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  PROLOGUE


  THEN – Pippa


  A warm hand strokes over my skin, awakening me from my sleep. My eyes flutter open and I expect to see my sister, Santana, leaning over me and smiling, letting me know that everything is okay and that we’re going to find a home where we can feel safe once more. Instead, I see Kennedy. He’s staring down at me, his eyes sad and his mouth in a hard line.


  “Pippa,” he says softly, even though his voice is rough like sandpaper.


  “Where’s Tana?” I squeak, rolling from my soft bed and sitting up.


  “She’s . . . listen, Pippa, I have to take you somewhere. You need to trust me, okay?”


  Fear swells in my chest, and I stare at the man who took my sister and I from the streets. He always liked Santana better than me, but I know it’s because she’s so beautiful. He probably just thinks I’m a little child. Maybe I am. I don’t mind being by myself when he’s giving her attention, because anything is better than being cold on the streets.


  “I don’t want to go anywhere,” I tell Kennedy. “I just want to wait for Tana.”


  “Santana is . . . busy right now. You need to trust and come with me.”


  “Kennedy . . .” I shake my head. “I don’t want to.”


  He looks away, his jaw tight. “I’m sorry for what I have to do right now, Pippa. Forgive me.”


  The door busts open and three men come in. They’re big, so horribly big. I scramble backwards on my bed, clutching my sheets to cover my tiny body. Then one, a scary one, steps forward with a smile on his face. His eyes are terrifying, his hair is dark, and he’s tall and lean. He horrifies me. There’s an air about him that makes me want to curl up and hide.


  “Hello there,” he says, stepping forward. “You must be Pippa.”


  Who is he? Why is he here? Is he a bad man? Is he one of the ones who were horrible to Kennedy? My heart pounds with fear. Why is Kennedy letting these men into his home? Where is Santana? What did he do to her?


  “Please,” I squeak. “Leave me alone.”


  He smiles again. “I won’t hurt you, dear girl. If you’ll come with me, this’ll be so much easier.”


  “I don’t want to go with you!” I cry. “I want Santana!”


  “Sadly,” the man says, lifting his hand and flicking his finger, “you don’t get a choice. Kennedy owes me, and you, dear, are his payment.”


  My eyes flick to Kennedy, and he hangs his head in shame, not looking at me. “Kennedy!” I cry. He doesn’t look up.


  The other two men step forward and I scurry backwards until my back hits the wall. The two men lean forward on the bed, and my heart is pounding as I desperately try to find a way out. I don’t want them to take me—not without Tana. My hands tremble with fear as I put them up in front of me. “Please,” I whisper.


  “It’ll be just fine, dear.”


  Then the two men reach out for me, curling their fingers around my tiny, thin arms. I scream and twist, kicking out and trying to stop them but they’re too strong. I call out over and over for Kennedy, but he doesn’t help. One leans forward with something in his hand, and a piece of material is put over my face. A terrible smell fills my nose and my eyes roll back into my head as my world spins.


  Then everything fades into darkness.


  CHAPTER ONE


  NOW – Pippa


  I’m watching Tyke from my place at the bar. He’s laughing, his beautiful face lit up. I can’t seem to tear my eyes away from him. I’m at the compound, spending time with Santana and her daughter, Molly. I adore spending time with my beautiful niece, who was meant to be a nephew. You can imagine Santana and Maddox’s shock when she came out, well, a she. I don’t mind, though. I adore having more family around, no matter the sex.


  In fact, I adore everyone here, at the Joker’s Wrath MC. When I first met the people Santana called family, I was terrified. They weren’t the kind of people I would have thought could make me feel safe, yet during my adjustment years, they did just that. They’ve been here for me, all of them. Especially Tyke.


  He’s my very best friend. The handsome, slightly broken biker caught my eye the moment I arrived at the compound after Santana and Maddox rescued me from Artreau’s grips. Tyke has a warm edge about him; he isn’t as brass and angry as the other members of the club. We sparked up a friendship, and it’s only developed since.


  It’s especially developed for me, because I’m in far deeper with Tyke than I’d like to admit. Our friendship is fresh, real and beautiful, but there’s something else in my heart for this man. Something intense that I can’t quite understand. The problem is, I’m the only one who feels it. Tyke has never indicated that he wants more, and I’m not going to risk losing the only friend I’ve ever had.


  And loved.


  He’s been here for me through thick and thin. Adjusting hasn’t been easy for me, and even now I find it hard to venture out into the world on my own. I work, which has helped me interact with people, but aside from that, the family at the Joker’s are the only people I trust, and even then I find it hard to find myself.


  I’m lonely. I’m the one they struggle to understand. The one they love, but don’t know what to do with. I don’t blame them; I’m not easy to understand. I can’t exactly expect them to take to me when I don’t know myself enough to give them something to hold on to. They deal, they smile, they include me . . . but I have been, and always will be, the outsider.


  “Earth to Pippa?”


  I jerk at the sound of Santana’s voice, and turn to see her standing with Molly tucked into her side. Molly is three now, and is the most gorgeous little girl I’ve ever met. She’s got the dark features of her momma, but she has her daddy’s eyes. Molly is somewhat of an exotic beauty. Her dark hair is lightly curled in perfect little ringlets and her eyes are as blue as the sky.


  I kneel down, “Hello, Molly girl.”


  “Aunty Pippa,” she says in her cute, tiny girl voice.


  “Are you being a good girl today?”


  She nods, her eyes bright.


  “That’s good, because if you keep being good, Mommy is going to let you come sleep over this weekend.”


  “I am?” Santana asks.


  I stand and smile at her. “Yes, you are. I’m not working, I’d love to have her.”


  Santana grins, only accentuating her exotic beauty. We’re so different, Santana and I, but she’s the most beautiful girl I’ve ever met. She says the same about me, declaring I’m the most beautiful girl she’s ever met. We’ve agreed to disagree. I think we just love each other so hard that we see nothing but beauty in one another.


  “Maddox would like it.” She smiles. “Molly has been somewhat of a handful.”


  “Never,” I say softly, staring down at my niece.


  “You just wait, Pippa.” She grins, then her eyes go towards Tyke and the subject quickly changes. “I really don’t like her. She is the wrong girl for him.”


  I huff out a breath and turn, staring at the beautiful blond woman Tyke has been dating for the past two months. Her name is Andi, and she’s not my kind of person. She’s arrogant and rude—only to me, of course. She doesn’t like the friendship Tyke and I have and she makes it known to me every chance she gets. To everyone else she is the picture of angelic behavior.


  “And the right girl is?” I question, still watching Tyke.


  “You, silly,” Santana says.


  My cheeks heat, and I whisper, “Stop it, Tana. You know Tyke and I are only friends.”


  She snorts. “Sure, Pippi, friends.”


  “It’s been years since I was saved, and he’s never even tried to make a move on me. We’re friends, Tana.”


  “Uh-huh,” she says, nodding, and turning her eyes back to Andi.


  I follow her gaze again, and let my eyes run over Tyke. He takes my breath away every single time I look at him. He’s one of the most stunning men I’ve ever met. Sure, Maddox, Krypt and Mack are all gorgeous, but they’re good looking in the rugged, grunting type of way. Tyke is different. He’s sweeter, yet equally as rough in his appearance.


  His russet-colored hair has grown out a little in the last few months, and is now hanging over his forehead. It has that perfectly messy look that makes it seem like he’s just rolled out of bed. His eyes are the most amazing mix of colors—dark brown with light chocolate flecks. His jaw is hard, square and entirely masculine. His body is big and hard and beautiful.


  As beautiful as him.


  As if he feels Santana and my stares, he turns. He smiles, a big, wide, gorgeous smile, and my heart flutters. Santana gives him a finger wave and I smile shyly. Tyke is one of the few people I trust as much as my sister. That’s just something we’ve developed over the years. He makes me feel safe. He feels a whole lot like home.


  He is slowly recovering from his leg injury, and is actually doing the exercises he’s been handed to make him regain strength. He was in a serious accident a few years before I was saved, and his legs were crushed. For years he lived with little to no feeling from the knees down, but these days he’s starting to regain some of that feeling back, though he still needs to spend some time in his chair, because he gets a lot of pain if he’s on his feet too long.


  I watch as Andi looks over to us, too, and she gives a sickly sweet, fake smile. “I want to smack that fake shit right off her face,” Santana grunts. “She thinks I can’t see through her, but I totally can.”


  “Tana, it isn’t our business,” I say under my breath.


  “She’s no good for him.”


  I sigh. “No, but that’s not our choice.”


  She doesn’t say any more, because Tyke and Andi are heading over, he’s leaning on her a little for balance. When they reach us, Tyke lets go of Andi’s hand and leans down, curling his fingers around the back of my neck like he always does, and kisses my forehead. His lips linger for a good long while, and I sigh at how amazing it feels to have contact with him.


  “How you doin’, little one?”


  He’s called me ‘little one’ for more than a year now. He said it’s because I’m the smallest woman he’s ever met. I know why that is—it’s because from a young age, I was starved of decent food, first when Santana and I were cast out onto the streets, and then when I was sold to Artreau. Because of that, my body didn’t grow the way most women’s do.


  I’m just over five foot tall, and no matter how much I eat, I can’t seem to hold weight. I’m not as skinny as I was when Santana saved me, but I don’t have any curves and I don’t like that. I’ve tried all types of products to gain weight, and they’ve worked, but I have come to accept the curvy part will just never happen.


  I tilt my head back and look up at Tyke. “Hi Tyke.”


  “I haven’t seen you around here for a few weeks. I called last night, you didn’t answer.”


  I flush. “I was sleeping. I worked until late.”


  He nods and gives me a gorgeous half-smile. A dimple pops out on his left cheek. “I’m free tonight. I’ll come around.”


  I love it when he comes around. I love it because of the way it makes me feel. When we’re together like that, nothing in the world scares me. He’s the only company I have, aside from Santana and Molly, and I love it. The outside world is still a frightening place for me, so I spend most of my time at home, or here. When Tyke is with me, though, I feel like I can do so much more.


  “That’d be great.”


  “But Tyke,” Andi says in her fake voice, “you and I were going to go out, remember?”


  “Shit,” Tyke mutters, giving me a sympathetic look. “She’s right. Sorry, little one.”


  I shrug, even though my heart is plummeting. This is the fourth time he’s told me he’s going to do something, but Andi has put a stop to it. I understand, really I do. I might not like her but she is his girlfriend, and I wouldn’t want that to happen to me if he was my boyfriend.


  “No matter,” I whisper. “I’m tired anyway.”


  Santana is watching this exchange with sad eyes. Before she has the chance to say anything, Maddox, Krypt and Mack enter the room. Molly squeals with delight, and charges towards Maddox. He grins, beautiful as always, and leans down, scooping his little girl into his arms. He kisses her face and she hangs onto him, giggling.


  They look perfect together: the little girl and her massive biker protector. The very thought makes me miss my own father. I push that down and keep a fake smile plastered on my face as the three men approach.


  “How’s it going, Pip?”


  This comes from Krypt. I give him a shy smile. “Good, Krypt. Thanks.”


  He smiles, and his eyes flicker to Santana. “Where’s Ash?”


  “She had to make a run to the store. Phoenix spilt paint on the floor.”


  His brows shoot up. “Paint?”


  She sighs. “Yep.”


  “How’s the new job, Pippa?” Mack asks.


  I turn and study him. Mack is Native American, and possibly one of the most handsome men I’ve met, outside of Tyke. He’s flawless, and rugged without having a single tattoo on his body. He doesn’t look as if he fits into the club, but he most certainly does.


  “It’s going good, Mack. Thanks.”


  “You working with some good people?”


  I nod. “As far as I know. I’m mostly on my own and I’m okay with that.”


  I started a job at a massive hotel about three months ago. I service all the rooms and clean. It’s not the best job in the world, but I’m studying on the side to do my basic schooling, and then I want to progress onto being a nurse, of course I need to come out of my shell a whole lot for that to happen, so right now it’s just a dream, maybe even a goal. I was taken at a young age, so my education was limited. I have no job experience and poor reading and writing skills, so I’m lucky to have gotten a job at all.


  “That’s good, kid.”


  “Well,” I say, sliding off my chair, “I just wanted to come by and say hello.”


  “Don’t be a stranger,” Maddox says, nudging me with his shoulder. “You know we like havin’ you around.”


  “Yeah,” I say, my eyes sliding to Tyke, who is studying me.


  “I’ll walk you out,” he says, dislodging his hand from Andi, who had been squeezing with fierce possession.


  “Okay, see you guys.”


  I get a heap of goodbyes, and then I take Tyke’s hand when he offers it. Andi glares at us, but he doesn’t seem to notice. He walks me outside of the compound and to my car, which everyone pitched in and bought for me when I started working. When we reach it, I lean my back against it and Tyke steps up in front of me, his intense brown eyes studying my face.


  “I’ve missed you, darlin’.”


  He doesn’t call me darlin’ often, but when he does my heart melts.


  “Me too, Tyke,” I say, smiling up at him.


  He reaches out, placing his hand on the car beside my head, effectively trapping me. “We’re going to get together. I’ll make the time.”


  “It’s okay, you’re busy with Andi and—”


  He leans down close, cutting my words right off. “I said I’d make time, Pip, and I will.”


  “Okay,” I say softly.


  I’m not good with confrontation, and I struggle to get into arguments. It probably makes me somewhat of a doormat, but I’m timid in personality and that’s because of my upbringing, at least, that’s the conclusion I’ve come to. It’s probably why Tyke isn’t attracted to me; he seems to like his women more on the . . . fierce side.


  “Missed your pretty face around these parts.”


  If only he knew how much I’ve missed him, too.


  “I should come in more. I just . . . don’t really feel the need to be in here. I’m not part of the club.”


  “Hey,” he says, his eyes narrowing. “You are and always will be part of this club. Just ask any one of those members. You’re one of the few women they’d lay their lives down for, and you’re not even an old lady.”


  I wrinkle my nose and he grins. The whole “old lady” thing is still strange to me, even though I understand it to a point. Santana seems happy with the title, so it mustn’t be too bad.


  “I’m kind of glad I’m not an old lady,” I say with a low laugh.


  His eyes twinkle. “Me too, because I wouldn’t be happy about it.”


  “You wouldn’t?” I squeak.


  “No,” he grunts. “I wouldn’t.”


  He doesn’t elaborate. What do his words even mean? Confusion swells in my chest.


  “Well,” I say, shifting. “I should go.”


  He reaches up and cups my jaw, titling my head back. “Don’t be a stranger to me, little one. You hear me?”


  “I hear you, Tyke.”


  He flashes me a smile, and then kisses my head again before stepping back. “Call me, yeah?”


  “You got it.”


  I climb into my car, smiling.


  I might not have Tyke in the way I want him, but having him in my life is the most precious gift I’ve ever been given.


  ~*~*~*~


  “Pippa!”


  I flinch at the sound of my boss, George’s, voice. I turn slowly, letting my fingers uncurl from my cleaning cart. I was just about to enter room 204 to give it a clean before the next guests arrive tomorrow, when he called out to me.


  I don’t see George a lot, mostly because I work nights when everything is quiet, but tonight he came in to do his usual weekly check.


  I keep my head partially lowered as he strides closer. George is about thirty years old, and is quite a handsome man. He’s got dark red hair, pale skin and light blue eyes. It works for him—he has that Scottish look. He has a slight accent, too, which tells me he probably hasn’t been here his entire life.


  “Ah, good evening, George,” I say timidly.


  I still don’t lift my head and stare him fully in the eyes. This is something that bothers a lot of people, but I struggle to do it. My submissive personality has my face turned down more than it’s turned up. Tyke often takes hold of my chin and forces our eyes to meet.


  “You didn’t do as I asked, Pippa,” he barks.


  Did I mention George is also an awful boss?


  He is. I assume a good deal of bosses are like this, or so I’ve figured from hearing people around me talk, so I don’t question it—I just keep to myself.


  “Ah . . .” My voice shakes. “I thought—”


  “You thought?” he barks. “You thought what? I said you are to clean all the visitor toilets before starting your duties.”


  “Yes, but—”


  “No buts,” he roars, stepping closer. “If you can’t do your job, then you can find another one.”


  My bottom lip trembles and my chest clenches. Sofie, the other girl I’m on with tonight, told me she would do the toilets if I would take the rooms. We often switch jobs. I don’t know where she’s gone, but she obviously didn’t do it or George wouldn’t be here getting in my face and screaming at me.


  “I’m sorry,” I whisper, staring at the carpet.


  “Are you daft or something?”


  I flinch, but don’t lift my eyes. I also don’t answer.


  “Look at me, Pippa.”


  I raise my eyes, even though I don’t want to. He’s glaring at me with his hands on his hips. “Well?” he barks. “Are you daft?”


  Daft? I’m unsure what that word means.


  “I, ah, no,” I say.


  “Then stop acting like I’m going to flog you every time I speak. Jesus, it’s like you’re a scared wounded puppy. When someone speaks to you, Pippa, look them in the eye. You’re acting like you have half a brain! Now, do as I asked. If I have to ask again, I’ll fire you.”


  With that, he spins and storms off.


  I turn to face my cart with shaky legs. No one has spoken so harshly to me since . . . since Artreau. I feel stupid and pathetic. I feel as though he’s just proving to me, and the rest of the world, just how much I don’t fit in. I swallow the lump forming in my throat and push my cart towards the first set of toilets. Just as I open the door, Sofie comes rushing in.


  “I’m so sorry, Pippa!” she says, her face flushed. “I was ill.”


  My face scrunches and I grow concerned. Poor Sofie. That explains her delay.


  “Are you okay?” I say, my voice full of concern.


  She nods. “I think I ate something bad. I heard George yelling at you; I’m so sorry. I’ll go and tell him what happened.”


  “No,” I say quickly. “It’s okay. Just let it be.”


  She gives me a sympathetic look. Sofie is a really nice girl. Each time I speak to her, she’s friendly and welcoming. She’s a lot like me in a sense. She’s a tiny blond girl, only her eyes are a bright hazel, instead of brown like mine.


  My hair has a more white-blond effect, where as hers is sunny blond, but aside from that, we’re a similar height and weight. It’s nice to know I’m not the only midget in the world. I have often wondered if I was always going to look different to every other woman I encountered.


  Sofie changed that thought process for me.


  “Let me help you out with these; it’ll only take me a little bit to do the rooms. I don’t want you to get into any more trouble. He really was an asshole to you.”


  I nod, feeling the shame rise up in my chest again. The way he spoke to me tugged deep—it stirred emotions I’ve managed to live without for the past few years. He filled me with shame and made me feel as if I was worth nothing. I don’t like that feeling. I don’t like it at all.


  I work in silence, even though Sofie chats away. Towards the end of the evening, my phone alerts me to the fact that I’ve got a text message. I don’t really answer texts because the whole thing confuses me, but lately I am starting to figure it out. Santana insists I learn, because it’s the ‘way of the world’, but I find so much more peace without it.


  I pull the phone out, anyway, and glance at the screen. It’s a message from Tyke.


  Tyke: Little one, I thought you were off tonight?


  Oh. He thought I wasn’t at work. I try to remember if I told him my shifts, but don’t recall telling him I wasn’t working. Maybe he’s confused. I glance at Sofie, who is in a toilet cleaning, and I quickly respond.


  Pippa: Sorry. I thought you knew.


  He answers a moment later.


  Tyke: What time do u finish?


  I swallow, not sure I want to see anyone tonight. My heart is still . . . aching.


  Pippa: Probably midnight.


  Tyke – Good, I’ll swing past.


  God.


  A huge part of me wants to say yes, but another part, a more fragile part, doesn’t want him to see me like this. He probably thinks I’m pathetic as it is without seeing me in this state. I respond, hoping my message isn’t rude.


  Pippa: I don’t want visitors tonight, but thanks.


  Then I switch my phone off and get back to work.


  CHAPTER TWO


  THEN – Pippa


  I don’t know where I am. All I know is that I’m in a foreign place, with foreign people, and no one to tell me what’s happening. I’m freezing cold and I’m so thirsty my tongue feels like a thick piece of sandpaper in my mouth. My body is aching from many hours of travel and little stretching time. I’m alone. Santana isn’t here. Kennedy isn’t here. No one I know is here.


  The terror swirling in my chest hasn’t eased at all in the past forty-eight hours. Now we’ve been dumped in a huge frightening house, and it’s gotten even worse. The place we’re in is not America. That much I know. I have no idea where we are—all I know is that I am a long, long way from home. The worst part? I have no idea why.


  My mind tries to go over every single thing that happened when I was in Kennedy’s care. Sure, there were things that were off, the drugs especially, but things seemed relatively normal considering. Santana had started to slip, and I knew he was giving her those horrible pills, but she still took care of me. It seemed as if things were moving along at a steady pace.


  Then my world got flipped on its axis, and here I am. I have no idea what I’m here for, but I’ve grabbed a few snippets of conversations and managed to have a good guess. Whoever these people are, they buy people. Slaves, to be correct. What sort of slaves I don’t know, but it would seem that’s the closest I’m going to come to an explanation.


  In my mind, I can’t quite figure out why someone would be sold as a slave. Did Kennedy do something wrong? Did he owe a debt and this is how it was paid? Did he do this on purpose to make money? I don’t know why anyone would want me. I’m tiny, and weak, and fragile. I’m no good to these people.


  Someone coughs and I’m brought back to the here and now. There are eight of us in this tiny room with only one small window for light. There’s no definite pattern in race, age, or gender. There are white, black, Indian, Asian and even South African people amongst the group. There seems to be no age limit, considering I’m under the age of fifteen. The oldest of the group could possibly be sixty.


  The room we’re in is long, but thin. There are beds lined up and one tiny bathroom with an old rusted-out basin and toilet. The shower is broken—there are chipped tiles lining it and there’s little to no water pressure. The beds are hard and uncomfortable, dipping in the middle. We were stripped of our clothes the moment we arrived, and put in ugly work clothes.


  Maybe that’s what we’re here to do . . . work.


  We’ve all barely spoken, but a few words have been shared. Names, mostly. Everyone seems as frightened as I am. I don’t think they understand why they’re here, either. Some look as if they’ve had harder lives than the others, and like they may possibly even be drug addicts and alcoholics. One girl, who is around eighteen, looks like an old woman, she’s so damaged from substance abuse. I’ve lived on the streets long enough to figure out how people who abuse drugs look.


  The door creaks and my head turns slowly towards it. The man who captured me walks in, dressed in a suit and tie. His hair is slicked back and he’s got a cold smile on his face. He steps into the room, his hands placed neatly behind his back. He looks so formal. I know he’s a monster, though. I can see it in his pitiless eyes.


  “Hello, slaves. My name is Artreau, but that’ll be of no relevance to you. I’m here to tell you why you’re in my care. I own you now. You were sold to me to pay a debt—I’m sure you all know exactly who and what put you in this position.”


  My heart clenches. Kennedy. He put me here. He sold me to this monster. I just don’t understand why. I thought he cared about Santana and I? Sure, he cared for her more than me, but he took care of us both. Why would he do this? And if he’s done this to me, what has he done to Santana? The thought has my chest clenching.


  “I own tobacco fields,” Artreau goes on. “A good deal of them for that matter. I work them and sell the crop to make a living. I don’t want to pay people my hard-earned money to do the job of harvesting them, so that’s where you come in. You will work those fields, you will plant, and you will tend to and protect my crop. That is your job, and it’s how you will survive here. If you don’t do it, you’ll starve to death and die. Consider it the way you get fed.”


  Vomit rises in my throat. It’s a dream, a bad dream. I’ll wake up soon.


  “There’s full security on my land, so don’t think about running. You will be chained to a partner, so the action of one will result in the punishment of the person with you. Consider that before trying to escape me. You will be fed once a day, and only if you’ve completed your full day’s work. This is your accommodation.” He waves his hand at the room. “You will shower here, and once a week your clothes and bedding will be washed and returned to you.”


  This is a nightmare. It has to be.


  “Now, don’t bother to argue because there is no way out. You will be released only when you’ve repaid the debt owed to me. That can take years, even decades, so get comfortable. This is your life now.”


  With that, he turns and walks out.


  An older man from the back of the room leaps up and runs towards the door, but it’s already been slammed and locked. He pummels his fists against the wood, screaming over and over, but there’s no point. There is no way out. A silent tear slips down my cheek as a horrible reality sets in.


  I’ll never be free.


  My heart aches. Santana. God, help me, please.


  ~*~*~*~


  NOW – Pippa


  My tired feet drag me to my front door after a long night at work. I put my key in the lock but jump when a voice comes from the shadows. “I don’t want visitors tonight, but thanks.”


  Tyke.


  I turn and see him slowly emerge from my patio, arms crossed over his big chest. He’s limping slightly and I know it’s because his legs are sore, but he constantly insists on walking instead of being in his chair.


  “Ah, Tyke, what are you doing here?” I whisper.


  “What kind of message was that, Pip?”


  Dammit. I did offend him with my message.


  “I was just—”


  “I don’t want visitors tonight, but thanks,” he repeats, stepping closer.


  I look away, my cheeks warming. “I’m sorry. I was just tired.”


  “That’s a lie.”


  I flinch and he notices, because he takes my chin and turns my face towards his. His brown eyes search my face. “What happened, little one?”


  “Nothing, Tyke. I’m honestly tired.”


  “Since when did you start tellin’ me lies?”


  I swallow, and I can’t help it—the events of the night catch up with me and big, angry tears rise forth and spill down my cheeks. Tyke’s eyes follow them, and his face goes hard. “What happened?”


  “It’s nothing, I just—”


  “Darlin’,” he says gently. “What happened?”


  I can’t tell him what happened. I’ve seen how the club reacts when one of their girls is upset, or hurt by someone else. If I tell Tyke about my boss, he’ll storm in there and probably beat him to a pulp. It’s the first and only job I’ve ever had; I can’t afford to lose it. So . . . I lie. I hate lying, but I don’t want things to spiral out of control.


  “Tyke,” I say, so quietly my voice is barely there. “What’s daft?”


  He flinches and his jaw goes so tight I can see the muscle bulging from his cheek. “What did you say?”


  “I . . .”


  “Did someone call you that?”


  I look away.


  “Who?” he demands, his voice like steel. “Who called you that, Pip?”


  “It was a customer . . .”


  I hate lying. I hate it. I hate it.


  “Why would any customer call you that?” he questions.


  I glance hesitantly at his face, and it’s still hard. “I dropped the serving tray. He got angry and called me daft.”


  Tyke drops my chin. “Is he still there?” he asks, pulling out his phone.


  Panic swells in my chest. “No, Tyke!”


  “No one calls you daft, and no one makes you cry. Is. He. Still. There?”


  He’s scaring me.


  “No . . . he checked out. Tyke, please.”


  His eyes flash and he looks over me again. “What sort of piece of shit ass calls a girl daft? Especially a girl like you.”


  Tears burn once more.


  “Probably because I am,” I whisper.


  Tyke flinches and his eyes flood with pain. “Pippa,” he says, his voice thick. “Don’t you ever fuckin’ say something like that again.”


  I drop my eyes to the floor, and his hand returns to my chin, tilting it back up. “Look at me, darlin’.”


  I look at him.


  “Don’t you ever let anyone make you feel like that. You’re not daft, you’re not stupid—you’re fucking amazing and beautiful, and so damned special anyone would be lucky to have you. Do you understand me?”


  He thinks I’m beautiful?


  God. He thinks I’m beautiful.


  I nod, unable to do anything else.


  “Good, baby. Now let’s go inside, because my legs are fucking killing me.”


  Baby.


  He called me baby.


  And beautiful.


  I’m stuck to the ground for a long moment, so long he has to call my name to gain my attention once more. I stumble forward and unlock the door, then I push it open and rush in. I have a decent sized two-bedroom apartment just up the street from Maddox’s house. The guys all pitched in and got it for me so I could have my own space. There was only so long I wanted to live with Santana and Maddox for. I didn’t want them to forever feel like they had to keep me at their house. They needed their space, too. Though they never said it.


  I flick on the kitchen light and Tyke comes in behind me. He’s limping and I know his legs are hurting, so I instantly point to the tiny sofa that was donated by Mack and Jaylah. “Sit, Tyke. Your legs look like they’re hurting.”


  He gives me a pained expression and sits on the couch, sighing with relief. “Yeah, you could say that.”


  I open the fridge and get him a beer—I always keep them for him—and then I get myself a soda. I walk over and sit down beside him, handing him the cool bottle. I’m used to spending time with Tyke after my shift, even though most don’t end until nearly midnight. It doesn’t seem to bother him, and so it doesn’t bother me, either. “How’re you going with all the recovery exercises?”


  He grunts, taking a mouthful of his beer. When he’s swallowed it, he turns to me. “Those are what is causing so much fuckin’ grief. They hurt more than they help, I’m sure of it.”


  I narrow my eyes. “That’s probably just a part of the recovery.”


  “Yeah,” he says, shrugging. “Probably.”


  “Do you want some, ah, ice or something?”


  He gives me a stunning half-smile. “No, darlin’, I’m fine.”


  I nod, looking down at my lap. “I should shower. It’s really late.”


  When he doesn’t answer, I look back up and his eyes are studying my face. “How’re things really going, Pip?”


  “Fine,” I say quickly. Too quickly.


  I don’t honestly know how things are for me. I have people around me that love me, a job, a home, food in my belly, yet I’m struggling to feel like I belong in the world. I feel different, strange even. I wonder if I’m ever going to fit in.


  “You’re tellin’ me lies,” he says, reaching over and cupping my jaw. “What’s goin’ on, Pip?”


  “Nothing, Tyke,” I say, pulling my chin from his grasp.


  I am lying.


  There’s so much going on.


  I’m desperate to change, but I don’t know where to start. I want friends, I want a life, I want someone to love me . . . I want that someone to be Tyke, more than anything in this world. Yet it’ll never happen. He’ll never see me as anything more than the sister he never had. The broken girl he needs to fix. The desperate friend he can’t walk away from in fear of breaking her.


  We don’t really have fun—he’s just always with me because he feels sorry for me. He’s my friend, but he never takes me to do anything. Is he ashamed of me? I wouldn’t blame him.


  “I want a life, Tyke,” I whisper, staring at my hands. “I want friends . . . I want to go out and learn how to have fun. I don’t want to be so sad all the time. I want . . .”


  I look away.


  “What, little one?”


  “I want to fall in love. I want to get married. I want to have babies and be happy . . .”


  Tyke’s jaw is tight when he stares at me. “I didn’t know you wanted those things . . . I thought . . .”


  He looks away.


  “I’m a person, Tyke,” I say, so softly I don’t even know if he hears me. “Of course I want those things.”


  He nods and looks back to me. “Then have them, Pippa.”


  “I can’t.”


  “Why not?”


  I swallow and weak pathetic tears well up in my eyes. “Because I’m different. Nobody wants different, Tyke.”


  “That’s not true, darlin’.”


  “It is true,” I cry, looking up at him.


  “Hey,” he says, gently cupping my cheek. “I like different, baby. Do you hear me? I like different.”


  He does.


  Oh God, he does?


  “Y . . . y . . . y . . . you do?”


  “Fuck yeah.”


  A tear trickles down my cheek and he gently wipes it off. “Now, go and have a shower. Then come and sit with me a while longer; I’ve missed your company.”


  I nod. “Okay.”


  I get up and rush off to the shower, feeling my heart swelling with something unfamiliar. I’ve never experienced anything like it, but it’s a feeling I like a great deal. It feels a whole lot like hope, and I pray, God do I pray, that that’s what it is.


  I shower quickly, then I pull on a pair of pajama bottoms and a light blue tank top, and rush back out to where Tyke is propped up on my couch, watching my tiny television. When I sit beside him, he turns and his eyes flare with something I’m unfamiliar with. He looks away quickly, and mutters, “Nothin’ good on.”


  “Tyke,” I say hesitantly.


  He looks to me. “Yeah?”


  “Will you read to me?”


  I don’t know how to read awfully well. I’ve learned the basics, but it’s not enough for me to read novels, or poems, both of which I love. Tana spent night after night reading novels to me when I came back. I miss that. Tyke writes poems, though he claims they’re not poems, they’re just words. I love listening to him read them to me—they soothe my soul. They make me feel as though I’m connecting with him on a whole new level.


  Tyke studies me. “C’mon, Pip, you know I hate reading those things.”


  “But why?” I ask, crinkling up my nose. “You write them. How could you be ashamed of them?”


  “They’re just words.”


  “They’re more than that to me.”


  He studies me, then sighs, patting his lap. I allow myself to give a shy smile, then, with a pounding heart, I lower myself so my head is resting on his lap. His fingers move to my forehead and gently graze across it before sifting through my hair. He does this for a while, and my eyes start growing heavy. Then he shifts, shuffles about, and starts reading in a husky, gentle voice.


  There’s no longer a reason to fight, there’s no longer a need to breathe,


  If she can’t see me, then I can no longer be.


  Her hair, her smile, she makes living worthwhile.


  Through the darkness, through the light, her soul ignites.


  When will you see me, broken angel? When will you shine your love?


  When will you take my hands, and make breathing easier?


  When will you understand I’m incomplete without you?


  Broken angel, oh broken angel, let me fix your beauty,


  Let me strengthen your soul; let me be the reason you never dissolve.


  My eyes flutter closed as Tyke’s soft voice takes over my senses. His fingers in my hair, the warmth radiating from his leg to my cheek, his intoxicating smell—all of it wraps me in a blanket warmer than anything money could ever buy. My body sinks further and further, until a peaceful darkness takes over. It takes over before I can fully make out the last words he breathes, but in my dreams, those words are clear. “Sleep, my beautiful broken angel.”


  I’m his broken angel.


  I can only dream.


  CHAPTER THREE


  THEN – Pippa


  I’m not hungry. I’ve gone beyond hungry. The angry twisting in my belly has disappeared as my body starts taking what’s left on my bones. My eyes are sinking, my hair is dull, and my hip and rib bones have started to protrude from my skin as ugly reminders of the life I’ve been handed. My body is numb; my mind has closed down. I’m living each day in the pure hope that one day I’ll see my sister again.


  She’s the only reason I’m fighting.


  “Stop moving forward!”


  I jerk and turn my head to see Rainer behind me. He’s another slave, and he’s angry. I’m always paired with him, and it’s becoming harder and harder to deal with. He’s around twenty-four, maybe more, and even though he seems bitter, he’s a handsome man. He’s got dark, messy hair and the blackest eyes I’ve ever seen. His body is big, muscled and bronzed. He looks as if he’s worked hard in his life.


  Growing impatient with my lack of direction, he shoves me forward and I stumble, unable to take a step, and fall face-first into the ground. The hard, scratchy dirt glides like tiny razor blades over my hands and face, and I cry out in pain.


  My feet, which are bound together by chains and joined to Rainer’s, refuse to help me back up. I struggle up, coughing from the dry dust filling my lungs. I manage to slide to my knees and stand on wobbly legs. My face is bleeding—so are my knees and hands. My heart aches and I turn to stare at Rainer, who has ignored my fall and is tending to the tobacco crops.


  He doesn’t care. And why should he? I’m nobody to him. I’m just a slave, no different to the rest. No more special. If I felt the urge to cry, I would do it, but crying is something I don’t often do. It gets me nowhere, and it wastes good, solid energy.


  I lick my dry lips and get back to work, despite my broken skin. It hurts, but I don’t complain. Complaining only ensures I don’t get fed, and I can’t afford that.


  “I can’t take it anymore!”


  The screaming comes from my left, where a young girl, who only arrived two weeks ago, is dragging her partner across the lawn, stumbling, as he tries to inch closer to the house. She’s waving her hands, which are the only things that are free, and screaming at the top of her lungs. Artreau appears on the porch of the massive home and stares at her.


  She doesn’t stop. She leads her partner, who is now crawling desperately behind her, legs bound together. She throws her hands up and yells, “You can’t do this; it’s barbaric. I’d rather die than spend the rest of my life as your slave.”


  Artreau’s face pinches and he storms down the patio, reaching into his jacket. He pulls out a gun and everyone stops, each body no doubt doing the same as mine—going stone cold. He stalks towards her, pointing the gun at her head. She doesn’t stop, and I wonder if she wants him to shoot her.


  “Get back to work. You won’t get another warning,” he roars at her.


  “I don’t want another warning,” she yells, “because I’m not going to go back to work. You can’t make me do this. I’m starving, and thirsty, and I’ve lost so much weight I can see my damned bones. I won’t do it. You can’t be allowed to get away with this.”


  Artreau smiles and my heart stops beating for a second as he pushes the gun into her forehead. “I can, and I will.”


  Then he pulls the trigger.


  I open my mouth to scream but Rainer’s hand clasps around my face, stopping me. Those tears I swore I don’t shed, trickle down my cheeks. Blood and gore splatter and the poor, struggling boy on the ground behind her starts to cry. Artreau points the gun at his head, now. “Do you all see what happens to those who defy me?” he roars. “I told you once, and I’ll only repeat myself this one time. You’re here until your debts are paid off. The action of one is the action of the other. In this case, the actions of this girl will be the actions of her partner.”


  He pulls the trigger and shoots the boy she was attached to. My knees buckle, but Rainer holds me up. I don’t know why he’s holding me up—probably so I don’t do something stupid and get him killed too. Artreau tucks his gun away, and his eyes scan over all of us. They fall on me, and fear seizes my chest. Is he going to kill me for crying? He doesn’t, instead he smiles and then says. “Now, you two,” he points to me and then to Rainer, and then he kicks one of the dead bodies in front of him. “Clean this up.”


  The minute he reaches the house, I lean over and vomit.


  ~*~*~*~


  NOW - Pippa


  I wake panting. My fingers instinctively go out and clutch the empty space beside me. No one is there. No one is ever there. Once, there was someone who was there. I’ve never told anyone about Rainer, because he’s a part of my life that I haven’t been willing to share. We developed a strong bond. He hated me to begin with, but after we endured the hell we did, something changed between us.


  I push up, my hands trembling as I lift them and run them through my hair. I glance at my clock—it’s 9.30 a.m. I slept past my usual time, and each time I do that, I end up having nightmares. It’s as if my body knows I shouldn’t be sleeping, as if it’s been drilled into my head that I need to be up at a certain hour. I rub my arms a few times, and then climb out of bed.


  I want to do something today—anything. I need to venture outside of these walls, outside of my comfort zone. My therapist, who I have moved on to only seeing once a fortnight, has encouraged me to join a group so I can make some friends. I want to . . . I just don’t know where to start. I have an idea, however, and decide to give it a go.


  I reach for my phone and find the number Sofie gave me last night before I came home. Swallowing down the anxiety bubbling in my chest, I text her.


  Pippa: Hi Sofie. I know it’s your day off, too. Did you want to do something? Pippa.


  My face is clammy and my hands are shaking as I place the phone down and just stare at it. I do this until it pings with a response. My heart jumps into my throat and I can’t reach for my phone fast enough.


  Sofie: Pippa! Hey! Sure, I’d love to do something. What did you have in mind?


  I breathe a sigh of relief, and a big smile creeps across my face. Maybe this won’t be as hard as I’d first thought.


  Pippa: I’m new around here. What do you think?


  I’m not new around here, but I haven’t been out and about so have absolutely no idea what there is to do. Sofie has lived here all her life; she’s more likely to have a better idea.


  Sofie: If you’re up for it, I’d love to go to the beach. There’s a great cafe right on the water we can have lunch at after we’re done?


  My heart skips a beat. I’ve not been to the beach since I was a little child.


  Pippa: Sounds great. Shall I meet you there?


  Sofie: I can come by and grab you. What’s your address?


  I give her my address and we plan a time. Then I have the task of finding something beach-appropriate to wear. I’ve never been in a bathing suit and I’ve never had a friend, so I am honestly at a loss. I open my closet and go through the clothes Santana and I got when I first returned home.


  There’s a yellow summer dress that ties up behind the neck and flows down to about knee height. That seems beachy. I grab it out and then find a dark one-piece bathing suit that’s never been worn. It’s a little too revealing, but maybe I can just keep my dress on. Deciding on this, I get changed and then search for a hat. I find a big, floppy white one and frown. I’m going to look stupid.


  My phone dings and I glance down at it. Tyke.


  Tyke: Morning little one. How did you sleep? I had to put you to bed.


  I smile. I woke in my bed, so I figured Tyke put me there last night when I fell asleep listening to his soulful voice.


  Pippa: I’m good, I slept well. I’m going to the beach with Sofie today.


  Tyke: Who is Sofie?


  Pippa: A girl I work with. I’m nervous.


  Tyke: Don’t be; you’ll be great.


  Pippa: I’m calling. I need to keep moving.


  I press his number and dial, and he answers on the first ring. His husky voice is exactly what I need to hear this morning.


  “Hey, Pip.”


  “Morning, Tyke.”


  “So, the beach, eh?”


  I laugh nervously. “Yeah. I haven’t been since I was little. I’m worried about what to wear.”


  He chuckles. “Most people wear swimsuits.”


  I flush. “I know, but, ah, I’ve never worn one.”


  “Baby.” He chuckles. “You’ve never worn a swimsuit?”


  My cheeks burn hotter. “Well, maybe when I was five.”


  “You’ll do fine. Just find one you’re comfortable in.”


  “That would be none. I have one, but I have put a dress over it. My hat is ugly.”


  Another chuckle. “Nothing would look ugly on you.”


  Right.


  Of course he would say that.


  I open my mouth to answer but I hear a voice in the background.


  “Baby, I’ve been calling all morning.”


  Andi.


  My heart clenches as I hear her smack a kiss to Tyke. The sound travelling through my phone makes my soul burn with jealousy. I’ve thought many times about kissing Tyke, and she can do it whenever she wants.


  “Who’s on the phone? Wrap it up. I need you right now,” she croons, in a sexy voice that only indicates one thing.


  Oh. My. Gosh.


  I hang up – I don’t think, I just do. My phone vibrates a minute later but I can’t bring myself to answer it. Instead I put it on silent and shove it in my purse. I need you. I need you. I need you. I know what she meant, I know they do that, but thinking about it burns my heart. It rips right into the very core of me.


  I try to push it out of my mind as I pull on my floppy hat and find a pair of flip-flops. The honking of a horn alerts me to the fact that Sofie is here and I’m wasting time. I grab my purse and then rush out the door.


  Sofie is in a little two-door blue convertible – the idea of the car sounds great, but it’s quite old and run down. It suits her though, and I liven at the idea of riding in a convertible. She smiles and waves at me, and I can’t help but return that. I rush down to her car.


  “Jump in,” she says.


  I open the door and get in. I glance at her and see she’s wearing a very similar outfit to me, which makes me feel better. Her dress is blue, but a very similar style. It appears she has a bikini underneath it. She’s wearing a black floppy hat that nearly matches my white one.


  “You look awesome,” she says. “You’re so pretty. I’m jealous.”


  My cheeks burn. I don’t know why she thinks I’m so pretty. She obviously hasn’t seen herself.


  “You look lovely, too,” I say softly.


  “Are you ready?”


  I nod.


  She chats to me easily the entire way to the beach. When we arrive, I get out of the car and stare at the gorgeous ocean crashing over the yellow sand. My heart flutters and I rush forward, not thinking. I hit the sand and close my eyes, curling my toes over and over, shifting it about beneath my feet. A warm, salty breeze tickles my face. That combined with he feeling of the sand beneath my toes is enough to soothe my nerves.


  “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”


  I turn to Sofie who has stopped beside me. I nod, smiling.


  “Come on, there’s a good spot.”


  She points to a partly shady spot near a slight overhang in the rock wall. We head over and pull out our towels, laying them down. Sofie removes her dress, revealing that I was correct—she’s wearing a bikini. She has beautiful curves, unlike myself. I’m nervous. I’m not sure I want to take off my dress. Sofie doesn’t comment when I simply sit on my towel and push my toes into the sand.


  “So, Pippa, tell me about yourself.”


  I swallow and keep my eyes on the ocean.


  “There isn’t much to tell. My parents passed when I was younger, and I was raised in the foster system.”


  She gasps. “I’m sorry; that must have been awful.”


  “Yes. It wasn’t the best, but I’m here and grateful.”


  I won’t tell her about my living hell with Artreau.


  “Do you have family outside of your parents?”


  I nod. “A sister—Santana.”


  “She has a pretty name, just like you.”


  I smile. “She’s as pretty as her name, too.”


  “As are you, Pippa.”


  I flush.


  “Does she live here?”


  “Yes. She’s married and has a daughter.”


  Sofie smiles. “Lovely. What does she do?”


  “She’s, an, ah . . .” I hesitate. “Old lady.”


  Sofie blinks. “Pardon?”


  “She’s married to the President of the Joker’s Wrath MC.”


  I hope I’m allowed to give that information freely. I suddenly become nervous again.


  Sofie’s eyes get big. “Seriously?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You know the Joker’s Wrath boys?”


  I smile fondly. “Yes, I do.”


  “Oh my God! You lucky thing. I’ve seen those guys around town and they’re freaking hot!”


  My cheeks grow pink. “Yes, they’re handsome.”


  “Handsome?” she shrieks. “They’re heaven.”


  That too.


  “God,” she says when I don’t answer. “I can’t believe you know them. Will you introduce me to them?”


  I blink. “To the club?”


  “Yes,” she pleads. “Please?”


  “I’m not sure what the rules are . . .”


  “You could ask your sister?”


  I smile, but I really wish she wouldn’t push about the guys. I decide to change the subject.


  “I’ll think about it, but I’d like to enjoy the day first.”


  “Of course.” She smiles.


  “What about you?” I ask, laying down and propping myself up on my elbows.


  “I’m a typical case of rich parents who I rebelled against, so they disowned me and now I’m a cleaner for a living.”


  “I’m sorry,” I say gently.


  She waves a hand. “I’m not. They drove me crazy. This is the happiest I’ve ever been.”


  “Do you have siblings?”


  “A brother,” she says. “But he’s uppity, just like them.”


  “It must suck, not having any family?”


  She shrugs. “Not really. I have friends.”


  I smile.


  “It sounds like you have everything worked out.”


  She beams. “I do. Now, let’s see if we can’t tan this skin.”


  She slaps her arms, as if her beautiful creamy skin is a curse.


  Then we both close our eyes and enjoy the sun. It really is wonderful.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  NOW – Pippa


  “Afternoon, ladies.”


  Sofie and I are sitting at the cafe by the water when a group of three men approach our table. I take them in as Sofie flashes a stunning smile. The first man has dark hair, dark eyes and olive skin. He’s handsome in the rugged, dangerous kind of way. The second is blond-haired with blue eyes and has a surfer look about him, and the third has flaming red hair and green eyes. They’re all handsome.


  “Hello there,” Sofie says.


  The one with the dark hair steps forward. “Are you enjoying yourselves this afternoon?”


  Sofie nods. “We’ve spent a few hours at the beach and just had an amazing lunch, so I’d say yes.”


  He flashes a casual smile. “That’s great. I’m Michael, and these are my buddies Liam and Troy.”


  All the guys mutter a hello.


  “I’m Sofie, and this is my friend Pippa.”


  Michael’s eyes flicker to me, and he smiles. “Hello there, sweetheart.”


  I shift uncomfortably. “Ah, hi.”


  He winks and turns back to Sofie. “Would you ladies like some company?”


  “Sure,” Sofie adds before I get the chance to tell them no.


  The three guys pull up chairs and suddenly the air becomes thick in my throat. I struggle to breathe. I’m not used to this kind of company. I don’t interact well with people I don’t know, and having this many men around is making me uncomfortable. That seems bizarre, considering I hang around bikers, but I know them. I trust them. I don’t know these men. I don’t know how to talk to them. I don’t want to say anything, though, because Sofie is being so nice to me.


  “So, Pippa,” Liam asks—he’s the one with the blond hair. “Do you live around here?”


  I shift uncomfortably and squeak out, “Ah, yes.”


  “Have you lived here long?” His smile is easy, so I take a few deep breaths to calm myself.


  “Only a few years now.”


  “That’s cool.”


  “Y . . . y . . . y . . . yes,” I say. “What about you?”


  “My entire life.”


  I chat awkwardly to Liam for another hour, and then the beers start coming. Sofie and I don’t take any, but the guys start drinking. Things are flowing quite easily, but I’m still finding it hard to feel comfortable. I answer any questions directed at me, but otherwise I avoid them. I think I need to go home.


  “Ah, Sofie, would you mind dropping me home?” I ask. “I have a friend coming over.”


  It’s a lie, and I hate myself for it, but I need to go.


  “Sure.” Sofie smiles, standing. “Guys, it was nice talking to you all.”


  “We’ll walk you,” Michael says, standing.


  “I’m going to get more drinks. Meet you here when you’re done,” Troy says disappearing inside.


  Michael and Sofie walk up front and I’m left behind them with Liam. Sofie and Michael seem to be chatting quite well, and as we walk down the beach, they get further and further ahead of us.


  “Look,” Liam says, capturing my arm and stopping me.


  He points to the sun setting, and for a few minutes, we stand and watch it. When I look, Sofie and Michael are nowhere to be seen. Panic rises in my chest. “We should catch up,” I say.


  Liam doesn’t let go of my arm. “No, sit with me. They want privacy.”


  Sofie never mentioned anything about wanting privacy. This makes me so uneasy I shift, trying to get my arm out of Liam’s grip.


  “Why are you so uptight?” he mutters, his voice becoming a little more threatening in tone.


  I flinch. “Can you please let me go?” I ask softly.


  “I’m not hurting you, sweetheart,” he grumbles. “Just sit with me, talk.”


  I swallow, and try to pull away again. “No, ah, thank you.”


  “Just sit,” he orders so harshly I flinch, and do as he asks.


  It’s my instinct; it’s how I am. I have learned to do as I’m told when a voice is raised. My knees instantly buckle, giving me no choice. I sit beside him, stiff as a board. My skin is prickling and my heart is pounding so hard I can feel it slamming against my rib cage. Sweat breaks out over my skin, and I can feel the panic rising.


  “Don’t be shy,” Liam says, putting his arm around me. “I won’t hurt you.”


  I’m rigid and my mind is screaming. I don’t realize that his hand moves to my leg until he squeezes.


  I open my mouth to fight but I can’t manage any words.


  His hand moves up my leg and under my dress. Fear explodes in my chest and I try to struggle, but my body is stiff with terror. I try to will myself to find my voice, but old habits die hard and it stays firmly locked down.


  “You’re beautiful, Pippa. So beautiful.”


  His mouth is on my neck. Tears pour down my cheeks.


  He cups my sex. I make a strangled screaming sound and he instantly flinches away, finally turning and looking at me. His eyes widen. “What the fuck?”


  I gasp for air, but nothing comes in.


  “Jesus, what the fuck is wrong with you? Are you a virgin or something?”


  I can’t answer—I can only make strange sobbing sounds.


  “Fuck, you’re crazy.”


  “Hey!”


  Sofie. Thank God.


  Liam stands. “Something is wrong with your friend.”


  “What did you do to her?” Sofie demands.


  “Nothing. I was just sitting with her and she turned into this crazy mess.”


  “You’re lying,” Sofie says, dropping beside me. “Hey, Pippa, what happened?”


  I can’t breathe.


  I can’t.


  “She’s fucking nuts—that’s what happened. Fucking freak.”


  Fucking freak.


  Fucking freak.


  Fresh tears explode from my eyes and pour down my cheeks. He called me a fucking freak. That’s what I am. It’s all I’ll ever be. I couldn’t even defend myself.


  “Get out of here,” Sofie yells. “Do you know who she belongs to?”


  “The fucking loony bin,” Liam snorts.


  “The Joker’s Wrath MC.”


  Dead. Silence.


  “What did you say?” Michael splutters.


  “You heard me? Her brother-in-law is the president, so get the fuck out of here before I call them.”


  I hear nothing more but scurrying. Sofie leans down and places a hand on my shoulder. “Honey, tell me what he did?”


  “H . . . h . . . h . . . he,” I gasp. “H . . . h . . . h . . . h . . . he . . .”


  “Take a breath, sweetie.”


  I close my eyes and try to stop my trembling hands. I take a deep breath. “He touched me.”


  “Shit,” she yells. “Shit!”


  I say nothing. My stomach coils angrily and I feel like I might vomit.


  “Pippa, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize you had stopped and Michael was getting grabby. By the time I got him off and found you . . .”


  “It’s not . . .” I swallow, “. . . your fault.”


  “Who can I call? Tell me who can help?”


  I don’t think—I just speak.


  “Tyke.”


  “Tyke?” she asks.


  “On my ph . . . ph . . . ph . . . phone.”


  “Okay, honey, just sit tight.”


  She digs through my purse and I tuck my legs up to my chest, repeating the words over and over.


  Fucking freak.


  Looney bin.


  Fucking freak.


  Looney bin.


  “Is this Tyke?” I hear Sofie ask.


  Silence.


  “I’m Pippa’s friend, Sofie. Listen, we’re at the beach and something has happened with these guys and—”


  I turn to look at her and see her face pale.


  “Yes, she’s with me. She asked for you and—”


  Tyke is obviously cutting her off, because her eyes go wide.


  “Yes, that’s the beach.”


  She pulls the phone from her ear and glances down at it, then looks to me.


  “He’s a biker, isn’t he?”


  I nod, saying nothing.


  “He’s coming.”


  She sits down beside me, wrapping her arm around my shoulder. We sit in silence until the roar of Harley-Davidsons’ break through. That rumble, to me, means danger. Nothing could be more terrifying than a group of bikers, especially when they’re angry. Lights flash over us, and then I hear the sounds of boots crunching in the sand.


  “Pippa?”


  Maddox. Not who I expected.


  Sofie turns and makes a yelping sound, and when I turn I see why.


  There are fifteen, at least, of them standing on the sand. Maddox is at the front, flanked by Mack, Krypt and Tyke. I force myself to my feet and turn, my legs shaking. Maddox reaches out, cupping my cheek in his massive hand. “Are they still here?”


  I open my mouth to speak, but Tyke steps forward. Walking on sand would be agony for him, and I can tell by the awkward way he’s standing. It doesn’t stop him from shoving Maddox out of the way and wrapping an arm around me.


  “What happened, little one?”


  I start crying again, hating that I’m so damned weak.


  Fucking freak.


  Tyke jerks and looks towards Sofie, who is still staring, gaping at the group of men. “Sofie, is it?”


  She turns to Tyke and her eyes get bigger. “Ah, yes.”


  “Can you tell me what happened?”


  She nods quickly. “Well, we were talking to a few guys and they offered to walk us back to our car. The one I was with, ah, led me further ahead and when I turned back Pippa and Liam weren’t behind me. I got to them, and well . . .”


  “Well what?” Tyke roars, making me flinch in fear.


  “Hey,” Maddox growls, grabbing his arm and hauling him back. “This isn’t about you, brother.”


  Tyke takes a deep breath and looks to me. He takes my face in his gentle yet rugged hand, and says softly, “Baby, tell me what he did.”


  “H . . . h . . . h . . . h . . . he . . .”


  “Take your time.”


  I close my eyes and whisper, “He touched me.”


  Tyke flinches and his voice comes out like acid when he asks, “Where?”


  I meet his eyes and I don’t need to answer for him to know. He knows. He can read it in my eyes. His face goes slack, his eyes burn with something unspoken, and then he turns to Sofie. “Where is he?”


  “He left . . . I don’t think he’s here.”


  “What’s his last name?”


  Her eyes widen. “I don’t, ah, know . . .”


  “What about his friend?”


  She shifts uncomfortably, and Krypt steps forward. Her eyes flick to him, and get huge again. He bends so he’s right in her line of sight. “Not goin’ to come back on you, honey. We just need to know.”


  She nods and squeaks, “Michael Sheyland. He gave me his name and number.”


  Krypt nods. “Pass it onto me, yeah?”


  She does as he asks.


  “Let’s ride,” Maddox orders. “Mack, take Pippa home to Santana. We’ll follow soon.”


  My heart rate speeds up and I cry out, “Maddox, what are you going to do?”


  Maddox looks to me, then steps forward and captures me by the neck, gently of course. He leans down, kisses my forehead, and then rasps, “Make him pay the way he deserves.”


  “No,” I croak. “Please.”


  “Honey, you know you don’t get a choice right now.”


  My eyes go pleadingly to Tyke, who has his fists balled at his sides.


  “Tyke,” I whisper. “Please.”


  His eyes slice to me, and he steps forward on shaky legs. “He’ll pay for ever putting his hands on you, Pippa.”


  Maddox lets me go to let Tyke step up close. He wraps his arm around my waist, pulling me closer. Then he leans down and whispers into my ear, “No one hurts you. No one.”


  Then he presses a soft kiss to my cheek and steps back.


  “Let’s ride.”


  Maddox nods to Mack and he steps forward, tucking me into his side. I don’t get a chance to cry out, because like the devils they can be, they disappear into the darkness to wreak havoc.


  And it’s all my fault.


  Fucking freak.


  ~*~*~*~


  THEN – Pippa


  There isn’t enough water in the world to wash away horror. No amount of soap. No amount of scrubbing. It won’t leave, no matter how hard you try to clean it off. I’ve scrubbed. I’ve scrubbed until my skin bleeds. It won’t leave. Their blood won’t leave. The images won’t leave. It’s imbedded into a part of my soul I’ll never get back. Forever gone. Forever tarnished.


  “Pippa.”


  I don’t stop scrubbing. I’ve showered three times, I’ve dressed, and yet I’m still scrubbing. The rough piece of material on my hand goes over and over my arm, tearing off dry skin. The raw flesh that’s left burns, but that isn’t enough to stop me.


  “Pippa.”


  I can’t stop seeing it—blood, brain matter, scattered everywhere. With gloved hands, Rainer and I had to pick it up. Pick it up. As if it were a simple spill. I vomited so much my stomach started to bleed. I cried so much my eyes burned. But nothing, nothing will take away the images. Nothing will take the feeling that I can still feel in my fingertips—someone else’s body in my palms.


  “Jesus, Pippa.”


  A hand stops my scrubbing and I look up through tear-stained cheeks to see Rainer staring down at me. His face is empty, but there’s an understanding in his eyes that was never there before. He always hated me, he was always so bitter, but out there today, something changed. Now his hand is gentle on my arm.


  “Stop scrubbing,” he whispers. “Please.”


  “It won’t leave, Rainer,” I croak. “It won’t leave. Why won’t it leave?”


  I start scrubbing again and he gently removes the culprit from my hand and tosses it. I crumble. I fall into a thousand tiny pieces. I’m not as strong as him. I’ll never be as strong as him. What happened out there today? It broke me. Defeat is all that’s left in my tired body. I no longer want to fight. I no longer want to feel. I simply want to die.


  “Jesus,” Rainer says again, and then I’m in his lap, his arms wrapped tightly around my body.


  He’s so strong, so secure, that I never want him to let me go. He rocks me there, just like that, for hours. Other slaves come in and out, rations are thrown in, but he doesn’t let me go. He lets me pour my soul into his, he lets me break—he just holds me until the pieces are surrounding him and there’s nothing left.


  I know from that day forward that Rainer is the only man who is ever going to understand me.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  NOW – Pippa


  My knees are tucked to my chin, and I’m sitting on Santana and Maddox’s couch, watching them fuss over me. Maddox didn’t tell Santana all the details of what happened tonight, and I’m grateful for that. Though I have no doubt she has figured it out, considering Maddox has bruised knuckles. They all do. Whatever they did to Liam and Michael, it hurt.


  Tyke is standing in the corner of the room, fuming. He won’t come near me; he won’t talk to me. His lip is bleeding and his knuckles are split, but he won’t allow himself to make eye contact. He’s angry with me, and I don’t know why. I don’t know what I did wrong. I don’t understand where it all went so bad. All I know is that I’m not made for this world—perhaps I never really was.


  I’m never going to fit in.


  “Tyke!”


  I blink as Andi comes rushing into the house and throws herself into Tyke’s arms. His arms go around her, to catch her or just to hold her, I don’t know. She smashes her lips against his and I turn away, pain ripping my heart in two. A soft hand covers mine and I see Santana sit down beside me, her eyes broken for me.


  “Why don’t you get some sleep? Maybe a shower?”


  I look back to Tyke, and he’s tucking a strand of hair behind Andi’s ear. Who knew something so simple could hurt so much? Tears burn under my eyelids, and something unfamiliar swirls in my belly. I feel frustrated, and my chest is tight. I don’t understand it, and I don’t pretend to want to. All I know is the urge to yell at Tyke and demand to know why he won’t talk to me is overwhelming.


  I push to my feet, and I’m moving towards him before I can stop myself. Santana calls my name, but I need to do this. I need to know. When I reach him and Andi, I whisper, “Tyke?”


  He turns and stares down at me¸ a mixture of shock and pain in his beautiful features.


  “Can we talk?”


  His eyes flick to Andi, who is glaring at me. He leans in and says something to her, and then he turns to me. “Yeah.”


  I walk outside and he follows me. When the front door closes behind him, I turn.


  “You’re angry at me.”


  He looks away, jaw tight.


  “Tyke . . .”


  He says nothing.


  “If you’re angry, at least tell me,” I whisper-yell.


  He flinches and turns to me. “Yeah, Pippa, I am angry at you. I’m angry because I couldn’t find you. I’m angry because you hung up on me and turned your phone off, and I was fucking beside myself with concern.”


  Oh.


  I didn’t realize.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “You’re sorry?” He laughs. “You’re sorry?”


  “Yes, Tyke,” I say, my voice a little stronger, but still horribly weak. “I’m sorry.”


  “Why did you hang up on me?”


  I look away.


  “Answer me!” he barks and I flinch.


  “I felt uncomfortable.”


  “I knew it,” he mutters. “So you turn it off and don’t answer me? Fuck, Pippa, I was so fucking worried when an entire day went past and you didn’t contact me.”


  “I’m not a child,” I say carefully.


  His eyes flare, and his mouth forms a straight line.


  “No?” he whispers finally. “Then why did you act like one, instead of contacting me?”


  I narrow my eyes, confused. “I don’t . . . I didn’t realize you wanted me to. I don’t understand why you’re so angry at me not returning a call.”


  “Because he put his fucking hands on you,” he roars so loudly I stumble backwards.


  My mouth drops open and tears spring to life in my eyes and pour down my cheeks.


  “Because I didn’t know where you were, and that motherfucker put his hands on you. God dammit!”


  He spins around and drives a fist into the pole behind him. I gasp and press a hand to my throat, struggling for breath.


  Then I turn and run inside.


  “Pippa!” he calls out.


  But he can’t catch me.


  I run past Santana and Maddox, and into the guest bedroom. I lock the door and throw myself down onto the bed, pressing my hands over my ears as the yelling travels up to me.


  “What the fuck is wrong with you, Tyke?” Maddox barks. “She’s fucked up and you go ahead and make it worse.”


  Fucked up. Fucked up.


  “I didn’t . . . give me the key to her room. Let me tell her I didn’t fuckin’ mean it.”


  “Like hell,” Santana yells. “Do you even see her, Tyke? She’s broken, she’s damaged, and you scream at her for it.”


  Broken.


  Damaged.


  I press a pillow over my head and an agonized sob rips from my throat.


  Fucking freak.


  ~*~*~*~


  NOW – Pippa


  Sleep doesn’t come, even when the house goes quiet, even when the lights are flicked out. It doesn’t come, no matter how hard I will it to. I want peace, I want freedom, but not even sleep offers me such comforts anymore. I lie on my bed, my face coated with dried tears, my head pounding from the emotion I’ve expressed in the past day.


  The door rattles and I turn my face towards it. A minute later, it opens and Tyke steps in. He’s limping badly, but he makes his way to my bed quietly. I can see him in the moonlight, and the flash over his face shows me just how upset he is. When he reaches the end of the bed, he kicks off his boots with a groan of pain, then he undoes his shirt, revealing a massive chest.


  I’ve seen Tyke shirtless, and I’ve always loved the intricate tattoos marking his beautiful skin. His muscles are perfect—not too big, not too small, just the perfect blend of sculpted male. He pulls the sheets back and I shift, letting him know I’m awake. He slides in beside me, and his big arms pull me in close. The moment his hot skin touches mine, I close my eyes.


  “I’m sorry, baby,” he rasps in the darkness. “I’m so fucking sorry.”


  I swallow and turn so we’re facing. I reach over and touch his face. “I know.”


  “I didn’t mean to yell at you. I was scared, little one. So fucking scared when I got that call.”


  I keep my hand on his cheek. “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t be. You have nothing to be sorry about.”


  He pulls me close, until our foreheads are touching.


  “I don’t say it, Pip, because I don’t know how, but I need you to know something.”


  I don’t say anything, but my heart starts pounding.


  “I need you to know that you’re the only person in this world I’ve ever wanted to understand. I need you to know that you’re the only person in this world who has ever gotten me. But mostly, I need you to know that you’re one of the most important things in the world to me. I fucking adore you, I don’t ever want to lose you. There’s a big piece of my heart that belongs to you, little one.”


  I open my mouth, but only a strangled sound comes out. Tyke pulls me closer, tucking me so tightly against him that my cheek is pressed against his chest. I don’t know what his words mean to me. I don’t know how to take them. Does he want more? Does he mean he adores me like a sister? I don’t know, and I’m too afraid to ask, terrified of what the answer might be.


  “I feel the same,” I whisper.


  “Then you’ll forgive me for being a fuckin’ dick?”


  I smile against his chest. “I will. I always will.”


  “That’s my girl. Now sleep.”


  “Tyke?”


  “Hmmm?”


  “Will you stay with me?”


  He tangles his fingers into my hair. “Always, little one.”


  That night, I sleep more deeply than I have since I was a little girl.


  CHAPTER SIX


  THEN – Pippa


  “Pippa, just keep your head down and keep working,” Rainer urges, putting his hands to my back and pushing me deeper into the crops.


  My heart is pounding.


  This is because Artreau is on a rampage. He’s angry, and he’s taking it out on us. I don’t know why he’s angry; he mostly leaves us alone, but today he is making us suffer. He’s storming through the crops, hitting, kicking, punching and shoving. Rainer is trying to keep me out of his way, but it’s proving to be harder and harder.


  “If he asks you a question, answer him politely and keep going. Don’t argue.”


  I swallow and nod, pushing my hands into the crops and doing what I have to do to look as if I’m doing the best job I can.


  “If he sees we’re bonding, he’s going to tear us apart. Whatever I say or act like, know I don’t mean it.”


  I look to him, and his black eyes study my face. I nod, and he gives me a jerk of his head to let me know he gets me. Then we both quietly go back to work.


  Artreau appears about ten minutes later, his suit covered in dirt. His fists are bloody as he stalks towards us. His eyes flash to me, and he growls, “Come here.”


  I turn to him, and Rainer is forced to walk behind me. When I stop in front of him, my heart is pounding.


  “Did you enjoy your clean up the other day?”


  How the hell do I answer that politely?


  “No, sir.”


  His face cracks into a big smile and he steps forward, curling his fingers into my hair. “No, sir? You always were the fanciest girl I ever took in. You think you’re too good for the rest of us.”


  “No,” I say softly.


  “No. You’re not. You’re as pathetic as the rest of these”—he flicks his hands around—“trashy fucks. I should just kill you all, but then I would have to pay someone. However, I do enjoy killing just for the sake of it. Would you like to clean up again, Pippa dear?”


  I shake my head quickly.


  He laughs. “And your partner here, did he enjoy it?”


  Rainer sneers at him. “Didn’t fucking bother me.”


  My heart pounds as Artreau steps around me to glare at him.


  “No? You a tough one, are you?”


  Rainer shrugs.


  “We’ll see how tough. I’m in the mood for some entertainment. Hit her.”


  My eyes go wide and Rainer’s gaze hardens. “No. She’s pathetic. I’m not going to hit someone pathetic. If I’m going to raise a fist, it’ll be to you, sir.”


  Rainer. Please stop.


  Artreau laughs. “But that wouldn’t be nearly as entertaining for me. So, you either hit her, or”—He strokes the gun in his jacket—“you’ll have another mess to clean up.”


  I want to vomit. Fear is climbing into my chest like an angry snake.


  Rainer looks to me, and he knows he has no choice.


  “Three seconds, boy, or I’ll make you drag around her headless body until she rots off.”


  Rainer straightens and looks me in the eye, and then he raises his fist and punches me. I stumble backwards with a cry, falling to the floor. I cry out in pain and the sound of Artreau’s laugh fills the space. A sharp pain shoots from my eye to my temple and I have to bite down hard on my lip to smother the sobs. My vision blacks in and out, and my eye feels as though it’s three times too big for my head.


  “Well, I guess you’re right. She really is pathetic.”


  Then, happy with himself, he walks off to torture someone else. The moment he’s gone, Rainer drops to his knees, cupping my face in his hands. “I’m so sorry, God, I’m so sorry.”


  “It’s okay,” I croak, even though my head is pounding and blood is running down my cheek. “I didn’t want to die; you did me a favor.”


  His face, God, his poor broken face. His eyes study mine, and they’re completely devastated. I reach up, curling my fingers around his wrists, because he’s still holding my face. I bring our foreheads together and whisper, “It’s okay, Rainer.”


  “One day, Pippa, I’m going to get us out of here and make this up to you. I swear it.”


  I hope he’s right. No, I pray he’s right.


  Everyone has a breaking point, and I think I’m at mine.


  ~*~*~*~


  NOW – Pippa


  I wake in the morning wrapped in hard arms. My eyes flitter open and I turn my face to see Tyke, sound asleep with his arm around me. One arm is underneath me, and the other is up behind his head. His mouth is slightly opened and his breathing is soft and deep. I reach over hesitantly, and gently swipe away a soft piece of hair falling over his face.


  He stirs and I drop my hand.


  Looking at him like this, seeing him dreaming so peacefully, makes me realize just how much I care about Tyke. I’ve only cared for one other man in my life, and that was Rainer. My mind travels to him, and I wonder where he is now. He spent a long time with me, but he disappeared before I was saved. I don’t even know if he’s still alive. Shivering at the memory of that awful night, I push back to Tyke.


  He stirs, and then his eyes flicker open. He looks even more amazing sleepy. He gives me a drowsy half-smile and then reaches out, cupping the back of my head. “Mornin’ darlin’.”


  “Hi.” I smile.


  “How’re you doing?”


  I shrug. “Okay. You?”


  He shifts, and I see pain flash over his face. He’s hurting. I reach for him and my eyes grow concerned. “Are you in pain?”


  He nods. “Yeah. I tried to run last night . . . it wasn’t the best decision I’ve ever made.”


  “You tried to run?” I gasp.


  “Liam was making a run for it. I had no choice.”


  My eyes mist over and I whisper, “You ran for me?”


  He cups my cheek. “I’d do anything for you.”


  “What can I do for you? Is there anything that helps the pain?”


  He nods. “Pain killers, a hot bath and a seriously good rub. Most of my issues are with poor muscle condition. When I had my accident, I broke a fucking lot of bones. I damaged important nerves and ligaments. I was in a wheelchair for a long time while that healed, and because I was stubborn and refused to get the proper care, my muscles deteriorated, and because I didn’t strengthen them the way I should have, they remain weak.”


  “How come you didn’t want to help yourself?” I ask.


  He shrugs. “Pride, fury, shame—I honestly don’t know. I was in a bad place when the accident happened and I didn’t take it well. I spent time in a chair, and they said there was a chance I’d never walk properly again. Instead of fighting, I accepted that and stopped trying.”


  “And now?”


  He looks me in the eyes. “Believe it or not, you changed my mind.”


  “Me?” I gasp.


  He nods. “When I met you, when we saved you, I was useless. I could do nothing more than drive. When I first saw you and the life you had been given, it snapped something in my brain. I was being selfish. I had a chance to fix myself and I wasn’t taking it.”


  I give him a shaky smile. “I’m glad you’re changing; you deserve it.”


  “I want to ride again,” he says wistfully. “I need to get on my bike and feel like a part of my club again.”


  “Those guys adore you.”


  “Yeah,” he mutters. “But I can’t go on the big missions. Maddox doesn’t say it, but I’m a risk for him. He constantly has to watch out for me. I need the club, and it’s time for me to get back into it.”


  “I notice you’re not spending as much time in your chair. Is it getting better?”


  He nods his head. “I think so, but it’s fuckin’ killing me. My doc tells me the more I walk, the easier it’ll get. I have to strengthen my muscles.”


  “Swimming? Would that help?”


  He grins. “Yeah, baby, except I hate swimming.”


  I frown. “Why? Swimming is amazing.”


  “Maybe . . . it just . . . bores me.”


  “Well,” I say, sliding out of the bed, “if you want company, I’ll come swimming with you.”


  He says nothing, and when I look back at him, he’s smiling. I grin at him and then pull on a robe. His phone rings and he rolls, lifting it off the bedside table. I get busy picking up his boots, his cut and his jeans, placing them on the bed for him. He answers and I pretend I’m not listening.


  “Hey babe,” he says.


  Babe.


  He calls her babe, but he calls me baby. Does that mean anything? I don’t know. I hope so.


  “Yeah, I’m just spending time with Pip today.”


  My heart swells. He’s spending the day with me.


  “She needs me, Andi. Don’t give me shit about this.”


  I throw a quick glance at him and see his jaw is tight.


  “No,” he grunts. “And if you’re going to act like this, maybe I’ll reconsider.”


  He sighs.


  “Yeah, fuck, you know I do.”


  He does what? Love her? Want to be with her? My heart aches to know.


  “Okay honey, later.”


  Honey.


  He doesn’t call me honey.


  My heart drops.


  I turn to him, acting as normal as possible. “Maddox and Santana have an awesome bath . . . you want to use it?”


  He nods. “Yeah, fuck yeah, just to piss Maddox off.”


  I giggle softly. “I’ll run it.”


  I walk out into the hall and run right into Maddox. His hands shoot up to my shoulders and gently push me back. His beautiful eyes scan over me, and I flush when I realize he’s only in his boxers.


  “Ah, sorry, Maddox.”


  He chuckles. “No problem, honey. How’re you feelin’?”


  “I’m okay.”


  He stares behind him, and then leans down. “You serious about that? Because what happened last night was fucked up, and you don’t have to feel good about it.”


  I swallow and look up at him. “It wasn’t nice, but Maddox . . . I’ve had so much worse.”


  His eyes flare. “If some fucker raped you, I’ll find them and fuckin’ gut them.”


  I smile; I can’t help it. I love his passion. It’s not a wonder Maddox runs his club with such ease. He might be sweet to the girls in his life, but I’ve seen him in action. He can be terrifying when he wants to be.


  “No, nothing like that. I just . . . I’ve had heartache.”


  He reaches out and cups my jaw. “You ever wanna tell me about that, you can. You know that right?”


  I nod. “I know, Maddox.”


  “You don’t have to suffer alone.”


  I’ve not told them about my time with Artreau. They know the basics—they know I was a slave, that I was hungry, and had been beaten here and there, but they don’t know the horror I saw. They’ve asked, of course, but I don’t want Santana to ever have to live with that guilt, and if I tell her that’s what will happen.


  I nod and he smiles. “Tyke still in there?”


  I flush.


  “I heard him steal my fuckin’ key and sneak in there. Figured if you didn’t want him in there, you would say so. He’s the only man I’d let in your room.”


  I smile nervously. “Yes, he’s still there. I’m running him a bath. His legs are sore.”


  Maddox frowns. “Yeah, he ran like a fuckin’ mental dude last night. Nothing was going to stop him.”


  “Well, he’s hurt himself, so I’m going to help him.”


  Maddox nods. “All right. Well, come down when you want breakfast.”


  I duck past him with a muttered thanks, and step into the bathroom. I draw a hot bath and turn to get Tyke, only to see him step into the bathroom. He’s wearing only boxers, too. I’ve never seen him in so little, and I swallow. My eyes move down his broad chest, over his narrow hips, and stop at the clear bulge in his pants. I jerk backwards, and turn away with hot cheeks. Instead, I focus on his legs. I’ve never seen his legs—he’s always been in jeans—and now I can, I see the scars that marr them.


  “That looks like it was painful,” I whisper.


  He follows my gaze and mutters, “It was.”


  “Well,” I say quickly. “I ran a bath and . . .”


  He steps forward, stopping me. “Little one, I know I’ve said it, but I want to say it again. I’m sorry about last night.”


  I look up into his eyes. “I know you are.”


  He leans down and I think he’s going to kiss my head, but instead he brushes the lightest kiss over my lips. My entire body goes rigid and I stop breathing as his soft lips caress mine before he pulls back and steps past me. I walk out numbly, fingers to my mouth. He just kissed me. Why did he just kiss me? I don’t understand.


  I walk down the stairs, still in a daze, but stop when I see everyone is here. Well, the usual’s, anyway—Mack and Jaylah, and their two boys, Diesel and Jack, as well as Krypt and Ash, with their twins Phoenix and Quinton. I squirm as all their eyes turn to me. It’s Jaylah who bounces up and rushes towards me, throwing her arms around me.


  “I just heard what happened. Are you okay?”


  I adore Jaylah; she’s bubbly and funny and cute. She’s the kind of girl I love having around. I pull back and force a smile. “I’m okay.”


  Ash stands and comes over, her gray eyes searching mine. She reaches out and takes my shoulders. “You had us worried.”


  I smile at her; I adore Ash as much as Jaylah. These girls are like my sisters, and the only members of the club that I’ve gotten close to. They’ve tried to take me out a few times, but I struggle with them. Not because I don’t love them, but because they’re so much louder than me and I don’t want to cramp their style.


  “I’m doing just fine. I just came down to get some painkillers for Tyke.”


  Their faces crack into wide grins.


  “Tyke is in your room?” Santana calls, bouncing Molly on her hip.


  “Ah, yeah, he, ah . . .” I flush and turn away.


  “Did he sleep with you?” Jaylah giggles.


  “Oi,” Mack growls at his wife. “Stop being a pain in the ass and leave her alone.”


  Jaylah pokes her tongue out at him, and Ash wraps an arm around my shoulder. “So does this mean Handy Andi is gone?”


  I giggle softly at her nickname for Andi. She calls her that, because Andi thinks she knows everything. If there’s a light bulb broken, Andi can fix it; if Tyke’s chair breaks, Andi thinks she has it covered. She sucks at it all, of course, but that doesn’t stop her from trying. So she got handed the name Handy Andi.


  “No, we’re just friends,” I say.


  Ash frowns. “Boo hoo, that’s no fun.”


  “Leave her be, woman,” Krypt grunts from the table.


  Ash turns and flips him the bird just as Phoenix comes tearing into the room. The twins are the liveliest little boys I’ve ever met. Phoenix looks exactly like his daddy, and Quinn, his momma. Phoenix runs towards me and he slams into my legs, making me take a step backwards.


  “Hey there, little man.” I smile. “Are you behaving?”


  He simply giggles, not old enough to form complete sentences, and charges off.


  “Slow down there, boy,” Maddox yells at his nephew.


  “How’re the boys going?” I ask Ash.


  She rolls her eyes, and then grabs her hair. “Are you seeing this gray hair?”


  She has none, of course. “You don’t have gray hair,” I scoff.


  “It’s coming; I can feel it.”


  With that, she runs after her boys. Jaylah’s boys, Jack and Diesel, are playing at Mack’s feet. They’re good kids, but that’s because Mack doesn’t let them get away with any bad behavior. It’s his heritage; he’s a good guy.


  “Well, I’m just getting some painkillers.” I rush past Jaylah and into the kitchen. I wrap an arm around Santana’s waist and squeeze her, before kissing Molly’s cheek. “Hey Tana,” I whisper.


  She turns and wraps her free arm around me. “You worried me last night, Pippi. Are you sure you’re okay?”


  I nod. “I’m okay.”


  “All right. Well, you will tell me if you want to talk, right?”


  I nod again. “Of course.”


  I grab some painkillers and toast, and rush back up the stairs. Tyke is sitting on the bed when I get in, finished with his bath.


  “How’re your legs feeling?” I ask, rushing over. He’s wearing only his boxers again.


  “A little better.”


  “Here.” I hand him the goods, and he swallows the painkillers.


  “I have this cream; it’s good for muscles,” I say hesitantly. “I can rub it on your legs . . . if you like.”


  His eyes flash to mine. “You want to rub my legs?”


  I laugh unexpectedly and he grins.


  “All right, little one, go for it.”


  I stand and find my purse, then I pull out my muscle cream. I’ve used it on my own muscles before, because sometimes they hurt. I don’t know why and neither do the doctors, but it helps. I walk back over and kneel in front of Tyke, then I squeeze some cream onto my palm and gently press it to his skin. He flinches.


  “Does this hurt?” I say softly.


  He shakes his head. “Nah.”


  He’s lying, but I don’t stop. I gently rub the cream in and slowly grip his muscles, moving over them in slow, deep circles. Tyke grunts, in pain or pleasure I don’t know. He shifts a little and I go off into a world all on my own, rubbing the cream into his skin, up and over his calves, over his knees and to his thighs.


  When I move up, I realize that he’s . . . oh . . . oh gosh. My cheeks burn and I pretend I don’t notice, but I did . . . I do. He’s hard. He’s . . . aroused. There’s a solid rise in his boxers and he’s looking to his left, his jaw so tight he looks angry. I remove my hands and stumble backwards, losing my balance and landing on my ass. Tyke turns and then moves quickly, reaching down and taking my hand, pulling me up. Then we both lose our balance, and I topple backwards again, only this time he comes with me. He stops his body crushing mine by putting his hands down. I gasp and squirm, but stop quickly when I feel the hard pressure between my thighs. That’s him. Oh God, that’s him. I stop breathing, he stops breathing, and our eyes meet.


  “Pippa,” he rasps.


  I open my mouth to say more, but a throat is cleared in the doorway. Our heads swing around and see Krypt standing in the space, smirking. Tyke pushes off me and turns, jerking his jeans on. I scramble up to my feet and look anywhere but at Krypt, who is no doubt enjoying the scene presented in front of him.


  “You two having fun?” he asks.


  “I, ah . . .” I swallow and rush towards the door. “I have to go home.”


  I run out before he can say anything else. I rush down the stairs, and blurt to Maddox, “Can you take me home?”


  He narrows his eyes. “Everything okay?”


  “Yeah, I’m just tired.”


  He studies me, then shrugs and stands, grabbing his keys. I say a quick goodbye to everyone, and just as we’re walking out the door, Tyke and Krypt appear. Tyke is fully dressed, his cut fitting snugly on his shoulders. Our eyes meet and my cheeks burn. I turn quickly and rush out. I don’t know what happened, but it was . . . nice.


  Maddox throws me a helmet when we reach his bike, and I pull it on, climbing onto the bike behind him. I wrap my arms around his waist, and close my eyes, and he zooms off.


  It doesn’t take him long to arrive at my apartment, and I quickly climb off. I’m about to rush inside, but there’s a question I have wanted to ask Maddox for a while now. I don’t know if it’s appropriate, considering what he and Santana have already done for me, but a huge part of me needs to know.


  “Hey Maddox?” I ask.


  He leans against his bike and crosses his arms. “Yeah?”


  “I wanted to ask . . . I mean, I know you’ve done enough for me and—”


  “Pippa, spit it out, honey.”


  I nod and swallow. “There was a guy that was at the, ah, tobacco farm when I was there. He got taken before I left, but . . . he was . . . he was my friend. I just wanted to, ah . . .”


  “You want to know if he’s still alive?”


  I look up at him. “Yes.”


  “You got a name?”


  I blink. “Pardon?”


  “A name? His name.”


  “Oh, his name is Rainer Torrence.”


  Maddox nods. “I can look into it, I have a lot of information about the slaves Artreau was running. I know a few people—I might be able to get the information.”


  “I don’t want you to do anything dangerous, or . . .”


  He steps forward. “Pip, it’s fine. I won’t put anyone in danger.”


  I nod. “O . . . o . . . okay.”


  He smiles. “Go inside and rest up. I’ll send Tana around to check on you later.”


  “Okay.”


  He winks at me and then climbs onto his bike and rides off. When he’s gone, I walk up to my house, my heart still pounding.


  These last few days have been challenging in so many different ways. I’m still not sure if they’re bad ways, or good ways.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  THEN – Pippa


  My stomach twists and I press a hand over my mouth, trying not to throw up again. I’m sick. I’m guessing it’s just a stomach virus, but when I’ve got nothing to fall back on, it sucks my life away. I’m already skin and bones—throwing up every meal isn’t helping.


  I am in a cold sweat, curled up by the toilet. The one toilet we all share. If someone needs to use it, I drag myself out and then go back in as soon as they’re done. They have all yelled and told me to stop groaning, but I can’t help it—my stomach hurts so much. Rainer has come in hour after hour, wiping my face with a cool towel. He doesn’t want me to go down and work, but he doesn’t know how I can get out of it.


  The morning light on day one has come in, and is shining through my window. I’m still by the toilet, still retching, when Rainer comes in. He looks down at me, and he furrows his brow. “Jesus, Pippa, you’re sick. I need to figure out how to stop you going out into that sun today.”


  “It’s fine,” I croak. “It’s okay.”


  “No, it isn’t.”


  Before I can protest, he turns and rushes out. I crawl out of the toilet and climb into my bed. I lie my head on the hard pillow, but compared to the floor it’s heaven. I close my eyes, exhaustion and pain taking over. Voices fill my mind, scattering in and out, and then a cool hand touches my face.


  “Pippa?”


  I blink my eyes open and see Rainer leaning over me. His face is concerned.


  “I’m sorry,” I croak. “I’m coming.”


  “No, you can stay here.”


  Those words wake me up more, and I whisper, “What?”


  “It’s fine. I got permission for you to stay here until you’re better.”


  No one gets to just laze about in Artreau’s home. No one. I study Rainer’s face. “What did you do?”


  “Pippa, it’s nothing you need to worry about. Just rest, get better.”


  “Rainer . . .”


  He leans down and kisses my head. “Hush, get to sleep. I’ll lock the door so no one bothers you. I’ll talk to you later.”


  Before I can answer, he disappears. I want to argue, but my body is so weak I fall back into a deep sleep before I even hear the front door slam.


  ~*~*~*~


  Two days I lie in that bed, tired and worn. When I wake on the third morning, I see that most of the slaves are already up and about. I glance around, panic gripping my chest. I’ve been out a long time, and I know that would have come at a cost. I just don’t know what that cost is yet.


  I climb out of bed and shower quickly, then manage to eat a piece of dried bread Rainer left at my bedside table. Then I dress. My body is aching and sore, but I can’t afford another day sleeping. Each day I’m gone, Rainer no doubt suffers. I make my way out to the crops, each step proving to be harder than I thought.


  The sun burns my skin, its heat sinking deep into my flesh as I walk down the rows to find Rainer. He’s standing at the end of the paddock, staring out at the massive fence preventing our escape. He’s slightly hunched over, and it surprises me that he hasn’t heard me approaching. I walk up and gently place my hand on his shoulder. He flinches and turns . . . slowly.


  So slowly I immediately become worried.


  “Rainer,” I whisper. “Are you okay?”


  He forces a trembling smile, and he whispers, “Yeah, Pip, I’m fine.”


  He’s lying. It’s written all over his face.


  “You’re lying,” I breathe. “What did he do to you?”


  Oh God. Has he been hurt because of me?


  I couldn’t bear it.


  “He didn’t do anything,” he says. “Are you feeling better?”


  I narrow my eyes. “I’m okay. Rainer, please, if you’re hurt . . .”


  He cuts me off with the slow wave of his hand. “I’m fine, Pippa. Let’s get this work done.”


  He doesn’t speak much to me as we work, and his movements are slow and pained. His face is scrunched in pain the entire time he works. Artreau has done something; I just don’t know what it is. I follow behind Rainer—a guard quickly attached me to him as soon as I was sighted unattached.


  When the afternoon sun falls, and the cool breeze trickles through the trees, I help Rainer back up to the house. The guards shove us all towards our rooms, and the moment we’re in and unclipped, Rainer disappears into the bathroom, barking at everyone else to move. Something is really wrong, and the moment I hear him vomiting I decide I’m done holding back.


  I run towards the bathroom and shove the door open. Rainer is over the toilet, vomiting. He cries out in agony every single time he retches, and I’m struggling to understand. I rush over and take the towel I used this morning to shower. I wet it and gently place it against his face. He flinches but doesn’t move. He just keeps holding onto the toilet for dear life.


  “Rainer?” I whisper.


  He doesn’t answer. I place my hand on his back and he roars, literally roars, in pain. I jerk my hand away, and that’s when I see that his shirt is sticking oddly to his skin. I kneel down, and gently take the hem of his shirt. He tries to turn, barking at me to stop, but I don’t. I lift it and gasp out loud. His skin, which was once smooth, is now covered in angry lashes. Pieces of his flesh are peeled back, he’s been hit so many times.


  A strangled sob is ripped from my throat as I rasp, “Th . . . th . . . th . . . th . . . this was for me?”


  “No,” Rainer whispers. “I smart-mouthed him.”


  “You’re lying,” I scream. “Don’t lie to me.”


  His body shakes in anguish and he whispers, “Twenty lashes for each day you were sick.”


  “No,” I croak, reeling backwards. “Rainer, no.”


  He turns, reaching out for me but his face is scrunched in pain. “I would do it all over again.”


  “No,” I cry, standing and turning. I run towards the door.


  “Pippa!”


  I charge out and past the other slaves who are mostly ignoring my outburst. I reach the door and bang my fists over and over on it. I scream and yell until a guard opens the door and glares down at me.


  “Take me to him,” I cry. “Take me now!”


  “Pippa don’t!” Rainer yells from the bathroom, but he doesn’t make it to me in time.


  The guard pulls me out of the room and slams the door shut, locking it.


  I have no idea what my plan is, but I won’t leave my friend in pain.


  Not when he saved me.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  NOW – Pippa


  “Oh God, Pippa,” Sofie cries, wrapping her arms around me the moment I step in for my shift at work a few nights after the night with Liam and Michael.


  She’s been trying to call me, but I’ve just needed some time alone. I’m not angry with her—not even close. I’m angry with myself for trying to get out of my comfort zone when I should have just stayed the way I am. I’m just burdening everyone with my constant need to be protected. I’m tired of it.


  “It’s okay,” I say, patting Sofie on the back.


  “No, it’s not okay.”


  “It wasn’t your fault,” I assure her.


  “It was, I invited them to sit down.”


  I pull back and stare at her. “You didn’t know they were those sorts of people, so it isn’t your fault.”


  She nods, but her eyes are welling with tears.


  “Honestly, Sofie.” I smile. “I’m fine.”


  “Okay,” she whispers. “Promise we can still be friends?”


  “Absolutely. What jobs have we been given tonight?”


  “You’re taking rooms 345, 349 and 362. They’ve just checked out.”


  “Okay,” I say softly, hanging up my purse. “Better get to it.”


  Four hours later, I’m finished. I clean the toilets to waste the last few hours of my shift. When I’m done, I find Sofie and tell her I’ll give her a call on the weekend so we can try again. I don’t know if I’m going to do it—not because I don’t want to, but because I’m scared of how it’ll go. I have no idea how to interact with other people, and I can’t stand up for myself at all. How am I supposed to join in when I have no idea how?


  Just as I reach front reception to add my hours, I see a tall, dark body leaning over the desk. I notice the Joker’s Wrath patch right away and watch in slight horror and slight fascination as Tyke turns to face me. He smiles, big and broad, and the receptionists all stare at me with their mouths open as he walks over and wraps an arm around my shoulder. “Hey, little one.”


  “Ah, hey Tyke. What are you doing here?”


  “Had nothing to do. Thought you might want some company.”


  “Ah, sure.”


  “You finished for the night?”


  I nod, walking over and giving the receptionist my hours. She’s still staring at Tyke, but takes the sheet off me with a nod, not in my direction. Tyke turns us both and leads me out the front door. “It’s late. Are you sure you want to do something?”


  Tyke nods. “It’s only ten, Pip. The night is still young.”


  I frown at him, and he laughs. “Come on.”


  “Okay, but my car is here.”


  “We’ll come back and get it tomorrow. Jump in.”


  He opens the door to his SUV and I hesitate a second before climbing in. I don’t completely understand why he’s here, but I’m not about to pass up the chance to hang out with him. Even if our last encounter was . . . awkward. He’s obviously forgotten about it, so I will, too.


  I climb into the car and watch as he slides in the front passenger seat. I feel safe with Tyke, warm and at ease. He flashes me a quick smile, and then takes off. We glide through the streets with ease. I have no idea where he’s going to take me, so it surprises me when he brings me to an old deserted park.


  “I used to come here when I was a kid,” he tells me as he turns the car off.


  “It’s . . . beautiful.”


  And it really is. It’s old and rustic. The swings are rusted and the slide is an worn, metal one, but it has an edge to it, a feel of home. I get out of the car and walk towards it, sitting carefully on one swing. Tyke joins me, sitting on the other one.


  “So, how’re you feeling tonight?” he asks me.


  I shrug. “Fine.”


  “Pip,” he says with a warning tone.


  I sigh. “I’m confused. I just don’t know how to be different, Tyke. I don’t know how to be the girl they all want me to be. I want to make friends, I want to go out and have fun, but I honestly don’t know how. The very idea terrifies me.”


  “Shit, darlin’, I had no idea,” he mutters. “You should have told me you were struggling to get out.”


  “And make you think I’m weaker than you already believe I am?”


  I close my mouth quickly, because those words weren’t meant to leave my lips. Tyke is off his swing in a second. He comes over and curls his fingers around the chains of mine, staring down at me. His eyes are intense and a little hurt. “You think I believe you’re weak?”


  “Don’t you all?” I say, turning my face away. “I know how you all see me and you’re right, because it’s the way I am.”


  “The essential years of your life were taken from you, Pippa, but it doesn’t make you weak. You just have to learn again. If you wanted to learn, little one, why the hell didn’t you come to me?”


  “You have Andi.”


  He sighs. “Pip . . .”


  “I don’t want to be a burden to anyone.”


  “Pippa.”


  “I didn’t know how to ask.”


  He reaches down, capturing my chin in his hand and tilting my head back. “You come to me. Do you hear me? If you have a problem, fuck, Pippa, you come to me.”


  “I was afraid,” I whisper.


  He strokes his thumb over my cheek. “Don’t be. If you want to learn, I’m here to teach you. When is your next day off?”


  I blink. “Pardon?”


  He grins. “Answer me, baby. I know you heard me.”


  “Ah, tomorrow.”


  “Good. I’ll be by at seven. Be ready.”


  “For what?” I squeak.


  His eyes flash. “To learn how to live again. Don’t worry, I’ll go easy on you.”


  God help me.


  ~*~*~*~


  NOW


  Tyke arrives at my house at seven the next morning, as he said he would. He looks extra perfect today, wearing a pair of faded black jeans and a tight black tee. His jacket sits comfortably on his broad shoulders, showing off his colors. His hair is messy and he’s wearing a wide smile.


  He puts me in his car and we drive. I have no idea where he’s taking me, but I fidget the entire trip. Even when he puts his hand over mine to help me feel at ease. He stops the car at an old lighthouse on the beach edge, a good two hours away from my house. There are a few people milling around, but it seems quiet.


  “What is this place?” I ask in a whisper.


  “This is The Lighthouse. I know, fitting name, right?” He smirks, climbing out of the SUV.


  He comes around and opens my door for me, helping me out. I climb from the car, my hand in his, and stare at the beautiful red and white lighthouse sitting on a small cliff, the waves of the ocean lapping it at the base. Tyke joins me and we stare together. There seems to be a cafe overlooking the ocean.


  “I wanted to start you small,” Tyke says, gripping my hand. “This is a good place to start.”


  “Okay,” I whisper.


  “No,” he says, turning to me. “Don’t whisper. You never have to be scared to speak, Pippa. Use your voice, and use it proud.”


  “Okay,” I say, my voice shaky but in full force.


  He grins. “That’s my girl.”


  His girl.


  That slams into my heart in the best possible way.


  He leads me up to the lighthouse, limping slightly. I don’t make mention that he hasn’t got his chair, because I think it bothers him to be thrown in it when I’m around. I think it makes him feel less of a man. If only he knew nothing could take that away from him.


  We reach the massive lighthouse and climb a few steps, entering a cafe. I was right. It overlooks the ocean, the big wooden deck the feature. It is covered with tables and chairs, and on them are red and white checked table covers. Fitting. Tyke leads me to a table and I sit down, and he sits beside me. Only a moment later, a waitress is by our table.


  “Hello there,” she says, her voice thick with a southern twang. Her eyes, the beautiful green eyes they are, are fixed on Tyke. “What can I get y’all?”


  “We’re just going to look,” Tyke grunts.


  “Oh, of course.”


  She turns and rushes off and I smile, unable to stop it. Tyke looks up at me, and grins. “What’s so funny?”


  “You grunted at her.”


  His eyes flash with humor. “She was looking at me like she wanted me to bend her over this table and fuck her. That’s not okay when I’m with my girl.”


  My cheeks burn and Tyke’s grin gets bigger.


  “Shut up.” I giggle.


  “Fuck I love that sound,” he says, staring at my mouth.


  God. My whole face is probably bright red now.


  “Anyway,” he says, with a smile in his voice, “tell me what you want? But you’re going to order it.”


  I jerk. “I can’t . . .”


  “Pippa, darlin’, you can.”


  I shake my head, and he reaches over the table and takes my hand. “You trust me, don’t you, Pip?”


  “Of course,” I whisper.


  “Sorry?”


  Shit.


  “Of course,” I say in a bigger voice.


  “Good. Then know I won’t make you do anything horrible. You can do all of these things, you just have to believe you can.”


  I nod, swallowing. He smiles, making a dimple pop out as he slides the menu towards me. “They have amazing food.”


  I glance down and my stomach grumbles. This food does look amazing. It’s mostly seafood, which is great, because I adore seafood. It’s only morning, but I didn’t eat breakfast and this is something different. I’m okay with different. I pick the seafood chowder with freshly baked bread, and Tyke decides on the same. When the waitress comes back over, Tyke gives her a look, and her eyes dart to me. Here goes.


  “Ah,” I begin. Tyke reaches over and squeezes my hand. God, why does it seem so hard to do something so simple? It’s just ordering a bit of food, nothing major. I can do this.


  “I’d like two seafood chowders with the bread, please.”


  Oh my God.


  I did it.


  Happiness swells in my chest and when I turn towards Tyke, he’s beaming. He winks at me and I turn back to the waitress with a smile bigger than any smile I’ve ever given.


  “Any drinks?”


  I lose my smile and panic fills my chest. I didn’t think about drinks. I didn’t even look at the drink menu. I turn to Tyke, panic in my eyes and he stands, coming around to sit beside me. The waitress watches curiously, but I know she can’t hear when he leans into my ear and whispers, “Calm down, baby. Just tell her to wait a moment while you decide.”


  I nod frantically and turn to the waitress, “Please just wait while I . . .” My voice trails off. “While I . . . ah . . .” Oh God, I can’t do it. “While I . . .”


  “We haven’t decided,” Tyke adds. “Put the food order in and come back.”


  The waitress nods, staring at me as if I’m a freak.


  Fucking freak.


  My bottom lip trembles.


  “Hey,” Tyke says, grabbing my hand. “Look at me.”


  “I’m a freak,” I whisper. “A f . . . f . . . f . . . fucking freak.”


  “What did you just say?” Tyke breathes.


  “That’s what they all think. That’s what they all say about me. Freak. I’m a freak.”


  “Jesus, fuck,” he mutters, and then puts an arm around my body, pulling my chair closer. “You listen to me, and you listen good. You are not a freak. You are a girl who has had things happen to her that most normal people couldn’t handle. You’ve been starved of the outside world for a long time, and coming back in is scary. The people that think that of you, Pippa, they’re the freaks.”


  “Artreau called me that, because I was so afraid of him . . . and then Liam the other night . . .”


  “That piece of shit. I knew I should have wiped him out.”


  I jerk and look up at Tyke with wide eyes. “You wouldn’t . . . you wouldn’t . . .”


  “Hush,” he murmurs, capturing my face in his hand. “What I do is of no worry to you. What he said, Pippa, was wrong. He was trying to take advantage of a frightened girl—tell me honestly, who do you think had the problems there? You would have reacted the same way any girl would have.”


  “No,” I say, looking down at his throat. “Most girls would have fought back, maybe hit him. I just sat there, frozen in place, terrified.”


  “Then we’re going to teach you how to fight. I promise you, little one, we’re going to fix this. All of it.”


  “Are you ready to get your drinks?”


  We both turn to see the waitress standing at our table again.


  “You can do this, baby,” Tyke whispers into my ear, making me break out into a thousand little shivers.


  I take a deep, shaky breath. Only I can change my life. Only I can change my life. Only I can change my life.


  “I’d like two iced teas, please.”


  I did it.


  Tyke squeezes my hand and a huge smile breaks out on my face.


  Only I can change my life.


  CHAPTER NINE


  THEN – Pippa


  My legs tremble as the guard leads me down the long hall to Artreau’s room. Vomit rises and falls in my throat, burning a path right up my already raw passage. I have to force my feet to move step by step, praying they won’t give out and cause me to fall to the floor in a heap.


  The guard shoves me forward and I stumble a few times, shrinking into myself with fear. As we reach Artreau’s door, I swallow over and over to stop the vomit in my throat from exploding all over the surface. The guard bangs twice and then stands back, waiting. A moment later, the door opens and Artreau’s eyes widen before a slow smirk appears on his face.


  “I wondered when I’d hear from you.”


  I flinch and yell, “What the hell is wrong with you? How could you do that to him? What sort of monster—”


  Artreau cuts me off by grabbing my arm and hauling me forward. The guard lets me go. In fact, he looks almost bored as he mutters, “Call me when you want me to take her back.”


  “Oh, I’ll be busy for a good long time with her.” Artreau smirks, slamming the door shut.


  He doesn’t let me go as he walks me towards his sofa. I’ve never been in his room, but I’d always imagined it would be massive. I’m right. It’s huge. Half is set up as an office, with a mahogany desk, large plush carpets and bookshelves lining the wall. The other half is a bedroom, with a massive king sleigh bed and a soft looking sofa.


  Artreau shoves me down on the sofa. I’m right, it’s soft.


  “Now, you were saying?” he continues.


  “Are you serious?” I whisper. “How could you do that to him?”


  Artreau shrugs. “He made me a deal—that was my side of it. He made the choice to say yes.”


  “He was helping me!” I scream.


  “Again,” Artreau says coolly, “it was his choice.”


  “You’re a goddamned monster. How would you like it if someone did something so . . . so . . . horrible to you?”


  He leans down close, sneering at me. “I wouldn’t be so stupid as to let someone do that to me.”


  “You can’t leave him like that. He’ll die!”


  He shrugs, looking bored. “Next question?”


  I want to scream and stab him, and hurt him in anyway I can possibly can. “He needs medical assistance. What . . .” I swallow and close my eyes. I have to do this for Rainer. “What do I have to do to get that for him?”


  Artreau’s eyebrows hit his forehead.


  “You care about the boy enough to come in here and demand that I help him?”


  Panic swells in my chest. I don’t want him to know I care about Rainer, because he’ll end up hurting him even more. So instead, I keep my face blank and say, “No. I care about people in general, and when someone helps me the way he did, I’m not going to just pat him on the back and say thank you.”


  Artreau grins. “Well, you haven’t learned much from me then, have you?”


  I grit my teeth, but don’t answer.


  “So you want him to get medical assistance,” he says, rubbing his chin. “I wonder what that’ll cost you.”


  “Whatever it is,” I say through gritted teeth. “I’ll do it.”


  Artreau flashes a grin at me. “Well, if that’s the case . . .”


  His voice trails off and he stares down at my breasts, and I know, I just know what he’s going to ask. Bile burns my throat and my hands begin to tremble, but I’ll do whatever it takes to give Rainer the medical help he needs. If I don’t, he’ll die. I could never live with that. Not that I’m entirely sure I can live with this, either.


  “Just say what you want,” I rasp out through clenched teeth.


  “Oh, you know exactly what I want. If you want your friend to get the help he needs tonight, then you will warm my bed, dear Pippa, and I don’t mean just sleeping.”


  I have to force my legs not to buckle at the words. Instead, I hold my head high and say, “If you promise to give me what I need for him, I’ll do whatever you want.”


  “You list what you need, and I’ll give it.”


  Lord help me.


  “I need antibiotics, something to stitch his skin, and an ointment to keep infection out. I also need patches to cover him. Oh, and painkillers.”


  “Done,” Artreau says.


  I nod.


  “Now,” he purrs, stepping closer and grabbing my hip. His fingers pinch into my skin and I want to vomit on the spot. “Where shall we start?”


  “Wait,” I rasp. “You give me what I need, or have it delivered to the room before . . . before . . .”


  “Very well.” Artreau sighs. He walks over and picks up his phone. “Yes, take the following items to the room and hand them over to the slave we whipped. Antibiotics, ointment for his wound, a needle and thread for stitching, a bandage and some painkillers. Call me when you’ve done this.”


  He slams the phone down and turns to me. “Happy?”


  “Not until you get that call back,” I say in a hard, steely voice.


  Artreau rolls his eyes and pours himself a drink as he waits. I pray that something will happen and I will be able to get out of this, but I fear that’ll never happen. I just have to close my eyes, pretend I’m somewhere else, and tell myself that this is for Rainer. It’s for Rainer, who sacrificed for me.


  The sound of the call coming back in jerks me from my thoughts. Artreau answers, nods, and then hangs up.


  “It’s been delivered.”


  He steps forward and I clench my eyes shut as he grabs my hip again. He squeezes painfully, and I know, I just know he isn’t going to take this easy. He pushes me towards the couch and my legs tremble with fear. Revulsion floods my body, and I want nothing more than to throw up all over him.


  I block out as much as I can as he pushes me down, positioning his lanky, disgusting body over mine. I can feel his hardness against my thigh and I have to fight against myself, because all I want to do is take hold of it and twist it off. You’re not here, Pippa. Go somewhere else. This is for Rainer. This is for Rainer.


  Artreau doesn’t waste time. His fingers go under my shirt and cup my breasts. “Pathetic. I thought you would at least have something to grab hold of. Let’s hope what’s between your legs is a little more impressive.”


  Shame and horror wash through my body as he grabs my shorts, pulling them out, and shoving his hand down my panties. He cups my sex and I cry out, squirming. No, I don’t want this. I don’t want it. Oh God, help me. Please, someone help me. I gag as his finger enters a place that no man has ever been. I’m going to pass out.


  Someone help me.


  The phone rings.


  Then a loud banging rings through the room.


  Artreau curses and shoves off me, removing his hand from my panties. As soon as his weight is gone, I roll to my side and sob loudly, horrified. I feel so disgusting, so dirty, I want to be sick and die all at once. Voices fill the room and then Artreau is by my side, hauling me up.


  “Get out. I have business to take care of.”


  He’s distracted, not even here anymore. His eyes are distant. He shoves me into the arms of the guard and mutters, “I’ll deal with you later.”


  He says it, but he doesn’t seem to be thinking about me at all. Whatever news was just shared with him has made him forget about me altogether.


  Someone answered my prayers.


  ~*~*~*~


  The guard shoves me into our room and slams the door behind me. I stumble forward and straight into Rainer’s chest. He’s been standing there, waiting for me. My face presses against the firm ridges beneath his shirt, and he holds me so tightly I can barely breathe, but I don’t care. I don’t care. I’d do it all over again for him.


  “What did you do, Pippa?” he rasps, his voice broken. “What did you do?”


  I let out a broken sob and he walks us backwards to his bed, which he has pushed right next to mine. He sits on it with a pained hiss, but refuses to let me go, holding me close. I cry so hard my body shakes. The memory of Artreau’s fingers touching my most sensitive flesh makes me want to scream. Internally, I am. I’m breaking to pieces.


  “I’m so sorry,” he whispers. “I’m sorry.”


  I pull back and look up into his eyes, and he’s staring down at me, his face full of horror. I reach up and cup his jaw in my hand and whisper, “I’d do it again, for you.”


  My eyes flicker to the pile of medical supplies on the bed. He really did have it delivered. Relief floods through me. Rainer takes my face in his hands and presses our foreheads together. “Please tell me that he didn’t . . . that you didn’t . . .”


  It’s in that moment I realize Rainer will break if I tell him what I bargained with. So, I tell him, “He never got that far. An emergency call came in and he shoved me out.”


  “But he’s going to want it,” he says, pained. “He’s going to want it. God, Pippa, you should have just let me be. You silly, stupid, beautiful girl.”


  I sob again and whisper, “I’d do it again, Rainer. You would have died if I didn’t . . .”


  “No,” he rasps. “No. You don’t save me, do you hear me? You never save me.”


  “I’ll always save you.”


  And I will.


  Because it’s your job to always save the only person you have left in your world.


  CHAPTER TEN


  NOW - Pippa


  Tyke’s warm hand is curled around mine as we walk slowly over the sand. Our lunch together was amazing—I don’t think I’ve smiled so much since I’ve been back. He made me laugh, he told jokes, and he smiled at me and made my insides turn to liquid. Spending the day with him is the best choice I’ve made this week.


  “Mind if I ask you a question, little one?” Tyke says.


  “Ah, sure.”


  He squeezes my hand. “I know you haven’t spoken about it to anyone, because obviously you don’t want to, but . . . how’re you recovering from everything that went on?”


  “You mean being a slave for over five years?”


  His jaw tics and he nods sharply. I’ve never told Tyke much about my time away. I haven’t really told anyone. I guess a big part of me feels ashamed, even though I know I didn’t do anything wrong. I’m worried that if people know what I saw, they’ll feel guilt, or worse—they’ll look at me with even more pity than they already do.


  “I’m fine,” I say. “I don’t really think much about it. I notice it more in my personality. I struggle with a lot of things, still.”


  “Yeah, I bet you do. It wouldn’t be easy. You know you can always talk to me, don’t you?”


  I squeeze his hand. “Of course I know that.”


  “I’ve felt a connection with you since the first time I laid eyes on you, and I know you feel the same. I want you to know that you can trust me.”


  “I do trust you,” I say softly. “I just don’t like talking about what happened there. It changed something inside me and when I think about it, I get distressed.”


  He stops us and turns to me. “Then we’ll talk about something else. How’re you feeling after lunch?”


  I beam. “So proud of myself. I’ve never done anything like that before. It felt amazing.”


  “You did amazing, Pip,” he says, his eyes growing warm.


  “Thank you,” I say, flushing. “For helping me like this. I know it’s a lot of time out of your day and . . .”


  “Don’t,” he says, his voice gruff. “Wouldn’t do it if I didn’t want to.”


  No, I suppose he wouldn’t. I’m learning that.


  “Now, it’s time for our next challenge.” He grins wolfishly and takes my hand, leading me into a quiet cove.


  “What are we going to do?”


  “Yell.”


  “Yell?” I say, eyes wide.


  “Yeah, Pip, yell. You’re soft-spoken, but it’s okay to have a say. It’s okay to stand up for what you believe in. It’s okay to be angry and vent. Those are all normal things that you shouldn’t be ashamed of. You’re not in that monster’s grips anymore—you’re allowed to feel.”


  My heart starts pounding and I fumble my fingers together nervously. Tyke notices and takes my hand, pulling me closer. “No one is here to hear us. Don’t be afraid.”


  “I don’t . . . I don’t know, Tyke,” I say hesitantly.


  “It’s just me, little one. I’ll never judge you. Come on—we’ll do it together.”


  He steps back and lifts his head in the air. “Woo hoo!”


  He yells this loudly, and I can’t stop the giggle that escapes my lips. It does look like fun. He turns to me with a massive grin. “Come on, it’s two words. Give it a go.”


  I swallow and tilt my head back. “Woo hoo.”


  That was pathetic. It was weak and lame. I frown and shift nervously.


  “Try again. Open your voice box and just scream, Pip.”


  I take a deep breath, close my eyes and bellow, “Woo hoo!”


  “Yeah.” Tyke laughs, clapping his hands. “Atta girl. Now do it again.”


  Both of us tip our heads back and scream the two words over and over, until we fall back laughing. Tyke, wearing a big smile, turns to me and suggests, “Now let’s get angry.”


  I shrink instantly. Laughing is one thing, but anger . . . no.


  “I can’t do anger, Tyke,” I say.


  “You can; it’s easy and it’s natural. You don’t have to let people push you around forever, little one. You’re the master of your own destiny.”


  I snort, and say, “That’s lame.”


  He winks at me. “Lame, but true. Come on, pretend . . .” He looks around and notices a rock. “Pretend that rock is someone you’re really angry at. Tell them what you think of them.”


  “I can’t do that.”


  He stops smiling and steps closer to me, leaning down. “Why not?”


  “I don’t . . .”


  “No,” he says firmly. “No excuses. Tell me why you’re afraid to say it how it is.”


  I swallow. “Anger only gets you into trouble. You say something you shouldn’t, and it hurts people.”


  “Yes, that can be true, but not if you control it. Not if you think about what you’re saying before you say it.”


  “People get mad at you if you speak the truth,” I go on. “I don’t like it when people are angry at me.”


  “Jesus, Pip, that might be the case, but you can’t spend the rest of your life worrying that someone is going to get mad if you express yourself. If they love you, they’ll understand that you have emotion, same as the rest of the world.”


  My bottom lip shakes. “I’m afraid, Tyke.”


  He takes my face in his hands. “That’s what we’re here to change. You’re allowed to be yourself, Pippa. Think back, before you were taken. What were you like?”


  I close my eyes and think back to a time before Santana and I lost our parents and our worlds crumbled. I was never an outgoing girl, like my sister, but I was bubbly and loved to laugh.


  “I was bubbly,” I say with a sad smile. “Dad used to tell me I could brighten his day, because when I greeted him each night it was with so much enthusiasm and laughter that he couldn’t help but be happy.”


  “That’s good, honey,” Tyke says softly. “That’s a good thing to hang on to. Now think, really think—would that Pippa just let people walk all over her?”


  I smile at a memory that flashes into my mind. It’s one I had forgotten about until just now. We were playing in my new playhouse, and the boy next door came over. We played with him often, but this particular day, he decided to tease Santana. He made her cry and when she went into the house, I gave him a Pippa mouthful that made him cry, too.


  “No,” I say softly. “I might have been shy, but I knew what I wanted.”


  “That girl is in there. She isn’t gone; she might have changed, but she hasn’t gone anywhere. Find her—bring her out and get her back.”


  I open my eyes and stare into his. We stand like that for a long time.


  “Okay.”


  “Okay?” He smiles.


  “Okay.”


  He takes my shoulders and turns me towards the large rock. “Pretend I’m not here. Talk to that rock, tell it what you have wanted to tell someone. It doesn’t have to be someone from your past; it can be from someone you have only met recently. Anyone. You decide.”


  I take a deep breath.


  “I’m not stupid,” I say softly.


  “Louder baby,” Tyke encourages. “Get mad.”


  “I’m not stupid,” I say again, a little harsher. “I’m not daft. I’m good at my job, and you have no right to speak to me like that.”


  “More, louder, harder,” Tyke whispers into my ear and I shiver.


  “I might work for you,” I say, feeling a strange emotion clamp down firmly in my chest, “but that doesn’t mean you can treat me like, like . . .” I stammer and close my eyes, taking a shaky breath, “. . . like a dog.”


  “That’s a girl, get it out.”


  “And I will clean the toilets,” I yell, shocking myself. “When I’m good and damned ready!”


  “Yes!” Tyke says, squeezing my waist. “Keep going.”


  “You think I can just do a million jobs at once?” I bark, feeling my hands shake with suppressed anger and shame. “I’d like to see you do it all, you angry, horrible man.”


  “You’re doing really good, baby. Scream at him, louder.”


  “You’ve probably never worked a day in your life,” I scream so hard my voice shakes. “You probably don’t know how it feels to live a difficult life. How does that prime-cut roast beef taste, you . . . you . . . jerk!”


  “Yeah darlin’.” Tyke laughs. “Tell him.”


  “And . . .” I screech. “And as for you, you . . . nasty woman. You don’t deserve him. You’ll never deserve him. He’s so much better than you, and you’ll never see it because you can’t look past your fake nails and plastic breasts. You should be on your knees thanking God every damned day for giving him to you!”


  I never meant to say that—it just came pouring out. My mouth clamps shut and my eyes widen. Tyke has gone still and quiet behind me, and suddenly I wonder if I’ve just made the biggest mistake I could have possibly made. I turn slowly, rasping, “Tyke, I’m sorry, I—”


  I don’t get a word in, because his lips crash down over mine. My knees wobble and his hand snakes out and goes around my waist, pressing my body to his. I crumble against him with a whimper, opening my mouth and letting him in. I’ve been kissed once in my life before, and that was by Rainer. It was a long time ago, and it was amazing. This, though? This is fireworks.


  Tyke’s hands pull me closer, crushing my body against his. His tongue tangles with mine, and it’s so soft. His cheek is rough against mine, and my lips feel swollen and alert with every graze of his. He makes a throaty, rumbling sound and then suddenly he steps back, running his hands through his hair, looking frantic.


  “Fuck,” he mutters.


  I say nothing.


  “Fuck!” he bellows.


  He regrets it. I can see it in his face. My heart cracks open. Of course he regrets it. He has a girlfriend. He just cheated on her, because of me. Tears burn under my eyelids and I stammer out, “I . . . I . . . I’m sorry, Tyke.”


  “Should never have done that,” he mumbles to himself. “Fuck.”


  God. Nothing could hurt more than those words.


  I hang my head.


  Never enough. Never, ever enough.


  ~*~*~*~


  Tyke doesn’t say a word to me as I turn and walk away. He follows me, but silence is heavy between us. I shouldn’t have said those things, and I shouldn’t have kissed him back. It was a moment of weakness on both our parts, but it was enough to cause tension like no other. He probably never wants to speak to me again, now. I’ve made a mistake.


  I climb into his truck and he gets in the other side. I tuck my knees up to my chest and stare out the window as he climbs in. He turns to me, and whispers, “Pip?”


  I can’t answer. I don’t know how to. What am I supposed to say? I’m sorry? I’m not sorry? Am I to be angry with him for kissing me and then making me feel bad about it? I honestly don’t know.


  He sighs, and starts the car. We sit in silence all the way home, and when he pulls up at my house, I climb out wordlessly. He gets out behind me, and when I reach the door, he takes my arm in his hand and turns me around. His eyes are pained as he stares into me. “I’m sorry, little one. I didn’t mean to do that.”


  He didn’t mean to do that.


  Slapping me would hurt less.


  I nod stiffly, and then pull my arm from his and step into the house, slamming the door before he can get to it. I lock it and then slide down, dropping my head in my hands. A choking sob rips from my throat and my body shakes with hurt and shame. Mostly shame. I’ve never been so horrified in all my life.


  I don’t know how long I sit like that, sobbing against the door, but I’m disturbed when a knock sounds out. My head jerks up and I wonder if Tyke has come back, but when I hear Maddox call out I quickly stand. I open the door without hesitation, and his eyes widen the moment he sees me. “Shit, Pippa, what the hell?”


  “It’s nothing,” I say croakily, waving a hand. “Just a crappy work day.”


  I hope Maddox knows I didn’t work today, or I’m in trouble. He narrows his eyes and says carefully, “Anything I can help with?”


  “No. Why are you here? Is Santana okay? Molly?”


  He smiles. “They’re fine, honey. I came to talk to you about your friend, Rainer.”


  My heart stops beating. Oh God, if this is bad news I honestly don’t know if I can handle it. I swallow and nod, stepping back and waving my arm for him to come in. He does, kicking his boots off at the door. He walks to my couch and flops down, his big body taking up most of it. I sit over from him, staring with wide eyes.


  “So, I looked into him, and turns out with a name like that he wasn’t hard to find.”


  My heart is pounding so hard, I feel ill.


  “Maddox, please,” I whisper.


  He narrows his eyes. “What does this guy mean to you?”


  I blink. “He was a friend of mine—the only one I had. Please . . . tell me he’s . . . he’s . . .”


  “He’s alive, Pip.”


  My body jerks, and a silent tear slips from my eye and trickles down my cheek. He’s alive. Oh God, he’s alive. All this time I’ve wondered what happened to him, and knowing he’s alive takes away so much of my pain.


  “Where is he?” I whisper.


  Maddox smiles. “That’s the good part. He lives here, Pippa.”


  I blink. “Pardon?”


  “He lives here; he has for the last two years. I don’t know his story, but I know he was in New York for a few years before packing up and moving out here. He owns a bar downtown. I went by, checked him out. He seems like a decent dude.”


  “You . . . checked him out?” I squeak.


  “Course I did,” he grunts. “Wasn’t giving you information on a dude that might be . . . dangerous.”


  “Rainer would never hurt me, Maddox.”


  He narrows his eyes. “Don’t wanna know how you’re so sure of that. Anyway, I spoke to him but didn’t tell him about you. Figured that was up to you. I got his address here. If you wanna go down, you can. If not, that’s up to you as well.”


  He reaches into his jeans and pulls out a slip of paper. I take it with trembling fingers. Rainer lives here. Here. All this time, he’s been that close. Will he even remember me? God, what if I’m a bad memory from his past he doesn’t want to see again? My palms grow clammy and I fidget.


  Maddox reaches over and pats my hand. “You decide what you gotta do, kid. I gotta run, got shit to deal with. You seen Tyke today?”


  I flinch and look up. “Ah, yeah, I saw him a little while ago.”


  “Good, was wondering where he got to. He’s got shit to do, too. Catch you later.”


  He winks at me and stands, disappearing. I sit on the couch and stare at the paper in my hand. This seems too good to be true. Rainer is here, and he’s so close. I’ve wanted to see him again, to know he’s okay, and now the very idea terrifies me. Maybe I can call? Maybe if I hear his voice, it won’t be so terrifying.


  Using my phone, I find the number for the bar and hit the call button. My hands are shaking as I count the rings. One. Two. Three. Four. Five.


  “Hello?”


  The voice that fills the line is female, and I breathe a strange sigh of relief. My voice was clogged in my throat, and I honestly didn’t know how I would have handled it if Rainer had answered.


  “Ah, hello,” I squeak. “I was wondering, ah, if Rainer worked there still?”


  “He does. Would you like me to put him on?”


  “Yes, I mean—”


  She is gone before I finish my sentence. Suddenly, I can’t breathe. I begin to pant. I don’t know if I can do this. I honestly don’t know if I can hear his voice after all this time and not break.


  “Yeah?”


  Oh. Help.


  “Hello?”


  His voice—it’s the same but so different. It’s masculine, and manly, and so damned grown up. Tears burst forth and I can’t speak, I try but nothing comes out.


  “Is anyone there?”


  Rainer.


  Oh God.


  The beep beep of the disconnected line fills my ears and I drop the phone. I need to see him. I need to see his face again. I need to tell him that I’ll never forget every beautiful thing he did for me. I reach down with shaky fingers and lift my phone, dialing Santana.


  “Hey Pippi,” she answers.


  “Tana,” I croak.


  “Pip? What’s wrong?”


  “I need your help, tonight. Can you get Molly watched? It’s important.”


  “Absolutely. I’ll be there soon.”


  I’m going to see him again.


  My best friend. The only person who has ever understood me.


  Rainer.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  THEN – Pippa


  “Happy birthday to you,” Rainer sings softly as we sit amongst the crops. “Happy birthday, dear Pippa, happy birthday to you.”


  I’m seventeen. I’ve been here for nearly three years. It hasn’t gotten easier, but it hasn’t gotten harder, either. Artreau has found new assault victims, and he never came back for the favor I owed him. He took interest in a new slave. Since then, Rainer and I have spent our time just working and praying that each day is our last one here.


  “Thank you,” I whisper, smiling with trembling lips.


  I wonder if Santana is still alive? I wonder if she’s thinking of me right now the way I’m thinking about her. She’ll be about nineteen now. I wonder if she looked for me? Maybe she got married? Tears burn in my eyes as I wonder about the sister I lost. Artreau told me any family I have left was killed and that’s why I was sold, but I just don’t believe it. I would feel it if Santana was dead, and I truly don’t believe she is. Maybe I just don’t want to lose that hope.


  Rainer reaches over and takes my hand, squeezing.


  “One day, Pip, I’m going to give you the best party you’ve ever had.”


  “You will?” I whisper, with a smile.


  He turns my body so my back is pressed to his chest. He wraps his arms around my middle and we stare out at the crops. “Yep, I will.”


  “Will there be cake?” I ask wistfully.


  “So much fucking cake you won’t be able to eat it all.”


  “Chocolate?”


  “Whatever flavor you want.”


  He squeezes me, and I smile. “What about candles?”


  “Plenty of those, too.”


  “And balloons?”


  He chuckles. “Everything you could ever imagine.”


  “My sister,” I whisper, looking down.


  Rainer puts his head on my shoulder and turns his face into my neck. “Your sister.”


  “And what about you? What will you have?” I say, turning my face into his and pressing my cheek against his.


  “Only you, Pippa.”


  “There has to be more you want?”


  He shakes his head and kisses my cheek. “There’ll never be anything more than I could ever want. You’re my best friend, Pippa, and I don’t ever want to let you go.”


  I think I adore Rainer.


  No, I know I do.


  ~*~*~*~


  NOW – Pippa


  “So this guy . . . he was a slave too?” Santana asks as we approach the club.


  I nod, chewing on my bottom lip as the bright blue neon sign comes into view. I’m really not sure I can do this. I dressed and made Santana bring me, telling her the story—well most of it—on the way here. She was surprised, but so excited that I might have found someone I know. I’m not so sure Rainer will even want to see me. What if he doesn’t want that reminder of his past?


  “Pip, are you okay?”


  I nod, but my hands are shaking.


  “Pippa.”


  Santana stops me, turning me and staring down into my eyes. “You don’t have to do this.”


  “He was the only friend I’ve ever had, Tana. I have to do it.”


  She nods. “Well, I’ll be right here with you.”


  I nod again, and as we reach the doors to the club, my hands begin to sweat. I swallow the thick lump forming in my throat and try to slow down the flurry of butterflies kicking up a storm in my stomach. I close my eyes, take a shaky breath and then we push inside.


  The bar is quite nice in a typical bar kind of way. There’s a massive wooden counter that bartenders are serving over. Pool tables line the middle floors and tables and chairs are scattered about everywhere. There’s even a dance floor and a stage for a band. I walk towards the bar, figuring that’s the best place to start.


  I have a memory of Rainer in my head, but it was years ago that I saw him. He would be a man now. Maybe he looks the same—maybe he doesn’t. I try to picture him, but it’s so hard when nerves are swallowing me. Santana grabs my arm and whispers, “Do you want me to look with you, or just wait?”


  As much as I want my sister with me, I need to talk to Rainer on my own. This meeting might just go south, and I don’t want her to witness the heartbreak that will cause me. “Find a table. I’ll come when I’m ready.”


  She nods, squeezing my shoulder. “I’ll be right over there if you need me, Pippi.”


  I hug her softly, and then walk towards the bar. There’s a young woman serving, and when I reach the counter she stops and stares at me. She’s blond, and busty, and quite beautiful. She’s also snotty. Her face is impatient as she glares at me. “Can I get you something, or are you going to stare all day?”


  “Ah, I’m here to see Rainer.”


  She narrows her eyes. “And who are you?”


  I swallow. “A friend.”


  “What kind of friend?”


  Honestly, I don’t have the patience for people like her. I’m already feeling as though I’m going to lose my lunch. I need to get this over with, and she’s only delaying that.


  “An old family friend. I came to see him. Can you please go and tell him he has a visitor?”


  “Do you have a name?” she snipes.


  “No. Just get him.”


  She blinks at me, and turns and storms out. I’m surprised at my snappiness, but I’m so nervous the words just flow out. I grip the edge of the bar and stare at the door she just stormed toward. I watch it and watch it. When it swings open and she comes back out followed by a man, my stomach lurches.


  Oh. Sweet. Heaven.


  It’s him. I was right. He’s no longer a young man, but a man in full force. His body, which was always huge, is now bigger and more muscled. He has tattoos snaking up and down his forearms, and even over his knuckles. His chest is broad, and he’s wearing a tight black tee. His hair, still dark, is a few inches longer than I remember and messy. His face is now masculine, his jaw strong and his nose slightly bent.


  He’s a dangerous kind of beautiful.


  The girl glares at me, but Rainer stops and talks to a man who grabs his arm. I think I’m going to be sick. I don’t know that I can do this. He looks scarier. What if he screams at me to go? I’ll never be able to handle it. I clasp my hands together to try and halt my shaking.


  Then he turns.


  His eyes go right past me and to the bartender. “Who is here to see me?”


  His voice is thicker, huskier, even better than it was on the phone.


  “That one there.” The bartender jabs a thumb at me, and Rainer turns.


  It’s as if the world is suddenly in slow motion. His eyes find me and settle on my face. For a second, for an agonizing second I think he might not know who I am. But I know the moment he figures it out. His face drops and something washes over his features—a kind of dark pain that I’ve only ever seen in my eyes.


  And suddenly I can’t do it.


  I can’t breathe.


  I can’t think.


  My world goes numb.


  I turn and I run, I run as fast as I can out of the bar. Santana calls my name, but I don’t stop. I push past the people coming through the door and the moment I hit the cool breeze I stumble. I fall forward but a hard set of arms wrap around my waist, pulling me up. I make a sharp keening sound and tears burst from my eyes.


  “Pippa?”


  It’s him. It’s him.


  “Fucking Jesus, is it really you?”


  “Rainer,” I croak.


  He spins me around and then my cheek is crushed against his chest. His hold is tight and I can barely breathe through it, but I don’t care. He could crush me against a wall until there was no air left in my body, and I wouldn’t care. My tiny arms go out and close around his waist. It’s hard there; he’s as muscled as he once was. His body shakes the same way mine does, and we stand there on the street, trembling with emotion.


  He’s the first to pull back, and when he looks down at me, I see he’s got the same black eyes he always had. They’re glassy as he reaches down and cups my jaw in his big hand. He stares at me, as if he never ever thought he’d see me again. Maybe he thought I was dead.


  “I never thought I’d see your face again, Pippa. I see you every night in my dreams, but I thought that would be all I ever got. Fuck, princess, is it really you?”


  “It’s really me,” I whisper. “I . . . I thought . . .”


  “Fuck, sweetheart,” he rasps, pulling me back in.


  We hold each other again, and this time I pull back first. I reach up and stroke my fingers over his stubble. He turns his face into my palm. I’m sure to onlookers this looks quite interesting. A huge man, and a tiny woman, and he’s got his face in her palm as if he’s the fragile one. He isn’t, though. I know just how strong Rainer is.


  “How long have you been . . . out?” he says, staring into my eyes.


  “Three years.”


  His eyes flutter closed and he growls, “Thank fuck.”


  “What happened to you?” I whisper.


  “I’ll tell you, but right now . . . I just need to stare at you.”


  A throat clears, and we turn to see Santana watching us with a small smile on her face.


  “Oh,” I say, stepping back. “Rainer, this is my sister, Santana.”


  Rainer’s brows shoot up and he gives her a truly stunning half-smile. “Heard a lot about you. Good to meet you.”


  He stretches his hand out and Santana takes it, smiling. “I hear you and Pippa were close. I’m glad she has found someone who understands.”


  “Best thing I ever had,” Rainer says, glancing at me.


  I flush. I never realized until right now how beautiful Rainer really is. He was always good looking, but now he’s stunning, breathtaking and dangerous.


  “I’m glad she found you then,” Santana says stepping back. “Pippa, do you want me to stay or are you okay?”


  I look to her. “I’m okay, thanks Tana.”


  I hug her, and she flashes Rainer and I another smile before disappearing.


  “You found your sister,” he says, watching her go.


  “Yeah, her and her husband, Maddox, saved me.”


  “Maddox?” Rainer says, narrowing his eyes.


  “Yeah, he found you for me.”


  His brows nearly hit his hairline. “Maddox . . . Joker’s Wrath President, Maddox?”


  I nod. “That would be him.”


  “You’re . . . you’re with the J.W. boys?”


  “I’m not, ah, with them. They’re kind of like my family.”


  He grins. “Good family to have.”


  “I’m starting to think you might be right.”


  He smiles and reaches out, tucking a strand of stray hair behind my ear. “You’ve grown up, kid,” he murmurs.


  “Yeah,” I say shyly. “I did.”


  “Got real beautiful.”


  “So did you,” I say, and then my cheeks burn. “I mean, not beautiful, but . . .”


  Rainer laughs. “Have you got time? Let me buy you a drink so you can tell me everything.”


  I nod. “I have all night.”


  He tucks me into his side and leads me back into the bar. He sits me down at a bar stool and orders the girl to get me a drink. I order a beer, because it seems to be the easiest. She delivers it with a grunt and Rainer leans over the bar, putting his elbows down and staring right into my eyes.


  “They saved you, huh?”


  “Yeah.”


  I tell him the entire story, and how Maddox and the guys saved me. And how Artreau caught Maddox, and then got killed. Rainer listens through the whole thing with a blank look on his face. When I’m done, he shakes his head. “I’m not sad to hear that fucker is dead.”


  “I thought you were dead,” I say softly, meeting his eyes.


  “No, he sent me away and I got out.”


  “He sent you away?” I whisper. “I didn’t know what happened. One minute you were there and suddenly you weren’t. I thought . . . he killed you. When I couldn’t find you, I asked him but he brushed it off.”


  “No. I went to him and confronted him. I heard him, Pippa. That day he decided to try it on again with you after all those years of leaving you alone. I heard him.”


  I remember that night. Artreau had left me alone for years, but when I was eighteen he decided he wanted to try again. I don’t know why. He came to our room when I was alone, and tried to touch me again. I had my period, which I think was a tiny saving grace, because it was enough to halt him. But he told me he would get his fingers back inside me. It was one of the most repulsive moments of my life.


  When he was gone, I broke down and cried. I don’t know how Rainer heard that.


  “How did you hear that?” I whisper.


  “I was in the bathroom. I had come back up to get new shoes. Mine broke. You weren’t there; at least, I didn’t see you when I came in. I was washing up when I heard you come back in. I then heard his voice so I stayed inside the bathroom. I was ready to bust out when you told him you had your period. I was shaking when he finished the sentence. When he said, when he said he was going to . . .” He trails off and looks away, his jaw hard. “When I heard you crying, I knew I had to do something about it.”


  “So you went to him?” I whisper.


  “And beat the ever-living shit out him,” he says, his jaw hard.


  “You . . .” I recall Artreau having a busted up face, but I never put two and two together. I was too devastated that Rainer was gone. “You did that to him?”


  “Yeah, I lost it. I was going to kill him to make sure he never put his hands on you again. Instead of killing me, he decided he was going to sell me to a man he knew that used sex slaves. He thought it was funny. His guards put me in a car and drugged me, only they must have fucked up the dose because I woke early. I wasn’t tied up; I guess they thought the drugs were enough. They usually are. I opened the door and threw myself out of the car.”


  “You escaped,” I breathe.


  “I had to run, I tore up my feet and my body, but I managed to outrun them. It took me two months, but I finally got back to America with the help of some seriously sketchy people. I looked for you, Pippa. I tried to find out where you were being kept, but I just got to dead ends. Whatever Artreau was running, it was well hidden. I don’t even think that was his real name. I don’t know.”


  “You gave up?”


  His face twists with agony, and I realize my words sound like an accusation. “No,” I say quickly. “I didn’t mean . . .”


  “I would never give up on you, Pippa,” he rasps. “I searched until I couldn’t search anymore. I got into drugs to ease the guilt and pain I was living with, and it became bad. I was a mess. I got put into rehab and they told me I had to let go, that I couldn’t save you. I honestly don’t even think they believed me. I just shut down. I was in a bad way.”


  “You went to rehab?” I say, my voice shaky.


  “It was the best thing that could have happened. I was fucked up, Pip. I still am.”


  “No,” I say, reaching over and taking his hand. “You’re not.”


  “I am. I struggle to trust, I have nightmares, I drink a fuck load more than I should, and I can’t keep a relationship if I try. I don’t know that I’ll ever be the same.”


  “I know the feeling,” I say.


  His eyes study my face. “But please don’t think I gave up because I didn’t want to save you,” he says, and there’s true heartbreak in his voice. “Because I would have gone to the ends of the Earth to find you. I just didn’t have the means.”


  “Don’t,” I say, squeezing his hand. “You can’t hate yourself for something you had no control over. We’re both here now—that’s all that matters.”


  “You live here?” he asks.


  I nod.


  “All this time.”


  I bite my lower lip to stop the tears. “Yeah,” I whisper.


  “I hate to do this, but I have to go back to work. Tell me you’ll meet me, have a drink, lunch, something so we can talk. I can’t lose you again, Pip.”


  I nod and he reaches out, stroking my hair back. “I’m sure you know, but this has been the best night of my life.”


  He smiles. “Mine too. Have you got a cell?”


  We exchange numbers and with a heavy heart, I leave the bar. He has to work, and I think we both need time to process our emotions.


  After all, reliving our pasts in each other isn’t an easy thing to do.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  THEN – Pippa


  Today is a particularly hot day. The sun is burning down over us, and our flimsy straw hats aren’t enough to keep it away. My frail body is crumbling under the pressure. Rainer tries to position us near trees or large crops, but then the sun shifts and we find ourselves right back to being in its line of fire.


  Whoever Artreau works for has him on edge a whole lot more these days. He barely notices us, leaving all the work to his guards. He used to find pleasure in taunting us, but now he simply keeps to himself. That’s fine by me—the more he stays away from me, the safer I feel. He hasn’t reclaimed his debt, but I have no doubt one day he will try.


  I only hope I’m strong enough to fight.


  A loud crashing sound causes my head to jerk up. I see a set of slaves, a young boy around sixteen, and a girl who could be no more than maybe eighteen, rushing towards the massive fence surrounding the property. My eyes widen and I turn to see the guards are chatting under the shade of the trees lining the front of the house.


  Alarm fills my body.


  “They’re trying to escape,” I whisper to Rainer.


  He’s stopped working and his head jerks up to watch the pair, who are scurrying at quite a speed considering they’re chained. They’re moving towards the fence, chains jerking, bodies heaving. Fear grips me and I take Rainer’s hand. None of us are going to interfere because we know, we just know, there’s no way they’ll ever escape.


  When they reach the base of the fence, they maneuver themselves so they’re both jumping at the same time. It’s the only way, since chains connect their feet. They manage to get their fingers over the top of the fence, but come to a problem when they need their legs. The girl cries out in frustration and they use their bodies to try and get over.


  They manage to get their bodies up, and put their feet flush on the top of the stone fence. All they would have to do now, is roll off the other side and they’re free. My heart pounds as I watch, flicking my eyes to the guards, and back to them. Just as I think they’re about to get over, a loud shot sounds out. My mouth opens in a silent scream and Rainer’s arms go around me as my knees give out.


  The girl’s head is no longer on her shoulders. Her body slumps off to one side, the side of the fence we can’t see. The boy, his eyes so wide with fear, jerks as her body falls. Instead of going with her, his body tips back over this side. The problem is, their legs are still joined. I hear the sounds of his shins snapping as his body jerks down. Then he’s just hanging there, arms flailing, screams echoing through the air.


  I lunge forward, but Rainer jerks me backwards. “No,” he growls into my ear. “You don’t go to him.”


  “He’s . . . he’s . . .”


  Rainer is so much bigger than me; there’s no way I’ll ever move us. A sob is ripped from my throat and then, through the silence, comes another gunshot. This one comes from the guards running towards them. It hits the boy in the head and his struggling ceases, and his body just hangs there. My mouth opens and Rainer twists me quickly, pressing my face into his chest.


  “Don’t look, Pippa,” he murmurs into my hair. “I’ve got you.”


  There’s the sound of shouting and then Artreau’s voice pierces the air.


  “Were any of you in on this little plan?” he barks.


  No one answers.


  “Answer me!” he bellows so loudly I flinch. Rainer holds me tighter.


  “No,” one of the older men croaks. “They just ran off. If we were in on it, we would be with them. We ain’t so stupid.”


  There’s silence for a moment, then Artreau bellows, “Just to make sure, I’m going to be putting permanent lines in the ground. No longer will you move freely. You will be stuck in a certain area until the guards move you.”


  No.


  God no.


  This tiny bit of movement we have out here is the only freedom we have.


  “And I’m going to leave them there so each time you come out here, you’re reminded of what happens when you cross me.”


  I gag and Rainer squeezes my body.


  He’s going to leave them there.


  I just lost another piece of my heart.


  ~*~*~*~


  NOW


  Pippa


  Music flows through the clubhouse, mixing with the sounds of laughter. I’m sitting at the bar, watching Tyke with Andi. He hasn’t looked my way once. Obviously he’s still angry about the kiss. That hurts, but I don’t let it show. Tonight it’s Krypt’s birthday, and so the club had a massive cookout for him.


  I never miss the cookouts, I like them.


  The rest of the club business I tend to stay out of. I’m sitting with all the girls, and they’re chatting about babies, kids, husbands and houses. I listen, smiling and nodding, joining in where I can. Santana is beside me, and every now and then she reaches over and squeezes my hand. I think she feels guilty that I’m one of the few ladies who have no idea what they’re talking about.


  “How’s work, Pip?” Ash asks, smiling at me.


  “It’s good.”


  “Are you meeting some awesome people?”


  I smile. “None as awesome as you.”


  She flashes me a smile and Santana turns to me when the conversation flows again. “How did it go the other night with Rainer?”


  My smile gets bigger. “It was amazing, Tana. I thought he wouldn’t want to see me, but he did.”


  “How is he doing? You know, now he’s free like you?”


  I shrug. “The same as me, I guess. He said he had a big problem with drugs and had to go to rehab.”


  Santana’s eyes flash. She understands that better than anyone. “Poor guy. I know how hard that is.”


  I squeeze her hand.


  “Are you going to catch up with him again?”


  I nod. “Yeah, I felt comfortable with him. That’s a nice feeling to have.”


  “And Tyke?” she questions.


  My eyes flick to Tyke, and I catch him staring at me. He turns away and as he does, something passes in his eyes that hurts me – it looks a whole lot like regret. I wish he would talk to me, express how he’s feeling. He kissed me, but now he’s acting as though he regrets every second of it. That makes no sense to me.


  “Can I tell you something?” I say, turning back to her.


  She nods, and turns closer to me so no one else can hear. “Of course.”


  “He kissed me.”


  Her eyes widen. “He did?”


  “Yeah, but then he went completely cold and shut me out.”


  She narrows her eyes. “That’s weird.”


  “I know,” I agree. “It was amazing, Tana. Then he acted like it was the worst thing he’s ever done in his life.”


  “Did he explain why he did it?”


  “No. He just dropped me home and I haven’t heard from him since.”


  She nods, biting her lower lip and looking over to Tyke. “You should talk to him, if you can. One thing I’ve learned with bikers is that you don’t beat around the bush. Just outright ask him what the problem is.”


  She’s probably right, but I won’t get the chance to ask him anything with Andi hanging around. She’s already shooting daggers in my direction, maybe he told her about the kiss. Hell he probably made it sound like it was my fault. Maybe it was.


  “I’m going to use the bathroom, but I’ll be back.” I smile.


  Santana lets me go and I disappear down the halls. The bathroom inside is occupied, so I head outside towards the sheds to use theirs. It’s dark, so I just walk in a straight line towards the sheds. I crash into a hard, massive body when I’m about halfway there. A squeak is ripped from my throat and I leap backwards, unable to see the person I ran into.


  “Careful there, darlin’,” he murmurs.


  What a voice.


  It’s a voice I’ve never heard before. Slightly accented, with what I don’t know.


  “Ah,” I whisper. “Sorry.”


  “Maybe you can help me. I’m looking for Maddox.”


  It’s odd for a stranger just to walk into the compound. I can’t even see him to see if he’s a bad guy or not. As if reading my mind, he pulls out a flashlight and the space between us suddenly lights up. I look up, and up, and up. This guy is big. Like, Hercules big. My mouth drops open as I take in his face.


  I haven’t seen a man so dangerously good looking since, well, maybe the first time I met Maddox. This guy has the same edge. He’s tall, broad, and even bigger than Maddox across the shoulders. His eyes, they’re the strangest amber color, and his hair is a dark mess atop his head. He has a slight scar on his cheek and his nose is crooked, but he’s handsome, so handsome it takes me a minute to find my voice.


  “I’m, ah, yeah, he’s inside,” I whisper.


  The stranger smiles, and my heart pounds.


  “What’s your name?” he asks, studying me.


  “Ah, Pippa. I haven’t seen you around here before.”


  “Nah, I’m just here to get some help from Maddox. My name is Raide Knox.”


  Raide.


  What a cool name.


  “Well, Raide Knox,” I whisper. “I’ll go get Maddox.”


  He grins lazily, and nods. I turn and rush back into the clubhouse. I find Maddox standing with Krypt and Mack. I walk over and touch his arm. He looks down at me and his eyes soften with fondness. “What’s up, Pip?”


  “There’s a guy outside wanting to talk with you. He says his name is Raide Knox.”


  Maddox looks to Mack and Krypt, as if to see if they know the name. Both of them shrug, and Maddox leans in, saying something to them. Then he reaches around and feels to make sure his gun is still tucked in his jeans before striding outside. A warm hand curls around my arm, and I turn to see Jaylah standing beside me.


  “What was that about?”


  “There’s a guy out there wanting to see Maddox.” I shrug. “Now I have to use the bathroom.”


  I rush down the hall to give the inside bathroom another try. This time it’s empty. I use it and just as I’m stepping out, I run into Tyke. He’s exiting Maddox’s office, Andi following close behind. His eyes fall on me and his body straightens. It’s now or never.


  “Can we talk?” I ask him.


  Andi curls her fingers possessively around his arm.


  “Busy, sorry,” Tyke mutters, stepping past me as if I don’t exist. Pain radiates through my heart and I’m tired of it. Tired of acting as if we don’t care about each other. Tired of pretending that I don’t want more from him. Tired of being so insanely jealous of Andi that I can’t breathe. I just want him to either decide if he wants me or to let me go. I don’t know if Tyke and I can just be friends anymore. I’m in too deep.


  I gather myself and walk out after a few more minutes, not wanting to show any of them the pain in my face. The mysterious Raide is standing in the clubhouse now, talking to Maddox and Krypt. He’s even more dominating up close. His eyes flick to me when I walk in and he gives me a lazy half-smile that is swoon-worthy.


  “Who is that dude and why did he just smile at you?” Ash says, taking my arm and pulling me to her side.


  “I just met him outside,” I say, my voice small.


  “He’s so fucking hot,” Jaylah whispers, coming up to my other side. “God, have you seen his eyes?”


  They’re hard to miss.


  “Stop checking out the new meat, you girls.” Santana laughs. “You’re terrible. Have you seen your own husbands lately?”


  Jaylah scoffs. “Mack is divine, but that doesn’t mean that guy is not some serious eye candy. You should go and ask him if he’s single, Pip.”


  “Why me?” I croak.


  “Because you’re single.” She giggles.


  “No, I don’t think he’s my type. He’s so . . .”


  “Massive,” Ash sighs. “Imagine how big his—”


  “Ash!” Santana chastises and they all giggle.


  My cheeks burn.


  The men turn around and study us, and we quickly turn away. After about ten minutes huddled together, Maddox walks over to the group of us. “Girls, find your men to get the lowdown on what’s going down. We’re going on a ride, not sure for how long. Business calls.”


  Santana frowns and Maddox steps up close to her, wrapping his arms around her body. I watch them for a moment, noticing Santana studying me with a serious face, so I turn, seeing Ash and Jaylah find their respective men. I’m left alone, watching Tyke stare at me with a tight face. Pain radiates through my heart again as Andi sidles up to him and takes hold of him. Pain burns my heart.


  “So you’re not taken.”


  I jerk and turn to see Raide staring down at me. My heart starts pounding and I stammer, “A . . . a . . . a . . . ah, no. Santana is my sister.”


  His brows go up. “Santana?”


  “Maddox’s wife.”


  Raide grins. “That so? You’re too pretty to have no one.”


  I flush. “Um, thanks.”


  “So if you’re not with anyone, who is going to inform you of the goings on?”


  “Club business isn’t really mine,” I say, shrugging.


  “You don’t wanna know?”


  I shrug again. “I guess I do, but no one is going to tell me.”


  “I’ll tell you.”


  “But,” I squirm. “I don’t even know you.”


  “What do you want to know?”


  He steps closer and my heart pounds.


  “Ah, I don’t know. Why are you here?”


  Lame, Pippa.


  “I need Maddox’s help, for what I can’t tell you, but I guess you could say I’m on the run.”


  My eyes widen. “You’re on the run? From who?”


  He grins. “The law.”


  “What did you do?”


  He shrugs. “I skipped bail. If I’m caught, I go to prison.”


  “Why did you skip bail?” I gasp.


  He grins again. “I have business to take care of before I go down.”


  “What did you do to get arrested?”


  His eyes flash and I see a deep pain behind his eyes. “That doesn’t matter now, but would it help if I said I did it for someone I loved, who was killed?”


  My heart breaks.


  “Yes,” I whisper.


  He stares down at me. “You have damaged eyes there, pretty girl. I’m guessing you understand my kind of pain.”


  I nod.


  He smiles, this time warmly. “Well, I hope you can find a way to get your peace. We all deserve that.”


  “We do,” I agree.


  “Raide,” Maddox says, stepping up beside me and putting his hand on my shoulder. “We’re good to go. We’ll meet at eight tomorrow morning and head out. You got a bike or some kind of transport?”


  He nods. “Truck. I’ll follow.”


  Maddox jerks his chin and then looks down at me. “Tyke is comin’, Pip. His first ride in years. He might just need you to give him a pep talk.”


  My heart pounds. He doesn’t want anything from me, but I don’t say that to Maddox. I focus instead on the news he just told me. Tyke is going with them. Riding for the first time. That makes my chest so heavy it feels as if he’s just dropped a brick on it.


  “Is he ready, Maddox?”


  “Riding isn’t stressful now he’s gotten some strength in his legs. Once he’s going, he won’t have any strain on them. It’s important to him, Pip.”


  I nod, but there’s a hard lump forming in my throat. What if he has another accident? What if he does serious damage? I separate from Raide and Maddox and say my goodbyes to the girls. I need space; I need to think. I rush out to my car, breathing in the fresh air as much as possible until I reach it.


  I jump in and drive home silently, pondering everything that’s happened. A part of me wants to scream that Tyke is refusing to speak to me, but that wouldn’t fix anything. I honestly don’t know how to deal with Tyke anymore. He’s upset me and I’m angry with him, an irrational anger that is building and building the closer I get to my house.


  My phone rings just as I arrive home, and I glance down to see Santana’s number on the screen. I pull into my drive and answer it. “Hello?”


  “Hey Pip, you left.”


  “Yeah, sorry. I’m tired.”


  “There’s more to it,” she whispers. “It’s Tyke, isn’t it?”


  With that, I just lose it. I can’t hold it back anymore.


  “Yes,” I sob quietly. “He won’t even talk to me, Tana. I don’t know what I did wrong. He wants to be my friend, but then he kisses me and gets angry about it. He’s breaking me. I can’t just be his friend anymore. I want more. I need more.”


  “Come around here, honey, let’s talk it out.”


  “It’s fine,” I say quietly. “I’m just going to go to bed.”


  “Honey,” she says. “I’m worried.”


  I put on my best fake voice. “I’ll be fine, honestly. Night, Tana. Love you.”


  I hang up before she can answer.


  I don’t know what to do with my heart right now. It’s a mess, just like its owner.


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  NOW – Pippa


  I’m tucked up on my couch, wondering if I should send a message to Tyke when the doorbell rings. I look over to it, wondering if it’s Santana coming to see me. I get up and walk over, flinging it open. Tyke stands in the entrance, looking scary and beautiful all in one. His eyes are stern and his jaw is tight.


  “You got a minute?” he asks gruffly.


  “Look, Tyke,” I begin, but he shoves past me, stepping inside.


  Oh boy, he’s angry.


  I close the door and turn to him. He’s sitting on the couch, glaring at the television. I go over to him, stopping in front of his legs and staring down at him. “Why are you here?”


  “Not goin’ on a trip until we talk,” he says, finally looking up at me.


  “Talk about what, Tyke? You ignored me and now you want me to listen? That’s unfair.”


  “Look, Pip—”


  “No,” I say, so loudly not only am I shocked, but Tyke is too.


  “Pippa,” he rasps.


  “Don’t,” I whisper. “I don’t deserve this. You’re my friend, Tyke. I trust you. You’re one of the only people I have learned to care about since I’ve been home, but you don’t get to be hot and cold with me. We’ve been friends long enough now. You either want it, or you don’t.”


  “Pippa,” he says, his voice thick and pained. “If it was that fuckin’ easy . . .”


  “Please, leave,” I say turning away.


  “Pip . . .”


  “Leave!”


  I shove his chest and his eyes flash with pain. I shove again and he takes hold of my hands. We get into another struggling match, and then suddenly, without warning, he tugs me forward. My hands land on his chest and my lips crash down on his. Then he kisses me.


  This kiss is different—it’s deep, and it’s needy. I whimper against his mouth and my small, pathetic fight leaves my body as I sink into him. His arm goes around my waist and he hauls me closer, kissing me so deeply our tongues dance together. He tastes amazing—like beer and Tyke, and all the wonderful things a man should taste like. Something between my legs grows harder and harder, and a pleasure I’ve never experienced before bursts through my core.


  A gasp leaves my throat, as the hardness beneath Tyke’s jeans presses into a soft, sensitive spot between my legs. Tyke’s arm tightens around me and I can feel his muscles flexing against my back as he strangely starts to rock me backwards and forward, rubbing my soft spot against his hard, scratchy jeans.


  My eyes widen when a bolt of pleasure so intense my back bows, floods my body. “Tyke,” I gasp, unsure.


  “Fuck,” he grunts. “So fuckin’ sweet. Go with it, baby. Ride with me.”


  He keeps his hands on me, keeps rotating my body over his hard length, and a pleasure I could have never imagined swells deep below. It starts as little pulses of ecstasy, and eventually gets to the point where my body is tight, my mouth is open and my eyes roll back. Tyke is stiff beneath me, and his grunts are becoming more frequent.


  Whatever is happening, it’s amazing. Better than anything I’ve ever felt in my life.


  “Come, baby,” Tyke grunts. “Or I will.”


  Come?


  I gasp when he tips me backwards slightly and his hand goes between us. I feel his fingers gently glide up my nightie and he finds my panties. Heat flames my cheeks as he presses two of them against my core and begins rubbing hard. Pleasure unlike anything I could have dreamed shoots through my body, starting at my sex and riding deep, deep into my womb.


  I cry out and clutch Tyke’s shoulders, as his fingers gently slow. His jaw is so tight he looks as if he’s in pain, and the thickness between us appears to be pulsing. Panting, I look down and see a thick, lengthy erection beneath his jeans. He presses his palm to it and groans, rubbing a few times.


  “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he growls. “Won’t fuckin’ come in my pants.”


  He squeezes the thick length and closes his eyes, tipping his head back. It’s as if he’s trying to stop something from happening. He stays like that for so long I wonder if he’s in pain. My body has come down from the most amazing sensation, and I’m just sitting on his lap, confused. I have no idea what the hell just happened between us. I’m not stupid enough that I don’t know it was sexual, but what level of sexual I don’t know.


  Tyke finally lifts his head and removes his hand, and I see the bulge is gone. So is the warmth in his face. He stares at me, jaw so tight the muscle jumps there. He’s going to do it again. He’s going to make me feel bad for something that clearly we both wanted. He’s making me feel . . . pathetic. He gently takes my hips and lifts me off him, putting me down on the couch beside him.


  Then he stands, running a hand through his hair.


  “I’ve got—” He stops and clears his throat. “I have to go on a ride tomorrow; not sure how long I’ll be gone. We probably . . . need the time.”


  Tears burn under my eyelids and I stand.


  “Are you going to do this again?” I whisper, my voice too shaky to use. “Make me feel bad for something I didn’t do?”


  His fists are tight by his sides, but he says nothing.


  “Is it Andi?”


  He flinches.


  “Tyke, just tell me. Tell me what the hell is happening because I don’t understand it.”


  He turns and stares down at me, then he says in a scratchy tone, “Pippa, you and I . . . we can’t work. Not because I don’t want it to, because fuck me, I do. I’ve wanted you since the moment I met you. It’s because . . .”


  He looks away.


  “Because of what?” I yell, hating the anger in my chest rising once more. “Tell me.”


  “Because you’re too fucking good for me.”


  I scoff, and cry, “Are you serious? Have you missed how my life has gone?”


  “That’s exactly why. You deserve better, Pippa. You don’t need to be someone’s old lady; you don’t need to be living this rough life. You need a man that is good, clean and who will marry you, give you babies and a good house in a good neighborhood. You need safe. I’m not safe.”


  I blink.


  I’m done. So done with people treating me like a fragile little doll. I’m quiet, I’m scared, but I am not pathetic.


  “Just admit it,” I say, so low he narrows his eyes.


  “Admit what?”


  “That I’m just not good enough for you. I’m too broken. Too damaged. Too pathetic and weak. Go on, Tyke, admit it!”


  He blinks at me. “What the fuck? That has nothing to do with it.”


  “Doesn’t it?” I scream. My hands shake and I can’t control the rage. It’s bubbling up like an angry animal in my chest. It’s tired of being locked down, and nothing I can do will hold it back. “So you’re not ashamed of me? You’re not sick of that fact that I’m so shy, and frightened all the time? You don’t see me as pathetic? As weak? As the fragile little china doll you can’t touch?”


  His eyes are narrowed with confusion and pain. “Pippa . . .”


  “No,” I scream, reaching up and grabbing my hair. “This life you live, it’s nothing on the life I lived. I’ve seen more than you could possibly imagine. Do you have any idea? Any at all? I’ve picked up a woman’s brains with my own hands! My own fucking hands.”


  My knees start trembling and heat floods my veins.


  “Fuck, Pippa . . .”


  “Don’t,” I screech, stepping backwards and tugging my own golden locks. “Don’t pity me. I’m so damned tired of pity. You know what? Your excuses are just that, Tyke. Excuses. It’s a cop-out. It’s a weak, pathetic way of saying you’re too scared to handle me. Well you know what? If that’s what you want, then so be it. I’ve held onto you, praying that you’ll see me for more than just a little broken angel, but you won’t. No one will. I’m always going to be the fragile piece of china you all tiptoe around.” I take a deep trembling breath and gather all my courage. “I’ve wanted you since the moment I met you, Tyke. Obviously you don’t feel the same; you’re using any excuse you can to make sure I know that. So go on your ride, and leave me the hell alone.”


  I turn and walk off.


  “Pippa!” he calls.


  “Get out of my house,” I say in a voice so dark and so damaged even I flinch. “I don’t want to see you again.”


  ~*~*~*~


  THEN - Pippa


  I’m trying to breathe through my mouth as much as I can, trying not to smell the rotting corpses still hanging from the fence. I’m trying to ignore the birds and wildlife picking at their flesh, as if they’re no more than scrap meat. I’m trying not to look, because if I look it will destroy me. Something inside my body is shutting down. Day by day, I’m shrinking into myself.


  Day after day, we work. Night after night, we fall into exhaustion. I’m skinny, so skinny the rags I’m wearing no longer stay up. I’ve had to find an old piece of rope to tie them together so I don’t have to walk around naked. My hair is ratty and tangled, and I know how awful I look. Rainer has lost a lot of weight—his muscle tone is deteriorating, just like mine.


  When our workday is done and we’re able to be moved from the dead bodies, Rainer and I walk side by side as we’re led back to our rooms. This week, Artreau moved some of the slaves, and now there are only four of us in this room. It makes for more shower time and a little more rest. Some of the slaves have nightmares, screaming and thrashing through the night. It makes it hard to sleep.


  Rainer and I take turns showering, and then silently eat the stale bread and water slid into our room. I crawl into bed after I’ve finished and face the wall. No words have been spoken between us today. We’re both in shock from the latest events, and the bodies still hanging lifelessly from the fence.


  My bed dips about fifteen minutes into my resting, and I jerk, but relax when Rainer whispers into my ear, “Don’t close down on me, Pip. We’re all that’s left for each other in this place. If you shut down on me, I won’t survive.” He tucks his arm around my waist and pulls me back into his chest. “Hang in there with me, okay? One day, this will all be over.”


  I snuggle back into him. “How did you get here, Rainer?” I ask in a croaky voice.


  He sighs. “Drug deal gone wrong.”


  “You do drugs?” I gasp.


  “Nah, I was selling them. Call me a difficult man. I got involved with the wrong people when I was young, took drugs, sold drugs, got into debt. I turned to a bigger dealer and started selling overseas. I decided I wanted to stop, decided I was done, but I had a debt that was owed. The dealer wanted the money. So he sold me.”


  “He didn’t just kill you?”


  He chuckles softly. “No, he was smart. If he killed me, he wouldn’t get his money. So, he sold me to someone who would pay him for me. He got his money and I ended up here.”


  “How did they manage to sell a big man like you?”


  “They drugged me.” He shrugs, tucking me closer.


  “Do you ever wonder about anyone else here?”


  He nods behind me, and his chin hits the back of my head. “Yeah, especially the older guys. I wonder what they did to get themselves here. And the young ones—that’s interesting.”


  “I wasn’t very old when I got here.”


  “No, you weren’t. Why did you end up here?”


  I swallow. “I’m not sure, to be honest. My sister and I, we lost our parents when we were young. We got sent to a foster family that wasn’t so good. Tana got me away from our foster father and we lived on the streets for a while, and then a man named Kennedy took us in. He wasn’t a bad man, but he wasn’t good either. My sister started acting weird, taking drugs with him. Then one night, she went somewhere and didn’t come back. Suddenly, I was being taken by Artreau and his men. And here I am.”


  “That sucks, Pip,” he murmurs.


  “Yeah. I was terrified.”


  “I can imagine. It was hard enough for me, but you . . . so young . . .”


  “Do you think we’ll ever get out of here, Rainer?”


  He squeezes me again. “I swear to you, Pippa . . . one day, we’ll be free.”


  I hope so.


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  NOW - Pippa


  I take another burning drink of the vodka I found in a wine cabinet. Santana put it here because she said it’s too tempting otherwise. I don’t know how old it is, and I don’t care. I’ve never had alcohol in my life—well, never more than a mere sip. Now, with my chest burning the way it is, I need more than just a good cry. Everyone else has alcohol when they’re down, so why shouldn’t I?


  It’s working, but then it’s not.


  My mind is fuzzy, but it’s making me cry harder.


  I’m sitting against my front door, as if that will stop anyone coming back in. I don’t know if I regret yelling at Tyke, or if I’m feeling bad out of guilt. I didn’t want to hurt him, and I certainly don’t want to lose him. I love him; I’ve always loved him. But I won’t be a pity case any longer. I’m trying to be normal, to live a normal life, and to do that I have to stop letting people treat me like I’m about to break.


  My phone, on the coffee table beside the door, buzzes. I turn and glance at it. Then, with a wobbly hand, I reach over and snatch it up. I have four text messages, two missed calls and one voicemail. It was on silent, and I obviously didn’t notice it ringing. I open the text messages first. One from Tyke, two from Rainer and one from Santana.


  Santana: Tyke called me. Honey, we’re coming over.


  No.


  I don’t want them to come over.


  Rainer: – Hey Pip. Just checking in, how are you?


  Rainer: I’m free tonight, if you want to catch up?


  Tyke: I fucked up. There are no words, Pip. I can’t talk to you, and I understand you want time. I won’t say what needs to be said over a phone, but I will ask one thing . . . wait for me, little one. Give me a chance to tell you what needs to be said. If you can give me one last thing, give me that.


  I stare at Tyke’s message, and my heart aches. I want to reply, I want to scream that I’ll wait for him, but there’s a strange bitterness in my chest I can’t shake. I don’t like this person. The person clutching a bottle of vodka, slowly breaking to pieces. I don’t want to be the sweet, innocent Pippa anymore, but is this really who I want to be? No.


  I don’t know who I want to be.


  I don’t know who I am.


  I delete Tyke’s message, because I don’t honestly know how to respond. I don’t want to reply with anger, nor do I want hope where hope just might not be. Instead I move to Rainer’s message. Of all the people who could help me right now, it’s him.


  Pippa: I’m home tonight, if you want to come around. I could use a friend.


  Rainer: Give me your address, and I’m there.


  I text him my address and he tells me he has a few things to do but will be over in a few hours. Before I have the chance to respond to any more, a knock sounds at my door.


  “Pippa!” Santana yells.


  With a sigh, I force myself to my feet, knowing I can’t hold her back. I unlock and open the door, and not only is Santana standing at my door, but so are Jaylah and Ash. They take one look at me, and hustle inside. Ash takes the bottle of vodka, Jaylah rushes into the kitchen mumbling something about, “It’s girls night in” and Santana does what she knows I need.


  She wraps me in her arms.


  We stand like that until Ash comes back, placing her hand on my back. I pull back and force a wobbly smile. Jaylah comes rushing over with a red-looking drink in a fancy glass. I didn’t even know I had those. “You’re going to sit and tell us everything, Pippa,” she says, handing it to me. “No more holding back.”


  We all sit on the couch and I stare at them all. My friends. My family. My sisters. I know, more than anything, I can trust these girls. So, deciding I’m done being broken, I start talking. I start with Tyke and what has been happening between us, then I tell them what happened tonight.


  “Oh Pippa,” Santana says. “I can’t believe he just left.”


  I nod, sipping the drink Jaylah handed me. It’s really yummy.


  “He said he couldn’t give me the life I wanted, that I needed someone safe.”


  “He’s being a jerk, but I do understand that in his mind he thinks he’s protecting you,” Ash says.


  “Maybe,” I say. “But he kisses me like he can’t breathe without me, then suddenly I need someone better. He’s not even giving me a chance.”


  “Is Tyke really what you want?” Jaylah asks, tucking her legs beneath her. “Or is he just comfort?”


  I flinch at her words.


  “I’m not saying you don’t care about him,” she adds quickly. “But maybe he has a point—maybe he isn’t right for you. I’m not saying you can’t handle a man like him, but you’re softer, Pippa. You’re fragile, and he’s probably afraid he’ll destroy you. Tyke’s sweet, but he’s also hard.”


  “I’m so tired of being seen like that,” I cry suddenly, and they all blink at me. “I don’t want to be that girl forever. It’s not who I am, it’s who I was molded to be. I’m strong, I’m stronger than any of you even begin to realize. I’m sensitive, yes, but that’s not because I’m weak.”


  “Pippi . . .” Santana whispers.


  “No, Tana,” I say, looking to her. “You’re strong, no one questions that, because you’ve had a fire that I don’t have, but I’m not weak. I was forced into myself because of the events that happened to me, but I can’t be like that forever. I don’t want to keep living like this.”


  Obviously hearing the frustration in my voice, Santana says, “You never expressed that you were struggling.”


  “Because I didn’t want to bother anyone. You’ve all done so much for me. I was afraid to even leave the house—I still am. I don’t know how to be normal, I don’t know how to control my emotions, but it doesn’t mean I don’t want to.”


  “Why didn’t you tell us?” Ash says, studying me.


  “Because you have your own lives.”


  “You know we would have helped you if you had asked,” Jaylah says.


  “I know,” I sigh. “But I didn’t even know where to start.”


  “You just needed to express that you wanted help changing and we would have helped,” Tana says. “I will always be here to help.”


  “You’ve all tiptoed around me,” I say, meeting their eyes, “terrified you’ll say the wrong thing. I had it hard, yes, I saw things no one should ever see in their lives, but I’m here now, and I need to keep fighting for the life I want, not the life I had.”


  “Will you ever tell us what happened?” Ash dares to ask.


  I look to her. “Do you want to know what happened?”


  They all nod.


  And so I tell them. For the next hour and a half, I tell them everything.


  By the end, they’re all crying.


  For the first time in forever . . . I’m not.


  ~*~*~*~


  NOW - Pippa


  Rainer stands at my front door, shifting uncomfortably as all the girls stare at him. He tries to smile, but they’re making it difficult for him, considering they’re looking at him like he’s a statue of Hercules and they want to lick him. It’s Santana who steps forward, less stunned because she’s already met him before.


  “Good to see you again, Rainer. One of these days I’ll get to know you, but tonight we have husbands to be with and my sister is excited about your company.”


  Rainer smiles at Santana. “Yeah, we’ll do that.”


  “Ah,” Ash says stepping forward. “I’m Ash. It’s nice to meet you.”


  She stretches her hand out and Rainer takes it, shaking it.


  “And I’m Jaylah.”


  Rainer flashes an award-winning smile at them and then turns to me. He’s wearing a pair of black jeans, a black tee and dark, unlaced boots. He looks as if he could fit right in with the guys from the club. He’s got that dangerous, dark edge.


  “Well,” Santana says, “let’s go give our men some loving before their ride tomorrow. Later, Pippi.”


  They all hug me, and I squeeze each and every one of them tight. For the past two and a half hours, we’ve talked without restriction. They didn’t treat me like a doll—instead, they openly asked questions and discussed things with me. We even laughed. We promise to organize a girls’ day out in the next few months. I can’t wait. A weight has been lifted off my chest.


  The moment the front door has closed, I turn to Rainer and smile. “I’m glad you came.”


  He grins at me. “Me too. You look like you have some good friends there.”


  “I do,” I agree. “Do you want a drink?”


  He asks for a beer and I get one, then we both kick back on the couch. It doesn’t feel strange to be here with Rainer; he’s always been familiar to me. He crosses his booted feet and looks over to me. “You look like you’ve had a hard night, Pip.”


  I nod. “I have.”


  He reaches across, touching my cheek. “I still can’t believe you’re here in front of me. It’ll never feel real.”


  I smile and reach up, covering his hand with mine. “No, it won’t.”


  “So tell me,” he says, moving his hand but taking hold of mine and bringing both to his leg to rest. It’s nice having his fingers around mine. “What made your day so hard?”


  I hesitate. I don’t know if I should tell Rainer about Tyke; I don’t know how he might feel about it. He catches my hesitation and says in a low voice, “It’s a man, isn’t it?”


  “Is it that obvious?”


  He nods.


  I sigh.


  “You don’t need to be afraid to talk to me, Pip. No judgment here.”


  I look over to him. “It doesn’t bother you?”


  He frowns. “No. Why would it?”


  I can’t really answer that, so I don’t.


  “He’s a brother from the club. He’s been my friend since I first got here, and he’s been amazing, Rainer. It’s just . . . he seems never to want to take it over the friend line. He said he thinks I deserve better, because of the life I’ve lived.”


  “Do you think he’s just trying to do the right thing?” Rainer asks.


  “Yes, part of me understands why he’s doing it, but another part just wishes he would see me the way I see him.”


  “Have you told him how you feel?”


  I turn away and flush. “Not . . . exactly.”


  “Pip, you and I both know how important it is to express feelings. You never know when you will have no time left. You need to tell him how you feel.”


  “I don’t know if I can now, Rainer. Tonight changed things for us; I’m so angry at him still.”


  “Let your anger simmer down, and then give it another go.”


  “You’re a whole lot smarter than me, it would appear.”


  He chuckles. “I’m not so sure about that. Now, tell me everything else that has happened.”


  For the next two hours, Rainer and I talk about what happened after I was saved. He tells me about his time in rehab, and how he ended up buying the bar because it keeps him grounded. He said he’s only had one relationship, but the girl struggled to be able to handle his strange habits and mood swings, so he decided being alone was easier.


  By the time we’re finished talking, we’re both exhausted. Rainer kisses me softly on the head before telling me we’ll catch up again soon, then he’s gone. I don’t even bother to move from the couch, my body too weak to bother. Instead I take my phone and hold it to my chest as I curl against the soft cushions. I think about Tyke, and wonder what he’s doing right now.


  I wonder if I should text him, but decide I don’t want to risk something happening to him if he’s in a dangerous situation. So I just tuck my phone to my side and close my eyes, drifting off into a fitful sleep, wondering what the hell the next week is going to bring to me. Will I forgive Tyke? Will he finally open up to me?


  Is there any hope left for us?


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  NOW – Pippa


  The next night at work seems to drag on. I don’t know if it’s the constant panic in my chest because I haven’t heard from Tyke again, or if it’s just anxiety because things are finally moving forward in my life and I’m not quite sure I’ve processed all of them. Either way, it seems I can do no more than drag my legs as I clean each room.


  Sofie is starting a new girl tonight, and they should be in at any moment. I’m glad we’re getting a new girl, because things have been hectic around here lately. I grab a broom from the cupboard in the two-bedroom suite I’m cleaning and start dragging it over the floor in a back and forth motion. A knock sounds, and I spin around to see Sofie standing with a gorgeous young woman.


  “Hey Pippa,” Sofie says coming into the room. “This is Anabelle—she’s the girl starting tonight. I was going to take her under my wing, but George has given me a heap to do. Can she work with you?”


  I nod, smiling. “Hi Anabelle.”


  “Call me Belle.” She smiles, stepping forward.


  Belle is gorgeous. Seriously stunning. She’s got an odd shade of blond hair. It’s not orange, it’s not blond—it’s somewhat of a strawberry-blond color, which, matched with her cornflower blue eyes and porcelain skin, makes her quite the beauty. She’s not much taller than me, and is built very similarly, too.


  “It’s great to meet you, Belle.”


  Sofie waves us off, and Belle steps inside the room. She stares around and then her eyes settle on me. “This place is impressive.”


  “It is. Are you new to town?”


  “Kind of,” she says, her eyes flashing with a darkness I’ve not seen in a long time. “I used to live here. I never planned on coming back . . . but . . . my momma is sick and my daddy passed a year ago. She has no one.”


  “I’m so sorry to hear that,” I say softly.


  She shrugs. “Can’t control life, I suppose.”


  “Did you live here when you were younger then?” I ask her.


  She nods. “Yeah, I only moved away five years ago. I was, well, I am married, but things went bad. I haven’t seen my husband in five years, and I really don’t want to see him again. Only I don’t know how I’m going to escape that when we’re in the same town now.”


  “Your husband and you aren’t close then?”


  More pain and darkness fill her eyes, but she wipes it away with a smile. “No. He’s not a good man. Well, he used to be a good man. Then something happened. I don’t even know what. He changed and started fighting underground. Then he started an illegal fighting ring. I don’t know if he still does it. I don’t want to know. I’m just here to help my mom.”


  Poor girl. It sounds as if whatever happened to her husband and her was more than painful.


  “I’m sorry. Hopefully you can find a way to avoid him.”


  She sighs. “I need a place to live, too. Mom lives in a tiny one-bedroom place. My sister is married and her house is tiny, too. Neither are big enough for my daughter and I.”


  “You have a daughter?” I gasp.


  She smiles fondly. “Yeah, I do. Imogen. She’s four.”


  “That’s wonderful.” I beam.


  “You don’t know any places going, do you?” she asks hopefully.


  Yes. Mine.


  I have a two-bedroom place, and I could offer Belle and her daughter a room without any hesitation. I consider it. It would be good for me, considering I’m trying to get out there and live a little more. It might be nice to have someone around to talk to, and she seems like a nice girl. And I love kids.


  “I have a room, if you’d like,” I say. “It’s only one room, but it’s big enough for you and your daughter.”


  Her pretty blue eyes widen. “But you don’t know me.”


  I giggle softly. “Neither would I know any other person I ask to rent a room at my house.”


  She chuckles. “That’s true. Is there anything you want to ask me?”


  “You don’t do drugs, do you?”


  She scoffs. “No.”


  “Not an alcoholic?”


  She grins at me, showing me two perfect dimples on her cheeks. She really does look like a doll. “No. I am a bit weak when it comes to cosmos, but I usually only indulge on special occasions—especially now I have Immy.”


  “That’s okay.” I smile. “That’s not a problem for me. I know you have a husband, that you don’t want to see, but otherwise there’s nothing else that will cause big problems?”


  She shakes her head. “Nope. I have no boyfriends, no crazy friends, I don’t really know anyone back here anymore. And the ones I do, well, they’re not fans of mine.”


  “How come?” I ask, using my mop to clean up a spill.


  “Well, let’s just say all my friends and my husband’s family supported him during our break. Probably something to do with me disappearing in the middle of the night without notice.”


  I gasp and my heart aches. “I’m so sorry you have to endure something like that.”


  She smiles weakly. “They didn’t look for me—at least, I don’t think they did because they never found me. Mom knew about Imogen, but she also knew what Max did to me and so she kept it secret, claiming she had no idea where I was.”


  “Max is your husband?”


  So much pain flashes behind her eyes. “Yeah, he is.”


  “Are you getting divorced?”


  She shrugs. “Getting divorced means I have to see him again, and tell him about Immy. I don’t know that I can do that.”


  “Is he really so bad?”


  She looks away. “He wasn’t always . . . like I said, something happened and he changed. He became so cold. He fell out of love with me, I guess. I don’t know. Whatever it was, I no longer became all he breathed for and our marriage was bad. I couldn’t take it, so I ran. I’m not saying I never want Immy to know her dad, but right now I’m not sure I trust the world he lives in.”


  “Fair enough,” I say, meeting her eyes.


  “Yeah,” she whispers, then forces a smile and claps her hands. “Well, we better stop talking or I won’t hold my job longer than half an hour.”


  I laugh, and we both get back to work. I think we’ll get along just fine.


  ~*~*~*~


  Belle and Immy move into my apartment the next morning. She had all her things stored at her mom’s place, and she lives just around the corner so the move is fairly easy. We unpack her and Immy’s things together, setting up their beds and organizing their room. I show her where everything is and we agree on a weekly rent amount. Then, just when we’re nearly done, her sister comes around with her daughter. She was watching her while we moved.


  Imogen is stunning. Nothing like her momma in looks, though. Her hair is dark as the night and flows around her shoulders in little curls. Her eyes, blue as the sky, are sparkling and sweet. She’s got creamy skin like her mom, and the same happy smile. She’s a gorgeous child, and she’ll grow up to be a gorgeous woman.


  “Mommy!” she cries, rushing in and throwing herself into Belle’s arms.


  “Have you been a good girl for Aunty Tina?”


  I look over to Tina, who looks a lot like Belle, except her hair is blond. She smiles at me, and waves her hand. “You must be Pippa. I’m Tina.”


  “Nice to meet you, Tina.” I smile.


  “Immy,” Belle says, kneeling down. “This is Pippa. She’s going to be living here, too.”


  Imogen turns to me and I kneel down. “Hi Immy. I’m glad you’re living here. Do you love baking?”


  Her pretty face lights up. “Yeah! Mom and I bake cookies. Can you bake cookies, Pippa?”


  “I can give it a try.”


  She flashes a cute smile and turns to her mom. “Where’s my room, Mommy?”


  The next hour is spent showing Imogen and Tina the apartment. I make coffee and serve biscuits, and Immy snuggles on the couch to watch some television while we talk. I’ve not felt so at ease since my parents were alive. Slowly, little by little, I’m starting to feel like a normal person again.


  I couldn’t be happier.


  ~*~*~*~


  THEN –Pippa


  Rainer and I are lying in my bed, huddled close because of the cold creeping in from the outside. It’s starting to cool down and the nights are becoming harder and harder to deal with. We don’t have blankets and we don’t have coats, so we are relying on body heat to keep us warm. We figured this out years ago and now we automatically climb in bed together when the nights become cool.


  We are face to face, and Rainer’s cool breath is tickling my cheek as he breathes deeply in and out. His arm is thrown over my waist and our legs are tangled together. We have a sort of peace between us now, a level of comfortable that works for the both of us. We’ve grown close, so close I’ve started to wonder if Rainer cares for me more than he’s letting on.


  I love Rainer, but I’m not in love with him. He’s my comfort. My friend. The only person I trust.


  “Pip?” he murmurs and I can feel his hot breath tickle my cheek.


  “Yeah?” I squeak.


  “Have you ever been kissed?”


  My face flushes in the darkness and I squirm, unable to answer without croaking.


  He chuckles. “Is that a no, then?”


  “No,” I croak. “I haven’t. I guess I haven’t really had time.”


  “Do you want to be kissed?” he asks, his voice dipping low.


  “Well, sure, I mean—”


  “Pippa,” he whispers, cutting me off. “If I kiss you, will it make everything change between us?”


  My voice gets stranded in my throat and I blink back the moisture building in my eyes. Rainer wants to kiss me. I’ve not been kissed, and I’ve often wondered how it would feel. I guess I always thought it would be with a man I wanted to be with for a long time, maybe my husband, but the chances of that ever happening for me are slim.


  Rainer might just be the only man I’m ever able to kiss.


  So, in a quiet voice, I whisper, “No, it won’t change.”


  He sucks in a breath and then he’s moving closer. He doesn’t go straight for my lips. Instead, his mouth finds the corner of mine and gently touches there. I shiver and he rubs his hands up and down my arms as he moves his mouth to my cheek, then to my nose. I’m holding my breath by the time he moves to my lips.


  The first touch is soft, like feathers against my skin. I gasp, and Rainer makes a similar sound, before gently tangling his hand in my hair and pulling me closer. His lips crush against mine now and the kiss becomes deeper, but still equally as soft. He doesn’t touch his tongue to mine, but having his lips against my flesh is enough. It feels wonderful.


  “You taste as beautiful as you are,” he whispers, pulling away.


  “Thank you,” I croak in the darkness.


  “For what?”


  “For giving me the only kiss I’ll probably ever have.”


  He presses his forehead to mine and kisses my nose. “I’ll kiss you a thousand times, Pippa. I’ll never let that be the only thing you ever have.”


  Maybe I’m wrong.


  Maybe I am in love with Rainer.


  God knows I should be.


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  NOW – Pippa


  My phone rings, stirring me from my sleep. I crashed out onto the couch after Belle went to work and dropped Imogen off to her sister for the night. I’m exhausted; the last few days having taken out every ounce of energy left in my body. I’ve been thinking about Tyke for almost every second of every day, wondering if he’s okay.


  Santana told me Maddox called her last night and said they are all good, and that Tyke is moody and angry, so whatever I did before he left must have been good. She also said they were coming home in the next few days, depending on how things went down. I’m nervous at the thought of seeing Tyke again after our last encounter.


  I reach over to the coffee table, resembling the phone that is still ringing. I glance down at the screen and see it’s Santana. Why would she be calling me so late? I lift it and press the answer putting, pressing it to my ear. “Hello?”


  “Pip, oh thank God you’re home.”


  She sounds frantic.


  “Tana, what’s wrong? What is it?”


  “The boys arrived home about an hour ago. Maddox is beside himself, he said something went down with Tyke. He said . . .” She chokes out a sob and my heart freezes.


  “Tana, what?”


  “He said they ran into a problem with a group of criminals they didn’t want to see. He said these guys ambushed them on their way out of town, and a lot of blood was shed. Three of the J.W. members were shot. No one was killed on our side. But . . . he said Tyke disappeared and they couldn’t find him.” She takes a shaky breath and I want to scream at her to keep going.


  She finally does. “When they finally got a lead on his location, they found out he had been taken by the leader of this criminal organization. He won’t tell me who they are, but when they went in to get him out, Tyke had already killed the leader and a group of his top men. He said Tyke is in danger, big amounts of it, and so is the whole club. He wants us all on lockdown.”


  No.


  “No,” I rasp. “Is Tyke hurt?”


  “I don’t know. He said as soon as they rolled into town, Tyke disappeared. He thinks he’ll come to you.”


  Oh God.


  “How bad is this, Tana?”


  “I’ve never seen them so frantic in my life, and that’s not a lie. Whoever they messed with has them worried about serious retaliation. Maddox says as soon as Tyke arrives there, you need to get to the compound. We are going up to a cabin in the mountains that they use when things are dangerous like this.”


  “I . . . I have a job,” I whisper. “I have a woman and her child living with me now. I can’t just leave, Tana. I’m not even part of the club.”


  “No,” she says softly. “But you’re Tyke’s lady.”


  “I’m not,” I whisper.


  “Look, just sit tight, okay? See if Tyke shows; if he doesn’t, let me know and we’ll come and get you. We can discuss it then.”


  “Okay.”


  We say our goodbyes and hang up, just as I hear the bellow of a Harley-Davidson outside my house. She was right; Tyke did come to me. That makes my heart clench and swell all at the same time. I stand in the spot I’m already in and watch the door, unable to process anything.


  A moment later, it swings open and Tyke comes in. He’s limping in a bad way, his entire leg looks as if every touch is agony. He’s dressed all in black, with his cut hugging his shoulders and chains hanging from his jeans. He looks dangerous. More dangerous than I’ve ever seen him. His face is messed up, with bruises on his temple, cheek and jaw. His lip is busted. One eye is swollen shut. His knuckles are red raw.


  His hair is a mess, and his eyes are wild as they fall on me. Something in my body explodes and a warmth rushes between my legs. It’s so unexpected that I gasp, my lips parting gently. Tyke’s eyes drop to my lips and then, in a low, husky tone, he rumbles, “Fuck it. Fuck all of it. I’m takin’ what’s mine, what’s always been mine.”


  Then he strides—well, more like limps—towards me. His arm goes around my waist, catching me off balance, and I fall into him. I gasp and try to steady myself, but he’s backing me towards the kitchen counter, frenzy clearly having taken hold of his body. When my back hits the cool wood, his lips are on mine.


  There is no warning. Nothing gentle. And something inside my belly is igniting like a fire that’s been snuffed out for far too long.


  Tyke’s lips are scratchy, and I don’t care that they’re sore. I kiss him back with a force I didn’t know I had. My hands go up and tangle in his messy hair and when he reaches down, curling his hand around my bottom, I let him lift me so my legs are wrapped around his hips. He kisses me like that, with my body pressed into the counter, until we’re both panting.


  Then he turns us, still holding me, and takes the few steps to the sofa. He drops down and I land underneath his big, wound up body. He feels like stone against me, hot, searing stone. His lips find my neck and he gently suckles my skin. “Was a fuckin’ fool,” he murmurs there. “Wanted you since the minute I laid eyes on you. Too stupid to see you wanted me too. Not waitin’ a second longer to take you. Let me fuck you, Pippa. I’ll do it slow, but baby, let me fuck you.”


  God, his voice. His words, so husky and low, make my belly clench. I want him. I’ve always wanted him. If I trust anyone to take what I’ve managed to keep safe all these years, it would be Tyke. “Yes,” I whisper. “Yes.”


  He groans, and his lips move over my skin, still frenzied. He gently takes hold of my nighty and lifts it up, removing it from my body. I’ve got only a pair of panties on underneath, and when his eyes find my breasts, I flush. My hands go to cover them, feeling uneasy and unsure, but he wraps his fingers around my wrists and pulls them back. “No,” he rasps. “You let me see every inch, darlin’.”


  I let him pull my hands away and watch his face twist with something amazing as he takes in my bare breasts. His eyes meet mine and I see the appreciation in them. I’ve always believed my breasts to be tiny and unattractive to the male eye, but the way Tyke is looking at them has me believing I might have just had it wrong all this time.


  He leans back, still holding my eyes, and shrugs off his jacket. He drops it to the floor before taking his shirt and pulling it over his head. My eyes drop to his muscled body and my tummy tightens with need. He’s beautiful. So damned beautiful. He reaches for his jeans and I turn away, cheeks heating once more. I hear the zipper go, and then his boots hit the floor.


  Then he’s back over me.


  Naked.


  Blissfully naked.


  His skin is hot against my own, his body hard and dominating. His hardness is pressed between my legs, probing, waiting. I whimper when he reaches for my panties. This is happening fast, but it’s not cold. I know Tyke. I adore Tyke. I trust Tyke. He’s the only person I’ve ever loved with all of my heart. I want him to have this as much as I want it for myself.


  He lowers my panties and when he sees me for the first time, my flesh exposed to him, he hisses and curses. Then he tosses my panties. “Fuck, Pippa,” he growls. “You’re beautiful. So fuckin’ beautiful.”


  “I’m . . .” I swallow, shifting nervously. “Tyke, I’m scared.”


  He looks up at me and brings his body down over mine again. This time his hardness is pressed right there. It feels forbidden, yet utterly beautiful. He strokes a finger down my cheek and our eyes stay locked in silence for a long moment. “I won’t hurt you,” he finally whispers. “Never hurt you, Pip.”


  “I know,” I say, my voice breathy.


  “I can’t do all the things I’d like to do to make this better for you, baby, because my lip is busted up, but I’m going to do everything I can to make this less . . . painful.”


  He can’t do everything he’d like. What would he like?


  He must see the question on my face, because his lip quirks.


  “I was going to lick you until you screamed my name,” he murmurs and my eyes go wide. “But I can’t do that with my mouth the way it is. So, I’m going to have to make it better for you in other ways.”


  How many ways are there?


  He shows me.


  First, by putting his mouth to my breasts and gently sucking. He flicks the tips of my nipples with his tongue, sending a sensation through my body that’s so incredible I cry out his name, clutching his shoulders and arching up to him. I’ve never felt something so amazing.


  I’m so distracted I don’t realize his fingers are against my sex until he slips one into my folds and over my clit. I gasp and my eyes meet his as he looks up at me. He smiles lazily, and gently dips his finger lower. “Wet, baby. Exactly how I want you.” Then he brings his finger back up and starts massaging the aching ball of nerves that doesn’t seem to be easing, but instead building hotter and hotter.


  His mouth finds my nipple again, his fingers massage my sex, and before I know it, that intense pleasure I felt with him the last time we were together is rising again. I whimper, arching until my back hurts, feeling the intensity get higher and higher until I’m screaming his name and my body is coming undone. My skin prickles, my core tightens, and I shudder viciously as pleasure takes over.


  “That’s it,” he murmurs. “Good girl.”


  He releases me slowly as my shuddering subsides, and crawls back up my body until he’s positioned over me again. He presses his lips to my temple as he leans over, taking out a condom from the jeans on the floor. He rises up, and I get my first look at him, entirely naked. My eyes drop to the deep V in his groin area that leads to his manhood.


  My eyes widen when they catch sight of the hard, thick, pulsing length. It’s big, long and terrifying. I swallow as my eyes move over it, taking in the soft skin just below it, with two distinct bulges. Tyke takes hold of it, stroking it up and down, and then he slides a yellow rubbery-looking condom over it, covering it from tip to base.


  I look up at him. “Tyke,” I whisper.


  “It’s goin’ to be fine, darlin’. You say no, I’ll stop. You hear?”


  I nod, and when his body covers mine again, panic rises higher and higher. I try to take deep, steady breaths, but I don’t know what’s about to happen. I have no idea. None at all. My eyes flash to Tyke’s, and his brows furrow. “Shit, baby, you look like you’re going to vomit.”


  “Can you talk me through it? I don’t . . . I have no idea what’s going to happen.”


  His eyes soften and he leans down, pressing our foreheads together. “Firstly, you got to relax. The more you clench, the more it’ll hurt. I’m going to go as easy as I can on you, Pip, but you gotta trust me.”


  I nod, swallowing.


  “Breathe, baby.”


  I take a deep, shaky breath.


  “Another.”


  I do it again and again, until my body is less tense.


  “Focus on me,” Tyke says, kissing the hollow of my ear. “Just focus on me.”


  I do. I focus on the way his mouth moves down my neck, over my collarbone and back up. I focus on the gentle way he kneads my breasts, sending little thrills through my body. I focus on his hard, muscled body warming mine, protecting me. I close my eyes and drink him in, taking in every single feeling swelling in my chest.


  He reaches down between us and then he’s right there, pressing against my entrance.


  “Going to push in a little. You tell me when you want me to stop and I’ll stop. We’ll adjust and then keep going.”


  I nod, and whisper, “Kiss me, please.”


  He obliges and kisses me softly at first, teasing my mouth with his. Then it gets deeper and his tongue starts dancing with mine. He presses against me, pushing into my sex until a distinct burn radiates through my core. I flinch and he immediately stops.


  “I’ve never done this before, Pip. You’re goin’ to have to tell me when it’s too much.”


  “You’ve never had sex?” I gasp.


  He smiles, like a beautiful devil. “No, baby, I’ve never been with a virgin.”


  “Oh.”


  He strokes my cheek. “Does it help if I say you’re the only woman I’ve been with that I fuckin’ adore?”


  That does help.


  I smile a little.


  He kisses me again.


  He pushes in more, farther, and the pain gets more intense. God, it hurts. It’s not pleasurable at all. Does it feel like this every time?


  “Tyke,” I gasp. “That hurts. It hurts.”


  “Sorry, baby,” he says. “It’s going to hurt this time around, and probably for the next few. It’ll get better after that, though. I swear it.”


  I nod and he strokes my hair back as he pushes in deeper.


  “Nearly there,” he says, his voice so tight I wonder if it’s hurting him, too.


  “Fuck,” he grunts.


  I hold my breath, close my eyes and endure the pain as he slides in farther and farther. Then, with one final push, he’s fully inside me. I gasp, he growls, and then we both go still. I feel so full, I can feel him inside my body, inside me. Tyke is making love to me.


  “I’m going to move,” he says in a tight voice. “If it hurts, tell me to stop.”


  I nod and clutch his arms as he starts rocking. He pulls out a little, then pushes back in. Then he does it again, pulling out a little more each time. It hurts and it’s uncomfortable, but the very idea of having Tyke inside me is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever had happen to me. All the pain in the world couldn’t take away the beauty in my soul right now.


  “Oh baby,” Tyke rasps. “Feels so fuckin’ good.”


  It does?


  My heart swells and flutters. I look into his eyes, feeling the pain get less and less. It doesn’t feel good, exactly, but it doesn’t hurt so much anymore. Tyke is rocking his hips, his eyes are holding mine, and we’re connecting in a way we’ve never connected. His fingers find my chin and he groans, “Watch me come inside you, darlin’. Watch how good you make me feel.”


  He thrusts a few more times and then his eyes almost glaze over as a strangled, ragged growl is ripped from his throat and his body stills over mine. His fingers tighten around my chin, and it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. I watch him, relishing in the feeling of his body shaking over mine, and know that I did that to him.


  Me.


  Just me.


  He lowers down, burying his head in my shoulder, and we lie like that for a long, long time.


  The buzzing of his phone from the clothes pile on the floor brings reality flooding back. We’re in danger, and Tyke isn’t meant to be here. We’re meant to be with Maddox. Tyke shifts and reaches down, grabbing his phone.


  “Got to take this, beautiful,” he murmurs, pulling out of me gently. He sits back and pulls me up, so I’m tucked in his arms. I press my cheek to his chest and listen.


  “What, man?” he answers.


  I hear someone on the other side of the phone, yelling.


  “Yeah, and I’m seein’ my woman. You can fuckin’ wait.”


  More yelling.


  “I know how fuckin’ serious it is, Maddox. I’m also not goin’ to bend over and let them take my life out of my hands while they fuck me up the ass.”


  My brows go up. I’ve never heard Tyke talk like that before.


  “Yeah, well, fuck you, man.”


  Then he hangs up.


  I turn to him and see he’s staring straight ahead, jaw tight. I reach up and tentatively stroke the bruise on his cheek. “You’re hurt, Tyke.”


  He turns and looks down at me.


  “Don’t worry about me. Let’s get you cleaned up.”


  “But...Tana said they caught you. Did they hurt you more than what I see?”


  He shakes his head. “No, and I’ll tell you all about it another time, but don’t ruin this moment for us. I’m beat up, but I’m okay in every other way. Trust that, okay?”


  I nod.


  He pushes to his feet and I don’t miss the pained hiss that leaves his lips as he limps down the hallway. He comes back a moment later with a warm washcloth. “Lay back.”


  I blink at him. “Pardon?”


  He grins. “Lay back. I’m not leaving you sore and unclean. Let me wash you.”


  Wash me? There?


  My skin prickles with shame.


  “No, it’s okay.”


  “Pippa, baby, lay down.”


  I do as he asks, lying down. He comes over me and gently spreads my legs. I throw my arm over my face in shame as he gently wipes me clean, then he’s gone again. I sit up and pull on my panties and my nighty. He comes back a second later, still buck-naked. My eyes fall to his parts now, and I see it looks very different just falling between his legs, no longer aroused.


  “You’ll give me a complex if you keep starin’ at my cock like that, little one.”


  I jerk and look away, cheeks burning. Tyke shuffles about and when I look back, he’s got his jeans back on and nothing else. He turns to me, searching my face. “Are you hurting?”


  I shrug. “A little. Not really.”


  He reaches over and cups my jaw. “I fucked up, Pippa. I made excuses because I was scared. No more. I want you more than my next breath. Let me have that.”


  I lean forward, pressing my lips to his. “You’ve always had that, Tyke. Even if you didn’t realize it until now.”


  He kisses me softly and then pulls back, his face twisted in pain. “You got painkillers?”


  My brows furrow. “Your legs?”


  He nods.


  “Was it the riding?”


  He shakes his head, running his hands through his hair. “No, it wasn’t just that. It contributed, even though I spent most of my time with my legs up. We started and stopped a lot, which took a lot. It was when the fight broke out. Adrenaline took over and I forgot about the pain until I stopped.”


  “Tyke, you shouldn’t have ridden home. You’ve probably done damage.”


  “Don’t doubt it,” he says, stretching his legs out with a grimace. “It feels like all my bones are shattered.”


  “Have you showered? Do you want me to rub your muscles?”


  He looks to me, his eyes soft. “You wanna do that for me, after I was an ass to you?”


  I smile softly and nod. “Yeah, I do.”


  “Fuck me,” he murmurs. “What did I do to deserve you?”


  “That’s a simple answer, Tyke.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  “Yeah,” I whisper. “You are you. That’s all the reason you need.”


  He smiles.


  My heart falls even more in love with him.


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  THEN - Pippa


  My stomach is cramping. I get this when my period comes along, but today it’s worse. I’ve run out of the scarce protection we are offered, so I wander out of the room and down the hall to ask the guard for some more. I run into Artreau there. I’m surprised to see him; he’s been hidden more often than not.


  I stiffen when he turns my way, and reconsider if I truly need protection. Toilet paper will work, won’t it?


  “What are you doing in here and not working?” Artreau barks.


  “I’m, ah, I needed the bathroom.”


  His face scrunches and he walks towards me. I back up, all the way down the hall, not stopping until I’m back in the room. Artreau kicks the door closed and stalks towards me. I tumble and land on the bed, gasping as he stops at the end of it with a smirk on his face.


  “Scared of me, precious?”


  “No,” I whisper.


  He laughs. “No? Have you forgotten you owe me for saving that pathetic excuse of a man’s life?”


  “No, but—”


  “Did you think I wouldn’t come, just because it’s been a long time? I lost the last girl satisfying me just yesterday. I’m bored. You owe me. It makes perfect sense. Don’t worry, it’ll feel real nice.”


  I want to vomit, and fear claws its way into my chest. Why didn’t I just stay downstairs? Why did I come back up here? Artreau steps forward, and I yell out, “I’ve got my period.”


  He stops and his face scrunches up. “Filthy woman. I don’t need to know those kinds of things.”


  “You can’t . . . take me while I’ve got my period.”


  He narrows his eyes. “You’re lying.”


  “Check,” I say boldly.


  He scoffs. “If this is a way of getting away from me, it won’t work. Those things only last a few days. I’ll come back for you, Pippa. You owe me.” He leans down, putting his hands on the bed either side of my body. “And I will take it. Next time it’ll be more than my fingers plunging inside you. I hope you’re looking forward to it as much as I am.”


  With that, he turns and walks out. I breathe a sigh of relief. There’s fear still lodged firmly in my heart, though. Artreau will be back; I know he will be. He gets what he wants. I don’t know how I’ll get past him when the time comes, but I have Rainer, and if I have to stick by his side every second of every day I will.


  I push to my feet and head back out down the hallway, grateful that for one more day, I can still protect the one thing no one has been able to take from me.


  ~*~*~*~


  NOW - Pippa


  My front door swings open and half the Joker’s Wrath boys come tearing in. Well, when I say half, I mean Maddox, Krypt, Mack and their ladies. They all stop when they see Tyke and I sitting on the couch. Tyke is still half-naked, and I have no doubt my hair is a mess. I’m currently sprawled over Tyke’s bare chest after rubbing his legs and giving him some pain medication.


  Maddox steps forward as I scramble up and unsteadily get to my feet. “What the hell is goin’ on?” he demands.


  “None of your business,” Tyke says, sitting up and groaning as he does.


  “None of my business? She’s my sister-in-law and you’re here half-naked with her after I’ve given you direct orders to stay the fuck away from her.”


  He what?


  I turn to him and his eyes flash to mine.


  “Maddox,” I whisper. “You told him to stay away from me?”


  “Course I fuckin’ did, Pippa. He’s no good for you.”


  “Don’t you think that’s my choice to make?” I say, finding my voice.


  “No, I don’t. I know them better than you ever will. You’re too good for this rough life.”


  “And my sister isn’t?”


  He flinches and his eyes grow cold. “She hasn’t lived the life you have.”


  Here. We. Go. Again.


  I’m so tired of this. I feel Tyke come up behind me, but I don’t stop. I step forward and look up at Maddox, glaring into his eyes. “Because of my life, you’re saying I don’t get a say so in who I get to be with?”


  “Yeah, that’s what I’m fuckin’ saying. We saved you. Pulled you from whatever twisted shit was goin’ down there. You don’t deserve to be hauled up in more twisted shit. Your sister can handle it. You can’t.”


  “And why is that?” I yell, making his eyes go wide with shock. “Because I’m so fragile? Because I’m just little broken Pippa? Is that it, Maddox? You think I can’t look after myself? You think I’m going to let someone push me around and be some . . . some . . . fucking pushover?”


  “Pippa,” Santana whispers, her eyes wide.


  “No, Tana,” I say, turning to her. “I’m tired of it. I get it, okay? I’m fragile, I’m quiet, but I am not incapable of living. If I want Tyke, I’ll have Tyke. This life doesn’t scare me—not after what I’ve endured. You don’t get to choose for me anymore. I’m not a little girl.”


  Tears burst to her eyes and she whispers, “I never said you were.”


  “No, but you’re standing by like the rest of them,” I say, waving a hand around the room. “And letting them tell me what to do, because you don’t honestly believe I’ll ever be normal again. And maybe I won’t be, but it’s still my life. It’s still my choice.”


  She studies me and her eyes look pained. That kills me, but before I can say anymore Tyke steps forward, getting in Maddox’s face.


  “You don’t get to come in here and speak to her like she’s five, Maddox.”


  “Back down,” Maddox growls.


  “No. She’s my lady and I won’t be backin’ down anytime soon.”


  “You’ve done enough to piss me off in the last few days, Tyke. Don’t add to it.”


  Tyke snorts. “I did nothin’ you haven’t already done yourself.”


  Maddox’s jaw tightens and Krypt steps forward, putting a hand on his arm. “Not now.”


  I stare at the two of them, and know I have to step in or a fight is going to break out. I take a hesitant step in between them and look up at Maddox. He tears his eyes from Tyke and looks down at me. I place a hand on his massive chest and his jaw tics. “I know you care about me.” I look around the room. “I know you all care about me. But I need to take my own life in my hands now, and I need to create my own path. You don’t get to choose who I love, or who I marry, or where I live, or what it is I do. I love you all for caring, but you need to step back.”


  Maddox stares at me for long moments, then he looks up at Tyke.


  “If it wasn’t for the fact that she has a valid point, I’d put you on your ass. You hurt her, Tyke, I’ll gut you.”


  I turn to Tyke in time to see him nod. I step back and look to Santana, who is crying. I walk over and wrap my arms around her. “You’ll always be my sister, you’ll always fight for me, but Tana, you have to let me go.”


  “Oh Pippi,” she says, wrapping her arms around me. “It’ll never be easy to let you go.”


  “No, but you deserve the freedom as much as I do.”


  She holds me tight and we stand like that for a long moment. Then I hear a soft voice break through the silence. “Ah, sorry to interrupt.”


  Everyone turns to see Belle standing at the door, holding Immy’s hand. She stares at the bikers with big eyes, and when she notices me, she gives me a look that’s asking if she needs to ring the police. I smile. “Hey, Belle. I didn’t exactly want you to meet them like this, but I want you to meet my family. The Joker’s Wrath MC.”


  Belle’s eyes go huge as she takes in the men.


  “Everyone,” I continue, “this is my new housemate, Belle, and her daughter, Immy.”


  There’s a chorus of hellos, and Belle lamely waves before walking over to me. Immy charges over to Maddox, unafraid, and looks up at him. “Is your bike the red one?”


  He smiles and kneels down in front of her. “Nope, the blue one. Do you like bikes?”


  She nods.


  “Have you ever been on one?”


  “No,” she says. “I don’t have a daddy to take me.”


  I look up to see Belle’s face drop. She looks away and my heart breaks for her.


  “Come on, Immy,” she says. “Let’s go and get you showered.”


  Immy smiles at Maddox, before running towards her mother. Belle looks to me and I walk over, touching her arm. “Are you okay?”


  She nods. “Yeah, I’m great. I won’t get in your way while your, ah, family are here.”


  “Listen, I might be away for a few days, but you’re more than welcome to come and go as you please.”


  “Where are you going?” she asks.


  “Just away with them all.”


  She nods, not looking at all suspicious. “Okay, well make sure you fill me in on all this before you go.” She grins.


  I hug her and when she’s gone, I walk quickly towards Maddox. “Is she safe here?”


  He nods, watching her go. “No one knows you’re part of the club—at least, I don’t think they do. If they do, they know what you look like. They won’t mistake her for you. I would highly doubt the people we are having problems with know where you live or even that you mean something to Tyke. She’s safe, but I’ll put a watch on the house anyway, just to be sure.”


  “I thought we were all going into lockdown?”


  Maddox grins. “A watch isn’t necessarily a biker, honey.”


  “Oh.”


  Tyke steps up behind me, curling his arm around my shoulder. “Is any of this necessary? Pippa has a job. She can’t lose it.”


  I nod and Maddox glances at Tyke. “I will cover it with her boss; she will have a job when she returns.”


  In other words, he’ll threaten my boss.


  Things are about to get interesting.


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  THEN – Pippa


  He’s gone.


  He wasn’t in the fields when I went back down, and I was quickly tied up before I had the chance to search. I worked all the day, and when it was finished, he wasn’t in the room either. I sat waiting and waiting, but he didn’t come back. Rainer, my only friend, the only person I’ve ever trusted, has gone.


  There’s a desperation in my heart that I can’t remove. I’ve asked, I’ve frantically pushed the other slaves for information. No one knows. No one really cares. He meant nothing to them. Nothing. To me he was the world. I wonder if the guards have locked him up. Maybe Artreau took him out for a job.


  When I ask them, they won’t tell me. They simply stare at me as if I’m losing my mind. I cry out, I beg, I scream and pound my fists on the door, but they ignore me as if I’m no more than a fly buzzing around their ears. I don’t give up. I cry out until finally, they call Artreau. He arrives at the door, swinging it open and staring down at me as if I’m a pitiful child.


  “Why are you screaming? You’re annoying everyone who can hear you. Cease, or I’ll make you cease.”


  “Where is he?” I cry. “What did you do to him, you monster?”


  It’s only now that I notice Artreau’s face is bruised and battered. God, has something awful happened. Has it? Oh God.


  “Who?” Artreau demands.


  “Rainer! Where is he? What did you do?”


  Artreau shrugs. “I have no idea what happened to the insolent little fool. As far as I’m concerned, he was a waste of my space. Now, stop your screaming or I’ll give you something to scream about.”


  With that, he slams the door. I pound my bruised fists against it over and over until I slump with exhaustion. Then I cry for my friend. I don’t know what happened to him, but whatever it was he’s no longer here and that can’t be a good thing. My body shakes and I curl into a tiny ball, wailing, unable to hold back the agony.


  I lie on the floor for two days. No one can move me. The guards leave me there. I wait for him. I wait and wait but he doesn’t come. He’s not coming back—with each passing hour I know this. My Rainer is gone and without him, I’m broken. I don’t have the strength to keep fighting. I don’t have the strength to care.


  Without him, I’m nothing.


  I’ve lost the only thing worth fighting for.


  I lose the last piece of my heart that day, and every day after I sink further and further into myself until there’s nothing more than an empty shell left.


  The last traces of Pippa are now gone.


  ~*~*~*~


  NOW - Pippa


  “What is this place?” I ask Santana as we pull into a compound surrounded by a barbed wire fence.


  There’s a cabin and a few large sheds right in the middle of the mountains. If you didn’t know it was here, you wouldn’t be able to find it.


  “This is where they hide out when they aren’t safe at the club. Not many people know about this; it’s secluded. It’s been damaged quite a bit, but over the last few years Maddox has brought it back up to scratch.”


  “And we have to stay here with the entire club?”


  Santana grins. “Mostly, they take it in turns. Some will go back and forth from the compound and keep an eye out, but yes, most of them will be here.”


  Great.


  Just great.


  The last of the bikes rumbles in behind us, and then Maddox padlocks the massive gate. Stuck like prisoners. That very thought has my heart clenching. I don’t like not having a choice. I don’t like not being free when I need to be. I push the feeling down when a hard body comes up behind me, wrapping solid arms around my middle.


  Tyke.


  “This is home for the next week or so. What do you think?”


  “If I’m with you I’ll be fine,” I whisper.


  “We need alcohol,” Krypt grunts, walking past me. “How are we goin’ to get that up here discreetly?”


  “I might know how,” I say before thinking it through.


  Everyone turns to me and I realize I’m about to tell them all about Rainer, only I haven’t told Tyke about Rainer.


  “Ah . . .” I swallow. “I have a friend. He was with me when I was a slave. Turns out he lives here. I found him last week. He owns a bar. He’s trustworthy and will bring us supplies, if I ask.”


  “Oh,” Santana claps. “I forgot about Rainer!”


  “Rainer?” Tyke says stiffly from behind me.


  I turn, looking up at him. “I have a lot to tell you.”


  His eyes scan my face. “Seems you do.”


  “Call your friend,” Krypt orders, walking up the front steps. “Tell him I’ll pay double if he hurries it up.”


  It’s only adults up here. Everyone has handed their kids off to family members for safety. If there’s a raid, the last thing they want is for kids to be involved. I understand that. It feels empty without the kids, and I think everyone is feeling it. We all head inside, and Tyke holds my hand tightly.


  “We’ll sleep down here,” he says, pulling me down the hall.


  We get into a room right at the end, and step in, locking the door behind us. There’s a double bed in the middle, and an old sofa, but that’s about it. I turn to Tyke and he’s staring down at me, his eyes studying my face.


  “Tell me about this guy.”


  “He was a slave too,” I say, walking over and sitting on the bed. “He was my friend—the only person I had. I adored him. He left a while before me and I didn’t know what had happened to him. I asked Maddox to search for him and it turns out he lives here.”


  “Maddox helped you?” Tyke says tightly.


  I study his face. “Don’t be mad at him, Tyke. It wasn’t his fault. He was helping me because I asked.”


  “And you didn’t think to come to me?”


  His voice is hard, and I realize I’ve hurt him.


  “I’ve upset you. I’m sorry,” I say, staring at my lap.


  He sighs and sits beside me. “You want me to understand you, little one, but I don’t know a thing about your past. How am I supposed to move on from the image you’ve created, when you won’t fill me in?”


  I turn to him. “I plan on filling you in, Tyke. Just ask what you want to know.”


  He pulls me into his arms and we fall back onto the bed. “Just start from the beginning, darlin’. We’ve got all night.”


  And so I tell Tyke my story.


  From start to finish.


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  THEN – Pippa


  The next ten months go by slowly, but that doesn’t take the memory of Rainer from my mind. I think about him every second, wondering if he’s alive, wondering what happened to him. I’ve been paired up with an old man who doesn’t speak, at all. The days drag and I no longer communicate with anyone. I do my job, I sleep, I eat and then I start all over again. There’s nothing left for me anymore.


  If there weren’t slight hope that Santana might still be alive, I’d probably end it.


  Today is extra hot, and the sun is sitting on the horizon, threatening to set early even though I know it won’t. My legs are aching from a hard days work, and today I’m chained up to three other people. I don’t know why, I don’t even care. All I can think about is how I’m going to survive the rest of my life in this hellhole. My chest no longer clenches at the thought. I’ve shut down. There are no emotions left in my soul.


  The sounds of a gunshot and yelling alert me to the fact that something is happening. I lift my head and realize we’re quite far from the house and at this angle, I can’t see it through the line of trees. There’s shouting and some more shooting. I don’t know what’s happening, but things like this have happened before around here. Artreau is forever in trouble with someone.


  I focus back on my work, and the shouting and gunfire become more intense. The older man next to me stops again and mutters, “What’s going on?” It’s the first time I’ve heard him speak, so I turn again and stare back out. There’s a large field to my left and I can see two people running through it. One is a man, the other is a woman. I can’t see them clearly from here, but they’re not slaves. Or maybe they are new slaves and are trying to escape. Good luck to them.


  The man, who looks a little like a Native American, turns and shoots his gun a few times in the direction of the house. I watch curiously as the girl, who also has dark hair, turns and stares in our direction. Then suddenly she’s running towards me. Panic seizes my chest and I try to take a step back, but there’s nowhere to go. I don’t want her getting me into trouble; if she’s trying to escape she needs to do it on her own watch.


  As she gets closer, her face becomes clearer. My heart starts pounding, and I’m sure I must be seeing things, because that girl looks a whole lot like Santana. I know it’s not her, though. She wouldn’t be able to find me. She’s probably not even alive. I stare anyway, watching as she gets closer and closer. Her eyes meet mine and I know, I know before she rasps my name, that it really is her.


  Santana.


  My sister.


  “T-T-T-T-Tana?”


  My knees start to shake as she slams into me, wrapping her arms around my tiny body. “Pippi, oh my God, my Pippi.”


  I’m dreaming. It’s a dream.


  I start to cry, big, loud, pained sobs.


  I stare in shock, tears running down my face as the man appears at her side, still shooting behind him. He growls something at her and she frantically tells him who I am. He aims the gun at my feet and shoots the chains connecting me to the other slaves. Santana takes me and starts pulling me close again. The rest of the slaves start to beg, wanting to be freed to. The Native American man doesn’t give her a choice, and suddenly I’m scooped into his arms and we’re running.


  Fear seizes my chest and I scream for my sister.


  “It’s okay,” she soothes. “He won’t hurt you.”


  This is a dream. It’s all a dream.


  Santana isn’t really here, she’s not.


  I start to shake.


  We reach the fence and I cry out as the man holding me tosses me over. I land hard on the other side, but that doesn’t stop him. He leaps over and then I’m back in his arms and we’re running again. Santana is talking frantically and I struggle to keep up. We reach a big car and before I know what’s happening, I’m thrown in. There’s a man in the front seat and when he turns to look at me, I stop breathing. He’s got the most beautiful brown eyes I’ve ever seen. He smiles a little, before Santana and the other man jump in.


  “Go!” The man roars.


  And then the car is screeching away. I turn to my sister, who is crying so hard there’s tears pouring down her face. She takes my hand and I allow myself to believe this might just be real.


  “Are you really here?”


  “I’m really here,” she sobs. “You’re safe. You’re free.”


  I’m free.


  I’m safe.


  Oh God, I’ve been saved.


  ~*~*~*~


  NOW - Pippa


  “Pip!”


  My eyes flutter open and the hard body beside mine shifts. Tyke and I fell asleep after I told him my story, and now it seems to be early evening because the room is dark. I shift, and Tyke doesn’t move; he’s still dead to the world. I sit up slowly, rubbing my eyes.


  “Pippa!”


  That sounds like Mack. I slide out of bed and tiptoe to the door, unlocking and opening it. “What’s wrong?” I ask, seeing Mack at my door, about to knock again.


  “Oh, sorry to wake you,” he says, lowering his hand. “Your friend is here.”


  “My friend?”


  “Rainer?”


  My eyes must light up, because Mack laughs. I rush past him and out into the main area, where everyone is drinking and chatting. Rainer is standing with Maddox, talking to him. He’s laughing, his face alight with joy. When he sees me coming towards him, his smile gets bigger. I launch myself into his arms and he holds me tightly.


  “Hey there, pretty girl.”


  “I’m so glad to see you again.” I beam as he lowers me. I look up at him. He still looks amazing.


  “Me too. How are you?”


  “Great. Better now you’re here. Will you stay a while?”


  He looks to Maddox, who is smiling fondly at me. He shrugs, as if saying he doesn’t mind, and Rainer nods. “All right. I’m not busy tonight so I’m all yours.”


  “You have to meet everyone.”


  I drag Rainer around to meet everyone, and by the time I’m done, Tyke comes out of the room, looking sleepy and beautiful. His eyes are only partially awake, still heavy and half-lidded, and he’s wearing only a pair of faded denim jeans. He runs his hands through his hair and looks around until his eyes fall on mine.


  “Yo Tyke,” Grimm yells. “You have a nice nap, princess?”


  Tyke flips him the bird and everyone laughs.


  I swallow as his eyes move to Rainer and he stiffens. He studies him, and me, and our hands clasped together. I tug Rainer’s hand and lead him over. When we stop in front of Tyke, the two men take each other in.


  “Tyke, this is Rainer. My friend I told you about. Rainer, this is Tyke.”


  Rainer stretches his hand out, and Tyke hesitates a moment before clasping his hand and shaking it, roughly.


  “Heard a lot about you,” he grumbles.


  I want to giggle at his display of rugged manliness. I love that he’s feeling jealous, that he’s protective over me. That’s how I want him to feel.


  “You, too,” Rainer says, then turns to me. “You want a drink, Pip?”


  “Yes, please.”


  He disappears and I turn to Tyke, stepping forward. My hands go to his waist and I press my cheek to his chest. He sighs and wraps an arm around me. “Fuckin’ hate bein’ jealous.”


  I giggle into his chest.


  “Glad you find it funny.”


  I look up at him. “You’re the only man I see, Tyke.”


  His eyes flare with lust and he leans down, capturing my mouth in a kiss. It’s soft and gentle, but short. He pulls back and lets me go. “I need a beer.”


  “Are you going to, ah, get dressed first?”


  He grins. “No baby.”


  Then he steps past me, and I can’t help the smile that stretches across my lips.


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  NOW – Pippa


  “Hey, look!” Ash says, giggling over her beer. “That Raide dude is here.”


  We all turn and see Raide standing in the doorway, talking closely with Maddox. Gosh, he’s still handsome—time doesn’t change that. I watch him, fascinated, wondering what his story is.


  “He’s so hot,” Jaylah says, leaning in close. “It should be illegal.”


  “Right?” Santana sighs.


  I turn back to them, sipping my first beer still. I’m not a massive drinker. “He’s a nice guy, too. It seems.”


  Ash rolls her eyes. “Nice.”


  I laugh. “Nice is good, Ash.”


  “No,” she scoffs. “Bad boy is good.”


  “You would say that, when you’re married to the ultimate bad boy.”


  She smiles and looks over to Krypt with love in her eyes. “Ultimate he is.”


  “Ugh,” Santana groans. “Keep it to the bedroom.”


  We all laugh and they turn their eyes to me.


  “So.” Tana grins. “You and Tyke.”


  I shrug, sipping my beer.


  “Are you going to give us all the juicy details or do we have to guess?” Jaylah prompts.


  I shift and my cheeks heat. “There are no juicy details.”


  They all give me ‘as if’ looks.


  “We walked in on him half-naked, which was a good look by the way, and you with sex hair,” Ash points out.


  “I did not have sex hair!” I protest.


  They all laugh.


  Okay, so maybe I did.


  “Come on, Pippi,” Tana pleads. “Let me be an awesome sister and tell me about it.”


  I look down at my beer. “It was my first time.”


  “Aw,” Ash croons.


  “Oh, that’s so sweet. Mack was my first oral. It was amazing,” Jaylah says, and we all burst out laughing at her.


  “What?” she cries. “It’s true.”


  “Okay,” Ash laughs, shaking her head. “Moving back to Pippa. What was it like?”


  I mumble, “Painful.”


  “Aw, Pip!” Jaylah whispers, clutching my hand. “I forgot how painful it was.”


  “It gets better then?” I ask, my eyes hopeful.


  I loved being with Tyke. I loved everything about it. But I’m praying it gets better. I don’t want to feel pain every time we are together.


  “Yes, gosh yes,” Ash says. “But you have to experiment.”


  “Experiment?” I ask.


  “Yeah, you know. Play around. Use your mouth. Your hands. Explore. Find what makes it feel good.”


  My mouth?


  Oh boy.


  “Mouth?” I squeak.


  Jaylah giggles. “Oh girl, we have so much to teach you.”


  They spend the next hour telling me about how to give Tyke pleasure with my mouth, receiving pleasure from his mouth, and all the things in between. My cheeks are red-hot by the time we were done, but my curiosity is spiked and my eyes instantly go to Tyke who is sitting beside the guys, feet up on a table, laughing.


  Beautiful.


  Mine.


  Our eyes meet, and he sees it. I see it.


  We both want it.


  ~*~*~*~


  NOW - Pippa


  I take a walk outside as the party begins to liven up inside. I head out, desperate to see the trees. There are some beautiful clusters of them in the far corner of the lot. I weave through them, breathing them in, enjoying how they feel against my fingers. I do this for what seems like hours, and then finally I head back in.


  I’m part of the way there when I crash into a hard body. I squeak and leap backwards. “This is the second time we’ve done this. Anyone would think you’re following me.”


  Raide.


  I rub a hand over my face and laugh softly. “Sorry, I don’t have great night vision.”


  He chuckles in the dark, a deep, sexy sound. “No. Funny that.”


  I smile at my stupid comment.


  “What’re you doing out here in the dark?”


  “Just walking through the trees.”


  He snorts. “In the dark?”


  “You don’t have to see them to feel and enjoy them.”


  He chuckles. “No, I suppose you don’t. You’re a fascinating woman, Pippa.”


  “So are you.”


  “A fascinating woman?”


  I bark a laugh. “Sorry, no, a man. What’re you doing here, anyway? I didn’t think you were associated with the club.”


  “Maddox is still getting my information. I was there when they were ambushed, too. It was fuckin’ ugly.”


  “I heard,” I say softly.


  “I’ll get on my way soon, but for now it’s nice havin’ somewhere I don’t have to hide.”


  “You’re really running from the police?”


  “Yeah,” he mutters. “They’ll send a goddamned bounty hunter after me soon, so I’m runnin’ out of time.”


  “A bounty hunter?” I question, a little confused.


  “You know, when you skip bail or don’t show up for a trial, they send someone after you. It’s usually a big angry man who tackles you to the ground and drags you by your fuckin’ legs back in.”


  I laugh softly. “Surely it isn’t that bad.”


  He snorts. “No, probably not. But I don’t have long. I’m already being searched for.”


  “Is it really so bad that you have to bypass the police to seek justice?”


  “You ever had someone you loved more than life, Pippa?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “Imagine if they were taken away, and you were left with no one. All you have left is a bitter anger, deep in your chest. You want to make the person pay who took that person from you.”


  “I do understand that.”


  “I imagine you do. Maddox let slip about your life before this.”


  “Yeah,” I whisper.


  “Anyway, we better get out of the dark.”


  He turns and walks back into the darkness.


  “Hey Raide?”


  He turns and stares back at me.


  “Yeah?”


  “I hope you find what you’re looking for.”


  He flashes me a smile, then disappears back inside.


  I think I like Raide Knox, and his story has certainly piqued my interest.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  NOW –Pippa


  “It’s been nearly two days,” I whisper against Tyke’s mouth.


  “Baby,” he murmurs, squeezing my waist. “You’re killing me.”


  “Don’t you want me, Tyke?”


  He groans. “You have no fuckin’ idea how much.”


  “Then make love to me again, please?”


  We’re standing at the edge of the bed. It’s early in the morning and Tyke has just come fresh from a shower. He has a towel wrapped around his waist and his skin is hot. He looks down at me, his eyes full of lust and need. He wants this as much as I do. We’ve waited nearly two days since the first round. We both want more.


  “Don’t wanna hurt you again, darlin’,” he murmurs, staring at my mouth.


  “You won’t. The girls gave me tips.”


  His brows go up, and his lips quirk. “Tips?”


  “Mmhmm, tips.”


  “Do you want to inform me on what kind of tips those were?”


  I smile up at him. “Take me to bed and we’ll find out.”


  He looks around the room, and then says, “Okay, what have you done with Pippa? Where did she go? Because this girl in front of me isn’t her.”


  I frown. “You don’t like it.”


  He looks back to me, and his eyes are soft and joking. “Course I love it, it’s just not something I thought I’d hear come from your lips.”


  I lean up on my tiptoes and kiss him. “Well, I’m trying to be different.”


  He grins and pulls me closer with an arm around my waist. His lips find mine and I let him kiss me softly for a while, before deepening the kiss until there are tongues, and groans, and wandering hands. He turns me around and pushes me down onto the bed. “You want me to give it to you? I’ll give it to you, baby. Are you ready?”


  “Always,” I breathe as his body comes over mine.


  He leans down and brushes his lips over my jaw before moving down my neck. He takes the hem of my shirt and quickly discards it, before making light work of the rest of my clothes. Then he kisses my breasts, slowly trailing his mouth over the soft flesh, before covering my nipples with his mouth. He sucks gently at first, and slowly pulls them deeper and deeper into his mouth.


  “Tyke,” I gasp, arching up.


  He takes my hips, pushing them back down as he continues his torture on my breasts. When he’s satisfied, he slowly moves below them, licking and sucking my flesh as he moves down my body. He reaches my belly button and dips his tongue into the little groove. I whimper and shiver at the odd sensation. It shoots pleasure right to my sex.


  Tyke’s hot mouth moves farther down, finding my hipbones. He kisses them and then moves right past my sex to my thighs. I cry out desperately as a throbbing begins in my core, and starts radiating out. It’s as if my body knows he’s there, and it wants more. I plead with him as he kisses my inner thigh, and I can feel his soft chuckle against my flesh.


  “Tyke, please,” I beg. “Don’t make me wait anymore.”


  “Then wait you won’t, princess.”


  He moves his mouth up, gently sucking the inner lips of my sex into his mouth. The sensation is out of this world and my neck tilts backwards, pushing my head into the pillow as a strange pleasure starts filling my veins. I clutch the pillows beside me as his hot breath moves over my clitoris, and to the other side. He repeats this process, torturing me slowly.


  “Tyke,” I plead. “Please.”


  He hovers over my clitoris, his mouth so close I can feel him. Then slowly he lowers his head and closes his lips right over the aching nub. I instantly jerk and cry his name as the most amazing sensation takes over my body. It feels like heaven between my legs. I gasp Tyke’s name over and over as his tongue flicks out and rubs over and over, causing fire to erupt in my body.


  “Oh, God, Tyke,” I gasp.


  He sucks and licks until I’m bucking on the bed, his hands firmly planted on my legs to hold me down. Then, the most amazing sensation bursts to life. It’s like all the happiness in the world combined in one tiny explosion. I scream Tyke’s name as bolt after bolt of pleasure shoot from my core right through my body.


  “Tyke,” I pant. “Tyke.”


  He places a soft kiss to my aching flesh, and slowly crawls up my body, kissing a trail as he goes. When he reaches my mouth, he crushes his lips back down over mine and I can taste myself, a strange flavor that has my cheeks burning. Tyke kisses me until all I can taste is him, then he pulls back, staring down at me with more want in his eyes than I’ve ever seen before.


  “Are you protected, Pip?”


  “Protected?” I whisper.


  “On birth control?”


  I nod. “I’m on the pill, because of severe periods.”


  “You been on it long?”


  “Since I got home.”


  “Thank fuck—you good with me going ungloved?”


  “Ungloved?” I’m confused.


  “No condom.”


  Oh.


  Oh.


  “I want to come inside you.”


  Oh my.


  “Ah, I don’t know. I’m not . . .”


  “I’m clean, Pippa. I’ve never fucked anyone without a condom.”


  Too much information.


  “Okay, Tyke.”


  His eyes flash and he takes hold of me, sitting up and turning us around so he’s sitting back against the headboard. He places me over his lap and I bite my lip, confused. I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do. I can feel his erection pressing right against my core, but I don’t know how he wants me to work this.


  “Just slide down, baby,” he says in a thick voice. “Then rock.”


  I swallow and meet his eyes, still unsure. He takes my hips and gently guides me down onto his length. I gasp as he begins filling me slowly. It’s still quite painful, but this time I’m more aroused and I adjust easier. When he’s filling me and we’re flesh to flesh, he gently rocks my hips. The sensation that fills me is quite delightful, and deep in my body, a bundle of nerves jerks to life.


  “Work it so it feels good for you,” he says through clenched teeth. “Just ride me nice and slow, baby.”


  I do as he asks, and gently rock my hips, sliding up and down, tilting until I find the sweet spot that seems to be igniting with every stroke. I close my eyes, let my head fall back, and focus on getting that point over and over again. Tyke rumbles something sexy, and then his finger is between my legs, rubbing. Fire burns in my sex and I gasp over and over as my body stiffens, preparing for something even more brilliant than the other times.


  “Jesus, baby, you’re so tight,” Tyke grunts. “Fuck.”


  “Tyke,” I moan. “Oh God.”


  “Come for me, beautiful girl. Give it all to me. Let me know my cock does that to you.”


  That word. Oh, that word. I shudder.


  “S . . . s . . . say that again,” I demand, shocking myself.


  “My cock, baby. It fucking loves you. Your pussy feels so fucking good around me.”


  Oh. God. Yes.


  I rock harder. His finger works fast.


  “More,” I gasp. “More.”


  “I can’t wait until it’s your mouth wrapped around my dick, sucking, those sweet lips making me come.”


  That does it for me. The most amazing explosion erupts in my body. I scream loudly, and my body shudders with the most sensational pleasure I’ve ever felt before in my life. I clutch Tyke’s shoulders, jerking and flinching as each wave of pleasure rolls through my body. I faintly hear his grunt, then a curse, and then he explodes inside me, too.


  I drop forward, pressing my head into his sweat-slicked shoulder. He wraps an arm around me, and we sit like that for a long time. When our breathing calms down, I lift my head and meet his eyes. “That was the most amazing thing I’ve ever felt in my life.”


  He reaches over, stroking my face. “Me too, little one.”


  “Does it always feel that good?”


  He chuckles. “I hope so.”


  Oh, so do I.


  ~*~*~*~


  NOW –Pippa


  Tyke runs the sponge over my back as the hot water cascades over us. We’re in the shower after yet another amazing love-making session, and I’m utterly exhausted. Tyke is washing me, moving his fingers over my skin, and occasionally pressing his lips to my shoulder. I close my eyes and take it all in, every beautiful second of it.


  “Tyke?” I whisper as he washes between my legs, flaring my core to life once more.


  “Mmmmm?”


  “Is this . . . us . . . permanent?”


  He stops washing and turns me around to face him. “You think we’re not permanent?”


  I shrug. “I wasn’t sure exactly what is happening. You kind of just came in and claimed me.”


  He studies my face. “You’re mine, Pippa. You’ve been mine since the first moment I laid eyes on you. I don’t plan on giving you up.”


  “You don’t?” I smile, loving how my heart swells.


  “Fuck no, baby. You’ve already put yourself in here.” He puts a fist to his broad chest.


  I step closer, pressing my lips to his. He kisses me hard and fast before spinning me back around.


  “Do you like Rainer?” I ask.


  “I don’t know him,” he says tightly.


  “He’s important to me, Tyke.”


  He sighs. “I know that, and I’m not about to tell you that he can’t be in your life. I just think he wants you more than you know.”


  “I know, Tyke. I’ve always known.”


  He pauses behind me. “You do?”


  “Of course. Rainer has loved me since we were slaves, and I can see in his eyes he still does. That hurts me, because I can never love him back the way he wants. I love him, but I’m not in love with him. I never was. He’s my best friend and I adore him, but I can’t be any more than that to him.”


  “He know that?”


  “We’ve never discussed it.”


  “Maybe you should.”


  I let out a huff of air through my nose. “Yeah, maybe.”


  He leans down, kissing my neck. “He’ll understand, darlin’. If he loves you, he’ll get it.”


  “He already does,” I say sadly. “He always has. He’s never pushed anything; he was just a rock to me when I had nothing. I’ll love him forever for being that. I just want him to be happy. I want him to love someone as much as I love you.”


  I stop when I realize what I’ve just said. Neither of us moves. We’re both still, just standing with water cascading over us.


  “You love me?” Tyke says, his voice thick.


  I turn and look up at him. “More than my own soul.”


  He flinches and reaches out, cupping my jaw. “You fuckin’ love me?”


  “Yes, Tyke, I love you.”


  He closes his eyes, letting that sink in. “Fuck, baby.”


  He looks at me again, and there’s a deep, beautiful understanding in his gaze.


  “They told me you were unable to be fixed. All these years I’ve been by your side, holding back because they told me you didn’t need that kind of drama, that I was no good for you, and that my demons and your demons would never work. Yet what do you know? Those two demons got married and they’re making it work.”


  I laugh softly. “Two of a kind perhaps makes one whole.”


  He strokes my cheek with his thumb.


  “I love you too, Pippa. Have since the moment I laid eyes on you.”


  “You do?” I say, my bottom lip trembling.


  “Fuck yeah, I do.”


  I think maybe, just maybe, this is the best moment of my life.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  NOW – Pippa


  “Tell me about your accident?” I say, snuggling into Tyke on the main couch later that day.


  He frowns, his brows furrowing. Then he starts talking. “It was just that—an accident. I was riding my bike; it was wet and dark. People don’t respect bikes, you know? They don’t look out for them, they don’t care about them. I had my light on, but this car pulled out in front of me, even though he sure as shit heard me coming. I smashed into the side door, hit it so hard I was thrown from the bike. I don’t really know what happened after that—all I know is I woke up and my legs had been crushed by a wheel, mine, the car’s, I don’t know. I couldn’t walk.”


  “I’m so sorry,” I whisper.


  He takes a piece of my hair and plays absently with as he continues. “For the first month, I couldn’t get out of that bed. I had operations, but I was bitter. I was so fucking angry and they told me that got into my head. I became depressed, refusing help. The more help I refused, the more time I lost in recovery. My muscles didn’t recover properly, because I refused physical therapy. They weakened, and my bones weren’t healing properly. Then they told me if I didn’t get better, I couldn’t ride again.”


  My heart aches, because I know what that would have done to him.


  “That would have sucked,” I say softly.


  “Yeah,” he grunts. “Riding was my life. You know that. I got even angrier, and spent more time feeling sorry for myself. After a few years, I was able to get up and walk a little, but mostly I relied on that chair. Having to be carted around by the guys, knowing I was always just the back-up guy, the one who drove the cars instead of getting involved? It fucked with my head.”


  He starts stroking my shoulder now.


  “Then I met you. Saw what you had been through, and decided I’d had enough of being sidelined. If I wasn’t sidelined, I could have been there to help you when you needed it. So, I went back to the doctor and started physical therapy. A little late, but it started working, as you know. It’s taken three years, because I started not long after you got back. Bit by bit, my muscles are getting better, and one day I hope to walk without pain.”


  “Does it always hurt?”


  He shakes his head. “Nah, not anymore. If I overdo it, like I did last week, then yeah, it fuckin’ kills, but it’s getting easier and easier to do everyday things.”


  “I’ve never seen you doing your physical therapy.”


  He kisses the top of my head. “That’s because I do all the exercises in private. I used to go in three times a week, but now I can do it all at home. I do it every night before bed.”


  “You do?”


  He nods. “Yeah.”


  “And does walking help?”


  “It makes me stronger. I try to pretend that chair no longer exists.”


  “Fair enough.”


  “Anyway, enough about me,” he says.


  I go to answer, but the door opens and Rainer enters, another carton of alcohol in his hands. He smiles at me and I stand, rushing over. “Hey!” I beam.


  He hands the alcohol over and pulls me into his arms. “Your bikers drink a fucking lot, pretty girl.”


  I laugh and stand back. “They do. I didn’t know you were coming back up?”


  “Maddox told me they’d run out, and needed more. So here I am.”


  “Rainer.”


  We both turn to see Maddox and Tyke standing behind us. Tyke nods his head at Rainer and Maddox gives him an easy smile. “You have any troubles gettin’ up here?”


  Rainer shakes his head. “Nah, and I made sure I wasn’t followed.”


  “Good man.”


  “Pippa!”


  I turn and see Santana calling out to me from the front yard.


  “I’ll be back,” I say, rushing past.


  I rush down the front steps and stop in front of my sister. “What’s up?”


  “Nothing.” She smiles, wrapping an arm around me. “I just wanted to see how you’re going.”


  I narrow my eyes. “No you don’t.”


  She laughs. “No, faith. I do. Really.”


  I snort.


  “Pippa, stop snorting at me. I’m allowed to see my sister.”


  “You have a stupid smile on your face.”


  She laughs. “Okay, fine, you got me. I just wanted to see how you and Tyke are?”


  “Why?” I question.


  “Well, you guys were, um, a little loud earlier.”


  I stop dead.


  “What?” I whisper.


  She stops and turns to me. “Don’t be embarrassed. It was adorable.”


  I raise my brows. “Adorable? Tyke and I making love was adorable?”


  “I didn’t sound like making love.” She leans in close with a grin. “It sounded like fucking.”


  “Santana!”


  She grabs my shoulders. “Aw come on, Pippi, we’re sisters. You’re supposed to tell me all about your love making.”


  “I’m not telling you about our . . . private time,” I scoff.


  She grins, and I roll my eyes.


  “And it was love making, thank you very much.”


  “So he hasn’t fucked you yet?”


  I blink at her. “There’s a difference?”


  She grins. “Oh, yes. Fucking is raw and primal and usually slammed against a wall with no foreplay—just angry sex.”


  My eyes widen. “That doesn’t sound so amazing.”


  “Oh, it is.” She sighs. “Maddox does it all the time. I love him when he charges through the front door, pissed about his day, and just bends me over the counter.”


  “Santana!” I cry again, covering my ears. “No, ew.”


  She laughs so loudly tears fill her eyes. “Don’t be shy. It’s fun to talk about these things.”


  “You’ve been with bikers far too long.”


  She puts her arm around me again. “Probably. Anyway, you have to tell me everything about Tyke. He’s so hot.”


  “Tana,” I groan.


  “Is he big?”


  “Jesus.”


  She laughs and I can’t help but smile.


  It really is nice to be treated as a sister for the first time in my life. It would seem I’m finally being looked at as anything but the broken angel.


  Finally.


  ~*~*~*~


  NOW -Pippa


  Santana and I walk and talk for hours, and it’s so damned nice to feel accepted. We laugh, we giggle, and we talk about our men and everything else in our lives. Just as the afternoon falls and we’re walking back to the cabin, we hear the ruckus. It’s soft at first, but gets louder and louder as we near closer. It sounds as if a fight has broken out.


  “What’s that?” Tana asks.


  “Sounds like a fight,” I say, tilting my head to the side to try and hear more clearly.


  “Let’s check it out.” Santana takes my hand and we run towards the cabin just as I hear someone bark out what sounds like my name. We charge up the front steps and enter the house to see Rainer and Tyke on the floor, rolling around and throwing punches. My heart leaps into my throat and I skid to a halt. Tyke is on top of Rainer and drives a punch into his face, before Rainer returns the favor and does the same. They’ve both got busted lips and blood trickling down their skin. My heart stops.


  “Stop it!” I cry, rushing forward, but a set of hard arms go around my waist.


  “Pippa, leave them,” Krypt says into my ear. “They have to work this out between themselves.”


  “No, they don’t,” I yell. “Stop it!”


  My voice is barely loud enough to rise above the screaming and grunting of the men. My heart pounds and panic swells in my chest as they continue beating into each other.


  “You piece of shit,” Rainer barks. “Does she even know?”


  “Fuck off. You know nothin’,” Tyke hisses. “Back off.”


  “You’re no good, fuckin’ no good!”


  “And you are?” Tyke bellows.


  I lose it. I take a deep breath and I scream, “Stop it!”


  Both men stop mid punch, and look at me in shock. I’ve never screamed so loudly in my life. Rainer’s eyes are the first to soften, and he shoves Tyke down, standing up. Tyke rolls to his back and gets up, glaring at Rainer. They’re both panting and trembling with rage,


  “What are you doing?” I whisper, and I know my eyes are pained.


  “Did you know he has a girlfriend?” Rainer grunts.


  My eyes flick to Tyke. “Yes, he did.”


  “No,” Rainer continues. “He does. He hasn’t ended it with her. I heard one of the guys ask him when I was heading out to find you, and he told them he hasn’t given her the flick yet.”


  My heart drops and I turn to Tyke, who has a tight jaw and is looking at the wall.


  “Tyke?”


  He looks to me. I can see it in his eyes even before I ask the question.


  “You haven’t broken it off with Andi?”


  “Fuck, Pip, I haven’t had the time. I got home and came straight to you—then we’ve been here and honestly, I haven’t even thought about her since we got together.”


  My hands start shaking. He hasn’t thought about her? He has just forgotten about her while she’s sitting down there, thinking he’s still dating her.


  “You came straight to me, you took my v . . . v . . . v . . . virginity, you told me you loved me, but technically you were still with another woman?” My voice is a low hiss.


  “Fuck, Pip, no,” Tyke whispers, stepping forward.


  “Don’t . . . you took that from me, you spent days with me making me feel amazing, and it was behind another woman’s back.”


  His face tightens. “I had every intention of calling her, but fuck, I haven’t stopped. I don’t care about her, Pippa.”


  “She doesn’t know that,” I scream. “She doesn’t know you don’t care. She doesn’t know you’re with another woman. She is there, still thinking you’re with her. It doesn’t matter that you don’t want it, because she does. I don’t like her, but I don’t ever want to be that woman.”


  “Pippa,” he tries, but I shake my head, cutting him off.


  “No,” I whisper, stepping back. “No. You should have ended it with her before you even got home. That should have never happened, Tyke.”


  “No,” he says, his voice gruff. “It shouldn’t have, but I wasn’t thinking about it. All I was thinking about was you and everything else that has been going on.”


  I want that to be enough, but the idea that Andi is still sitting down there, thinking he still wants her, bothers me to no end. Even if I don’t like her, it isn’t fair. I couldn’t imagine how it would feel to be the woman who is sitting, thinking she’s got a boyfriend, when he’s off declaring his love to another woman. Care or not, Tyke still cheated on her. With me. Because of me.


  “Rainer,” I say, turning to him. “Take me from here, please.”


  “Pippa!” Tyke growls. “You’re not leaving.”


  I ignore him, reaching out for Rainer’s hand. “Please?”


  Rainer’s eyes flick to me, then to Tyke, then to Maddox. “Can I take her?”


  Maddox’s jaw is tight, and he’s glaring at Tyke. Then he turns to Rainer. “She isn’t directly linked to the club. If you take her to your house, she will be safe.”


  “No,” Tyke bellows, turning to Maddox. “You know she ain’t safe.”


  “She isn’t with you, brother. And even if the past few days she was, no one will know. She’s safe. She isn’t related to the club.”


  “She could have been seen with Santana. You know it, Maddox,” Tyke roars.


  “I can’t keep her here against her will and you fuckin’ well know it. She isn’t an old lady, Tyke.”


  “She’s my old lady,” Tyke snarls.


  “No,” I whisper. “I’m not.”


  Tyke turns to me, his eyes full of grief and pain. “Pippa, I fucked up. I get that. But it was an honest mistake.”


  “You made love to me Tyke, you spent days with me, and all that time you’re telling me Andi hasn’t crossed your mind once?”


  He looks down at his boots, his jaw ticking.


  “That’s what I thought,” I say, my voice shaky. “You might not have thought about her much, but one thought is all it would have taken for you to know it was wrong.”


  “She isn’t even my girlfriend,” he says, his voice thick.


  “Then why have you been with her for over two months? You and I both know that’s not just a one-night stand.”


  “Jesus, Pippa, don’t leave.”


  “I just need a few days, I . . . I just need space.”


  Tyke’s eyes flash to Rainer. “You touch her . . .”


  Rainer glares at Tyke, and wraps an arm around my shoulder. “I’ve got this.”


  Then he turns us and we walk out the front door. Santana comes running over when we reach Rainer’s truck.


  “Pip,” she says, taking my arm and spinning me around. “Is this really what you want?”


  “He’s still with another woman. He didn’t even tell her; that’s not right, Tana.”


  “No, it’s not, but he loves you. Surely you can see that.”


  “And I love him, but he should never have put his hands on me while he was still with another girl. That does things to me; it makes me ache, because she doesn’t know. Like her or not, that doesn’t matter. She likes him, even if she is a bitch. And she still has no idea he’s no longer interested. That’s not fair.”


  Santana drops her head and sighs. “No, it’s not. Look, Pippa, you’re safest here.”


  “Maybe, but Rainer will take care of me.”


  “I know, but . . .”


  I reach out and cup her jaw. “I’ll be fine, Tana. Okay?”


  She nods, swallowing. “Just don’t be mad at him forever, okay?”


  I hug her. “I love him—that could never happen. But he needs to realize what he’s done and finish it, then I’ll talk more with him.”


  “I understand that. Let me know when you’re safe, please?”


  I nod, and then Rainer and I climb into his truck.


  As we back out, I look over and see Tyke standing at the door, his face so pained it breaks my heart. I look away with pain in my heart. He doesn’t understand how much this means to me, but I can’t start something with a man who hasn’t respected the last woman he was with enough to give her one simple phone call.


  He needs to get that. And until he does . . . I can’t be here.


  No matter how much it hurts.


  CHAPTER TWENTY- THREE


  NOW – Pippa


  The drive down to the town is slow, and quiet. Rainer doesn’t say anything—he just lets me have my silence. As we reach the base of them mountains, things change. It happens quickly, so quickly I don’t even realize what is going on until Rainer bellows my name and the car speeds up. Then I hear it.


  Gunfire.


  The first bullet hits the back of the truck, bouncing off and disappearing into the setting light. Then another one comes, smashing the back mirror. Terror grips my chest and I turn to Rainer, gasping. “What’s happening? Rainer? W . . . w . . . w . . . what’s happening?”


  “Someone is shooting at us. Get down, Pippa, and call Maddox. Whoever it is was waiting at the base of the mountain. I was obviously followed.”


  Another bullet explodes into the silence, hitting the windscreen and smashing it into a thousand tiny pieces. I scream and Rainer reaches over, grabbing my head and shoving it forcefully down. I get as low as I can and shuffle through my bag to find my phone. More bullets sound out and Rainer growls with anger. “Whoever it is isn’t trying to run us off the road—they’re trying to kill us.”


  Oh my God.


  Panic grips my chest and I fumble furiously for the phone. I find it and flick it open just as another bullet hits the car. I dial Maddox, and it rings and rings. Crying out with frustration, I call Krypt.


  “Pippa?”


  “Krypt!” I screech. “Krypt we’re being shot at.”


  “Hang on, slow down, kid. What’s going on?”


  “We hit the base of the mountain and suddenly there were people behind us shooting.”


  “Shit, where are you now?”


  “Rainer?” I pant. “Where are we now?”


  He looks around. “Maybe a couple of miles from the base.”


  “A couple of miles from the base.”


  “We’re on our way; we won’t be down for about twenty minutes. Tell Rainer to circle, but don’t go too far. If they get hold of you, Pip, things will get ugly. You need to try and stay as close as possible so we can get hold of them ourselves.”


  “Krypt,” I whisper. “Rainer said they’re shooting to kill.”


  “Hang tight, kid. We’re coming. Keep your head down.”


  He hangs up and I look over to Rainer. “He said try and keep in this area, so they can catch up.”


  “Easier said than done,” Rainer grunts, his eyes frantically searching for a way to get out of sight.


  “This truck is made for off-road, right?” I whisper.


  “Yeah.”


  “And they’re only in normal cars?” I don’t know if they are, because I was too scared to turn back and look.


  “Yeah, and bikes.”


  “Then go off-road, Rainer.”


  He nods, his jaw tight. “Keep your head down, Pippa. This might get painful.”


  He suddenly swerves the car and the tires screech and squeal as he drops down a gully and into the trees. He dodges them, jerking us from side to side. I cry out and cover my head as it continually smashes against the dashboard. I hear the squealing of bikes, which means they have taken a risk and followed us.


  “They’re fucking determined,” Rainer grunts, plowing through the trees as best he can. “Not sure how thick this scrub gets, but if it gets any thicker we’re in big trouble.”


  Oh God. Hurry, Krypt.


  Hurry.


  ~*~*~*~


  NOW - Pippa


  Rainer drives like a mad man, taking us in massive circles, side to side, back and forth, trying to keep in the main area. He reaches the road again finally and launches up onto it, smashing panels off the beautiful truck. There are two sedans lined up on the side of the road, and the moment they see us, the tires skid and the chase is back on.


  It’s been at least fifteen minutes of hell, and both of us are scared. Rainer keeps the pace up as he moves rapidly down the road. He’s smart, because he’s managed to come out on the other side, taking us back towards the base of the mountain where the bikers will emerge. As if on time, we see them coming towards us. A huge group, bigger than what was up at the cabin.


  They called for reinforcement.


  Rainer swings the car around, trying not to hit them, and we go skidding down into a ditch at the side of the road. The bikes speed past us so quickly the sound is deafening. Rainer stops the car, pressing a hand to my head, checking to see that the sedans are gone. “They’ve gone after the bikes. Just sit tight, Pip.”


  I lift my head and stare out. Rainer has blood on his face. “Rainer,” I gasp, reaching over. “You’re hurt.”


  “Just from the glass shattering,” he says.


  I pull my hand back just as I hear the hum of bikes. I narrow my eyes, turning to look out the back of the car. Three bikes come to a stop at the top of the ditch and fear seizes my chest when I realize they aren’t any of Maddox’s boys. We were watching the sedans, and in doing that we forgot about the bikes that were chasing us through the trees.


  “Rainer,” I cry out.


  He turns and spits a curse, reaching for his key. He doesn’t make it. One of the guys raises a gun and pulls the trigger. It goes straight through Rainer’s side and even my screams can be heard over the deafening shot. Rainer drops forward, blood spurting from his chest.


  “Rainer,” I scream, scrambling to get to him. “Rainer!”


  His body jerks and I don’t know if he’s alive or if he’s dead. His head is on the steering wheel and I can’t see if he’s breathing. Panic swells in my chest and I turn just in time to see a man at my door. He jerks it open and reaches in, pulling me out without warning. He tosses me to the ground and I scurry forward, aiming for the trees.


  “Take another step, girl, and I’ll blow your pretty brains out.”


  I stop moving and slowly turn to see the three men standing, guns aimed at me.


  “Who are you? Lie and you’ll get a bullet.”


  I open my mouth and squeak. “Pippa.”


  “And are you an old lady, Pippa?”


  I shake my head, fear swelling in my chest.


  “What are you to the club?”


  Oh God. Oh no.


  “I . . . I’m just the sister to an old lady.”


  I try to make it sound as unappealing as I can, hoping it’s not enough, but then praying it is so they won’t kill me.


  “Which one?”


  I swallow and shake my head. The man rattles his gun. “I’ll fucking put bullets in you until you answer. Now answer,” he roars.


  “Santana.”


  The man to the left smiles big. “Maddox’s old lady.”


  “Please,” I whisper.


  “Pick her up. She’s exactly what we need.”


  I scurry backwards as the men descend, fully aware that they are going to take me. I don’t want to be taken again. I can’t. I don’t want that life. Even I know whatever they plan on doing with me would be so much worse than anything I endured with Artreau. The biggest of the three men steps forward, and then suddenly a loud bellow sounds out.


  My head swings around and I see Tyke stumble down the hill. I can already see he’s in pain. It could be because of the frantic state he’s in, but either way he’s not running right. That doesn’t stop him. He lunges at the closest man and the two of them go toppling down the hill. I cry out, terrified. These three men have guns. Tyke will die.


  “Tyke!” I cry out, and one of the men looks over to me, a smirk on his face.


  I just gave myself away.


  “How nice of the cripple to join us.” One of the men chuckles, tapping his gun against his forehead.


  Tyke and the man he knocked over are still fighting. Tyke is furious, his face twisted in rage. The man is slamming his gun into Tyke’s face, but that isn’t stopping him. He’s like an uncaged animal, wild and crazy. They fight and fight, blood is shed, and I can’t stop the tears from tumbling down my cheeks as I watch helplessly.


  “Enough!” someone finally yells.


  The man fighting with Tyke aims his gun and I gasp, crying out. “No, don’t, please.”


  The man who I have already pegged as the leader of this group looks over to me. “Don’t tell me the cripple is of interest to you?”


  I say nothing, but he must see it in my face.


  He laughs.


  “Well, well, this is getting better and better by the minute.”


  “Do I shoot him, boss?” asks the man holding the gun towards Tyke.


  “No, please, no,” I cry, my voice shaky.


  Tyke’s eyes flick to me. “Pippa, don’t talk. Don’t give them anything.”


  “Shut the fuck up!” the leader roars.


  Tyke glares at him, spitting blood. He’s still on the ground, and I can see the pain flashing through his eyes.


  The leader of the group looks over to me, then back to Tyke, and smiles. “No, leave him here. Let them know what kind of game we’re playing. I want him to suffer a bit longer knowing that we have his woman.”


  I turn, without thinking, and run. I charge towards the trees, desperate to get away. I won’t be taken. I won’t let this happen again. Not again. I’m done being someone’s slave, or worse, their sex toy. No. No way. I hear Tyke’s bellow and then a hard set of arms go around my waist, hauling me back.


  I fight. I kick and scream, twist and turn, thrash and arch until the man presses the gun to my head. “Stop, or I’ll kill you in front of him.”


  I immediately stop, slumping down. I lift my head and look over to Tyke, who is still on the ground, kneeling, blood pouring from his mouth.


  “Get her out of here.”


  “No,” Tyke roars, lunging forward.


  He gets to his feet, but his legs give way. They’ve finally had enough. He topples back down and the three men roar with laughter.


  “A biker, yeah right.” The leader laughs. “He’s so pathetic I can’t even look at him.”


  “Tyke,” I scream, squirming again.


  He looks up at me and there’s something broken in his face. He can’t help me; his legs won’t allow him to help me. My bottom lip trembles as I hold his eyes, and something breaks inside him. I see it in his brown depths.


  “Get her in the car.”


  “No,” Tyke roars, pulling his body forward. “No, you won’t fuckin’ take her. Take me. Don’t take her.”


  The leader laughs. “That wouldn’t be nearly as fun.”


  They start dragging me away and I start to fight again. “Tyke,” I yell. “Tyke, please.”


  “Pippa,” he bellows, pushing to his feet. He takes two steps before he collapses.


  I watch in horror as he starts pulling himself along the floor, tearing up his skin. There’s a desperation in his face I’ve only ever seen once before. At the slave house. I cry out for him over and over, and he yells my name, attempting to get to his feet, but he’s too damaged and keeps toppling back down.


  The men drag me to their bikes and I stare at the man I love lying on the floor, his fingers bleeding as he tries to get closer to me.


  And I know, I just know.


  This will break him.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  NOW – Pippa


  I don’t know where they take me. They just throw me on the back of the bike, cuffing my hands around the leader’s stomach, and then we’re speeding away from the two most important men in my life. I think about Rainer in that car, and tears burst forth. Is he alive? Will he survive if no one finds them?


  Will Tyke survive?


  The very thought sends agony straight through my heart, and I have to bite my lip to keep from sobbing. I can’t lose the two people that mean so much to me, all because of a stupid fight. If I didn’t storm off, this never would have happened. It’s all my fault, and if they die I’ll never forgive myself.


  The bikes come to a stop about an hour down the road, where two massive SUVs are waiting. The leader uncuffs me and then jerks me off the bike, shoving me towards the car. I keep my mouth closed, I’ve learned a lot in my time as a slave and one of those things is that crying and groveling will do nothing.


  If they have you, they have you.


  The best thing you can do is sit and wait it out.


  I pray that Maddox will find me, and that the boys will get to me. I hold onto that hope as I am cuffed and gagged in the back of the big black SUV. Tears prick my eyes but I force them back, not wanting to show any kind of weakness. I roll to my side and curl into a ball as the door is slammed.


  Then we’re moving and I’m being taken farther and farther away from my family, and closer to whatever horrors lie waiting for me. I close my eyes the entire time the car moves, not making a sound. When it slows and then stops, I open my eyes and still see nothing but darkness.


  Voices travel into the quiet space. The sound of men arguing. Are they arguing over me? Are they deciding what to do with me? What if they decide I’m not a good plan after all, and discard of me like I’m no more than day-old trash? My heart kicks up a notch as the back of the car is opened and a man I’ve never seen before stares down at me.


  “This is all you fuckin’ got?”


  The man who I’d thought was the leader looks away sheepishly. “She’s important to them. Really important.”


  The man studying me reminds me of Artreau, and that scares me. His tall, lean frame might not frighten most people, but it terrifies me. I shrink into myself as he reaches in and pulls me out, forcing me to my feet. “She better be important to them.”


  He shoves me towards a massive club. I blink a few times, confused. Why the hell would they take me to a club? It’s a nightclub, by the looks of it. There’s no one around, because night hasn’t fully fallen, but it’s without a doubt a place for dancing and drinking. I stare up at the flashing silver sign that informs me it’s called House Of Obsidian.


  In other words, House Of Black.


  How fitting.


  The club looks fairly modern as he come in closer to it, and I see the big swinging silver doors that open up onto a massive drinking deck covered in flash tables and chairs. I’m pulled up the steps and into a huge club that is all fitted out with black and silver. It’s edgy and dangerous, even if there’s no one inside.


  The chairs are all stacked up onto the tables and the sleek black bar is empty. There are black booths in the corners, big curved ones that about eight people could fit in. There are sleek silver and black floors and a massive stage. It’s an upper-class club, without a doubt. I wonder why they hell they’ve brought me here.


  Then they take me past the bar and into a quiet alcove. Someone reaches down and right out of the floor he lifts a huge door. Like a basement, I suppose. A light is flicked on and then the man holding me shoves me towards it. Wait, he wants me to go down there. I push my heels in, terrified. In a club is one thing, but underneath a club is another.


  “You move, girly, or I’ll make you move,” the man hisses into my ear.


  He shoves me forward, and instead of stepping into the massive staircase that leads underground, I stumble down it. I hit the first step with my cuffed hands first and cry out in agony as my body is tossed down. I roll, flip, and hit every part of myself, until I hit the bottom with a thud. Blood trickles from my lip and once again I fight the tears welling in my eyes.


  Then I lift my head and my eyes widen in shock at what I see. I’ve read enough stories, seen enough movies to know what this is. A massive fighting ring is situated in the middle of the huge space. It’s blue and white, and so big I have to blink a few times to truly take it in. There’s a massive standing space all around it but aside from that, there’s nothing else in here.


  “Max isn’t going to be happy about you fuckers bringing this girl in here,” someone says in the darkness.


  Someone leans down and lifts me up and then I’m being dragged again.


  “Max owes me,” the tall man says. “He’ll deal.”


  They lead me to a room and fling open the door. It’s a locker room. I’m dragged through it and then pulled into a small space right at the back that looks kind of like a storage closet.


  “You’re going to put her in a fuckin’ closet?” Someone snorts.


  “It’s the only door that locks on the outside that I know she can’t fuckin’ get out of.”


  The man tosses me into the space and I crumble to the floor. He looks down at me, studying me. “Pretty thing, aren’t you? We might just have use for you yet.”


  Then he slams the door, and my world fades back into darkness.


  ~*~*~*~


  NOW -Pippa


  I sit in that closet amongst fighting gloves, brooms, punching bags and weights for what seems like hours. It’s cold in here, and I’m shivering, terrified. I can’t stop thinking about the place I’m in. It’s fascinating, and even through my terror I can see that. I know there’s a lot of underground fighting around these parts, but this club, it seems . . . classier.


  I shift about until I find a comfortable spot against a stack of towels, and I drape one over myself for warmth. I don’t know what they’re going to do with me; I don’t even know who they are. All I know is what Santana told me, and that’s that they are in the drug world. How bad they are, I don’t know. Are they members of a cartel? Or worse?


  I try to push my mind away from that as the closet grows darker and darker. Night has fallen, and the sounds of music thumping come from the club above. I wonder if all the people in there know that there’s a kidnapped girl downstairs. Would they even care if they did know? My heart aches at the very thought. What kind of people am I dealing with? Where will it leave me?


  My thoughts are stirred back into the depths of my brain when I hear voices enter the downstairs arena. I hold my breath as the sounds of shouting flow through and the voices become clearer. Someone is yelling, and whoever it is, he’s angry. He has a voice unlike any I’ve heard before. It’s thick, slightly accented, and so husky it’s as if he should be reading for an adult hotline.


  Before I can process further, the door to the closet is swung open and I’m staring up at the scariest man I’ve ever met in my life. He makes Maddox look like a puppy dog in comparison. It’s not that he’s bigger, or broader—it’s his eyes. Black as coal, and so empty it’s terrifying. His face is handsome, aside from that, though it’s handsome in the dangerous kind of way.


  He’s got scars on his cheekbones, and a slightly crooked nose, clearly from having fought in his life at some point, maybe recently. Thick lashes frame his eyes, and his mouth, though full, is set in a tight line. His jaw is muscular, just like the rest of his body. His hair is cropped short, close to his head, maybe a few centimeters long and messy. It makes him even more terrifying. His body is large and muscled, especially his shoulders. He’s got tattoos running out of the sleeves of his shirt and down his arms, twisting angrily until they reach his hands.


  Terrifying.


  “You put a fuckin’ girl that looks like she’s fuckin’ ten in my closet?” he roars so loudly I flinch.


  “You owe me, Maximus. I’m making use of that favor. She won’t be here long.”


  “I want no fuckin’ shit with the Joker’s Wrath boys, and that’s exactly what you’re doing—bringing shit.”


  He stares at the lean man so hard he flinches. “They will never know she was here. We’re just holding her here until we can secure another location and—”


  “Do you fuckin’ know that club?” Max roars.


  “Yes, but . . .”


  “Then you fuckin’ know they are dangerous.”


  “I’ll get her out before any problems arise.”


  “Too fuckin’ right you will. I might owe you a favor, Harold, but you do not fuckin’ come in here and take what you want.”


  So that’s his name. Harold.


  “Yeah, I get you. I’m just holding her until I can take her to Ingro.”


  Ingro? Who the hell is Ingro?


  Max’s eyes flash. “You’re taking this girl to the biggest fuckin’ drug lord on this side of the border?”


  Harold smirks. “He has a problem with the Joker’s Wrath Club. They caused big problems on their latest visit—killed his brother.”


  So Ingro’s brother was the leader of this organization. At least, that’s what I got from what Maddox told Santana, combined with what I’m hearing now.


  “No shit?” Max says, then his eyes flick to me. “What are you to that club?”


  “Nothing,” I whisper.


  He studies my face. I look away, and from this angle, I catch sight of a tattoo on his upper bicep. I narrow my eyes and gasp when I read the word Anabelle. Suddenly it hits me hard, and I can’t believe I didn’t figure it out before. She told me her husband’s name is Max. She told me he’s a fighter, or runs a fighting club at least. This man, this terrifying man, is the man who broke her heart.


  “You’re Belle’s husband,” I breathe, and then flinch when I realize it said it out loud.


  Max’s eyes shoot to my face, and something passes over his expression that has me shrinking into myself. “What did you say?” he asks.


  “Nothing, I was just . . .”


  “You said I’m Belle’s husband. How the fuck do you know that?”


  Oh God. I know Belle doesn’t want him to know she’s here, and I know he doesn’t know about Immy. Now I see this man, I can see where that little girl gets all her looks from. I need to say something to get him off the scent.


  “I asked how the fuck you know that?” he bellows, and I flinch.


  “I knew her when she used to live here.”


  He stares at my face, as if he can read my lie. “Funny. I’ve never heard of you.”


  “I didn’t know her well.”


  His eyes flash. “You know her now?”


  “N . . . n . . . n . . . no.”


  His jaw tics and he turns back to Harold. I nearly breathe a sigh of relief.


  “You have twenty-four hours to sort this shit out, Harold. You don’t, I will. I don’t need any problems around here. Take her to Ingro—just get her out of here.”


  No.


  No.


  “Please,” I cry out. “Don’t take me away.”


  Max stares down at me, his expression hard.


  Then, as if he didn’t hear me, he disappears. Harold steps in the space and smirks down at me. “You’re going to love my boss. I know he’ll just love you.”


  Then he slams the door again.


  And I finally let the tears fall.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  NOW – Pippa


  The sounds of roaring voices and loud cheering jerk me from my sleep. My eyes flutter open and I quickly gather myself enough to figure out I’m pressed against the towels still. The ground rumbles, as if someone is stomping his or her feet. I push myself up into a sitting position and turn towards the booming sound. There must be a fight going on—that’s the only thing that could explain such ruckus.


  Using my bound hands, I shuffle forward and press my ear to the door. Cheering and roaring, and the sound of violence fill the space. Definitely a fight. My hopes rise slightly. If there’s a fight that means there’s people around. If I scream and bang my fists on the door, maybe someone will hear and open it. My chest swells and I reach over, banging my fists on the door.


  I yell out loudly, over and over.


  Nothing happens. I assume there’s probably someone watching this door—surely they wouldn’t be so stupid as to leave it unattended. Whoever is there is obviously ignoring me, not wanting to draw attention. There’s a good chance no one will hear me. I keep trying anyway, pounding until my bound fists hurt, screaming until my throat is raw. No one comes.


  I slump backwards into my towels, fighting back a sob. I don’t want to get taken from this place—if I do, there’s a chance I’ll never see my family again. I think about Tyke and Rainer, and my heart clenches tightly. What if Maddox didn’t find them? I’m the only person who knows they’re there. God, what if Tyke is stuck, unable to walk, down in that ditch?


  Tears burn my eyes and I blink them away.


  Then, as if someone answered my prayers, the door to the closet swings open. I’m faced with two girls, both who look like whores. Their skirts are so tiny I don’t even know why they bothered to wear them, and as for their shirts . . . they are no more than strips of material covering their nipples and parts of their breasts. Still, they’re people, and they’re not Harold and his guys.


  “What the hell?” the blond girl says, narrowing her eyes. “Why is there a chick in the closet?”


  “I don’t know,” the brunette whines. “But I don’t think this is where we’re meant to meet PJ.”


  “No, he said a closet. This must be it. Maybe she’s part of it.”


  Jesus.


  “I’m not,” I say, pushing to my feet quickly. “Excuse me, I was in the wrong place.”


  I step past them, and the place is absolutely packed. Surely they wouldn’t have left me in a closet, unguarded, where someone could just open the door. I glance to my left and see Harold being yelled at by Max. He isn’t far from the closet, only a few feet, in fact. My guess is he was called away. A split second. He turns and when he sees me, he moves quickly.


  So do I.


  I charge through the crowd, even though Harold roars at someone to stop me. My heart pounds as I push through the sweaty, drunken crowd cheering at the two fighters in the ring. I trip, I get stuck, but I manage to move faster than Harold. When I reach the stairs, I run up them so fast I stumble over the top one. I scurry out, pushing to my feet.


  “Hey!”


  I jerk around to see the three men that captured me to begin with. I don’t wait to see what they’re doing. I run towards the door and out into the club. I thank my lucky stars that it’s packed, because I quickly slip between people. I’m small and people instantly move when they glance at me. I charge towards the front doors. I reach them with ease and shove through, running outside into the night.


  I look to my left, then to my right. To my left there’s a mass of people lining up to go in. Hundreds of them. To my right is a massive parking lot, with the lights of cars everywhere. Straight ahead is the road. I don’t know which is my best way, but I take the right. I run into the parking lot and right down to the left-hand corner, finding a low car. I make a split second decision to slide underneath it when I hear yelling from the front of the club.


  “Split up. She can’t have gone far.”


  I push farther underneath the car, scraping my knees and my elbows as I slide in as far as I can possibly go. I hold my breath and close my eyes, my heart pounding so hard it hurts. I hear shouting, see flashlights being waved around, and then the sound of booted feet as they run up and down the parking lot. As they get closer, I start to panic. If they’re checking under the cars, I’m screwed.


  “She didn’t come this way,” I hear what sounds like Harold yell. “She ran over that fuckin’ road.”


  “You didn’t see that,” someone else yells. “She could be in here.”


  “She isn’t!”


  “She’s probably under one of these cars.”


  My heart stutters to an abrupt halt and I begin to panic, wondering what I can do to get out before they see me.


  “Even she’s not that stupid. She’s not in here. Let’s go.”


  I breathe a sigh of relief as they run off towards the road. I lie still as I listen, and after about half an hour, I can no longer hear anything. I risk sliding back out, and peek over the top of the car. There are still people wandering around the entrance, but otherwise it seems they’ve gone. I can’t risk just walking out there. I take in my surroundings. There’s a fence surrounding the parking lot, and over the other side it looks like there are trees. If I could get over it . . .


  I can’t.


  My hands are bound. There’s no way I can climb that fence.


  “My car is there.”


  The sound of a woman’s voice jerks me back to reality, and I turn to see two young girls walking towards their cars. It’s a risk, but it’s a risk I’m willing to take. I step out and try not to act terrified, like I am. They stop when they see me, and their eyes instantly go to my cuffs.


  “Hi,” I say in the best casual voice I can find. “I know this looks weird, but my boyfriend and I . . . we were . . . you don’t need to know what we were doing. Anyway, he got angry at me and seriously left me here like this. Do either of you have a phone I could borrow to call a friend?”


  “Your boyfriend left you cuffed outside a club?” the red-haired girl asks, scrunching her face.


  “I never claimed he was a good boyfriend.”


  “No, he sounds like a jerk. Here, you can use my phone.”


  She pulls out her phone and hands it to me. I let my eyes dart around the parking lot before entering Santana’s number, which is the only number I know by heart.


  “Hello?” she answers, her voice low and broken.


  “Tana,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady. “It’s me.”


  “Pippa!” she screeches. “Oh God, Pippa where are you?”


  “Listen, I can’t talk long this isn’t my phone. I’m at the House Of Obsidian. Tell Maddox.”


  I can’t say much more because the girls are watching me with narrowed eyes as it is.


  “Is it dangerous, Pip?”


  “I don’t know, there’s a lot of people here. Please, come and get me.”


  Then I hang up, not wanting to say any more. I hand the phone back to the girl. “Thanks.”


  She nods, and they disappear to their car. When they drive out, I find another small gap and sit down beside a sleek silver car and wait. I hope to God I didn’t just walk them all into a massive trap. If that happens, I’m putting them at further risk of something bad happening.


  I’m so deep in thought I don’t see the couple that appears from the darkness. I hear a giggle, and then lift my eyes to see Max and a young blond woman. She’s got her hands on him and he’s leaning against a massive black truck, arms crossed over his chest. I scoot backwards, praying he won’t see me. I can’t move or else he will. Instead, I watch.


  The girl, who is quite ditzy by the looks of things, is running her hands over Max’s massive arms, smiling up at him with clear invitation. He isn’t touching her; he’s just watching her. “Why did you bring me out here, Kayla?”


  “You didn’t call me back after the other night.”


  He grunts. “Didn’t want to.”


  God, prick.


  “But,” she whines, her face falling, “we had fun.”


  “We fucked, Kayla. That doesn’t class as fun.”


  My heart dips. Max is sleeping with other women. I mean, of course he is; he isn’t with Anabelle anymore. Still, my heart aches for her. She might be angry with him, but she still loves him.


  “You’re not being very nice.” She pouts.


  “Look, I’m busy. If you don’t have anything to share, then leave.”


  She turns with a huff and her eyes fall directly on me. “Why is there a girl sitting by the car?”


  Max’s eyes flash to me and I stop breathing.


  “Leave,” he orders Kayla.


  “But Max . . .”


  “Leave,” he barks.


  She frowns and struts off, head held high. When she’s gone, Max walks towards me. I have no way out. I can’t go backwards because of the fence, and I can’t go forward because he’s covering my exit.


  “You’re causing a lot of problems in there.”


  “I know,” I say, my voice shaky.


  “Causing problems in my club? That I don’t like.”


  He crosses his big arms.


  “I didn’t ask to be kidnapped, Max.”


  He studies me. “You should have run when you had the chance. Sittin’ here ain’t helping your case.”


  “I called Maddox.”


  Max flinches. “I said I didn’t want no fuckin’ shit in my club.”


  “But you’ll allow me to be stuffed in your closet?”


  His jaw goes hard. “Look, girl, I don’t want anything to do with you or them, or whatever they’re doing. Call your club back; tell them to back off.”


  “I can’t. I don’t have a phone.”


  “How’d you call them, then?” he growls.


  “I borrowed one.”


  He pulls one from his back pocket. “Call them.”


  He thrusts it at me and I reach up, catching it with both my hands. “No. I’m not going back in there. I don’t need that life again. I won’t do it. I’d rather die.”


  His brows go up. “You don’t need that life again?”


  I look away.


  “Look, I don’t particularly like Ingro and his fuckin’ goons so I’ll make you a deal. I’ll take you to Maddox if you tell me what you know about my wife.”


  I flinch. “I know nothing about her.”


  “You’re lying,” he grunts. “Guess that means you’re stayin’ here.”


  I sigh and push to my feet. “Fine, if you take me back I’ll tell you what I know about Belle.”


  He nods sharply, then points a finger to the phone. “Move it.”


  “No, I’ll call them off when I arrive and not a second before. I’m small, Max, but I’m not stupid.”


  He growls and then turns, jerking a finger to the left.


  “My car. Get in.”


  He sounds like a caveman, grunting single words at me. I don’t argue—I just walk over quickly and climb into his truck. He swings in a couple of minutes later and starts the car. “You don’t wanna be seen, best you put your head down.”


  I do as he says and put my head down.


  Then I pray.


  ~*~*~*~


  NOW – Pippa


  Max keeps his word and drives me towards the compound. About halfway there, he finally speaks. “Tell me what you know about Ana.”


  Ana. She calls herself Belle now. I wonder if he’s the reason why.


  I consider what I can tell him about her. I don’t want to tell him she lives back here, because it isn’t my place, and I don’t want to put her or Immy in danger. I have to think up a story, something that’s going to work. I think of something that’ll work and share it with him hesitantly. “Her dad recently passed. She had to come back to town for the funeral. I saw her.”


  He’s silent for a minute, then he says in a thick tone, “Her dad died?”


  “Yeah.”


  “When?”


  Shit.


  “I’m not really sure. I told you we weren’t close. I just knew her for a time.”


  “When was she in town?”


  “Oh. Last week,” I say carefully.


  He’s silent again.


  “Is she . . . okay?”


  Oh. God. Max cares about her. He still cares about her. I can hear it in his voice. I turn and study his face, and even though he has no expression on his beautiful features, his body is tight and he’s clutching the steering wheel tightly.


  “She’s doing okay.”


  “Is she happy?”


  I shrug. “I didn’t get enough time with her, but she’s coping, Max. That’s all I could tell you about her happiness.”


  “Is she . . .” His voice turns to stone. “Dating?”


  “No. She isn’t. At least, not that I know of.”


  He nods sharply.


  “Is that all you want to ask?”


  “No, but the things I want to know you won’t be able to answer.”


  I swallow and study him, and then I say softly, “Why did you treat her so badly, if you obviously care about her?”


  He flinches. “Don’t ever pretend to fuckin’ know anything about me.”


  After that, he says nothing more and I don’t push.


  It’s not my place.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  NOW – Pippa


  The minute he rolls into the Joker’s compound, the doors swing open and bikers come piling out. Max stares at them, and then mutters, “Fuckin’ Ingro has no idea what he’s messing with.”


  That he doesn’t.


  I turn to Max and stare at him. “Thank you for helping me.”


  He says nothing; he just stares straight ahead. I climb out of the car and my eyes scan the lot for Tyke. He’s not there. I see everyone else, but no Tyke. My heart drops, but I don’t get a chance to say any more because Santana lunges at me, pulling me into her arms. I can’t hug her back, but I let the tears flow as she whispers over and over how scared she was.


  Then I’m in front of Maddox, his big hands on my shoulders as he studies me. I breathe a sigh of relief that they’re still here and not about to attack Max’s club.


  “Who brought you back?”


  I turn and glance at the car disappearing into the darkness. “He was no one.”


  “Fuck, Pip,” he says, his voice tight. “You have no idea how scared we were.”


  “Tyke, Rainer?” I say frantically. “Tell me they’re okay, Maddox.”


  Maddox looks away and my bottom lip trembles. “Maddox?”


  “Tyke is okay physically, but he’s checked out. He’s sitting in that room, starin’ at the fuckin’ wall. Rainer is in hospital . . . he’s in an induced coma. His injuries were bad.”


  “No,” I whisper, and Maddox reaches down, stroking a tear from my cheek.


  “He’s goin’ to get through, you hear me? He will. I will take you to him as soon as I can, but right now Tyke needs you to go to him. I haven’t told him you’re okay. I didn’t want to give him hope if something went wrong.”


  I lift my hands. “Can you get these off?”


  He nods and flicks his fingers, calling Krypt over. “Get me something to get these off.”


  Krypt nods, giving me a warm smile. Then he disappears. When he returns, Maddox removes the cuffs from my hands. Santana and Ash are by my side, clutching me tightly.


  “Go to Tyke, but when you’re done, we gotta clean you up and talk to you about what happened, Pip,” Maddox says.


  I nod softly, and walk past them all and into the house. With shaky legs, I move down the halls towards Tyke’s room. I don’t know what I’m going to say to him, but I know he needs me. Now more than ever. I reach the door and slowly push the handle open, then I step inside. Tyke is sitting on the edge of the bed, staring out at the window, his body so still it’s alarming.


  “Tyke,” I whisper.


  He doesn’t move.


  Swallowing back my tears, I walk over to him.


  “Tyke, honey, I’m here.”


  Still nothing.


  He’s checked out all right. He’s broken himself. His legs are still battered and his knuckles red raw. In fact, I would go so far as saying he’s still in the same clothes as he was during the fight. I reach for his shoulder and place a hand there. He doesn’t flinch. My heart breaks, and the water explodes from my eyes as emotion finally takes hold of me. I climb on the bed behind Tyke and wrap my arms around his shoulders.


  “I’m here,” I rasp between my tears. “I’m here, Tyke, and I’ll never leave you again. I’ll never leave you. I’m sorry. I’m here.”


  I kiss his shoulder, then his neck, and keep whispering to him. “Come back to me, honey. I’m here. I won’t go anywhere. I love you, Tyke. I love you so much.”


  His hand moves, reaching up and taking hold of my wrist. I think he’s going to pull me closer, but instead he shoves me off and stands, walking over to the window. He presses his hands against the glass and rasps out, “You need to leave.”


  Leave?


  No.


  “Tyke, no. I won’t leave,” I say, standing and rushing over.


  “Leave, Pippa.”


  “No,” I cry. “You want to push me away, but I won’t let you.”


  He loses it, just snaps. He spins around, causing me to lose my balance and then he roars in a voice so harsh I flinch, “I said fucking leave. I’m no good for you. No fucking good. I’m a cripple. An invalid. I can’t help you. Can’t save you. So just fucking do me a favor, and leave.”


  He roars the last word so loudly my heart splits in two. He’s shaking, and he looks so broken it tears my heart out. He thinks he failed me. He thinks he let me down. He didn’t. He could never let me down. He didn’t disappoint me, or hurt me. He fought for me with everything he had, but he didn’t let me down.


  I realize I have a choice. I can either stand tall and take whatever he’s got to dish out, or I can run crying back to my family. It’s in that moment I decide who I am. I’m no longer the Pippa that shrinks away from confrontation, or the Pippa who is afraid of everything. I’ve grown, changed and become a strong and worthy woman. It’s time to start showing that.


  So I step forward and into Tyke’s space. I place a hand on his chest and he flinches. “You can push me away as much as you want, Tyke, but I won’t go. I won’t go because you’re the only person in my life that I can ever truly love. You didn’t do anything to let me down and you didn’t fail. Even if you had perfect working legs, do you think you would have been able to snatch me up and take me away when those three men had guns? It took guts to do what you did, and I won’t let you make it anything less.”


  He flinches and his eyes move to mine.


  “And if you think your words can send me away after I just spent half a day worrying if you were even alive, then you’re very wrong. I’m here, Tyke. Through thick and thin. So you can either talk to me, or I’ll just sit here and wait until you are.”


  I sit at the end of the bed and he just stares at me. He’s confused and a little shocked, judging by the expression on his face.


  “I let them take you,” he says in a raspy voice.


  “And?”


  “And I didn’t stop them.”


  “Jesus, Tyke,” I cry, throwing my hands up. “You were alone. Do you think any one of those guys out there would have been able to take on three men with guns? Do you?”


  He looks away, his face tight.


  “You know I’m right,” I say softer now. “You aren’t healed right now, but it doesn’t mean you never will be.”


  “I won’t,” he barks, running his hands through his hair.


  “Stop it,” I yell. “Stop feeling sorry for yourself, Tyke. You have bad legs—that sucks, but it doesn’t make you less of a man. It doesn’t mean you’ll never be normal again. Imagine if you could never walk? Imagine that.”


  “I couldn’t even ride,” he yells, so loudly my ears ring with his voice. “I couldn’t run. I couldn’t fight.”


  “But you did ride, you did run, and you did fight.”


  “And you got taken because I failed!”


  “No,” I screech. “I got taken because you were faced with a situation no man could handle. Jesus, Tyke. You’re getting better every single day, but you just want to snap your fingers and make it all go away. It doesn’t work like that.”


  “I couldn’t take care of the woman I love. What happens if we have kids? What then?”


  “You’re thinking about something that hasn’t even happened,” I cry. “You’re thinking about the future, and not right now. Your legs aren’t healed yet, Tyke, but they will be soon.”


  “I’ll never be normal. Do you understand that?” he spews at me, tugging his russet locks.


  “No, I don’t, because I don’t want fucking normal.” I stand and get in his face. “I never wanted fucking normal. I want you. I want your legs. I want the life you can give me, whatever that is. I want to keep the way you make me feel. I want to breathe you in every single fucking day. I don’t care about what you are. I love you, Tyke. That’s all I want; it’s all I’ll ever want. Now you stop it, do you hear me? Stop it.”


  He stares at me, mouth slightly agape. I’ve never sworn at him, and I’ve certainly never spoken to him like that before.


  “Are you going to keep feeling sorry for yourself?” I whisper, stepping closer. “Or are you going to kiss me?”


  He thinks on that for only a second, then he steps forward and crushes his lips down on mine. He kisses me, hard and bruising. He backs me up to the closest wall and slams me against it. Memories of what Santana said flitter through my mind, and I recall her saying how amazing it feels to be fucked against a wall. I wrench my mouth from Tyke’s and whisper, “Fuck me against this wall, Tyke.”


  He stares down at me with lusty eyes. “Anything you want, baby.”


  Then his lips are back on mine and we’re ripping at each other’s clothes with an intense frenzy. My shirt goes first, then my shorts. Tyke drops his jeans and rips my panties off, then we’re roaming each other’s bodies. His mouth is hot against mine, his hand is aggressively groping my breast, and I can feel him pressing between my legs. One of his hands finds my hip and he grips me hard, pinching the skin there.


  I gasp and reach up, tangling my fingers in his hair. I run my nails over his scalp, scratching until he hisses. With a feral hiss, he plunges inside me without warning. I cry out his name and hang onto his shoulders, loving how amazing it feels to have him slide inside me without any hesitation. He starts thrusting his hips, hard and fast, driving in and out of my body so hard our skin slaps together.


  “Oh, God, Tyke,” I scream.


  “Fuck, yeah.”


  He drops his head, taking one of my nipples in his mouth, sucking and licking until both of us are panting against each other. I moan his name, arching back until my head hits the wall. I come before Tyke, hard and fast. He growls my name and mutters, “Come again. Going to make you come again.”


  I clutch his shoulders as the swelling between my legs calls for more and more pleasure. He fucks me hard and deep and long, until I’m rising again. I dig my nails into his shoulders and scream his name as my second orgasm rolls around. This one is more explosive, more powerful, and so real. Tyke fucks me harder and harder, slamming our bodies against the wall.


  “Come with me,” he barks. “Come.”


  I do, exploding for a second time around him. He lets out a ragged breath and then his body stills inside mine. I’m so aroused I can feel his length pulsing inside my sex. I love how that feels. I love how it makes me feel.


  Slowly, Tyke pulls back and pulls out, lowering me to my feet. He stares down at me, his expression soft. He reaches over, running a thumb over my lip.


  “Let me shower you, baby. I need my hands on you some more.”


  My heart softens, and I let him lead me to the shower connecting to this room. He pokes his head in first, making sure no one else is using it, then he pulls me in. The shower is only small, but it’s big enough for the two of us if we put our arms around each other. Tyke turns it on, sticking his hand in to see if it’s warm, then he pulls me inside.


  He pulls me against his chest and holds me there as the warm water runs over our bodies. My knees and elbows burn from the gravel rash, but I don’t complain. I just hold him, needing to feel him some more.


  “Did they hurt you, little one?” he asks.


  “No, Tyke.”


  His shoulders drop a little, with relief I think.


  “How did you get back?”


  “Believe it or not, they had me in this club, in a closet. They only bound my hands. They have this strange underground fighting ring, and there was a fight going on. Someone was meant to be watching me, but the owner, Max, called him to the side. These two girls opened the closet and I ran out. They chased me, of course, but I’m so small I weaved through the crowd a lot easier than they did. I got to the parking lot and slid under a car. When they were gone, I got out and Max saw me. He agreed to take me home—he didn’t want any part of it.”


  “Jesus. So this Max guy owned the place?”


  I nod.


  “Why did he let them put you there in the first place, then?”


  “Apparently he owed them a favor. He wasn’t happy about it, but he let them go for a while.”


  “Shit,” Tyke mutters.


  “Yeah,” I whisper. “What’s going to happen now?”


  He shrugs. “Not sure—they chased down the main cars and killed all the people in them. We know who is taking over now, and we’re going to have to deal with him, but that’s nothing for you to worry about.”


  “You could get hurt. Of course I’ll worry,” I whisper.


  “I’ll be okay.”


  I hope he’s right.


  ~*~*~*~


  NOW - Pippa


  I’m standing beside Rainer’s bed. I have been coming here and doing this for the past five days. He woke up this morning, but keeps falling back into a deep sleep. The doctors said it might take a while, and that he’ll be sleepy for some time. He knows I’m here, so I’m just sitting beside him, waiting.


  The Joker’s Wrath boys rode out to ‘end’ things with Ingro and his drug ring three days ago. None of us have heard anything since. When they ride, they’re silent; it’s probably for the best, as they need all their concentration. We don’t know of their plan, and have been told to stay right out of it. Maddox left five men to guard us, but he doesn’t think we’re in danger now Ingro knows they’re coming.


  I try not to think about what could happen, try not to think about the possibilities. They could be walking into a trap—they might get killed on the spot. Anything could go wrong, but Maddox and Tyke assured me they have a solid plan. I heard the word explosives being used, and machine guns. That very sound makes my stomach twist in fear.


  “Pippa?”


  I jerk at the sound of a voice, and turn to see Belle standing at the door. She smiles at me and I offer one back, letting her know it’s okay to come in. We’ve been talking a lot during the past few days, and when I told her about Max she took it well enough, though I saw the agony in her eyes as I spoke. Whatever happened between the two of them was enough to break her heart into a thousand tiny pieces.


  “Hi Belle,” I say.


  She’s got two white bags in her hands. She lifts and wiggles them. “I thought you might like something to eat.”


  I nod weakly. “Thank you, I would.”


  She walks over and takes a chair, sitting beside me. “How’s Rainer?”


  I shrug. “He’s still sleeping. The doctor said it’s normal.”


  “I’m sure his body just needs the rest,” she assures me.


  I pull out the ham sandwich and take a small bite.


  “How are you?” I ask her.


  She shrugs and looks away.


  “Belle, I know we haven’t had much of a chance to talk about what happened with Max, but you can tell me how you’re feeling. I’m always here.”


  She looks back to me, her eyes watering. “I don’t know how I feel, Pippa. He helped you, I’m so grateful for that, but knowing he’s so close and what he’s doing has my heart playing wild games with my head.”


  “Do you want to see him?”


  “I don’t know,” she says. “I honestly don’t know.”


  “You don’t have to make a choice right now. He’s there, he’s not going anywhere. If you want to see him, you can. If you don’t, then you won’t have to.”


  “What did he look like when he asked about me?”


  “Truthfully,” I say, looking into her eyes, “he looked angry, sad and confused all at once. He didn’t give much away, but when he asked if you were seeing someone, I saw a flash of regret in his eyes.”


  “Do you think he still cares about me?”


  I shrug. “I don’t know, Belle. I think he regrets whatever it was he did, but he wouldn’t let me see much past that.”


  She nods. “Of course. Anyway, I didn’t come here to grind you for information. I just wanted to see how you are. Have you heard from Tyke?”


  I shake my head, suddenly losing my appetite. “No, and I’m terrified.”


  “He’ll be okay, Pippa. He’s a strong man.”


  “Pippa?”


  The croak causes both Belle and me to spin around. Rainer has his eyes open and is staring down at me, a weak smile on his face. Belle squeezes my arm and stands. “I’ll leave you to it.” Then she disappears out the door.


  I push to my feet and reach for Rainer, taking his big hand in mine. “Hey you,” I whisper, feeling tears welling.


  “Hey yourself,” he rasps. “How long have you been here?”


  “A few days.”


  His brows furrow. “Pip, you should be resting.”


  I reach over and stroke his face. “Not when you’re in here because of me.”


  “No,” he whispers, taking my hands and pulling them to his lips. “I’m not in here because of anyone. It happens, Pip. Don’t blame yourself.”


  “I’m sorry, Rainer . . .” I look away as tears slide down my cheeks.


  “Come here,” he says, patting the side of the bed.


  “I can’t,” I croak.


  “Pippa, get in the bed.”


  I don’t want him to strain himself, so I let him pull me into the bed. I tuck myself in beside him and he holds me tight.


  “Don’t you feel bad about asking me for help. You needed to get out of there and I took you. You couldn’t have predicted that those men would be waiting. I told you years ago, and I’ll tell you again. I’ll always save you, Pippa.”


  God, I love him.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  NOW – Pippa


  The call comes in the middle of the night.


  I’m sleeping restlessly and so therefore I hear the phone the moment it rings. I reach over and stare down at the flashing screen. It’s Santana. My stomach drops. This can’t be a good call. Anytime a call comes in the middle of the night, it’s never good. I pick it up quickly and press it to my ear. “Tana?”


  “Oh Pippa,” she sobs.


  “Tana what’s happening?”


  “Krypt called me. He said . . . he said . . .”


  “Santana,” I cry. “Please!”


  “He said there’s been an accident. He said when they ambushed Ingro and his group, things went bad. There was an explosion, not set by them, nor for them. Ingro was expecting some other enemies, too, it would seem. The boys had just stepped up to the compound when it blew.”


  My hands start to shake.


  “Santana . . .”


  “S . . . s . . . s . . . some of them died.”


  “Santana!” I scream.


  “Tyke is alive. He’s injured. So is Maddox, Mack, and about four other guys. They’re being transported to the hospital now. No one knows how bad it is. Krypt said . . . he said it was horrible.”


  “No,” I choke out.


  “Ash and Jaylah are a mess, but Ash is holding it together because Krypt is only mildly injured. She’s coming to get us so we can be at the hospital when they arrive.”


  “I’ll be waiting.”


  I hang up the phone and smother down my tears as I rush to my closet and get on some day clothes. Then I run downstairs and wait at the door. I’ve never been so terrified in all my life. The fear coursing through my veins is enough to bring on a panic attack, but I fight it back. When I hear the sounds of a car outside, I run out.


  The moment I climb in, Santana pulls me into her arms. We cry the entire way to the hospital; Jaylah huddled in close, too. Ash drives, her face grim. When we arrive, we all pull it together and rush inside and straight towards the desk. “We’re here with the men who were brought in from the explosion,” Santana says desperately. “Have they arrived?”


  The nurse nods. “Are you family?”


  “Their wives,” Ash informs her.


  “Right this way.”


  We follow the nurse down some halls, and then into another ward. We can’t see any of them, but when we round a corner, about five bikers are sitting outside. Krypt is one of them. Ash cries out and runs towards him, throwing herself into his arms. He holds her, his eyes closed, his mouth tight. He’s hurting. He looks horrible, too. His skin is marked with black streaks and his clothes are torn. He has blood on his cheek and on his hands. I don’t know if it’s his . . . or someone else’s.


  He pulls back and looks over to us, and his face breaks. He looks as if he’s going to cry. Coming from a hard biker, it means only one thing. It’s bad. He walks over, holding Ash’s hand tightly. He scans all three of us, then his eyes settle on Jaylah. “Mack is bad, Jay. He . . .”


  Jaylah starts to shake. “Please, Krypt. Tell me.”


  “His leg . . . it was damaged so badly, the doctor . . . he said it has to go.”


  My knees start to wobble.


  “He’s got third degree burns on the other one. It’s . . . bad.”


  Jaylah crumples to the floor and Krypt lets Ash go so he can scoop her up into his arms. She clutches him and cries so hard I can’t fight back any more tears. I cry, too. So does Santana. So does Ash. We all stand there crying. Another biker, Grimm, comes over and takes Jaylah, holding her tight.


  Krypt looks to Tana next.


  “Maddox was in a different area, and the explosion didn’t hit him as hard. He’s injured; he had a piece of rubble hit him in the stomach. It partially impaled him, but the doctor said it missed vital organs. He’s got burns on his neck, but they’re not third degree. He also broke his arm when he was launched from his bike, but the doctor said he’s okay.”


  Tana nods, her bottom lip quivering. I clutch her hand, holding her tight as Krypt turns to me.


  “Tyke was with Maddox, too—as was I. He was thrown from his bike with the force of the explosion. He snapped one of the bones in his leg and sliced open his arm badly enough to require at least twenty stitches. Otherwise he’s okay. He’s having surgery on his leg, though. It’s a mess.”


  Not his leg. Anything but his leg.


  I nod and whisper, “And you, Krypt? Are you hurt?”


  “I was behind Maddox and Tyke, further back, keeping a look out. I only received a little bit of the force. Mack was with the other guys, closest to the heat of the explosion—it’s why he’s so badly injured. It killed four other men who were even closer than him. Everyone else was lying further back, so that’s all the injuries.”


  “H . . . h . . . h . . . how did something like that happen?”


  He shrugs and reaches for his wife, pulling her into his side. “It wasn’t planted by us, or for us. They wouldn’t blow up their own compound as revenge. Someone had put it there before we got there. It would seem they have more that one enemy. The good news is there were a lot of them inside. It wiped out a good portion of their operation.”


  I nod and turn to Jaylah, who is still tucked in Grimm’s arms, looking utterly broken. I walk over to her and pull her into mine. Santana joins us, then Ash, and there we sit, waiting for the fate of our men.


  Praying they will get through.


  ~*~*~*~


  NOW - Pippa


  There’s nothing like the pain that is lodged deep in your chest while you wait for the news of a loved one. You wait to hear if they’ve lived or died, you wait to hear if they will ever walk again, or if they will ever ride. You wait to hear if the damage that’s done is so severe that they’ll never be the same again. That’s what we’re doing. We’re waiting, praying, hoping.


  The doctor comes out about twelve hours after we arrive at the hospital. He approaches us and we all stand. His eyes scan over us all and then he asks, “Who is the wife of Miakoda?”


  Jaylah raises a weak hand. “Me.”


  The doctor nods. “We’ve operated on your husband. Sadly, we’ve had to amputate his right leg—it was a mess. However, he should make a full recovery, and can have a prosthesis fitted down the track. It will be uncomfortable and somewhat of a long journey, but I have every faith he will make it just fine. His other leg was severely burned—we’ve done the best we can but sadly there will be a good deal of scarring.”


  “But he’ll be okay?” she whispers.


  The doctor nods. “Yes, he will be okay.”


  “Can I see him?”


  He nods and waves down a nurse. “Betty will take you.”


  When Jaylah disappears, the doctor turns to Santana. “Who are you with?”


  “Maddox.”


  He nods. “Maddox has just come out of surgery. There was no severe damage from the impaled object, but he’s going to be sore for a good few weeks. The burns on his neck aren’t too bad and should heal nicely. He had a few deep gashes we’ve had to stitch, and we bound up his broken arm, but otherwise he’s well. You may go and see him.”


  Another nurse takes Santana away and the doctor turns to me. “You must be with Tyke?”


  I nod. “Yes.”


  “Tyke had a good deal of surgery on his leg. The bone was broken quite badly, but it would appear he’s had broken bones before.”


  “Yes, he had an accident years ago that crushed his legs.”


  The doctor nods. “Makes sense. Anyway, because of that it took a little more to repair, but when his bone heals he might find he walks better than before as we have realigned his damaged bones more firmly. The gash on his arm was stitched and he didn’t have any burns. You can go and see him.”


  Another nurse arrives and I hurry down the hall after her, desperate to see Tyke. She takes me into a room and points to a bed. Tyke is lying in it, his eyes on the ceiling. His leg is in a cast and slightly risen, and his arm is bandaged. He’s got some cuts and scratches on his face, but otherwise he looks okay. I take a small moment to thank God for that.


  I walk over and when he hears me, he turns. “Little one,” he croaks.


  “Hi there,” I whisper, reaching down and pressing my forehead to his. “You scared me.”


  He smiles weakly. “Scared me, too.”


  “Are you in pain?”


  He shakes his head. “Nah, they have me on some pretty solid medication.”


  “I was so afraid,” I say, and a tear spills out.


  “Come here, baby,” he murmurs, pulling me into the bed. “I’m okay.”


  “You broke your leg.”


  “Yeah,” he murmurs. “Must have been meant to be, hey?”


  “Tyke, it’s not funny.”


  “I never said it was, little one.”


  “You could have died.”


  He squeezes me. “But I didn’t.”


  “The other guys are okay, too.”


  “Mack?”


  “He lost a leg, Tyke,” I croak.


  Tyke is silent, then he yells, “Fuck!”


  I hold him as he pants out his rage over that fact. “It shouldn’t have happened, Pip. It was a case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. If we had been one hour too late . . . we wouldn’t have had to do this.”


  “I’m so sorry, Tyke.”


  He turns and presses his lips to my head. “You couldn’t have done anything about it.”


  “No, but I’m still sorry.”


  “It’s going to be a long road for Mack.”


  I nod.


  “But we’ll be there for him. We’ll always be there for him,” I whisper.


  Forever.


  Because you always save the ones you love.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  NOW - Pippa


  One month later


  Mack is sitting in the compound, glaring at all of us as we watch him. His leg is healing well, so the doctors said, and his other is scarring up the way it’s supposed to. Mack didn’t come out of the hospital feeling sorry for himself—he came out determined. He’s just that kind of man. He vows he will walk again, and I have no doubt he will.


  Maddox recovered well, and was the first back on his feet. Tyke still has a cast on his leg and was forced back to his chair, but he’s recovering, and each day that passes he grows more determined to make sure he gets back up and walks after this. We had a funeral for the lost men, and it was a sad, gloomy day when we laid them to rest. Now we’re here, a month later, and all staring at Mack.


  It’s his birthday, and apparently he does not want to celebrate, but instead would rather glower at all of us. Especially when Jaylah put a party hat on his head. He’s not getting away without celebrating, and so we’ve locked down his chair and made him participate. We just sang happy birthday to him, to which he told us he was ‘too old’ to receive such a song.


  Poor Mack. He doesn’t do well with public affection.


  I’m sitting on Tyke’s lap while he sits in his chair. He’s got an arm firmly wrapped around me, and I have no doubt he doesn’t plan on letting me go. I can feel his erection prodding my backside, and I know he’s hanging to make love to me. I haven’t done anything with him since the accident, and he’s not happy about that.


  “Stop wiggling on my lap, Pippa,” he growls into my ear.


  “You’re the one holding me down here,” I point out.


  “And you’re not making it easy.”


  I turn and look down at him. “It’ll all be over soon.”


  “Like fuck,” he says, turning the electric chair and driving us down the hall. “It’ll be over now.”


  “Tyke!” I protest as the trails of laughter disappear behind us.


  “Need to feel you, Pip.”


  “But . . .”


  “No buts.”


  “I’m on my period, Tyke.”


  This isn’t a lie. It also doesn’t stop him.


  “Been wanting to try that sweet mouth for some time now. We’ll give that a shot, yeah?”


  My cheeks flush as he pulls into the room and closes the door. I climb off his lap and stare at him. His eyes are hungry, and suddenly my core clenches with need. I’m all in for trying new things, and I’ve been wanting to do this with Tyke for months now.


  “I haven’t done this before,” I whisper.


  “On your knees, baby. I’ll guide you.”


  I lower to my knees in front of his chair, and he shifts so I can get between his legs. Then he takes his belt and unbuckles it before popping the top buttons of his jeans and unzipping. Then he reaches in and frees his thick, hard length. He strokes it a few times, groaning, before he looks over to me. “Just suck it like it’s a big lollypop, baby.”


  A lollypop?


  Jesus.


  I flush and nerves flutter around in my belly as I reach over and curl my hand around the warm length. Then hesitantly I move forward. I put my tongue out first, touching it to the soft skin. It’s silkier than I’d first thought. I slowly part my lips and slide him into my mouth. He’s equally as soft against my lips as he was to my tongue. Tyke groans above me and I tremble nervously as I begin to suck.


  “Fuck, yeah,” he grinds out. “Yes.”


  I do as he asks, sucking him like a lollypop. Then he takes my head gently and moves it up and down at the same time. “Like that,” he says through clenched teeth.


  I follow his instruction and suck while bobbing my head up and down. My lips burn at the corners as my mouth stretches around his ever-increasing size, but I love how it feels. I love how he tastes. I love the sound of his groaning above me.


  “Going to come fast,” he hisses.


  What do I do when that happens?


  I suck him some more, moving a little faster. His groans become deeper and then suddenly he’s pulling his length from my mouth and stroking it furiously. Then, he explodes. White strands shoot out and hit his palm, and he makes a strangled sound as they do. Over and over he pumps his release out, and I can’t tear my eyes away, fascinated.


  When he’s finished, he reaches over to the towel hanging on the back of the door and pulls it off, wiping his hand. I get off my knees and watch him clean himself up, then he looks up at me with a devilish grin on his face. He wheels towards me and I take a step back. He does this until the backs of my legs hit the bed. His grin gets bigger and he rasps out, “Your turn.”


  Oh, boy.


  EPILOGUE


  Six months later


  Tyke and I are at the lighthouse where he first taught me to use my voice. We’re sitting, eating a meal that I ordered. I’ve come out of my shell so much during the past six months, and each day it gets easier and easier. Tyke and I live together now, and I handed my lease over to Belle so her and Immy could stay in the house. I see them nearly every day, and Belle has become a good friend.


  The rest of the club is recovering well after the explosion. Mack is getting around well on his prosthesis and all his burns are healing nicely. Tyke got his cast off and continued with his physical therapy until he was able to walk comfortably again. Each day he gets stronger and stronger, and his pain gets less and less. He said whatever the doctors did when they fixed his leg has most certainly helped.


  Everyone is happy.


  We’re all a family again.


  Tyke brought me here today because he wanted to do something nice. It’s been crazy lately, with work and moving in together. I jumped at the chance to spend some one on one time with him. He brought me here, which I thought was super sweet, considering it’s where everything really started between us.


  “Want to go for a walk?” he asks, smiling over at me.


  “Yes,” I groan. “My stomach is so full.”


  Laughing, he stands and reaches out for me. I join him and we walk down to the beach and along the sand. He stops us in the spot we first stopped at, when I so foolishly kissed him. He steps in front of me, and stares down, a small grin on his face. “You can kiss me safely this time.”


  I snort. “Are you sure about that?”


  He chuckles, stroking a finger over my cheek. “Mostly sure.”


  I reach up on my tiptoes and press my lips against his. He kisses me like that for a long moment before pulling back and turning me around so he’s standing behind me with his arms wrapped around my middle, both of us facing the sunset.


  “Do you see how beautiful that is?” he whispers into my ear.


  I nod. “Yes.”


  “That’s how beautiful you are to me, little one.”


  I swallow and squeeze his hands.


  “Words won’t ever come close to explaining what you do to my heart, but I’m going to try. You came to me as a broken angel, fragile and sweet as hell. Over time you came out of your shell, and I fell even harder in love with you. Now, you’re confident and beautiful, and all the things I could ever want, but you know the best part?”


  I shake my head, my chest swelling with his words.


  “You’re still my broken angel. You’ll always be my broken angel. But that’s okay, because it’s what broke you that makes you beautiful. I don’t want those parts to ever fully be fixed, because that’ll mean you disappear.”


  I let out a choking sob and he releases one of his hands, reaching behind him. He fumbles about for a second and then brings his hand back, clutching my left one. He pulls out my ring finger and slides a stunning diamond onto it. I start crying harder and go to turn, but he holds me there.


  “Every time you look at the sunset, Pippa, I want you to think of me. Every time you cry, know that my shoulder is always yours. Every time you feel joy, I hope that it’s me who gave it to you. Every time you try to pick up the pieces, thinking it’ll make you a better person, remember how much I love that broken part of you.”


  “Tyke,” I say in a shaky voice.


  “And when you walk down the aisle towards me, know that I love you with every single part of my heart, body and soul.”


  I turn towards him and he’s staring down at me, his face full of love.


  “Marry me, my beautiful broken angel?”


  “Yes,” I cry, throwing my arms around his neck. “A thousand times yes.”


  He wraps an arm around me and holds me tight, standing there in the sunset holding me as if I’m the only reason he breathes. His words sink into a part of my soul that I’ve been trying to fix for so long. I never realized that I was trying to fix what had become a part of me. I might be fragile, and a little broken, and a whole lot sensitive, but I’ll always be the most amazing thing in the world to him.


  His broken angel.


  THE END


  That concludes the Jokers’ Wrath series. It’s been a sad time for me, finishing up their books, but it’s time for a new chapter. You’ll be pleased to know, those chapters include Raide’s story, which is being released by St Martin’s Press in August 2015 – and Max and Belle’s story, which will be released in June 2015.


  I have a snippet from Raide’s story, Hard To Fight, which can now be pre-ordered on Amazon. The links are below. Enjoy!


  Pre order here  HARD TO FIGHT - BELLA JEWEL


  And here’s a sneak peek!


  Prologue


  My boots crunch on the rocks as I slink down a deserted alleyway. It’s dark; it smells of stale urine and garbage, the sound of water dripping is the only sound that can be heard in the eerie silence. Even through that, I know he’s here. He heard me call. I listen to the loud, thumping sounds of his feet scurrying across the not-so-quiet gravel. He wants me to walk in here, into the darkest parts of the alley. I’m not that stupid.


  I suck in a breath of air and use my loudest voice to call, “You come out, or I’ll make you come out. It’s your choice.”


  Silence.


  “I have a gun, or a tazer, if you’d prefer.”


  The sounds of shifting feet.


  “One.”


  A footstep.


  “Two.”


  Another footstep.


  “Three.”


  “Please, missy,” he cries, leaping out of the darkness and throwing his wrinkled hands in the air. He’s not wearing any pants, just a pair of old, ragged underwear that have seen better days. I’ll never be able to scrub that image from my mind. His stark white legs tremble as his eyes dart about the empty space.


  I take a moment to truly stare at him. Good lord. I actually feel sorry for this one. It’s quite clear he has very little mental capacity and isn’t really a threat to anyone, except for maybe himself. To say I’m wasting good time bringing him in would be an understatement. I take a step forward, the old man’s eyes narrow and he continues to wave his hands about, as if making it clear that he doesn’t want me to come closer.


  He doesn’t get a choice.


  “I have to take you in, Cole,” I say in a steady voice.


  “My name isn’t Cole,” he tries, jerking his chin out.


  My eyes drop to his shirt, where his name is clearly stitched in. “It’s on your shirt,” I say, fighting back a smile as I lift my gaze back to him.


  “Found this, I did,” he nods, as if his story is going to be completely believable. “It’s not mine.”


  “Cole,” I say, calmly. “I’ve read your profile and seen your picture. I know it’s you. Now, you can come with me quietly or I can use force, please don’t make me use force because I got my nails done yesterday and I really, really don’t want to ruin them.”


  He crosses his arms defiantly, and his wispy white hair blows about in the breeze. He narrows his ice blue eyes and studies me. “You’re a girl.”


  He says it as though he has only just figured out this little nugget of information.


  “Well done for that observation,” I congratulate sarcastically, crossing my arms.


  “No girl is a Bounty Hunter.”


  I snort, taking a finger and jabbing it to my chest. “This girl is.”


  He stares at me again, and then a smile spreads across his face, revealing a mouth containing no teeth. It’s not a wonder the man whistles when he speaks. Yuck. I watch in fascination as his eyes flick to the thick trees over on our left, and then to the old brick building to our right and he yells, “You can come out now.”


  I blink and stare around, wondering if this old man has lost his marbles because I have no idea who he is talking to.


  “Cole,” I begin, but he cuts me off by jerking his hand up.


  “This isn’t funny,” he calls. “You nearly got me, too.”


  Great, the old man is a nut case.


  “Cole,” I try again.


  “Lady,” he hisses. “Don’t ruin this moment for me.”


  Moment? What moment?


  Crossing my arms, I warn, “I’m going to go ahead and give you thirty seconds before I take you down and cuff you.”


  He waves a hand again. “Shh, you’re ruining my moment.”


  “What moment?” I cry, throwing my arms up in frustration.


  My boss does this on purpose. He gives me the freaking crazy ones because I swear no one else wants them.


  “I need to be prepared for the television,” Cole says, licking his hand and running it over his nearly non-existent hair, pinning it to his head. Double yuck. “I don’t want to ruin this.”


  Television? What is he going on about?


  “Cole, are you using drugs?” I ask, mundanely.


  His eyes flash to me. “You’re a good actor. Tell me what show are we on? Pranksters? I always wanted to be on that show.”


  Jesus, he thinks this is a prank.


  “Cole, I’m a Bounty Hunter, this isn’t a television show and I’m taking you in, let’s go.”


  He crosses his arms. “Nice try.”


  It’s clear Cole doesn’t believe me. I stare down at my nails wistfully, then sigh and take the plunge. My feet move quickly and I sweep one foot out, connecting with Cole’s legs and taking them out from beneath him. He goes down, almost in slow motion, his arms flailing as he tips backwards. He lands hard, making a loud oomphing sound. I pull out a pair of handcuffs, use my foot to roll him, and jerk his hands behind his back.


  “Cole, I wish I didn’t have to do it like this.”


  “You knocked my teeth out!” he wails. “You broke my teeth.”


  I clasp the handcuffs tightly on his wrists, “Honey,” I murmur, pocketing the key. “You have no teeth.”


  “Lies,” he bellows. “This is assault.”


  “The car will be here to take you in, shortly.”


  He’s silent for a moment, and I actually peer down to see if he’s passed out. Instead, his blue eyes are scanning the trees again. I roll my eyes and put my foot to his back, holding him there. After a long, silent moment he murmurs, “Missy?”


  “Yes, Cole?”


  “Come down here, a little closer.”


  “No,” I say, keeping my foot firmly planted to his back.


  “Please,” he begs.


  I cross my arms. “If you need to say something, Cole, I’m listening.”


  He sighs, mutters a curse and then says in a small voice, “I’d like to borrow your hairbrush.”


  Not sure I heard him correctly, I say, “Excuse me?”


  “Your hairbrush.”


  “My ... hairbrush?”


  He nods.


  “Why?”


  He grunts. “For the cameras, get with the program!”


  Jeeze Louise, this man is off his rocker.


  “We’re not on a television program, Cole.”


  “Is my shirt tucked in?”


  God. Please give me strength. He’s not even wearing pants.


  “Cole, it’s not a damn television program.”


  “Such a sad, sad woman,” he murmurs, dropping his head.


  I tilt my head to the sky and internally curse my boss.


  He’ll pay for this.


  


  Chapter One


  “It’s not funny,” I say, throwing my bag down onto my desk.


  My colleague and fellow Bounty Hunter, Vance, laughs. He crosses his large arms over his chest and tilts his head to the side, studying me with a smirk. I glare at him, flopping onto my seat and throwing my booted feet onto the desk. Then I proceed to cross my arms, making sure my body language clearly states how pissed off I am.


  “Heard good ‘ol Cole was fun for you, Gracie.”


  “He made me brush his hair,” I growl, spinning on my chair to face him. I lean forward, putting my elbows to my knees. “Brush. His. Hair. It was the only way I could keep him freaking calm long enough to get him into the car. Do you have any idea what that was like? He doesn’t even have enough hair to brush!”


  Vance laughs again, throwing his head back. His long blonde hair flickers about and when his blue eyes meet mine again, they are positively dancing. “You don’t know what I would have done to be there and see that.”


  “I have old man hair in my brush!” I cry, throwing my hands up.


  “Aw, come on Gracie, it was funny.”


  “It wasn’t funny,” I mutter, shoving away from the desk and standing, tucking my laptop under my armpit. “Ya’ll will never take me seriously.”


  Vance stops laughing and reaches out, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Of course we do. We can’t help that you had to bring in a crazy.”


  “You knew he was crazy!” I point out, shrugging his hand off my shoulder and walking towards my boss’ door. “I don’t know what you guys think is so funny about it all.”


  “But you’re damned cute out there on the job, Gracie Lou.”


  “You’ve only seen me a handful of times,” I argue.


  “And you’re cute,” he smirks.


  I grit my teeth, flip him the bird and knock on Don’s door.


  “Yeah?” he calls out.


  I swing the door open and step in, staring at my boss. He’s sitting behind his desk, typing on a computer. He looks up when I enter, staring at me over the top of his glasses. He’s middle aged, with salt and pepper hair and dark grey eyes. He’s a great boss, he gave me a chance when no one else would, but he’s also hard to convince that I can handle bigger jobs than men like Cole.


  “How did it go with Cole?” he asks.


  Did his lips just twitch?


  My heart clenches. I’m tired of being made into a joke. He might have taken me on, given me a chance when no one else would, but I don’t believe he truly believes I can be a successful Bounty Hunter.


  “You’re never going to take me seriously, are you Don?”


  My voice comes out softer than I’d like, sounding tired and generally worn down. Don’s eyes flash, and he looks as though he doesn’t understand why I’d be so upset. Is he really that blind?


  “Gracie,” he begins, but I cut him off with a wave of my hand.


  “Don’t bother. I’ve been here five years, and I’ve worked my ass off trying to prove to you that I’m worth the effort. But you’re never going to believe I’m good enough.” I place the laptop down, then continue. “I’m always going to be the joke, aren’t I?”


  Without giving him a chance to answer, I turn and leave the office.


  ~*~*~*~


  The liquid burns my throat as it slides down, hitting my stomach with brutal force and causing my world to spin even more than it already is. I close my eyes, inhaling through my mouth, because I’m fairly sure I’ve got no nose hairs left after breathing in the burning alcohol I’ve been shooting down for the last three hours.


  “Another!” My best friend, Kady, yells.


  The bartender looks at me, then to her, and shrugs.


  “I can’t believe they made me go after a dude that wanted me to brush his freaking nonexistent hair,” I hiccup.


  Kady turns to me, flashing that award-winning smile as she leans in close, curling her fingers around my arm. “Well, for what it’s worth, I think you’re bad ass.”


  I laugh and fist bump the air. “Bad ass!”


  We fall into a fit of laughter, and Kady wraps an arm around my shoulder, pulling me close. Her voice drops low and she whispers, “I know it’s hard, honey, but one day, you’re going to prove them wrong.”


  I lose my smile and even through my drunken haze, there’s an ache in my heart I can’t shake. There’s nothing crueler then when the people you love, don’t believe in you. I not only get it at work, but at home too. My mother and two sisters are beauty queens. So to say they’ve never supported my need to ‘be in a male profession’ is an understatement. My mother is waiting for the day I turn around, throw the towel in and declare my undying love for parades, bikinis and world peace.


  My dad, however, is my rock. He believes in me and it wouldn’t matter if I decided cleaning toilets was what I wanted to do. He’s just that kind of dad. The kind of dad all dads should be. The kind that is there for me no matter what and with no questions asked. Without him, I would have never fought so hard to train and get to where I am. He used to sit up with me for hours after every case, letting me talk for as long as I needed to, then, before he kissed me goodnight, he always told me how proud he was. After I moved out of home and rented my own place, I missed those moments.


  He always understood my need for it. After all, it was because of him that I chose to become a Bounty Hunter. He was one, and used to spend hours telling me about his job. It was our thing, our bond, when my mother and sisters were out, my dad and I would laugh and chat, and it was then he would tell me stories. I loved it. It wasn’t just that it was different; it was that he was also doing something good. Something amazing. Keeping criminals off the streets. I knew it was what I wanted to do.


  I also knew how hard it would be for me to get into. I had to train, I had to pass tests, I had to be Don’s sidekick for eighteen months before I even got a chance to go on the job alone. It wasn’t easy. I spent years proving myself. Still, I fought until I made my dream come true.


  “Thank you, Kady,” I smile, hugging my best friend.


  Kady and I have known each other since high school, and had an instant connection. She’s as loud and sassy as me, and there are times it feels as though we were separated at birth. We even look similar, with our long raven hair and piercing green eyes. The only real difference is Kady is taller and leaner, and I was struck with the curves.


  “I really have to pee,” she says suddenly, and then her grin appears once more.


  “Me too,” I admit.


  Hooking arms, we leave the bar after shooting the last order of alcohol. We weave through the dancing, grinding bodies until we hit the long halls that lead to the toilet. There are women standing in line, waiting for the bathroom. Kady groans and tugs my arm, yelling in my ear, “Let’s go out back. I used to work here.”


  She pulls me down the hall, past the people and through a large metal door at the end. It opens onto a parking lot and sure enough, there are bathrooms nestled in the large brick building running alongside the club. Kady pulls me over and we use the facilities and fix up our make up before stepping back out.


  We’re about to enter the club again, when I hear a soft whimper. Narrowing my eyes, I turn and scan the car park. I can’t see anyone, but there’s a distinct sobbing sound coming from somewhere. “Do you hear that?” I ask Kady.


  “I do.”


  We investigate, and find a girl crouched around the side of the building. She hears our approach and pulls her knees closer to her chest. She’s gorgeous, blonde and looks up at us with mascara stained cheeks.


  “Are you okay?” I ask, kneeling down in front of her.


  “I’m fine,” she sobs, swiping her nose with the back of her hand.


  “Are you sure?” I push. “You look upset.”


  Way to point out the obvious, Grace.


  She stares at the both of us, and then begins sobbing again. “My boyfriend dumped me!”


  “This calls for alcohol,” Kady announces. “I’ll be back.”


  She turns and rushes off, and I keep kneeling in front of the girl. “Did this just happen?”


  She shakes her head. “Not exactly. We, well, we were sleeping together and he told me to meet him tonight. He never showed up, said he had something pressing to take care of and that maybe I should go and enjoy myself. When I replied, saying I’d wait, he very clearly told me that wasn’t a good idea and he didn’t think it would work between us.”


  I curl my lip in disgust. “Pig!”


  She nods. “Right?”


  “It sounds to me,” I say, placing a hand on her shoulder, “like he isn’t worth it.”


  “But he was so...” she trails off on another sob. “Wonderful!”


  Wonderful? Yeah, so great he left her sitting in a dark alley because he was too lazy to break it off to her face.


  “Men like that aren’t wonderful, honey,” I say firmly. “Men like that are weak, pathetic and not worth five seconds of your time.”


  “You don’t understand, he was so amazing ... you know...” she leans in close, “in bed. The best I’ve ever had. I thought ... I thought it was because we had something special.”


  I shake my head, sad for her. “So the man knows how to use his bits. It doesn’t make him prince charming.”


  She giggles softly and looks up at me. I smile down at her, and continue. “You know, men like him are cruel, heartless players because they don’t know how to connect with another human being, except physically. It’s somewhat of a disorder. Perhaps he was dropped on his head as a young child, or perhaps his penis is severely undersized and he was forced to get a penis enhancement due to many sexual let downs ...”


  I stop rambling, because the girl has stopped talking and her face has turned red. She’s looking over my shoulder and I grit my teeth.


  “He’s right behind me, isn’t he?”


  She nods slowly, and I turn, standing.


  I actually lose my footing when I set my sights on the man who broke her heart. Holy mother of God! He’s breathtaking. I make a little squeaking sound, steadying my footing as I take in Hercules in front of me. I don’t say this lightly, the man is massive. He’s six foot of solid, thick muscle. His face is that of a dark devil and he’s got these eyes, these amber eyes that are absolutely mind blowing.


  His dark hair looks as though he’s done no more than run his fingers through it. It curls down around the base of his neck in waves, and parts of it flop over his forehead. He’s extremely masculine, the beautiful kind. He’s got a jagged scar on his left cheek, but it only seems to add to his edge. His lips are full, his nose just slightly bent as if he’s been in one too many fights. He’s also got this dangerous five o’clock shadow lining his perfectly sculpted jaw and cheeks.


  Once again, none of this takes away from his perfection.


  I’d be crying if this man dumped me, too.


  “Ah,” I say, smiling sheepishly.


  “I wasn’t dropped on my head,” he says in a low, husky tone. Oh boy, he’s got a light accent, I don’t know what it is, but it’s hot.


  “Ah,” I try again, but he keeps going.


  “And I haven’t,” he rasps, leaning in close. “Had a penis enlargement.”


  Eeek.


  “It’s that big all on its own.”


  My mouth drops open and my eyes widen with shock. Did he just? No, surely I didn’t hear him say that, to a complete stranger? Well, so much for being a gorgeous man. He just went from sexy to jerk in about three point five seconds. Okay, he’s still sexy.


  “And for your information, lady,” he growls, so low and throaty I have to force myself to stay upright. “I know how to use it.”


  Jerk.


  Mega jerk.


  It takes me a moment to find my sass, because really, it’s just crawled into its shell and hidden from this handsome destructive male in front of me. It comes back though, like it always does.


  “What makes you so sure of that? I mean, if you used it well then I’d see no reason for this poor girl behind me to be on the floor sobbing because her vagina is in despair.”


  His lips twitch.


  “Or,” he says, stepping forward into my space. “It could be because she’s so devastated she’ll never get another taste.”


  Oh wow, up close he’s even better. His skin slightly rougher, his hair a touch messier. Yum.


  “What makes you so sure she wants another taste?” I challenge.


  “Because they all do.”


  Arrogant.


  “I wouldn’t.”


  His lip twitches again and in the corner of my eye, I see the blonde girl stand, straightening herself out. “I’m sorry. I didn’t say anything and-”


  “Inside, Bethany,” he orders, not taking his eyes from me.


  “But, she just came up and ... I swear ... I don’t even like her-”


  I gasp. She just stomped on girl code. You don’t backstab someone trying to help you. I hope she gets crabs.


  “Bethany, inside,” he orders again.


  Crossing her arms and pouting, she disappears inside.


  “Now that,” I say, waving my hand casually at the door. “Wasn’t a very nice girl. I can see why you dumped her.”


  He snorts and I turn back to him, studying his hard features.


  “You know,” he murmurs, low. “You should be more careful who you mouth off to.”


  “Why?” I snap, putting a hand on my hip. “Are you going to attack me with your sword?”


  I nod at his crotch and his face lightens just slightly. He’s got a hard face; I imagine even if he smiled, he would never look carefree. This man has demons, all men with faces like his do.


  “Why is it,” he says in a dangerous tone, pulling out a cigarette, lighting it and pressing it to his lips. “That all of you,” he looks me over as he takes a puff, “women, assume it’s the man’s fault when things go bad?”


  “Isn’t it?” I say, crossing my arms.


  “Women cheat,” he murmurs.


  “They do.”


  “And lie.”


  “Yes.”


  “And break hearts.”


  “I don’t doubt it.”


  “Then why,” he asks again. “Is it assumed the man is always the jackass?”


  “Because men have a very powerful tool between their legs, and that tool can cause, well, slight stalker tendencies in women.”


  “Stalker tendencies?” he repeats, eyebrows raised.


  “Yes, stalker tendencies. This is how it goes, listen carefully. Woman meets man. Man is hot, somewhat like you.” His lips twitch but I ignore it and keep going. “Man takes woman to bed, blows her mind and when she wakes the next day, he’s gone. This leaves woman desperate, and woman then proceeds to turn into what we so fondly call, well, to put it nicely, eccentric.”


  He stares at me like I’m off my rocker. “All of this because they want,” his voice drops low. “The dick?”


  “Pretty much.”


  He sighs, taking a long, deep puff of smoke. “Bethany fits that role, I suppose.”


  “Then you should learn from your mistake, and next time perhaps try breaking it off with a little more decency.”


  He opens his mouth to speak, but I cut him off.


  “Or better yet, keep your sword sheathed and be a decent human being.”


  His eyes flash and I grin at him. I don’t know this man. He could be anyone and I’m out here, alone mind you, baiting him. Still, he doesn’t seem like the silent killer type, just a very attractive man who knows, and gets, exactly what he wants.


  “I imagine it would be very different, if it was you receivin’ my ... sword.”


  I gape at him. Then I throw my hands on my hips and toss back, “You’re wrong about that, buddy. I’m not that girl.”


  He takes a step closer. I take a step back. This doesn’t stop him; he drops his cigarette and continues this dance until my back is pressed against the cold brick wall. My bare skin tingles against it, and my legs go wobbly when he leans down while both of his hands go up and press against the wall beside my head, effectively trapping me. This close, I can smell him, and he’s a mixture of cigarette and cologne. It works for him. In a big way.


  “Girls like you with sassy mouths are usually the first to crumble. I bet you’re thinkin’ about it right now? I bet you’re imaginin’ how good Id feel deep, fuckin’ deep inside you.”


  God, his voice is so thick and husky.


  “What I’m thinking about,” I breathe, “is which part of your body I’m going to kick first.”


  He chuckles, low in his throat and it’s a heavenly sound.


  “I like the ones who play hard to get.”


  “You need help,” I point out. “And I’m not playing anything. I’m not interested. I don’t beg, I don’t chase and I don’t like men who behave like you.”


  His eyes scan my face, and damned if they aren’t lusty. “I could make you beg.”


  I just bet he could.


  We hold each other’s gazes, both of us clearly as stubborn as the other. Our intense glares are only broken when I hear Kady squeak, “Jesus, you’re not slow, are you, Gracie? I was only inside five minutes and you’ve already scored yourself a man.”


  I turn my face towards her and say in a casual tone, “Oh him? No, I was about to make him, well, unable to reproduce.”


  Kady looks confused and we shuffle against the wall – well, I shuffle as I try to shove him backwards with my hands to his chest. He doesn’t move – instead he pulls out another cigarette, lights it, and then pushes off me himself and turns, walking off towards the darkness. Just as I’m about to lose sight of him, he turns and murmurs, “Pleasure to meet you, Gracie,” God the way he just said my name, it practically dripped off his tongue.


  Then he’s gone.


  Poof, just like that.


  Cool exit, but he’s still a bastard.


  


  Chapter Two


  Ring. Ring. Ring.


  I groan, covering my face with my hands. God, go away.


  Ring. Ring. Ring.


  Ack!


  I roll, shoving my aching body out of bed and staring blurrily down at the screen of my flashing phone. vance. What the hell does he want on a Saturday morning? Deciding I really don’t care, I flop back down onto my bed and groan in pain as the movement makes my brain rattle about in my head.


  I’m never drinking again. God, what time did I even get home? After my encounter with the mysterious hot guy, Kady and I continued to drink and dance. The rest is a blur. At least I’m home in my own bed. That’s a plus.


  Ring. Ring. Ring.


  God dammit. With a curse, I reach over, slapping my palm over my phone and lifting it. I bring it up and press answer, before pressing it to my ear. My head is pounding and the simple movement of lifting my phone has me groaning in agony. This better be good. Or Vance is going to feel serious pain when I manage to drag my ass out of this bed.


  “You better have been kidnapped or something equally as awful, Vance.”


  A low chuckle.


  “Good morning, Gracie Lou. We have a job for you.”


  “No,” I grumble. “It took me an hour to pick old man hair from my brush. Go away.”


  “It’s a good one...”


  I huff. “No.”


  “A big one.”


  My lips purse. He’s probably baiting me, but he’s got my attention. Damn him, he knows me far too well.


  “A big one?” I ask, unable to help myself.


  “Mega. You got twenty to get in here, or Don will give it to Julio and he will roll all over this shit while throwing sarcastic useless female remarks at you.”


  I huff. I severely dislike Julio. I say dislike, because Don often tells me saying the word hate is bad for my soul. He’s probably right, so I’ll just pretend I don’t hate Julio. Then my soul can remain unmarked and clean. Winner.


  “I’m coming, dammit,” I mumble to Vance.


  “Atta girl,” he says, sounding far too chipper. “See you soon.”


  With that, I roll myself out of bed and trudge into the bathroom. I have one of those quick showers that barely allows me to wash myself, then I dress in a pair of jeans and a sweater before throwing my hair up and hurrying out. I live only five blocks from work, so I don’t use my car a great deal. Besides, there’s a great coffee place on the way that I’m slightly addicted to. I duck into the coffee place, getting my usual caramel latte before walking the rest of the way to the office.


  When I arrive, I shove through the front doors and nod to the receptionist, who, putting it simply, hates me. I can’t blame her, really. She’s in love with Vance, and he doesn’t notice her. He does, however, notice me. I like Vance, we have a really great friendship, but Sally up there doesn’t like that. Not one bit.


  The building I work in isn’t huge, but it’s nice. There are five offices, one big reception area, a conference room and a lunchroom. Don has the biggest of the five offices, and Vance, Julio and I have one each. We use the last one for storage, filing, and things like that. The building itself is fairly modern, after being recently re-furbished. Now it has dark grey walls and beautiful black tiling throughout. All the offices have been updated and I got a fancy new computer along with it. Score.


  I push into the conference room right on time, and see Don, Vance and Julio sitting around the small, square table. I glare at Julio as I go past and he sneers at me, flashing perfect – damn him – white teeth. His dark hair is pulled back in a tight ponytail at the base of his neck and he’s wearing an impeccable suit. Julio is good at his job, simply because you don’t expect him. He’s always so neat, so tidy and so unlike a “typical” Bounty Hunter.


  Not that there’s a particular type, but if you’ve ever watched television, they’re often portrayed as scary and mean. Julio is anything but. He’s the last person you’d expect to crash into your world and tackle you onto the ground. In other words, he doesn’t look like a badass mother. Vance and I are totally badass mothers. Well, Vance is. I pretend to be, because, like Julio, I’m not what anyone expects. It can be an advantage, but also a disadvantage.


  It’s a disadvantage when the person I’m bringing in decides to break down into fits of laughter over the fact that I’m a girl. Yes, that happens. A lot. I quickly correct them, usually with a foot to the ribs. I might not look it, but I’m totally endeavoring to become the ultimate badass mother.


  “Morning,” I mutter.


  “Late night?” Don asks.


  I shrug, flopping down into the chair next to Vance – then I carefully balance my coffee in my lap. He reaches across, wrapping an arm around my shoulders and pulling me close where he presses a kiss to the side of my temple. The other guys in the office are used to this kind of behavior, now. So am I, if I’m being honest. Vance is affectionate, and over five years we have had the chance to grow close. This is just how he is with me. He’s never made a move, or overstepped his mark.


  I know Vance has some sort of feeling for me. I suspect it’s romantic, but I can’t be sure because he’s never admitted that. I just know there are times I catch him looking at me with a longing that makes me uneasy. I adore Vance, but in the big brother kind of way. It’s always been like that. He’s always been a friend, someone I can confide in and that guy who teases me and is allowed to get away with it.


  Most women, however, wouldn’t hesitate to snap him up. He’s a handsome man. He has this sandy blonde hair that flows around his shoulders and the brightest, most genuine blue eyes I’ve ever seen. His skin is flawless olive and he’s tall and lean. He looks like he belongs on a surfboard, riding the waves. Not to mention he has a killer smile that usually makes women swoon before he has even introduced himself.


  “We got a rather large case in last night,” Don begins, getting right to the point.


  “How big are we talking?” Julio asks before I can.


  He always gets the big cases, well, he and Vance. I get the mediocre ones. Figures.


  “We’re talking thirty thousand to bring this guy in.”


  My eyes widen. Thirty thousand dollars? The most I’ve ever gotten is around seven thousand. Thirty is a big deal. Thirty would make the rest of my year extremely comfortable.


  “What has he done?” I breathe.


  “Skipped bail,” Don continues. “He is standing trial for assault with a deadly weapon and he’s also the main suspect for murder.”


  Yeesh. This dude is nasty.


  “I’m free,” Julio says. “I’ll get started on it right away.”


  I scowl at him. I hate how he just assumes the job is his.


  “Actually,” Don begins, and then turns to me. “I was going to offer this one to Grace.”


  To me? What? I mean, I know Vance said if I wanted it to get in here, but I figured it was a medium case, not something massive like this. Don never offers me the big ones, ever. Why the hell would he change his mind now?


  “This is a prank, right?” I stammer.


  “No, Grace. You made a valid point last night. You’ve been here five years, you’ve shown your worth and we hold you back. I’m giving you the chance to show us what you’re made of.”


  My chance.


  Oh God, my chance.


  I’ve been waiting five years for a decent case, something big, something substantial. My heart pounds and I feel Vance squeeze my shoulder. I open my mouth to respond, but nothing comes out. I’m overwhelmed; finally, they’re taking me seriously. This is my chance to prove to Don that I’m worth equally as much as Vance and Julio.


  “Don,” I breathe.


  Don puts up a hand, his eyes soft. “You deserve this, Gracie. I’m sorry I didn’t see that sooner.”


  Shit, I need to pull myself together. I close my eyes, take a few steadying breaths and compose myself. While I’m doing this, Julio begins his usual protest.


  “She’s a woman, Donald,” he yells. “How is a woman going to restrain and bring in a man his size?”


  I jerk and lift my head to glare at Julio. “And you’re a dick, but that doesn’t stop you doing your job properly, even though I’m sure the size of your ego constantly gets in the way. Careful, Julio, one day you’ll trip over it and it’ll be me pointing fingers at you.”


  He opens his mouth to fire something equally as harsh back, but Don cuts him off.


  “You disrespect anyone on my team like that again, Julio, you’ll find yourself without a job,” Don barks. “I don’t tolerate that kind of behavior. Grace has the same rights as any member of this team; her being a woman has nothing to do with it. Grace is smart, she’s well trained and she knows what she’s doing. I have all faith she will find a way to bring him in.”


  “She’s tiny,” Julio protests but it comes out as a pathetic huff.


  Don flinches and leans forward on his elbows. “And you’re walking a fine line, Julio. I’ve made my decision.”


  Go Don!


  Julio’s chair skids back and he throws his hands down onto the table, glaring at me. “You’ll fail, and I’ll be waiting when you do.”


  With that, he storms out.


  “Such a child,” I mutter as he leaves.


  Vance chuckles and Don clears his throat. I turn back and straighten my back. “I can do this Don, so hit me with it. What am I dealing with?”


  He slides a folder towards me, and I flick it open. My entire world comes to a screeching halt when I take in the picture of the drop dead gorgeous male on the front and I gasp. Then my eyes move to the name, Raide Knox. Oh no. Oh fucking no. This can’t be right. This can’t be the man who had me pinned against a wall last night. The man that made my knees weak. The man who burned himself into my brain.


  Shit.


  “Is everything okay?” Don asks.


  “Ah,” I squeak. “Raide Knox?”


  “You’ve heard of him?”


  You could say that. I didn’t know his name until now but I’ve seen enough of everything else. I’m not about to tell Don I was getting aroused over the man, and smart mouthing him, less than twenty-four hours ago. That’s hardly going to show him I’m good at my job. No, he can’t know that I came that close to Raide and that we discussed his sword. Raide the criminal. He didn’t look like a criminal. He certainly didn’t look like a murderer ... or at least someone who wanted to murder another person.


  “I’ve heard his name, yes,” I answer, giving him the best I’ve got.


  “Well you know he is quite well known and powerful. You need to be careful with this one, he’s smart and he’s cunning.”


  That he is.


  I flick through the folder, reading over his charges, his trial dates and when he was meant to check back in for those. “Where was he last seen?” I ask, even though I already know the answer.


  “He was sighted three days ago at East Gun Shop.”


  “Okay,” I say, closing the file. “I’ll study this over the weekend and on Monday, I’ll get started. What’s my deadline?”


  “Two months.”


  I nod, and stand. I turn to Vance. “You still coming around tonight?”


  He nods, grinning up at me. We have a weekly movie night, where we watch all the action comedies. It’s just our thing. I flash him a smile and then turn to Don who is rolling his eyes – he knows about Vance and my weekly movie night and he chooses to stay out of it, after all, we’re not breaking any rules. “Thank you, Don. I won’t let you down.”
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