like me. 
 
    “Allow me,” Dom said. “The club is in full swing, so we give our poker guests a couple of options. I can guide you out a back door if you wish to avoid being seen, or we can take you through the show.” 
 
    “Out the back is fine,” Igor said. “A burlesque show is of little interest to me at this time.” 
 
    Dom nodded, walked him through his studio—the only one that led to the back—and disappeared, staying by his side for security until his ride picked him up or he got to his car. It was always a fifty-fifty question, given the wealthy’s propensity for personal valet drivers. 
 
    “We have to keep an eye on him.” 
 
    “Hmm?” I said, turning to Mama. 
 
    “He’s smarter than most of the ones I’ve been around,” Mama said. “Most of the guests we have let themselves be loose. But Igor knows how to make it look like he’s having a good time while being aware. I don’t think he did anything tonight without thinking about it.” 
 
    “So…” Pork said, trailing off. 
 
    “So he’s got an angle,” Mama said. “I don’t know what it is yet. Could be he just wants to know more about us, or maybe he wants to buy the club. Maybe he’s mad at us somehow for what happened with his brother’s death. I don’t know.” 
 
    She sighed. 
 
    “But you know how these guys operate. In the shadows, pretending to be your friend, until the last possible second. So let’s keep having him over, but let’s be careful.” 
 
    “Definitely,” I said, but as soon as the silence came, my mind shifted to a very different member of the Sokolov family. “Well, let’s go see how the clientele is enjoying the evening, shall we? Mama?” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “Pork, Barber, go make sure Dom got everything taken care of.” 
 
    Mama and I walked in one direction while the other two went out to meet Dom. 
 
    It only took me a few seconds of sweeping the crowd before I was staring slack-jawed at what I saw. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4: Natasha 
 
    
I’d spent every day from Monday to this evening doing nothing but working on my father’s business and sleeping. 
 
    That wasn’t even an exaggeration, either. My father was interested in purchasing some of the casinos in town, and I was tasked with learning their financial standings and evaluating the risks and benefits of the potential acquisitions. He’d delivered the news to me around seven a.m. on Monday, and thus, aside from sleeping, I spent most of my time in the office. 
 
    The only times I wasn’t in my office or in my bed were when I stood up to get the food delivered my way. Otherwise, I just sat… and sat… and sat. It brought me back to my first internship in college, when I had worked as an analyst on Wall Street. One-hundred-hour work weeks were far from unusual then, and it wasn’t uncommon for me to have to fuel my body with a mixture of energy drinks, coffee, and some jumping jacks in private to get the blood flowing. 
 
    Thank heavens that life had slowed down some since then. Thank goodness I now had gotten the chance to recover and get my health back. 
 
    But it never fully disappeared. And now, with my father having finally taken an evening for himself to attend business meetings, I had time to myself. 
 
    I went home around six in the evening, all but falling asleep in the back seat of the car my valet driver, Antonio, drove. When I got home, I passed out on the couch and didn’t anticipate waking up until sunrise the next day. 
 
    Imagine my surprise, then, when I woke up to a dark night, only to realize it was not five in the morning but instead just before midnight. I tried to fall back asleep, but it was of no use. My body had gotten wrecked by the previous few days of such little sleep that it had forgotten what a normal sleep schedule felt like, and so I was paying the price with a confused body. 
 
    Figuring it was no use, I pulled up my phone and started looking up different things to do. 
 
    When I started to type in “sin city activities,” though, hoping it would give me something worth doing on a Thursday night, the first thing that auto-completed on my phone was “Savage Saints.” Somehow, work had buried me so much that I had forgotten my initial promise to myself. 
 
    I had sworn that I would head out Thursday to see The Red Door and discover what was beyond that signature entryway. Even if it was a strip club, I was too intrigued by it and everything associated with the Savage Saints not to do a little bit of investigation on my end. Yeah, Dad would be upset, but that was the whole point of it, right? To rebel just a little bit and to experience life at its more extreme edges. 
 
    The only problem with not knowing what was in there, however, was that I had no idea how to dress. I knew blazer and slacks wasn’t the answer—that was too business-like—but a cocktail dress that showed off my body might have been too much if it was a classier venue than I had anticipated. 
 
    I ended up swapping my slacks for tight, dark jeans, my flats for two-inch heels, and my suit and button-down shirt for a black tank-top that showed off just a bit of my cleavage, but not so much that it would scream “looking to have fun tonight.” It felt like the kind of outfit that could easily blend in with any environment, and given the shape of the top, I could easily pull it up or pull it down as needed. 
 
    I texted Antonio, asking him to come over, with the last words being I would tell him where to go when I got inside the vehicle. He arrived in his limo less than ten minutes later, and I hopped in the back. 
 
    “Where to, Natasha Sokolov?” he said, using my full name as he always did with anyone getting in the car for the first time. 
 
    “I need you to promise me that you’re not going to spill the beans,” I said. 
 
    “I always keep my secrets, Ms. Sokolov,” he promised. 
 
    And that he did. I swore that Antonio was like the family therapist—he knew everyone’s secrets and would tell no one. He knew more about me and my dreams of finding a more rugged man than my father or mother would ever know. Whatever my mother told him would probably shock me; and as for my father, while he was a very calculated and hidden man, he had also effusively praised Antonio many times in the past. 
 
    In fact, Antonio was one of just a few employees my father had brought over from Russia to Las Vegas. 
 
    “I want you to take me to The Red Door,” I said. “I’m not sure that it’s on Google Maps or any maps app, but I know that it’s just over the bridge west of Sahara Avenue.” 
 
    “The Red Door it is,” Antonio said. 
 
    Antonio was also great for not necessarily relying on technology. What I told him was almost certainly going to be enough for him to figure out where to go. 
 
    As we left the driveway and headed out, I couldn’t help but wonder what had gotten into me. It wasn’t so much going to the red door as it was an interest in that man, Richard Peters. Was it the man, or was it the rebellion against my father that mattered so much? If my father weren’t so insistent on picking a future husband for me, would I have looked at Richard the way that I did? Was it that I was attracted to Richard, or that I was attracted to the idea of him rescuing me? 
 
    That’s why you’re going there, Natasha. So that you have time to figure out which is true. There’s no reason for you to figure it out now. 
 
    I tried to lose myself in the lights of Las Vegas—the brightness of the lights always wowed me, even after all this time—but not even the glittering, flashing neon casino names could distract me for long. The only good fortune was that I knew that the general location of The Red Door wasn’t very far from where we were. 
 
    The part that I had failed to account for, though, was the area surrounding The Red Door. While I wouldn’t call it sleazy or dangerous, it definitely wasn’t luxurious. For a place that professed high-end service—or for a place which had rumors professing such a thing—it sure didn’t have much of that in the area. 
 
    “Does that look like it?” Antonio said. 
 
    I peered out the side of my window. There was an abandoned-looking building, with scaffolding falling off on the side, and metal wiring of a screen door in front of what was, in fact, a red door, just barely visible on the other side. 
 
    “Seems like it,” I said. “Do me a favor, Antonio, and please don’t leave until you see me go inside.” 
 
    “Of course,” Antonio said. 
 
    I got out of my seat, moving carefully in the limo, and headed toward the metal wiring. I saw a small handle and tried to push it open. Perhaps it was locked. Or maybe the place was closed. It would have made sense, I suppose, for it to only be open on weekends. It’d be harder, but— 
 
    “Name?” 
 
    I hadn’t jumped like that in ages. The man came out of nowhere, and the only reason I knew he was there was I could see the slight movement in the dark, a man pulling a clipboard—an actual clipboard, not an iPad or other tablet—up. This place really is off the grid. 
 
    “Natasha Sokolov,” I said. 
 
    The man flipped a page, scanned through, paused for a second, and then shrugged. 
 
    “You’re not on the list.” 
 
    “OK, well, can I get in anyway?” 
 
    The man on the other side of the door gave a short chuckle. 
 
    “Ma’am, there’s a waiting list stretching out about two months to get into this building,” he said. “This is a private club. We don’t take walk-ins.” 
 
    I hadn’t gotten rejected for anything like this… probably ever. In Russia, I just dropped my father’s name, and doors opened like I was walking into a coffee shop. In Las Vegas, I just flashed a pretty smile, and that usually did the trick. 
 
    “Umm, are you sure?” I said. 
 
    I wasn’t trying to be arrogant or flaunt anything. I was just so taken aback by the rejection that I wasn’t yet sure how to react to what had happened. 
 
    “Very,” the man said simply. 
 
    “OK,” I said, deciding I needed to take measures. “Maybe you know my father’s name. Igor Sokolov. He’s one of the richest men in town. He can make things happen. If you let me in, then we can arrange something.” 
 
    The man, amused, came into the light and smiled. He had on sunglasses, sported a black beard… and, confirming that I was in the right place, wore a cut that said “Savage Saints.” 
 
    “With all respect, ma’am, everyone here is a name. We have a no cell phones and no posting rule for a reason. Everyone in that room is someone you’ve seen on TV or read about online. I’m sure your father is a wonderful man, but so is everyone else in there. I’m sorry.” 
 
    I just stared agape. He was serious. He really wasn’t going to let me in. 
 
    And the worst part of it was, I knew human psychology well enough to know that this would only make me want the club even more.  
 
    “What if I lied and said I was the daughter of the president?” 
 
    The man laughed. 
 
    “I’ll admit, I haven’t gotten that one before. But nope. Same rules apply.” 
 
    “Damn, you are serious,” I said. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” he said. 
 
    I’ve never been stonewalled like this in my life before. It’s like a challenge. 
 
    OK… challenge accepted. 
 
    “You can’t even give a lady your name?” I said. 
 
    “You don’t need it to know you can’t come in tonight,” he said. “If you want to come back when we have space, I’d be happy to take your name and email address, and we can get you on the waiting list. I—” 
 
    “No,” I said. “No waiting list.” 
 
    The way in came to mind as my hand went to my purse. Much as I knew my father would kill me for using his money for this purpose, I didn’t much care. What was… five hundred, six hundred, eight hundred… two thousand… 
 
    What was a couple thousand bucks when your father would make that much in interest in the course of an hour or so? 
 
    “What if I could convince you in other ways?” 
 
    “Is that all you’ve got?” 
 
    Wow! These guys don’t play around. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    A long silence came. The man stepped back into the shadows for a second. He then stepped forward, took my money, and counted it. He appeared to hold it under some sort of light, as if testing its authenticity, before I heard the click of a door opening. I smiled. 
 
    Money didn’t buy happiness, but it sure could buy opportunities. 
 
    “Come with me,” the man said as he opened the red door to The Red Door. 
 
    Inside was a small atrium, like a reception area. There were two benches to the right, numerous books in the area, and a curtain leading to what I assumed was the area where everything happened. The music playing was not the kind you’d hear in a club or a strip club, leading me to believe that this was a burlesque club. Or, maybe, it was something else that didn’t even have a name. Maybe The Red Door was a totally unique place with nothing to compare it to. 
 
    “What’s your full name again?” 
 
    “Natasha Sokolov,” I said. 
 
    “Ms. Sokolov, please take a seat.” 
 
    I did as instructed. I assumed the hard part was over. 
 
    It was, but that didn’t mean the longest part was over. 
 
    “We have some house rules that must be followed. Failure to follow them will lead to permanent banishment from The Red Door. Do you understand?” 
 
    I nodded, surprised at how nervous I felt. I had to admit, whoever ran this club did a really good job of establishing a feel of authority and secrecy. 
 
    “Number one: no cell phones. We understand you may be carrying one on you, but do not bring it out at any time. Do not bring it out to make a call, do not bring it out to send a text, do not bring it out to check the time. If you have to check it, come outside. I will let you back in after.” 
 
    Damn. I’ve heard of no photo places, but this is… this is intense. 
 
    “Number two, no posting on social media. We follow all the accounts of people who come in here to ensure that they do not discuss The Red Door. This is a very, very private club, and the privacy of it is what contributes to its atmosphere. There should be no discussion on any online platform that you were here. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    I’m not going to say anything, anyways. Not like it would be a great look to say I came here with the hopes of seeing the head of the Savage Saints. 
 
    “Number three, do not touch the women or speak to them in a derogatory or crude fashion. Our women are very good at what they do and must have your utmost respect. We have kicked out some very noticeable people from this club before for inappropriate behavior. This is a two-strikes and you’re out rule for saying something, a one-strike and you’re out rule for touching them. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Other than that, enjoy the night, talk to the other guests, and have some drinks,” he said. “You are entitled to up to three free drinks, after which they are normal bar price.” 
 
    I smiled at that. I was going to need a drink or two to calm myself after going through all of this. 
 
    The man stepped aside and moved to the curtain. I rose, making sure that my phone was turned off and tucked into my clutch, and then moved forward. 
 
    “You still didn’t tell me your name,” I said. 
 
    For the first time since I had gone up to him, he smirked. 
 
    “I’ll tell you if you come back, Natasha.” 
 
    How very interesting. How secretive of a place. 
 
    I stepped through the curtain, feeling its breeze as it closed behind me, and I took in the surroundings. 
 
    About two dozen people sat in front of me, broken up into three rows of seven seats, the seats ascending to the back to prevent awkward height differences from being a problem, plus a few bar stools. The entire place was flushed with a dark red that bordered on purple. The curtains, the floor, even the ceiling had this color. 
 
    The place was much smaller than I had anticipated, but it very much seemed designed to foster conversation between guests. There were women performing on stage, women with almost perfect bodies and technique, but only about half the guests were paying attention. The rest were conversing amongst themselves or at the bar. 
 
    The design was brilliant; instead of giving guests every convenience they could ever want, give them some inconveniences they could bond over. It forced people to make connections that could pay off in other ways. 
 
    I tried not to make it obvious I was peering at the crowd, but I picked up a few hockey players and basketball players there. The rest were a semi-anonymous blend of business folk, none of whom I knew personally. There was a very probable chance that I had heard of their last name and vice versa, but so long as none of them knew who I was on sight, I was OK. 
 
    The one disappointment, though, was that I didn’t see Richard Peters anywhere. He either was in whatever qualified as the back of this place or just wasn’t here. 
 
    I headed to the bar to claim my first free drink. A beautiful woman in a red outfit came over to me, smiling and asking me how I was. 
 
    “Good,” I said quietly, still a bit nervous about disrupting the show. “Can I get a cocktail list?” 
 
    The woman nodded, reached under the bar top, and pulled out a placard that had about twenty cocktails on it, front and back. I saw drinks with egg whites, drinks with avocados, drinks with all sorts of fruit and food mixes that I never would have guessed existed. They all had unique names, like “The Snapper,” “Four Score and Twenty Drinks Ago,” and “The Great White Hope.” They all looked incredible. 
 
    It was paralysis by analysis. 
 
    “I… I… do you have any recommendations?” 
 
    “Allow me.” 
 
    It was not the woman in front of me who spoke, but rather, a very familiar man’s voice. 
 
    I had to fight not to let my body not show how excited it was when Richard Peters stood just to my right, towering over me, wearing a casual smile. 
 
    “You should go with The Snapper,” he said. “It’s a nice way to start an evening, especially an evening where you’re going to do things you shouldn’t do.” 
 
    It would have sounded sexual, except for the fact he was right. I wasn’t even supposed to be in here. 
 
    “How much did you bribe Walker to get in here?” 
 
    So that’s his name, huh? 
 
    “Enough,” I said, deciding to play a little bit coy as I smiled at him. 
 
    “Hmm,” Richard said. “I’m going to guess that you didn’t just hand him a twenty and get in.” 
 
    “It was a multiple of twenty.” 
 
    Richard chuckled as he motioned to the bartender to make me The Snapper, a drink with some rum and bitters in it. He then turned back to me. 
 
    “You know, since you were bold enough to come in here without being on the guest list—something that only a couple of people have accomplished in my time owning this place—I suppose I could be bold myself. I saw the way you smiled at me a few days ago, Natasha. You are someone whom I would be delighted to take out.” 
 
    I smiled back, almost blushing at Richard’s words. They felt a little… too good, a little too seductive, almost like something one of the boys my Dad wanted would say. And yet, at the same time, the way Richard said them, they felt much more natural. They didn’t sound rehearsed or over the top. It was actually very smooth. 
 
    “I think we could arrange that,” I said.  
 
    “Good, then have that drink and hurry out of here.” 
 
    “Why?” I said, arching an eyebrow playfully. 
 
    “Do you really want to know?” 
 
    What was this, some sort of game? Was Richard trying to get me to anticipate things more by removing himself so quickly? Was— 
 
    “Do you know who my guest was at our poker game tonight?” 
 
    He wouldn’t have asked that question unless… there’s only one person it could have possibly been… 
 
    Holy shit… 
 
    “My dad?” 
 
    Richard nodded. 
 
    “You’ll want to get home before he does,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t live with my father. I’m twenty-six, not sixteen.” 
 
    “True. Still, he has free reign to come back at any time until the club closes at four in the morning. Your father may be a busy man, but he also is a smart one. I suspect he’ll be back.” 
 
    My eyes went wide. My father had the unreal ability to get by on just two or three hours of sleep. It very much was possible that he was coming back. And if he did, if he saw me with Richard here… 
 
    I sipped on my drink for half a second, taking its taste in before throwing the whole thing back. It was delicious, but damn if it didn’t feel like a waste of good liquor. 
 
    “I’ll find a night you can come back and get a full show in,” Richard said. “You should go now, though.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    I grabbed a napkin quickly, wrote my number down, and stuffed it in Richard’s shirt pocket. 
 
    “Call me,” I said with a smile. 
 
    I hurried out seconds later, nodding to Walker as I did, texting Antonio. He was less than a minute away, and as I got in the limo, I looked out the window to see that Richard was right. My father was getting out of his vehicle and walking to The Red Door. 
 
    I felt an exhilarated rush leave my body as this all unfolded. I had basically just paid the Savage Saints two thousand dollars for the right to give Richard my phone number. It wasn’t even like I’d gotten the chance to flirt with him much.  
 
    It was perhaps the least efficiently spent two thousand dollars of my life. 
 
    But you know what? For a night that I had thought would be spent ruing the fact that I couldn’t sleep, it had gone pretty damn well. I got the adrenaline rush of sneaking around my father and just barely avoiding getting caught, giving my number to a rugged man that I knew my father wouldn’t approve of, and of getting into a club that supposedly no one got into without waiting a month. 
 
    All in all, I’d call that a damn good night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5: Richard 
 
    
When I told Natasha to leave because her father might return at any moment, I did not actually think that Igor would be returning.  
 
    The poker game had concluded, and while he could have requested it keep going, we had very few guests who would play for so long, and the latest we had ever gone was five a.m.—and that was with a well-known Las Vegas politician who gave us something much more valuable than money: freedom. Rare was the man who played that wanted to do so just for the sake of the game; most of them wanted the danger of playing with an MC and the thrill of maybe even winning some money, and the networking was more valuable to them, anyway. 
 
    Imagine my shock, then, when Igor stepped back into the club one minute after Natasha had left, leaving me scared shitless that Igor knew I had just asked out his daughter.  
 
    “Richard,” Igor said as he entered. “How would you like to play some heads-up poker at the bar while we watch this show unfold?” 
 
    “I would, uhh, sure,” I said. 
 
    I couldn’t say no. I was a good enough poker player that I knew I could hold my own, but Mama’s words kept playing in my head. Keep in mind his angle. This isn’t enough money for him to care about, so he’s not doing it for just the money. There’s something about me that interests him… but what? 
 
    I ignored the thought, not because it wasn’t relevant, but because continuing to ponder it wasn’t going to do any good.  
 
    We set up shop at the spot where I had gotten Natasha’s number, and I tried to read into if he knew that his daughter had been here just moments ago. He betrayed nothing, though. I gave up on the idea of Igor ever telling me anything and gave us the same buy-in as before. 
 
    Five thousand dollars’ worth of chips. Ten- and twenty-dollar blinds. Dealer’s choice of game—which, for almost every hand, was Omaha, given its extreme variance and swings, although a couple of rounds of Texas Hold ‘Em and Seven-Card Stud showed up as well for the sake of variety. 
 
    At first, Igor remained silent while we played, the two of us taking in the show behind us as we went. That was what it looked like, at least. In reality, I was thinking about Natasha. 
 
    I couldn’t lie, I kept hoping she might be more than just a hot Russian woman. I’d never slept with someone like her before, but she also had great energy and a radiance to her that led me to believe she might be something more. 
 
    I had to get the hell out of my head. I knew that much. At thirty-nine years old, as a man with plenty of great women, I just needed to get out of my head. Maybe if I weren’t so estranged from Paul and his daughter, it wouldn’t hurt so much. I wouldn’t feel the need to be suddenly feeling so desperate for connection. And yet, here I am— 
 
    “Hey, Richard,” Igor said, snapping his fingers. “Are you looking at the titties too much?” 
 
    Dom, who I didn’t even realize was standing nearby, burst out laughing. His laughter actually accomplished something I didn’t think was possible—Igor cracked a smile. A small one, and one that didn’t reveal any teeth, but it was still a smile nevertheless. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry,” I said. “No, I work here, I’ve seen all the girls topless. They’re beautiful, but at some point, it’s just part of the crowd.” 
 
    “Hm,” Igor said. “You know, in Russia, a man with money has a way of bringing in all the titties!” 
 
    It sounded like the boasts of a drunken rich man more than anything else, so I just politely laughed, even if the statement did feel a little crass and shallow. 
 
    But given that Igor was a little drunk, I decided it couldn’t hurt to press him on a few different things. 
 
    “So how come you came back?” I said casually. “You were up when we left.” 
 
    “Bah,” Igor said as he took a sip of another double-vodka drink. “Money means nothing to me. I could go all in right now for the hell of it, if not for the fact that such terrible poker strategy burns at my intellectual soul. I just enjoy a good game, Richard. So much of my day is spent in serious moments discussing… sometimes, a man wants to enjoy a good drink and a good game of cards.” 
 
    “I can get behind that,” I said, holding my glass out for a cheers. 
 
    Igor, though, didn’t take it, either not noticing or not caring, and I put my glass back down. I felt pretty sure there was more to it than that. A man like Igor didn’t get where he was by just enjoying “a good drink and a good game of cards.” The drink and the cards were only good if something came of it. 
 
    “I am just fortunate that I discovered a private place where I can play with a fellow accomplished entrepreneur like yourself,” Igor said. “Even if you do flaunt the wild side a little bit.” 
 
    Again, it was just so damn impossible to figure out if Igor was mocking me or playfully deriding me that I didn’t bother to figure it out. It was easiest to take it as what my gut said instead of spending hours dissecting it all. 
 
    “Sounds like your daughter does that some.” 
 
    I immediately regretted the words as soon as they came out. I meant it more as “the daughter likes to do things that aren’t so normal” not “sounds like your daughter is a whore.” But there was no— 
 
    “Tell me about it!” Igor said, showing emotion for one of the few times all night. 
 
    Over his shoulder, I could see Barber and Pork staring in disbelief, as if they couldn’t believe I’d gotten away with saying what I had. 
 
    “I would love for that girl to marry someone who is worthy of her, but it is as if she does not understand her worth. Hell, maybe I should bring her here. There are enough men in this place who would be worthy, wouldn’t you say, Richard?” 
 
    If only you knew, Igor. If only you knew. 
 
    “We do attract a certain type of clientele; this is very true,” I said. “If you want to bring her, I would be happy—” 
 
    “Nah,” Igor said. “We throw our own house parties where I invite many men who would make for a great husband for her.” 
 
    Left unsaid, obviously, was that while I was willing to extend an invitation to Igor to come here, such an invite was never coming to any of us. We were considered outlaws, no matter how false that narrative. We couldn’t be given invites to such parties. 
 
    “And yet she rejects them all,” Igor said. “Millennials these days, I tell you. I do not understand her generation. At twenty-six, if I were not married in Russia, I would have marched myself to Siberia.” 
 
    I chuckled politely, but Igor gave no reaction. I decided I had pressed my luck enough on both issues; Igor wasn’t going to say anything else, no matter how drunk I got him. 
 
    We played until four a.m., an impressively late time, at which point the club closed for the night. I shook Igor’s hand and said I wished him luck at work early in the morning. 
 
    “I will be fine,” Igor said dismissively. “This is not the first time I have shown up to work on a Friday with no more than two hours of sleep.” 
 
    Two hours? What the— 
 
    “Have a good night, Richard. Dom, please lead me out.” 
 
    I couldn’t remember the last time any of our guests, poker or not, had requested that Dom lead them out. Poor Dom looked befuddled, but true to his form, whatever appearance of confusion was on his face vanished in favor of the overly confident smile. 
 
    Within ten minutes, the entire club was cleared out except for a few of the girls who needed to change and leave and the officers. Walker was the only other non-officer left, tasked with making sure the women got to their vehicles safely. As soon as he and the girls left, I gathered around so we could recap the night. 
 
    “So,” I said with a smile. “As some of you may have noticed, we didn’t have just one Sokolov in the building tonight.” 
 
    “Yes, we’re well aware, player,” Mama said. 
 
    “Hey now.” 
 
    “You’re lucky I let you have her,” Dom said with a chuckle. 
 
    “For the record, Dom, you couldn’t have her even if you tried, and no, that is not an invitation for you to try and sweep her away from me.” 
 
    “Oh please, don’t be jealous of my good looks and—” 
 
    “Good looks? More like—.” 
 
    “Pork!” 
 
    The simultaneous shouting gave us all a chance to reset after the tangent with Dom. 
 
    “Anyways, Natasha bribed Walker to get in. Got a cool extra two thousand dollars for that.” 
 
    “Damn!” Barber said. “Don’t think we’ve ever had a bribe that big.” 
 
    “Yeah, I let Walker keep two hundred of it. I think he was trying to play it cool when it all went down,” I said. “In any case, Mama made a great point about Papa Sokolov. He’s up to something. It may be something as innocent as seeing if the Saints can provide security for him and his family, or it might be something much more. I tried to get him to open up about coming back, but he was very guarded. Dom, if you bring him back—which I would encourage you to do—I want us to keep a close eye on him. I want to know what he’s getting into.” 
 
    “You got it, boss.” 
 
    I looked around at the other club members. They looked like they understood what I meant. It wasn’t like I thought Sokolov was secretly an agent for the Degenerate Sinners. I just wanted us to make sure that we were aware of the pitfalls of not being on top of things—rival MCs were not the only threat that a group like us faced, especially since the city of Las Vegas itself was often competition for our clients. 
 
    “I think that’s it, unless anyone else had anything to talk about.” 
 
    No one spoke up. 
 
    “Alright, have a good night, and as always, remember the three rules of being a Saint. Respect your brothers.” 
 
    “And your sister,” Mama interjected, as I had always let her do at the close of such nights like this. 
 
    “Respect the women.” 
 
    Even though, Dom and Barber, I know you’re going to skirt around that rule as much as you can. 
 
    “And respect the club. See you tomorrow.” 
 
    With that, everyone departed after a few hugs. I was the last one to leave, locking the actual red door behind me before also closing the screen door. I always appreciated these moments of being alone and being able to take in the building before me. Out of a dinky place, out of a place set to be destroyed, the rise of the Savage Saints has all but reached its pinnacle. Out of the terrible years that Mama and I spent together comes this wonderful time. 
 
    And we’re not done yet. 
 
    I can’t let myself be done. I won’t let myself be done. 
 
    I headed around the building, hopped on my bike, and began the drive south to my home in a small neighborhood called Blue Diamond. There was something special about ending each night with the Las Vegas Strip behind me, fading away. It was like I was giving myself a small break from the glitz and glamor that I had earned; it was time for me to get a brief rest in. But tomorrow, the gambling would begin, the club would pick back up, and our clients would come through the door once more. 
 
    The growth and evolution never stopped, and I wanted it no other way. I didn’t want to think of a world in which I stopped growing and stopped pursuing potential for the Savage Saints. If I did, I didn’t know what I would do with myself. 
 
    When I got home, entering the code for my gate, I brought the bike into my garage, next to my Lamborghini, and shut the door. I staggered to the couch, too tired to make it upstairs. The poker game and challenges of figuring out Igor—or failing to do so, rather—had gotten to me, and I couldn’t make it up to my bed. I almost passed out before I stuffed my hands into my pockets, finding the napkin with Natasha’s number on it. 
 
    It was awfully late to text. While it wasn’t like I was going to ask her out on the spot, even just a “had a great time” text at this hour was probably going to smell of a little bit of desperation. 
 
    But it was fatigue that led me to actually send that text. I didn’t have the energy to consider how bad of an idea it was, and so I wrote “Great meeting you! Let’s talk tomorrow.” And then I hit send.  
 
    It took me all of about five seconds to pass out. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When I woke up, it was about eleven in the morning, not too late of an hour, but a little bit later than usual for me. I liked to go to bed around two thirty or three in the morning and wake up shortly after ten. I reached for my phone on the ground, fumbling and trying different spots, still not awake enough to move to get it. 
 
    I finally found it and opened the screen, smiling at the fact that Natasha had texted me. 
 
    “Likewise! I can’t wait to hear from you :-)” 
 
    It put a smile on my face, something of a rarity that early in the morning. Then I looked and saw that she had sent the message at about half an hour past five; had I stayed awake for the duration of just one TV episode, I might have been able to have a conversation with her. 
 
    Still, this was better than nothing, so I immediately started texting, even though my brain hadn’t fully awoken yet. 
 
    “Hey! Just woke up. Long night. Your pops loves poker. You were up early!” 
 
    It was definitely more exuberant than I was used to sending, but Natasha made me feel more exuberant—how could I not feel a little excited about it all? 
 
    I stretched out my arms and turned on the TV, watching the local news with mild interest. There was talk of a heat wave coming to Vegas, but that didn’t mean much of anything to me. A heat wave in Vegas meant the temperature was going to go from a hundred and ten to a hundred and fifteen; at that point, what was the difference? 
 
    I checked my phone again, more out of habit than thinking Natasha had said anything, only to be surprised to see she’d already written me. 
 
    “Good morning! Yeah, he’s played it with me a few times. He really gets into it. He’s not as adept at the math as I am, though, so I’m starting to beat him. What have you got planned for the day?” 
 
    Obviously, I was going to tell her that it was just going to be a typical day at the club, complete with showing up for preparations for the show, calling clients, that sort of thing, but I was surprised to see her discuss poker and math. Some of our guests had discussed things like pot odds and probability at our table, so I did a little bit of research, but Natasha sounded like she had a much stronger grasp on it than I ever could have guessed. 
 
    She was clearly not just a cute body with a great smile. She had some intellect in her head. It was almost intimidating in a way. Surely you must have some flaws, right? I thought with a smile. 
 
    “Damn, poker savant, huh? Just club business. Getting The Red Door ready for another night of operations. Maybe you can come and see it sometime without worrying about Pops.” 
 
    I also did something I had never done, or couldn’t ever remember doing, there—I added an emoji. 
 
    Me, Richard Peters, a thirty-nine-year-old who had never been married, adding an emoji. 
 
    What was going on? 
 
    “For sure! Can I call you on my lunch break? I’d love to know what a good time is.” 
 
    Actually, I’m going to figure out what a good time is to take you on a date. We’re not just going to arrange for you to come back to The Red Door. But let’s build some anticipation for that, shall we? Let’s let it happen. 
 
    “Definitely :-)” I wrote back. 
 
    I let my phone drop for a second, smiling at my good fortune. It was strange for me to be feeling this way when I hadn’t even had a full conversation with her. We hadn’t had a first date yet, but I knew the value of a good woman when I saw one. 
 
    Which was funny, because the truth was, women like her didn’t come around very often. Oh, sure, plenty of women with great bodies would show up, and we’d get the occasional intellect coming through, but it was rare to have someone who seemed to have it all. I saw an opportunity to be with a beautiful woman, and in conjunction with my deep-rooted questions about relationships, well, life seemed to be handing me a pretty solid opportunity right now. 
 
    I stood up to make myself breakfast, taking my clothes off and getting down to my boxers for comfort. I opened my email, thinking I was just going to send off a few replies while my eggs and bacon cooked. 
 
    But the first thing I saw wasn’t exactly the kind of thing I could ignore. It was an email from Mario, the LVPD chief. It read: 
 
      
 
    “Richard, 
 
    Degenerate Sinners have threatened more killings if the investigation doesn’t stop. Just for your information. 
 
    -Mario” 
 
      
 
    Mario was never going to tell me what to do in an email like this, especially since such things could come up in public records later. But the implication was clear. 
 
    The Savage Saints could not remain on the sidelines much longer. We’d have to show them why the word “Savage” was part of our name. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6: Natasha 
 
    
There was just something so natural, so easy with Richard that it made me wonder why I had never experienced anything like it before. 
 
    I was still trying to filter out what amount of it was him and what amount of it was me rebelling against what my father wanted, but I think I could objectively say that he was a charming guy who could both be polite and banter. He’d flirted with me and played a little at The Red Door, and yet this morning, he was being sweet over texts. It was such a wonderful contrast compared to the arrogant pricks my father liked to choose. 
 
    Of course, I knew that with time, he was going to display a middle finger of sorts to some social norms and customs. He was a biker, after all, and he wasn’t going to roll over and do whatever my father said. My father might have been a client, but that didn’t mean that money was going to cause Richard to act a certain way. 
 
    I just had to see how it would play out, I supposed. And it was going to be pretty damn fun to see how it all ended up. 
 
    I told him I would call him on my lunch break, which I had scheduled for noon, but by half past eleven, I couldn’t wait any longer. I had to get up and go. No one was going to question me, anyway; I didn’t like to invoke my family name to get what I wanted, last night notwithstanding, but if I had to, I wasn’t afraid to. 
 
    I walked out of the Sokolov Industries building, just a bit north of the Las Vegas Strip. It was steaming hot, far hotter than anything I had experienced in my life, and since Antonio had driven me to work, I didn’t have a car that I could use to talk in. So instead, I pinged for Antonio to come and stayed by the door, hoping that the blasts of AC would do enough to cool me off before he showed up. 
 
    I felt a tad nervous calling him, especially because I hoped we wouldn’t just talk about The Red Door. I found his name, hit “Call,” and held it to my ear. 
 
    “Hello, Natasha,” he said. 
 
    His voice was playful but also mildly seductive. It was the perfect level of charm, and it brought a smile to my face despite the oven-hot heat. 
 
    “Hi, Richard,” I said, pretty sure that he would’ve been able to hear the smile on my face. “Have you had your breakfast yet? Or does it qualify as lunch in your spot?” 
 
    “Hey now, I cooked myself breakfast,” he said. “Unless you count bacon and eggs as lunch.” 
 
    “I think for you, you can count it however you want.” 
 
    “You’d give me that kind of power? That’s bold of you.” 
 
    The conversation was so light and so simple, and yet I couldn’t even begin to express how nice it was just to have sweet small talk. Most guys wanted to ask me what I intended to do with my father’s company when I took over or what I saw as the future of a given industry. While such conversations might have been fun once in a while, to know they would come at all our family parties exhausted me before the parties even started. 
 
    So, yeah, to just talk about bacon and eggs was something that I relished. 
 
    “I mean, you seemed to have a pretty good shop running at The Red Door,” I said. “Even though I had to bribe the front guy a couple grand. How’s it feel to know I basically paid two thousand bucks to give you my number?” 
 
    “Pretty damn good, I have to admit,” Richard said. 
 
    I was sure that I wasn’t the first person to bribe my way in. The place was tiny, so I could see why they had a guest list, but there were very few private businesses in the world one couldn’t bribe their way into. There were even some government locations one could pay their way into, although those were much harder. 
 
    “Yep,” I said, careful not to come across as condescending and so wealthy that two grand didn’t matter, even though the reality was it didn’t. “I suppose I just wanted to meet the leader of the Savage Saints that much.” 
 
    “Oh, jeez, that’s a first,” Richard said, suddenly off guard a bit. “Well, hell, if I had known that you were coming, I’d have let you in.” 
 
    “Just like that?” 
 
    “OK, maybe with a little bit of a bribe.” 
 
    I chuckled, leading Richard to join me. It was cute how easily the conversation flowed; I could play off of him, and he could play off of me. It wasn’t hard to come up with anything to say, because it was all instinctive. It was rare for me to have a conversation like that. 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “How much of a bribe would it take?” 
 
    “Oh, see, I wasn’t thinking monetarily.” 
 
    My skin began to flush, and it wasn’t because of the heat. Thankfully, a couple moments later, I saw Antonio pulling up. 
 
    “What were you thinking?” I said as I got in the car and collapsed into the limo’s seats, relieved and overjoyed to have temperatures in the double digits. 
 
    “Do you really want to know?” 
 
    It was a tease of a question, and the way Richard phrased it seemed to suggest that he had kept something bottled up. I began to think some… really, some naughty thoughts. A biker like him could be very bold and very aggressive; even if bikers weren’t actually like that, it was certainly the vibe I got. I expected him to open up with a line about how he was thinking about cooling off and removing each other’s clothing, getting more comfortable in the heat, getting comfortable being in heat, or any other variation of such a phrase. 
 
    Instead… 
 
    “I was thinking you could get in if you promised me a date,” he said. “Because the truth is, Natasha, there is something drawing me to you that goes beyond just the casual, beautiful aspects of you. Don’t get me wrong. You have a beautiful smile and a wonderful body that I’m sure draws the eyes of every man who looks upon you. But there’s something more about you—maybe it was the way you stood by your father, maybe it’s whatever gave you the audacity to come to The Red Door. But whatever it was, it has me curious.” 
 
    He took a gulp of water, which gave me a chance to catch my breath. I hadn’t realized that I’d been holding it in this whole time, as if breathing would cause an interruption in my ability to listen. 
 
    “See, the thing about you, Natasha, is that you’re still something of a mystery to me,” he said. “If I were being very honest, we have only met twice, and both encounters were for, what, less than two minutes? Maybe even less than one. There is no way I can form an objective opinion and get a proper sense for who you are in such time. But I’ve seen enough that I want to see more.” 
 
    “You’re very sweet, Richard,” I said. “I want to get to know you better, too. It’s funny; my father wants me to marry someone like him. Very businesslike, very focused on money and prestige… it would be cool, I guess, but I’m not interested in that kind of thing. I don’t want a broke, homeless man, don’t get me wrong, but I want a bold personality, one who isn’t afraid to take charge of things. You say that me paying the money I did to get to The Red Door says something, but so did how you approached me in there.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, just be glad it happened without your father noticing.” 
 
    “Oh my God, can you imagine?” I said, horrified at the feeling. 
 
    That was pretty much the worst-case scenario. Yes, I was an adult, but given that my father was CEO of the company and I was under his supervision, he exercised a lot more control over me than a typical father of a twenty-six-year-old would. I supposed I could say it was a credit to him that aside from trying to push me to marry a man of his choice, he didn’t interfere much in my life, but the pursuit of marriage for him was something that seemed to take up an awful lot of my social calendar. 
 
    “I don’t know your father well, but I would imagine he is not a man to be trifled with.” 
 
    “Uh, no,” I said with a nervous laugh. “I just try not to ask questions.” 
 
    I gulped as a tense silence came over the room. It wasn’t anything ridiculous—it wasn’t like my father killed people. My father was not some evil mastermind who dispatched his political enemies behind closed doors. 
 
    But drive his competitors to ruin in business? Fire employees who had so much as whispered bad things about them? Publicly berated employees he didn’t like into resigning?  
 
    Those were all things I had witnessed him doing. Igor Sokolov generally played within the rules of the law, but he wasn’t afraid to push said rules to the limit. 
 
    “So let me ask you something then, Natasha,” Richard said. 
 
    Just something about the way he says my name… my goodness, it makes me feel so warm and fuzzy inside. 
 
    “What compels you? If your father is this man, what drives you to talk to me?” 
 
    “Freedom,” I said. 
 
    Even though I knew Antonio kept his mouth shut about everyone and everything, I still checked to make sure the window was rolled up. 
 
    “I’m not going to lie to you; my father is worth billions of dollars. He gives me more than enough money. I could just walk away from work right now, have no inheritance, and never have to worry about anything.” 
 
    “How do I get your lifestyle?” 
 
    We both had a much-needed laugh to break the slight tension forming. 
 
    “But freedom is something that… I kind of have it, but I don’t. And I guess that if I say I kind of have it, then I don’t really have it. I just want the freedom to do what I want without fear of drawing my father’s disapproval. Doesn’t mean that I’m going to go to some public dinner and, I don’t know, start flashing everyone. But, yeah.” 
 
    “I get it,” Richard said. 
 
    I couldn’t believe that not only had we had such a heavy conversation, but I felt good doing it. I couldn’t say none of my previous suitors had asked what drove me, but most hadn’t earned the trust for me to be that honest—nor, for that matter, had I had the privacy to do so. I almost told myself to bite my tongue; it wasn’t going to do much good for me to spill everything out. 
 
    “So what about you?” I said. “What drives you?” 
 
    “Hah, that’s too easy of an answer,” he said. “I’m always pushing to make things happen. I’m kind of an odd one. I have, well, I had an older brother who’s much, much older than me. It always felt like I was trying to live up to the standard that Paul set, and so for pretty much my entire life, I’ve been in ‘prove it’ mode, and I can’t shake it.” 
 
    Wasn’t it interesting how we both had very opposing viewpoints on such matters? I had never felt any desire to prove anything; I just wanted to live my life as I did. Richard, though, seemed like the kind of guy who was so driven he might burn out one day. Ironically, that made him pretty similar to many of the men my father set me up with, but… 
 
    Then Richard continued, and I realized I had spoken too soon. 
 
    “I’m trying like hell, though,” he said. “This ‘prove it’ mentality has worked to get me this far, but I’m ready to step back. I’m ready to be content with who and what I have.” 
 
    Despite being back in the limo, I was surprised to notice I was still sweating, almost like the conversation was making me perspire with anticipation and excitement. It was so nice to see someone as vulnerable and loose as Richard. My father… 
 
    …Would never approve of this. Granted, it was far too early to say if this would actually develop into anything; heaven knows I got plenty excited about plenty of potential dates at Harvard, only to have it never go anywhere or end rather badly. I couldn’t yet say if I would fall for him more. 
 
    It was fair to say, though, that I did at least want the chance to see if there was anything else. If we went out and there was nothing to be had, then at least we could say that we tried. And if there was, I could figure it out then. 
 
    “Anyways, I would imagine that you have things to do,” Richard said. “Do you have to go back to work?” 
 
    “Eventually, yes, but I’m a Sokolov; I can do what I want,” I said with a chuckle. “Wow, that sounded arrogant. I try not to be that girl, but—” 
 
    “You’re fine, I invoke presidential privilege all the time,” Richard said with a laugh that made me think he didn’t actually do that. “In any case, though, I don’t want to keep you from doing more valuable things with your day than just talking with some random guy.” 
 
    “Oh, stop,” I said, but before I could compliment him, he’d picked right back up. 
 
    “I will make this quick, then. Today is Friday. I know this is short notice, but I would like to take you out on the Strip tomorrow evening. I will take you to dinner at Prime Steakhouse at the Bellagio, with a nice surprise to follow, followed then by some time at the fountains. After that, the Strip is our oyster. What say you, Natasha Sokolov?” 
 
    I loved how he said my name with a romantic tone. He didn’t feel like he had to speak a certain way because of his status. He didn’t feel trapped by the people around him. It was precisely the fact that he was something of an outsider that made him so attractive—a person comfortable with being an outsider at that. 
 
    And, really, more than anything, I am just so happy to have a date in front of the fountains of the Bellagio. It got old having people offer their private jet or a trip to Los Angeles. People could never understand that sometimes, I just wanted something simple and sweet. 
 
    “I say that I would be delighted to take you up on that offer,” I said. “I believe my father and mother will be entertaining guests, but the guests are more like friends than business partners, so I will get out of it. They might give me some grief, but they’ll understand.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” Richard said. “I don’t mind rescheduling. Any day except Tuesday or Wednesday—” 
 
    “No, no, Richard, I definitely want to see you,” I said, words that I worried might have sounded too clingy. Too late now. You crossed that bridge as soon as you said it. 
 
    “Perfect then,” he said. “I will make the arrangements. I will let you go then, Natasha. You have a lovely day.” 
 
    “I will, thanks.” 
 
    Because of talking to you.  
 
    He hung up seconds later, and I placed my phone in my lap. I looked at the time; it was not even yet noon. The phone call felt like it had lasted the entire afternoon, and yet it had actually only been about ten minutes. That bode very well for our date; normally, it felt like time flew by too quickly. But today, seeing time go by almost impossibly slowly made me think that one evening with Richard could feel like a lifetime with him. 
 
    “Antonio,” I said. 
 
    “Yes?” he said, rolling down the window. 
 
    “Why don’t we head back to my place for a bit,” I said. “I think I need a nap and some quiet time to calm my nerves.” 
 
    “Heading back to your place.” 
 
    Of course, on the drive over and once I got back to my house, even seeing the familiar couch, feeling the cool air, and knowing that I didn’t have to worry if Richard would call me didn’t do any good. I knew there were a lot of factors contributing to why I was excited for this date that went beyond Richard, the person: his status, my status, my father’s feelings, the date itself… 
 
    But it all came back to who Richard was. 
 
    I couldn’t have possibly felt more excited. I just hoped Richard felt the same way, and that nothing came up between now and then that would prevent us from going out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7: Richard 
 
    
Hell yeah! 
 
    Whenever I had my eyes set on a woman, I rarely failed to seduce her. Being a biker had had some hellish years of struggling through poverty and having to balance between indulging in vices and abstaining from them but having gotten to this point was a wonderful feeling.  
 
    But with Natasha… it wasn’t just a feeling of conquest, a feeling of having proven something. It might have sounded childish, but a big appeal to me before with some of the women I slept with were the high fives or the playful, jealous teasing I got from guys like Dom, Pork, and Barber. I knew that was shallow and lame, but like I told Natasha, I couldn’t just flip off the “prove it” switch in the office. 
 
    I wanted to keep her a secret. I wasn’t saying that because Dom had a crush on her; Dom had game and he was smoother than even me, but Dom also had a way of turning off some women by coming on too strong. It seemed like everyone either fell in love with Dom upon his first words or immediately pegged him as a narcissistic player who wouldn’t call the next day. Neither were really wrong. No, I wanted to keep it a secret because I was afraid of jinxing it or putting too much pressure on myself. 
 
    How crazy was that? Here I was, acting like a high schooler, afraid to reveal that I was going out with Natasha Sokolov. 
 
    Stop thinking about her too much, or you’re going to be a goddamn pussy-whipped boy when you get to the club. And you haven’t even kissed her, let alone slept with her. At least earn you being chained down, you pussy! 
 
    I didn’t have anything else to do for the day until I needed to get to The Red Door, so I spent the next couple of hours flipping through lame TV shows on TNT and TBS. It was a little blasé, but for all of the craziness of the past few days, it was kind of welcomed, honestly. Plus, having moments like this had a way of refueling my batteries. It was in the moments of feeling like I needed to do something more that I actually got the motivation to do well. 
 
    I drove out to the Red Door just before four in the afternoon, trying to beat the rush hour traffic eager to get home from their crap jobs. Granted, Las Vegas didn’t have a rush hour like most cities; a city like Las Vegas that had twenty-four-hour casinos and not a lot of “real” jobs meant that rush hour traffic was more or less a fluid thing than a timed thing. That didn’t mean there weren’t definitive traffic spikes, though. 
 
    I got to the club about twenty minutes later, parking my bike in the rear. I saw two other bikes there, which I recognized as Barber’s and Mama’s. I tried to wipe the smile from my face, telling myself a happy biker was a suspicious biker, and entered the code on the door to let myself in. 
 
    There, in the back, inside Barber’s studio, Mama was getting her hair cut. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here so early?” Mama said. “Shouldn’t you be balls deep in that Russian chick or something?” 
 
    Well, if I had managed to avoid suspicion with my serious face before, my laugh completely gave me away.  
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said, putting my hand over my mouth to avoid her seeing my smile. 
 
    “I’d call bullshit on you, but even you know you’re full of it,” Mama said as she rolled her eyes. “Hell, I deal with these nincompoops every day, and the three of them have less bullshit than you do right now.” 
 
    “Hey, remember who’s got the scissors right now,” Barber said.  
 
    “You think I’m afraid of a big man with some scissors?” Mama said. “Do you know the kind of shit I’ve seen? Boy, you’re cute thinking you intimidate me.” 
 
    “OK, fine,” Barber said, throwing a smirk my way. “I’ll just cut your hair too short instead.” 
 
    “Oh, hell, no!” 
 
    Barber let out a short laugh as he stepped back to avoid messing up Mama’s hair. I found myself strangely detaching and appreciating even more what this club had given me; it was like being in Natasha’s presence hadn’t just made me a happier and more excited person with her; it had made me happier in general. I didn’t just walk in and banter with the club; I loved that I had four other people that I considered extremely close friends and that I could shoot the shit with. 
 
    Only Mama had the privilege of knowing my deepest secrets, but I would have gladly said more right now in front of Barber. 
 
    “Anyways, enough talk from Scissors behind us,” Mama said. “By the way, that’s your new nickname, Brett. You’re Scissors, not Barber.” 
 
    “OK then, Girl.” 
 
    “Are you fucking calling me Girl?” 
 
    “OK, enough,” I said, putting my hands up to try and keep the peace. “Barber is still Barber, and Mama is still Mama; can we agree on that?” 
 
    Barber and Mama both nodded, although Mama added a good natured “this is bullshit.” I was glad that I had known Mama as long as I had; she could grate on people who didn’t understand her sarcasm and didn’t realize that she was one of the most caring and loving individuals that I had ever known. She had just been through so much shit in her life that she was a little hardened in comparison to most. 
 
    “Now then, how are we doing for capacity tonight? I know Walker’s not here yet, but—” 
 
    POW! POW POW POW POW POW! 
 
    I flinched as I heard gunfire outside. Immediately, Barber dropped his scissors and went for his AK-47 while I went to my room and got my M4. Mama rose out of her chair, her hair about three-quarters done, and grabbed two pistols. 
 
    We headed for the bar, moved aside one of the shelves, and removed the false wall, giving us firing options. 
 
    Unfortunately, as soon as I looked out, all I could see was a Degenerate Sinner driving off with a group of his fellow assholes, the angle making it impossible for me to see how many of them had actually driven by. 
 
    The good news was that, thanks to some smart insight from Mama, we had made the place bulletproof within the last two years. Even that false wall was made of bulletproof material; the only way for someone to kill someone in this building was to either bomb it with something powerful enough to get through the material, or for someone to actually come inside. We kept that a secret from guests, for obvious reasons—most of them just assumed having us on site gave them the safety and security they needed. 
 
    The bad news was that the message was obvious. This is just the beginning. They’re going to hit us again if we don’t retaliate. For whatever reason, they’ve decided to make our lives hell all of a sudden. 
 
    “We need to schedule an emergency meeting right now,” I said. 
 
    Whatever giddiness, whatever excitement I was feeling before—that had vanished. I’d let myself feel that later. This wasn’t the time for sentimental, happy feelings. 
 
    “Barber, I want you to reach out to Dom and Pork right now and tell them to get their asses over here. I don’t care if they’re in the middle of someone or something. You get them over right now, hear me?” 
 
    “You got it,” he said.  
 
    “Mama, just… hang tight for a second, OK?” 
 
    “Really, you think I’m going to just sit here with my hair half done and think, OK, that’s fine? Bullshit, Richard, bull-fucking-shit. I’m sitting here at this spot and firing the second I see someone with a Degenerate Sinners cut on. I don’t care if it’s a fucking tourist. Tourists suck anyways.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, but I knew Mama had it in control. Barber came back just moments later, giving the thumbs up. 
 
    “Where were they?”  
 
    “Surprisingly, doing nothing,” Barber said. “Dom was apparently texting some girls, but he understands when club business matters. Pork was eating.” 
 
    “Breaking news,” I said with a chuckle. “Do me a favor, actually.” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    We had never done this before, but then again, we also had never had a threat like the Sinners before. No one had the audacity to attack us in broad daylight, and certainly not with guns like this. Individual threats had been made, and individual attacks had been carried out, but rare was the moment when the entire club faced a crisis like this. This was something that we had to take care of now. 
 
    “Get all of the members and have them meet in the room,” I said. “If we’re going to have everyone involved, then everyone needs to be there.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It took less than an hour to have everyone on-site. 
 
    At the table, of course, I sat, with Barber, Mama, Pork, and Dom in their usual seats.  
 
    But now, around the table, not yet officers but full-fledged members, were about ten others from the club. We had never gone above fifteen—the only time we brought in new members was when someone else left or died. So far, that had only happened twice; once was when one of our original members died of a drug overdose, and one was when someone had to move back to the East Coast to be with their family. 
 
    It was just a rare occurrence; the brotherhood we had built was too strong for me to ever go above fifteen, though I didn’t mind the occasional rumor floating outside the walls that we had as many as a couple dozen or so members. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming,” I said as I looked around the room. “For those of you who were just told to haul ass over here and not told what happened, the Degenerate Sinners attempted a drive-by attack this afternoon while Mama, Barber, and I were kicking back in the back room here.” 
 
    No one seemed fazed by that. It was just as well, too—we didn’t recruit members who were easily scared. Many people in the room had military experience or had rough backgrounds growing up; the prospect of getting shot at not only didn’t scare them, but it was likely just something they had grown up with and gotten comfortable with. 
 
    “The good news, obviously, is that we had the proper protections in place to prevent us from getting hurt, and so Mama, Barber, and I stand before you unharmed.” 
 
    “Except for this haircut, which isn’t done yet,” Mama growled. 
 
    I let the moment go without a laugh, though I did have to fight the urge. I knew if I laughed, so would everyone else, and the gravity of the situation would die. 
 
    “The problem is that we need to figure out how to strike back at the Sinners without turning this into a battle of attrition,” I said. “You all know I have always sought to keep this club small and exclusive. This has enabled us to grow into what we are, especially with The Red Door. It minimizes the threat of betrayal and minimizes the number of names I have to remember. But I always knew that if we got into a situation like the Savage Saints my brother ran and my niece married into, we’d be at a bit of a risk. Unfortunately, that risk is now present.” 
 
    A few of the members had started to light up cigarettes. I generally didn’t smoke, but I did have a glass of scotch before me to help with the frustration and stress. 
 
    “So, we need to create a plan to do a strike against the Sinners’ base,” I said. “We have plenty of weapons here, including some machine guns, some grenades, and even an RPG, although for obvious reasons, I would like to avoid drawing too much attention to ourselves. Let’s keep in mind that we have a good reputation in this city, and I don’t think turning it into Iraq is going to do much good.” 
 
    A couple of men went from excitedly hopeful to disappointed when I mentioned the RPG. That was honestly more of a cool gift than something I had ever intended to use as a weapon; Dom’s military connections meant that we had a bevy of black-market weapons that a civilian should probably never have access to. But I was smart enough to know that all it took was one bad piece of press or one civilian killed during a shootout to completely ruin the goodwill we had. The city of Las Vegas may have liked us, but I recognized that the phrase “MC” was not well-trusted in a lot of corners. More than a good chunk of the city wouldn’t hesitate to turn on us if shit went to hell. 
 
    “Barber, you’re our sergeant. What do you say?” 
 
    Barber cleared his throat. 
 
    “At the risk of pissing off a lot of people here, we need to strike on a Tuesday or Wednesday.” 
 
    “Man…” Dom started, but Mama’s glare shut him up real fast. 
 
    “The Sinners aren’t stupid. Well, they are overly aggressive, but they aren’t stupid enough to miss out that those are the only nights we don’t have Walker manning the front door. They might think that those are the nights that we aren’t active and alert.” 
 
    “You want us to wait until Tuesday?” I said, arching an eyebrow. “Today’s Friday. The murder happened just a few days ago. That’s a big window for the Sinners to cause more trouble.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” Barber said, looking defensive. “But the Saints are going to be alert for a counter. Tuesday might be just enough time for them to think that we’re going to try and remain above it and let their guard down.” 
 
    I took a sip of my scotch as a few others used the opportunity to take a puff of their cigarettes. I let the scotch settle in my mouth as I took my time to think about it. 
 
    “I’m not against the idea,” I said. “I just hate that the fucking Sinners are going to run free for a few days.” 
 
    “At the very least, it can’t be today or tomorrow,” Barber said. “I don’t think we want to be getting into drive-bys on prime tourist times.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a given,” I said, even though I knew to a lot of people in the club it wasn’t. More than a few of the more aggressive members would have yearned for immediate retaliation; that was, in fact, part of the reason why I hadn’t elaborated on the basis for the emergency meeting. “Easiest way to do this is to put it to a vote. You know how we do this here. Collective members have one vote. Officers have one vote each. I will abstain unless I feel strongly about something, and here, I don’t.” 
 
    This was another break from tradition—members typically didn’t have a say in the decisions the club made. Even within our club, it was rare for the members to attend, as such meetings rarely discussed topics heavy enough and concerning enough to bring them in. Actually, a vote was rare in itself too; the five of us were usually on the same page. 
 
    “Members, yea or nay on the Tuesday attack?” 
 
    About eight hands shot up for yea. Perhaps this was a vote that I’d had false expectations for. Or, maybe, you just don’t want to get involved in battle at all. You’re trying to hide your fear of turning the Saints into a violent crime organization by pretending to come up with reasons for why you should wait to attack. 
 
    “Alright, we have one vote in favor of the club striking on Tuesday. Let’s go down the row. Barber?” 
 
    “Yea,” he said. 
 
    “Pork?” 
 
    Pork sighed. 
 
    “Nay.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Barber—” 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” Pork said. “No one got hurt. I don’t think this will be as big a deal as we are making it to be.” 
 
    That’s what you say when you chase our girls, you dimwit. But, OK. You got a vote, and you used it. 
 
    “Mama?” 
 
    “Yea, are you fucking kidding me?” she said. “You’re gonna let some assholes shoot up your place and just not do anything about it? Hell, the only reason I don’t go down there right now and castrate all those assholes is because they know my face.” 
 
    I… didn’t even know how to respond to that. So I just ignored it after letting her words hang in the air for a few moments. 
 
    “And, last, Dom.” 
 
    “Well, doesn’t really matter right now, does it?” he said with a smirk. “But to be clear, I would have voted yea.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said. 
 
    I was surprised. I wasn’t afraid to attack; I was just more afraid of this turning into a cycle. Ideally, Mario and the police would have taken care of this, but to go to the cops about a drive-by was not the way the outlaw world handled business. 
 
    “I will leave the operations and planning to Barber then,” I said. “For the rest of you, carry on with your day, but stay on high alert. Be careful about wearing your Savage Saints cut in public. Don’t make yourself a target any more than you have to.” 
 
    Maybe most clubs would have flaunted their cuts even more after what had happened—and I knew some of the fifteen in this room would still do that—but that just seemed like arrogance to me. I wasn’t about to let that happen, not if it got my men killed. Better to just look like a normal, bearded man with some tattoos than someone associated with a club that’d had a drive-by that afternoon. 
 
    “Alright, get the hell out of here. I’ll see some of you tonight.” 
 
    The members slowly streamed out. Dom and Pork said they were getting food, while Barber and Mama stayed behind. I waited to see if anyone needed anything and stood up when it seemed like that wasn’t the case… 
 
    “Wait,” Mama said. “Barber, give us a moment, would you, dear?” 
 
    “Of course,” Barber said, stepping outside to the burlesque stage and shutting the door behind him. 
 
    “Richard, I know you got a lady on your mind,” she said.  
 
    Ah, shit, this talk right now? 
 
    “But you had better be damn well careful to stay focused on this. You better damn well think with the head on your shoulders and not the head on your dick.” 
 
    “Mama, I know, I—” 
 
    “I’m serious,” she said, her eyes flaring. “You like this girl. I could see it when you walked in and how you dealt with her last night. Look, you don’t have to talk to me about her at all if you don’t want to, I get it. But I’m not going to let my best friend fall under the spell of pussy while the Sinners have decided to make some really fucking stupid decisions. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “When is your date with her?” 
 
    “How—” 
 
    “I’m not stupid, Richard. I know how you are when you see a woman you like,” Mama said with a head shake. “When is it? Where is it?” 
 
    There was no getting away from an inquisitive Mama.  
 
    “Tomorrow night at the Bellagio.” 
 
    Mama nodded. 
 
    “Romantic,” she said. “Not something you usually do with your dates. Which only further proves my point.” 
 
    “OK, I get it—” 
 
    “No, actually, I support it. If a man took me to the Bellagio for a date, I’d blow him in sync with the fountains there. And it’s a public place, so you’re not likely to get in trouble with the Sinners. Just be smart, you got it?” 
 
    I knew Mama had my best interests at heart. I just wished that I could be as detached and objective as her. 
 
    “I got it, Mama,” I said. “Thanks, beautiful.” 
 
    “You can say such a thing when my hair looks like this?” she said. “Christ, just get Barber in here so he can finish the job before I look any more embarrassing.” 
 
    I laughed as I went to the door and called Barber back in. 
 
    “Jesus,” Mama said. “I’d rather shampoo my hair with clay from Red Rock than have to leave my hair like this. Remember what I said, Richard.” 
 
    For the next twenty-four hours? 
 
    She’s all I’m going to think about. I did what I had to for the club. 
 
    Now it’s time to turn my attention to Natasha. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8: Natasha 
 
    
Getting out of my father’s request to come to the house that night didn’t prove as difficult as I had feared. 
 
    I was right that it was just old friends from my father’s college days coming to visit. When I declined, explaining that I had plans with friends, my father, though disappointed, didn’t fight the matter and just told me to take Antonio. I considered it briefly, but I didn’t want to go that route tonight. Though I was dressed in a nice white dress with white heels, I didn’t want to look too over the top—if Richard saw me pull up in a limo, while he knew I was wealthy, there was having wealth and flaunting wealth. 
 
    One was healthy, the other was showmanship. I definitely did not want to put Richard in a spot where he felt like he was dating a spoiled brat. 
 
    Instead, I called the highest-end Uber possible, getting in the back seat and reading the very brief text messages that we’d had so far over and over again. I went through the search results for the Savage Saints again, doing as much research on it and The Red Door as I could. The Red Door, instead, turned up a bunch of results for some dress shop in Atlanta; even searching “Red Door Las Vegas” returned only a few useless results. 
 
    They’re good at their privacy. They’re really good. 
 
    The Uber got to the Bellagio and dropped me off, and I walked through the casino toward Prime Steakhouse. I always enjoyed these trips to the casinos, something that didn’t happen that often. Even though my father was getting into the casino business, and Sokolov Industries had an office here, I almost never walked the floor of the casino. If we wanted to gamble, my father could get us a private table, and when we visited for business, it mostly took place in back offices and the like. 
 
    Being out in the open, though, felt like being in an adult amusement park. The decor of the Bellagio and its foundational colors looked luxurious even to someone with my background. The red carpet, complete with Chinese patterns, made me feel like I was on the Hollywood red carpet. Hearing people yell “fuck yeah!” and “that’s what I’m talking about!” whenever they hit their card or won their roll brought a smile to my face. Money could buy many things, but that momentary thrill of beating the house was something that came whether someone had bet five bucks or five thousand dollars in a hand. 
 
    All of that faded, though, as I approached the entrance to Prime. I felt the heat in my stomach rise, my legs began to feel weak—almost quiver—and my smile became impossible to wipe off. When Richard saw me, he’d see a happy lady, but hopefully he wouldn’t also see a nervous woman. 
 
    I saw the sign for Prime, but not Richard himself. I was curious to see how he dressed—he had always worn his Savage Saints cut when I had seen him, but underneath that cut, he had always been impeccably dressed. Would he wear the cut here? Or would that go against decorum? 
 
    I got to the front, where a nice woman in a business suit greeted me. I quickly checked the time on my phone—just a minute after seven, the time when we’d agreed to start our date—and looked back up at her. 
 
    “Hi, I’m supposed to be meeting someone here? A Richard Peters?” 
 
    “You called?” 
 
    I turned suddenly to see Richard standing before me, arms held out for a hug. He had on a sleek jacket, a blue button-down shirt, and black slacks. He didn’t have on his cut, but the jacket made him look even sexier. It was as if he was saying that he could play both the rugged gentleman at The Red Door and the civilized, suited-up man out in public. 
 
    I fell into his chest, smelling his nice cologne, feeling his tight body, and snuggling against his racing heart. I could get used to this. 
 
    “You have a thing for making dramatic entrances, huh?” 
 
    “Nah, it’s just worked out that way so far, although I’m starting to think I could make a trend of it.” 
 
    He motioned to the waitress, who escorted the two of us back… and back… and all the way back to the table closest to the fountains, one that was actually outside. The temperature was perfect for the setting—it was hot, but not so hot that I would be sweating and dying to go inside. Richard went around, pulled my seat back, and let me sit down before he returned to his. 
 
    “Such a gentleman,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “I figured you had someone do it for you all your childhood; the least I could do was try and match it,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, stop,” I said. “It’s not like we have a bunch of butlers and maids doing everything for us.” 
 
    “Wait, really?” he said, genuinely surprised. “I thought that you had butlers who would move your jaw for you to chew your food.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I said while laughing. “I thought you were serious there for a second! Well, we did have a few butlers and maids growing up, but I don’t have any at my current home. I like to take care of things myself.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Richard said. “Usually, women in your spot are on the brattier or more spoiled side. They expect everyone to take care of them.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I like to think of myself as a little bit different than the typical heiress.” 
 
    The waiter came by and handed us the wine and food menus. Richard quickly ordered a scotch while I declined a drink. Richard looked at me askance, but my rationale was simple. I wasn’t against having a drink, but I wanted to make sure I got the right impression of Richard while sober. Even if things got heavier later on, I wanted them to happen because of my sober decision making. As it was, it was hard enough to stay focused without letting my mind drift. 
 
    “So, Natasha Sokolov,” Richard said. 
 
    I smiled as I folded my hands and rested my chin upon them. I loved the way he said my full name, as if it was the most exotic taste he’d ever had in his life. I prayed that for as long as we knew each other, he would continue to do just that. 
 
    “What was the upbringing of an heiress like? It’s a life that I don’t know anything about other than what you see in the movies, and I would love to know more.” 
 
    “Oh, well, aren’t you a curious little bugger.” 
 
    “That’s what we’re on the date for, is it not?” 
 
    I just smiled and playfully shrugged. 
 
    “For the most part, it wasn’t anything special. I just had more opportunities. I went to an outstanding school in Russia, traveled a lot, went to Harvard—” 
 
    “I don’t mean what you did, although, damn, I never imagined I’d be on a date with a Harvard graduate.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    I didn’t mean the question as anything other than innocent; maybe it was a case of me being blind to how things normally worked, but smart people were everywhere. I didn’t think it was that unusual to think that a Harvard grad could be found in Las Vegas. 
 
    But Richard’s answer told me that I’d missed out on quite a few things. 
 
    “I grew up in a blue-collar family, where ‘Harvard’ was like Mars. It might be something that existed, but it was something that was never going to cross my mind.” 
 
    Just then, Richard’s drink came out. He offered once again for me to order a drink.  
 
    “I’ll get one after dinner,” I offered. “I want to enjoy the meal.” 
 
    “Alright, alright, if you insist, I’ll drink for both of us.” 
 
    I loved his sense of humor; it wasn’t really dry, but it was very direct and to the point. 
 
    Perhaps the best part of it, though, was that I found myself thinking less and less of Richard in comparison to the other men I had dated and more as just him being who he was. I’d been too close to my father and to previous dates to have thought of Richard as anything other than a contrast to what was before, but with that barrier removed, it made it easier and better for me to start to evaluate him. 
 
    And I had to say, so far, so good. 
 
    “Anyways, yeah, that was my world. A lot of drinking for two people.” 
 
    “How did you wind up in Vegas? And how long did it take you to build The Red Door?” 
 
    “Oh man, shooting all the bullets tonight, huh?” he said with a smirk as he drank half his scotch in one gulp. “I—” 
 
    But he left me hanging as the waiter came back and requested our meals. I hadn’t even had time to look, so I just went with what I knew would work—ribeye with spinach. Richard got the New York strip with steamed asparagus and a baked potato. I think both of us ordered as fast as we ever had, all with the intent of getting back to conversation as fast as we could. 
 
    “I left my small town in California when I was just eighteen,” he said. “I had an older brother whose shadow it felt like I was living in for my entire life. I wanted to get away from it all and thought of the closest place that would allow me some distance. So I hopped on my motorcycle, packed some clothes in my backpack, and drove to Las Vegas.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said. 
 
    It’s a little bit different than flying on a private jet here. But you know what? It sounds a hell of a lot more fun. 
 
    “And when I got here, I wanted to start my own business, but I didn’t have any money. Like, literally, I didn’t even have a bank account. I had a few hundred bucks in my wallet I was always paranoid about losing. I didn’t even have a place to stay. I just needed to get here and figure it out.” 
 
    “My goodness, how did you sleep?” 
 
    “Poorly,” Richard said, pausing for a second before chuckling. “Very poorly.” 
 
    There was a part of me that believed he was trying to hide the fact that he’d probably slept with a few women those first few weeks. I didn’t mind it, I didn’t think a man like Richard was someone who lacked confidence in getting girls, but it was nice to see that he wasn’t just going to flaunt it all in my face. Sometimes, the richer men thought that the way to impress me was to discuss all of the “famous” women they had slept with, but I honestly didn’t care. 
 
    “In any case, a friend of mine and I eventually started the club here, but we vowed to do it differently than my brother. Instead of just being open, we wanted to be overly cautious about who we let in. We promised to make sure the club grew organically, no matter how long that took. This friend, a woman named Mama—don’t worry, she’s not my mom, and she’s not anyone I’ve ever had a thing for—had the brilliant suggestion to turn our weaknesses into a positive. And that’s how the Red Door got started.” 
 
    “Nice,” I said. 
 
    I didn’t want to come across as the jealous type or the inquiring type, but this Mama character was someone I needed to know more about. Not even from a jealous lover perspective, but more because I knew if Richard and I were ever to become anything, I was probably going to have to go through Mama at some point. 
 
    “Who is Mama?” I said. 
 
    I thought of adding in that I wasn’t jealous, but that probably would have set off red flags that I actually was jealous. Richard smirked. 
 
    “Mama is the hardest, toughest woman I have ever met in my life,” he said. “I’m probably closer to you in upbringing than I am her. She went through some fucking crazy shit.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said, feeling a little nervous. I may not have been as prim and proper as my parents, but I could still easily have the appearance of a spoiled brat. A woman like Mama was probably going to tear me alive. 
 
    “Her real name is Tanya Reed. She’s actually a year younger than me, and I just called her Tanya. But someone in the club called her Mama, and the name stuck. Sometimes, she’s a giant pain in the ass, but for the most part, she’s someone who has my best interests at heart and looks out for me.” 
 
    “Really,” I said. “Did you talk to her about me?” 
 
    Stupid, stupid, stupid! Why would he talk about you so early? Ugh, that’s so desperate. 
 
    “A little, but nothing crazy,” he said. “Just said to be careful.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” I said, but I was still internally berating myself for what had happened. 
 
    Richard got a little bit further into his backstory with Mama, explaining how the club grew and started adding clients, and how one guy named Dom had played a huge role in recruiting some big-name clients to the club. The way he described Dom made me believe that it was the same guy who had shot me some creepy smirks across the main room of The Red Door; that was only further reinforced when he described Dom as “the guy who Mama needs to slap for not being serious enough, yet is seriously the most important person for the continuing growth of The Red Door.” 
 
    Before he could turn it back to me, though, our meals came out, and my mouth started watering at the steak in front of me. My trials with learning how to cook for myself had not gone as swimmingly as I had initially hoped, and while my family loved to serve delicious food at their parties, that typically consisted of seafood and more exotic meats. This steak, though, looked like a piece of heaven delivered by all of the gods in existence. 
 
    “Bon appetit, eh?” Richard said. “Or would there be a phrase in Russian that we should say instead?” 
 
    “Haha, that’s sweet,” I said. “Sometimes, we say prijatnovo appetita, but for the most part, we just dig into our food.” 
 
    “Don’t need to tell me that twice!” Richard exclaimed as the two of us devoured our steaks. 
 
    I can’t lie, while silence on a first dinner might have seemed a little awkward and weird a lot of times, in this case, it was perfect. The food was so good that to not jump into our meals would have been a shame. I had quite literally never had a steak so good in my life, and my only surprise was that my father had not taken me to such a steakhouse before. I knew he wasn’t big on red meat, but he wasn’t someone who refused to eat it at all costs. 
 
    Richard looked like he had the same expression on his face. 
 
    “You know,” he said after his last bite. “I love to cook myself some steak at home. It’s probably not a good thing to admit, but it’s my most frequent dinner. But, damn, if I could eat here every night… I probably wouldn’t, because then this wouldn’t be quite so magical and special, but it would be hard to pass up.” 
 
    “Funny enough, it would be possible,” I said. “But I think you’re right. The good things in life become average when you enjoy them every day.” 
 
    That wasn’t necessarily entirely true. I tried to remain grateful every day for all the things given to me. But the very fact that I had just assumed he had dated someone from Harvard or a school of equal pedigree told me it was impossible for me not to live in that world. 
 
    We finished the rest of our meal, and Richard gave his credit card over. I put up a fight, even sliding him a hundred-dollar bill, but Richard was having none of it. 
 
    “Think of it as my punishment for ordering a drink without letting you have one.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” I said. “I chose not to drink. I don’t begrudge you in the slightest for having a drink.” 
 
    “Well, I begrudge myself!” Richard said with exaggeration, as if making a royal proclamation. The gesture made me giggle—just like many other things Richard did. 
 
    “So, where to now?” I said. “Rumor has it that you have a surprise planned for me.” 
 
    “Why, wherever did you hear such a thing?” 
 
    “From you,” I said. 
 
    I’d let the moment slip for a witty conversation, but Richard laughed in good nature anyways. I like this guy. I really, really like this guy. 
 
    It’s too bad Dad will never approve of this. 
 
    “Well, yes, my rumors about my plans are indeed correct, I do have a surprise planned for you,” he said. “But I can’t tell you what it is until you see the place we’re going. Let me ask you this, though. Have you seen many shows in Vegas?” 
 
    “Surprisingly, no,” I said, causing his eyes to light up. “Most of the parties and events I attend are thrown by my father. You’d think we would have seen everything by now, but that’s not the case at all. I need to start going to these shows a little bit more.” 
 
    “Well, I have just the thing to start,” he said. 
 
    The waiter came back with the paid bill. Richard took it, left a substantial tip without thinking about it, and then stood up and took my hand. 
 
    “Let me show you something that will make you say ‘ohhh.’” 
 
    I smiled as my hand slid into his, my fingers wrapping perfectly around him, his hand practically engulfing mine. Heat filled my body, and I couldn’t help but wonder when something was coming. 
 
    Not the surprise. 
 
    Our first kiss. 
 
    I didn’t think Richard was going to hesitate when the appropriate moment came, but I was a little surprised that he hadn’t done it at the conclusion of dinner. I would have more than let him in that moment; my body practically craved the kiss. Yet, I knew full well that the longer I waited, the more I’d want it. 
 
    I think Richard knew it, too, because he had a devilish grin on his face. 
 
    “You’re not going to tell me where we’re going to go, are you?” I said, exaggerating my pleading. 
 
    “Why would I do that,” he said, “when I can just show you?” 
 
    We turned a corner, and I gasped. He was right. It did make me go “ohhh.” 
 
    “Oh!” I said in reference to the sign for the Cirque du Soleil show “O.” “You’re clever. I see what you did there.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised at what more I can do,” he said with a wink. 
 
    I moved in to squeeze him tight, swaying my body as I did so. I propped my chin on his chest, looking up at him, practically begging him to kiss me. All he had to do was just move forward a little bit, tuck his chin a little bit, move forward a bit… 
 
    “C’mon, let’s go check out the show.” 
 
    I looked at him with eyes that said: “That’s how it’s going to be?” I wasn’t used to getting denied what I wanted; I wasn’t used to having to try this much to make it happen. 
 
    I had to say, it was really turning me on. I liked a challenge. I may not have realized how much I wanted a challenge until now but having it before me made me crave it even more. Damnit, Richard. Stop turning me into jello. 
 
    We went inside to the theatre to watch “O.” I spent the entire time with my hand on Richard’s, leaning forward and gasping and watching in surprise. It was an utter delight to hold his hand while watching a show that could be called nothing short of magical. I wished that I had paid greater attention to the show so I could talk about it, but I was feeling so thrilled that I couldn’t. 
 
    Richard’s hand mostly just laid there passively, letting me take it in my own, but that’s just what I wanted. I couldn’t stop holding it, squeezing it, taking it in both of mine. I couldn’t stop thinking about when I would finally get that damn kiss. My passion and my feelings for him were starting to become too strong to handle, and it was all because it was like Richard knew how to play his cards right. 
 
    At the conclusion of the show, he stood up, adjusted his suit, and turned with a smile to me. 
 
    “Oh, my God!” I said, leaning in and hugging him. “This has to be the best first date I’ve ever been on.” 
 
    “The best?” Richard said, arching an eyebrow at me. “I don’t know. I have to think some rich guys have shown you a truly fantastic time.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised,” I said. 
 
    I supposed if I thought about it long enough, I could find a date that, on paper, would have looked more thrilling than this. But a lot of those dates had come after the first date, or they had come from guys who didn’t have enough confidence in themselves to think that something as simple as coffee and cocktails would sell the deal. The more I gave it earnest thought—all while holding Richard’s hand and heading for Las Vegas Boulevard, mind you—the more I began to really believe this truly was the best first date I had ever been on. 
 
    When we got outside, I realized that I’d almost never actually been on the streets of the Las Vegas Strip, either. Our limos had always put us right up on the office door we needed to go into. It’s like a whole new world that I’ve never even known existed before. How could I have avoided such a thing for so long? 
 
    It wasn’t all glamorous, of course. I had multiple men trying to hand me fliers for strip clubs, which befuddled me, but Richard kept me close, his arm around me, preventing them from getting too close to me. He led me to a small, half-circular inlet to the fountains, leaning up to the railing. 
 
    “Having fun tonight?” he said. 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    This is the moment he’s going to kiss me. It has to be. 
 
    “I think that you seem like you’re pretty happy,” he said, turning to me as his hands went to my back. This really is it. “But you haven’t seen anything until…” 
 
    As if he commanded the fountains of Bellagio, he motioned to turn to them. The lights and the fountains burst to life, and a show unlike anything I had ever seen began, with Frank Sinatra’s “Luck Be a Lady” playing in the background. I leaned into Richard, his body still facing me, as the two of us watched the water spouts go from side to side, shoot to the heavens, and synchronize perfectly with the music on the speakers. 
 
    Then, as the song came to an end, as the water shot to its highest point, I felt Richard’s left hand go to my cheek. He turned me to him as I looked up in awe at his eyes. His lips were slightly pursed, his eyes narrowed, and his cheeks red. Around us, I heard Sinatra belt out the final “Luck be a lady tonight.” Richard closed his eyes and leaned forward. I did the same. 
 
    And we shared our first kiss. 
 
    I couldn’t have asked for a better moment to share my first kiss with Richard. That I was even marking the moment as something to remember stood out in its own right. It had been so long since I’d had anything like this—since early in college, if I was being honest, and even then, that relationship fizzled out when it turned out the guy just wanted sex—that I felt like a teenager having her first ever kiss. 
 
    The kiss lasted all the way through the end of the song and then some. I knew people were around me before that, but at that moment, there was nothing I cared about more than just having that moment with Richard. All of Las Vegas could see us for all I cared. All of Las Vegas… 
 
    Which included… 
 
    I gently pulled back from my kiss, staring into Richard’s eyes. He was a handsome man, of that there could be little doubt, but he was handsome precisely because he wasn’t a pretty boy. He was rough on the edges, both in lifestyle and looks. He had on a very nice suit, but he also had his beard and other identifying features that made it clear that he was not just a businessman. He was much more. 
 
    And it was for that reason that my father would never allow this. 
 
    How long was I going to go along with this? How long would I let things play out with Richard? 
 
    Or, on the other hand, how long was I going to let my father’s presence and influence affect me so much? What was I—the girl who was twenty-six years old, independent and strong, or the girl who wanted desperately to stay in her father’s good graces, even knowing he largely gave me free rein in Las Vegas? 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I said, amazed that Richard picked up on what I was feeling. 
 
    “No, Natasha,” he said, squeezing my shoulders gently. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Not gonna let me off the hook, huh? 
 
    “My father… I like you, Richard, but—” 
 
    Richard answered emphatically with how he felt about that. 
 
    Or, rather, he showed me. He kissed me again, this time lifting me off of the ground, causing me to moan in delight. I put my arms around his neck as he held me up. Only when he dropped me to the ground did he actually give a verbal answer. 
 
    “I respect your father, he’s a good man, and he’s done quite a bit with his life,” he said. “But you’re not a teenager, Natasha. You’re a grown woman, and I’m a grown man. We’ll do things our way. Eventually, maybe this will hit a breaking point, but until then, I’m not going to stop, and I hope you don’t either.” 
 
    I loved Richard’s confidence, especially regarding my father. Most men, even the ones who were the sons of politicians and other billionaires, had a healthy fear of my father. They sucked up to him, treated him like a god. I had seen Richard treat my father well, but that was different than treating him with reverence. 
 
    “I won’t,” I said. “I just… I may have moments like this. I’m looking for something that lasts, and unfortunately, my father is a large part of that.” 
 
    “I know,” Richard said. 
 
    He looked at his watch. 
 
    “It’s only ten p.m.,” he said. “You know, I’m someone who generally takes dates as long as they can go. I don’t like to go slow. But…” 
 
    “But you want to cut it off?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Just this date, I mean, not us trying this. And it’s not because I’m having a bad time. It’s because I want to go slow and make sure I do this right. You’re great, Natasha. I don’t want to fuck this up.” 
 
    “You’re sweet,” I said, leaning up to kiss him. “OK. Let’s get someplace we can get an Uber, and I’ll call it.” 
 
    “I could give you a ride on my bike.” 
 
    I looked up at his eyes, the confident smirk on his face, and goddamn if that wasn’t a huge temptation. I’d never ridden a motorcycle before—my father would never allow it, and even when he wasn’t around, I wasn’t necessarily a huge thrill-seeker—but with Richard… the opportunity it would present… 
 
    But then a thought came through that killed it. 
 
    “I’d probably smell like oil and gas, huh?” 
 
    “Shit, good point,” Richard said. “It sounded good in my head.” 
 
    “And at some point, Richard, it’ll look good when we do it,” I said. 
 
    I paused for just a second, thinking of how that sounded out of context. It sounded pretty damn hot, pretty damn erotic… pretty damn possible. 
 
    “But for now, I think Uber picks up at the side entrance. Shall we?” 
 
    “We shall,” Richard said, extending his arm for me to grab. 
 
    I took it and walked forward. I was amazed at how he seemed to have the perfect act, the perfect words for every moment. Even when it didn’t seem perfect at the moment, it seemed perfect after the fact. 
 
    When he said he wanted to cut the date off here, a part of me wondered if that was the right choice. We had such momentum going and were having fun; why shouldn’t we go to the nightclub, get some drinks, and dance a little bit? Yes, there was something to be said for leaving something on the table to come back to, but right now, I just wanted any chance I could to be with Richard. 
 
    But I trusted him. If he felt this was best, well, this was best. Plus, yes, it did make me desire him a hell of a lot more to have to wait for him. 
 
    We got to the exit, and on my phone, the Uber pinged to say it was one minute away. 
 
    “I suppose this is where we depart,” I said. 
 
    “For now,” Richard said. 
 
    He went in for one more kiss, which he started as passionate. But I didn’t want slow. 
 
    I all but wrapped my body around him as my tongue pushed through his lips, dancing with his. My hands explored his back, coming dangerously close to his ass. I wanted his body as I began panting and moaning against his lips. My body was getting out of control. I had to have Richard—wherever I could, however I could. I needed him. 
 
    But Richard gained control of the situation, pulling back. I still went to kiss his neck, but Richard gently pushed me back. 
 
    “As amazing as that feels,” he said. “Next time.” 
 
    I looked at him with such sexualized eyes that, looking back on it later, I couldn’t believe anyone had gotten me to that state of fire on just the first date. 
 
    “You better,” I said, grabbing at his shirt collar. “I don’t know what you did to me, Richard, but I’m not about to forget this.” 
 
    “Neither will I,” he said, giving me one more kiss on the forehead. “Alright, go home before Papa Russia comes and kills me for keeping you out.” 
 
    I wouldn’t let him leave me so easily, though. I held his hand as I had him escort me out to the Uber. It was a little bit of spoiled behavior, I know, but I figured I had earned it by that point. I kissed him one more time before getting in the Uber, letting him shut the door. 
 
    I was silent on the car ride home. I was still having the hots for Richard, but I was starting to come down just a bit. I was able to have a more objective appreciation for how the date had gone. 
 
    Which was to say, holy shit, it had gone really well! 
 
    I told myself I didn’t need to text him until I got home, but even that felt ridiculous. Since when did I put rules on myself with guys? Since someone as seductive, different, and handsome as Richard came in, that’s when. 
 
    I just smiled and laughed to myself. I was sure my Uber driver thought I was a little crazy, but, well, that wasn’t my problem. 
 
    He dropped me off at my house, and I headed up the steps to my front door, only to find my father waiting. 
 
    “Dad?” I said. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “You didn’t answer your messages,” he said. 
 
    Oh, shit! I remembered seeing them in the car, but the thought to answer them and the time when I could have had gone by too quickly. 
 
    “I was fine,” I said. “Just having fun.” 
 
    “I see,” my father said. “I just wanted to make sure you were OK, Natasha. Vladimir’s death has made me a little more paranoid about matters.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said. “But I’m OK. Just spent some time out on the Strip with some friends.” 
 
    I supposed that was the closest I could get to telling the truth without saying something embarrassing or something that would prevent future hangouts with Richard. I didn’t like lying to my father, but I guessed I chose love over making him happy. 
 
    “Very well,” he said. 
 
    It was hard to tell if he believed it or not. But then again, I could have told him I loved him, and if I didn’t know any better, his facial expression alone would have made it difficult to tell if he believed it or not. 
 
    “Have a good rest of your evening,” he said. “Tomorrow, I am hosting a senator from California. Her son, Tucker, will be there. I think he would make for a handsome man for you.” 
 
    “I’ll see, Dad,” I said as I headed inside. 
 
    But I had no intentions of honoring my father’s request. For the sake of appearances, I’d have to smile and greet Tucker. But I’d already mentally fallen for a different man. 
 
    Still, this was a dangerous game that I was playing. I’d have to be very careful moving forward, because if my father found out at any point before several months of dating, it was going to be very hard for me to withstand his pressure. 
 
    For Richard, though, it was a risk worth taking. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9: Richard 
 
    
The immediate aftermath of my date with Natasha felt like I had woken up from a dream in which I had gone to heaven. 
 
    I had never had a first date go so well. It went so well, in fact, that I forced myself to cut it off before I made a mistake. Crazy, right? I was thirty-nine; I’d been on a few first dates in my time and knew what to say and what not to say. 
 
    But because of the stakes and the pressure I’d put on myself, I didn’t think it was possible to go any higher than we had after that first kiss. It was just so perfect, so perfectly set up and timed, that to then try and dance with her or take her home would have ruined what I was going for. 
 
    So yeah, maybe Natasha would be a little resentful that I had cut things off just as they were getting good. But since I really did want something more with her, I had a feeling she wouldn’t be upset in the end. I didn’t know of many women who were upset with the idea of seeing a man more than just once, at least not women like Natasha. 
 
    I knew I wouldn’t see her for a few days after that, so we remained in touch by texting. Now, our texts were a lot more flirtatious… up to a point. We certainly hinted at sex, but we never crossed the line. The closest I came was on Monday night, when I was feeling particularly aroused. 
 
    “You know what I’m thinking about?” I wrote. 
 
    “What? Tell me everything :-)” she wrote back. 
 
    I knew from the smiley face I pretty much had free reign to say what I wanted. But what was the fun in giving away everything? I had to store something up… but that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to give her a little bit. 
 
    “I’m thinking about what happens when you and I are in private,” I began, taking several texts to send what I wrote. “I am going to kiss you as we walk into my room. I’m going to press you up against the wall. I’m going to nibble on your neck as you moan my name.” 
 
    “Omg…” 
 
    “Your legs will be wrapped around my hips as I grab your ass and carry you to my bed. I’m going to lay you down gently. And from there… you’ll have to wait and see.” 
 
    The text message went blank for a few moments before she wrote back, “I hate you for cutting this short.” 
 
    I just replied with an emoji—which still seemed out of character for me. 
 
    “You better make it up to me in person.” 
 
    Of that, there was little doubt. I was pushing boundaries right now, that much was a given, but by withholding, I could make sure the second date was something to be remembered. I already knew where it would take place, too—I was going to take her to my private space here at The Red Door. 
 
    While that might have seemed more public than my room, the intimacy of the studio-sized room went a long way to ensuring that there wasn’t much else we could do but get it on. It also made it much easier for her to enjoy a show at The Red Door, and it added a certain level of exclusivity for being able to get into the place without being on the list. I knew that wasn’t as impressive to her as it might have been to someone who had never lived the wealthy lifestyle, but it was still something. 
 
    All of that, though, was put to the side on this night. 
 
    Because this night was Tuesday: the night when we were set to deliver a hit to the Degenerate Sinners for the bullshit they had caused us. 
 
    This was not the first violent mission I had ever done with the Savage Saints, but it was the first in a while. I put Dom and Barber in charge, given that they had military experience and a better understanding of how to attack. 
 
    “We’ll keep Walker back just to keep an eye on the base and, God forbid, keep the place going in case we all get killed,” Barber said. 
 
    “We got a lot of faith in you, bud,” Dom said. 
 
    I swear, does that dude never have a chill smile? It’s ridiculous. 
 
    “The rest of us, however, are going to attack from two sides. The Sinners’ base is a warehouse on the far east side of Las Vegas. It’s a ghetto, crummy, beatdown area, but that also means there won’t be a lot of civilian traffic to deal with. I don’t think explosives are a good idea for this round, as we want to keep this as low key as possible. Gunfire in that area is a regular thing, but explosions aren’t.” 
 
    “Last thing we need is a bunch of men making too much noise,” Mama said with a snort as she puffed on a cigarette. 
 
    Dom chuckled at that, but no one else seemed to notice. 
 
    “We’ll split into two teams of seven, which are going to strike within seconds of each other. Team Savage will strike on the right side of the building, laying waste to any openings and any Sinners who come out with their guns. While they take the lead, Team Saints will attack from the other side, essentially wedging the Sinners in. The hope is that we can kill off enough of those assholes to make them think twice about killing one of our own. If we do this right, we’ll be in and out within just a few minutes, maybe even less.” 
 
    It all seemed easy enough, but of course, it left out the fact that the Sinners were going to shoot back at us. If they had more weapons, there was no telling what else they might throw our way—grenades, Molotov cocktails, gas bombs… my mind was assuming the worst-case scenario, that was a given, but I was definitely a little afraid of this one. The Sinners wouldn’t have gotten as aggressive as they had without having some reasons to be confident. 
 
    “Any questions?” 
 
    No one had any. Barber and I led Team Savage, while Pork and Dom led Team Saints. Barber and I led the charge from the front, roaring out with five of my brethren. We all sported M4s and AK-47s, meaning at least from a gun perspective, we had the advantage. We also had the advantage of preemptively striking on a night when the Sinners might have thought that we were getting shitfaced. 
 
    Those advantages were only as good as our firing capabilities, though. 
 
    The ride from The Red Door to the Sinners took us around 215, a loop of highway that went around downtown Las Vegas, past the Strip, and dropped us off on the east side. It made for a nice panoramic view of the city, if that was something we cared about, but right now, we were much more concerned about getting there. We sped a little bit, but we didn’t go any faster than eighty or eighty-five; the last thing we needed was to have the cops pull us over. 
 
    We made it easily, getting off at Flamingo Road and heading further due east. The lair of the Sinners wasn’t too much farther now… within minutes, we’d be putting our own lives on the line to prevent more trouble from the Sinners. 
 
    We’re going to make this work. I’m not allowed to look doubtful about our plan. We will make this work. 
 
    We took one last turn, and the warehouse was just beyond the ridge. I looked over to Barber, who gave me the OK. There wasn’t going to be any waiting—if we did, the sound of our motorcycles would have given us away in any case. We veered to the right, crawled to a stop, pulled out our guns, and laid waste to the building. 
 
    Windows shattered, wood splintered, and clay dispersed from the gunfire. I saw a few Sinners moving in the windows. We managed to pick off a few, but for the most part, they were a little bit better organized than I thought. Granted, they had a much larger number of men than we did, but they weren’t nearly as well trained as we were. 
 
    I saw the second group coming from the other side and tried to hold my ground. Gunfire was now being returned to us from the Sinners, and our plan had only been to strike and make a point, not turn this into a full-out war. Ironically, despite being the financially stronger club with more resources, we were the ones who had to resort to guerrilla tactics. We just didn’t have the manpower, and for now, I wasn’t interested in bringing on mercenaries or more club members. 
 
    Just when I thought that Team Saints couldn’t get there in time, they started laying waste to the other side.  
 
    “That’s our cue!” I shouted after about a dozen seconds. “Let’s—” 
 
    I paused and yanked my head back when I felt a bullet whiz by my head. I wasn’t exaggerating when I said that it felt like the bullet could not have been any further out than just a couple of inches—I could actually feel it skirt by my mouth as it flew away. 
 
    That was some fucking scary shit, especially knowing that if I’d been leaning forward just a couple of inches, the best-case scenario was needing a new jaw. The worst case was not even being able to think about having a new jaw, because I’d be dead. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I shouted. “Barber!” 
 
    Barber gave a thumbs up, and we quickly retreated from where we had come. I did a quick head count—everyone in our team was still alive. One member named Spider was injured, bleeding from the arm, but it looked like more of a graze than an actual wound. He gave a thumbs up anyways when he saw me looking back at him, and that was enough for me. 
 
    The second group didn’t spend much longer on firing, either, rolling out with us just a couple of seconds later. In all, the battle couldn’t have lasted more than one minute, maybe a minute and a half. I’d forgotten how quickly these things could go; when the enemy was defeated, or the point of your strike had been made, it didn’t matter if it took one bullet or one hour. 
 
    When we got back to the clubhouse, I took a second to collect myself on my bike. The other men roared and patted their chest in triumph, saying they were going to call all the girls, but I kept thinking about how close that bullet had come to killing me. I didn’t want to die, but I also didn’t want to need jaw reconstruction surgery. Both were bad outcomes, and both were inches, maybe even millimeters, away from being a reality. 
 
    How would Natasha feel if I had gone out like that? She had an idea of what being a Savage Saint meant, but I didn’t think she fully understood just to what degree this stuff played a role in our lives. It was true that we hadn’t had this part of being a biker club in some time, but it was bound to happen sooner or later. 
 
    Natasha needed to know the full truth of what had happened if we were going to have sex. Once we crossed that boundary, feelings would come in, lines would get erased, and anything that was involved would only get more entangled. Maybe telling her was going to sabotage it. Maybe this was a really bad idea. 
 
    But I couldn’t shake it out of my mind that if Natasha found out after the fact the violent side of an MC, she was going to be more than upset. She would feel betrayed. She’d feel lied to, at least in lies of omission. She’d feel heartbroken. 
 
    “How about that, huh, buddy?” Dom said as he pulled up next to me, slapping my shoulder. 
 
    “Pretty good shit, huh?” I offered, hoping that it did the trick. 
 
    “Yeah, you could say that again,” Dom said with a laugh. “Pretty sure I took out half-a-dozen Sinners myself! Fucking assholes will see what happens when they kill someone.” 
 
    Dom was prone to joking and playing around, but he wasn’t much for exaggeration that often, so I believed him. Given the ones I had hit and had seen go down, I think it was fair to say we had killed at least a dozen Sinners tonight. If that had happened to the Saints, we’d pretty much have to fold and go out of business. 
 
    Aside from Spider’s injury, we’d avoided the worst of it. No one else had suffered any wounds, which proved the assumption that the Sinners weren’t disciplined or trained.  
 
    But still… just a few inches… 
 
    My current plans with Natasha had her coming over Thursday to The Red Door, and there was little doubt what would happen then.  
 
    After tonight, though, it couldn’t be the next thing that would happen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10: Natasha 
 
    
Richard’s texts just kept picking up in steam, and I loved it. 
 
    All of the dirty, filthy, sexual thoughts that filled my mind were there in part because it really had been a while since I’d had sex. Part of that, like many other things in my life, had to do with my family’s situation. It was hard for me to get someone who was just friends with benefits, as most guys who found out who I was liked to try and date me, almost the reverse of a woman being a gold digger situation. Most guys who hit on me who genuinely wanted a relationship and were good guys. I just wasn’t into them. It had been… 
 
    God, it was embarrassing to admit. But I hadn’t slept with anyone since the last night at Harvard before my parents came to town. That was the night that I slept with my ex-boyfriend as one last college hurrah, but as soon as my parents came into town, that privacy and that free time was done. 
 
    We’d scheduled Thursday for me to come to The Red Door, and I already knew what was going to happen. He was going to let me watch a show or two, he was going to let me get on the back of his bike, he was going to take me to his place, and then we were going to have the wildest, kinkiest, most incredible sex that I had ever had in my life. I could see it in his texting—he liked to be in control. It was just how I wanted it; I wanted my man to be the one who led the charge in the bedroom. 
 
    But what Richard may not have yet realized was that when I said I liked to be dominated, I really meant it. I wanted to be spanked a bit. I wanted him to leave me hickies all over my body. I wanted him to squeeze as if he wanted to pop my body like a balloon. 
 
    There was no way I was going to say that now, of course. I still had to maintain some dignity in my behavior and actions and revealing all of that would have made me seem less like a woman worth pursuing and more like a Las Vegas street whore. But I still could imagine it, and heaven knows I spent many a time when we went back and forth in texting touching myself, imagining what he’d do to me. 
 
    Tuesday night, he texted me and asked me what I was doing the next day. My eyes lit up in delight. You can’t wait either, can you, boy? I told him that my evening was wide open, even though it wasn’t; there was a department dinner that I was supposed to attend. It wouldn’t have been the greatest look to skip it, but I didn’t usually skip those meetings, and like I said, I was a Sokolov. What were they going to do, fire me from my father’s company? 
 
    “Wanna take you out somewhere,” he said. 
 
    And then what? 
 
    “Wear gym clothes. I’m thinking of something athletic.” 
 
    Oh, I am too. I most certainly am too. 
 
    “Sounds good :-)” I wrote. “Where should I meet you?” 
 
    He told me to get to The Red Door however necessary as soon as I got off work. There was a certain urgency to his message, given that he said to try and not make it too late. I was curious to hear what the reason was, but I was easily going to be there before six o’clock. 
 
    It probably wasn’t a huge surprise to say that just before heading off to bed, I had to fight from touching myself. I wanted my sexual charge at its peak when Richard picked me up the next day. For what was about to go down, I didn’t want it to be a challenge to orgasm. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I showed up to The Red Door via Uber from my workplace, having packed athletic clothes that I changed into in the lobby bathroom of Sokolov Industries. I made sure that my father wasn’t anywhere nearby when I left, even though it wasn’t like leaving the office in gym clothes was a bad appearance. Many of the employees did so en route to their gyms and exercise routines—I just wanted to avoid any questions, no matter how innocent or innocuous they might have been. There’s not going to be anything innocent about what happens later. 
 
    In fact, I didn’t even wear panties underneath my shorts. I had on a sports bra—I had to have some decency—but I was so sure that this was a prelude to sex that I didn’t bother to put on any more clothes than necessary. 
 
    I was already so wet when I got to the entrance of The Red Door. I was on fire, too, and it had nothing to do with the outside temperature. I knocked on the door… but received no answer. 
 
    “I thought you would’ve looked behind the building.” 
 
    I swear, he had a preternatural ability to surprise me by showing up out of nowhere. I turned to him, smirked, and went over and kissed him. I had to hold back from groping him; I could feel him bulge against his jeans, and while it was difficult to get a sense of how large he would be, he was still growing even when I thought he would have stopped. 
 
    “Well, I just figured you’d be waiting for me inside,” I said. “I thought, you know, you’d want to show me what you’ve been hinting at in your texts all this time.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” he said, almost sounding embarrassed at having sent them. “Well, today, I wanted to take you hiking.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. 
 
    I wasn’t going to lie; I was a little disappointed. My initial reaction was one of frustration, wondering if somehow, he didn’t find me attractive. Was this his way of trying to secure a friendship but not something sexual? 
 
    But after that initial reaction, I began to feel something very different. I saw Richard now more as a challenge—to see how long I could wait before I gave in. As arrogant as it sounded, there was no way a guy like Richard was going to be able to hold himself back from having sex with me at some point. 
 
    So for now, OK, I’d go on a hike with him. For now, I’d be the good girl. But at some point, I wasn’t going to be able to hold myself back. I was too curious to see what Richard would do when that moment came. 
 
    “Is that OK?” Richard asked, concerned. 
 
    “Yeah, definitely!” I said, trying to sound upbeat. “Sorry, I just wasn’t sure what we were going to do. I was thinking something else.” 
 
    “What?” he said, so casually I didn’t think that he was thinking about sex.  
 
    “Not hiking, I’ll tell you that.” 
 
    That seemed like a good enough place to leave things off at. Anything else might have hinted at what I wanted, and that would eliminate the fun of the chase.  
 
    “Alright,” Richard said, though I noticed a sliver of a smile forming on his face. “Hop on the bike.” 
 
    “For real?” I said, my eyes wide. “Will I be safe without long pants?” 
 
    “Hmm,” he said. “You could do it without pants. But you’re going to have to get close and put your legs on mine.” 
 
    I almost laughed at how much Richard sounded like that might not be something I wanted to do. If anything, it was something I really wanted to do. Get closer to him and be in touch with him for the whole duration of the ride? All while not having panties on? 
 
    Are you kidding me? 
 
    Richard was going to get me off without even realizing it. 
 
    “I think I can manage that,” I said, not bothering to hide my smirk. 
 
    “Good,” he said.  
 
    He handed me a helmet, helping me buckle the chin strap. I didn’t mind that I’d smell like oil and gasoline this time; I’d have a chance to clean off when we got back, and I was sure that Richard or Mama would have something that could mask the scent. After all, for the clients they attracted, they had to have some measure of scent cover-up to run that place effectively. 
 
    “You look hot as hell with a helmet on,” he said. 
 
    “Like a natural?” 
 
    “Like an angel,” he said. “Except instead of being on my shoulder, you’re going to be on my back.” 
 
    And, hopefully, on something else a little bit later. 
 
    “You’re too much, Richard,” I said, leaning up to kiss him. 
 
    He turned around, giving me a perfect target. I couldn’t help it. I playfully slapped his ass, causing him to jump in surprise. 
 
    “Don’t tell me that hurt!” I said with a laugh. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” he said. “That felt good!” 
 
    “Yeah?” I said, biting my lip. 
 
    My God, I was on some level of arousal right now. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” Richard said. “Come on. Let’s get on this before we do something stupid.” 
 
    Stupid? Or sexy? 
 
    I nevertheless complied, finding some sort of joy in this little game. I imagined that Richard also was building up his pent-up energy to release—when the time came for him to do so, maybe he’d be more energized and more dominant. In that case, I was more than willing to wait until tomorrow if necessary. Whatever it takes to get Richard at his best. 
 
    Richard got on the bike first, and I followed shortly after, wrapping my legs around him and my arms around his stomach. I knew what he felt like from having hugged him and been close to him many times before but pulling against his abs and instead of leaning against them made me cognizant of just how strong and firm he was. I couldn’t help myself, even muttering “holy shit,” when I had my arms wrapped around. 
 
    Richard just looked back, smirked, and turned the engine on. 
 
    Immediately, my entire body seemed to tense with arousal. My pussy felt like it had a full vibrator brushing against it, and I did my best not to groan in pleasure in front of Richard. I was going to do it eventually, but I preferred to wait until we were out on the road to make such noises. 
 
    Thankfully, I didn’t think he noticed, because he seemed to move the bike forward at a natural pace, not finding anything unusual with the grunts and groans coming from behind him. I was having to bite my lip at how good his bike felt; I could only imagine how good the rest of his body would feel later. 
 
    I couldn’t say that I paid attention to anything other than the rush of pleasure that coursed through my body; I had a vague idea that we went northwest toward Red Rock Canyon and Summerlin, but otherwise, my body was just spent fighting the incoming orgasm that was one or two good bumps away from getting me off. 
 
    And wouldn’t you know it, as soon as we got to the Red Rock Canyon entrance, we hit some bumps that pushed me over the edge. I fought like hell to muffle my moans and cries, but that only made the intensity that much stronger. There was just something so erotically naughty about getting off from a bike, like it wasn’t supposed to happen. 
 
    Never once did Richard look back, and I have to admit, that killed me. It wasn’t because of a lack of attention, but rather, I was dying to see his face to see if he would give away that he knew. When I came down, I desperately wanted to ask him, but decided waiting until we got to the stopping point was a good idea. 
 
    When he did find a parking spot, I took several seconds to relax my arms. 
 
    “You OK?” he asked. 
 
    I was pretty sure that his voice revealed a hint of knowing, but if he actually did, he did a good job of keeping it subtle. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said, my voice practically a pant. “Just… have never been on anything like that.” 
 
    “Yeah, most people say that.” 
 
    Most people? Or most women? Not that it matters… wow. 
 
    “Anyways, I thought we could go for a little hike before the sun goes down,” he said. “Shall we?” 
 
    “I think we shall,” I said, still gasping for air. 
 
    I waited until he turned away to check my shorts. They were wet. 
 
    Goddamnit.  
 
    At least I had the hot sun to blame for some of my sweat. I just had to hope… actually, if he did notice, maybe it would encourage him to go a step further. Maybe it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. 
 
    We hiked up a relatively easy trail, coming to a point where we could see all of Las Vegas, though the view came from such a distance that it was visible largely because of the lights coming to life. I fell into Richard’s arms, letting him stand behind me as we swayed under the setting sun. 
 
    “This is pretty majestic, huh?” I said. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, his voice trailing off. “Listen, Natasha, I wanted to come here and talk to you about something. Nothing to do with you, just to be clear, but it’s important that you know it.” 
 
    With a prelude like that, I didn’t think that he was going to tell me this couldn’t work out. I thought he would have gotten to the point a lot faster than he did. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t feeling extraordinarily nervous. 
 
    “You know that I’m a member of a motorcycle club,” he said. “So far, you’ve only seen the good side of things. The money. The charm. The Red Door. But you haven’t seen the rougher, tougher side of things. I’ve hinted at them, but even I haven’t had to experience them until just yesterday.” 
 
    “Hmm?” I said, turning around, placing my hands on his back as I looked up at him. 
 
    He took a deep breath. 
 
    “Natasha, the group that killed your uncle also tried to shoot at us at The Red Door,” he said. “Thankfully, we were well protected, but we couldn’t stand by any longer. We went over and shot at their warehouse.” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “I know that you’re probably used to dealing with a bunch of pretty boys who stay well above the law. Well, we stay well beneath it. We aren’t afraid of it, but we aren’t the good boys. We’re a bunch of tough, rough, mean assholes who believe in a code, but that code has a way of pissing off a lot of people. Frankly, probably shouldn’t have even told you that we shot them, but—” 
 
    “Stop,” I said gently, placing a hand on his chest. “It’s OK. I figured as much from my research on MCs.” 
 
    That undersold it a bit. I didn’t know what it was like to have to deal with someone who shot at another man until just now, and I couldn’t pretend that the first feeling was one of excitement. It wasn’t like I wanted Richard to get involved in shootouts and gunfire. 
 
    But if there was anyone whom I figured could handle a nasty situation like that, it was Richard. Richard looked like the kind of guy who took care of his shit and didn’t take no for an answer. The Savage Saints, as a whole, seemed that way too. 
 
    “Besides, I’m Russian,” I said. “We practically invented rough business. You think that scares me?” 
 
    Richard gave a humoring chuckle as he squeezed me in for a hug. 
 
    “I just wanted to let you know now before we go any further,” he said. “You need to know the full truth about me if we’re going to see what we could be.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” I said with a gentle smile.  
 
    Interestingly enough, though Richard figured that was something that would have bothered me, there was something that hadn’t been discussed yet that I was curious to know more about. 
 
    “So, question—I saw that there was also a Savage Saints in some place called Green Hills in California. Can you explain what that is?” 
 
    “Oh, them,” Richard said. “We should start walking to the bike. This talk is going to take a while, and I don’t want us to suddenly look up and realize that the sun has set, and we have no chance of getting back to the bike.” 
 
    I accompanied him, standing by his side, as he outlined everything with his brother, Paul. I could begin to understand better where Richard’s adventurous attitude had come from now, especially when he contrasted it with Paul. It almost sounded like Paul was less of a brother and more of an uncle, a sort of figure that lorded over Richard rather than having an actual relationship with him. 
 
    I had no siblings and thus could not say what it was like, but I could see that Richard had some pretty conflicted opinions on it. 
 
    “So, yeah, I guess you could say I love him,” Richard said, leaning against his bike as the conversation wound down. “But he’s been dead now for over a decade. I don’t… I don’t keep in touch with his daughter. It’s too rough.” 
 
    “Have you ever thought of reaching out?” 
 
    Richard looked like he had something to say, but before anything could come up, he seemed to clam up. It was interesting to me how Richard could open up about shooting at the enemy or having to deal with an older brother’s shadow, but as soon as it came to dealing with his current family, there was absolute silence. I supposed that some subjects were just too tough to talk about in the present; some subjects could make a person visibly tense on the spot, and I’d found Richard’s. 
 
    “No,” he finally said, but it was painfully clear that was far from the complete answer. 
 
    Richard bowed his head. I went over to him, straddled his legs, and held him in a tight hug. 
 
    “It’s OK,” I said. “You do whatever you think is right.” 
 
    He turned up to me slowly, his eyes watery, as he leaned in to kiss me. I kissed him, too, softly, gently. I pulled back as I put my hands on his cheeks. 
 
    “You know,” he said. “I’m not going to lie. With no one else here, it’s so tempting to drive somewhere, take you out to the fields, and just fuck you until you come at least two or three times.” 
 
    My eyes went wide in shock—we’d gone from zero to sixty in the span of about two dozen words. And I had to say… so did my thoughts. 
 
    I had mentally flipped the switch from compassionate to aroused in an instant. It really did just take a single click. 
 
    “But right now, I’m trying to make this work as a relationship,” he said. “Maybe that’s stupid, I know your father is in the way, but—” 
 
    “Shh,” I said before kissing his forehead. “You’re so cute. I feel the same way.” 
 
    And then I remembered that my shorts were wet. 
 
    “But if you make me wait much longer, I’m going to have to start pleasuring myself in front of you. And at that point, if you still make me wait, I’m just going to think you like men, and I’ll find someone who wants me.” 
 
    “Haha! I’m pretty sure you don’t have to worry about that,” Richard said. “Come on. Where do you want me to drop you off at?” 
 
    “The club?” 
 
    But to my surprise, Richard shook his head no. 
 
    “Tuesdays and Wednesdays are nights for the club members to let loose a bit and have some fun,” he said. “By now, all the dudes probably have their faces buried in some tits somewhere and Mama’s probably high as a kite. I don’t think that’s something you’ll want to see quite yet.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Trust me, Natasha,” he said with a smirk. “Someday, yes. But your first party at the club should probably not be the second date.” 
 
    Now, like me wanting sex with him, I was just so damn curious more than anything else. It wasn’t that I would have wanted the party on its own, but Richard, perhaps without realizing, had hyped it up so much that I just had to see what this party looked like. It was the fact that it was so different from what my father would have thrown that made it so arousing. 
 
    “Damnit, Richard,” I said, patting his shoulder. “Alright, fine. Just any casino on this side of town.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I’m twenty-six, remember?” 
 
    Richard batted his eyes. 
 
    “I know,” he said. “Alright, let’s go.” 
 
    He handed me my helmet, which he again buckled himself, before giving me one more kiss. He got on the bike and then let me straddle him. Just before turning on the engine, he paused and turned to me. 
 
    “By the way,” he said. “I’ll make sure to hit the potholes, so you enjoy this ride as much the last one.” 
 
    I didn’t think I’d ever turned red so hard in my life as he laughed, ignited the engine, and began the journey that once again had me coming from all the vibrations and shaking. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11: Richard 
 
    
Going to our weekly meeting should have felt like a victory. 
 
    As far as everything with Natasha went, it sure as hell did. She couldn’t wait another night; she was going to come in after our poker guest left and I was going to take her back to my private room. We both stopped pretending we could hold out any longer; it was a miracle I was able to drop her off at the Red Rock Casino without fucking her already. 
 
    With the Sinners, however, it felt like a little bit of a different story. Our attack on them had not prompted any counterattacks yet, but it seemed like a given. Mario had only reported that the police had officially declared the incident the result of gang violence, but he advised that not all of the Sinners had perished. By his best guess, the club had about five dozen members to start with, and we’d managed to off fourteen. That left at least forty, maybe more members we had to worry about. 
 
    To pretend that there would be no retaliation was stupid and foolhardy. But I didn’t know what more we could do without taking proper steps. 
 
    The weekly meeting felt like a good place to handle it, and as we walked in, I could tell Mama and Barber felt the same way. Pork and Dom, however, seemed giddy and almost too easy to handle. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” I said as they took their seats. “Please do tell what the good news is.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know if you noticed since you are busy getting tied down to only one girl,” Dom said. “But Pork porked a real broad last night! We found her videos online!” 
 
    “That’s a delight,” I said with an eye roll. 
 
    My eye roll was typically made to mock the club for being so ridiculous and so over the top, but today, I noticed that I really was a bit… not disturbed, but I definitely realized that lifestyle wasn’t for me anymore. Either I was seriously head over heels for Natasha like no one else, or I just had slowly matured into the guy who preferred the company of great women over one hot porn star. 
 
    “How’s the chlamydia?” Mama asked. 
 
    “How’s the chain-smoking?” Dom shot back. 
 
    “Better than that ugly ass smirk,” Mama said. 
 
    “Please, don’t be jealous cuz you got smoke breath.” 
 
    “Oh, kiss my ass.” 
 
    “OK, let’s get to business, shall we?” I said with a sigh. “I need to address something that I consider a sort of elephant in the room. Do we have any idea what the Degenerate Sinners are going to do for what we did on Tuesday?” 
 
    An awkward silence fell over the room. Even Dom’s usual trademark smirk died down. If he and Pork hadn’t understood the consequences of Tuesday before, they sure did now. 
 
    “We have a problem,” I said. “And that is that we don’t have the manpower to continue launching attacks like this. Keeping this group small works, so long as you don’t have someone with more men who wants to destroy you. Unfortunately, we don’t really have that luxury anymore. The Sinners are going to retaliate, that’s not a question. What is a question is when.” 
 
    “Are we that certain of it?” Dom said. 
 
    “You’ve said a lot of dumb shit, boy, but that might be the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard you say,” Mama said. 
 
    “I’m serious!” Dom interjected, actually looking very somber. “How do we not know that the Sinners thought they could get away with some shit, saw what happened, and decided to go back to dealing with eastside hood rats?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “We don’t know that,” I said. “We can’t know that. And it’s for that exact reason that we have to plan as if they are going to do something else. We’re going to have to deal with this as it comes, but I’d rather be more prepared to handle it than not.” 
 
    “We could get more guns,” Barber said. “Not sure what good that’s going to do, though. Our issue isn’t guns. It’s hands to fire those guns.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I said. 
 
    It was a real fucking pickle, and not a tasty one at that. Sacrifice the group’s integrity and squash an enemy? Or keep the group intact, but risk having the group fall apart? 
 
    If the threat was real and death seemed imminent, then the answer was obvious. But to this point, the only casualty was a civilian who had only come to a few Red Door events. None of our men had suffered anything worse than a grazing bullet wound, and most of them looked as fresh as the day they stepped out of the tattoo parlor. 
 
    The answer, therefore, wasn’t as easy as it might have seemed to an outsider. 
 
    “Is there any way that we could get more help but not bring in more members?” Dom said. “Maybe we can hire out another MC. Act as sort of mercenaries for us.” 
 
    “Who?” I said. 
 
    Even before I said it, though, everyone knew the answer. The Savage Saints in Green Hills. 
 
    But that’s not going to happen. I’m not going to face them. No, no, no. No way. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I said quickly, cutting off the potential for anyone to interject with an idea. “We have to figure out how to handle this on our own.” 
 
    Mama looked like she was about to speak, but for perhaps the fifth time in the entire time that I knew her, she shut her mouth and held her tongue. It was so surprising that I, too, opened my mouth, wanting to encourage her to speak, but I also didn’t say anything. Dom, Pork, and Barber looked between the two of us, rightfully expecting someone to speak, but no one said a word. 
 
    “Other than that, let’s just get through our club business so Dom can call in our poker guest.” 
 
    We flew through the remaining business with ease. The most notable thing was Mama saying that one of the better girls was threatening to quit if she didn’t get a raise of a grand per month. I told her to allow it so long as she remained tight-lipped on the pay and didn’t ask for anything more for at least a year; otherwise, we’d fire her ass. Mama seemed very pleased with the decision. 
 
    “Alright, Dom,” I said as I brought the evening to a close. “Bring the guest over.” 
 
    “Will do,” he said, that good old smirk coming back. “I think it’s someone you’ll like. It’s a repeat customer of ours: a fish.” 
 
    “Ohhhh,” Pork and Mama said in unison. “Come to give some donations to the club?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    I, however, had a bad feeling about it. 
 
    It was a bad feeling that was almost prescient because when Dom walked through the door with his guest, I wanted to smack him. But, because of who it was, I just put on a nice smile and extended my hand. 
 
    “Igor Sokolov,” I said, my grip firm on his. “So nice of you to come back to us.” 
 
    Dom was right; he was a fish. But he was a fish that was a giant pain in my ass, and a fish that had motives we hadn’t figured out yet. I just wish Dom had given this more thought beyond the green that’ll be in his pocket. 
 
    Except he lost last time, so he probably wants revenge. Oh, goddamnit, Dom. 
 
    “So nice of you to have me back,” he said in his usual impossible-to-decipher tone. “I have brought much money here to entice some action. I hope that you are ready for some Omaha.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said with a smile. 
 
    I bit my lip as we all sat down. Mama pulled out the deck of cards and the chips, giving everyone the proper amount. As she did this, I decided to check my phone, normally a faux pas in a club meeting and a poker game, but one that I generally allowed in moments like these, where the game had not yet begun but people were getting set up. Wouldn’t you know it, Natasha had begun to text me. 
 
    And she was not subtle about her words. 
 
    “Hey, handsome, I’m going to be in the area, whenever you’re ready… and just like yesterday… I don’t have on any panties.” 
 
    I couldn’t lie: the thought to tell her that her father was the poker guest had definitely crossed my mind. If not for the fact that we hadn’t actually slept together yet, I probably would have told her already just for the laughs. 
 
    OK, well, that, and I was really pissed at Dom for bringing Igor in. And Igor hadn’t rushed anything the last time he came over; I’d had to kick him out by closing the burlesque club before he left. 
 
    “I must say, this is among my favorite places to play poker,” Igor said. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I said with a smile as Mama dealt the first hand, having won the dealer position again to start. “I don’t know; I feel like you can get a better game at the Bellagio. This is great for friends, but—” 
 
    “Exactly, my friend,” Igor said dryly. “It is precisely because of the intimate setting that I am so intrigued by the location. I do not have to worry about unruly guests or stakes that bore me; nor do I have to worry about playing professional players who would all but rob me of my last billion dollars. I can instead play a game at a comfortable level to challenge myself while also engaging in some conversation.” 
 
    I shrugged and nodded as I glanced at my cards. They were all different suits, and only one of them a face card. I discarded them. 
 
    “I can only imagine the kind of people who have sat in this chair I find myself in,” Igor said. “Who, if I may ask, is the most famous person to have sat here?” 
 
    “George—” 
 
    I cut Dom off. 
 
    “Sorry, we keep that confidential,” I said, glaring at Dom. 
 
    Was he that desperate to make nice with the Russian billionaire? 
 
    “One of the most important aspects of The Red Door is its privacy and the covert nature of the place,” I said. “Even you. You will never be known to have come here, at least from our lips. If you wish to tell your friends, of course, that is up to you, but as long as you don’t post on social media, that’s not something you have to worry about.” 
 
    “Oh, heavens,” Igor said, the closest he came to showing emotion. “I have no desire to be on any social media. That is something that my daughter is much more interested in. I do not pretend to understand her generation any more than she pretends to understand mine.” 
 
    Speaking of. I took a glance at my phone, this time really violating unwritten club laws, as the other five players remained in the hand. I had to fight the urge to let my eyes go wide when I saw what Natasha had written. 
 
    “I’m going to slide these pants off and slide onto you, Richard. I want to feel your thick fat cock inside of me. I can barely contain myself… hurry up with the poker game :-)” 
 
    She added a kiss emoji at the end. That was the first time either of us had spoken so explicitly in conversation, and it had me rock hard with the snap of a finger. Oh, fuck, there was no way that I was going to be able to hold back right now. 
 
    “And first pot of the night goes to Dom,” Igor observed, snapping me out of my mental fog. “I would say that is my payment to you for letting me return. All other pots shall now go my way.” 
 
    “Never,” Dom said with a smile. “I look forward to playing you heads up from here on out.” 
 
    For the next hour or so, nothing happened that struck me as unusual or out of the ordinary. The very fact that Igor was here, of course, felt very out of the norm, but eventually, I just accepted it as a sort of final obstacle to me getting to be with Natasha. If I could endure a few hours with her overbearing father, then I would have truly earned sex for the night. 
 
    A few drinks in, Igor seemed to take particular interest in me. 
 
    “Tell me, Richard, how long have you owned this club for?”  
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “Several years now, I think,” I said, trying to be playful and loose without giving away too much. 
 
    “How much longer do you think you’re going to own it? Surely a man like you must eventually crave a chance to step away from the madness of it all, no?” 
 
    I immediately froze up. I was pretty sure I gulped too. I’d gotten offers before to have The Red Door purchased, but I was certain none of them had come from the father of a woman that I was seeing at the time. 
 
    “I’m going to hang on to it for the foreseeable future. No real rush to sell it. I enjoy having it.” 
 
    “Interesting for you to say that,” Igor said, nodding slowly. “I would think that a place like this would provide the perfect opportunity for you to sell at an enormous profit. If I had to venture a guess, I would say that this place might be worth tens of millions of dollars.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I said, but inside, my heart skipped about half a dozen beats at that figure. 
 
    Most people who wanted to buy the club would either try and low-ball me, thinking that I couldn’t possibly know, as someone who was a biker, or would only offer a couple of million dollars—by no means inconsequential, but not the kind of thing that I could just ride off into the sunset with, especially if my growing desire to have a wife and kids would someday come true. 
 
    But tens of millions of dollars? That would set both Mama and I up, and any offspring we had, for life. That could not be ignored. 
 
    But that also could be debated, and in the time I had to think about it, I realized how The Red Door just wasn’t something I was going to sell. It was as much a part of me as the Savage Saints; really, the two were indistinguishable for me. 
 
    “If you ever do decide to sell it, do please let me know first,” Igor said. “I can assure you, Richard, that I will give you a price that will beat whatever anyone else offers. That is, if you do not negotiate with others.” 
 
    “OK, well, fortunately for both of us, that’s not a conversation we have to worry about right now, because it’s not for sale,” I said. “But thank you, Igor.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Mama kept shooting me glares that seemed to say, “I told you so.” Pork and Barber were trying to pretend they hadn’t just heard the bombshell numbers. Dom, as usual, had his smirk on, and for once, I was thankful that he always did; it made it fair to say that he wasn’t just expressing his interest in the large number any longer. 
 
    The game went on for what felt like far too long. I was getting hornier and hornier by the second, finding myself checking my phone every few minutes—hell, more often than that, whenever I dropped out of a hand—to see what more Natasha had messaged me. My pants were practically ready to rip at the seams, and the only thing standing in my way was a father who seemed intent on buying my business. 
 
    But why, though? If Igor had his parties, it wasn’t like he needed The Red Door to host anything. Perhaps there was someone on our guest list that was not on Igor’s list that he really wanted to meet. Perhaps he just liked the idea of controlling the hot spots in Las Vegas. Maybe it was just as simple as he saw it as an easy way to make more money. 
 
    I’ll admit, some crazy ideas involving Russian crime and mafias came to mind, but those just seemed grounded more in James Bond movies than anything else. I hadn’t seen anything from Igor to suggest he was a criminal mastermind. Of course, you’re not going to get much out of Russia most likely. 
 
    It was midnight, and we were still playing. Igor showed no signs of slowing down; he ordered a double vodka, and I struggled to keep up the appearance of continuing to drink. I was on the verge of faking an emergency so I could run out, meet with Natasha, drive us to some hotel on the Strip, and just get the fucking out of my system. I could barely look straight, and more than once, one of the other officers had to snap me back into focus. 
 
    Then, just minutes later, the most amazing thing happened. 
 
    “My daughter has reminded me that we have an eight-a.m. call with Russia tomorrow,” Igor announced suddenly, and with such a relaxed demeanor that it was like he had planned for it to be this way all along. “I must get going then.” 
 
    “Aww, already?” 
 
    I was about ready to stab Dom in both of his eyes. Granted, he had made a couple of grand tonight, but I’d pay him off my winnings, a few hundred dollars, if it got him to shut up. Only Mama had lost money amongst our group, and even she had only lost about six or seven hundred dollars. Igor had burned through at least six grand. 
 
    But money was the least of my concerns right now. 
 
    “Yes, I must be going.” 
 
    “Alright, well, allow me to make preparations outside,” I said, quickly moving outside. 
 
    As soon as I was out of sight of everyone, I texted Natasha, “Your dad’s leaving. Come here in ten. I’ll text you in ten if anything happens.” 
 
    I hurried back inside, advised the place was clear, and escorted Igor out myself. Though he was surprised by the gesture, thinking Dom would do it, I advised him that I was trying to take on a more active role as the club president. I had no idea if Igor bought it. 
 
    He got inside of his limo, drove off, and I stood watching. 
 
    Twelve minutes later, I got the text I’d been waiting for all night. 
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12: Natasha 
 
    
Waiting for Richard felt like karma’s final test for me. 
 
    First, I had to wait for a second date to continue the momentum we’d had from our first date. Then, when I thought he was calling me over for a second date of physical intimacy, I had to wait for us to have an actual third date. And now, finally, I had to wait for my father to leave so that I could have that third date. 
 
    Wait. Wait. Wait. It felt interesting how I would use that word so often with my father in the context of me finding someone, but now that I had found someone I wanted, I did a terrible job of following it. Left up to my own devices, what was about to happen tonight would have happened after our first date. I supposed that I had a little bit of the Sokolov impatience in me after all. 
 
    As soon as Richard gave me the OK, though, I hailed an Uber from a nearby bar and headed straight over. If the Uber had to wait a few minutes, I didn’t mind. The major waiting was done—anything here after was just going to be a few minutes. I hoped. 
 
    The Uber dropped me off, and I had already texted Richard before the Uber had even departed for the evening. As crazy as this sounds, a part of me wanted to be in The Red Door theatre while my father walked by to increase the daring nature of what we were about to do. I wanted that thrill of seeing his eyes look over the room, taking in the crowd, but somehow missing me. I wanted that quickening heartbeat, the danger of getting caught, and the thrill of tiptoeing behind my father and to the back room. 
 
    I had quite the thrill-seeking gene, it seemed, despite my earlier thoughts to the contrary. I guessed I just had never had a chance to let that gene loose so it could explore its full potential. 
 
    Richard came outside seconds later, moving past the man who had originally taken the two-thousand-dollar bribe. 
 
    “Do I need to pay anything this time?” I joked. 
 
    “Hush and come here,” Richard said, squeezing my hand and all but yanking me inside. He kissed me right there in the waiting area, and then pulled back. 
 
    “You have to restrain yourself while we go through here,” he said. “But you’ll know when we can start getting to it.” 
 
    “More waiting?” I protested, a bit too loudly. 
 
    Richard hushed me. I went red in the face, realizing how loudly I had spoken. Fortunately, Richard’s warm, sexy smile quelled those nerves—though they raised new ones, albeit better ones—and he took my hand. 
 
    I looked out on the crowd, some at the bar, most in their seats watching the burlesque show. I saw a couple of familiar faces from a few nights before making me start to believe this wasn’t just a place people came to once in a while to fulfill some sexual urges to see topless women dance. They knew coming here was a chance to network, a chance to cement strong relationships, and a chance to establish oneself as the “well-known member” of the club. 
 
    Such a glance lasted but a second, though, as Richard did not stop to look at the crowd. His hand never left mine, and he opened a back door, leading to a small table with six chairs and what looked like a poker felt. One man remained, cleaning up—the guy with the cocky grin who had leered at me from across The Red Door a few nights ago. 
 
    “Beat it, Dom,” Richard said. 
 
    Dom’s grin faded, perhaps the greatest sign of a jealous man who had seen his hopes vanquished. I tried not to rub it in his face, but I also didn’t try and hide my desire for Richard as I put my hand on his stomach and rubbed. Dom grumbled something about going to the Spearmint Rhino before departing. 
 
    As soon as the sound of the door shutting closed filled our ears, Richard spun me around, lifted me in the air, and pressed his lips hard on me. He pushed me back against the closest wall as our kissing became intense, passionate, and heated. I reached to unbutton his shirt, a bit of a struggle considering his solid pecs were pressed up against my breasts. I wrapped my legs around his hips as he pulled me off of the wall and guided me toward a small bedroom. 
 
    The place couldn’t have been any bigger than perhaps a hundred, maybe a hundred and fifty square feet, but for what we were about to do, it was all we needed. A red light illuminated and cast over the room; a bed with multiple pillows and comforters lay before me; and a mini-fridge that had no chance of being looked at for about half an hour sat in the corner. Richard carried me to the bed, where the two of us tumbled down. 
 
    Under these red lights, Richard’s sharp, defined muscles displayed even more than they did under the normal light. The red light accentuated the shadows that his muscles cast and the crisp, clean nature of his beard. I could only imagine what it did for me, and I suddenly now realized why many strippers performed under a red light; it was the perfect complement to a performance, like putting makeup on with just a single switch. 
 
    Now that we finally had some space between our torsos, I immediately went to removing the rest of his buttons. Richard chucked his cut to the side before reaching down, grabbing at my black top. I sat up, letting him lift it off me with ease. I hurried back to him and removed his shirt. His muscles were not only incredibly taut; they were ridiculously thick. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered. 
 
    “What?” he said with a knowing grin. 
 
    “You… you’re ridiculous,” I said in awe. 
 
    Richard laughed before he started kissing my neck. 
 
    “Don’t stroke the ego too much,” he said. “Stroke something else.” 
 
    I got the picture. I ran my fingers across his taut back and abs, admiring the perfect body that he had. He may have been a little bit older than me, being in his late thirties, but given his body and the confidence that he had, he was much, much sexier than anyone close to my age. It was small wonder that the men my dad threw me had no chance—Richard was a real man. 
 
    He kissed down my neck, moved his hands under my back, and had my bra off in seemingly one motion. He discarded my bra, leaving my breasts available for the taking. His wet tongue and mouth roved over me as he laid kisses over my delicate skin, which soon turned into nibbles and then full on biting. 
 
    “Harder, Richard,” I gasped. “I like it rough.” 
 
    So many had been scared to do it rough for me. Too many saw me as some soft, sweet little girl who shouldn’t have her purity spoiled by some rough sex. Richard, bless him, had no such inhibitions. He had no hesitation about turning his nibbles into bites, his bites into aggressive ones, and his dry humping into such a vigorous motion it felt like he was going to break the bed. 
 
    But he wasn’t done yet. He moved his kisses down lower on my body. I shuddered as I realized where he was going—no one else had done this before, either. All of the college guys just assumed that wasn’t something they had to do, and now not only was Richard interested in doing it, he seemed enthused by the very idea. I swear, the fact that he was into it so much was enough to make me come. He could have done nothing but express enthusiasm, and he’d have me wet and pulsing. 
 
    The fact that he had my jeans off—no underwear—in a matter of seconds was just a mere bonus. He went to my feet and started trailing kisses down my left leg, letting his beard lead the way. The damn thing tickled me, and I sounded like a pipsqueak giggling so much. When he got to the inside of my thigh, it was even worse.  
 
    Then he switched over to my right leg, and the sensation was even more intense! I squirmed and almost hit him with my knees, but Richard had such proper control over me that there was minimal risk of me hurting him. 
 
    “Christ, you haven’t even done anything yet,” I gasped. 
 
    “I know,” Richard said with a knowing smirk. 
 
    He had the kind of confidence that left me like a puddle on the floor. If I’d seen it before, it might have come across as arrogant, but here, naked before him, him with only his jeans on… that confidence that bordered on arrogance was exactly the kind of thing that had me practically crying for him to get there. 
 
    He placed his chin right above my pussy, letting it slowly slide. I quivered and clenched as the teasing reached its crescendo; I swore he was trying to get me to come without actually eating me out. 
 
    Finally, finally, sweet merciful heavens, he finally put his mouth on my pussy, giving it a kiss that immediately had me shaking. There was a quick spell of relief that the teasing was over… except then, as if my body had forgotten in the first place, I remembered that the actual pleasure was the goal for a reason. It was ten times the sensations of the teasing. 
 
    Warmth radiated out from me as I clenched down hard. Richard’s enthusiasm, swallowing of my juices, and sucking on my clit worked me like no amount of masturbation or toys could ever do. Making matters even more insanely intense was the fact that he slid two fingers under his chin and into me, stroking me from within. I’d never had this dual pleasure going on—hell, even just one of these had been a rare moment as far as pleasure went. 
 
    “Fuck me, Richard, fuck,” I said, my voice rising in unison with my hips off the ground. “Richard…” 
 
    Richard murmured something, which of course was impossible to understand, but his murmurs sounded like they were full of pleasure. The humming and the fact that he liked what he was doing so much had me in all sorts of knots. I could feel that tension building that foretold of an orgasm, and it was approaching far faster than I could anticipate. There was no last-second pushing to get it over the edge; there was only futile resistance to stretch the buildup as long as possible. 
 
    When I finally did come, my legs clenched so hard around Richard’s head, I thought that I might crack him open. I screamed so loudly that I found a pillow to scream into. My hips violently contorted under Richard’s control, a futile effort that made the experience just that much more pleasurable. I had to beg for him to stop so I could catch my breath before the orgasm overtook me and I just passed out from pleasure. 
 
    I stared at that ceiling for a long time, looking at the red light, trying to discern if it was just the natural lighting in the room or if it was the rush of blood in my head. That didn’t even make sense, but maybe that was the point. The orgasm was so good, it was making me think illogically and irrationally. 
 
    “Christ,” I said, catching my breath, trying to get my pussy to stop feeling like it was in the fires of heaven. 
 
    Richard just sat back on his ankles, gently breathing. He licked his lips with obvious desire, a sight that just felt like it was going to send me right back over the edge. I’d always imagined most men would want to brush their teeth or get mouthwash as soon as they ate a woman out, but here was Richard, treating it like the leftovers of a good steak. 
 
    “You like that?” he said. 
 
    I could only laugh. What else was I going to say to that? For how good that felt, I didn’t have words. I just had a half-laugh, half-groan combination that didn’t stop. I almost felt maniacal laughing as I did. 
 
    And now, it was my turn. 
 
    “Come here,” I said. 
 
    I wanted to get up and attack his cock, but I was honestly so dead that I needed him to mount me for a few moments before I flipped him over and crawled down his body.  
 
    “You got it,” he said. 
 
    When he kissed me, I could taste myself on him, and there was just something very satisfying knowing that I was so wet, I had done that. It was more the knowledge that I had put that there that made that particular moment so incredibly sexy. 
 
    He ground his hips into my still pulsing pussy, an act that threatened to send me right back over the edge. I couldn’t lie; a part of me wanted to be selfish and just lie there to let Richard do his thing. 
 
    But I liked this guy. I liked this guy a lot. I was going to let him get his. 
 
    I pushed enough on his side that he got the hint and helped me roll over on top of him. Just as he had kissed me and bit on me, so too did I kiss and bite him as I trailed down his body. The only difference was that while my body was small and soft, his was large and hard, and I relished kissing each individual abdominal muscle, his belly button, and the veins that started at the top of his groin. 
 
    “I wonder if you also skipped out on wearing underwear,” I said with a mischievous grin as I started to unbuckle his belt. 
 
    “Hah, if only,” Richard said. “I think you’ll like what lies underneath anyways.” 
 
    “Is that so?” I said as I pulled the belt off, snapped it, and then snapped it very close to his face. 
 
    “A wild one, are you?” 
 
    “Oh, you have no idea,” I said into his ear, biting on his ear lobe. “I like it rough and kinky like you wouldn’t believe. Do you want me to show you how?” 
 
    For the first time since I’d known Richard, I saw something that I usually saw in other men, but not him—intimidation. I chuckled. 
 
    “It’s OK,” I said. “Next time.” 
 
    “Yeah, that might be good,” Richard said, nearly breathless. 
 
    I didn’t actually think he was scared. I think it was more he was so damn horny and so eager to get his dick wet that having to take the time to explain how I liked it rough and kinky was its own form of torture.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said, back by his groin. “I’ll make this equally as good.” 
 
    With that, I unbuttoned his pants and tugged them down, leaving him in nothing but his boxer briefs that left very little to the imagination. I could see the outline of one of the thickest, longest cocks I had ever seen. I had to admit, the first thing that I thought was “How the fuck is that going to fit in there?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if that was going to be a compliment or not to Richard if I said it out loud, but Richard could see the look of surprise on my face, and his smirk told me as much. 
 
    “You’re mighty big,” I said. 
 
    Richard didn’t say anything, which I think was his way of saying he knew but just didn’t want to come across as arrogant for saying it. I looked down at his boxers, put my hands there, and then decided upon something better. 
 
    I bit them with my teeth and dragged them down, his hard cock springing up and nearly hitting me in the face. It might have just been the angle that I first saw it, but from this perspective, it was like a magic trick; he had gone from big to enormous. 
 
    “This is going to treat me so well,” I said once I had his boxers down. 
 
    I straddled his right leg, letting my soaking pussy wet his thigh, as I grabbed his dick and gently stroked it. I kissed it, then let the tip in, and then deep-throated the entire shaft. Richard groaned loudly in front of me. I made it a point to hold it as long as I could before I had to come up for breath—no small feat considering I was a small girl to begin with and he was so well-endowed. 
 
    “That’s one way to start a blowjob,” Richard said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Yeah?” I said, stroking his cock as I stared straight into his eyes. “Do you want me to continue? Or do you want to end on the high note?” 
 
    “Oh, no, please don’t do that to me,” he begged. 
 
    I chuckled before I went back to work. I didn’t deep throat as much, but that was just because I was too busy bobbing on his cock, licking the tip with my tongue, and fondling his balls. I slowly began to pick up on what his favorite things were—for example, he didn’t like my mouth being on his balls, but he loved when my nails gently scraped over them—and soon had him down to a machine that just needed the right switches flipped. 
 
    That was, until he sat up and pushed me off. 
 
    “Are you OK?” I said, concerned. 
 
    “Too OK,” he said with a laugh before he kissed me. “You keep working me like that and I won’t last another thirty seconds. And I didn’t come here just to have you blow me. I came here to make you come.” 
 
    “You already did.” 
 
    “Twice. Maybe even three times. Remember?” 
 
    I blushed at the memory. 
 
    Then, in a flash, he had me by the neck, twirled me around, and slammed me on the bed. 
 
    “Now we’re talking,” I said with arched eyebrows and a renewed vigor. The animal within Richard had awoken. “Fuck me, Richard. Fucking take me!” 
 
    Before he could do that, though, he looked for a condom. He sounded like he was getting frustrated. I was getting impatient. 
 
    “You’re clean?” 
 
    “Tested two weeks ago, all good,” he said. “You?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Just get inside me, Richard. I can’t fucking wait any longer!” 
 
    He hesitated for only a moment before it was like the cautionary brake got thrown off. He was back on top of me, biting my neck and my lower lip before he slid himself inside of me. 
 
    “Oh! Fuck!” 
 
    I let out a sharp gasp. The good news was he could fit inside me. The even better news was that him fitting inside me was the perfect amount; any bigger, and it would have been painful. Any smaller, and he wouldn’t have been able to fill me. 
 
    It was like we were meant to be together. 
 
    His thrusts wasted absolutely no time in going rough and hard. There was no gradual buildup, no staring into each other’s eyes. Instead, he had one hand on my neck and one hand over my head as he used me for leverage, pounding me with sexual power that felt like it was going to explode my pussy. Despite having come just moments before, I felt like I was going to come in a matter of a minute already. 
 
    He came in close to me and kissed me, the shifting of his body weight putting even more pressure on my neck. For perhaps the first time ever, I had to ask him to back off slightly, the pressure so great that it was going to choke me out. I wanted him to go at me aggressively, but not knock me out. I couldn’t feel his cock if I couldn’t feel anything! 
 
    Thank goodness he pulled back, too, because moments later, he had me coming again. But unlike with his mouth, which I could just shove off, there was no pushing his thick, throbbing cock away. It filled me, pushing the orgasm past several seconds, making my whole body rush with a hot glow that pulsed through my body. 
 
    “Oh, fuck, fuck, fuck,” I whimpered out.  
 
    Richard gave me pause… but only because he wanted me on my knees for doggie style. I could barely keep my head up; did he really think that I was going to have the strength to keep my ass up? 
 
    The answer was a definitive yes. He rolled me over, slapped my ass twice, and had me yipping in excitement. If my cheeks weren’t red after this, I was going to be shocked. 
 
    I felt his firm hands reach around my hips, get a hold, and then his cock thrust inside me. Once again, I was reduced to a puddle of pleasure. I buried my head in the pillow as I found my vocabulary reduced to “fuck, please, yes, Richard, oh.” 
 
    He drove harder and harder, deeper and deeper, every thrust seeming to go further into me. I hit my third orgasm within another minute, and I had to beg Richard to slow down. 
 
    “Oh, oh,” he said. 
 
    I turned around just in time to see him pull out, put his cock on the crack of my ass, and then unload all of his cum onto my back. I moaned in pleasure, encouraging Richard to give me everything that he had. I wanted every drop, every bit of his seed, every little bit he could get out before he gave up. Richard shuddered as he finally slowed down. 
 
    “Fuck…” he said, murmuring. 
 
    He reached behind him, found a towel, and wiped me down gently. When he patted my back, signaling that he was done, I turned around and sucked his cock of all the remaining cum. He let out a loud cry, squeezing my head at the pleasure, and begged me to stop. 
 
    I only did so once I knew his cock had fully finished and he had nothing left in the tank. 
 
    “Sweet fucking heavens,” he said. “We need to do that again soon.” 
 
    I laughed as I came up his body, trailing kisses up to his neck before I kissed his lips.  
 
    “You don’t need to tell me,” I said. 
 
    We both collapsed into the bed, my head resting on his chest. I may not have had sex in several years, but with Richard, the flow and chemistry were so easy and so simple that it was like we’d been having sex with each other our entire lives.  
 
    I didn’t feel guilty about letting my thoughts look so far ahead. We both had the same goals and the same desires for each other. We just needed the time to fulfill those goals; aside from my father, I didn’t see any real obstacles to us becoming an item, and even that would eventually fade as a problem in time. 
 
    “I like you,” I said, scratching his chest as I listened to his slowing heartbeat. “I really like you.” 
 
    “I like you too,” Richard said. “Sorry I don’t have much else. I’m kind of dumb right now. My mind just got blown.” 
 
    “Your mind?” I said. “Or your dick?” 
 
    Richard smirked. 
 
    “My head got blown. Better?” 
 
    We both shared a gentle laugh before I cooed against his chest, snuggling up even closer. 
 
    “Much better.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We had sex one more time before we passed out for the evening. I set my alarm for six a.m., needing time to call an Uber to head home, change into work clothes, and then get through my Friday. I don’t think I had ever looked forward less to a Friday workday than this one; it was a reminder that for all the good I had with Richard, I couldn’t have him twenty-four seven. 
 
    That was probably too clingy a comment, but after the sex we had, I was pretty certain Richard was feeling the same way. 
 
    When my alarm went off at six, Richard was the first person to wake up. He gently pressed on my shoulders, and when I woke up, I had never felt more protected and safer in my life. Richard was a big man, and he was a big man who stood guard for me against the world. 
 
    “Good morning, beautiful,” he said as he kissed my forehead. “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    “Mmm,” I said, moaning awake slowly. “I think I was better awake last night. But yeah, I did.” 
 
    I gently grabbed his chin and brought it in for a kiss. 
 
    “So, how does this work? Having this room here?” 
 
    “Perks of being a Saints officer,” he said. “We have these rooms here in case we need a place to crash for the night. Sometimes, we have parties that rage until late, or we’re just exhausted from work. I’d rather my men sleep here and wake up rested than try and get home drunk or tired. They’re small. Obviously, I don’t want them living here. But they’re private. No one outside could have heard us.” 
 
    Thank God, I thought as I kissed him again. For how loud we were, I think the entire Las Vegas Strip could have heard us. 
 
    “Do you want to test that right now?” I said as a slow smile came over my face. 
 
    “As much as I would love to,” he said, “I think you have work to get to, do you not?” 
 
    I playfully frowned. 
 
    “You ruined everything,” I said before laughing. “I’m a Sokolov. I could go in at any time I want.” 
 
    “True… but would your father see it as odd if you didn’t show up when you normally do? When is that?” 
 
    “About eight, maybe seven-thirty if we’re having a particularly busy week.” 
 
    “And are you?” 
 
    I sighed. That gave Richard the full information.  
 
    “I mean this in the best way for us possible, but you should go,” he said. “Let’s meet tonight. We can spend the night and not have to worry about an alarm. The thing we’re worried about is your father, right? Let’s avoid suspicion from him as much as we can.” 
 
    I knew Richard was right. I just hated that what he was saying was right in the first place. Eventually. Either Dad will get over it, or you’ll move on. That’s how this is going to end. 
 
    “OK,” I said, smiling. “You’re being a pain in the butt right now.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, tossing the covers off of me. “But I’ll be a pleasure in the butt tonight.” 
 
    “Bastard! I’m cold!” 
 
    But Richard just laughed. I had to put my clothes on quickly to counteract the cold room. Richard, to his credit, did the same, but all that meant was that I had to stare at his erect cock as he put his jeans on last. 
 
    “You know, I see that, and I can’t not act on it,” I said. “I mean, Christ.” 
 
    “Think of it as foreshadowing,” he said. “It’ll be like that and then some tonight.” 
 
    “Better,” I said as I grabbed my phone and begrudgingly… 
 
    I was about to call an Uber when I decided to go with the better option. 
 
    “Think you can drive me back to my place?” I said. “Since I’ll need to shower anyway, might as well have some fun on the way.” 
 
    Richard arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “You just want to get off again, don’t you?” 
 
    “Oh my God, was it that obvious?” 
 
    “You were as wet as the Hoover Dam, dear,” Richard said as he put his arm around my shoulders. “It’s OK, though. I knew you were into me then.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, but it was sweet in its own way. 
 
    We got onto the bike a few minutes later, and though I didn’t orgasm this time, probably because I had jeans on instead of athletic shorts, it still felt really damn good. I told myself that the next time I got on a bike, I’d have to wear something lighter—who knew? Maybe I’d even wear a skirt or a dress that would let me rest right on it. 
 
    In any case, when Richard got me to my house, I hopped off, leaned forward, and kissed him. 
 
    “I said it earlier, but I want to ask again,” he said. “May I see you tonight? If it’s too early, I understand. But I like you, and I don’t believe in beating around the bush.” 
 
    “I don’t either,” I said. “Sokolovs are not a patient bunch. Yes, Richard. I’ll text you, OK?” 
 
    “OK,” he said.  
 
    We then shared what to that point was the sweetest kiss yet. Despite the engine of his motorcycle still going, despite the fatigue on both our bodies, I never felt more connected to Richard than that moment. As crazy as it might have sounded, it was like him kissing me as he did was his way of saying, “We may have just had great sex, but you’re the real reason I’m here.” 
 
    That security made it easier to pull away, but that was more because I knew I could step away from him and not lose him. I watched him leave, going into my house to change only when I had no choice. 
 
    I hurried inside, scrubbed myself down as much as I could, and hurried to change, but I could still see I was going to be late. Between the options of showing up smelling like oil and being on time or showing up late but smelling normal, it wasn’t hard to say which option was better. 
 
    I had Antonio already waiting when I got out of the shower. I sat in the back and thought of texting my father that I would be late, but I held off against it. 
 
    As it turned out, as soon as I walked through the front door of Sokolov Industries at about ten minutes past eight, the receptionist motioned me over. 
 
    “Your father wants to see you,” the receptionist, a young lady near my age named Debbie, said. “He’s in his office.” 
 
    “Oh, OK…” I said, my voice trailing off. 
 
    Did he know I had seen Richard last night and spent the night with him? That seemed so unlikely, yet it wasn’t the most improbable thing. If he had been playing poker there last night, who was to say he hadn’t seen me walk in? I was sure I was safe, but… 
 
    I rode the elevator up, typing in the PIN code to get to his floor, and walked to his office: a massive space that looked out on the Las Vegas Strip. My father, seated behind his desk, typing away on a computer, rose and waited for me to get to him on the other side. 
 
    “You’re late today,” he said. “What happened?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “You said we had a call with our Russian colleagues at eight,” he said. “Fortunately, they had to reschedule for later today, but do you know how it would have looked if you had not shown up?” 
 
    I bit my lip. 
 
    “I’m sorry, father.” 
 
    “May I ask what you did last night?” he said. “Delays in the morning are often the result of extensions of the night before.” 
 
    There was no way I was going to tell my Dad the truth. That was so loaded of an idea with so many implications that I couldn’t say anything. 
 
    “I just was out with some friends,” I said. “I got carried away. I needed a night to relax. I’m sorry it—” 
 
    “No matter,” my father said, although the expression on his face didn’t exactly tell me I was safe yet. “The meeting is rescheduled. Just be more careful, OK?” 
 
    “I will,” I said. “Thanks, Dad.” 
 
    I turned and started to leave when I heard what sounded like a sniffle. I turned, but my father had already sat down. I ignored it, walked out of the office, and breathed a sigh of relief. My father was probably going to put a more watchful eye on me, but the worst-case scenario had been avoided. 
 
    For now, Richard and I could continue to see each other as long as we took the proper precautions. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13: Richard 
 
    
I couldn’t believe how fucking giddy I felt! 
 
    It wasn’t just that I was in a good mood, though that was certainly a given. It was that I felt alive, excited, and hopeful for what was to come. Fuck, it felt good! 
 
    Though I had started to feel like I needed to leave the lifestyle of the club, if not the actual club itself, the biggest thing wasn’t the lifestyle but the monotony that had begun to creep in. Meet on Thursdays, play poker with a guest; network with other guests from Thursday to Monday; party hard with strippers, porn stars, and other beautiful women Tuesday and Wednesday. 
 
    In theory, that lifestyle sounded great, and when I started it a few years ago, it fucking was. If I had met Natasha a few years ago, I have no doubt she wouldn’t have been anything more than a Tuesday or Wednesday night guest. Yet now I’m trying to keep her away from such parties. Funny how that works. 
 
    But that lifestyle was not just monotonous; it was feeling empty. So I had gotten my dick wet with a girl I could look up online… OK. What else was there? Was she an interesting human being? Was she someone I wanted to hang out with? Was she someone that I could see myself being with for some time? 
 
    The answer was almost always no. And it had put me into something of a mundane state without me ever even realizing it. 
 
    And yet, here I was, high as a fucking kite off of life, smiling uncontrollably and thinking of how well fortune had struck me. I could admit I was being a little insane. It was only three dates in, and Natasha and I had a lot to learn about each other that went beyond sex. 
 
    But man, could you ask for a better start? Could things have gone any better than they had in the first three dates?  
 
    I spent the rest of that Friday peppering Natasha with texts about what I was going to do to her, what all was going to happen, and how kinky it would be when I got over to her house that night. I almost wondered if I was coming on too strongly, except for the fact that Natasha was an equal giver of the dirty texts. Thank goodness I didn’t have any work during the day, and the work at night could easily be handled by Dom or Mama as needed. 
 
    A couple of times, Natasha had confessed to feeling quite exhausted, and in such moments, I did offer to come over the following day. But for Natasha, she just saw such fatigue as something to be ignored or to push past, not something to use as an excuse. The fatigue was no factor for me—it just meant I’d have to wake her up with some good sex. 
 
    At about six p.m. in the evening, I couldn’t wait any longer. I texted Natasha and asked her if she was ready to have me over.  
 
    Let’s just say the seductive shot she sent me of her back to me, topless, was enough of an answer. Her only request was that I drive in as quietly as possible; she didn’t need her neighbors to get annoyed by a motorcyclist pulling into their neighborhood. Like that scares me. Let’s go!  
 
    I hopped on my bike, throwing on my cut—that was going to be part of the kink appeal—from the compartment, and then revving the engine into high gear. When I say that I blazed down Interstate 15, I mean, I fucking gunned it. I’m pretty sure the only reason the cops never pulled me over was because I was going so fast that they couldn’t possibly keep up with me. 
 
    I headed to the Summerlin area, weaving through cars when they wouldn’t go fast enough. It occurred to me just how much I was acting out of character right now, but I felt good about this new character of mine. The excited, cheerful, horny Richard was someone that I wanted to be more of, instead of the overly stoic, even-keeled, boring Richard. Maybe I’d settle into the latter the longer Natasha and I went, but for as long as I could maintain this level of joy, why not? 
 
    I pulled into her neighborhood and felt my heartbeat accelerate. I could picture her waiting for me in the window, wearing nothing but a towel, dropping it when she felt sure that no one was watching. That was the introduction she had promised me, and I pictured her perfect breasts just barely visible in the shadows of the window. I could picture her telling me to come in through the already unlocked door, to run upstairs, and to have my way with her. 
 
    Oh, the things I envisioned. 
 
    I turned the corner to her house. 
 
    The first thing I wondered was if I was on the right street. I saw what looked like her house, but I also saw a limo out in front of it. Had she planned an evening out without telling me? That would be kind of cool, although I didn’t think it was something that she was prone to do. I was the one who was more adept at surprising her out of nowhere than vice versa. 
 
    As I got closer, I saw someone standing at the front door with sunglasses and a white button-down shirt on. No way… no… how… 
 
    But even before I had parked my bike, I knew who it was. It was the person I least wanted to see at that moment, and I didn’t mean an ex of Natasha’s. 
 
    Igor Sokolov. 
 
    I parked my bike and looked at him for a long time. He stared right back at me, not moving, as if a Secret Service agent guarding the door. I killed the bike, hopped off slowly, and approached. Only now did Igor remove his sunglasses and stare at me. 
 
    “Richard,” he said. 
 
    In some ways, he still had that same measured, even-level tone that he always did. But there could be no mistaking that there was a very dangerous, almost creepy tone underlying his words. 
 
    “Am I to understand that you are the one who has been seeing my daughter?” 
 
    Well, I supposed I could have lied and made something up. I could have said something about how she had asked me for protection against the Degenerate Sinners, given they had killed her uncle. 
 
    But I didn’t believe in lying. I wasn’t someone who had to rely on lies to get what I wanted, and I didn’t care if I was speaking to the cleaning staff of The Red Door or the president of the USA. I was going to say what was on my mind, what the truth was, and what I believed. I wasn’t afraid of any chips falling in any particular order. 
 
    “You understand that well,” I said. “I am here to go on a date with her.” 
 
    “And what, pray tell, does such a date involve?” Igor said. He wasn’t trying as much to mask his anger right now. “Does it involve deflowering my only daughter?” 
 
    I was going to roll my eyes before I decided that would be allowing Igor to get under my skin. 
 
    “It involves doing things that both of us would like to do for the sake of making the other person happy,” I said. “I am not sure if you understand, Igor, but in the USA, we let women make their own choices. I am not a creeper hitting on your teenager daughter. I am an adult, and so is your daughter. Whomever she dates is her choice.” 
 
    “Perhaps so,” Igor said with a snort. “But I have a say when she dates a biker who smells so strongly of oil and gasoline that the scent was still on her this morning.” 
 
    Shit. I should have let her take the Uber. I had to give her the bike ride, and she couldn’t shake it. 
 
    “You are not good enough for my daughter, Richard. I suggest you leave and let her find someone who is more compatible with her.” 
 
    “Compatible?” I said. 
 
    I took a couple of steps forward. I was now close enough to punch Igor, although I knew it wasn’t going to come to that. Still, I wasn’t about to make it look like I feared Igor, because I didn’t. Last I checked, dollar bills didn’t hurt when they collided with someone. 
 
    “She is someone who looked at me yearningly the first time I met you. She is someone who came to The Red Door to meet me. She is someone who went out with me on multiple dates. I am a gentleman, I tell the truth, I let those I care about have free will, and I am not afraid of anything, most especially you. Do you really think that it is up to you to decide who she is compatible with?” 
 
    Igor’s jaw twitched. Out of the periphery of my vision, I could see his fist twitch. I couldn’t believe it, but I actually began to believe a fight might break out. I’d kick his ass, I had no doubt about that, but that couldn’t have done much good for my relationship with Natasha. 
 
    “You have no idea who you are messing with, Richard,” Igor snarled. “You need to turn around and walk away now. You have corrupted my daughter, all while putting on a pretty smile at the club.” 
 
    “You mean while you make vague allusions to buying something that isn’t for sale?” 
 
    “Everything is for sale at the right price, Richard; don’t test me,” Igor said. “I am a man of enormous connections and influence, and I can make your life hell with two quick phone calls. If you want your life to be a peaceful one, you turn around right now and leave. Otherwise, I will undercut all of the connections you have with The Red Door. Your club will go out of business. I will destroy you.” 
 
    To that, I only had one response that seemed appropriate. 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    And I didn’t just laugh. I laughed in his face, making it a point to make sure that the force of my laugh and maybe some spittle hit him. I swore I heard him growling, but I didn’t stop. 
 
    “That might work on some of your businessmen in Russia,” I said. “But we’re a motorcycle club. Not sure if you’re familiar with it, so let me explain. We don’t deal in bullshit. We are outlaws. If you pull some shit like this, we’re not going to rely on the justice system to help. We’re going to rely on ourselves. And you might put up more of a fight than some stupid patron who gets too drunk at The Red Door, but you’re going to quickly realize we will not be intimidated. Some rich Russian doesn’t scare me.” 
 
    “You apologize!” Igor said, his voice rising.  
 
    “For what?” I shouted. 
 
    For a brief moment, I wondered where the hell Natasha was in all of this. I supposed it was possible that she was in the shower still, or maybe she was in her bedroom, but surely, she had to hear the pandemonium going on right outside her front door, right? 
 
    “For courting your daughter? She’s not your possession, Igor! Stop treating her like so!” 
 
    “She is not my possession, but she is a Sokolov, and Sokolovs must treat the family name with respect!” 
 
    “Then maybe you can start with respecting your daughter,” I said. 
 
    Igor took a step forward, meaning that the two of us were now close enough to headbutt each other if we wanted to. 
 
    “Pick your next words very carefully, Richard,” he said. “You are not the only one with friends in high places who can help out. See, you don’t rely on the police. But I have the police under my control. I have the government under my control. I have something you don’t, and that’s a face that can be taken seriously in public. You think the public will ever believe a tattooed biker over a businessman? Never. So, speak carefully.” 
 
    OK. I can take a lot of shit. I can take a lot of things. But threats like this? 
 
    “There was one thing you fucked up,” I said. 
 
    With that, I headbutted him and delivered a hard body shot with my right fist, crumpling him to the ground. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me to pick my next action carefully.” 
 
    I started to try and move past him, but Igor tackled me to the concrete ground, almost knocking my head straight into the pavement. He got off two solid punches on my face, delivering much more force than I had anticipated, before I bucked him off of me and onto the yard. I quickly hopped to my feet. 
 
    “Not so bad, Igor,” I said. 
 
    Igor charged at me. I was surprised to see his fighting technique was actually pretty grounded and solid—it wasn’t the flailing strikes of a drunken bar patron, but the solid fundamentals of someone who had trained. I got a good cross on him, but he followed that up with a hook punch that collided with my jaw. 
 
    “Not so bad indeed,” he said. “They didn’t train me in the military for nothing.” 
 
    Then the door opened. Both of us stopped dead in our tracks, horrified at the sight of Natasha on the verge of tears. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you two?” she said, her voice wavering. “Dad! Richard! Get a grip!” 
 
    “You think you can carouse with this man without consequence?” Igor said. “You will find a man worthy of your love, or you will—” 
 
    But Igor never finished his sentence, because Natasha stormed over and slapped him hard—the kind of hard that produced a smacking sound that could be heard in the entire neighborhood. 
 
    “I will love who I want to love, Dad!” she said. 
 
    “Damn strai—” 
 
    But I didn’t finish my words either, because I got slapped just as hard. 
 
    “You think just because you don’t like my Dad, you can hit him?” she said. “He’s not a rival club member! He’s my father!” 
 
    I bit my lip. I fucked up, didn’t I? I fucked up big time. 
 
    “Both of you disgust me!” Natasha said, tears coming down her face as she struggled to fight them off. “Dad! I don’t care if I fall out of your will! I am a grown woman, and I am going to make my own choices! And Richard! You… you…” 
 
    Her words failed her, which in some ways hurt me even more. It was like she didn’t have much to say that was bad, but she still couldn’t bring herself to take my side. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she finally said. “You didn’t deserve to get in the middle of this.” 
 
    Didn’t? As in, this is done? 
 
    “Natasha—” 
 
    But she was storming inside before either of us could say a word, slamming the door behind her with the kind of force that caused both Igor and I to jump in surprise. I rubbed my jaw, the pain slowly setting in. I turned to Igor, who was doing the same. 
 
    For the first time since I had known him, I saw an expression that I didn’t think he was capable of feeling—hurt. He genuinely looked like he might cry, and I knew it had nothing to do with the punches I had landed on him. He had a mess to deal with, and I had my own. 
 
    But neither of us would solve our messes with the other there. 
 
    “You leave me alone,” I said. “And I’ll leave you alone.” 
 
    Igor gave only the slightest of nods, but it was enough that I felt like we had some sort of mutual agreement not to escalate the situation. I went to my bike, hopped on, and started the engine. I waited a couple of seconds, just on the off chance that Natasha would come running down, ask me to come back, and leave her father in the dust. 
 
    But I had misunderstood her relationship with her father. She might have disagreed with him on a lot of things and found him too conservative on many things, but she still loved him. I never thought she hated him, but I had just assumed she’d move on faster than she had. 
 
    I had failed. I had misunderstood what her father meant to her. And it had cost me the best thing I’d had since Mama and I started The Red Door. 
 
    I turned my hand, moving the motorcycle forward, but my eyes never left her window until it had completely disappeared from my field of vision. It was, I imagined, the last time I would ever see her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14: Natasha 
 
    
Life can really suck sometimes. 
 
    Six days had passed since the fight between my father and Richard, and none of them were good. None of them had days of silver linings, of hope, of optimism. None of them made me believe that my father and Richard could ever make amends for what had happened. 
 
    As far as I was concerned, at this point, I had given up on ever seeing Richard again. I’d obviously see my father again, but he had the good sense to leave me the hell alone. Even the past three days at work, he’d avoided me. I’d seen him once coming in the opposite direction in the hallway, but a quick reversal to a different place in the building told him everything he needed to know. 
 
    I was infuriated at both of them, but more than that, I was upset with myself for believing that Richard and my father could ever coexist once the truth came out. I wished it hadn’t happened because my father had taken matters into his own hands—I wished that he had confronted me first so I could handle things—but it was obviously far too late to do that. And in any case, the person really at fault wasn’t my father or Richard. 
 
    It was me. 
 
    On this Thursday, like the previous three days, I had just gone to the office in my own car—ignoring the offers for Antonio—kept my head down and gone straight to my office. I barely acknowledged Debbie when I walked in the building, and though she had asked if everything was OK, I dismissed it by saying I was fine and didn’t need to have her comfort any further. 
 
    When I got to my office, I shut the door before I even had the computer open, an unusual act compared to my normal open-office policy. I just needed at least a week before I could even face the world, not just because I’d lost Richard, but because of the embarrassing way that my father had acted. 
 
    I also needed to find a way to get over the fact that I missed Richard and I missed the normal, rational father that I had for most of my life. 
 
    Maybe I had first thought that I only liked Richard because he was such a stark contrast to the usual pickings, but after our second date in the mountains, I knew then that I liked Richard for the man he was. He hadn’t changed who he was just because he’d hit my father in the face—if anything, it only further reinforced that he was a rugged outlaw. It was the wrong side of the double-edged sword. 
 
    And my father… terrible as he was when it came to my dating life, he was an amazing person otherwise. He ensured all of my needs were met, would help me train for athletics as a child, and encouraged me to make friends throughout school. He was not great at understanding emotional needs or opening up, but I didn’t need my father to have that. He was great at what he was, and he was most certainly not those things that last Friday. 
 
    But fuck if it was going to be easy to get over that. 
 
    I tried to throw myself at work, analyzing potential ways we could get my father onto the board of directors at some of the big-name casino companies in town. All that ended up doing, though, was make me wonder who else my father might threaten or who else my father might get in a fight with over his standing in a given company. It also made me— 
 
    A gentle knock came at the door. I took in a deep breath in the mouth and let it out through my nose. 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    I immediately leaned back and crossed my arms when I saw that it was my father, still sporting some purple and black around his eyes. His face wasn’t as beat up as I would have thought for having taken on Richard, but there were definite signs he’d been in a fight, even if someone hadn’t suspected or known about it. 
 
    “Hi,” he said. “Do you have a moment?” 
 
    “Depends on what it’s for,” I said. 
 
    My father nodded, closed the door behind him, and sat down in the chair in front of my desk. I kept my arms crossed and had trouble looking at him in the eyes as he spoke. 
 
    “I came here to explain myself,” he said. 
 
    “OK,” I said. 
 
    I was really looking for an apology. Maybe that would come at the end of this; maybe I’d get that after he explained whatever he needed to. I didn’t keep my hopes up, though. 
 
    “The Sokolov family name is something that is greatly valued by me,” he said. “We have been wealthy for generations, but more than that, we have been wealthy in reputation. We are considered tough but fair, ruthless but ethical, and uncompromising but loyal in our business endeavors. Can you understand why this would matter to me?” 
 
    I nodded. I’d heard so many stories about my grandfather and my great-grandfather and my great-great-grandfather, stretching back to the nineteenth century, that I was pretty sure I could recite them by memory. 
 
    “Therefore, it is essential that not only do I carry on the family name with the honor and pride that my father and his predecessors did, but that you do the same. You are different—you are a woman, the first in the family chain who would inherit the title. We have no sons—” 
 
    “And you never bothered to have one,” I said. “Yet you put the weight of such expectations on me? That does not seem like a very fair deal to me.” 
 
    I’d almost never seen my father get emotional, but at this moment, he came close to what I felt was real, genuine emotion. He bowed his head, bit his lip, and sighed. 
 
    “I have not told you this before, because I did not want you to assume unnecessary guilt,” he said. “But when your mother gave birth to you, there were severe complications that almost killed her. Numerous surgeries and treatments were done. Your mother, obviously, survived and returned to full health, but she was warned that if she got pregnant and tried to give birth again, the risk of death was very high.” 
 
    “Oh my God…” 
 
    My father was right. I never had heard that before. I’d never even had a hint of it before. I just assumed that they had wanted one child and to give everything to me. 
 
    Apparently, there’s a lot to my parents that I don’t know about. 
 
    “My father pushed me to have a boy, but I felt that you could do well enough. It’s a different world now than the one that he grew up in. It’s one where you may someday run this family-owned company and be treated with the respect a man would.” 
 
    “OK…” I said. 
 
    It was nice to see my father show some vulnerability. But I still felt like it needed to connect to a larger point and possibly an apology. 
 
    “So with this all in mind, I am hyper-conscious, perhaps to a fault, about who you marry and what impact it has upon the Sokolov name,” he said. “I… I am sorry for my behavior last week.” 
 
    It was a start. I ultimately wanted him to apologize for trying to control my dating and marriage life so much, but I was willing to accept one thing at a time. For now, I would take that he was apologetic about fighting Richard. 
 
    “I just want you to marry someone who will treat you well,” he said. “And I have a hard time believing that a member of a biker gang would be that.” 
 
    “First of all, Dad, you know he’s not ‘just a member of a biker gang,’ and it’s a club, not a gang,” I said. “Second, if he’s someone that you have such a hard time believing would be good for me, then maybe you should consider that he runs one of the most exclusive nightlife spots in this city—and that’s saying something. And, I should add, it’s a place you have gone to play poker before and network.” 
 
    “Yes, I am aware,” he said, seeming to absorb what I said with ease. 
 
    “So then… I fail to see why you would say he’s not a good man when you spend so much time there.” 
 
    My father bit his lip, struggling for the right words. He started and stopped multiple times. I refused to allow myself to believe that he might have been reconsidering how he felt about Richard; that felt too optimistic. But he was at least starting to let his beliefs in his control over my dating life crumble just a little bit. 
 
    “The club offers a wonderful opportunity for me,” he said. “And Richard… I do not think he is a bad man. He has a great punch, actually.” 
 
    I knew my father meant the line as a joke, but I didn’t react. I didn’t feel like going off on a tangent related to that right now. 
 
    “He is a good man who has been kind and generous, last Friday aside. I just… you can have any man in the world you want, Natasha. Anyone who passes you up and is single would be out of their mind.” 
 
    “I know that,” I said. “But I’m not looking to date and marry a resume, Dad. I don’t care where someone went to school. I don’t care how much money they have, so long as they are self-sustaining and not a bum. I don’t care about what family name they have. I just care about how they are as a person. Are they someone that takes care of their loved ones? Are they someone who has friends? Are they kind? A lot of the men you introduce me to only seem interested in power or politics.” 
 
    “Yes, unfortunately, I am aware of that,” my father said, a surprising admission. “I will admit that many nights, I just feel like I am giving you the best of the available options. It’s not something I take pride in. I just… I want you to be happy.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile at that. I always knew my father had my best interests in heart, even if the manner in which he went about it was very poorly done. It was just nice to hear him somewhat apologize for handling it poorly. 
 
    “And I will be, Dad,” I said. “You need to trust me and my choices. Richard…” 
 
    I bit my lip. Richard had his own makeup work he had to do. I wasn’t going to just take him back so easily for trying to solve the dispute with my father with violence. 
 
    But he was the one that I had most recently dated—if you could call it that; I sure did. 
 
    “Richard was, is a man that I know is good. If I wind up seeing him again, trust me that things will be fine, OK?” 
 
    My father didn’t look comfortable at all with the idea, but I could see a part of him was struggling to fight the impulse to say no. If he was neutral or at least willing to step aside on the issue, then I could live with that. 
 
    “You know, I keep telling him to sell me The Red Door,” he finally said. “He’s a stubborn man when it comes to that place.” 
 
    “You keep telling him, or you drop hints?” I said with a small smile. 
 
    I knew how my Dad negotiated. It wasn’t direct, not at first at least. 
 
    “Well, I mentioned that I would imagine the club would be worth tens of millions, and he said he had no interest in selling it, which confused me.” 
 
    “He’s not motivated by money,” I said, a phrase that seemed to baffle my father. “He’s not going to retire.” 
 
    My father sighed. 
 
    “You know, I cannot say I was happy when he tried to fight me,” he said. “But I have a level of respect for him that goes beyond what I think you realize.” 
 
    “How?” I said instinctively. 
 
    Part of me suspected it was just the fact that Richard wasn’t afraid to fight my father; he wasn’t someone who was going to fear vague threats of Russian violence. I hoped it had something to do with Richard’s steadfast commitment to his principles, but I got the sense that my father wasn’t going to admit as much so easily. 
 
    “I will just leave it at this,” my father said. “Though Vladimir’s death was tragic, he was not someone that was particularly close to you; this I am aware of.” 
 
    Huh, maybe Dad does know and relate to us in ways beyond just business. 
 
    “When I saw Richard there, I was curious to see how he would react to my presence. He was unfazed. That was not something I see often.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. Am I going to get that apology, Dad? For controlling my dating? Can you give that to me? Or is that going to be too much for you to try and handle right now? 
 
    “In any case, I should get going; I do not want to waste too much of your day.” 
 
    It wouldn’t be a waste if you apologized. But I guess you can’t bring yourself to it yet. I suppose I should just be happy that you’re making progress, but… 
 
    “Oh, and before I forget,” he said, placing his hands on the chair he had just sat in. “I know this may seem like it is in poor taste after our conversation just now. But I am throwing a party on Saturday. The mayor of Las Vegas will be there at that time. Please come.” 
 
    “Really?” I said. 
 
    My father was right about one thing. It was in poor taste. He’d just come so close to saying he was sorry, to admitting that he needed to stop his offering of suitable men, and now he was saying that he was going to put me back in the setting where I was forced to meet such men? 
 
    This was terrible. Did my father have no taste? No etiquette? No respect for what I wanted? 
 
    “Go to hell,” I said. “If you cared, you’d let me make my own choice.” 
 
    My father, to his credit, didn’t lash back out at me or give me a stern warning about how I had better be there, lest I pay the consequences. Instead, he simply nodded, headed to my door, and shut it behind him. 
 
    I knew I had to go to that party anyway. Part of what my father had said was right. I didn’t want to just date anyone; I wanted to date my type of man, but that still meant having respect for the Sokolov name. There were plenty of men in the Savage Saints whom I had no attraction to, even had repulsion to; I wasn’t going after them just for the sake of making my family’s patriarch happy. 
 
    Part of having respect for the name, though, meant being in attendance at parties like this, especially if the mayor of Las Vegas was going to be there. As much as I hated it and as much as I wanted to spend Saturday night curled up in my room, watching bad TV, I knew there was going to be no way I could get around this. 
 
    At this moment, feeling weak, defeated, and disappointed, I pulled my phone out. I hadn’t texted Richard since the fight on Friday, which meant that the last few messages I had sent him were in the lead up to what would have been some great sex. I wasn’t thinking about the sex, though—I was thinking about how much I had fallen for him then and how much he had fallen for me. There was no need to “play the game” or “follow the rules of dating.” 
 
    But when I started to put my thumbs on the keypad to type out what I wanted to say, I found myself dumbfounded. I didn’t know what to say. And for that matter, Richard hadn’t reached out, either. Maybe that said something. 
 
    Or maybe I was just allowing my disappointment and my emotions of the moment to color how I felt. 
 
    Either way, just like the previous six days, I wound up doing nothing but moping and feeling sad. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15: Richard 
 
    
Life can really suck sometimes. 
 
    I sat in the meeting room of the Savage Saints about fifteen minutes before everyone else would pile in, smoking my first cigar in what felt like ages. I’d actually even tried to smoke a cigarette in the moments before, but it had tasted so nasty that I switched over to something I knew. It felt fucked up, given that cigars were meant to celebrate, not mourn, but goddamnit, I just needed some sort of indulgence right now. 
 
    I’d gotten past the alcohol medication stage. That was how I spent Friday and Saturday night, leading to one of the worst hangovers of my life Sunday. Ironically, on the two nights I could have raged super hard, Tuesday and Wednesday, I found myself a disinterested observer of the party, sitting at a stool at the bar and quietly sipping drinks while the rest of the club members and bunnies for the Saints raged hard. Dom, twice each night, had introduced me to a girl who had tits the size of watermelons and cleavage that left nothing to the imagination—in one case, the girl had her breasts actually spilling out of her top—but what good did it do after I’d had Natasha? 
 
    I was a fucking bum right now, and I knew it. I was a little embarrassed I was letting someone I’d only known for a short period of time affect me so hard, but I’d put such time and effort into believing Natasha could work that I never took the time to go slow and think that maybe it wasn’t the greatest idea. Maybe pursuing someone who had a helicopter czar of a parent wasn’t the best idea, huh? 
 
    I was just thankful that the other officers had the good sense to keep the shit talking to a minimum. Dom, naturally, fed me some jokes about becoming asexual on Tuesday night, but when Wednesday came and I didn’t bother to go for his choice of woman, he just put a hand on my shoulder and told me things would be alright. 
 
    “Yeah, alright,” I said out loud to myself as I took a puff of my cigar, recalling the memory. 
 
    I heard the door open from the main room, but I didn’t turn immediately. I figured whoever was coming in would understand that I was still in my “woe is me” phase, something I planned on pulling out of by the end of this week’s worth of performances at The Red Door. 
 
    When I looked over, though, I stared in surprise as all four of the officers walked in together. Pork, Mama, Barber, and Dom all stood not behind their seats, but as one against the wall. 
 
    “Is this some sort of intervention,” I cracked. “Christ, do I have to go through therapy now with you assholes?” 
 
    But no one said anything at first. Instead, they waited for me to take a puff of my cigar. 
 
    “What?” I said, smoke billowing up to the ceiling. 
 
    Finally, Mama cleared her throat. 
 
    “Love, I’ve been with you since the beginning,” she said. “I’ve known you since we were two teenagers who couldn’t tell our ass from our mouths. I have never, ever seen you look like this. You’re pitiful and miserable, like a boy who lost his first love at thirteen years old. It ain’t normal, and I’m scared.” 
 
    She came over to me and stood right in front of me. She motioned for me to stand up, and I did so nervously, wondering if I was about to get some sense slapped into me. 
 
    But instead, Mama did something wonderful. She hugged me. 
 
    “If you’re acting this way, this girl must be something special,” she said. “So let me tell you something. Last week, you made the comment about how we were going to fight the Sinners on our own. I thought some more about what you said, especially after Friday’s little brawl you had with Father Russia.” 
 
    I chortled at the nickname, but Mama kept me focused with some gentle pats on the cheek. 
 
    “Hun, that’s no way to go about life,” she said. “You keep saying ‘do it myself, do it myself, do it myself,’ and you know what happens? You wake up alone one day, wondering why you don’t have anyone around you. Let me tell you something about myself.” 
 
    I looked over at the other three officers, who all looked very confused about the direction Mama was going in. I felt sure they had planned this quasi-intervention together, but it seemed like Mama was going on some sort of tangent here. I just shut my mouth and let Mama say whatever she wanted to. 
 
    “Hun, I’m beyond hope,” she said. “I’ve spent my entire life trying to be so goddamn independent that I haven’t talked to my parents in twenty years. Do you think that’s a good feeling? Fuck no! Complete independence is just as bad as complete dependence. You’re just shifting the dependence from someone else to yourself, but you’re not allowing there to be a balance between the two. Why do you think I’m single and haven’t found anyone? It’s because no one will put up with my bullshit, and no one should.” 
 
    She put me back in the seat. 
 
    “I’m not going to tell you to do something fucking stupid like smile and feel better. You mope as long as you want to. But boy, you found someone that sparked a fire in you unlike I’ve ever seen, and I’ve known you for a long-ass time. You better make sure that if you’re going to give this up, you’ve done everything in your power to get her back. You think some daddy is gonna stand in her way? Man the fuck up, remember you have balls, and find a way to make it work.” 
 
    I had to say, if anyone could give a fired-up speech, it was Mama. I sure as hell had not anticipated the raw honesty that came with her confessing everything she did. She was usually way too closed off and way too hard to admit such a thing.  
 
    But… 
 
    It just wasn’t happening. I just wasn’t breaking free of the funk. I know Mama said I needed to let myself mope as long as I needed to, but that was just her being… what, polite? You know Mama doesn’t bullshit. 
 
    “Damnit, Mama, I fucking love your guts,” I said as I put the cigar out. “I just wish I didn’t act like such a bitch right now.” 
 
    “No, uh uh, don’t you dare say that,” Mama said. “Don’t make me give you another goddamn speech now. I only got so many of those in reserve.” 
 
    We all gave a light chuckle. Mama took her usual seat at the table. The other officers followed, and a brief silence fell as I wondered if they had anything else to say, and they probably wondered if I had anything to say in response. 
 
    “Shit,” I said finally, a word that somehow seemed to summarize so much of the week and also bring some levity to the room. “Maybe you can go get Igor in here, Dom. Get some money and give him an apology.” 
 
    Dom gave a short chuckle, looking like he wanted to say something snarky, but he bit his tongue. The others gave light laughs as if they were walking on eggshells with me. Was I really that much in a funk? Was I really that much of a bitch right now? 
 
    “Alright, enough of this shit,” I said. “Let’s get down to the meeting. We can mourn my happiness after the poker game. Does anyone have any updates?” 
 
    No one said a word. Had the club been that fucking dead the last week that no one had any recent updates? 
 
    “Mama? How are the girls? How is that one who wanted the pay raise?” 
 
    “Taken care of, hun,” she said. “Everything’s all good there. She’s happy, we’re happy.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    My eyes went from officer to officer. 
 
    “Barber? Dom? Anything from the Sinners?” 
 
    “Nothing that we can see,” Barber said. “Spoke to Mario at the police station, asked if he’d gotten anything. He said no as well.” 
 
    “They have to be up to something,” I growled. 
 
    “Maybe you’re just on edge?” Dom suggested. “Maybe you’re just not thinking about it? Maybe—” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said, putting a hand up, though no one, myself especially, believed that for half a second. “OK, I think we can say I need to take a step back from being paranoid. Fine. But let’s not pretend there won’t be some fallout from what we did. Got it?” 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    “So you’re telling me we have nothing else to discuss?” I said.  
 
    “Hun, you were the thing to discuss,” Mama said. 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “Alright. Dom, go ahead and bring the guest in.” 
 
    “You got it,” Dom said. “I should probably apologize in advance, though. This guest… I requested her to come before I knew we were going to have this moment with you. Maybe not the best, but—” 
 
    “Her?” I said, and I already had a bad feeling that he was about to bring in some porn star or some girl who was ruthlessly desperate to fuck me. It would have been in keeping very well with his personality from the past week to try and get me to fuck my way past my feelings. 
 
    “I mean, we decided this on Tuesday, and I asked her Monday, so… yeah.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I said. “Get the cocktail waitress in here too and have her bring me a double scotch. I’m going to need some heavy booze if you think the solution to my problems is pussy.” 
 
    Dom nodded, looking uncomfortable one of the few times since I had known him, and went out to grab whoever it was he was grabbing. I realized Dom’s discomfort likely had as much to do with him as it did with me—Dom wasn’t great at deep conversations. He liked to charm his way past the tough moments, and I’d always wondered what more there was to the man that went beyond the surface. 
 
    I had no time to think about it, though, because Dom brought in a tall, slender woman who had obviously gotten plastic surgery done on her face and on her chest. I was immediately uninterested. Natural was what was sexy to me. 
 
    “Everyone, this is Libby,” Dom said. “Libby is an adult actress from Los Angeles, and she is also apparently quite the poker player; is that right?” 
 
    “Let’s just say I didn’t come here to blow my chips,” she said with a smirk, deliberately looking my way.  
 
    I looked up to the ceiling, as if in prayer for some sort of salvation for what was bound to be an embarrassing, shitty game of poker. It was of no help that my seat was going to be directly across from Libby’s, meaning that any time I looked anywhere besides my cards or the table, her fuck-me eyes were going to be upon me. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what was more insulting: that Dom thought this was the type of body I’d want to fuck or that Libby was probably not going to give up trying to fuck me until I left the damn building. 
 
    “Alright, Libby,” I said, trying not to be so rude that our guest would leave the room on the spot. “We let the guest pick the game of choice. What do you want to play?” 
 
    “Hmm,” she said, using the opportunity to stare me down, not so subtly eying me up. “How about Texas Hold ‘Em? Simple and lets us go all in more frequently.” 
 
    This girl is just going to make innuendos all night, isn’t she? 
 
    “Very well, no-limit hold ‘em it is,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, no limit, just how I like it.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. Even Mama rolled her eyes. 
 
    “So, sweet pea, how long have you been in the industry for?” Mama asked, perhaps with the intent of taking her attention off of me. 
 
    “Oh, just a few years, nothing crazy,” Libby said. 
 
    “What kind of scenes do you do?” Pork asked with a bit more curiosity than most men would have shown at that moment. 
 
    “Honestly? I like ‘em tatted and tall,” she said, looking directly at me as she said this. 
 
    I turned to Dom, who pretended to look at his cards with the utmost intent as I glared at him. I couldn’t be that mad at him, I supposed; he was doing what he thought was best for me. It was just too damn bad that what was best for me couldn’t be solved with more sex; if anything, I’d had enough sex to last three or four lifetimes. 
 
    I just want Natasha and her company. Is that too much to ask? 
 
    “Well, good news for you, sugar; we’ve got about fourteen such boys here,” Mama said. “I’m sure you’re one of their types.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so.” 
 
    I deliberately closed myself off for the next few hours as we played poker, even when Libby made a show of scratching her chest or leaning back. I had to admit, her body was absolutely killer, and I definitely let my mind imagine what sex would be like with her. I’d had a few good-looking gals in my bed, but there weren’t many that would’ve matched Libby’s body. 
 
    That’s all she was, though. A body. 
 
    Not a personality. Not a person with goals. Not someone who had accomplished so much and had so much ahead of her. She was just… a body with tits and a pussy on it. 
 
    It was crass, but she wasn’t doing herself any favors with her constantly flirting with me. 
 
    At about half an hour past one, I’d decided I’d had enough. Even though we could have kept the game going for another two and a half hours, I was fading, as much from emotional fatigue as from a lack of sleep. I couldn’t even get my dick hard, anyways, so it’s not like staying around was suddenly going to change anything. 
 
    “Alright, let’s wrap this up, last hand of the night.” 
 
    “Oh?” Libby said, cocking an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yep, let’s make it quick.” 
 
    I looked down at the hand that I got dealt. It was 5-8 off suit, a mediocre hand. I tossed it to Pork, who was the dealer, and got up to check on my room to make sure there wasn’t anything that needed to be done. I had my back turned and heard a few other people stand up. 
 
    Then the door behind me shut, and I whirled around immediately. 
 
    “You didn’t think that Dom brought me here to play poker, did you?” Libby said, slightly moving her jeans downward, giving me a seductive glance of her skin under the red lights of the room. 
 
    I said I wasn’t getting hard, but right now? That changed very fast. In the privacy of my room, knowing that this beautiful porn star wanted to fuck me… yeah, it was no small wonder that my dick sprung up at attention. 
 
    “What did he bring you here for?” 
 
    I still wasn’t convinced I was going to go through with this. My dick may have been rock hard, but I was thirty-nine, not nineteen. I could overrule my physical impulses if I so desired. 
 
    “He brought me here to make sure you had fun tonight,” Libby said, walking closer… and closer… until she pressed up on me. “And for a guy like you, who is just my type? It’s something he didn’t even have to pay me for.” 
 
    She pressed her breasts up on me before she shoved me to the bed. Before I had a chance to get up, she was on my hips, straddling me seductively. Give it to the girl: she knew exactly what the hell she was doing. There was no trying to figure out if she was making me feel good; she knew she was making me feel good. 
 
    “Oh, Richard, I can tell you have a thick, hard cock,” she moaned. “Oh, I wanna feel you bury it deep inside my pussy. Give it to me, Richard. Give me your thick, huge cock.” 
 
    I let out a sigh. She was starting to take her shirt off. If I didn’t stop her now… if I didn’t put the kibosh on it now… 
 
    Her tits fell out, and they were perfect. 
 
    Too perfect. 
 
    I knew from the moment that she walked in that she’d had work done on them, but I had somehow let the thought slip away. But now, seeing them in the flesh—or silicon—I got jolted back to reality. 
 
    “Libby, I can’t,” I said, scooting out from under her. 
 
    “The hell?” she said. 
 
    Her reaction was of someone who had never been turned down for sex. It was easy to see why, too. I wouldn’t have blamed her if she suddenly thought I was gay. 
 
    “I’m… I’m going through some shit right now,” I gruffed. “I’ve got a girl I’m trying to figure things out with, and—” 
 
    “Whatever,” Libby said, throwing her top back on in frustration. “I came here to get some dick. At least show me someone who can do that for me.” 
 
    That was the easy part. I hurried out of my room to see Pork and Dom talking. My unexpected arrival made them look at me askance. 
 
    “Richard, are you—” 
 
    “Who wants her?”  
 
    Dom and Pork looked at each other. 
 
    “Well, I had her Tuesday, so…” 
 
    “OK, now I feel much better about not sleeping with her,” I said dryly. “All yours, Pork.” 
 
    Libby brushed by me without so much as a goodbye, approaching Pork, demanding that he take her to his room, and then following him in there. It took about two minutes before we could hear them fucking like bunnies; even though the rooms were generally pretty soundproof and quiet, they went at it so hard that it was impossible not to hear. 
 
    “You really didn’t want her, huh?” Dom said, patting me on the shoulder. 
 
    “It’s not so much that I didn’t want her,” I said. “I just want Natasha. And I’m not over it. Come back in a week and maybe it’ll be different.” 
 
    But right now, I couldn’t even think beyond tonight. I couldn’t think beyond what Mama had said earlier about exhausting every possibility about getting her back. I swore that if I got such a second chance, I wouldn’t waste it. 
 
    But as I heard Pork and Libby begging for each other and moaning each other’s name, I couldn’t help but wonder if this wasn’t a case where a second shot wouldn’t be possible.  
 
    I’d had one chance. 
 
    Or, perhaps, I’d never had a chance at all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16: Natasha 
 
    
I really didn’t want to go to this party. 
 
    Even though the mayor of Las Vegas was going to be there, even though my father had seemed to show something of a normal, human side on Thursday, even though slowly, I was beginning to laugh and smile a little more… I didn’t want to go. 
 
    I knew that all the work I had done to start to move on past Richard—a difficult task, but a necessary one—would go right out the window the second my father walked up to me with a man by him. As soon as he tried to introduce me to one of his targets, all the feelings for Richard would come rushing back, and I’d be back at square one. 
 
    But I had no choice. 
 
    Well, that wasn’t technically true. I could have chosen not to come, but aside from creating a great chill between my parents and me, it would have been a bad look for my father to throw a party and have me skip it. And as much as he angered me and disappointed me with his behavior with Richard, he was my father, and he had made the effort to talk to me on Thursday. 
 
    And so, when I put in my last earring, I stared at myself in the mirror, took a deep breath, and gave a half-hearted smile. 
 
    “Just get through the evening,” I said. “Stick to the people you know. You’ll be good.” 
 
    I headed out the door, finding Antonio outside, patiently waiting. I nodded to him as he opened the car door for me, and I slid inside. I looked through the windows, out toward the Las Vegas Strip, and I wondered if this was really the city where I would meet a good man. My father’s connections did mean that people would come here, even those who were out of town, but was a place nicknamed Sin City really the location to find a good man? 
 
    Maybe I did need to forge my own path. Maybe I did need to go someplace like New York City or San Francisco and start my own company. Trying to find love in Las Vegas was feeling like I was trying to find love in a hopeless place. 
 
    Antonio arrived at my father’s house, and I thanked him as I exited. My face, though, contorted with curiosity. The music inside seemed… a little louder than normal. 
 
    And, for that matter, it was a modern song. 
 
    What was going on? 
 
    I walked inside to my parents’ house, finding my parents, some relatives, and the family of the mayor chatting around. Most of the guests had not yet arrived, but the main guests had; this was where my father would make his pitches, make his connections, and do whatever he needed to do to curry favor. Everything that followed was just a bonus, a celebration of whatever deal he had sealed. 
 
    But it wasn’t like the mayor was some young hotshot out of college. In fact, the mayor wasn’t even a man; it was a woman in her mid-fifties named Clair Meyers. 
 
    My mother was holding court at the moment. My father saw me, excused himself, and came over and hugged me. 
 
    “Thank you for coming, Natasha,” he said. 
 
    His breath smelled like liquor already. 
 
    “Dad?” I said. “What’s with the loud music?” 
 
    “Simple,” he said. “I thought I would loosen up. Relax a little. Our conversation Thursday showed me that I had tried too hard to control everything.” 
 
    So you’re going to control nothing? 
 
    Oh, Dad. You’re going to be like the awkward middle-aged man who tries to be hip by acting thirty years younger than you are. This is going to be interesting to watch. 
 
    “I see…” I said, trailing off. 
 
    Then I had a terrifying follow-up thought. 
 
    While my father usually picked men that were kind, if not a good fit, at least my sober father usually had the smarts to pick a man that was not creepy. Still, that didn’t mean it didn’t make for some awkward conversations. And if he was that way sober, what kind of men was he going to introduce me to while he was drunk? 
 
    Or, for that matter, how many men was he going to introduce me to while he was in that state? 
 
    “Just do me one favor, Dad,” I said. “Don’t try and introduce me to anyone tonight. OK? I’m still trying to get past last week.” 
 
    My father bit his lip, nodded, and put his hands on my shoulders. 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    I waited in silence for him to add on “no, I won’t,” or even “but I can’t,” but he didn’t add anything else. 
 
    “OK, so…” 
 
    “I must get going back to the mayor,” he said. “Please join me.” 
 
    I let out a sigh, my shoulders rising and falling in defeat, as I followed my father and shook hands with all of the Meyers. 
 
    I could easily fake moments like these such that the Meyers would not for one second believe I didn’t want to be there. I could ask questions, smile widely, and express such genuine curiosity that no one would ever know that I was having an awful day and a depressing week. If there was one thing I had learned from my father, it was business, but from my mother, it was the art of courting and charming someone without them even realizing it. 
 
    But then more and more people started to show up, and I began to feel very overwhelmed. I was still holding steady and still sporting a nice smile and a calm demeanor, but there were moments when I would turn away or when I would grab a drink that I couldn’t keep up the pretty façade. I was just exhausted and wished I was all alone. 
 
    At one point, in fact, about two hours into the party, shortly before ten o’clock, I found myself standing at the bar all by myself, watching the party unfold before me. About fifty people milled about in the open expanse of my father’s house, telling jokes, trading work issues, and sharing gossip. None of it interested me; even if someone had come to me with an offer to invest in a billion-dollar company, I’m not sure I could have summoned the energy to pay attention at all. 
 
    I looked back at the bartenders, who dutifully held their hands on their laps and waited for someone to come by. I thought of how lucky they had it; they only had to make drinks, pretend not to notice any conversation, and could just go about their nights and get paid. They had the simple jobs. 
 
    “Natasha Sokolov?” 
 
    I looked up. A young man in a tuxedo approached me. 
 
    “Yes?” I said. 
 
    I knew I sounded brisk and rude. I didn’t particularly care at this point. I was getting closer and closer to just leaving the party. The mayor and her husband were drunk at this point anyways. 
 
    “Don’t you remember me? Oscar? From a couple of weeks ago?” 
 
    I knew I was supposed to remember the name, and now that I saw him up close, I did remember the face. But if he was hoping that I remembered anything about him, he was going to be sorely disappointed. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “How are you, Oscar?” 
 
    “Well, now that I am by you, I feel much better about how tonight is going.” 
 
    I didn’t even bother to hide my eye roll. I looked over Oscar’s shoulder at the crowd, trying to see if my father had the drunken, stupid idea to send an old guy my way. If he had, last Thursday wasn’t going to be the last time I slapped him. 
 
    “I’m want to be alone,” I said. “I ask that you respect that.” 
 
    “Alone?” Oscar said with a smile. “But why would a woman like you want to—” 
 
    “What does that mean, a woman like me?” I said, glaring at him. “Do you mean because I’m beautiful? Because I’m smart? Or a woman like me who has had a bad week and a bad day and just wants to be left alone like any human in my spot would?” 
 
    Oscar reeled back for a second, and I thought that I had accomplished my goal. I took a quiet sip of my drink as I shuffled to the side. 
 
    But no, I thought too quickly. Oscar came back into view. 
 
    “You know, there is one way to make a week better, and that’s with a man who knows what he wants,” Oscar said. “You see, I realized my mistake last time, Natasha. I was simply too erudite with you and not direct enough with you. Some women want to be charmed with intellect, others with boldness. I get the sense—” 
 
    “You get nothing, Oscar,” I said. “I won’t ask you again. Please leave me alone.” 
 
    This only seemed to invigorate Oscar even more. 
 
    “As a man who shall become a great leader myself, I will often face rejection,” he said. “But I shall triumph by finding the right way to express myself. In your case, Natasha, I can see that you—” 
 
    I slapped him. 
 
    He glared back at me, a level of anger on his face unlike anything even close to what I had seen before. 
 
    “You would dare to humiliate me in such a setting as this?” he growled. 
 
    “I would when you don’t listen to me,” I said, staring daggers at him. “Here’s a clue, future leader. If you want to win over the people, you don’t do it by bulldozing your way in. You don’t do it by sticking to the course until others believe you, because the smart ones won’t. You do it by listening carefully. Start taking the hint and listen to this. Leave me alone.” 
 
    “Stupid—” 
 
    I slapped him again before I stormed off outside. I didn’t even have Antonio ready to take me home. I didn’t even think my father or mother noticed what I had done. I just desperately needed to be alone; this entire night had been a mistake. 
 
    And the worst part of it was it made me miss Richard all the much more. 
 
    I knew we could not be, not after the fallout he had from the fight with my father. Even if my father turned around and said I could date Richard, too much had happened for me to ever see it as normal. Richard still had to apologize, and even then, I wasn’t sure that I could believe he was serious until I saw something that demonstrated it. 
 
    But that didn’t mean that seeing Oscar’s crude and boorish behavior didn’t make me want Richard back. Richard would listen. Richard would treat me well. Richard wouldn’t pull some stupid bullshit like Oscar had. 
 
    I sat down on the steps of my house, putting my head in my hands. I refused to let myself cry; I had done enough of that last Thursday. I let myself do just about everything else, though, up to and including some sniffling that could have turned to tears at any moment. 
 
    Then I heard the sound that could not have been more unbelievably timed. It was so perfect, in fact, that I wondered if someone had arranged something. 
 
    I heard the sound of a motorcycle engine. 
 
    I peered up from the steps and looked out. I couldn’t yet see the headlights of the bike, but I could hear the engine. It didn’t quite sound exactly like Richard’s engine, but then again, I’d only heard his engine by being up close to it. Maybe at this distance, it would sound different. 
 
    But then… 
 
    I heard multiple engines. 
 
    Too many engines. 
 
    Something didn’t feel right. 
 
    I then saw the headlights—yes, plural—of the bikes coming onto the private property. As they drove by, they smashed windows, shot through the door, and began screaming and hollering. 
 
    This was not Richard. This was not the Savage Saints. 
 
    This was an assault. 
 
    Screaming, I ran back into the house. Oscar saw me and said something about all the motorcyclists, but I ignored him and locked myself inside the nearest bathroom. Seconds later, I heard gunfire go up, followed by, “This is a robbery! Hands up!”  
 
    Pandemonium broke out on the other side of the bathroom wall as people screamed, guns fired, and glasses shattered. I closed my eyes and slumped against the wall, trying to keep cool. This went on for several seconds as I went into something of a panic—I’d never experienced a live, armed robbery like this in my life before. I was on the verge— 
 
    “Alright, that’s enough!” 
 
    The voice of… my father? 
 
    My father’s voice cleared through the air, stopping everyone, even the bikers, whom I think were too stunned by the fact that someone had not only stood up to them, but they had done so in such a setting. 
 
    “Scar! What are you doing?” 
 
    A laugh came from a man that I had never heard or recognized before. 
 
    “We are coming to treat ourselves,” a man in an almost impossibly deep baritone voice said. “You told us that the mayor would be here tonight, and so we decided this was a good time for us to pay a visit.” 
 
    My Dad knows whoever this is? 
 
    What the hell is going on? 
 
    “I told you that under the guise of working out a deal!” my father said. “And this is how you treat me? Do you have any idea how dead you all are?” 
 
    “Not as dead as you,” Scar said. 
 
    A gunshot erupted, and I clenched my teeth. My father… no… 
 
    No, this couldn’t be happening. This couldn’t be real. Was my father in cahoots with criminals like this?  
 
    “That’s your warning,” Scar said. 
 
    Warning? So… he’s still alive? 
 
    “Your next one will be to your throat,” Scar said. “It’s the most painful kill shot there is. I can assure you that you do not want to go in that way.” 
 
    Not even my father dared to speak up. My father, much to my admiration in the moment, had had the courage to stand up to these robbers and control the scene, but a threat like that was not something that one could ignore and laugh off. 
 
    “What do you want?” my father said. 
 
    “We want all the valuables here,” Scar said. “My men will rob and plunder. And in return for your life, we want your girl.” 
 
    No. No! 
 
    I gulped at the thought. I hadn’t seen these men, but anyone who thought that a mass robbery like this was going to be worthwhile was not someone who was going to treat me well.  
 
    But I knew someone who would. 
 
    I pulled out my phone, quietly, and texted Richard. 
 
    “At Dad’s house. Robbery. Other motorcycle club. Going to rape me. Please help!” 
 
    I sent that and let the phone drop between my knees. I took a deep breath. 
 
    “You will not touch my daughter,” my father said. “You would shoot me in the throat before you have her.” 
 
    “Then I will shoot you and then have her anyway.” 
 
    “She’s not here,” my father said. 
 
    Dad… you better be careful with your lies. Don’t get yourself killed. Please! 
 
    “You mean to tell me,” Scar said, “that you throw a big party under the Sokolov family name. You have everyone here, including the mayor. We have enough Sinners here to hold everyone hostage. You have no security system set in place. No one is here to call for help.” 
 
    Call for help… not text for help… 
 
    “And your daughter is not among the group? I find that very hard to believe, Igor. In fact, I might even say that you’re lying to me.” 
 
    “She was here,” my dad said. “But I have not seen her in some time. She has likely already left.” 
 
    But at this point, I wasn’t thinking about the consequences of my father’s argument with Scar or any of these Sinners. I had picked my phone back up and called Richard. 
 
    The phone beeped… and beeped… and beeped… 
 
    “Come on, come on,” I whispered, hating that the acoustics of the bathroom meant that my voice echoed in the area. “Damnit, Richard, come on!” 
 
    It beeped… and beeped… and beeped… 
 
    “Hi, Richard Peters here. I am unavailable—” 
 
    “Goddamnit,” I whispered, nearly on the verge of tears. 
 
    “But please leave a message so I can get back to you as soon as possible. Thanks.” 
 
    The beep came not a moment too soon to tell me to leave a message. 
 
    “Richard, it’s Natasha, I need your help bad,” I said, keeping my voice to a whisper. “I’m at my father’s place, the Sinners, they came and robbed and are holding us hostage. They’re going to rape me and kill me, they—” 
 
    And then the bathroom door shattered as someone kicked it in. I looked up in horror at a tattooed, black-bearded man wearing sunglasses, with multiple tattoos up and down his neck. 
 
    “Hey boss!” the man said, smiling and licking his lips. “I found the fresh meat you’re looking for!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17: Richard 
 
    
I’d told myself that by the end of the weekend, I would have moved past Natasha enough that I would start to open myself up to other opportunities. 
 
    Unfortunately, though the weekend was only halfway, the one thought that entered my mind had nothing to do with women. 
 
    I was starting to really, sincerely think about selling The Red Door. 
 
    It wasn’t even so much some desperate, sneaky ploy to try and get Igor back in the picture so I could then see Natasha. I wasn’t that desperate to get her; I knew where she lived and could have shown up at any moment. Sadly, though, that was one that I was trying to move on from. 
 
    Instead, I just looked at it from a realistic perspective. If I wanted to marry someone and find someone who was worth a family, was I really going to be able to do so as a club owner? As someone who ran a burlesque studio? 
 
    I had my doubts about it. Yes, the club gave me the chance to meet some very powerful and influential people, not to mention some celebrities here and there. Yes, the club introduced me to some beautiful women who seemed interested in knowing more about me. 
 
    But “knowing more about me” and “wanting to get serious with me” were light years apart from each other. And even if I did find someone worth loving, worth marrying, and worth having a family with, could I do that effectively while running this club? I had a hard time imagining a life in which I could run the club on Saturdays and Sundays while attending my little girl’s soccer game or helping my son with his math. 
 
    I’d always sworn that I was never going to sell the club for as long as I lived. But maybe, it was more accurate to say as long as the lifestyle I had lived. 
 
    Just make these kinds of decisions when you’re detached. You’ve had a weird week. Just get some distance. 
 
    Having that sobering thought, though, was not enough to make the thoughts go away. If anything, it only intensified the ideas for me even more. 
 
    “Whatcha thinking about, hun?” 
 
    Mama snuggled up to me, resting her head on my shoulder as we stood near the back of the burlesque theatre, watching the show unfold before us. A couple of hours had passed so far. The audience, as usual, loved the show. It wasn’t anything I hadn’t seen hundreds of times, though, so I could predict the movements of the girls well before they even got in position to execute the move. 
 
    “If I told you here, I’d be the center of attention, and not in a good way,” I said. “Sorry, beautiful.” 
 
    “Oh, stop it,” Mama said. “Don’t let your self-worth get inflated just because you’re having a woe-is-me week. We like you, and we’re sorry for what you’re going through, but we ain’t gonna pity you. Get some balls and stop acting like the world owes you a favor.” 
 
    I chuckled, wrapped my arm around Mama, and kissed the top of her head. God, I loved that woman. It was too bad she was more like a sister and really wasn’t looking for kids at this point—I could have spent my entire life with her if I didn’t feel so platonic toward her. 
 
    Hell, maybe in five years, if we were both still single, maybe we’d just say fuck it, shotgun wedding it, and live it out like so. It probably would sputter out in divorce five years later, given that our stark personality differences only didn’t matter because our doses of each other were limited, but at least we could both check off “married” on the boxes of life to-dos. 
 
    “You know, I always feel like I’m telling Dom and Barber to keep their hands out of the cookie jar here,” Mama said. “Goddamn idiots don’t know the meaning of moderation. But maybe you need to treat yourself to a sweet here.” 
 
    “Oh, Christ, Mama, seriously?” I said with a groan. “You know I set that rule myself about club members going after girls here. This wasn’t something you implemented to protect them from me.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I also know that rules exist to be broken,” Mama said, raising her voice slightly as the crowd applauded a routine. “If you make it clear to these girls you just need something to move forward, it’s not like they’ll quit when you’re done. And if they want to, old Mama here has a way of helping set their heads straight.” 
 
    “You’re sweet,” I said. “But it’s not like I’m twenty anymore. I’m not going to just fuck my way past my feelings.” 
 
    “Yeah but getting your dick wet might help you develop some new ones,” she said with a squeeze. “You got until Monday. I’m being nice. If you’re still acting this way by the time our party rolls around Tuesday, I’m calling Libby. I see it on your face you don’t want Dom and Pork’s sloppy thirds, but tough luck, kiddo.” 
 
    “You’re so supportive,” I said with an eye roll. 
 
    With a brief pause in the action, I slipped my phone out of my pocket. 
 
    I had a missed call and a voicemail from Natasha. 
 
    I wasted no time slipping into the meeting room, shutting it tightly, and putting the phone on speaker. My heart was racing, and my hopes were getting up. Maybe she had called to say she wanted to see me. Maybe she’d called to say she wanted to give things a second shot. Maybe— 
 
    My expression went sour as soon as I heard the first three words of her call. 
 
    “Richard, it’s Natasha.” 
 
    Her tone was not cheerful, optimistic, or even cautious. It was panicked; I could hear noise in the background of the call, but more than that, I could hear her heavy breathing, the edge to her words, the sound that something bad had happened. 
 
    “I need your help bad. I’m at my father’s place, the Sinners…” 
 
    Oh, fuck no. No. This is not happening. 
 
    “They came and robbed and are holding us hostage. They’re going to rape me and kill me, they—” 
 
    “Hey, boss! I found the fresh meat you’re looking for!” 
 
    The line went dead shortly after that. I slammed my fists on the table in fury. The Degenerate Sinners had done a lot of things to piss me off, but they had not yet unlocked this level of anger. This wasn’t just something where I had to retaliate. This wasn’t just an attack we had to answer. 
 
    This was an act that merited the complete destruction of all of the Sinners. I would see all of them killed at my hand, all of them suffering slow deaths, all of them paying the price for what they were probably doing to Natasha right now. 
 
    I went outside, grabbed Mama by the sleeve, and practically yanked her inside. 
 
    “The hell—” 
 
    “The Sinners are holding the Sokolovs hostage at her father’s place,” I said. “You get every fucking Saint here on a bike and everyone who isn’t here to come here as soon as they can. We’re going to rescue her.” 
 
    “But The Red Door—” 
 
    “It’s Natasha, damnit!” I roared. “Make an announcement that due to an emergency, the club is closed for the night. Issue refunds, we’ll pay the girls, I don’t give a fuck, but we need all hands on deck for this one,” I said. “You need to go and do that while I get to the Sokolov’s house. If you don’t do that, then I’m going to do it. And if you think I’m—” 
 
    “OK, OK, hun,” Mama said. “Relax. I’m on it.” 
 
    She went back inside, and I immediately began looking through online records for the Sokolov’s house. Thankfully, Igor had not been too subtle or too quiet about where he lived, making it easy for me to see that he lived in the Summerlin area, in a gated home far removed from the nearest house. It was the perfect place to throw a private party, but also the worst kind of place to get held hostage. 
 
    Seconds later, I heard Mama’s voice booming from the stage with collective groaning. Someone said they had never seen The Red Door act like this, but I’d sooner tell our patrons to suck a dick than I would to explain what was going on. I went outside when I had the full address and hurried people out, apologizing half-heartedly and saying they’d get a refund and free entry to a future event. Dom and Walker could handle the logistics later. Mama cleared out the girls, urging them to go home, and within five minutes, all fifteen members of the club had gathered in the meeting room. 
 
    “I’m going to make this quick,” I said. “My woman is being held hostage at the Sokolov’s house by the Degenerate Sinners. We’re going to go there, kill the Sinners, and rescue the hostages. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” they all said. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    I didn’t need a massive plan to discuss operations. I didn’t need to split us up into teams. Yes, we were undermanned, but we had the advantage of better weapons, presumably hostages who would help us, and much more. I didn’t need a fucking dissertation paper to know we needed to move now. 
 
    I grabbed an M4, hurried to the back, revved my bike, and roared out toward Igor Sokolov’s home. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The first sign that something was amiss at the house—aside from the obvious phone call—was that numerous vehicles, all of them sporty or luxurious, had their sideview mirrors smashed or their windows broken. At the top of the hill, a couple dozen bikes were parked, all of them in a way that blocked the entrance. 
 
    Good. Only a couple dozen. We can take them this way. 
 
    Natasha! I’m fucking coming! 
 
    The element of surprise was not in play because of our motorcycles, but I didn’t care. We had M4s; at best, they had some old rifles that were not as accurate and prone to jamming.  
 
    I parked my bike right at the entrance, killed two Sinners at the front, and hopped off, sprinting inside. 
 
    “Natasha!” I roared.  
 
    Behind me, fourteen Savage Saints hopped off, roaring into battle with their guns held aloft. We broke in and fanned out as several Sinners held positions, trying to pick us off.  
 
    I hid behind a thick, wooden table that I knocked over. I probably broke tens of thousands of dollars’ worth of fine China, candles, and other decorations, but dollar amounts never entered my mind. The table took a pounding from the bullets, but it withstood almost all of the fire—for now. 
 
    “Natasha!” I roared as I peeked over and fired at a couple of Sinners who had their guns trained elsewhere. 
 
    They both fell quickly, bullets lodged right in their fucking skulls. Around me, one of my men fell, wounded too badly to keep going. I grimaced, but I had no time to worry about potential deaths within my club. They were well-trained not just in combat but in emergency medical care; someone else would help out. 
 
    When I saw an opening, I then moved over to a pillar, pressing up against it. I turned and tried to take out a Sinner, but he was well positioned just by a flight of stairs. His angle made it nearly impossible for me to hit him and all too easy for him to hit me. 
 
    “Goddamnit!” I groaned. 
 
    I turned and fired, but his fire came hot and heavy. I could feel the heat and rush of the bullets passing me by. A brief pause came among all the firefighting as each side either had to reload or tried to find a new position. 
 
    Then I heard the unmistakable sound of a neck snapping. 
 
    I looked around and couldn’t help but smile at what I saw. 
 
    Igor stood where the man who had fired upon me just was, having snapped the man’s neck and killed him. 
 
    “Glad you didn’t pull that one on me,” I shouted. 
 
    “You didn’t try and rob my home,” Igor said. “I—” 
 
    Then a bullet rang out, hitting Igor in the chest. Igor collapsed to the ground. I found the target, a Sinner who had hidden between us and taken him out and laid him down with a single bullet. The other Sinners in the area soon fell as my Saints moved into the room, clearing the area. 
 
    “Clear!” Dom shouted after a few moments of looking around. “Check all the hostages and make sure they are healthy and safe! Treat any wounds!” 
 
    I hurried over to Igor, kneeling behind him. He was breathing heavy, but his wound didn’t look immediately fatal. Still, he was not someone who could go without treatment for long. 
 
    “Bastard got me in the rib,” Igor said with a groan. 
 
    “Here,” I said, grabbing the shirt of the slain Sinner and wrapping it around Igor. He let out a loud groan and grimaced like a man under torture. “Where’s Natasha?” 
 
    I’d hoped that I’d just missed her somehow in the chaos and the madness of everything going on, but I knew that that wasn’t the case. I would have noticed Natasha amongst the crowd of the hostages with ease; she wasn’t someone I would have missed ever. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Igor said with a grunt. “Scar took her. Somewhere upstairs.” 
 
    Scar. The leader of the Degenerate Sinners. An evil sociopath, a man who had no conscious and no fear of committing the most atrocious of acts to get what he wanted. 
 
    “He’s a dead man.” 
 
    I left Igor and the rest of the violence and the insanity behind. I ran to the top of the stairs, opening every door, leading with my gun. Where was she? Where the fuck was she? 
 
    And then I heard a scream. 
 
    It was Natasha’s scream. 
 
    And it was coming from outside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18: Natasha 
 
    
When the ugly creep grabbed my arm, he hoisted me up with such force that I couldn’t even think about resisting him. 
 
    At some point, I was going to fight back. I was going to kick his ass or someone else’s ass; I wasn’t going to just lie down and let someone rape me. I may have been a rich girl, spoiled in many ways, but that didn’t mean I was afraid to get dirty and scrappy as needed. 
 
    But fighting against a burly man while I was on the ground of the bathroom, with several more men behind him ready to kill or attack me, seemed like a losing battle. So I begrudgingly went along with it as he brought me before the man they called Scar. 
 
    Scar, true to his name, had an ugly cut across his cheek, the kind of thing that formed half of a Glasgow smile. He smirked at me as the burly man held my neck, forcing me forward. 
 
    “Such a beautiful girl,” he said, running his hand across my face. “I look forward to—” 
 
    Two things happened simultaneously then. 
 
    The first was that I slapped Scar. 
 
    The second was that my father threatened the full force of our family upon Scar if he touched me again. 
 
    Despite this double action on Scar, a physical and a verbal slap of each cheek, Scar just looked at me and shrugged. 
 
    “Do you really think your hand hurts when I have this?” he said, pointing to his cheek. “You are gravely mistaken, dear.” 
 
    Then he came closer and smiled. 
 
    “I can promise you this, though,” he said. “You’ll be hurting when I’m done with you. You’re going to give me pleasure, and I’m going to give you pain. And if you fight back? The pain is only going to get worse. Do I make myself perfectly clear?” 
 
    I didn’t give him any response; a thug like that didn’t deserve one. But this didn’t seem to anger him. He merely shrugged. 
 
    “Take her upstairs,” he said. “Let’s make sure we have all of their valuables.” 
 
    “No!” I screamed, but it did little good as another man helped the first one who grabbed me, taking me up the stairs. My father lunged after me, trying to rescue me, but another Sinner socked him in the gut, knocking him backward and making it so he couldn’t pursue me any further. 
 
    They took me to my room, randomly guessing the right one, and threw me in there. 
 
    “I’ll watch her,” the first one who had taken me said. “She’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    “You’re sure, Brick?” the second one said. 
 
    Why does he sound Russian? Did my father… did my father know this was going to happen? He certainly seems to know a lot more about them than I had imagined. 
 
    “I don’t understand, Scar!” I heard my father yell in the distance. “You would wreck what we had just—” 
 
    But then he went silent. I didn’t hear a bullet fire, but I sure assumed the worst. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure, she’s puny and tiny, Jesus,” Brick said with an eye roll. “Go find some jewelry to take, would you? The cops are going to get here eventually. I think the mom was dialing 9-1-1 anyways.” 
 
    “OK, fine,” the Russian said. 
 
    That left just Brick and me in the room, with me on the bed. Brick spared no shame in eying me up and down, creepily undressing me with his eyes. It was enough to send the worst kind of chills down my spine. 
 
    “The only reason I am not fucking you now,” he said, “is because Scar has had his eye on you for some time. But I can assure you that as soon as he finishes with you, I am going to take you for my own.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re willing to have Scar’s sloppy seconds,” I spat back. “I bet you like being his bitch, don’t you? Just taking his scraps as needed. Just doing whatever you need—” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up, whore!” he roared. “You may be Scar’s, but that doesn’t mean I can’t give you a lesson.” 
 
    As if to make his point, he pulled out a knife and brandished it before me. I bit my lip, pulled myself close, and lay on the bed. 
 
    “Good girl,” Brick said with a snicker. 
 
    I had never felt so powerless in my life. I was going to get raped by two of the Sinners, and there was no one here who could help me. Richard hadn’t answered his phone, probably because he was doing club business, and because of that, I was going to lose everything. 
 
    My dignity. My confidence. My soul. 
 
    I wish you were here, Richard. You would protect me. You wouldn’t let this happen. 
 
    I let myself go back to my happy place, the time I had with Richard. I thought about the first date we had at the Bellagio and the second date we had in the mountains. I thought about just how complete of a man he was, and that the only reason he attacked my father was because he liked me. It wasn’t just a matter of defending himself or making a point; it was about getting to me. 
 
    A man like that… I needed a man like that. 
 
    No one had ever fought my father so blatantly to get to me. 
 
    “Richard,” I whispered. “I love you. Please, come. Please, whatever it takes.” 
 
    “I can hear you,” Brick said with a groan. “Do us all a favor and shut the fuck up. No one is—” 
 
    And then I heard a sound that was most glorious. 
 
    Bikes. 
 
    And gunfire. 
 
    “It’s you who needs to shut the fuck up!” I said, gleefully laughing. “The Saints have come to kick your ass, Brick. They’re going to kill you and everyone in here for what you did.” 
 
    Brick scowled at me, looked out the door, and headed down. I carefully walked to the doorway and saw him standing in the stairwell, positioning his gun. I saw my Dad on the ground at the base of the stairs, groaning in pain, but alive and moving. I saw my mother hiding behind a table, taking cover. 
 
    There were a couple of people dead. I didn’t recognize any of them, but this was clearly not a peaceful robbery. I guessed that the Sinners had come in, killed a few people to make a point, and then held my father hostage. 
 
    But before I could watch with glee and call to Richard, I felt a hard shove come from the side. I fell to the ground as I looked up at Scar. 
 
    “Those assholes always want to ruin anything and everything I do,” he growled. “But not today. You’re coming with me.” 
 
    I tried to scream, but he moved so quickly and had his hand on my mouth so fast that between the muffled sound and the gunfire, there was no chance that I was going to make enough noise to draw attention. I was trapped by Scar. 
 
    I tried to save my strength, thinking that he was going to rape me in one of the rooms, but instead, he took me to the far end of the top floor, to another flight of stairs. He carefully tiptoed his way forward, his hand on my mouth so hard that it felt like he was going to break my jaw. He carried me down, out the back, and then circled around out front. 
 
    “I’ve had my eyes on you from the very start,” he growled. “Scar always gets what Scar wants. Your father was almost complicit without even realizing it, too. He thought that he could get in good with us and use us for whatever he desired. He had no idea who he was dealing with.” 
 
    I got to the front, away from all of the noise inside. I could hear police sirens off in the distance, but they were still a couple of minutes away. Inside, the gunshots had mostly ended.  
 
    This was my chance.  
 
    I took a deep breath through my nose, opened my mouth, and bit down hard on his teeth. 
 
    “Motherfucker!” 
 
    I screamed at the top of my lungs. I didn’t even get any words out—I just screamed as loud as I could, as if I wanted the entire city of Las Vegas to hear my shrill cries. It was the most panicked cry I could have made, which was exactly what I wanted—I wanted everyone to know I was in danger. 
 
    Scar hit me in the face and then repositioned his hand so that my jaw was clamped against my upper teeth. 
 
    “You stupid whore,” he said. “You’re going to pay for that.” 
 
    He then dragged me to his bike, which he forced me onto. I tried to get off, because I knew that as soon as the bike started up, to try and get off at full speed was suicidal. 
 
    “Scar!” 
 
    Already seated on the bike, I turned to see Richard with his machine gun cocked at Scar. 
 
    “Richard!” I screamed.  
 
    But just as I started to make my move, Scar turned on his bike and jammed the accelerator, just barely missing a vehicle in front of us. We cut across the front lawn as I leaned forward, holding on for dear life to the handlebars. Because Scar was behind me, he’d see all of my moves, and if I tried to go against the grain, I was going to get us both killed anyways. 
 
    “You’re fucking mine,” he whispered into my ear, his words sounding like a snake’s hiss. 
 
    I felt a rush of panic. But I had one hope. 
 
    I glanced behind me and saw several motorcycles giving chase—with Richard on one of them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19: Richard 
 
    
The good news was that I now had Scar and Natasha in my sight. She looked a little bruised, but she didn’t look severely beaten. 
 
    The bad news, of course, was that Scar had her on his bike, and there was no getting her without either stopping the bike or crashing the bike, both of which had their own severe risks. 
 
    Dom, Mama, Barber, Pork, and I all gave chase to Scar, riding through the Sokolov’s front yard. We left the rest of the Saints behind to clean up the mess at the house and deal with any remaining Sinners. One of our men was dead, but that paled in comparison to all of the Sinners that we had killed. 
 
    Still, no matter what happened with Scar and Natasha, this had already been a terrible night. In addition to the loss of our member, Black Falcon, a couple of hostages had already been dead when we showed up. There were going to be investigations, questions, and all sorts of things over our heads that weren’t going to make our lives any easier. 
 
    But for now, I didn’t give a shit about that. 
 
    I had to rescue Natasha. 
 
    For now, we just gave chase to Scar and her, speeding as quickly as we could on our bikes, but we kept some distance for the time being, fearing that if we got too close, he would crash and kill her. She didn’t have a helmet on, making it extraordinarily difficult, if not outright impossible, for her to avoid death if she fell off. It would take a perfect roll and a perfect avoidance of her hitting her head, and even then, the rattling of her skull would likely cause its own set of problems. 
 
    We passed by some cops, but they moved far too slow and couldn’t do much of anything, anyways. About five of them swerved around, while two went to the home, but the five could only give chase after us. They had the same problem we did—to kill the criminal was to also kill the hostage. 
 
    When we got on the highway, though, the problem intensified. I knew now that Scar was taking her back to the warehouse, where many more Degenerate Sinners would be waiting for us, and there was just no chance that we were going to survive an attack of five of us against dozens of Sinners. Either we ran and Natasha got raped and possibly killed, we got killed in our attempts to rescue her at the warehouse, or we had to try something daring on this highway. 
 
    I struggled to come up with a good solution, especially since we were easily exceeding a hundred miles per hour on the freeway; what would have been about ten minutes of time to think was now quickly decreasing to perhaps two minutes before we had no chance. 
 
    Mama pulled up to the side of me and made a grabbing motion. I looked ahead at Scar’s bike. I saw no way that that was going to work—our bikes would swerve out or Scar’s would. Either way, Natasha would die. 
 
    The only way it was going to work was if the forward momentum of our bikes was so different… but even then… 
 
    That was too stupid of a risk. We had to take our chances at the warehouse. I waved Mama off. 
 
    We followed him off of the freeway, running out of options and time. Our chance to get Natasha was fading, and I knew I’d never live with myself. 
 
    And then, the simplest thing made the greatest of differences.  
 
    Scar tried to run a red light to turn left, but in doing so, he didn’t see an 18-wheeler barreling down on him. The truck blared its horn as Scar skidded out, slamming on the brakes and creating burn treads in the street. 
 
    “Natasha!” I screamed as the bike nearly fell skidded out and caused her to fall over. 
 
    Natasha and Scar, though, didn’t fall over. 
 
    But the moment had slowed Scar’s motorcycle to a complete halt, giving her enough of a chance to hop off, screaming and running toward the sidewalk. I slammed on my brakes, came to a halt right between her and Scar, and lined up my gun. 
 
    I fired. 
 
    My hands, though, were shaking too much for me to line up a perfectly accurate shot. I got one on Scar’s right shoulder, but he managed to escape. He flipped me off as he disappeared into the night. I knew he’d be back, and I knew that he was going to cause our club more hell in the future. 
 
    But for now, I had done what I needed to do. 
 
    Natasha was safe. 
 
    Mama, Dom, Pork, and Barber all pulled up in front of me, ignoring the annoyed horn of the truck behind us. I turned to Natasha, went up to her, and embraced her as she cried against my chest. 
 
    “Did he do anything to you?” 
 
    Through sobs, she shook her head.  
 
    “Good,” I said, kissing her forehead. “I’m so sorry, Natasha. I’m so sorry. I’m never, ever going to let that happen again.” 
 
    She continued to sob for a good minute or two. The truck behind us eventually got the picture and drove around us. I moved everything to the sidewalk as the police came driving up. Mario was among the crew and knew I wouldn’t have perpetrated such a crime. He let the cops talk to the other four officers, but he let Natasha and I have our moment. 
 
    “You’re safe,” I said. “I’m so sorry. I love you.” 
 
    I hadn’t even thought to say the words. They had just fallen out, but I knew that made them all the more authentic. 
 
    What else could I say to someone I had risked my life for?  
 
    She finally looked up, wiping tears from her eyes, and grabbed my cut with both hands. 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    She leaned up and kissed me gently, and then pressed her head back into my chest. Neither of us moved. Neither of us had anywhere to go. 
 
    We had each other. 
 
    We remained like so for several minutes. I slowly started looking around, noticing Mario watching me, as if waiting for a chance to speak to me. I held up a finger to ask for one moment. Mario nodded. 
 
    “Hey, I gotta go talk to the chief really quick,” I said. “You can stay by me if you want.” 
 
    Natasha nodded. Her legs were weak and barely able to hold herself up as the two of us walked about five steps before Mario walked over. I couldn’t even imagine what she must have gone through in her head. I never had to fear the prospect of being raped; I’d always lived knowing I could have gotten killed, but that was usually because I had put myself in a spot where such a thing was possible.  
 
    “You guys OK?” Mario said as he came over. 
 
    “We’re fine,” I said. “She made a quick-thinking decision. I don’t know who was in that truck that stopped Scar, but that man literally saved her life.” 
 
    “I suppose we all have guardian angels,” Mario said gently. “Listen, the house is secured. We’ve arrested any remaining Sinners, but there’s a lot of dead bodies there. One of your men, and about twenty of the Sinners. Plus, two guests at the party.” 
 
    “Shit,” I mumbled. 
 
    “Yeah, but the Sokolovs are all fine,” he said. “Igor needs medical attention, but it’s not urgent. He says he’s not going to get any until he knows Natasha is fine. So—” 
 
    “We’ll go back,” Natasha said, her face still buried into my chest. “I have some questions for him.” 
 
    I looked to Mario and shrugged. I wasn’t about to argue with her, and it wasn’t even like I had a counterpoint to argue. 
 
    “Sounds good,” Mario said. “I’ll let them know you’re on your way.” 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “What a mess, huh? The Sinners… in all the time I’ve known them, they’ve just been a small nuisance. I never thought they were capable of something like this.” 
 
    “They’re getting more audacious,” I admitted. “And after tonight, they’re only going to come after us even more. Mario, I know you have to follow legal procedure, but we could really use your help.” 
 
    I put my hand on his shoulder gently. 
 
    “Mama told me I gotta stop being so damn stubborn and refusing help. Well, consider this my request for help. Whatever pressure you can put on the Sinners, that would be great.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can,” Mario said with a nod. 
 
    But even then, I knew that that wasn’t going to be enough. Mario was a great man, but Las Vegas had many more problems than just two feuding motorcycle clubs. We had to take matters into our own hands; we had to help ourselves. I knew just where to turn for that, too. 
 
    But for now, I needed to take Natasha home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18: Natasha 
 
    
I still had no idea how I had survived all of that. 
 
    The instinct to run when Scar’s bike had had to skid out and come to a complete stop was built as much on the fact that I was in so much pain being on that bike as it was that I needed to survive; it’s not like I had the badass instinct to run off. If I had, I would have also given the asshole a few good licks and put him in position for Richard to finish. 
 
    But I had nevertheless survived. 
 
    All of the tears that came were not tears of sadness or of grief over what had happened. They were tears of utter relief, utter gratitude to not just have escaped rape and death but to be in the company of Richard. The chief of police had made the comment about us having guardian angels regarding the truck driver, but the real angel here was Richard. 
 
    Now that I was safe, though, I had to answer some questions that had been in my head. 
 
    I didn’t say a word to Richard as I hugged him tightly while we rode his bike. This wasn’t a function of the bike being too loud, either. I just… I was just fucking exhausted. I was still replaying the events of the last half hour in my head, and that didn’t leave much room for talking with Richard. 
 
    And I couldn’t help but wonder how much of it was the responsibility of my father. 
 
    We pulled up to my parents’ house, and though I waited for Richard to follow me, as soon as he was by me, I all but stormed into the house. I found my father standing by the stairwell, grimacing in pain, but looking fine, my mother by his side. I made sure to make a point of having Richard by me as I spoke. 
 
    “Did you know this was going to happen?” I said, seething. “Did you know about Scar?” 
 
    My father bit his lip, looked to Richard, bowed his head, and took a deep breath. 
 
    “When I came to this city, I sought to make connections with those in the law and those above it,” he said. “One of the groups I learned of was the Degenerate Sinners. I thought that they might prove useful if I needed something and the law could not provide it, and so I met with Scar a few times. I can see now, however, that my thirst for that connection led to some incredibly destructive outcomes.” 
 
    He looked up and stared me right in the eyes, a sight that was much needed. 
 
    “I am so sorry, Natasha, for doing so. If I had known that this is what would happen, I never would have even considered meeting Scar.” 
 
    And then he did something I did not expect, though maybe in retrospect, given his words on Thursday and what had just happened, I could have seen it coming a little more. 
 
    “And Richard. I am sorry. I know they are your rival and they, too, are a motorcycle club, but I can see now I was wrong to judge you as one and the same. You act with compassion and loyalty. Scar acted with self-interest and personal gain. I have acted terribly with you, and I seek your forgiveness.” 
 
    Richard’s body seemed mighty relaxed despite having to face my father. I tried not to squeeze him as I waited to see what he would say, but I couldn’t help it as the tension in my hands increased. I knew if I was in Richard’s spot, it would have been very hard for me to find forgiveness, most certainly on the spot. 
 
    “I will forgive you on one condition.” 
 
    I looked up in surprise. 
 
    “Let your daughter make her own choice when it comes to me,” he said. 
 
    My heart warmed as he continued to speak, and the tears started to well in my eyes once more. 
 
    “You have spent much of her adult life trying to push her to marry someone. You got in a fistfight with me over her desires. While tonight’s attack seems more of a case of personal greed than anything else, surely, you must now recognize how much I care for her. Whether she chooses me or someone else, I want you to let her make her own choices.” 
 
    There is no way I’m choosing anyone other than you right now, Richard. No one else would have had the courage and guts you showed tonight. 
 
    I leaned into Richard as I waited for my father to respond. Whatever he said, I had gained a renewed desire for Richard. I had said before he had to prove himself after fighting with my father, but it wasn’t difficult to say he had done that and more. 
 
    “I must confess, after I heard her after our fight and over the past week at work, I knew how Natasha felt for you,” my father said, followed by a long, emotional sigh. “I know I have held onto her and tried to control her for far too long. She’s my only child, and I love her. I guess that has made me blind to allowing her to be free. I am sorry.” 
 
    “Trust me, I know what it’s like to have familial bonds make you blind, and not always in a good way,” Richard said softly. “But I want you to believe me when I say that if she chooses me, I will take good care of her. I will make sure the Sokolov name is one that is cherished, respected, and honored. I will make sure that your daughter is not only successful and free to do as she pleases, but that she is happy and leads the best life possible.” 
 
    My father then did something very sweet, something that he rarely did. 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    “Natasha,” he said, turning his attention to me. “I love you. I have only wanted what’s best for you. I misunderstood how best to make that happen. Can you forgive me?” 
 
    “Oh, Dad,” I said, leaving Richard’s side briefly to hug my father. 
 
    He gasped, causing me to pull back suddenly, having forgotten about the wound in his ribs. But he then hugged me at his own comfort level, and though it was not the tightest hug I’d ever had, it was one of the most loving. 
 
    “You’re my father,” I said. “Of course I forgive you.” 
 
    “And, by the way, he saved my ass,” Richard said. “Your father killed a Sinner with his bare hands. If that’s not badass, I don’t know what is!” 
 
    We all shared a tension-breaking laugh at that, even my father, though his laugh was more like a wheeze. 
 
    “I suppose I am pretty badass.” 
 
    We all laughed at that. It was the first time I had ever heard my father swear, and it couldn’t have come at a better time. 
 
    But for now, as much as I was happy to see my father safe, there was someone else I wanted to be around a little bit more. 
 
    “Richard,” I said. 
 
    I walked over to him, expecting him to give me a nice hug. Instead, he lifted me in his arms, spun me around, and kissed me gently. 
 
    “Not in front of my Dad!” I whispered into his ear. 
 
    “I don’t care,” Richard said, not whispering himself. “Let the world know our love for each other. It’s going to happen more in front of him and a lot more people someday, anyway.” 
 
    I tried not to let my mind go immediately where it did: to the day when I’d wear a white gown and walk down the aisle. It was too early to say anything about that. 
 
    But then again, it had probably been too early to say we loved each other, and we had already done that. Maybe we didn’t need time; maybe we didn’t need to go slow. Maybe we were just right for each other and we just needed to move into it accordingly. 
 
    “I need to go to the hospital now,” my father said as Richard gently put me down. “My wife will accompany me. I will make sure that everyone else has left the place.” 
 
    “We’ll also need to leave,” Richard said. “This place is a crime scene, unfortunately. The LVPD will have to make a sweep of it. But I can take Natasha home.” 
 
    It was so obvious what was going to happen when we got back; I didn’t think that there was any way Richard could have said it without basically screaming “I’m going to bang your daughter.” But instead of reacting with a scowl or in any other negative expression, my father instead nodded, extended his hand, and shook firmly with Richard. 
 
    “You are a good man, Richard,” my father said. “I misjudged you. I vow to do my best not to interfere in your relationship.” 
 
    “And I, in turn, vow never to give you a reason to interfere,” Richard said. 
 
    “I know you won’t, Richard. I know you won’t.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It took a little longer to clear out than we had expected, just because the police had to interrogate us and ask us a few questions. Though my parents headed to the hospital just moments after, we wound up staying and talking to the cops for another twenty minutes before we finally got on the bike. 
 
    But Lord, when I finally did get on Richard’s bike, I didn’t think I’d ever felt happier and freer in my life than at that moment. Just an hour or so before, the motorcycle had stood for something very different—a loss of dignity, a loss of self, and even possibly a loss of life. And yet here I was now, giddily laughing while I held on to Richard’s tight body. 
 
    My dad was right to recognize that it wasn’t the motorcycle that made the man; it was the man that made the man. Both Scar and Richard, in fact, owned Harleys, and though I didn’t know the first thing about individual models, they all felt the same. And yet, for all the power both commanded over their rides, they could not have felt more different. 
 
    I held onto Richard for protection, yes, but also because I was drawn to him. I loved him—I didn’t feel guilty about saying that. Was it early? Maybe. I knew I hadn’t said those three words to anyone except my college boyfriend, and that took me eight months to say. 
 
    But that boyfriend had never saved my life. The most he’d done was comfort me while I was sick. In the span of just a couple of weeks, Richard had shown a level of care that was only matched, of all people, by my father. And Richard managed to do it without the overbearing, controlling nature that my father sometimes wielded over my life. 
 
    When we pulled up to my house, I took a second to run inside and collapse to the couch. I wanted to relish the simple things—still having my sanity. Still having my dignity. Still having the ability to rest on my couch without flashing back to what had happened. I’d surely remember this day for as long as I lived, but instead of a dark, disturbing ending that would have scarred me for life, I had the happy ending that saw my man rescue me from the clutches of the devil. The angel had won. 
 
    “You OK?” Richard said as he entered the house and shut the door. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” I said, giving two thumbs up. “I’ve just… I don’t know if you know this, but I’ve had a really wild day.” 
 
    “Really?” Richard said as he took off his boots and his jacket. “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “Well, you ever see those movies where the girl gets captured, and the knight has to make a daring rescue?”  
 
    “Hmm, well, I’m not much of a movie guy, but I know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Oh, well, I had an experience like that today,” I said, sitting up and kicking my heels off. “And you know what? It wasn’t a knight in shining armor, but it was a badass on a shining bike that saved me.” 
 
    “Sounds like quite the gentleman,” Richard said as he stood before me, his hand extended. “What’s his name?” 
 
    I crawled forward on the couch as if moving to take his hand… only to instead grab at his belt and start unbuckling it. 
 
    “Richard Peters,” I said seductively. “And by the way, in case you think I’ve forgotten what was supposed to go down when you were first supposed to come here…” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Richard asked, even as I continued to work to remove his pants. “With the day you’ve had, I would understand if you want something more low-key or more—” 
 
    “Hey,” I said as I whipped his belt out, snapping it before his face. “Shut up. I know exactly what I want.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” he said, a hint of excitement in his voice. “Because you let me do what I want, and you may just not be sure of what hit you.” 
 
    “Richard, don’t make me tell you again,” I said as I unbuttoned his pants. “I—” 
 
    He was a man of his word. 
 
    He grabbed me, lifted me up, and pulled me in for a kiss. Oh, fuck, I loved how he took control like that! 
 
    I had no weird feelings about it. This was very different from anything Scar would have done—that was entirely involuntary, and I had no control. This was entirely submissive, and there was only one thing I needed to establish. 
 
    “The safe word,” I gasped, “is Saint.” 
 
    Richard nodded. He then continued to kiss me, leading me by the neck and pushing me up against the wall. He ripped—and I mean literally ripped—my dress and underwear, getting me naked within seconds. Though my hands were free, I felt like I had no control over my own body. I was entirely Richard’s to do as he pleased—which, it turned out, meant pleasing me. 
 
    Still holding me against the wall, he went to his knees and started to lick and suck on my pussy. I was already soaking wet, and now I was practically dripping with pleasure. I put one leg over his shoulder as my other leg shook and quivered, barely able to withstand the onslaught of pleasure rushing through my body. I grabbed his head with both hands, as much a way to balance myself as to show my affection for him. 
 
    His cunnilingus was far more aggressive than before. His tongue moved rapidly and quickly, his sucking was forceful, and his fingers went in me with such aggression that I screamed when he got them in. 
 
    “Richard! Oh, my God!” 
 
    But that didn’t stop him. Instead, it encouraged him to become more aggressive. His free hand squeezed my thigh, then ran up my body and pinched my breasts. Oh, how I cried, how I moaned, and how I gasped! 
 
    The first orgasm hit basically within two minutes. I usually didn’t orgasm standing up, but the sheer force with which Richard attacked my pussy made that all but impossible. My legs tightened around his head when I came, but that only seemed to encourage him to go harder. 
 
    When he rose, he pushed my face into the wall, kissing my lips and putting pressure on me. My hands worked to grab his cock and furiously stroked, not even yet getting his boxers off. I looked down at his thick cock as he bit my neck, and I started to go down. 
 
    But before I got all the way down, he again grabbed me and lifted me up. 
 
    “You do it my way,” he growled. “I’m in charge here.” 
 
    Oh, fuck yes, you are. 
 
    He spun me around and slapped my ass hard with both hands, leaving red marks on my cheeks. He came up behind and pinched both breasts. I bit my lip and squeezed my eyes shut. 
 
    Then, only briefly, he took a step back so he could get inside me. 
 
    But that was just the prelude to some of the most aggressive pounding I had ever taken in my life. I put my hands on the wall, again to support myself, knowing that my legs were bound to give out at any moment. My ass shook, my tits bounced, and guttural moans were the only thing that came from my throat. His thick, long, bulging cock filled me in its entirety. 
 
    I wanted his cum. I wanted it to fill me. I’d live with whatever consequences came my way. I wasn’t on the pill, but with Richard, that didn’t matter. I’d found my man and fuck whatever fears there may have been. If I got pregnant, there was no one I’d rather have as the father than Richard. 
 
    “Oh, fuck, Richard,” I managed to get out at one point, to which he just responded with more grunts. 
 
    Then, somehow, he reached forward and moved me to the stairs. He grabbed me as he continued to ram me from behind, and the lightheaded high that followed was among the best that I had ever felt in my life. Orgasm number two hit then, and it hit so hard that I was on the verge of uttering the safe word. 
 
    But whether by coincidence or by Richard paying attention, he let up ever so slightly, letting me catch my breath… before he carried me up the stairs, pressed me again against the wall, but this time with me facing him. 
 
    “I fucking love you,” he growled as he put himself inside me. 
 
    He must have pulled himself out and inserted himself at least three times by that point, and yet every time he reentered, it was like a renewed rush of pleasure. I could feel his cock swelling and knew he wasn’t for much longer, but that didn’t fucking matter. The previous ten minutes or so of sex had blown my mind. I was going to feel sore just in the immediate aftermath. 
 
    “I want your fucking cum, Richard,” I said. “Come inside me, baby, yeah, yeah!” 
 
    Richard responded with the kind of deepening, more intense grunting that came when he was just right on the edge. Just a few more thrusts… 
 
    “Fucking come, Richard,” I said. “Give it to me!” 
 
    “Fuck! Natasha! Oh, fuck, so close!” 
 
    “Don’t stop, baby, don’t stop, don’t—” 
 
    A surprise third orgasm washed over me just as I felt his cock pulse, swell, and explode inside of me. I felt the warm rush of his seed running up in me, and I moaned at both the pleasure of my own orgasm and the sensational feeling of his cock coming into me. I bit into his neck as I quivered all over, more relying on the wall and Richard’s arms to hold me up than my own body. 
 
    When we finally both came down, I couldn’t stand on my own two feet. I gently slid to the ground, naked and on my carpet. Richard stood in place, standing like a statue, his cock slowly coming down from full stiffness. 
 
    “My God,” I said, catching my breath. 
 
    My entire body felt like it had just had a week-long vacation at the world’s greatest spa and massage parlor. None of my muscles flared; they all seemed to perfectly settle into some gentle, relaxed state. They no longer quivered or shook, for that required energy—instead, they remained at ease. 
 
    “Richard…” 
 
    Not even my vocal cords seemed to have much energy, as I found myself panting just to say Richard’s name. He finally squatted down and sat by me, though his own body seemed to struggle to support his own weight. 
 
    And then he rolled over, found my lips, and gave a kiss I could barely pucker my lips up to. 
 
    “I’m not going to stop loving you until the day you die.” 
 
    “Aww, Richard—” 
 
    “And even then, I’ll keep loving you,” he said. “You know why?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I still didn’t have the physical energy to move my body, but my mind was alert, curious, yearning, and excited to hear what Richard would say. 
 
    “Because in all my life, I have never met someone whom I clicked with so quickly and so easily,” he said. “I have never met someone whom I had chemistry with in every sense of the word. I have never met someone whom I could take on any type of date and have her be happy. But for all these nevers, none matters as much as the simple fact that I had never met you before this.” 
 
    I cooed and almost cried at the sweetness of his words. 
 
    “I’m sorry I punched your father in the face, but—” 
 
    I laughed. I mean, how ridiculous did that sound? Who else did I know that had fought their girlfriend’s fathers in the literal sense of the word to have their love? I sure didn’t. 
 
    “Sorry, just… it’s all crazy.” 
 
    “It is,” Richard said with a chuckle. “But the craziness is what makes this special. Think of all we’ve gotten through and all we’ve survived to get to this point. And yet here we are, still together.” 
 
    He gave me another kiss. 
 
    “If we can get through what we did, I know we can get through anything else,” Richard said. “So that’s why I said that I’ll keep loving you. Because there’s nothing that’s going to ever prevent me from loving you.” 
 
    “Oh, baby.” 
 
    Finally, his words giving me the strength, I sat up and kissed him. I held his cheeks with my hands, making sure I gave him the fullest kiss possible. If I could, I would have frozen time and held that kiss forever. 
 
    “There’s nothing that’s going to stop me from loving you, either.” 
 
    And so it was and would be, I knew. We’d had instant chemistry, survived seemingly insurmountable obstacles, overcome a literal near-death experience, and found ourselves still together. This was not just a beautiful moment. 
 
    It was a beautiful beginning of what I felt was sure to be happily ever after. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    
 “I understand. Thanks for talking to me. Hopefully we can talk again soon.” 
 
    I hung up the phone shortly after, standing in the meeting room just a few days after our run-in with the Sinners and my full confession of love to Natasha. We were now officially dating, as if that was something that needed to be handled. In the world of Natasha and Richard, things were absolutely perfect. 
 
    But in the world of the Sinners, we had some issues we needed to address. They were going to come after us with much more aggression; knowing Scar, such strikes were not only inevitable, but coming very soon. We’d gotten lucky in that Scar had not struck at us since the attempted robbery of the Sokolov house, but I knew we couldn’t rely on there being delays much longer. Their attacks were going to become better coordinated; their men were going to be better trained, and their plans were going to become more ambitious. 
 
    We had held our funeral for Black Falcon on Tuesday, skipping our normal evening of celebration for a day of mourning and appreciating what he had done. The search had begun for a fifteenth member, a search that usually began with a list of interested people whom we said we’d reach out to when the time was right. But I couldn’t help but wonder if we would soon need to also look for a sixteenth, a twentieth, maybe even a fiftieth member. The club had always thrived on the tradition of being small and intimate, but changing times mandated a changing approach. 
 
    For now, though, I was content to keep our group at fifteen. I also had what I hoped was a kind of an ace in the hole, but the phone call I had just made told me that I needed to do some work. It wasn’t going to just materialize as I had imagined it would. 
 
    Fortunately, I had the courage and the support of Natasha to help me get through such hard work. 
 
    I heard someone enter first, and, expecting Mama, I chortled. 
 
    “Aren’t you happy you don’t have to worry about my love life anymore?” I said. 
 
    “Uh, wow, I didn’t worry about it in the first place.” 
 
    I turned and had my jaw drop when I saw Barber standing there with a chuckle. 
 
    “Dude, my bad.” 
 
    “Don’t be worried,” he said. “As it is right now, I’ve got my eye on someone. I think… I think it might be someone.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” I said. 
 
    And then I remembered Barber’s tendencies. 
 
    “It’s one of our girls, isn’t it?” 
 
    Barber, taking a deep breath, said, “Well…” 
 
    “Say no more,” I said with a laugh. “You know the rules. Just be good to her and treat her well.” 
 
    “I know, I’m aware,” Barber said. “I’m not Dom.” 
 
    “Say what?” Dom said, walking in. 
 
    “Not with that approach!” Pork yelled before Mama slapped him from behind. 
 
    “I can see that the club is back to its normal ways,” I said with a laugh, but I really appreciated that fact. 
 
    Because with the challenge ahead of us with the Degenerate Sinners, we had to be on top of our game and as cohesive as we’d ever been. Without that cohesiveness, we’d get run over by numbers alone. 
 
    “Alright, you said you had some news, Richard?” Mama said. 
 
    “I do,” I said as everyone took their seats. 
 
    I took a deep breath. 
 
    “I’ve reached out to the Savage Saints in Green Hills for help.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Accidental Forever (Sneak Peak) 
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    Chapter 1: Jessica 
 
    
Jessica had been sitting in the lobby for over half an hour with nearly twenty other girls around her age waiting for the chance to audition for a role that she didn’t even want. She’d already cycled through her normal pre-audition doubts. How will I pay my rent this month if I don’t land this job? What if I’m not a good enough actor to get a better role than this? Why did I pick this outfit when I know peach washes me out? Why did I study for four years in college if I’m still not going to get the jobs I want?  
 
    Before she could open up the job site that she frequently looked at but never quite got up the nerve to use to leave show business behind forever, a short man with a clipboard stepped into the lobby from a hallway. 
 
    “Jessica?” he called, and she gathered up her portfolio and stood.  
 
    “That’s me,” she said, forcing a smile for the man and dropping it as soon as he turned around expressionlessly.  
 
    “You know the drill,” he assumed. “The auditioners have your resume and your headshots. Here’s your script,” he said, handing her a short monologue, “and they’ll tell you when to start singing.” Jessica paled.  
 
    “Singing?” she echoed incredulously. “I didn’t know this was a singing role. I don’t know how to read music; I don’t sing.” 
 
    The short man rolled his eyes, his expression mean and uncaring. “Well,” he shrugged, “that ain’t my problem.” She must’ve looked particularly distraught, because just before he opened the door, he hummed a little tune, so quietly she almost couldn’t hear it. “I’ve heard it like fifteen times today,” he sighed. “Good luck.” Desperately playing it over and over in her head, she thanked him and walked through the open door to stand in front of three other men, all in cheap suits, sitting at a long table. None of them looked up at her when she entered.  
 
    “I’m Jessica Owens,” she began, pausing for a greeting that didn’t come. “I’m twenty-three, graduated from University of—” 
 
    “We’ve got your resume, sweetheart,” one of the men said in a tone dripping with condescension. “You can just go ahead and begin whenever you’d like.” 
 
    Jessica flushed bright pink, hoping that her embarrassment wouldn’t be too obvious, and began to read the paper she’d been handed at the door with put-on, chipper enthusiasm.  
 
    “Juniper brand frozen fish sticks are the only kind that this choosy mom buys for her hungry teenagers. With real, GMO-free ingredients, Juniper is—” 
 
    “That’s good,” the second man cut her off. She looked up and smiled, which he didn’t return, and nodded. “Now for the singing.” Jessica took a deep breath and sang the jingle, barely managing to keep the grimace of embarrassment out of her voice as she trilled quickly through the song.  
 
    “Fine,” the third man said when she’d finished, “great. You did well. We’ve got your number, and we’ll be in touch.” 
 
    Despite feeling like she hadn’t even really been any throughout the audition, Jessica forced a polite, “thank you for your time!” before she exited out the back door, not wanting to risk running into the man from the lobby again, especially if he’d been able to hear her sing. In the sunlight of the early afternoon, she felt a little lighter, almost like she hadn’t just wasted another day fighting for a job that she didn’t even want. She opened her phone to a text from her best friend, Marissa, and the first genuine smile of the morning crept over her face.  
 
    “Lunch, 12:00, Little Mama’s Bistro,” she read aloud to herself. It was an invitation that, in true Marissa fashion, hadn’t even offered the option to decline, so she flagged down a taxi and headed into town to meet her. 
 
    By the time Jessica arrived at the restaurant, Marissa was already situated in their usual corner booth and had already ordered two glasses of their favorite wines. One was sitting in front of her, half-drank, and the other was at the unoccupied seat, surprisingly untouched. She smiled when she spotted Jessica and waved her over to the table.  
 
    "Jessica," she greeted cheerfully, moving her purse out of Jessica’s seat. "How did your audition go?"  
 
    Without answering, she picked up the glass of wine, emptying half in a few seconds. Marissa quirked one eyebrow at her in amusement.  
 
    "That bad?" she asked.  
 
    "Worse," Jessica replied. "I had to sing, and I know there's going to be some kind of skimpy costume involved." she shuddered at the thought. "I don't even want this job, but I can't find anything else locally, and I need the money." 
 
    Marissa, who had been a paralegal at a major law firm for over three years now, rolled her eyes. "You know that I can help you out if you need cash," she offered, not for the first time. It was an offer that Jessica appreciated, of course, but one that never became any less awkward.  
 
    “No,” she declined, as she always did, “I can make it. I’ve got a little savings, anyway—I just really don’t want to dip into it.” She sighed, swirling the wine around and watching the glass tint purple. “Why does it feel like everyone else our age is buying houses and getting married?” 
 
    Marissa laughed, clearly already a little tipsy but not letting that stop her from sipping more of her wine. “I’m not married,” she contradicted, showing her naked left hand as evidence, “and I’m not even looking to be. I think you’re being a little hard on yourself.” 
 
    Jessica shrugged. “Maybe,” she admitted. “But even if you’re not married, you’re working in your dream career. You’ve got so much going for you.” 
 
    “Hey,” Marissa said, her tone sobering, “you’ve got things going for you, too.” 
 
    “I’ve got fish sticks, if I’m lucky,” she deadpanned, unable to keep her face straight as Marissa giggled. Before she could change the subject to something a little less self-deprecating, her phone began to buzz in her purse. “Speak of the devil,” Jessica said when her agent’s number popped up on the screen. She slid her finger across the screen to answer.  
 
    “You got it,” Jessica’s agent, Kim, began, not wasting any time with pleasantries. “The Juniper ad. They just called and said they wanted you.” 
 
    “Yay,” Jessica said unenthusiastically. “When’s the shoot?” 
 
    “This weekend,” Kim replied. “I’ve got to run, but I’ll email you all you need to know.” 
 
    She hung up without another word, and once Jessica had put her phone away, Marissa was leaning forward expectantly.  
 
    “I got the job,” she near-whined.  
 
    “Wow,” Marissa laughed, “don’t get too excited.” 
 
    Jessica sat back in her seat, running a hand through her hair. “Sometimes I think I should just give up on the acting thing in general,” she confessed.  
 
    Marissa frowned. “Jessica,” she reasoned, “come on. You’re just stressed because you’re not getting the roles you want. This has been your dream since we were kids.” 
 
    Jessica groaned. She was right about that much—Jessica had been dreaming of becoming an actor since before she’d even met Marissa in second grade. In every school production, Jessica had played the lead, one of the only students that didn’t dread the holiday concerts, excellent at giving presentations. All her teachers had told her parents that she was destined for the spotlight, and Jessica had thrived on that attention. She’d gone to a highly competitive college with a world-famous conservatory.  
 
    None of it, now, seemed like it had been worth it.  
 
    “To hell with wine,” Marissa declared, flagging down a young waiter, “you need chocolate. Can we get a slice of devil’s food cake? With extra ice cream?”  
 
    It was rare that Jessica broke her strict diet to eat something so filled with sugar and fat, but when Marissa was right, she was right. Chocolate would make her feel better right about now.  
 
    “Okay,” Jessica said, taking a deep breath, “enough feeling sorry for myself. You’ve got to pay your dues, right? That’s all.” 
 
    Marissa nodded emphatically. “Exactly,” she agreed. “Jessica, you’re the most talented person I know. You’re an amazing actor, and you’re smart and resourceful. It’s only a matter of time before you make it big. You just have to stick with it.” 
 
    Jessica couldn’t help but smile. “We’ll see, I guess,” she said, picking up her fork as the waiter, a cute college-aged guy, set the chocolate cake on the table in front of them, deliberately and exaggeratedly not making eye contact as he shuffled pointedly away. “What was that all about?” she accused, and Marissa grinned.  
 
    “I have no idea,” she disclaimed innocently. “However, it might have something to do with the fact that I took him home with me last time we ate here?” 
 
    Jessica nearly choked on her cake. “Marissa!” she guffawed. “I thought we agreed you weren’t going to do that anymore! It took us months to find a new place to eat after you and the Pizzaro’s guy hooked up.”  
 
    “I told you I was getting something tasty to-go,” she shrugged. “Learn to read between the lines, Jess.” Jessica half-laughed, half-groaned. “Besides, that’s how people meet these days!”  
 
    “It is not,” Jessica argued firmly.  
 
    “I think you’re jealous,” Marissa accused, “because you’re not getting any.” 
 
    “Please,” Jessica rolled her eyes. “I’ve got way more important things to worry about than my love life.” 
 
    “You’re only saying that because it’s nonexistent,” Marissa teased. Jessica set her fork down, noticing that she’d already eaten almost half the cake, and shoved the plate away from her. “You never get out anymore.” 
 
    “Maybe I just don’t tell you about it,” Jessica fabricated. “I could have a wild social life outside of you, and you’d be none the wiser.” 
 
    Marissa kicked at her under the table. “Right,” she laughed. “You, the person who goes to bed at ten every night and reads entire book series over the weekends, are a full-blown party animal. I’m sorry I ever doubted you.” 
 
    Despite knowing that Marissa was joking, Jessica couldn’t help but feel a little self-conscious about the insinuation. Had her life really become that boring and predictable? The problem was, she decided, that instead of working just one job and having free time afterward, she spent almost every minute of her life either auditioning for roles or searching for new roles for which to audition. Even the jobs she did land were short, low-paying gigs, so she never was able to get too comfortable. It was part of the reason she declined every date she was asked on, and that was part of the reason she sometimes wondered if having a chance at her dream job was even worth all the effort.  
 
    
As she set her alarm for seven the next morning, she noticed a red notification over her email app and clicked on it. Expecting the information about the commercial from her agent, Jessica’s jaw nearly dropped when she read the name of the sender: Nora Thatch, one of the most famous publicity agents in the business. She represented all the biggest drama and sitcom stars but was famous for being extremely selective in her clientele and not wasting her time on anyone who hadn’t had at least one major movie in their resume. So why, Jessica wondered, was she contacting her? 
 
    “Hello, Ms. Owens,” she murmured aloud, speeding through the pleasantries, “we haven’t met, but I’m assuming you know who I am. My client, Jace Oliver, whom you’ve worked with, has requested to meet with you to discuss a prospective opportunity that could benefit both of you.” 
 
    Jace Oliver, the famous daytime-TV doctor? Jessica blinked in surprise, reading the line over again. That couldn’t possibly be right. She’d worked with him once, sure, but it was years ago. In what was still the most impressive role her agent had landed her, Jessica had played a terminally ill patient on Jace’s medical soap opera Code Blue, where his hardened, bad-boy doctor character had fallen in love with her sweet dying-girl cliché in the three episodes before her tragic death. She hadn’t even had a conversation with the guy when the cameras weren’t rolling. What could he possibly want? 
 
    “If you’d like to know more, we should meet at The Villa Cafe tomorrow at five,” she continued. “The reservation is already made. Let me know what you think.” It couldn’t be real, Jessica decided. It was spam, or a prank.  
 
    However, that doubt wasn’t enough to prevent her from replying to the email and telling Nora she’d see her tomorrow, nor enough to keep her from being too excited to sleep. Tomorrow was going to be a long day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2: Jace 
 
    
It wasn’t often that Jace Oliver wrapped up the end of recording an episode of Code Blue without greeting fans and adding pictures to his social media. Really, ever since he’d become a regular, then the main character, on America’s most beloved daytime hospital show, his media presence had become a ritual, integral to keeping his ego properly inflated, and save for promisingly slutty dates or important auditions for “better” roles, he almost never missed a chance to take a few selfies with the fans (mostly college-aged women or older housewives, the former being his favorite despite the latter being more devoted) and allow some paparazzi to snap a few pictures of him signing autographs on his way to his trailer.  
 
    Today, however, Jace left out the back door of the studio to avoid being seen, sneaking directly to his trailer without so much as chatting with his costars. As he expected, his agent, Nora Thatch, was waiting for him, sitting on his couch with perfect, stiff posture, her attention trained to her phone until he shut the door behind him. He tugged his shoulder-length blond hair out of the surgical cap that he’d had it in for the second-to-last episode of the series and began wiping off the studio makeup with cotton wipes.  
 
    “Nora, sweetheart,” he greeted blandly, the nickname more of a habit than a pleasantry after so many years of friendship, “tell me you’ve got good news.” 
 
    She finished whatever she was writing before she looked up at him over the brim of her glasses, her expression unreadable. “About what?” she asked carefully. Jace had only asked her to do two things: to get him an audition with any one of the award-winning directors on the list he’d given her and to track down “that girl from season three,” but since none of the directors had replied to her, she knew that it was safer to manage Jace’s expectations. A disappointed Jace was not only unpleasant, but, historically, a PR nightmare.  
 
    Jace glared at her impatiently, a look to which she was immune after so many years of working with him.  
 
    “Fine,” Nora sighed. “Partially, yes. I’ve yet to hear back from directors, but Miss Owens has agreed to meet me for dinner tonight.” She watched expressionlessly as he changed out of his always-clean costume scrubs and into a button-down shirt. Shirtless, all his tattoos were exposed, not just the sleeves of blue and black ink that ran down his arms. He caught her staring at them and began to rub his thumb over the ones on the back of his left hand, something he’d been doing more often lately.  
 
    “You know, these were my biggest mistake,” he admitted sadly. “If I’d known how hard it was for an actor with tattoos to get any role but a biker brother or a nightmare prom date, I’d never have gotten them. They were basically career suicide.” Nora shook her head. 
 
    “Maybe for some guys,” she argued, “but those guys don’t have me as their agent. Jace, I keep telling you this: it’s just a matter of changing your image. You were the young, rough rebel that everyone loved to hate. But you’re nearly thirty now, and people are starting to notice. With Code Blue ending this month, this is the perfect time to show people who you want to be. Jessica is going to help with that, I hope.” 
 
    Jace nodded, sliding his arms into a sports coat and switching into pressed black pants, a change from the jeans and an old band shirt that he normally wore out of the studio.  
 
    “Plans tonight?” Nora asked, half curious, half fearful. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jace said, “I thought about it, and I think it’d be better if I’m the one to meet with—what’s her name again?” 
 
    Nora tried to hide her grimace. “Jessica,” she supplied, “but are you sure that’s a good idea? You’re not exactly the… most convincing guy on Earth, and you barely even know her name.” 
 
    Jace flashed her a winning smile, one which never failed to turn her cheeks pink despite her commitment to professionalism. “I can be charming when I want to be,” he argued lightly. She had to admit; he looked dashing, absolutely ready to sweep an unsuspecting young woman off her feet. “I think it’ll be more realistic if I’m the one to ask, especially if anyone sees us.” 
 
    Knowing that it was futile to try to convince him otherwise, Nora simply stood aside and opened the trailer door for him, fixing a few stray hairs as he passed. “If you say so,” she caved, fighting the urge to roll her eyes. “If she says no, I’m not cleaning up the mess.” 
 
    Jace smirked deviously. “That won’t be necessary, anyway,” he reassured. “Now, if you’ll excuse me; I have a girl to propose to.” 
 
    
Nora had specifically chosen a restaurant that would be too expensive to be completely packed on a weeknight so that she could have a quiet meeting with Jessica, but to Jace, it looked less like privacy and more like an empty theater. While he still wasn’t sure whether this girl—Jessica, he reminded himself—would agree to his (well, technically Nora’s) plan, he couldn’t imagine a scenario in which she would say no. What he was about to offer her was a once in a lifetime opportunity, the kind of arrangement that most girls around Jessica’s age grew up fantasizing about. She’d have to be stupid to do anything but accept.  
 
    As he walked through the doors of the cafe, his phone buzzed in his pocket with a text from Nora.  
 
    The reservation is under my name.  
 
    Jace approached the server at the front of the house and watched as she practically melted in front of him.  
 
    “I have a reservation for two under Nora Thatch,” he said smoothly, and she nodded wordlessly, fumbling with the menus and practically tripping over her own feet with nerves as she led him through the dining room and out another door onto the terrace.  
 
    Jessica won’t be expecting you. Go easy on her. Remember, the contract is in your pocket, and don’t forget to have her sign it. Good luck. 
 
    Jace put his phone away without so much as a reply and looked up from the screen for the first time. The patio area was gorgeous, lit ambiently with fairy lights and a candle on each table. The table was simple, metal with a white tablecloth and covered with an umbrella. It was clear that Nora had rented out the entire wing of the place, because all the other tables had been put away, leaving only one in the dead center of the terrace, surrounded by plants and overlooking the fountain. While it wasn’t quite the kind of money-flashing expensive place he’d have selected, it was clear that the restaurant was a romantic place, even if this was nearly the opposite of a romantic occasion.  
 
    So caught up in looking around, Jace didn’t realize that Jessica hadn’t arrived yet. If he were the kind of man who ever wasted time doubting himself, he’d be nervous right now, but he wasn’t. Instead of allowing himself to worry, he pulled out one chair and sat in it, taking the menu from the waitress who was avoiding eye contact with him in the failed hopes that he wouldn’t notice how star struck she was.  
 
    “Can I get you something to drink?” she asked in a weak, flustered voice. He didn’t look up at her as he closed the menu she offered him.  
 
    “Your most popular craft beer for me,” he said, “and a glass of your most expensive wine for my date.” The young woman nodded, writing furiously as if she might forget even such a simple order in the time it would take to relay it to the bar. As the waitress shuffled off, Jace turned his attention to his phone until he heard the patio door open once more. He glanced up in time to see the look of shock on Jessica’s face, the small step backward that nearly had her high-heel shoe catch on the stair she’d just come down. She was dressed nicely, but not in a way that suggested that she was about to have the biggest offer of her entire career handed to her on a silver platter—she wore a pale blue dress that cut off just above her knee, her hair curled into ringlets and tied up.  
 
    “Oh, my God,” she breathed. She looked for a moment as if she might be spooked enough to run off like a wild deer, but as he watched her chest fall with a steadying breath, so too did he watch her choose to stand her ground and adopt a more confident posture. “You’re… not Nora,” she noted lamely, and Jace forced a laugh.  
 
    “An astute observation,” he drawled, forcing a literal award-winning smile. “No, I’m—” 
 
    “Jace Oliver,” she cut him off, taking a few tentative steps forward. “I know who you are. What I’m confused about is how you know who I am.” 
 
    Jace faked a pout. “Aw, Jessica,” he teased, “it’s been years since we last spoke, sure, but I’m offended you don’t remember. We worked together.” 
 
    Shaking her head as if it would allow the pieces of this puzzle that weren’t fitting together to fall in place, she backpedaled. “Of course I remember that,” she said. “The Dr. Damion and Vanessa plot of Code Blue.” Nora had sent him her headshot, otherwise he never would have recognized her again, but she didn’t need to know that, so he gave an exaggerated relieved sigh.  
 
    “That’s better,” he chuckled. “Well, are you just going to stand here, or would you like to have a seat?” 
 
    Jessica flushed pink. “I’d love to,” she declined, “but I’m supposed to meet someone here tonight.” His smile was dangerously blinding.  
 
    “I know,” he argued. “Nora wasn’t available tonight, so I decided to take her place. I hope it’s all the same to you.” The way her ears turned red let him know it was not, in fact, the same to her, but that she wasn’t too upset about it. She sheepishly crossed the terrace to sit in front of him, immediately opening the wine menu just as the waitress returned and set Jace’s beer in front of him and a glass of deep red wine in front of Jessica, who quirked an eyebrow. 
 
    “You ordered for me?” she asked, smirking when he nodded.  
 
    “Bold choice,” she admitted. “What if I don’t like red?” 
 
    He sat forward to rest his folded arms on the table. “You’re welcome to order whatever you’d like,” he replied, unflinching. Without breaking the tense eye contact, she picked up the glass and took a breath in and a sip, looking pleased, and Jace smiled triumphantly.  
 
    “So,” Jessica shook herself out of the flirtatious moment and seemed to realize just where she was and who she was with, “I’m guessing that since your agent isn’t here, I’m not being offered a role.”  
 
    “Not quite,” he admitted, “but you’re not too far off.” Her disappointed look shifted to one of tentative optimism, then slight impatience. “I do have a proposal for you.” 
 
    Jessica nodded, waiting for him to continue. “Well?” she pressed. “What kind of proposal is it? A cameo on a new show? Vanessa’s twin sister on Code Blue?” 
 
    “Actually,” he said, “it’s a marriage proposal,” he replied. Jessica blinked three times rapidly, hearing but not processing the words.  
 
    “Yeah,” she smiled humorlessly, “you’re a damn lunatic. I’m going to go.” Jace reached out to grab her wrist as she stood, which she jerked away indignantly. 
 
    “At least give me a chance to explain,” he reasoned, watching her weigh her options heavily before reluctantly sitting back down, giving him pointed, sharp eye contact. 
 
    “You have two minutes to convince me you’re not messing with me,” she caved. He smiled. A guy like Jace could do a lot in two minutes.  
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