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Prologue


Odin


 


A
growl leaves me as I find her at the bar surrounded by members of other clubs.
Snatching the bitch up by her hair, I yank her off the barstool. Better me than
Viking finding her in here amongst other men—alone. This woman has been a cross
between a mother and older sister to me and I’m not about to let her fuck up
her or my brother’s life.


“Who the fuck do you think you are?” she
screams furiously, ever the spitfire. She throws her arms wildly, hissing like
a damn feral cat as I wrap a forearm around her waist and tote her ass far from
the bar. I toss a nod in Nancy’s direction, grateful she had enough sense to
send me a discreet text about my sister-in-law. 


Fucking Princess, I swear. 


“I’m saving your ass; that’s who the fuck I
am.” With a grumble, I toss her into the trunk of her car. She’s going to kill
me when she sobers up, but that’ll be Viking’s problem to deal with by then.
She was flirting far too openly, and if that gets back to my brother, he’ll be
cutting off fucking heads as payback. I can’t have that in a club and area that
he’s struggled so fiercely to help bring peace to. 


The compound’s a short drive, just a few
minutes of Princess’s muffled screaming insults and kicking to attempt to ignore
and I’m pulling the car close to the main entrance. I hop out, slamming the car
door in my wake. Holding my breath, I press the button under the trunk, and it
pops open easily. Princess launches herself at me like a rabid dog. Ducking off
to the side, I catch her from behind before she drunkenly face-plants on the
ground. Adjusting quickly, I shift her until her biceps are to her sides,
locked securely in place by my massive arm wrapping around her again. 


Oh, she’s pissed all right. This woman is
livid and part of me can’t believe my nuts were big enough to make her ride in
the trunk. One day we’ll look back on this and laugh, if she doesn’t gouge my
eyes out in retribution anyhow.


“I don’t care if you’re ten feet taller
than me!” she screeches. “I will always be bigger damn it, and I’m going to kick
your ass, kid!”


With a snort, I mumble, “All right tiger,
rein it the fuck in. You caused enough of a scene back at the bar. Rein it the
fuck in before the brothers see you in such a goddamn mess.”


She yells random threats as I continue to
tote her ass through the club. My steps don’t falter as I storm through the
bar—the brothers bearing witness to the shitshow unfolding right in front of
them. I can’t believe this bitch has put me in this position. She’s the most
respected female on this fucking compound and she pulls this shit. Hesitating
at the office door, I take half a step backward then launch a kick powerful
enough that the door flies open, banging into the wall.


Viking jumps from behind his desk, shocked,
grabbing his twelve-inch hunting knife. “The fuck?” he shouts when he locks
gazes with me.


It’s too late, though; the fighting female
in my hold has gone limp, gut-wrenching sobs ripping from her chest, and I see
what she does. My brother’s pants are down his thighs, a club whore on her
knees and then the world shifts for me. My mission changes. 


Gently tossing Princess on the couch, I
head for Viking, fury in my gaze. He tosses the blade to the side just before
my fist rains down on him. The knuckles on my hand slam into his right eye, my
other fist hitting low, crushing into his ribs. 


“Oof,” he grunts and shoves me away hard
enough that I begin to stumble. 


It doesn’t sway me, however, and I charge
him, my shoulder low, driving into his gut. He slams into the wall hard, the impact
jostling him. Rising, I let loose a roar so loud it echoes throughout the
office mimicking thunder. My fists fly upward then pound down on him in untamed
fury. I want to beat the motherfucker until he can no longer stand. He doesn’t
deserve this family.


I’m not alone in my anger; if Princess were
sober, she’d be peeling the bitch’s skin from her face right now. She’s too
broken, however, and her whimpers drive me on to inflict pain on the one person
I’ve always admired the most. He’s been my strength and hope growing up. Now
he’s ruining his life. 


Mercenary and Nightmare storm into the
office with a shout, but I’m too far gone to pay any attention to what they’re
yelling. I want to hurt Viking like he’s hurting Princess. Payback is a
motherfucker to anyone who causes her pain. It’s been my job since I was
sixteen years old to protect her, and I always will—with my own life, if necessary.



The guys work to come between us, as
they’re the two biggest motherfuckers in the club besides Vike and me. Torch jumps
in moments later to help as I’m not fucking moving. Chaos is next, the four
finally separating us as Blaze rushes in. “What the hell is going on?” he asks,
his panicked gaze shooting between all of us and then landing on Princess.
Eventually, he sees the whore on the floor, and it clicks in place. 


I’m close enough to grab my brother’s cut,
and I do the one thing that will hit home for him. I rip the president patch
from his vest. “You don’t deserve this family,” I declare coldly with a glower.


Coldness takes over my brother’s features
as his mask comes on, and he decides to fight back. It’s no use. I’m nearly the
same size as him, and there are more of us. “Get away from my bitch,” Viking
thunders, and then it’s Blaze coldcocking him. He hits hard enough to knock
Vike’s ass out. 


The brothers stare at me with wide eyes.
They’ve seen everything, but no doubt this was the last thing they were
expecting. Hell, it was the last for me too. I’m fucking ripped in two over
this shit. It’s club law not to stop brothers fighting, but they must’ve seen
it in me that I was out to hurt the motherfucker.


Exhaling, Blaze moves to draw Princess into
his arms, holding her closely. She’s precious to all of us. We’ve dealt with
her attitude and bossy ass, but we’ve also been on the receiving end of the
care and compassion she shows every single one of us. She’s been a big piece in
making this place our home. 


Chaos and Mercenary release me as
Nightmare finally asks, “What do you want us to do with the Prez?” I know he’s
torn as well. That’s his best friend he just watched get knocked out. He can
read between the lines, though; he knows what’s going down. 


The brothers all wait for my order. I’m
the VP, after all. The youngest vice president in club history and now I’m
holding the president patch in my palm. I love my brother, but this path he’s
headed down must be stopped. If that makes me the bad guy, then so be it. I’ll
do what I must for my family. “I don’t care if you leave him in a fucking parking
lot somewhere but get him out of here. And grab some shit for Princess from
their house.”


They nod without question. I turn to
Blaze. “Set her up in a clean room. I want her here, so she has us to lean on.
I don’t want him showing up and bullying her into submitting to him. What he’s
putting her through is fucking bullshit.”


I’m such a goddamn hypocrite. I’ve never
only been with one woman at a time, but then I’ve never married one either.
Viking and Princess are what each of us hardened bunch of assholes strive to
be, but I guess this shows that all relationships have problems. I get that,
but I refuse for the club to see this shit. It’s the least Princess deserves
after everything she’s sacrificed to live this life. 


With a huff, I glare at the club slut.
“Get your shit and get the fuck out of this club.” She should know better.
Princess has earned every damn ounce of respect we give her. Club sluts fucking
with her either get turned out by Princess herself or by the brothers. P is the
queen bitch when it comes to the Oath Keepers. 


With a shaky nod, she scurries like the
home wrecking whore she is, and I turn to Chaos. “I could use a gallon of
moonshine right about now.”


“Come on, kid.” He slaps his hand on my
shoulder, the older man offering his support. “I think we can all use some
‘shine after that shit went down.” 


I need time to think, time to sort this
out before my brother comes to and decides he wants his club and wife back.
He’ll be furious, and I’ll need a plan, so he doesn’t kill me in the process.


*****


Princess
has been holed up in the room Blaze put her in for two days and hasn’t left or
eaten a thing. I’ve attempted to give her space, but the brothers are beginning
to express their worry. I can’t blame them, as I am concerned for her and Viking
both. If I know my brother, he’s licking his wounds at home, drinking every
ounce of liquor available to him. 


Knocking gently on the door, I wait. After
a beat of silence, I call through. “It’s me. I’m coming in.” Pausing, there’s
still no reply so I take it as her compliance.


With a twist of the knob, I’m greeted with
her bright blonde hair in all directions, the down comforter cocooning her like
she’s two days in with the flu. “You’re not eating,” I state and the covers
shift. No doubt it was her shrugging. I know this woman as if she’s my own sister
and she’s always been full of attitude. “Everyone’s noticed that you’re
withering away, and shits gotta be serious if a bunch of men are picking up on
it. You wanna let me in on what the fuck’s goin’ on?” 


She blows out a breath and finally sits
up. Still wrapped in the blanket, her puffy face and glossy gaze finds mine. It
wordlessly pleads with me not to make her talk about it, but that’s not what
this is. Things don’t work that way with me; I’ll let you stew a whole minute
but eventually you better move on or speak the fuck up. “Not really,” she
admits, her voice cracking from not speaking and crying too damn much. This is
so unlike Princess it has us all fucked in the head. The bitch is nuts with a
poker face like her pops and a set of lady balls that if she were a man, she’d
be the baddest motherfucker around. 


“Spill it.”


She inhales a deep breath, tears already
spilling over her cheeks as she confesses, “I had a miscarriage.”


My brows jump, shocked at hearing about
this. “Did this just happen?”


She shakes her head. “A few months ago.”


My sight becomes glazed, thinking of the
lost nephew or niece that no doubt would’ve been just like my brother and me
but without the baggage. It hurts, that’s for sure and I can only imagine what
she must be feeling. “I’m so fuckin’ sorry, P.” I mutter the useless words and
she nods.


Her lips tremble. “He thinks it’s his fault.”


“What?” I instantly ask with a near
whisper. 


“Viking.” She sucks in another shaky
breath, exhaling before continuing. “He’s rough with me,” she says, and I cut
her off with a growl.


“He hurt you?”


Her eyes widen slightly. “Oh no, that’s
not what I meant. He’s rough with me, but that’s how it’s always been. I love
that about him,” she clarifies, and I nod, her meaning clicking into place.
I’ve seen the two of them, we all have. It’s like a tornado between her and my
brother when they fight or fuck. “But he thinks he hurt me and that it’s his
fault I lost the baby.”


“Idiot,” I breathe. “Why didn’t he tell
me? Why didn’t you tell any of us?” My brother can be a damn dumbass sometimes.
He should’ve told us about this.


“Bethany and Nightmare know.” 


That’s understandable. Bethany is her best
friend, but I’m a little jaded that Viking didn’t confide in me, his blood
brother. 


“And you know how he is. He doesn’t open
up about anything,” she continues, making an excuse for him that he doesn’t
deserve.


I know that Vike’s stubborn, but it still
sucks. 


“We had this big plan.” She laughs, but
there’s no humor in her voice. It’s broken. “We decided to wait until we had an
ultrasound. We were going to have a big party for the club and make our
announcement.” Buckets of tears fall over her cheeks and it twists me up inside
to witness her like this. “Then two and a half months in...I-I just lost it one
day. The hospital says it’s common in early pregnancies.”


“Okay.” My brows raise. “Not to be
insensitive, but can’t you guys try for another?”


“I know you’re not being insensitive, and
others would probably think the same thing.”


I wait, breathing, trying my damndest to
project calmness, so she feels comfortable enough to keep speaking.


“We’ve been trying for five years to get
pregnant and it had finally happened.”


“Fuck,” I murmur. It was meant for myself,
but it comes out loud enough for her to hear.


“Exactly. There’s a chance it could be the
only time I ever get pregnant.”


“I had no idea you guys were even trying.
Does anyone else know you’ve been struggling with this? Doctors or anyone?” 


“I’ve confided in Bethany, of course, and
my dad. It’s why he finally got sober.”


Her father, Prez, is the original Oath
Keeper. Ares is the president of their club now, but we still call Princess’s
father Prez out of respect. And we’ve all noticed the change in him; he went
from drowning his sorrows to one day coming into the clubhouse looking like a
different man. We’ve each made him a tonic with lime at some point, noting that
he’d cut alcohol out of his life completely. I had no idea what made him
change, but it makes sense.


She swipes at the wetness coating her
cheeks, using the blanket to attempt to dry the evidence the tears have left
behind. “Viking is too stubborn. He says we don’t need help from anyone else,
that we’ll work it out together.”


“And he’s off being an asshole.”


She nods. “He blames himself. I’ve lost
him.”


With a jerk, I disagree. “No. Far from it.
He may’ve fucked up, but he’ll come to his senses and that’s when everyone in
his path will be mowed over so he can get back to you.”


With a sniffle and fresh tremble of her
lips, the shattered female admits, “I sure hope you’re right, Odin, because
he’s my life.” 










Chapter 1


Princess


 


“You!”
I wail, fire burning in my gaze as he enters what was once our sanctuary. I was
foolish to believe his week away had helped me reach any sort of peace. I was
wrong, as seeing him again has only sparked that memory fresh into my mind.
Drunk or not, I know what I fucking saw. 


“We gotta talk, P.”


“Fuck you!” I scream and launch the closest
thing to me at his face. “Stupid motherfucker!” The welded metal stiletto he
had made for me nearly clocks him in the side of the head. “You’re the last
person I want to speak to. Just get out.”


He swallows. His beard is shorter and that
minute detail has me spinning with fury. Who’s the bitch that he’d be trimming
up for? He hasn’t manscaped for me since my goddamn birthday. 


Nah, I don’t need to hear anything this
asshole has to say. I listened to his shit for years. I believed him; I gave
him every piece of my soul and came to believe I wasn’t good enough for him in
the end. I loved him with every breath I took. Fuck, I still do... It doesn’t
excuse his behavior. I watched my mother get trampled on for far too long. I
was a witness firsthand to her heartbreak. I refuse to live my life that way. 


He ducks, cheeks pinking as he stands back
up to his massive height. “Rein it the fuck in, woman.” His huge hands go to his
hips, the move making me want to chuck something at his dick next. 


With a snort, I smirk and shake my head.
“So rich, coming from you.” I get sarcastic when I’m pissed. I thought it was
only with my dad, but it looks like I’m that way with all men when I’m angry.
“Go sleep at your club; I’ll throw your shit out when I feel like it.”


His lips part as he exhales, brows
bunched. “Just calm down, you’re being dramatic.”


My eyes grow so wide, I’m afraid they may
damn near pop out of my head. “Dramatic?” I laugh, sounding a bit crazy, and
maybe I am losing my mind a little bit. He was my everything—my fucking
everything. “You want to see dramatic? Let me show you what level I’m on,” I
threaten and step to the gun cabinet. One thumbprint is all it takes and the
door pops open, offering me my weapon of choice. 


“Goddamn it, Cinderella!” His voice raises
as I reach for the shotgun. It’s loaded and ready. We don’t have children, and
in this lifestyle, it’s better to be safe than sorry. 


Spinning around, the barrel meets his
abdomen. I’m far too short compared to him for it to be comfortably positioned
over his heart. He doesn’t deserve to have a heart. That cavity’s probably damn
near empty anyhow. “You want to get your dick sucked by some whore?” I scream,
growing more infuriated by the moment, my finger itching to pull the trigger.
The kick from it will sting, but he’ll never hurt me again after that shotgun
goes off. 


Blaze takes a step closer, coming in from
the kitchen. Viking had me so distracted, I’d forgotten he was even here. “P,
put the gun down, babe. You can toss shit at ‘em all you want, but no
shooting.”


“You saw him, Blaze,” I whisper, tears
filling my eyes, clouding my vision. I keep my focus on Vike’s abdomen; I can’t
risk meeting my ol’ man’s gaze. I’ll falter and I can’t afford to do that with
him. He’ll completely ruin me. 


“I know, and he’s asked the club for
forgiveness. He’s asked the brothers for understanding and time. You need to
put the gun down so we can all talk about this.”


My lip wobbles, my chest feeling as if a
knife was stabbed through it. I saw him with my own two eyes in that office.
The one man I believed I could count on always, has betrayed me. He knows how
fragile I am when it comes to being unfaithful. He promised me he’d always be
mine... I was his, but he was mine first. My gaze climbs higher, meeting my
husband’s. A tear falls over his tanned cheek, contradicting the hard,
merciless man he’s always shown to the outside world. With a broken whisper, I
utter, “I hate you,” and move to shoot.


Before I can get a bullet off, I’m tackled
from the side. The shot goes crazy, the gun kicking into my shoulder hard
enough to leave a decent sized bruise. I cry out in shock, even though I knew
it would hurt. I’ve shot all of our guns many times, always practicing in case
I ever needed to use one. 


Drywall crumbles down from the ceiling
where my aim ended up. Blaze pants over me, bracing himself as to not crush my
small body under his mass. I’ve grown thin, nearly willowy as this month has been
even worse between Viking and me. I couldn’t get down more than a few bites
over the last week. After seeing my true love in a compromising position with
that whore, I stayed sick to my stomach. 


Viking’s massive boot stops in front of me
and the gun’s yanked out of my grip. He tosses it off to the side out of my
reach. My eyes cut to his face to discover him glowering down at me tangled up with
his cousin. “You’re off your fucking rocker, woman!” he roars. 


“Give me my phone,” I tell Blaze.


Viking interrupts. “The fuck you gonna
call?”


“Ares!” I hiss.


“Oh?” He growls and Blaze finally climbs
off me, pulling me up to stand beside him. “What do you think Ares will do?”


“He’ll put that bullet in you since I obviously
can’t.”


He rolls his eyes and my hand lashes out,
slapping square across his cheek. His reflexes are too quick for me, catching
my hand after it makes contact. He doesn’t let go, yanking me into his powerful
frame. “Bitch!” His chest rumbles as he finally grows angry. 


The spit leaves my mouth before I realize
what a mistake it was to go there in the first place. He’s lowered me to this.
“Fuck you,” I say as his irises shift to black, his free hand coming up to wipe
the spittle from under his eye. His hand moves to wipe it on his jeans, jaw clenching
so hard, I’m thinking he’s about to crack his molars. 


I’m breathing quickly, my chest heaving,
waiting for the blow I know has to be coming. I’ve overstepped, gone too far.
Perspiration dots my brow and the back of my neck, knowing he’s probably either
going to beat me or kill me. I shot at him, hit him, and spit on him. I’m not
dumb enough to think he’ll not lose his shit. Viking’s far too calculated and
menacing; he’s the President of his own chapter. There’s nothing soft about him
except me, and I’m the one who’s pushing his buttons. 


“Blaze, give me your shirt,” he says,
gesturing with his hands to come closer. His cousin, ever the dutiful soldier,
whips the T-shirt over his head, handing it off. I’m too freaked out to move,
waiting for him to drag me out back and put a bullet in me. Viking tosses the
shirt on his shoulder than grabs my other wrist, transferring it to one big
grip. 


“W-what are you doing?” I croak, my voice
is lacking its full amps after my previous screeching. He doesn’t reply, just
begins stretching the soft fabric around my wrists. Within seconds, I’m bound
and trying to make peace with the pain I know is coming. He grabs my bicep,
yanking me to the kitchen. 


So, it’ll be a knife. I should’ve known
I’d go out bloody. I swallow, tears cascading over my cheeks. I refuse to beg,
but I have to try a bit of reason. “It doesn’t have to be this way. You can
stay and I’ll leave.”


Vike’s brow scrunches again, peering at me
as if I’m still the crazy one. Opening the junk cabinet, he comes back with a
roll of painters’ tape. 


Fuck. I can’t believe this is ending like
this. 


He rips a small piece free, further confusing
me until he places it over my mouth. “That’ll hurt like a bitch when it comes off,
but you won’t shut the fuck up and listen to me.” He pulls a kitchen chair free
from the little four-seater breakfast table and moves me to sit in it. At least
it’s not duct tape; that’d be painful enough to have me shaving the hair off
his head when he sleeps if I live through this. 


He yanks another chair over, turning it
around so he can straddle it. Viking’s far too close, I feel like I can’t
breathe. My chest hurts from a mixture of things, the main one being his
betrayal. I glance to the living room where Blaze plops down on the couch, seemingly
relaxed again now that I’m restrained. He blows out another breath then his
hands come at me and I flinch. 


“I missed you, P,” he mumbles and wipes my
tears away. It’s confusing. I’m angry and sad inside and so fucking hurt. He
clears his throat, his stare boring into me too much. I look at the floor
instead. I can’t handle it, not being able to scream and I refuse to sob like I
want to in front of him. I’m not weak; I never have been. 


“Look, I know I fucked up, ‘kay? This is
gonna sound so fucking cliché, but it’s the motherfuckin’ truth. When Odin
brought you into the office, I was blitzed. We’d just had another fight the
night before, and I’d started my day with whiskey in my coffee.” He tugs a
cigarette free, lighting it up in my kitchen. I glare, because when in the fuck
did he start smoking, and he’s doing that shit in my house. 


He takes a long drag before blowing it off
to the side and continuing. “I was drinking heavily all day. The club slut had
been trying to chat me up for days and I kept telling her to fuck off. Those
young ones are resilient.” He shakes his head. I want to spit at him all over
again for making me listen to this bullshit. 


He puffs on the cigarette, not letting my
glower disrupt his course. “I was halfway passed out. You know I can drink damn
near any motherfucker under the table, but I was tore the fuck up. I’d been
through a fifth of Jack Daniels; I was trying to sleep it off when the tramp
came in my office. It began with her trying to kiss me and that’s when I’d
started to wake up. She’d unbuttoned my pants and unzipped them when I was out
of it. When I’d batted her off, I thought she’d taken the hint. I’d leaned my
head back, started passing out again and she’d tugged my pants to my knees. I’d
felt her hand on my cock and my mind was fuzzy. I started thinking it was you.
Hell, I’d told her to fuck off, so I thought she was long gone.”


His ashes fall to the floor as he takes
another drag, half of the cigarette already burned through. “She was naked
already when I came to again. I watched her stroke my cock for a second before
I was able to focus enough not to pass out again. I was just telling her to get
the fuck out when Odin kicked the door in, carrying you.”


Tears cascade over my cheeks. Hearing
Viking say she touched him makes me want to hunt her down. Odin kicked her out
of the club, but I’m wishing she were still there so I could go find her. I
want to hurt her—badly. His fingers come to my cheeks, swiping my tears away
again. 


Climbing to his feet, he tosses the
cigarette into the sink. I can’t help but watch his muscles flex with the
movement. He’s thinned out himself, no doubt from a liquid diet. Wherever he’s
been, he hasn’t been eating like he normally does. I want to believe him, but
after the turmoil we’ve been going through following the miscarriage, I don’t
know what to think. That was the last thing I ever expected to walk into. I was
drinking and flirting myself, but it was harmless compared to that shit show. I
know who my ol’ man is, and in the end, no matter what shit we face together, I
love him. I would never be caught with my pants down with another man who
wasn’t Viking. How does he expect me to react to all of this?


He grabs a bottled water, twists the cap
and chugs half of it down before taking his seat again. “I’ll open the windows
to air out the smoke. My nerves have been fucked up,” he admits, and I nod,
still teary. “After all these years, Cinderella, you’re still so fuckin’
beautiful. Have I ever given you a reason to doubt my loyalty or love for you?”


Again, I shake my head. It’s not like I
can speak through the damn tape. It’s true though, he’s never made me feel jealous
or unsafe. I’ve always been able to count on him, but the sight of her on her
knees feels as if it’s burned into my brain. One thing’s for certain, if I see
that whore anywhere, I’ll be teaching her a lesson. No one touches what’s mine.



“If I remove the tape, you gonna spit on
me again?” My gaze meets his, pausing, thinking it over. I can’t spit again;
I’m surprised he didn’t smack my freaking lips off for doing it to him in the
first place. Viking doesn’t handle disrespect well, even if it’s coming from
me, and Lord knows I dish out attitude when I see fit. 


Shaking my head, more tears leak. I may
not be sobbing, but my heart still hurts, and when I get angry, I’m either a
smartass or I cry. It pisses me off—crying when I’m mad. It’s the last thing I feel
like doing, yet it happens anyhow. Right now, I’m a mixture of angry and upset.
It’s a messy emotion to be going through. 


Viking leans forward, planting a kiss on
my forehead. My heart squeezes in response, and finally he removes the tape.
“You all right?” he mutters and I nod. “You can talk, P.” I nod again, swallowing,
not sure what I should say in this moment. 


Exhaling, I silently hold my bound hands
up.


“Nah, we’re gonna talk this shit through
before you go off and point a loaded gun at my ass again. I’ve killed men for
less.”


“Where’ve you been?” I ask eventually. He
completely disappeared for an entire week. I was sick with hurt, then jealousy
began to eat away and finally yesterday I’d began to grow worried. I was
starting to wonder if maybe he’d gone Nomad and if I’d ever see him again. He
had a wandering soul when I first met him. I was the reason he found a home. If
I’m not his home anymore, why would he stay? I was about to break down and
confront Odin tomorrow if I hadn’t heard anything yet. I guess I got my answer.
He came home and he arrived with answers. He seems completely sober too. 


“I took a ride down to the coast. I had to
clear my head and be sure that what I remembered was all the pieces. At first,
I wasn’t sure I could forgive myself and drank until I should’ve been hospitalized.
I blame my metabolism for burning the alcohol up and not killing me. I started
tying everything together and eventually came to the full truth.”


“And you’re certain you won’t remember anything
else later down the road?” Inhaling, his scent hits me—leather road, wind, soap,
and man. I’ve missed his smell. I’ve missed his presence. 


He shakes his head, gaze confident. “I
found that club slut on my way back into town.”


My glower instantly returns and my bound
hands clench into fists. “You saw her?” Jealousy rages inside—the feeling
mocking, urging me to go out and hurt her. 


“I had to get answers.”


“And?” I fume, on the verge of lashing out
at him. 


“What I said is the truth, woman. She confirmed
it.”


“Did you bury her for it?” 


His brow jumps. “I was pissed but I’m not
going to kill some dumb bitch for trying to blow me.”


My temper ignites, and I jump to my feet.
“She didn’t just try to blow you. She tried to jeopardize your marriage! Take me
to her; I’ll kill the fucking cunt!” 


His nostrils flare, his irises darkening.
I know that look. 


“Oh no, we’re not fucking!” I declare and
his lips turn into a devilish smirk. 


“You getting all territorial has my dick
hardening. It’s been over a week.”


“That’s not my fault!”


“You know how I get, beautiful.” He stands,
towering over me, chest heaving. His gaze rakes me from bottom to top, pausing
to take in the formfitting tank top. Licking his lips, he reaches forward to
graze my nipple. 


“Vike,” I warn, but it’s no use. He’s made
up his mind. 


“Glad I left your ass tied up. I’ve missed
that tight pussy.” Reaching forward, he grabs the top of my comfy shorts,
tugging me a step forward and pushes his chair to the side. He moves until my
breasts brush against his solid form. 


“You’re still in trouble,” I warn and his
hand sinks into my shorts, fingers finding my core. 


“But am I? I found out the truth and came
back for you, woman. You never stopped being mine. Now be a good ol’ lady and
give up this wet pussy.”


Swallowing, I bite down on my bottom lip
and then he’s spinning me. I’m pushed over the kitchen table, my shorts yanked
down over my ass. 


Blaze stands and coughs out, “I’ll be
outside if you need me.” Not that we haven’t fucked in front of him, but I
appreciate him giving us a bit of privacy. 










Chapter 2


Viking


 


My
boots move to the inside of her ankles, spreading them how I want her. Once I
put my fingers in her shorts, I knew I’d be fucking my woman. There’s nothing
like her warmth. She’s the piece that’s been missing this past week. I needed
her like no other, but I also needed the space to get my shit straight. 


She’s the prettiest damn thing I’ve ever
seen and coming into that house, it hit me all over again. That feeling for her
has never changed. Sure, we’ve been going through some tough times, and it’s
been tense around here—had me wanting to drown my thoughts. Being gone all week
and finally seeing her just as beautiful as I remembered, it was like my chest
exploded with warmth for her. Then she tried to shoot my ass. Normally I’d be
furious and on a mission for murder, but coming from her, witnessing her fired
up like that had me wanting to lay my claim all over again. 


“You’re mine, Cinderella, never forget
that. I told you in the beginning, I’d make every part of you belong to me, and
I fuckin’ meant it,” I growl, ripping the button on my jeans free and pushing
my zipper down. My pants are shoved out of the way enough for me to tug my cock
free. 


I fumble a bit, not being able to line the
head to her slit fast enough. Thrusting forward, I drive into her to the hilt.
She cries out at my entry and a pleased growl rumbles my chest. My hand shoots
into her hair, fisting a handful and tugging back until her back is bowed
toward me. My free hand wraps around her stomach, skating under her shirt. My
calloused palm meets her silky-smooth warm flesh and climbs higher until I palm
one of her full round tits. She’s the sexiest, wildest bitch, and I’ll never
have my fill of her crazy ass. 


Leaning forward, I plow into her again and
again. It’s hard, rough, savage fucking to show her whose cock she’s been
without. She needs to be reminded just how much she twists me up inside. I’ve
killed for this woman, and I’d do it again in a heartbeat. I took her as my ol’
lady in a bar full of people, and I’d do it again to show her she’s the only
one for me. I claimed this pussy—me! She’s mine and I’ll be six feet under
before another motherfucker so much as breathes in her direction. She wants to
pop off and act like she’s lost her fucking mind, getting jealous and shit,
I’ll fuck it out of her to remind her whose cunt I’m obsessed with. 


“You miss your ol’ man, sugar? I’m gonna
fuck you till you can’t walk, to remind you who the fuck you belong to. And the
next time you pull a gun on my ass and not hit me with the bullet, I’m gonna spank
your ass until you can’t sit down. You hear me, P? You’re mine. You wanna be
fucking pissed, be angry. You hit and kick and throw a fit, but in the
end...you always belong to me.”


She moans, her pussy spasming with her first
orgasm. I’ve had her ass daily for years; she’s no fight against me when it
comes to responding. Her body knows its master—me. “You’re a bastard,” she pants,
her legs already beginning to shake.


My hips pick up their speed, fucking her
hard enough that the slap of skin echoes through the room. “I am, and a bastard
needs his bitch. Good thing I got mine,” I rumble, squeezing her perfect tit
and not letting her legs collapse. I continue on, pounding into her body. With
each move tomorrow, she’ll remember why she never wins against me. Pinching her
nipple, her core tightens, already seeking out its second orgasm. She’s missed
me, no doubt. “Damn, you didn’t play with your pussy at all, huh? So fucking
needy.” 


Another tweak of the stiff peak and she’s
giving in, mewling my name on her lips. “Viking! Oh God!” Her cunt squeezes my
length and I can no longer hold on. A burst of cum shoots free, painting her
slick channel with my heat. 


With a groan, I lean into her, my forehead
resting on her shoulder as I groan through the intense pleasure. It’s never
been this good... only with her. Every damn time too. It doesn’t matter if I
plant my cock in her every single day; it’s always so goddamn intense. “Jesus,
I love you,” I mumble, pressing kisses on her back. 


Holding her small body to mine, I smell
her sweet scent. I missed her. “I don’t care what it takes,” I admit finally.
“I’ll do whatever we have to. I refuse to give you up. If you want to start
looking at options so we can have a baby, I’ll suck up my pride and get on
board. I want you happy. I always have. You’re my woman, and if that means we
adopt or surrogate or whatever, do it. I’m behind you one hundred percent.” 


Her form begins to shake in my hold. I
pull my cock free and lift her higher, my arms surrounding her. She’s crying again.
I release my hold long enough to turn her to face me and pull her to my chest.
Pressing a kiss to the top of her head, I ask, “Cinderella? What did I do?”


She shakes her head and mumbles into my
pec. “I love you.” She hiccups, wetting my shirt with her tears. 


“I love you. Talk to me, woman.”


“You’ve just come home, saying everything
I wanted to hear. I didn’t think that would ever happen and I’m thankful. I
wish we could have a child on our own, you know how badly I do.”


I nod. She can’t see me, but it’s
irrelevant. Pulling back enough, one hand moves to tip her chin up, so she’ll
meet my gaze. “You try too much, and you’ve put up with my being stubborn about
it for too long,” I say, my thumb moving to swipe the wetness from under her
eye. “I didn’t feel like I was a man, not being able to knock you up. I can see
it now that it’s not that; it’s a combination of both our bodies. Obviously, we
really are meant for each other if we both have issues. I don’t have enough
swimmers and your body has a tough time carrying a baby. I was a fucking idiot
to put more pressure on you about it all. I’m sorry my love. I only want you
happy and fulfilled. We’ll contact some doctors and do what we have to. In the
end, it doesn’t matter how we get the kid, so long as I give you the family you
want to have.”


More tears fall and she flashes me the
first smile I’ve seen from her in over a week. “I love you, Vike. Welcome
home.”


I pull her to me, holding her tightly. She’s
everything and no matter how many years we’re together, I’ll always love her with
every breath I take. We’ll get through this. We're both headstrong, and if that
means I give in and finally ask for help, I will—for her. 


“You’re my home,” I murmur, reminding
myself that I’m the luckiest man alive to have her as my ol’ lady. 


 


***** 


Church


 


Glancing
to the brothers surrounding me, I’m filled with regret for acting like a
goddamn fool and involving them in my shit. Princess and I should’ve sorted our
issue long ago, but I had to be stubborn. I couldn’t set my pride to the side
and ask for help, and in the end, it made me look weaker. I won’t make that
mistake twice. I have my woman and my club depending on me. 


Sitting in my place at the head of the
table, I get straight to the business at hand. I’d already had to suck it the
fuck up and ask the members to give me another shot after taking off and
leaving the club with my younger brother to head it up in my place. That was an
embarrassment. I’m a fucking man, and I don’t need to come off as broken to any
motherfucker. The president from the other charter was even calling to make
sure I was straight. We’ve become so much closer over the years that I ended up
opening up about the turmoil swirling through my veins. He told me to ride and let
the wind sort it out. Turned out it was exactly what I needed in the moment. I
had to free my mind, sober up, and come to terms with what’s important and a
priority in my life. Cinderella was number one, of course. She always has been,
and that’ll never change. 


“Spider hit me up with some intel, said
shit’s about to hit the motherfuckin’ fan.”


There are various grumbles around the
table. When Spidey says something’s going down, it’s never pretty. Lifting up
my cell, I flash it to the other brothers. They know to shut the fuck up so we
can call the brother on speakerphone. 


“Vike?” He answers and everyone settles in
to listen.


“Yeah, what’s up? We’re in church and you
have an audience.”


“Brothers,” he acknowledges, and they
quickly respond. Spider continues, “My contact at the border said more shit’s
coming through than what’s been agreed on.” 


A growl leaves me as I grumble, “Heroin,
again?”


“Yep,” he confirms. “I wouldn’t be
thinking much of it, if it were anything else.”


“Fuck,” I huff, and Odin shakes his head,
furious as well. Brothers light cigarettes and cross their arms. This meeting
won’t be pretty at this rate. “Cartel agreed to keep that nasty shit going to
Cali and not through Texas. What the fuck changed their minds?”


“There’s a surge of illegals hitting
California right now. Border is all over searching that area of the United
States right at the moment. Especially with all the mules running drugs to have
money to even get into the U.S.”


“Where the hell’s ICE when we need them?”
Chaos bursts. “Now we’re going to have another upsurge of trafficking at our
borders rather than keeping that shit filtered to California! We’ll be right
back to policing Texas to keep their heroin and sex trafficking out of our
state.”


My fists clench, glaring down at the cell
phone on the table before me. This is just more shit for the Texas clubs to take
on. Not all of us are worried about keeping our state safe or pushing out the
hardcore substances. There are plenty of motherfuckers that will assist the
cartel for a piece of the pie—at the stake of all of us. “Agreed,” I growl, and
Nightmare’s fist slams to the table, rattling everything. 


“A lion took a fucking chunk out of my leg
because of their compound full of drugs and women! Those motherfuckers have
another thing comin’ if they think I’ll allow them on our turf. I have an ol’
lady and kid to protect that none of them will give a fuck about. I say we take
another ride down and remind them exactly who they’re fucking with.”


Glancing around, the brothers nod. They’re
just as pissed, and I know when I call up Ares from the other chapter, he’ll be
furious. “Spider?” I glower at the phone, impatient. 


“The Nomads are on board; we have your
back.”


“Good,” leaves me, my timbre low and
raspy, sounding more savage than man. “Then let’s show them that no one fucks
with Texas or the Oath Keepers MC, brothers!” I shout, climbing to my full
height. “Prepare for war!”
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CHAPTER ONE


Maisie


 


Two
years ago…


 


I stretched, my body,
well and truly sated from the royal shagging my husband, Hatch, had provided
before heading off to work. He was a mechanic and owned a garage not far from
home. He’d left me in bed with a promise to drop our boys at school before
heading to his shop, so that I could have a lie in. Today was “Maisie Day.” It
happened once a month, come hell or high water, and Hatch took care of
everything. Today it was the royal shagging, followed by lunch with my girls,
then mani/pedis with my baby girl, Poppy. This particular Maisie Day came during
hell and high water, considering someone had stolen Hatch’s identity and
it was taking a while to sort it out. Whoever had hacked his accounts was a
hacking phenom and not even our resident genius, Booker, could get around it.


My phone buzzed on my nightstand and I
answered it, assuming it was Hatch. “Miss me already?”


“Babe, it’s Flea. Hatch has been
arrested.”


“What?” I whispered, throwing the covers
back and jumping out of bed. 


“Hatch has been arrested,” Flea repeated.


Those four words had just turned my
perfect world upside down.


“For what?” I demanded.


“We don’t know. Mack’s trying to find
out.”


“Flea, you need to get me information. I
need to know what the bloody hell is going on.”


“I will, Maisie. I promise.”


I hung up and tried to call Hatch. He didn’t
answer…not that I expected him to, but I tended to be an optimist and really
wanted this to be fake news. 


In hopes of getting something, I called
Mack. He answered after one ring. “Babe, I don’t know anything yet. Try not to panic.”


“How can I possibly not panic when my man
has been taken by God knows who to God knows where, without a word to anyone? I
want to talk to him.”


“Tryin’ to work that out, Maisie. I’m
kinda runnin’ into a brick wall.”


“Are you joking?”


“Babe.”


“Look, I get that I’m not versed in how
the American jail system works, but I’ve watched enough movies to know that he
gets a phone call,” I said. “And I’d imagine, if he doesn’t ring me, you will
be the next choice.”


“No one’s getting to him and I’m trying to
find out exactly why.”


“No, no, no, no, no, Mack. Not acceptable.
You need to shut this down.”


“Can’t do that if I’m on the phone with
you, Maisie.”


“Right. Of course. I’m hanging up now.” I
did and hurried through a shower before donning clean clothes. I wasn’t really
sure why I was even bothering, but my British stiff upper lip required I didn’t
show emotion whilst wearing the freshest of knickers.


My phone buzzed just as I pulled my hair into
a band. It was Payton. “Hi, Pay. Have you heard?”


“Yes! What the hell is going on?”


“I don’t know. I was kind of hoping Hawk
would know.”


“No one knows anything,” she said. “Crow
and Mack are working on it. Hawk went to the club. Actually, everyone’s there.
I’m at your door. Come let me in.”


I rushed downstairs and pulled open the
door, finding myself pulled into one set of arms, then another. Payton and
Cassidy, who were Hawk and Ace’s women, respectively, lived just down the
street and were both speaking at once as I led them to my kitchen.


My phone buzzed, and I answered it without
looking at the screen. “Hello?”


“Are you sitting down.”


“What’s going on, Mack?” I asked as I
lowered myself into a kitchen chair.


“He’s being held on the Patriot Act, which
means, he cannot contact anyone. Not even me.”


“Oh, my god,” I rasped, tears making their
way down my cheeks. “Is he okay? Will they hurt him?”


“I don’t know, honey, but try not to freak
out, okay? We have friends in law enforcement. You know they’ll do whatever
they can to watch out for him.”


“Where did they take him?”


“He’s being held at a secure facility in
Portland. That’s all we know.”


“Mack, you have to find a way for me to speak
to him. At the very least, make sure he’s okay. Safe. I don’t want him getting
shived in the shower or something horrible like that.”


“Technically, he’d be shanked with a
shiv,” Mack said.


“I swear to all that is holy, are you
telling me there’s a possibility he might be shanked?”


“Bad joke. I’m sorry. Pretty sure he can
take care of himself, Maisie.”


“Not even he can survive a shank wound.”


I could tell he was holding back laughter as
he said, “As soon as I know anything, I’ll call you.”


“Okay. Thanks.”


I hung up and Payton slid a cup of coffee
in front of me then sat down. “We’re gonna figure this out, honey.”


“God, I hope so,” I whispered, just as my
phone rang again. “Hi, Poppet.”


“What’s going on with Sid?”


Poppy had called Hatch ‘Sid’ (Stand-in-Dad)
ever since he’d adopted her. Hatch’s love and acceptance of my daughter had
helped further soothe the loss of my late husband, Niall. The heartbreak
something I thought I’d never survive. Before Hatch and I got married, Poppy
had fallen hard for his nephew, which Hatch had kibosheded, but love always
found a way, and the two had been married for almost a year now.


“We’re not entirely sure, darling. Just
that he’s being held and they’re citing Patriot Act so he can’t ring me,” I
said.


“Well, that’s a load of shit,” my daughter
hissed.


“I know, love.”


“I’m coming over.”


“Okay, darling. I’ll see you soon.” I hung
up again and stared at the wall.


“What does everyone want for breakfast?”
Cassidy asked.


“Nothing, love,” I said. “I don’t think I
can eat.”


“Which would piss Hatch off,” Payton said.


She was right. It would. I sighed. “Eggs.”


“And bacon,” Cassidy added.


“Sure. I have loads of it, considering I’m
married to a bacon hoarder.” 


I rose to my feet, but Payton tugged me
back down. “It’s Maisie Day, honey. We’re cooking and taking care of the kiddos
until all this shit is sorted.”


I sat down again and focused on my friend.
“What if he’s stuck, Payton. What if he never comes home?”


“Don’t think that way, sweetie. We’re
going to figure it out.”


I wish I believed them, but until we knew
exactly what was going on, I was going to have to be strong for Hatch. It
wouldn’t do him any good for me to melt down. 


* * *


Later
that evening, I’d still had no word from anyone when my sister-in-law showed up
and let herself in. “Maisie! Honey, you here?”


“Where else would I be?” I ground out.
“Kitchen,” I called.


Hatch’s sister, Cricket, rushed in and
wrapped her arms around me. “Are you okay?”


“What do you think?”


She met my eyes and sighed. “Well, Minus
thinks he’s figured some things out.”


Minus was Cricket’s man and the President
of the Burning Saints MC. Cricket had just been hired as public relations liaison
and head of the Burning Saints’ charitable foundations, so the two of them were
the new kind of power couple. I was happy for her, even if Hatch wasn’t a huge
fan of Minus.


“Why would Minus figure anything out?” I
asked.


She appeared confused as she frowned. “You
don’t know?”


“Start talking,” I demanded.


“Oh, god, honey, I don’t know if―”


“I swear to all that is holy, if you don’t
start telling me what you know, I will never speak to you again.”


She sucked in a breath, then nodded.
“Minus has located the person who kind of set Hatch up.”


“Are you fucking kidding me?”


“No.”


“Who is it?”


She bit her lip.


“Who, Christina?”


“Kitty.”


“Kitty, Kitty?”


She nodded.


Kitty had been patched out of the Dogs of Fire
just before I’d met Hatch, but I’d certainly heard stories of the
six-foot-seven tosser with brains and biceps bigger than anyone else’s on the
planet. Framing Hatch would be a perfect way to get even, especially, if he
could get the Burning Saints in on his little plan.


“And Minus is going along with all of
this?” I asked, pulling open the wine cabinet.


“I wouldn’t say he’s going―”


“I’m out of wine up here,” I snapped.
“Bloody hell, now I have to go downstairs and haul some up.” I stomped toward
our basement just as I heard the roar of pipes. I let out a frustrated growl.
“You deal with that!” I snapped, and continued downstairs.


I didn’t care who it was or what they
wanted. I wanted to drown my sorrows in my favorite wine. 


“Mummy!” Poppy called as she walked into
the basement with takeout bags in her hands. 


Her husband, Devon, walked in behind her
with a six-pack of beer. 


“Are you hungry?” Poppy asked.


“Not really.”


“I dropped Flash and Jamie off at Hawk’s so
you don’t have to worry about them.”


“Thanks, lovey.” I grabbed a bottle of
wine out of the wine closet and set it on the tiny kitchen island. 


Our basement served as both a game room
and safe room with fully locking doors and secret exits, but tonight, it was my
drunk room, and I planned to use it to its full advantage.


Before I’d had a chance to open my wine,
Minus and six of his men walked in the room with Cricket.


“No!” I snapped, shaking a finger toward
them. 


“I’ve got some news,” Minus said.


“Unless the news is my man is coming home
tonight, I don’t want to hear anything out of your lying mouth.”


“Maisie,” Cricket whispered.


“Huh-uh,” I snapped. “I’m sorry, Cricket.
I know he’s your man, and I appreciate you needing to support and defend him,
but I swear to Christ, if you want to censor me right now, you’ll find yourself
out on your arse.”


She nodded and stepped closer to Minus.


I crossed my arms and glared at Minus.
“Now, Mr. President, is my man coming home?”


“We’re working on it.” 


“And what exactly does that mean?”


“We were able to reach out to
Kitty―”


“Reach out to him?” I snapped. “You
know him?”


“We’re working with him to get information
on who framed Hatch.”


“You mean you know who it is?”


He stalled and I studied him.


“Oh my god!” I squeaked. “It’s Kitty,
isn’t it? Kitty framed Hatch?”


“I don’t think―”


“You sodding piece of shit,” I yelled.
“This… all of this… is because of you!”


I couldn’t believe Minus was in cahoots
with the man who’d framed my man. That went way below the belt.


“Mais―”


“Shut your bloody mouth,” I snapped. “I
don’t want to hear any more of your bullshit.”


Cricket stepped toward me. I appreciated
her support, particularly since she’d moved to my side and away from Minus’s.


“I’m thinkin’ there are too many people in
this room for a simple discussion,” Flea said, and all eyes turned to him. I
hadn’t even heard him come in.


Minus nodded to his Sergeant at Arms,
Clutch, who ushered the rest of the men out of the house. 


“What the fuck is goin’ on?” Hawk growled
as he stalked into the room.


Ace and Maverick walked in behind him.
Hawk and Ace both had homes across the street, and Maverick lived with Hawk’s
daughter in their basement apartment.


“Do you have news?” I asked Hawk


He shook his head. “Nothing you don’t
already know.”


“Goddammit!” I snapped, then focused my
evil stare back on Minus. “You need to fix this. Immediately.”


“Maisie, I’m workin’ on it,” Minus said.


“We all are,” Flea added.


I bit back tears. “Does anyone know anything
about how he is? Are they feeding him?”


“No one can get in,” Flea said. “But
Ryan’s workin’ on that.”


“He is?”


Ryan was Poppy’s best friend, Grace’s,
father. 


“Yeah.”


“Does Grace know?” I asked.


Grace had a volatile relationship with her
father and if she knew he was involved, I wasn’t sure how she’d feel. Her
grandmother had just had surgery and she was staying with her while she
convalesced, so she had a lot on her plate.


“Yeah,” Flea confirmed.


“Is she okay?”


“She’s workin’ on it.”


“All of this on top of her grandma,” I
mused sadly. “You take care of my girl, Flea.”


“I will, babe.” He turned to Minus. “There
a reason you’re here? Outside of gettin’ grilled by Maisie?”


“I brought a couple guys to watch the
house. In case we had issues.”


“In what fuckin’ universe did you think we
couldn’t, and wouldn’t, take care of our own?” Hawk asked.


Minus raised his hands in surrender.
“Never crossed my mind. Just wanna help.”


Hawk pulled his phone out of his pocket
and put it to his ear. “Yo, Mack.”


The room stilled, and all heads turned
toward Hawk.


“Yeah, man, that’s great.” He focused on
Maisie. “I imagine she’ll be all over that. Okay, brother, I’ll fill her in.
Yeah. Bye,” he said, and hung up. “Mack’s got a way to get you in.”


“What?” I squeaked. “When?”


“Tomorrow. Ryan’s organized it… but you’re
goin’ in as a munitions expert. To interrogate Hatch.”


“Is he high?” I threw my arms in the air.
“I don’t know anything about munitions.”


“You better get studying, Mummy,” Poppy
said.


“Clutch can help,” Minus offered. “He
actually is somewhat of an expert.”


“That doesn’t make me feel better,” I
admitted.


“Can we come in now?” Payton asked,
walking into the room and sliding into Hawk’s arms.


“Were you even gonna wait for me to say
‘all clear’?” he challenged.


“No way in hell.”


Cassidy and Lily weren’t far behind, and
Ace and Maverick folded their women in hugs.


“What did we miss?” Cassidy asked.


“Mack’s getting me in to see Hatch,” I
said.


“That’s great,” Cassidy said, but I rolled
my eyes. “It’s not great?”


“Get this…” I shook my head. “Ryan, in all
his infinite wisdom, is getting me in as a munitions expert to interrogate
Hatch.”


Payton snorted. “Is he―”


“High?” I interrupted. “Probably.”


“Maisie, I really think Clutch can help,”
Cricket interjected.


“Fine!” I ground out. “Have him come
down.”


Clutch was not only the Burning Saints
Sergeant at Arms, but he was Minus’s best friend and a complete charmer. Street
smart and whip smart as well as handsome as the Devil himself. I could only
imagine the notches that must adorn his bedpost. 


“First thing we’re gonna need is two drinks,”
Clutch said with a smile before setting down two glasses and a bottle of
bourbon in front of us.


“I’m not going to argue,” I said, my voice
trembling from the nerves.


“Look, you’ve got nothing at all to worry
about,” Clutch said in a reassuring tone as he poured. “You’ve just got to
convince a police station full of cops that you’re a munitions expert with a
specially in explosives, right?”


I grabbed the glass of bourbon the moment
Clutch pulled the bottle away. “That’s what they tell me,” I said before
emptying the glass’s contents. 


Clutch smiled. “That’s one way to drink
forty-year old Scotch.” 


“I’m sorry, I’m just so nervous. I didn’t
mean to offend you,” I said sheepishly.


“No offense at all.” Clutch smiled. “I got
the bottle from Hatch’s office.”


I laughed but was still petrified I
wouldn’t be able to pull this off.


“Look, I don’t know the first thing about
bombs and guns other than what I’ve seen at the cinema in action movies,” I
rasped.


“Don’t worry about any of that. If you
play your part correctly, no one there is gonna suspect a thing. As long as you
act like you’re supposed to be there, those asshole cops won’t question
a thing,” Clutch said.


“But what if they do question me?”


“If you get backed into a corner, box your
way out with a barrage of technical jargon. Tell them shit like you’re doing a
thorough and complete analysis of both the chemical and mechanical properties
of the explosive device, along with a psychological profile of its manufacturer
to assess whether or not the two possess likely linking factors.”


“Easy for you to say.”


“Not really,” he said with a laugh. “I’ve
been into this bourbon for a while now. Look, more than anything, you have to
throw around ‘cop attitude.’ If you can do that, you’ll be fine.”


“How do I do that?”


“Just look at every other cop in the
building with a look in your eye that says, ‘I’m a fellow badge and I’ve got
your back in the line of fire, but given the opportunity I’d go over to your
place while you’re at work and fuck your wife.’”


 I burst out in uncontrollable laughter
and gave Clutch a squeeze. “Thank you for the drink and for the laugh. I needed
them both.”


“I’m puttin’ all my money on you. You’re
gonna be the best expert cop that ever walked into that place.”


“Maybe after one more drink.”










 


CHAPTER TWO


Hatch


 


Goddammit, what the
fuck? I’d been stuck in the cell for a hell of a lot longer than twenty-four
hours, and I was goin’ stir-crazy.


“Prisoner, on your feet,” a deep voice
ordered, and I stood slowly.


What now?


The window popped open and Ryan Lundy’s
face appeared between the bars. “Hey,” he said.


Ryan was the father of Poppy’s best
friend, Grace, and the husband of Maisie’s late best friend, Ali. He and I’d
had a relatively strained past, in that his wife had tried to kill Maisie, and
had ultimately shot herself while speaking to Maisie on the phone. Ryan was
forced to straddle the line of honoring his wife and protecting his children,
which had caused a rift between him and Grace. His son, Merrick, and I had
grown close and he’d been a recruit for our club for a number of years now. 


I let out a sigh of relief, and gave him a
slight grin, meeting him at the door. “Hey, brother. Do you have any idea what
the fuck is goin’ on?”


“Not completely. The Dogs are on it,
though, and they’ve got Minus working on something.”


“Why the fuck do they have Minus workin’
on it?”


“Don’t know all the particulars yet. As
soon as I know, I’ll fill you in.” He slid a pack of Cheetos in through the
bars. “In the meantime, these’ll tide you over until breakfast.”


“Did you happen to smuggle a beer or two
in as well?”


He chuckled. “That was beyond my ability.
Sorry.”


“What do they have on me?”


“Something to do with bomb-making.”


“Trumped up bullshit.”


“Well, yeah,” Ryan agreed. “Booker’s working
on hacking in to find out who did it.”


I dragged my hands down my face. “Is
Maisie okay?”


“She’s threatening lives and worried sick
about you.”


“Fuck,” I breathed out. “Will you tell her
I love her?”


“I can’t, brother. Not yet.”


“Jesus.”


“You need anything?”


“Other than my life back, you mean?”


“Yeah,” he said.


“No, man, I’m good.”


“Okay, I’ll know more tomorrow. Hang in
there.”


I gave him a chin lift and he closed the peep
door. Heading back to my cot, I dropped the cheesy snack on the end and then
sat down and settled my face in my hands. Goddammit. I hadn’t spent a night
away from Maisie since we’d made our thing permanent. That was more than ten
years ago now, and I had no idea how I was gonna deal without her, even if I
was only stuck here one night. Fuck me, tomorrow couldn’t come fast enough.


* * *


Maisie


 


“Remember,”
Ryan warned. “You’re an American munitions expert.”


This cockamamie plan was actually
happening. I’d been up all night studying and even though I was exhausted,
adrenaline was coursing through my veins. “Bloody hell, Ryan, you didn’t tell
me I had to put on an American accent as well,” I hissed. “How are we going to
get one over on the FBI?”


“You won’t,” Ryan assured me. “But Jaxon’s
doing you a favor by setting this up. He’s got the FBI guys distracted for a
while, so the only ones you need to convince are a couple of local detectives.”


“Ryan,” I whispered. “They’re cops, not
idiots.”


“Maisie, I’ve got it sorted. Just follow
my lead.”


“If this doesn’t work, I will kill you,” I
said. “But if it does, you have my life-long love and devotion.”


He chuckled. “I’ve always had your
life-long love and devotion.”


“That might change if I don’t get my arms
around my man today.”


“You can’t touch him, Maisie, or the
jig’ll be up.”


I scowled up at him. “You better find a way
for me to touch him, Ryan, or heads are gonna roll.”


“I’ll see what I can do.”


“Ryan, you got your expert?”


I glanced down the hall to see a uniformed
officer barreling toward us.


“Yeah, man,” Ryan said, and nodded toward
me. “Linda Warren, this is Joe March.”


I stuck my hand out and said in my best
American accent, “Nice to meet ya.”


I saw Ryan bite back a laugh and forced
myself not to react.


“I’m gonna show Linda the file, then we’re
gonna meet with Mr. Wallace,” Ryan said.


“You think you can figure out what he’s
planning?” Joe asked.


“If he’s plannin’ anything, yeah,” I said.
God, I wanted to smash this man’s face in, but I had to play the game.


“We got some solid evidence,” Joe said.


“All cirrrr-cum-stantial at this point.” 


Ryan gave me a side-eye frown. I’m pretty sure
I hung on my ‘r’ on circumstantial a bit too long, but, seriously, I was not
American, and I didn’t play one on television, either. I had no clue what I was
doing.


“Linda’s a real ‘innocent until proven
guilty’ type,” Ryan said. 


“It’s how your–our legal system
works, right?” I challenged.


Joe scoffed. “This guy’s a biker. Calls
himself ‘Hatchet’ or some shit like that.”


“Hatch,” Ryan corrected, stepping slightly
in front of me.


Seriously, I wanted to cut Joe into several
pieces… maybe with a hatchet. This man was taking liberties.


“Well, he’s not talking, so if you can get
something out of him, more power to you.”


“I’ll do my darn tootin’ best, partner,” I
said.


“You wanna bring him down in ten?” Ryan
asked, shooting me another look.


Joe nodded. “Sure.”


“Dial it back a bit, John Wayne,” Ryan
warned as he pulled me into an interrogation room and I paced the small space,
hands on my hips, in an effort not to hit something.


“Maisie,” he whispered.


“What?”


“Sit down.” He opened the manila folder on
the table and pointed to something. “I need you to look at this.”


I leaned over, and he whispered again,
“Camera. Remember, look engaged.”


I nodded and pointed at another part of
the page. “You failed to mention cameras, Ryan. Can we get them turned off?”


“I’m going to see what I can do. Just
follow my lead.”


“I’ll follow your lead, so long as it
leads me to getting my arms around my man.”


The door opened, and I glanced up to see
Hatch being pushed into the room. His eyes hit mine and I desperately tried not
to react. Outwardly, he was the model of a pissed off man being held without
reason, but his eyes. Ohmigod, his eyes. They softened, and I saw every little
bit of love he was trying to send me with one look.


He looked healthy. Pissed off, but healthy.


Joe led Hatch to the table and settled him
facing the camera. Ryan walked Joe to the door and closed the door behind him,
turning to face us. “You have about a minute to say something until they figure
out I’ve unplugged the camera, make it quick.”


I didn’t hesitate, wrapping my arms around
Hatch and kissing him gently. “Hey.”


“Hey, Sunshine. What are you doin’ here?”


“I’m acting as the munitions expert.”


He choked back a laugh. “What the fuck?”


“I love you. I miss you. We are going to
figure out how to get you out of here, okay?”


“Okay, baby. I trust you.”


“I need to plug the camera back in,” Ryan
said. 


I leaned over and kissed Hatch one more time.
He responded, which only made me want to strip him down and fuck him in the
interrogation room, camera be damned.


“Maisie,” Ryan warned, and I sat across
from Hatch, opening the file. I managed to mouth, ‘I love you’ to him before
Ryan joined us.


“And that’s why we want to know what you
know,” Ryan said. 


I had to give it to my friend. He acted
like he’d been speaking the whole time. I saw now that it was for the benefit
of whoever was watching… hopefully, they would assume the camera had
malfunctioned.


Hatch stared at him, but said nothing.


“I see you’re not a talker,” I observed,
and Hatch dropped his head. I could tell he was trying not to laugh. Even he
thought my American accent was shite… or shit.


Ryan flipped some pages in the file, then
slid them to him. “What about this? Do you know anything?”


I leaned forward and saw Ryan had notes
written directly to Hatch, filling him in on what was happening with the club,
and updates on what Booker had found. Shit I didn’t even know. 


Hatch didn’t react, just read the pages,
then sat back. “Can’t help ya.”


God, I wanted to jump him. His cool,
confident swagger in spite of his circumstances was something I’d fallen in
love with before everything else. Sexy as hell.


His eyes hit mine and I knew he didn’t
miss me licking my lips. He diverted his gaze back to Ryan and gave him a smug
smile.


“What about this?” Ryan pressed, flipping
another page. 


Hatch glanced at me and my panties nearly
melted off, then he focused on the pages.


“When do I get my lawyer?” Hatch asked,
leaning back again.


“We still got time to detain you,” Ryan
said.


Hatch shrugged. “Can’t help you.”


Ryan pushed out of his chair and paced. “I
can’t believe you don’t have any… okay, guys, you’ve got another minute.”


I glanced over my shoulder and saw he’d
messed with the camera again, so I virtually jumped across the table to kiss
Hatch. “I miss you so much, darling.”


“I know, baby. You covered?”


I rolled my eyes. “Every single club
member has been by the house more than once since you were taken, so, yes, I’m
covered. Are you eating?”


“Yeah, Sunshine, all things considered,
they’re treatin’ me like a human.”


“How are you so calm?”


“Baby, there’s nothin’ I can do. It’s out
of my control. I trust my brothers, yeah? They’ll figure it out.”


I blinked back tears.


“Sunshine, don’t cry. It’s all temporary.”


“It’s not if they lock you up
permanently.”


“Not gonna happen.” He leaned forward.
“Now, kiss your man, then go home and try not to worry.”


I kissed him, because I had to, or I might
die, but not worrying just wasn’t going to happen. “I love you.”


“I love you more, Sunshine. Remember
that,” he whispered.


A bang on the door had me jumping away from
Hatch and sitting back at the table. Ryan opened the door. “I think we’re done
here.”


“Something’s wrong with the camera,” Joe
said.


Ryan frowned. “Oh? Let me look.” He acted
like he was doing something behind the door. “Loose wire. All fixed, but we should
get some duct tape on that.”


“Did you get anything?”


“Nothing useful, no,” Ryan said. “I’ll
take him back to lock-up.”


“I’ll walk Linda out,” Joe said.


“I’m good,” I rushed to say, almost
forgetting to use an American accent. “I know my way out.”


Hatch dropped his head again and I
reminded myself to verbally spank him when he got home… maybe I’d really spank
him as well.


Bloody hell, I was going to go through a
few vibrators tonight.










 


CHAPTER THREE


Hatch


 


Fuckin’ Kitty!


I hadn’t committed Ryan’s notes to memory
because I wanted to remember everything about Maisie. Her scent, her lips, her
body. But what I do remember from the clues Ryan had written down was Kitty’s
name. And if he was anywhere near this, I was gonna fuckin’ kill him.


Kitty had been a thorn in my ass since the
day he patched in. Crow assigned him to my crew due to his enormous size and
weapons expertise. He was a great soldier and totally loyal to the club, but he
had a short fuse and an almost insatiable appetite for just about everything.
Kitty was usually either on the prowl for pussy or looking for a back-alley
fight, thus his name. Plus, Crow said he reminded him of that big blue fucker
in Monsters, Inc.


Once we’d figured out Kitty’s true talent was
talking with robots and shit, we plugged him in and tried to keep him indoors
and off the streets as much as possible. He’d behave for a while but would
eventually “bust out” and tear up the streets of Portland while on an epic
bender of sex and violence. It wasn’t his fault, really, it was simply in his
nature. He was a giant and everything he did was larger than life. 


Unfortunately for Kitty, this included his
ability to draw unwanted attention to the club, and Crow eventually had enough.
Kitty was the first and only member of our club to be patched out and exiled. 


“Wallace!” a guard bellowed, despite the
fact I was three feet from him.


“Yeah,” I answered, and sat up. 


I’d been in this shithole for more than a
week, and other than pushups, sit-ups and running in place, there wasn’t much
else to do, so I was flat on my back, reading Catch 22 from the jail book cart,
and wishing my woman was there to keep me warm.


“Time to go.”


“Where?”


“You’re out.”


I stood and made my way to the door.
“Out?”


“Yeah. Charges have been dropped.”


“No shit?”


“No shit.” The door opened and the guard
stepped back. “Grab your belongings.”


“I’m good.”


He nodded and led me out to the desk to
sign paperwork and change out of my jumpsuit and back into the clothes I’d been
brought in wearing. It didn’t really hit me until I saw Maisie pacing behind
the glass separating us, and I let myself believe it was real.


I had two more doors to go through, then
she was in my arms and I was holding her close. “Hey, Sunshine.”


She kissed the base of my throat, then stared
up at me, her fingers in my beard. “You’re really out.”


“Looks that way.”


“Let’s get you home and naked before they
change their mind.”


I grinned. “We got time?”


“Boys won’t be home for two hours and Crow
said you can come to the club whenever you feel up to it.”


“Baby, I’m not goin’ to the club after
just getting home.”


She grimaced.


“What?”


“Well, they kind of have a thing planned,”
she said.


“Jesus. You okayed it?”


She smoothed her palms over my cut.
“They’re the reason you’re out, darling. I didn’t feel like I could say no.”


“You can always say no, Sunshine.”


“I won’t feel so bad about not saying no
if you take me home and give me the shagging I deserve.”


“Your wish is my command,” I whispered,
kissing her quickly, then taking her home.


Walking into the mudroom from the garage,
I took a minute to take in the space, then took a deep breath and closed my
eyes. Maisie was always melting scented wax and I’d admittedly taken the aromas
she created for granted. 


“You okay?” she asked, her face covered with
concern.


I smiled down at her and nodded. “Just
glad to be home.”


She pulled her T-shirt off and crooked her
finger. “You’re gonna be even happier in a second.”


I rushed her, lifting her so she could
wrap her legs around my waist, and carrying her to our bedroom, kissing her the
whole way.


Jesus, her lips on mine were phenomenal.
Always had been. But even more so when I hadn’t had access to them in so long.


I dropped her gently onto the mattress and
pulled off my cut and shirt. Maisie let out a quiet gasp and I frowned. “What?”


“You’ve lost weight,” she said, blinking
back tears.


“Stop,” I ordered.


She wiped her tears and nodded. 


“Maisie, I’m serious. I’m about to bury my
face in your pussy and I want you happy before I do it.”


“They didn’t feed you.”


“They fed me, Sunshine, it just wasn’t
anythin’ I wanted to eat.”


She sat up on her knees. “So you starved
yourself?”


“No, baby, I ate. I just ate what I needed
to survive.”


“Bloody hell,” she hissed, scrambling off
the bed. “You’re going to have a proper meal.”


I grabbed her arm and pulled her back to
me. “After I fuck you.”


“Connor.”


“Maisie, you leave this bed and you and I
are gonna have a conversation that will not end with my face in your pussy.”


She let out a quiet hiss, then squared her
shoulders and asked, “You think you still have the stamina?”


I unsnapped her bra and cupped her tits.
“You seriously questionin’ my stamina, Sunshine?”


Kissing her neck, then her collarbone, I
guided her onto her back on the mattress and tugged off her jeans, panties and
all, burying my face between her legs. It didn’t matter where or when we
fucked, I always started here, unable to vary my course. Jesus, her pussy was
like catnip to me… pun intended.


I ran my tongue over her clit, then blew
gently, earning a quiet, “Oh” from my woman. Her hands slid into my hair,
pulling the tie out, and gripped my scalp. I’d threatened to cut my long hair
off a few times in our more than a decade together, but she’d follow it up with
a reminder that she’d divorce me if I did, so I let it grow. She whimpered,
grinding against my hand as I pressed two fingers inside of her and swept her
walls. 


“I need you inside me, Con,” she begged,
and I made quick work of removing my clothes and sliding into her. She knew how
much I loved her using my real name in bed.


Her quiet hiss spurred me on and I ran my
tongue over her collarbone, moving lower and drawing a nipple into my mouth. I
buried myself deeper as I nipped at her neck gently, then kissed her, dragging
her arms above her head and holding her still as I fucked her. Hard.


My dick threatened to explode with every
thrust, but I knew she wasn’t ready, so I slowed my movements slightly. 


“Oh, God,” she rasped. “Don’t stop.”


“I’m not stopping, Sunshine. Just makin’
it last.”


“Well, you can last as long as you want,
but I’ve been without your dick for far too long, so I’d like to come, please.”


I gave her what she wanted, kissing her as
she screamed my name, her pussy contracting around me, then I flipped her onto
her stomach and slid into her from behind.


Wrapping her hair around my hand, I pulled
gently and she dropped her head back with a sigh. “Yes, darling, right there,”
she prodded as I buried myself deeper.


I released her hair and gripped her hips,
holding her tight to me as I thrust into her harder and harder. 


“Connor!” she cried out, and I felt my
balls tighten as her walls contracted around me. I gave two more thrusts, then
exploded into her, kissing the rise of her ass as her pussy milked me dry.


I slid out of her, pulling her over my chest
as she burst into tears and settled her head on my shoulder. 


“It’s okay, baby, I got you.”


“I didn’t know if you were ever coming
home.”


“I was always comin’ home, Sunshine.”


She sniffed, kissing my chin as she said, “I
want you to know, I almost killed Minus.”


I chuckled. “I understand that feeling.”


“But then he really came through and
Clutch helped me with all the gun lingo. So, I let him keep his head. I got the
impression Cricket was on board to help me hide his body.”


“Yeah?”


She nodded.


I stroked her back and smiled. “Cricket
has always been overly protective when it came to all of us.” I had four
brothers, all younger, and Cricket was not only the baby, but also the only
girl. As protective as she was with us, we were ten-fold when it came to her.


“Mom!” 


Maisie sat up. “Shit! He’s home early.”


I glanced at the clock on the nightstand.
“He’s not, actually. We lost track of time.”


“Mom!” Flash called again.


Flash’s real name was Parker, but we’d
called him Flash ever since he was little because as soon as he could walk, he
was off and running. Jamie, our youngest, would be home shortly, so it was time
to cut our reunion short. 


Maisie was already out of bed and pulling
on her clothes, I did the same, and we headed downstairs. “I’m here, love. And
I have a surprise.”


I walked into the kitchen with a grin.
“Hey, bud.”


“Dad!” he shouted, and made a run for me.


I grabbed my son up into a bear hug and
held him tight. “Jesus, I missed you.”


“I missed you too,” Flash said, hugging me
harder. “Are you out out, or out on bail?”


“Out, out,” I said. “All charges dropped.”


“Awesome! Jamie’s gonna shit himself.”


“Parker,” Maisie warned.


“Sorry, Mom, but he’s gonna be really
excited, and it’s quite possible he’ll defecate in his underoos.”


I couldn’t stop a laugh as Maisie rolled
her eyes and made her way to the fridge. “You hungry, baby?”


Flash and I both answered, “Yes.”


She grinned, rushing over to hug us both
before stepping back to the stove to make food. 


Flash and I sat at the kitchen island
while Maisie cooked, and she set grilled cheese sandwiches in front of us just
as the front door slammed and Jamie called, “Mom, I’m home.”


I slid off the stool, making my way out of
the kitchen and smiling as Jamie slid off his shoes. “Hey, buddy.”


He spun with a gasp and made a run for me.
“Dad!”


I lifted him and held him tight as he
hugged my neck. “I missed you.”


He turned watery eyes to me, then hugged
me again. “Are you gonna leave again?”


“No, buddy, I’m here for good.”


“Sid!” Poppy squealed as she walked in the
front door and wrapped both me and Jamie up in a hug. 


“Hey, baby girl.”


Poppy was technically my step-daughter,
but I’d adopted her soon after Maisie and I had gotten married. Her biological
dad had died of cancer when she was really little, and she’d always called me
Sid (Stand-in-Dad).


She reached up and patted my cheek.
“You’re really here.”


“Yeah, baby. Really here and not goin’
anywhere.”


“Is Mum freaking out?”


I chuckled setting Jamie on the ground.
“Less than you’d think.”


“Wow,” she breathed out.


“She’s made grilled cheese,” I said. “Come
and eat.”


I followed my kids into the kitchen and
reveled in the love they showed me. I was so glad I was home.


 










 


CHAPTER FOUR


Maisie


 


“We don’t need to do
this,” Hatch said once we’d climbed off his bike. “Say the word, and I’ll take
you back to bed and bury myself deep again.”


I shivered at the thought, closing my eyes
and biting my lip before forcing myself to shake the desire to have him fuck me
again.


“Your brothers haven’t slept working to get
you out, love,” I said, trying to calm my hair and hide my red-ringed eyes. I
still found myself bursting into tears if he was out of my sight for more than
a minute. “They deserve to see you, too. Even Flash and Jamie recognize that.”


Poppy was bringing her brothers in a little
while so that I could be on the back of my man’s bike.


He frowned. “Yeah. But we’re gonna make it
quick.”


“I’m good with that.”


He tucked me protectively under his arm
and we walked inside.


“Hatch!” Flea bellowed, jogging toward us.



Hatch released me, sort of. He removed his
arm from my waist, but took my hand as Flea pulled him in for a hug. 


“Let’s get you a beer…or twelve.”


Hatch chuckled, keeping a tight hold on me
as we moved through the room. His brothers each hugged him, then handed him a tequila
shot, which Hatch took, until I decided to slow things down.


“The man needs to eat,” I said. “You can
get him wasted later.”


The room erupted in laughs and I guided
Hatch toward the kitchen. Before we could get any further, however, we heard
the roar of pipes outside. Since the majority of the club members were already
here, I figured it was probably Minus and his crew.


“It’s the Saints!” Booker confirmed after
checking the security monitors.


“Let ’em in,” Crow said, and the motor on
the rolling bay doors activated. A group of five Burning Saints rode up, parked
and got off their bikes. 


Minus pulled off his helmet, followed by
Clutch.


“What the fuck is he doing here!” Hatch
growled, advancing toward the giant third man standing between Sweet Pea and Ropes.


“Whoa, hold on just one minute, Hatch.
Lemme explain,” Minus said, blocking Hatch’s path.


I frowned. Not a smart move on Minus’s
part. I glared up at the big man, several inches taller than Sweet Pea, which
made him close to seven feet, I was sure. This must be Kitty. I’d heard his
name, usually said in some derogatory tone, and since it was very likely this
man had something to do with Hatch getting locked up, I didn’t care how big he
was. I was contemplating how hard it would hurt to head butt him in the
testicles.


“Fuck you, Minus, step aside or I’ll make
sure you’re separated from Cricket for good this time around,” Hatch snapped.


Minus’s jaw stiffened, and his fists
balled at his side. “I’m gonna let that go, but you need to stop and let me
explain why he’s here.”


Hatch continued his advance. “I mean it,
Minus, there’s gonna be six feet of fresh soil between you and my sister if you
don’t get out of my way right fucking now.”


“Hatch!” Crow yelled, causing him to stop
in place, but his eyes remained locked on Kitty’s massive frame, which now
stood only three feet from Hatch. “What the hell is going on here, Minus? You’d
better have a really good explanation as to why this giant sack of shit is
stinking up my clubhouse, and why you brought it here.”


“Kitty’s the reason Hatch is out of jail,”
Minus said.


“Bullshit. He’s the reason he was there in
the first place,” Booker snapped.


“That was Scorpion, and Los Psychos,”
Kitty said.


“You shut your fucking mouth, Ben,”
Crow spat out. “You have no right to be here, and I swear there’ll be nothing
but a stain where you’re standing if you don’t leave.” He turned to Minus. “I
don’t know what the fuck you think you’re pulling here, but you need to go with
him, and I’ll think about whether or not our clubs have any kind of future
together.”


“Crow, please. That’s what this is all
about. That’s why Kitty is here with me.”


“You don’t know shit about Kitty or his
history with my club,” Crow snapped. “My club, Minus. My club that I kicked him
out of years ago. The guy that I just found out was trying to frame my Sargent.
A man I asked you to deal with to settle up your debt to me.”


“I did deal with it,” Minus continued. “I
got you every shred of information you needed and then some as a matter of
fact. I held up my end of the deal, lock stock and fucking barrel, Crow.”


“He looks no worse for the wear, I
notice.”


“I told you the Burning Saints are out of
the hurt business. I got you what you needed, my own way, without violence,”
Minus said calmly.


“By cutting some sort of deal with him? By
agreeing to bring him here in exchange for the information he planted?” Crow
growled.


“Yes and no. If you’d just hear him out,
he can explain everything,” Minus said.


“I don’t want an explanation from him. I
want an exodus from all of you. Get the fuck out, or I’ll put you out.”


Clutch took a step forward and moved his
hand towards his inside cut pocket, but Minus motioned for him to stand down.


“It’s cool, I’m not here to cause trouble,
Crow,” Minus said. “You know the kind of future I’m trying to build for my
club, and you know how much I respect your council. You also know the intel we
gave you was solid, and that we’re gonna help you until this Los Psychos shit
is resolved, but right now I need you to trust me. Give us five minutes and if
you don’t like what you hear, you’ll never hear from Kitty again.”


“I shouldn’t have heard from him at all,
and it’s your future presence around here that you should be worried about.”


“I understand. Five minutes, that’s all I
ask.”


“You’ve got three.” He crossed his arms.
“Start talking.”


Hatch leaned down to kiss my temple and
whispered, “Club business, baby, yeah?”


I rolled my eyes. “Bloody hell, Con—”


“I’ll fill you in later, but if this gets
heated, I don’t want you gettin’ hurt.”


“Well, I don’t want you hurt, either.”


“Sunshine,” he warned. 


“Fine,” I snapped. “I’ll go make you
something to eat.”


“Love you, baby.”


“Yeah, yeah. You’re gonna work hard
later.”


“Lookin’ forward to it.”


I headed to the kitchen and started going
through the fridge. My kids walked in a few minutes later, followed by several
of the wives and girlfriends of club members, so I put them to work, helping me
make food for an army.


* * *


Hatch


 


“Let
me get this straight,” Crow said, stroking his thick beard. “In order to pay
off your debt to me, I told you to get information from Kitty and for you to
come through for me you had to agree to patch him into your club?”


“Not had to, chose to,”
Minus clarified.


“As if that’s better.”


“No one gets into my club by force. Kitty
agreed to give me, therefore you, access to the information you needed, and in
return, I’ve agreed to bring him on as our tech guy. We have needs, he has
skills, not to mention he knows the area.”


“You’re forgetting the part where I ran
him out of the area years ago and told him not to show his giant face around
here again.”


“Yeah, well instead of being an ass about
how he found the intel, how about you just be happy he did it and didn’t ask
for anything in return,” Minus said.


“Fuck this,” I said. “I’d rather drink than
listen to any more bullshit head pussy wants to spout. Who’s with me?”


The room erupted with cheers and we spent
the rest of the night drinking and eating the feast our women prepared for us.










 


CHAPTER FIVE


Maisie


 


Present
Day…


 


“You good?” hatch asked
as he held me close. Maisie Day had come again, and last night I was convinced
I was over the fear that he’d be taken from me again, but this morning, it all
came back. 


“Not yet,” I admitted, burying my face in
his neck.


He chuckled, kissing my temple. He was
waiting for me to feel settled before he left for work. I’d feel bad if he
wasn’t the boss, or if he didn’t have a kickass team to cover for him.


This was one of the things I’d come to
fully appreciate about being part of an MC. And even more now that Hatch had been
promoted to club President. There were a shit-ton of bikers ready to back you,
whether in a fight or needing a morning shagging your husband.


This morning, Flea had opened the shop,
and Hatch’s brother was joining him so Hatch could stay here with me. Don’t get
me wrong, I didn’t freak out every Maisie Day, just this one. The one that
happened at the same time of year as he was arrested. 


“Poppy’s gonna be here in less than twenty
minutes,” he informed me.


“She’ll understand.”


He lifted my chin to meet my eyes and
stroked my cheek. God, he was a beautiful man. Long, dark hair, peppered with
grey now, his beard full, and when he smiled, his eyes crinkled at the corners,
proving I’d made him laugh for a long time. 


“Nothing’s going to happen to me, Sunshine.
Remember, I’m your escape hatch.”


I chuckled, kissing him gently. “I know
that here,” I said, tapping my head. “But here,” I settled my palm over my
chest, “not so much.”


“You need me to fuck you again?”


I sighed. “Need? No, because a twelfth
orgasm would just be greedy, but want? Yes.”


He slid a hand between my legs and pressed
his palm against my clit, slipping two fingers inside of me. 


“Mmm,” I moaned. 


Then he was over me, his dick sliding into
me and his mouth on mine and I was wrapping my legs around his waist, arching
to get closer.


I wove my fingers into his hair and he bit
my lower lip gently, burying himself deeper inside of me. “What do you want,
Maisie?”


“Your dick.”


“Where?”


I blinked up at him. “Where ever the hell
you want to put it,” I challenged and he hissed as his dick got harder inside
of me.


Pulling out, he rolled me onto my side and
retrieved the lube from the nightstand, then he pressed the tip of his dick at
the tight entrance of my ass and pushed in slowly. I whimpered with need,
trying desperately to keep another orgasm at bay. 


“Jesus, fuck,” he hissed as I took him
deeper and he slid his hand between my legs and fingered my clit. 


Pressing his palm against my mound, he
thrust gently, then moved faster, and I screamed into my pillow as a climax
overtook me quicker than expected. As much as I loved morning sex, it was
always hard for me to stay quiet, and if my kids heard me, I’d be mortified.
Hatch let out a less than quiet grunt and bit my shoulder as his dick pulsed
inside of me.


“Shh, love, the kids will hear.”


“Don’t give a fuck,” he said.


“Connor, you should.”


Sliding out of me, he rolled me to face
him. “One day, God willing, they will have women who let them fuck them ‘where
ever the hell they wanna put it,’ and they’ll understand that their Dad is a
lucky man.”


I stroked his beard. “Okay, that’s a
visual I didn’t need, and I highly doubt they want to know that their mum loves
anal.”


He growled. “Jesus, just hearin’ you say
‘anal’ makes me want to fuck you again.”


I grinned. “Save it for tonight. My bum
will be open for business after dinner. I need to get cleaned up so I can enjoy
Maisie Day with our daughter.”


“Okay, baby. As long as you feel you can
survive a few hours without my dick.”


“I’ll make do, darling.”


He kissed me again and we went about
starting our day.


I walked downstairs to find Poppy in the
kitchen with Hatch and her husband, Devon. Flash and Jamie were sitting at the
kitchen island watching a Bob’s Burgers episode. “Hi everyone.”


“Hi, Mummy,” Poppy said, and hugged me.
“I’m so ready for a pedicure.”


“Me too, darling,” I admitted. “I didn’t
realize I got you as well, Dev.”


Devon kissed my cheek with a chuckle.
“We’ve got some news.”


Hatch handed me a cup of coffee, and I
kissed him before taking a sip. “What kind of news?”


“You both may need to sit down,” Poppy
said.


Hatch wrapped an arm around my waist and
frowned. “Just spit it out, baby girl.”


Poppy glanced at Devon who had pulled her
close and he smiled. 


My daughter bit her lip and nodded. “You
need to start thinking of nicknames.”


Hatch frowned. “For?”


“Holy mother of god, you’re pregnant,” I
blurted.


Poppy nodded, settling her hands on her
belly. “Yep.”


“Shit,” Hatch breathed out, glaring at
Devon, and I burst out laughing.


“Stop thinking of him fucking your
daughter, love, and just be happy we’re going to have a baby to spoil.”


“Mom said ‘fucking,’” Flash said with a
laugh.


“Sorry, love,” I mumbled.


“It’s all good,” he said. “It’s nice to
see you’re not always perfect.”


“Cheek,” I retorted, but grinning because
my kid always made me smile.


Flash and Jamie congratulated their sister
and then Hatch released me and pulled Poppy into a bear hug. “Super proud of
you, baby girl.”


“Thanks, Sid.”


“Are you feeling okay, Poppet?” I asked,
hugging her next, then Devon.


“A little morning sickness, but not bad so
far. I’m only about six weeks, so I’m sure I have a lot more fun in store for
me.”


“I’ll be there with you the whole way,” I
promised.


“Thanks, Mummy.” 


“We haven’t told Dad yet,” Devon said, “so
do you mind keeping this under wraps until we do?”


I nodded. “Of course, darling.”


“You’ve got until family night,” Hatch
countered.


“Which is in four hours,” Devon said.


“You can tell time. Good job,” Hatch
deadpanned.


“You knew he’d do this, honey,” she said
with a giggle. “You were only off by an hour.”


“True.” Devon shook his head. “I thought
for sure you’d give us five to fill Dad in.”


I settled my palm on Hatch’s chest. “I
think he can give you that hour, right, love?”


“No promises,” he grumbled, and I grinned.


“You’ve got five hours,” I countered.


“Perfect,” Poppy said. “But for now, it’s
Maisie Day, and I’m ready for some Mummy time.”


“I’m gonna drop the boys off at Hawk’s
then head to the shop,” Hatch said.


Hawk was an officer in the club and lived across
the street with his wife, Payton, and their sons Hunter and Case. Their
daughter, Lily, was married with a daughter and had just moved out of their
basement apartment with her husband, Maverick.


“Meet up at the club?”


“No, I’ll swing by here and pick you up.”


I smiled. “Okay, darling, I’ll see you in
a few.”


I kissed him, then took our daughter to
the spa.


 


* * *


 


“Jesus,
you need to change,” Hatch growled as I walked into the great room.


I frowned and glanced down my body. I wore
skinny jeans, black peep-toe booties and V-neck Harley T-shirt. I’d taken care
with my light blonde hair, newly blown out this morning, and made my makeup
minimal but sexy, complete with a kickass smoky eye. “Why?”


He pushed off the sofa and dropped the
remote on the coffee table. “Because you’re too fuckin’ sexy for your own
good.”


I rolled my eyes. “Like you’re one to
talk.”


He wore dark jeans, motorcycle boots, and
his cut over a tight, black ribbed Henley.


“No chance of some new recruit wantin’ to
fuck me, Sunshine, so I don’t count.”


I snorted. “Honey, I’m going to be a
grandmother. No new recruit’s going to want to fuck me either.”


“Bullshit,” he countered, wrapping his
arms around me and sliding his hands to my bum. “I’m not the only one who’ll be
imagining your clothes on the floor and your legs spread—”


I covered his mouth with my hand. “It took
me a good five minutes to paint these jeans on and it’s going to take a while
to get them off, so stow that talk for when I don’t need to get them back on.”


He grinned, kissing me quickly. “If one of
these pups comes at you—”


“I’ll politely tell them I’m owned by the
President,” I said. “That usually shuts them down.”


“Usually?” he hissed. “How many times has
it happened?”


“Never, it’s never happened,” I lied.


“And how many fuckin’ times has it
happened twice?” he continued.


I grinned, cupping his face and stroking his
beard. “I’m guessing not as many times as the women who are new come sniffing
around you.”


“Maisie…”


I raised an eyebrow and he let his thought
trail off. He knew I was right, and we both knew neither one of us would ever
stray, so he dropped it.


At least for the moment.


“You ready?” I asked.


He nodded. “We’ll take your car. It’s too
wet to ride.”


“Okay, darling.”


We took off for the club and headed inside
to find the majority of the members there along with their families. 


I smiled up at Hatch and was once again
reminded how unbelievably lucky I was to have this man. He kissed me gently,
then we spent the rest of the night drinking before he took me to bed and peeled
me out of my jeans.










 


ABOUT PIPER


 


Thank you for spending some time with two of my
favorite people. 


I hope you’ll explore Hatch and Maisie’s love story in
Road to Peace!
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Chapter One


Bristyl


 


The
patio is covered with sparkling lights that hang in the sky illuminating the
midnight evening. Salty air fills my nostrils, while memories of home flitter
around my head. This smell is something you don’t notice if you live in
Florida. Only now that I’m away, coming back is a breath of fresh air. 


Inhaling deep, I find myself smiling. For
most, coming to the beach is a way to rejuvenate or, in my case, get married.


Yes! Married. 


I have to pinch myself just to know this
is real. All of it.


In two days, I’ll be Mrs. Cooper Cruz, for
better or worse, ‘til death do us part. Maybe we should skip the death part. It
is too close to home to even think about.


When I was younger, my dream was to get married
on St. Pete beach, with the waves crashing back and forth and the sun behind us
shining. We’d both be shoeless and wearing white, with flowers draped in my
hair and people around who loved us unconditionally.


Part of that dream is coming true. Cooper
and I are getting married on St. Pete Beach, and I will have flowers in my
hair. I’ll be the one in white, but my man—he’s not wearing white. Cooper is
wearing black board shorts, but I couldn’t care less. As long as he’s there
when I get to the end of the aisle, that’s all that matters. He could come
naked and it wouldn’t matter to me. He’s all that matters.


This moment is all that matters.


A commitment to our love forever.


Here’s where the part about the people
around us comes into play. Back in my younger days, the world was roses,
butterflies, rainbows and love was everywhere—at least in my little mind. 


Growing up sucked because learning the
world isn’t like that crushes a girl’s dreams. Those innocent ones where
everyone loves each other and nothing bothers them. That’s just not reality. 


It’s why I wanted to have a small wedding
on the beach, so none of that negative energy would be around us on our day. 


Going through what I did with my family,
it changed things. Not that I don’t love my brothers and my father, but things
aren’t the same. We’re still working on a new normal and they, of course, are
facing the changes that have happened both in our family and the Sinister Sons
MC. 


Cooper agreed to a small low-key wedding,
just us, but then things changed because the people around us weren’t negative.
They were family.


The wedding party went from around twelve
to the entire club, no one wanting to miss the big day and a trip to the beach.



I get it. Cooper’s the first of his
generation to get hitched, and the Ravage MC is a tight-knit group. They
brought on a whole different view of family for me, and I’m grateful for being
a part of it. Everything about Ravage has given me hope and dreams again. 


It’s not like life surrounded by bikers is
new to me. Ravage, though, they’re different from the Sons. My father’s club
was his world, my brothers’ world. With Ravage, while yes I’m not involved in
all things, I still get to have input with Cooper. He tells me what he can, and
I accept what he can’t. I’m never left to feel alone or left out because Ravage
is family. Even the things we don’t have all the details to, the women, we
embrace each other. It’s a completely different feel from how I grew up.


While all families have flaws, some are
bigger than others, and I love mine. It’s taken me a while to get over some of
the things that happened, but with time it’s better. Therefore, my father,
brothers, and a few others from Sinister Sons MC are here too. The whole club
isn’t here, and I’m okay with that. I’ll always love the Sons and, of course,
my dad and brothers, but I’m Ravage now.


Therefore, as I look around the large
patio with the sparkling lights, our family and friends mingle around drinking
and laughing around the fire pit, reclining on the chairs, it all clicks
together. Soft music plays in the background, but still the waves of the ocean
can be heard, and we can feel the breeze.


Since we rented a huge chunk of the hotel,
we’ve pretty much taken over everything, from the bars to the pools, to the
beach. While before I thought having a small wedding was exactly what I wanted,
seeing this—them here with us to celebrate is exactly how it should be.


A strong arm comes around my shoulders,
and without looking I know it’s Cooper. I’d know that arm anywhere. He has this
smell about him that has never gone away, and it’s my home. Wherever he is,
that is home. 


“Enjoyin’ the party?” he asks, kissing the
top of my hair while we look out among our family. 


“Yeah.” I lace my arm around his back,
putting my thumb in the waist of his shorts. There will never be a day that I
won’t do this. There will never be a day when this man doesn’t hear and know
how much I love him. There will never be a day when I don’t give it my all to
make things work.


Every relationship has its ups and downs,
but for us, we’ll work on it until our last breaths. 


“You’re pissed?” He says it like a
question, but it sounds more like a statement. Something that he thinks is
true, but he’s wrong. 


Looking up at my man, his eyes are
concerned, and I need to put him at ease, because I’m not angry at all. “I’m
happy, Cooper. I get to marry you. I get to be yours forever. That’s all I’ve
ever wanted.”


He leans down and kisses my lips, but it’s
too brief. “People, babe.”


“Every one of those people are family.
They want to be here. They want to celebrate with us.” I turn around viewing
the crowd. “I love it that they’re here. I want them here.” 


It’s a beautiful sight, and I love being
in Cooper’s arms, enjoying every minute of it. While I didn’t originally think
this was me, it is, and I’m glad to have each person here.


“Everyone wanted to get away for a few
days. This is perfect.” His arms give me a squeeze. “You’re perfect, and I
can’t fuckin’ wait to make you my wife.”


He leans down and kisses me hard, deep,
and wet. Everything around us ceases to exist. There are no sounds, no cheers,
no catcalls of ‘get a room’—none of it. Because all I feel, all I see is my
man. The one who will be by my side throughout this crazy life. And I wouldn’t
have it any other way.










 


Chapter Two


Leah


 


Planning.
Each item on the list needs to be checked off, and I scan the paper looking for
more to scratch away. 


Bristyl is my best friend in this entire world,
and her day has to be right. It has to be what she’s always wanted. She told me
forever ago about getting married on the beach, and I knew she’d do it, because
it’s Bristyl—she does everything she sets her mind to. 


When she told me it was going to be small,
I laughed, full out barking. There is no small with this crew, ever. That is
what I’ve learned since becoming part of Ravage. Since we’re so big, finding
the right venue that fit what Bristyl wanted and all the people was a
challenge, taking seven months to get it straight. 


During this process, though, I learned
something about myself—I love to plan. Like it’s in my blood and fires me up.
There are problems—I find the solutions. It’s this huge jigsaw puzzle to put
together, and you have to find just the right piece to make it go off without a
hitch. 


I love it. Really and truly love it.


While I’m not sure how much planning there
is to do in Sumner, Georgia, I’m going to find out. 


This is my thing. I just know it. 


For a while, I was so lost in my head there
was no light, only black engulfing me. That all cleared and now this, it has
brought so much light to me. No way I’m going to pass it up. One thing I’ve
learned in my life is when you have something good, you hold onto it.


If given an opportunity, one should run
with it. 


I am.


Maybe the girls would let me do their
weddings. Austyn and Rylie are up next, and I’m sure that Emery isn’t too far
behind. The gears in my head start turning and chugging while visions of colors
and dresses parade through my head in a slideshow. 


Yes. Absolutely. This is happening.


“Leah!” My mother bangs on my hotel room
door. Yes, bangs. Not a light knock. Putting my list on the nightstand, I
smile. Rolling out of the bed I hightail it to the door and open it. “There you
are. Are you coming to brunch?”


The bedside table bleeps red numbers at
me. “We have forty-five minutes, Mom.”


“I know, but you know your father. He’ll
be late if we don’t get started now.”


Happiness fills me, and I let it show.
She’s not wrong. My parents were devastated when I was hurt. It has taken them
a long time, but together, we got through the pain. I loved them so much. “Why
don’t you get him started, and I’ll meet you down there.”


She pauses a beat, and I know why. While
she’s met everyone in the club, and they’ve all been super nice to her, there
are two who freak her out a bit. Rhys and Deke, that is. Hell, who wouldn’t be
scared of those two, but she has nothing to fear. They’d never hurt a hair on
her head. That I’d put money on. After what happened to me, she is still a
little jumpy at people. It’s hard as a person, much less a mother, to truly see
and feel the impacts of what a dangerous man can do. Knowing and experiencing
the true darkness and dangers in life makes it hard to trust again. I understand
her trepidation, but I also know these men and this club. Nothing will happen
while they surround me.


“Go, talk, socialize … all that stuff you
love to do. Bristyl wanted you two here, so go enjoy it.”


My mother wraps her arms around me tightly.
It takes me off guard, but I reciprocate quickly. She has a tendency to do this
now and often. Ever since I was hurt, she sometimes just needs to feel me and
know I’m alive and happy. I give her that, because I am and want her to be too.



I’ve let that all go, and she needs to as
well. But I don’t have a child. Therefore knowing what it’s like from her
perspective isn’t in my knowledge base. I just don’t want her to live with it
hanging over her. It was horrific. It happened. We can’t change that, but we
can’t give it power over our future.


“Love you, Mom.” 


“Love you.”


I pull away, looking into her beautiful
eyes that are like my own. “Go have fun. Promise me.”


“I will. Now, don’t be working all the time.
You give Green a good time here.”


Green. God, I love that man. “Don’t worry.
We’ll have plenty of time together.”


After another hug, she’s gone. 


I can’t take the smile off my face. Going
back to my work, the checklist is almost completely done with time to spare.
Shutting up shop, I’m getting ready in the bathroom, when Green comes back into
the room. 


“Hey. How was your guy thing?” I ask,
waving my hand with the powder brush in it, little specks of white falling
everywhere.


He comes up behind me and wraps me up
tight in his arms. Looking in the mirror at us, we’re perfect. His height, his
eyes, his tats, his skin—all of it next to me. There is no better.


“We’re gonna skip dinner,” he states, and
my mouth falls open.


“I can’t skip. I’m in charge of it.” The
panic in my tone isn’t one to be hidden because I can’t. What if something goes
wrong? What if the food isn’t on time? What if the linens aren’t the right
color? What if they don’t serve the right wine? What if… Just what if, dammit!


He turns me in his arms, and I tilt my
chin up to get a better view. “It’s all handled. Just trust me.”


On his last words, I relax and sigh. There
is not a single person I trust more.


“Always,” I whisper, and his eyes soften
in that way he gets when he likes what I’ve said. It’s one of a million things
I love about him. 


He leans down and brushes my lips. “Let’s
go.”










 


Chapter Three


Green


 


Fuck
me. Nerves are not my thing, but they’re here today because I’ve done
something. I don’t know how Leah is going to react. 


She’s either going to be pissed at me or
love it. 


Right now, I’m not sure which way she’s
going to lean. While she’s been busy planning Bristyl and Coop’s wedding, I’ve
been planning something of my own. Along with Bristyl, Coop, and Leah’s
parents. Everyone has been involved, and I couldn’t be prouder.


Shit’s not been easy. Leah and I don’t
keep secrets, but this I did, for this—only this. Since I fucking love her
either way, we’ll deal. 


Leah’s phone rings right on time. She
scurries from the mirror to grab it, holding up one finger. 


“Yeah.” Her eyes flit to mine, but my expression
stays stoic, not giving a damn thing away. 


“I can’t come to dinner. Green has
something planned.” The tension in her voice is not lost on me. She wants to be
there for her friend, but also for her man. She’ll be doing both.


“I only brought that one top with the lace
overlay and those white shorts you begged me to put in my bag, but they’re a
bit tight.” Her eyes narrow, showing her insecurity. She has no reason to be
insecure. She’s beautiful.


“I can’t, Bristyl.” Her eyes plead with
me, not wanting to have to choose between her best friend and her special day
and me. 


I give her an out. “It’s good. We’ll meet
her, and then we can go after we eat.”


Relief flitters in her eyes as her body sags,
and she finally breathes. “Yeah. We’ll be there, and I’ll wear the white. Why,
though? That wasn’t on the list, Bristyl. We didn’t tell people there was a
theme or a dress code.”


My girl is smart, not letting that little
tidbit go. Her brows narrow then release, and I’d love to hear what Bristyl is
telling her. 


“Yeah, fine,” she concedes, and I stop
myself from giving a fist bump to the air. “Give me fifteen.”


She huffs, and a small smile plays on her
lips. “Because once I put those shorts on, Green is going to want me, and while
fifteen minutes is nothing—it’s something.”


A chuckle rumbles deep in my chest. She’s
so right about that, and restraining is going to be hell. But we need to be
down there in the next few minutes for all of this to work. 


“Bye.” She clicks off the phone and tosses
it to the bed, coming directly in my arms. “I’m sorry.”


Kissing the tip of her nose, I squeeze.
“It’s good, babe. Get whatever it is you need to get on, and let’s get out of
here.”


“You’re not going to jump me?”


My tongue roams my bottom lip. “Takin’ a lot
not to. But today, I’m gonna resist. Don’t tempt the tiger.”


She turns on a giddy laugh and heads to
get dressed. 


Fuck, this is really happening. 


She gets dressed, and we head down to the
large rec room that we’ve taken over. We had a company down here come and set
up tables and chairs, giving us a space to eat that isn’t covered in sand. 


What Leah doesn’t know is it’s being
transformed.


When I brought it up to Bristyl months
ago, she was so on board I was surprised she kept her mouth shut with all the
excitement she had.


“That’s funny. Why is there something
blocking the windows?” Leah says, picking up the pace as we get to the door. 


Before she opens it, I pull her to a stop.



“What the…” She pauses, looking at me as I
grab her hand, the one with my ring on it.


“Love you. Want you to be my wife.” There
is no question, because it’s something I don’t question, and neither does she.
She will be my wife one way or another, and since I’d already put a ring on it
before, I know this will work. The ring is from my mother, at least one of the
stones is. I had it remounted and enhanced, but I wanted my mom to be a part of
this too. 


“Know that, babe.” 


I kiss her hard and swing open the door,
taking a deep breath. “Good thing you love me.”


Leah stops breathing, her motions frozen as
she takes in the space around her. Bristyl went all out. The room is covered in
snowflakes, white, and glitter. Yes. We’re in Florida, and we brought a winter
wonderland to the beach. When the idea came up, I couldn’t get it out of my
head. Sure, we could’ve went to Colorado where there’s actual snow, but I’m
tired of waiting. I want her to be my wife.


It’s what she’s wanted since we talked
about when and where we’d get married. I just pushed the time frame along a
bit. My heart beats wildly waiting for her response. 


Leah turns to me. “You do realize this is
perfect, so I can’t kill you for not letting me plan my own wedding.”


A chuckle leaves me. “I want you to be my
mine in every way possible.”


“I already am.” She rolls up on her toes
and kisses me soundly as I hear my brothers whistle, and their ol’ ladies
cheer. 


Leah pulls away from me as her father
comes up and clears his throat. “Let me walk my daughter down the aisle, son.” 


On a swift nod, I release Leah and make my
way down to the other end of the winter wonderland where the officiant who is
also marrying Cooper and Bristyl stands. 


The music plays as I watch my woman come toward
me. Something her father says makes tears flow down her face. She’s all in
white except for my leather on her back. Bristyl wanted her to wear the white
dress, but it’s not a traditional thing. It’s short and very easy to pull up so
I can fuck her later. Her hair is pulled up at the sides and ringlets fall down
her back. Gorgeous. Fuck, I love this woman. Mine


She makes it to me, and her father holds
out his hand and shakes mine firmly. “Take care of my baby.” Tears float in his
eyes.


“Always.” 


Grabbing each other’s hands, we make our
way up to the officiant who grins then starts to speak. I’m not paying
attention to anything he’s saying. Truth be told, I’m not paying attention to
anyone but the woman in front of me.


All I can think about is kissing her and
slipping my wedding band on her finger. The officiant coughs, gaining my
attention. “Yeah.”


“As I said, repeat after me.” 


Of fuck. Chuckles are heard throughout the
room. Hell, it’s not every day a man gets married. At least not me. One and
done. That’s all she wrote. 


I repeat the words then she does the same,
but I’m not done. “I have a few words.” The officiant nods as my woman’s eyes
glisten. I’m not one for talking. I’m not one for sharing all my shit with the
world. Today is different. Today, Leah and I become one for the world, for
life. I want her and everyone to know exactly what she means to me.


“Love you, baby. Know our time together
started out rough, but we made it through the other side. Life is never easy.
We’ll face challenges and be pissed at each other more times than there are
days probably, but in the end, our love is our bond. Nothing can touch us as long
as we’re together.” I reach for her hand and slip the solid band on her finger.
“Swear to you I’ll protect you for all our days. I’ll love you and give
everything I have to you, for today and every day we have forever.”


Leah’s sobs come out harsh as Bristyl
hands her a Kleenex. “I wasn’t supposed to be stupid sappy, Green, but this is
what you get for springing this one on me.” Her smile is sexy as hell. “I will
stand by you. Love you and be the rock that you need. The hard times will help
us appreciate the good. I love you.” She slips my band on my finger.


“You may kiss the bride.” 


Taking not a second, I dive into my woman.



My wife. 


Our happily ever after. Fuck yeah.










 


Chapter Four


Austyn


 


“If
you do something like this and don’t let me plan my own wedding, no blow jobs
for the rest of your life.” 


Ryker chuckles, but I am not kidding.
“Babe, you’ve had my ring on your finger for a while now. You wanna get married
tomorrow. Let’s do it. A year from now. That’s cool too. You’re already mine,
and I don’t need a scrap of paper to tell me otherwise. So no, I won’t be
takin’ away your planning.”


“Such a romantic.”


He shrugs with a smile on his sexy as hell
lips. “Always.”


“This is so cool of Bristyl. Some women
get all pissed off wanting to be the center of attention, but not her. She’s
out there dancin’ her ass off with Leah. She’s so perfect for my brother.”


She was made to be with Cooper and I can’t
wait to see him say his vows. Tears spring to my eyes; yes, it’ll be a tissue
fest, that’s for sure. He’s my big brother, and I love him. And I love her.


“Perfect time to do it. We’re all here.
Leah’s folks are here. And yours. Hey, you wanna be next?” 


I jab my elbow into his ribs as he bursts
out laughing. “You think you’re so damn funny. Just for that no sex for you
tonight.”


His laughter becomes so much people begin to
stare at us wondering what the hell is going on. I ignore it because with
Ryker, I’m used to it. He’s always doing something crazy, gathering attention.
It’s one of the things I love about him, but don’t tell him, because his head
would explode, and I’d never hear the end of it.


“Babe, I tell you to get on your knees and
suck my cock deep in your throat and lace my fingers through your hair
massaging your head—you’ll give up anything.” He pulls me in, kissing my
temple. 


Fucker is right. “Why do you have to be so
hot? It’s your fault.”


He holds his arms out with a cocky grin,
and I know what’s coming. The vault has been opened and the gauntlet thrown
down. “Babe, there is no better than this right here.”


My eyes roll dramatically. While I believe
he’s right about that, I’d never tell him. Instead, I act annoyed. It’s a game.
The push and pull that keeps our relationship on its toes. The one that we’ve
never lost. I love that he knows how to push my buttons, and I can do the same
to him. 


It riles me up, and I’ll be dragging his
ass out of here soon to work that out.


He pulls me in his arms, leans down, and
kisses me hard and deep. My thoughts scramble, focusing on his lips on mine and
nothing more. 


When he releases me, I say one word,
“October.”


His smile lights up his face. “October.”


Looks like I’m getting hitched in a few
months. 


Hell yeah.










 


Chapter Five


Crow


 


My
brother is getting married. Fuck me. It’s still strange to say those
words. Brother. Yes, we’ve gotten closer. Yes, we see each other often. But
there is all this time we missed. It’s a learning experience that we’re both
working on. 


When I got the call from Cooper to be at
the wedding, the answer was immediately yes. There was no way in hell
I’d miss this big day for him. 


We’ve missed way too much as it is. It’s
time to build memories and not have the past dictate how we proceed in life. 


Rylynn’s arms squeeze around me, and I
look down at her. Fuck, she’s beautiful. The most beautiful woman I’ve ever
laid eyes on. The most gorgeous blue eyes that always capture me. Entrap me.
Love me. 


Life led us to be together, and I’ll never
let her go. She owns me just as much as I own her. 


Together, we’re unstoppable. 


I kiss her temple. “If you make me cry
like this, I’ll kick your ass.” 


This makes me throw my head back and
laugh. It’s deep in my gut and feels so damn good. Not only that, my woman
would try. She’d get a few hard licks in before I took over and fucked her. 


It’s what I love about her. She takes no
shit and tells it like it is. 


“I’ll have you cryin’ alright.” Her brows
lift. “Cryin’ out for me to fuck you harder.”


It is her turn to laugh. “That’s a given.”



Bending my head down, I take my woman’s
mouth and show her exactly how much I love her. 


Now and forever. Let’s do this.










 


Chapter Six


Rylynn


 


I
love him. 


Our journey has been paved with obstacles
one after another. It’s time for us to be happy. Time for our families to be
happy.


I love being in Rebellion. I truly feel
like home there. Maybe because it’s still Ravage, but mostly because it’s Crow
and where Crow is, well, that is home. We visit Sumner often, and, of course,
when Cooper called about his wedding there was no hesitation in coming to Florida.


All together, all in celebration, this
shit feels good.


No matter where the road ahead leads us,
we’ll all support one another through every curve, hard turns, and even the
unpaved paths.


Ravage MC until the end.


 


 










 


Chapter Seven


Deke


 


“Son.”
My father comes up and slaps me on the shoulder, then crosses his arms over his
chest all the while still looking out at my sister being a goof on the dance
floor. Emery is one of a kind, and it’s great to see her happy. 


Don’t like thinking about her with Jacks,
but it is what it is. No man wants to think of his sister that way. And if he
hurts her, I’ll break his fucking neck. Brother or not, Emery is always going
to be my little sister, and I’ll protect her with all that I have.


I lift my chin in greeting to him. The
tension between us isn’t as dense as it once was. Before, when I left, we
couldn’t be in the same room with each other. He’d been so angry with me for
leaving that it severed remotely anything I had with him.


Now, that I’ve been back for a while, our
relationship is a work in progress. We’re creating a new normal. There are
times when I see this look come across his face, like he’s remembering
something from that time in our lives. 


Can’t help him with that. I’ve already let
it go. It’s up to him if he does or not. 


For the most part, though, we’re good and have
spent a shit load of time together. Just like right now, standing next to each
other without a word but conveying so much at the same time.


My mother steps in front of me beautiful
as ever. Her blonde hair is growing from when the chemo took most of it. She’s
been in remission for a while now and is back to her old self. Except, she puts
a lot more time into making sure we all get together. My parents, Emery, and
myself. Now our significant others too. Meaning every holiday, birthday—hell
once a damn week, we get together for at least dinner. But we all need this.
Need to grow together and be the family we were always destined to be.


She’s also found a fondness for taking
pictures. That shit I do not like. Cameras in my face every second pisses me
off, and it gets harder and harder to let her do her thing. I get it. She came
close to death and now wants to remember everything. It’s just not something I
like. 


“How’s my boys?” Her smile radiates in the
room. This woman has been through so much in her life: leaving Sumner, losing a
child, losing me, cancer. It’s time for her to stop feeling any kind of pain.


“Good.” I step forward and wrap my arms
around her, engulfing her tiny body. That’s another thing, hugs. My mom, Angel,
is a hugger. 


Stepping apart, she moves between me and
my father. “Can you believe two weddings?” she says excitedly, bouncing on the
balls of her feet. “I mean, one we knew of, but then this surprise. This is so
exciting!”


Both my father and I look down at the same
time, smiling at my mom. She grasps my father’s hand and begins to pull him. 


“Fuck no, woman,” he growls.


Mom stomps her foot. “GT, get your ass out
here and dance with me.”


“I don’t fuckin’ dance.”


She tugs on his arm. “Yes, you do!”


He shakes his head and moves out to the
dance floor as a slow song begins playing, and my father wraps himself around
her. He loves her with everything inside of him, and I love that for them. Love
watching them together, and I want that for Rylie and me.


Regardless of the right or wrongs between
my father and me, he taught me what it was to be a man who loves his woman.


My girl stands over by the bar, and I make
my way to her with my brow raised, looking at her glass of brown liquid.


Her lip turns up as she holds the glass.
“Diet.”


I smile, wrapping her up in my arms.
“Let’s go for a walk.” 


She nods, and we head out.


Rylie gets me in a way no one has before.
She is it for me, my better half if you need a label.


This is my life, our life, and it is damn good.










 


Chapter Eight


Rylie


 


The
sand caresses my feet with each step, while the sun sets in the background and
the waves crash to the shore. It’s a beautiful night for a walk and even better
with the man holding my hand. 


My man. 


What it’s not good for is a swim. I have a
bit of aversion to bodies of water, but guess that happens when you drown in
one and have to be shocked back to life twice. Not being here with Deke, that’s
a feeling I have to push away because it almost came true.


 Especially now. God, especially now.



I’m a tough bitch. I know it and don’t
hide it. I still work in the gym with Charlie and at X with Princess, Blaze,
and Angel. It’s a great place to work, but now Deke wants me to quit; except I
don’t want to. I get why he does, and maybe down the road I will. One can’t
tell the future.


It’s a sore subject, and I refuse to bring
it up on this happy occasion. 


The beach is pretty scarce, which I’m
shocked about considering the amount of people that are here during the day.
But I like the quiet. 


Deke stops and pulls me into his arms.
Looking up at him, he’s the most gorgeous man I’ve ever seen. Never thought I’d
love a man this much. Hell, never thought it was in the cards for me. But fuck
I’m happy we’re here—together.


“Love you, babe.”


A smile graces my face. “That’s good
because you’re stuck with me.”


His lip tips at the corner. “Damn
straight.”


He leans down and kisses me hard, deep,
and wet. Even though this is one of a million kisses he’s given me, it’s just
like the first, setting my world on fire. I’m wet, hot, and ready for him.
Hell, I can’t seem to keep my hands off of him. 


While that was true before, now it’s like
fucking crack. My libido is all over the damn place, always craving him,
wanting him. 


“All it takes is a kiss.” 


Cocky bastard.


“You did it.” 


“Fuck yeah I did.”


Hope he thinks that way when I’m big as a
fucking house and can’t get up off the couch. Truthfully, when I look down at
my toned stomach—thank you tons of gym time—I can’t see how a baby is going to
fit in there. Where is it going to grow? It can’t go down, so it has to go out.
Am I going to see my toes?


The biggest question is, can I handle
this, and not just the carrying the baby part. The mom part in general. I’ve
never changed a diaper before. Never given a baby a bottle. Never burped one,
and judging from the YouTube videos, it comes back up. 


More than that, Deke and I will go from
two to three. Unfortunately, these thoughts keep running through my head. What
if I drop the baby? What if I can’t give it a bath? Will he still find me sexy?
Will we have time together? Is not being married before the baby comes wrong?
Do I really give a fuck? About the marriage part, fuck no.


I’m a nervous fucking wreck, and it’s why
I’m taking classes coming up and doing some online shit to learn how to take
care of an infant. I may be a shit mom now, but when that baby comes into this
world, I won’t be. No, I refuse to be. He or she will have someone who knows
what she’s doing. 


“You sure you want to tell everyone at
brunch? I mean, Leah and Green had their wedding tonight. Bristyl and Coop are
getting married tomorrow, and brunch is the day after. Don’t you think it’s too
much?”


“Fuck no,” he answers immediately, and I
knew he would. Deke has been beside himself wanting to tell
every-freaking-body, but somehow—okay through sex—I talked him into not saying
anything and keeping it secret. It wasn’t that I didn’t want the others to
know, I just wanted a little bit of time to hold it close to us. Sounds strange,
but it is what it is. 


Then we made a deal. Three months because
by then I’d start showing or, at least, I thought I’d be showing more. But now
all of this excitement, it’s not that I want my own thunder, far from it. This
trip just isn’t about us. He wants to do it at brunch. Knowing my man, though,
he will not change his mind.


“Babe, we’re tellin’ ‘em. I’m not
waitin’.”


“Okay, babe. Love you.”


“You’re gonna be a fuckin’ great mom.
Thank you for giving this to me. Love you,” he says, melting my heart, and the
worries fade away in the background. He lifts me up and carries me to a nearby
lounge chair. It has a cabana, and we’re practically hidden. 


This is good, because my man always loves
to celebrate.










 


Chapter Nine


Nox


 


The
bed dips as I roll into Carsyn, kissing her arm up to her neck and ear.
“Mornin’,” I whisper there softly as she shifts. Her beautiful eyes look up at
me. I swear, sometimes I think they’re filled with surprise that I’m here with
her. Like she’s going to wake up from a dream, and we won’t be real. 


That shit isn’t happening. 


Fucking love this woman. She’s so fucking
strong, and she’s only now beginning to see it in herself. It’s taking a long
ass time, but it’s to be expected. She had a shit life, but now she has the
best I can fucking give her.


“Morning.”


I lean down and take her lips. She pulls
away and slaps my shoulder playfully. “Let me brush my teeth.”


“Seriously?”


She smiles, and I take her lips once more.
She tastes as sweet as she did the first time we kissed, but now it’s free.
Yes, free. I can actually feel the difference. Her past had chains, and I
refuse to let them come back to haunt her. Ever. I made fucking sure of it. All
of it.


Now, we live life free.


We shower, and it takes a while
considering I have to fuck her.


Carsyn is slipping on a light pink dress
that covers her body perfectly, and I harden once again. Too bad we don’t have
time for round two. 


I open my bag and pull it out, the smell
hitting me first. Fucking love the smell of leather.


Holding it up, I turn around and walk up
to her. She’s staring in the mirror, fussing with her hair. But I catch it. The
moment she sees it. Her eyes widen, and she bites her bottom lip. 


I step closer, feeling her excitement and
disbelief in the air. “Want you in my leather, Carsyn.”


Tears fall from her eyes as she turns
around, jumps up and wraps her legs around my hips, then attacks my mouth.


Let’s just say I’m late, and I can’t take
this as far as I want to.


With a swift kiss, I’m out the door,
leaving her there and heading down to my brother. Today Cooper’s getting
hitched, and I can’t be more excited for him.


Knocking on his door, I wait. And wait. I
knock again. “Fucking hell!” Coop yells from the other side of the door that he
flings open. “What the fuck do you want?”


“Wedding. About an hour. Ring any bells.”
I peer around him. “Hey, Bristyl. Thought you weren’t supposed to see each
other or some shit.”


Bristyl chuckles, fully clothed and
holding her flip flops in her hand. “Now I have to go do my hair again.” 


She stands on her tiptoes, and my brother
doesn’t hesitate to take her mouth. She pulls back, love shining in her eyes.
“See you out there.”


“You bet your ass.” To make his point, he
smacks her ass as she takes off down the hall. 


“Already fuckin’ shit up I see,” I tease,
walking into the room. It’s a suite with a full kitchen and living room. It’s
nice, not that they’re in it other than fucking and sleeping. 


“Shut it.” He smiles and moves over to the
luggage. “I prefer doing shit my way, not by anyone else’s standards and
expectations.” He smirks.


“Really gonna do this, huh?”


He pins me with a look. “If Carsyn was out
there waiting for you, wouldn’t you be?”


It hits me then. I love her, yes. But it’s
at that moment that I see it. The wedding. The future. The one that I’m going
to give her no matter what.


“Yeah,” I don’t hesitate.


“Yeah,” he says, turning back to the bag. 


“Now let’s get your ass married. Bout time
someone bound you to them.”


Fuck yeah. 


I definitely see this in my future. 










 


Chapter Ten


Cooper


 


Fuck
yes, I’m ready to do this. Been ready since I put the ring on her finger. Hell,
before that. Walking out to the beach, the boats are lined up ready to take us
out to Shell Island. That’s where the wedding will take place, and then we’ll
come back here for the party.


Shell Island isn’t far from St. Pete
beach, only a short boat ride, but it’s pretty secluded. Tourists only go there
on tour rides, and I paid for the entire day so the boat drivers would still
make the money and not bring people to the island.


My brothers greet me as I enter the boat
and wait. 


It’s only a few moments later that I see
her. Bristyl. Beautiful in a short white strapless dress and a bunch of lilies
in her hand. Her hair is beautiful, but truth be told, I like her just fucked
hair better.


My world focuses just on this moment. This
woman walking toward me. The love that shines in her eyes and I’m sure is
reflected on my own.


I hop down from the boat, moving directly
to my woman. Her smile is wide and not one ounce of fear in her. Fucking love
that she’s giving me that. Complete and utter trust for the rest of our days. 


“You’re beautiful.”


“You’re hot,” she says, rolling up on her
toes and pressing her lips to mine.


Noise happens in the background, but I
tune it out. That is until a hand clamps on my shoulder, pissing me off. When I
look up it’s my father, who’s smiling wide. “Son, you’re supposed to do that
after the ‘I do’s.’ 


“Right.” Not giving a shit, I take
Bristyl’s mouth again, breaking a while later. 


“Marry me,” she whispers. I will deny her
nothing.


“Forever.” 


“Yeah.”


With the four boats, we’re all able to make
it out to the island together. Bristyl and I step off hand in hand and walk
together to a small clearing where the officiant stands. We’d talked about her
dad walking her down, but she wanted us to walk together. Whatever she wants,
she gets.


We decided not to do any of that
traditional shit, just to say what’s on our minds at the time and ride it out.


Holding my woman’s hands, I look deep in
her eyes. “One phone call brought us together, and there isn’t one damn thing
on this earth that will pull us apart. You’re mine forever. Mine to love. Mine
to protect. Mine to honor. For every day of our lives.” I slip the gold band on
her finger.


Bristyl’s smile is huge, and a tear falls
from her eye. “Knew from the moment I saw you that you were something special.
I just didn’t think it was mine. Now, I know you are, and I’m never letting you
go. This ride of life we have will be together every step of the way. Love
you.” She’s so damn beautiful as she slips the ring on my finger. 


“You may kiss the bride.” Grasping her, I
kiss her hard, wet, and deep. Knowing I’ll never let her go.


 










 


Chapter Eleven


Jacks


 


“Harder,”
Emery moans out loudly, and I comply, thrusting my hips faster as the door rattles
with each movement. “Jacks!” she calls out, falling over the edge, and I’m
right behind her.


Our breaths take a while to even out as I
rest my forehead on hers. Her body is wrapped around me, back to the door, my
cock deep inside my woman. 


A loud pounding comes to the door,
thumping my woman’s head. Anger bubbles as I hear, “You’d better not be fuckin’
my sister in there.” Deke. While I smile, he’s still going to get a piece of my
mind. No one hurts what’s mine. Not even her damn brother.


“Shut it,” I bark out as Emery begins
laughing. Pulling out, we put ourselves back together enough, but she still has
the fuck me hair. Love it. 


Pulling open the door, I get in Deke’s
face. Now, Deke is a bad motherfucker, and not many people get in his face.
Except I don’t give a shit. “You fuckin’ made her hit her head. Don’t do that
shit.”


He chuckles. “Don’t get your panties in a
bunch.”


Emery comes up to my side, and I wrap my
arm around her. “Oh Jacks, stop it.”


A kiss comes to my cheek, and we back away
from Deke. 


“Right. Austyn and Bristyl are looking for
you,” Deke says to his sister. “Something about an electric slide.”


“Yes!” Emery says, giving me a chaste kiss
and then, she’s gone. 


“You gonna put a ring on that finger?”
Deke asks. It should piss me off, but it doesn’t. He cares about her, and the
more people that do the happier I am. Keeping her safe will always be my top
priority, no matter the cost to me.


“One day.”


Truthfully, I bought the ring the same
time I had her cut made. One day, very soon, we will. She’s my woman, and I’m
her man. A fucking ring doesn’t change shit. But not right now. Not here. I
want to be at home.


“Better.”


“Will you stop givin’ me shit?” I chide
back. We’re actually good friends, but one might not tell from the razzing we
give each other. He’s a cool guy when he’s not pissed off. “When you gonna tell
everyone about the baby?”


He stills. “Shut the fuck up.” All joking
aside he growls. 


“Brother, no one’s around. Made sure of
it. Wouldn’t do that shit to you.”


“How the fuck do you know?”


I shrug. “I’m observant.”


“Fucker.”


“So? You need to put it out there,
brother. Emery will be over the moon, and I can’t keep this shit from her.”


“Tomorrow.”


I slap his shoulder. “Thank Christ. Can’t
hold that shit from my woman much longer, and she’ll be ecstatic to be an
aunt.” 


“Yeah.”


I pull him in and slap his back a few
times. “Let’s go get drunk, daddy.”


He gives me a smirk. “Amen to that.”


This is a time to celebrate.










 


Chapter Twelve


Emery


 


We
knew that today would be an early one, but fuck me, Bristyl wanted brunch
early. Judging from her puffy eyes, she’s regretting it. 


Jacks wraps his arm around me, pulling me
into his side. “Love you,” I say, snuggling into him.


“Isn’t that a song?” he teases, and I
lightly smack his chest. 


“Smartass.”


“At least I’m smart.”


He is. After getting shot, we had a rocky
time only because he wouldn’t let me be. He didn’t give up, though, not until
the doctor checked me a million times. But I guess that’s what you get when you
get a badass, alpha male. 


I’m just happy to be here with my family
to celebrate.


Food is consumed while Cooper and Bristyl
open their cards. We all decided to go the card route so we weren’t hauling
shit back and forth.


Cooper smiles at Bristyl, their love
burning bright.


Jacks reaches around him and pulls out a
box, holding it out to me.


“What’s this?” I say, taking the box from
him. “Is it for Coop?”


“Nope, open it and see.” 


My heart thumps hard in my chest as a
smile graces my lips. Opening it up, there is a blank piece of paper inside,
and I quirk my brow at my man. “Turn it over.”


Surprise fills me along with warmth. The
picture is a large structure that has a very large swing hanging from it. It’s
called a sofa swing, and I’d shown Jacks a picture of it a while back, telling
him that it would be perfect by the pond. 


“You’re getting me this?”


“They’re building it while we’re here.” 


Clutching the picture and dropping the
box, I wrap my arms around my man. “Thank you.”


“Anything for you. Any-fucking-thing.”


Damn, I love this man. He knows me inside
and out. Forever.


A piercing whistle comes across the room,
and I see my brother standing at the head of the table, Rylie next to him. All
attention goes to them. 


Deke holds three small boxes in his hand
and yells, “Mom, Dad, Emery, come here.” His order is met with my eye roll. I
go to move out of Jacks’ arms, but he grabs my hand and comes with me.
Whatever, I’ll have him by my side without hesitation.


Deke hands me one of the boxes, while
Rylie gives my mother and father theirs. Deke says, “Open them.” He wraps his
arm around his woman, pulling her close into his body.


My mother looks at me then my father. She
shrugs, and we all open the boxes. Pulling off the lid, my heart stops beating
in my chest. A small white pacifier sits surrounded by yellow tissue paper. 


Eyes wide, I look at Rylie. “You’re
pregnant!” 


My mother screams and takes off to Deke,
while I take off to Rylie. “I’m gonna be an aunt!” 


She hugs me back. “I’m only three months.”


“Don’t care! I’m gonna be an aunt! I’m going
shopping!” 


I hear Jacks chuckle as I detach from
Rylie and launch myself in my brother’s arms. He’s been through so damn much,
and he deserves this. Deserves to be happy. Deserves everything good in this
life. He deserves to have a complete family. Now, he has his woman and this
little bundle. “Hey, Daddy,” I joke, and he hugs me tighter. “I’m so happy for
you.”


“Me too. Best news.”


Pulling away from him, tears shine in my
eyes. “You’re gonna make a great dad, Deke. I just know she will love you and
be perfect.”


“She?” He responds as my father steps up. 


“Never know, son. May have had you first,
but she came second.”


“My swimmers know what to do,” he says,
releasing me and then hugging my father.


“And if they’re smart, it’ll be a girl.”
Jacks wraps me in his arms tight. 


This is the best ever.


Everyone together. Everyone happy, safe,
in love. And our Ravage family keeps growing.


We’re bound by love, by loyalty, and by destiny.
Good, bad, ugly, we’re bound by family.


We’re bound by the Ravage MC.
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Chapter 01


***Gust***


 


“Can
you hurry up already?” I grumble at Ronin, my Prez. 


We’ve been walking around the
store—fucking grocery shopping—for like half an hour already and he hasn’t
thrown anything in the cart.


“Somewhere you need to be, Gust? You on a
fucking timer or some shit?” Ronin growls and rubs a hand over his neck. “Why
the fuck is this so damn hard? Fucking groceries.”


My phone starts to ring and I ignore my
Prez to snatch my phone from my pocket and answer it on the second ring. 


“Gust?” a voice cracks.


“Who the hell is this?” I snap, jerking
Ronin’s gaze to land on mine.


“Hey, old friend, it’s Keegan. Listen,
Gust…I need a favor. One favor, please. I won’t ever ask you for anything
else,” a blast from the past rushes out.


Why the hell is this idiot calling me
after, what? Nine years or so? Growing up we used to live next door to each
other. I watched the fucker spiral into bad shit. I’m not one to judge since
I’m Lost Valkyries MC, but the MC Keegan started to hang out with nine years
ago? Helios Darkness MC. No. Fucking. Morals. 


None. They kill for their own benefit,
deal drugs, and are not shy about using minors. That kind of shit. Me and him
cut ties nine years ago and neither one of us looked back. Keep it to different
goals or outgrown friendship, me leaving to join the army, what-the-fuck-ever.
But I didn’t want anything to do with the fucker.


“Keegan,” I spit in disgust. “I’m hanging
up now ‘cause I don’t owe you shit.”


“No, wait, it’s about Paisley, please,”
the fucker begs and I’m very much aware of the fact I didn’t hang up.


The reason? Paisley. White hair, scrawny
little bundle of fluff clutching her books, thanking me with a jingle bell
voice every time I got her home safe because her fucked up brother didn’t care
to do it himself. 


I gave her a ride home uncountable times.
Her parents didn’t have much money and had to work every damn second of the day
to bring food to their table, they thought her brother would look after his
sister, but no…most of the times she walked home. Well, I made sure to give her
a lift whenever I saw her walking alongside of the road. Easy enough with her
being my neighbor so it wasn’t like I had to drive the extra miles.


“Nine years, Keegan. Like I said, I don’t
owe you shit, call someone who gives a fuck. One of your brothers for
instance.” I snort, my mind spinning with all the reasons why this idiot would
call me and not someone he knows or is a part of his MC, unless…


“You fucking idiot! What the hell did you
do? You put the heat on her? Where the hell is she? Gimme the damn address,” I
growl, my blood pressure spiking, causing me to feel the vein in my temple
start to throb.


Keegan rattles off an address. “Get her
out and keep her safe. I’ll,”


“No, you fucking won’t. You’ve done
enough. I’m gonna make sure she’s safe and you’re gonna fuck off.” I don’t wait
for him to throw words back but just end the call.


“What’s going on?” Ronin questions,
shopping long forgotten.


“Someone I used to live next door to calls
me out of the fucking blue to pick up his sister.” I shove my phone into my
front pocket. Ronin keeps staring at me and raises his eyebrow in a silent
demand for me to elaborate. I rub a hand over my face. “Last time I saw him…he
was a prospect. Helios Darkness MC.”


Ronin’s face morphs into visible disgust.
Yeah, same here, buddy.


“I know,” I grumble. “But, fuck…why would
he call me? After all these damn years. Fucking hell, I just know he did some
shit and dragged Paisley into his mess. I don’t owe him shit, but,”


“Women don’t ask to be pulled into club
business. You never,” Ronin adds some curses but I cut him off.


“Listen, I need to head over to,”
Remembering the address, it suddenly clicks. “Dammit. He gave me the address of
the motel near Red Burton, the one with the pink doors.”


“Aw, fuck. I’m coming with; let’s go.”
Ronin stalks past me straight out the door, heading for our bikes. 


It’s close to ten minutes later when I
park my bike and head for the room number Keegan mentioned. Two other bikes are
parked and I nod to Ronin, whose hand slides to his gun. 


I pound my fist on the door and bellow,
“Paisley, it’s me, open the fuck up.”


I’m not even sure she remembers me since
it’s been nine years since I last saw her. Hell, the only words we used to
exchange were only a handful at a time. Though I’ve always felt protective of
her, I can’t explain it any other than that. 


Nine. Years. Yet here I am pounding on the
door as if those years didn’t happen because I know for sure two bikers are in
there and don’t fucking know what’s going on. All I know is that I need to get
her home safe.


The door swings open. A meaty dude with
slick hair and no sense of hygiene is swallowing up the space in front of me.
“What do you want?”


I hear a woman yelp and see movement, and
hear a struggle behind him. I place two hands on his chest and push the fucker
inside. The fucker sputters and bellows until Ronin shuts him up by aiming his
gun as he closes the door behind him. 


Another meaty dude with the same leather
cut as his buddy is holding on to a woman. In his other hand is a phone which
he throws on the bed as he sneers, “What the hell is Lost Valkyries MC doin’
here?”


Ronin and I both ignore his comment and my
focus is drawn to the woman’s body. Fucking curvy where it counts and with it
my eyes feast until I get to her upper body where her shirt is ripped and she’s
holding her fucking hands up to keep her breasts covered. Sweet, fluffy, candy
cotton colored hair. Not white, fucking pink hair. Where’s the scrawny girl I
knew?


“Paisley,” I growl, and hold out my hand,
hoping to fuck the tiny as shit worm I knew morphed into this tremendous
butterfly.


Her eyes lock on mine and I can see the
wheels turning inside her head before it clicks. “August!” 


Fuck. Long time since hearing my full
name, even back then she was the only person who refused to call me Gust. She
dashes around the asshole—who’s holding a piece of her clothing—and runs
straight into my arms.


I place a finger underneath her chin, tipping
her head slightly back. “You okay?”


Her bottom lip fucking trembles, eyes
flowing over with fucking tears as she gives a tiny shake. Utter fury flows
through my veins and I want to tear these fuckers apart.


“She’s Helios Darkness MC property. You have
no right to barge in here and interfere with our club business,” the meaty
fucker who opened the door sneers.


“I fucking well can. You’re in my damn
town. Un-fucking-announced. And you throw at me this woman is Helios Darkness
MC property? Gust, ask the lady,” Ronin snaps.


Fuck. This shit is bad. If it’s true we’re
risking a war, walking straight into it. Did Keegan set me up? Why the hell
would he do that shit? I haven’t seen him in years.


“Darlin’,” I address Paisley with my eyes
locked on the two bikers. “Are you Helios Darkness MC property?”


“No!” she snaps, her voice stronger and
pissed off. “My brother is Helios Darkness MC, I don’t have anything to do with
his club. Keegan told me to meet him here.”


One of the meaty fuckers steps forward.
“She’s Keegan’s blood, he’s not here, she is. I repeat, she’s Helios Darkness
MC property.”


“Gust?” Ronin presses. “What’s she to
you?”


The feel of this curvy woman plastered
against me, trembling and barely covered. Even if I only knew her when we were
teenagers growing up over nine years ago…hell, even if I didn’t fucking know her,
it’s like my Prez said; women don’t ask to be pulled into club business.


I state the only thing that grants her
full protection. “She’s my Old Lady, my fucking property. You’ve fucking
touched what’s mine, and now you need to die.”


My fingers dive into Paisley’s pink hair
as I bury her face against my chest, preventing her from watching my arm raise
as I flash it up and pull the trigger at the same time Ronin takes out the
other guy.


“This,” Ronin snaps, “is way fucking
better and easier to handle than fucking grocery shopping.”










 


Chapter 02


***Paisley***


 


Two
gunshots ring out and I feel August’s chest rumble with laughter about
something the other guy said. Every breath I take makes my lungs fill with the
scent of leather, sandalwood, citrus, an indistinguishable link to August.
Memories of the past fill my body as I sag further against this man.


Man. Not the young, sweet guy who looked
after me when my brother would drop me like a hot potato and run off to
wherever he spent his time. August would always show up out of nowhere and made
sure I got home safe.


A sigh rips from my very soul. Not from
what went down before this man stepped back into my life, but from the way my
body welcomes his, as if my body recognizes its soulmate by some kind of
chemical reaction his scent draws out. Insane. Seriously. There’s love at first
sight, but I’ve never heard of smell and hand over your heart.


“We need to get out of here, now,” the guy
August came with states.


I lift my head from the comfort of August’s
chest and glance over to the other guy. His cut states he’s the President of
Lost Valkyries MC. Turning back, I see August is a part of the same MC. His
words now rush back about how he said I was his Old Lady…his property,
and with it saved me. 


But still bouncing from one ball to the
other—MC to MC. I know what it did to my brother, how it changed him. I should
have never returned to my hometown. Dammit, I’m sure this MC is just as bad, August
is just as bad. I need to save myself, get away as far as I can from all
these guys.


I step away and rush over to my backpack.
I take a sweater out and pull it on. The nasty biker ripped off my blouse,
leaving me half naked. Glancing down I see the asshole on the floor who wanted
to rape me—would have—if August didn’t burst inside. Without a second
thought my foot swings back and I kick the bastard in the balls. Hard.


“Nice. Kick a man when he’s down. Dead.
Whatever. You claimed one with a mean streak. I think I like her. Now grab your
Old Lady and let’s hit the fucking road so we can dodge any after blow,” the
President of Lost Valkyries MC says.


He seems nice, though the scar along his
face gives him a mean outer appearance. Maybe it’s the way his voice curls around
the words and the fact he backs August up. But don’t all these guys back each
other up? 


One’s nice, they’re all nice. One kills a
guy, the other…oh, right…there are two dead bodies on the floor, proving my
very red point. Yikes. I need to get out of here, fast. I grab my other bag
from the floor—and with it have all the things I own in this world—and stalk
out the door.


“Not so fast, darlin’,” August says as his
fingers wrap around my upper arm. “You need to come with me, and no fucking
arguments; we need to move fast.”


Shit. August is right. We need to get out
of here before anyone can tie us to those two dead guys. Though I’m pretty sure
my brother didn’t check in using his own name, anyone who sees us can give the
police a description for sure. Without objecting, I straddle the bike and wrap
my arms around August’s waist as he gets us the hell out of here.


It’s been six years since I was last in
town. Ever since my father took me away when mom got killed. Weird how the
death of my father led me to come back here to face Keegan. And look how
that went. I should have known better and followed my father’s request, but
no, I had this nagging feeling to do the right thing and tell Keegan in person
our father died.


Funny how things go because I for sure never
expected to run into August or end up on the back of his bike. It doesn’t
matter, though. As soon as I’m able to, I’m going to take the next plane out of
here. I don’t even care where to…anywhere but here.


Normally I would have the next job lined
up seeing as I’m an international nanny. My last job I was with a family for two
and a half years. It would have ended next week but with my father’s death, the
family assured me it was okay to leave early. 


So here I am, no job lined up, and no
place to stay. It sucks August is a biker, but he’s someone I used to know and
trust. Seeing he basically saved me back there, it’s safe to assume I can trust
him enough to bring me somewhere safe. At least give me time to think of what
to do next.


I can still feel the rumble of the bike
vibrating through my legs as I walk next to August into a large building.


“Bark, Titan, Crane, church, now!”


August leans in next to my ear. “We need
to talk things through first with my brothers, then you and I will have a
chat.”


“Fine,” I mutter. “It’s not like I have a
choice in any of it.”


“I’m sure you didn’t, darlin’. Good thing
Keegan called me, I sure as fuck don’t want to think what would have happened
if he didn’t.” August’s words make me gasp.


“He called you?” Why the hell would he
call August?


“Yeah.” August rubs a hand over his buzz
cut. “Out of the fucking blue. Haven’t heard from him in nine years.”


“Church, Gust,” the President of this MC
growls. “We talk details and shit in there. And bring your Old Lady because we
need the intel she has.”


“Dude, I’m not his Old Lady,” I grumble.


“Don’t call me dude. The name is Ronin.”


“Well, I would say it’s nice to meet you,
but the circumstances suck. But then again you were one of the two who helped
me. Yeah, the verdict is still pending…I’m gonna ride this one out to see where
it leads.” I’m not thrilled to be in a clubhouse filled with bikers because my
brother and his MC only brought death and destruction to my family.


Dammit, I should have never returned here.
Lesson learned. Again...first plane out of here when I have the chance.


There are three other men in this room and
they all tell me their name. Nice, seems some do have manners. Another
difference from my brother’s MC. Maybe I need to keep an open mind when it
comes to these guys. Until I can leave that is.


“Thank fuck all the Old Ladies went on a
trip with the kids so we only have our own asses to watch over,” Ronin
grumbles.


“What the fuck happened? You were supposed
to pick up groceries and what? Gust managed to come home with an Old Lady
instead? Start from the fucking beginning,” Bark, a guy with a beard and lots
of ink, says.


My eyes slide to his pecs where his
leather cut states this man here is the VP. Suddenly I’m curious what August
does for this MC. Do they have jobs? Tasks? Drugs to run, women to snatch,
money to steal, people to kill? A chill runs up and down my spine. I need to
leave.


But I can’t, so instead I sink down on a
chair, hoping to gain some information as to what the hell is going on, so I
know what I’m dodging as I hightail out of town and never return.


August takes the chair next to mine. “Me
and Prez were at the store when I got a call from someone I knew years ago.
Hadn’t heard from the fucker in nine years but he asked for one favor, to pick
up his sister. If the favor involved Keegan, I would have ended the call. But I
couldn’t ignore it when it involved Paisley.”


He clears his throat while mine clogs up.
Not because my brother called him to come for me...but about the fact August
came for me. Like he used to get me home safe when we were teenagers. I reach
out and cover his hand with mine and give it a gentle squeeze.


“Thank you,” I croak in a whisper.


He gives me a tiny nod but directs his attention
to the other guys. “When we arrived at the address he gave me, there were two
bikers of Helios Darkness MC already attacking her.”


“Fuck. Why the hell are they in our
fucking town?” Bark curses some more.


“Probably because of Keegan. Makes sense since
the guy grew up here. Last time I heard, he’s Helios Darkness MC’s VP,” August
states and it makes me suck in a breath.


I didn’t know my brother was the VP. Hell,
before we spoke on the phone yesterday, I hadn’t seen or talked to him in six
years.


 “Gust here claimed Paisley. Then we
killed those two fuckers and hightailed out of there,” Ronin grunts and
everyone falls silent as all eyes turn to me.


As if I’m the one to blame for all of it?
“Don’t look at me. I only came back to this freaking town to tell my brother
our father died two weeks ago. I haven’t seen Keegan since my dad drove us out
of town six years ago when retaliation of MC trouble landed at our doorstep.
So, don’t you dare look at me. I’m not wearing a cut, I’m not the sonofabitch
my brother is. You know what? Let me get out of your hair so you bikers can
play with your guns and dicks to see who’s got the biggest ones. I’m going to
catch the next plane out of here. Oh, and if you do run into my brother? Give
him a damn bullet between the eyes after you tell him his father died.”


Screw this. I jump up and head for the
door. I need to get far, far away from all of this.










 


Chapter 03


***Gust***


 


“Now
wait just a goddamned minute,” I growl and manage to catch her upper arm before
she slips through the door. I hold her in place and throw the words over my
shoulder at my brothers, “I’m gonna take her to my room and talk shit through.”


“It’s called fucking, Gust. Use your cock
and don’t pussyfoot around it but shove it in there to claim your woman the
right way.” Crane laughs as I shut the damn door. Asshole.


Paisley glances over my shoulder with a
disapproving look. With what she just threw out about her brother? It’s safe to
say this woman’s holding a rightful grudge against MCs in general. And I’m not
even mentioning the shit I dragged her away from today. 


Just fucking great. A blast from my past.
Sinful body. Hate toward everything I stand for, and I’ve managed to tie this
woman to me. Frustrating and a hell of a challenge, but it’s also everything
this woman radiates. Good thing I’m up for a challenge and I’ve got the
patience along with it. 


I’m an explosives expert. Have you ever
disassembled a ticking bomb? I have. Steady as fuck hand, the longest last
breath, and the will to live. There’s nothing I can’t do and I have to admit,
with all my brothers claiming an Old Lady, I’ve been craving to claim one.
Circumstances aside, I never in a million years thought it would be Paisley.


Paisley, the scrawny fluff with the timid
‘thank you’ and the only one I even cared enough for to make sure she always
got home safe all those years ago. Shit. I now realize she was a girl back
then, nothing like the hot, lush, filled with sin and curves woman who’s
standing in my room. Glaring right at me, I must add.


Well, I guess it’s time she learned I’m no
longer the ‘boy next door who’s gonna make sure she’s gets home safe’ type of
guy I was back then. Fuck, no. I might have claimed her to make sure she got
out of there alive and in one piece, but I fucking well claimed her for real.
Meaning she’s my Old Lady. Mine. No chance in hell I’m ever gonna let her go.


“You can put your bags over there. And you
might want to tone down the glaring, Paisley. I don’t condone that shit if I
didn’t deserve it,” I snap.


Her shoulders sag slightly and she lets
her bags drop to the floor. “Sorry. It’s been a hell of a day.”


I release my breath and try to soften my
voice. “Hell of a few weeks by the sound of it. Sorry to hear about your
father.” 


She gives me a slight nod to acknowledge
my words. I’d like nothing more than to ask what she meant with the retaliation
of the MC trouble she mentioned in church, but that’s something I can get intel
on through another way. It’s most definitely something I don’t want to get into
right now with all the shit going on, lots of time in the future to get to know
each other. 


Seeing she’s my Old Lady, nothing
will…wait. “Paisley, I claimed you as my Old Lady, you do understand what this
means, right?”


Her eyes go wide. “You just said those
words to save me. To get me out of there.”


I slowly shake my head. “A spoken claim is
a solid claim nonetheless, darlin’.”


A sly smile spreads my face, satisfaction roaring
through my body while my cock twitches in satisfaction.


“You can’t…we can’t…I’m…I…” Panic fills
her face and my heart stutters.


What the fuck? “Don’t tell me you have a
fucking boyfriend. Tell me right fucking now. Boyfriend? Married? En-fucking-gaged?”


“What? No,” she says in utter repulsion. 


“Thank fuck. Well, it’s settled, you’re
mine.” I smirk.


She narrows her eyes and stalks right up
to me, punching my shoulder as if we’re the kids we were way back when. “Cut it
out, August. You got me back safe, like you always did. I’m thankful, but my
ass is gonna walk out the door—get on a plane—to never return to this fucked-up
town ever again.”


If she thinks she can intimidate me or
make a stand…all this little flare-up does is make my cock hard. “Nine fucking
years, quite a leap to go from timid to feisty, huh, darlin’?”


I reach out and curl my fingers around her
neck. She gasps but not from fear. Fuck, no. Her pupils dilate and her
heartbeat picks up underneath my touch. My cock was already hard for her, but
I’m pretty sure her cunt is dripping for me. 


I drag her closer and lift her chin up
with my thumb. Keeping our gaze locked I let my other hand cup her fine breast
through the fabric. Her damn nipple is hard, acknowledging my suspicion of the
effect we have on each other. I manage to pinch the tight peak through the
fabric, making the sweetest of sounds flow over her pretty plump lips. 


“Paisley,” I growl, barely hanging on.


‘Hmmm?” she breathlessly questions as if
she needs to drag her brain into our discussion.


“You. Are. Mine,” I vow as I slam my mouth
over hers.


She melts against me and when her tongue
slides over my damn lips in search of mine, it’s a done deal. I need to get my
cock inside her. As Crane mentioned; I need to claim my woman the right way. 


Her hands leave my body and she starts to
undress herself without disconnecting our mouths. Our kiss is pure lust and
hunger. Her mind doesn’t seem to fully understand what’s happening. Though
she’s fully invested to get hot and naked; raw fucking. It’s the underlying
tone what makes my cock even harder. She’s going to feel what it’s like to be
my Old Lady.


I let my hands roam over her now naked
body and it frustrates me I can’t see her. She’s too damn close. I swoop
her off her feet easily and throw her on the bed, making her bounce in place.
Stripping away the rest of my clothing and boots, I let my gaze slide all over
her sweet curves.


How fucking lucky am I? Fuck women who
need to live by a model-like standard, this body right here; all curves and
made for me, is what it’s all about. The kind of package designed to handle all
of me. How the hell would it ever fit in a tiny package I would break for sure?
I let my hand fist my cock and lazily stroke to relish in the way she makes me
crazy with every lush inch of her body.


“Condom or bare?” The raw need in my voice
is undeniable. 


She should be glad I even give her a
choice because my restraint is bound to shatter and my cock will find her cunt
any way, any-fucking-how. The way she gives her head a little shake and rips
her eyes away from my cock lets me know she’s fighting the cloud of lust to be
sensible. Good. I need her fully invested in what’s about to come.


“Condom?” 


“Don’t return a fucking question with a
question. Be sure about something as crucial as this,” I growl. “It’s been a
few months for me and I have a clean bill of health. Besides, before that, I’d
only let my cock out to play when it was all suited up. You being my Old Lady
gives you the privilege of jumping on bare.”


She narrows her eyes, some of the lust
clearing up when she snaps, “Same here, all clean, on the pill, and only let a
dick inside me when it was covered by a condom.”


Her reply makes me wince and with it understanding
dawns. “This is the only fucking time we discuss others.”


I step closer to the bed and place my knee
on it while sliding her legs apart, giving me the perfect visual of her aroused
cunt. Her eyes are locked on my bobbing cock. Reaching out, I tweak her nipple,
making her hiss as goose bumps spread all over her skin.


“Eyes on me, Paisley. There will be enough
time later to eat up my cock—either with your gaze up close or with your
tongue—I’ll make sure you get an eyeful. For now?” I let my fingers slide
through her cunt. “You’re going to have my face branded on your soul while I
fuck your cunt raw enough to know just who it belongs to.”


Her breathing becomes shallow and my
fingers are rewarded with a rush of wetness. All the damn proof I need to know
how turned on she is with mere words. 


“Fucking tight,” I groan as I slide two
fingers inside her. “How long has it been?”


She clenches around me. “I thought we were
done talking about others. Just get inside me already,” she hisses.


I slide my fingers out and smack my open
hand against her pussy. Her gasp is becoming one of my favorite sounds and I
start to wonder what she would sound like if I fucked her from behind while
pumping her ass with a dildo. Fuck. Now I’m the one hissing to hold back the surge
of lust coursing through my body. Dammit. What the hell is this woman doing to
me?










 


Chapter 04


***Paisley***


 


Did
he just smack my pussy? The sting turns to liquid heat, making my clit throb
even more. Oh, shit. I’m in way over my freaking head. How could I ever think
this guy was safe? A solid connection from my past who was always there for me.



Now? Raw need radiates from his gaze,
scorching me with the heat he’s about to unleash upon me. The words he just
gave me? I’ve never had a guy talk to me like that or openly state his need to
have me.


With the turn of events these last few
weeks I decide to let go. Once I stepped inside August’s room, I surrendered to
what’s to come; the ride he would take me on. And he’s doing a damn fine job of
making me forget anything besides our two bodies.


I always had a secret crush on August but
being young and invisible to boys, one can’t act on insecurities. Let alone
confess to your brother’s friend you have the hots for him. Even more when I
didn’t even know what those feeling entailed back then. Now I freaking know.
And to be honest? It still scares the shit out of me but oh, do I long for
it to happen; for us to happen.


I’m done with talking, or thinking for
that matter. The way he asked about how long it’s been since I’ve had sex? Years.
I’m not about to admit to this man—who radiates sex—I’m practically
inexperienced. I can count the few times I’ve had sex on one hand and it was
with the same person. And I can honestly say the guy didn’t even arouse a
fragment of what August has managed to flare up. Another reason I can’t wait to
feel him inside me.


I’ve never believed in love or lust at
first sight but the feeling of righteousness I felt when August stepped back
into my life—at a time when I needed him the most—can only be described as
destined to be. So, now I’m destined to have some amazing sex. 


My gaze slides to his impressive length.
The most enthralling and breathtaking sight. Maybe his question about how long
it’s been since I’ve had sex wasn’t as weird as I thought…it’s going to take
some effort to get something this huge to slide inside my pussy.


“Eyes,” August rumbles.


As if his voice, body, dick—all of him—isn’t
intimidating enough, he needs to hold my gaze as if he’s claiming my very soul.
Shit. How many hours since we met again? And we’re freaking naked and in bed
together.


“Stop,” August snaps and it’s as if my
heart slows down with his harsh demand. “Why is there suddenly a hint of panic
in your eyes, darlin’?”


I try to keep my breathing under control
and mutter, “Because maybe, just maybe, you’re a little intimidating and I feel
overwhelmed by all of it.” I make sure to land my eyes on his dick when
I emphasize it.


Now the annoying man smirks but lets
himself fall down next to me on the bed. He reaches out and drapes me over his
body. His fingers go into my hair, holding my head against his muscled chest.


“What the fuck are you doing to me,”
August mutters, I’m guessing to himself, “making me all soft.”


Soft? Is he serious? “You’re anything but
soft,” I snicker and wiggle against him.


His fingers tighten in my hair, making me
gasp from the sting. How does this guy keep me at a constant balance of a flare
of pain which evolves into desire? 


“I would have been fucking you by now
instead of worrying about you or if we’re going too fast. Fucking hell, I sound
like a damn chick. Don’t ever repeat that shit, it stays between us,” August
groans and it makes me snicker.


It stays between us. It’s something
he used to say when he brought me home. August just made sure I got home safe,
but it made me feel special nonetheless. It used to make my stomach flip when
he said it, as it does now.


“We were both moving too fast and enjoying
every second, then it suddenly overwhelmed me…but now?” I let my tongue trail
over my bottom lip.


Slightly raising myself, I stare into his
eyes and even if he’s got rough features with the buzz cut, strong jaw and
those deep green eyes with a hint of gray…he makes me feel safe, desired…as if
there’s nothing more important in this world except me.


“I want to go full speed ahead,” I whisper
and slowly inch down to lick his lips.


He growls and guides my head to the side,
taking control over our kiss while his other hand is gripping my ass. When this
man puts his hands on me or so much as glances my way, I feel myself opening up
even more to let him inside. Where I froze a moment ago—feeling overwhelmed—I’m
completely driven by lust and longing now.


My hips tilt and I can feel his dick nudge
my entrance. A moan slips free, swallowed by August at the same time I let myself
slide down, taking his dick one slow inch at a time.


His mouth leaves mine to bury his face
into my neck, hissing through his teeth, “Fuuuuuuuuck.”


I hold my breath and fight the urge to
scream. I’m not sure if it’s from the burn of stretching to accommodate his
dick or from the intense passion singing through my body by being filled and
intimately connected with my August.


My August. The realization
shocks me. After all these years, now is the time to voice a teenage dream
becoming reality. I wrap my fingers around his head and pull him from my neck,
connecting our gaze to voice the words he said earlier, I turn the tables on
him. 


“You belong to me, I’m the only one you’re
fucking.” I manage to get my words out in one fluent sentence.


I would have said “the only one you make
love to” but I’m not one to fool myself. The here and now is driven by lust.
Even if I had a crush on him many years ago...hell, I still do. It doesn’t
change the fact it’s instinct that takes over.


“Mine,” August replies and spins us around
hopping to his knees on the mattress as he grips my hips and starts to pounce.
Oh. Gosh. The angle. The way he slides in and out with his thick girth, hitting
a sweet spot inside me...


“Auguuuuuust,” I release his name on a
moan and surrender to him completely.


He doesn’t let me come down from the rush
of bliss I’m riding wave after wave, but instead he picks up speed until he
buries himself deep one last time. My name spills from his lips, his eyes
locked on mine freely showing so many emotions, it rips my breath away.


His hips start to slowly rock at the same
time he buries his head into the crook of my neck. He’s breathing me in while
murmuring sweet words. Or I imagine so because I can’t understand a word he’s
saying. They sound sweet though, as are the soft kisses and the delicious
tremors rocking the lower half of my body. It’s as if he’s prolonging our
pleasure to keep it on a slow burn. Not that I could go another round. I feel
utterly spent.


He shifts our bodies so we’re on our side,
still connected and wrapped up in each other. With my arms around him I feel
myself drift off to sleep, and still, I can’t let go of him. With the turn of
events, I’m not sure I can ever let him go. And with it, fear hits me, because
he might just have the power to break me.


Knowing my brother is a biker and the hurt
and loss he brought upon our family makes the threat real. And with what just
happened? August dragging me away from one MC incident and into the so-called
safety of another MC? I might eventually be the one who needs to walk away for
my own benefit. 


I’m pretty sure I’m going to leave my
heart with this man…the man who stole it the day I turned sixteen and he picked
me up alongside of the road to bring me home safe.


But for now, I need to let my body rest
and soak this moment into my memories. Tomorrow I’ll open the app I always use
to find a new job opportunity. There’s always a family looking for a nanny.
This time I’ll accept an international job and be sure to fly far, far, away from
my hometown.


Besides the man I’m holding in my arms—the
only man my heart has longed for—there’s nothing keeping me here. Not even my
brother who screwed up all his life, got my mother killed, and almost had me
raped by his biker buddies…or worse. No. Other than August, there’s nothing
keeping me here.










 


Chapter 05


***Gust***


 


“Any
news?” I grunt at Ronin who’s sitting at the bar next to Bark.


Ronin turns to face me. “Ah, look who
finally crawled out of bed to join us this morning.”


“This morning?” I chuckle. “It’s noon, and
yeah…so what if I just crawled out of bed. I’ve got an Old Lady wrapped up in
my sheets. Be fucking glad I decided to leave her there to rest while I make
sure she can stay safely in my damn bed.”


“So, the two of you have a history, huh?”
Bark questions as I take a seat next to him.


A prospect places a steaming cup of coffee
in front of me. I nod my thanks as I face Bark. “Yeah, the girl next door since
we were teenagers, sister of my friend, all that cliché shit.”


“Nice,” Bark chuckles, “gives you a
foundation to build on instead of perfect strangers fucking like bunnies within
hours of getting hooked.”


Now it’s my turn to chuckle, and though he’s
right…my gut also reminds me, “Even if we didn’t have a history…I still would
have claimed and fucked her within hours of landing my eyes on her.”


“Nice, Mister Romantic.” Ronin shakes his
head. “But we still have to face the consequences of the mess she got us
tangled in.”


“I got us tangled in. Not her. It
was my fucking decision to go to her,” I growl, somewhat pissed he puts the
blame on her.


“Meh, it was my decision to back you up.”
Ronin shrugs. “And like I mentioned yesterday, the timing is acceptable since
all our Old Ladies, and our kids, are out of town. We just need to clear it up
before they get back and all will be fucking dandy again.”


“You guys discuss a plan of action?” I
question.


“Yeah, brother, we did,” Crane grunts
while he sits down next to Ronin. “Prospect, get me a bottle of water.”


The prospect dives into the refrigerator
but comes up empty. “I need to go get some from the storage room.” 


Crane sighs, “Well, run along then.”


The prospect rushes away toward the back
of the clubhouse where the storage room is.


Ronin chuckles. “Regretting the whiskey
from last night, huh?”


Crane snorts. “I only had three glasses. I
fucking hate sleeping without my Old Lady. My bed is cold and I can’t get
enough hours of sleep I normally get.”


“I think you mean you’re missing the
fucking…draining away the energy so you sleep better,” Bark chuckles. “Same here
man. But they’ve been planning this girl’s week for months.”


“I know,” Crane is about to say something
else but there’s sound of glass shattering, followed by loud stumbles coming
from down the hall.


“The prospect?” Crane questions.


“Fucking doubt it,” Ronin grunts and palms
his gun, as do we all.


A few other brothers of mine rush into the
main clubhouse, guns drawn. The prospect comes out of the storage room the same
time I see the door of my room swing open. My heart is pinned with a knife the
same way one is keeping Paisley in place on her damn throat, as a guy behind
her moves forward with her. Seems like her hands are tied behind her back and
in this moment I’m thankful she grabbed one of my shirts to sleep in after we
had another round of sex early this morning.


“Ronin,” the guy snaps as two other men
appear behind him. One of them grabs the prospect in a chokehold.


“Ugo,” Ronin snaps, “what the fuck are you
doing in my fucking clubhouse uninvited and holding one of my brother’s Old
Ladies…a damn knife to her throat? Let her go and leave while you’re still
breathing.”


Ugo shakes his head. “I’m not the one who
stuck his nose into someone else’s fucking business, Ronin. Now I’m here to
discuss this mess we’re in so the both of us can get out of each other’s hair.”


“Don’t try to pin this shit on me,” Ronin
growls. “I remember walking into a damn motel room—in my fucking
town—and stumbling into two of your guys molesting an Old Lady who’s under the
protection of Lost Valkyries MC.”


“I should have notified you we needed to
pick up one of our own who ran off, I’ll give you that. But it doesn’t diminish
the fact you killed two of my guys. I fucking heard it myself, I had one of
them on the phone when you two barged in there. Payback is a bitch, like the
one I’m holding.” The corner of this fucker’s mouth is twitching, as is my
finger on the trigger to blow a hole in his head. 


But he’s holding Paisley at knifepoint.
Never in my damn life has fear taken root in my bloodstream. Not while
dismantling a fucking bomb set to blow any damn second. But putting Paisley’s
life at risk? Leaving shit in the hands of others? Fuck. I can’t lose her. But
I need to let my Prez deal with it, even if it’s slowly killing me with every
passing heartbeat.


“I hate repeating myself, Ugo…but you need
to let the lady walk. Only then am I willing to discuss shit.” Ronin’s voice is
icy. 


“Gale,” Ugo snaps.


The fucker behind him—holding the prospect
at gunpoint—steps closer. In one smooth move Ugo pushes Paisley forward and
replaces her with the prospect.


Paisley crumbles to the floor and I’m both
filled with relief about the fact she’s not the one with the knife at her
throat, but fucking furious that he threw her to the floor. Not to mention I
want to run to her, and drag her away from those fuckers, but I need to stay in
place.


“Come here, darlin’,” I croak, unable to
keep my fucking emotions at bay when it comes to her.


Fuck. I promised to keep her safe and she
was still ripped from my own fucking bed to be dragged out of my room with a
fucking knife to her throat.


She pushes her shoulder against the floor to
get to her knees and scrambles up to rush toward me. I wrap my arm around her,
pulling her flush against my body while my other arm is still taking aim at
Ugo, the President of Helios Darkness MC.


Normally we don’t run into or have any
issues with other MCs. Mainly because they don’t stumble into our town without
letting us know. It’s more of a courtesy when they have business here. Mutual
respect, that kind of thing. Ugo knows very well he fucked up first.


“Now, as I was sayin’,” Ugo sneers. “You
need to make up for the two brothers you killed. Here’s my first demand…I want
you to deliver Keegan.”


“Keegan?” Ronin snaps. “What the fuck?
He’s not one of mine.”


“One of your guys has his sister as an Old
Lady. Like I said, you fucking owe me so deliver him to me. How? Your fucking
problem. Now I’m done here and will expect you to pull through within
twenty-four hours or I will take four of your men, and the woman, to make up
for the two I lost.” Ugo doesn’t wait for Ronin to answer him but backs up the
same way he came, his two buddies stepping in front of him as he drags the
prospect along with him.


The door to my room slams shut and I hear
Ronin curse along with Bark, Crane, Titan, and a few others. I lower my gun,
tucking it away to wrap both arms around my woman. She’s shaking and it’s no
damn wonder with the shit that just went down.


“Crane,” I bark. “Hand me your knife or
some scissors, anything to get this zip tie off her wrists.”


Crane rushes toward me and I bury
Paisley’s head against my chest and put my mouth next to her ear. “Stay still,
darlin’, Crane is gonna free your wrists.”


I barely finish my sentence when Crane
grunts, “Done.”


The next thing I feel is my woman pushing
me away. “Fucking asshole!” she seethes.


Wait…she’s mad at me? Fuck. I’m mad at
myself for not protecting her, but come the fuck on.


“Calm down, and don’t call me a fucking
asshole,” I growl, unable to contain my own frustrations about this fucked-up
situation.


She punches my shoulder, her cotton candy
colored hair waving from the action. “I didn’t call you a fucking asshole. I
meant my brother. He’s the one who pulled us into his MC ramifications. And I
can’t believe I let myself get close to you. You! Another MC. Look at where it gets
me!”


I lean down and get right in her face. “Don’t
ever compare me to your asshole brother or compare one fucking MC to the next
one you run into, because we’re nothing like the one your brother
belongs to. But you really want to, right? Well how about this…your brother
fucked-up, I fucked-up by not protecting you just now…but,”


“Gust,” Ronin snaps from behind me. “Back
off, brother, before you say shit you can’t take back.”


Ignoring my Prez, I continue, “What does
it get you? It gets you fucked, that’s what. By me. Multiple times a day while
I keep you locked in my room and fuck every other cunt in this clubhouse before
and after I rip your cunt apart. And while I have some time in between I’ll go
around town to deal some drugs, kill some innocent people, and fuck some more,”
I seethe.


My heart plummets as I see all the blood
drain from her face. Her bottom lip quivers but with her next breath she throws
her shoulders back and steps away from me. One fucking step and it feels like a
whole continent just slid in between us.


 










 


Chapter 06


***Paisley***


 


I
might have had a knife pressing against my throat mere minutes ago, but
August’s words are the ones that are slicing through me, cutting away my
ability to breathe.


“Calm the fuck down, the both of you.”
Ronin’s words enter my brain.


And though I would like nothing more than
to aim my fury at August…Gust. I have to remind myself he’s nothing like
the boy I knew. He’s the biker known as Gust. Entirely different, such a damn
contradiction from the kindhearted man I shared a bed with last night.


“Would it make a difference if I calmed
the fuck down?” I give Ronin a sweet fake smile. “I don’t need to remind
you I’m not one of your men who you can order around.”


“Don’t be fucking disrespectful,” Gust snaps.
“He stood up for you two fucking times to save your ass.”


My attention swings back to the man who
just stated he’d fuck anything. “Oh, well, excuse me, Gust. Am I
supposed to give him a thank you fuck too?”


There, implying I only fucked him last night
as a way to say thanks instead of making more out of it than it was, since
clearly, I am nothing more than a piece of property. Screw him. As soon as I
see a chance to get out of here, there won’t be anything holding me back
anymore.


Gust’s fingers wrap around my throat,
shoving his face back in mine, our noses touching as he growls, “There’s only
me. No one else will ever touch what’s mine.”


This makes me snort. “I beg to differ,
with your plans to screw everything with a cunt, you taint me…dipping your dick
in other people’s dirty shit.”


“All right, you two.” Ronin steps in
between us and pushes Gust away. “This is a heat of the moment discussion
that’s turning uglier by the fucking second. Seeing all our other Old Ladies
are out of town…dammit, I need my woman right the fuck now to talk some sense
into you, Paisley, while I let my fists talk some sense into Gust. But me is
all you have right now and that means I’m pulling you two apart. Bark, take
Paisley to the kitchen.”


“She’s not leaving my fucking sight,” Gust
growls.


I narrow my eyes at the big baboon before
I morph my face into a sweet and welcoming one for Bark. “Lead the way.”


I hear commotion behind my back. Gust
growling, Ronin and Crane cursing. But I ignore all and follow Bark into the
kitchen. The rough, inked up, bearded biker, grabs a cup and pours coffee into
it before placing the steaming cup in front of me.


“He’s a good man, when he’s thinking
straight,” Bark tries.


I grab the sugar and add a scoop to the
coffee. “He’s an asshole.”


“True. But he means well. He wouldn’t be
such an asshole if he didn’t give a fuck about you.” Bark crosses his arms in
front of his chest while leaning against the counter.


“Funny way of showing it. Besides…it
doesn’t matter anyway, and I couldn’t care less,” I sigh, hoping Bark leaves
the issue alone. I’m done talking.


“That’s a lie. You do care, as does he.
He’s been wanting an Old Lady for a long damn time, and when you returned into
his life he didn’t even have time to blink but claimed you on the spot. Or so I
heard.”


“Great, he wanted an Old Lady so he
grabbed the first one he knew. Oh, and let’s not forget he kinda had to or he
couldn’t save me from those other idiots. Thanks for the talk, I’m feeling so
much better now.” I glare at Bark over the rim of my cup.


“Ronin’s right…we do need the Old Ladies
back. Though it’s a good thing they’re not here when we’re dealing with this
shit. And let me give you some club business intel so you’ll understand
better.” I’m about to snap for him to save it, but Bark flashes me his palm and
continues. “Lost Valkyries MC are basically mercenaries. We don’t accept all
jobs, just the ones that need to be handled. Clearing the world of scumbags who
have it coming so to say. But I won’t paint a pretty picture because black and fucking
white…we kill for money. But there’s a huge difference between MCs and
certainly between us and Helios Darkness MC. They don’t care if they deal drugs
to kids; as long as they earn a buck, it’s all dandy. Every single thing they
do is for their benefit. They have no conscience.”


“And you guys do?” I raise my eyebrow in
question. It’s hard enough to process the things he just said.


“Didn’t I just mention we do? If someone
wants us to kill his wife, we look into the fucker who places the hit. Make sure
the woman is safe. But if the woman turns out to be someone who steals his
money while feeding the fucker poison so her husband dies a slow death…then
yeah, we do accept the job.”


I feel my eyes widen. “That has happened?
For real?” 


Bark shrugs. “I could tell you more, but
then I’d have to kill you…club secrets and all.” The funny man winks as if he’s
joking, but I’m seriously wondering if he is.


A chill runs up my spine. “All of you are
killers, I don’t see how that’s any different from the MC my brother is a part
of,” Now Bark is about to interrupt me but I’m the one holding my palm up. “Let
me finish. Six years ago, my brother had to do some kind of initiation thing
where he went from being a prospect to a sworn in member, or whatever you guys
call it. He had to steal a bag of money, or drugs, whatever, from a gang. He
succeeded but the idiot didn’t notice he was followed. Leading them right to
our house. They drove by,” I take a gulp of air to swallow down the bile of
remembering that day. “My mother was about to leave for work. I always followed
her out to her car but I was late putting my shoes on…I heard the gunshots…I
rushed out to see Keegan hiding behind his car…my mom…the blood…her eyes…she
was dead when the first bullet hit her head and a few more entered her body…his
fault. All his fault.”


My vision is blurry when I see someone
squatting in front of me before strong arms wrap around me. 


“I’m so fucking sorry,” Gust croaks.


I start to push him away but he doesn’t
let me, his grip tightens and I lose myself in the anger, sadness,
powerlessness, despair, weariness…every single emotion is overwhelming as I let
myself sink down into his embrace and start to cry uncontrollably.










 


Chapter 07


***Gust***


 


I’m
a fucking moron. I’ve claimed the one woman who’s it for me, but who hates MCs.
And has every fucking reason too. At least she’s not pushing me away and is
crying in my arms. I’m sure it’s also because of everything that’s happened
today, yesterday, six damn years ago, and not to mention her father dying recently.


Now her brother almost got her killed too.
And yeah, I’m pretty sure those two who were about to rape her wouldn’t have
left her alive if they were done with her. With Ugo demanding Keegan from us?
Pretty sure the fucker screwed up enough for them to wipe out everyone
connected to him.


Which also leads to his last days to roam
this fucking earth because he’s as good as dead with the way Ugo wanted him.
Another loss Paisley’s life will be tainted with, though I’m pretty sure she
hates his guts with what she just said. Him being responsible for her mother’s
death? The fucker hiding behind a car while his mother took the rain of bullets
while she watched it happen? Yeah…fuck.


I was seventeen when I joined the army and
moved out of my parents’ house nine years ago. “My parents never told me what
happened. Not one fucking word. I didn’t know. I wish I fucking did... I would
have come to you. I would have,” Fuck...what I wouldn’t give to turn back time
and take away all the bad shit she had to endure in life. “And I’m fucking
sorry for acting like a jerk. I’m such an asshole lashing out like I did. You
don’t deserve that shit I said. I just...I’ve never had a girl, okay? So, bear
with me. I know I’m gonna fuck up a lot more in the future, but you need to hang
in there because I’m all about keeping us together, okay?”


“You just want an Old Lady and it doesn’t
matter who she is...you just want one,” she sobs.


What. The. Fuck? My eyes go to Bark and he
fucking shrugs. Asshole.


“You’re right about me wanting an Old Lady
for a long while now. And no, it does fucking matter who she is because I’ve
met so many damn women in my life and there’s just one who can make my blood
sing, one who tightens my gut, one who makes my cock throb with need, and one
who connects to my sanity and makes me hope for a bright and better future.
That one...that’s you, darlin’. It’s always been you.” I now realize myself. 


No wonder I never found the perfect Old
Lady...she wasn’t living here, she left. “The one woman destined to be mine was
run out of town by her fucking brother. The same fucking brother who brought
you back here. Again, risking your life. It’s fucking time we grabbed hold and
make our hometown safe again for you to stay. Because I need you here, Paisley.
I just found you again and I ain’t ever letting go. No matter how many times I
fuck up or how much you hate the MC I’m a part of. Even if you make me take a
regular job, I’ll...fuck, I can’t lose you…I…Paisley, please, say something.”


She’s still sobbing in my arms but her
eyes are staring into mine. Hope starts to light my heart and starts to pump
through my veins when she presses her lips against mine ever so softly before
pulling back.


“You really are an asshole, and I’m still
mad at you.” Her voice wavers.


Shit. All hope plummets because the way
she’s looking at me? She’s shutting the door on us.


“You’d better be good at groveling because
the things you said about screwing around,” she starts, but I kiss her hard to
silence her.


“Didn’t mean a word, darlin’. When I’m pissed
I throw out words where they hit the hardest. My cock is yours, no other woman
grabs my attention. It’s only you I want and need.” And I mean every damn word
with fierce ferocity.


She rolls her eyes. “I bet you say that to
all the girls,” she says over dramatically, making me fucking laugh.


I squeeze her tight against me, hoping to
fuck we’ve cleared the air between us.


“I really hate...” 


I’ve got her pressed so tight against me,
I can’t hear the rest of what she says, making my heart halt. “You hate me?”


She groans. “No, you’re an overreacting
asshole who needs to grovel to get back on my good side. I’m talking about
Keegan. I really hate him. You can’t understand half of how much.”


“Oh, I’ve got a pretty good idea,” I
mutter, mainly to myself because I hated the fucker before I left for my own
reasons, which also tangled with the fact he didn’t look out for his sister.
Back then, and fucking now.


“How are we going to find him? We need to
save the guy that Ugo guy took. My brother needs to turn himself in.” Paisley’s
eyes are pleading.


“It’s club business now, darlin’. Let my
Prez and my brothers worry about this. You didn’t do shit to deserve any of it.
Like last time and many times before, when he was chasing chicks instead of
making sure his little sister got home safe. All the fucker ever cared about is
himself. Let go, Paisley, let go and think of you from now on. It’s what he
does. You can only give a person so much of yourself until there’s nothing left
to give. You’ve reached that point, sweetheart. Let others deal with it and
leave Keegan to face the sins he ungracefully made in his own fucked up world.”


Again, tears fall down her cheeks and this
time I swear they will be the last to ever fall at the thought of her brother. 


“You’re right, all Keegan cares for is
himself, not caring one damn bit who he drags with him to an early grave. And
Keegan is going to his grave. Everyone does, but with the shit going on? I’m
sure his time is up sooner rather than later,” she says with a sad and determined
voice, and I’m fucking glad she understands the mess Keegan made for himself
and what’s bound to happen.


“I’m so fucking sorry.” Again, I give her
the only words I can think of and I know they don’t help shit, but she needs to
hear them. She needs to know she has my full support and understanding.


“Not your fault,” she says, placing her
forehead against mine. 


“Then I’m still fucking sorry for the shit
I said to you,” I grumble. “Did I grovel enough already? Or do I need to
sweet-talk you some more?”


She lightly snorts and sounds so adorable
and it makes my heart tug. Fuck, I love that sound. Even more when it’s
lightening the mood. 


I rise and take her with me. Glancing
around the kitchen I notice both Bark and Ronin aren’t here anymore. When Bark
took her into the kitchen, two of my brothers needed to hold me back. I was so
fucking pissed at myself, at every-fucking-thing. But I knew I needed to go to
her.


Once I calmed down, I told my Prez I
needed to see my woman. I wouldn’t touch, say, or do shit…I just needed my eyes
on her. Ronin agreed but warned me he would be standing in front of me.
Needless to say, I caught half of the discussion between Paisley and Bark,
ripping my heart in two. Nothing else matters, except her.


Now I only need to clear up the shit her
brother tied her in to before we can really start what we just begun; a life
together. Because I for sure as shit won’t ever let her walk away from me.


 










Chapter 08


***Paisley***


 


They’ve
been in church for hours. Sometimes one of them comes out and leaves before
returning with a laptop or some papers. It’s frustrating not knowing what’s
going on or even worse, not being allowed to help.


I’ve tried calling my brother but the
number I have isn’t in use anymore. Neither is the one Gust had. Since I haven’t
seen my brother in years, I don’t know where to look for him. He’s a total
stranger to me. See? Frustrating. Because, until this mess is cleared up, I
can’t leave.


Though I’m doubting leaving this town. I
probably should, it’s the most sensible thing to do, right? But, we had our
first fight and Gust managed to hurt me deeply. This makes me aware he’s already
so far underneath my skin and I would regret every second of my life not
exploring the strong connection we have between us.


The door to church opens and Gust strolls
out. The tired look in his eyes makes me dash up to him and take him into my
arms. He wraps his around me, burying his head into the crook of my neck to
breathe me in. Tension leaves his body but he pulls away all too soon.


“We’re running out of time,” he says in
defeat. “And with it…it’s not looking good for the prospect.”


“Shit,” I mutter. “Is there anything I can
do to help?”


“You’re doing enough by being here,
staying safe. I need to head back inside. We’re finishing up a plan to flush
your brother out. It only fucking works if he’s still in town though. But if he
was smart he’s already crossed state lines,” Gust sighs.


I might be helpful by staying put but I’m
climbing the walls. “I need some fresh air.”


“I can’t let you leave the clubhouse, not
with Helios Darkness MC out for blood. Hell, maybe your fucked-up brother is a
threat to you too. Waiting to snatch you up and use you for leverage to buy his
way back in. Fuck. Sorry, that just slipped out. I’m sure your brother isn’t a
threat to you. My brain is just fried.”


“I know,” I tell him in a soft voice, and
place my palm on his cheek.


He closes his eyes ever so briefly. “We
have a small yard out back. It’s surrounded by a large gate. Just stay near the
clubhouse and not out in the open or close to the fence. There are cameras
linked with the security feed, but I don’t want you taking any risk of getting
shot by a sniper. Tell Badger, the prospect behind the bar. He’ll keep an eye
on the feed too.”


“A sniper?” I gasp.


“Fuck,” Gust grumbles. “Sorry, I’m
overreacting. Helios Darkness MC are a bunch of fucked up guys, but none are
snipers. But my mind can’t process the thought of losing you.”


My heart warms a fragment more for this
man. “How can you lose me when we just barely started? No way I’m leaving, you
owe me.”


“I owe you,” he mutters thoughtfully.


“You do,” I say with determination. “You
said something about groveling and sweet-talking, ripping my pussy with loads
of sex. See? The list is long with the things you owe me.”


“I owe you,” he growls and pulls me closer.
“And I’m gonna damn well give you all you fucking wish for.”


“Careful now,” I warn. “I might have
another long list of demands. One involving a huge mansion with a pool and some
extra rooms for lots of babies. And my finger looks naked without something
shiny wrapped around it.”


There, I think I managed to put everything
in a few sentences that would make any man take off running who shows interest
in a woman who he’s only been a single day with.


Instead of fear or backing out, his eyes
twinkle and an expression of longing spreads all over his freaking face. “Bring
it on, darlin’, I’ve been waiting a long fucking time to spend everything I
have on the perfect woman, and I’ve been saving up for fucking years. Whatever
it is you want and need…it’s yours.”


I can feel my eyes widen. “You’re insane.
We just met, again. I don’t care about money or marriage. Just you would be
fine…for now.” I swallow hard, and mumble to myself, “Dammit, I meant to freak
him out, not have it backfire and give myself a heart attack in the process.”


His head tips back and laughter rips out,
pulling me close enough to feel his chest rumble as he says, “I’m miles ahead
of you, Paisley. I know exactly what I want, but I’m also one who can pace himself…allowing
you to catch up. Hell, all the times I found you walking alone alongside of the
road, or how I came for you after nine fucking years…it’s a straight arrow
pointing to a sign stating we belong together, I feel it in my gut. This shit
we have to handle is a slight bump in the road. A road leading to a future for
the two of us. Wedding, babies, lovely dovely shit, the whole shebang, darlin’.
You and me.”


“Okay, you need to get back into church
before I start to cry with you sweet-talking like a pro,” I tell him and slip
away from his grip.


He growls, “Not. Sweet-talking.”


He’s probably thinking I thought he was
just saying these things without any meaning, but instead they did strike hard.
Smashing down a wall around my heart I had in place to not let anyone in. But I
now realize Gust made it crumble from the inside, because he was already rooted
in there from the start.


“I know,” I say and feather my lips
against his, “but I’m trying not to turn to mush here. See? I really need some
fresh air and you need to go back to church.”


“Don’t walk too deep into the yard, stick
near the walls of the clubhouse,” he warns, and kisses me hard before letting
me go to stalk back into church.


I sigh in a swooning way as I watch his ass
disappear. Strolling to the bar, I ask Badger the direction to the yard, and
for a bottle of water. He points me in the right direction as I snatch up the
bottle. Before I head out, I ask him to keep an eye on the security feed. 


Even though it’s chilly I take a deep breath
and feel some of the stress draining with every breath my body expels. I grab
one of the chairs and put my feet up. The yard is quite big with a few fire
pits scattered here and there. I imagine this will be a nice place during the summer
to have a barbeque. I take a few sips of water before placing the bottle on the
ground next to me.


I close my eyes briefly but a rustle of
leaves and a low whistle draws my attention. Standing, my gaze slides over the
fence on the left where I heard the noise coming from. I’m shocked to see my
brother standing behind a tree. I glance back at the door of the clubhouse,
thinking of a way to alert Gust. Though I’m pretty sure Keegan will be gone as
soon as I go inside. I grab the bottle of water and take off the cap.


I hate this. Not being able to trust my
brother. My brother. Family. One should at least have nice memories about a
sibling, right? But he gave me nothing but grief and trouble. This time my feet
aren’t moving toward him because of our family bond. Hell, no. I am going to him
for my own benefit. 


I need to know what he wants. I need a way
to get him to surrender himself to save the prospect and to take away the
bullseye he painted on my back. I let my gaze find the camera, silently hoping
Badger is watching the feed as I point my finger toward the fence.


“What do you want, Keegan?” I say, a
little louder than necessary, hoping the camera has sound. 


And if it doesn’t? I empty the bottle of
water with a few strokes, making a K on the concrete floor, still hoping Badger
gets my signs and is getting Gust and the other guys.


I take one more step closer to the fence,
but that’s it. I’m listening to Gust and sticking to the safety of the
clubhouse. The wall is right next to me, if Keegan tries anything I can jump
behind it and it’s only a few more steps to the door. Shit. I think this says
more about my brother than me…I’m done with him. After this, I want him out of
my life for good.


Like I said, I couldn’t care less what he
has to say. I’m only doing this in an effort to save the prospect and myself.
Seems like I lost my brother a long damn time ago. The face staring at me is
one I don’t even recognize. Cold, dead eyes. As cold as the piece of steel he’s
holding in his hand.


“Hey, little sis…I came to say goodbye,”
Keegan states and raises the gun.










 


Chapter 09


***Gust***


 


Badger
bursts into church and locks eyes with me. “Quick, your Old Lady.” 


I don’t need more words but dash out and follow
him back to the bar. He points at the black and white screen.


“Motherfucker,” I growl.


“Bark, Crane, outside. Titan, take three
others to go around back. No fucking sound. Shoot the fucker in the legs if he
tries to get away,” Ronin snaps and palms his gun. “Come on, Gust, you need to
get out there in the yard. Fuuuuck.”


His curse draws my eyes back to the
screen. “Hell, no,” I snap and move as fast as my legs will carry me.


I barge through the door and in three
steps I have my woman behind my back and my gun pointing right at the fucker I
haven’t seen in nine damn years.


“Get the fuck away from her,” I growl.


The fucker doesn’t have his gun pointed at
me, he’s got it placed under his chin. “No need to point your gun at me, old
friend. I came to say goodbye.”


“What the fuck, you selfish prick? Say
goodbye, and blow your damn brains out in front of her face?” My blood pressure
skyrockets at the thought of this idiot giving my woman another visual she
doesn’t need. “She doesn’t care for a fucking goodbye,” I seethe. “What she
needs is the fucking bullseye off her back you fucking put there when you
screwed up. Make your death count and face your damn sins for a change.”


“That’s the whole damn reason I called
you. You took care of her and got to her in time,” Keegan snaps back. “I knew
you’d be the only one who could take her from those two and keep her safe.”


Wait… “How the fuck did you know I got
there in time? Shit. You were out there? Doing fucking nothing and just fucking
watching? They were about to fucking rape her when we kicked in the door,” I
spit my words at the fucker who doesn’t deserve to take another breath.


“Calm down,” Paisley whispers, her arms go
around my waist as she presses herself against me, “he’s not worth it.”


Keegan eyes us and a slight smile appears
on his cold as hell appearance. “Just tell me this, brother…you gonna do
right by her?”


“Not your damn brother. And she’s my
fucking Old Lady, I’d give up my last damn breath to do right by her,” I state
and watch his finger twitch on the damn trigger.


I can see it in his eyes, the moment he
decides it’s time to leave this fucking world. I spin around to bury Paisley’s
face into my chest. No fucking way am I going to let her witness this shit.


A shot rings out. Stumbling. Curses.
Keegan’s bellow makes me glance over my shoulder to see Crane and Bark holding
on to Keegan who’s facing the ground. Bark twists Keegan’s arms to his back and
puts a zip tie around his wrists. I can’t even manage to look at this asshole
anymore. 


“Come on, let’s get you inside,” I tell
her and I face my Prez who’s still aiming his gun at Keegan.


His eyes lock with mine and I give him a
nod in appreciation. Ronin is about to step aside when we hear Badger bellow
from inside, “Incoming!”


“Get her inside, and into the panic room,”
Ronin snaps, and I follow him inside the clubhouse.


I want to go with my brothers and face
whatever it is that’s coming at us, but Ronin is right. My first—and
only—priority now is Paisley. Ronin runs forward while I drag Paisley behind me
inside a small room, closing the solid steel door behind us, automatically
turning on the lights above us.


“What’s happening?” Paisley squeaks.


“Don’t know,” I absently reply and glance
at my phone to check the time.


I need to have some idea of how long we’re
in here to maintain my sanity. Fuck. I reach out and hug her close. I need it. The
feel of her in my arms, her scent, it’s pushing down my stress level. I see a
light flash above the door. It’s a system we put in there to let the ones
inside know it’s clear to come out.


 I open the door and see Titan. “It’s
all clear, but you might wanna leave her here or take her to the new room you
picked for yourself.”


“Why?” I snap, aggravated at the half-ass
information he’s giving me.


He eyes my Old Lady who’s standing behind
me.


I reach out and tug her underneath my arm.
“I don’t have any secrets from her, tell us what’s going on.”


“They returned the prospect.” Titan keeps
his eyes on me and only gives a tiny shake with his head.


Fuck. Pretty sure this means he’s dead.
Paisley moves so damn fast, she even manages to dodge Titan who reaches out to
grab her. We both follow her to the main room where she’s standing in front of
two large black duffle bags. One’s open, showing a bloody arm and a cut off
foot. I want to drag her away but again, I’m not fast enough when she spins
around and launches herself at Keegan.


“Look what you did! It should have been
you. I hate you so damn much, I wish you’d never been born. Then mom would
still be alive. Dad told me never to come back here, never to go looking for
you. He made me fucking swear never to reach out to tell you he died. I wish I
was as cold as you, then I would be able to kill you with my bare hands.”
Paisley pushes her brother who stumbles back.


I grab her around the waist and pull her
against me. Her fucking brother doesn’t fight but the way his eyes glaze over…the
fucker is already dead inside. No damn wonder he pulled a gun on himself. He’s
done. And besides, it’s not like there’s a way out of this for him. He made his
damn bed, time to fucking die in it.


Paisley turns in my arms, grabbing my cut with
her tiny fists. “Hit him for me, break his face, break everything. Kill him,
he deserves it.” She glances around me and directs her next words at Ronin.
“I’d like to hire you guys. I need you to assassinate my brother.”


Ronin raises his eyebrow at me, leaving
this fucked-up request in my hands. 


“Darlin’,” I sigh. “His clock is already
ticking away the last few minutes of his life. As my Old Lady you don’t need to
give us the job because it’s club business to handle this shit. You’ll have
your wish but we can’t kill him ourselves…we have to hand him over to end this
threat…fucking war hanging in the balance if we don’t rectify the shit Keegan
dragged all of us in.”


Her eyes narrow. “Then you can at least
kick his ass before you hand him over to Ugo, right?”


I glance at my Prez, unsure what to
fucking do with my woman’s demand. 


The corner of his mouth twitches. Fucker.
“I mentioned you claimed one with a mean streak, right? I like her, and she’s
right. Just make sure he’s still breathing when you’re done. I’m making the
call right now. I don’t want any other blowbacks, we need to,”


“What. The. Hell. Did. You. Do?” Anouk, my
Prez’s Old Lady’s voice bellows through the room.


“Oh, fuck,” Ronin grumbles. “Quick, I need
a distraction, start kicking Keegan’s ass,” he orders me as he faces his woman.


Don’t have to tell me fucking twice. I
step around Paisley as I hear Ronin start to explain to the Old Ladies who came
home early from their short vacation. Fucked up timing, they couldn’t just stay
away one more day. Though it doesn’t matter, this all ends today.


My fingers wrap around Keegan’s jaw, my
nails dig in to keep him straight as my fist connects with his nose. A cracking
sound assures me I broke it. Blood starts to pour out. I repeat the action
three more times before I let him fall to the ground. 


I take the opportunity to give the fucker
a few more kicks. He crumbles into a ball and all the fight drains out of me.
He’s not even worth the effort of working up a sweat to kick his ass. 


I step back and glance at my woman, who’s
got her eyes and all the hatred fixed on Keegan. Something I don’t like to see
on her face. “Come on, darlin’, I’m done. This is only delaying the
inevitable.”


“Yes,” she snaps and tears her gaze away
from her brother to land her gaze on mine and what a fucking difference. The
hatred I saw does a one eighty and the adoration she hits me with takes my damn
breath away.


“I want you to meet the other Old Ladies,”
I croak, and guide her toward Anouk, Faya, Jodi, and Goldie. “They’ll keep you
company while my brothers and I are going to finish this.”


Her arms go around my neck, hugging me
close. “Be careful and come back safe…and fast. But mostly safe.”


“Will do, darlin’,” I vow and leave her in
the company of the other Old Ladies while I go grab a backpack filled with
stuff I need before taking Keegan and heading out to Helios Darkness MC to end
this.










 


Chapter 10


***Paisley***


 


Five
months. It’s been five months since my new start. Since Gust and I had a new
start. After he came home to me from the meeting they had with Helios
Darkness MC. From my understanding they delivered Keegan to Ugo, and in return
they ended whatever was started when Lost Valkyries MC bumped into Helios
Darkness MC.


Though I heard a rumor Gust planted a bomb
that took out the garage where they were keeping all of their bikes parked.
They couldn’t tie him to the explosion but they all know he did it for some
extra payback. 


It’s been hard for the guys with the loss
of the prospect, the funeral…but it’s also shown me what a strong, warm, and
solid family Lost Valkyries MC is. At first, I was skeptical and judged them
before I even knew who they really are. All because of my brother and the MC he
was a part of. All of it is in the past. I have to leave it there and move forward.



When we had been together three months,
Gust asked me to marry him. Though I said yes, we both decided to wait at least
six months to tie the knot. Me and him…we seem to do things full speed ahead.
Like how he also insisted we start to build a family. I said I would think
about it…stop taking the pill. The full speed ahead concept seems to work for
us though. I smile at the reminder of the longing look in his eyes to start a
family together.


I take a sip from my tea as I watch over
the kids of the other Old Ladies. Dammit, I miss having coffee, but it’s a
small sacrifice. Not to mention I can’t even stomach it at the moment. I rub my
belly and it makes my whole body tingle with awareness of the new life growing
inside me. That’s right…I’m pregnant.


I didn’t tell Gust yet. I only found out
myself yesterday and I had a doctor’s appointment to double check this morning.
Gust had an assignment he needed to take care of and left yesterday morning.
He’s supposed to return any minute. I’m sure he’ll come looking for me first
thing.


I’m in a room at the clubhouse they’ve
turned into a daycare. The club hired me on the spot when they found out I had
been a nanny for years and have specialized certifications in childcare. The
Old Ladies were ecstatic and so am I. I have a job, get to do what I love, and
still be near my Old Man and now also all my new friends; my new family.


“Hey, darlin’,” Gust says as he walks into
the room.


Before he gets to me, he has to dodge all
the toys and the kids bouncing in front of him so it takes a few minutes before
I get my hug and a quick kiss. Way too quick kiss for my liking but there are
too many kids in the room to turn it into one to make my toes curl.


I grab my phone and shoot a quick text to
Anouk. She told me to let her know when Gust was back if she didn’t see him
come in. She went with me to the doctor’s office this morning, so she knows. 


“I’m here, I’m here,” Anouk squeals while
her kid yells mommy, making her do a U-turn to scoop her up. “Go on, you two, I
got this.”


Gust raises his eyebrow. “Don’t you have
to work till three?”


“Yes, but Anouk offered to take the rest
of my shift because I need to talk to you.” I don’t say anything else but lead
him out into the yard.


“Are you okay?” Gust cups my face and
traces my bottom lip with his thumb. “You’ve been a little pale the last few
days. Maybe you need to rest some more or swing by the doc or something. Maybe
one of the kids gave you that bug they’ve been dealing with.”


“Well, the bug I have might take more than
a few days to get rid of… more like months and months.”


His forehead scrunches up adorably. I lift
myself on my toes and press my lips against his, making sure I get the carefree
kiss I wanted a moment ago. His growl rumbles deep in his chest. I can feel his
hands on my hips, dragging me closer, making him harden between our bodies.


He pulls away and places his head on my shoulder.
“Careful, darlin’, lemme catch my breath or I’ll strip our pants off and fuck
you against the wall. Out in the yard or not, cameras on or not, it’s been too
damn long since I’ve been inside you.”


“Can I mention I have a tiny piece of you
inside me already?” Oh, the look on his face is priceless. “We’re pregnant.”


“Pregnant?” 


I take his stunned face in my hands and
let him know, “Pregnant. A tiny human we created is growing inside me.” 


“Fuck,” he breathes. “That’s…wow…I’m gonna
be a daddy?”


“That would be accurate, the baby being
yours and all,” I chuckle.


“But we haven’t bought the house yet. I
need to raise the bid we brought out yesterday. What if they don’t accept?
Fuck.” 


Can’t. Laugh. “Relax, I’m not going to pop
it out today, tomorrow, or next week. We have months, Gust, months. Breathe.”


“Right. Right. Shit. This is exciting.
Almost as exciting as blowing shit up.” The man chuckles.


“Well, I’m sure I’m gonna be big
enough to explode in a few months,” I mutter. “So I’m glad you like
explosions.”


“Shut up, woman, I fucking love you any
damn way you look, and even more when you’re carrying our child. Fuck…our
child,” he croaks.


He takes me in his arms and surrounds me
with the warmth of not only his body, but with an overload of love that lifts
me off my damn feet and makes me float in a thick pink cloud of adoration.


This point in our life is yet again the
next step in our future, one where we both move forward and build our own
family surrounded by the ones we love. Protected. Support. All of it makes life
worth living. 


I never thought I would find a home in my
hometown. The place where my father met my mother and founded their own family.
The place where I found my first love and ended up here years later to spend
the rest of our life together.


“I love you,” I whisper against the
leather of his cut.


His lips brush over my hair. “Love you
right back, darlin’. And I fucking love our tiny as shit baby growing inside
you.”


Aw, this man, he’s everything…making my
world spin just for me. Well, and for the little one in my belly.










 


Epilogue


Twenty years later.


***Gust***


 


Drops
of sweat are sliding off my forehead and stinging my eyes as my hips pick up more
speed. Fuck. I love watching my cock slide in and out of my Old Lady’s cunt.
This ticker of mine might be old but my woman keeps it well trained, making
young at heart a damn statement. 


I smack one fine ass cheek, making my
handprint burn red on her skin. “Push that fine cunt back on my cock if you
want to come, darlin’.”


She groans and starts to fuck me back just
as fierce. Another smack, and she moans loud enough to make it vibrate through
our room here at the clubhouse. A rush of wetness surrounds my cock, making me
slide even deeper. I let my finger scoop up some before moving toward her tight
ring.


Stroking over it, she gasps, her hair
sways as she glances over her shoulder to connect her gaze with mine. Eyes
locked I let my finger slide deep inside her ass while my cock keeps pumping
her cunt. Fuck. That’s heaven. Placing my other hand between her shoulder
blades, I push her deeper into the mattress, making the angle to fuck better
for the both of us.


 I curl my finger slightly and give more
pressure to fill her up while hooking her open, making her come all over my
cock. Cunt rippling, my name tumbles from her lips on a moan so loud my guitar
hanging on the wall fucking sings with vibration.


I can’t hold back my own orgasm with the
way she grips me in waves like a vice. I bellow her name, slide my finger out
of her ass to grab her hips and hold her tight. Cum shoots out of my body and
into hers and I feel as if my heart isn’t as young as I thought it was because
I’m fucking sure it’s gonna give out any damn second.


All energy drained I collapse on top of
her but manage to twist us just in time to let the both of us sink into the
mattress while laying on our sides. I need air. Oxygen. Hell, we’re still
fucking like teenagers while time hasn’t been standing still. But fuck, I
wouldn’t want to change anything. Even if I feel like I’m gonna die from the
mind-blowing orgasm I just had.


“I need at least a half hour to recover,”
I grumble.


Paisley chuckles in between her rapid
breathing. “Same here, but we need to head back soon. Can’t leave the
youngsters out there alone for too long.”


“I’m up,” I state and manage to swing my
legs off the bed to reach for my jeans.


Now Paisley laughs her fucking lungs out.
“They’re all grown up you know.”


“Not twenty-one yet,” I growl. 


We have twins. Two gorgeous daughters and
with Crane, Ronin, Bark, and Titan having boys…the clubhouse is filled with the
next generation, looking for an Old Lady. 


“They’re staying virgins until they die,”
I simply state.


Paisley grabs her boots and puts them on
while eyeing me. “How in the hell are we going to get grandchildren if they
can’t have sex?”


“I don’t want to know, and I can’t think
about it,” I mutter.


Silence falls as we both finish dressing
and head out into the yard. It’s late Friday night and the party is in full
swing. Ronin and his Old Lady Anouk are standing near a fire pit, talking to
Crane and Faya’s son. Bark and Jodi’s son is talking to Janey, our slightly
older daughter, while Janelle is charming Titan and Billie’s son.


My eyes travel over the yard filled with
my brothers and their Old Ladies. Titan has his hawk eyes on his son while Bark
is doing the same with his son. Seems I’m not the only one with issues about
keeping my kids safe. Yet it’s up to them to live their life and make their own
choices. Knowing we give them the family, love, and support they need allows
them to do so. 


Fucking proud to have my Old Lady at my
side, beautiful daughters who love us just as fierce. Looking back at the way
Paisley and I crossed paths…I know with certainty things in life are destined
to be. With this realization I take the beer Titan is holding out for me,
hoping—knowing—life will give both my daughters the same options and choices
thrown into their path.


And I should be fucking thankful they have
boys around them who were raised right, who’d drive them home when they are
walking alongside of the road…neighbors, friends…and who knows…someday could be
their Old Man.


I glance down and watch how Paisley’s face
is filled with pride. I follow her gaze to where our daughters are enjoying
themselves. Yeah, being deep inside my Old Lady might be heaven, but this
moment right here? Our own fucking paradise.
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Service and Sacrifice


by MariaLisa deMora


 


“Thank
you for your service” is what we’re taught to say to military men and women in
gratitude for our freedoms won at their expense. Less often do we thank their
families, those left behind to hold down the fort, to manage the day-to-day
struggle of keeping everything up in the air until their loved one returns.


When you can’t count on anyone else to
save you, there’s only one real choice.


Amanda lost her husband to war. Alex lost part
of himself. Through a series of glancing encounters, Amanda and Alex find
reasons to continue on. And together, they’ll discover hope and peace can be
found in the most unexpected of places.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 










Chapter One


Amanda


 


Amanda
leaned against the side of the car she’d borrowed from a neighbor, and watched
carefully as the numbers ticked up in the pump display. Her palm was slick
against the handle as she slowed the dispensing rate, then slowed it again,
waiting until it hit the even twenty bucks she had in her wallet. She’d
retrieved the money, just returned the nozzle to the holder, and was turning to
twist the gas cap into place when she heard it. Or felt it, really.


A throbbing thrum of something tickled the
soles of her feet, then the racket grew louder, sending tiny thrills of shivery
sensation up her legs and into her belly. It seemed to echo off every building
around, the sound folding back in and on itself until there was nothing else
except for this primal thunder. The first bikes appeared moments later, and she
steadied herself against the car door as she watched the double line of
vehicles slow, signal, and swoop into the station. They split into a pattern
only they recognized, machines and men pulling up three- and four-deep on every
pump.


She looked left and saw a pair of bikes
just in front of the car, unsmiling men staring at her. Not a glare, nothing
threatening, but more as if she didn’t matter. As if her existence mattered so
little, they scarcely noticed her except for the fact she stood beside the only
pump blocked by a car. She glanced right and found two more bikes a short
distance off, barely giving her enough room to back up and leave. She nodded
her thanks, getting one chin lift in response before she clambered into the
car.


Then right back out, because she still had
the money clutched in her hand. She stared at the two men in front, but they
weren’t looking at her, heads turned to talk to each other, pointedly ignoring
her polite wave. She looked the other direction and held up her hand, pointed
at the money, then at the door of the station. Chin lift guy shook his head and
made a shooing motion with one hand while the man next to him laughed, lips
splitting in soundless humor at her predicament.


“Park, then pay.”


Amanda shrieked and whirled, one hand coming
up to cover her throat in a useless defensive move. One of them had dismounted from
his bike and was standing right in front of her. A black bandana was wrapped
around his head, and dark sunglasses kept his eyes from view as he leaned in
and repeated himself. “Park.” He shoved his hand towards the store, pointer
finger extended. “Then pay.”


He smelled of oil and gasoline, and
faintly of something she couldn’t define. Wide shoulders and massive arms
strained the seams of the jacket he wore, folds creased into the elbows telling
of long hours of wear. With a short, untrimmed beard and a tattoo crawling up
the side of his neck, he looked every bit the kind of terrifying man she’d
avoided all her life.


Amanda Stewart didn’t go for bad boys.
She’d never walked on the wild side. Married at eighteen to her high school
sweetheart, her life was safe and sane, and predictable. Her family had moved
on, parents retiring to warmer states and her brothers scattering to the winds,
but she still lived in the same town where they’d all grown up. In fact, other
than a rare trip, she’d never traveled outside the state where she’d been born,
and was so okay with that even her siblings laughed at her.


She might have tried to carefully craft
her life as best she could, but now, everything was in disarray.


Almost five years ago her husband had come
home unexpectedly, his travel unscheduled, and all their future plans waylaid
by an enemy sniper in the mountains of Afghanistan. Stoically, Amanda had sat
on the first pew of the same church where they’d married, and then again in a
folding chair beside the raw earth mounded beside a freshly dug hole. She’d
dutifully accepted the condolences of their friends and family, his commander,
and a few of the men who’d walked so many miles beside him. The sun was past
zenith when the startling booms of the salute rang out and had dropped to kiss
the horizon before she’d given in to the urging of her brothers and stood to
toss in her handful of clay. All day she’d sat with his folded flag in her lap;
it wasn’t that she’d refused to leave so much as she just couldn’t imagine leaving
Martin alone.


A year later, their house had gone into
foreclosure, taken back by the bank, because without the active duty pay, she
couldn’t afford it. She’d managed to hold onto his car, scrimping and scraping
money together every month for the too-large payment, all while bouncing among
her dwindling friends. Moving from couch to guest room, and before she’d gotten
a small efficiency apartment—for a short time to the back seat of the car. Not
that anyone knew about that last bit, because she’d been determined to not let
anyone pity her.


But now even the car was in danger,
because the transmission was threatening to give out. The shop owner was an old
classmate, and he’d promised to hold the car for another month to give her time
to pay for the repairs, even after he’d told her the vehicle wasn’t worth the
cost.


It didn’t matter to her, because Martin had
picked it out, had loved it, had wanted it. And what Martin wanted, he got, in
so many things. Beautiful, faithful wife, check. Ostentatious house,
absolutely. Impractical car, you got it. Military career always volunteering
for dangerous missions, outstanding choice, sir, there you go.


So here she was at nearly thirty, borrowing
a car to drive to her low-wage job at the big-box store one town over. Still
pinching pennies because putting more gas in the car meant fewer groceries in
her already skimpy pantry. In so many ways she felt like life had passed her
by, misplaced in the wake of young love and stability, of service and loss.


And the man standing too close, who looked
angry now, was terrifying. “Jesus, lady, you deaf or something? We need that
pump.” He reached up and took off the sunglasses, tucking one temple piece into
the neck of his shirt, exposed to view because he’d unzipped his jacket at some
point. Probably when he teleported over here. His green eyes were flat
and cold, filled with the don’t-give-a-shit attitude she was sure he had been born
with.


Wordlessly, Amanda held out the money, not
certain what she hoped to accomplish with this mute appeal. Maybe to have him
back off, or understand, or see how frightened she was, fingers shaking so the
bill looked nearly ready to take flight.


“Yeah, I get that you gotta pay, lady.
Just—” He gestured behind him again, towards the front of the shop. “Park
first.”


She looked to the side. There were bikes
everywhere, scattered in groups and wavering lines across the parking lot, and
she didn’t see a way to drive past them to the slotted spaces in front of the
store. Glancing behind, she saw the other two bikes had rolled closer, and she
felt a wave of panic when she realized she was now blocked in. She whirled and
shoved the money at him again, muscles clenched tight to hold the trembling at
bay.


He frowned at her a moment, crinkles in
the corners of his eyes becoming more pronounced, gaze never leaving her face.
Then he turned his head to shout over his shoulder, “FNG.” Curls of hair
escaped from the back of the bandana, dark blond and thick.


That acronym, that title, was familiar.
Martin and his friends had joked about the scrubs in their squad, the newbies,
sometimes literally fresh off the farm: Fucking New Guy. Amanda studied the
patches on the man’s jacket and saw another thing that felt familiar. A
military insignia that matched the one she’d memorized. “Oorah,” she whispered,
and he whipped his head back to her. “Thank you for your service, Marine.”


This time, instead of lady, she earned,
“Ma’am. My duty and honor.” Something Martin had said in response to people at
diners, grocery stores—she looked around—or gas stations, when they’d interrupt
whatever he and she had been doing to offer their thanks.


Duty and honor. She sniffed,
then scrubbed at her nose with the back of her wrist. Amanda absently looked
down and ran a thumb over the tattoo on the underside of that wrist. Right over
where her pulse was strongest, where the skin was weak and the blood ran hot.
Where the blade had missed the intended target.


He reached out and cradled her hand in his
and, at the hot touch, she looked to see the top of his head fringed by those
curls. Chin angled down, he was studying her tattoo and any question of whether
he knew the meaning was gone when he lifted his face to hers. Eyes narrowed, he
stared hard at her a minute, and she realized at some point he’d stopped
examining her tattoo by touch, moving along her skin so the pad of his thumb
was now tracing along the scar.


“Your brother?” The lifting sound at the end
told her he was guessing the who, but knew the what and why, and she took a
breath because it had been a long time since someone had just known like
that.


“Husband.” She swallowed around the words
that wanted to escape after, forcing them down before they got free. Lover. Best
friend. Soul mate.


“I’m sorry for your loss.” He gave her
wrist a squeeze but retained his hold, keeping her in place. Long, hard fingers
folded hers around the bill, and told her, “Don’t worry about the gas. It’ll be
on me, ma’am. Where was he?”


“Helmand.” If this man had served
overseas, he would know that name. From the grimace on his face she knew she
was right. “Thank you.”


“How long?” Someone stepped up behind him,
and over his shoulder, the man gave a brusque order. “Put her gas on the card,
man, my tab.” Then his intense eyes were back on her, and she stared at him as
he repeated his question. “How long?”


Amanda closed her eyes. “One thousand,
eight hundred, and twenty-five days.”


“Oh, honey.” Strong arms wrapped around
her and it was so good, so unbelievably good that Amanda let herself sink into
the embrace, uncaring how rough the zipper felt against her cheek, how
irresponsible it might be to allow this man cradle her like this, because
someone was asking her to give up being strong for one minute. “Tomorrow, huh?”


She nodded.


It took a minute, and when it came, the
words were gritted out, voice trembling with something like anger. “Suckass
kind of anniversary.”


She nodded again.


Another period of silence filled only with
her heartbeat, the murmured conversations and bursts of laughter seeming far
away. “What’ll you do to remember him?”


“Visit the cemetery.” Something she did
every week without fail. Rain, snow, heat—it didn’t matter. She kept her
self-appointed trek where the only certainty was in the arrival alone.


“The one here in town?” His voice rumbled
under her ear and she felt pressure against the top of her head. “On the
highway east of town?”


“Yes. That’s where he is.” Something his
parents hadn’t wanted, but she was glad her requests were honored. They would
have preferred somewhere bigger, more deserving of their son’s loss, someplace
they could hold up as a proper memorial. But, if he’d been across the country,
or even in the military cemetery downstate, it would have made her visits more
difficult. She pulled in a breath and caught the scent again, but from closer,
it was filled with notes of masculinity she hadn’t noticed before. “Thank you.”
Amanda stepped back and let her arms drop, not even having realized when she’d
wrapped them around his waist.


He released her, then reached out and
trailed fire along her wrist, mapping the scar until he pressed against the
semicolon she carried there. “Thank you for your sacrifice.”


She ducked her head and settled into the car,
surprised when the bikes were gone from in front of her. There were three
parked in front of the store, the rest disappeared sometime during that
interlude. The door closed gently, then two taps on the roof to send her on her
way, just like Martin had always done.


Amanda watched her mirror as she drove
away, seeing the tall man still standing next to the gas pump, like a
surprising sentinel.


***


Monk


 


Alex
Waterman watched the old car bounce over the low curb that separated the gas
station from the street, and traced the woman’s route with his gaze until she
rolled out of sight. He couldn’t remember ever seeing someone carry as much
pain and grief while still keeping themselves upright. The look on her face as
she’d counted off the days told him how she’d measured the hours of each one.
Probably holding out hope the next sunrise would prove nightmares didn’t exist,
rising from her lonely bed to wrestle them to heel. Day after day, and at some
point, she’d given up on that route, seeking a final solace. Even that had been
denied, or she wouldn’t have had that damn tattoo to prove how she’d survived.


“Monk, you ready to roll, brother?” Alex
looked up and smiled at his club name, brain changing gears until he was fully
back in the moment with his patch brothers in the Borderline Freaks Motorcycle
Club. He knew Blade, the one who’d spoken, would also be the one who’d moved
Monk’s bike without having to be asked. “We sent the main column on, just us
hung back with you.” Unspoken was the question about the woman, who and why
probably first on their tongues. The problem was Monk wasn’t sure what had
happened, not really.


One moment he’d been annoyed that a good
ride on a good day was being disrupted by a bitch who couldn’t be bothered to
show the least bit of decency and move her goddamned junker out of the way so
they could fuel, and the next he’d been holding her while she breathed through
her grief, every swell and collapse of her ribcage pained and rough, like
something was killing her slowly from inside.


“Yeah, man. I’m ready.”


The rest of the ride, rolling fast to
catch up with the rest of the group, then through two more fuel stops, and
finally halting at a diner near the state line everyone liked, Monk couldn’t
drag his mind away from the woman. “Husband,” she’d said, and infused that
single seven-letter word with so much loss it had stolen his breath away. The
expression she’d worn was like, and yet unlike every war widow he’d had to see.
And he’d seen far too many—glimpsed during personal notifications if he was
stateside, and by God, those were the hardest. Taken unawares, it didn’t matter
if they’d looked outside to see who was at the curb, pain and disbelief and
fear. Jesus. So much fucking fear. Doors flung wide on a scream of “No,”
or opened gently with children in arms and faces already streaked with tears,
women took the news as best they could bear it. Men did too, because he’d made
more than one notification there, too, that their beloved wife, cherished
mother, or favored daughter wouldn’t be coming home again.


What he’d seen in the woman’s face today
was grief and acceptance, well past the denial stage, and what he’d offered her
in the form of a physical connection wasn’t his gig. Condolences weren’t what
he did, unless it was for one of his men, and there’d still been too many of
those.


“Monk.” At his name, he looked up from the
menu at Neptune, another fellow Marine and patch brother. “Woman needs your
order, man.” He blinked, looked around and realized the place had filled up
with his brothers.


“Just the coffee.” He knew even that would
sour in his stomach, but the idea of eating wasn’t appealing. Not right now.
Monk offered her the plastic-coated thing, and she pointed to the napkin holder
on the table, where he saw three more just like it. The place he’d undoubtedly retrieved
it from originally. Fuck. He tried to smile, nodding as she pulled away.
“Thanks.”


“Pretty thang,” came from beside him and
he glared at Wolf, another double brother he’d served with overseas. His glare
apparently wasn’t enough of a deterrent because the man continued in that vein,
exactly as Monk would expect. “Gonna go back and tap that pretty thang? Monk no
more, brother, about time.”


He’d earned the name Monk one night at an
epic party where there’d been girls and booze plenty, nerve-soothing pot in
ample quantities, and brotherhood of the highest order. Someone had asked him
why he wasn’t in line for a girl, and he’d told them all about what it meant to
have his version of PTSD. He rolled his eyes at the memory of that version of
Monk, at the time still just known as Waterboy, and he wasn’t sure which was
worse. 


“You wanna know why? You sure? Because I’m
fucked in the head.” He pulled a face, tongue wagging, finger cocked at his own
temple. “Fucked in the head but can’t fuck with the body.” Jeans unzipped, he
dug his soft cock out and shook it. “ED ain’t no joke, man. Little buddy here
ain’t interested in anything anymore.” Gyrating his hips, he helicoptered his
dick, the men around him falling out of their chairs laughing. “Uncle Sam won’t
allow but six little blue pills a month.” He pulled up ramrod straight and
saluted. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. I’ll be happy to get a half a dozen
hard-ons every thirty, sir.” Shoving his member back in his jeans, he finished,
“Half the time it’s too much work to dick around with.” Laughing, he pounded
Blade’s shoulder. “Get it, dick around with?” Collapsing back into his chair,
he said, “So that’s why I’m here and not there.” He pointed across the room to
where two men were double-teaming a woman, had her squeezed between them as
they fucked her ass and pussy hard. “Might as well join a…what’s it called for
men? A monkery? I don’t know. I’m just fucked in the head, man, and these days,
not fucked in the flesh.”


“No. She’s a widow, brother.” All three men
seated with him froze in place. They knew what that word meant and were
probably rewriting today’s encounter in their own minds with just that single
sentence.


Blade pulled in a breath. “She’s from
there.” Statement not question, but Monk responded as if he’d asked it, nodding
slowly. “I did an honor ride five years ago from the base.”


The three of them had been stationed at
the local base, Monk the only one who’d settled here to get away from what he’d
left behind. A wife, not liking being alone ten or eleven months of the year,
if they were lucky. Friends, who didn’t get why he wasn’t the same free-spirit
they’d known in high school. Family, who looked at him sadly as they patched
holes in their walls or paid bail bondsmen cash to retrieve his ass from the
most recent round of ridiculous behavior. Bosses as they shook their head,
holding out an envelope to indicate a termination of employment.


Neptune added, “Dude was corps,” and Wolf
nodded. “Had nearly twenty-two hundred bikes on that ride. Streets and roads were
lined for miles and miles. Flags everywhere. Patriots had point,” meaning the
local chapter of that national MC had been right behind the hearse and cars
with family, “and we were next in line. Oorah.”


“Oorah.” The time-worn response to a call
to faith and fidelity echoed around the table, Monk’s voice the final one to
chime in.


“How do you know her?” Blade pushed back
in the seat and Monk looked up to see the waitress coming their way with a tray
of drinks.


“Don’t. She was having a hard time today,
and something clicked so I knew she was a widow.” He nodded his thanks for the
mug of coffee. “Tomorrow’s five for her without him.”


“Oh, man. Death days are the worst.”
Neptune reached for the sugar and poured a healthy stream into his black
coffee. “No wonder she was having a hard time.”


“Yeah.” Monk glanced around the room, and
then looked outside at the bright blue sky dotted with white clouds. No
worries there. He blinked and thought he saw mountains in the distance, but
a second blink wiped them away. “No wonder.”


***


Amanda


 


Amanda
twisted in the seat of the parked car and gathered up the things she needed for
her vigil. She’d done this often enough to know exactly what made her the right
level of comfortable to stay as long as she needed. Blanket to sit on, but not
too thick, because Martin’s body was surrounded by cold dirt and it was right
that she feel some of that. A bottle of water, because the first two years
she’d wept so much in the summer sun she’d dehydrated and passed out, waking up
hours later with an uneven sunburn on her face that was hard to explain away.
Their wedding book, which had turned into a scrapbook of their lives together.
Ritual and known, this was what she did.


She climbed out and sighed as she leaned
her weight against the door, bumping it with her hip to make the latch catch.
Then she started the long walk back through the headstones to where Martin’s
grave was. This too was part of the ritual, because she could have parked
within ten feet of where the granite was that bore his name, but the trek
helped her center herself so she didn’t lose it as soon as she stood in front
of him. Alive, while he was dead.


As she got closer, she saw a motorcycle
parked just down the row from her destination. Big and black, it had angular
handlebars and some kind of fabric wrapped around the pipes, nothing shiny
about this bike, but it felt even more imposing for that detail. Another twenty
feet and she noticed something else unusual, a man kneeling next to the grave,
one hand placing something in the back pocket of his jeans, the other holding a
small flag. As she watched, he reached out and stuck it into the ground next to
the headstone, adjusting until it stood upright.


This wasn’t someone she knew, no one from
Martin’s family or hers, no friends from school. He must have served with
Martin. She pulled in a shocked breath, blinking back sudden tears. No,
no, not yet. Her throat clicked when she swallowed, even as her mouth
flooded with bitter saliva because she hadn’t prepared for this. Wasn’t ready
to talk about Martin, to share memories with someone she didn’t know, to listen
to their stories and their grief. Then he looked up, and with a swirl of
relief, she saw it was the man from the gas station. Stupid. Of course
it would have to be him; she’d talked to him only yesterday and told him what
today meant. I should have recognized the bike.


“Ma’am.” Stilted and formal, he dipped his
head towards the gravestone. “Wasn’t hard to find. Thought I’d pay my
respects.” He moved away, stepping into the middle of the little road. “I’ll be
out of your hair.”


“Did you know him? Martin? My husband? Did
you know him?” She was overwhelmed with a need to know, counter to what she’d
felt a moment ago when it was a stranger who might have served, she didn’t feel
this man a stranger any longer. “Martin Stewart?”


“No, ma’am. We weren’t posted together
that I know of. But he was USMC.” He lifted one shoulder and took a step
towards his bike. “Corps.”


“Makes you family.” She nodded. “You don’t
have to, you know.” He paused and looked at her. “Leave, I mean. I don’t mind.”


“Figured you’d rather time alone.” He
glanced at the headstone, then back at her. “Mrs. Stewart.”


She dipped her chin and broke free from
his gaze. It had been so long since anyone called her that, it felt wrong,
almost like she was an imposter. “I’m alone all the time. It’d be nice—” She
gestured towards the grave. “—for it to not be just me for once.”


“Are you sure, ma’am?”


Eyes angled down, she nodded slowly. “I
am.” She bent to set the water and scrapbook down, and then began unfolding the
blanket. A shadow fell on her, and she looked up to find him close, reaching
out for a corner of the fabric. Together they arranged it as she always did,
directly to the side of the place where dirt had once mounded. She lifted the
bottle and apologized, “I only have the one.”


“Don’t you worry about me. I’m fine.” He
leaned forwards and plucked a blade of grass, arm propped on one bent knee.
“You come out every year?”


“Every week, actually, but I always make
sure to come on the anniversary.” She spun the lid off and lifted the bottle
for a drink. “His parents come on Saturdays or Sundays, when they come, so I
always aim at Wednesday.”


“You don’t get along?” His questions were
innocent, skimming along the surface of polite, not knowing the landmines
waiting underneath.


“Understatement.” She smiled and stretched
out a hand, dusting the surface of the stone’s base. “They didn’t like that we
got married so young, and thought I influenced him to join up.” Turning her
neck, she looked at him. “Opposite from reality, and they probably know it
under everything. But it’s easier to have someone to be mad at, you know? I can
take it. They lost a son, so it’s the least I can do.” She rested her cheek on
her knees. “They wanted him in Arlington, or in the state military cemetery.
Someplace more befitting a man of his”—with one hand she made air
quotes—“stature.” He stared at her steadily, not looking away, taking in
everything she had to say. That kind of singular focus felt good. “And by
stature, I mean money, their money. Family money. I wanted him here.” She
turned her head away, and rested her other cheek on her knees, staring at the
granite etched with his name. “Where I could come see him.”


They sat in silence for several minutes,
Amanda’s memories awash with images of Martin at graduation: from high school,
from boot camp, from officer’s training. She didn’t know what the man spent
those minutes thinking or considering, but for her, it was all Martin.


“My name’s Amanda,” she said, suddenly
aware she hadn’t introduced herself to this stranger, no matter they were
sharing a private moment. “So you can ixnay on the am’may bit.”


He laughed softly, chuckling long past
when she thought it should have been funny, so she turned to look at him.
“Ixnay? Really?”


“Yeah.” She sat up straight, staring at
him. “Ixnay.”


“Alex Waterman.”


“Good to meet you, Alex Waterman.”


“Same to you, Amanda Stewart.”


An hour passed by before either spoke again.
It was Alex who broke the silence, asking a question she’d never fielded
before. “How was it for you, being home, before this happened?”


“You mean staying here while he deployed?”
She turned to look at him in time to see a tiny nod. “It was okay. I had the
house to take care of, and I worked. I missed him, of course, but he missed me,
too.”


“Did you know he was going to join before
you married? Or was that a decision he came to afterwards?”


“Oh, no. I knew from the time we were
sophomores he would be in the military. It was what he’d planned and worked towards.
He did delayed entry our senior year, and we’d planned on waiting until he’d
gotten out of basic to get married. None of this made it through to any
conversations with our parents, of course.” She laughed.


“Of course.” He smiled at her, a full spreading
of his lips that changed his face entirely, making him more approachable,
softened the hard lines he wore most of the time, and turned up his
good-looking level by several notches. She wasn’t immune to the fact he was
handsome, in that bad boy way that hadn’t ever been her go-to for desirability.
But this, what they were doing by sitting here to honor Martin, turned any idea
that the meeting might be seen as tawdry into a lie, showing instead that it
was a brilliant sign of respect for her dead husband. That smile on his face,
however, turned the corner from attractive to smoldering hot in a moment. She
stared at him a moment until he frowned, losing the grin to an expression of
puzzlement. “What?”


“Nothing.” She turned away, back to the
headstone, feeling as if she’d somehow betrayed Martin. Which was stupid,
because he wasn’t around to betray. He was gone, long gone, and the permanence
of his being not here struck her hard, like it always did out of the blue. It
took her breath away and, in a moment, she was crying hard, shoulders shaking
as she wrapped her arms around her knees, tucking them close to her chest to
try and stop the pain flooding through her.


As he had at the gas station, Alex gathered
her into his arms and held her. Wordless, gentle, and with an air of
understanding that reassured her this was normal, this was grief, this was
living without the one person you always thought you’d have. This was pain, and
anguish, and sadness, because of all the firsts Martin would never see. All the
firsts stripped away from her future, dropped to the bloody sand in a faraway
land.


She cried as she did every year, unable to
speak or breathe, choking on the mass of impotent wishes that swelled inside her
chest.


This year, unlike the ones that had come
before, she wasn’t alone.


***


Monk


 


Alex
waited for her tears to slow, for the sobs to become less heartbreaking. It
took a long time, but eventually, she stopped shaking, and her breathing evened
out. He’d adjusted his hold on her a couple of times as weariness overtook her,
Amanda’s body slumping against him as her muscles weakened.


He didn’t try to tell her it would be
better, or that she’d get over it. He took the waves of grief that emanated
from her body, and absorbed them as best he could, giving her a safe place to
pour out her pain.


Instead of telling her it would pass, he
decided to share how his family had dealt with a loss like, and yet unlike
hers.


“When I was twenty-five, my younger sister
went missing. I was deployed overseas in the sandbox, about to head home on
leave, and got a text from my mom asking if I’d heard from Tracey. She was
twenty-one and finishing up college, and my folks didn’t try to treat her as
anything other than the grownup she was. But her roommate had called. She hadn’t
come back to the dorm, and a quick check with her professors found her absent
that day. I looked back at my messages from her and found the last three had
been a week earlier. Funny pictures and jokes that I hadn’t responded to.”
Amanda sighed and went to pick up her head, but he cradled her skull close with
a quiet, “Shhhh.” She settled against his chest again.


“My folks got the runaround from the cops.
Some song and dance about her being an adult, and sometimes people just got
tired of their lives and left. She wasn’t in a relationship, didn’t have kids
or a pet, didn’t own a car or a house. A prime candidate to just pick up and
vacate, in their eyes. Me and my folks, we knew different.” He stroked her hair
and knew by her stillness she was listening intently. It was good to take her
out of what she’d been stuck in for so long, and even if it hurt to tell this,
that’d be worth the effort.


“She was the good kid.” He snorted. “Not
like me, as I’m sure you can imagine.”


Amanda did interrupt him then, and he
smiled at her determination. “You seem plenty nice to me.”


“Nice, sure. But good? Not always.” He
stared at the flagpole yards away, at the center of the graveyard. “Not hardly
ever.” With a quick breath, he pushed past those memories and continued on. “Tracey
was the kind of kid who texted, even away at college. She kept the ’rents in
the know with her life. Voluntarily, probably because they didn’t demand it of
her. Those texts, random things about food and friends, going out to parties,
and made it home safe—they stopped the night she went missing.”


“Oh, no.” Amanda pulled away, and he could
feel the weight of her stare on him, even as he refused to meet it.


“Oh, yeah.” He cleared his throat,
suddenly thick with tears. “Two weeks went past, and nothing. I got home
finally, just in time. I was over at my folks, helping organize the stuff
volunteers needed, about to go out and put up posters when I looked out to see
my folks’ pastor pull up at the curb, followed by a cruiser. It was like I was frozen
in the spot. I saw the men get out, watched the three of them cluster at the
end of the sidewalk. I didn’t get to the door before my mom, but I was there to
catch her as she fell. Tracey’s body had been found in a copse of woods close
to the school’s campus. Their best guess, she’d been dead before she’d even
been reported missing.”


“Oh, Alex. I’m so sorry.” She patted his
chest gently, and he nodded, the movements rough and jerky.


“I don’t know what was hardest on my
folks. Knowing she’d been dead for so long, or the fact they didn’t know she
was already gone. Mom kept saying things like a good mother should have known.”
He shook his head. “Took the whole family a long time to come to grips with the
fact sometimes bad things happen to good people.”


“I’m so sorry,” she repeated, and he
ducked his chin to stare into her eyes. Red and swollen, they were welling with
tears again. “So, so sorry.”


“Sounds trite, I know.” He shook his head.
“Trust me, I know how it sounds, because I’ve bitchslapped myself for saying it
to my folks, to mothers and fathers of men who served with me, but it’s true.
We can’t control the bad things that happen, but we can work to get to a place
where that acceptance doesn’t tear us apart.” He stroked the fall of her hair,
smoothing out the tangles from when she’d been pulling and yanking at it. “You
aren’t there yet, but you gotta do the work and get there. You can’t keep doing
this to yourself.”


She moved back, and his lap felt emptier
than he expected, the chill all along his front more biting, even in the heat
of the evening. “I can’t. I miss him so much.”


He pushed up from the ground to stand and
dusted off his ass, then looked at the gravestone with the single name, no room
for a spouse, and he wondered if she understood what that had meant when she’d
purchased it. “You will, because you deserve to.”


The rumble of the engine and pipes were
loud in the cemetery, and he sat for a moment fiddling with his glasses and
bandana, settling everything into place. Then he offered her a brief two-fingered
wave, and used the winding, gravel paths to idle out to the road. A different
car than the one she’d driven yesterday sat in the parking lot, listing to one
side on a low tire.


He pulled out onto the road and rolled the
throttle, easing into the first gear change, then laying into it and rocketing
through the rest. Even with the glasses, the speed and wind teased tears from
his eyes and he blinked hard as he tried to outrun his memories.


 










 


Chapter Two


Amanda


 


She
braked to a stop and looked around at the empty lot as she parked the car. Her gaze
flicked towards the crest of the hill, searching, and she didn’t know if she
should be relieved or disappointed when no one waited for her there, either.


Blanket, water, and scrapbook in hand, she
closed the door and shoved the keys into her pocket. Same car, different story
this year. She’d gotten a gift certificate in the mail about six months ago for
the local repair shop, and it had been more than enough to cover the work
needed. No more half-done fixes, everything was running smoothly now. She just
wished she knew who to thank.


At Martin’s grave, she’d already spread
her blanket and gotten set-up before she noticed it. An American flag was
placed next to the headstone, and the granite looked wet. She touched it with
her fingers and smelled. The liquid held the distinctive odor of whiskey.


Amanda looked around again, hopeful, even
knowing she was alone, and felt the tears start to slide down her cheeks.


“I miss you.”


She did, probably always would. But as the
biker had promised, the past few months had eased around a corner somehow, and
life had gotten easier.


“I got a new job. Did I tell you?” An
opening had been posted on social media for a night manager at a local hotel.
She’d looked at the pile of bills that never seemed to get any smaller, and had
called the next day to start the application process. “Started last month.”


She wiped both cheeks before picking up
the scrapbook, and she flipped towards the back. “That’s why I haven’t been
here as much.” The night shift hours were wrecking her head, but after nearly
six weeks into it, she felt like she was finally in the groove. The first time
she’d slept through her normal visit to the graveyard, she’d lost it, climbing
into the shower in her pajamas and crying until the water ran cold. I can’t
tell him that. The illogical nature of her thoughts didn’t matter, because
on this anniversary of his death, for this span of time, for these hours spent
here one day a year, it was all his.


“Another local boy died a few months ago.”
She flipped the pages until she found the one with the clipping. “There was a
big honor ride, just like with you.” Gently, reverently, she smoothed out the
edges of the newsprint. “Alex was there. I didn’t see him myself, but he’s in
this picture.” She touched the image, careful to keep away from his face. She
had two more papers at home in case she needed to replace the article inserted
into the scrapbook, but she wanted to keep it as pristine as possible. “You
remember him, he was here with me for a while last year.”


After he’d left, riding away into the
sunset, she’d curled up on the blanket and wept more, sobbing herself to sleep,
awakened by the calls of coyotes in nearby fields. Cold and stiff, she’d
gathered up everything and trekked back to the car.


She glanced at the flag. “Was he here
before me?” He hadn’t wanted to intrude, she remembered him saying that.


She remembered everything he’d said.


For the first month after meeting him, her
dreams had seemed evenly split between Martin and him.


Martin’s were always the same, movie reels
of the milestones in their lives. High school prom, graduation, wedding,
officer school graduation, first deployment. Known events, ones that made her
smile upon waking, until she remembered.


The ones featuring Alex had been
different, more like an old Technicolor movie where the hero was a
swashbuckling larger-than-life character, always setting out to save the damsel
in distress. She was always cast as the damsel, and as weeks went on, her
swooning reactions to his appearance became more and more erotic. She’d woken
just yesterday morning with her hand in her panties, and had been shocked to
find unfamiliar slippery wetness there when she changed her underwear.


Cheeks flaming hot, she flipped more pages
in the scrapbook. This was part of the ritual she’d missed last year, and
Amanda was determined to stay on track today. She began the familiar recital of
all the things that made up their lives. “Do you remember when…”


A couple of hours later, she was back beside
the car, blanket held high in the air as she folded it into manageable squares.
She heard motorcycles in the distance, coming closer, and she clutched the
material to her in anticipation. Nerves she didn’t know she still had zinged
through her chest and belly, and she turned to catch the first glimpse of the
riders.


There, at the very front of the line of
bikes, was Alex. His head turned and he gave her a wave with his free hand. The
riders behind him looked at her, heads swiveling to match Alex’s, a few hands
rose in a similar wave. She lifted her hand in response, holding her breath
until they’d completely passed by, the roar and thunder of their pipes fading
just as quickly as it had swelled.


Hands shaking, she finished folding the
blanket and tucked it away then climbed into the car. Amanda sat there a
moment, fingers tight around the steering wheel.


He’d remembered.


***


Monk


 


The
cemetery disappeared into the distance, and Monk settled deeper into the seat
of his bike. Even without the reminder on his calendar this morning, he’d known
he would be detouring the planned ride to pass by the place where Amanda’s
husband lay.


The past year had started out as a
shitstorm of epic proportions. Blade had wrecked out, and for a couple of days,
it hadn’t looked like he’d make it at all. Then the docs weren’t sure if he’d
be the same if he woke up. He’d proven them wrong, and Monk had been there
beside him every step of the way, his arms the first to help his brother stand,
his voice the loudest one arguing with the man when Blade wanted to give up.


There’d been plenty of that, too. In quick
succession, he’d attended funerals of three men he’d served with overseas. Gun,
drugs, and a bridge abutment had been their exits of choice, and he’d stood at
the foot of each grave, back straight, chin lifted, trying not to see the faces
of the family they’d left behind.


Just yesterday, Blade had thanked him, his
tersely spoken “Don’t know what I’d’a done without you, brother,” music to
Monk’s ears.


A year ago today, his brothers had asked
where he’d been, and Monk hadn’t offered the real story, instead giving out
winks and nods that let them draw their own conclusions, all of them wrong.


Not that he would have minded their
versions. Not at all, and his body had reinforced the idea since his cock stood
at half-mast whenever he thought about Amanda. Not even needing one of the
little blue pills he hoarded like a miser. Amanda in his lap? Boom, stiffy.
Amanda smiling at him as she said the ridiculous word “ixnay” and yep, stiffy.
Amanda touching him, palm to his chest as she offered heartfelt condolences
over the death of a woman she’d never met? Wham, stiffy. That one he’d acted
on, and found the orgasm easier to chase, the solo ending more satisfying than
any he could remember.


The BFMC had a support club in her town,
and he’d used those contacts to keep track of her. When his man reported in
that her car hadn’t moved in days, he’d gone down to check it himself. The
engine had a cracked head, and the tranny was trashed, all a result of hard
driving in the vehicle’s past he attributed to her dead husband. A quick
recommendation by his man had Monk conducting a transaction at a local mechanic
shop.


He’d slipped the envelope with the gift
certificate into her mailbox himself, heart racing as he rang the doorbell like
a kid doing ding-dong-ditch and sidling around the corner of the building. He’d
held his breath as the door opened and closed, then opened again and he’d heard
the rattle of the mailbox.


He hadn’t stayed after that. Made his way
back to his bike and headed out of town, mission accomplished.


He saw the diner in the distance and held
up a closed fist in warning. Glancing down, he glimpsed the still-white fabric
of his new officer patch, and a swell of pride rose him in. Wonder what Amanda
would think, he thought as he turned on his indicator and patted the air in
a “slow down” motion. When he’d met her at the gas station, she’d been
terrified of him and his brothers. From what she’d shared at the graveside, her
life had been tame and staid in comparison to his, and he smiled as he angled
onto the blacktop of the diner’s parking lot. She’d gotten over her fear, of
him, at least.


Rumbling exhausts surrounded him, and he blinked
away the shadows of nonexistent mountains, forcing his shoulders upright. Their
Road Captain shouldn’t be afraid, and he wouldn’t let his brothers down. He
parked and got off the bike, stretching for a moment as he watched the lot fill
with all the bikes he’d led on today’s ride. Blade and Neptune stood nearby,
and he saw Wolf walking their way, an easy smile on his lips. All my
brothers.


“Monk, hey, Monk.” He looked over to Blade
and lifted his chin in response. “Was that the widow back there?” His chest
burned and he opened his mouth to retort then closed it tightly, unsure what
this flare of anger and jealousy meant. She’s supposed to be just mine, not
for him. He shook his head and saw the confusion on Blade’s face. “No? You
sure? It looked like her, man.” His hands passed through the air, tracing an
hourglass shape that had Monk gritting his teeth. “She seemed to know you.”


He stared a moment, then dipped his chin
and looked away. “Yeah, that’s Martin Stewart’s widow.” Maybe if he didn’t say
her name, he could get through whatever his brothers would be throwing at him
over the next few minutes without decking one of them. His mouth had other
ideas, because it kept talking. “Today marks six years for him. I figured
Amanda would be at the cemetery.” Jesus.


“Amanda?” Neptune drawled her name slowly.
“That’s the widow?”


Monk pushed through their little group and
angled towards the front door of the diner. “I’m gonna get a table before it
fills up.” They had enough men on the ride today that some would have to eat in
shifts or get their food to go and have their meal outside. He glanced up at
the sun, still high in the sky. It was hotter today than last year, and he
wondered if she’d remembered to drink any water. She’d been leaving the
graveside earlier than last year, and he thought that was good. “See you inside.”


“Monk, hey, Monk.” He glanced over his
shoulder at Blade who was standing there with his hands out to his sides,
looking more confused than before. “I piss you off or something, brother?”


With a sigh, he turned back and shook his
head. “No, man. It’s all good. Just hungry, you know?” At Blade’s reluctant
nod, he returned it and then made his way inside, ordering a drink and a
burger.


Neptune was the first to join him, sliding
onto the seat facing him with a low grunt. “Blade didn’t mean anything by it.”


“I know. It’s no big deal.” Phone in hand,
he saw he’d missed a text from his mother, thumbing a quick reply as the other
two men claimed their seats. “I got a burger,” he told them as he flipped over
to his social media. He kept a low profile because of the club, but used it to
keep track of his family doings.


As he was scrolling through his oldest
brother’s pictures of a recent picnic with the family, a friend request popped
up, the bright, white number one flashing at him briefly. Blade and Wolf were
debating the wisdom of a couple of prospects apparently ordering Mexican before
getting back on the bikes for the last hundred miles planned for today, and he
snorted at Wolf’s graphic description of the mistake he saw happening right in
front of him. At the phrase, “exploding pants,” he tuned the pair out and
tapped the request.


Amanda Reynolds Stewart.


Reynolds must be her maiden name.


Clicking on her profile, he found only a
few things were public. A picture of her with a dog, an image of her husband’s
headstone, and an American flag posted last Veteran’s Day, thanking the troops
for their service. He shifted uneasily when he read her relationship status
still said married. Uncertain if he should accept, he was staring at her
picture when the request went away, a message flashing across that it had been
withdrawn.


She’d looked him up, and requested it,
then backed out. Scared, maybe? If he hadn’t been looking at the app, he might
not have ever known it happened. She wasn’t afraid of me when I saw her last.
There was no reason for her to have changed her mind. Dammit. He punched
the friend request button, and watched the pending status for a moment, then
locked the phone. It’s up to her, now.


***


Amanda


 


An
instant after hitting the button, she’d had second thoughts and retracted her
request.


Now, she stared at the status on the
screen with a frown drawing her brows together. It had changed again, so fast
she nearly hadn’t seen it happen. She’d just fallen to her doubts and canceled
the friend request when it popped back up, but this one said decline instead of
cancel, which meant Alex had noticed what she’d done and issued another request
from his end.


She still had his profile page on the
screen, pictures he’d been tagged in went on and on. Rows upon rows of family
and friends who’d laid claim to him as theirs. Either a brother or son, an
uncle in a couple of cases, or a good friend, most of those had motorcycles in
the background.


His relationship status said married.
There was no name, and nothing in the images spoke to a significant other, but
the status definitely said married.


He hadn’t spoken about a spouse, someone
special in his life, but to be fair, the single day a year ago that he’d spent
with her had been entirely focused on her and what she’d needed to get through
the hours spent at the graveside. He’d talked about the tragedy of his younger
sister, and how it impacted his folks. He’d shared a few memories of his time
in the service, but nothing more personal than that.


Of course he’s married.


A man that handsome, sensitive, and
self-confident?


Of course he’d be taken.


She left the friend request where it was,
and closed the laptop, setting it aside.










 


Chapter Three


Monk


 


The
club was doing well. They’d grown in numbers, and he’d sponsored a prospect,
his first. That had taken up more of his time than he’d expected but felt good.
He found he liked the role of mentor, passing on his wisdom to a baby biker,
just as he’d done to the newbies in the service. He’d changed apartments, going
smaller, just a single efficiency this time, because all he did there was shit,
shower, and sleep. The rest of his days were either spent at work or with the
club.


Monk took his duties as Road Captain
seriously, wrenching side by side with members to get their bikes ready for a run.
He’d personally knifed more tires in the first half of the year than he’d
expected, because so many of the members just didn’t pay attention to the
condition of their own bikes. Wolf had gotten him a deal with a local racer,
and the club had a stock of his take-offs in the shed out back now. Tires too
slick to race on, but with plenty of tread for at least a season for most of
the men in the club.


So work and the club were both doing well,
and if his personal life wasn’t anything to write home about, he wasn’t going
to cry because his nights were spent alone.


Two days before the anniversary, he opened
the social media app, prepared to stalk Amanda’s profile as normal. He’d already
planned what he wouldn’t do this year, and arranged to be working on the day.
Nothing good would come of his obsession with this woman, not when she was
still tied so tightly to a dead man.


When he navigated to her page, instead of
the three pictures, he found dozens. A wealth of images of her. Old and new, they
tracked back to high school and he smiled to see her standing awkwardly on a
stage stuck inside a costume that looked too big. Her wedding picture was
there, and it caught at his chest, leaving him aching inside to see her
standing next to a man he assumed was Martin, face shining with happiness.


Documentation of the kind of graduation
ceremony he well remembered was there, Amanda tucked in beside Martin, the man
standing ramrod stiff in his dress uniform, a shiny single bar on the epaulets
of his jacket. Butterbar. Monk smirked. He’d always hated that name.
Another picture of just the man at some station overseas, his posture as casual
as it ever got when surrounded by enemies, the mixed tans of the desert
stretching for miles behind him, those damn dark mountains on the horizon.


He blinked them away.


She’d accepted.


After a year, she’d finally accepted his
friend request.


He clicked through to read her posts, not
surprised to find them sparse of real information. More a surface glossiness to
keep family and friends at bay. A way to keep them from asking too many
questions, to satisfy their curiosity and dampen any inklings of concern. He
recognized the tactic, because it was what he did, too.


Day manager is way better. Winky face
emoji.
She’d tagged a local hotel and he grunted. He’d stayed there a few years ago
when his bike broke down in nearby town. The only American-owned place within a
reasonable distance. At the time, he hadn’t been living in the area very long
and didn’t feel comfortable asking his brothers for assistance. Suck it up and
make do had been his motto at the time.


He frowned. If his prospect had done the
same, Monk would be pissed as hell, because it would show a lack of faith in
his brothers. Lesson learned.


This movie is the best. Red heart emoji,
thumbs-up emoji.
There was an image accompanying that post, a selfie of her with a movie poster
in the background. Monk smiled. He’d been to see that movie on opening night,
suffering through the shouts of “nerd” from his brothers as he drummed up company
to go with him. She was alone, still smiling, but he thought he could see
cracks in the façade. They were there in the way her smile didn’t reach her
eyes. In the forced quality of that smile. Compare it to that damned wedding
photo, and it was clear that she was still hurting.


In the profile summary, he saw something
that had him stumbling mentally, trying to find a foothold on his emotions.
Then he was dialing his manager, asking for a favor and getting it. A
last-minute schedule shuffle to give him an unexpected day off.


Relationship: Single.


***


Amanda


 


Heart
in her throat, Amanda carefully steered her car into the parking lot she’d
become so familiar with over the past seven years. It was empty, as was usually
the case, and she tried not to let disappointment overwhelm her. She knew once
the tears started, they wouldn’t stop until she was wrung dry, no matter what
set her off.


She killed the engine with a twist of the
key, then sat with her head resting on the steering wheel for a moment. Just
another anniversary, and no reason for her to believe it would be any
different. On the one hand, she was kicking herself for waiting so long to
accept his friend request, and on the other hand, she knew it didn’t matter
that he’d remembered the day for the past two years. Martin hadn’t been a
friend or in the corps with Alex, so there was no reason for him to come here.


Leaning over the seat, she gathered up her
supplies. A new blanket this year, after the boisterous puppy she’d fostered
had chewed holes in the previous one. A water bottle instead of a bottle of
water, and she smiled slightly at the distinction she made in her own mind. Renewable
was the new trend, and it made sense to her, so she’d stopped buying cases of
water, instead depending on the filter she’d attached to her kitchen faucet.


That was another change, bigger than most
of the rest of them. She’d saved her money, and between the better pay at the
hotel along with help from an unexpected insurance payout, she’d signed papers
and put a down payment on a little house at the edge of town. Not big, just two
bedrooms, still it was hers in a way she’d never had before. After moving from
her parents’ home into a garage apartment at Martin’s folks, then into the
house he’d wanted, she’d never had a space that felt like it was just hers and
she found she liked it. If she wanted to paint the kitchen, she could, and
there was no one to tell her no.


Same scrapbook, with new pages in it to
document her life. There was one with the newspaper ad for the job that started
her on the current path at the hotel. And another with a picture the realtor
had taken of Amanda holding the keys to her new house.


Amanda had talked about it with another
widow at a survivor’s group she’d started attending, and thought the words given
her had been profound. “Maybe it’s a way to remind yourself that keeping on,
continuing to live, isn’t bad. Maybe it’s a way to find things to celebrate in
your life now.” She’d reached out to touch Amanda’s arm, and for a moment, it
was as if the woman’s tiny tattoo had glowed brightly as a supernova. Amanda
had stared, then turned her own arm over, showing the matching symbol etched
into her skin. They’d clung together and wept, and exchanged numbers, the first
time Amanda had done so since Martin died.


Set apart from the rest of the pages were
the things she’d done to document Alex’s life, too. And that was something
she’d intentionally decided to not think about, why she felt the need to keep
tabs on him and his friends.


Two whole pages were taken up by the six
front page photos of his club escorting bullied kids to school. Another two
pages had been dedicated to the club itself, everything she could find out
about it. History, original members, their occasional brushes with the law balanced
against the many donations from them to animal shelters and veterans’
memorials, even the colorfully-painted benches now scattered along the local
nursing home sidewalks were a donation from his club.


She’d drawn the line at including anything
specific to Alex, but that hadn’t stopped her from stalking his social media,
scouring every picture for a glimpse of his elusive significant other, that
status of Married never changing.


With a deep breath, she pushed open the
car door and stepped out, arms filled with the items for her vigil. Head down,
she trudged up the rise to where Martin’s grave was, each step harder than the
one before. She’d never felt like this before, as if coming to see him on the
anniversary of his death was a chore, something to get through. It was never
pleasant, but she’d always believed it her duty. He was gone, and she was here,
so she mourned him the only way she knew how. With tears and grief, and
devotion.


She’d never know what caused her to look
up.


One moment she was lost inside her own head,
wallowing in grief for the death of someone she’d loved, and for the loss of so
much of herself, and the next she was staring at Alex as he finished pouring
something on the dirt beside Martin’s headstone. He lifted the flask and took a
long drink, staring at the nearby flagpole where the American flag proudly
flew. His bike sat where it had the first time he’d come here, and she stood
where she’d been the first time she’d seen him here, and he was about where
he’d been then, too. It was like a surreal overlay of the then and now, and she
was dizzy for a moment with the idea that maybe she’d imagined these past two
years.


Then he turned and faced her, and she saw
the differences he bore. His beard was thicker, darker and filled out along the
jawline. There were lines on his face that hadn’t been there before, and when
he smiled at her, she knew where they’d come from because the creases exactly
matched the expression of pleasure he showed her.


Alex had filled out in other ways, his
shoulders even broader than before, and she wouldn’t have been surprised if
he’d had to get a new jacket just to fit all of him. She adjusted the blanket,
too conscious of the fact she’d filled out, too, and not in ways she liked to
think about. After Martin had died, she’d lost all the remnants of baby fat
she’d carried through school. She hadn’t thought about the fact that process
had reversed until she’d recently had to retire her favorite pair of jeans when
they’d gotten too tight everywhere.


“Hey,” he called, voice low and rasping,
as if he’d been here a while without speaking.


She nodded, not sure her mouth would work
right now. Why is this so awkward?


He gestured towards the grass where they’d
sat last time. “Here okay?” Another nod was her only response, and he looked at
her intently, head cocked to one side. “Amanda, if you’d rather be alone, I can
go. I…” He trailed off and then laughed softly. “Honestly, I’m not real sure
why I’m here.”


“Please, stay.” He smiled at her again and
her breath caught in her throat. “I’m glad you’re here.” She dipped her gaze to
his boots, then back up to his face in time to see a satisfied smirk cross his
face. “You look good, Alex.”


“You do, too.” He made a show of
inspecting her as he reached for the blanket. They juggled things for a moment.
Then he had the material spread smoothly on the grass. “I’m glad you accepted
my request.”


Amanda paused in mid-crouch, one hand and
knee on the blanket, and looked up at him. “I’m sorry I took so long.” Is he
flirting with me?


“All good things take time.” He made
himself comfortable on one corner, feet stretched out to the side, arm locked
behind him as he leaned back. He held out the flask. “Want a drink?”


She shook her head. “It was you, last
year, too, wasn’t it?” He didn’t respond, just looked at her. “It was still wet
when I got here. I couldn’t have missed you by much.” She gestured towards the
dark spot on the dirt where he’d dampened it with the whiskey from the flask.
“What does that mean?”


“Libations for the fallen.” He lifted the
closed flask. “Drinks for those who can no longer imbibe, those gone ahead to
Valhalla. It’s an old tradition and for some reason felt right when I was here.
We might not have served together, but together we served, if that makes any
sense.” He shrugged. “A brothers in arms thing, I guess.”


“I think it’s touching, and very fitting.”
She reached out and laid her hand over his for a moment. “Thank you.”


They sat in silence for a few minutes, the
sun growing hotter overhead and baking through her thin shirt. She could only imagine
how hot he had to be in the jacket, but he didn’t move, didn’t give any
indication of discomfort.


“It’s weird, you know?” She didn’t look at
him. “There’s a grasshopper, right there on your toe, and it didn’t exist last
year when I was here. That bird”—she gestured towards a starling hopping along
two rows over—“probably didn’t either. Not last year, much less the last time
Martin was breathing and home.” She sighed. “I lost the house he bought. Did I
tell you that?” He made a sound and she nodded. “He loved it a lot, had all
these plans in his head. It was okay, not my dream home, but it sure was his.
He would have been so mad at me.”


“Why would he have been pissed?” She
glanced at him to see his head back, closed eyes aimed towards the sky. “Gonna
be blunt here, Amanda. He’s the one dead, not you. You had to make decisions
that were right for you. Keeping a house that you didn’t want in the first
place would have been stupid.” His head rolled to the side and he cracked open
one eye, his gaze cutting. “You don’t strike me as a stupid woman.”


She stared at him as he resumed his
sunbathing. “Aren’t you hot?”


“Yeah, but I ain’t got no shirt on under the
jacket. Figured it was the least of bad choices to just keep it on.” The same
head roll, same cracked eye, and he was staring at her again. “If it won’t
bother you, then I’ll lose the jacket for now.”


“It won’t bother me.” She laughed softly.
“I appreciate your consideration, but I’d rather know you were comfortable.”


“Alrighty then.” He sat up and shrugged,
the worn leather falling down his arms, and she stared and stared. He was
covered in tattoos. Front, back, arms, neck, everything she could see had ink
either on or adjacent. The one on the side of his neck she’d seen before, a
glimpse that first day at the gas station, a moment in time so far in the past
it seemed surreal that had brought them here. He had a winged eagle that
spanned his shoulders, talons reaching far down his spine, the head wrapping
cunningly around one scapula. His arms were a mixed canvas of tiny tattoos and
larger pieces, all intertwined with vines and words and colors that probably
meant something to him but looked like beautiful chaos to her. One pec held a
replica of the emblem from the back of the jacket, and she noted how it was reverently
separate from other tattoos. Set apart somehow by being isolated, and she liked
that he gave it a place of honor. His abs flexed, and she tried to read the
words arching over his bellybutton in between his breaths, finally giving up as
she realized he was laughing. “Woman, you get your fill of lookin’ yet?”


She stared at his face because his smile
was blindingly bright, eyes twinkling at her as he gently poked fun at her
scrutiny of his body.


“Oh, God. I’m sorry.” She turned to face
the headstone as he got to his feet, then cast a glance over her shoulder at a
sound, afraid it was him leaving, but he’d just draped the jacket across the
seat. Folded so the symbol for his club was hidden from view, he took a moment
to ensure it was stable and wouldn’t fall on the ground. “Is it like the flag?”
He glanced back at her with a question in his eyes. “The jacket. It’s your club
insignia, right? Are you not supposed to put it on the ground?”


He smiled, but it was somehow cautious, as
if she were treading along the edges of something that wasn’t her business.
“Yeah, something like that. What do you know about a motorcycle club?”


She shook her head with a laugh. “Just
what I’ve watched on TV.”


“So, not much,” he teased with a grin as
he sat back down, closer. She watched the muscles in his arms and back play
under the skin, mesmerized at the movement underneath the colorful pictures.
“You ever ridden?”


“What?” She blinked and shook her head.
“Uh, no. No.”


“Lemme know if you wanna change that status.”
For a moment, she fixated on the social media status she’d impulsively changed
a couple of days ago. He narrowed his eyes and clarified. “From nonrider to rider.”


Of course, he didn’t mean relationship,
you idiot. He’s married.


She whipped her head to the side and stared
at Martin’s name etched in stone. It was engraved in the wedding band she no
longer wore, too.


That had been the first change, about a
year and a half ago. She’d gotten out of the shower and picked it up to slip
onto her finger, where it had ridden since Martin had placed it there standing
in front of his friends and family. She’d hesitated, and then set it back down
in the little tray she kept in the bathroom for that purpose. After it remained
there a month, she’d moved it to her nightstand, and after a month there, to
her jewelry box, tucked back into the foam and velvet alongside her impractical
engagement ring.


She’d done it without much thought, just
accepting it as a change, and moving on. Now she wondered if it meant more. If it
had been her first unconscious decision to begin moving forwards and out of the
stasis she’d been caught in since his death.


“Amanda?” Alex’s voice was cautious, careful.
“Did I say something wrong?” She shook her head. “Are you sure?” That one she
simply didn’t answer, keeping her blurry gaze on the stone, no longer able to
pick out his name. “Oh, honey.” If she hadn’t been weeping before, the sweet
pain in his voice would have caused it. “Come here.” Then he gathered her up in
his arms, like he’d done before, and arranged her in his lap. This time it
wasn’t leather under her cheek, but warm muscles covered by silken skin. She
closed her eyes to block it out. Block everything out. “I’m so sorry for your
loss.”


She couldn’t have answered him if she’d
tried, throat closed tight with tears and regret. If she could have, she would
have told him it wasn’t Martin’s death that caused her to weep, but the
impossibility of building anything with him. So stupid.


“Lost one of my soldiers to an IED. Years
ago. There wasn’t enough to put in a box to send home to his folks. Hands down,
that was the hardest call I had to make, first notification I had to do. I got
home in time to go to his funeral, a memorial service, and they had pictures of
him everywhere. Helped me to see what he was, before.” The sound of his heart
steadied her, a regular bump, bump, bump in her ear. “Caught up to his
girlfriend a couple of months ago. She’s married now, two kids, a good life,
you know?” The thudding sped up slightly. “She looked at me, and I could see it
all crashing back down on her. My fault, for being in the grocery store. My
fault, for being someone who’d known him. Her face went white, and I swear she
was just a minute from passin’ out.” The thudding was faster yet, and then his hand
settled on her back. She sighed and nestled closer, and his heartbeat evened
back out, slowing to the same steady thump, thump from before. “I told her how
good it felt to see her honoring him by living her life. Not sure she believed
me right away, but I said it again, and again. How it isn’t right to lock up
the sweetness that’s still here and hold tight to that bitterness. That’s
something you need to hear, too.” He adjusted his hold on her, the underside of
his forearm banding across the side of her breast, and just that innocent touch
was enough to make her stomach swoop and dip. “It’s okay to live, Amanda. It’s
okay to want things that you didn’t have together. It’s not going to change
anything if you stay stuck. Well, it will. It’ll change you, but not for the
better. So if you want to try new things like ridin’ on a bike, you just let me
know and I’ll tell you it’s okay, and normal, and makes me happy. That’s you
bein’ strong, and that’s a good thing to see.”


“You’re married.” Traitor mouth, blurting
things she had no intention of saying.


“What? No. No, I’m not.” His arms
tightened around her, wrapped tight as he could without crushing her. “Not for
years now.” She didn’t argue, let him have this denial and felt the change in
his body when he realized what she meant. “Oh, fuck. Honey, no. She divorced me
long before I left the military. Hated being left alone, and I wasn’t enough
for what she needed. Then I got out and, hell, I’m so different, there ain’t no
way I’d put up with her shit now. Plus, she’s married again. I just never
changed it because…fuck, I don’t know. It would make a statement, you know? Put
a pin in it, and everyone would know. I mean, they already know, but I just
didn’t…” He shifted under her, and she went with the jostling, letting him roll
to one hip and then back.


From the corner of her eye, she watched
him shuffle his phone hand to hand, then wrap the empty one around her again as
he worked on the device with the other. “There,” he said with finality,
bringing the screen closer. She blinked. Status: Single.


“Alex,” she started to say something, not
sure what, but certain her traitor mouth would come up with what she needed.


He shook his head. “Nuh uh. You hush, now.
That’s not for you, that’s for me. Swear.” A repeat of the movement as he put
the phone away, then he had both arms around her again. “For me.”


His heart beat steadily underneath her
cheek, reassuring her that this hadn’t been traumatizing, that he wasn’t
conflicted, that it didn’t matter to him, except how it mattered to her.


***


Monk


 


The
sun was edging towards the west and still, they sat. The skin tightened on his
shoulders with a burn he knew he’d feel later, but since he worked outside most
days and did some of that shirtless, it shouldn’t be bad.


The sense of relief he’d felt at figuring
out what was bothering Amanda still swirled through him, part exhilaration and
part fear, because he didn’t want to fuck this up. At some point over the past
two years, this woman who was nearly a stranger had become important to him.
The third time they’d spoken was today, but each of the conversations had been
so weighty, so filled with important topics that it was as if he’d known her
forever. Like he knew her inside and out, and she him.


It had been a long time coming, but today
felt like a beginning, and he wanted to hold onto that as long as he could.










 


Chapter Four


Monk


 


It
had been a rough day at work, but Alex enjoyed how his crew pulled together to overcome
obstacles. Made him feel good about being bumped up to supervisor, and he was
pleased to be assigned such good men. Beer in hand, he checked his messages and
smiled to see one from Amanda. After months of occasional exchanges via social
media, which had gradually grown more frequent, and then edged into flirting territory,
she’d asked for his phone number. It’s just easier, she’d
messaged, following it with a tongue sticking out emoji.


And he’d acquiesced. Sending her the
number only a fraction of a second after her explanation message, desperately
fast if she’d noticed.


The first message in their string was from
her, of course, because he stupidly hadn’t asked for hers, just handed his out
like candy. But she hadn’t messaged right away. Which meant the resulting
interval of two days had been killer. He’d been too stubborn to go back to the
messenger and prompt her, stuck in a merciless kind of limbo where it felt like
his future hung in the balance.


Then she’d texted, and he’d spent long
minutes trying to read subtle messages into her questions, because she’d gone
straight for deep and personal. He’d balked for a moment, planning to hold back
until he reconsidered, took a deep, deep breath and answered, giving her
everything she wanted to know.


Why did your wife divorce you? Just the
time apart doesn’t seem like enough of a reason, so it feels like a copout to
me. Was she unfaithful? Were you? I know this probably is something like date
fifteen territory, but it doesn’t feel like I’ve ever not known you, and I want
to know. I want to know before I take any steps with you. Do you still love
her? Is that why you didn’t change your status for years? Years, Alex. That’s
not something you put off by a week or two. My counselor says not making a
decision is making a decision by default, even if it’s a decision to deny
whatever it is you’re avoiding. And by you, I mean me. Anyway, this is long,
super long, like a book already, but I wanted to know. If you want to tell me,
that is. Oh yeah, this is Amanda, in case you haven’t figured it out by now.
Serious face emoji, slight smile emoji, question mark emoji.


He’d started with the easiest response.


I knew it was you right away.


She didn’t text back, and he didn’t blame
her, because he hadn’t addressed the questions she’d already said were
important to her.


She sent me an email to announce I’d be
getting papers. I tried to call her, but it went to voice mail. I wasn’t
unfaithful. I’d never do that to someone I loved. If I love someone, I’m all
in. No backing out from me. Do not pass Go. Do not collect anyfuckingthing.


He paused a moment, but there was no
answering bubble to indicate she was typing, so he forged ahead.


The corps was a good fit for me. Semper
fidelis fit my personality. Fits. Always faithful. Friends, family, my brothers
in the club. Did I tell you that you get points for always calling it a club,
and not a gang? That shit pisses me off. He was getting off track and he
scrolled back up to reread her questions to make sure he answered all of them.
Even the ones she didn’t know she was asking. When I got out, it wasn’t
my decision. That was hard, too, like the corps didn’t want me anymore. My wife
didn’t want me, my career didn’t want me. I didn’t even get on that damn
website for a few years. By then she’d unfriended me, changed all her settings
and deleted all the photos of us together. It felt like one more slap in the
face, you know?


He hit Send and sat, staring at the screen
in his hand. It seemed like forever before that little bubble appeared. It was
only when he blew out the stale air from his lungs that he realized he’d been holding
his breath, waiting. The bubble went away, then came back, that cycle happening
twice more before her message appeared.


Oh, Alex. That’s terrible. She didn’t even
wait to do it face-to-face, but EMAILED you? He could almost
hear her outrage in that capitalized word and smiled. If anything at all
was wrong while Martin was deployed, I held it close until he got home. I
didn’t want to break his concentration, you know? He wondered if she
knew she was echoing his typing style with the question at the end of a statement.
Semper fi is more than words, it’s a way to live. That’s how I understand
it, so the fact you were faithful doesn’t surprise me. It pleases me to no end,
but doesn’t surprise. A warm sensation swirled through his chest at the
idea he’d pleased her. I’m so, so sorry that I made you answer all these
things, Alex. It’s so unfair of me, and you would have been within your rights
to tell me to go jump in a lake. Thank you for not telling me to go jump in a
lake.


He started typing a response when another
message came in. Alex sat and stared at it for a moment. Then with a broad grin
on his face, replied differently.


PS – I’d like to change my status someday
soon. Winky face emoji.


This was a request he would bend over
backwards to make happen for her.


How about tomorrow?


***


Amanda


 


She
stood at the curb, hands clasped in front of her chest as she watched Alex ride
up the street towards her. He never wore a helmet, but as usual, she saw one
strapped to the seat behind him and smiled fondly at his thoughtfulness.


He rolled to a smooth stop right in front
of her and shook his head. She could hear him chuckling at her excited reaction
over the rumble of the bike. “You ready, honey?”


They’d ridden together at least once a
week since she’d messaged him her request. The first time was terrifying and
thrilling all at once. She knew now that Alex had taken it super easy on her
that ride, because since then, they’d ridden on more challenging roads, and
even on the interstate. She’d been afraid to look at the speedometer that day.
As she’d gained confidence, he’d ratcheted up the length of the rides, too.
Today would be another first, because they were supposed to join a group of his
friends for part of the ride.


When he dropped her off two days ago,
she’d asked him in as she always did, and he’d demurred, but with a different
response than his standard, “Gotta get home, honey. Work tomorrow.” Two days
ago, instead of the normal, he’d told her, “You still want me to come inside
Saturday, I’m down for that.” From the look on his face, he’d meant more than
those few words, which was how she’d taken it.


And now it was Saturday and she’d almost
rather they not ride at all, skipping straight to the part where he came
inside. But he already had the helmet loose, was handing it to her while he did
something on his phone, and hadn’t killed the bike. All a clear signal that he
was in a hurry for some reason, and she didn’t want to disappoint him.


Helmet in place, she put her hand on his
shoulder as she stepped onto her pegs. Hers, because this seat behind him was
hers, too. He’d told her at the start of summer that she was the only woman
who’d ever ridden behind him, and in her mind, she wrote forwards in time to
try and impose her wishes that she be the only one. Ever.


She wrapped her arms around his waist and
snugged up to his back before calling out her, “Ready.”


What had started out as the most innocent
of touches, a need imposed on her by safety’s sake, had turned into an intimacy
she longed for. Hours spent with her thighs pressed tight to his hips, arms
around him, and Alex giving her the protection of his body. This was what had
led to her wanting him to come inside, wanting more, but he’d dragged his
heels, capturing her fingers with his hand the one time she reached for his
face. The only kiss that had passed between them happening that day, the
beard-rough feel of his lips against her knuckles as he’d shaken his head.


He patted her leg and they were off, the
bike jerking in a familiar way under them as he worked up through the gears,
topping out a handful of miles per hour over the limit. She’d never felt unsafe
with him, and knew the speed kept them moving with traffic, something she’d
never considered important before. But a slow bike was a vulnerable bike, subject
to being overtaken by a distracted driver.


Time passed along with the scenery,
flashing by in a smear of greens and browns. More touchy-feely than normal, she
noticed Alex kept rubbing and stroking her hands where they crossed his belly,
fingers threading through and gripping, squeezing and then rubbing and stroking
again. Almost as if he were trying to soothe her. Or himself.


He slowed, and she sat up to look around.
They were pulling into a gas station where three bikes were already parked in
front of the store. Butterflies struck hard then, and she felt unsure of
herself for a moment before shaking it off. If he didn’t want me to meet
them, he wouldn’t have invited me today. The men stood and started
strolling towards them as Alex parked. “You want me off the bike?” He nodded,
but she wasn’t certain if it was in response to her question, or in greeting to
the men. Then he touched her leg, a soft stroke before holding his hand out.
Answer enough, then, so she used that leverage to clamber off the bike.


“Brothers, this is Amanda.” Alex stood
next to her, his posture stiff and uncomfortable. “Amanda, these are my
brothers. Blade, Wolf, and Neptune.”


She nodded and smiled, aware of the
measuring gazes on her. Then the man called Blade grinned broadly and she
huffed out a surprised laugh because he looked delighted at something. “Damn,
Monk, this girl’s too pretty for you.”


Alex hadn’t relaxed, still ramrod
straight, so she bucked up her courage like she’d done the first time she’d
texted him, and wiggled in against him, not stopping until his arm was over her
shoulder. She threaded her fingers through his, like he’d done earlier, and
gave him a squeeze. “Oh, he’s the pretty one. I’m pretty sure I’ve got the
catch of the year here.”


Acceptance and appreciation flashed over
the faces of the three men, followed by laughter. “Gas up, brother,” said the
one called Wolf. “Then get your pretty lady back on the bike and let’s ride.”


***


Alex


 


Couldn’t
have asked for a better day. He glided them to a halt at the curb, then changed
his mind and swung back out into the street. Amanda’s fingers clutched at his
shirt as he turned to ride up the drive and onto the flat pad just in front of
her garage door. Might as well make a statement she can’t misunderstand.
He’d already promised her things would change today, and with the way she’d
responded, confidence and uncertainty in the same breath, he wanted to see
where this could go.


She stood up off the bike, and looked at
him, and just that had his dick perking up. Because, if the smile on Amanda’s
face was any measure, she not only hadn’t mistaken his intent, she was still
entirely on board with the idea. Then she parted her sweet lips and asked him,
“Come inside?”


Alex took her in for a moment, fingers
clasped in front of her belly, twisted into a complicated knot. Her bottom lip
disappeared for a moment, then slowly released as she raked the flesh with her
teeth. She’s nervous. As nervous as he’d been to introduce her to his
brothers, his friends, his corps here at home. She’d met that challenge
head-on, making it clear to everyone how she felt about him, and that had
settled his gut. She fit, and his brothers knew it as well as he did.


Now, it was his turn to set her at ease.
Alex got off the bike and stepped closer, shuffling until their toes met and
she had to stretch her neck to look up at him. Gonna stay out here for this
first one. What he wanted to do wasn’t something he was ashamed of, nothing
he wanted to hide. So fuckin’ pretty. Fingers to her chin, he cupped her
jaw in his palm and ghosted a caress over the apple of her cheek with his
calloused thumb. So fuckin’ sweet. Then he leaned in and pressed his
lips to hers.


Amanda sighed under his touch, mouth moving
against his, and she opened sweetly when he touched the tip of his tongue to
her lips in gentle exploration. Minutes passed as he kissed her, as she kissed
him back, as the stars turned and wheeled overhead, and something in the world
clicked into place for one brief moment.


She was panting when he pulled back, and
he was the same, breaths coming hard and fast. Alex smiled as she reached for
the door. 


He let her lead him inside, then closed
the door firmly.










 


Epilogue


Amanda


 


“Baby,
you ready?”


She smiled at her reflection in the mirror
over the visor, then adjusted it slightly. Bright green eyes stared back at her
from the back seat.


“Yeah. I’ll be right out.”


It had been four years since the ride that
changed both their lives. Three years since they’d stood in front of friends at
the courthouse and listened to the driest recital of vows ever conducted,
something they still laughed at, making fun of the fussy man with the bowtie.
And it had been only five months since she’d watched Alex openly weep as he
cradled their newborn daughter in his arms, his expression full of wonder and
love.


She’d asked him last night if he would rather
she go to the cemetery by herself this year, then laughed when he sounded
affronted she’d even make the offer.


“What? Oh, hell no. No, baby. Me and Marty
are comin’ with.” He looked up from his position on the floor next to the
cooing baby.


“I just know it’s not the most pleasant of
days.” She shrugged.


“It’s an important day.” He winked at her
then turned back to Marty and booped her gently on the nose, laughing softly
when she squealed. “We’ll be there with you. Gotta see what you’ve added to the
book.” His voice rose an octave. “Don’t we, pumpkin? Gotta see what Mommy’s
done this time.”


She stepped out of the SUV and turned to
face Alex, smiling and shaking her head when she caught him sniffing the baby.
He claimed new baby smell was addictive, and if his behavior was any
indication, the man might be right.


Amanda opened the rear door to retrieve
the blanket and scrapbook, which was now overflowing with added pages to
document their lives. Alex was right, she was always adding to the book. Her
sleeve shifted and she caught sight of the revised tattoo on her wrist. A year
and a half ago, after they’d decided to try for a baby, he’d held her hand as
she went back to the tattoo artist who’d done the original. Now, the semicolon
made up one edge of a continuous line drawn in the shape of a heart. Life
and love goes on. She gathered everything and stepped back to close the
door, staring across the roof at her husband, her daughter, her family—found
and made with so much work and pain and love, and she couldn’t imagine not
being here in this moment, right now.


“Alex?” He looked up, one eyebrow quirked.
“Thank you for your service.”


A shadow flitted across his face and the
muscles of his arms tensed as he held Marty closer. He still had dark days, but
told her they were fewer and fewer, said she was his salvation, redemption at
the end of a long, hard fight.


“I love you, Amanda Waterman.”


Part of her heart would always belong to
Martin. Their lives had been too long entwined for it to be otherwise, and she
wouldn’t give up a moment of the time she’d had with him. Alex, though, had
helped her begin a new chapter in her life, in more than one way. She cradled
the scrapbook to her chest.


After Martin had died, part of her had
gone to sleep. The piece that always demanded more, that wanted to grow and
belong, and love had lain dormant for years. Alex had woken her up.


Amanda and Alex were carving their own path,
far different from anything she could have dreamed. Her own personal hot,
tattooed biker wouldn’t have it any other way. He challenged her every day to
look for the good. And when he needed her to, she pushed him, too. Good days or
bad, they were all made better just by being together. She looked at him again
to find his face still buried in the crook of their daughter’s neck. My bad
boy.


“I love you, too.”
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Chapter One


Drifter


 


"You
need to come home, Wade." Those words plague my mind as I listen to the voicemail
repeatedly. My eyes close at the sound of her voice, the voice of the only
woman I have ever loved. The one woman who was off limits.


Standing from the edge of my bed, I step
out of my room to walk down to the end of the hall to bang on Hanger's office
door with my fist. When he answers, I enter and hear him ask, "Drifter,
what's up?"


"I wanted to tell you I gotta leave
for a while." I keep my tone steady even though I’m fucking breaking
inside. 


His brows pull down as he leans back in
his chair. "Do you need to take some of our brothers with you? Everything
alright?"


Running a hand down my face, I speak the
words that I have yet to accept. "My pop, he's dying.” Hanger’s features
become somber before my very eyes, and I add, “I'll be fine on my own, but I
need to pay my respects." I have to go see him. No matter what fucked up
things I did as a teenager or as a grown man, my pop was always there for me.
It’s weighing on me heavily that I missed the last few years with him because I
fucking ran away from my problems. 


"I'm sorry to hear that. If you need
anything, let me know."


"Thanks, Prez.” Stepping out of his
office, I return to my room and grab my bag before heading to my Harley. 


*****


 


Millwood,
South Carolina. 


It’s been a few years since I last saw
that city limits sign, and while it’s not really that much time spent away, it
feels like a lifetime since I’ve been in my hometown. The small town life with
less than a thousand people where everyone knows everyone wasn’t for me. I had
bigger dreams, but when I ran, I found myself in Kansas getting in with the
Satan’s Sinners. I always was the bad boy who hung with the wrong crowd. Women
were drawn to me–even the one I could never have. 


Pulling into my old stomping grounds, I
shut off my bike and enter Joe’s Tavern, and my smile widens because this place
hasn’t changed at all. Same worn pool table, same few wooden booths, same
raggedy bar stools, and on the counter sits bowls of peanuts. I’m instantly
pulled into the past. 


 


"Uh...can
I get a…uh...martini?" My eyes shoot up at hearing the voice I recognize
all too well. Her almond eyes are shining, but her face is red and splotchy
like she’s been crying. I don’t even work here, but Joe was busy so I’m helping
myself to a beer.


 “What’re you doin’ here, Jani?”
Can’t hurt to help her too, right? I grab a glass and the bottle of gin.
Setting the tumbler in front of her, I tip the bottle and the gin pours into
the glass.


Her smile fades, and her brows draw down
into a frown. "What are you doing, Wade?"


"That's the best martini you're gonna
get in this place." I lean closer, my eyes playful. "This ain't high
class, darlin', it's a biker bar. You want that fancy shit, then you came to
the wrong place." I chuckle. “I’ll ask again, what are you doin’ here?”


She shrugs her shoulder. "I don’t
wanna talk about it. You know, we were once friends, Wade, and you're still the
only one that gets away with calling me Jani." She takes a sip of the gin
and smiles sadly, her perfect, white teeth showing slightly. “And still the one
who can turn a shitty day better.”


 


Sitting
on a bar stool, I shout over the music. "How can a man get a shot of
bourbon in this place?" 


Joe’s eyes dart around until they land on me,
and he smiles before rushing around the counter and hugging me tightly.
"Where the hell you been, Wade?"


After a few slaps on the back, he releases
me. "Kansas for the most part. Just came back for my pop."


He nods. "Heard about that.
Sorry." His hand tightens on my shoulder for a moment. Shifting back
around the counter, he pours a shot of bourbon and slides it in front of me.
"Shot’s on the house.” His elbows rest on the counter. “January's been all
over looking for you. Guess she found ya'." 


When I left, I ghosted into the night,
never to be seen or heard from afterward. I didn’t say goodbye to anyone and
took nothing with me as a reminder of what I was leaving behind. I thought
maybe putting miles between her and I would relieve me of the torment, the
guilt, and the forbidden love. While gone, I easily tucked all of that shit
away, locking it deep inside, but returning here, a place with so many
memories, the mere mention of her is bringing everything I tried to keep
sheltered to the surface. 


"Yeah, she did.” I lift one side of
my lips. “Wasn't real hard considering I still got the same number."


He grabs a couple bottles of beer for
other customers and uses his bottle opener to get the caps off. "Figured
you'd show up sometime. No one can run forever. The past always comes back to
haunt you.” His eyes cut to the door, and he adds, “Speak of the devil
herself." 


I follow his line of sight. My eyes land
on none other than January Evans. Her long chestnut hair flows down over her
shoulders, her plump pouty lips part slightly as her big brown, almond shaped
eyes roam over me. The sight of her thick curves makes my cock twitch behind my
zipper. How can she still have this fucking effect on me? She has always been
the prettiest girl I have ever seen, the sexiest woman to walk the earth, and
the only woman that was ever off limits. But one drunken night, I demolished
those boundaries and have been a drifter ever since.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 










Chapter Two


January


 


Wade
Price.


I lean against the door of the bar as I
exhale long and slow, gawking at him sitting there. Before me, I see both the
boy who was a rebel and the man who ran away. I haven't laid eyes on him since
the night we almost ruined everything. He looks good, somehow sexier, maybe
it’s the way he’s staring back at me, or maybe it’s the new rough exterior he’s
emitting.


 No one else was going to contact him
about his dad, so I knew I needed to, but I didn't expect this rush of feelings
to overload me at the mere sight of him. Those smoldering amber eyes that are
heating me from the inside out. That scruff along his jawline, and that tongue
he runs over his bottom lip…oh, that tongue. 


I'm transported back to the feel of it exploring
not only my mouth but every inch of my body. The sensation of his eyes
devouring me as if I was the only woman who existed, and the exhilaration of
him filling me so completely, I never wanted to escape his hard thrusts. I
loved the rough edges of Wade Price, as well as the softness that only I could
see in his heart. Then he ran.


Shaking the thoughts from my mind, I
compose myself and step closer. "I'm glad you came."


He takes a shot of the dark liquid sitting
in front of him. "Yeah, I need to say my goodbyes, then I'll be on my way
once again."


I tilt my head to the side a fraction and
my brows furrow. "You don't have to leave."


His eyes size me up. "Yeah, I
do."


"But this is your home." I cross
my arms over my chest. He’s so infuriating. He could just stay and deal with
his issues instead of running. 


"Not anymore." Slamming the
tumbler on the counter, he jumps from the stool and stomps toward the door.


Following him out of the bar, I yell,
"Wait!"


He spins, throwing his arms in the air.
"Wait for what, Jani? Waiting never did me no good before, and by the
diamond sittin’ pretty on your fucking finger…” His glare turns cold. “You
weren’t sitting around waiting for me to come back either."


I clench my fists at my sides. "Can
we just talk about that night?"


He marches over, stopping in front of me.
"Talk about what? You wanna talk about how it was the best night of our
lives? You wanna talk about how after years of pining over you, I finally had
that one fucking chance? Or how about, I fucking ruined everything that
night?" He storms away. My eyes narrow onto the emblem on his black
leather vest with the words Satan’s Sinners MC. Where has he been all this
time, and what has he gotten himself involved in?


“It wasn’t all your fault, but I stayed
and dealt with it!” I shout at him.


Groaning under my breath, I’m irritated
that he can still get under my skin so easily. He straddles the same Harley
he’s had for years, the same one he vanished on the night he left Millwood.
It’s how I figured out he was here. I’ve been coming to Joe’s, driving through
the parking lot every night since he left, hoping he would change his mind and
come home. I kept waiting for him–even with this ring on my finger. I knew he’d
come home for his dad, and my wait came to an end tonight. 


Rushing to my Civic, I jump in and quickly
get it started, pulling out of the parking lot right behind him.


We end up at his childhood home, he
strolls inside first, but I’m not too far behind. "What the fuck is he
doing here?"


I square my shoulders, ready to feel the
wrath. "I called him."


Fletcher gapes at me incredulously.
"Why would you do that?"


"Good to see you too, brother."
Wade smirks.


Fletcher charges at Wade. "You
stopped being my brother long ago."


Jumping between them, I slap my hands against
their chests. "You two are still blood.” My gaze snaps to Fletcher. “Wade
has a right to be here. He has a right to say goodbye."


"Fine! He can say goodbye, and then
he can get the fuck out." Fletcher storms out of the room, and I hear something
hit a wall. Flinching at the sounds of glass breaking, I close my eyes,
attempting to try and keep it together. I get Fletcher is angry, however, that
doesn’t give him the right to try and keep Wade from paying his final respects
to their father. 


"I wasn't asking for permission,"
Wade yells before stalking down the hallway toward the bedrooms.


While he does what he wants, I join Fletcher
in the kitchen and see the shattered dishes on the laminate floor. "Is it
really necessary for you to treat him like that?" He’s turned away from me
with his head bent and hands gripping the counter so tightly his knuckles are
white. 


Fletcher spins, his furious glare directed
at me. "Yes, January, it is. He was supposed to be my brother, and yet, he
fucked my fiancée. I believe I’m justified in treating him the way I did. I
should have known you would go behind my back since it wasn't the first time,
and here we are just like old times, you sticking up for him."


My heavy footfalls don’t stop until I’m
standing toe to toe with Fletcher. Lifting my hand, I slap him across his face.
I ignore the sting in my palm and the sneer plastered on his face. "He was
my friend before I chose you! Do not throw it in my face after we have moved
past it. It was a drunken night after you broke up with me!"
Spinning on my heels, I rush out of the house.


 After all this time, Fletcher is
still using it against me when he's the one that dumped me. He broke my heart,
and Wade tried to put me back together. That night, I was going to choose Wade,
but he took off before I could tell him anything. Soon after, Fletcher
apologized, and I tried to forget everything that happened with Wade and move
forward. So, when Fletcher proposed, I accepted. 


I thought I was over Wade, but the way my
heart skipped a beat at just the sight of him, I'd say I'm far from over him.
I'm marrying his brother though. He's trouble, and I should stay far away from
him; otherwise, I could potentially ruin my wedding, which is happening in one
week. 


 


 










Chapter Three


Drifter


 


Slowly
and quietly, I open my pop's bedroom door with trembling hands. I am not sure
what to expect. Yes, I’ve seen men die, but none of them were my father.
Walking in, I sit in the chair beside his bed. He looks peaceful in his deep
sleep, and my eyes travel over him from his hair, which is grayer than I
remember, to the black circles around his eyes, and his sunken cheeks. He's
lost weight, and my heart breaks even more. The fragile man lying here is not
the same strong, hard-working man I remember. I take his thin boney hand in
mine.


"Hey, Pop." I blink back tears
as I begin to speak. "Sorry, it's taken me so long to get here. If I would
have known you were so sick, I would have come back sooner. I've been in Kansas
for a while now and found my place within a club there. Why didn’t you call
me?" I wipe away a falling tear, knowing he won’t respond. "You can
let go now, Pop. Go be with Momma.” I kiss the top of his hand. “I love
you."


His breathing is shallow, and he doesn’t
even twitch to assure me he’s still here. And as I continue to watch the
movements of his chest for a while longer, I reflect, remembering the last
moments I spent with him before I left.


 


"Son,
what are you doing?"


I glance at Pop on the bar stool next to
me in Joe's Tavern. Taking a long pull from my bottle, my brows knit in
confusion. "What'cha mean, Pop?" 


He waves his own bottle around.
"This." His drifting eyes land on me. "You're so much bigger
than this town. You had dreams, now you're twenty-five and still here waiting for
something you're never gonna get."


"Pop—" I start, but he cuts me
off.


"Wade, January chose Fletcher long
ago, and you've been pining for her ever since. It's time to let her go and
move on. What's that saying? ‘There's other fish in the sea.’" His mouth
lifts into a smile.


"I'm not pining, Pop." I laugh
and shake my head.


"Oh for fuck’s sake. Everyone in this
town knows you're in love with your brother's girlfriend, but you and your
brother are blood, Wade, don't let her come between that. I have always wanted
what was best for both of you boys. Fletcher, he's made for the small town
cookie-cutter life." His hand clasps my shoulder. "But not you. You
need to find yourself, and you’re never gonna do that here in Millwood, South
Carolina. And especially not living with your ol’ man."


Grinning, I ask, "You trying to kick
me out, Pop?" 


"In a way, yeah." His deep,
bellowing laugh echoes through the bar. "I just want you happy, Son."
With those parting words, he stands from his stool, and I watch him glide out
the door, and with a smile on my face, I take another swig from my beer. 


 


I
thought we had all the time in the world, but now, here I am only a few short
years later, telling him goodbye because he’s leaving me. Stepping out of his
room, I stride down the hallway and enter the living room where my brother is
sitting on the couch with his fingers laced together. "You should have
stayed gone." His head raises, and hateful eyes connect with mine.


I glance to the side before meeting his
glare once more. "I came back for Pop, that's it. You and January can go
on about your happy little fucking life, and I'll stay out of it."


He quickly stands and rushes toward me.
"You can't stay out of it! You think I don't see the way she has always
looked at you? How fucking sad she was when you disappeared? The joy in her
eyes now that you're back?"


"Not my fucking problem." I spin
to march down the hallway, but he grabs my arm and whirls me around to face
him.


 "You're not staying here."


My eyes bore into his. "Yeah, I am."
I yank my arm out of his grasp and head for the kitchen instead. I need a
fucking drink. I huff at the irony–the love of a drink is killing my pop, and
yet, I'm going and searching for one. Opening the icebox, I scan the contents,
but no bottles or cans are in sight. I’ll hit up the liquor store in the
morning. Shutting the door, I turn, and my brother is in my face. "Step
back, Fletcher.”


"What if I don't, brother?"
He taunts, emphasizing the word “brother”. 


Lifting my fist, I punch him in the jaw,
knocking his head sideways. He charges me and slams my back into the front of
the icebox. Kicking the back of his legs, I try to take him down to the ground,
but his back slams into the side of kitchen table before we fall on the floor.
We roll around in broken glass, wrestling for control, both of us getting a few
good hits in until we are breathless and panting on the cold laminate.


I wipe the blood from my lip. "You
had enough?"


"Just leave. No one wants you
here." He works to stand, and I watch him walk out the front door. I could
be a smartass, but I'll let it go for now.


Me and my brother used to be thick as
thieves before fucking January Evans came into our lives.


Both of us saw her at the same time. I was
in sixth grade, and they were in eighth. My brother staked his claim first, and
I had to sit back and watch it all unfold as he got the girl I quickly fell in
love with. But he shattered her heart the night he broke up with her, and she
came to me to help her pick up the pieces, and I did. However, I betrayed my brother
in doing so, my own blood, and I couldn’t face him after what I had done. I ran
like a fucking pussy and left January to deal with the aftermath. What kind of
man does that make me? 


He has every right to hate me, but there’s
a reason she called me to come home, and it wasn’t only for our father. At the
bar, I saw the way she stared at me, and based on what he said, Fletcher sees
it too. I’ll do what needs to be done, and when I’m through, she’ll be on the
back of my bike, riding to Kansas with me instead of getting married to a man
she doesn’t really love. One thing I’ve learned, life is too short to live
unhappily. 


Picking myself up off the ground, I stroll
out of the kitchen and down the hallway until I reach my old bedroom. Flipping
the switch, my smile grows. It's the same as I'd left it. My old comforter and
the same worn dresser. Growing up, we didn't have much money so the used shit
Pop would bring home were like treasures to us. Sitting on the edge of my bed,
I begin to remove my boots. It’s good to be home. 


 


 


 


 


 










Chapter Four


January


 


I
attach Paul’s feeding bag to his G-tube and hook the supplements onto the pole
so his “food” will drip for the next thirty minutes. While waiting for that, I
begin my daily routine of making sure he is comfortable and clean. I remove his
top sheet and blanket before rolling him side to side to put a fresh sheet
under him. I grab two large bowls of water one with soap and give him a sponge
bath. 


"Your two sons are a pain in my ass,
Paul. You know that, right? They always have been. I know I did Fletcher wrong,
but he forgave me and we moved past it. But with Wade back, emotions are
bombarding me, they're fighting, Fletcher and I are fighting, and it's only
been one day, not even twenty-four hours, and everything is falling apart. I
thought I made the right decision by calling Wade. No…" I shake my head,
"I know I did the right thing. He has as much right to be here as anyone.
He’s your youngest son, your flesh and blood. He deserves to be here." I
sigh heavily. "I won’t apologize for what I feel was the right thing to
do. I wish you could give me advice like you’ve done so many times in the past.
You were the one who knocked some sense into me and told me I should take
Fletcher back. You always knew Wade loved me though, and I think you secretly
knew how I felt about him too, but I chose Fletcher. I’ve been trying to
remember why I did, and why I didn’t just pick Wade to begin with, but right
now, all these lines are beginning to cross for me. I’m second-guessing the wedding,
I’m second-guessing what I know is right, and I need you to remind me
why." A tear slides down my cheek.


I grab both bowls and carry them into the
master bath and dump them into the sink. Stepping back into the bedroom, I
cover Paul with a clean sheet and blanket. "You were always like a father
to me, and I'm going to miss you so much."


Quietly shutting his bedroom door, I head
to the kitchen and reach for a mug, pulling it out of the cabinet before
pouring myself a hot steaming cup of coffee. I sit at the kitchen table and
open the newspaper to start reading it and stop. Groaning, I ask myself, Why
do we have to live in such a small podunk town? Fletcher and I made front
page news with the wedding announcement. 


"What're you doin' here?" The
raspy voice makes my insides melt.


Hiding the effect he has on me, I glance
up and almost spit out the sip of coffee I just took. Muscles over muscles and
inked skin–so many tattoos–and my body shivers at the sight. Clearing my
throat, I try to compose myself. "Put on a shirt!" My hands tighten
around the mug as I drop my eyes to the table. 


I can practically feel his smoldering
glint staring at me as he steps closer. Leaning over me, his hand slaps the
table as his huge body towers over me, caging me in. "You never had a
problem seeing me shirtless before." His hot breath hits the flesh on my
neck, causing my skin to pebble with goosebumps.


"I do now," I mumble as his body
hovers over mine. I want to hunker down to keep his front from touching my back.
If he touches me, I’m not so sure I will be able to control myself. 


His fist clenches on the table. "The
wedding is in six days?” His tone is angry, and then he scoffs, “Guess I wasn't
invited." His words are said as if it’s no surprise to him, and he stands
straight. I immediately feel the coldness from the distance he put between us.
"You need to leave."


Pushing my chair back, I stand and face
him. "I take care of your father. I'm his nurse.” My eyes narrow, and I
cross my arms over my chest. “I’m not going anywhere."


"Fine, but stay out of my way."
He goes to the fridge and opens it before slamming the door closed.


"Why are you angry? If you were here,
you would have known about your father and the wedding. But no, you ran and
left me to deal with the consequences of our actions."


He takes a few quick steps toward me.
"What makes me angry is you marrying someone you don't even fucking
love!"


With my own anger surfacing, I retort,
"I do love him! I always have!"


He leans in closer, his face mere inches from
mine. "If you loved him, you wouldn’t have come searching for me, and you
wouldn't have fucked me that night.” His voice lowers, “And you wouldn't have
let me taste your sweet little cunt until I had you screaming for God."
Reflex. An instant reaction to his words has my hand flying up to slap against
his cheek. I have now managed to slap both of them in the span of twenty-four
hours. Maybe I should let both of them go and choose neither of their
self-righteous asses!


I poke my finger into his bare chest, not
even caring how turned on he makes me. I’m too angry and heated. "When I
called you here, it was for you to say your final goodbyes because I know
that's what your father would have wanted. Do not make me regret that decision
and do not come back here and throw the past in my face. I have moved on; your
brother has moved on. You seem to be the only one stuck in the past," I
spew the lies, but I’m so furious. I have never wished to hurt either of them,
but I’ve accomplished it too many times. 


He storms away, bumping my shoulder as he
goes. Releasing the breath I was holding, I fall down onto my chair. Gah!
Why is it so easy to lose control of myself when it comes to Wade Price?


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 










Chapter Five


Drifter


 


It's
been a couple days since the argument with January. I've stayed away from her,
and she's come to take care of Pop before leaving to go home to my brother. The
wedding is closing in, and these walls which surround me are becoming too
fucking much. I want to run away again before she professes her lies in front
of God and everyone, but my pop is keeping me here, and he's slipping further
away every day. Standing in his doorway, I lean against the frame as I watch
each of his breaths become more and more shallow.


"He'll be gone soon." Hearing
her voice at that moment surprises me, however, my attention remains on Pop.


"Yeah." I leave out the part
that I've seen too many people die. Taking the last pull from my beer, I turn
to her. "Where do you see yourself in ten years?"


"Don't," She whispers and
brushes past me into my pop's room.


I stomp in after her. "Just answer
the question." My pleading gaze bores into hers from opposite sides of
Pop’s bed. "Do you really see yourself happy with him? Kids? A dog? A
white picket fence? Can you honestly tell me that you can be happy with someone
you don't really love?"


Tears pool in her eyes. "I have
to."


I shift to the other side and take her
hands in mine. "Why? Why do you have to? Come with me, Jani! When I leave,
come with me. I know better than to think of a future, but if I got one, you
are the only person I could ever see spending it with."


Tears spill down her cheeks, and she
lightly laughs. "To where? Where have you been all this time?"


"Kansas. I've made a life there. I
have my MC."


"A motorcycle club? You want me to
follow you to a bunch of bikers to live a dangerous life? What kind of life is
that?" She jerks her hands from mine and spins to face the wall, but I
whirl her back around so she can’t hide from me. 


I cup her cheeks. "It's a family.
They’re my brothers. We protect what is ours."


She shakes her head. "I can't! The
wedding is in three days! I can't simply call it off."


I pull her into my chest and press my lips
to the crown of her head as I whisper, "Yeah, you can. You love me, Jani,
not him. Be with me."


"Wade." Something in her tone
causes me to freeze.


Glancing down at Pop, I wait for his chest
to move, but it doesn't. "Pop?" Tears spring into my eyes. "He's
gone? Pop?” I release her and lower my head onto his unmoving chest as the
tears begin to cascade down my face. 


Her hand lays flat on my back. "I'm
sorry, Wade. I'll call the ambulance." Her voice is wobbly, and I’m
certain her own tears are being shed. January Evans was always the daughter he
never had. 


 


*****


 


Pop
had everything setup, and everyone knew his wishes to be cremated and have his
ashes spread at the one place he loved the most in this small town, Joe’s
Tavern. Fletcher refused to do this with me, and that’s why January, Joe,
patrons of the bar, and I stand behind the bar with beer bottles raised
regardless of my brother’s absence. “To Pop. You were the best father I could
have ever asked for. You were a kind soul, and everyone loved you. I hope you
found Momma, and you are both free, happy and flying high. Rest in peace. Until
I see you again.” I take the last pull from my beer and pass the bottle to
January. Opening the container I had been holding in my other hand just as the
wind picks up, we look on as his ashes begin to evaporate into the air,
watching them float away until nothing is left. And afterward, with heads hung
low, everyone silently and respectfully disappears, going their separate ways.
I straddle my Harley, and as I ride through town, I memorize every detail as I
prepare to leave for the final time. There will never be another reason for me
to return.


Entering the house, I glance around the
space. It was quiet before, but it never felt lonely until now. When he was
still here, even just lying there, you could still feel his presence, but no more.
He’s really gone. 


My footfalls pick up speed as I rush to my
room. I need to get away from here. Too many emotions are running rampant
through me, and I can’t fucking deal with it all. Losing Pop, January marrying
Fletcher tomorrow…I can't fucking stay and play witness to her to ruining her
fucking life.


 Pulling my duffle bag out of the
closet, I begin throwing my shit inside.


"Going somewhere?" Her voice
startles me. 


Stopping, I spin around to face her.
"What're you doin' here?"


Her lips lift into a smile. "The
wedding's off. I can't go through with it."


Quickly striding toward her, I run my
fingers through her hair and grab a fistful. "You called it off?"


She nods. "Yes."


My lips slam against hers for a moment
before I rest my forehead against hers. I cup her cheeks with both my hands.
"Are you sure you want this? Want me?"


"I'm sure, Wade. It should have
always been you. I picked your brother because he was safe, but you were right,
I don't love him. You're the one I've always loved."


"I love you too, Jani." My lips
press against hers once more. Our kiss deepens as my tongue slides along hers.
Moving her backward until we reach the bed, she sits, and I lay her down with
my body hovering over hers. Pulling back slightly, my eyes search her beautiful
brown orbs. 


"You always made me feel beautiful
when you look at me like that," she admitted softly.


My brows furrow. "You've always been
beautiful."


"But you were the only one that made
me believe it." My gut twists discovering my brother never showed her or
allowed her to see her worth. Even when I was around, he never treated her the
way she deserved.


"I promise you, Jani, you will never
go a day without knowing how fucking incredible you are." Sitting up, I
tug on her button-up blouse ripping it wide open and letting the buttons fly
around us. 


She pushes on my chest, and we roll on the
bed as she straddles my waist. Removing her ruined blouse, January throws it
across the room. My hand lifts, fingers trailing from the flesh on the back of
her neck, slowly down to the strap of her bra. Lifting myself toward her, I
snake one arm around her back as I press my lips to her collarbone. Pushing the
strap down her arm, my mouth follows suit. And then I move to her other side,
repeating my actions. Finally, I unhook her bra, allowing it to fall from her
body, and it joins her blouse on the carpeted floor.


Her lips descend on mine while her hands
slide my cut from my shoulders and down my arms. Taking it from her, I gently
lay it across the nightstand. She pulls at the hem of my t-shirt until I lift
my arms, breaking our kiss long enough for the material to be removed. Yanking
her closer, flesh to flesh, her nipples tighten impossibly harder against my
toned chest. Our tongues duel in a fight for control for a moment until I break
away only to move my mouth to the crook of her neck. Her head flies back as I
pepper kisses down her throat and chest until I reach one of her hardened rosy
peaks. Twirling my tongue around her bud, I suck it into my mouth and gently
bite the flesh in the way I remember she likes. Her heavy breathing and hands
fisting my hair tell me I'm spot on. Traveling to her other nipple, I work it over
the same way, and when I release it with a pop, she scurries off of me and the
bed. 


She stands there, her eyes filled with
desire as she stares at me, and for a second, I’m frozen, wondering if she’s
second-guessing this…me. My silent question is answered as she begins to undo
her slacks and works them down her thick thighs, and once they pool around her
ankles, she steps out of them. I’m thawed from the fear which momentarily
consumed me the second her hooded eyes meet mine and she bites down on her bottom
lip. 


Scrambling, I undo my jeans and remove
them along with my boxer briefs until I’m sitting on my old bed completely
bare, and my cock is jutting out from being so fucking hard. I let her gaze
explore every part of my body as I do hers. “C’mere,” I say softly, crooking my
finger at her. 


She shifts between my legs, and my thumbs hook
on the thin strap of her thong. One firm yank and I rip them from her body. I
press my lips to her rounded belly while my hands grip her voluptuous ass
cheeks. I kiss the skin along her hip before lying back on the bed. “Bring that
sweet pussy up here.”


She straddles my waist and begins moving
higher and higher until she’s right where I want her. However, before I have a
chance to get my first taste, she flips around and finally settles herself.
Wrapping my arms around her thighs I part her lips and slowly drag my tongue through
her slit. “Wade!” She mewls.


Precum beads on the tip of my cock. I’m
fucking ready to be inside of her, but I’m no selfish lover. I’ll make her fucking
scream before I worry about myself. 


The tip of her tongue touches the head of
my cock and my hips jerk, and I’m gritting my teeth as she takes me into her
hot, wet mouth. I have to hold myself back from the intense rush of pleasure
that shoots through my body in order to focus on her and the pleasure I long to
draw from her. Stroking my tongue through her pussy once more, I find her clit
and begin my assault, alternating between slow, small circles and hard, fast
flicks. Her cries become louder and louder as her mouth moves up and down my
long, thick length. “Fuck!” I call out when she sucks me in completely down her
tight throat. My approval makes her work all the more while I continue edging
her near the release her body craves. 


 Her pelvis moves forward and back
against my face the closer she gets. Her legs spread wider, and her sounds fill
the quiet room. My cock falls from her lips as she holds herself up and her
head tips back. Her long chestnut hair touches the top of her ass–it’s fucking sexy.
She’s fucking sexy. “Wade!” She screams as her nails dig into my thighs and her
hips gyrate faster as her body shakes, and finally, that first burst of her
sweet flavor explodes on my taste buds. I continue lapping at her until her
orgasm has completely ridden through her and ended.


Quickly turning herself around, January
once again straddles my waist. With one hand, she grips my dick as she lines it
up to her opening. Slowly, she pushes herself down until I'm seated deep inside
her. She begins moving in a slow steady rhythm, but once she adjusts to my
size, her pace increases. 


Cupping her tits, I massage her flesh and
watch how her lust-filled eyes flutter with her long black lashes, and the way
her plump pouty lips part as her excited moans flow from her. 


“You feel so fucking good,” I groan and
can’t stop my own eyes from closing. The intensity of emotions and feelings
that are surging through me is almost too much to bear. 


“You too. It’s amazing,” She purrs. 


Her walls clench around my rod, tightening
even more. I push myself up and with one hand, I reach around gripping the nape
of her neck. Bringing her lips to mine, I grunt, my own release is approaching
quickly. “You’re close. I feel how you’re squeezing me,” I whisper against her
lips. “Come with me.” Her glazed eyes meet mine. We stare at one another as our
orgasms start to consume us, climaxing together, our lips meeting while our
sounds blend as one.


Her head falls to my shoulder as she
clings to me breathlessly, completely sated. Holding her as tight as I can
while running my hands up and down her back, I attempt to catch my own breath.
“I love you, Jani.”


“I love you too,” She mumbles happily.


She sits back, but I’m still sheathed
inside her, neither of us wishing to break our connection. "So Kansas,
huh?"


Smirking, I reply, "Yeah."


"Where will I work?"


My fingers twirl around strands of her
soft hair. "One of the ol' ladies is a doctor, I'm sure she could get you
on at the hospital."


Her brows pull down tight. "Ol'
ladies?"


"Yeah, it's what we call the wives
and claimed women of my club brothers. Once we get home, I'll introduce you and
get Chatty to get your cut."


"My cut?"


I chuckle at her because of her bewildered
expression, she seems so perplexed. Granted, bikers pass through Millwood and
stop at Joe’s, but that was never January’s scene. She always wanted to be the
good girl and stay out of trouble, whereas I was the opposite, I went looking
for the trouble. "Yeah, it's a vest that you'll wear at all times. It'll
say Property of Drifter so everyone knows you aren't to be touched."


"Drifter? That's your name?"


"Yeah."


She shakes her head and grins. "I
have a lot to learn about this new life of yours."


I kiss her forehead. "It's okay.
Everyone will help you get used to it. You'll like it there. Do you need to get
anything before we head out?"


"No. I have a secret stash of money here,
and everything else I can get over time. I don't wanna go back and see
him."


"I get it. We better get up and get
going then." We finally break our connection and stroll over to the
bathroom to clean up. 


Returning to the bedroom, I pull a clean shirt
out of my duffle bag and hand it to her, and right before we are about to
leave, she goes to her hiding spot, shoving a wad of money into her purse. We
have everything we need and step outside hand in hand just as the sun is
setting. Standing next to my Harley, I give her my helmet and help her put it
on. I straddle my bike, and she climbs on behind me. "Hold on tight,
darlin’."


My bike comes to
life as the vibration rumbles through us. She squeezes my waist tighter, and I
laugh before pulling out of Pop's driveway. Heading for the highway, neither of
us looks back as we leave our old lives in the dust and race toward our new
beginning together. The girl I always wanted, the woman I always loved but
could never have, is now mine. I don’t think life could get better than right
now, at this moment, and I don’t have an ounce of regret. 


 


 


The End
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Chapter
One


 


AERO


 


The
cold metal of my gun presses firm against my palm, the hard texture reminding
me we have a job to do. My heart is pounding in my chest as we approach the
door. This should be a simple pay and go, but with the Mortem Crew on the other
side of that door, any-fucking-thing is possible. 


A few of my brothers are with me when doing this type
of business. There’s enough of us to cover our asses if shit turns south.
Dealing with the local street gang should be easy pickings for a one-percenter
motorcycle club like the Notorious Knights, but the Mortem Crew aren’t your
typical street gang—they’re harder, fiercer, lethal. We have to be on our
guard, so that’s why there’s enough of us here to watch each other’s backs. 


As we stealthily race through the halls of a fucking
hotel, five brothers should draw attention—if anyone were to look—but we
managed to come in the back entrance undetected. We’re fucking ace like that.


Crest, my president looks to me signaling to room 665.
Shaking my head, I smirk. I know the Mortem Crew would have gone for 666, but
this hotel purposely doesn’t have a room with that number. I wonder why?



I signal to Grim, our Sergeant at Arms, who’s carrying
the two large duffle bags full of ecstasy. He steps up to the door as we all
raise our guns ready. We don’t know what we could be walking into, but we need to
get the fuck out of this goddamn hallway. 


Grim softly raps on the door. My stomach swirls in
anticipation of what’s to come. A bead of sweat rolls down my temple as the
door slowly creaks open. Isaac, Mortem’s lackey, pops his head through the door
spotting us. His eyes harden as he takes us in, his black hair flopping onto
his face while his lip turns up in obvious mutual disdain. With force, he yanks
the door open, and before we know it, a mass of Mortem assholes rush the hall
from behind us. We all fight as they grab a hold, pushing us all inside the
room and slamming the door behind us. 


As I push the motherfucker off me, I draw my gun
pointing it at his head as do all my brothers, aiming at the fuckers who
dragged them in. They don’t hesitate to retaliate as they pull out their
weapons aiming right back at us. Tension is so thick you can cut it with a
knife. My heart pummels in my chest. Shit with the Mortems always go this
way—they push, we pull. 


It’s always a fight. 


No one ever wins. 


Why we keep dealing with them is beyond me. 


But it’s Crest’s call, our President. I’m the VP, so
even though my voice is heard, I don’t get final say. 


“Enough! Put your fucking guns away, boys. We have
business to do,” Henderson grunts stepping forward into the room from the
bathroom while brushing away the white powder from under his nose. His bare
chest covered in black and gray tattoos does nothing but make me want to put a
few bullet holes in him to see some damn color blossom on his skin. His tatty
brown beard makes him look more scruffy than good-looking, an edge most of us
more sinful guys have nowadays on the streets of Grand Rapids, Michigan.


Crest steps forward aiming his gun right at an unarmed
Henderson. “I don’t see your men stowing theirs.”


Henderson chuckles flopping down onto the king-sized
bed as he waves his hand through the air. “Drop ‘em, boys.”


Instantly, the assholes lower their guns, all five men
sneering, sounding like they’re growling at the rest of us. 


Fucking freaks. 


Crest signals for us to lower our weapons too. 


Gritting my teeth, I drop my gun, but I don’t holster it.
I’m not stupid. “So, can we get this fucking shit over with?” I can’t help but
blurt out.


Crest scowls as Henderson sits up looking directly at
me tutting his tongue to the roof of his mouth. “Ever the impatient one, Aero. For
a vice president, you really need to learn some manners.”


I scoff out a laugh. “Here’s some fucking manners for
you,” I snap, flipping him the motherfucking bird.


He smiles, but I can tell it’s forced as Crest shakes
his head in disapproval. Henderson stands up and then walks over to Grim
looking him up and down. “It all here?”


“Have we ever shortchanged you?” I spit out annoyed.


“No, never, but you’ve also never come in with such a
temper before. Someone dump you, Aero?” Henderson mocks. I step forward, but
Crest places his hand on my chest to hold me back.


Henderson’s eyes alight. “Oh, I see.” He looks to
Crest. “I heard your daughter, the club princess, is no longer in town. Gone to
another club in Chicago… Defiance was it? So, I sense poor Aero is missing
little Miss Mylee—”


I race forward out of Crest’s grip, lunging for
Henderson, but Isaac pulls him back as Dux and Motely grab either side of me
while I struggle to get to Henderson. “Fuck you, you fucking piece of shit. You
don’t have any right to look into the club or what’s going on with us!”


“Aero, ease up. Mylee’s been gone for a while now,
it’s common knowledge. Can we get the fuck on with this deal, I want out of
here,” Crest berates, as Dux and Motely both turn to look at me to assess
whether I’m a flight risk. 


I grit my teeth but nod at them to let me go. “I’m
cool… let’s just do this shit and get the fuck out of here.”


Henderson leers at me. “About time. Okay, so payment?
I know we discussed ten grand, but because of this shit show and Aero’s lack of
respect, I’m cutting it down to seven—”


“Then you lose twenty percent of the product,” I blurt
out in rebuttal.


Henderson pulls a gun from the back of his pants
waving it through the air. I grip onto my gun tighter but don’t move it from my
side.


“This is not how it works, VP. You screwed me with
your insolence, so now I screw you.”


I bring my gun up aiming it at him this time without
caring, causing a chain reaction. My gun goes up, then Isaac’s aims at me, then
my brothers all take aim at everyone else, and again we’re in a stalemate with
guns pointing all over the motherfucking place. 


My breaths are coming short and sharp. I have no idea
how the hell this is going to turn out as I want more than anything to take
Henderson out right here, right now. My pulse rings in my ears while
Henderson’s eye twitches, his finger moving slightly on the trigger. My
instinct is to fire, my finger moves to the trigger also as my heart rate rises
fast. The energy in the room is palpable—everyone eyes everyone. 


He moves. 


I move.


I shift my finger to pull the trigger when suddenly a
knock on the door sounds twice.


All our heads snap to face the door. Everyone’s
stock-still, guns at the ready as we watch the door not knowing who the fuck is
on the other side. I swear to God, if they’ve set us up, I’m going to gut every
last one of them myself and enjoy every goddamn minute of it. 


Suddenly the door starts to open. I glance to
Henderson, and he looks equally as surprised as we are. We all turn, our guns
at the ready. A short brunette maid steps through absentmindedly humming with a
bucket of cleaning gear while she stares at the floor like she’s in a world of
her own. The door clicks behind her, and finally, she glances up. We’re all
watching her with bated breath as she stops abruptly taking us all in, our guns
aimed high and firm right at her. She squeals dropping the bucket, all the gear
flies in various directions all over the floor as she turns to bolt for the door.
I don’t hesitate, running faster than I thought possible, grabbing her from behind.
My arms wrap around her tiny but curvy frame as she lets out a husky scream,
her body kicking back up against mine. One arm wraps around her waist, the other
moves over her mouth to muffle her screams and stop her from drawing attention
to this room. 


“Jesus Christ, H, you didn’t fucking tell them no maid
service when you booked the room?” Crest calls out as I struggle with the
feisty maid in my arms bringing her to the middle of the room. She’s strong,
I’ll give her that. 


He shrugs. “Didn’t think we’d be here long enough for
the maid service, but now she has, we’re out of here. You can deal with her.
We’ll be in touch.” Henderson signals to his five lackeys, and they holster
their weapons as I feel the woman breathing heavily against my palm. 


She’s stopped screaming. 


For now. 


I watch the Mortem Crew leave without their package
and without paying us. 


An unsuccessful trade. 


This will come back to bite us for sure. 


But for now, we have more pressing issues, like the woman
in my arms. 


Once the door is closed, my brothers all circle around
the maid, and it’s enough to make her fighter instincts kick back into gear.
She rears up on me, her legs flailing and waving about as she tries to wrangle
free. Trying to hold on, I struggle with this little firecracker. My fucking
brothers stand there chuckling and watching me without helping like the
assholes they are. 


Unexpectedly, her teeth clamp down on my palm making me
grunt out in pain as she juts her ass back into my groin forcing me to
overbalance, and I can’t help but let her go. She bolts away from me as I
glance up to see Grim step in front of the door blocking her exit. She skids to
a halt in front of him, her wild eyes jerking around in stern fierceness rather
than fear. She knows there’s no way out as she spins back to look right at me
with her hands on her hips. 


It’s only now I get a good look at her. 


She’s young. 


Probably early twenties. 


The face of a damn goddess. 


She must be Latina. Puerto Rican? Mexican? Spanish?
Something like that. But it’s the fire in her eyes, it burns so hotly it has my
cock throbbing. There’s something about her, she may be dressed in a gray and
white maid’s uniform, but this woman is setting the room on fucking fire. 


Her button nose turns up as she leans forward glaring
at me pointedly. “Vete a la mierda!”


I raise my brow as my brothers all chuckle at the tone
she’s said that in. I, of course, have no idea what she’s actually said, but the
way she said it, whatever it was, has me all kinds of fucked-up right now. I’m
strangely turned on by her confidence.


I exhale looking to Crest as he stands to edge closer
to her, but I put my hand out to stop him. “I got this.” 


The rest of my brothers assess me as I step closer to
her.


She eyes me up and down, a glint of something in her
eyes. Fuck! I can’t tell what she’s thinking. Hell, I don’t even know if she
knows what the hell’s going on. So, I figure I better see if she does. 


“Do you speak English?” I ask.


Her eyes widen as she turns up her lip crossing her
arms over her chest while sending me the mother of all death glares. “Do I
speak English? Jesucristo! Of course, I speak fucking English you idiota…” she
continues to mumble under her breath, but it’s so low I can’t hear her.


My brothers’ chuckle behind me as I take another step
closer, but she looks up at me, that fierce look back in her eyes. She tenses,
and I raise my hands in a gesture of surrender. “I’m not going to hurt you. But
what you saw in here… it’s a problem.”


“Hijo de puta,” she mumbles seeming a little more
concerned this time as she scrunches up her face. “This fucking job… dead
bodies in the hotel rooms, and now this… maldito infierno!” Her head snaps up.
“The dead bodies, was that you?”


I crease my brow glancing to Crest wondering what the
hell she’s talking about. I look back at her. “Not us, though we probably know
who. But we’re not talking about this right now. The issue at hand is you.”


She inhales sharply. “What about me?” 


I can’t help but wince. “You have to come with us.”


She sneers at me throwing her hands in the air in
palpable anger. “Mierda! No way in hell!” 


Watching this spitfire rear up like this in her native
tongue is doing something fucking strange to me. It shouldn’t, I know what
needs to be done, but all I can think about is my fucking throbbing cock.


“Get control of her, Aero. We need to get the fuck
outta here,” Crest demands sounding completely annoyed with this situation.


Nodding, I turn back to the maid. “You can come with
us willingly, or we take you by force.”


She glares at me, and for a brief moment, I feel sorry
for her getting mixed up in this shit. She walked in at the wrong time, now
she’s going to have to pay for it.


But how she leaves right now, that’s her choice
entirely.










 


Chapter
Two


 


AERO


 


Her
eyes dart around the room like she’s trying to asses her next move. She breathes
rapidly as she attempts to shift, hesitates, and then makes a run for it. I
grunt out my disapproval as she bolts for the door again, so I reach out, my
arm looping around her waist. She fights against me for all she’s worth. Her
nails gripping and digging into my arm as I tighten my grip around her. My
other wraps around her mouth. Her husky gasps are making this harder—she sounds
so fucking sexy as she tries to call out for help, but it doesn’t do any good.
I’m smothering her voice too much as Dux quickly grabs his backpack, yanking it
around his front and pulls out his trusty cloth and his bottle with clear
liquid. She continues to struggle against me as I keep my grip on her while Dux
puts some of the liquid on a soft cloth then rushes over. She’s trying to
scream under my hand which is wrapped around her mouth. Those husky tones
coming from her are fucking sexy, but I need to reign myself in and get this
done. Dux steps up, I quickly pull my hand away, and he slaps the cloth over
her face. She struggles as she breathes in the fumes. 


Her body fights longer than I thought she would as my
brothers pack up the mess in the room, leaving no trace of us or her cleaning
gear as we ready to leave. Finally, her body fails her. Her fingers give out
and stop clawing at me, and her body goes limp in my arms as she passes out
cold from the fumes invading her lungs. This is shit, but there’s not much else
we can do. 


Dux steps back giving me a brief nod, and I turn
toward him, hoisting the maid over my shoulder. Grim opens the door, checking
each way first before we make our way out as stealthily as we came in. 


Luckily Dux brought the van, and I rode with him, so
now I can ride in the back with the girl in case she wakes up in transit. We
make our way out to the underground parking garage. Luckily there’s no one
around as Dux opens the back of the van, and I place her carefully down inside.



Crest looks to me shaking his head. “You got this?” 


I simply nod. “Yeah, I’m good.”


He flares his nostrils. “Well, at least you’ve got
something today,” he grunts turning and stomping off to his ride. 


Dux grimaces as I roll my shoulders and step up into
the back of the van to sit with the maid. He closes the back doors with a heavy
thud, and I sit down opposite her as she lays on her back completely out of it.
I feel like shit that we had to do this to her, but it was the only way to get
her out of there quietly. We couldn’t have a scene. We don’t need people asking
questions as to why we were there. 


Now we need to see how this plays out. 


I already know. 


It’s a damn shame, too. 


The van starts up, the rumble of the engine sends a vibration
through to the back, and I watch her for any signs that she might be coming
around. 


Nothing. 


As we pull out onto the road, I wonder if maybe we
went a little too far. Maybe we left the cloth on her face for too long? So I
slide over to her and lean down to check her breathing. Without warning, she
lunges at me, her hands flying all in my face, her nails scratching at my skin
when I fall back against the side of the van, hard. She plunges onto my lap
while she screams incoherently as I grab for her arms, restraining her
instantly, but she continues to try and fight me as she pants heavily for air. 


“Take it easy, woman,” I yell as I grab her arm
pulling it down and around so her back is now restrained against my front, her
arms crossed against her chest in a deadlock. She can’t move as she sits on my
lap tight against me. Her head flips from side to side as she grunts grinding
down on me.


She’s trying to make it uncomfortable, but she’s
grinding on my cock, and all it’s doing is turning me the fuck on. “Quit it!
You’re not going anywhere, so give it a rest and calm down.”


“You’re kidnapping me! Why the fuck would I calm
down?” she blurts out still breathing hard and fast.


I hold onto her tightly as I steady my own racing
heart. I need her to calm down, so I have to get her to relax. Get her to start
talking. “Tell me your story… where are you from? You’re obviously not from
Michigan.”


She lets out a huff finally relaxing slightly, her
body slumping against mine in a more even state. This could be mistaken for an
intimate pose if I weren’t holding her against her will right now. She exhales,
her body finally going limp like she’s given in. She’s not fighting, not right
now anyway. 


“I have a big family,” she admits first.


I raise my brow wondering if that means a husband at
home and some tiny shit-kickers running around. For some reason, that makes my
stomach stir as she tenses slightly again. 


“Back home in España—”


“Spain?” I interrupt wanting to clarify.


She sighs. “Yeah… my family depends on me. My mother,
my siblings, but most of all my father.”


Tilting my head, I lean in closer even though I’m
pretty damn close anyway. I smell the fruity tang of her hair, and my cock
jolts in my jeans. “Why’s that?”


“My papa… he’s sick. Cancer. They need the money I make
to help with his treatments, and for the rest of my family to live. Elias, my
brother, and Amalia, my youngest sister, are still in school, so I need to pay
for them to attend while Gabrielle and Sofia, my other sisters, work in Spain
to bring more money into the house. But I bring in the most, and without me,
Papa won’t get his treatments.”


My stomach falls through the bottom of the damn van
and out onto the road. Her story is fucked up, and the outcome of today could
impact not just her life but her entire family. I might be a hard man, I might
be a twisted man, but I’m not cruel, and this seems unfair. 


“I want to work hard to earn enough money to bring my
family to Michigan to live here with me. Where I’m from, Extremadura, the town
is not booming. If anything, the socioeconomic climate there is in a downturn,
and it’s hard to get together any sort of money for my family. They need to
come to America to live like I have been… I want that for them.” 


Something wet slides down my arm, I look over her shoulder
to see a teardrop sliding along my skin. My chest constricts as I tighten my
grip on her a little more, not to constrain her, but to send her some comfort. 


I feel for her. 


All she wants is a better life for her family, and by
being in the wrong place at the wrong time, she might have fucked it all up.
The guilt is overpowering me as I tense up while feeling the van pull to a
stop.


She tightens against me as I hold her a little firmer.
The back door opens wide, the light startling me momentarily, and I blink rapidly
while my eyes take a moment to adjust to the glare. 


“You guys having a good old cuddle, Aero?” Crest calls
out, and I roll my eyes.


She grunts as she wriggles in my grip trying again to
break free even after our subdued ride. I tighten my grip on her as I stand us
up and struggle, walking with her to the edge of the van.


“Let. Me. Go!” she grunts as she fights against me.


I jump from the back still holding her. She falls with
me, but I land on my feet as she flicks her head forward and back trying to headbutt
me. I love the fight in this little spitfire. We walk toward the clubhouse, and
as we walk in, more of my brothers look to us raising their brows while the
club girls keep quiet watching with open interest as I step with the maid down
to the Butchery. 


The brothers that were with me in the hotel come down
too, they want to see how this plays out, and as I step inside the darkened
room, my eyes fog. I blink rapidly as I whistle and someone flicks on the
switch. I close my eyes waiting for the lights to flash on, and I give myself a
second before I open them again. Everyone is filing in around me as I feel the
maid tensing wondering why I’ve stopped at the doorway. 


She has no clue, but I need to do this, or I might
fuck it up. 


Slowly, I take a deep breath as the fog lifts, and I
walk with her into the silver room. She lets out an audible gasp as she tries
to back up, but I keep forcing her forward. The walls are all stainless steel,
the floor a linoleum green, and in the center of the floor is a giant drain
hole. 


The walls are covered with ornate tools and weapons,
and as she looks around, I can feel her taking this all in. She knows why she’s
here. She isn’t stupid. Her body shudders against mine as she shakes her head
slowly. 


She understands what she’s here for—what this room is
for, what its purpose is.


It’s our kill room. 


It’s not called the Butchery for fun. 


Grim moves to us with some rope. Reaching out, he
grabs her hands as I hold her tying them together while she continues to shake
her head. Words seem to be lost as she shudders almost uncontrollably against
me. Grim takes her from me, and I reluctantly let her go as she stumbles from
my grasp. Her slow and erratic movements make her look intoxicated as he
positions her in the middle of the room over the drain. He turns her to face
me. It’s enough to make me want to be sick. The look in her eyes sends a chill
to my very core. Her eyes well as Grim brings his gun up aiming it at her head.
She bursts into a sob, and the husky sound nearly breaks me. Her pleading eyes
have me weak at the knees.


“I’m sorry we have to do this to you. You seem…
interesting,” Crest tells her, and she sobs again shaking so hard I think she
might fall over at any given second.


My heart’s racing in my chest. Usually, kills don’t do
anything to me. It’s just another person I don’t have to worry about, but
there’s something about this woman, something I think needs to be explored. 


Grim unclicks the safety on his gun, tension ripples
through me as she looks into my eyes. Her breathing coming out so hard and fast
I feel like I need to do something. His finger moves to the trigger, he starts
to pull, and I can hear it moving.


“Wait!” 


She shudders, her hands rushing to her head as if to
protect her while Grim curls up his lip. Everyone looks at me, obviously
waiting for me to continue like I’ve lost my damn mind. Running my fingers
through my hair not really knowing what to do, I step closer to her. “I’ll take
responsibility for her. I don’t think we need to kill her. I’m sure she can be
turned.”


Crest grunts as Grim lowers his weapon looking bored.
“You better be sure on this, Aero, because if at some stage, we let her go, and
she goes straight to the cops, especially after this, you know what that means
for us. And with Malcolm Scott, the senator still hanging around like a damn
bad smell, there could be shit to pay.” 


I look at her dipping my head. “She has a lot to lose,
pres, and from this even more to gain.”


Her hopeful eyes stare at me as if in awe as she almost
smiles. 


Crest nods waving his hand through the air. “You make
the choice, woman. You stay here until we can trust you… or you get a bullet
right now.” She looks at me tensing all over. “Don’t look at him, girl. You
answer me!”


She looks at Crest, standing taller, puffing out her
chest with a sternness in her eyes. “Keep your damn bullets.”


I try to hide my smirk at her tenacity while Crest huffs.
“Fine, but you’re locked in a room until we’re sure you’ve turned. No
questions.”


I
nod as she breathes a sigh of what looks like relief, though I’m not sure she
knows what this means either. 


She
has to be one of us now. 


She
isn’t going anywhere. 










 


Chapter
Three


 


ESTELLA


 


I
stumble as I’m forced through a door. My hands are still bound as the man who
seems to be my guardian pushes me inside. The man who, back at the hotel, captured
me. The man who’s holding me here against my will. The man who, for some crazy
fucked-up reason, I’m so attracted to, it’s doing my goddamn head in. 


I’ve always had a thing for bad boys. I always choose
the wrong type of guy. There’s something about their dominant attitude and
badass persona that draws me in. It’s bad for me—I know it. I need to let it
go—and that’s why I’m fighting him so hard. Plus, the fact that the fucker’s
kidnapped me and holding me against my will which is probably more pressing
right now. 


He pushes my back again forcing me to step further
inside the room. I look around to see it’s not what I was expecting. It’s
almost nice. It has a queen bed, a desk, a bathroom off to the side and even a
television on the wall. For all intents and purposes, at least he’s giving me
something with the essentials because who knows how long I’m going to be here
for. 


That thought scares me. 


My family will be so worried when they don’t hear from
me—when the payments stop coming through. My eyes mist as I think of them and
how much I’ve screwed up. I turn around to get another good look at the man,
swallowing hard as I take him in. He’s tall, taller than me. His brown hair is
slicked back in an almost stylish way as his shaggy beard makes him look rugged
and manly. 


I bite on my bottom lip as I see the chest tattoo
hidden beneath his shirt, which is tight beneath his club cut. His arms are
covered in tattoos. He smells of leather and wood, and it’s enticing as I try
to fight my mixed emotions. 


I should hate him. 


He’s damn well holding me against my will. 


But he’s also the only man who put his hand up to save
me. 


I kind of owe him. 


And for some reason with him on my side, I think I
might pull out of this okay. 


He closes the door behind him, and without hesitation,
storms up to me. The fierce look and intent in his eyes lets me know he isn’t
fucking around. It sends my stomach into knots as I gasp, his quick steps make my
hands come up in a defensive gesture to stop him as he reaches around the back
of his pants and pulls out a short blade. I tense up shaking my head as fear
sweeps around inside of me. Maybe I had him pegged all wrong, perhaps he really
is the ultimate bad boy I thought he was in the beginning. 


Shit.


I start to back away as he holds the blade up. I
thought I could trust him, I thought he was on my side, as he steps up to me
dramatically. I let out a small squeal as I try to push him away, but it’s
impossible when my hands are tied together. He grabs my arms forcing me to him,
and I let out a small scream closing my eyes waiting for the blade to slice my
throat. 


Tension ripples through me, but all I feel is pressure
on my wrists.


He lets out a sexy-as-fuck chuckle. “You’re so tense.
I’m on your side… I don’t even know your name?” he asks making me open my eyes
one at a time to see he’s cut my wrists free from their restraints. 


Relief floods through me as I rub my wrists, nodding
to him in a gesture of thanks. I want to throw my arms around him for not
hurting me. Actually, I’m not sure he would hurt me, but for a moment there I
was concerned. But with hindsight, I don’t think he’ll hurt me. Sure, he held
me when I passed out, but now that I think about it, I’m sure that was only to
protect me too. The other guy, I think his name was Dux by the patch on his
cut, he subdued me. As for the rest, they all looked like they would have made
me quiet in a whole different way. 


I look to his name on his cut—Aero. 


Taking a deep breath, I try to relax a little.
“Estella... my name’s Estella.” 


His eyes bug open like he’s shocked. 


I furrow my brows, confused by his expression as I
tilt my head. “What?”


“No, nothing. It’s just… I went into the Air Force a
long time ago because of my fascination with space. Now you show up with a name
like Estella. A name that’s Spanish for star. It’s just—”


“Weird,” I finish his sentence. 


His lips turn up slightly as he nods placing his blade
back into his jeans pocket as he rubs the back of his neck. “You’re feisty.
Anyone ever tell you that?” He chuckles walking over to the seat that’s at the
desk, pulls it out, and then sits down.


I look at the bed as I take a seat. It surprises me
how comfortable the mattress is. I finally smile. “Spanish blood is fiery.
We’re all a little… hot-blooded.”


He raises his brow. “Keep it up, it’ll keep you
alive.”


Aero stands up, turning to walk toward the door. My
heart rate picks up a notch as I look for some reason, not wanting him to
leave. “Where are you going?”


He chuckles turning to look at me. “To get you some
clothes and something to eat.”


“Oh,” I murmur chewing on my bottom lip. I wasn’t
expecting that. Tensing up, I sit a little taller. I want to show my
appreciation without actually saying thank you. “I don’t like pickles,” I blurt
out.


He turns back to me with a bright smile. It’s fucking
dazzling. My clit throbs, and I squeeze my legs together to dull the ache. 


Fucking hell. 


This is not good. 


This is so not good! 


“No pickles, got it!” He chuckles again grabbing for
the door handle, but I can’t help myself, I need to know. “You were doing a
drug deal, weren’t you?” I blurt out, and then mentally berate myself.


He exhales, his body visibly shuddering. He turns back
to me, his eyes hard, turning darker and more sinister as he stares at me.
“What you saw, Estella, you need to forget. The quicker you do that, the better
off you’ll be. Trust me. I’m trying to help you, but if you fight me, if this
takes too long, I won’t be able to help you forever.”


Fear ripples through me as he turns back to the door
before opening it. I spot his gun tucked into the back of his pants and make a
mental note of where he keeps it as he walks through the doorway like he didn’t
just intend to scare the living shit out of me. He basically just affirmed if I
don’t fall in line with these guys and soon, I’m dead anyway.


I grab the closest thing near me after I hear the door
close and lock, which happens to be an alarm clock, and hurtle it at the door
where he just left. It hits with a hefty clatter then it smashes against the
woodgrain with an almighty clang as I slump back on the bed throwing my arm
over my face feeling deflated. 


Holy shit!










 


Chapter
Four


 


ESTELLA


 


He’s
been gone for so long, I’m starting to go stir crazy in here. I’ve tried the
door handle multiple times even though I know it’s locked. Why the hell did I
smash the only goddamn clock in this room? 


Good one, Estella! 


As I pace the carpet in my bare feet, the plush pile
feels incredible against the soles of my tired flesh. At least something about
this feels good. My stomach rumbles as I glance out the window to see daylight
fading. I checked the window too to see if I could escape through it, but I
can’t, it’s bolted and has bars on it. Fuckers have me locked in tight. 


I hear something at the door. It clicks, then the door
handle turns. I stand ready for whoever’s coming in. For some fucking reason, I
feel like it’s a good idea to get into a ridiculous ninja pose. I have zero
ninja moves, but this fucker coming through doesn’t know that.


The door flies open, and Aero walks in holding a tray
of something which smells amazing. My stomach rumbles loudly as he looks at me
letting out a loud laugh while he takes in my pose. He shuts the door behind
him with his foot, and I don’t hesitate to rush at him grabbing a French fry
from the tray and shoving it into my mouth.


“Jesus woman, when was the last time you ate?” he asks
simply holding the tray as I shovel the food into my mouth. It tastes like
fucking heaven, and I don’t even care what a greedy pig I look like right now.


“Last thing I ate was some steamed rice last night,
and that’s all I ate yesterday,” I murmur through my full mouth.


His brows crease as he walks with me following him
over to the desk as he places the tray on the wooden top gesturing for me to
sit down. I do as he sits on the desk next to the tray. I calm down enough to
compose myself and look at him. “Thank you.”


He smiles. “And the burger has no pickles.”


I try to hide my smile as I pick it up, ketchup slides
down my hand, but I don’t care as I take a big juicy bite. It’s like heaven in
my mouth as I eat without pause, without caring. I haven’t had a decent meal in
months. All my money goes to my family. So even though I’m being held against
my will, this is pretty fricking epic. 


He clears his throat as he assesses me. “So, you told
me a little about you. Now, I figure it’s my turn.”


I raise my brow stopping mid-bite. “You’re gonna tell
me about you, Aero?” 


He cocks his brow like he’s surprised I figured out his
name. “You catch on quick. You’re smart, aren’t you, Estella?”


I snort. “I thought we were talking about you?” 


He chuckles. “Okay. So I told you I was in the Air
Force, hence my road name Aero. Planes were my life. I come from a military
background but also a motorcycle club background. When my father left the Air
Force, he joined the Notorious Knights MC when I was about six or seven, so I
grew up loving both.”


I bob my head but continue eating as I listen.


“Dad wanted me to join the club, obviously, him and
Mom are still here. But my love of planes and flying was too strong, so even
though I was a club brat, I chose the military.”


Furrowing my brows, I put the tiny remainder of my
burger down. “But you’re here.”


He exhales. “Yeah, I was destined to be in this club.
Probably should have taken this route to begin with.”


My interest is piqued as I watch his expression
change. I figure fuck it, I’m going to ask. “What happened?” 


He looks to me, a sadness washing over his features.
“I was on a mission. My jet was hit with a missile, the blast went off right in
front of the cockpit. The jet went down. I managed to eject in time, but my
eyesight was damaged. I don’t have the perfect vision needed to be a pilot,
especially my night vision. It’s fucked. So, I was medically discharged.”


My heart squeezes as I watch the forlorn look on his
face. He looks like he’s actually torn up about having to leave the job he
loved. Now I understand why he stopped in that room when the lights were first
turned on, and everyone else kept walking around him. His eyes were adjusting.
I thought it was weird at the time, seems he’s got issues just like normal
people do. 


I have mine, he has his.


Maybe we can find some common ground in this tricky
situation. 


“Wow. I’m sorry that happened to you, Aero. Having to
leave a job you loved must have been shit.” I reach out placing my hand on his
arm in a gesture of support, shocking myself and him. We look up at each other,
our eyes connecting, and it’s like something passes between us—a jolt, an
energy, some kind of magnetism is pulling me toward him as a tingle emanates
through my fingers on his arm. It’s crazy. I’ve never felt this kind of
attraction before with someone. It might be the situation. He’s my captor,
perhaps that’s heightening all my emotions. 


That must be what this is. 


Isn’t it? 


He clears his throat, and it brings me back into the moment.
I look away quickly taking my hand from his arm as I grab my food and continue
eating. 


He looks away from me out into the room like he’s contemplating
something. “Yeah… thanks. It was hard at the time, but coming back to the club
was an easy choice. I belong here. I guess if I didn’t come back, then I
wouldn’t be here with you.”


I almost choke on the fry I picked up as I cough
making him laugh. He pats my back as I swallow the greasy fried potato and nod.
“Yeah, I guess.”


He stands from the table, and my heart rate picks up
watching him. For some reason, I don’t want him to leave. “Don’t go…”


He looks to the door then back to me. Letting out a heavy
sigh, he nods then sits down on the desk. After he picks up a French fry, he
shoves it in his mouth. 


I smile at him. “Thank you.”


He winks at me. “Now eat up, so I can get your
dessert.”


My eyes widen in delight as I pick up the rest of my
burger to devour it. 


I don’t know what it is about Aero, he doesn’t seem
like the other bikers who are in his club. Whether this is all a ploy to get me
to trust him or not, I’m not sure, but right now, it’s working.


But I can’t think like that. He might be gaining my
trust, but I have to gain his. This will be my plan going forward—gain his
trust, make him think I’m settled and reliable, then take my opportunity to
flee. I don’t know how, I don’t know when, but Aero will be my way of escape.













Chapter
Five


 


AERO


A Month
Later


 


Estella’s
been here for a month, and in that time, I’ve been going into her room three
times a day to bring her meals. To be honest, it’s the highlight of my
motherfucking day every time I go in there. The woman is something else. I’ve
learned more about Estella in a month than any other woman in my life bar my
mother. I’ve honestly never had a connection with a woman like this. The thing
is, I think she’s feeling it too even though she’s trying to hide it from me. 


Sure, we have arguments over little things, but for
the most part, I continue to make her giggle. And fuck if her giggle isn’t the
sexiest fucking thing I’ve ever heard. Her husky voice, her slight accent, she
has my cock all kinds of hard for her. But Crest, my president, is all up in my
face about her being turned, about me making sure she’s on our side. He says
she’s a resource hog. That she’s taking up a room, taking our food, and
basically, we’re holding her when we don’t know for sure that she will turn to
our side. The thing is, I think she will. 


Why end a life when we don’t have to? 


Why do we have to be that kind of club all the time? 


Crest steps up to me as I’m walking toward her room.
“Aero, a word.”


I roll my shoulders, turning back to him and nod. “Pres,”
I murmur.


“What are you taking to her this time?” he asks.


I look down at my hands. “Just some clothes, she’s
been wearing the ones she’s had on for a week. It’s only fair, Crest.”


He grunts running his hand over his chin. “You’re
getting too attached to this bitch. If push comes to shove, are you gonna be
able to make the call?”


A shudder runs through me as I exhale. “It’s not gonna
come to that. But yes, if she won’t turn, then I’ll put the bullet in her
myself.”


His stern face softens a fraction. “Glad to hear it.
You’re a VP, Aero… remember your position.”


He slaps the VP patch on my cut and turns walking away
down the hall. I take a deep breath as I cock my head wondering if maybe I’m
going soft. Maybe I am playing this all wrong. Maybe I need to be harder with her.
Fuck, I don’t know. I just need her to understand the gravity of the situation
she’s found herself in. If she doesn’t know by now that we’re not fucking
around. maybe she is better off in the ground. 


Pulling the key from my pocket, I unlock the door and walk
in to see her laying on the bed listening to the iPod I brought in for her. Her
head swivels to the side. She’s become a hell of a lot more relaxed now she
knows I’m the only one who comes in here. No more half-baked ninja moves. I kind
of miss those actually, they always made me smile. 


Her lips turn up, the dimple on her left cheek dips in
as the curve of her lip makes her cheeks pop up in an adorable way. She beams
every time I walk in now, and it’s an adrenaline rush that I’m fast becoming
addicted to. Seeing the way her eyes light up, the way her body moves toward me
like she’s excited I’m here, I have to admit it’s a hell of a rush for me, too.
I can’t explain it. I don’t know what’s happening, but I know I don’t want her
to go. 


“Evening, Estella.”


“Hey, what you got for me tonight?” she asks bounding
up to me. She leans in and plants a kiss on my cheek. The lasting impression
sends a tingle down my neck and all the way to my fucking cock. It was
unexpected. It’s the most affection she’s shown me. I’m shocked, so I stand
here like a stunned mullet. 


She raises her brow. “You okay?” 


I let out a small chuckle. “Yeah. Here’s a change of
clothes. Thought you might like something new.”


Her eyes light up as I hand them to her. It’s like
she’s a kid at Christmas. She grabs the top. Looking it over—it’s a simple
black tank top and a pair of denim shorts. Nothing much, but I’m guessing to
her, it’s the world. She smiles as I look at her wearing the pair of track
pants and loosely fitting T-shirt I brought in for her over a week ago. 


She bounces. “Something a little more feminine. Thank
you, Aero.” She walks off to the bathroom to get changed closing the door
behind her. The thought of her being naked behind that door is doing crazy things
to me as I sit down on her bed and wait for her to come out. “Hey, Aero, I’ve
been meaning to ask,” she calls out.


“Yeah, what’s that?”


“What’s your actual name?” 


I tense up as she opens the door sliding the tank top
over her olive-toned stomach. Her hair’s down in chocolate waves flowing around
her shoulders, and she looks fucking stunning. I’ve seen her in nothing but a
maid’s outfit and baggy clothing, but now she looks—all woman. 


Shit!


She stands in the doorway, the light from the bathroom
glowing behind her looking like a fucking angel as it highlights around her head.
Swallowing hard, I try to contain my raging boner as she looks at me furrowing
her brow. “Aero?”


I clear my throat, grabbing a pillow from her bed and
placing it over my crotch. She cocks her head as she watches me trying to
figure out what’s going on as I attempt to play it cool. “What?”


She giggles. 


Fuck! 


Her giggle kills me… Every. Damn. Time. 


“I asked what your actual name is. Are you drunk?”


With a shake my head, I snap out of it. “Right. The thing
is… I think we should stick to Aero for now.”


She slumps her body flicking off the light in the
bathroom. My eyes fog a little adjusting to the dim lighting as I blink a few
times to right them while she walks into the room. “You still don’t trust me…”
she throws her hands in the air, “… típico!”


She adds a word in at the end in Spanish which I think
is ‘typical,’ and all it does is ignite the fire inside of me. Whenever she
talks in her native tongue, it lights the fire blazing inside my body. I fucking
love hearing her talk like that. “It’s not that I don’t trust you, it’s biker
code. And my president might actually chop my balls off.”


She smirks, it’s mischievous. “If you had any,” she
murmurs under her breath, a hint of playfulness about her.


I stand up dropping the pillow to the ground not even
caring that she’s now staring at my obvious hard-on as I storm over to her. She
doesn’t budge, standing firm as I grab her by the waist pulling her to me. She
squeals slightly as her body flushes against mine. Her hands instantly find
their way to my chest as her stunning brown doe eyes stare at me in awe. 


“Don’t ever talk to me like that again, Estella.”


Her breaths are coming in short and shallow. I know
she’s affected by this like I am. She swallows noticeably then the corner of
her lip turns up. “You don’t scare me, Aero.”


My eye twitches in anger as I spin her around, my hand
forcing her into the wall by the bathroom. Her head turns to the side as I
grind into her back while holding her against the wall. My cock’s so hard I can
hardly fucking think. Her breathing is so fast it’s all I hear in the silence
of the room as I lean in against her ear. “Calm your sass, little spitfire, or
I’ll force you to remember who the boss is around here.” I grind my cock into
her ass, and she lets out a husky whimper as her hands on the wall ball into
fists. Tension ripples through the air along with an intoxicating energy—the
one that always ignites when I’m around her. It’s getting too much, so I slowly
pull away letting her go as I step back releasing her. She slides off the wall,
turning around to face me. I can’t help but notice her nipples are taut and
poking through her tank top, and her eyes are alight with either desire or
rage, I can’t quite tell which one as she stares me down. 


No matter what, I can’t let this woman leave this
club. I can’t let her be taken out either. I need her here, and I need her
alive. I just hope she sees sense in all this and pulls her head out of her
ass. 


“You need to let the drug deal and abduction go,
Estella.”


She stands up taller glaring at me. “You need to let
me be free, so I can check on my family. They’ve been a month without me, Aero!”


Little does she know the day she came in here, I found
out who her family was and have been sending them money from my own pocket so
they wouldn’t go without—half out of guilt, half so it wouldn’t raise any more
suspicion with her not calling them. 


I think I know a way around both situations, but I’m
not sure how she might take it. “Estella, I have a proposition for you.”


She raises her brow as I gesture for the bed. She
huffs striding past me walking over and taking a seat. I make my way across and
slide in next to her. Our thighs make contact, and she looks down to our
touching bodies as she folds her arms over her chest. 


“Well… hurry up,” she simply instructs, and I chuckle.
For someone who’s being held captive, she sure has large lady balls.


“We have club girls here,” I tell her.


She takes a deep breath looking at me like she’s concerned
with where this is going. “Ah-huh, I saw them when you dragged me in here.”


I look away from her because even though I feel like
this might be her only option, the thought of it kinda makes my skin crawl. “We
will pay for your family to come over to Michigan. We’ll help them get set up.
We’ll give you money, anything you want…”


Lines appear on her forehead as she takes a deep
breath. “That all sounds really great, though, I feel there’s a damn catch.”


Rolling my shoulders, I look into her eyes. “You would
have to stay at the club. Live here… as a club girl—”


“I am not a whore!” She yells it so loudly it
grates my ears, and then she lunges at me, her hands come out slapping at me
like kids do where they’re play fighting. But Estella is far from play fighting
as her nails scratch at my skin. 


I try to grab at her hands, but she’s all over me
while she screams out in visible anger. I’m taken aback in shock as she pushes
me off the bed. I fall to the floor on my back with her on top of me as she
tries with all her might to strangle me. I smirk because I’m actually enjoying
this. I love her feisty attitude, but she doesn’t see the funny side. 


“Stop smiling at me you pedazo de mierda!” she yells.


I grab her arms and swing her over, so I’m now on top
of her on the floor while I pin her struggling hands to the carpet.


She grunts, wriggling against me, the friction of her
pussy against my cock is making me hard again, and I see in her eyes the moment
she feels my erection. Her eyes harden, and she shakes her head trying like fury
to get out of the hold I have on her, while I chuckle continuing to pin her to
the floor with all my might. 


“Stop struggling, Estella.” 


“Vete a la mierda!” she spits at me in Spanish.


I can just imagine what that means.


So, I do the only thing I can think of. I lean down,
forcing my lips to hers to make her stop struggling. 


But the moment I kiss her, something happens. 


I can’t explain it. 


I can’t understand it. 


Fuck!


I don’t even know what the hell to call it, but
something inside of me shifts. She stops struggling instantly, her body going
completely limp as her lips move up to meet mine. Her mouth opens slightly,
just infinitesimally, but it’s enough for my tongue to sneak in, and I take
full advantage. The moment I do, it’s as if something in her breaks. Her walls
come tumbling down, and she opens up to me, kissing me back like this could be
her last moment on earth. It ignites a blaze inside of me, and it only wants me
to keep her alive even more. I don’t know how yet, but somehow I’m going to get
Estella out of this mess.


I pull back as I end the kiss. Her eyes lock on mine,
and for once, she doesn’t hit me with a witty retort. So, I talk first. “You’re
not even close to a whore, Estella.” 


She smiles at me. “Thank you. But I can’t be a club
girl, Aero. I… I can’t.”


Nodding, I exhale. “I’ll find another way.”


Her eyes focus on mine so intensely it’s almost
startling. “Why are you so intent on saving my life?”


My chest squeezes as I breathe a little heavier. I
hesitate and take a shallow breath as I look into her eyes. “That kiss is why.”


Her eyes light up as I stand abruptly, letting her go.
She stays on the floor as I head for the door, not looking back, slamming it
shut behind me as I pant heavily leaning against the other side of the door. 


I just admitted I have a weakness for her. 


I should never have done that. 


She can now use it against me.


I’m a fucking idiot. 










 


Chapter
Six


 


AERO


 


Storming
down into the clubrooms, I can still taste her on my lips. She tastes like fucking
heaven, and that kiss was everything I’ve been dreaming about for the last
month since I brought her here. I have to admit, I didn’t go in there with the
intention of kissing her. But now that it’s happened, I’m not sure what the
next time I see her will be like. Will it be awkward? Fucking hell, Aero,
grow some damn balls. Who cares if it is awkward.


Shaking my head at my inner teenage boy, I waltz into
the main clubroom to see everyone’s here sitting at the tables, drinking,
chatting, the general hubbub of a Wednesday evening. I know we have a ride
tomorrow, so I make my way over to Crest to see what’s the go. Plonking down on
the bench seat next to my president, he looks up to me as he takes a long drink
of something from his silver stein. 


“You good to ride with us tomorrow, Aero?” he asks.


I scrunch my brows wondering why in the hell he would
even ask me that. “What? Of course, I am. Why would you ask that?” 


He grunts, tilting his head. “Your time spent with
star girl. Wouldn’t want you shirking your responsibilities and duties for
her.”


I let out a huff. “Someone has to look after her, and
her name is fucking Estella, not star girl. Plus, you didn’t have a problem
with me hanging out with women when it was your daughter, Mylee.”


His head snaps toward me, and he frowns. “That’s
different, and you know it, Aero. Mylee made her damn choice. She moved on,
she’s happy now, and you need to accept that, not distract yourself with a new
project.”


I scoff. “That’s not what Estella is. She’s not a
project, Crest. She’s not a replacement for Mylee either. I know Mylee’s gone,
I know she isn’t coming back. But I’m okay, and Estella and I have some kind
of… fuck, I don’t know.”


Crest looks at me, crease lines appearing on his
forehead as he assesses me. “You like her.” It’s not a question, it’s a
statement, and I sit back in the chair and exhale.


“I don’t think we need to kill her. Like I’ve said all
along, I think she can be turned. I’m pretty damn close.”


He rubs his hand over his gray-bearded chin, his
nostrils flaring. “Jesus Christ, kid, haven’t you heard of Stockholm syndrome? If
she’s feelin’ anything for you, it’s because of that shit. If you’re feelin’
anything for her, it’s because you’re a fucking idiot!”


Anger swarms through me as I go to reply, but before I
can, loud bangs echo through the clubhouse. It takes me a second to register
what’s going on when something flies past my face. 


Then it clicks. 


It’s fucking bullets. 


My eyes open wide as I grab Crest, pulling him to the
ground while I watch all my brothers, old ladies, and club girls all drop to
the floor as the bullets continue to fly in from outside. Some fucker’s doing a
drive-by. The sound of the bullets ricocheting through the metal is almost
deafening as we all cover our ears waiting for it to end. 


The final bullet lands in the clubhouse, and almost in
unison, we’re up. I grab my gun from my jeans as I click the bullet into the
chamber.


“Men, mount up. We don’t know what or who is coming
through those doors but be ready,” Crest calls out as we all aim for the front
door leading into the clubhouse. My heart’s pummeling in my chest. We weren’t
expecting an attack on home soil, but then again, you never expect one when
it’s coming. 


 The club girls all scamper down the hall to
their rooms along with the old ladies—they know the protocol. Women don’t fight
here. 


Sniffing, I glance to Dux and Grim. They both run over
by the front entry standing either side of the door waiting to take out the
first invaders. But a bang sounds from the back of the room, and we all turn to
see the back door being blown off its hinges. 


Fuck. 


We all turn to watch as the Mortem Crew run in. I
don’t hesitate as I bring my gun up aiming it high as I run for the supporting
beam in the middle of the clubhouse. I take cover as the bullets start flying.
The echoing gunfire rings in my ears as plaster from the concrete beside me
bursts off bouncing in all directions. I grind my teeth as I watch my brothers
taking cover in various parts of the clubhouse as I wait for my moment. I watch
a Mortem member rushing off toward Motley, who’s down behind the bar, so I aim
right at him. My gun pulls back with the discharge, the bullet flying straight
and hitting the motherfucker in the back of his head. Blood spurts out all over
the woodgrain as he falls forward, face planting into the wooden top, and
slides to the floor in what looks like a brush of red paint smeared down the
front of the bar. 


Motley peeks out from behind the bar, his shaggy blond
hair and goofy smile let me know he’s enjoying this a little too much as he
winks at me, then stands up, unloading two rounds at another two Mortem members
heading right for him. Both rounds hit their targets as they fall straight to
the floor.


I shift to the other side of the beam slightly, glancing
out to see Crest in a wrestling match with Isaac. My skin prickles as Isaac has
him pinned to the floor. I take a breath risking it as I run out from behind
the beam over to Crest. Bullets whoosh past me at high speed forcing me to run
even faster as one skims my arm. The searing hot friction of pain makes me
stumble slightly, but I keep moving as I reach Isaac and tackle him to the
ground forcing him off Crest. We roll twice as he grunts and groans with the
force as I land on top of him. I bring my hand back and punch him square in the
jaw once before a gun appears next to my face and fires. The bang resonates
next to my ear sending a shockwave through my very soul. My eyes can’t help but
look down to see Isaac’s face half-missing, blood and his brain matter
splattered on the floor in a bizarre pattern. I shake my head bringing my hand
to my right ear as Crest grabs my cut hoisting me up. 


He looks into my eyes. I can’t hear him properly as he
mouths something to me. The ringing in my ears is still too fucking loud, so I
try to read his lips. “You good?” I think I see him say. I nod as he slaps my
back while we rush behind some now overturned metal chairs. I pull my gun up
and aim it at some more motherfuckers, my arm a little shaky. My head’s still
spinning from the explosive gunfire next to my ear as I take a shot at a Mortem
member, it hits, but it lands in his shoulder making him spin and look in my
direction. He unloads a round of bullets my way, the ammunition sparking off
the steel, fractures of debris fly past my eyes as I wince trying to fold in on
myself to avoid being hit. This is a shit show, and these fuckers are going to
pay. I haven’t seen Henderson yet. Hell, he’s probably not even here knowing
him. Sure, we haven’t settled from the drug deal gone south in the hotel room
where I met Estella, but this? This shit is not how you resolve things. 


The bullets stop raining down around us, and I know
I’m low on ammunition, but the Mortems are low on men. We’re slowly taking them
out, one by one, there’s more of us here than there are of them. They didn’t
account for all of us being here, I guess. Dickheads. I slide up from my
position and take aim at another Mortem, just as I watch one of them running
off down the hall. 


My heart leaps up in my throat. 


The old ladies are down there. 


The club girls are down there.


Estella is fucking down there!


I burst up from my position, my hearing slightly
coming back from the ringing that had taken over. I hear more gunfire, the men
yelling. I hear Crest calling out my name, but I don’t look back. I don’t
hesitate, and I don’t falter as I run through the thick of it. Bullets flying
past me. I have faith in my brothers. There’s only a couple of Mortems left,
and as I run down the hall, I see another one fall. They will be taken care of
soon. I just need to sort the one out who’s down the hall with a plan to do God
knows what to our women. 


I enter the hall to the sleeping quarters, then I see
it. 


Estella’s door is wide open.


The lock on the floor. 


My stomach twists while my feet carry me faster than I
thought humanly possible as I run down to her room. I burst through the entry
to see her on the bed trying to fight the motherfucker off her. Her hands
scratch and claw at him as he attempts to strangle her. A low growl erupts from
my chest as I rush in, grabbing the man’s shirt and yanking him off her. He
falls to the floor as I land on top of him and lay a fist into his face. His
nose cracks as he lets out an “oomph,” blood pissing from his nostrils. 


He finds the strength to roll us over as he lands a
punch into my ribs making me gasp as he wrestles with me on the floor. His
other hand comes up, punching me right in the ear that Crest shot the gun next
to. The shockwave rattles me, and I fall to the floor, my head dazed as he gets
up and starts to run. 


Estella bends down to me, and seeing her watery eyes
is all I need to get my head back in the game. I focus my mind, nodding to her
as I jolt up and take off after him racing into the hall. He hasn’t gotten far
as I pull out my gun and fire off a single round, it hits him in the lower back
making him fall forward. He face plants onto the floor as I stroll up to him. I
use my foot to roll him over as he groans looking up at me, fear in his eyes.


“This is for touching what’s mine,” I tell him, then I
pull my gun up and shoot him fair between the eyes. Smoke wafts out of my gun
barrel as the single bullet wound trickles with blood. 


The hairs on the back of my neck stand up as my skin
prickles in goosebumps. I turn around to see Estella standing at the edge of
her door looking at me. She swallows hard staring at the dead body below me.


Shit.













Chapter
Seven


 


AERO


 


Now
she’s seen a drug deal, been involved in a kidnapping, and been witness to a
murder. I step toward her fully expecting her to step back, run, but she
doesn’t. If anything she looks at me like I’m her knight in shining fucking
armor. Her eyes glisten as I step in front of her. She could make a run for it.
Her door is finally open, and yet, she’s looking at me like that. 


I don’t get it.


Her breathing is rapid as I reach her, so I step in
close and can smell her fruity scented hair. I put my hand up on the doorframe
right by her head, and she steps in even closer to me looking at my bloodied
bicep, then follows the line up to my face. She swallows hard, then moves her
arms out to wrap around my waist. I furrow my brows wondering what she’s doing
as she leans in embracing me. Her head sinks in against my chest as she hugs me
tightly. I stiffen, not knowing what to do as she giggles. That fucking
giggle. 


“You’re so tense, Aero. I’m thanking you for saving
me… again.” I can only just hear through my still adjusting ears as she mumbles
against my chest. I sink into her bringing my arm down from the doorway and
wrap it around her. It’s still holding my gun, so I press it flat to her back
as my other comes up behind her head. My fingers sink into her soft fucking
hair—in this moment I know I’m done for. Holding her feels so fucking right as
I start walking her back inside her room. She’s been locked up in here for a
month, she’s just had her first taste of freedom, and yet she allows me to lead
her back in. I kick the door shut with my foot. Somehow it manages to close,
even with the broken lock. 


She looks up at me as I heave for breath. There’s no
light on in here, I can’t see properly, my eyes are fogging, and it’s sending
my senses into overdrive. That, plus the ringing in my ear is still tingling
away at my senses. My hearing and sight are now impaired. 


What the fuck am I doing right now? 


I think I’ve lost my damn mind when that gun went off
next to my head. 


As if to read my inner battle, Estella steps up on her
toes, her hands wrapping around my neck to pull me closer. “Let me take the
lead,” she murmurs.


My eyes open wide, and I don’t know what to do. 


My head is telling me to stop. 


My training tells me she’s playing me to get free.


But my gut? My gut is telling me to go with it. That
she’s on my side. That she’s feeling this like I am. That this is real.


“Fuck it!” I grunt as I slam my lips to hers. 


A spark ignites in my motherfucking dead soul. Her
kiss is hard, it’s forceful, she wants this as her tongue collides with mine
while I edge her toward the bed. Our tongues battling together while her hands
fist in my hair, tugging and pulling just the way I fucking like it. I drop my
gun to the floor by her bed. 


A dumb ass move? Probably, as my hands slide up under her tank top. I
pull it up over her head, our lips detaching momentarily as I pull it off,
throwing it to the floor. Our lips collide once more as my hands snake around
her back, and I unclip her bra. It falls to the floor between us freeing her
ample-size breasts. My hand slides up her side moving in toward her tit as I
squeeze her mound, hard. She moans into my mouth, pressing her chest forward. I
pinch her nipple making her gasp as she breaks her lips from mine. My head
moves to her neck as I run my tongue along her tender skin. She whimpers while
my fingers move to her shorts, and I undo the button, my fingers looping in the
hem as I bend pulling her shorts and panties down then drop to my knees. Her
fast breaths continue as I take in her gorgeous naked body. Even though I can’t
see her perfectly because of my damned eyes, I can still tell she’s fucking beautiful
as she gnaws on her bottom lip. 


My hands run up her thighs, my fingers sliding closer
to her pussy. Her body’s trembling as I slide my finger to her clit. She’s so
wet for me already. I smile, my entire body becoming more excited because now I
know she isn’t trying to play me. She’s actually turned on by this like I am. 


My cock’s so fucking hard I can’t stand it as I press
on her clit, circling. Her soft moans echo through the room, and I can’t help
but hear them, even with my muted hearing. Her husky tone is turning me on as
her body rocks against my hand. I’m having trouble focusing as her fingers grip
onto my hair so hard it almost hurts, but it sends a wave of pleasure straight
to my cock. 


I have a feeling Estella likes sex a little rough, and
the idea ignites a fire inside me. 


I flick on her clit a little faster. Her moans coming
quicker and more frequent as her body shudders and convulses against me. Her
legs wobble, and I lean in biting her thigh, not hard, just enough to send
another sensation through her body as I continue my movements on her clit. It’s
enough to send her over the edge, her entire body tenses as she splinters off
into a thousand pieces coming hard. 


Her entire body slumps like she’s having trouble
standing, so I grab her, picking her up and flinging her onto the bed. Her body
flops and bounces a few times on the springy mattress as her hooded eyes watch
me carefully. I grab my wallet from my back pocket and pull out a condom. Her
eyes gleam with a bright smile as I place it on the bed beside her, then
quickly get to work on my clothes. 


I pull off my cut, placing it on the end of the bed
neatly. Then I don’t fuss with my shirt, jeans, or boots as I yank them off
throwing them to the floor with her clothes. I don’t miss the way her eyes look
me up and down while taking in my toned body with satisfaction. Her eyes focus
in on my tenting briefs as I grin sliding them down. An audible gasp exits her
mouth as I stand back up showing her my fucking huge cock. I know I’m big. 


Reaching down, I grab the condom packet, but it’s
kinda hard for me to see. Estella must sense my apprehension as she sits up
grasping the pack from my hands. “Here, let me,” she offers, and I chuckle.


A woman has never put a condom on me. I guess there’s
a first for everything. 


She rips the packet with her teeth and fuck if that
isn’t the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen as she pulls out the latex and places it
over my tip. Her hand comes out and begins to roll it down my hard cock. I hiss
between my teeth at the feeling of her fingers on me. My eyes close relishing
in the touch. She feels so fucking good, and it’s only her goddamn hand.


“Fuck, Estella.”


Her other hand comes out grabbing my ass to pull me to
her. I grin, she really is taking the lead on this. She falls back on the bed
as I move in over the top of her. Fuck if I’ve been this fucking intimate with
a woman in a long ass time. Most women I fuck, I do it dirty, I do it hard.
Generally from behind, so I don’t have to be close, so I don’t have to do intimacy.



This is close, this is… real.


Her legs wrap around my ass as I try to focus in on
her. It’s so hard to get my bearings, I can barely hear, I can hardly see. My
senses are all over the fucking place. All I know is I can feel her, she’s all
around me. Why this had to happen at night is beyond me. During the day I’d be
able to see her properly. 


Her fingers slide up my back, and the feeling sends a
tingle all the way down my fucking spine straight to my cock. Her nails grazing
against my skin is like a sensation overload. I’m not sure why this feels so
different from normal. The only thing I can put it down to is because two of my
senses are fucked, so my touch sensation has gone haywire. 


Her nails dig into my back and ass, edging me to move,
so I do. I line my cock up with her pussy ready to get this started. I try to
look at her, but she’s just a fuzz, so I close my eyes letting my touch
sensation take over as I thrust up inside of her. Her tight warmth rushes
around me as I push further in. I gasp out as her nails dig in deep. I’m sure
she’ll be drawing blood. 


I’m joined with Estella, and it feels fucking
indescribable. 


I groan out in euphoria as my head falls down into the
crook of her neck while I move. Her legs wrapped tightly around me as I pump
inside her. Energy swarms around me, it’s like I’m fucking for the first time,
it’s that intense. Her husky moans echo through the room, just loud enough to
make this even more of an experience as I thrust up deep inside her. 


My balls tighten. Tingles slither up and down my spine
as the adrenaline kicks in. Not seeing, barely hearing, it’s like a whole new
world. I don’t know if this is as amazing for Estella, but fuck if I don’t want
to be buried inside of her every fucking day for as long as goddamn possible. 


Suddenly, without hesitation, she makes a move that
startles me. She pushes me over to roll on my back. I let her, then she sits on
top of me. She’s in control like she said she was going to do, she has all the
power now. This could be a bad play on my part, but fuck I’m too far in this
now not to let it play out. 


Her hands move to my chest as mine shift to her hips
helping her ride me. Her hips are grinding like fucking magic on top of me. Her
husky moans are filling the room as she rides me fucking perfectly. My cock
aches, begging for release, as she slides up and down bringing me right to the
fucking edge. 


I feel her pussy tighten and constrict around my cock,
and I know she’s getting close too. Her body rocks and rides my cock as we move
together climbing for our mutual climaxes. The sensations rolling through me are
like nothing I’ve ever felt before, and Estella bringing this out in me makes
me feel like there’s more here than Crest was telling me. 


This isn’t Stockholm syndrome. 


This isn’t an infatuation. 


This here is real chemistry, and as we rock back and
forth, my balls pull up. My back arches off the bed with the tension. I’ve
never felt this, this power surging through me, the sensation overload as her
pussy clenches. Both of us are covered in sweat as we both shudder, our bodies
tensing as I hold my breath. My balls pull up as pins and needles race down my
legs. My cock twitches as she digs her nails into my chest while my fingers
grasp onto her hips, and I explode hot cum inside the condom with a loud groan
while she explodes in a wild orgasm at the same time. 


Estella falls on top of me as I jolt a couple of
times, a few extra bursts of cum shooting out as she cuddles into me, planting
feather light kisses on my jaw. My hands run up and down her back as she lays
on me, and I let out a small chuckle.


“Fuck!”


She giggles. “I had no idea.”


That fucking giggle.


I
smooth her hair back from her face, finally opening my eyes to look at her.
She’s still a haze, but I can see clearly enough. “About what?”


She
smiles at me. “That it would be that good.”


I
chuckle. “Does that mean you thought about it?”


“Aero,
I’ve thought about sleeping with you since the first day I was locked in here.”


I
raise my brow and let out a stifled laugh. 


She
moves up, and the friction on my cock makes me want to start this all over
again, but she looks down at me, and from what I can see, it’s a serious look
on her face. “Aero… can I ask you something?”


I
run my fingers up the sides of her thighs wondering what this could be, so I
nod. “Yeah.”


She
exhales. “What’s your name?”


Swallowing,
I figure I’m in deep with Estella. 


Do
I trust her? 


I
know I shouldn’t. 


But
I do. 


“Noah…
the name’s Noah.”


She
inhales sharply like she’s shocked I told her, then she sniffs like she’s holding
back tears. “Thank you. That means a lot to me, Noah.”


I
smile tilting my head. “Still call me Aero.”


She
giggles, my cock twitches in response. “Okay, but thank you for telling me.”


Estella
leans in pressing her lips to mine. The kiss is slow, passionate, and I kiss
her back meaning it. I shared something with her I shouldn’t have, but I care
about her. I don’t want her to die. I can’t let her die at the hands of my
brothers even though she knows way too much. I want our club to go down a
different path, not to kill first and ask questions later.


 She
slides off me to the other side of the bed, and I sit up pulling off the condom
and tying a knot in it then throwing it in the trash can. She sits up watching
me as I move to pull on my clothes. Estella shifts to the edge of the bed next
to me and glances down at my gun. She doesn’t make a move for it as I get dressed.
Instead, she stays naked as I pick up my gun and walk to the door. I turn back
to look at her, anxiety rolling through me with what I’m about to say. 


After
what we’ve just shared—a notorious night—I don’t want to lose this, but I can’t
keep her here with the idea she’s here against her will. 


I
don’t want her to die if she’s not on our side either. 


So,
I make a choice.


Turning
back to face her, I flick on the light switch to her room. I close my eyes as the
brightness hits and takes hold. The light is filtering against my eyelids, but
I slowly open them, blinking a few times allowing them to adjust. I want to see
her one last time. She sits on the edge of the bed assessing me, her gloriously
olive naked body is everything I imagined it would be as I smile at her. My
cock’s instantly hard again. 


She
frowns at me as I sniff. “You can go if you want to. I’ll arrange for you to
sneak out. I know you won’t say anything.”


Her
eyes go wide as she shifts her body opening her posture more to me. 


God,
she’s beautiful. 


“If
it’s all the same to you, Aero…” she looks right into my eyes, a hint of
something unspoken, a hint of emotion, a hint of loyalty there, “… I’d like to
stay.”


 


 


TO BE
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in a
full-length novel coming soon
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CHAPTER ONE


Duke


 


March
1973


 


Every jail cell I’d ever been in
smelled the same, a mixture of piss, puke, and whatever the cheap as hell
aftershave every cop seemed to drown themselves in. The Fulton County drunk
tank was no exception. It was Saturday afternoon and the cell was already over
capacity by the time my bedraggled ass was tossed in. 


This was my third run-in with Georgia’s
finest since I’d returned home, and my father was gonna be none too pleased,
but what the fuck did I care? He was just another on a long list of people that
hated my guts. He was still angry that I’d gone off and joined the Army, and
the whole country was pissed off now that I was back home. The college kids and
hippies called me ‘baby killer’ and the straight people tried to pretend I
didn’t exist. I could scarcely blame them for that. Most of the country,
including myself, wanted to pretend Vietnam had never happened.


The ‘busted taillight’ I’d been pulled
over for had been working just fine until the patrolman took his nightstick to
it. Then came the questions about where I’d been and where I was going,
followed up with a barrage of insults about the way I was dressed, my bike, and
my hair. I was booked on some half-assed charges of reckless driving, and
resisting arrest, and whatever else the hell they were bound to tack on for
shits n’ giggles.


“What about my phone call?” I asked as the
guard shoved me into the cell.


“I’ll make sure and add your name to the
list,” he replied and pulled a pad and pen from his pocket. “Now, tell me. Is ‘Shithead’
spelled exactly the way it sounds?”


The drunk tank erupted with laughter as
the guard stared me down. I knew better than to push these good ol’ boys too
far and stowed my comments. 


“That’s what I thought,” the guard
replied. “Now, shut the fuck up and find a seat before I come back here with
the firehose and wash the stink out of this cell.”


I scoped out my surroundings and saw I’d
been temporarily housed with an assortment of bums and junkies, as well as a
half dozen bikers in kuttes that read Burning Saints. I’d been riding in and
around Savannah since I was a kid, but had never heard of their club, so
assumed they must be local to Atlanta. I was in my riding leathers and hoped
they didn’t want to start any shit with me. Six-on-one wasn’t my idea of a good
time, and my lack of a patch made me a target for biker gangs.


I found a free space on the floor, next to
a skinny, nervous looking kid in a dirty T-shirt, and slumped down against the
filthy grey wall. It didn’t take long before the chatty young cell mate struck
up a conversation.


“Hey, man. My name’s Pete. H…h…how you
d…d…d…doing?” he stuttered.


“Well, Pete. I’m in fuckin’ jail, so how
do you think I’m doing?” I replied.


Pete laughed, even though my response was
delivered without a trace of humor. “W…What’s your n…n…name, man?”


“Look, no offense but I’m not in a real
talkative mood right now, so if you don’t mind…,” I said, closing my eyes and
tilting my head back, hoping Pete would get the hint that I was going to
attempt to sleep.


Pete did not get the hint.


“Y…y…yeah, man. I g…get it. I was just
hoping that m…m…maybe you were h…holding. Ya know?”


“Holding? We’re in a jail cell.”


“I know. I j…j…just figured you’ve g…g…got
a lot of p…p…p…pockets on your v…vest, so m…maybe you’d have a little s…s…something
to take the edge off, ya know?”


“Sorry, man. More of a Budweiser man
myself.”


“Hey, P…P…peckerhead,” a voice shouted
from across the cell. “You’d better pray you get outta here before I do, ’cause
you’re gonna need a head start.”


Pete’s eyes darted to the floor and he
fidgeted nervously.


This kid was obviously in a bad way, and
not just from dope withdrawals. 


“I’m gonna f…f…fuck you up, boy,” the faceless
voice taunted.


“What’s that all about?” I asked.


“That’s my brother-in-law, R…R…Ronnie.”


“Sounds like you did something to piss ol’
Ronnie off.”


“You c…c…could say that,” Pete replied,
his eyes still pinned to the shitty, worn out linoleum.


“I’m guessing whatever you did landed you
both in here.”


“Ronnie married my b…b…big sister, but he
hates my g…g…guts. I was trying to g…g…get him to like m…m…me, so I got us a
b…bunch of P…P…Pink Floyd tickets to scalp, but we got p…p…pinched in the p… parking
lot trying to sell them.”


“Tough break,” I said. “But I don’t have
any drugs and I’m not a lawyer, so best of luck with your brother-in-law, I’m
gonna try to get some sleep.”


My eyes had only been closed for a moment
when Ronnie pushed his way through the inmates that had been blocking us and
made his way to the spot where Pete and I were sitting.


“I mean it, you stuttering little prick,”
Ronnie spat out to Pete, while pointing a nicotine-stained finger at him. “I
don’t give a shit that you’re my old lady’s little brother. I’m gonna tear you
a new asshole for this.”


“P…P…Please, d…d…d. P…P…Please, d…d…don’t.”
Pete struggled to get the words out as the sweat continued to pour from his
forehead. He was curled up tightly in a ball as Ronnie continued to get closer
and closer.


I’ve never been one to insert myself into
anyone’s business, especially the family kind, but I hated bullies more than
anything and I’d heard just about enough from this Ronnie fellow. I rose to my
feet and my eyes met his, once I looked up another four inches.


“How ’bout you lay off the kid for now?” I
asked politely.


“How ’bout you mind your own goddamned
business, you piece of biker trash?” Ronnie replied and poked my chest.


That would be the last thing Ronnie would
do with that finger for the next six weeks. Before he knew it, his right index
finger was in my left hand. Once he was aware of that, his finger was then
snapped in two places. Reflexively, Ronnie dropped to his knees, and my boot
easily pinned his head down to the floor while I maintained control of his arm.



Two feet of space and six seconds was all
I needed to gain complete control of my larger opponent. Ronnie could thank the
United States Army for that.


 


 










 


CHAPTER TWO


Duke


 


Ronnie winced in pain as I
maintained my hold.


“I think you owe this young man an
apology,” I said, nodding toward Pete. Our scuffle had now gained the full attention
of the entire cell’s population, including the Burning Saints, the biker gang
I’d spotted when I entered.


“What the fuck for?” Ronnie said, his
head, still under my boot.


“For starters, you can apologize for
making fun of the way the boy talks. He can’t help that shit.”


“That stuttering prick can go fuck his
mo—”


I gave his finger a twist.


“Alright, alright! I’m sorry. I’m fucking
sorry, okay?” Ronnie cried out in pain.


“Not to me,” I said. “To Pete.”


“I’m sorry, Pete. I won’t make fun of you
no more. Just tell this guy to back off, okay?”


“I f…f…f…f…forgive you, R…R…R…R…R…”


At this point, I wasn’t sure if Pete’s
stutter was worse due to adrenaline, or if he was just fucking with Ronnie.
Either way, I could tell he was enjoying the moment.


“…Ronnie,” Pete finally finished.


Before I knew it, and with my hands still
full with Ronnie, another inmate came up from behind me fast. Pete, God bless
him, tried to warn me but only got as far as “L…l…look” 


Whoever had Ronnie’s back had gotten the
drop on me and I could only hope he didn’t have a shiv. I barely had time to
let go of Ronnie and begin to rotate around when my would-be assailant was
tackled by one of the Burning Saints. A big cornfed looking fella with red
hair, a bushy beard, and a checkered shirt on under his kutte. This ol’ boy
looked like Paul Bunyan might if he rode a Harley.


“You got him, Zaius?”


I spun around to see the rest of the
Burning Saints standing with their President at the front of the pack. His
patch read, “Cutter.”


“He ain’t goin’ anywhere,” the burly man replied.


“Thanks,” I said with a head nod.


“I don’t like bullies either,” Cutter
said, his accent devoid of any trace of the south. I looked at the front of his
cut again and saw the Burning Saints rode out of Portland, Oregon. 


“You’re a little far from home, ain’t ya?”
I asked with a smile.


“Long story,” Cutter replied.


“Long ride,” I said.


The sound of an approaching guard
immediately snapped everyone into “act casual” mode, and I backed away from
Ronnie, toward my new-found biker friends. Ronnie scrambled with his one good
hand, finally rising to his feet just as the guard reached the cell.


“What the fuck happened to you?” the guard
asked Ronnie.


“He slipped and fell,” Cutter said before
Ronnie could answer.


“Yeah, the county really needs to fix the
leaks in this place,” Zaius added.


“I’ll add that to the suggestion box,” the
guard replied before asking, “One of you assholes named Hill?”


Surprised to hear my name I called out, “That’s
me.”


“You’ve got a phone call. Come with me.”


The cell was awash with sideways glances
and head scratches as I made my way to the door. The guard let me out and
cuffed me before leading me down the hall to a small grey room that contained a
single chair, and a table with a white phone on it.


“Just pick up the receiver and press the red
button. You have three minutes.”


“Who the hell’s calling me?”


“Three minutes,” the guard repeated and
slammed the door behind him.


I picked up the receiver and pushed the
flashing red ‘hold’ button as instructed.


“Hello?”


“Randall. Listen to me closely and don’t
say a goddamned word.”


My heart sank the moment I heard my
father’s voice.


“Our family Lawyer, Mr. Bird, on his way
to get you out. You sit tight and keep your big mouth shut until he gets
there.”


I said nothing.


“You understand me, boy?”


“Yes, sir,” I replied reluctantly, and my
father abruptly hung up. Another example of a typical ‘conversation’ with my
old man. Anyone else would be more than happy to be getting out of this dump,
but I knew the price I’d have to pay for my freedom, starting with a four-hour
car ride with Mister-fucking-Bird.


I hung up and rapped on the door to let
the guard know I was done with my call. He returned moments later, but this
time he wasn’t alone. He was accompanied by a man that was the embodiment of
Georgia law enforcement. He was a tall, barrel-chested man wearing a perfectly
pressed sheriff’s uniform complete with stark white cowboy boots and hat.


“How are you doing there, Randall? My name
is sheriff Don Early, and this is my jail.”


“Nice place ya got here, sheriff.”


“You probably don’t remember me, Randall”
the sheriff said.


“No, sir. Can’t say that I do,” I replied in
complete honesty. “And it’s Duke.”


“I suppose you picked up that handle in
the service, am I right?” he asked. “I’d heard that you’d enlisted and about how
you were wounded over there in Vietnam.”


“I’m sorry, how do I know you?” I asked.


“Of course, you don’t remember. You were
no taller than one of my huntin’ dogs last time I saw you,” sheriff Early said
with a grin wider than the brim of his hat. I had no idea who this politician cop
was or why he was being so nice to me, but it made me uneasy.


“Your daddy and I are old friends,”
sheriff Early continued and my feeling of uneasiness doubled. “I remember he
once invited me and my kids to go deer hunting on your property one season,” he
said, and a flood of memories came rushing to the front of my mind. While I
still didn’t have any recollection of sheriff Early himself, I remembered that
hunting trip and his shithead twin boys very clearly. They were sadistic
monsters that were a few years older than me, who got off on seeing animals
suffer. 


On the first day of our hunt, I took down
a doe towards the very end of the day. I remember my old man telling us three
boys to run into the thicket where she fell and make sure she wasn’t suffering.
I was around nine years old, so this wasn’t my first kill, but until this
point, my father had always cut the throat of deer once I’d taken it down. This
minimizes the animal’s suffering and is better for the quality of the game
meat. My father raised me to be respectful and resourceful with every animal
that we hunted. We hunted humanely and legally, and used every bit of the
animal we possibly could.


I was excited because my old man had
allowed me to handle the task, but scared shitless to do it. He probably
figured as much which is probably why he sent the older boys with me, but
instead of helping me, they thought it would be funnier to hold me down and
make me watch the deer die of shock from my bullet wound. We were out of sight
of our fathers and by the time they let me up I ran back to the camp
empty-handed.


My father was pissed about the tainted
venison, but even more so that I’d returned from the thicket bloodless and
crying. I hated those shithead twins for not only fucking with me, but for making
the deer and my wounded relationship with my father suffer needlessly.


“I seem to recall you took down a nice
buck that day, Randall,” sheriff Early said, snapping me back to attention.


“A doe,” I corrected.


“Is that so? I’m sure your memory is a lot
better than mine these days young man,” he said in a tone shaped by years of
pandering for votes. “Well, my staff knows what good friends me and your daddy
are, so the moment your name came across my sergeant’s desk, he called me and I
came right down.” 


I bet you did.


“I’ve had the chance to catch up with your
father on the telephone and apologize for this entire little mix-up.”


The only thing I wanted to mix up was this
spineless dipshit’s face.


“Your father is anxious to have you back
home in Savannah, so as soon as your lawyer gets here, we’ll go ahead and get
you released. Sound good?”


Sound good? These cops
wouldn’t have pissed on me if I was on fire when I was brought in, and this guy
was treating me more like a hotel concierge than the county sheriff. This could
only mean that his campaign for sheriff was bought and paid for by my old man.


“Sounds great, but there’s just one more
thing,” I said casually, now knowing that this guy was in my father’s pocket
and that I held all the cards.


“What’s that?” sheriff Early said through
an obvious forced smile.


“My friends. I think my father would want
my friends, who were also falsely imprisoned, to be released as well.”


“What friends? I was told you were brought
in alone on a traffic violation.”


“No, I ride with some of the other
gentlemen in the tank. They’re hard to miss. They’re all dressed like me.”


Sheriff Early’s head snapped toward the
deputy guard, who stammered through an attempt at deflecting his heat.


“The other bikers were brought in earlier,
sir. We didn’t know Mr. Hill was with them. I—”


“Just get their names and make sure their
release paperwork is ready by the time Mr. Hill’s lawyer gets here.”


“Yes, sir,” the deputy replied and turned
for the door.


“And my good friend Pete,” I added
cheerily.


“Pete?” sheriff Early asked, his dumb hick
face now turning red.


“Yes.”


“What’s Pete’s last name.”


“Don’t know.”


“You don’t know his last name and yet you
are good friends?”


“Very close,” I replied dryly.


Without turning away, or taking his eyes
off me, sheriff Early said, “Deputy Pine, please find Mister…Pete and have him
released along with Mr. Hill and his other associates.”


“Thank you,” I said with a smile, and
Deputy Pine led me back to the processing area where I waited for the arrival
of Mr. Bird, Esquire.










 


CHAPTER THREE


Duke


 


It had taken over two hours after
I’d spoken with my father for my lawyer to arrive, and another half hour to
complete the release process. We headed down the jailhouse steps to where Mr.
Bird had parked his black Lincoln Continental.


“Where’s my bike?” I asked as we
approached his front row parking space.


“Your father’s instructions were very
clear. I’m to drive you directly to the ranch, where he is waiting to meet us.”


“Fuck that,” I snapped. “I’m not going
anywhere without my bike and I’m never going back to that place.”


“Mr. Hill’s instructions were—”


“Fuck my old man’s wishes and fuck you if
you think I’m getting into that car.”


“Everything alright?” a voice from behind
asked. I turned to see Cutter and the rest of the Burning Saints.


“I’m good, thanks.”


“It appears we owe you one for springing
us, so if this guy’s hassling you—”


“No, this is my family’s lawyer and I’m
just filling him in on the facts.” I said. “Plus, you don’t owe me shit. You
had my back in there and I know how to repay a debt.”


“Family lawyer? No shit, man? I wouldn’t
have pegged you as a rich kid,” Cutter said with a grin. “But then again, I
don’t even know your name.”


“My buddies call me Duke.”


“Pleased as hell to meet you, Duke. I’m
Cutter and this is my club, the Burning Saints. You sorta met Zaius already.”
The burly redhead nodded. “And these gentlemen are Red Dog, Hacksaw, and that furry
mess over there is Warthog.”


“Charmed,” the aptly named Warthog
replied.


“Nice to meet y’all and thanks again for
helping me out in there. Now, if y’all excuse me, I’ve got to look for my bike,”
I said.


“Well, you won’t f…f…f…find it around
here,” Pete said, appearing out from behind the wall of Saints.


“How’s that?” Cutter asked.


“The police impound lot is a c…couple of miles
up the road on J…J…Jefferson. Your b…b…bikes will be there.”


“Thanks for the tip, Pete,” I said.


“Thanks for s…sticking up for me. N…n…no
one’s ever done that for me b…b…before.”


“You wanna hang with us? Maybe we can get
you something to eat before we go get our rides.” I said.


“N…no thanks. I g…g…got people around here
I can c…c…crash with.”


“You be careful with these people you
know, Pete. You understand me? And you go easy with the junk. That stuff’ll
kill you, man.” I said.


Pete thanked us again before disappearing
into the blackness of the night.


“Mr. Hill, I really must insist…” Mr. Bird
squawked, motioning to his car.


“And I must insist that you and my father
go fuck yourselves while I go retrieve my bike from of the police impound
yard.”


“I like this kid,” I overheard Zaius say
to Cutter.


“Say, man. Since we’re all headed the same
direction, you may as well stick with us. Who knows what these shit kickers get
up to at night around here?” Cutter said.


“I am one of those shit kickers,” I
replied with a smile.


“Well, then you’d know,” Cutter said,
before adding, “I don’t see a club patch on your kutte. Surprised a guy like
you would be a lone wolf.”


“I prefer to keep to myself when I can.
Besides, I haven’t been back home long enough to put down any roots. I got out
of the army a little over six months ago, and I’ve been on the road since.”


“You in Nam?” Zaius asked.


“Yes, sir. Twenty Fifth Infantry Division.
Second Battalion.”


Zaius let out a low whistle. “Twenty Fifth?
You boys saw your fair share of shit.”


“You serve?” I asked.


“My older brother was a Marine. Killed in
the Battle of Hue. February of ’68.”


“I’m sorry to hear that.”


“Appreciate it,” Zaius said with a nod.


“You fellas from Oregon, huh?” I asked,
motioning to Cutter’s patch. 


Cutter let out a good-natured laugh.
“Shit, man. I dig the way you say OR-uh-GONE.” 


I smiled. “Kind of a long way from home
ain’t ya?”


“We’ve been on a bit of a road trip ourselves,
following the Pink Floyd tour since Maddison.”


“Big music fans?” I asked, a bit taken aback
by Cutter’s answer.


He laughed. “Sure, but not that
psychedelic shit.”


“Shit. Cutter still listens to Johnny
Cash,” Red Dog said.


“Don’t you say a word about Johnny Cash,”
Cutter snapped back.


“We’re out here on business,” Zaius said.


Cutter elaborated, “We’ve been working the
parking lots, selling acid to hippie kids going to the Dark Side of the Moon
show. Atlanta P.D. pinched us at the Memorial Coliseum tonight before the
show.”


“We’re raising money to open a second
chapter on the East Coast and were thinking Atlanta might be the place,” Zaius
said.


“But after tonight’s heat, we’re rethinking
that plan,” Cutter said.


“Tell you what. If y’all are looking to
open shop in Georgia, Savannah is where you want to be.”


“No shit?”


“We’ve got the shipping ports, plenty of
gambling action. Police that are friendly to those who are willing to share the
love. It’s wide open out there. I’m telling you,” I replied.


“How do you know so much about Savannah?”


“It’s where my family is from, and where I
was raised all my life.”


“If your people are there, why are you on
the road?” Cutter asked.


“You ask a lot of questions, don’t you?”


“Sorry, man. Don’t mean to pry, but like I
said, I’m looking for members and you seem like a stand-up guy.”


“I get it. Good people seem harder and
harder to come by these days.” I said.


“You headed back to Savannah now?”


“Supposed to be,” I replied. As if on cue,
Mr. Bird shouted, “Mr. Hill!” and I turned around to give him one final
profanity-laden send off when I saw the most gorgeous creature I’d even seen in
my entire life walking up the police station steps.


She was blonde with pinup curves and was dressed
like something out of a fashion magazine. She looked like a goddamned movie
star and I was in love with her from the moment I first saw her. I walked away
from both the Burning Saints and Mr. Bird, without so much as a word, directly
toward the goddess who was currently ascending toward the building’s entrance.
She was holding a stack of file folders and looked focused as she quickly made
her way up the stairs.


“Excuse me, miss,” I said, gently stepping
in front of the bombshell beauty. She slipped me like a prize fighter and
continued her strident path upward. I remember having the distinct feeling that
if she could have walked directly through me, she would have.


I followed right behind and tried again,
“Excuse me, miss. I really don’t mean to be a bother, but—”


“Too late,” she replied without looking at
me or breaking stride.


“I don’t want you to think I’m some sort
of creep or something—”


“Too late,” she said again, this time
pouring on her perfect Georgia drawl.


“It’s just that you look like you work
here and I’m trying to find out where I need to go in order to collect my two
hundred dollars.”


Finally, the angel stopped, slowly turned,
looked directly at me and asked, “Was that a Monopoly joke?”


“Yes, it was,” I said with a smile, hoping
my witty charm would gain the affection of this enchantress.


“My boss is waiting for these files and
I’m technically very off the clock, despite leaving a date in order to bring
these documents to him, I know he’ll still find a reason to be angry with me
once I step foot in his office. So, although I have absolutely no interest in
talking with you, I also really don’t want to go inside that building either.
So, here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to use the next minute of my time
explaining something to you to serve as my own personal stall tactic.”


She was dressing me down with just the
perfect amount of southern charm and I wanted more. In fact, I wanted this
woman to boss me around for the rest of my natural days on earth. For some
reason I almost felt like she had the right to, as if we somehow already knew
each other, perfectly.


As she continued, I tried my hardest to study
every detail about her. If I somehow failed to win this woman’s heart, I wanted
to remember everything about her. If for no other reason than to have a
standard of perfection to measure all other women by.


“Your attempt at a Monopoly joke, while
well appreciated, was a failure in two ways.”


“I’m sorry, what?”


“I have older brothers and happen to be an
expert at Monopoly, so I was going to point out where your joke went sideways.”


The courthouse is just next door. I wonder
if it’s too early to ask this woman to marry me. That would be tricky since I
don’t even know her name.


“Excuse me ma’am but could I be so bold as
to ask you for your name?” 


She sighed before saying, “It’s Grace.”


“No, it’s not.”


“Excuse me?” Not Grace replied.


“Please don’t get me wrong ma’am, Grace is
a perfectly fine name and all. Quite beautiful, but not nearly beautiful enough
to describe such a treasure as yourself.”


Not Grace scowled. “I’m a treasure?”



“Indeed, you are. Something rare and
beautiful,” I said, turning up all the southern charm I could muster. 


“I suppose next you’ll tell me that I’m a
diamond?”


“No ma’am,” I stated flatly.


“Oh? Aren’t diamonds the most valuable?”


“A diamond is a lump of coal formed from
pressure and time, and that’s not you at all, is it? No, you are a new
treasure. A young beauty formed from grit and finesse. You, my darling are a
Pearl.”


I backed up a half step and extended my
hand, which, to my surprise, she took.


“Pleased to meet you Pearl, my name’s
Duke. Please continue,” I said with a slight bow, before reluctantly releasing
her hand from mine.


“As…as… I was saying, your Monopoly joke
was all wrong,” Pearl continued, clearly a little off guard.


“How’s that?” I asked.


“First of all, you don’t collect two
hundred dollars when you get out of jail. You get it when you pass GO.
Secondly, making a pass at a woman by admitting you just got out of jail might
not be the best way to start.”


“How am I doing now?” I asked.


“Looking like you just got out of
jail is strike two.”


“We’re playing by baseball rules, huh?
Good. That means I have one last chance before I strike out.”


“I’m afraid being in a motorcycle gang is
strike three, Easy Rider.”


“Okay, now it’s time for me to hip you to
a couple of things,” I said. “The guys in Easy Rider weren’t in a biker gang
and neither am I.”


“Who are those guys, then? Your sewing
circle?” Pearl pointed to the Burning Saints, all of whom had taken interest in
our conversation. Mr. Bird stood with the passenger door of his Lincoln swung
wide open as if there was any way in hell I was going with him. I didn’t blame
him for fearing my father’s wrath by going home empty handed and bloodless.


“I met those guys while temporarily
incarcerated due to a police error.”


“A police error?” Pearl asked.


“Yes ma’am. But the sheriff has apologized
and I’m free to go about my evening, which I was hoping you would join me in
enjoying.” 


“The sheriff apologized?”


“Yes ma’am.”


“To you?”


“Yes ma’am.”


“Sheriff Early?”


“Indeed.”


“Sheriff Don Early?”


I nodded. “The one and the same.”


“Okay, now I know you’re full of
malarkey.” 


“Malarkey?” I asked, unable to stifle a
laugh. “Miss Pearl, I’m sure you are one-hundred percent correct in your
assessment of my appearance. But I would sincerely like the opportunity to
accompany you to a Saturday evening on the town.”


“You did hear me say I left a date
to bring these files to my boss, right?”


“I did, but the guy sounds like a clod.
You’d have more fun with me, I promise.”


“How could you know that Chas is a clod? I
didn’t even bring him up.”


“But you’re not denying it. Plus, his name
is Chas. That’s a clod name.”


For the first time, I could see Pearl
fighting back a smile and I knew I had a shot. I also remember the distinct
feeling that we’d met before.


“Duke! We’re gonna head out to the impound
lot. You comin’?” Cutter called out.


“You go on, I’ll catch up,” I yelled back.


“I wouldn’t, if I were you,” Pearl said.


“Wouldn’t what?”


“Stick around on my account. I’m going
inside now, so you should probably leave with your friends.”


“Oh, they aren’t my friends. Not exactly,
anyway. Just some guys I met while enjoying the fine accommodations of your
lovely jail.”


“Regardless,” Pearl said. “I really must
be going and so should you.” She turned and started back up the stairs, giving
me a fantastic view of her ass, and it was without a doubt, the finest backside
I’d ever seen.


“Wait, you never answered my question,” I
called out to her.


“What question?” she asked without turning
around.


“Will you go out with me tonight?”


“Goodnight, Mr. Duke,” she said with a
wave before disappearing through the front doors of the building.


“I’m gonna marry that woman,” I said out loud
to no one, before double-timing it to catch up with the Burning Saints, ignoring
Mr. Bird’s pathetic cries of objection as I started off down the street.










 


CHAPTER FOUR


Pearl


 


“You’re late!” an all too familiar
voice bellowed from behind a battered green, government issue, metal desk. I
barely had time to shake off the brief but intense interaction with the ruggedly
handsome biker as I entered my boss’s office. I typically wasn’t drawn toward
the criminal element, but there was something about the man’s shaggy hair and
leathers that affected me in unexpected ways. I don’t know what possessed me to
give him the time of day, let alone talk to him in a such a familiar way.


“How can I be late, when I’m not even
supposed to be here tonight?” I asked, carefully placing the files squarely on top
of the desk.


“Law enforcement never sleeps. You know
that, Grace.”


“I wasn’t sleeping. I was on a date, and
you know that perfectly well,” I replied.


“I’m not sure I like that Waterford boy.
There’s something about him I don’t trust.”


“You don’t trust anyone, and besides, my
love life is none of your business.”


“Don’t say “love life” in front of your
father, missy. It’s disrespectful. And I’ll be the judge, jury, and blessed
executioner when it comes to who is and isn’t good enough for my little girl.”


“I’m not your little—”


“Don’t you sass me,” my father chided as
if I was still six years old and in pigtails, thus nullifying my objection
entirely.


“Yes, Daddy,” I replied in hopes of
avoiding any further conversation on this subject.


“Good, now since you’re here—”


“Did you even need these files?” I
interrupted. “Or was this just your way of calling me back into work. Or worse?
Did you do this to bust up my date with Chas?”


“Little lady—”


“Sheriff Early,” I interrupted, “while I
may be your daughter, I am a grown woman and an employee of Fulton County. I
would kindly request that you not take advantage of our familial relations regarding
my working hours. I expected to be treated like any other employee.”


“Like any other employee?”


“Yes, sir,” I replied.


“I would tell any other employee to do
exactly what I told them to do, exactly when I told them to do it, or go stand
in the unemployment line. And I would tell my daughter to tell her mother to
stop loaning her all those damned women’s liberation books!” My father’s face
turned beet red and the veins in his neck bulged under his overly-starched
shirt collar.


“Will there be anything else, sheriff
Early?” I asked with a smile, doing my best not to react to his blowup.


My father ran his hand down his face and
sighed heavily. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. Please sit down. I promise I won’t keep
you.” His face softened as he motioned to the chair opposite his. “I’ve been shorthanded
around here and I’m trying my best to cover as many shifts as I can myself. Greta’s
getting older and can’t put in the late hours like she used to. Besides, you’re
the only one who knows where anything is around this place. The truth is, Gracie,
I’m a bit lost when you’re not around.”


“I’m not going anywhere, Daddy,” I said
reassuringly, although I wasn’t sure which of the two of us, I was trying to
convince. As much as I loved my parents, I was ready to begin a life away from
my childhood home and the entire city of Atlanta. Everywhere I looked I saw
reminders of my childhood. Someone or something tied to my family’s legacy of
law enforcement. My brothers were both deputies, my dad was the Sherriff, as
was his father before him and so on. And although, my father may not have
expected me to be an officer, here I was with a degree in animal husbandry,
working as a part-time clerk for my father.


“Good, because I have plans for you in
this department.”


“Daddy, you know this is all temporary until
I can find work with a ranch.”


“You know who was in here tonight?” my
father asked, quickly changing the subject.


“Elvis Presley.” I answered.


“Don’t be silly, Grace,” my father chided
before continuing. “Do you remember the Hill boy? The one who received the
Purple Heart last year?”


My heart thumped violently in my chest and
butterflies formed a conga line in my stomach.


“Randall Hill?” I asked, trying my
best to mask any reaction, just like I always had. Randall Hill was the son of
Hayes Hill, one of the biggest cattle barons in the state. Our fathers would
hunt together when I was a kid and I had the biggest crush on Randall that you
could imagine. He was clean-cut, polite, and oh, so sweet. He was also the
cutest boy I’d ever seen. Cuter even than Ricky Nelson. At least I thought so.
Unfortunately, my plan to play it cool around him paid off a little too well,
as I was pretty sure he didn’t even know I existed.


“That’s right! Randall Hill. You always
did have a great memory.”


“What was he doing here? Is he a cop now?”
I asked, not surprised that a good kid like that would grow up to be a law man.


“No,” he laughed. “He was in lockup.”


“What for?” 


“He was in here with his biker gang.”


The butterflies in my stomach instantly
dropped to the floor. “What?”


“His old man called in a favor, so I
sprung him. I hated to do it because the kid was a real punk, but I owe his old
man, big time. I just let him go about ten minutes ago, but you should’ve seen
him. He had long hair and a moustache like some damned rock and roll star.”


“You don’t say?” My head was swimming. I
couldn’t believe the biker I’d met on the steps was the same boy from my first
and deepest crush. 


“Some war hero, I’ll bet his father is
just pleased as punch,” my father said, clearly pleased to have a moral ‘leg up’
on his longtime friend. 


“I really have to go, Daddy,” I said, and
stood to leave. “I’ll see you back at home.”


“Okay, princess. Tell your mother I should
be home by—” 


I slammed the office door behind me, made
my way past security and walked quickly to my car.










 


CHAPTER FIVE


Duke


 


I woke up unaware of the
time or my current location. For a moment, the unmistakable sound of men
snoring made me think I was in an army barracks somewhere, but the familiar
pain in my leg reminded me those days were behind me. As I opened my eyes, the
light stung them like holy water on a vampire which told me two things. It was
day time, and I was hungover.


“Shit,” I seethed as I struggled to read
my watch through my blurred vision. 


“Good morning, soldier,” Cutter said,
placing a strong-smelling cup of coffee on the floor next to where I lay.


“Where the hell am I?” I asked.


“You tell me, soldier boy. You chose our
accommodations last night,” Cutter replied.


I sat up and looked to find myself inside
what appeared to be a church basement. Posters containing the Serenity Prayer
and the twelve steps of Alcoholics Anonymous adorned the walls along with
pictures of Jesus that made him look more like the third long lost member of
Loggins and Messina than a Middle Eastern Jew. Cutter had clearly found the
coffee maker, but I was starting to think we should be looking for an exit.
Cutter must have read this on my face.


“Relax. The preacher already came downstairs
to find all us bears sleeping in his bed and eating his porridge.” 


“Oh, yeah? How’d he take that?”


“He was cool. He just asked that we clean
up and turn the lights off when we leave. To be honest, I think he was just
glad we weren’t here to rob the church.”


“Why are we here?” I asked, taking
a sip from the styrofoam cup.


“Since we were unable to sell our merchandise
last night, we were a little light on cash, so we sought accommodations within
this holy place.”


“My head feels like we had money to
drink.”


“That we did, Duke,” Warthog shouted
before passing out again.


“It was your idea to crash here, and a
fine idea it turned out to be,” Cutter said as I rose to my feet. “You’re a
standup guy and we’d love to have you prospect as a member of the Burning
Saints any time you’re interested.”


“I appreciate that,” I replied.


“Where you headed now?” he asked.


“I should probably be heading home to
Savannah, but I think I’ll stick around Atlanta for just a little while
longer.”


“That wouldn’t have anything to do with
that little southern belle you were talking to outside the police station last
night, would it?”


“My answer to that will depend on whether
or not she gives me the time day. If I can even find her again.”


Cutter laughed and we shook hands. “Well,
if Savannah is everything you say it is, we’d love to come check it out.”


“Anytime, brother. You’ve got my number.
Don’t be afraid to use it.”


“We owe you one for getting us outta jail.
I still don’t know how you managed that, but we’re in your debt.”


With that, I said goodbye to the other
conscious Burning Saints and headed out to my bike.


 


* * *


Pearl


 


After
church, I strolled along the downtown shops and cafes per my normal routine. As
much as I craved spontaneity, I was a creature of habit, and window shopping on
Sundays was part of that routine. My predictability was one of the reasons my
parents had such an easy time getting me to do what they wanted me to do. They
had to use little to no imagination when anticipating what my next move might
be. Academically, I threw them a little curveball by majoring in a field I was
passionate about, but so far, I’d managed to do absolutely bupkis with my
degree and wondered if my parents’ influence was slowly poisoning my chance at
an independent life.


I stopped in front of a bookstore and was
peering through the large display window when I heard a deep voice from behind.


“Good morning, Pearl.”


I spun around so quickly, I lost my
balance, but was steadied by Duke’s strong arms.


“Easy there. I didn’t mean to scare you.
Sorry ’bout that,” he said with a broad smile. “Do you remember me from last
night?”


“Of course, I do,” I said, shocked that he
was standing in front of me. “How did you find me?”


“I just sorta asked around. People around
here are very friendly. I started with the owner of the donut shop closest to
the station and he said you’d probably be at church with it being Sunday and
all. So, I went and got cleaned up at the YMCA and was coming down here to find
some new clothes when I spotted the very Pearl I was looking for.”


“I told you, my name is Gr—”


“Duke and Pearl. Pearl and Duke. It’s got
a ring to it. You’ve gotta admit.”


“Don’t you mean Randall?” I asked.


“How do you know my name?” he asked.


“You really don’t remember me, do you?” I
asked, studying his face.


“Of course, I do. We met last night, but
how—”


“We’ve known each other for a lot longer
than that, Randall. Much longer.”


He cocked his scruffy head to the side
while studying me, making him a dead ringer for a puppy in a pet store window.


“As a matter of fact, the last time I saw
you before last night, you’d had some sort of fight with my brothers over a
deer.”


I’d give just about anything for a time
machine and a camera so I could capture the look on Duke’s face at that very
moment. 


“You’re sheriff Early’s daughter? Sweet
baby Jesus.”


“I told you my daddy is in law enforcement.
My brothers too.”


“Of course, those monsters are cops,” he
hissed.


“You don’t remember me, but you remember
my brothers?” I asked.


“I remember your brothers because they’re
assholes, and a wise man taught me to never forget an asshole.”


“I’ll confess I seem to have the opposite
problem.”


“How so?”


“I remember you very clearly from when we
were kids but would have never picked you out of a police lineup today.”


“You remember me?” Duke asked with a grin
that made my insides melt.


“Fondly,” I replied. “I’ll admit I had a
bit of a crush on you when we were kids. I’m surprised you don’t recall me
following you around like some lovestruck puppy dog.” I giggled nervously.


Duke smiled, took my hands in his and in front
of God and everyone, got down on one knee.


“Marry me, Pearl.”


“Get up this very instant!” I whisper
shouted in hopes that not too many people had witnessed what had just happened.
“What in the world do you think you’re doing?”


“Isn’t it obvious that the universe is
bringing us together? I mean, what are the odds of us running into each other
like this after all these years? I’m serious, Pearl. I know I don’t look like I
have much to offer, but—”


“Stop talking and get inside now,” I said
sternly, swinging the bookstore door open and pointing inside. Duke did as he
was told, grinning through his mustache the entire time.


“Listen to me very carefully,” I whispered.
“I’m only going to ask you this one time. Are you a hippie?”


“A hippie?” He laughed.


“What I mean is, are you on marijuana?”
This made him laugh even louder, which garnered a snooty look from the clerk.


“We’re sorry,” I said to the clerk with a
wave before turning my attention back to Duke. “I am not going to marry you. I
haven’t even agreed to go on a date with you.”


“Let’s start there then,” Duke said
matter-of-factly. “Miss Pearl, would you please accompany me on an outing on
this fine Sunday afternoon?” Duke bowed like something straight out of a
Dickens novel and I couldn’t help but laugh. This boy could charm the pitchfork
off the Devil himself, and although I knew it, I wasn’t immune.


“An outing?” I asked, trying to appear
disinterested. 


“Have you ever seen the Georgia
countryside from the back of a Harley-Davidson motorcycle?”


“I think we both know the answer to that
question is no. I would also like to add that it’s not going to happen today.”


“Why not?” Duke asked.


I opened my mouth to answer him, but
nothing came out. Try as I might to come up with a reason I shouldn’t join him
for a ride, I was coming up blank. I heard my father’s voice loud and clear
telling me not to go, but it was at odds with my inner voice, which was
currently quiet and still. Lately all I’d been doing was fantasizing about
busting out of Atlanta and going on some wild adventure, and here I was too
scared to go on a measly motorcycle ride.


Before I knew it, I blurted out, “I’d love
to join you for a ride.”


Duke shook his head in amazement. “You
always change your mind so quickly?”


I thought about it for a moment and answered
with a confident, “Yes.”


“I wouldn’t have pegged you as the easily
swayed type.”


“I didn’t say I was a pushover. I simply
have no qualms about changing my mind when presented with the appropriate
argument.”


“Appropriate argument? I thought I was asking
you out on a date. I didn’t realize I was building a legal case.”


I sighed. “Duke, do you read the Bible?”


“Forget changing your mind, let’s talk about
how fast you change subjects,” Duke said.


“The Bible?” I asked again.


“I’ve been bored enough in a few hotel
rooms to thumb through it, but wouldn’t go so far as to say I’ve read
it.”


“Well, I have. All of it. And one of the
Ten Commandments…” I paused. “You’ve heard of the Ten Commandments, haven’t
you?”


“Saw the Chuck Heston movie,” Duke replied
with his usual grin.


I ignored his comment but secretly found
this playful banter to be utterly delicious. I’d never fought with a man like
this before. I’d been at war with my father and my brothers all my life, but
this wasn’t fighting like that. I knew that secretly Duke and I were trying to
get to the same place, and the tension of getting there without directly saying
so was making me ache in ways I’d never felt. I suppose this was flirting, and
it had never occurred to me that I’d never done it before.


I did my best to keep a poker face and
continued, “One of the Ten Commandments, ‘Thou shalt not lie,’ is one I try
very hard to keep. So, I want to be honest with you.”


“Please do.”


“I’m not sure if you’re an answer to
prayer or an object of temptation, but something inside of me needs to find
out.”


 


 









 










CHAPTER SIX


Duke


 


We’d been on the road for
about three hours when we reached the town of Dublin. For someone who’d never
been on the back of a bike before, Pearl was a natural. I checked in with her
at very pit stop, but the more road we put between us and Atlanta, the more she
wanted to ride on.  


“How ’bout we stop here for the night and
continue on in the morning?” I asked as I gassed up my bike.”


“I can’t do that, I have to be at work in
the morning. Besides, where would we stay?”


“There’s a place we can get a room right
there,” I said, motioning to the Peach Tree Motel.


“You expect me to share a motel room with
a man I hardly know? Are you trying to ruin my reputation?”


“If you would marry me, there’d be nothing
scandalous about it,” I replied.


“Are you actually proposing to me… again?
At a gas station?”


“I’m going to keep asking until you say
yes.”


“Let’s just stick to the subject at hand,
shall we?”


“Fine. I say it’s a night at Dublin’s
finest gas station adjacent motel, and then on to Savannah in the morning.”


“Who said anything about going to
Savannah?”


“You got your degree in Animal Husbandry,
right?” I asked.


“How on Earth did you know that?”


“I told you. The donut shop guy was very
friendly, especially after I bought two dozen jelly-filled from him.”


“You ate all of those?”


I laughed. “For the guys at the firehouse
next to the Y.”


“You were a busy bee this morning.”


“I was a soldier on a mission, but in the
end, the universe delivered you right to me in front of that bookstore.”


“You are a hippie,” Pearl said with
a laugh. “Do you honestly believe the universe is trying to bring us together?”


“Absolutely.”


“But why, and what does that even mean?”


“You believe in God, right?” I asked.


“Of course,” she replied.


“And you believe he has a plan for your
life?”


“I suppose so, yes.”


“Well, I don’t know what I believe, but I
swear to you that the moment I saw you on those steps, I knew we were meant to
be together.”


“Even if I believed you, what’s that got
to do with Savannah?”


“There’s a place I want to show you. A
place, given your degree, I think will interest you quite a bit. Stay with me
here tonight, and I’ll take you there tomorrow.”


“But, my father…the station.”


“Play hooky,” I said.


Pearl was drinking a strawberry soda from
a glass bottle through a straw and I’ll never forget the look in her eyes as
she mulled over my suggestion. Her tongue flicking the end of the straw as she
thought.


She finally broke her silence with
something I didn’t quite expect. “I won’t have sex with a man before I’m
married.”


“What about a woman?” I teased.


“I’m serious, Duke. If I agree to stay with
you tonight, you need to know that I’m not agreeing to sleep with you. We’ll be
staying in separate rooms and that’s non-negotiable.”


“Shall we shake on it?” I asked, before
returning the nozzle to the pump and wiping my hands clean with my bandana.


Pearl extended her hand and I pulled her
in for a kiss. She dropped her soda, which shattered on the pavement before
throwing her arms around me.


* * *


Pearl


 


“We’re
plum sold out,” the front desk clerk said. “I got one room left with a double
bed, but that’s it.”


“How is that possible?” I asked.


“Annual clown convention,” he answered
dryly.


“We’ll take it,” Duke said, and handed the
man a ten-dollar bill. 


I shuddered. “I hate clowns.”


“Then you better stay in your room,” the
clerk said, sliding Duke a key.


“Come on, baby,” Duke said, and led me to
room nine.


“I can’t do this,” I whispered.


“Shit, you’re that freaked out by clowns?”


“Not that. I mean, yes, I’m terrified by
clowns, but I mean, this. Sleeping in your room alone with you.”


He faced me, cupping my face. “No one
knows who you are, Pearl. We’re gonna sleep, then head out early, okay? I won’t
do anything you don’t want me to do.”


“That’s not entirely the problem,” I admitted
as he pushed open the door and waited for me to precede him.


“Then what is?”


I bit my lip and faced him. “I need you to
promise me you won’t do anything, even if I beg.”


“Jesus,” he hissed, closing and locking the
door and then pulling me into his arms.


I gripped his leather vest and held on as
he kissed me, his hands skimming the underside of my breasts and making me
shiver. Unable to stop myself, I slid my hands under his shirt and flattened my
palms against his back. I could feel his muscles ripple as he lifted me and
settled me on the bed. 


He pulled off his vest and shirt and I
licked my lips at the sight of his muscular chest. He had a little bit of hair
between his pecs, but otherwise, he was bare, and he was very tan.


Grinning, he leaned over me and kissed me
again, his hand going to my breast and squeezing gently. I whimpered, slipping
my hands into his hair. 


“Duke,” I panted between kisses. “Please.”


He groaned, breaking our connection and
stretching out on the bed, pulling me against him. “If you do that again, I
can’t promise I’ll stop next time, so this is your one warning.”


“Okay,” I whispered, and snuggled close to
him.










 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


Duke


 


I pulled Pearl against me and
her hand went to the tuft of hair on my otherwise bare chest.


“I thought you’d have more hair on your
chest,” she said smiling up at me.


“What? Like that Burt Reynolds guy?” I
chuckled. 


“How would I know what Burt Reynolds’s
chest looks like?” she asked innocently.


“Don’t play the good girl with me,” I
replied. “We both know you’ve seen plenty of that guy. He takes his shirt off every
chance he gets, and he showed a hell of a lot more in that magazine a few
months back.”


“I’m sure I have no idea what you’re
talking about.”


“I know, I know. You’re as wholesome as
they come. Well, I’m not sure you’re missing out on much.”


“What, Burt Reynolds isn’t your type?”
Pearl teased.


“When I got back from Vietnam, everyone
was talking about his latest movie. You know, the one where him and his buddies
get roughed up by a bunch of hillbillies.”


Pearl shrugged.


“Anyway. I went to go see this movie
because it was about guys in the wilderness, but I ended up walking out.”


“The movie wasn’t any good huh?”


“I dunno. I’m sure it was fine. I’m not
really a film critic,” I replied.


“Then why’d you leave the theater?”


I rolled over to face her. The soft light
from the lamp on the dresser created a halo effect around her blonde hair and I
couldn’t stop myself from running my fingers through it. “I can’t tell if
you’re really as innocent as you let on, or if this is all some sort of put
on.”


“What?” Pearl asked, with what sounded
like a tinge of hurt in her voice.


“You asked about my leg earlier, and about
coming home,” I said.


“Yes?”


“Well, I’d like to talk to you about…well,
about everything really. But I’m not sure you really want my dirty boots tracking
mud and blood all throughout your sparkling clean house.”


“I told you my father is in law
enforcement, didn’t I?” Pearl said sternly.


“A detail I’m trying to block out,” I
replied.


“I’ve seen and heard some pretty awful
things, Duke. You’re safe to share whatever you’d like with me.”


At that moment I could see that Pearl was
both sweet and innocent, but tough as she needed to be. With every passing
moment of discovery, I was falling deeper and deeper in love with this woman.
She should have been barely more than a stranger and yet I felt as if I’d known
her all my life.


“I left the movie early because at one
point in the film, one of Burt’s buddies is tied up and some good ol’ boys have
their way with him. They’re fixin’ to do the same with all of them, but guns
are drawn, and… you can imagine the rest.”


“Sounds charming,” Pearl said. “But I’m
surprised that type of movie would bother you so much. I’m sure you’ve seen much
worse during war.” Pearl’s hand shot to her mouth. “I’m sorry, that sounded
horrible. What you must have gone through while in the Army is none of my bus—”


I stopped her from apologizing further.
“No, you’re right. Dead right, as a matter-of-fact. The reason I walked out is
because I’d seen much worse during the war, I didn’t want to be reminded of
it.”


“I’m sorry,” Pearl said softly.


“Don’t you ever apologize for something
that someone else did. You hear me?” I leaned in and covered her mouth with
mine, wrapping my arm around her and rolling her back onto my chest before
continuing, “That movie brought back my most painful memories of Vietnam, and
more importantly, reminded me why I’m back home when so many of my buddies are
still there.”


“I heard you were wounded and awarded the
Purple Heart.”


“Where’d you hear that?”


“Your family is kind of a big deal in
Georgia. Just because I’m not in Savannah, doesn’t mean I don’t get my fair
share of local news, especially when it comes to war heroes.”


“I’m not a hero,” I said gruffly and felt
Pearl’s body stiffen. “I’m sorry, I just don’t like it when people call me that
is all.”


“But you were wounded in battle.”


“I was wounded before battle,” I
corrected.


“What do you mean?”


“The bullet that tore through my leg
wasn’t fired from a VC rifle,” I said.


“Then who shot you?”


“Corporal James Stover.”


“One of ours?” Pearl gasped. “You mean it
was friendly fire?”


“Nothin’ friendly about a man pointing a
gun at you and firing.”


“He shot you on purpose?”


“I was a specialist and Stover had just
been promoted to Corporal, which meant he outranked me. We were both enlisted
men and had gone through basic training together, so I knew him pretty well. He
was a “go getter” with career military goals and was a great soldier, for the
most part, but war had changed him.”


“What do you mean?”


“Sometimes combat can twist a good man up ’til
he don’t even know right from wrong anymore. Killing changes people, and some
men handle that change better than others. Stover didn’t handle it too well...”
My words trailed off and I paused, deciding on whether or not to continue my
story.


“What did he do?” Pearl asked.


I suppose I’d always known I’d have to
talk about all of this someday, but why here and now was beyond me. Even more
so, why with Pearl. A woman I’d known for only a matter of hours.


“Our unit was sent to Loc Ninh, near the
Cambodian border, for what was to be a battle of blood and shit. I lost more
friends that week than any other and I wasn’t even there to help them fight.
Stover’s bullet made sure I was on the first Huey out of there just as the shit
started coming down.”


“Why did he shoot you?”


“On the road leading into camp, Stover and
two other soldiers found a young Vietnamese girl whose entire village had been
wiped out by the VC. She was scared, malnourished and caked in the dried blood
of her family.”


“That poor thing,” Pearl said sadly.


“Yeah, well, that was just the start of
her troubles, because rather than take her to medical, Stover and his thugs thought
it would be a good idea to take her out to the jungle and rape her.”


“Oh, my Lord. No,” Pearl said in a panic,
her eyes filling with tears.


“Don’t worry. They never got the chance. I
saw the three of them disappear into the thick brush and followed them
carefully. By the time I caught up with them, they had gagged the girl,
stripped her naked and tied her to a fallen tree.”


“How could they?” Pearl asked through
sobs.


“One of the men, Private Adams, had his
pants down and Corporal Stover was goading him on to do unspeakable things to
this poor girl.” She stiffened beside me, but I continued, “The butt of my
M16’s stock to the side of his head convinced him to do otherwise. Mainly lay
on the ground and bleed. The second soldier, who I never got a good look at,
bolted through the trees. I ran to the girl and Stover pulled his side arm on
me.”


She let out a quiet gasp, hugging me
tighter.


“Do you want me to stop?” I asked.


“No. Say what you need to say. I’m here,”
she whispered.


“At first, Stover tried to pull rank, but
I was having none of that shit. The Army could toss me in the brig for life for
insubordination. There was no way in hell I was going to let this animal get
away with rape.”


She nodded, kissing my chest.


“He tried a bribe, and when that failed,
he shot me through the right thigh, which shattered my femur, nicked an artery
and shredded my abductor muscle. Stover left me there to bleed to death in the
jungle but in the end the joke was on him.”


“How?”


“Moments after Stover took off, the base
was pelted by a barrage of VC mortar fire that would last for days. Turns out,
one of those mortars had Stover’s name on it.”


“How did you survive?”


“Private Garner, a young soldier from
Wisconsin heard Stover’s shots and came to investigate. He found me and called
for the medics who took care of both me and the girl.”


“Whatever happened to her?”


“I have no idea. The next thing I knew, I
was being released from medical and shipped back home. It wasn’t until several
months later that I became privy to the official report, which claimed I was
shot by enemy fire in the early part of the battle. Then came the Purple Heart
and the attention and I just couldn’t take any more. I quit the army, bought a bike
and have been riding through the South ever since.”


“And you never told anyone about Stover?”


“I never saw an upside to reporting it.
Stover and Adams were both killed in the war, and I have no idea who the third
man was. Besides, bringing this all to light would only make the Army look bad,
and my brothers don’t need this country to hate them any more than they already
do. I thought it best to shut up, be their poster boy for the moment, and then
fade away.”


“Don’t you mean, ride off into the
sunset?”


“I told you, Pearl, I’m no hero.”


“I think that innocent Vietnamese girl
would disagree with you.”


I could see she was losing her battle with
sleep and I smiled, kissing her gently. “Maybe so. Sleep, Pearl. We’ll talk
more tomorrow.”


Hearing her quiet snore, I smiled. Nothing
felt better than her in my arms.










 


 


CHAPTER EIGHT


Pearl


 


The next morning, we hit the road
early, stopping only a few times for gas and food. Duke was quiet for most of
the trip. Not distant, per se, but clearly lost in thought at times. 


We finally arrived at a large commercial
farm which bore the Hill Cattle company logo. We drove through a windy narrow
trail leading to the rear of the property, when Duke stopped his bike and cut
the engine.


“This is where you wanted to bring me?”


“You sound surprised. You are aware that
my family is in the cattle business, are you not?”


“Of course I am. It’s just, from the way
you’ve talked about your father, I figured this is the last place you’d want to
be.”


“It is, but like I said, I want to show
you something. Besides, I doubt we’ll run into him. He’s more likely to be in a
boardroom somewhere than out with the cattle.”


We got off the bike and he led me to what
looked like private stables.


“This is just about the only thing I love
about this place,” he said as we reached the entrance. Inside were six exquisite
horses. Two stallions and four mares. “My father wants me to take over the
cattle business when he retires, but that’s not what I want. My dream is to
build the finest horse breeding program in the state.”


My eyes widened and I felt a little short
of breath. 


“Don’t you see what I’m saying now? Do you
really think it’s a coincidence that my dream for this ranch and your training
in breeding just so happen to match perfectly? That it’s just chance that I was
your childhood crush and we bumped into each other out of the blue? Neither of
us were even supposed to be on those steps last night. Call it God, Karma or
luck of the Irish. I don’t care. We are meant to be together, Pearl. You and I
are supposed to build a life right here. I can feel it.”


“This is crazy, Duke. And not at all how
life is supposed to go,” I said, tears welling up in my eyes.


“Let me show you one more thing,” Duke
said and led me to a clearing behind the stables where there stood a single oak
tree. “My grandfather planted this tree for my grandmother on the day they were
married.”


“That’s so sweet,” Pearl said.


“It’s more than sweet, it’s a symbol of a
man’s love for a woman and the life he’d envisioned for them. I can’t explain
why, but when I look at you, I see my future even more clearly than my past. I
see you and me sitting at a picnic table right over there when we’re old. I see
horses, and hard, long days of working them. I see a home filled with laughter
and love, but most of all, I see your face.”


The tears flowed freely down Pearl’s face,
and once again I got down on one knee. Once again, I asked Pearl to be my
bride, and this time she said, “Yes.”


 


 










 


CHAPTER NINE


Pearl


 


Holy moly, I was married. To a
man I barely knew. But what a man he was. 


Georgia doesn’t require blood tests to get
married, so thirty dollars and a trip to the Dublin courthouse later, Duke and
I were officially man and wife. No family to interfere, no friends butting in,
just a man that I barely knew and yet trusted completely. For our wedding
night, Duke booked us a beautiful hotel suite in Savannah, and I had all my
belongings packed in the brand-new Samsonite suitcase Nana had bought me for my
birthday. She’d said she wanted me to travel and explore the world, and I felt
a pang of guilt because I was pretty sure it didn’t mean marry a man I’d met
four-and-half days ago, but I glanced at Duke and all my worries disappeared.


“Are you sure this place isn’t too expensive?”
I asked.


Duke chuckled. “I may be the black sheep
of the family, and my father may be pissed at me, but I’m not cut off or
anything,” he said.


Until that moment, I honestly hadn’t
thought about whether or not Duke had money, but I suppose it was nice not
having to worry about that. The state of my “virtue” was another matter.


“You okay?” Duke asked, clearly sensing my
fear.


I nodded. “Just a little nervous.”


“I’m gonna take care of you, sweetheart.
Don’t be nervous.”


I licked my lips. “Okay.”


“You know how this all works?”


“I did study animal husbandry.” I
blushed and lowered my eyes. “And I’ve seen horses breed.”


“Jesus Christ, you’re beautiful.”


“Because I’ve seen horses breed?” I asked.


He chuckled, sliding my floppy hat off my
head and throwing it on the bed. 


“No hats on the bed!” I exclaimed.


“What?”


“It’s bad luck.”


“Oh, boy. My wife is a superstitious Bible
thumper,” Duke teased.


“Hey, you’re stuck with me forever.”


“Gladly.”


He stroked my cheek then unbuttoned my
dress, slipping it over my shoulders and letting it pool on the floor. I
shivered as I stood before him in my underwear and knee-high boots, and crossed
my arms over my breasts, but he frowned and tugged them down.


“Don’t ever hide yourself from me,” he
ordered gently. “You are beautiful. More beautiful than anyone I’ve ever seen,
and I’m gonna show you how much I appreciate you in a minute, but for now,
don’t hide yourself.”


I bit my lip and nodded. “Okay.”


He slid my bra straps down my arms and my
nipples hardened as he unsnapped it and dropped it on top of my dress. 


“Duke?” I whispered.


“Yeah, baby?”


I closed my eyes and shook my head.
“Nothing.”


“Show me your eyes, Pearl.”


It took me a second to get up the courage,
but then I was staring into his eyes as he smiled gently. I instantly relaxed.
I trusted this man. With everything I had. 


“Better?”


I nodded and he knelt before me, unzipping
one boot then the other, standing again and helping me slide them off. 


Kissing me, he pulled me against his fully
clothed body and I wrapped my arms around his neck. He smelled like tobacco and
leather and mint from the gum he’d been chewing earlier, and I melted against
him as he lifted me onto the bed. 


Hovering over me, he ran his thumb over my
lower lip. “If you feel uncomfortable or scared, you tell me. I’ll stop.”


I nodded. “Okay, Duke.”


He kissed my neck and his moustache
tickled me, causing goosebumps to form on my skin as he moved down my body. I
let out a quiet squeak when his mouth sucked on one of my nipples gently and I
wove my fingers into his hair. Oh, my word, it felt incredible.


He continued to move downward and when he
reached the apex of my thighs, I stiffened.


“Open for me, Pearl.”


“You’re…you’re going to…?”


“Yeah, baby, I’m going to taste you.”


“You can’t.”


“I can’t?” Duke smiled. “How come?”


“It’s…naughty.”


“Which is my absolute favorite thing,
baby.” He slipped his hand under the waistband of my panties and ran a finger
over my private area. 


I whimpered, a sudden need forming in me
I’d never experienced before. Suddenly, my panties were off and I was
completely exposed, then his mouth was on me and I cried out as he ran his tongue
through my very wet folds.


He pressed a finger inside of me, sweeping
my walls and I gripped the bedding, fisting it in my hands as he moved in and
out, in and out. 


“Oh!” I squeaked.


“That’s right, baby, let your body tell
you what it wants.”


“Is this normal?” I panted out.


“Yeah, honey, it’s normal.” 


His finger moved faster and faster, and he
pressed a thumb on a spot that made my brain feel like fireworks were going off
and then my body shook, and a warm thrill shot up my spine. “Oh!”


Before I could fully enjoy whatever, this
was, Duke removed his clothes and I was suddenly petrified. “No.”


“No?”


“There is no way that’s going to fit!” I
tried to do a crab crawl away from him, but he just chuckled, tugging me back
to him.


“Trust me. I’ll be gentle.”


I forced myself to relax and he hovered
over me again, kissing me gently. He ran his tongue over my collarbone and then
slid his hand between my legs and palmed me until I started to grind against
him. 


“That’s right, baby,” he whispered, and
then something very large pressed inside of me.


“Duke,” I whispered, scared of his size.


“Am I hurting you?”


I shook my head.


“It’s the fear of the unknown that has you
nervous, baby. Let your body relax and do what it was made to do.” He pressed
in a little further and I gripped his arms. “Too much?”


I shook my head and he went deeper.


“It’s gonna hurt here in a second,” he
warned, and thrust deep.


The tearing of my innocence stung, and he
kissed me, muffling my cry with his mouth. 


“I’m so sorry, beautiful. That’s the worst
part.”


Staying completely still, he rolled a
nipple into a tight peak, and kissed me again, letting my body get used to his
invasion as he worked it back into an erotic frenzy. Before I knew it, my hips
were arching into him and then he was moving. Slowly at first, and then faster,
until I was no longer scared, I was simply feeling. All of him. And it was
magnificent.


He let out a grunt and then collapsed on
top of me, rolling us onto our sides and pulling me into his arms. “How ya
doin’?”


“I’m not sure,” I confessed.


He kissed me again and slid off the bed.
“I’ll be right back.”


He returned with a washcloth and settled
the warmth between my legs. This had me blushing all over again and he stroked
my cheek. “Don’t be embarrassed.”


“No one has ever touched me like that.”


“I like that, Pearl. I like that you’re
only mine. I’ll never take that for granted, and I’ll always take care of you.”


“I’m going to hold you to that, Duke.”


“Wouldn’t expect anything less.” He
stroked my cheek. “This is just the beginning of our perfect life. You know
that, right?”


“If it’s with you, yes.”


“Always with me, Pearl. Always.”


He doted on me for the rest of the night
and I was sure the tenderness he showed was an indication of what was to come,
and I couldn’t wait to make a life with him.


Forever.
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Viper


By Lilly Atlas










 


Chapter One


 


1985
Burien, Washington


 


He
was a legacy.


The makings of the Devil’s Tribe Motorcycle
Club literally coursed through his blood. Started by his great grandpop back in
nineteen thirty-one, every man in his bloodline had their chance to lead the club.
Right now, his pops ran the show. The old man had been president for the past
ten years, give or take.


As long as he didn’t fuck up and land his
ass behind bars, Viper’s shot at top dog would come. He’d head up the rough and
raw group of men he’d idolized since the first time his diapered ass rode on a
motorcycle. Rumor had it, his old man had made a trip into town with a
ten-month-old baby Viper strapped to his back, ignoring the blue streak his mother
had cussed from the porch. Young Viper had laughed and squealed the entire
ride, solidifying his place in the pack.


Or so the story went.


Being heir to the throne might mean he’d
be the prez one day, but as a prospect, it hadn’t meant shit. No one cared who
or what he was. He’d suffered like all prospects before him. He’d had to prove
himself and his loyalty like all the others if he’d wanted to receive that
patch.


And he’d wanted it more than anything.


Finally, last night, he’d earned it. Best
moment of his life. Proudest for his pops too.


But, right now? Well, now he wanted to take
his rifle and mow down each and every man he’d considered a brother until five
minutes ago.


Shit could change in a fucking instant.


Even the core of what made Viper a man wasn’t
safe from the universe’s fuckery.


“So, this is really fucking happening?”
Sarge, the other brand spanking new patched member, muttered under his breath.
“We got a problem, brother. I sure as fuck didn’t sign on for this shit.”


Less than twenty-four hours ago, after
thirteen months of abuse and scut work, both Viper and Sarge received their
official patches. At twenty-eight, Sarge had a few years on Viper’s twenty-one.
The guy served time in the Army, discharging at the rank of Sergeant, hence the
nickname. They’d prospected together, and forged a bond, toughing out the torture
the brothers loved to dish out.


“Shut the fuck up,” Viper whispered back,
his gaze fixated on the rusted-out van starting up the long dirt road that led
to the shack owned by the DT’s. His entire life, he’d been told the rundown
two-room abode was a safehouse of sorts. Used by guys looking to lay low for a
while.


The truth was entirely different than that
bullshit.


“You telling me you ain’t freaking the
fuck out, V?” Sarge spoke out of the side of his mouth, so low Viper had to
strain to hear him. To the others, it’d look like the two were merely standing
guard, waiting for the van to arrive. “Come on, man, we got tight over the last
year. You told me all about your high school sweetheart. You cannot be okay
with this shit.”


Viper’s stomach clenched as it always did
when Vanessa was mentioned, which wasn’t much anymore, but it still happened on
occasion. They’d been young, stupid, and head over fucking heels wild for each
other. Double V, as everyone nicknamed them. In their youthful ignorance,
they’d made plans to marry the summer after high school graduation.


A week before school let out, Vanessa was
raped. Brutally raped. A random act of senseless violence, or so the useless
pigs claimed. The assault destroyed a beautiful and vibrant girl. No matter
what Viper did, and he tried every fucking tactic he could think of, he
couldn’t drag her out of the dark pit her mind descended into. She’d become so
consumed by the trauma, she committed suicide three months after it happened.


So, no he wasn’t fucking okay with this.
Truth was, he was okay with a lot of illegal and even amoral shit, but this was
not one of those things.


“Shit, brother, you know I’m not fucking
on board with this.” He kept his voice a notch above a whisper. Nudging his
chin toward their president, vice president, and enforcer, he said, “They’ll
have your ass if they catch wind of what you’re saying, though.”


Sarge scratched the side of his
clean-shaven head. The guy had been cue-balling it ever since some skirt he’d been
chasing told him she had a thing for bald men. “So you’re just gonna let this
play out?”


Was he? Could he live with himself?


Viper ran a hand across his unshaven chin.
“Fuck,” he mumbled. “How did we not know about this? Can’t believe they managed
to keep the fact they’re trafficking women a secret from us for an entire
year.”


“Too risky when we were just prospects,”
Sarge responded. “Now that we’re patched in, we’re committed. No choice but to
be loyal. Well, I guess we could choose to die.” He snorted out a soft laugh.


“Goddammit.” Never in a million years had
Viper imagined his dream turning into a shit-pile.


“We gotta do something, V,” Sarge said.
The guy’s moral code was looser than a whore’s twat. If he had a problem with
this, the situation was pretty fucking bad.


“Can’t do shit right now, brother,” Viper
said as the van rolled to a stop. “Meet me at my place when this is done. We’ll
come up with a plan.”


The club had its fingers in just about
every illegal pot in three counties. Drugs, guns, money laundering, even prostitution.
They owned two cat houses full of women selling themselves on a daily basis.
Viper never so much as blinked at any of it. Difference was, each and every one
of those women came to the club willingly looking to work.


This shit? The chick supposedly in the back
of the van? Yeah, she was being sold to the highest bidder and Viper was pretty
fucking sure she didn’t want to be.


 A short, stout man with a cheap rug
and a stash that rivaled a seventies porn star climbed down from the driver’s
side of the van. He walked with an exaggerated swagger befitting a cocky
teenager trying to hang with the men. With the gold chains and tuft of chest
hair peeking from the collar of his shirt, the man was practically a cartoon
pimp.


“Hey, Fox. Long time no see.” The man
greeted Viper’s father with a limp handshake.


“Yeah, sorry about that, Wayne. Had a cop
sniffing around for a few months. Had to lay low with this shit,” Fox replied.
His shoulder-length hair had gone gray a few years ago, but even at fifty, Fox
managed to maintain a hard and intimidating physique.


Wayne played with the longest of his
necklaces. “Heard about that. Glad it’s all cleared up.” He sent a smarmy smile
Fox’s way. “Got you a beaut this time, boys. Rich little princess. Virgin too.”
He whistled. “She’ll be fun as shit for your buyer to break.”


Vipers stomach turned as his father, and
the rest of his cronies laughed. Viper grew up in the club. Not a single day
went by where he wasn’t at the clubhouse for some reason or another. He’d spent
thousands of hours around the men. From the time he was twelve, he’d caught
snippets of club business he never should have been privy to. Never once, did
anyone let slip that they trafficked women.


“This is fucked,” Sarge muttered, cracking
his knuckles.


“Keep it in check, brother,” Viper
whispered back. “We can’t do shit right now. Save it for later.”


“Bring her on out,” Fox said. “My guy is looking
for something real specific. I’ll check out the goods. She passes muster, we’ll
pay.”


Wayne’s beady eyes lit up. The
motherfucker was practically salivating. Whoever the unlucky lady was, she must
be going for a mint.


Viper and Sarge stood about fifteen feet
from the van, arms crossed, taking it all in. They’d been invited along as extra
security on a “sensitive transaction.” Viper hadn’t thought twice about it. He
trusted his new brothers implicitly.


Or he had. Until he realized his old man
was involved in the one criminal act Viper couldn’t stomach. Hardest part to
swallow was that Fox fucking knew what happened to Vanessa and what it did to
Viper. He fucking knew Viper would never go for this shit.


As though knowing he was in Viper’s thoughts,
Fox turned his way. Viper shoved down the newfound hatred for his father and
gave the man a nod. A false show of support.


Fox grinned. He was proud as fuck of his
son for approving of the buying and selling of women.


Fuck.


Wayne fished a keyring out of his pocket.
The thing made him look like an apartment super. After sifting through about
thirty keys, he stuck one in the lock on the back door of the van and twisted.
After pulling the heavy door open, he climbed in.


Despite the near freezing temperature,
sweat beaded across Viper’s forehead. He idly wiped it away. With each second
that ticked by, tension coiled tighter. Where the fuck was she?


After a few more seconds, Wayne hopped out
of the truck with what could only be described as a leash in his hand. He
paused, then reached out and roughly grabbed ahold of a woman. After yanking
her out of the van, he shoved her toward Fox.


She wobbled then fell to her knees at
Fox’s feet.


Viper’s father arched his back, and let
out a loud booming laugh that had Viper’s fists clenching. “Appreciate the
sentiment, darlin’, but I’m not the one you’ll be on your knees for.” Struggling
to rise, she shivered. Viper swore he could hear her teeth chatter. When she
rose to her full height, which couldn’t be more than five foot five, Viper let
his gaze scan her body. Clad in nothing but bikini panties and a bra, it was no
wonder she was so fucking cold. Bruises marred her upper arms, and her
amber-brown hair was a tangled mess, as though she’d been struggling for hours.
A leather collar ringed her neck, attached to the leash Wayne controlled.
Despite the dirt and bruising, it was clear the woman had a body made for long
sleepless nights of passion.


Sarge moved, as though he was going to
charge forward and take Fox out. Viper shot his hand out and caught his
brother’s arm before the idiot got them both killed.


“Rein it the fuck in,” he rumbled so low
no one would hear.


“Shit. Sorry. I’m cool,” Sarge muttered
back, rubbing his hand over his head. “Just…”


“Get it, brother. I really do.”


Sarge nodded and scanned the area around
them.


Viper should be doing the same, but at that
moment, the woman lifted her head, and he couldn’t do a damn thing but stare at
her. Green eyes, full of defiance stared up at his father. Even with black tear
tracks marking her cheeks, and her caramel-colored hair a rat’s nest, she was
the most gorgeous woman he’d ever seen. With that face and that body, it was no
wonder some sick fuck was willing to pay big bucks for her.


Viper felt a stirring below the belt.
Shit, he was just as sick as the fucker who’d purchased her.


“Hmm,” Fox hummed, the sly grin he was
named for curling his mouth. “Not bad, Wayne. Pretty much exactly what I asked
for.” He reached out grabbed the woman’s breasts. She jerked back, but with her
hands bound, wasn’t able to end the unwanted fondling. Tears spilled down her
cheeks, and she trembled, but held her head high and toughed it out.


She was strong.


Viper growled, he couldn’t help it.
Watching his father paw the unwilling woman was making him rabid.


Sarge’s elbow connected with his gut.


Fuck, he’d been too loud.


Fox shot him a look then laughed. “See something
you want, Viper, my boy? Sorry, this one’s not for the taking. At least not by
you.” He stepped back and stared at her. “She is your type though, ain’t she?
Don’t worry, I’m sure we’ll find you one just like her for the night.”


Viper grunted in response. He didn’t trust
himself to speak. Not without calling his father out on being a rapist piece of
shit.


“Excellent find, as usual, Wayne,” Fox
said as he handed the slimy bastard a thick envelope. “There’s a little
something extra in there for you. I know this one was hard to get.”


Wayne’s smirk was more snake-like than
Viper’s name. “Always good doing business with the Tribe,” he said as he took
the envelope. As though this routine was rote, which Viper supposed it was,
Wayne gave Fox a two-finger salute, slammed the back door of the van, then
climbed in the driver’s seat. Without another word, he was off, leaving the
victimized woman alone with five bikers.


Fox rubbed his palms together, then blew
into his cupped hands. “Fuck, it’s cold.” He chuckled. “You’d know, wouldn’t you,
girly? “Legs,” he said to the club’s enforcer, a muscle head with quads the
size of tree trunks. “Take her in, chain her to the bed. Her buyer is flying in
on Tuesday to pick her up, so she’ll be our guest until then.” He narrowed his
eyes. “Hands off, okay? Or at least keep them on the outside of her body. The
buyer was very specific. Rich, twenty-one, virgin, green eyes. Ain’t risking
the two hundred grand pay off cuz your dick’s twitching. Get me?”


Two hundred thousand dollars? Beside him, Sarge
whistled.


“Got it, boss.” Legs bent down and picked
up the lead Wayne had dropped. “Let’s go, bitch.” He yanked the rope, jerking
her forward, chuckling at her yelp of pain.


Viper growled again. This time Fox missed it,
but the girl didn’t. For just three seconds, before she started for the shack,
her gaze collided with Vipers.


It was like a punch to the gut and a
stroke to the dick all at the same time.


Terrified, but absolutely stunning green
eyes stared into his as though pleading for mercy. He clenched his teeth so
hard his jaw screamed for relief. Steeling his expression, Viper returned her
stare with a hardened, impassive one.


The tiny flare of hope his growl must have
sparked died, and her shoulders slumped in defeat. Another tug on the rope had
her jerking, and following Legs into the ramshackle house.


Viper wanted nothing more than to rush
forward, grab the girl, and toss her on the back of his bike. But they wouldn’t
make it two miles before Fox had the whole club hunting their asses.


He settled for trying to send her a
telepathic message


Hang tight, baby. Viper’s coming for you.










 


Chapter Two


 


No
matter how tightly Cassandra huddled into herself or how vigorously she rubbed
her arms and legs, she couldn’t warm up. The house wasn’t frigid, at least not
compared to outside, but it certainly wasn’t toasty. And after what had to be
nearly a day of being unclothed, she was chilled to the bone.


Not that these men cared about something
as trivial as her comfort. No, most kidnappers weren’t overly concerned with
their captives’ contentment.


God, she’d been kidnapped. And sold
to the highest bidder like some kind of auction item. Straight out of a fucking
movie, only she couldn’t walk out when it sucked.


The overwhelming panic hovering all around
threatened to overtake her again. Cassie rested her forehead on her bent knees
and fought to steady her breath. It’d worked this far to keep her from losing
control of her emotions. Who knew how long it’d be before she freaked.


God, she was so stupid. The reason
stereotypes about naïve rich girls existed. Apparently, she was precisely what
some sick piece of work was looking for. A dumb, spoiled, sheltered rich girl
who’d never had sex, and had no clue how the real world worked.


Well, whoever he was, he’d gotten her. Or
these asshole bikers had snagged her, and the buyer would get her in a
day or so.


And he’d break her. Or so the bikers kept
saying as they laughed and pawed at her mostly naked body. Wouldn’t take much,
she was so near broken already.


Maybe whoever purchased her would be
disappointed if she broke too quickly, and he’d return her. Was there some kind
of trial period? A trade-in credit if she didn’t work out? A harsh laugh
escaped into the quiet room. She was going crazy.


“The fuck you laughing about?” an
impatient voice asked as the door flew open.


A beefy guy with a flaming red mohawk and
freckles galore stood in the open doorway. He was one of the ugliest men she’d
ever seen, with a clearly deformed nose and cauliflower ear on both sides of
his head. A long scar ran straight across his forehead. Whoever he was, his
face had been through the mill. Looked like this guy had replaced Legs at some
point in the hours she’d been there. How many hours, she had no freaking clue.
The men didn’t exactly leave a clock. Or a phone. Too bad the bikers were
smarter than they looked.


“Nothing,” she mumbled, keeping her eyes
trained on the enormous booted feet standing in the doorway.


The biker, whoever he was, grunted. “You
ain’t got much to be laughing about right now, bitch.”


Why the hell did they use the term bitch like
it was some kind of common pet name? She’d been called bitch more in the past
twelve hours than in her entire life.


“Nothin’ to say?” He snorted out a laugh.
“That’ll change fast. You’ll be saying yes, sir and no, sir all day long.” She
glanced up just as he smirked. “Mostly yes, sir.”


A run of terror skittered up her spine.
Clenching her teeth, she tried to give him a formidable stare. She wouldn’t let
him know how each and every word he spoke was a lightning strike of fear
directly to her heart.


“W-why are you doing this to me. I don’t
want to be here. I’m not a willing participant. It’s kidnapping. And it will
soon be rape.” For some reason, the why mattered to her. Was he in some sort of
financial crisis? Struggling to feed a horde of children? Was this a desperate
attempt to save his family? It certainly wouldn’t justify his actions, but it’d
give her some hope that she had at least a snowball’s chance in hell of being
set free.


The ogre cocked his head and grinned.
“That’s an easy one. Money, baby doll. It makes the world go ’round.”


“You in some kind of financial trouble? I
have money. I can help you out if you let me go. You could do hard time for
this.” Hard time? Who was she, Olivia Benson?


“Nice try, but nah. Club’s got money. We
do real well.” He shrugged. “Just want more of it. And we’ll only do time if we
get caught.” With a snort, he stepped into the hallway. “Don’t plan on getting
caught. Get comfy, princess, you’ll be here for another day or so before your
master comes to collect his new pet.”


Any hope she might have had seconds ago
burned up into ash. Greed, straight up money-hungry business was driving this
bus. And that meant she had no chance of convincing him to let her go.


For one fleeting moment, while that smarmy
asshole Wayne was delivering her to this piece of shit shack in the woods,
she’d thought she’d glimpsed a man who didn’t approve of what was happening to
her.


An angry-sounding growl had come from the
hunk in leather who seemed to be some kind of guard dog for the bikers. Something
about him struck her as different. An energy he projected drew her to him.


Now she was trying to read biker’s auras?
She really was losing it.


She’d given the guy her most pleading save
me look, but all she’d received in return was a cold, hard stare.


He’d been a gorgeous man. Tall, lean but
not skinny with a leather jacket and jeans hugging his firm thighs. A
floodlight had shone in her direction, blocking her view of his true eye or
hair color, but both appeared some shade of brown. Maybe on the lighter side. A
few days’ worth of stubble obscured his cheeks. Cassie had had the insane
desire to rub her own face against his, and find out it if was scratchy or silky
soft.


Hot was too mild a word to describe him.
Incendiary more like it. Had she run across him at her parent’s country club,
she’d have swooned and stammered like a school girl.


Another bark of laughter left her. That man
wouldn’t set foot inside a country club. And not just because security wouldn’t
let him, but because he was way too badass.


Too bad he was as evil as the rest of
them.


“You good with the plan?” Sarge asked as
they sat astride their bikes.


Viper stared straight ahead at the quiet
shack. Legs was back on duty, had been for the past six hours. Viper and Sarge
were set to relieve him for the rest of the night. Their orders were to keep
the girl alive and a virgin, but were given the green light to “play a little”
as Fox had said. Never before had Viper actually considered murdering his
father.


Until that moment. He’d had to walk away
because he couldn’t trust himself not to wrap hands around the old man’s
throat.


Since making eye contact with the woman
the previous night, Viper felt like a live wire dangling from a power pole,
snapping and popping with dangerous energy. Every man in the club had suffered
from his mood at some point over the last day. Fox was so fed up with him, he
assigned “bitch sitting” duty and ordered Sarge along to babysit the babysitter.


Mission accomplished. Now they both had a
reason to be back at the shack.


“Yeah. I’m good.”


Sarge nodded. “Okay, the body should be
arriving in about two hours. I’ve got the Scoundrel’s cut all ready to go.”


Nodding without taking his attention off the
shack, Viper said, “You never told me how you managed that one.”


“What? Swiping one of the Scoundrel’s
cuts?” Sarge said with a chuckle. “Remember that bar fight Legs got into with
one of those fuckers last year?”


“Yeah.”


“Before the fists started flying, both of
’em took their cuts off. Legs tossed his to Fox. The Scoundrel was stupid
enough to leave his on the bar. I straight up walked out with it. Figured it’d
come in handy someday. I was right.”


Viper grunted. He’d actually heard the story
before, but his brain was only half in attendance tonight. Most of it was
dedicated to the woman they were about to rescue. The plan was simple. Frame
the Scoundrels, an MC from a neighboring town.


The Devil’s Tribe’s one and only enemy.


Sarge had a contact who worked at a funeral
home. Actually, he had a woman he banged on the regular who worked at the
funeral home. A good fucking and five hundred dollars was apparently what it
took to purchase the dead body of a homeless man. Not much, all things considered.


“All right, let’s review one more time. We
bullshit Legs until he leaves. Body comes in two hours. We wait one hour after
that just to make sure someone ain’t coming around to feed us or some shit.
I’ll make a trail in the woods for the club to follow, you place the body then
grab the girl and scram. I’ll burn the place to the fucking ground.” Sarge
sounded almost gleeful, as though they were planning a party instead of an
escape. “It’ll look like one of he Scoundrels didn’t make it out, but the rest
took off through the woods.”


“What if the cut burns up, and they can’t
tell it was the Scoundrels?” Viper asked.


They’d been over it a hundred time since
Sarge devised the plan last night, but he seemed to understand Viper needed to
hear it one more time. “If you put the body where we discussed, it should be
far enough to get charred but not fully cooked. The club will tell the cops the
place was empty, which will hopefully keep the search to a minimum. If all goes
well, they’ll just assume we’re dead.”


The plan was risky. Fox wouldn’t just let
his son’s death go unretaliated. He’d bring war to the Scoundrels door. At some
point though, sooner rather than later, it’d come out that none of the
Scoundrels actually burned up in a fire. The jig would be up, and Viper and Sarge
would be enemy number one as far as the club was concerned. There’d be a
manhunt. The club’s reach was far and wide. The only hope they had was getting
away far enough and fast enough before that happened.


“I’ll take the girl to the motel in
Oregon. No stops along the way.”


“Right,” Sarge said. “And I’ll meet you
there.”


The trickiest part would be getting out of
town without being seen. They planned to stay at a motel a few hours out of the
state and lay low for the next few days before heading east.


“And this place we’re heading, what’s it
called again?” Viper asked.


“Townsend. It’s in Tennessee. At the base
of the Smoky Mountains.”


“How’d you hear about it.”


“They’ve got a club. One percenters, but
definitely not into this kinda shit,” he said pointing toward the shack.


Easy to assume, but he’d have said the
same about his own club two days ago. Never again would he walk into a
situation blind and stupid. “So you say.”


Sarge grunted. “True. When I was getting
out of the army, I almost prospected there. Came here instead to be closer to
my folks.”


“All right, brother, let’s do this shit.”
Viper held his fist out.


When Sarge bumped his against it, their
gazes collided. Neither was comfortable with the decision to flee the club, but
they’d come up with no other viable option. Viper couldn’t remain loyal to a
club involved in the kidnapping and selling of women. That was the bottom line.


The fact that he’d be leaving his family,
leaving the only life he’d know hadn’t exactly sunk in yet. His entire life, he’d
been preached to about loyalty, brotherhood, club family. He still believed in
all those things even if he’d be labeled a traitor. A disloyal deserter who the
club wouldn’t hesitate to kill.


Legacy or not.


Thing of it was, he saw the situation
differently. He and Sarge weren’t the disloyal ones. The rest of the club
earned that title. They’d kept secrets, tricked their prospects, and pulled
Viper into something Fox had known his son would object to.


Fox knew Vanessa’s rape and death tore Viper
up like nothing else.


And the fucker had been committing similar
acts all along.


“Eyes open, watch your six the whole
time,” Sarge said as they started toward the shack. He’d be on the lookout
outside. Viper felt he’d connected with the woman, and probably had the highest
chance of convincing her to leave with them. Worse came to worse, they’d knock
her out, but he hoped it wouldn’t come to that.


He’d watch his six all right. Especially
once there was a gorgeous woman nestled against it on his bike.










 


Chapter Three


 


Cassie
had thought through every possible escape scenario she could drum up, and each
one ended in failure.


She’d never be able to overpower whoever
was on guard.


She couldn’t break the wrist bindings securing
her to the bed—she’d been trying for hours.


When they released her for a bathroom
trip, she couldn’t outrun the long-legged man watching her.


Screaming would be fruitless. She’d
noticed the lack of neighbors when they pulled in.


Offering the men money had been a flop.


Threatening them with her parent’s wrath
hadn’t worked either.


That left one option. A sickening one, but
considering what was in store for her, she’d have to get used to the idea.


Seduction. Maybe if she offered a blowjob
or even sex one of them would let her go. Her stomach twisted and turned at the
idea.


Though not completely innocent, she was a
virgin, and wasn’t exactly planning to cash in her V-card as a bargaining chip.
But if it would work to get her out of here?


She might just have to.


What waited for her on the other side
would be far worse than one romp with a biker.


So, she shored up her courage and ignored
the internal voice screaming at her not to do this. Just as she was about to
call out to whoever was babysitting, the door to her room opened up.


“You,” she said on a gasp as the man from
the previous night stepped into the room. As if by instinct, some of the fear
dissipated. Despite his scowl, and the authority radiating from him, she knew
deep down, this man wouldn’t hurt her.


“What’s your name?” he asked, not moving
from his spot.


“C-Cassie,” she said. “Cassandra.” She
held as still as possible as if not moving would somehow make her safer.


“Will anyone be looking for you?”


She studied him. He might not harm her
outright, but he was one of them. Wouldn’t these guys die before betraying
their motorcycle clubs? Or was that just in the made for TV version? Something
compelled her to tell the truth. “Um, I’m not entirely sure.” She cleared her
throat and fought to hold his intense milk-chocolate gaze. “Normally, I’d say
yes. But I had a falling out with my family. Which was why I was at that bar
and distracted. Your guy slipped something in my drink and…”


He nodded, face tightening as though he
didn’t approve. Then why was he with them? Could he be an undercover cop?


“Your folks rich? Powerful?”


Ahh, so one of them was willing to take
money. Not an undercover cop. “Yes! They’ll pay.” Would they? Her father had
cut her off, told her she was no longer in his will. Not that she’d taken a
dime from him in ages, most of her money came from a trust set up by her
grandparents. They’d known what controlling assholes her parents were.
Throughout her schooling, she lived off that money but planned to earn her own
once she graduated and began working. “Or I will if they won’t. I have money.”


He tilted his head and stared at her. He
really was attractive. Not like any man she’d ever felt an interest in before.
Raw power radiated from him. She bet there wasn’t anything in the world this
man was afraid of.


Must be nice.


His gaze heated her unclothed skin,
eliciting a tremor from her.


“Shit,” he said, shrugging out of his
leather vest. He tossed it on the bed then drew his hooded sweatshirt over his
head.


Cassie flattened herself against the
headboard. Gone was the bravado of a few moments before. Now that the opportunity
to sex her way out of this was upon her, the concept was repulsive, despite how
hot he was. 


But instead of getting naked and coming
for her, he tossed her the sweatshirt, making her jaw drop.


“Um, I can’t…” She held up her right arm
which was bound to the bedpost.


“Fuck, sorry,” he said, stalking toward
her. He didn’t stop until he was right up in her personal space. The scent of
tobacco and some kind of manly deodorant surrounded her. God, that was an
arousing smell. Beneath her bra, her nipples peaked.


Terrified one second, aroused the next.
What the hell was happening to her? Some kind of Stockholm syndrome? That had
to be it. There was no other reason for her to be drawn to the man whose true
intentions were unknown to her.


“W-what’s your name?” she asked more to
distract herself from the inappropriate lust than to really learn his name.


“Viper.” He drew a long blade from a
sheath on his belt. “Just gonna cut the ropes off you, babe? Okay?”


Babe? What? And how on earth was someone
so hard able to hold her arm so gently? “Okay,” she whispered, emotion clogging
her throat. She’d managed to keep it together through slaps, drugging, and
groping, but a caring touch was nearly her undoing.


“Won’t cut you, I promise.”


“Okay,” she said again, at a loss for anything
more substantial. The blade sliced through the tight ropes with just a few
vigorous back and forth saws. The moment her hands were free, she sighed and
rotated her sore wrists. “Why do they call you Viper?”


“I’m mean as fuck and strike fast.”


Okay then. Her eyes widened then almost
fell out of her face when he started to work the sweatshirt over her head. Once
she’d pushed her arms through the very long sleeves, she swallowed and said,
“Thank you.” Warmth immediately surrounded her like a comforting hug. The
fabric smelled just like him, and the metaphorical hug became a little more
intimate. And arousing.


“You’re free,” he said.


Cassie’s heart stuttered. “W-what? Are you
serious?”


Viper nodded. Yeah, the man was serious.
She had a feeling he was always serious. “You have anywhere to go? Anywhere I
can take you?”


Did she have anywhere to go?


No, she did not. Not two days ago, she’d
found out her married father was screwing her best friend and had been since
she turned eighteen. And how did she find out? Well, that would be because her
four months pregnant ex-friend showed up at her apartment sobbing and begging
for advice. The entire story spilled out in a torrent of tears and hysterics.
Cassie supposed if she’d been a better person, she’d have felt some compassion
or even pity toward her friend, but she didn’t. She’d felt rage, hatred, and
betrayal.


After kicking her bawling friend out,
Cassie had turned her fury on her father. All that accomplished was being told
she was acting like a child and to grow up. Excuse her for thinking her
fifty-three-year-old father knocking up her twenty-one-year-old best friend was
fucked up.


She’d threatened to go to the media if he
didn’t support her friend financially and stop seeing her romantically. He’d
laughed and said his lawyers would handle it and her “gold-digging” friend
would never see a dime. He’d then threatened to cut her off if she went to the
media. So she cut herself off and stormed out of the house determined never to return.
Maybe had this been the first twisted offense her father had committed, Cassie
would have considered forgiving him, but her father’s sexual proclivities had
him in hot water on more than a few occasions.


He was part of the wealthy, corporate,
high society elite, yet he was far trashier than the man sitting beside her.
The man her father would consider the lowest of low. She wanted no part of that
life anymore. It was chock full of lies, manipulation, and greed.


“No, I don’t.” Absently, she rubbed her
sore wrist. “Have anywhere to go that is.”


Viper took hold of her right forearm.
Lifting it to his eyes level, he studied the angry red gouges she received
struggling against the ropes. “Shit. I didn’t think to bring a first aid kit.
There won’t be anything here.” Once again, his touch was so gentle she’d have
never thought it possible.


“It’s okay. It can wait until we, uh, I
get somewhere.”


With a heavy sigh, he pressed his lips to
the raw marks. Cassie gasped as electricity shot straight up her arms and to
her nipples.


Before she had a chance to say anything,
he repeated the gesture with her other, un-harmed wrist then lowered them to
her lap. “I’m heading to Oregon tonight to hole up for a few days. When it’s
safe, my buddy and I are driving out east. You can come with us tonight then
decide what to do from there. You just can’t ever tell anyone what happened
here tonight.”


Her head spun with the new information.
“But, wait, you’re leaving your club?”


He nodded, solemn as ever. “Won’t be
welcome once they realize we let you go.”


Wide-eyed, she shook her head. “We can
come up with a lie. I’ll say I knocked you out or something. You can’t give up
your life for me.”


The smile he gave her was sad, almost
defeated. “You think I could stay with those men knowing what they’re doing to
women? Knowing what they were doing to you?”


Their gazes locked in a stare that felt
far too intimate considering they’d met ten minutes prior. “I don’t know you,”
she whispered.


Another sigh. “No, you don’t, do you?” The
words were as sorrowful as his eyes. Rising, he moved to the door. “We leave in
two hours. You’re free to roam about, but I wouldn’t recommend going outside.
Don’t want to risk anyone seeing you. Think I got some sweatpants in my saddle
bags. I’ll go check.”


The moment he was gone, the left side of
her chest started to ache. Rubbing it with her palm she rose. A few trips
around the room worked the kinks out of most of her leg muscles. Her stomach
made a very unladylike growl, sending her into the hallway in search of food.
What she found had her once again surprised. Viper stood at the stove, cracking
eggs and flipping bacon.


“Pants are on the table. You hungry?” he
asked, back to her.


How had he known she was there? She’d been
virtually silent tiptoeing down the hallway. “Um, yeah, I really am.” She slowly
started into the room uncertain of how to act. This entire situation as way
beyond bizarre. Five minutes ago, she’d had the feeling she’d offended him by
insinuating he’d stay with his club, and now he was cooking for her? “Can I
help?”


“Nah, just sit that pretty ass down. I’ll
be done in ten minutes.”


Almost exactly ten minutes later, he slid
a plate in front of her. It was piled high with fluffy scrambled eggs, crisp
bacon, and two pieces of dry white toast.


“Sorry,” he said. “No butter.”


She laughed, a small giggle at first, but
it morphed into an uncontrollable belly laugh.


Viper watched her with a look of
fascination on his face. “Oh my god,” she said, struggling for control. “I’m
losing my mind. No butter. Sure do wish that was my biggest problem right now.”


He gave her a genuine smile. “You’re
something else, you know that?”


Her mouth turned down. “What do you mean?”


“You’re tough. Not once have you cried,
freaked out, yelled, panicked. And you’re smart. I can see you assessing every
situation before you speak. Plus, you’re gorgeous. The whole goddamn package.”


Warmth filled her. Finally, after hours
and hours in the shack, she was pleasantly warm. Almost too warm.


“I’ll come with you,” she said, heat
rushing to her cheeks.


Fork halfway to his mouth, he said, “Huh?”


“I’ll come with you to Oregon. If the
offer’s still on the table.”


For the first time since he walked in her
room, he smiled. “Fuck yeah the offers on the table. Get your shit packed,” he
said like she was on vacation. “We leave in under two hours.”


Cassie smiled, and for the first time in
days, it was genuine.


All thanks to this biker who was giving up
his entire life to rescue her.










 


Chapter Four


 


“Ready?”
Viper asked over his shoulder.


Cassie’s soft laugh had him smiling
despite what was about to happen. “To get out of here? Hell, yes, I’m ready. To
ride on a motorcycle?”


He could feel her body move as she
shrugged behind him, dragging her tits along his back.


She laughed again. “I’m not so sure.”


“You’re ready. Just hang on.”


Her death grip around his waist tightened
even further. Viper couldn’t help but chuckle. The woman had guts. She was
practically trembling behind him but hadn’t voiced a peep of protest. He respected
her for doing what had to be done despite fear, and without bitching. It was an
admirable quality not everyone possessed.


“Oh, my God.” She gasped and pointed
toward the house. “Viper, look, it’s on fire!”


“I know, baby, that’s our cue to leave.
Just wanted to stick around long enough to make sure Sarge lit the place up.
We’re out.” He hit the throttle and peeled out, spraying dirt in an arc behind
him.


He’d warned her they wouldn’t be making
any stops on the three-hour trip to Beaverton, Oregon. Long ride for someone
who’d never been on a motorcycle, but as he’d expected, she didn’t so much as
divert his attention away from the road once. In fact, at one point he worried
she’d fallen asleep, but when he placed a hand on her thigh and gave it an
affectionate squeeze, she threaded her fingers through his and squeezed back.
Guess she’d gotten more comfortable riding as time wore on.


Around midnight, they pulled into the
sparsely populated parking lot of what could only be described as a no-tell motel.
The place was cheap, known for being discrete, and unfriendly toward local
police. All things they needed, depending on who came sniffing after them.


By now, the club should be well aware the
shack burned up. Viper figured his pops was losing his mind trying to determine
if Viper had died, been taken prisoner, or went AWOL. A pang he could no longer
ignore hit his heart, and he pressed a hand to the left side of his chest. Not
only was he leaving his life behind, but he could never return. Not unless he
was looking to die. This decision was life-changing and permanent.


“You okay?” Cassie’s sleepy voice asked in
his ear.


“Yeah, babe. I’m good. You must be beat.”


“I could be persuaded to sleep,” she said,
humor in her voice.


And just like that, his mood lifted. He
liked this woman. Genuinely liked what he’d learned of her and seen from her so
far. Maybe he could convince her to join him and Sarge on their cross-country
adventure. She’d said she had nowhere to go.


He climbed off the bike then turned to help
her down as well. Drawing her into his arms, he smiled at her drowsy face. “Then
let’s get you into a bed.”


Immediately, a blush pinked her cheeks,
and she stared at his chest instead of his face. He’d meant the bed comment
strictly in reference to sleep, but, huh, look at that, the little virgin had a
dirty mind. He groaned as she burrowed into his embrace. A dirty mind and a
body that fit perfectly in his arms. Like he’d been custom built to absorb her
softness.


His dick hardened against her stomach, something
she couldn’t possibly miss. Instead of jerking away or acting like he was a
lecherous jerk, she sighed and snuggled closer, clearly enjoying her effect on
him. “Babe, enough of that or you’re gonna be getting an education you didn’t
bargain for, right in this damn parking lot.”


Her eyes were wide and full of disbelief
as she took a tentative step back.


He chuckled. “Thought so. Here, put your
hood up.” Even though he gave her the instruction, he tucked her long
caramel-colored hair into the hood of the borrowed sweatshirt himself. He
shouldn’t have, but he couldn’t resist brushing his fingertips along the
baby-soft skin of her neck. A subtle tremor ran through her at the contact.
Damn, she may be inexperienced, but her body responded as though it knew exactly
what it wanted.


Turning away before he got a glimpse of
those lust-filled eyes, he grabbed a crumpled ball cap out of his saddlebag,
and shoved it on his head, pulling the brim low. Best they had as far as
disguises. “Don’t make eye contact with the guy working the desk if you can
help it. We want to be as forgettable as possible.”


“Got it. I bet they have one of those
displays with pamphlets of things to do in the area. I’ll browse through them
while you check us in.”


“Good thinking.” For someone so obviously
rich and sheltered, she sure rolled with the punches well.


Hand in hand, they walked into the lobby
of the motel, checking-in with cash as Mr. and Mrs. Dickerson from Wyoming. The
clerk handed them an key with a large rectangular plastic keychain. A peeling
number seven sticker indicated their room. Cassie played her part perfectly. As
soon as they entered the lobby, she kissed his cheek and moseyed on over to the
brochure display. Try as he might, Viper couldn’t stop the rush of blood to his
cock as her soft lips brushed his stubbled face.


The clerk was slow as shit, but Cassie had
managed to look interested in what the area had to offer the entire fifteen
minutes it took to get a damn reservation. After securing a room, Viper moved
his bike, parking right outside the room so Sarge could find them easily. He
should be rolling into town within the next few minutes.


Once they arrived at their room, it took a
few seconds to work the key into the rusted lock. Once he finally had the door
unlocked, Viper opened it to reveal a very unimpressive motel room. He suppressed
a chuckle. In her most terrifying nightmares, Cassie probably never imagined
herself staying in a place with stained yellow walls, the distinct odor of
stale cigarettes, and faded bedding.


“After you, m’lady,” Viper said, sweeping
his arm in a grand gesture.


With a giggle, Cassie marched on into the
room. Slowly, she spun. “Nice place.” Her eyes sparkled, and playfulness was
evident in her voice. “Though it’s about a thousand times better than where I
was headed, so I’m pretty damn happy to be here with you.” The teasing
expression turned into one of sincere gratitude.


Damn, she kept surprising him. He’d at
least expected a wrinkled nose or a shudder at the accommodations. Looked like
he had a lot to learn about the rich girl he’d rescued.


As though driven by an invisible force, he
walked to her. He’d only had the barest of touches, yet his hands itched to
feel her skin once again. “You don’t need this anymore,” he said, sliding his
hands into her hood and drawing it off her head. She kept her mesmerizing green
gaze locked with his as he worked her long hair out of the sweatshirt. This
time, he didn’t even try to pretend he wasn’t touching her on purpose. He
stroked the pads of his fingertips along her neck, tracing her hairline.


A soft puff of air left her lips, and she
quivered as she’d done in the parking lot.


“That tickles,” she whispered.


“Yeah?” He took a step closer. All he had
to do was bend a few inches forward, and those gloss-free lips would be his.
For the first time since he started having sex at fifteen, he hesitated. She
was a goddamned virgin. A virgin who’d been kidnapped, roughed up, and sold. He
might have saved her before they raped her, but still, she probably wasn’t
feeling too great about men at the moment. “Want me to stop?”


Her eyes drifted shut. “No. Definitely
don’t stop. It tickles in a good way. In a tingly—"


“Well, shit, didn’t think I’d be a third
fucking wheel.”


Cassie’s eyes flew open as she jumped away
from Viper.


Shit. Viper turned to find Sarge standing with
his shoulder propped against the door frame, arms crossed, and a shit-eating
grin on his face. Viper sent an apologetic smile Cassie’s way before running
his hand down his face. Nothing he could do to hide the damn boner tenting his
jeans.


Christ, he hadn’t even closed the damn door.
Whatever fascination he was developing with Cassie was causing him to lose
sight of the big picture.


Safety and protection. He couldn’t neglect
simple shit like closing and locking doors. At some point, the club would realize
they’d been played. He and Sarge needed to remain vigilant at all times.


“Hey, brother,” he said. “Any trouble
getting out of town?”


Sarge shook his head, but his focus was
squarely on Cassie, whose face was an adorable shade of red.


“Sarge this is Cassie. Cas, Sarge.”


“Hi, Sarge,” she squeaked. “I know it’s
not nearly adequate, but thank you.”


With a nod for her, Sarge strode into the
room. He made a big production of closing and locking the door. Viper rolled his
eyes at his brother. If possible, Cassie’s face turned an even deeper shade of
red.


“Ain’t a thing, doll,” Sarge said with a
wink for Cassie, as though they’d helped load her groceries in her trunk
instead of rescuing her from sex traffickers.


“So everything went as planned?” Viper
asked. Cassie took a step closer to him. Then another. And one more until her
shoulder bumped his. And, damn, if he didn’t like the fuck out of that. Meant
she felt safe with him. Wanted to be near him. Maybe it was just the high
stress of the situation, but he had the distinct urge to puff out his chest and
beat his fists against it, Tarzan-style. Instead, he wrapped an arm around her
shoulders and tucked her against him.


“Yeah, it’s all good,” Sarge said, eyes
shifting between Viper and Cassie. “Place burned fast. The body burned too, but
not enough to be unrecognizable. Should buy us enough time to get across the
country before the coroner IDs the guy.”


“Where are you going?” Cassie asked.


“Tennessee,” Viper answered.


“Oh, wow, that’s far.”


“That’s the point,” Sarge said. He scratched
at the back of his neck then met Viper’s gaze. After prospecting together for a
year, they’d developed a sort of non-verbal communication. It’d come in handy,
saving their asses a few times. Tonight, though, Sarge didn’t seem to be picking
up what Viper was putting down. And that was to keep his ass in the motel room.


“Okay, kids, I’m all amped up. Need to
find a place to have a drink. Wanna join?”


Damnit, could he be more obvious? Leaving
Viper and Cassie alone was a bad fucking idea. He could only resist so much temptation.


“Oh, um, I don’t think I’m up for it now,”
Cassie said, twisting the ends of her hair. She gave a little chuckle.
“Especially in this outfit. Plus, I need to shower.” She stepped out of Vipers
hold. “But you guys go.”


She was crazy if she thought they’d leave
her alone and unprotected. Viper scowled at his brother. “I’m staying.”


“Okay,” Sarge said with a shrug. “Don’t wait
up, I’ll be a few hours.” He winked at Cassie then started for the door.


Viper clenched his teeth. With his luck,
Cassie would be terrified he was gonna be on her like a starving mutt on a
steak the second Sarge closed the door. “Here. Take this.” Viper tossed the
oversized keychain to Sarge who caught it with a downward swipe of his hand.


“What the fuck?”


Cassie giggled. “Think of it as an
accessory.”


“Whatever. Be good, kids.” The door
snicked shut, leaving Viper and Cassie in charged silence.


“Well, um, I guess I’m going to take a
shower.” She seemed to be looking everywhere but at him.


“All right. Take your time.”


Without another word, she scurried into
the bathroom. He didn’t miss the distinct click as the lock engaged. Guess that
was that. She didn’t want his company.


With a sigh, Viper dropped onto one of the
beds. After kicking off his boots, he hefted his feet on the bed and flopped
back. Damn, as shitty as the bed was, it felt good to be horizontal.


The shower rushed to life, a comforting
sound that lulled him into a pensive state. Just one day had changed
everything. Instead of rising to the top of a club he’d always felt was part of
his soul, he was on the run with only one friend and a girl who was worming her
way deep under his skin.


He didn’t regret leaving. It had to be
done. Even at just twenty-one, Viper knew himself. He couldn’t take part in
what was going to happen to Cassie. Not with his history. He’d never be able to
look in the mirror again. The only potential regret was leaving without
speaking to his old man first. Fox would grieve the loss of his only son
fiercely. It’d be a wound that would never heal. Although, Fox would probably
prefer Viper’s death to his abandonment of the club. What he and Sarge had done
would be seen as the ultimate betrayal. The greatest act of disloyalty.


If he was honest, Viper was starting to
feel disloyal. When he’d patched in, just two nights ago, he’d sworn to do
anything and everything asked of him by the club. He’d sworn in blood, to shed
more blood to protect his brothers if necessary. He’d vowed nothing would ever
come before the club. He’d keep no secrets from the club. He’d love nothing or
no one above his brothers.


And at the first test of that commitment?
He’d bailed like the boat was fucking sinking.


A soft throat clearing jolted him out of
his head.


Cassie stood next to the bed wrapped in
the thin hotel towel. Jesus, it barely covered her from tits to snatch. Both
hands clutched the terrycloth where it was tucked to hold closed. Her damn hair
hung even longer with the weight of the water. God, he loved long hair. Then
there were those innocent green eyes, peering down at him, uncertainty clear as
day.


“You okay?” he asked when he found his
voice.


Her chin dipped in a nod. “W-Will you have
sex with me?”


If she’d asked him to slit Sarge’s throat
in his sleep, Viper wouldn’t have been more shocked.


“What?” He said, struggling to sit up.


Her throat worked as she swallowed. Viper
could practically see her shoring up her courage. “We’re on the run. I may have
been sheltered for much of my life, but I’m not stupid. If we’re caught, I know
exactly what will happen to me,” she whispered. 


He frowned. “You don’t think we can
protect you? You don’t think I can protect you?”


She shifted, biting her plump lower lip.
Viper groaned. Why the fuck did she have to be so sexy?


“That’s not it. It’s just…” She sighed.
“There are two of you against a whole club out for your blood. I just want to
be prepared if something goes wrong. If they get me, I want to have the knowledge
of what good sex is. I want to know that it’s not just what they’ll do. I want
to be able to remind myself what it’s like to lose my mind from pleasure.”


Shit. He was going to cave. “Cassie.”


She held up a hand, keeping her elbow
tucked to hold the towel in place. “It’s not just that. I want you. You have to
know how hot you are. I feel safe with you. Drawn to you. When you touched me—”


Fuck it. He wasn’t even anything nearing a
goddamned saint. Cassie was an adult. She’d asked for it. Asked for him. Viper
rose to his knees, grabbed a handful of her gorgeous wet hair and crushed her
mouth to his.










 


Chapter Five


 


This
wasn’t a kiss. Cassie had been kissed before. She’d even been kissed well. But
this was an entirely different experience.


Viper owned her mouth. In the minutes he
spent sliding his tongue against hers, nipping at her lips, and controlling her
head, she lost awareness of anything but the man making her crave more. His
taste flooded her mouth, hot, spicy, and more delicious than her favorite
candy.


This wasn’t the first time Cassie had been
aroused either. She’d felt desire, want, lust. But, holy crap, never to this extent.
Her breasts literally ached. Her nipples were tight points of need. If she’d
had more experience, maybe she’d have begged him to touch her, but as it was,
she had no idea what she was doing. Between her legs, a dull ache formed making
her aware of how empty she was. And how wet she was becoming. All she knew was
that if he walked away from her now, she’d crumble.


“Fuck, you taste so sweet,” he muttered
against her lips. “Give me more.” He dove back in, tightening his fist in her
hair as he plundered her mouth again.


Cassie couldn’t help it, she moaned
shamelessly into his mouth and wrapped her arms around him. When her body came
in flush contact with his, she pressed her chest into his, finding just a tiny
bit of the pressure her nipples demanded. She moaned again, and it seemed to
douse Viper with cold water.


“Shit,” he growled as he tore his mouth
away.


She stood, eyes wide, holding up the
towel, panting just as hard as he was. Her head spun.


“Jesus, Cassie. For the love of God, cover
your tits.” Viper groaned, running a hand down his face.


With a quick glance at her chest, Cassie
realized she was all but flashing him. After adjusting the towel, she peered up
to find him staring at the ceiling. Uncertainty and embarrassment filled her.
Had she misread the situation? Was he not as into her as she was him?


“Baby, I’m not first-time material,” he
said, still gazing up.


 Cassie frowned. “Why not?”


Finally, he gave her the gift of eye contact.
“I have no idea how to make it all…” he waved a hand in her direction, “perfect
for you.”


Her heart melted at the softly spoken
words. So, it wasn’t that he didn’t want her. Quite the opposite. He was afraid
he couldn’t give her what she needed to make her first time special. She hadn’t
realized he could be so sweet.


Yet stupid.


“Do you know how to make me come?”


He chuckled, folding his arms across that
firm chest. “Yeah, babe, that I can do.” He winked. “More than once.”


“Well, then, I think that’s a pretty good
place to start, don’t you?” Somewhere, she found the courage to be bold and
demand what she wanted. Actually, her words might have come from fear, not
bravery. Fear that they’d be discovered, and she’d be sold off to some sicko
who’d rape her, and make her his toy for the rest of her life. If that were to
happen, at least she’d have the memories of this night. She’d have the
knowledge that her first time was with a man of her choosing at the time of her
choosing. And her choice was Viper.


Now.


She had no doubt it would be absolutely
perfect.


So, she straightened her shoulders,
swallowed her nerves, and dropped the towel as she stepped forward.


Viper’s eyes widened, gaze immediately
going to her breasts. “Cassie,” he said on a groan. “You’re playing a dangerous
game.”


She rested her hands on his chest. Damn,
the man was hard everywhere. “I’m willing to risk it. Seems to me like the
prize might be worth it.”


“I’m too rough, baby.” He whispered the
words.


She spoke just as low. “I think I’ve proven
over the past few days that I’m not a china doll. Takes a lot to shatter me.
Give it your best shot.”


He looked up, straight into her eyes.


She almost squealed in delight at what she
saw there. She won. He wasn’t going to be able to resist her.


“Oh, I’ll make you shatter, sweetheart,”
he said right before he nipped her lower lip. “I’ll make you shatter all over
my cock.”


Cassie shivered. No man had ever spoken to
her with such raw sexual intent.


She liked it.


Loved it.


Viper cupped her breasts in his large
hands. Just the heat and rough feel of his palms on her skin made her knees
wobble. He kept his gaze on her face as though gauging her enjoyment of his
efforts. When he pinched both nipples with firm pressure and gave a little
twist, she cried out and grabbed his forearms.


“Like that?”


“Uh, yes.” Was she expected to say anything
more intelligent?


“How about this?” He bent his head and
sucked a nipple into his mouth, keeping his fingers on the other.


“Oh, my God,” she whispered. “Yeah, that’s
good.”


He chuckled then sucked harder. Cassie grabbed
his hair, unsure if she was trying to drag him closer or push him away. The
sensation was so new and intense, she could barely process it.


He increased the suction. A shot of heat
streaked from her nipples straight to her clit. “Viper,” she shouted.


“I got you, baby. Just feel me. Enjoy it.
I promise I’ll make it so good for you.”


Yeah, she was pretty sure if he stopped
right then, it’d be the best sexual experience she’d ever have. The next thing
she knew, he was spinning them. Before she had the chance to adjust to the
shift in position, he pushed her down to the edge of the bed.


Standing before her, he stripped his shirt
over his head, revealing a smooth, tanned chest with a snake tattoo curled
around one pec. His cut abs rippled their way into his jeans along with a trail
of fuzzy brown hair.


Next, he lost the jeans. Black briefs held
a bulge that had her licking her lips.


“Damn, baby, you want it, don’t you?” He reached
into his underwear, stroking his hard cock.


“I want you,” she whispered, transfixed by
the sight before her. Watching him touch himself was so erotic, she almost told
him to forget about her and keep going.


Almost.


Viper swiped his thumb over the tip of his
dick then brought it to her lips. A wet streak of precum coated the finger. Without
needing to be told, Cassie took his thumb into her mouth, cleaning the salty
digit with her tongue. Viper groaned.


He yanked his thumb from her mouth and
roughly shoved her back onto the bed. Before her head hit the mattress, he was
on his knees, pushing her thighs wide. With her legs dangling over the edge of
the bed, he had an up-close and personal view of her saturated pussy.


Viper wasted no time diving between her
spread legs. When his tongue stroked through her folds, she cried out and
fisted the scratchy comforter in her hands.


“And I thought your mouth was sweet,” he
said against her sex. “It’s got nothing on this delicious pussy.”


“Viper,” she yelped as he swiped her clit
with his tongue.


“Ready to come?” he asked.


“Uh-huh,” she said.


“Here we go.” He buried his face in her, licking,
sucking, and nibbling everywhere his mouth could reach. Two minutes couldn’t
have passed before she was thrashing on the bed, and begging for relief. He
showed her no mercy, plunging his tongue into her, and fucking her with it.
Thank God she was lying down. She’d surely have collapsed otherwise.


Two thick fingers breached her, making her
back arch which only pushed her clit harder against his tongue. “Fuck, you’re
tight,” he said, though it seemed he was talking more to himself than to her.


He stroked the front wall of her pussy,
and she saw stars. When his lips wrapped around her clit, Cassie swore she died
a little at that moment. Her world shrank down to the pleasure between her legs
before exploding into a sensation so intense, she screamed. Screwing her eyes
tight, Cassie gave herself over to the wonder of it.


When she joined the world again, she
realized he’d moved her farther onto the bed. Now, her head rested on the
pancake-flat pillow. Viper hovered over her, propped up on his elbows.


“Hey,” he whispered.


“Hey,” she said. She was far to sated to
feel embarrassed about the way she lost control and screamed.


“You ready for me?”


“I’m ready.”


He winked down at her. “You sure you can
handle all this?” As he spoke, he nudged her opening with the thick head of his
cock.


Cassie gasped. “I’m sure. Do your worst.”


He chuckled then grabbed one of her hands.
Guiding it to his cock, he wrapped her fingers around him.


Without waiting for instruction, she
stroked her hand up and down his length, dying to discover all there was to
learn about his body, and what made it feel as good as hers did. He was long,
thick, hot, and hard against her palm. The grunts that came from him had her
smiling and stroking harder, faster.


“Stop,” he ground out. “I gotta get inside
you, baby.”


Cassie nodded. She needed that too. Though
he’d satisfied her only seconds before, her body was already craving more of
the pleasure. Keeping her gaze on his, she guided him to her pussy.


“Tell me if you need me to stop,” he said
in a strained voice as he began to push inside her.


There was an immediate burn and stretch
that had her gasping and biting her lower lip.


Viper froze. “Too much?”


“No, no. Please keep going.”


He slowly thrust his hips forward. He didn’t
stop until he was buried to his balls. Cassie breathed through her mouth,
panting as her body adjusted to the forcing sensation of having a man—a large
man—inside of her.


Viper held still. He seemed to be waiting
on her before he made another move. It only took a minute for her body to soften
and relax around him. Feeling playful, she squeezed her pussy muscles,
clenching hard around his shaft.


“Shit,” he yelled as his hips jerked. The
action pushed him even deeper inside her sending the most incredible pleasure
through her entire body.


She laughed and wrapped her legs around
his body.


“You trying to tell me something, minx?”


“Think it might be time for you to move.”


“Happy to oblige ma’am.” He drew back at a
maddening pace. Her pussy clung to him, pulling and stretching as he dragged himself
out her. It was so incredible, her eyes rolled back in her head.


When just the tip remained inside her, she
stared at him. Sweat beaded across his forehead. His arms shook with the effort
of holding himself in check. Well, it was time to put an end to the restraint.
“Viper,” she said in her most authoritative voice.


His lips curled, and he raised an eyebrow.


“Fuck me.”


Now, he gave her a full-blown sexy smile. He
powered forward, no longer concerned with going slow or being gentle. Cassie
absorbed every thrust, every moan, every grunt that he poured into her. It went
on and on, the pleasure driving higher each time he rammed into her.


Her body coiled tighter and tighter until
she teetered on the edge of another explosive release. “Viper,” she said, losing
her grip on reality. The sensations were so powerful, they were almost scary.


“I got you, baby,” he said. “Keep your
eyes on me and come. Come with me.”


She stared into his deep brown eyes,
shocked by the depth of emotion shining back at her. There was something there.
A connection that went beyond the mind-blowing physical pleasure. Something she
hoped to have the opportunity to explore after tonight.


She came, riding a wave so high, it was
nearly impossible to keep her eyes locked with his. But she did it, and it made
the orgasm even more intense than the last. Plus, it gave her the opportunity
to watch him come as well.


And what a sight it was. He shouted through
his release, throwing back his head and thrusting into her with a powerful slam.
His body tensed, muscles straining before he went limp, collapsing down onto
her.


“Jesus,” he whispered into her neck. “You
okay?”


“I’m perfect,” she said, stroking his damp
back. “So, so perfect.” Even though he’d softened, he could still feel him in
her oversensitive channel.


He grunted then rolled to his side, taking
her with him. He slipped from her body. The sense of loss was startling. Two
strong arms wrapped around her and snuggled her back against his chest,
reestablishing the connection. Even though they were in legitimate danger,
she’d never felt safer or more content in her life.


At her back, his heart beat a rapid
rhythm. As the minutes ticked by, and their bodies relaxed, she found her heart
matching the beat of his. A startling thought hit her. She could fall for this
man. This rough, tough, biker who risked his life to save a woman he’d never
met.


She had no idea what the morning would
bring. Would they drop her somewhere along their route? Would they leave her in
Oregon? She couldn’t go back to Washington, living every day of her life
terrified someone would find her and take her again.


Was there a chance they’d allow her to tag
along?


She closed her eyes and willed herself to
sleep with the hope of joining them on their trip Tennessee in the forefront of
her mind.










 


Chapter Six


 


Viper
woke with a start as the door to their hotel room creaked open. He glanced over
his shoulder keeping Cassie shielded with his body in case of a threat.


“Just me,” Sarge said as he shut the door
behind him.


There was an audible click then the lamp
next to the empty bed turned on. It flickered a few times before finally
casting a dim light into the room.


“What time is it?” Viper asked.


“’Bout two thirty.” Sarge smirked. “Guess
you and the used-to-be virgin had a good time, huh?”


Viper grunted. No way was he about to tell
Sarge what a wildcat Cassie had been in bed. He wasn’t sure what had happened
there at the end, but it wasn’t like anything he’d ever experienced. If it
wouldn’t make him sound like such a pussy, he’d swear their hearts became one.


“You still good with the plan?” Sarge
asked, sounding vulnerable for the first time since Viper met him.


He cast his brother a narrow-eyed look.
“Yeah, of course. You think I’m gonna bail now?”


Sarge’s gaze landed on the sleeping Cassie
before he shrugged.


Shit. Viper made sure she was fully covered
before propping himself against the headboard. “I’m not gonna flake out on you,
brother.”


Sarge removed his boots then lined them up
at the foot of his bed. He was the neatest fucker Viper had ever met. Leftover
from his Army days. Apparently, some shit got drilled so deep into his head,
he’d never dropped the habit. Once Sarge was boot-free, he rested back on the
bed, curling an arm under his head. “This more than a fuck?” he asked.


Viper glanced down at Cassie. She was on
her stomach, face turned away from him. He couldn’t resist stroking his hand up
and down the gorgeous slope of her back. If the warmth in his chest was any
indication, this was definitely more than a fuck. At the very least, he wasn’t
ready to walk away from her. “Not sure. Think it might be.”


“Viper?” Cassie’s sleepy voice had him
smiling. “You okay?”


“Yeah, baby. Sarge just got in. We were
talking. That’s all.”


“Oh.” Cassie rolled over. She propped up
on one elbow, taking care to keep herself covered with a sheet. “Hey, Sarge.” Between
the sex and falling asleep shortly after a shower, her hair was a wild mess
around her shoulders. Instead of looking crazy or scruffy, it was sexy as fuck.
Viper shifted his hips to avoid giving Sarge an eyeful of tented sheet.


“Hey, girl. Damn, now I’m kinda wishing I
was the one who got to give you a ride out of Washington,” he said with a wink.


Cassie laughed and scooted back until she
was sitting up, the sheet still around her. Her face was flushed, and Viper
wished they were alone. Wrapping his arm around her, he dragged her to him and
kissed the hell out of her. When he finished, her eyes were glassy and
lust-filled.


“Looks like I’ll be at that bar a lot over
the next few days,” Sarge said with a laugh.


Cassie frowned. “The next few days? Thought
you were going to Tennessee.”


“We are,” Viper said. “We’re gonna lay low
here for a few. Just to make sure no one is on to us. Then we’ll head out.” He
held her gaze wanting to ask her to come with them, but afraid she’d burst out
laughing.


The whole idea was insane. They’d just met
days ago. Now he wanted her to uproot her entire life and move across the
country. If she did, she’d never be able to contact her family. The club would
surely be monitoring them for communication from her for a while.


A small snore came from Sarge’s bed.
Cassie peeked at him then laughed softly “Guess that’s the end of that
conversation.” She rested her head on Viper’s shoulder. Damn, she felt good there.
Better than good. She felt right. Like she belonged in that very spot. When she
sighed and melted into him, it gave him the confidence to breach the subject.


“You can’t go home, Cas,” he said, running
his fingertips up and down her spine.


“I know. I don’t want to anyway. I was
walking away from them when I was kidnapped.”


“What do you want to do?”


She played with the sheet for a few
seconds before looking up at him. “Well, I was, um…I was thinking, maybe…well…”


“I’d like you to come with us,” he said, keeping
his voice low to avoid waking Sarge. “It’ll be a long trip, and rough at first.
We’ll need to lay low, stay off the grid for a while.”


Her gaze met his, eyes hopeful. “Why
Tennessee?”


“Sarge knows of a motorcycle club there
that’ll let us prospect. They’re called Hell’s Handlers, and they’re good guys.
Not into the shit the Tribe is into.”


She tucked her lower lip between her teeth
as though deep in thought. “I don’t know much about motorcycle clubs, but my
one experience hasn’t been good.”


He nodded. “It’s in my blood, baby. It’s
all I know. All I want. But I’ll promise you this, I will not get involved with
a club that hurts women. I don’t stand for that shit. Neither does Sarge. I was
lied to my whole life about what the Devil’s Tribe was. I will be not played again.
It won’t be an easy life, not like you’re used to, but it’ll be a good life.”


“So you want me to go with you guys?”


“I want you to go with me. I want
you to be with me. Take a chance that we could become something pretty fucking
great.”


A huge smile lit her face. “I’ve been hoping
you’d ask me to go with you. Yes, Viper, I want to go with you. I want to be
with you. And I’m pretty sure we’re already something pretty fucking great.”


He couldn’t believe the feeling of relief
and elation at her declaration. It eased nearly all the tension inside of him.
He bent down. “Thank you,” he whispered against her lips. “Thank you for giving
us a chance.”


“Thank you for saving me,” she whispered back
before kissing him. Her slender arms wrapped around him, pulling him with her
as she lie back on the bed. Viper groaned into her mouth as her sweetness
flooded him.


“You two start fucking, and I ain’t
leaving this time. In fact, I’ll probably watch the show,” Sarge called out.


Cassie inhaled. “Oh, my god,” she whispered.
“I totally forgot he was there.”


Viper laughed. “Guess that’s a pretty good
sign, huh?”


They gazed into each other’s eyes for a
moment before Cassie said, “What if they find us, Viper? What if they come for
us?”


“Then we’ll handle it, baby. We’ll handle anything
Hell sends our way.”
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Prologue


Wraith


 


 


Wraith


noun



~
a ghost or ghostlike image of someone, especially one seen shortly before or
after their death.


 


My
hands are slick and warm. I delve deeper into my work, relishing in the heat. I
pull, prod and explore but this one’s not right. I can’t find what I’m looking
for in this shell. But this one will be remembered. She fought, she
begged, she even tried to seduce me but nothing would or could stop me in the
end. I pull my hands out of her corpse and frown, so quickly the cold wraps
itself around me. I plunge my hands back inside but the fun’s all gone. With a
sigh I drag myself away, blood drips from my hands as I stare out the window to
the snow that covers everything. I can’t stay here long, even with the cold,
she’ll stink everything up. 


Karen, that was her name, did give me some
information; she gave me the next person I’m to interrogate. My methods may
seem brutal, horrific, even distasteful to you but it’s necessary. I must find
the one I’m ultimately seeking. 


The next person on my list is a member of
an MC. His name is Declan Jones. I’ll need to prepare, to change my appearance,
get a motorcycle. Apparently, he’s a patched member of the Harbingers of Death,
he’ll get me closer to the one I’m looking for. The one who needs to pay. I’ve
been through eight people or as I like to call them, evildoers, by my figuring
there can only be two or three to go before I find the one.










 


Chapter 1


Declan


 


 


It’s
fucking cold. The kind of cold that rips through your leathers and bites into
your bones. Occasionally, I ride through a warm spot but it’s fleeting and it
makes the cold worse. I hit the city limits and slow my bike down, don’t need the
police on my ass for a bullshit offense like speeding. I’m headed to the only
diner in this town worth eating at and it’s also the place that we, the
Harbingers of Death MC, conduct most of our business. I park at the side of the
building, I get off my bike, groaning as I straighten my frozen limbs. 


“It’s fucking cold, hey?”


I pull down the bandanna that covers the
bottom half of my face and turn toward the voice. It’s a man, he’s a little
taller than me maybe a little older. I cast a look around the carpark. There’s
another bike parked at the other end of the lot. The Harbingers don’t pay me to
consort with strangers, so I nod and keep going. Footsteps sound behind me and
I glance over my shoulder, the stranger is following me in, his eyes are fastened
to the ground. I pay him no more attention as I enter the diner.


“Declan! What the fuck are you doing out
in this cold?” asks Lucy the diners owner and trusted friend to the club.


“You know, same old, same old. How’s
things?”


“Business is good. How’s Ham?”


I smirk. Ham is Hammer our President and
Lucy has held a torch for him as long as I can remember. She means nothing to
him just another in a long line of hopefuls. 


“He’s good. Can I have my regular? And a
large cup of coffee, the biggest you have.”


I watch as the man walks past me and takes
a seat in the back. Whoever he is, he’s positioned himself so that his back is
covered and he can see trouble coming. Smart. It also means he’s either
wanted or used to trouble. I take the booth opposite him but I’m sitting in the
window. It’s not as safe as his position but I have nothing to fear here.


“Tell me, what brings you to Medina?” I
ask.


“Nothing. Just passing through. Needed a
place to warm up before I move on.” He holds out his hand across the aisle.
“Gordon Barnes.”


I shake his hand. “Declan Jones.”


He smiles, nods and looks up at Lucy as she
draws near with two cups and pot of coffee. She places one in front of me and
fills it.


“Mister, you want a cup?” Barnes nods and
she does the same for him. “Know what you want?”


“Special of the day.”


I chuckle and both of them look at me.
“Trust me, you don’t want the special.”


“Fuck you Declan. You don’t even know what
the special is!” replies Lucy sassily.


“I’d bet my last dollar whatever it is; it’s
a day or more old and eating it might just kill him. Do you want to commit
murder, Lucy?”


Lucy frowns at me then looks back to him.
“Ignore him. He thinks he’s funny.” 


I nod and spread my hands wide. “It’s your
funeral.”


“What would you recommend?” Barnes
asks.


“Lucy give him what I’m having.”


“Whatever!” replies Lucy as she stomps
away.


“You always torment her like that?”


“Lucy is used to me,” I say loudly then I
lower my voice. “The special is for suckers.”


Gordon Barnes smiles but it doesn’t reach his
eyes. I’ve seen that look in more than one man’s eyes. The eyes of a man who’s
killed before, because he’s liked it. I reach down and touch the gun in my
waistband, assuring myself it’s there.


“You affiliated?” I ask.


“Nope, didn’t take. You?”


I frown, he walked behind me, he had to
have seen my cut.


“Harbingers of Death MC,” I state.


“Interesting name. Do you live up to your
reputation?”


“Fuck with us and find out,” I say flatly.


Barnes smirks. Spreads his fingers wide onto
the table top and nods. “Fair enough.”


I sit staring at him for a while and he
stares straight ahead. I only turn my head when Lucy re-appears and puts our
meals in front of us. The food here is always good but this guy, this Gordon
Barnes, has made my stomach turn sour. The meal is tasteless as I analyze our
conversation in my mind. Whoever he is, he met me here on purpose, to what end,
I don’t know.










 


Chapter 2


Wraith


 


 


I
ate my meal, Declan Jones was right, it was good. I could tell he knew what I
was. It was the subtle way he touched his gun and kept giving me sideways
glances. It’s hard to disguise what I am. The harder I try to conceal my inner
demon the more it peaks it’s head out. If I'm honest, I like that people cross
the street when they see me coming or instinctively get out of my way. But it’s
not going to work if I don’t find what I’m looking for. I need to be better,
smarter.


So I left Declan in the diner. Thanked the
waitress, Lucy and rode away. I’ve been watching him for a little while so I
know which road he’ll take. It’s winter, not a lot of people are out and about,
the cold keeping most people inside. But Declan Jones will need to get back to
his club and he always takes this road. Stupid. The key to not getting
caught is originality. Don’t repeat the same route, or kill the same way,
change those habits, make it different. See, that’s the problem with people,
they do the same things over and over again, making it easy for someone like
me.


By now Declan will have completed his business,
such as it is and be headed this way. I’ve prepared, a simple wire across the
road fastened to a tree either side. All I need to do is pull, fasten it and
wait for his sorry ass to slide down the asphalt. It’s risky, someone might be
on the road at the same time but I’ve been here for a couple of hours and in
that time there’s only been one car. If he does come off in front of witnesses,
I need only disappear into the woods.


The sound of a Harley punches through the
air. I’m so excited, that I’m giddy, even grinning to myself. I pull hard on
the wire, fasten it and wait. A loud thud sounds as man and Harley hit the road
hard. Slowly I stand, listening for a car or anyone else. The only sound is the
Harley and it sounds like it’s about to die. I chuckle to myself and approach
the road. 


Fuck! 


The wire severed his head off. Declan's’
head is rolling about and his bike and body are several feet down the road. In
frustration I kick his head, sending it off into the woods. 


Fuck, fuck, fuckity, FUCK!


I jog down to his bike, steal his wallet,
knapsack and bedroll then double-time it to the car that I’d stolen to
transport him in. 


Now what? He was my lead. I rummage
through his wallet and don’t find anything useful except for the cash. I empty
Declan’s knapsack and find more money, a notebook and some protein bars. I
punch the steering wheel and roar. It can’t be the end. It can’t. She must
be avenged. Sitting there I suck air into my lungs as I try to calm down.
Ripping open a protein bar I eat it, slowly, deliberately, not really tasting
it but concentrating on the act of chewing to try and get myself under control.
It’s not about the food as I’m not hungry, it’s about regaining my composure.
After five minutes my breathing is back to normal, I need to move. I start the
car and drive to the spot where I’ve stashed my bike. All of Declan's
belongings go back in the sack and I pick up the bedroll. It all gets
transferred to my bike and I head to Spofford. It’s a small town with lots of
empty houses. Less than a hundred people live there. I need to be careful, it’s
not like a big town where everyone is too wrapped up in their lives, here
people take notice. I’ve done the ride in an hour and a half but I need to calm
down, so it’s going to take me longer. I estimate two hours. Two hours to sort
this mess out in my head and come up with a plan.


 


***


 


By the time I get to the house, that’s on the
outskirts of town, I’m no closer to sorting out this mess. I park the Harley in
a shed at the back of the property, if you drove past you’d never see it. It’s
a three bedroom one bathroom home, that’s seen better days. I’ve cleaned the
bedroom, bathroom and kitchen. They are the only rooms I need. 


I unlock the back door and go inside. The
windows are all boarded up, all I had to do was install new locks front and
back and she’s as good as a safe…well, almost. I’m stealing power, so I have
hot water and can cook myself a meal. I place Declan’s knapsack and bedroll on
the rickety old dining table. I’m stiff and cold, I need a hot shower to loosen
my muscles. 


 


***


 


The
next day, I empty the contents of the knapsack, eat another protein bar and go
through everything again. The wallet has nothing unusual in it, so I toss it in
the trash. The notebook has names, phone numbers, and what looks like code but
without a cipher, I’m not going to crack it anytime soon. That just leaves the
bedroll, with a sigh I undo it, shaking it onto the floor so I can see it in
its entirety. Nothing flies out. Nothing is hidden within it. Unzipping it, I
open it up, flattening it out and I find another notebook. My hopes soar but I
know it could be nothing, none the less I pick it up and inside is a list of
names and addresses. The first is Karen’s. My heartbeat quickens. Next to her
name it says, bait. Then I find Declan’s name and next to his, handler. Now,
I’m excited, it’s progress, it’s a lead. Flipping the page, I find the name
Darius Todd, negotiator and under his, Thomas Strike, seller.


I’ve done it, I’ve found them all. Part of
me knows that Karen and Declan will already have been replaced but these next
two, if I can rid the world of them, that means she will have been avenged.










 


Chapter 3


Darius


Harbingers of Death


VP


 


 


I’m
at the coroners in Medina. They have Declan’s body on a slab and as I’m the closest
to family, I’m here to identify the body. It’s as cold in here as it is
outside. The walls are painted a mint green, I read somewhere once, that it was
supposed to remind us of life. Green in any shade reminds me of money. 


“Mr. Darius Todd?” asks a small woman as
she enters the room. I glance at her and nod. “Thank you for coming in. I know
this is an awful time. I’m so sorry for your loss.” False platitudes from a
woman who’s probably done this dozens if not hundreds of times. “I’m Doctor
Hernandez. Are you ready to give an identification for…” she looks down at her
clipboard, searching for a name.


“Declan Jones,” I state flatly.


Doctor Hernandez flinches and looks to her
colleague who has remained off to one side the entire time I’ve been in here.
Their unspoken language moves him into action. Doctor Hernandez, places a hand
on my arm as he opens the draw. 


“Prepare yourself,” Doctor Hernandez
whispers.


I look down at her hand and she pats me,
like a dog, and tries to look sympathetic.


“Let’s get this over with, shall we?” I
ask.


I stare at the body bag, then take two
steps toward it and grab the zipper.


“Markus will do that,” Doctor Hernandes
says quickly.


I grunt and look at Markus who avoids eye
contact and unzips the bag.


Declan’s head is detached from his body. I
lean in for a closer look, it’s a clean slice, like a knife through butter.


“What the hell caused that?” I ask
pointing at the severed line between his head and torso.


“It appears as though Mr. Jones fell
victim to a wire that was strung up across the road. Death was immediate.” I
glance at the doctor. “It was quite clean really,” continues Doctor Hernandez
matter of factly.


“It’s Declan Jones. Do we know who did
this?” I ask Doctor Hernandez.


“That’s a question for the police but
general consensus is it’s gang-related.” 


I pin the good doctor with a look and she
wisely takes two steps back.


“I’m not in a gang, I’m in a motorcycle
club an MC, that’s filled with other members who enjoy riding motorcycles,” I
reply with acid dripping off every word.


Her hand flutters to her neck. “Of course.
My deepest sympathies.”


“Keep them. This is Declan Jones, is there
paperwork I need to fill out?”


The doctor thrusts her clipboard at me and
points to the bottom of the page. I hold out my hand for a pen, she pulls one
out of her top pocket, I sign and head for the door.


“Wait!” I stop, hand on the door handle.
“What would you like us to do with the body?”


Staring at the door I say, “Burstow’s
Funeral Directors have been notified.” I glance over my shoulder at her. “As
soon as you’re done with him they’ll pick him up.”


Roughly I open the door and get out of
this building. I liked Declan. He was good for a laugh and handled business well.
Replacing him isn’t going to be easy. They need to have the right temperament,
be good looking and know how to pick them. Declan was exceptional at all of
those things.


Outside, I find Hammer, sitting on his
Harley.


“Was it him?” he asks.


“Yeah, the head was cut clean off.”


“No shit?” asks Hammer.


“No shit. Cops think it was gang-related.”


Hammer scoffs. “First Karen now Declan, you
seeing a pattern here, Darius?”


“My thoughts exactly. You think I’m next
or you?”


Hammer shrugs. “Come on, I’ll buy you a
beer.”


I’m VP in the Harbingers of Death and
Hammer is the President. If someone is after us, there’s no way they’re going
to get close enough to hurt us. We’ve been around for a long time and are two
of the most vicious men you’ll ever meet. Fuck with us and we’ll end you. 


 










 


Chapter 4


Wraith


 


 


I
have this ability to blend in. To be part of the scenery or not to be seen at
all. The members of the MC walk straight past me, not even noticing me. I
follow them with my eyes and when they’ve left the building, I slowly walk to
the entrance and watch as they walk across the street. The whole time the VP is
animated, talking with his hands but the President, he’s calm, he’s the one
I’ll need to watch. 


They enter a bar further down the street.
I would have thought it was too upper class for them but I guess a beer is a beer
no matter where you go. I push through the double doors and out into the cold.
With them both being gone from their clubhouse, now is the time to do a bit of
snooping. I walk around the block, get in the cheap car I’ve purchased and
drive to the clubhouse, well, near it. I change into jeans, a black t-shirt and
an army green jacket and walk past. It’s not lunchtime yet, so there’s not a
lot of people about.


Taking a deep breath, I let it out slowly
to calm my nerves, turn around and walk into the bar area. A few of the bikers
stop their conversations and eye me as I go straight to the bar. 


“What’ll it be?” asks the barmaid. Their
name, Harbingers of Death is written across the black tank top that’s three
sizes too small for her boobs. If it wasn’t for her red bra, she’d be flashing
her goods to the entire bar. Maybe that’s the point, show a little to get a
little, her tip jar looks healthy.


“Whiskey, neat.”


“Haven’t seen you around here before.” I
nod as she pours my drink. “You from around here?”


“How much?” I ask.


A man sidles up beside me and places his
elbows on the bar. “That depends. First one is free if you can answer a simple
question.” He smirks at me and winks at the barmaid.


“Man, I’ve had a shitty week. I just want
a drink, in private and then I want to leave. I don’t want any trouble.”


“Well, you see you picked our bar to come
into, so them’s the rules.”


I nod, sigh and fix him with a stare.
“What’s the question?”


“Are you a cop?”


“What? No! Are you for real?” 


“We can never be too careful.” He smiles
and nods at someone behind me.


“I’m no cop. I just want a drink or two or
twenty and I’ll be on my way.”


“Shitty week?” he asks.


“Yeah, like I told you,” I reply.


“Tell me about it.”


“Man, no offense, but I don’t know
you and I’m not the sharing and caring type of guy.”


From behind me a voice booms. “We don’t
know you mother fucker and this is a club bar. Harbingers of Death own this
place so answer the fucking question or get the fuck out.”


Turning slowly, the voice belongs to a man
who must be six foot six and built like a tank. I’m six foot four but this
guy’s got more bulk on than me. I’m thinking he knows how to bar room brawl but
hasn’t been trained in anything else. I could take him but if he hit me hard
enough, I’d wake up next week.


“My ole lady has been fucking the next door
neighbor and my kid, my girl, has disappeared. That fucking slut didn’t even notice
she was missing.”


I’ve discovered over the years, that the
way to make people believe you is not to steer too far from the truth. The brawler
eyes me and smiles. The guy next to me slaps me on the shoulder and pushes the
whiskey toward me.


“Drink up! Women are all whores!” yells
the first guy.


The bar erupts into laughter and I quickly
swallow the burning liquid.


“Another,” I say pointing at my empty
glass.


“The names, Tick.” He holds out his hand
and I grasp it in mine.


“Vince.”


“Give us the bottle, Candy. Me and my new
friend here, are gonna get shit faced.”


“Pay for the bottle and it’s yours and
your new friend’s,” replies Candy with attitude.


“Don’t be a bitch,” snarls Tick.


“It’s my ass that Ham will take it out of
if the bar is short on bottles. So pay for it or leave it!” I throw some notes
at her and she nods. “That’s more like it.”


Tick sneers at Candy and she winks at him
and walks away.


“Fucking women,” he grumbles as he swipes
the bottle and walks toward a booth.


I pick up my glass and follow Tick, he
flops into the booth, pours himself a drink and smiles at me. 


“Much appreciated,” Tick says as he holds
up his glass.


I pour myself a drink. “Anytime. How long
have you been a member?”


“My dad was in, his before him,” Tick
chuckles and continues, “back in the day when it was just a club. Just a place to
hang out. The good ole days.” Tick throws back his drink and refills his glass.


“So you grandfathered in?”


Tick laughs, loud and long. “Nah, had to do
my time as a probie but there was never any other life for me, my old man made
sure of that.”


“Yeah, they can.”


“Your woman, you settle the score with
her?”


I shake my head. “Not worth it.”


“Your kid?”


“Ann. I’ve been following up on leads
but…” 


“Yeah, they get to an age and they don’t
need us anymore. I’m sure she’ll turn up.”


“I know she will. Even if I have to skin
whoever took her.”


Tick sits back looking confused. “She was
taken?”


Fuck. I’ve said too much.


I shrug. “I’d like to think so. I’d like to
think she wouldn’t have just fucking left without so much as a note.”


Tick nods. “Yeah, I get that.”


“She was hanging out with the wrong crowd.
People who were only trying to drive a wedge between her and me, well, her
family. Ann trusted them and they betrayed her.”


“Sounds like she was lost to you a long
time ago.”


I nod and for a while, neither of us speak,
we drink in silence. Tick drinks three for everyone one of mine. Mind you I’m trying
to be smart and not get shit-faced.


Tick refills his glass. “Where were you?
Why weren’t you at home with your girl?”


The closer to the truth, the better. “I
was in the army. Deployed overseas. I guess I was away more than I was home.”


Well, a kind of truth. Similar but not the
same. I was overseas, but not military, CIA, Black Ops. I was sent to places
and did things that would make a normal person hair curl and turn white. It
gives you a taste for certain things, but it made me very good at my job.


“Fucking government!” sneers Tick.


“Yeah,” I agree.


We each have another drink and I stand as
Tick pours himself the final round.


“Where you g-going?” Tick slurs.


“Need cash, need to find a job.”


“You m-mind getting your hands dirty?”


“I don’t mind hard work,” I reply.


Tick laughs. “Not that k-kind of hard work.
It’s d-dirty though.”


I cock an eyebrow and sit back down. “What
do you mean?”


“Tick! Shut your drunken mouth!” yells the
six foot six behemoth from three booths away.


Tick gives him the finger and grins.
“Fucking make me, you ugly s-son of b-bitch!”


I stand, hands held up in surrender and
lock eyes with the behemoth. “Hey man, I was just asking about work. That’s
all.”


“You ain’t one of us. We don’t need
someone like you,” the man fires back.


“Someone like me?”


“Yeah. Like I said you ain’t one of
us.”


“Who ain’t one of us?”


I turn and come face to face with Hammer,
their fucking President. I’ve stayed too long.


“I’m leaving,” I state.


Hammer gives the barest shake of his head
and two men block the door, everyone in the bar goes quiet.


“You looking for work?” asks Hammer as he
drags a chair toward the booth.


“Look, man, I was just shooting the shit
with Tick here, having a bad fucking day, hell month. I’m on the bare bones of
my ass.”


Hammer gestures for me to sit down and I
do and then he sits, staring at me intently.


“Out of all the bars in this town and you
chose to come here?” Hammer looks around the bar, one eyebrow cocked up.


“It was the first bar I found.”


“Really? The first bar you found and it’s
an MC bar?” Hamm pauses then continues, “I call bullshit.”


The hairs on the back of my neck rise.
There’s too many of them to get out cleanly. I nod, my mind is scrambling for a
reasonable explanation. 


“I knew it was an MC bar. I knew the
Harbingers of Death owned this place. I need a job where no one asks too many
questions, a place where my past…indiscretions won’t come into play.”


Hammer cocks his head to the side and
smiles big. “Indiscretions?” he asks. A smile tugs at his lips.


“I was dishonorably discharged. It makes
it hard to get a job. I guess I figured you’d have jobs going for someone like
me.”


Hammer stands, the men at the door go back
to whatever it was they were doing and the conversations around the room go
back to normal. 


“We ain’t hiring,” Hammer states as he
walks away.


“I have a particular skill set.”


Hammer stops and looks back at me. “Don’t
come back here again.” I nod at Tick and head for the door as I’m about to walk
through it Hammer says, “Wait.” 


I stand stock still, not sure whether to
bolt or do as he says. I turn and the whole bar is looking at me. Hammer clicks
his fingers at Candy who hands him a pen and paper.


“Write your name and a number where we can
contact you.”


I do as he says, Hammer nods at me and I
keep walking. I don’t go back to the car, it’s not safe. The hairs on the back
of my neck are still raised which means I’m either being followed, I’m in
danger, or my paranoid delusions are in full swing, either way, it’s kept me
alive for a long time, so I listen to it.










 


Chapter 5


Hammer


 


 


 


“Rat!”
I yell and he comes scurrying toward me.


“Yes, Ham?”


“Follow him. Tell me where he goes, who he
speaks to.” Rat is skinny with beady eyes that dart around the room, the man
knows the underside of this world. Rat has survived a junky mother and an
abusive alcoholic father. “And Rat?”


“Y-yes?”


“Don’t get caught.”


“Yes, Ham.”


Rat hands me his cut and goes outside. 


“You think the guys a plant?” asks Darius.


I shrug. “We’ve lost two and then this guy
turns up? Not sure, but it pays to be safe. We follow him, if he’s clean and he
does indeed have a particular skill set we’ll see how far he’s willing to go.
If we can use him we will, if not he means nothing to us and we dispose of
people who are of no use to us.”


“Harbingers of Death forever.”


“A-fucking-men, brother.”


I slap him on the back point at Candy and
head for the back room. Like the good little employee she is, she follows. I
wait just inside the door, when she enters, I close and lock it.


“Tell me.”


“Fucking Tick! That bastard tried to get a
bottle for free and he’s been talking to that guy all afternoon.”


I walk toward her, not smiling, as I
unbuckle my belt. Candy backs away until she hits the desk. 


“I’ll deal with Tick.”


I reach down, grab her ass and pick her
up, placing her on the desk.


“This isn’t part of the deal.”


“I’m changing the deal.” 


Reaching under her skirt, I pull down her panties
and push her, so she’s laying on the desk, legs dangling over.


“I’m just here to serve drinks, keep the
peace and make sure no one steals from you, that’s what you said.”


I spread her legs and push down my jeans.


“What I said was, ‘you’re here to serve.’
And right now you’re going to service me.”


I spit on hand, rub it over my erect cock
and place it at her entrance. Candy’s been around the club long enough to know
the deal. Candy is looking at me wide-eyed.


“What?” I ask annoyed.


“I don’t do bareback.”


“You got condoms?”


Candy nods. “In my bag.”


“Get them then.”


I move out of her way as she heads for the
locked door and opens it, then I slam it shut again. 


“You better come back or send someone else
in, cause my dick is getting dipped. Get me?”


Candy nods as I let her leave the room.










 


Chapter 6


Candy


 


 


Fucking
bikers! Fucking Hammer! 


I am not a whore. Don’t get me wrong
there’s nothing wrong with earning a living but that’s just not the way I choose
to do things. I only took this mother fucking job because Hammer said I’d get
to run the bar the way I wanted to and this is not how I want to run it.



I pick up my bag as one of the club whores
and part-time bar wench leans over the bar and grabs my arm.


“You okay, Candy?”


“Hey Mindy, yeah, just got something I
need to do.”


“You look pissed,” Mindy states as she
lets go of my arm.


I glance at the closed door and back at
her. 


“Mindy, you’ve been around the guys for a
while, yeah?”


“Yeah, babe, going on three years.”


Fuck me three years of fucking whoever
they tell you to fuck, but she must like it, right?


“Ahh, Hammer is right through that
door…he’s looking for some company.”


“Hammer?” Mindy shakes her head. “He’s a little…rough.”


“Yeah.” I shrug, sling my bag over my
shoulder and head for the door. “It’s been real.”


“Candy?” asks Mindy as I get close to her.
I look up with eyebrows raised. “He won’t be happy if someone doesn’t go in there.”


“Not my problem,” I state.


“It will be, you know how they get.”


I look around the room, Debbie is over by
the pool tables falling all over one of the guys. 


“What about her?” I ask gesturing toward
her.


“She’ll do anything for a bottle.”


I open my bag and hand Mindy a twenty.
“The bars all yours. Give her the cheapest bottle of whatever we have and send
her to the backroom. I’m leaving.”


“Hammer likes you, he’s not going to like
this. You sure you want to cut and run?”


“I got dreams, being a club whore ain’t
one of them.”


“Too good for us?” Mindy asks with an edge
to her voice.


“No love, I’m just on a different path.”


Mindy squares her shoulders and nods.
“Debbie! I’ve got a job for you!” Her eyes never leave mine. 


I reach out and grab her hand, squeezing
it lightly. “Thank you. You take care.”


“Right back at you.”


I turn on my heel and double time it out
the door, I don’t need this shit. My car is parked up the block. I get in it,
slam the door shut and lock it. Not that it’ll do me any good if they come
after me. Once I’ve got her running, I gun it and leave. I’ll need to clear out
my apartment and move. New city, new life. I’ve been in and around these
lowlifes long enough to know that if one of them gets it into his head that he
can have me that the others aren’t far behind. I could’ve made some real money
in that joint. 


As I pull in front of my apartment, I
reach over to the back seat and put on a long-sleeved blue shirt. I run up the
shitty staircase, open my door and smile, like I don’t have a care in the
world.


“Hey, little man!” I say to my five-year-old
son, Jack.


“Momma!”


I sweep him up in my arms and rub my nose
against his. 


“Suzannah, what are you doing home so
early?” asks the sitter.


“I missed my little man!” I say as I
tickle Jack. “Linda, you can go home.” I put Jack down, open my wallet and give
her a handful of notes. “This should make us square.”


“Honey, it’s way too much!” protests Linda
as she shoves it back at me.


I place my hands over hers and shake my
head. “No, you keep it.”


“Suzannah?”


In a quieter tone I say, “And if anyone
comes looking for us, you don’t know us, got me?”


A frown creases Linda’s features but she
nods, looks down at Jack and ruffles his hair.


“Be good little man.” Then she turns and
leaves us.


I walk into the area of our apartment that
I’ve tried to block off as a bedroom. I pull the suitcase out from under the
bed and begin throwing clothes into it.


“Are we going somewhere, mommy?”


“Yeah, baby, mommy has found us a new,
nicer place to stay!” I say brightly as I continue to pack.


“Will Linda be there?”


I look down at my boy and his bottom lip
is trembling. In his short life, we’ve moved, a lot. 


I crouch down in front of him and shake my
head. “No honey. But I promise, it’ll be nicer than this.”


Jack nods and my heart breaks, I draw him
into my embrace.


“What if we get a kitty, at the next
home?”


His little face breaks into a smile. “A
kitty? Can I name him?”


“Yeah, baby, you can.”


And just like that, the thought of moving
is banished from his little mind and he’s smiling. I grab another suitcase and
put our meager possessions in it and we are ready to go.


“Look around, Jack, is there anything
momma forgot to pack?”


Jack wanders over and picks up his
favorite blanket and his toy bunny. 


“You forgot bunny.”


“Well, that’s why I have you checking on
me! What would momma do without you?” I ask with a laugh. “You ready?”


“Yes, momma.”


I open the front door, and roll my
suitcases out. “Momma needs you to keep up, okay?”


Jack nods and grasps the handrail with his
tiny hand and together we go down the stairs and to the car. I place him in his
seat, put the bags in the trunk and leave this shitty apartment building
behind.


As I turn the corner, the guy who was in
the bar earlier talking to Tick, blocks my way. I contemplate running his ass
over but Jack is in the car. So I put it in park, and roll down my window.










 


Chapter 7


Wraith


 


 


I
doubled back after leaving the bar, and yeah, I was being followed. The skinny
mother-fucker looked cold without a jacket. No doubt he left his cut behind so
I wouldn’t make him. Now, I’m following him and he looks like he’s desperately
trying to find me. When we get near the entrance to an alley, I whistle he
turns and I clock him one. The guy goes down with one punch, but I’m not buying
it. I drag him into the alley and prop him up against a wall.


“Okay, Pete,” I say to myself as I pretend
to be talking to someone, “should we cut off his left or right hand?”


My pursuers eyes fly open as he looks
around the alley.


“That’s better. Okay, who are you and what
do you want?”


“Hammer told me to follow you.”


“Why?”


“Wants to know if you’re legit.” The guy's
beady eyes dart all around, I’m assuming looking for an escape route.


“I’m legit and I don’t like being
followed.”


The guy shrugs and holds out his hand to
me, I grasp it in mine and pull him up. A searing pain goes through my side and
I look down to see a fucking knife sticking out of me.


“Never underestimate a Harbinger, mother
fucker.”


A growl escapes me as I reach up and twist
his head on his neck like a pretzel. Fuck! This is not how this was supposed
to go. Sneaky mother-fucker! I look at both ends of the alley and no one is
looking. I’ve been careless and let this fucker stick me. My DNA is all over
him. I pull out the knife and more blood runs out of me. It doesn’t feel like a
bad wound but it hurts like a bitch. I need a car. I go to the front of the
alley, applying pressure to my wound and see if there are any cars available.
Common sense kicks in, I go back, cover him up with rubbish that’s in the alley
and go in search of a viable car.


As I leave the alley a car zooms past with
the bartender from the MC behind the wheel. I mentally take down the plate
number as I walk quickly to find a car to steal. 


 


***


 


I
walked three blocks before I was happy with the vehicle I stole. Once inside I
pull out my phone and dial a number, from memory. 


“Johnston! How are you? It’s Jamison
Felder.”


“Felder? I thought you were out on leave?”


“I was, I was, hey could you run a plate
for me?”


“Sure, of course, let me have it.”


I rattle off the plate and wait as Johnston
works his magic.


“Okay, plate belongs to a Suzannah Stone,
lives at apartment fifteen b, Harrow Street-”


“Thanks, got it. You’re the man!”


“Wait, so what are you working on? Can I
get in on it? They’ve got me-”


“Sorry, Johnston gotta go, but I’ll tell the
bosses you were a great help.”


I end the call, delete my phone’s history
and go back to the alley. The skinny guy weighs next to nothing as I load him
into the trunk of the car. I drive it close to where the bartender lives, get
out of the car and she nearly runs me over.


I look through the windshield and she’s
got a kid in the backseat, I look back at her and she looks pissed but she
winds down the driver’s side window. I approach her slowly with my hands up,
forgetting they are covered in blood.


“What the f-hell?” asks Suzannah. 


“I need your help, Suzannah Stone.”


“How the hell do you know that?”


“Never mind about that. I know who you are
and…” I look past her to her son. “Do I really have to say more?”


Suzannah stares straight ahead, chewing
her bottom lip.


“M-Momma?”


She twists in her seat to stare at her
son. 


“Yes, baby?”


“Is the man okay?”


“Yes, Jack, this a friend of Momma’s from work.
He just needs our help and then we can go and get you that kitty, okay?”


The little guy nods and Suzannah pins me
with a look.


“If you so much as look at him again, I
will end you. Got me?”


“Fair enough. I need you to follow me.” I
stand, place my hand back over the wound then bend back down. “Don’t be stupid
Suzannah, Jack depends on you.”


I tap the hood of her car, get back in the
stolen car and drive out of the city. When I feel like we are far enough away
from the main highway, I stop. Suzannah gets out of the car and comes charging
up to me.


In a loud whisper, she says, “What the
fuck? How do you know me? And what do I have to do to get my son and me
away from you?”


“Calm down. I don’t mean you any harm. I’m
after Darius Todd and Thomas Strike.”


“Darius is the VP of the Harbingers of
Death and Thomas Strike is Hammer, you’ve already met him.”


Fuck, Thomas Strike is Hammer?


“Strike is Hammer?” I ask stupidly.


“Yeah, get it? Strike,” Suzannah raises
her hand in a fist and brings it down. “Hammer.”


“Great,” I reply as I turn around and look
up at the sky. I must be fucking tired not to put that together.


“So what’s the plan?”


“Need to torch the car. Then I need you to
patch me up. Can you do that?”


“I can do that. Then you’ll tell me how
you know the real me and let me be on my way?”


“Yeah.”


“Safely?” Suzannah asks forcefully.


“I got no beef with you.”










 


Chapter 8


Suzannah


 


 


Before
I’d let whoever he is in my car with my son, I grabbed a towel out of one of
the suitcases and told him to keep it pressed to his side. I also didn’t want
his blood in my car. 


“What do we call you?” I ask.


“Does it matter?”


“Jack and I need to call you something.”


I glance at the kid and he smiles big at
me.


“Vince, you can call me Vince.”


“How did you know my name and Jack’s?”


He gives me a frown then sort of smiles to
himself. 


“People in low places.”


“Up here take the next exit then find the
first drugstore. There’s a Super Eight not far from here. I can give you cash,
but you book the room in your name.”


“What do you need from the drugstore?”


“Bandages, disinfectant, a needle and
thread.”


“That it?”


“Yeah.”


“If I help you, you have to let us go. Jack
and I are leaving this city behind us.”


“We’re getting a kitty!” yells Jack from
the backseat.


“Is that so, little man?” I ask.


“That’s what Mommy calls me! How did you
know that?”


“You look like a little man, that’s all.”


My son grins at this monster. He knows
more about us than I thought, he knows our names and he knows my nickname for
Jack. Who the hell is he?


“There’s a drugstore up here,” I state.


“Good. I’ll watch Jack while you get the
supplies.”


“No f-bloody way!”


“I can tell you’re a good Mom by the way
you censor yourself, Suzannah. I can’t go in there bleeding all over the place,
someone will notice. Jack and I will be fine, won’t we Jack?”


“Yes!” yells Jack from the backseat and I
cast a glare at Vince.


“I swear if you-”


“Yeah I know, I know. Jack and I will be
fine.”


I pull up sharply into a carpark and look
at Vince.


“Be calm, Suzannah. Jack and I are going
to sit here and see how high we can count. If we get to two hundred, well…let’s
hope we don’t get to two hundred.”


His meaning is clear. I want to reach over
and scratch his eyes out but Jack is in the car. I’m shaking and can feel tears
in my eyes, Vince stares at me and smiles. He fucking smiles. All I want to do
is hurt him.


“Say goodbye to Momma!” Vince says cheerfully
to Jack.


“Bye, Momma!”


I reach over and touch Jack’s face. “Bye,
little man.”


As I’m about to get out of the car Vince
grabs my arm. “Don’t hurry. Don’t make a scene. Get in, get what we need and
leave.”


“Gummi Bears!” yells Jack.


“And get Jack Gummi Bears.”


“Yay!”


I smile at Jack. “Gummi Bears it is.”


Opening the car door and walking away from
Jack is one of the hardest things I have ever done. It’s always been him and
me. I’ve protected him from his asshole father and then the next loser I hooked
up with. That was it for me with men, no more. My boy deserves better and now
look what I’ve gone and done. I went to work in that shitty bar and trouble has
found me. Found us.


“Ma’am are you okay?” asks a lady in the
same aisle as me.


“Y-yes, my son cut his hand is all and, I
need to get some bandages. Boys will be boys, you know?”


“Oh my yes! They bleed like stuck pigs and
it terrifies and makes us angry all at once! I’ve got four boys and one girl,
she’s never been an once of trouble but the boys? Wait till he breaks his first
bone.” The woman nods at me sympathetically and goes on her way.


I buy everything Vince told me to buy,
plus Gummi Bears, some protein bars and a small can of deodorant that hopefully,
I can use as a weapon. I put this in my pocket after I’ve paid for everything.
When I get back to the car, Jack is all smiles. 


“Momma! Did you get me some Gummi Bears?”


“Yes, baby, I did.”


Vince takes the bag off me and goes
through it, he holds up the Gummi Bears.


“Look what I found!”


Jack laughs and claps his hands. I look at
Vince and he’s scanning the parking lot. 


“I did what you said. In and out, no one
knows anything.”


Without looking at me or acknowledging me,
he says, “Let’s go. There’s a Super Eight not ten minutes from here.”


Vince points in the direction he wants me
to drive and I do as he says.


 










 


Chapter 9


Wraith


 


 


Suzannah
is so stressed out about her kid that she doesn’t realize she’d told me his
name. All I had on her was her name. Calling him ‘little man’ was just sheer
God-dammed luck. I can’t figure her out. In the bar, she looked like any other
club whore but looking at her now, worried about her son and all covered up,
she could be a soccer mom.


We pull into the hotel and she doesn’t ask
any questions, Suzannah glares at me, smiles at her kid and goes into the
office. When she comes back she moves the car so it’s nearer the room. And
she’s picked one on the end, smart.


As we get out of the car, I say, “You’ve
been in trouble before.”


Suzannah has her son clutched to her
chest. “What do you mean?”


“Are we in trouble Momma?”


“No baby. Vince is being silly! Let’s get
inside,” Suzannah says giving me a hard look.


I ruffle his hair and she side-steps me
into the room. Once inside, I shut the door and check the bathroom. No one is
in here but it pays to be careful.


“Now little man, Momma needs you to eat
this before you have any Gummi Bears, okay?”


“Do I have to?”


“Yes, Jack, you do and I want you to drink
a glass of water as well.”


Suzannah pushes past me and fills up a plastic
cup for the kid then turns on the TV and looks at me.


“Now what?” Suzannah asks with her hands
on her hips.


“Jack your momma and I are just going to
be in the bathroom. You stay out here and watch TV okay?”


“Okay.”


Jack’s eyes are already fastened to the TV,
so he largely ignores me. I point at the plastic bag full of supplies and go
into the bathroom. Suzannah follows moments later.


I peel off my shirt but the t-shirt
underneath is stuck to me so it’s going to hurt like a bitch. I sit on the
toilet seat and psych myself up for the pain that’s coming.


“Let me help you.”


Suzannah reaches down and pulls it over my
head. I suck in a breath and grit my teeth at the searing pain.


“I’m sorry.”


I shake my head and look down. The blood
that was staunched with my t-shirt is now flowing again.


“Need you to apply disinfectant to the
wound with clean bandages, then I need you to stitch me up.”


Suzannah pales and I think she's going to
decline but she nods. 


 


***


 


I’m
laying on the bed. Suzannah is beside me, Jack is asleep on the other side of
her. My side aches but she did a good job of repairing me.


“Tell me about Darius and Hammer.”


Suzannah looks at me. “They are mean, they
are connected and they are deadly.”


“So am I.”


Suzannah scoffs. “Yeah, that’s why you were
bleeding all over the bathroom floor and they weren’t.”


“One of their men took me by surprise, it
won’t happen again.”


“Rat. He was sent to follow you, if he
hasn’t already reported back, you’re as good as dead.”


“He hasn’t reported back.” Suzannah quirks
an eyebrow at me. “Why do you think I torched the car?”


“Why would you tell me that? I didn’t know
a fucking thing, now I know that!”


“I’m not after you.” I state calmly. “You
know anything about their business dealings?”


“Only the bar. I know they’re into some shady
shit, but I’ve got nothing to do with that.”


“So you just serve the animals and turn a
blind eye?”


Pointing to her son she says, “You see
this right here? He’s my reason. I’d do anything to keep him fed and
safe.”


“How come you’ve got your car all packed
up then? You leaving?”


“Hammer fucking happened. I’m not a whore.
He told me that I could run the bar and I’ve been doing a dammed fine job for
the last three months. Turning a profit.”


“You skimming?”


“Not too much so they’d notice. Just enough
for a nest egg for Jack and me.”


“You think he noticed?”


Suzannah shakes her head. “No fucking
way.”


“Tell me what happened.”


“Hammer just wanted to dip his dick and I
don’t roll that way.”


“Lesbian?”


“Do I look like a lesbian?” Suzannah asks
rolling her eyes.


I shrug. “No, but I’ve been wrong before.”


“Then you have lousy taste in women.”


“Now, that I can agree with you. So why’d
you refuse?”


“Are you kidding me?” Suzannah loud
whispers. “I am a proud female and if I choose to take you into my bed,
you better treat me right and show me respect! Not push me down on a table and
just go at it!”


She’s got balls, I nod at her. “Fair
enough. Can you tell me anything about either of them or the MC?”


“Darius has an ole lady. For a biker, he’s
loyal to her. Hammer is only loyal to the greenback and his MC.” Suzannah
strokes her son’s hair and asks, “Why do you want them so bad?”


“I had a daughter. They took her from me.”


“How?”


“I worked overseas, a lot. My wife started
banging the guy next door. Ann started skipping school. I should have come home
but I didn’t want to deal. My wife sent me a message, telling me Ann had run
away. I came home as soon as I could but it took a month. By then all the leads
were cold.”


“What makes you think the Harbingers have
her?”


“I went through her life. It’s what I do.
Their fingerprints were everywhere, they used her and threw her away.”


Suzannah’s face softens. “Is she dead?”


“I think so. Her trail went stone cold, a
sign that they got rid of her. All I want now is revenge and to find out where
they left her body.” I sit up on the side of the bed, feet firmly on the floor.
“Closure, I need closure and a good old dose of revenge.”


“You don’t need us for that.”


I look down at Jack’s sleeping form. Guilt
washes over me. 


“No, I don’t. Tell me where Darius’ woman
is and you’re free to go.”


“That’s it?”


“Yeah, that’s it.”


“I was going to mace your ass.”


“What?” I ask stunned.


“Well, not really mace,” Suzannah reaches
into her pocket and pulls out a small can of deodorant. “But it would have
stung like a mofo.”


I take it off her. “Pine scent? Yep, this
would have crippled me,” I say with a wink.


“I knew it,” Suzannah says with a smirk.


“Why’d you change your mind?” I ask.


“I would do anything for Jack and I have.
So I get it. We want a better world for our kids. How old is Ann?”


“She’s just turned sixteen.”


Suzannah slides off the bed, trying hard
to keep Jack from waking. “That’s a rough age. You have to watch them.”


“I wasn’t there for Ann or her mother, I
let them both down but she had one job and that was to keep our girl safe. Not
sure I could ever forgive her.”


Suzannah nods and stretches. I look from
her to her kid.


“Where’s the father?”


“Jack’s dad isn’t in the picture. Never
really was. A two-time loser.” Suzannah frowns and looks down at her son. “It’s
just him and me. It’s all we need.”


“How much money you got?”


“What?”


“Moving requires cash. You’ll need more
than what you’ve got, I bet. And that car,” I gesture to it. “It needs
replacing.”


“What are you saying?”


“Help me and I’ll help you.”


“With money?”


“Ten K.”


“Twenty,” Suzannah counters.


I grin at her. “Deal.”


“I’d have done it for fifteen.”


“I would’ve gone higher.”


“Shoot!” Suzannah throws her hands up in
the air in mock frustration.


“Write down everything you know about Darius
and his woman.”


Suzannah sits down at the desk and puts
pen to paper.


“You know it won’t bring Ann back.”


“I know but it’ll stop someone else's
little girl from falling in with them. I might save someone else’s daughter.”


Suzannah nods and begins to write.










 


Chapter 10


Wraith


 


 


Suzannah’s
intel is good. I left her at the motel and I think she’ll wait for me but the
lure of money might not be enough. Her love for her son is strong so much
stronger than my wife’s for our Ann. 


I’m sitting inside Darius’ woman’s home.
It’s very clean and tidy. Everything in its place. There’s a note on the fridge
telling him she had to go to her sister’s place and won’t be home till after
ten. I've been through all the bedrooms and all the beds are made. Her name is
Darlene and she keeps a clean household or is this how Darius likes it?


The sound of a Harley pulling into the garage
breaks through my thoughts, I go into the kitchen and sit at the table. If he
has someone with him, this could get tricky but I’m hoping luck will be on my
side. Darius needs to pay for what he did and I need him to confess his sins
before I let the life seep slowly and painfully out of him.


The only lights on in the house are in the
main bedroom. Darius turns off his bike and I listen for conversation but there
isn’t any. The door to the garage opens and he walks into the kitchen without
turning on any lights. He has no reason to worry.


“Darlene! You home?” Darius yells as he
flips on a light switch and heads for the fridge. 


He hasn’t noticed me. Darius rips the note
from the fridge and mumbles to himself then he opens the door, I presume to
look for food. Darlene has a plate made up for him, with a cute little note on
top telling him how to heat it up. Darius pulls out the plate and turns. Finally,
he sees me.


“What the fuck?” he whispers.


“Hey Darius, take a seat.”


Predictably he goes for his gun, I stand
and pistol whip him with mine and he goes down, the plate shatters across the
floor sending Darlene’s hard work everywhere. 


I kneel down to him. “Look what you’ve
done. It looked good too.” 


Darius says nothing. I flip him over, use
zip ties on him and drag his ass out the back door. Seeing as no one was home,
I took the liberty of parking the car I stole in their backyard. Seems the
stars are lining up for me tonight. I’ll be taking him to an abandoned
warehouse on the outskirts of town. It’s private and I’ve got soundproof
insulation up in one room so he can scream as much as he likes. 


 


***


 


It
takes over an hour for Darius to wake up, by then I have him tied to a table, naked.
He begins to thrash about, looking around the room wildly when his eyes land on
me, he quietens.


“Who the fuck are you!” snarls Darius.


“That’s not important. You are the
negotiator. Tell me about your business deals.”


“Negotiator? I don’t know what the fuck
your on about.”


I stand, smile and pick up a knife. I
place it on his chest and press.


“No! Wait!” yells Darius as I drag its
razor edge down his chest.


“Tsk, tsk, tsk. Darius you are
going to die tonight. The how depends on you. Quick or slow, I don’t care but
you will tell me what I want to know.”


“What the fuck do you want to know?”


I pull out the blade and look at the
crimson that covers it; it glistens in the light. 


“You’re a sick fucker aren’t you?”


I raise my eyebrows and grin at him. “You have
no idea.” Darius’ eyes go wide and he sucks in an unsteady breath. “You are
the negotiator. Tell me about your business deals.”


“We have our fingers in a lot of pies,
you’ll need to be specific.”


I plunge the knife into his upper thigh,
Darius screams and arches upward.


“The hardest part of interrogation is not
hitting any major arteries. You are the negotiator. Tell me about your business
deals.’


“Let’s make a deal!” screams Darius as I
twist the knife.


“Deal?”


“I’ll tell you what you need to know and
you’ll let me go!”


I toss another knife over and over in my
hand while I stare at him with no expression. His eyes are wide and he’s got
his teeth clenched together. Darius knows he’s fucked.


Like the five stages of grief, those being
tortured go through a process. Darius here has skipped a couple of steps and
gone straight to bargaining. It’s not unusual. Men like him know what it’s like
in the seedy underbelly of life, he is under no illusions. If he can save his
own skin, he will and Darius here would sell his own mother to stop me from
what I’m going to do. I nod and stop tossing the knife, Darius relaxes. 


“Hammer is the seller. I’m assuming it was
you that took out Karen and Declan?”


“And the others.”


“Fuck!” Darius cusses. “Cut me loose!”


“You’ve told me shit. Shit, I already
know.”


I stand over him and plunge a finger into
the slice in his chest and drag it down through the wound. Darius’ eyes roll
back in his head and he passes out. Dammit. I thought he had more stamina
than that. The blood between my fingers is slick and slightly tacky. Blood has
a coppery smell to it, some can’t handle it but me, I like it. It’s like an
aroma, the deeper you dig, the better it gets. Only I can’t dig too deep…yet.


I have a bucket of water under the table,
I wash off my hand and then throw it over Darius who splutters and coughs his
way back to consciousness.


I slap him on the chest. “You with me
Darius?” He’s still coughing, arching up as he tries to clear his airways. He
nods furiously at me and I smile. “Who do you give the girls to? Give me a
name.”


“Mainly Russian mob, Alec Petrov, he’s the
son of Roman Petrov.”


I’ve crossed paths with the Russian mob
before and the Petrov family are small right now but they are trying very hard
to play with the big boys.


“How do you pick the girls?”


“The girls come to us! Broken homes,
abusive fathers.” I glare at him and he smiles. “Do we have your daughter? I
could get her back!”


“My girl is dead.”


Darius shakes his head. “No! We don’t kill
them, we rough them up but we don’t kill them! They’re too valuable.”


I sneer at him. “Her trail went cold. I
know how to find people Darius, it’s how I found you.” 


Sobs tear through his throat as he shakes
his head from side to side. “You don’t know that! You don’t know! She could be
alive. What’s her name?”


The thought of Darius saying her name,
breaks something in me and I scowl down at him, the urge to carve into him
becomes overwhelming and I pick up another knife.


“Please no! Please!” screams Darius.


“Tell me about Hammer. Where does he sleep?”


“Mainly at the clubhouse!”


I nod. 


“Is he like you? Does he have a woman he
sees?”


“M-many,” stammers Darius.


“Give me something I can use Darius. Is he
ever alone?”


Darius’ eyes dart around the room, and
eventually, he looks at me. “If you kill me, he’ll never be on his own. The
club won’t allow him to be without his Sergeant at Arms. You won’t even get
close.”


I snarl at him and stalk out of the room.
He’s right, if he goes missing, they will tighten their ranks. By now, they
have to know that the guy who was following me isn’t coming back and now their
VP is missing, it won’t take a genius to figure out that someone is hunting
them.


It’s nothing I haven’t had to deal with
overseas when I’ve been hunting a target, except I’ve had backup and I’ve been
more careful. Getting so close to the end I’ve screwed up. I should never have
stayed in the clubhouse bar for as long as I did. It was a stupid move.


I walk back into the room. Darius turns
his head to stare at me.


“You’re of no use to me Darius.” I pick up
my sharpest blade and approach the table.


“We made a deal!” yells Darius as he
strains against his bonds.


“Yeah, but we both know I was never going to
let you go. This is for my Ann, for my girl.”


“Ann?” I nod and as I plunge the blade
into his heart he screams, “Felder?”


The knife is all the way in, blood oozes
out the side of his mouth. I apply pressure to his wound, but I know it’s
futile.


“Ann Felder, you know my Ann?” I yell.


“S-she’s…” The life drains out of his
eyes. 


I pull the knife out in frustration and
roar. He knew her name. He knew her name. Why didn’t I ask him about her
directly? Why? Now, it’s more imperative than ever that I get hold of Hammer.
He must know where my girl was killed. 










 


Chapter 11


Wraith


 


 


To
be careful, I’ve done a couple of drive bys past the motel, that I left Suzannah
and her boy at then ditched the car and walked around it a couple of times.
There’s no surveillance or if there is they’re better than me. 


I knock softly on the door and Suzannah
looks out the window before she opens the door. Whatever she’s been through,
it’s made her smart enough to know not to open the door, even a crack. It’s
easy to bust open a door, even with a chain on. 


“Hey,” Suzannah says easily as I enter.


“Hey.”


“You’ve been gone two days, if you hadn’t
come back, I would’ve left in the morning.”


“Your intel was good.” I hand her an
envelope. 


Suzannah opens it and shakes her head.
“It’s too much, we agreed on twenty.”


“Your intel was good,” I repeat and sit on
the end of the bed. “Where’s Jack?”


“I took him to a friend’s house.”


“Smart.”


“I don’t know you. I agreed to do this
for,” Suzannah holds up the envelope and continues, “a price. You might have
double-crossed me, hell, you still might.”


I shake my head. “No. My word is good.”


Suzannah sits beside me. “How’s the stab
wound.”


I shrug. “It’s fine. Doesn’t hurt much.”


“You hungry?” I think about it and my
stomach growls. “I’ll take that as a yes.”


I grin at her. “It seems my stomach has
betrayed me.”


“I’ll go get burgers. You eat burgers,
right?”


“Yeah.”


Suzannah puts the envelope in her handbag
and leaves. I lay down on the bed, close my eyes and wake up when she comes
back through the door an hour later.


“Sorry, did I wake you?”


“Yeah, must be more tired than I thought.”


I stand, take the bag from her and place
it on the small table in the corner of the room. I set it out with napkins and
put coasters under the cans of drink then place the burgers on plates, Suzannah
got two for me. When I’m done, I realize she’s staring at me and not moving.


“Ahh, dinner is served?” I say tentatively.


“I’ve never had a man layout takeaway food
like that before. Normally, I’ve just eaten it out of the bag.”


“All meals should be appreciated. Things are
better digested if you sit, eat and talk, no TV.” I pause and look at her.
“Sorry, it’s an old habit.”


“It’s a good habit.”


Suzannah gives me a small smile and sits
down. 


“How did it…go?” Suzannah asks
tentatively.


Without giving her the intimate details, I
say, “I need to get close to Hammer and that’s not going to be easy.”


“Why him?”


“He’s the last piece of the puzzle. Well,
almost, there’s one more after him.”


“You think Hammer took your daughter?”


“Yeah. I need to find out what he knows.
Confirm who’s next in the chain. I’m just not sure how I’m going to get close
to him without a lot of…fuss.”


“You think there’s more people involved?”


“Darius mentioned someone else.” I take a
bite of my burger.


“Who?” Suzannah asks. 


I look at her with a mouth full of food
and she starts waving her hand in my face.


“Don’t tell me! I don’t want to know!”


I nod at her and swallow my food. “The
less you know the better.”


“Agreed.” Suzannah takes a bite of her
burger and looks thoughtful. She cocks her head to the side puts the burger down,
wipes her mouth and says, “I think I can get you close to Hammer.”


“How?”


“He’s the reason I quit the bar. Hammer
wanted to fuck me in the back room. I declined but I could go back and tell him
I need to be romanced first.”


“No, too dangerous.”


“You’re dangerous but I’m still here and
besides you paid me more than we agreed on.”


“No. You have your son to consider.”


“And he’s safe.”


“Suzannah, no. I’ll find a way.”


“How? Hammer thinks he’s God’s gift and he
wants to fuck me. I’ll be careful.”


“Why would you put yourself in danger for
me?”


A frown creases her brow. “To be honest,
I’m not sure.” Suzannah takes a sip of her drink. “Maybe it’s the way you talk
about Ann. Let me help.”


If I was on a mission I’d take advantage
of her and this situation in a heartbeat but this is my mission, not something
impersonal that the government sent me on. It’s one thing to get myself injured
or worse and another situation entirely to have something happen to Suzannah.


“I don’t think this is a good idea.”


“That’s a lie. Let me feel him out, see if
I can convince him to see me alone somewhere and if he agrees, you can do your thing
and I’ll leave town. You’ve given me enough money that I can start over
somewhere new, very easily.”


“I haven’t given you that much money,” I
reply as I sit back in the chair.


“It’s enough.”


I look at her surprised. “No, it’s not.
The Harbingers of Death are an active MC. They’re being watched by multiple
agencies and all of them have nothing on them. If you do this, you’ll have to
cut ties with everyone you know, change your name, move out of state. It won’t
be as easy as you think.”


“I’ve changed my name before, you know
that. And I was moving out of town when you tracked me down. There is no one in
my life I can’t walk away from. It’s been Jack and me for a while. Let me make
the call, and if you still think it’s too dangerous, I’ll go.”


As much as I don’t want to use her like
this, I don’t have many other options.


“Okay. But if I say walk, you’ll fucking
run, yeah?”


“Fuck that, I’ll sprint.”


 


***


 


I
followed Suzannah to the bar, dressed like a homeless man, people didn’t make
eye contact or even notice me. I stopped about a block before the bar and sat
down in a doorway. I’d gotten used to the way Suzannah dressed when she wasn’t
working, not a lot of skin showing. When she came out of the bathroom in her
black tank and short skirt, I spat my coffee everywhere. Suzannah no longer
looks like a soccer mom, she looks like Candy the bartender. As she walks into
the bar, every man that walks past her does a double take.


I watch as she squares her shoulders and
takes a deep breath before opening the door to the bar and my gut clenches.
This is a bad idea. I don’t have eyes on her in the bar and have no way of
knowing if she’s hurt or worse. I stand, and pretend to stagger up the street.
I know I can’t enter the bar but I need a better look.


As I get to the door, Suzannah walks out
backward, smile plastered on her face talking to someone I can’t yet see. I
stagger around her and keep going, glancing over my shoulder, I see it’s
Hammer. He’s talking to her, touching a length of her hair, and looking like he
hasn’t got a care in the world.


I walk across the street and down an
alley, when I turn back around, Hammer and Suzannah are gone. My gut does a
somersault and I double-time it back to where we left Suzannah’s car. She’s
sitting on the hood, talking on the phone and waves at me as I approach her.


My heart beats a little faster and as soon
as she hangs up I pull her into my embrace.


“Whoa!” says Suzannah.


“I was worried.”


She pushes me off and grins. “No need to
be. He was eating out of my hand. Can you open the car? I want to put a shirt
on.”


I unlock her car and sit on the hood.
Suzannah puts on the long-sleeved shirt she wore the first time I met her and sits
next to me.


“You okay?”


“I saw you out front and by the time I’d
turned around, you were gone.”


“Sorry.” 


There’s an awkward silence. I’m processing
why I’m feeling this way while Suzannah plays with a loose thread on her shirt.


I stand and open the driver's side door,
Suzannah follows suit by opening the passenger door. I stare at her over the
roof of the car.


“Did you get him to agree to see you,
alone?”


Suzannah grins and nods. “Yeah, I’m
meeting him at his house at seven.”


“Good.” I tap the roof twice and get in
the car when she gets in I say, “Obviously, you aren’t going to be there.”


“No, I am not,” Suzannah sighs. “You’re on
your own. I’m picking Jack up and we’re leaving.” She reaches across and grabs
my hand. “Do you want to know where we are headed?”


I look down at her hand in mine. I know
what she’s asking me and yeah, I want to know where she’s headed, more than
anything but she won’t be safe. I’m not safe. I place her hand back on her leg.


“No. You can do much better than me,
love.”


“I know.”


I chuckle. “You know?”


“Yeah, but I was giving you a shot.”
Suzannah gestures to her body with a sweep of her hand. “You know you’re
missing out on a whole lot of goodness.”


We both laugh and I nod. “Yes, ma’am!”


Suzannah winks. “Okay, take me back to the
motel. I’ll write down the address and then I’ll be on my way.”










 


Chapter 12


Wraith


 


 


This
time I’m waiting in a cupboard in the bedroom. This house is a dump, the bed is
covered in a sheet that has so many stains on it you could get tetanus from looking
at it. This annoys me. Suzannah deserved better.


I hear a door open and voices. A light
comes on, I peer out through the louvers of the door and see Hammer and another
man. 


“Told you, no one’s here, Brute.” Hammer
sits on the bed. “It’s just going to be me and that chick from the bar. Told me
she’d do anything to get her job back. Hey, you can do her too, after I’m
done.”


“Was that the hot one, with the blonde
hair and the big tits, Candy?”


“Yeah, that’s her.”


They both laugh and I lose my cool, I throw
open the door, shoot Hammer in the kneecap and Brute right between his eyes.
Hammer screams so I shove the gun in his mouth and they turn to whimpers.


“I need you to shut the fuck up,” I growl.


With the gun in his mouth, he quietens as
I listen for other bikers. There’s no movement or noise, so I remove the gun
from his mouth. 


“Ann Felder.” Hammer gives me empty eyes and
shakes his head slightly. I place the gun on his other kneecap and repeat, “Ann
Felder.”


“What about her?”


“Where is the body?”


“Did they kill her?” he asks with
confusion.


“Tell me where Ann Felder is,” I snarl.


“Alec Petrov has her. Did he kill her?”


I take two steps back. I’m confused. Ann
is alive?


“How long ago did you see her?”


“Last week when we dropped off the latest
shipment. Alec liked her, so he bought her. Keeps her with him at all times.
Who the fuck are you?”


“I’m Ann Felder’s father.”


Hammer laughs and applies pressure to his
knee. “A father? Fuck these girls don’t have families that care. It’s what
makes it so easy to take them. In nearly five years of doing this, we’ve only
had three girls reported to the police. Three out of?” He waves a hand in the
air. “More than I can count.”


I look down at Brute’s dead body and
realize I’m nodding furiously. I stop all movement and stare at Hammer.


“Wait!” Hammer says loudly, holding up a
bloody hand. “I can tell you where she is.”


“I don’t need you for that.”


“Fuck you!”


Hammer tries to charge me but I shoot him
dead. Brain, bone and blood splatter the wall behind him. For over six months
I’ve been chasing what I thought was a ghost. When her trail went cold, I
assumed these assholes killed her, not that she’d been sold. 


I let out a breath I didn’t know I was
holding and walk out of the room. Normally, I like to take my time. The CIA recruited
me and trained me but I’ve always had a predisposition to inflict pain and suffering.
I’ve kept it in check, only allowing myself to torture those the government
needed information from or those I needed information from. Lately, the
need to get my hands dirty or bloody has been hard to control and now, now I
feel like I’ve been cheated. I’ve killed two people and my hands are relatively
clean. 


I walk out the front door, two Harleys are
parked in the driveway, I go back inside, snag the keys off Brutes dead body
and leave.


 


***


 


It’s
a week later, staking out Alec Petrov hasn’t been easy. He seems to spend most
of his time at a house in the country, surrounded by armed guards, dogs and
security cameras. If I can get inside the house, I’ll be able to talk to
him. I haven’t seen Ann. If she is still alive, she must be in the house. The
guards out front wouldn’t even let me enter the grounds to deliver flowers, nor
would they confirm that an Ann Felder lived there.


I’m inside the grounds, just over the
fence waiting for the guards to make their rounds past me and move before the
dogs are allowed out to roam. I picked tonight as there is no moon, and being
out in the country there isn’t any ambient light, so hiding in the gardens is
easy, as long as I avoid the lights around the yard.


Moving silently, I approach a side door.
There are no cameras around this side of the house, I try the door and of
course, it’s locked. I drop down to my knees and pick the lock, it takes less
than ten seconds. Opening the door, I slip inside and listen for people or an
alarm. I make myself count to thirty, it’s excruciating but I can’t afford to
screw this up. If Ann is alive, she’s depending on me.


I make my way through the bottom floor of
the house, it’s tastefully decorated, the only people down here are guards and
the house staff, I manage to avoid all of them. Getting up the stairs to the
second floor isn’t easy, the stairwell is in the middle of the first floor
directly in front of the doors leading to the outside. I wait, hidden in a cupboard,
for guards and staff to leave. It must take thirty minutes before I am sure I
won’t be seen. The stairs creak as I step on them, the sound to my ears is
amplified. As quickly as I can I ascend the stairs, once I’m at the top, the
house branches out into two wings. I go left and open all the doors, there are
no security guards up here. 


The left side of the house is empty, a
bunch of highly decorated rooms with no one in them. I move to the other side of
the home, I can hear a TV and head toward it. Looking quickly around the side
of a door, I see Alec Petrov on the phone, walking away from me. I look again
and he’s facing the window, talking.


I slip into the room, no one else appears
to be in here with him. I wait, and he finishes the call, tossing the phone
onto an armchair.


Petrov is still facing the window, shaking
his head. “You know many have tried but none have made it this far. Is it my
father you seek to punish or is it something I have done?” he asks loudly.


With his hands raised, he turns slowly to
face me, a small smile on his lips. I hold up a picture of Ann and walk toward
him. Petrov lowers his arms, takes it, looking puzzled, he smiles.


“Dorogoy? Why do you have this?” demands
Petrov.


“Dorogoy? You call her darling?”


“If you mean to hurt her, I will yell,
loudly. Please if you want to hurt someone, let it be me, leave her out of
this.”


“What’s her name?” I ask. Petrov shakes
his head. “Tell me her name.”


“Ann. Her name is Ann Petrov.”


Stunned, I walk toward him, gun raised.
“No. Her name is Ann Felder.”


“That was her name. Ann is my wife.”


I shake my head and raise my eyebrows.
“She's only sixteen,” I growl out.


“I know. We know. It’s what she wanted to
do. Who are you?”


“I’m her father. And I know how to find
people, she can’t be married, that would leave a trail, one I could follow.”


“We are married, maybe not in the
traditional way but in everyway that counts. Ann has met my parents, my
friends, she’s even in my will.” Petrov pauses then continues, “No,” he states
shaking his head. “Ann said her parents were dead.”


“Do I look dead to you asshole?”


“Her father died overseas, he was military
or something. Ann was devastated, you can’t be him.”


I hold up another photo, it’s of Ann, her
mother and me. Petrov walks toward me and takes it, then sits down in a chair.


“Please sit,” he says gesturing to a chair
opposite him. “I took her word for it, I believed her when she said you’d died,
she cried.”


I lower the gun and stare at him. Petrov
seems perplexed and he hasn’t called for help. Could he be telling the truth?


“How old are you?”


Twenty-six.”


“She’s sixteen.”


“I know.” Petrov shrugs. “Was it you who
killed the Harbingers?” 


I nod. “They said you bought her.”


Petrov laughs and nods. “I suppose I did.
One look at her and I never stood a chance. I love her, you see?” 


Petrov stands and walks over to a cabinet,
opens it and pours two drinks. 


He walks toward me, one glass held out.
“Whiskey?”


I nod and take it from him. “Where is
she?”


“Ann is shopping in town. She should be back
soon.”


“I’ll wait.”


Petrov grins and nods as he arranges
himself in the chair. “She isn’t my prisoner. Ann is free to come and go as she
pleases. All I ask of her is fidelity and loyalty.”


“What about love?” I ask.


“Love, fidelity, it’s all the same isn’t
it?”


A noise from downstairs draws both our
attention. Someone is running up the stairs.


“Alec! Alec! I’m sorry, I’m so late! Alec,
where are you?” It’s Ann’s voice and she sounds so happy. 


I stand and put the gun to Alec’s head, he
freezes in his chair, looking stiff and uncomfortable.


“Alec, I-” Ann stumbles when she sees us,
panic races across her features then recognition. “Daddy?”


She’s dressed in a cream skirt with
matching jacket. Her hair is up in chignon, my girl looks so much older than
sixteen. 


“Hey, baby girl, I’ve come to take you
home.”


Ann shakes her head. “No. I love Alec, I'm
happy.”


“You were sold to Alec and you belong
at home.”


“Dorogoy, it’s okay, we’ve been having a
nice chat. Come here.”


Ann takes a step toward us and I pistol whip
Alec across the head, knocking him out.


“No!” shouts Ann as she rushes to his
side. “What have you done?”


I grab her by the arm and pull her away
from him. “I’m taking you home.”


“Home?” Ann yells at me. “To what? A father
who’s never there and a mother who wishes she wasn’t? Alec loves me. He married
me!” Ann thrusts her hand in my face showing off her rings.


“It’s not love, Ann. You’re a possession,
something he owns.”


“You don’t know!” hisses Ann as she pulls
out of my grip. “You don’t know me! E!”


Not liking what I have to do, I grab her
in a choke hold until she passes out. I place her limp body on the ground then
tie up Alec Petrov.


I pick up my girl and throw her over one
shoulder. The house is quiet and I slip out the way I came in. No one gets in our
way.


 


***


 


I
take Ann to Switzerland. There’s a camp here that specializes in deprogramming
of brainwashed people. It’s brutal and I’m not allowed to see her. Ann is
convinced that that piece of shit Petrov loved her. It’s not going to be easy.
I’ve got contacts in his organization who believe that he is genuinely worried
about her. Petrov has even posted a reward for her safe return. 


I’m going back, I’m going to find him and
I’m going to drench myself in his blood. Ann will see him for what he is and he
will see me for what I really am.


The Wraith seen shortly before death. 


 


 


THE END.
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CHAPTER ONE


Jessica


 


“I am not too safe. My market research is thorough,
and my focus groups are on point. That doesn’t make me too safe, Chad,
that makes me a responsible advertising director,” I ranted to myself, wishing
I would have made that point during the meeting with my work nemesis. Of
course, Chad would know about the importance of research and focus groups if
his designs were based more on client needs than the desire to flaunt his
penis. “I mean, what’s with that ad you created for the Mission Health Group?
It’s not a freaking nightclub, Chad,” I spat as the elevator stopped. 


The doors opened,
letting me out on the third floor of my apartment building, putting an end to
the argument I’d been preparing through nonsensical mutters and wild hand
gestures that would no doubt have people staring if anyone was around to witness
my behavior. 


But there was
nobody, because not only was I ‘too safe,’ I was also ‘too chicken’ to cause a
scene, and telling Chad—who was now my boss—that everyone knew why he really
got this promotion would create one heck of a spectacle. And probably get me
fired and blacklisted from advertising agencies across Seattle and the entire
Pacific Northwest. So instead, I’d taken an early lunch to come home and deal
with my emotions like an adult. More specifically, I planned to gossip with my
roommate, Carly, about how LaTisha had forgotten her purse at work and came
back to catch Chad and the owner doing the nasty in a closed-door after-work
“meeting.” 


Apparently all my
hard work and dedication couldn’t compare to Chad’s ability to take it up the
ass. 


Knowing Carly
would be every bit as disgusted by Chad’s underhanded power grab as I was, I
couldn’t wait to tell her all about it. I was still muttering to myself like a
lunatic when I pushed open the door and called out her name.


No answer. 


Carly should have
been home. When I talked to her this morning, she planned to drop her
five-year-old son, Trent, off at school and come back to spend her morning off
cleaning and doing laundry. 


Irritated by her
unfortunate absence when I needed her steadfast solidarity, I stepped into the
kitchen and froze in my tracks, taking in the scene. A half-eaten soggy
kid-sized bowl of Rice Krispies sat on the kitchen table, guarded by an arc of
plastic Army men. 


Something was
wrong. No matter how busy she was between her two jobs and her son, Carly never
left a mess. And, Trent lived for cereal. Rice Krispies were his current
favorite, and there was no way he would have willingly let them go to waste. 


“Carly?” I shouted
again, rushing down the hall and checking her room. 


No response, and
nobody was home. Their room looked like it had been ransacked. A few empty
dresser drawers hung open, the closet had been cleaned out, and their suitcases
were gone. 


Something had
spooked Carly. 


The hair on the
back of my neck stood up as I dug my phone out of my purse and checked it for
missed calls or texts. Six months ago, Carly and Trent had been so desperate to
escape something that they drove her little Civic into the ground to get to
Seattle. Carly remained closed-lipped about her past, but between her request
to keep her name off the apartment lease and Trent’s nightmares about the bad
man finding them, they were clearly hiding from someone. Afraid their past had
caught up to them, I called her cell phone. 


“Hey Jess, how’s work?”
Carly answered. 


Relieved to hear
her voice, I let out a breath. “Work is… ugh. Chad beat me out for the
promotion, but I have so much dirt to share with you about that. Where are you?
It looks like you left in a hurry. There’s a bowl of cereal on the table, and
your room is all torn up. What’s going on?” 


“Oh, yeah, I was
gonna message you. I didn’t expect you to come home for lunch. Sorry, that must
have looked bad. We’re totally fine, though. Wasp came and picked us up and
we’re gonna stay with him for a few days.” She didn’t sound fine. She sounded
stressed. Wasp was her ultra-buff, super-hot boyfriend. He belonged to the
motorcycle club that owned the bar Carly tended in the evenings while I watched
Trent. I could see her running off with Wasp—heck, I’d run off with Wasp—but
she definitely shouldn’t sound stressed about it. Something else was going on,
and it didn’t take a super sleuth to know she wasn’t telling me the whole
story. 


Wasp said
something in the background while I tried to make sense of her sudden absence.
“Are you moving out? What’s really going on? Are you in trouble?” 


She was still talking
to Wasp, not even listening to me. “Yeah, Jess. I hate to cut you off, but I
need you to lock the door,” she said. Her tone had changed, and her words were clipped,
hurried, laced with panic. “Stay in the apartment.”


“What do you mean,
lock the door and stay in the apartment? Why? What’s going on?” 


“There’s a guy
chasing me, and Wasp is afraid you’re in danger.”


While she
continued to speak to Wasp, I ran to lock the apartment door. 


“What kind of
danger?” I was so confused. How could I be in danger inside my apartment?
“Carly, what the heck is going on?” 


“There’s a guy
from my hometown—Nate—he’s… batshit crazy. I never told you about him, because
I was hoping to leave it all in the past. I’m so sorry, Jess. I didn’t think
he’d find me here, but he’s been following us. He left a note in Trent’s bag,
and when I found it, I panicked. I didn’t even think about you being in danger.
I just had to get Trent to safety.” 


“But you guys are
okay? You’re safe now?” 


“Yes. We’re at the
Dead Presidents’ clubhouse. It’s you I’m worried about. You shouldn’t be in
that apartment. I should have called and warned you. I should have… Shit. I’m
so sorry, Jess. You’ve been nothing but amazing to me and Trent, and I never
meant to put you in danger. You know that bouncer I work with, Spade?” 


The name rang a
bell. “The one who volunteers at Trent’s school?” 


“Yes. He’s on his
way to the apartment. Wasp and Havoc will be there soon as well. Just hang tight
until they—”


Before she could finish,
my apartment door came crashing in. Fake wood splintered and the door bounced
off the wall as a man wearing a sleeveless flannel shirt and faded jeans
barreled into my apartment. His dark hair was buzzed, and his brown eyes were
wild, his gaze darting around my apartment before settling on me.


“Where the fuck is
Carly?” he asked. 


Still in shock at
the way he’d literally busted in my door, I shook my head. 


He stalked over
and poked my side with something. I glanced down and saw the metal of a gun as
the sour stench of sweat, whiskey, and cigarette smoke invaded my nostrils. 


“Where the fuck is
Carly?” he asked again. 


I still had the
phone pressed to my ear. 


“Ohmigod, Nate?
He’s in there with you?” Carly asked, her voice so high she was practically
screeching. 


He ripped the
phone out of my hand and put it to his ear. “Carly?” 


I didn’t hear her
response, but he blew out a breath and relaxed his shoulders. 


“You left me.” He
sounded crushed. Devastated. Not at all like the terrifying man who was pressing
a gun into my side. “You said you’d think about it, but you left. All your shit
was cleaned out of your house and I tried to call you, but you turned your
phone off. You know I love you. Why would you do that to me?” 


“I’m sorry, Nate,”
Carly replied. Nate was standing so close to me that I could hear her clear as
day. “I know I hurt you, and I’m sorry, but I needed some time to get away and
think. I should have told you where I was going so you wouldn’t worry, but that
has nothing to do with Jessica. She’s my friend and I won’t ever forgive you if
something happens to her. Do you understand?” 


He looked me over.
“Then you need to get your ass here. Right now.” 


“Okay. I’m coming.
I’m like ten minutes out, but I’ll be there. Just don’t do anything until I get
there, okay?” 


“Hurry,” he
replied before ending the call and tossing my phone on the sofa. Looking
around, he homed in on the broken door. Tugging me with him, he tried to shut
it, but it wouldn’t stay closed. “Come on,” he said, dragging me down the hall
toward the bedrooms. 


“Is the gun really
necessary?” I asked. “It’s digging into my ribs.” 


He shoved me into
my room and followed me in, closing the door behind us as he repositioned the pistol
in my side. “Quit your bitching, Carly’s coming.” 


I didn’t know
which one of us he was trying to reassure, but he clearly didn’t know Wasp.
Carly’s boyfriend wouldn’t let her anywhere near our building or this whack
job. More likely, Wasp and company would show up and handle him. All I had to
do was stall and try not to get shot. Piece of cake. 


Minutes stretched
out, feeling like hours, before Wasp finally arrived. “Jessica? You here?” he
called out from the living room. 


Relieved, I started
to reply, but Nate rammed his pistol in my gut, cutting me off. “Shut the fuck
up.” 


I could hear
movement outside my bedroom door and wondered what the guys were up to. Nate
scooted himself half behind me, turning me into his human shield, as he watched
the door. 


“The cops are on
their way, Nate,” Wasp said. “You can still let Jessica go and get out of here
before they arrive. Nobody has to get hurt or arrested.” 


“Who the fuck is
that?” Nate asked. “And why does he know I’m here.” 


Swallowing past
the lump in my throat, I replied, “Wasp. He’s Carly’s… uh… friend. She must
have told him.” 


“Nate? Jessica?” 


Nate’s eyes were
cold, and his glare was hard as he kept his attention on the door, waiting. The
doorknob moved. 


“Jess? You okay?
Nate? Let’s talk and figure a way out of this.” 


“Fuck off,” Nate
growled. “Get Carly here, then we’ll talk.” 


“She’s on her way,
man, but I need you to be cool until she gets here. You know she’s gonna freak out
if you hurt her friend. You don’t want to piss Carly off now, do you?” 


“Carly doesn’t
know the fuckin’ meaning of friendship. She said we were friends, but she lied.
Then she left. Friends don’t do that shit.” 


“Dude, friends
don’t ask each other out, either. You stepped over the line and scared her. She
didn’t want to hurt you, but her ex had just died. She wasn’t ready for a
relationship. You should have waited, man. Hell, I bet if you would have
contacted her and asked her out again when you got here instead of giving her
kid a creepy-ass note, she would have gone out with you.” 


I had no clue what
was going on, but either Wasp was making this stuff up as he went, or Carly had
told him a lot more about her past than she’d told me. That smarted a little,
but now wasn’t the time to worry about my hurt feelings. 


Wasp talked his way
into the room. The door eased open and he crept forward, his hands in the air
like he was surrendering. He left the door open behind him and I could see two
men in the hallway. One was a big black guy I recognized immediately from the
news. Havoc’s face had been plastered all over the papers when he’d put Mayor
Kinlan’s son in the hospital for raping some girl. Standing well over six feet
tall, with muscles on top of muscles, he looked entirely too large and
intimidating for my narrow hallway. 


On Havoc’s left,
stood the most attractive man I’d ever laid eyes on. He looked like a young
Antonio Banderas, but with muscles, tattoos, and facial hair. Okay, he looked
nothing like Antonio Banderas, but he did have that Latino sex appeal that made
me want to curl up at his feet and be the Puss to his Boots. Like Wasp and
Havoc, he wore a black leather vest over a short-sleeved T-shirt with worn blue
jeans. The patch on his vest introduced him as Spade. Tribal tattoos covered
both of his muscular, light-brown forearms, his eyes were dark and mysterious,
and his lips were framed in a well-kept mustache and beard. It was his
expression that did me in, though, somehow both protective and lethal as his
gaze locked on mine.


“Yeah, man. For
sure. I mean, you love her so much you drove all the way here to tell her.
Chicks dig that romantic shit. She’ll eat it right up,” Wasp said, flinging
more nonsense at Nate. 


Nate’s grip on me
loosened. Sensing my opportunity, I eased forward. If I could just get to the door,
I’d be out of the way so Wasp could do his thing without worrying about me. 


“Put down the gun,
Nate. Let me help you,” Wasp said. 


Spade beckoned me
forward, reaching out a hand. He looked like salvation wrapped in sin, and I
was more than happy to escape the crazy scenario behind me and lunge toward
him. 


“Wait,” Nate said.


I was already flying
through the air. A flicker of movement came from Wasp’s side as Spade grabbed
me midair and threw me to the ground, covering my body with his. All oxygen left
my lungs with an oomph. 


Two shots were
fired. 


Someone screamed.
Probably me. I waited for the pain of Nate’s bullet to hit me, but felt nothing
other than the welcome pressure and heat of Spade’s body. Tucked into the
safety he provided, I whispered, “Are you okay, Spade?”


“Yes. So are you. I
got you, babe.” His warm breath tickled my cheek as his dark, deep, slightly
accented voice made me all too aware of the length of him growing against my
stomach. Despite the seriousness of the situation, Spade was getting hard. That
knowledge, coupled with the masculine scent of leather and sandalwood, and the
fact that this man had literally risked his life to keep me safe, heated my
blood and made all my girly parts tingle. 


“That’s right,
motherfucker, we are not friends,” Wasp growled. “You hurt Carly. You took away
two people she loved, and you scared the shit out of her. I promise you, she
will never know that kind of fear again. Trent will never have another
nightmare, because this ends today.”


Nate’s response
was garbled. 


Spade lifted
himself off me and stood, offering me his hand. As he hefted me to my feet, I
took in the scene. Nate was bleeding out on the carpet at the foot of my bed
with two gunshot wounds in his chest. 


“He didn’t shoot,”
I observed aloud. 


Wasp nodded. “He
tried. I’m faster.” 


“But we want him
to shoot.” 


Wasp’s eyebrows
shot up as his gaze met mine. “That crazy motherfucker should have never even
gotten his hands on a gun. Now he’ll never shoot anyone again.” 


I shook my head.
My mind was spinning, but I couldn’t seem to get the right words out.


Spade squeezed my
hand, drawing my attention to the fact that we were still connected. “What do
you mean, Jessica?” 


Sirens screamed in
the background, drawing closer, and I knew we didn’t have much time. “The cops.
You should fire off a shot with his gun. Erase any doubt that we were all in
danger. Make it look like he shot first. Or at the same time.” 


Wasp’s eyes
widened. 


“Smart thinking,”
Spade said, squeezing my hand again. 


Havoc grabbed a
shirt off the top of my dresser and wrapped it around his right hand.


“You have to use
his hand to shoot for the residue…” 


Havoc cracked a
smile at me. “Yeah, I’m not new to this shit. I know what I need to do. Spade,
take Jessica into the living room. Wasp and I will handle this.” 


Spade tugged me
down the hall. “Come with me, beautiful.” 


Beautiful? I’d
been called a lot of things in my life, but only my family ever called me
beautiful. I was about to tell him as much when the final gunshot interrupted me.



 










CHAPTER TWO


Spade


 


I’VE ALWAYS HAD a thing for nerdy women. My
attraction stemmed from my eighth-grade crush on Ms. Rosales, a brilliant young
teacher with perky tits and a narrow waistline she drew attention to by wearing
low-cut tight blouses. Dark-framed glasses made her eyes look big and innocent
and every time she sucked on the end of them I almost blew my load. I beat the
shit out of two of my classmates to earn the privilege of sitting in front of
her desk so I could enjoy the peep show provided every time she leaned forward
to grade papers. 


I jacked off so
many times that year, I fully expected to go blind. Needless to say, I debunked
the fuck out of that superstition. 


Smart and sexy
women have had my respect and attraction ever since. Jessica looked the part.
Wearing dark-framed glasses, a fitted blazer, slacks, and high heels, with her
hair pulled up into a business bun, she’d fit in well in the boardroom or my
bedroom. Most broads would lose their shit at the sight of some crazy motherfucker
with a gun, but she was cool as a cucumber as she inched toward the door,
careful not to draw his attention. 


Wasp was a good
guy, but he was so full of shit he should have been a politician. I swear, he
could sell manure to a cattle rancher. He fed Nate so much bullshit I
wanted to gag, but the delusional son-of-a-bitch ate it right up. Right until
he realized Jessica was getting away. Then he raised his gun and all hell broke
loose. 


Getting Jessica
out of the line of fire was my priority. I grabbed her hand and took her fine
ass to the floor, covering her lithe little body with my own. As for Wasp, he
made me proud when he sent two slugs straight through the asshole’s chest,
putting an end to this little hostage situation. 


When Jessica
suggested that we fire off Nate’s gun to keep the police off our backs, I
gained a whole new respect for her. A respect that only mounted when she kept
her cool after the cops arrived and advised us to head down to the station so
they could officially take our statements. Link, our club’s president, his wife,
Emily (a ball-busting attorney), and Carly showed up and between bikes, a
Jaguar, and a Jeep, we made up one hell of an eclectic caravan. Since everyone
was hungry and the police interviews could take hours, we grabbed lunch on the way.



Since I played
such a small part in the altercation, Seattle’s finest only questioned me long
enough to make sure they couldn’t punch any holes in my story before releasing
me. Carly had given her statement and was pacing in front of the police station
doors like a caged animal when I emerged. 


“What’s up, babe?”
I asked as I approached. 


She frowned,
glancing at the phone in her hand. “Shari is watching Trent, but she has to get
to work soon. Jess rode with me in Wasp’s Jeep, and I don’t want to leave her
stranded here by herself. Especially not after everything she’s been through
today.”


“Shari’s watching
Trent?” I asked, surprised. Shari was a club whore who had big fake titties,
dressed like a tramp, and swore like a sailor. Trent was far too smart and
observant to be left with someone like that. God only knew what sort of shit
she’d teach him. Carly needed to get back to her son like yesterday. 


She nodded,
looking a little green around the gills. 


“Go,” I replied.
“I’ll take care of your girl. Does she have somewhere to go?” The idea of
Jessica heading back to her apartment with the broken door and bloodstain in
her bedroom didn’t sit well with me. Especially since I knew Carly and Trent
would be staying with Wasp for the foreseeable future. 


“She has parents
up north, but I don’t know if she’ll want to stay with them. The traffic would
make her morning commute hell.” 


I nodded. Navigating
Seattle traffic on a bike was better than being trapped in a cage, but it
sucked for us, too. “I’ll check with Link and see if we can put her up at the
station.” Our clubhouse, a renovated old fire station, was only blocks from
Carly and Jessica’s apartment, and would no doubt be more convenient. 


Carly’s face lit
up as she rushed forward to give me a hug. “Thank you! You’re the best, Spade.
I’ll text her and let her know you’re handling everything.”


“Get out of here. I
like Trent. I don’t want to see him get kicked out of preschool for smokin’ and
swearin’,” I said, pushing Carly toward the door. 


“Oh, God.” She hit
the doors running. 


With no idea how
long I’d be waiting, I took a seat and pulled out my phone to check in with
Link. He and Emily were in with Wasp and Havoc, making sure they didn’t answer
anything incriminating. He texted me back, telling me that Jessica was welcome
to stay and to let Eagle know which of the empty rooms she’d take. 


I fired off a text
to Eagle and told him I’d be stashing Jessica in the room across the hall from
mine. Then I twiddled my thumbs, waiting for a response and wondering what else
I should do. It bugged me that Nate had made such short work of Jessica’s
apartment door. In fact, her building’s complete lack of security pissed me
off. Using my phone to search the internet, I found her building manager’s name
and number and made a call. 


Matt Hempernick
answered on the fourth ring. He listened as I explained the situation, and then
informed me that he was aware of the break in and planned to repair the door. 


“You’re not
listening,” I ground out. “That door is beyond repair. By the looks of it, you’ve
already repaired it plenty. Two women and a child reside in that apartment, and
they pay rent with the understanding that your building is safe and secure.
That door is a piece of shit, and if you don’t have an up-to-code replacement
mounted by tomorrow evening, I’m going to shove every splinter of the broken
one up your ass. You feel me?” 


“You’re not on the
lease. I don’t know who you think you are, and why you believe this is any of
your business,” Matt replied. He clearly didn’t value his life. 


“I’m a concerned
citizen who won’t sit idly by and let a cheap-ass slumlord take advantage of
two women and a child. I’m also an Army veteran and a member of the Dead
Presidents Motorcycle Club. That’s who the fuck I am, and I’m making this my
business. Either mount a new fucking door, or I’ll use the old one to mount
you. Can you understand that, Matt?” 


“I’ll talk to the
owner and see what he’s willing to do.” 


“You do that.” I
said before ending the call. 


When I looked up,
half of the cops in the room were watching me. I hoped Matt chose to do the
right thing, because if I ended up killing that motherfucker, the word
‘premediated’ was sure to come up. 


Thankfully,
Jessica emerged shortly after my heated phone call, flashing me a sweet smile
that unwound the tension in my shoulders as she approached. “Carly messaged me
and said you’d be giving me a ride? If it’s not too much trouble, that is. I
don’t want to be a bother. You guys have already done so much to help me. Seriously,
I don’t know what I would have done had you not shown up today, Spade.” 


I loved the way
her pretty pink lips wrapped around my name like it was a lollipop, making me
fantasize about shoving my cock in her mouth. “It was our pleasure, Jess. And I
can’t think of a damn thing I’d rather do more than give a beautiful woman a
ride.” 


Yeah, that line
was packed with innuendo, but I meant it and wasn’t the least bit sorry. 


“Thanks. My
parents live in Renton. I should probably go there, but it’s quite the drive.
Especially in afterwork traffic. You know what? I can call for an Uber. You
don’t need to mess around with this nonsense.” 


There were too
many eyes and ears on us, and I needed to say shit to her no cops should
overhear, so I ushered her out and down the steps of the cop shop to stand in
front of my bike. “We take care of our own, Jess. You helped us today, and
you’re Carly’s friend, which makes you one of us. We have a room for you at the
fire station. It’s not much, but it’s only a few blocks from your apartment and
you better believe that nobody will bust down your damn door. You’ll be safe
with us. Link says you can stay as long as you want.” 


She seemed to
consider my words for a moment. “Thank you.”


I shrugged off her
appreciation. “It’s nothing. I’ll sleep better knowing you’re safe.” Actually,
I probably wouldn’t sleep at all, knowing she was across the hall from me.
Hopefully I could talk her into my bed and we could both get some shuteye.
After we got in a good work out. 


As she stared at
me, her brow furrowed and her eyes flooded with questions. 


“What are you
looking at me like that for?” I asked. 


“I’ve heard about
the Dead Presidents on the news and from Carly, but I never believed a
motorcycle club would be so… kind. I’m embarrassed to admit that I’m surprised.”



I let out a
chuckle. “Most people in life will surprise you if you give them the chance.
Sometimes it’s even for the better.” 


She smiled.
“Touché” 


“Come on. I’ll
take you to the station,” I said, drifting over to my bike. 


Her gaze shifted from
me to the Softail Harley-Davidson Breakout beside me, and her eyes widened. “On
that?” She made my sled sound like a poisonous snake rather than the
sleek beauty it was. 


“Yeah, babe.
That’s generally how I get from point A to point B.” 


She gave me stink eye
like I was screwing with her. “I’ve never been on a motorcycle before. It’s not
a very safe mode of transportation.” 


Her cautious
nature was fucking adorable. “Nothing in this life is safe, but riding’s just
like anything else. You hold on tight, learn to lean with the curves, and
you’ll be all right.” 


“Deep.” She grinned.
“How much is that Spade wisdom going to cost me?”


I couldn’t help
but return her smile as I mentally added ‘sassy’ to the growing list of
qualities that made up Jessica. “It’s your lucky day. Wisdom’s on the house.
Carly often calls you a life-saving angel, but she didn’t say shit about your
quick wit and sharp tongue. I think you’ll be just fine staying in a clubhouse
full of bikers. As for your preferred mode of transportation to get there…
you’ve been through enough shit today and if you’re not up for riding on the
back of my bike, I can order you an Uber.”


She considered me
a moment longer before shaking her head. “I really am too safe, aren’t I?” 


She was clearly
working through some shit, so I arched an eyebrow and waited for her to
continue. 


“Dang it, Chad was
right.” She dropped her shoulders and let out a deep breath. “I’m game. I’d
love to accept a ride and a place to stay from a biker I just met. My parents
will be so proud of these hasty decisions. But, can we stop by my apartment on
the way so I can grab a few things and maybe take my car in case I need to make
a quick escape?” 


 I’d only
known the woman for a handful of hours, and she’d impressed the hell out of me.
Her kick-ass sense of humor had me chuckling to myself as I tugged the spare
helmet out of my saddle bag and gestured her forward. “Come here. We need to
protect that beautiful brain of yours.” 


Chewing on her
lip, she stepped forward. Once she was close enough, I positioned the helmet on
her head and tightened the strap. Her big brown eyes watched me as I took my
time, making sure the helmet fit correctly. Then I swung my leg over the saddle
and waited. She awkwardly climbed on behind me and settled in, leaving a few
inches between us as she rested her hands on my hips. Smiling to myself, I
grabbed her wrists and gently tugged her against me, settling her palms on my
abs.


She sucked in a
breath, letting me know she was just as affected by the contact as I was. Good,
because her proximity was fucking with my entire body. Her breasts pressed
against my back, making my jeans hella uncomfortable. Her soft skin felt so
damn good under my calloused fingers that I couldn’t stop myself from rubbing
little circles on the backs of her hands. 


“Keep a tight grip
so you can move with me, Jess. I won’t let anything happen to you.” 


She nodded against
my back. “I know you won’t. You protected me today.” 


I don’t know if
she meant for me to hear that last part, but I did, and it felt damn good. Yes,
I had protected her, and I would do it again. The world needed more people like
Jessica in it. People who took in a single mom and helped her care for her
child. Carly had told me all about Jessica’s kindness and generosity, and I couldn’t
wait to explore the other facets of her personality. 


Wanting to extend
the experience, I took a few wrong turns on the way to her apartment, hoping
she enjoyed the ride. I had nothing to worry about. By the time I lowered my
kickstand and helped her off my bike, she was grinning ear to ear. 


“That was
fantastic,” she gushed, her cheeks rosy and her eyes bright with excitement. 


She tugged at the
helmet strap and I intervened, opening the clasp for her. The tight bun her
hair had been confined in was now a full-on mess with loose brown wisps framing
her face. Between the messy hair, the glasses, and the rumpled business attire,
she looked like a librarian who’d been roughly fucked against a bookshelf. She
looked perfect. 


“That’s nothing. You
should ride with me on the freeway sometime.” 


Her grin only
widened. “I’d like that.” 


Already thinking
about all the places I could take her, and drive her, I followed Jessica up to
her apartment, watching her pause in front of the officer guarding her door. 


“We can come back
later,” she said, turning around. 


I put my arm out
to stop her. “It’s been more than six hours.” Turning my attention to the cop,
I asked, “Jessica lives here. Can she go in and get clothes and shit to get her
through a few days?”


The officer held
up a finger and spoke into his radio before answering me. “They’re wrapping
things up now.” 


We waited, then
after Seattle’s finest left, I followed Jessica down the hall and watched as
she paused at the door to her bedroom. 


“They took the body,”
I assured her. “They wouldn’t have left it in there.” 


She nodded. Her
hand trembled slightly when she reached for the doorknob. Moving closer, I
settled my hand on the small of her back for support. “You don’t have to go in
there, Jess. If you tell me what you need, I can do it for you.” 


Her shoulders rose
and fell with a deep breath. “No. I need to do this. I need to see…” Her words
trailed off as she turned the knob and shoved open the door. The rust-colored
stain on the carpet drew her attention. 


“He was crazy,” she
whispered, as if afraid to break the silence of the room. “I thought he was
going to kill me.” She didn’t sound scared, or even concerned. More like
resolved. She stepped into the room and drew closer to the stain. A strangled
noise escaped from her throat and she immediately clapped a hand over her
mouth. Eyes wide, she looked at me. 


“You okay?” I
asked, wondering if she was cracking up. I’d spent enough time in the Army to
know some people couldn’t handle death. I didn’t know what I’d do if Jessica lost
her shit. Probably pick her ass up and get her the hell out of there. 


But she wasn’t
crying. It took me a moment to realize her shoulders were shaking from laughter.
She fought for control of herself, and then dropped the hand that had been
covering her mouth. 


“I know it
shouldn’t be funny, but it is,” she said. “Not funny as in silly, but funny as
in ironic. Today is nothing but a minefield of irony, and I’m straight-dancing
in it. I came home from lunch today because I was upset that I got passed over
for a promotion at work. Again. According to Chad, the jerk who got the
promotion, I’m ‘too safe’ and ‘don’t take enough chances.’ But you know what? I
bet Chad, with his ‘innovative ideas’ and ‘ground-breaking ads’ has never had a
gun jammed in his ribs. ‘Too safe’.” She snorted. “Nobody appreciates thorough
research and extensive market analysis anymore. They just want some reckless
troublemaker to march in and do something new and exciting. Well, guess what,
Chad? I could have died today. Doesn’t get any newer and more exciting than
that, does it?” 


Having no idea
what to make of her rant, I shrugged. “Sure as hell doesn’t.” 


Her gaze snapped
to me, as if she was surprised to see me still standing there. “You don’t think
I’m boring, do you?” 


No, she was intriguing
as fuck. “That’s definitely not a word I’d use to describe you. Chad must be
one dumbass motherfucker.” 


She grinned. “Yes.
That’s perfect. Chad is one dumbass motherfucker.” Her voice lowered around the
expletives like she was afraid of getting caught muttering a curse. Jessica
wasn’t boring. She was a good girl. Big difference. 


“You’re not
boring, Jess. You’re smart and kind and funny and sexy as fuck.” And I hated
that some bastard had made her feel less than. 


She was staring at
me like she couldn’t believe the shit I was saying. Like I’d lie to her. 


Frustrated, I
glanced around her room, looking for more clues about her personality. Novels
were stacked on the nightstand beside her bed. Knowing I could learn a lot about
her by the books she read, I wandered over and started thumbing through them,
surprised to find half-naked men splayed across most of the covers. 


“What are you
doing?” she asked, sounding scandalized. 


“Fifty Shades of
Grey?” I asked, holding up the book. “You read this?” 


Her face turned
bright red. “It was… educational.” 


I bet. I hadn’t
read the book, but hearing the club whores talk about it made me curious enough
to catch the movie. Not in the theater like some lonely pervert, but in my room,
alone, after it had come out for rent. I had to see what the fuss was about.
Turns out chicks are into being tied up and told what to do. 


I had no trouble
getting behind that shit. 


“Any time you want
an education, babe, all you have to do is ask.” 


She blinked. More color
flooded her cheeks and her eyes dilated enough to tell me she was considering
the idea. 


I always made it a
point to play the cards I’d been dealt, but I recognized a good hand when I saw
one. If this kind, sexy, nerdy girl turned out to be a closet freak, she’d be
wearing my property patch by Christmas. 


 










CHAPTER THREE


Jessica


 


I COULDN’T BELIEVE Spade was hitting on me.
I mean, sure, men hit on me. Occasionally. But they usually wore suits and
enjoyed pastimes no more rigorous than a challenging game of chess. Spade was a
biker with tattoos and pecks I could bounce a quarter off of. I’m sure my last
boyfriend had been taking his mom’s estrogen. Seriously, we’d watched a
romantic comedy together, and he cried at the mushy part. Don’t get me wrong, there’s
nothing wrong with metrosexual men. For someone else. 


I was looking for
something different… something a little more masculine. Someone a little more
like Spade. Too bad men like Spade never seemed to drift into my hemisphere. 


Yet here he was. 


“You ever try any
of this shit?” he asked, thumbing through my Fifty Shades of Grey book. Apparently
he wasn’t going to let me off the hook about my reading habits. 


Knowing I
shouldn’t be ashamed about the books I read did nothing to wipe the shame from
my face. Why couldn’t I have had War and Peace or Little Women on
my nightstand. 


Because you
haven’t read any classics since college. 


Right. Now I read
smut and mommy porn, and loved it. Determined not to be ashamed, I held my head
high and ignored him. 


“I’m gonna take
your silence as a no,” Spade said. “Any of it you want to try?” 


Spade had saved my
life, but he was virtually a stranger. We were having an inappropriate
conversation in my bedroom, where a man had been shot only hours ago. I should be
repulsed, but that’s not the reaction my body was experiencing. My nipples
pebbled and I crossed my arms in front of myself and stepped into my closet to
find a suitcase.


“You’re not a
virgin, are you?” 


“No.” I wheeled
the suitcase over to the dresser and started filling it. “I’ve had sex before.”



“And you sound so
impressed,” he replied with a chuckle. “Must have been vanilla as shit. Did you
even come?” 


He had no right to
ask that sort of question, yet his brazen tone and foul mouth set my body on fire.
Struggling to take some sort of control over the conversation, I snapped, “I
don’t need a man to make me come.”


My admission sent
both of his eyebrows up toward his hairline. “You’ve never been properly fucked
before.” 


It wasn’t even a
question. I wanted to argue, but couldn’t. Spade was right. I’d read enough
romance novels to know there should be shattering or quaking or something
happening when I hit the big “O.” Granted, I only read fiction, but vibrators
got me closer to the kind of orgasms I read about than penises ever did. 


Spade chuckled, no
doubt seeing the confirmation written all over my face. “Well, if you ever want
to remedy that situation, I’d be willing to make the sacrifice.” 


I stared at him.
“How very noble of you.” 


“Make no mistake
about it, nothing I want to do to you would be considered noble.” 


The heat in his
eyes sped up my heartrate and made my core pulse with need. I turned my
attention to my dresser and started shoving clothes into my suitcase, trying to
hide my flaming cheeks and rock-hard nipples. “Are you always this forward with
women? You don’t feel like a spade. Feels more like getting hit with a shovel.”



He laughed. “My
road name didn’t come from a garden tool, babe. It came from me running a
Boston on some racist motherfucker while I was in the Army.” 


“A Boston?”


“Yeah. You’ve
never played spades before?” 


“The card game?” I
wasn’t expecting that. “No.” 


“You’re
downplaying the relativity of it. It’s more than a card game. It’s a lifelong
pursuit. A metaphor for life. It’s not a game, it’s the game. There are
levels to this shit. It’s like coming of age. The house makes the rules, and
you have to be intuitive and flexible enough to roll with the cards and change
up your game.” 


He sounded like
the Yoda of card games, and I was relieved that he was laying off the innuendo
long enough to talk about a different type of passion. I was trying to load
bras and panties into my suitcase on the downlow because if he made one more
sexually charged comment toward me, my body was probably going to burst into
flames. 


“And you’re good
at this game, I take it.” 


“Good?” He
snorted. “Babe, I’m the best.” It didn’t even sound like he was bragging, just
confident. 


Finished with my
underwear drawer, I moved on to the closet. I had no idea how long I was going
to be staying with the Dead Presidents, but I packed enough clothes for a week
and grabbed my jewelry and family photos so there was no chance they’d get
stolen. 


Spade helpfully
added a few of the books from my nightstand to the suitcase. When I gave him a
questioning look, he shrugged. “Educational material.” 


Shaking my head, I
grabbed my pillow and threw my laptop backpack over my shoulder while he took
my bags and we headed out. 


My building
manager met us in the hall, but his attention wasn’t on me. “You must be
Spade,” he said, looking past me to the man who had his hand on the small of my
back again. 


“And you must be
Matt. Nice of you to come up so I don’t have to go lookin’ for you. How are you
coming with that door?” 


Confused, I asked,
“You and Matt know each other?” 


“Spoke to him
today while I was waiting for you at the cop shop. I let him know that your
door is a piece of shit and he needs to replace it with something an intruder
can’t just kick in.” 


“And I heard your
concerns, so I came up to see it for myself. You’re right. A more secure door
needs to be installed. I’ve called the building owner and he’s sending out one
of his guys to install it first thing in the morning.” 


I’d never heard
Matt sound so compliant before. I knew I should be upset with Spade for
interfering, but he wasn’t wrong. Our door was worthless, and I appreciated him
for getting Matt to finally do something about it. 


“Good. I’ll be
back tomorrow to inspect it,” Spade said. He took my hand in his and tugged me
toward the elevator. 


“Thank you,” I
said as the doors closed. “I don’t know what you said to him to make him
actually do his job, but I appreciate it.” 


The look Spade
gave me was thoughtful, and I got the feeling he was still trying to figure me
out. “My pleasure, babe. I like to keep people safe. Especially beautiful
women. It’s what I do.” 


He tugged me
closer until we were only inches apart. I thought he was going to kiss me, but
the elevator stopped, and the doors dinged open. Both grateful and disappointed
by the interruption, I jumped away from him and headed out to the parking
garage. 


Spade had parked
his bike behind my car. He opened the door for me and closed it after I climbed
in behind the wheel. I could tell he wanted to say something, so I rolled down
my window. 


He leaned in, and
his clean, masculine scent invaded my sedan. “Give me your phone.” 


His tone was
commanding, leaving no room for questions. I unlocked my cell and handed it
over. He typed something into it and handed it back. “I put my number in there
in case we get separated.” 


I glanced down at
my phone, laughing when I saw the name. “The Latino Lover, huh?” 


He grinned. “If
you’re lucky. No, if we’re lucky. I wasn’t kidding about trying out some
of that shit in those books. I want to caress every inch of that sexy body.
First with my fingers, then with my lips. I want to taste you. I want to stick
my tongue inside that tight little cunt and roll it until you’re begging me to
fuck you. Then I’ll bury my cock so deep inside you, you’ll feel me every time
you pleasure yourself. I want to take you from behind, pulling your hair and
grinding against your fine ass until you’ve screamed my name so many times your
throat is as raw as your pussy. I want to fuck you like you’ve never been
fucked before.” The scorching hot look he raked over my body added fuel to the
fire his words had started. “But only if you want it. The kind of pleasure I’m
talking about has no room for regrets. You feel me?” 


My body was all
warm and fluttery and my breathing was erratic. I was definitely feeling
something. If Spade’s words had this kind of effect on my body, I was terrified
to see how I’d react to his hands, his tongue, and his cock. 


My mind kept searching
for a snappy response while my body was in danger of combusting. Thankfully,
before I could strip and demand that he take me right there in the front seat
of my car, Spade pushed away and moseyed over to his ride like he hadn’t just
set my libido on fire. His bike roared to life—sounding extremely loud in the confined
garage—and then motored forward to wait for me. 


Resisting the urge
to fan my overheated face and neck, I turned on the air conditioning and took a
couple of deep breaths. Then I pulled out of my space and followed Spade to the
fire station that served as the Dead Presidents’ clubhouse.


I spent the entire
drive thinking about all the things he wanted to do to me. 


 










CHAPTER FOUR


Spade


 


BY THE TIME Jessica and I got to the fire
station, dinner had just been served. I could smell fried chicken and chocolate
cake and knew the ol’ ladies must have prepared a feast to welcome the girls.
Judging by the amount of laughter and chatter coming from the dining room, the
entire club was camped out in the dining area. Jessica drew closer to me, cluing
me into the fact that crowds weren’t her thing. 


“Come on. We’ll get
you all settled in your room before we make introductions. That way you’ll have
someplace to escape to if you need it.” 


She gave me a
grateful smile and followed me with her pillow and backpack while I carted her
luggage up the stairs to the empty bedroom across the hall from mine. 


“The rooms aren’t
much,” I said, setting her bags on the floor between the closet and dresser.
“But you’ll have everything you need. The beds are comfortable, and you have full
access to the kitchen and bar downstairs. Any food in the refrigerator or
pantry is fair game unless someone’s name is written on it. Don’t be a dick and
eat someone else’s lunch.” 


She giggled. “I’ll
try to restrain myself. But I do like to eat, so no promises.” Her head was on
a swivel, taking in the small space. “Where’s the bathroom?” 


“Locker room
style.” 


Her eyebrows shot
up her forehead and I could almost see her mind conjuring group orgies in the
shower. No doubt due to some of those books she was reading. I wasn’t going to
lie and say that kind of shit never happened, but the participants were
consensual, and it only happened in the men’s room. 


“The women’s room
has private stalls and private showers,” I assured her. “And only women are
allowed in there. You’ll find it down the hall on the right.”


She let out a
relieved breath and sat on the bed. 


She still looked
so wound up I couldn’t resist the urge to fuck with her. “Should you get bored
or want to take me up on my offer, my bedroom is right across the hall. And
there’s no need for you to restrain yourself in there.”


Her mouth formed a
perfect little “O” before color flooded her cheeks and her eyes dropped.
Fearing that I’d pushed her too far, too fast, I backed out to give her some space.



“Take a few
minutes to get settled. Just knock on my door when you’re ready to go
downstairs and meet everyone.”


She nodded, her
gaze once again lifting to snag mine. Behind her glasses, Jessica’s eyes were
so damn big and beautiful just holding her gaze had my dick stirring to life. I
couldn’t wait to see them staring up at me while she sucked me off. “Thank
you,” she said. “For everything.” 


“My pleasure.” 


Then I got the
hell out of there before I did or said something stupid that would have her fleeing
the place like her ass was on fire. 


I straightened up
my room while I waited for Jessica. Knowing we’d be heading downstairs to
introduce her to the rest of the club, I was trying to get rid of the massive
hard-on happening in my pants. But my mind kept conjuring thoughts of her in
bed across the hall, making me impossibly harder. By the time she finally
knocked on my door, my cock felt like it was about to bust out of my pants like
the Kool-Aid man breaking down a wall. 


Oh yeah. 


“Spade?” Jessica asked
hesitantly as she pushed the door open. 


I was standing
beside my bed because it hurt too damn much to sit. “Yeah, come in. Let me grab
my phone from the charger, then we can go down.” 


When I turned
around, Jessica was closing the door behind her. Her dark hair was down in soft
waves that cascaded down to the middle of her back. She was wearing a long
coat, but her legs were bare, high heels still on. 


The view did
nothing to help the situation going on in my pants. 


She turned around
slowly and pulled her jacket open, revealing a sheer pink nightgown. My eyes
drank in her body as she dropped the coat to her feet and took a step forward. 


Jessica was so
fucking beautiful. 


I couldn’t believe
that she was here like this. I didn’t want to blink, or move, or even breathe,
because I needed this to be real and not just some apparition or fantasy caused
by a lack of blood to my brain since it was all fueling my erection. 


“I think I would
like to take you up on your offer,” she said, taking another step forward. “I’m
twenty-five, and I have no regrets. Not one. I don’t want to be boring anymore,
Spade. I don’t want to be looked over for a promotion because I’m ‘too safe’
ever again. I could have died today, and it made me realize that I haven’t even
really lived. I’ve never even had a one-night stand. Think you can help me
cross that line item off my bucket list?” 


Oh boy, could I
ever. “Get your fine ass over here.” 


Grinning, Jessica
stepped forward again. I met her half way, grabbing her by the waist and pulling
her against me. Our bodies pressed together, and I dropped my head to finally
taste her lips. She tasted like mango lip gloss and peppermint toothpaste and I
reveled in it as my hands began their exploration of her curves. Her body was perfect,
her tits round and warm, and her slender waist flared out to hips big enough to
grab onto. As our tongues danced, my hands slipped under her nightgown for some
skin-to-skin contact. 


My jeans were killing
me, so I unzipped them and set my cock free. The relief practically made me
light-headed. Breaking off the kiss, I palmed Jessica’s ass and picked her up,
depositing her on the edge of the bed. She started to take off her glasses, but
I stopped her.


“No. Leave them
on. They’re sexy.” 


She looked up at
me with those big brown eyes and it took everything in me not to shove my cock
in her mouth. That would happen later. Our first time needed to be about her. I
wanted her to come so hard she’d be breaking down my door for seconds. Placing
my hand between her breasts, I gently laid her back on the bed with her legs
hanging over the end. Then I grabbed her by the hips and scooted her forward
until her ass was balancing on the edge. 


Lowering myself to
my knees, I spread her legs, thankful she wasn’t wearing underwear. She had a
perfect little landing strip leading to a dark pink pussy. The scent of her
arousal had my mouth watering long before I licked her seam. 


Jessica’s hips flexed
at the contact, and she let out a low moan. 


She might not be a
virgin, but I was right, she hadn’t been properly fucked. Excited to be the one
who would bring out her inner freak, I rose up her body, trailing kisses over
her stomach until I landed on her left breast. Swirling my tongue around the
nipple, I used my hand to tease the other one. I sucked and pulled and nibbled
as she writhed beneath me, her breath heavy and labored. 


I kissed my way up
to her lips again, grinding my boxer-covered cock against her core before
migrating south to her lower lips. She gasped when my mouth landed on her clit.
Swirling my tongue as I sucked, I teased her entrance with a finger. 


“More,” Jessica
said, her voice breathy as her hips rose to force my finger deeper. 


Her channel was so
tight I knew it would be a struggle to get my cock inside her. I added a finger
and stretched her wider, preparing her for what was to come. Her inner walls
clenched, and I knew she was close. I wasn’t ready for her to come yet, so I pulled
my fingers out and pressed my tongue flat against her clit. 


She stared down at
me, her eyes wild with need and passion. “What the…? I was… Why…?” 


Proud of the fact
that she couldn’t even form a complete sentence, I stood and tugged off my
jeans. “What do you want from me, Jess?” 


Her eyes narrowed.
“I want… the things you said.” 


I chuckled. No way
in hell was I letting her get off without asking for it. Stepping out of my
boxer-briefs, I slid my hand up and down my shaft. Her gaze followed my motions,
and she licked her lips. 


Fuck that was hot.



“Gotta say the
words, babe. What do you want me to do to you?” 


“I want you to…
sleep with me.” 


“Maybe later, but
first we have to tire each other out.” I slid my finger back inside her,
curling the tip against her g-spot. “Do you really want to sleep, Jess? Or do
you want to do something else?” 


Her hips flexed as
she tried to take me deeper. “Yes! Something else. All the something elses.” 


She was soaking
wet. I pulled my finger out of her slick heat and sucked her juices off as she
watched. “Still need the words, babe. Tell me what you want. I want to hear
filthy suggestions coming out of that sweet little mouth of yours.” And I
needed her to say it soon. Refraining wasn’t exactly easy on me. I couldn’t seem
to keep my hands or mouth off her. Bending over, I licked her from ass to clit.



“Fuck me,” she
breathed, so faint I barely heard it. 


“What’s that?” I
asked, grabbing a condom from my nightstand. “You’re gonna have to be louder if
you want me to hear you.” 


“Fuck me, Spade.
Goddammit, make me come.” 


I wrapped up and
plunged into her, giving her what she asked for. She let out a gasp as her body
jerked forward. 


“Fuck you like
that?” I asked. 


She nodded. “God,
yes.” 


She wanted it
rough and hard, and I was all too willing to oblige. Not at this angle, though.
I couldn’t get enough leverage. I scooted her up the bed and drove into her
harder, hissing out a breath through my teeth. I was too sensitive to go
faster. Stilling to get my body back under control, I sucked one of her nipples
into my mouth. 


Jessica ground her
hips against me, making my cock leak inside her. I raised one of her legs over
my shoulder to keep her where I wanted, and slowly started pumping in and out
of her tight pussy. She felt so fucking good it was taking all my control not
to come with each thrust. 


After all my talk,
I’d cut off my dick before I let myself come before her.


Just thinking
about a knife against my flesh helped get my sensitivity under control. I
lifted her other leg over my other shoulder and plowed into her, driving even
deeper. 


“Ohmigod!” she
shouted. 


She hadn’t felt
anything yet. I pinched her clit between my fingers and continued to fuck her
hard. “I’m gonna need you to hurry and get there, baby.” 


“Holy shit!” 


Chuckling, I
pinched her clit harder as I drove home. Throwing back her head, Jessica cried
out my name as she came. I rode her through her orgasm and then unleashed my
own before collapsing on top of her. 


As we lie on my
bed, struggling to catch our breath, I realized two things. 


One, Jessica
really was a lady in the street and a freak in the sheets. 


Two, now that I’d
had a taste of her sweet, tight pussy, there was no way I was letting her go. 


Sorry, Jess, but a
one-night stand is never getting crossed off your bucket list. 
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Prologue


Jenna


 


I
know what I am going to do tonight; I have no right to do it, but sometimes the
pain that you carry in your soul guides you instead of your conscience.
I keep saying in my head, Jenna stop, but I can’t.


My pain has been guiding me since that
awful night three years ago. That night tore away every dream I had ever had.
It took my past, my future, my hopes, my dreams, my husband and my unborn daughter.



The slick abandoned road, water that had
risen over the road from the swollen creek, and I was in too big a hurry to get
home for my baby shower. Chase told me we should stay on the main road, but I
was determined to take the shortcut that was barely used anymore. My stupid decision.
Our maternity photos had run later than I expected, and I was rushing to stay
on schedule. I knew I should have slowed down but I didn’t want to be rude and
keep people waiting. One flooded creek and a darkness I couldn’t see in because
of the sheets of rain falling on my windshield. I remember Chase’s voice saying
be careful, but it is so soft in my memories now. I barely remember when I had
no control of our car and my foot automatically went to the brake. I knew when
my foot hit the peddle that I was in trouble and I did the wrong thing. I
panicked and then I had no control and I heard my screams and Chase trying to
reach over and help me get control but we were no longer on the road and I felt
the car hit the water. I felt the big thump and the seatbelt tightened around
my baby so tight. I tried to fight with the belt when I was hit with something
in the face and then it was all darkness. The darkness pulled me under and
deeper and deeper until there was nothing. 


Three days later I woke up in the hospital
disoriented and surrounded by machines and people I didn’t know. One conversation
with my dad and my heart was shattered. I cursed the heavens that let me wake
up without my family With time and as the details became clear in my head, I
knew there would never be another day of happiness for me. I buried that with
Chase and our daughter. The last three years I have gone through the motions
but not really lived. 


 I don’t know how this plan I have
even formed or if I am just in self-preservation mode. I tried drowning my
sorrow in alcohol and then the prescription sedatives for anxiety. I even mixed
the two. I tried throwing myself into work but when you’re on a downhill slide
into depression and trying to numb yourself, interior decorating is not a
business that flourishes. Old college t-shirts and sweats is not dressing to
impress new clients. I tried the counseling and therapy but when you can’t form
words that can express how you are feeling it’s hopeless and a waste of time. I
can’t even look at a church anymore and I know that would crush Chase if he
knew. 


I am quite the disappointment but the
thoughts I was left with was ending it all. Then one day I was walking by the
park and I noticed the mothers with their children, and they looked so happy.
The seed was planted. I can’t replace my family, but I can fill this empty
loneliness inside me with someone to love. I have taken measures that ensure
when I walk away after tonight, just maybe I can fill some of that loneliness
with someone else that belongs only to me. May God help me if this doesn’t
work.










 


Chapter 1


Jenna


 


I
have had two men sit down in the seat across from me tonight and they didn’t
like my rules that I stated up front. I need to be more tactful and flirt my way
through the first part. This is about a one-night stand not a lifelong
commitment. Why is it men can’t stand when they aren’t in control and the
tables are turned on them? 


I’m sitting at the table right in front of
the bar. I have noticed the weekends I have come in here this is the place to
sit to get the most attention and I paid more money than this entire table and
two chairs are worth to sit here. I have left nothing to chance to make tonight
happen the right way. I changed my dull brown hair to a deep red. All the magazines
say red is the new blonde when it comes to a man’s preference; I’m not a vain woman,
but I know I’m not an ugly person. I have lost the curves that Chase once loved
but I notice some men take a second look in my direction. My breast are large
for my body frame and my butt still has somewhat of a curve to it. I used to
love to cook and eat and add that to the squats I did made my legs and butt
have just the right shape for me, but with my weight loss I still have a passable
body. The clothes I am wearing are trashy-chic. The price tags were outrageous.
The woman in the boutique raged they were the ‘it’ style to wear for a night
out at the club and it would turn the heat up in a chilly relationship. Most
decent women wouldn't be caught out in this dress. I feel like my butt is
hanging out and my boobs are doing a peep show, but it has a designer tag and
the heels make my legs look great. I need to look the part of a woman on the
prowl.


 I see the tall dark-haired man that walks
in the door and just by the way he carries himself piques my interest. As he
walks closer, I can see his face clearer and the scruff he is sporting does
nothing to take away from his chiseled good looks. He is young, I am guessing a
good eight to ten years younger than my 34 years. His worn jeans and leather
vest tells me he is no businessman. His wind-blown hair looks messy but sexy.
His biceps are bulging, his chest is massive; slim hips and his jeans look
painted on his muscular legs that lead down to some type of work boots. He is
one fine specimen of a man but in my life before I would have never chosen this
man for me. I have a gut feeling to proceed with caution with this man. He has
an edgy feel about him just from how he looks. This man is going to be a challenge
and I don’t know if I am up for it. I don’t even know if edgy is the right
word, maybe dangerous would be better, but I ignore that tingle of warning
going up my spine and plaster on my fake smile. He stops at my table and has a sexy
slow smile on his face. He makes it no secret he is checking my body out. 


 “Red, is this chair taken?” Not very
original but I’ll play along. His voice is deep and raspy.


 “It is now handsome, what can order
I order you to drink?” I wave my hand to the bartender who's making sure my night
proceeds the way I want it to by keeping the alcohol flowing.


 “Shouldn't I be asking you what
you'd like to drink?” the stranger asks. The man sits down, and a waitress is
there to take our order. 


 “Not tonight darlin’, it's all on me.
What's your pleasure?” I wink at the man and lay it on thick. His smile becomes
bigger,


 “My kind of lady,” the stranger says
to me and then looks at the waitress. “Whiskey neat.” 


The waitress looks at me; so far tonight I
have stuck to soda.


 “Make that two, top-shelf please.”
The waitress raises her eyebrow and I smile at her. That was my signal to her
and the bartender to keep them coming.


 “I didn't take you as a whiskey
drinker. You’ve been sipping that soda for a while.” 


That surprises me; I thought he just arrived.
I guess my shock is on my face. 


“Did you really think I would just
approach a woman without first watching her for a while?”


 “That’s a bit stalkerish isn’t it,
Whiskey?” The man full out laughs at me and I see the sparkle in his eyes. His
eyes are a deep blue like a Caribbean ocean. 


 “I am passing through and I can't
let my guard down. You never know who is safe to be around these days.” 


The waitress sets two glasses in front of
each of us and Whiskey gives the waitress a strange look.


 “The boss said the second one is on
the house.” The waitress is giving off a nonchalant attitude and she’s
convincing. 


 “Tell your boss thank you,” I say
before Whiskey responds. “Bring us another, I feel lucky tonight.” The waitress
just smiles.


 “I will repeat myself; I didn't take
you for a whiskey drinker.” The man looks like he wants to say something else,
but he hesitates. The waitress walks on giving out other drinks. I pick up my
first tumbler of whiskey and take a drink; the burn feels good and I finish it
all. Whiskey looks around amused. “I stand corrected.”


 “Drink up Whiskey, you’re getting
behind and we can't let that happen, tonight is just beginning.” Whiskey drinks
his tumbler dry. 


“If I didn't know any better, beautiful, I
would think you were trying to get me buzzed, so you can have your way with me.
Save your money, I’m easy,” Whiskey laughs. “You don't need to seduce the
willing. Our night was sealed as soon as I sat down.” Whiskey changes the
subject. “Why did the other two men get sent on their way? You want a walk on
the wild side?” 


I look at Whiskey and then down to my
other drink. I drain my drink. I no sooner have it gone, and the waitress is
there with four more drinks. Whiskey guzzles his second. “Change the next round
to whatever is in a longneck and slow them down to one at a time.” The waitress
nods her head and leaves us. I didn’t think this man could get any sexier, but
his take charge voice has me almost gasping for air.


 “I have some rules Whiskey.” I look him
in the eyes letting him know I'm serious.


 “The name is Grinder, not Whiskey,”
he tells me. “I don't live by anyone's rules.”


 “Is Grinder a first or last name, if
you don't mind me asking? Why are you wearing a leather vest in this heat, it
must be in the nineties outside?” I get side tracked by the strange name and a
question that has been bothering me since I saw the stranger walk up to my
table. 


 “Grinder is my road name, and this
is not a vest, it’s a cut.” I must look as confused as I feel. “I’m in a motorcycle
club and I assume you know nothing about my lifestyle.” Whiskey sounds
impatient.


“Whiskey cool your jets, I don't need to
know about your lifestyle, and you're right, I don't even know anyone that
rides a motorcycle. I don't want to know your history, I just have a few simple
questions.” The man looks as if he’s waiting, so I go on. “The first is what’s
your first and last name. The first so I know what name to scream out when you
give me the first orgasm I’ve had in three years, and your last because I
refuse to get naked with anyone that I don’t know what their last name is.” I
can tell the man is taken aback by my truthfulness.


 “Are names really that important,
when I intend to give you more than one orgasm? The kind that start at your toes,
shoots warmth up your legs and makes it way to your clit that is craving the
attention that only I can give it?” 


My panties are already wet. I have never
had a man talk to me like this. Chase only spoke to me in soft words. This is
different but a good different. I feel an ache in my nipples from wanting
attention. I down another drink and instead of cooling me off it sends a warmth
through my body. I feel on edge for some reason. I try to focus, it’s time to
slow the alcohol down. 


 “It’s a must for me. I'm not a slut
and to guarantee I’m not going to turn into your stalker one-night stand, I
don't want to exchange phone numbers or addresses. I don't care what your sign
is or your lifestyle. I'm not looking for a commitment, promises or sweet words—all
I want is to have one night of countless all-consuming orgasms. I want you to
fuck me until I don't know who I am. Not at your place, nor mine, but in the
hotel room across the road. When check-up time comes, then we go our separate
ways. Hopefully my body will ache for days and your body will know just how
much I appreciated your assets. Is that plain enough? I don’t even want to
share a meal. I do have one other question though. Do I need to be worried
about a jealous girlfriend or wife stabbing me in the back? I’m not a homewrecker.
Can you handle that Whiskey?” I have blurted everything out and not in a
tactful way. Have I screwed it all up with my liquored-up outburst?


 “You know I should feel offended. I
feel like all you want me for is my cock but tonight could be your lucky night
if you answer me a few questions.” Whiskey’s face loses all signs of humor, but
I don't flinch.


 “You first.” I see Whiskey is trying
to figure me out.


 “That’s not how it works, Red. Take
it or leave it.” I can tell if I don't agree that he will get up and walk away.
I look at my watch and I know my hours are ticking away and I can feel this
chance is slipping away.


 “Proceed with caution,” I give in
warning.


 “Why?” He starts but then goes on,
“Why tonight for you to change and try something new?” I think about how to
answer this question without giving too much away. I can't blatantly lie.
Whiskey’s too sharp for that and I’m not that great of a liar.


 “The answer to why is complicated,
but the short-version is I lost the man I thought I would spend the rest of my
life with three years ago. Not to another way of life or another woman, but to
death. I know it’s time to quit wallowing in my sorrow and I know I will never
love anyone the way I did my husband. I'm not looking for any kind of deeper
connection.” I stop and take a drink and enjoy the feel of the warm sensation.
“Why tonight? Even though tonight is only about feeling again I want it to be
enjoyable for you and for myself. The other two men reminded me in one way or
another of my past. You, handsome, are a polar-opposite and I want to grab
ahold of that and enjoy ever second of it.” I look Whiskey in the eye but
remain quiet. He is looking at me to see some sort of sign that I am lying. He
will find none.


“Well that is a story Red. My name is Elijah
James, but I went by Eli. Those names don’t mean much to me anymore. The only
name that does is Grinder. If I was a less selfish bastard, I would walk away
right now.” Whiskey takes a drink from his glass looks down and then looks back
at me. “But I've never been known for being a good man and I need tonight as
much as you do. Let's move this party to your hotel room.” Whiskey reaches over
and takes my hand. A chill runs up my spine and I almost flinch, but I control
myself. How can a person turn me on so much but chill me at the same time? I
will not lose my nerve. I have come this far, and I will not stop now. I finish
off my last drink and wave to the bartender to cash me out. 


 “I think that is the best idea I've heard
all day,” I tell Whiskey and I bring his hand to my mouth and kiss it.


“Red, this is a onetime thing that will
last until morning and then I'll walk away and go back to my life and you go
back to yours. We will never see each other again—this is the only honorable thing
I will do this year—is being truthful with you. You have had a rough go of it,
and I think you deserve honesty. Are you sure about this? When we enter your
room, I own your body until morning. Do you understand that? If you have any doubts,
now’s the time to change your mind? The only promise I will ever make you is I
will give you a night full of pleasure. Can you accept all that and then walk
away?” Whiskey and I are staring each other in the eyes and seeing who will
flinch first.


 “That’s all I’m asking.” The
waitress brings my tab, but Whiskey grabs it and pays for it. “I walked over
from the hotel.” I stand up still holding Whiskey’s hand, but he takes it back.
He puts it on the small of my back and for some reason it feels comforting. We walk
to the entrance and walk out the door. The air is refreshing. It’s a short walk
to Whiskey’s motorcycle.


 “I can meet you at the hotel if you
need a minute or we can ride together on my bike.” I stop and look at the man
I’m going to give myself to tonight and I could see him in all his sexiness on
a motorcycle. It fits him. I might as well take a walk on the wild side as
Whiskey put it but to me it’s letting go of my past and grabbing a hold of my
future.


 “I’ve never ridden on a motorcycle
before, so you will be busting my cherry.” I laugh at the flirty words coming
out of my mouth, but I see Whiskey adjusting himself and shaking his head.


 “You’re a strange woman, a real nut, but
it works for you. Let’s get out of here before I decide to just take you over
my bike.” Whiskey half laughs at what he says, but I don’t. I know I sound like
a shameless hussy, but for just tonight I don’t care. I want the things this
man makes my body crave. The things I have denied myself for so long while I
have mourned my one love. I just want to forget everything; feel the pleasure
and get the one thing that I need to carry on with my life. Whiskey can do all
this for me. The warm air clears my head just a little, but I still feel the
alcohol that I’ve consumed. My body is coming alive from being dormant for so
long. I just need to turn my head off and think with my body.


Whiskey pulls me to him. I almost lose my
balance and I don't know if it’s too much alcohol or I'm drunk on lust. Whiskey
catches me with ease, and when I’m in his arms all I can do is look into his
blue eyes. The thought of me losing myself in those eyes for life brings me
back to my good senses—enough to gather myself anyway. Focus woman. Whiskey
hugs me tighter but I push him away gently. “Are you changing your mind? I keep
giving you outs but you’re ignoring them.” 


 “No handsome, I would just like to
get to my hotel room before I climb your body. Tell me how to get on your
motorcycle without baring myself to the neighborhood,” I tell Whiskey hoping he
takes a hint. I want us to happen now. Whiskey gets on his motorcycle and takes
my hand and then kisses it. I don’t think this is something he would normally
do. He doesn’t seem the sweet type to me. 


 “I like an impatient woman when it
comes to sex. We are going to have one long night.” Whiskey pulls my hand to
his shoulder and I watch him get on the bike, so I know how it’s done. 


I need to throw my leg over the bike like
getting on a horse, but I have a problem with that. My dress is too damn short.
“What are we waiting for?” I take a step back and pull my thong down my legs
and step out of it. I don’t want that thing getting in my way and then I pull
my dress up a little and do just as I watched Whiskey do by holding onto Whiskey’s
shoulder. I try to keep from flashing anyone too much but if anyone is standing
in the shadows, they just got a show of everything I have. I try to slide up
close to Whiskey to cover part of myself. 


I hear the man growl and he reaches one
hand back and pulls me closer. “Red, I don't think I can handle more than one
night with you.” I hug him from behind. “Hold on tight, I don't want to break
anything hanging loose.” I can't hear anything after that, his motorcycle is
loud. When we leave the parking area, I feel free. I can breathe without pain.
I know tonight is happening just like it should.










Chapter 2


Grinder


 


Red
has my head all over the place and if I was a better man, I would send her away
and take some damn barfly back to the filthy motel I had been staying in the last
week. We
would
fuck until morning and then maybe I would make the ride back to the
clubhouse, but I'm not a better man. I'm the enforcer for Deacons of Peril
Motorcycle Club. I just finished a job up for the club and stopped in at the
bar to have a few drinks and pick up a woman for the night. I walked around to
scope out the place but didn't see a woman that held my interest until my eyes
landed on Red. I watched one man approach her table, but she sent him away
after a few minutes. She watched the room like a predator; the thought almost
made me laugh. I couldn't tell her height, but it doesn’t matter. Short or
tall, I love them all. I'd bet my left nut that the red hair on her head didn't
match the hair on her pussy. It’s hot but seemed off. She sipped her soda and looked
at every man around her, but I guessed this wasn’t her normal. She didn’t seem
the barfly or lush type and she wasn’t a club girl. She held herself with class
but not like some snooty bitch. The dress she’s wearing is sexy enough, but she
didn’t seem comfortable in it. I watched another man approach her, she smiled
as if on cue, but that smile didn’t reach her eyes. The man sat down but didn’t
stay long. The woman never got up to even go to the bathroom. Isn’t that
something women usually do? I looked in the woman’s eyes or the best I could
see from that distance and she had a sadness about her. She fidgets with her
dress and I saw her tits are more than a handful. They’re smaller than what I'm
usually attracted to but like my old man used to say ‘anything over a mouthful
is a waste’. My preference is larger. I paid for my wife's DDs and Candy the
club girl I keep around are natural. Yes, I'm that guy most women hate or the
good ones anyway. I have a wife and she's a damn good wife and mother to our son.
Deidra changed when she became a mom and I’m a man with a big sexual appetite.
I can't fuck my woman on a schedule and the bitching can become unbearable. I
know excuses, but it is what it is. Deidra says if I don't flaunt my
extramarital escapades, and they don't come back to slap her in the face she'll
accept it. She offered it if I keep the green flowing through our bank account.
My wife has expensive taste. We’re not perfect but it works. Candy is the club
girl I go to most the time when I need a little extra on the side or I just
want a hard fuck. She knows her place. She keeps her mouth shut and when Deidra
decides to come to the clubhouse, Candy makes herself scarce. I know that makes
me an asshole, but if my wife is on board with it then no one else has shit to
say about it. Hell, some of the brothers have a wife, an ol’ lady and a little
something on the side when the need hits. I should be a happy man, but I'm not.
Deidre's wrapped up in her role as a mom and that's a damn good thing, but she also
cares about appearances. She’s already talking about adding to our family and
getting a bigger house. That shit wears on a man. Then when it comes to Candy,
she wants my patch. Not happening—my wife doesn’t wear my patch—no one does.
Deidra refuses and Candy wants to dig her nails in. A night of being with a
woman that expects nothing from me is exactly what I need. 


 I have let Red have her way but
stuck to my guns on what’s important. I just hope I don't regret it all when
morning comes. I have let Red know that this is one night and I have nothing to
feel bad about when I walk away in the morning. I haven’t given her any
promises I'm just going to break. The ride back to her hotel is a short one and
the only thing I can think about is her bare pussy that she gave me a glimpse
of when she took her thong off. Crazy ass woman. I almost swallowed my tongue
when she pulled the thing down her shapely legs. I’ve seen a lot in my
twenty-four years but that was the most erotic for some reason. I could have fucked
Red over my bike right then, but I don't think she is ready for that kind of
wild just yet, maybe someday with someone else. He’ll be one lucky bastard, but
he won't be me. 


I wait for her to get off my bike and then
I do the same. We don't say a word as we walk into the hotel and get on the
elevator. I notice all the surveillance cameras and try to avoid giving a full
face shot to any of them, better safe now than sorry later. I have no warrants
on me that I am aware of but trouble either follows me or I'm running its ass
down. The elevator doors open on the second floor; this place is nice, too
nice. I feel something is off and I know I won’t be staying here all night.
I’ve already lied to the woman. Red and I can have some fun but when she goes to
sleep, I will be out of here. I never stay anywhere that I feel uncomfortable;
that's how you wind up dead by not going with your gut. 


 Red stops in front of the room and
takes her card and swipes it. As soon as we're inside, I'm taking Red’s mouth.
It’s not a sweet kiss but an all-consuming one and I’m in complete control.
Red’s taste is like a burst of cinnamon mixed with whiskey. It’s intoxicating
and I want more. I feel her hand move to my chest as she pushes me lightly. I
step back and we are both gasping for air. Red shuts the door and then steps up
to the lock and makes sure we are locked in. I can’t take it anymore.
Everything about this woman is telling me to take her. I don’t have the will to
fight it anymore. I twirl Red around, so she is facing the wall again.


 “Hands on the wall Red, I hope you
don’t love this dress.” I don’t even hesitate a second before I grab hold and
rip the dress from her body. I reach around her body, enjoying the feel of her
silky skin against my rough hand and take her tit in my hand and feel her
pebbled nipple. I caress the firm breast and then take her nipple between my
two fingers and work it into a tighter nub paying special attention to the tip.
I spread her legs a little with my foot and her body follows my lead. I glide my
hand down her slightly rounded belly and further to her smooth pussy. I want to
tear my clothes off and fuck her hard against this wall, but I remember it’s
been a while since she’s had sex and I am not a small man. I need to make sure
she is ready for me. I know once my cock is inside this woman all my control
will be gone.


 “Whiskey Rider, if you touch me in
my hot spot, I am going to ignite, and I don’t think my legs will hold me so
unless you can hold me up and take me at the same time then we need to move
this to the bed,” Red says in a deep husky voice.


 “Red, it’s called a clit, not a hot
spot, and I’m not taking you, you’re going to be begging me to give my cock to
you. We can move it to the bed but don’t get comfortable there. Are you on the
pill? I want to feel you bare.” I step back from Red so she can turn around.
She is nodding her head so I take that as a green light. I take my cut off and
place it on the chair behind me and then toe off my boots as I am yanking my
t-shirt over my head. Red reaches for my belt and loosens it. I am counting in
my head to try and keep some restraint. Red manages to undo my belt and gets my
jeans unzipped. I help pop the button open. Red kisses down my stomach as she
is sliding my jeans down. She’s timid but then I feel her tongue slip out and
my body is on fire with need. Her tongue is sliding as my jeans are going down.
I am commando so as soon as she slides my jeans down my hips my hard-as-steel
cock pops up. Red does not disappoint me as she glides her tongue around the
head of my cock; when she takes it in her warm mouth my eyes roll back in my
head. I want to shoot my wad down her throat now but I grab Red by the back of
her neck with slight pressure and pull her up my body and take her mouth. She
still has the taste of my pre-cum in her mouth and the taste of us together is
a musky sweet taste that is a unique flavor all on its own. I could get drunk
on it. 


I pull slightly back and while I bend so I
can push my blue jeans the rest of the way off, I take Reds nipple in my mouth and
suck ever so lightly while twirling my tongue around it. I hear a moan escape
Red, so I lightly nibble and nip the tip. Red’s back arches so I give the other
nipple the same attention. I get my jeans off and grab Red’s ass and lift her
as she climbs my body and wraps her legs tightly around me. It’s only a few
steps to the bed and I nail Red’s back to the bed. I run my tongue up the side
of Red’s neck and give her a small love bite and she grabs my ass trying to get
me closer to her heat.


 “You taste like the sweetest candy I
have ever tasted Red. It’s dangerous for a woman to be so fucking sweet.” Red’s
nails are raking my ask cheeks.


 “Fuck me already. I need it,
please.” Red voice is so low, she’s almost purring.


 “What happened to the lady now? I
told you that you would be begging me, and I am a man of my word.” I move my
hand between us and feel just how wet she is. When I start to circle her clit
with my fingers, Red tries to pull me closer to her and I feel her legs squeeze
me tighter. I move back a little from her and she’s trying to not let me go but
I need to see the beauty of this woman’s body and see the need in her eyes. I sit
back on my calves and spread Red out in front of me. Her shyness is gone. I
reach for her tits and knead them slowly with my hands and then bend done and
kiss her nipples one at a time. I sit back up and rub my hands down her sides
and stomach. I see a tattoo of two red roses on her rib cage close to where her
heart is. On her pale skin, it stands out and it’s exotic looking on her—she
doesn’t look the tattoo type. I keep rubbing and giving her soft touches and I
see a small scar on her belly. Its pink also contrasts with her white skin. Her
pussy is swollen and begging for attention. I wipe my finger through her
glistening wetness and spread it to her clit, where I rub firm circles around
the hardened nub, then I insert one of my fingers, slowly at first, and she’s
tight, so fucking tight. My cock wants to feel it. I add another finger and
pick up speed. I feel her muscle flutter and I know she’s close. I take my
fingers and grab my cock at the base. I rub her fluid from my finger onto my
cock and my head is sensitive to my own touch. I go up on my knees and position
the tip of my cock at her entrance. Red tries to move to get more. Oh baby,
you have no idea what you are going to get. Each attempt she has made to
reach for my cock I have moved her hand away. I have been patient so far and
I’ve tried to keep myself from fucking Red like a damn club girl but I can’t
wait any longer.


 “Please, Eli, make the ache in me go
away. I need you.” I look at Red’s lust-filled eyes and I hear the need in her
voice. I work the head in slowly and give it a couple of short strokes.


 “Brace yourself.” That’s the only warning
that Red gets. I let myself go. I slide in the whole length of my cock and try
to still myself, but I can’t. That isn’t the man I am. I withdraw myself and
slam back in; I don’t hesitate. I hear Red moaning and she has grabbed my ass
again. I set a relentless rhythm. Red is so damn tight, and her cunt is sucking
the cum right out of me. Her pussy is like a nirvana I never want to come out
of. I feel the muscles of her pussy clamp down on me and I swear my eyes roll
back in my head. My balls tighten and I shoot cum up into Red. Red’s orgasm
keeps sucking me in more and I can’t stop my seed from coming out in spurts. I
try to keep most of my weight off Red while enjoying the pleasure that we
share. Red has gone lax and I feel depleted, so I roll us over on our sides. I
push Red’s hair off her face, and she has a flushed look on her more relaxed
face. I watch her eyes, but she won’t meet mine. I know she is feeling guilt
and I knew this would happen, but I’m not ready to give Red up yet.


 “Red Rose, that was something else.”
Red’s eyes come to me and I know she knows what I mean and I know that’s why
she feels guilty but then I see the determination in her eyes that she had
earlier tonight.


 “Well Whiskey Rider, why don’t we go
and get that shower I want to share with you and then we can make it even more
spectacular.” 


I laugh. “That’s what I like about you
Red, always setting higher goals. I think I’m up for the challenge, but this
comforter is going to need to come off this bed before we’re back in it.” That makes
Red laugh. Red rolls out of my arms and gets up and walks into the bathroom. I
thought she would be embarrassed by the mess or walking around naked, but
nothing seems to faze her. I know as soon as she is asleep tonight I’ll be out
of here. Red is too easy to get along with and her body is like a siren calling
to me. I need out of here soon. I’m a man that listens to my gut and my gut is
screaming at me right now. We’ll enjoy each other a few more times and then
it’s time to go.


 “The water is ready and so am I. I
started without you,” I hear Red yell. What man could pass up that invitation?
I get out of the bed and yank the comforter off and toss it in the corner and
then turn the bed back. Always prepared.


 










Chapter 3


Jenna


 


I
am half awake, but still drowsy. I feel a chill and my eyes fly open a crack. I
fell asleep. I just wanted to rest my eyes last night and I shut them for just
a second. A quick look tells me I’m alone in bed. It's light outside; I can see
the light coming from between the curtains on the window across from the bed. I
listen for sounds in the bathroom, there are none. I look at the clock and it’s
almost nine. The last thing I remember last night was the sex in the shower and
then another romp on the bed. I sit up and look around the room and all Whiskey’s
things are gone. I get out of bed and I feel the soreness in my body. I go in
the bathroom to take care of my business and then walk back out to the window
and Whiskey’s motorcycle is gone. I breathe a little easier. The memories of
last night flood my mind. Whiskey kept his promise to me and left me with memories
of many orgasms and then walked away this morning. The man has skills when it
comes to knowing how to satisfy a woman. Chase and I had an active sex life,
but it was sweet, and Chase was a gentle lover. Whiskey had no gentleness in
him. He commanded my body and I had no choice but to respond with an
unabandoned fiery lust. There were no ‘I love you’ or sweet promises whispered
in my ear, only raw animalistic sex, and I loved it. I feel guilty even
comparing Chase and Whiskey. Chase was mine and we loved each other but Whiskey
will never be my man and that’s the way I planned it. To keep that plan on
schedule I just need to shower and get checked out of this hotel and out of
this town. 


 Whiskey nor anyone else will ever
know the great lengths I have gone to, to make my life to have focus again. I
hurry and put everything back in my suitcase except what I need to shower and
the clothes to wear for the day. I look out the window one more time to make
sure Whiskey isn’t waiting on me to exit the hotel. I'm not sure why I'm so
paranoid. Whiskey left me sleeping in the bed as he slipped away without even a
note. He did exactly as he said he would. Whiskey may think he’s not a decent
man, but I know he’s a good man.


 I tear myself out of my thoughts and go
back in the bathroom start the water and step in the shower. The warm water
feels good on my body. I think over the way I have planned everything out,
making sure I haven’t left anything out. I checked into the hotel with a fake
driver’s license and a prepaid credit card. The private investigator that I put
on retainer told me this was the easiest way not to be traced. Mr. Jinks, the
private investigator, isn’t cheap, but he’s good at what he does. He put me in
touch with the man that made my fake license. He doesn’t know my entire plan,
but I trust him. I finish taking my shower as thoughts run through my head. I
need to get out of here. I don't even take the time to blow dry my hair before
I check out. I get in the rented car and drive straight to the airport to fly
back home.


 The waiting for my flight seems
endless but I’m finally seated on the plane and my nerves have subsided. I know
my plan isn’t perfect and some would even call it cruel, but no one will be
harmed. Whiskey won’t have his life interrupted by the need to care for a child
he never expected or planned for. I will have a file from Mr. Jinks in case
there’s a medical issue with my child if by chance I did get pregnant. I will
love this child enough for two parents and I will start to live my life again
while holding onto my precious memories of Chase and our daughter mixed with my
thoughts of my one night with Whiskey Rider. 


 No one will ever know that I researched
a sperm donor and it seemed a cold process to me with too many possibilities
that I wouldn’t even be a viable candidate. I read all of the success stories
and I’m happy for the parents that it helped but I also read the stories that
weren’t successful and how some families didn’t make it through the process
intact. It’s a stressful process just like infertility. I went to a doctor and
I have taken the steps to make sure I was my most fertile and this weekend was
the target time. I pray it worked because I don’t think I could go through with
this again. This process has taken a toll on me and I still have so much to do.
I just keep thinking one step at a time. I take a deep breath and shut my eyes.
I just need a short nap to regroup and this plane ride should do the trick.


 










Chapter 4


Jenna


 


One
year later.


 


Oh
how my life has changed in less than a year. Instead of being blessed with one
child I gave birth to twins, Ryder Jameson and Whiskey Rose Taylor. Both came
screaming into this world and I have never heard sweeter screams. I cried, they
cried, and I swore I saw tears in my nurse’s eyes. I was alone that night in
the hospital and that was the last night I was ever alone. The twins can be a
handful, but when I started over here in Texas it meant building friendships
with people I just met. None of my family or friends know where I am. I keep in
touch by social media, text and phone calls. They only know I needed to start
over where Chase and the memories of the child I lost would not be everywhere I
turned. I sold our home, land and Chase’s interest in his business and with the
money from Chase’s life insurance it’s enough for me to never need to work
again. I can't sit idle like that, I would go crazy. I bought a small country
home with a barn and some animals, nothing big, but that will change as soon as
I’m finished nursing these two babies. I'm going to make this place a working
ranch raising cattle. This is and will remain our home; the place I raise my
children and make our future.


 I think of the man I called Whiskey
sometimes. I still haven't taken another man to my bed. I think Whiskey ruined
me for any other man. I had my sweet Chase memories and then my take-charge
Whiskey dreams and that is enough. Those memories and the children take up the
rest of my life. My mind wanders to the what ifs from time to time, but I shut
that door quickly. I can’t look behind and still go forward. I wouldn’t trade
my life now for anything and I wear that guilt every day. The guilt of not
having Chase by my side because I was in too big of a hurry, the guilt of not
being able to protect my unborn child and then not giving her a proper name
because her dad and I had not chosen one. Then there is the guilt of not
letting Whiskey know he is the father of two amazing children and depriving my
children of having a relationship with their father. May God forgive me because
I can’t forgive myself, in any of it. 


I have thought about opening that file on
Elijah James and track him down, but it all goes back to him keeping his word
to me and walking away the next morning and I won’t go back on my word to him
of doing the same thing. One day fate could step in but for now I am counting
my blessings.










Chapter 5


Grinder


 


Present
Day



 


I
sit at my desk waiting for my daughter Lexi to get here and going over business
with Eagle and Trapper. Eagle is our numbers man and keeps our books. We are
adding some more sleeping quarters in the compound and we are trying to make
sure some of those expenses are going to help us with our deductions this year
with the government. My grandpa would raise holy hell if he knew that the
Deacons of Peril MC filed tax returns. The shit I had to do to dig this club
out when I was made the President took more than five years to get settled. We
are now in good standing; anything that could close our club down gone. I’m not
saying we are upstanding citizens but on paper we are legal. Eagle makes sure
of it. He has an eagle eye for numbers, and he knows his shit with a diploma to
prove it.


 “Boss, we’re looking good with the addition.
All the materials are coming in on time and any subcontractors we have had to
use have their paperwork up to date. Seal pulling his crew in has helped a lot
and Chipper has scheduled his two crews for when we’re ready for the trim and
windows. I’m just waiting to get a final invoice from the electrician and
that’s about a month out, but he has been close to his bids on each phase.” I
think all the brothers have been waiting for the other shoe to drop on this
expansion. It has been way too smooth; even the weather has cooperated. I know
Eagle will stay on top of it. Our club is growing with our children growing up
and new recruits being plentiful. 


 The Deacons of Peril MC isn’t the
stain on our town’s reputation as it was at one time. People respect us out of
necessity. We run this town and we keep it clean of drugs. This town has a
sheriff and one deputy, and they are the corrupt kind, so people call the club
when they need help. The law we enforce is the old law of the land. You abuse
your family, we put a beatdown on you that you will not forget. Do it again,
then you go to ground. You want to steal from hardworking people then we will
burn you down and leave you with nothing. You get the drift, do unto others as
you want done to you, because in the town of Peril, Texas that’s what you will
get. This town can be a quiet neighborly town in the light of day but when the
sun goes down the scum comes out to play. We are far enough from the big-city
lights to stay small town but close enough to commute to the city to work. 


This place wasn’t even a town when my
grandpa and some buddies set down roots here. When I say they built this place
from the ground up that is exactly what I mean. The Deacons Of Peril MC was
founded here before we even had a gas station and the snooty part of this town
needs to remember that before we decide to turn our backs to the shit that
takes place here, and let them fend for themselves. We have cleaned up the
things my old man took this club into and turned everything back to the way it
should have been all along. With the expansions we are making and the small
businesses we are putting our money into Peril will only grow stronger. Yeah,
it’s time for some easy for a change.


 “I got a call from Sid this morning
and he needs some muscle for a new transport route the end of this month and he
wants extra brothers on the one going to Frisco at the end of next month. He’s
having problems with the local cops in Chandler and is trying to find a way around
it but wants extra men until he has it all arranged.” Trapper sounds bored. 


Sid has been nothing but a pain in our ass
since we started doing protective rides for him. All we are there for is to
make sure his men don’t end up dead. We don’t ask questions about what they’re
transporting but we make sure that we protect ourselves. Six of our brothers
along with his men protect one van of cargo. We have our suspicions on what the
cargo is, but we don’t ask. It never comes close to Peril, and if the cops show
up, they’re on their own. Our runs go easy most of the time, but we aren’t the
only people he has working for him and Sid is an asshole to everyone. He is his
own worst enemy. What Sid doesn’t know is there are always extra men on his
ride. No one in the club is going down for a stupid mistake that Sid makes so I
have backup always close.


 “Have Leach check out the routes and
Eagle,” I look at the man, “check out the problem with the local cops. I don’t
want to step in a big pile of shit that Sid caused. We need to find more local
investments that will cover what we make from Sid and shut down our business
with him. He’s becoming a bigger headache than is healthy and I don’t want any
of us to end up in a jail cell because of him.”


 “I agree.” Trapper never has liked
Sid. I hear the light knock on my door. Lexi’s timing is perfect. 


 “I think that’s everything for now.
Trapper ask Seal to come see me when he’s finished today.” I need to make sure
that Seal isn’t having any problems with pulling off his other contracts to help
us on the addition. We all have assets and businesses that have very little to
do with the club. We learned that lesson fast when the government tried to
seize some of the club’s assets in my early years as president. 


 “Will do and I will put feelers out
to make sure Sid is being honest with us on his reasons for changing routes.”
Trapper is always one step ahead. We have been best friends since we were in
diapers and the only way I wanted to be president, is if he was my second in command.
Trapper opens the door and smiles at my oldest daughter Lexi as him and Eagle
walk out. I am surprised to see Max with Lexi. He should be in the shop or
helping Seal. 


 Max, Liam, and Lexi are my children
with Deidra. Max is the oldest and in two months he will be twenty. He is just
like me in looks and actions. He started prospecting for the club when he was
just sixteen years old to the dismay of his mom. I tried to advise him to wait
until he was eighteen, but every time I turned around he was here, so I decided
to give him a shot at being a prospect and he has never let me down. I am damn
proud that on his twentieth birthday he will get his patch.


 Liam just turned eighteen and he is,
well him. He takes after Deidra in so many ways including wanting to be more than
he is. Don’t get me wrong, I love all my children the same, but Liam and I have
a strained relationship. I think he resents me for divorcing his mom and I
can’t blame him for that. Deidra and I decided after Lexi was born that we
would divorce and that has a lot to do with the fact that Candy came up
pregnant months after Deidra found out she was pregnant with Lexi. Not a good
situation and it was made worse by all the phone calls from the gossiping
people in our small town. Candy let everyone that would listen know I was going
to be a daddy to two babies and not one. Since Deidra couldn’t save face,
divorce it had to be. It was all my fault and I accept the blame. I knew
Deidra’s rules and the one thing she would not put up with is people gossiping
behind her back. We divorced on friendly terms but that touched Liam the most
and he still holds that against me. Liam graduated high school the top of his
class and he’s taking this year off to decide his next step. We only talk when
I make it a point to make it happen which is a few times a week. We have brunch
every Sunday as a family, then I make sure we see each other at least one other
time during the week and a text or phone call. I am a man to tell my children I
love them so even if Liam is pissed at me, he hears it. If I can, I send a
group text every night to tell them all I love them—I do. Some people find that
weak, my old man would say it if he was still alive. I don’t give a flying
fuck. My old man never said the words. I am my own man and family doesn’t make
me weak, it makes me the man I am, strong and determined. Liam and I will find
our way. I won’t accept anything else.


 Lexi is sixteen going on thirty. She
has her own personality and has always been so independent. She is intelligent
and too beautiful for her own good. She loves to read and always has some book
in her hand. She’s sweet and for being a teenager never gives us any trouble.
She doesn’t have a rebellious bone in her body. She is daddy’s little girl and
better remain that way for years to come. I just wish I could have all five of
my children together at one time for a real gathering or even a meal. The two
mothers will not let that happen. Where Deidra and I get along like the friends
we are, Deidra and Candy hate each other and both become screeching and
screaming banshees when they are anywhere around each other. They don’t want
their children to have any kind of relationships. Now Max, Lexi, and Trace
ignore the two women and get along as brothers and sisters should, Liam and Dixie
not so much.


 Dixie is fifteen years old and she
goes from throwing temper tantrums because she can’t get her way to sneaking
out her bedroom window to date a dead man walking. I can’t even think about it
right now, but I have eleven more months to think about the torture I will put
him through. He is doing time in state prison for crimes committed while my
daughter was with him. He is getting special treatment while he’s inside bought
by his dad, the sheriff. The day he walks outside that gate his days are numbered.



 Trace my thirteen-year-old son is
another chip off the old block. He’s been playing football since he was in the
peewee league and he wants a new dirt bike this summer. We are a big beautiful
family and I hope soon we can all fit in the huge cabin I just built. I know
it’s time for some of them to leave home, but they can still come to visit.


 I look at Lexi and she looks nervous and
my eyes go to Max. “Aren’t you supposed to be either in the shop or helping
Seal’s crew this afternoon?”


 “I asked if I could take a late
lunch so I could come with Lexi to discuss something with you.” That has me on
alert. I look at Lexi and she seems almost timid. My children have nothing to
be timid about with me.


 “Is Candy giving you shit again
about seeing Trace?” Max gives me that lop-sided grin that looks so much like
the one I give people.


 “Candy won’t bother us anymore about
Trace. The last time that happened, Trace threatened to move in with you and
that shut her up fast. I’m trying to be respectful to Candy, but she’s a damn
bitch.” That is true but I can’t let Max and Candy have a yelling match in
front of Trace.


 “Just try to stay clear of her and
I’ll have words with her. Is that what this was about?” I look at the two of
them. Then a thought pops in my head.


 “Lexi if you came to tell me you’re
pregnant, I will kill the little shit that touched you.” Max starts laughing
and Lexi looks pissed. 


 “I’ve gone on two group dates Dad. I
am still a virgin and that’s not funny. Jeez, I’m not Max and Liam who nail
anything that wiggles. This is so sexist. I believe when Max and Liam turned
fourteen you tossed them a box of condoms and told them to suit up if they were
going to play. I was sixteen before I could even date.” She’s right but it is what
it is. I smile. Max laughs.


 “Damn Lexi, relax. Dad is joking. He
knows you’ve only been on two dates and where you went. I was tailing you the
whole time. Do you really think after what Dixie did he is leaving anything to
chance?” Max is right. I was just trying to put Lexi at ease. I know Lexi is
responsible and Deidra had to take her to a female doctor last year for severe
cramps and they put her on birth control pills. I trust Lexi and she doesn’t
lie to her old man because she has no reason to; I will love her regardless.


 “That was so not right,” Lexi tells
us but she can’t help but smile. 


 “So, what has you so riled up Lexi,
just tell me?” I look at my daughter and she looks at Max and he nods his head.


 “Do you remember the classes I am
doing online for college credits?” I think for a bit.


 “Yeah, dual credits, right.” I’m
proud of Lexi keeping her mind on the future.


 “One of the classes that Stacy and I were
taking had this extra credit to do with genealogy and DNA searches and we both
thought it would be an easy thing to do. You know get mouth swabs and then
write a research paper on the pros and cons of doing the process. Mom signed
the paperwork so I could participate. The thing is, there was also a part of it
that we could do to see if we had any relatives registered and actively looking
for family members.” Lexi stops talking and looks at Max. I am going to need to
talk to Deidra about her signing anything where our children’s blood can be run
for DNA. I can see there is more to the story.


 “What Lexi is trying to tell you is
that you may have two more kids in this world Dad. Lexi came to me and asked if
I would get tested too and I knew this was something that needed to be brought
to your attention.” I sit back in my chair and then pick up my phone and send my
attorney a text. I am not going to make a bigger issue of this until I need to.



 “Don’t do anything further until I
talk to my attorney. Lexi, how reliable are the tests?” I ask her.


 “Very reliable. Do you have any idea
of who the mom is? All I know is that they are an eighteen-year-old male and an
eighteen-year-old female. They are full siblings. They won’t give any other
information out because of privacy protection laws. Will you find them dad?”
Lexi is very family oriented and I know this will worry her. 


 “Of course, Dad will be going bring
them home. They are family and have our blood in them.” Max knows me well. 


 “We need to all take a deep breath
and slow down. I am going to get everyone that I know on this. If I have more
children out there then we will find them, and I will find the person
responsible for keeping our family from us.” My mind tries to go back over the
last nineteen years and there have been many women on runs, in other clubhouses,
and trips. I tried not to play in my own backyard but after one of the women I
fucked came up with chlamydia, I learned to wrap it up. Nothing or no one comes
to mind. They were all one-night stands. I rake my brain for who I need to get
on this, and I know Tanker is my man. “You two keep this between us. I am going
to handle it. Lexi have you finished the course up?” 


 “Yes, I was just following up with
the family search for my own curiosity. I’m glad I did now.” Lexi is right.


 “I am sure there is some room for
error in the test, so don’t get your hopes up until we’re sure.” The only
regret I would have, if this is true, is the time we lost. Someone would pay
for that. I always wanted a big family, hell, we have a big family by today’s
standards but there’s always more love to go around. I had bought Candy and
Dixie a house in a nice neighborhood across town from Deidra, so they would
never have to lay eyes on each other. Deidra and I had been divorced for a few
years, but like I said before, our town is small, and there was no reason to
rub our business in the town’s face so my children would suffer. When Candy got
pregnant with Dixie she changed. She became a woman I didn’t even recognize
most of the time. I ended things with her, but I still took care of my family
and as long as she had Dixie with her that included Candy. We had a lot of
trouble going on at the club at the time and once we had finished it, we had a
week of nothing but partying at the clubhouse. Candy ended up back in my bed
and six weeks later her test was positive. I had myself snipped two weeks
later. Where Deidra and I have remained friends and work for the good of our
children, Candy fights me on everything. I had to take her to court to protect
my rights and to keep Dixie and Trace safe. Candy now understands that unless she
negotiates with me, she only gets the money the judge decided that I had to
pay. Candy is too lazy to work unless it’s on her back and I have always known
that. That’s how we met. I don’t hold it against her. Life is hard on a woman
so if we can agree on the kids and she doesn’t throw too much attitude then she
gets an envelope from me with enough money she can live a comfortable life on
above the child support. I also pay the taxes on the house, all upkeep on it,
and the utilities until Dixie and Trace turn eighteen or move in with me. I
don’t pry into her private life, but the thing is she’s still holding out for
my patch. It will never happen, and I have come out straight and told her, but
she won’t give up. I stick to club girls and Candy isn’t welcome at the clubhouse
which she hates. I am lost in my thoughts of all my choices in life. Eighteen
years of not knowing two of my children.


 “Dad, are you listening?” I look up
at Max. “We’re going to go. I need to get back to work before Seal comes
looking for me.” 


 “Take your sister home first. I
don’t want her hanging around the clubhouse all afternoon. I am going to ride
out to Tanker’s house.” Yeah, I need him to find out who is going to answer to
me for keeping part of my family away from me. I know I told the kids not to
get their hopes up, but I already feel that it’s true. I just need proof.


 “I love you Dad,” Lexi tells me and
I get up from my chair and walk around my desk and we meet. I give her a hug
and kiss the top of her head. Max is standing close; I reach over and pull him
over to us for a family hug. Damn, I’m getting soft.


 “Love you both, now get out of my
hair so I can sort this out.” Max looks at me.


 “I will help if you need me. If we
have another brother and sister out there, we all want to get to know them.
Well, maybe not Liam, at least right now, he’s still bitching about Dixie and
Trace, but he’ll come around. He just needs to get away from Mom for a little
bit to get his footing and find his way.” Max takes his role as the oldest child
seriously. 


 “I know son. When we find out who
they are and get a definite answer on the paternity and where they’re located
you will be riding with me to meet them.” Max shakes his head and he knows I am
serious. “You two get out of here so I can get the answers we need.” 


 










Chapter Five


Grinder


 


9
months later


 


It
has taken us nine months to get the answers I needed. Today Max, Seal, Tanker,
and I ride out to Quitman, Texas to find my other two children, twins. I have
been up since six this morning and walking the floors. I have been going over
the papers on the woman that gave birth to Ryder Jameson and Whiskey Rose
Taylor. The pictures that Tanker came up with were useless. The woman didn’t
look familiar in any of the pictures, but her background material stirred up a
memory of a one-night stand, but the timeline didn’t work. Tanker did some more
digging and found out that someone lied about their ages on the genealogy
records. They weren’t eighteen yet when they filled them out. The age requirement
on the records is eighteen or with a parent’s authorization so this told me two
things—the first is they knew their mother would not give them permission to
try and find any family members and the second is they want to find family
members. That made the decision easier for me to go and track them down. The
thing is they are less than two hundred miles away. The mother, Jenna Taylor
relocated to Texas three years after the death of her husband and stillborn
child. 


 That story is what triggered my
memory but the woman I remembered had deep red hair. I called her Red and she
called me Whiskey or Whiskey Rider. It was a drunken night between me and a
lonely woman that was dying to let her wild side out and live again. That night
I had my doubts of Red being able to lose herself in our passion and let go but
let go she did. All the details are still not clear and Tanker’s digging has
come up with one dead end after another. It’s been too long ago. The only way
to get the answers is to have a face-to-face with Jenna Taylor. We found the small
cattle ranch that she owns in Quitman and in a little over two hours we will be
knocking on her door. I hope she is ready to find out why my name is Grinder.


 I hear the bikes roar before they
are ever in my yard. I look out my window and my brothers are here to have my
back when I make this trip. I watch Max get off his bike. He got his patch two
months ago, so he’s not only my oldest son now, but my brother and I am proud
to have him riding with me. Seal is our enforcer; he’s the same age as I was when
I had that position in the club, but he also owns a construction company. Right
now, he only has two crews, but it’s more than I had when I was his age. He’s
tall and broad and has women falling at his feet and the men fear him. Tanker
is our tech brother and a loner. He does his thing at his place but if we need
him, he’s the first to be there. I trust every one of these men and I have no
doubt they will keep my secrets if the need should arise. They each have skills
we may need on this ride. I don’t wait for anyone to knock on the door. My bike
is packed and ready to go.


 “You ready for this?” Max asks me.


 “Ready or not, let’s ride.” I mount
my bike, start her up and lead the way back to the main highway. Red, you better
be ready to answer questions, Whiskey Rider is on his way.


 


The end for now.


 


Sweet Whiskey Dreams will be out early
summer 2019.
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A DelBene Crime Family Novella


By Shelly Morgan












Gemma


 


I
laugh as Jeremy leads me into the back room of the library at our school. A year
ago, I never would have even dreamed of doing something like this. My mother
would probably faint because that’s not the way she taught me to act. I've been
groomed my whole life to act with dignity and poise. "Devi comportarti
come una signora," she drilled into me.


And mio padre…well, my father is Lorenzo
DelBene, the Mafia Crime Lord here In Chicago. But he's much more than that,
too. He's Mafia royalty within the U.S. and even parts of Italy. So if he knew
what I was doing, he would most likely kill Jeremy, his whole family, and most
likely burn down the school with everyone inside of it. Plus, It would ruin any
chance he had of marrying me off to a suitor that he approved of. One that
would be in the best interest of our familia. 


Jeremy, kissing down my neck, brings me
back to the here and now. Damn, this boy is hot and has a way with his mouth.


His hands make quick work of unbuttoning
my pants before he reaches around with his left hand to cup my bare ass, while
his right hand dives in from the front, his fingers manipulating my clit in all
the right ways. Fuck, his mouth and his fingers are magic. I can’t wait
to see how his cock feels inside of me.


“Oh, fuck,” he moans against my
collarbone. “You’re so fuckin’ wet for me.”


Jeremy is new to this school, having just
transferred here from New York. His padre is a politician or something. But
from the moment I laid eyes on him, I knew this is where we would end up. When
I see something I want, I get it, one way or another.


“I can’t wait to fuck this tight pussy,”
Jeremy groans in my ear now, which has me rolling my eyes. I love dirty talk as
much as the next girl, but I’m on a time crunch here. The final bell just rang,
and I know Giovanni is waiting for me outside by my car. I sent him a text that
I had to stop at the library for some books, but that will only keep him
waiting for a short amount of time.


Pushing Jeremy back a little, I smile
seductively. “Then bend me over and show me what you’ve got.”


That does the trick. Jeremy pushes his
jeans down over his hips, just enough to reveal his cock. I lick my lips, upset
that I can’t play a little with him before it’s over, but that will have to
wait for another time. Sucking cock is one of my favorite things to do, aside
from getting my pussy licked and fucked, of course.


Just as he presses down on my back to bend
me over, I get this horrible feeling in the pit of my stomach. My heart starts
to beat rapidly, but not from the pleasure or anticipation of what is happening
between me and Jeremy. I feel as if I can’t breathe; as if all the air is being
knocked out of my lungs.


Gino. Something is seriously wrong.


“Stop,” I say, standing up straight while I
rearrange my shirt and button my pants. “I have to go.”


I take a step to move past him when he
grabs my arm, pulling me to a stop and turning me around to face him. “Hold the
fuck on,” Jeremy starts to argue, but I don’t have the time to deal with him or
try to explain. I have to go. Now.


Without skipping a beat, I rely on the
special training I’ve been getting from mio padre's top guards, Giovanni and
Luca, for the past six years. I may be a girl, but I’m the daughter of a mafia
boss and sister to the next in line. Taking care of myself and handling
anything that comes my way is a must. Bringing my arm up, I punch him in the
face, causing him to release me and stumble back into the wall. Was it
completely called for? No, probably not. But I don’t have time to try and
explain. Mio fratello is in trouble. 


I hear Jeremy yell, but I pay him no mind.
This will probably cause problems later on, but I’ll think about that and how
I’m going to fix it later. 


I sprint out of the library, down the hall
of my private school, and out the doors leading into the parking lot.


Giovanni is waiting for me in his car,
which is parked just beside mine. Why mio padre insists on sending a driver
when I drive myself is beyond me, yet I don’t argue with him since he lets me
take my own car to school.


He looks at me with concern, but when he
gets out of his car and makes his way toward me, I slam my door, start the
engine, and peel out of there. I don’t know what’s going on. I only know that I
need to get home.


I momentarily think that maybe I should
have let Giovanni know what’s going on, but it’s too late for that now.


Weaving my way through the heavy traffic,
I faintly hear my phone buzz in my purse next to me. I don’t bother to reach for
it because my mind is too busy paying attention to the cars in front of me and
trying to get my head around what could be wrong.


Screeching to a stop in our massive front
driveway, I get as close to the door as possible. Without turning the ignition off,
I fling the car door open and jump out, running as fast as I can through the
front door. A voice in my head yells at me to be cautious because I have no
idea what I’m walking in to, yet I pay it no mind. I’m too focused on finding
my brother.


“Gino!” I yell as I pause in our foyer. I
sprint down the hallway and find a motionless form lying on the floor in the
kitchen. 


Taking a few steps toward it, I fall to my
knees and turn the person over. My breath gets caught in my throat and tears
spill down my face at the sight of mia madre. Her face is white with blood
splatters dotting her cheek. Someone slit her throat.


Unable to look at the fatal wound, I look
into her lifeless eyes. They don’t even look like hers. None of the warmth I
felt when I looked at her is there. Instead, I just feel cold, like a part of
me died with her.


I place a kiss to her forehead before
standing up and making my way to my brother’s office door that is slightly
ajar. It’s quiet inside and I know, deep down, mio fratello is gone, just like
mia madre. 


Pausing for only a second, I take a deep
breath to get a hold of myself before I reach out to push the door open the
rest of the way. I hear the front door of the house slam closed and Giovanni
yelling my name as he runs inside, but I can’t answer him. My words are taken from
me as I look at my twin brother lying on his side in a pool of blood, a knife
sticking out of his chest. 


I drop down beside him, my tears now dried
on my face as I beg and plead to him, "Per favore, Gino. Per favore non
lasciarmi." He can't leave me! 


I reach out and check for a pulse. I find
one. It’s weak, but it’s there. Maybe I won’t lose him after all. 


“Gio!” I cry out, needing his help. We
need to get him to the hospital fast.


I reach out to roll him onto his back as I
hear Giovanni come in behind me. 


“Fuck!” he yells, rushing to my side.


“We need to get him to the doctor,” I say
as I work to move him gently onto his back. But when I do, Gino’s eyes snap
open and he reaches up to grab my hand. It scares the shit out of me, causing
me to gasp, but when I look at his face, my breath gets lodged in my chest. In
his eyes I see pain, but I also see betrayal. The look sears me to my core.


The look starts to vanish as he struggles
to breathe. But right before he takes his last breath and his eyes close forever,
he whispers one word. A plea. A demand. A name. “Stefano.”


 


***


Five
Days Later


 


I
sit in the den upstairs, going over everything I’ve been able to compile over
the last few days about mia madre and twin fratello's murder. Three of the
guards that were here keeping watch over the house were killed; the fourth man
is missing. That means he must have had something to do with what happened.
There’s no other explanation for his absence. I mean, if he’s innocent, he
would have been killed or at least injured, right?


Then there’s the last thing my brother
said to me—Stefano. Why would he name our uncle? Is it possible he’s the
person who killed them? Or was it a warning that he might be next?


Giovanni steps into the room and stands behind
the chair across from me. He was there with me when my brother took his last
breath. He’s never been a fan of mio zio, though I’m not sure why. So when I
asked him to help me figure out what Gino meant, and not bring it to mio padre
until we knew for sure, he was all in.


"Hai travato Marco Ancora?" I
ask, knowing that when we find the last guard, we’ll know the truth of what
happened.


He sits down in the chair and places a
folder I didn’t notice before on the table in front of us. “Si, Principessa. I dug
into his personal file and tracked down some familia he has in New York. He has
a cousin that lives in a secluded area close to Niagara Falls.”


I nod, but I need to be sure this is the
right lead to go on. “How do you know he’d go there? Just because he has
familia there doesn’t mean that’s where he’d hide.”


“Si. And since Marco has gone dark and not
used any of his credit cards, I had someone look into his cousin’s card
activity. There was a large transfer from an offshore account a week before the
murders. And then, two days later, he purchased a plane ticket leaving from
O’Hare flying into New York City, along with a rental car from there. It’s not
ironclad, but I think we got him,” Giovanni states.


Nodding, I go through the statements in
the folder, seeing in ink everything he’s said. “Has mio padre gotten any
leads?”


He’s quiet for a moment, probably deciding
on if he should tell me what he knows. I’ve never been privy to the inner
workings of mia familia's empire, but times have changed.


“There is a rumor that the Russians are
responsible,” he finally tells me.


“Si? Is there anything to support that
rumor?” I ask, now wondering if we’re chasing smoke.


Giovanni’s face forms a sneer and he
shakes his head. “No. Only evidence tuo zio bastardo has brought to attention.
But I’ve seen some of the trails he’s been wanting us to sniff out. It’s all
shit if you ask me.”


If mio zio Stefano is indeed responsible
for mia madre and fratello's deaths, it makes sense that he would try to steer
things away from him. And if the rumors about the feud with the Russians is
anything to go by, going after them would cause mass chaos, enough to cover up
anything he would have done.


“Then we go to New York, find and question
Marco, and get the truth,” I say, standing up and throwing the folder onto the
table.


“Noi, Principessina?” Giovanni asks. I
know he’s trying to protect me and doesn’t want me close to any danger, but
there’s nothing he can do to keep me here.


"Vengo con te," I tell him. I need
to be there when Marco is questioned. I need to hear it with my own ears about
what happened that day.


“I really don’t think that’s a good idea,
and your padre will never allow it, Principessa. Not after everything that’s
happened.” Giovanni is probably right. That just means I need to come up with a
reason for me going he can’t refuse.


“I’ll handle mio padre. You just get
everything set up. We leave tonight.” With that, Giovanni concedes as he
stands, before leaving the room. I know he’s not happy about me tagging along,
but it’s not his decision to make. It’s mine.


Now, to handle mio padre.


Making my way downstairs, I come up with a
story to explain my absence. I feel bad lying to him about what’s going on, but
until I know for sure what happened, this is how it needs to be.


Stopping in front of mio padre's office
door, I hear two men talking. I know I should knock to announce my presence, or
leave and come back later, but something inside my head tells me to stay and
listen. And that’s when I hear it. Mio zio's voice, telling my father that all
hope is not lost. That even though Gino is gone, there is still someone who can
take his place as the next Crime Lord. Him.


My blood boils, and a hatred I never
thought possible, takes over my body. How can he talk about replacing mio fratello
like he was nothing? And then it hits me; he was behind his murder. He wanted
the power to rule our empire and needed to get rid of Gino in order to do it. Sul
mio cadavere. I'll die before I let that happen.


Pushing the door open, I stand just inside
his office with my arms crossed.


“Gemma,” mio padre yells as Stefano stares
at me with contempt. He can just fuck right the hell off, though.


Looking back at mio padre, I tell him, “I
overheard your discussion and I have a solution.”


I know he isn’t pleased that I was
listening to their conversation, and the fact that it had to do with mafia
business makes it worse. But he’ll have to get used to it. I’m a part of this
familia. This empire is just as much mine as it is his. It’s time he sees that.


He shakes his head, preparing to say
something that I probably won’t like, but I don’t let him.


“Padre, per favore. Just hear me out,” I
tell him, begging him with my eyes. This is mio padre, and I love him more than
anything. I know he wants what’s best for me, but I’m hoping my innocent look
will make him bend to my will.


Padre blows out a breath and leans back in
his chair, giving me what I want. I can see mio zio out of the corner of my
eye, not looking happy. Yet, for now, he remains silent.


I make my way into the room so I’m
standing right in front of mio padre's desk. I can still see Stefano, but I
don’t look at him directly. “With Gino gone, you’re trying to figure out who
will now take over the familia business when you are ready to retire. Since you
only had one son, Uncle Stefano says it should be him. But that right shouldn’t
go to him. It should fall to me. I’m the next in line.”


Mio padre looks surprised, which I
figured, but mio zio looks outraged. Standing up, he starts yelling, “That’s preposterous!
You’re a woman. You can’t rule this empire. Non hai nessun diritto!”


I turn to Stefano now. “I have every
right! I am Gemma DelBene, daughter to Lorenzo DelBene, the most respected and
feared mafia king! This is my birthright, not yours!”


Stefano is huffing and puffing, unable to
get actual words out. But I don’t pay attention to him anymore. Instead, I look
to mio padre. He has a look in his eyes that I can’t decipher, which makes me
start to worry.


“Padre,” I ask, my voice back to normal.


Leaning forward, he regards me a moment before
saying, “Non voglio questa vita per te, Gem.” 


I give him a sad smile. “I know, Padre.
But I’ve always wanted it. Gino and I had plans. He would rule, and I would be
by his side. I want this, Father. I deserve this. Let me prove it to
you.”


He’s quiet for a few seconds, and I
realize Stefano has quieted down as well. But he doesn’t stay that way for
long. “You can’t be considering this, fratello. She can’t sit at the top, it’s
not her place.”


Mio padre turns angry, but it’s not directed
at me. He turns to Stefano and levels him with a deadly glare. Good.


“Non è il tuo posto per dirmi cosa fare.”
I almost smile, but I’m able to hold myself back. Instead, I just stand there,
watching mio padre do what he does best. Rule.


Stefano has the decency to look ashamed
for a moment, yet the rage is still in his eyes. He doesn’t like this one bit.
Soon I’ll prove that he was the one who murdered my mia familia, and he’ll pay
for what he’s done.


Mio padre turns back to me. “Are you sure
this is what you want?” he asks with uncertainty. If I didn’t know any better,
I would swear there is hope and pride in his eyes as well.


Smiling at him, I nod. “Si. This is what I
want, what I was born to do. Sono la figlia di mio padre dopotutto.” 


Letting out a long breath, he leans back.
“Give me a few days to consider this. I have a few things to take care of, but
after, we will talk again.”


Walking over to him, I kiss his cheek. “Grazie,
padre.” I turn to make my way around the desk, catching Stefano's eye. Pausing,
I turn back around. “Oh, I almost forgot,” I say, raw pain taking over my body
and tears coming to my eyes. “Our birthday is in a few days; me and Gino’s.” My
voice cracks, just like my heart and soul. “I don’t want to spend it alone, but
I also don’t want to stay here. Could I maybe go spend the week up at our cabin
in New Jersey? Per favore?”


I’m not lying completely. I really don’t
want to stay here, especially knowing my uncle is close by. 


Mio padre's face falls even more with the
reminder of what happened. But he nods his head, giving me what I want and
need. “Si. But you will be taking a team of guards with you. It’s not safe
right now for you.” He doesn't explain further, but I know what he means. It's
never safe for us, but after what happened, it's worse.


I can see the fire in mio padre's eyes
through the pain. If he weren't mio padre, I might be afraid of the look I see
within them. But I’m not afraid. In fact, I want to help build that flame, add
my own, and watch as those who stand against us burn. Until those that have
wronged us pay with their lives.


“I will take Giovanni and Luca with me.
They’ll keep me safe,” I tell him, heading for the door once more.


“Si, they will. But I will talk to Gio and
have him select a few more men to bring along, just in case,” Padre adds. 


I nod before I walk out the door, closing
it softly behind me. 


Giovanni is waiting for me at the bottom
of the stairs when his phone rings. It’s probably mio padre, relaying his
orders. And when Giovanni replies with a “Si, Boss,” I know I’m right.


As soon as he hangs up the phone, I start
heading upstairs to pack, but say over my shoulder, “I’ll be ready to leave in
twenty minutes. Bring only those you trust completely.”


Being in this business, I know he trusts
all of his men, but this is sensitive. I need people who will work beside me,
not against me, when I move to take over the empire.


***


Giovanni
and Luca worked fast. By the time I had my bags packed, he had arranged for
four other guards to come with us on this mission; Diego, Gabriel, Antonio, and
Raffaele. 


I’d seen them before at the house, or out
and about with mio padre, but I hadn’t ever personally met them. I trust
Giovanni with my life. He wouldn’t have brought them along if they weren’t good
at what they do or if they wouldn’t support my cause.


Once we were on the plane, we went over
all the information Giovanni had gathered. I was a little surprised at what
little information he gave to the others, even Luca. I figured he would have
had to give them more before they signed on for this, but I was wrong. Turns
out, all they needed to know was that we were going to shut mio zio Stefano
down.


Another thing that surprised me was the
blind loyalty they had for me already. I was practically a nobody in this business,
except for the boss’s daughter. I was to be protected and respected to a fault.
But instead of looking to Giovanni for direction, they turned to me. They
listened to what I had to say and swore to obey my every command as if I was
their boss, not mio padre.


“We have cars waiting for us at the
airport. Giovanni has set everything up for us as ghosts. No one knows we’re
coming, and it will remain that way,” I start off, telling them my plan. “Once
we land, we’ll head out to Marco’s cousin’s place. We can’t know for sure that
he’s there, but I’m counting on it. He’s gone dark and will fear being seen.
I’m sure whoever paid him to turn the other cheek told him to lay low for a
while.” I want to name Stefano, but until I know for sure, I’ll refrain. But I
know it’s him.


“I’ve packed all the gear we’ll need for
this mission; night vision goggles, communication equipment, and all the
ammunition we should need. But we need him alive,” Giovanni adds, to which the
rest nod.


“Once we scope the place out, Giovanni, Raffaele,
and Gabriel will be with me. We’ll go through the back once Luca, Diego, and
Antonio go through the front. You’ll be in charge of detaining Marco while
we'll make sure no one escapes our way. And of course we'll be there if you need
backup. We aren’t expecting him to have a team with him, though. I doubt even
his cousin will be there.” Though if his cousin isn’t at the cabin, he’ll need
to be tracked down and dealt with. I don’t want any loose ends when this is
over.


After the plan was laid out and the plane
had landed, it was time to put everything into action. And it went exactly how
I’d planned. We found Marco's Cugino's place with no problems and scoped it
out. I was right when I figured Marco would be alone, which made it much easier,
and would ensure we got the job done quickly. I wanted to be back in Chicago as
soon as possible. The sooner I was back with proof of mio zio's crime, the
sooner I could get rid of him forever.


Luca took his team in through the front
after they found Marco passed out on the couch with a bottle of Crown sitting
beside him. Since there was no danger, me and the rest of my men went in from
the back right after. 


Everything happened in quick succession
after that. Antonio dragged Marco off the couch by his throat, hauling him into
a kitchen chair Diego had set up. Luca and him worked on getting him tied down
while Antonio held him stationary. 


Marco didn’t fight. It was as if he knew
we would come.


Locking eyes with me, I see a look of
sadness in their depths, but that just enrages me more. This man might not have
done the deed of killing my mother and brother, but he allowed it to happen,
helped in one way or another.


"Attento," Giovanni whispers to
me, reminding me I need to remain calm.


Nodding, I ask, “Tell me everything,” I'm proud
of myself for not letting my emotions get the better of me. My tone Is even and
calm, as if I were asking him for the time. 


“I’m sor—” he starts by saying, but I hold
my hand up to stop him. He doesn’t get to tell me he’s sorry. There will be no
forgiveness for him, only conviction and death.


He tells us about his madre dying of
cancer, and how he didn’t have the money for the treatment center she needed.
And his younger fratello who had to quit his last year of high school to take
care of her full-time. He needed money to pay for his madre's care so his
fratello could go back to school.


“Your uncle came to me one night telling
me he’d kill my brother and make sure my mother’s last days on this earth would
be torture if I didn’t help him. He said if I did everything he asked of me,
I’d have all that I needed to take care of my family.”


I can’t say if I would have felt grief for
him and his familia before everything that had happened over the last week, but
I can say that it doesn’t make it okay. And that if he would have come to mio
padre with this, he would have helped him and his familia. He chose not to,
though. He turned his back on my familia and became a traitor.


“What were you told to do?” This comes
from Gabriel. He looks to me to make sure that I’m okay with his question, to
which I nod. It doesn’t matter who asks the questions, as long as I get the
answers.


At this, Marco looks away, but he gives us
what we want. “After your uncle arrived, I was supposed to take care of the two
guards outside while Stefano handled the one inside. He gave me a gun with a
silencer. Once my job was done, I was to leave and come here. He told me to
stay put until he gave me the all clear to get my family and leave the
country.”


“Why did he do this?” I ask, needing to
know the reason. I have a feeling it’s because he wanted the power of being the
boss and he had to get Gino out of the way in order to do that. 


Marco blows out a breath, but still
doesn’t meet my eyes. “Look at me!” All the anger and pain comes out in those
three words. I can’t hide it any longer.


Looking up, he says, “He wanted the
throne. He knew the only way he’d get it was if your brother was out of the
picture.”


“Any mia madre? Why did she have to die?”


I lone tear falls from his eye and I want
to hit him. How dare he cry for what happened. It’s because of him she’s dead,
why they’re both dead.


“She wasn’t supposed to be there. I looked
at her schedule a few days before and she had an appointment. When I found out
she was home, I told Stefano we couldn’t go through with it, but he wouldn’t
listen. He said it was too late, that everything had been set in motion
already. There was nothing I could do,” he cries.


I charge him. Balling up my fist, I punch
him, hitting harder than I ever have in my whole life. But it does nothing to
dull the pain. “You could have called it in. You could have told my father or
warned my brother of what Stefano had planned, but you didn’t. You left, like a
coward. You left them to die!”


Giovanni comes to me now, but I wave him
off. I may not be able to control my anger any longer, but I won’t do anything
again. I won’t hit him or kill him like I want to. Not yet.


“I’m so sorry.” Marco begins to cry now,
and it only serves to grate on my nerves. I want to kill him, make him suffer.
Make him feel what my brother felt, what my mother might have felt. 


“Gag him,” I order, before going off into
one of the back rooms, squeezing the handle of the gun I have holstered to my
side. I have to get away from him, or I’ll kill him before I plan to.


***


Sleep
didn’t come easy that night. I tossed and turned, seeing the look on my uncle’s
face when I revealed that I knew it was him. When I show the proof we had of
his deceit. 


Giovanni and Luca gathered all the paper
trails we’d need to hand over mio padre, and Raffaele put the tape of Marco’s
confession in a locked box. We would need it all when we confronted Stefano.


In the early morning hours, Giovanni
knocks at the door of the bedroom I locked myself into last night. The locked
door wasn’t to protect myself, though. It was to protect Marco from me.


“Gemma, the plane is ready,” he says in a
low voice, but loud enough for me to hear him.


Opening the door, I hand him my bag. “Did
you inform Padre of our arrival?”


“No, Principessa. I thought it better to
keep everything we do quiet. We don’t want Stefano to become aware of what
we’ve been up to,” he answers, he mouth curving up into a sneer when he says
mio zio's name.


Nodding, I make my way out into the
kitchen where the strong smell of coffee greets me. My stomach churns and my
mouth waters at the same time. I didn’t eat much yesterday, being too anxious
about what we had to do. I’m now regretting it.


Gabriel is filling cups of coffee when he sees
me. “Here you go, Boss. I’ve arranged for breakfast to be served on the plane.”


“Grazie,” I reply, taking the offered cup.
“Where is he?” Looking around, I don’t see Marco. I worry for a second that he
got away, but it fades just as fast as it arrived. These men, my men,
would never allow that. He must be somewhere around here. Maybe it’s a good
thing he’s out of sight after last night. I still crave to feel his blood on my
hands. To watch the life drain out of him like I watched as it left mio fratello.


“We have him chained down in the cellar. Antonio
is grabbing him now and putting him in the car Marco rented when he arrived.
We’ll take both vehicles to the airport, but Antonio will stay behind to take
care of the cousin.”


I don’t like leaving one of the men
behind, but knowing that loose end will be dealt with makes me feel better.


“Si. Do we have his location?” I ask,
taking a sip of the steaming coffee. Mmm, perfect. No creamer, extra
sugar. These men are good. I think I’ll keep them on as my personal guard when
I take over the empire.


“He will be arriving at the house late
this morning. Antonio forced Marco to call him last night to meet. Everything
will be taken care of before we even land back in Chicago,” Gabriel says with a
smile.


Damn, I never noticed before, but this man
is easy on the eyes. He’s probably in his early thirties, with a crew cut, dark
hair, dark skin, and piercing eyes. Yes, easy on the eyes indeed. Maybe after
all is said and done, I’ll be able to spend some alone time with him. 


Shaking my head to clear that thought,
leaving it for another day, I add, “Good. I want Antonio back with us as soon
as possible. I want him there when I confront Stefano.”


“Si, Principessa. It’s all set.”


Antonio walks in. “We’re ready, Boss.”


I’m not sure if I like them calling me that
yet or not, but that too I’ll leave for another day.


“Andiamo,” I state, walking out to the
car, not even sparing a look at the other car or the man I know to be seated
inside.


***


The
plane ride home was quiet. The men spoke in low tones about what was coming next
in our plan while I tried to relax and catch some sleep. Though, it still
eluded me.


I heard when Antonio called to confirm the
cousin had been dealt with. He was shot in the head as soon as he walked
through the door, and then the house was burned down with him still inside. And
the car that Marco rented was left on the side of the road a few miles outside
of a small town. I’m not sure how Antonio got to the airport, but he made it
there and boarded the plane. He’ll arrive soon after us.


Giovanni and Luca come to sit beside me when
we’re a few minutes away from landing.


“How do you want this to go down when we
get back to the mansion?” This came from Luca.


I’d thought about this all night, and even
more while I rested my eyes on the plane. All I knew was that I needed to give
mio padre everything we had found, and then we would both confront Stefano. I’m
sure Padre will want to be the one to kill him, but I’m hoping he’ll allow me
that pleasure. Or at least, let me get a few non-fatal shots in before he takes
his life.


“As soon as we arrive, I’ll find mio
padre. Have Gabriel, Raffaele, and Diego take Marco out back in the car. I
don’t want anyone to see him before I’m ready,” I tell them, to which they both
nod.


“One of us should come with you to talk to
Lorenzo,” Luca adds. 


“No. This needs to come from me, and I
need to do it alone.”


They don’t like it, but they don’t argue.
It’s not like mio padre will question me once he sees all that we’ve gathered.
He might be angry that I lied to him and went off on my own, but he’ll eventually
understand that this was something I had to do. For Madre, but more so for
Gino. Before he took his last breath, I made a silent promise to him that I
would avenge him. That I would get to the bottom of what happened and find out who
took him away from me. And I did just that.


As soon as the plane lands, we exit and
head to an SUV that’s waiting for us. Luca gets in first, followed by me, then
Giovanni, Marco, Diego, Gabriel, and lastly, Raffaele.


Marco sits in front of me, looking at me
as if he’s waiting for me to say something.


“You’ll relay everything to my father that
you told me. You will not apologize or say anything else besides what is asked
of you. Once you have told the truth, you’ll pay for what you have done to mia
familia with your life. There’s nothing you can do that will save you now, but
you will tell Padre everything that you’ve told me. Do you understand?”


“Si,” he replies, his eyes telling me he’s
ready. I can see that what he did weighs on him. He knows it was wrong and it
eats away at him. If he could go back, I think he’d do everything differently.
But that won’t help him now.


“I’ll make it quick,” I tell him quietly,
looking away. It’ll be the only mercy he’ll get from me.


Pulling into our big drive, we see cars lined
up everywhere. Looking at Giovanni, he shrugs and shakes his head. He has no
idea what’s going on either. I’m not sure if that makes me feel better or
worse.


When the car stops, I move to get out, but
Luca stops me. “Allow me to go first, Principessa.”


He stands up and looks around before
reaching in for my hand. I hear Giovanni tell the others to stay in the car
with Marco, that he’ll message them when we’re ready for him.


We make our way inside, but I don’t see
anyone. They have to be here somewhere. And since I can’t hear anyone, I know
padre isn’t having a dinner party. No, he’s having a meeting, and guessing by
all the cars, it’s a big meeting. One where he calls in other familias. This is
huge. Things like this only happen if something bad happens, or if there’s a huge
celebration.


I look to Giovanni. He nods down the hall
toward mio padre's office. I know there’s a secret room connected to his office
where he holds important meetings. That has to be where they’re all at.


I make my way swiftly down the hall,
eager, and a little nervous. I have no idea what they could be discussing in
there, but I don’t like it one bit. If I had to guess, though, I’d say they’re
talking about the murders and what the next step is. And if that’s the case,
it’s a good thing we came back today. The last thing this familia needs is to
go after the Russians under false pretenses. That’s a war we aren’t ready for,
one we don’t want nor need.


In mio padre's office, I see the door
leading into the room I’ve never been inside of. The door is always closed,
whether someone is in there or not. It’s a huge secret to me on what lies
behind it, and the people behind there as well. I’ve met a few of the other
familias, but mostly the women and children, not the men. These will be the people
I’ll need to convince that I’m the right choice to take over the empire. I just
hope I can do it.


Shaking off the jitters and thoughts of
anything more than avenging mia madre and fratello, I take a deep breath in
front of the door before I reach out and touch the handle. Here goes nothing.


Opening the door, the whole room goes
quiet for a moment, and then gets very loud.


“Che cazzo sta facendo qui?” someone
yells, outraged by my interruption.


“Gemma, what are you doing back?” mio padre
asks, looking around the table of men with looks of disgust and anger, before
turning back to me. Pointing behind me, he adds, “Devi andartene. I’ll deal with
you later.”


I take another step inside. “Padre, I need
to talk to you. It’s important.”


“It’ll have to wait,” he answers, just as
I see mio zio stand and glare at me with rage.


“You don’t belong in here. Esci!” 


Giovanni and Luca come in now, one standing
to my left and the other to my right. They have their arms crossed, and
menacing looks on their faces.


“She has every right to be here,” Luca
growls out.


“Sir, you need to hear what she has to
say,” Giovanni states to mio padre, then looks to the rest of the room. “In
fact, all of you should hear this.”


Not waiting for acceptance or for someone
to argue more, I go right into what I came in here to do.


Taking another step into the room, I first
look at all the men before finally landing on mio padre. “I have a feeling I
know what you’re all in here to discuss, and I can’t let you attack the Russians,
Padre.”


He seems surprised at first, and then
looks behind me at Giovanni. To his credit, he doesn’t cower or back down from
mio padre's glare. He’s stating with his eyes that he doesn’t regret filling me
in on what they’re doing. 


“You have no authority here, little girl.
You are not a part of this, and would do best to remember where your place is.
It’s in the kitchen, or underneath a man,” Stefano says with a sneer.


Moving fast, I don’t even see Luca as he
charges Stefano, his fist swinging, connecting hard with his face. Mio zio
falls to the ground with a loud thump, blood pouring out of his nose. “That’s
no way to speak to a lady, especially one who will one day rule this empire,”
Luca spits out, standing over my uncle.


“Everyone stop right fucking now!” mio
padre yells, his hard and icy eyes landing on mio zio and Luca, before turning
back to me. I wish I could say that his anger melts when he turns to me, but it
doesn’t. His eyes are cold and deadly. This isn't mio padre before me, it's the
mafia boss. “I don’t know what you think you know, but whatever it is you came
in here to say, spit it out. I don’t have time to deal with all of this right
now. The people responsible for taking mia moglie and figlio away are still
breathing, something I intend to rectify soon.”


“That’s just it, Padre. I know who killed Madre
and Gino, and it wasn’t the Russians,” I tell him, my eyes moving to Stefano.
Uncertainty takes over his face before he covers it up.


“What do you mean? How do you know this?”
Padre seems exasperated now, tired, but the anger is still there, hiding behind
it all, ready to come out with force when a target is presented.


“It wasn’t the Russians. It was an inside
job.” Turning, I nod to Giovanni, who pulls out his phone. Luca comes over and
stands beside me, but a little in front of me, ready to protect me if needed.


Now mio padre is quiet and seems
uncertain. He looks to Giovanni, seeking confirmation, or something else maybe?
Whatever it is, he must get it, because he looks back to me, telling me silently
to continue.


“There were four guards on duty the day
Madre and Gino were murdered, but only three bodies were found.” Mio padre
looks doubtful now, shaking his head.


“No, that’s not right,” he tells me.


“Mi dispiace, Padre, but it's the truth. He
was a part of the plan, a way inside without raising alarms.”


I look to Stefano, but he’s staring at the
floor. He’s nervous, but when he realizes I’m watching him, he looks up at me
with a cocky stare. He doesn’t think I know where the guard is, let alone that he’s
here right now, on his way to this very room to confirm what I say is true and
to point the finger at him.


“How do you know this to be true?” one of
the men sitting at the table asks. Mio padre doesn’t even look his way, he just
continues to stare at me, waiting for the proof.


“I had Giovanni look into it more. There
are cameras around the outside grounds that no one except a few select guards
know about. The fourth guard was seen that day working an hour before the
murders, but he was missing when the other’s bodies were found. That got me
thinking; if he was innocent in all of this, where was he? And why weren’t we
able to reach him now?”


“That doesn’t prove anything,” another man
says. This time, I look away from mio padre and directly at him. At all
of them.


“No, it didn’t. But when we couldn’t find
him, we dug deeper, looked into his familia. And that’s when we found a cugino
of his. Turns out this cousin had received a very large amount of money from an
offshore account. He also purchased a plane ticket leaving from Chicago the day
of the murders, landing in New York. This cousin of Marco’s—that’s the guard
that went missing—had a house out in the woods. Seemed like a pretty good place
for someone to hide out if they thought someone would be looking for them.”


I can tell that some of the men are
hanging onto every word I’m saying. Some are a little hesitant, unsure if what
I say is the truth, or if what I found will lead to anything concrete. And then
there are a few that just flat-out don’t believe a single word I’m saying. But
they will, and soon.


“This is cazzate. She has no idea what’s
going on. You can’t be entertaining this folle idea, can you, fratello? It was
the Russians! We have proof!” Stefano yells, standing up now.


“You mean like this?” Gabriel asks,
walking into the room, dragging in Marco behind him.


“Or this?” Antonio holds the folder with
the paper trail and the tape of Marco’s confession. I didn’t know he was back
already, but I’m glad he made it in time for this.


Now Stefano looks afraid. His eyes dart
around the room, probably trying to find the best way to exit.


Mio padre steps toward Marco, his hands
balled into fists. “Is all of this true?” he asks him.


“Si, sir,” Marco replies.


“This is blasphemy. I’m not going to listen
to another word about it,” Stefano shouts, but the man closest to him grabs his
shoulder, stopping him. 


Padre doesn’t even notice, though. He
continues to stare at Marco. “Did you kill mia moglie? Mio figlio?” 


This time, I answer for him. “No, Padre. He
was just a pawn in all this, doing what he was told.”


Looking to me, mio padre asks, “Who was
responsible, Gemma?”


Finally. 


Finally, I get to say who killed mia madre
and mio twin fratello. The time has come for them to pay for what they did.


Before I can name him, Stefano draws his
gun. It all happens so fast, but I’m ready. I’m faster, and a much
better shot. That’s what happens when you spend hours upon hours a week
training for this. Unlike mio zio, who would rather sit back and let others do
his dirty work.


I grab my gun from behind my back, aim,
and fire off a round before Stefano fully has me in his sights. His body drops
to the floor, but he’s not dead. No. I just wounded him enough that he wouldn’t
be a threat.


The room erupts into chaos, everyone taking
some sort of action. Padre turns around and watches as Stefano holds his right
shoulder where I shot him. Blood pools out, but he’ll remain alive for now. 


Guards come running in, some I don’t
recognize. They’re most likely from the other familias. Luca makes his way over
to Stefano, picks up his gun and stands above him, ready to act if necessary. 


Giovanni remains beside me, and my other
guards stay by Marco.


Mio padre turns back to me. “It was
Stefano?” I can hear the pain in his voice. He never would have thought that
his own fratello would murder his wife and son. That he was so power hungry to
betray him in such a way.


“Si, Padre. He wanted power, and to do
that—” I start to say, but mio padre finishes for me.


“Gino had to die.”


I nod, the bone deep sadness taking over
my body once more. Gino was mio fratello, my twin and other half. How am I
supposed to go on without him beside me?


He turns his back on everyone, needing
this moment to himself to let everything that’s happened fully sink in. And we
all give it to him.


After a few moments pass of total silence,
he turns back around, facing me with a look of pride. Even though it’s laced in
sadness, I’m happy to see it there, directed at me. “You did well, mio figlia.
No one would have thought to do what you have done. And because of you, the real
person responsible will pay, and it won’t cause a mass war, which would have meant
countless deaths.”


Looking at the others in the room, he
adds, “As you all know, I do not have another bambino to take over for me. And even
though it has never been done, mia figlia will be next in line to take over.
She is a DelBene, the heir to my throne. It is her birthright. Anyone who
disagrees, speak your peace now.”


I watch as one by one, every single head
of the familias nod and bow toward me, giving me their respect and loyalty.


“Then she will begin training under me,
preparing to take power. And on her twenty-first compleanno, she will be
crowned the Regina of the Mafia,” Padre states proudly. “And to seal the deal, she
will take the lives of those that wronged us. As much as I want to be the one,
that right, along with the empire, is hers.”


Everyone stands and watches as I turn
toward Marco. Raising my gun, I fire one round into his head. He drops dead,
soaking the floor with his life. I promised it’d be quick, and I fulfilled that
promise. 


Next, I turn and make my way over to where
Stefano still lies on the floor. When I’m next to him, I look him in the eyes.
“This is for mia madre and fratella. May they rest in peace.” I pause for a
moment as to not taint that wish with what will come next. “Stefano, I hereby
strip you of your name. You are no longer a part of this familia. You are not
worthy of the name DelBene.” 


Putting my gun back in my holster, I
remove the knife I placed beside my gun, never taking my eyes off of his. He
looks scared, afraid to die. He even begs mio padrefor mercy. “Fratella, per
favore.”


“Go to hell,” I say before stepping around
him. Pulling his head back by his hair, I run my blade across his neck. When he’s
finished struggling, I push his body away from me, letting him fall lifeless to
the floor.


I take a breath. It’s done. I did it. I
kept my word to Gino. I found out who killed him and Madre, and made them pay. It’s
done. They have been avenged. 


I just wish it brought me some peace of
mind, but it doesn’t. I feel empty inside. Everything is black and cold, as if
my soul has left me. But it doesn’t matter. I don’t need a soul where I’m
going. I’ll carry my demons with me on this new journey. They’ll keep me company
as I watch the whole world burn before me. 


If I’m living in hell, everyone else will
too. After all, this is the life in the mafia, and I’m the queen of my personal
hell.
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CHAPTER ONE


Demetri


 


The
dull throb radiating from my temples is starting to become a full-fledged
migraine. Pushing the laptop to the side, I reach for my glass of whiskey only
to find it empty.


"Would you like another, Mr.
Volkov?" Victor goes to stand from his seat on the opposite side of the
plane.


Raising my hand, I stop him. "No, my
friend, I'll be in my room. I don't want to be disturbed until it's time to
land."


"Yes, sir."


Walking towards the back end of the plane,
I slide the door open. Motion sensors activate a dim light above the head of
the queen-size bed in front of me basking the space in a warm glow. We have a
few more hours ahead of us before landing, so I'm taking advantage of the only
alone time I may have before reaching my homeland. Shrugging off my suit
jacket, I lay it across the back of the soft black, leather chair before
loosening the tie around my neck, undoing it entirely and place it on the table
by the small window along with my cufflinks, then roll up my sleeves. Emptying
my pockets, I toss my phone, wallet, and money clip alongside the rest of my
things and toe off my shoes before stretching out on my bed.


I want nothing more than to be back in
Polson, in the comforts of my home but the call I received at 2:00 am this
morning warranted a quick decision to make my presence known elsewhere. Rubbing
my temples with my fingers, I try to release the tension and replay the call
from one of my associates. Apparently, the Petrov family is trying to overstep
their bounds and have been encroaching on turf that they have no business being
in. My territory to be precise. The Volkov's have been in control for over one
hundred years, going all the way back to my great-grandfather who built our
empire with respect, integrity, and a firm hand. One I once hoped to pass down
to my youngest son. Logan wasn't brought up in mafia life, and even though he
has all the abilities to quickly adapt to my specific lifestyle due to being
raised in the MC, I know it's not for him. He is right where he belongs amongst
his brothers and his family. Nikolai, however, has been raised and groomed
since the day he was born to one day take over the family businesses. And up
until the past few years, I thought that would never be an issue.


 The Petrov family and ours have had
a mutual long-standing, blood binding agreement that we each keep out of one
another's way, and that includes staying out of the pockets of the people I
deal with. Vadim, the son of Yerik, has partially taken over as head of their
small empire since his father has fallen too ill to run things on his own merit
and isn't expected to make it another couple of months. Needless to say, Vadim
is a hot-headed, power-hungry young man. It seems to me someone might need a
little reminder of who he is dealing with.


Closing my eyes, I let my thoughts drift
elsewhere. To one particular person. A woman to be exact. Glory Keller—a friend
of Logan's MC club, Kings of Retribution.


She is breathtaking, with dark auburn
hair, icy green eyes, a body made for pleasure, and a mouth so full of sass I
want to fill it full of my cock. There has been something about Glory ever
since my eyes first fell upon her. She took a beating by some men, but her fire
and her tenacious attitude kept her going. The fact that she had been through
hell and pushed through it like it was nothing fascinated me. Glory
unintentionally lit a spark I thought had been extinguished forever. Feelings I
never thought I could feel for another woman started to flare up like wildfire
and only grew stronger each time I got the chance to be near her. Obsession is
not my thing. It's not who I am, but this woman has consumed me. I think about
her night and day.


I keep tabs on her to satisfy my own
irrational need to keep her safe. From the moment her eyes connected with mine,
Glory had rewritten my future. I know it, and furthermore, she knows it. There
is no denying the raw sexual pull we feel for one another. Oh, she fights it.
Glory hides it with fire and venom, but she wants me just as much as I want
her. Make no mistake; I will have her. She will be in my bed. I want nothing
more than to leave my mark on her. My cock twitches with the mere thought of
reddening her luscious round ass. With those thoughts, I finally fall asleep.


 


I wake when I hear Victor call out my
name. Cracking my eyes open, I notice him standing at the bedroom door.
"Sir, we land in twenty minutes."


"Thank you, Victor." Sitting up,
I swing my legs over the edge of the bed and run my hand through my hair. Standing,
I gather my things and put myself back together before stepping into the main
cabin and taking my seat.


"Sergei will be waiting on the tarmac
as soon as we land to take you downtown," Victor tells me as he adjusts his
black tie. Victor has been with me for many years. He is as loyal as they come,
and I trust him with my life. My gaze shifts from the time on my watch to the
airplane's window. It's mid-afternoon here in Russia. "I'd like to go home
first. I have some things in the study I need before we make a trip to the
city."


"I'll let the staff know."


It doesn't take long to drive from the
small airport to my estate. I take in my home. The place I grew up. Deciding to
run things from the states for the past few months was the best decision I made
at the time. I needed to form a stronger bond with my firstborn son Logan and
watch him and Nikolai form the brotherly bond they deserve. The Volkov's have
owned this land for several generations. The ground is flat and lush with green
grass, and the horizon is lined with a dense tree line. On the backside of the
property to the east runs a river which divides my property from the small town
nearby. Maybe this is why I love the town of Polson, Montana so much because it
reminds me of home.


The house comes into view once we crest
the hill. When I say 'house,' I use that term loosely. Manor would be a more
accurate description. Volkov Manor was built in 1928 by my great-grandfather
with almost 60,000 square feet of living space. It's extravagant, but it is my
home, and I cherish it.


"Sir—sir."


Blinking away the fog of memories, I turn
towards Victor as the car rolls to a stop and take in his expression as he tucks
his phone inside his suit pocket.


"We have a visitor. She," he emphasizes,
letting me know the 'she' in which he is referring to, "is in your
study."


My blood starts to boil. Not waiting for
someone to open the door, I fling it open and make my way up through the side entrance
of my home shortening the distance between me and my study. She knows she isn't
allowed on my property. "Where is Sergei?"


"At the office in the city waiting
for you, sir," Victor informs just before my hand grasps the door handle
shoving it open.


I pause a moment. "Tell him I'll be
late." The door slams against the wall as I step into the room. Sitting in
my chair, behind my desk is none other than my ex-wife Ivanna. "Get the
fuck out of my home and off my property, Ivanna," I growl.


Unfazed by my presence she stands.
"Dorogoi, you've been away for months, and this is how you greet me?"
she lurks around the corner of the desk like a snake after its prey stopping in
front of me. The smell of her expensive, heavy perfume fills the air around me.
Leaning in, she places her palms on my chest. "I miss us," she pouts.


I may be ruthless in many things I do in
life but hurting a woman is not one of them. Although Ivanna tests my ability
to keep my anger in check, I calmly remove her hands from my body and walk
around her taking my seat. "Leave, Ivanna. We have nothing to say to each
other." I notice immediately the sting of my rejection written all over
her face and the flirty demeanor she was exuding changes quickly.


"You smell like a cheap woman."


"The only woman I've been near
recently is you," I raise a judgmental brow in her direction as I lean
back in my desk chair. Ivanna saunters across my study and retrieves a
cigarette from her clutch sitting on a small table near the mini bar. I watch
her light it and take her first drag. One of many things I dislike about my ex
is her smoking. I find it very off-putting and unattractive.


Ignoring my demand for her to leave my
home, she takes a seat in a brown leather chair behind her. I continue to stare
at her as she crosses her legs. She is far from the type of woman I am
attracted to. Ivanna is thin—too thin. I want something to hold on to. She's a
tall woman with straight blonde hair, which is not her natural color and her
eyes are dark; like her soul.


Her eyes catch my inspection.


"You like what you see?" she runs
a hand between her petite breasts. Again, not what I want in a woman.


"I don't have time for your games,
Ivanna, so spit out the reason you have disobeyed my rules," I start to
grow more impatient as the seconds tick by.


"Can we not be enemies anymore, Demetri?
I want us to start fresh. Bury the past. I've grown tired of the distance you
have put between my son and me."


"The things you have done—the
destructive role you played a part in can never be undone," I grow angrier.
"Distance and what little kindness I choose to show you because you are
our sons' mother is the only reason you are not buried in the past and rotting
alongside my father in a shallow grave where you belong. And as far as Nikolai goes,
he is a grown man and heir to my Empire. He makes his own choices, and he
decided to cut you from his life, not me. Perhaps if you had been a loving,
caring mother, instead of putting your own wants and needs ahead of his, he
would see you differently, but lucky for him he sees you for who you truly
are."


Quietly she sits and snubs her half-smoked
cigarette out in the ashtray on the table and silence fills the room. Vivid
memories of my first love start to play like a movie reel in my mind. Ivanna's
family and my father stole everything from me back then. They schemed to take
the life of the woman I loved and my precious son. I was going to leave all of
this—my entire life behind for happiness and they stole it from me. Ivanna
weaseled into my life. She plotted and planned right along with my father and
hers to keep me here, and they killed to do so. Her hands are covered and
stained in the same blood as my fathers. I will never forgive her.


"Demetri—."


"Enough," I roar cutting her off
as I stand from my chair. Rage radiates in waves through my body. Her presence
has thrown me backward into a dark black hole. My study door opens, Victor
takes two steps into the room and takes in my appearance. I'm on edge, and he
knows it. He knows if he doesn't remove this bitch from my sight, I will kill
her where she stands. Walking across the room, he grabs her by the arm and
guides her to the door. Before the door closes, I inform him. "If she
comes in my home again—" I leave my sentence hanging, but he more than understands.


"Yes, sir."


Needing to channel my rage, I head
straight for my gym located in the opposite wing of the house where my bedroom
suite is also located. After I have shed my suit for sweats, I hit the weights
before moving on to the treadmill. Keeping myself fit is essential, but it also
has become a way of maintaining self-control over the years. It helps me focus.
I'm on my fifth mile running when Victor makes his presence known. Slowing down
my speed, I finally come to a stop. Grabbing my towel, I wipe the sweat from my
face and down half a bottle of water. "What is it, Victor?"


"There is an issue in the city that
requires your presence, sir."


"I'm aware I am late for my own
meeting. They can wait," I finish the rest of my water and start to head
towards the shower.


"Yerik Petrov has just been found;
shot dead in his hospital bed."


I
pause. My grip on the towel in my hand tightens. Fuck. Yerik was the
last thread keeping the peace between the two families. "We leave in
thirty minutes. Make the call."













CHAPTER TWO


Glory


 


"Ms.
Keller," the deep voice in front of my desk asks.


Peering up from the stack of papers I'm
grading, I give Jackson Owens, the seventeen-year-old student in front of me my
attention and glance over at his two buddies gawking in the doorway of my
classroom. Straightening my back, I reach up, slide my leopard-print,
cat-eye reading glasses off my face, and give him a sharp, no-nonsense look.
"What can I do for you, Jackson?"


Giving me a dimpled smirk, which I'm sure
makes every girl at Macon High swoon but has zero effect on me, he says,
"I was wondering if you'd be willing to tutor me. I really think my
performance would benefit from some one on one lessons."


Leaning back in my chair, I let out a huff
of annoyance—cheesy innuendo. I swear these high school boys think they're
so clever. "What you need, Mr. Owens is a swift kick in the pants. Now
I suggest you and your friends run along before I'm tempted to do just
that," I finish with a flick of my hand dismissing my student.


Therefore, I don't particularly like
teaching high school. When I applied for a position six months ago, the
eleventh grade was all that was available. I began working at Macon Middle
School straight out of college. Back then I was teaching history to sixth graders.
Now I teach eleventh-grade history at Macon High. I love what I do. For as long
as I can remember I wanted to be a teacher. In my opinion, middle school is the
perfect age to teach. At the elementary teaching level, you have to deal with
runny noses and bathroom accidents. Also, I don't know how to act around little
kids. They make me feel awkward and don't get me started on teenagers. I have
to ask Jesus every morning before work to give me the strength and patience I
need for dealing with these kids. I mean, it's not like there is some unwritten
rule about educators having to love children of all ages. I'm not saying I
don't like all kids, because I adore my two Godchildren.


A few years ago, I dropped everything to
help my best friend Grace. Grace and I grew up together. She's more than my
best friend; she's like a sister. About five years ago, she made the brave
choice to leave her abusive husband. When she called on me for help, I didn't
hesitate. I spent over two years of my life moving around from one city to the
next with Grace's daughter Remi. Grace was terrified her shitty husband would
one day find her, so Remi lived with me, and she would visit as often as she
could.


We never lived more than a few hours from
each other during those two years. I had argued with my best friend at first,
insisting we stay together, but Grace chose to keep her distance to protect her
child. Things worked out for my best friend in the end. The last town she moved
to, she met Jake Delane. Jake happens to be the President of a motorcycle club,
Kings of Retribution. Jake and his club along with Demetri Volkov put an end to
Grace's sorry ass husband and his family. Now she is living her happily ever
after with Jake in Polson Montana, along with Remi and their new baby girl Ellie,
just as she deserves.


Thinking about my best friend and her new
family also has me thinking about him—Demetri. Demetri Volkov is the
most arrogant, controlling asshole I've ever met. Never mind the fact I have to
change my panties every time he's in my presence. Dickhead.


I'll never forget the first time I met
Demetri. It was a couple of years ago. I was still living in North Dakota, in
the apartment Remi and I had stayed in before she went back to live with Grace
and Jake. I had taken my Basset Hound Bo out for a walk, and when I returned to
my apartment Ronan De Burca, Grace's husband was standing in the middle of my
living room along with a couple of his goons. A chill runs through my body, and
I shudder at the memory of the punishment I received at the hands of Ronan De Burca.


I've never told anyone everything that
happened to me in that apartment; not even my best friend. Grace already
carries around a shit load of guilt for what happened; I don't want to add to
it. I met Demetri the day I was discharged from the hospital after my attack.
The tall, dark, silent, domineering man that trailed behind Grace and Jake when
they walked into my hospital room. The man quietly stood off in the shadows not
saying a word. Grace told me the silent Russian was the father of one of Jake's
men and a friend to the club. Demetri Volkov stands at 6ft 2in tall, with dark
brown hair mix with a bit of gray. He's lean with wide shoulders and a broad
chest, which I'm sure leads down to some chiseled abs. Although I've never seen
for myself, I can imagine. Even through his suits, I can tell Demetri keeps his
body in shape. But his body is not his most spectacular attribute—it's his
eyes. He has one green eye and one blue. Holy shit, my mouth is watering. "Get
your overactive dirty thoughts under control, Glory," I mutter to myself.
I am not about to let Demetri's sexiness rule my body's reaction. Oh, who am
I kidding? My panties are wet right now. Damn that Russian.


"Would you like me to walk you to
your car, Glory?" Kevin asks from the doorway of my classroom effectively
snapping me away from my wayward thoughts.


Kevin Learner teaches biology across the
hall. He's asked me out a few times since I started working here. He's a sweet
guy and not bad in the looks department, but he does nothing for me. Kevin is
an average size man. I stand at 5ft 11in, and that's without heels. Kevin is
5ft 10in at best. I have nothing against a shorter man, but let's face it, I'm
a whole lotta woman. I need a man that can handle all I have. Plus, he's a bit
persistent. In fact, it's borderline pushy, and that alone is a turn-off. When
a man becomes pushy, it makes him look desperate. I'm not really the dating
type anyway. Whenever my battery-operated fix doesn't scratch my itch the way I
need it to, I have no problem going out and finding a man to tend to my needs.
My only problem is that lately, my love oven is only interested in one
particular warm body these days.


Standing from my desk, I smooth out the
knee-length red pencil skirt that I paired with a long sleeve button down leopard
print blouse, and black four-inch heels. My personal style is not like the
other female teachers on staff, and I don't give two shits about the
disapproving looks thrown my way when I walk the halls. I am who I am. My style
is loud and at times sexy, but always appropriate when at work. Although my
co-workers believe if my curves are on display, then it's considered poor
taste. What the fuck ever. I'll never understand why women feel threatened by
one another. We should stand together and have each other's backs.


 "Sure, I'll walk out with
you." Just because I'm not interested in dating Kevin, doesn't mean we
can't be friends.


When Kevin and I push past the double
doors of the school's entrance, he makes a move to place his hand on my lower back,
and I step away from his touch. It's also the moment I feel my skin prickle. I
cut my gaze around the parking lot. Brushing off the feeling of being watched,
I tip my head in Kevin's direction once I've reached my vehicle. "I'll see
you Monday," then climb in my car. Kevin gives a slight look of annoyance
at my rebuff before he turns and makes his way to his own vehicle. I guess I
need to rethink trying to be his friend if he's going to act like an ass. I
don't need that kind of drama. I've had enough over the past few years to last
a lifetime.


After parking in the garage beneath my
apartment building, I step into the elevator and make my way up to the tenth
floor. I finally moved into my own place two months ago. Since my attack, I had
bounced around from being in Polson with Grace and Remi to being here in
Chicago with my parents. Grace came to me one day and asked me to move to
Polson permanently. The offer was tempting because I desperately wanted to be
near my best friend. But the truth is, as much as I wanted to be near Grace, I
knew if I stayed in Polson, she would have become my crutch. I have been
feeling confused and out of sorts now that I am no longer caring for Remi. I
can't explain it. It's like I've lost a part of me. There was no way I would be
placing that burden on my friend; not after she finally got her happy ending.
So, instead, I came back home to Chicago and moved into my parents' house. It
took me several months of feeling out of place and restless even with them that
I decided what I needed was to get back to the life I had before. Only now that
I am back to living on my own and teaching, I still feel off. Something is
missing; only I don't know what.


With my keys in hand, I open the door to
my apartment, and a smile takes over my face when Bo greets me. Setting my
purse down on the table next to the door, I crouch down and give my boy a belly
rub. "How's mommas little boy doing? Huh." Giving his fat belly one
last rub, I stand and pat my leg. "Come on, Bo. Let's get you something to
eat." Once I've given Bo his dinner, I make my way through my living room
and past the grand floor to ceiling window that overlooks the city. I love my
apartment and pay a pretty penny in rent for it too. I love the finer things in
life. I guess you could say I grew up privileged. I come from money, and my
trust fund allows me to enjoy a particular lifestyle. But having money does not
mean I don't work hard every day of my life. My parents did not raise me to be
a spoiled brat. In fact, I had to work for my allowance growing up. They made
me keep my room clean, wash the dishes every day after school, vacuum, clean
the bathroom, you name it, I did it. I didn't receive my trust until I finished
college. School was something else my mom and dad insisted I excel at.


Ambling to my bedroom and into my walk-in
closet, I step out of my pumps and place them on the shoe rack. Once I've
stripped out of my clothes, I walk into my bathroom and start the shower. When
the steam of the hot water fills the room, I step inside the tiled stall and
under the hot spray of water. Tilting my head back, I close my eyes and relish
the feel of the water beating down on my body. In an instant, my thoughts drift
to him, and it causes a familiar ache between my legs—the very ache that
as of lately seems to be owned by Volkov.


Giving in to the urge, I run my palms up
my hips, and along my ribs until I reach my breasts. Feeling heavy with need, I
cup them and let out a throaty moan. I tug on my nipples; the sensation is having
a direct connection to my throbbing clit. The moment my hand makes contact with
my wet center, the sound of the doorbell ringing blares through my apartment. Fuck.


Turning the water off, I step out of the
shower and yank my robe that's hanging on a hook on the back of the door off
and wrap it around my wet body. The bell goes off again followed by a loud
knock adding to my frustration. "Hold the fuck on! I'm coming!" I
shout.


Flinging the door open, I square off with
the twenty-something guy standing in front of me with his mouth gaped open.
Probably due to the fact, my wet body has soaked through my robe, and my hard
nipples are on display. Who the fuck cares? I'm not shy. I'm sure my tits are
the best thing this dude has seen all week. "What!" I fume. When the
pervert doesn't speak and continues to ogle my breasts, I snap my fingers in
front of his face. "Yo, dipshit. Eyes up here." I gesture to my face,
knocking the guy out of his stupor.


"Sorry, ma'am. I have a delivery for
a Ms. Glory Keller," he says thrusting an abundant bouquet of Morning
Glory flowers towards me. As soon as the flowers are in my arms, the guy
continues to stand there and stare as if he's never seen breasts before.
"You can go," I say dismissing him, before shutting the door in his
face.


With my flowers in hand, I walk out onto
my balcony and place the crate down on the patio table. Spotting the card
sticking out of the arrangement, I pluck it out and open it. Although I already
know what it says and who they are from. I get the same delivery every week;
once a week since I moved in. And considering who he is and the connections he
has, I don't have to ask how he knows where I live. My balcony is overflowing
in Morning Glories. Each week a different color. Today's…blue. Opening the card,
I read the same words I read every week.


Krasivaya.


"Nice fucking timing, asshole,"
I mutter out loud.










 


CHAPTER THREE


Demetri


 


"Sergei,
have all my associates arrived?"


"Yes, sir."


I straighten my tie as I climb out of the limo
with my cell phone pressed against my ear. "Good." Pressing end, I
tuck the phone into the inside pocket of my blazer and step inside my office
building located in the heart of the city right next to the waterway. I was
informed an hour ago about Yerik's death—his murder, but word tends to travel
fast within our circle. By now, everyone will have heard of his demise and the
way he met his maker. The problem is who in the hell would want to kill a man
already on his deathbed? Despite the fact he didn't have enough energy to walk
on his own; he still had a clear and present mind. He had all his wits about
him. However, that also made him a sitting duck for many of his enemies. It's a
known fact a couple of well-known wealthy businessmen tried to off him a few times
in the past. Maybe they finally saw their opportunity. Still, why not wait for
him to die? Yerik had his hands and money in many adventures, so there is no
way of knowing just yet the what or the why.


My leather shoes clack against the black
marble floor of the lobby as I make my way towards the elevator.


"Good evening, Mr. Volkov," the
young receptionist greets me as I walk past.


She's beautiful—a petite brunette. As we
pause for the elevator doors to open, I notice Victor's gaze is locked on her.
I clear my throat. "You may go home for the day, Natalia." I watch
the blush turn her cheeks a soft rosy hue and her eyes quickly shift to mine.


"Thank you, Mr. Volkov," she
softly replies just as we step into the elevator.


The ride to the top is swift. When the
doors slide open, I find Sergei leaning over the desk of my personal assistant
Anya who has made it known to me in the past she is profoundly uncomfortable
with his advances. "Sergei," I bark.


"Mr. Volkov," his eyes dart from
me to Victor. "It's good to have you home."


"I believe we had a conversation a
few months ago about your interest in Anya."


"Yes, my apologies, Mr. Volkov."


Standing directly in front of Anya's desk
I make myself clear for the last time on the matter. "It is not me you
need to apologize to. I believe you owe Anya an apology." I level him with
a hardened stare.


Turning his attention from me to Anya he
looks down and offers his apology. "Forgive me for my unwanted advances.
It will not happen again." Anya says nothing, but nods then she goes about
her business.


Victor steps to the side of me towards the
boardroom to my right and opens the door. Inside, all the men I requested
except for Vadim, the son of Yerik. Given the circumstances, I'm going to let
it pass for the time being, but I will be making a trip to his home after this
meeting is over. "Gentlemen, thank you for waiting, you'll find yourselves
compensated for your time." I continue to stand at the head of the table.
"So," I look around the table, "Yerik is dead. Shot in the head
to be precise." The men in front of me give each other conspiring looks.
"Initially I called this meeting because it has come to my knowledge one
of you has gone behind my back." I don't out the deceiver just yet.
"You see. I provide you with my services and my merchandise. However,
recently my goods have made their way into the hands of a known associate of
the Petrov's." I start to prowl around the table. "I tag my
merchandise. I keep records of all serial numbers. I contacted Yerik Petrov
himself after I was informed of this, which he stated he had no knowledge of
but quickly investigated the matter for me. To both our surprise it was
true." The man I do business with from South Russia stands.
"Sit," I demand clutching his shoulder, slamming him back into his leather
chair.


"Mr. Volkov, I—"


"Save your breath, Mr. Gulin. I give
no second chances. It seems very suspicious that mere hours after the news and
investigation Yerik himself ends up dead." Muffled sounds from the other
men whispering amongst themselves fill the room.


"I—I. I didn't kill Mr. Petrov,"
Gulin stammers.


"Victor, please escort Mr. Gulin out
of my building." Victor snatches him by the arm. "We no longer have business
with each other Mr. Gulin, and furthermore, you have no protection under the Volkov
name as well."


Struggling against Victor's hold, Gulin
says, "word will spread. People will think I had something to do with
Petrov's murder. I didn't—I would never—," sweat beads on his forehead and
fear shines in his eyes. "The Petrov family will come after me, and I have
done nothing."


"That is not my problem," I
answer. With a jerk of my head, Victor walks him out of the boardroom. The
meeting doesn't last much longer after that point. The day is starting to turn
into night, and I still have one more visit on my schedule.


The Petrov estate is a thirty-minute drive
from town. Already being made aware of my arrival, I'm greeted by Yerik's
longtime bodyguard Adrik.


"Mr. Volkov. Vadim and Mrs. Petrov
are waiting for you in the family room. Follow me."


With Victor at my side, we enter the
Petrov family home and are lead into the room where Yerik's wife Elena and his
son Vadim is sitting in a chair opposite of her with a bored look on his face
as he smokes a cigar.


I take in her red-rimmed eyes as I stop in
front of her.


"Mr. Volkov, thank you for
coming," Mrs. Petrov extends her hand, which I grasp in mine. "Sorry
for the loss of your husband, Elena."


"Thank you. Won't you sit?"


"Sorry, I won't be staying but a
moment. I wanted to offer my condolences and extend my services in any way I
can. Our families have had mutual respect for a very long time. If there is
anything you need—" I offer.


"We need nothing from you, Volkov.
Your presence isn't wanted here," Vadim sneers.


"Vadim," his mother closes her
tired eyes, "please show some respect."


He lets out a huff. "I don't answer
to you," his eyes glance in his mother's direction before standing then
directing his attention towards me, "or to a Volkov. I'm head of this
family now. People answer to me."


I step into his personal space. Vadim
stands about two inches shorter than me and is the exact image of his father.
Looks is all he gets from Yerik. Vadim has not one ounce of respect or honor.
"I answer to no one."


"I have just lost my husband, I do not
wish to start a war or lose my son tonight," Mrs. Petrov pleads. Finally,
Vadim retreats to the opposite side of the room and pours a dark whiskey into a
glass tumbler.


"After tonight, you are no longer
welcome in my home," Vadim says with his back turned. Elena peers up giving
me a somber look.


"There is one thing I may ask of
you?"


"Certainly."


"You fly to the states often. Misha
doesn't wish to return home, not even for her father's funeral. I worry about
her. She loved her papa. Could you see that she gets something?" Getting
up from the couch, she retrieves an envelope from a table drawer. "Yerik
wrote it just this morning—" she peers across the room. Turning my head, I
eye Vadim who is watching intently. She hands it to me, and I tuck it inside my
jacket. Their daughter had her reasons for leaving years ago. This life wasn't
for her and Yerik knew it. She lives in the states now with a loving family and
a happy life.


"You have my word. I will hand it to
her myself," I promise.


Pulling in a shuddered breath, she excuses
herself and walks out of the room. I don't bother to look back. I take my leave
as well with Victor at my side, and we climb into the car.


As the driver takes off Victor says,
"he's gonna be a problem, sir."


"Yes. He is." I agree.


#


 


Ascending
the steps to Misha Petrov's townhouse, I survey the nearly empty Chicago streets.
At seven o'clock in the morning on a Saturday the city is quiet; almost somber.
As if the energy here knows I come bearing bad news, but when Misha's front
door opens, and she appears in front of me with a red face and tears in her
eyes, I know she has already heard of what has happened to her father.


"Demetri," she greets with a sad
tone. "I've been expecting you. Thank you for coming."


Pulling Misha close to me, I kiss the top
of her head. "I'm sorry about your father."


"Thank you. Won't you please come in.
Do you have time for coffee?"


"Of course," I accept stepping
inside, and Misha shuts the door behind me. I follow her into the living room,
and her husband Brooks greets me. Brooks and Misha met six years ago when she
moved from Russia to Chicago. Yerik had been worried about sending his baby
girl out into the world alone and hired Brooks to look after his only daughter.
Brooks owns a security company here in the city. They have been married for
almost four years and had two children. Alena is two and Luka is three months.


"Mr. Volkov," Brooks addresses
offering his hand, and I accept.


"Good to see you, Brooks. I hope you
are well."


A few minutes later, Misha returns with a
tray of coffee and pastries. "How are the little ones?" I ask as she
takes a seat next to her husband after handing me a cup. Even though the
devastation of losing her father is written on her face the mention of her
children makes her smile. I'm thankful Misha has her husband and children to
cling to during this time. She will need them.


"The children are wonderful."


The three of us sit a moment silently
before I speak again. "Do you have any questions for me?"


Shaking her head, Misha places her coffee
cup on the table in front of her. "No. I already know what happened to my
father and who is responsible. I haven't been home to Russia since leaving and
don't know how business has been as of lately, but I do know Vadim, and I
believe my brother is behind this."


I cut my eyes to Brooks, then back to
Misha. "May I speak freely?"


"Of course. I keep nothing from my
husband. He knows of my family and my past."


"Very well. I don't have proof, but I
suspect Vadim is responsible for your father's death as well. Vadim has been persistent
in taking over Yerik's role since he became sick. Your father knew the
direction his son wanted to take the family business and was reluctant to hand
over power. In the end, Vadim took it."


"Have you seen my brother?"


"Yes. I spoke with him face to face.
If he is a smart man, he will heed my warning."


"He won't," Misha says
vehemently.


"I know," I tell her.
"Vadim will be dealt with in due time."


Nodding her head, Misha drops the subject.
She is trusting me to avenge her father's death and handle the situation with her
brother.


"Has Vadim tried reaching out to you
recently? Do you feel he will be an issue for you? If so, I can have one of my
men watch over your family."


"Thank you, Mr. Volkov, but that
won't be necessary," Brooks cuts in. "I've already taken the proper
measures to see to my family's safety."


Standing, I offer my hand to Brooks.
"You'll call me if you need anything?"


"Thanks, Mr. Volkov," Brooks
nods.


Turning my attention to Misha, I kiss both
her cheeks. "I'll see myself out. Don't hesitate to reach out for
anything."


Reaching into my suit jacket, I pull out
the envelope Mrs. Petrov gave me. "Your mother wishes you to have
this." Taking the letter from my grasp, Misha takes notice of the
handwriting on the front of the envelope and clutches it to her chest.


"Thanks for coming all the way to
Chicago, Demetri. I know how much my father respected you. It would have meant
a lot to him you are coming here to check on me."


Making my way outside, Victor opens the door
to my car, and I slide into the back. Once he has taken his position in the
driver's seat, he peers at me through the rear-view mirror. "Where to
sir?"


Without missing a beat, I give him the
orders for my next destination. "Take me to her." Nodding, Victor pulls
out into traffic. He doesn't have to ask who she is. He already knows.
It's been a few months since I've seen Glory. I have decided we've been dancing
around each other far too long. It's time to claim what's mine. What's been
mine for two goddamn years. She's going to be pissed when I show up
unannounced. I grin at the thought.


Parking along the curb in front of Glory's
apartment, Victor climbs out and steps around to the passenger side. Just as
he's opening my door, I spot her rounding the corner of the building at the end
of the street carrying two grocery bags. I'm not at all surprised to see her up
and out this early in the morning. If I know Glory, she's been up for hours. I
also know she jogs every morning before the sun rises. Seemingly unaware of her
surroundings as she stares at the pavement in front of her while she walks, it
takes Glory several beats before she notices my presence. When she does, her
steps falter.


With Victor flanking my left, I hold my
stance. Glory and I hold each other's stare. A brief look of uncertainty
crosses her face; one that says she's tempted to flee. I shake my head; warning
her not to. In true Glory fashion, she squares her shoulders and continues
towards me.


"Well, hello asshole," she
sasses coming to stand in front of me. "What brings you to Chicago? And
more importantly, why are you perched outside my apartment?"


Unfazed by her verbal tongue lashing, I
chuckle. "I had business to handle, and now I'm taking you to
breakfast."


"Thanks, but no thanks. I have my breakfast
here," she says holding up her bags, "and my breakfast companion is
waiting on me upstairs," Glory smiles smugly.


Giving Victor a signal, he strides to
Glory taking the bags from her hands and places them in the trunk of the car.
"I'm sure Bo can do without you for a bit," I say placing my hand on
the small of her back, ushering her into the backseat. Once we're in the car,
Glory huffs and glares at me. "You're so fucking bossy."


Leaning back in my seat, I level her with
a heated gaze. "Keep talking to me with that filthy mouth of yours Kravsivaya;
it only makes me harder." At my confession I see Glory's eyes cut down
towards my crotch and my apparent hard on causes her eyes to go big. Realizing
she's ogling my dick, she snaps her head up and meets my gaze once again, and I
grin. Giving me another nasty look, she rolls her eyes then turns to look out
the window. Glory's problem is she wants me, but she doesn't want to.


Arriving at a bistro two blocks from
Glory's apartment, one I know is her favorite since she eats breakfast here
every Sunday, I place my palm on her hip, pull her into my side and guide her
inside. When the host shows us to our table, I pull Glory's chair out and allow
her to sit before I too take my seat. "Hello, my name is Carol. Are you
ready to order, or do you need a moment to look over the menu?" the
waitress asks. "That won't be necessary," I say. "The lady will
have Duck Confit Hash with water and a Mimosa. I'll have the Eggs Benedict, and
a coffee."


"Very well. I'll be right back with your
orders," our waitress chirps.


"I can order my own damn food,
Demetri."


"I know you can Kravisivaya. Ordering
for you is not me taking anything away from you. I'm taking care of what's
mine. You order the same dish every Sunday, so I knew what you wanted. When
you're with me, you'll always get what you want."


Sensing the sincerity of my comment, and
not bothering to ask how I know so much about her, along with ignoring the fact
I just called her mine, Glory decides to change the subject. "I know you
said you were in town on business, but why come see me? Why all of this?"
she asks gesturing around the restaurant. "I get that we have mutual
friends, but we haven't seen each other in months. In the time we have known
each other, your actions towards me have been all over the place. You're hot
one minute then cold the next. Is it because of your past; because of your son
Logan and the relationship you—?"


"My past is not up for
discussion," I snap cutting Glory off mid-sentence, but immediately regret
my outburst when I see the look of hurt mare her face. Her hurt is quickly
replaced with anger as she stands abruptly, tosses her napkin to the table and
storms out of the restaurant. "Fuck," I hiss getting to my feet.
Throwing a few bills on the table, I go after her. By the time I exit the
restaurant she is already halfway down the sidewalk heading back in the
direction of her apartment, and I take off after her. "Follow behind in
the car, Victor," I call over my shoulder. Once I've caught up to Glory, I
stay about three strides behind her.


"Stop fucking following me
dickhead!" she growls.


"No," I say evenly and continue
to follow her into her apartment building, onto the elevator, and down the hall
to her front door.


Turning on her heels, a heaving, red-faced
Glory jabs her finger into my chest. "I don't know why you showed up here
today, and I don't know what kind of twisted, fucked-up mind games you're
trying to play, but you can't—"


Before she gets a chance to finish her
tirade, I grab ahold of her wrist, push her back against the door, and pin her
arm above her head. Taking my right hand, I grab a fist full of her long auburn
hair and pull her head back—slightly exposing her neck. Glory's breath hitches,
and I notice her hard nipples protruding through her top. Taking one step further
into her space, I shove my knee between her legs; allowing my hard cock to
brush against her heated center. Before Glory can utter another word, I crash
my mouth down on hers.
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His tongue traced a path down the length
of her, lingering at her breasts as she rose to meet his touch. She whispered
her need to him, whimpering as his fingers teased her open thighs and found her
hot and ready for him. He slowly caressed her, then slipped a finger inside,
pumping in and out as his thumb circled her swollen nub. She cried out softly,
and then more loudly, riding his hand while he continued to suck and bite her
nipples. 


Soon, his mouth
left her breasts and roamed further down, licking and kissing down her stomach,
past her navel, between her legs and arriving at her swollen sex. He began to
suck on her hot clit as she writhed and gasped. Moaning, she spread her legs
even wider and grasped his head between her legs, her hands curling into fists
in his hair. He began to lap her in long strokes that went the length of her,
softly and slowly, then faster, faster...


Samantha Clarke
woke to bright sunlight, and the sounds of a construction crew jackhammer
outside her building, and realized she had slept through her alarm. 


Groaning at the
noise that had interrupted the best dream she had had in weeks, she rolled over
and looked at the time. Almost eleven o'clock. Dammit, dammit, dammit --
how in the world had she slept so long?!


Sighing, she sat
up in bed and looked around her, mentally taking an inventory of the day. She
had to be at work in five hours. Before that, she had errands to run. Better
get to it... 


But her dream was
still so real, filling her mind even as she tried to shake it off. She was still
swollen with the memory of the mystery man, still aching for him to finish her
off. 


Leaning over to
the nightstand, she opened the drawer and removed her favorite trusty vibrator,
easing back into bed with a contented sigh and closing her eyes. 


The man reappeared
in her imagination, moving back between her legs and licking softly at her with
his skilled tongue. Samantha's back arched, her legs straining to spread even
wider to welcome the man's mouth on her clit. "Yes!" she urged him on
out loud. She gasped as he found the spot that drove her wild and focused his
attention on it, bringing her close to orgasm time and time again before
backing off and grazing her just softly enough that he left her in agony. He
toyed with her like this for what seemed like hours until finally, slowly, she
felt his tongue return to caress her clit in earnest, bringing her to an
earth-shattering orgasm that had her screaming and bucking, her cries lost to
the outside world by the jackhammer noise. She came in wave after wave as he licked
and licked her -- until finally, her orgasm subsided, leaving her spent and
exhausted on the bed.


Sated, Samantha
slowly rose from her bead and padded to the kitchen. She started the coffee
maker and then headed to the bathroom. After a quick shower, she returned to
the kitchen, poured herself a cup, and then returned to the bathroom to finish
getting ready. 


In the bathroom,
Sam thought to herself how long it had been since any man had made her feel
like the mystery man in her dream had. Well, let’s be honest – no man
has made me feel that good! Staring in the mirror, she found herself
wondering how she had never been able to attract a man who knew what to do to
her in bed. A man who could drive her crazy, and could make her feel like a
real, sensual woman.


Sam took mental
stock of herself as she dried her long, chestnut hair. She had always liked her
wide, brown eyes, thought her nose was fine, was blessed with a fine, milky
complexion. She had what she considered a nice, full bee-stung mouth. So far so
good. 


Beyond that,
though, was a body that she now contemplated with a critical eye. She had what
could generously be termed "ample" proportions: breasts too full, too
rounded for her own taste. Her torso tapered to a waist and stomach that were
soft and feminine, but then flared out again to wide, sensual hips. Her best
friend Emily said that she had a gorgeous figure, but Sam didn't see it that
way at all. She longed to be model-thin and lithe like Emily herself. Or like
some of the girls at work, who never seemed to have any trouble getting stylish
clothing to fit them. Sam always seemed to be struggling with some article of
clothing -- either her breasts showing too much cleavage, or her hips pulling a
skirt tightly around them, revealing more than she wanted to reveal. 


Sam was having
that problem this morning as well, as she dug through her closet. She finally
chose a form-fitting dark red V-neck top and a black skirt that ended just
above the knee. This would work fine for running errands and also for work
later, she thought. She found some shoes with a small heel that were cute but
practical and comfortable. After applying a hint of makeup and a swipe of
lipstick, Sam grabbed her bag and headed out the door into the sunshine, not to
return until after her shift that night.


After a late lunch
with Emily, an afternoon of shopping, and a quick trip to the library to return
a book, Sam arrived at the Half-Moon Bar a little before four o'clock to begin
her shift. She had been a server at the Half-Moon for a little less than a
year. At first, she had worked part-time until she had to stop going to school
for lack of money. For the last six months, though, she’d been at the bar
full-time. 


Sam told herself
that she would work at the bar for two years, tops, as she figured out what to
do with her life -- whether she would be able to go back to school and finish
her degree, or whether she should try another angle toward beginning a career.
She had been taking classes toward a business degree, but she found that her
interests were so varied that she didn't quite know what she really wanted to
do with her life. As expensive as school was, she thought that she probably
should have a better idea of her career goals before she went back. 


Sam said hi to the
other girls, and then waved hello to Nick, the bartender and owner. Nick, a
forty-something year-old man with short-cropped blond hair, was bent over a
drink he was preparing. He gave her a look that was halfway between a sneer and
a frown. Sam pulled in a breath, let it out slowly, and told herself to just
let it go. A few weeks ago, Nick, after many months of Sam trying to deflect
his increasingly suggestive remarks about her appearance, had cornered her in
the back hallway and slid his hand up her skirt. Sam had struggled against him,
and eventually managed to get away when a customer came down the hall looking
for the bathroom.


Since that night, things
between them had been tense. Sam had been careful to avoid any situation where
she might end up alone with Nick. And Nick had definitely noticed. Instead of
being ashamed at his own behavior, or embarrassed, he was pissed. A few days
ago, he had followed her to the parking lot after her shift.


“You seriously
think you’re all that? That you’re too good for me?” he smirked, cocking his head.
“You were just convenient, Sam. A convenient fuck. And not even a very good
one, I bet. You seem like the type that would just lie there like a cold
fuckin’ fish.”


Sam, outraged at
first, managed to control her temper when she realized he was just lashing out
at her because his ego was hurt. It wasn’t right, and it was really shitty of
him. But unfortunately, she needed this job. So, instead of telling him off,
she just turned away from him, got into her car and drove off. Ever since that
day, Nick had basically made a show of ignoring her. Which, frankly was much
better than any of the alternatives. Nick seemed to think he was punishing her
somehow, but she vastly preferred the days when he pretended she wasn’t even
there – even though sometimes it made getting rounds of drinks for her
customers difficult.


Sam went into the
back to put her things away and get her apron for the beginning of her shift.
On the way there, she bumped into Hallie, one of the other waitresses. 


"Oh, hey, Sam!"
Hallie smiled as she went by with a tray. 


"Hey,
Hal!" Sam called back. 


Hallie was, in a
word, stunning. She had exactly the kind of looks Sam would have loved to have
herself. Where Sam was voluptuous, Hallie was tight and toned. She always seemed
to have a circle of men vying for her attention, too, which Hallie often said
was annoying, but she never really seemed to mind too much. Still, for all the
male attention she received, Hallie and Sam were generally about neck and neck
for the amount of tips they received per night, Sam reminded herself with
satisfaction. At least Hallie's assets didn't give her too much of a leg up
over Sam in that category.


Interestingly,
Nick had never made a pass at Hallie, according to Hallie herself. Oh, Nick definitely
looked, all right – it wasn’t hard to catch him leering at Hallie’s ass
as she sauntered around the bar taking drink orders. But it was Sam’s opinion
that Hallie was too gorgeous – that she intimidated Nick. Whatever the
reason, Nick restrained himself to simply ogling her. And Hallie, beyond the
occasional eye roll, pretended not to notice. 


Sam’s shift passed
mostly without incident, in a blur of activity – except for Nick’s attempts to
pretend she didn’t exist, of course. The Half-Moon did decent business in the
evenings, and there usually wasn't a lot of down time, even on Sunday nights
like tonight. 


Around ten
o'clock, as their limited restaurant service was shutting down, a handful of
people came into the bar. One of them, a man alone, sat down at a table not far
from the bar and ordered a drink from Hallie. Afterwards, she came over to
Samantha and said in a low whisper, "Holy balls, look at that guy! He is
scary hot!" 


Glancing over, Sam
had to agree. The man could have been anywhere from in his late twenties to
early thirties. He looked at once out of place and absolutely at ease in the
bar. He had on a worn leather vest with a number of patches that she couldn’t
read from where she stood. Dimly, she realized he was a biker, and then remembered
the low sound of an engine she had heard outside the bar just a minute ago. His
black T-shirt stretched across his broad shoulders, and the pair of jeans he
had on seemed molded to his hips and upper thighs. 


The hot biker had
longish, slightly scruffy dark hair that curled around his collar, dark eyes,
five o’clock shadow that accentuated the squareness of his jaw, and wide,
sensuous lips. But what really stood out to Sam, even from this far away, was
how the tattoos lining his forearms and biceps accentuated his muscles. She had
never thought one way or another about whether tattoos looked good on a man --
but from this one example, the answer was a resounding yes. 


Hallie grabbed his
order from Nick– a bottle of beer and a shot of whiskey – and went over to take
the drinks to him. Sam’s heart started to thud in her chest, actually nervous
for Hallie. God, just looking this man in the eyes and addressing him would be
an effort, he was so distracting. Sam was glad she could just sit back and sneak
looks at him from the corner of her eye.


The man leaned
back in his chair and nodded briefly at Hallie when she brought his drink. Sam
noticed that Hallie lingered at his table talking to him for a minute or two,
and assumed that she was turning on her high-powered flirting especially for
him. Interestingly, the man, though acting friendly, did not seem to be
immediately taking the bait, like most men did when Hallie turned on the charm.



Instead, as she
turned away and headed back to the bar, his gaze shifted to rest on Sam. 


Meeting her eyes,
he held her gaze and did not look away for a long moment. Sam, who at first had
returned his look with a polite smile, now found herself blushing as his eyes
continued to penetrate hers. Eventually she tore her eyes away and looked down,
flustered. With some confusion, she composed herself and turned away. 


For the next ten
minutes or so she was very careful not to look towards the man at the table,
afraid she would reveal her discomfort and make a fool of herself. Hallie, who
had gone back to his table and taken his order for another beer, passed by Sam
at the bar and paused. "Sam, have you noticed the hot guy at the table
over there has been watching you basically ever since he got here?"


"No, I hadn't
noticed," Sam lied. "Has he?" 


"Yeah, he
can't keep his eyes off you! You should go talk to him!" Hallie said
excitedly.


"No!"
Sam stammered. "Why would I do that?!"


"Why would
you do that?" Hallie gaped. "Are you kidding me? Why would you not
do that?"


"He's probably
staring at me for some other reason. Like maybe I look like his sister or
something." Sam had been in relationships and had her share of lovers, but
generally speaking, she was fairly picky about whom she went home with. Not to
mention, guys like that, in her experience, were not interested in girls
like her. "Besides, I don't go home with guys I meet in bars." Especially
guys who look like a sexy version of the Big Bad Wolf.


"Oh, I get
it. You wouldn't want to be a member of a club that would have you. You work
in a bar, Sam,” she laughed. “You would be meeting him at work. Now
get over there and flirt with him!" Hallie urged.


But Samantha did
not have the chance to refuse again, because at that moment the man stood up
from his table and came to sit on the bar stool nearest to Sam. 


"Hey there,"
he said, looking at her again with his piercing dark eyes.


"Uh...
hi," she said simply, returning his gaze and willing herself not to blush
again. 


Hallie, standing
behind the man, caught Samantha's gaze and widened her eyes questioningly.
Samantha looked away from her and back at the man, who was looking at her with
an amused expression on his face. 


"So," he
asked casually, "do you get off work soon enough for me to buy you a
drink?" 


"Actually, I
get off work in about twenty minutes," she said, looking at the clock, and
then she realized that she had just accepted his offer without even meaning to.
"I mean, um..." she began again in confusion, and then trailed off. Wow,
am I smooth, she said to herself. 


"Must be my
lucky day, darlin’. I'll be waiting right over there," he grinned,
pointing back at the table where he had been sitting.


Sam’s heart rate
shot through the roof. Her face flaming, she almost called after him and said
she had to be somewhere. Yeah. I have to be somewhere at eleven at night. Sure,
that sounds likely. But this was craziness. After all, she knew absolutely
nothing about this guy except that he was gorgeous and rode a motorcycle. But
there was a part of her that was curious, and that found she wanted to
have a drink with him. Besides, she realized that if she turned him down,
Hallie would probably kill her. 


It was scary as
hell to think about accepting a drink from a guy this gorgeous and out of her
league. At the same time, it was a pretty big ego boost that he had basically
looked right through Hallie and asked to buy her a drink instead. 


It’s one drink. Only
one drink. And afterwards, I’ll scoot out the back door to the bar and get in
my car and drive home. It’s harmless. It will do me good to flirt a little bit.
Walk on the wild side, if only as a fun fantasy. 


Twenty-two minutes
later, Samantha was out of her apron and had stopped briefly in the bathroom to
brush her hair and apply some lipstick. She screwed up her courage, put on her I
exude confidence face, and walked back into the bar. 


She sat down at
the table across from the biker, who looked up with a sexy, self-assured smirk
on his face.


“What’ll you
have?” he asked as she sat down.


“Vodka tonic,” she
replied.


The man called out
the order to Nick – who sneered and shot him a glare as soon as he wasn’t
looking. The man turned back to her. "So, tell me about yourself,
Samantha.” He chuckled at her surprise. “That other waitress told me your
name." 


Of course she did. Sam shot an irritated
look at Hallie, but she was busy serving drinks and didn’t see it. 


"Tell me
about yourself, first,” Sam challenged, screwing up her courage. “What is your
name?" 


"I’m Crow.”
She blinked at the name, and he laughed. “That’s my road name, anyway. Real name’s
Connor Kincaid."


"Um...” she frowned.
“Does road name mean like your biker name?”


“Yeah.” He shot a
glance at his leather vest, and the patch that said Lone Warriors MC.
“You ever heard of the Warriors?”


“No...” she
confessed. 


He nodded briefly,
then replied, “We’re based out of Austin. Got a couple chapters throughout
Texas, but the Austin charter’s the main one.” He shrugged. “The club owns a
couple bars in town. One of them’s Jack’s, down the street.”


Jack’s was a
large, roadhouse-style place, and yes, Sam had noticed there were usually a lot
of large motorcycles parked out front. She wondered briefly what Connor Kincaid
was doing here at the Half-Moon if he and his club owned the other bar, and
asked him. 


“Just lookin’ for
a change of scenery.” He held her gaze for a long moment, then let his eyes
drop slowly downward. It was almost physical, the way they caressed her skin.
When they arrived at her breasts, a deep rumble low in Connor’s throat made a
warm heat begin to grow between her legs. 


“To be honest,” he
continued, his eyes still caressing her body, “I saw you in here earlier,
through the front window.” Thought I’d come in and take a closer look.” His
voice turned low and intimate. You wanna finish up this drink and go someplace
else for the next one?”


"I'm not
really dressed for going out," Sam protested weakly, looking down and
hoping her clothes didn't look too much the worse for wear after her shift.


"I don't
think you have anything to worry about," he grinned at her. “You look good
enough to eat.” His grin turned slightly wolfish as he cocked one brow at her. The
Big Bad Wolf, she thought again. Her whole body felt hot. It seemed that he
wasn’t going to take any excuses from her. If she wanted to say no, she’d have
to do it loud and clear.


Trouble was... she
didn’t really want to say no. 


As they both
nursed their drinks and Connor asked her more about herself, Sam tried not to
stare too obviously at him. Good lord, the man was gorgeous. She found herself
breathing a little faster as she stared at his sensuous lips, wondering what
they would feel like on her mouth... or tracing a line down her neck to her
breasts... 


Sam came back to
the present, realizing that she had not been listening to him at all. She
looked down at her vodka tonic and realized that somehow, she had finished it.
Connor’s eyes followed hers, and he pulled out his wallet and tossed a couple
of bills on the table. 


“Come on,” he
murmured. “Let’s get outta here. I promise, you’ll have a good time.”


Amazingly, he stood
up and pulled out her chair for her. Wow, he is not the kind of guy I would
expect to be a gentleman, she thought in a daze. 


They turned to go,
and Sam looked back and called goodbye to Hallie and Nick (and caught Hallie's
frantic "thumbs up" gesture as the exited the bar). On the way out,
Sam noticed the large, low-slung motorcycle parked in front of the Half-Moon. 


“I don’t have to
ride on that thing, do I?” she asked nervously. “I don’t think I can do it in
this skirt.”


He was amused.
“It’s a nice night. We can walk to Jack’s. Then I’ll walk you back.” 


Jack’s was rougher
than the Half-Moon, as bars went. As they walked in the door, about a dozen
bikers – each of them looking more dangerous than the last – turned to look at
her and Connor. 


“Back off, you fuckin’
animals,” Connor called out. “She’s with me. You got that?”


A couple of
whistles and a few grumbles came in response. But to Sam’s relief, the men
seemed to accept Connor’s order without challenging it. One by one, they turned
back to their drinks – not without a couple of pointed glances at her ass and
legs first. 


Sam felt
self-conscious here at Jack’s Bar. But at the same time, she felt strangely
protected. She knew she was probably crazy for coming here with pretty much a
total stranger. But something about Connor – even though she imagined he would
be dangerous if you made an enemy of him – told her that he would never lay a
hand on her, without first knowing it was what she wanted. Not like Nick,
she thought to herself with disgust. Hell, a man like Connor wouldn’t have to
take advantage of a woman. A man like Connor had to have his share of females
dropping at his feet on a regular basis.


Which made her
wonder why in the world he had chosen her to spend time with this
evening. 


His hand on the
small of Samantha's back, Connor guided her through the bar toward the back.
Sam noticed a group of women, heavily made up and dressed in tight clothes and
high heels, glancing in their direction with jealousy in their eyes. Once in
the back, Connor opened a door marked "Private" and gestured Sam
inside. He shut the door behind her, turned to her, and gently but forcefully
pushed her back against the wall next to the door frame. 


"I have a
confession to make," he murmured into her ear.


"What?"
Sam responded hesitantly. 


"I've been
watching you. For weeks. Coming and going from the Half-Moon. Noticing your
schedule." 


“You... you have?”



“Yeah,” the feel
of his warm breath against her skin sent shivers down her spine. “Finally decided
to go inside and see if you were as hot up close as you were far away.” 


Sam’s breath
hitched in her throat. She stared up at him uncertainly. His eyes were dark and
hooded. For a second, she wondered if she should be frightened. But then she
realized he was waiting for her to respond. Not moving closer, until he saw the
sign that she wanted him to. 


“And?” she asked
softly. Her lower lip slipped between her teeth as she looked up at him.


Connor chuckled,
deep in his throat.


“Even hotter,” he
growled. 


Connor’s lips came
down on Sam's, gently at first, then more roughly. His tongue found hers, and
her body responded instantly. With a shiver, she melted against him and kissed
back hungrily. Her response excited him further, and he pressed his hardness
along the length of her. She could feel his heat between her legs, and she
eagerly pushed against it, moaning, feeling her own throbbing response, her
wetness. 


Oh, god, yes. It felt so good.
She suddenly wanted desperately for him to be lying on top of her, crushing her
with his weight, pushing his hard cock inside her, filling her. She felt both
of his hands move down to her hips and under her skirt. She trembled at his
groan of satisfaction as he felt her small thong as the only barrier between
them. He unbuckled his belt, and a second later his jeans fell to the floor with
a soft thud. She heard the crinkle of what was unmistakably a condom wrapper.
Then suddenly, he had hoisted her up against the wall and he was inside her,
enormous, hard and throbbing. 


She cried out in
pleasure. His mouth moved over hers, muffling the noise. He filled her again
and again, thrusting slowly at first but then faster and deeper, both of them
clinging to one another desperately as he pushed as deeply into her as he
could. Almost immediately she could sense her orgasm building up in her from far
away, growing closer, more consuming, until she gasped and arched her back. She
came in wave after wave, in rhythm with his thrusts. Through the haze of her
pleasure, she heard his breath speed up as he rode her orgasm, and then with a
roar he exploded inside her, the pulsing of his cock prolonging her ecstasy. 


Slowly, slowly,
their passion ebbed as they clung to one another, panting and sated. Connor
lowered her gently to the ground, cupped her chin in his hands, and kissed her
once again, slowly and passionately. "Fuck, Samantha,” he growled. “I’ve
been waitin’ to do that."


Sam, still
shuddering against him, could only stare up at him and try to get her breathing
back under control. She had never been taken like that -- with such force and
so completely. And especially not with a man she had just met, and knew
essentially nothing about.


Connor chuckled as
he breathed into her hair. “Sorry, I promised you that drink but I couldn’t wait
any longer.” 


“Can... can I take
a rain check?” she whispered. “I should probably get home.”


“If it means I get
to see you again, then I’m good with that.” He lowered her to the ground. “I’ll
walk you back to the Half-Moon.”


They went out the
back door. Sam was grateful she did not have to look at the other bikers in her
breathless and disheveled state. Connor’s hand was on her back again as they
walked back to the bar. It felt nice. Possessive, but in a good way. 


The two of them
walked in a silence, and she found herself imagining what it would be like to
be Connor Kincaid’s girlfriend. Sam barely managed to suppress the snort that
almost erupted from her at the thought. Right, I’m sure a big dangerous
biker guy like him is going to fall for a girl like me. 


She was still
smiling at the ridiculous thought as they arrived at the parking lot of the
Half-Moon. She nodded toward her car, and he walked her to it. 


“So,” he grinned.
“you good with me comin’ back here again sometime to see you?”


Sam’s stomach
fluttered – half-thrilled that he really wanted to see her again, half-disappointed
that he might just be saying it to let her down easy. 


Samantha thought
briefly about playing hard to get, and then realized that she was incapable of
it. She wanted very much to see him again, and was already craving his touch
despite her exhaustion and the suspicion that she would be very sore tomorrow. 


“Sure,” she
murmured, happy that the low light of the street lamp hid her blush. 


 


For the next few
nights, Connor came to the bar every evening around nine p.m. and sat at the
same table as he had that first night. Every night, at the end of her shift, he
bought her a drink – much to Nick’s irritation – and then he took her down the
street to Jack’s. After that first night, he didn’t immediately lead her to the
back room, but that’s always how the evening finished – with her crying out as
she shuddered against him. 


 Sam really
didn’t understand what he saw in her. And she didn’t know where, if anywhere,
all this was going. But she found that she didn’t care. Not that much, anyway.
She just wanted her evenings with Connor to keep happening. The thought that
eventually he’d get tired of her and stop coming to the Half-Moon made her sad.
But she was determined to enjoy whatever this was, as long as it lasted. 


The bikers at Jack’s
started to get used to seeing Samantha come in with Connor – or Crow, as they
called him. One of them, a large, barrel-chested man named Wrench, even asked
if she was Crow’s ‘old lady’ now. 


“He doesn’t mean
anything by it,” Connor laughed when Sam wrinkled her forehead. “It basically
means wife. Permanent girlfriend. That kinda thing.”


“Oh.” Sam didn’t
have the guts to ask him anything more about that. She was sure he didn’t think
of her as anything but someone to have fun with. But she did notice that he
didn’t seem angry at Wrench for asking the question. In fact, Connor had put
his arm around her waist and drawn her to him. “That’s between me and Samantha,
brother,” he said to Wrench, but not in a harsh way. 


Sam finally found
out the real reason Connor had been hanging around the Half-Moon about a week
later. 


It was late in the
afternoon on a weekday – hours before he was due to come in for his nightly
drink – and the bar was in its pre-dinner lull. As was often the case at this
time, Sam was the only waitress working. Hallie wasn’t due to show up until
later, when things started to get busy. 


Nick had been
particularly surly to her that day. He had been barking orders at her, and
finding fault with the way she washed glasses or wiped down tables. Sam was
irritated, but also sort of amused. She had a feeling his bad attitude had a
lot to do with Connor’s nightly appearances. She figured Nick was probably
angry that another man had managed to charm her where he had failed. Luckily
for Sam, she was pretty sure he was also intimidated enough by the biker that
he would never act out enough for Sam to tell Connor about it, and risk his
wrath.


Sam was wrapping
silverware in napkins in one of the booths, humming to herself, when the front
door flew open. Four large men, all of them dark and menacing, converged on the
bar. Nick, glancing over, turned white as a sheet when he saw them. 


“What can I do for
you, gentlemen?” he called out, too loudly. 


“I think you
know,” the largest of the men said. 


“No, I don’t!”


“We’re here to collect
what you owe Mr. Yassine.”


Nick’s panicked
face sent a shot of alarm racing through Sam’s veins. Shrinking back against
the booth as slowly as she could, she tried to be invisible and soundless as
she tried to understand what was going on.


“I... I don’t have
it,” Nick stammered. “I told him I need more time to come up with that kind of
money.”


“You entered into
a deal with Mr. Yassine,” a second man scoffed, shaking his head. “Mr. Yassine
is a businessman. He takes a commitment very seriously.”


“I know! I swear,
I’m not trying to screw him!” Nick cried in a panicked voice. “Look,” he began
to wheedle, “If I’m not... I mean, if I get hurt, then he won’t get the money
at all, right? So, it’s in his best interest if I’m okay, working toward...”


“Mr. Yassine don’t
need anyone giving him advice,” the large man cut him off. “He’s been patient.
He’s done being patient.”


Two of the
remaining men started forward, moving around the end of the bar toward Nick. He
screamed, and tried to lurch in the opposite direction, but the bar was too
high for him to leap over it. The men grabbed him by the shirt and hauled him
back. Sam was so frightened that she let out a strangled cry.


The large one who
had been doing most of the talking turned to look at her. 


He smiled, except
it wasn’t a smile at all. 


“You’re a
witness,” he stated, matter of factly. 


“No,” she
whispered. “No, I...”


But the man had already
started walking toward her. A scream tried to escape her, but her throat contracted
and all that came out was air. Terror made black dots appear before her eyes as
she realized there was no way of escaping – and that whatever this man was
about to do, there was no stopping him. She was about to be hurt, badly. Maybe
worse. Her life was about to change forever. 


The fear had hold
of her so tightly that she barely heard the loud crash behind the man, or the
explosion after it. Her brain was beyond registering what anything meant. All
she knew was that the large man had stopped walking toward her. That he had dropped
to the ground. 


And that now,
Connor was there in front of her. 


“Come on, darlin’,
you don’t wanna see this,” he said in a hard voice. He pulled her up gently
from the booth and wrapped his warm, strong arm around her. As he led her out of
the bar, Connor said, “Keep your eyes on the door. Just look straight ahead.” 


Sam did as he told
her, trying to keep her eyes locked ahead of her. But even so, she dimly
registered that there were more men now, and that some of them were wearing the
same leather vest Connor did. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a body
lying prone on the ground, and a flash of vivid red. She shrunk into Connor’s
chest, shivering, and concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other
until they were outside. 


“I think we should
get out of here, darlin’,” Connor said gently, taking her hand. “Your boss is
okay, but there’s a couple guys in there who ain’t. You don’t wanna be in there
if someone heard the gunshots and called the cops.”


Numbly, Sam allowed
herself to be led to her car. “Give me the keys,” he growled. “You’re in no
condition to drive.” She did as she was told, realizing that somehow, her purse
had appeared around her neck. 


Connor opened the
passenger door and helped her in, then got in the other side. “Address?” he
asked.


She told him, the
words coming automatically. In shock, she didn’t say another word for the rest
of the short drive. Connor helped her out of the car again, and walked up the
steps with her to the front door. Soon, they were inside her apartment. Only
when Sam was sitting on the couch, in her familiar surroundings, did she start
to cry.


“It’s okay,
darlin’.” Connor said, his voice husky. He held her in his arms, and waited
patiently as she sobbed. 


When finally she
quieted, she closed her eyes and took a few shaky, deep breaths to calm
herself. Opening them again, she found Connor’s gaze locked on her, his face a
mask of concern. 


“You gonna be
okay, Sam?”


She nodded and
swallowed. “Can you tell me what just happened there?”


“Your boss is an idiot,
is what happened,” Connor said darkly. Squeezing her hand once, he got up and
went to her tiny kitchen. He filled a glass with water and came back to her,
putting it in her hands. Sam drank, and he continued.


“Your boss took out
a loan with Joe Yassine,” he explained. “I don’t know the details, except
apparently he was in debt on the bar, and couldn’t get the money from anyone
else. Yassine...” Connor paused. “He ain’t a good person. Definitely not the
person to borrow money from, and then get behind on the loan.” 


Connor continued.
“About a month ago, I saw Yassine’s men go in to the bar one night as your boss
was closing the place. You and the other waitresses were already gone. I
figured something was up, because Yassine himself doesn’t make house calls for
no reason.” Connor lifted a finger to his chin and tilted her face up to his.
“Like I said, I’d been watching you come and go, for a while,” he said softly.
“I didn’t want anything to happen to you. So, I had my club start doing surveillance
on the bar. Just in case.”


Sam’s head was
spinning from all this information. “So, you came into the Half-Moon that first
time...”


“To keep an eye on
you. Yeah.” Connor shifted closer to her on the couch. “And to check out the
layout of the place. See where the entrances and exits were. But mostly to keep
an eye on you. Because I figured Yassine’s men would be back. And I wanted my
men to be ready.”


“I can’t
believe... I can’t believe you did that for me.” Sam was stunned. 


“Well, I sure as
hell didn’t do it for your prick of a boss,” Connor snorted. “That asshole
deserved worse than he got. Thanks to you, he gets to live to see another day.”


“Thanks to you,
you mean,” Sam protested. 


“Sure,” he
shrugged, the hint of a grin pulling at one corner of his mouth. “But I would
never have bothered to save his ass, if not for you.”


Sam laughed
softly. “I guess he is lucky, then.” 


“Yeah,” Connor agreed.
“But not as lucky as I am. Lucky that because of all this, I met you.”


Connor drew Sam
into his arms. His mouth moving to hers, he gently bit her lower lip, making
her shudder with desire. With a groan, he murmured, "God, Sam, I fucking
want you." 


“I want you, too.”
She couldn’t remember wanting anything more, in fact. It was as though the
adrenaline coursing through her veins had flipped a switch in her, from fear to
desire. She needed him inside her. She needed to feel his rough hands on her.
She could hardly wait for it. 


Connor seemed to
sense this. He pulled her on top of him on the couch and pushed down the neck of
her low-cut dress to reveal her breasts. Unclasping and tossing aside her bra,
he caught one nipple gently between his teeth. As she moaned in response,
arching forward to meet his mouth, he groaned against her skin. Shifting, he took
her hand and guided it between his legs to his hard cock. “Do you feel what you
do to me?” he growled. “What you always do to me?”


Unable to stand it
any longer, she reached for his zipper and awkwardly tried to lower it. He
grabbed her hand and pulled it away. 


“Take me to your bedroom,
darlin’. We’re gonna do this right for a change.”


Rising from the
couch, Sam bit her lower lip and took a step toward the hall. Knowing he was
watching her, she swayed her hips a bit as she made her way to the bedroom. Once
inside, he moved in front of her, sat down on the bed and looked at her. 


"Undress for
me," he ordered. 


Samantha had never
put herself on display like this for a man before. Forcing herself to push away
any self-conscious thoughts, she pulled down on the low neckline of her dress,
past her stomach, over her hips, and to the floor. She stepped out of it and
stood before him, wearing only her thong. 


“Touch yourself.” 


With only a
moment’s hesitation, she reached down and slid one finger under the material of
her thong. She was so wet that the fabric was soaked through, and she drew in a
sharp breath as her fingers found her slick and swollen folds. With the other
hand, she reached up and found a taut nipple, letting out a moan as she
squeezed it gently. Her eyelids fluttered as she pleasured herself in front of
him. She was rewarded by the intensity of Connor’s stare as he openly lusted
after her. “Fuck,” he rumbled. His breathing grew ragged and more audible as he
watched her. He reached down and stroked his manhood through his jeans. 


Sam continued to
touch herself for a few more moments, listening to her own breathing become
ragged like his. Suddenly, Connor stood and crossed the room quickly to meet
her. He lifted her in his arms before turning and depositing her on the bed. He
spread her legs and plunged his tongue inside her, licking as deeply as he
could.


Samantha cried out
loudly, sure she was about to lose control any second. He pushed her legs even
further apart and licked and lapped at all of her, seemingly wanting to devour
her. But instead of letting her come, he pulled back instinctively every time
she got close, then moved forward to tease her again, until she thought she
would go mad from the need to find her release. Finally, when she felt a tidal
wave of orgasm building inside her, Connor didn’t pull back, but instead kept
licking and teasing her. Samantha’s body tensed and then exploded, and then she
was crying out his name, heat radiating out from the center of her as she
bucked against his tongue. He kept her there, shock wave after shock wave, the
slightest pressure of his tongue sending her into a fresh round of spasms. The
pleasure was so insane, so beyond anything she had felt before, that she
grasped the bedsheets desperately, as though without the anchor of them she
would fly apart. 


Connor rose and
pulled off his shirt, before undoing his belt and pushing off his pants. He lay
on top of her on the bed, his hardness against her softness. Sam gasped and
began to thrust her hips up against him, wanting him inside her so badly she could
barely stand it. He pushed himself up on his arms and looked at her, then,
sliding a condom over his shaft, slipped the head of his cock over her slick
folds. She let out a whimper and tried to move him inside her, but he resisted.
Finally, he pushed his head inside her, then began to move in and out slowly,
agonizingly, as he fought against their mutual rising need. With each thrust,
he pushed progressively deeper, deeper, then pulled out again, until finally he
plunged into her as far into her as he could, filling her completely. 


Connor began to
move inside her, thrusting with long, hard strokes. Almost before she knew what
was happening, a second wave of orgasm rose up and crashed over her. Moments
later, Connor roared out his release, and she felt him spilling wave after wave
of hot seed inside her. They strained toward one another in the final spasms that
slowed, finally, and they stayed joined, him still deep inside her, as they
collapsed together.


For a few minutes,
the only thing Sam could hear in the quiet room was their breathing and the
blood rushing in her ears. At some point, nestled in his arms, she fell asleep.



When Sam awoke,
several hours later, Connor was lying beside her. His eyes were open and he was
looking at her, a lazy grin curving his mouth. 


“Morning,” he
rumbled. “How you feelin’?” 


"Wonderful,"
she whispered back. “Hungry.”


"I’m feelin’
pretty good, too," he said, smirking. "Wanna do it again?"


"Very much
so," she said, moving on top of him to kiss him, and then sliding down toward
his already-stirring shaft with a wicked grin. "And then, you're buying me
breakfast. Today’s my day off. And there’s a hot biker in my bed. I have a
feeling I’m gonna need to keep up my strength.”
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Melissa “Mel” Monroe


 


I really need a beer. 


It’s been a long ass day, and
my feet are killing me in these heels. It doesn’t help either that the
prosecutor on this case is working my last nerve. He keeps smirking over at me,
when I lose an objection. I want to slap that smug look off his face, but I
remain calm.


“Your witness.” He winks on
the way to his seat. 


I can’t react how I want to
because all eyes are on me. Honestly, this case shouldn’t be in a courtroom.
The fourteen-year-old, sitting next to me, killed her foster father in
self-defense. He was trying to rape her. Now, it’s time for me to question the
social worker involved. I’m hoping it will shine some light on a few things. 


“Mrs. Hemmings, how many cases
are you currently working, right now?” I ask her with a smile.


“I have thirty-two open.” She
answers.


“Thirty-two seems like an
awful lot to me. How do you have time for all those visits?”


“It’s hard sometimes, but I manage.”


“When was the last time you
saw the defendant? Not counting her hospital stay, after the near rape.”


“I checked my files to make
sure the dates matched. I saw her the week before, and everything seemed
normal. She was happy.” 


“That’s interesting. According
to the file you gave to the prosecutor, and the file your supervisor gave me
from your computer, they don’t quite line up. Could you read the highlighted
part?”


“Um,” Mrs. Hemmings swallows hard,
before grabbing the paper with shaky hands, because she knows that she’s in
trouble.


 “Cassandra seems a bit
withdrawn, scared when the foster father came home, and started dressing in
black long sleeve shirts, despite it being almost a hundred degrees outside.
I’m going to make an appointment at school for the following day. Something
seems off with all five children, the minute the father comes home.”


“Did you see her at school
then?” I ask her, taking the paper back.


“No, I didn’t. The next time I
saw her was after she stabbed her foster father in the neck, and then tried to
kill herself.”


“I’m confused. Why did you go
in and alter the paperwork? I’d like to enter into evidence the timestamps from
the computer of Mrs. Hemmings.” I give a copy to the judge, prosecutor, and
Mrs. Hemmings.


“You have to understand,” she
starts to stammer.


“The only thing I have to understand
is you doctored official government documents to cover your ass, instead of
protecting the children the state puts in your care.”


“Objection your honor. Is
there an actual question?”


“Yes, there is. How many more
children in the house were being abused sexually by this man? Don’t answer
because I doubt you’d know or care.”


“You’re walking a thin line.”
The judge orders me, and I nod.


“No further questions.” Mrs.
Hemmings leaves the witness stand crying, as the judge calls for a ten-minute
break.


I sit down next to Cassandra,
who is visibly shaking. “You okay?” I lean over to her, which makes her jumps.
“I’m sorry. I just wanted to check on you.”


“I’m alright. What’s happening?”


“We’re on a break for ten
minutes. Do you need to go to the restroom or anything?”


“No, I’m fine. I don’t see my
foster mother here.” She says, looking around the room.


“She can’t be in here yet,
since she’s testifying. Are you going to be okay with her in here?” I ask, and
she shrugs. My phone vibrates, and I look down, seeing it’s my sister. I let it
go to voicemail, as the bailiff stands, telling everyone to rise. I’ll call her
later.


The next two hours are spent
with the foster mother, telling how Cassandra threw herself at her husband, and
how he was an amazing father that would never hurt a child. It honestly sounds
like she rehearsed this for hours on end. Once it’s my turn, I squeeze
Cassandra’s hand to reassure her.


“Mrs. Sharpe, thank you for
being here. I’m sure this has been hard for you. I won’t keep you too long, but
I do have some questions. When did Cassandra withdraw from everyone?”


“She didn’t. I don’t know
where Mrs. Hemmings came up with that ridiculous report.”


“I’m going to show you, and
the court, some pictures. Here is one from about four years ago, which puts
Cassandra at ten-years-old. You had her for what a year here? Look at how happy
she is, and how she’s hugging onto you. Now, this picture is from two months
ago at her fourteenth birthday. She’s in all black, hiding her face, and
completely closed off from everyone.”


“She killed my husband.” Her
tone is full of venom, which brings my blood to a boil.


“We’re not denying she killed
him, but the coroner stated with the way the knife went into his neck, that he
had to have been on top of her. Why do you think he was laying on top of her?”


“What are you trying to say?
SHE SEDUCED MY HUSBAND.”


“If she was seducing him, then
why would she kill her lover?”


“I don’t know why, but it’s
the only logical answer.” Her smugness shows me she is right where I want her.
My tech team found some incriminating emails for me to use against her.


“Mrs. Sharpe, do you know what
this is?” I hold up the laptop from my table.


“It’s my husband’s laptop. Why
do you have it?”


“I subpoenaed it, and my tech
team went through it. Did you know, if you delete something, it’s still there?”
The look of shock on her face is priceless. “There’s a timestamp of when it was
deleted.”


“I’m done with this questioning.
I will not allow you to disgrace my husband.”


“Your husband was dead for two
days, when these pictures were deleted.” I start showing pictures of the girls
in the house undressing in their rooms. The angle of the photos shows that the
camera was above the door. My private detective found the wires connected to
the cameras. We also found a couple of nanny cams that were not erased, and one
showed the murder. 


“I’ll ask you again. Why do
you think he was lying on top of Cassandra, when she stabbed him?”


“He was abusing all of the kids.
Cassandra, I’m sorry that I wasn’t strong enough to stop him. You did what I
wanted to do for years.” She starts crying.


“Why didn’t you tell someone?”
I ask her with concern in my voice.


“I tried to tell people, but I
could never get the words out. He hurt those kids, and I couldn’t do anything
about it. I’m so sorry.” She says, crying into her hands, and I tell them no
further questions. Cassandra’s crying, as she hugs me, and I wrap my arms
around her, trying to bring her some type of comfort.


“I think this is a good place
to stop for the day. Mr. Reynolds, if I were you, I’d be dropping all charges.”
The judge bangs the gavel, and we stand.


“Do you think he’ll drop the
charges?” She asks, wiping the tears from her face.


“I don’t know. He’s a hard person
to read. Now, the guard is going to take you to juvie, and I’ll see you later
tonight.” She nods.


“Thank you for believing in
me.” I smile at her, as I gather up my papers to put into my briefcase.


“I guess I need to drop the
charges.” Charles says.


“You know we have the proof of
self-defense. It’s the right thing to do.” I state, as we walk out together.


“I’ll draw up the paperwork,
and message it over to you tomorrow.”


“Please, do it tonight. Why
put her through this mess any longer?”


“I agree.” The judge says,
standing behind us.


“We can go back to the
courtroom now, so she doesn’t spend another night in jail.”


“I need to get the okay from
my boss.” Charles argues and walks away. 


I really hope he does.


 


******


 


“Asher,” I call out for my German Shephard dog, as I walk into my
apartment. Damn, I want some wine, but I can’t, because I still need to work.
If I get to pick up Cassandra tonight, I need to be completely sober. My cell
phone rings, and I see it’s my sister again. 


“Mags, what’s up?”


“It’s about damn time you
answer.” She sounds stressed out.


“I was in the middle of court,
and I couldn’t.”


“I’m at the clubhouse.
Something’s happened, and I need you here.” I hear her sob, and there’s some
static.


“Hello?” A gruff, deep voice says
into the phone.


“Who the hell is this?”


“Gamble. I’m the President of
the club where your brother-in-law is a member.”


“I’ve heard about you. Why am
I talking to you?”


“Your sister and brother-in-law
are both a mess, right now. Someone took Rocko.” 


Rocko is my ten-year-old
nephew, and suddenly, I feel sick to my stomach. 


“I’ll need to make some
arrangements, but please, tell her that I’m coming.”










Gabe “Gamble” Smith


 


“Oh, and Gamble?”


“Yeah?” I mutter into the
phone.


“Get my number from her phone
and text me. I’ll be contacting you to get updates.”


“Yes ma’am.” I say, hanging up
the phone.


 


Me: It’s Gamble.


Text’s sister-in-law: Thank
you.


Me: No problem.


 


I put my phone away. “She’s
coming.”


“Thank you. I couldn’t tell
her.” 


Chelsea has been like a sister
to me, ever since Text, my best friend from elementary school, brought her into
the club fifteen years ago. I knew she had a sister, but from what Text tells
me, she’s a stuck-up bitch.


“That’s what family is for.
Now, go get some rest. We have our best people out there looking for Rocko, and
I’ll call the detective in charge to see if there are any new leads.”


“I can’t sleep. I need my
son.” 


How do you help someone, when all
you want to do is cry along with them, and you can’t because everyone is looking
at you to be the strong one? Rocko is my godson, and I care about him just as
if he was my own.


I’m the president of The
Brothers of Olympus MC. It’s a motorcycle club my grandfather started with some
friends, and the name comes from his love of Greek Mythology. When it first
started, it was a simple club that did charity rides, and they also took part
in the Founder’s Day parades. My dad and uncles started prospecting for them,
when they were sixteen, and once they took over, the rules changed a lot. My
dad made the club all about guns and women. They protected the guns, and used
the women, until my Uncle Sam saw profit in them. My dad died, in a gun battle,
over those women with a rival gang. I have worked my way up the ranks, trying to
restore this club. We now have a garage, tattoo parlor, a nightclub, and a
boys’ and girls’ club that we own and run. We’re making a profit, but still run
the guns, and now, we protect the women. We try to stay on the right side, but
some things can’t change. If push comes to shove, we’ll handle things the old
school way.


“Yeah, but you have a daughter
who is scared, too. You need to be rested and in the right frame of mind, when
we bring him home.” She nods, walking over to Shawna, who is three and doesn’t
understand.


“Let’s go watch a movie and
eat some popcorn.” I walk over to the popcorn machine to start popping it.


“Someone will bring it to you.
You want extra butter, Shawna?” She nods with a smile, as Chelsea and Text head
up to their room.


“I can’t imagine what they’re
going through. Do you know anything new?” One of the new prospects asks.


“No, but I’m going to call the
detective, after I make this popcorn.” He nods.


“I’ll take it up for them.”


“Thanks man.” I give him the
popcorn and head into the office. 


 


I toss my phone, rubbing my
hands over my face. I wish I knew what to do to help them. This is breaking my
heart. I find the number for the detective and hit dial.


“Yeah?” The man answers.


“This is Gamble. I mean, Gabe
Smith.”


“I know who you are Gamble. What
do you need?”


“I need an update. What are
your leads?”


“I told you I’d call with an
update. Why do you care?” He mumbles something that I can’t quite hear.


“Rocko is my godson, which
means he’s family. He’s been gone almost two days now, and there’s nothing.” I
say, slamming my hand down on the desk.


“Go back to your club whores.”
He says, hanging up the phone.


“Fucking asshole.” I mutter. 


Why is he being such a douche
right now?


“Everything okay?” Text asks,
standing in the doorway.


“Yeah, sorry. I thought you were
sleeping.”


“I can’t sleep. Every time I
close my eyes, I keep seeing that white van, pulling away with Rocko screaming
for me.”


“We’ll get him back. I promise
you.”


“Don’t make promises you can’t
keep, man. Thanks for dealing with my stick up her ass sister-in-law, too.”


“Oh, she’s on her way here.”


“You invited her here?”


“I didn’t invite her. Your wife
did.”


“Keep her and her
self-righteous attitude away from me.”


“I’m not a babysitter.
Anyways, I need to head into town soon to get some food. I’d ask Chelsea, but
she needs to rest.” He nods, and then walks away. 


I spend the next three hours
working on the ledgers of the businesses. Finally, I get everything caught up,
so I grab the keys to my truck and walk out of the office. It’s a nice warm
October day here in Portland, Oregon, but it sucks Rocko is missing. 


I walk to the red 350, and I
see a black Bentley, pulling into a spot next to mine. A flustered woman with
long, brown hair and legs that go on for miles gets out of the car. She lets
out a dog from the backseat, while she talks with someone in the passenger
seat. The German Shepherd comes over to the driver side of my truck, and I bend
down to pet it.


“Aren’t you a handsome boy?
Yes, you are.” I say, talking baby talk to the dog. 


“Asher!” I hear the woman
yell.


“He’s over here,” she comes to
stand at the bed of my truck.


“Asher, bad puppy. Sorry, he
hates car rides. I’m looking for Chelsea.”


“You don’t look like you have
a stick stuck up your ass.” The kid standing next to her snickers.


“You must be Gamble, and I see
Text still loves talking about me like that, but yes, I’m Melissa. Are there
any leads? What happened?”


“The kids were playing in the
front yard. Chelsea went inside to grab her camera, and Text was in the driveway
working on her car. Suddenly, there was screaming coming from the porch, and
Rocko started yelling for his dad. A masked man grabbed him and threw him in
the white van. Text followed them on his bike, but he lost them in a sea of
cars at rush hour. The cops are useless here, and we’re trying to get some
leads.”


“Is Jace okay? I can’t imagine
what’s running through his mind.” I’m shocked she’s thinking of Text, instead
of blaming him for this lifestyle. “Do you have the name of the officer in
charge? I want to speak with him.”


“Yeah, it’s inside on my desk,
but I’m heading out to the store. Can you wait, until I get back?”


 “Yeah, I need to spend
some time with Chelsea and Shawna anyway. Is it okay that I brought Asher? He’s
well behaved.”


“Sure. I’ll get you a room ready.
I’m sorry you have to share, but we’re on lock down, and all the kids are
here.”


“That’s fine, right Cass?” The
young girl nods.


“I didn’t know you had a
daughter.”


“I’m her foster child. She got
me off from killing my stepfather.” I raise my eyebrow. “He was molesting me.”


“Excellent job, Cass. Head on
in and tell everyone that I said yes to the damn dog. They know I’m a softie,
when it comes to animals.” I say, and they both smile and walk away from me,
heading into the clubhouse. I run my hand down my face, realizing I’m in trouble,
because when I look at Melissa, I don’t see a stuck-up bitch. No, all I want is
her writhing under me.


 










 


Melissa


 


“Come on, Asher.” I click my tongue for him to follow me, as I
pull open the gray steel door, hoping I’m not about to walk into something out
of every MC movie, television show, or book that I’ve read. I don’t want to see
a bunch of guys having sex with women or half naked girls running around.


“He was hot. I think he likes
you.” Cass tells me, as we walk down the hallway. After I got the call from
Chelsea, I called up the DA and arranged for Cass to be put in my care. I’m
already registered to be a foster parent. 


“Knock it off. I’m here for my
sister, and not too ogle some cute guy.” I say, rolling my eyes, as we enter a
large room. There are about six guys all wearing the same black leather cut
that Gamble had on, sitting around the table playing cards.


“Can I help you?” The female
bartender asks me.


“I’m looking for Text or
Chelsea.”


“Text! You got company.” She yells
into the kitchen. “You’re not allowed to have a dog in here, until we talk to
the president.”


“Gamble said Asher could stay.
I ran into him outside.”


“It better be that mother
fucking detective coming here to tell me they found my son.” I hear Text, spouting
off to no one in particular.


“Nope, just your stick up her
ass sister-in-law.” I smile sweetly at him. 


Text is a good guy. I do like him,
and he loves my sister. He’s also a great father. He’s always done right by my
parents, including paying for their house. I just don’t understand his
obsession with the motorcycle club. In Seattle, I had a run in with a member of
a rival club, and it was scary for me. They found out I was related to Text, so
they decided to target me. It made me dislike this lifestyle, and not him as a
person, but Chelsea says they are one in the same.


“Who is that?” He asks,
pointing to Cass.


“Cassandra, my foster daughter,
and you remember Asher, right?”


“Hey buddy. Come here.” Asher
runs right to him. “Shawna’s going to love you being here. I’ll take you up to
Chelsea.”


“Thanks.” He nods, as I
follow. “Hey, stop for a minute.” He looks at me with such sadness in his eyes.
“How are you holding up?”


“Why do you care? I’m just a
dumb biker.”


“I never said that about you.
I was terrorized, which gave me bad vibes with all MC clubs in general. You
can’t blame me for that, and right now, you’re not doing anything to change my
mind. Point me to the damn room, and I’ll go find her myself.” He tells me his
name is on the door. 


“You’re a bitch, you know
that?”


“And you’re nothing but a
bastard.” I open the door, seeing my sister on the bed, clutching a family
photo.


“Melly.” She sobs, as I run
over to her, and we hold onto each other and cry. My sister means the world to
me. I know her heart must be breaking right now because mine is too. I also
explain who Cass is, before she asks.


 “I also brought Asher.”


“Shawna has taken him from us
already.” I see he’s lying on the bed cuddled up, as Shawna feeds him popcorn.


“Of course, she did.” Chelsea nods
her head.


 “Gamble is giving me the
detective’s number, when he gets back, so I can deal with him.”


“Oh, you met Gabe already?”


“Knock it off. Yes, he was
outside, when I pulled in. How are you holding up?”


“I’m miserable. Every time I
close my eyes, I see and hear Rocko yelling for his dad. I never should’ve gone
inside.”


“This isn’t anyone’s fault, so
stop blaming yourself. We’ll find him and bring him home.”


“How can you be so sure? What
if he’s dead?” She whispers, so Shawna doesn’t hear.


“Stop it. Don’t think like that.
You can’t give up hope. I bet wherever he is, he’s annoying them with his
twenty thousand questions. The kidnappers are thinking we picked the wrong kid
to grab, and maybe we should take him back.” I say, getting a laugh out of Chelsea
and Text, who is standing in the doorway.


“Gamble sent me up here to let
you know he’s back. I can take you to his office, if you want.” I nod, and then
start walking behind Text, thinking of all the ways to knock some manners into
him. 


“Melissa, I’m sorry for what I
said.” I ignore him for now.


Reaching the office, I knock on
the open door, and Gamble looks up at me. “Can I come in?”


“Sure.” He says.


 “Here is the card with
his name and number, but forewarning, he’s an asshole.”


“Oh, I love dealing with
assholes. Is the police department far from here?”


“It’s about five minutes.
Why?”


“I think I’m going to go speak
to this detective face-to-face. That way he can’t hang up on me or blow me
off.” I take out my phone and start looking up the directions.


“I can take you.” Gamble
remarks.


“I’d appreciate that.” I get
up and head to get my things. 


 


******


When I walk in the front room, Gamble is standing at the bar
talking to a few people.


“Are you ready?” I ask. 


“Yeah. Call me on my cell phone,
if you guys need anything. Bike or truck?”


“I don’t have a bike.”


“I was talking about my bike.”
He laughs, as we step outside.


“Oh, truck I guess.”


“There’s nothing like all that
horsepower vibrating between your legs.”


“I do just fine with vibrations
between my legs. I just don’t want to be frazzled, when I get there.” 


I walk away, feeling my cheeks
getting red. Once we’re in the truck, neither of us say a word. Instead, I
pretend to check my emails. Before I know it, Gamble pulls into the parking lot
at the police station, and I go to get out, but he stops me by touching my
thigh.


“I don’t know what kind of
answers we’re going to get, and who knows if they are even looking for Rocko.
Just don’t get your hopes up. I’m working on putting out a reward and do some
things myself to find him.”


“Do you think he’s alive?” I
ask him directly.


“I pray to God that he is,
because I don’t know what would happen to Text and Chelsea, if he isn’t.”


“You didn’t answer my
question.”


“Yes, I think he’s alive. He
has to be because I can’t lose him.” I grab his hand, entwining our fingers.


“We’ll find him because I
can’t lose Rocko either. He’s my everything, and so is Shawna.” We sit in
silence for a few minutes, before he clears his throat, releases my hand, and
we get out. We walk in to the police station, and then to a big, tall desk with
a man in a black police officer’s uniform, sitting behind it.


“Hello. I’m looking for
Detective Freeman.”


“And this is regarding?”


“My nephew’s kidnapping.” I
say. 


He picks up the phone and calls
someone, and they talk in hushed tones. He hangs up, looking right at us.
“He’ll be right with you. Have a seat.”


“You didn’t ask for my name.
How will he know me?”


“He knows him.” The officer
points to Gamble, and I open my mouth to an O. 


We take a seat, and I open my
phone clock app and hit the timer. I want to clock this detective. I’ve always
done this being a lawyer in Seattle. I respect their job, but I clash with
them. 


“Gamble,” I mutter, putting my
hand on his bouncing thigh. “Calm down.”


“Freeman hates us, so be warned.”
I nod.


“I don’t have the best track
record with police either. When I was being terrorized a few years ago, I’d go
every day to get an update, until they stopped talking to me.”


“I’m sorry that happened to
you. I never meant for you to be involved.”


“I know. Chelsea explained
everything to me. I don’t hold the club, or you guys responsible. I used too,
but not anymore.” 


We continue to make small
talk, and I look down at my phone, realizing it’s been almost forty-five minutes.











 


Gamble


 


“I’ll be right back.” She says, standing up and walking to the
desk. I sit waiting to see what is about to happen.


“Listen, I’ve been here for forty-five
minutes, waiting on this detective to come talk to me. I don’t want to be a bitch,
but I’ll be one. This is ridiculous. I’m here because my ten-year-old nephew
was kidnapped, and the lead detective can’t be bothered. I see him sitting
right there with his damn feet up on the desk. I don’t care that my nephew’s
father is part of a motorcycle club. A child is missing, and no one is doing a
damn thing. You tell Freeman to get his ass out here, or I’m calling the mayor.
Oh, did I forget to mention he’s also my uncle.” 


Holy shit. This
woman is on a tear. I watch Freeman nearly fall out of his chair, when he hears
how she’s related to the mayor.


“Ma’am, I’m Detective Freeman,
and I’m in charge of your nephew’s kidnapping case. How can I help you?”


“I want copies of the files.
What are your leads? What are you doing to try to find him?”


“I can’t give you copies of an
ongoing investigation. There are no leads, and I have officers out canvassing
the neighborhood.”


“I’m a lawyer. I know I can
have a copy, so don’t play me. Shouldn’t you be out there canvasing, too? I
mean, you’re a detective. I haven’t heard anything on the radio or seen
anything on the news. Why isn’t his picture being circulated? Do you not have a
good picture of him? I have plenty.” I watch, as her hands shake, trying to get
her phone to unlock. I get up, rushing to her side and take her phone.


“Gamble.” Freeman says flatly.


“Freeman.” I match his tone.


“No, don’t do that.” Melissa
looks at the detective. “He’s not just a motorcycle club kid. He’s an innocent
child, and he didn’t ask to be born into the club life, so get your head out of
your ass about that. Get me that file, and don’t worry I’ll wait.” She walks
past me and sits down in a chair that has the perfect view of his desk, as he scurries
to the back and starts making copies.


“I don’t think I’ve ever seen
him so scared.” I chuckle.


“I wasn’t putting down the
club. He needs to learn to separate the difference. I used to blame you guys
for things out of your control, so I know first thing about that, but this is
entirely different. I won’t stand for a child to be treated like this.”


“I agree. Rocko is innocent
and shouldn’t be treated like this. Thank you for being here.”


“I’d do anything for my
sister. I’m glad she called me.”


“She wasn’t sure that you’d
answer her.” I tell her.


“I was in court, when she
called. I feel bad now for not answering.”


“You’re here now, and that’s
all that matters. Look.” I motion for her to see that Freeman is talking to the
police chief. 


“Who is that?” I explain to
her that it’s the police chief, and we both stand, as the chief comes out.


“Would someone care to explain
to me what’s going on?”


“I’d love to. Your detective
isn’t doing a damn thing to find my nephew. There’s been no updates, no news, and
he hangs up on everyone who is trying to help. I understand he’s prejudices
about the MC, but that doesn’t give him the right. I want something done.”


“You threatened to call the
mayor?”


“Yes. Rocko is the great
nephew of the mayor. The detective couldn’t see past the cut to find out this
information. I want copies of everything, and I want to be called with every
lead. Here is my card.” She pulls out a business card from her back pocket. 


 


******


 


We spend an hour waiting on the file, and I want to wipe the smirk
off Freeman’s goddamn face, as he hands us the papers. Melissa can feel the
tension, so she starts pulling on me to leave with her. We walk to the truck in
silence, and once we’re inside, I hit the steering wheel, making her jump.


“I can’t believe that jackass.
Two pages! Two fucking pages is all he has on a kidnapping.”


“Listen…” she starts, but I’m pissed
so I continue right on.


“We’re never going to find him
with what he has in there. I can’t let Text and Chelsea down. I’m going back in
there and knock him the fuck out.” I grab the door handle, but she tugs on my
t-shirt.


“Gabe.” She says, using my real
name, which makes me stop. She slides closer to me, putting her hand on my arm.
“Calm down.”


 “I’m sorry, but this
shit pisses me off. How can they…” I’m stopped mid question by her lips,
crashing into mine. I deepen the kiss by tilting her head back. She moans into
my mouth, which opens it enough for me to slide my tongue into hers. Her hands
move up under my white t-shirt, and I feel her fingernails dig into my stomach.
I’m so turned on right now, as I move my hand to her jeans. Her phone starts to
ring, and she breaks away from me panting, “Hold that thought.” She says,
before she answers, putting it on speaker. 


“Hey Cass. What’s up?” She says,
trying to hide the fact that she’s panting.


“When are you coming back? I
don’t know anyone.”


“We’re on our way.” She tells
her, as I start up the truck. 


“I’m sorry. If it wasn’t Cass,
I would’ve let it ring.” She puts a hand on my shoulder. 


“It’s probably for the best.
I’m never going to be more than the president of the club.” I say, snapping the
last part of the sentence, and I instantly regret it.


“You’re an asshole. I thought
you were different.” She crosses her arms and moves closer to the door. We ride
in silence the rest of the way, and once we pull into the parking spot, she jumps
out.


“Wait.” I yell at her, but
she’s already running inside the building. “Goddamn it.” Taking a few minutes
to collect myself, I finally walk in, and Text is waiting for me. 


“Sorry we were gone so long,
but Freeman took forever, and he called the chief in. Your sister-in-law went
toe to toe with both of them. It was awesome. I think Freeman almost shit
himself, when she got in his face.” Text laughs, saying he wished he could’ve
been there.


“Do you have Wi-Fi?” Melissa
asks without looking into my eyes. I didn’t even realize she had walked up.


“Yeah. We can get you the
password.” She nods and heads outside with Cass.


“What happened between you
two?”


“I don’t know. We were having
an enjoyable time talking, and then something changed.” 


Suddenly, there’s a loud bang
from outside in the parking lot. Shit! Melissa and Cass are out there.
We all get up and start running outside. “Call 911,” I yell. There’s smoke
everywhere and flames coming from a couple of cars towards the gate. One of
those cars is Melissa’s.


 “Melissa! Cassandra!” I
yell, but I don’t hear anything in return. Everyone is trying to find them, but
the closer we get to the fire, the thicker the smoke gets.


“Melissa!”


“Cassandra!” 


The sirens from the fire
trucks grow louder, and I finally see feet laying on the ground, but there’s no
movement. I race over to Cassandra, laying there lifeless and barely breathing.
Text scoops her up to move her, and it takes me a bit, but I finally spot
Melissa. I run over to her, and cradle her in my arms, moving her over to a
different location away from the smoke. 


“Wake up. Come on, babe. Open
those pretty hazel eyes for me.” There is no response, and I feel sick to my
stomach. The paramedics finally arrive, and start working on both girls.


“Who would do something like
this?” My VP asks, and I notice a white van parked across the street.


“Son of a bitch. Look.” I say,
nodding towards the van. 


We take off, but the van pulls
out of there, burning rubber. I try to get the license plate, but I can’t. I
notice a random garbage can is now sitting, where the van was parked, so I take
a deep breath and head over there, peering inside. 


“Rocko,” I whisper. “I need
some help. Freeman! It’s Rocko.” I try to check for a pulse, but I can’t find
one. Freeman comes over to help me, and we both pull his body out of the
garbage can. There’s bruising all around his wrists and ankles. 


“I can't find a pulse.” I say,
before starting CPR. 


Freeman runs over to the third
ambulance that has arrived, and they rush to where we are, and then take over.
Once they hook up the defibrillator to him, there’s nothing but a flatline. 


“God, please no. Rocko don’t
die on me man. I need my little buddy.” The paramedics shock him about five
more times, before telling me there’s no pulse. He’s gone. 


I pick him up, cradling him in
my arms and cry. “I’m taking him to his parents,” I say, trying to catch my
breath.


 “No, you can’t. He must
go to the hospital for an autopsy. I need to find out who did this to him.”
Freeman says, putting his hand on my shoulder.


“We’ll find the bastards
responsible for this and make them pay.” I stand up with Rocko in my arms. “I
need for Text and Chelsea to hold him, before you take him. Gather up the
garbage.” Walking long, slow strides towards the club, as the lifeless body of
my godson lays in my arms, I hear a loud earth-shattering scream come from
Chelsea, who is sitting next to Melissa’s body.










 


Melissa


 


“The guys in there are weird.” Cass whines, as I go to grab my
suitcase and laptop from the car. 


“They are a good bunch. Yes,
some are odd, but they are good for my sister.” I tell her, and she smiles. I
stop and look around, because I have this eerie feeling, like we’re being
watched. “Let's hurry up. I don’t have a good feeling right now.”


With those fateful words, I hear
glass breaking, as an explosion happens a few cars away. The burst sends me
flying into the air, and I hit my head off the ground. The last thought that I
have is of Cass.


 


******


 


I open to my eyes, seeing nothing but smoke, as my sister lets out
a howl that sends chills down my spine.


“Cass?” I mumble.


“She’s okay. They’re looking
at her now.” The paramedic who put an oxygen mask on my face says. “I need you
to stay calm and let me evaluate you, before taking you to the hospital.”


“Where’s my sister?” I ask.


“She’s with Text.” I hear Gamble’s
gruff voice, and I can tell it’s filled with sadness.


“What’s wrong?” I worry.


“You need to concentrate on staying
calm. We can talk later.” He’s being tender with me.


“Is it Cass? Did something
happen to her? I’m not going to stay calm, until I know what the fuck is going
on.” My voice is muffled because of the mask. I try to take it off, but his
hand covers mine, preventing me from removing it.


“Will you please keep that on
and listen to the paramedic, or I’ll spank you into submission.”


“Promises, promises.” I
mumble, hoping he didn’t hear me. “Gamble, please.”


“Your sister and Text are
talking to the detective about Rocko.”


“Oh, thank God they found my
little man. Is he okay?” I ask with a smile on my face, but I look into his eyes,
knowing the answer. 


“Let me up.” I say, pushing
all their hands away from me. “Don’t touch me. I’ll sign the waiver, so you don’t
get in trouble. I need to be with my sister.” The paramedic and Gamble both
argue with me, but I’m not listening. Trying to stand, I realize my legs are
weak, so I lean up against the paramedic, trying to get everything working
again.


Finally, I’m able to go check
on Cass. The paramedic thinks she has a concussion and needs to go get checked
out, so Gamble is sending a prospect with her, until I can get there.


“You touch her
inappropriately, and I’ll cut your dick off.” I warn him. He chuckles, but I
stare at him with no emotion in my eyes. “Cass, I’ll be there soon, but I need
to check on Chelsea.”


“You go be with her, and I’m
sorry about your nephew.” She says, pointing to the black coroner’s van pulling
in. I feel completely sick to my stomach, but I start walking towards my
sister, as I feel a mountain following me.


“Do you need to be so close?”
I stop, and his body collides with mine. I fall forward, but his strong arms
come around my waist, holding me steady.


“Yes. Let’s go.” He releases
me, and I walk faster towards my sister.


“Ma’am, I need to take him
with me.” The woman in a black Coroner’s jacket is trying to talk to my sister.
“I promise to treat him as if he were mine. I need to find out what monster did
this.” Her tone is one of gentleness and not demanding at all.


“Chelsea.” I cry, looking at
her cradling my nephew, playing with his black curls. She rocks him, while
singing a lullaby my gram used to sing to us that she wrote. I sit down next to
her, laying my head on her shoulder and join her with the lullaby. 


After a while, I know I need
to help her let him go. “Chelsea honey, it’s time.” I tell her through the
sobbing. She shakes her head no, and I know this is the hardest thing she has
ever had to do. 


“Honey, we need to do this.”
She looks at me, and it tears me into a million pieces, but she finally nods
and releases him.


“Thank you.” The coroner says
to me.


 “Come on, babe. Let’s
get up.” I help her stand and grab her shoulders, making her face me. “We will
find out who did this, they will go to jail, and we will bring justice to
Rocko. The court system will make this right.”


“Fuck the courts. I want whoever
did this dead. I want to him to suffer with pain as his heart is ripped from
his chest.” Her tone is full of hatred. “If you can’t get behind it, you need
to leave. The club will take care of this. That’s for damn sure.” She says,
before walking away.


“They do things in their own
way, but I need to be a step ahead of them. I wouldn’t want to arrest a
grieving mother for the death of whoever did this.” I see the detective
standing there. “It’s going to be hard, but this just made my job a lot harder.
I never thought Rocko would be killed.”


“What did you think was going
to happen? I mean, you dismissed this case because he was a biker’s kid. Did
you do anything at all?”


“This is the grief talking,
and I’ll let it slide this time.” He sternly tells me.


“No, it isn’t. I’m a damn good
defense attorney, and I’d sue you, if my sister and brother-in-law were my
clients. You let others look without any effort from you. I don’t care if he
was a drug dealer’s son. This was a young child taken from his home, and they ended
his life, before he could truly live. He’s lost out on graduating, becoming a
firefighter, falling in love, getting married, or have children of his own. Get
off your damn high horse about who his parents are and do your damn job.” I say,
stomping away towards to the clubhouse. My car isn’t drivable, and I need to
get to the hospital with Cass and get the hell out of here. I can’t be around
that detective or around my sister because I can’t watch her go down that
destructive path.


“Where are you going?” Text
asks behind me, as I walk into the shared area, looking for a phone.


“To the hospital to be with
Cass, and I’m renting a car to go home.”


“I knew you wouldn’t be here
for your sister.”


‘Hey!” I yell at his
retreating back, and he stops and stares at me.


 “I love my sister, but I
can’t be here, when she goes after the person or persons responsible. She’d
never forgive herself.”


“Look around here. You and
your foster daughter were nearly killed, and my son was!” He yells. “The court
system won’t do a damn thing to help us. I’d never let your sister get her
hands bloody. I will kill the son of a bitch myself. I might need a good
defense attorney to get me off. You know anyone?” He smirks.


“Why do you hate me?” The look
of shock on his face makes me smile.


“I don’t hate you. I just wish
you could see past all of this and just be there for her.” He motions around
the club. 


“I’m jealous, okay.” I look
away, trying not to face him. “You love my sister, and it used to be just the two
of us. Now, you are the center of her world, and I miss my relationship with
her. I’ve only stayed away, because she doesn’t need me, when she has you.”


“She needs you more than you
know. Yes, I’m her husband, but you are her best friend.” I begin to cry, as he
opens his arms to me. I sob into his shoulder, as he tries to soothe me. “Come
on. Let's go check in on Cass and make a game plan. You’re not leaving anytime
soon. One of the prospects will drive you to the hospital. I’m going to get
Chelsea, so we can head there, and Shawna is staying with my mom here. She’ll
be safe.” I look to the clubhouse, and my heart sinks, knowing Shawna will
never know what a great big brother Rocko was to her. 


We go our separate ways, and I
get into the backseat of a black sedan with the windows tinted. “Jesus Christ.
You scared me.” I say, grabbing my beating heart, and Gamble is sitting there
smiling.


Damn, this man is driving me crazy. 










 


Gamble


 


“Sorry. I wanted to go to the hospital too, but I wanted to give
them some time alone. Plus, I didn’t want you to be by yourself.”


“Thank you.” 


We ride in silence, and my
mind is racing. I don’t understand her way of thinking. I overheard her talking
to Freeman and to Text. She’s a mystery I haven’t been able to solve. 


“I heard that you found Rocko.
How are you holding up? I know you love him as much as I do.” She whispers,
holding onto my hand.


“I don’t think I can
comprehend what happened. When I get back to the compound, I’ll deal with it.”
I tell her. “Prospect, I need you to pull up in front of the ER, drop off Melissa,
and then take me around to the coroner’s office.” He nods, letting me know he
will follow my orders. 


When we pull up, he lets
Melissa out at the doors, and I get out of the car, once we get around to the
other side. “Go guard Cass and Melissa. I know they aren’t alone, but whoever
killed Rocko and attempted to blow those two up, may try to finish the job.”


“Yes, sir. Can I ask a
question?” He asks, and I nod. 


“Do you think this could be
connected to the lawyer and not us?”


“I have thought about that too,
but I don’t want to add that guilt to her, until it’s necessary.” 


He nods, and I walk inside,
heading down the long hall and stop at the desk. “Hello darlin’. I was
wondering if I could speak to the coroner on duty?” I smile at her, and she
giggles. “What’s your name?”


“I’m Stacy and very single.”


“I’m Gamble.” I say, throwing
her a quick wink, and she points to a set of doors. I thank her and walk into
the autopsy room. I see Rocko laying there, and I choke on a sob.


“Can I help you?” The blonde
lady snaps at me.


“Uh, yeah. I’m the one who
found Rocko, and I was wondering if you had some answers yet.”


“Are you assigned to the
case?” I raise my eyebrow, looking down to my cut, black t-shirt, and ripped
jeans.


“No, but Rocko is my godson.”


“I’m sorry for your loss, but
I can’t give you the file.” She tells me.


“What can I do to get it?” I’m
almost begging her.


“Sir…” she starts again, but
we’re interrupted.


“Hello. My name is Melissa
Monroe, I’m an attorney, and I’m representing Rocko’s family. We’re putting
together a lawsuit against the police department, so I’m going to need the file
to determine if the actions of the head detective, or rather lack of action, is
a factor.” Melissa states, standing there with puffy eyes, and her t-shirt
still covered in dried blood. The coroner nods and walks out of the room, and
we both follow.


“What are you doing?” I lean
in and whisper.


“Shut up.” She snaps. 


We stop at the desk, where
Stacy’s standing and talking to the doctor.


“Stacy will get you the
paperwork. He was alive up until about three hours ago. There was no sexual
assault. I know Detective Freeman, and I believe he did everything in his power
to find this child.”


“Thank you. I’ll add that to
the report.” Melissa says, writing something down in a notebook.


“Here you go.” Stacy says, handing
Melissa the file. “Gamble, maybe we can go out sometime?” 


“Not a good time, sweetheart.” She pokes
her lip out, but I ignore her. She’s not even on my radar right now. Melissa
gives a little annoyed huff, as we walk away, but I choose to ignore her too,
but I find it amusing she’s jealous. “So, tell me.
Are you suing Freeman?”


“I don’t know yet. I’m serious
about going after him though, if his lack of action is the cause of what
happened, but I knew you wouldn’t get the autopsy report any other way. So,
there are some inconsistencies in the file, but a lot of the tests aren’t
back.”


“I would’ve gotten her to give
it to me somehow.” We get off the elevators and see Cass sitting there, holding
ice on the bump on her forehead, and she’s with the prospects. 


Melissa doesn’t look too good,
and she starts to wobble, before falling to the floor. I couldn’t catch her
quick enough, but I immediately start yelling for help.


Nurses rush over, and she is taken
straight back. Now, everyone is sitting in the waiting room, since we aren’t
family. I get a message from Chelsea and Text, letting me know they are at the
funeral home, planning to get everything for Rocko set up. After a while, Melissa
finally comes out of the double doors, and I jump up and walk over to her. 


“I’m okay. It’s just smoke
inhalation, and the adrenaline rush wore off. I’m supposed to go home and get
some rest.”


“Let’s go back to the
compound.” We all walk out to the bikes, vans, and cars, and then head home. 


“Do you think the coroner will
tell Freeman about what I said?”


“She already did.” I say,
pointing to the parking lot with a few other police cars and lights flashing. 


We exit the vehicle, and I
start in, “Freeman, what are you doing here?”


“I have a search warrant.” He
says, holding up the paper.


“For what?”


“For her. You want to come
into my city and act like you own it? Well, think again.” He snaps at Melissa,
as I get in between them.


“Don’t threaten me. My nephew
is dead, and I’m going to make sure someone is held accountable for it. You sat
on your fucking ass the whole time, until my daughter and I were almost blown
up. Don’t stand there thinking you’re innocent in any of this.” She says
calmly. “I have nothing to hide, so go ahead and look at my car. The fire
department put out the flames, so you might be able to find something that
didn’t burn. Plus, I don’t have anything inside, because my bag was in the damn
car.” She snaps, and Freeman seems pissed off.


“I’m not done.” He says, pointing
to me.


“You don’t have shit on me.” I
say, walking away, and then hear him slam the door and start his car up. The
burning rubber of his tires tickles my nose, but it also brings a smirk to my
face, knowing he wasted a trip out here for nothing. 


I head over and sit down at
the shared tables with the rest of my men. My mind begins to race, thinking
about the best way to handle this. It takes me a while, but it finally hits me.
I need to call in the other chapters to help us, so we can find the monsters who
killed a young child. 


I get up from the table and
walk into my office. Sitting down at my desk, I see my vice president, Patriot,
standing there. “What’s up?” He says, sitting down in the chair in front of me.


“Melissa got us the autopsy
report for Rocko. I’m going to look it over and make some notes, before I call
in the other chapters for help.”


“I will make the call for you.
Plus, Rocko needs to have a proper send off. Do you think Chelsea will object?”


“I don’t think so, and it will
be better for the other guys to be here anyway.” He nods and heads to his desk,
while I try to process this damn report. There’s a mark on his back that is
noted, but nothing about what it looks like. “Where are the photos?” I mutter.


 I look up the number to
the front desk of the hospital and hit dial, hoping Stacy is still there.


“Hello?” 


“Hi. Is this Stacy?”


“Yes. Who’s calling?”


“This is Gamble. I was there
earlier today. Listen, I need a favor. Can you send me the pictures of the
young boy from the report we got? It says something about marks on his body,
but they aren’t noted anywhere for what they look like.”


“What will you give me?” She says,
and I laugh into the phone.


“I might change my mind for you,
sweetheart. Just let me get this shit handled first,” She giggles, and says she
will send them over. 


Damn, I’m good. It pays to sweet
talk sometimes. 


After a bit, I hear a
commotion coming from the common room. “What the fuck?” Patriot and I head out
to the yelling, seeing it’s Text and Chelsea followed by Freeman.


“Do you want to hear this
bullshit?” Chelsea slurs. Oh, no. They must have stopped at the bar. “He’s
trying to arrest me for being drunk.”


“She got into an argument with
the bar owner.” Text tells me.


“Are you arresting her?” I ask
Freeman, and he nods.


“The bar owner is pressing charges,
and they wanted to get their lawyer.” I nod, heading to wake up Melissa.










 


Melissa


 


I feel someone lightly shaking me in the dark. “Melissa, wake up.
Chelsea needs you.” Gamble whispers into my ear.


“What?” I groggily answer.


“There was some trouble
tonight, and she’s in the shared area with cuffs on.” I throw off the covers,
forgetting I’m in a t-shirt. “Sorry, I’ll let you get dressed.”


“I just need my jeans. All of
my clothes were burned, so I had to borrow this shirt from Chelsea.” I finish up,
and then follow Gamble down the hallway. 


“Where is she?”


“Freeman took her. Gamble, the
bar owner was running his mouth about Rocko, saying she finally was getting
what was coming to her. I think he knows something.” Text tells us.


 “Rooster
take Melissa to the police station. Everyone else, but the prospects and a
couple of members, stay here and protect the women and children. Let’s ride to
the bar.” Gamble says.


“Who is the bar owner?” I ask.


“His name is Matthew Bale.” Text
says, and I abruptly stop. Oh, my fucking God. This isn’t about Chelsea.
No, it’s about me.


“Where’s my phone?” I
frantically search my pockets, but I can’t find it, so Gamble hands me his
phone to use. “Thanks.” I quickly dial my office and talk to my secretary. I
ask her to send me the files on the Bale case, and she says she will have them
there first thing tomorrow. 


 “Fuck.”


“Care to share?” Text asks,
standing in the doorway, but I can’t make eye contact with him. “Mel, what’s
going on?”


“I defended a man named Henry
Bale a few years ago. He was accused of murder, and he was found guilty. He has
been making appeals, and the last one was denied a week ago. He hung himself
two nights ago. My secretary just told me. She’s sending me everything from the
trial, including my notes. I think Rocko’s death might be fault.” 


The realization hits me out of
nowhere, and I fall to my knees. The weight of the world comes crashing down on
me, and I can’t breathe. How could I let these people into my life? How could
I let them know my family? How could I let this happen?


 “I’m
so sorry.” I keep repeating it over and over. 


Text says something, but I
can’t hear him, because everything sounds muffled to me. “I’ll deal with
Matthew. He crossed the wrong aunt.” 


After I’m finally calm enough
to breathe on my own, I get up and walk towards the closed gate. I ask the guy
to open it, as I hear Text yelling at him not too.


“Stick stop! This isn’t your
fault. Let the club handle it. Now, let’s go get my wife out of jail. We need to
lay my son to rest, before we take justice into our own hands. He deserves
that.” I nod, hanging my head. “I don’t blame you, and Chelsea won’t either.”


“You’re a horrible liar but
thank you.” We get into his SUV and head to the police station. When we walk
in, Matthew is standing there, and I remember him now. My emotions get the best
of me, and I charge him, punching anywhere I can, and then knock him down to
the ground.


“What you couldn’t come after
me, so you kill an innocent child? You’re a dead man.” I scream into his face,
as I feel arms wrap around my waist, pulling me up into the air.


“Knock it off, psycho bitch.” Matthew
spits at me, as Gamble throws me over his shoulder and walks to the opposite
side of the room, setting me down in a chair.


“Alright, Tyson. Just calm
down. You’re not doing anyone any good by attacking him, and you just made
yourself suspect number one. You can’t threaten people like that out in the
open. I thought you were smarter than that.”


“I wasn’t expecting him to be
here, and all I saw was red. He’s out in the open, and we know he had something
to do with Rocko’s murder. Wait, what are you doing here?”


“Text messaged me about bail
money, so here I am.”


“I’m sorry.” I say, looking at
my shaking hands covered in blood. “I need to clean up.” Gamble points to the
bathroom, and I notice that him and Text are both guarding me. 


I walk into the bathroom and
head to the sink. Running my hands under the water, I stare at the blood going
down the drain, and I cry. “Rocko, I’m so sorry. I never meant for any of this
to happen. Please, forgive me, buddy.” Once all the blood is off, I wash my
face. Chelsea doesn’t need to know that I was crying. I’ve got to keep myself
together. When I walk out, I hear raised voices arguing.


“Dude, you want to press
charges against two women for assault? You know you’ll be the laughing stock,
right?” Text laughs, which makes Matthew angrier.


“Forget it. I’m done with you
morons. Freeman, book her, too.” He comes over, handcuffing me, as Matthew smirks.


“Enjoy it now, asshole.” I
tell him, as Freeman starts to take me to the back, but I ask him to stop,
looking at Gamble and Text. “My apartment is paid for, so use it as collateral
for Chelsea and me. I don’t want the club’s assets tied up with this. Gamble, my
secretary’s number is on your phone. Call her, and she will have the paperwork
faxed here, please.” They both nod.


“I’m sorry about this, but he
is in charge, right now. Why did you attack him?” Freeman asks as if he really feels
bad. 


“He had something to do with
my nephew’s death, and I want him to know that I know. When I saw him in the
lobby, I remembered him from his grandfather’s trial. He threatened to take
everything I care about from me. Chelsea was there with Rocko, and she was
pregnant with Shawna at the time. I’m going to kill him.”


“You know, if anything happens
to him, you’re going to be my prime suspect.” He looks at me, and I shrug.


 “It will be worth it.” I
mutter, as he puts me in a cell next to Chelsea, who starts laughing.


“This is funny. What did you do
to get locked up?”


“I beat up Matthew Bale out in
the lobby, and I told the detective I’m going to kill him. He had something to
do with Rocko’s death, and it makes me sick to my stomach.” I tell her about everything
that’s happened, and even explaining this might have happened because of me.
I’m pretty much begging for her forgiveness at this point. 


“Melissa,” Chelsea whispers,
reaching her hand through the bars. I grab ahold of it, and we both sit on the
floor. 


“Do you remember, when he
turned three?” 


We both begin to laugh at the
memory of him, thinking that he knew everything, and how he tried to tell his
dad how to cook hot dogs on the fire. I can still hear him now. “Dad wait!
This is the stick, and you have to make sure and slide the hot dog on it, but
don’t burn it.”


“Jace was so confused that he
dropped the whole package into the fire, and Rocko turned, giving him an I told
you so face. I still have that picture in a frame at my house.” We both let out
a sigh, knowing this is going to be the hardest thing we’ve ever done.


“I can’t believe he’s gone.
What am I going to do?” Chelsea asks me. 


“I don’t know, and I wish I
had the answers, because life as we know it will never be the same. Poor Shawna
isn’t going to understand what’s happening.” Before either of us can continue,
we hear keys, as someone walks towards us.


“Oh, this is priceless, and I
need a picture. Maybe your dad will love this for his family Christmas card.”
We flip Text off, as he snaps the picture. “Freeman is working on your release.”


“Did my secretary come through
already?” 


“No. We couldn’t get a hold of
her, so I put up the club. Just don’t jump bail.”


“Is he still out there?”
Chelsea asks, as she stands, kissing Text through the bars.


“No, he left. Freeman told him
he needs to lay low, or take a trip for a while, because there are several
people that aren’t too pleased with him, right now.” 


“He doesn’t need to flee. I
will make his death quick, but full of pain.” I laugh.


“Stop talking.” Text says, giving
me the dad look.


“Alright, ladies. You’re free to
go, but don’t go near Matthew Bale. There is a restraining order against you
both.” Freeman tells us, and I roll my eyes.


 Chelsea and Text embrace
each other, and I feel a ping of loneliness. We walk out quietly, and I see
Gamble sitting on his bike, talking to someone on the phone. He rushes off,
when I get close. Damn, he really is sex on a stick. I would love to
start something with him, if things weren’t so fucked up, right now. 


“Hi.” I wave quickly, feeling
like a teenager.


“You want to go for a bike
ride?” He asks, holding out a black helmet to me.


“I don't think so. I’m tired,
I need a shower, and plus, I need to get back to Cass. I’m just going to ride
with Text.” I say, pointing to where the SUV is parked, but it’s gone. 


“I guess I’m going to call an
Uber.”


“I’m here, so why can’t you
ride me?” Gamble gets off his motorcycle and stands in front of me. I’m on the
bottom step of the police station, and I’m almost eye level with him.


“You make me nervous, and I
can’t think straight around you. I keep imagining you kissing me again, which
makes me want so much more. I don’t think that’s something we need at the
moment.”


“What do you mean it’s not
something that we need? It could be exactly what we need.”


I bite my bottom lip, thinking over what
he is saying. Everything is complicated right now, but my feelings for him are
strong. 


Why can’t life be simple for once?










 


Gamble


 


Melissa is saying everything I’ve been wanting to say, except for
the part about us not being a good thing, right now. I’ve tried to forget my
feelings for her, but they only grow stronger the more time we spend together.


“I need to focus on being here
for my sister and brother-in-law. Plus, I’m leaving after the funeral, so Cass
can start school. My main concern is her. I like you, I really do, but we are
both so different. I’m sorry. I think I’m just going to call someone to pick me
up.” 


Before she can say anything
else, I take her in my arms, kissing her with so much force. I want her to feel
this connection and remember the spark between us. Our moment is quickly
interrupted, when my cell phone starts to ring. I groan, which makes her laugh.


“Hold that thought, and don’t
you go anywhere.” I say, tapping her nose, before I bark into the phone.
“What?”


“Hey, we got a location on
Bale. He’s on a boat,” Patriot tells me. “I had one of the prospects watching
him, and I’m here with him now. I see a nervous man, who is unloading suitcases
from his car, and it looks like he is planning on going away for a long time.”


“Stay with him and let me
know, if he leaves. I’m heading back to the clubhouse,” I hang up with Patriot,
and Freeman’s on the top of the steps. “Come on, Mel. I need to do some stuff.”


“Don’t do what you’re thinking.”
He says, putting his hands on his hips. “I just got a call. He knows he’s being
followed.”


“You’re protecting him?”
Melissa screams at Freeman, and I can see the hurt on her face. He says
nothing, as she turns quickly walking away and getting into a car. 


“Fuck!” I get on my bike and head
to the compound. We both arrive about the same time, and she heads inside, as
I’m stopped by a few officers, sitting around outside. 


“Hey Prez. What’s the plan?”
One of them asks me.


“We’re going to make sure that
Bale is taken care of, but right now, we all need to be seen by the police out
in the open. Especially Melissa, because she threatened him in front of
Freeman. What’s going on with the other chapters?”


“They’ll be here by midnight.”


"Good. Where is
Text?" They all point to the clubhouse, so I walk in.


"Text is in the office,
if you’re looking for him." Chelsea sniffles, as I start walking towards
the office, but I stop next to Cass first.


"How are you darlin'?"
She looks up at me with two black eyes and scratches on her cheek.


"I'm sore and hungry, but
this place doesn't have pizza." She smiles.


"Tell Cueball what you
want, and he'll go get it for you." I say loud enough for everyone to
hear. "While you are at it, let him know I want a pepperoni and sausage one."
She nods, as I continue to the office, where I see Text, sitting at my desk
with his feet on it. 


"You're lucky I don’t cut
your feet off." He chuckles, dropping them, and I continue, "The
chapters will be here at midnight, and within a few hours, Bale will be gone for
good.”


"Do I want to know the
plan?"


"I can tell you, but I
prefer not to have you implicated in it." I tell him, falling into my
black leather chair. "We'll all be seen by the police officers, making a
big ruckus, while the other chapters take care of him. They know how to get in
and out without being seen. Melissa threatened him, so we need to do something
to make sure she isn't the main suspect."


"I could get
arrested." She says, standing in the doorway with her arms crossed, which
pushes up her chest, and I can’t help but to stare a little longer then
necessary. 


"That would be one way to
do it." Text smiles at her. 


"You've kept Cass safe,
which is something I couldn't do today. Do you really think we can distract
them, while Bale is killed?"


"If you get arrested, and
the whole club is at the police station with the cameras on us, then we can't
be accused of anything."


"Sounds good to me. We
just need to make sure I can get out, since I do have work." 


We all agree, as Text jumps
in, "Are we having pizza?" 


"Yeah. I'll let you know,
when it gets here." She walks away, and I watch her hips sway back and
forth, making my pants tighter. 


"Don't think about it. I
love her and all, but she'll eat you alive." Text warns me. "Or Chelsea
will bury you alive." I laugh.


"I’m not looking to get
into something with her. She doesn’t live here." 


 


******


It's almost an hour, before Cass knocks on the door, letting us
know the pizza is here. We all sit around eating, laughing, and telling stories
about Rocko. After a while, Melissa and Chelsea take the girls upstairs for
bed, but they both promise to come down to go over the plan. I'm worried,
because Bale is a bit of a loose cannon at the moment, and I don't want
innocent people getting hurt or killed in the process. Suddenly, my phone
rings, bringing me out of my thoughts.


"Fucker." I answer,
and the president of the California chapter starts in on me.


"Wittle Wenis." I
let out a chuckle. He’s a crazy fucker. 


"What's going on,
man?" I get up and walk into church. 


Church is the room where we
hold our weekly meetings, and you have to be patched in to have a place. Not
even the prospects are allowed in. In the middle, is a large oak table that
seats about twenty, and I sit down at my usual spot, which is the head of the
table. I look down to where my VP usually sits at the other end, and it brings
back memories. 


When my father was in charge, the
VP sat next to him, but I wanted that to change. That person deserves to be at
the head of the table, too. To me, it shows a sign of respect, because when you
have family dinners, the father is at one end and the mother is at the other
end, or that's how it was in my family. It shows that both parents are head of
the household, and I wanted it to be the same here.


"We'll be there soon, but
we stopped to gas up. I just wanted to let you know my PI is watching Bale,
right now. There is one police officer in the parking lot, and it also looks
like he hired a goon that’s following him everywhere. From my understanding,
he’s making trips back and forth for his entire house, but he’s still packing
up the boat now. So, I'm thinking that we'll do a nice firework show."


"Sounds good to me, but
make sure you record it with a burner phone. We can't be there due to some of
the family members of Text, threatening to kill the bastard in front of the
head detective. We have a plan to make sure the club is seen, when it all takes
place."


"Is it going to be a big
spectacle?"


"You know it. The police
will come right to us. We'll have some of the charter members with us, too. I
think that will help the cause to keep it from us. If we wait any longer, he'll
be out in the ocean or on an island somewhere, and then we may never find
him."


"I forgot to tell you
that I’m sorry to hear about Rocko. I always thought that kid would run the MC,
before he was fifteen." I laugh because I know what he's saying is true.
Rocko loved being on a motorcycle and being at the club. My heart hurts knowing
he’ll never grow up, but it does help a little, knowing the world will never
taint him, and he’ll always be sweet and innocent.


"Thanks man. See you
soon." I hang up the phone and close my eyes. 


******


There's a light knock on the
door, bringing me out of my head, as I wipe the tears from my face. 


"Yeah?" The door opens,
and it's Melissa.


"May I enter the sacred
church?" She smirks, and I nod because I’m too afraid to speak. "Are
you okay? Everyone has been asking Chelsea and Text, but you were Uncle
Gabe." I shake my head no, letting her know I’m not okay. 


"Can I do anything?"
She softly asks, sitting on my lap. It's nothing sexual just more of a loving
gesture.


  "You being here
helps." I wrap my hands around her body, pulling her closer to me.
"I'm sorry I can’t be more to you."


  "I'm sorry too, but right
now, I need to focus on Chelsea. Plus, I'll be leaving soon."


  "I know. I just want to
forget the pain in my heart, even if it's for a little bit." 


After a minute, Melissa moves
off my lap and starts removing her shirt. I guess she does understand what I need.



Actually, I think we both need to forget
for a little while. 










 


Melissa


 


Holy shit. I just had sex with Gabe! 


I know we shouldn't have done
it in church, but we needed each other, and it felt good to let the pain go. I
swallow hard, as we're getting dressed in silence.


"Thank you." Gamble
says, clearing his throat.


"You're welcome." I
reply, which makes me laugh.


"I'm thanking you for not
making fun of me, and for helping me, when I needed someone."


"Gamble," I walk over
to him, placing my hand on his cheek. "I needed the physical connection
just as much as you." I say, kissing his lips softly. "Thank you for
being wonderful and caring."


"Don't let that get
out." We laugh and jump apart, when there's a loud knock on the door.
Before Gamble can answer, the door swings open. 


"Do you mind?" He
barks, and I get behind him, because I'm still standing here half naked.


"Not really,
fucker."


"I do!” I snap at the
huge guy standing in black jeans, a black t-shirt, and a black and white cut,
like Gamble wears, which has the word president on it.


"Oh, sorry. I didn't
realize you weren’t alone." The guy stands there looking at us.


"Do you mind leaving, so
I can get dressed?" He laughs and shuts the door, but not before letting
everyone know Gamble was getting laid. 


Fucking great.


"Who is that ass, and
does he know what kind of hell he started?"


"That’s Mark the
president of the California chapter, and nope, he doesn't care. I'm sorry
again." He kisses me with tenderness. "I'll try not to let everyone
give you too much shit."


"I can handle it, but we
better get out there and plan our night." 


"Melissa, I wish you
weren't leaving." He tells me, before exiting the room.


"Me too. Believe me, I
wish I wasn't leaving either." I walk out of the room, feeling all eyes on
me, as I sit next to Text. "Shut up, or I'll tell your secrets." He
throws his hands up in surrender.


"Now that the big
excitement is over, let's get on with our plan." I tune everyone out, as I
look around the room, taking in the sense of family. I never understood the
whole concept of why a motorcycle club was so damn important to people, until
right now. This isn't about killing people, doing drugs, or sitting around
having sex with anything with a pulse. They protect their own. I mean, there
are at least an extra hundred men and women in this room, paying their respects
to my sweet young nephew. 


How did I miss this?


"Right, Melissa?" I
hear my name, but I have no clue what was just said.


"Huh?"


"You're going to get
arrested in a couple of hours, and we're going to be there to make sure we're
on camera."


"Right." I say, as I
get up and walk back to the room, where Cass is sleeping. I need to get away
from everything for a minute. I'm going against everything I believe in. I
mean, I went to law school to protect people and uphold the law. Now, I'm about
to take part in a murder and not report it. What the hell has happened to
me? 


Cass lays sleeping with her
hair covering her face, and I move it, so I can see her.


"I promise to protect you
always." I whisper, leaning down and kissing her temple.


After a while, I finally get
up and walk out of the room, seeing Text standing there.


"Are you okay with all of
this?"


"Yeah. It just took me a
bit, but I’m on board now. This has to be done for Rocko. I hate that I'm not
the one pulling the trigger."


"Why would you want to
tarnish yourself like that?"


"I brought that monster
close to Rocko and Shawna, and I'll never forgive myself." I sniffle.


"I'd never forgive
myself, if you did pull that trigger. Mel, you're good like Chelsea. If you go
down this road, you'll never be the same. You're doing everything to protect
the people you love." I lunge into his arms, hugging him tight. "I
know we're not the closest, but I'll try harder to fix that." He whispers
into my hair. 


"Now, let's go get me
arrested." He laughs, as we walk down the semi-lit hallway.


"How is the hottie going
to get arrested?" Mark asks.


"I'm going to do it in
style with a rock through the glass window of a police car." I smile.
"I know how to get arrested. Believe me, I've gotten enough guys
off." Gamble starts to cough, as I giggle, and then call a driver to come
and get me.


"Be careful." Gamble
kisses me, and I smile.


"I will. Just please come
get me. I don't want to be in jail any longer than I have to." He nods, as
I get into the car that drives me to the police station. My mind is racing, and
I hope like hell this works. Once we are there, I get out, thanking the man,
and then look for a rock that is big enough to do some damage. As I walk towards
the steps that lead inside, I decide to change where I'm going to throw the
rock.


"Freeman, you worthless piece
of shit! Come out here and face me like a man, or are you too busy getting your
dick sucked by Bale?" I yell out at the top of my lungs, and I notice some
of the police officers start walking towards the door. Here's my chance.



"Freeman!" I yell,
chunking the rock into the window of the station, and I hear a lot of yelling,
as men come running towards to me.


"You're under
arrest." They begin to read me my Miranda rights, as they cuff me.


"Miss Monroe, what do you
think you're doing?"


"You're a worthless piece
of shit." I breathe on him, so he can smell the beer on me. I had a sip
before leaving, so they think that I'm drunk.


"You’re going in the drunk
tank. I can't believe a lawyer would do this."


"I'm not a lawyer, right
now. I'm a grieving aunt, asshole." He mumbles something under his breath.
"I have a right to a phone call, and I'd like to call my sister." 


He walks me into his office,
and I swallow hard, seeing Rocko's watch lying on his desk. He never took it
off.


"What's the matter, Mel?
You look like you've seen a ghost." He says, giving me an evil smile.
Something about him is off, and it takes me a minute, but then I realize, we
have the wrong guy! Holy shit! Freeman is the one who took Rocko. 


"I need to make my phone
call." I demand, trying to keep my voice from shaking with fear.


"We'll get to it eventually, but for
now, you're going in the tank. There's no windows, and not one single person
can hear you." He laughs, pushing me down a long hallway. 


As we reach the cell, he uncuffs me and pushes
me. "Get in." 


I walk in, he closes the door, and then
starts whistling "Take me out to the ballgame." I hear the door slam,
and I pull out a phone from the inside of my bra. I added extra padding to
cover it. Of course, they didn’t check, and that’s their mistake. 


Once I no longer hear Freeman, I
immediately hit dial on Gamble’s number.










Gamble


 


"Why haven't we heard from her?" Chelsea's voice seems
to be filled with fear.


Suddenly, my cell starts to
ring, "Hello."


"Gamble, listen to me.
This is very important. It’s not Bale. It’s Freeman." I hear her whisper.


"What? Are you serious?
How do you know?" She starts explaining to me about the watch and the whistling.


"Fuck!" I yell.
"Be careful.”


"I can protect
myself." I agree, hanging up with her, and proceed to tell the club what's
going on.


"We need to call off
Bale's killing."


"Why? He has to somehow
be a part of this. He knows to many details" Patriot says.


"We bring him to the
shed." Patriot gets on his phone and starts barking orders. I head
outside, jump on my bike, and take off to the police station. When I get there,
Freeman isn’t around, and I find out Mel has to spend the night in jail, because
they put her in the drunk tank. At least, they let me go see her.


“I should take a picture for
your office newsletter.” She’s lying on the bed, staring at the ceiling.


“Fuck you. Wait, what are you
doing here?” She snaps.


“I tried to bail you out, but
the drunk tank is a mandatory twenty-four hours.”


“Great. I better be out of
here for Rocko’s funeral. Did you see Freeman?” She asks, standing up and
walking over to the bars. She wraps her hands around them, and I place mine on
top of hers. I feel a strong connection to her, even though I might not ever
fit into her world.


“No, he’s gone. Do you need
anything?”


“Just out of here, and please,
keep an eye on Chelsea. Freeman is the killer, but he may try to kill Bale to
pin it on the club or me.” 


“You be careful in here. I
don’t trust anyone.” I grab her hand, kissing her knuckles. Melissa takes her
free hand and cups my cheek. I can’t resist, and I kiss her wrist. Off in the
distance, I hear keys and the door starting to open “I better get going. I’ll
come by in the morning to get you.”


“You can take her now, since
there’s no alcohol indicated.” The officer says, unlocking the door. 


“Do you have the paperwork for
me to sign?” She asks confused. He nods, and we follow him out, but she keeps
looking at me, wondering what is happening. 


He leads us over to Freeman’s
desk, and she starts looking over some papers. I check out his desk without
bringing attention to myself, and I see a picture of him and Bale at a cabin. I
realize I know exactly where it’s located. “Thank you.” She says, bringing me
out of my thoughts, and we both head out to my bike.


“You’re going to have to get
on my bike. I didn’t know you would be getting out.” I say, handing her a
helmet.


“I don’t mind being on a bike.
In fact, I have a Harley in my garage. I told you I didn’t want to ride because
you were making me nervous.” She says, smirking at me, as she straps the helmet
and straddles the bike. She wraps her arms around my waist, and once we pull
out of the parking lot, I feel her thighs putting pressure on mine. Damn, I
need her again. 


When we pull into the
clubhouse, I know I can’t let her go just yet. “Melissa,” I say, grabbing her
hand. “Will you stay with me tonight?” She nods, climbing off my bike. We start
heading inside, but I’m stopped by Patriot.


I turn to Mel, “I want you in
my bed tonight, babe. In the top drawer of my dresser, are my t-shirts, so make
yourself at home. I won’t be long.” I kiss her forehead, and then walk into the
office, where Patriot and Mark are waiting.


“We’ve got Bale in the shed.”
Mark tells me. “He keeps going on and on about Freeman.”


“I think I know where Freeman
is. I saw a photograph of him and Bale together. I don’t know if they are
friends or hell even lovers, but the cabin is on Lake Borden. I want Freeman for
myself. Mark do you want to come with me?”


“Fuck yeah,” he responds.


 “Patriot, are you taking
care of Bale?” He nods, as I look at Mark, “Gather up a couple of guys and meet
me outside.” I say, walking out of my office and head down to my room. I open the
door and see Melissa, wearing my green t-shirt with her hair in a ponytail. Damn,
she looks sexy as fuck right now. 


“Hi. You have a good
collection of books. Stephen King is a favorite of mine. You okay?”


“I need to step out for a bit,
but I wanted you to know I’ll be back.” I walk over to the bed, climbing in
beside her, and she curls into me. “Will you still be here, when I get back?”


“I’m not going anywhere.” She
says, and I kiss her hard, letting her know what’s going to happen later.


“I have to get this done, so I
can get back to you.”


“Be careful.” I kiss her nose,
and then head outside.


Mark and a few of his members
are waiting in the black van for me. We’re all wearing black, and we removed
our cuts. We don’t take them off very much, but for this, it’s necessary. It’s
about an hour-long drive to get to the lake, and we start making our way there.



Once we arrive, I notice Freeman
isn’t here, but there are fresh tire marks in the yard, which lets me know he
must have stepped out. We get to work on cutting the power, so we can sneak
inside undetected. I’m sure Freeman will be back any minute, so it’s time to
get this show on the road.


“I found the security set up.
I’m going to shut everything down and wipe what’s already there, so nothing is
recorded or can be traced back to us.” Mark tells me. 


I walk around the house,
checking out the place. There are pictures everywhere of who I assume is
Freeman’s family. “Mark, check this out.” He walks over to where I’m standing,
and I point out a picture. It’s of a rival motorcycle club. “No wonder the
fucker is going after us. That guy right there is Text’s uncle. He didn’t want
him to join The Brothers of Olympus, and he has hated us ever since. I wish
Text were here doing this, but I know he needs to be with Chelsea.” 


 Lights shine from the long
driveway, and we all move around and hide in the dark, waiting for Freeman. I
hear him arguing on the phone to someone about finding Bale, and how he’s
probably at the clubhouse. So, I send a quick text to Patriot, letting him know
when he’s done with Bale, dump the body somewhere it can’t be found. 


I’m in the hallway between the
living room and bedroom, as Freeman walks into the kitchen, trying to turn on
the light. He groans, and opens the fridge, grabbing out what looks like a beer
and an apple. He turns his phone light on, searching for something in the
drawers. Finally, he walks into the living room, sits down on the couch, and
drinks his beer in the dark. I step forward into the living room, as he turns on
the light to his phone again. Something twinkles in his right hand, and I
realize it’s a sharp knife for the apple. 


I stand behind him and quickly
grab his wrist, using the pressure point to gain control. “Did you really think
you could get away with killing an innocent child, and there wouldn’t be any
consequences?”


“Bastard! When I get a hold of
you, I’ll make you regret it.” Freeman says, struggling under my grasp.


“Enjoy hell, motherfucker.” I
use his own hand to slice his neck, and then drop his wrist, as I walk around
the chair, sitting on the coffee table. He has blood coming out of his neck,
and he’s gurgling. He starts to wheeze, as I watch his eyes flicker from fear,
to hatred, and finally, to acceptance that he is going to die.      


Once he’s gone, I pull out my
phone, seeing a picture of Rocko and Shawna, as my wallpaper. “Rest easy, pal.
Justice has been served.” 


I make sure to wipe my prints
off the doorknob, as I exit the house last. Walking to the van, my hands shake.
Freeman wasn’t my first kill, and he won’t be my last, but this one was
personal. This bastard took the life of an innocent child, and one who meant
more to me than my own life. The motherfucker will never hurt anyone else ever
again. 


I know our club will have
bigger battles to face, but for now, justice has been served, and we can all
rest easier. 
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CHAPTER ONE


  


Stephanie


 


Stephanie
Barclay never considered herself antisocial; she just didn’t like being around
people. It was standing room only at the Genoa Java shop. Odd how a person can
be surrounded by people and yet feel alone. She always got the same thing, a
French vanilla cappuccino. The heat from the coffee seeped through the paper
cup and warmed her fingers. It may be April, but the mornings were still cool.
Her gaze landed on a pair of ghost white legs. Spring in Wisconsin—if it was
above freezing, it was shorts and t-shirt weather. 


“Why must you taunt me so? That must be
why they call it Devil’s food. It’s so sinful.” Madison’s face was mere inches
from the glass as she debated the chocolate layer cake, just like she did every
day. They’d been coming here every morning for as long as she could remember.
Madison had been her boss when she ran her mother’s bridal store, Bells and
Bows. Now it was Stephanie who did most of the work. 


“Just get it. You know you want it.” Stephanie
shook her head and surveyed the long line behind them. No one would dare tell
Madison to hurry. Everyone knew the reputation of her husband, Roman Caponelli,
who was part of the Caponelli crime family. A shiver ran down her spine. In
Madison’s eyes the man could do no wrong. Love is blind, as they say. Stephanie
saw it as reckless and dangerous. 


“Yes, I want it. I just don’t want the
calories. I swear I put on five pounds of winter fat this year.” Her friend
stood up and ordered her usual, a mocha latte with a shot of espresso. They
were nothing if not predictable. Things had become comfortable—too comfortable.
She’d been looking over her shoulder for so long. Now was not the time to be
complacent or at ease. Life as she knew it could be gone in a moment. No one
knew that better than her. 


“I don’t think you have to worry. Roman
would love you no matter what.” She bit back the urge to gag. They were so much
in love it was sickening. 


“I’ll get one tomorrow.” Madison reached
over the counter to grab the cup that had Maddy written on it in black marker. 


Stephanie rolled her eyes. “You’ll do the
same thing. Lean over the counter, drool over it, fog up the glass, and then
say no. Same thing, different day.” They maneuvered through the crowd holding
their cups in the air. 


“Everything all right, Steph?” Her friend
placed a hand on her shoulder. 


“Yeah, just busy at the store. All those
spring brides. It wears on me sometimes.” Most were nice, but some thought the
sun rose and set on them. One time she received a three-page letter in the mail
from a bride complaining that Stephanie had ruined her wedding and her entire
life because the bridesmaid dress the woman wanted didn’t come in the right
color. As if Stephanie had any connection to the dress company and could fix that.



“I remember the feeling. Being single didn’t
help any. Don’t worry, your Prince Charming will show up when you least expect
it.” They finally reached the exit but still had to wait as more locals drifted
in. “It was right here that I met Roman. You were standing right next to me.”
It was true. Madison had her nose to the counter ogling chocolate cake when
Roman said something behind her. She’d spun around and thrown coffee on his
fancy designer suit. It was love—or lust—at first sight. Only Stephanie had
noticed him for what he was, a thug in Armani. 


Madison saw the other side of the man. The
one that loved her, protected her, and would do anything, including kill for
her. Everyone had two sides to them. No one knew Stephanie’s other side. They just
saw the timid bridal consultant. The side she allowed them to see. “Yes, how
could I forget? Our lives haven’t been the same since.” She couldn’t fault the
man, though. He loved Madison, had treated Stephanie fairly, and did what he
could to keep crime out of the town. Whether his motives were selfish or
sincere, she hadn’t decided yet. 


When there was a break in the customers,
Madison grabbed her arm and pulled her out the door. “I’m serious. You need to
get laid.”


“Maddy!” Her mouth dropped open. “I do not.
I don’t need anyone, and I prefer to be alone.”


“Everyone needs someone.” Her friend was
the ultimate romantic. That was probably why the store had been so successful
when she ran it. Madison had given up her dream of becoming a dress designer to
stay here with Roman, but she still created beautiful wedding and special
occasion gowns for family and friends. 


“I don’t, and I don’t want to talk anymore
about it. Okay?” Stephanie hit the key fob to unlock her vehicle. The air was
muggy with the possibly of a spring storm. 


“Are you sure you’re all right?” Madison
raised an eyebrow. “Anytime you need help, just let me know and I’ll be there.”


Guilt hit her in the gut. Madison was her
best friend, her only friend, and she was treating her like crap this morning.
She was also right. Being alone was nice, but at night she yearned for more.
Stephanie had been brave for so long, where was her strong pair of shoulders to
lean her head on when things got tough? 


“Thanks. I’m sorry for being such a crab
this morning. I didn’t sleep well last night.”


“Like I said, you need to get laid,”
Madison teased and bumped her with her arm. 


“I can’t make any promises, but I’ll see
what I can do.” What she wouldn’t do to have someone in her life, but that
meant sharing secrets, and Stephanie wasn’t ready for that yet. 


They set their mugs in the cup holders and
buckled up. Madison turned up the radio. The weather man chatted about the
above normal temps and humidity.


“I hope we get a storm. I love them.” Madison
wiggled in her seat. She once ran out dancing in a rainstorm while Steph stayed
inside. She’d never make it as a storm chaser, while Madison would probably
barrel head first in the direction of a tornado. That was probably why she and
Roman clicked. 


At the exit of the parking lot, Stephanie looked
both ways and stepped on the gas. At the last second, a motorcycle came out of
nowhere. The biker looked right at her, and a chill ran down her spine. Was
that—? Her foot hit the gas. 


Crash! 


“What the hell?” Madison braced both hands
on the dash. “We hit someone.” 


They both fled the car and gasped when
they saw a motorcycle on its side and the rider on the ground. 


“Oh my god, oh my god.” Stephanie waved
her arms. How did this happen? Was he dead?


“Call an ambulance!” Madison screamed. 


“I’m fine.” The biker sat up. Blood ran
from one side of his head as he struggled to get to his feet. He had the deep
voice of a man that smoked and drank more that anyone should. His eyes locked
on Stephanie’s, and a lump froze in her throat. “You.” He pointed before he
wobbled and slumped to the ground. 


Madison rushed to get her phone, but
Stephanie grabbed her arm. “What are you doing?”


“I have to call 911. We have to get help.”



“No,” Stephanie pleaded.


“What? Are you crazy? You just hit someone!
He needs an ambulance.” 


Steph swallowed and looked toward the
shop. So far no one from inside had noticed the incident. “You just said if I
ever needed help to just ask. Well, I am asking now.” She placed a hand on each
of Maddy’s shoulders and shook her. “Listen to me. You were driving. You
borrowed my car. You hit him.” 


“I…what?” Madison’s eyes were wide. 


“Please. I’m begging you.” 


Madison frowned but nodded her head. 


Stephanie glanced once more at the man on
the ground and toward the Java shop. She then took off down the sidewalk in the
opposite direction and never looked back. 


 


 


 


Dominic


 


“It
went good. The shipment was complete and payment was made.” Roman’s usual
driver Arlo was out of town today, so Dominic Scarlatti had gotten the job of
accompanying his boss to a drop-off. As much as Roman’s wife wanted him to go
legit, they still had obligations to fulfill. Today they’d overseen a guns
shipment to one of the local motorcycle clubs they’d aligned with.


“Where to?” Dominic didn’t believe in
small talk. The sooner he could get back to the solitude of his place, the
better. 


Roman never answered. He stared at his phone
as Dominic drove to Genoa. “Go to the Java shop.”


“Does Valentina need something to drink?”
He chuckled. Roman’s sister made the worst coffee in the world. She was one of
the smartest women he’d ever met, and he often wondered if she did it on purpose.
The crap she mixed up bordered on toxic waste. Again Roman said nothing.
Something was up.


“Are you all right?” His boss was on the
phone with someone. “We’re on our way.”


He tossed the phone in his pocket and told
him to hurry.


“What’s going on?” Dom stepped on the gas.



“Madison’s been in an accident.” 


“She all right?” He didn’t like too many
people, but Madison had always treated him well. Not like the freak that most
people considered him. As the family’s cleaner, he had to do what most didn’t
want to deal with. Cleaning up the messes others left behind. Messes they
wanted to disappear forever. They should be thankful for him, yet most just stayed
clear. He liked them to keep their distance, but a little appreciation would be
nice. That said, Roman and Madison always treated him well and with respect. 


“Yes, but something isn’t right.” Roman
crossed his arms in front of his chest. 


Dominic breathed a sigh of relief. It
would devastate his boss if anything ever happened to his wife. “What
happened?” They’d just crossed into the city limits. 


“Don’t know. Just that she hit a biker
with her car?”


A biker? They’d just left most of the
bikers they knew back at their club. It could be one of the locals taking their
bike out to enjoy the early warm weather. 


“She doesn’t have a car,” Dominic wondered
out loud. 


“I know.” In the distance, medics loaded
someone into an ambulance on a stretcher. Dom wheeled their SUV into the Java
lot and put it in park. 


“That’s not her vehicle.” The car involved
in the accident belonged to Madison’s friend, Stephanie. She was the one woman
he wouldn’t mind getting to know better, but whenever he was around her, she
practically jumped out of her skin. To others Steph may appear to be shy, but
to him it was something else. He studied people. Dominic picked up easily on
things that others missed. The woman was a mystery, and he was eager to find
out her secrets. It was almost like she was hiding from something or someone,
but from what or from whom?


“I know.” It seemed to be Roman’s turn to
not be talkative. They got out and hurried to where Madison was talking to
Officer Ryan Donavan of the Genoa Police Department. As soon as she spied her
husband, Madison rushed to hug him. 


“Are you sure you’re all right?” He
brushed the hair back from her face. 


“Yes, yes. It just happened so fast. He
came out of nowhere.” She pointed to where a motorcycle lay in a heap. 


“Hey, Roman.” Officer Ryan held his hand
out. It seemed odd, but the two had gone to the same school back in Chicago.
They just went on to do very different things in life. Roman shook his hand but
still held his wife close. “I was just asking Madison where Stephanie was and
why she was driving her car.”


“Like I said. She’s been very busy at the
shop, so I said I would go get her something to drink. She offered her vehicle,
so I took it. When I drove out of the parking lot, he was just there. I hope
he’ll be okay.” 


Dominic strolled over toward the scene of
the accident. The biker had California plates. Not a local. Oddly, there were
no skid marks. He glanced back to where Roman stood, and his eyes met his.
Something was off. Dom surveyed the vehicle. Two coffee mugs sat in their
holders inside. The one with Maddy’s name on it was in the passenger side
holder. There were two purses in there also. Stephanie’s, perhaps? Why would
Stephanie leave her purse in the car? If Madison was driving, why was her mug not
on the driver’s side? 


He walked back to where Roman and Ryan
spoke in hushed tones. “I don’t know what happened and I don’t care. You need
to clean this shit up.” Officer Ryan and Roman had a history, so he was one of
the few people that could talk to his boss like this and not end up at the
bottom of the lake. In a way, they needed each other to keep things running
smoothly in town. It also didn’t hurt that Roman’s sister seemed to like the
guy. “I tried to run the plates and registration on this car, and they’re fake.
Also, the VIN number’s been altered. I know you have people that can fix that,
so get this piece of shit out of here and get me some new numbers for my report
asap.”


Madison seemed as surprised by that as
they all were and turned Dom’s way. They were both thinking the same thing.
What was Stephanie doing with fake plates? 


About a half hour later, they were cleared
to go and Roman came up behind him. “I’m taking Madison home. Here’s the key
for Stephanie’s car. Take it to our shop. Have them sweep it and get everything
up to snuff. Get the new numbers to Donavan…after that bring her in, willing or
not. No one makes my wife take the fall for something they did. No one.” 


Dominic watched his boss help Madison into
their SUV. Most jobs he dreaded, but Stephanie intrigued him. She would not go
easily. Finally, a job he would enjoy doing. He rarely smiled, but a grin just crossed
his lips.  










 


CHAPTER TWO


 


Stephanie


 


She
made it to the bridal shop in record time. It helped that she’d dodged through a
few back yards and barking dogs, but luckily no one witnessed her doing the mad
dash. As soon as she was in the shop, Steph locked the door behind her and took
several deep breaths. Her heart pounded so fast, she placed a hand on her chest
as if it might burst.


What if the guy had recognized her? And
what was she thinking trying to run the bastard over? She wasn’t thinking. She
just reacted. Had they found her, or was it just a random thing? Madison would
need an explanation. Even worse, Roman would. Her shoulders sank. The clock on
the wall clicked away the minutes. It would soon be time to open. If she
didn’t, there would be even more drama. Taking a few moments in the bathroom to
collect herself, she put on a brave face and put the open sign out. 


The rest of the day passed quickly. Every
time the bell over the door jingled, she nearly jumped out of her skin. It was
a slow day but busy enough that the customers kept her mind busy. There was
nothing like a needy bride, or mother of the bride, to keep her on her toes.
She really did care that their weddings were perfect. Stephanie just wanted to
make sure she was still alive at the end of the day to see it through to
wedding day. Seeing a ghost from her tragic past had her stomach in knots. 


When it was finally closing time, she took
a deep breath. Maybe Roman believed that his wife was driving and everything
would be okay. Maybe the biker she hit wasn’t the man she thought he was, and
he would soon be on his way. What if it was someone else? Stephanie jolted up
from the chair she’d just collapsed in. What if an innocent man had died at her
hands? 


Her footsteps were silent as she paced the
floor of the carpeted shop. Her hand occasionally reached out to touch the
plastic bags filled with wedding gowns. She stopped when she came to the
elaborate iron stand that held their selection of veils. It was just last
summer that the shop had been trashed when a rival mobster had tried to scare
Madison and other shop owners into selling their properties. Glass flew everywhere,
and she still bore the scar on her face where a piece had lodged in her skin. 


They’d been terrified until Roman had
showed up. His crew got the place cleaned up, and their private doctor stitched
up her wound after she’d refused to go to the doctor. Hospitals asked for
identification, and hers probably wouldn’t pass close inspection. 


Her fingers touched the iron stand and
then fanned out a veil. It was beautiful. There were delicate vines and leaves
entwined in the branches that stemmed out to hold the headpieces. How could
something so beautiful have been made by someone so dark? Dominic Scarlatti was
an enigma, a puzzle that was obviously missing a few pieces. 


The man was gorgeous by any woman’s
standards. He was tall, dark, and very handsome. His athletic build came from
working outside and his blacksmith work, not from any gym membership. Unlike
the other men Roman surrounded himself with, Dominic had long wavy hair. It was
dark brown and featured strands kissed by the sun. Not that she noticed or
anything. The guy was a monster. Who else would be a cleaner for the mob? He
probably had bodies buried all over his land, wherever the hell he lived. 


She jumped when the radio broke in with
another weather report. They’d been saying all day to keep an eye on the sky
for severe thunderstorms picking up in the evening. As if Stephanie wasn’t on
edge enough, she now had to worry about that. The place she lived was old, and
the walls shook in high winds, but they let her pay cash and month to month. 


Glancing at the calendar behind the
counter, she groaned. It was the second Monday of the month and her night to
close at the Genoa Art Center. “Ugh!” She didn’t have her purse, didn’t have a
phone, and no car to get her there. At least the place was close. Calling
Madison wasn’t an option yet. She hadn’t heard from her boss, and that was
unnerving. Roman was smart and would have realized right away something was up.



Luckily the store key had been in her
pocket or she’d be really screwed. The one she used hadn’t been working, so
Madison had just given her a new one that morning. Hurrying out the back door,
she hustled down to the Art Center just in time. Mary, a retired art teacher,
could be seen staring at her watch as Stephanie came rushing in the door. 


“I’m so sorry. I had a late customer at
the shop.” It was a lie but she wasn’t about to say, “Sorry, I’m running late
because I had a hit and run with a biker this morning and made a mob boss’s
wife take the blame. I’ve been hiding out ever since.” She also didn’t need to
know that she ran there on foot because Steph had no idea where her car was.
Why of all days had she worn heels? 


“No worries, dear. One of our other
crafters showed up to help tonight.” Her cheeks flushed as she spoke. 


“Who? I’m the only one who has this
night.” Stephanie glanced around the large store but didn’t see anyone. 


“Oh, he just took out the trash.” They
both turned as the door in the back room shut and a pair of boots could be
heard strolling down the aisle. Mary perked up and smiled. “Oh, thank you for
doing that, Mr. Scarlatti.” The woman practically drooled on herself while
Stephanie’s whole body turned ice cold. What was he doing here? “Well, I have
to get home and babysit. You two have a great night and sell lots of stuff.” Stephanie
mumbled goodbye but never took her eyes off Dominic. 


She couldn’t move as he strolled over to
her. Her neck arched back, he was so tall. He smelled outdoorsy, like he’d just
been out by a wood fire and some pine trees. It wasn’t what she expected, but
it made sense. The man was like a creature of the woods. She once heard Maddy
say Dom, as she calls him, was building a log cabin by a lake. 


“After this closes, Roman wants to see
you. Don’t even think about running.” He narrowed his dark eyes and crossed his
arms in front of his chest. The man wore black jeans, work boots, a black
t-shirt, and a red and black flannel shirt. The sleeves were rolled up to his
elbows, and her gaze dropped to the tan skin and veins of his forearms. 


“What if I don’t want to go?” She imitated
his pose only it was not as threatening in one much smaller and dressed in a
pair of black dress pants, heels, and a green sleeveless sweater. 


“You don’t have a choice.” He smirked and
walked off. 


 


 


 


Dominic


 


When
Madison first suggested that he put some of the things he made in the Genoa Art
Center, he thought she was nuts. He wasn’t some grey haired, hippy crafter. Dominic
was a blacksmith and enjoyed making knives, weapons, and other stuff that he
might use around the house or for work. There was no way he was going to sell
his shit, but he finally gave in on the condition that he’d never have to spend
even an hour there volunteering, a requirement for anyone selling. Somehow, he
lucked out. They probably thought he might scare the customers away. 


It was a shock when he received his first
check and he didn’t have to kill anyone to get it. Honest money, so to speak, and
something he could be proud of. Hunters and fishermen bought his fillet knives
by the handful, and even one of the resorts was said to have a sword made by
him hanging over their lobby fireplace. 


Still, it was uncomfortable to be there,
and he made sure Stephanie helped anybody that stopped in. What did he know
about running a cash register? He was a cleaner for the mob, not a checkout
boy. This was ridiculous and something that would not become habit. 


Stephanie was shocked to see him there.
Then she appeared scared. Now annoyance marked her pretty face. They were both
hyperaware that closing time was nearing, five more minutes, to be exact. Would
she run? Cry like a baby?


He’d never been one to be tempted by a
pretty face. If he had to pick a perfect woman, it would be someone smart,
tough, and who kept him guessing. Stephanie was all those things plus she was very
easy on the eyes. Her long blonde hair was curly, probably because she was
constantly twirling it around her finger. It was a nervous habit she hadn’t
stopped since arriving. Her green eyes were the color of grass in the spring
time. She had a heart-shaped face and ruby red lips that practically begged to
be kissed. Giving her a glance from head to toe, she had curves in all the
right places. Just the way he liked it. 


Dominic stood by the counter as she closed
out the till. Her hands were steady as she counted the bills and locked the
money bag in the safe. It was obvious that she had something to hide, maybe she
was even on the run. Roman was determined to find that out. Fidgeting with her
hair again, she draped it over one side in front, leaving one side of her neck
bare. Was her pale skin as soft as it appeared? 


“I’m ready.” 


Her voice brought him back to the present.



“After you.” He held the door open, and
she locked it behind them. It wouldn’t have surprised him if Stephanie bolted,
but she didn’t. The air had been humid all day, and it was even worse now.
There was no wind. The calm before the storm, as they say. The woman remained
quiet for most of the drive. Her fingers fluttered from clutching the armrest
to tying and untying knots in her hair.


“Where are we going? I thought we were
going to see Roman.” She smelled nice. Like some of the wildflowers that grew
in the field by his cabin. It’d been hard not to stare at her while she waited
on customers. The woman had a smile for everyone but him. Stephanie was a
beauty. He glanced over as she licked her full lips. Too bad he’d never get the
chance to taste them. It was obvious she didn’t like being alone with him. She
knew what he did for a living, so that would be a hard thing to overlook for any
woman. 


“Firenza.” He stepped on the gas as they
headed to the restaurant that Roman’s sister ran.


“It’s closed on Mondays. I thought we were
meeting Roman?” The pitch of her voice rose.


“We are.”


“Why go there?” Her hands clutched the
armrests again as if bracing for a crash. 


“So no one will interrupt us there.” 


Stephanie lunged for the door handle, but
he grabbed her arm first and pulled over to the side of the road. 


“I promise you. No one will hurt you.
Roman just wants to know what’s going on.” What was he thinking making such a
claim? He had no idea what his boss had planned. He could be planning to have
Dom cut her fingers off one by one for all he knew. 


“You promise?” She placed a hand on his,
and his cold heart melted. 


He swallowed. “Yes.” Stephanie let go of
his hand and stared ahead.


“Okay, let’s get this over with.” She was
a brave one, just as he thought. 


Dominic pulled out onto the road again,
but his thoughts were elsewhere. What had he just done? He was honor bound to
kill or harm anyone his boss asked him to, but there was no way in hell he
would ever harm the woman sitting next to him. Dom ran his fingers through his
hair. This situation was getting worse by the minute, and he’d just put himself
right in the middle of it. 










 


CHAPTER THREE


 


Stephanie


 


The
door slammed shut behind her, and the lock was flipped in place with a sharp click.
Dominic reached for her elbow, but she pulled away. It wasn’t out of fear, but
to prevent herself from clinging to him for strength. Now was the time to put
on a brave face, not to show that she trembled from the inside out. 


Firenza was deserted. Whenever she’d been
there before, it was for a wedding or event, and the place would be filled to
bursting. Usually there would be staff running everywhere, music playing, and
people laughing. Their shoes echoed on the tile as they walked the long hallway
back to where the offices were located. It was eerily quiet except for a
far-off clap of thunder.


“I’m not going to run.” It was said for
her benefit as much as his. She’d spent more time with Dominic in the past few
hours than she ever had. As much as the man repulsed her, he also fascinated
her. Whenever he was near, her gaze naturally drifted to him. How could someone
who did such evil things create such beauty? Could be so beautiful? The man was
a work of art. His touch didn’t make her want to flee; it was the opposite. He
drew her. Dominic had pulled his hair up in the back. A man bun, they called
it, and on him it was sexy as sin. She unconsciously flexed her fingers just
thinking about running them through those long strands. The sun had created
natural highlights in his hair, and they reflected the glow from the wall
sconces as they walked down the hallway. 


“So, do you have a dungeon here or
something?” The place was a legendary gangster spot that used to have parties
during prohibition. For all she knew, there were probably hidden rooms and
tunnels throughout the place. They finally stopped at Valentina’s office at the
end of the hallway. 


Dominic just glanced at her quickly before
knocking on the door twice and then opening it. A spark ignited when he placed
a hand on her lower back and pushed her through the doorway. It was hard to
tell which had caused her heart to race faster, having an audience with Roman
or Dom’s touch. Roman sat behind the desk and motioned for her to take a seat.
For the next thirty minutes, he drilled her about the accident. 


Fortunately for her, she’d an answer for
everything. That came from living a double life for many years. Not that she
lied, she just twisted things a notch or two. Her reasons for having Madison
take the blame? She’d lost her driver’s license. It was true she didn’t know
where her original one was. The one in her wallet was a fake. 


Did she know there were phony plates on
her car? Yes, she knew but wasn’t going to admit it. She played dumb and said
they came with the vehicle. No, she didn’t know the man she hit. Technically,
Stephanie didn’t know his name, just his face. And it went on and on. 


“Look, cut the bullshit, Barclay. The only
reason I’m sitting here talking to you is because you’re my wife’s friend. I’m
going to ask you this once and only once. If you need help, let me know.” Roman
sat forward in his chair, and she pondered her response. It would be so easy to
say yes. I am in trouble, big trouble, and have been for longer than I can
remember. The problem was what came after that confession. There was no way she
wanted to bring the people she was hiding from here. It was best to do what
she’d been doing for a long time. Keep her head down and not cause any notice.


“It’s the truth.” Stephanie crossed her
legs and sheepishly glanced over at Dom. He leaned against the wall, his arms
crossed in front of his chest. His dark eyes were unreadable as he stared back
under thick black lashes. 


“Aren’t you interested in how the man you
hit is doing?” Roman brought her attention back to him. 


“I, ah, well, of course. I was going to
call, but I knew they wouldn’t give out confidential information.” His
condition had been the last thing on her mind. 


“You could have visited.” He lifted an
eyebrow. 


“I’m sure they wouldn’t have let just
anyone in.” That was the last thing she would do.


“They let me in.”


“Oh?” It was her turn to do the eyebrow
raise.


“Yes.” He rested an elbow on the desk. 


“And how is he? Doing okay, I hope.” If he
was who she thought he was, it would be just the opposite. Hopefully the man
really hadn’t recognized her or thought she was someone else. 


“He’s staying overnight for observation
but should be fine. Don’t you want to know why he’s here?” The man was fishing,
and she wasn’t about to take the bait.


“No, why should I? It’s none of my business
what others do with their lives.” 


“The man said he’s from a biker club out
of California and they’re looking to start a new chapter here.”


Even with no mirror in sight, it was a
good bet that her face had just gone white. She shivered as the blood rushed
from her face. “You’re not going to let him, are you? That would bring the
wrong sort to this town.” Her fingers shook, so she placed her hands on her
thighs.


“And am I the right sort?” Roman chuckled.


“Your sort is better than his, I’m sure.”
She’d take Roman and his crew over crazy biker dude any day. 


“And you’ve experience with his sort.” He
wasn’t giving up.


“I saw on television that some of those
west coast gangs are very dangerous. We wouldn’t want them to set up house
here.” She’d seen firsthand what one of those gangs could do.


“Do you have anything else to say? As I
said, I’m only asking once.”


“No.” Her gaze dropped to the floor, and
she studied the pattern of the rug. How had her life come to this? 


A long exhale from the man behind the desk
brought her back to the present. She flinched as he rose and came around the
desk. Completely out of character from what she knew of him, Roman placed a
comforting hand on her shoulder and told Dom to see her home. With that, he was
out the door. Now it was her turn to let out a deep breath, and she relaxed in
the chair. 


“Let’s go.” Dominic stood by the door. 


“Where to?” She twisted in her seat.


“Wherever you want me to take you.” 


It was on the tip of her tongue to say,
“Far away from here.” Anywhere that would let her forget the things she’d seen.
But there was no escaping memories. 


“I’d like to go to my place.” Steph stood
up. “Wait. Do you know where my purse is? I just remembered I don’t have my
keys. I don’t have a phone. I don’t have anything but the store key.” What was
she going to do?


“I don’t. Maybe Madison has it. Do you
want me to take you to Roman’s?” he suggested.


“No thanks, not after I just got the third
degree. No, just take me to the store. I can sleep in the office.” Stephanie
started down the hallway while Dominic stopped to check a text. He then turned
off the lights in the office and locked it up. 


“I’m sorry, but I can’t do that.” His
voice echoed down the hall. 


“What do you mean?” She turned, and he was
by her side already. Those long legs could make up a lot of ground in a hurry.
“Your boss told you to take me home.”


“You don’t have a key. Do you want me to
leave you on the doorstep?” In no time at all, they were outside. The wind had
picked up, and she shivered as they walked across the parking lot. Bits of dirt
and dry leaves swirled across the blacktop. 


“No, like I said, I can just stay overnight
at the store.” It was the last place she wanted to go, but there wasn’t any
other choice. Without her purse, she couldn’t even stay at a hotel. She
shrieked when a flash of light blinded her, followed by a deafening bolt of
thunder. The overhead lights in the lot went dark before fluttering back to
life. A big raindrop landed on her shoulder. 


“I can’t do that.” He opened the door to
the SUV, and she quickly settled in her seat. As Dom got in, he started the
engine and turned on the heat. It was all for her benefit, as the guy wore
short sleeves and didn’t seem to feel the cold at all while she was warming her
hands in front of the vents. 


“What do you mean?” She couldn’t see his
face in the dark. 


“I’m not going to let you stay at the
store alone.” He put the vehicle in drive. 


“What do you mean you aren’t going to let
me? Your boss told you to take me home. I thought you mob guys had to do
everything your boss tells you or you’re dead. Bound by honor and all that
crap.”


“I can’t take you home, and this isn’t mob
business. This is looking out for Madison’s friend. Would she be good with me
just dropping you at the store to stay overnight? Especially in bad weather?” 


The man had a point there. Madison would
be furious. “No, I guess not, but I have no money to stay at a hotel. I don’t
suppose you would lend me some money for a room?”


“Nope.” They were at the exit of the
driveway, and he’d stopped to look both ways before turning right. Right? That
way went out of town. He switched the windshield wipers on once to clear the
moisture. 


“Nope? Wait.” Panic set in again. “Where
are we going?” She knew nothing about this guy except for what he did for a
living, and that wasn’t good. 


“To my place.” 


“Ah, no, hell no.” Damn, where was her
phone? She’d not felt this helpless in a long time. “Take me to Madison’s
then.”


“Can’t.” They were now outside the city
limits. 


“Why not? You were going to take me there not
too long ago. What changed?” Stephanie groaned. Well, that was just perfect.
She was heading out of town with a killer in the middle of a fricking storm.
Her whole body ached. What a stressful day. All she wanted was a hot shower and
a good night’s sleep. Would this day ever end? Could it get any worse? The
radio beeped in with a tornado warning. She shook her head and rested her chin
on her fist. 


“I don’t believe a word you said to Roman.
I think you were trying to hit the guy on the bike.” 


Staring out the window, she could see the
lights of people’s televisions in their homes as they passed. 


“Why would you think that?” The guy was
smart and was on to her. 


“There were no skid marks at the scene. I
think you tried to hit him.”


“I what? You’re crazy.” Thinking back, it
was an unconscious thing. She identified the guy and floored it. It was a flight
or fight response, and she went with the latter. 


“Well, then, it won’t bother you that the
text I received was to tell me that the guy you hit is out of the hospital.” He
turned her way briefly. “Still want me to take you to the store?”


A lump knotted in her gut. The guy was
out. She had mace and a few other things back at her place, but they weren’t
going to do her any good now. “I thought he was staying overnight.”


“He signed himself out. Roman had Jasper
watching the place. He sent the text.”


Stephanie twirled a strand of hair around
her finger. She tied it in a knot, then two, then three, and then undid them.
Nothing helped relieve her stress. 


“Do you still want to go back to town
knowing that guy is out on the street?” Dominic put on the blinker, but there
was no driveway in sight. It was raining hard now. 


“No.” She’d rather be taken to the cleaner
than spend a minute alone with that club member. 


“I didn’t think so.” He turned off the
road, and they traveled down a dirt path with trees lining each side. At the
end was a small log cabin next to a lake…which body of water, she wasn’t sure.
Dominic parked close to the building and got out. Cold rain touched her skin as
soon as he opened the door. “Coming?” He was getting wetter by the minute. It
started to pour.


Slowly she exited and then ran with him to
his house. The lights blinded her as they entered the last place on earth she
ever thought she’d be. It was simple in design with an open floor plan. The
kitchen, dining, and living room were all in one room. A large television set
hung on the wall with a couch and table in front of it. The table was covered
with about a dozen knives. Had she just traded one nightmare for another? 










 


CHAPTER FOUR 


 


Dominic


 


Stephanie
sat in front of the television, her eyes glued to the local weatherman. Madison
had sent him a text asking about Steph. She was worried about her friend being
alone in the storm. A tornado had hit in the next county over, and Maddy was
concerned she’d be freaking out. 


 


Dominic: Don’t worry. She’s with me at my
cabin. 


Maddy: Oh. Send her my love and be good. 


 


The “be good” comment had to be a joke. He’d
never been considered good. Another loud clap of thunder shook the ground. The
lights flickered. It was a wonder they hadn’t gone out yet. Taking a swig of
beer, he noticed his guest was shaking. 


“Do you want me to start a fire?” He set
the bottle down and strolled over to where she sat on his couch. 


“No,” she mumbled. It was a lie. Steph
shook like a leaf. He touched the back of his hand to her arm. It was ice cold.
If what Madison said was right, she was probably so traumatized by what raged
outside that she didn’t realize it. 


Dominic grabbed some wood stacked nearby
and started a fire in the fireplace. The flame caught, and soon it snapped and cracked
as it burned. He squatted in front of it and stared at the glow. There was
something about a fire that calmed him. As many times as he thought about
bringing a woman to his home, he never had until now. Stephanie Barclay was the
last person he’d ever pictured here. 


He warmed up a mug of apple cider in the
microwave and added a shot of brandy. Dom handed it to his guest, who still stared
lifelessly at the TV. From what he’d seen in the past, this wasn’t like her at
all. Most thought she was timid and shy, but even from a distance he could see
she had strength beneath the façade. She didn’t want to bring attention to
herself. 


“Drink.” 


Her eyes were unfocused as she drank the
whole thing down at once.


The fact that she did what he said proved she
was shutting down. Dom heated up another and added two shots this time. An
alert flashed across the bottom of the television screen. Another tornado had
been seen, and there was now a tornado warning for Genoa. This time he noticed
Steph starting to rock back and forth. Shit. Now what was going on? 


Wind roared outside the cabin, but they
would be all right according to the radar they’d just posted. Dom found a
blanket and wrapped it around her shoulders.


“Here’s another.” The couch cushion
shifted as he took a seat beside her and handed her a second drink. 


“Thanks.” It was an automatic response.
She drank half and placed it on the coffee table. 


A flash of light, a loud boom, a buzz
sound zapped, and everything went black. They’d lost power. The only sound inside
was the fire roaring in the hearth. It took him a moment to realize she was
pressed up against him. Did she even realize that her arms were wrapped around
his waist? 


Dominic froze. When was the last time
someone hugged him? Perhaps when he was a child, but those years had been
forgotten a long time ago. Slowly he pulled the blanket around them both and
gently caressed her hair. It was soft as silk and smelled like roses. After a
few minutes, the woman in his arms stopped shaking, but she made no movement to
leave his embrace.


“I wasn’t always afraid of storms.” Her
voice sounded distant and flat.


His hand stilled as he waited for her to
continue. She snuggled closer and laid her head on his shoulder. 


“I used to love them. I would sit on the deck
and watch. Sometimes my hair would stand on end from the electricity in the
air. I felt alive. I would dance in the rain as a kid.”


“What changed?”


“Something bad happened, and every time it
storms, the memories come back.” Careful not to scare her, he reached down and
lifted her legs so they lay across his lap. Her hand now moved to settle on his
chest. Could she feel how fast his heart beat?


“Does it have something to do with that
biker in town?” He held his breath. The guy was connected somehow.


Stephanie stilled. 


“Tell me.” He pulled her closer.


“Yes,” she whispered.


“Did he hurt you?” It was dark, but he
could see red. If that man so much as laid one finger on her, he would lose an
arm inch by inch, and he had all the tools to do it. 


“No, but others were hurt.” Her words
slurred, and when the lightning flashed, he could see her eyes were closed. 


“Please tell me what happened so I can fix
it.” Having her in his arms brought out the urge to protect her. He may be a
monster himself, but he would never hurt a woman or a child. Right now, he
would kill anyone responsible for her fears. The urge was so strong it shocked
him to the core. He’d stopped caring about people a long time ago, except for
the Caponellis, that is. 


“No one can fix it.” 


“Why not?” He gently shook her, as it was
obvious she was falling asleep. 


“Because I don’t want anything to happen
to you.” She yawned and pulled the blanket tighter. 


“I can take care of myself.” Did that comment
mean she cared about him? It was too much to hope for. Having her in his arms
right now was probably the only time that would happen. 


“Yes, but others can’t.” She was drifting
off again. “Madison. People in town.” 


“Roman and I will take care of whoever is
threatening you.”


It was no good. She’d fallen asleep, and
she needed it. Dom, careful not to wake her, put one foot and then the other up
on the table and slid a little back into the couch. He may be the devil, but
right now he had an angel in his arms. The storm outside had moved on, but
inside it was just beginning. One way or another, he would find out what
happened to cause Stephanie such pain and fear. 


 


 


 


Stephanie


 


Taking
a big yawn, she stretched and pulled the blanket higher on her chest. She took
a look around, and it all came tumbling back. The accident, the meeting with
Roman, the storm, and ending up at Dominic’s cabin. Her eyes opened wide.
Steph’s last thought from the evening before was going to sleep wrapped in his
strong arms. She was alone on the couch now. Maybe that was part of a dream. 


Sitting up, the place was empty. Where was
he? The smell of bacon tickled her nose. Bacon! Every time she got a whiff, she
perked up like that dog on the bacon treat commercial. It was here somewhere.
She spied it. There on the counter in the kitchen. Pushing the blanket to the
side, she sprinted barefooted over to the food. When had she taken her shoes
off? 


Water shut off from the bathroom. He must
be taking a shower. Heat rushed to her cheeks just thinking about those lucky
beads of water trailing off his skin. The door opened, and Dominic came out
dressed in some low-riding sweat pants. His muscular chest was bare as he towel
dried his gorgeous hair. She dropped her gaze to the food. It was a toss-up as
to which sight caused her to drool more. 


“Eat.” Dominic was a man of few words, but
he always managed to get his point across, or it seemed to as far as she was
concerned. He smelled so clean and fresh. She pulled her hair back and tried to
smooth the wrinkles from her pants. 


“Sit.” Dom pulled a chair. The table and
chairs were stunning. Simply made, but impeccably crafted. Her finger slid
along the wood. It was flawless and smooth. 


“Did you make this?” 


He just nodded and placed a plate in front
of her and one for himself. It was heaped high with some biscuits and gravy,
eggs, and bacon. There was enough for an army of lumberjacks, yet it went down
easy. Her opinion of Dominic had changed since yesterday. The man was many
layers, not one dimensional. They ate in silence. She didn’t want to revisit what
happened last night, and luckily, he didn’t press. 


“Madison sent a message. She’ll be here
any minute with your purse and can take you home and to work. They’re still
working on your car.”


“Thanks.” Stephanie ran her fingers
through the tangles in her hair. “I must look a mess.”


“I think you look beautiful,” Dom admitted
before turning his attention back to the food. The rest of the meal was spent
in silence, but Stephanie kept hearing it over and over in her head. Dominic
Scarlatti was a man of few words, but when he said something, he meant it. 










 


CHAPTER FIVE


 


“Are
you sure you’re fine being left alone today?” Madison had been a mother hen
ever since she’d picked her up at Dominic’s place. Her boss dropped her off at
her place and waited while she showered and changed. “I can cancel our
getaway.” They had just arrived at the bridal store and parked in the back.


“No, I’ll be fine. You’ve been waiting
forever to get some time away with your man, even if it is just for one night.”
It killed her to say it, but the last thing she wanted to do was cause more
trouble and suspicion. “Dominic said the guy was fine and already left town.
End of story.”


“When we have more time, I want to hear
more about you and Dom. Alone at his cabin all night.” She wiggled her
eyebrows.


“Nothing happened. I fell asleep on the
couch, and that was it.”


“Sure. You can tell me more some other
time.”


“There’s nothing to tell.” Stephanie
gathered her purse and lunch bucket. 


“Yeah. Well, I still can’t believe Roman questioned
you, but he was just trying to help. You know you can count on us for anything
you need.”


“I know. Now, please. Don’t worry about
me. Just go and have fun.” She hugged her quick and then got out of the vehicle
before Madison could ask her more. After unlocking the back door, she turned
and waved. She watched as Madison put the vehicle in reverse and backed out of
the lot. 


Stephanie quickly locked the door behind
her. It was stupid to still be worried. It probably wasn’t the guy she thought
it was anyway. He wouldn’t have just left town if he was. Still, she was on
alert the rest of the day. Roman had put security cameras in the shop when
Madison still worked there. They were still there, just not turned on. There
wasn’t much chance of anything happening there now, but she did have a panic
button by the cash register. 


The day went by at a steady pace. She had
a few new spring brides stop in, as well as high schooler girls and their moms
shopping for prom dresses. Madison called in the middle of the day to make sure
she was fine and to let her know Dom would be over with her car later. As if
she wasn’t nervous enough as it was, now she had to worry about seeing him
again. 


It was hard to concentrate on work when
all she could think about was how he looked coming out of that shower. Even
though she woke up alone on the couch, she knew she hadn’t started out that
way. His scent was still there, locked in her brain. The heat of his skin still
imprinted on hers. It was a disappointment when some guy named Jasper, another
man that worked for Roman, dropped off her car in the back. 


Finally, the work day was over. Stephanie
flipped the open sign to closed and collapsed against the front door after she
locked it. All day long she wished for it to be over, but now she had nothing
to look forward to except going home to her empty place. They wouldn’t mind if
she went over and volunteered at the arts center, but that would just postpone
the sadness and loneliness. It hadn’t always been like that. A stormy night so
long ago took everything away and changed her life forever. 


After cashing out the till, she grabbed
her purse and turned off the lights. Her shoulders slumped, and a frown formed
on her lips. Her hand was on the knob of the back door when it came crashing against
her. The impact knocked her against the wall and onto the floor. What the hell?
When the cobwebs cleared in her mind, shock knocked her for another loop. It
was him. The biker she’d hit with her car. She didn’t know his name, just that
he’d been there at the scene of the crime. The turbulent night that had changed
her life forever. His crazy mustache was hard to miss. The badge on his cut
said he was named Handlebar. It fit. He was just as guilty and horrible as all
the rest of them and just as dangerous. More so because he knew she was here.
That she was alive. That she was a threat to them all. 


“Well, look who we have here.” The guy
shut the door behind him, and she took the chance to scramble to her feet and
run into the main room. If she could just get to the panic button, help would
be on its way. She was close, but it wasn’t meant to be. Handlebar grabbed her
arm and threw her in a nearby chair. “Going somewhere?”


“Yes, home. Someone is expecting me. If
I’m not there soon, they’ll come looking for me.” How she wished that was true.
She didn’t even have a dog.


“Wrong answer. We both know that’s not
true.” He balled his fists. “I did some asking around. You live by yourself.
Don’t date. Keep to yourself.”


Is that all she was? It seemed to be her
life in a nutshell. He was one of the reasons that she existed that way and
didn’t want to draw attention. “I thought you left town.” 


“I did, but then I came back. Had to make
sure it was you. There’s a huge reward out for you, girlie. If you hadn’t broken
my phone in the crash, I could have just taken a picture of you and called for
reinforcements. Now I’ll just have to bring you back.” He cracked his knuckles.



“I’m not going back,” she hissed. “Ever.” 


“You don’t have a choice in the matter.”
The man got in her face. An odor of sweat and unwashed clothes stung her eyes. 


From what she remembered, the guy was just
a member of the crew, not a high-ranking member. “Why are you here?” Were there
more in the area looking for her? She’d been so careful. 


“Like I told the guy in a suit that came
to my hospital room, I’m looking to start a chapter here.” The guy had to be
around forty. He looked as out of place in the bridal shop as a man from outer
space. “Was that a friend of yours?”


“Could be?” There was no way she wanted anyone
she knew here involved in this mess. 


“Too bad you won’t have a chance to say
goodbye to anyone.”


“You can’t take me back. I’ll be killed.”
Or worse. 


“Bitch, you tried to kill me with your
car. Do I look like I give a damn what happens to you? Hell, it’s a long way
back. Hard to tell what kind of condition you’ll be in by the time we get to
California.”


“I’m not going back there.” She ground out
every word. 


“Yes, you will. You scratched up my bike,
and I want the money.” The guy twirled around one of those long chains that
connected his wallet to his belt. 


“I can get you money. Just go away and
don’t say anything,” she pleaded. Her hands were together, as in prayer. 


“You don’t have that much cash.” He
strolled over and stood in front of her. 


“Please.” Her lower lip poked out.


“I love it when a woman begs.” His eyes
narrowed, and he reached out to grab a chunk of her hair. “Maybe we can have a
little fun before I give you up.”


“Never.” She spit in his face, rose up,
and kneed him in the groin. He’d been expecting it and moved at the last
second. With all her might, Stephanie shoved him away, but he still had a grip
on her hair, and he pulled her with him. Handlebar tripped on the leg of a
table, and his hand let loose as he braced himself for the fall. Now was her
chance to get behind the counter and hit the button. 


A hand locked around her ankle. She
lurched to the floor. The carpet burned her face as she was pulled back inch by
inch. Stephanie was flipped over, and Handlebar landed on top of her. If she
survived, her body would be black and blue from head to toe. 


“Well, look what I got here.” His hot
breath made her gag. With her free hand, she pushed at his face with all her
might. 


“Let go of me.” He slapped her across the
face, and she saw stars. His hand locked on her wrists like handcuffs, and she
couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe with his full two hundred plus pounds pressing
down on her. Stephanie gasped for air as the room went in and out of focus.
Would he just kill her now and be done with it? Had all this been for nothing?
Her thoughts turned to Dominic. She’d admired him from afar and yet never had
the guts to act on it. Would it have been so bad to have acted on her desires?
Now she would probably die without ever getting a kiss.










 


CHAPTER SIX


 


Stephanie


 


 


Her
head swayed. The man didn’t need to choke her. She was suffocating just from
his weight. Who would find her? Was he just waiting for her to pass out so
she’d go willingly? 


All of a sudden, the heavy bulk was gone.
Stephanie rolled onto her side. She coughed and drew in short, deep breaths.
Trying to rise, all she managed was to get her back against the register
counter. Stephanie wiped the back of her hand across her mouth. Her lips hurt
like hell, and there was blood on the back of her hand. 


Hearing a scuffle, she glanced up to see
Dominic with Handlebar in a headlock. Both of their gazes were directed at her.
Both of them exerted power like they were wrestling in a cage match—Handlebar
to get free, and Dominic to keep him under his control. Dominic was here. He’d come
and saved her. 


“Is this the man you hit?” Dominic gritted
his teeth. “Is it?” he snarled. 


“Yes.” With her back to the counter, she
slid her way to standing. 


“Did he do that to your face?” Handlebar
swung his body back and forth like a fish trying to get back into the water.


“Yes.” Her fingers touched her cheek, and
it hurt like hell. She quelled the urge to cry out. 


“Are you hiding from him?” Dominic seemed
determined to get to the bottom of things. “Tell me.” He was furious, yet
stunning in his anger. Was he mad at her or the guy in his control? 


“Yes, him and others in his gang. I can’t tell
you anymore. It’s for your protection and the whole town’s.” It was tough to
admit, but she didn’t have a choice. 


Dominic cursed in Italian and tightened
his grip around the man’s neck. Sweat dotted his forehead, and veins popped on
his forearms. 


“Get off me. She’s crazy. Bitch tried to
run me over,” Handlebar screamed, kicking Dom in the shin. 


“Do you want him dead?” Dominic tightened
his arm around the man’s throat.


“What?” Her mouth dropped open. Did she
hear him right? Stephanie turned her head to the side but still kept her eyes
on his. 


“Stephanie?” Dominic was breathing hard as
was Handlebar. It was like viewing a wrestling match but surrounded by lace and
tulle. 


“Is that what she calls herself now?”
Handlebar panted. “I told you, she’s crazy.”


Her legs trembled as she rounded the
counter to find the button. Roman needed to be here. He would know what to do—but
they were gone. 


“Stephanie. Wait. Look at me.” Dominic let
go of his hold on the guy’s neck, but only long enough to punch him in the
face. “I need you to think. If we call for help and he’s let go, will others
follow?”


Slowly, she nodded. Her hand hovered above
the button. It didn’t matter what happened to her, but she didn’t want others
descending down on her friends and the innocent people of the town. 


“I’m asking again. Do you want him dead?”
His beautiful blue eyes were unreadable. 


“I’ll kill you, bitch.” It was clear that
Handlebar was panicking. He knew Dominic would do it even if she didn’t give
her say. All the horror she’d seen and the things she knew had been done came
rushing back. It had to be done.


Stephanie nodded and finally whispered,
“Yes.”


“Yes, what?” Dominic gritted his teeth,
and the man struggled harder, fear giving him renewed strength. 


“Kill him.” It was the last thing she ever
dreamed would come out of her mouth. She wasn’t judge or jury, but she’d just
condemned someone to death. 


It was quick. The crunch of Handlebar’s
neck breaking turned her stomach. Dominic released the man, and he dropped to
the ground. What had she done? It was kill or be killed. End his life or cause
the deaths of others. The man would have killed her after doing God only knew
what along the way. She wiped the tears from her eyes as she rushed by Dom, but
he grabbed her arm. 


“Where are you going?” Power and heat
radiated off of him.


“We need something to put him in.” From
the look on his face, that was the last thing he expected her to say. Her body
had gone into automatic pilot, and she quickly returned with a garment bag. “We
have to get him out of here. I know you know what to do afterward, but we can’t
just carry a body out the back door for anyone walking by to see. With this, if
anyone sees you leave, they’ll think you are just protecting a wedding gown.”
For the next few minutes, they worked together to get Handlebar zipped up in
the bag and the store tidied up. Would she ever be able to look at that spot on
the floor and not see him lying there? Would she ever forgive herself for
sending someone to their death? 


Stephanie tossed an old veil that had been
the victim of a tug of war between a toddler and a bridesmaid on top of the
garment bag that contained the body of Handlebar. From a distance, it would
appear as if Dominic was carrying someone’s gown and headpiece to his van
parked out the back. Luckily, there was no one in sight. It might seem odd to
have one of Roman’s men carrying a dress bag, but everyone knew Madison’s mom
owned the place and Madison herself designed dresses, so it wasn’t that out of
the norm. 


“How did you know he was here?” she asked
as soon as he returned inside. 


“I spied his bike down the street. I’ll
have Jasper take it to the chop shop.”


“What do I do now?” Besides break down and
cry as soon as he left. It was adrenaline keeping her upright now. As soon as
she got home, she’d probably collapse. 


“Go home. Act normal and pretend nothing
happened.” 


“I want to tell you who he is, but I
can’t.” Stephanie stepped closer.


“In time, you will.” Dominic had just
killed for her. He would demand answers. 


“Thank you.” What did one say in
circumstances like this? He just saved her life. “I owe you.” Her lower lip
quivered, and she hugged him around the waist. It was the first time she’d felt
safe since the whole thing started the day before. It seemed like a lifetime ago.
His body heat warmed and comforted her, but still she trembled.


Dominic untangled her from his arms and framed
her face in his large hands. “Yes, you owe me, and I will collect.” His mouth
covered hers, at first gentle and then intense. It was a mind-blowing kiss that
had her swooning. He tasted of coffee and mint. Her body pressed against his,
and he tightened the hold. Dominic wanted her. That was very evident. Her heart
pounded. Her fingers shook as they entwined in his hair. 


His words flittered back in her mind. She
owed him. What did he mean? Dominic wanted her. Dominic protected her and
fought for her. Dominic killed for her. A chill ran down her spine. He saved
her from a fate worse than death, but in doing so, he’d just tied them together
forever. Was he her knight in shining armor, or had she just made a deal with
the devil himself?


 


The End
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“Tell
me the truth. Have you ever done this before?” 


We were both out of breath. 


“No,” I puffed, honestly but quickly added,
“I’ve always wanted to.”


“So, you’re a virgin?”


“I guess so…” 


Even on this moonless night, I could see
him smile at that. A blush took over my pale skin, as I became more breathless.
Thayer Drake’s uneven smirk was a rare treat that I’d jump hoops for, obviously.



I so didn’t want to be here. 


When Thayer unlocked the back door and
held it for me, I froze. 


“Don’t be nervous.” His cold hand landed on
the small of my back, making me suck in a breath. 


“Will it hurt?” 


“Yes, but it’ll be worth it. Trust me.”
His amber eyes met mine, crinkling at the corners as he smiled again—two in a
row—and I did trust him. Too much. I let him guide me through the door.
Rounding the corner, my regrets grew legs. The lights were on in the parlor.
Sure, I’d detected music playing low when Thayer first cracked the door, but
people leave the radio on even when they’re gone. Now, I could clearly hear
several voices and smell cigarette smoke, which I abhorred. When I’d agreed to
walk across town, halfway uphill, I thought we’d be alone. All alone.


A toothpick of a man came to his feet like
he was under attack. He stared us down, one eye squinting and twitching. Thayer
didn’t seem surprised at all. “Hey boss,” he declared, smooth as silk.


Face softening, the man slapped a greeting
in Thayer’s outreached hand. Cigarette dangling, he leered my way, asking
Thayer, “What have you brought for us?”


“Us?” I thought, wanting to huff it out
loud but pursed my lips shut. 


“Metal, this is Onyx, I mean, X, my,” oh
God, he hesitated, “friend.” 


Metal was the word for him since he had
loads of it piercing his wrinkled flesh. Spotting the dirt under his nails, I
waved instead of offering my hand.


Thayer added, “She’s a virgin.”


“A virgin?” Metal echoed, his disbelief
mocking me. 


I rolled my eyes but couldn’t help but
blush as the other five male heads in the place whipped around at the word. 


“We can’t go having that.” 


Now my regrets’ legs got weak.


 Metal nodded toward an empty chair.
“My boy, Slayer here will take care of you.” 


Did he say, Slayer? I stifled a laugh, and
my nerves lifted a bit.


Metal went back to tattooing what looked
like Dante’s Inferno on a bloated man’s belly. All eyes off us now, I looked to
Thayer who gestured for me to have a seat. 


“Is that a smile? Something funny?”


I straightened my face. “Slayer?” I whispered.
“Isn’t that an eighties hair band or something?”


He squinted, and I couldn’t tell what he
was thinking. His hands landed on my hips, and I jumped. “Settle down. Slayer’s
my road name.” I opened my mouth to ask what in the world that meant, but he
moved to put me into the chair. Fighting my flipping stomach, I eased into it
myself. 


Thayer pushed a clipboard into my hands.
“You need to sign.”


I read the form, saying something about
parental permission. Without question, I signed I was eighteen even though I
wouldn’t be for another eight months. As soon as I felt comfortable, the chair
suddenly flopped back. I pipped loudly, embarrassing myself. 


Big bellied laughs echoed throughout the
parlor.


Thayer loomed over me. “Nervous?”


“No, not at all,” I lied, remembering the
conversation that led me here in the first place. 


When Thayer told me he apprenticed at a
tattoo shop and asked me to be his canvas, I was flattered. Anyone would be
pleased to hear a hot guy thought they had beautiful, flawless skin, but those
hadn’t been the words that intrigued me. 


Parked at Valkyrie Park across from my new
high school, I watched my rearview mirror, waiting for Angel’s car to pass. You
couldn’t miss it, a big, black Escalade with illegally dark tint. I realized
being the new girl in a boring town, I was a curiosity—but come on. The girl
who sat in the back of my history class had been following me home for weeks
although she lived on the other side of town. Yeah, I’d googled her. 


I turned up the radio, singing and thinking
of home… “All the leaves are brown…”… “I’d be safe and warm…”


That’s when he rode his motorcycle into my
view. If his bright sleeves of tattoos hadn’t caught my eye, the whitest puff
of blond hair would have. Not to mention the fact he wore only ripped jeans,
wore the hell out of them, too. His muscular torso glistened with sweat in the
early March sunlight. Yes, March and as chilly as ever. A chill ran up my spine
for more than the thought of the cold air hitting his bare skin. Tilting my
head down, I looked over my sunglasses to take in the full effect, wondering if
his nipples were hard. My tongue hit the back of my teeth, imagining licking
them. My lips curled into a dreamy smile. He had bad boy written all over him.
My father would scream—if he were home. 


The black gas guzzler sped by, so I forgot
the guy and backed up, aimed at getting home. In my haste, I bumped something—someone.
I hit the brakes and jerked forward. Fuck. Out of my side mirror, I spotted his
blond hair on the pavement and rushed out of the car. Thankfully, the hunk
wasn’t hurt. But his bike... 


“I have great insurance,” I assured him in
a panic, as he picked up his cracked Harley like he’d not just been thrown by
my big Volvo SUV. 


“Just a scratch,” he said, inspecting his
smashed ride.


I fumbled in my backpack for my wallet, my
card.


“Don’t bother with insurance. I have a
guy.” 


I looked up from the bottomless pit which
was my bag. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


“Yeah, yeah,” he said, but he shook his
head like he wasn’t. 


We struck up our first conversation as I
made certain he was okay myself. I learned Thayer Drake who graduated last year
had been using the ramps on the concrete slab nestled in the middle of the
greenery, the skate park, before school let out and it became overcrowded with
kids, like he did every day.


I eyed the board in his backpack. “A biker
and a skater?” My face squished up. 


“That odd?” he asked, seriously.


“Kind of a contradiction, don’t you
think?” I shrugged one shoulder. 


“They say I’m the rebellious type, no
matter the form. And you—what’s that, a hybrid? It’s as big as a tank. Talk
about a contradiction. You must be that California girl.” 


“Word really does get around,” I mumbled under
my breath. “I’m Onyx.” I offered my hand. “But everyone calls me, X. Well,
everyone did back home.”


His rough hand took mine, but he squeezed
softly. A bead of blood ran down his forehead. Following my gaze, he wiped at
the blood, smearing it, making half his face red. The world spun, and I
stumbled back as the sight of blood made me sick. Thayer helped me to my car. I
got in to sit. 


“You alright?” he asked. 


“Yeah, thanks. I’ve got to get home.” I
couldn’t look at him as I drove off.


I kept stopping at the park after school. 


Joining me at the picnic tables yesterday,
Thayer was shirtless, again, a pleasant sight. Even I was in short sleeves as
it was unseasonably warm, but I had my sweater because it wouldn’t last. Plus,
the wind would cut you without warning. Unfortunately, because of fucking
seventh period letting out late again, I’d missed him skating once more. 


He broke our easy silence, “I’d like to
mess you up a bit.” 


“What?” I about choked on my Pepsi.


“I’d like to mess you up.” He repeated it,
and his words wet my panties. “Your skin is beautiful, flawless. Do you even
have a freckle?”


I had to think. That’s how few I had.
“Yes, right here.” I showed him my right hand. There was a speck right under my
thumb. 


He delicately caught my fingers in his,
bringing my hand to his lips. His lips were fuller than mine, the kind women
get injections to achieve. I didn’t pull away as his mouth grazed my skin, just
shy of kissing. Thayer had the strangest eyes, almost orange in the sunlight.
They studied me now as his warm breath tickled my hand. “You’re like a
porcelain doll. My mother had a collection.” 


I frowned knowing he thought we had this
in common. He’d confided, his mother died of cancer only a couple of years ago,
and I had always claimed mine died when I’d been a baby, although she hadn’t.
That was just my family’s cover story, so it was no big feat to repeat the lie
to him. 


His eyes focusing far away, he went on,
“One day I stripped them all down and took my box of markers to them.” He still
held my hand to his lips, but he didn’t kiss. He turned my hand over and slowly
licked my palm. I noticed his tongue ring scraping and imagined him licking me
all over. 


Back in the tattoo parlor, in his chair,
not listening to Thayer telling me all about needle safety, I’d liked to have
thought I had no idea what I’d been thinking when I agreed to sneak out at
midnight to let him ink me, but I’d been wanting more than a tattoo. 


“So, what do you want?” Thayer asked, like
he’d been in my head. 


Maybe I was lonely, I mused to myself,
before I realized he meant was asking what I wanted for the tattoo. “Oh, a
sun.” 


Thayer drew out a simple but unique design,
all black. Reminded me a bit of a throwing star. 


“Is this what you want to live with forever?”


I nodded my head, not sure at all. A sun
meant warmth, reminded me of home and when my father was around before he left
and moved me to this cold, hell hole. But it was black, like my soul,
apparently, at least like my name, Onyx. 


“Where do you want it?”


“Here.” I lifted my shirt and unbuttoned
my jeans. I wanted it on my lower navel right above my hip bone, far out of
view. Thayer’s fingers grazed the sensitive spot and sent alarm bells all over
me, warning partly of the inevitable pain and the other, the possible pleasure,
afterwards. 


“You need a drink?” He could read the
apprehension on my face.


“No, I don’t drink,” I answered like I was
offended. I hadn’t meant for it to come out so rough.


Thayer shrugged and took a shot of
something. He transferred the design onto my skin, just drawing, and it was
almost too much. 


“You ticklish?”


“Maybe?”


“You don’t know?”


I shook my head. “I’ve not been touched
there before, by a stranger.”


He gave me an unbelieving look. 


“Is that odd?” 


“No, I believe it.” He turned on his gun.
The sound startled me further. His hands, warmer now, steadied me. “You’re
going to be a jumpy one.”


“Sorry.”


“It’s okay. Metal says most are, even if
they don’t realize it. I can’t just practice on the veterans over there.” He
jutted his chin toward the men sitting at a table in the corner, drinking. The
ones covered head to toe in ink. 


One touch of the needle was all it took
for me to wonder if I needed a drink after all. “Stop,” I bellowed.


Thayer pulled back the needle. I could
feel the men’s eyes on me. Uncomfortable, I said, “Maybe I’ll take that drink.”


Thayer poured me a shot of what smelled
like rum. I knew because my father drank plenty of everything. My throat
burning, I assured him I was ready this time. 


When I was able to look down, all I saw
was Thayer’s platinum hair. His brow furrowed, he seemed hard at work. I stared
at the ceiling and tried to be as still as possible. After what seemed like an
eternity of pin pricks, he stopped. Metal looked over his shoulder and nodded
an approval.


“Is it finished?” I asked with a bit too
much hope in my voice. 


“Not nearly, only half of the outline. But
we’ll take a break.”


Everyone wanted to take a peek at his
work. One drunk from the corner stumbled over. After approving of my half sun
outline, he studied my face. “I know you,” he said.


“I don’t think so.” What do you say to a
drunk?


“No, I know your family.”


I shook my head as Thayer dabbed some
gauze over my new ink. He dabbed up tiny drops of blood—my blood. The sight of
it instantly made me queasy. Why didn’t I realize there would be blood? 


“I need to sit up.” 


Thayer helped me into an awkward upright
position that allowed for my open pants. 


“I used to work for your grandma.” The
drunk was too close, pointing his finger at me as if that made his point.


Thayer walked him back. “Carl, you’re
mistaken. Onyx is new in town. Metal, get your buddy some coffee.”


“Nah. That girl is the spittin’ image of
her granny.” He froze and visibly shivered. “Evil woman, I tell you. Not
someone you want to trifle with.”


I was going to be sick, for more than the
sight of blood. I’d seriously thought Thayer was different. I started buttoning
my jeans. “Is this all an elaborate stunt to make fun of me?”


“What?” Thayer’s face twisted in
confusion, but how could I trust it?


“You know folks around here call me Hex,
and this old man saying my family is evil… that’s the word on the street... so
glad I moved home... I thought you were different.” 


“You think I would... set all this up, for
a laugh?”


Conflicted, I stormed out the front door
but not before I heard the old man slur out, “Clairol doesn’t fool me. Check
her carpets down below. Under that black hair, she’s a redhead just like her
father. Her mom’s the one in the loony bin. Her grandma, Diane Craft, that ole’
witch.”


My head spun as his words echoed in it.
How did he know I had red hair? I religiously dyed it dark and never let my
roots show. And what was worse was that my mother, who wasn’t really dead like
Thayer thought was a Craft, but I never met her side of the family. Of course,
it wouldn’t take too much digging to find out my mom’s maiden name. One Google
search had given me Angel’s address. 


“Damn,” I shouted out when I couldn’t find
my car, realizing I’d parked it at the park. Thayer and I’d both parked and walked
to the shop in the dark since we had been sneaking me out. That and he hadn’t
gotten his bike fixed and said it wasn’t safe to have a passenger. I’d have to
walk back. The streets were deserted and dark, all but for the tattoo place and
a few traffic lights, one in front of me and a couple in the distance. Still
better than the back street we’d taken here. At this point, I didn’t care if
Olivia caught me out.


When I’d gotten a block down the sidewalk,
I heard bells crashing against glass, Thayer busting out of the shop’s door. 


“X,” he shouted. “Come back. Carl’s a loon...
I mean... he’s nuts—fuck. He’s going home.” 


I didn’t stop. Thayer followed me, baying,
“Onyx, I would never hurt you.”


Still far ahead of him, I twisted my neck
just so he’d hear me. I didn’t want to shout. “Don’t bother and leave me
alone.”


“I’m not letting you walk back alone.” He
continued following a few feet behind me. We walked across town in silence.
When the street lamps of the park were in view, Thayer was on my heels. He’d caught
up and came beside me. “Don’t leave like this.”


I stopped and crossed my arms. “Like what?
You wanted practice and you got it.”


“I wanted more than that and you know it.”
He grabbed my arm but quickly let go. “Fuck,” he said, gnashing his teeth, ready
to say something. 


“You wanted to fuck me?” 


“Well, I wasn’t going to go there yet, but
of course I did.”


“Was that before or after your little
joke?”


“You really think the world revolves
around you, don’t you?”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


A vein throbbed in his neck. “Rich girl,” he
murmured.


I sighed. 


“You think I invited you out to hurt you,
to make fun of you? Why?”


I had my doubts now but said nothing. 


Thayer clinched his fists then stuffed his
hands into his jean pockets. “If I wanted to hurt you, I had my opportunity.
You don’t know me from Adam, where I was taking you. You’re out here at two
a.m. with a biker.”


“Who are you, my dad?”


“And you think all I’m after is to call you
names? I’ve seen you looking at me. I could’ve had my way with you in the last
two hours and left you in a ditch.”


“Asshole,” I grunted out, flipping him off.
I jogged the rest of the way to my car, got in and locked the door. Having that
old man call me evil was bad enough, what he knew about my family, but Thayer
acting like I was easy, naive—fuck him. Fighting tears of shock, I fumbled with
my keys. I’d never been so disrespected in my life. Sure, kids could always be
cruel to a newcomer, but this town took the cake. Thayer banged on my window as
I turned the ignition. I wiped at my face, thinking of how I should’ve known.
Even the adults here had been assholes. I must have really pissed off my dad
for him to move me here.


“How much for a new license plate,” I’d
asked, handing the lady behind the counter at the County Clerk’s office my
license and my father’s registration and insurance card. 


Straightening her glasses, she looked over
my information and into her computer screen as my fingers tapped. The woman
giggled, so I knew she saw my father’s SUV was tagged with the plate reading
666 HEX. It was hard enough being the new kid in town without being stuck
driving my dad’s Volvo with this crazy plate. It didn’t take long for the kids
at the high school to start calling me Hex instead of X, which was my preferred
shortening of my given name, Onyx. 


“I’m sorry, hun. It’s an unfortunate
plate,” she’d finally spoken up, pushing the papers back to me. “But Mr.
O’Connor will have to be the one to request a replacement.”


I pushed the papers back. “I’m listed as a
driver on his insurance.”


“You have an out of state license. I can’t
do it. Have your father come in. Okay, sweetie?”


“That’s bullshit.”


“I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”


“Oh, believe me. I’d love to leave.” 


When my father had gotten the call, I should
have run off. It always started with a call. He’d only just gotten back and
another fucking call.


“Onyx, we need to talk.”


“You’re leaving again?”


“It won’t be long this time but...”


“But… Mr. Davies wants to talk to you.”


“The principle? In trouble again? Julia can
go.” His mind was elsewhere, as usual.


“No, he’s asking to talk to my guardian. I
told him, I barely have one.”


“You did not,” he started, his face
turning red. I’d gotten a rise out of him. “No. Actually, it doesn’t matter.
You’re leaving, too. We’re moving. But you’ll like it. It’s our family’s home.
We lived there when you were a baby.” By we, he meant, my mother, him and I—but
we never talked about her.


“Are you coming?”


“Not right away.” 


“What about Julia? Get a hold of her?”


“Flown the coop, right? Don’t they all?
There’s no time to explain and no use to argue. You upset?”


“Of course.”


“I’m not surprised.”


“Same.”


“Well, I have to be off. I’ll make
arrangements for your trip on my way. Text me?”


I nodded, and he kissed me on the forehead.



When the cab dropped me off in Hinkville, New
Jersey, I hauled my suitcases up the hilly driveway myself. Therefore, I was
surprised anyone was home when I turned my key. The lady who greeted me at the
door, looked nothing like Julia had or any of my father’s women who were
stereotypically beautiful. This woman possessed beauty like she kept it in a
jar and it fought to get away. 


She didn’t offer to help me with my bags.
“Aren’t you the maid?” 


“You can think of me like your nanny if
you wish.”


“Like hell I will,” I uttered, under my
breath. 


Right there, I texted my dad.


Me: A nanny? Again?


Surprisingly quick for once, Dad: Not a
nanny. Olivia is my cousin, your distant cousin and doing me a big favor, so be
pretty. 


I rolled my eyes at his words, “Be pretty”.



Back when I needed a nanny, I could remember
kicking and screaming for what seemed like the whole time my father was gone.
It wasn’t much better when he came back. Once I pulled down the drapes, the
curtain rods and a bit of drywall with them. 


Back then, my father didn’t blow his top
like everyone else. “Where’s my pretty girl?” He’d ask, acting like he couldn’t
find me. I’d forget all about being a microbitch and want my father to see me. 


“Your father told me all about you,”
Olivia said, breaking me out of the memory. Her red hair and pale skin held my
attention for a moment. Yeah, we were related alright. What the hell? She was
going through my bag.


“Fill you in on my scripts, did he?” There
wasn’t an anti-depressant I hadn’t tried. It was easy to tear my bag away from
her delicate grip.


“You won’t be needing those from now on.
So, hand them all over.” She pointed to the kitchen island, giving me a stern
look. 


I gave her back a perplexed one. 


“I’m serious. Your father gave me full
reign of you.” 


“You mean you get to try and fix me? It’s your
funeral lady,” I told her as I laid out all my meds, even my birth control
which she promptly gave back. I flung it across the marble. “It’s not like I’m
going to need it here in Hick-ville.” 


My former boyfriend resided hundreds of
miles back in Santa Barbara, and I was a virgin—contrary to my father’s
assumptions. I went upstairs to find a room, ignoring the stunning home,
thinking only of Bevan. 


Back in California, dad had come home to
find Bevan Nox sleeping at the end of my bed. He scared the daylights out of
the boy who cleared the hell out of there. Dad destroyed half my room before I
stopped him. I rushed to my shelf full of snow globes to protect it. My father
always brought me back one after one of his trips, consequently I had quite a
collection. 


“Do you think if I had let him fuck me,
he’d be on the floor in a sleeping bag?” 


“The rule is no boys.”


“There was someone snooping around
outside, and you weren’t here, as usual.” 


“Where’s Julia?” 


“I don’t know. Even the help gets sick.” 


He immediately tried to call her. I
couldn’t believe he hadn’t even called her to check up on me. He hadn’t called
me in a month. Julia had been out of touch for at least two weeks. 


“Maybe she went back to Mexico.” 


“You know Julia isn’t from Mexico, and she’s
not the maid.”


“Okay, maybe she went back to Peru or
wherever.” Julia—I had no idea where she was from. My father had a type, exotic
beauties. Sometimes I thought I wished her away. Most the time, I hated her,
thinking she was a live-in psychologist to make sure I didn’t end up like my
mother or maybe she was dad’s girlfriend. He never said. She never said. I was
a prisoner of their silence. 


“Who even was Julia, anyway?”


Saying nothing, he went to the door. Stopping
just outside of my doorway, he changed the subject. “Who’s this boy? Should I
call his parents?”


“He’s eighteen, dad.” 


“And you’re not... you’re... sixteen.” 


“Really?” 


He looked confused. 


“Halloween was last week.” I shut the door
in his face and flung one of the snow globes at the door, breaking it. I
instantly regretted it. The next day, Bevon said he regretted being in a
relationship with a minor in the first place. My dad had gotten to him somehow.



Born on All Hallows’ Eve, yet another reason
for them to call me Hex, I thought as I drove away from Thayer Drake. Not to
mention my long dark hair and I’m paler than the moon, although I’ve lived
where it was sunny my whole life. What can I say, I wear sunscreen like every
educated person should. Still fuming, I planned to climb through my bedroom window
because Olivia was worse than any of my other nannies. She’d taken my meds away
and given me a curfew. 


I turned my headlights off before I
rounded the corner leading to my house. Pulling into the drive in the dark, I
hit the gas to make it up the hill. I jerked forward, crashing into a bumper.
What the hell? Olivia’s Porsche was always in the garage. I turned on my
lights. I’d hit a black Escalade sitting in my drive—Angel, my stalker’s ride.
Thayer’s Harley was parked beside it. At two o’clock in the morning? A knock on
my window startled me. Thayer stood outside with his finger to his lips. He
signaled for me to roll down my window.


“Turn off your lights,” he whispered. 


I cut the lights. “How’d you get here before
me?” I asked, wondering what the hell was going on.


“I cut through,” he said, and I understood
he meant a shortcut. 


“What the hell is Angel doing here?”


“Stay in the car. I’ll find out.” Thayer
disappeared into the dark.


As I locked the doors, the gravity of the
situation hit me. Something wasn’t right. I got out of the car and sprinted
toward the dim porch light. When I reached it, the door swung open and Angel
pushed past me, knocking me to the ground. Getting up, I glanced behind me long
enough to see she’d fled on foot. Inside, I spotted Olivia’s ginger hair at
Thayer’s feet. 


“You can’t stay here. It’s not safe,” he
said, emotionless. 


I glanced down quick not wanting to see
the blood. Olivia’s lifeless body all the evidence I needed, I followed him out
the door, to the back of his bike. 


“My bag,” I started. 


“Leave it.”


Trembling, I wrapped my arms around his
thick waist. He rolled out of the driveway before he started the engine. As the
wind slapped my face, I realized we hadn’t even called the cops. When our shaky
ride ended, Thayer led me into a house. I barely took in the scenery. I just
needed to sit and process what had happened. He showed me to a bedroom, and I
sat on the edge of the bed, while he paced. 


“Angel had been following me. She was at
my house, and Olivia is dead,” I said out loud but really to myself. 


“I don’t think we were followed. You’ll be
safe here,” Thayer said, sitting down beside me. 


“Shouldn’t we call the police? An
ambulance? Are you sure...” she was dead? I couldn’t say the words.


He nodded, opting not to say the words
either. “Call the cops? Not me. Not from here. Tomorrow. In the daylight.”
Thayer’s arm went around me, and my head fell into his chest. 


Tears flowed. I realized not for Olivia
but for life in general. After all, I’d hardly known her during these last
three months. I’d hated her every second of it, but she hadn’t deserved to die.
And selfishly, I cried out of fear for my own life. 


As I sobbed, Thayer lifted my head, my
lips to his and kissed me, like I really was a porcelain doll, like I would
break. It didn’t last. His kiss a draft, then a breeze became a gust, blowing
me over. Suddenly, my grief and fear morphed into a yearning to feel anything
but. Rough hands slid under my shirt without warning. I jumped as he caressed
everything but my breasts. His touch made me feel alive. And I was so glad to
be alive. Our kiss ongoing, his tongue ring hitting my teeth, I felt up his
shirt too, finding the nipples I’d wanted to lick. They were tiny and hard
under my thumbs. As if this gave him permission, Thayer tore down the cups of
my bra and did the same. 


Zing—that’s all it took. Before I knew it,
we were naked, all but my black panties, our hands and mouths exploring every
inch of each other. In the nude, Thayer seemed even larger, his build, his muscles,
everywhere, formidably so. When my hand ran the length of his impressive cock,
reality set in. I was a virgin. Did he know I was a virgin in more than just
ink? His fingers traced the edges of my underwear before slipping in and
invading me. He was about to find out, maybe. His fingers stopped their careful
exploration too soon for my taste, but something better awaited me. I was on my
back as he pulled my panties clear off. His warm breath hit first, then he licked
my folds like he’d licked my palm, slowly. The metal ball in his tongue hit my
clit, rhythmically, making me squirm. The more I writhed, the more he gyrated
his mouth. When his face loomed over mine, the head of his cock brushing against
my naked sex, I felt ready for the inevitable. He picked up one leg, spreading
me before he thrust in. 


“Oh, no,” I groaned, just as it was too
late. Thayer was in. I was full up with dick. It’d hurt like hell and felt too
good to fathom—simultaneously. 


He paused his movements at my words.
Panting, he said, “Too late. Something wrong?”


“I’ve never done this before.”


A sly smile appeared on his face. “I
realized. Should we stop?”


“I don’t know,” I lamented, still not
sure. 


Biting his lip, he lunged forward a lot. 


My body jerked at the sensation. I craved
more. “Don’t stop.” 


“I wasn’t going to anyhow,” he said, his
lips finding mine. After a convincing kiss, he pressed on, about breaking me in
two. Clutching his biceps as if I was holding on for the ride of my life, I screamed
out before I caught myself. I got off almost instantly, thrashing about beneath
him. 


Thayer noticed, but he continued. He
wasn’t finished. Turning us over until I was on top, he purred, “Sit up and
ride this dick, doll.” 


When I sat up, he pressed both thumbs into
my clit, helping me work up again. Although sore, the itch was strong. 


He slapped my ass. “You can do better,
doll baby, ride my cock hard and make me come like a good girl.” 


His words warmed my cheeks. I had no idea
I was into dirty talk. Hot once more, I moved with more purpose, all the while
taking in his rippling bod, covered in tattoos and his hungry expression.
Thayer was a true sex god. His eyes glued onto my breasts, his hands guiding my
hips, he grunted and moaned at my movements. “I want to see your porcelain titties
bounce, baby.”


Never more turned on, I did my best
bouncing, but it wasn’t enough for him. He hauled out and had me on my back,
again. Drawing up my knees, parting me, he entered my swollen sleeve, again,
pounding my pussy until I didn’t think I could take anymore. I cried out in
pain. He came right inside me, making me slicker than ever. The pain eased and
he kept going, like the energizer bunny, fucking me until I cried out with
another implausible orgasm. 


When he pulled out for good, my pussy
missed him. Thankfully, he drew my body next to his to sleep. 


I slept like the dead. 


When I woke, all I could think of was the
dead. Thayer was right where I remembered him, spooning me. My heart leaped in my
chest and my naughty bits tingled with memories of last night, until I felt
guilty. A woman, my dad’s cousin, my cousin was dead at the hands of someone
looking to kill me. Why would anyone want to kill me? My mind couldn’t even
imagine a reason. 


I shook Thayer. His eyes opened a slit,
and he croaked. He tugged me back into the spoon, into him, whispering into my
ear, “I want you again.” His arm wrapped around me, and his hand cupped my sex.



“Not now. I have to call the cops.” I
thought of my vehicle, my bag at the scene of a murder. I lived there. Angel’s
car had still been in the drive, too, when we left. 


Sex was all that Thayer had on his mind as
his hard cock butted against my backside. I broke away from him and sat up. 


He grabbed his cock as if he was pointing it
at me. “Come here.” 


Not to say, I wasn’t tempted for a moment.
“There’s no time.” The fact that I was naked in the morning light hit, and I
went to find my clothes. “Can you take me to the police station. Angel...”


“Onyx, the police is the last place you’d
want to go.”


I couldn’t find a stitch of my clothes.
“Obviously, you don’t want to go to the cops, for whatever reason, but I have
to go home at some point. There’s someone trying to kill me.” I picked up
Thayer’s shirt, and was about to put it on until I saw the blood. Bile came up
my throat. I dropped the shirt and kicked it under the bed. “There’s blood on
your shirt.” I backed away. “Who’s to say you didn’t kill Olivia.” My mind
racing, my eyes searched the room and landed on a pocket knife. Instinct kicked
in, and I sped to grab it. Flipping it open, I pointed it at the big biker, as
if it would matter. 


Thayer was on his feet now, his hands out.
“Onyx, I didn’t kill Olivia. But I had to check her pulse. I wiped my hands on
my shirt. I know you don’t like blood.”


“How do you know?”


“It’s obvious and...” he shook his head.
Thayer looked so guilty. “Cats out of the bag, I guess.” He suddenly had a bit
of a southern drawl. Like he’d been faking being a Jersey boy this whole time. 


“What cat?” My heart raced. “Just spill
it, or I’ll cut off your balls.”


He raised his eyebrows, and in a flash, he
had me, my back against him, my wrist in his hand, making me press the knife
against my own throat. 


I swallowed hard. 


He let up on the knife but only a bit. “If
I wanted you dead, you’d be dead.”


“So, what do you want?”


“Money. Freedom. Sex. Lots of things, but
listen, I’m not total scum. Your dad hired me, us. He hired my club to watch
you. Keep you safe. I’m doing a fine job so far.” 


Out of so many words I wanted to say only,
“Olivia,” came out.


“She wasn’t part of the job. You’re safe.”



“If I’m safe, let me go. I want to leave.”



“That bitch is still after you. You’re not
going anywhere.”


“You know why that woman wants to kill
me?”


“No. This job is need to know. I know
people are after you, period.”


I didn’t believe him. “Are you being paid
to fuck me, too? I’m sure my dad will love that.”


“I figured what he doesn’t know, couldn’t
hurt.”


“You lied to me. Let me call my dad.”


“I don’t keep a phone.”


“How convenient.”


“Listen. Your dad didn’t hire me. He hired
the club. I’m doing this to earn my backpack.”


“A fucking backpack?” 


“Not that kind of backpack.” He pointed to
a leather vest hanging over on a hook. “The honor of having that three-piece patch
tattooed on my back. I’ll be an honored member of the Asphalt Gods’ MC then.”


“I’m the membership fee to a fucking biker
gang?”


“No, I’m a member. You’re like the bonus
level. And I saved your life, doll. Ought to be thankful.”


“Don’t call me that... Is Thayer even your
real name? Do you even skate?”


“Yes, it is. And actually, you’ll call me
Slayer, my road name from here on out.” 


He let go of me. I guess he figured I
wouldn’t run away naked. 


“But I don’t skate,” he said with a
chuckle. 


Sitting on the bed, I covered my lap and
crossed my arms over my breasts. “A woman is dead, and you laugh? You really
nineteen?” As the words left my mouth, I knew they couldn’t be true. I’d been
so dumb. “You realize I just turned seventeen in October.”


“At Metal’s you signed that you were
eighteen.”


“For the tattoo I sneaked out for? Obviously,
I lied.”


“Well, I lied too. I’m not nineteen, not
for four years now.” He laughed some more.


My dad was going to kill me. “My dad is
going to kill you.”


That seemed to stop his laughter.


“I mean not literally or anything.”


“Yeah, right. Do you even know your dad,
Onyx O’Connor?”


I was beginning to think I didn’t know a
damned thing. “Has everything been a lie,” I asked him, speaking of us, my
heart hurt. 


“You can’t fake what happened last night,
doll,” he answered, in his real accent. 


“It won’t happen again,” I told him, still
hurt by his lies. 


“We’ll see. It’s a long road to Austin.”


“Austin? I’ve got to get home.”


“X, I have my orders. Once someone makes an
attempt on you, you’re not to leave my sight. Besides, your house will be
crawling with the fuzz by now. And your father wants no police involvement, if
you catch my drift.”


I ignored whatever he was implying as my
mind reasoned, I should trust him. What choice did I have? After all, he could
have killed me by now. “Why Texas?” 


“Can’t stay here, so I’m taking you
somewhere safe. I’m taking you home.”


“Okay, so, I go to Austin until my dad
shows back up, then what?”


“I don’t know, but until then, I have to
keep you under wraps. We get to the clubhouse, you’re going to have to put on
like you were last night.” 


I looked to the ceiling. “Put on or put
out?” I said, even though I got his meaning.


“Act like you like me. We’ll need some
cover for me to keep an eye on you, for you to stay with me without word
getting around about you. You’ll have to pretend to be my girl. Okay?”


“Pretend to be some biker’s bitch?”


“Wasn’t too hard for you last night.”
Standing in front of me still naked, Thayer’s erection was obvious, he didn’t need
to stroke it. 


I rose, taking the sheet with me to find
my clothes. Conflicted, my mind hadn’t completely wrapped around anything.
Thayer had taken my virginity under false pretenses. That was unforgivable,
wasn’t it? No matter how good it’d been. 


“Oh, and we shouldn’t be introducing you
as Onyx. You’ll need a name.”


“Like your road name, Slayer? Maybe I can
be Winger.” Yes, I was mocking him. 


“How about Hex?” he bit back.


My mouth pinched at the word. It was going
to be a long road to Austin.
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Dirty Little Secret


by Kailee Reese Samuels










"Where
are we going tonight?" Deacon chirped from the sofa in the new Reckless Rebellion
MC clubhouse. His well-worn jeans had seen better days, but in the casual
attire, he resembled a wayward twenty-year-old. 


"I think the boys have something good
planned for the party," Trudy, his mother, replied from the chair beside
him. Her trembling fingers held the cigarette as she flicked the ashes into the
antique crystal dish. With her slight figure, gorgeous skin, and perfect facial
features, it was clear where her son inherited his good looks. "Deacon,
there is something you should know."


"What?" he barked off, a little
too gruff. Sitting up, he moved closer causing the leather to squeak.
"Tell me."


Her eyes darted to his as she assessed his
resolve. She understood how the weekend would test her son and his best friend.
They had been at war for months over a girl. "… He is coming to town for
the party."


"Fuck," he mumbled as his hands
quickly covered his face and pushed his long bangs back. "I don't want to
see him. He broke a fucking promise."


With her delicate voice, she reminded,
"He is your best friend." 


"Ma," he interrupted as she
lifted her hand and silenced him fast.


"Hear me out." She pointed with
a maternal scowl. "This weekend is about Alex and Bleu getting married. It
has nothing to do with you and Sal. They are having their parties Saturday and
getting married on Sunday. You need to pull your damn head out of your ass for
two days." Raising another finger, Trudy made her point quite clear. She
wouldn't put up with the ruckus between them, not this weekend anyway.
"Your war with Sal Raniero can resume Monday morning, but until then, you
best fucking behave."


A smile erupted on Deacon's full lips as
he shook his head. "You do realize I'm the leader of this fucking club,
right?"


"Yes," she said, smashing out
her cigarette and standing up. "And I also know you are now the police
chief of this tiny ass town. But neither of those things negate the fact that I
am your mother. Respect my wishes. Respect yourself. Respect Sal. But more
importantly, respect Alex and Bleu. They deserve this time without you two
going at it like thugs in the yard."


She turned away. With a heavy sigh like a
disciplined child, Deacon bellowed his displeasure, "… Have you told him
the same thing?"


She pivoted on her heel and lifted a
finger. "Deacon Vincent Cruz, I swear to fuck, if you don't change your
tone with me, you will know who the mother of this whole show is."


He rolled his eyes. "I want to know
if you issued a warning to the Mafia brat?"


"Yes," she informed, not putting
up with his lip. "I spent over an hour on the phone with him last night.
Alex wants Sal here, so he is coming."


His face deteriorated, Deacon accepted the
ruling. It wasn't fair or right. Sal's broken promise led to their rift, and
the continuation of their fight for supremacy of Sugargrove would go down in
the history books. 


He rose up fast, offering one final defensive
strike. "What makes you think he'll behave?"


With a toss of her hair and a catty tone,
Trudy pointed out the obvious, "He is Salvatore Raniero."


"And I'm Deacon Cruz."


"You can be a bully."


"What happened to me being
half-Jewish, half-Catholic, and you insisting on raising me to be a Buddhist
biker monk?"


"I never said Buddhists or bikers
didn't get pissy," she rebuked, heading to the bar. "Besides, peace,
love, and all the fucking harmony in the world aren't going to stop your
memories. I'm telling you, Deacon," she whispered, gripping his cheeks.
"Keep your cool this weekend. If there was ever a time to embrace your
Buddhist biker monk, it is right now. Do not ruin this wedding. I want Sal back
on the plane Sunday night without a single scratch."


Deacon pulled the pipe from his pocket, lit
the tip, and took a hit. The heady scent of ganja filled the space between them
as Trudy swiped it from his fingers. "You do realize the police chief is
getting high in the clubhouse?"


"I do," she giggled, grasping his
hand. “Call a truce for two days, son."


Reluctantly, Deacon agreed. "I'll
raise the white flag, but don't think for a minute that he will. He's going to
come down here and stab his damn Italian flag into the ground."


"No," she confided, revealing a
hint of the intimacy she shared with Sal. "He won't. He's too broken. The
last thing he wants is a scuffle with you. If anything, he needs you," she
muttered, tapping her finger against his head and fussing over his long dirty
blonde locks. "And somewhere inside of your heart, you need him,
too."


"Fine." His willpower dwindled
against his mother as he bowed down before the one true Queen. Trudy Diaz was
his everything. And if she declared the war would have a cease-fire, then there
was no question—it would. "I'll go hook the trailer to your truck."


"Wow!" Her expression shifted as
her eyes opened wide. "Are you going to extend a hand?"


"Yeah," Deacon confirmed,
stretching. "I'll go ride with him before the party."


"Holy fucking shit," she
muttered, astonished. "Now, there is my boy!"


"Yes, ma'am," he deferred with a
slight smile, walking towards the door. "But if he gives me any shit, all
bets are fucking off." He hunkered down, kicking up a foot, and raising
his middle fingers. "I will not hesitate to rip him a new ass."


“Keep the cuffs off of him, Deacon."


With a devilishly handsome boyish grin,
Deacon added, "But Ma, cuffs can be so much fun!"


 


* * *


 


Several
hours later, the truck and trailer pulled away after depositing two sweet rides
at the private landing strip. Wearing his Reckless Rebellion cut, Deacon lit a
smoke as he watched the plane touch down. His thoughts were all over the map,
but ultimately, they pathed back to Alex and Bleu’s upcoming nuptials. About
time one of the good ones made it to the altar. 


He hadn't managed to snag a bride yet, but
he held out hope that one day soon, this weekend would be his. He had
everything—his father's former club, the job he always wanted as a child, and
the girl. Unfortunately, she didn't quite see eye-to-eye with him on the
subject of becoming Mrs. Cruz, but that too was hindered by her loyalty to his
former best friend.


Deacon never planned on taking the job as
police chief, but when it became available, he seemed the ideal fit for
Sugargrove. The three-thousand resident, small Texas town in the middle-of-nowhere
held the BDSM school, Juliet. And the bastard getting off the plane held an
infamous top dog spot. Sal had avoided returning to his home for quite some
time, and Deacon imagined the trip alone would prove arduous for him.


Sal's reasons for his absence were his
own, and by the time Deacon realized his extended sabbatical proved more of a
departure, the pair were at odds. But this weekend wasn't about them, their
uprising, or their downfall. This weekend was all about entertaining Alex on
Saturday night and making sure he made it to the altar Sunday evening. 


Walking down the steps of the small jet,
Sal ran his hand through his raven curls and scanned the lot beneath his Bollé
shades. His lip curled up at the corner as he spotted Deacon and the bikes and
strutted closer. 


"Cruz," he said, extending his
arm as Deacon lifted off the bike and shook his hand. "Nice to see
you."


Pulling his old friend closer, Deacon
hugged him tightly. "Raniero. We good?"


"Ya," Sal replied, dropping the
duffel bag and kissing Deacon's cheeks. "One weekend."


"That's all it's going to be," Deacon
reiterated, gripping Sal's leather-clad forearm. "Two days of pretending
that we don't hate each other. Can you do it?"


With a furrow of his brow, Sal cocked his
head. "Can you?"


"Yeah, I promised Ma I'd
behave."


"So did I." They laughed. Deacon
considered crossing the line with a smart-aleck comment about how Sal's
promises meant nothing. Picking the scab from the wound at this early point would
do either man little good. And even less in accomplishing the goal of getting
Alex Torino married. "You brought the motos?"


"I did," Deacon snarled, hopping
on his bike. "I thought you could use it to clear your head."


"You know me too well," Sal mumbled,
slightly flattered by Deacon's efforts. "I haven't ridden for relaxation
in a long time."


"Maybe it's time to remember who you
are."


The emotional moment transpired between
the two as Sal edged his duffel into the saddlebag. "Shit got messed
up."


"I know it did," Deacon
acknowledged, studying Sal's moves. "But it doesn't mean shit can't get
right. I want to have a good weekend with you, like old times." Sal
dropped his sunglasses down to the tip of his nose as he dug through his
pockets and emptied them into his bag. "You carrying?"


Focusing his attention on Deacon, Sal
cackled. "I'm an official agent with a government-funded private intel
organization. What do you think?"


"I think you probably have at least
two, maybe more."


"You need to borrow one, Sheriff?"


"I'm not a Sheriff," Deacon corrected,
crossing his arms. "I'm a Chief, and no, I don't need your piece."


"Uh huh," Sal teased, straddling
over the bike. "That's what they all say at first."


Flustered by Sal's witty charms, Deacon snickered,
"Are we going or not?"


"We're going, Sheriff."


"Lead the way, Boss," Deacon
waved his hand as Sal cranked up the engine. The calmness of being in this
place filled his heart as he took off across the empty lot. It had been years
since Deacon and Sal had spent any time riding together. 


As they raced out of the lot, suddenly,
without warning, everything felt remarkably normal. Putting their issues behind
them, they found freedom in not only the open road but with one another.


With Sal in front, Deacon knew his favorite
pit stops. They sped through town as pedestrians and those passing by waved on
with stunned expressions. The Raniero-Cruz War hadn't been a silent one, and
almost everyone in the small town knew about the feud. 


Sal's wild hair blew in the breeze as he
sped ahead, taking the main thoroughfare to the outskirts of town. Deacon
couldn't understand why in the hell they went to the abandoned industrial
section as nothing but piles of dirt and rock existed past the Harris Road
viaduct. 


Stopping the bike under the bridge, Deacon
caught sight of the one thing he'd never seen—Sal owning the earth on two
wheels. His off-road skills were impressive and spoke of hours of practice he
had as a child. He careened the motorcycle back around for one more go before
stopping right at Deacon's fender. 


Being police chief, Deacon knew of the
area where the kids liked to come party, but the real meaning was unknown. Sal
turned off the bike and hopped off as he went and laid his hand on the
graffiti-marked concrete wall. His obvious reverence to the spot caused Deacon
to question. "What is this place?" 


"When I got out of training, I
brought Kaci here and we…" His dirty smirk filled in the blanks. "I
never imagined how much I would be hurting for the rest of my miserable life."


"You lost your wife," Deacon
replied, sympathetic. "It's not easy."


"None of it has been."


Stroking his blonde scruff, Deacon
offered, "You want to go to the cemetery?"


Sal shook his head. "Nah, this is
enough of a walk down memory lane for one day. I wanna get this fucker and take
him to Austin. We got reservations at a strip club."


The news surprised Deacon, but he didn't
object. A night with girls spinning on poles meant he wouldn't have to worry
about the emotional obstacles with his friend and to him, that was alright.
"Which one we hitting?"


"Jack's club…"


Deacon's scrutinizing side-eyed glance
caused a chuckle to erupt from Sal. "His strip club is a male
review."


"I'm well aware," Sal cockily
replied as he fired up the bike again. "And there ain't no better place to
get your dick sucked than by a bunch of horny bitches in the crowd."


Deacon's face fell to his chest as he
gripped the bridge of his nose. "Oh, Jesus…"


"Not yet, but I'm working on
it." Sal winked and stuck out his tongue. He checked his thick black
banded watch and said, "Limo should be at the clubhouse in ten minutes.
We're gonna be late. Let's rally this shit. I need a shower before we go."


"You are too much."


"They only say that after the please
and yes…"


 


* * *


 


With
the black stretch limo waiting outside the RR clubhouse, Sal took his own sweet
time singing show tunes in Deacon's shower. "You know, Raniero, you
haven't changed in years. You're still as irritating as ever."


Swinging open the shower door, Sal had no
issues showing off all his goods—naked and wet—as he gave a wide smile with a
pristine white grin. He took the towel from Deacon and wrapped it around his
waist before dodging past him to the mirror. "You know you love me."


Leaving the small, confined space, Deacon
snarked, "Doesn't mean I like you."


"We could be so much better together
than apart," Sal pointed out, running the razor over his cheeks as he
peered into the bedroom. "You need to pull your head out of your
ass."


"Ma said that, too."


"Your Ma is a smart woman," Sal
professed, blotting his cheeks with the towel. "Damn good in bed,
too."


"Fuck you, Raniero."


"Are you two kids done
bickering?" Dom sauntered in, holding a bottle of beer. "We got a
party to go to. Alex and the others are waiting downstairs."


"Oh my god," Trudy giddily
boomed as she ran to the bathroom door. Sal picked her up in his arms and spun
her around as she pecked tiny kisses all over his cheeks. "I haven't seen
you in so long!"


Sal shot Deacon a scowl. "See,
someone missed me."


Flipping him off, Deacon finished tying
his Chuck's and stole the beer bottle from Dom. "Of course, she did."


Setting Trudy down, Sal gave her a smooch
on the lips. "He's like one of my kids!"


"That's so wrong!" Deacon polished
off the beer. "I'm not going there."


"Not like that!" Trudy playfully
smacked her son's shoulder. "He's family, and I've missed him. You best
behave!"


Deacon shrugged. "I'm trying, but I'm
somewhere…"


"He's somewhere between needing to
kiss me and wanting to knock my ass to the ground,” Sal pointed out with a
grin. 


Deacon lifted a finger as Sal curled his
around it. "Exactly."


"You two should stop the
battle," she stressed, hoping they would reunite their once inseparable
bond. "You are too close to let this stupid shit over Iris-fucking-Kettles
take you down. Blood is thicker than any pussy."


"Unless the blood is in the
pussy," Deacon cajoled as he and Sal bumped shoulders with mischievous
laughter. "Then you got a whole other issue."


"We are not discussing our
issues." Sal laid his hand on Trudy's lower back. "We are getting through
two days for you.”


Trudy's eyes darted between the two.
"You promise you aren't going to get to the club and kill one another?"


"No, ma'am," Sal persisted,
grabbing his clothes from the duffel and dropping his towel. With a sexy gaze
over his shoulder, he soothed, "We are not going to kill one
another."


"I hate you," Deacon quipped as
Sal snarled.


"Mutual, baby."


Trudy crossed her arms and kicked back on
one hip as she blatantly stared at Sal. "Still not wearing underwear?"


"Please," Sal scoffed, pulling
up his jeans which rivaled Deacon's shred for shred. He threaded himself into
the blue Henley, showing off every ripple and curve of pure, chiseled man.
"Some things never change."


"No, they don't," Deacon muttered,
eyeing the clock. "Including your vain needs."


Stepping back into the bathroom, Sal ran
some gel through his tassels and sprayed himself down with cologne. "What?
I had a long flight."


"From the cornfields of
Nebraska," Deacon said, grabbing his jacket. "Just call you Farmer
Sal."


"Fuck you, Cruz."


"Maybe later, Sally." Deacon
winked.


"They don't see it; do they?"
Trudy whispered to Dom.


"No, they never have."


Tossing on his rugged boots, Sal left them
unlaced and declared, "What are we waiting on?"


"You," Deacon answered, handing
Sal his wallet and keys to the clubhouse. He still cared and aimed to provide
for Sal, even though his recent name might as well have been the asshole.
"We are always waiting on you. Are you going without a weapon?"


"Do I need a weapon for hundreds of
horny, screaming women?"


"Only an industrial sized box of
condoms."


Popping a piece of mint gum in his mouth,
Sal grinned. "Check. They're in the limo with the booze."


"For a guy who doesn't party anymore,
you sure come prepared."


"Yeah, I know," Sal
acknowledged, grabbing his jacket as they exited the room. "I'd tell you
about the suitcase full of illegal drugs, but you might want to frisk me."


Deacon stopped mid-step and gave him a
serious stare. "Too late for that."


"Figures."


 


* * *


 


Piling
into the limo, the men raved with excitement for the ride to the club in
downtown Austin. The group of nine formed the solid backbone of camaraderie.
The party of wealth and good looks included: Dom, Jack, Randy, Dale, Joe, Abel,
and Alex as well as the dueling bastards, Sal and Deacon. Each added their own
brand of testosterone-fueled fun to the bandwagon. 


Taking up the final spot, Sal changed his
mind. "I'm going to follow you on the bike."


"Are you sure man?" Deacon
asked, caring about the welfare of his frenemy. "We got plenty of room and
booze."


"Nup, Y'all go on," Sal said,
gazing at the sky. Deacon didn't have to ask where he was going—the cemetery to
see his wife. "I'll catch up. I promise."


Despite the ongoing turbulence with Sal
and Deacon, there was a limit to how far each would go in exercising their
control to be right. The power struggle resided solely around Sal's love, Iris,
and the promises he made and broke. Believing that Sal was letting his dick
navigate his head, Deacon grew pissed. But the war between them wasn't to the
point of wanting to put each other in the ground. It was a quibble, much like a
lover's spat, which drove them apart. And a certain sadness existed, ensconcing
them in the air of lost time.


"Is there a reason we are going to a
male strip club?" Randy asked, swirling the bottle of whiskey before he
started pouring out glasses. "Why not go to a regular strip club?"


"Because dickhead on two wheels said
it would be a good idea," Deacon goaded, grabbing a couple of beers from the
fridge. He may have called his best friend a dickhead, but that didn't mean he
wouldn't get him a beer, or roll down the window to hand it to him. And that
was how it had been between them. 


A fight with respect.


In the lot of the club, Sal yanked the bike
up to the limo and chugged back the beer. Handing the empty bottle to his
friend, he looked solemn. 


Deacon knew everything wasn't right with
Sal. Years of loss had taken its toll as he acted lost and kept a safe distance
from everyone. He used to be the life of the party.


While some of Sal’s new calm attributed to
a natural maturity, there was a silence that worried Deacon. Perhaps they
weren't as far apart as everyone assumed. Sal would always be the first person
Deacon took a beating or a bullet for. Some things never changed; they only
shifted with the erosion of time.


"Be good," Deacon warned,
clasping his fingers over Sal's as he took the bottle. "Don't make me come
beat your ass."


"Nevah!" 


And with that Sal disappeared in a race against
the very clock which seemed to haunt him so. With his dead wife's plans in
action, it was Sal who took the brunt of the pain. Not only did the fallout of
her death chase him with every step, but the pieces of the puzzle she
constructed with the precision of a master manipulator still controlled his
every action. 


Uncertain if he could live with himself if
something happened to Sal, Deacon hopped out of the limo. "We'll meet you
there." He tapped on the hood of the limo and winked at Dom.


Driving across town, Sal flew through the
backroads to the house they had constructed, and shortly after that, he visited
her grave. He knelt, praying for guidance as the chaos overwhelmed him. Without
a sound, Deacon watched on from a distance.


The grand fallen angel stood before Sal as
he glanced up at the flowers and gifts people had placed for his beloved Kaci
Mae Hope Raniero. Chimes fluttered as the sun sank into the horizon and he
knew, this was no place for him in the night. Darkness followed him everywhere,
and lingering within its grasp at the cemetery would only lead to a trail of
bad decisions. 


For which, he had made plenty.


Sliding his phone out of his jacket, he
wanted to call his long-lost lover just to hear her voice. But what good would
that do? 


He fought to keep Iris out of harm's way
for three years. Contacting her now only assured one thing, he would have to
take full responsibility for her safety. He could do it. He had the training
and skills, but it wasn't about that. The only reason he couldn't call was the
unknown element—the spiritual ghost of necessity and focus. If something
happened to her on his watch, it would be the end—the last drop of any
remaining sanity he had.


So, he did what he always did.


Saying a prayer, he formed the sign of the
cross and dusted off his knees and walked away. 


Because running was much easier than
losing.


 


* * *


 


"Holy
shit," Alex muttered at the enormous crowd of women outside the doors.
"Is it like this every weekend?"


Jack snickered. "No, it's like this every
night but Monday. We're closed."


"You own it?"


"Nah, I have a couple of silent
partners." His blue eyes landed on Dom. "They haven't seen it since
the restoration from the fire."


Joe asked, "You…own this?"


"No, actually Jack, Deacon, Sal, and
I own this," Dom replied, sipping his whiskey.


"I don't have to ask why—that reason
is clear as fucking day," Joe replied, stretching to see the crowd.
"Cold hard cash."


Dom snickered. "Which is exactly why
we are headed there tonight—money. We're considering opening a few other select
locations and wanted to know if any of you are interested in investing."


Randy and his son, Joe, offered
contemplative looks as Alex stared out the window.


"I'm in," Dale said, swigging
back the rest of his beer. "Anything you boys want."


"I'll invest with my holdings
firm," Abel said, thoughtfully. "It's not good for the image."


"You better win this year," Dale
teasingly chided the baseball player. "Cause last year was damn
impressive."


"Thank you." Abel nodded.
"I try." 


"I'll do the same," Alex remarked
with a smile. "But first, I'm getting married."


Assessing the groom and pro-quarterback,
Dale retorted, "You better have a good season, too." 


"Is there a reason Bleu wanted to get
married on Sunday, December 23?" Jack queried as they pulled up to the
packed club. 


With a flush to his cheeks, Alex proudly
grinned. "She wanted to be in Hawaii on Christmas for our honeymoon."


Dom questioned, "Who is keeping the
kiddo?" 


"I am," Dale said, gleefully.
"Mae and Honey are going to have a blast over the next two weeks. Mae
isn't used to a playmate. It'll be good for her. And me."


"Shall we go cause a stir?" Dom
boomed as the driver opened the door. Sal stopped the bike right behind them. "You
ready for this insanity?"


"Well, look who made it," Jack
said as he gripped his prodigy's hand. "You okay?"


"As good as I can be,” Sal replied.


"Just let it go, Kid," Jack
insisted before Sal sped off through the parking lot. 


Arriving behind the building, Sal spotted
Deacon, getting off his ride. "What the hell? I don't need a babysitter or
a chaperone."


"Bullshit!" Deacon charged,
striding towards Sal. "You need a fucking friend!"


Sal snickered. "If I needed your
friendship, you did a fine job of blowing that to smithereens. From the moment
I told you I couldn't spend the rest of my life dwelling on the past and pining
over Iris Kettles, you resented me.”


"I'm going to walk away now."


"Why?" Sal muttered, lighting a
smoke. "Too much truth to handle?"


Closing his eyes, Deacon calmly preached,
"Because if I stay here, I'm putting your ass on the ground." He started
to move past, but Sal grabbed his shoulder and Deacon swiftly laid his hand on
top of it. "I said, we are not doing this. This is not about us. None of
it ever was. Not tonight. Not Iris going away. Not the words we have sparred
with. This is not about us, Raniero."


Prepared for a fistfight, Sal dropped his
arm with a huff. "Then what is…"


"Remember the bayou."


Sal sighed, "Really, bitch? You gonna
go bringing that shit up now?"


Firing up his cigarette, Deacon perched it
between his lips as he lifted both middle fingers and swaggered away. "Not
tonight, Nero. Not tonight."


 


* * *


 


The
men departed the limo and stepped into the fray as screaming women on either
side of the red carpet catcalled over the profound display of man meat. 


The well-known athletes, Abel and Alex,
both ducked under their hoodies as the gargantuan red oaf, Dale, escorted them
inside. Their celebrity bachelor status made them two of the most desired men
in the tabloids. Their entry to the club was handled with care by the seasoned
security team and went off without a hitch until Sal walked around the corner
and dropped his sunglasses.


With a devious charm, he smiled and waved,
playing up to the crowd. His lesser known status didn't leave him exempt from
their adorations. Unless in certain fetish circles, at which point, he was a
standout in the community. And as luck would have it, a group of women, fully
donned in head to toe leather gear, howled out his name. "Sal!!!"


Standing near the door, they bounced up
and down as he strode over and asked their front woman, "How many of you
are there?"


"Four!"


"Come on," he said, pulling back
the red rope and allowing their entry on his arm. 


"Oh, gosh!" the hungry pack
leader gushed and wrapped her arms around his torso. 


He removed himself from her grasp and took
her hand as they ran for the entrance. The heavy industrial, pulse-pounding
rhythm vibrated the floor as the darkness shrouded around them.


"What's your name?"


"I'm Megan!"


"Well, Megan, it's your lucky night!
You're gonna be my date tonight!"


Her shrill cry echoed throughout the small
entryway as she bopped up and down on her toes and excitedly clapped. 


"I'm Sal."


"I know who you are," she
giggled, grinning. "I've been taking classes at Juliet the last two
years!"


"… Really?"


"Yeah!"


With a curl of his lips and a spark in his
eyes, he flirted, "Maybe you'll be more than my date."


 


* * *


 


"Where
the fuck is Nero?" Deacon said as they reached the table. The swarming
club brimmed full of made up dolls, ready for the taking, but Deacon was only
searching for one particular doll—and his name was Sal. "I swear he needs
a damn leash."


"You boys having fun tonight?"
the skimpily dressed waitress shouted as a group of six dancers took to the stage,
and the noise escalated to an uproarious level. "I'm your waitress
Glenda!"


The eight chuckled as only Abel had the
balls to speak what everyone else was thinking. "… Are you a good bitch or
a bad bitch?"


"I'm the best damn bitch in the
house," she baited with a smile. "So, what can I bring you?"


"Take care of my boys, and your tip
will be double the bill," Dom challenged, locking his fingers together as
he considered his order. He adored coming into his investment with no one any
the wiser as to who he actually was. By closing time, if Glenda behaved, she
wouldn't be a waitress anymore, but a manager in training. And if he were
feeling particularly generous, she'd get the privilege of sucking him off.
"Let's…"


"… What the fuck did he do?"
Randy interrupted, spotting Sal striding up with the four ladies. 


"Oh no…" Deacon said, standing
up and shaking his head. "No, no, no…"


Dom laughed as Glenda lowered to hear his
order. "Let's do four bottles of Cristal and bring a bottle of Jim Beam
for trouble over there."


"Sure thing. Is Dom okay?" The wild
party in the aisle drew her attention as she giggled. "Do you want to
order from the kitchen?"


"Dom is fine," Dom snarked,
watching Sal dancing with the four ladies. "Thank you."


The large rectangular table sat up on a
platform with a perfect view of the stage, but the back wall booth-style seating
offered little movement. Deacon ended up dead center with Abel and Alex on
either side of him. "He doesn't get to have all the fun!" 


Shucking his jacket, he stood up on the
seat and stepped across the table before jumping into the party of five.
"Deacon!" Sal bellowed, lost in the moment of festivity. "Meet
Megan! She's taking classes at Juliet."


"I know you! I gave you a ticket for
speeding late one night!"


"You did!" Megan grinned as they
laughed. "Small world huh?"


"Very!" Deacon smirked and pivoted
in next to Sal as Alex and Abel hightailed it over and joined into the growing
mosh pit. "I'm going to fucking kill you when this is over."


"…Why?" Sal yelled, dancing between
Deacon and Megan and sliding around to put her in the middle. "Because you
are having too much fun? Stop being so stuffy, Sheriff!"


Propping his hands on Deacon's shoulders,
Sal proceeded to do an all-out booty-shaking with the pair. While Deacon hadn't
seen this side of Sal in years, his behavior seemed a bit disconcerting,
confident the bottom would drop out of the fun at any moment. 


With Megan trapped between them, they
ground against her body—arms flailing up and hips bucking in a round of dry humping—as
Glenda passed by with their order. Sal snatched his bottle of whiskey off the
tray as Deacon quietly concluded there was no hope. Cracking open the top fast,
Sal swallowed a generous amount and filled his mouth as he handed it over to
Deacon.


Spinning Megan around to face him, Sal
pressed his lips to hers, filling her mouth with the amber liquid. As she
gulped it down, he swiped his tongue across hers, and she went full on goo-goo
in his arms. With an unexpected move, Deacon did the same but picked her up to straddle
him as the pair fought over the charms of the kinky suburban housewife. 


"You're incorrigible, Cruz."


"That's you, Pretty Boy."


“Promise me you aren't going to get up on
stage and start swinging your dick in front of everyone."


"That was so four years ago,"
Sal excused as Megan giggled. “You ready?”


"Yeah," Deacon agreed, tapping
Abel and Alex on the shoulder as Sal pointed to Dom and backstage. Dom nodded
and tossed the keys, accepting the whims of his young men, as Deacon snatched his
jacket. If they were taking turns on some drooling girl, then at least they
weren't killing one another. 


Twisting his ball cap on backward, Alex
asked, "Where are we going?" 


"Downstairs," Sal said as he
gripped Megan's hand. "You’re coming with me."


"Yes, Sir."


The backroom was typically reserved for private
bridal showers, but Sal had called his club ahead of time and reserved the
spot. He also called a couple of girls from his favorite burlesque show in New
Orleans. The naughty strippers from Gina's swiveled and gyrated on the silver
equipment. 


"Oh, my fucking God," Alex
mumbled, taking sight of the five girls serving up the sensual, provocative
acts. "What did you do?"


"I brought the show to you," Sal
boasted as Deacon smiled on. "Enjoy!"


Alex and Abel wasted no time in taking
their seats at front and center. The gorgeous girls were a complete surprise.


"You love taking care of
people," Deacon muttered with a blink to Sal. "Eventually, you need
to take care of yourself."


"That would mean putting myself first,"
Sal replied, clasping his hands behind his head. "And I've never been very
good at that."


Continuing to view the splendid
performance, the athletes ordered drinks with their personal waitress and
embarked on a night full of mischief. With a meek voice, Megan whispered,
"I could help you. I served seven years in-house and another two under the
guidance of Sir Jack at Juliet. I think I'm qualified to assist you."


Deacon and Sal both glanced with stunned
expressions in her direction. "You are Jack's new pupil?"


With her hands tucked behind her back, Megan
offered a cute smile and gracefully lowered to her knees. "I am. And I'd
be more than happy to serve you both."


A quizzical look rose on Sal's face.
"Who was your in-house with?"


"Master Boudreaux."


Immediately, Sal recognized the name as he
even had dinner at their lovely house with Dom many years ago. Deacon studied
the conversation between the two as the language of the fetish world was
relatively new to him. He didn't have the extensive history either of them did.
Despite all the work he had put in during the last three years, he worried
about never measuring up to their gold standard. "… House slave?”


"Yes, Master Raniero."


"High protocol?"


"A tad," Megan remarked from her
knees. "Not nearly enough for Dom's Dollhouse, or for that matter, you.
But I do believe I could show you a good time."


Deacon stroked his chin as he glanced
between the two. "You know, asking her out to dinner is far easier…"


"Not as much fun," Sal said as Megan
blushed. "This is how we scope one another out. Now, if you will hush, I'd
like to finish."


"Are you collared to Jack?"


"Open," she said, gazing
dreamily at the men. "Sir Jack is strictly a handler for me."


Deacon nudged Sal. "What does that
mean?"


"He only trains her."


"… Like a horse or a dog
handler?"


"Pretty much," Sal snarled,
winking at the girl. "Limits?"


"Only one," Megan replied,
lowering her lashes. "And I'm saving it."


Deacon raised a brow as Sal muttered,
"Anal."


"You should be interviewing Deacon,
not me," Sal prodded with a grin. "The process would do him well."


Moving closer to Sal, Deacon grabbed his
arm and whispered, "Remember what I said about beating your ass?"


"Mhmm."


"Twice," Deacon jested as he
turned his gaze to Megan and extended his hand. "Let me spank you."


"I'd be honored," Megan muttered,
blushing. "But Master Raniero outranks you."


Sal laughed and lifted his hand as she
rose up on her toes. "Follow." Thumping Deacon in the chest, he made
a beeline for the door and said, "You too."


"Just don't expect me to kneel."


Stopping mid-step, Sal rapidly turned to
Deacon and pointed out, "You already did that once, Bayou Boy."


"Don't fucking remind me."


 


* * *


 


In
the small employee break room, Sal quickly locked the door and rearranged the
furniture as Megan waited patiently by the door. "May I do anything?"


"Take off your clothes."


Helping Sal fold the tables up, Deacon
blinked. "You could at least buy her a drink."


Sal snickered. "What are you on
about? If she's good, I'll buy her a fucking car. Leave one table down and hop
up on it."


Once again, Deacon looked bewildered. He attempted
to pay little attention to the naked, attractive girl eagerly waiting for their
discipline, but that proved pointless. "… Why?"


Doffing his jacket, Sal shoved the leather
into Deacon's hand as he proceeded to hump against the table. And if that wasn't
bizarre enough, he jumped on the table top and bounced around. "Because
safety. She gets hurt, that's on me. And when you're rigging a scene out of
nothing, you better damn ensure your sub isn't injured because of it."


Jumping down, Sal searched for tools. He
popped a couple of spatulas against his thigh, took a couple of beers, and then
tossed a bottle of water from the fridge to the girl, who lowered to her knees.
"Drink."


"Yes, Sir."


Taking the bottle from Sal's hand, Deacon quizzed,
"Do I even want to know?"


In unison, Sal and Megan both said,
"No."


He checked the freezer for ice cubes and
dug through the bottom cabinets only to find a bundle of rope as Megan worked
on consuming the bottle of liquid. "It'll work."


"… You a fighter?"


"Not generally. The only time I ever
exhibited any signs of reckless behavior was with Boudreaux's violet wand
fascination."


"Impressive," Sal complimented,
stripping off his Henley. "You play."


"I have a high pain threshold."


"… Safeword?"


"Blackberry."


Kicking off his shoes, Sal parked his rump
on the edge of the table. Deacon propped against the cabinet and looked on,
learning from the one Master he had yet to have lessons with. He was secretly
thrilled, even by the makeshift opportunity as the rumors about his best friend
surrounded his Dom training. 


"Here is the deal," Sal
contended as his years of experience shone. "You be honest with me. Don't
lie. Don't hold back. Don't give me one-word answers. I like talking in scenes,
and I appreciate having a conversation. If you cannot agree to that, this will
not work for either one of us. I enjoy providing the subspace high as much as I
enjoy the Domspace high. So, tell me why you aren't enrolled in Juliet?"


"I'm a single mother. I have a five-year-old
son and cannot just up and leave him for months at a time."


"What did you do at
Boudreaux's?"


"I served the house during the day as
a maid when Finn was a baby."


Lighting a cigarette, Sal asked, "…
Is the baby his?"


"No," she swiftly replied. Upon
dropping a one-word answer, she elaborated, "Paternity tests were
conducted, and Master Boudreaux was cleared. The conception occurred during a
party."


"Why did you leave his service?"


"I was removed because I didn't wish
to further our relationship."


Exhaling a thick cloud of nicotine, Sal
stated the obvious, "You didn't want to marry him."


"Yes, Sir," she answered,
screwing the lid on her water bottle. "That would be correct."


"Why? He has plenty of money and a
great house."


With a look of fear that her answer may
not be enough, she hesitated, "Love, Master."


Polishing off his beer, Sal praised,
"Damn, you're a rare find."


"I try."


Cracking his neck and knuckles, Sal asked,
"Do you live in Sugargrove now?"


"I live in Little Bee and work as a secretary
for the Mayor."


"You sound normal," Deacon
remarked, flipping his long bangs back. Crossing his left foot over his right,
he said, "I would never have guessed."


"You are Chief Cruz," she alluded
to his badge and blue uniform. "You certainly don't look the role."


"That's fair."


Clasping his hands together, Sal asked,
“Do we have your consent for anything but anal?"


"Yes."


Bounding from the table, Sal offered his
hand to Megan and escorted her to his former—now warmed—spot on the table.
"Ever done shibari?"


"Not in the true sense. I've been
bound, gagged, and blindfolded, but never artistically—erotically—tied."


Something in the way she said it sent a
shockwave through the men as they caught each other's tempting gaze. Megan
hadn't brought seduction into it until now, but it was clear she had not just a
scene, but sex on her mind.


"Interesting way of putting it,"
Sal said, taking a generous length of the rope and threading the loose loops
around her wrists. "I like it tight, but this rope is thin, and it will be
a nightmare to undo."


"… You have a knife?" Megan
asked as Sal and Deacon laughed.


"I do, but that's edge…"


"I play with electricity, Master
Raniero," she respectfully informed. "I think I can handle your
sharps, providing they are, indeed, sharp."


"She's going to one-up you,"
Deacon teased from the sidelines. If anyone else had said that during Sal's
scene, there would have been a severe punishment. But Deacon was special, and
he knew he could get away with pushing Sal's buttons. 


"Get your ass over here," Sal
commanded, not forcing the issue of his unruly mouth, but putting a stop to it
with his tone. Deacon knew how to behave. And behave well, at that—as a
submissive. 


Megan remained free to move with only the
taut bindings securing her wrists. Her healthy physique offered subtle curves
accented by stormy grey blue eyes and long wisps of chestnut hair that teased
the top of her ass cheeks. Not all submissives possessed her figure, and it was
clear to Sal that she had been previously owned as her little nuances gave her
away. This girl had been worked over and understood how to present on the floor
before a Dominant. 


The silence in Sal provided no clues as to
what he had in mind, but one thing was clear—he was distracted. And without
pushing too hard, Megan inquired, "What are you thinking about?"


Under his goatee, the corner of Sal's lip
puckered up as Megan embraced the role of submissive to the hilt and reminded
him of his mistress. Finding and keeping a submissive was easy; discovering one
who could switch between the roles of bottom, lover, therapist, and friend was
a whole other level of depth that earned his respect. "The future."


"And?"


"You." His warm fingers glided
along the edge of her breast causing a startled gasp to escape from her mouth.
"If I ever return to Juliet, I'd like the opportunity to take you
further—in a proper setting."


The offer from Sal was almost as rare as
the girl before him. Deacon interrupted the transparent passage between Dom and
sub as he curiously asked, "… How do you know?"


"There's unstated magic, I can't
define it," Sal answered, continuing his teachings to Deacon.
"Sometimes you know who is a good fit for you. A lot of people believe the
top picks the bottom, but it flows both ways. Ideally, you want a good match on
multiple points—personality, skills, even recreationally, lifestyle."


Deacon applied the theory to his
relationship. Immediately, he saw the problems he had been avoiding. His girl
was so very different from him, and he began to wonder if they would ever align
as well as these two strangers had done in mere minutes. The thoughts
frustrated him, leaving him with a sense of melancholy, and that was a
dangerous component in Deacon Cruz.


"And me?"


"What about you, Cruz?"


"Give me your assessment,"
Deacon replied.


"Your girl is good…"


"No," Deacon interrupted,
stopping Sal. "On us."


Sal smirked. "We've always held an enigmatic
nirvana. You and I are pure silver threads."


The supreme compliment caused an upsurge
of a smirk from Deacon. He realized the actual problem wasn’t in Sal's
relationship with Iris, but with their own. The past led Sal further away from
Juliet and Texas and… Deacon. And the very last thing the Police Chief of
Sugargrove wanted was removed from the bad boy’s life. 


Deacon took the job as Police Chief to assist
his club and Sal. Yes, it had been a childhood dream, but he never believed it
would come to fruition. And when the offer arrived on the table, Deacon
considered not only his motivations but Sal's feelings. 


Deacon understood what was on the line as he
aimed to find the balance between where Sal's ground ended and Deacon's turf
began. Deacon's mother, Trudy Diaz, had been the old lady of the Delirium MC
and her love story with Saint Cruz of the Reckless Rebellion MC brought forth
Deacon—the byproduct of two opposing clubs. The two clubs waged a bitter,
violent war against one another for years until finally his biological father
succumbed and left Delirium in control. 


No one imagined the life-changing impact
on Deacon.


He grew up fighting through horrific days
in another man's club—Delirium, owned by his stepfather, Javier Diaz—and when a
lone bullet took him off the playing field, Deacon did the only thing he could.
He shut the doors on Delirium and resurrected his father's only dream—the Reckless
Rebellion Motorcycle Club. 


And if Deacon's story was dark, then Sal's
loomed pitch black, the terror in the night that never ended. Born the only son
to the mafia lord in Boston—Cesario Raniero—Sal was expected to take over the
family business and lead the Raniero's for generations to come. 


An impulsive but justified killing
derailed Sal from the track, and when his father encouraged his disappearance
while the dust settled, he never returned home to Boston. Instead, a young
agent—Kaci Hope—got a hold of him, trained him, and brought him to the world of
righteous disregard with the society of Sibyl. He was a contract killer, an
assassin, a paid hitman for a family of spec ops. And nothing infuriated his
father more than Sal not taking his rightful seat in the criminal underworld. 


If Cesario couldn't control his only son,
he would attempt to eliminate him. The game of cat and mouse between father and
son had dragged on for ten years. More than anything, Sal feared to have relationships
because of the dangerous shadows shrouding every step. With a target on his and
his associates' backs, Sal did the best he could to protect, provide, and be
the predator, not the prey. 


Deacon needed his best friend to stand by
his side. To be proud of him. To be vigilant and watchful. The relationship
felt lopsided like Deacon cared more than Sal, but sometimes, even friendships
weren't equal. The scuttle with the MC leader had a deeper meaning, one which
included keeping his best friend out of the crosshairs of the mafia. 


It was just that simple.


In the break room, Deacon couldn't fathom
to watch Sal flounder one more minute in the sea of paralyzing emotions. The
traumatic stress of Sal being on the run and losing loved one after loved one had
started to break him. If Deacon could fix it, he would, even if it meant the
biker knelt before the dark prince of the mafia.


Suddenly, the grounds for the war
dissipated as Deacon muttered, "What may I do for you, Master?"


"Take her over the knee now."


Deacon stripped off his shirt and eased
into a chair as Megan's mouth gaped open. She had not only one, but two Doms at
her disposal. She paced over to Deacon and spread out over his knees. His hand
eased over the creamy white flesh of her ass. He studied the whimsical purple
and teal octopus tattoo on her hip and butt cheek. With a glimpse to Sal and
his approving nod, Deacon popped her repeatedly. She reddened quick. 


"More," Sal dictated from the
edge of the table as Deacon continued his strikes. His eyes sparked with the
tilting power shift and his mouth watered as his voice darkened with a growl,
"Harder."


Megan blinked at Sal, and when they locked
eyes, there was no stopping the ride. "Here we go, Sir."


Her mere acknowledgment of the chemistry
between them pulled a smirk from his lips as he decided to reward the girl with
the one thing she came to see. After all, he was Sal Raniero, known for his
gloriously intimate, divine scenes and excellent aftercare. He wasn't a
benchmark among the new generation of Doms, but the one to behold. 


Under his control, Megan was privileged
and revered for her ability. The spanking wasn't only a spanking, but a holy
rite of passage into Sal's realm. He didn't play with just anyone. And if she
were in his dungeon, or break room, Megan would find the bliss she so desired.


Flipping his belt off, Sal undid the top
button of his jeans. "Tell me about Boudreaux."


"What do you want to know?" she
asked as Deacon didn't stop the rhythmic impacts to her flesh. 


Rubbing his hand over his chest, Sal
rocked a sexy, deviant charm. "It doesn't make any sense. Why does a
well-kept slave leave a prestigious house in New Orleans only to move to a spit
of nothing town in the middle-of-nowhere? It's clear your game didn't change,
so the game changed you."


With a deep sigh, Megan confessed, “Finn’s
father is Pharm."


Breaking his melody, Deacon stumbled as
his eyes met Sal's. "Stop for a moment."


The men knew of the notorious drug
lord—Pharm—and the kind of shit he liked to pull. Overdosing girls and marking
their naked corpses with body paint, he left his calling card on park benches.
He had been on the radar of the RR, the mafia, and the Sibyl agency for years,
and the fact he was still breathing was somewhat of a mystery—the eighth world
wonder. 


Pharm was sly, slick with his dealings,
and avoided capture by staying on the streets. With no known address, he was a
slippery shark waiting to take his next cannibalistic bite. He was relentless
in his dealings, partnering or aligning with Pharm was a lifetime commitment.
Any attempt to untangle from his wrath led to a vicious slaughter of
unsuspecting associates.


"How did you know we would be
here?"


Tears trickled from her eyes as Deacon's
jeans soaked them up. "Research," she whispered, her face contorting
with an embarrassment. "I heard rumors Alex was going to be married this
weekend, and I asked around Juliet if anyone knew where the party would be at.
I laughed when I found out it be here at Vue." She tried to offer a smile.
"Great cover, by the way."


"And what do you want from us?"


"Protection," she replied,
clutching her talons into the denim. "Help," she sniffled,
distraught. "Anything. Just please don't let them kill my son."


Skirting off the edge of the table, Sal
paced closer and traced his finger across her cheek. He squatted low as his
hands continued to brush over her calmly. "Where is your son?"


"In Dallas, with a trusted family
friend."


"And what are you going to do for me
if we agree to help you?"


"Anything you want," she begged
as the tears turned to wails. "If there is a price, I will come up with
the money."


"Why not marry Boudreaux?"
Deacon asked as Sal flicked his gaze up. "Marrying him would have kept you
safe…"


"No, because he's filth," Sal
answered as Megan confirmed his words, buckling in Deacon's lap. "And I would
bet everything I own that he is working with Pharm."


And then Megan said the one thing which
solidified Sal's involvement in the matter he had no business getting into in
the first place. "Pharm raped me while Giles Boudreaux and his two sons watched
on."


Sal's eyes shuttered closed as his head
tilted back, and he looked to the ceiling for an answer. Nothing came. Scumbags
would always be scumbags. This girl crossed his path for a reason and to turn
her away now would be another unremovable stain on his already tarnished soul.
He couldn't walk away from this one.


With the stranger between them, the war of
Sal and Deacon dissolved into nothing but a memory. Flexing his jaw in anger,
Sal fumed as his body tightened and filled with rage. 


"What's up, Nero?"


"Nothing," Sal passed the
notions off as he cut the excess rope from her wrists. "Let's get out of
here. Get up and get your clothes on Megan."


"Yes, Sir," she said, obeying as
Sal grabbed his and Deacon's things. "I'm sorry."


Sal raised his hand and warned, "Don't."


 


* * *


 


Behind
the building, the parking lot sat with one bright spotlight as the three headed
to the bikes. Deacon tapped Sal on the shoulder, and they stopped walking.
"What was that about back there?"


"Simple," Sal said with a distant,
glossy haze shielding his feelings. "Boudreaux is on the Raniero books in
Boston. He is one of the top distributors of my father."


"Oh my God," Deacon mumbled,
covering his face with his hands and taking a deep breath. "Where are we
going?"


“Follow me," Sal said to Deacon as he
grabbed Megan's hand and led her to the bike. "Get on." 


"I've never been on a bike."


"It doesn't matter," Sal
informed, holding her steady. "Trust me."


The moon shone on the blackened rain glossed
streets as they rode the backroads out of Austin. Without needing to explain
his actions to anyone, Sal took Megan to the safest place he could think of—his
farmhouse on the outskirts of Sugargrove. 


Megan clutched around him tight at first,
and then slowly released her death grip as she basked in his ability. He
wouldn't hurt her, on a bike or in a dungeon. If anything, Sal would be her
savior.


The act of trusting seemed like such an
easy concept.


Despite their different issues, Megan and
Sal were both perplexed by the ultimate riddle—who to trust?


Dust kicked up around the motorcycles as
they tore through the midnight air. With nothing but mayhem and mischief on
their mind, the mayhem of an unknown future and the mischief in partaking of
her flesh became paramount.


The backcountry roads were dangerous dry,
with loose gravel and pack, but wet they were deadly. Sal and Deacon were
cautious and aware as they escorted their surprise heist to a hidden place.
Turning into the driveway of the old Victorian farmhouse, Sal parked the bike
and undid the gate. The rusted hinges complained with a creak as Deacon pulled
through, and then Sal did the same. He didn't bother to shut it; this wouldn't
take long.


With pent-up anger, frustration, and lust
pumping through his veins, Sal organized the tasks in order by priority.
Retrieve the kid, get them both to a safe house, and send a team in to
interrogate Megan for further intel. 


But before anything else, he needed to get
off.


His throbbing erection wasn't helping his
thoughts at all as he bloomed with pure hate. Hatred for his father. Hatred for
the man who hurt the innocent girl latched to his back. With a hard cock
restrained by his jeans, Sal only wanted to kill them. Strategy be damned. Fuck
and kill. Easy.


Logically, Sal knew it wouldn't help. He needed
an in-depth outline for which to attack Boudreaux. Hit the financials. Analyze
the data. Rinse and repeat. And then, after depleting his assets, the
proverbial cherry on top would be maiming him for his crimes.


But first—his Dom needed a visit with her
sub.


"Where is she?" Deacon asked,
referring to the house's primary resident, Mistress Serene, Sal's former
trainer. 


"It doesn't matter," Sal barked,
hopping off and picking Megan up from the bike. His hand grasped hers as they
walked from the driveway down the hill to the outbuilding, resembling a metal
barn. Without another word, Deacon followed. "This fucking house is mine.
This fucking land is mine. And soon I'll be fucking this girl, and she'll be
mine, so if you got any issues, Cruz, take them elsewhere."


"No, Sir," Deacon replied as
Megan shifted her gaze to his sad blue eyes. Leaning in slow, she delicately
kissed him. "What was that for?"


"He plans on sharing…" Her
fingers laced into his as the three trekked through the doors to the main
dungeon. Sal clicked on the lights to the elaborate structure he built years
ago, "Oh wow… they weren't lying."


Scanning over his phone, Sal tossed it
down, turned on some music, and lit incense. "Neither are you."


"No," she whispered as her eyes
twinkled. "My name is Megan Folly. And my son is Finnigan Graham
Folly."


"What's your middle name?"
Deacon asked as he and Sal tried to contain the laughter on their faces. 


"I don't have a middle name. And yes,
I know my initials are MF."


The three burst out laughing with nervous
energy until Sal lowered the lights and stepped forward. "We're gonna do
this my way now. We're in my territory."


"Yes, this is your territory," Megan
whispered as Deacon pressed his bare chest against her back. "So, claim
it."


Licking his merlot lips, Sal muttered,
"You realize what you are asking?"


"Yes," Megan said, lowering her
eyes and setting her hand on his pounding chest. "I'm begging for you
both." Sal cocked a half-smirk at Deacon, mere inches away, and pushed ever
so slight on Megan's shoulder. She dropped to her knees. With the direction of
Sal's finger, she swiftly released Deacon from the binds of his jeans. 


"I fucking hate you, Raniero,"
Deacon muttered as she swallowed his cock whole. Sal grinned. "So, much."


"Hate fuck, baby." Sal winked as
his hand gently caressed her hair. Suddenly, he grabbed a fistful and forced
her moves—faster upon Deacon. With no other option, Deacon closed his eyes,
tilted his head back, and let it happen. "Hold your fucking jiz, boy."


"Hate. You."


Sal snickered as Megan's hand ran up his
leg and rested upon his hard dick. Her fingers toyed with the fasteners until
finally, he sprang free. With an even pace, she sucked Deacon and stroked Sal.
It wasn't until Sal almost lost his footing that he reached for Deacon's forearm.
Bracing his nemesis, Deacon longingly gazed between the two as Sal whispered,
"You can hate me, but you won't let me fall."


"I can hate you and still think about
it."


"Is that a nightly occurrence, Cruz?"


Deacon laughed once. "Wouldn't you like
to know?"


Without warning, Sal dipped down, picked Megan
up, and placed her on the padded table. His eyes skimmed over her leather
corset and pants. "I fucking love packages." 


Dropping his jeans, Deacon straddled behind
her as his mouth devoured her neck. His hands were in her hair and on her body
as Sal took to a steady pace of nibbling and kissing her tender flesh while
removing her clothes. "Are you going to whip me?"


"Later, much later," Deacon
answered.


Sal blinked up. "Many, many
times."


"I think I may love you both,"
Megan gushed as her corset hit the floor and Sal worked his magic tongue
against the ripened nipple. His fingers rubbed the other, intensifying his
moves as she writhed between them. Breathing heavily, she declared, "God,
someone, please, fuck me."


Laying back, Deacon adjusted the pillow
and prepared to receive the present. With a hasty lift by Sal, Megan plopped
against Deacon's belly as he lifted his legs. "We going with me on
top?"


"We are,” Sal replied with a grin as
he pulled up a chair. "So, I can savor every drop."


"Oh hell," Megan sighed,
disoriented from all the stimulation. 


"Whenever you are ready, baby,"
Deacon mumbled as his hands stroked against her back and over her thighs. 


Biting her lip, Megan slid on slow as
Deacon helped her lower back to his chest and thrust up gently. "Oh
fuck…"


"Ya," Sal smiled wide, stripping
off his shirt. "It's good; isn't it?"


"You have no idea," Megan
marveled as they rocked. But when Sal's lips hit hers, she skyrocketed into the
oblivion. Running trails of kisses over her neck and breasts, he swirled his
tongue in her navel and bit at the piercing.


"Should I be prepared for more
jewelry?" Sal mused as Megan grinned. "Damn, you got all the good
stuff. I do, too." Taking a seat on the edge of the chair, Sal let his
hands ease over her thighs as he watched Deacon going in and out of her
wetness. "It's so fucking erotic."


"What?" Deacon growled as one
hand rested on her waist, and his other searched for Sal.


"Seeing another guy fuck," Sal
admitted, grasping Deacon's fingers. They would be okay. They would survive.
And a little fairy named Meg would ensure it, sealing it with a kiss.
"There's just something about the thrust into dew that drives my cock to a
maddening state. Listen to it. Feel it. Makes me wanna do bad things."


"Do them to my body," Megan
begged as her eyes rolled back. "Please, Sir."


Panting, Deacon mumbled, "He's
stroking one off." 


"Nup, I'm waiting."


"His pierced beast is a demanding
bastard," Deacon added as they increased their rhythm. 


"You would know," Sal sparred as
he dove between Megan's thighs and lapped at her nectar. The clit jewelry
enticed his tongue with a succulent exclamation point, and he couldn't avoid it
as the pronounced nub demanded his attention. Swooping his mouth low, he didn't
hold back, running the tip at the top of her opening and flattening his tongue
over the pistoning cock.


"Really fucking hate you for doing
that, Raniero."


Sal squeezed his fingers as Megan yelped,
"Oh Jesus Christ…"


With the three moving in synchronicity,
they found beautiful abandon in just being. It was glorious as they created a
holy trinity amongst themselves. Unraveling all the fears and worries, they let
the unknown turn to ash as they burned it up in the dungeon. More than another
fuck, this was a new beginning for Raniero and Cruz to bring their spellbinding
ways to the insensitive world and together, they could incinerate their
enemies.


"I'm going to come," Megan
whispered, tangling her fingers in Sal's hair between her thighs. "I'm
going to come."


"Do it," Deacon encouraged as
Sal let go of his fingers and tightly gripped his wrist. "I'll follow
you."


"Oh… God…" Megan muffled out as
she trusted the boys to rule her body. Gripping onto Deacon's arm, she bucked
up and cried, "Oh shit, Deacon… Salvatore…" 


With several deep grunts, Deacon released,
closed his eyes, and covered his face. "Holy fuck."


"My thoughts exactly," Megan
giggled as Sal perked up from between her thighs.


Licking his lips, Sal moaned, "Tasty."


 


* * *


 


Hours
later, Megan slept in the four poster bed on the opposite side of the room as
the boys pondered their predicament from the leather sofa. 


"She's fucking cute," Deacon
observed, handing the pipe to Sal. "Damn sweet, too. Are we going to save
her or did we bring her here to fuck her and wait for the obituary?"


Taking a generous toke, Sal snickered.
"We're keeping her, Cruz."


"That sounds, oddly… twisted."


"She's going to be the dirty little
secret between us," Sal confided, taking a swig of the whiskey. "And
you are going to watch after her until I figure some shit out."


Leaning back into the sofa, Deacon agreed,
"Absolutely. You want pats or surveillance on her?"


"Not necessary." Staring at the
girl, Sal tilted his head and muttered, "Really I want her at Juliet…"



Deacon shot a curious look in his
direction. "Why do I think your wheels are spinning?"


"Because they always are, my
friend."


With the quiet moment between them, Deacon
finally broke and asked, "Are you going back to the cornfields to play
Farmer Sal?"


"Only temporarily," he hastily
answered, rubbing his washboard abs. "It's time to come home."


"I'll keep the fire burning,"
Deacon offered, laying his hand on Sal's thigh. "I won't let anything
happen."


"I know you won't."


"Nothing was your fault," Deacon
whispered with a serious, but sympathetic tone. "I would tell you if it
was. I was an asshole."


"Doesn't eliminate the scars or the
fury," Sal mentioned, blinking at Deacon. "I need to be able to think
this through. I can't fuck up again. I need a plan to fucking work for one god
damn time."


A slight smirk rose up on Deacon's lips.
"I know. I can help you with that."


With a slight tug of the denim, Sal undid
his fly but kept his attention on the darling Meg. Three years passed with
never a good word between Deacon and Sal. In the end, there was no need to
restore their bond because it never left. They were silver threads wound around
the other. "Thank you."


"It's what friends do, Sal."
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Prologue


Angelina Braga


 


On
a smothering night, a gentle breeze sneaks into the open window. Soft as a
trail of kisses, it whispers across my cheek like the ghost of kisses past. 


Hovering between dreams and reality, I
blink several times. Reality wins when the bed creaks beneath me. Wide-eyed, I
peer into the darkness and wait. 


Merciless braying shatters the calm. The
last traces of sleep are blown to smithereens when a car alarm comes to life.
My lungs seize as all breathable air is sucked from the room. Terror wells
within me as flashing hazard lights paint my bedroom walls red. Anxious for the
owner to find his keys, I will it to stop. Hands pressed to my ears, I pray for
it to end. 


After an indeterminable amount of time, it
does. 


Only to be replaced by the sound of my own
rapid breathing. 


My mind tries to crawl back to sleep, but
it’s no use. 


“Peligro,” I moan into the nothingness. 


Then I hear it. 


The melodic opening chords of our song.
Faint it wafts out the window of a passing lowrider, sails on the current,
wraps around the fire escape and finds me. Tucked safely away in my second
story walkup, it sounds almost melancholy, yet I am found. 


Man, that song takes me back. A golden
oldie that seemed to play on every radio station the summer we met. 


Wistful, I’d said, “So romantic.”


 “More like a broken record,” you’d
scoffed. 


My breath hitches. As if you’re really
here with me, I can see that smirky smirk that accented those deep dimples of
yours. You push that honey blonde hair back to show off those eyes. You know
how I loved them. Backlit by a promise, deep green eyes that seared a hole
right into my soul and buried down deep. You live there still. 


A sigh escapes me. 


It was my brother that called you Diablo.
Incessantly preached against you and your kind. 


That ragtag bunch of gearheads that
flocked around you. No shoes, No shirts, Full Service is how I thought of them.
Naively, I’d thought they were just friends. But they were close enough to
christen you, Reaper. 


The bringer of death, collector of souls,
but the only captured spirit I saw reflected in your tortured eyes was your
own. Calling out to me, it begged for release. 


No matter what they called you, I only
knew you as “Rafe.” Burying my face in the pillow. I whisper your name like a
sacrament. Anything to remember. 


The day we met, My Life wasn’t mine to
give. The chokehold my brother had around my neck was just stifling… 










Chapter 1


 


“Where
the fuck are you, Fendi?” I grit around a ponytail holder clamped between my
teeth.


 It’s bad enough that the Prada dress
my brother picked barely covers my ass, I’m not going anywhere in less than
thigh-high boots. 


Who cares if it’s just to witness my
brother’s blood money hard at work. I’d been invited to the opening of the
refurbished Youth Club on the beach. Fitting, since that’s where my brother
intercepts all the gun shipments. 


The elders of our quaint coastal town
might be a bunch of bootlickers, but they’re smart enough not to look a gift
horse in the mouth. 


My brother’s hush money was earmarked as a
‘contribution.’


 If anyone ever snooped in the City
Planner’s books, everything would appear to be on the up and up. Nice and neat.
That’s how the officials liked things. Even invited me, baby sister to local
mobster Anthony Braga, to cut the ribbon. 


With the traffic the way it’s been on Sea
Drive, the chances of me making the twelve pm reception are about slim to none.



To make matters worse, I’ve got my
overbearing brother to contend with.


 “Have Vinnie drive you,” Anthony
calls up the stairs. A simple request, yet a favor just the same. 


 Face screwed up, I mimic him. But
only in private. Never to his face. 


From her deathbed, our own mother-Godresthersoul-had
warned. ‘I know you love your older brother, just not too much. Protect
yourself. Okay Ang?’


At all times, Mom, I think. 


There it is. The toe of my errant boot
peeks out from beneath the ruffled bed skirt. Right where I left it. 


 “I’m good!” I yell and bend to nab it.



My hand stops in mid-air when the voice
from my nightmares chimes up behind me.


 “I’d like to drive something up that
fat ass.” I glance back. Just as I suspected. All creepy and shit, my brother’s
right-hand man is standing like a bouncer. Inside my room. 


What the…This bastard thinks I’m already
his.


After last night, there’s really no need
to wonder why the help is in my bedroom. 


Thanks to a promise made over too many
whiskeys, my brother, the high poohbah of everything, had spoken out of turn.
Again.


With dread in my heart, I turn to face Vincent
Ramon and he’s doing it again! Right in front of me! 


Craning his neck to catch one last glimpse
of my ass, it’s not hard to miss the hairy knuckles he’s skimming across the
length of his cock. 


Unbelievable. 


Thoroughly disgusted, I refuse to be made
a captive audience. Instead, I walk to the dresser and nab the keys. 


The whole time he’s watching me, there’s a
possessive glint in his eyes that I don’t like. Something foul slithers behind
the amber color. Calculating, biding its time, waiting to strike. I march
toward the door and he sidesteps to block my exit. 


Arms crossed, he stares down at me.
Patiently waiting for me to ask…. nicely. 


That’s not going to happen. Enveloped in
the stench of him, I squeeze by until I pop into the hallway like a Pillsbury
biscuit. Great, now I smell like a burrito left out in the sun too long. I
think I have Febreeze in my car. I keep cans of the stuff everywhere. 


Because of him and his obsession with me.
My private space is supposed to be off-limits to my brother’s men, but I
wouldn’t put it past the skeevy fuck to come in and use one of my prized
stuffed animals to rub one out. This is what happens when you give a gorilla
free range. The damn ape thinks he’s the ringleader! 


Rage simmers beneath the surface. Chin held
high, I hiss, “You shouldn’t be in my room.”


Obtuse, his thick lips begin to flap.
Talking about taking what’s his. This asshole really thinks drunken confessions
will hold up in court!


If I don’t stand my ground now, I’ll never
be clear of him. I whirl around. Off guard, his scarred face freezes in an
obscene sneer. 


Why inthehell do I even bother? Spelling
it out as plain as I can, I say, “My brother may have made a drunken promise to
you, but it’s still my decision as to who I’ll marry.”


At the mention of marriage, his vile sneer
spreads until it feels like some gets on me.


Yuck. 


Revolted, I say, “And I haven’t said yes.
Crowding me isn’t going to squeeze an answer out of me. I’m not a friggin loaf
of bread. I’m a woman.” 


 “Oh, you finally got some hair on
that pretty little pussy?” he quips back. 


“Watch yourself, Pretty Boy.” Stunned
speechless, my brother’s pet name was the only thing I could think to say. Looking
up into murderous eyes the same color as his five o’clock shadow, I wished I
would’ve kept my big mouth shut. 


Fighting tears, I dash down the staircase
like I’ve got a big gorilla on my tail. Because I do. Thanks to my brother’s
toast from the night before.


For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out
why my presence had been requested at Vincent’s retirement party. The food was
good, I got to see some of the old guys, it was turning out to be just a
regular night. Then I caught the beginning of my brother’s toast. “In a world
where dark deeds are rewarded with malevolence. Crimson splashed surprises
await us all.”


Fearing where this was headed, I tried to
catch Anthony’s eye. But his glass was raised and the slurred toast was already
made. “Vincent Ramon, you’ve served me well. You take a life, one is given in
return. My gift to you…my baby sister Angelina.” 


My heart stopped midbeat when all eyes
fell on me. 


Instead of a gold watch, he gave the aged
gangster…me? 


Stunned, I fled the formal dining hall. As
I passed, men nodded. Stogie in hand, Uncle Jose even went so far as to say,
“You should be proud that your brother picked such a dangerous man to bed you.
He must want you protected at all costs.” 


The last thing I felt was safe as I
scurried to my room. 


 “For my protection,” I muttered and pushed
the heavy dresser in front of my door. Feeling more exposed than I’ve ever been,
my eyes stayed on the slowly turning doorknob all night. 


Emboldened by my brother’s blessing,
what’s to stop Vincent now? 


I’d love nothing more than to flee this
Mobsterleum for good. Trapped in the old ways that I do not care to know, I
hate this fucking place and everything in it. 


 My bootheels echo through the foyer
like someone’s shooting the place up. One hand stretched out in front of me
anticipating the knob, I begin to dream. Maybe I’ll find a place of my own.
Nothing glamorous. I’ll even move to Compton as long as there are locks on the
door. 


I can practically smell the sea air. Just need
to get past Anthony’s study and I’m home free. 


“Did Vinnie find you?” 


My battleship is sunk before I’ve even set
sail. I’m not even startled by my brother’s voice-so nonchalant-like he doesn’t
tug every string. I’m just surprised that he let me get this many steps in
without his approval. 


Though it pains me too, I stop. Feet spread
wide to bear the coming load, I suck in a lungful of air and turn to face the
Master of Puppets. 


 










Chapter 2


 


In
a room that sophisticated people would call a study, Anthony is seated in an
English high back chair, acting the part. With the smell of expensive coffee
hovering in the air and the newspaper opened to the financial section in front
of him, he can almost pass as civilized. You might even think him gentile. 


But I know better.


 I look around the room I call the
Halls of Inquisition. Decorated by the devil himself, every piece of furniture
has been chosen for discomfort. Wooden slat seats that cut into the fleshy part
of your thighs. The only bit of fluff in the room hangs on the walls. I can’t
even look Mr. Moose in the glass eyes. Because of the bullet hole between them
that my brother absolutely refused to let the taxidermist disguise.


“Leave it as a warning!” he’d said. 


Nope, not a soft spot or shred of decency
in the entire place. Consider me warned. 


Without looking up from the paper, he
says. “Draw the doors shut.” 


The last thing I want is to be locked in a
room with you! my mind screams. 


Pissed, I say, “I’m not staying.” 


The steaming cup freezes halfway to his
lips. I refuse to give an inch so he switches tactics and says. “You’re going
to have to come to terms with this, Angie.”


“No, Tony!” My skin cools under his
condescending smile and I realize I may as well be stomping my foot and
throwing a tantrum. 


I take a measured step and lower my voice.
“It’s bad enough you told that… man of yours he could have me. Newsflash, the
jokes over. Go get the Rolex you planned on giving him and leave me out of it.
I’m crying uncle!”


His dismissive wave is too much. 


Pointing for emphasis, I say, “And it is not
cool to send him up to my room! You might as well just tie a big, red bow
around my tits! I don’t know who’s the bigger weirdo here. The pervito up there
or my own brother who gives him permiso to do so.” 


“Pervito? You’re legal now. It’s all on
the up and up,” he says.


I step back like he hit me. In the sober
light of day, he’s still sticking to that damn toast. I look between him and
the front door. Maybe I can make a break for it. 


“Let me get you a jacket. It’s cold out.”
His simmering smile throws me off guard.


Puzzled, I look at the sun shining through
the bay windows. 


Perfect gentleman that he wants to be, he
holds the closet door open. The wide-eyed look of innocence doesn’t fool me. He
reaches into the darkest depths and pulls the worst jacket off the hook.


Not the light sweater I’d envisioned, he
snaps the sealskin nightmare into the air and I duck like I’m dodging bullets. 


What’s that thing still doing in there? 


 Hideous, the devil himself wouldn’t
be caught dead in it. That’s how cruel it is. With every movement, the seams
creak with the cries of baby seals. 


 “Anthony, no. I’ll scare the
children!” I admonish.


“Good. I want those little beasts to be
petrified of this family. Let them think this buttery leather was carved from the
hides of children. Just like them.” Anthony purrs. 


There’s a certain smugness about him as he
watches me button the coat. It was a gift. From the Thief of Dreams himself. 


When he acts like this, he scares me. This
side of my brother cares for no one. Not even family. 


But I am his family. Sometimes he needs to
be reminded of that.


With an indulgent smile, I say, “For my
only brother, I’m wearing it. See? But I’m going alone.” 


I turn with an offhanded comment, “Please
break the news to Vincent before I get back.” 


“What news?” my brother asks. 


“The news that I won’t be marrying him,” I
say. 


“Oh, you will. It’s the only way to protect
you from the Sin Eaters,” he says. 


Staring into his blank eyes, sweat breaks
out on my brow, yet I smile. “Protection? The only protection I need is from
the grizzled dog upstairs. Not from a bunch of surfers that ride motorcycles.
What do you think this is, Easy Rider?” I ask. 


He rushes to my side and grabs my arm.
“More like Blood In, Blood Out, little girl. Remember that. The last thing I
need is one of those perros getting ahold of you.” He looks down at me like I’m
still in pigtails. Still needing the protection he’d promised our parents he’d
give me when he brought me here all those years ago. Only to use me for collateral
now. 


Struggling to break free of his grip, I
hiss, “Why’s that Anthony? Because you’ve already promised my future away?”


His fingers dig in and I know I’ll have
something the FBI doesn’t. A perfect set of his fingerprints on my arm by
morning. “No, because you’re leverage. After I stole their weapons right out
from under their noses, I can only imagine what they’d like to do to me.
Imagine what they would do to my beautiful little sister. You might be too good
of an offer to pass up.”


His grip loosens to the point of a caress.
“Though I doubt they’d even want you as stubborn as you are. You won’t kill for
me, you don’t like my choice of groom. You’re my blood, which means I can’t
fuck you. So what good are you?” 


Staring too long into my heartbroken eyes,
I’m relieved when all he does is toss me toward the foyer. I refuse to be
baited into a fight that will keep me in this house. Straightening my jacket, I
toss my hair back. Almost there. 


But I’m stopped short. Because there’s
that fucking RED DOT, Vincent blocking the door. 


For one tense moment, neither Vincent or I
make a move. That would be looked upon as a concession. Afraid to even breathe,
this goon would probably take it as consent. My hands itch to slap the smirk
off his face.


I meet his beady eyes. Loud enough for my
brother to hear, I spit out, “Anthony, put a leash on your perro.” 


My brother stands with his hands in his
pockets and shrugs.


Will this be the time that his chokehold
snaps my neck? 


Refusing to even consider his choice, it just
might be. I’ve got no other moves to make but to stand my ground and wait. 


Anthony gives a barely perceptible nod.
Vincent demurely moves to the side, and I know. 


I still have the King’s ear. But for how
long? 










Chapter 3


 


As
if spoiled by the beauty, I drive down the coastal road with blinders on. The
captured bits of sunlight that sparkle on the cresting waves feel like a hindrance.
Squinting, I yank the visor to the side and block more of the stunning view.


There are bigger things on my mind than the
scenery. Namely all this Vincent shit my brother’s been force-feeding me. Last
night was just the sinking of the Titanic, there had been iceberg warnings
since my eighteenth birthday. 


“My luck those two will have a Priest tied
up and ready to get to the I do’s.” I mutter. It’s true, but hearing it put into
words isn’t helping.


 Staring up at the red light, it’s
obvious what I need to do. “I just won’t go home. Ever.”


A revving engine startles me. I look to my
left and I’m caught talking to myself by one cocky as fuck biker.


Aye, guapito, he’s fucking blonde. Just
what I need. 


Grinning my way, the wraparound Oakley’s
block my view. I wish I could see his eyes. Bet they’re gorgeous.


He doesn’t mind the look, even tips the
brim of his skullcap helmet toward me. 


This is what I need protection from? 


The light changes to green, but neither of
us move. I’m looking and he is too. Some old man is bitching and honking behind
me, but I’ve got something to do. As a big fuck you to my brother, I pucker up
and plant a big wet one on the window between us. 


Dimples! He’s got dimples! 


Giggling, I floor it and leave him back at
the light. 


Why can’t Anthony pick someone like him?
At the very least, someone my own age. Because facts are facts. My brother’s
word is his bond and my pleas only seem to fortify it. 


I’m jarred out of my own head when
something darts from between the boulders. I catch a glimpse of a black blur
right in front of my car! Ohmygod. 


Was that a kid? 


I mash down so hard on the brake that my
heels leave skid marks in the carpet, but the car’s still rolling. The most I
can do is yank the steering wheel towards the shoulder and pray. There’s a
bone-jarring thump before the car jerks to a stop.


Please don’t be a kid. 


Shaking, I reach for the beaded rosary hanging
from the rearview and the damn airbag explodes right in my face. 


Choking on chemicals, it’s the clatter of
rocks which announce your arrival. At first, all I can make out is the
silhouette of a good Samaritan etched against the brilliance of a fiery sun. I can’t
see you but I’d bet money, you’re staring at my coat. Wondering how I could
wear such a thing. 


Before the automatic window is down, I
say. “I think I hit something. Could you check?” 


I shield my eyes and stare up expectantly.
You’re still not moving and I need you to. 


 “I don’t even eat meat. Can you just
check for me?” I plead and wave towards the hood.


After an eternity, you turn and drop down
in front of my car. 


Minutes feel like hours, it must be really
bad. 


If my brother were here, he’d say go
around. Or better yet, hit the fucker. One less freeloader in the world. 


Eyes squeezed shut, the wait feels like agony.
Steering wheel clenched in my hands, I yell out the window. “Did I kill it?” 


“It was dead long before you.” You say with
a chuckle. 


I open my eyes and there you are. 


Staring at me through the windshield, eyes
cutting through the chemical haze like a search party. Tattered black bag in
hand, you look at me like I’m a few links short of a chain wallet and add.
“Front axle’s shot though.”


 “Rest in Plastic,” I murmur. 


I’m not shy about staring. 


Long and lean, when you stand it’s the
opposite of origami. Wiping dust from your hands, silver skull rings glitter
like hood ornaments. Narrow hips, thick belt, bare chest full of tattoos under
a black leather vest. I’m pretty sure you’re flexing when you walk up to my
open window. “Did you hear what I said?” You ask.


 


 “Nah, too busy enjoying the show.” I
say. Sometimes my mouth opens and I have no idea what’s going to walk out of it.



But you’re not offended. If anything you take
it as a compliment. Blushing, you hold the vest open like an invite. Ripped abs,
tight little waist. “Where do I RSVP?” I ask. 


You shake your head and that’s when I see
your dimples up close. Wow. 


If my brother were here, he’d give me one
of his patented steely looks and say. ‘Of course he’s smiling. Diablo always
gives good lip service right before he bends you over and fucks you up the
ass.’


Fuck you Hermano. There’s nothing about
this guy that even registers on my pervometer. 


One more confident smile and my mind rests
easy. Maybe I should tip him? I think I have some cash in my purse. I’m
wondering how much it will take to buy you when my door is opened. What a
gentleman. 


Standing I hold a hand out. A mere formality
since I’ve already decided to keep you. 


“Thanks, I’m Angie.”


But you don’t take my hand. Instead, you
press up against me. Using traffic as an excuse, all you say is, “Watch out.”
You should have given me more warning than that. Sandwiched between my car and
a wall of you, my cheek pressed to your chest, I just hope I’m not drooling. As
you wave traffic by, my hand molded to your abs begins to explore. I just can’t
help myself. 


To the passing cars we must look like a
couple. Only we just met. 


 “Alright, alright,” I say and barely
push your chest. 


Which you way overexaggerate. Arms
pinwheeling, you act like it’s cute to back right into your suicide.


 I see the oncoming car before you
do. 


“Watch out!” I yell and reach for your
vest but instead get your belt. You step close enough that I see what I’m
holding in the palm of my hand. As cars pass, you press close and the cold
metal digs into my skin. Eyes closed, I try to imagine the imprint it’s
leaving. A sinister skull jeering from the eye of a tornado. 


To make sure, I peek at the steely chrome
chopper pulled over behind my wrecked Jag. My brother’s worst nightmare, you’re
a Sin Eater. 


I feel faint. The accident, the heat, this
jacket…you. 


“I’m Rafe,” you say. 


 “I need air,” I say and wiggle out
of your embrace and this jacket. 


“May it burn in hell,” I say and drop it
on the side of the road. 


Unfazed, you keep an eye on me and direct traffic.
Disgruntled motorists might as well have their noses pressed to the glass.
Gawking at me like I’m America’s Most Wanted. Eyes filled with condemnation for
the Latina who must have jacked this expensive car and taken it for a joyride.


Assumptions already made beforehand, I get
that a lot. No matter how far I try to distance myself from my brother’s misdeeds,
it always come down to trial by audience. 


Checking out my Fendi thigh-highs like
there might be DNA on the soles. Eyeing my Prada like I didn’t pay for it.
Taking in the bejeweled bangles clanking on my wrist. Dying to know if those
diamonds are real. 


Obstinately, I stare back.


Of course they’re real. It all is.
Wouldn’t do to have a representative of the Braga family walking around looking
busted. I get the same speech as all the other goons, only I get wrapped in a
nicer package. 


Stop with the stare-down and get back in
the car. Anthony is going to have…


Hedging, you ask. “Is there someone you
want to call?” Maybe a boyfriend or a…husband?” 


 Distracted, I ask, “What?” 


“Help? Do you have someone to call?” he
asks plainly. 


Unless you count the guy who thinks rape
is part of the tow package then no, I can’t think of a single one. Dejected
that I’ve got no person, I sag against my car and whisper. “No.” 


Steeling myself, I wait for the question
in your eyes to form into words. Don’t you belong to the Braga family? 


Instead you surprise me. “Lucky for you,
I’m your man.”


And you acted like it too. One call and a
tow truck was in route. Wouldn’t even let me try to help push the car off the
boulder. Then it got awkward. 


Under the pretense of waiting on your friends,
you stare down the road, but it’s me you keep looking at. It feels like wheels
are turning behind those blackout shades. Maybe that buddy of yours tipped you
as to who I am. Wouldn’t my brother love that. 


Fears turn to betrayal when you read a
text on your phone. Frowning you punch in numbers and I’m sure my goose is
cooked. I’ll be married before sundown. Hand on my hip, I demand to know. “Who
in the hell are you calling?” 


Surprised, you hold up a finger. Fine take
a minute. 


 “Jenna, it’s me. Who else would it
be? Listen, I can’t fuck with you no more. Lose my number,” you say and hang
up. 


What the? 


Shocked I ask, “Who was that?” 


“My past,” you say. All sure of yourself
and shit. 


“Oh really? And what exactly am I?” I ask.



“My future.” 


“Good answer,” I say and my smile only
gets wider when I see the “cavalry.” Two guys dressed for surfing riding
choppers. A shirtless driver tips his hat to me after he parks.


They see me standing next to you and don’t
give it another thought. As you talk to them, there are looks of commiseration
tossed my way. But no looks at my cleavage. Who would have thought that the brother’s
boogeymen would turn out to be perfect gentlemen? 


My car looks lonely on the lift. 


 “Meet you back at the house, Rafe?”
The driver asks.


Searching my face with the precision of a
surgeon, you say, “Hopefully I’ll be tied up.” You say and search my face with
the precision of a surgeon. 


The amount of hope in your voice makes me
blush when you ask me, “I can give you a ride home or…”


If I pull up on the back of a motorcycle, my
brother will flat out shank me. That’s a straight up fact. “Or,” I say softly
and walk towards his bike. 


Only when you’re buckling the helmet under
my chin do you ask, “Where we going?”


“The Boardwalk,” I say. 


“Good choice.” It’s hard not to stare when
you kickstart the machine. I feel awkward as fuck and don’t know how to sit.
Lucky for me, it’s a short drive because I end up clutching the seat between my
outstretched legs. 


 


 


 










Chapter 4


 


The
Boardwalk is packed. Looks like I’ve missed the dedication, but the way my
brother breaks the law. I’m sure there will be others.


The air smells catch of the day fresh. We
walk through the rows of vendors and I like the way you move aside for the
mom’s with strollers. Going about their day, mesh bags full of organic produce,
they don’t even notice the nod you give as they pass.


But I do. It’s um, chivalrous. Don’t see
much of that anymore. 


There are kids everywhere and I find
myself bobbing and weaving the closer we get to the games. 


I can see the new building from here. It
looks nice, but not fifty-thousand nice. We’re almost there when a man behind
the shooting booth eyes me like he knows me. Without a word, he holds the butt
of a replica shotgun over the counter toward me. 


Confused, you look from the carnival
barker back to me. “Do you know him, Ang?”


I like when you call me that. With a sad
smile, I say, “Better than you know.”


Interested, you watch close when I lay a
twenty on the makeshift counter. 


Pocketing the twenty, the waves
extravagantly toward an array of stuffed animals. “Got some new ones in,” he
says. 


I look up. Tucked into the rusted metal
frame of the awning are the same threadbare animals I always play for.
Confused, I ask, “What gives, Neil?” 


His smile falters. “What do you mean?” 


“It’s the same raggedy shit you always
have,” I say. 


With a wink, Neil says, “Yeah. But I
dusted them. Just for you. My best client.” 


Shaking my head, I say, “I told you if you
want them to last, just rotate them. Get them out of the sun. Set me up.”


Clutching the toy gun like a lifeline, I
watch Neil pull a clothesline across the back of the booth and attach it to the
other side of the tarp. Paper targets with red stars in the middle flutter on
the line.


In preparation, I remove the ponytail and
grip it between my teeth. Shaking my hair out, I set my feet. 


You watch my whole routine with an amused
look.


But this isn’t playtime. Solemnly, I say, “Welcome
to therapy. You can watch but keep a respectable distance please.” 


And I bump you with my hip. 


You bump back and then snap-off a legit
army salute that makes the chains on your wallet jingle and say, “I’ll watch
your six while you work out your shit.” 


 “Thanks?” I say with a laugh. Neil’s
got the back of the tarp open. An audience gathers and he herds them like
chickens to safety. Waving his big straw hat, he says. “Behind me, children.
Behind me. Look what she did to me last week.” He points to overly crossed eyes
and gleeful laughter erupts but the children sit well out of range. 


Butt pressed to my shoulder, I ask. “All
clear?” 


It sounds like circle time when they give
a resounding yes. 


“You’ve got quite a crowd gathered,” you
remark. 


Your eyes feel like added weight. Instead
of nerves I’m brimming with pride. I can’t wait for you to see. Confidently, I
say, “Yeah. I’m a real Angie Oakley. Enjoy the show.” 


 “That first star has my brother’s
name on it.” My whisper caresses the gun barrel before I pull the trigger.


 


………


 


Mystified
wows come from the crowd behind Neil. 


It feels like I might float away when your
lips brush mine. I open my eyes and look up into yours. “The kids,” I murmur. 


 “Your eyes were closed the whole
time? You are amazing, you know that?” you ask. 


“No, I don’t,” I say. 


“Well, you’re about to find out.” You
whisper against my lips. The first kiss feels like an appetizer. This is the
one I’ll remember. Gentle lips press against mine and I feel like I’m no longer
on my own. Instead of squeezing the trigger to feel safe, I grab onto you.
Clutching your vest, yanking you to me, I can’t get close enough. 


This time it’s you that pulls away. Toying
with a strand of my hair, it’s cute how you give me my words right back. “What
about the kids, Ang?” you ask. It drives me wild when you call me that. I’m sure
you know that by now. 


And there’s something else you should
know. I lean close, but this time it’s for privacy. 


Hands on my hips, your arms slide around
my waist like I was made for you. Expectantly. you wait. 


Why is life so unfair! Before I lose my
nerve, I speak in a hurried, confessional whisper. “I’m Angelina Braga. Sister
to that dick up on the hill. If the kids here knew, I don’t think they’d be
cheering for me.” 


Guilt floods me when I steal a glance at
the kids playing on the rails of the boardwalk. How my brother could even think
of them as anything other than innocent is beyond me. 


You tug my chin until I’m facing you. Looking
into my eyes you say, “Ang, everyone here knows exactly who you are. They just
don’t give a fuck. Neither do I.” 


Punctuated with a kiss on the tip of my
nose, you ask. “Hungry?” 


Surprised that I am, I say, “Ravenous.” 


With a chivalrous kiss to the back of my
hand you say, “Grab your shit.” 


Man-speak, but that’s how you asked me to
lunch. 


Before we leave, I tuck money into the frayed
ribbons of the secondhand prizes and hand them to my fans. Street kids that can
never get enough of the lady that shoots bull-eyes with her eyes closed. “Don’t
spend it all on the games. Get something to eat.” 


Walking back to the parking lot, it’s only
natural to take what is offered. Hands linked, we navigate the uneven path
together. 


“What about your public relations thing?”
You ask. 


“I just did it,” I say. 










Chapter 5


 


Looks
are shared, innuendoes given freely and by the time I climb onto the back of
your bike. I claim that bitch seat as my own. 


The roar of your engine announces our
arrival. People crane their necks to get a glimpse of the biker. Arms wrapped
tight around you, chin resting on your shoulder, the attention makes me preen.


You nod toward a roadside stand advertising
The Best Clams and I squeeze you tight in agreement. 


It’s awkward but endearing how gently you
remove the helmet. Careful not to pull my hair, you hang it on the handlebars,
“Aren’t you afraid it will get stolen?” I ask. 


Serious, you tap the logo on the side that
matches your belt buckle and say. “Everyone knows who it belongs to.”


Leaning on your bike, I watch as you
order. 


“Thought you didn’t eat meat!” you yell
over your shoulder. 


 “I didn’t know you! There was no way
I was getting out of the car!” I yell back. 


The cashier repeats the total twice ‘cause
you’re too busy checking me out. 


Food in hand, you motion me over to a
table. “Looks like we’ll have to eat here. No plastic bags. Offered to pay extra
but the dude said they were endangered. One just got killed this morning.” 


“Ha ha,” I say and take one of the
newspaper cornucopias stuffed with fried clams. 


You brush off a seat overlooking the
crashing waves for me. When I sit, your lips on my earlobe give me chills when
you whisper, “Best seat in the house.”


You run back for our drinks and my stomach
rumbles. Thank God you didn’t hear it. I can’t remember the last time I’ve been
this hungry. Meals at my house are usually more of my brother with a side of
sit by Vincent. 


I bite into a breaded clam and I’m
rewarded with an explosion of flavor. Fresh clam, cilantro, sea salt, butter is
that…avocado? 


You catch me mid chew. “How is it?” 


The exaggerated roll of my eyes doesn’t do
the food justice.


 “Taste this.” I say and watch as you
eat right out of my hand. 


Chewing, you concede. “Not half bad. Just
needs a little heat.” 


 “I’ve got a little heat for you,” I
say and slide the bottle of Tapatío towards you. 


“Not the heat I was talking about,” you
say and start eating. 


“Obviously.” I say back. 


For dessert, we share a bottle of house
beer and watch the seagulls fight over our remains. In that space of time, I
know everything. You love the beach but only surf during the day. Rocks make it
too dangerous. Loyal, you’d die for your ‘brothers’ and I can’t find a single
thing wrong with you. 


Until you ask about me. 


“Besides the fact that I’m a mob
princess?” I joke.


“More like a prisoner.” You scoff and
drain the rest of the beer. 


You’re quiet so long, I start to wonder if
the beer went right to your head. I’m surprised when you turn toward me with
mischief in your eyes and ask. “Wanna get wet?” 


Staring at your full lips, I confess,
“More than anything.”


 


Walking to the bike, we share secret smiles
to inside jokes that no one knows about. Eyes on the future, the looks we share
last an eternity. You lift me onto the bike like you’ve been doing it your
whole life. Practiced hands glide past the hem of my dress, onto my bare thigh.
Your fingertips tease the back of my thigh, in search of the zipper. “Where we
are going, you won’t need these,” you say.


My pussy vibrates as you unzip my boot. A
sigh filled with want tumbles from me. Which you catch with your mouth. Urgent
lips dragged across mine, your voice sounds stern when you say, “No name brands
allowed.” 


Embarrassed, I feel the need to explain,
“They aren’t my idea of proper beachwear but my brother dictates my wardrobe.” 


“Not anymore,” you say and toss the
thousand-dollar boot behind a scrub bush


Impressed, I hold my other boot out. 


When you grip the heel, I get ready for a
kiss. Instead I feel your words breathed against my cheek. “Eyes open for this
Angie Oakley.”


You pat my bottom and say, “Scoot.” 


I’m happy to slide back and make a spot
between my legs for you. 


When you straddle the bike, I expect you
to kickstart it like before. Instead, you remain standing. Looking out towards
the darkest blue of the ocean, you sound so serious when you say. “Time for a
little truth of my own.” 


You shuck the vest and toss it towards my
boots. “If anyone sees those boots, I won’t get to see you in them later.” 


Laughing, I turn and am face to face with
your naked back. 


Muscular, it’s the color of expensive
leather. Timid, my hands move from the safety of your waistband unto the bare
skin of your hips. Muscles ripple beneath my fingertips. 


 Wanting to touch you everywhere, I
fan my hands across your broad back. 


 “Reaper. It’s who I am. Can’t change who
I am any more than you can,” you say. I’m flabbergasted when you point out the
tattoo seared across your shoulder blades. I didn’t even notice it. 


Your skin trembles beneath my lips as I
place a kiss on each of the letters. Six kisses before I fall back against the
sissy bar. Breathless, I ask, “This isn’t your way of trying to get me to call
you Reaper is it? ‘Cause that’s not happening.” 


Laughing, you start the bike. Instead of
backing out, we’re heading toward the edge of the perilous cliffs. 










Chapter 6


 


Vertigo
threatens when I stand on the back pedals and peer over the edge.


When I see just how steep the winding path
is to get to the beach below, I clutch you in a death grip. 


“Are we jumping?” I ask casually. 


With a ref of the engine, you shrug. “More
like flying. But I may toss you over if you keep talking like that. Hold on,
we’re taking the shortcut,” you warn.


But I still yelp when the bike catapults
forward. One second, the front tire spins in midair, and the next we are flying
without a net. With nothing between me and the ground but your driving skills and
I’m not even worried. 


Because right then was the moment I fell
in love with you. 


Fell? That sounds like I might’ve been
pushed, and just so we’re clear, I jumped. With both feet.


And you know what I did? 


Threw my head back and yelled, “Fuck it!”


 All too soon, the wind’s knocked out
of my sails when we hit bottom.


 The bike tries to slide out from
under us, but at the last second you turn the slide into a cool landing.
There’s a rainbow shaped skid mark behind us but we stop, just short of the
water. 


 “That’s your idea of getting wet?” I
tease. 


Dimples on full display, you say, “Oh,
Ang. You haven’t seen nothing yet.” 


There’s a promise in your cocky grin when
you ask. “You ready for the ride of your life?” 


Excitement bubbles up until giggles spill from
my lips. I smack your hard ass and yell, “Giddy up!” 


Cruising on the wet sand as smooth as we
did on the street, we fly down the beach. Perilously close to the incoming
waves, instinct makes me raise my bare feet only to watch you drag your
steel-toe through it. Feeling fearless, I dip a toe into the crest you create.


Saltwater sprays my face, the wind whips
my hair behind me, if my brother could only see how happy I am now. 


If he could see me? I glance back
expecting a tail, but the only thing behind us is one long tire tread. 


 Mistakenly, you think I’m checking
out your bike. 


“All-terrain treads,” you yell over the
waves.


“Good to know,” I yell back. 


Slowing the bike, you hold both arms
straight out, like wings. At this point, I’m hugging more than holding on. As
we come to a stop facing the surf, you tuck my feet into your lap. Absently,
you rub my instep. 


Waves ripple against the front tire as we
watch the sunset. As the color bleeds from the sky, the chaos of the day goes
with it. I’m so filled with contentment that a sigh escapes me when you cup my
hand and hold it over your heart. 


We sit that way for a bit. 


Until thoughts of my brother’s idle
threats pop encroach on my great day. 


Don’t make me come looking for you. If you
do, I’ll drag you home by your hair. 


Begrudgingly, I get off the bike. 


But you don’t let me flee. Toying with the
tips of my fingers, you pull me close. 


 “What are you doing all the way over
there?” you murmur. 


All I can think of is where I’d like to be,
but I’m coy when I ask, “Where would you like me?” 


Lips inches from mine, you tease. “Getting
warmer.” 


My hand glides down your abs, all the way
down until I feel a very sizable rainbow coming from a pot of gold. 


“Bullseye,” you whisper and pick me up. 


Sitting face to face our foreheads touch,
but I’ve got no clue what to do with my dangling legs. Uncomfortable, I’m not
really sure what to do until you take my feet and wrap them around your waist.
Holding you close, the trail of kisses you leave on my neck pushes all of my
buttons. 


When your fingertips glide across my
closed mouth, I kiss them as if they were your lips. 


With a groan, you bunch my tank dress in
your fist and yank it above my breasts. 


Moaning, I wiggle under your searing gaze.
But I’m made to wait. Only when you’ve seen all of me do your fingertips skim
the underside of my globes. My body shakes beneath your touch. The softest kiss
to my quivering stomach feels like a promise of what’s to come.


But I want more. Wanton for you, my thighs
grip yours. My nipples pucker painfully in anticipation, but it’s not your
touch I want. “Suck, lick, bite.” I utter everything I want when I grab your
head and put your mouth where I want it. 


Frenzied hands settle on my ass. Gripping a
cheek in each hand, you ram my wet panties against your massive cock. 


“Yes.” I moan as I reach behind me for
traction. Arms braced on the handlebars, I’m able to lift my hips just enough
for you to slide your jeans down. The sea breeze feels like a naughty kiss to
my heated core. 


With a blind reach, I take hold of your hair
and yank your lips to mine. Our teeth gnash, our tongues tangle. Your wet kiss
promises everything, brutality, honesty and reality. 


“You know what this means, Ang?” You
whisper the question against my bruised lips. 


With a tug to my hair, you still my grinding
hips. I look up and the promise is there, itching to get out. 


I know what you’re asking before the words
are out of your mouth. I nod and say, 


“I love when you call me Ang.”


“Then you’re really love this. You’re mine
now, Ang.” You say. When you tug my wet panties to the side, your thumb skims
my delicate folds. No vibrator invented ever made me feel like this.


 Full of lust, I’m begging. “Please!”



Like an exclamation at the end of a
sentence you give me all of you and leave no doubt in my mind who it is I
belong too.


 










Chapter 7


 


Staring
at the crashing waves that pound the beach, when you drop your vest onto my
shoulders, I feel like the head cheerleader wearing the quarterback’s letterman
jacket. Brimming with pride, I say, “I love it.” 


Wearing a smile like you like what you
see, you step back and agree. “My bike looks good on you.” 


“I was talking about the jacket.” I say
with a laugh. 


“Oh, I didn’t even notice the jacket. Let
me see. From all sides.” 


Serious, you walk a slow wide circle around
me. The waves break behind you as you crouch. With a hand place studiously on
your chin, you study me like a famous painting. 


The breeze that ruffles your hair touches
every part of my body. My hair stands as you creep out of the darkness towards
me. The look in your eyes makes me sit up. I’ve heard of wearing your heart on
your sleeve, but you’re sporting your very soul in your eyes. 


With reverence, you take my face between
your cupped hands and say. “I want you draped across the back of my bike always.
We’ll get you a jacket of your own, with a little patch right here.” 


 I look down at the patch you’re
pointing at. Reaper. 


“Only yours will say Property of Reaper.”
You say. 


“That will be the most precious piece of
clothing I own.” I say. 


Deadly serious, you seal your promise with
a kiss. 


I bet my brother’s going to have a few
choice words to say about this. Feeling like I’m being watched, I look back up
at the house on the cliff. Men with guns, guarded by gates, that’s where my
forced fiancé waits. 


There’s no rhyme or reason to Anthony’s
hatred. Nothing I say will ever change him. I look up into your solemn eyes and
hope you’re serious. 


“I can’t go home. My brother wants me to
marry someone, and it’s not a request,” I confess.


Understanding dawns on your face. With a
gentle smile, you offer. “You don’t have too. Stay with me and the guys.” 


Ruffled, I sit up. “That sounds…weird,” I
say. 


You think for a minute and agree. “Or
we’ve got a safe house in Long Beach. It’s not much, just a one bedroom on the
second floor, but it’s yours if you want it.” 


“Do the doors lock?” I ask. 


You nod. 


“I hope it doesn’t hurt your feelings, but
I’ve got to choose…or…” I say softly. 


Smiling you say, “Let’s go get your shit.”



“Let’s not,” I say. 


Peering into my eyes, I expect you to
scoff in the face of danger. Instead you take me by surprise and ask, “Hey Ang.
I was thinking. What if we just said, ‘fuck it’ and went to Vegas?” 


My blood throbs in my cheeks I can barely
ask, “Are you asking what I think you’re asking?” 


“To be my old lady? Yeah, let’s go make it
official,” you say. 


Crying, I blindly reach for you. 


“Is that a yes?” you ask. 


“Yes!” I scream and fall into your strong
embrace. Your hug feels like forever and I don’t give another thought to brothers
and their stupid word is their bond bullshit. 


I’m filled with thanks for this man that
answered every one of my prayers, before I even uttered them. No longer forced
to hide from a drunken promise, by this time tomorrow I won’t be anyone’s to
give away. Except yours. If I had to choose, I’d say this was the best day of
my life, hands down. 


You place a kiss on the top of my head and
whisper, “You’ll be safe, I’ll keep you safe.” 


And I believe you. When you gun the engine,
the seat vibrates beneath me. Just like my future. Wife. 


We pull onto Sea Drive and the melodic
chords of the sweetest song spills from a passing lowrider’s window. Each lyric
touches my heart and I couldn’t agree more. It is like heaven, riding on the
back of your bike. 










Part 2


John Doe


Chapter 1


 


Today
marks the one-year anniversary of the disappearance of Angelina Braga. Sister
to famed mob boss Anthony Braga, she was just eighteen when she vanished. When
asked for a quote her brother had this to say. ‘Missing? Not without permission,
she’s not. My little sister’s too smart for that.’ 


Police report no new leads. So far, all
roads have led to dead ends. Except one. The victim was last seen on the back
of a chrome Harley Roadster. If you have any information…


That’s cheery. In search of something less
macabre, I twist the radio knob. But it appears that on the well-traveled road
between proposal and marriage? There is nothing but static. Bored, I find
myself wondering about all kinds of things. Like why there aren’t a crop of
wedding stores out here. Probably make a fortune, then I realize. 


The desert is the kind of place where
bodies are measured to fit into hastily dug holes, not wedding attire. Use your
noodle. 


Besides, graves are the opposite of the
happy thoughts I should be having on the way to the altar. Once that thought
crosses my mind however, it keeps bumping into things. Trying to make itself
comfortable and the newscasters words reverberate in my mind. 


Last seen on the back of a motorcycle. How
in the fuck has that not been found?


Likely it was stolen and chopped for parts
or melted down in a fiery crash, whichever way. There should be a metal carcass
lying around to pick over. 


The thought feels like a goose walking over
my grave and here’s another. What about the driver? 


An approaching tunnel yawns before me and
I forget all about motorcycle rides that end in dead ends. Instead, I swipe a
hand over my bleary eyes and focus on my own road ahead. The soft snores coming
from the passenger seat remind me that I’m not alone. I’ve got responsibilities.



We’re in the dark so long, the barren
landscape outside begins to feel like Utopia. The only driving light in the
cavernous tunnel is the sickly yellow arcs flickering from the cracked headlights
and I’m praying the battery on this beat-up rental holds up. 


The exit becomes the only thing on my mind
and before you know it. We’re out of the tunnel and into the night. 


Grateful, I stare at the constellations
spilling down from Heaven like salt thrown over your shoulder to ward off bad
luck. 


Reminds me of that old show. Shot in black
and white, with a narrator who wore a slick suit and talked like he had
lockjaw. What would he make of my current situation, I wonder? Cigarette in
hand, probably something along the lines of… ‘Picture a lovesick marine. Owner
of one unexpected leave, eager to get home and surprise his girl, only it’s the
soldier who gets the shock of his life. He finds himself on the long road of
second thoughts and hasty decisions. Next stop a quickie marriage.’


Will it end in a quickie divorce? 


Almost as if it’s my thoughts playing on
the radio, you stir in your sleep. 


 Unsettled, I steal a glance at my
responsibility. A pregnant woman buckled into the passenger seat. Brow furrowed,
even in sleep. You still look beautiful to me. 


“Don’t worry, Stella. This kid’s going to
have a mommy and a daddy,” I mutter under my breath. 


 I just wish I had a better name to
give than the one the nuns gave to me. 










Chapter 2


Anonymous, a one size fits all name. John Doe.


 


The
recruiter had just about laughed me out of the office when my enlistment
application landed on his desk. It wasn’t until he read the discomfort on my
face that he knew who the real joke was on. Serious, he studied me over his
reading glasses and asked me straight. “You an orphan?” 


“Yes, sir.” My answer was just as blunt. 


Flustered, he skimmed my papers again. “No
kin at all? How about an aunt, maybe a cousin?” He asked. 


Try as he might, he couldn’t coax a relative
out of me. Still, he felt the need to press. “A good-looking kid like you.
There’s gotta be a girl. Someone you’re sweet on?”


Stella. A ghost of a smile betrayed me. 


Slapping his knee, he said, “I knew it!
Lucky, I asked. You almost left money on the table boy!”


Pointing to the blank beneficiary line, he
continued. “Put your wife’s name down right there and we’ll get you squared
away.” 


Despite his insistence, the pen in my hand
didn’t move. Sure, I lived for that beautiful smile, but…wife? 


Talk about commitment. Tapping the pen
against my lower lip, I’d asked, “Do girlfriends count?”


 “They should. But Uncle Sam only
pays out death benefits to spouses, parents, and children. Unless you got a kid
or two?” he asked, searching my face. 


 “Sterile. Skateboard accident when I
was ten,” I said. 


“Sorry to hear that. Everything else works
though, right?” Full of commiseration, he said. 


With a shrug, I replied. “I don’t pee
sitting down if that’s what you’re asking.” 


 “Then I’d say, the military is getting
a rock bottom deal on you. But you’ve got two weeks. Take that girl of yours
out. The one that puts that grin on your face and make it legal. Get a
certificate back to me and we’ll get you a beneficiary yet.” 


He slapped my back and showed me the door.



“See you soon.” I’d promised on the way
out. 


Only problem was, Basic was two tours ago
and I haven’t seen that recruiter since. 


Military leaves came and went, I never
asked and you’re not the kind to pressure. Anytime marriage was brought up, it
was me who was doing it. Surprised, you’d say. “Marriage? The last thing you
need on your plate is extra helpings of worry for a wife back home.” 


In the cold light of day, your concern
looked like apathy. A rejection, almost as bad as my parents giving me up. Sure
you loved me, just not enough. Content in our current roles of boyfriend and
girlfriend, we exchanged superficial letters filled with good cheer and went on
with life. 


That was until your last letter. It was
actually you more than me, that saved all those women and children. Because of
what you didn’t say.


 










Chapter 3


 


I
was still puzzling over your letter when word came down from the top. Without any
warning, I was pulled off the bomb squad and given a new assignment. My job was
simple. Keep an unofficial eye out.


 Incredulously, I’d asked. “Babysit a
church?” 


“Think of it as keeping an eye on freedom
of religion,” my commander had explained. 


The men in my platoon had looked on with
jealousy. 


 ‘Whose pecker did you suck to get
that cushy assignment, Doe?’


 ‘Say a few Hail Mary’s for me.’


‘Don’t choke on the holy water, Doe.’ 


Their barbs rang in my ears as I made the
trek. Six clicks east of Bumfuck, smack dab in the middle of the Afghani desert
sat one of the softest targets I’d ever seen. A white clapboard Christian
church. Habited by a village of war widows and their children. 


And I wasn’t the only one who thought so.
Two bombs had been recovered just last month. 


Officially, I was there to collect intel,
nothing more. Walk the perimeter, a whole lot of business as usual. Total cake
job alright. Kicking rocks is what it felt like. I’d gladly run point on the next
ten bombs just to be back on the base. Hell, there’s probably a stack of
letters waiting on me by now. Full of news about your day, how you’re feeling,
what that bitch of a mother of yours has said about me lately. Because out here
out in the boondocks? There’s no Pony Express. Hell, there’s not even a phone.
What kind of place in the modern world has no goddamn services? 


Furiously, I jotted notes marking off
trouble spots along the margins of the map. 


Those hidden areas that we can’t see, but
the void of their existence eats at you just the same. 


Like that letter you sent me.


 I needed to hear, in your own words,
why your last letter felt like it came out of a can. 


Dear John, 


Hope you are well.


 Be safe-Stella.


Hardly worth the price of a stamp. Not a
lot of space to read between the lines. I blamed the brutal sun baking the
edges of my brain for the uncertainty I felt. You’ve always been faithful to a
fault. True blue, I could set my watch by you. Anytime one of the other guys in
the barracks received a ‘Fuck you’ letter from home, I’d listen to their story
of woe. Smirking like a smug bastard, just knowing my girl was right where I left
you. Patiently waiting back home for me. Faithful to a fault, but still that
sentence loomed in my mind like a marque. It ate at me night and day. 


 Hope you are well. Did your mom
write it for you? 


Cut off from you, is a whole ‘nother level
of hell that I never want to visit again. Food had no taste, I couldn’t get rid
of the goddamn thirst that clawed at my throat no matter how many canteens I drank.
Unfulfilled, every breath I took lacked air. I was dying without you.


Every step of the perimeter check felt
like a step away from you. 


Overwhelmed and all consumed, all I wanted
was to get back to you. 


Hell, I’d left you hanging in the wind too
long. Unprotected, anything could happen to you. A bomb, an accident, no one
was there to protect you. 


There’s nothing going on today. I look out
at the barren wasteland and wish for a post office box. Dejected, I turned the
corner. Sweet hymnal music wafts through the open window. Their voices flowed
through me like it was you singing on the back porch. Remember the way just speaking
the lyrics would make you choke up? 


I do. 


“Sing something for me, baby,” I whisper
your way. 


But you’re not up to singing. It’s
probably the baby that has you feeling drained, I hope to hell it ain’t me. 


Call me crazy, but I thought I’d already
lost you. 


I cursed that evil place but stopped short
of cursing everyone in it. 


Because sitting dead center, blocking the
double door exit of the church was a brown paper postal package. 


 










Chapter 4


 


Oh,
the church can get mail, but I can’t even get two sentences. That’s some
bullshit.


If I’m truthful, that’s what I fucking thought
before it hit me. Nothing’s been in or out of this place except me. 


I caught the tail ends of the preacher’s
robes disappearing around the side of the church. The singing inside reached a
crescendo. Faithful voices feeling the spirit…that could be you in there
Stella!


No time for safety, I didn’t bother
checking for wires. Honestly, I didn’t think. Just acted like a lovesick fool. 


My sweaty hands left imprints on the greasy
sides of the box. Heavy as rocks, there was no tic, only the smell of rotten
eggs. Knowing I was short timing, I hopped the railing. Eyes on the fleeing
preacher, I ran like hell with that bomb tucked under my arm like a football. 


I must have thrown it like one too.
Witnesses say pieces of the preacher flew one hundred feet in the air. 


I knew a sign when I saw one. God was
talking to me. Telling me my time was just about up. By the time I got back to
the base and my commanding officer pinned the medal to my chest I was on
borrowed time. 


With a smack to my shoulder, he said, “You’re
going to go far, kid.” 


Only he didn’t know how far. 


Lucky, I had some emergency leave tucked
away, ‘cause if I didn’t? I would’ve jumped the fucking wall and went AWOL just
to get back to you. Striding past the long phone lines, I didn’t spare a glance
to the men waiting two hours to call home. Instead I looked toward the wet
behind the ears Private waiting on transport. Clutching his duffel like a
stuffed animal, probably his first trip home. This is gonna be a piece of cake.



Beneath the hastily printed IOU, I gladly
scrawled John Doe. Whistling one of those hymns, I signed away two PRIMO weeks
of holiday leave in December in exchange for his seat today. 


Keyed up, sleep evaded me the whole way
home. What if I showed up and you wouldn’t even listen as to how I’ve changed?
I’m no good with rejection. 


Drunk with lack of sleep I stumbled into
the civilian airport, looking for your welcoming smile and I almost missed you.


Head bowed, when you did look up. Your sad
eyes belonged to some other lady. “I didn’t want you to see me in this
condition, John.” You said.


Then why the fuck didn’t you tell me?


Amplified by the glow of dashboard lights,
you look like a belly with arms. Someone foreign to me, that I haven’t had the
chance to meet. Sensing my scrutiny, your face crumbles in your sleep.


I don’t even know you. 


The wheels on my side bump the middle of
the road reflectors. Blazing light fills the car. Full of terror, your eyes fly
open. It both happens and is over in a second.










Chapter 5


 


A
motorcycle is flying head-on at us. Cheating at a game of chicken, it’s almost
upon us before I even know we’re playing. I’m blinded by an impossibly bright
headlight. 


Bracing for impact, my hand flies to your
chest. Holding you to the seat, I pull to the right with everything I’ve got.
Despite a massive effort, there’s no way this crash isn’t going to happen.
Anticipating the kiss of chrome, I cry out. “Please God help me!” 


Anticipating the kiss of chrome, I’m
shocked when the silver machine passes by my window. So close, I could reach
out and touch the raven-haired beauty on the back. As the car comes to a stop,
I can still hear the woman’s tinkling laughter. 


Voice shaky, I say. “That was close.” 


 Next to me, you’re on the edge of
the seat. Wide eyed, you peer into the darkness of the desert, unfazed by the
accident. By me, by anything. 


“You don’t even know how close do you?” I
ask sadly. 


 You turn to me but look past me. Petrified,
you stare out my window in wide-eyed terror. 


Expecting to see a fist coming at me, my
hand flies up to protect myself when I turn. But there’s no one there. We’re
alone in the desert. 


 “What the hell?” I whisper. 


“Maybe it’s the pregnancy that has you
acting this way but all your fears are starting to rub off on me Stella.” I
mutter and remove my foot from the brake. 


We coast to the road. Right blinker on, as
I look to the left a strange sense of dejavu overtakes me. Weird, I’ve never
been here before. Maybe it’s the near miss that has me feeling this way.
“Stella, we’ve got to go back.” 


I almost expect a corny marine joke, but
your silent when I turn back. Towards the way we just came. 










Chapter 6


 


A
quarter mile back, in a turnout shadowed by a wall of Mesa, a gleam of chrome
winks like an S.O.S. I pull off the road and my headlights illuminate a woman. 


Back turned to us, she’s draped across a
chrome Harley Roadster like an American flag. 


Steeling myself, I turn to you. “Stay
here,” I say and unbuckle my seatbelt. 


“Don’t leave me.” You whimper and make it
sound like I’m leaving you for good.


Your head jerks toward the back window
like someone’s coming. I look back too. There’s no one there. 


 You’re really starting to freak me
out. “Stay the fuck here, Stella. Lock the doors.” I say, too rough. But it’s
for your own good. You’re in no condition for this nonsense. 


When I get out, I keep my eye on the
woman. Gravel crunches like cereal beneath my boots. I’m not even trying to be
quiet yet the woman hasn’t turned. Approaching on the woman’s six, my voice is
overly loud when I ask. “Miss, are you okay?” 


No response. At 5:00, I see thigh-high
boots crossed at the ankle. A flash of skin, the hem of a short dress. “Ma’am?”
I ask again. 


At 4:00 I can just make out her
silhouette. Eyes closed, she looks like she’s praying. Is she sleeping? I hope
like hell she doesn’t wake up and reach back for the shotgun sticking out of
the saddlebag. 


At 3:00 I can hear humming. A haunting
melody that reminds me of days long past. 


Still in profile, I’m mesmerized when her
lips begin to move. Clear as a bell, she speaks.


 ‘“When we get to Vegas, I’ll buy you
the biggest fucking rock,’ you said.


Then I said. ‘That’s great, but I still
get a jacket with my name on it right?””


Animated, she giggles and I feel like I’m
eavesdropping on a private conversation for one 


Abruptly, she sits up. Licking her lips,
she adjusts her breasts and stares off into the darkness. 


Now I feel like a Peeping Tom. Reaching to
get her attention, I’m practically yelling this. “Miss!” 


 “Don’t fucking touch her,” a growl
comes from right behind me. Scared shitless, I freeze. Like a fucking winter
pond. 


No one was behind me a second ago. Where’d
he come from?


I turn to the driver. Six foot three at
least, this guy could slam dunk me while taking a piss. Walking from behind the
bushes, buttoning his fly. It looks like I’ve caught him doing just that. 


“Feeling better, Rafe?” the woman asks.
Her voice sounds like wind chimes on a cold, wet night. Chilled, I no longer
want to see her. 


“I’m good.” The man looks at his girl,
then back at me. “Don’t touch her when she’s reminiscing. It’s her therapy.” 


I see fear in his heart when I look into
his eyes. 


Confused, I shake my head. I would never.
But even as I think it, my hand still hovers mere inches from the woman. What
the?


Before I can pull my hand back, she
stands. Looking at the road, she says. “I’m done for now. We can do more
reminiscing later. Besides, we’re out of beer. He might need some guidance
though.” She points a thumb my way. “Looks a little lost if you ask me.” 


I’m staring at her back when the biker
blocks my view. Looking at me like I’m going to steal her he asks. “That what
you are bro? Lost?” 


Lost? That’s a weird choice of words. Hands
up, I step back. Cautious, I say. “Listen. I don’t want no trouble. I was just
making sure you were alright after I almost ran you off the road back there.
Sorry about that.” 


“No apologies accepted here.” The biker
says. Like they’re Visa or something. Be a dick about it, Jeez. 


“Raf. He’s just trying to be nice,” the
woman warns.


“Oh is he now.” He says. There’s more
promise than threat to his words. With a smile, she turns to blow him a kiss
and it’s then that I see what he felt the need to protect. Where do I know her
from? As I jog my memory, the moon illuminates her face like a spotlight.
Revealing bone. Ripped skin. A skeleton.


My own smile falters. My vision narrows to
a pinpoint and I’m pretty sure under that black hoodie the biker’s wearing? He’s
a fucking skeleton too. 


Ghosts!


Be cool, maybe they won’t know that I
know…. what the fuck? 


Did we crash after all? 


Expecting bent metal and broken glass, I’m
shocked when I look back and my car looks the same as when I rented it this
morning. Your all eyes as you stare back. Don’t get out of the car Stella!


I almost yell it. But you’re already petrified.
I don’t want to give you a heart attack. 


Hoping to make a hasty retreat, I turn to
the couple with apologies on my tongue, and the biker’s toe to toe with me. 


“My bad. Let’s get to know each other
John.” He says holds a road roughened hand between us. Silver skull rings
glimmer in the moonlight. I don’t want to touch him, but I have no choice when
he wraps his cold hand around my mine. The manshake is cold, filled with
brutality and soon my thoughts are no longer my own. 










Chapter 7


 


Confused,
I look up at a black sky without stars. Untethered, the biker’s grip is the
only thing I’m sure of. Everything else, my car, the motorcycle all gone. You
use our hands to point and I see, playing out on the highway before me a movie
I’ve never seen, yet feel I know the ending to.


Out of the darkness, the chrome motorcycle
appears. You’re driving but you’re here. From behind you the woman squeals, “I
love this song! Turn it up.”


“How many times are you going to make me
listen to this?” The driver asks. The shadow figure next to me moves his lips,
like he knows the ending too. 


They pull to a stop next to a stalled car.
Cloaked in shadows, it looks like a Cadillac. 


Clutching the man, there’s worry in the
woman’s voice when she asks. “What if we don’t stop? What if we just drive on
by?” 


The biker sits forward in the seat and
shifts downward. “C’mon, Ang we’re not those people.”


Danger glitters all around them like coal
dust. I try to warn them, but the only thing that I can do is bear witness. 


They pull in next to a luxury car. The
doors open and two men in suits get out. A man in a white suit comes from the
passenger side. Unbuttoning his coat, the smile he gives the young couple feels
like a target on their backs.


Filled with chagrin, the man directs his
question towards the woman. “What are you doing, Hermana?” 


The biker stiffens. Under his breath, he
mutters, “Ang, get my gun from the bag.”


Confused, she looks from her love to her
blood. “Rafe. That’s my brother, he would never…” 


Her brother interrupts. “Vincent. If he
moves, shoot him.” 


A man with a scar on the side of his face
steps out of the shadows. He’s got a gun of his own and it’s trained on the couple.
Caught in a Mexican stand-off, no one moves. 


Exasperated, the women turns to her
brother, “Anthony, enough. I’m living my life. It’s time you started living
yours.”


 She taps the biker on the back and
says, “Let’s go, Rafe. My brother won’t hurt us.”


But the biker’s not convinced. His eyes
remain on her brother as he approaches the back of the bike. With an arm held
out like an escort, the gangster smiles at his sister. “You want to go to
Vegas? I’ll take you myself, but it will be on Vinnie’s arm.” 


The woman’s voice sounds so defeated when
she asks. “Or?”


Still smiling, her brother rears back and plants
that stiff elbow into her face. From there, it all goes bad fast. Blood pours
from her broken nose, as she yanked by her hair off the back of the bike.
Screaming, she lands in a heap at his feet. 


Ready to tear the gangster limb from limb,
the biker jumps up. But the sound of a pistol cocking stops him in his tracks.
It’s not his life he’s concerned with, but the love of his life that has a gun
held to her head. 


“Ang, I’m here,” he soothes. 


To the gangster, he says. “Don’t hurt her,
It’s me you want.”


The gangster looks at the biker with
disgust. “No, idiot. It’s her. This is family business. Vincent Ramon can be
assured, Anthony Braga pays his debts.” 


The biker’s searching hand crawls across
the seat towards his gun. 


The gangster see this and gives a barely
perceptible nod to the man with the scar. Like it’s game over, he looks at the
biker and says, “You moved.” 


Dazed, the woman sees the interaction. An
ear-splitting scream rips through the night. “Anthony, no!”


But it’s too late. Everyone knows it. The
only ones left in the dark…are the victims. 


Kicking and screaming, she’s pulled toward
the waiting Cadillac. “This is your last chance, Angelina. You will come home
and marry Vincent.” 


Tear-streaked, she pleads from her knees.
“Or?” 


The man with the scar lifts the weapon.
After a short whistle, he says, “Hey, Pretty Girl.” 


Horrified, she turns in time to see the
gunman set his feet and aim.


She breaks away from her brother, leaving
long black strands of hair clutched in his fist. 


Uttering pleas, she runs toward her
beloved. “Please Vincent, I’ll do anything!” 


 


Just as she steps between the biker and
the gun, it goes off. The sound sets off the car alarm. Incessant braying fills
my ears. Red flashing hazard lights illuminate the night just enough for me to
see the biker cradle his girl in his arms. Tears stream down his face as he
begs. “Ang, wake up.” 


Pistol in hand, her brother approaches. With
fake regret in his voice, he says. “Que Lastima.” 


But it’s the biker that gets the last
word. He reaches for the gun and presses it to his forehead. Looking up into
the gangster’s hate filled eyes, he commands. “Do it.” 


There’s a flash of light then nothing. A
voice crawls from the depths. 


“Your sister still looks pretty good. Mind
if I fuck her Anthony?” 


 “Be my guest.” 


 










Chapter 8


 


My
hand feels numb under the crushing sorrow conveyed in the biker’s grip. I look
up and we’re back. Stars above our head, ladies on either side but it’s the way
the biker keeps darting glances at his lady, then turning back to me with eyes
full of ‘shut the fuck up.’ 


“She doesn’t know.” I say. 


In a low whisper, he says, “Last thing she
talks about is getting on the back of my bike.” He looks toward the woman with
love. I follow his gaze to her face and see her just as he does. Gorgeous big
brown eyes shining with love. Rich skin glowing with health. Happiness as
delicate as spun sugar. He laid his life down to be with her. Recognition
dawns. The last thing the biker needs is for me to come in here and fuck
everything up by screaming.


 “She’s a ghost story with no
ending.” I say sadly. 


 “Like I said, regret ain’t worth
shit here. Wallowing in the past is a bunch of wasted effort if you ask me. We
like to reminisce about the good times. Mostly, Angie does it for the both of
us. But as you can see, I’ve got a few stories of my own,” the biker says. 


“But that’s not what I wanted you to see.”
He says. 


 His grip on my hand tightens like I
might try to run. “This is gonna hurt a bit. But I’m right here with you.” 


I feel the comfort of his arm around my
shoulder as the blackness returns to envelope us. This time it’s not the
biker’s memories I see. But my own. 










Chapter 9


 


Exhausted,
Stella’s asleep next to me when I find the motorcycle. Parked in this very lot,
there’s a Cadillac with an open trunk next to it. There’s the bike, but where
are the riders?


Slowing, I pull to the side. The sound of
the blinker wakes Stella. 


“What is it?” she asks. 


“Just a breakdown.” I say. 


I hit the window button and lean across
your lap. “Everything all right?” I yelled out good-naturedly.


A man in a white suit appears from the
back of the car. With a wave, he walks towards my car and says. “Everything’s
just peachy.”


He nods into the window at you. 


A second man comes from the back of the
trunk. There’s a scar on his face, but it’s his eyes I’m looking at. Filled
with malice, he walks to stand in front of my car and says. “Keep going, kid.
This ain’t none of your business.” 


The headlights act like Luminol. I suppose
the blood on his jacket is none of my business either. In that split second,
the only business on my mind is you. 


No one knows we’re out here. I didn’t tell
anyone about our fresh start and neither did you. The green glow of the
dashboard lights highlights just how fragile your condition is.


A gun is produced and pointed my way. “Get
out of the car, kid.” The scarred man says. 


 “Stella. Stay in the car.” I
whisper. 


And I remember. This is where they bury
the bodies. All of us. 


“No witnesses Vincent.” The man in the
blood splattered white suit says and the man with the scar agrees. 


“We’re dead, aren’t we?” I ask and sag
against the biker’s chest. Filled with sorrow, the blackness threatens to eat
me alive. Our death unfolds before me. 


Pleading I turn to him and say. “I need
help. My girl, they shot her.”


Full of commiseration the biker nods.
“They shot mine too,” he says.


One by one the stars return to the sky. So
full, it looks like salt thrown over your shoulder to ward off bad spirits. 


“John!” Behind me, there’s an insistent
beep of the horn. I look to the car and you look like a rat trapped in a cage. 


The biker raises a hand. I marvel at his
easy nature as he waves to you. After everything that’s happened. To all of us.



“That doesn’t have to be your eternity.
You can change it. We can help you, can’t we Rafe? They were just innocent
bystanders.” The woman on the bike asks. 


The biker looks between me and his woman
and nods.


Which the woman takes as a sign to go on.
“I bet you’ve been driving around mired down with regret. Thinking of what you
could of or should have done. All your indecision does is keep her from
remembering anything but the worst. The last thing that happened is the only
thing she can remember. Life-shocked, her mind is so gripped in fear, only your
clear head can save her. Let the regret go, for the both of you. What you need
is good memories, lots of them. Help her John. Give her something great to remember.”



Intelligent eyes glimmer my way. This
woman knows a hell of a lot more than she lets on. 


“We haven’t been properly introduced. I’m
John,” I say and hold out a hand. 


“Angelina. Pleased to meet you,” she says.


The tension of uncertainty that’s swirled
around us dissipates when I take her hand. 


Before I turn back to the car, I ask them
both. “Will I see you again?” 


The biker straddles the bike. He’s the
type of guy I’d like to sit down with and shoot the shit with. “If you lose
your way, we’ll be here. Who knows, I might need your help someday to help me
remember what’s important. For now, Angie does most of the reminiscing for me.”


 


Before he kickstarts the engine to life,
he looks me in the eye. “If all else fails, there’s always Peligro,” he says solemnly.


“What?” I ask. 


Angelina explains. “It’s like a safe word.
Peligro? Falling rocks, danger ahead, thin ice. Peligro. For some reason, it
gives us a reset. One of the perks of being dead, I guess.” 


“Well, thanks for the heads up,” I say. 


“Wish we would’ve gotten one,” he says.


Angie pats the seat. “Giddy-up.” 










Chapter 10


 


I
get in the car and look over at the reason for my existence. The same woman I’d
kept waiting in limbo in life now waits there for me in death.


Unsurity blazes in your eyes and I realize
every one of my second thoughts has always felt like cold feet to you. 


Nervous, you dart glances out the window,
eyes crawling over the darkness searching for bad men that are no longer there.
Thanks to a little roadside assistance from the biker and his girl, I know what
you’re looking for now.


 Even if you don’t. 


The bad men. Vile low-down dirty yellow
men that would chase down a pregnant couple and shoot them on the side of the
road like dogs. An unjust ending for a couple that only wanted to help. It’s
what we have, but it’s not the only thing. 


The aftermath of fear written all over
your face? That ends now. 


Staring at the wheel clutched between my
hands, I give one last apology. 


“Stella. It wasn’t you, it was me. I knew
how badly you wanted to be married, yet I was the one who stalled. Foregoing
your happiness every step of the way, The whole time I was just too stubborn to
admit my childhood played a bigger role in my fear of commitment than I wanted
to give it credit for. Hindered by my rough start in life, I will not let it
fuck us up in death.” 


I try to tell you what you mean to me,
what you’ve always meant to me. You’re not listening. Too busy jumping at
shadows. 


Wondering what it’s going to take to get
you out of this rut, I look over at you and see you as you are now.


Stuck on the ending, blood trickles from
the bullet wound in the middle of your forehead. It pools onto your lap.
Staining the maternity dress with the sweet blue flowers picked special for our
wedding day. You were having a boy.


We can’t keep going down this same path. Maybe
it’s because I want you back, more than anything. I utter the ghost biker’s
word. Eyes closed, I whisper, “Peligro.” 


“Wha…” you whisper. 


Not sure if it’s working, I say it again.
This time I say the word the way it was meant to be said. Bellowing loudly, I
yell. “Peligro!”


You blink as if waking from a deep sleep. 


I brush your matted hair back out of your
face and blank eyes stare through me. No memories, good or bad live there. With
your hands clasped on your lap, you wait patiently. 


A total reset, there’s nothing left of
you. 


Now I’m nervous. What if I fuck it all up?
All I’ll have left is a zombie wearing your clothes. 


Hyping myself up for what I have to do I
try desperately to reach for something happy. You don’t fidget at my delay. With
neither a smile or frown you wait. 


Then it comes to me. My voice sounds
unsure when I start. “The happiest memory I can give to you is the one you
wouldn’t shut up about. The day I proposed to you, I didn’t care whose baby was
growing in your belly, just as long as it was me, he called Daddy.” 


Your hand twitches aimlessly at your side.
Gentle, I lay it across your baby bump and continue. “That’s right. Come back
to me, baby.” I say around a big smile which sits down on my face. 


“Man, I couldn’t wait to get off that
plane. See I knew from your last letter that you were holding something back.
Know how I knew? Because I was too.” 


I turn and it’s you staring back at me.
Curious even in death, the bullet hole in the middle of your forehead is
replaced by a furrowed brow. 


Grabbing you by the shoulders, I plant a
kiss on your frown line. Staring into your eyes, I speak the truth. “I was just
a scared kid. Didn’t know no better. Was never taught no better. I didn’t know
what love was, and I sure didn’t recognize it when it came up and bit me on the
ass. I didn’t treat my girl the way you deserved to be treated.” 


My heart’s pounding in my chest, I can
barely stay seated after that confession, but there’s neither a tear nor frown
on your face. 


“Come on, Stella. That was my deepest
darkest confession. You’re making me feel inadequate here.” My breath hitches
as two tears glide down my cheeks. 


It’s not working! 


Just give it a second. You’ve got
eternity. 


I close my eyes and count to ten…


1.This feels like a bunch of bullshit.


2.At least she’s awake. 


3.If it’s a tossup between her being
terrified or numb, I’m rooting for no pain. 


4.…


 


The soft weight of your hand against my
cheek gives me hope. Way too much. 


 Most likely I’m certifiable, because
I’m bawling like a baby and giggling like a schoolgirl. “Okay, okay. Back to
the story, Little Miss Impatient.” 


After a few swallows, I’m able to
continue. “I didn’t even wait ‘til I cleared customs. As soon as I saw those
beautiful blue eyes of yours. Full of worry, overflowing with shame, I gotta
tell you I was relieved.” 


“Why,” you croak. Your voice sounds
underused, but it’s music to my ears. 


I wipe my runny nose on my sleeve but
don’t stop now. 


“Because I thought after your last letter,
you were going to break up with me. I was the asshole that was dragging my
feet, it just took a Dear John letter from you to light a fire under my ass.
Honestly, I was just happy you showed.” I say.


Satisfied, you nod and I go on. 


In a voice loud enough to call the troops
home, I said, “See that pregnant girl over there? That’s the girl I’m going to
marry.”


 In the middle of the airport, I
dropped to one knee. Baby bump in hand, I looked up into your face and begged.
“Make me whole, Stella. Marry me.” 


And you said….


“Yes.” 


I suck in a watery breath and turn. Lit by
the rising sun is my girl. 


Sparkling blue eyes filled with hopes and
dreams stare back at me. Bouncy blonde hair tied back with a blue ribbon.
Fresh-faced, you take my hand in yours. 


“Everything’s okay. We’re okay.” Your
voice is a balm that soothes my soul. 


 Overcome, I say. “I thought I lost
you forever.” 


Concerned, you kiss all of my tears away,
yet still manage to tease. “Suck it up, Marine. You’re stuck with me.” 


I look into your eyes filled with love and
realize, maybe that’s all that love is. Two souls that care enough about each
other to holler Peligro when one gets too close to the edge.


Hand on your belly, you give a secret
smile down to our little bundle of joy. 


Which gets me to thinking. Reminiscing about
fond memories. Is it possible to make new ones? Does my boy have to stay
sleeping or can he come out and play catch. Next time I see that biker, I’m
going to ask. 


Full of hope, I ask, “You ready for a road
trip Stella?”


The twinkle in your blue eyes is answer
enough. 


When I turn the key, the radio turns on.
Maybe it’s a coincidence, but it’s the same song that Angelina was humming.


Sounds about right. 


It does feel just like heaven driving into
this happily ever after life with you. 


 


 


The End. 
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“Another
round of blow jobs!” Harley screamed to the bartender over the music, slapping an
open palm on the polished oak bar top. 


I tilted my head back and cackled, the
previous four shots we’d done in the last two hours starting to take a toll on my
self-control. I wasn’t drunk per se—more like buzzed. The familiar slow-moving
fuzziness had begun to creep into the edges of my vision two shots ago, and my
teeth were starting to tingle. 


Maybe I am drunk—just a little.


Rising up on my toes, I leaned over the
bar and made eye contact with Avett; the bartender Sierra had been eye-fucking
all night. “Can I get a water?” I asked as he worked on setting up a line of
shot glasses for Harley’s order. 


Stella sidled up next to me and slung an
arm around my shoulders. “Sorry, no agua for you, senorita. It’s your last
night as a single woman, if you’re not halfway to alcohol poisoning and puking
in a public bathroom by the end of the night. We haven’t done our job.”


Ignoring my newly-legal sister’s less than
stellar advice, I accepted the mason jar of ice water and gave Avett a grateful
smile. “I’d prefer not to miss my own wedding because I’m busy getting my
stomach pumped,” I said, shrugging out from her arm and turning to head back to
our table. 


“Pussy!” Stella called after me. 


I absently flipped her the finger and
concentrated on making it across the crowded bar. Staying upright in my heels
was more difficult than I expected and I had to fight to focus on the task at
hand. 


I could see Blondie, the former president’s
old lady and Harley’s mom, holding up a giggling Candy, my future mother-in-law,
at our table. Honey leaned forward, saying something else I couldn’t hear and
the two older women lost it, tossing their heads back and howling with
laughter. It wasn’t exactly common for club whores like Honey to go out on the
town with old ladies, but I’d kind of taken her under my wing. Honey—whose real
name was Kenzie—was new and had only been coming around for a short time before
shit hit the fan a few months back, but she stepped up when the club needed it
most, and it didn’t go unnoticed. She was there every day, doing whatever she
could to help even when girls that had been attached to the MC for years made
themselves scarce, she was a constant staple. 


Ox took a liking to Honey pretty quick
after that, and they’d been practically inseparable since. I was holding out
hope his interest would stick. Despite the brief run in we’d had when Baz and I
had started seeing each other, Ox had been nothing but respectful to me. Hell,
the giant biker even apologized for his inappropriate behavior—and meant it. We
weren’t close, but there wasn’t any bad blood there. 


I’d been concerned about my place in the
club when Baz took the gavel last month. Sure, we’d moved kind of fast, and I
hadn’t gotten a chance to know any of the brothers before Baz made me his old
lady, but it wasn’t that uncommon. Although, being an old lady and being the
president’s old lady were two different things. A property patch demanded a
certain level of respect. But when your man was the president…it changed
everything. It was my responsibility to set the tone for the females attached
to the club, and I’d made my intentions clear—which was why none of the girls
batted an eye when I invited Honey to my bachelorette party. 


“I thought you were getting more shots?”
Blondie asked as I plopped down on the leather couch beside her. 


The night had started out relatively tame
considering the mix of biker bitches and strippers we had in tow. We had dinner
at my favorite sushi restaurant before heading to the edge of Chinatown for the
longest-running drag show at Darcelle XV. At Sierra’s insistence, we stayed for
the full male review after the show—much to the dismay of the two prospects who
were ordered to babysit us on our night out. 


Now, our little gang of misfits was taking
over a corner living room section of Edison, a super trendy bar in the Pearl
District of downtown Portland that Sierra had insisted we add to our itinerary.
The drinks were strong and the company was great, but the vibe wasn’t really
me. I was more of a dive bar with a broken condom dispenser in the
bathroom-type girl. 


I waved a hand in the direction of the
bar. “Harley and Stella are getting them. I needed to sit. My feet are killing
me,” I said, taking a sip of water. Jesus, even the straws in this place were
on-brand, nothing but the best eco-friendly paper straws for the coolest
hipster bar in town.


“You’ve only been off the stage for two
months, and you’re already losing your edge,” Sierra scoffed. Up until
recently, I’d worked with Sierra at The Doll House, one of Portland’s best
strip clubs. Seven years of dancing and out of the countless number of girls
I’d worked with over the years, Sierra was one of the few I’d call a friend.
Our favorite bartender, Nic, and one incredibly misguided cocktail waitress
named Quinn rounded out our little group. 


“Suck my dick, I could still dance circles
around your bitch ass,” I said, leaning back and settling my sore feet on the
low coffee table. 


Sierra tilted her head back and laughed,
it was melodic and loud, drawing the attention of every guy within a
twenty-five-foot radius. My walking wet dream of a friend, with her Bettie
Paige looks and tattoos, was the perfect hipster fantasy. 


“For real though, are you going to get
back on stage when Red Rabbit is up and running?” Sierra asked when she finally
stopped laughing. 


The Red Rabbit Room was the other reason I
had no time on my hands this summer. After my abrupt departure from the stage,
I proposed a partnership with the club to open our own strip joint. It didn’t
take long for the brothers to agree. Because strip clubs are zoning nightmares,
we went ahead and bought an already established club. After a quick escrow,
construction was already underway for the remodel. 


“Nah, my plastic heels are staying hung
up. I’m the boss bitch now,” I said, stretching my arms out wide and almost
smacking Blondie in the face. “Shit! Sorry,” I said, pulling my wild limbs back.



Blondie just snorted, falling into a fit
of giggles with Candy. They did that a lot. Best friends for the better part of
thirty-five-years and they still acted like a couple of teenagers.


“That reminds me,” Honey said, leaning
forward. “Did you get the fabric samples I put on your desk for the booths?” 


Honey had sort of adopted the role of my
right hand, helping with anything and everything I needed when it came to the
Red Rabbit project or the club. 


I nodded and sat up, eager to discuss my
new favorite subject. The Knights of Mayhem might have put up half the money,
but everything else about The Red Rabbit Room was up to me. “Yeah, I think I’m
going to go with the black vinyl with the snakeskin texture. It’ll look good
against the red frame and tabletops.”


“Ugh! You guys are boring me. I’m gonna go
see if Avett has time for a quickie in the storage room,” Sierra said, standing
and straightening her pencil skirt. 


I waved her off, intending to go back to
my conversation with Honey, but my gaze halted when I caught sight of Nic and
Quinn sitting closer than they had been twenty minutes ago. Their heads were
bent together, and Nic was saying something to the other woman as her
fingertips drew shapes on Quinn’s bare knee. I had to bite my lip to keep from
laughing. 


Quinn was a notorious sugar daddy hunter,
and after all the bets she placed on Nic convincing me to bat for the other
team, she was quickly falling into the other woman’s web of Southern charm. The
irony was palpable. 


Before I could further analyze the
situation, I found a whipped cream topped shot thrust into my face. “Drink up,
bitch! The party’s just gettin’ started!” 


Looking up at my sister, I saw the
stubborn glint in her eye. Deciding not to argue, I reached up and took the
small glass from her. 


“Oh, hell no!” Harley shouted, stepping
around Stella and setting a tray of shots on the cluttered table. “You gotta
take it the right way,” she said, setting a shot glass on the table in front of
each of us.


“Don’t forget me,” Sierra called, squeezing
past Harley and reclaiming her seat beside Nic and Quinn. 


“Strike out with the bartender?” I asked,
setting my shot on the table and scooting to the edge of the couch. 


Sierra did the same and waved a perfectly
manicured hand my way. “As if. He’s coming over later,” she said. Holding her
hair back, she bent forward and wrapped her ruby red lips around the shot glass
and sat up, taking the shot with her. 


I followed suit, trying not to choke as I
swallowed back the sweet liquor. 


“Incoming! The boys are on their way,”
Candy said, frowning down at her phone.


It took me far too long to connect the
dots and understand what the fuck she was talking about. “How do they even know
where we are?” I asked, my brain still playing catchup. 


Candy raised a perfectly sculpted eyebrow
and shot a pointed look over my shoulder. Following her gaze, I found Kainoa,
the newest Knights of Mayhem prospect, standing with his back against the wall,
arms folded over his broad chest. 


The prospects, of course. 


“Right,” I said, rolling my eyes as I
turned back to the group. It’s not that I disliked the security having your own
personal bodyguards provided, but it’d be nice to have one night out without a
constant lurking shadow. Besides, I didn’t know Kai, no one really did besides
Zero, since he was the one sponsoring the Hawaiian hottie. 


Z had shown up at the club one afternoon
with Kainoa, or Kai as everyone had taken to calling him, and the next day he
was wearing a prospect patch and sleeping in the apartment above the garage
office at the compound. No one knew his story, and he wasn’t generous with
details, but he was polite, a hard worker, did as he was told, and was nice to
look at, so there wasn’t much to complain about. 


“Risa wanted to make sure we had a heads
up,” my future mother-in-law said pointedly, narrowing her eyes on Kai. 


Glancing back, I caught the remnants of a
smirk on Kai’s face. He’d developed a little rivalry with Risa since he’d
started working in the garage with her. Baz’s sister, Risa, was a master mechanic
and did most of the work for Knights Customs, the auto shop the club owned. To
say she was territorial would be putting it lightly, and from what I’d heard,
Kai had been enjoying finding all her buttons to push. 


I hadn’t figured out the newcomer yet—no
anger management issues, quiet, but also not a brooder. Kai was perfectly
sociable when the situation called for it, but other than that he seemed
content to sit back and observe. Aside from pissing off Risa, which wasn’t
exactly a difficult task, he was exceptionally normal. 


“Is Risa still with the boys?” I asked.
Since Risa was one of the ‘groomsmen,’ she’d opted to stick with the guys for
the bachelor party instead of coming out with us. If it were anyone else, I’d
probably be hurt my sister-in-law chose to skip my bachelorette party but considering
how close Risa and Baz were, and the fact that she hated all things girly, I
didn’t mind. 


Candy grimaced as she downed her shot and
nodded. “Yeah, they were headed back to the compound, and Baz decided they
needed to pick us up on the way. Sorry, darlin’ looks like our night out is
gettin’ cut short.”


“Jesus Christ, he can’t go six hours
without dragging you back to his fuck cave?” Stella bitched, crossing her arms
on a huff. 


I smiled at the thought of Baz coming in
here and going all caveman on me. I complained about his Neanderthal ways, but
it was secretly one of my favorite things about him. There was just something
so panty-melting hot about a man picking you up and hauling you back to bed. 


Shifting in my seat, I crossed and
uncrossed my legs, trying to alleviate the need for friction. Even if I wanted
to, I wouldn’t be able to stay away from Baz the night before our wedding. Just
thinking about him made me hot and needy.


“Why don’t I buy you a drink and let’s see
if we can make your night a little better,” a twenty-something guy in a beanie
asked, leaning over the back of the chair and into Stella’s space. 


Stella’s head reared back, and she opened
her mouth, I was sure to spew venom, but Kai cut her off, appearing out of
nowhere. 


“She’s not interested,” he said in his
deep timbre. 


I watched in part amusement, part horror
as my sister’s head snapped up to where Kai stood looming. I could pinpoint the
second she decided to make a point instead of letting the scene play out. 


“Actually, I make my own decisions, so
yes, I’d love a drink,” she said sweetly, standing up. 


Kai sidestepped, blocking her way. “No.”


“Chill, it’s just a drink,” Stella gritted
out. 


“It’s not happening,” Kai said, his tone
nothing but steel. 


Kai was blowing this way out of
proportion. Someone needed to diffuse the situation and fast because it didn’t
look like Stella was anywhere near ready to give up the fight. 


Before I could jump in, beanie guy piped
up. “Yeah man, chill,” he said, straightening and taking a step around the
chair. 


Was this guy fucking suicidal?


I looked around frantically for Cato, the
other prospect that had been tasked as our security for the evening, but I
couldn’t see him anywhere. 


“I’d re-think that if I were you,” Kai
said. Arms at his sides, I watched as his hands curled into fists. “This is your
one warning, don’t fucking push it, man.”


What happened next played out in slow
motion. Beanie dude reached out and shoved at Kai’s shoulder, causing his body
to jerk and bump into Stella. Since they were standing so close, this caused
Stella to fall back into the chair right as Z rounded the corner—making it look
like Kai had shoved her. 


That’s when shit got real. 


“THE FUCK?” Z’s voice boomed over the music
just as Kai reached out to grab the hipster by the collar. 


Ice. Liquid ice filled my veins at the
sound of Z’s usually raspy voice echoing in my ears. It took a lot to scare me,
but two words from Zero did the trick. 


Kai turned his head, which opened him up
for beanie dude to land a vicious punch to his jaw. Z was already launching
himself at Kai, fist at the ready. Zero missed and sent a crushing blow
straight into the middle of beanie dude’s face just as Kai recovered enough to
send his fist flying. The tangle of men fell to the side, sending chairs
skidding across the polished concrete floor. After a short scuffle, Z hauled
Kai up by his cut and landed a bone-crunching blow to the side of the younger
man’s face, sending him flying back into the middle of our group. Kai landed
hard, turning the reclaimed farm wood coffee table into kindling at our feet. 


I darted a look at my sister. She was
still sitting in the leather chair where she’d fallen. Her face a mask of shock
as she watched the men go at it. In reality, the scuffle didn’t last long, maybe
a minute tops. The rest of the brothers who’d been a few seconds behind Z were
quick to jump in and break up the fight. 


Jester hauled Z back, but he viciously
jerked out of Jester’s grip. Head down and nostrils flaring, Z started pacing
in front of Stella’s chair. His hunched shoulders heaved with each heavy
exhale, but I was fairly certain his labored breaths were due to rage rather
than physical exertion. 


“Don’t let anyone tell you that you don’t
know how to make a memorable entrance, Killer,” Stella huffed, getting to her
feet. Any sign of dismay or worry I’d seen earlier wiped clean. She reached out
and tugged on Z’s cut. “Come on, let’s go back to the compound, I want to kick
your ass at pool again.”


Z stilled and waited as Stella picked her
way through the shrapnel from the table. Without sparing a glance at his
brothers, Z turned and followed Stella out of the bar. A month ago, I would’ve
been worried sick at the prospect of my sister being around Z after an outburst
like that, but they had a weird connection. Like this strange symbiotic
friendship; Z got to play knight in shining armor, and Stella felt safe with
him. After the shit hand she’d been dealt over the years, I wasn’t about to
object to something that made her feel safe—even if that thing was a
six-foot-four Viking-like mammoth of a man with crazy serial killer eyes.


“We should go,” I said turning to Baz
who’d come to my side during the commotion. “Someone’s probably already called
the cops.”


He sighed and nodded as he assessed the
damage. “Crow, settle up at the bar and throw in a few bills for the chairs and
table. The rest of you, back to the club,” Baz said gesturing for everyone to
round up and get gone. 
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I
was going to murder Z. Straight up, murder the motherfucker. 


One night, that’s all I wanted. One night
without a fucking shitshow to clean up. Was that so hard? 


Finley seemed okay as we left the bar, but
my Rabbit could put on a front, I wouldn’t know the damage for sure until I got
her alone. If Zero’s Hulk-out moment freaked Rabbit out and cost me pussy
tonight, I really would kill him. 


Rabbit gripped me tighter as we banked
left, merging onto the freeway. I’d been worried she was too drunk to get on
the back of my bike, but I should’ve known better. It’d take more than a few
drinks to keep my Rabbit from jumping at the opportunity to ride. 


Yesterday, I’d asked Risa to start working
on a design for Rabbit’s first bike. I wanted it to be a surprise so I planned
on carving out time when I could to work on it. It wouldn’t be quick, but I
figured I’d be able to have it finished in time for our first wedding
anniversary. Until she had her own ride though, she was on the back of mine. 


Taking the exit to the compound, I slowed
to a stop at the light. 


“I don’t want to go back yet,” Rabbit
shouted over the rumble of the engine. 


“Where do you want to go?” I called over
my shoulder. 


Her hands tightened over my abs, and I felt
her tuck her face into my back. “Our spot,” she said, snuggling closer. 


A grin tugged at one side of my mouth. As
corny as it was, I loved that we had a spot. “You want tacos, too?”


Rabbit froze, every spot where we were
touching went utterly still. I thought something was wrong until she let out a
squeal. “This is why I’m marrying you!” She started giggling, only coming up
for air as the light turned green and I hooked a left instead of the usual
right. “I’m marrying the taco man!” She screamed into the night. 


Definitely too drunk. 


Despite all odds, Rabbit managed to stay
upright the whole ride, even if her reaction time was a little slow. The
evening air cooled slightly as we drove up the switchbacks to the top of the
butte. 


As usual, there wasn’t anyone around when I
pulled the bike off the main road and parked at the outlook. The secluded spot
offered gorgeous panoramic views of the city below. The first time I took Rabbit
here was the night I realized I didn’t want to live without her. It seemed fitting
we’d end up in the same spot the night before our wedding.


We both climbed off, and I unclasped the
saddle bag, handing Rabbit the food we’d picked up at her favorite taco truck
on the way up. Taking out the blanket I kept in my bag for this exact purpose,
I folded it over the metal guardrail and helped my soon-to-be wife step over
the barrier. 


Powell Butte had become our escape without
either of us realizing it. Maybe because it was the only place we could truly
be alone, but whenever something big was going on, we found ourselves here. It
was like we were subconsciously checking in with each other without all the
distractions of life. 


The past month we’d both been pulled in a
million directions, but I thought we were handling it pretty well, considering.



“Can you believe we’re getting married
tomorrow?” Rabbit asked once we’d settled on the railing. 


My eyes flicked up to look at her as I
unpacked the food. She was smiling, so she must not have meant that to sound as
ominous as it did. “Gettin’ cold feet on me, babe?”


She shoved at my shoulder and shook her
head, laughing. “Of course not. I’m all in, remember?”


“Yeah, you are,” I said, shooting my hand
out to grab the front of her leather jacket and tug her toward me. I couldn’t
seem to keep my hands off her when she wore that jacket—the one with the
Property of Baz bottom rocker. It was hot as fuck.


My mouth covered hers and I ran the tip of
my tongue over the seam of her lips, already seeking entrance. She didn’t
hesitate to open and lean into me as I deepened the kiss, exploring her mouth.
Nipping at her lower lip, I broke the kiss before it could turn into anything
more. 


I stayed close though, letting my forehead
rest against hers. This moment was perfect, and I wanted to commit it to memory.
I wanted this to be one of those moments I told our grandkids about. Maybe I’d
leave out the hot as fuck part, though. 


Everything around us could be a chaos of
flames, but we would always be the constant, as long as we were together, the
rest of the world could burn around us. 


“Tacos,” I said, cracking a smile and
putting an end to the moment. 


Rabbit snorted and pulled away. “Yeah,
what are you trying to do, starve me? You better hand over my tacos before we
have problems, Mr. Bassett. Happy wife, happy life. Remember that, it’s gonna
be your mantra for the next fifty years.”


“Only fifty, Mrs. Bassett, really?” I
asked, handing her a taco from the bag and pulling one out for myself. 


She shrugged as she unwrapped her food. “I’m
only making a fifty-year commitment, gonna have to see how you hold up before I
consider extending. You know, kick the tires a bit.” 


God, I loved her attitude. 


“Keep talkin’ like that, and I’m gonna have
to show you why I ain’t givin’ you up—even fifty years from now,” I warned. 


“You can’t get between a girl and her
tacos, that’s strictly forbidden,” she said on a laugh. 


I tilted my head to the side, examining
her closely. “Did you just forbid me?” I asked, just as she dipped her head and
opened her mouth to take her first bite. 


Rabbit stilled, her eyes going wide.
“I—Uh, I said it was forbidden. Technically, I didn’t directly—”


I moved fast, too fast for her alcohol soaked
brain to react. Snatching the taco from her hand, I tossed it in the bag and
set it at her feet before pulling her close. We picked up the kiss from earlier
with zero hesitation and even more urgency than before. 


Sliding my palms down her sides, I followed
the flare of her hips. Reaching around, I got a grip on her ass and hauled her
onto my lap. I thanked God for miniskirts as my hands found their way
underneath the stretchy material. Rabbit’s fingernails raked over my scalp
sending a shiver down my spine and a rush of blood straight to my dick. 


My fingertips had just reached the edge of
her damp panties when she mumbled the single hottest sentence I’d ever heard. 


“On the bike. Please, I want it on the
bike,” she whimpered against the skin at my neck, even as she ground herself
against the bulge in my jeans. 


I didn’t need to be told twice. 


“Legs, babe,” I instructed as I stood.
Rabbit followed orders automatically, wrapping those long legs around my waist.



Keeping a firm grip on her ass, I made my
way to the bike. Hooking a leg over, I settled us onto the seat and immediately
went to work on Rabbit’s clothes. Her jacket and shirt were the first things
that needed to go. I wanted to see those full tits bouncing in my face while
she rode my cock. 


I roughly shoved her jacket down her arms
and immediately did the same to her shirt and bra, not even stopping when I
heard the sound of tearing fabric. I needed her skin, now. I needed to be
inside her, feel her, fucking taste her. Nothing else registered, just her. 


Rabbit’s hands jerked at my belt and
jeans, her movements just as rough and needy as mine had been. In no time at
all, she’d freed me from my jeans and had her fingers wrapped tightly around my
shaft. She squeezed me as she stroked up and down, coaxing a bead of precum
from the tip. My fingers dipped under the fabric of her thong, and I circled
her opening, teasing. Not to be outdone, Rabbit caught the wetness at my tip on
her next upstroke and used it to slick her way up and down, gripping me a
little tighter each time. 


“Not fair,” I growled, pushing her hand
out of the way. 


No matter how many times I had her, it was
never enough. Breathing in her scent, I licked a trail up her neck. She moaned
into the night air. Her perfect tits illuminated only by the stars and moon. In
less than twenty-four hours this woman would be my wife—she’d have my last
name. She’d be mine. 


Fuck that’s hot. 


Unable to wait any longer, I pulled
Rabbit’s lace thong to the side and lifted her hips, positioning myself at her
entrance. She sank down, her breath hitching as she took my cock—all of it,
inch by inch. Her body trembled as she hit bottom, her slick heat gripping me
so hard I let out an involuntary gasp of my own. I’d never get tired of the way
her body responded to me, how warm and wet, every time with her was better than
the last. 


Rabbit must’ve been getting impatient because
she started to move, rocking her hips and grinding her clit against my body,
searching for friction. Hands splayed on her bare backside, I encouraged her to
pick up the pace, groaning into her neck as we fell into a rhythm. Dotting
kisses along her supple skin, I made my way down her chest, taking her left
nipple between my sharp teeth before soothing away the sting with my tongue.
She responded instantly, her internal muscles contracting and squeezing tight
around me. 


“You like that?” I asked, snaking a hand
between us to wrap my fingers around her throat. 


Her breath caught, and I felt a surge of
wetness coat my cock. “Yes,” she gasped, struggling to take a breath as I squeezed
harder. 


Her eyes rolled back, and I eased my grip,
a faint smirk playing on my lips. My Rabbit liked playing on the edge of
danger—she didn’t just like it, she got off on it—the more pain, the sweeter
the pleasure.


Letting my palm slide from her throat, I
splayed my hand between her breasts and guided her backward so that she was
laid out on the gas tank. Her tight nipples pebbled in the cool night air and I
couldn’t help but lean down for another taste. 


When I had her panting and squirming, I
straightened, taking in the sight of her milky white skin splayed out before
me. Rabbit must’ve seen something in my expression because her eyes lit with
fire and a mischievous smile spread across her face. She knew what came next.
Hell, she knew me—inside and out.


“Hold on,” I said, gripping her hips. 


Rabbit followed instruction without question,
reaching up to wrap her hands around the handlebars. I pulled out of her heat
and surged forward, using the leverage I had on her hips to slam home. Her
mouth fell open on a silent gasp, but I didn’t let up, driving into her again
and again at a relentless pace. 


The world around us blurred and faded
away. It was just us—me and my woman, my old lady, and soon, my wife. 


Leaning forward, I curled my hands up and
over her shoulders, the new angle allowing me to get even deeper. Her hot
breath against my ear sent a chill down my spine, and I doubled my efforts,
fucking hard into her tight, wet channel. 


“Fuck! Micah,” she panted, digging her
heels into my ass to spur me on. 


I didn’t need the help, hearing my real
name spill from her pretty pink lips was enough to have me pounding into her
like it was my fucking job. 


Rabbit’s keening got louder, her back
arching off the tank as she screamed her release into the darkness. Her walls
gripped me almost unbearably tight, and I had no choice but to follow her off
the edge, spilling everything I had into her body. 


Resting my head between Rabbit’s breasts
as we both came down, I fought to catch my breath. This was heaven. I felt a
genuine smile tug on my lips as I realized we had a lifetime of moments like this
to look forward to.


Just me and my woman. My own personal
Jessica Rabbit. 


How did a son of a bitch like me get so
fucking lucky?
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Baz
and Finley’s wedding had been short and sweet, a simple ceremony in the side yard
of the compound at sunset. It wasn’t exactly elegant and definitely not
extravagant, but it worked for them. After everything they’d been through to
find each other, I didn’t blame them for rushing to the altar. They were happy,
and I was glad for them, even though it reminded me how miserable my life had
become. 


Sitting back in my lawn chair, I listened
to the hum of the party around me, tuning into the conversation every so often.
Par for the course of any club party, the boys had built up a bonfire on the
blacktop, and the remaining guests had congregated in little clusters around
it. 


“FUCK YEAH!” 


My head snapped to the side at the sound
of the shout just in time to see Butter; a recent prospect turned full-patched
member—bare-assed except for his cut and boots—sprinting across the blacktop. 


“What in the actual fuck?” My father said,
pushing up from his seat. It was painful to watch, his stiff movements, the way
the dark circles under his eyes seemed to grow with each day. He was wasting
away right in front of us, and there was nothing we could do about it. 


Butter made a full loop around the bonfire
before sprinting for the clubhouse. Taking the steps to the back deck two at a
time he continued running in circles and screaming. Our group watched in horror
as he started humping one of the outdoor heaters with wild abandon. 


“Crow!” Baz shouted, pointing to the scene
Butter was making. “Handle it.”


Crow, the goateed brother that never took
anything seriously, groaned and stomped off toward the clubhouse.


“Is he on something?” I asked, trying to
make sense of what I was seeing. The side yard was dark, but the floodlights
over the deck illuminated Butter’s moves all too well. As soon as he saw Crow
coming up the steps, he shrieked, threw the heater to the side and started
running in circles again. 


“Uh, that’s probably my fault,” Baz’s dad,
Rigs said, scratching his jaw. “Gave him some ‘shrooms, guess they hit ‘em
hard.”


I turned back to see Butter take a wild
swing at Crow while screaming something I couldn’t hear. The two danced around
like boxers in a ring, Butter’s flaccid cock flapping in the breeze with every
step. If it wasn’t so horrifying, it would’ve been funny. 


“Jesus Christ, Pops,” Baz groaned. 


Rigs clapped Baz on the shoulder and gave
him a crooked grin. “Is it really a wedding until someone gets naked?”


“Baby, please,” Candy said, shooting a
glare at her husband. 


“Fine,” Rigs sighed, taking off at a jog
to go help Crow wrangle Butter. 


“Anyways,” Candy said, turning her
attention back to Finley. “When am I gettin’ grandbabies?” 


The question sent a line of ice down my
spine. My eyes fell closed at the sudden pain, but I recovered quickly—at least
on the outside. Smoothing my face into an expression of mild curiosity, I
waited for Fin’s reply. 


Baz let out a growl and wrapped his arms
around his new wife from behind. “As soon as she’ll let me,” he said, nipping
at her jaw. 


Fin laughed and elbowed him. “We’ve got plenty
of time for that once I’m done with school and The Red Rabbit Room is up and
running.”


“Boo!” Candy said, throwing a bottle cap
at the newlyweds. 


My mother, Blondie, echoed Candy’s dismay.
“But babies are so cute! And it’s not like Harley’s gonna give us a little
biker baby anytime soon,” she said, cutting her eyes to me. 


I tried not to let my façade crack, but I
was barely holding on. “Nope,” I said, popping the ‘p’ for emphasis. My eyes
searched for Stella, the queen of deflection, but she was nowhere to be seen. I
could’ve sworn she was sitting next to Fin just a minute ago. 


Without hope for a distraction, I made a
show of finishing my beer before standing up and announcing I was going to get
another. My discomfort went unnoticed, and I quickly extricated myself from the
little huddle.


A wedding reception was no place to start
feeling sorry for myself. It was a party; the motto was eat, drink, and be
merry—not depression, anxiety, and suicidal thoughts. I needed to get a grip.
But I suppose that’s the thing about mental health issues, they’re not always
subject to reason or logic. 


Lucky me.


Walking around the giant bonfire, I made
my way to the cooler hoping another beer would soothe my frayed nerves. My
hands shook as I fumbled to remove the simple twist top. I was about to give up
when a giant fist wrapped around the bottle and plucked it from my hands. 


“You could just tell her,” Jester said,
twisting off the cap and handing the bottle back to me. 


I shook my head quickly, eyes darting
anywhere but at him as my tongue poked out to wet my lower lip. It was a
nervous tick—a fucking annoying one that only manifested when I was within ten
feet of Jester. I hated that the big brooding biker could send my nervous
system into overdrive with a single look from those kaleidoscope eyes. 


“Your eyes are wasted on a man. You know
that?” I blurted out, grasping at anything to distract my mind from spiraling
into the impending cave of doom. 


Jester’s expression didn’t change. As
always, his features were carefully blank as he stared at me for a long minute,
letting my statement hang between us. I hated that he did that. Just fucking
waited me out like the silence didn’t eat away at him like it did me. 


I’ll just add that to the laundry list of
reasons Connor Murphy is terrible for my mental health.


“They’re too pretty for a guy,” I said,
crumbling under the quiet. Swallowing hard, I raked my free hand through my
hair. Despite my mother’s attempt to single-handedly deplete the ozone with the
amount of hairspray she used to set my curls, the summer heat had won the
battle, and the once bouncy locks now fell limply around my face. 


When Jester didn’t find it necessary to
respond, I continued, going into full-blown ramble mode. “It’s just a waste. No
guy needs multi-colored eyes and thick coal-black eyelashes. Do you know what
kind of pain women suffer to get their lashes to look like that? Have you ever
seen someone get lash extensions? That’s some next level sh—”


“Harley, stop,” Jester said gently,
hooking a finger under my chin and forcing me to look up at him. 


His voice might have been gentle, but his
eyes were two probing pools of curiosity. I felt naked when he looked at me
like that. Like he could see past all the bullshit to find the scary shit I
tried to keep locked up tight. If he knew how dark my thoughts got, how far
down the rabbit hole I allowed them to go…he’d have me fucking committed. 


“Don’t,” I whispered, taking a step back
and out of his reach. “We agreed.”


I could still feel his invasive gaze on me
as he remained insufferably mute. At least he wasn’t spitting fire at me. I’d
much prefer suffocating on the silence to the gaping wounds his razor-sharp
tongue left behind. 


“We didn’t agree on anything,” he finally
said. His voice was a low rumble, powerful enough to quake you to the bone. “As
usual, you did whatever the fuck you wanted and expected me to just roll with
it.”


His words were like a slap to the face.
Honestly, I wish he’d just hit me. I could handle a black eye for a couple of
weeks if it meant I had a tangible reason to shut him out. But he wouldn’t do
that. He wouldn’t give me an easy way out. Instead, he expected me to take the
constant verbal lashings as my penance without complaint. 


“How long?” I asked, taking another step
back. I needed room to breathe. 


The line between Jester’s eyebrows
deepened, and his eyes narrowed at me. “The fuck you talkin’ about?”


I licked my lower lip and took a deep
breath, I needed to say it, get it out there—make him understand. “How long
until you let it go?” I asked, working hard to keep my voice even. I felt like
spun sugar, brittle and seconds from breaking under the weight of nothing but
gravity. 


It was Jester’s turn to look away. I took
the opportunity to study his face. I didn’t know how I missed it, but the thin
lines around his eyes had become permanent over the years. His beard hid it
well, but when you really looked, you could see the years of war—in the desert
and at home—had etched themselves into his skin. It didn’t make him any less
appealing—if anything it made the sexy lumberjack thing he had going on even
hotter. 


Bastard. 


“It’s not like I can just forget,” he
mumbled, still not looking at me. 


“Right,” I breathed. My eyes stung with brimming
tears, and I looked up at the clear sky willing them not to fall. 


I pushed out a breath I didn’t realize I’d
been holding and felt my heart shatter as I did. That was it. The cold hard
truth I’d been hoping I wouldn’t have to face. 


I hadn’t expected him to forgive me. Hell,
I couldn’t even forgive myself, but somewhere deep down, I’d been holding out
hope. Hope that he’d forgive me, wash away my sins and finally give me
permission to forgive myself—permission to heal. But I was wrong to hope. 


Connor Murphy wasn’t my salvation.


There was no washing away the stains my
sins left on my soul. People like me didn’t get happily ever afters. 


When I didn’t feel like I was going to
collapse into a puddle of tears and self-hatred, I turned on my heel and walked
into the shadows, leaving the last shred of hope I had behind.


Movement to my right stopped my retreat to
the clubhouse. Squinting, I made out a figure sitting alone on top of one of
the picnic tables. Switching directions, I headed that way. If I couldn’t solve
my own problems maybe focusing on someone else’s would do the trick. I was
great at giving advice even though I couldn’t seem to follow it for shit.


I realized who it was as I approached the
picnic table and a sense of unease filled my gut. “Not drinking tonight?” 


Stella shook her head and offered me a sad
smile. “Not tonight,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. 


Stepping up, I planted myself next to her
on top of the picnic table. “I don’t blame you,” I said on a groan as I settled
back on my hands. “Last night did me in.”


Snorting, Stella leaned forward, her
elbows resting on her knees as she spun a pack of cigarettes between her
fingers. “Something like that,” she said, looking up and out on the scene
playing out in front of us. It was mostly just family left. Crow and Rigs
must’ve managed to get Butter inside because there was no sign of them on the
deck. 


“Can I have one of those?” I asked, trying
to bring her attention back to me. 


“You can have the whole pack,” she said,
tossing them in my direction. “I quit.”


I caught the cardboard box and eyed her as
I dug my lighter out of my bra. I distinctly remember Stella smoking the night
before outside the bar. She’d even bummed a cigarette off me when she forgot
her purse inside. 


“You’re not drinking, and you quit smoking
overnight, if I didn’t know better I’d think you were pregnant,” I laughed,
trying to lighten the moment. I’d started to get used to Stella’s mood swings,
but I’d never seen her look so detached. 


When she didn’t laugh with me, or respond
at all, I stilled, unlit cigarette poised between my lips. Shifting, I leaned
closer and touched her shoulder gently. She flinched but didn’t pull away.
“Stella. Jesus, are you pregnant?” I breathed out the question like I was
afraid of the answer. 


Her head fell into her hands, and her
shoulders curled inward. “I don’t know,” she said after a while. 


A pang of sorrow ripped through my soul
with her words. Swallowing hard, I tried my best to soothe her. “Have you taken
a test?” I asked softly. 


She shook her head once, running her
fingers through her mess of blonde curls before sitting up straight. Taking a
deep breath, she let it out in a rush and laid it out in standard Stella
fashion. “I just realized I was late this morning. I don’t normally keep track
of that shit. But I’m too afraid to take a test because then it makes it real.”



“Then you don’t know, do you? You’re on
the pill, right?”


Stella chuckled, curls bouncing as she
shook her head. “I’m crazy enough without hormones, I’ve never been able to
take that shit.”


My stomach sank and it took all I had to
choke out my next sentence. “But Fin gave you something after…Butcher, right?”


Stella looked down again, her hair falling
forward to shield her face. “Yeah, I took Plan B. There’s a chance, but it’s
not likely. That’s not what I’m worried about,” she said quietly, her voice
sounding strained. 


The gears in my head were spinning, trying
to make sense of what she was saying. Getting pregnant with Butcher’s kid was
horrifying, what on earth could she be more upset about than that? And if she
wasn’t worried about Butcher that meant…


“Who?” I asked, the pieces finally
clicking together. She’d been with someone else, and I had a feeling I knew who
it was.


“Doesn’t matter,” she said with a shrug.
“It was a right place at the right time kind of thing. It was stupid. I wasn’t
thinking. I’m always careful, but I just didn’t think…” her voice drifted off
and I heard her sniff. 


“Have you told him?” I asked, following
her line of sight to the group of men standing by the bonfire. 


“Who?” Stella said, her head snapping up
to look at me. 


Rolling my eyes, I looked pointedly to the
big man standing stock still beside the fire. “Zero,” I said, not bothering to
elaborate. It wasn’t hard to put two and two together. Z’s already erratic
behavior went into overdrive when Stella was in the room. It didn’t take a
rocket scientist to figure out there was something up there. 


Stella bit her lip and huffed out a
humorless laugh. “If I am pregnant, it’s not Z’s,” she said quietly. 


I shook my head and sighed. The girl
couldn’t catch a fucking break. For some reason in my head the situation would’ve
been made easier if the guy was Zero—at least he cared, in his own fucked up
way. “Do you mind if I give you some advice?”


“Is this the part where you’re going to
tell me how much you can relate?” Stella snorted.


It was my turn to laugh without humor. Nothing
about how mine and Stella’s lives had turned out was funny. “We just met a few
months ago, remember? There’s a whole lifetime of stuff you don’t know about me
yet, kid.” 
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Patch
Parties aren’t optional.


Not even during a time of war.


Fuck, I love being a Misfit.


Constance Chan, the long-legged woman who
has skin the same golden shade as most of my features, plops the black, leather
shoulder bag she entered the kitchen with on the empty island space near the
sink. She unzips it in one swift motion revealing an unimpressive sight of
pens, pencils, and a notepad. Before Memphis or I have the chance to comment,
she slides out a key from the inside of her dark red skin-tight dress that
looks more like a shortened trench coat than anything a woman should ever wear
to the office.


Unless of course she’s a high-class hooker
and meeting a congressman in the hotel lobby of The Frost Luxury hotel.


Then this would probably be ideal.


Wonder if that’s what she does for a
living.


Why does the idea of her sucking dick for
money leave a very bitter taste in my mouth and a very hard ache in my chest?


Constance removes the notepad, tosses it
to the side, and shoves the key into the previously unforeseen hole. One click
later, she pops out what was apparently a false panel and waves a hand at the
rainbow-colored stash inside. “Your pick, gentleman. Colin is gifting you one
bag, and you’re welcome to purchase the rest for a slightly smaller fee.”


Memphis rubs his large hands together,
displaying his eagerness to make the good times even better. “We gotta get some
Blue Monkey.”


His thick southern accent apparently makes
her smile.


And me annoyed that she finds it worth
grinning over.


“That shit is the shit,” my fellow Misfit
member loudly proclaims. “Cookies love popping those. Makes them much more open
to the idea of two for one specials.”


His reference to threesomes and club women
should cause me to arrogantly chuckle, yet I find myself shifting uncomfortably
instead.


Wish he wouldn’t say that type of shit in
front of Constance…


I don’t know why I fucking care so much
what she thinks. It ain’t like we’ve known each other since grade school and
grew up in the same trailer park. We literally only met a few minutes ago when
she showed up to make a delivery as a favor to the neighbor-friendly drug man,
Colin Chan, who was evidently too busy handling other business to grant us face
time. However, from the minute she walked into the party, I’ll admit I haven’t let
her out of my sight. Or more than two feet away from me. Doubt she’s even
noticed the latter, but part of me fucking hopes she does. 


Constance seems unfazed by the
information. “Is that all you’re looking for?” Her tongue wets her full lips
that are painted a dark brown color I’d kill to see smeared on my dick. “Shit
that gets people horny?”


“We don’t have to dope chicks up to fuck
‘em,” I defensively snap, hands adjusting my cut. “We’re fucking Misfits. The
title is enough to make most women open their legs.”


“Spread Eagle style,” Memphis cockily
chortles.


She offers us both a sarcastic smile. “Key
word is most.”


Meaning not her.


No…I get the feeling she’s one of those women
who wants a man that puts on a power tie and pretends not to fuck his hot blonde
secretary, though, I have no fucking idea why any man would ever consider
cheating on a woman this sexy. She’s built like a fucking porn star. Her perky
tits, which are nothing more than a handful, are still enough to make my mouth
water. Her long neck is screaming for my hands to give it a good squeeze while
I slam into her. And then there’s her long, black hair that’s dangling down her
back like it’s waiting to be fisted. Once you add in her light brown eyes and
fit figure, she looks like the fucking wet dream you had to hide your bed
sheets over as a teen.


Based on Constance’s appearance, there’s nothing
about her that would make a man think for a minute he could do better. 


I damn sure have never seen better.


Doubt I ever will.


The hard on I’ve been battling since I
first laid eyes on her seems to solidify that theory.


“Hercules provides longer, better
stamina,” Constance casually states as she points to a set of yellow pills.
“The Dark Goddess,” her gesture moves to dark red tablets, “has similar effects
to Blue Monkey, but mixes better with booze.” Next, she motions to a set of
round green pills, “Green Gremlins will give you a hallucinogenic, yet still
very sexual vibe, while Gizmo provides a more mellow, laugh-filled high.” Her
hand lands on another set of pills and scoots them to the side. “These you
wanna avoid. They’re downers. Won’t give you or the women you’re trying to
screw the buzz you’re looking for.”


“Only wanna see frowns if they’re upside
down.” Memphis wiggles his brown eyebrows. “Sixty-nine is one my favorite
positions. Second only to reverse cowgirl.”


Her eyes rolls, and it takes every ounce
of control I have not to put my fist in his fucking face.


What the fuck is wrong with me?


I’ve never wanted to hurt a fellow member.


Never even had the idea cross my mind
before.


Am I too drunk?


Did someone spike my shit?


Constance cuts him an unimpressed glance
and diverts her bright brown gaze to me. “Pick wisely. They’re pricey.”


“How pricey?” Memphis asks.


“Pricey enough that you’re still gonna feel
it even with a discount.”


“Fuck,” he mumbles under his breath, “let
me go get more cash.”


“Make it quick,” she commands.


Memphis’s brow furrows, but I motion my
head for him to obey.


Not like I’m his boss or anything. Neither
of us sit at The Table, however, we’re both substitutes, meaning worst case
scenario, if we end up at The Table, it’s because our predecessors were
murdered. And with the way this war is raging on, I hate to admit the
increasing likeliness of that possibility.


Constance thrums her fingers on top of the
stash she’s protecting. 


A million questions roll through my mind,
yet I can’t seem to find the balls to ask any of them. It’s as if my tongue is
swollen, and I should be grateful I’m not fucking choking to death on it.


Her eyes wander around the kitchen,
observing the abundance of food and liquor occupying the entire room. People
stumble in and out, mostly Cookies who have been sent by a member to grab him
whatever he has requested. Before she appeared like a delicious, drug smuggling,
demon that I would gladly sell my soul to have suck my dick, I was one of those
members Cookies were tripping over themselves to appease. Now? Now I’m trying
not to fuck up what is probably my only shot with this woman.


I push my large shoulders back so that my
6’3 frame is better displayed, slightly flex to allow my muscles to appear
defined, and flick the loose blonde strand that didn’t make it into my bun away
from my face. “You do this shit often?”


She lifts her eyebrows in question. 


“Deliver shit for Chan.”


“No.”


“You’re not one of his regulars?”


“No.”


Her continued curtness causes me slight
frustration. “Then um…why are you delivering it now?”


“I owed a debt, and I always pay back what
I owe.” 


The response tempts me into investigating
for more information. Unfortunately, Memphis reappears, running interference.


“Three G,” he announces proudly. “What can
we get?”


“Three bags of anything mentioned.”


Memphis asks for clarification. “You mean
three of each?”


“I mean three total.”


“Fuckin’ hell,” he grouses between sips of
a beer he grabbed during his errand run. “That’s discounted?”


“Cheap shit buys cheap shit.” Her
statement is proceeded with a smirk. “Is there anything about Colin that says
cheap?”


Colin Chan is one of the biggest drug
dealers in Camelot. His roster is particularly filled with pills like the ones
we’re purchasing and potent coke, which was brought in by a guest as an
offering to Vin, the newly patched member. While our job in Camelot is to
maintain the peace, the balance, and the order, it doesn’t mean we can’t or
don’t occasionally use the benefits of such connections to our advantage.


Memphis nudges me in the side. “What
should we get?”


“Whatever, man.” I shrug and let my stare
drift back to Constance whose patience seems to be fleeting. “Just pick some
shit.”


“You pick.”


“Why me?”


“’Cause I don’t want it to be my fault if
people hate the candy.”


“Fuck that, you pick.”


“Why me?”


“You’ve got the cash. You’ve got the
power.”


“Fuck that, I don’t wanna pick.”


“Oh, for fucks sake,” Constance grunts in
irritation. “I’ll fucking pick for you. You’re getting one bag of blue from
Colin. Take one bag of Herc and two bags of Green.” She begins to collect her
decision at the same time she demands, “Cash.”


Memphis pulls the wad out of his pocket
and places it near her.


“In the case. I don’t touch the money.”


“Germaphobe?” I casually inquire.


“No. Just can’t be held accountable for
something that never touched my hands.” Her villainous smirk has me even more
anxious to know more than basically just her name. 


“Get the shit,” Memphis demands, nudging
me in the side yet again.


“You get the shit.” Before he can
childishly counter back, I add, “I’m gonna get me and Constance a drink.”


She doesn’t halt her actions. “Yeah, I
don’t think so.”


Not prepared to give up so easily, I argue,
“But I do.”


Constance hands the bags over to Memphis
but keeps her eyes pinned on me. “Why would I stay for a drink?”


“Why would you wanna go?”


“Aside from the valuable merchandise in my
possession?” She wedges the panel back in place and locks it. “I have an early
flight.”


“How early?”


“Early enough that staying isn’t an
option.”


“To where?”


Her oval face scrunches in disbelief.
“Does it matter?”


“It does if you can get some sleep on the plane.”


The counter, to my surprise, receives a
smirk. 


“Let her go,” Memphis quietly urges. “We
can dump this shit in a party bowl and-”


My head snaps his direction to bite, “I’ll
meet up with you in a few. After I share a drink with Constance.”


Memphis starts to shake his head, yet her
words distract me from continuing to give him my attention. “No drink.”


“One drink.”


She slings the bag over her shoulder. “No
drink, but you can walk me out to my car.”


The option is immediately taken. “Done.”


“Lion-”


I ignore the attempted cock blocking and
usher my hand towards the open door. “Lead the way.”


Constance struts past us, though she
glances over her shoulder to double check that I’m indeed following. We
maneuver around the crowded hallway one right after another, however, when we
reach the main living room near the front door, I’m unexpectedly stopped by a
club Commoner, a dude who frequents these parties for easy pussy and bragging
rights.


“We’re playing high stakes quarters out by
the pool,” the man announces. “You in?”


The woman I was anxious to have a little
one on one with immediately notices I’ve stopped and back tracks to my side.
“What’s the hold up?”


“High stakes quarters, Cookie.”


My fingers viciously curl the collar of
his polo into a tight ball and yank him to me. “Don’t ever fucking call her
that.”


“So-so-sorry, Lion,” he whimpers.


A low growl of disapproval lingers in the
back of my throat. “She’s not club pussy, and if you ever make the mistake of
treating her like it again, I will rip off your balls, deep fry them bitches,
and feed them to you like dumplings. Got it?”


“G-G-Got it.”


I release him from my clutches, and
Constance snickers near my ear. “Just because I’m half Chinese doesn’t mean you
have to turn them into dumplings in my honor. I’m also half black. You could
deep fry ‘em like chicken or okra.” 


Laughter escapes without my consent.


It’s something I rarely do in mixed
company.


Hard to take a man or his threats
seriously when he’s chuckling like a lunatic. 


“What’s high stakes quarters?” Constance
asks the Commoner.


He shoots me a nervous look, questioning
if it’s alright to answer. Once he receives a nod, he states, “You play for
cash or ass.”


“Just how high does the cash pot get?”


My head turns her direction. “Depends on
who’s playin’.”


Her gaze grows a glimmer. “I’ve got a minute
or two. Show me.”


Happy to extend her stay, but slightly
anxious to prove I’m not a complete slave to her pretty face, I playfully push
back, “Can a man get a please?”


Constance slides one finger down the front
of my cut. “Begging has to be earned.”


My cock twitches against the zipper of my
jeans. 


I’m gonna have her doing just that…On her
knees. On her back. Bent over my bike and my bed. Fuck, I’m gonna have her
feening for me to pound that pussy so bad she’s calling in the middle of the
work day to have me stop by her job to deliver the good dick.


The two of us change course, veering to
the right to make our way to the pool area that’s easily seen through the long
glass wall. Outside we approach the round table where 


Left Ear is bouncing a quarter into an
empty glass. It lands with a graceful clink, and the Cookie sitting across from
him pretends to pout.


He gives his crotch a grab. “Suck it.”


She slinks out of her seat, onto her
knees, and over to the space between his open legs.


Constance meets my stare. “I see most
people choose ass over cash at this table.”


“Depends.” I try not to be distracted by
the blow job beginning. “Some men, like Left Ear, only play for pussy. Then
you’ve got guys like Locke that exclusively play for cash,” my head motions to
the blonde male at the opposite end who’s tossing his hands in the air
victoriously, “and then Jumbo who picks what he wants to win based on how fucked
up he is.”


She prepares to retort when the woman in
the seat closest to us abruptly abandons it. 


Pigeon shouts after her, “Sorry, Cookie! I
never play for pussy!”


Which makes sense since he doesn’t fuck
it.


“Cash?” Constance quickly questions.


His attention lands on her. “Big bills
only.”


“Benny big enough?”


“Benny’s perfect.” A devious smirk crosses
his lips. “Sit.”


If I hadn’t recently found out he liked
dick, that look he’s tossing my woman would be a problem.


Shit.


She’s not my woman…yet.


She will be.


Can feel it.


That’s the only fucking logical reason I
can’t stomach the idea of another man too close to her. 


And no, middle of a war isn’t the ideal time
to find your Old Lady, but what the fuck can you do? I’ve never met a woman I
wanna fight for and with. Never even met one I wasn’t willing to pass along
when I was finished banging her brains out. Damn sure have never met one I was
willing to go rounds over.


She slides into the seat in front of me.
“Rules?”


“Each shot costs a bill. First person to
miss, loses.” 


Constance unzips a pocket on her bag to
remove her wallet. She slips out all the cash she has. “Only have enough for
ten shots.”


“I’ll cover the rest.”


My mindless volunteering receives both of
their gazes. 


Dipping into my stash probably won’t hurt,
or if it does, I’ll pick up a few more bartending shifts at Hatzidakis, the
upscale Greek restaurant owned and operated by the club. It pays well, and I
save better. Learning to pinch pennies is one of the only good things growing
up in that shit hole trailer gave me. 


Pigeon grunts his concern. “You sure you
want me to take your money, Lion? Don’t wanna hear your ass roar in the house
about this shit later.”


I don’t bother glancing at Constance.
“Positive.”


He gives his red nose a rub and
repositions the glass. “Alright. Ladies first.”


Constance places her bill on the table
beside the glass, snatches the quarter, and bounces it in with what appears to
be minimal effort. 


Impressed by the shot, I mutter under my
breath, “Damn.”


Pigeon fishes the quarter out of the glass
and mimics the action, making it in as well.


The woman I want underneath me for hours
upon hours, pulls her long black hair to the side of her face. “This is going
to get very boring, very quickly. Let’s make it more interesting.”


“I’m listening.”


“Trick shots. I make it, you have to mock
the shot and make it too.”


His large eyes widen in anticipation. “I’m
game.”


“Good…” Her sly grin should instill more
fear in him than it appears to. “Up high.”


Constance places another bill on the pile,
lifts her arm at a strange angle, forcefully chunks the coin against the table,
and we watch it soar questionably high. To our surprise, it lands dead center
in the glass on another triumphant clink. 


Pigeon hastily scrambles to repeat the
shot, yet his execution is too sloppy for success. “Fuck!”


She drops her index finger down on the
cash and slides it to her side. “Nope. I’m like you, big boy. Only play for
cash.”


He twitches a glare, and I lightly
chuckle, loving the fact she has the balls to hold her own when most women
would cower. 


That’s the kind of woman you want as your
Old Lady.


The kind you want on the back of your
bike.


Sporting a cut with a nickname that
matches yours.


Weak women are to be fucked.


Strong women are to be wed.


Constance drops another bill on the table to
indicate she’s starting another round. This time, she places the round object
on her middle finger and flicks her wrist, delivering an even more difficult
shot than the first. It sinks itself, leaving behind the familiar winning
sound. Pigeon, yet again, rushes to replicate the movement. He loses another
bill and babbles to himself about this being bullshit.


She slips the money over to her at the
same time she taunts, “Should we go back to the easier version?”


Pigeon grunts, “You’re only winning
because you’re picking the shots.”


“You can go first this time.” Her offer is
proceeded by her leaning back in her seat. “But only if you’re willing to
double down.”


He throws two hundred-dollar bills near
the glass. “Kiss your cash goodbye, Princess.”


“Treat the Lioness with more respect,” I
instinctually growl, “especially if you don’t want me to kick your ass after
she’s through doing it.”


Constance tosses me another curious look
over her shoulder but doesn’t verbalize her question.


Fuck. Me.


Did I really just claim her like that?


Did she really not fight me on it?


Pigeon clears his throat and takes an odd,
side angle in his chair. With his palm facing the direction of the glass, he
delivers a swift side bounce to the object. It skids past the glass and lands
in front of her like a present being perfectly gifted.


She tilts her head sympathetically at him.
“Wanna go ahead and give up?”


He huffs, stands, and snatches his beer
bottle off the table. 


I wait until he’s out of earshot to state,
“Nice hustle.”


Constance sends her smirk my direction.
“Thanks.”


Nudging the chair beside her away from the
table so that I can sit in it, I ask, “Is it the only one you know?”


She collects the cash with a casual shake
of the head. “Nah. Used to hustle pool too. The pouty look and long eyelashes
seem to make men assume I have no idea what I’m doing.” Her eyes soar to mine.
“Works at my day job too.”


“Which is?”


“None of your business.” 


Once the money is out of sight, she
prepares to stand, yet I drop my hand warmly onto her thigh. “How about I make
it my business?”


It’s impossible not to notice the way her
white teeth dig into her bottom lip.


“You won’t play for ass-”


“Because my pussy doesn’t come with a
price tag.”


I helplessly chuckle. “Right. But how
about you play for answers.”


Her interest seems piqued.


“I make a shot you answer a question. You
make a shot I’ll answer one. But basic shots only. None of that trick shit.”


“How many rounds?”


“Ten.”


“Too many.”


“Eight.”


“Five.”


“Six.”


Constance hums softly in contemplation. 


Part of me is tempted to push, tempted to
further play off her love of a challenge nature, but the other part enjoys
having her cave of her own volition. 


I like knowing she wants me even when
she’s trying hard not to.


“Done.” Constance pushes the glass they
were using into the space between us. “You wanna go first?”


“Hell yeah.” My plunking the coin out of
her hand shocks her. “Saw what happened to Pigeon. I ain’t lookin’ to embarrass
myself that bad.”


She giggles, and the sound is enough to
silence everyone else around us.


Fuck, how does someone dull your senses to
everything but them?


That’s probably more dangerous than any
arsenal I’ve ever seen.


Thankfully, my first shot is a success.
“What is it you do for a living?”


“Pharmaceutical Rep.”


My head tilts in question. “Fucking
really? You sell drugs legally?”


Constance snatches the coin out of the
glass. “Why do you think I’m so good at the shit illegally?” Her wink is
proceeded by a simple bounce that results in a win. “What’s your name?”


I tap the answer on my cut.


“No. Your real name. The one your mother
calls you.”


“She calls me shithead.” There’s a brief
pause out of me. “Well, when she calls me. And even that’s only when she needs
money.”


That I somehow can’t stop myself from
giving her.


Maybe it’s because of the guilt that
lingers like the scar through my left eyebrow. It’s an apparent reminder of the
night she sacrificed herself to take a vicious beating from the deadbeat known
as my father. A beating meant for me. A beating that distracted him long enough
for me to bail and never look back. 


Constance’s hand flies to my thigh to give
it a sweet squeeze. Pity from most people would make me spout some shit about
not needing sympathy, yet from her it feels oddly comforting. Like I want more
of it. Like it’s not a horrible thing to have.


“Colm,” I quietly confess. “My first name
is Colm.”


“Sexy.”


My wink is just as flirtatious as hers
was. I retrieve the coin and toss it again, landing a second one. “Boyfriend?”


“Impossible.”


The answer receives a raised eyebrow.


“Between a job that drags my ass all over
the country, being a part of a charity organization that drags my ass all over the
city and having a very…overly protective family that drags my ass through the ringer
when I look at a male too long, I’m barely able to enjoy one-night stands.”


My mouth moves to inform her she’s done
with those yet stops in fear of crossing a line too soon.


Constance takes her next shot, once more
hitting nothing but the bottom of the glass. “You called me Lioness. Why?”


“Because it’s what you call a female
lion.” I cock a playful grin. “Shouldn’t you know that? That’s like
Kindergarten shit.”


She bumps my legs with hers. “I like to
see dick, not have men act like it.”


I surrender my hands in apology.


“Tell me why you branded me.”


Constance doesn’t seem satisfied with my
silence.


“Tell me why you claimed me.”


“You belong with me.”


“You don’t know shit about me.”


“But I wanna know everything, and where I
come from, and the way my club operates, that’s the type of shit that only
happens when you’ve met your Old Lady.”


The information cracks her jaw.


“Besides, a lion knows his mate when he
sets eyes on her.” I slowly slip the quarter out of the glass. “And I’ve had
mine on you since you walked through the door.”


Her chest starts to rise a bit faster.


With an over confident grin, I execute my
turn. The coin hits the rim and flops on the other side. Pissed to have lost
the opportunity to lead the conversation the direction I wanted has me
cringing.


“Ooo,” she mocks, “better luck next time.”
Constance swipes the object and wins her turn, which is a shock to no one. However,
the question out of her mouth is. “If I told you, you could have me, but for
only one night, would you take it?”


My hand flies upward to stroke the facial
hair on my jawbone line.


This shit feels like a fucked-up version
of that “Deal or No Deal” game show. 


What happens if I pass and the chance never
comes up again?


What happens if I pass, and she hands the
offer to someone else?


What happens if I have to bury someone
else after I kill them for laying a finger on my woman?


Her body leans in closer, clearly trying
to tempt me. “Would you lock me away in your room for one night? Make me roar
like the lioness you want me to be?”


I groan at the spoken scenario as my cock
grows inside my jeans.


“Could you give me everything you had only
once?”


My mind reels, and my body inches forward.



“Need an answer, Colm…”


Hearing the way my name rolls so
flawlessly off her tongue threatens to make me embarrass myself by nutting in
my jeans. I push down the growls clawing up my throat and shake my head. “Nah.
Once you’re mine, you’ll be mine for that night and every night afterwards.”


She wets her lips and leans back in her
seat. 


“My turn.” Rather than rush through the
motion, I take my time, line up the shot, and fire only when I’m completely certain
I’ll be victorious. The coin swirls around inside, granting me access to the
avenue of questioning she just provided. “If I kiss you right now, are you
gonna stop me?”


Slowly, she shakes her head.


I wrap one of my feet around the leg of
her chair and scoot her closer. Constance’s attempt at coyness is demolished by
my hand tugging her to me by the thick locks I’ve been desperate to get my
hands on. Unlike most women who simply surrender to being taken, she battles
back, nails clawing anxiously along the inseam of my jeans. Our tongues collide
like recently unleashed animals. They forcefully twist together. Lash
ferociously. Trace one another before striking hard. Her palm presses firmly
against my cock, and the earlier one-night suggestion seems to warrant a second
consideration.


Maybe we start with one night.


Maybe one night is all it’ll take for her
to realize she belongs to me the same way I already know it.


All of a sudden, my name is abruptly
grumbled, “Lion…”


We instantly split apart to see Memphis
staring at us from across the table. 


His arm falls from around the woman it was
just holding onto and delivers a swift smack to her butt. “Get me a beer, Sweet
Ass.”


The Cookie bounces away, and his glower
deepens. “We need to talk.”


My growl is louder than anticipated. “You
can see I’m fucking busy.”


“Not anymore,” Constance swiftly declares.



“Wh-”


“Talk.” She pushes away from me and rises
to her feet, bag finding its way back to her shoulder. “Seems important.”


More important than getting my future Old
Lady into bed?


Not likely.


Constance begins to slide past me when I
grab her hand to stop her. “Let me walk you to your car.”


Her smirk is devilish. “Isn’t that how we
ended up here?”


I flash her back a similar expression.


She wiggles her fingers out of my grip and
states, “Enjoy your party, Lion.”


Disgust digs itself into my bones.


She should only call me Colm…


Rather than dwell on the unusual feeling,
I question, “Can I get your number?”


“Lion,” Memphis mumbles again.


Constance simply replies with a wink.


I prepare to follow after her when my
fellow member grunts, “Let. Her. Go.”


Irritation rears its ugly head for the
final time. “What the fuck is your problem, man? Why do you keep makin’ this
shit more difficult?”


“You need to let her go. Just forget about
her.”


“Why the fuck would I do that?! Have you
seen her? She’s fucking perfect.”


Memphis nods his head in agreement. “Yeah,
and perfectly off limits.”


“Why?”


“’Cause of her last name.”


“Chan?”


“As in Colin Chan. The same Chan we do
business with. Constance is his cousin.”


Discomfort lands on my shoulders.


“And gettin’ involved with her could fuck
up relations between us and him. Is that really what you want?”


Yes.


No.


Maybe.


“Do you want tension between his clan and
the club?”


No.


Yes.


Fuck, I don’t know. 


Maybe?


“You can’t jus’ think with your dick right
now, Lion,” Memphis lectures. “Shit goes sideways between you and her, who the
fuck do you think he’s comin’ after?”


The idea diverts my attention to my lap.


“And another war on another front is the
absolute last fuckin’ thing we need right now. So…let her go.”


I fold my hands together in silent
protest.


Thing is…I can’t just let her go. 


The king of the jungle doesn’t just let
some other asshole come into his territory and tell him how to run his shit. He
doesn’t back down because shit might get a little uncomfortable. He damn sure
doesn’t just give up his mate without a fight. No. He mans up. Rises strong.
Fucking roars loud enough for all other creatures to hear he means business.


And that’s exactly what I’m gonna do.
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Pepper


 


“Oh,
that bastard. That fucking asshole. God damn it.” I hiss, slamming down the
papers on my desk. That man is fucking infuriating to say the least. I should
start looking for another job but I know at the end of the day I won't. I love
working here at the Reckless Repair Shop, owned by the Reckless Angels MC. 


I was down on my luck about
seven-years-ago, when Grit found me, begging for food. I was a homeless
eighteen-year-old girl, living anywhere I could keep safe and warm. Grit, the
Vice President of the club, brought me home to his Old Lady, Cherry. They took
me in, cleaned me and fed me. I was given the nice size apartment above the
garage to stay and keep safe. They treated me like I was their own.


I moved out of said apartment
three-years-ago when he, broke my heart again. That’s when I knew I needed to
start putting distance between us, and only see him during work hours, and at
the odd club party or BBQ. Let me tell you I failed at that plan. 


“Pepper, do you have the invoice for Mr.
Bruing?” Dax bellows as he walks into my office, breaking my thoughts of the
past and of him. 


“Yeah, I have it ready.” I tell him as he
stops by my desk. Dax is one good-looking man. All tall with short brown hair
and piercing blue eyes. I hand over the slip of paper. 


“Nice one, doll face. And listen Pepper,
ignore the old bastard, okay. He is in a pissy mood today.” He’s right about
that. Ever since I came in this morning Zero, aka Scott Payne has been a bear
with a sore head, but is mood only seems aimed at me. 


“I know, Dax, thanks handsome. How many
more cars are out there?” I ask. 


“Three. They will be done by closing, I⎯.” 


“DAX.” My body stiffens, at the sound of
his voice. Dax smirks at me before leaving the office. I shake my head and
settle in my chair before carrying on with what I was doing before the dickhead
bitched me out. The next two-hours fly by and before I know it is closing. I
shut down the computer, collect my bag and shut the office door before locking
it. 


My phone dings in my pocket, signalling
that I have a text. 


 


Indie: Hey, bitch are you done eye-fucking
all those hot bikers for the day? 


 


I giggle and make my way over to my car,
my baby. Grit bought me a 1967 Ford Mustang Shelby, GT-500, in apple red. 


 


Me: Yeah, just done. My eyes are blurry
from all the fucking they did today. Where you at? 


 


“Pepper.” My back goes ramrod straight, as
his voice washes over me. I still unlock my car and drop my bag inside, before
turning to him. Keeping a look of indifference on my face. 


There is he, in all his sexy, bad ass,
biker glory. Well over six-foot, with shaggy, sandy colored hair. His green
eyes, always seem to be searching my soul for something, it is the way he looks
at me. His entire upper body is covered in very detailed tattoos that I would
love to explore one day.


No you won’t, Pepper. Stop it. 


Scott has been the bain of my existence
ever since I turned twenty-one. Before then he was always not so broody around
me, but then everything changed when I came back from being away with the girls
at Spring break. His wife upped and left, leaving him with his two amazing
kids. Ash who is eleven and Tovi who is eight. I take care of them from time to
time. I still don’t know why she left, no-one talks about it, she was a
cuntwaffle anyway.


Anyway, back to the boss man standing in
front of me, no pun intended. 


“Yes, Zero?” I answer sweetly. His eyes
penetrate me, but I stand my ground and I lock my knees in place. This man
could bring a thousand women to their knees with just one look. 


“Did you email out the orders I told you
about?” 


“Yes.” I reply, sounding exasperated. This
is the usual routine, with us. He makes excuses to talk to me but he always
manages to hurt me or piss me off. 


“And the time sheets?” 


“Yes, Zero.” He growls a little when I say
his road name, but I personally don’t give a fuck, he is ‘Zero’ when he is on
my bad side. “We do this every fucking week, you know I have a handled on
everything that comes through that office. That is my job and I do it well.” I
place my hands on my hips, drawing his eyes down to the sliver of skin that is
between the waistline of my shorts and my sleeveless club t-shirt. I hate
wearing restricting clothing. 


“I don’t give a fuck, little girl, I am
the boss, and you will answer my fucking questions. I know you aren’t some dumb
fucking blond.” Oh, here we go again, with the ‘little girl’ thing. Scott is
twelve-years-older than me and let me tell you he is forever reminding me. It
hurts like hell that he only sees me as a little girl, he will never except my
feelings for him and I know that I have to move on, but my heart seems to stop
me whenever another guy shows me interest. 


“I run that office to perfection. All of
you would be lost without me and you know it.” I climb into my car, ignoring
the man who has yet again made me feel two-inches tall. Well fuck him and his
sexy smile and perfect body. Asshole. 


“Just checking you are running my garage
the right way, Shy. Can’t have you fucking up and thinking you can get away
with it, even little girls can be punished.” He bites out, using my club
nickname. I was named ‘Shy’ because I am anything but shy. My temper flares and
I know I have to leave. 


“Fuck off, Zero.” I grip the handle to
slam the door on him, so I can leave before either of say something we'll
regret. Not that, that has stopped him before. 


The drive home is quick, it is times like
these that I am happy that I got out of the garage apartment and got my own
place. 










 


2


Zero


 


 


“Fuck,”
I yell into the early night air. I fucked up again. I always seem to piss
Pepper off, my ‘darlin’ as I call her most of the time. 


Pepper came into our lives when my life
was on track, but I always seems to track her, even if my wife was in the room,
well I should say ex-wife now. She fucked off a few years ago leaving me and
our two, kids. Ash and Tovi are my fucking world. We are better off without her
in our lives, that bitch was fucked up in the head, blaming for me for shit
that wasn’t true, well not entirely true. 


I don’t fuck around when I am in a
relationship, I saw enough of that shit with my parents. I hated my old man for
treating my mom the way he did, fucking any broad that spread her legs for him.
Thinking of my father and his fucked up shit, sends my bloody boiling. 


I storm back into the garage to pick up my
phone that I left on the worktop, I head to pop into the clubhouse before going
home and seeing my kids. The sitter has been a Godsend, since all the shit when
down. Mrs. Kline is a sixty-year-old lady, who loves my kids. 


I lock up the garage and walk over to the
main building that houses the clubs bar, and rooms that my brothers use when
they stay at the club. Some brothers actually live here because they don’t have
Old Lady’s and they like to fuck the club whores. They come in handy when
stress needs to be relieved. 


Me, I used to like to fuck, not, much
anymore. I work, do shit for the club and go home with the kids. I barely have
time for a blowjob these days. Or it could have something to do with the sexy
blond-haired woman that runs our garage office. 


The music is blaring when I push through
door of the clubhouse, heavy metal blasts through the surround sound system.
Wolf the clubs President and Grit our VP, are sitting in the corner when their
Old Ladies in their laps. 


I give them a chin lift and make my way
over to them. Cherry, Grits woman, giggles into his neck and that’s when I see
where his hand is. Damn these fuckers still don’t give a fuck about where they
please their women. 


I wouldn’t if my girl would live up to her
name. 


I know I haven't claimed her yet, but all
the boys here at the club know not to touch her, fuck they aren’t allowed to
look at her, but the horny bastard do. I have wasted so much fucking time pushing
her away, but when I found out that my last living uncle passed away and he
left all of his shit to me and the kids, I knew that I needed to do something
to make her mine, but my stubbornness, fights back every fucking time. I can
honestly say that I haven’t seen him in over twenty-years. 


“Everything locked up.” 


“Yeah, brother.” I sit on the only empty
chair, lifting to rest my ankle on my knee, leaning back in the chair. A beer
appears in front of my face and I turn to see Crystal smirking down at me. She
has always tried to get into my bed, but fuck me she is overused, all the
brothers and then some have had a go at her. 


“There you go, Zero. A nice cold beer for
a hard-working man. You know where to find me if you need anything else” She
coos, but not in the cute or sexy way. I give her a chin lift and take the
beer, leaving her standing there. 


“My girl get home, okay?” Grit asks. 


Grit and his Old Lady Cherry took Pepper
in like she was their own. They couldn’t ever have kids after their son Corbin
was born. Hs road name is Trace, the little shit is the best at tracing
something or someone. 


“Yeah,” is all I say. 


His face hardens some, and he shifts in
his seat, adjusting Cherry on his lap. Our gazes stay locked, because I am a
stubborn motherfucker and I will not back down to this man. He knows I want his
daughter, but he knows I am a pussy for not stepping up. 


Fuck the whole club knows I want her but
my ex-wife did a fucking number on me, she showed me that finding the right
person to spend the rest of your life with is a full time fucking job, but one
I fully intend in taking on. 


With Pepper.


I just need to pull my head out of my ass
and make the move.


“What did you do, Zero?” Grit’s voice is
hard, he knows the back and forth we have going on and it is pissing him off
that I have hurt Pepper more than once, and that I seem to keep fucking doing
it. 


“Nothing,” I shrug, taking a pull of my beer.



“Fucking bullshit.” He growls. My gaze
shifts to Cherry, her eyes narrowed at me, while she shakes her head in
disappointment, oh a feeling I am used to.


“Fine, I said some shit about her working
in the garage, happy now.”


“Happy?” he growls again. His face turning
a darker shade of red. “Do I look like a man that likes to see one of his
brothers, treat his daughter like shit?” I give him a subtle shake of my head.
My stomach knots knowing what he means. I keep pushing my luck with him, but
not only him. Wolf and some of the other brothers are getting fucked off with
me, pushing her away, hurting her when they all know how we feel about each
other.


“You keep pushing and one day, she won’t
come back, Zero.” Cherry says, before kissing her Old Man and climbing off his
lap, pulling her phone out. No doubt to call, Pepper, to see what the fuck I
did. 


Motherfucker.


“She is right ya know.” Trace says, taking
the empty seat. I lick my lips, then finish off my beer. I drop the bottle on
the table before sitting up straight in my chair. 


I know they are all right, in saying that
if I keep hurting Pepper, she will walk away, she will find a man who is worthy
of her, someone that doesn't come with a shit load of baggage and two kids.


 Fucking me sideways with a fucking
wrench.
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Pepper


 


 


I
turn the engine off and climb out of my baby, the heat hits me as soon as I step
out. I pull my hair off the back of my neck, throwing it up into a messy bun. I
hear a growl to my left, my head snaps in that direction and I see Zero
standing there, his fists clenched watching me. 


My heart skips a beat and my core throbs
at the sexual intense look in his eyes. I can never work out why he won’t make
a move on me. I understand the age gap, but since when has a biker been
bothered about what other people will think. I am a adult for crying out loud. 


There is only so many times a woman can be
pushed before she doesn't push back anymore and I am teetering on the edge of
my cliff. I force my desire down, and roll my eyes at him, making sure he sees
it. He snarls at me, and watches me walk into the office. 


I set my purse in the bottom draw of the
desk and drop my phone on top. I walk over to the filing cabinet and pull out
today’s invoices and get them ready for when the customers come back to pick up
their cars or bikes. Music soothes me, so like to have music playing when I
work, so I connect my phone to the speaker I have in here. 


Linkin Park’s ‘In The End’ starts playing
through the speaker, instantly calming me. Thoughts of Zero leave my brain for
all of ten-fucking-seconds, because the big, sexy bastard comes into my office.



“You’re late.” He states. I’m not late,
this is Zero when he is in a bad mood. Everyone is in the wrong, except him.
Fuck the man needs to get laid, preferably by me, but we all know that isn't
going to happen. 


“If you say so.” I turn my back on him,
and look for the order form to check against the orders that will be coming in
today. This is me distracting myself from looking at the man in the room with
me.he has the ability to make me forget what am saying and how pissed off I am
with him. 


“I do say so. Why?” he demands.


“Why what?” 


“Why are you late, Shy?” he asks again. 


I am not in the mood to play with him
today. I can clearly see that I won’t win any argument I start with him. Taking
a deep breath I turn to face him. Fuck me he looks good today. He is wearing a
club t-shirt similar to mine, but mine is grey and his is black. His dark jeans
fit his body like they were made for him, even the oil stains add the extra
sexy factor to them. I am messed up thinking oil stains are sexy. 


“I’m not late, bossman. I am
ten-minutes-early, because I know the big order is coming in today and I wanted
everything ready. So whatever the fuck has you in this mood, take it elsewhere
because I am not in the mood for it, today.” I cock my hip, resting my hand
there. 


His eyes drop top my hand, just like it
did yesterday. See this aggravates me, because I can see how much he wants me.
Our gazes lock again, the desire rushing between us but neither of make a move,
or say a word. My temper gets the best of me again around this subject of us. 


The silence is killing me. Until I can’t
take it anymore. 


“Fuck it, I am done with this pathetic
chase I have going on.” My heart stutters in my chest when he doesn't say or do
anything. The silence spreads out between us more, my heart sinking lower with
each passing second. I shake my head at him, before turning my back to him
again. 


“Go back to work, Scott. Leave me alone.”
I whisper the last word. I hear a sharp intake of breath but I refuse to turn
around and look at him. Closing my eyes, I try to control the erratic beating
heart in my chest. The office door slams shut, making me jump and the tears
finally fall.


The slamming of the door is the metaphor
for us. 


The door is being slammed shut on us
before it is even allowed to start. My heart will break and then it will heal,
hopefully. Journey of life, right? The most painful part will be seeing him at
work. Maybe a new job is in order, I just need to get Wolf and Grit to let me
leave. 


I sigh and slump down in my chair, my
thoughts running crazy in my head. 
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Zero


 


 


I
throw the wrench cross the floor of the garage, nothing's going right me today.
Pepper’s word echo through my head. 


‘Fuck it, I am done with this pathetic
chase I have going on.’


The boys have been giving me a wide berth
all day today, out of fear that I will snap and throat-punch them. Today would
be the day to do it, the mood I am in. The kids were running late for their day
camp thing they go to, and then a message popped up on my phone from my ex-cunt
of a wife, asking to see the kids. 


After all these fucking years now she
wants to see them. I talked to Ash and Tovi and the way to camp and they both
said they want nothing to do with her. I replied tell Kristine that the kids didn't
want to to see here.


Then I see my girl arrive and my temper
gets the better of me, I had every intention of talking to her today, but when
she saw me eye-fucking her, she rolled her eyes, spiking my temper again. 


The noise of a truck pulling into the
garage, pulls me from my hourly thoughts of Pepper and all the shit I am going
through. I stand and pick up the rag, whipping the oil from my hands, and walk
out to meet the delivery guy.


It seems that someone else got there
flirts and the little shit is smiling at him, twisting her sexy hips back and
forth. Yeah, baby, that is not happening, every. 


“Pepper, office.” She jumps at the sound
of my voice. Her eyes wide at being caught flirting with this punk ass kid. In
a flash her eyes narrow at me, making me smirk.


“I am working, Zero, I can sort the order
out in a minute.” She says in a defiant tone, crossing her arms, making her
tits push up in her top. 


“You think flirting with this guy is
working. Then I taught you wrong then, darlin’. Do I need to give you more
lessons in how to please me?” I spread my legs, taking a relaxed stance and
crossing my arms, mirroring her. 


“You did not just say that?” I shrug.
Pepper stamps her foot, before turning to walk into the office. I smirk at her,
turning my head to watch her stomp away. Her ass looking fucking delectable in
those jean shirts she wears. I am sure she wears them to fucking torture me. 


I look back at the punk, and growl when I
see that he is watching my girls ass, as she walks away. His gaze snaps to mine
and the fear of God shows on his face.


“Keep your eyes off what is mine,
fuckface, you hear me?”


“Yes, sir. Sorry I didn't know she was
taken. I am not like that I swear, man.” I nod at him.


“Good, now get this shit unloaded.” I tell
him, before walking away. Viper is smiling at me when I enter the garage, I
flip him off and lay back down on the floor, getting back to work on this car. 


“Pushing it.” Viper says. 


“Fuck off, brother. Not getting into it
with you or anyone for that matter.”


 


****


Three-hours,
Pepper stays in her office, staying clear of me. I am not sure how I feel about
it, she is making my fucked up head more fucked up. Drying my hands with a
clean towel, then walk over to see her. I need to clear the air, maybe see she
will go for a drink with me. 


For the second time today I catch her
flirting with some punk ass fucker.


But she isn’t yours yet.


The thought makes me pause, seeing her smile
at this guy, making my temper flare but my stomach tightens with thoughts of
her actually being with someone else. I am frozen to the spot, as they talk and
smile at each other. In a flash they separate and he walks over to his car and
drives off, waving at my girl who waves back.


She turns and sees me watching her. Her
steps falter, but she regains her rhythm, and turns her gaze away from mine and
walks into the office. 


No fucking way in hell is she ignoring me.
I need to find out what the fuck that was about. I stomp over to her and slam
the door open, making her jump. Her hand goes over her heart, and her breathing
is heavy. 


“Fucking hell, Zero, you scared the shit
out of me.” I don't bother with foreplay conversation, I get straight to the
main event. 


“What the fuck was that?” I point out the
door, knowing she knows what I mean.


“What? I was talking to a customer. He was
picking his car up.” She says bluntly, shuffling papers on her desk. 


“And flirting is now part of the job.
Twice today, darlin’ I caught you flirting with punks in my garage. I don't
fucking pay you to flirt with assholes. Men like them don’t want a little girl
to warm their bed, they want real fucking women, who know how to fuck and suck
a cock, perfectly,” her mouth drops open in shock. Hurt flashes in her eyes and
I instantly feel like a prick for saying that shit. 


“Pepper, shit I’m⎯.” She holds her
hands up, stopping my barrage of words. My stomach knots to a point I am sure
it will never untangle itself again. I stand there like a fucking fool and
watch as she collects her things and walks towards the door.


“Where are you going?” I ask, in a gentler
tone. She stops and looks back at me over her shoulder, her eyes are full of
pain and I know I have fucked up beyond belief. 


“I am going home. You see, one of those
men today, actually wants this little girl. I have a date to get ready for.”
With that she walks out, leaving me with my jaw on the floor. 


I lean forward resting my hands on the
desk, dropping my head to my chest, I breath out a breath that was stinging my
lungs. 


I have pushed her to far and she walked
away, like everyone told me she would. 


Scott Payne you total cunt.
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Pepper


 


 


I
text Indie as soon as I get to my apartment, asking her to come over and help
me pick clothes out for my date tonight. I have had a tit-full of Scott-fucking-Payne,
and I want to forget about him and the date will help, hopefully. Today he
lived up to his name, of giving ‘zero’ fucks about hurting me. I rip off my
clothes on my way to my bathroom, I need a hot shower to wash the grime off my
body, and the heat on my muscles will hopefully help me destress. 


I turn the shower on, waiting for it to
heat up. I look at myself in the mirror and frown at how sad my eyes look.
Ignoring the red and puffiness, I climb into the hot stream of water. This is all
his doing, and I can’t do it anymore. 


I am a pretty girl, I am not being vain,
but I am told often enough to understand that I am. My blond hair is as
straight as it comes, and stops in the middle of my back. My lips are pouty as
Cherry calls them. One time one of the brothers called them ‘cock sucking
lips’, and Zero, beat the crap out of him, then he vanished for three days. 


“Bitch, I am here. Where you at?” Indie
calls out.


“In the bathroom, let me shower and I will
be right out.” I yell back. The water washes over me and I start to relax. I
jump a little when I hear the door open. 


“Date, you say. Did he finally man up?”
she asks, excitement coats her voice.


“No.” is all I say, my low tone of voice
showing how hurt I am.


“Peps, what did he do?” Indie knows about
everything that has happened with Scott, we keep no secrets at all. She is like
the sister I knew had.


“The usual, ran his mouth and crushed me,
again.” My heart aches knowing that my head is done with Scott.


“Fucking prick. No more, Pepper Monroe do
you hear me? If that piece of sexy biker man-meat can’t step up after all these
years then it is his loss, fuck him.” She states, in her ‘don’t mess with me’
voice. “So who’s the date?”


The change in the tone of her voice makes
me laugh. 


“His name is Isaac. He picked his car up
from the shop today. We flirted and he asked me out.” I explain, stepping out
of the shower and taking the towel she hands me.


“Deets, girly. Age, build, eyes color,
salary.” She winks at me.


Me and Indie have seen each other naked
more times that two best friends should, but hey they don't call me ‘Shy’ for
no reason. I wrap the towel around me and walk into my bedroom, with Indie hot
on my heels.


While I dry my body and hair, she ransacks
my closet, searching for the perfect outfit.


“Where is he taking you?” she asks, not
looking at me. But flicking through my clothes.


“No clue, he just said to dress sexy.”
Indie sorts my clothes and shoes out while I do my hair and makeup. She settles
on a black sexy off the shoulder dress that molds to my body, showing off my
curves. My eyes are done with a smokey effect, to make them more alluring as Indie
puts it. 


“Does Zero know about the date?” Indie
asks, when we walk into my living room. She sits on the bar stool, in my
kitchen and waits for my answer. I lick my lips and answer her.


“Yeah, he knows.”


“And he still did nothing?”


“No,” I swallow hard, the emotions
building again. “He let me walk.” Them four words cut me deep. My body runs
cold, as the emotion gets to much for me and tears burn my eyes. So this is it
for us, not that there was an us.


There will never me a Scott and Pepper
after today.


“Oh honey.” Indie races over to me,
wrapping me up in her arms. The tears flow down my cheeks as sobs rack my body.


I am about to go on a date with some
random guy and my heart is breaking over the one man I love because he doesn't
want me. Or he does but he is too stubborn to claim me.


“Hey, come on. Your makeup will ruin.” She
snides, touching my wet face with a tissue. “There all perfect again.” She
winks. The doorbell rings and my stomach drops. Aren't I supposed to feel
excitement about this date not dread. I feel like I am cheating on a man that
isn't mine. 


“You ready?” Indie prompts.


Yeah.” I nod and walk over to the door. I
pull it open and smile when I see Isaac standing there in a suit, looking quite
dapper. 


“Holy shit, you are beautiful, sweetheart.”
He says, leaning in to kiss my cheek. I smile at him and reply.


“Thank you, you don't look so bad
yourself. Shall we go?”


We go to a popular restaurant in town and
the food was nice, not really my style but nice nonetheless. I am used to
burgers and beer. Isaac is a interesting person but there are no sparks at all
between us, not when he touches the small of my back or holds my hand. Nada,
zero, zilch.


We arrive at the new nightclub, that
everyone is raving about, again not my style but I need to branch out, move
away from the biker thing and try new things. We join a group of his friends
and they seem nice enough, well except one girl in particular, she wasn't
impressed to see me arrive with Isaac. 


A table next to us, is filled with frat boys
by the looks of things. They all look fairly young and a drunk off their asses.
Pushing and shoving each other, calling out to girls, even one slaps one girl
on the ass. I go to move to teach the fucker a lesson, but one of Isaac's
friends beat me to it and that's when all hell breaks loose. 
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Zero


 


 


The
office door is closed but I know that Pepper is in there, because she has the music
blasting through the speakers, a and if memory serves me right or it could be
to do with that fact that I know my girl, she is hiding from something. 


“Zero, that guy for the Honda is here.” I
turn to see Scout, one of the newer prospects calling me. I give him a chin
lift before looking back at the office, then turning deal with the customer. 


Once the guy is gone, I get back to work.
We manage to catch up on our workload for the day. Fuck me it is like every
Tom, Dick and Harry wanted their car fixed today. I walk over to the wash
station and scrub my hands to get rid of all the oil and grease. 


“Hey, fuckface, have you been in to see my
sister today?” Trace asks from behind me. I shut the water off and turn to face
him, while picking up a clean hand towel to dry my hands. 


“Been busy as fuck, brother. Not had the
chance. Why?” dropping the towel on the workbench, I make my way over to him
where he stands in the doorway into the garage. He looks at the office then
back to me. He looks worried and it get my back up, thinking he knows something
I don’t. 


“You know she went on that date last
night?” I nod, gritting my teeth. I know I can’t say shit, because she isn’t
mine. Yet. 


“Well there was a punch up at the same
club she went too, but she hasn’t returned my calls or texts.” His words
register and I storm out of the garage and over to the office which is now
quiet. Did she leave when I wasn’t looking?


The closer I get, the more my anger
builds. When I am half way across the yard, the office door opens and she steps
out. My breath catches seeing how fucking beautiful she is. She is wearing a
long black, sleeve dress with different size white stars in it that stops mid
thigh and her black black Doc Martens.


She stops when she sees me and Trace
marching towards her. I can't see her eyes, because she has big ass sunglasses
covering her eyes. Her mouth drops open but closes quickly. 


“What happened last night? You okay?” I
demand. My anger getting the better of me. I swear to everything that is holy
that if she got hurt, I will the fucker that caused it.


“What ‘No hello, Pepper’?” she snarks
back.


“Don’t, baby.” The endearment slips out
effortlessly. My fists clench, to stop myself from reaching out to remove the
glasses, she doesn’t usually wear them that big.


“It was fine, thanks. We met his friends
and we had a few drinks, then he took me home. End of.” She shrugs it off like
its nothing. That alone tells me the date was a fucking disaster, and I can't
stop the smirk that crosses my face.


“Shit date then?”


“Piss off, Zero.” She goes to walk around
me, but I grip her wrist and she cries out in pain. My heart jumps up into my
throat and Trace steps closer. I step up to her and gently pull the sleeve back
revealing the cause of her pain. 


“Motherfucker,” Trace mutters from my
side. There on her slim wrist is a large dark bruise. My anger goes to maximum
boiling point.


“What the fuck happened? Who did this,
Pepper?” I growl out. She tries to pull her arm back but I hold firm, but not
enough to causing more pain. Some motherfucker is going to hurt for hurting my
girl.


“Leave it, Scott.” She tries to step away
again, but this time I wrap my arms around her waist, keeping her to me without
touching her wrist. I cup her jaw with my free hand, forcing her to look at me,
slide my hand up removing her sunglasses, hooking them in my pocket. There
under her left eye is a bruise, her eyes are filled with tears. My heart aches
for her, I hate seeing her hurt and believe me I have caused her enough hurt
over the years but no more.


No fucking more!


“We are out, brother. I will call you later
and fill you in on the details.” I pick Pepper up, bridal style and carry her
into the clubhouse and up to my room. She protests but I ignore every word, the
boys cheer when they see us, not realising that the fuck is going on yet. I
will let Trace fill them in for now. 


Once we are outside my room, I carefully
set her on her feet, then unlocking the door with the only key to my room. I
learned that fucking hard way about dishing keys out or not locking my door. 


“In you go, babe.” I tell her. She hesitates,
but she looks up at my face and sees that I am not fucking around anymore. I
nod in the direction of the room, and watch as she tentatively steps into my
room. 


She looks around, taking in my home away
from home. She has been to my house because she has taken care of my kids, for
me when I have had long runs to do for the club. She is the only woman who has
never been to my place. There isn’t much in here but it is enough for what I
need it for.


“When were the sheets changed last?” she
asks, making me chuckle. 


“A few days ago, I think. And before you ask,
I haven’t slept with a club girl in fuck knows how long.” I tell her the truth.
I really can’t remember the last time I fucked any woman. I’ve had a few
blowjobs here and there but the thought of sticking my dick in anyone that
isn’t Pepper makes my cock shrivel up. She scoffs, slowly sitting on the edge
of my bed. 


“You don’t believe me?”
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Pepper


 


 


To
say I am curious to find out why Zero hasn’t been with anyone in getting the
better if me. He is wanted by every woman that he meets, especially the bitches
around the club. It is fucking funny how they all hate me, because I get a shit
load of attention from all the brothers, even though it is in a sisterly way,
well except for Zero, who is a prick to me half the time. 


“No, Zero I don't believe you. Sorry but
nope.” I cradle my injured wrist in my lap, I don't miss the flare of anger
that flashes in his eyes. I know he will ask what happened, and I know he will
be out for blood. I watch in awe, as he kneels in front of me, something I
never thought Scott Payne would do. He bows to no one. 


“Now tell me who hurt my girl?” I lean
back, shocked that he just called me ‘his girl’. Since fucking when? He hates
me, okay maybe hates is a too strong a word, but he dislikes me. 


“You’re girl?” he nods his head, smirking
at me. “I will tell you what happened because I know you are like a dog with a
fucking bone and won't let it go. But me being your girl. Yeah, not happening.”
His eyes flare with amusement, then he leans in so our lips are a breath apart.


“Well see about that. Now tell me.” I
sigh, then tell him. I will conquer the claiming part once I explain what
happened on my date.


“Isaac took me to a club where we met some
of his friends. He was so nice to me, a proper gentleman, if you ask me.” Zero
scoffs, looking away before bringing his gaze back to mine. I smirk and carry
on.


“He kept buying me drinks, and touching
me, his hands were so⎯.”


“That's enough, baby. I don't want to hear
about another man touching what's mine. Get on with it.” He spits out. His
breathing has picked up and I know I am pissing him off, which is half the fun
with him. 


“Spoil sport,” I wink at him, then
continue. “Like I said we met his friends and they were cool. Loved that I am a
part of the MC. Anyway, half way through the night, Isaac got into it with a
group of guys, shouting and saying shit to people walking passed. Someone from
the group grabbed my ass and all hell broke out. He defended me, but in the process
of him defending me, I got hit in the face and knocked to the ground.”


“The fucker didn’t protect you. I’m gonna
kill him.” He says through gritted teeth, but he gently touches my face where
the bruise under my eye is. Its red and purple and sore as fuck. I hold my breath
when Scott closes the gap between us and he lays a gentle kiss over my bruise.


“Never again,” he mutters. Our faces are
still inches apart, I can feel the hot breath escaping from his lips on my
heated cheek. My heart rate spiking, he has never been this close to me before.
His woodsy scent invades my senses, making my lady parts tingle. I take a deep
breath, taking in all of him, because I have no clue when he will be like this
again. He gets so hot and cold with me, he makes my head spin.


“What do you mean, Zero?” I whisper. My
blood is rushing around my veins, making my heart beat amplified in my ears.
Wiping my clammy hands on my skirt, I wince when pain radiates up my left
wrist. 


“Fuck, baby, I think we need to take you
to the ER, you need that x-rayed.” He stands up, gently pulling me to my feet,
before brushing my hair off my face. He offers me a small smile, forcing the
breath out of my lungs before leaning in and kissing me. 


Holy motherfucking hell.


Scott Payne is kissing me.


Was I knocked unconscious, last night and
I am in a coma? 


Oh I have wanted this for so long. For
years I have dreamed of this man kissing me, making me his. His beard rubs
against my skin, making my pussy clench with need and want. I melt into his,
careful of my wrist, but I don’t need to worry, because Scott breaks the kiss,
cradling my wrist in his large palm. 


He rests his forehead against mine and breathes
deep, I follow him, sucking in much needed air into my lungs.


“Fuck, baby, I never thought it would be
that good. I can’t wait to strip you down and taste and feel every inch of
you.” I shiver at his words, making him smirk at me. He kisses my lips one more
time before taking my uninjured hand and leading me out of his room. 


My mind is spinning, with thought of what just
happened and what he just said to me. 


What the hell? 


I try to stop his steps, but he tugs more
on my hand.


“Zero, stop.” We hit the main room,
everyone cheers. Clapping and whooping at us, thinking we just fucked in his
room. Do they really think that Scott fucks in three-minutes flat?


“SCOTT!” I yell his name. He spins around
to look at me, a frown maring his handsome face. 


“What? Are you hurting?” he asks, concern
lacing his gruff voice. I huff out a breath and go to answer but Grit and Trace
come out from the back office with Wolf following them. I turn to look at them
over my shoulder, as Scott steps closer to me, wrapping his arm around my
waist, resting his hand on my hip. 


“Did you find out what happened?” Grit
asks looking at Scott. I look up at him and see him nod at my father. “What the
fuck is this?” Grit waves his hand in the direction of where Scott’s hand rests
on my body.


“This is me, taking what is mine. You know
it was going to happen, old man, you have had time to put a stop to it. Well
try anyway.” Scott explains and winks down at me. What did they know was going
to happen?


“Someone had better explain to me what I
am missing here.” I demand, looking at each of the men around me. 
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Zero


 


 


My
girl is fiesty when she doesn't get what she wants. I told her back at the
clubhouse that we will talk once we get home from getting her wrist checked
out. 


We are sitting in a room at the hospital,
they are looking over her x-rays to see if she has broken her wrist or not, I
am hoping for the latter. I hate seeing her in pain. My heart has been fucked
up since shit went down with Kristine, but I know that Pepper can make it all
whole again.


“You okay, baby?” I ask her, she gives me
a sharpe nod, giving me my answer. “Okay then.” I mutter. I lean forward
resting my elbows on my knees, watching her as she plays on her phone. Is she
texting that fucking punk from her date?


“Who you texting?” 


“Indie,” she answers. My gut is telling me
she is lying because she wont met my eyes.


“You wanna try that answer again, babe.”
She huffs from the bed, before looking at me and answers.


“Okay, fine. It’s Isaac. He is checking on
me.” I jump to my feet and rip the phone out of her hand, ignoring her
protects. I click on the punks name and wait for him to reply.


“Hey, sweetness, how you feeling? I feel
so bad for what⎯.” I cut the
fucker off.


“She isn't your sweetness, or anything,
fucker. You do not call or text her again. Do you hear me? You stay well
fucking clear of Pepper.” 


“Who the fuck is this? Where is Pepper?” he
whines from the phone, trying to act all hard and shit, on the other end of the
phone where I can’t throat punch the bastard. 


“SCOTT.” Pepper yells at me, practically
scrambling out of the bed to get to me. 


“Listen here, fuckface. You stay clear of
my girl, plain and simple. That way you won’t end up eating through a straw for
the foreseeable future.”


“What the fuck? Where is Pepper? Let me
talk to her. You can’t make me stay away from her.” Fucking hell his voice is
annoying. I turn to look at Pepper who is kneeling on the bed, scowling at me,
but looking cute as fuck. I keep the phone by my ear but talk to my girl.


“How the hell did you manage to listen to
this fucker talk to you all night? His voice is annoying the fuck out of me.
It's like dragging nails across a chalkboard” I wink at her. She can’t stop the
giggles that explode from her delectable mouth. The sound goes straight to my
cock.


I turn my attention back to the voice on
the other end of the phone call.


“You need to stop calling my Old Lady, she
won’t be needing any pissants in her life anymore. She is Reckless Angels MC
property. My property. Now lose her number.” I hang up on the punk, giving
Pepper my full attention. Her mouth is gaping open, shock quite clear on her
face.


“Pepper Monroe?” a older guy walks into
the room,m wearing a white lab coat, completely holting out talk. Thank fuck, I
really didn’t want to get into things with her here. 


“Yes.” She answers. The doctor explains
that she hasn’t broken her wrist but it is badly bruised, which she needs to
rest it for the next few weeks. 


 


****


 


I
pull up outside my house and turn the car off. Pepper fell asleep as soon as we
hit the highway, she looked wrecked so I let her sleep. Climbing out of my
truck, I stretch, sitting in the hospital chairs are killing my back, fuck I am
getting old. My age was a minor factor in the past decisions to stay away from
Pepper, but clearly the twelve-year age gap never bothered her. 


I pull open the door and stand there
looking at her for a minute longer, taking in how sweet and innocent she looks,
deep in sleep. Her hair has fallen into her face, making me chuckle. 


“Baby, you need to wake up. Come one,
Pepper.” She stirs, blinking the sleepy fog away. Her eyes connect with mine,
going wide like she is just remembering that I am here.


“Hi.” She whispers. Why is she being so
shy? This isn’t my Pepper. 


“Hey, you okay? Do you need another pain
pill or something?” I ask her.


“Thats cute.” 


“What’s cute, babe?” 


“You. The way you are fussing over me.”
She explains her words. 


“Cute? Nah, baby, bikers aren't cute.
Fuck, men aren’t cute. Handsome yeah, maybe. Sexy as fuck. Most definitely.” I
wink at her, making her giggle, again that sound makes my cock perk up. Horny
bastard.


“Come on, let's get you inside. The kids
are waiting to see you, they love having you here at the house.” The smile on
her face brighten up at the mention of my kids. She fucking loves them, like
they are her own. It’s one of the things I love about her. Yes love. I have loved
her for years, but shit happens and things were never right, for once I was
fucking married to a cunt, and even with the bad rep us bikers have, I am no
fucking cheat. 


“Just the kids?” she asks me, in a unsure
voice. Our gazes stay locked on each other. I step closer, sliding between her
creamy thighs, pushing her dress up more. Her injured hand sits on in her lap,
so I am careful not to touch it. 


“No, baby, not just the kids. I love
having you here, in my house. My bed...tonight.” Her eyes widen in shock but
before she can bitch me out, I slam my mouth onto hers, stopping her words. We
kiss for what seems like for-fucking-ever, but high pitched squeals make us
break apart. We both chuckle, seeing Tovi my eight-year-old daughter barreling
towards us. Ash my eleven-year-old is staying on the porch, watching. 


“Daaaad.” She jumps into my arms,
strangling me with her tiny arms around my neck. She pulls away to look at
Pepper, who is blushing like a nun in a strip club.


“Hey, Pepper. Why was you kissing my
daddy?” she asks, with attitude. Don't get me wrong, the kids love Pepper, but
Tovi is fiercely protective of the men in her life. 
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Pepper


 


 


‘Why
are you kissing my daddy?’ Tovi’s question bounces around my head. I look to
Scott for support, but he is smirking at me, great no help from him then.
Bastard. I look at her and she is smiling me but with an expectant look on her
cute little face.


“Umm, well.. We.. I.” I look at Scott.
“Help.” He must see the panic written all over my face because he takes mercy
on me. He kisses the side of her head and explains. 


“Pepper is my girlfriend, baby girl, do
you know what the means?” I gape at him. Did he just say that? Holy shit.


“Yeah, daddy, it means that you love her.”
I hold my breath, waiting to see what he says next. I know he will correct her,
tell her that he doesn't love me, but I know he also won’t explain that he just
wants to fuck me. Saying I am his ‘girlfriend’ is easier to explain to the
kids. I wish it was more, oh fuck I wish it was but I know that…


My thoughts are cut off my his words.


“Yeah, Tovi, it means I love her.” I choke
on the air I was holding. I gasp, bending at the knee, resting my good hand on
my legs. I try to suck in oxygen, try to stop myself from passing out. How
embarrassing would that be?


“Scott.” I whisper, still facing the
ground with my eyes closed. I hear a scuffle, just before I feel a hand on my
back.


“Breath, baby. In and out. Good girl.” He
praises me when I listen to him, and my breathing starts to settle. I
straighten up and look at the man that just confessed his love for me in front
of his daughter. 


“Why? Why would you say that?” I whisper.
My throat a little scratchy from the coughing. His intense gaze penetrates
mine, telling me everything I need to know.


Fuck me, Scott Payne loves me. 


“Because it is true, babe. I was just too
fucking stubborn to see things for what they were.” He steps closer, wrapping
his arm around my waist, holding me securely to him. The heart from his body seeps
into mine, giving me comfort. I can’t not touch him anymore, I lift my good
hand and cup his jaw. I watch as his eyes soften and close, as he leans into my
touch. My heart is trying to burst through my chest at the contact and his
words, fucking thing about this moment will forever make my heart beat faster.


“What things?” I whisper my question. Scott
pulls me unbelievable closer to him before he answers.


“Things like I know how amazing you are
with my kids, you treat them like you gave birth to them. You are hard working,
loyal as fuck and can charm the pants off any man you come into contact with.”
He winks at me for the last part. I playfully slap his arm as he continues.


“Things like how much you love those you
care about. Even me after the million fucking times I pushed you away and hurt
you. Never again, baby.” My stomach knots thinking about all the nasty comments
he threw at me, or the actions he did the make sure he pushed far enough away.


“You did hurt me.” My voice barely a
whisper.


“Hey, look at me.” I raise my head, bring
my gaze to his. He he has the look of regret in his eyes, making me feel uneasy
again.


“I’m sorry for everything, I will say I am
sorry for the rest of my days if that’s what it takes to keep you. I fucked up,
Shy, I know that.”


“Why now though, Scott? I have thrown
myself at you plenty of times before.”


“I know, baby, I know. I was a fucking
cunt for not listening to my heart, my head overruled it. But I am standing
here right now, in front of my kids,” He nods at the house and sure enough Ash
and Tovi are standing there, watching us. “I am claiming you as my Old Lady, my
girlfriend, soon-to-be-wife. I want is fucking all, Miss Monroe. So what do you
say?” he leans in and kisses my lips, stopping me from answering. My mind goes
blank of all other thoughts and thoughts of Scott fill my brain. A coughing
sounds makes us break the kiss, I turn my head and see Ash frowning at us, by
Tovi is giggling. 


“I’m hungry, Dad. What’s for dinner?” Ash
asks, folding his arms across his chest. Does he not want me with his dad? I
thought we got on great, I guess not. My heart sinks into my boots thinking
that Ash, won’t accept us as a couple. Fuck, is that what me and Scott are; a
couple?


Scott pulls back and takes my hand,
pulling me towards the house, my steps are slow and he notices it, I offer him
a small smile. We get closer to the kids and Tovi bounds into the house,
chatting excitedly about me being Scott’s girlfriend. He chuckles but my heart
is aching and it will do so until I know how Ash feels. I will not stay with
Scott if it upsets Ash too much. 


“Hey kiddo.” I greet him. “You go on in and
start cooking, I want to have a chat with Ash.” I tell Scott, giving him an
unsure smile, he frowns, looking between me and his son. He nods and walks into
the house leaving us alone. 


“Sit,” I nod in the direction of the porch
swing. “Talk to me, Ash. Are you not happy that me and your dad are together
now?”


Ash bursts into tears, and my heart breaks
for him. He tells me his thoughts and his worries, my heart breaks all over
again for him. He thinks that when and if me and Scott don't work out, that I will
not come around to see them anymore. We talk for what seems like ages, when
Scott calls us letting us know that dinner is cooked, we stand and make our way
into the house. The chat was needed and I am glad that the air was cleared. Now
I just need to sort through my own thoughts and worries where Scott payne aka
Zero is concerned. 
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Zero


 


 


Dinner
was a fact full event. The kids asked questions, even if Ash was a little
reserved. I know it’s a big change for these kids, but they are strong and they
adapt. Tovi, that girl will be a fucking lawer when she gets older, damn the
kid could interrogate a man on death row and make him confess to crimes he
didn’t commit. 


Now we are laying in my bed, Pepper is
wearing one of my club shirts, because she didn’t have any of her clothes her,
fuck she didn’t think she was staying here. She looks sexy as fuck right now.
No makeup, her hair down around her face as she lays next to me. 


I haven't slept next to a woman in fucking
years. When Kristine fucked me over, I fucked like crazy with anyone that would
spread their legs for me, but that come to a grinding halt one day, when Ash
walked in on me and a random hook-up. He was pissed at me for weeks after.


“Tell me again.” She prompted. I chuckle,
taking her mouth in a searing kiss again. Fuck I will never get enough of
touching, kissing her.


“I love you, Pepper Monroe.” I reply
against her mouth. “Now are you going to answer my question, before we were
rudely interrupted by our kids.” Her eyes widen when my words sink in. I said
‘our kids’ and I fucking meant it.


“From here on out, they are ours, baby.
You love them like they are your own.” Her eyes fill with tears and she buries
her face in my neck, I run her back soothing her. We stay like that for a few
minutes, soaking in the moment, fuck look at me, thinking like a fucking
female. 


“Yes,” My heart stops in my chest at her
soft word. Did she just agree to be mine? I pull my head back and look down at
her, she is giving me wet smile her eyes and cheeks are wet from her tears.


“Did I just hear you say ‘yes’ to be
fucking mine?” she nods. Then shocks me, as she leans up and kisses me. I shift
my body so I am leaning over, keeping my full weight off her. Our mouths are
fused together, getting to know each other on a brand new level. 


It doesn’t take long before my hand starts
to wonder down her body, I slide my hand over her bare thigh, sliding it up,
taking the material with me. I come to the thin strip of material of her silk
panties, I pull them down her legs, throwing them on the floor. I sit back on
my hunches, carefully pulling her into a seating position.


“Off,” the demand sounds husky, my voice
always does that when I am turned on. Pepper smirks at me, before lifting her
arms up above her head, indicating for me to take the shirt off and I fucking
listen. I gently lift the material and letting it join the tiny panites on the
floor. Pepper lays back down, giving me the perfect view of her body.


“Fucking beautiful.” I state. She smiles
up at me, then drops her eyes to my boxers. 


“Off,” she smirks at me. 


“Yes, ma’am.” I stand above her, on the
bed, making her giggle when the mattress rocks, from my weight. I hook my
thumbs into the waistband and push them down, letting them drop at my feet,
before kicking them across the room. That causes Pepper to burst into a fit of
giggle again. 


“Like what you see, my beautiful Pepper?” 


“What’s not to like, my handsome Scott.”


“True, I am a sexy beast.” I wiggle my
eyebrows at her, making her snort with laughter. I laugh with her until I make
my move.


The giggle soon stops, when I drop to my
stomach between her legs and run my tongue up her sexy pussy. It is all wet, swollen
and a pretty pink shade. Her taste explodes on my tongue making me groan.
Fucking hell she tastes fucking amazing, like sweet, sweet honey.


“Damn, baby.” I grind my cock into the
bed, to get some sweet fiction for my aching cock. Burying my face in her pussy
again, I lick and suck at her clit and the perfect fucking hole I plan and
burying my hard cock into in a matter of seconds. Her moans fill my bedroom,
she is lucky my kids sleep like the fucking dead, plus they are on the other
side of the landing.


“I need you in me, Scott. I wanna feel
you, baby.” Her words make my cock screaming for more action, and who am I to
not listen. I kiss my way up her body, nipping at her hip bones, making her cry
out. My lips touch her ribs and she giggles, but in a breathy way.


Reaching her tits, I suck each of her
nipples into my mouth in turn, her back arches off the bed, letting me know she
loves having her nipples sucked and bitten. I add more pressure with my teeth
and she cries out again. 


“You want the cock, baby?” knowing she
does. I rest on one of my elbows, using my other hand to guide my cock into his
new home. A place where he knows he will fucking love living in for the rest of
his days. The heat from her pussy seeps into the head of my cock as I rub it against
her clit, using my pre-come as lube.


“Now,” Pepper pants out. Her voice is the
sexiest thing I have ever heard when she is turned on this much. I need to make
sure I do this more often so I can hear the sound.


“Now?” I say, as I push inside her body,
one inch at a time. “Fuck.” I growl, as her pussy encases around my shaft,
making it welcome inside her body. Holy fucking shit, I have never felt this
before. 


“Fuck, baby you feel so good. So fucking
tight and warm.”


“Move, Scott, don't be gentle.” Fuck she
doesn't need to ask me twice. I slide out and slam back in. God she feels like
fucking satin. Her cries of pleasure fill the room, urging me to repeat the
motion and I do. Over and over again, I slam into the only pussy I will be
fucking from here on out. Pepper’s pussy is all fucking mine.


If I wasn’t buried deep inside my love, I
would laugh at how funny that sounds ‘Pepper’s pussy’ fuck I need to out that
on a t-shit. Her luscious tits bounce with every thrust. She meets me thrust
for thrust, loving the hardness of our fucking, like I knew she would. Pepper
is a girly girl with a sexy dark edge.


“Yes, fuck I am going to come. Come with
me, Scott.” Her breathy words fill the air and spur me on, I reach down and rub
her clit, making sure she comes in time with me because I am fucking there. Her
pussy muscles contract around me, strangling my shaft. 


My spine tingles and my balls tighten just
as my cum shoots out of my cock, filling her up, coating her pussy, marking her
on the inside also. Fuck rubbers, I want her to carry my baby, as soon as
fucking possible. 


I roll to the side, pulling her with me,
ticking her against my side, resting her head on my chest. We both lay there
panting, catching our breaths. While laying here I know that I wasted time, pushing
her away but that shits not gonna fly anymore. She is mine and I plan of
keeping for the rest of our lives. 


I kiss the top of head, letting her scent
seep into my senses. 


“I love you, darlin’.”


“I love you too, handsome.” She sighs in
contentment, her body completely relaxing against mine. This is what I have
been missing and I don't plan on missing anymore of this. No fucking way. We
fall asleep, wrapped around each other, the perfect fucking way to end the day.
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Pepper


 


 


“Pepper,”
my name is whispers, by a sweet voice. I crack open one eye and see Tovi
crouching down by the side of the bed, smiling at me. I reach out and touch her
nose, making her giggle.


“Morning, Miss Tovi.” Now I am seeing why after
Scott took me a second time during the night, that me made me get dressed
after. This is why.


“Morning. I’m hungry.” I nod. 


“Okay, meet me downstairs and I’ll make
you pancakes. Is Ash awake yet?”


“No. He sleeps like daddy.” Is her reply,
before she leaves the room. I carefull turn over, trying not to wake Scott up.
He is laying his stomach, with his head facing me and one arm over my belly. He
looks so fucking handsome while he sleeps, carefree and younger. He looks
damned good for thirty-seven. I smile and push a strand of hair off his
forehead, I love his hair. Tovi has the same hair colour, Ash followed their
mother. It is a fucking shame that she walked away from them, her loss is my
gain.


“Good morning, baby.” I squeal, when he
speaks. Scaring the crap out of me. He chuckles and turns so he is facing me.
His face is soft and sleepy and it turns me on but I can't act on it now, I
have a very hungry eight-year-old waiting for me. 


“You scared me you ass. I thought you were
sleeping.”


“Baby, that girl has been coming into my
room every morning since she was two years old, I am used to the sounds now.”
He explains in a sleepy voice, making my pussy weep with even more need. 


I pull away from him because I know if
either one of us start something, Tovi won’t be getting her breakfast anytime
soon. I walk into his ensuite bathroom, do my morning routine, before walking
back into his bedroom. He is sitting up against the headboard, smiling at me.


“God, you are beautiful in the mornings.”


“Just the mornings.” I tease. 


“Not just the mornings. When you are
wearing those tiny fucking shorts around the garage. The green dress that
crosses across your back. And when you are completely fucking naked and in my
bed, baby. You are sexy, stunning and beautiful all the fucking time. I am
surprised anyone gets any work done at the garage with you around.” He winks at
me. 


“You say the sweetest things, Mr. Payne,
but you already got to fuck me, so you can cool it with the compliments.” I say
sweetly. 


“Never.” He says, with such conviction. I
blush, as I lean onto the bed, giving him a swift kiss before walking to the
door.


“Your daughter needs feeding, so I will go
start that. You handle that,” I move my finger in a circular motion at his
cock, that is tending under the sheet. “Before you come down stairs.” I blow
him a kiss and walk out of the room, my heart racing a mile a minutes with
everything that is happening. This thing is new, but I know we both want it, so
we will make it work. If there is one thing both Scott and I have in common, is
that we are stubborn and determined. So we will make this work. 


 


*****


 


We
arrive at the club and Scott send the kids over to the play area the club had
build for the kids, it has every kind of playground structure you can think
off. They are spoilt but they are worth it. It is also very well concealed from
the outside, for protection from any attacks on the club. 


Scott takes my hand and leads me into the
club, pushing through the door. My eyes adjust to the dim lighting they have in
here, screams and cheers make my heart leap up into my throat and Scotts hand
tighten in mine. My palms get clammy, from seeing every take in Scott holding
my hand.


These people are my family, so I shouldn’t
be worried but I am, they all know the history between Scott and me. My eyes
take in everyone watching us, most are smiling but the club whores are throwing
daggers at me through their eyes. I wink in their direction, it completely says
the opposite to what I am feeling in the inside.


“Baby, you okay?” Scott lifts my chin with
his fingers, so he can see my eyes. I nod, forcing a smile. 


“Yeah.” I lie. He moves so that he is
standing in front of me, blocking the club out.


“Don’t lie to me, ever. Tell me.” 


“What is my family don't want this to
happen? They know how much you have hurt me before. Can they forget that like I
have?” I shrug. He cracks up laughing, full on belly laugh. “Hey.” I poke his
stomach.


“Baby, they will accept this, they don't
have a choice. But they know how much I love you. So we are cool.” 


“Okay, I⎯.”


“ZERO.” A voice bellows into the room. I
stiffen because that voice belongs to my father, Grit. Scott winks at me, then
turns to face the room again. Grit storms over to where we stand, Trace hit on
his heels. I can’t stop it happening as it happens to fucking fast. Grit throws
a punch straight into Scott’s stomach. 


“DAD.” I scream in horror, as Scott
doubles over. Trace, steps up and slams his fist into Scott’s jaw. I cry out, not
believing what my family is doing right now. Tears stream down my face, my eyes
wide with shock and fear. My gaze bounces between my father and my brother, my
anger building inside of me.


“I CANNOT BELIEVE YOU.” I scream at the
top of my lungs. “Why would you do that?” I angrily wipe the tears away.


“Baby,” Scott coughs, then speaks again.
“Baby, I knew it was coming. It was expected and needed to be done if I wanted
to be with you.”


“Baby girl, I need to get a hit in, for
all the pain he has caused you. What kind of father would I be if I didn’t
defend you?” I shrug and he smiles at me, knowing I get what he is saying. My
gaze meets Trace’s, waiting for his reason.


He shrugs. “I have wanted to hit the
pretty fucker for years now. Now was my chance. But no warning, Z, you hurt her
and I will rip your fucking throat out.” I see Scott nod, smiling at my family.
My heart pumping like a freight train in my chest.


“You are all fucking crazy.” I throw my
hands up in the air and walk over to the bar for a big ass strong drink. I hear
them laughing behind me but I ignore them.


Fuckers. 
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Zero


 


 


Pepper
storms over to the bar, demanding a drink from the prospect that is serving.
Everyone around me laughs at her temper, and the way she doesn't give a fuck
what people think of her. It is fucking amazing to see her like this again, the
past twenty-four-hours she has been anything but her normal self, she has been
quiet and unsure of things.


Seeing her bitch us out, my Pepper is
back. My cock stiffens in my jeans, as my eyes zooms in on her ass on the the
stool, her skirt has ridden up her creamy thighs, thighs I was between just a
few hours ago.


“Hey fuckface, that’s my sister, you are
eye-fucking.” Trace says, slapping me in the back of the head. I smirk a him,
then look back to my girl.


“Man have you seen your sister? She is one
sexy piece of ass.” 


“I fucking heard that, Zero,” Shy, bitches
from her seat at the bar.


“What? You love that I love that ass, that
you have almost on full display for my brothers. You are fucking lucky I trust
you all.” I wink at he, when she rolls her eyes at me.


“Whatever,” she says and goes back to
talking to Cherry who has joined her.


Rip walks into the room, and I am shocked
as shit to see him. He has been away for the past few months on a job for Wolf.


“Hey, motherfucker. When did you get back
into town?” 


“Last night.” We hug it out, Rip is like a
brother to me, we have known each other for fucking years. He was even at my
wedding to Kristine. He looks around the room, taking in the new changes. He
does a double take at my woman at the bar.


“Is that Shy?” I nod. “Damn, brother. Shy,
get that sexy ass over here and give me a hug.”


“RIP.” She squeals, running, and throwing
herself at him. He hugs her to him, before setting her on her feet. My jealousy
would be rife right if it was an one else, but I trust Pepper, just as much as
I trust Rip. as soon as her feet touch the floor, I pull back against my chest,
wrapping my arm around her waist, making her giggle.


“When the fuck did this happen?” he asks,
looking at us before him.


“Just yesterday. The stubborn old mule,
worked it out that he is better with me in his life.” Rip shakes his head, laughing
at us.


“And in my bed.” I add, kissing her neck.
Her scent invades my nose, making my dick twitch again, he is going to be like
a tarrents sufferer if he keeps reacting like around her.


“Fucking hell, not now.”


“Why didn’t you answer your phone?”
Pepper’s friend Indie yells when she comes into the main room. Rip has gone
stiff as a board, I can't stop the smirk that appears on my face.


“Fuck off, brother.” He growls at me. The
three of us, watch as Indie comes towards us, in jeans and t-shirt, not her
normal dressed up self. Something has happened. I straighten, as Pepper steps
up to her. Tears are running down her cheeks, her eyes are red and puffy.


“What happened?” Shy asks. Indie doesn't
answer but she looks over towards us. Her eyes connect with Rip, they stare at
each other for a few minutes before someone speaks.


“Hey, Rip. We need to⎯.” Indie greets
him, in a soft voice. Again not like the Indie we all know.


“Don’t.” Rip growls a feral sound, before
storming out of the room. Everyone is watching and is shocked by the way he
just reacted. What’s his problem? Did something happen between them?


“Oh God,” Indie breaks down in sobs again.
Pepper catches her before she hits the floor. Both me and Trace dart to them
and help get her to the couch in the room. Her body racks with sobs, and I can
see that is it hurting my girl to see her friend in so much pain.


“Indie, sweetheart, what’s happened?”


“I’m,” sob. “Pregnant.” sob. “His, baby.”
she cries out. 


Holy fucking shit. 


Rip going to be a father again.


Well the shit is about to hit the fan. 


 


 


THE END
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Chapter One


Styx


 


Music
blared from the speaker set up on the bar as our prospect cooked burgers and
sausages on the grill. There were brothers from at least seven chapters here
for the weekend and we were having a fucking blast already.


The racking of pipes rattled out front and
I heard a chorus of “hey,” “what’s up my brothers,” and vari-ous other
greetings being shouted. Knowing more brothers had arrived, I hauled my ass up
from the chair I’d been slouched in.


“Hey Styx! What the fuck? I haven’t seen
you in like four months. Where the fuck you been?” Too $hort shouted as he
wrapped me in a hug and slapped my back.


“I been around. Had to make a run up to
Iowa to deliver a bike to the brothers. I stayed up there to chill with them
for a while. You know….” I shrugged. What I didn’t want to tell him was that
I’d needed to get away. Time to clear my head. They say the best way to get
over someone is to get under another.


Fuck I tried, but getting burned is hard
to get past.


“Aw hell, how’re they all doing? Did you
convince Joker to come back down with you?” Joker was origi-nally from San
Antonio. After the Marine Corp, he moved to Iowa to join the chapter up there
with one of the guys he’d served with, Hacker.


Laughing, I shook my head. “Hell naw, he
ain’t coming back here, except to visit. He’s got his ol’ lady and his kids up
there now.”


“Shit, he’s a badass dude.” Lifting his
sleeve, he showed me his ink. “Last time he was down, he did this. Pretty
fucking sick, huh?”


“Hell, yeah it is.” We talked for a few
more minutes before he moved on to greet the next group of brothers.


Grabbing another beer, I sat and shot the
shit with several of the brothers from Corpus.


“Hey Styx, where’s Grace?” Radar had
walked up in the middle of our conversation. Everyone went silent. Even the
music seemed to fade away. Taking a swig of my beer, I clenched my other fist
and tried not to lose my shit.


There were covert mutterings and as I
closed my eyes, I gritted my teeth. “Fuck, I didn’t know.” Radar sounded
contrite as he faded to the back of the crowd.


“I’ll be back.” When I stood, the alcohol
shot straight to my head and I realized I’d had a little more than I thought.
Truth be told, I didn’t give a fuck. Swallowing the last swig from the bottle,
I tossed it into the trash with a clink.


“I’ll go with you, bro.” Quiet, my buddy
and brother Asphalt stepped up beside me.


“No. Thanks, but I need a few minutes
alone. I’ll be fine.” The place we were renting for the weekend had a “sister”
home next door, with a shared walk that led to the shore. Ignoring the lights
that glowed from all the windows, I walked out to the deserted beach.


I pulled out a blunt, lit it, and dropped
to the cold sand. Drawing the smoke into my lungs, I listened to the crash of
the waves. Laughter and music carried through the air from the two houses.


Just as I exhaled out into the dark sky, I
heard a shuffling sound and then a woman sprawled on the ground next to me. All
I could see was a mass of blonde hair as she spread facedown on the sand.


“Fuck! Are you okay?” She wasn’t moving
and I was worried she’d passed the fuck out.


“Mmm-hmm.” Still, she lay facedown. I was
on the verge of helping her up when she began to struggle to her hands and
knees. A perfect rounded ass hugged by black spandex was nearly in my face. I
was drunk and high enough that I thought about jerking the spandex down and
sticking my dick in her, but sanity—you know, the barest thread I was still
hanging onto—prevailed.


Shoving herself to sit on her heels with
her knees on the ground, she pushed her hair out of her face. When she turned
to me, her blue eyes sparkled in the moonlight. Laughter bubbled up and burst
from her full ruby lips.


“Hi! Who are you?” She literally crawled
over to me until she was damn near sitting in my lap.


“Uh… hey. Do your friends know you’re down
here?” She was either drunk or high as fuck, and I was too far gone to be able
to figure out which. My cock, on the other hand, didn’t care what the fuck she
was, it just wanted to be buried in her wet pussy or between her thick,
beautiful, made for dick-sucking lips.


Slightly wobbly, she looked over her
shoulder toward the house. “Yeah. I told them I wanted to sit on the beach at
night. So I came. Except that last step is a doozy.” She brushed the sand off
her face.


Groaning at her use of words, I took
another drag.


“Is that weed?” Her eyes were huge. Okay,
so she obviously wasn’t high.


“Maybe. Why? You a cop?” With a smirk, I
continued to smoke as I watched her in fascination.


“Uh, no!” Indignation colored her words
and her cute face scrunched into a frown. “My ex is a cop and he’s a dick. I’m
definitely not a cop.” A strand of hair fell in her face, hanging between her
eyes. She made no move to get it out of the way, simply kept staring at my lips
every time I took a hit. I was so fucking hard, I could barely see straight.


“Do you want some?” Amused, I held it out
to her. Those baby blues of hers went from my proffered blunt to mine, where
they stayed.


Reaching out, she took it awkwardly in her
hand and studied it. She then one-handed crawled over next to me and sat. Still
looking at it.


“You generally have to put it to your
mouth to smoke it.” A chuckle escaped me.


“Like this?” She flipped her hair out of
her face and wrapped her lips around it.


“Jesus, it’s not a dick. Just put the end
between your lips and inhale through your mouth. Hold it in for a minute. Then
exhale.”


The hacking and gagging that followed had me
trying not to laugh but losing. Tears formed in her eyes and spilled over her
cheeks.


“Oh my God! I think that’s poisoned! Don’t
smoke any more of that shit!” When she made to throw it, I grabbed it and took
another hit.


“No, you just need to get used to it. It’s
normal to cough at first. You wanna try again or are you done?”


Skeptically, she eyed where I held it
outstretched to her. When she took it and tried again, I smiled. Which felt
weird on my face, because it had been a long time since I’d had anything to
smile about.


“So now that you’ve smoked my weed, it’s
only fair that you tell me your name.” 


She gave a half smile. “Gwen.”


“Nice to meet you, Gwen.” Again that
slight tip of her lips.


“So do I get to know your name?” She
thought she was being covert as she looked at me out of the corner of her eye.


“Styx.”


“They call you Sticks? Like sticks and
stones?” She giggled.


“Not quite.”


 “Who calls you that? And why?”


“It’s my road name. I do my best to keep
people from the River Styx. So the brothers named me Styx.”


“Mmm. Okay. That’s pretty cool.” 


Pretty sure she had no clue what I was
talking about.


“You here for the Lonestar Rally this
weekend?” I didn’t remember seeing any bikes outside their place, but you never
knew.


“The what?”


“Lonestar Rally—it’s a motorcycle rally.”
I passed the blunt.


“Oh. No, we’re just here for a girls’
weekend. My friends and I are all teachers and we rented this place because
everyone wanted to get away.” Coughing a little, she handed it back.


Christ, a bunch of teachers.


We sat there passing it back and forth
until we’d smoked the whole fucking thing.


By the time we were done, she was
cross-faded as fuck. Not that I wasn’t.


“I didn’t realize how cold it would be
down here by the water. Maybe I should head back.” Tucking her hands in her
hoodie pocket, she made a move to stand.


I’ll never know what possessed me to do
what I did next. I’d told my brothers I wanted to be alone. But like a fool, I
grabbed the bend of her elbow to stop her.


“Don’t go.” My heart jumped and I was having
a hard time catching my breath. I’d like to say it was some kind of connection,
and maybe it was, but I doubt it. I was probably just a horny motherfucker.


Whatever it was, I didn’t want her to
leave. If I was honest with myself, I’d enjoyed the fuck out of her company.
With a little tug, she was dropping back down and I pulled her to straddle my
lap.


“What are you doing?” Her whispered words
were swallowed by the crashing waves.


“Live a little. You replace that
boyfriend?”


“No.”


“So go back to your teaching with a story
to tell. On your girls’ weekend, you fucked a biker on the beach.” I really
didn’t expect that shit to work.


But the next thing I knew, her lips were
pressed to mine and her tongue was sliding into my mouth. Biting her bottom
lip, I reached up and framed her face with my hands.


Fuck alone time.










Chapter Two


Gwen


 


He
tasted so damn good.


The girls and I had started out having a good
time, mixing drinks and laughing. Basically, letting our hair down. The last
place I thought I’d end up was straddling some hot-as-hell biker on the beach.


Yeah, I was drunk as hell, and after
smoking that shit with him, I felt a-fucking-mazing, but that was not me. I
taught math to seventh graders, for Christ sake. I’d never smoked weed in my
damn life.


Then to top it off, I was getting ready to
have random stranger sex. On the beach.


But after finally getting the courage to
break up with Mitch, I just wanted to do something for myself. I wanted to feel
good. Was that so wrong?


Breaking away from the kiss to breathe, I
gasped, “Do you have a condom?” My brain wasn’t completely blitzed, at least.


“Of course.” When he raised himself up to
dig it out of his back pocket, his very hard length pressed against my clit. I
think I almost died.


Yes, it felt that dang good.


“Mmm.” I found myself grinding against him
as I kissed and licked his neck and jawline. The short hairs of his beard
rasped against my tongue.


“Jesus, hold up.” Firm hands squeezed my
hips, holding me still.


Disappointment bled into my words. “Did
you change your mind?”


“What? Fuck no! But if you don’t stop
grinding that pussy of yours against me, I’m going to come in my fucking
jeans.” Instead of repulsing me, his crass words pushed me over the edge.


“Then what do you want me to do?”
Breathless, I leaned back to look him in the eye. Even in the dark, I could
tell his eyes were light in color. But if they had a temperature, they would be
on fire.


“Stand up.” Not realizing how fucked-up I
was, I wobbled a little as I stood. When he grabbed my thighs to steady me, I
looked down and realized his face was right at my crotch level.


As his hands slid up my legs to my ass, I
had to grab his dark hair to steady myself. He pressed his face to me and
inhaled deeply. “Goddamn, baby, I can smell how excited you are. And it smells
fucking divine.”


Before I knew what he was doing, he had
jerked my leggings down to the tops of my thighs and pushed my underwear to the
side. The heat of his tongue against the place only one man had ever seen had
me whimpering. “Styx.” His name was a plea for more.


He paused to look up at me where I watched
with heavy-lidded eyes. “Fuck, you taste good.” Another lick. “And you’re so fucking
wet.” A suckle to my clit as he slid two thick fingers deep inside me, before
he licked again. And again. And again until I was gripping his hair tightly and
shamelessly shoving myself into his face as I came with a scream.


Did he stop there? Oh no. He kept up with
that glorious licking and sucking until the spasms began to taper off. “Back
up.” Coarse hands were gentle on my hips as he set me back from him so he could
stand.


If I thought the alcohol and weed had made
me feel good, they had nothing on the orgasm he had so proficiently given me.
My entire body shuddered as I blinked and studied him.


I’d smoked my first weed with him, had my
first orgasm from oral sex with him, and now I was going to let this man fuck
me on a beach—for the first time. I hadn’t really studied him before then, only
sneaky glances because I didn’t want him to think I was staring at him.


But holy hell, the man was a beast. He was
at least a head taller than me. Of course, with me being only five foot four,
most guys were a lot taller than me. But it wasn’t just his height. He was a
biiiiggg man. Not in a steroid-induced way either. No, the muscle that pulled
his skin taut looked like it was earned honestly, through hard work and maybe a
little gym time.


Tattoos covered his arms and disappeared
up into his T-shirt sleeves. The black vest he had on was covered in patches,
one of which said STYX, which made me smile because I’d pictured it as Sticks.


“You still in for this?” I didn’t get a
chance to look at the details of the rest of his patches because his question
had wetness seeping onto my clenched thighs.


Words eluded me as I studied his strong
jaw and the short-cropped beard that did nothing to disguise it. Creases at the
corners of his eyes spoke of a lot of time in the sun, though he didn’t look to
be even thirty yet. Reminding myself he’d asked me a question, I nodded mutely.


“Good.” His hands worked at his belt
before I heard the clank of the buckle. Following that was the sound of his
zipper. He dropped his jeans just far enough to fist his cock.


Oh my God, he isn’t wearing underwear.
That’s so hot. His chuckle had me slapping my hand over my mouth as I realized
my thoughts had been spoken aloud.


Mesmerized, I watched as he pulled a
condom from his pocket and tore the wrapper with his teeth. He then shoved it
in his pocket and rolled the condom down his hard, thick length. “Come here.
Hold on to this pole.”


Waddling slightly due to my pants still exposing
my ass, I did as he instructed. My hands grabbed one of the two four-by-fours
that a trashcan was mounted between.


Grabbing my hips, he pulled them until I
was slightly bent over, and Slowly tugged my panties down. Sliding a thick
finger in my wetness, he groaned as he pressed it deep a few times. When he
pulled it out, I felt empty, but not for long.


He lined himself up with my wet center,
and his thick head spread me open. A hand gathered my hair and flipped it to
the side before his teeth grazed my neck. “You ready for this? It’s not going
to be slow or gentle. Can you handle that?” Lips brushing against the shell of
my ear as he whispered his question sent shivers down my spine.


“Yes.” Not overly experienced, I should
have hesitated. But I wanted whatever this man would give me. It wasn’t like
I’d ever see him again. For once in my life I wanted to be bad.


That was all the answer he needed to shove
himself in as far as he could go. “Oh my God!” The mixture of pleasure and pain
was like nothing I’d ever felt before. It was intoxicating.


But it wasn’t as bad as I’d thought he
meant when he said it was going to be rough.


He worked himself in and out until I felt
his pelvis hit me and his other parts press close enough to make me tingle.
Voice strained, he ground out, “Fuck, that feels so motherfucking good. So
tight. So goddamn good.”


Then his fingers dug into my hips as he
pulled out. The next thing I knew, he was ramming that big, thick cock deep
inside me. And not just once. Oh no.


Over and over again. Hard, demanding
thrusts. Hard enough that I had to fight to keep my face from being shoved
against the pole.


Did I say he felt good before? Because
with each rapid stroke, he felt better. So good, in fact, that I was on the
verge of coming again. Shocked that he could make me come twice in one night, I
blinked my wide eyes.


My body began to tremble, tightness
spreading across my back and to my limbs. Breaths coming in gasps, I clenched
my eyes shut as dots of light flashed. My sheath convulsed around him as he
continued to fuck me harder than I’d ever been before. As the pleasure reached
astronomical proportions I wailed his name like a goddamn mantra.


“Yes! Come on my fucking cock. Squeeze my
cock in your tight-ass cunt. Fuck yes.” Like an animal, he fucked straight
through my life-changing orgasm.


Suddenly, I realized there were people
with flashlights walking on the beach. “Oh my God! Styx, there are people out
here!”


“So?” He plunged deep inside me.


“So? What do you mean so?” I tried to pull
away, but his grip tightened.


“I don’t fucking care. Do you?” I should.
I should really care. Getting arrested for public indecency would be a career
killer for me. But honestly? I didn’t give a shit at that moment, because with
each shove inside me, his brand of ecstasy made me brain-dead.


“No,” I breathed.


“Good.” One hand left my hip and threaded
through my hair. As he wrapped the long strands around his fist, he pulled my
head back until my back was bowed. If I thought he was a beast before, his pace
became faster, more erratic.


“I’m going to come inside your beautiful
pussy. You ready? I want you to come again. Work my cock, baby.” His words were
nothing more than deep growls.


“There’s no way I can come again!” It was impossible,
I knew it was.


“Oh yes. You. Will.” As he twisted his
hips with each crazed thrust, he hit something new inside me and made the
biggest fucking liar in the world out of me.


I came.


Again.


So hard that my release ran down my thigh
and soaked my ass as he pushed deep one last time. The roar he released had to
have been heard by everyone on the beach, but I didn’t care because I’d been
rocketed to the stars as waves of bliss swallowed me.


When I finally began to find myself, I was
panting and he was resting his head on my shoulder.


“Fuck. Me. Jesus Christ, I needed that.”
With a soft kiss to my neck, he pulled back and his length slipped out of me.
The void he left made me whine. “Sorry, babe.”


I stood there dazed, my pants around my
knees, my previous worries about getting caught just a fuzzy memory. At least
until he tossed the used condom in the trash two feet from my head and his
hands slowly slid my underwear and pants up.


Awkwardness descended. I’d never had
casual sex with a random stranger, and I didn’t know what the protocol was.


“Umm, thanks?” I sounded like a dumbass.


His smirk had my face flaming. “My
pleasure, I assure you.”


Struggling to swallow past the lump in my
throat, I bit my lip and took a step backward toward the per-gola that led to
our respective beach rentals. “Okay, well, umm, have a nice night.”


A simple lift of his chin was his answer.
Unblinking, his pale eyes stared into my soul.


Spinning, I rushed to climb the short set
of stairs to get back to the house.


I’d made it to the yard and was on my way
to the lower patio, where I planned to sit and cool off before rejoining my
friends, when a hand grabbed my arm.


“Wait.”










Chapter Three


Styx


 


This
tiny pixie of a girl had me all kinds of fucked-up.


I couldn’t tell you why I went after her.
I’d just had a-fucking-mazing sex with no strings. She’d made it easy to walk
away, but instead I wanted to be close to her longer.


“You want to sit with me for a while?” Who
the fuck was the pussy asking her that?


“Umm, sure. I guess.” The confusion on her
face matched the confusion swirling in my head.


Seeing the hammock hanging under their
deck, I grabbed her hand and led her to it. It took some ma-neuvering, but I
was able to climb my big ass up in it. “Come on up.”


Uncertainty was rampant on her face. “I
don’t know if it will hold us both.”


With a chuckle, I reached out my hand. “It
will be fine. Besides, if it does fall, I’ll cushion your landing.”


Taking my hand, she carefully climbed on
top of me. The movement sent the hammock swinging and she almost fell over the
other side. Reflexively, I pulled her flush against my body. Laying her head on
my chest, she trailed her fingertips along my bicep.


She snuggled up to me as I listened to the
crash of the waves.


It was the single most relaxing thing I’d
ever experienced.


Absently, I ran my hands along her back,
over her perfect ass, and back up again. We didn’t talk.


Her friends on the deck above us and my
brothers and the ol’ ladies next door were the only sounds besides the water
and our breathing. The hammock swayed gently and I wondered if she’d fallen
asleep.


Which was why her voice a few minutes
later startled me. “Is it weird that I feel like I’ve known you forever? Like
we’ve laid like this before?” She raised her head and rested her chin on her
entwined hands.


The movement pressed her soft belly onto
my dick. Like a chain reaction, it began to harden and my heart started
jumping. Jesus.


I knew she felt it too, because her eyes
widened and she pressed harder against me. “Sweetheart, unless you want it
again, I suggest you stop doing that.”


“And if I do want it again?” Her whispered
words were the catalyst to my rolling us out of the hammock and stripping her
buck-ass naked. I sat her sideways in the hammock, as if it were a chair, and
ran my tongue, lips, and teeth over every inch of her beautiful body, not
stopping until she was panting and writhing in my hands.


When I went to pull my dick out she pushed
at my cut. “Off. I want to see all of you. It’s only fair.” She was panting,
her hands everywhere, pulling and pushing at my clothes until I stood naked as
the day I was born where anyone could walk up on us. Once again, I didn’t give
a rat’s ass.


“Sweet baby Jesus, you’re so… so…
beautiful. Can I say that about a man?”


“Baby, you can say whatever you want as
long as you let me between those legs, like right fucking now.” As she spread
her legs, I dug out another condom, rolled it on, and slid into heaven on
earth.


We fucked everywhere we could on the patio
under the house that night. We even creatively rocked the hell out of that
hammock.


I finally poured every drop of come into
her before the sun began to lighten the sky. She was so ex-hausted, I barely
got her hoodie pulled over her head and her cute little boy short underwear on
her before she zonked out next to me on the hammock.


Strangely, I didn’t want someone finding
her naked.


Being selfish, I lay with her in my arms
for as long as I dared.


Moving slowly to extricate myself from her
arms and legs without dumping her from the hammock, I stood. As I pulled on my
jeans, I chuckled when I saw her bra hanging from a seahorse hook on one of the
pilings.


Shoving my socks in my boots and grabbing
my T-shirt and cut, I didn’t bother putting anything else back on. Hell, I
didn’t even button my jeans, I just zipped them.


Like a sappy fucker, I stood over her for
a few seconds before I kissed the top of her tangled hair. Inhaling her scent,
I closed my eyes. Then I turned and walked away.


***


The
sounds of clanking silverware and laughter woke me from where I’d crashed on
the end of the couch. Turning over, I pulled the throw pillow over my head.


“It lives!” I’d recognize Asphalt’s voice
anywhere, especially right next to my ear.


“Unless you want to get punched in the
nuts, you better leave me the fuck alone.” Growling in a sleep-raspy voice, I
kept my head under the pillow.


“Aww, is that any way to talk to your
brother who made sure you had some breakfast saved for you? The rest of these
fuckers would have let you go hungry.” He chuckled.


“Bro, what the fuck ever. I would have saved
him a slice of bread to toast.” Too $hort shouted from across the room.


“Not me. If he wants to sleep like a
princess until we’re heading out, he can go hungry.” Roadkill chor-tled.


Realizing that trying to get back to sleep
was futile, I sat up. Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I fumbled for where I’d
set my phone after plugging it in.


Checking the time, I saw I’d slept for
about three hours. Fuck, better than nothing.


Blade plopped down next to me with his
plate loaded high with something that smelled fucking amaz-ing. Glancing over,
I snagged one of his squares of some kind of breakfast casserole and shoved
half of it in my face before he could protest.


“You fucker. Get up and get your own
plate.” Chewing on the bite he’d pushed in his face, he turned his plate away
from me.


To fuck with him, I kissed his cheek.
“Aww, baby, you don’t wanna share with me?” Then I ate the rest of the eggy
deliciousness.


“I’ll show you ‘baby’ when I’m done
eating.” 


Chuckling, I stood up and stretched as I
scratched my chest. Some of the brothers were out on the deck and I could smell
through the open door that someone had lit up.


“Dude, put a shirt on. You’re outshining
all my sexiness in the morning.” Too $hort tossed me my shirt that I’d left on
one of the barstools as he grinned.


His ol’ lady, Rosa, stepped up next to him
and kissed him. “No one outshines you, baby.”


Grinning at them, I pulled it on and went
out onto the deck. Radar handed me the pipe he was using as I stepped up to
him. I took a hit, coughing a little as it hit my lungs. Then I handed it back
to him as I glanced toward the door that separated the two beach houses.


I thought about walking down the steps to
see if she was still sleeping where I’d left her, but decided it was better
left alone.


“So where’d you disappear to last night?”
Radar was leaning on the railing, looking out at the beach as he spoke. He
handed the pipe to me again.


Hitting it, I didn’t answer. After I was
done, I handed it off to the chick Asphalt had brought with him.


I leaned down next to him on the railing.
“Just out.”


“Mm-hm. Okay.” Eyes narrowed, he watched
me, waiting for me to say more. When I didn’t, he stood upright. “Well, unless
you wanna smell like pussy all day, I suggest you go shower. Kickstands up in
about forty-five minutes.”


With a grin he patted me on the shoulder
and went inside.


Once again, my eyes strayed to the yard
next door. The hammock wasn’t visible from our deck, but I knew it was there.
Exhaling hard, I stood and headed into the house for a quick shower.


I was showered, changed, and on my bike
waiting to leave in less than thirty minutes.


It was a fucking gorgeous day to ride, and
I was almost sad that the rally was only about fifteen miles from us.


As we rode, a few of the ol’ ladies
snapped pics of us with their phones. I alternated between flipping them off
with a grin and flashing them the club hand sign.


By the time we’d waited on the ferry, then
found somewhere to park, everything was in full swing at the rally. The streets
were thick with bikes, people, and some of the weirdest shit you’d ever see.


First thing we all did was grab a beer.
Then we walked from booth to booth as the ol’ ladies shopped and the guys shot
the shit with other clubs and bikers.


Several times I thought I saw a flash of
her blonde hair, but it was never her. Shaking off my brain’s illusions, I
grabbed another beer.


“Brother, you’re the only person I know
that can find some random on the beach in the middle of the night. By the way,
I’m sorry for asking about Grace. I didn’t know.” In Radar’s defense, he really
didn’t. He’d been in Afghanistan as a contractor for the past year. He’d just
gotten back three days before the rally and had been at his parents’ place in
Bastrop.


Shrugging, I realized the tenseness that I
would normally have felt at discussing her wasn’t there. Not that I wasn’t
still pissed. No man liked being fucked over. “Don’t sweat it, bro. Shit
happens and you didn’t know.”


“You’re right. What I don’t understand is
why you didn’t tell me.” We’d been friends a long fucking time. We’d met at our
first duty station in Korea, found out we were both from Texas, and immediately
became friends. He’d gotten out after his three-year enlistment and our
deployment together. I’d re-upped for an additional two years for a college option
and got another deployment out of the deal. Yay.


After I got out, I returned to Texas but
instead of moving back to Allen, I decided to go to Austin where Radar was, and
finished school there. When he’d become a prospect for the club, I had too. The
rest was history.


“You didn’t need my shit on your plate
while you were over there, bro.”


“I disagree, but I get it. I heard shit is
still rocky with the Los Vagabundos.”


“Fuck them.” 


He glanced around us, making sure no one
had heard. “Come on, Styx, easy. We don’t need no trouble here.” 


Let calmer heads prevail, I told myself,
and nodded.


“Yeah, I know. It’s not their fault they
had a piece of shit in their ranks. But they shouldn’t have tried to protect
his lying ass.” We stepped off to a side street where there were less people
but we could still see the rest of the club.


“Is it true you almost killed him?” 


The only thing that had saved me from
killing his ass was Asphalt stopping by on a whim. Tipping up my beer, I let
the cold brew run down my throat. “I should have.”


“And be in jail?” Raised eyebrows followed
his question as he drank his own beer.


Sighing, I knew he was right. I’d told
myself that enough times over the last four and a half months. “Doesn’t mean I
wouldn’t have enjoyed it.” Part of me was rubbed the wrong way, since I spent
my life saving lives, but the other part of me hadn’t wanted to stop. I’d beat
the actual living fuck out of the asshole I’d found fucking my woman in our
bed. Right in front of her.


Then I’d taken all of her shit and thrown
it on the lawn as she’d screamed and cried. As she’d begged me to forgive her,
saying it was the only time, I’d shoved her out the door naked, closed it in
her face, and locked it.


“Fuck bro, she wasn’t worth it.”


“Yeah, I realize that now. But before
that, I thought she was the one. Man, what a fucking idiot I was.” I hated that
she’d duped me for so long.


“Don’t beat yourself up. You couldn’t have
known. You’re not an idiot.” 


The fact that I’d been holding on to an
engagement ring said differently.


“Yeah, well, fuck that shit. I’ll never
get that wrapped up in a bitch again.”


“Never say never, brother.” Radar had the
balls to laugh. All I could do was shake my head at him and smile despite
myself.


“I’ll say it and mean it,” I growled.
Smirking, he held his tongue. Smart man. 


 










Chapter Four


Gwen


 


After
hearing all the bikes rev that morning, I’d almost suggested to the girls we go
to the rally. Then I’d decided I probably wouldn’t see him there with that many
people, so I didn’t. I’d researched it. The thing was huge.


Besides, I’d woken alone that morning and
assumed that meant we’d had a fantastic night and that was all she wrote.


“Damn girl, I don’t know what possessed
you to sleep in that hammock last night. Look at you, you’re so stiff now you
can barely walk.” 


Um, not quite why I was stiff, but I
wasn’t going to admit to Alesha or the rest of the girls what I’d done all
night and with whom.


“It probably had something to do with the
entire bottle of wine she drank.” Lynda smirked.


“Probably.” I winced as I sat on the barstool
at the breakfast bar that wrapped around the kitchen. I wouldn’t be surprised
if my hooha was bruised.


Swallowing a couple of acetaminophen, I
figured it may help with the throbbing in my head and down there.


“Did you hear all that moaning and groaning?
I think those bikers were fucking in our backyard last night!” Sophia looked
scandalized, and my faced burned.


“Well, if they were, I was already passed
out in the hammock.” Shrugging and doing my damnedest to appear unconcerned, I
reached for a banana. If it were possible, my face might have been on fire. “I
can’t believe none of you came looking for me. I could have drowned in the
ocean. Thanks, assholes.” Not true, because they would have found me naked with
a sexy-as-fuck biker.


A round of “oh shit” and “I’m sorry” rang
out from all the women. There were twenty-eight of us here for the weekend. It
was the only way we could afford this place. So some of the women I didn’t know
well, but others were my best friends.


“Hey, do any of you want to go to that rally
thing in town? I heard all those bikes fire up this morning and I remembered
reading about it.” 


I almost choked on my banana at Alesha’s
suggestion.


“Ooo, maybe there will be some hot bikers
there!” Lynda’s eyes grew bright.


“Hell, there are a bunch of them next
door. Why don’t we just go introduce ourselves when they come back.” Brandi
waggled her eyebrows.


Chugging from the bottle of water, I tried
to wash down the food I’d nearly died trying to eat. My eyes were still
watering. “Actually, it looked like there were a bunch of their wives or
girlfriends there. I saw them from the beach last night.”


“Bummer.” Lynda sat next to me with her
toasted bagel and began eating.


“I’m good with just chilling here with my
bottles of wine today. This is the first time in at least a year that I’ve had
peace and quiet,” Barbara piped in. She was married with four kids and taught
preschool. I’d never understand that. Teaching preschoolers was like herding
cats.


Then again, people thought I was crazy for
teaching math to seventh graders.


“Hell, girl, me too,” I agreed.


That was the general consensus.


We ended up having cold sandwiches for
lunch and chilling on the patio. Every time I saw someone sit where Styx and I
had been the night before, I chuckled inside.


Finally I had to leave because my thoughts
had become too x-rated as I remembered his every touch. So I joined several of
the girls who said they were going to walk the beach and collect shells.


Carrying a red Solo cup to collect my
treasures, I laughed and walked with the girls. By the time we headed back, all
of our cups were brimming with a variety of shells.


As we closed in on the beach house, I
smelled the grill before I saw all the bikers milling around down on their
patio and up on the deck.


Surreptitiously, I looked for Styx amongst
the bikers. It was hard to tell them apart from that distance, so I wasn’t sure
if any of them were him.


“The bikers are back.” Lynda nudged my
shoulder with hers. “We should go say hi. Surely there are one or two that aren’t
taken.”


As we got closer, I studied the rowdy
crowd. My heart dropped to my stomach when I saw Styx with his arm thrown
around a woman with dark hair. She was holding a drink and laughing up at him.


“I don’t think that’s a good idea. I could
use a glass of wine, though. How about you?” My stomach churned at the thought
of what I’d seen. I really didn’t want any wine, but I also didn’t want to
think about him.


“Sure, babe. Maybe I’ll go over there
later.” 


I didn’t know what I’d expected. He hadn’t
made any promises to me. Hell, he hadn’t actually said he was there alone. I
felt sick thinking he might have cheated on the dark-haired woman with me. Or
maybe he’d picked her up at the rally, which made me feel a teeny bit better.
But not much.


For the rest of the weekend, I drank a
hell of a lot of wine and did my best to forget about the best night of my
life.


When we left Sunday morning, I kept my
face averted from the neighboring beach house because I didn’t want to risk
seeing him and that girl. I wavered between feeling like shit and being angry
when I wasn’t reliving every glorious moment he was inside me.


Alesha and I had carpooled so that we
could split the gas and the drive. It was when I was driving and eating from
the bag of pretzels next to me that she squealed, scaring the shit out of me.


“Look!” She pointed out the window.


A pack of about seven bikers passed us.
They rode two by two, except the last guy who rode at the back but in the
center. A few had women riding with them. It was when the last guy passed our
car that I realized they were wearing the same patch as all the guys who’d been
next to us all weekend.


You know… the same patch as Styx.


Of course, that had my heart flip-flopping
and my legs clenching together, wondering if any of them were him.


Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.


I was on my way back to my world. That
night was a memory for the female spank bank and not to be mentioned in the
light of day.


Besides, he could have been one of the
ones with a chick on his bike. Ugh!


***


I’d
been back at work for over a month. Lordy, was I ready for another weekend
getaway. I’d been stressed as hell since coming back.


Every time I got called down to the office
for something I was afraid they were going to have me take a drug test. I
couldn’t believe I’d been so drunk that night that I’d smoked weed. I’d never
done that before in my life.


And like a dumbass, I really missed Styx. He
starred in my every fantasy, except good old BOB didn’t deliver near as good as
he had.


Honestly, it left me more frustrated than
satisfied.


My job itself—usually fulfilling—hadn’t
helped either. The kids had been forces to be reckoned with. I wasn’t sure if
it was because they’d recently had their Thanksgiving break and Christmas break
was closing in, or if it was the unusually cold weather for Central Texas.
Whatever the reason, I was ready to scream. And if I didn’t get my coffee soon,
I was going to be dangerous.


The drive-thru line at Starbucks was
moving slower than molasses. Deciding it might be faster to just go inside, I
pulled out of the line and parked.


Fighting the bitter wind, I barged in the
door with a shiver.


As I headed to the register where there
was only one person waiting, I started to unwrap my scarf, and of course while
it was over my face I ran smack-dab into a solid wall of man.


“Oh my God! I’m so sorry!” As I raised my
eyes to the poor guy I’d damn near tackled, my breath caught in my throat.
“You!”


“Well, hello, beautiful.” That sexy drawl
that had haunted my dreams poured over me like warm cara-mel. Except remembering
the dark-haired girl, I bristled.


“Don’t you ‘hello beautiful’ me.” I
quickly turned my back to him and placed my order.


“Add a Toasted White Chocolate Mocha to
that.” A large tattooed hand reached over my shoulder and handed the barista
some cash.


“No! Don’t you let him pay for my drink!”
I turned to him in a mixture of outrage and shock. “And what the hell kind of drink
is that for a big bad biker dude?”


“You’re judging my manhood by the coffee I
drink?” The mock offended expression on his face had me scowling. He turned to
the barista, who looked like she had no idea what she should do. “Add a Red-Eye
to that too.”


“No!”


“Yes.”


“Umm….” The poor young girl at the
register kept glancing from me to him. Back and forth before I finally had pity
on her.


“Whatever.” Crossing my arms in front of
me, I just wanted my damn Peppermint Mocha. I needed my Peppermint Mocha or I might
lose my shit.


As our coffees were being created, I
stepped back to wait. Though I tried my damnedest to ignore him, my eyes strayed
to his tall form. They darted sneakily in his direction and my body reacted
embarrassingly to his proximity.


What the hell was he doing here?


“You never said you lived in Leander.”
That voice. Oh muh Gawwwd.


Panties. Melted.


“It never exactly came up. You didn’t say
you lived here either.” Dry sarcasm was heavy in my tone.


“Actually, I don’t. I lived in Cedar Park.
But I’m heading up to Liberty Hill to my buddy’s shop.”


Again my mouth hung open. “You live in
Cedar Park?” I worked in Cedar Park. Jesus. I began to wonder how many times
our paths had crossed before that night in November, and we’d had no idea.


“Oh so the frou-frou drink must be for
your girlfriend.” The snide tone that snuck out had me mentally kicking myself.
Telling myself it didn’t matter, I still wondered if she was waiting out in a
vehicle for him.


“Girlfriend? I don’t have a fucking
girlfriend.” He snorted.


“Oh my God, watch your language!” I was
too worried about his vulgar words in public to allow what he’d said to really
sink in.


When he stepped into my space and his
hands wrapped around my waist, I sucked in a surprised breath. Just as a hand
slid across my ass, the barista called my name. Rushing over to the counter to
collect my steaming cup of goodness and sanity, I couldn’t have been more
relieved.


As I made to move around him to exit the
store, he stepped in my path again. “Jesus, would you move? I have to get to
work!”


With a sexy smirk, he held up a phone. I
narrowed my eyes as I realized it was mine. “Asshole!” I hissed.


“Tsk! Tsk! Language, remember, Miss Gwen?
Besides, you didn’t seem to mind my language the last time I saw you.” 


Scrunching my face up at him, I barely
resisted the urge to stick my tongue out as I snatched it back and stomped
toward the door.


Just as the door was closing behind me, I
heard him say, “I’ll be seeing you around, beautiful!”


“Argh!” Spinning, eyes wide and angry, I
stamped my foot. “Fat chance!”


The whole way to work, I fumed. And
panted. And groaned. Because it had sunk in that he’d said he didn’t have a
girlfriend.


Fuck my life.


Why?


Why did my one-night stand have to live
here in my damn backyard?


Why did he have to be so freaking sexy?


What would my friends think of me dating a
biker?


Who said we were dating?


Why did I still have to want him so bad?


These were only a few of the questions I
asked myself as I went through my day. The only good thing to come of that
random meeting was that I was too preoccupied to become angry at the students’
less than exemplary behavior.


During my last class of the day, my watch
buzzed with a message. That was one awesome thing about my Apple Watch. I could
still get messages and shit during class without having my phone out.


Except, as I cautiously looked at it while
the students worked on their assignment, I didn’t recognize the number.


Unknown: Hello beautiful. What are you
doing tonight? I want to take you to dinner.


I could only respond with a questioning
emoji. Wait a minute, only one person ever called me beautiful.


“Ms. Kelly? Are you okay? Your face is all
red.” Startled by Heaven, one of my students, I never got a chance to look at
the next message.


“What? Oh! I’m not sure. I’m not feeling
too hot, but I think I’ll be fine. The day’s almost over.” Giving her a
bathroom pass, I ignored the other two messages that came through.


The final twenty minutes of class were the
longest of my life. I swear I could’ve been mistaken for one of my students,
counting down the minutes until I could pull my phone out.


Finally, the bell rang and the wild
seventh graders poured out of the classroom in a cacophony of laughter and
raised voices. Thank God it was Friday.


Scrambling to dig my phone out, I’d just
unlocked it when Alesha poked her head in my door.


“Hey, girl. I’m getting some Italian with
a big fat glass of wine tonight. You wanna join me?”


Like a kid caught with her hand in the
cookie jar, I froze. “Uhhh….” Ordinarily, I’d have been all over that. That
night, however…. Well, I’d gotten a text. From him.


“Maybe tomorrow? I’m, uh, really worn
out.”


“Girl, I feel ya. I don’t know what’s up
with these kids lately. This time of year is always bad, but this year seems
even worse! Okay, well, takeout it is for me, then. See you later, hon!” And
she was gone.


Pulse racing, I unlocked my phone again.
Knowing I shouldn’t feel all excited by a text message didn’t change how I was
shaking. Because deep down, I knew exactly who it was… though I wasn’t sure
how.


Until I opened my messages.


That sneaky little shit. There was a
message timed right around the time I was in Starbucks, sent from my phone to
the unknown number. It simply read “gotcha.”


Contemplating my next move, I chewed on my
bottom lip and tapped a finger on the side of my phone.


Did I dare? 










Chapter Five


Styx


 


All
day I’d considered texting her. In fact, I’d pulled my phone out no less than
five times to do just that, to the point where Steel was giving me shit.


“What the hell is so important on your
damn phone? You’ve checked it fifty times today.” Exaggeration.


“Nothing.” 


He’d raised his brows and laughed at me as
we worked on my bike. “Well, ‘nothing’ sure must be im-portant for you to be
looking at your phone like some teenage girl. I thought you were supposed to be
helping me with these cams.” We’d already installed the header pipes, stage one
intake, and program-mer. The bad thing about owning a Harley was there’s always
something you can do to make it faster… better.


“Snarkiness doesn’t become you, Felicia.” 


He made like he was going to throw a
wrench at me, then smirked and went back to work.


“Your bike is gonna be sick as fuck when
it’s done.” Asphalt was sitting on a stool by the workbench, eating a Snickers
and watching us work.


“It still won’t keep up to mine but you’ll
be able to drop two gears and it’ll be way cool.” Steel chuckled.


“That’s because not all of us need to be able
to go warp speed,” I joked. Asphalt laughed and opened a second fucking candy
bar.


“How the fuck can you eat all the shit you
eat and not be five hundred pounds, bro?”


He’d simply shrugged and shoved the rest
of the candy bar in his mouth. Shaking my head, I helped clean up and then
headed for the door. “I gotta make a quick call.” Signal was shit in the
building for calls, so that was my excuse to go outside so the guys wouldn’t
see me texting like the teenage girl they'd accused me of being.


Looking at the time, I figured she was
probably almost out of school. So I shot off a text. Then another.


I really was acting like a little bitch.
It had only been a little over seven months since I’d given Grace the heave-ho.
I’d meant it when I said I never wanted to get that wrapped up in a woman
again.


Except that was before one of the most
amazing nights of my life.


I’d wanted to see her again, but some shit
had gone down in Galveston. We’d dealt with it, then I’d felt bad after
ditching all the brothers on the Friday night, so I’d told myself I’d go over
later.


Later kept getting later, though, until it
seemed too late to bother her. Then it was Sunday and everyone was getting
ready to leave, saying their goodbyes, and it seemed the moment had passed.
What was the point of getting tied up in a long-distance thing?


I’d left, but a part of me stayed on that
beach with her.


Sappy as fuck, right?


But how else did you explain shit like
that?


If I’d told the guys about it, they
would’ve said it was just great pussy. I’d have called bullshit though.


There’s a difference between great pussy
and pussy that feels like you own it. Like it’s so goddamn right you feel it in
your soul. Seriously, the whole time we were fucking like rabbits, a voice in
my head screamed mine!


But, well… distance. So I’d chalked it all
up to not being meant to be and figured I’d stick with my original plan of
being footloose and fancy-fucking-free. Fuck it.


Except I hadn’t been able to forget. I
hadn’t stuck my dick in anything since her because I simply hadn’t wanted to. I
figured I’d eventually get over it.


Then I’d run into her this morning as I’d
stopped for a coffee.


Anyway, talk about the floor dropping out
from under me.


I was pretty proud of how I handled it,
because I was so far out of my element I was in another universe. I’d done my
very best to seem chill and—well, normal.


I’d noticed things about her I hadn’t
noticed in the dark that night. Like the cute as fuck sprinkle of freckles
across her nose and cheeks. And how her hair was more of a shiny golden and
strawberry blonde than just blonde.


And those fucking eyes. Jesus. They were
light green with a dark bluish-green ring around them. Like some kind of
goddamn fairy eyes or something.


Eyes you could get lost in.


And Christ, did I want her something
fierce.


Every detail of that night was still
seared in my brain. As I lay in bed at night, I replayed every little sound she
made. And how she tasted, how she felt—how she fucking smelled, for Christ
sake. I’d stroked my dick to her memory more times than I could count since
that weekend in November.


My phone vibrated in my hand, startling me
from my reverie.


Gwen: God I must be a damn moron. But
okay. Only if I meet you there.


My lips curled into a smile.


Me: Why? You afraid I’m going to kidnap
you? Sell you to the highest bidder? Keep you locked in my closet? Wear your
skin?


Gwen: Now that’s just creepy. I might need
to reconsider… at the very least stop on my way to take a concealed carry class
and buy a gun.


Laughter shot unexpectedly out of me. I
couldn’t remember feeling this happy, even when I’d thought things were good
with me and Grace.


Me: Mmm I like a girl who comes strapped. 


My mind was picturing a different kind of
strapped though. Like the kind involving my bed.


The visual of her tied to my bed had me
adjusting my junk.


“Christ, bro, what the fuck? You need help
with that? And what the hell are you lookin’ at on that phone that had your
dick getting excited?” Asphalt chuckled from behind me.


“Where the fuck did you come from, you
little spook?” His road name really should have been Merlin, Spook, or Ghost or
some shit, because he was like a goddamn magician.


Grinning, he refused to answer me and just
stood there. When my phone vibrated, he pushed his tongue in his cheek and
crossed his arms. “Ahh, it’s someone you’re talking to… I’ll be damned.”


“Shut the fuck up.” All I could do was
shake my head at him, because I couldn’t lie to him. Glancing at my phone, I
couldn’t help but smile.


Gwen: Oh Lord. Moving on. Where are we
meeting?


Me: Chuy’s in Cedar Park? What time are
you done?


Gwen: I can be there by 5:30


Me: Roger that. See you there.


Poking my head in the door, I shouted to
Steel, “Hey man, you care if I leave my truck here until tomorrow after work?”


“No problem, man. Just give me a ring when
you’re close so I know it’s you taking off in it.”


“Cool. Thanks!” There was no way I wasn’t
riding my bike to see how she ran now that we’d finished all her upgrades.


Cold be damned.


After pulling on a pair of chaps, a neck
gator, and my warmer gloves, I gave the brothers hugs, put my helmet on, and
straddled the beast of a bike. The grips in my hands made everything feel right
in the universe.


Revving the throttle, I gave a satisfied
nod to Steel and Asphalt and decided to swing by to see Radar since I had time
to kill. Except I’d take the scenic route to see what my scoot could do now.


By the time I pulled up to Radar’s house,
I was feeling the weather. Not that I was complaining. A cold day on a bike is
better than no days on a bike. Fuck, I didn’t know how the brothers handled it
up there in Iowa.


Not being able to ride for weeks at a
time? Man, fuck that.


Knocking once, I opened the door. I could
hear him talking at the back of the house where he kept his office, so I headed
that way.


With a grin he waved at me as he kept
talking into his headset. While he was conducting business, I dropped down into
the spare chair by his desk. As usual, the nerdy fucker had at least four
computer screens going.


The network security business was a hot
commodity and he dealt with some high-profile companies. He was damn good at
his job and in demand.


I called him nerdy, but truthfully, by
looking at him you’d never know he was a computer geek. He was a pretty boy,
but his neck, chest, arms, hands, and God knew where else were all inked up.


Ending his call, he set the headset on the
desk. “What’s up, bro?” We both stood, hugged, and sat again. “I heard you pull
up. I take it you and Steel finished with all the modifications?”


“Oh hell yeah. Oh my God, she’s a bad
bitch now.”


“Bad enough to smoke Steel?” He chuckled.


“Shit, I’d have to have fucking nitro or
some shit to beat whatever the fuck he has going on with that sick beast of
his.” We both laughed.


“True.”


“You said you work tomorrow?”


“Yeah, I switched shifts with Hunter
because he had some family shit going on.”


“You’re still gonna be at Sunday dinner,
right?”


“Hell, yeah, I’m only covering Saturday
for him.” I wasn’t missing Sunday dinner with the club. It was bad enough I
missed every other weekend because I worked. I was going to be there, and
hopefully not alone.


We sat and shot the shit for a while
before I checked my phone for the time. Realizing I needed to get a move on, I
stood.


“You got a hot date?” 


I knew he was only joking, but like
earlier, I couldn’t keep it in. “Actually, yeah. Yeah I do.” 


His eyes widened. “Seriously?”


“Yeah. Seriously. If things go the way I
hope, I’ll be bringing her with me on Sunday.”


“No shit?”


My lips quirked. “We’ll see.”


“I fucking told you!” Gloating, he lightly
punched my arm and chortled.


“Christ, you’re worse than one of the ol’
ladies.”


“Phbbt! What, all two of them?” He was
right, we didn’t have a lot of ol’ ladies in the chapter. Maybe that would
change soon. It sure as shit wasn’t what I’d planned on, but fuck if I was
going to pass up what being close to Gwen did to me.


Yep. Certifiable. 










 


Chapter Six


Gwen


 


I’d
gotten to the restaurant early because I couldn’t concentrate on the papers I
was trying to grade. I’d finally shoved them in my tote, deciding I would work
on them at home after dinner.


Which led to me arriving early and eating
my body weight in chips and salsa.


I couldn’t help it. Chips and salsa were
my greatest weakness. And it would appear my other weakness was now a tall,
dark, sexy, smartass, sex god biker.


Evidence of which was embarrassingly
present between my legs as I watched him prowl his way over to the table I’d
gotten us. Chest fluttering, I gave a small shiver as my stomach began doing
donuts.


Holy Hannah, he was gorgeous. As other
women in the restaurant stopped and stared, some with food halfway to their
mouths, I wanted to shout at them. The green-eyed monster in me was growling
and snarling.


I wanted to stand up on my seat and yell,
“He’s mine!” Even though I told myself that was foolish. For crying out loud,
we’d just met, really. We’d been a one-night stand.


God.


Sliding onto the bench across from me, he
nearly mesmerized me with his beautiful white smile. In fact, it took him
tapping the hand that held a chip in the salsa bowl for me to realize he’d said
something. “Huh? Sorry.”


A soft chuckle as he looked up at the
waiter who came to get his drink order had my face burning. After the server
walked off, he met my gaze again. “I asked you how work was.”


“Oh. Uh…. You know, it was middle school
kids in math class.” I smirked and shrugged a shoulder.


We placed our order and made small talk
until we were both done eating. He insisted on paying, even though I tried to
at least get mine.


“No way. I asked you out to dinner. It’s
my treat.”


“Well, thank you.” I was so damn full from
the food and the two tons of chips and salsa I’d consumed before he arrived, I
was sure I’d be rolling out. I really wanted to unbutton my skinny jeans under
my long sweater.


Struggling to get my gluttonous ass up, I
was thankful when he held out his hand to help me. When he let go, he placed his
hand on my lower back to escort me to the door.


And let me tell you, the heat that burned
from his hand through my sweater was molten. That simple nonsexual touch had me
on the verge of a spontaneous orgasm. If that was even a thing.


We’d nearly made it to the door when I
heard a woman call, “Maddox?” He stiffened next to me. His steps stuttered as
he turned to his left.


Glancing around him, I saw a model-like
woman step toward him. At the same time that I realized he’d never told me his
real name was Maddox, I also felt short and frumpy. 


I’d never been more aware of my freckles,
my full hips, and the slightest bulge of my belly thanks to my love of chips
and salsa.


“You’re looking good.” She stepped closer
to him.


Though I’d earlier wanted to scratch women’s
eyes out, this woman made me feel insecure and out of my league.


Clearing my throat, I tried to put some
distance between myself and Styx… Maddox. “Well, thank you for dinner. I’ll
head out and let you two visit. I’ll be seeing you around.”


Except when I tried to leave, his fingers
clenched around my hip and he tugged me back until I was plastered next to him.
“No, baby. You’re not going anywhere. I have nothing to say to her.”


Turning his back to her, he ushered me
through the door.


“Wait! Maddox! Don’t do this. Please… talk
to me.” I couldn’t help studying her silky brown hair and the exotic tip to her
kohl-lined eyes.


The change in his demeanor was
instantaneous. “Don’t you do this. We have absolutely nothing to discuss. You
stay the fuck away from us.” His words were venomous and she appeared instantly
doe-eyed as her bottom lip trembled.


However, once his back was turned and he
was again leading me away from the restaurant, I took one last look at what I
felt was the standard I could never live up to and was shocked at the sheer
hatred in her eyes as she glared at me.


We’d turned the corner of the building
when he stopped and ran both hands through his hair. Frustra-tion laced his
words. “I’m sorry. You shouldn’t have had to see that.”


“Look, I understand if you don’t want to
see me again. You and she obviously have history and I am fully aware I can’t
compete with someone like her. I—” My words were abruptly silenced as he
pressed his lips to mine.


Fingers threaded through my windblown
hair, he cupped my head, angling his face to deepen the kiss. I couldn’t help
the groan that snuck out as his tongue slid between my lips.


The only accurate description for that
kiss was wild and needy. Breaking away reluctantly, he bowed his head to rest
his forehead on the top of my head.


“You’re right, you can’t compete with
her.” 


My heart sunk.


“You can’t compete with her because you
are so far out of her league that she is completely eclipsed by you.” 


Heart and breath pausing, I leaned back to
look him in the eyes. “Wha-what?”


“You heard me.” Briefly closing his eyes,
he inhaled deeply before exhaling hard. “I know this sounds crazy as fuck, but
the moment you sprawled facedown in the sand next to me, I felt something. I
didn’t know what it was then, but when I couldn’t get you out of my head and
then I saw you again this morning? I don’t even know how to describe that
except—I fucking need you.”


Panting, I mustered every bit of bravery I
had, look him dead in the eye, and said, “Follow me.”


***


Opening
the door to my small apartment, we were like something out of a romance novel.
Groping hands, frantic kisses, clothes flying… we were like two people
starving.


Once I was naked and his jeans were
undone, I grasped his erection. He felt amazing. Thick, with velvety skin stretched
over steel, he was warm and pulsing in the palm of my hand.


While I’d never been the type of girl who was
dying to have a dick in my mouth, that all changed with him. But when I moved
to drop to my knees in front of him, he shook his head. “No, baby. Need to be
inside that sweet fucking pussy of yours first.”


Like I weighed nothing, he grabbed my hips
and hiked me up to hover over the end of his cock. Teasing me, he rimmed my wet
opening. I hooked my heels into his ass and tried to pull myself down on his
length.


Holding my gaze, he slowly slid me onto
his shaft until he was seated deep within my pulsing core. “Oh fuck. Sweet
Jesus.” I’d forgotten how much he filled me. My poor va-jay-jay was stretched
to her limit. But just when I was about to tell him it was too much, he began
to plunge in and out.


Uncaring of the wall scraping against my
back with each thrust, I could only concentrate on how damn good he felt.


“Fucking hell, Gwen… you on the pill?” 


Unable to use my words, I nodded. A groan
preceded his animalistic thrusts as he fucked me like the end of the world was
minutes away. I felt my body begin to tense.


“You goin’ to come?” He was gasping, his
lips and breath brushing against my heated skin as he buried his face in the
crook of my neck.


Once again, I nodded. “Mm-hm….”


“Good, because I’m going to fuck you so
hard you won’t be able to see straight. And I’m going to blow in this tight
cunt, filling you up with my come. I’m going to keep fucking you until my come
is running down your milky thighs and then I’m going to paint your pussy walls
with my come again. Do you hear me?”


“Oh my God,” I whimpered. “Yessss.”


Biting down on the cord of his neck, I
began to lose myself in the magic he was weaving on my body. Every thrust
brought me closer to the edge. Coiling tight, I knew it was just a matter of
time.


A keening sound spiraled from deep in my
soul as I shattered. The strongest orgasm I’d ever felt in my life had my pussy
walls grabbing his cock tight and milking it until he growled out his release.


“Fuuuck. Fuck, Fuck. Fuck, baby.”


As cognizant thought began to return, I
heard banging on the wall next to us. It was followed by a muf-fled, “For
Christ sake, get off the goddamn wall!”


Bursting out laughing, we breathed heavy
as we stood there grinning at each other like fools. He still held me against
the wall, and his still hard dick remained deep in me.


“You wanna spend the night?”


“I thought you’d never ask.” His smile was
disarming. “Except I have to work tomorrow so I’ll need to leave early to go by
my place to grab some scrubs.”


“Scrubs?”


“Yeah. I’m an ER trauma nurse.” This big,
bad, sexy biker was a nurse? I pulled my lips between my teeth, trying not to
say it.


“I see your mind spinning. Yeah, I’m a
nurse. Not a doctor. Sorry.” He appeared almost defensive.


I shook my head. “Not where my mind was
going at all.”


“Really? Then where was that pretty little
head of yours going?” The smirk he gave me was sexy as hell as he carried me to
my bedroom right off the living room.


“I was wondering if you’d be my naughty
nurse.” Waggling my brows at him suggestively, I watched as he exploded with
laughter. Then he laid me on the bed, all while never leaving my body.


As he drove roughly into me, he gave me a
wicked grin. “Every. Fucking. Day.”


 


The End
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CHAPTER ONE


RYDER


 


 


I
felt on edge today, like something bad was on its way, and I couldn’t keep
myself from looking over my shoulder. We were picking up some parts for the
bikes that Bear was repairing, and we weren’t on friendly turf. The man loved
to fix shit, and this was what he did best. I had to admit that he did know his
way around a V-Twin engine, and those bikes roared to life in his hands.


“We shouldn’t be poking around here, Bear.
This is Devil’s Syndicate territory.”


“So, what? It’s all about business,
brother. And money talks.”


He had a point, and he was about to spend
thousands of dollars on parts. “You know if Nick catches us doing this, he’ll
have both our heads.


“Nicholas needs to chill the fuck out.”


I nearly laughed at how Bear addressed our
Prez, Nick Barton. He always fucked with him, calling him Nicholas and
reminding him that even though he was President, and the toughest motherfucker
on the road, Bear was still his older brother. I shook my head and wandered off
to another area of the salvage yard. I got distracted by an old vintage car
parked on the edge a junk pile. When I circled the vehicle, that’s when I
spotted her.


She was leaned far over the hood of a
truck, her legs lifted and her perfect Grade-A ass, wrapped in white daisy
dukes, rose high in the air. I grunted and whistled at the view. Startled, she
jumped off the hood and twirled around, and by God, I fell in love. She had
long, jet black hair, blue eyes and the cutest little pout. Her breasts were
hidden in a white tank top, a flannel shirt tied around her waist, and the
cuffs rolled up to her elbows. She had grease stains along her thighs and
hands. One particular streak stained the top curve of a soft plump breast.


I stood there, probably gawking, and
admiring the view. She stared right back, giving me that evil eye women had
somehow perfected. “Can I help you?”


“You sure can,” I winked and strutted over
to her.


“Ryder Chase, nice to meet you.” I reached
out for a handshake, but she stood there, staring down at my hand until I had
no other option but to hook it back onto my jean pocket.


“My friend was looking for some parts.”


“Is that so?” She reached up to brush the
sweat off her brow with the back of her hand. The movement made her tits come
together, a drop of sweat gliding down into the unknown.


“Eyes up here, big boy.”


I chuckled. “And you are?”


“Regina Thorn.”


“Thorn? As in Walker Thorn’s Old Lady?” I
cringed inside. The son of a bitch would have a pretty thing like this to keep
him warm at night.


She smirked and leaned back on the truck.
“As in Walker Thorn’s only daughter.”


Damn. Fucking Walker Thorn’s daughter. I
was gonna get shit for this, but she was too fine not to want a taste.


“Regina Thorn,” I repeated her name, my
eyes lingering on her curves. “Who would have thought The Cannon would have
such a fine daughter?”


“I’ve heard of you, ya know.” She crossed
her arms over her chest, and my cock stretched out at how her breasts jutted
forward. My mouth watered, wanting to tear her clothes off and lay her on the
back seat of that damn truck.


I raised a brow in mock surprise. Everyone
knew who we were by now, we didn’t come here to hide. “You have, huh?”


She smiled knowingly. “You’re a Hellbound
Lover. Ryder Chase, the Sargent at Arms.”


I chuckled. “I guess word does get
around.”


“Well, you guys did steal my Daddy’s
property.”


“Eh-eh, careful there. We didn’t steal
shit. That property was bought and paid for, legally. He didn’t put dibs on it
fast enough.” She squinted as the sun glared on the horizon. Covering her eyes,
she looked me up and down.


“You shouldn’t be here, Hellbound Lover.”


“No kidding, try telling Bear that.” I
gestured behind me at the big burly man who was carrying a ton of items.


She smiled. “Bear comes here a lot. I know
Bear, I’m saying you shouldn’t be here.”


I stepped up to her, propping my hand
along the hood of the car as I leaned over her. “Why is that?”


“Cause if Daddy finds out, he’ll put a
bullet between your balls.”


I chuckled. “He could try.”


She looked up at me, curiosity glimmered
in her eyes. “You’re dangerous, aren’t you?”


“Depends.”


“On?”


“On a lot of things.” Ducking down, I brought
myself to her eye level. “Go out with me.”


“What?”


“Go out with me.”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“Didn’t I just tell you my Daddy will take
your nuts off?”


I smiled. “And didn’t I just tell you he
could try?”


She leaned back against the side of the
truck, staring up at me. “You’re trouble.” 


“Yes,” I confirmed.


We stood there for I don’t know how long,
heat simmering between us. Her eyes ran across my face, running down my neck
and across my shoulders. Everywhere her eyes landed felt like a soft caress
that heated my blood. She reached up and pulled at my shirt, exposing the
tattoo that peaked out of my t-shirt.


“A raven,” she whispered, tracing it with
the tips of her fingers. My body lit up at her touch, and I clenched my fist to
hold back from taking her.


“It’s for my mother. She was a Poe fan.
Her name runs along the thread.”


“It’s beautiful.”


“You’re beautiful.”


Our eyes met again, and this time I saw
that spark of lust that ran through my own body.


“You need to go.”


“Not unless you answer me.”


“The answer is no.”


I nodded. “We’ll see about that.”


“Hey Ryder! You ready to go?”


“You got what you need?” I yelled back, still
staring down at her pretty face.


“Yeah. You seen Regina around?”


I arched my brow. “I think I found her.
Stepping aside, I let him see what I had captured.”


“Fuck,” I heard him grunt as he made his
way over to us. “Miss Thorn,” he nodded in greeting.


“How ya doin’, Bear?”


“I was doin’ just fine until now.”


She smiled. “What can I do for you?”


“I brought the truck up front. I need some
parts I found, stacked them up around the edge there for you.”


She looked up at me and smiled. “You can
take whatever you can carry. On the house.” “On the house?” Bear asked in
amazement.


I winked at her and placed my hand around
Bear. “Come on brother, you heard the lady. I’ll make sure to come and pay her
back.”


“As long as you don’t return, that’s more
than enough payment.”


I smiled and turned to her. “A Hellbound
Lover doesn’t like to leave debts unpaid.”


“Is that so?” She bit her lip, and I kept
myself from shoving her against that truck and paying her back with every inch
of my dick. But that would have to wait for later. Had to bide my time.


I smirked and turned. “See you soon, Miss
Thorn.”


I caught her eyes narrowing as I turned to
leave, mumbling something under her breath, probably cursing me. As soon as we
were out of sight, I got slammed in the gut by Bear’s fist. Crouching down onto
one knee, I fought to breathe.


“Are you crazy? Do you know who that is?”


I dragged in a breath and grunted.
“Cannon’s daughter, I know.”


“She’s fucking Devil’s Syndicate property,
that’s what she is. By blood too!”


“Calm down,” I brushed past him and began
taking the items he’d accumulated.


“You lookin’ to die, kid? Cause if Nick
finds out, not only will he have your head, he’ll cut off your balls too.”


“Why is everyone trying to cut off my
balls today?”


“Because you’re a fucking idiot.”


“Yeah, okay.”


“Don’t stick your dick where it doesn’t
belong, Chase. I’m tellin’ you this is not gonna end up good for either of
you.”


“Don’t you worry about my dick and focus
on what we came here to do.”


He huffed and puffed, his words still
ringing in my ears. He was right, I was going down a dangerous path. But the
path was too fucking tempting to pass up.










 


CHAPTER TWO


REGINA


 


Images
of that man had been running through my mind for the last two weeks. In a way I
hoped he’d come back, but when he didn’t, I figured he was like all the others.
Always playing games and trying to get into any woman’s panties. Of course, my
panties were drenched when he was near, but I blamed that on my raging
hormones. I hadn’t had a man between my legs in years, and believe me I know, I
was better off.


Saw, the Devil’s Syndicate Enforcer, had a
thing for me. Kept telling me I was promised to him by my Father. Ha! Promised?
He had some nerve and so did Walker Thorn, if he thought he could hand my life
away to anyone he pleased, they both had another thing coming. I ran my life, I
ran this whole damn place. Every establishment my Father owned was operated and
controlled by me. I’m their numbers girl, and they are well aware of it. I
leave and all his shit goes downhill. I did it once when I went away to
college, and I damn well will do it again.


“Regina!” My father’s booming voice came
around the corner.


“Yes, Walker,” I sighed knowing he was
already in a grumpy mood.


“I told you not to call me that.”


I shrugged, never was one to listen to a
man who was barely a father figure. “What is it?”


“I heard you had Hellbound Lovers lurking
around here.”


Saw, I muttered to myself, hating that he
had placed cameras everywhere. “Well, your boy sure took a while to give you
information, didn’t he? I could have been dead by now.” My eyes widened in mock
devastation.


“Don’t be so dramatic.”


“Don’t be so nosy.” I turned and met his
angry glare. I didn’t back down. He did not intimidate me one bit. Now my
mother, she gave you a look like that, you’d better start running, even though
she’d eventually catch you.


He sighed. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


“Because there was nothing to tell.”


“I can’t protect you if you keep me away,
Gina.”


“Don’t call me that. He called me that,
you do not ever mention that name again.”


He hung his head. “That was my nickname
for you.”


“Well sorry. He ruined it.”


He, meaning Gregory Carter. My Ex had done
a number on me. Fucked every girl in town while we were going out, then he
disappeared, and I hadn’t heard from him since. I had a feeling my Dad or Saw
had something to do with it, and as much as I was better off without the piece
of shit, I still hated that they had forced themselves in my life like that.
So, I took away that little joy my Father had. It was the only sense of payback
I could relish.


My Father had always been a strict man. It
was his way or the highway, stubborn mule, he was. And if he formed an enemy,
then he made sure everyone was against them. He had a strong pull in town, and
I felt bad for those who crossed him. They wouldn’t stand a chance. But the
Hellbound Lovers quickly made a name for themselves, and they were treading on
thin ice. I heard just last week they protected someone my father was after.
Someone who owed him a lot of money. But serves him right. The loan was taken
out to pay for a child’s hospital bills. They just needed a little more time
and my Father, cold hearted bastard that he was, didn’t give it to them. The
Hellbound Lovers paid the bill off and protected the family. Pissed my Dad off
big time even though he got his money. But what pissed him off wasn’t who paid
him back, it was the fact that they made him look like a tyrannous fool.


“What do you want, Walker?”


“I was just checking in on you.”


“I have everything under control, thank
you.”


“You know, I wished you’d come to me like
you used to.”


I nodded. “Yeah. That was back when I
trusted you. But you lost that a while back when you stuck your nose in my
business and lied. So, don’t come to me with the excuse of asking if I’m alright.
I’m just fine, Walker. Always just fine.” 


“Stubborn,” he muttered under his breath.


I nodded and got back to work on another
truck that had been abandoned. I liked fixing trucks, it was a hobby. Along
with the paint job and the three to five grand I’d get for them when sold. Nice
little pocket change I kept in the bank for when I decided to leave his ass.


I heard him clear his throat and I turned
angrily. “I said I was fine…”


“You sure are,” the man who’d taken over
my every thought suddenly grabbed me around the waist and tugged me into his
broad chest. His lips found mine in a searing kiss, one that held such burning
heat it took my breath away. I gasped against his mouth and he slid his tongue
between my lips, searching for my own.


He cupped my head, tilting it to deepen the
kiss. But it wasn’t a kiss, it wasn’t gentle, it was rough and hard and full of
everything I didn’t know I wanted. I breathed him in as I clung to his jacket.
He smelled of worn leather and tasted of old country whiskey. His flavor
penetrated my senses, and there was no turning back now. This man was going to
be deeply engrained in my body.


His hands wrapped around me like two steel
bars, holding me trapped against his barreling frame. Even if I could run away,
I didn’t want to. Instead I let him lift me, whimpering as he gripped my ass
and slammed me up against the car door. His growing bulge rubbed against me, in
this raw frenzied need that we both felt. He was raw and hard, eager for me,
and he didn’t hide it. His hands gripped my ass, guiding me against him.
Through the material of my denim shorts I felt myself grow wet. His cock felt
large and full as he rubbed me up and down on it. I was going to cum and he
hadn’t even touched me yet.


Here I was, at the age of twenty-three, and
I was dry humping a strange man in the middle of a salvage yard as if I were a
horny teenager. What the fuck was going on here, and why the fuck did I want it
so badly. I whimpered as he pulled away from my mouth. I missed him instantly,
but his tongue continued to rove along the curves of my breasts, his hands
squeezing my ass while I desperately moved my hips against him.


He groaned and unexpectedly I felt him
pulling away. I was just reaching that sweet edge and he was about to leave me
hanging. Sliding me down off him, he leaned against the truck, both hands
pressed on the roof as his head hung down. I stared at him, he was so fucking
handsome. His dark locks fell over his forehead, his dark eyes clenched tight
as his breaths came in sharp ragged puffs of air. His jaw clamped tight while
he tried to gain control. Meanwhile, I was in complete turmoil. This man had
come out here, taken what he wanted, and was now leaving me needy.


When he opened his eyes, I glared back at
him. Reaching back, I gave him a nice sound smack. He flinched, rubbing his
cheek, and when he looked back at me, I knew. I was lost to this man. Grabbing
me, I found myself once again slammed up against the truck, my legs wrapped
around him as he kissed me. His hands were everywhere, and all I could do was
moan like a needy slut as he took his greed off on me. The kiss was hard, meant
to punish me for slapping him, but it only made me want him more.


After a few long moments of hard pushing
and pulling, hips rocking in a dirty back and forth, and breaths heavily
signaling our lust, he slowed the kiss. Softening his lips, he molded me to his
mouth. As much as I enjoyed his wild kisses, this was even more intense. Tender
in its greediness. It was perfect.


Slowly, he pulled away. Pressing his
forehead to mine, he waited until our breaths calmed. “Fuck,” he breathed, and
I hummed in response.


“You came back,” I whispered, caressing
the strands of his hair.


“Told you I always paid my debts.”


“Is that what this is?”


He raised his head, his eyes meeting mine.
“I don’t know what the fuck this is, but it sure feels good, sweetheart. You
feel good, right here, in my arms.”


It did feel good. Like I belonged right
here, against his heart. I slowly rubbed that spot on his chest, until he
placed his hand over mine.


“You alright, sweetheart?”


I closed my eyes, breathing him in deep. I
wasn’t sure why, but this melancholic sadness swept through me. This wasn’t
going to be easy for us, I knew that. But we couldn’t deny that something
lingered between us, something hot and intense, something we couldn’t ignore.


“You are truly trouble.”


“I have to go,” he whispered huskily. “But
I’ll be back soon.”


I looked up at him, hoping he’d come through.
There was this huge hope that he wanted me just as much as I did him. That he’d
come back as soon as he’d promised.


He stroked my cheek and smiled. “Don’t
look so sad. What I say isn’t meaningless. When I tell you something, I keep my
word. And there’s nothin’ that’s keeping me away from you, sweetheart.”


He winked at me and with another kiss, he
left. Emptiness took his place and I yearned to have him back. How long would
it be this time? Three weeks? Three days? I hated the wait, I was impatient as
it was. But I needed to stay calm, make sure I didn’t show just how needy I was
for him. Keep him wondering. If that was even possible.










 


CHAPTER THREE


RYDER


 


I
stopped the bike across the street from her house. She lived in a two-story
townhome in the outskirts of the city. Problem was, so did her father. I
couldn’t believe I was doing this. I felt like a fucking teenager in my thirty
years, sneaking in to see a girl. If the Hammer caught me, I was dead. 


I left the bike hidden in the shadows and
slowly made my way up the side of the brick building. Making my way around the corner
and towards the back, I spotted a way in. Taking a few steps back I noticed her
window. Sheer white curtains blew out as the wind picked up. I knew it was hers
because no fucking man would put up curtains that pretty. I made my way up the
stairs of the back porch and leapt up, hanging off the beam of the patio cover.
It slanted slightly so I had to grip onto the edge for support. I made my way
slowly up to her windowsill and waited a moment, listening for any sounds,
before climbing in through the open window. The scent of fresh roses filled my
nostrils as I jumped in, managing to crouch down by the side of her bed.


She was deep in slumber as I approached
her, her gentle snores alerting me that I hadn’t disturbed her. I quietly went
to her door, making sure that it was secured and locked. I didn’t want anyone
coming in and surprising us. When I turned around, my cock stretched out, and I
lost any ounce of restraint I had left. She’d kick her sheets off, and she lay
there in these sexy red panties that rose high on her hips. She was turned on
her side, the soft white tank top she wore, almost sheer, had moved to the side
exposing the tip of one delicious breast.


I stood there, memorizing every inch of
her. The soft curves of her face, her full lips, her long eyelashes that
managed to feather along the tops of her cheeks. That swell of her hip, the way
her breasts moved with every deep breath, and how her lips pouted even in
sleep. I rubbed myself through my jeans, trying to relieve the ache that had me
going crazy.


I’d only come here to tell her I had to
leave. I had a job to do up in Washington and I wouldn’t be back for a few
days. I just wanted to talk to her, to hear her soft voice and get a kiss
before I left. I didn’t want her to think my promises were empty. But now that
I was here, so damn close, I don’t think I was going to be leaving anytime
soon.


I creeped around the edge of her bed, my
eyes straining in the dark to make out more of her. Coming around her, her ass
staring at me as I reached out, tentatively sliding my hand along the curve,
letting it touch the soft fabric that covered her. She shifted to her back, her
leg propping open and I froze. Right there, right in front me, was the source
of my distress.


I hadn’t seen her in nearly a week, and it
had been fucking torture not having her in my arms again. I couldn’t sleep
right, couldn’t breathe. I barely ate as I thought about how shit was going to
hit the fan when I told my brothers I wanted Regina Thorn. I needed to see her
again, and now, here she was, sprawled out for me and completely defenseless.


There was a pull with Regina, one I
couldn’t get away from. She’d become a walking fantasy, one I didn’t think
could possibly exist for me. I’d always been a loner, someone who came and
went, did what he pleased, and dedicated my entire life to helping Nick. When
his parents died, we went out on the road, and we never came back. I had
nothing to go back to, being a child of a single mother who’d put me in foster
care for most of my life because she couldn’t afford food. I didn’t blame her,
I loved her. She was a smart woman. She loved to read to me when she could. The
Raven was her favorite poem. She did what she had to so that I could survive.
I’d tried finding her, not until a few years ago was I told she’d died. Perhaps
from malnutrition or worst, I never really found out. I wanted to remember her
in a good way. I’d always had a hard life, and finding Nick was my salvation.
He was my best friend, the friend who would sneak you into his house, feed you,
and let you sleep in his bed while he slept on the floor for the night. He’d
always been there for me, it was only right I didn’t leave him alone when he
needed me the most.


Being on the road was freedom, it was us
starting over. When Bear contacted us with our first job, we knew this is what
we wanted to do. The Hellbound Lovers was formed soon after that, and our code
was to protect others. People like us, who didn’t have a way out. We paved that
way for them. Which meant all my time was spent on the club, and none on
myself. Women came and went, none I wanted to keep as badly as this one.


I rubbed her delicate arm and ran my
fingers through hers. She was so soft, so fragile, yet so fucking tough. I
wasn’t the type of guy who would do what I was about to do, but as I placed a
knee on her bed and slid between her thighs, I didn’t give a fuck anymore. I
only hoped she wouldn’t tell me to stop.


My nose glided along the crevice of her
crotch, slightly damp and smelling of her rosy musk. My mouth watered at the
thought of tasting her, of waking her while burying my tongue inside of her.
Losing all reasoning, I let my dick do the talking, and I let go.


Running my hands up her long delicate
skin, I spread her out, gliding my face along her softness and breathing her
in. She shifted slightly, but I didn’t care. I continued to caress and touch
her, sliding my fingers along the seam of her crotch. The backs of my digits
feeling her bare pussy lips. I gave out a soft guttural sound of need as I
moved her panties over, exposing her pink swollen center. It was bare and
pretty, and it was oh so wet.


Leaning forward, I stuck out my tongue for
the first taste, groaning at how good it was. Flattening it against her mound,
I massaged up one lip and down the other, careful not to touch her clit just
yet. That hardened little button that was poking through, begging to be flicked
and licked. Her juices flowed and my eyes slid up the valley of her body, her
breasts heaving as I stroked her with my tongue. Her body shuddered, but her
eyes remained closed as I had my way with her, begging her to wake up, to feel
what I could do to her.


My name suddenly escaped her lips in a
sultry whisper, and I smiled as I opened up her folds, gently rimming her
tight, hot hole. She breathed out and said my name once again, and I couldn’t
help but grip her thighs, opening her wide, and finally clamping down on her
clit. My eyes never left her face while I held down her hips. A moan escaped
before her eyes flew open and landed on mine. A scream hovered on her lips and
I reached up, sliding up on her and covered her mouth. “Don’t you dare scream,”
I rasped, the taste of her on my tongue.


Her eyes glimmered in the dark, and she
looked a bit scared. “It’s okay, it’s me. Ryder.”


Recognition shone in her features and then
disbelief. As soon as she relaxed, I removed my hand and she went to town on
me. “Are you crazy?! My Father will kill you!”


“Do you really think I give a flying fuck?
I needed to see you.”


“You were…you were doing things to me.”


I gave her a sly smile, my hand drifting
between us, and she gasped against my lips as I circled her clit, sliding a
finger into her pussy.


“Very dirty things,” I whispered huskily,
finding her tongue with my own, allowing her to taste herself. She moaned as I
fingered her, her juices sounding hot in the heavy silence.


“Try not to scream.”


She watched me with big brown eyes as I
slid down her body, having a suck at her perky breast before getting
comfortable between her legs once again. Her lips parted, her eyes never
leaving my tongue, as it feasted on her. Her cries turned into restricted
whimpers as I brought her to the edge time and time again.










 


CHAPTER FOUR


REGINA


 


 


I
bit my pillow to try to keep myself from screaming out as his tongue drove itself
inside of me. He flattened it and licked me from top to bottom, lifting me so
that he could taste my back entrance too. It was so dirty, and he made me so
slick. My pussy throbbed in need for him. My body missed him, and so did my
heart. It raced as his hands caressed up my legs, heating me up as he ate me
out. They wrapped around my sensitive breasts and I raised up against their
warmth as he pinched the tips, sending me spiraling out of control.


I loved how he was, how his hands left
heated touches on my skin. Touches that would be forever engrained on my body.
He didn’t leave an inch of me without feeling him, and as my thighs trembled
around him, he deliberately rubbed his beard along my slickened core. I cried
out that time, loving the feel of the coarseness rubbing on my clit. I lifted
my hips, wanting more of him, loving how his deep growl penetrated through my
center.


“Fuck,” I breathed. “You’re going to get
us in trouble.”


He passed a hand across his beard and
smiled. “You’re the one being loud.”


He got up and went to the private bathroom
my Dad had set up for me. My legs still trembled and my body still needy,
wanting its release. He came out, towel in his hand while he dried his face.
He’d taken his shirt off, and in the dim light I could make out the raven tattoo,
the name Maria scrawled along the base of it. It was gorgeous, he was gorgeous.


I stared at him as he approached the bed
and sat up, slowly taking off my tank top. He groaned and began undoing his
belt while he watched me slip off my panties. I knelt up on the bed and crawled
over to him, taking over as he fumbled with the zipper. Pulling him out I
smiled up at him, feeling how long and thick he was.


“It’s only right I do it to you.” I licked
at the head, running my tongue along the open slit that leaked creaminess. His
taste was sharp and salty, and I couldn’t help but suck out more of it.


“Fuck, baby!”


He groaned and leaned his head back as I
worked him into my mouth. I could barely fit him inside, running my tongue
along the base while I hollowed out my cheeks. I slowly dragged him in and out,
sucking as I went.


“Oh fuck, you can suck a cock.”


I hummed along his dick as I bobbed my head
up and down, getting him slick enough that he finally touched the back of my
throat. My muscles closed around him and he jerked forward, his abs rippling
while he once again he fought for control.


He gently pulled me off him and I smiled
at him, fondling and pulling at his heavy balls. “You’d better stop, Regina, or
I’ll explode all over those pretty tits of yours.” “Maybe I want you to,” I
teased.


He grunted, yanked my legs out from under
me, and dragged my ass towards the edge of the mattress. His cock slid up and
down my wet core and I moaned, needy for him to enter me.


“Maybe I want to explode inside of you.”


I smiled at the husk in his voice. He was
horny as fuck and I had put him there. “Do it. Take what you want.”


He leaned in towards me, squeezing my
breasts together and sucking one into his mouth, as much of it as he could. The
pull of his suction was so intense, shocks of pleasure coursed through me
landing on my cunt. I felt him then, in the middle of that ecstasy, and I came
on him as he filled me. My pussy rippled along his cock as he thrust inside of
me for the first time.


I bit his shoulder to keep from crying out
my orgasm. A shudder ran through us both while he continued to thrust into me.
His arms wrapped around me, bringing me up onto his lap. My thighs spread and I
struggled for air as he filled me up completely, his thickness stretching me
out and taking my breath away. He smiled at me, that wicked smile that melted
every inch of me.


“You wanted me that badly, huh?”


His teasing only made me want to take
control of him. “More,” my breath lingered on his lips while I dipped my hips,
squeezing him as he pulled out. I held my cry back at the intense pleasure I
found on him. 


“Fuck, your dirty little pussy is
torture.” He spanked my flesh as I rode him. Our bodies sliding against one
another in that old sinful dance. A heated embrace I didn’t want to ever end.
His grunts were pure fuel to my lust. This man had me wrapped around his little
finger and he didn’t even realize it.


“I want you to come again, baby. I want to
feel your body coil around my cock.” He bit down on my neck and the slight pain
he caused had me slamming back onto the mattress while he drove himself inside
of me. His thumb circling my clit while I came as he demanded.


Our fucking was intense, it was raw heat,
and it was oh so fucking good. He erased everything in one night, all the pain,
all my anxiety, all my anger. It all went away in his arms. As I came down from
my second bout of ecstasy he slowed down, his cock pulsing inside of me. His
hips dipped and rocked against me, making me whimper while I left my ecstasy on
his thick shaft. Each thrust matching the next, in a hard-erotic rise and fall
of hips and wetness.


He took his time with me, kissing me,
making rough love to me. The slower he got, the more I wanted to scream out, to
show him just how eager I was for him. His breaths came out ragged, his muscles
tensed around me.


“Cum inside of me, Ryder.”


My words ignited his body and with a low,
sexy roar in my ear, he came undone. Streams of fluid filling me, marking me as
his.










 


CHAPTER FIVE


RYDER


 


 


A
week later I was at the bar taking inventory when the doors swung open. Two big
guys walked in, and instinctively my hand gripped the gun I kept holstered
behind the bar top.


“What can I do for you, gentlemen?”


I watched them saunter in, and when one of
them turned, I noticed the big bright devil on the back of his jacket. The
Devil’s Syndicate had finally come to pay us a visit, and I was alone in the
fucking bar.


“We’re here to see Ryder Chase.”


The big one, with the blonde hair that
hung past his shoulders, grimaced as he said my name. As if it disgusted him to
use it. Good. I liked to think my name alone could aggravate them. It would
make kicking their ass a lot easier. I narrowed my eyes on both of them, not
really knowing what the fuck they wanted, but willing to find out.


“Whatcha’ want him for?”


“That ain’t your business…”


Taking the gun out of the holster, I aimed
it right at his head. “Oh, believe me, it is.”


Nick and Bear had gone out about an hour
ago and they would be back any minute. All I had to do was stall.


The blonde took a step back, the man
behind him raised his hands and spoke. “We just want to talk to him.”


“I’m pretty sure he ain’t got nothin’ to
say to you fellas, so I suggest you move along.”


I rounded the bar just as Jack, the
Hellbound Lovers’ Gunner, stomped down the stairs. “What the hell is going on
down here?”


The blonde turned around and eyed Jack.
“You Ryder?”


Jack looked at me and I shrugged.
Frowning, he turned to the man. “I should be askin’ the questions here. Who the
fuck are you?”


“Name’s Saw, this is Ratchet.”


“Saw? As in Sawyer Williams? VP of Devil’s
Syndicate?”


He turned his eye on me. His gaze narrowed
and he took a step towards me. Cocking my gun, I let him know I was in no mood
for games. He was smart enough to keep his distance, but not enough to keep his
mouth shut. Smirking, he leaned back on his heels and took a long look at me.
“You done checkin’ me out?”


“You’re Ryder Chase, aren’t you?”


“What if I was?”


“You did somethin’ real bad, Sargent. You
fucked with the wrong family.”


I cocked my head to the side and smiled.
“Did I? How’s that?”


“You gotta’ tendency of creepin’ into
women’s rooms. Women that don’t belong to you.”


The light bulb went on as I realized this
asshole was talking about Regina. How the fuck they had figured out that I had
snuck into that house, I had no clue. I made sure to watch my back, checked for
cameras. These fuckers must have had a hidden camera placed somewhere. God
knows where, the only other place was…


My eyes met his and rage flowed through
me. “And you’ve got eyes where they don’t belong.”


He smirked. “Stay away from my woman,
Chase. We’ve been at peace so far, but I’m willing to go to war for that pussy.
She ain’t yours.”


I tilted the gun and smirked back. I
watched as Jack focused his gun on Ratchet. He knew me too well not to prepare
himself for the inevitable. This fucker continued an all-out war would break
lose.


“What I do, or do not do, with Regina
Chase is my own goddamn business. You got balls coming in here, VP. I could put
one right between your brow and it would be justified for coming onto private
property.”


“Property you stole!”


I let out a hard chuckle. “You know, this
is starting to grate on my nerves. Everywhere I turn it seems the Devil’s
Syndicate has got a stake on somethin’, yet this place seems to be their
favorite thing to talk about.”


I took a step closer and I could feel my
features darken. “I’m done playing games. We came here in peace, but if it’s
war you want, we can make that happen. I hold no barriers on that.”


“I’m not here for club business, I’m here
for personal reasons. Regina Chase was promised to me by the President of the
DSMC.”


“Walker Thorn has no business giving out
his daughter like cattle. I’ve only known him for a short time, and I very much
doubt he gave any type of order to do so. If there’s anything that matters to
that man, it’s Regina Thorn.”


“You’ve done your homework.”


I shrugged. “That’s my job.”


“Stay away from her.”


I shook my head. “I don’t think you’ve
comprehended what I’ve just told you. Regina Thorn has a mind of her own. I go
where she goes.”


“Well she ain’t going far with you.”


“That’s up to her.” I sighed and put my
gun down. I was done with his foolishness. Jack stayed put. He knew that men
like this could snap at the drop of a hat.


“Get out, I ain’t got time for this
bullshit.”


Sawyer took two steps toward me, and the
sound of Jack’s gun being cocked echoed in the silence. I smirked. “We’ve got
eyes too, Saw. Be careful there.”


I could tell he was fuming. He thought he
could bring his bulky ass in here and intimidate me, but Hellbound Lovers don’t
intimidate easily. I was the Sargent at Arms for a reason. I wasn’t known for
backing down.


“You have no right…”


I stalked over to him, meeting him toe to
toe. “Neither do you,” I gritted out. My voice low and menacing. He was
treading on thin ice, one more word and I was going to break his jaw.


“She has her own feelings, feelings that
should be respected.”


“I don’t give a shit about her feelings.
Her father gave her to me!”


I flexed my fist and grimaced. “I suggest
you leave if you don’t want things going sour for you.” 


“Ryder!” Nick’s voice boomed across the
empty bar. All the men turned to him.


“What the fuck is going on here?”


Sawyer smirked maliciously. “Your man here
thinks he can take what don’t belong to him. Seems likes that’s the norm around
Hellbound Lovers. Stealing shit that ain’t yours.”


I growled low and Nick held his hand up as
he strode inside--Bear looking ominous to his right. His eyes caught mine and I
could see that glimmer of apprehension, that and the fact that he was pissed
the fuck off with me. He had every right, no one expected this, not even me.


“I suggest you leave, VP, before shit goes
wrong.”


“What are you going to do about it?” He
stepped up to Nick, whose eyes met mine right before he slammed his fist into
Sawyer Williams’ face.


Within seconds, all chaos ensued, and in a
matter of minutes both Saw and Ratchet were kicked out of Hellbound Lovers
property, instantaneously thrown out. Wiping his hands off, Nick turned to me.


“My office, now!”


As I turned to follow him, Saw’s words
stopped me short. “This ain’t over, Chase.”


I turned to him and fixed him with a dark
glare. “You’re damn right it ain’t.” I patted the gun that was holstered to my
waist. “I got a bullet with your name on it, Devil. Make sure you tread slowly
when you come across my path.”


Bear slapped me on the back and led me
back inside. My feet felt heavy as I made my way to Nick’s office, but I knew
he needed to know. I couldn’t hide this shit from him even if I tried. I just
hoped his loyalty to me was as strong as I thought it was. Then again, my
loyalty wasn’t the one on the line.










 


CHAPTER SIX


REGINA


 


I
paced my bedroom, anxious to hear what was going on downstairs. Sawyer had
found out about Ryder earlier this morning. He’d barged in to confront me and
instead, gave himself away. He’d somehow snuck into my bedroom, planted a
camera in here, and intruded on my privacy. He had no right, yet when I told my
father he thought Sawyer had done the right thing.


Sawyer had been watching me for months, in
my own goddamn bedroom. He’d seen my body, been in my intimacy, he’d used my
trust to betray me. He’d watched me come undone at the hands of the man I’d
come to love. Served him right, that was my revenge for barging into my life.


Shouts came from below, louder this time.
My father was livid. I’d heard that Sawyer and Ratchet had gone out earlier,
and it wasn’t good. They’d come back bruised and battered, which is how I’d
found out they’d gone to see the Hellbound Lovers. Stupid.


More shouts and I sneaked out of my
bedroom and wandered down the hallway. I could hear them a bit clearer now. I
leaned back against the wall and listened.


“Did I not fucking tell you to stay away
from them?” My father roared.


“They took what was mine!”


“I don’t give a shit what they took and
she ain’t fucking yours!”


The room went silent and I froze. My
father wasn’t the sort to go back on his word, nor was he the type to protect
me.


“When you asked me for her hand, I gave
you my blessing. You were a good man and you seemed to love her. But that did
not mean you had staked a claim on her. Regina is a tough woman, she ain’t
going to listen to me, or any man for that matter. So, don’t think for one
second, you own her.”


His tone was low and menacing and my heart
soared at his words. It was the first time he’d ever shown any pride in me. The
underlying meaning was powerful which is why Sawyer kept his mouth shut. He
knew my Father was right.


“What’s done is done,” Sawyer spoke,
breaking the silence. “They’ll be expecting us in the morning.”


A glass crashed, shattering to pieces, and
I held my breath as my father spoke. “They’ll be expecting you! There is no
fucking way I’m starting an all-out war with the Hellbound Lovers because of
you!” “They’re not backing down! We need to end this, and if you won’t, I
will!”


There was shuffling, and grunts that
ensued. I crouched, trying to take a look and sure enough, my father had
slammed Sawyer down onto the nearest table and was holding him down, his
forearm pressed to his neck.


“I’m giving you a chance, Saw. Your pride
has been hurt and your vision is blurred, I can understand that, but that does
not give you the right to put my men in danger. If one of my men, your
brothers, gets shot or killed in this shit you’ve put us in, I’ll kill you
myself.” He shoved him back, and Sawyer gripped his throat, struggling for air.


“Get him the fuck out of my sight. Be
prepared for tomorrow. It’s time to pay a visit to these goddamn Hellbound
Lovers. I’ve had enough of their bullshit. Cards will be placed on the table
and decisions will be made.”


Thoughts ran through my mind as I ran back
to my bedroom. My heart wanted to take off, run to Ryder and let him know
everything, but I had a loyalty to my Father, one that was stipend by blood. My
Father still hadn’t come up to see me, and I knew he eventually would. My
nerves were getting the best of me, indecisions running through me. I twisted
my hands together and sat on the edge of the bed. I was staring at the window,
ready to sneak out of it, when the knock came.


“Regina?” The door opened, and light
filtered in from the hallway. His eyes found me, and his features darkened.
“Why are you sitting in the dark?”


“I think better in the dark,” I looked
back to the window, doubts still flooding through me.


“We have a conversation pending.”


“Yes, we do.”


“What Sawyer did was wrong, we all know
that. But he’s a good man…”


“I want nothing to do with that man. He
violated my privacy, fucked with my life, I don’t forgive that easily.”


“Your goddamn pride is gonna get you into
trouble!”


“Your goddamn arrogance is gonna make you
lose a daughter!” I shouted back, clenching my fists in anger. I walked over to
the window and stared out into emptiness.


“I don’t want you seeing Ryder Chase
again,” he pointed at me as I stood there, and with those words, he decided my
fate.


“Do you understand what I’m saying to you,
Regina?”


His words hung heavy in the silence. “I
understood.”


“If I see him around here again or I hear
he’s been lurking around you, a bullet will be waiting with his name on it.”


I turned to him then, anger pouring out of
me. “I see why my Mother left you. She was better off anyway. But I damn her
every day for leaving me at your mercy. I’m walking away.”


“What?”


“You have no hold on me, Walker Thorn. Handle
your own goddamn business, I’m done.”


Pushing past him I tried to leave, but he
was quick to grab me. “Where the hell do you think you’re going?”


“Anywhere I don’t have to see your face or
hear the name Devil’s Syndicate ever again.”


I tried removing myself from his grip, but
he tightened his hold. “You can’t do that.”


“Watch me!” Tearing myself from his side,
I reached for the bag I had lying on the floor. I had unknowingly made my
decision earlier. The money I had saved in the bank was enough to hold me over
for a long time.


“If you leave, don’t you fucking dare come
back.” “That’s the plan,” I seethed.


“I didn’t want this for us, Regina. I
didn’t want this.” His voice broke, cutting through our heavy silence.


Tears threatened, and I choked them back. “You
should have thought of that before you took everything I had away from me. But
you won’t take this, Walker Thorn. I refuse to let you.”


“Regina!”


His shout echoed down the stairs and
followed me out into the rain. Thunder rolled around me, and lightning filled
the sky. There was only one place I wanted to go, and running to my car, I
started the engine and made my way to the only man who made me feel like I
belonged.










 


CHAPTER SEVEN


RYDER


 


I
was coming down the stairs when she ran in, her eyes darting in all directions
until they landed on me. The bar was full, people mulling around, laughing, the
lights dimmed. Metallica’s Nothing Else Matters played on the old worn out
jukebox in the corner. No one noticed her, they were too busy getting drunk to
notice the broken woman that had just walked in.


She turned to me, her eyes pleading with
me. She was drenched, completely soaked from head to toe, her soft breasts
outlined in the wet white tank top that clung to her. She dropped her bag to
the floor as I approached her, and as soon as my arms came around her, her
knees buckled.


Lifting Regina and taking her bag with me,
I walked us up the stairs. I heard Nick call out my name, but I didn’t give a
shit anymore. He’d warned me before that I could lose everything for this
woman. But I didn’t care. This woman meant everything to me, and she needed me
now. This wasn’t about club business or rivalries. This was about her heart, a
heart she had given me. She trusted me, and there was no way I was going to
ruin that trust.


Laying her on my bed, I silently began to
undress her. First her boots, caressing her cold, damp legs as I went. Her
denim skirt came next, tugging on it and dragging it off her hips. She shivered,
her teeth chattering as the cold air hit her. I leaned over her, my hands
rubbing her flesh, warming her up. Gently, I helped her sit up and removed her
damp jacket.


There was a moment between us, a heated
one where we both understood one another. My hands ran up her arms, fingertips
grazing stiff areolas. Her hands slowly raised above her head as I dragged the
soft material off her, my hands dragging along her cold skin. She hadn’t worn a
bra tonight, and her breasts hung heavy and full.


Her arms came around my neck while my
hands covered her plush pillows, tenderly caressing them, trying to soothe her
with soft circular motions. She raised up onto her knees and straddled my lap.
I opened my arms and she simply molded herself to me, hugging me tight. Comfort
was what she was searching for, and she came to the right place for it.


Running my hands down her back, I hummed
quietly. She only wrapped herself tightly around me, my shirt wet from her
silent tears. After a long time, I finally broke the silence. “What happened?”


“I love you,” she whispered against my neck.
Nothing else was spoken, just those three words that now hung heavy between us.


I wasn’t sure what I’d been feeling,
voicing was out of the question. But now that I knew what she felt, now that I
knew I wasn’t the only one, I couldn’t hold back anymore. Hugging her tight, I
confirmed it all.


“Goddamn, do I love you.”


She leaned back and looked at me. Her eyes
brimmed with tears, but her smile said it all. “Make love to me, Ryder.”


I cradled her head, leaning in for a kiss.
Our mouths belonged together, sealed in a passionate kiss that took our breath
away. There was no turning back from this, neither of us wanted to. Nothing
else mattered but us.


She tugged on my shirt, ripping it off my
back in desperation while I tugged myself out. A cry rang out of her lips as I
dragged her onto my cock. Shoving her panties aside, I lifted her and settled
her onto me, my dick twitching at the elation of sinking into her. She looked
at me in shock, her mouth parted, her eyes hooded in lust. “This is where you
belong, baby. With me inside of you.”


I slammed her back onto the mattress, her
body arching as my hips rammed into her. Rough, hard thrusts warning her that
this wasn’t going to be sweet. I was going to take what was mine. Taking out my
own needs on her. She whimpered while her pussy pulsed around me, and I knew
she was close.


Dragging myself out, I crawled down
between her legs, tearing off those damn panties. My tongue dragged along her
swollen center and she shook beneath me as I ate greedil,y, my hungry moans making
her shatter on my tongue, my name ringing in my ears.


I licked her gently, my tongue slowly
circling around her clit while her lips jerked from the sensitivity. She tried
to shove me away, but I was far from done. Massaging her entrance with my thumb,
I finally lifted my head to her.


“Ryder…”


“You’re a dirty girl, Regina. This pretty
pussy just can’t get enough of me.” I slid my thumb across her clit, teasing
her, and she lifted her hips up, nearly reaching my lips.


I chuckled at her neediness. She wasn’t
ashamed of showing it to me, she wasn’t afraid to beg. And fuck, if I didn’t
love to listen to her whimpered begging.


“What do you want sweet girl?”


“Ryder, please.”


I smiled as I brushed past her clit again,
and she threw her head back in frustration. “Please, Ryder.”


“Hmmmm, you can beg all you want, Regina, but
until I hear you say it, I can’t do nothin’ about it baby.”


“For fuck’s sake!” She shouted as I dipped
a finger into her honey hole, flicking at her clit once and then smiling up at
her again.


“This is what you came here for, isn’t it?
To cum at my hands. To be mine.”


I flicked her again on my tongue and she
moaned. “Yes.”


“What did you come here for, Regina?”


“You,” she breathed sexily. My finger
curled at her entrance and her legs shook while I rubbed that sweet spot of
hers. Fuck, she looked good enough to eat, and that’s just what I did. My
tongue roaming along her gushing pussy as I finger fucked her into another
earth-shattering moment. Her hands gripped my hair as her body convulsed around
me.


I shoved her thighs apart roughly,
flattening my tongue on her and slowly lapping at her. Soothing her down from
the ecstasy. She mewled and then her moans became rapid gusts of air.


“I want you!”


“Hmmm?” I hummed questioningly into her
pussy.


“Your cock, Ryder. Give it to me!” She
squealed as I sucked her sensitive clit, biting down on it and making her come
off the bed.


“Fuck me, please.”


Her sweet plea was what I needed. Leaning
up, I crawled over her, my cock leaking on the sheets, a drop coating her pussy
and running down the crevice. We both groaned as we watched it land on her
velvety folds. Taking my cock in hand I helped lubricate her tight hole.


Raising her hips, she reached up and
cupped her breasts, pinching the nipples as her hips rotated towards me.


“Fuck, Reg,” I moaned as my cock dipped
into her center.


We moaned as her hips lifted, sinking more
of my dick into her. She felt like fucking heaven, and she pulsed so sweetly.
Engulfing my cock inside of her as her hips moved up and down. She was greedy
in her need for me, not holding back from me. Having someone want me in this
way was like a shock to the senses. It was as if you were frozen in time and
then suddenly, bam, it hits you. Like a bucket of iced cold water, or in this
case, scalding hot.


Our movements were unhinged, our bodies
entwining and rocking together, fighting to push the other over the edge. Each
thrust heightening the sensations, each squeeze of her pussy around me making
me crave her even more. Each shout of my name only confirming the fact that she
was mine. And each shudder that ran through her while her orgasm took off, also
belonged to me.


I dragged myself in and out of her heat,
and every time my cock would swell needing its release. But this wasn’t about
release, it was about feeling my woman come undone over and over in my arms. It
was a selfish notion to love the sight of her parted lips, her rosy cheeks, the
way her tits swayed as I bounced her off my thickness. The way she’d gasp my
name at every thrust, biting down her lip at the sweet sensations I was
creating inside of her.


I made her cum three more times before the
sunrise swept into my bedroom. I had her perched on all fours and fucking me
back in wild abandon. Her knees gave out beneath her as I finally let myself
find that sweet release. I had already cum in her twice before, this was my
last round before I completely ran out of energy. My hips pulsed against her
while my balls emptied another load into her, my body consuming hers. She
moaned and whimpered while her round curvy ass moved against me.


I chuckled, slapping it for good measure
and sliding out of her. She whined and pouted as I walked off, but all I could
do was shake my head and laugh. The woman was insatiable. When I came back out,
she was standing by the window, the sunlight gleaming off her soft skin.


Wrapping my arms around her I cuddled her
neck. “You okay?”


She nodded. “I will be.”


“Don’t let what’s happening come between
us.”


“How could I not, it’s happening because
of us.”


I stepped back, turning her to face me.
“What happened last night?”


She just stood there for a long time and
then wandered over to a chair and put on my t-shirt. Sitting on the bed,
looking completely defeated, she looked up at me. “My father is on his way.”


I nodded. “I expected that.”


“He wants answers. He won’t let this go.”


“Then he’ll get answers.”


Making my decision, I rummaged through my
drawer and tugged on a clean white t-shirt. Picking up my leather vest, I put
it on as I watched her.


“Stay here.”


“No, he’s coming with his men.”


I knelt before her and cradled her face.
“I need you safe. So please. Stay here.”


Tears flowed down her cheeks, but she
nodded in agreement. Her sad eyes on me as I walked toward the door. I turned
to her before


I shut it.


“I love you.”


“I love you too,” she whispered back, her
words meaning everything to me.


Shutting the door, I went to grab Nick. It
was time to come clean and tell him everything before he was taken off guard.
He needed to know I was willing to do anything for that woman, even if it meant
going against the Hellbound Lovers’ code.










 


CHAPTER EIGHT


RYDER


 


 


“How
the fuck did this happen?”


“I know. It’s hard to understand but you
need to hear me out, man.”


“That what? That you stuck your dick in some
random pussy and it turned out to be Regina Thorn.” I clenched my fists and
kept myself guarded. “Watch your mouth,” I growled.


Nick turned at me and gave me a hard
stare. “You didn’t.”


I hung my head, staring at my boots, as I
silently admitted that what he was thinking was true.


“You’re going to tell me you fell in love
with that woman?”


“Her name is Regina not that woman.”


“I could give a shit what her name is. To
me she’s fucking Helen of Troy marching in on her fucking horse and putting my
brothers in danger!”


He slammed his fist in my chest and I
stared back at him, fury in my eyes. “I’ve made my choice.”


“Fuck!” Nick rammed his fingers through
his hair. “I can’t fucking believe this. Are you seriously willing to turn your
back on your brothers for a woman?”


I looked over at Bear and he just shook
his head. “I’m tired of this. I can fall in love with whomever I goddamn
please. I choose her.” “Then you’re on your own!”


“Nick!” The roars of bikes alerted us to what
was coming. “You need me.”


“I don’t need shit from you,” Nick pushed
past me and headed to the front.


As we stepped out, the Devil’s Syndicate
stepped in. Walker Thorn and three of his men, sauntered in, including Saw.”


“You!” Walker pointed at me. “You ripped
her from my side! You tore my family apart!”


I stepped forward, making sure that Nick
was behind me. This was my fight, not his. “The damage was done long before I
showed up this family picture. If you weren’t such a tyrant, you’d see how much
she actually loves you.”


“You have no right to tell me what I
should do with my daughter!”


“Doesn’t seem like you took the time to
know her anyway.”


He came at me and I took my stance as his
fist flew at me, hitting me square in the jaw. I turned to look at the seething
man, my eyes narrowing on him.


“You get one.”


“Son of a bitch,” as his fist swung again,
I grabbed at it at shoved him back hard. He stumbled against the tables and
nearly fell on his ass.


“I suggest you leave, Thorn.” Nick’s voice
sounded tired and rough.


“This isn’t about you, Barton,” his eyes
shot daggers at Nick.


“When you come into my place of business,
my home, and cause a problem with my brother, fuck you it ain’t my business.”


“He’s the one that needs to pay for what
he’s done.”


“You’re getting out of hand, Thorn. My
relationship with your daughter has nothing to do with the Hellbound Lovers.”


“The hell it doesn’t!”


“That’s enough!” Her sweet voice rang out
and all eyes followed her as she came down the steps. She was wearing a pair of
jeans and my old worn out t-shirt which she’d tied at the waist. Tempting
little thing she was.


I was too busy paying attention to her
that I didn’t notice Saw take his gun out, nor did I see him move. He grabbed
at Regina and pulled her against him as he found cover behind her, his gun at
her temple.


“What are you doing, son. Calm down. Put
it down.” The same anguish that ran through my body emanated from Walker’s
voice.


Reaching for my gun, I raised it to point
directly at Saw’s head. I was the Hellbound Lover’s best shot and my brothers
all knew I wouldn’t hesitate. “You won’t get out of here alive, Saw. I suggest
you put the gun down.”


“Fuck you!” He shouted his rage out. “And
you,” he hooked his forearm around Regina’s neck and pointed the gun at Walker.
“You lied to me.”


While he concentrated on Walker, I slowly
took my steps to the right, angling myself as he left his right side open.
Regina’s eyes met mine and I tried to reassure her. I could see her wheels
spinning as she pleaded with me.


“You told me she was mine and now you’re
taking her away from me.”


“You made your own bed, Saw. It’s clear
she doesn’t love you. Just be a man and leave it at that.” 


“You have no say in this!” he argued.


He nodded. “You’re right. But love isn’t
stolen, Saw. It’s given. Let her go and go find a love that will treat you
right.”


“See, I can’t do that, Thorn. Because this
pretty little jewel is coming with me. Today!”


“Over my dead body,” as the words slipped
from my tongue I watched as Walker flung himself towards Saw and Regina.


“No!” I shouted as the gun fired.


Walker staggered back and before Saw could
pull the trigger a second time, I fired one shot through his temple. Regina’s scream
filled the bar as she dropped to the floor with Saw’s weightless form pinning
her down. Blood had splattered on the side of her face, but she was more concerned
with reaching her father who lay sprawled on the floor.


I stood there, the rest of Devil’s
Syndicate’s guns pointed right at me. They all looked as confused as we were. I
looked over at the man to my right. Ratchet, I think his name was.


“You’re gonna have to shoot me, but I’m
not leaving my woman alone. You want to save your President, let me help them.”


I could hear Bear on the line with the
cops and Nick’s reassuring voice as he pressed down on Walker’s chest wound.
Regina’s sobbing was what tore my heart. I stared at Ratchet, and slowly he
took his gun down and signaled for the rest to do the same.


I nodded at him and went over to Regina,
lifting her up and away from her father. She turned to me, her sobs wracking
her body as


the sounds of her father, struggling for
breath, filled the room.


“I never told him that I loved him,” she
murmured between hiccupped sobs. “I did. Very much. All I wanted was for his
love in return.”


Regina rushed back to her father, grabbing
his hand and urging him on with kind words. I could see Nick struggling with
Walker “You will not die on my floor, Walker Thorn. Goddammit!”


The rest of the men stood away from the
scene, a few just staring at Saw’s body, crumbled on the floor by the bar. I
had to come to terms with I what I had done. I knew it had to be done. He had
put Regina in danger, the shot fired from his gun first. I saw him itching to
pull the second trigger. It had been instinct. Walker or Saw, I chose Saw.


Minutes later, the sirens filled the area.
Regina broke away from me as the paramedics came in. Rushing to place Walker on
life support. They lifted him onto a gurney and as he was rushed out, Regina
after him, I was held back by Nick.


“They’re going to ask question, brother. I
suggest you leave.” He took the gun from my hand and I stared back at him.


“What are you doing?”


“Go.”


I shook my head. “I will not let you take
the fall for this.”


Nick smirked. “I’d rather keep that name
of yours clean and away from all this. Don’t worry about me. I can handle myself.”


Bear smacked me on the arm and steered me
towards the back. “I can’t let him do this.”


“That stubborn fool is going to do what he
wants. You need to get on that bike and head on out, I’ll handle the Devil’s
Syndicate. If they know what’s good for them, they’ll keep their damn mouths
shut.”










 


CHAPTER NINE


REGINA


 


I
paced the hospital hallways, waiting to hear word from the doctors. My head was
spinning. Where was Ryder? Where had he gone? Was he in custody? I was caught
between staying here by my father’s bedside and running to vouch for the man I
loved.


I couldn’t believe this was happening. Saw
was gone, my father nearly killed, and my love was now in danger of being torn
away from me.


“Miss Thorn?” A young woman wearing scrubs
came up to me.


“Yes.”


“Miss Thorn, I’m doctor Claire Stevens.
I’m the surgeon attending your father.”


“Yes, how is he?”


I watched for a moment as she took the
surgeon’s cap off and her silky blonde hair flowed out. “I just wanted let you
know we’ve managed to stabilize him. Luckily the bullet went right through his
chest muscle. He’s a tough guy though, healthy, he’ll be just fine.” “Oh my
God,” I breathed in relief.


“He should be awake in a few minutes if
you’d like to see him?”


I stared at those double doors for a long
minute, uncertainty running through me. “You should go.” His deep voice
vibrated through me, and when I turned Ryder was standing there looking all
disheveled and lost.


“Where have you been?” I ran up to him and
he lifted me up into his arms. “I thought something happened to you.”


He shook his head, but he looked worried,
almost sad. “What’s wrong, baby?”


“It’s Nick. He took the blame for it all.
I don’t feel right, you know.”


I slipped out of his arms and looked back
at the doctor. “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”


She looked from Ryder back to me and
nodded, then disappeared down the corridor. I tugged Ryder into a chair and
focused on him for a moment.


“It’s not your fault.”


“It is my fault. I should have never
confronted them, I should have gone to your father…”


“Shut up. Saw snapped, and if it wasn’t
for you, the situation would have gotten worst. He could have hurt me, Ryder.
He could have killed him and God knows who else.” I looked down at my hands
which hadn’t stopped shaking. “It had to be done.”


He yanked me up and pulled me into his
lap. His hug was reassuring, but I could feel he needed it more than I did. So,
I let him hold me. I let him sink his face into my neck, and I just cradled
him. I gave him the warmth and comfort he was searching for. After a while, he
looked up at me and raised a brow.


“Aren’t you gonna go see your father?”


I nodded. “As long as you’re alright?”


“Go, silly girl. Don’t wait on me. I
wasn’t the one who got shot.”


Standing me up, he slapped my ass, and
pushed me forward. I narrowed my eyes on him and he smirked, that sexy smug
look which he’d pay for later. I slowly made my way down the corridor. Those
feelings of apprehension made me hesitate, but I kept going, focused on the
lights that gleamed off the white linoleum. Reaching the room, I stepped
inside, only to find my father, one of the toughest men I knew, hooked up to
machines and tubes. He was somewhat awake, and his eyes focused on me as I sat
down by his bedside. “You came to see your old man?”


“You’re fifty-two, Dad. You’re not that
old.”


He smiled, his eyes shining at the word.
“That’s the first time you’ve called me that in years.”


“Well, don’t get used to it.”


He turned his palm up and I instantly
placed my hand in his. “He’s a good man, your Ryder.”


I looked at him warily. “You’re on drugs,
Dad. I suggest you keep quiet for now.”


“I mean it. He saved my life. That’s a
debt I’ll owe him forever. It’s a code among us bikers.”


I nodded. “I’ll make sure to tell him
that.”


“He knows it. He’s a smart fella.” He
paused for a long moment, and when he spoke his voice sounded raw and full of
emotion. “I never told you why your Mother left, did I?”


I looked at him and frowned. I’d heard the
story from another member who had left a long time ago. It was a story that
kept making its rounds among the members. “You cheated on her. Everyone knows
this.”


“Wrong.”


I stared at him long and hard, but the look
in his eyes told me it hurt him to talk about it. “She left me, Regina. She
left us.” “No. I’m not doing this.” I went to leave but he gripped my hand.


“Just listen to me, for once in your
stubborn life. Listen to me.”


I kept my eyes focused on the white
linoleum as his voice filled the room. “See, she was promised to me once. The
MC she belonged to handed her over to me, but she’d always been in love with
this one man, a trucker. He’d come by, drop shipments off for her father, and
then he’d drive off. He worked for me too. For six years. And then one day he
came by, dropped off the last of the shipments, but when he left, he took your
mother with him.”


He held my hand tight and my eyes met his,
which were filled with sorrow. And right then, I knew my father was telling me
the truth. “Why didn’t you tell me? I blamed you all this time. Why did you let
me blame you all this time?”


“It’s alright, baby. We shouldn’t dwell on
the past. I just wanted you to know that when I told Saw he had my blessing, it
didn’t mean he owned you. He was supposed to care for you, and if he didn’t do
his part that was on him. In the end, it was always your decision.” I pressed
his hand to my cheek and let the tears fall.


“You love that man, don’t you?”


“I do, Daddy. With all my heart.”


“Then take care of each other. I won’t
stop you. I ain’t gotten nothin’ left at this point. The Hellbound Lovers seem
to be a little too good for my tastes, but they’ll do just fine.”


I smiled at him, and when I walked out
Ryder was waiting for me just outside the door. His foot was propped up on the
wall, his eyes shining.


“You heard?”


“I heard.”


I smiled at him and he took my hand as we
walked out together. Rivalries be damned when I had my man by my side. He swept
his hand around me and grinned.


“So, you’re gonna be my Ol’ Lady?”


I laughed and swatted at his chest. “There
are so many other ways you could have asked that, you know.”


“Oh, I wasn’t asking,” he looked down at
me and winked. All l could do was shake my head as I walked beside him.


I never thought, in my wildest dreams,
that I’d come to find the man of my dreams in Devil’s Syndicate territory. Nor
did I expect this raw heat and yearning to turn into love. The one thing I
loved about Ryder Chase the most was his certainty. I think he always knew he
loved me, and there was no denying his love. He knew just what to do to make me
fall hard for my big strong man.










 


EPILOGUE


RYDER


 


 


10
years later…


 


“Scarlett!”
Regina’s voice rang out as my beautiful little girl came bounding down the stairs.
At eight years old she was the spitting image of her mother, and she was just
as wild and free.


There was no controlling Regina Chase, not
then, not now. My beautiful wife of ten years had only gotten even more
tempting as she got older. I couldn’t keep my hands off her, and as I watched
her wander into the office, I wondered how long it would take me to actually
get her nice and pregnant again.


“Scarlett. Didn’t I tell you not to bother
your father?”


“But Mommy, I just wanted to ask him
something.”


I smiled, listening to my daughter’s sweet
innocent voice, a tilt of mischief held in it. Regina wasn’t buying it in the
least. “Go on then, ask him.”


She looked at me, her big brown eyes
shining as she giggled. “Daddy, I want a boy like him.”


She points at the man who’d just walked in
through the doors and I laughed. Wolf Stone was a new prospect brought in by
Nick. He was a good-looking kid, met him a couple times, he seemed harmless
enough.


“Well honey, you’re gonna have to look
elsewhere, because that boy there is simply too old for you.”


Regina smiled at me and rolled her eyes.
“But he has pretty eyes.”


I chuckled. “So, do you, baby girl. Now go
on, off to bed.”


She sighed so deeply that I had to hold
back a laugh. Slumping her shoulders, she took her mother’s hand and Regina
winked at me.


“I’ll be right back.”


“You’d better.” She blushed, and I knew
that pretty pussy of hers was already purring to get some of her man. That
woman was gonna be the death of me.


The club was growing. New prospects, new
members. Nick was looking to expand, and we needed good men to take over. More
brothers meant we needed to revamp the rules which is exactly what I was
currently doing when Wolf Stone sauntered in. “I’m sorry Ryder, I was looking
for Nick.”


“No, that’s alright, what’s up?”


“Well, I was told I needed to head on up
to Washington. Just wanted to know the route.”


“I’ll get Bear for you, I think he wanted to
ride with you.”


Wolf nodded and turned to leave when a
notion struck. “You got a girlfriend, Wolf?”


“Umm…no Sir, I don’t.”


“Hmmm,” you lookin’ to have one?”


Wolf smirked. “To be honest. Not with all
the pussy lyin’ around here. I’m like a kid in a candy store.”


I chuckled, completely understanding where
he was coming from. Besides, he was young, he should be enjoying himself. “You
got a good point kid. But word of advice. When you do find that woman, make
sure she’s the one. You won’t regret it.”


My eyes wandered to my beautiful wife who
was walking in. Wolf smiled at her, but she barely took notice of him. “I’ll
get Bear for you Wolf.”


“Yes, Sir.”


“And make sure that door is locked on your
way out.”


He smirked and nodded. “Yes, Sir.”


As the door slammed shut, Regina slid onto
my lap. “What’s my big bad biker doin’?”


“Actually, I was setting some rules down
for the MC.”


“Oh? And may I ask what rule he’s come up
with?”


“Actually, Scarlett helped me with one,
just now.”


Regina stopped kissing my neck and slowly
sat up. “Scarlett?”


I nodded and tapped down on my notepad.
“No one is to touch an HLMC member’s family. They are sacred and shouldn’t be
looked upon for favors.”


“What is that supposed to mean?”


I sighed and rubbed her sides. “I don’t
want what happened to you to happen to Scarlett. I want her away from this
world, Regina. I want her to choose her own life, not a club member. This ain’t
a place for a little girl.”


“So, what do you plan to do with us?”


“Oh, I’ve got plans for us.”


“Oh yeah?”


“Mmhmm. Right now, they involve getting
that pussy nice and slick for me.” 


“Jesus, Ryder.” Her hips started to rock
on my lap, and I chuckled.


“Oh, I’m sure twistin’ your arm, aren’t
I?”


She laughed and leaned forward to kiss me,
the rulebook forgotten on my desk as her lips slid along mine. Her soft
whimpers letting me know just how much she needed me tonight.


“You know there are people outside,” I
lifted her, and swiping my work aside, I draped her over the desk.


“That never stopped you before.”


I chuckled. “Nor will it stop me now.”


I unzipped her jeans and in one sweep,
both denim and satin were removed. She grunted as I sat my ass back down and
munched on her yummy cunt. She loved having her pussy eaten, licked, and
nibbled on. And I knew just what to do to drive her to the edge and bring her
right back down, over and over again. Each sweep of my tongue letting her know
I enjoyed her delicious juices.


I smiled at her and slapped at her cunt,
making it nice and pink and swollen. I hummed my approval as she groaned and
arched her back, her legs spreading for me as my lips found her wet slicken
core. She mewled and bit down on her lip as she held me close, my mouth locked
on her pussy. Her lips rocking on my face as I lapped at her. I loved how she
fucked herself on me. The more she rocked, the dirtier I got.


Slipping from her grasp I smacked her
soundly. “That needy cunt likes to play dirty.”


“Nnngh, Ryder, please.”


“You’re a horny little slut today.”


“For you, baby,” she whimpered, and I
could feel my cock throb for her.


“You want cock, baby.”


“God, yes!”


I chuckled as she bit her lip, catching
herself from yelling out. “Hush now, wouldn’t want all those men out there to
hear how dirty you like it.”


“Make me dirty, baby.”


“Fuckkkk,” pulling down my zipper, I let
myself free. I had no chance with this woman. As soon as she saw me, she
reached for me.


Gave me two firm strokes and then dipped my
cock into her pussy. Raising her hips, she forced me inside of her, groaning as
I sank in. This was heaven for me. She was my home, she was my everything.


“I love you, Ryder.”


“Baby, no one will ever love you more than
me.”


Taking her right there on my desk, I made
sure she felt every single one of my words.










 


SECOND EPILOGUE


WOLF


 


 


15
years later…


 


I
needed a break. I needed to get my ass on my bike and take to the road. The trail
heading up to the mountains had been my escape for the last few years. The air
was clear, and the roar of the engine brought me back. My bike was a part of
me, I went wherever she led me, and today she was leading me to a destination I
could have never imagined. I was about to meet my future and drag the past back
with me.


Chestnut brown waves flowed in the wind as
my Harley approached the red Volkswagen stranded on the side of the road. The
hood was propped open and a beautiful woman was waving her hands trying to get
my attention. And there was no way I was going to leave that sweet ass
stranded.


Pulling over to the side of the road, I
took my helmet off and walked over to her. The sound of my boots clicking on
the pavement was the only thing that could be heard in the wind. Boy was she a
beauty, all fine curves and round corners. Damn!


“You havin’ troubles?”


My voice came out huskier than I intended,
and I cleared my throat as I stared at the pretty thing. Her big black
sunglasses covered half her face, and it was a shame because I could tell it
was a beautiful face. Her lips were pouty, and the way she bit down on that
bottom lip had me itching to take it into my own mouth. Passing my hand down my
jaw, I took my fill of her.


“Are you alright?”


She hesitated for a moment, a soft blush
coated her chest landing on the curves of two plush tits. I bit my lip as I let
my eyes settle there for a moment.


“Um, I think my radiator blew.”


“Damn.” Walking over to the car I checked
under the hood and grimaced. “Yup. Looks like it ruptured. You’re not going
anywhere for a while.”


“Shit,” she mumbled, dragging her hands
through that lush brown hair. My focus went back to her body as it stretched up
while she held her hands propped behind her head. I liked my women full, sexy
curves that I could get my hands on, and this woman had it all.


She had long, well-defined legs, fuck me
heels, and her skirt molded to her ass like a glove. That white silk shirt only
heightened my imagination and I couldn’t take my eyes off those hard nipples
that begged for my mouth.


I quickly realized that I was her only way
off this mountain, and I took it as a fucking sign that this woman belonged on
the back of my bike.


“You need a ride?”


She gazed down at her skirt and then over
at my bike. I think we both came to the same conclusion that in order for her
to get on my monster, she’d have to get rid of that skirt.


I smirked, sauntering over to her. “I can
help you with that,” I signaled to her skirt.


“Oh,” she gave out a soft breathy sound as
I got closer. She smelled sweet, the aroma of citrus hung in the air around
her. I felt myself getting lost in it.


“I mean, I could help if you want me to.”


“I have a meeting in thirty minutes. In
the city.”


Staring down at her, I took my time
looking at her legs, my cock stirring as the image of spreading them came to
mind.


I smirked. “Hmmm. I don’t think you’re
gonna like my idea, then.”


“Oh? And what exactly did you have in
mind?”


Leaning in, I looked down at her delicate
features. “Ripping that tight little skirt in half.”


She tore her glasses off and brown pretty
eyes stared up at me, wide with disbelief. My breath caught as I finally got to
see her face. She was the most beautiful thing I had ever come across.


“Wh…what!”


I chuckled. “Just the slit, Gorgeous. So
you could ride.”


A hint of disappointment flashed on her
face as she took in what I was saying. I couldn’t help but smile.


“So, do you want me to rip it?” I asked,
holding back the amusement in my voice. Every time I spoke, her cheeks got red
and her lips would open and close like a fish out of water. I thought it was
cute, beyond cute.


I took a knee before her, and she gave out
a soft hiss. Swaying slightly, ahe placed a hand on my shoulder and I reached
out, gripping her toned calf. She felt so damn soft, so damn perfect.


“You alright, Gorgeous?” I looked at her,
slowly stroking her bare skin, not able to hold back from touching her. I
wanted my hands everywhere.


“Y…yes. Sorry, I haven’t eaten. Heat must
be getting to me.” She wiped the sweat off her brow and I could feel her slight
shudder as my hand ran up the back of her leg. I had an effect on her, I was
damn sure of that. And she had one hell of an effect on me and my damn dick
that wasn’t letting me think straight.


“Then let’s find a way to put you on that
bike and get you somethin’ to eat.”


I let go of her leg and grabbed the edge
of her skirt, right where the slit split on the side of her soft thigh. I
tugged hard and the material ripped. Her involuntary whimper escaped her lips,
and I stifled my own groan at the sight of her soft flesh.


Lowering my head, I took a deep calming
breath. I patted her thigh, needing to touch her once more before I stepped
away. “All done.”


Her blush gave her away and she turned,
heading to her car. She bent down and I swear, my cock stretched as I focused
on that exposed thigh. I could make out the seam of her black laced underwear
and that fleshy curve of her ass. I could swear she was teasing me as her hips swayed.
My hand shot up to my growing bulge, adjusting it before I made a fool of
myself.


Locking the car door, she headed back my
way. “Ready,” she whispered handing me her bag.


“Is there a place for this?”


“Yeah,” I grunted and turned away from
her. Getting onto the safety of my bike, I revved the engine up and waited.
Looking back, I caught her perplexed look.


“Hop on, Gorgeous.”


My eyes shot up as she clutched her skirt,
raising it up above her thighs. Turning away, I glided my helmet over my head.
This woman was too much. As soon as she slid behind me, I reached over, giving
her a smaller helmet.


I couldn’t help but touch her. Tapping her
knee, I signaled that we were taking off. She gripped my waist and I could feel
her body lean into mine. Those breasts pressed against my back. This had to be
the most arousing fucking ride I’d ever been on. Something was wrong with me,
but this woman brought on a familiar feel. One I’d lost a long time ago. I
didn’t know it yet, but she was about to become my undoing.
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Prologue


 


Badger


 


21
Years Ago


 


My
best friend, Phoenix, and I were kicking off the first week of summer at a
field party with some of the other guys from the football team. It was how we
usually spent our summers – practicing during the week and partying on the
weekends. Phoenix wasn’t big on the parties, but I loved them.


I grabbed the cooler from the back of
Phoenix’s truck, and we joined our teammates by the bonfire. After tossing a
cold beer to Phoenix, I cracked one open for myself and took a seat on the
cooler. While we were cutting up with the guys, I noticed two girls repeatedly
glancing at us and giggling. 


I nudged Phoenix with my elbow. “Those two
over by Douchey Dave’s Camaro have been looking over here every few minutes.
Let’s go over and talk to them.”


He grimaced initially, but, as always, he
came through and played my wingman. “Lead the way.”


I chuckled and called out over my
shoulder, “Dibs on the brunette.”


He rolled his eyes, and I laughed to
myself. He just hadn’t really looked at them yet. As if on cue, we were about
ten feet away when he muttered, “Dibs on the blonde.”


I slapped him on the back. “That’s the
spirit, my man.”


Knowing I would have to take the lead, I
walked up to the girls and introduced us. “Hello, ladies, I don’t believe we’ve
met. I’m Aaron Marshall, and this is Phoenix Black,” I said and extended my
hand to the brunette while flashing her my panty-dropping smile.


The brunette grasped my hand and smiled.
“I’m Macy McManis, and this is Annabelle Burnett.” 


Annabelle shook my hand and turned her
eyes to Phoenix. “Hi,” she said shyly.


Phoenix froze like a deer in headlights
but finally managed to utter, “Hi.” 


Clearing my throat, I tried to keep my
friend from looking like a complete dork. “So, you girls must not be from
Croftridge because I would most definitely remember seeing your beautiful
faces.”


Macy giggled. “I live in Cedar Valley.
Annabelle’s family just moved to Croftridge last week.”


“Where did you move from?” Phoenix asked
Annabelle.


As the two of them started to talk, I
focused my attention on Macy. “Do you go to Cedar Valley High?”


She pointed to her tank top with CVHS
Varsity Cheer printed across the front. I smirked, “Not going to lie, babe. I
was staring at your tits, not reading your shirt.”


She giggled and playfully slapped my
chest.


Before I could respond, Phoenix asked,
“So, how did you girls meet?”


Macy started to answer, “Annabelle’s
mother—”


“—and Macy’s mother work together,”
Annabelle interrupted. Macy shot her a sideways glance but didn’t say anything
else.


Phoenix and Annabelle fell into their own
conversation, and I turned my attention back to Macy. Never one to beat around
the bush, I asked, “You got a boyfriend?”


She grinned. “I wouldn’t be standing here
talking to you if I did.”


I moved closer to her. “If I have anything
to say about it, you won’t be standing here talking to me much longer anyway.”
Hooking my finger in the belt loop of her shorts, I yanked her to me and
grinned at her little gasp.


I turned to tell Phoenix to keep her
friend company when I caught the tail end of his conversation with Annabelle.
She almost looked like she was scared, so I tried to help him out by letting
her know he was good people. “You’ll love the Blacks. Gram and Pop are two of
the nicest people you’ll ever meet,” I added. 


Then, I turned back to Macy and nipped her
earlobe with my teeth. “You got a car here?”


“Yes,” she breathed as she rubbed her tits
against my chest. 


“Well, let’s go,” I suggested and
punctuated it by squeezing a handful of her firm ass.


I blinked in surprise when she clicked the
keyless entry in her hand, and the lights on what looked like a brand-new Range
Rover flashed. “Did you steal Mommy’s or Daddy’s car tonight?”


She rolled her eyes. “Neither. This is
mine. Got it for my sixteenth birthday.”


“Nice. You gonna let me drive it?”


She scoffed. “Uh, no. Saw you drinking
earlier.”


I held up my hands. “I only had one beer.”


“Doesn’t matter. You’re not driving my
car.”


I can’t say I blamed her. I wouldn’t let
anyone other than Phoenix drive my truck, and it wasn’t anywhere near as nice
as her ride. Nodding my understanding, I walked around to the passenger side
and climbed inside.


She pulled away from the other cars parked
near the fire and headed back toward the road. I assumed we were leaving the
party until she killed the lights and backed into a small clearing between two
trees—a spot I had never noticed before, and I had been to many parties in that
field over the last few years. 


Suddenly, I was conflicted. I was looking
to score an easy piece, and I wanted to fuck her, but I didn’t want her to be
an easy piece. Well, for me, but not for everybody else, which had never
mattered to me before. 


Trying to play off my unease, I glanced
around the area and said, “Huh, been coming here for years and never noticed
this spot before.”


“Yeah, same here. I saw a car pulling out
when me and Annabelle got here tonight,” she said and turned off the ignition,
followed by the headlights. She leaned over, nipped my earlobe, and whispered,
“You coming?” before climbing into the backseat.


“Yeah, baby, I’m coming, and you will be,
too. Several times.” 










Chapter One


 


Macy


 


Present
Time


 


When
I moved back to Cedar Valley, I never imagined I would run into my best friend
from high school in a boutique where I was hoping to get a job. Annabelle
disappeared the summer after high school and was never heard from again.
Honestly, I thought she was dead. To find her standing in a dressing room,
alive and well, was a wonderful surprise and couldn’t have come at a better
time. 


My life was in shambles. I was recently
divorced, penniless, unemployed, and living with my parents. However, in a
matter of hours, Annabelle had helped me find a job which came with employee
housing. I couldn’t wait to move into my new place, and I was thrilled to have
Annabelle back in my life. So, when she invited me to her daughter’s wedding, I
couldn’t very well say no, especially since her daughter was also my new boss.


Nervous didn’t even begin to cover how I
felt as I pulled into the parking area at the Blackwings clubhouse for Ember’s
wedding. I was fairly certain I wouldn’t know anyone else at the ceremony other
than the two of them, and they were both active participants in the
festivities. Well, I knew Phoenix would be there, but I hadn’t seen him in
almost twenty years. 


The last row of seating was luckily
unoccupied, so I quickly took a seat and tried not to draw any attention to
myself. I planned to stay for the ceremony, make an appearance at the
reception, and slip out as soon as I could do so without being rude.


Attending the wedding of two people who
were madly in love with one another was not something I wanted to do after
recently realizing I wasted fifteen years of my life in a loveless marriage.
Not to mention the prenuptial agreement I foolishly signed without reading
first left me with my personal belongings, a car, and absolutely nothing else.


Thankfully, the ceremony didn’t last long
and wasn’t overly sappy. If I could manage to get in and out of the reception
with the same ease, I could get back to my little apartment to continue sulking
about the disaster my life had turned out to be.


Walking into the tent where the reception
was being held, I immediately realized I would not be able to slip out as
quickly as possible. Why? Because tables were set up, and it was clear a formal
dinner would be served. That also meant I would have to sit at a table and
socialize, with people I didn’t know. At least they didn’t assign seats. On the
bright side, it would probably be the best meal I’d had since the divorce.


I found an empty table near the back of
the room and took a seat. With my phone in my hand, I kept my eyes focused on
the screen and tried to appear unwelcoming. Apparently, I was doing a good job.
Wedding guests continued to file into the tent, yet no one had sat at my table.
Just as I thought I was home free, the chair beside me was yanked out, and a
large body dropped into it.


“Care to tell me just what in the hell
you’re doing here?” a gruff voice said far closer to me than I’d expected.


I jolted, and my head shot up, my eyes
locking with a pair of amber ones that had frequented my dreams over the years.
“Aaron,” I gasped.


He pointed to his chest. “It’s Badger. And
I asked you a fucking question. What the fuck are you doing here, Macy?”


My eyes followed his finger and took in
the leather vest he was wearing. So, he was Phoenix’s Vice President. I
should’ve known those two were still close. At the very least, I should’ve
asked Annabelle about him, but I didn’t want to hear he was happily married
with a beautiful family when I was newly single and miserable. Petty? Yes, but
it was how I felt.


“Annabelle and Ember invited me,” I said,
straightening in my seat and squaring my shoulders.


“You need to leave,” he grunted.


“Excuse me?” I asked, shocked by his
audacity.


“You heard me. This is a special day for
our family, and it’s not going to be tarnished by people like you. Now, get the
fuck out before I have some of the boys physically throw you out,” he nearly
yelled, rising to his feet.


At one time, I would have stood up for
myself and told him off, but my self-esteem was at an all-time low, and I
couldn’t find it in me to do anything other than flee.










Chapter Two


 


Badger


 


I
fumed as I watched Macy run out of the wedding reception. The nerve of that woman
showing her face at Ember’s wedding. I don’t care if the bride and her mother
invited her, she should never have shown up.


Speaking of, how in the hell would either
of them invite her? As far as I knew, Macy went off to college and never came
back.


Stomping out of the tent, I went in search
of the wedding party. I had a strong suspicion Macy was lying, and there was
only one way to confirm it.


I found them in the middle of taking
wedding photos and struggled to hold my questions until they were finished.
Finally, Phoenix noticed me and came right over, with Annabelle glued to his
side.


“Everything okay, brother?” Phoenix asked,
scanning the area for potential threats.


I didn’t acknowledge his question and
focused on Annabelle. “Did you and your daughter invite Macy McManis to the
wedding?” I growled.


Phoenix moved to step in front of
Annabelle, but she pushed him to the side and stood as tall as her little frame
would allow. “No, we invited Macy Beddingfield to the wedding. You got a
problem with that, Aaron Marshall?”


I ignored the flash of pain I felt at
hearing her married name. “Yes, I do. That bitch has no business being here,
disrupting what should be a celebration among family and friends. She is
neither of those things to any of us.”


“That’s where you’re wrong. She’s my
friend, and she works for Ember. Phoenix didn’t tell you?”


I glared at my best friend. “No, he
fucking didn’t.”


“Sorry, man. I was planning on telling you
Macy was back in town after the wedding. I didn’t know the girls invited her,”
Phoenix shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal.


“Where is she?” Annabelle asked. “I want
to invite her to sit at the table with Phoenix and me since she doesn’t know
anyone here.”


“She left.”


“She what? Why?” Annabelle asked, clearly
getting upset.


“Because I fucking told her to leave.
After what she did, I can’t believe you would even want her around,” I said,
making sure to keep my tone even and my hands relaxed. I was well aware of
Phoenix watching my every move as I interacted with his woman. Though I was
extremely pissed at her, I would never do anything to hurt her, or any woman
for that matter.


“What she did? She didn’t do anything. You
did, you big, giant asshole!” Annabelle screamed, jabbing an accusatory finger
at me. Only a handful of people could get away with speaking to me like that,
and, luckily for her, Annabelle was one of them.


Phoenix stepped between the two of us.
“That’s enough. This isn’t the time or the place.”


Annabelle’s face crumpled. “You broke her
heart years ago, and just when she’s starting to get her life back together, you
go and kick her to the ground again. How could you be so cruel, Aaron?”


“I didn’t break her heart! She broke mine.
She’s the one who left me. She’s the one who said I wasn’t good enough for her
and her stuck-up family. She called the three of us trash and said she was glad
you disappeared because it made it easier for her to shake off Phoenix and me!”
I roared, finally sharing Macy’s words I had once promised myself never to
repeat.


Annabelle froze, her face morphing from
sadness to utter shock. She started shaking her head. “No. No, that’s not what
she told me. She said you broke up with her right after I was taken. In a
letter, you told her you had been cheating on her with that skank Brandy Bell,
and you wanted to pursue things with Brandy since she was going to be away at
college.”


Phoenix added, “I know for a fact Macy was
devastated about Annabelle’s disappearance. She talked to Pop almost every day
for the first month. Then, she called every few months for an update. Pop said
she really had a hard time with it and called less and less often because it
upset her so much.”


I held my hand up, letting them know I
needed a minute. I thought back to the events of the past and compared them to
everything Annabelle said. “I never cheated on Macy. And why the hell would I
want to pursue a relationship with Brandy when I was shipping off to boot camp
a few weeks after Phoenix? None of this makes any sense.”


“You never talked about it back then, but
how did Macy break up with you?” Phoenix asked.


I shook my head, hating to share the
humiliating story. “After a little over a year together, she told me I wasn’t
good enough for her in an instant message. I wasn’t even home when she sent it.
My mother saw it and showed it to me when I got home from work.”


Annabelle shuffled forward and placed her
hand on my arm. “I think you should talk to her.”


I looked at Annabelle, uncertain of what to
do or say next. It wasn’t easy, but I managed to move past Macy and the hurt
she caused. I had no interest in opening myself up to that kind of pain ever
again.


“She lives in the employee housing
building on the farm property in room 317,” Annabelle added. “Go talk to her
when you’re ready.”










Chapter Three


 


Macy


 


It
was mid-afternoon the following day before I managed to drag my hungover ass
out of bed. After I left the wedding, I came back to my apartment, ripped off
my dress, and downed a bottle of wine while crying myself silly in the bathtub.
Could I be any more clichéd? How had my life turned into such a mess? Every
single time I thought I was moving forward, something came along and kicked me
back. Seeing Aaron again brought back a pain I buried long ago. A pain I wasn’t
sure I could deal with.


I needed a self-esteem boost in the worst
way. Since I was working with absolutely no budget, I treated myself to a spa
day at home. I plucked and waxed, exfoliated and moisturized, deep-conditioned
and styled, trimmed and polished. After applying my makeup, I went in search of
some sexy underthings to wear. Nothing could boost your confidence like naughty
underwear.


By the time I was finished, I felt much
better about myself until I realized I was all dressed up with nowhere to go.
Sighing, I flopped onto my sofa and contemplated drinking another bottle of
wine, or five.


Before my pity party could get off the
ground, someone knocked on my door. Ember and Annabelle were the only two who
knew where I lived. Since Ember should’ve been away on her honeymoon, I assumed
it was Annabelle and opened the door without checking to see who it was.


Aaron stood in front of me; his muscled
arms braced on my door frame. He pinned me with his intense amber eyes and
said, “We need to talk.”


With lace-infused courage, I stood my
ground. “I don’t have anything to say to you, and I heard enough of what you
had to say yesterday.” I stepped back and closed the door in his face. Or, I
thought I did.


The bastard stuck his foot out to stop the
door from closing. He pushed it back open and stepped into my space. “Get out!”
I yelled.


“Not until you talk to me.”


“Why, Aaron? What else do you need to say
to me? My life is a fucked-up mess right now. I don’t need you adding to it!” I
screamed, willing myself not to cry in front of him.


“Why did you break up with me?” he asked.


His question caught me off guard, and I
stammered, “What? I didn’t.”


“Yes, you did. You broke up with me in an
instant message,” he stated.


 “Are you serious? You broke up with
me. I still have the fucking letter if you want to see it.” Shit! I hadn’t
meant to tell him that.


“Yes, I’m serious. And, yes, I want to see
the letter,” he answered calmly.


“Fine. Have a seat, and I’ll see if I can
find it,” I huffed and gestured to the sofa.


It took me longer than I would’ve liked,
but I was still in the process of unpacking, and I hadn’t done a great job of labeling
my boxes. Finally, I located the one with my mementos from high school and
pulled out the few pieces of paper that broke my young heart years ago.


I handed the papers to him, crossed my
arms, and took several steps back so I could study his face while he read. He
carefully unfolded the papers and began reading. After he finished, he dropped
his head and sighed. “Macy, I didn’t write this letter. I don’t know who did,
but it wasn’t me.”


“Oh, bullshit, Aaron,” I spat.


“You got some paper and a pen?”


Rolling my eyes, I retrieved a notepad and
a pencil from the kitchen and tossed them to him. “There you go. Anything
else?”


He ignored me and scribbled something on
the pad before holding it out for me. I took it and asked, “What’s this?”


“That’s my handwriting. Look at the
letter. They’re different,” he said.


I studied the two, and he was right. At a
glance, they appeared to be the same, but upon closer inspection, certain
letters were formed differently. “I-I don’t understand.”


“You never answered my question. Did you
break up with me over instant messenger?”


I shook my head, still not understanding.
“No. I didn’t. Why would you even ask me that?”


He rose to his feet and came a few steps
closer to me. “Macy, is it possible your parents were behind this? They could’ve
easily written this letter and instant messaged me from your computer.”


I gasped, my hand flying to my chest as
realization dawned. “My dad told me he needed to take my computer to be fixed
because it had a virus. That same day, he gave me the letter from you.” Aaron
stood in front of me, silently watching me put it all together. “Why would they
do that?”


“They never thought I was good enough for
you, and they didn’t try to make it a secret,” he said quietly.


“How did you figure this out?” I asked.


He cleared his throat. “Uh, Annabelle
helped me put it together last night. She was looking for you at the reception,
and when she found out I made you leave, she let me have it and then some.
Anyway, I told her why I made you leave, and she told me your version of the
past and, well, here I am. And, I’m sorry about the way I treated you last
night. At the time, I figured you still thought you were better than the three
of us, and I didn’t want anything or anyone upsetting Ember on her special
day.”


“I never thought I was better than any of
you. I loved the three of you,” I said softly.


“Yeah, I understand that now.”


“Well, I guess it’s good we cleared the
air since we’ll be living in the same town and will likely run into each other
from time to time,” I offered, unsure of what to say.


“Yeah, I guess it is.” We stood looking at
one another while an awkward silence surrounded us. Finally, he rocked back on
his heels and said, “I should probably get going. Let you get back to whatever
you were doing.”


I refrained from telling him I wasn’t
doing anything but staring at the television and feeling sorry for myself.
Instead, I walked him to the door. I turned back to him and face-planted into
his leather-clad chest, his very firm, leather-clad chest while his hands
landed on my waist to steady me. When I looked up to apologize, his warm, amber
eyes locked on mine. They flicked between my eyes and my lips twice before he
pushed me up against the wall and covered my mouth with his.


“Fuck, Macy,” he mumbled against my lips.
With my hands buried in his hair, his hands slid under my skirt and hoisted me
up by my ass. I wrapped my legs around his hips and locked my ankles behind
him.


“Aaron,” I moaned when his denim covered
cock pressed against my clit through my flimsy excuse for panties.


He reached for the hem of my shirt and
started to push it up, but I grabbed his wrist to stop him. “Macy?” Aaron
asked, sounding confused.


“Are you married?” I asked. Of all things,
I couldn’t, and wouldn’t, be the other woman.


“Fuck, no,” he said, moving his hand back
to the hem of my shirt.


“In a relationship?”


He sighed in exasperation. Sliding his
mouth to my neck, he answered, “Single. No wife. No girlfriend. No kids. You’re
divorced. You want this?”


Hell, yes, I wanted it. I hadn’t been with
anyone since the divorce, and it had been well over a year since my ex-husband
subjected me to his mediocre ministrations. “Yes,” I moaned as he pressed
harder against me and sucked my earlobe into his mouth.


He held me against the wall with his hips
and ripped my shirt over my head. When he got a look at what I was wearing
underneath my shirt, he grinned. “Oh, baby, let me see the rest of you.” With
that, he dropped me to my feet and yanked my skirt over my hips, letting it
fall to the floor as he took a step back to look at me. After his eyes raked
over my sheer panties framed by a matching garter belt and thigh-high
stockings, his lips pressed into a tight line. “Am I keeping you from other
plans?”


“No,” I answered quickly.


“Then why the hell are you dressed like
that?” he demanded, waving his hand at my lingerie-clad body.


“Does it really matter?” I retorted.


“No, it doesn’t,” he spat. Then, to my utter
astonishment, he turned on his heels and left, slamming the door in his wake.










Chapter Four


 


Badger


 


What
in the hell was I doing? Getting involved with Macy again was a disaster
waiting to happen.


I shook my head and climbed onto my bike.
I needed to ride and clear my head. Not only was Macy’s reappearance fucking
with me, but it hadn’t been more than six hours since I killed a man. He was
nothing more than evil scum that needed to be put down, but killing was
killing, and it wasn’t easy.


I roared away from the farm and into the
dark night, searching for answers I knew I wouldn’t find.


A few days passed, and while I had made
peace with taking a life, I still wasn’t sure how I felt about Macy. When I
first met her, she had me wrapped around her finger in a matter of minutes.
Just like Phoenix and Annabelle, we were glued at the hip for the next year.
Then, in a matter of weeks, Phoenix left for the Marines, Annabelle
disappeared, and Macy ended our relationship, or so I thought. Regardless, my
three best friends were gone, and it was a bitter pill to swallow.


My phone ringing interrupted my thoughts.
I glanced at the screen and answered, “Phoenix, what’s up?”


He chuckled into the phone, “Duke is stuck
in the hayloft at the horse barn. Can you go help him out?”


I couldn’t help but laugh. “How is he
stuck?”


“He claims Keegan moved the ladder even though
she knew he was up there. Oh, he also said she locked the barn doors, so you’ll
need to stop by Ember’s office first to get the spare key. It should be in that
big binder she keeps in the bottom drawer of her desk.”


“Keegan wouldn’t do something like that.
The girl’s sweet as sugar.”


“Yeah, I don’t think she did it on purpose
no matter what Duke says. Anyway, I tried to call her, but she didn’t answer.”


“All right, I’ll head over there now.”


When I arrived at Ember’s office, I found
the key exactly where Phoenix said it would be. As soon as Duke climbed down
from the hayloft, he started ranting and raving about Keegan.


“Save it, brother. I don’t have any say in
what goes on with the employees out here, and, frankly, I don’t want to listen
to it right now,” I said and headed back to Ember’s office to return the spare
key.


I had just closed Ember’s desk drawer when
I heard a startled gasp. My head shot up, and I came face to face with Macy, a
red-faced, bleary-eyed Macy.


“I didn’t know anyone was here,” I blurted
dumbly.


She sucked in a shaky breath, “I was just
leaving.”


We stood there staring at each other in silence
for several uncomfortable beats before my conscience got the better of me. “Is
everything okay?”


“Of course,” she replied and waved a hand at
her face. “Allergies.”


“Macy,” I drawled. “That’s bullshit, and
you know it. What’s really going on?”


“It doesn’t matter,” she snapped,
repeating the last words I’d said to her.


I pinched the bridge of my nose and
sighed. “Yeah, I guess I deserve that. Look, I’m sorry, okay?”


She scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Yeah,
okay.”


With her purse slung over her shoulder,
she moved toward the door, but I stepped in front of her, effectively blocking
the only exit.


“What are you doing, Aaron?” Hell if I
knew what I was doing.


“Let me explain,” I said softly. “About
the other night.”


“It doesn’t matter,” she repeated.


I ignored her jab and continued, “You’ve
always had a way of making me lose my head. I thought you had a date or
something, and I guess I was jealous. I had no right to react the way I did,
and I’m sorry.”


She nodded and sniffed. “I didn’t have a
date. I was wearing the lingerie for me. Because I already felt like shit, and
you made me feel worse. I thought dressing up in pretty things might make me
feel better,” she confessed. The two tears that streaked down her pink cheeks
were my undoing.


Closing the distance between us, I pulled
her into my arms and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. With my cheek
resting against her hair, I told her, “I’m sorry for hurting you.”


As soon as the words left my mouth, I felt
her body shake against mine followed by a muffled sob. I held her while she
cried against my chest. It was then I realized every ounce of sass she’d given
me had been a façade. She wasn’t the same feisty, smart-mouthed firecracker she
once was. No, the Macy in my arms had lost all confidence in herself, and I’d
done nothing but further drive that point home since she’d been back.


After a few minutes, I softly said, “Macy,
look at me.” She shook her head against my chest. “Come on, Mace, give me your
eyes.”


“No, Aaron. I’m sure I look awful right
now,” she mumbled.


“Mace, I took care of you when you had the
flu and again when you had that hellacious stomach virus. Trust me; you will
never look worse than you did when you were sitting on the toilet and puking at
the same time.”


She gasped in outrage and slapped my
chest, pushing herself back and glaring at me. “You swore you didn’t see any of
that!”


I chuckled as I cupped her face and wiped
the remaining tears away with my thumbs. “I didn’t, but I heard you, and I saw
you when you came out of the bathroom. Now, how about you let me take you out
for dinner? You can tell me all about your ex-husband, and I can decide if I
need to go kill him or not after I have a few words with your father,” I said,
trying to lighten the mood.


Surprisingly, she agreed but wanted to go
back to her apartment to change clothes and freshen up first. While she did
that, I turned off everything and locked up the office building.


When she returned, I was waiting for her
beside my bike. She eyed it warily before confessing, “I’ve never ridden on a
motorcycle.”


I grinned. “Well, I’m popping that cherry.
Let’s go,” I ordered and slapped her firm little ass. She climbed on the bike,
and I took her to the restaurant where Dash and Ember had their rehearsal
dinner. After placing our order, I leaned back in my chair and locked eyes with
her. “Tell me about your ex.”


She shifted in her seat and visibly
swallowed. “There’s not much to tell. I met Donald when I was in college. I
dropped out of school, married him, and moved to Texas. I was young and stupid
and signed a prenuptial agreement without reading it. So, when I caught him
cheating last year and filed for divorce, I didn’t realize my actions would
result in me losing my rights to anything acquired during our marriage or any
type of monetary settlement.”


“I thought prenuptial agreements usually
protected the innocent party in the marriage.”


She shook her head. “I used to think the
same thing, but, no, they protect whoever has the most money or the most to
lose. I knew I wasn’t after his money, so I didn’t read it like I should have.
He had a clause in there saying I wouldn’t get anything other than my personal
belongings and whatever vehicle I was using as my daily transportation at the
time if I initiated divorce proceedings for any reason whatsoever.”


She took a large sip of her wine and
continued, “The day our divorce was finalized, I packed my personal belongings
under the supervision of his security team while he married his overly
plasticized living fuck doll, the fucking pig.”


There was a lull in the conversation when
our food arrived. I took the time to absorb everything she’d shared. “Did you
love him?”


She looked up, surprised by my question.
“I tried to, and for a while, I thought I did, but, no, I never really loved
him.”


I nodded and continued to eat, trying not
to put too much pressure on her. “If you didn’t love him, what’s got you so
upset?”


She sighed and dropped her fork. “I’m
upset with myself for wasting so many years of my life in a loveless marriage
and doing absolutely nothing to better myself. Seriously, up until a week ago,
I had no job and was living with my parents.”


“Yeah, but on the flip side, look at what
you’ve accomplished in a week. You landed a good job and moved into your own
apartment. You should be proud of yourself, Macy.”


She shrugged and changed the subject.
“Tell me about you. What have you been up to for the last twenty years?”


I laughed and wiped my mouth with my napkin.
“Nothing too exciting. I joined the Marines after high school. Got out around
the same time Phoenix did. Followed him to Devil Springs to join his uncle’s
motorcycle club. Became his VP when he took over as President. Moved back to Croftridge
with the club.”


“You never married or had any kids?” she
asked.


I shook my head and took a sip of my beer.
“No, never had any interest in either.”


“You used to,” she said quietly. Yeah, I
did. At one time, I wanted her to be my wife and carry my babies, but that all
changed when she left.


“Things change, Mace,” I grunted.


We were both relatively silent for the
rest of the meal. An awkwardness settled over us, one I didn’t know how to
combat. I paid our bill, and she quietly followed me out to my bike.










Chapter Five


 


Badger


 


On
the way back to her apartment, we passed the turnoff to the field where Phoenix
and I first met Annabelle and Macy. Without giving it much thought, I took the
turn and drove us right into the middle of the field.


When I came to a stop, I turned the engine
off and removed my helmet. Macy removed hers as well but remained seated behind
me. “Do you know where we are?”


“Yes, I do. I’m just not sure why you
brought us here.”


Neither was I. I didn’t have a fucking
clue what I was doing. I just saw the turn, and it felt right. Going with my
gut, I reached behind me and swung Macy around to my front so she could
straddle my waist.


“Aaron?” she questioned.


I leaned forward and pressed a kiss right
below her jaw.


“Aaron?” she repeated.


“Shhh, baby. I’ve imagined doing this with
you a lot over the years. You gonna let me?” I asked, nuzzling against her
neck.


“Do what?” she asked as her fingers slid
into my hair and tightened.


“Fuck you on my bike.”


I felt her swallow, and then she whispered
the word I was waiting for, “Yes.”


With that, I captured her lips with mine
and thrust my tongue inside. Damn, I didn’t usually kiss women, yet there I was
kissing Macy for the second time in a few days. And I had a feeling I would be
doing more of it in the days to come. When she wrapped her arms around my neck
and tried to pull me closer as she devoured my mouth, I wasted no time in
shoving her shirt up over her tits and pulling the cups of her fancy bra down
to bare her to me. She moaned into my mouth when my hands cupped her tits and
my thumbs swiped over her nipples.


“Aaron, please,” she whined.


My hands slid down over her waist to the
button of her jeans. Damn, I wished she was still wearing that tight little
skirt she had on at the office, but she’d changed into jeans after work. “You
trust me, Mace?”


She studied my eyes for a few seconds and finally
nodded once. “Yes,” she whispered and immediately tensed when she heard the
snick of my knife.


“Don’t move, baby. I don’t want to cut
you,” I said softly. I unzipped her jeans and pulled the fabric away from her
skin.


“Lean back on your hands.” When she
complied, I placed the blade below her zipper and sliced as far as I could
safely go. I dropped my knife to the ground and ripped the fabric the rest of the
way, giving me access to the place I had missed so much.


Pushing her panties to the side, I rubbed
her slit and slowly slid two fingers into her tight heat. She arched her back
and thrust her tits forward. I immediately latched on to one of her nipples and
greedily sucked it deep into my mouth as I started moving my fingers inside of
her.


“Fuck, Mace,” I groaned when she began
moving her hips against my hand. I felt her walls tighten and quickly removed
my fingers. “I don’t fucking think so. When you come, it’s going to be on my
cock.”


I had been so focused on her, and how it
felt to have her in my arms again, I hadn’t realized she’d been busy, too.
“Okay,” she breathed as she used my shoulders to raise herself up. Then, she
slid down my shaft in one slow glide causing us both to groan.


She felt so fucking good. Better than I
remembered. Better than anyone ever had. She rolled her hips as she moved over
me, and I suddenly realized just why she felt so good.


Grabbing her hips, I stilled her
movements, causing her to whine in protest. “Hang on, babe. I need to get a
condom.”


She wiggled against me and clenched her
inner muscles. “You don’t have to if you don’t want to. I’m clean. I got
checked after I caught the bastard cheating on me.”


“Didn’t doubt that, Macy. I am, too, but I
don’t want to get you pregnant,” I explained.


Her face fell, and she focused on
something in the distance. “I can’t get pregnant,” she said quietly.


I opened my mouth, but before I could
utter a sound, she added, “I don’t want to talk about it.”


I remained quiet and waited for her to
meet my eyes. When she finally did, I asked, “You sure?”


Her inner muscles tightened around me. I
groaned in pleasure, and she grinned. “Yeah, I’m sure.”


After a brief moment of futilely arguing
with myself, I released my grip on her hips and slapped her ass with one hand.
“Ride me, Mace.”


And, fuck, did she ride me. It was all I
could do to hold back my release until she got hers. The moment she did, I
stood from the bike, bent her over the seat, and plunged back inside.


“You want to come again, baby?”


“Fuck, yes.”


“Is that so? How many times?” I asked,
just like I did every time we were together all those years ago.


“Fuck. Aaron, please.”


I pulled out and turned her around to face
me. Hooking my arms under her knees, I lifted her hips and surged forward as
she grabbed on to my shoulders.


“How many times, Mace?” I demanded,
staring into her eyes.


I couldn’t stop the grin that overtook my
face when she answered the same way she always had. “As many times as you can
make me, Aaron.”


She held my gaze, and the uncharacteristic
vulnerability in hers almost brought me to my knees. Instead, I slowed my
movements and gently pressed my lips to hers.


“Macy, baby, I’m so fucking happy you’re
back,” I confessed.


She pulled me closer and pressed her lips
to mine as if I was going to disappear at any given moment. It wasn’t long
before the salt from her tears invaded our kiss.


I significantly slowed my pace and tried
to break the kiss, but she dug her fingernails into my scalp and locked her
ankles behind my back. With my lips still pressed to hers, I asked, “How did we
let this happen, Macy?”


She buried her face into my neck and
clawed at my back as she started to sob. “I don’t know,” she cried. “I’m so
fucking stupid.”


“No, baby. No. We were young. Too fucking young.
And, shit, a lot happened that we didn’t know how to deal with. We can’t change
the past, baby, but we do have a say in what happens next.”


“Aaron, what are—?”


“I want to give this a shot, again. Me and
you.”


“Really?”


“Yes, really.”


“Me, too.” With that, she captured my
lips, and moments later, when we reached our climaxes together, I knew our
story was just beginning.
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Torque,
the owner of Hardcore Cycles is only focused on one thing, the V-twin engines
that come into his shop. There's no time for women or love, that is until
Ronnie, a raven-haired beauty comes into his sights. When the biker beauty
needs help, Torque's primal instincts kick in, and there’s no stopping him when
it comes to protecting the woman he loves.










Chapter 1


TORQUE


 


“But
Uncle Torque, I HAVE to go on this camping trip! Todd is going too!” Kacy
whined as she batted her doe eyes at me.


Kacy was my only niece. I loved her and
still saw her as a baby wearing pink dresses and pigtails. “Who the fuck is
this Toad, dude?”


“His name is Todd, and you shouldn’t say
the F word, Uncle Torque.”


“Shit. Not like you haven’t heard the word
fuck before. You’re only seventeen! Does your dad know you’re going on this
so-called camping trip with dudes?”


“I’ll be a senior in high school and in three
months I’ll be eighteen! My friend Trisha’s parents are going to chaperone. And
yes, Mom and Dad know and they’re okay with it.” Kacy stood behind the counter
of my bike shop pouting with her arms folded—just like the typical teenager.


Bargaining with a teenager who’s filled
with raging hormones was like bashing your head against a brick wall, over and
over again. 


I shook my head and cracked my knuckles.
“Well, this Toad better keep his hands to himself, or he won’t have any hands or
a dick to play with, for that matter!”


Kacy’s brows shot up as her jaw dropped.
“Wow! There is just no filter with you! Please? Can I clock out early
tomorrow?”


“What time?”


“Noon?”


I grumbled, “Okay. But you clock in at eight
a.m. sharp! Understand, Kacy?”


She jumped, wrapping her arms around me.
“Thank you, Uncle Torque! You’re the coolest boss ever!”


“And the coolest uncle ever, too.” Just
then the sound of Harley pipes drew my attention to the front window of my bike
shop. 


I knew it was a Sportster just by the
sound of the pipes and then I saw the chick’s legs. Drop-dead, sexy legs
straddling the bike. “Holy. Fuck.” I moved away from Kacy, stepping up to the
window.


My eyes were fixated on those gorgeous
legs, to the faded jean shorts and delectable ass. She wore black laced-up
ankle boots and a thick long ponytail of jet-black hair. She parked the bike,
and when she swung her leg over to climb off, I got a good view of the
bodacious cleavage she sported in a tight purple tank top.


“Go do work, Kacy,” I grumbled as my legs
moved and led me outside to greet the raven-haired biker chick.


She pulled off her helmet as I managed to
keep my tongue in my mouth. “It’s not a good idea to wear shorts like those on
a bike, darlin’. They’re a distraction and a hazard to other drivers.” 


She drew her shades up on her head. “I didn’t
pull in here to get your advice on what I wear or not wear.” She nodded to the
bike. “I need some repair work done for my ride.”


My eyes steered from her to the bike, and man
did it need some work! 


The side mirrors were bashed out and bent;
one side of the red peanut tank was dented and scratched up, along with the
front and back fenders. And the seat had tears in it, too. 


“Looks like someone doesn’t like you too
much. But better the bike took a beating and not you.” Images of this gorgeous
woman being beaten up as much as the bike made my blood pressure spike and my
shoulders tense up. 


She jutted out her hip, folding her arms,
which only pushed her tits up more to bulge out the top of her tank, and I
couldn’t help but stare.


She snapped her fingers, “Uh… My eyes are
up here, big boy.”


I cleared my throat. “Yeah.” I offered my
hand. “I’m Torque, owner and manager of this here Hardcore Cycles.”


My hand looked like a fucking bear paw
when she clasped it with hers. “Hi, I’m Ronnie.” Then she let go. “So, you’re
the guy I need to talk to, then.” 


Yes, you sure do darlin’…


“I’ll get your bike all pretty for you
again, Ronnie. Follow me inside, and I’ll write up a service ticket and get you
on the shop’s schedule.”


As she followed me back in, my brat niece took
a look at Ronnie and shook her head. I mouthed the word what to her. She
just rolled her eyes and went back to stocking a shelf with engine oil cans.
Kacy knew I was a sucker for a pair of nice legs, and Ronnie had a perfect pair—the
best I’d ever seen.


I walked around the service counter and
pulled up the calendar on the computer. Ronnie leaned down, planting her elbows
on the counter, squeezing those tits of hers into a deep crevice of cleavage. I
had to shift my stance, trying to focus on the computer to make sure my dick
didn’t reveal the semi hard-on it sported.


I cleared my throat. “It’ll be a few days
for parts to get delivered once I put the order in. Then labor. I can have your
bike ready for you by the end of next week.”


Ronnie groaned. “That’s my only ride to
get me to and from work. What am I going to do!” She ran a hand through her
dark locks biting her lower lip. My dick jumped. “Goddamn him!”


“Who’s him? The asshole that did all that
damage to your bike?”


“Yes. He’s my boyfriend. I mean ex-boyfriend.
He’s not too happy that I broke it off.”


The sad and fearful look in her eyes
kicked in my primal instinct to protect this woman any way I possibly could. 


“Has he threatened you?”


She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment
and shook her head. “No. He just needs time to let it sink in that it’s over
between us.”


“Maybe I can help. Wait here.” I grabbed a
set of keys off the wall hook and went out the back door. I climbed on a purple
Kawasaki Ninja that matched the set of keys. I started it up, shifted, and rode
it around the shop and pulled up next to Ronnie’s Sportster. 


Her brows shot up as she walked out
“What’s this?”


“It’s a used bike a buddy of mine sold me.
It belonged to his ex-girlfriend, and he didn’t want it anymore. It’s not
fancy, but it can get you to work while your Sporty gets fixed.”


She folded her arms again, her eyes
squinting at me. “How much will this cost me on top of the repairs?”


“Nothing.” 


“Very original, Torque. First, it’s
nothing, then it’s a debt I’ll need to pay with my lady parts.” She pulled out
a phone from the back pocket of those shorts of hers. “No thanks. I’ll just
Uber my way around.”


I snatched her hand, giving her the bike
keys. “No, Ronnie. I insist. Really, you don’t owe me extra for it. This bike
is just sitting behind my shop just wanting to be ridden.”


She took the keys and smiled, making my
heart pound hard in my chest. “Thanks, Torque. I’ll tell you what, swing by the
Frisco Cantina. I’m a bartender there, and I’ll buy you a drink, or two.”


“Sounds like a plan, Ronnie.”


She shoved the phone back in her pocket and
climbed on the Ninja, giving me a nice view of her hot-as-fuck ass again!


Skully walked out of the garage and stood
next to me as Ronnie rode out of the parking lot. He was my best bike mechanic
and a longtime good friend of mine. He got in a bad jam with his old club, the
Hell Hounds MC, and almost got his brains bashed in. But he made it out of that
club alive and was a now a patched-in member of the Chaos Kings MC and lives
with his ol’ lady, Tanya, and his little boy, Jake. 


He whistled. “Damn, what that girl is
wearing is a distraction to other drivers!”


My eyes were glued to Ronnie as she
shifted and twisted the throttle on the Ninja. “That’s what I told her, bro!”










 


Chapter 2


RONNIE


 


As
I rode away from Torque’s bike shop on the Ninja, I squeezed my thighs tight
against the tank. I felt a tingling between my legs—and not from the vibrations
of the bike. My body betrayed me, and I was affected by him. His dark hair and
beard radiated primal sex appeal that was all alpha male. 


But I didn’t need another bad boy biker in
my life. Not after all the fucked-up mess I went through with Wayde. Things
were great early on in our relationship, but then things went to shit. He had
to prove himself to everyone, and his ego was more important than I was. He
became a hang around for an outlaw club, the Vagabonds MC. He did their dirty
work and sold their meth but was never voted in as a prospect. Then he became a
methhead himself, stealing from my roommate, Heather and from me. I even caught
him fucking around with some of the Vagabonds’ club whores. I broke it off with
him several times over the past few months, which sent him into a rage, and he
slapped me a few times. Heather was frightened of him and our safety, so we got
our locks changed at the house we shared, and I threw all his clothes out on
the front yard. I guess he wanted to have the last word, thinking he was the
tough biker and vandalized my Sporty.


I popped tops off beer bottles handing
them to a customer from across the bar at the Frisco Cantina. It was Saturday
night, and it was a packed house as the rock band set up their equipment on
stage, while people gathered at the pool tables and dart boards. It was four
days since I met Torque, and I would look up every so often when people came
into the bar, hoping it would be him. 


My stomach fluttered, and I felt flushed
with warmth just then as Torque walked into the Cantina. He wasn’t hard to miss
with his broad shoulders and height of over six feet. I managed to keep my jaw
from dropping open and busied myself washing some beer glasses. Other women in
the bar noticed him, too, as he sauntered toward the bar and toward me. 


Patti, the other bartender, took a wet
glass from me, drying it, and whispered, “Mercy! Is that him?” 


“Yes, the big burly one. That’s Torque.” 


He sat on a bar stool directly in front of
me and smiled. “Hey, Ronnie. You working hard or hardly working?” 


The fluttering in my stomach just wouldn’t
stop, but I managed to smile back. “I guess a little bit of both. It’ll be a
packed house since we have a live band playing tonight. So, what’s your poison?
The first few are on me, remember?”


His eyes roamed the liquor shelf behind
me. “I like good whiskey that’s fiery going down. Pour me the best you got.”


Torque sat at the bar for the rest of the
night, drinking the best whiskey we had. I kept busy behind the bar as the live
band drew in more customers, but I would make my way to where Torque sat so we
could chat. I liked his sense of humor. He wasn’t arrogant and cocky—just confident.



It was way past midnight and last call as
the band packed up and customers paid out their tabs. Torque stayed after the
two drinks I owed him for letting me borrow the Ninja until my bike was ready. 


“I’ll wait for you and Patti outside.” 


“Oh, you don’t have to wait. It’s two a.m.
We always walk out together.”


Torque stood from his barstool. “What is
it? You don’t trust me?”


I looked up and was drawn to his hazel
brown eyes. “It’s just hard for me to trust anyone lately. I’ve been stuck in
bad situations before.”


He reached out placing his big hand over
mine as I wiped down the bar. He rubbed his calloused thumb on the underside of
my wrist, sending tingles that hardened my nipples instantly. “You can trust me,
Ronnie. I’m a businessman, and I have a reputation to maintain. Ask anyone in
this county about me. I wouldn’t do anything to make you feel uncomfortable.”


His touch reassured me along with that half
smile of his that I didn’t want to move away. I lingered just a few moments
longer and moved away.


“Okay, Torque. Both Patti and I appreciate
it.”


He released my hand. “I’m gonna step
outside for a smoke and wait.”


He was the last to leave the bar as Patti
locked up the register and handed me a wad of cash in tips we always split at
the end of a long, busy night. She nudged me. “Well? Is his personality as good
as his looks?”


I laughed, grabbing my backpack from under
the bar. “He’s nice. But that’s how men like him are at first. He offered to
wait outside for us when we closed up.”


Patti batted her lashes at me. “Aww. Well,
that’s very gentlemanly of him.”


I locked up and walked out with Patti.
Torque’s bike was parked next to the Ninja under the streetlight in the parking
lot. He leaned against the bike seat and flicked his smoke; it arched and
landed several yards away as I said goodnight to Patti. 


I admired his bike as I approached—a rigid
frame painted in flat black, with a small peanut tank. It had a springer front
end and drag bars. “Nice ride! It’s mean looking!”


He grinned. “Glad you like. I enjoyed
building her myself, and she’s been good to me.”


I laughed. “Sounds like you’re talking
about a woman.”


“Well, bikes are kinda like women. You
handle them with care and treat them like they’re important to you.” His voice
was deep, making my nipples tingle. 


“Never thought of it that way.” I pulled
my small backpack on and climbed onto the Ninja.


Torque climbed on his. “I’ll ride along
and follow you back to your place, make sure you get home safe.” 


His smugness was a turn on, but at the
same time, it ticked me off. Getting Wayde out of my life still left a bitter
taste in my mouth, especially after he vandalized my Sporty. The last thing I
needed was a man like Torque following me home. Especially when he made my body
react the way it did when he was around me.


I started the Ninja, shifting into first.
“Not going to happen, Torque.” I twisted the throttle and hauled ass out of the
lot before Torque had his bike off the kickstand.










 


Chapter 3


TORQUE


 


Ronnie
took off like a bat out of hell, leaving me smelling the Ninja’s exhaust.
Clenching my jaw, I kicked my stand up, twisted the throttle, and left the
parking lot. But I didn’t chase after her. It was a turn on for me to pursue a
woman, knowing they liked it, too, but Ronnie would be a fucking challenge that
I was game to take on.


Three days later, I stood with Skully in
the Hardcore garage as we looked over Ronnie’s Sporty on the bike lift. “Are we
on schedule with Ronnie’s bike?”


Skully lit a smoke. “Yeah, boss. We’ll
have it all prettied up for her in the next two days. I want to do some routine
maintenance on it for her, too.” 


I socked him in the shoulder, “Didn’t even
need to ask, ‘cause I can always count on you.”


Just then, Ronnie pulled up out front on
the Ninja. She kicked the stand down and climbed off as I walked out. “Still
need a few more days, Ronnie.”


She unstrapped her helmet, pulling it off
along with her shades. “I’m returning your bike.” She handed me the keys. 


“You can still ride it until your bike is
ready—” 


“I lost my fucking job!” she barked. She
turned away, shaking her head. “The Frisco Cantina is demolished. I know it was
Wayde who did it.”


She broke down and sobbed. It was an
automatic response to wrap my arms around her. “It’s going to be okay, Ronnie.”



Her arms came around my waist for only a
few moments, then she pulled away. “No, it’s not going to be okay! I don’t have
a job which means I can’t pay my rent, and I can’t pay you for my bike
repairs!”


I stepped toward her. “Are you going to
let that ex-douchebag boyfriend of yours win?” She shook her head, wiping at
her tears. “No, I didn’t think so. Come on inside. Let’s talk.”


“Okay.” She sniffled and followed me. Kacy
was at the front counter and shook her head at me. I returned the headshake,
and Ronnie followed me back to my office.


I offered her a seat as I sat at my desk.
“Kacy is my niece, and she’s only working here part time before she goes back
to high school as a senior. I’m going to need to hire someone full time to run
my shop. And I think you would be perfect for the job.”


Her brows lifted. “Me? Come on, Torque.
You just met me. How do you know if I’m even qualified?”


“I saw you work the bar that night at the
Cantina. And I like your attitude. You’re motivated and sassy. And you know how
to ride a motorcycle. You’re perfect for the job!”


“I still won’t be able to pay you for the
repairs though. Would you buy my Sporty?”


“We can work out some kind of payment
plan. I don’t want to take your bike from you. You love that bike.”


Ronnie smiled and stood from her chair and
offered me her hand. “Thanks, Torque. I’ll take the job!”


I stood and shook her hand. “Good. You can
start tomorrow.”


I didn’t let go—looking down at her hand—so
small compared to my mine. We stood still for a brief moment, then her lips
parted as she looked up at me with those beautiful brown eyes. I leaned in and
brushed my lips over hers. Her breath hitched as I stepped closer, my tongue
sliding into her mouth. 


She braced her hands on my chest and
pulled away. “No. I can’t. I’m sorry.”


Ronnie hurried out of my office and took
off on the Ninja. Again. I raked a hand through my hair, trying to calm the
hard pounding in my chest after that kiss. Her lips tasted so sweet, my dick sprang
to full hard-on instantly.


I rubbed my palm down the front of my
jeans before I walked out of my office. I told my brat niece, Kacy about
Ronnie’s first day at work as my new employee. 


“No doubt it was Ronnie’s nice legs that
helped her land the job, huh Uncle Torque?”


Smart-ass teenagers…










 


Chapter 4


RONNIE


 


My
roommate Heather leaned against the doorway as I primped in front of the
bathroom mirror. “He just gave you a job just like that?” She snapped her
fingers.


I combed fingers through my black hair. “Just
like that.”


“Do you trust him? You know he’s going to
try making a pass at you.”


I didn’t tell Heather how his lips brushed
across mine the day before. “I know that, Heather. But I do trust him. And I
need the job.”


For my first day at Hardcore Cycles, I
squeezed into a pair of leopard print leggings, black lace-up boots, push up
bra, and a tight black tank top. I parked the Ninja in front of Hardcore Cycles
and climbed off with a smile on my face. Torque stood out front finishing a
cigarette.


“Holy fuck!” His mouth hung open as I strutted
toward him.


“You like my first-day-on-the-job
uniform?” I giggled.


He dropped his cigarette, crushing it with
his booted heel. “Like it? No. I love it!”


Torque introduced me to Skully, his
long-time friend and mechanic who was a member of the Chaos Kings MC. He
employed two other mechanics, Cooper and Toby. Half of Hardcore Cycles was a
big garage where the mechanics worked. The other half was the store, Torque’s
office, retail floor to sell bike accessories, T-shirts and apparel, plus a few
used bikes sitting on kickstands for sale. 


Torque’s niece, Kacy, showed me around the
store counter, the cash register, and inventory in the back room. I remembered
being her age and having that teenage attitude. She was a sweet girl, just
going through those raging hormones that reign over your mind and body. We got
along pretty well, compared to how she interacted with Torque. He was the alpha
male and a biker, who doted on his niece, but was also overprotective—just like
most uncles are. 


I pull into the lot on my third day at
work, and my Sporty was parked out in front of the shop, shiny and beautiful,
tilted on her kickstand. I’d swear I heard angels singing. I parked the Ninja
and climbed off grinning from ear to ear. 


Torque came walking out of the shop just
then. “She’s back to beautiful for you, Ronnie.”


I couldn’t contain my happiness as I ran
and jumped on him, wrapping my arms around him. “Thank you, Torque!”


He chuckled, wrapping his arms around me.
“Don’t thank me! It was all Skully.”


I stared into those hazel eyes of his and
then my smile faded. I planted my feet back on the ground and realized he was
still holding me; my tits were pressed against his hard chest, and he smelled
like cigarettes and a faint hint of woodsy cologne. I sighed when he leaned
down and planted his lips on mine. It was gentle like last time. I couldn’t
control myself as my tongue penetrated his parted lips. He tasted so good, and
his big hands pressed me closer to him.


Torque pulled away first. “You’re such a
feisty little woman…” He groaned against my lips.


“O-M-G, Uncle Torque!” Kacy appeared from
the garage, her mouth hung open in shock.


I realized then we were tonguing each
other in broad daylight in front of the shop!


Torque cleared his throat, releasing me.
“Go do work, Kacy!” he barked at her.


 


My body was heated and flushed all day
after that kiss. And it didn’t help any that Kacy gave me the side-eye all day.
Torque was distant, too, either working in his office or talking with customers
and the mechanics. Later in the afternoon, Kacy clocked out, and Torque made
his appearance again. 


He came to the front counter and leaned up
against it, folding his hulk size arms over his chest. “I hope my brat niece
kept her mouth shut about what happened between us earlier today.”


I laughed nervously. He was so close, I
could smell his cologne again. “She didn’t say anything, even though I’m sure
she wanted to.”


He grinned then. “I’ve never seen someone
as happy as you were the moment you saw your bike, Ronnie.”


I felt my cheeks flush. “I promise I will
pay you back as soon as I can.”


He handed me the pep cot key to my bike.
“There’s no rush, Ronnie, really. We’ll figure some kind of monthly payment
that you can afford.” 


“Thanks, Torque.” I gathered my things,
grabbing my backpack.


“Wait.” He looked nervous, rubbing the
back of his neck. “You want to get some coffee or lunch tomorrow?”


“I’m your employee now. I don’t think it’s
a good idea.”


“It’s just coffee or a sandwich; that’s
all.”


I couldn’t help but smile, feeling giddy
inside. “Sure, okay.”


* * *


I
was so nervous the next morning. The only thing that helped me calm my nerves
was riding my Sporty again. The vibration and thunder of the pipes, the feel of
the bike as I twisted the throttle felt so familiar to me. It was so good to
have her back again. 


I spent most of the morning surfing the
internet on the computer, deep in thought with promotional ideas, ways to
attract customers to Hardcore Cycles. By noon, Torque and I walked to a local
sandwich shop only a few blocks away. He was professional as we talked as employer
to employee. But I struggled to concentrate on listening to him talk as I
looked into his hazel brown eyes, and his male scent made my pulse race. 


We sat and ate lunch together at a small
table as I opened the conversation, wanting to know all I could about him. “So
how long have you been in business with Hardcore Cycles?”


“I started from the ground up. I loved
tinkering with motorcycles since I was a kid. My old man was a member of a club
back in the day called Iron Bastards MC, so I was around it all my life. I took
a bike mechanics course down in Florida and then signed a lease on that garage
and opened up my business. A few years later, I bought the property, so it’s
all mine now. Business has always been good, and I know every club and anyone
who rides on two wheels in the surrounding counties.”


I smiled, swallowing a bite of my ham and
cheese sandwich, “Well you didn’t know me, and I ride on two wheels.”


“Yes, true. You sure did catch me by
surprise that day you came pulling into my shop wearing those skimpy-ass shorts!”


I laughed. “I like to wear revealing
clothes when I ride, along with my loud pipes. Gets me noticed by others on the
road.”


“You can say that again!”


“Thanks again for giving me this job, Torque.
And fixing up my bike.”


“Even though Kacy can be annoying at
times, are you liking it?” 


“Yes, I do. I’ve been doing some research,
wanting to find ways to help market and brand your shop. Maybe do some events,
like a bikini bike wash or a weekend event. Have a local band play, have some
vendors set up, sell hot dogs, sodas. Make like a mini biker weekend event. I
can look into creating a logo for Hardcore Cycles too. Make it look mean—”  


Torque’s brows lifted as he swallowed down
a bite of his sandwich. “Are you a mind reader?” His shocked look was boyish in
a way.


“Uh. No. Why?”


“That’s the name of my future business—Mean
Machines—I  want to start building my own custom bikes!”


Just when I thought I found the best job,
Torque was about to rain on my parade… “Really? But what about Hardcore
Cycles?”


“Hardcore Cycles is my baby. I’m not
selling the business, I’m keeping it. I want to open Mean Machines next year.
But I need someone I can trust, someone who can help me manage Hardcore Cycles
while I work on starting up Mean Machines.”


Suddenly, I became anxious because I was
the type to rush and conclude the worst. Dealing with anxiety that swam in my
stomach the past few months was exhausting and wore me down. All because of
Wayde. I pushed away all my emotions trying to build a callous tough skin. 


I wiped my hands with my napkin and stood
up from the table. “Maybe you should have told me this before you hired me on
the spot!” There were only a few customers in the shop, but all heads turned in
my direction, and my cheeks felt warm. I turned, aiming to stomp out the door.


Torque stood suddenly and took hold of my
wrist. “Wait! You think I’m firing you?”


I looked into his hazel brown eyes, my
throat dry. “You just said you’re looking for someone you can trust to manage
Hardcore Cycles!”


“That someone is you, Ronnie!” He let go
of my wrist. “Now sit back down with me and finish your lunch.” 


I huffed, still feeling the warmth
creeping up my chest to my cheeks and sat down. “I sometimes rush to assume the
worst.”


Torque reached over, placing his big hand
over mine like he had at the Cantina. “I don’t want to rush anything. I just
like to see what’s ahead of me. I see Mean Machines. And I see you.”










 


CHAPTER 5


TORQUE


 


I
usually went with my gut when it came to important decisions in life, and
hiring Ronnie was one of the best decisions I’d made. She worked with a
marketing company creating a new hot logo for Hardcore Cycles. She promoted my
business with a new sign that hung above the front entrance outside and stocked
the shop with printed T-shirts, and other things to attract customers to come
in and take a look around.


It was the perfect day for throwing an
open house event at Hardcore Cycles. Ronnie met me early, and she was drop-dead
gorgeous, wearing tight-ass jeans and a very low-cut, purple tank top. Some
days it was rough to be around Ronnie. Sometimes she stood a bit too close to
me, and I could smell her hair or the faint perfume she wore. Then I’d sport a
hard-on, having to walk away and find something to busy my mind with at the
shop.


Ronnie organized a bikini bike wash with six
of her women friends, including her roommate Heather and coworker Patti clad in
skimpy bikinis. The women sprayed each other with water hoses and were covered
in soapy suds and laughed, which was very entertaining for gawking bikers
waiting to get their bikes washed. It looked like something out of a sexy music
video in front of Hardcore Cycles.


The smell of smoked barbecue and
hamburgers wafted through the air as local vendors set up tents in the parking
lot, selling everything that attracted bikers—from helmets and small bike
parts, to clothing and jewelry. A local band that used to play at the Frisco
Cantina offered to play live as long as we paid them. Skully rode in with a few
of his brothers in the Chaos Kings MC, along with a few other local clubs, and
by noon, the lot was full. 


Ronnie looked a bit nervous and tense that
afternoon as if she were waiting for someone. Then I saw him and knew it was
her ex-boyfriend, Wayde. He rolled in on an old shovelhead and parked not too
far from the group of Chaos Kings’ bikes. He was tall and lanky, wearing
his long hair in a braid. Once he climbed off, he headed straight into the
shop. I followed close behind.


The asshole walked up to a couple who were
talking to Ronnie as she stood behind the counter. He shoved the man, leaned
over the counter, and fisted Ronnie’s tank top with both hands jerking her
toward him.


An automatic reflex and my Smith &
Wesson 357 was pulled, the end of the barrel pressed against the back of the
man’s right earlobe. A woman screamed. Ronnie’s eyes went wide with both fear
and shock. 


“Take your fucking hands off her.” 


The man let her go, raised his hands and
chuckled. 


“Turn around,” I growled, my jaw clenched so
tight it hurt.


He turned, and I pushed the end of the
barrel to his forehead. His eyes moved rapidly, his pupils dilated. His pale
complexion and the shadows under his eyes told me he was high as fuck on meth.


I kept my eyes on him, my gun steady. “You
okay, Ronnie?”


“Yes,” she whispered.


He shrugged his shoulders. “The gash is
more trouble than she’s worth, asshole.”


I lowered my gun and fisted the front of
his cut. “You comin’ in here was a stupid move motherfucker. You ever touch her
again, you’re dead. Now get your filthy ass off my property!” I snarled,
shoving him.


He stumbled backward as I leveled my gun
back to his face. He turned and left, and I followed him outside. I lowered my
gun, and as people watched, he climbed back on his bike and rode away.


Ronnie stood close behind me as I watched
him ride away. “Wayde?”


She placed her hand on my shoulder. “Yes. He’s
out of control and will not stop…until he hurts me…”


I turned to her. She was white, her eyes
wide. I tilted her chin up. “That’s not going to happen. I’ll handle it.” And
brushed my lips over hers.


Skully walked over to me. “That douche have a
beef with you, Torque?”


I wrapped my arm around Ronnie. “No man.
He touched Ronnie and almost got a bullet in his head.”


* * *


The
open house was a huge success, thanks to Ronnie. But the fear in Ronnie’s eyes
was like a punch in the gut. I finally admitted to myself that I was in love
with her. It was hard at times to be so close to her every day and staying as
professional as I could. And after what happened to her that afternoon, I
already had plans to take care of this Wayde situation.


The biker community was tight-knit,
whether you were a diamond club or not. Meth heads were very predictable, and I
knew Wayde would try and find a way to get to Ronnie again. I wanted to make
Wayde disappear, like dead-disappear. 


That night after the open house, I told
Ronnie to pack some clothes, that she and Heather were to stay at my house for
a few days until I solved this Wayde problem. 


She argued with me, walking around the
shop straightening things out. “You’ve already done way too much for me,
Torque. I’m already so poor I can’t pay attention!”


 “You will do as I tell you!”


 “Don’t boss me!”


She wouldn’t stand still—making me
dizzy—so I pulled her to me. “I will boss you! Goddamnit, I care about
you, Ronnie! 


She pressed her small hands to my chest,
but I held her still and captured her lips, forcing my tongue into her sweet
mouth. She struggled a bit, which only got my dick hard again. I held her firm,
and she relaxed, molding close to me and moaned.


She tasted so sweet as I pressed her soft
body closer to me, nipping at her pouty bottom lip and growled, “Are you going
to do as I tell you?”


“Uh-huh,” she breathed, her eyes glossed
over with desire.










 


CHAPTER 6


RONNIE


 


When
I heard those words from Torque—that he cared about me—my heart began to race,
and a bolt of hot desire race through my body. My body and heart won the battle
over my rational thinking, and I couldn’t deny the feelings I had for him.


Torque’s house was very spacious, and
there was a bedroom for each of us. A person’s house told me a little more
about that person, and Torque was simple, basic, and not at all flashy or
extravagant. There wasn’t much décor, but it looked comfortable and lived in and
clean. He gave us a tour, and even though it was only for a few days, he wanted
us to feel comfortable.


* * *


It
was past midnight two nights later as Heather sat with me in Torque’s living
room. Heather bit her lower lip and fidgeted with her gold necklace. My stomach
churned as we both waited for Torque to come through his front door. When we
closed the shop that night, he told me he was going to have a meet with some
people to take care of the Wayde situation.


I leaped off the couch as Torque appeared
in the front doorway and flung my arms over his shoulders. “Thank God!” I
pulled away, my eyes roving down his body. Then I noticed his knuckles. Both of
his hands were bloody. “What happened?”


“It’s nothing.”


“What happened?”


“Put my knuckles to work on Wayde’s face.”



“You didn’t kill him, did you?”


“No. He’s still breathing, even though I wanted
to kill him.”


I heard Heather’s sob and rushed to her as
she began to cry on the couch. “It’s okay, Heather. Whatever Torque did tonight
was to help keep both of us safe. And I trust him.”


Heather clung to me and cried. She excused
herself and went to her bedroom to sleep. 


Torque pulled out a rolled-up wad of cash
from his jeans pocket. “All the repairs on your bike is paid up now, Ronnie.”


I looked down at the wad of cash in his
paw-like hand. “Wayde was stealing from the Vagabonds MC, and they weren’t too
happy about it. Not sure if he’s still alive after I left.”


I lived every day with anxiety and dread
wondering when Wayde would lash out again. I feared for Heather’s safety and my
own. It finally took a toll on me, both emotionally and psychologically. I
broke down and sobbed. 


Torque was there, wrapping me up in his
big, strong arms. “Let it out, Ronnie. After tonight, you don’t have to always
be on high alert. You can let it go now because I’m here. And I will watch over
you. Take care of you.”


I clung to him crying. “I’ve always had to
watch my back, take care of myself and others I love. I know I’ve made stupid
choices and decisions when it came to relationships with men. And sometimes I
was put in situations that were dangerous.” 


I was exhausted. Drained. Torque leaned down
and scooped me off my feet. He carried me to the bedroom I had slept in for the
past two days. 


He laid me down on the bed and pulled the
blankets over me. His fingers combed through my hair as he kissed my forehead.
“Get some sleep, darlin’. I’ll be just down the hall. Have some nice dreams
tonight.”


I fell asleep and dreamed of Torque. His
hazel brown eyes were full of hunger and desire, his kiss warm and soft. I
opened my eyes and looked at the small digital clock on the nightstand next to
the bed. It was two a.m. And I was wet. I wanted Torque.


I climbed out of bed and tiptoed down the
hall, hoping not to wake Heather. I stopped in front of Torque’s bedroom door.
It was slightly ajar, so I pushed it open. I padded softly across the carpet.
Torque lay on his back, with only a sheet covering him from the waist down. His
head was turned away from me as he breathed steadily. 


He turned his head and opened his eyes. He
rose up on his elbows and turned on the lamp on his nightstand. I began to
undress, pulling my tank top over my head and unhooking my bra, dropping them
to the floor. 


“Fuck…” was all Torque grunted as I
unzipped and tugged my jean shorts down. 


He dragged the sheet away, revealing his
boxers and the large bulge straining against them. I climbed into his bed and
straddled his waist, feeling his hardness against my pussy.


He sucked in a breath as I leaned down,
pressing my tits up against his warm, hard chest. “I need you, Torque.” 


He yanked his boxers down as I crushed my
lips against his and moaned. He gripped my hips, raised me up and penetrated my
center with one sure hard thrust.


I cried out at his girth stretched me, and
I was filled to the hilt by his hardness. 


“Is this what you need?” he grumbled.


“Yes!”


He began to move, keeping a tight grip on
my hips. I was so soaking wet as I slid myself up and down, matching his
rhythm. Torque moved quickly, and I was suddenly on my back. He shifted and thrust
his hips hard, sinking into me balls deep.


“I’ve wanted you since the moment I saw
you, Ronnie. Now you belong to me. With me.”


I moaned in pure ecstasy, as he filled me
completely. His tongue lashed at mine, devouring me as his thrusts became
harder, faster.


I reached down, rubbing my fingers along
my clit, faster and faster as he glided in and out of my warm, wet core. I
cried out at the explosive orgasm, digging my nails into his back. His thrusts
picked up momentum, and then he pulled out, rising above me on his knees.


He gripped his hard shaft with both of his
hands, stroking it. I arched my back, biting my lower lip. “Please Torque! I
want to see you come!”


He came undone, squirting his hot semen on
my tits as my heart pounded hard in my chest. I closed my eyes and smiled, feeling
flushed and satisfied. I felt the bed shift as Torque left and came back with a
warm wet washcloth and wiped it across my chest and stomach. I sighed, with the
delicious feel of the warm washcloth as he cleaned himself off me.


“It’s so nice to be taken care of,” I
murmured, my eyes feeling heavier and heavier.


He climbed back into bed and wrapped his
arm around me. I snuggled up next to him and fell asleep.










CHAPTER 7


TORQUE


 


I
planned to surprise Ronnie by taking her with me to show her the immense 3,000
square foot warehouse I had signed a lease on earlier that morning. The bank had
given me the keys at the signing. Ronnie kept her eyes closed on the drive
there. She opened her eyes once I got her inside, and she squealed with
surprise and happiness. She jumped into my arms, and we started kissing. My
cock sprung to a full hard-on in the blink of an eye. Ronnie always made me
hard for her. 


First, we were just kissing, then my hands
were all over her luscious body and up her black miniskirt. The next thing I
knew her thighs were around my hips, and I was fucking her against the wall in
the empty warehouse. Her moans and my grunts echoed throughout the empty
warehouse. I thrust into her hard as she combed her hands through my hair and
pulled, which only made me lose control and come deep inside her hot, wet
pussy.


I placed her feet back on the ground as
she straightened out her skirt and ran her hands through her dark raven hair.
Ronnie looked so damn sexy getting royally fucked up against the wall of my new
garage.


I zipped up my jeans and exhaled. “Just
can’t help myself when you wear ‘fuck-me’ clothes, Ronnie. I guess we just
broke the garage in darlin’.”


Ronnie giggled. “What better way to break
in your new business, Mean Machines!”


I reached and snatched her back up,
lifting her off the ground again. “I love you, Ronnie.”


Her gorgeous smile got my heart pounding.
“I love you, too, Torque.”


“Mean Machines is ours. You’re my woman
and my business partner. We do this together.” 


She planted her soft lips against mine.
“Yes. Together.”


 


THE END


 










 


About Linny


 


You
can read more about Torque and Ronnie in upcoming stories in the CHAOS Kings MC
Series!


 


Connect with the Author here:


Website: https://linnylawless.com
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