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For Gail.

Thanks for always being the first, second, third… fiftieth to read. 

You go above and beyond, my friend.
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Tap

 

I SHOULD HAVE left her ass there.  

She wasn’t my mission, not my concern, and we were at war. Casualties were often unavoidable, sometimes sacrifices had to be made. I knew this shit like it was ingrained in my DNA or hardwired into my brain, but none of it seemed to matter when I saw her. I’d already broken my personal protocol for survival by entering this house. I had people to get home to, obligations to protect, and sticking my nose in where it didn’t belong would endanger them. 

But I couldn’t force myself to walk away. 

She was crumpled on the hardwood floor, lying in the fetal position. The front of her little red dress was ripped with one breast spilling out. Blood dripped from her leg and was smeared across her arm. Dark bruises dotted her skin. A curtain of chin-length blonde hair hid her face. I watched her chest, waiting to see it rise and fall, before finishing what I came to do. She was still breathing as I crept around the room, trying to ignore her presence and focus on my job. 

Once the bugs were planted, I took two steps toward the door, determined to make my escape, but couldn’t get any further. It was like an invisible rope tied me to her, making it impossible to leave. Frustrated with myself and the situation, I gave in and knelt to check her pulse. Her heartbeat was steady and strong. 

The blonde curtain parted as she looked up at me. Her lip was split, one eye was swollen shut, and the right side of her jaw was battered. But it was the strength and determination written all over her face that stole my breath away and glued my feet to the floor. All the blood, all the bruises—she’d taken one hell of a beating—but she wasn’t broken. Not by a long shot. 

She was fucking gorgeous. Alive. Fiery. One bright green eye swept over my mostly naked body, taking in my costume before meeting my gaze. 

“Leave me,” she pleaded. 

It was the last thing I expected her to say, and the only command I couldn’t follow.  

I should have left her ass there, but I didn’t. 
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Sasha

 

Four Years Ago

 

MY MOTHER WAS uncharacteristically late. As I sat in the busy Las Vegas diner, watching the lunch crowd thin out, I checked my phone for missed calls. There was nothing, so I shot off a quick text asking where she was. As I sat the phone down, Mom finally made an appearance. She hurried through the door wearing a tight gray dress and heels. Like always, her makeup was on point and her long brown hair was blown out in soft waves. At forty-two, she still turned heads as she clicked her way past the hostess stand, scanning the diner. I waved and caught her gaze. 

Her shoulders rose and fell with a relieved breath as she joined me at my table. “Sorry I’m late. I had a meeting I couldn’t get out of.” Mom hugged me and sat across the booth, scooting in as she picked up her menu. 

While a meeting was a fitting excuse for a normal mother, my mom didn’t have the kind of job that required meetings or the kind of boss who met with his employees in the middle of the day. Hell, Mom’s boss was probably still asleep. “What kind of meeting?” I asked. 

“Oh, you know. Just a meeting.” Avoiding my gaze, she opened her menu. “I wonder how this beet salad is? Have you tried it?” 

Mom lived a dangerous life. For years, she thought she was shielding me and my sister, Nadia, from her lifestyle, but I’d always been too curious and observant for my own good. I’d spied on her, fascinated by the scandalous way she dressed each night and intrigued by the men who picked her up. 

I was also the first one to notice the track marks on her arms. 

Mom’s protective instincts had flown out the window the first time I dragged her ass into rehab and told her to stop lying to me and to herself. Something shifted that day, and she started recognizing me as an ally and an adult, rather than a child she had to shelter from the truth. If she was trying to protect me now, something was seriously wrong. I looked her over, noticing the tightness of her mouth, the dark circles around her eyes, and the slight tremble of her hands. Leaning across the table, I lowered my voice and said, “Mom, look at me.” 

She hesitated. Then her sage green eyes lifted. The slight bounce to them made my breath hitch. 

“Shit. You’re using again.” 

Her gaze dropped back down to her menu. “It’s not like that, Sasha. It’s nothing, really. There’s been a small shake up at work, and I needed a little something to… you know… help with my anxiety.” 

Eight years ago, Mom sat me and Nadia down to tell us that she was going to work, and Dad would be spending more time at home. It was her way of protecting us from the truth that our Dad had prostate cancer. Nadia and I weren’t stupid, and we knew something was up. We heard the way Mom sobbed at night and saw the way Dad withered away. 

Mom cleaned hotel rooms by day and waited tables at night, but she couldn’t come close to matching Dad’s income. The next time she sat me and Nadia down, it was to tell us that we were selling our house and beginning a new adventure, which meant moving into a small two-bedroom apartment in a shady part of Vegas.

Despite all the expensive treatments and procedures, Dad died, leaving Mom with an impossible stack of medical bills, two confused daughters to raise, and a giant hole in her heart. Somewhere between working two jobs, fending off collection calls, and dealing with her crushing sadness, she turned to meth to keep herself going. Before long, her drug of choice was “yes please” and she was in an on-again off-again relationship with her dealer, Tony, who offered to pimp her out so she could make enough money to support her habit and her family. Over the past seven years, I’d dragged her into rehab four times trying to get her clean. The last time she fell off the wagon, it almost killed her. It almost killed me to see her so strung out and hopeless. She promised me she was done with dope and hooking, and last I’d heard, she’d moved in with Tony and he was taking care of her. 

“I thought you and Tony were back together and you were done with that shit?” I asked. 

Pain sliced through Mom’s features and she looked away. “We were and I was, but things changed.” 

She was being so damn vague I buckled down for a fight, knowing I’d have to drag every detail out of her. “Where’s Tony?” I silently swore that if he was the one who’d given her the dope, I was going to kick in his crooked teeth.

“He’s gone.” 

“What do you mean ‘gone’? Where did he go?” 

“There’s new management in the neighborhood. A motorcycle gang that’s running the girls. They ran his ass out of town. He won’t be coming back.” 

Shocked, I stared at her. Tony was a sleaze ball, but at least he cared for my mom in his own sick and twisted way. “And now this motorcycle gang is like…” I glanced around and lowered my voice. “Your new pimp?”  

She nodded.

No. Unacceptable. It was bad enough when Mom was hooking for Tony. Newcomers were not welcome. “Where did Tony go? Why didn’t he take you with him?”

Reaching over to pat my hand, she gave me a sad smile. “Oh, honey, it doesn’t work like that. I’m part of the business.”

My stomach roiled at how okay she seemed to be with all of this. She had a new pimp and was using again. All the progress we’d made with her last rehab had flown out the window. “You’re not some business, you’re a person. You have to get out of this lifestyle, Mom,” I pleaded for the hundredth time. “It’s going to kill you.” 

“You don’t know what you’re asking.” 

“Yes, I do. Look, I invited you to lunch today because I have good news. I passed my physical exam and I’ve been accepted into the police academy. I’m flying to Seattle in two weeks to begin the program. Come with me. I’ll buy your ticket and we’ll find you a nice little apartment until I graduate. Or if you don’t want to stay by yourself, we can send you to live with Nadia and her family in Illinois until I’m done.” 

Mom was already shaking her head. “The new guy in charge… Slick… he’s… different.” Her gaze darted around the restaurant. “He won’t let me leave, Sasha. Not without… consequences. That’s what today’s meeting was about. He wanted to make sure we all understood what would happen to us if we tried to run.” Her expression soured and she looked away.

“What did he say? Did he do something to hurt you or one of the girls?” 

Answering the question with her avoidance of it, she replied, “I’d never do anything to put you or your sister in danger. My place is here, honey.” 

“By the time he realizes you’re gone, you’ll be across state lines. Possibly even two state lines. Mom, this is a good thing. It’s like it was meant to be. The timing is perfect.”

Her eyes were heavy with concern, but the slightest bit of hope shined through. “I don’t know.”

“I’m going to school to be a cop. I can protect you. Let me.” 

It took almost an hour to convince her, but I did. I pulled out my phone and bought her plane ticket on the spot so she couldn’t chicken out. Then we made arrangements for her to come to my apartment after work the night before we were supposed to fly out. 

Mom never showed up. 

Worried about all the things that could have happened to her, I broke her number one rule and drove to her apartment, wishing I was already a cop. The door was wide open. Bracing myself, I crept inside and looked around. I found Mom lying on the floor in her bedroom. There was a band around her arm and a needle beside her body. Her chest was still and her eyes were open. Falling to my knees, I checked for the pulse I knew she wouldn’t have. Calling 911, I started CPR and stayed at it until the paramedics pulled me off her. 

The coroner said Mom overdosed, but I refused to believe she’d given in to her addiction when she was so close to getting out of the lifestyle. Regardless, I’d promised my mom I would protect her, and I’d failed. 

As the coroner drew the sheet over Mom’s body and slid her back into the metal cabinet to wait for the driver from the cemetery, I promised myself I wouldn’t fail another mom ever again. 
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Sasha

 

Two Weeks ago

 

AS I STARED into the tearful face of yet another mother I was about to fail, a bone-deep feeling of helplessness squeezed my chest, threatening to crush me under its weight. My job wasn’t supposed to be like this. I was supposed to be one of the good guys, out on the streets helping people. Not collecting forms and sitting on my hands as girls went missing. I’d been with the Seattle PD for three and a half years, and I was still swimming in the kiddie pool with my inexperience constantly held over my head. 

Girls were disappearing around the city, and so far, the department hadn’t done a damn thing about it. Nobody seemed to care but me and a few heartbroken parents. 

“She didn’t run away,” Maria Nunez insisted from across my desk, glancing at the photograph clutched in her hand. “I know that’s what all the cops think, but my Alicia is shy. Quiet. She only has one friend and nowhere to go.”

Shy, quiet, lonely… it matched the description of all the other girls who’d gone missing. They also had poverty and their minority status in common. Sex traffickers had a type. They targeted loners from low-income families, kids who didn’t have many connections or people they could confide in. “Do you have any new information for me to work with? Did you think of anything at all? Sometimes the smallest detail can make all the difference.” Alicia had been missing for five days, and with each passing minute our chances of finding her dwindled.

“Didn’t her friend, Martha, tell you something? About the man on the motorcycle?” Ms. Nunez asked, laying the photograph down on the table to stare at me.

Yes, Martha had told me all about the man on the motorcycle. He’d been wearing a black cut with a snake on the back. The Seattle Serpents was an outlaw motorcycle gang that seemed to be all but untouchable. Several of their members were registered sex offenders, and none of them had any business slumming around a high school. Martha had seen Alicia speaking with a dark-haired Serpent after school a few days before she disappeared. I’d taken the lead to my sergeant and he told me to sit on it. 

“Good work, Petrov. I’ll have Franks and Scott look into it.”

“Franks and Scott?” I asked. “Why would you give them my case?” 

“I’m not giving them your case, just the surveillance. I appreciate your enthusiasm, but you’re still a bit green around the gills to be going up against the Serpents.”  

I wanted to point out that the term ‘green around the gills’ was used when someone looked ill, not inexperienced, but I’d made the mistake of correcting Sergeant Wilkens once before, which was probably why I was now a freaking desk jockey, so I kept my mouth shut. 

Anger burned within me as I glanced at the sergeant’s door, remembering our last conversation and wishing his ass would come out here and explain to Ms. Nunez what progress Franks and Scott had made or why he wouldn’t even let me show mug shots to Martha. I couldn’t figure out if the sergeant was misogynistic or hung up on my age and inexperience, but it wasn’t the first time he’d sidelined me, and I knew it wouldn’t be the last. Hell, the bastard hadn’t even given me a full-time partner yet. 

“We’re looking into the information Martha shared,” I told Ms. Nunez, hoping it wasn’t a lie. “I’ve also sent Alicia’s photo to all the departments up and down the I-5 corridor. Keep sharing her image on social media and asking your friends and family to do the same.” 

“There has to be something else you can do.”

For a moment, Ms. Nunez disappeared, and I was looking into the scared face of my own mother, promising I’d protect her. I would not make that promise again. “I’m sorry, Ms. Nunez. We’re doing everything we can.” 

She dissolved into tears. As I helped her gather up her things and showed her to the door, frustration ate away at me. I’d become a police officer to help people, and I was sick of blowing smoke up their asses as I did nothing. Irritated, I stormed into Sergeant Wilkens’s office. 

The sergeant took one look at my face and invited me to close the door and have a seat. 

I refused the chair, pacing from one wall to the next as he finished typing something. When his gaze finally came back to me, his expression was wary and annoyed. “What can I help you with, Officer Petrov?” 

“Have Franks and Scott found anything on the Serpents?”

He stared at me for a solid sixty seconds before light dawned in his eyes. “Ah. The Nunez case. They’ve been running surveillance on the compound, but haven’t seen anything suspicious yet.” 

Nothing suspicious? The Serpents were outlaws, not choir boys. Everything they did was suspicious. Franks and Scott had been monitoring the compound for days. Surely they should have seen something by now. “I’d like to request permission to take over surveillance of the motorcycle gang.” 

He folded his arms over his ample stomach and leaned back in his chair. “Request denied.” I started to object, but he cut me off. “I know this is personal for you, considering what happened to your mother. But you’re an officer of the law now, Petrov. You can’t let your emotions get the best of you.”

I stared at him, trying to wrap my mind around what he’d said. What he’d implied. I gave a damn about the civilians who were disappearing, so the bastard was accusing me of being too emotional to do my job? “I’m sorry, sir, but have I ever allowed my emotions to get in the way of my job before?” 

“This case is unusual. I wouldn’t want you to make a mistake.” 

“That’s why you benched me when the girls started coming up missing?” I asked, still unwilling to believe my ears. 

“I remember what happened before you went into the academy. You were late starting your training, if I recall correctly. We spoke about your mother and how she overdosed, how you believed it was that motorcycle gang back in Vegas. Now, one little girl makes a statement about some biker and you’re ready to fire up the stakes and storm their compound.”

He was being ridiculous. “Surveillance is hardly storming anything. I just want permission to watch and gather information.” 

“And I told you, permission denied. Stay away from the Serpents, Petrov. That’s an order.” He gestured toward the door. “Now, I’m sure we both have work to do.” 

Dismissed, I ambled out of his office, feeling lost, confused, and angry. 

I tried to stay in my lane and away from the motorcycle gang, but being sidelined continued to rub me raw. Another missing girl case came in. Another mom stared at me expectantly as I wrung my hands and crushed her hope with a lie.

“We’re doing everything we can, Ms. Vander.” 

But I wasn’t. I was sitting behind my desk while girls were being kidnapped and most likely trafficked. 

I couldn’t handle the inactivity anymore. I thought about going over the sergeant’s head to the chief of police, but I’d heard that Jose Romero was a hardass who rarely second-guessed Sergeant Wilkens. There was no way he’d do it for a newbie like me. So I started researching Serpent cases, searching for clues that led to their possible involvement in human trafficking. I didn’t find anything on missing girls, but I did discover a shocking number of cases that went nowhere. Entirely too many Serpents had been arrested but released because evidence and witnesses kept going missing. The rare cases that made it to court were usually thrown out due to technicalities. 

Either we were the most incompetent police force in the country, or something was fishy in the Emerald City. Before I could find out which, Wilkens summoned me into his office and demanded my shield and Glock. 

“What? Why?” I asked. “What’s going on?” 

“I told you to leave the Serpents alone. You defied a direct order. I’m putting you on a two-week suspension, and you’re lucky I’m not firing you over this.”

Confused, I dropped my things on his desk in a haze. “But I was just researching.” 

“I’ve had hemorrhoids last longer than you’ve had your badge, and I won’t sit here and listen to some young upstart tell me how to do my damn job. Get your ass out of my office, Petrov. Now.” 

As I drove home from the station, my head flooded with even more questions I couldn’t answer. Something was going on, and I was determined to find out what. My options were limited, but determination and bad ideas were aplenty. The sergeant thought I was too emotional to do my job, so I’d show him just how emotionless I could be. 

I was my mom’s daughter, after all, and I’d learned plenty of tricks from years of watching her work over her old pimp/boyfriend to get what she wanted. So, I went home and bleached my hair, chopping it off just below my chin. Then I opened my neglected makeup kit and got all dolled up before squeezing my body into the shortest leather skirt and tightest tank top I could find. At nine p.m., I went bar hopping, ending the evening at The Serpent’s Nest, the bar owned and operated by the outlaw MC. 

A lone bouncer stood guard at the door. Feet shoulder-width apart, arms crossed, he checked me out as I let my hips sway, approaching him on a pair of six-inch bright red fuck-me heels. I didn’t recognize the bouncer, but the front patch on his cut read “Prospect,” telling me he wasn’t worth my time.  

Prospects were basically guppies, and if I wanted answers, I needed to fish for a shark. I needed a snake ranked high enough to get me into the compound so I could find out what was going on in there. 

“Hey, babe, your fine ass lookin’ for a good time?” the bouncer asked. 

“Lookin’ for a drink. I heard Brewer’s manning the bar tonight, and he pours ’em strong.”

My blatant name drop had its desired effect, causing the bouncer to open the door and blast us with loud rock music. “Yeah, Brewer’s on tonight,” he said. 

Sucking down my last breath of fresh air, I marched in like I belonged there. Despite the fact smoking was illegal in all Washington establishments, the air reeked of tobacco and pot. Homing in on the row of bikers seated at the bar, I drifted over to stand by the cash register so I could see who I was dealing with. Several bikers I recognized from their mug shots. So many of these assholes should be thrown under the jail for the shit they’d done, but here they sat, enjoying their freedom like they were innocent, God-fearing folk.

The more I thought about the lack of justice I’d seen since donning the badge, the angrier I got. Letting that righteous rage reinforce my backbone, I stuck out my breasts and tugged my skirt up a little. 

While I was trying to decide which dangerous perp would most likely get me into the compound without dumping my corpse into the Sound, a body leaned into my personal space, demanding my attention. My ridiculous six-inch heels elevated me to a height of about 5’10”, which put me at eye level with the biker now in my face. He looked rough, weathered, rugged. His dark hair, beard, and mustache could all use a good trim, and he smelled like he’d been in the bar about a week too long, marinating in the smoke and booze. But it was his icy blue eyes that made me instinctively take a step back as recognition slapped me across the face.


I’d caught the attention of Tommy “Breaker” Pritchard, nephew of the gang’s president. Suspected of committing more crimes than the department could keep track of, Breaker had been charged a few times, but like the rest of his family, all the shit we threw at him bounced right off.  

He took in my tense posture and hasty retreat with a predatory smirk. “Who the fuck are you and what are you doing in my bar?” he asked. 

Straightening my shoulders, I took a deep breath and forced myself back into character. “Me? I’m trying to get a drink.” I let my gaze sweep over his body, just like he’d done to me, before closing the distance between us like he was some sort of magnet pulling me in. “Think you can help a girl out with that? Or are you just gonna stand there and gawk at me?” 

His lips twitched. I’d heard Breaker liked his women mouthy, and the smile he fought verified my information. Good. I’d been written up for insolence twice in the past two weeks, so smart-ass was my new normal. I could hang. I quirked an eyebrow, waiting for his response with just a hint of challenge. 

Keeping his icy gaze locked with mine he asked, “What are you drinkin’?”

“Rum and diet.” 

“Brewer,” Breaker called, getting the bartender’s attention. He repeated my order before looking me over again. The heat of his gaze warmed my cheeks and kicked my fight or flight reflexes into overdrive. Hooking up with any of the Serpents meant playing with fire, but spending time with Breaker would be more like dangling myself over a volcano. His attention was a gift and a curse. It would get me in the door, but it might burn me alive in the process. 

But I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t willing to take the risk. Those girls needed someone to go to bat for them, and since the sergeant had benched me, I was stepping up to the plate the only way I knew how. 

I’d get that jerk his evidence, then I’d shove it right up his hemorrhoid-ridden ass.

“I haven’t seen you around here,” Breaker said, his voice deep and husky as he settled his hand on my hip and tugged me against him. The move was possessive and challenging. I could wiggle free, but really, I was right where I wanted to be.  

“It’s my first time.” I flashed him the stamp on the back of my hand. “I was watching paint dry at the Corral when I overheard a couple of skanky-looking bitches talking about this place. Said the drinks are strong and the men are stronger.” I wrapped my arm around his waist, tugging myself even closer. “Made it sound like the bikers who frequent this place are a bunch of sex gods or some shit like that. Figured I’d come and see what all the fuss is about.” 

This time, he did crack a smile. It made him look dangerous and a little crazy. “So you’re looking for a good time, huh?” 

Licking my lips, I let myself really take him in. He wasn’t a bad looking guy. Nice face (if you didn’t look directly into his terrifying eyes), square jaw, bad boy appeal, radiating the kind of confidence and power that promised a good fuck. His chest was wide, his arms were muscular and tattooed. All in all, he wasn’t bad for a murderer, thief, drug dealer, and possible sex trafficker. 

“I’m always up for a good time,” I said beneath my lashes, flirting my ass off. 

“This can be a dangerous place for someone who looks like you. You sure you’re up for it?” 

My mom hooked for years to put food on the table and pay off my dad’s hospital bills. The irony that I’d be whoring myself out with the hopes of keeping other girls from her fate wasn’t lost on me. “I think I can handle myself.” 

His raised eyebrows spoke volumes about his disbelief in my abilities. “What’s your name?” 

I thought about lying, but immediately dismissed the idea. With a little more planning and a little less last-minute suicide put into my mission, I could have come up with a fake ID. But since I didn’t have one on me, I couldn’t take the chance that he’d check. “Sasha. Yours?” 

“Breaker,” the bartender called, answering for him as he held out a drink. 

Breaker leaned forward and grabbed the beverage before handing it to me. I watched the entire interaction to make sure he didn’t slip anything into my drink. Taking a sip, I dissected the flavor as it rolled over my tongue. I couldn’t taste anything other than Captain Morgan’s and Diet Coke, but that didn’t mean shit. Hoping for the best, I raised my glass in thanks before taking another swallow.  

“Let’s sit down,” Breaker said. 

I was about to point out that the bar was full when he flexed on some skinny dude and the guy slithered away, giving up his seat. Breaker planted his ass on the barstool, tugging me down onto his lap. I wasn’t used to being manhandled. My body tensed up and I had to force myself to relax, leaning against Breaker as if I couldn’t stay away. 

His hand landed on my stomach as he struck up a conversation with the man sitting beside us. Sipping my drink, I listened in as they chatted about an upcoming wedding and plans for what sounded like one hell of a bachelor party. Breaker’s hand migrated to my breast as he rattled on about the club whores who’d be there. Two bikers on my left bragged to a third guy about some girl they’d double-teamed. The bartender poured drinks as he gossiped with another biker about some dumbass who’d gotten stoned out of his mind and picked a fight with a Serpent named Crash. 

This was the lifestyle I’d committed my life to fighting: Drugs, abuse, violence. I wondered again at why my sergeant wanted to keep me away from it. Then again, since I’d literally marched into the snake’s den and sat on one of the bastards’ laps, maybe I was too emotionally involved in these missing girl cases after all. 

But someone had to find the girls, and Wilkens, Franks, and Scott weren’t doing shit. 

Minutes ticked by. Bikers came and went, approaching Breaker like he was some sort of royalty they sought favor with. One guy, who’d apparently been out of town, told Breaker he was sorry to hear about Joe. Joseph Pritchard was the youngest Pritchard child, and had been shot and killed about a month ago. The details were sketchy, but the investigation was closed and sealed. My ears perked up at the mention, hoping to finally get some clues about what had really happened. 

“Thanks, brother. It’s good to have you back in town.” 

“Any leads on the motherfucker responsible?” the newcomer asked. 

“No. Texas wants us all to believe it was some random hit between Pier 62 and Pier 63, like some damn deal gone wrong. But that motherfucker’d be better off selling me ocean front property in Arizona than getting me to buy that bullshit. Joe and Trucker were working with that stupid son-of-a-bitch, Brass, and there hasn’t been hide nor hair of him since their death. I’m betting he double crossed them, but a dumbshit like that would need help. No way he took down Joe and Trucker by himself. We’ll find out who’s behind the hit, and the prez better hope he’s not hiding anything. Dad will lose his shit and finally make a move.”

It was shocking to hear any biker threaten their president so openly, but I’d heard rumors that a war was brewing between Breaker’s dad, Buzz, and his brother, Texas. 

“You need me, all you have to do is holler, brother.” 

Conversations and songs changed as I wondered what Breaker was waiting for. I’d planned to waltz into the bar, seduce a biker, and have him take me back to the clubhouse, but Breaker seemed to be content to just sit there with me on his lap. Guns N’ Roses “Sweet Child of Mine” blared from the speakers as I tried to remember how many songs had played since I arrived. Four? Five? Six? I’d been sipping slowly, but my drink was mostly gone. The bartender set another in front of me, but I was too distracted to pay it any mind. There was a little nick in the side of the bar, and it captured my full attention. The divot felt strange beneath my fingertip. So strange, that I had to rub each of my digits against the wood, finishing with my thumb, before pressing my palm and the back of my hand against it.

I’d never felt something so cool in my life.  

The different texture, the dip, it was all fascinating. Captivating. I wanted to rub my entire body against it, to feel it beneath every inch of my skin. 

That’s when I realized my drink had been spiked after all. 

After everything I’d seen my mother go through, I promised myself I’d never fuck around with drugs, yet here I was. A wave of panic washed over me before my training kicked in, reminding me to stay calm and focus on the symptoms. I didn’t feel dizzy, disoriented, or sleepy. I knew where I was and remembered what I was doing there, which meant I hadn’t been roofied.  

Think, Sasha. You know what this is. 

The nick in the side of the bar kept tugging at my attention. I rubbed my arm over it, marveling at the way it felt. The way I felt against it. Strange. More. Stimulated. 

Breaker leaned forward, his hot breath landing on the side of my neck, sending goosebumps down my oversensitive shoulder and arm. “How you doin? You ready for me yet?” he asked as his hand slipped beneath my skirt to slide across my thong. “Fuck yeah, you are. Your pussy feels like a hot bath. I can’t wait to take a dip.” 

He was vile. Disgusting. He had no right to talk to me like that. Still his words incited more goosebumps and sent another wave of heat to my core. His fingers danced lightly over my sensitive area, teasing. 

Part of me was appalled. The bar hid what he was doing under my skirt, but we were still in public. I shouldn’t have been aroused, but I couldn’t help myself. All too aware of how silky my bra felt against my nipples and how the lace of my thong felt beneath Breaker’s wandering fingertips, I had to force myself not to writhe for more friction.

Every touch, every breath of air, was overwhelming. Sensual. Euphoric.  

Whatever control I’d had when I walked into The Serpent’s Nest was long gone. They’d dosed me with either liquid ecstasy or molly, because my entire body thrummed with sexual energy. Eventually, I gave in and arched my pelvis against Breaker’s hand to increase the pressure. People were watching me grind against him, but I didn’t care. All that mattered was the sensation. 

“You’re gonna want this,” Brewer said, plopping a tall glass of water in front of me. 

I hadn’t realized how thirsty I was, but all of a sudden water was everything. Muttering a quick thank you, I reached for the glass and gulped it down, not coming up for air until it was empty.  

“Good girl,” Breaker said in my ear. “You gonna be that greedy with my cock?” 

He continued to stroke me through my thong. It felt amazing, but it wasn’t enough. I grabbed his hand, pushing it harder against me. His thick, blunt fingers felt so good I could barely stand it.

“What did you give me?” I asked, arching against him again. I knew I shouldn’t, but it was like I couldn’t get close enough. He was practically finger-banging me right there in the bar, and I was letting it happen. Hell, I was encouraging it. My body was on fire and only pressure could put it out. 

“Just a little X to get the party started, babe. You were all uptight and needed to chill the fuck out and relax.” Pushing my thong aside, he dipped a finger into my pussy. 

I bit back a moan. 

“You’re so fucking wet. I bet I could bend you over this bar right now and fuck you here in front of everyone. Would you like that?” 

No. Yes. It was wrong, but it would feel so right. I pushed on his hand, driving his finger deeper inside me. 

“Fuck,” he growled, removing his hand from my crotch, he sucked on his finger and stood, jostling me forward. Before I could protest, he threw me over his shoulder, no doubt showing my ass off to the entire bar. 

Raucous cheers followed as he carried me around the bar, down a hallway, and into an office. Closing the door behind us, he set my ass down on the desk and undid his pants. Those icy blue eyes stared into me again as he dropped his pants and grabbed his cock, stroking his shaft. 

“That’s it. Touch yourself,” he said, his voice low and husky. 

I hadn’t even realized my hands were kneading my breasts. I gave each a squeeze and then pinched my nipples through my bra, throwing back my head as I reveled in the sting. 

“Let me see you,” he said, plucking a condom from his wallet. “Take off your shirt and bra.” 

I did as he commanded. Air kissed my nipples, making them even harder. Every inch of my body felt sensitive, sexy, free. As he rolled on the condom, he dropped his head to attack my breasts. He sucked and nibbled as he grabbed my hips and slid me forward until my ass was hanging off the edge. Then, he slammed his cock inside of me. 

The pressure, the fullness of it all, was too much. 

“Your pussy is so damn tight. I’m gonna tear the shit out of it.” 

I hated myself for enjoying the friction he offered. I hated Breaker, everything he and his family stood for, all the evil shit they’d done. I was supposed to be the one seducing him, but he’d flipped the script, and now I didn’t want him to stop. I needed him to douse the fire raging inside me. Digging my nails into his arms, I hung on, wringing every ounce of pleasure I could from the asshole.

Breaker had taken the reins, and now I needed to be the best lay of his life so he’d ride me all the way to the missing girls. 
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Tap

 

Current Day

 

RUNNING MY THUMB over the embossed gold lettering of a passport, I silently reminded myself I had options. Contingency plans were my specialty, and I’d spent years building the sort of exit strategies that would cover my ass and destroy my tracks in case the shit hit the fan. 

I always had multiple ways out. 

Opening the little blue booklet, I flipped the front page to find my image staring back at me. The name listed—Michael James—was one of many aliases I’ve used over the years. As for my given name, I’d buried that shit so deep, not even my own mama dug it up anymore.

I returned my attention to the email on my laptop screen. Titus Blackoak, yet another alias, had been requested for a gig. I never went anywhere blind, so, like always, I’d screened the shit out of my potential client, finding not only a legitimate job but also a golden opportunity. 

And a huge fucking risk. 

My gaze swept over the collection of listening devices sitting on top of my desk. So many options, just waiting to be utilized: pens, USB drives, power strips, cell phone bugs. Some had ranges exceeding twenty feet, some could use cell towers to upload data remotely. Each device had the potential to infiltrate unnoticed and help us stay one step ahead of the threat to our club. 

Our club. 

The words sounded possessive and sentimental even in my own mind. I’d never been much of a team player, but my career path had turned me into a solid lone wolf until I threw my lot in with the Dead Presidents Motorcycle Club. It was foolish to trust anyone after the shit I’d seen and heard, but my club brothers had gotten under my skin like a rash that no cream would cure.

Most people would say I had trust issues, but it’s not paranoia if they really are out to get you and I knew at least a dozen homicidal assholes who’d move heaven and earth to find me if they so much as caught scent of my trail. Link, the club’s president, had given me the road name “Tap” because of my skill with wire taps, but I accepted it because I knew the truth: When shit got complicated, I tapped out and disappeared. 

After all, I had responsibilities to consider. 

Those responsibilities should have made me follow my self-imposed protocol the second the Seattle Serpents kidnapped Link’s sister, Naomi. I shouldn’t be sitting at my desk considering an op that could put me and everything I cared about in danger. No, it was past time to get the hell out of Dodge and start a new life for myself. That would be the smart, safe thing to do. Yet here I sat, staring at the screen and thinking about risking it all to help my brothers. Why? It had been almost a year since I’d patched in, and being part of something with a purpose and a mission had planted a seed of loyalty in my soul.

I refused to water that little motherfucker, but it just wouldn’t die.  

Concepts like brotherhood and loyalty should have bounced right off me. I lived in a complicated minefield where one wrong step could destroy everything I’d built. The last thing I needed was to strengthen the ties keeping me in Seattle, but I wasn’t ready to take an evac quite yet. Locking the passport back in my desk drawer with the others, I scanned the email one more time before accepting the job and sealing my fate. 

No giant anvil fell on my head, no squad busted in with M16s, tear gas, and truth serum to take me down and uncover all my secrets, but I knew that shit was coming so I had to prepare. Leaving my basement office, I headed upstairs to my bedroom and exchanged my sweats and T-shirt for khakis, loafers, a polo shirt, and glasses. In this getup, I looked like any other nine-to-five stiff preparing to hit the office and join the grind. 

The smell of fried bacon called me to the kitchen where I found my mother plating breakfast as she watched the news. She wore a long purple and gold skirt and blouse, her skin the color of dark chocolate and her complexion as perfect as the tight curls on her head. Mama always held her head high and her standards higher. Her smile was genuine, brightening her entire face, as she added eggs to platters. “Good morning, Alex.” 

Alexander Watson had been my identity since we’d moved to Seattle almost two years ago. A common enough name, it helped me blend in without sounding fake, especially now that Mama mostly remembered to use it. 

“Mornin’, Mama,” I said, leaning in to kiss her cheek as I reached around and snagged a slice of bacon. 

“Boy, do that again and see if I don’t cut your hand off,” she grumbled, handing me my plate. 

“Sure you will,” I replied, setting the plate on the bar. If I had a dollar for every time Mama had threatened to maim me, I wouldn’t need to work at all. Despite all her talk, she was a five-foot-five softie. Two years ago, I’d shown up on her doorstep holding a one-year-old I’d just found out was mine and a crazy-ass story about the people looking for us. Mama hadn’t hesitated to quit her job, cut all ties, and head across the country with me and my daughter. 

“You hear about this college admissions scam?” she asked, gesturing wildly at the television with her spatula. 

I shrugged. “It shouldn’t surprise you, Mama. The wealthy have been paying their way through the government and institutions for years. If they wanted a guarantee that their child would make enrollment, the parents should have paid for a school wing like they did in the old days.”

She shook her head. “It’s a damn shame. All that money, and they still can’t afford to pay attention. If they really wanted their kids to prosper, they’d teach them how to listen and learn. People need to close their pocketbooks and open their ears for once. Maybe then we wouldn’t have so many entitled little shits running around. Our Hailey will be different. That girl will learn the value of listening and learning.” 

“Yes ma’am,” I agreed. Agreeing was the only possible course of action when she went off on one of her rants. 

“That girl’s gonna earn everything she gets.” 

“Oh?” I asked. “I take it you’ve been working with her about picking up her toys.” 

Mama dropped her gaze. “She’s only three. We can let her be a baby for a little while longer.” 

“I’m sure you had me cleaning up my own toys at three.” 

“That’s different. You’re my son. She’s my grandbaby. I needed you to get your lazy ass out of bed and contribute. All Hailey has to do is smile at me, and that’s contribution enough.” 

I chuckled. “That’s really messed up, you know that, right?” 

She shrugged. “I’m just being real with you, baby.” 

As if summoned by our discussion, my now three-year-old, curly-haired whirlwind came blowing into the kitchen wearing a long pink nightgown with her hair sticking up in all directions, looking like a pocket-sized Tina Turner from the 80’s. “Daddy!” she shouted, clinging to my leg like my own personal sock monkey. 

I dipped down and picked her up. “Mornin’ sweetheart,” I said before blowing raspberries against her cheek until she giggled and squirmed out of my arms. “I have a surprise for you and Mama.” 

Her eyes grew almost as big as her smile. “A supwise? What is it?” 

“A trip to Wolf Water Park.” 

She squealed in delight before settling down enough to demand, “You come too.” 

“No, baby. I can’t this time. I have to work. But you and Mama are gonna have a blast. I want to hear all about it when you get home.” 

“How many days do you need us to stay at the lodge?” Mama asked, not missing a beat. I wasn’t sure whether she fully grasped how dangerous the people from my past were, or if she thought it was only in my mind—hell, sometimes I wondered if I’d made everything up—but she was always quick to follow my instructions without question. I hadn’t sent her and Hailey away since we’d moved to Seattle, but we’d planned out several nearby places they could flee to just in case. She also knew where she could find a lockbox with my club president’s number, fake passports, and enough money to set her and Hailey up somewhere safe. 

There was a fine line between prepared and paranoid, and I skated that motherfucker every single day. 

“I’m gonna need your help with a face tomorrow evening. Plan to leave right after that and stay through the weekend. I’ll let you know if plans change.” 

Mama served me a plate of breakfast and a pointed look, but she didn’t ask for details. I’d once told her that the less she knew the better, and whether she believed me or was humoring me, she bought in. “Be careful, Alex.”

“I’m always careful. Besides, this is just a precaution while I work some shit out.” 

“Daddy, don’t say shit,” Hailey chided. 

“You’re right. I’m sorry, baby, but you don’t say it either.” I picked her up and settled her on the booster seat strapped to the bar stool beside me as Mama added two more plates to the bar. “Deal?” 

“Deaw,” Hailey replied, grinning up at me, her big brown eyes full of mischief and wonder. “I’m goin’ down the big swide.” She picked up her fork and started tapping it against the table, singing about slides, unicorns, and bathing suits. 

Hailey was the only pure thing in my life, and I would do anything to keep her that way. She was my everything, the reason I kept going day after day. Watching her tap and sing without a care in the world, I had to fight the desire to grab her and run, to get the hell out of Seattle and let the Dead Presidents handle their own shit. 

But deep down, I knew Hailey and I couldn’t run forever, and the club was our best bet for a safe, stationary life. If anything happened to me, Link would be pissed that I hadn’t told him about my daughter, but he’d do everything in his power to protect her. 

“Be careful with that big slide,” I said, brushing her bangs away to kiss her forehead. “I love you more than anything in the world, and I don’t want you to get hurt.” 

“I wove you too, Daddy, but I’m big now. I don’t get hurt.” 

“I know, but let your grandmother go down the slide with you for my sake. Please?”


She stared at me, contemplating. Then a bright smile spread across her face, lighting up the entire room. “Okay Daddy. I don’t want you to be scawed.”

“Thanks, baby girl.” 

After breakfast, I continued the façade of a businessman, backing my nondescript silver Toyota Camry out of the garage and heading out of my peaceful Bellevue neighborhood toward the hustle and bustle of downtown Seattle. I needed to go to the club, but I never drove straight there. 

Don’t get me wrong, I trusted my patched brothers as much as I could trust anyone, but they wouldn’t learn where I lived or what I drove unless I was incapacitated and one of my contingency plans kicked in. In other words, over my dead or dying body. And that’s exactly when they’d find out about Hailey. Since the club was filled with nosy assholes, I drove to an office building with a private garage and parked, sliding my hanging parking pass over the rearview mirror.  

One of my shell companies owned the building. The purchase had been a necessary gamble, but like my side hustle, it was paying off. Diversification made it harder for anyone to track me down, so I kept eggs in multiple baskets, juggling the shit out of them when necessary. 

I’d worked for the government long enough to learn how to evade it.  

Carrying my laptop bag, I took the elevator to my third-floor office (high enough for safety, low enough to appear unimportant) and let myself into the small space rented by a second shell company. Turning off the alarm, I glanced around the office to make sure nothing was out of place before disarming the lock on the supply closet and stepping inside. 

Weapons lined the shelves of one wall. It wasn’t a full armory, more like an option. The past three years had been quiet, but I wasn’t about to let that lull me into complacency. If someone from my past surfaced, I had enough firepower in this closet to get me and my family out of the city and dissuade a tail.  

I wasn’t here for guns today, though. Instead, I headed to the organized bins of clothing on the opposite wall. There, I exchanged one costume for the next, removing my business casual wear to don jeans, a black T-shirt, and motorcycle boots. 

The shelf on the back wall held nothing but an ethernet cable. I plugged my laptop into it and entered a series of secure passwords, logging into the building’s security system. Checking the live camera feeds covering all three parking garage exits, I watched and waited, making sure I hadn’t picked up a tail and that no one was waiting to ambush me. Once satisfied, I removed my glasses, popped in a pair of contacts, stuffed my laptop into a backpack, traded out my keys, locked up, and took the stairs up to the fourth-floor garage. I headed to what should be a janitor’s closet, but had been rented out to a third shell company. 

This was where I kept Valkyrie. 

She was a 2016 semi-matte black Harley Softtail Fat Boy “Special,” with a massive 110 cubic inch twin cam engine. The rear had been widened with a Rick’s Trick’n’Roll kit with redirection, it had no rear taillight. I’d opted for two bullet turn signals instead. She was the slickest looking bitch on two wheels, and I’d named her Valkyrie because she resurrected something inside of me every time I slid my leg over her saddle. My cut was draped across the seat, so I took off my backpack long enough to slide it over my shoulders and complete my ensemble. 

Now, I was Tap. 

It started as just another role, played to provide the ultimate safety net for my family, but over the past year, it had become much more. I liked being Tap. Too bad he wasn’t real.  

*	*	*

On my way to speak with Link, I passed through the common area of the old fire station that served as our club headquarters to find Naomi sitting behind the bar, nursing a bottle of water. She smiled up at me as I approached. 

“Hey, Tap, can I get you something to drink?” she asked.

“I’ll take one of those, please,” I said, pointing at her bottle. 

“Water?” she asked, her brows creeping up her forehead. “You do know we have whiskey, right?” 

I chuckled. “Yeah. I’m not much of a drinker.” 

“Not much? What does that mean? You don’t pop a nipple on the bottle and suck it down like the rest of these bastards? Or you wait until after noon to launch attacks on your liver?” 

“I don’t touch the shit at all.” 

“As in ever?” 

“Yeah. My dad was an alcoholic. They say shit like that runs in the family, and I never wanted to take the chance.” The practiced lie slipped easily from my lips; it was the same excuse I’d given my club brothers every time they tried to pour shit down my throat. Truthfully, my sobriety was about control. I worked my ass off to get it, and I’d be damned if I’d let it slip through my grasp for some temporary reprieve from reality. 

Normally, people responded to the lie about my dad with meaningless words of apology or stories of their own family drunks, but Naomi just cocked her head to the side and studied me as she pulled a water from the fridge and set it down on the bar. 

“Thanks. Link here?” I asked, feeling a little uneasy at the way she was watching me. 

“Yep, but he’s in a meeting with the officers. They should be out soon. Have a seat.” She nodded at the stool in front of me. 

I didn’t want to sit and talk to Naomi. The few interactions I’d had with her had revealed her to be smart and observant, basically the last kind of person I needed all up in my business. I was having a hard enough time fending off tracking devices planted by Morse, the club’s computer guru, and dodging the incessant questions of Wasp, the club’s vice president. Still, she was the president’s sister, so I sat my ass down. 

Watching me as she took another sip from her bottle. “Tell me about yourself. What’s your story?” 

“My story?” 

“Yeah, your story. You’re here when Link needs you to do shit, but you never stick around for the parties. You don’t drink, none of the club whores have touched you, and nobody seems to know what you do for a living or where you live. You’re an anomaly.” 

Shit. Naomi had been looking into me. “I didn’t realize you were interested,” I replied, playing off her attention with a smirk. “I’m flattered, but I don’t think it’s a good idea. Eagle would kick my ass.” 

She shook her head, but the corners of her lips twitched as the club princess fought off a smile. “Yes, he would, but trust me, that man keeps me more than happy. I’m not looking to stray, Tap. I’m watching my brother’s back.” 

“Oh, come on now. We both know Link can take care of himself.” 

“Give me something.” She was like a dog with a bone. “I don’t even know how you got your name. Tap. That’s unusual.” 

“No, it’s boring. When I met Link, I was pulling taps over at Full Moon Bar.” That lie was expected. People always asked how I got my road name and I didn’t think it was any of their business, so I told everyone a different story.

Naomi scoffed, not buying it for a second. “Link trusts people. Sometimes a little too much.”

The club was made up of military veterans. Some had joined because they believed in the cause and wanted to help, but most had stumbled upon the Dead Presidents because their time in the service had altered their reality and they could no longer reconcile with their old lives. They needed a chain of command and the kind of accountability that would kick their ass if they stepped out of line. Link had only been the president for a few years, and due to recent events, he was learning he couldn’t save everyone. No matter how much he wanted to. 

“It’s a good thing he has people like us to watch his back, then,” I replied, trying to put myself in her camp. “I work evenings for an internet security firm, Naomi. I’ve got a steady girlfriend and a life outside of this club. I only joined up because I appreciate what Link’s doing and I want to help.” The lies spilling out of my mouth sounded believable, and I wished like hell they were true. Knowing I needed to divert the conversation and get her off my ass, I threw in, “Your turn.” 

She gave me a slow chuckle, eyeing me all the while. “Link told me you were in intelligence. I’m sure you already know more about me than I do.” 

It was common knowledge that Naomi had been a Pedro, an Air Force helicopter pilot who specialized in combat search and rescue missions. Eagle knocked her up right before her tenure was over, so when her contract ended, she came home. She was strong, capable, intelligent, and tenacious as fuck because Pedro jobs were difficult to come by, especially for women. However, there was one thing about her I didn’t know. “How are you adapting?” I asked. 

She frowned. “What do you mean? To civilian life?” 

Her question simplified the struggle too much. Shaking my head, I tried again. “You were at the top of your game, leading a crew that depended on you. Pedros have hero complexes, you all need to swoop in and save the day. Literally. Yet you gave it all up. Now, you’re here, jobless, sitting in a club for military veterans that you can’t join since you were born without a dick. How can you possibly be content?” 

“Content?” She snorted. Glancing down, she rubbed a hand over her belly, drawing my attention to the growing baby bump. “I’m bored out of my fuckin’ mind. I grew up in this club, I served my country, and I know more about bikes than most of the members. I’m torn between the desire to take my place and the fear that integration could change the club into something I don’t want to be a part of anymore. When I was in the service I always knew what to do, but now I’m floundering. I feel guilty about leaving my crew, and then I feel guilty about that guilt and wonder if it makes me a bad mom. But I had to leave. I couldn’t have stayed.” 

“Why not?” I asked. There were plenty of parents in the service, and the Air Force would have bent over backwards to keep a skilled pilot.

Her gaze drifted to a bottle of Jack Daniels, betraying her desire for a drink. Instead, she sipped from her water, making a face. “One of our last missions went sideways. We were attacked and I lost some of my PJs, my pararescuemen. One was a good friend by the name of Max Stevenson. He had a wife and a two-year-old little boy who thought his daddy hung the moon. I delivered the news myself, and I’ll never forget the look on Mikey’s face when Jamie told him his daddy wasn’t coming home.” Her hand splayed protectively across her belly. “I’m sure you know Link and I grew up without a mom, and I won’t do that to my kid.”

I had to respect her motivation. Especially considering my own situation. No doubt Hailey would eventually ask about her mom, and I’d have to come up with something to tell her. Shoving that problem to the back of my mind where it belonged, I raised my water bottle in toast. “You’re gonna make one hell of a mom, Naomi.” 

Grinning, she tapped her bottle against mine. “Thank you, Tap. I do believe that’s the first honest thing you’ve said to me.” 

She wasn’t wrong. I should be worried that she could see through my bullshit, but instead I returned her smile, drank my damn water, and kept my mouth shut until the officer meeting wrapped up. 
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Sasha

 

One Week ago

 

I WAS IN over my head. 

Not at first. Even though I was jacked up on Ecstasy and hornier than I’d ever been in my life, Breaker was right where I wanted him. And it wasn’t like I got nothing out of our exchange. I’d never felt sexier nor more wanted than I did when he carried me into the bar’s office, unable to wait until we got somewhere more appropriate. He had a taste of me to satiate his hunger, but I made damn sure he wanted more. I teased and flirted for all I was worth until he planted my ass on the back of his bike and took me to his room at the ratty old motel the Serpents had fenced off and turned into their compound. 

My seduction of Breaker was going even better than anything I could have planned, and I thought I’d hit the jackpot. For the first time in a long time, I felt like I was finally doing something to make a difference. Strangely enough, while on suspension from my job, I was finally able to do it.  

But the next morning, I felt like shit. I awoke naked in Breaker’s bed, hating myself for what I’d done. I wasn’t upset about screwing Breaker—after all, that was part of the plan—I was pissed about how much I’d enjoyed it. Not only did I spread my legs for the enemy, but I got off on every depraved, sinful thing he did to my body. 

The burden of my task settled around my shoulders, threatening to cripple me under its weight. What the hell was I doing here? As a cop, I hadn’t been able to do shit about the Serpents. What did I really expect to do as a civilian posing as a whore? What if my suspicions about Sergeant Wilkens were correct and he’d reported me to the Serpents? I’d disguised myself, but was it enough? Anxiety sped up my heart and made me wonder how quickly I could find my clothes and get the hell out of there. 

These emotions aren’t real. I’m coming down from the high. 

The realization was enough to make me catalog my symptoms. Fatigue, depression, anxiety, confusion, difficulty concentrating, I mentally checked off each box. 

This is awful. Why do people willingly take this shit? 

Breathing deeply, I meditated until my emotions were back under control and reassessed the situation. Breaker was snoring loudly beside me. Limited morning light shone through the curtains, showing me more of his rugged features. The lines of his face and the fullness of his beard made him look older than his twenty-seven years. I was only a year younger, but I’d always looked young for my age which was probably why he’d been attracted to me.   

Last night, I hadn’t learned anything about Breaker outside of the fact that he liked being on top, and I certainly hadn’t heard anything about the missing girls. I needed to provide him with enough motivation to keep me around until I found out what was going on. Desperate to please him and start this day out in my favor, I wrapped my lips around his cock and woke him up in the best way possible. He let me be in control for a few minutes before grabbing the back of my head and forcing himself down my throat. Surprised, I tried to push off, but he held me there until my eyes watered and I started to gag. 

Once again, the asshole was showing me who was in charge. 

My entire body was sore, but he didn’t care. As he flipped me over onto the bed, he was ruthless, violent, everything he’d been last night. Only now I was sober and there was nothing sexy or empowering about having my face shoved into the mattress and my ass hiked into the air. Tears stung the back of my eyes, but I refused to let them fall. I wanted to tell him no—to tell him to get off me—but the words froze on my lips. The second I said no, this became rape, and I wouldn’t give a lowlife like Breaker the satisfaction of raping me. 

Besides, I was right where I needed to be. 

Reminding myself that I’d started this by walking into The Serpent’s Nest I bit my lip against the cries of protest that wanted to rip free. By sitting on Breaker’s lap and accepting the spiked drink he gave me, I’d signed up for this. By letting him carry me into the office and fuck me on the desk, I’d given him permission. By waking him up with my lips around his cock, I’d started the launch sequence and encouraged lift off. 

But no matter how many times I lied to myself, I was never really in control and this wasn’t consensual.

This is acting. Just act. Play the part. 

I wondered if this was how my mother felt every time she spread her legs for a John. Did she ever keep control? Or did they wrestle it away from her, too? This was just a taste of what she went through, and I didn’t like it one bit. 

No wonder she started using.

When Breaker finished with my body, he slid his jeans back on and told me to get dressed. Hoping he was done with me, but also praying he’d let me come back, I did as I was told. Then I followed him out of his room and beyond the club’s common area. Rather than heading out front, he led me down the stairs into a basement. 

“Where are we going?” I asked as a feeling of dread crept up my spine. 

He gave me a smirk. “You’ll see.” 

And boy, did I ever. We marched past a prospect who was standing guard and into a basement that had been converted into what looked like jail cells, each complete with a sink, a toilet, and a couple of ratty cots. There were at least six girls in each of the cells. Their clothes were little more than rags and their eyes were hollow, their expressions lost. They shrank away from the bars as we approached, retreating deeper into their cells. I searched their faces, trying to connect the battered, dirty mugs with the girls on the photographs on the “Missing” posters. I’d bet money that the mousy girl curled up in the corner on the left was Alicia Nunez. 

Does he know I’m a cop? Am I busted? Why is he showing me this? 

As my muddled brain tried to process the scene, searching for exits, and wondering how I could free the girls, Breaker unlocked one of the cells and flung me in. Realizing what he was doing, I grabbed onto his arm, refusing to let go. I pushed against him until both of my feet were on the outside of the bars.  

He laughed. “What’s wrong, babe? I told you I was dangerous, and you said you could handle yourself.” The side of his lips rose in a sneer. “You handled yourself, all right. Best pussy I’ve had and I’m not about to give it up yet. I’ve got shit to do, so you can stay down here until I’m ready for more.” 

I couldn’t let him lock me up. Fighting through the panic that squeezed my chest, I grappled for the confidence I’d seen in my mom. Forcing myself back into character, I joined Breaker in his laughter, making him look at me like I was crazy. “You’re kidding, right?” I asked. 

His expression sobered as he gestured at the cells filling the basement. “Does this look like a fuckin’ joke to you?” 

I glanced around, coming up with a plan. “No, but neither do you. You’re a smart man who’s obviously been doing this a while. I bet you research your victims to make sure you don’t take anyone too valuable. Wouldn’t want those pesky authorities to come knockin’ on your door, would ya?” 

His expression morphed into something cocky and self-assured. “You think I give a fuck about pigs? That I don’t throw them enough bacon to stay in their pen and out of my shit?”

My mind sputtered over the reference, trying to figure out what he meant. Cannibalism? Payouts? What was he trying to say? I hated it when people mixed their metaphors; it confused the shit out of me. Regardless, it was clearly time to step up my act again. I released my death grip on his arm and splayed my fingers across his chest. “We were… busy last night, so you must not have researched me. I’m not some young girl with daddy issues who people will think ran away. I have an office job at an architectural firm with a powerful, well-connected boss who depends on me. And it won’t be difficult for him to find me. Do you really think I’d be stupid enough to go into a place like The Serpent’s Nest without telling anyone?”

He stiffened. 

I traced my fingertips across his collarbone, down his chest, and looked at him beneath my lashes. “I came into your bar looking for a good time. You gave me what I wanted, but it was so good I want more. But if I don’t show up for work in a couple of hours, my coworker will call the cops and tell them where I went last night. And although I have no doubt you can handle the police and their questions, why would you want the bother? There’s no need.” I leaned closer, planting kisses up his Adam’s apple as my hand dropped down to rub against his length. “If you want some little bitch in a cage, you’ve got several here to choose from, but if you want another shot at the best pussy you’ve ever had, you’ll let me walk out of that door so I can come back and give you some more.” 

“But you’ve seen this place,” he said. I could feel him growing hard again through his jeans. The man was insatiable. 

“So.” I shrugged. “You think I give a single fuck about your little pleasure dungeon or whatever this is?” Grinding against him, I added, “It’s actually kind of hot.” 

His eyes darkened. “Is it now?”  

No. It was sick and depraved, and made me want to nail his balls to the wall. Trying to sell my lie like my life depended on it—because I was pretty sure it did—I nodded. “Yes. Why don’t you take me back upstairs to your room and give me another round of this giant, hard cock before I have to leave for work? Then you can let me know when you want me back for more.”

I was putting the ball in his court, returning some of the power I’d stripped away when I hadn’t let him throw me in the cage, and hoping it would be enough to mollify his enormous ego. His gaze drifted toward the bars he’d been trying to lock me behind, and I said a silent prayer that he’d buy my act. If he didn’t, I was screwed. I should have been smart enough to tell someone where I was going, but I didn’t exactly have anyone I could trust. 

Breaker hesitated for a moment. Then he moved so fast he was almost a blur. I found myself trapped between his body and a hard concrete wall with the business end of a pistol pressed into the soft flesh beneath my chin, angled at my skull. 

“You think you’re smart,” he spat, digging the gun in deeper. His icy blue eyes stared into me with a promise of violence that made me tremble. “Hope you’re smart enough to keep your mouth shut so I don’t have to paint this fuckin’ wall with your brain.”

Adequately cowed, I muttered, “I… I won’t tell anyone. I swear.” 

He held me there for what seemed like eternity before a grin stretched across his face. “You’re damn right, you won’t.” Holstering the gun beneath his cut, he let me go. “I think me and you are gonna have a good time together, Sasha.” 

I’d had about all the “good time” I could handle. On shaky feet I followed Breaker out of the Serpents’ basement, wondering what the hell I’d gotten myself into. 

*	*	*

Still wearing the tank top and mini skirt I’d squeezed into last night, I sat in my car, parked in front of my apartment, staring out the windshield and wondering what to do. I’d been in this exact position since I took an uber home over an hour and a half ago, and I was no closer to an answer. 

I’d found the missing girls. 

I was still trying to wrap my mind around what I’d seen in the Serpents’ basement. The cells… the cots… nothing about that situation looked permanent. The room had reeked of sex, which meant the bikers were probably doing whatever they wanted with those poor girls as they waited to move or sell them. I needed to free their victims before they disappeared for good.

In a perfect world, I’d go to my sergeant and tell him what I’d found. But here in reality, I’d gone behind his back, while suspended, to do the very thing he’d taken my badge for.  

Sorry, sir. I know you told me to stay away from the Serpents, but I dressed like a hooker and walked into their bar to seduce one. He drugged me and we had crazy monkey sex before he took me down to his dungeon and tried to throw me in a cage. 

The chance of him listening to me was probably about as good as the chance of me keeping my job. But dreading my inevitable unemployment was not what kept me from reporting what was going on in the Serpents’ basement. 

“You think I give a fuck about pigs? That I don’t throw them enough bacon to stay in their pen and out of my shit?”

Breaker had been so confident, so unafraid of getting caught, that I couldn’t help but wonder why. We’d been dealing with this influx of missing girl cases for months, and I was the only one who openly suspected the Serpents. How many girls had been locked in that basement? I had twenty-nine missing posters hanging behind my desk, but those were only the ones with friends or family members who cared enough to file a police report. Homeless girls went missing every day, and nobody gave a shit. 

Why did Breaker show me the dungeon? 

That was the question I couldn’t get past. I didn’t fit the mold of the gang’s normal victims. I wasn’t in high school, he clearly hadn’t researched me or he would have found out I was a cop. And, I’d approached him, not the other way around. Yet, he’d shown me the basement and tried to lock me up with the other girls. Breaker wasn’t stupid or careless. He wouldn’t have made a move like that without a certain level of confidence his ass was covered. 

He had people who’d protect him.

I didn’t want to believe the force was dirty, but it would explain so much: why Wilkens had a coronary over me looking into the Serpents, how evidence against the club seemed to always disappear, why none of their cases went to court. 

Why so many witnesses had ended up dead.

The more I thought about it, the more sense it made. Goosebumps sprouted up my arms as I mentally ran through the recent Serpent cases I’d been looking into. How many anomalies could be explained away by a police partnership? I thought about marching back into my house, firing up my laptop, and continuing my research, but no doubt Wilkens was still monitoring my access.

Besides, I had other shit to worry about. Before releasing me, Breaker had made me promise to come back after work this evening. If I didn’t show up at the compound in ten hours and forty-two minutes, he was going to come looking for me. 

There had to be someone at the department I could call. Surely they weren’t all dirty. But who could I trust? I’d heard far too many stories to pretend bad cops didn’t exist. There was an officer in Vegas who used to troll the streets for prostitutes then threaten to haul them in for some bogus charge if they didn’t give him a blow job. Mom was terrified of him. 

Power isn’t some magical energy that completely changes a person. It’s more like a megaphone that amplifies whatever’s inside. Assholes will be assholes, whether they wear a crown or clean toilets for a living. And unfortunately, I knew quite a few assholes who only chose the badge because they lacked their own country to rule over. 

What about an anonymous tip? 

Anonymous tips could be submitted through the department website. Since I knew how easy IP addresses could be tracked, I wouldn’t use my laptop to submit the tip. I’d go to the library and use one of their computers. 

And what could I write? Who would see it? Would the department bury it? Would it get back to Breaker? He’d suspect me. Then what? 

I’d be of no use to those girls or the department if Breaker found out I snitched.  

The more I thought about it, the more I realized I only had one viable option: stay the course and hope an opportunity presented itself to free the girls. Determined to do exactly that, I got out of my car and went into my apartment to shower. After everything I’d done—everything I now knew—I felt so damn dirty it was like I couldn’t get clean.

Standing under the stream of water, I allowed myself to relive last night, evaluating my performance, trying to figure out how I was going to keep up the act tonight, and refusing to admit how out of control this situation had become. 
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Tap

 

Present Day

 

BEFORE I’D HIJACKED her life and turned her into a full-time nanny, Mama had been one hell of a makeup artist. As a kid, I used to follow her around to weddings and other important events, watching as she transformed faces until they were barely recognizable. 

I didn’t tell Mama shit about my past—my demons were mine, and mine alone—but she was observant and pieced together enough clues to know we were in hiding. She was the wisest woman I knew. I’d once made the mistake of asking her how she’d learned so much without a college education, and she launched into one of her infamous lectures about listening. 

“You wanna learn something, boy, you listen. I spent years listening to the gossips while I was painting their faces, staying so quiet they’d forget I was there. Listening’s a lost art. These days, people only listen to argue, not to hear.” 

Years later, I joined the service, and the first thing they taught me in intelligence was how to listen: to what was said as well as what wasn’t. I realized that Mama had worked in her own version of intelligence, siphoning information about clothing sales, life hacks, schools, and even stock market advice from women who had no idea they were sharing it with her. But Mama had been so hung up on teaching me the value of listening she neglected to warn me about the danger of hearing too much. 

I’d heard the deepest, darkest secrets of the world’s most dangerous psychopaths, and that shit was impossible to forget. I feared that the secrets I’d heard would someday come back to bite me in the ass, but with Mama’s help, hopefully they wouldn’t recognize me. 

“What do you need, Alex,” she asked, sitting me down at her bathroom vanity where the lighting was the best. “Anything specific?” 

“No. Do your worst.” 

She nodded and went to work. Since joining up with me, she’d watched endless hours of tutorials, learning how to turn her talent into something more useful for our new life in hiding. Now, her specialty was stage makeup, and she made me up as Hailey played with blocks on the floor. 

“What are you building there, baby girl?” I asked. 

“My mom’s howse,” she replied, adding on another block. “Do you know whewe she wives?”  

My heart dropped out of my chest, landing somewhere around my ankles. I wasn’t ready for mom questions yet. I expected to have more time to figure out how to field them. Wondering where Hailey had even heard about moms, I looked to my own. 

She frowned at me, plugging in an electric razor. “We went to the park today and some little girl kept asking Hailey about her mom. Hailey came running to me, all confused and firing off questions.” 

“What did you tell her?” I whispered. 

“What can I tell her? You haven’t told me a thing about the mother of my grandbaby, Alex. I pretended like I got a phone call and then distracted her with a trip to the ice cream shop. But sooner or later, you’re gonna have to tell us both the truth. You can’t keep her mom from her forever.”

“I know.” I dropped my gaze back to my daughter. 

Hailey met my gaze. “Whewe is she, Daddy?” 

I didn’t want to lie to Hailey, but the truth would only put her in danger. “I’ll tell you after this weekend. When you and Mama get back from Wolf Water Park.” By then, I’d come up with something to keep her curiosity at bay. I had to. 

Hailey eyed me. “Pwomise?” 

I held up my hand. “Pinky swear.” 

Grinning, she stood and locked her digit with mine before going back to her blocks. 

“I hope you know what you’re doing, Alex,” Mama said. 

I blew out a breath. “That makes two of us.” This parenting gig was no joke, and most days I felt like I was out of my depth. 

Mama was at it for a little over an hour, but when she tapped me on the shoulder and told me to look in the mirror, I had to do a double take. My beard and mustache were gone, and she’d softened my jawline, narrowing my nose and forehead. My cheekbones and eyes both seemed smaller and less pronounced, while my eyebrows were darker and heavier, and my lips were narrower. I had no tattoos or distinguishing marks other than a scar over my left temple. She’d covered that up and added one across my right cheek. 

With my light brown skin and new features, I looked more Middle Eastern than mulatto. 

“Wow, Mama. You really outdid yourself. Hailey what do you think?” I asked, turning to show my daughter. 

Her nose scrunched up as she studied me. “You wook ugwy, Daddy.” 

Not ugly, but different. To a three-year-old who was used to my old mug, it was the same thing. “Why thank you,” I said with a chuckle.

“It’s not polite to tell people they look ugly young lady,” Mama chided. 

Hailey dipped her head and apologized before picking up a plastic pony by the hair and swinging it as she twirled in circles making whinnying noises.  

I helped the ladies load their bags into my Camry and saw them off before donning my requested costume, throwing sweats over the top of it, and heading out in the Audi I’d used my Titus Blackoak alias to rent earlier that day. I was heading to the home of a notorious one-percenter, so I made sure nothing could lead him back to me or my family. 

As I drove toward south Seattle, I thought about the meeting I’d had with Link yesterday. 

After the officer’s meeting was over, Link led me back to his office and closed the door behind me. Like always, I scanned the space for bugs, paying close attention to his phone and desk.

“You’re not gonna find shit,” Link assured me. “Nobody’s gonna bug my office.” 

He had the same objection every time I met with him, but Link didn’t know that someone had once bugged his office: Me. I’d needed to know what sort of man I was attaching myself to before I joined the club. And if I bugged his office, other people could as well. 

People who underestimated their enemies ended up in a pine box. 

Shrugging my president’s reassurances off, I sat on the sofa in front of his desk and made myself comfortable. “I have a job tomorrow at Buzz’s house.”

He stared at me. “Buzz as in the crazy motherfucker from the Serpents? The VP?” 

“The one and only.” 

“A job? What the hell is it you do, Tap?” 

I smiled. Link had been asking me that damn question the entire time I’d known him. He was nothing if not persistent, but so was I. “I get into places you can’t, Prez.” 

“You’re a crazy motherfucker, too, you know that?” he asked, leaning back in his chair and folding his arms across his chest. “Just what do you plan to do in Buzz’s house?” 

“What I was trained to do, listen.” 

“You’re gonna plant bugs in the house of the Serpents’ VP.” He chuckled. “You got some balls of steel, brother. What are you doing here, tellin’ me? You lookin’ for permission? Want me to pat you on the back and assure you you’re not out of your goddamn mind?”

I shook my head. “No, brother, I’m keepin’ you in the loop in case shit goes sideways. If I don’t come home—”

“You’ll bring your ass home, Tap. That’s an order.” 

“If I don’t make it, my responsibilities will show up on your doorstep.” 

He stared at me, shocked. It was the most information I’d ever given him about my life. “You’re hidin’ a wife and kid somewhere, aren’t you? You ol’ son-of-a-bitch, I should have known.” 

“Promise me you’ll do right by me.” 

All humor vanished from his expression. “You should know me better than this. You don’t even have to ask.” 

“I do, Link. I’m doin’ this because we need eyes and ears on those assholes who took Naomi. When they find out we’re responsible for what happened to Joe, they’re gonna be gunnin’ for us. We need to know when that day comes so they don’t catch us with our pants around our ankles. I don’t trust many people, but I trust you. I know you’re a man of your word, so I need you to give it to me. Tell me you’ll take care of what’s mine.” 

Link gave me a slow nod, keeping eye contact. “Yeah, brother. I give you my word. If something happens and you don’t come home, I’ll protect your family like they’re my own. But this is bullshit. You don’t trust me. If you did, I’d already be watching out for them, but you’ve kept them secret. You don’t trust anyone, Tap. I’m just your best option.”

He wasn’t wrong, so I didn’t deny it. 

“The club appreciates what you’re doing, what you’re risking. But after this op, you and I are gonna have a sit-down and talk this shit out. You want trust, brother? You’re gonna have to give some of that shit away. You hear me?” 

I heard Link loud and clear, but even thinking about revealing my secrets made my chest tighten and my tongue stick to the roof of my mouth. “After the op,” I agreed before leaving his office. 

Hailey wanted to know where her mom was. Link wanted to know what I was hiding. Reminding myself I needed to throw them each a bone if I made it out of Buzz’s alive, I parked in front of his house and surveyed the scene. 

Four bikes, eight cars. It looked like quite the party. Shouldering my bag of goodies, I approached the front door and knocked. 

One of the Serpents answered. His name patch said ‘prospect’ and the look he gave me said ‘dumb as rocks.’ “You the stripper?” he asked, eyeballing me. 

Fighting the urge to be a smartass and tell him I was really the pizza delivery guy, I nodded and held out my hand. “Titus Blackoak.” 

He looked at my hand and snorted, apparently his manners had taken up residence with his brains somewhere far away. I dropped my hand as he approached and frisked me before telling me to open my bag. I followed his protocol, showing the contents and answering his questions. Portable speakers, my MP3 player, an extension cord, a power strip, a couple of pens, everything in the bag could be used as a weapon, but not the type he was trained to look for. Grunting, he nodded me inside. 

Chloe, the Maid of Honor who’d booked my services, met me in the foyer. She was holding a strong-smelling solo cup, her knuckles were bleeding, and her skin was glistening like she’d just finished a workout. She looked me over and asked, “You got that sexy fireman costume under those sweats, right?” 

I gave her my best smile. “Yes ma’am.” 

“Good. Dani needs to get fucked up and let loose. Think you can help us with that?” 

The more fucked up they got, the easier it would be to pull off my real job. “That’s my specialty. Just show me where to set up my speakers and pour those drinks strong. I’ll handle the rest.”
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Sasha

 

THE SECOND NIGHT I spent with Breaker was shaky at best. The moment I entered his room, he flung me against the wall, pressing himself against me. “What the fuck, bitch? You thought I wouldn’t find out?” he asked. 

Still struggling to get a read on him, I asked, “Find out what?” 

He glared at me. “Don’t play stupid with me. You know full well what the fuck I’m talking about.” 

Breaker was in his big bad wolf stage. He wanted my fear, so I fed it to him, allowing myself the slightest tremble, the faintest widening of my eyes. I let him see me as weak and scared as I answered, “I don’t. I swear.”

“Think, Sasha, who the fuck did you tell?” 

That question was easy to answer honestly. “Nobody. I haven’t talked to anyone about you or your club or anything.” 

Keeping me pinned against the wall, he glared into my eyes for a moment longer before a grin stretched across his face. “Thought you were gonna piss yourself,” he said, releasing me. 

As I slumped down the wall and struggled to catch my breath, he slid between my legs, forcing me to look at him again. “Don’t forget who I am. It’d be a shame to waste this pussy, but I will if I have to.” He handed me a water bottle full of blue liquid. “Now, drink this so we can have some fun.”

I wanted to object and tell him we didn’t need drugs to have a good time, but the look on his face told me not to mistake his demand for a request. I unscrewed the top and downed the bottle. 

The next week passed in an ecstasy- and molly-induced blur. I was a puppy waiting in his room for him to pay attention to me. I was arm candy for him to show off. He talked about my pussy like it was a rare treat, using me to make the other bikers jealous. I was a fuck toy who let Breaker use me however he wanted because I had no other options. 

I needed him to want me, but his attention was a terrifying thing. 

He was a cruel bastard who liked to screw with my mind as often as he fucked with my body. I learned that he’d gotten his name because breaking people was his specialty, and he took a lot of pride in the sick, perverse games he played with me. 

But I never broke. 

I hated him, hated every moment I was forced to spend by his side. I especially hated the moments he made me crave him and the way he made me feel so damn helpless because I couldn’t get to the girls. I didn’t even know if they were still in his basement. They could have been moved, or sold, or even killed, while I was busy playing lap dog and there was nothing I could do about it. I was beginning to lose hope, wondering why I ever thought I could free anyone.  

Then one morning, my phone pinged with an unexpected text. 

Breaker: Wear something sexy tonight. I have a surprise for you.

I’d seen enough of Breaker’s ‘surprises’ that the threat of another filled my veins with ice. Still, I knew better than to tell him no. 

Me: K. Where and when should I meet you?

Breaker: I’ll pick you up at 7:30.

He’d never picked me up before, and I’d been foolishly hoping he didn’t know where I lived, but he bashed those hopes in with his next text. 

Breaker: You didn’t think I’d let you go without keeping tabs on you, did you?

If he knew where I lived, what else did he know? That I hadn’t been going to work? That I’d lied about the architectural firm? Thoroughly freaked out, I peeked through my living room window, scanning the complex for any hint of him or his goons. I saw nothing, so I dropped the curtain and replied.

Me: Of course not. See you at 7:30.

He was probably laughing his ass off, knowing he’d spooked me, but I couldn’t worry about that. I marched into my room and found a cute little red dress to wear and spent the day between trying not to stress about what would happen tonight and fretting over going back to work on Monday. 

He knows where I live. 

Does he know I’m a cop?

He’s keeping tabs on me.

Will he follow me to work Monday?

Does he know I’ve been lying about my job since day one?

I couldn’t seem to shake the dread that something major was about to happen. 

When Breaker arrived, he let himself in. Then he wandered around my apartment, pulling out drawers, opening closets, and looking under my bed. I didn’t know what he was searching for, but I was damn glad I’d had the forethought to stash my photos from the police academy beneath the cleaning supplies in my bathroom cabinet. The asshole sure as hell didn’t check there. 

Once Breaker’s curiosity was appeased, he led me to his bike and drove us to a yellow two-story house with a white picket fence and a three-car garage. I recognized the address as Buzz’s residence from my research. Breaker’s father had bought the home with his first wife when their three children were little. Wives had come and gone since, but records showed that Buzz and his daughter, Danielle, still resided within. 

Breaker was bringing me home. 

I didn’t even know we had that kind of relationship. Still in shock, I stepped off the back of his bike and tugged my dress down as far as it would go. If I was meeting his parents, he should have at least given me a heads up so I could wear something with another foot of fabric. “Where are we?” I asked, feigning ignorance. 

“My dad’s house. My sister’s having a bachelorette party.” 

Okay, I wasn’t meeting the parents, I was partying it up with the little sister. I’d met Danielle at the complex and she’d done nothing but sneer at me. Certain she hadn’t requested my presence, I wondered why he wanted me to crash her party. I’d learned not to question my own personal tyrant, though, so I kept my trap shut as I followed him into the house and past two prospects who were standing guard in the foyer. Since I was with Breaker, they didn’t give me a second look. A woman entered behind us, and they searched her person and her purse before letting her follow us. 

Breaker and I stepped out of the foyer and joined a small group of women in the living room. He stopped directly in front of Danielle and gave her a shit-eating grin. She eyed me suspiciously, scowling at my skimpy dress before facing off with her brother. 

“I can’t believe you brought your whore. You’re really gonna flaunt her at my party? You’re such an asshole,” she said. “All I wanted was a fucking drama-free party. Is that too much to ask for?” 

Breaker grinned. “Sorry, sis, but you were born in the wrong family. We don’t do quiet or easy. Hell, the fun doesn’t start until bitches are fighting over me.” 

I didn’t know what he was talking about, but if he thought I would fight for his ass, he was about to be disappointed. 

“This isn’t about you; it’s my party. God, I hate you so much.” Danielle turned to the friend standing closest to her. “Where’s Chloe? We’re gonna need to distract her. Maybe drug her. Anyone have any Valium? Muscle relaxers?” 

“Oh hell no,” another woman said, her voice shrill and angry.

“Shit,” Danielle lamented, glaring at her brother. “You ruin everything.”  

Breaker’s grin only widened as he waved to the woman who was weaving through the crowd to get to us. “Hey babe, how you doin’?” 

“Don’t you ‘hey babe’ me, asshole. I can’t believe you brought your skanky side piece here. You tryin’ to rub her in my face? Do you want me to kick her ass?” 

I whipped my head around to find the speaker. She had long, bleached hair and stood at least four inches taller than me. I recognized her immediately from mug shots as Chloe Withers, arrested four months ago for possession with intent to sell. I wasn’t the officer who’d made the arrest, but I’d been at the station when they brought her in. The evidence vanished, and Chloe only spent one night in jail before the charges were dropped. 

“Yeah, babe. That’s exactly what I want you to do. Aren’t you the bitch in charge of that kind of thing?” 

“In charge of what?” Her glare went from me to Breaker and her eyes lit up with understanding. “Shit. You want me to jump this cunt into our club.” 

He nodded. “Look at you, brains and beauty.” He grabbed the front of her shirt, pulling her against him. She fought him off until his mouth claimed hers. Then he grabbed her ass and deepened the kiss. Several of the women in the room hooted and hollered, egging them on. They practically dry humped in the middle of everyone. 

When Breaker finally let Chloe up for air, her eyes were glassy and her lips were swollen and red. 

“No need to be jealous, babe. There’s enough of me to go around.” He swatted her on the ass. Looking straight at me, he added, “And you know nobody’s pussy is as good as yours.” 

Chloe didn’t miss it. The passion in her eyes turned to fire as she clenched her fists and stormed toward me. 

God, I hated Breaker and his mind games. 

I’d barely braced when Chloe punched me square in the gut. I hadn’t been ready for it, and pain shot through my stomach as I hitched forward, trying to block my body from more assaults. 

“Nice hit,” Breaker said with a grin. “So, you’ll do it?” 

“Fuck you, asshole.” 

“Later, babe. You got a bitch to jump in. You gonna do your job now? Or do I need to fuck her right here in front of you to make sure you’re angry enough?” 

“This is supposed to be my bachelorette party!” Danielle shouted. 

Chloe spat. “If she survives, she’s in.”

“Thanks, babe. I knew I could count on you. Just don’t fuck up her face or her pussy. Those parts are mine.” 

Chloe’s face turned red. 

Breaker gave me one last look before turning on his heels and walking out. 

“Fuckin’ bitch,” Chloe said, driving her elbow into my back. “What makes you think you can touch my man?” 

Holy shit. She was going to kill me, and I didn’t know what to say to stop her. “I’m sorry!” 

“Yeah you are. Shut your goddamn mouth.” 

A brunette punched me, but Chloe snapped at her. “She’s mine first. Wait your fuckin’ turn.”

It didn’t take long before I realized that getting “jumped” into Seattle Serpents required a mob-style beat down led by the jealous, vicious girlfriend of the biker who was fucking with me. Chloe didn’t mess around with any of that girly-style hair-pulling and scratching nonsense. She was all about the knuckles and feet. She swept my legs out from under me, and my body hit the hardwood floor with a jaw-rattling thud. I bit my tongue on impact and my mouth filled with blood. I started to get up, but Chloe kicked me in the right kidney.

“Stay the fuck down,” she said, nailing me with another kick. 

Stars danced before my eyes. The coppery-sweet scent of blood overwhelmed my senses. 

“Alright, bitches, let’s fuck her up!” Chloe shouted.  

They descended on me with maniacal enthusiasm. A punch to my shoulder. A kick to my calf. An elbow to my side. Someone cut me across the thigh. Someone else sliced my arm. A kick to my right boob ripped a cry from my throat. The front of my dress was torn. Someone spat in my hair. A kick to the face rang my bell and made me realize these women didn’t care what Breaker said. I was at their mercy now, and they had none. I took the beating from all sides and the pain was excruciating. Everything hurt. Each atom in my body cried out, begging for the assault to stop. 

Blood trickled out of my mouth, down my arm, across my leg. I drifted on the edge of consciousness, wondering if the next punch or the next kick would end me. Breaker had pissed Chloe off intentionally, because he wanted me to feel this pain—wanted to remind me of the power he had—and I heard his message loud and clear. 

Eventually, I ceased to exist. There was only the pain. It flooded my senses, consumed my thoughts, and ate away at my resolve.

Then, just when I thought I’d finally break, it stopped. 

Wondering whether I’d passed out or died, I opened my eyes. Or, I tried to at least. My left eye was swollen shut. 

“We have to move her. The stripper will be here any minute, and he can’t see this shit,” Danielle said. “Jolene, there are rags and cleaner under the kitchen sink. Wipe up the blood. The rest of you, help me get her ass into the office and out of sight.” 

Then I was being dragged over the floor and into another room. They tossed me against the wall. Chloe gave me one last kick before they left me, laughing as they went. 
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Tap

 

I’VE BEEN DANCING since I was ten. I didn’t make the best choices back then, and my best friend and I got caught shoplifting after school one day. Mama decided I needed something to keep my ass busy and out of trouble until she got off work. One of her clients taught hip-hop dance classes and, despite my many objections, Mama signed me up. 

It was one of the best things she ever did for me. 

Before dance, I was a skinny little bastard who lacked drive and self-confidence. I’d always been competitive, but dance gave me a way to rise above. It taught me how to push myself further, gave me a body I could be proud of, and helped me understand how strong I really was. 

Of course, there were other benefits as well. 

As one of only two boys in the class, I was a hot commodity. The boyfriends of my fellow dancers teased me and questioned my sexuality, but they only had to ask their girlfriends to find out the truth. Dance is a lot like sex, and the way I moved promised a good time. I made a reputation for myself by delivering on that promise, working my way through my entire high school dance team before leaving it all behind to join the military. 

Intelligence operatives weren’t exactly known for their light feet, and after my sobering training, I didn’t have much left to dance about. I thought the dancer in me was dead forever until I started researching ways to make good money while staying off the grid. Like riding Valkyrie, stripping has been slowly bringing me back to life. Every time I turned on my portable speakers, it became a little easier to reconcile with the easy-going, hip-gyrating kid I once was.

Removing my sweatshirt, I stood in the center of the room wearing a wife beater and my sweatpants. Nodding to Chloe, I dropped my head to my chest and waited for the music to start. The opening note of “Porn Star Dancing” stretched out while I bounced my shoulders and flexed my chest to loosen up. When the beat dropped, so did I, landing in the start of a crab walk with my knees spread wide and facing the crowd. Women cheered as I thrust my hips to the beat before slowly rolling myself back up to stand. 

“Take it off!” one woman shouted, getting the whole room to chant with her. 

Smirking, I grabbed the bottom hem of my shirt and teased, showing a few inches of my abs as I bucked my hips. Launching into full body rolls, I closed in on the crowd. Then I grabbed my crotch and slowly circled my hips. 

Women reached for me, but Chloe swatted their hands down before they made contact. As the lyrics talked about wrapping hands around a pole, I turned my back on the crowd and stalked toward the bride-to-be. Danielle Pritchard, daughter of the ruthless motherfucker who called himself “Buzz,” sat in a kitchen chair in the middle of the room, watching me. Locking gazes with her, I once again played with the bottom of my shirt, giving her a preview before ripping the fabric from my body and circling her chair. I used my now torn wife beater to tie her hands behind her back as I popped my ass low, breathing against her neck and shoulder.

Spinning around until we were face-to-face, I checked my handiwork. Her eyes were wild and full of desire as her gaze raked over me. I kept my shit clean and smooth. No doubt my waxed chest and stomach made me a novelty compared to the hairy Neanderthals she was used to. I rolled my body forward in her face until my right nipple was within an inch of her mouth. I held myself there, teasing, before backing off and facing the half-circle. 

Dipping my thumbs into the front of my sweats, I continued to roll and thrust, inching the waistband down, waiting to let my pants fall until the lyrics mentioned dropping a dress. Wearing nothing but my fireman themed boxer briefs and suspenders, I kicked it up a notch and gave my cock a squeeze through the thin fabric. 

The crowd liked that. A lot. Their reaction was healing, reminding me that no matter how broken I was, or how many nightmares kept me awake at night, I was still a man capable of bringing pleasure to a room full of women. I’d been known to get caught up in the moment and let one of the women pay extra to take me home. Sometimes I hit the after-party with more than one woman.

That wouldn’t be the case tonight, though. No matter how much these bitches planned to pay, there was no way in hell I’d touch Serpent pussy. I had one set, three songs to dance to, a handful of bugs to plant, then my ass would be in the wind.  

Straddling Danielle, I continued to roll, thrust, and grind my body, soaking up the way her greedy eyes watched me. There was a certain kind of high that came from making women want me, and I rode that euphoria all the way to the bank. 

“American Woman” was the second song of the set. I never got completely naked, but I didn’t have to. I shoved down my boxers to reveal a banana hammock that looked like a fire hose encasing my cock. I stroked myself until the hose was fully erect and then swung that motherfucker around like I was putting out a fire, making all the broads lose their shit. By the time I finished the set, I was all hot and sweaty, as were Danielle and most of the women surrounding us. Untying her hands, I asked her where the bathroom was so I could clean up. 

Truthfully, I’d studied the layout of the house and knew my way around—there was a back door through the kitchen and sliding glass doors that let out of the master bedroom—but it would have looked fishy if I walked right down the hall and into the bathroom. 

Danielle gave me directions, and Chloe rounded up the women and started discussing the rules for some sort of drinking game, making it easier for me to slip away. I collected my discarded sweats and speakers, leaving a bug that looked like a charging brick plugged into the power strip, before carrying my bag off toward the bathroom. 

When I walked past Buzz’s office, the door was cracked open. I hadn’t planned to plant anything in there, but I hadn’t anticipated finding the door open and the office empty, either. The opportunity was far too good to pass up. Stopping, I listened and looked around for a camera before slipping inside to investigate.  

That’s when I saw her. 

At first, I thought she was dead. 

Lying on the floor with her head dropped forward and her short blonde hair hiding her face, she looked lifeless. A tight little red dress clung to her body in tatters, shredded at the top and hiked up at the bottom, exposing one breast and everything from the waist down. Her arm was bloody, as was one of her legs. 

Something within me stirred to help her, but she wasn’t my problem. Not the objective. Keeping one eye on her in case she decided to come to life and alert people of my presence, I got down to business, bugging Buzz’s desk phone as well as his desk. When I finished, I headed for the door, but didn’t get far before my conscience made me stop. 

I couldn’t force myself to walk out on her. Memories tugged at the back of my mind of another woman who left for a mission and never returned. Could someone have saved her? 

If I abandoned this woman, would some other daughter be left motherless? 

The blonde curtain parted as she looked up at me. Her lip was split, one eye was swollen shut, and the right side of her jaw was battered. But it was the strength and determination in her eyes that stole my breath away and glued my feet to the floor. All the blood, all the bruises—she’d taken one hell of a beating—but she wasn’t broken. Not by a long shot. 

She was fucking gorgeous. Alive. Fiery. One bright green eye swept over my mostly naked body, taking in my costume, my banana hammock and suspenders, before meeting my gaze. 

“Leave me,” she pleaded. 

It was the last thing I expected her to say, and the only command I couldn’t follow. If I walked out the door, her pleas would haunt me every night for the rest of my life, just like the others I’d left behind. I couldn’t do it. 

“Fuck,” I muttered, marching toward her. 

Her good eye widened. “Leave me,” she repeated, her words sounding even weaker now.  Who knew how much blood she’d lost or what these assholes had done to her? I refused to let fear keep her here so they could finish off the job.

Opening the office window, I pushed the screen out. Setting my bag behind the desk, I picked  the woman up and slung her over my shoulder. She weighed maybe a buck and a half and smelled of blood and perfume. Her ass was exposed, so I tugged her dress down, trying to preserve what little of her dignity I could. There was a small black purse lying beside her, so I bent and picked that up, too. She groaned and then passed out, becoming dead weight on my shoulder. Swearing and mentally kicking myself for not walking out the door and leaving her ass when I had the chance, I made my way to the window and climbed through with her still hanging over my shoulder. 

My car was parked in front of the neighbor’s house. I hastened to it and laid her and her bag in the backseat before going through the window of Buzz’s office again to collect my shit. sliding on my sweats and sneakers, I walked into the living room and took in the scene. 

The bachelorette party was in full swing now, with the bride and all her friends gleefully throwing back drinks. A couple of them grabbed at me as I passed, begging me to stay. I thanked them for their invitation but explained that I had another gig to get to. As I walked past the guards, I made sure they saw me with nothing in my hands but the bag I’d carried in. 

The woman was still out cold in the backseat when I slid behind the wheel and started up the rental car. I kept one eye on the house, but nobody came running after us. As I pulled away from the curb, wondering what the hell to do, I called Link. 

“Tap,” he said, sounding relieved to hear from me. He’d been expecting me to call and check in after the gig, and it was reassuring to know he’d been anxiously waiting. “How’d everything go?” 

“I dropped off the packages, but I also picked one up.” 

“Come again?” He sounded as confused as I felt. 

Cell conversations were one of the easiest things to hack into, so I wasn’t about to get into specifics over the phone. The Serpents probably didn’t have the necessary technology, but there was no telling who they had in their pockets and I didn’t take chances with shit like that. “You heard me.”

“What kind of package?” he asked. 

“The kind that has to be taken care of.” 

“Shit. I have no idea what the fuck you’re talking about and it’s still got me crawling out of my skin.” 

“I’ll bring it to the fire station.” 

“Like hell you will. There’s enough bad blood between us and the Serpents. I don’t want to give them any reason to attack us. Whatever you took of theirs, I don’t want here.”

Link didn’t really understand the art of not saying shit over the phone. 

I glanced in my rearview mirror, angling it so I could see Sasha in the back seat. She was still out cold, half on the seat, half off, but her breathing and heartbeat were steady. Her arm had stopped bleeding, but her leg wound kept leaking away. She needed stitches and probably an antibiotic to avoid infection. “What the fuck am I supposed to do with it?” 

“You took it, it’s your problem.”

“That’s helpful. Thanks, Prez.” 

He chuckled. “Look, I’m in the middle of something right now. I’ll send Havoc to help you figure out what to do with it. Where the fuck are you?” 

“No. Not Havoc.” I didn’t know the club’s sergeant at arms. I mean, I knew him, but I hadn’t spent a month listening in on his conversations to make sure he was the stand-up guy everyone thought he was. I hadn’t personally vetted him. “Can’t you break away?” 

“I’m trying real damn hard to be considerate of the shit you got going on in your head. If you were anyone else, I’d be sending out a prospect to handle this. Havoc has always had my back, and there isn’t a soul on this planet I trust more. I’ve given you a lot of leeway, brother, but the time is coming for you to either piss or get off the pot.”

There was a bleeding woman in my backseat that I’d just sprung from a dangerous criminal’s house and Link was trying to have a come to Jesus meeting now? “I think this ass chewin’ can wait ’til later, Prez,” I said through gritted teeth. “I need help.” 

“Never planned to leave you hangin’, Tap. You’re one of us, now. Trust me. I won’t do you wrong. But I’m not holding your goddamn hand, either. You have a house. Probably a couple of them. Since nobody knows where you live, your place will be the safest to store whatever you have. Give me your address and I’ll have Havoc meet you there.”  

Send Havoc to my house? Hell no. I was driving around trying to figure out what to do with the unconscious woman in my back seat. She didn’t need Havoc or my house; she needed a hospital. “Fuck it. I’ll figure it out myself,” I said, disconnecting the call. 

Then I drove to the nearest hospital. 

The remnants of the woman’s dress didn’t leave a whole lot to the imagination, and I didn’t want to put her business out there like that, so I slid my sweatshirt over her head and tugged it down, not bothering with the arms. It came down past her ass, covering more than her dress had. I scooped her up and headed toward the building. When we were halfway across the lot, she woke with a start, almost launching herself out of my arms. She cried out in pain, gasping as I tried to settle her.  

“Easy,” I said, lowering her down to stand on her own. 

She wobbled like she was about to fall. I held onto her as she took a pained breath and looked around. “Who are you? Where are we?” 

Ignoring her first question, I answered the second, “I’m taking you to the hospital.” 

Her eyes closed and her shoulders slumped. “No. Dammit. Damn you. You’re the stripper from the party. I told you to leave me.” 

Shocked, I stared at her wondering how high she had to be to want to be left in a place like that. She didn’t look like the other Serpent women. There was something different about the way she held herself, about the way she stared me down. “Leave you to get your ass kicked? Again?” I asked. 

“You don’t understand. I was one of them. They jumped me in.” 

“Into their club?” Nothing she said made sense. “You want to be with those assholes? After they fucked you up like this? You want to be a Serpent?” 

“Yes. No. It’s a long story.” 

“Look, babe, you need a hospital. Not a room full of drunk homicidal maniacs.” 

She glanced at the building in front of us. “No hospital. They’ll find me. It’ll look weak. I can’t chance my boss finding out what happened. It’s too risky.” 

Now thoroughly confused and about two seconds from slinging her ass back over my shoulder and marching her in, I met her one-eyed gaze. “You’re bleeding. You need stitches.” 

She glanced down at her leg, and then back to me. “It’s nothing. The missing girls are counting on me. If you take me in that hospital, you kill them all.”

“What missing girls?” 

“Take me somewhere else and I’ll explain everything. Please. Just no hospital, no police.” 

She was scared, beaten, and dead on her feet. She swayed, gritting her teeth against the pain and looking like she could topple over at any time. Despite the cool night air, sweat beaded against her pale skin. Against my better judgment, I picked her up and headed back to the car. As I dumped her in the back seat, she passed out again. Swearing, I took my wife beater out of my bag and tied it just above the wound on her thigh to stanch the blood flow. 

Then, with no other options, I took her to my house. 
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Tap

 

AS I PACED in front of the woman asleep on the sofa in my basement, I tried to come up with a game plan, but nothing in my training had prepared me for this. No, I’d slammed the door on my training the second I hoisted this beauty over my shoulder, and now I was so far out of my element I could barely think. A woman I’d just met—who clearly had ties with the Seattle Serpents—was in my personal space. 

And I brought her here. 

I had to be losing my mind to do something so fucking stupid. 

But I wasn’t entirely out of options. This broad didn’t know who I was, and since I was still wearing the makeup mama had painted me up with, my real face remained hidden. She could probably pick me out of a lineup, but only with my shirt off. 

And it wasn’t like I’d been careless. Before bringing her to my house, I took apart her cell phone and searched her purse and body for taps or wires. Then I blindfolded her, unwilling to take the chance that she’d sleep through the ride. She didn’t even stir as I parked in the garage, carried her down to the basement, laid her on the sofa, and removed her blindfold.

We’d been home for almost an hour and she was still out cold, which was worrisome.  

The cut on her arm was shallow, but the one on her thigh looked bad. I’d never stitched anyone up in my life. If I was into that sort of shit, I would have become a medic, not an intelligence officer. I could call Mama home since she knew how to sew, but I refused to bring her into this mess. No, she and Hailey needed to stay far away until I got rid of our visitor. 

I’ll just look up a how-to video. No biggie.

As I pulled out my cell to do that, it vibrated with an incoming call from Link. Hoping he’d come up with some sort of solution to the problem stretched out on my sofa, I accepted the call and put it to my ear. “Hey Prez.” 

“I’m gonna kick your ass for hanging up on me earlier. I need you to know that.” 

Some things never changed, and I wouldn’t expect less from the president. Chuckling, I shook my head. “I was kind of busy at the time, and since you wouldn’t help…” 

“Oh, I was offering help, just not the kind you wanted. How’s the package? Have you figured out what to do with it yet?” 

I glanced at the woman who was still out cold. “Negative.” 

“I can still send Havoc to help. He and Julia are at the bar having a drink with Stocks.” 

And have one more person find out where I lived? “Thanks, but I’m home now.” 

“Yeah? So? You said you still need help.” 

Link knew what was up, so why was he making me spell it out for him? “You know I’m a private man, Prez.”

I expected him to go off, to give me more of his ‘shit or get off the pot’ speech, but instead, he let out a frustrated breath and mumbled, “Twenty-seven.”

What the fuck is twenty-seven?


The wheels in my head spun before they finally sparked and sputtered out. I had nothing. Link knew I couldn’t let shit I didn’t know slide, so he liked to throw out some random word or number and let it eat at me until I asked what it was. I was too damn curious for my own good and I couldn’t resist knowledge. The bastard used it against me. Determined not to give in, I said, “Sounds like we have nothing more to discuss.” 

“Oh, we have all sorts of shit to talk about, you’re just too chicken to do it.” 

Now, he was baiting me. My thumb hovered over the “end call” button, but I couldn’t do it. Throwing my head back, I gave in. “What the fuck is twenty-seven?” 

“It’s the number of funerals I’ve attended this year for vets who didn’t have anyone else.” His voice was suddenly somber, serious. “Earlier, when you called, I was on the phone with the Patriot Guard Riders, learning about number twenty-eight. It’s being held tomorrow at Green Hills Funeral Home. Twenty-eight of our brothers who served our country only to come back and die alone. They lived here, in our city, and we didn’t reach them, didn’t find them in time. Think about that shit for a second.”

I don’t know what I was expecting, but that wasn’t it. Everyone knew Link had connections with the Patriot Guard Riders who sometimes sent him details about the funerals of veterans without family, but I had no idea he’d attended that many. We were in August, so he was attending between three and four every month. 

“It’s a hell of a way to go,” Link continued. “Nobody to mourn them. Nobody to share stories about the crazy shit they did or talk about the good ol’ days. It’s like these vets just cease to exist and nobody even gives a fuck. They need a club of brothers who have their back and will stand beside their graves, drinkin’ and shootin’ the shit about them. Hell, the worst way someone can die is forgotten and alone. You’re a part of something here with us, Tap. You make a difference. If, God forbid, you died today, we’d tell stories and drink at your funeral, we’d make sure your responsibilities were taken care of, and nobody would forget the shit you accomplished. We’d keep your memory alive.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I said the only thing I could. “Thank you.” 

“We’re family, and that’s what family does. I don’t need your thanks; I need your goddamn trust. It’s time for you to start acting like a relative, brother. Time for you to trust us to have your back. Reach out to Havoc and tell him where you are. He’s one useful motherfucker and he has my full confidence and authority.”

Havoc would know where I lived. There was no way the club’s sergeant at arms would meet me somewhere and let me blindfold him to get him in and out of my neighborhood. And if he knew where I lived, it was only a matter of time before the rest of the club figured it out. Even if Havoc didn’t tell anyone, Morse would put a tracker on Havoc’s bike or Wasp would tail him. The life I’d built here would change forever, or until I packed up my family and moved. “I’ll think about it.” 

“Do more than think about it. I’ve been beyond patient with you, but it’s time for you to make a decision. The club chose you a year ago when we patched you in. Now it’s time for you to choose us. You’re either all in, or you’re all out. Your decision.” 

I couldn’t believe he was giving me an ultimatum. “It’s like that, huh?” I asked. 

“Has to be. A club is a pack, not a collection of scattered lone wolves. We stand together or we won’t survive. Call Havoc.” Link disconnected. 

I understood Link’s position, but I liked shit the way it was—keeping the club at arm’s length while still participating—and I didn’t want anything to change. Frustrated and wondering what to do, I dropped my phone on the desk and collapsed in my chair. 

*	*	*

Sasha

 

My dreams were a fitful mess of broken images and scattered emotions. Breaker. Betrayal. Chloe, winding up to kick me. Pain. An impossibly handsome stripper, his golden-brown skin glistening as his muscles flexed to pick me up. Peace. The backseat of a car. Confusion. A hospital. Fear. 

The sound of something dropping startled me awake. One of my eyes was glued shut, but with the other, I scanned the area. There were no windows. Only the glow of four monitors mounted to a wall illuminated the area. The monitors showed doors and windows of a building I did not recognize, it looked like some sort of security feed.  

A door with a ten-key pad was to the right of the monitors. A second door was located on the wall to the left. Half of the room had been set up as a small gym. Dumbbells were racked beside a weight bench, a yoga mat covered part of the floor, and a treadmill rested in the corner. 

The other half of the space was an office. A mahogany desk stood in the center of the area with two monitors and a laptop perched on top of it. Two tall filing cabinets stood against the wall. The stripper from last night sat in a high-backed leather chair in front of the desk, his head thrown back to stare at the ceiling. He was still wearing the yellow suspenders, leaving his magnificent chest on full display. A pair of black sweats rode low on his hips, and his feet were bare. 

His head dropped and he leveled a stare at me. “You’re awake.” 

It wasn’t a question, but I answered anyway. “Yes.” My voice sounded scratchy, and my throat felt raw. Swinging my legs around, I sat up. Pain hammered my head. I tried to cradle it in my hands, but they were trapped beneath a giant sweatshirt. The stripper had taken me from the party, dressed me, and brought me to his gym/office. 

“Can I get you something for the pain? Ibuprofen? Vicodin?”

I had to think about that for a minute. There was so much shit running through my system, I had no idea how Vicodin would react to it. I was in a lot of pain, but after watching my mother struggle with addiction, I wasn’t willing to take the chance. “Ibuprofen. Please. And water.” 

He stood and strode past me toward the inside door. I was wearing an oversized sweatshirt like a poncho. I had no idea where it had come from, and I was too warm in it, so I raised the arm that wasn’t hurting, and tugged it off. Looking down at the front of myself, I realized my dress was ruined and tried to stretch enough fabric forward to cover myself. A gaping “V” still left most of my right boob exposed, so I gave up and draped the sweatshirt over my chest. When my rescuer returned, he carried two small orange pills and a glass of water. He handed everything to me and leaned against the desk. 

“Who are you and why did you want to get jumped into the Serpents?” he asked. 

Apparently, we were getting right into the Q&A session, and without any manners. Reminding myself that this guy had been in Buzz’s house, too, I played my hand as close to the chest as I could. “My name is Sasha Petrov. Sorry, I don’t remember yours.” 

“I didn’t give it.” I waited for him to rectify that oversight, but he stared straight ahead, waiting for me to continue.

“Are you with the Serpents?” I asked. 

“If I was, do you think I would have taken you out of there?” 

No. Maybe. This could all be another one of Breaker’s tests, but that didn’t make sense. It seemed like he would have tested me before he had his girlfriend and her girl-powered-up thugs beat the shit out of me. I’d survived their beatdown, so I was basically property of the club. I was in. Or, at least, I should be. That sure made shit complicated. 

“Why were you getting jumped into the Serpents?” he asked. 

I couldn’t trust the guy. He pulled me out of Buzz’s office—against my will—screwing up my whole plan, and he wouldn’t even give me his name? Two could play that game. “I’ve been thinking about a career change for some time and they offered quite the package: medical, dental, 401(k), travel option, long motorcycle rides on the beach. How could I pass that up?”

The side of his mouth quirked up. “Great. A smartass.” 

“I’d rather be a smartass than a nameless one.” I was being careless and disrespectful, but I was too irritated to care. Who did this guy think he was? He’d basically kidnapped me, and now he was demanding answers? Hell to the no. 

He chuckled. “You can call me Rob.” 

I could call him that, but it sure as hell wasn’t his name. I’d bet money on that and take it right to the bank. “Alright, Rob, what else do you want to know?” 

“You haven’t answered my first question. Why would someone so beautiful and obviously intelligent and witty want to join up with the likes of the Serpents? You don’t fit the mold.”

“Rob” knew nothing about me, yet he was making all sorts of assumptions. And it was stupid and immature, but all I could focus on was the way he’d called me beautiful. I was a mess. Was he blind? 

“Why were you at Buzz’s?” I fired back. “You’re obviously more than some common stripper. You on their payroll?” 

His grin only widened. “I tried to take you to a hospital, and you flipped out. Said if I stayed away from hospitals and cops, you’d tell me everything. Start singin’, little bird.” 

“Or, you could just let me leave and we can pretend this whole kidnapping thing never happened.” 

“Kidnapping? You mean saving your ass from whoever beat the shit out of you? Were you hopin’ for a repeat performance? You into that masochistic shit?” 

I shrugged. “Maybe, but it’s none of your business since I asked you to leave me. You should have respected my wishes. Hasn’t anyone told you about women’s choice?” 

His jaw ticked. I couldn’t tell if he was trying not to glare or trying not to laugh. “Decent deflection, but it needs work because if you really don’t want to be here, I have no objections to dropping your ass off at the hospital or the Seattle PD. Hell, it would make my life much easier. You have no idea the shitstorm your presence is causing.” 

I chewed on that for a moment, wondering what kind of trouble he was talking about, but I could tell he was serious. And I wasn’t about to push him further. If he dumped me off at either of those places, I was a dead woman. 

I had to trust someone. 

Why not the sexy stripper who’d risked his life to get me out of Buzz’s house? If he chose to kill me, at least I’d die staring at his fantastic pecs. 

“I’m with the Seattle PD. I’m officer Sasha Petrov.” 

His eyebrows rose. “So… you’re undercover?” 

I could tell this was going to take a while. “Not exactly.”

He folded his arms across his chest and gave me a respectable ‘don’t bullshit me’ glare. “Why don’t you tell me exactly what you’re up to, then?”

Regardless of how complicated this stranger had made my mission, he had rescued me. He saw a woman in a dangerous situation and took her out of it against her will.

How many times had I wanted to do that for a domestic violence victim?

In his shoes, I would have probably done the same thing. As misguided and unwelcome as that rescue had been, it showed character and a willingness to put himself in danger to help others. Especially since he obviously knew who Buzz was. In fact, he knew far too much for some run-of-the-mill stripper. 

Maybe he’s a fed?

That would explain why he was so secretive and why his security seemed so tight. I was usually good at reading people, and despite his obviously fake name, “Rob” seemed legitimate. I was in over my head with the Serpents, and I needed someone to talk to, maybe even bounce ideas off. More than that, I had to get back to Breaker so he knew I was still in. And since my mysterious rescuer was parked between me and the most-likely locked door that led out, I didn’t have much of a choice. So, I opened my mouth and sang him the full tune, starting with missing girl cases. I told him everything. 

Well, not quite everything. I brushed over the sex with Breaker. 

Not because I was interested in Rob, per se, but because I didn’t want him to think I was a slut. 

And Rob was hot. 

After I finished, my rescuer launched a string of questions at me. He was sharp and intuitive, and every ounce of information he pulled from me made my mind spin a little faster. I’d missed so much trying to do this alone while Breaker kept me doped up. I seriously could have used Rob’s mind while I was in the compound. 

He had to be a fed or something comparable. 

Wincing while I leaned forward, I said, “I didn’t think about getting the blueprints for the compound. That’s brilliant, um… Rob.”

He considered me for a moment before correcting me. “Tap.” 

I’d given him all sorts of information, and he was finally handing me a crumb. Tap was a strange name but it felt honest, so I rolled with it. “Nice to finally meet you, Tap. I’m not gonna thank you for taking me out of Buzz’s office, since that was right where I needed to be and I’m still salty about being abducted. But I will thank you for bringing me somewhere safe. Where are we, anyway?” 

He shook his head. “Let’s not worry about that right now. Those wounds need to be cleaned and I’m pretty sure your leg needs a couple of stitches.” 

He was right. If I had any hopes of making it back to Breaker, I needed to prioritize first aid. “I need a shower. Do you have a bathroom around here?” 

He pointed to the door he’d disappeared behind to get me water and pain pills. 

I pushed myself up to stand. My vision went white and my legs buckled, depositing my ass right back on the sofa. The pain throbbed and I sucked down a couple of deep breaths trying to deal. 

“Can I help you?” he asked. 

The question took me by surprise. Breaker had stripped away my consent the second he drugged me and pulled me onto his lap. Nobody had asked for my permission since. Yet this sexy, half-dressed muscular stripper wanted to help me. I stared into his eyes, searching for a motive or some dark intent. His gaze met mine, intense and haunted, full of secrets and pain, and the torment in him called to the anguish in me. 

He’d rescued me, stopped me from bleeding out, and brought me to his house, possibly endangering himself in the process. He’d already helped me more than any of my coworkers, and those assholes had pledged their lives to serving and protecting. “You already are.” 

He looked pointedly at my leg. “I can do more. I can carry you, if it’s okay?”

His remarkably toned biceps, abs, and chest were right there in my face, making every cell in my body painfully aware of how attractive he was. I didn’t want to appear weak, but stubborn and stupid were equally unattractive qualities. 

Wishing for some sort of inner strength I didn’t quite feel, I nodded. “Please do.” 

He picked me up, cradling me in his arms like a child. With my cheek nestled against his heart, I breathed him in and relaxed. Something deep inside me recognized that this man had saved me, and I felt safe, protected, even from myself. I’d told him everything, and he hadn’t turned me away. In fact, he’d insisted that I stay with him until I could walk. For some reason, this sexy, distrustful man seemed determined to keep me alive. Although I didn’t understand his motivation, I found comfort in the way he seemed to care about my survival. 

He carried me into a small bathroom with a full-sized shower that had a built-in seat. His body grew increasingly tense the closer we came to the stall. “How do you want to do this?” he asked.  

Wanting to dispel the tension and reassure him I was okay, I replied, “I want you to hold the water above me, so I can throw back my head all sexy-like. Like that scene in Flashdance.” 

He chuckled, visibly relaxing. “You really are a smartass, aren’t ya? I’ll tell you what. I’ll set you down on the seat, turn on the water, and give you the hose, and you can recreate whatever scene you want.” 

I smiled at him. “Deal.” He set me down and I tossed the borrowed sweatshirt onto the bathroom floor and realized the flaw in our plan. My left shoulder felt like it was out of the socket and there was no conceivable way for me to remove my dress. “Do you have a pair of scissors I could borrow?” Between the blood and the rip down the front, the dress was ruined anyway.

“You want me to arm you?” he asked. 

“Or help me cut off my dress. It’s not getting over my shoulders.” 

“You should have let me take you to the hospital. I get why you didn’t, but…” His eyes darkened as his gaze took in my battered body again—avoiding my exposed boob like a gentleman—no doubt seeing me as some sort of victim. 

I wanted none of his pity. I wasn’t a victim, I was an insubordinate suspended police officer who made questionable decisions in what started as the pursuit of justice but had now morphed into a raging hard-on for revenge. After everything Breaker had done to me, this case was very personal. Taking him down would be the highlight of my career to date. “Hey, I’ll be fine. You should see the other guy.” 

It took a moment for him to gobble down the bait, but his gaze finally drifted back to mine. “There was another guy?” 

“Yeah, and I did some serious rearranging of his face. They had to carry his ass out on a stretcher,” I lied. 

Tap shook his head, chuckling as he retrieved a pair of scissors. “You’re something else, Officer Petrov.” 

I didn’t know if he meant it as a compliment, but I thanked him anyway. “You’re not bad yourself, Tap of the no last name and undisclosed location.” 

Since my shoulder couldn’t be bothered with doing anything helpful like moving, he helped me cut my dress off, averting his eyes the entire time. For being a stripper, he sure seemed sketched out about seeing me naked. Wondering if it was only because my injuries made him uncomfortable, I said, “I’m not breakable, you know?” 

“Yeah, but you sure do bruise and bleed a lot.” 

This time, it was my turn to chuckle. “Ah. You got jokes, too, huh? Good. I was beginning to worry about you.” 

He dipped his head as he tossed my dress in the garbage. “Sorry to disappoint, but I’m not just a pretty face. I have feelings, too.” 


Tap had a lot more going on than his looks and his feelings. The man was downright intriguing, and I’d just barely scratched the surface. Telling him my story had shifted something between us. He was still secretive and closed off as hell, but at least he was joking with me now. I could work with that. Maybe I could even get him to release me so I could go find Breaker before it was too late. 

Once Tap got the water to an acceptable temperature, he took down the shower head and handed me the hose, putting shampoo, conditioner, soap, and a wash rag all within reach. “This should keep you busy for a while. I’ll be in the other room; holler if you need anything.” He hung a clean towel on the shower door. “For when you’re finished.” 

I thanked him again as he slipped out the door. Then I got busy washing away the past few hours, muttering under my breath every time the soap stung a cut. Yes, Breaker was going to pay for what he’d done to me.  
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Tap

 

SASHA NEEDED A doctor—and a shrink—not necessarily in that order. In addition to her visible wounds, Sergeant Wilkens, Breaker, and this whole fucked up situation had done a number on her psyche. As she spoke about the shit she was going through, I paid attention to all the things she didn’t come right out and say. 

She was trying to be strong. She covered up the hardest parts with a mix of vague descriptions and humor. Her eyes softened every time she brought up the missing girls. Her lips thinned and her jaw tensed at the mention of the drugs Breaker had given her. She seemed like a good person who legitimately cared about others and wanted to make the world a better place. I listened for hidden motives or inconsistencies, but everything sounded like it was on the up and up. Still, I knew better than to take anyone at their word. So, as she showered, I grabbed the ID out of her wallet, hopped online, and ran a background check on her. By the time she hollered for me to turn the water off, I was confident that either Sasha Petrov was everything she claimed to be, or she was even better at covering her tracks than I was. Since nothing about her screamed cyber genius, I chose to believe the former. 

After I turned off the water and she toweled off, I grabbed a bottle of peroxide and started disinfecting her wounds. She winced as the cut on her leg bubbled. Pulling the bottle away, I waited until she took a deep breath and nodded for me to continue. To distract her from the pain, I struck up a conversation. 

“Who’s the addict in your family?” I asked. 

She gave me a confused look. “I never said there was an addict.”

“Maybe not with your words, but you said it.” Only an idiot could have missed her body language. 

“My mom. After my dad’s death, she… she made some shitty choices. She died a few years ago trying to get out of the lifestyle.” 

“I’m sorry.” I couldn’t imagine losing Mama, especially not to something so preventable. My knowledge of the drug world was limited. As far as I knew, ecstasy and molly didn’t cause a physical dependency like heroin or cocaine, but I didn’t know enough about hereditary addiction to understand the risk Sasha was facing. “Is any of the shit Breaker gave you habit forming?”

She shrugged. “There’s no telling what he gave me for sure. While I was on it, my body was hyper-sensitive, and my mind was floaty. The withdraws were like PMS on steroids. The real danger of drugs like X and molly comes from the shit people cut it with and how it’s processed. You never really know what’s in there and what the effects will be. After a week straight of use, my nerves feel frayed, my attention span is shot all to hell, and the anxiety and sadness are real. I don’t think it’s addictive, though, because I have no desire to take anything ever again.”

“That’s why you turned down the Vicodin?” 

She nodded. “I don’t mess around with any of it. Well… I didn’t. When I had a choice.” 

“You were between a rock and a hard place.” And now I understood just how important to her that mission had been. She’d risked everything: her body, her mind, her sanity, and Breaker had been all too willing to accept her sacrifice.

“I’m still gonna get those girls out of there,” Sasha replied. 

I didn’t see how, but I nodded. 

“I mean it. I know you think I’m crazy, but I won’t let him win.”

She desperately needed a reality check, so I gave her one. “Look at yourself. He already won.”

“Just the round. I’ll take the battle.” 

God she was stubborn. And fiery. And the idea of her getting back into the ring with that fuckface made me want to lock her ass up so she couldn’t do anything stupid. “How? You planning to put on another sexy dress and go let him fuck with your head some more? Didn’t work so well the first time.”

Her jaw tensed. “Mistakes were made, but I’ve learned from them.” 

“Not enough to come up with a game plan for a win.” 

“I’m working on that.” 

She was getting irritated with me, so I let the matter drop as I carried her back into the office and helped her dress in one of my wife beaters and a pair of gym shorts. We had to wrap the string of her borrowed shorts around her waist twice to keep them up. The wife beater was about three sizes too large, but the material still managed to cling to her round, perky breasts and showcase her sexy hourglass figure. God, the woman was gorgeous, and I felt like a pervert for checking her out after all she’d been through. I mean, one of her eyes was swollen shut, for fuck’s sake. 

I’d been willing to let our discussion go, but apparently Sasha had more to say. “You think you’re so damn smart? What would you do in my position?” she asked. 

I thought about it for a minute before answering, “I’d beat him at his own game.” 

“You’d drug him, fuck with his head, and have your girlfriend beat him up?” 

“No, I’m better than him. I could do it without drugs or a girlfriend. I’d tap into his life, make random purchases on his credit cards, fuck with his credit score, hack into his cell phone and send tiny dick picks to all his contacts. I’d break into his house and move his furniture around, maybe plant a couple of cameras. I’d drive him crazy until I caught him doing something he shouldn’t be doing like fuckin’ around with someone’s girl or talkin’ shit about one of his brothers. People like Breaker think they’re untouchable, so they make stupid mistakes. I just need to catch him in one, send it to the right person, and bam, they’ll take care of my asshole problem for me.” 

Breaker thought he could play mind games? Please. The shit he’d pulled on Sasha was child’s play. I could have that motherfucker looking over his shoulder in no time. He’d work himself into a panic, wondering when and how I’d strike next, so goddamn terrified he had to wear an adult diaper to keep from shitting himself. 

Then I’d destroy him. 

“I don’t know whether to be terrified or impressed,” Sasha replied. I could almost see the wheels spinning through her head as she thought through my suggestions. “But that would all take time… probably weeks, and it still doesn’t accomplish my main goal. As much as I’d love to take Breaker down, this isn’t about him. I need to get those girls out of there before he moves them. Or worse.” 

“By yourself, without cops or hospitals,” I added.

She gave me a sad smile. “Yeah. Look, I know it sounds crazy, but I can’t just leave them there.” 

“Why not? You can’t infiltrate a motorcycle club compound alone. And pretend you do. Say, against all odds, you somehow slip past the recruit guarding the basement and break those girls free. What then? Do you just take them all home? You think the Serpents aren’t going to find out you were behind it? They’ll come for you.” No. That wasn’t strong enough wording. Shaking my head, I tried again. “They’ll make an example out of you, Sasha.” 

“You think I don’t know that?” The fear in her eyes told me she did. She knew exactly how this would end and she still insisted on doing it. “Every second I spend with Breaker is torture. Every text message he sends me, every sip I take in his presence, every time he touches me… he’ll break me eventually. But it doesn’t matter, because I’m in too deep now. He knows who I am, where I live, and someone at the department is helping him.”

“You could leave,” I suggested. 

She shook her head. “He’d find me.”

I snorted. “Not if I helped you.”

“Has anyone ever told you you’re a little cocky?” 

“Nah. They’re usually too busy marveling at my skill to talk shit like that.” I gave her a grin. 

Chuckling, she shook her head. “I’m sure.” 

“I’m not all talk; I really am that good. I can make you disappear and no one would find you.” 

“That sounds ominous.” 

It was good to know that even after all the shit she’d been through, the woman still had a sense of humor. “Not in a sleep-with-the-fishes kind of way. It’d be more like witness protection but without a paper trail. Nobody but you and me would know your new identity. You could have a new life, somewhere else, a chance to start over. You can forget all about Breaker and the Serpents.”

She stared at me, seemingly considering the offer. “And what happens to the girls?” 

My answer for that wasn’t as promising. “We can send in an anonymous tip and trust the system to do its job. You’re one suspended cop; it’s not up to you to save anyone. You’ve gone above and beyond your duties already. Nobody expects more from you.” Hell, I was amazed she’d done this much. She had balls of steel and a backbone of iron. 

She dropped her gaze and looked away, picking at the hem of her borrowed shorts. “Wanna know why I became a police officer?” 

After everything she’d told me, I had a pretty good idea I knew the answer already. “Because of what happened with your mom?” 

“She never trusted cops, said they cared more about the law than the people. I promised her I’d be different, that my duty would be to serve and protect the public.” 

Curious, I asked, “What’d she say to that?” 

“That I’d try, but one bad apple will ruin a pie. One good apple won’t fix it.”

“Solid. She was a wise woman.”

Sasha’s brow furrowed in disbelief. “She wasn’t wise, she was hopeless. She watched the love of her life die and she lost hope and gave up. Had Mom been wise, she would have enrolled in college, made a career for herself, dug us out of the hole Dad’s death put us in. She was a single mother raising two girls. There are programs she could have taken advantage of. She had options. She chose drugs. She gave up on us, and herself, before the needle ever pierced her skin.” 

Harsh, but honest. Throwing her logic back at her, I said, “Some might argue that you gave up before you ever stepped into The Serpent’s Nest.”

She stared at me for a solid minute before shaking her head with a chuckle. “I guess I am my mother’s child after all. I’ve made peace with my impending death, but the rest of my life will be spent getting those girls out of there.” 

The woman had no sense of self-preservation. “Some things are what they are. You can’t change everything.” 

“I don’t believe that. Things change all the time. Evolution, birth, growth, death, war, erosion, everything we know is based on change. Regardless, it’s not my job to alter the path of the police force. It’s my duty to get those girls home safe.”

I stared at her, amazed at the conviction in her voice. “You can’t do that alone.” 

“You offering to help me?”

“On this suicide mission? No thank you. I’m not about to become the Clyde to your Bonnie, babe. That’s not how I roll.” 

“I know. I’m sorry. That was a failed attempt at sarcasm. I wouldn’t ask you to help me. I shouldn’t even be here putting you in danger. Nobody saw us leave together, did they?” 

“No. I handled it.”

“You’re certain they won’t connect the dots?” 

I wasn’t, but I could guarantee that if they suspected and went searching for Titus Blackoak, they sure as hell wouldn’t find me. “Positive.”   

She eyed me skeptically. “You should take me home. You’re one of the good guys, and I don’t want you to get roped up in this.” 

“If I take you home, Breaker will come for you. You still don’t have a plan. I’m not letting you go back to the Serpent clubhouse all half-cocked and beaten black and blue. You need to relax. Chill the fuck out. Rest. Get your strength up and come up with a way to rescue those girls without getting the whole lot of you killed.”

“You don’t really have the right to let me do anything, Tap. I know there’s wisdom in your words and I’m trying to focus on that so I don’t tell you to fuck off, but you don’t understand how dangerous these people are. What they’re capable of. You stuck your neck out for me when I needed help, and I don’t want them to find me here and punish you for it.” 

She was worried about me. I wasn’t used to being the recipient of that sort of compassion. I held up her disassembled cell phone. “This isn’t my first rodeo. I know what I’m doing. Trust me, this is the safest place in the city you can be right now.”

She eyed me warily. “Do you promise to tell me the second that changes?”

It was an easy enough promise to make since I had no intention of endangering my sanctuary. “Yeah. I give you my word.” And I was done with this conversation. “Now, are you hungry? Thirsty?” I needed to stitch up the cut on her leg, but I was procrastinating. 

“Yes and yes. Want me to order something?”

I quirked an eyebrow at her. “You’re just trying to get my address aren’t you?”

She grinned. “Damn, I thought I was being sneaky.” 

“Subtle as an avalanche. I’ll go whip us up some peanut butter and jelly french toast and chocolate milk.” 

“Hm. Warm peanut butter and jelly. I don’t know whether to be intrigued or disgusted.” 

“I say walk on the wild side. You know, for a suicidal cop who’s ready to run into danger to rescue a bunch of girls, you’re not very adventurous.” 

She laughed, and the sound was musical, beautiful, pure. 

“You have a nice laugh,” I said. 

Her eyebrows shot up and her face grew somber. “Uh… thanks.” 

Confused, I asked, “Did I say something wrong?” 

“No. I just… I can’t remember the last time someone made me laugh.”

I gave her knee a gentle squeeze and stood. “That makes two of us. I’ll be back with food in a few minutes.” On my way out, I dropped her disassembled cell phone in the drawer with various phones and locked it up. 

Sasha watched me, seeming both curious and concerned. “I feel like we have an issue with trust.”

“There has to be trust to be an issue,” I replied. “I don’t know you. And what I do know about you suggests that you would do all manner of stupid shit to save those girls. I intend to keep that option out of your hands for as long as I can.” I wasn’t usually this honest with people, but the respect I felt for her made me want to give it to her straight. As far as I could tell, she’d been honest with me. 

“Fair enough,” she replied, making herself comfortable on the sofa. 

As I headed upstairs, I searched for YouTube videos on suturing wounds. By the time I reached the kitchen, I was positive I wanted nothing to do with stitching up anyone. And I never wanted to see another needle for as long as I lived. 

We needed help. 

My mind wandered back to two years ago when Elaine stood on my doorstep with the baby carrier at her feet, unknowingly about to sacrifice her life for her career. Elaine’s motives had never been as pure as Sasha’s. Elaine didn’t join the CIA to help people or to turn the tide of the department. She saw an environment she knew she could thrive and advance in, so she signed on. And then she made a career of manipulating others into doing the same. She lost her life chasing power and recognition. 

Sasha didn’t care about her career or her life. She was willing to give both up to save a bunch of girls. I thought she was crazy, but I had to admire her for it. Regardless, she couldn’t do it alone. She needed other people who were crazy enough to risk their necks to help the innocent and take down the bad guys. 

She needed the Dead Presidents. 

I had to make the call. 

Resigned, I tugged my phone out of my pocket and dialed Havoc’s number. It was close to midnight, and I was kind of hoping he wouldn’t pick up, but I had no such luck. 

He answered on the third ring. “Hey, Tap. I’m glad you called, brother.” 

I wasn’t nearly as happy about it. “Hey. Do you know how to stitch up a wound?” 

“You hurt?” 

“No, not me.”

He let out a breath, no doubt putting two and two together and figuring out that the “package” I’d picked up was actually a person. “Yeah. It won’t be pretty, but I can do it. I learned most basic medical procedures during my time in Special Forces.”

“Great.” I started pulling out ingredients and fired up the stove top. “I don’t suppose I can talk you into meeting me somewhere and letting me blindfold you and bring you to my house?” 

He chuckled. “Not a chance in hell.” 

That’s what I figured. “Are you sure?” 

“Yep. You’ve been with us for a little over a year now, Tap. You’ve seen how we work—what we’re about—when are you gonna trust us?” 

I cracked a couple of eggs into a bowl and pulled a whisk out of the drawer. “It’s not about trust.” 

“Bullshit.”

First Link, then Havoc. I was over people who didn’t know the full story telling me what to do. “You don’t know my life, what I’ve done, what I have to protect.” 

“Kind of the point. But it is about trust. You got some demons in your past and you’re worried they might catch up to you. If you trusted us, you’d bring that shit to the club so we can prepare to deal with it together. We were trained to handle the enemy, and if we can’t even be trusted to protect our own, we might as well park our bikes, turn in our cuts, and swallow a bullet, because the club has no goddamn purpose anymore.” 

His words formed a lump in my throat. Purpose was important to a veteran. No, it was more than that. Purpose was what kept us alive, what kept us from becoming one of the twenty-two veterans who committed suicide every day. I’d found my purpose in Hailey. The club found its purpose in helping veterans and the community. This shit was important for our survival. 

“Look, man, I’m trying.” 

“Yeah?” he asked. “Well, try harder. Give me your address.”

“Over the phone? No.” Giving my location over the line would be stupid. Careless. I’d never understand how people could just put their information out there like that.

“You better figure this shit out if you want my help.” 

I had another option. Being only slightly less paranoid than me, Morse had worked with me to develop a code for situations like this. Sending him my address would safeguard the information against threats located outside the club, but he wouldn’t keep it from Link. Hell, the second I sent my address to Morse, he’d probably jump online and troll my house. The bastard could break into my security system and hijack my cameras, and he’d do it for fun, just because he could. I had to reinforce my shit to avoid a full-on breach. 

But it was the only option I had. 

Sasha needed help, and I wouldn’t let her down. “Are you still at the fire station?”

“Sure am.”

“What about Morse?” 

“He’s here. He’s working on a project for Link.” 

Convenient. All the stars seemed to be lining up, bound and determined to shine enough light to expose me. Thinking I could do it without the club, I tugged the phone away and glanced at the suturing video again. My gorge rose, tickling the back of my throat. Nope. Still couldn’t do it. Putting the phone back to my ear, I said, “Hang tight. I’ll send it to Morse, and he’ll decode it.” 

I hung up and fired my coded address to Morse. Adding a thinly veiled threat, I asked the guru to give the information to Havoc, and Havoc alone, but that didn’t mean shit. There was a good chance the whole damn club would show up on my doorstep any moment. I had to be ready. 

I finished cooking the sandwiches, poured two glasses of chocolate milk, and headed back downstairs to prepare.  

 

 



[image: ]

Sasha

 

“WHAT THE FUCK is on your face?” Havoc asked, his eyes shining with humor as he studied Tap. I only knew that the newcomer was Havoc, because he fit Tap’s description perfectly: a giant black man with a shaved head and a full beard. He’d forgotten to mention that Havoc was also super attractive, or that he was a biker. I stared at his cut trying to comprehend why Tap would have invited a biker over. “Is that… Is that makeup?”

“It’s called a disguise, jackass,” Tap replied.  

“A disguise?” Havoc snorted. “Jules, check out Tap’s makeup job. Looks like he mastered that contouring shit they show in those videos you watch.”

As I wondered about Tap’s “disguise” a gorgeous redhead wearing skinny jeans, boots, and a pale purple blouse under a cut of her own stepped into the room. She looked Tap over and hummed in agreement. “Impressive. Did you do this yourself?” 

“Yes.”

Julia nodded, but didn’t look convinced. “You’ll have to show me your supplies. I’m curious about what you used as a base around your jawline.” 

“Later. Right now, I need your help with something else.” He stepped to the side and I found myself staring into the faces of Havoc and the redhead he’d called Jules. “Uh… Sasha? What’s wrong?” Tap asked. 

I was probably gaping. Fixing my face, I replied, “You didn’t tell me they were bikers.”

“Oh, honey, I’m probably the furthest thing from a biker there is,” the redhead replied. 

“Havoc’s with the Dead Presidents Motorcycle Club,” Tap replied. “They’re not an outlaw club like the Serpents. They’re all former military and they do good stuff like volunteering at schools and… uh... They’re the ones who took down Mayor Kinlan.” 

“I keep up with the news, and I’m familiar with who the Dead Presidents are,” I replied. The club was almost as well-known around Seattle as the Serpents, only for opposite reasons. Most of the officers I worked with had no love for the Dead Presidents, but nobody could deny the good that the club had done, even if their methods bordered on vigilantism. “Thank you for your service, Havoc. And for all you do with the club.” 

I couldn’t tell if he heard me, because Havoc was focused on Tap. “Care to explain why you’re making it sound like you’re not a part of the club, brother?” Turning his gaze to me, Havoc added, “Thank you. Tap’s a member, too.” 

Which meant Tap was also a veteran. Interesting. “His life is like the start of a joke. A biker, a veteran, and a stripper walk into a bar… Only it’s all Tap.” 

Tap looked like he’d just swallowed a fly. 

Figuring I’d said something I probably shouldn’t have, I snapped my mouth shut. 

“A stripper?” Havoc asked, perking right up. 

I felt like shit. Tap had helped me. He’d cleaned me up and fed me and was trying to keep me alive, and I’d just rolled over on him and given up one of his secrets. Desperate to save face, I launched into an explanation. “Yeah, a paint stripper. That’s what Tap does for a living. In fact, that’s what he was doing at Buzz’s house. Stripping the paint right off the walls. He’s good at it, too. You couldn’t even tell those walls had been painted by the time he got through with them.”

“In the middle of the night?” Havoc asked. 

“Absolutely. That’s the best time to do it since it doesn’t interfere with anything. Don’t have to worry about anyone getting in the way.” I was rambling now, but I couldn’t seem to stop.  

Tap collapsed on the sofa beside me, elbows on knees, head in hands. “Don’t. There’s no redeeming this. Just… let it happen.”

Havoc’s eyes were alight with humor. “A stripper? Damn, I didn’t know Buzz swung that way.” 

Tap massaged his temples. “It wasn’t for Buzz. It was a bachelorette party for his daughter.” 

Havoc didn’t laugh out loud, but he didn’t have to. His face said everything. 

“I’m sorry,” I whispered to Tap. 

He shrugged. “It was bound to come out sooner or later. Bunch of goddamn busybodies. I swear none of ’em are happy unless their nose is buried in someone else’s shit.” 

The humor disappeared from Havoc’s eyes. “You don’t get it, brother. We keep giving you time, hoping you will, but you still don’t.” 

“Get what?” he asked. 

“The Dead Presidents is more than a club; it’s a brotherhood. Yeah, we flick each other shit, but we also have each other’s backs. If I couldn’t have made it tonight, Wasp would have. The motherfucker probably would have given himself a hernia from laughing when he found out about your moonlighting gig, but he’d put his life on the line for you in a heartbeat. As would any of us. That’s what being part of a brotherhood means. We watch out for one another. But it’s near impossible to protect someone with so many goddamn secrets he refuses to even let us know what he does for work or where he lives.” 

“Yeah, well I appreciate your concern, but some secrets are necessary. I do everything that’s asked of me around the club, so I don’t see why it’s anyone’s business what I do outside of it. I pay my dues just like everyone else.” 

“We’re not a fuckin’ charity case. Link doesn’t bring in members so we can take from them. It’s a two-way street.” Havoc swiped a hand across the back of his neck and looked at me. “Sorry. I uh… I get carried away. I’m Havoc and this is my wife, Julia. I take it you’re the one who needs to be stitched up?” 

I tried to stand to greet them, but my thigh burned. 

“Whoa,” Tap said, holding his arm in front of me. “Relax. No need for that.”

“I… I can do it.” I needed to stand, needed to prove to myself I could still do it and that my leg wasn’t completely fucked. “I just need…” 

“A blood transfusion?” Tap supplied helpfully. “A week of sleep? More ibuprofen? What?” 

I snorted. “A minute. I just need a minute to regain my strength. It’s been kind of a rough night.”

“Looks like it,” Julia replied. “Just sit there and let us help you. Where’s the wound?”

“I’m Sasha. It’s nice to meet you both.” I tugged up the bottom of my borrowed shorts to reveal the gash across my leg. It wasn’t actively bleeding, but the red smudge on the shorts told me it hadn’t exactly stopped, either. “Here’s this one, but how are you with out-of-socket shoulders?” 

Havoc looked down at my leg and swore. “The Serpents did this to you?” 

There was no need to go into the full story, so I nodded. 

“Did you kill him?” Julia asked as her gaze drifted over the rest of my wounds. 

Surprised by the bluntness of her question, I took a beat. “It wasn’t a ‘him.’ I got jumped by a bunch of women.” 

“Hm. Last time a bunch of women turned on me, a man was behind it. I don’t know who did this to you, but he should be stripped naked and have his cock lathered in peanut butter before he gets tossed into a room of starving, rabid rats.” 

I liked Julia immediately. She was intuitive and slightly vicious, but she’d hit the nail on the head. Impressed, I replied, “I’d rather get his ass locked up for life, but things don’t always work out the way we want them to.” 

Julia smiled, catching my drift. Her gaze locked with mine. “I get it. But a word of advice, the worst ones are like cockroaches and one bullet’s never enough. When you finally get the chance to put an end to this douchebag, don’t forget to double-tap. It’ll save a lot of time and stress.” 

Tap shook his head again. “Sasha, meet Havoc and Julia. They’re almost as insane as you are.” 

“I believe the word you’re looking for is practical,” Julia replied. “We see problems, and we handle them. Now, shoo. Both of you. I need a minute alone with the patient before Havoc gets started.”

“Where are we supposed to go?” Tap asked. 

Julia waved him off. “I don’t care. It’s your house.” 

Tap stared her down. “Give me your phone first.” 

Havoc darkened and seemed to grow as he stepped between Tap and Julia. “You better fix your tone and check yourself, brother. You’re talkin’ to my wife, and she deserves more respect than that. What the hell do you need her phone for?” 

“I don’t want her making any calls from this room.” 

“Okay.” Havoc faced Julia. “Please don’t make any calls from this room.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” she replied.

“Problem solved.” Havoc shrugged. “Behold the power of communication.” 

“But…” Tap’s gaze bounced from Havoc to Julia. “What if she forgets and makes a call accidentally?” 

“You do realize I’m standing right here?” Julia asked. “And that I’m not stupid?” 

“Yes. I just—”

“It’s called trust,” Havoc said, grabbing Tap by the shoulder and turning him toward the door. “I know it’s a foreign concept, but I trust my woman, and that’s gonna have to be enough for you.” 

Tap looked like he wanted to argue, but the darkness in Havoc’s expression snapped his jaw closed. 

Once the guys were gone, Julia sat beside me on the sofa. “Please tell me why I’m meeting you in Tap’s basement, and not in a hospital. My husband is a capable man, but he’s not a doctor and that’s what you need.” 

“I know, but it’s complicated.” I liked Julia, but I didn’t know her. Not enough to share all the details I’d given to Tap. “A hospital isn’t a safe option for me right now.” 

She nodded, seeming to accept my explanation. “Do you need a morning after pill? A rape kit? What can I help you with?” 

Her concern was touching, but also a little overwhelming, reminding me how much control I’d lost of my situation. My mind was fucked up, but thankfully my body would heal. “No. Nothing. He always used a condom.” 

“Good,” Julia replied. “It’s just us in here now, so you don’t have to be strong. Tell me, how are you really doing?” 

Up until that moment, I would have said fine. But Julia’s intuition and compassion were too much. She was watching me, expecting me to be honest with her, and I couldn’t keep up the lies I’d been feeding myself for the past week. 

I’d been drugged. 

I’d been raped. 

I’d lost control. 

I wasn’t fine. 

I was a victim.

One week of mind games from that asshole, and I’d done everything he wanted me to. I’d put up with all of his shit and he couldn’t even bother to warn me that I was about to get jumped into the Serpents? No, it was worse than that. He’d poked the bear before he’d handed me over, making sure my ass kicking was fueled by anger and hate. 

Did he want her to kill me? 

Breaker and I weren’t exactly lovers. Hell, we couldn’t even be described as friends with benefits. Maybe fuck enemies? Regardless, it still hurt that he would encourage Chloe and her cruel little crew to fuck me up that bad. 

If he legitimately wanted me jumped into the club, shouldn’t we have had a conversation about it? Shouldn’t he have warned me or asked for my permission or something? Was this how all the women were brought into the Serpents? One minute they were fucking a member, and the next minute a bunch of bitches with anger issues were beating them senseless. 

Congrats! You’re now part of the gang!

Did other women get a choice about whether or not they wanted to join? 

I was trying to be cool about the whole thing, but my insides were screaming. The entire time I’d spent with Breaker felt like one epic game of chicken that I was forced to play while blindfolded. With every step, I felt like I was about to go over a cliff. 

And after everything I’d gone through, I was no closer to helping those girls than I had been a week ago. 

Tap was right, and I couldn’t win against the Serpents. 

I also couldn’t give up. 

I broke down. 

Julia opened her arms to me, and I leaned into her embrace. She smelled faintly of expensive perfume and her hands alternated between patting my back and swiping the hair out of my face. I didn’t know this woman from Adam, but she held me as I cried. Her kindness made me miss my mom, made me think about how all my failures had started with her.  

I wouldn’t fail the girls. I would come up with something. I had to. 

“I can’t believe Tap brought you to his house,” Julia said. “You don’t understand what a big deal this is. He’s notoriously private. Nobody knows anything about him.”


I didn’t know what to think of that. Tap had reassured me that we were safe here, but I didn’t realize how safe he meant. “Is he really wearing makeup?” I asked. 

Julia laughed. “Yes. And whoever applied it was a professional. It sure as hell wasn’t Tap.” 

“You don’t think he’s a contouring wizard?”

She laughed even harder. “No.”

Yeah, he didn’t seem like the type to me, either. “Do you think he’s married?” 

“No. Well, if he is, that woman hasn’t been doing her duty, because he’s wound tighter than anyone I’ve ever met.” 

That made us both laugh, because it was hella true. 

Eventually, the men returned. Tap brought out a giant first aid kit, and Havoc rummaged through it, retrieving what he needed. It hurt like a bitch and I bit down on the Popsicle stick Tap offered to keep from screaming, but I managed not to pass out while Havoc stitched up my leg. Tap couldn’t watch, though. The man was seriously squeamish about blood and needles. Thankfully, the cut across my arm was small enough to only require butterfly bandages. Once he’d covered me in antibiotic ointment and bandages, popped my shoulder back into place, and checked over my ribs, Havoc stood. 

“I think your ribs are only cracked, not broken, but it would be wise to get an X-ray.” To Tap, he added, “Eagle has connections with a doctor who runs a private practice and knows how to keep her mouth shut. He took Naomi there after…” His gaze flickered back to me. “After.” 

Tap wasn’t the only one with secrets. I didn’t know who Naomi was, but I couldn’t help but wonder why she’d needed a quiet doctor. I wondered if the whole club had something to hide. 

“Thanks. I’ll reach out to Eagle in the morning,” Tap said.  

Havoc nodded. “It was nice to meet you, Sasha, but it’s past time for me to get my woman to bed.” 

“Thank you, Havoc. Julia. For everything.” I squeezed her hand. 

She gave me another gentle hug before joining her husband by the door. “Remember what I said about double-tapping.” 

A smile tugged at my lips. I really did like Julia and I hoped to see her again. “I won’t forget. It’s the best advice I’ve heard in a long time.”

Tap groaned and shook his head. 
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Tap

 

I WALKED HAVOC and Julia out through the garage, avoiding the rest of my house. As far as I could tell, they were still clueless about my daughter and mother, and I wanted to keep it that way. Nobody needed to see the family photos we had hanging on the wall, or the few family heirlooms Mama kept locked away in the china cabinet. With the way my night was going, it was only a matter of time before that secret was blown wide open as well, but I’d keep it safe as long as I could. 

“Why’d you take Sasha out of Buzz’s house?” Havoc asked as we reached his bike.

His question surprised me. Like several of the Dead Presidents, Havoc suffered from PTSD. He had anger issues and he tended to punch first and ask questions later. Despite all of that, he was a good guy who would have never walked away from a beaten woman. “Did you see her?” I asked. 

“Yeah. I would have taken her out of there in a heartbeat, but that’s me. That’s not you.”

“You think I’m the kind of man who’d walk away and leave her like that?” I mean, I’d tried, but I hadn’t been able to. Not this time.

“I think you’re calculated,” Havoc answered. “You’re the most careful person I’ve ever met. Hell, some call you paranoid. I know how your mind works and what you’ve been trained to do. You calculate the risks and you don’t put your neck on the line. You stay focused on the greater good. You wouldn’t have risked the mission—the chance to stay one step ahead of the Serpents—for one woman. Taking her out of there was a gamble, and you, my brother, don’t gamble.” 

He wasn’t wrong. “I don’t know. She asked me to leave her behind, but I couldn’t.” And I was glad I hadn’t. The past few hours I’d spent with Sasha had been… nice. My usual interactions with women came in the form of a one-night stand after a gig, but this was different. The attraction between us was more than sexual. She was intelligent, witty, and kind, and our conversations had been easy and fun. Hell, this was probably the closest thing I’d had to a date since high school. 

“I like her,” Julia said. “She’s strong and resilient.” 

“What did you two talk about?” I asked. They’d spent a good twenty minutes together, and when Havoc and I returned, Sasha’s eyes were red like she’d been crying. 

Julia slid closer to her husband. “That’s between me and my new friend. I want to see her again. Don’t mess this up and chase her off.”

Havoc nodded. “She’s good for you.” 

“What are you two? Matchmakers? Don’t go getting any crazy ideas. Sasha has goals that will most likely get her killed, and you know I’m not into that shit. She’s only staying until she can walk well enough to go running right back into danger.” While the girls were talking, I’d shared Sasha’s story with Havoc. I didn’t want to betray her trust, but she needed the club’s help. Havoc would lay it out for Link, and hopefully they could come up with a viable plan to extract the girls. 

“I’ll talk to Link about that and we’ll see what we can do to help, but you’re bullshitting yourself if you think there’s nothing between you and that woman. Julia and I wouldn’t be here right now if you didn’t care about her. You brought a girl home, brother, and you were worried enough about her that you finally opened the door to us. In one night, Sasha was able to get you to do what we haven’t been able to in a year.”

Havoc was right. I didn’t want to admit it—or think too hard about it—but he was. “Shouldn’t you be taking your wife home and putting her to bed?” I asked.  

He chuckled. “One last question. Since we’re laying it all out there tonight, how old’s your kid?” 

Panic seized my heart. “What kid?” I asked, surprised at how steady my voice sounded when I was freaking out internally. I hadn’t slipped up, and there was no way he could know I was a father. He had to be fishing, and I wasn’t taking the bait. 

“Your office smells like peanut butter, and those glasses on your desk had chocolate milk in them. We know where you live now, so you don’t have anything to hide. You should have taken me upstairs to see your house, but instead, you kept me in the garage because you’re still keeping shit from me.” 

None of his evidence was condemning, so I shrugged. “I like PB&J, chocolate milk, and my privacy. So, sue me.” 

“You have Popsicle sticks. No grown-ass, child-free adult owns Popsicle sticks.” 

He was right. Offering Sasha a Popsicle stick to bite down on while she was getting stitched up had been stupid. “I like to build Popsicle stick houses. I don’t advertise it or anything, but I’m a stripping, Popsicle stick house building makeup artist. That’s what I’m all about. I don’t let anyone see my house because I got this shit everywhere and I don’t want them to get the wrong idea.” 

“Right,” Julia said, watching me. 

Havoc chuckled, shaking his head. “What the fuck are you gonna do?” 

“About what?” I asked, wondering if we were still talking about the kid I hadn’t confessed to having. 

He rubbed at the back of his neck. “We’re shining a light on your life, and I can almost feel you skittering back toward the shadows. Is your ass still gonna live here tomorrow? Or are you gonna take your… Popsicle stick houses and ghost us?” 

Good question. Sasha needed help. I couldn’t put Hailey and Mama in danger. I didn’t know what to do. So, I called in a lifeline. “What would you do in my position?” 

He chuckled. “I’m probably the last person you want to ask, brother. I’ve never run from a fight in my life. I sure as hell wouldn’t hide from one.” 

I laughed. “No, I can’t imagine you would.” Glancing at Julia, I asked, “But what if she was in danger? What if you needed to run in order to protect her?” 

Havoc looked at his wife with so much emotion that not even a fool could mistake the love they shared. “Then I don’t deserve her.” 

Taken aback by his response, I stared at him. “What do you mean?” 

“I could stash Jules away somewhere and keep her to myself, but how fuckin’ miserable would she be? She’s a gem; she was born to shine. She hid herself away when it was necessary, but she has me and the club at her back now. It’s not my job to keep her from the world. It’s my privilege to walk beside her and guard her back. Your… person deserves an opportunity to shine, a chance to make a life filled with friends and family, people he or she can grow up with and trust. You’ll never find that on the road, running from one threat or another. You can’t keep anything hidden forever; all secrets come out eventually. Let us help you protect what matters most to you.”

He was asking too damn much, and I didn’t know how to respond. 

“By the way, Morse told me to pass on a message. He’s got eyes on your house.” 

“I bet that motherfucker does. Tell him to keep his eyes above the waist. If he sees the size of my junk, he’s gonna need therapy, and I’m not payin’ for it.” 

Havoc and Julia both laughed as he pulled a helmet out of his saddle bag and started to put it on her. She grabbed his hands, stopping him, and leaned in for a kiss. I thought it was just going to be a quick peck, but apparently I wasn’t the only person trying to traumatize a brother. The two of them went at it like a couple of horny teens on prom night. I didn’t need to see that shit, so I headed back into the house. 

I couldn’t stop thinking about what Havoc had said. Hailey did deserve to shine, but gems were easy to break, and even easier to steal. The sergeant at arms didn’t have a child. He had a wife who’d proven she could take care of herself. It wasn’t the same. 

By the time I returned to the basement, Sasha was fast asleep. I grabbed a pillow and a blanket and made her comfortable, then I sat at my desk, started up my laptop, put in my earbuds, and checked the audio feeds from Buzz’s house. The data was uploaded and stored on the cloud, allowing me to listen to it at my leisure. Since it only recorded when there was sound over a certain decibel, I didn’t have to go through hours of dead air, but I did have to listen through plenty of drunk broads cackling and screaming in the next room. 

Nobody came into the office looking for Sasha until close to midnight. Intrigued, I turned up the volume and closed my eyes so I could concentrate on his deep, angry voice. “Danielle, get your ass in here!” he shouted. 

Seconds passed, and then she answered. “What? You’re interrupting my party.” Her words slurred together, sounding almost like a song. 

“She’s not in here. Where the fuck did you and your bitches put her?” 

“In here. I swear, Breaker.” 

So, this was the asshole who’d been fucking with Sasha. I opened a browser and searched his name, landing on a social media profile that made me cringe. Buzz’s oldest looked like a fucking neckbeard, like a hipster who’d let his beard and hair get out of control since that seemed to be the cool thing to do nowadays. I scrolled through profile pictures of him drinking beer and manhandling women. He put all his shit out there on social media like he was proud of the fact he’d never had to work an honest day in his life. His icy blue eyes made him look detached from reality, unhinged. He looked every bit the sociopath Sasha had described. 

“Look at the window. She must have climbed through it.” Danielle said, bringing my attention back to the conversation in my ears.

“I brought her here to get her ass kicked. She shouldn’t be able to climb out no damn window. Chloe! Get in here!” 

I stopped on a close-up and stared into the face of the man who’d drugged Sasha, taken advantage of her, toyed with her, and thrown her to the wolves, encouraging them to rip her apart. Shitheads like this gave men a bad rep and kept me awake at night worrying about my daughter’s future. 

“Da fuck you want, asshole?” Chloe asked. “We’re tryin’ to have fun out here.”

“Don’t play with me, bitch. Where’s Sasha?” 

“Hell if I know. She was right there. See the blood?” 

“I see the fuckin’ blood. What I don’t see is her. You need me to remind you how to kick someone’s ass so they can’t move to leave?”

And now, he was threating a woman. I wasn’t normally a violent man, but sometimes violence was the only thing people could understand. This motherfucker made me want to speak his language. 

“Maybe your little cunt couldn’t hang.” Chloe sounded cowed, frightened. “Maybe she called someone to come and get her?” 

“You were supposed to watch her ass!” Breaker shouted. 

“It’s my bachelorette party,” Danielle shot back. “We’re not babysitting your fuckin’ bimbo! You shouldn’t have brought her here.” 

Cunt, bimbo, derogatory terms to imply his sexual relationship with Sasha. They made me want to rip his head off. 

“You’re both fuckin’ useless,” Breaker said. “I’m gonna find her ass and let her beat the shit out of you, Chloe.” 

A door slammed. 

“I’ma find her ass and let her beat the shit outta you, Chloe,” Danielle repeated in her best word-slurring Breaker imitation. 

The two girls dissolved into drunk giggles. 

Sasha’s story checked out. Breaker was every bit as pissed as she said he’d be, and he was looking for her. I watched her sleeping on the sofa, amazed that someone like her had put up with an asshole like him to rescue girls she didn’t even know. 

I was worried about Sasha’s injuries and didn’t want to leave her alone, but I was exhausted and needed some sleep so I could deal with whatever new shit tomorrow brought our way. Since I was all about solving problems, I brought down the baby monitor from Hailey’s room and slid it under the sofa in the basement so I’d hear Sasha if she woke up and needed anything. Then I headed upstairs to shower and sleep. 
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Sasha

 

MY LEG ITCHED. I must have been scratching it in my sleep, because the pain of a nail biting into my tender flesh woke me. My left eye still felt swollen and tender, but I could open it. Someone had draped a blanket over me. I pulled it back far enough to check out my leg. The bandage was still in one piece, so whatever I’d done in my sleep, at least I hadn’t popped a stitch or reopened the cut. I dropped the blanket back down and closed my eyes. 

I wanted to go back to sleep, but my shoulder was stiff and swollen. Leaning on my other side, I slowly rotated it forward and backward, hoping to loosen it up. The stretches hurt like hell, but at least I could do them. By the time I finished, my shoulder felt more sore than stiff. I sucked down a deep breath and my ribs screamed with pain. I shifted, and tried to get comfortable, but no matter how I adjusted, I was putting pressure against one painful bruise or another. 

I felt like I’d been run over by a steam roller.  

Unable to fall back to sleep, I turned my attention to my surroundings. I was still lying on the overstuffed sofa in Tap’s basement. The security screens that monitored the outside perimeter were brighter than they’d been last night, bathing the area in pale light of early morning. 

“Tap?” I called out, wondering if my reluctant host was still around. 

No answer. I glanced toward the bathroom, but the door was open, and the light was off. 

Last night, I must have passed out while he was walking Havoc and Julia out, because I had no memory of him returning. The pillow beneath my head and the blanket covering me made it clear that someone had been in the room while I was asleep, but I was alone now. 

My bladder was full and demanding to be emptied, so I threw back the covers and carefully sat up. A low-grade headache pulsed over my left eye, and my tender right butt cheek cried out in protest. One of those vicious bitches had literally kicked my ass. What kind of person did that? The horrible kind, because it was stupidly painful to sit or move. I cursed her existence as I gingerly scooted to the edge of my seat and slowly stood. My leg throbbed, but there was no shooting pain like last night. I took things slow and easy, making it to the bathroom only seconds before my bladder decided to give up.  

When I finished on the toilet, I noticed a new toothbrush, still in the wrapper, on the countertop next to a tube of toothpaste. Since neither had been there last night when I’d showered, Tap must have brought them in for me. Silently praising him for his thoughtfulness, I cleaned myself up. My breath was minty fresh, and I felt almost human by the time I emerged. Finding my purse, I brushed out my hair and tried to make myself look a little more presentable in case my dark and sexy rescuer returned. 

Since I was in no shape to work out and I was certain Tap’s laptop was locked down like Fort Knox, the room offered a whole lot of absolutely nothing to do. I sat on the sofa and waited, literally twiddling my thumbs as I wondered what was going on with Breaker. Was he pissed that I’d taken off? Had he gone to my house to look for me? What was going on with the girls? It had been a week since I’d seen Alicia. Was she still in the Serpent’s basement? 

I was wasting time down here while I should be out there doing something. There was still time to redeem this situation with Breaker. Lies and excuses danced through my mind as I dissected each before settling on one. I’d tell him that hit to the head did me in. I blacked out, and when I woke up, I was in a park using my purse as a pillow. My cell phone was dead, and I had no clue where I was. As soon as Tap released me, I’d google the parks around Breaker’s house and solidify my story. Breaker would be suspicious, but he’d take me back. He had to. 

Desperate to get out of there, I hobbled over to the door and tried the handle. As I’d expected, it was locked. I was trapped in a basement with no way to get out and no way of reaching anyone. I tried a couple of combinations on the keypad, but nothing worked. Afraid of setting off some sort of alarm and making a nuisance out of myself, I gave up hobbled back to the sofa. 

I made it half way before the door opened. Light flooded the doorway, revealing a sexier version of the stripper from last night. He saw me and flipped on the light before sauntering into the room. He wore a pair of dark gray sweats and a green Seattle Sounders T-shirt. I tried not to gawk at him, but he was so damn fine I couldn’t help myself. His movements were familiar, very fluid and borderline provocative, but his face was not. 

“Tap?” I asked, unable to believe my eyes. 

“Mornin’.” 

Same voice I remembered. “You look so different.” 

“Washed off my disguise.”

Must have been one hell of a disguise. Now I understood why Havoc and Julia had made such a fuss about it. He looked like a completely different person. His jaw, nose, and forehead were wider, more masculine, and his eyes and lips were bigger. The scar on his cheek was gone, replaced by one on his temple. The real Tap was gorgeous. A solid ten before, now he was so far off the charts it wasn’t even fair to the rest of mankind. His feet were bare, his dark curls looked wet, and he was wearing glasses, adding a layer of comfortable intelligence to his appeal. He headed for the sofa, stopping to offer me his arm along the way. 

I was hurting, and still in shock, so I accepted his help. “I like this version of you better.” My cheeks heated when I realized I’d said that out loud. Trying to redeem myself, I added, “I mean, it fits you better. Obviously, since this is the face you were born with. This is really you, and not another disguise, right?” I had no idea what the hell was wrong with me. I talked to people all day, every day, and I never tripped up like this. He had me rambling like a buffoon. I snapped my mouth closed to shut myself up. 

“This is the real me. Glasses and all. How are you feelin’?” he asked. He smelled clean yet masculine, wonderful, and I had to resist the urge to sniff him. 

Rambling and sniffing, I was a freaking mess. 

“Better. I can walk now.” 

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Good. Now, what do you need?” 

“Need?” I asked. 

“As in supplies. I know women need shit. Clothes, hair stuff, tampons, what? I’ll order it and have it delivered.” 

I stared at him. As hot as it was for a guy to care about my needs, I couldn’t help but wonder if we were on the same page about our situation. “Um… How long are you planning on keeping me down here?” 

He shrugged. “That depends on what the guys figure out.” 

That cleared up nothing. Not a damn thing. This new version of Tap was as confusing as he was sexy. “What guys?” 

“The Dead Presidents. I told Havoc your story, and he passed it along to Link. They want to help and are working on a plan to get the girls out.” 

“They can’t help, they’re civilians. Hell, I shouldn’t even be doing this.” 

“No, you shouldn’t. But a motorcycle club full of former servicemen… I think they could figure some shit out. Link and Havoc were Special Forces. They were specifically trained to tackle situations like this. Eagle was a sniper in the Marines, and he’ll have their back. Wasp was… well, he’s an excellent mechanic. Give Morse a Raspberry Pi and an internet connection and that motherfucker can take down an empire. Frog was a Frogman for the Navy. We’re not civilians, Sasha. Every one of us has more combat training than you do. The club is dedicated to helping this country, and we can’t stand aside and let these girls be trafficked any more than you can.” 

“What you’re talking about is vigilantism. It’s dangerous and illegal, and without knowing which cops are on the Serpents’ payroll they’re taking a huge gamble. Your club brothers could go to jail for this.” 

He gave me another shot. “They won’t.” 

“You sound awfully sure of yourself.” 

“The club president is married to Emily Stafford… well, Emily Lincoln, now, but I think she still practices law under Stafford.” 

Cops were familiar with defense attorneys. Especially the ones who were good enough at their job to be a pain in our ass. Nobody in my department liked Emily Stafford. I’d heard she got married, but didn’t realize it was to a biker. “Black hair, blue eyes, known to feed the prosecution their spleen through the tiny straw she reduces their evidence to? That Emily Stafford?” 

Grinning, he nodded. 

“Wow. She’s good.” 

“Sure is.”

“But she can’t keep them from getting shot.” 

“They’ve survived worse than the Serpents. Far worse.” 

Chewing on that bit of information, I studied him. “What did you do in the service?” I asked. 

“Intelligence Officer.” He frowned and his eyebrows drew together like he was surprised he told me. 

“Is that a secret?” I asked. 

“I don’t usually discuss it.” But he leaned back on the sofa and made himself comfortable. 

“Do you want to? Discuss it, I mean.” 

“Not particularly. It’s not a nice story.” 

I rolled my eyes. “I told you all about my mom, the heroin-addicted prostitute. I think I can handle it.” 

“You didn’t tell me she was a prostitute.” 

“I just did.”

I wanted to say more, but I knew better. I needed to give him the time and opportunity to talk. So, I sat in silence and waited. It was peaceful in Tap’s basement. Listening to the faint sound of our combined breaths and the hum of his computer server, it would be easy to forget about the outside world and just exist down here. Of course, I’d go out of my mind with boredom, but it was nice for a minute or two. 

Just as I was beginning to give up hope that he’d tell me anything, Tap took a deep breath and surprised me. “It wasn’t what I thought it would be,” he admitted.  

I quirked a smile at him. “Job expectations got you like what the fuck?” I joked, raising my octave at the end for emphasis. “I know that struggle.”  

“Yeah, I suppose you do.” 

“What did you expect it to be like?” 

He rubbed a hand over the stubble on his jaw. “I thought I’d be going after bad guys.” 

Seemed like a reasonable expectation to me. “And you weren’t?” 

“Oh, I was. These guys were horrible. The worst. But it was… complicated.” 

I nudged him with my elbow. “Break it down for me.” 

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “You hear about these men doing all this fucked up shit, and you expect monsters. You don’t expect to see their human side… to understand that they’re not the monsters your conscience needs them to be. They’re just men. Husbands. Dads. Sons. I’d be listening in on plans to blow up a city center and potentially kill millions that was interrupted so the head terrorist could tuck in his children and say the Tahajjud, the nighttime prayers. They could be so callous and calculated one minute, and so compassionate and loving the next. Sometimes meetings were postponed to give a terrorist time to walk an elderly parent home.”

“Wow,” I said. 

“Yeah. Some of them were monsters, but the majority were just like you and me, only radicalized. They believed that what they were doing was for the greater good. They saw themselves as the heroes in the story. It’s so fuckin’ hard to get information from someone who truly believes they’re the good guy, but that was my job and lives depended on it.” He was staring at the wall, but he was somewhere else entirely. Some-when else. 

My heart hurt for him. “I can see why that would get complicated.” 

“I expected everything to be black and white. Good versus evil. That kind of shit. But it wasn’t. We were killing them to keep them from killing us, and they were killing us to keep us from killing them. It’s like this big, fucked-up loop that nobody can find a way out of. In the end, there’s nothing but death, destruction, and orphaned little kids who grow up and do the same damn thing.” 

I stared at Tap, really seeing him for the first time. I couldn’t imagine the things he’d gone through, the things he’d seen and heard, the kill orders he’d been involved in. No wonder the man was so private. It was a wonder his humanity was still intact. 

“I get it.” 

Coming out of his daze, he looked at me, as if he just remembered I was there. “Get what?” 

“Breaker’s a monster and I know I have to stop him, but it would destroy me to watch him be sweet and kind to his son or daughter before I pulled the trigger. Especially knowing that one day that son or daughter would come for me or my future child.” 

He met my gaze and his dark eyes churned with torment and pain. “Yeah, I guess you do get it.” 

I didn’t know what else to do, so I hugged him. Blinking back tears as I pressed my cheek against his chest, and said, “Thank you. I know it had to be difficult, but this country is safer because you took down those monsters. Even the dads and sons.” 

*	*	*

Tap

 

Sasha was crying. She was trying like hell to hide it, but I could feel the dampness of her tears through my thin T-shirt. 

She cried for me. 

Had anyone ever cried for me before? 

Mama cried when I signed my life away to the service. She cried again the first time I was deployed, all the while threatening that if I didn’t bring my ass home safe and sound, she was going H.A.M. (hard as a motherfucker) on the entire Middle East. 

Elaine had cried a few times, but it was never for me. Her tears were another tool of manipulation, another card she could pull to get me to do her bidding. There’d been no feeling, no compassion behind her waterworks. 

I couldn’t believe I opened up to Sasha like that. I still wasn’t sure why I’d done it. Maybe because she’d shared so much last night that I wanted to give her something in return? Maybe because I’d tossed and turned all night and my defenses were down? Maybe because I couldn’t understand her motive for wanting to know? Regardless, I’d never talked about my days in the service to anyone. Sage, our club’s psychiatrist, had tried to rip out the details numerous times, but I never told him shit. 

A part of me had always believed talking about those memories would be like reliving them, and living through that shit had been hard enough the first time. I refused to go back.  

But it wasn’t like that at all. 

Talking to Sasha about my past had been surprisingly therapeutic. It felt like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders. Even more, I felt… understood. 

She got me. 

She knew what I’d gone through—the shit I’d done—and she wasn’t appalled or disgusted. No, she thanked me for my sacrifice and cried for my pain. For the first time in my life, I didn’t feel alone. This crazy, gorgeous cop with a superhero complex and a death wish empathized. She truly got me. 

And strangely enough, I got her, too. 

By the time she released me, her eyes were bright but dry. She beamed me a bolstering smile and sucked in a breath, wincing slightly at the pain in her ribs. 

“You okay?” I asked. 

She made a sour face. “Might be time for some more ibuprofen.” 

I nodded. “Good call. What about breakfast? I can cook the hell out of some Pop-Tarts.”

She raised an eyebrow at me. “Please tell me you’re talking about strawberry and not some weird flavor like s’mores?” 

After such a heavy conversation, I expected a certain level of discomfort or tension, but Sasha was having none of it. She was throwing me the lifeline to lighten the mood, and I snatched up that motherfucker and held on tight. 

“Do I look like an animal? Of course, I mean strawberry.” 

“Thank the Lord. I can get down on some strawberry Pop-Tarts. Do you need any help?” 

But I still wasn’t comfortable enough to let her come upstairs. “Nah. You’re still healing. You stay down here and make yourself comfortable. How are you at first-person shooters?” 

She cocked her head to the side. “I’m a cop. Shooting people is basically my job.” Her cheeks turned bright red and her eyes bugged out. “And I totally didn’t mean that the way it sounded. Wow. That’s really fucked up.” 

I was too busy laughing to let her off the hook. 

“How about… target practice is a big part of my job.”

“It’s your story, babe, tell it how you want.” 

She tossed the pillow at me. I caught it mid-air and tossed it back. 

“I’ll go whip us up breakfast and bring down a television and my gaming console. I hope you’re not a sore loser.” 

“I’d have to lose to be sore. I plan on handing you your ass for that comment.” 

“Challenge accepted.” 

We spent the rest of the day playing video games, eating junk food, and talking smack. It was the most fun I’d ever had. 
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Tap

 

SUNDAY MORNING, LIFE threw me another curve ball. It came in the form of a phone call from Mama as I was walking into the kitchen to evaluate our cereal options before I went downstairs to check on Sasha. Figuring Mama was just calling to check in, I answered.  

“Hey, Alex, we’ll be home in about five minutes.”

I stared at the clock on the stove, realizing it was already almost eleven. Yesterday had flown by in the best way possible, and Sasha and I had stayed up way too late enjoying it. “What? Why?” 

“Hailey’s got a little flu bug. I’m sure it’s nothing major, but she’s feverish and achy and complaining that her stomach hurts. She was up most of the night and needs to be home and in her own bed. Besides, it’s Sunday. We were coming home today anyway.” 

I glanced at the door leading down to the basement. “Right. I was actually going to call you and see if you wanted to stay another day or two.” 

She took a deep breath. “I see. Will we be in danger if we come home now?” 

Despite everything that was going on, my home was still a safe place. Sasha was in the basement, but she wasn’t a threat to Hailey. Hell, if anything went down, I had no doubt the suspended cop would do whatever it took to protect my kid. As long as I could keep her fine ass from doing something stupid, Sasha was an asset, not a threat. The Serpents didn’t know where I lived, but Morse did. He’d given Havoc that message partially to fuck with me, and partially to reassure me that he had my back. If anything went down, there’d be a club full of bikers showing up to help. I’d seen Morse in action like that before when Julia’s bookstore was breached by her bat-shit crazy ex. 

“No. It’s still safe here, but I’m in the middle of something I was hoping to handle before you came home.” 

“Hailey’s asking for you, Alex. She’s sick and she wants her daddy, her bed, and her toys. Whatever you have going on, you can work around us like you always do, but I’m bringing her home.” 

Arguing was futile, so I didn’t object. Besides, if Hailey was asking for me, there was no way I could deny her. “Alright. See you guys in five.”

I crept down to the basement, but Sasha was still asleep. Hoping she’d stay that way for at least another day or two so I could figure out what to do, I slipped back into the living room and waited to greet my family. 

*	*	*

Sasha

 

I awoke to the sound of the door opening. Expecting Tap, I was surprised to see a dark-skinned woman wearing a thigh-length flowery dress. She stepped inside like she had a purpose but stopped short when her gaze landed on me. Her eyes widened as she looked me over.  

“Hi,” I said, giving her my friendliest smile as I tried not to gawk. She was gorgeous, and her face held the kind of timeless beauty that made it impossible to guess her age. “I’m Sasha. Are you… related to Tap?” 

I was hoping against hope that she was his sister and not his wife. After everything we’d shared yesterday, if I found out Tap was married, I’d have to swear off men forever. After I killed him. No married man should ever flirt the way he was flirting with me. 

Then again, maybe he was just being nice, and I’d misread all his signs. 

“Tap?” Confusion furrowed her brow for a moment before a smile tugged at her lips. “He gave you his biker name.” 

She made it sound like a big deal, but I was far more concerned with whether or not I was lusting after a married man. “Yes.” I shrugged. “I guess?”

“I’m Doris. How do you know my son?” 

Not his wife or his sister, she was his mother. I could live with that. Hell, I could dance over the moon at that. Trying not to appear too relieved, I focused on her question. “I… uh…” He hadn’t told her about me. I was a quick learner, and rarely made the same mistake twice. My big mouth had already gotten me into trouble once when I blabbed to Havoc about Tap being a stripper, and I wasn’t going down that road again. “You should probably ask him.” 

She leveled a glare at me. “Maybe I should, but I’m asking you.” 

I’ve faced off with a lot of hardened criminals over the years, but I hadn’t ever been confronted with the likes of Doris’s mean mug. Sitting a little taller, I reminded myself that I was an officer of the law who’d been trained for conflict de-escalation and resolution. Surely I could hold my own against the glare of one angry mother. “Tap’s done a lot for me and he values his secrets. I won’t betray his confidence. Not even to his mother. I’m sorry.” 

Something that looked like admiration sparkled in her eyes as she nodded. “Do you know how long you’ll be staying?” 

“No. That’s up to Tap as well.” 

She frowned and still managed to look beautiful. I needed to find out what kind of anti-aging serum she was using and buy stock in it. 

“Have you been upstairs?” 

I shook my head. “I don’t know the code to the door.” 

Her eyebrows rose. “Oh. Sounds like I need to have a discussion with my son.” The determination in her eyes made me pity the fool who dared challenge her. If she was going after Tap with that look, I hope he knew how to dodge and run. “Will you at least tell me what happened to you?” She gestured at my face and the visible bruises on my legs and arms. 

Doris seemed frustrated about being left in the dark, and with a son like Tap, who could blame her? As much as I wanted to shine a light on what had happened, it wasn’t my place. If Tap hadn’t told her my story, I wouldn’t either. “I can’t. It’s better if you don’t know. I’m sorry.” 

She sighed. “You sound just like him. Can I get you anything? Water? Lunch?” 

I picked up my empty glass from beside the sofa and held it up. “More water would be amazing.” 

She took my glass and disappeared through the door, only to return moments later with a refill. 

I thanked her and she left again. 

I went to the restroom to brush my teeth and evaluate my appearance. My eye was no longer swollen, but today it looked like a tie-dye design of olive green, mustard yellow, and shit brown. Not my best colors. The bruising on my jaw had mostly faded, but my arms and legs still looked like someone had taken a meat tenderizer to me. I rotated my shoulder a few times, happy that the pain was practically gone. 

Since I didn’t know whether or not I should get my stitches wet, I hadn’t bothered with a shower yesterday. Today, I felt grimy and gross, so I said, ‘to hell with it’ and undressed. The shower head had a massage setting, so I turned the water as hot as I could handle and let it work the soreness and tension out of my body.

I’d grabbed a towel and started drying off when there was a knock on the bathroom door. Wrapping myself up, I called out, “Come in.” 

Tap entered, holding a clean pair of shorts and T-shirt. “Hey. How you feelin’?” I could have been imagining it, but I swear his gaze kept trying to drop down to check out my body. 

“Much better, thanks.” 

“I’m glad.” He set the clothes on the counter. “I’ll just leave these here and wait for you in the other room.” 

I thought about dropping my towel and seeing what happened, but he was trying to be a gentleman, and I didn’t want to add to his struggle. At least, not yet. I should probably give my body another day or so to heal, first. He walked out, and I dressed. When I emerged from the bathroom, Tap was sitting on the sofa. 

He gave me a sheepish smile and said, “I came to get you and take you upstairs.” 

“Into your house? I thought that was forbidden.” I wondered just how bad of a beatdown Doris had given him. Tap and I were making progress and I really liked the guy. I didn’t want to shove him out of his comfort zone and make him resent me. “You don’t have to do this. I know you have your secrets, and I’m perfectly fine down here. In fact, if you can get me a couple of books to read and maybe a pen and paper to organize my thoughts, I’ll be all set. In fact, now that I can walk, I can leave if that makes this easier.” 

He tensed, his expression darkening. “That’s not gonna happen, Sasha. You need to heal before you go back to him.” 

Was he jealous? Of Breaker? “You mean back to the girls. They’re my mission. Breaker is a means to an end, and I hope to take his ass down along the way.”  

He sucked down a breath and his shoulders relaxed a little. “I know, I’m sorry. I… Mama insists I take you upstairs. She says it’s rude to keep women in my basement.” 


Wondering if Doris had given him the same stare-down she’d given me, I bit my lip to keep from smiling. “I have heard that locking women up in general is frowned upon.” 

“Some would consider a mom snooping in her grown son’s basement where she doesn’t belong as equally rude.” 

“You told her that?” I asked, somewhere between appalled and impressed.

“Hell no! Think I’d still be alive if I had?” He smiled and my heart flipped in my chest. Tap had the kind of smile that made women want to do stupid shit. You’d think after all I’d been through that I’d be immune, but I’d drop my pants the second he showed interest. Hell, I was tempted to try it now. 

“No. Your mother would have kicked your ass from here to Portland if you talked to her like that.” 

“You know that’s right.” He chuckled. “Sorry about locking you down here. In hindsight, it was kind of a dick move. But for the record, I would have known if you needed something.” He slid a baby monitor out from under the sofa and showed it to me. 

Shocked, I stared at the intrusive device in his hand. “You baby monitored me?” 

He took in my expression and his eyes widened. “Just in case you needed me.”  

“Uh…” I had to remind myself that monitoring people was Tap’s job. He wasn’t doing this to be creepy, he was doing it to keep everyone safe. It was kind of sweet in a really freaking weird way. “Maybe next time… warn a girl?” 

“Next time? Do you think this is a common occurrence for me?” 

I shrugged. “I don’t know your life.” 

“Good point. Well, for starters, I don’t lock random women in my basement, and social niceties aren’t really my thing.” 

“Good to know, and no, they aren’t. But you are the nicest veteran-biker-stripper I’ve ever met. You didn’t hear me snore or anything embarrassing like that, did you?” 

Shaking his head, he chuckled. “No. I had it on low and the sofa muffled most sounds. You were asleep when I brought it down here the first night or I would have told you. Then I forgot about it until I went to bed last night.” 

He let out a breath and his expression grew somber again. There was something he wanted to tell me, but he was holding back. He seemed even more sketched out about me seeing his house than he’d been about watching Havoc stitch up my leg. 

“So… what am I gonna encounter up there?” I let my gaze drift to the ceiling. “There’s no dead bodies or rabid beasts or anything, right?” 

“No.” He sucked in a breath. “But I do have a daughter.” 

That was unexpected. It knocked the wind right out of me. “A daughter?” I asked after I recovered. “How old is she?”

“Three, and fair warning, she asks a lot of questions.”

“I hear that about three-year-olds. I also hear their questions don’t stop until they become moody teenagers who barely talk to their parents at all. Will her mom be up there as well?” Even asking that made my stomach tie in knots. I didn’t want Tap to have a baby-mama. I wanted to be Tap’s baby-mama. Maybe that was irrational considering I’d only known the guy for a couple of days, but it was true. Everything about him made my ovaries hum and my lady parts tingle. 

“No.” He gave me a funny look like he was surprised I’d even asked the question. “If I was in a relationship, I wouldn’t have spent all day yesterday down here with you. I’m not much of a people person, and I don’t generally do shit like that. But it was fun, and I’m glad I got the chance to hang out with you.”

Well, that made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. 

“I mean, you kind of suck at killing blows, but you’re fun to chill with. And carrying your ass was a nice challenge.”

He was baiting me to keep things light, and I jumped right into his trap. “Carrying my ass? Pretty sure I had a better kill streak than you did on several of those matches. It’s a good thing your mom and daughter are upstairs, or I’d challenge you to another death match.” 

“Whoa, tiger. Calm down.” He held up his hands in surrender. “Retract those claws, I was only messing with you.” He dropped his hands and grew serious again. “Hailey’s mom has been out of the picture for years.” 

I couldn’t tell if ‘out of the picture’ meant gone or gone. “But you said she’s only three?” 

He nodded. 

Damn. As I wrapped my mind around that, I took my purse into the bathroom and dabbed on enough concealer to hide the majority of my bruises. I wasn’t trying to impress anyone, but I didn’t want my appearance to scare Tap’s daughter, either. I darkened my eyes and glossed up my lips to distract from what I couldn’t hide and brushed out my hair again.  

“You almost ready in there? If lunch gets cold, I’m telling Mama it’s your fault. She’s already mad at me for leaving you down here. One more misstep today, and she’s liable to yank my ear off.”

The visualization made me laugh. I gave myself one last glance in the mirror before spinning around. “Ready.”

Tap stared at me. Something that looked a lot like hunger flickered in his eyes as the air between us charged with tension. “You look… much better. I can hardly see the bruises. Mama will be impressed.” 

“Thank you. I take it she’s your makeup pro?” 

“Yep, but don’t tell Julia. She was super impressed with my work, and I don’t want to disappoint her.”

Right, because Julia was so fooled. Playing along, I pretended to zip my mouth closed. “My lips are sealed.”

“Speaking of which, thanks for not telling Mama anything. I’m still not sure how you got away with that, but she admires you for holding your ground and not rolling over on me. That’s… thank you.” 

His praise made me stand a little straighter. If I was a cat, I would have arched my back and rubbed it against him. “Your secrets are safe with me. Besides, I’m a quick study, and I’m not afraid of no mean mug.”

He arched an eyebrow at me.

Changing my tune really quick, I added, “Please don’t tell her I said that. I’m actually terrified. My knees were trembling and I thought she was gonna pull some sort of Jedi mind trick on me.” 

He chuckled. “That’s what I thought.” He led me upstairs and down a hallway. The carpet felt soft and plush beneath my bare feet, making me realize I was missing something. “I wonder what happened to the shoes I wore to Danielle’s party,” I said. “I really liked those heels.” 

“Kind of a strange thing to be worried about, considering everything else you have going on.” 

“Clearly you’ve never had to search for comfortable heels before.” 

He waggled his eyebrows at me. “Are you sure?” 

“You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?” 

It was weird how much I enjoyed Tap’s company. At the academy, one of my instructors had warned the class about the chance of a victim developing a crush on their rescuer. Assuming I—as an officer of the law—would be the rescuer in the situation, I’d planned out how I’d behave if it ever happened. I’d distance myself from the victim and make sure not to send any mixed signals or accept any gifts. 

I never expected to be the victim.  

But this didn’t feel like a crush on my rescuer. It wasn’t the fact that he’d removed me from danger that attracted me to Tap. It wasn’t even his delicious physique or panty-melting smile. It was the moments he was real with me. It was the times when he pulled back the curtain and let me see the man beneath. And it was these easy, flirty conversations that really drew me in and made me want to explore the possibility of a future with him.

Eventually.

After the bad guys were taken down and the girls were freed. I had my priorities. 

We were both smiling when we rounded the corner and the house opened up to a high-ceilinged kitchen, dining, and living room area. The colors were neutral, the appliances all matched, and the furniture was in excellent shape. Tap and his family clearly weren’t struggling for money. I would have cracked a borderline inappropriate joke about how lucrative stripping must be, but Doris was standing in the middle of the kitchen watching us approach.

“Thought I was gonna have to come down after you two,” she said, her gaze taking in the way I was leaning against him.

I could walk just fine without Tap’s help now, but we still seemed to gravitate toward one another. Feeling like I’d been caught doing something wrong, I dropped my hand from his forearm and stood on my own. “Sorry about that. I was trying to hide my battle wounds, so I don’t frighten Hailey.” I took a deep breath in through my nose. “Something smells delicious.” 

Doris smiled at the compliment as she waved me off. “It’s nothing fancy. I just whipped up chicken noodle soup and grilled cheese sandwiches since our girl isn’t feeling well.” 

“Hailey’s sick?” I asked. Tap hadn’t mentioned anything about his daughter being ill.

“She’s been up since about three a.m. with a stomach ache and a fever. Seems to be letting up now, but she’s lying on the couch, milkin’ it for all it’s worth. I didn’t tell her we had a visitor, so you two should go surprise her.”

Hailey was a sleepy little thing with a head of dark curls and skin that was a few shades lighter than Tap’s. She also had his eyes, his lips, and his jawline. 

“She’s like a younger, feminine version of you,” I whispered. “She’s adorable.” 

He beamed me a smile heavy with pride and admiration. “Yeah. I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life, but she’s one thing I did right. She’s my world.” 

And he was introducing her to me. Knowing how difficult that must be for a man as private and secretive as Tap, I stayed back as he brushed a curl away from her cheek and woke her up. 

“Hey, princess, we have company.” He felt her forehead. “You still feel a little warm.” He glanced at his watch. “It’s almost time for more medicine.”

Hailey wasn’t looking at her dad, though. Her gaze was glued to me. “You’we weawing my daddy’s clothes,” she finally said. Before Tap or I could respond to that, her eyes widened, and her face lit up. “Awe you my mom?” 
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Tap

 

OUT OF ALL the random, bizarre questions I’d expected Hailey to ask Sasha, “Are you my mom?” wasn’t even on my radar. Now that it was out in the universe, my toddler’s inquiry made sense because of the promise I’d made to tell her about her mom after she came home from the lodge. Of course, her mind would go there at the sight of the only woman I’d ever brought home, who also happened to be wearing my clothes.

Sasha stood a few feet away, her eyes wide and her mouth agape. She was just as flabbergasted as I was, only she was an innocent bystander, and this was my mess to fix. 

Awkward silence charged the air as Hailey’s hopeful little face stared up at Sasha, waiting for an answer. I didn’t want to crush my daughter, but I also didn’t want her to be confused. Time to nip this in the bud before it could bloom. Struggling for the right words to say, I patted Hailey’s arm. “No, baby girl. This is my friend, Sasha. She’s just visiting us for a while.” 

“But you said you’d tell me about my mom.” 

I nodded. “I did, and I will, but not today. Today, we have company, and we don’t wanna be rude.”

Mama snorted from the kitchen, muttering something under her breath that sounded a lot like, “No, your dad’s already got rude covered.” I ignored her and kept my attention on my daughter. 

“I want my mom.” 

This was a new and interesting demand, and not something I was prepared to deal with. Hell, I couldn’t even deal with my mom right now. As I was still trying to figure out an acceptable response, Sasha kneeled beside me and put her hand on my arm. 

“Hi, Hailey. I’m not your mom, but I love to play with dolls and ponies and Popsicle sticks. If you’ll let me be your friend, we can have a lot of fun together.” 

Hailey seemed to consider the idea for a moment before asking, “Do you wike Incwedibues?” She looked at the television.

Sasha followed her gaze. “The Incredibles? Are you kidding me right now? I love them. How can I not? They’re innnncredible.”

Hailey giggled. “Wiw you watch ’em wif me?” 

“I’d love to, sweet girl,” Sasha replied. 

“After lunch,” I cut in. “Mama made some special soup to help you feel better.” I held out my arms to Hailey. “Come on.” 

She ignored me. “I want Sasa to cawwy me.”  

Sasha looked to me for permission. Her eyes were bright, and her smile was infectious. I knew I shouldn’t allow some woman I’d known for such a short time to cozy up to my daughter, but I didn’t know how to avoid it. 

I shrugged and stepped back. 

Hailey practically jumped into Sasha’s arms, eliciting a grunt of pain. 

“Be careful, baby girl. Sasha has some owies on her stomach.” 

“You do?” Hailey asked, her eyebrows furrowing in an almost comical level of concern. 

“Yes, but holding you makes me feel better. You’re basically medicine, kiddo.” 

“Medithine is gwoss.”

“She wasn’t impressed with the Pepto I gave her,” Mama added. 

Sasha chuckled. “Yes, it is, but you’re not.” 

Hailey grinned and snuggled against her. 

As we approached the table, Mama watched us, looking a little too curious for my comfort. I tried to ignore her attention as I pulled out Sasha’s chair and tried to take Hailey. My traitor of a daughter still wouldn’t come to me. 

“I’m sorry. She’s never acted like this before.” Of course, we’d never had company before, but I was usually Hailey’s favorite person on the planet. She’d never refused to let me hold her, not even when she was mad at me for making her put away her toys and go to bed. 

“Kids love me,” Sasha said, patting Hailey’s back. “I don’t mean to brag, but I was probably the coolest babysitter in all of Vegas. Literally all my high school weekends were booked.” 

“You lived in Vegas?” I asked, intrigued to find out more about her.

“I grew up there. Got my bachelor’s in criminal justice at UNLV.”

“And you spent your weekends watching kids?” Mama asked, bringing the food to the table. I stood to help her.

“Yep. I was a real party animal. I like kids. They’re a lot more honest than adults.” 

Mama smiled. “They sure are. How long have you been in Seattle?” 

“Four years. I was accepted into the police academy and landed a job on the Seattle PD. I’ve been here ever since.” 

“You’re a cop?” Mama asked. 

Sasha looked to me like she was requesting permission to answer. I nodded. “Yes ma’am. What about you, Ms…” She looked to me for an answer. 

“Watson,” I said at the same time Mama said, “Doris is fine.” 

Mama eyed me, surprise written all over her face. I couldn’t blame her. Watson wasn’t our real last name, but it was Alex’s, and I didn’t share those kinds of details with people. But Sasha was different.  

“Ms. Watson,” Sasha finished. “I still can’t get over how different Tap looked last night. I used to think I was decent at makeup, but your artistry is at the drag queen level of impressiveness. How long have you been doing it?” 

The two of them launched into a conversation about contouring and highlighting while I sat back and watched them interact. Hailey was perfectly content on Sasha’s lap, and although Sasha had to move Hailey away from her ribs a couple of times, she didn’t mutter one word of complaint. Hailey took a couple bites of her soup before asking Sasha to feed her. I wanted to object since my daughter had been feeding herself for a year, but Hailey’s eyes were glassy, and she was moving like a limp noodle. Besides, Sasha didn’t seem to mind one bit. She fed Hailey while talking to Mama, occasionally pausing to take a bite of her own.

After lunch, Sasha and Hailey stretched out on the sofa while I put The Incredibles back on. I left the two of them to watch the movie and went to help Mama in the kitchen. 

“I like her,” Mama said, starting in on me with a meaningful look.

I chuckled. “You just met her.” 

Mama’s eyes softened. “She makes you smile, Alex. I haven’t seen you smile like that in a long time.” 

“Hailey makes me smile all the time.” 

“That’s a different kind of smile.” 

I thought about that as I retrieved the rest of the dishes from the table. Setting them down in the sink, I said, “I like her too.” 

Mama looked awfully smug. “I know.” 

“And Sasha thinks I’m cocky? Wait until she gets a load of you.” 

“How long will she be here?” 

“I don’t know. She’s a good cop, trying to do what’s right, and that’s earned her some dangerous enemies. The club is working on a plan to help her out, but time is against us. There’s these missing girls, and Sasha’s afraid if she waits too long, something bad’s gonna happen to them. But she can’t rescue them by herself. I’m afraid she’s gonna get impatient and bounce. The first fight did a number on her. I don’t know that she’ll survive round two.” I didn’t usually talk shop with my mother, but the thought of Sasha leaving was twisting me up inside. I needed her here, safe, and I needed advice on how to make that happen. 

Mama opened the dishwasher and started loading it. “If you don’t want her to leave, give her a reason to stay.” 

I didn’t know how to do that. Hell, I didn’t even know where to start. “You make it sound so damn simple.” 

She gave me a sad smile. “Nothing in life is simple, my boy. There’s a lot of pain and hurt in this world, so when you find something that makes you happy, you gotta hold onto it with both hands. Don’t let it go.” 

“I met her less than forty-eight hours ago.” 

“So? You let her in, Alex. You’ve never done that before. If you’re interested, make a move. You’re not getting any younger, you know, and I wouldn’t mind having another grandbaby or two. Or three.” 

Mama was telling me to go for it. Sure, her reasons were selfish, but at least I had her support. “Sasha’s injured. She’s been through a lot. I don’t even know all the details. I’m not even sure how she’d feel about me touching her right now.” 

She leveled a stare at me. “Boy, please. You two can’t even keep your hands off each other. If you’re worried about it, make your interest known and let her take the lead.” 

Mama and I had always been close enough to speak bluntly, but I wasn’t entirely comfortable with this conversation. “I’ll think about it,” I said as I got to work helping her clean up the kitchen. 

When we finished, Mama went up to her room to take a nap while I joined Sasha and Hailey in the living room. Sasha was lying on her side on the sofa, with Hailey out cold and tucked against her. Sasha watched the movie as her fingers absently stroked Hailey’s hair away from her face. They looked peaceful and comfortable together, and I didn’t want to intrude. I leaned against the wall and watched them, marveling at how quickly they’d bonded. 

Sasha just seemed to fit in my world. She was like a puzzle piece I hadn’t even known was missing until it changed everything by completing the picture. 

“Give her a reason to stay.” 

Oh, I intended to. 

I just needed a game plan. Trying to come up with one, I pushed off the wall and approached the ladies. Sasha’s gaze lifted and she beamed a smile at me that was so pure and beautiful it made me want to join the two of them on the couch. 

“I think she likes me,” Sasha whispered.

I returned her smile. “How could she not? You’re a likable person. Hell, I like you, and I don’t even like people.”

Sasha’s smile was shy. “Thank you.” 

“I’m gonna put her to bed, so she’ll stay asleep for a while. She needs her rest.” 

I could tell Sasha wanted to object, but she stayed silent as I picked Hailey up and carried her up to her room. When I returned to the living room, Sasha was gone. I looked in the kitchen and bathroom before finally finding her back in the basement. The blanket I’d brought her last night was folded on the edge of the sofa, and her purse was slung over her shoulder as she paced in front of the sofa.

“What are you doing?” I asked, fearing I already knew the answer. 

She glanced up at me. “Thinking.” 

“About what?” 

She stopped moving and finally met my gaze. “Are you sure my presence isn’t putting you guys in danger?”

It wasn’t what I expected her to say, but her concern made sense. “Yes.”

“How can you be so sure?” 

“Because I’m very good at what I do. That’s not me being cocky, it’s me being honest. I know what I’m doing. When I ran into you, I was planting bugs in Buzz’s office. We’re monitoring his conversations.”

“Who?” 

“Morse. Buddha’s helping him, along with Bull and Specks. I hop on sometimes and listen to the feeds. Mostly when you’re asleep.” 

“And you trust these guys?” 

That was a complicated question. Deciding to answer it as honestly as possible, I replied, “They’re good, solid guys. I trust them to do what’s right and to protect the club. I’m part of the club. Besides, if anything got through, Morse would consider it a personal failure, and that motherfucker’s too damn proud to ever let himself fail. He’d work himself into exhaustion first.” 

“You don’t trust many people, do you?” Her eyes were so damn gorgeous, they were all I could focus on. Bright green, glassy like she was on the verge of tears, they looked like liquid emeralds. 

“I trust you.” I was surprised to hear myself say it, but I immediately realized it was true. I did trust Sasha. I trusted her character and her compassion. I trusted her honesty and her moral compass. Most importantly, I trusted her with Hailey. 

“If anything happens to Hailey or your mom or you… Maybe I should just go.”

And this was why. She was worried about us. So much so, that she was willing to leave the safety of my house and possibly get caught by the dangerous asshole who’d drugged and abused her. She was so damn selfless and courageous, and there was no way in hell I was letting her walk out the door. She made me happy, and I intended to hold on to her with both hands. 

I closed the distance between us in two long strides. 

My intent must have been written all over my face, because Sasha’s eyes widened. “What are you doing?” she asked. 

I couldn’t tell if she was frightened or excited, so I needed to be careful. I wasn’t just another asshole using her to scratch an itch, and I needed to make sure she understood that. Dipping my head until our lips were less than an inch apart, I waited, giving her the opportunity to step back if that’s what she wanted. 

Instead, Sasha met my gaze. Every emotion I felt was reflected back at me, making me realize just how deeply we were connected. 

“You’re scared, so you want to run,” I said, already struggling to hold myself back when I wanted to snatch her up in my arms and kiss her senseless. “I get it. I’ve been running my whole life. But what if we’ve found something worth fighting for?” 

Her breath hitched and her eyes darkened with desire.  

I kissed her. 

Our lips met, and she melted against me. Running my tongue across the seam of her lips, I silently requested entry. She opened her mouth to me with a sigh, and my tongue slipped in. She tasted of comfort and home, energizing me and egging me on. I couldn’t seem to get enough of her. My hands slipped behind her neck as a strange sort of electricity pulsed between us, pulling me closer until I could no longer tell where I ended, and she began. 

But we weren’t close enough. 

I needed to feel her skin against mine, which meant the clothes had to go. I grabbed the hem of my shirt and broke the kiss long enough to tug it over my head and toss it aside. As we came back together, I grabbed Sasha’s shirt and repeated the process, careful of her shoulder. Our lips melded back together as our hands groped at our elastic waistbands. 

Finally naked, we pulled apart. Sasha’s eyes were bright, her lips were swollen, and her breathing was erratic. I allowed my gaze to drop, taking in her body. The bruises were fading, but they weren’t what I was interested in. Her shape was incredible. She was all soft curves and hard lines, perfect round tits with dark pink nipples, a tapered waist leading to wide hips and thick thighs. I drank in every sexy inch of her body, grabbing her hand and turning her around so I could feast my eyes on her fantastic ass. 

She was perfection. Every bruise, scar, and bandage paid tribute to her strength and determination. I wanted to become intimately acquainted with each dimple, kiss every freckle, run my tongue across every mole. “You’re fucking gorgeous,” I said, spinning her back around. 

Her expression softened. “You’re not bad yourself. I mean, if you’re into those perfect stripper body, probably-works-out-everyday, sexy-as-hell types. Which I am.”

I chuckled and pulled her into my arms again. “Good. Is this okay? I don’t want to hurt you.” 

She swallowed. “I don’t want that either.” The desire in her eyes made her desire clear, but the way she chewed on her lip and the slight tremble in her arms told me she was scared. 

“What can I do?” I asked. “What do you need from me?” 

She looked over our scattered clothes and scooped up my shirt. Turning me around, she used it to tie my hands behind my back.

I flexed, noting how loosely her bonds held me. “I can break out of this,” I said honestly. 

She turned me around to face her again, her green eyes pleading. “I know. Don’t.” 

I’d always been in control in the bedroom. Since Elaine, sex for me was basically get in, get my rocks off, get out. I fucked broads, but that was as far as I let shit go. Sasha knew I had trust issues and she wasn’t trying to keep me bound. Breaker had done something to take away her power in the bedroom, and she needed someone who cared enough to give it back to her. I could do that. I nodded.

She patted the sofa. “Have a seat.” 

With my arms behind my back, I sat my ass down and waited.  

“Condom?” she asked.

“Bathroom cabinet.” 

She slipped into the bathroom and returned with the box. I eyed it and she shrugged. “You never know. I like to be prepared.” 

“Hey, I admire that about you.” 

She set the box on the arm of the sofa and dropped to her knees. Looking at me from beneath her lashes, she said, “Try not to move.” 

Before I could ask why, she leaned forward and sucked my cock into her mouth. Hot pressure squeezed the tip, sliding down the shaft as she hollowed out her cheeks and tried her best to swallow me. It felt so damn good, a hiss escaped from my lips as I threw my head back. “Holy fuck!”

The vibration of her laughter drove me wild as I tickled the back of her tonsils. She couldn’t take me all in, but she sure as hell tried. “That feels fuckin’ amazing.”

Her gaze met mine, and appreciation shone in her bright green eyes. For that look alone, I’d let her tie me up a million times if she needed to. She slowly slid her lips up my shaft, releasing the head with a pop before plunging back down it. It was difficult to sit still and let her work me over when I wanted nothing more than to grab her head and fuck her mouth. 

But this wasn’t about me. 

This was about giving her what she needed. She sucked me off until I was about to shoot my load. Then she pulled off and stood, wiping my precum across her lips. Goddamn she was driving me wild. 

“Can I have a taste of that pussy?” I asked, staring at what I wanted. She had a perfectly trimmed landing strip leading down to some juicy looking lips that were making my mouth water. “Please?” 

“You want to do that?” she asked, sounding surprised.

“Fuck yeah. Here, I’ll even make it easy on you.” I slid off the sofa, landing on my knees in front of her with my hands still secured behind my back. “You’re still in control.” 

Her eyes were dark with lust as she watched me, waiting to see what I’d do. I could smell her arousal, and it made everything in me want to throw her on the floor and fuck away the memory of every man who’d gone before me. Staying on my knees and submitting to her required so much restraint my body was shaking, but I stayed right where I was and waited.

Finally, she stepped forward and positioned her pussy right in my face.

Thank fuck!

With the tip of my tongue, I stroked her clit. She moaned, and the sweet, sexy sound went straight to my cock. I swirled my tongue around her little nub of nerves, watching the enjoyment dance across her face. I kept swirling and stroking, working her up into a frenzy. When she started to pant and thrust herself against me, I dipped lower and lapped at her pussy. 

Sasha was sweet and sassy everywhere. As her nectar rolled over my tongue, she grabbed the back of my head and positioned me right where she needed me. She unabashedly fucked my mouth, releasing her freak in the filthiest way possible. It was the hottest thing I’d ever seen. Mesmerized by the sight, I drove my tongue through her wetness until she shattered over me. 

When I finally tugged my hands free, it was because I was afraid she was going to pass out. Feeling all too proud of myself, I steadied her and helped her to the sofa. 

Half-lidded and obviously drunk off lust, she collapsed into the cushions with a shit-eating grin. “Okay, that was different.”

“You’ve never been eaten before?”

“Not like that.” 

Well, that sure as hell made me proud. I sat beside her and stroked my cock a couple of times, getting her attention. “You ready for another orgasm?” 


Her eyes opened a smidgen wider. “You’re getting cocky again.”

“Get your fine ass over here and I’ll show you cocky.” 

“You freed your hands.” 

“Only because you needed me. I’ll keep ’em behind my back.” 

She eyed me. “Promise?” 

“Babe, I could have broken out any time I wanted to.” I settled my hands back behind my back. 

“I know.” Grinning, she wobbled over and plucked a foil packet from the box. Without breaking eye contact, she tore it open and slowly unrolled it over my cock, one excruciating millimeter at a time. I couldn’t tell if she was fucking with me or trying to give herself time to rally, but she was once again testing the hell out of my resolve.

Once the condom was finally on, she straddled me, putting her voluptuous tits right in my face. I couldn’t touch her with my hands, but she’d voiced no such restrictions over my mouth. I sucked one perfect pink nipple past my lips and rolled it around my tongue. 

Sticking out her chest to encourage my attentions, she positioned herself over my cock, rubbing the head against her folds. All I’d have to do was flex my hips and I could drive myself home, but I refused to do it. She trusted me, and I’d cut off my own dick before I violated that trust. I sat there and let her play until she was good and ready. She inched down my shaft. As her body enveloped me, it was everything I could do to hold still. She bottomed out, and a gasp escaped from her lips. She squeezed me inside of her as she slid up. 

She must have had a blackbelt in Kegels or something, because her pussy did a number on me. Watching her slowly ride my cock was the sweetest form of torture I’d ever experienced. She was a dancer in her own right with the way her body moved and writhed, putting me right where she needed me before sliding away. She tempted and teased, and I gladly left her to it, enjoying every intensely agonizing second. I knew patience—I knew the secrets of fucking for hours without coming—but that was when I had the lead. I never understood how beautiful surrender could be until I watched Sasha slide up and down my cock like it was a treat she intended to savor. 

“You feel so fucking good,” she said, leaning against me. 

I kissed her collarbone, her neck, her jawline, every inch that she gave me access to. 

“I’m going to come,” she said. “Fuck me, Tap.” 

It wasn’t right. The moment seemed too intimate, too personal for my road name. I wanted to give her something special. Something no other woman had. “D’Vonte.” I replied.

Her eyes widened with understanding as she met my gaze. “Fuck me, D’Vonte.” 

I rolled her ass over and did as I was told. 
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Sasha

 

D’VONTE. TAP HAD given me his real name (at least the first part of it) and three amazing orgasms. My body was still thrumming with energy as we relaxed on the sofa in a tangle of arms and legs. He’d known exactly what I needed, and he gave it to me in the sweetest way possible. I never would have believed a manly-man who looked like Tap would hand over control of his body like that. Sex with Tap had been amazing. 

I was happier and more content than I’d ever been, lying beside him with my body satisfied and my heart full. Sex changed things between people, and although I didn’t know how it would change our relationship, I trusted him enough that I wasn’t worried about it. 

“How you doin’?” Tap asked, squeezing my good shoulder. 

“I’m… uh… paralyzed. I think.” 

He chuckled and kissed the top of my head. The gesture was so intimate it made my breath catch. Rolling to his back, he took me with him, pulling me up until we were eye to eye. “You know I’m gonna want more of you, right?” 

If my eyes could’ve widened, they would have. There was no way any human could rally that quickly. “Right now?” 

He chuckled again, bouncing my chest up and down. “No. I need to go check on Hailey soon. But I wanted you to know this isn’t a one-time thing.” 

I liked that. A lot. Truth be told, I loved being here with him. Just lying naked, chest to chest as we talked was nice. I could do it all day. But I needed to make sure we were on the same page. “How many a time thing is it?” I asked, hoping I didn’t sound too desperate or clingy. 

“Several. As many as you wanna stick around for. I don’t like people, but I like you. I like having you here in my space.” 

Had he not been holding me, I might have turned to goo and slid right off his sofa. Smiling into his dark brown eyes, I said, “I like a few people, but you might be my favorite. I like invading your space.” 

“It’s because I made you come with my tongue, isn’t it? The reason I’m your favorite.”

I giggled. “That definitely had something to do with it. But I’m not sure. You’re probably gonna have to do it again to make sure.” 

His eyebrows rose. “Right now?” 

“I don’t think I can move right now.” 

“I don’t want to. This is comfortable.” 

“Yeah, but you’re right. We should probably get up and check on Hailey.” 

“Uh-huh.” 

Neither of us moved. 

“I’m getting up.” I wiggled my pinky, hoping it would create some sort of chain reaction that would move my entire body, but no luck. 

“Yeah, me too.”

Still, nothing happened. 

“Maybe five more minutes.”

Tap chuckled, the vibration against my nipples went right between my legs. I might not have the motivation to get up, but if he kept doing that, it would motivate me right back onto his cock. 

“Or after round four,” I suggested.

His eyes darkened and he lowered his lips to kiss me, but his cell phone rang. He froze, and I groaned. 

“Ignore it,” I said.

“Can’t. It’s the club.” He reached into his discarded sweats and retrieved his phone, checking the display before he answered. “This better be good, Morse.” 

As he listened, I could almost see the playful, fun Tap disappear, and the all-business intelligence officer surface. 

“Fuck.” He tapped my shoulder to get me to move, and as much as I didn’t want to, I sat up. He joined me and started pulling on clothes, his demeanor growing more tense with each passing second.

Something was definitely wrong. Hoping nothing had happened to the girls while I’d been selfishly enjoying Tap’s body, I stood and dressed.  

“Yeah, she’s right here.” Tap glanced at me before sliding his shirt over his head. “I’ll let her know.” He listened for a minute more, let out a breath, and stared up at the ceiling. “Shit. It just keeps getting better. Did they say when? Alright. Thanks for the heads up, brother. Let me know if you hear anything else.” Tap hung up and shoved his phone in his pocket.

“What?” I asked, sidling up to him. “What’s going on?” 

He draped an arm over my shoulder. “We’re about to have company.” 

I stilled, wondering how he could be so calm when the Serpents were on their way. “What? You said they wouldn’t find me here.” We needed to get Hailey and Doris out of there. We needed…

“Calm down, babe. Not the Serpents. The Dead Presidents. We can’t go to them, so the executive board is coming to us.” 

“What? They’re coming here? Why?”

“The Serpents know who you are. They know you’re a cop.” 

I’d always known it would happen eventually, but hearing Tap utter the words made my knees weak and my vision blurry. I let my knees dump me back onto the sofa. “How…?” My mind wouldn’t stop spinning. “Morse. You said he was monitoring the bugs. He heard something?” 

Tap snorted. “You can say that again.”  

There was more. I could tell by the way my gut kept twisting. “What else? I know there’s something you’re not telling me.” 

“Buzz made a call to someone named Romero.”

I froze. “Jose Romero? As in the Chief of Police?” 

Tap nodded. “That’s who we believe he was speaking to.” 

I felt like the wind had been knocked out of me. Leaning forward, I put my head between my knees and sucked down deep breaths as I tried to make sense of it all. I’d suspected the hell out of Sergeant Wilkens, but I never would have guessed this went as high up as Romero. “That’s…” Devastating. Mortifying. Disastrous. “Unfortunate.” 

“Very. Especially because now there’s a warrant out for your arrest.” 

The blows kept coming. “For what?” 

Tap walked over to his laptop and fired it up. Bringing it over to me, he opened a browser and hit keys until he found what he was looking for. Then, he turned the screen toward me. 

My face, name, and stats were plastered under a “Wanted” header. They’d used the photo from my badge. In it, my hair was longer and medium brown, my eyes were full of hope, and my smile was genuine and proud. I was so naïve back then, thinking I was going to change the world, or at least the city. I kind of wanted to punch the stupid bitch in that picture. 

The charge read: “The Seattle police have issued a warrant for Petrov’s arrest in connection to aggravated assault and armed robbery of a residence at 36th Ave SW and SW Warsaw St.”

“Buzz’s address,” I muttered. “They’re saying I robbed Buzz’s house. Wonder who the hell they’re claiming I assaulted.” 

“It doesn’t matter, because we’re gonna fix this.”

I wasn’t nearly as optimistic, but I nodded anyway. 

“I mean it, Sasha. Come on, let’s go prepare for the club’s invasion.” He held out his hand to me.

I’d been so focused on how this affected me that I’d missed the impact it would have on Tap. I put my hand in his and let him hoist me out of my seat. “You’re okay with them coming here?” I asked. 

“Nope. But there’s no other choice. They’ve been working on a plan of attack, but they need intel from you. Since you’re now a wanted fugitive, we can’t risk taking you to them.” 

I’d worked my ass off to become a cop so I could help people. With one phone call, the Serpents had taken away not only my badge, but also my freedom. “I hate everything about that sentence.” 

“Yeah, me too.” 

Doris and Hailey were still upstairs asleep when the cavalry arrived. The roar of Harleys vibrated the entire house as Tap opened the garage and had them pull inside. I stayed in the house and waited on account of me being wanted and all. We couldn’t chance the neighbors catching a glimpse of me and calling the cops. 

Julia was the first person to come in and greet me. She gave me a gentle hug and a big, genuine smile. “Your eye is open! It looks so much better. How are you feeling?” 

“Better.” 

“Good. And how’s the leg?” 

“Great. I changed the bandage after my shower this morning and it seems to be healing just fine.”

“I’m so glad. Here, let me introduce you to everyone else.” 

I realized then that there were other people gathering behind her. Emily (the local defense attorney all my colleagues cursed, who was dressed in a dark, knee-length dress and matching pumps), Naomi (a tall blonde wearing distressed jeans and a tank top), and Jayson (a slender man with perfectly styled hair, wearing dark skinny jeans and a tight silver button-down shirt) all greeted me. 

Jayson didn’t look too impressed, though. With a hand on one hip, he eyed me critically with so much sass it was almost comical. “So, you’re the competition.” 

“Uh… for what?” I asked, completely lost. 

“For my tall, dark, and quiet man meat, of course.” 

“Tap?” I asked, certain I misunderstood what he was saying. “Are you asking if Tap and I are together?” 

Emily stepped in. “Don’t mind Jay. He’s been trying to land himself a biker for months. In the meanwhile, he’s illogically claimed possession of all the single ones. For the hundredth time, Jay, Tap is straight.” 

Jayson’s jaw jutted out rebelliously. “I could have turned him.”

“No, you couldn’t have.” Emily faced me. “Will you please tell him?” 

“Sorry, my man, but he’s all about the taco Tuesday. You’re gonna have to find another boy toy for wiener Wednesday.” 

Jayson gasped. “Can you personally confirm that? Have you tasted his one-eyed trouser trout?”

I bit my lip to keep from laughing. Or from sharing. Tap didn’t have a trout. He was packing something more along the lines of a giant sea bass, but that was none of little Mr. Congeniality’s business. “I don’t kiss and tell.”

“Straight people are boring as hell,” he complained. 

Naomi laughed and draped an arm over my shoulder. “You made the right call. Don’t admit anything to that man or he’ll yap your ear off with questions. He wants all the juicy details. He’s a damn pervert. Does Tap have anything to eat in this place? I’m starving.” 

“Me too,” Emily added. 

“Preggo women,” Jayson said. “When you two get fat, I’m gonna steal your men. Know that in your hearts.” 

Naomi grinned. “I’d pay money to see you try something on Eagle.” 

“Me too,” Julia added. 

Tap’s club brothers had hooked up with some pretty cool chicks, and Jayson was a kick in the pants. Happy they were all here to lighten the mood, I turned my attention toward the pantry. It wasn’t my place to play hostess, but Tap was still in the garage, and I didn’t want to wake up Doris. Deciding I’d be the best candidate for snooping through his kitchen, I took matters into my own hands and raided the pantry and fridge. I came up with Goldfish, cheese, olives, pickles, and carrot sticks. Julia helped me organize them all onto a tray, and by the time the guys joined us, we had a decent looking spread laid out on the table. 

Tap quirked an eyebrow at me in question. 

“The preggo ladies were hungry,” I mouthed back. 

He chuckled and mouthed, “Thank you.” 

Havoc said hello to me before joining his wife. Then Tap introduced the bearded biker with the tattooed arms as Link, who was married to Emily. The biker with the long dark hair and tattooed arms was Eagle, who was married to Naomi. The blond pretty boy with the mischievous smirk was Wasp and he apparently belonged to someone named Carly who couldn’t make it because she couldn’t find a sitter for their six-year-old. 

The only two biker gangs I’d interacted with were full of murderers and drug dealers, but the Dead Presidents were family men who were here because they wanted to rescue a bunch of kidnapped girls. A week ago, I never would have thought I’d be getting help from bikers, but now I was so grateful for it I was almost in tears.  

Tap pulled out a chair for me at the table. As I sat, he scooted his own chair closer to mine and held my hand under the table.  

“What’s this?” Wasp asked with a smirk, gesturing between us. 

“What the fuck do you think it is?” Tap asked. 

“Fuckin’ interesting, that’s what,” Wasp replied, leaning back in his chair. 

Link ignored the two of them and started grilling me, firing off question after question about the Serpents’ compound. Then he brought out his phone and showed me the blueprints of the building, asking me to point out the things I remembered.  

Apparently, Morse had overheard Buzz discussing what to do with the girls, which meant we needed to move fast if we had a chance of saving them in time. 

Doris and Hailey eventually joined us, and Tap introduced them around the table. 

“There’s the curtain climber,” Havoc said, tickling Hailey’s foot. “You ever need anything, you come to your Uncle Havoc, and I’ll make it happen.”


She gave him a big smile and I could practically see the big guy melt.  

Wasp looked Hailey over. “You know, she’s only a couple years younger than Trent.” 

“What’s your point?” Tap asked, his expression unimpressed. 

“I’m just sayin’ that it’s possible that you and I could be related someday. You never know where and when young love will bloom.”

Tap stared him down. “Get the hell out of my house.”

Wasp threw his hands in the air. “What? I’m not sayin’ I would encourage it, just that it could happen. You never know.” 

“I do know, and it’s not gonna happen. Now shut your mouth before I forget that my daughter is on my hip and shut it for you.” 

Wasp chuckled, but he let the matter drop. 

“What’s that about?” I asked Julia. 

She glanced at the guys. “Wasp likes to stir shit up. He’s harmless. Actually, he’s a really good guy. He just likes to poke the bear. All of the bears, in fact.”

“Shit, I wish they were Bears,” Jayson chimed in. “Then maybe I’d get laid once in a while.”

Even I caught that reference, knowing that Bears were gay bikers. 

“We’ll find you one, Jay,” Naomi said, patting his arm.  

We ordered pizza and continued to plan out the attack, but there was one major factor I had a problem with: I wasn’t included in the op. 

“And what will I be doing?” I asked Link. 

“Staying here.” 

I didn’t like that answer one bit. “But I know the compound. I know the layout and the guys, and I can help with the girls.” I met Link’s gaze, hoping I wasn’t dealing with another chauvinist. “I’ve been trained for this, and if something goes wrong…” 

“You’re a fugitive,” he said. 

I winced, because although it was true, it stung like hell.

“If you get spotted with us, you put the whole op in jeopardy. I know you want to be a part of it, but it’s just not worth the fuckin’ risk.” 

I knew he was right, but I was having trouble accepting it. “I could drive separately.” 

“We need Tap with us and he’s not gonna be worth a damn if he’s worried about you.” 

I wanted to keep arguing, but his point was valid. And, I refused to let my pride get in the way of rescuing the girls.  

Tap grabbed my hand and squeezed. “Trust us, babe. We’ve got this.” 

“I know, and I do trust you, I just… Law enforcement gets paid to do this shit and we dropped the ball. You’ve all already risked yourselves serving the country. It sucks that you have to be some kind of volunteer police force now as well. It’s asking too much.” 

“Nobody’s asked us to do shit,” Link replied. “They didn’t have to. This is our city and we’re not standing around with our thumbs up our asses while girls are snatched from their homes and forced into prostitution or whatever the fuck they’re doing with them. We didn’t fight for our country’s freedom just to let some crazy motherfuckers destroy it from within.” 

“What do you think Texas’s role is in all of this?” Havoc asked. 

I’d wondered about the Serpents’ president as well. In the week I’d spent my nights at the club, I’d never seen him. 

“Hard tellin’. I’d like to believe he’s not involved, but this shit’s happenin’ right under his nose. He’s either too blind to see it, too cowardly to stop it, or he supports it. Regardless, he’s not the man I thought he was.”

Tap tugged on my hand to get my attention. “We’ll make sure the girls are safe.” 

I knew they would, but worry still ate at my gut. “Be careful.” 

He raised my hand to his lips and brushed a kiss across my knuckles. “Always.” 

By the time we sat down to eat dinner, Link had drafted up a plan of attack on the Serpents’ compound. He stepped aside and made a few phone calls while the rest of us ate. I didn’t know what all the president had up his sleeve, and I wasn’t happy about being excluded, but for the first time in months, I was hopeful. 

After dinner, Link pushed back from the table and stood. “Everyone else should be at the station by now,” he said. “We have an early morning, and it’s time we all get our asses back there as well.”

During the planning, Tap had brought me up to speed on a couple of the club’s procedures. He’d explained that whenever the club planned to execute an op, Link called in all the families of members. The ‘old guard,’ a group consisting of Link’s father and the bikers who’d served alongside him, would stay behind with a handful of prospects to watch over the families until the men returned. And if the men didn’t return, the old guard and prospects would make sure everyone was taken care of. 

I had to admire the way the club’s protection and provision extended to the families of the members. Not only was it the right thing to do, but it encouraged loyalty and gave everyone a sense of belonging. I understood why even an introvert like Tap had been drawn to the club. 

“Tap, I encourage you to send your mother and daughter with us,” Link said. “I know your home is secure, but since Sasha is wanted, she needs to stay here. Your family will be safer with us in case anything happens.” 

Tap seemed to consider this for a few minutes before pulling his mom aside and discussing it with her. As they chatted in the corner, I watched the way Tap listened to her. It was plain to see he valued her opinion and advice, and I loved that about him. Just watching them together made my heart swell. 

Tap returned to the table to let Link know Doris and Hailey would go to the club, and that his mom was packing them each a bag and would be down soon. 

“I drove,” Emily said. “They can ride with me and Jay, so you don’t have to leave Sasha here alone.” 

“Thank you,” Tap said. Then he and Emily went outside to transfer Hailey’s car seat to Emily’s car. 

Doris came down with the bags and we said our goodbyes. Then everyone was on their way. Tap locked the door behind the group, and we listened as the roar of Harleys faded down the road. 

“Is your bike in the garage?” I asked, suddenly realizing I’d only seen a couple rooms of his house. 

“No. I don’t keep her here.”

“Her?” I asked. 


“Babe, if I’m riding it, it’s female.” 

“Jayson’s gonna be super disappointed.” 

Tap chuckled. “He’ll get over it.” 

“So, does this other woman that you ride have a name?”

“Valkyrie.” 

Surprised, I asked, “Because she chooses who falls in battle?” 

He shook his head. “I already died. She carries me through this afterlife.” 

I disagreed. Tap had never died. He’d just put himself in a medical coma to survive. He was waking up now, and I was happy to be a part of his reanimation plan. “This is your Valhalla?” I asked. 

His eyebrows arched. “I had no idea you were such a nerd. It’s like you keep getting hotter.” 

“Just wait until you see my Star Wars collection.” I had a light saber and a Yoda plushie I won as a kid. It wasn’t much of a collection, but I’d sure buy more if it turned him on. 

“Stop, or I’m gonna jump you right here in the living room.” 

“Maybe that’s my evil plan. Maybe I’m jealous of this other woman and wanna make sure you’re riding me more than you ride her.” 

“Oh?” He sauntered over and threw one arm around my waist, tugging me against him. “After everything shakes out and we clear your name, I’ll put your fine ass on the back of my bike, and you can ride her with me.” 

“Kinky.” I settled my hand on his chest, thoroughly enjoying the feel of the hard muscle beneath his shirt. “You know, I like to ride big powerful things.” 

“Come on. There’s something powerful I wanna show you in my bedroom.” He took my hand and led me up the stairs. 

I was all too happy to follow him. 
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EVER SINCE JOINING the military, I’ve had trouble sleeping. When I moved to Seattle, I dropped almost two grand on a king-sized Puffy Lux mattress that Mama saw on Ellen, because she swore up and down it would help me sleep. I tried to tell Mama that the problem was in my mind, not my mattress, but it was less painful to spend the money than to argue with her. Besides, the bed was comfortable. I still don’t sleep for shit, but at least now it feels like I’m lying on a goddamn cloud while I stay up all night staring at my tablet and trying to convince my mind to shut the fuck up and go to sleep. 

Insomnia is some stupid shit. No matter what I’ve accomplished, it somehow manages to make me feel like a failure because I lack the ability to master this one normal bodily function necessary for survival. It doesn’t matter how many techniques I try, how often I meditate, how many hours of relaxing sleep music I stream, every night is a wrestling match with my brain. Because of this, my bedroom is my least favorite room in the house. 

Or, it was until Sasha tumbled onto my bed naked—her body and hair still damp from our shower—spread her legs and arms out like some X-rated snow angel, and said, “I claim this spot.” 

“The whole bed?” I asked, enjoying the view. Her pale skin looked sexy as hell against my navy-blue sheets. Her dark pink nipples were still pebbled from the attention I’d paid them in the shower, and the idea of having full, unrestrained access to her body was making me painfully hard. 

She closed her eyes. “Yep. You’re gonna have to sleep around me.” 

“I was thinking more along the lines of in you.”

“I suppose that could work, too. I mean, if you insist.” She grinned.

It was all the invitation I needed. I crept up her body slowly, kissing every inch from her ankle to her knee. Then I started at the other ankle and didn’t stop at the knee. As I worked my way up her thigh, she giggled and squirmed. 

“Your whiskers are tickling me.” 

I sat up. “That’s it. I’m gonna go shave them.”

“No!” She grabbed my arm to stop me. “I like it. Do you ever grow a beard?” 

I nodded. “I had one before Mama shaved it off to disguise me for that gig at Buzz’s house.” 

Her eyes softened. “That was a good night.” 

“Good night? You got the shit beat out of you.” 

“Yeah, but I met you.” 

I hadn’t expected her to say something so sweet, and it kind of knocked me on my ass. Her expression was so damn serious as she watched me watching her. Lying there naked, spread wide and vulnerable, she waited for my reaction. There was no way in hell I’d leave her hanging. “It was a great night, but tonight’s better. You look damn good in my bed, babe. Almost look like you belong there.” 

She arched an eyebrow. “Almost?” 

“Yeah. You need something to complete the look, but I can’t quite put my finger on what.” 

Her eyes darkened. “Then you should try your tongue.”  

It was one hell of a good suggestion, so I dropped back on my hands and knees and went to town on her pussy. I loved the way she tasted, the way she arched her back and bucked her hips, the mewling sounds she made when I drove her out of her mind. Most of all, I loved the bliss written all over her face as she came undone. 

Kissing up her belly, careful to keep my weight off her ribs, I played with her tits while she recovered. Then I rolled on a condom and positioned myself at her entrance before driving home. Balls deep in Sasha I stilled and took a moment to look her over again. 

“Now you belong in my bed.” 

“Good, because I like it here.” Her incredible green eyes looked up at me with a level of understanding and respect I’d never known before. 

“You’re fuckin’ beautiful, Sasha.”  

Gaze locked on mine, she replied, “You are, too, D’Vonte.” 

Hearing my birth name roll off her tongue ignited something fierce within me. I had to fuck her, to claim her, to make sure she knew she was mine. Keeping myself braced above her body, I dropped my gaze to where we were joined. The contrast of our skin tones was sexy as hell and it drove me as I pumped in and out of her sweet, tight cunt. 

She threw her head back and her pussy squeezed around me as she came, milking me with each stroke. Finished and feeling wrung out and exhausted, I discarded the condom and collapsed on the bed beside her. She snuggled against my side. 

Physical exhaustion had never knocked me out before, and it didn’t now. It didn’t matter, though, because I was perfectly content to lie there and hold her. Minutes ticked by as I thought about the road we’d taken that had led us to this moment and mentally went over the shit I’d have to do in the morning. I’d set two alarms, and I was thinking about setting a third one, just in case. 

“Are you worried about tomorrow?” Sasha asked after a time. Her eyes fluttered open and she gazed up at me. 

“No. I’m thinking about it, but I’m not worried. We have a solid plan of attack and I’m confident it’ll work.” 

“Good.” Another minute or two ticked by as she continued to watch me. Something was on her mind, but I gave her time to work through it. Finally, she piped up. “Can I ask you a question?” 

Her tone had changed, became more uncertain. “Yeah. Of course.” 

“It’s none of my business, and you don’t have to answer.”

Now I was curious. “Spit it out, babe.” 

“Where’s Hailey’s mom?” 

The question took me off guard, and I had to think about how best to answer. 

Obviously misreading my silence, she added, “You don’t have to tell me. It was just on my mind and—”

“I’m pretty sure she’s dead.” 

That shut Sasha right up. She rolled onto her belly and propped her chin on her hands to look at me. 

“Her name was Elaine, and she was my recruiter.” 

“Your recruiter into the military?” 

I shook my head. I’d never told anyone but Mama what I had done after the service, but apparently Sasha was getting all my secrets, because I wanted her to know the truth. “No. Into the CIA.” 

Her eyes widened. “Wow. That explains… a lot actually. The CIA. That’s crazy.”

“Yeah. I was just a nerdy young introvert who was damn good at gathering intel when she took an interest in me.” Tall, leggy redhead with bedroom eyes and a hip sway that could knock a man right out of his mind, she knew what she was doing. I was young, dumb, and full of just enough cum to believe her interest in me was legitimate. Even after I signed up, she continued to play me, getting me to take the jobs nobody else would. I did a lot of shit to win Elaine’s favor, but I learned the hard way that I was just another job to her. “We had a fling and she transferred out of my department a few months before I left the CIA. Thought I’d never see her again, but two years ago, she showed up on my doorstep with Hailey.” 

My mind drifted back to the desperation I’d seen in Elaine’s eyes. 

“I know it’s a lot to take in, but this could be my big break, and I can’t pass it up. We’ve been after this terrorist group for months, and we finally have a lock on them. I won’t be gone long, three weeks at most. It’s just temporary. I’ll be back for her.” 

A lot to take in? She was introducing me to a kid she claimed was mine, and she wouldn’t stop blabbing about the job. I didn’t give two shits about the CIA, I wanted to know what game Elaine was playing now. 

“How do I know she’s even mine? You told me you were clean and on birth control, and after you disappeared, I found out you were fuckin’ half the department.” Elaine was everything that was wrong with the CIA—every dirty little secret and whispered sin of it. “It’s like you wanted to get pregnant and now you’re trying to rope me into this, too. Why?”

“I don’t have to explain myself to you.”

“Yeah, this time, you fuckin’ do.” 

“Look at her. She’s obviously yours.”

Studying the baby in the car seat carrier at Elaine’s feet, I couldn’t deny the resemblance, but that didn’t change a damn thing. “If she’s mine, why the hell are you just now telling me? Because you need me to babysit while you do a job?”

“It’s not babysitting. She’s your child! I thought you’d be happy to spend time with her. Why are you being such an asshole about this?”

Shocked, I glared at the bitch. She had to be certifiable if she expected me to handle this differently. “I’ll take a paternity test.” 

“Good. But I have to go, so you figure that shit out while I’m gone.” 

Then she turned and sprinted back to her car, leaving the baby behind. 

Too shocked to chase after her, I stared at the little girl with my eyes and my lips. I didn’t know if she was mine, but I couldn’t leave her alone on the porch. I picked up her carrier and took her into the house. Then we called Mama. 

“She just left Hailey on your doorstep?” Sasha asked. 

“Yeah. She said she’d be back in three weeks top, but that was the last time I saw her.” 

Sasha’s eyebrows rose. “But can she find you? I mean you told me you’re good at hiding.” 

“Babe, she’s the one who trained me. After two years with no contact—not even to check up on Hailey—she’s either dead, a prisoner of war, or has one hell of a case of amnesia. Regardless, she’s dead to me and Hailey. Hailey is definitely mine, and I have the paternity test to prove it now. If Elaine ever shows back up to take her, she’s gonna have one hell of a fight on her hands.” 

Sasha smiled and tapped me on the chest. “Good. You would have liked my dad. He was protective and funny and when he was around, everything was better. He just… handled everything. He died while I was in middle school, and I hated that he wasn’t around to give me advice on guys. He would have been like those protective dads on TV… sitting on the front porch cleaning his shotgun when my dates arrived to pick me up. I wanted that; someone to care about me enough to possibly do jail time to protect my honor. I bet you’re gonna be that kind of dad.” 

“Fuck that! My girl’s not dating until she’s thirty and out of grad school,” I said. 

Sasha laughed. “You’re a good dad, Tap. Hailey is one lucky little girl.” 

Her praise meant far more to me than it should have. “Thanks.” 

She kissed my chest. “Now close your eyes and go to sleep. You have to get up in a few hours to rescue a bunch of daughters who don’t have dads nearly as awesome as you. You need to be well-rested.” 

She snuggled against my side and I wrapped my arms around her and closed my eyes. And surprisingly enough, I slept until my alarm went off the next morning.
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MY FIRST ALARM went off at 2:15 a.m. With Sasha splayed across me, I was so damn comfortable I didn’t want to move, but I managed to roll over and turn it off. I tried to slide out from under Sasha without waking her, but her eyes popped open the instant my feet hit the floor. 

“It’s time?” she asked. 

“Yeah, babe. You should relax and try to get some more sleep.” 

She leveled a stare at me. “You’re kidding, right?”

“More like wishful thinking.” 

The second and third alarms blared, so I turned them both off. 

“You’re risking your life to do my job. The least I can do is guzzle pots of coffee and pace circles into your living room floor while you’re gone.” She scooted off the bed, and I tried not to notice the way her tits bounced with the movement. We didn’t have time for morning sex, and I needed to focus.

I chuckled and tugged her against me for a quick kiss. “If it makes you feel better.” 

“It won’t. Going with you would make me feel better, but I understand why I can’t. I hate it and I want to throw a toddler-sized fit about it, but I understand.” 

I grabbed the solid black clothes I’d set aside last night and started dressing. “I’ll tell Link. He’ll be relieved. He’s worried that you hate him.” 

She snorted. “Right. That man doesn’t give a single fuck what anyone thinks of him.” 

Pulling on my socks, I chuckled. “I kinda like that about him.” 

“Yeah, me too, but don’t tell him.” 

“Your secret’s safe with me.” I glanced at my watch. “Shit. I gotta go.” 

She followed me into the closet and watched me step into my black sneakers. “Already? But… I need more time with you.” 

“The sooner I go, the sooner I can get my ass back home.” I headed downstairs and she followed.

“And you will come back, right? This isn’t just some grandiose scheme to ditch me, is it?”

She needed more reassurance than I had the time to give her, but I stopped in front of the garage door and gave it a try. “Of course I will. I would never leave my bed behind. Didn’t you feel that thing? It’s like sleeping on clouds. Fucking clouds, Sash.” 

She socked me on the arm. “Smartass.” 

“At least I’m not a nameless one anymore.”

Her face lit up. “Alright, D’Vonte. Bring your smart ass home safe and sound and we’ll test the hell out of that bed’s warranty.” 

“Deal.” I kissed her, doing my best to transfer every ounce of affection I felt into the gesture. It must have worked because when I released her, she was breathless, and her eyes were bright. 

I pulled into the fire station at 2:43 a.m. I was early, but we still had a few last-minute plans to go over and I wanted to check on Mama and Hailey and meet with Morse to make sure I understood exactly what he needed me to do. By the time the club was ready to roll out, I’d handled my personal business and had a clear understanding of my job. 

Since the op required stealth, bikes were out of the question. The fifteen of us who’d been selected for the mission piled into a fifteen-passenger rental van. We were all dressed in black with our game faces on, and the tension was so damn thick I could barely breathe. As we settled in for the drive, Wasp made some wisecrack about us looking like a group of environmentally-friendly carpool ninjas. It was just what we needed to break the tension and bring some levity to the situation. The air cleared, and the rest of the drive was silent as we all mentally prepared for the task ahead. 

The plan was a good one, certain to be a success as long as everyone did their job. 

Teamwork was a new and disturbing concept for me and every time I wondered about the competency of our group, my asshole puckered. I had a lot riding on the success of this mission, and I had to hope that my teammates were as committed as I was. I said a silent prayer that nobody fucked up.  

As expected, the Serpents’ compound was still dark when we parked across the street. Link had pulled some strings and called in a few favors to get us the gear we needed. We were each equipped with a bullet-proof vest, headset, gas mask, flashlight, stun gun, and handcuffs. Designated brothers wielded smoke bombs, sleeping gas cannisters, wire cutters, and flash bang grenades. To put it lightly, we had more options for incapacitating the enemy on us than most third-world countries had in their entire police force. For my role, I carried a portable cell phone jammer, a screwdriver set, a wrench, wire cutters, and a sleeping gas cannister. 

Once everyone was geared up, three teams of four slipped out of the van, leaving me, Eagle, and Stocks behind. Eagle and his sniper rifle made up our worst-case scenario back-up plan, while Stocks and his night vision binoculars served as the lookout. I, however, was the man of odd jobs. 

The three teams silently crossed the street as one. Wasp and Rabbit went to work on the flimsy wire fence that surrounded the compound, cutting a large enough doorway for us all to slip through. While they were busy with that, I opened the box Morse had given me before we left the fire station and powered up the three small stealth drones within. 

“Morse. You’re up,” I said into my mic. 

“Copy,” he replied. “Alpha, Bravo, and Charlie are online and heading in.”

In addition to being the nerdiest son-of-a-bitch I’d ever met, Morse was one hell of a drone programmer and pilot. He’d spent ten years in the Air Force learning all he could about drones, and left when they ran out of shit to teach him. He could have stayed on and passed along his knowledge to others, but he decided to join forces with Link and the Dead Presidents instead. He was one crazy motherfucker, but we were lucky to have him. 

As the teams slipped through the cut fence and split up, all three drones rose into the air and headed out, each hovering above the team it was assigned to. The compound had three doors that led into the common area, and we were hitting all of them at once. 

“I’m heading in,” I said into my mic as I tugged on a pair of black gloves and crossed the street. Once I was through the gate, I crept to the back of the building and powered on my flashlight. I turned on the cell phone jammer, then found the electrical meter and unscrewed the glass dial that measured kilowatts of energy. Beneath the dial was a switch. I used my wrench to turn the switch to the off position.

“Lights are out,” I said into my mic. 

“Copy. We’re opening the doors,” Link replied. A couple of seconds later, he added, “South door’s open.” 

“Copy,” Morse said. “Alpha’s going in.” 

“North door’s open,” Havoc said. 

“West door, too,” Wasp added. 

“Copy,” Morse replied. “Bravo and Charlie are sweeping the area.” 

The drones went in ahead of the teams to make sure there were no surprises. 

“I’ve got eyes on two fuckin’ snakes to the right of the West entrance. Four more are stationary on the sofas in the common area.”

“Copy. Masks on, sending in gas.” Link said. A few minutes passed, and then he added, “On my mark. Three. Two. One. Go, go, go!” 

I put my gas mask on and rounded the building to the West entrance, listening as the teams moved in, subduing and detaining Serpents as they went. The two ‘fuckin’ snakes’ had literally been fucking and were now passed out, compliments of the canister of sleeping gas Link had chucked into the room. Spade and Frog pulled the naked man and woman apart and dragged them to the banister to handcuff them. Wasp handcuffed two men to each other through the seat of a chair while Havoc and Specks handcuffed two men together in a rather obscene embrace. 

The teams were quick, efficient, and damn near silent as they moved over the compound like locusts of justice. But instead of freshly cleaned bones, we left handcuffed criminals in our wake. Despite what we’d told Sasha, this wasn’t an extraction mission. We were blowing the whole operation wide open and making sure these motherfuckers never had the chance to do this shit again. And we were humiliating them in the process. My brothers didn’t take kindly to men who trafficked little girls. 

“Basement has one sleeping prospect and two cages of girls,” Morse reported in my ear. “Eight girls in one cage, seven in the other.” 

“I’ll get the prospect,” Zombie said. 

We didn’t open the cages since we had other plans for that. 

The girls were safe, which meant I had one other pressing matter to deal with. I hurried upstairs, with Team Alpha, peeling off to find Breaker’s room, the third door to the right on the second floor. I tried the doorknob and found it unlocked. Cracking it open, I rolled a cannister of sleeping gas in, closed the door, and waited. 

After giving the gas enough time to take effect, I opened the door and crept inside. Taser in hand, I cautiously approached the bed only to find it empty. Turning on my flashlight, I swept the room. Nobody was there. Breaker was gone. I did find one of the water bottles full of the blue liquid Sasha had described, so I grabbed it and headed out. 

Desperate to find the motherfucker, I hurried back out into the hall. The teams were silently moving from room to room, gassing and handcuffing occupants like there was a prize for it. I went around them and headed downstairs, still searching for Breaker, but unless he was sleeping in someone else’s room, he wasn’t at the compound. 

Stepping outside, I called Morse. 

“I’m a little busy here, Tap,” he said. 

“Breaker’s not here,” I replied. 

“Shit. Give me a minute. I’ll find him.” 

My favorite thing about Morse was that he didn’t waste words and he usually knew what was needed before anyone even asked him. 

A minute or two passed, and then Morse laughed in my ear. “Fuckin’ idiot has his social media location on. I don’t even need his cell number. Alright, I’m sending you the address.”

“Thanks, brother.” 

I disconnected just as Morse’s text came over. 

Breaker was exactly where I feared he’d be. 
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I WAS A nervous wreck. Tap had only been gone for forty-two minutes, and I was already pacing his living room, staring at my phone, and ready to pull out my hair. I was wound so tight that when the doorbell rang, I practically jumped out of my skin. Sucking down a deep breath and forcing myself to chill the fuck out, I checked the peep hole to find Julia, Emily, Naomi, and Jayson on Tap’s front porch. 

“Hey! We figured you could use some company,” Julia said as they entered with a couple of stoic prospects in tow. 

“Hell yeah, I can.” I was so happy to see the crew, I could cry. Hugging each in turn, I said, “I don’t know what you’re doing here, but thank you so much for coming. I’m surprised Link let you out of the fire station.” 

“That’s because you’ve never seen our girl Emily here in action,” Jayson replied. “There’s a reason prosecution attorneys fear her.”

Emily removed her coat. “I love Link, but I swear, he thinks I’m helpless. It’s gotten even worse now that I’m pregnant. He pounds his chest and roars, but it’s ridiculous. There is no reason we can’t be here. It’s a safe location, we have two prospects with us, you’re a cop, and the three of us are packing heat.”

Wondering which three of the four she was talking about, I looked them over. 

“Not me,” Jayson said, throwing his hands in the air. “I’m far too cute for violence.” 

I took their coats and invited everyone to find a seat in the living room. “So…” I said as I joined them. “I’m new to this whole thing. What do you all usually do when the men are out risking their necks and despite your police training, you’re forced to stay behind because the career you’ve put all your hopes and dreams in is corrupt as fuck and your boss has framed you and turned you into a wanted criminal?” 

“Oh-kay,” Jayson said, crossing his legs. “Someone needs a drink.”

“It’s barely after 3 a.m. and I doubt Tap keeps alcohol here since he doesn’t drink,” Naomi said. Turning to me, she added. “And that’s never happened to the rest of us. I’m currently benched because, despite being a capable helicopter pilot who’s rescued hundreds of injured soldiers from combat situations, I have a womb that is currently occupied. And apparently pregnancy makes me incapable of doing anything other than eating, sleeping, breathing, and peeing every ten minutes.”

“Same,” Emily said. “Well, except for the whole combat medic part.” She broke into a smile. “I do have a role to play in today’s raid, though, and I’m kind of excited to tell you all about it.” 

Naomi stared at her. “Have you been holding out on us?” 

“I just found out about it last night. You’ll know soon enough.” 

“Interesting,” Julia said. “Those sneaky bastards have me doing something, too.” 

“Oh?” Emily perked up. 

“We gossip,” Jayson said, folding his hands in his lap. “That’s what we do when the guys are gone.” 

“We do not gossip,” Emily said, giving him the stink-eye. “We solve all the problems that require more than brute strength and external plumbing.” 

“Oh, honey, everything requires muscles and dicks,” Jayson replied. “Can’t we just talk about people? Sasha, tell us how you managed to snag your very own personal dark man of mystery.” 

“I just want to know how you got him to tell you the truth about anything,” Naomi said. 

Deciding I could share a little of our history without breaking Tap’s trust, I said, “Well, funny story. I accidentally got jumped into a gang, and Tap basically kidnapped me against my will.” 

Naomi threw up her arms. “God help us, she lies just as much as he does.”

Shocked, I gaped at her. “That was all true.” 

Jayson’s eyebrows rose. “Not exactly the romantic opening I was expecting, but I suppose it has promise.” He leaned forward. “Now about this kidnapping… were there any handcuffs involved? Whips? Were you naughty? What?” 

Emily smacked him with a throw pillow. “Not everything is sexual, you perv.” 

“Well, it should be,” he replied, rubbing his arm. “And stop abusing me. I bruise easily.” 

“I’m assuming that by being jumped into a gang, you mean the Serpents since that’s what Link told me,” Emily said. 

Naomi’s eyes widened. “You were serious about that?” 

“Havoc had to stitch her up,” Julia replied, sounding proud. 

“Alright. This story is clearly the distraction we need,” Naomi said. “Please, share it and let us live vicariously through your adventure.”


I couldn’t refuse such a desperate request, so I started with my father’s death and finished with Tap showing me that I was wanted. I left out everything else about Tap—his story wasn’t mine to tell—but I covered all the excitement, corruption, and abuse. When I finished, a thoughtful silence settled over the group. 

“Wow, you’ve really been through it,” Emily said. 

“It’s been a rough past few years, but my future is looking pretty damn bright,” I replied. 

“What are you gonna do for work?” Naomi asked. “Because I gotta tell you, retirement’s not all it’s cracked up to be. I’m sure this little curtain climber will have me running ragged in no time, but I’m slowly losing my mind as I wait for him or her to get here.” 

I’d been so focused on surviving Breaker and freeing the girls that I hadn’t even thought about what to do afterward. Even if my name was cleared and I was able to go back on the force, I wasn’t sure I wanted to be a cop anymore. It was all about paperwork and procedures, definitely not the fulfilling career path I’d hoped it would be. “I don’t know. I still want to help people, but I’m underwhelmed with how much actual helping the badge lets me do.” 

“Have you thought about working in a shelter or something?” Julia asked. 

I shook my head. “No, but I’ll look into that. I’m sure I’ll need certification or something.”

“We should start our own non-profit organization,” Naomi suggested, sounding surprisingly serious. 

I don’t have many female friends because women are competitive bitches who like to stab each other in the back. It’s like we have a flaw in our DNA that’s threatened by the ideas, style, humor, or general existence of other women. Because this was a group of women (and one Jayson), I expected Naomi’s idea to be met with laughter or criticism, but everyone surprised me by thinking it over and seeming genuinely interested.  

“What kind of non-profit do you have in mind?” Emily asked.  

“I don’t know, but the guys have their MC, and what do we have for women? Not a damn thing, that’s what. We need something that empowers women and combines our resources to do something useful. I mean, Julia has a degree in psychology, Emily is a kick-ass attorney, I could teach women self-defense. Sasha, you could give them access to information about shit like shelters and domestic abuse counselors. We wouldn’t have to ride bikes and wear cuts and stuff. We could form our own club to help people our way.”

Emily eyed Naomi thoughtfully. “It would take a lot of time, planning, and money.” 

Naomi shrugged. “I have an abundance of time right now. So does Sasha if she’s not going back to the PD.”

“I could make calls and get some sponsors while I’m managing the bookstore,” Julia said. “And I’d be willing to throw some cash into the cause. Using Wesley’s money to finance an organization dedicated to helping women would almost be like kicking dirt on his casket. He’d hate it. I’m in.” 

“Jay?” Naomi asked. “I know you lack lady parts, but we could really use someone well-versed in fashion who’d be willing to help women find power outfits for job interviews.” 

Jayson thumped a hand against his heart. “It’s like you’re speaking right to my cold, dead soul, bringing it back to life in all its business-casual glory. Bitches need to accessorize. Oh, and they need advice, too. I’d be like a smarter, better looking, younger, skinnier, trendier, funnier version of Dr. Phil. With a full head of gorgeous, lush locks, of course.”

“I gotta hear this,” Julia said. “Exactly what kind of advice would you give, Jay?” 

Jayson stood and paced the living room, stopping to fix his hair in the mirror before turning to answer. “They’d be carrying on about the bullshit that happened in their past, and I’d be like, girlfriend, you gotta let that nonsense go. The only reason you should ever look behind you is to check out your ass.” He looked over his shoulder at the mirror. “By the way, mine is high, tight, and ready to ride.” 

I loved Jayson. Everything that came out of his mouth was comedic gold, and I thought his advice was fantastic. I had no desire to hold onto my past. If I could sweep it under a rug, I would. 

“Maybe we can send the ones with low self-esteem issues to you, and you can give them a little of your self-confidence,” Emily suggested.  

“Sasha?” Naomi asked. “You in?” 

I looked at each of their hopeful faces and shrugged. “Sure. I mean, I’ll have to figure out the whole paycheck situation and make sure I can cover my rent and car payment and all of that, but I would love to do something that actually helps people. Also, Doris is a professional makeup artist. I can talk to her and see if she’d be willing to help out as well.” 

“We could really do this,” Naomi said. “Let’s figure this shit out.” 

Emily’s cell phone beeped. “Absolutely, but I have to make a call first.” 

“Me too,” Julia said. 

Then they both stepped out the front door with one of the prospects right behind them. 
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Tap

 

WE HAD ONE shot at taking down the Serpents and we couldn’t let any of them fall through the cracks. The rest of the team was doing their job, and it was up to me to do mine. I had to go after Breaker. 

Before leaving the compound, I dropped off my headset, gas mask, and tools with Eagle and Stocks. 

“What are you gonna do?” Eagle asked me. 

“Get the son-of-a-bitch,” I replied. 

“Do you need help?” Stocks asked. “They’ve got shit pretty much wrapped up here.” 

“No. Thanks, brother, but I’ve got a plan.” Besides, if this went south, I didn’t want the club taking heat for it. 

Eagle nodded. Of all people, he understood what I had to do, and he wasn’t about to give me some bullshit advice like ‘be careful.’ “Alright. Check in when you’re done.”

I jogged a few blocks away from the compound and ordered an uber to take me to my office building. I stopped in long enough to stuff a few supplies into a backpack, then I hit the fourth-floor garage, put my helmet on, and kicked Valkyrie to life. My bike seemed as eager as I was to get to Breaker. I kept having to let off the throttle to keep it five miles over the speed limit. The last thing I needed was to get stopped for a stupid speeding ticket.  

Sasha’s apartment was located within a multi-building complex in the Highline Neighborhood. The manager’s office and recreation room were in the first building. The rest of the buildings were situated down the winding hill behind it. Since it was a little after 4:00 a.m. and the roar of a hog would wake the whole damn complex, I parked Valkyrie in front of the manager’s office, put my gloves back on, hitched my backpack of supplies higher on my shoulder, and set off in a jog down the hill. 

Since I’d run a full background check on Sasha, I knew her address and what kind of car she drove. I found her little blue Kia Forte parked in front of the last building at the bottom of the hill on the left-hand side. Sasha’s apartment was on the third floor, and only accessible by exterior stairs. I headed up and followed the landing around to her somewhat hidden door. The pry marks along the frame were sloppy, but they couldn’t be seen unless someone was standing right where I was. 

I dropped my backpack long enough to pull out two of the items I’d grabbed from my office. A Venom ski mask went over my head to hide my face, and a 9mm Glock 19 went into my hand. Tossing the pack back over my shoulder, I flipped the gun’s safety off and slowly opened the door. 

Sasha’s apartment was dark and quiet. It smelled like the garbage needed to go out, but she hadn’t been home for four days now. Enough early morning light spilled through the windows for me to decipher the layout. Her entryway led into a hallway. A closet was immediately on the left, two closed doors were on the right. Beyond the closet, an archway led to the living room and wrapped around to the kitchen. 

With my pistol ready, I crept in to find Breaker. 

*	*	*

Sasha

 

After about twenty minutes outside, Emily and Julia returned. Both were smiling from ear-to-ear like two satisfied cats who’d just feasted on one hell of a fat canary.

“What did you two do?” Naomi asked. “Spill.” 

Stepping forward, Emily went first. “I called a few local reporter friends and told them that someone busted into the Serpents’ compound and found several missing girls and a whole lot of drugs. Oh, and that they found evidence that the city’s chief of police is somehow involved. Every news station in the city is about to land on the Serpents’ back porch and shine a big freaking flashlight on the Seattle PD.”

“Wait, what? I thought they were just going to rescue the girls.” I was so confused. This didn’t sound like the plan we’d discussed at all. “Did they get the girls out?” 

“Yes. Sorry. I forgot that part. The girls are safe. The Serpents are currently all handcuffed and ready to be taken into custody. The men aren’t playing around, and they’re sure as hell not letting people get away with trafficking in Seattle. We altered the plan a bit after we left to make sure no amount of money, power, or influence can bury this for the Serpents.” 

“It gets better,” Julia said. “Yesterday, I met with Noreen Tomlinson, the wife of the acting mayor, and told her what was happening. She and my mother used to be friends, and I knew she’d see me if I pressed the right buttons. She’s very political and wants nothing more than for her husband to win his current position in the next election. Anyway, Alan Tomlinson’s election platform is all about cracking down on crime, so Noreen will make sure that he’s personally involved in the prosecution of everyone involved in the Serpents’ operation. I sent her the files Morse collected from the bugs Tap planted in Buzz’s office. They’re not admissible in court, but at least the Mayor now knows who to have investigated.”

“This is amazing!” Jayson said, fanning his eyes as he hugged Emily. “This is exactly why I encouraged you to fall for that sexy, brilliant, tattooed, hung-like-a-horse Neanderthal. I knew he’d remind us why we started practicing law in the first place and help renew our faith in the system.”

Laughing, she hugged Jayson back. “Yeah, you were right all along, Jay.” 

He sniffled. “I mean, I usually am right, but it’s nice to be reminded of my brilliance every once in a while.” 

I was still too shocked to speak. It was more than I could have ever hoped for. 

“You okay?” Naomi asked, rubbing my arm. 

“Yes. I just… it’s a lot to take in. The Seattle PD is going to be shaken down to its roots. It’ll be interesting to see what all falls out of the branches. It’s still hard to believe that a motorcycle club risked itself to go after these cocksuckers, and that they have amazing women who helped them. I’m just… I need Tap here safe and sound so I can reassure myself that this is real and not some incredible dream I’m having. Are the guys on their way?” 

“They’re headed back to the station,” Julia said, typing into her phone. She stopped and looked up at me, her expression softening. “But Tap’s not with them. He went after Breaker.”

Time stopped. It felt like my heart stilled. All the what-ifs I’d been trying not to think of all morning came rushing back to my head, drowning me in worst-case scenario images. 

“He’s gonna be okay,” Naomi said, pulling me in for a hug. “Tap is one of the smartest people I’ve ever met. He’s calculated. He’s not going to rush into danger and get himself hurt. If he’s going after Breaker, he has a plan.” 

My mind knew she was right, but my heart hurt so bad I could barely breathe. After everything I’d lost, I’d finally found something worth keeping. I didn’t want to lose him, too. 

*	*	*

Tap

 

Sasha’s living room, kitchen, and bathroom were all clear, leaving only the last room on the right-hand side for me to check. Holding my breath, I grabbed the doorknob and slowly turned it, cracking the door open. 

Another sleeping gas canister would be really fuckin’ nice right about now. 

Unfortunately, I’d only been given one, and I used it in Breaker’s room back at the compound. So, I did what I’d been trained to do, and listened. The faint sound of snoring encouraged me to keep going. Opening the door just wide enough to admit me, I crept in and looked around. 

A dresser stood in the corner by the door, a closet was to my right, and a queen-sized bed sat on top of a simple bed frame under the window on the far wall. And Breaker was out cold in the middle of the bed with one hand down the front of his pants and his other resting on the empty bottle of Jack Daniels beside him. 

This was exactly why I didn’t drink. There was no way in hell anyone would ever catch me passed out in the bed of a woman who didn’t want me, with my hand down my pants like some pathetic creep. 

Breaker disgusted me, but seeing him in Sasha’s bed flipped a switch that filled my veins with rage. Not only had this asshole drugged and fucked her, he’d been in her space, seen her things, and slept in her bed. His presence had violated her apartment before she even got the chance to show it to me. We’d never sleep in this bed now, not after knowing he’d been in it. 

Sasha was mine. 

Breaker couldn’t find her, but he hadn’t given up. The pizza boxes and fast food wrappers by the side of the bed told me this wasn’t the first night he’d spent here. He wouldn’t give her up. Hell, he had no contact with her, so this was how he’d chosen to fuck with her head. 

Goddamn amateur. 

The dumbass had no idea what he was up against, but he was about to learn. I pulled my backpack off my shoulder and got to work. 

After I was finished, I slipped out of Sasha’s apartment and tugged a burner phone out of my backpack. Disguising my voice as a woman, I called 911 and reported the crime. 

*	*	*

Sasha

 

Forty-two minutes had passed since the rest of the guys made it back to the fire station. I knew, because Link had called Emily, and I’d been counting every minute since. I’d never had an ulcer, but the past forty-two minutes of waiting and wondering where Tap was had sure torn the hell out of my stomach. 

I didn’t want him going after Breaker. I wanted him here, safe, in my arms. 

If he dies, Hailey will be an orphan.

The thought was just one of many that kept assaulting me. Tap had too much to lose, too much to live for, to go after Breaker. It was crazy, and I wanted to kick his ass for doing it. How many times had the man gotten on me for endangering myself? 

Hello, Pot, meet Kettle.

“Do you hear that?” Naomi asked, turning around on the sofa to peek through the curtains. 

“Hear what?” 

But then it registered—the roar of a motorcycle. I knew nothing about bikes, but it sounded powerful as hell as it drew closer. I sprinted across the room and joined Naomi to stare out the window. Seconds ticked by, and then the most beautiful bike I’d ever seen came into view. It was matte black and sleek, looking like something a dark knight would ride. 

“What is that?” I asked. 

“That is your man, riding his Fat Boy that’s been customized all to hell. Talk about one beautiful machine.” 

Yes, it was, but I couldn’t get past the first part of her sentence. Tap was okay. And he was here. I didn’t give a single fuck that there was a warrant for my arrest. I tore out of the house like my ass was on fire, desperate to wrap my arms around him and make sure he was one hundred percent unharmed. 

The garage door opened, and I changed my trajectory, running right in behind him. He parked, stomped the kickstand down and the garage door closed behind us. The second he got off the bike, I jumped into his arms, crushing my sore ribs between us. But I was far too relieved to feel pain.  

I tugged at his helmet, but he stopped me and took it off, grinning from ear to ear. 

“Happy to see me, are ya?” he asked. 

I kissed his cheek, and the other side of his cheek, and his lips, and his nose. “Yes. I was so damn worried. Are you okay? You’re not hurt, are you?” 

He laughed. “Babe, I’m fine. Everyone’s fine. It’s all gonna be okay.”

“Where were you? They said you went after Breaker. What happened?” 

“Remember how you said you wanted someone to care about you enough to possibly do jail time to protect your honor?” 

My eyes widened. “Shit. I take it back. I didn’t mean—”

“Relax.” He laughed. “I’m too wily to end up in jail, but I’d do some pretty sketchy shit for you.”

“What did you do?” I asked, barely resisting the urge to shake him.

Still laughing, he wrapped my legs around him and carried me into the house like a front pack. “Come on. I’ll tell you all about it.” 
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Sasha

 

Two Weeks Later

 

“BIGGER,” LINK SAID, leaning across the desk to study Tap’s arm. 

“What the fuck do you mean, ‘bigger’? It’s takin’ up half of my goddamn arm,” Tap replied.

We were in the tattoo parlor all the Dead Presidents used when they got their logo inked. Apparently, prospects were traditionally inked the day they became patched members. Tap had gone a year without going under the needle, and Link was now making him pay for it. 

I was perched on the chair opposite of Tap, watching their battle of wills unfold. Normally, I’d bet on Tap, but today’s battle seemed to be swaying Link’s direction. 

“Make it the size of his bicep,” Link told the tattoo artist, Kacey.

Kacey smiled at him. “You got it, boss.” 

“That’s ridiculous. Nobody else has a tat that big,” Tap complained. 

“Nobody else waited a year to get one. This is the price we agreed on. Quit being such a pussy.” 

Tap wasn’t a fan of needles, or blood, or even tattoos, but he sat his ass in the chair for a full six hours while Kacey turned his entire right bicep into a billboard for the club.

Link only stuck around until the design was outlined. Then he turned to me, and said, “If he gets up from that chair, shoot his ass.” 

I wasn’t packing, and there was no way in hell I’d shoot Tap, but Link wasn’t someone you said no to, so I nodded. 

“Traitor,” Tap growled at me after Link left. 

“He’s scary,” I replied. “Besides, tattoos are kinda hot.” 

“Preach, sister,” Kacey said. 

“Alright, but I’m doing this because you find tattoos sexy, not for the club.” 

I didn’t know how I’d handle Tap with a tattoo. If the man was any hotter, my panties would probably melt off every time he was in the room. I mean, really, could he get any more perfect? He’d already rescued me from a gang, nursed me back to health, worked with his club to free a bunch of kidnapped girls and take down the bad guys, moved me into his house, and destroyed my personal nemesis. And he was getting a tattoo? I might as well never wear panties again. 

Moving in together had probably been jumping the gun, but the four of us had taken a family vote and decided I should stay. I really loved being with Tap, and although our relationship was new, it was comfortable and healthy. Also, since I wasn’t working, I could no longer afford the astronomical Seattle rent to keep my tiny apartment. Even if I could, I’d never feel safe there again. Not after seeing how easily it had been broken into. 

Of course, Breaker’s days of destroying people and apartment doors had come to an end. Thanks to Tap, Seattle’s finest had followed up on an anonymous tip to find Breaker passed out on my bed with a large collection of child porn playing on his phone. A water bottle full of liquid X was beside him, and twenty grams of coke were found in the saddlebags of his bike. 

When Tap took someone down, he didn’t fuck around. 

Breaker would finally be getting that room under the jail he deserved.  

The rest of the Serpents weren’t faring much better. Turns out news reporters weren’t afraid of anything, so when they arrived on scene at the compound and found the gate and doors wide open, they took it as an invitation to waltz right in. With their cameras rolling, they caught every dirty Serpent sin, from the handcuffed bikers in compromising positions, to the cages of girls in the basement, to the drug lab where Breaker and his men had been mixing their sex drugs to use on unsuspecting young women. 

The Serpents were ruined, and the Seattle police department was getting scrubbed clean. 

Julia was right about the acting mayor’s political aspirations. Mayor Tomlinson rode the department like it was his own personal bitch. Last I’d heard, he’d fired the chief of police, Sergeant Wilkens, three detectives, and eight cops. He’d also handled that pesky little matter of the warrant for my arrest. 

And his chances of election were looking mighty promising. 

My phone dinged with an incoming text, taking my attention off the delicious man getting tattooed in front of me. 

Naomi: Motorcycle Mamas?

I couldn’t help but laugh. For two weeks now, we’d kept this group text thread going, trying to figure out a name for our organization. Everything else seemed to be falling into place—we’d found a possible location, we’d enlisted the help of Wasp’s fiancé, Carly, and we had a couple of big sponsors on the hook—but the perfect name kept eluding us. And we weren’t about to settle.

Emily: You’re not even trying now.

Naomi: I hate all the names. Maybe we should just be nameless? Or we could be like Prince and use a symbol. Maybe the symbol of the woman in the dress? Like on the bathrooms.

Julia: How would people search for us online?

Naomi: Shit. I didn’t think of that.

Jayson: Four Beautiful Bitches and their Sexy Boy Toy?

Carly: You guys are cracking me up! I just got out of a parent-teacher conference, and I really needed this laugh. Keep them coming. 

I loved my new little tribe. It was refreshing to be a part of something so dedicated to empowering women and improving the city. We had all kinds of plans for this organization, and I couldn’t wait to see them come to fruition. 

After Tap’s tattoo was finished, we hopped on his bike and went for a drive. It was a nice evening, so he took me along Lakeside Ave, from Seaward Park all the way up to Volunteer Park. The evening air was chilly, but we’d both worn coats and I snuggled against him to keep warm. I didn’t care if it was freezing out, I loved these moments on his bike. I felt so free, alive, and loved racing over the pavement with him.  

Doris and Hailey were still gone when we got home. During the club’s lock-in, Doris had gotten to know Margo, Link’s step-mother, and the two had become fast friends. This was their second weekly dinner at the fire station, and I was happy to see Doris enjoying herself. She’d given so much for her family, and it was about time she got to do something for herself. She and Margo also planned to help us with the non-profit once it was up and running. 

Tap parked Valkyrie in the garage and we headed inside. 

“Want me to whip us up something for dinner?” I asked. 

“But we’re alone,” Tap replied, wrapping his arms around me. “I’m sure we can think of something better to do than cooking.”

Lately, alone time was a foreign concept. Hailey had accepted my role in her life with open arms and a big grin, and she wasn’t big on sharing me with anyone, even her daddy. She still didn’t understand that I wasn’t her ‘real’ mom, but I was more than happy to love her like she was mine. 

“So you don’t want me to cook, huh? Aren’t you hungry?” I asked. 

He nipped at my ear. “Oh, I plan on eating.” He attacked my neck, tickling me with his growing beard. 

Laughing, I squirmed away and sprinted for the stairs. He caught me halfway up and threw me over his shoulder, carrying me the rest of the way. Then he tossed my ass on his giant, comfortable bed, and unbuttoned my pants. I shimmied and he tugged, until finally, I was naked from the waist down. 

“You weren’t wearing any underwear,” he noted aloud. 

“There’s no point. They melt when I’m around you.” 

“I’m that hot, huh?” 

“Smokin’, I tell ya.” 

“And famished.” He knelt between my legs and got right to it, swirling his tongue around my clit and teasing me until I was so ready to come I was shaking. Then he slid up my body until his thick, hard cock was at my entrance. He held my gaze as he plunged into me, stealing my breath away. 

Every time, he felt amazing. 

Every.

Fucking.

Time.

Sex with Tap was more than a physical act. It was like every emotion was exposed, every thought was intertwined. I was his, body, heart, and soul, and every time we made love, he claimed me. Every orgasm he gave me was better than the last, every kiss more passionate, every touch more meaningful. 

Every day, I fell deeper in love with him. 

“I love you, Sasha” he whispered as he held me after we finished. 

I snuggled against him, enjoying the warmth and strength of his body. “I love you too.”

We weren’t perfect. He had trust issues, and a past he was still worried about catching up to him. He monitored everything and still had backup plans and stashes hidden away should we need them. I had a superhero complex and a questionable sense of self-preservation. 

But somehow, we were perfect together.
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