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    NOTICE: 
 
    This book contains strong language, spice, sensuality, violence, emotional, and graphic scenes. It also contains scenes that might cause emotional distress for some, related to self-harm, suicide, and serious illness. 
 
    Jaded is book five in the Beautiful Biker Series. While each book is about a different couple, there are overlapping storylines and so for the optimal reading experience, I recommend reading the Beautiful Biker books in order, starting with book 1, Detour. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Author’s Note: 
 
    When I wrote Detour, I wrote it from the heroine’s point-of-view. I followed suit through the next few books, loving the single POV because it left plenty up to our imaginations and meant our heroes showed us how they felt. I decided it might be fun to write Jaded from the perspective of the biker. Not only fun, but it’d give us more insight into these delicious men by seeing things that would happen off-page in the heroine-POV books. 
 
    But…  
 
    Getting a bit of Gianna’s perspective felt necessary for this story, especially given that she wasn’t well-liked by some readers because of the fact that she’d been with some of our previous heroes before they met their one and only. 
 
    I decided to give you a bit of Gianna with the prologue and epilogue from her perspective. The rest of the story will come from Jesse’s. 
 
    This book’s timeline crosses books three and four in the series because I wanted you to see these two and their relationship from the beginning, so it felt necessary to show some of those scenes either through Jesse’s perspective or through inner thoughts where he recalls certain events when they happened. It’s a tricky balance to do enough showing instead of just telling but without spending too much time focusing on the past or events you’ve already read about.  
 
    I wanted to give enough space to the relationship-building between these main characters without making this a 900-page novel. I hope I’ve found the right balance.  
 
    I fell in love with these two and hope you do, too. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Want equal rights? Don’t fuck a biker. 
 
    Want safe and predictable? Do not fall for a biker. 
 
    Want wind in your hair, fire in your soul, and a man’s fingerprints on your body, marking you as his and only his, to be protected and treasured forever?  
 
    Don’t accidentally become a club bunny. 
 
    -Gianna Grace Jones 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Prologue 
 
    Gianna Grace Jones 
 
    Ten Years Ago 
 
    It reeked in here. I couldn’t stop shivering. I shivered so hard with the cold it made my bones ache. 
 
    The rotten smell, the cold, and the fear were a potent cocktail that kept me on edge and ensured I would definitely not fall asleep and leave myself vulnerable in this place. I’d come here for shelter from the cold, but as soon as I stepped into it, I knew it might’ve been better to take my chances in subzero temperatures. 
 
    The streets didn’t smell like this carpet. Right now, the streets had a pretty dusting of pure, fresh snow on top of ice from the freezing rain of a couple hours ago. I don’t know what has to happen to carpet to make it smell like this and probably don’t want to know, since I was sitting on it.  
 
    This was the kind of thing that happened when you found yourself sleeping rough in a squat. 
 
    On the streets, you aren’t surrounded by speckled black mold, rotting walls and water-damaged ceilings likely filled with vermin shit and asbestos or other noxious substances. Walls and ceilings are supposed to shelter you, but these? Probably not great for the lungs. And one strong gust of wind and the whole place might crumble down on top of us. 
 
    So, why was I here?  
 
    Kailey. 
 
    Kailey reasoned that trying to get through the night out there might mean we freeze to death. I argued we could be in mortal danger here, too. With the streets, at least I wouldn’t be under the scrutiny of the quiet guy with bloodshot eyes and the random bouts of twitching.  
 
    In times like these – sadly, this wasn’t the first time like this – I  always thought about that Little Match Girl movie I saw as a kid where the young girl with the fair hair froze to death. If only she’d started a fire instead of letting the matchsticks burn out one by one. I saw that movie as a cautionary tale; it’s haunted me ever since. Then again, my life, the positions I kept finding myself in, I’m a walking, talking cautionary tale myself.  Anyone watching me right now would probably say, “Go! Run! Get out of there before yet another bad thing happens to you.” 
 
    Yeah, my guardian angel probably has to take more Xanax than my mother and she pops them like they’re Pez. 
 
    Like a too-stupid-to-live heroine in a horror movie, I often ignore when my instinct tells me to take flight. Why? 
 
    Kailey is often why.  
 
    And because of Kailey, too often it turns to fight. Or instead of fight or flight, it turns to put up and shut up. 
 
    Damn it, Kai. Kailey and her bright ideas again. Kailey’s schemes getting us kicked out. Kailey’s bright ideas putting us in the clutches of predators. Kailey sleeping peacefully with her head on my lap while I’m left to watch for the moment that’s not too early yet not too late. The moment to wake her and skedaddle.  
 
    I’m keeping us from freezing to death (barely) for as long as possible here since she’s sound asleep, but ever since we got here I knew, I just knew… we would be doing a runner before the sun rose.  
 
    Yet again, I let her railroad me. I protested and she talked me into things. And I should know better. I do know better. But it’s been like this since we were kids, since shortly after my father married her mother and I found myself with a new stepsister who was a couple years older, a whole lot worldlier, and full of ideas. Ideas that usually got us into trouble, but yet somehow with the power to talk me into things. Times like these were too common. Times when I knew we were making a mistake and wouldn’t stand my ground then wind up in a state of self-loathing, scolding myself for being such a pushover. Such a doormat. It might as well be tattooed on my forehead because I feel like I can see it in the mirror. Kailey certainly sees it.  
 
    If Kailey weren’t asleep with her head on my lap, I’d be arguing that we should go now. But she’d stay anyway, and so would I because otherwise, I wouldn’t be able to protect her. If not for her, I’d be walking the icy sidewalks until morning if necessary until I could hunker down somewhere in the daylight and figure out our shit. Then again, if not for her, I wouldn’t have found myself homeless again.  
 
    At the idea of the need to figure out our shit, yet again, my belly dipped and then twisted with more stress. Time to find another place to stay. A way to feed ourselves. Again. Because we sure didn’t have friends to lean on. No. Kailey wore out her welcome everywhere and got me painted with the same brush by extension.  
 
    Aunt Francie told me with her finger in my face tonight that she was done with me and especially done with Kailey. Kailey makes her mad on a good day and today was not a good day. Kailey drank Aunt Francie’s special bottle of brandy that she was saving. Kailey borrowed Aunt Francie’s lighter and left the house with it in her pocket. Kailey cussed under her breath when Aunt Francie read her the riot act when she got back. Kailey got us both kicked out because even Aunt Francie, my own flesh and blood, painted us with one brush, considered us a duo and we both paid for the sins of one. I should say we both paid for Kailey’s sins because I wasn’t ever the one getting us in trouble. 
 
    How Kailey could look so peaceful sleeping in this squat with this smell and the shady squatter was beyond me. Kailey always slept like she didn’t have a care in the world. No, not a care because she knew I would keep watch. It’s been like this since that night that changed our relationship, that night she saved me and read the gratitude in my eyes. She knew she had bought my loyalty and she’s been exploiting it ever since. I guess I’ve been trying to save her, too.  
 
    Bitterness sweeps through me during times like these, times like these that keep happening, because she’s all I’ve really got and though Kailey is like a bull in a China shop, I can’t seem to just leave her to her destruction.  
 
    We agreed to first and second watches, as usual, when we found ourselves in a situation we knew was bad, but I was always first watch, which meant I got stuck with the whole thing because she couldn’t be trusted to keep herself awake. It always started the same, her promising to take second watch for real this time. Reminding me to wake her. I always agreed, but just stayed awake anyway. Because I learned to not even bother to wake her after remembering all too well what happens  when I trust her to stay awake and keep me safe. 
 
    My tongue prodded the chip at the back molar that happened when I was thrown down the stairs that night after saying no to the guy pawing at me. A forever reminder that I couldn’t leave my fate in her hands again.  It wasn’t the first time trusting her led to a permanent change in me. Someday, I’ll get that back tooth fixed. Someday, maybe Kailey will wise up. If I had a dollar for every time I told myself someday, I’d be rich.  
 
    So once again, I’d sacrifice sleep to make sure nobody laid a hand on either of us. Not that I could likely physically stop the quiet, twitchy guy if he tried. Instead, I’d wake her so we could try to fend him off together and make a run for it. 
 
    *** 
 
    Of course the night ended like many other nights with Kailey have ended… the two of us running hand-in-hand to get away from bad things that happen to stupid girls in the dark. 
 
    We ran hand-in-hand, just like that night so long ago with her daddy unconscious on the floor after she thwacked him over the head with the heavy book. That was the night she saved me from him and declared she owned my virginity because she stopped him from taking it from me the way he took hers. It didn’t take her long to trade it, though. Another night, another time where we needed a place to stay, and I put my fate in her hands.  
 
    That was the night it changed between us, when she stopped looking at me as competition and instead as an ally. Though she didn’t want me staying with her and her father for a week while my dad and her mom went on vacation, they pushed the issue. I figured it was so she could continue to lord her amazing father-daughter adventures over me. She didn’t want me to have adventures, too.  
 
    The reality was that she knew I’d learn the truth. That there was no spoiling, no adventures, no Disney World. And though she could’ve left me to him so she’d catch a break from his attention, she saved me after he put his hands on me by hitting him over the head with that book. We ran hand-in-hand in the dark. And I’ve been trying to save her ever since.  
 
    My life hasn’t ever been easy. But the older I get, the harder it seems to get. And Kailey certainly helps make it that way.  
 
    Yeah, that little voice inside often tells me I really should turn away and leave Kailey to her schemes that always drop me in hot water, but I don’t want to give up on her. I’ve heard her hopes and dreams. I’ve held her while she’s cried for all she wants and doesn’t have.  I feel those feelings on a deep level. 
 
    Then again, I feel too much on a deep level and those feelings are so full inside me that sometimes I think that if I could just open my mouth and scream really loud and for a really long time, they’d finally have somewhere to go. 
 
    But running out of yet another squat with the tweaker threatening to kill us, Kailey pouring gasoline on that fire by laughing over her shoulder and calling him names, I worry that one of these days, she’s going to get the both of us killed.  
 
    *** 
 
    Now 
 
    “Kai, you have to get out of there,” I hissed. “This doesn’t sound good at all. Shit’s about to go south. I know it. They’re using you again, and-” 
 
    She cut me off, “Ain’t nothing I can do about any of it but wait it out. And he does care about me, Gia. You should see how sweet he can be when it’s just us. He’s under a lotta pressure.” 
 
    If caring meant knocking her around, using her, basically pimping her out, having her make videos to ruin his enemies and then sharing those far and wide … 
 
    She kept talking. “He’ll see to me. Just gotta stick close and help. You should come. Hunker down ‘til it’s over. It’s gonna get bad, sis. They’re gonna take out every last Dom. They’re gonna…”  
 
    Her voice dropped so low I just barely heard her. 
 
    “Start with their women. Take ‘em out one at a time, watching the Doms fall apart as they lose everything, and then they’ll go for the throat. When it’s all over, things will be good. Mantis’ll – shit. Hold on.” 
 
    “Kailey…” I breathed, feeling my insides shrivel. 
 
    She was again playing with fire. And she knew deep down that the Dominion Brotherhood weren’t the bad guys. The guys she was hitching her wagon to now were the bad guys. The worst guys.  
 
    Kailey plays both sides in every war, figuring it’s a safe way to make sure she’ll always come out on the winning side. But she never plays it smart. And she played it really stupidly when she went against the Dominion Brotherhood. She didn’t learn from that though, from all the things that happened as a result of her getting played. And again, she was playing with more fire, not learning from the last time the Wyld Jackals burnt her.  
 
    But because of what she did, the Dominion Brotherhood will have nothing to do with her, so now she considers them her enemy, too. 
 
    And yeah, once again she got me painted with that same brush. I was no longer welcome there because of her and her games.  
 
    “Come by Charlie’s, Gia. Come to the back door. Sarge always asks about you. Drop his name and they’ll let you into the back room. He’ll look after you. Say his name, not Mantis, okay? You’re safer associated with us than being seen as one of theirs and if you ask for Sarge, he’ll protect you.” 
 
    “I’m not one of theirs, though. You know the brotherhood doesn’t claim hang-around girls.” I learned that lesson the hard way. More than once. 
 
    “Well, you better come here and make it known whose side you’re on because you could be used to make a point otherwise.” 
 
    There was no way I was going there. No way in the world. I knew the way that club operated. No point mentioning that if Kailey had oh so much sway over their president, she should be able to talk him into not using her stepsister to make a violent point to hurt the Doms. But I knew better than to burst Kailey’s bubble. She’d go silent and freeze me out for at least a couple weeks as a punishment, leaving me to wonder if she was okay or not. It’d happened before. She gives a shit about me, I know she does, but she wants me asking for Sarge instead of Mantis because she’s worried Mantis will turn his attention to me and make me his favorite.  Kailey hates it when I get male attention, though she has definitely used it to her advantage more than she’d ever admit.  
 
    “They’re goin’ after a daughter – of one of the big cheeses over there, some chick who’s doin’ a nanny gig in New York. I eavesdropped on their church. Said she’s unprotected. They’ve got connections up there and I heard ‘em debating between puttin’ out a hit and bringing her in to make an example. They know the park she takes those kids she babysits to almost every day. They’ll get her easily.”  
 
    Jojo Valentine told me she found a childcare job in New York last time we talked.  Oh no.  
 
    “Oh God,” I gasped, my stomach roiling.  
 
    “They were goin on…” she went on, “about some chick with a huge rack who’s seein’ the VP; she manages some coffee house and doesn’t have eyes on her at the end of the night. They’re gonna catch her as she makes the night deposit. Grab her, grab the cash. And, some other girl who lives over a flower shop in Aberdeen. One of the members said the sweet butts should all be taken out, too. Mantis put the axe down on that for now, but it could change. That’s why I’m callin’. You need to make sure you’re not associated with them. Come here, sis. Come to Charlie’s and that’s your best bet. Sidle up to Sarge.” 
 
    “God, be careful eavesdropping on them. You could get in so much trouble.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it.” 
 
    “Is that where you’re at? Charlie’s?” 
 
    “No, but you get in here and ask for Sarge and they’ll send you to where I am. I’m at their temporary headquarters. They keep movin’ to stay under radar.” 
 
    Rider Valentine told me to stay away from the Dominion Brotherhood. From their clubhouses, from their members. He exiled me. He wouldn’t even let me pay my respects at Lick’s funeral because my association with Kailey and how what she was involved in got Lick killed, already nearly got his sister Jojo killed. But I needed to get word to them because if they got to her in New York, she’s as good as dead. And it wouldn’t be a clean death. It’d probably be even uglier than what they did to Edge’s girlfriend.  
 
    I know the Wyld Jackals nearly killed Rider not long after that. One of their prospects got beat up badly and rumor was that he was a pretty boy that a couple of the guys butt-raped. Another of their prospects got shot. Deacon’s new girlfriend got kidnapped and she’s related to some Jackals, and they didn’t even care about that. The list of Jackal crimes against the Dominion Brotherhood was long. I needed to warn them. Make sure they protect Jojo and those other girls. 
 
    “Kailey, you need to get out of there. You-” 
 
    “Oh! Got to go. Call you later. Get to Charlie’s, to Sarge,” she whispered and then the line was silent. 
 
    I stared ahead, unseeing, and my stomach soured in a way where I knew I couldn’t rest until I warned people. Getting ahold of someone in the brotherhood might be a challenge, I lost my phone and all my numbers in it. But I had to find a way. I knew where their new clubhouse was. I’d been there once when they first moved there for a party. But I wasn’t sure I had enough gas to get there.

  

 
   
    1 
 
    Jesse James Garcia  
 
    Her throaty voice wrapped around my cock. After the voice, the next thing I noticed was the hair. Enough wavy blonde hair to wrap around my fist multiple times; it grazed her lower back-dimples.  
 
    My gaze traveled from her tiny, exposed waist down to her peach-shaped leather-clad ass, then back up to her flawless face. But when I looked into her eyes, what I saw nearly knocked me back.  
 
    Soul-clenching agony rippled from those blue eyes. And I felt like a goddamn goner. Because I had to shake off the strange urge to soothe it away.  
 
    Prospecting involves a lot of grunt work – shit the brothers don’t wanna do sometimes; other times it’s shit they invent just to break you in or punish you for flexing attitude.  
 
    Despite the fact that I don’t tamp down my attitude with anybody, I’ve got the distinction of the quickest prospect tour in the history of the club. The leather of my cut was still not quite broken in, but I was fully patched, so news my job for the foreseeable would be babysitting a club bunny should leave me feeling like I’m taking a step backwards, being assigned grunt work. Instead of feeling like it’s something that should be given to the prospects, I was thinkin’ I might not mind. And yeah, that might’ve been initially down to the fact that she’s easy to look at. But on further thought, it’s mostly down to why she’s here. 
 
    This blonde bunny was being put under my care because my prez trusts me. I don’t take that lightly.  
 
    I’ve never met her before, but her name has come up in conversations with my MC brothers as a stray worth spending time with. And Prez just told me she’ll be spending time with me twenty-four seven until I get orders otherwise. 
 
    “Jesse, hey. Got a special assignment for ya,” Deke Valentine, the Prez had greeted, gesturing for me from where he stood at the bar with his son Spencer, the gorgeous blonde between them.  
 
    One of our prospects, Ted Bronson, better known as Bronto, was behind the bar, looking like something the cat dragged in. Not surprising after the night he had. 
 
    I was just getting my eyes open, not even a mouthful of coffee into me, lookin’ forward to a couple days of things being low key while me, Bront, and Pudge watch the clubhouse and the adjacent Valentine-owned businesses. Most of the brothers were rolling out to our mother charter a few hours away for an overnight bash and with how hectic it’d been around here lately, quiet would be a nice change.  
 
    I should say I hoped it’d be quiet, that the enemy wouldn’t rear their ugly mugs with us on skeleton crew around here. I’ve always favored quiet, but have no problem being the noise patrol if I must. 
 
    I’d come out hunting for a light, guessing Dina who spent a few hours in my room last night swiped my Zippo. That chick is good with her mouth, but looked like she had light fingers. She wasn’t happy I didn’t want her hanging all night – but I was less than thrilled she showed after I had to cut out on her after being called to take care of that business with the guy that beat up his ex-girlfriend. That business got Bront in the shithouse. He’d be on shithouse duty for the foreseeable.  
 
    But Dina wanted a helping of my cock and wasn’t going away easily without it. 
 
    I found a way to communicate I don’t do overnights without pissing her off too much, though she probably scooped my Zippo to make sure I call her again.   
 
    The clubhouse was jam-packed with family right now and it’s never a good idea to have a casual hookup around during times like this unless everyone knows her as a stray. Because the next thing you know, the club women are trying to adopt someone into their crew that you’re not serious about, and that can go wrong in a lot of ways. Besides, I don’t invite women to spend the night. Ever.  
 
    Beyond wanting to light up, I also wanted to poke my head out to make sure Prez saw I was up and alive before they rolled out. He should be able to leave knowing I’m on the ball, that his property’s in good hands. I’d expect nothing less from my team if I were wearing his boots. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I greeted at his mention of an assignment as I moved behind the bar and grabbed a book of Deke’s Roadhouse matches from a box with about five hundred books of them. I lit my joint and met the eyes of the girl standing there. 
 
    “Guess that assignment would be me,” was how she replied from behind a mug with steam curling up from it. And that’s when the husky voice wrapped around my favorite appendage.  
 
    She had to be mid-twenties, thick, wavy blonde hair to her waist. A natural blonde. She wore black leather pants, stiletto boots, and an off-the-shoulder red crop top.  
 
    “Oh yeah?” I repeated. And at my direct stare where I saw more than she probably realized I saw, her eyes slid quickly away.  
 
    That was when Prez told me she’s under our protection as she’s come to share intel that’d likely save lives, extra-precious ones. So, it’d be me taking the lead on keeping an eye on her in addition to looking after the clubhouse and the businesses for the weekend. 
 
    “I’ve volunteered to be treated like a hostage,” she put in, lifting her chin and looking me in the eyes again, that pain raw, rippling, “But it’s all good. Safest place for me right now is as a Doms’ hostage.” She shrugged. 
 
    “It’ll be all right, babe,” Deke said, putting his hand on her shoulder. “For the foreseeable, you’re under Jesse’s care. His word is law. Yeah?”  
 
    “Okay,” she said softly, eyes aimed at her mug. 
 
    Deke made the introduction, “Jesse Garcia, meet Gianna Jones.” 
 
    She smiled, but it was weak and didn’t look like it belonged on her face. “JG and GJ. Aww, that’d be cute if this were our love story.”  
 
    Fuck me, that voice. 
 
    “Never know,” I put in. “Could be.” 
 
    And then I watched the smile die a slow death on her pretty face before she sourly replied, “Yeah. Heard that one before.” 
 
    And for some reason, I felt that in the gut. It was just a throwaway remark, and not something I’d even throw out there typically. I’ve always been good at reading people and what I was reading from Gianna Jones wasn’t good. 
 
    Her body language, the way her eyes changed, she reminded me of some of the strays my mother went out of her way to show care to. Women who know how to smile around their pain, how to fake what they’re feeling so you don’t know what burdens they’re carrying. I’ve seen enough of it, it’s impossible to miss. 
 
    Deke piped up. “Stay here, Gia. Grab a seat and drink your coffee. Jess, walk with me just quick?”  
 
    I followed Prez outside to the deck that overlooked our parking lot. We had our temporary clubhouse above his bar, Deke’s Roadhouse. The new clubhouse was being built behind fences behind not just Deke’s Roadhouse, but also Deke’s two other adjacent family businesses, the garage where I worked and the motorcycle dealership where we sold bikes and parts as well as biker clothing and accessories.  
 
    “Right,” Prez launched in, “You cool with this? I’d appreciate your help, brother. You’d be doin’ me and the club a solid.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I said immediately.  
 
    “She’s a Sioux Falls bunny,” Deke added. 
 
    “Heard of her.” 
 
    He jerked his chin up. “Yeah. She’s also stepsister to that gash that set up the boys with that gangbang video.” 
 
    I bristled. That video was the kindling for a shitstorm. That video cost the club a brother. And it almost cost the Valentines their princess, Jojo.  The video was a setup, edited to make it look like a rape. What it was, was a drunken orgy, consensual group sex where the bitch asked for it, propositioned the group of brothers, and told them it was her birthday, that she wanted her present to be some consensual non-consent role play. She never safed out. They had a lengthy pow wow setting parameters and safe words as well as hand signals ahead of it. But there was a hidden camera, and someone heavily edited it. Word on the street several weeks later was that they raped her. The tape was mass-shared and then the misinformation was shared along with it, stating the girl on the video was a Jackals old lady, so of course this meant our enemies took license to come after us for revenge. They worked with that chick to stage the whole thing. It was all about having reason to come after us. 
 
    “The gash slipped intel to Gia that some of our girls are marked targets, particularly my daughter, Spency’s new girl, and Blow’s new main squeeze, can’t remember her name.” 
 
    “Marlena,” I put in.  
 
    Great rack. Pretty eyes. Way too good for the likes of Sean “Blow” O’Grady. I was tight with most of the club brothers, but something about Blow never added up for me. He wasn’t VP material. I wasn’t the only brother who thought so; Deke’s oldest son Deacon told me on the side that Blow saved the life of the mother charter president’s wife years ago, so without saying it, I knew Deacon was telling me Blow held that position on account of the soft spot the mother charter prez had for him. 
 
    Deke went on, “Right. Gia drove through the night to let us know what was up. But also, she’s scared. She’s been around long enough I think she hoped I’d offer her shelter. And I did. Thought she might be persona non grata on account of her stepsister, was worried we wouldn’t trust her, but gut tells me she’s on the level. Gia’s a good girl. She’s been hangin’ around for a couple years. Everyone likes her, even Delia and Delia is selective about the bunnies. You’re gonna have to watch things don’t go nuclear with the old ladies, though. She’s got history with a few brothers, particularly with Skip. Don’t know much about it, don’t concern myself with that shit but do know from Spency just now that Sara gets her claws out around any or all bunnies, but has a real hate on for this particular sweet butt.” 
 
    “Got it. Where should I put her? Empty room across from Ride’s?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “Bringin’ Brady back with us and that’ll be his. Plus, you know how some of the brothers get about lendin’ out their space. That room in the mouth of the hall on the same side as yours is goin’ to Joelle. She ain’t stayin’ in New York after this shit. I’ve already given her orders not to leave the place she’s at until armed security gets there to get her to get to the airport in Sioux Falls this afternoon.” 
 
    “Don’t blame ya, Prez. Those fuckers are not to be underestimated.” 
 
    “Bingo. Anyway, coupla other rooms are empty but they’ve got no beds in ‘em yet. Prefer to have Gia under lock ‘n key, anyway. Stakes are too high. Want no chances taken Jackals can get ahold of her and retaliate if they figure out she warned us.” 
 
    “So, guess she’s not on the couch in the back room?”  
 
    Deke shook his head. “’Fraid not. Too volatile if brothers are around with their women and don’t want her dealing with bastards getting’ handsy all liquored up while she’s tryin’ to sleep. Happen to know that shit happened to her at the mother charter clubhouse so don’t want her dealin’ again.  You’re gonna have to keep her in your room. With you.” He waited for my reaction. 
 
    I didn’t give him one. 
 
    “Gonna be a problem?” he pressed. “I figure you’re single, but the way everyone’s been droppin’ like flies around here, myself included, I shouldn’t assume you’re not in deep with somebody.” 
 
    “I’m not,” I assured. 
 
    “So you’re all right with it? Know it’s a tight fit in that room.” 
 
    “I’ll deal.” 
 
    “Right. I not only chose you because you’re on clubhouse duty this weekend, and not only since I figured you’re single, I also reckon you’re a good choice ‘cause you’ve got your head on straight and you’re gonna look out for her as well as watch to make absolute sure she’s on the up ‘n up.” He cocked an eyebrow with meaning.  
 
    He wants her safe in thanks for her warning us, but also wants her watched in case she’s got other motives.  
 
    I’m also not a guy who blindly trusts, though everything I know and all I’ve seen means I’ve got nothing but respect for Deke; I wouldn’t have taken a patch for his club otherwise. And for him, for the club, I’ll do what it takes to not only keep this girl safe, but also make sure I dig to find out whose side she’s really on. Even if it’d be a pain in my ass, which instinct was now telling me it was gonna be. 
 
    “Copy that,” was my response. Because Deke had enough to worry about. He didn’t need me bitching about not wanting the bunny in my room. 
 
    “Now, can you get her settled until we roll out? There are a bunch of steady girlfriends here and we don’t need a bunch of attitude flyin’ as we’re trying to get out the door.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” I butted my joint against the brick wall, planning to save the rest for later. 
 
    “Sure, I’ll take that since you’re offerin’,” he teased.  
 
    I passed him the joint with a smirk. “Thanks, Prez. That’d be doing me a solid.” 
 
    Deke clapped my back while tucking it into the pocket of his cut with a chuckle, before heading back inside to a full house rife with the white noise of people getting ready to roll.  
 
    Some of the brothers were lacing up their boots or sorting out their gear while women congregated in the kitchen, waiting for their turn at the coffee machine.  Others were coming into the large front lounge with backpacks, saddlebags, and helmets. Gianna Jones sat at the end of the long bar by herself while Bront wiped down the bar top.  
 
    “You,” I called out. 
 
    The bunny turned to face me. 
 
    “That brown junker out there yours?” 
 
    She straightened up, then nodded. 
 
    “You got a bag of clothes n’ shit or did you come without any gear?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she replied. “I threw stuff together.” 
 
    “Gimme your keys. I’ll grab your shit then move the car out back where it’ll be hidden.” 
 
    “Stuff’s in the back seat,” she muttered, passing me a set of keys.  
 
    I passed her my key. “Fifth door on the right. Go now. Wait there for me, don’t touch anything, and unlock it so I don’t gotta knock.” 
 
    She stared at her feet as she hurried down the hallway, but every set of eyes in the place was on her ass, female eyes included. And what an ass it was. Fuckin’ mesmerizing. 
 
    At the mouth of the hallway stood Spence’s new piece Pippa with Ella, who belongs to Deacon. Ella looked like she was about to say something, maybe offer a greeting; I wasn’t picking up on attitude from her and hadn’t gotten the impression she was one to be a bitch just for the sake of it.  But Gianna didn’t make eye contact, so Ella’s mouth just opened and then closed again as her eyes bounced to Pippa.  
 
    Pippa looked upset, eyes bouncing from the bunny to me and then landing on Spencer who was over by the door talking to Scott, a prospect I’m tight with nicknamed Scooter, who started just before I did.   
 
    *** 
 
    The brown junker was a disaster both inside and out. No way should the piece of shit be on the road. After moving it to the back lot of the compound for our under-construction clubhouse, I rooted around.  
 
    Beyond her big hockey bag of clothes and shoes in the back seat as well as a leather and chainmail handbag, there was a shitload of loose clothes and shoes. When I popped the trunk, it was filled to the brim, like she lived in the thing. Blankets and pillows. More shoes and boots. A trash bag of random household shit including a pot, frying pan, and some mismatched dishes. First aid shit. A couple cans of soup and a bag of chips. When I unzipped a beat-up looking vinyl guitar gig bag, I whistled low at the sweet vintage acoustic Gibson. It was mint. I zipped it shut and left it in the trunk after checking the glove box and rooting through take-out trash and candy wrappers along with a purple tackle box filled with girl shit. I stopped counting hairbrushes after finding a fifth.  
 
    The rust bucket was almost as old as me, held together mostly by rust. More than a soft breeze and it might blow the body apart. And she’s driving on the donut. The bald donut. She has a slow leak in her front passenger tire, too and her passenger door handle was half duct taped to the fuckin’ door. I found two empty cans of Stop Leak under the passenger seat.  
 
    By the time I headed for the stairs with her handbag and hockey bag of clothes, people were filing out, mulling around the parking lot, strapping on their helmets and anchoring saddle bags, getting their asses in gear to leave. 
 
    *** 
 
    After opening my door and seeing her sitting on the edge of my bed, eyes and thumbs to her phone, I shut the door, dropped the bags, and snatched the phone out of her hand. 
 
    Her mouth dropped open as she shot to her feet. 
 
    “Hostages don’t get to keep their phones. What’re you doin’?” I scanned the cracked screen and saw she had a bank app open. Balance: negative forty-six bucks. 
 
    “I was just-”  
 
    I raised my hand to halt her. “Sit your ass down.” 
 
    I scrolled back through her most recent transactions. Gas using up her last thirty-seven bucks before account service charges and a bounced payment fee hit and put her below zero. After I closed the app, I scrolled the recently used apps on the phone to see what else she’s been up to.  
 
    I found her text string with Kailey. I sat on the dresser and scrolled it, feeling her eyes on me. I could tell she hadn’t been able to reach Kailey despite calling, texting, and messaging on a couple different social media apps. Seven calls to Kailey. A couple calls to an Aunt Francie. Two calls to a number listed as ‘work’. 
 
    “When you last talk to this Kailey cunt?” 
 
    She didn’t answer so my eyes rose to meet hers and I knew she wasn’t happy about my choice of words. I gave no fucks. 
 
    “Tongue tied?” I asked. 
 
    She cleared her throat. “Yesterday. As you can see, I tried her when I got here. No answer.” 
 
    “Why are you callin’ her? To tell her you found an in here?” 
 
    “To see if she’s okay. I wouldn’t have even told her I’m here. She’s with them so probably has eyes on her most of the time. Since I don’t want any attention from those eyes, I wasn’t plannin’ on saying where I am. I’m worried about her. They could hurt her, especially if they heard her telling me what they were up to.” 
 
    “I’ll be hangin’ onto this,” I said, pocketing it. “You need to give me your password.” 
 
    My eyes lifted to meet hers again. 
 
    “It’s not password protected,” she stated softly. “Though it’s about to shut down anyway as the bill’s overdue.” 
 
    I lifted her handbag onto the bed beside her and turned it upside down, eyes locked on hers while the contents spilled out. 
 
    Her mouth dropped open as her eyes lowered to look at her stuff. She said nothing as I rifled through the contents.  
 
    Make-up. Six new packs of birth control pills, one pack partly used. A strip of condoms. Crumpled receipts. Bubblegum. Wrapped candies. Tylenol. A silver hoop earring. Some hair ties. Two more hairbrushes. I opened the plastic pill bottle to see what was inside. Just Tylenol. There were also three tampons, a broken silver charm bracelet, loose change, a Zip-loc of Band-aids and antiseptic wipes, another Zip-loc of teabags and a roll of Tums, plus two folded up five-dollar bills. 
 
    Next up was her giant bag, which I unzipped and tipped over in front of the bed. 
 
    “Seriously?” she asked, voice moving from a husky alto to a high soprano. 
 
    “You’ve got nothin’ to hide, you shouldn’t mind.” 
 
    “You wanna go through my socks and underwear, feel free, I guess.” 
 
    My eyes met hers. “I’d search you, but looks like there’s no place to hide anything.” 
 
    Her face went red as my eyes traversed her body. 
 
    “Except… boots off.”  Her clothes were skintight, but those high boots could be a hiding place.   
 
    She kicked them off and one hit my boot.  My eyes moved slowly from the boot up to her eyes and I notched an eyebrow. She looked alarmed and cowered a little.  
 
    I turned them upside down and nothing fell out. 
 
    When I looked back in her direction, she was cradling her elbows over her chest, gaze pointed to the floor.  She kept watching as I leafed through her clothes. Lingerie. Several pairs of shoes. Two leatherbound notebooks. One black with a leather string to keep it shut, the other brown with an elastic holding it closed.   As I started unwinding the string on the black one, she moved fast and snatched them both.  
 
    “You don’t get to look in there,” she snapped, first trace of sass from her. 
 
    Sass not at me rifling through her underwear, sass at me laying a hand on a journal.  
 
    Our gazes locked again and hers was now different. Fierce. 
 
    My hackles rose as I held her eyes. “What’re you hidin’?” 
 
    “Those are just personal journals,” she said, voice trembling while her eyes continued to blaze. “I draw the line there.” 
 
    “There shit in there that’ll make the club realize you’re not on the up n’ up? You want protection, you don’t get to draw any fuckin’ lines.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. It’s just… it’s personal. Just journals. It has nothing to do with any of this. You guys can trust me. I’ve got no friends in the Jackals club. I’d be stupid to come here and try to pull bullshit. The Valentines are too smart for that. And I’d never do it anyway. These guys here are my friends. I came to make sure nobody hurts Jojo or the other girls. Enough people have been hurt already. More than enough. Too many.” 
 
    “Your sister’s property of the Jackals, right? They holdin’ her hostage? You pullin’ shit for them, so they won’t hurt her?” 
 
    “Stepsister. Ex-stepsister, technically. Our parents were only married a couple years when we were younger, but yeah, we are close. Though that doesn’t mean I agree with everything she does. ‘Cuz I really don’t. And no, she’s there voluntarily.” Her expression soured. 
 
    I stared. “You’re loyal to her though?”  
 
    Her gaze dropped and she stared at her feet, wiggling her toes. “I have been to a degree, unless she’s doin’ stupid stuff or hurting people. But there’s nothing I can do for her right now, so I’m doing the only thing I can do. Tryin’ to stop them from killing more women.” 
 
    I waited, eyes on her, but she didn’t look up. She continued to stare at her feet, worrying her lip with her teeth, wiggling her toes. 
 
    “Gettin’ coffee, you want another?” I straightened from my squat, spotting a little birthmark to the right of her black belly button jewelry.  
 
    “No thanks. Could you just point me to where I’m stayin’? I drove through the night; need some z’s.” She raked her hands through her hair and sighed. 
 
    “You’re here,” I told her stomach.  
 
    “You’re giving up your room?” 
 
    I shook my head, lifting my eyes to meet hers. “No. First, got no furnished spares right now.” 
 
    Her eyes darted away. “I can sleep on the floor in one of them. Wouldn’t be the first time. Just… as long as it has a lock.” 
 
    I kept talking as if she hadn’t spoken. “But mostly, hostages don’t get guest rooms. They stay where their captors can keep track of ‘em.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Okay, well, I just need sleep. Don’t care where.”   
 
    My eyes landed on my bed, and I flexed my jaw muscles. It was sinking in deeper that this would be a big fuckin’ pain in my ass.  
 
    “Crash. I won’t be far. Come out in a bit and we’ll rustle you up some grub. Don’t sleep more than a couple hours or you won’t be tired when I’m ready to crash and if that’s the case, you’ll need to be cuffed to the bed. If you come out while I’m out patrolling, sit in the lounge and wait for me.” I reached for the doorknob. 
 
    “You’re gonna leave my stuff like this?” she asked.  
 
    I didn’t answer.  I leveled her with a hard look. 
 
    “Guess I’ll take care of it,” she muttered.  
 
    Resigned. Resolved. Not an ounce of attitude. 
 
    Beautiful girl. Girl in pain. Girl that suddenly looks more tired than any chick her age should look. If my instincts were right. I’m good at reading people, but didn’t know enough about her yet to know if I was reading her right. For all I knew, she could be where she is out of choice. She could be a pretty little liar with sad eyes who’s out for herself, out to get herself a fix of whatever her habit is – whether it’s booze, drugs, the approval of a Jackal she’s sweet on, or she could be under the gun, needing to pull a rabbit out of a hat to save her stepsister.  
 
    I pocketed my keys and slipped out, shutting the door behind me.  
 
    “Lucky fuck,” Bront muttered, passing me in the hall.  
 
    I rolled my eyes and headed to the can.  
 
    Just because she’s got pain in her eyes, that doesn’t mean she’s not gonna be a pain in my ass and doesn’t mean she’s not out to help the enemy fuck us over. Whether it’s because she’s on their side or they’re holding something over her, I’d be keeping my eyes open. I’d get a look at those notebooks, too. Privacy doesn’t exist when you volunteer to be a hostage in exchange for protection in a situation like this. 
 
    The clubhouse was already cleared out at this stage other than Bront, who looked like someone coming down off a bender. I knew different. He beat the snot out of Pippa’s abusive dickhead ex last night and came close to losing his prospect cut because he disregarded orders and couldn’t lock down his temper.  This is a new side to Ted Bronson, but one I can relate to after doing two years in jail for something not too different. When a man is supposed to protect a woman and falls down on the job, he’s not much of a man. When a man in a position of protection intentionally hurts a woman, he’s a piece of shit.  
 
    Bront, Scott, and me were this charter’s prospects until I got my patch a while back. Scott’s been a prospect a little longer, starting out in Sioux Falls and getting transferred here. Bront, a local, started a little after I did.  
 
    Scott won’t have to wait much longer for his cut, I’m sure, but Bront might have bought himself an extra six months of prospect duty. And though he’s in the shithouse, he probably earned a little respect from a few brothers at the same time.  He got some from me, and bonus that the girl he stood up for seems to deserve it. Not that she’ll decide he’s her hero or throw her pussy at him for it. She’s now hooking up with Spence, Prez’s youngest son, so I can imagine the look on Bront’s mug has at least a bit to do with the fact that after he beat the shit out of her ex last night, she spent the night in Spence’s bed and is on the back of his bike today.  
 
    Not sure she realizes the significance of that. She’s not your typical biker broad so probably doesn’t realize that though some men don’t give a shit who’s on their sissy bar, others save it as an honor for the woman they claim. Spencer gives a shit who is on the back of his bike. Like I’ve decided I do. Never had a sissy bar on my old hog before I went to prison, telling my mother to sell it and forward me the cash for the commissary.  And my new Harley has room for a passenger, but there hasn’t been one yet.  
 
    As for Bront, if Deacon and I hadn’t stopped him when we did, there wouldn’t have been anything left of that dickhead he took his fists to.   
 
    Pippa is a stunner, out of Bronto’s league, but she’s the kind of sweet that he probably mistook, thinking she’d give him a shot. 
 
    While Spence got in there quick, I would’ve given it more time after her nightmare with her ex, who beat her up. I said as much to Spence when he asked me my opinion about goin’ for it. But though he asked what I thought, he’d already made up his mind. He wasn’t about to take a chance of missing out, said he’s had his eye on her since he got to town last year. 
 
    *** 
 
    I dragged a chair by the window overlooking the parking lot and scrolled through the apps on Gianna Jones’ phone some more. It was technically Bront’s watch but I told him to grab some sleep, saying I’d keep an eye on things for a few hours. 
 
    I looked at her settings, her apps, her pictures. Either she hasn’t had the phone long or… she cleaned it out before she got here. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Yo,” is how I greeted the sleeping blonde in my bed at noon, irritated at seeing her under my comforter. Should’ve told her not to get under it.  
 
    She didn’t budge, so I repeated myself, mouth right next to her face.  
 
    “Yo!” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    *** 
 
    I went back in at one thirty. Still out. 
 
    “Woman, wake up.” 
 
    Nothing. Fuck sakes. This chick was gonna be a thorn in my cock.  
 
    *** 
 
    A little after two thirty, I went back in and yanked the comforter off her, figuring it’d do the trick. Not only did it not do the trick, also got myself an eyeful as she’d dropped her leather pants and was sleeping in her crop top and purple thong. I ground my teeth at the sight of what might have been the sweetest ass I’ve ever laid eyes on. And given the fact my mother manages a titty bar, one I’ve spent a fair bit of time bouncing in, I’ve seen more than my share of sweet asses. 
 
    I threw the covers back on her and left again. This chick might need to be cuffed to my bed tonight, and not for fun reasons, either. 
 
    *** 
 
    I spent my day irked. At her for being in my sheets and at myself because all this meant I was breaking a rule of mine. Like I wasn’t planning to put a woman on the back of my bike unless she meant something to me, I felt the same about letting chicks into my sheets.  
 
    I reminded myself this wasn’t the same as letting someone lead me around by my dick. I reminded myself I was doing this for the club. Still, I was irritated, spitting nails all day. 
 
    Kicking my boots off and hanging my brotherhood cut on the back of the door, my eyes landed on her. On the halo of blonde fanned across the pillows. I couldn’t help but let my eyes wander over the perky tits, the bee-stung mouth, the faint chin cleft. 
 
    The day wasn’t a tough one despite my mood as Deke shut the businesses down for Good Friday and with the clubhouse empty and not much to do other than patrol, it meant a lot of kicking back. I spent a chunk of the day re-reading my old Cannery Row paperback.  I’ve had it so long and read it so many times, sections were falling out of the binding. Now that I’d gotten down to the last couple chapters, it was time to deal with this bunny situation for the night so I could get some shuteye sometime soon. 
 
    When she didn’t budge after I intentionally closed the door hard, I cussed and actually slammed the door. If not for the color in her cheeks and the rise and fall of her chest, I’d check for a pulse. Was she sleeping off a bender? She didn’t seem out of it when she got here. 
 
    I lifted the curtain of blonde hair off the pillow on the right side of the bed and flicked it at her before I stretched out beside her to finish my book. 
 
    It took twice as long to read as usual because I was acutely aware of the blonde sleeping in my bed, barely three inches separating us. 
 
    By a couple minutes to eleven, I was done and ready to crash. I needed to relieve Pudge at six, so I reached into the drawer of my bedside table and pulled out a set of handcuffs.  
 
    That was when the blonde rolled into me and settled her head on my chest, draping an arm over my gut.  
 
    “Yo,” I barked and finally, her eyes opened. She took me in, startled, and rolled away quickly while blinking rapidly. She rolled too far and fell to the floor with a thud and a grunt.  
 
    “I gotta crash and unfortunately for you, you need to be cuffed to my bed,” I stated.  
 
    “What?” she whispered, her head popping up, eyes hitting the cuffs dangling from my finger.  
 
    I shoved away the thought that sleepy looked cute on her. 
 
    “Woke you at least five times, hostage, and told ya not to get your day and night mixed up, but you were comatose. I gotta be up by quarter to six, so go.” I gestured to the door. “Use the can, grab a drink, food, then you’re cuffed until I wake up.” 
 
    “You’re joking,” she whispered. 
 
    “Not at all. And make it quick.” 
 
    She got to her feet, trying to pull her leather pants on before getting all the way there so I wouldn’t see her underwear. She failed. She faltered a couple times trying to get them on, falling to the bed, bumping into the wall, before finally stumbling sleepily to my door. Her eyes hit my face, cheeks flushed, embarrassed at her clumsiness.  
 
    I followed her down the hall to the bathroom.  
 
    “You’re not comin’ in with me, are you?” she asked, wide-eyed. 
 
    “I’ll wait here.” I leaned a shoulder against the wall outside the women’s bathroom. 
 
    “Can I take a shower?” 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “I’ll make you some food while you do that. Make it quick. Clock’s tickin’.” 
 
    “What choices have you got for food?” she asked. 
 
    “This ain’t a fuckin’ restaurant. Your choice’ll be to eat or not eat whatever I find.” 
 
    “I can’t do gluten and-” 
 
    I cut her off, “Expecting me to cater to your fad diet? Not happenin’.” 
 
    “It’s not a fad diet. It’s Celiac Disease,” she told me quietly.  
 
    My nostrils flared. 
 
    “It’s when you’re allergic to gluten,” she added.  
 
    “I’ll find you something without it,” I muttered. 
 
    “Are there towels?” she asked. 
 
    I gestured to the bathroom and spun away to go to the kitchen as she let out a sweet, “Thank you, Jesse,” and I was thinking either this chick was broken-down and timid, or she’s got a good game face playing the grateful hostage. Time would tell. 
 
    ***  
 
    Hearing Pudge’s booming voice, I poked my head out of the kitchen looking toward the bathroom.  
 
    He laughed as she walked past him in just a towel, carrying her clothes and smiling at him while sashaying to my room. 
 
    Her eyes hit mine and she stopped, looking tweaked. 
 
    “It’s open. I’ll be right in.” 
 
    She nodded and stopped at the wrong door.  Rider’s. 
 
    “You just passed it,” I corrected.  
 
    She backed up, looking embarrassed and slipped back into my room just as Bront stepped out of his, which was directly across the hall from mine. 
 
    “Hiya,” she greeted. 
 
    “Hey, babe,” Bront said, eyes taking their time to travel the length of her. 
 
    “She looks like fun,” Pudge remarked as soon as the door snicked shut. 
 
    “Sure does,” Bront agreed. 
 
    I said nothing as they both shot a look at me that oozed envy. Not that the girl would go for either of them over me.  
 
    Pudge has to be pushing fifty and unlike Deke Valentine who has to be around the same age, the years behind bars have not been kind to Pudge. Man looked hard. Gaunt. In my short acquaintance with him I hadn’t formed much of an opinion, other than being open since Deke respected him and remarked to me the other day that Pudge isn’t completely hardened. That he has a big heart under that gruff demeanor. 
 
    Bronto might start to get some female attention if he keeps up with his new workout regimen. He’s big, tall, has dark ginger hair and a full beard. He’s lost weight in the past eight or nine months since we met. But even if he gets buff, Bronto is not remotely hard – which is why so many of us were surprised last night when he wailed on Pippa’s ex.   
 
    I got there first, since I was hanging out at Dina’s a few blocks away, but Bront got there just a few minutes later, eyes blazing. I had the ex cornered after he broke into Pippa’s place, telling him to sit his ass down and wait for more brothers to arrive, that Spencer Valentine wanted a word with him. He asked why and when I told him we were lookin’ out for Pippa, since she needed it after what he’d put her through, the guy looked like he was gonna crumble. Sat down and put his head in his hands lookin’ about to bawl. He no sooner sniffled before Bront burst in and without one word and the meanest scowl I’ve ever seen on the guy – ripped Joe Reardon off the couch and laid a beating on him.  
 
    I told him to stand down and he refused to listen. Since I’m patched and Bront isn’t, he’s now on probation for refusing orders.  Though if I knew that’d happen I would not have told him to stand down and wouldn’t have admitted to anyone that he ignored my orders. 
 
    Deacon showed up halfway through said ass-whooping and stood with me watching for a minute before asking me what was up. Then getting from me that Bront wasn’t listening to my order to stand down, Deacon got my help and pulled them apart. The brother wasn’t just good with his gun, he was evidently also good with his fists.  
 
    But no, Gianna Jones probably wouldn’t pick Pudge or Bronto as a first choice or even a fourth, though then again, the Sioux Falls clubhouse often had good-looking women crawling all over older or uglier bikers. Some chicks got wet at the mere sight of a motorcycle club patch on leather. Some of them wanted a rough guy to take care of their pussy and show them attention for a while. I didn’t know yet what Gianna Jones’s story was, and I might never know. I did know one thing – that towel barely covered her and I wasn’t the only one who noticed the water droplets on her skin and suspected all three of us were feeling like thirsty men after a days’ long trek across the desert dunes. 
 
    This joint wasn’t as rowdy as I knew the Sioux Falls clubhouse to be when I started out prospecting. There were a lot more people there, plenty of guests coming and going and though it’d only been a couple weeks easing into prospecting there before we made the move here, it was enough for me to see that some of those club sweet butts had daddy issues. Some of them had no place to go. Other ones were more selective and went after specific guys. Though there are older, rougher bikers there, there are also plenty of guys my age who take care of their bodies and gave a shit what they look like. What we all had in common was favoring the lifestyle the brotherhood subscribes to. 
 
    I slipped into my room with a plate of scrambled eggs and a dish of grapes along with a banana.   
 
    As the door snicked shut, she had her back to me, still in her towel. 
 
    Just her head turned. She smiled.  
 
    I did not return it.  
 
    “This was the best I could do. We’ll get in some supplies tomorrow. Make a list for me of what you want, and it’ll get picked up.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, pulling a pink tank top over her head and then shimmying the towel down to her waist. “I’m starved.” 
 
    I put the bowl and plate on the dresser with the banana and a bottle of water and kicked my boots off. I then reached over and lifted the cuffs.  
 
    “So, eat up quick. I’m tired,” I said.  
 
    It was obvious she wasn’t taking her clothes to the bathroom to put them on, so I did my best to ignore her. 
 
    I failed.  
 
    While shimmying something up under her towel, she eyeballed the cuffs with unconcealed horror. 
 
    “Told ya,” I muttered, twirling them without making eye contact. “I wasn’t bullshitting. You didn’t get up, so here we are.” 
 
    “I’m not gonna do anything. Not gonna go anywhere. This is the safest place for me. That’s probably why I slept so long. Haven’t felt this safe in a while.”  
 
    She then pulled the towel away and started rubbing her hair with it revealing booty shorts that were barely more than underwear. 
 
    I did not reply. This chick needed to get me and part of that was getting that I didn’t typically repeat myself. Was she doing her stealthy dressing routine putting on next to nothing trying to make my cock twitch, figuring the tease along with the chosen outfit would get her what she wanted? 
 
    “A long while,” she added, teeth sinking into her bottom lip, eyes on me with a plea in them. 
 
    Immune to it, I adjusted a pillow and leaned back, lifting another beaten-up paperback from the bedside table, reading the first half a page before deciding I wasn’t feeling it, so putting it down and grabbing the next one in the stack. Bag of Bones. It’d been a few years since I read it.  
 
    “No TV in here,” she muttered a minute later from the end of the bed where she was surveying the food. “Too bad.” 
 
    “Don’t watch much TV,” I said, flipping a page. 
 
    “Might be nice to drown out the noise of me eating.”  
 
    I could feel her eyes on me, but I kept mine on the page. 
 
    “People make noise when they eat.” I shrugged. “That’s how it works.” 
 
    “I guess,” she muttered and reached for the fork.  
 
    And she was eating so quietly, so daintily to avoid me hearing her chew or swallow, that I knew it’d take her all fucking night to eat if I sat where I was, so to resist the urge to bark out orders to just eat her fucking food so I could go to sleep already, I dropped my book and stepped out.  
 
    “All good?” I asked Pudge, who was peering between blind slats on the door leading out of the clubhouse.  
 
    “Chick just pulled in. Usin’ her phone, so she’s either here realizing Deke’s Roadhouse ain’t open and changing her plans or she’s lookin’ for someone up here. If she’s not gone in twenty seconds, I’m heading down.” 
 
    I looked out the window. “She’s here for me.”  
 
    My phone buzzed against my thigh. I reached into my pocket.  
 
    Dina: Hey. I’m outside Deke’s Roadhouse. Cool to come up? 
 
    Pudge moved, so I stepped out and headed to her car. 
 
    She smiled brightly as her window rolled down.  
 
    “Figured I’d pop by and give you this back.” She slipped me my Zippo. “Somehow it wound up in my pocket.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said and slipped it into my pocket, knowing she wasn’t here this late to return my lighter. She wanted another helping of cock. 
 
    “You wanna grab a drink?” she asked. 
 
    “Roadhouse is closed, number one.” 
 
    “Doesn’t have to be here.” She smiled brighter, shaking her head, red curls bouncing.  
 
    “I’m on duty tonight.” 
 
    “Oh.” She pouted. “What’s that mean? Duty?” 
 
    “Club business.” 
 
    “Club business? That code for none of my business?” 
 
    When I said nothing in reply, she tried, “Tomorrow?” 
 
    “Busy for the foreseeable.” 
 
    Her back straightened as her eyes narrowed. “The foreseeable? Is this a… a brush-off?”  
 
    I shrugged. “Made things clear, babe. Told you I wasn’t lookin’ for serious. I’m not sayin’ I won’t wanna hook up again some time, what I’m sayin’ is I’m busy for the foreseeable. Call before you pop by, so you don’t waste your time and gas.” 
 
    “Oh.” She looked at me like I was holding a carton of sour milk under her nose. 
 
    I’ve banged her four times. First time, in my room after meeting her downstairs in The Roadhouse. Second time at her place. Third, the other night when she showed at Deke’s Roadhouse. Again last night telling me she cabbed it due to car problems, asking me to drive her home. I did that, thinking I’d stay for a while and take what she was offering, but got called to help out with the Pippa’s ex situation and then magically, her car was available to bring her back here.  Game player, which I have no use for. And while she was a decent enough lay, beyond being a warm body there was nothing worth exploring. Though that’s not a surprise. Haven’t felt anything real with anybody in a while. Not since Chelsea, who taught me a lesson I won’t forget. 
 
    Chelsea didn’t wait for me while I did two years for assault on her behalf. Defending her was the right thing to do; the shithead I beat to within an inch of his life deserved it, so I never wanted to take it back, but I wanted to erase how it felt when after swearing she would wait twenty if need be – she loved me that much, appreciated what I did for her that much and swore she was all mine, forever, then she didn’t even wait two months before movin’ on, doing so with a buddy of mine. And then not long later the truth about what a manipulating liar she was left me regretting everything about my time with her. 
 
    My lesson gleaned was that I needed to adjust my expectations after that. Not to mention pick my friends as carefully as my battles. I’ve been selective about women and friends since then.  
 
    “See ya,” I dismissed, giving the hood of Dina’s ride a slap before backing up. 
 
    Irritation flashed in her eyes before she rolled her window up and backed her car out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    2 
 
    “Must be nice,” Pudge razzed from the barstool when I got back upstairs. “Chasin’ ‘em off with a stick.” 
 
    “It’s the stick they want,” I fired back. 
 
    He snickered, then threw back a shot of whisky.  
 
    “Not gonna pass out on watch, are ya?” I slapped his arm jokingly. 
 
    But I was only half-joking and by the way Pudge went rigid, he knew that.  
 
    “Not a fuckin’ chance,” he clipped, glaring at me from under his bushy eyebrows. When I didn’t react, he tacked on, “Deke Valentine is the reason I’m here.” 
 
    I jerked my chin up, so he stated, “In other words, no way would I let my fuckin’ prez down.”  
 
    “My bad,” was my answer.  
 
    He stared, so I continued with, “Saw you throw back more than half a dozen shots a few hours ago, brother.” 
 
    “Yeah, brother,” he emphasized the brother to let me know he didn’t appreciate a fellow MC brother questioning him. “At least.” 
 
    “Just making sure you’re good. You’re not, I’ll wake Bront and we’ll split your watch; that’s all.” 
 
    “Didn’t know you were countin’ my shots, Jesse James,” he replied acidly. “Pretty sure I had three or four when you weren’t lookin’, so best mark those down, too.” He poured a double, then tossed it back and slammed the glass on the bar.  
 
    I waited, knowing he had more to say. 
 
    “Not just here in this clubhouse, here on this planet,” he continued, “Would not be here period if it weren’t for Deke and I would not fuckin’ pay him back for that by shittin’ on our club.” He pointed at me. “This needs to be the first and last time you ever fuckin’ call my character into question, kid. You read me?” 
 
    “Copy that,” I said, knowing Pudge used the kid as condescension, payback for the perceived dis. “’Night, Pudge.” 
 
    He grunted in response, obviously pissed.  
 
    He’d have to get over it. Or not. I really didn’t give a fuck. We don’t know one another real well yet and all our asses are on the line if things go sideways on our watch here. If I threw back half as much as he drank today before my turn to stand sentry and kept drinking after my shift started I wouldn’t be surprised if someone questioned that with not knowing if I can hold my liquor. 
 
    The sound of Bront snoring filled the hallway. Opening my door, I found her scrawling in one of her leather books, teeth embedded into her bottom lip. Her pen sped up when the door clicked shut before she stopped, snapped the book closed, and quickly slipped it into her bag on the floor.  
 
    My eyebrows jutted up at the action. She looked my way, then quickly looked away, chewing on her thumbnail. 
 
    Fuck. This room has never felt smaller. It’s already a tight fit, and I’ve been looking forward to moving to the new clubhouse being built out back. My room will double in size, and I’ll have two windows and a closet. In here, it was a tiny box with just one small window – better than nothing. I had a dresser against the wall to the left of the door, the rack on wheels on the opposite wall straight ahead holding the rest of my clothes since this room didn’t have a closet. The double bed with the headboard sat in the middle, headboard against the wall to my left with the small window overhead. Beyond the bed, dresser, and metal rack my only other furniture was an old table with a drawer beside my bed and an even older recliner in the corner beside the rack of clothes.  That recliner was currently buried under a whack of laundry.   
 
    Seein’ as I’m here full time, I rated getting a window. I wouldn’t have been able to live here otherwise. I chose the window versus the closet, having the choice of two rooms. Most of the other rooms belong to members with their own pad, but the larger rooms or rooms with windows and closets are for those of us here full-time.  
 
    I dragged the curtain across the rod and singed her with a dark look. “Drapes stay open. Always. Understand?” 
 
    Her eyes widened. She nodded. “Sorry.” 
 
    I dropped my lighter on top of the dresser and fished through my top drawer for the bag of weed I wanted along with some rolling papers and my bud grinder before sitting on the corner of the bed and rolling a joint on the dresser, my back to her.  
 
    “Where are your dishes?” I asked. 
 
    “In the kitchen. I washed ‘em. Thanks for the food. Eggs were good. Actually, I-” 
 
    She stopped talking because I turned and scorched her with another dark look, before I stated, “You don’t leave this room without my permission. Not unless the place is on fire. You hear me, hostage?”  
 
    She reared back and her blue eyes narrowed. “You wanna maybe just put a bucket in the corner by that ratty old chair?” She waved in that direction. “Then I never have to leave. Or maybe pop out and buy me some Pampers so I don’t gotta bother you to empty the bucket.” She rolled her eyes and folded her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Looks like you’ve got a little sass after all.” I cracked a smile, thinking her sass was kinda cute. “But you’d be emptying your own bucket.” I licked the gummy part of the paper and rolled it up tight, then sparked up. 
 
    She’d startled at my smile like I was a shark about to bite her. 
 
    “You’re joking with me?” she asked. 
 
    “About the cuffin’? About not leaving this room without my permission? Not at all,” I replied.  
 
    Frown lines appeared over the bridge of her nose.  
 
    “Hostages don’t have free run of the joint.” I took another haul.  
 
    “Please don’t handcuff me,” she requested softly, eyes bouncing toward me briefly before darting away like I was medusa who’d turn her to stone if she kept looking. “I’ll stay here. I’ll read or listen to music on my phone while you sleep. I have earbuds and I’ll be as quiet as a–” 
 
    “Shoulda listened,” I cut her off, took two more quick hauls, then butted the joint in the ashtray on my dresser.  
 
    “But, I was tired,” she returned. 
 
    “And nice try on the phone for listenin’ to music. You’re not gettin’ that back. You think I’m an idiot?” 
 
    She huffed, keeping her eyes pointed away from me. “Dunno about an idiot; though do suspect you’re a bit of a salty ogre.” 
 
    “Guess it’ll be a long night for you in the swamp.” I lifted the cuffs and waited.  
 
    She shook her head. “Don’t.” 
 
    “You told Prez you’d cooperate. This ain’t seemin’ like cooperatin’, woman, so –” 
 
    “So, what?” she asked, gaze meeting mine with a bit of fire. “What are you gonna do if I refuse?”  
 
    She was throwing sparks, but she was also trembling. The trembling didn’t affect me. She could be a great actress and a fucking liar. And bottom line – if she wanted safe haven, she’d have to deal.  
 
    “You wanna be turned out? I suspect if I call Prez and say you’re not listenin’, he finds out you’re makin’ life hard here when we’ve got to be on the ball, watching shit to make sure the enemy doesn’t pull anything-” 
 
    “Deke won’t turn me out when the Wyld Jackals could scoop me up!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “You wanna test that theory?” I stood and reached into my pocket for my phone. “I interrupt him to tell him you’re being a pain in my ass, you think he’ll be happy with you?” 
 
    “He’s not like that. He’s not Mantis.” She folded her arms stubbornly. 
 
    “No, he’s absolutely not Mantis. But, ya think he’ll be happy? Let’s find out.”  
 
    I tapped Deke’s name on my call list while she kept that glare aimed at me. 
 
    It rang until it went to a voicemail box that wasn’t set up. I ended the call and met her gaze. She looked freaked out. She wasn’t sure if Prez would turn her away and she was terrified he might. 
 
    “With his daughter’s life at stake? You think he’ll give a shit you’re not happy about the way I handle things? You were there weren’t you, when he told you my word was law?” 
 
    She whispered, “Please.” 
 
    “Guess I could send a text to some other brothers to find Deke. Deacon, Rider, or Sp-” 
 
    “Wait. I’ll…” She swallowed hard. “I’ll cooperate.” She shakily held out her right wrist. 
 
    She looked a little green around the gills, wincing with her eyes shut like I was about to give her a jab with a needle or touch her with a red-hot branding iron. 
 
    “You’re brainless if you think Deke’d pick anybody over the safety of his daughter, let alone a stray who dips between multiple clubs,” I muttered as I clicked the cuff into place. 
 
    “I do not dip between clubs,” she stated fiercely. “The only MC I ever hung around the last few years has been this one. Or I did before Kailey’s bullshit got me uninvited. She dips. I don’t.” 
 
    “All I care about is that you do what I tell you to do. You gonna listen or do I call Prez back?” 
 
    “I’ll listen,” she said, then jolted at the ratchet sound of the cuffs as I clicked the other end around a headboard slat. 
 
    My phone rang. Deke calling. 
 
    I answered. 
 
    “Hey Prez.” 
 
    “Yo, Jesse.” 
 
    “Can you do me a quick favor? Sorry to interrupt, but need you to remind this bunny how you said my word is law.”  
 
    “Hand the phone over and I’ll do that,” he replied. 
 
    She launched into an apology instead of saying hello. She said, “Sorry, Deke. I’m not tryin’ to cause problems. I just… I’m not tryin’ to be a pain in anyone’s ass, it’s just…” She stopped and listened for a moment and then said, “I understand. Okay. Yeah, I will. You want him back? Okay. Bye.” She ended the call before passing the phone to me without making eye contact.  
 
    I tossed it onto the bedside table, then went for the light switch, and slapped it, leaving us in lamplight.   
 
    After getting undressed from the waist up, feeling like her eyes were on my back, I reached for the lamp switch, plunging us into darkness. 
 
    I kicked my boots off, then dropped my jeans. The bed creaked as I sat and pulled my socks off. This double bed was barely enough for me, let alone two people. And when this place was packed, it reminded me of jail. Too many men in a small space.  
 
    I like what Deacon did, grabbing a piece of land and putting a trailer on it to live in while he builds his place. I could do that. Put in a trailer or a little cabin, maybe. Possibly even one of those container homes. Though, I don’t know if I wanna stay in one place forever, either, so a trailer might work as I can keep wheels on it.   
 
    I don’t need something fancy like what D’s got planned for his house. He’s building a sprawling place, big enough to house a pile of kids. Something small will suit me fine if it’s got a couple of rooms and plenty of windows without having to share it with a dozen people.  
 
    Yeah, the cuffs on my hostage are overkill with Pudge on duty here, though thinking on it, I’d have used them even if she had only slept a couple hours earlier because I don’t know this bitch at all and I’m not taking chances she won’t jab me in my sleep and torch the building. 
 
    I don’t let chicks spend the night. Don’t pass out cold after I fuck someone. Never sleep until they go. And they also don’t get into my sheets. I’ll fuck them on top of the blanket. Once that thing is pulled back and thrown off, the space beneath is mine.   
 
    Like the back of my bike, I don’t share the space where I lay my head at night. My sheets are sacred. And yet she’s been on that sacred ground all day. Too late to tell her to sleep on top of the blankets. 
 
    I could’ve laid it out to Deke, saying that after the shit I’ve been through, the feel of my sheets would be a privilege I’d save for the day I found someone I wanted to be mine.  Big if. Because, fuck. That fucking bitch, Chelsea – she coldcocked me.  
 
    She’s why my sheets aren’t shared freely. Why the back of my bike wouldn’t be either. They’re for the one who deserves to be mine, who I trust to be with me at my most vulnerable. The one who got all of me. If that one person even existed. 
 
    It's been nearly three years since it ended.  And that shit still itches. It itches in a place I can’t reach. It eats at me, and it’d be really fuckin’ nice for that to not be the first or second thought I wake with every day of the rest of my time on this plane. 
 
    But I didn’t say shit to Prez because that’s not who I am – a guy who shares his mantra. He needed the solid and he can count on me. I didn’t balk about sharing my bed because I meant it when I vowed my promises to this club. Meant every fucking word. Because if I didn’t believe it, then why was I gullible enough to work toward all this shit? 
 
    I believe in all I’m seein’ with the Valentine clan and the other brothers so far. And I’m all-in to help them have what they want – profitable businesses, a place to kick back with the brothers, safety for their loved ones. Maybe someday I’ll have loved ones that benefit from the work being done now – that remains to be seen. 
 
    Maybe what I was doing right now – having this bunny here in my room for Deke was just what it looked like at face value: a solid. Something expected of any MC brother. But maybe it’s more than that. Could be that what I was doin’ right now was also helping put the right future in motion. Because someone didn’t get taken out by those sick degenerates. The girl here in my sheets right now might be legit. The tips she gave Prez might’ve saved three lives. And maybe we’re all on the road heading toward a time without these enemies breathing down our necks, keeping my MC brothers up at night fearing the safety of their women and kids. 
 
    But whatever the true reasons this girl was in my bed, I gave my word to the brotherhood that I’d do whatever needs to be done for the future we all want and agreed to work toward, so I’d deal. And deal with my eyes open so if she’s not who she’s making herself out to be, I’ll figure it out before she causes harm.  
 
    *** 
 
    With my watch shift looming, I was losing patience fifteen minutes later. I wasn’t drifting off yet and it wasn’t looking like it’d happen any time soon. Because not only was there a chick in my bed with me...not only could I smell the shampoo, soap, and toothpaste on her, I could also tell she wasn’t settling. Her breathing was erratic, and she was fidgety. 
 
    “Are you tryin’ to piss me off?” I barked after yet another bed creak along with the rattle of cuffs.  
 
    She squealed in shock at my outburst as if the boogeyman snuck up on her.  
 
    “What’s your problem?” I growled, hearing her gasping for breath. 
 
    “S-sorry, I… I don’t think I can do this.” 
 
    I flicked the lamp on and aimed a squinty glare at her. 
 
    The girl looked like frantic cornered prey with her wrist cuffed over her head to my headboard. 
 
    “I can’t be handcuffed to this bed in the dark, Jesse. I can’t be. I’m not tryin’ to be sassy or difficult, but I c-can’t be. I’m freaking the fuck out over here. Please let me out. Please…”  
 
    She shook her head, damp hair swaying as she pulled against the cuff. 
 
    “Please,” she repeated. 
 
    She seemed to be having a panic attack. She was pale. Wild-eyed. Body trembling. Beads of sweat over her blonde eyebrows.  
 
    “Pl-please!” she cried out, pulling her wrist harder, like it’d get the cuff off.  
 
    “Stop writhing, Gianna; you’re gonna hurt yourself.” 
 
    I grabbed the key from under the mattress where I stashed it earlier.  She was trembling so hard the bed was vibrating with it. Her eyes were so wild with fear, I found myself moving quickly, amped like it was urgent I free her. The second the cuff released her red wrist, she moved fast. 
 
    If this was an act, it was Oscar-worthy.  
 
    She rolled off the bed and was plastered against the wall beside the rack of clothes.  And then she was looking around like she was disoriented. Hyperventilating. 
 
    “Hey?” 
 
    “Sorry.” She looked away, swiping her eyes with her fingertips, her back slowly sliding down the wall until her ass was on the rug. “Should’ve known I’d freak out. Or, I did think I might, but I tried not t-to…” 
 
    “You should have said,” I told her as gently as I could. “Come on. Get some sleep.”  
 
    She didn’t move.  
 
    I patted the bed. “C’mon.” 
 
    She slowly, timidly moved my way, sat on my bed, shrinking backwards to the headboard, cradling her knees and taking breath after breath before finally saying, “You’re acting like I’m a terrorist or something. You wouldn’t have believed me.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably. You want anything? Water? Something stronger? I can roll you some indica to help you chill and sleep.” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    I’d feel better about her smoking a fatty that’d knock her out. It looked like I’d have to be a light sleeper until I knew what this girl was all about. But despite knowing I had every reason to be suspicious, a weird knot was sitting in my chest like a rock. Maybe it was guilt. 
 
    I flicked the lamp back off and felt the bed move as she got back under the covers. Her knee brushed against my thigh, and she quickly moved away.  
 
    “Don’t fuck around, all right? I mean it. I won’t be happy if you pull anything. Zero bullshit whatsoever.” 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered. 
 
    Moments later, she was still breathing heavily; I listened to it until she started to breathe normally. 
 
    I was thinkin’ she’d gone to sleep, which was a surprise considering the fact she slept all day, but instead she spoke.  
 
    “I got handcuffed to a radiator sometimes so my dad could go out partying. Cheaper than a babysitter.” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    “Besides,” she went on, “He knocked up the babysitter and that meant she couldn’t babysit anymore.” 
 
    I stayed silent. 
 
    “Cuz they broke up, I mean. She lost the kid when she and Dad got in a fight, and she fell down the stairs. Air quotes over fell, but yeah… he used to knock her around, so that’s why I put air quotes around it.” 
 
    Fuck sakes. 
 
    “And me besides.” 
 
    My teeth went tight. 
 
    “Knocking me around, I mean.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured,” I muttered. 
 
    She kept talking. “Never real bad. No blood or anything but a slap across the back of the head or a kick in the butt was his go-to with me.” She paused, then continued, “So anyway. I knew I wasn’t gonna be okay with the handcuffs, but I tried to not get in my head.” 
 
    She fidgeted some more, and her hair landed across my chest. I swept it off with a flick of my fingers.  
 
    A minute later she spoke again. “Guess I did get stuck in my head.” 
 
    “You wanna shut up ‘n go to sleep?” I clipped. 
 
    “Sorry, I…” 
 
    “Rhetorical.”  
 
    “I… I’m just explaining. Once he got picked up and put in the drunk tank after a bar fight, so I was stuck to that radiator for a long time. And it was winter, so it got hot, almost too hot to stand it, being so close to it, and it was really dark and it’s dark in here, too, so I think it … triggered me.” 
 
    “Don’t need your life story; I need to sleep. Gotta be up in a couple hours.”  
 
    And more a minute later. “I’m on the up ‘n up. I’d never fuck the Valentines over. They’re all good guys. Really good guys. Wish they were my family, in fact. You don’t have to worry about me. I’m fine with being treated like a hostage but I’m just… I’m letting you know you don’t have to worry about me doin’ anything sneaky. That’s not why I’m here. I’m not on their side. The Jackals, I mean. I’m on the side of the Doms. Your side.” 
 
    “If this is you not trying to be a pain in my ass, you’re failing.” 
 
    She went quiet again. “I babble when I’m stressed out.” 
 
    My eyes rolled. I said nothing. I waited, expecting her to keep talking, ready to ask if she’d have another panic attack if she had her mouth taped, hoping that’d finally shut her yap, but she stopped talking.  
 
    Though she wasn’t talking, I counted three times in two minutes her making the sound a person makes when they’re pulling in breath, and you know they’re about to say something but instead they shut their mouth. 
 
    Finally, her breathing went even. 
 
    I lay there a good while, making sure that breathing stayed even as I got out of bed, pulled on my jeans, grabbed the half joint from the ashtray on the dresser and tucked it behind my ear before heading to the can to take a leak. 
 
    I’d forgotten my lighter, but it didn’t matter as I was heading for the front lounge anyway, so could just grab another book of Roadhouse matches.  
 
    I took in the quiet for a good five or ten minutes, having a shot of whisky and a smoke before I looked out the window and saw Pudge coming up the outside stairs, the cherry of the cigarette dangling from his lips partly illuminating his face. 
 
    He still had a bottle of booze open on the bar top. Beside it was a bible.  
 
    The beep of his accessing the door sounded before he slipped back in, holding his Maglite.  
 
    “Checkin’ up on me?” he accused, eyes hitting mine. 
 
    I shook my head. “Just came out to smoke a dube and throw back a shot. The bunny’s been restless, so I need some extra help sleeping. You want some?” 
 
    “Hell, yeah, I do.” He took the third of a joint from me, took two hauls and went to pass it back. 
 
    I waved my hand. “Keep it.” 
 
    “You gonna ask if it’ll make me pass out?” He cocked his right eyebrow. 
 
    I snickered.  “If I do, you gonna wanna rip me a new asshole?” 
 
    “Might do,” he fired back and then his straw-colored hair-covered mouth split into a grin. 
 
    “Then I won’t ask,” I said. 
 
    He threw his head back and laughed before slapping me on the back. 
 
    So, Pudge and me were obviously good now. 
 
    “Night brother,” I gave him a two fingered salute. 
 
    He returned it and turned the TV up. One of those evangelical preachers was on the screen.  
 
    When I opened my door, the light from the hall showed me she was asleep on her belly on my side of the bed. 
 
    Fuck sakes. 
 
    “Hey,” I called out. 
 
    Nothin’. 
 
    I leaned over, close to her ear. 
 
    “Yo,” I tried. 
 
    Still nada. 
 
    “Gianna!” I said, louder, wondering how the fuck she could be in a deep sleep already, especially after sleeping all damn day. 
 
    She rolled from her belly to her side. But not far enough over. 
 
    Fuck my life tonight. 
 
    I dropped my jeans again, then got in on the edge of my bed and grabbed her shoulder and her hip and shoved her further over. She teetered and nearly went over the edge on the other side, so I jerked her back in the nick of time, making her startle awake. 
 
    “Huh?” she asked, disoriented. 
 
    “You were about to fall,” I explained. 
 
    “Oh,” she whispered.  
 
    Her mouth was maybe an inch from mine. It dawned I still had my hands on her. And she was closer to me than she needed to be. 
 
    My pulse sped up.  I took in her smell. How soft she was. She wriggled her body closer and that put her tits against my bare chest. Her nipples poked me, then soft, hot palms pressed against the skin of my chest. 
 
    Toes wiggled against the sole of my foot. And as she pulled in breath, about to say something, I rolled away, nearly falling off the bed myself.  
 
    Fuck! 
 
    “Move over,” I grunted and yanked on the blanket to straighten it.  
 
    “Sorry, I…” She let that hang. 
 
    I growled in frustration, adjusting the pillow under my head. 
 
    She continued, “I… I thought you were makin’ a move.” 
 
    “You were on my side of the bed, woman. I tried to move you over so I could get some fuckin’ sleep, and you nearly fell.” My side of the bed? The whole fuckin’ bed is my side of the bed. This was some bullshit. “Next time, I’ll let you fall.” I huffed out frustration. 
 
    Should’ve smoked the rest of the joint instead of giving it to Pudge. I wouldn’t be steaming right now.  
 
    No, if I were high as fuck, I’d probably be balls deep inside Gianna Jones right about now. 
 
    Evidence was showing by her words and body language just then that she’d be down for that. Despite that I’d been a dick to her. Which meant what? That she’s looking to rip down my defenses?  
 
    Bad enough having her in my sheets when she doesn’t belong. No way was I fucking her. No fucking way. But tell that to my half-hard cock. 
 
    I blew out a sound of frustration, folding the pillow under my head in half to get more height. Because she had three of my pillows on her side. 
 
    Her side? Fuck that shit.  
 
    “Gimme one of those fuckin’ pillows back,” I barked, “You got three.” 
 
    The pillow came and not gently. She slugged me with it. I got it right in the face while she shrieked,  “You’re a fucking asshole!”  
 
    “Yeah, I am,” I replied, evenly. 
 
    And at her finally throwing full-on sass at me, my dick was now fully hard for some fucking reason. “Sharing my bed with you, for fuck sakes, I’ll probably be an asshole tomorrow, too. So be prepared for that and do your best to not get on my fuckin’ nerves.” 
 
    She didn’t answer me, but the energy in the room was such I knew she was steaming. And I did not give a fuck. Hopefully, this shit wouldn’t last long; I didn’t have the patience for it.  
 
    She made this room feel like a cage. Feel as small as it did when I shared a cell with three other inmates for seven hundred and twenty-nine days. 
 
    It took ten minutes for my cock to finally go soft, for fuck’s sake, and as I started to finally drift, I heard a sniffle in the dark. And then a shuddering breath. 
 
    She was crying.  
 
    Fucking great. 

  

 
   
    3 
 
    “Goin’ all right with Gia?” Deke asked when he phoned at eight o’clock in the morning.  
 
    “It’s goin’,” I replied.  
 
    “Problems?” he pressed.  
 
    “She slept all day yesterday, so I told her she needed to be cuffed to the bed while I slept so she couldn’t go wandering and she was antsy about it, talked to you and agreed, then when it came down to it, had some triggered childhood trauma panic attack, so yeah… bit ‘o drama.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Went through her shit and her phone was clean, maybe too clean. The only thing I wasn’t clear on is a couple journals she’s got. I’ll go through ‘em today.” 
 
    “Probably don’t need to do that,” he put in. 
 
    “No?” I asked. 
 
    “Unless she gives you a reason, don’t bother. My experience, most women’ll go apeshit when you dig into their private shit. Got a teenage daughter, believe me, I know. No point upsetting her unless you got belief she’s hidin’ something related to this war.” 
 
    “Whatever you say,” I replied, but knew I injected doubt into my reply. 
 
    “She’s never given us reason to think she’s not trustworthy. Checked with my boys and the only one concerned is Ride. Though, Ride was the one most affected by the shit that Kailey gash pulled. Spency’s of the mind Gia’s on the up n’ up and of my boys, seems like he knows her best. But watch. I trust your judgement.” 
 
    “Thanks, Prez. Will do.” 
 
    “Right, Jess… gotta run here, but thanks again for keepin’ an eye.” 
 
    “No problem. Later.” 
 
    I was in the parking lot, having just finished another patrol of all three buildings and the construction zone out back. After hanging up, I got back upstairs and put the gun into the cabinet behind the bar and locked it. With the shit those fuckers had been pulling, I was taking no chances being out in the open in the parking lot. Way too much wide-open space for comfort and no way would I want to leave a gun in my room where my hostage could find it.  
 
    She was coming down the hall wrapped in just a towel. She looked panicked when she spotted me. 
 
    “I waited for half an hour, and I had to pee,” she defended. “And then I took a shower. I left you a note.” 
 
    I leaned against the wall in the mouth of the hall and replied, “You don’t have to get my permission to use the can.” 
 
    Her shoulders relaxed. 
 
    “Don’t give me any reason to take that freedom away. You’re in the bathroom, then back in my room. Nowhere else.” 
 
    “Okay,” she nodded. “Can I get coffee?” 
 
    I jutted my chin toward the kitchen. 
 
    She took two steps in that direction.  
 
    “Correction: go put some clothes on.” My eyes traveled the length of her of their own volition. “I’m grabbin’ coffee for myself, so I’ll bring you one.  Need food?” 
 
    “Oh, thanks. Can you maybe… uh…” she let that hang, looking nervous. 
 
    “What?” I pushed.  
 
    “Maybe make me some more scrambled eggs? Whatever you did last night… those were the best eggs I ever tasted.” She smiled. “I don’t normally go for scrambled eggs, but those made my toes curl.” 
 
    “They were just eggs,” I replied flatly, willing my brain to not think about what else might make her toes curl. “Just threw some cheese and salsa in.” 
 
    “They were good. I could eat them every day.” 
 
    I walked to the fridge, ending the conversation. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Do you have a problem with me?” she asked when I walked into my room with eggs and her coffee.  
 
    “Why would I have a problem with you?” I asked, setting them on the dresser and resisting the urge to look at the girl’s tits, which were barely covered by her green crop top. Her matching shorts weren’t much better. Skintight, barely covering her ass. Her hair was wet and tied into a long braid, draped over her chest, a strip of leather wrapped around the end. 
 
    “I dunno,” she shrugged and toyed with her braid, “You’ve been pretty miserable. Thought I might’ve done or said something or…” She shrugged again. 
 
    “This is just me,” I stated plainly. 
 
    “So, you don’t know Kailey? She hasn’t pissed you off?” 
 
    “Not personally.” 
 
    “Ah. Thought maybe that was your problem with me.” 
 
    She rose and fussed with the pillows, spreading the sheets out to make the bed and of course bending to do it, leaving me no choice but to stare at her ass. 
 
    “Got no problem with you,” I muttered, fixated on that perfect peach in front of me. 
 
    I was generally impervious to this shit what with growing up around half-naked women and then working around them while they were flashing tits and ass. Why the sight of this girl bent over was affecting me wasn’t just beyond me, it was also irritating. My eyes were glued to that ass while she stretched, smoothing out the blanket. 
 
    Yeah, I can be a dick, but I’ve been feeling extra dickish since she got put under my care. Maybe because she’s in my space. My sheets. And maybe because I woke up with her skin-to-skin, her scent in my nostrils. She was snuggled up to me when my alarm went off at five forty-five this morning. And my alarm didn’t make her move a muscle. 
 
    Maybe all this piss n’ vinegar from me was down to her being in a place she didn’t belong. Though you’d never know that by the way my arms were around her when I woke up.  
 
    Maybe it was because the ass in my face right then was a fourteen out of ten that I couldn’t help but notice. Why didn’t she have more fucking clothes on? Was it her mission to tempt me? Possibly. 
 
    And it might also have had something to do with the fact that right then words from Skip Ford’s monologue from a few weeks back rang in my head. He was drunk and went on about how this particular bunny was his favorite lay back in Sioux Falls, bitching about Rider barring her from the clubhouse and then muttering about how he’d have to find a reason to drive down there on a weekend and find her, so he could tap her sweet ass. 
 
    Beyond Skip, I did know she’s been with Brady at least once, though it wasn’t one on one that time. It was three on one. Three bunnies, one Brady. That information came from Rider while we were working on an engine rebuild together as part of a story about something else where it was brought up that Brady had to get pulled away from his foursome in the middle of a club emergency, laughing about how there were three unhappy bunnies because of it. And then an unhappy Brady because they informed him that if he left, they’d continue on without him.  
 
    Deacon was standing off to the side while Rider told the story and Deacon correctly guessed which other two women were there. Ride added Gianna’s name into the mix. 
 
    She turned around after the bed was made and lifted her coffee mug. 
 
    I needed out of my room. I’d just been standing still, watching her make my bed like it was the most fascinating thing I’d ever seen. Why was I even still standing here? I reached for the doorknob. 
 
    “Um, so… you want me to stay in here, right?” 
 
    “Right,” I replied. 
 
    “Any chance of watching some TV or finding me a computer so I can stream some shows?” 
 
    “You must think I’m thick.” 
 
    “Thick?” Her eyes perused me and landed on my fuckin’ crotch.  
 
    I put my index finger to her noggin. “Thick.” 
 
    Her face flushed pink and that gave me pause. Maybe I wasn’t the only one finding my mind traveling to places they shouldn’t go in this confined space.  
 
    “I’ll borrow the TV from the waiting room in Valentine Motors for the weekend.”  
 
    “Cool. Thanks. And… um…” 
 
    “Spit it out,” I rolled my hand. 
 
    “I have a guitar in my car. Do you think you could bring me that, too? And the Caboodle?” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “Purple sparkly plastic box. It’s got my makeup and hair shit in it.” 
 
    “Is it necessary to do your makeup and hair just to sit here?”  
 
    The last thing I needed was her dolling herself up. It was already hard enough, pun intended, to look at her here in my room. 
 
    “It also has my toothbrush and face stuff and underarm deodorant. All stuff I kinda need. I’ve used my finger to brush my teeth the last two times and I’d prefer to not get a cavity if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    Her level of bitchy was nothing to get offended about. It was barely even sass.  
 
    *** 
 
    First, I set up the TV for her, finding myself extra irritated watching her finish her food by thoroughly licking the fork the way she did. Our eyes locked while her tongue worked down the tines and I was about to bark at her for acting like a tease, but realized by how her expression changed and looked alarmed at the look on my face that she wasn’t teasing. Just eating. My mind was in gutter mode. 
 
    When I got back with her other shit after checking the purple box and seeing a whack of bathroom, first aid, and general girl shit along with the guitar from the car (after double checking the pockets of the gig bag), she was timid with me. And that irritated me, too.   
 
    Bront still looked like roadkill today. He’d been up since two forty after Prez called Pudge to check in, then stated he wanted two men alert overnight in case one of us got into a tight spot. The enemy was more apt to pull shit at night anyhow. I relieved him, suggesting he lay off the energy drinks so he might actually get into REM sleep. 
 
    ***  
 
    I slid into my room for some weed in the mid-afternoon. My patrol shift was over, so beyond having a couple puffs, I also wanted to grab a paperback to read out in the lounge. She was cross-legged on my bed, TV playing the news, but muted. She had the guitar in her hands, one of her notebooks open beside her, a pen between her teeth. 
 
    She snapped the book shut when I came in and went pink in the cheeks. 
 
    “You want food or something to drink?” I offered. 
 
    She shook her head and pulled the pen out.  
 
    And then she wet her lips with her tongue and my eyes were locked on her mouth as I asked,  “What about dinner in a couple hours?” 
 
    “I’ll be hungry by then,” she said, slipping the pen behind her ear. 
 
    “Not much for groceries here so I’ll run out. What do you want?” 
 
    She swung her legs off the bed. “I could come and…” 
 
    Our eyes met. “That’d be a no. You’re not to be seen. No one outside some club members know you’re here and Prez wants it kept that way.” 
 
    “Right. Okay. Um…” She put her index finger to her mouth, drawing my fuckin’ eyes there again, “how about…hmm…” 
 
    I rolled my hand impatiently. 
 
    “Maybe some chicken breasts and salad or something like that? Italian dressing, maybe, if that’s not a hassle.” 
 
    “Back soon,” I said, “Bront’s out there, so’s Pudge. Stay in here. Don’t try any witchy bullshit on them.” 
 
    “Any witchy bullshit? What’s that?” 
 
    “Seduction. Bullshit reasons to be out of this room so you can sweettalk them.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes.   
 
    I fought a smile. 
 
    Her face went tense and she reached for her bag. “Um… I don’t have much cash, but I should have a twenty.” 
 
    “Cash for what?” 
 
    “For the groceries.” 
 
    “You’re a guest of the club. Put your bag down.” 
 
    “I thought I was a hostage.” She cracked a smile.  
 
    “Two types of hostages. As long as you’re not pullin’ any bullshit, you’re Type B. Type B gets fed.” 
 
    “What happens to type A hostages?” 
 
    ”Probably bound, gagged, and starved.” 
 
    “Are you always this distrustful? Or is it something about me?” 
 
    “Do I need to blow sunshine to keep you safe and keep an eye on you?” I fired back. 
 
    “Thank you for keeping me safe. I promise, I’m not gonna pull any bullshit, Jesse.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    ***  
 
    When I got back from the store, Skip was in the hallway at my door. I dropped the bags of food on the kitchen table and moved in that direction, seeing he had Gianna pinned against my door, one hand against the frame, the other on her hip. 
 
    I made my presence known. “Yo.” 
 
    Skip’s eyes darted to me. “Hey, Jesse.” 
 
    Gianna looked my way with alarm. And something else. Was that relief I was reading? 
 
    “You’re back early from the fish fry,” I remarked, continuing to move in that direction. 
 
    “Yeah. Cut out early this morning while everyone was still sleepin’. Needed to get back.”  
 
    Skip’s a club member in his early thirties. Average height, which meant I looked down at him. Long, dark hair. Goatee. In good shape. And he looked at me right then with the universal expression of a man who didn’t want anyone horning in on his action. His expression said, Fuck off, I’m working an angle here. 
 
    He's our road captain, hails from the Sioux Falls charter and moved here when we started, but still drives truck for Dominion Moving and Storage so is continually up and down between the two locations. His wife, Sara, is the one with the hate on for Gianna. 
 
    “What’re you doin’ out here?” I asked her.  
 
    “Just ran to the bathroom,” she defended, looking tweaked. “I came right back here when I was done.” 
 
    “Then why are you in the hall?” I asked. 
 
    “Tried to go in and-” 
 
    “We’re just catching up,” Skip cut her off. “In fact, I’d like to continue our conversation, babe, so follow me and we’ll do that in my room.” He tagged her hand and gave it a tug. 
 
    She grabbed my doorknob, looking – if I wasn’t wrong – scared. 
 
    I piped up, too. “Sorry, Skip. That’s gonna have to be a no.” The vibe between the two of them wasn’t right. I needed to shut it down. 
 
    He flinched. “Say again?” 
 
    “She’s under club protection and watch.” I emphasized the and watch. “She’s in my room for now.” 
 
    I saw the tension leave her body. It was not hard to read.  
 
    “Jesse…brother... My room happens to be in the clubhouse. She’ll still be under club protection.” 
 
    “She’s also under watch. My watch.” 
 
    “So?” he pushed. 
 
    I stared.  
 
    “You think I don’t got your back, brother?” He straightened.  
 
    What he didn’t do was let go of her hand. And she did not want to be in the hall with him, didn’t want his hands on her. What she did next proved my gut was correct. 
 
    “I’m not lookin’ to cause any trouble,” Gianna spoke up. “I’ll just go in –” she pulled her hand out of his and jerked her thumb back. 
 
    “Gia,” he said, grabbing her wrist. “Wait.” He turned to me. “It’s all good, brother. We’re just down the hall. I’ll send her back here shortly,” he stated. 
 
    Gianna’s eyes hit mine with something in them that had my blood heating up before her eyes moved down to point at her bare feet. She pulled her lips tight. 
 
    “Skip, all due respect, Prez asked me to watch her, and I can’t watch her if she’s in your room.” 
 
    Skip looked at me with shock. Then his face started to go hard.  
 
    “Jesse, man…” 
 
    “In there, G. Go.” I gestured to her. 
 
    She tried to go, but Skip hadn’t let go of her wrist. And he was lookin’ like he was about to throw attitude. 
 
    “Bro,” I said. And jerked my chin at him. 
 
    He ground his teeth together. He wanted to rip my head off. 
 
    She managed to pull away from him, prying her wrist out of his grip in a way that looked difficult, which notched my temperature even higher. She slipped into my room and closed the door. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Skip scowled and took a step toward me. 
 
    “Could say the same,” I fired back, then I leaned in. “First, she didn’t look like she wanted your hands on her.” 
 
    He jerked back. “What’re you tryin’ to say?” 
 
    “Second, my ass is on the line here. Nobody knows if this chick is here for us or for them. Deke asked me to keep her under lock ‘n key and that’s what I’m doin’. Don’t need you throwin’ a monkey wrench into shit by not standing down when I asked.” 
 
    “She’s not for them,” he sneered, looking at me like I’m off base. “That sweet butt is all but mine, brother, and you’re tryin’ to cockblock me? This is bullshit. I’m takin’ her to my goddamn room.” He turned my doorknob. It was locked. This meant she locked it as soon as she got in there. 
 
    I scoffed. “Easy, Skip.” 
 
    He leaned forward. “You hear what I said? This is some bullshit and I do not fuckin’ appreciate it. Gia!” He pounded on the door with his fist. 
 
    “Stay in there, Gianna,” I called out loudly, then lowered my voice. “Yours, Skip? Didn’t I meet a woman who’s actually yours? A woman who wears your ring, man? A woman you have kids with? You two split?” 
 
    He pulled air through clenched teeth, looking even more pissed. “I do not appreciate this. You may be newly patched, but you fuckin’ know better. I know you’re not this dense.” 
 
    “Also heard from Bront she’s been pretty close to Spence,” I went on, ignoring the insult. “Yet you’re sayin’ she’s yours?”  
 
    “You don’t wanna piss me off, Garcia.” 
 
    “Don’t I?” I volleyed. “Piss you off by doin’ what Prez asked me to do? Piss you off by gettin’ you to unhand a girl who clearly didn’t want your hands on her?” 
 
    He whistled low like I had a whole lot of balls. “You read that wrong. You’re off base and I do not appreciate what you’re insinuating.” 
 
    “Maybe I did. If so, my bad. You don’t like it, Skip, take it up with Prez when he gets back. He says it’s okay, all the power to ya. He wants her under lock ‘n key. By me. I don’t take that shit lightly. You pushing like this makes you look bad, not me, bro. You want her out of my watch and under yours, get our Prez’s permission and I’ll tell her the score.” From there, the girl could decide what to do. 
 
    He stormed past me, knocking my bicep with his shoulder, heading out of the clubhouse instead of down the hall to his room, which was two doors deeper into the hall than mine. 
 
    I went to deal with the food I’d just dropped on the table in the kitchen. As soon as the exit door snicked shut, Bront came my way. 
 
    “Thinkin’ dude’s got it bad for her,” Bront muttered. “Asked for her when he got in and didn’t see her in either of the lounges. I said she must’ve been in your room and told him she’s under your orders so he should probably wait for you to get back. He pulled rank and said, ‘Mind your business, prospect.’ And then he knocked on your door. She didn’t answer, so he paced a bit. Finally, she came outta the bathroom; I was watching from the kitchen. Didn’t realize she was in there, and serious, bro, she did not look happy to see him. He cornered her in the hall. You called it right when you said she didn’t want his hands on her. She didn’t try to go nowhere. He was talking low, but she wasn’t, and she kept sayin’ she had to be in your room, or she’d get in shit, but he kept chatting her up by the door. I stayed close ‘cuz honest to fuck, I thought it’d escalate. She sounded upset. Did hear him say he wanted to spend time together. That he’d been thinkin’ about her. He was laying it on thick. I heard him tell her it’d be all right, but she was puttin’ up a fuss sayin’ she’d get in shit from you if she wasn’t in your room when you got back.” 
 
    “Thanks, brother. So, you said she’s tight with Spence, right?” 
 
    “Far’s I heard, they hooked up a bunch not long before he moved here. Rumor mill, though.” 
 
    “Any other rumors about her?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Just that she’s a sweet little thing, one of Delia’s favorite bunnies at the mother charter, also that she’s related to that bitch that fucked over the brothers with that gangbang video. Oh, and she tried to show for Lick’s funeral and Rider made her leave and told her not to come around no more, told all the prospects here and in the falls not to let her in the clubhouses. My cuz said Edge would’ve argued against that but whatever he had with her ended when Jet got killed and he went underground.” 
 
    “So, she had a thing with Edge?” 
 
    “Don’t know much but yeah, sounds like it. Why?” 
 
    “Just gathering intel to help me figure out if she’s someone we gotta worry about. Thanks, Bront.” 
 
    “Yeah, no problem,” Bront said. 
 
    I shoved the food into the fridge, then found her sitting on my bed with her face in her hands. She lifted her head, and her eyes were filled with fear.  
 
    “I wasn’t tryin’ to break any rules, Jesse.” 
 
    “All right,” I said, dropping my wallet and keys on my dresser and reaching for my pot to roll up a joint.  
 
    “I’m… I’m not in shit?” she asked after a beat. 
 
    “Should you be in shit?” 
 
    There was weighted silence and then she exhaled with, “Thank you for not makin’ me go with him.”  
 
    I pivoted to face her. 
 
    “I didn’t wanna,” she added. 
 
    I found my temper rising. And not against her. Because my gut instinct was right again. “He try to make you do shit you don’t wanna do?”  
 
    Her eyebrows furrowed as she examined my face. And then she got an even more panicked expression. “I’m not tryin’ to start trouble. I’m just… not looking to fool around with him. That’s all.” 
 
    “You sure that’s all?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s married,” she whispered. 
 
    I cocked my head. 
 
    She took a big breath and then blew it out slowly, looking the other way.  
 
    I waited to see if she’d elaborate. 
 
    Finally, she did, lookin’ like she was about to spill tears. 
 
    “Met him first. From this club I mean. Met him at my job at the time and he flirted, took me out on a date. He made it seem like he… like he was lookin’ for something serious. Something real. I’m not a homewrecker.” 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest and waited for her to continue. 
 
    “I don’t wanna cause a problem, so please keep this between us.”  
 
    I didn’t answer, not about to make promises I might not keep.  
 
    It took her a minute before she continued. “He wasn’t single. His wife caught us at the clubhouse and…” She gulped. “Let’s just say she goes out of her way to be nasty any time I see her. I want no part of that, no part of anything with Skip. But he’s persistent. There’s been some drama. I do my best to stay away from him.” 
 
    “Still tries to get you alone,” I put in. 
 
    “I’m not tryin’ to cause problems. I just… I don’t…” she winced. 
 
    “Don’t what?” 
 
    “Don’t wanna be alone with him if I can help it.” 
 
    “He push for that even when you say no?” I asked.  
 
    “I’m not trying to cause problems,” she replied.  
 
    “So you’ve said. Don’t need to keep repeating it.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be alone with him, that’s all.” 
 
    “Then you won’t be,” I stated, “Not while I’m in charge of lookin’ after you.” 
 
    “He’s gonna ask Deke if he can look after me.” 
 
    She obviously heard the conversation he and I had in the hall. 
 
    “You don’t want that, obviously, so I’ll talk to Deke.” 
 
    “If it’s him lookin’ after me, I’d rather take my chances out there with the Wyld Jackals.” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it.” 
 
    And despite her trying to downplay it, I could tell Skip had crossed a line. She was timid at the door. And Skip recently called her his favorite lay like they were still a thing. I resisted the urge to ask more questions. My gut told me Gianna Jones wasn’t in the wrong in this situation. 
 
    “You wanna come cook this food I bought?” I asked. 
 
    She winced. 
 
    “He left,” I added. 
 
    Looking relieved, she nodded and followed me out to the kitchen, wiping her hands on her shorts.  
 
    I leaned against the wall and tapped out a text to Prez. 
 
    Skip might ask to take over watching Gianna. She got upset at that idea. Trembling even. Said she’d rather risk it outside with the enemy than be under his watch. Wanted you to know. 
 
    I got a thumbs up emoji as a reply a minute later. I knew Deke enough to know those few sentences were enough and though I didn’t know Skip well, I suspected he wouldn’t bother asking. Just in case, I’d covered the bases.  
 
    “What ‘cha got?” Pudge asked, coming in. 
 
    “Chicken. Rabbit food,” I replied. 
 
    “You slept?” Bront asked from his spot at the table, where he was flipping through a fitness magazine.  
 
    “Enough for everyone?” Pudge asked, shooting Bronto an annoyed look. 
 
    “Yeah, man. I bought a big pack of chicken legs along with white meat for her. Plus a shitload of vegetables,” I remarked. “Bought more fruit, eggs, and cheese too,” I said, looking at her. 
 
    She smiled.  
 
    “You a good cook?” Pudge asked Gianna, who was quietly slicing a cucumber. 
 
    “Not particularly,” she answered. 
 
    “Sit. I’ll do this.” Pudge rolled his sleeves, turned the taps on, and washed his hands. 
 
    “You not sleep yet, brother?” Bront asked, louder. 
 
    “I don’t sleep much,” Pudge replied. “Not since I got outta State.” 
 
    “You’re gonna be good for your shift tonight?” Bront pushed. 
 
    “You don’t worry about me. Neither of you.” He pointed the knife in his hand at me. “If I need somethin’ from one of my brothers, I’ll let ‘em know. Aight?”  
 
    “Just check-” Bront started. 
 
    “New age biker bullshit, boys? This ain’t no kumbaya circle jerk. My day, we’re men, not boys. We need somethin’ we get it. No braidin’ one another’s ass hairs and askin’ about fuckin’ feelings. Stop this shit, aight?”  
 
    Bront raised his hands defensively. “Yeah. Aight. How ‘bout go fuck yourself instead?” 
 
    “That’s more like it,” Pudge fired back with a grin. 
 
    Gianna giggled.  
 
    My eyes met hers and something strange hit me in the chest at the look on her face. The smile. She turned her gaze to the counter, plucked a banana off the bunch, peeled it down a little and licked her lips before she then wrapped those lips around the tip. And fuck me, I had to avert my eyes. 
 
    ***  
 
    As we were finishing up the food, traffic started with brothers and their women traipsing through. A whack of club members were gonna hang here tonight. Some would be headin’ over to a card game at Deacon’s woman’s folks’ place. Her father was a good friend to the club. 
 
    Blow, our charter’s VP, wandered through the kitchen on the way to his room with his new piece, Marlena. The curvy knockout brunette gave Gianna, who was washing dishes, a pointed dirty look. Gianna caught it and appeared to try to shrink to invisibility.   
 
    Time to get her back into my room. But fuck, the girl needed to eat and shouldn’t have to suffer snotty looks while she did. Clearly, Blow hadn’t told his piece that this girl probably saved her life. 
 
    Blow looked me in the eyes with a severe expression before he headed down the hall without saying a word to her. 
 
    Brady Porter came in then, carrying an animal carrier along with a big suitcase.  
 
    He dropped the bag and set the cat cage on the table before grabbing Gianna and picking her up off her feet. “Hey babe,” he kissed her on the mouth. 
 
    “Hey!” she beamed a big smile and wrapped her arms around him tight. 
 
    “You doin’ all right?” He asked.  
 
    She nodded before he set her on her feet.  
 
    She barely came to his chest. Brady has a giant Viking vibe with his blond hair and beard. Probably six three, six four, and solid muscle. Covered in tatts like me. 
 
    “Yeah. You know… hangin’ in.” She leaned over to peer into the animal carrier and gasped, “Oh my goodness. Is this little baby yours?” 
 
    “Joelle’s.” 
 
    “Oh my wow. She’s so cute. What’s her name?”  
 
    “Marshmallow,” Brady said with a big smile, eyes on the cat who stuck a white paw through the cage bars and put it to Gianna’s nose. “Gonna go get moved in now. We’ll catch up some more later, babe.” Brady gave her a once-over. And it was hungry. 
 
    I found myself bristling.  
 
    As if picking up on my energy, he looked at me. “Know which room is mine, brother? Hey. Sorry…” He belatedly shook my hand and slapped my back. “Didn’t mean to not say hey. Haven’t seen that sweet face in too long.” He jerked a thumb toward Gianna. “How’s things? You still diggin’ Aberdeen?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “it’ll do.”  
 
    “Lookin’ forward to makin’ it home,” he said. “All the brothers I’m tightest with are here.” 
 
    I liked Brady. Only hung with him a handful of times but knew he was good people. And I thought a lot of his old man. Everybody did. Meeting Torque in the joint and learning a bit about the Dominion Brotherhood while I was inside was a big part of why I agreed to a trial run with Deke as a prospect. Torque had worked on me, got me interested in finding out if this life was the life for me, which I knew it would only be if I found the right MC. 
 
    When I introduced myself to Brady and told him I did time with his old man, he was cool with me but reserved. The next time I saw him, he was open and friendly. I figured he confirmed I wasn’t just name-dropping. His father actually gave me one of my tattoos while I was in. And I was choosy about who put ink in my skin. The man was talented and put my mother’s face on my back using the snapshot I kept on the wall by my bed and doing it with such detail, so beautifully, Ma broke into a rare crying jag when I got out and showed it to her. 
 
    “Prez set you up in the room four doors down on the left,” I told him. 
 
    “I’m gonna…” Gianna gestured down the hall as Deacon stepped in, Ella behind him. And I could see that she was reacting to the crowd trickling in.  
 
    “Good idea,” I replied. 
 
    “Gia,” Deacon greeted, carrying two boxes. 
 
    “Hi D,” she replied, not making eye contact. 
 
    “Hey,” Ella said, coming up behind him walking past smiling at her with a lamp in her hand. “How are you?” 
 
    “Oh, hey.” She looked away from Ella, biting her lip. “Good, yeah. Thanks.” She nervously toyed with her hair. 
 
    Deacon, Ella, and Brady filed into Brady’s room with the gear they had.  
 
    “You need help carrying more in?” Bront called out. 
 
    “Not sure, Bronto; I think Scoot and Skip are gettin’ some but not sure if that’s the last of it,” Brady called back. 
 
    “I’ll check.” Bront headed out. 
 
    So, Skip hadn’t gone far. At the mention of his name, Gianna looked tweaked.  
 
    “Door to the swamp is unlocked,” I told her.  
 
    She hurried that way. 
 
    “Brother,” Brady came back out and grabbed the cat cage. “You might wanna keep her behind your door. Lotta ‘ol ladies around tonight. Some of ‘em won’t react well.” He slapped my arm with affection. 
 
    “Roger that,” I said. “You know why she’s here?” 
 
    “I do; we all do. Couple are still bein’ assholes about it though, so for her sake I’d make sure she keeps a low profile. Tender soul on that one. Wouldn’t mind catching up with her.” 
 
    “She’s under my watch. Don’t ask me to send her to your room, brother,” I warned. 
 
    He raised his hands defensively, “All right, Jesse.” Then he snapped his fingers with a pout, before laughing. 
 
    I wasn’t amused. 
 
    “Catch some pool later?” he asked. 
 
    “Sounds good.”  
 
    He slapped my back and moved away. 
 
    A few minutes later, I was at the bar with Bront. Spencer walked in, holding Pippa’s hand.  
 
    The vibe in the space shifted. 
 
    “Be cool, brother,” I muttered under my breath before greeting, “Yo.”  
 
    If Bront wasn’t cool, Spence would make his life harder.  
 
    “Hey man,” Spencer answered, eyes skating across the both of us. 
 
    Pippa smiled brightly.  
 
    “Got five?” I asked Spence. “Step outside with me?” And then I reminded Bront, “Watch,” before heading for the door. 
 
    *** 
 
    “What’s Gianna’s story?” I asked. 
 
    “Why’re you asking me?” Spence replied, taken aback. 
 
    “Bront said you two are close.” 
 
    Spence shrugged. “Wouldn’t say that. We hooked up a couple times last year. Club bunny. You know.” 
 
    “What’s her deal? Anyone else closer than you?” 
 
    “She’s bounced a fair bit, though Edge might know more than most. Spent time with her more than anyone I can think of. Heard she was doing him exclusively for a while, though that ended when Jet was killed. Why?” 
 
    “How about her and Skip?”  
 
    “Why’re you asking, Jess?” 
 
    “Doin’ my research to make sure I’ve got shit in hand. Didn’t like the way he acted with her in the hall earlier. Or how she reacted. Real proprietary and she wasn’t down for it. In fact, seemed afraid of him.” 
 
    He leaned against the wall and lit a cigarette. “Not sure but thinkin’ back, might’ve been Skip was the first to bring her around. Maybe he thinks he’s got a claim for that reason. But she’s been around the block. Though not as much as Skip has.” He rolled his eyes. 
 
    “What’s your sense about her?” 
 
    He took a pull on his smoke and seemed to think about his answer. “Sweet girl. Believed her yesterday when she said she wanted to get that intel to us, so nobody’d get hurt. I don’t think she’s a double agent. Though, all the shit that’s been goin’ on lately, never a bad idea to tread careful.” 
 
    “Your intuition tells you she’s on the up ‘n up?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” He nodded. “Like I said though, wouldn’t classify I know her any better than any other bunnies from the mother charter. That it? I wanna get back to my woman.” 
 
    “You seal the deal? She yours?” I asked. And I only asked because I had the feeling I knew the answer before he smiled wide.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Nice, brother.” I shook his hand, then put my free hand on his shoulder. “Go easy on Bront, eh? Poor fucker’s in a sad state.” 
 
    “Not a fuckin’ chance. He overstepped with Reardon the other night and he needs to fuckin’ get that she’s mine.” 
 
    I lifted my hands in defense. “Your woman, your situation. Just sayin’, he’s a lovesick pup.” 
 
    He wanted to beat Joe Reardon to a pulp himself. Bront took that from him.  
 
    “Yeah, well too fuckin’ bad for him. He needs to not be a lil’ bitch about it.” 
 
    “She seems like a nice girl. Pippa. Looks at you like she can’t believe you’re real. Like she wants to jump your bones. Possessive-like, too.” 
 
    “Yeah?” He looked surprised. 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    He looked off into the distance for a minute and then when his eyes hit mine, his throat bobbed. “She’s… it for me. Found what I’ve been lookin’ for, brother. Not gonna fuck this up.” 
 
    I slapped his back. “Congrats. Clearly you knew what you were doin’ gettin’ in there quick. And brother… if you’d left it, Bront would’ve made his move and maybe you’d be alone tonight, crying in yer beer.” 
 
    Spencer barked out a laugh. “Yeah. Right.” His shoulders kept shaking. “Would’ve stung. Thanks, brother.” He gave me a fist bump and we headed in. 
 
    *** 
 
    I had a couple drinks and a few games of pool in the lounge with some brothers before heading to my room just before midnight. 
 
    She was in my bed, under the covers, watching the news on TV, while chewing on her lip. Her eyes hit mine when I got in and she immediately sat up. 
 
    “I have to ask for something,” she said hesitantly. 
 
    “What’s that?” I kicked my boots off, irritation rising at the sight of her under my blankets.  
 
    “Can I check my phone? I’m stressing out.” 
 
    I looked her over.  
 
    Toying with her braid nervously, she added, “I… can’t stop thinking about whether or not she’s okay. I need to try ‘n call her if that’s all right.” 
 
    I fished her phone out of my pocket. The battery was low. I’d left it on all day in case calls or messages came through, but there’d been nothing. 
 
    “No messages or calls today. But I’ll call, ask if she’s all right.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    I thought she’d argue with me about her needing to be the one to call. She didn’t. Relief washed over her features instead. 
 
    It rang until voicemail picked it up and there was a mailbox full announcement.  
 
    “Mailbox full,” I informed, ending the call. 
 
    “But it rang first?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So, her phone is on at least.” She blew out a breath of relief. 
 
    “Seems so.” I sat on the bed and turned Gianna’s phone off before slipping it between the mattress and box spring, thinking I didn’t like that I’d called from her phone at all. If one of the Jackals had her phone in hand and saw Gianna’s name pop up, she might’ve just pinged their radar.  
 
    “She’s not out to hurt anyone,” she said in a small voice. 
 
    “Whatever.” I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “She’s just got issues.” Her voice got louder, angry. “Mantis wrapped her around his finger, and she says he’s her soulmate. I don’t know if she’s just lying to herself about everything for survival, though. I think deep down she knows how much danger she’s in; I think it’s self-preservation.” 
 
    I speared her with a glare. “That cunt fucked a few of my brothers over. One of ‘em’s dead because of that stunt, another lost his woman, and the losses from that alone racked up a big stack of bullshit I won’t even lay out, so don’t feed me a pile of horseshit about self-preservation.” 
 
    She straightened. “It’s not entirely her fault. I know she was part of it, but she got threatened into setting that thing up where the Doms got videotaped. She hated that. And she wasn’t a mastermind. She was just one of the pawns. She didn’t know what’d come of it.” 
 
    My eyes rolled. 
 
    She kept defending Kailey. “Mantis treats her terrible. Everyone’s terrified of him, so everyone does what he says.” 
 
    “Woman…save it. I give no fucks about your puppet stepsister.” 
 
    “She never even had anything with that guy Benny though she had to pretend they were a couple, and he wound up dead, so she had to lie to the cops and everything or else Mantis would’ve probably slit her throat, too. It’s like she forgets she told me that and then acts like he’s gonna take care of her. And now I can’t get ahold of her and it’s making me physically ill.” She held onto her gut for effect. 
 
    “When you hook up with bad people, bad shit happens to you,” I advised with a shrug. 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s not Kailey’s fault about Lick. Lick was dead whether there was that video or not, because Mantis and his men planned it that way, only making it seem like they had a good reason. If it wasn’t for the video, it would’ve been done for another reason. It would’ve been another girl, another video, or some other thing that sparked all that. I… I’m gonna get ready for bed. I’ll be… back.” She got out of bed and stormed toward the door. 
 
    “Spin the lock before you go so I don’t have to let you back in,” I advised. “You’ll have to remember to spin it every time you go to the can, too.” 
 
    She squatted to grab her purple box of chick shit and a bundle of clothes and then slipped out. 
 
    She had a point. But that didn’t change the fact that her stepsister was a cunt and by extension, she was gonna have to deal with living under a cloud of suspicion for the time being.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later I was about to go see what was taking her so long when she came back in and put her stuff down. I’d already smoked half a joint before stripping to put on a pair of shorts and was now watching the news, thinking the TV might not be a bad addition to my room. It’d have to go back down to the waiting room before the end of the weekend, so maybe I’d grab one. I didn’t know how long this girl would be here with me, but it would give her something to do besides fret about this Kailey bitch and talk my ear off. 
 
    “Spin the lock,” I told her. 
 
    She backed up, did that, then climbed under the blankets and let out a stuttered breath, looking like she had something on her mind. Probably still thinking about defending her sister to me.  
 
    I didn’t need to hear it. And thankfully she decided against whatever she wanted to say and kept her trap shut. 
 
    *** 
 
    Watching TV in bed was something you did with your girl, not someone you had to babysit. And it was irritating me that I was doing just that…watching TV in a too-small bed with the hostage on a Saturday night. 
 
    Not that she was being treated like a hostage the way the enemy would treat her if the shoe was on the other foot. She’d probably be tied up somewhere instead of simply expected to hang out in my room. That, or she’d be passed around as club entertainment whether she wanted it or not. 
 
    I needed to turn the TV off and turn my back to her. It might make it easier to block out the fact I was sharing my bed. 
 
    “I just wanted to catch the end of that,” she tried when I turned it off. 
 
    “Listen hostage,” I informed, “My room? My bed? My rules.” 
 
    I pushed the lamp switch with my thumb as she was sighing, folding her arms over her chest with a grumpy expression. And I found it fuckin’ cute for some reason. 
 
    *** 
 
    I bolted upright, grabbed a wrist, and jerked a body that smelled like citrus mixed with candy floss toward me. 
 
    There was the thud of something hitting the rug coupled with a female squeal, followed by, “Ow. Jesse!” 
 
    By that point, she was already flipped over my side of the bed, pinned under me. I twisted to flick the lamp on and glared at her frightened face.  
 
    “My phone made a noise, so I wanted to check it,” she breathlessly defended beneath me, trying to shrink into the pillows. 
 
    I guess I half-heard it too. Guess I didn’t shut it off like I thought I did. But that didn’t mean it was okay for her to sneak around in the dark, aiming to break a rule she’d heard as clear as day. 
 
    “Told you, I hold your phone.” 
 
    “It might be Kailey!” 
 
    “And did I say I had your phone? Not you?” I demanded, nearly shouting. 
 
    “You don’t get it,” she whined, “Can you please check? I need to know if she’s all right.”  
 
    I growled at her. 
 
    “Please, Jesse. I’ve got such a bad feeling.” 
 
    Fuck. I growled again as I reached over and found the phone on the floor. 
 
    Kailey: I’m a-ok. How r u? 
 
    I flashed the screen at her. 
 
    She squinted at it, then let out a rush of breath. She grabbed my shoulders and sighed, clinging to me while exhaling her relief. 
 
    I found myself bristling at the affection. 
 
    “You fucked up, G.” 
 
    “Jesse…” she whined.  
 
    Fuck. If this were a different scenario, the way she said my name might affect me.  
 
    “How, now, am I supposed to trust you in here when I’m sleepin’ and vulnerable?” 
 
    “What?” she whispered, looking horrified. 
 
    “I’m supposed to trust I can safely sleep beside you when you do shit like this?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head with exasperation. “You know I’m worried about her. I’ve made that abundantly clear. This doesn’t mean you can’t trust me.” 
 
    “And if I’d let you grab that, what would you have said?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “No? I’m supposed to just take your word for it?” 
 
    “She says she’s a-ok. That means there are eyes on her.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “We have codes for things.” 
 
    Her revealing this to me was surprising. 
 
    She kept explaining, “Her being a-ok is that she’s got someone watching what she’s texting or suspects someone will check her phone.” 
 
    “Why have you two devised a coding scheme if you’re above board?” 
 
    She shook her head sharply. “Our code was devised when we were teenagers. We grew up tryin’ to get away with stuff between our parents and then Aunt Francie when she took us in. We had systems to stop us gettin’ in shit.” She moistened her lips and then dropped her voice low, adding, “Sometimes it even worked.” 
 
    “You said your dad left you by yourself,” I accused. 
 
    “For a few years after my folks split, yeah, I moved in when my mom did time. She got out and didn’t want me back, but around the time of the chained to the radiator while Dad was in jail incident, he met Kailey’s mom. They got married a while later and she looked after us. Until they split and she took us with her. Even me. But then she died in a car crash when we were teenagers and my aunt mostly looked after the both of us. Mostly. When she wasn’t pissed off and kicking us out. Anyway…can I message her back?” 
 
    Talk about a verbal diarrhea dump. 
 
    “Please, Jesse?”  
 
    “And say what? What code you using to let her know you’re all right?”  
 
    “That I’m a-ok too.” 
 
    “Funny.” I was not smiling. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Well, it’s true. You’re reading my texts. That’s what I need to say so she knows not only that there are other eyes on my phone but that I am okay. Also wanna tell her I might not get back to her quickly as my phone is probably gettin’ shut off soon. You’re kinda crushing my hip, by the way.” 
 
    It dawned I was still pinning her. And I was in just a pair of shorts. She was in just that bra-like crop top and those tiny shorts of hers. Far too fucking intimate. 
 
    I rolled off and stood, then typed out: 
 
    A-ok too. Phone might go dark tomorrow.  
 
    I hit send. 
 
    I could see the bouncing dots of Kailey typing immediately, so I waited, eyes on the screen.  
 
    Kailey: K so I’ll message you on Instagram when I can. Where ru? 
 
    “She’s asking where you are.” 
 
    “How? How did she spell it out?”  
 
    I showed her the screen. 
 
    “No. She’s being asked where I am. Or she’d spell it out. She’s not asking. You can just say I’m home.” 
 
    “If you’re feeding me some bullshit that’s some other code meaning something you’re not sayin’ and if you’re fucking us over here, woman…”  
 
    She sighed. “God! I’m not. You’re giving me a lot of credit I don’t want here. Don’t say anything then. It doesn’t matter. At least I know she’s all right and she knows I am.” She crossed her arms over her chest in a huff. 
 
    “She know you’re here?” 
 
    “No. I told her to get outta there. She told me to come there for safety. She had to hang up quick so there was no plan or anything. That’s why I’ve been worried about her. Kailey is easily persuaded to talk when she’s in the hot seat, so I’d never tell her anything. Short forms instead of typing things are an extra caution we use to let one another know to be careful.”  She put her index finger against her mouth as she appeared deep in thought. She shook her head again. “Yeah, she knew how I felt about what happened to Edge’s woman. She probably knew I’d find a way to tell you guys about it. I said we should. She probably knew I’d come, definitely knew I wouldn’t want Jojo or anyone else over here gettin’ hurt like Jet did, so…” 
 
    “You knew Jet?” I didn’t know her well, but met her a couple times at club parties. If Spence’s words of earlier were right, Gianna was likely with Edge while he was still with Jet. 
 
    “No, I didn’t know her. But I know Edge and I can imagine how broken up he is. They were high school sweethearts.”  
 
    She scooted over to the far side of the bed and blew out a hard exhale. I continued to watch her, trying to read her, and keeping my eyes trained on her to see how she reacted to my observation. She wasn’t fidgeting. She wasn’t acting shifty.  
 
    “I get you don’t know me, Jesse, don’t trust me, and there’s not much I can do about that, but tell you I’m being honest. A hundred per cent honest about everything. Those guys are evil. They don’t care who gets hurt. And I know Kailey isn’t safe with them. Not like she could come here after all that happened, so all I can do is hope she’s looking for an opportunity to get away from them. Though knowing her, she’s never smart enough to know when to cut n’ run. Though honestly, I can’t make sense of her at the best of times. That’s for damn sure.” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    “I’m not sneaky, Jesse,” she added. “I’m probably the least sneaky person ever. Believe me, I do myself no favors.”  
 
    “We’ll see,” I said, eyes moving back to the phone screen.  
 
    I typed out “home” and changed it to the suggested house emoji.  
 
    “That’ll do?” I showed it to her. 
 
    “Yeah. Thanks.” 
 
    *** 
 
    By the time I finished the smoke, nothing else had come through, so I turned the phone off and shoved it deeper under the mattress before flicking the lamp back off.  
 
    She was fidgety. And it was getting on my nerves. Another awkward night in my own fuckin’ bed.  
 
    “I’m not a double agent, Jesse,” she said in the dark.  
 
    “You’re sounding like a broken record, hostage.” 
 
    “And you can a hundred per cent trust me here in your room with you. I’m sorry I reached for the phone when I thought you were sleeping, but you didn’t move to check it and I’ve been so worried about her. Those guys are bad guys. Really bad guys.” 
 
    “Go to sleep, yeah?” 
 
    “She’s a fuck up. But we’ve got history.  And you don’t just desert people you care about, even if they fuck up.” 
 
    “You do if they don’t just fuck up but are just a straight-up fuck up. You do if they’re puttin’ your ass on the line and could get you killed. It gets like that, you make new fuckin’ friends. You find new family. Fuck history. If you don’t learn from it, you’re doomed to repeat it.” 
 
    “You don’t understand what we’ve been through together. And it’s not easy to find family. I wish it was easy.” 
 
    “Does she understand what you’ve been through together? Or is it just you that’s holding onto a friendship that’s toxic?” 
 
    She didn’t answer.  
 
    She tossed and turned a while, but fortunately, it wasn’t long before her breathing evened out. 
 
    And not long later, she curled into me, cocking her leg over my thigh, resting her palm on my shoulder, her cheek on my chest. 
 
    I thought about pushing her off, but decided to leave her, since if I woke her again she’d probably continue babbling my fucking ear off. 
 
    

  

 
   
    4 
 
    I woke before dawn in an empty bed that still smelled like oranges and candy. I put my hand to the still warm sheets beside me. 
 
    After a too-long minute with that scent in my lungs and that warmth on my fingers I shook myself out of a stupor.  
 
    After I hit the can for a leak, I caught sight of a blonde braid and the long legs of my hostage on my way out. 
 
    Gianna was in the doorway of the TV room by the bathrooms and she was talking to someone, leaned casually against the wall, wearing just a long black t-shirt.  
 
    “You do Spence exclusively, or you bounce?” she asked. 
 
    I didn’t hear the reply before Gianna exclaimed, “Are you his old lady?” She sounded mortified. “My bad. Fuck, Gianna. I did it again. Do me a favor, forget you even saw me. All these confirmed bachelors droppin’ like flies. So sorry, hon.”  
 
    “Yo,” I barked and when she turned and saw me she let out a long breath with a roll of her eyes.  “I didn’t know she was an old lady. Sue me. Sorry Pippa.” 
 
    She swept past me, wearing a Dominion Brotherhood t-shirt. Mine?  
 
    Pippa tried to move past me. I stopped her with, “She say stuff to piss you off?” 
 
    “Nope. Don’t worry.” She gave me a wide smile, then added, “But maybe someone should give her the lowdown on who is in a relationship, okay? She thinks you’re all single, ready to mingle, and doing all sorts of biker bunny swapping.” 
 
    Fuck.  
 
    I met my hostage at the coffee maker where she was pouring into two cups, about to suggest she not talk to any woman she doesn’t already know when instead I tugged the hem of her t-shirt.  
 
    “Is this mine?” 
 
    “It was on the dresser.” 
 
    “You don’t put on the shirt of a man who you’re not fucking,” I  muttered. 
 
    “Is that a rule?” She raised her eyebrows and passed me a cup. 
 
    “It’s one of mine.” I got the cream from the fridge and poured some into the cup before I passed the cream to her. And I ignored the urge to tug on her braid. That would’ve been playful; I needed to be the opposite of playful with this girl. 
 
    “Get back in my room. Lotta wives and girlfriends here and don’t need them pullin’ on that pretty hair and tryin’ to scratch those blue eyes out.” 
 
    Her lip curled. “Yeah. I know. Wouldn’t be the first time. In fact, had one of them all but threaten that last night.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No big deal.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    She waved her hand dismissively. 
 
    “Now,” I ordered, setting the cup on the counter with a clink. 
 
    She sighed.  
 
    I leveled her with a dark gaze.  
 
    “I was at the sink, gettin’ ready for bed and minding my own business when a bombshell brunette got all up in my space ‘n said she heard about me. Then she warned me to stay away from Blow.” 
 
    “Marlena. One of the girls you saved with your tip-off. What’d you say to make her go off on you?” 
 
    “How do you know it was something I said?” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “Fine. So, yeah, I put my foot in my mouth with Spencer’s girlfriend in there, and that’s kinda my thing, foot in mouth-itis, but to be fair, he’s never had someone exclusive as long as I’ve known him. He’s the one always playing musical sweet butts, so I just figured she was an Aberdeen bunny. I don’t know the girls here yet.” 
 
    “Be safer to keep your mouth shut than make assumptions.” 
 
    “I’m gettin’ that. But with that one last night, all I did was look at the chick because she came into the bathroom and her claws came out.” 
 
    I massaged my temples.  
 
    “So… you think my hair is pretty?” she asked, fluttering her eyelashes and leaning in closer.  
 
    Playing a game with me?  
 
    “Get back in my room. Go.” I gestured and pulled my hand back. I caught myself in time, stopping myself from swatting her ass. 
 
    Her eyes bounced between my hand and my face for a second before she walked ahead of me, carrying her cup. But she walked slowly. And pretty sure she was adding extra sway on purpose.  
 
    And fuck… the idea of slapping the bunny’s ass had my fingers and my dick both twitching.  
 
    She looked over her shoulder at me and caught me staring at her ass just as Brady stepped into the hall and stretched with a loud bear-growl before greeting, “Mornin’.” 
 
    “Morning,” she said, passing him. He caught her by the elbow, leaned in and kissed her on the lips. “Aren’t you a breath of fresh air. Whose shirt you got on?” 
 
    She jerked her thumb backwards. 
 
    “His?” Brady looked at me quizzically.  
 
    I gave a shake of my head letting him know that no, it wasn’t like that. 
 
    “Yeah, apparently I broke some rule puttin’ this on. I’m about to be put into the stocks.” 
 
    Brady barked out a laugh. “You been around long enough you should probably know that rule already.” 
 
    “Really?” She shrugged and acted innocent. “Thought the MC life was about no rules.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You do have a point.” 
 
    “Brother,”  I muttered, passing him. 
 
    “Later,” he returned. 
 
    “See?” I called out. “Told ya… you don’t put a man’s shirt on outside specific circumstances. People get ideas.” 
 
    She scoffed as she opened my door. “Not to worry. Nobody gets those ideas about me.”  
 
    “Brady just did.” I shut it behind me as she climbed into my bed with her mug and sat cross legged, then blew into the cup.  
 
    “Brady’s different. He’s not judgy.” 
 
    “Most people in the brotherhood aren’t judgy, hostage. You’re flashin’ me your panties, by the way.” 
 
    She squeaked with panic and straightened her legs. “Oops. Sorry. And you’d think so.” She waved her hand, then set her mug down on the bedside table. “Things are how they are where girls like me are concerned. I learned to accept what bunny life is about a long time ago.” She held air quotes over the word bunny. 
 
    There was a sharp knock on my door. 
 
    I opened it to Blow, who requested, “A minute?” looking pissed off. 
 
    “Hey Blow,” she greeted. 
 
    “Hey, sexy.” He fake-smiled wide at her and then turned his gaze to me. 
 
    I followed him down the hall toward the kitchen, but he slipped into the room just before it, at the end of the hall across from the room Deke was having set up for his daughter. It was full of kitchen supplies and overflow booze. 
 
    Blow thrust his hand through his short hair before blowing out a long breath.  
 
    “’Sup?” I jerked my chin. 
 
    “Gia’s presence is pissin’ off some of the women,” Blow advised, leaning a shoulder against the wall. 
 
    “They know her comin’ here saved some lives?” 
 
    He huffed out a sigh. “Skip’s woman’s on her way over now, according to the bitch I’m seein’. She got into it with Gia in the bathroom last night. Skip’s bitch told her Gia and I hooked up a while back, which ain’t even true. Skip’s used me to cover for him dippin’ his wick a couple times, and Sara doesn’t believe half of what’s outta his mouth, though still told Mar that this bunny’s probably doin’ both of us. Sara got wind Skip was over here last night and that the bunny’s here, and those women have some shit twisted up about what Skip was doin’ here and what that bunny might be here for, so she’s on her way and on the warpath. Keep that gash under cover.” 
 
    “I repeat: They know her comin’ here saved some lives? She’s here for that reason.” 
 
    “You know how bitches can get.” 
 
    This didn’t answer my question and also didn’t even add up. But, that seemed par for the course from what I’d seen with Blow. 
 
    “She’s been in my room other than a couple trips to the can and for food.”  
 
    “As soon as Deke’s up I’m sayin’ we talk over sendin’ her elsewhere. Deke’s boys have their women here too this morning. Pretty sure Gia’s ridden all those horses, so shit could get-” 
 
    Prez’s laughter was heard in the hallway, so Blow opened the door and said his name.  
 
    He stepped into the room with us. 
 
    “What’s up, boys?” 
 
    Blow let out a long exhale like a fuckin’ drama queen before laying it out again. 
 
    *** 
 
    She was in the passenger seat of my truck, eating oatmeal Brady had packed up for her in a travel mug. She kissed him on the mouth in thanks for it and for some fuckin’ reason, seeing those two in yet another fuckin’ lip lock made my back straighten. And unfortunately, Brady caught it, though Gianna didn’t.  
 
    I don’t know what my fuckin’ issue was – especially after hearing from Blow about her riding all the Valentine brothers. And from others she’d been with Brady. And Skip. And Edge. I didn’t know who else this girl had fucked in the club, and I didn’t need to know. I didn’t even know why I was fuckin’ thinkin’ on it. Shouldn’t matter to me if she’s fucked them all. And that I was giving it any headspace at all irritated me. Just because bunnies were on offer didn’t mean I was always dipping into the pool. 
 
    There weren’t that many regular strays hanging around the clubhouse yet, since the charter was still new, though there were a few. And nearly every one of them had tried to get my attention, but I hadn’t bit.  
 
    I hadn’t spent time with any Sioux Falls bunnies before moving to Aberdeen and hadn’t really hooked up with anyone that hung around the bar or the clubhouse with any frequency. I’d spent time with Dina recently as well as occasionally hooked up with a dancer named Chantelle from a local strip joint. Because she moved here from Bismarck not long ago, knew some of the girls from Ma’s club, and one of them gave her my number.  Chantelle and me were fuck buddies, but that was it. She’s in the middle of an ugly custody battle fighting to get her kid back. Chantelle has enough emotional baggage to fill a warehouse. She didn’t want more, which suits me fine since anything with strings doesn’t work for me. 
 
    I had access to decent tail without complications, so feeling proprietary over this bunny I barely know had me irritated.  
 
    But I was also feeling protective because as I’d put our gear in the bed of my truck while she waited upstairs for Brady to give her that oatmeal, I saw Skip’s wife climbing the steps to the clubhouse, Marlena up top holding the door open for her with a bitchy, snide expression. Like she was lookin’ forward to what was about to happen. 
 
    I slammed the lid, then jogged to the stairs and followed, right at her back as she crossed the threshold. I was slipping past her when I caught that Sara took in Gianna, who was by the bar talking to Deke. Gianna stopped mid-sentence, eyes bouncing toward Sara, then landing on me.  
 
    It was clear Sara was about to run her mouth and it wasn’t gonna be friendly fire. I watched Gianna brace, emotion flaring in her eyes. This girl wasn’t hard, which was unusual, since it sounded like she was on the receiving end of this sort of treatment often. 
 
    Dressed in those skintight leather pants, high spike-heeled boots, and a tank top with straps crisscrossing over her cleavage wasn’t helping her cause, either. She was hot, and the combination of that face, hair, the clothes she wore and the body she wore them on would make a lot of women insecure. Gianna’s long hair was in a high ponytail, and she had a full face of makeup on. Bright red, glossy lips. She looked ready to work a pole. 
 
    Though, so did Sara. Dressed in black with her tits pushed up sky-high, candy apple red lips matching talon-length nails, Sara always looked like she was out for attention. Though it looked like she put extra effort in today to come over here and confront the bunny suspected of being with her cheating man.  
 
    With the air being wired with the negative energy coming from Skip’s wife along with Marlena’s evil eye pointed at Gianna, letting everyone in the space know she was eager and ready to watch Sara go off, I took matters into hand.  
 
    Slipping by Sara, wrapping my arm around Gianna, I announced, “Time to go, babe. C’mon.” 
 
    Gianna looked up at my face with an unreadable expression, so I kissed the side of her head and steered her toward the door, mumbling, “Gotta hit the road now if we wanna get to my ma’s in time for dinner.” 
 
    The captive audience all took us in, Sara’s brows knitting together, confused. But then Skip came down the hall and froze when he took in the scene, eyes bouncing between me, Gianna, and his woman. 
 
    “What’re you doin’ here, babe?” he asked her, moving quickly, failing at hiding that his balls were shriveling. He twisted to kiss her on the mouth, but she turned her head to the side and spat, “Your room, now.” 
 
    Skip knew full well what was about to go down from Blow; the guy, not surprisingly, also wasn’t good at poker. Blow was nowhere to be seen, though, hiding from the drama. 
 
    “I’ll check in later Prez,” I called out. 
 
    Deke gave me a chin jerk. I knew he hadn’t missed any of that. Deke never missed much from what I could tell.  
 
    Brady came out then with the travel mug of oatmeal for her, getting a kiss, which made Marlena’s back straighten suspiciously.  
 
    “Take care of that precious cargo, brother,” Brady said, waving with two fingers. 
 
    Gianna smiled wide at him. “Bye, everyone!” She waved to the room at large, but when her eyes met Marlena’s angry ones, her smile promptly died. 
 
    I got her out the door, away from the energy that was reminiscent of an angry feline, claws flexing, looking for a window to attack. 
 
    “Thanks for that,” she’d said after I shut the driver’s door, spying Marlena staring from the upper deck by the clubhouse door. Sara stepped out a split second later and was waving her arms animatedly at Marlena, who blatantly pointed to my truck. 
 
    “She came over here thinkin’ Skip was fuckin’ around with you. My move let everyone know he isn’t,” I muttered. 
 
    “Yeah, figured that out. Now people just think you’re the one currently tappin’ the bunny with the hair.” She took a bite of her oatmeal and then slowly licked the back of the plastic spoon. I would’ve thought that was flirting, but how she was acting, and the fact that her eyes were wrong, it wasn’t. 
 
    “Didn’t help the ruse you puttin’ your mouth on Brady,” I muttered sourly. 
 
    She stared at me a beat with confusion, then her shoulders sagged. “Oh.” 
 
    “Oh,” I mocked. 
 
    As I pulled out, Skip surfaced behind his wife as Marlena slipped back inside. 
 
    *** 
 
    “The bunny with the hair?” I asked not far up the road. 
 
    “Heard it a couple times. The one with the hair. Or the one with the JLo ass. And I’ve been called worse.” 
 
    “JLo ass? Doesn’t sound like a dis to me.” 
 
    She gave me a weak smile. “Depends on who you ask, I guess. Where are we heading?” 
 
    “Today, Bismarck.” 
 
    “What’s in Bismarck?” 
 
    “Easter dinner, like I said.” 
 
    “You were serious about your mother’s for dinner?” 
 
    “Yup.” Before announcing that in the lounge I’d only told her we needed to hit the road, I’d explain later, and to pack up all her gear. She asked if we had time for breakfast first, which is how the oatmeal came about since Brady overheard. 
 
    “Easter! I didn’t even think about that. I’m a sugar fiend.” She ate more oatmeal and again sucked the spoon for too long. Yeah, so long I realized my eyes needed to be on the fuckin’ road, not her mouth. 
 
    “You’ll get your fix,” I put in. “Ma’s the same. Pulls out the chocolate fountain whenever she finds an excuse. Easter is a good excuse. Dips whatever she can think of in it.” 
 
    “Ooh, goodie. Lotta people gonna be there?” 
 
    “Usually a houseful.”  
 
    It was the same back when it was her and I in a tiny one-bedroom apartment. Her on the couch, giving me the bedroom. Come holidays, we always had a big meal and there were always strays who’d come for it because once my ma found out they had no family, she’d make sure they weren’t alone for any holiday. 
 
    “Cousins, aunts, uncles, and stuff? What’ll they think about me comin’?” 
 
    “Don’t got much of that sort of family. Got the family you pick instead,” I said. “No one’ll blink at a new face being there. They’ll make you feel welcome. Unlike that bullshit back at the clubhouse.” 
 
    She looked at me with surprise. 
 
    I kept talking, “Ma manages a titty bar. Some of her girls have no family. She quasi-adopts them.” 
 
    She continued to stare at me, eyes working over my face. 
 
    I continued. “Tomorrow we’ll head to a cabin and stay there a couple days while we wait things out and see what comes next.” 
 
    “Where’s that?” 
 
    “Can’t tell you that.” 
 
    “Secret location?”  
 
    “Yeah. Gonna have to blindfold you bringing you in, in fact.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Her eyes widened. 
 
    “Seriously. One of the club safehouses.” 
 
    “But I might lose it again. Blindfolding me is probably as bad as handcuffing me."  
 
    "We'll figure it out tomorrow,” I said and lit a cigarette. 
 
    She rolled her window halfway down, then grabbed the dial and turned the radio on. 
 
    “Driver controls the radio,” I advised. “My bed, my rules. My truck? Also my rules.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Stop askin’ me if I’m serious every time I talk to you. Every goddamn thing out of this mouth is serious.” 
 
    “Okay, sheesh. Salty. But this is a cool song, right? You’ve got questionable taste in music if you change it.” 
 
    I turned it up to better hear what it was. Mustang Sally. 
 
    “I’ll give you this one,” I agreed.  
 
    She smiled brightly; I rolled my eyes. 
 
    Prez agreed not only to get Gianna out of the clubhouse because of pissy women, saying that was par for the course and he wouldn’t normally kick a bunny out just because one of the old ladies wasn’t happy about bunnies being near their man.  
 
    Deke also reasoned the clubhouse might not be a good place for Gianna right now, as our surveillance cams caught a blue cargo van believed to belong to Ipswich Jackals hang-arounds cruising our road last night three times, cruising slow. 
 
    He first suggested I take her to a motel until tomorrow when Ride and Jenna would’ve cleared out of his cabin, then we could head there. But I told him I could take her to Bismarck and hang at my ma and Archer’s until tomorrow instead. Ma liked me there on holidays and I didn’t think it was in the cards this Easter, so I knew she’d be tickled. 
 
    I did ask Deke how long bunny-sitting duty would last and he suggested we’d talk more in another week or so; seeing if they did pull any bullshit. 
 
    At least a week on bunny duty. I tried not to let it show that this was a thorn in my cock. He seemed to pick up on it anyway and assured me I’d get my regular garage paycheck. I told him this wasn’t hard, that I’d even be happy to take an unpaid week, but he insisted business was good and he wouldn’t have me take that hit while watching her.  
 
    And I would not have minded the pocket hit because the Valentine cabin is a little slice of peace and quiet and the enemy doesn’t know where it is. There’s also the bonus of multiple rooms, meaning I won’t have to share my sheets. 
 
    I leveled that her presence was making some wives and girlfriends uncomfortable, necessitating a little trip to stay outta sight a few days. In my limited experience with them, most club sweet butts knew the score, that it was a golden rule to steer clear of the wives and steady girlfriends, but observing her reactions, her body language, it was clear she carried this like it was her personal burden where most sweet butts would shrug it off. I didn’t bother telling her about the blue van; didn’t need to scare her if we didn’t know for sure they were looking for her. 
 
    I phoned my mother on speaker after Mustang Sally wrapped up. 
 
    “Jesse?” Ma greeted. “Hey you. Things are a little nuts over here tryin’ to get ready, so make it quick.” 
 
    “Hey Ma, you’re on speaker; I’m not alone. Got room for two more for dinner?”  
 
    “Of course I do! Thought you couldn’t make it. And for two?”  
 
    “Yeah. I’m bringing someone with.” 
 
    “Really? What’s her name? Is she there now? I’m on speaker, right? Hey, girlfriend! I’m Fern. How are ya?” 
 
    “Hey, Fern,” Gianna answered happily. “Happy Easter!” 
 
    “Happy Easter. What’s your name?” 
 
    I cut in. “Not a girlfriend, Ma. Club business. Her name is Gianna. I’m keepin’ an eye on her for Deke.” 
 
    She replied with, “Could be a girlfriend still. I got no limits on how many friends I’m gonna have.”  
 
    “I’m a voluntary hostage,” Gianna put in cheerfully. 
 
    “Oh really?” Ma asked. 
 
    “Really,” I confirmed. “Long story. Long story the hostage is not to be sharing.”  
 
    I shot her a dark look, which she withered under, saying, “Whoopsie.”  
 
    Ma laughed. “Don’t worry about me. I know snitches need stitches and wind up in ditches.” 
 
    Gianna laughed. 
 
    She shrank back and licked her oatmeal spoon again, this time swirling that little tongue around the spoon, which made me grind my teeth. 
 
    “Did I lose you?” Ma called out. 
 
    “I’m here. You need me to bring anything?” 
 
    “Just you, baby boy. And your voluntary hostage. See you when?” 
 
    “Two and a half hours or so.” 
 
    “Drive safe.” 
 
    “Bye.” I ended the call. “Whoopsie, she says,” I grumbled, shooting Gianna another look. 
 
    “Sorry,” she chirped.  
 
    She didn’t seem sorry. 
 
    “You keep your mouth shut about all that shit. You hear me?” 
 
    “All right, all right,” she replied casually. “I think you can trust your momma. Though, maybe I’m wrong. I know I can’t trust mine.” She licked the spoon again. 
 
    “This is serious shit. Or did you forget? Are you not here because lives are at stake? Are you not worried it’ll get out you’re with me and they’ll follow us and take us both out?” 
 
    “You’re right, you’re right.” 
 
    “There used to be a Jackals clubhouse in Bismarck, you know? You wanna put my ass on the line, G? And yours?” 
 
    “Jesse, I hear you.” She dug around in the mug with her spoon to get the dregs of her oatmeal. And I was glad she was about done with it because I wasn’t sure how much longer I could be around her while she lavishly licked her fuckin’ spoon. 
 
    “So, your momma adopts orphan strippers?” she asked, wisely changing the subject.  
 
    “She does holiday dinners for the girls from the bar who have no family to go home to at Easter, Christmas, and Thanksgiving. She’s the same with her neighbors, and some of the regulars from the bar.” 
 
    “That’s real sweet.” 
 
    “She’s big on Easter.” 
 
    “Religious?” she asked. 
 
    “She was raised Catholic and though she only went to church on Easter and Christmas, Easter was a big deal for her. And she knows what it’s like to have no family around.”  
 
    Managing a titty bar, living in sin, and dressing the way she does, not to mention swearing like a sailor meant she turned heads at that new-age type church, but she said they were kind to her anyway, unlike some of the other churches she tried to attend, where she got treated like a second-class citizen by some of the church ladies during the charity bazaars and bake sales she’d volunteer to help with. 
 
    “So, it’s mostly because of Skip’s wife that you have to relocate me?” 
 
    “Among other things.” 
 
    “What other things?” 
 
    “Don’t ask questions you don’t really want the answers to.” I wasn’t gonna lay it out about the van cruising the street. No need to induce hysteria at this stage. 
 
    “Gotcha.” She touched my radio dial again, turning the song up, then changing the station. “Better for me if I’m not stuck in your room and worrying about who I’ll run into on trips to the bathroom.” 
 
    “Yo! Who controls the music?” 
 
    “Your hands are full,” she reasoned, “Your momma told you to drive safe, right? That means hands at two and ten, not on the radio dial.” She smiled big. 
 
    My eyes rolled. “You’re angling for a spanking, hostage.” 
 
    “Do not threaten me with a good time,” she fired back. “Let me find something.” She flashed an even bigger smile at me. 
 
    Someone was suddenly very fucking perky. Seemed she was happy to be out of my room.  
 
    “We’ll see where you stop.” 
 
    She stopped and looked at me. “I like this one. Can I leave it on?” 
 
    “Don’t know it. We’ll see if it irritates me or not.” 
 
    “Amy Winehouse. A cryin’ shame.” She shook her head in dismay. And then she closed her eyes and started to sing along with the song. 
 
    And a couple bars in, her singing a song about being no good, the little hairs on my fuckin’ arms stood on end at the sound of that voice. Not the voice comin’ out of my speakers. Gianna’s.  
 
    The bunny could fuckin’ sing.  
 
    I had to make myself focus on the road ahead when all I wanted to do was listen to and watch her lips move to the lyrics of the song. Her eyes were still closed, and she was lost in it, snapping her fingers and swaying to the beat as she sang the words as soulfully as Amy.  
 
    

  

 
   
    5 
 
    When I pulled up to Archer’s place, the lawn was crawling with people, tables, lawn chairs, and kitchen chairs.  
 
    My mother ran for me like she hadn’t seen me in five years. I was here a few weeks back for her birthday weekend.  
 
    I got out of the truck and to the hood as she crashed into me. Gianna was being urged out of the passenger seat by Arch, who opened her door. Then he was lifting her out, setting her on her feet while hugging her.  
 
    “Ooh, where’d you get this one, Jesse? Nice!” 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    “She’s not mine,” I corrected, letting go of Ma and moving to shake his hand.  
 
    He let Gianna go in order to throw his beefy arms around me and gave me a hug that lifted me an inch off the ground. 
 
    “Easy there, Arch,” I grumbled.  
 
    He slapped my back and grinned. “Good to see ya, son. Fern’s tickled pink you’re here. Me too.” 
 
    Not long back I’d have bristled at being called son, but knowing Archer, it was intended with warmth. 
 
    Arch is in his mid-fifties, looks good for his age. Ape-like stature with massive arms and hands, soft around the middle, but still has strength. Ma looks nowhere near her age and doesn’t act it either. She’s in her upper forties, but looks like she’s in her thirties. She’s still got the physique of a stripper, fake rack, almost as much hair as Gia has, though Ma’s is dark. She wears her makeup thick, always has on a whack of jewelry, and dresses like she’s forever twenty-one. As a teen, it sucked, because I knew all my buddies sprang boners for her whenever they came over.  
 
    “You a dancer, sweetie?” Ma asked Gianna. 
 
    “Nah. Both of these are left.” She gestured to her boots. 
 
    “Body, hair, and face like you’ve got, wouldn’t matter,” Arch told her. “I’m not bein’ fresh,” he tacked on, “that’s my professional opinion. Bein’ I’m the owner of an exotic nightclub.” 
 
    Ma rolled her eyes. “Buying The Playpen didn’t buy you industry expertise, turkey, but keep on dreaming.”  
 
    “That’s why I pay her the big bucks. For industry expertise,” he told Gianna while flashing my mother a grin. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and turned her attention to Gianna. “As far as I’m concerned, every girl has an inner exotic dancer. Just not all of them know how to tap into it. What do you do, honey?” 
 
    “I work with the elderly in nursing homes, care assistance, but that job just ended, so I’m in the in-between while the…” she dropped her voice, “hostage situation gets dealt with.” 
 
    “Ah, well you look like you could work a pole. You ever wanna give it a try and relocate here, after that business is dealt with, let me know. And I mean that as a compliment. I could help you tap into it. Used to dance. I’m Fernanda Garcia, call me Fern. JJ’s ma if you hadn’t already figured that out. Welcome.” 
 
    “Hiya Fern. Gianna. Or Gia. JJ’s hostage, though I already know you’ve figured that out.” 
 
    Ma laughed. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
 
    Gianna looked around curiously.  “And thanks for havin’ me.” 
 
    “Our pleasure, darlin’,” Archer put in.  
 
    There were half a dozen of their dancers hanging around. Some boyfriends or husbands, I was guessing. Half a dozen kids. Archer’s two brothers and their families, plus a couple older people sitting with Archer’s elderly neighbors at a picnic table between his and the neighbor’s house. 
 
    “I’ll get you somethin’ to drink and I’ll do intros. Food’s about two hours out. We’re doin’ a smoked ham and two turkeys. One the traditional way, mine. The other, he’s deep frying.” Ma grimaced exaggeratedly. “Personally, I think that’s sacrilege, but I’m a live and let live type. Wait till you taste my stuffing and my gravy. Best around.” 
 
    “Can’t wait,” Gianna beamed. “What’s this rumor about a chocolate fountain?”  
 
    “Rumors are true. Let’s go!” Ma linked arms with her. 
 
    ***  
 
    A while later, I was coming out of the garage with Arch, who showed me the old Goldwing he bought to fix up for himself and Ma to go touring.  
 
    He also showed me the little bare bones zero-frills pop-up camper he got to hitch to it, just big enough for the two of them to sleep in. And I found this fuckin’ funny because Fernanda Garcia was not one to camp. He said he'd buy a top-rated mattress for it and let her loose with her bejeweling gun so she could call it glamping.  
 
    Coming out, I saw Gianna and another girl also wearing leather pants, this one with dark hair, not as long as Gianna’s, sitting on the back step together. The girl passed G her phone. 
 
    I straightened and watched for signs she was about to make a call. Or signs she’d check to see if I was watching. But she just looked at the screen and smiled, then passed the phone back. 
 
    My mother then breezed past them and came right to me, zeroing in with a serious glare. 
 
    I knew that glare, so I braced.  
 
    “What’s the story there?” she demanded, urgently. 
 
    “Why? Something wrong?” 
 
    Ma shook her head. “I fucking love her, that’s what’s wrong. You’re not with her? Why aren’t you with her? Look at her!” She slapped my ass. “She’s like a real-life Pussycat Doll. If I got her on our stage and she could dance, we could retire in five years instead of workin’ ‘til we drop.” 
 
    I snickered, taking a mouthful of beer.   
 
    “Spill the tea, baby boy,” Ma urged. 
 
    I swallowed, shrugging. “She’s a biker bunny that hangs around the mother charter. Provided some intel about the enemy so she’s got protection.” 
 
    “A snitch?” 
 
    “No. Lifesaving information. Wyld Jackals had plans to off three women.”  
 
    “Oh. Those ass wipes. Doesn’t count as snitching if it’s against them, I say.” 
 
    “Agreed. That’s on the deep downlow. Her life’d be in danger if it gets out.” 
 
    “She’s under your protection?” Archer asked from behind me. 
 
    “I’m assigned as her handler. Prez thinks she’s all above board but I’m watching closely in case she ain’t.” 
 
    “You’re not doin’ her?” Ma asked. 
 
    My eyes rolled as I took another gulp of my beer. Fernanda Garcia never had any qualms about asking personal questions.  
 
    “Why not? You got somebody? Things heating up with Chantelle? Word is Chantelle’s real sweet on you.”  
 
    “Nothin’ serious with anyone.” 
 
    “Then I repeat, why not? She’s sweet. And hot,” she added. “How long you been watching her?” 
 
    “A couple days.” 
 
    “How much longer you gonna be doin’ it?” 
 
    “Not sure. At least a week.” 
 
    Ma smiled like she had a secret. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Then it’s just a matter of time and good to know there’s plenty of time.” 
 
    “Just cuz I’m lookin’ after her doesn’t mean I’ve also gotta be fuckin’ her.” 
 
    “Maybe you should,” Ma tried. 
 
    “Jesus,” I muttered. 
 
    “I’m ready for grandbabies, JJ. I don’t look like I am, but I am very ready.” 
 
    “Too bad you put all your grandkid eggs in this basket then, isn’t it?” I fired back. 
 
    She pouted. 
 
    “Maybe my girls’ll give us some,” Archer put in, throwing his arm around her. 
 
    Archer has three daughters ranging from seven to eleven. 
 
    “That’ll be nice. But it means I gotta wait, since they’re too young yet.” She pouted harder, bottom lip out so far, it’d be comical if it wasn’t something she did so often I no longer found it funny. 
 
    “Patience, babe.” He kissed her cheekbone. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll just have to have another baby,” she pondered. 
 
    Archer smiled wide. 
 
    I scoffed. “At your age?” 
 
    “Oy! Go fuck yourself,” Ma snapped, slapping my arm. “I’m only in my late thirties.” 
 
    “Plus about ten,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Shush, you. Or no dessert.” 
 
    Laughter caught my attention. I looked over my shoulder and saw Gianna was now with three girls, and they were all laughing on the porch. 
 
    And fuck me, but she looked pretty doing it. No stress or pain on her face. Eyes alight. Fuck. Gorgeous.   
 
    “Not doin’ her, eh?” Ma tried. “Not yet, I say. I know that look in your eyes. That’s the look you got when you wanted that trick bike and decided to hustle to get enough cash to buy it.” 
 
    “You’re high,” I muttered. 
 
    “Mark these words, JJ. I predict it’ll happen. And I say she’ll be more than a roll in the hay.” She poked me in the arm. “You know I’ve got a little gypsy blood in me, and I’ve got the gift. I predict that’s who’s gonna give me grandbabies.” 
 
    “If she’s a sweet butt,” Archer put in. “most brothers don’t make them their old ladies.” 
 
    My mother’s back straightened. “Oh, kinda like dancers?” Ma’s hands settled on her hips as she leaned toward him aggressively.  
 
    Archer winced, throwing me a look of alarm. “Fuck. Really put my foot in my mouth didn’t I?”  
 
    Ma kept going. “What’s wrong with girls who play the field? That’s no different than a guy doin’ the same.” She poked him in the chest. “Play the field until you find the right one. Why can men do it, but we can’t?” 
 
    “Course you can. That’s what you did until you found me, right?” 
 
    “You sayin’ I’m a slut?” 
 
    “Christ, woman, you know what I mean,” Archer muttered. “It’s a biker thing.” 
 
    “A sexist thing. A fuckin’ hypocritical thing. Sounds like you think certain girls aren’t worthy of a man’s affection beyond a quick romp. Would that include exotic dancers? What are we doin’ here, then, babe?” 
 
    “Fuck me,” he muttered. 
 
    “Maybe Marmalade’ll let you share her bed tonight,” I razzed, gesturing to the doghouse in the back yard that was set up for Lady Marmalade, their Great Dane.  
 
    My ma continued glaring at him with her hands on her hips.  
 
    “My baby boy doesn’t have double standards like that. If he loves someone, he loves them regardless of their past. What matters most is who they are now along with who they’ll be in the future.” 
 
    “Sounds like a pep talk,” Archer muttered, gesturing to me. 
 
    “Does, doesn’t it?” I replied, lighting a smoke. 
 
    “It workin’?” Ma asked. 
 
    I didn’t answer. 
 
    Gianna giggled again from her spot on the porch. Marmalade had wandered over and Gianna was scratching her behind the ears with a look on her face that said she loved dogs.  
 
    She looked relaxed. These girls were probably more her speed than the girlfriends at the clubhouse. Likely these dancers were like the club bunnies, not stressing that every other bitch around was out to take their man or the spotlight. Girls like Sara and Marlena looked down their noses at the sweet butts, probably mostly out of insecurity, worry their man would stray. 
 
    Ma leaned closer to me. “She can have the room you used to sleep in. The other bedroom’s full of Arch’s junk that I hid for the day since we had company comin’. He needs to clean it out before next weekend when we have the girls again, so how about you crash on the couch?”  
 
    “I need to keep an eye on her, Ma. We’ll both sleep in there.” 
 
    Archer nudged my side with his elbow while a smile split across my mother’s face.  
 
    “Mm hm,” came from Arch. 
 
    “With that couch in the room, too, plenty of room for you both,” she said, “But the couch isn’t great for an adult so maybe you should share the bed.” 
 
    “The couch’ll suffice,” I said. 
 
    Ma snickered. 
 
    ***  
 
    “How is it?” Ma asked her eagerly. 
 
    “It’s so good!” Gianna exclaimed around a mouthful of food, hand covering her mouth. 
 
    “Which one’s better? The deep-fried turkey or the roasted?” Archer asked. 
 
    The four of us were at one of the five tables in the yard.  
 
    Gianna lifted a finger while she finished what was in her mouth, then spoke, “I like ‘em both. Different but both really good.” 
 
    “My stuffing the best you’ve ever tasted or what?” Ma asked. 
 
    “For real,” Gianna said, eyes going big as she rubbed her stomach. 
 
    Ma shimmied her shoulders with pride. “After dinner there’s a pie-off,” she advised. “We’ll see which gets the most votes. Between Eliza’s apple pie and Summer’s.” 
 
    A kid sitting on the deck stairs wailed after his dinner toppled down the steps onto the lawn, so Ma dashed over to save the day. 
 
    One of the neighbors at the next table pulled Archer into a conversation. 
 
    Gianna took a sip of her beer and then forked up a bite of stuffing. She chewed, swallowed, and then made a sound… a sound dangerously close to the sound a woman makes when I bottom out inside her pussy. In that husky voice of hers it was potent. And then she licked her fork. Slowly. Like she was starring in a Whitesnake video.  
 
    Our eyes met. My cock twitched. 
 
    And then something dawned. “Didn’t you say you were allergic to bread?” I leaned in to ask. 
 
    “Shh,” Gianna whispered. “It’s okay.” 
 
    I looked at her plate. She’d eaten stuffing. Ma heaped a pile of it on her plate. And she’d taken a bite of a dinner roll. Plus the whole plate was swimming with gravy and I knew Ma’s secret gravy thickener was biscuit mix. No way was it the gluten-free kind. 
 
    “Huh? Are you fuckin' kidding me, woman?” 
 
    “Shh.” Gianna squeezed my thigh. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “Are you or aren’t you allergic to gluten?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “G…” 
 
    She waved her hand and dabbed her mouth with a napkin. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “What happens if you eat bread?” 
 
    She took a bite of turkey smothered in gravy. I grabbed her plastic fork. "Stop eating that and answer me." 
 
    She sighed dramatically. 
 
    “Talk,” I ordered. 
 
    “Stomachache. Bloating. Kinda flu-like. Brain fog. Some stuff that's… too TMI to talk about.” She grimaced.  
 
    “Go to the can and make yourself puke.” I pointed at the house. 
 
    She looked at me with surprise. 
 
    “Hurry. Don’t go makin’ yourself sick to spare my mother’s feelings. Fuck sakes.” I threw the fork down. 
 
    She stared at me instead of getting up and doing what she was told. 
 
    “Go on. Go.”  
 
    “I can’t do that." 
 
    “Can’t do what?” I clipped. 
 
    “Make myself puke.” 
 
    "It won't hurt Ma's feelings if you can't eat the food, G. You're allergic, not a fuckin' fussy eater." 
 
    "I can't make myself puke, Jesse."  
 
    “Just stick your fingers down your throat.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Won’t work. Got no gag reflex.” 
 
    I heard Archer choking on his beer. I shot him a dirty look. His eyes got bigger, and he stared at me, innuendo all over his face. 
 
    I turned my attention back to her, urging, “Go try.”  
 
    She stared at me blankly. 
 
    “Try, G. You don’t wanna be sick.” 
 
    She got up and headed inside. 
 
    Archer leaned over. “No gag reflex?” 
 
    “Shut it,” I said. 
 
    “Put a fuckin’ ring on it, son.” 
 
    ***  
 
    “Ma, she’s got Celiac. She’s allergic to gluten. She can’t eat these pieces of pie.” 
 
    “I’ll just eat the filling,” Gianna said. “Gimme that back.” She snatched the paper plate I’d confiscated. 
 
    “You’re allergic to gluten?” Ma gasped. “You ate my stuffing and Sharla’s homemade dinner rolls!” 
 
    “I let myself have a treat every once in a while,” Gianna shrugged. “It’s a holiday.” 
 
    “Bullshit. She didn’t wanna hurt your feelings,” I advised. 
 
    Gianna’s eyes narrowed on me for ratting her out. And fuck, it’d be cute if I wasn’t ticked at her. 
 
    “Snitches, stitches, and ditches, Jesse,” Gianna warned, shaking her fist at me.   
 
    “Shake that fist at me, G and I’ll type A hostage you,” I warned. 
 
    “Don’t threaten me with a good time,” she volleyed.  
 
    Yeah, she caught my drift and was suggesting me binding and gagging her would be a good time despite that we both knew how she felt about confinement. Before I had a chance to respond, Summer called over,  “There’s probably gluten in that beer you’re drinking, too.” 
 
    Gianna’s face went pink. And I could tell she knew that already. But Ma put a beer in her hand earlier, and instead of asking for something else, she’d been nursing it all day. 
 
    I took the can and checked. It was still nearly full. 
 
    “My pie filling has flour in it, too. I mix flour in with my apples,” Summer piped up again from the next table over. 
 
    “Does yours?” Archer asked the girl I assumed made the other pie. The dark-haired one that G had sat with on the stairs. She must be new; I didn’t know her.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she answered with a shrug. 
 
    “How do you not know?” Tiffany, Ma’s assistant manager, inquired. 
 
    “Didn’t read the side of the can.” The girl shrugged again. 
 
    Summer gasped. “Canned? Canned? Sacrilegious!” 
 
    A couple of other people laughed. 
 
    “Nah man,” she corrected, “A shortcut for a busy gal who was attached to a pole until one o’clock in the morning last night. Don’t send me to the gallows but it’s a frozen pre-made pie crust, too.” 
 
    “I think I should win by default,” Summer declared.  
 
    “It’s not really a victory if it’s by default,” the other girl reasoned.  
 
    “Don’t poison yourself on our account, girlfriend. Fuck sakes,” Ma said. “Do you need somethin’ for your stomach? You okay?” 
 
    “Need an epi-pen?” an older male neighbor called over, “I think Joan four doors over has one.” 
 
    “I’m all right.” Gianna waved her hand. “I won’t go into anaphylactic shock. It’s not like that. But thanks, anyways.” 
 
    “Did you puke?” I asked when my mother moved away to make more coffee. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Baby…” I muttered.  
 
    “Can’t. Told ya. I’ll be okay.” She waved dismissively. 
 
    And it dawned what I’d just called her. Slip of the tongue. 
 
    “What should you do after eating gluten? This happens sometimes, obviously. What do you do about it?” 
 
    “Suffer.” She shrugged. 
 
    “Serious, woman, what do you do?” 
 
    “Hydration. Tomorrow I should do a liquid fast and drink broth and smoothies. Flush it out. I have Pepto Bismol in my Caboodle and there’s a peppermint tea I buy sometimes if I accidentally get contaminated. Not sure if there’s any in my purse. I’ll check. Maybe we can stop on the way to the cabin. I’ll grab some digestive enzymes and some ginger, too.” 
 
    “I’ll go to the store now. Any kind of peppermint tea?” 
 
    “Don’t do that. Let’s see what I’ve got with me. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Don’t do that again.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Yes, Lord Captor.” 
 
    I shook my head and lifted the pie plate.  
 
    “I’m not done with that.” 
 
    “Yeah you are.”  
 
    She pouted. But she was teasing. 
 
    I took the beer away from her then, too, and downed it before going inside to grab her an electrolyte drink.  
 
    When I was coming out of the house, Summer stopped me on the deck. “How you doin’?” she asked. 
 
    “Fine, why?”  
 
    “Chelsea’s back in town.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Didn’t know she left town. Don’t live here, don’t care.” 
 
    “She moved up north for a job six months ago, but she got back about a month ago and asked me if you still worked at the club. Told her you moved to Aberdeen, joined an MC. She’s been thinkin’ about visiting you.” 
 
    “If you see her again, tell her don’t.” 
 
    Summer introduced me to Chelsea, her cousin, way back when. The fucker I beat the shit out of had also put his hands on Summer.  
 
    “Jesse. She-” 
 
    “Don’t,” I forced out between tight teeth. “There’s not a snowball’s chance in hell I’ll give her the time of day. Believe that. Make her believe it if she brings me up again.” 
 
    ***  
 
    The place finally emptied out a little after midnight. And it did so with the air feeling thick for me. Not only was the air thick, I was also uncomfortable in my own skin. Amped, like something was coming I needed to be prepared for. I couldn’t decode that feeling but knew it had everything to do with my hostage.  
 
    It was a good time today. Though I was very aware of her all day long and not just because I was babysitting.  
 
    After the food, a couple people left with their kids, but most stayed for time by the fire after Ma set the rest of the kids up with a movie inside. The adults were surrounding the pit on lawn chairs with a cooler of beers, mixed coolers, Cokes. Ma also set up the coffee urn to the side with her chocolate fountain and a whack of snacks along with what was left of the pies. 
 
    Archer’s brother Duke hauled out his beat-up old acoustic guitar and played a couple campfire tunes I’ve heard him play before, but then after urging from one of the girls, Duke launched into Wildfire by Michael Martin Murphey.  
 
    I knew that song well, too well, remembered popping it into my father’s cassette deck in his big rig when I’d go on runs with him as a kid. The last time I was around their fire, Duke played it, so I went in the house until it was done. Ma did the same. And we didn’t talk about it, but I knew we were both thinking the same thing. I knew my mother remembered that cassette tape. And by the way she looked at me from the other side of the pit tonight, I figured we were both about to get up and find something to do until it was over. We exchanged one of those Jimmy Garcia glances. They never lasted long, but the glances were loaded. Loaded with ugliness. We never talk about him. Time doesn’t heal all wounds; sometimes the sting hits out of nowhere.  
 
    I was about to get to my feet when a bunch of people joined in, including Gianna.  And then it was just Gianna singing, because everyone else stopped, staring at her, exchanging looks with one another in awe. And there went the hairs on the back of my neck and my arms again. And I didn’t get up and walk away like I planned. Neither did Ma. I sat and listened to her voice, to the emotion in it, feeling it like a sock to the chest.  
 
    She didn’t realize she was singing alone straight away, getting lost in the song as Duke strummed away, a big smile on his ruddy face. When she opened her eyes and noticed all eyes were on her, she clamped her mouth shut. 
 
    “Keep goin’ darlin’,” Duke gently encouraged.  
 
    She looked embarrassed, cleared her throat, and then she kept going, staring into the flames.  
 
    She kept singing to be polite, even though she was obviously uncomfortable. I guess I could’ve saved her from it, but didn’t want her to stop. 
 
    And by the end of that fuckin’ song, I’d throw down money that there wasn’t a set of lungs around that fire that didn’t feel clogged. Two of the women from Ma and Archer’s bar had tears in their eyes. And my ma had her eyes on me with a big smile on her face. Like she’d been watching me watch that girl sing, thinking not only did Gianna singing mean I could listen to that whole song for the first time in almost two decades, also that she was even more sure she was gonna get her grandbabies after all. 
 
    And fuck me, but the strange thought occurred to me that she might not be wrong about that.  
 
    After it was over, Duke tried to encourage her to sing some more. She politely declined, looking embarrassed. He sang another few songs, but the vibe was lost, and the group started thinning as people went home. 
 
    *** 
 
    “You okay?” I asked, leaning into the kitchen seeing her wrapping up some half-eaten pies with aluminum foil, helping Ma clear up. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, but she was lying.  
 
    I didn’t know if it was her gut she was lying about or if she was embarrassed about having a captive audience while she sang. Maybe both. Because as beautiful as she sang that song, she looked like she’d rather be anywhere else while she did it. 
 
    When we were finally alone in the room I slept in for those few months after I got out of the joint, I knew something was shifting between us.  Something that made eye contact feel different. That same something was making my blood run hotter than usual. 
 
    I dropped my bag and hers as well as her girl shit tackle box on the couch in the bedroom. 
 
    “Want me to go get that tea from the store? Check Ma’s cupboard? She has about twenty tea types in there.” 
 
    “I took some Pepto. It’s helping.” 
 
    “So it is buggin’ you.” 
 
    “A little,” she admitted. 
 
    “You guys need anything?” Ma poked her head in. 
 
    Gianna replied brightly, “I’m good. Thank you so much for your hospitality today. I had a great time. A really great time.” 
 
    “We were happy to have you. Man, girlie, but you sing like the angels.” 
 
    Gianna’s eyes dropped to the floor and her cheeks pinkened again. “Thanks,” she replied softly. 
 
    “You could win American Idol, you’re that good. Why are you workin’ in an old folks’ home when you could be singing professionally?”  
 
    “Nah. Not for me. I’m too shy. Guess I got caught up with everyone else singing. And I like taking care of peoples’ grandparents.” She shrugged.  
 
    “Well, you got talent, Gia. Anyway,” Ma went on, “We do it again at Thanksgiving. Any and all who want a family dinner are part of our family on holidays.” 
 
    “That’s really sweet,” Gianna said. 
 
    Ma smiled. “Well, you’re always welcome at my table. Whether you’re JJ’s hostage or not. I mean that. ‘Night.” She looked to me and lowered her voice. “’Night, baby boy. She made that song worth listenin’ to again, didn’t she?”  
 
    I said nothing. I also didn’t meet Ma’s eyes even though I knew she was trying to catch mine. She kissed my cheek, squeezing my arm, then pulled Gianna into a hug. “Your tummy bug you, help yourself to anything in the medicine cabinet. Get hungry or thirsty, make yourself at home in the kitchen. Okay?”  
 
    Gianna smiled and patted my mother’s back, returning the hug. “It’s not bad, all things considered. And thanks again for your hospitality. I couldn’t eat another bite.” 
 
    “Happy to have you, girlfriend. Have sweet dreams. Night Night, JJ.” 
 
    “Night, Ma,” I said. 
 
    Gianna fished around in her bag before grabbing a bundle of clothes and taking her purple box to the bathroom. 
 
    I stripped down to boxer briefs, grabbed one of the two pillows and the quilt from the end of the bed and pulled the blinds up before stretching out on the couch against the wall, leaving the double bed for her.  
 
    Without premeditating it, I snapped my eyes shut when I heard her footsteps coming back into the room. The door clicked shut, the light went out, then the bed creaked as she got settled. My eyes bolted open. I folded the pillow in half, trying to get more comfortable.  
 
    ***  
 
    I woke, hearing rummaging in the pitch dark. 
 
    I sat up. “G? What’re you doin’?” 
 
    “Sorry. Digging for more pink stuff.” 
 
    “You all right?” 
 
    “I’m an idiot,” she muttered.  
 
    “Not gonna argue with that after what you did to yourself today. Turn the light on if you need to.”  
 
    She did, saying, “Thanks. Sorry.” 
 
    I shielded my eyes with my hand, but still caught sight of her in just a long t-shirt, bent over her stuff on the floor.  
 
    I’d found sleep, but it wasn’t with ease, and not just because this couch was not like sleeping on a cloud. As I tried to settle my mind, it was like I was working out math problems. All to do with a blonde biker bunny with a great ass, pain in her eyes, and a beautiful voice. 
 
    My brain kept working over the facts I had about her so far. The few facts she’d shared about her past; it sounded like she’d had a rough go of life so far. And I found myself gettin’ annoyed at the people I didn’t know who’d let her down. Mother not taking care of her after prison. Father chaining her to a goddamn radiator. Plus completely steamed at the notion of Wyld Jackals getting anywhere near her.  
 
    She disappeared from the room, and I heard her close the bathroom door.  
 
    She’d forgotten to shut the light out and if it’d been days ago or even yesterday I’d have barked about it. But I said nothing.  
 
    She was back and the light went out again. 
 
    “You got any ties to the Jackals at all?” I asked a couple minutes after hearing she was still fidgeting over there. 
 
    “I already told you I’m not a-” 
 
    “Answer the question, hostage.” 
 
    She took a big breath. “Other than Kailey, not really.” 
 
    “You fuck any of them?” I asked. 
 
    “What?” she sounded outraged at the question. 
 
    “Answer the question.” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “You hang around with any of ‘em? They know you?”  
 
    “They know of me.” 
 
    “Gimme that rundown.” 
 
    “Now? It’s like… whatever time it is and-” 
 
    “If I’m protecting you, I need facts.”  
 
    No, I didn’t need them right now, but I did. And I didn’t know why. 
 
    There was a beat of silence, then she started talking. 
 
    “It’s due to Kailey some of them know who I am. I’ve been invited but I’ve never gone to their clubhouse or even their hangouts. In fact, go out of my way to avoid ‘em around bars or whatever. Have been cornered a time or two, though.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “That Sarge dude has tried to get my attention. Flirting with me. Showed up to the senior’s home I worked at, tryin’ to… I don’t know… recruit me, I guess, into their bunny stable. Invited me to a party a few weeks back and it was the second invite from him. I told him I’d come just to get away from him, but I didn’t show, so I’ve been hoping not to run into him again. Had a few run-ins with bad bikers so I’ve always done my best to stay outta their way.” 
 
    “You prefer good bikers, do ya?” A smile tugged at my lips. 
 
    “I mean… not hard to spot the differences between what you guys are and them. I know your club aren’t exactly boy scouts, but you’re also in a whole different league than those guys. They’re…scumbags. And I’d have said that even before what they did to Lick and to Edge’s girl. Plus what I heard they did to that Scooter guy. And I don’t judge people typically. Or I try not to. But can’t help but judge rapists and murderers.” 
 
    I adjusted my pillow and grunted, turning to try to get into a better position. 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned, a shooting pain trilling up my back. 
 
    “You okay over there?” she asked. 
 
    “Back spasm. I’m fine.” 
 
    “That couch is older than you and me put together, I think. Doesn’t look too comfy.” 
 
     “It’s not.” 
 
    “You might as well sleep here on the bed with me. I mean… It’s pretty comfy. Or it would be, and I’d be sleeping like a baby if I hadn’t glutened myself today.” 
 
    “I’m fine here,” I insisted. 
 
    Ten minutes or so later I heard her whimper. 
 
    “What?” I called. 
 
    “Just my belly. Sorry to wake you up.” 
 
    “You want some Tylenol or somethin’?” 
 
    “I swallowed some a while ago. I just gotta suffer.” 
 
    “Fuck sakes.” I growled. 
 
    “Don’t be mad at me. I’m already mad at me.” 
 
    “Ma’s got a heating pad. You want it?” 
 
    “That’d be good. Thanks, Jesse.” 
 
    I slipped out and grabbed it from the cabinet in the bathroom.  
 
    When I was back in the doorway, before I flicked the hall light switch off, I could see she was curled into a tight ball on her side. pain on her face. And I was angrier.  
 
    I plugged the heating pad into the nearest outlet and sat on the edge of the bed.  
 
    She whimpered again.  
 
    I flicked the pad’s switch to high and seeing the outline of her body with the orange light, put it to her stomach.  
 
    “Thanks,” she whispered, her hand touching mine as she took it from me. “Please stop being mad at me.” 
 
    I ground my molars, then forced myself to breathe out the anger before asking, “What’s it feel like?” 
 
    “Like hard tugging, pulling inside my stomach.” 
 
    And for some reason, I didn’t get up, didn’t move. I stayed where I was. 
 
    Finally, she asked, “Want to lay down here? I’m on your side of the bed. I can move over.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. 
 
    She moved over.  
 
    And I lay back, resting my head on my arm, the cord from the heating pad draped over my hip, the orange light on it illuminating her. She was still in a ball on her side, facing away from me. 
 
    “That couch looked uncomfortable,” she whispered. 
 
    “It was,” I agreed. 
 
    “This bed isn’t bad. Comfier than your bed in the swamp.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. 
 
    A minute later, she groaned a little. 
 
    “Not helpin’?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t think this heating pad works. Sorry, I’m not usually such a baby about this, but I way overdid it.” 
 
    I reached across and flicked it off and back on and then put my hand against it while it rested on her stomach. A few minutes later it still wasn’t getting hot.  
 
    “Piece of shit,” I muttered and switched it back off before I tossed it to the floor. 
 
    “Can you…” she muttered. 
 
    I waited for her to finish. She didn’t. 
 
    “Can I what?” 
 
    “Never mind. It’s all right.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m weird.” 
 
    “What is it, Gianna? Fuck sakes, spit it out.” 
 
    “Well, now you’re madder, so I don’t wanna spit anything out.” 
 
    “Can I what?” I asked softer. 
 
    She sighed. “I was just gonna say it felt nice how your hand was there. The pressure, I mean. But… that’s kinda weird of me, so…” 
 
    I reached over and put my hand to her belly. “Like that?” 
 
    “Yeah. The pressure is helping a little. A lot, actually.” 
 
    I kept my hand on her stomach. And since she was only wearing a t-shirt and my palm was on bare skin, I knew it meant her shirt was up around her tits to make room for my hand. And my pinky was against the waistband of her underwear. I’m not a fuckin’ pervert, the girl was lying beside me in pain, but I still had to talk my cock into staying down because she didn’t need it poking her in the ass while she was dealing with a brutal stomachache.  
 
    “You can let go if you want,” she whispered a few minutes later. 
 
    “It still helpin’?” 
 
    “Yeah. Your hands are strong and warm.” 
 
    “Then it’s all right.” 
 
    She put her hand on top of mine and wiggled her ass into me, snuggling in closer. 
 
    “Thanks, Jesse. You’re a good guy.” 
 
    I snickered. 
 
    “Even if you’re sometimes an ogre,” she added, and I heard the smile in her voice. 
 
    I moved my hand up and down a little, rubbing her stomach. “Salty ogre,” I corrected. 
 
    “That feels nice. Thank you.” 
 
    My cock was hard. No talking it down with that wiggling. And she’d know it since her sweet peach of an ass was still against it.  
 
    “Gotta take care of my hostage,” I whispered. “Especially since she hurts herself to be polite.” 
 
    I resisted the odd urge to kiss the back of her head.  
 
    She shivered, then squeezed my hand. “You wouldn’t make that mistake, would you?” 
 
    “Not too fuckin’ likely.” 
 
    She chuckled and shivered again. 
 
    “You cold?” I asked. 
 
    She didn’t answer but I felt her shake her head.  
 
    I ran my hand up and down her stomach and kept doing it until her breathing finally evened out.  
 
    ***  
 
    I woke up, still spooning her. She was using my bicep as a pillow, and I was using the pillow she’d had under her head when I got in.  
 
    My hand was still on her stomach, the scent of coffee and bacon wafting into the room, the scent of oranges deeper in my lungs from her hair. 
 
    She rolled over into me and sighed into my chest. And because I hadn’t moved, this meant my hand was now on the top of her round, lace-clad ass. 
 
    I stayed still.  
 
    I felt her eyelashes tickling my chest, the warmth of her breath against my skin. More blinking. Awake. And not moving away from me, so as if of its own volition, my hand roamed down her ass a little until I was cupping her ass cheek. I felt her freeze but not move away, so I tested the waters with a gentle squeeze.  
 
    Her head moved and then we were staring into one another’s eyes. A solid minute of looking deep. Counting the flecks in her irises. Looking at the way her lashes curled. How the pink shade tinted her cheeks. And fuck, I was feeling something. Something weighty. 
 
    She broke the stare by casting her gaze down and moving in closer, so she was staring at my chest again.  
 
    Her hand then roamed too, sliding up my chest until her fingers tangled into my hair. She let out a sleepy sigh while squirming and the huskiness of her voice coupled with the hand in my hair, not to mention the squirming against me meant my cock was awake and ready for action. And she knew it. 
 
    My fingers slid into the back of her lace panties, and I gripped a bigger handful of her ass cheek.  
 
    Soft lips pressed against my chest and then sleepy blue eyes looked up into my wide awake dark brown ones again.  
 
    “How’s your belly?” I asked. 
 
    “Better, I think,” she whispered and then I watched her teeth skim her bottom lip. 
 
    I squeezed her ass. She squirmed closer and her mouth formed into a little o as her eyes roved my face and her breathing pace quickened. 
 
    I rolled her to her back, leaned down, and put my mouth to hers. 
 
    Immediately, she opened up and let me inside with a sweet little sigh.  
 
    And those bee-stung lips, that tongue? I didn’t care that it was morning and neither of us had seen a toothbrush yet… she tasted like Pepto Bismol, and I did not mind. 
 
    My fingers walked down her ribcage, slipping into the front of her panties and she was drenched when I slid two fingers inside. 
 
    “Good morning!” My mother exclaimed cheerfully from the hall. “Coffee and gluten-free breakfast is ready!” 
 
    “Fuck,” I grumbled, withdrawing my hand. 
 
    Gianna bit her lip, but she was smiling, and her eyes were dancing with amusement. 
 
    I stared at her face and leaned down to touch my mouth to hers again thinking she was really fucking gorgeous, especially with all that light in her eyes. 
 
    Her legs opened, putting my cock in the perfect place, just her scrap of lace and my bit of cotton between us. Her ankle hooked around my calf. 
 
    Her blue eyes delivered a message. Lust. Want. Permission. And my hard cock against that scrap of lace sent a clear message, too. But I knew we had less than three minutes before my ma would be hollering that breakfast was getting cold. 
 
    “We should get down there. She won’t let up now until we do.” 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered and unhooked her leg from mine. 
 
    I touched my mouth to hers. “Later,” I promised. 
 
    She smiled, then her teeth skimmed her bottom lip again.  
 
    I rolled off and headed for the shower. And the cold water. Because I fuckin’ needed it. 
 
    ***  
 
    I found them laughing together in the kitchen, lookin’ as thick as thieves, sitting close, their heads nearly together at the little table as my mother showed her something on her phone. Gianna was dressed in yoga pants and a black lace shirt, showing off a black bra. She was nibbling on a strawberry, hair in  braids against either side of her head, but those braids coming together in a big bun at the back of her head. My mother winked at me. I kissed her on the cheek and accepted the coffee mug she held out for me. 
 
    “Where are you guys off to today, then?” she asked. “Gia doesn’t know.” 
 
    “Secret location,” I replied. 
 
    “Intriguing.” Ma wiggled her eyebrows. 
 
    “Nice place. Tucked away.” 
 
    “Roughin’ it?” Ma wrinkled her nose.  
 
    Ma and Archer did not live high on the hog. Archer bought the bar, and they lived all right, but he cleaned out his savings to do it and this was an older, no frills eight hundred square foot house. The bar did all right, but Arch paid child support and alimony too. They drove used cars and Ma would never stop clipping coupons no matter how much money she had in the bank because she knew what it was like to go without. That said, she needed her basic amenities. Camping was like a cussword to her. And this was funny because Archer loved the wilderness. 
 
    And it wouldn’t matter how many rhinestones he let her put on that little camper, she wouldn’t last a night in it without bitchin’ if she didn’t have running water capable of giving her a twenty-minute hot shower, a single-serve coffee maker, and internet with zero lag. 
 
    “All the luxuries, Ma. You’d never wanna leave.” 
 
    “Waterfront?” Gianna asked. 
 
    “Except that luxury,” I said. “If it were, I’d never wanna leave.” 
 
    She smiled like she agreed. 
 
    “JJ,” Ma said, leveling me with an ornery gaze and her finger pointed in my direction. “You make sure you hit that health food store on your way to the highway. They have all sorts of gluten-free food. This one shouldn’t have to poison herself because of you.” 
 
    “Because of me?” I pointed to myself.  
 
    “And I’ll pack some turkey and vegetables up for you to take with you. We’ve got loads left. You should’ve told me she had Celiac disease when you said you were bringin’ her.” 
 
    “That’s okay, I…” Gianna interjected. 
 
    “No,” I cut her off, “Ma’s right. My bad.” 
 
    Gianna looked at me like I was an alien. 
 
    “Flunked outta salty captor school?” she asked. 
 
    I threw my head back and laughed. 
 
    Our eyes locked for a long beat. Ma cleared her throat, so I looked her way. Ma’s smile could light up a small city. 
 
    “Already planned on hitting the bougie grocery store to make sure she’s got what she needs,” I advised. 
 
    Gianna reached for a piece of bacon on her plate and looked away. 
 
    “Hey?” I called out.  
 
    Her eyes bounced my way.  
 
    I said, “That doesn’t look like a smoothie and broth to me.” 
 
    Her mouth split into a smile. “Your momma cooked all this food; I couldn’t waste it.” She popped it into her mouth. 
 
    I scoffed.  
 
    “Bacon has no gluten. Only awesomeness,” she added, reaching for another piece from the platter in the center of the table.  
 
    I leaned over and bit the end off. 
 
    “Hey!” she cried and pulled what was left of it to her chest protectively. 
 
    I stirred my coffee, feigning innocence. 
 
    “You need a cooler for the food you’re grabbing, JJ? We’ve got an extra,” Ma called out, her head in the fridge. “Got a couple bags of ice in the garage freezer, too.” 
 
    “Sure. Where’s Arch? Not still sleeping?” 
 
    She set a stack of containers and zippered plastic bags of food on the table. “Nah, you know him, wakes up at the ass-crack of dawn. He had something come up with his girls. Some drama with the ex.” She waved a hand. “Those girls would be better off here.” 
 
    “You tell him that?” 
 
    “Damn straight. He knows I’m absolutely down for it if he wants to take her to court for joint or even full custody. We’re even talkin’ about gettin’ married so it’ll be more stable for ‘em.” 
 
    Well that was a surprise. A surprise if you knew my ma before Archer, but not so much now, I guess. I spent time with Archer’s girls when I stayed that couple months. Good kids and Arch was a good father.  
 
    “Anyway,” Ma went on, but I knew her eyes were on me, searching for my reaction to the ‘gettin’ married’ bit, “he said to say he’s sorry he couldn’t say bye to youze, but we’ll come visit you in Aberdeen soon. Or you can both come back here before that. Anytime you want.” 
 
    I smirked into my mug. She was pairing us off despite what I’d said yesterday.  
 
    Gianna stared at her nails, an unreadable expression on her face. Unreadable except it looked like she was carrying burdens. 
 
    “Yo,” I called over. “You all right?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. Looked like she was in a daze, so I snapped my fingers in front of her face.  
 
    She jolted in surprise.  
 
    “Hm? Sorry, what?” 
 
    “You all right? Your belly okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. Not so bad now, thanks.” 
 
    Ma tsk’d and refilled her coffee cup, then lifted the teapot from the stove and refilled Gianna’s cup with hot tea. “Don’t hold back in this house, Gia-girl. You want somethin’? You ask for it. You don’t? Say no thanks, and if people try to push, you tell ‘em to fuck off. We don’t pussyfoot around here.” 
 
    “Okay,” she replied softly. 
 
    Ma shook her head at me. “Watch over this one. I can tell she lets people trample her to be polite. You should spend some time with me; I’d teach ya not to let folks stomp all over ya.” 
 
    Gianna laughed nervously and then blew into her steaming mug.  
 
    ***  
 
    “Bring her back sometime,” Ma ordered, poking me in the ribs while hugging me goodbye. 
 
    I blew a raspberry on her cheek, making her laugh. It was something she always did to me to get me out of a snit as a kid.  
 
    Gianna laughed. Ma hugged her and handed out playful ass swats to both of us before we got into my truck.  
 
    Gianna waved and smiled at Ma and Ma’s neighbors who were waving from their driveway until we were out of sight. 
 
    “Your momma is the best,” she said after a minute and then she reached for the radio dial. 
 
    She stopped on a country station playing Jolene by Dolly Parton. 
 
    “No. Fuck no. Keep the dial movin’, hostage.” 
 
    “Boo,” she grumbled, “Dolly is da bomb.” But she kept going until it landed on Guns n’ Roses, Paradise City. 
 
    “There,” I said. 
 
    She let go of the dial. “Figured as much what with the Slash tattoo on your arm.”  
 
    I snickered. “Yeah.” 
 
    “You got a couple musical tatts,” she put in. 
 
    “I’m aware,” I fired back, shooting her a grin.  
 
    Her eyes lit up with amusement.  
 
    “Yup,” I went on, “Music has gotten me through some dark times.” 
 
    “Me, too,” she whispered. 
 
    “That’s a nice guitar you’ve got,” I said.  
 
    “I’m no Slash, but I love to play. Helps me forget stuff.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. 
 
    “Or work it out.” She shrugged. “Sometimes I can’t make sense of the shit swirling around my brain until I put it to music.” 
 
    “Hm. You write music then?” 
 
    “I just dabble.” She lifted a shoulder and then reached for the tea my mother packed for her in the Valentine Motors travel mug she’d had her oatmeal in yesterday. 
 
    “I strum some. Also bang on some drums,” I said. “Had a couple piano lessons.” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    “Can’t carry a tune real well, though,” I added. “Not like you.” 
 
    She shifted uneasily. 
 
    “How’s the belly?” 
 
    “Not a hundred per cent but definitely better. Thanks. Um, can you possibly check my phone and see if there are any new messages from Kailey?” 
 
    “Checked after my shower while you were in for yours. Nothin’ new. And no data. Only came up with Ma and Archer’s Wi-Fi screen so looks like your phone is off.” 
 
    “Ugh.” 
 
    “If you need to check in with your Instagram or Facebook or whatever in case she messaged you, we can hook it to a hotspot on mine when we get to the cabin. Or anyone else. Just no updates from you on any of those.” 
 
    “Of course. And thank you. But anyone else what?” 
 
    “Anyone else what?” I parroted. 
 
    “You said, or anyone else. I was asking about that.” 
 
    “Anyone else you need to check in with. Your parents. Other siblings? Dunno. You got family?” 
 
    “I don’t need to do that. Nobody’s wondering where I am.” She wrapped her arms around herself and stared out the window.  
 
    A sore spot, obviously. 
 
    “But I’d like to look at my messages,” she piped up a minute later. “Of course you can read over my shoulder. I mean… I’m not tryin’ to pull a fast one.” 
 
    “All right,” I replied, annoyed she thought I was still thinking that about her. Because I wasn’t. At all. I slept holding her last night. I’d had my fingers inside her, kissed her that morning. If that didn’t say I wasn’t currently suspicious, then what the fuck? Pissed off, I turned the music up. 
 
    I was less steamed a few minutes later after mulling over the fact that with her looks and her status in the club, she probably had plenty of people interested in getting inside her despite not knowing much about her, so she was probably thinking I was the same.  Willing to fuck around but still not trusting her. I spun the radio volume down and spoke up.  
 
    “If I had suspicions about you, no way would I get hard for you. Or if I did, you’d never know about it.” 
 
    Her body went tight, though she said nothing. 
 
    “And you definitely knew about it this morning, didn’t you?” 
 
    She bit her lip. 
 
    “Get me?” I pushed.  
 
    She nodded quickly, eyes downcast.   
 
    “If I’ve got something on my mind, I say it. Okay?” 
 
    She nodded, still not looking at me.  
 
    I turned the radio back up. 
 
    *** 
 
    She followed me into the bougie store that had both regular and special diet foods, so it’d work as a one-stop shop, though even the regular shit probably cost twenty per cent more.  
 
    I didn’t want to be on the road or out in public any longer than necessary. I had a good concept of whether or not anyone was following me when I was out, felt it like an extra sense, always keeping my eyes peeled, but I wasn’t taking chances. There used to be a Wyld Jackals charter here as well as in Fargo, and though we heard both were defunct, there might be old Jackals around these parts. For that reason I was not wearing my brotherhood patch. 
 
    “Get what you want,” I gestured to the space ahead. 
 
    “Uh… this place is probably hella expensive and I’m broke. Except for maybe ten or fifteen bucks in cash and loose change floating around in my bag.” 
 
    I grabbed a shopping cart. “Deke gave me a credit card for incidentals. Keepin’ you fed and safe without poisoning you while you’re in my care rates as an incidental. Get what you want.”   
 
    Ten minutes later, seeing we’d done the whole store and she’d only grabbed a dozen eggs, package of bacon, and some gluten-free bread, I amended, “New orders. Get enough food for a week.” 
 
    She looked around with uncertainty. So I started huckin’ things into the cart. 
 
    A package of steaks. A pack of chicken wings. Burgers. 
 
    “This got gluten?” I asked, lifting a bag of apples. 
 
    “Nooo. Fruit does not have gluten,” she said through a smile, eyes dancing with amusement. 
 
    I tossed four types of fruit into the cart. 
 
    “This?” I had a package of hot dogs. 
 
    “Meat might if it’s processed. Hot dogs, generally, yeah. You have to look at the ingredients. See if there’s breadcrumbs and whatever. Sometimes spice blends and sauces you wouldn’t think have it do have it.” She grabbed a bottle of salad dressing and read the back label, scrunched her nose, and put it back and picked up a different bottle and put it in the cart. She then put a jar of salsa in, too. 
 
    “I want these hot dogs,” I said, grabbing regular ones. “Those say gluten-free. Grab ‘em too.” 
 
    She scrunched up her nose. “I don’t like ‘em.” 
 
    “Don’t like hot dogs? What? Over a campfire? Nothin’ better.” I looked at her like she was insane. 
 
    “Correction, I don’t like the gluten-free hot dogs. I like regular hot dogs. They just hate me with the fiery fury of a thousand suns.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    And then I grabbed a couple things I knew she wouldn’t be able to eat that I wanted. Pop Tarts. Frozen pizza. Some other shitty junk food. Sugary cereal. Regular white bread and peanut butter. Beer. I already had a bottle of Jack Daniels in my bag as well as a carton of smokes and baggie with a couple strains of weed.  
 
    “What about this?” I asked, jerking my chin toward the shelf as I put a case of Coke in the bottom of the cart. 
 
    “Um... toilet paper might have gluten, but I don’t intend to eat it,” she replied around a wide grin. 
 
    I bopped her head with the eight-pack before I dropped it into the cart and reached for a case of Gatorade. “Look. There’s peppermint tea. Grab some.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    6 
 
    I turned the truck off and lifted my phone at the text alert noise. After reading the message, I told Gianna, “You can crash in Jojo’s room. She says you’re welcome to wear clothes in the drawers under the bed if you run low. Laundry machines downstairs too that we can use.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” she replied, looking fidgety while chewing her lip, which was all that was visible of her face since my Aerosmith t-shirt was her makeshift blindfold. 
 
    I pulled the fabric down off her face. She looked ahead at the cabin and smiled. The smile was shaky. 
 
    “Not so bad?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Nice place.” 
 
    “The blindfolding, I mean.” 
 
    She exhaled hard. “Not so bad. Thanks, Jesse.” 
 
    She said that, but I knew it wasn’t easy, either. She was jittery at the notion of the blindfold, but for the last twenty-five minutes of the drive, to keep her mind off it I fired a whack of basic questions at her. Middle name. Favorite color. Favorite movie. Bands she likes. When we landed on the music questions, she seemed to forget to fret over the blindfold. So, music dominated the last fifteen minutes.   
 
    At this point I was no longer questioning her loyalty, but the thing was… if she didn’t know where the cabin was, she wouldn’t be able to spill about it under duress. Not that I liked the idea of her being put under duress. In fact, I really didn’t fuckin’ like it, was feeling like if they did get their hands on her it’d be my failure. I’m not a man who likes to fail.  
 
    And I explained myself to her before I pulled over to find something to blindfold her with. “This is our safe house. Only members get to know where it is. It ain’t personal, hostage.” 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed quietly, though fidgeting nervously. 
 
    “What’s your issue with being blindfolded?” 
 
    “My issue?” 
 
    “Worried you won’t be able to breathe? That you won’t get out of it, or someone’ll come at you when you can’t see what’s comin’ at you? What is it?” 
 
    “I… dunno.” 
 
    I replied with, “Bullshit, you know what it is, but you don’t owe me an answer for this. It’ll only be a half-hour max, and I’ll talk you through it. I take full responsibility for you, and I don’t take that duty lightly. How’s that?”  
 
    Childhood trauma was hard to shake and if her father used handcuffs as a babysitter he might’ve also locked her in the dark somewhere. 
 
    “Guessing I don’t have much choice,” she muttered. 
 
    “Sadly, no. Sorry to say it, but that’s how it is. I’ll make it as quick and easy as possible for you.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said softly. “I trust you.” 
 
    And for some reason, those words and the way she said them sank in slowly and landed with some weight to them.  
 
    So my reply also held weight. “I appreciate that, baby.” 
 
    *** 
 
    She got through it and now we were running our gear into the house. I hauled in the cooler and we both ferried in the half a dozen food store bags, setting everything on the dining table to the right inside the door. The Valentines called it a cabin, but it was a house, a decent-sized one. When you walked in, the right side was the kitchen, and the left side of the spacious bungalow had the family room. The place had a hallway going straight back with a bedroom, towel cupboard, and bathroom on the left, two more bedrooms on the right, plus stairs to the finished basement which I already knew was set up with a couple couches and a long bar. 
 
    “I’ll run out and bring the rest of our gear in. You wanna take care of puttin’ the food away?” 
 
    “Sure,” she replied. “Need the little girl’s room just quick, though.” 
 
    I gestured to where it was, explained Jojo’s room was directly across the hall from it, and went back outside to grab more stuff. 
 
    She was still in the bathroom when I dropped her bags on the bed in Jojo’s room before going back out to the truck for mine. I put that stuff in the bunkbed room, which was beside the bathroom, diagonal from the room she’d be sleeping in. I remembered her guitar was still out there so went back out to get that and my phone, which was charging inside the truck. 
 
    When I lifted the tonneau cover over the bed of my pickup to get deep enough to reach the guitar, that brown leather journal was sitting beside the guitar bag, open. It must’ve slid out of her bag of clothes. 
 
    In neat, curly handwriting done in purple marker, I read the inside cover. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Want equal rights? Don’t fuck a biker. 
 
    Want safe and predictable? Do not fall for a biker. 
 
    Want wind in your hair, fire in your soul, and a man’s fingerprints on your body, marking you as his and only his, to be protected and treasured forever?  
 
    Don’t accidentally become a club bunny. 
 
    -Gianna Grace Jones 
 
      
 
    I frowned. She had underlined his and only his. Sharply. Angrily. 
 
    I flipped a page over to more handwriting, again in purple pen, though this time light purple that sparkled.  
 
    When the pain wants to cleave you in two. 
 
    When the love and hopes have slipped away from you. 
 
    When the nicks of a blade no longer help you remember to feel, no longer remind you that you’re still real… still here… 
 
    It hurts. 
 
    It stings. 
 
    It’s terrifying. 
 
    Soul destroying. 
 
    Because what if the music finally turns flat and you can’t get it back? 
 
    And the mirror says your eyes don’t look the same. Because for years all you’ve felt is shame. 
 
    At some point it sinks in past the numbness that you have mostly yourself to blame.  
 
    Seems the world won’t ever cut you some slack. 
 
    You ponder if it’s best if everything fades to black. 
 
      
 
    I was about to flip the page when I heard the screen door slam, then her voice. “So quiet and pretty here. I could totally live here. Ooh, we should have a campfire. Look at all that wood!”  
 
    I snapped the book shut and peered over my shoulder. 
 
    Her smile withered as she took in what I was looking at. Now she wore a look of betrayal. And the sight of not just that look on her face, but the way it came over her face – starting with a carefree smile that became that – it hit me square in the fuckin’ chest.  
 
    Then fire sparked in her eyes as she stormed the rest of the way to me and ripped the book out of my hand. 
 
    “I can’t believe this!” she accused. 
 
    “Gigi…” 
 
    “You fucking asshole!” she leaned in. “I told you that was personal!” 
 
    “It was wide open back there. I only saw-”  
 
    “You had no right!” She stabbed her finger toward me with accusation, then grabbed the guitar from me and stormed into the cabin. The door slammed. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I lit a cigarette and did a walkaround outside, checking on things. I took my time, giving her time. 
 
    Before heading in, I phoned Deke. 
 
    “Yo Prez, we’re here,” I said, massaging my forehead. “How’s things?” 
 
    “All good here, Jesse. What about with you two?” 
 
    “All good. I’ll check in again tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yeah? All good?”  
 
    “Yeah,” I mumbled.  
 
    “Don’t sound good, brother.” 
 
    “Women,” I muttered. 
 
    He chuckled. “Can’t live with ‘em without a headache, don’t wanna live without ‘em. So headaches it is.” 
 
    I grunted.  
 
    “Even worse when it’s your woman, brother. Count yer blessings.” 
 
    “At least when it’s your woman, you can fuck the attitude outta her,” I put in. 
 
    He chuckled. “You’re single. So’s she. And that bunny ain’t hard on the eyes.” 
 
    “Understatement,” I muttered. 
 
    “Well, Jesse… Some brothers’d maybe give it a whirl. See if it works. It don’t, duck in case she pulls out a fryin’ pan.” 
 
    I laughed. So did he. 
 
    I stared at the house. I could feel her angry energy through the bricks.  
 
    “Help yourself to the booze behind the bar downstairs. Just don’t leave me bone dry in case we gotta get there without a stop on the way.” 
 
    “Brought some, thankfully, but much obliged.”  
 
    “Later,” he said, chuckling. 
 
    When I got inside the cabin, she was still putting food away. 
 
    “Yo,” I called. 
 
    Her eyes moved to me, and they were filled with fire. 
 
    “I just-” 
 
    “What. Ever.” She lifted a hand as she snapped the words, “Save it. You owe me nothing. Just stay out of my journals. That’s all I asked. All I asked! Can I please just fucking have that?” 
 
    I breathed deep while I measured my words, but before I could get any out, she slammed a cupboard, stormed past me, then she stumbled and tripped, falling flat on her belly. I rushed over and helped her to her feet.  
 
    “Fuck. G,” I started, but she pulled away almost violently, looking embarrassed along with angry, blowing a lock of hair hard out of her eyes, then storming the last three feet to Jojo’s bedroom door before slamming it behind her. 
 
    ***  
 
    It was Tuesday afternoon and I’d only heard her once last night, heard water running in the bathroom. So unless she got something while I slept, and I’m a light sleeper so I probably would’ve heard her, I knew that meant she hadn’t eaten anything. I hadn’t seen her yet today, so I rapped on the door. 
 
    She opened it, looking up at me with fire still simmering in her eyes.  
 
    “I made food. Scrambled eggs and bacon. You want, check your messages with my phone. I’ll set up a hot spot.” 
 
    Wind knocked out of her sails, she looked down at her feet and croaked out, “Okay.”  
 
    I turned and moved to the kitchen while she cleared her throat. 
 
    I shot a gaze over my shoulder, and she stumbled, nearly wiping out again. And her face instantly reddened before she turned into the kitchen behind me and surveyed the half-full coffee pot. 
 
    “Made it hours ago,” I told her, “Probably sludge.” 
 
    She said nothing, but reached into the cupboard and pulled down a mug and poured herself a cup. 
 
    I’d already put her food on the table. I didn’t put mine there. Instead, mine was on the counter. 
 
    She put milk and sugar into her cup and grabbed a bottle of water, then sat and began eating. 
 
    I set up a hot spot on my phone, turned her phone on and made sure all location services were off before I logged her on and set it on the table beside her. 
 
    And then I leaned against the counter intentionally in a location that meant I couldn’t see her screen and set my attention on the plate in my hand, only letting my eyes wander between the plate and the picture window that led to the deck that butted the side of the cabin.  
 
    I had a campfire last night, figuring she’d come out. She didn’t. 
 
    I put a movie on in the living room after that, thinking I might see her, she might come sit and watch or grab some food. She didn’t.  
 
    I baked a frozen pizza and ate half of it, watched the movie, and then went to the bunkbed room and read almost half a paperback before crashing, leaving the door open. I only heard her in the bathroom that once.  
 
    So, I’d had some time to myself for the past twenty-four hours and though I typically dug alone-time, I found myself open to conversation. Seemed she wasn’t open to it, instead planning on holding onto her snit. Whatever.  
 
    By the time I finished my meal, she was still focused on her phone and on daintily eating scrambled eggs, bacon, and the toast I’d made with her special bread. I watched her for a minute, how she tongued that fork. How she licked her lips occasionally while eyeing the phone, then found myself pissed off at my fascination with the fact that she ate like it was part of a strip tease.  
 
    So I dropped my dish in the sink, stepped outside and had a smoke, then I was back, seeing her still at the table, still scrolling the phone while licking her goddamn fork. I stretched out in the family room with my copy of Bag of Bones.  
 
    She washed the dishes and the frying pans I’d left on the stove, leaving them to drip-dry in the dish drainer. And then she was standing in front of me. 
 
    She timidly set the phone on the coffee table where my socked feet were propped and said, “Thanks.” She turned to go back to the bedroom. 
 
    “Any word?” I asked. 
 
    She turned back toward me and shook her head, worry etched into her features. 
 
    “You want, you can throw a movie on.” 
 
    “I’m good.” She turned and headed toward the hall. 
 
    “You didn’t eat last night,” I added. 
 
    “Wasn’t hungry.” 
 
    “You can grab food whenever you’re hungry. You’ve got the run of the place, you know.” 
 
    “Thanks. Did a delayed fast for my stomach.” She was almost to her door. And she was cold. Ice cold. Not even looking over her shoulder. 
 
    “Gigi.” 
 
    She turned back and looked at me. She still wore that betrayed, pissed off mask on her face. 
 
    Yesterday, while she was blindfolded, while I quizzed her to keep her mind off the blindfolding, she told me her middle name was Grace.  I told her mine was James. She laughed about the coincidence, the fact we weren’t just GJ and JG. We were G-G-J and J-J-G. And I called her Gigi twice after that before we got here.  
 
    I thought back to the morning we met when her smile died after her joking about it being cute about our initials if it were our love story. I also thought about the words on the inside of that journal. Words that more than indicated she didn’t intend to be a biker bunny, though obviously, it’s where she found herself. I thought about that poem or lyrics if that’s what it was meant to be, and how much pain was scrawled on that page. I fuckin’ hated that last line she wrote with a passion I shouldn’t feel for someone I barely knew. Then again, couldn’t help but think about the intensity that crackled between us when our eyes were locked in that bed in Arch’s house. 
 
    “Any updates on her social media?” 
 
    A shake of her head. 
 
    “Can you think of anyone else who might know where she is? Who you can call without tripping any bullshit?” 
 
    She shook her head again.  
 
    I shot her a look of sympathy. 
 
    She turned and went back to her room before I could say another word. 
 
    And her essentially shitting on my olive branch really pissed me off.  
 
    *** 
 
    I didn’t see her again until later that night. She came back out while I was watching a movie and made a turkey sandwich on her gluten-free bread. I thought she might sit down in the kitchen or join me for a movie that I put on just as she was making her sandwich. She didn’t. She took the food and two more bottles of water and went back to the room without looking my way. 
 
    When I went to bed, I could hear her softly playing guitar in there, humming along with it to a pretty melody I didn’t know. I leaned against the wall and listened for a couple minutes, thinking it might be a song she wrote. And if it was, it was pretty. And then I went to bed. 
 
    ***  
 
    Wednesday morning, I woke to noise in the kitchen along with the smell of coffee and something cooking. 
 
    “Hey,” I greeted, coming in wearing jeans and carrying a shirt.  
 
    She gave a little wave from the stove where she was stirring something in a pot and if I wasn’t mistaken, she checked me out before she resumed stirring. 
 
    I shrugged the button-down flannel on, then poured myself a coffee and watched her drop three spoons of peanut butter and two spoons of jam into the pot of oatmeal. 
 
    “You want some?” she asked without looking at me. 
 
    “Nah. Looks disgusting.” I rolled my sleeves to the elbows.  
 
    I was teasing, but my tone probably didn’t come across as joking. 
 
    She shrugged before dumping the rest of what was in the pot into her bowl, tossed on more jam, muttering, “No brown sugar here”, then she filled the pot with soap and water before she was on the move with her bowl in hand. 
 
    “You wanna check your phone?” I asked. 
 
    She stopped and turned to look at me with hope in her eyes. “Yeah,” she whispered. 
 
    I gestured to the living room where it sat on the coffee table. “I made the password capitals G-G-J-4-3-2-1 to get on my hotspot.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she stared at her feet as she moved along. 
 
    Her hair was wet, loose, and grazed where those back dimples would be if her high-waisted tights weren’t hiding them. I caught the whiff of her orange shampoo and perfume, lotion, or body wash that smelled like candy. She had on a tight red crop top, no bra on and I didn’t bother to avert my eyes from her tits before my eyes moved down to her bare feet. Red-painted toenails. Fingernails too. Different from yesterday when her fingers were painted black, and her toes had no polish on them. She’d obviously done those nails in the last day or so hiding out in that room. I found myself wondering how many songs or poems she’d written while in there. What else she did in there since there wasn’t anything to do in that room with no television or phone to eyeball. 
 
    And then I pondered the fact that I was even interested in what she’d been doing considering she didn’t accept my fuckin’ apology, so I shouldn’t give two shits. 
 
    But I gave more than two shits. Maybe I gave too many shits, which wasn’t like me. And that pissed me off, too.  
 
    After half my coffee, sick of my foul mood, I went for a shower and reaching for the toothpaste, saw three little red drops in the cream-colored sink. 
 
    I stared a second and then turned the water on to wash it down, thinking maybe it was nail polish. Though it washed down pretty easily for that, so maybe she had a nosebleed. It was dry in here last night as I’d cranked the electric baseboard heaters when I got in. Then I saw a couple Band-aid wrappers in the trash can beside the sink, so knew it wasn’t a nosebleed. She must be all right. I hadn’t heard any hollering or crying. 
 
    *** 
 
    Just before dark, she popped out and grabbed a bottle of water while I was warming up the rest of that frozen pizza in the microwave. 
 
    Our eyes met and she immediately looked away. 
 
    “I said I was sorry, for fuck’s sake,” I clipped and slammed the microwave door. 
 
    She jerked back in surprise. 
 
    I leaned forward. She backed up against the fridge so hard the thing rattled. And acting like she was afraid pissed me off even more.  
 
    “You wanna be a bitch and sulk in your room when I fuckin’ apologized, do nothin’ and be a goddamn martyr not taking care of yourself by barely eatin’ because I happened to look at two pages of a goddamn journal that was wide fuckin’ open in my truck because you didn’t secure it properly, have at it. I’ve decided I don’t give a fuck. Have fun doin’ nothin’ in there. At least you won’t be giving me a fuckin’ headache with your goddamn babbling.” 
 
    I stormed outside, deciding I didn’t want the fuckin’ pizza. I wanted to rip shit up. So I grabbed an ax and started splitting wood. Aggressively. 
 
    It served a purpose, though, because the cabin was a couple degrees below comfortable. Though the weekend had decent weather, temperatures had dropped and nights were cold. More wood would mean I could run the fireplace and save Deke on his heating bill.   
 
    I chopped wood until it was dark and filled the gap under the tarp extending the woodshed beside the house. I carted a few logs inside. 
 
    She was in the kitchen. I smelled meat cooking. 
 
    “Um… I…” Her eyes darted in my direction, then moved away timidly. 
 
    She didn’t continue so I didn’t wait. Instead, I looked back to what I was doing, stocking the wood box in front of the fireplace. 
 
    “Jesse?” she called out. 
 
    “What?” I grinded my molars, not looking up. 
 
    “I’m making chicken if you want some.” 
 
    “I could eat,” I muttered, pulling the screen back from the fireplace. 
 
    “There are a whole bunch of movies there. Thinkin’ I’d…uh… maybe watch one after dinner.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I said, then worked on the fire. 
 
    *** 
 
    When she announced, “Food’s ready,” I looked over from my spot on the couch where I was reading and saw her standing by the table. 
 
    She had changed sometime in the last hour and was now wearing a tight, short black tank top dress. The place was warm, the fire had probably made it too warm.  
 
    Her hair was loose. Her face make-up free. And fuck, she looked pretty. Though I was still pissed off, I still couldn’t tear my eyes off her as I moved in that direction. 
 
    And she knew it, too. She stood there gnawing on her bottom lip, trying to look anywhere but at me. 
 
    The table was set with napkins, cutlery, a beer for me, a Gatorade for her, and two plates with chicken breasts, potatoes in foil, and salad. Sour cream, butter, and shredded cheese along with salad dressing sat with the salt and pepper.  
 
    She sat down. 
 
    I loaded up the potato, poured salad dressing, salted and peppered my plate, then took it and a beer to the coffee table. 
 
    I was still pissed off. Wasn’t planning to sit for a movie either. 
 
    After a couple bites in, I grabbed the salt and pepper and re-seasoned my meat and then dropped the shakers back to the table. She didn’t look up, but I saw her shoulders drop. 
 
    The spud could’ve used more time in the oven. 
 
    I glanced in her direction, and she was quietly pushing her food around with her fork, body language defeated. And it pissed me off some more. 
 
    Fuckin’ chicks. Bitchy one minute, pouty the next. Gettin’ on my fuckin’ nerves and under my goddamn skin. 
 
    My appetite was gone. And it was a good thing, because the food was shit. I took my half-eaten plate to the kitchen and dumped the food into a plastic container I found and snapped the lid on before I put it in the fridge. I fetched the pizza from earlier from the microwave and put that in another container and tossed it in the fridge, too. Wasting food was a crime in my house growing up and the habit of saving it had stuck.  
 
    I went out front to smoke a cigarette. And stew in my anger. Unreasonable anger because why was I so pissed off? Why did I give a shit that she threw attitude and was being a sulky child right now when she was the one that gave me the fuckin’ silent treatment the last two days and now was sulking because… why? Because I didn’t sit at the fuckin’ table to eat the bland, boring food she cooked? 
 
    The hairs on the back of my neck went up when I had the notion I was being watched. I was leaning against the bumper of my truck.  
 
    I turned my head to the right and about forty feet away from me, I saw what was watching me. A bear sat on his rump, eyes pointed at me. I was about twenty feet from the house. I dropped the cigarette and stepped on it. 
 
    “Jesse, oh my God,” she exclaimed from the doorway. 
 
    “Quiet,” I said evenly. “Stay there.”  
 
    The bear’s gaze bounced from her to me. 
 
    I casually walked toward the cabin, seeing from my periphery that the bear stayed put, watching, nose twitching. 
 
    The minute I was on the front porch, Gianna opened the door and waved me in frantically. I shut the door and she quickly, shakily locked it, then chained it. 
 
    “Holy shit!” she exclaimed and threw her arms around me. 
 
    I bristled. 
 
    “Holy shit,” she repeated and squeezed me. “Fuck, fuck, shit. My heart. Holy cow.” 
 
    “It’s all good,” I said. 
 
    “Holy shit,” she said again and buried her face in my chest. 
 
    My arms wound around her trembling body. 
 
    She looked up at me. “Phew.” She visibly relaxed, melting into me. “Saw two cans of bear spray in the cupboard over the fridge. You should carry one when you go out there.” 
 
    I cracked half a smile. 
 
    “Phew,” she said again.  
 
    “It’s all good,” I muttered, unable to tear my eyes away from her mouth until I saw a swallow working down her slender throat. And it seemed to take forever. She was still trembling.  
 
    Her eyes roved my face. And then she got up on her tiptoes and pressed her lips against my mouth. “I’m glad you’re okay,” she said, before she let go of me.  
 
    And I didn’t like that she let go, so I hooked my arm tight around her waist and pulled her back to me. As our torsos re-connected, my other hand went into her soft hair. I pulled her face closer, so I could get to her mouth. She opened up immediately and whimpered as she slid both hands up my chest, up the sides of my neck, until they were both in my hair.  
 
    Licking the tip of her tongue, I lifted her by the hips. When her legs wound around my waist, I was moving – kissing her while making my way down the hallway to her room. After putting her on the bed on her back, I reached over to lift the guitar away from the pillows. The black journal sat beside it with a pen clipped to the spine. I gently moved both to the gig bag on the floor. She watched, eyes heating, tongue wetting her lips.  
 
    She reached for me as I put my knee to the bed and crawled toward her, hand gliding up her leg. 
 
    “I’m sorry I was bitchy,” she whispered. 
 
    “One more time and this is the last time I’ll say it… I’m sorry you felt like I invaded your privacy.”  
 
    Her nose wrinkled and her eyes still looked troubled.  
 
    “It wasn’t intentional, G. The page was open and the words I couldn’t help but take in drew me in, so I did flip one page. But then you came out. And… I apologized.” 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered, face relaxing. “But you didn’t actually apologize then, because I didn’t let you.” 
 
    “Semantics. I would’ve.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said.  
 
    I took her in, laying back, legs parted slightly, eyes full of lust, and both hands reaching for me with her chest moving up and down quickly. Panting for me. She wanted me. And she was fucking beautiful.  
 
    I edged forward until I got to the hem of her tight dress, pushing until it rolled upwards, soon revealing a tiny, sheer, red thong. And I knew before I buried my face between her legs that she’d be wet for me. 
 
    “Omigod,” she whimpered a beat after I hooked the thong aside,  taking a long, slow lick while staring her in the eyes.  
 
    Drenched.  
 
    She whimpered again, saying, “Jesse.” 
 
    I sucked her clit while I drove two fingers inside. This made her arch for me, so I took that opportunity to whip the little dress up, then over her head. I tossed it, then ripped my shirt off by clasping fabric at the back of my neck, pitching it aside before hauling the askew thong down and off. That out of the way, I hooked her legs over my shoulders and settling in to dine on her. 
 
    She cried out not even a minute into my working her clit with my mouth, goosebumps all over her legs and belly. And that throaty sound was like music.  
 
    That didn’t take much. But I wasn’t planning on coming nearly as quick; I had plans to savor the next part. Maybe I’d go down on her again after that.  
 
    I hauled my wallet out of my jeans and there was no condom in it.  
 
    “Fuck, no condoms.” I tossed it to the dresser, thinking it was weird; I always carried two or three, replenishing my stock after I fucked someone. Could’ve sworn I did after Dina. 
 
    “I got some,” she said shakily, “In my bag.” 
 
    Abandoning my train of thought, I reached over to the dresser and beside a whack of framed photographs of mostly Valentines, her bag sat. I dragged it over and dropped it on the table beside the bed, then set about getting the rest of my clothes off. 
 
    As my cock sprang free, her mouth dropped open and her eyes moved to connect with mine. The look in them sent more lust shunting through my veins. 
 
    “Pierced,” she whispered, reaching out for and grabbing my cock, thumb stroking over the frenum studs.  
 
    She got to her feet and my eyes traveled her beautiful, bared body as she reached for then tore the condom package with her teeth and then got back to the bed on her knees, leaning forward and working it onto me eagerly.  
 
    Her eyes were lusty, teeth embedded in that bottom lip. And I couldn’t help but crack a smile when she straightened up and met my eyes with hers. I moved in, taking her gorgeous, big tits into my hands. I kissed the right one, then the left, biting playfully on her left nipple. 
 
    “Oh my God,” she moaned, head lolling back. 
 
    After I lay her back, I rubbed my sheathed cock up and down her silky slit before rubbing the head around and around her clit. In no time, she was gripping my shoulders, seeming on the cusp of coming again. I kept going, wanting to watch it happen. And it didn’t take long before she came undone with our eyes locked. As she whimpered, I swallowed it, fucking her mouth with my tongue before lining up and in a smooth, deep stroke, sliding inside slowly, until I bottomed out. 
 
    “Jesse,” she cried. “Oh God, Jesse.” 
 
    Yeah, I was ready to show her I was her god as I pulled back and then snapped my hips forward, hard enough the headboard slammed into the wall.  
 
    That’d leave a mark. My left thumb worked her right nipple while my right hand gripped a handful of that soft golden hair, my mouth working its way down her throat. Without premeditating it, I sucked hard right above her collar bone. She arched into me again, her hot, tight cunt spasming around my cock as I rocked forward over and over, still suckling her neck, pulling almost all the way back each time so my piercing would make her feel good. 
 
    I knew I’d leave a mark on her neck. I didn’t know why, but I wanted to do it. So, I did. 
 
    “Don’t wanna come in this condom, baby,” I grunted, “Wanna test out that gag reflex. What do you think?”  
 
    I kept pushing into her, feeling that tight heat quivering around me. I wasn’t gonna last much longer if she didn’t answer. I couldn’t turn it down with how gorgeous she was, how good she felt. Couldn’t put my mind elsewhere to delay it, I was locked and loaded, too fuckin’ far gone. Couldn’t even stop pumping in the meantime to wait for her answer.  
 
    “You can say no,” I offered. “You feel really fucking good, Gigi and-”  
 
    “Do it,” she breathed. 
 
    I slowed. “Yeah?” I caressed her face. 
 
    She nodded, smiling, eyes lazy. 
 
    I pulled out slowly, eyes glued to her face so I could watch her react to the sensations, then I peeled the rubber off and dropped it.  
 
    “Come here,” she pleaded. “Let me suck you.” 
 
    I growled in response. But then I looked over to the floor. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “Didn’t wanna disrespect that beautiful guitar. I was makin’ sure it landed on the rug.” 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    “This isn’t disrespect to you, though, G. Wantin’ to come down your throat.” 
 
    “Course not.” She waved her hand. 
 
    “You sure?” I hesitated, realizing how she could’ve taken that. 
 
    “Give it to me, Jesse. I’d be happy to suck your big, beautiful cock.” 
 
    Another growl crawled up my throat as I climbed her body and propped my knees on either side of her tits, holding my cock out in offering. 
 
    She opened wide for me, a sweet innocence to her face that made my cock twitch. 
 
    I slowly sank inside her beautiful mouth. She took it. That little tongue of hers moved purposefully around the underside before she took it deeper and swallowed around it. She used suction perfectly. She used her tongue. As her hot mouth worked me, her nails gently scraped over my scrotum. The best part? Her eyes stayed locked with mine while she did all this. Too many women are self-conscious about their facial expressions while they give head. Not this girl. She had no reason to be self-conscious, either. She looked hot as sin taking my dick. 
 
    I pushed forward, got extra-deep, bottoming out, my balls against her chin. And then it happened. She gagged. And looked surprised. And I wanted to crow about it. I threw my head back and groaned.  “My piercing tickling that thing at the back of your throat?” I asked. “Too deep?” 
 
    She answered by grabbing my ass cheeks with both hands, taking it as a challenge. Not letting up despite the tears springing forth in her pretty eyes. 
 
    I got weak in the knees and had to put my palm against the wall for balance. 
 
    Fuck, this girl was good with her mouth. Beautiful fucking mouth. 
 
    Sensation hit a peak with a trill up my spine, heat in my ears, and buzzing in my blood until I came. I came and came down her throat with our eyes locked, one of my hands tangled in her hair. And she took it all. She took it all like she wanted it and couldn’t get enough of it. She took it all with a look in her eyes that looked like utter goddamn devotion.  
 
    When she released my cock, still lookin’ me in the eyes, she licked her fucking gorgeous lips slowly, lavishly from the left corner all the way across the bow of her upper lip until her tongue stopped at the right corner. And then she sucked on her bottom lip, eyes twinkling. 
 
    I rolled to the side and collapsed beside her, grabbing for her, pulling her close, lying on our sides, face to face. I kept hold of her jaw and pressed my lips to hers.  
 
    “Christ, that was hot.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she whispered and wrapped her arms around me, then buried her face in my chest. “Poor rug got disrespected though, didn’t it?” 
 
    I chuckled, squeezed her, then blew out a long breath. 
 
    We lay there for a good while just like that, before she rolled away and put on a show strutting naked to the bathroom. 
 
    And fuck me, but that ass bare like that? That beautiful blonde hair all messy hanging down her naked back? A fucking goddess. 
 
    And that ass? I wanted to take a bite out of it. 
 
    I heard the shower start up. 
 
    She acted surprised when I stepped in with her. I cradled her face in my hands and took her mouth. 
 
    And then things progressed from necking and heavy petting to her jacking me off while I played with her clit, her pinned against soapy tiles with our gazes locked. We wound up back on her bed, sopping wet, and I rolled on another condom. 
 
    “How many of these we got?” I asked. 
 
    She smiled and held up her fingers in the peace sign.  
 
    Two more. 
 
    “Store tomorrow,” I advised and then sat up and pulled her up onto my lap, straddling me. She rode me until she came with my fingers to her clit, mouths fused together, holding one of her ass cheeks in my other hand while I bounced her on my cock. I came right as she shuddered out her orgasm into my neck. 
 
    ***  
 
    “Tired?” I asked a while later with her cuddled against me while I played with her hair. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Wanna have a fire, watch a movie?” I asked. “Somethin’ else?” 
 
    “What do you wanna do?” 
 
    “I wanna play your guitar. Is it off limits?” 
 
    “Not to you it’s not. And a fire sounds good.” 
 
    “Will you sing if I play?” 
 
    Her body language changed.  
 
    “You don’t have to be shy with me,” I advised.  
 
    “I’d rather just watch you play and enjoy the fire. As long as that scary bear don’t come back to try and eat you again.” 
 
    I barked out a laugh. “That bear didn’t try to eat me. Just a black bear. No biggie.” 
 
    “No biggie?”  
 
    “Like a big squirrel.” I shrugged. 
 
    “I beg to differ.  He could’ve,” she reasoned. “You’re pretty delicious…so once he got a nibble, he wouldn’t have stopped.” 
 
    A smile tugged at her gorgeous mouth. “I would’ve tried to save you though.” 
 
    “Glad to know,” I said, dropping a kiss on her cheekbone. “I’ll keep my gun out there with us to make sure you don’t gotta save me.” 
 
    Her smile vanished. “You brought a gun?” 
 
    “Gotta keep my hostage safe,” I said and cupped her jaw, sliding my thumb over her cheek. “You’re all mine to eat, not sharing you with that bear or anybody else.” 
 
    She laughed and then the laughter died unnaturally fast. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head and looked away. 
 
    “What happened here?” I stroked a Band-Aid on the inside of her bicep. 
 
    “Oh? No biggie. Just a scab I probably scratched.” 
 
    She rolled out of the bed and reached into her clothing bag, then pulled out a black bra and purple underwear.  
 
    *** 
 
    She was all smiles around the fire wearing an oversized hoodie and thigh high boots as I played her guitar. 
 
    She shivered and pulled the hood up on the oversized hoodie she had on. 
 
    “Pants might help with that shiverin’,” I advised with a smirk, then added, “Though I could also throw on another log, then I can still look at your thighs.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Boots come almost all the way to my unmentionables. And the unmentionables are covered with shorts.” 
 
    “If you mention your unmentionables, they’re hardly unmentionable, no?” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    “Those are some hot boots,” I added. “Where’d this come from? It’s a beaut.” I strummed the guitar. 
 
    “Great Uncle Billy left it to me when he died. And it caused a stir, believe you me…” 
 
    “Oh yeah?”  
 
    “Yup. I mean… he said…” she put air quotes around said “it belonged to a roadie that used to travel with Janis Joplin. Dunno if it was true.” She held her hands over the fire to warm them. “Doubt it. Unc liked to tell skyscraper-sized tales, but he knew I loved this guitar, so regardless of where it came from, it meant a lot that he left it to me.”  
 
    “It’s worth some coin.” 
 
    “I would never part with it.” She shook her head. “My aunt tried to make me sell it once to make rent and I refused. She kicked me outta the house because of it.” 
 
    “What a bitch,” I muttered. 
 
    She shrugged. “I got that money was tight, but that guitar just meant so much to me. She said he didn’t leave it to me, but I found a note inside the case saying it was to go to me. I still have it. And I found out later she’d just had a big win at bingo and was hoarding the money. She made rent without me parting with it. Felt like it was a test to see if I’d agree. It was one of the few times in my life I actually stood my ground.” Her face changed then, so did her body language, as if she just revealed more than she meant to and caught herself. 
 
    “Raised by your aunt?” I asked, strumming it some more.  
 
    “No,” She stared into the flames. “She took me in a couple times in my teens. Kicked me out regularly though.” 
 
    “Parents gone?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not gone. Just… lotsa baggage. Split. Both remarried and re-divorced.” She shrugged. “Long stories.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “How about you?” she asked. “Your mom’s great. You close with your dad?” 
 
    “No longer in the picture,” I said sourly.  
 
    “Oh, I won’t ask,” she replied, giving me a look of sympathy. 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered and then I played Wonderwall by Oasis while she stared into the flames.  
 
    “Strum a little?” she scoffed. “I’d say you do more than strum. You’re good.” 
 
    “Wanted to play as a kid, so made friends with a neighbor that taught me the basics. Figured out when I was a teenager that I could kinda play by ear. You gonna sing if I play something?” I asked after playing the last note.  
 
    She wrinkled her nose. 
 
    I launched into Blackbird by The Beatles.  
 
    Our eyes met and she shook her head and wagged her finger at me like I’d done something unacceptable. Clearly, she couldn’t resist this song because she joined in to sing the lyrics. And she sounded incredible.  
 
    I whistled along, earning me a big smile from her. 
 
    And then I started playing Patience by Guns n’ Roses, doing the whistling, and on cue, she jumped in and sang the lyrics.  
 
    And I never would’ve thought the song would be that good sung by a female, but she did incredible.  
 
    “Wow, baby,” I gaped at her after it was over. 
 
    She yawned in response, covering her mouth. 
 
    “Wanna go to bed?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded, patting her mouth, then said, “Think so.” 
 
    “Go ahead, I’ll take care of the fire.” 
 
    “Goodnight,” she said. 
 
    “Here.” I tapped my mouth with my index finger. Her head tilted to the side and her brows knitted together. 
 
    “Kiss me, hostage,” I ordered. 
 
    A slow smile spread across her face before she leaned over and touched her mouth to mine.  
 
    I deepened the kiss, fingertips grazing her jaw. “You sang that beautiful, baby. I’ll be in, in a minute.”  
 
    She looked surprised.  
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “Nothin’.” 
 
    “That cool with you? That I join you in bed? Here,” I passed the guitar. 
 
    “Sure,” she replied, taking it from me. 
 
    “Thank you for letting me play it.” 
 
    “Any time, Jesse,” she said softly, then carried it inside. 
 
    I dumped a bucket of water on the fire and locked up, then joined her in the dark in her bed.  
 
    “Hey,” I whispered, touching my lips to her collarbone, then pulling her closer.  
 
    “Hey,” she whispered back.  
 
    “It’s cool that I’m here?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    I pulled her even closer, then rolled her to her back.  
 
    “I want you,” I told her. “That okay?” 
 
    “I’m here,” she replied, voice husky. 

  

 
   
    7 
 
    Thursday morning, I was woken by Gigi running her tongue along my cock. And if not, I’d have woken with a start because the curtains were closed. 
 
    I grabbed the length of her hair and wound it around my fist twice, letting out a groan.  
 
    “Good morning,” I rumbled. 
 
    “Mm, hi,” she greeted and then gave it another long lick.  
 
    After a few minutes of letting her work it, I didn’t want to wait any longer, so let go of her hair and as I grasped her hips, flipping her around so I could spear her sweet pussy with my tongue, so I could suck her clit until she came on my face. I demanded, “Gimme that pussy.” 
 
    She came quickly, and it was fucking hot to watch; I had to fight to hold back from spilling my load so I could get on the last condom. Once it was on, I fucked her from behind, holding onto that sweet ass, whispering into her ear. 
 
    “Might be the sweetest ass I’ve laid eyes on.” And then I slapped it, feeling her shudder and tighten around me as the scent of her hair filled my lungs.  
 
    After we came, I passed out cold.  
 
    Sometime later, my eyes opened, and I stared into gorgeous blue eyes that were on me, a look in them I couldn’t decipher before she jolted back, looking away. Looking embarrassed.  
 
    “Join me in the shower?” I invited. 
 
    “Sure,” she said, not looking at me, heading for the door. 
 
    I snickered. She’d been watching me sleep, looking a little lovesick.  Busted. 
 
    I opened the drapes. Sun was out today. 
 
    I called her out on it in the shower, whispering into her ear that I thought it was sweet she was crushin’ on me while I slept. This got her acting bashful, shy, which was very fucking cute. After I got dressed in the room with the bunks, I wandered into her room to find her pulling jeans on. 
 
    “Wanna go hunt down a breakfast joint?”  
 
    Her expression dropped as she zipped up. 
 
    “Bad idea,” I amended.  
 
    “Know you hate bein’ blindfolded, but need more condoms,” I added, stepping forward and pulling her close. 
 
    She nuzzled in, nose grazing the compass tatt on the side of my neck. “How about you just run to the store?” she suggested. 
 
    “Not leavin’ you alone.” 
 
    “Oh.” She deflated and tried to back up. 
 
    I held onto her. “I can’t protect you if I’m not in the same space as you. This isn’t a trust thing.” 
 
    “You said it’s safe here.” She stared at our feet. 
 
    “Part of why that is, is I’m shadowing you to make sure of it.” I ran my hand up and down her spine. 
 
    “So how about we go get condoms? It’ll be a covert mission?” She peered up at me and smiled, then added, “But we come back here for breakfast? You make me some of those cheesy salsa scrambled eggs? You left the salsa and cheese off when you were mad at me.”  
 
    “I didn’t punish you by withholding cheese and salsa.” 
 
    “Felt like a punishment.” 
 
    I snickered. “So, a covert mission, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah. Too bad we don’t have fedoras and trench coats.” 
 
    I played with a lock of her hair. “I know you don’t like bein’ blindfolded. It’s for your protection.” 
 
    She stared into space, chewing her lip. 
 
    “If they catch you, which they fuckin’ won’t, but say they did – if you don’t know where this place is, they can’t make you talk about it.” 
 
    Her pretty blue eyes bounced to meet mine and held a look of understanding. And fear. “Doesn’t mean they wouldn’t try to make me talk.”  
 
    “They’re not gonna touch you,” I assured. 
 
    She bit her lip. 
 
    “I mean that,” I promised. “Deke tasked me with not just watching you, but also with keeping you safe. I’m gonna do that.” 
 
    She snuggled into me again. “Sucks that he had to even wonder if I’m bein’ truthful.” 
 
    “I get that.” 
 
    “Me getting painted by the Kailey brush again,” she muttered. 
 
    “Happen a lot?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    We were quiet a minute; I guessed she was reflecting on shit that bugged her. 
 
    “You’re on the pill, yeah? Saw ‘em when I emptied your bag that first day.”  
 
    Her face was still buried in my throat, but I felt her nod. 
 
    “I don’t fuck ungloved. You?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Sometimes? Never? Occasionally?” 
 
    “Never, if I can help it.” 
 
    “If you can help it?” 
 
    “Pretty much never. Not in a long time.” 
 
    I stared at her. She didn’t elaborate, so I let it go and spelled it out. 
 
    “So, if I were to fuck you without a condom, you wouldn’t get pregnant. And I don’t fuck without one either, so neither of us has anything the other could catch.” 
 
    “I can’t break my condom rule, Jesse, sorry,” She looked away,  “but… I’ll let you blindfold me so we can go get some.” She kissed my shoulder but still didn’t make eye contact. “I can deal if it’s a short drive and you talk me through it again.” She rushed off and when I heard the bathroom door close, I felt a niggle of irritation.  
 
    Maybe because I wanted to fuck her without a condom. Which was foreign considering I hadn’t fucked anybody ungloved since Chelsea.   
 
    This girl just told me she never fucks without them, and I immediately suggest she fuck me without one? Talk about laying cards on the table with her. I found myself both surprised and irritated with myself. Not just laying that out there and getting shut down, but also for even having the thought in the first place.  
 
    “You want more of my cock that much, huh?” I called out a minute later, needing some levity with where my thoughts were heading. I lay back on the bed and lifted a magazine from the bedside table. It was a chick magazine. I leafed through the stack, and they were all chick magazines.  
 
    She came back, smiling, and I was eyeballing the obvious hickey I’d put on her neck last night. What am I? Sixteen? Fuck sakes.                
 
    “Oh yeah,” she whispered with an eyebrow wiggle. “After experiencing it, I know the blindfold will make it worth it. I mean, you found my g-spot and my previously non-existent gag reflex in the same day.” 
 
    “Come here,” I ordered. 
 
    She crawled back into the bed from the bottom, slowly, seductively, but then teased, “No point starting something we can’t finish until after we get more-” 
 
    “Not that, just this,” I said, grabbing her by the armpits, hauling her the rest of the way up, then I hooked the back of her neck to pull her mouth to mine, turning her to her back as I kissed her. 
 
    It went on for a long time before she pulled away. 
 
    “We gonna go or what?” she asked, scooting away from me.  
 
    “Or what?” I returned, leaned over, and scooped her back with my arm around her waist. I started tickling her. 
 
    She cackled with glee, trying to get away.
I pinned her arms over her head and stared into her eyes.  
 
    She sucked on her lip. 
 
    Our eyes got locked for a long minute, before her eyes changed, panic rising in them. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “Can’t let things get too far or you might get all salty about not havin’ a condom.” 
 
    “I’m cool with makin’ out for now.” I ran my nose up her jawline and felt her body relax. She put her tongue to my earlobe, rolling to her side. 
 
    “Oy. Get away from my ear with that little tongue until we get more condoms, woman.” I swatted her sweet ass and then tagged her hand to pull her out of the bedroom with me. 
 
    “See! Salty.”  
 
    I laughed. “Makin’ out is one thing, messing with my ear is another.” 
 
    “Oh? The earlobe is a magical spot, is it?” she asked like it was the most interesting tidbit of information she’d heard. 
 
    “Mainline to my dick, baby. But actually, one of many,” I rasped against her throat, pinning her against the wall beside the door.  
 
    “I’ll be filing that one away,” she vowed and then she suckled my lobe and earned herself another swat on the ass, which made her giggle.  
 
    *** 
 
    Once we were in the truck I wrapped a bandana I’d found in the closet of the bunk room around her eyes. She pulled on her sunglasses and a borrowed Harley Davidson ball cap she’d found hanging on a hook by the front door and it made the blindfold less obvious. 
 
    “You want more quizzin’ to distract you?” 
 
    “Off our covert mission you mean?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I returned with a grin. “That.”  
 
    “How about I quiz you?” she offered an alternative. 
 
    “Shoot,” I invited. 
 
    “How old are you?”  
 
    I turned the truck on and answered while backing out onto the road. “Twenty-eight. You?” 
 
    “It’s rude to ask a lady her age,” she volleyed. 
 
    “There’s that double standard,” I muttered. “You younger than me or older than me?” I returned. 
 
    “Younger. You think I look older?” she asked, startled. 
 
    I pulled breath in through my teeth and waited a beat, before warning, “Don’t ask questions you don’t want the answers to.” 
 
    She gasped in horror. 
 
    I laughed.  
 
    “Mean!” she accused. 
 
    “Twenty-five?” I tried. 
 
    “Nice save,” she advised with a big smile. “Twenty-seven. When’s your birthday?” 
 
    “February. Yours?” 
 
    “Same. Mine’s February 29,” she informed, “meaning I’m technically, way, way younger than you.” 
 
    I whistled low. “Then technically I could get in trouble for what we did back there at the cabin.” 
 
    “Ha,” she laughed. “Guess we can’t do it anymore.” 
 
    I scoffed. “As if.” 
 
    “Good thing you’re a biker. Bikers don’t like rules. When’s your birthday?”  
 
    “Mine’s the day a lotta people get chocolate for half price.” 
 
    “The day after Valentine’s Day?” 
 
    “Bingo.” 
 
    “Aw, a cupid baby. That’s adorable.” 
 
    “Next time you see my ma, don’t let her show you the baby album.” 
 
    “There a cupid pic in there?” 
 
    I touched my index finger to her nose. 
 
    “Aw!” she exclaimed. 
 
    I snickered. “Born two minutes after midnight so just missed it.”  
 
    “Next question…” she continued, “favorite book?”  
 
    “Can’t answer. Too many to list.” 
 
    “Favorite authors?” 
 
    “Again, too many to list. But top of the heap’d be Steinbeck, King, Ludlum. Koontz, Grisham, Crichton, Cornwell, Lovecraft-” 
 
    “I take it you like to read.” 
 
    “I like to read,” I confirmed. “You?” 
 
    “Not particularly. Not since I was a kid. Though I read about half a dozen magazines in Jojo’s room. Some of them had chicken soup for the soul type stories. Got me all up in my feelings. Maybe I’ll read that book you’ve had your nose in when you’re done.” 
 
    “Got a couple paperbacks with me. And there’s another shelf full of ‘em in the basement if you wanna browse. Some chick ones there, too, probably Jojo’s.” 
 
    She fidgeted and blew out a stuttered breath so I knew she needed to keep talkin’ so she wouldn’t get too in her own head about the blindfold. 
 
    “Next question, hostage. Shoot…”  
 
    “Uh… favorite TV show?” 
 
    “Not a big fan of TV. You?” 
 
    “Love TV.” 
 
    “What do you like to watch?” 
 
    “Anything, really. Reality TV. Home improvement shows. Action movies, like explosions and fast cars, and wicked stunts. Game shows. Serial killer documentaries. But my favorite? SOA, of course.” She grinned. 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “Jax girl or an Opie girl?”  
 
    “You watch? I thought real bikers didn’t watch it.” 
 
    “Nah, but I don’t live under a rock.” I’d heard a debate recently in the clubhouse among the girls about whether they favored one character over the other. I’d heard that same debate at the bar as well as Ma’s titty bar back while the show was still airing. 
 
    “Hm. Opie. Jax just breaks my heart. He is pretty gorgeous though. Opie was… he was awesome. Devoted.. Aw, now I’m sad.” 
 
    “Sad? Why?” 
 
    “Because of Opie.” 
 
    “Like I said, don’t watch it. Obviously he’s dead.” 
 
    She clasped her chest. “I’m not confirming nor denying. No spoilers.” She shook her head with conviction. 
 
    “Not gonna watch anyway.” I squeezed her hand. “Sorry for your broken heart over a fictional character, babe.” 
 
    “You’re a reader; you must get attached to fictional characters too, no?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Not that I’m saying what happened, but whatever did happen - I bawled so hard. I was blue for days.” 
 
    “My condolences,” I said, then laughed, patting the top of her head. 
 
    She swatted my hand. “Go away.” 
 
    “Can’t go away, gotta drive the truck since you’re blindfolded.” I chuckled and chucked her chin.  
 
    “New topic. How and when did you end up in the Doms?”  
 
    “Did time for assault,” I said. 
 
    “Oh,” she said softly. 
 
    I continued, “Two years. The guy almost died, it was almost attempted murder, but believe me, he deserved it. Put his hands on his niece.” 
 
    “His niece?” 
 
    “She was my girlfriend. And it wasn’t the first time he put his hands on her.” 
 
    “Oh shit. That’s awful.” 
 
    “And I had a good lawyer, friend of Ma’s, and no priors, and reason, so I got two years. Though he only got a year, which makes no fuckin’ sense. I met Brady’s pop inside. That was part of what led me to the brotherhood. In a roundabout way.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “You heard that story obviously.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Obviously?” 
 
    “You’re tight with Brady?” 
 
    “Not particularly. I mean, he’s nice to me, we’ve hung out, but… no, not real tight with anyone in your club these days.” 
 
    “Not any of the other hang-around girls even?” 
 
    “The club girls don’t exactly bond, really. Not with me at least.” She shrugged. 
 
    “Well, not my story to tell, but Torque’ll be out in a couple months. Been in for nearly ten years. He’s one of the original members of the brotherhood, traded tattoos for smokes with me and I was on the wait list, but he let me jump the line. We gelled, killin’ time shootin’ the shit, talking about life outside. Pulled strings to get me on work assignment with him in maintenance. He told me about the club and suggested I join. Didn’t commit to it. Told him I’d meet him for a beer when he got out and we’d see. Then coincidentally, when I got out, figured out not long later that Archer knew Deke and Rudy. He introduced me.” 
 
    “Oh! Coincidence?” 
 
    “I suspect Archer asked for the solid, havin’ a thing for Ma. Didn’t really know him well before I got out. My guess – he asked Deke and Rudy to have someone look out for me in there and they sorted it with Torque, who let me jump that queue on purpose.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “Not that I can’t look after myself. But bein’ on assignment with Torque helped pass the time. Bein’ welcomed into his circle saved me some hassles. Good man to have in your corner.”  
 
    “I’m glad you had that,” she said softly.  
 
    She was fidgety, mucking around with her blindfold behind her shades, so I put my hand on her leg again. 
 
    “Won’t be much longer; we’re not far.” 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered and grasped my hand and held on. 
 
    “Then I got out,” I went on. “Stayed with Ma and Archer and bounced at The Playpen again for a while. Shocked the shit outta me that she’d moved in with him. Figure he bought the bar to save her job when the old owner put it up for sale. Guessin’ he also bought leverage tellin’ her he had someone looking out for me on the inside. Though if I asked neither of them’d admit anything.” 
 
    “That’s sweet. If that’s what they did. Maybe it was just fate.” 
 
    “Deke let something slip that pretty much confirmed it for me later on. Arch took me to Sioux Falls for some bullshit reason that I figured out was an excuse to introduce me to Deke and Rudy not long after I was out. Partied at the clubhouse and the next morning at breakfast, Rudy invited me to prospect. I wasn’t sure I wanted it; he asked me to think on it. Deke joked he was gonna scoop me if he could convince me to come to Aberdeen where he was starting a new chapter. Deke later told me he saw Torque on a visiting day and Torque had good things to say about me, thought I’d fit. I wasn’t interested in prospecting for a big club like Sioux Falls, not real stoked at the idea of being a grunt for a year or two, but the guys that were headin’ there were guys I gelled with. Deke invited me to stay at his place in Sioux Falls with him and his boys for a week, offering me cash to help them get their house cleared out and set up at the new place. Helped them get to Aberdeen and they invited me to try it for a month and let ‘em know. No hard feelings if it didn’t work out. I told ‘em I was game if they made a coupla assurances. They made those promises.” 
 
    “Promises?” 
 
    “Didn’t wanna be a grunt longer than necessary. Didn’t want a road name. Other shit I wanted to be sure of, to know what sort of club they were. I tried it out and now here we are.” 
 
    “So you haven’t been around too long.” 
 
    “Last summer, so close to a year. Surprised our paths never crossed.” 
 
    “Rider banned me from the clubhouses when I tried to go to Lick’s funeral,” she said with sadness. 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “You’re not still prospecting though? Got your patch I noticed.” 
 
    “Got my patch a while back. Quick new recruit stint. Wasn’t sure I wanted to do it, know a lot of clubs use up and spit out their prospects as quickly as the club – ” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Her mouth contorted and she finished for me, “As quickly as they use up and spit out club whores. Yeah.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I said, otherwise lost for words. 
 
    After a beat of awkward silence, she leaned over and tapped my thigh.  “It’s okay, I get it.” 
 
    I caught her hand and pulled it to my mouth, dropping a kiss on her knuckle. “Just a turn of phrase, I wasn’t thinkin’.” 
 
    “Looks like I’m not the only one with foot-in-mouth-itis,” she put in, with a grin.  
 
    I groaned. “Believe it or not, I don’t really think that way. Just a phrase chameleon, spendin’ time with the brothers. You know what my ma does. That’d be pretty fuckin’ hypocritical of me if I did think that way. I don’t look down on club hang-arounds, male or female. Just like I don’t look at strippers as second-class citizens.” 
 
    She shrugged, still grinning. 
 
    But I’d bet if she wasn’t wearing that blindfold I’d see the grin wasn’t touching her eyes. I bit my tongue and cussed under my breath.  
 
    She sighed and shifted in her seat. “I am a natural blonde, Jesse, but I’m not a total bimbo. Probably only fifty per-cent bimbo. I know how hang-around females are viewed. Keep talkin’.”  
 
    I squeezed her hand. And I didn’t wanna continue the conversation, but it’d be awkward if I didn’t. 
 
    “You were saying?” she pressed. 
 
    “Lotta MCs have problems even gettin’ prospects nowadays because guys interested in the life know that unless you’re with the right club you’ll be a grunt, doin’ the hard and dirty work, subject to the hazing, and may wind up doing time or pushin’ up daisies before you even earn your patch. Earned my patch doin’ some stuff that others might think’ll stain my soul, but I knew what I was doin’, I believed in it, and these guys are the brothers I never had. Especially the Valentines. Got tight with those guys fast.” 
 
    “They’re good guys.” 
 
    “They didn’t keep me prospectin’ any longer than necessary instead of milkin’ it like some clubs do. I earned it in their eyes, and they gave it to me. I wasn’t gonna join just any club. Agreed to do a test run partly because of Torque. The rest, because of Deke Valentine and his boys. Didn’t have aspirations as a kid to join an MC and be a biker.” 
 
    “Well, you fit the part.” 
 
    “Feels right. Love riding. Bought my first motorcycle when I was seventeen, spent a shit-ton of time fixing it since it was as old as time. Anyway, how’d you wind up hanging around the Sioux Falls clubhouse? You grow up around there?”  
 
    “Born in Montana, but my dad moved to South Dakota when my parents split. Momma got into some trouble, so I got shipped to SD to live with Daddy while she did some time. There, here… uh, are we still in North Dakota or are we back in SD? Wait. Don’t tell me, I’m not allowed to know. Anyway, it was my dad’s uncle, my great Uncle Billy that made me intrigued with the MC life – it was Uncle Billy that left me the Gibson. He was a biker as far back as I can remember. Joined up after Vietnam; told me the MC saved his life, his sanity. Gave him a family when the one he had wasn’t so hot. Since it was my family too, I got that. Said when he got back after the war, he was fucked up. And if not for the MC, he might not have made it.” 
 
    “Lotta clubs right after the war saved the veterans.” 
 
    “Mm hm,” she nodded. “I spent some time around Uncle Billy’s biker friends when I was a kid, and they were always so nice to me. And a few of the couples seemed so happy. The bikers treated their women like gold. Or so I thought. Kailey got us invited to a party at a clubhouse and it was the Freebooters. The club that patched over Uncle Billy’s MC, though it was after he was gone. I thought it’d feel like family.” 
 
    “It didn’t?” 
 
    “It didn’t. Not remotely. Guess I was looking for that old feeling I got around Uncle Billy’s friends, that family atmosphere they talked about and that I saw a little of. Took a minute to find this club. Met Skip when I was workin’ at this coffee shop. Asked me out. Though that didn’t go well, as you know, I quickly figured out that at their core, most of the Doms are good guys. Real good guys. Care about their families, most of ‘em. Put the people they love ahead of the club stuff. Not like some clubs where club business comes first and families are an afterthought.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed, thinking on the fact that she wrote she was an accidental club bunny. And now it made sense. She was lookin’ for the family she wanted, liked the feel of the Dominion Brotherhood, but got labelled a sweet butt before she found a man to bring her into the fold as family.  
 
    “You said you didn’t wanna always be in an MC. What did you used to wanna be?” she asked. 
 
    “Before I got locked up I was a bouncer at the bar Ma manages. We talked about buying it from the owner, tryin’ to find a way to swing it. Then things went fucked when I went down for assault. Arch bought it so she got her bar anyway.” 
 
    She smiled. “That’s sweet.” 
 
    “Yeah. She’s made of tough stuff, though. Rough home life, needed an escape, a way to pay her own way even if the way she paved wasn’t somethin’ most people would aspire to. She didn’t intend to go back to it after she had me. Went to hairdressing school and worked doin’ that for a bit, but when she suddenly found herself with a kid and no man to take her back, she did what she had to do. Cut hair during the day and worked a pole at night. Eventually, stuck to the pole ‘cuz she was burnin’ the candle at both ends and didn’t wanna let me down. Made more money on the stage than with scissors in her hand so she did what she needed to do.” 
 
    “They seem happy. Her and Archer. I like her a lot.” 
 
    “Yeah. First serious relationship she’s had since… him.” I cleared my throat and then went on, “So I didn’t know what I wanted to be. Woulda helped Ma with the bar and looked for somethin’ else eventually. Always liked to figure out how shit worked, didn’t like school – hated bein’ treated like a kid. Problem with authority, so couldn’t figure out a way to tolerate it past getting my high school diploma. But I work for the Valentines’ garage now as a mechanic. Apprentice really, still learnin’, knew more than the basics helpin’ my father work on cars as a kid and fixing my own whips instead of takin’ them to a shop. Learned even more from Brady’s pop inside. Learnin’ a lot from Deacon and Rider after they took me on to help out. Between the garage and the club, I’m content for the moment. Make decent money. Might see if I can get my mechanic ticket down the road. Like the people I work and live with. We’re here.” I put my truck in park. “You can take it off while I’m in the store.” 
 
    “Okay.” She took the glasses off and pulled the bandana down. 
 
    I leaned over and kissed her, before asking, “Want anything else?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Um… Fruit Roll-Ups.” 
 
    “Fruit Roll-Ups?” 
 
    “Yeah. If that’s cool?” 
 
    “Sure,” I muttered. “They gluten-free?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    I was in and out quickly, seeing her reclined in her seat, eyes closed, the bandana pulled down to rest around her throat. 
 
    “All right, baby,” I said when I was back in, tossing the bag to her lap. “That’ll keep us goin’ a couple days.” 
 
    She laughed when she peered inside. 
 
    “This classified as an incidental hostage expense?” 
 
    “Nah. I paid for those. Well worth it.” I grinned. 
 
    “Hm,” she mused, “Hamburger buns, too? Kinky.”  
 
    “Yeah,” I wiggled my eyebrows. “Though they’ve probably got gluten.” 
 
    She dug in further and I knew she wasn’t just eyeballing the two thirty-six count boxes of condoms and the box of Fruit Roll-Ups.  
 
    “What’s this for?” she asked, pulling out a bottle of KY jelly. “Condiment for your kinky burger?”  
 
    I barked out laughter.  
 
    “Considering you haven’t needed any of that yet, three guesses and the first two don’t count.” 
 
    She laughed. “Oh really? Mr. Tall Dark and Tattooed sure is sure of himself.” 
 
    “A guy can hope,” I muttered with a shrug and a grin. 
 
    She scoffed with an eyeroll and pulled her blindfold back up. “I’m savin’ my butt virginity for marriage, sorry to burst your kinky bubble.” 
 
    I laughed. “Kinky bubble. You can be funny sometimes.” 
 
    She smirked. “Sometimes. But I’m bein’ serious. The sweet butt is still a butt virgin. Are you shocked?” 
 
    I smiled, though she couldn’t see it. “Believe in marriage, do ya?” I asked.  
 
    “Not sure,” she said, then cautiously added, “You?” 
 
    “Not sure either. Maybe.” 
 
    Her body language changed. And the air felt unnecessarily thick, so I launched into more questions. “So, what did you wanna be when you were a kid?” I grabbed her hand. “A singer?” 
 
    She was shaking. She seemed to calm at my touch. I liked that. 
 
    “Just a quick drive. I’ll get us there fast. Don’t worry; I’ve got you.” 
 
    She smiled a little. 
 
    “So? A singer? Doctor? Teacher?”  
 
    “As crazy as this sounds, I wanted to marry a nice man, take care of his house, and give him a bunch of babies.” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    She quickly added, “That was my first dream. Writing love notes for his lunch. For the kids, too. Baking bread and sewing. Bake sales. Ballet lessons. But reality set in. I don’t cook. I don’t sew and the rest was…anyway… Yeah. If I ever become a mom and wife I probably can’t pull off the Pinterest mom gig but…” She went quiet a second, then spoke quickly, “Anyway, I’ve worked plenty of minimum wage jobs. Fast food, hotel maid, coffee houses, shit like that. A couple years ago I went back to school and took a course, so now I help people out in the nursing homes. Bring meals. Feed the ones who can’t feed themselves. Help with their hygiene. Spend time with them. Change beds, basic first aid, do their nails, stuff like that.” 
 
    “You like it?” 
 
    “Some parts of it aren’t fun. Sometimes it’s dirty work, but people need help, you know? And they deserve to have it. And to be treated with dignity. Sometimes it’s hard. You get attached and then you see them suffering. You lose ‘em.” She deflated. “Yeah, that’s hard.” 
 
    “I bet.” 
 
    “I got fired.” She slumped further in her seat. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “The home I was workin’ at, the new manager didn’t like me. Don’t know why, but she just took one look at me when she started and hated my guts immediately. Story of my life. Ridin’ the struggle bus and waiting to get off. Not sure what it is about me that makes chicks take an instant disliking to me. I try so hard to not come across as a bitch.” 
 
    There wasn’t a bitchy bone in her body from what I’ve seen so far. Even when she was pissed at me, her bitch scale only went to maybe two when most women could take it to eight without breaking a sweat.  
 
    I’d lay down coin she endures that because they’re jealous. Because she’s the kind of beautiful that turns a lot of women catty. Beautiful women who are bitches don’t let people walk on them. Beautiful women who are the kind of sweet Gianna Jones is need protection. And it didn’t sound like anyone had protected this girl in her life.  
 
    And that pissed me off.  
 
    “And of course I can’t go back and say goodbye, they won’t allow it,” she mumbled. 
 
    “To your coworkers?” 
 
    “To the residents. Wasn’t super tight with any of my coworkers, but some of the residents’ll wonder where I went, why I didn’t say goodbye.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “She wrote me up for bullshit reasons a couple times. I called in before I headed for Aberdeen to warn you guys and said I needed some personal time. She told me if I couldn’t make it in the next day, I’d be fired. And it was shitty because I’d just been off for two weeks unpaid vacation that she pushed on me because she said they were overstaffed, but I figure she was tryin’ to push me out. Kept cuttin’ my hours. She hired two friends of hers, so they were getting my hours and it left me uber-strapped.” 
 
    “Too strapped to put a new tire on your junker?” 
 
    “Yeah. So strapped I barely coasted in on what little gas money I had to get to Aberdeen and my phone’s now cut off.” 
 
    “Not safe to drive far on the donut. How long has that been on your car?” 
 
    “Three weeks.” 
 
    “Fuck. Bad idea, G.” 
 
    “I know it. Not much I could do about it. Brakes are squealing too, but what am I gonna do?” 
 
    “We’ve got a cache of decent used tires out back of the garage. I’m sure I can hook you up. I’ll take care of your brakes, too.” 
 
    She said nothing.  
 
    “Though that junker isn’t really roadworthy. I’ll have a look at it when we get back. And when we get to the cabin I’ll pay your phone bill. Turn your phone back on,” I added. 
 
    “No. No, no. That’s okay.” She shook her head decisively. 
 
    “You should have a phone so your sister can get ahold of you.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Kai usually uses Insta anyway. I don’t need a phone line for that. Your hotspot is fine, Jesse, I don’t want you payin’ my phone bill or payin’ for anything else. It’s unnecessary.” 
 
    “Your call. But if you need it, I can do it.”  
 
    “I don’t need it. Make it a rule to never let anybody else pay my bills. But thanks.” 
 
    She squeezed my hand and then grabbed my thigh and kept her hand there. I put my hand on top of hers and held it.  
 
    Though I couldn’t see her eyes, it felt like she was troubled. The conversation, the blindfold, her stepsister. Shitty car. Lost her job. The fuckin’ stress of the Jackals.  
 
    “More quizzin’ or music?” I asked, pushing away the foreign urge to take all her problems on my shoulders. It wasn’t my style to be the knight on the white horse, swooping in to save the day. But this girl… everything about her … she was getting under my skin. 
 
    “How ‘bout music?” she suggested. 
 
    I turned the radio up. Supertramp. Take the Long Way Home. I cranked it. She looked relaxed beside me; she sang along, knew the lyrics. Goodbye Stranger came on right afterwards and she sang all of that, too. 
 
    *** 
 
    We rustled up some breakfast when we got back, me dazzling her by putting the salsa and cheese into an omelet instead of a scramble, then lazed around all afternoon watching a marathon of action movies before making burgers when it got dark. She was quiet. Seemed lost in thought a lot. But the quiet was nice. She ate her burger without bread, salad on the side. She was down to just a few slices left of that bread so I wondered where we could get more around here. After we ate, we hiked the property a bit. She carried a can of bear spray with her and insisted I carry my gun. We saw no bears, but we did see deer and rabbits and she told me she was a city girl now but lived in the country when her folks were together and loved it, always thought she’d like to live somewhere with rabbits and deer running around. Some place with a yard where she could have flowers. On a river, lake, or with an ocean view. Told her I felt the same. Liked quiet. Hated traffic. Noise. Didn’t need neighbors. Told her I could see myself in a place like the Valentine cabin, that it’d be perfection if there were a lake where I could sink a line. She softly said she could see herself in a place like it, too. 
 
    *** 
 
    I was lying on the bed in her room finishing my book. When I closed it, she asked, “Done?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. “Have I not been payin’ you enough attention?” 
 
    She smiled from her spot at the end of the bed and then crawled up on it. I heard a crinkle as she got close and suspected it was a condom. It wasn’t. She held up a Fruit Roll-Up. 
 
    “Wanna play?” she asked. 
 
    My brows shot up. “What’re you gonna do with that?”  
 
    She went for my fly. 
 
    I laced my fingers behind my head and watched.  
 
    She licked my cock all over, slowly, lavishly, the same way she licked her cutlery when she ate. Though this time, there was eye contact. And it was hot. Scorching. 
 
    After my cock was fully wet, she wrapped the blue Fruit Roll-Up around it.  
 
    And then she set about making a snack of it. And me. She took her time with it, too, using that tongue, nibbling with her teeth a little, and yeah it was sticky, but it was also fucking fantastic.  
 
    *** 
 
    Friday night, we played a game of darts and some foosball in the basement while she paraded around in one of my t-shirts, telling me she wasn’t breaking my t-shirt rule since she’d been fucking me. My reaction was to fuck her for hours before falling asleep together, her gorgeous hair fanned out over me like a silken blanket.  
 
    She was sweet. She was a great lay. Conversation was easy. Nothing heavy. And unlike her babbling up until now, she was quiet, letting me lead the way. The silence wasn’t awkward, it was companionable. And I could barely keep my hands off her. She was really fuckin’ pretty when she smiled. Fuckin’ gorgeous when she came. She had a talented tongue, and made the sexiest sounds I’d ever heard when she came.  
 
    She listened like she gave a shit about what I was talking about. That said, she was holding back with me, though I wasn’t with her and that surprised me about myself. But I knew she had a whack of shit on her mind so chalked it up to that.  
 
    I’d set the bottle of lube on the dresser beside her purple box, and she reminded me about her marriage rule with a big smile. I told her Rider’s girl had the same rule and that Ride was always on about ring shopping. She laughed about that, though it felt forced. And I wondered for a second if she was jealous. But she must have read the fact that I was trying to read her, so she babbled nervously about being upset hearing Ride got shot even though Ride exiled her from all Dominion Brotherhood clubhouses, saying she understood, that she probably needed distance at that point anyway. Though she didn’t elaborate.  
 
    I had the skinny about her thing with Spencer from his mouth to my ears, but wondered how deep she’d gotten with Ride. With Edge. With other brothers. If any of it was beyond bodies connecting. I shouldn’t care about that shit; the past was the past. And it was too soon to know where this was going with us, so I shoved those thoughts off.  
 
    *** 
 
    We’d been in a bubble for days, playing house, fucking like rabbits, playing music, having fires, taking walks. We’d gone through most of a box of condoms and the whole box of Fruit Roll Ups. Two of them I used on her, spreading it over her pussy and taking my time devouring the sticky sweet fruit leather while finger-fucking her.  
 
    Beyond being open and having her guard down when we fucked, she was otherwise holding back, wouldn’t get deep. And it was starting to irk me.  
 
    She was a shit cook, she was shy outside of fucking. She loved watching movies, no matter the genre, and she could bury herself in her notebooks for hours. She didn’t need to talk 24/7, which I liked. But when she was stressed out or trying to avoid a topic, she’d babble in a way that could get dizzying, info-dumping facts about herself or ugly shit about her childhood.  
 
    But I could do with more. More depth when it wasn’t a dizzying babble. I found myself hoping that a few more days and she’d stop holding back. She’d start to trust that she could open up. The shit she spewed the first night in my room above the roadhouse along with the little bits she’d revealed about her family along with the bit I’d read in that notebook let me know there was a lot of shit buried. 
 
    Yeah, it’d been a bubble of fucking, music, movies, and relaxing by the fire but unfortunately, the bubble was about to burst. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was Sunday night, just going dark and I was poking the fire outside, roasting foil-covered potatoes and just about to go in for the steaks that were seasoned and ready to go. I had an old grill from a rusted-out barbecue propped over the fire.  
 
    She was coming outside in that sexy little tank dress of hers with a beer for me. 
 
    “Smells good. You’re a great cook. I’m so shit at it,” she said. 
 
    “I can make breakfast, use a microwave, and I can grill. That’s the extent of my culinary skills,” I replied, but then I heard the familiar sound of motorcycle pipes. More than one set. I straightened, taking in the rumbling as it got closer. I dropped the poker.   
 
    “Get in the house, now!” I snapped and ushered her inside. 
 
    “Oh my God. Oh my God!” She was panting, following me into the middle bunk room. I hadn’t slept in that bunk, I’d been sleeping with her in the other room since that first night together, but my gun was under one of the bunks inside my bag of clothes. 
 
    “Stay here until I call you out,” I ordered and took the safety off. “Things go wrong, climb out the window and run. You’ll hit a road about a mile through the bush straight back and if you go left, it’ll take you to a cluster of houses about two miles up from there.”   
 
    “Oh my God,” she whispered, shaking hands covering her mouth. 
 
    “Take this.” I passed her my sheathed knife. She shakily took it, eyes filling with tears.  
 
    “I’ve got you,” I assured, and dropped a kiss on her shoulder before shutting the door behind her, hoping that I did, in fact, have her.   
 
    I had a gun in one hand, my phone in the other, and I moved with my back against the wall toward the front door until I could slide the curtain aside to peer out the window. I immediately recognized the bikes and the riders. Deacon, Spencer, and Rider were off their hogs, walking toward the house.  
 
    The front doorknob jiggled, then the smart lock beeped and the door swung open. Deacon who came in first froze in his tracks just inside the door, eyeballing the gun in my hand. Rider walked into the back of him a second later. 
 
    “Fuck, sorry my brother,” Deacon said as I set my gun down on the table and exhaled.  “No signal where we stopped, or you woulda known we were comin’.” 
 
    “You guys want a beer?” I asked, slipping my phone into my pocket. “Got some in the…” I didn’t finish the sentence because I could see by the expressions they wore that this wasn’t a social call. Spence who was now inside too, gave me a chin jerk in greeting. All three faces were stony.  
 
    “Should I tell her to stay in there? You got shit to tell me?” 
 
    Deacon shook his head. “Bad news is for her.”  
 
    Fuck. By all three faces, I suspected I knew what this news was gonna be. 
 
    “Gigi!” I called out. “It’s okay, baby; it’s the Valentines. C’mon out.” 
 
    The door creaked open, and she wandered down the hall curiously. “Phew. What a relief. Hey,” she greeted with a smile. “How are you, boys?”  
 
    “Let’s talk, Gianna. Yeah?” Spencer said gently, eyes bouncing toward the couch. I wrapped my arm around her, and her head jerked in surprise as I guided her toward the couch. 
 
    And Spence’s eyes moved between me and her. Likely noting the big, still relatively fresh-looking love bite on her neck beside the fading one I’d put there first.  
 
    She let go of me to sit down on the couch. “Something’s wrong.”  
 
    Spence shoved the coffee table back a foot and sat on it, facing her.  
 
    “Listen, babe…” He reached for her hands and squeezed. 
 
    “Oh fuck. Kailey,” she muttered, pulling one hand back to cover her mouth. 
 
    Nobody said anything. Spencer was measuring his words and looking like he was having trouble. 
 
    “Sorry, babe,” Deacon finally said. 
 
    “How bad is it?” she asked. 
 
    “The worst,” Rider answered. “She’s gone.” 
 
    “What went down?” I asked, moving in to sit beside her.  
 
    Gigi curled into a ball, burying her face in her knees. Spencer wrapped his arms around her back and spoke into her hair.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Gia,” he said. “They used her to frame Edge. Did her the way they did Jet. Cops found her and Edge got arrested this morning.” 
 
    I moved closer, making eye contact with Spence, who caught my vibe and backed off. I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her onto my lap. She was perfectly quiet, still, and curled into a tight ball, face still buried in her knees. I held her close and rocked her. 
 
    “I’m so fucking sorry, baby,” I whispered against her neck. 
 
    And then her breathing broke and she was trembling in my arms. Still in that little ball, body shuddering as she cried, trying to do it silently, trying to do it with grace. 
 
    I held her tighter, dropping a kiss on her head, thinking that her tears right now for her stepsister could be tears that our people were crying for Jojo, for Pippa, Marlena. But because Gigi put her ass on the line and came to warn us, all those girls were still breathing. And good she came to us, or she might be dead too. 
 
    And then I kissed her head again, vowing to myself that they would not get their filthy fucking mitts on her.  
 
    I felt the eyes of all the men in the room on me. Reading my body language and looking at her while she tried to hold it together. She needed the space to let it out.  
 
    “Stickin’ around a bit?” I asked through tight teeth. 
 
    “Yeah, man,” Deacon said. “We’ll hang a little bit so we can chat.”  
 
    I lifted her and carried her into the bedroom, pushing the door shut with my foot. After I put her on the bed I climbed on and pulled her close. She didn’t loosen from the ball she was in. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, baby,” I repeated, kissing her forehead. 
 
    She shook some more, trying to stifle the painful sounds that I knew were coming from deep down. 
 
    “Let it out,” I invited, settling in, rubbing her back. 
 
    Finally, she looked at me with pain on her face. It was so raw, so expressive, it felt like a kick in the chest. 
 
    “You can go talk to the guys,” she said. “I’ll … be all right.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m here for you right now. They can wait.” 
 
    Her face crumpled and then she tried to hide it. “It’s okay, Jesse. I can be by myself while you go talk.” 
 
    I let go of her, reached to the dresser and moved the box of Kleenex beside her. “Be back with something to drink and then I’ll talk to ‘em.” 
 
    “It’s okay. Don’t want nothin’,” she whispered, taking a Kleenex. 
 
    “I’ll go talk to the boys ‘n then I’ll be back.” I kissed her head. “I’m so fucking sorry, G.” I squeezed the back of her neck.  
 
    She blew her nose, then re-curled into a ball on her side. 
 
    I pulled the blanket over to cover her up before I slipped out, shutting the door. 
 
    As soon as the door shut, the sound of her being unable to hold it back any longer, of her absolutely losing it… kicked me in the throat.  
 
    The boys were all by the fire outside. 
 
    “I put your steaks back in the fridge for you, man,” Rider said. “Those spuds were done, left ‘em on the counter.” 
 
    “Thanks. What happened to Kailey? What about Edge?” 
 
    Spence blew his hair out of his eyes, looking pained. Deacon looked like he wanted to put his fist through something. Rider’s mouth twisted into a snarl, and he shook his head, eyeing me.  
 
    Jackals nearly took Rider out not long ago. And Scott was another one fucked over by those fuckers. He’s wanted back at them for months, remembers exactly who was there the night he was ass-raped on the side of the road after they laid a beating on him.   They shot Bronto in the ass while taking Ella at gunpoint. Prospects were supposed to be off limits, as were women and children. There was a truce mapped out between the clubs a few years back. It was a necessity after how ugly things got when Deke took out their VP. The Dominion Brotherhood had stuck to the terms.  
 
    And now, every man with a patch on his leather for miles around wanted the Wyld Jackals taken out for breaking every fuckin’ rule in that truce. Though I suspected nobody wanted them taken down and out as badly as Rider, though he might be on par with Edge, since they murdered his woman.  
 
    Edge has had a longstanding ugly beef with Mantis, their fathers being presidents from each club, and now Mantis was behind having him arrested on suspicion of murder after being behind the rape and murder of Jet months ago. These fuckers not only didn’t care who they hurt; they went out of their way to dole out maximum harm. 
 
    Deacon answered, “She was found outside, naked, bruises around her throat. Staged like Jet, though not sure if names were carved on her. Called Brice after the cops arrested Edge and he did some asking but we’re still waiting on details.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I clipped. 
 
    “She was in rough shape. Track marks. Scrawny,” Deacon added. “Obviously strung out for a while. Ride says she liked to get high but said he didn’t think she was that far gone.” 
 
    “A lot can change in a year,” Rider put in, “But she didn’t seem strung out when that video happened. She was all there.” He tapped his temple. 
 
    “What’s gonna happen with Edge?” I asked.  
 
    “Rudy sent his lawyer over already. Edge has an alibi,” Spence confirmed. “Airtight one.” 
 
    “Alec Wylde had his lawyer file a missing persons’ report for Mantis yesterday even though he’s inside. Despite the fact that Mantis has been in hidin’ for months,” Rider put in.  “Framed Edge, plus Kailey was found wearin’ Alec’s dead wife’s engagement ring, makin’ it seem like Kailey was Mantis’s fiancée.” 
 
    “Fiancée?” I scoffed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Spence said, “When he’s been hiding for months, wanted for questioning by the cops, not to mention a couple months back it was spread far ‘n wide that Kailey was supposed to be the old lady of that grunt Jackal Costner.” He rolled his eyes. 
 
    Costner was a dead Jackal whose murder they tried and failed to frame us for. 
 
    Spence went on, “Another casualty of their fuckin’ war. Now she just happens to be found dead wearin’ Mantis’s mother’s ring?” 
 
    “At least the intel Gigi gave us has your girl, your sister, and Blow’s piece safe,” I said. 
 
    “Gigi,” Spencer repeated. 
 
    I said nothing.  
 
    “You two?” Deacon piped up. “You two a thing or just…” 
 
    I nodded. “It’s a thing.” 
 
    Deacon stared at me a beat before stating, “Cool.”  
 
    “Serious?” Spence asked. 
 
    “It’s new, but I like where it’s at so far.”  
 
    “No, I mean, are you sure about that, bro?” Spence pushed. “She’s-”  
 
    The flex of my jaw muscles while staring into his eyes stopped him mid-sentence. 
 
    His body language changed, and he raised his hands defensively. “Scratch that.” He reached for my hand. “What I meant to say was congrats. She’s a sweet girl, just like I told you when you asked.” 
 
    I gave him a long look before I took his hand. 
 
    Yeah, he’s a brother, but that better be the first and last time he reacts that way where she’s concerned, especially considering her coming to us saved not only his sister but also the woman he just claimed. 
 
    “She’s beautiful, brother.” Rider clapped my back. “Startin’ somethin’ new amid trauma and drama can make things tough. Hope it works out for you two like it did me and Jenna. Minus the bullets. And the fightin’ it. My woman put up a good fight.” 
 
    “Yeah, because you pissed her off callin’ her a dead lay,” Spencer put in. 
 
    Rider snickered. 
 
    “You didn’t,” I muttered.  
 
    Rider lifted his hands defensively. “Not that I recommend it, but throwin’ that out there made her work hard to prove me wrong. Real hard.” He grinned. And then he sobered, glancing at the house, as if remembering the bad news just delivered.  “Anyway, hope it goes well with Gia. I’d like to talk to her. Apologize for bannin’ her from the clubhouses. It’s just…” He raked his hand through his hair. 
 
    I slapped his arm. “You were playin’ it safe. She gets that. You can tell her at the next club party. When all this shit’s in the past, probably. And thanks, man. Or, are you guys stayin’ here tonight?” 
 
    “Nah,” Deacon replied, “We gotta get back for church. Couple of us went down there and the rest are headed back home. We took the detour here to bring the news, didn’t wanna deliver it by phone. You want me to dial you in later?” 
 
    “If you need me to, yeah. If you can manage without me, I think she’s gonna need me tonight. You’ve got my proxy if there’s anything to vote on. I’m sure you get where I’m at with all this.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Deacon declared. 
 
    “You do need me, call me,” I added. 
 
    “We’ll be all right,” Spence waved. “Call one of us tomorrow to get brought up to speed. Word is there’s probably gonna be a joint Sioux Falls /Aberdeen church again tomorrow night. We’ll get on the phone with the mother charter. Dial in for that if you can.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said. 
 
    Rider gave me a shoulder bump. Spencer shook my hand. Deacon and I bumped fists. And then they got on their bikes and left. 
 
    *** 
 
    I gave her time, then found her in the dark. I wasn’t sure if she was asleep at first, but when I set a bottle of Gatorade on the table beside her and lay down, she sniffled. 
 
    “Hey,” I whispered, resting my hand on her back. I rubbed up and down for a bit before she rolled into me and put her face against my chest. 
 
    “Not gonna ask ‘cuz obviously you’re not okay, but you need anything?” 
 
    “Thanks for being so nice to me, Jesse.” 
 
    I stroked her hair and kissed her forehead. “I brought you a drink.” 
 
    “Of what?”  
 
    “Gatorade.” 
 
    “Can I have some of your JD?” 
 
    “Sure can,” I kissed her jaw and went out to get her a drink. 
 
    When I was back, the lamp was on and she was sitting up, wiping her puffy eyes. I passed her the glass, and she downed the double I poured her.  
 
    And then she burst into fresh tears.  
 
    “Sorry,” she said. 
 
    “Let it out. Lay it on me. Get it out. Do not apologize.” 
 
    She stared for a long moment, then blew out a slow stuttered breath while dabbing at her eyes with a Kleenex. 
 
    “First time I got drunk was with Kailey on JD. Tailgate party. I was thirteen.” 
 
    I sat down and opened my arms. She fell into me before I got them all the way stretched. 
 
    “I know you guys aren’t a fan of hers but…” 
 
    “Say what’s on your mind. I didn’t know her, but I’ll listen. Might help to get it out.” I kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “She was a terrible influence. A total fuck up. She… she wasn’t always nice to me. Sometimes really not nice. But she also saved my ass a time or two. And then she pinned her hopes on me. Get her out of messes. Forgive her whenever she fucks up, which is often. Was often.” She took a shuddering breath. “Wanted me to become a famous singer and make sure she had no money worries. This shit… it should never have happened. But she wouldn’t listen.” She glanced up at my face and her chin wobbled.  
 
    I stroked her hair.  “Can’t make people do what they don’t wanna do, G. Even if they fake it for a while, while they try ‘n be what they think they should be, they’re still gonna be who they are. Livin’ a lie because they’ve got blinders on or ruled by their vices, you know?” 
 
    She sniffled. “I can’t even come out of hiding for her funeral or I’m dead, too.” She scoffed. “What am I sayin’? She’s not gonna get a funeral. Her daddy’s probably still in jail, or if he’s out I don’t know where he is, and he probably wouldn’t come. We got him put in jail for what he did to her and what he tried to do to me. Her momma died. All she had was me. And her momma was there for me when I had nobody but Daddy, which was worse than havin’ nobody. I couldn’t abandon her. Not for Rhonda. Not for her, either.” 
 
    “You can give her a funeral when all this is over. We’re gonna make sure it’s over, Gigi.” 
 
    “And who’s gonna come? Me, that’s who. Nobody else’ll come. Because she pulled the kind of extreme nonsense she pulled with the club all the time. Screwing people over. Lying, stealing, shit like that. She never learned. So nobody will wanna come pay respects.” 
 
    “I’ll go. Be right beside you,” I said, tucking her hair behind her ear. 
 
    She stared a minute and then tore her gaze away with what looked like difficulty, growling, “Why the fuck did she not listen to me when I told her to get outta there?” 
 
    “Dunno, baby.” 
 
    “I know. She knew she couldn’t come to you guys, and you were the only ones who could’ve kept her safe from them. She knew nobody’d forgive her because she was part of what got Lick killed and Jojo hurt. But that wasn’t all her fault. They used her.  She said they didn’t tell her why they wanted it filmed, never told me what they gave her in exchange for doin’ it, but she was rollin’ in dough for a few weeks after that. And of course I never heard from her until the money ran out. She had to know it wasn’t gonna go good for her, but she never thought it through, didn’t realize how bad it’d go. I warned her, told her to go hide after she ran out of whatever money they gave her, said she was scared of running into the Doms. Begged me to help. Said I’d try to figure it out like I always try to do, but she wouldn’t listen. They use her like that, a dirty sex tape that she knows is getting circulated and used to hurt people and she still doesn’t wise up? Lets herself get deeper with that shit even after Edge’s girl’s murder? She knew. She knew it was them even if no one admitted it around her. We all knew. I don’t know what the fuck she was thinking. Why she wouldn’t listen. She is so goddamn stubborn. Was. She’s gone.” She choked on a sob, then cried out, “I can’t believe she’s actually gone.” 
 
    “People can be like that. We can’t always help ‘em. You tried.” 
 
    She sniffled, and wiped her nose. “I should’ve tried harder. I think she was doin’ drugs. I think she was doing a lot of drugs and they were supplying them. That’s what I think.” 
 
    “Based on what the boys said was the description of her, sounds like that’s the case.” 
 
    Her face crumpled. “I’m not surprised. She looked terrible the last time I saw her. Shoulda got her in rehab, got her away from them.” 
 
    I took her face into my hands. “Don’t take that on. It won’t help her, and it certainly won’t fuckin’ help you. Okay?” 
 
    “She thought I’d be famous someday, tried to be my manager. Told me she’d wait until I had fat stacks to splash out on a fancy rehab for her so she could get addicted to caviar instead.” She laughed sardonically, wiping her eyes. “Screwed around with this rich married guy who had a studio in his house specifically so she could get me in the space to make a demo tape. Talked me into it even though I told her I didn’t wanna be a famous singer. And then the guy’s pregnant wife chased us out with a baseball bat and the lady tripped and fell right on her belly. Kai laughed in her face. Laughed her ass off about that even though there was a baby involved. God, sometimes she was so h-horrible. But sometimes, like the night she saved me from her daddy who tried to molest me while playing hide ‘n seek with us in the dark. Kai showed her good, you know?” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    “Though she talked me into giving my virginity away another night when she was in a jam. Getting her out of that jam.” 
 
    I felt my lip curl. “Fuck sakes.” 
 
    “I’m babbling again. I’ll stop.”  
 
    “You don’t have to stop.” 
 
    “I know it’s hard to imagine why I’d love her, but I did. Can I have some more JD?”  
 
    “I’ll bring in the bottle. Unless you wanna go sit and have some by the fire.” 
 
    “I just wanna close my eyes and wake up and have her not be dead.” 
 
    “I know, baby. I’m sorry.” I ran my thumbs up and down her cheekbones. 
 
    She leaned in for a second, then pulled back.  
 
    “Yeah…” She sniffled and raked her hands through her hair. “Life’s a bitch, then you die.”  
 
    “You want me to run you a bath? Make you some food? My ma always runs a hot bath when she’s upset. Don’t know if it’d help you, suspect nothin’ but time’ll help dull pain like this. But if you want, I’ll run you one.” 
 
    “Okay to the bath. No thanks to the food. But some more JD too would be good.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    I brought her a triple shot, leaving the bottle in the bedroom and then ran a bath with bubble bath I found on the shelf before I poked my head into the bedroom again. “It’s ready.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she muttered, wiping her eyes. 
 
    I put the fire out before going back in and locking up. 
 
    After I started up a new fire in the fireplace, I made my way down the hall. I could hear water moving in the bathroom and knew she was still in the tub. I opened the door. 
 
    She jolted in surprise, eyes bloodshot, looking timid. 
 
    “You need anything?” 
 
    She shook her head, sending suds airborne. 
 
    “I’ll be on the couch watchin’ a movie if you need anything or you want company.” 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered.  
 
    “Started a fire. It’s cozy out there.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    I closed the door and immediately heard the metal-on-metal sound of the shower curtain being dragged over. 
 
    She wanted privacy, space; I’d give her that. 
 
    I put away the baked potatoes and made a sandwich, throwing a movie on.  
 
    A while later, I got off the couch and walked down the hall. I found her sleeping in a track suit, bundled up, the bottle of JD on its side behind her.  I moved it to the dresser, undressed, and climbed in. She rolled into me and started crying into my throat again.  
 
    “Thank you for b-bein’ so s-sweet,” she slurred, then her body bucked, and I held on tight.  
 
    “I’m here for you, baby. Okay?” 
 
    She nodded, sniffled, and held me tighter. I stroked her hair, her back, and kept doing it until her crying stopped. She cried herself to sleep. 
 
    I adjusted the pillow and found one of my t-shirts under it. I tossed it to the floor and kissed her head. 
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    After the Sioux Falls clubhouse compound gates were closed behind me, I pulled up to the large warehouse, seeing that Edge was moving in my direction, chucking his cigarette after his eyes hit mine then cut to Gigi. He hauled open the passenger door and reached over to undo her seatbelt, then pulled her out of the passenger seat into an embrace. 
 
    She bawled into his chest, arms going around his middle.  
 
    We needed to come to town for her to talk to people in her family, to talk to the cops, and Deke wanted me to have escorts while in town with her. While we were at it, I’d attend the joint chapter church in person here, so figured we’d stay the night.  
 
    “So fuckin’ sorry, sweetheart,” Edge said into her hair. “You know it wasn’t me. You know it, right?” 
 
    “Of course I know it,” she whimpered. “Nobody’d think that. Nobody.”  
 
    He stroked her hair and squeezed her tighter. “So sorry, sweets. I had no use for her, you know it after all the bullshit, but you don’t deserve this pain. I know this pain. God knows I fuckin’ know it too well.”  
 
    “Nobody’s gonna think it was you,” she muttered, burying her face into his chest. 
 
    “Okay, babe,” he said and dropped a kiss on her mouth, then looked into her eyes. I saw the demons dancing in Edge’s eyes, could only imagine the depths of the brother’s pain, and I was sure my estimation was nowhere near how bad it really was. But I also couldn’t help but grind my molars at his putting his mouth on her, at her wrapping herself so tight around him.  
 
    “I’m really fuckin’ sorry the way I left you hangin’. I wasn’t in the right space, I…” 
 
    “It’s okay,” she whispered, putting her hand to his cheek. “I get it. I got it then, too.” 
 
    I got out of my truck, rounded the hood and as I was heading for them, I held his gaze. His expression changed. He read me. His eyes flashed, then he jerked his chin up and extended his right hand to me. I clasped it with mine and he pulled me into the hug. I slapped his back and put my mouth to her temple. He nodded, turning her toward me, stepping back, illustrating his understanding.   
 
    As I wrapped my other arm around her, she looked up at me and went a little stiff. 
 
    I kissed her temple again and looked to Edge, not letting go of her. “Glad you’re out, brother,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah. Me too. Believe you fuckin’ me. Had to get permission from the cops to head to Aberdeen. Told ‘em I was already planning’ to relocate. Decided that on the fly, ‘cuz I need to be nearer to that active Jackal situation, which is much more active in Aberdeen than here, what happened yesterday not withstandin’. Not a shock since those fuckers would obviously target a chapter with fewer members for their comeback.” 
 
    “So you’re not still a suspect?” Gigi asked. 
 
    “They just want access to me in case they need more questions answered.” He shrugged. “Pretty sure they know the score, but they’ve gotta follow protocol.  They know. Everyone does. It’s just a matter of time before this gets over the old-fashioned way.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” she asked. 
 
    “As soon as I find him, I make him pay. For Jet. For all their bullshit. For Kailey, too on your behalf. He’s payin’ for all of it.” 
 
    “She-” Gigi started. 
 
    “I know, babe.” He laid a hand on her shoulder. “You don’t gotta explain it to me. This is me you’re talkin’ to. Remember?”  
 
    She pulled her lips tight and gave him a little nod. 
 
    He looked at me. “We go back a couple years, me ‘n Gia. Lotta time bendin’ one another’s ears. Gave one another a sort of… therapy.” 
 
    “Cool,” was my reply. 
 
    Gigi’s eyes bounced between us with her brows furrowed. She appeared to physically shake it off as the mother charter prez Rudy and his wife Delia approached.  
 
    Delia physically took Gigi from me, pulling her into a hug.  
 
    “Oh baby girl,” she cooed before ushering her inside with her arm around her.  
 
    The way Delia looks after everybody reminds me of my own ma.  
 
    Another girl surfaced in the doorway to merge with them, a redhead I’d seen around a few of the parties here and I’d seen her with a few different brothers so surmised she was a sweet butt. That girl also put her arm around Gigi who was then out of my sight as Rudy closed in for a huddle with me and Edge. 
 
    “You goin’ home tonight, brother?” Rudy asked. “If so, you and Edge can convoy with a coupla brothers. Or, if you’re headin’ back to Deke’s cabin, we can see you there.” 
 
    “If it’s cool, we’ll stay here tonight and head back to Deke’s cabin tomorrow.” 
 
    “Whatever you need, Jesse. I’ll ask Cordelia to sort rooms.” 
 
    “One room,” I corrected. 
 
    “You got it. I’ll tell her,” Rudy replied with a smile. 
 
    I’d spoken to Deke when I got up and he gave me the rundown of the situation, including asking me to keep her with me at the cabin for a while longer since they were now putting family members under curfew.  
 
    He explained that emotions were running high, so flames didn’t need to be fanned with her presence in case any of the women connected her with the curfew. This pissed me off; Deke was talking about Sara. I was already sick of Skip’s woman’s attitude about Gigi and muttered that maybe the flames should be fanned, and everyone told that Gigi’s tip to us probably saved some lives.  
 
    Deke’s reaction was to mutter, “So, Deacon said you and Gia have gotten tight?”  
 
    My reply was, “Yeah.” 
 
    “She’s a sweet girl,” he replied. “And what she did, comin’ to us was appreciated, brother. If not for that… shudder to think. She has my gratitude. I’ll look out for her.” 
 
    “Her safety is a priority for me, Prez. It already was when you gave me the assignment, but now? Even more.” 
 
    “I get you,” he stated. 
 
    And I figured he had an opinion. I also sensed he wasn’t about to share without knowing more information, but he didn’t press, which was good. Because this thing was new, and I was in a strange position of looking after her safety while navigating the fact she was dealing with grief.  
 
    It was too soon for a declaration I was claiming her, but with the circumstances, it felt like it’d be happening anyway. I felt protective. I needed to know her better, get deeper to see if it would be something that’d stick. After the shit show of my last serious relationship and how that put me in a headspace where I wasn’t sure what it’d take for me to get deep with somebody again, I was surprised to find myself in this position. I only knew that waking up this morning finding she wasn’t beside me didn’t feel right. The curtains were again closed and for a change, it wasn’t that that didn’t feel right – it was that I was alone.  
 
    And when I found her sitting on the deck drinking coffee, staring into space with a can of bear mace at her side, I wanted to carry her back to bed, whisper words of comfort into her skin while I made her feel good. But when I greeted her with a kiss, I got a watery smile as her chin wobbled and her pain felt like it seeped into me and became mine, too.  
 
    So, I lifted her out of her seat, sat down and put her back on my lap. As she leaned into me, it felt right. The feel of her. The smell of her. A not-nice sensation I got from looking into her sad eyes. Eyes that’d taken on a whole lot more pain, even more than I’d even seen when I’d nearly been knocked over by it during our first eye lock. 
 
    And then a shroud came down and she was no longer leaning into me. No, she was shielding herself from me, and I didn’t fuckin’ like it. 
 
    I sat with that a minute before telling her I had to check in with Deke and then I’d know more about next steps. She moved to the chair beside me and asked if she could make some calls, then before I answered she amended it to wanting to see her aunt in person if it was possible. She explained this was the aunt who had taken her and Kailey in when Kailey’s mother died. I told her I’d make it happen and keep her safe. Her gratitude was clear as we sat a few more minutes before she announced she needed to shower. That was when I called Deke.  
 
    After I talked to him, deciding to spend tonight in the falls, I left her with my phone while I took a shower, hoping I was making my point that I trusted her.  
 
    The vibes I was getting from her left me unsettled. I knew she was grieving, I got it, and I wasn’t suspicious about her motives whatsoever. But something wasn’t gelling with us. She was behind a wall, and I wanted past it. I didn’t know if there was more for her to level with me about or not, but there was a distance between us that I couldn’t name; I only knew I didn’t like it.  
 
    It felt like we were on different levels about this thing between us. Was I not making my stance clear enough? Didn’t exactly feel like I wanted to spit it out when she’s less than twenty-four hours from getting the news her stepsister was brutally murdered. Beyond that, she’s undoubtedly thinking on the fact that she’s likely got a target on her back, too. 
 
    But there was something there beyond physical and the physical aspect alone was more than enough to make me want to explore things with her. 
 
    We packed a backpack with enough for both of us for one night as I proposed a plan to stay at the Sioux Falls clubhouse tonight and get back to the cabin tomorrow. She acted strange when I told her there was room in my backpack for a change of clothes and whatever essentials she needed for twenty-four hours, and as she quietly added stuff to the bag I caught sight of her fingers trembling, so I took over and zipped the bag up. 
 
    “I’ll need to bring my caboodle.” 
 
    “That’s fine. We’re in the truck, there’s room, just figured we’d pack light since it’s just a night.” 
 
    I felt the tension rolling off her and knew I wasn’t about to add to it, so when we got into the truck and I saw her with the blindfold bandana in her lap, being fidgeted with, I declared, “You can leave that off.”   
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Got no intention of you being in any position where they might get their hands on you to quiz you about anything including the locations of our safe houses. You don’t need it. I called before loading up and told Deke I wasn’t making you put that thing on your face again. You don’t need more shit stressing you out right now.”  
 
    When I phoned Deke back to let him know about the blindfold, his tune had changed. He offered, “If you’re makin’ her your woman, everyone’ll have to learn to deal so you come back when you’re ready and I’ll take your back with the old ladies if their men don’t lay down the law.” 
 
    I neither confirmed nor denied I was making her mine, but told him she’d probably want some time with her grief so unless my presence was needed there, I wanted to keep her at the cabin a few days longer, give her some space to grieve. He was cool with that. 
 
    Her reaction to my news she didn’t need a blindfold was to quickly put it on anyway. 
 
    “G?” I called out.  
 
    I couldn’t see her eyes, of course, but I still knew she was frowning. 
 
    “I’d rather wear it,” she told me. 
 
    I stared at her. She stayed stock still. 
 
    “Baby…” 
 
    “Please, Jesse. Don’t,” her voice trembled. 
 
    “Don’t what?” I asked softly, putting my hand on her leg. 
 
    She choked up, shook her head, and didn’t answer me. 
 
    “Got somethin’ to say to me? Say it. Don’t hold back.” 
 
    “I’ll just leave it on for ten or fifteen minutes and you tell me then to take it off, okay?” She sniffled. 
 
    “If you’re sure. If it makes you feel better… but they won’t get their fuckin’ hands on you. I prom-” 
 
    “I’m sure.” She reached until she found the stereo knobs and turned the radio on loud.  It was between stations, so she fiddled until settling on something, then she reclined in her seat.  
 
    It was some pop music and I’d normally turn it off. It was the kind of shit music the girls dance to at Ma’s bar. And the same shit they play at Deke’s Roadhouse on Saturday nights when members’ women hang out and dance together, their men watching. Nobody really likes most of it, but they’ll suffer through it to watch the girls dance.  
 
    I mind. I’ve suffered through too much of it as a bouncer, but there with Gigi, I didn’t utter a word of complaint.  
 
    Three songs later, I could take no more of the noise and switched it off.  
 
    “You can take that off, G.” 
 
    She did, tucking her long braid into her sweatshirt, baseball cap on top and sunglasses on her face. I figured it was so she wouldn’t be so easily recognized once we were within the Sioux Falls city limits. 
 
    The next hour was quiet, her eyes pointed out the window.  
 
    “Clubhouse first, then we’ll go see your aunt,” I’d said just before we pulled into the gates. 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered, acting nervous.  
 
    “You all right?” 
 
    She shrugged and I let it go. But it seemed like she was shrinking into her seat the minute we were in Sioux Falls. 
 
    Now, I found myself waiting in the front foyer alone for her after conversations with Rudy and Edge about getting an escort to the police station and probably a funeral home before they’d follow us to the aunt’s.   
 
    Delia came toward me. “She’s just in the bathroom. I wanna talk to you though.” 
 
    “All right,” I answered. 
 
    “My old man said you only need one room. She’s safe here if she’s in her own room. She can even bunk with Shanty, who said she’d be there for her tonight.” 
 
    “She’s with me,” I replied. 
 
    “She don’t need a bodyguard tonight, Jesse. She’s safe here.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Okay, then… you making her yours or are you just showin’ support?” Delia asked looking straight into my eyes. 
 
    “It’s early days,” I replied. 
 
    “And what’s your gut say? I know bikers like you, Handsome, and bikers like you know in their gut early on whether a woman’s gonna ride their dick and their bike or just the dick.” 
 
    “Ah. You think I’m an open book?” 
 
    “Not sayin’ that exactly, but I think I got you mostly figured out.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Her bein’ mine is the direction it’s headin’ in.” 
 
    She smiled brightly at me. “You being serious or paying me lip service?”  
 
    “I don’t pay lip service to anybody, Delia.”  
 
    “That’s what I heard about you, and I hope it’s true. Enough bullshitters around these days.” 
 
    I said nothing as she continued to size me up. 
 
    “Good. Good, good,” she finally declared and then hugged me as her voice dropped low. “She’s a great girl. Got overlooked early on because of some shit with a member in the beginning who was an utter asshole about her. I’m glad to see you haven’t let gossip deter you.” 
 
    I didn’t ask questions. I wasn’t interested in hearing any gossip. And I wouldn’t typically respond to this kind of shit but because it was Delia, I looked her in the eyes and said,  “My mother used to be a dancer. A stripper.” 
 
    Her eyes went soft, and she tapped my cheek. “So you know what it’s like for a girl to get labelled with a reputation she didn’t necessarily earn.”  
 
    When I didn’t bother to answer that, she smiled knowingly and patted my arm.  “She’s a sweet girl. Been through a lot. But I don’t think she knows you’re more than her bodyguard.” 
 
    “Excuse the language, Delia, but we’ve been fuckin’ like farm animals in spring since we got to Deke’s cabin until the bad news came yesterday.” 
 
    “Even still… a girl like that? All she’s been through, she might not be able to wrap her mind around much right now what with her grief and all, but you might have to have a conversation if your actions don’t speak loud enough for her as she heals from this.”  
 
    She gave me a long look. 
 
    When I didn’t speak, she added, “Not that I’m one to give relationship advice.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? From what I hear, that’s one of your favorite things to do.” 
 
    She gave me a sheepish grin. “Bikers gossip more than women.”  
 
    A smile tugged at my mouth. 
 
    “So, yeah, Jesse, that’s fair. Up to you if you take my advice or no, but just gonna say, when people listen to me, things tend to go well for them.” She winked and patted my face again. “She might need you to be crystal clear on where you stand. When you’re ready. If that’s the place your head ‘n heart get to.” 
 
    Gigi was heading in our direction from the ladies’ room, putting her sunglasses on over swollen eyes.  
 
    “How you doin’?” I asked, putting my arms around her and dropping a kiss on her mouth while holding onto her long braid. 
 
    She shrugged.  
 
    I lifted her glasses up onto the crown of her head so I could look her in the eyes, then I took her face into my hands. “I’m here,” I said, “Whatever you need.” 
 
    She frowned. “I… I… thanks.” She pressed her lips together and closed her eyes.  
 
    Letting go of her face, I took her hand and led her to my truck, opening the passenger door for her. “Ridin’ with us?” I called over my shoulder to Delia, who stood where we left her, wearing a big grin. 
 
    “No way, never when my man’s got a space with my name on it.” She gestured to the three Harleys where Rudy, Edge, and Rash, one of the Sioux Falls prospects, also Bront’s cousin, stood. 
 
    I jerked my chin at the guys. Helmets were put on heads and then we all rolled out. 
 
    “How you doin’, really?” I asked. 
 
    Gigi was staring out the window, chewing her lip. “Hm?” 
 
    “Delia likes you,” I said instead. 
 
    “Yeah. She’s always been awesome to me.” She looked stressed out. She was nibbling on her nails.  
 
    “What’s goin’ through your mind right now?” I asked. “Can I do anything to help?” 
 
    She shook her head, gaze fixed out the window, so I did something I didn’t normally do. I let it go. Since spending time with Gianna Grace Jones, I’ve found myself doing a lot of shit I don’t normally do. 
 
    I was about to get out of the truck at the police station, but she grabbed my leg. “I’ll just get Delia to come in with me, okay?” 
 
    I cocked my head, about to ask questions when she spoke fast. “I’m safe in there, you won’t have to protect me from any bad guys in the cop shop, so just chill here while I go deal, okay?” 
 
    “I can-” 
 
    “Please. I’ve cried in front of you more than enough already. You don’t need to see me fall apart again.” 
 
    “Gigi.” I grabbed her hand and held it. 
 
    She squeezed. “Please Jesse. Just… I’ll be back. Not tryin’ to seem ungrateful or anything with all you’ve been doin’ for me, but can I ask you to just stay here? Pretty please?” 
 
    I moistened my lips as I processed what she was saying.  
 
    “Thanks,” she said and instead of giving me a chance to speak, let go of my hand, looping her bag over her shoulder and hurrying out of the truck. 
 
    Delia was already off Rudy’s bike, passing her man her helmet. She linked arms with Gigi to go inside. 
 
    Rudy approached my truck, so I stepped out. 
 
    “Tricky business, that…” he observed, gesturing with his chin toward the cop station. 
 
    “Tricky?” 
 
    “Supporting someone grieving the loss of someone who was hurtin’ the club.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He scratched his jaw. “What’s your gut tell you about this thing with them?” 
 
    “With Gianna and her stepsister? Sometimes loyalty doesn’t die when it should. I think she shoulda walked away a long time ago; the stepsister sounded like a lost cause, but this girl didn’t give up when she should’ve.” 
 
    “Mm. So, my missus wants to pass the helmet, take up a collection. I suspect it’ll be mostly me and Deke ponying up for that funeral given what Kailey Jepson was part of, but my missus gets it in her head to take on a cause and she’s not easily dissuaded.” 
 
    I took in what he was saying. Delia was taking up a collection for a funeral for Kailey. And Rudy was probably right - whether Gigi was well-liked in the club or not… Kailey wasn’t, and most brothers would either stick their nose up and ignore it or put in just a pittance instead of reaching deep into their pockets. Some of the brothers would put some money forward for any cause related to the club but this was a tricky situation. And my understanding was that the fact that Rudy was calling it ‘passing the helmet’ meant it was a club ask, which held more weight than a typical donation jar sitting out on the bar. 
 
    “Haven’t gotten a lot of information but so far from what Gianna has said, there’s no real family except for that aunt of hers.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rudy put in, “Kailey wasn’t her blood. Just Gia’s. Kailey had nobody else by the sounds of it. You’re headin’ there from here, I take it. To the aunt’s?” 
 
    “That’s the plan.” 
 
    “I’ll have two tail you. Me and Cordelia will head home after this. Gotta meet with the lawyers for my boy. You need anything, let us know. All right? Church at eight. Guests in from other clubs. Patchin’ in Aberdeen and Rapid City by phone.” 
 
    “I’ll be there. Thanks, Rudy.” 
 
    “Throwin’ a couple drinks back after church. Playin’ some cards. Hit an ATM if you wanna play. Headin’ over there for some coffee ‘n donuts. What’re you havin’?” He gestured to the coffee shop beside the cop station. 
 
    “I’m good for now. And sounds good. I’ll see how she’s doin’ after church and decide from there how much money I’ll take from everyone.” 
 
    He laughed and slapped my back. “Yeah, people are still bitchin’ about the losses of that last game.”  
 
    I snickered. Poker was something I’ve always been good at. Good at reading people. And most guys are even easier to read after they’ve thrown back a few drinks, which is par for the course in a Brotherhood poker game. I drink soda water while I play. I save the alcohol for after I take peoples’ cash and then I drink top shelf shit to celebrate.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, two more bikes pulled in. These were our escorts to Gigi’s aunt’s as Edge, Rudy, and Rash were heading back to Rudy’s from there. 
 
    ***  
 
    We pulled up to a nearly new single-wide in a mobile home park. An old minivan sat in the driveway. The streets were narrow; all was quiet.  
 
    “Can you guys wait by the gates while I do this?” she asked me. 
 
    “No, baby. If the Wyld Jackals knew anything about Kailey’s past they might know she’s lived with your aunt. There could be eyes on this place. Axel and Dave’ll park behind my truck, but I’m comin’ in.” 
 
    She had no reply to that other than chewing her thumbnail. 
 
    The street looked clean, well looked after mobile homes, but the homes were too close together for my liking. No privacy whatsoever. We walked up the deck steps and she knocked on the door to the place as I surveyed the street, looking for any drapes moving or other signs of any eyes on us, knowing Axel and Dave had us covered as well.   
 
    She stood on the antithesis of a welcome mat. The straw mat read, “Go Away” in heavy black lettering with a middle finger logo in the center of it. 
 
    “Charming,” I remarked.  
 
    Her eyes hit the mat. “Yeah. A preview of things to come. This is probably gonna be ugly.”  
 
    I shrugged off the warning, standing behind her, eyes tracking the space around us. Nothing was happening and nobody seemed to be around other than a man across the road doing work in his flowerbeds. He gave us a curious look and then went back to what he was doing. 
 
    “Real ugly,” she added. 
 
    “Wasn’t expecting it to go well, considering the news you’re bringing.” 
 
    She sighed. “Probably better if you wait outside,” she said. 
 
    “Not happening,” I said. “I’ve got you.” I gave her a pointed look. 
 
    She hadn’t said much since the cop station. They were in there for about forty-five minutes. She came out pale, Delia’s arms around her. They hugged for a minute outside the door as Delia dabbed G’s cheeks with a Kleenex, speaking what looked like reassuring words to her. I jogged up and when I put my arms around her, she stiffened, trying to buck up but failing before she unnecessarily apologized for how long it took.  
 
    And as much as I was trying to be understanding given what she’d been through, I’d had about enough of her trying to put distance between us.  
 
    Not much was said inside my truck even after I asked. She wasn’t giving me much at all, trying hard to keep walls up, which was telling. When my gentle questions were met with her turning up the volume on the radio, I finally shut it off and speared her with a dark look, demanding, “Talk to me.” 
 
    She muttered she had to ID the body as next of kin; but said she was shown a picture, which was better than having to see Kailey on a slab, though it was obvious she was on a slab in the photograph. She was asked questions. About Kailey, the Jackals, and about us, particularly about Edge. They sent Delia out after finding out she was Edge’s adoptive mother and asked G some questions. And that was it for now.  
 
    “Rudy said something about the funeral home. We need to do that after this?” 
 
    “No, Delia said she was going to make calls for me back home and arrange a no-frills cremation.”  
 
    “Ah.” I said. 
 
    She got agitated then but looked like she was trying to hide it. 
 
    “That a problem?” I asked. 
 
    “She offered to host a memorial at a restaurant her friend owns. But I told her it probably wasn’t necessary since nobody would come.” 
 
    “Friends, coworkers? Other girls you guys know from the club?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Got stuff to figure out. I’ll think on it.” 
 
    I dropped it then. She reached for my radio dial again. 
 
    “Yo. Driver controls the radio. You keep forgettin’.” I was going for levity.  
 
    She snatched her hand back, saying, “Sorry.” 
 
    “I was teasin’. You can control it today, tomorrow maybe. After that, it’s back under my care for the foreseeable.” 
 
    She didn’t smile. Didn’t reach for the radio either. So, silence it was.  
 
    As we pulled past the gates to the trailer park, after me telling her Axel and Dave needed to stick close, I’d said,  “Rudy says Delia is takin’ up a collection for the funeral expenses. People give a shit, baby.” 
 
    She dabbed at her cheeks with a Kleenex. “Yeah, she’s one of the few. I don’t want her doin’ that; she’s hard to talk down.” 
 
    “I know the type. She reminds me of Ma.” 
 
    “I can see that,” she replied, looking out the window. 
 
    “Nothin’ wrong with lettin’ folks with good intentions help.” 
 
    “I hate this.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You don’t, but thanks.” 
 
    “Actually, I kinda do. But that’s a story for another day. You got another way to pay for the funeral?” 
 
    “I’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “How about you let people help?” 
 
    “They hate her.” 
 
    “They don’t hate you.” 
 
    She knocked on the door to her aunt’s trailer a second time, and finally it was opened by a frail-looking five foot nothing over-sixty bleached blonde, limp long hair and dark mixed with silver roots. She wore a blue velour tracksuit and house slippers, puffing a cigarette with a two-inch ash hanging off the end. The woman’s eyes narrowed at the sight of her niece.  
 
    “Oh, it’s you. What do you want? Who’s he?” 
 
    Her eyes moved to the two Harleys behind my truck.  “They with you?” 
 
    “I need to talk to you, Aunt Francie.” 
 
    The woman looked her over judgmentally. “You look like shit.” 
 
    I bristled. She looked like someone who was grieving. She didn’t look like shit. 
 
    “I bet,” Gigi sighed.  
 
    “Got shit to do today, girl. Why didn’t you just phone?” 
 
    “Aunt Francie…” Gianna whined, exasperation showing, “I need to talk to you. Please.” 
 
    The woman sighed exaggeratedly. “Gianna, I don’t got time for you and your usual bullshit. You know better than to come here and bring someone with you without callin’ first.” 
 
    Gigi huffed. “Something bad happened.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes rolled with annoyance. “Come in for a minute, I guess, but just you. I don’t know who this is.” 
 
    “Jesse,” I said and held out my hand.  
 
    She stared at it for a second, then shook it limply. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Aunt Francie, please can we go inside?” She was clasping her head in frustration, “Let us in for five minutes. This is important.” 
 
    The woman huffed and flicked her cigarette ash onto the porch mat and then backed up, waving us in. “Make it quick. I got a medical appointment this afternoon.” 
 
    “Appointment?” Gigi asked with surprise. 
 
    “Yeah. Let me guess. Kailey, right? What’d she do now? She in jail? She OD?”  
 
    “She…” Gigi started and got choked up. 
 
    “Maybe we should sit down,” I suggested, gesturing toward the couch. The place was decorated in newer furniture. Cheap tchotchkes everywhere. Cigarette smoke and cheap, cloying perfume hung in the air.  
 
    “This your boyfriend?” she asked, eying me with scrutiny.  
 
    “Yeah,” I replied at the same time as Gigi said, “Bodyguard.” 
 
    Gigi’s eyes darted to me with alarm before bouncing back to her aunt, cheeks tingeing red. 
 
    “Bodyguard? What for?” 
 
    “Long story,” Gigi replied. “To do with the Kailey thing.” 
 
    The woman looked me over for a minute before muttering, 
“What is it? Boyfriend or bodyguard?” 
 
    “Both,” I replied. 
 
    Gigi glanced at me and then quickly looked away, stiffening.  
 
    “Finally caught yerself a biker, huh?” She rolled her eyes and butted her cigarette out in a blue ashtray on the coffee table as she sat. “Been fishin’ for one long enough.” She gave me an exaggerated look of annoyance as she sized me up some more.  
 
    And though it pissed me off, I said nothing. I often used an expression to speak for me but given that this woman was about to be dealt a blow about Kailey, I beat back the urge.  
 
    She pulled out a new cigarette from a gold cigarette box covered in rhinestones and lit it, then took a glug from a glass of red liquid filled with ice cubes. 
 
    “Kailey got herself into some trouble with some outlaw bikers,” Gigi started to lay things out. “And…” 
 
    “And what else is new? You about to tell me the sky is blue next?” The woman’s eyebrows went up as she crossed her legs. 
 
    “And she…” Gigi sat down. I kept my feet beside her. 
 
    The woman waited. 
 
    “She…”  
 
    Gigi’s shoulders started shaking and her fingers went over her face. 
 
    “Spit it out, girl. She dead?” the woman clipped, no finesse whatsoever.  
 
    Irritation crawled up my gut and I wanted to tell the old bitch off. She was hard. Mean. And ignorant as fuck. Her niece was clearly hurting, bawling her eyes out over loss. This woman was acting like we were gonna make her miss some TV bingo she already bought tickets for. 
 
    “She’s dead, isn’t she?” Francie pushed. 
 
    I squeezed the back of Gigi’s neck reassuringly.  
 
    “Yeah,” she muttered from behind her hands. Then she looked at her aunt. “She was murdered. She was probably r-raped, too.” 
 
    “Fuck.” She rolled her eyes and took a long haul off her cigarette. “Course she was. Bikers ain’t gonna just whack her without takin’ what they want first. Though knowin’ her, maybe she just gave it up before they did her in.” 
 
    My jaw muscles flexed at the filthy fuckin’ generalization about bikers.  
 
    The woman’s eyes changed for a beat, and I figured she was about to thaw. Show her niece some support. Maybe even shed a tear. The hardness returned just as quickly. 
 
    “Jesus,” she muttered and took another sip of her drink. 
 
    I sat down on the arm of the couch and put my arm around Gigi, kissing her head.  
 
    Francie grimaced as she set the drink down hard. “Told that girl a hundred times the company she was keepin’ was gonna get her killed. That or her mouth. Or her light fingers. Knew she’d either bite it by overdosin’ or would wind up pissin’ off the wrong person.” 
 
    Gianna spoke up, “Actually, she was used as a pawn. A weapon against the outlaw MC’s enemies. I just left the police station and-” 
 
    “God knows I’ve put up with more shit from her than anybody I’m related to for your sake, but this don’t surprise me. Not at all, Gianna.” 
 
    “So, I’ve got to make funeral arrangements, and…” 
 
    “I can’t help,” she announced. “Don’t got the money for that. Wouldn’t even have enough if it were you that got yourself killed, never mind someone I paid too much mind to for somebody not even related to me.” 
 
    Fuck sakes. This bitch was a piece of work. 
 
    “I’m gonna find a way to take care of that,” Gianna said, “I just wanted to tell you in person. I’ll keep you posted on things.” 
 
    I’ve been around rough people. I’ve been around assholes and bitches. But this woman? I was fuming sitting at this bullshit. 
 
    “I got enough goin’ on.” Francie straightened up, then looked at her phone which was propped on the arm of the couch. “I gotta get goin to my medical appointment.” 
 
    “Everything all right?” Gigi asked. 
 
    “Started chemo. Today’s my second session.” She said, puffing on the cigarette.  
 
    My arm tightened around Gigi as I felt her body react to the news. 
 
    Fuck. Another hit.  
 
    “I gotta focus on my recovery,” Francie stated. “I can’t be worried about any of this, Gianna.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Gigi exclaimed and moved over to her aunt, putting her arms around her. “What kind of cancer? How bad?”  
 
    “Don’t matter, does it? I’m gonna fight it. I’ll win. You know me. Tougher than anything life throws at me. I gotta go. You guys go on, get goin’.” She patted Gianna’s back and pulled out of the embrace, taking another puff from her cigarette, and looking to me, asked, “Got booster cables in your truck?” 
 
    I jerked my chin up. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Gimme a boost, will ya? My battery died. Think my battery’s goin’. My friend was supposed to come by to boost it but I ain’t seen him yet and since you’re here…” 
 
    “All right,” I said. 
 
    Gigi wiped her eyes. “So, when I know about the funeral arrangements…” 
 
    Francie waved her hand. “Did ya not hear me, girl? I said I got too much goin’ on. I can’t even think about this shit.” 
 
    Gigi reached for her handbag from the floor in front of her feet. “I’m not asking for money, Aunt Francie. But maybe you could just come to whatever sort of celebration of life-” 
 
    “Celebration of life? Gimme a fuckin’ break. Nothing to celebrate when it comes to that girl. Celebrate what? How she lied and stole shit her whole life? How she died ugly like that? What’s there to celebrate? You shoulda scraped her off a long time ago. Told ya that girl had a trouble magnet in her skinny ass. You wouldn’t listen. At least she didn’t get you killed along with her. Anyway, she left a buncha shit in the closet in my guest room. That’s gotta be thrown out now, I guess.” 
 
    “Don’t throw it out. I’ll go through it, I’ll… soon. I’ll do it soon.” 
 
    “Whatever.” The woman waved a hand. 
 
    Gigi rushed for the door, saying nothing.  
 
    She got into my truck and sat down, pulled her sunglasses on and the visor down while I grabbed booster cables from my tool kit in the back. The hood popped on the minivan as I approached.  
 
    The woman waved at me before pulling out, not even looking at her niece as she pulled away. 
 
    “What a bitch,” I muttered when we pulled out, the two brothers following on their bikes. 
 
    “I know,” she said, not looking at me, arms folded across her chest. “Tellin’ me at least I didn’t get killed along with Kai might’ve been the nicest thing she’s ever said to me.” 
 
    I muttered, “Jesus.” 
 
    I waited to see if she’d say anything more. Rant. Cry. Something. She just stared out the window. 
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    Pulling into a parking spot at the Sioux Falls compound, I recognized Skip’s motorcycle out front beside Edge’s.  
 
    I flexed my jaw muscles as we walked past, me holding her hand, her saying nothing. I doubted she even clocked his bike, so far in her own head that we hadn’t spoken the whole way back from her aunt’s.  
 
    I was ticked on her behalf. No, we couldn’t choose our relatives, and I never really had relatives to worry about, since Ma’s folks turned her out as a teen and she never looked back. My father’s parents drifted and cared more about their bullshit than what we’d been put through. I had an uncle, but he lived in the Colorado mountains and didn’t bother much with anyone, so I had no relationship with him. 
 
    But that aunt of Gigi’s was noxious. And blood or not, if someone in my life treated me like shit, they’d be out. Simple as that.  
 
    That hag didn’t deserve the kindness or the concern her niece treated her with. Then again, if Gigi treated her toxic stepsister like family it stood to reason she’d be good to her blood relatives.  
 
    Delia met us in the lobby with a key. “How’d it go?” she asked Gigi as she passed me the key. 
 
    “As expected,” she said softly. 
 
    Delia took her into an embrace. “It’s gonna be okay. I’m here, anytime you need. Okay, sugar?”  
 
    Gigi sniffled. “Thanks.” 
 
    We got into the room, and I realized the snafu.  
 
    “Can’t do this room. Need to talk to Delia,” I said, tugging her hand so we could leave. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “No window,” I advised. 
 
    She didn’t question me as we went back the way we came and hunted for Delia, who we found quickly, thankfully, since she was almost to the door, ready to leave.  
 
    “Can’t do that room, Delia. If you don’t have a room with a window, we’ll hit a motel,” I stated. 
 
    She shot me an apologetic look as she palmed her forehead. “Not a worry, sweetie. I’m pretty sure I can swap you out. ” She took the key, and we followed her back into the office where she swapped it with another, adding, “Yes. Thought so. I’m headin’ out so if you need anything else, you phone me, okay? You got my number?”  
 
    “I do,” I advised, kissing her on the cheek. “Much appreciated. Thanks.” 
 
    “I won’t forget again, Jesse. My bad,” she whispered in my ear. “You told me last time and I gapped out. I’m sorry about that, honey.” 
 
    “No sweat. You got enough to worry about. Owe me nothin’.” 
 
    “You’re family so you’re wrong about that, sugar,” she said, patting my face, “but thank you for not bein’ an entitled little shit like some of your brothers.”  
 
    I smiled. 
 
    “God, that smile.” She aimed her gaze at Gigi. “He doesn’t gift us with it often from what I’ve seen but man, when he does…” She let that hang a second, then whistled low.  
 
    This got her a chuckle from me.  
 
    Gigi gave her a watery smile that didn’t touch her eyes. I took that as a cue to get a move on, so I could get her settled.  
 
    After dropping the backpack on the bed, I turned to see her staring at the window, holding her purple box. I took it, set it down, and took her face into my hands.  
 
    “Get claustrophobic,” I admitted, “because of two years sleepin’ in the joint, no window. Sometimes wake up forgettin’ I got out, but as soon as I see outside I know. I need to see sky when I open my eyes in the morning.” 
 
    She stiffened and looked at our feet.  
 
    “You all right, baby? I know you’re not, but you wanna talk about it?”  
 
    She shook her head. “That makes sense.” 
 
    I waited, eyes on her. 
 
    “About the window,” she clarified. “I get it. And at least we have our own bathroom now. Rooms with windows and bathrooms are unicorns in this place.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. 
 
    She bit her lip a second, then distractedly muttered, “Gonna take a shower and need a nap.  So if you got stuff to do… I’ll be… okay here.” 
 
    “You need space,” I said. 
 
    She nodded, lip quivering.  
 
    “Okay, you got it.” I kissed her forehead. “You want some food? I’ll bring you something back.” 
 
    She chewed on her lip some more, not making eye contact.  
 
    “If you-” I started. 
 
    “I know my way around this joint,” she waved dismissively, “There’s always somethin’ kickin’ around in the kitchens. Don’t sweat it.”  
 
    She reached for her purple box and her handbag, then turned and went into the bathroom with them, shutting the door.  
 
    Hearing her fumble until it locked, I stared at the door for a long moment, pondering that action before I pulled out my phone and sent Deke a text with an update. I hung around for a solid ten, fifteen minutes and the water still ran, so I made my way down the labyrinth of hallways until finding the lounge where Mick, Lou, and Axel were having a beer, prospect Rash behind the bar.  
 
    “What’ll you have, Jesse?” Rash asked. 
 
    “A beer’ll do.  We got any prospects who can run out for food for me and my girl?” Testing that out, I found it rolled off the tongue pretty easily.  
 
    “Happy to do it for ya, brother,” Rash offered, grabbed his phone and pocketed it, pulling out his keys.  
 
    I sent him for pizzas, telling him to find her a gluten-free one with the works along with a regular pizza for me with the works as well. I remembered seeing all sorts of butterscotch candy wrappers in the gold foil in her car so told him to hit a corner store to get some of those, too.  
 
    ***  
 
    I quietly slipped into the room in case she was asleep. She wasn’t. She was staring at me with wide eyes, curled up on her side on the double bed, dressed in a black hoodie pulled up over her head and black tights.  
 
    “Hey,” I greeted softly. “Brought you some food.” I put the pizza boxes and the bag of candy on the dresser. 
 
    “Pizza?” She looked disappointed. 
 
    “Gluten-free,” I amended. 
 
    “Oh. Thanks.” 
 
    “And candy.”  
 
    She frowned. 
 
    “Figured you liked those. Lotsa wrappers in your junker.” 
 
    She whispered, “You remembered what candy I like?” And then she shook her head like she was trying to shake something off. 
 
    I sat on the edge of the bed and tugged her hood back and off before I pushed a loose lock of hair behind her ear.  
 
    She shivered at the contact and said nothing.  
 
    “You ready to eat?” I asked. “You haven’t had anything today.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to speak, but a knock made her clamp it shut. 
 
    I answered the door, opening it no more than a few inches when I saw who it was. Skip stood there.  
 
    “Yo,” I greeted. 
 
    “Yo brother,” he replied, face hard, unhappy to see me. “Here to talk to Gia,” he said. And by his expression, he was nonverbally daring me to refuse him access to her a second time.  
 
    I looked over my shoulder. 
 
    She shook her head, eyes pleading with me while chewing on the end of her braid.  
 
    “She’s not feelin’ good. Not a good time.” 
 
    “Wanted to give her my condolences. Heard about Kailey.” 
 
    “I’ll pass that along,” I declared. 
 
    “I might stay the night, dependin’. Send her to see me, yeah? Room 402.” He turned to go. 
 
    “I won’t be sending her to your room, brah.” 
 
    He slowly turned around to face me, folding his arms over his chest. “’Scuse me? This again?” 
 
    I spun the doorknob lock to unlock it, then stepped into the hall, shutting the door. 
 
    “Yeah, this again. Because second of all… she’s grieving. She isn’t bein’ sent anywhere.” 
 
    “Second of all?” 
 
    “Yeah, second. ‘Cuz first of all, she’s not ‘all but yours’ like you tried on the other day. Far from it.”  
 
    He’d already straightened. Now he was lookin’ pissed. “None of your business who I’m fucking and not fucking. Or who I’m thinkin’ of fucking. What’s this really about, Garcia? She say somethin’?” 
 
    “It is my business if I’m the one fucking the one you’re tryin’ to fuck, and she’s made it clear she’s not interested,” I stated plainly.  
 
    His lip curled as he scoffed. “She say somethin’ about me?” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    “Ah. Makes sense now,” he said, “She’s made no such thing clear, but I get it, man. I get it. You’re sampling the goods while you’re on babysitting duty. Whatever. I’ll have her back when you’re done with her.”  
 
    I resisted the urge to slam my fist into his teeth – only because we’re in the same club and there’s protocol for that. 
 
    “Might not be done with her for a long time, Skippy,” I said and winked as I saw his jaw go tight. I went back in.  
 
    Despite the fact that it was a bit soon for a declaration, it’d solve this problem. It’d show her I’ve got her back. It’d take Skip out of the equation. And we’d see where it went. Yeah, it was early, but it might be time.  
 
    She was cross-legged on the edge of the bed, looking at me with an expression that let me know she heard every word. 
 
    “You gonna eat?” I asked. 
 
    She swallowed, then hesitantly nodded.  
 
    I sat on the edge of the bed beside her, then leaned forward to open both pizza boxes on the dresser. “That’s mine, this is yours. Dig in.” 
 
    “You’re pissed off,” she whispered. 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll deal.” 
 
    “He’s relentless,” she muttered. 
 
    “I’ve got your back. Let’s eat.” 
 
    She nibbled on her bottom lip, then shook her head. “I think I should phone my father. Maybe I should do that before I eat and get it done. Hopefully he doesn’t ruin my appetite.” 
 
    I pulled my phone out of my pocket and handed it to her. “Forgot drinks. What do you want?” 
 
    “Anything. Water. Gatorade. Juice or Coke. Whatever.” 
 
    “Be back.” I kissed her nose, setting her phone on the bed in case she needed to grab his contact info. “Ignore the door if he knocks again.” 
 
    I saw Skip on my way into the kitchen, leaned against a doorway with Axel and how the conversation stopped along with the vibe left me sure he was bitching about me.  
 
    “Brothers,” I greeted. 
 
    “Jess.” Axel gave me a fist bump. 
 
    Skip said nothing, just folded his arms over his chest and flexed his jaw at the same time as his biceps.   
 
    I grabbed a beer for me, a red Powerade for her.  
 
    *** 
 
    She was on the phone, toying with a loose thread on the comforter. 
 
    “I’ll figure it out. Okay, bye.” She ended the call and passed me the phone.  
 
    I tossed my phone to the dresser beside hers as I put the drinks down. “Everything good?” 
 
    “As expected.” She opened the pizza box. “Thank you for this. I’m actually hungry, surprisingly.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    I waited to see if she’d say anything about her father. After a minute of silence where she stared off into space, I unmuted the small television that was mounted on the wall, asking, “What’s this?” 
 
    “Gilmore Girls. You can change it if you want. I’ve binged the whole series about eight times.” 
 
    “It’s all right.  We can leave it on. So, I’ve got a joint chapter church tonight. We’ll head out in the morning, back to the cabin. Yeah?”  
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Unless… anything else you need to do here first? Anybody you wanna see?” 
 
    “Nope,” she popped the p with sarcasm and took a bite of the pizza. 
 
    “Conversation go bad with your father?” 
 
    “It went as expected.” 
 
    She offered no more information, so I dropped it and dug into my pizza.  
 
    “How is it?” I asked a few minutes later. 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “The no gluten pizza?” 
 
    “It’s not bad. This is the place I got it from living here.” 
 
    “You got an apartment? You need to check your mail or water your plants while we’re here?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I couldn’t keep a plant alive if my own life depended on it. And I packed all my shit into my car when I came to Aberdeen. I was just renting a furnished room with a mini fridge and a hot plate.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “I let it go when I knew I had to leave. No job to be able to keep paying rent somewhere I wasn’t gonna be.” She shrugged. “Guess I’m homeless for the moment.” 
 
    “Where’s your father?” 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    “Here?”  
 
    “Sioux Falls, I mean.” 
 
    She offered no further information. Considers herself homeless despite the fact that she’s got a father and an aunt in town.  
 
    “Hard day,” I said. “The cop shop. Your aunt’s bad news.” Not to mention how bitchy her aunt was. 
 
    “Yeah.  Hard day.” She scoffed. “Hard life. Just another day in the life of Gianna Jones.” She took another bite of her slice.  
 
    “Not every day you gotta identify the body of someone you care about and find out someone else you care about has cancer, baby.” 
 
    She washed down what was in her mouth while shrugging, then replied. “No, not every day, and I knew somethin’ was up when she said she had an appointment because that woman prides herself on not having seen a doctor since she was a kid. It’s gotta be bad if she finally dragged herself to one. But yeah… when the hits come at you on an ongoing basis, it becomes the norm.” 
 
    I squeezed her shoulder. She leaned into me, then changed her mind and moved over, straightening up.  “I’m not lookin’ for a pity party, sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. None of this is on you.” 
 
    She set her eyes back on the TV.  
 
    I watched her chick television show with her while I ate a few slices, pondering shit before I rolled a joint, smoked half of it, offered it to her and she declined. She was yawning. Not talking. Still as far away as she could get on the bed. And though it wasn’t far, couldn’t be with just a double bed in a tiny room, it was clear to me she was trying to be aloof with me. I’d given her multiple openings to get shit off her chest, but she didn’t take any of those cues. 
 
    I decided to take a shower. Reflect for a minute before I settled on what move needed to come next. Either remove emotion from this thing and just look after her until this was done, or… make a declaration to her – tell her straight up where I was at and give her a chance to show me if she’s down to be in this with me.  
 
    I muttered, “Shower,” then shrugged off my leather cut, leaving it on the bed. After shutting the door to the bathroom, my eyes landed on four Band-Aid wrappers and what looked like an antiseptic wipe in the otherwise empty wastebasket. I stared at them while I took a leak. Her purple case was on the back of the toilet. After flushing, I flicked the lid open. It opened like a tacklebox, multiple sections filled with makeup. I moved it to vanity and took a closer look. In the top section was a clear zippered makeup bag with what looked to be white tissue stuffed into it. I hadn’t looked closely before when I opened this box. Now I could see what looked like a pencil inside that bag. I unzipped it. On closer examination I saw it was a retractable box cutter packed with squares of gauze, more Band-Aids, and individually wrapped antiseptic wipes. 
 
    Grinding my teeth, I put it all away, stripped, and got into the shower. I took time under the stream, braced on the tiled wall weighing it all out.  
 
    The fact she jolted when I interrupted her bath last night, then she hauled the shower curtain across for privacy.  The drops of blood a few days earlier in the sink. Band-Aid on her inner bicep, an inconspicuous place on her body. Today, locking the door to the bathroom because why? Because I almost caught her the  night before?  
 
    Those lines in the journal about nicks of a blade echoed in my brain. Should’ve made it dawn that she’s a cutter. 
 
    The girl’s got emotional issues that run deep. And no fucking wonder. I didn’t know a lot about her, but everything I knew so far … yeah, no wonder. 
 
    Did I want this baggage? After the bullshit hand I got dealt in my past, did I really wanna travel this road with the risks involved? 
 
    This kind of shit should warn me off, should make me see that this is not the girl I should claim, especially barely knowing her. 
 
    *** 
 
    I threw the bathroom door open having left the water running, wondering what I’d catch her doing. I caught her with my cut. She had her nose to the collar. 
 
    She froze. I crossed my arms over my chest and jerked my chin up in question. 
 
    Her cheeks went red; she dropped it on the bed. “Love the smell of leather,” she muttered. “Sorry.”  
 
    I turned, shut the water off, and then stalked in her direction. 
 
    With a dark expression, I dropped the towel around my waist and reached into my bag for clothes. Her eyes were on me and not likely for nudity. More likely she was worried I was pissed off. If she wasn’t who I figured she was becoming to me, I might’ve been. A biker’s leather is sacred.  
 
    I pulled out a pair of her little booty short underwear from my backpack and put my nose to them. My eyes cut to her before I muttered, “I can sniff your clothes too. Too bad these smell like laundry soap instead of like you.” 
 
    She barked out a laugh. 
 
    Weight left my chest at seeing light dancing in her eyes after not seeing it for two days.  
 
    I exchanged her shorts for a pair of my boxer briefs, then yanked out my clean pair of jeans and my old Chili Peppers concert t-shirt, thinking on how to play things when she cleared her throat from her spot on the bed.  
 
    Our eyes met and I held her gaze, seeing a fuck of a lot of emotions there, but none of them resembling the humor of a minute before.  
 
    The emotions weren’t just about her sister, I suspected. Not only about her aunt or that conversation with her father. I had the strong suspicion this expression was about me, about her being wrong about where things were at with us. About the fact that she’s been trying to protect herself from thinking we’re gonna be anything and failing repeatedly, pulling back when she catches herself. And she’s grief-ridden, yet sharing headspace, I was sure, between the grief of her stepsister, the diagnosis of her aunt, worry about her safety, and whatever she was thinking or trying not to think about me. 
 
    She looked uncomfortable with my study of her.  
 
    The way I grew up, I know shame when I see it and my instinct told me she wore it like a shroud. What I’ve seen the last day or so along with how she’s tried to hold back, finding out she cuts herself feels like confirmation. In my experience, nobody who deserves to feel ashamed has this look of deep shame in their eyes.  
 
    Before meeting her, all I knew was the few tidbits I’d heard about her in locker room style talk from some of the club brothers, which said absolutely nothing about her character, only about the fact she was a sweet lay.  
 
    Her actions speak for themselves, though. And I’d been sifting through all I know about her during my shower. Yeah, it’s a risk taking on a woman who harms herself. Especially after the shit I’ve lived through. But something about Gianna Grace Jones tells me she could be worth the trouble. That having me, knowing I’ve got her back, could change her perspective about her life. She seems pretty alone. With a lot to give. And I can’t help but want it for myself.  
 
    She stuck by someone she cared about – her stepsister. She did the right thing in coming to Deke about what she knew about the Jackals hatching a plan to hurt some women, doing it despite the lack of means, which some would use as an excuse to stay out of the drama.  Particularly after Rider warned her to stay away, banning her from the clubhouse. Some chicks would throw their hands up and use that as an excuse to stay out of it. And at least three of our women could’ve been killed if she’d done that.  
 
    She apologized to me for being bitchy after I read those two pages in her journal. I did her wrong and she didn’t hold the grudge for long. 
 
    She’s thrown by the way I’m treating her, by any kindness she gets. She’s been trying to remain aloof in order to stay firmly in her ‘place’ as a club hang-around, a biker bunny.  
 
    She doesn’t want to take charity from the club, wants to solve her problems herself, probably so that no one who has shitty things to say about her can feel vindicated. Doesn’t let people pay her bills. But she feels stuck. Nobody’s ever had her back, not her aunt, not her father, so when people try, like me and Delia, she shies away. 
 
    Her job is looking after lonely old people who need help. She gets attached to them and feels it when she loses them.  
 
    She hurt herself before hurting my mother’s feelings by not disclosing her allergy.  
 
    She has a voice like an angel and a body designed to tempt men to sin.  And people treat her like shit because she’s beautiful. Because they’re either jealous of her or wanna fuck her. 
 
    She has nobody good in her life and she’s tired of disappointment so has stopped reaching for that through trying to be part of the brotherhood. Because she didn’t find the right in. Got labelled wrongly.  
 
    I might not know much about Gianna Jones, but I know enough to wanna know what else she’s about. To wanna know if she’s the woman who deserves to ride with me, to be beside me in my sheets long-term. 
 
    “Thanks for gettin’ rid of Skip,” she said as I got my neck through the t-shirt neck hole.  
 
    I shrugged on my cut and sifted my fingers through my wet hair to slick it back.  
 
    “You wanna tell me the story there?” I sat on the bed with a pair of socks. 
 
    “Not really. It’s ancient history.” 
 
    “Clearly isn’t.” I got one sock on and looked over my shoulder.  
 
    She shrugged and stared at the bed. 
 
    I made a decision. I pulled the second sock on, got into my boots, then I grabbed my keys, wallet, and phone. “Need to go out for an hour. Be back before church. Need anything?”  
 
    She shook her head.  
 
    “Want anything?” 
 
    “I want a lot of things,” she joked, playing with loose comforter threads. 
 
    “Yeah. Sometimes what you want is right in front of you. Just gotta accept it.” 
 
    Her smile vanished and she tilted her head, eyes searching my face.  
 
    “What do you think about that?” I asked.  
 
    She flinched.  
 
    “Sometimes you just gotta grab hold,” I told her. 
 
    She opened her mouth to speak and then closed it again.  
 
    “What’s on your mind?” I asked. 
 
    “A lotta things.” 
 
    “Spit it out.” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “You wanna grab hold?” I asked. 
 
    She swallowed and shook her head, not in the negative of saying no, more like she wasn’t able to wrap her mind around what I was saying. 
 
    “Sometimes you think you can grab something and take it, but you really can’t.” She tied the thread off with a knot and let go of it.  
 
    Tryin’ to fix a comforter that’s not even hers. Stop it from fraying further.   
 
    “Sometimes you can.” 
 
    Her brows knitted together briefly before she sighed. “I don’t have the brainpower for philosophy most days, especially not today, Jesse.” 
 
    “You want anything? Booze, snacks for later, somethin’ else?” 
 
    “No, thanks.” She looked disappointed. She thought I was dropping it. Or that she was misreading me.  
 
    “You sure?” I asked. 
 
    She wants things. She’s just afraid she’ll never have them. And for reasons I can’t fully explain, I wanna give them to her.  
 
    “I’m just gonna watch some TV. Maybe sleep a little.”  
 
    I kissed her and turned for the door. I looked over my shoulder and gave her a look loaded with meaning. Meaning she just might’ve been starting to get by the way she sat, stiffly, looking alarmed.  
 
    Yeah. Time to get some things straight with her. Make sure she fully understands. 
 
    Pulling away so she doesn’t get attached. Longing looks when she thinks I’m not paying attention. I’ve watched her shake them off, read in her expression that she’s talking herself into keeping things in a certain place with me. Smelling my leather at the collar specifically tells me it isn’t about the smell of any leather, it's my leather and smells like leather and me. She was embarrassed when I caught her doing that. What else would I catch her doing when she thought no one was looking? Besides harming herself.  
 
    Yeah, I know she’s got a fuck-ton of shit on her plate, and it sounds mighty fuckin’ conceited to think I factor for her right now, but every ounce of my being tells me she wants me but is afraid to hope for anything beyond fucking. That’s why she tried to keep it light and fun at the cabin before getting the bad news.  
 
    Self-harm should probably be a deal breaker for me. But thinking on it I’m guessing it must come from self-loathing as well as from feeling attacked by a never-ending blitzkrieg of pain that makes you feel numb. That makes you crave sensation. Stopping the numbness. Feeling something. Using the pain to get your mind off the shit tormenting you. Feeling a different kind of pain. Maybe she journals to help. Plays music to help. Writes music to help. But when she really hurts, she cuts. And I don’t fuckin’ like it. Because I know that self-harm can escalate. Eventually, a person can cross a line chasing a bigger sensation. Or feel like they need all sensation to stop. They can do permanent harm beyond a scab or a scar. Yeah. Leaving scars on not only yourself but on the people who give a shit about you. It’s too easy to take it too far. 
 
    Still… I know, for some reason, that I want to know what it’s like to be with her without all this shit weighing on her. To know how she is when she feels free to be herself. Free to sing her heart out. Free to give what she’s got to give knowing it’s safe to give it. I wanna know what she’s like when she’s got wind in her hair, fire in her soul and my fingerprints on her body, marking her as mine. Just mine. Knowing she’s protected and treasured.  
 
    Can I get the pain and shame out of her eyes?  
 
    Don’t know why I can’t shake the need to be the man that accomplishes that. 
 
    ***  
 
    Church was coming up soon, so I didn’t have a lot of time to fuck about. When I walked back in, seeing she was under the blankets, eyes on the television, still watching the same show … I sat on the edge of the bed with the shopping bag, pulled out a phone and handed it to her.  
 
    “What’s this?” she asked. 
 
    “New phone. Prepaid and I added it to my plan. I already put it on the Wi-Fi here and loaded my number.” 
 
    She sat up. “Why?” 
 
    It was a midrange prepaid but was better than the phone she already had. 
 
    “So you can call me, ya nut.” I bopped her nose with my fingertip. 
 
    She half-smiled and then immediately frowned. “I’m confused.” 
 
    “The old one is a bad idea. Got an update from the Valentines through their cop contact and her phone wasn’t on her when she was found. So, they might have her phone which’d give them access to your socials. They don’t need access to you. And the screen’s cracked, it’s ready for the trash. It’s here, though.” I dropped it on the bed. “If you’ve got pictures or numbers you need off it, grab ‘em. Be careful. Make a hundred per cent sure nobody you put on the new phone is gonna share anything about you with the Jackals. No social status check-ins. I’d like you to consider stayin’ off social media for now. Or create new profiles and make ‘em private. No updates public or private. Yeah? After you clear your pictures off, I hold this one in case any of the Jackals message you.” 
 
    She frowned. “I don’t need anything off that phone. Take it. And Kailey is the only one I knew who would’ve had ties to them. But… hostages don’t get to have phones, remember?” 
 
    “Changed my mind. My hostage does.” I dropped a peck on her mouth and pocketed the old phone. 
 
    She frowned.  
 
    “There’s more. Here.” I reached into the shopping bag and put down a couple notebooks, a coloring book, and a cylinder of colored Sharpie markers. “You left your guitar and your journals at the cabin, so here’s these in case you need an outlet tonight.” 
 
    “An outlet?” 
 
    I touched her face. “I figured out about the self-harm. All the bandage wrappers in the trash.” 
 
    She flinched and tried to shrink away. I didn’t allow it; I got closer, cupping her jaw.  
 
    “I saw the signs and then, yeah, I peeked in your tackle box. Saw your box cutter. Know that you’re not cutting paper hearts and snowflakes, baby.” 
 
    She winced and then her face reddened, eyes going hard. 
 
    My voice gruff, I leaned forward, saying, “Don’t get pissed, woman. Don’t tell me I shouldn’t have looked. I saw blood on the sink back at the cabin, bandage wrappers in the trash there and here. Wasn’t hard to figure out. Opened that box for confirmation.” 
 
    Her expression morphed into embarrassment. 
 
    I kept talking. “I figure you’ve got some outlets you reach for when you get to a dangerous frame of mind. Your guitar. Your journals. You don’t have those here, so here’s some paper and pens so you have options in case all the shit from today tries to mess with you. And a phone so you can listen to music. Play games, color some flowers, get your mind off your pain at least a couple minutes at a time.” 
 
    She pulled her lips tight, eyes filling with wet. “Jesse,” she mouthed and then her lip trembled, and she shuddered out a long breath. 
 
    “I don’t hold back, G. I see you doin’ shit that’s dangerous, I’m gonna call you out. That shit’s dangerous. Obviously you did it at the cabin, too, before the bad news – even though you had your journals, your guitar, so that’s something you gotta work on. You know it already, I’m sure this ain’t news, but you’re under my care, baby, so I’m gonna care, gonna help you when I see you need help. All right? And if I don’t see it but you need it, do not be afraid to ask me for help.” 
 
    She surprised me by wrapping her arms around me and holding on tight. And then she pulled away and wiped her eyes with her sleeve cuffs. “You need to stop this.” 
 
    “Stop what?” 
 
    “Not bein’ salty.” 
 
    I laughed and wiped a tear from her cheek with my thumb. “I’m still salty.” 
 
    “You haven’t been an ogre with me for… like… days. Don’t let me get used to it.”  
 
    I snickered, then sobered. “Maybe you should get used to it.”  
 
    She physically jolted. 
 
    “Though, can’t promise I won’t get salty sometimes. Anyway…” I gestured to the markers. “Overheard a conversation in the yard in the joint. Guy that used to cut said he started drawing on his arm with a red marker instead. Pretended it was blood. I made sure there’s a red Sharpie in that box.” 
 
    The frown lines over the bridge of her nose deepened.  
 
    “Try it,” I invited. “Though, thinkin’ now I shoulda bought something easier to wash off than Sharpie. Try red lipstick or somethin’.” I shrugged. “You got one?” 
 
    She bit her lip and nodded. “Got at least seven.” She then looked away and fidgeted. She wasn’t ready to talk about this. 
 
    “Nobody knocked on the door while I was gone?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    Good. I might lose it if Skip tried that shit again. 
 
    “Gotta head to church. You need me, text or phone me and I’ll come straight here. He should be there with me, but somethin’ happens, and he knocks on the door again, you call me. I’ll come immediately. You want anything before I go?” I tucked a lock that escaped her braid behind her ear with my fingertips and then looked into her eyes again.  
 
    She shook her head again and tried to look off to the side, chewing her lip. 
 
    Using my index finger under her chin, I tilted her jaw to see her eyes. She startled at the eye contact. 
 
    I held her gaze for a long minute, hoping I was communicating where I was at. 
 
    She searched my eyes and I saw a flash of something, then she looked away. Still not believing it. 
 
    So, I needed to lay it out in black and white then. 
 
    But I had to get to the chapel.  
 
    “Need me? Call me. Back soon,” I said. 
 
    I watched a swallow work down her throat.  
 
    I kissed her. I did it softly, letting my lips linger before slowly pulling back and looking into her eyes, holding her braid. She leaned in, wanting more, then I gave it to her, taking in the whimper she gave me. My thumb skated over her hard nipple and I wished with a cuss that church was starting an hour or three later.  
 
    “Mm. Fuck. Gotta go. To be continued… yeah? If you’re up for it. No pressure.” 
 
    She swayed when I broke contact and moved for the door. 
 
    “Thanks for the phone, Jesse. It’s really nice. I’m … gonna pay you back.”   
 
    “You’re not,” I corrected. 
 
    “Another incidental covered by Deke?” she asked, looking hopeful. 
 
    “No. It’s from me. And it’s my pleasure, baby.”  
 
    “Um… you can’t.”  
 
    “I already did.” 
 
    I saw her hand clench the bedding.  
 
    “Gotta go, Gigi. Back soon. We’ll finish this conversation, then. We have more to talk about.” 
 
    “We do?” 
 
    “We do,” I confirmed.  
 
    “Jesse, wait.” 
 
    I stopped.  
 
    “Looking in my journals hurt. A lot. Looking into my caboodle and seeing my darkest secret hurts almost as much. I get that you’re concerned, but you don’t have to worry about me. I’m tough; I’ll be okay. I’ll get by. I always do.” 
 
    “Outlets.” I pointed toward the stuff on the bed. “Church, baby. Back soon. I’ll have to have a drink with the brothers after and then I’ll be here. Yeah? Keep watching your comfort show. Draw, journal, or listen to music. Outlets. Okay?” 
 
    She blinked a couple times, then swallowed again.  
 
    I left. I left hoping she was beginning to see clearly.  
 
    ***  
 
    Her and I were one of the items on the agenda. It got me curious about what was said about us the night before in Aberdeen’s church, but I didn’t have to wonder for long. 
 
    When Rudy gave Deke the floor, his voice came through on the speakerphone and he went right for that point.  
 
    “Said most of this last night to the Aberdeen charter but it bears repeating for everyone. Gia Jones helped save lives with her warnings and that’s why Jesse started keeping’ her safe. But to add to what I said last night, I want family members to treat her not only with respect because she brought us that invaluable intelligence, but also because Jesse’s tryin’ her on for size so she’s likely to become family, too. We make family feel like family. Yeah?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Rudy put in. “People who earn their place in this club either as a friend to the club or a member should always be treated well. That includes the club sweet butts and the former sweet butts.” 
 
    I knew eyes were on me, so I avoided the urge to grind my teeth at the way Deke worded it, at the way Rudy called her a sweet butt. They meant no harm, I knew that, but I didn’t like the choice of words. It might’ve been okay to word it that way if she was a new hookup that didn’t have history with the club but based on her history I didn’t fuckin’ like the implication that she was disposable. I knew I had to let it go. As a thick-skinned man, offhanded remarks haven’t ever bothered me, but it grinded my gears because of feeling increasingly protective over her. I didn’t just want her safe and whole. I wanted that shame out of her eyes, so it made me wanna shield her from words that’d bring that ugliness on. 
 
    Other guests who weren’t spending the night were heading out soon in groups. Delia had sorted rooms for a few in case things went late and in case Edge decided to stay the night. But in the chapel, he said he wanted to get to Aberdeen as soon as possible, so a convoy was happening. We were increasing our presence. We had allies in other MCs. We were making statements and doing it with the volume on max, so the Wyld Jackals’d know we mean business and we have allies too. Local ones that could inflict harm, unlike their flexing about possible allies who were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Their days were numbered. Our loved ones were under curfew. And this sesh was about us dotting our i’s and crossing our t’s for the foreseeable in case they tried to pin anything else on any of us. They were going down, but until then: traveling in groups, clear alibis with logs and backup for every man in the club from prospects up to chapter presidents. And extra caution working our plan to make sure that when they got taken down, they stayed down.  
 
    *** 
 
    I was having a drink in the packed billiards room. I’d have gone straight to her, but needed to mingle with the brothers for a while first. The brotherhood is something that nurtures its’ members and as such, you not only get it when you need it, you need to give it when your brothers need it. Edge in particular needed it tonight. He and a few of the guys were heading to Aberdeen shortly, so I planned to make my exit then and go back to show her with more than words where my head was at. 
 
    I already told Rudy I had to skip the poker game and have time with my new girl. He razzed me for it, but it was good-natured.  
 
    Sitting at the bar between Edge and Axel, I felt the heat of Skip’s gaze on the back of my neck. I knew he was at the pool table behind me, and I’d been feeling his gaze the past ten minutes.  
 
    He intentionally avoided eye contact with me during church, other than the seconds where our eyes locked directly after Deke’s “trying her on for size” comment. He was the one to look away first.  
 
    I was guessing that because he drives for Dominion Moving and Storage he decided to stow his motorcycle in the back of the truck today so he could ride back with Edge. Doing a solid. Booking a room but heading out with Edge instead. Being a brother. But if he continued shooting me the looks behind my back and acting like a little bitch, complaining about me to the brothers like I was sure he was doing earlier with Axel, we’d have to have it out in a way where he’d get my message.  
 
    I wasn’t a grunt. Even if I were a prospect, the bullshit he was pulling was something I’d have done something about. I still didn’t know the whole history of him and Gianna, but I didn’t like the way it was looking, what my gut was telling me about it. Not only was he crossing lines, but he was also doing shit that would continue to buy her hassles with his wife. And she gave every indication she wanted no part of any of it and never did. Why was he being so relentless about getting her alone?  
 
    *** 
 
    Axel was in the midst of bitching about his woman’s parents giving her a hard time over the planning of their upcoming wedding when a noise chimed from the inside pocket of my leather. Ax was talking about the fact it’d probably be a clubhouse wedding instead of a church one and his girl’s heart was a little mashed over it. Axel’s mixed race, his Black father Ben is VP in Rapid City. His girl comes from racist WASP stock, and she wants her folks to step into the twenty-first century. Ax is losing patience with them. Not because he gives a shit about what they think of him, because it’s hurting Leah.  
 
    “Have it at our church,” Rudy invited.  
 
    “Is it Pentecostal? Baptist?” Axel asked. 
 
    “Non-denominational Christian. Independent. I’ll set up a meeting for you with the pastor. She’s good friends with my missus.” 
 
    I wasn’t surprised Rudy and Delia attended church. He was no less wild than the rest of his club, his original road name being “Rude” that eventually changing to Rudy somehow, but the man had that Dog The Bounty Hunter vibe at times. You’d hear him cuss his brains out one minute and then he’d be the one to start a prayer circle.  He did that for Jojo Valentine when it was reported she was in the hospital after the Jackals ran her and Lick Hanson off the road. Club parties with families, the man led grace before meals. He wasn’t in everyone’s face with religion, but you knew he had strong faith.  
 
    Not all chapters have chaplains, either. Pudge was ours. The mother charter had one, too. Deke didn’t seem religious, but he welcomed Pudge taking on that role. Pudge found religion in the joint, though he was still about freedom, partying, and speaking his mind with colorful language. And Pudge didn’t shove religion down throats, either.  
 
    More noise chimed and when I lifted Gigi’s phone out to see what it was, I saw the preview of a Facebook message.  
 
    Skip Ford: Need to talk. Open the door. I know you’re in there.  
 
    I looked over my shoulder and scanned the space. He wasn’t here any longer. Don’t know when he slithered out of here, but the fucker figured I was otherwise occupied. 
 
    She replied. She must have loaded Facebook on her new phone. 
 
    I’m not feeling good. I’m trying to just get some sleep. Bad day. 
 
    Skip: 5 minutes.  Open the door. You don’t want to ignore me Gianna. I need assurances that ancient history is staying in the past. 
 
    I made my exit and did it fast, working my way down the series of hallways until I saw him at the door. 
 
    “Oi!” I clipped. “You wanna explain to me why you’re again banging on this door?” 
 
    He cussed under his breath. “Christ sakes.” 
 
    “Lookin’ pretty pathetic about now, Skippy.” 
 
    He fuckin’ hated being called Skippy, everyone knew it. 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “I need five minutes to talk to her about something important, but you keep blocking that, so I took the opportunity while I could. What can I say, I’m resourceful.” He threw me a cocky smirk.  
 
    Greasy fucker. 
 
    “Fine. Deal with your ancient history,” I invited, then unlocked and opened the door, peeking in first and seeing she was in bed, eyes on me. I threw the door wider. “Say what you need to say.”  
 
    Skip wanted to rip my head off. 
 
    Gigi looked like she wanted to throw up. 
 
    “What business do you have with my girl?” I demanded, stepping inside, purposely between her and him, but positioned so I could see them both. 
 
    And I watched her eyes flash as color drained from her face. 
 
    Footsteps approached and two prospects were walking by, Ducky trailing behind them and peering in with curiosity.  
 
    “Forget it,” Skip muttered. He threw his hands up in the air and didn’t look at her. “Can see how it is now, didn’t take it seriously even with what Deke said, but see you’re serious so I’m done. Don’t want no more drama. No drama, Gia, okay? Leave the past in the past. Let’s all move on.”   
 
    She stared at him, then hesitantly nodded. 
 
    He backed further away from the doorway, but I did not miss the pointed look he gave her.  
 
    “Apologies, Jesse. Brother. Condolences, Gia. Sorry for your loss. Be smart, okay, babe?” He gave her another pointed look. 
 
    “What’s the ancient history?” I pushed. 
 
    What was he telling her to be smart about? 
 
    “It’s done now. Forget it. Have a good night,” he said. 
 
    “I plan to,” I told him, my meaning clear.  
 
    I closed the door and looked to her in the bed. She still had that same TV show on. She had the markers and journal beside her, and I could see she’d been using them.  
 
    “Quite the marathon binge you’re on. That kid’s all grown up.” I gestured to the TV. 
 
    Her eyes bounced to the TV and then back to me. 
 
    “What’s the story?” I asked her. “What’s the unfinished business with him?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” she whispered, looking pale.  
 
    “Don’t lie to me,” I warned. 
 
    She bit her lip. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Then tell me all of it,” I said, “all the history with him. He’s clearly thinkin’ he’s entitled to have access to you despite what I’ve said to him, so I need it all. Let me have it.” 
 
    She frowned. “Why? Why do you need to know?” 
 
    “I’m not pissed at you, baby. I’m pissed at him. I need you to level with me here, so I know what I’ve gotta deal with and have all the information I need in order to help me do that.” 
 
    Her forehead wrinkled with confusion. 
 
    “It’s a guy thing. A biker thing. Talk, woman.”  
 
    “Um… he lied to me when I first started comin’ around, makin’ me think he was interested in a relationship. He’s a liar. Cheater. And he thinks he can sweet talk me or bully me or whatever.” 
 
    “Bully you? Into fucking him?” I straightened. 
 
    She stared at me with alarm.  
 
    “Bullies you into fucking him?” 
 
    She bit her lip. 
 
    “Gigi,” I demanded. 
 
    “Not exactly. He’s tried.” 
 
    “He succeed?” 
 
    “Not… um... let’s change the subject.”  
 
    “Let’s not. How about you tell me what the fuck he’s done?” 
 
    “Jesse, it’s been a rotten day. A rotten couple days. Can we just drop it? Please?” 
 
    I stared at her expectantly. “Start talkin’, baby. Or I go haul him back here and make him start talking.” 
 
    “You’ve been super-nice to me but seriously, I don’t wanna cause problems with the club. That’s the only good thing about meeting Skip. He gave this club to me in a way. I mean… it’s not mine, but everyone, mostly, is cool with me. Delia is being amazing to me. And you… you’ve been… incredible. Incredible, Jesse.” She put her palm to her heart to drive that message home. “But I don’t wanna cause problems for the Doms and I’m not gonna say anything else that might cause a problem so please don’t ask. Okay?” 
 
    “Baby, listen… if that fuckin’ guy-” 
 
    “Can you just stop?” she exclaimed, slamming the remote control on the bed. “You’re fuckin’ with my head and it’s already severely fucked. I’m begging you to please stop it, okay?” 
 
    “How am I fuckin’ with your head?” I demanded.  
 
    Despite her grieving, despite that she was having a rotten day, it was time to get some things straight. Because despite the grief, despite the bad news weighing on her, she needed to get where I was coming from. Maybe it’d help. Or it wouldn’t. But between the things I’d picked up on from her the last couple days and the things Delia said to me, it was time for this conversation, leaving nothing unsaid. After that, we’d see where it went. 
 
    She took a swig of her drink. 
 
    “How am I fuckin’ with your head?” I repeated.  
 
    “Callin’ me baby or your girl for one thing. Holding me in front of other people all protective-like is another.” 
 
    I laughed.  
 
    She looked wounded as she went on, “Kissing me coming and going like I’m your… your…” She shook her head. “You were kind to act like there was something with us when we left Aberdeen to make sure Skip’s old lady didn’t go off on me for no reason, because there was no reason that day. I won’t go there with Skip again if I can help it. I get that we’ve been havin’ fun because you’re stuck with me and I’m helpin’ pass the time, but…” 
 
    “What?” I jerked back for more than one reason.  
 
    “Don’t refer to me as your girl. I get why you did it, but I can’t have that.”  
 
    “You get it?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “I don’t think you do. And you can’t have it?” 
 
    “No. I can’t. You don’t have to sugarcoat it, either. You’ve gotta watch me, which pissed you off at first but then you decided to make the best of it, so…” she shrugged. “So you did. And it’s been fun. You’re fun and sexy and you can sweep a girl clean off her feet when you wanna, and the sex is amazing. Amazing enough sometimes I almost forget. But I’m under no illusions. I know what this is and what it isn’t. But right now … right now I’m extra vulnerable, so I gotta ask you to take things down a notch or seven.” 
 
    “Take what down a notch or seven?” 
 
    “The concerned boyfriend act. Because I know you’re not my man, even though you also played it that way with Aunt Francie to make sure that nobody who doesn’t need to know you’re my bodyguard won’t know what’s what. You don’t have to give me the boyfriend experience here because I’m grieving. Because the way you’re being … Jesse… it’s dangerous for my…” she dropped down to barely a whisper, “my heart.” 
 
    I stared. 
 
    She stared back.  
 
    I watched a swallow work down her throat as she continued staring. And then she was searching my face, trying to figure out what I was thinking. 
 
    It was time to tell her exactly what I was thinking. 
 
    “Have you not clued in yet, hostage?” I asked. 
 
    “Clued into what?” She looked genuinely perplexed. 
 
    “The fact that I’m no longer protecting you because of what you did for the club. I’m protecting you because I’ve made you mine.” 
 
    She jerked back and blinked a couple times, then looked pissed off. “Don’t.”  
 
    “Don’t what?”  
 
    “D-don’t fuck with me,” her voice trembled. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Not funny.” She threw the blanket back. 
 
    “What’s not funny?” I fired back. But I was smirking.  
 
    “If you knew what I’d been through you wouldn’t even joke about this, because it’s actually kinda cruel. Though maybe you’re just cruel like that; fucked if I know.” 
 
    “I’m not bein’ cruel. I’m bein’ straight with you.” 
 
    “Spare me and could you please be serious?” She got out of bed, went to the dresser and opened the bottle of water sitting there.  
 
    “What’d I tell you? Stop asking me if I’m serious all the time. If I say something, I’m serious.” 
 
    “And what are you serious about? Me?” She laughed like it was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard. And then she downed some water, choked on it, and set it down. 
 
    I gave her a minute to recover from the coughing fit. 
 
    “Now you’re being an asshole,” she finally stated. “Not cool.” 
 
    And she looked hurt. She was cradling herself, mouth turned down, eyes filled with emotion that might turn to tears. And I didn’t want to be the cause of more tears for her. At all. This conversation was hurting her feelings. I had to rip this Band-Aid off instead of peeling it slowly. 
 
    I cleared my expression. “Gianna. I know it’s early. I might’ve waited to make any sort of statement until we got past this shit with the Jackals or at least a week or two after we’d spent time together not in the middle of drama or you grieving, but you need to know where I’m at. Laying it out right now since you’re not takin’ my hints. Maybe it’ll get Skip off your back, too, though that’s not why I’m doin’ it. It’s you ‘n me because I want it and I’m pretty sure you want it too. So, lean into it, baby, because you’re claimed.” 
 
    “I’m… claimed?” She looked at me with alarm as a tear rolled down her cheek. 
 
    “Fuck yeah. I’ve now claimed you and will be making that statement clear, so all these pricks know not to keep pissin’ me off by askin’ me to send you to their goddamn room as well as to keep their hands and their fuckin’ mouths off what’s mine.” 
 
    She scoffed. Her face was red. She was pissed off. Pissed off? No. That wasn’t anger I was seeing. I wasn’t sure what it was.  
 
    Her lower lip quivered, so I took her face into my hands and stared deep into her eyes. Yeah, it was pain. And the pain there nearly made my knees buckle.  
 
    “Gigi,” I whispered.  
 
    A sob tore out of her, and she grabbed my wrists. I thought for a minute she wanted me to let go, but her nails dug into my skin, and she shuddered out a broken breath. 
 
    “Do you not wanna be mine?” I asked gently. “Hey… you’re shaking. Talk to me.” 
 
    She pulled breath in and then shuddered out a sob, so I kept talking, “You keep droppin’ signs this is just casual and I keep droppin’ signs it’s not. So, yeah, it’s early for this declaration but if that’s what it’s gonna take to make myself clear, to make people fuck off and leave you alone, and even more important than that, to let you know you’re not alone right now, that’s a good reason to declare it early. You want me, you’ve got me. You don’t wanna be claimed, say so now.” 
 
    She was trembling harder. 
 
    I waited for a good two minutes, still holding her face, still feeling her nails digging into my hands, before I spoke again. 
 
    “Do you not want this? If you’re just down to fuck while I protect you, I won’t let myself get more attached.” 
 
    There was a sound that seemed to come from the back of her throat. It seemed involuntary, as if she was holding herself together but by only a thread.  
 
    I kept talking. “But tell me right now before I get anymore invested in this, because baby, I have no solid idea why, but I’ve got some vague ones and they’re strong enough I’m calling it. I want you to be mine.” 
 
    She continued holding my wrists. She was taking deep breath after deep breath.  
 
    “G, answer me, please.” 
 
    “If I answer the question, you’re gonna disappear in a puff of smoke.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I…” she let that hang. 
 
    “Answer the question. I’m here. I’m right here. I’m not goin’ anywhere until you answer me.” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Are you gonna tell me you don’t want this?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    I stroked her face with my thumbs. “Goin’ nowhere, woman. I’m here. Not just because Deke asked me to watch you. I’d be here right now with you even if he called it off. Here, somewhere else, wherever… but with you. Because I wanna see where this can go. When the war is over, when you’re safe, when the drama settles down – whenever the fuck that is. Wanna see how it’ll be if you stop holdin’ back from me.” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    And she just kept taking deep breaths. Her nails loosened their grip, so I let go of her and took a step back. 
 
    “Right.” I stated. 
 
    Her eyes filled with more tears and as one fell, she got toe to toe with me, and said,  “I wanna be yours more than I want my next breath.” And she wobbled, like her legs were turning to noodles. 
 
    I caught her and pulled her to me, relieved that she finally found the fuckin’ words, because I was getting to where I was about ready to walk out the door and find a couch to sleep on. 
 
    “Your wish is granted,” I said, cockily. 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    “Wait?” I asked. 
 
    She huffed. “I’ve got history with some of the brothers.” 
 
    “I don’t give a fuck about the past.” 
 
    She face-planted into me, trembling. I held her tight. 
 
    She clung to me. “It’s never gonna work.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Because… God… I don’t get this. This isn’t for me. I wanted it and it’s slipped through my fingers too many times for me to believe it’s even an option anymore.” 
 
    A long minute passed. Then another. The crying wasn’t stopping, but neither was the clinging, so I needed to be patient. Not one of my strong suits, but I wasn’t finding it too difficult, surprisingly.   Her face was buried in my neck. The front of my t-shirt was drenched with her tears and she was holding onto my leather.  
 
    “I don’t know what’s gonna happen tomorrow, G, but I know I wanna be here for you right now. I wanna help you get past this and see what we can be in the regular world. I wanna fuck you. A lot. Laugh with you. Play music together. Buy Fruit Roll Ups in bulk.”  
 
    She snickered. 
 
    “I can’t make you any promises except that I’m gonna be straight with you, no matter what comes at us. Yeah, I can be an asshole. No, I’m not a patient guy. I don’t sugarcoat anything.” 
 
    “No. It’s coated with salt.” She giggled and sniffled. 
 
    I scoffed then continued, “And I don’t give two fucks about who you spent time with in the past as long as that’s the past. Another thing… I’m not gonna let people fuck you over or treat you like shit. You think I can be an asshole with you sometimes, Gigi, just wait until you see how I treat people that try to fuck with you.” 
 
    Clinging to me, she whispered, “You’re too good to be true.” 
 
    I ran the pad of my thumb across her bottom lip. “I should add that I’ve already got a big ego, baby, been told it’s almost the size of my dick and just sayin’… you might not wanna feed that monster. I’ll say that just this one time. You feed it after this, it’s on you.” 
 
    She laughed. And she looked so fuckin’ pretty doin’ it that I wanted to throw her to the bed and bury myself inside her. There wasn’t time for that right now.  
 
    “I want your mouth, hostage. I wanna taste all of you, get lost inside you, but that’s gonna have to wait. I gotta see the brothers off; they’re gonna be leavin’ soon.” 
 
    “Jesse.” She held on even tighter. 
 
    “I’m here. You might break my ribs in a minute, but I’m here for two more minutes, then I gotta leave for fifteen. After that, we can talk all night if you want. Talk, fuck. Hopefully fuck more than talk.” 
 
    She loosened up but not by much.  
 
    “I feel like… like…” She bit her lip. 
 
    I waited. 
 
    “I can’t tell you.” She shook her head.  
 
    “Tell me what?” 
 
    She buried her face in my chest.  
 
    “With what I’ve been through, it’s hard to let myself believe. I’ve been burnt.” 
 
    “We’ve all been burnt.” 
 
    “I must seem so fucking pathetic right now. You’re probably sorry already. You probably wanna run the other way.” 
 
    “Far from it.” I tipped her chin up. “I’m… fuck, you’ve had a number done on you, haven’t you?” I caressed her face. 
 
    She sighed. “If you only knew.” 
 
    “I get it.” 
 
    “Thanks, but trust me, you don’t. If you saw inside my head, or if you read one of my journals cover to cover instead of just two pages, you’d probably run a mile in the other direction.” 
 
    “You tell me when you’re ready. I’ve had a number done on me, too, woman, and I’m also not ready to get into it, but that’s how I know this is worth exploring, this… us. ‘Cause I haven’t wanted this with somebody in a while. Long while. Didn’t know if I’d ever even want it again after the shit that got pulled on me. You be real with me, be straight with me even if it’s ugly. No lies. No deceit. And if you’re in with this being real-” 
 
    She sobbed again. 
 
    “And just mine. I fuckin’ mean that. Just like you wanted. His and only his.” 
 
    Her gaze came up to meet mine at me quoting that line from the front of her journal. 
 
    “Yeah, that part stuck. It’s been rollin’ around in here for days.” I tapped my temple. “And the next page, which… the nicks of a blade shit, we’ll need to sort that out, but not tonight.”  
 
    She winced. “I’m pretty fucked up, Jesse. Not sure if I’m too far gone for you. And if you delve deeper, you might see stuff you can’t live with, and I’ll already be falling for you and-” 
 
    I kept going. “We’ll see, I guess. The way I’m picturing it, we’ll head down the road together. I’ll have your back; hopefully you’ll have mine. I’ll try to work that pain outta your eyes and maybe you’ll work mine outta my soul. Wanna try it?”  
 
    She looked up into my eyes and swallowed hard. Her eyes were full of fear. And want. 
 
    “Live, baby. Don’t deny yourself a shot at livin’ the life you want. You want this?” 
 
    She blew out breath before answering with, “More than I can even explain. More than I even thought I did, because it’s you.”   
 
    I squeezed her tighter, liking the sound of those words, feeling in my gut that they weren’t empty. The opposite of that. “You lucked out with me, you know? My ma’s story… I felt what you wrote on the inside cover of that journal. I need to see those eyes. Now, Gigi. Please.” 
 
    She looked up. And there was joy there. And then it changed to fear. Seeing it made emotion rise up in my own chest. I gave her a soft, lingering kiss before requesting, “Trust me,” against her mouth. “Let me in. Let’s give this a shot. See where it goes. No promises unless we know we can deliver, also… no lies. Never any lies. I won’t fuckin’ burn you. You don’t burn me either. Deal?” 
 
    She whimpered. “I wanna try. I want this. I’m scared, but…” 
 
    “Deal?” I repeated. “I’m not fuckin’ around. I’m not givin’ lip-service. That’s not who I am, not who I’ve ever been. Don’t lie. Do not fuck me over. Be straight with me even when it’s not easy. Deal?” 
 
    “Deal,” she agreed and stepped back, then extended her hand so she could shake mine. 
 
    I lifted it and dropped a kiss on it. When I let go, her hand hooked around my neck and she pulled me until our mouths met.  
 
    And then she kissed me like she’d been waiting to do it for years. It was different from most of the kisses I’d had from her because I generally led. This one reminded me of that very first kiss, when she was relieved I’d escaped the non-existent clutches of that bear. Only I went at her with hunger then. This time, she came at me with it. Hungry. So fuckin’ hungry my cock ached as it went hard.  
 
    “You made a supremely shitty day end on a really good note, Jesse. Thank you.” She dropped one more kiss on my mouth and then propped her chin on my chest, looking up at me with a beautiful smile. 
 
    “Believe me, it’s my pleasure, baby. And it’s gonna be your pleasure comin’ up soon if you let me go say goodnight to the brothers so I can do that and get back to my girl.” 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered, tears in her eyes looking like happy ones. “But listen…” 
 
    “I’m listenin’.” 
 
    “There might be brothers who chirp that I wanted to land myself any brotherhood member. Bunnies or old ladies might also spout it. Not true. I didn’t get hopes up with anybody unless I thought they were worth it. I was wrong about the first one and then I was choosier. If you want the details, I’ll share.” 
 
    “Don’t need the details.” 
 
    “I gave up, after… the last one. There were only two I thought were serious. One was Skip, as you know. The last one I thought I could have somethin’ real with… once I knew it was out, I wasn’t gonna just take it if it was offered. You’re not just anyone. I want this with you because it’s you.” She put her hands to my jaw. “You. Okay? Does that even make sense? I didn’t think it was a possibility, thought I was getting my hopes up, reading too much into your actions, so I kept pullin’ back.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why we’re havin’ this conversation. Because my actions weren’t speaking loud enough for you, though I thought they were pretty fuckin’ loud.” I gave her a pointed look.  
 
    She looked embarrassed. Contrite. A little sad.  
 
    “No, G, I get it. You’ve been dicked around and you’re jaded because of it. But now you’ve had the words. Words that are legit, not a line to get into your pants. And I hear you. Got no inferiority complex, baby. I know who I am, know what I bring to the table. So don’t fret about the past or what people yap about. Some folks’ve always gotta be talkin’ shit. Don’t matter. Worry about me n’ you and what we think about us. All right?” 
 
    “Easier said than done, but I’ll try.” 
 
    “Try hard.” 
 
    “I’ll try hard, Jesse.” 
 
    “Good girl. Back soon. Kiss your man, Gigi. ” 
 
    She got up on her tiptoes, smiling so big she couldn’t even pucker those gorgeous lips, so I did my best to lay one on her anyway, and then I left. 
 
    

  

 
   
    10 
 
    I got outside in time to clap backs and bump fists with guys departing. There were a fair few staying the night. The roar of motorcycle pipes would be heard from miles around. Convoys rolled out in multiple directions, including the brothers going back to Aberdeen.  
 
    Church tonight wasn’t just two Dominion Brotherhood chapters. Every chapter was represented either in person or by dialing in. We also had members from a few ally clubs as guests. 
 
    Edge had already brought me up to speed on what I’d missed the night before, including the fact Chris Forker was in Aberdeen with Deke for last night’s church sesh with another Jackal on call for part of it – a man who wanted out of the Jackals and was thinkin’ the Dominion Brotherhood was more his speed.  
 
    He didn’t identify himself, used a voice disguiser, but also said he had a prospect interested in comin’ with him to join us and was about to start workin’ on recruiting another brother who he was sure would be on board. Deke assured if those men helped take them down, they’d have an opportunity to see if the Dominion Brotherhood was a good fit for them. And vice versa. But it’d be put up for a vote, Deke wouldn’t make promises. And if it was decided they didn’t fit, the club would help them set themselves up elsewhere so they could avoid blowback if any Jackals remained. 
 
    The Jackal on the phone agreed that was the way of a real brotherhood, unlike the joke he’d been stuck in for years.  
 
    Fork was persona non grata on account of the efforts to rescue Deacon’s woman, also Fork’s cousin. Not only did Fork injure his old man, he also put bullets in a couple Jackals, so there was a price on his head. He’d been layin’ low and keepin’ in touch with that brother on the inside and despite laying low, he was making things happen. He was about to make more moves and had other inside information that’d put us in a good position to take them out. 
 
    With the presence of other clubs tonight, some with tight relationships, some just cordial, none of the brotherhood members disclosed that we were working with insiders, only that we had a plan, we wanted allies who were likeminded, and the Jackals’ days were numbered. Just about every MC in a six-state radius was sick and tired of their bullshit. They gave bikers a bad name. Even the bikers that were hard core one percenters didn’t like ‘em.  Drugs, guns, prostitution, and gambling were one thing. Human trafficking another thing altogether. Breaking peace treaties for bullshit reasons was a punishable crime to them. More than just us wanted them exterminated. So, we were all looking forward to making moves that would eliminate the Jackals from our lives, our towns, from being thorns in all our cocks.  
 
    I’d met Fork not long after the chapter opened, what with all that went down with Bronto getting shot in the ass, with Deacon’s woman Ella getting taken, and I had two or three other occasions to deal with him since then and the guy had seen and been hauled into some shit that’d make most men feel like their souls had not just been stained, but had gone coal black. Fork was a surly fucker and his eyes told anyone who dared look at him head on that he’d been to hell and back. I knew from conversations with Deacon and Rider in the garage that he had no choice but to join it, wanted no part of it.  
 
    Their name alone told the tale of what sort of club they were. Opportunistic. Out for themselves. Any man who joined a club like that was making a statement about who he was by wearing that patch. Unless he’d been forced into it like Forker.  
 
    I was among the few who knew that like Fork, the biker on the phone with a voice disguiser was a Jackal not because he chose it, but like Fork, his father considered it a legacy and therefore there was no choice. Only a few of us knew that, as obviously it’d be easier to figure out his identity with that information. 
 
    A cautionary tale for any lad thinking he wanted to be a biker. The kind of shit I’d heard while I was incarcerated was my warning. Not to mention growing up in the Dakotas meant I crossed paths with and heard tales of bikers good and bad.  
 
    While on the inside, it was clear my friendship with Torque and his crew saved me hassles and beef. Torque’s acceptance made me untouchable. But, I knew from minute one it wasn’t enough reason to pledge myself to an MC. Some men found themselves indebted for life to people who protected them on the inside. There was no such expectation from Torque, though he made it clear he thought I’d fit in with his club.  
 
    Things might get worse with those Jackals before getting better.  Jackals have put word out that they’ve got backing from a cartel and any hassles preventing them from getting up to their usual bullshit would come with a price. Rumor has it they’ve been trying to swell their numbers, align with outlaw clubs who don’t care how dirty their money is as long as they make it. Their M.O. is to threaten those that aren’t enticed with their mantra to get them to cooperate. Jackals go against the creed of most clubs by going after innocents.  
 
    These dogs aren’t the only ones putting word out about associations and their plan. We’re also putting word out, making sure both larger and smaller like-minded clubs know that if they’re a decent club, our network will help them if they’re cornered by the Jackals.  
 
    Their Ipswich prez Gordino and a couple of their senior patches are about to get arrested in a way some of them will go down for decades. And our association with the Reaper and Reiver clubs have helped us glean intel that every remaining president of a Jackals charter is wanted by not just the cops, not just us, but also wanted by a cartel south of the border. With some connections Rudy and Deke have, a different cartel that’s now apparently in cahoots with the Jackals is about to meet with the cartel that especially wants Gordino’s blood. Those two cartels have worked together before for mutual benefits and a negotiation could escalate things quickly, possibly even end them. 
 
    And while all this is happening, while the assholes are out puffing up their chests and spreading word they’ve got firepower behind them, they’ve also been boldly amping up their bullshit. Beyond framing Edge for murder, they’re pulling little heists against their enemies, like taking a delivery truck with four motorcycles slated for the Valentine bike dealership.   
 
    The Aberdeen chapter went beyond into the red zone today after drama today at Jenna’s House of Allure. Scott faced a couple Jackals trying to get heavy-handed about drug debts Pippa’s ex had. Spence bought the debts and put Pippa under protection. With all that’s been happening, the intel from Gigi included, traveling solo is a thing of the past for now.  
 
    After arrests happen and key players are either taken out or run off in a way we know they won’t be back, Fork will be making a public declaration by wearing a brotherhood patch. He’s anxious to get back to his life. His job. He’s been underground for months. We’re getting airtime on local news during a charity event that’ll bring good press for not only our club in Aberdeen, but also for some of our allies who will show up to lend support, getting themselves lumped in with the ‘good guy’ bikers. 
 
    I shook hands, clapped backs, or bumped fists with every man departing Sioux Falls tonight, including Skip, who looked into my eyes with what looked like apology again (whether it was sincere or not remained to be seen). I didn’t like what my gut told me about him, so I’d see how things went.  
 
    When the convoy roared off, I was the first to move. I had a mission – seal the deal with my new girl.  
 
    She jolted once again when I slipped in. Nervous? And was I correctly reading relief to see me? Did she think I wasn’t comin’ back? Fuck, this girl’d had a number done on her.  
 
    The braid was gone from her hair. Good. It was loose and ready for my fingers. She’d taken off the hoodie and the tights and was in a tight, crop tank top and those booty shorts I’d joked with earlier. The light was out, just the bathroom door half open with the light on to make it easier for me to find my way to her. The room smelled like candy floss. She was sitting on the edge of the bed, clenching the comforter.  
 
    “Hello,” she greeted softly. 
 
    “Sorry it took so long. Lotsa brothers to say goodnight to.” 
 
    “That’s all right,” she whispered. 
 
    I took my cut off and laid it on the dresser beside the pizza boxes before I lifted the bottle of Jack and uncapped it, taking a long swig, then offering it to her. 
 
    She took a big mouthful. It took her a minute to recover from the burn. 
 
    “Come here, you,” I called, setting the bottle down. 
 
    “Me?” she pointed at herself coyly. 
 
    I crooked my finger. She blew out a slow exhale as she erased the few feet between us. I cupped her ass.  
 
    “Hop up.” 
 
    Her arms wound around my neck and she hopped up. I turned and put her ass on my leather cut on the dresser as I took her mouth.  
 
    Our tongues twisted together, and I swallowed a whimper from her as I fumbled through the backpack on the other side of the pizza boxes. I found condoms without breaking the kiss. When I felt the strip, I snapped one off the roll and Frisbee’d it toward the bed, then thought about it and nabbed a second.  
 
    “Definitely gonna need at least two.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” She sucked on my lower lip.  
 
    “Mm. Maybe three. Damn, but you’ve got a sexy voice, Gigi. Gonna work to hear my name a lot tonight on this gorgeous mouth.” 
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “Yeah. You ready to seal this deal?” 
 
    “I’m so ready, Jesse.” 
 
    I pulled the skinny strap of her tank top down and kissed her shoulder. And then I pulled the skin into my mouth and sucked, deciding she was going to be marked in multiple places tonight.  
 
    She never complained about the hickeys when I put them on her at the cabin. I’d be putting on more tonight. 
 
    I hauled the other strap down and exposed her gorgeous tits. Immediately one was in my mouth, the other being massaged in while I kissed my way back up to her throat, lifted her, swung around, and put her on the bed.  Her ankles hooked around my waist as I went for my t-shirt at the back of my neck. After I tossed it, I worked my fly undone, and she released me from the grip of her thighs. I kicked my boots off and worked the rest of my clothes off. 
 
    She was leaned back on her elbows on the bed, breasts still exposed, watching me undress. When she reached for the hem of her tank top, I tsk’d.   
 
    “Nope. Freeze. I’m the one undressing you.” 
 
    The room was dim, but I still saw her lips tilt up and liked the look in her eyes.  
 
    “Undressing you is my job when we fuck unless I tell you otherwise. Got me?” 
 
    “Absolutely fine by me,” she returned. 
 
    Once my clothes were on the floor, I peeled her tank up and off, catching her mouth with mine after the shirt cleared her head. I dropped it and caught the length of her gorgeous hair in my hand and held on while tasting her mouth and nibbling my way back down to her tits. She fell backwards after I let go of her hair, so I kissed, sucked, and nibbled my way down her goosebump-covered torso, fingertips grazing over little scabs on her inner biceps that I knew were put there by her. I saw no Band-Aids on her so knew all her nicks were exposed. I moved back up and kissed those, feeling her breath hitch when I did. I stopped and looked into her eyes for a long beat, grazing them again with my thumb.  
 
    She gulped down a swallow and I know she knew my look communicated how much I didn’t like that she put those marks on herself.   
 
    Not wanting to add negativity to the moment, only looking to drive the message that I gave a shit, I then worked my way back down until I got past her navel. I inhaled between her legs and smiled before taking my time pulling those booty shorts down. 
 
    She was more than ready for me. She was panting. Goosebump-covered. When I spread her wide and dove in, throwing her legs over my shoulders, my girl was drenched. And her thighs were quivering already. 
 
    “You wet for me, baby?” 
 
    “Mm, yes.” 
 
    “You taste good.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah, baby.”  
 
    I worked the condom onto my cock while I ate her out, wanting nothing to slow me down when I was ready to sink inside. Though I rushed getting the rubber on, I took my time going down on her, lapping at her clit while I rhythmically fingered her. I went alternately fast and slow, mixing things up until she was trembling, on the cusp of coming, which didn’t take long at all. Just before she got there, I slowed again, taking my time, building the anticipation. I took her to the brink twice more and acted like I was about to slow again – catching a whine coming from her sweet mouth at the idea I wasn’t gonna let her get there.  
 
    Instead of slowing right down yet again, I sucked hard and relished the feel of her body jolting, the sound of her coming undone, big whimpers in the air, and then, “Jesse” all breathy in that husky tone. 
 
    Before she finished panting, I moved up her body and speared her with my aching cock, slamming to the root, still working her clit while I felt her tight, hot body clamp around me with tremors that felt fucking incredible.  
 
    Arms thrown over her head, her hair all over the place, she was a gorgeous vision. Quaking, with those eyes pointed at mine, I felt an intimacy with this girl that was new for me. Addictive. These eye locks while fucking were heady. I had the feeling I was heading down a rabbit hole of becoming addicted to the sight of her, the smell of her, the sounds she made. Especially the way she said my name when she came.  
 
    I was close to the edge of the cliff, ready to freefall. Her limbs wrapped around me while she whimpered around my tongue, nails digging into my ass cheeks. I drove my hips forward over and over, fucking her hard, grunting, making sure I dragged my piercing over her clit on my way back inside each time before my vision filled with blotches of color and sensation overtook everything. 
 
    “You feel so fucking good, Gigi,” I told her, and she grabbed my jaw with both hands as I came, hard, with a loud grunt, fingers buried in soft blonde hair, cock buried in tight, trembling heat, loving the whimpers she gave me while we stared into one another’s eyes.  
 
    The room was dim, but there was no denying the connection I was feeling looking into her beautiful, expressive blue eyes.  
 
    I blew out a slow exhale and dropped a kiss on her mouth, then inhaled her scent at her throat.  
 
    “Mm.” I smiled, talking into her hair. “Fuck you again in ten minutes. This time, with the light on.”  
 
    Hearing sniffling, I lifted up on my elbows and looked down at her, my smile dying on my face seeing she looked devastated.  
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m so, so…” She shuddered out a breath and left me hanging. But I could see it was emotion coming from her. Deep emotion.  
 
    “So-so?” I finally asked, injecting levity with, “I mean, I thought you came pretty hard, but what do I know?” 
 
    And that got me a giggle, and her arms tightening around me. “No, silly. I’m feeling so much. So much, Jesse.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I whispered, voice gruff, “I see that. Good feelings mostly?” 
 
    Her chin tipped up as she searched my face. “Mostly. Also fear. This feels so… real.” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side as I watched a swallow work down her slender throat.  
 
    “I’m not a figment of your imagination, hostage. Five more minutes, I’ll show you again how real this is.” 
 
    “I’ve been fed lines from guys more than once,” she explained, “But this doesn’t feel like that and I’m just… I’m afraid to believe in it. But I’ve never wanted to believe in anything more.” 
 
    I cradled her face. “I’m not a bullshitter. I promise you I’m not. You’ll figure it out sooner or later. Always a roll of the dice to start something new with someone. Fear. Excitement. Hope. Push the fear back. Enjoy the feel of the other stuff. The good stuff. That’s the best part of something new. Don’t let fear rob you of that. Okay?” 
 
    “Mm hm. Yeah.” She had a look on her face of utter devotion. And it made something in my chest twinge. 
 
    And then she licked her lips. And I didn’t need five more minutes. Because the look on her face, seeing that tongue skate across that hot mouth? I was ready again.  
 
    I fucked her again, lights on and looking at her while I did, this time with her on my lap, riding me. She put on a good show with all that hair and that hot little body. We came together, eyes locked, and I really fuckin’ liked it.  
 
    Afterwards, I covered us up. I held her a while, playing with her hair while she traced some of my ink with her fingertip.  
 
    “Zonked. Which one of us is gonna turn out the light?” I asked after a long while of companionable silence. 
 
    “You,” she replied. “Since you turned it on.” 
 
    “You’re still on top ‘o me.” 
 
    “But I’m super-cozy.” She put her head down on my chest and let out an exaggerated yawn.  
 
    “If I gotta turn the light off, you’re not gonna be cozy, because I’m gonna have to get you off me.” 
 
    “We can just sleep with it on. I’m so comfy,” she replied. 
 
    I snickered.  
 
    “I sleep with a nightlight on when I’m alone,” she admitted softly, drawing figure-eights on my chest with her fingertip. “I need it; stuff messes with me in the dark. I figured I’d be scared of the dark in your room with you. But I haven’t been.” 
 
    “Other than the first night. ’Cuz you were cuffed.” 
 
    “Yeah. There was that. But after that, I was good. I wasn’t even scared at the Valentine place the nights in Jojo’s room before you were there. Because I knew you were close.” 
 
    “Maybe ‘cuz you were too busy bein’ pissed at me to be scared.” 
 
    She snuggled in some more. “Maybe that, too.” 
 
    “I don’t like sleepin’ with anyone,” I told her. “Haven’t slept beside a woman in about three years. Didn’t trust anyone to be there when I was vulnerable.” 
 
    She lifted her head and looked into my eyes. “That’s why you were so salty.” 
 
    “I kinda dig it now,” I admitted. 
 
    “You didn’t at first.” 
 
    “No. Not that first night, definitely not.” 
 
    She looked sheepish. “I’m fidgety. It got on your nerves.” 
 
    “Fuck yeah, you are.” 
 
    “I’ve been tryin’ to be better about that. So you wouldn’t have any reason to bitch me out.” 
 
    I reared back into the pillows. “Bitch you out?” 
 
    She laughed.  
 
    I spanked her ass twice. 
 
    She giggled and threw her arms around me, squirming close. “Not that I’m calling you a bitch.” 
 
    “You just bought yourself light switch duty.” I slapped her ass again. 
 
    She giggled again and rolled off me, then hit the switch on the wall before coming back to me.  
 
    I pulled her close and kissed her.  
 
    “Goodnight, Jesse,” she whispered against my mouth. 
 
    “Night, baby.” I kissed her again and then wrapped my arms around her as she settled her head on my pec.  
 
    Yeah, I held her thinking that though I wasn’t thrilled about sharing a bed with her when this thing got going, it felt very right to have her beside me. On me. Her scent in my lungs. Her warmth wrapped around me. And it occurred that she was still pretty fuckin’ fidgety, but unlike those first few nights when it drove me bananas, now I was kinda all right with it. Maybe because through the night it became the norm to wake and remind myself I was no longer incarcerated. No longer trapped. Havin’ Gigi beside me fidgeting reminded me that not only was I not behind bars, but also… she was safe. 
 
    ***  
 
    The two of us were in the corner at a table in the clubhouse’s makeshift cafeteria. It was a multipurpose space often used to feed a crowd and today it was set up with long tables and folding chairs for guests to sit on along with a table of food and coffee against the wall.  
 
    Most times when you’re at the mother charter as a guest you’re relying on prospects in the morning for food and coffee. There was always food in the kitchen to make yourself something quick, but when there were events, Delia put effort in. This morning, since there were a fair few guests after last night’s church sesh, there was a breakfast spread. Delia was there with a few other women doling out stacks from three types of pancakes, scoops of scrambled eggs, and ham steaks. There were also a couple fruit trays and boxes of donuts to the side. 
 
    I forked pancakes into my mouth while she pushed scrambled eggs around with her fork. 
 
    “Something wrong?” I asked. “Pancake envy?” 
 
    “Somethin’ like that. And these eggs are pretty lackluster compared to how you do ‘em.”  
 
    I smiled. “Don’t say that too loud in case the person who cooked ‘em is nearby.” 
 
    She winced and then put her mug to her lips. 
 
    A few bites later I knew her mood was about more than the boring eggs.  
 
    “Somethin’ else, babe?”  
 
    She shrugged. “I’m all right.” She smiled, but she didn’t seem like she meant it.  
 
    “Somethin’s weighing on you. Tell me later,” I whispered. 
 
    She flinched. “You already read me, don’t you?” 
 
    “Always been good at reading people. But yeah. You’re not hard to read.” I reached under the table and grabbed her knee, which was jiggling.  
 
    “I kinda am, actually,” she said, “for most people. Or else they could read me but don’t bother to try or don’t care to pay attention.” 
 
    “Not saying I know what’s up, just that there is somethin’ up. Then again, since you’re here with me after the night we had which you said made you happy-” 
 
    “It did!” 
 
    I continued, “Then I’m gonna assume it’s either that you’re in your head about the shit that went down yesterday with your aunt, the conversation with your father, or that you’re down about Kailey, which is normal.” 
 
    Just then, my eyes landed on two of the women by the coffee pot who were whispering. Their eyes were on Gianna. 
 
    And by the tilt of their chins, the shapes of their words, and their general body language, it was no wonder she was sitting there looking self-conscious.  
 
    “Or bitches are bein’ bitches,” I added. 
 
    Gigi straightened up and yep, I hit the nail on the head. 
 
    One of those bitches felt the displeasure of my dark gaze then and after making brief eye contact with me where I not only didn’t blink, but also where I made my disapproval known by my expression, she went red while looking away, muttering something to the judgmental-looking bitch beside her. That one looked at me and jolted still before pulling her lips tight. They knew they were busted.  
 
    I didn’t know who those bitches belonged to, but the space looked to be filled with only old ladies, no hang-around girls today. These two obviously had opinions about Gianna being here in a room of bikers and their women.  
 
    I gave both women another dark look and then I leaned across the table. 
 
    “Gimme a smooch,” I demanded. 
 
    Gianna was frozen, looking at me with confusion. 
 
    “Right now,” I ordered and leaned forward another inch.  
 
    She leaned closer and our lips touched. 
 
    And then I fed her a strawberry and while she chewed, I said, “You’re where you’re supposed to be right now; don’t let them pull that shit on you.” 
 
    She swallowed the berry, looking at me with moist eyes.  
 
    I kissed her again.  “Yeah?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Show me that beautiful smile. Forget them,” I ordered. 
 
    Her closed-mouth smile didn’t touch her eyes. 
 
    “Gonna work on makin’ sure your smiles don’t gotta be fake ones,” I said and fed her a blueberry. 
 
    “That’s really sweet,” she murmured, dabbing at her mouth with a napkin.  
 
    “My job as your man.” 
 
    More emotion came from those eyes. I didn’t like to see her sad or trying to make herself smaller and she needed to get that she didn’t need to put fake smiles on with me. 
 
    “Hey girlie. You look like you need a new bestie to take your back,” came a female voice.  
 
    A Sioux Falls brother, Victor, sat down with us. His woman held her hand out toward Gigi.  
 
    “Tracy,” she introduced herself. 
 
    “Hi. I’m Gia.” 
 
    “I know who you are. My old man told me you saved some lives, too.” 
 
    “Don’t know if I’d go that far…” Gigi muttered. “Hi Vic.” 
 
    “Hey, Gia.” 
 
    “I would,” I put in. 
 
    “Brother,” Vic said and shook my hand. 
 
    Tracy smiled and held her hand out. “Nice to meet ya Jesse. So, Gia, I for one am happy to take your back with those bitches, too. I heard ‘em while I was pouring my cup.” She lifted her coffee mug. “Just told ‘em you not only got every right to be here since a member invited you in, but you also saved at least three lives, which means this club has your back. Evidently some of the brothers around here neglected to share that information with their women.  But I’ll be more than happy to spread word around.” 
 
    “Oh. Uh… thanks.” Gigi tucked her hair behind her ears while she looked over at those two women, whose expressions were a little different now. A little contrite. 
 
    I leaned forward in Tracy’s direction and made sure my voice was loud enough to carry. “She isn’t just here because I invited her to be. Or because she’s got club protection. She’s here because she’s mine.” 
 
    “Yeah, baby!” Tracy cheered loudly, “Passed the audition. Congrats.” She held her cup out. 
 
    “Audition?” Gigi inquired, tapping Tracy’s mug with her own. 
 
    Fuck sakes. I looked to Vic with my brows up. 
 
    He winced. “Doll, your choice of words.” He threw me an apologetic look and then tacked on, “Again.” 
 
    “You two got that in common, eh G?” I said, “Foot-in-mouth disease?” 
 
    My girl’s eyes lit with humor while Tracy barked out a loud laugh, retorting, “If so, I ain’t lookin’ for no cure. I am who I am.” She waved her hand. “Every man, no matter the woman, auditions her before he makes her his. She does the same.” 
 
    Vic barked out a laugh at that comment. 
 
    She looked to her man briefly, “Yeah, you passed your audition, baby, with flyin’ colors.”  Her eyes moved back to my girl. “Don’t mind my choice of words, sister, ‘cuz what matters is you landed yourself a hottie. A hottie and a half. And lotsa bitches won’t just be jelly that you’re all that, cuz you really are, but also cuz you landed yourself all that.” Tracy gestured to me. 
 
    I shot my girl a wide smile.  
 
    Her shoulders shook with silent laughter.  She grabbed my hand and squeezed it. I dropped a kiss on her knuckle.  
 
    Vic looked at me apologetically. I gave him a half smile. He rolled his eyes, pulled a flask from the inside pocket of his cut and poured some amber liquid into his cup of coffee before taking a gulp. 
 
    “Gimme some of that,” Tracy pointed at her mug. Vic poured a bit in while she continued. “Don’t worry, Gia. I’ll get word around that you’re not a club girl anymore. You’re Jesse’s girl. Hey, like the song. You’re gonna give the rest of the sweet butts hope, girlfriend.” 
 
    Gigi laughed nervously, hiding behind her coffee mug again.  
 
    We finished breakfast, continuing to shoot the shit with Vic and his woman, his woman doing a lot of the shooting and my girl being quiet but cool with them at the same time. Tracy was exchanging numbers with her by the time I announced we needed to roll out. 
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    “Put a Property of Jesse shirt on her and everyone’ll know,” Delia whispered into my ear when saying goodbye to me. This was after she informed Gigi she’s taken care of the cremation bill. She then reminded her that she’s happy to host a celebration of life for her. 
 
    Gigi tried to balk about Delia taking on that expense. 
 
    “Listen baby girl, I’ve given them a credit card number we keep for club emergencies. We’ll worry about it later.” 
 
    “But that’s not…” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Get through your grieving and we’ll talk about it down the road. Now, I’ve just told ‘em to do the basics, which’ll mean the ashes come back to us in a plain little box. So, you can decide if you wanna get a fancy urn later on when you’re ready for that, or just spread those ashes somewhere special.” 
 
    “I can’t let you-” Gigi started to protest.  
 
    Delia waved dismissively, talking over the protests.  
 
    “Girl… how many loads of dishes and laundry have you done around here?”  
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “A lot. And vacuuming, and serving slop and drinks to the brothers. Helpin’ me put away food and supplies. Cleaning toilets. Makin’ beds for last minute guests. Mopping up puke while the prospects watch you do it when that’s their job. Goin’ out to buy shit when we run low. You’ve been someone I’ve leaned on a bunch. Over the past few years, almost any time my hands are full or there’s a mess around here you’ve been one of the first and sometimes the only girl to run to my aid. How many times I phone you to ask you for help and you come runnin’?” 
 
    Gigi pulled her lips tight. I did the opposite. Smiling at her. Pride swelled up in me. 
 
    “Huh?” Delia put a hand to her waist and waited.  
 
    “But…” Gigi finally started.  
 
    Delia didn’t let her finish. “Lean on us here. That’s what the club is about. Leaning on one another. Laughing together. Takin’ care of one another when there’s tears instead of giggles.” 
 
    “But Delia, that’s-” 
 
    She kept going. “It’ll probably be covered before the bill even comes in. We’ll have a fundraiser or something, maybe. Pass the helmet or do up a big cookout and auction. We’ll talk about it in a couple weeks. Plan a memorial or something. Even if it’s small, it’s necessary for you to move on. You’ll need closure. But anyway, you two get goin’ and hit the road.” 
 
    “Um…” My girl’s mouth twisted with uncertainty. 
 
    “Go on,” Delia smacked the hood of my truck. “Get outta here. Go have some campfires and relax. That cabin is fantastic. Get there and enjoy yourselves.” 
 
    I kissed Gigi’s temple. “Sounds like a plan to me. Right?” 
 
    Reluctantly, she gave a quick nod, and they exchanged hugs before I got a hug from Delia and the suggestion about the shirt. She’d obviously already heard there was discourse in the breakfast area this morning. 
 
    *** 
 
    “You good?” I asked a while later when I was tired of the silence in the truck. I knew she was stewing, so it wasn’t peaceful silence.  
 
    We had three Harleys tailing, providing an escort until we were out of the city limits.  I knew it was probably still feeling new to her to be getting this sort of help. Protected by the club. By me. I already told her we were under strict curfews and would be traveling in groups for the most part. Once we knew we had no tail, the brothers following would go their way and we’d be on our own the rest of the way to the cabin.  
 
    “I’m not comfortable with what Delia wants to do,” she leveled with me. 
 
    “It needs doing, though.” 
 
    She sighed. 
 
    “Your sister needs lookin’ after, right?” I pushed. 
 
    She winced. “I hate to think of her like… that.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do. But baby, she needs seeing to, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Her chin quivered. “Nearly every minute since it happened other than last night, I thought about her bein’ in a metal drawer. Cold. Alone. Keep getting flashbacks of that picture, what she looked like.” 
 
    I didn’t let my thoughts linger on the fact that she didn’t think on it last night. Felt good that being with me, becoming what I made it clear we were becoming, helped her through the night.  
 
    “So, if someone gives a shit and wants to help, let ‘em help. You don’t have the money to pay for those final expenses, you said.” 
 
    “I definitely don’t.” 
 
    “So, it’s solved. Don’t worry about it for now, just let your mind rest with the fact she’s been seen to.” 
 
    “But…”  
 
    She let that hang a minute, so I finally spoke.  
 
    “Baby, I’ve only been in this club not even a year and I’ve seen it time and again, that’s what we do. We pitch in when one of our own needs help. When Speedy’s place flooded, we all pitched in and rebuilt his basement. When Mick’s old lady had to have her leg amputated, we all jumped in and built that ramp up to their place from the driveway and did a fundraiser to upgrade their vehicle to a van that’d work for their needs. We pass the helmet when we need to, and we put extra in a donation jar when it’s warranted.” 
 
    “They hate her.” 
 
    “You earned this for her.” 
 
    “I didn’t really… I just… told them what I knew.” 
 
    “Did you also show your support by being there for Delia in whatever way you’ve been a favorite of hers for however long you’ve been helping out around the clubhouse? Along with what you did last week, saving the lives of Jojo, Pippa, and Marlena. And now you’re mine, so you’re part of the family instead of being on the fringe. It’s nothing to feel bad about. This is what the MC does for their own.” 
 
    She stared at me and bit her lip. 
 
    “There’ll be days we put cash into a helmet. Days we let them lean on us. Today, you get to lean. You earned that, Gigi. Am I gettin’ in there?” I tapped her temple with my index finger. 
 
    “Can we stop talking about this?” 
 
    I scoffed. “Yeah, sure. If you’re gonna be good about this.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    “Know you’ve felt like you’d never be part of the inner circle. Even before I told anyone I was makin’ you mine, Delia wanted to help you. Right?”  
 
    “Right,” she said softly and smiled.  
 
    “So, you’re gonna try to be good about this?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Good girl.” 
 
    I squeezed her hand.  
 
    “Know what’d help?” she asked after a long minute. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Gimme control of the radio all the way back to the cottage.” 
 
    I looked over and she was smiling a little. It didn’t seem fake, either. 
 
    “Have at it,” I invited. “But keep in mind I have veto power.” 
 
    She leaned forward and twisted the dial with her right hand, her left still in my grip. 
 
    She stopped.  
 
    Some pop top-forty shit. She turned it up. 
 
    “Fuck no,” I denied.  
 
    She smirked deviously and spun the dial. A twangy country song, sounding like the singer was singing through his nose. It grated on my nerves after two fuckin’ bars.  
 
    “Definitely not,” I stated. 
 
    She twisted it again slowly going past a few talk radio stations and then slowed at some hip hop. She raised her brows. 
 
    “Keep goin’.” I let go of her hand and lit a smoke. 
 
    She stopped on a Fleetwood Mac song.  
 
    “Yeah? No? Maybe?” 
 
    “Meh.” 
 
    “What? You don’t like Stevie?” She looked at me like I was insane. “Say it isn’t so.” 
 
    “Need to be in a certain mood for Fleetwood. I’m not in that mood right now.” 
 
    She scoffed and turned the dial, then halted on Gimme Shelter by the Rolling Stones.  
 
    “Yeah,” I drawled. 
 
    She spun the dial. 
 
    “Oy! Put that back!” I snapped. “You do not disrespect the Stones like that.” 
 
    She laughed. Little brat. 
 
    “Anglin’ for a spanking, baby?” I threatened. 
 
    She smiled wide and wiggled her eyebrows. 
 
    “Oh, you’ll get one, don’t you worry. You’ve seen the tatt; you’re in my truck so you oughta know better.” 
 
    She laughed some more.  
 
    “Not to mention the fact you’ve had your hot little tongue on that tatt a few times, so you should absolutely remember,” I added. 
 
    “I’m teasin’. Of course I remember. I spent the last week or so memorizing every tattoo on your body.” 
 
    I had the Rolling Stones hot lips logo on my torso. It was small, part of the mural of art covering much of my body, but you couldn’t miss it and I knew she hadn’t.  
 
    “Memorizing?” 
 
    She smiled, shrugging. 
 
    “What’s behind my left ear?” I asked, since she was sitting on my right. 
 
    “Treble clef.” 
 
    “Biggest tatt on my left forearm?” I dropped my arm so she couldn’t see. 
 
    “Slash in his top hat.” 
 
    “Right shoulder cap?” 
 
    She pondered that a second and then surprised me with, “SRV with a sideways treble clef. What does SRV mean? Or is that too personal?” 
 
    “Stevie Ray Vaughn. You’re mine so you’re welcome to get personal.” 
 
    “Know what else helps beyond giving me control of the radio?” she asked, looking serious. She waited a beat, then said, “The way you keep saying ‘mine’ about me. Goosebumps and butterflies in my belly.” 
 
    I grabbed her thigh and squeezed. 
 
    “I…” She swallowed and put her hand on mine.  “I’m still havin’ trouble believing it. Kind of pathetic, right?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, you’ve been bitten. You’ve been alone a while. My job is to make sure the novelty of that don’t wear off.” 
 
    “What’s my job?” she asked, looking nervous. “You’re protecting me. You’re being here for me and giving me butterflies. I wanna be all you want, Jesse. How do I do that?” 
 
    “We’ll figure that out as we go.” I shrugged. “Right now, all I need from you is for you to let me keep you safe while we get to know one another better. And obviously, you doin’ nothing that puts yourself, me, or anyone else in the club in danger. That work for you?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” she said, squeezing my hand. 
 
    “Stockin’ up on Fruit Roll Ups will be a good thing, too.” 
 
    She giggled.  
 
    “What’s your favorite Stones song?” she asked. 
 
    “This one.”  
 
    Gimme Shelter was still playing. 
 
    “This one? There’s a lot to choose from.” 
 
    “Yup. This one. Live versions like this especially. Mary Clayton is the shit. Wouldn’t be what it is without her. What’s yours?”  
 
    “Agree about the lady singing in this,” she said twisting the wrapper off one of the butterscotch candies I bought for her, “She’s incredible. But mine’s probably Wild Horses.” She offered me the unwrapped candy. I opened my mouth, and she popped it in and then unwrapped another for herself.  
 
    “I approve,” I said, then gestured. “Look. Bougie supermarket. Let’s stock up for the cabin.”  
 
    We were at the city limits, so I parked and told her to wait in the truck while I had a word with the brothers who’d escorted us. After they pulled out, I took my cut off and left it in the truck, gesturing for her to come out. I met her at the hood and nabbed her hand before we strolled inside. 
 
    She was smiling as we approached the shopping carts at the front of the store, but her smile died when a female voice excitedly called out, “Gianna! Hey girl, hey!” 
 
    I turned my head to see where the voice was coming from.  
 
    A chick decked out in a gold micro mini, pink fake fur coat with long pink and orange striped hair was rushing toward us on her studded hot pink stilettos, a bottle of wine in her hand. “Shit, girl! Where you been?” 
 
    The color drained from Gigi’s face. 
 
    “Hey Luanne. Oh, you know. Around.” 
 
    Luanne’s eyes traveled the length of me before she licked her lips. “Hey,” she greeted breathily. 
 
    I threw my arm over G’s shoulder and pulled her closer.  
 
    “What’s happenin’?  Who’s this tall drink of top-shelf bourbon?” Luanne asked. 
 
    “Uh…” Gigi was tense.  She was uncomfortable. Either she didn’t like this chick, or something was up.  
 
    Luanne piped up, eyes on me.  “Never seen you around here before.” 
 
    “Not from around here,” I returned. 
 
    “What’s your name?” she asked. 
 
    “Um, sorry but we have to go,” Gigi said. “We’re kinda in a hurry.” 
 
    Gigi avoiding sharing my name or anything else was telling. 
 
    “Yeah, sure, no worries, we’ll catch up later. ” The girl raised her voice then, “But… get Kailey to call me, will ya? Owes me sixty bucks. Has owed me for like, months. Where’s she hidin’ anyways? Haven’t even seen her around Charlie’s lately.” 
 
    I felt my girl’s body jolt, so I held on tighter.  
 
    “She was murdered,” Gigi said softly. 
 
    Luanne stared for a second before gasping then practically shouting, “No! That’s fuckin’ terrible.” 
 
    And reading her, I was sure she’d already heard this news.  
 
    “I… I’m still shook,” Gigi muttered. “It just happened, and I haven’t gotten a chance to get word out. It’s still sinkin’ in.” 
 
    Luanne gasped. “Do they know who did it yet?” 
 
    Gigi shook her head and said nothing. 
 
    “Holy shit. Do you have any suspicions of who did it?” 
 
    Gigi wisely shook her head again.  
 
    “What a shocker. I’m so sorry for your loss, babe. When’s the funeral?” 
 
    “I dunno yet.” 
 
    “Keep me posted, kay? Wanna know when and where, so’s I can be there. That girl needs a send-off.” 
 
    “Yeah, uh huh. We have to hurry. Sorry, Luanne. We have to hurry up. Runnin’ late.” She squeezed my hand with meaning. 
 
    “Sure, sure. Take care of yourself. You let me know when things are sorted for that send-off, and I’ll tell everyone so we can get her a good turnout. Guess I’m out sixty bucks, huh?” 
 
    Wow. Fucking uncouth.  
 
    Gigi’s face twisted with discomfort. The girl reached over and pulled her in for a hug. Gigi stood stiffly. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, uh… ” she said to me, again eyeing me in a way that had me sure this bitch was no friend of Gigi’s. She was also looking for my name. She wasn’t getting it.  
 
    I gave her a salute and steered my girl around the corner.  
 
    “We should shop somewhere else,” Gigi said low, urgently.  
 
    “Roger that.” I was already steering us toward the exit. 
 
    “If she saw us pull in, she might have seen the MC patches outside,” she said low. “The members that followed us. Yours before you took it off.” 
 
    “Got ‘cha. She’s one of their hang-arounds.” 
 
    “She’s a waitress at Charlie’s and part of the Jackals sweet butt stable. She and Kailey used to hang out frequently. And she’s probably on the phone right now sayin’ she saw me. She wasn’t surprised when I said Kailey was dead. She was over-acting. And asking if I had suspicions of who did it was a fishing expedition for sure.” 
 
    “Caught that, too.” 
 
    As soon as we were in my truck, I was calling Rudy as we pulled out. 
 
    “Rudy? Those brothers that escorted us? They might pick up a tail in a minute,” I said, then rattled off where we were and explained why I was concerned.   
 
    We decided not to wait for an escort; I told Rudy I’d text when we got to our destination. And then I didn’t fuck around; I pulled my gun from my backpack and put it under my seat. I put the pedal to the floor and sped straight to the cabin. We’d dip out later for supplies. 
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    I stepped into the cabin, pulling my fingers through my hair and blowing out a long, exasperated breath. 
 
    She was in the kitchen, slicing cheese for a snack platter she was putting together for us to watch a movie.  
 
    It’d been a relaxing few days and it was making me feel guilty, especially after the conversation I just had with Deacon where I was filled in on all I was missing. A huge helping of bullshit the Jackals were serving my club. 
 
    A retired Rapid City member who’d had a longstanding beef with Mantis’s father was murdered. Blow’s piece, Marlena, was in a car accident after her brakes failed. Pudge wiped out as he was her tail. They were both in the hospital. The Jackals were pulling all sorts of bullshit to make their presence known and I did not like being out of the loop. More than that, I hated that I wasn’t there to lend a hand. 
 
    “Everything good?” she asked, shoving a potato chip into her mouth and then licking her finger. 
 
    Despite that the sight of that made my cock jerk, I had to break it to her. 
 
    “Time to go home, baby.” 
 
    She frowned. 
 
    “Shit’s amped. Moves are bein’ made. I’m needed. We need to head out soon. We’ll have that food, watch that movie, and then go back.” 
 
    “Tonight?” She bit her lip.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Can… um… can I, uh…”  
 
    I moved to her. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t… I don’t think… I…” 
 
    I palmed her biceps, which made her face-plant into my chest. 
 
    “Hey?” 
 
    “I knew we’d have to leave here eventually, but… I’m homeless and…” 
 
    “You think I’m droppin’ you off on the side of the road?” 
 
    “Of course not, but they’re not gonna want me there.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The girls. Some of the guys, I’m sure. And…” 
 
    “You’re not homeless, Gigi. I want you there. The Valentines are grateful for what you did and you’re mine, so they’re absolutely cool with you being there.” 
 
    She looked up at me. 
 
    “You’re not homeless. I’m your home.” I pounded my chest once to drive that message home.  
 
    She swallowed hard. 
 
    “I didn’t tell the brothers we’re a thing not meaning it. You’re with me at the clubhouse. If you had a place and there wasn’t all this bullshit goin’ on, it’d be one thing. But that’s not the situation, so you’re with me.” 
 
    “We don’t even live in the same city.” 
 
    I backed her into the wall and put my hand to her jaw. 
 
    “You wanna be somewhere I’m not?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “You want this to be a long-distance relationship?” 
 
    She shook her head again.  
 
    “Didn’t think so.” I ran my thumb across her bottom lip. “Guess you live in Aberdeen now.” 
 
    She bit her lip. 
 
    “No apartment, no job in Sioux Falls. No reason to stay even if you didn’t have a target on you right now, which, baby, you might. So you’re with me. You can figure out your job situation later on. Right now, you’re under protection anyway. And even if you weren’t, you’d be protected by the club and your man in a volatile situation like this.” 
 
    “Can I… um…” She frowned. 
 
    “Can you what?” 
 
    “Can I stay here? I need time to wrap my head around that. About living there. With all of them. I need-” 
 
    “You can’t stay here by yourself, G. We’re in one vehicle.” 
 
    “You could just drop me some supplies in a couple days when you get a chance.” 
 
    I shook my head. “This is a safe house. Don’t know what Deke’s plans are for it but don’t wanna ask him that, babe. He doesn’t need to have to juggle more than he’s already dealing with. Let’s go eat and watch that movie and then we’ll work together and pack up.” 
 
    Halfway into the movie, I paused it and took her face into my hands.   
 
    “You’re really dreading going back to the clubhouse?” 
 
    “Like I can’t even explain. It’s that obvious?” 
 
    “I can see it. I don’t fuckin’ like it, either.” 
 
    “I just need… time. I think.” She rubbed my leg. “I’m sorry to be a pain in your ass.” 
 
    I took a breath and searched her face.  
 
    “My history with the club, it’s just… it all feels like it’s gonna come back and bite me.” 
 
    “Bite you how?” 
 
    “Turn you off.” 
 
    “Give it to me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Give me the history. I don’t need it, but maybe if you give it, you won’t feel like that. ‘Cuz you’ll see I don’t give a shit.” 
 
    “I don’t want anything to bite me in the ass later, so I’d really like you to have it.” 
 
    “Fine. Give it.” 
 
    She took a big breath. “I hope I don’t regret this. You might hear this and wanna drop me off at the side of the road.” 
 
    “Give me some fucking credit,” I bit off. 
 
    She winced. 
 
    I rolled my hand. 
 
    “I don’t want you mad at me,” she said timidly. 
 
    I leaned back and cleared my expression. “Tell me. It’ll be fine. You’ll see. Trust me.” 
 
    She moistened her lips. 
 
    “Do you trust me, Gigi?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    I rolled my hand again. 
 
    “So, you know Skip lied and told me he wanted a relationship. I met him and first started comin’ around. As you know, he neglected to mention he had a pregnant wife.  I backed off. A while later, I got invited to another party and I hooked up with another guy in the club.” She bit her lip. 
 
    “Might as well tell me who,” I muttered.  
 
    And as much as I shouldn’t give a shit, I found I suddenly did. I didn’t really want to fucking know, but I needed to know. 
 
    “Deacon. He was real sweet to me, but to my dismay the next day I found out he wasn’t interested in anything beyond a one-night hookup. He was real about it at least, unlike some other guys.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “A couple months later, I got into some group fun with Brady. I don’t remember much, we were all partying, but it was mostly girl on girl. Again, knew that wasn’t going anywhere. And definitely did some stuff with Brady but we were all wasted. It was just a tangle of drunken bodies.” 
 
    I grabbed my Coke and took a sip.  
 
    She twisted her fingers around while she kept going, eyes on her hands.  
 
    “Stayed away for a while after that, but Blow ran into me at my job while he was visiting an aunt. Asked me out to dinner. I thought it might actually be that he liked me. Went out with him a couple times outside the club and yeah, after the fourth date, slept with him. Thought it was going somewhere.” 
 
    I kept my eyes on her, but she wasn’t making eye contact. Her body language told me everything. She was ashamed of this.  
 
    “I wasn’t a virgin before we met either, Gigi. Don’t look so ashamed. Keep talkin’.” I wanted this conversation over with so I could try and fuckin’ forget it.  
 
    “Figured since he seemed to be taking his time that it was going somewhere. But then heard about a club bush party from Kailey who’d started hanging around the Doms parties, she had an off-again, on-again thing with Lick. I messaged him to say hi, hoping he’d invite me. He didn’t answer. I showed with Kailey and he not only had another girl on his lap, he acted like I was invisible. I called him out on it and got told the score. That he wasn’t gonna get serious with a club whore. That I was awfully presumptuous. Kailey wouldn’t loan me cab fare and it was a big bush party, so I was kinda stuck there. I got feeling sorry for myself, so I wound up getting loaded and fooling around with Rider that night in someone’s camper. I didn’t have sex with him, something came up and he had to go, but there was… fooling around. He asked for my number but never called me back after that.” 
 
    She took a sip of her water and then looked at me with fear in her eyes.  
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “I ran into Skip at another party at a friend’s house. Not a club party. We had words when I didn’t want to leave with him. He was an asshole when I didn’t fall under his spell… anyway, you get the idea.” She bit her lip and searched my face.  
 
    “There was some bullshit around that. Stuff it’s really hard for me to talk about, but… I steered clear of the club almost a year after that.” 
 
    “Did he rape you?” I demanded. 
 
    She winced. “I don’t wanna talk about this, but though he says it was consensual, I don’t remember it. I told him I never wanted to see him again. He maintains to this day that it wasn’t like that. I don’t remember much about that night.” She shrugged. “I don’t know if someone slipped me something or not. He swears he didn’t, but he was worried I was gonna spread it around. I think he was worried I’d say something to you about it.” 
 
    A growl rumbled up from the depths of my gut. 
 
    “I know,” she whispered, “I don’t want any drama. I just want to put it out of my mind. But he’s always trying to talk about it, convince me he did nothing wrong. So I stayed away for a long time. But then Delia asked me to come help out at a big club party when I ran into her in the mall. She was always so nice to me, so I went. And Skip was there. He got kind of aggressive with me in the ladies’ room at the Sioux Falls clubhouse about the past and my ass got saved by that ‘ol lady Trudy who told him to shove off and leave me alone.  I… um… fooled around with Brady that night – again a group thing and I gave him a hand job while another girl went down on me.  That sounds kind of slutty but … it was like that with Brady. With the girls. It was always just a laugh in his room, so every girl knew if they partied with Brady that’s how it’d probably go. It was just…” 
 
    “Harmless fun,” I offered. 
 
    “Yeah. And I kind of think I did it to show Skip something, I dunno. I fell asleep on a couch in a common party room that night and I was in a dress. I… woke up with a guy on top of me, tryin’ to… you know, get my underwear down. He wouldn’t get off me, so I started screaming and Deke came and pulled him off me.”  
 
    “Who was it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I think he was a hang-around. Skip got ahold of me and told me he hurt the guy, tried to act like a white knight. Didn’t like that I didn’t fall under his spell for him doing that, either. I stayed away for a while after that again. Again, Delia asked me to help out with another big party and I think she thought I was always around anyway, and I didn’t correct her. I couldn’t say no to her when she was always so nice to me. She didn’t like a lot of the club girls but was so sweet to me. Anyway, I wound up in a corner talking to Spencer. And gotta say, Spencer kind of … I don’t wanna say he misled me, but the way he was being, I thought he was interested in me. Not just in sex. I drank too much and admitted I never wanted to be seen as a sweet butt, that it happened by misadventure and picking the wrong biker to believe. He and I spent time together, almost inseparable for about a week, but we were partying too hard. I was caught up in the fun and in a rare moment of wasted honesty while we were doing E together, I worked up the nerve to ask him to give me a shot.  To make me his girlfriend. He didn’t take me seriously. And honestly, it was kind of heartbreaking. I ran out and Edge stopped me in the parking lot and coaxed me back in. He was sweet. He let me cry on his shoulder kinda thing. He’d always been nice to me. Spencer saw us and took it wrong, thought I ran out on him and straight into another guy’s arms. He got kinda pissed. Got sort of possessive and mad at me. Weird. He didn’t want me but didn’t like the idea of me and Edge? Not fair. Didn’t believe Edge was just being nice to me for the sake of it, so Edge figured we’d let people think what they wanted. Spencer accused him of taking advantage of me being hung up on him and things got really heated. I got between them and got knocked over. That was my fault for getting in the middle when they were being hostile. Edge felt bad and let me use his room that night. People assumed I spent the night with him, but he went home. He invited me back a few days later for another party and I’m not sure why I went. Lonely I guess. By this point I was coming to terms with the fact that I wasn’t gonna be part of the MC family in the way I wanted.” She shrugged. “I knew Edge had a girlfriend and heard they had an open relationship. But he didn’t even make a pass at me. He was just… including me in the party. Skip tried to move in on me again and Edge read my body language and told him to step off. I admitted to Edge how Skip was harassing me, and Edge put word out that I was doin’ him exclusively so that Skip’d back off and so that I could come around whenever I wanted. Edge… I spent time with him, slept in his room a few times with him there. But, I don’t want to share about it, because that’s stuff that’s between me and him, and there was intimacy, but we didn’t have sex, we didn’t even kiss. There was just… I don’t want to betray his confidence, so I don’t wanna say. It’s probably down to him I even still came around until I got barred. He’s a good friend and if he hadn’t lost his girlfriend and been in a bad headspace, he probably would’ve talked Rider around. But it was time for me to cut ties, so I felt like Rider was doing me a favor, actually.” 
 
    I said nothing. It’s been mentioned that Edge has some deviant sexual tendencies. I didn’t know if it was rumor or truth and didn’t care.   
 
    “Also,” she continued, “Lick tried to get it on with me a couple times, kissed me once, but I didn’t let it go farther because I knew Jojo was madly in love with him.  He was fun and we partied together but nothing else happened. Jojo is a great girl. I’d never fuck her over that way.” 
 
    “Are you done or is there more?” 
 
    “That’s all. I made a pass at Deke once when I was drunk and feeling sorry for myself. Didn’t know he and his now ex-wife were together at that point so he turned me down gently and actually put me in a cab to get me home so I wouldn’t do somethin’ stupid. Or stupider. Now… you know. If you decide you can’t deal, please tell me so I don’t get more invested, because Jesse…” She let that hang and gave me a look. 
 
    “How invested are you?” I asked. 
 
    “See, I’ve been trying my hardest not to. Because I learned a long time ago that girls like me don’t get to keep guys like you.” 
 
    “Guys like me?” 
 
    “Guys who look like you, who fuck like you, who are smart and funny and who also take care of their girl. You don’t want a girl who’s been… around.” 
 
    “How do you know what I want?” 
 
    “I’m assuming from what I’ve seen that you’re a no bullshit guy who won’t want the hassles that come with a girl who other guys think is beneath the ‘ol lady status.” 
 
    “Have you taken a look in the mirror lately?” I asked. “Because a girl that looks like you, fucks like you, sings like you? Someone who isn’t plastic and manipulating and only out for herself? You’re a fuckin’ catch, Gigi.” 
 
    “Most people think I’ve already been caught too many times, that I’m not girlfriend material.” 
 
    “I’m not most people.” 
 
    “Because of your mom?”  
 
    “I grew up around beautiful women, plenty who were tough as nails but some who were broken, who didn’t know their worth because they were treated like all they were was what was between their legs. I knew ‘em, knew what was underneath. Know how it can be hard to shake off the stigma of being an exotic dancer, for example, because people think they know what you’re about. They only know that you dance for a living, they don’t know what’s underneath. I know some of the club hang-around girls are sluts. But a lot of bikers are sluts, too. Some of them are lonely. Some are just girls out to have a good time. Nothin’ wrong with that. That’s what the brotherhood is about – living life according to your own rules. Double-standard to think we should live that way but the women in our lives can’t.” 
 
    “But what about what the brothers’ll think of you having me around? They’re not gonna hassle you? Because honestly, I think Spencer was willing to give me a shot except that he knew the guys would ride him for it.” 
 
    “Don’t give a fuck if people think they can ride me for it.” 
 
    “I won’t fit in with the girlfriends. They’re gonna hate me. Be convinced they can’t trust me.” 
 
    “Jojo’s moved back. You’re tight with her, right?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say tight, but I like her. She’s always cool to me.” 
 
    “Pippa was chill about you when she and I talked that first morning.” 
 
    She flinched.  
 
    “You still crushin’ on Spence?” I asked. 
 
    “No, it’s not that. That’s long over. I haven’t had anything deep with anyone, other than Edge and that isn’t what people think. We carried on a bit of a charade so people would leave me be and so I could stay there whenever I needed to. I just… I don’t know if I’ll fit with everyone and that might make your life hard.” 
 
    “Try. You’ve got me. You don’t need to make best friends with everyone, but I want you on my bike during rallies. I want you at the family parties with the club. And I want it known that you’re mine. And I want you safe, which means you’re at the clubhouse with me for now.” 
 
    “What if it doesn’t work?” 
 
    “If it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work. We’re giving it a shot.” 
 
    “It’ll hurt if it falls apart. If you find you can’t get past me not fitting in with the rest of the club.” 
 
    “What if it doesn’t fall apart? What if it works and you get everything you wanted?” 
 
    She bit her lip. 
 
    “You think it won’t hurt if you don’t try? You think you won’t think back on what we’ve had so far and regret not givin’ it a shot? Seeing if the club really could be the family you wanted for yourself? Yeah, my club comes with me. You’re so sure you won’t fit in, but have you given it a try as my girl? With me at your back?” 
 
    “You make too much sense.” 
 
    Finally, I suggested, “Tell you what, I could drop you at my mother’s for a couple days. Give you time to get your head together. You do that, get a breather feelin’ safe and I’ll feel better knowin’ Arch has your back. Then, couple days, you come to the clubhouse.” 
 
    She lost her defeated body language and nodded. “Your mother would be okay with that?” 
 
    “She’d jump at that chance. Just a couple days. I want you there this weekend.” 
 
    She knew about the fundraiser coming, how it’d be good for the club. And I knew a couple days under Fernanda’s influence might help her, too. 
 
    “Okay,” she relented.  
 
    I lifted my phone. “Start tidying. Pack. Okay?”  
 
    “Thanks, Jesse.” She kissed my mouth before she rushed to the bedroom.  
 
    I headed outside for a smoke and to make that plan. 
 
    *** 
 
    When I pulled away from Arch and my mother’s, I got waves from Arch, Gigi, and Arch’s three girls who were there, who took to Gigi like forest critters took to Snow White.  
 
    Ma was busy at the bar, but I’d texted that I was dropping G off for a few days and she told me to call her with the scoop tomorrow. 
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    “Don’t get yer beef curtains in a knot. I’m perfectly capable of lookin’ after my woman.”  
 
    This was Spence, riding Bront’s ass about his snit over the fact the salon was staying open. Bront figured it should be shut down.  
 
    “Besides, prospects don’t get opinions,” Spence added. 
 
    “Deke opened the floor up. I’m allowed to talk now,” Bront muttered.  
 
    I didn’t disagree with Bront, but Jenna was a spitfire, and I knew she’d balk at the idea of Rider telling her she couldn’t open up for her customers. We’d put armed brothers on site with the girls during business hours for now, until we couldn’t spare those resources.  
 
    As for Spence, he was lookin’ for every available opportunity to make sure Bront knew the score, knew Pippa was in Spence’s bed. Since Pippa worked at Jenna’s salon, at least they’d both be covered at once instead of having to worry about two separate locations.  
 
    We were crowded around the table; Deke had handed out assignments for the next few days and now we were going over safety measures for family members. 
 
    “Where’s your girl?” Skip asked, eyes on me.  
 
    And I did not like the tone he used, nor the volume with which he used it. He wanted an audience.  
 
    “Safely outta town, Skippy,” I replied. 
 
    “Coulda knocked me over with a feather hearin’ that one,” Skip put in, eyes flashing at the nickname. 
 
    “What’s this?” Little John asked from the edge of the crowded kitchen. 
 
    “Gianna from the falls,” Skip called over.  
 
    “Sweet butt Gianna?” Little John piped up. “What about her?” 
 
    I straightened. 
 
    “Not sweet butt Gianna. Jesse’s girl Gianna,” Brady corrected. “And I’m tickled for ya, brother.” 
 
    “Shit, sorry, Jesse,” Little John’s face went red. “Missed that tidbit of gossip.” 
 
    This time it was Deke that spoke up. “Not gossip. Just the facts. Jesse’s claimed her.” 
 
    “My bad. I missed the last couple churches. Just got back from my ex-mother-in-law’s funeral outta town.” 
 
    I jerked my chin up at him. “My condolences, John.” 
 
    “Nah. None needed. She was a miserable cow. I only went so I could take a piss on her grave.” 
 
    Scott who was on the other side of me choked on his drink as laughter filled the space.  
 
    Little John was one of the jolliest men you ever met. Except, from what I could tell so far, when it came to his ex-wife and, evidently, anything related to that ex.  
 
    “Anyway, congratulations. That little girl is a sweetheart,” John added. 
 
    “We all know how it feels to go where many men have gone before,” Skip muttered. “Good thing with that one, she’s still tight as a drum. Or she was last time I had her a couple weeks ago.” 
 
    That fuckin’ goof.  
 
    I was just about to reply with, “Was she conscious that time?” but Scott piped up before I got the chance.  
 
    “Yeah, well, not to tell tales outta school,” Scott called out, “but…” he paused for effect, “I’ve seen nearly every one of you assholes in the buff and for sure, givin’ it to her regular, Jesse’ll be the one to stretch her out.” 
 
    My face was like stone, eyes on Skip, who was shooting his mouth off without looking at me. But at Scott’s remark along with Skip’s reaction, a grin took its time to spread across my face.  
 
    And every brother around the table saw not only my grin, but the way Skip’s face went red at the suggestion my cock was bigger than his. 
 
    “I’d say nice of you to notice, Scoot,” I joked. “But keep yer eyes on your own paper.” 
 
    Scott and a couple of the other brothers barked out laughter. “Not that I try to look, but shit, man, the postmaster general called, and they’ve assigned you and Deacon your own zip codes.” 
 
    Scott was havin’ my back. It was who he was. He was great at injecting levity or redirecting peoples’ attention when the air got too thick in a situation. Most of the guys had their strengths.   
 
    “I’d say thanks, not so bad yerself,” Deacon put in, “But I’ve never taken the time to look.” 
 
    Scott stood, shrugged, then dropped his drawers to his ankles. 
 
    Skip’s face was redder as a bunch of us laughed in hysterics, Deacon giving Scott a slow clap. 
 
    Deke made sure to look for varied talents in putting his charter together. For me, beyond being good with mechanical shit and good with my fists, I can get past just about any lock and I’m good with a gun. Going back to being a kid I always wanted to know how things worked, figure them out. I was always pulling shit apart and putting it back together. Doing puzzles. Working at figuring mysteries out. 
 
    As for some of the other strengths in the club, Scott doesn’t just bring levity, he’s one of those model-pretty boys who looks like he’d be more at home in surfer gear than biker gear. He can charm the pants off just about anybody and his ability to diffuse volatile situations makes him an asset. 
 
    Deacon Valentine, Deke’s oldest son is as strong as an ox. He’s good with his hands and fists, also a whiz with numbers.  
 
    Spencer is good as a strategist too, along with being tough to beat in a fight. He and Deacon often sit down to map out plans and they’re good enough at it they could use all that for evil if they wanted to. And Spence could’ve fought the pro kickboxing circuit. He’s fast and his kicks are practically lethal. 
 
    Spencer and Deacon get their smarts from their father, who’s pretty damn good with strategy himself. And with Rider, the apple also doesn’t fall far from the tree.  
 
    If something’s broken and there’s a snowball’s chance in hell of fixing it, Rider is the one that can do it. He’s also good at teaching. Brother shares his wisdom freely. And as far as fixing shit as well as problem-solving he can fix nearly anything on the fly with MacGyver creativity. Ride’s good with technology, particularly surveillance. Also, explosives.  Like me, he knows his shit when it comes to locking things down tight and finding ways to unlock shit others think seems tight.  Rider and I regularly race against the clock and one another to unlock shit and see who’s faster. I’ve skunked him the last two matches. Instead of being a little bitch about it, he’s trying to up the game, welcomes healthy competition. 
 
    Also in the technology arena is Pudge, who isn’t just our chaplain, he’s also a computer whiz with hacker skills. You look at the man and he looks like he’s not all there. A conversation with him about anything technical and you’re floored with how smart he is. Guy got into computers back in the day, before people had them in their houses. He got a degree in computer science in the eighties and his shit is tight. I’m not surprised Deke pushed to have him join our charter when he got out.  
 
    And though a few of us are very good with weapons, Bronto was taken on as a new recruit last year due to his skills, recommended by Rash in the Sioux Falls charter who’s his cousin. That brother told Deke he needed to be our sharpshooter. Guy could knock a Tic-Tac off the end of your nose with a bullet or an arrow and not leave a mark.  
 
    Some of the other guys have decent skills. Connections in the underworld. Checkered pasts that might bring some specialties to the table with respect to weapons, drugs, heist-planning. Some of them are muscle. And some of them are just loyal brothers who will take your back, who will run through machine gun fire shielding any brother or his woman and kids.  
 
    As for Skip’s skills, word is that he’s a scrapper, though I haven’t seen him fight. And he’s our road captain. This should mean he’s good with safety, driving skills. Yeah, he can drive a big rig. Word is he used to win big at drag racing. Has a couple muscle cars  where he won the pinks back in the day. I’m not convinced he brings all that much to the table. He’s got a big ego and a big mouth. Right now, his gaze wasn’t fixed on me, he was turning it to Scott for the verbal burn and I had a feeling Scott would be takin’ more prospect-style hazing.  
 
    “Be responsible with that weapon or you’ll shoot yer eye out, brother,” Rider mocked. 
 
    “Jesus,” Deke muttered. “Put the snake away, Scoot. Now, enough of the circle jerk. Those who’ve got shit to do, do it. Everyone else, eyes and ears open until it’s your turn to do the shit you’ve gotta do. Tomorrow’s a big day. Let’s keep our loved ones safe, look out for one another, and stay in contact. We’ll be here again tomorrow. Same time. Chris Forker as well. The finish line is in sight here, boys. Keep sharp.” 
 
    He smacked the table with his gavel, and we dispersed. Skip was directly in front of me. And he was intentionally walking slow. 
 
    I fought the urge to grab him by the back of the neck and whack his fuckin’ forehead off the table. I cracked my neck and moved out when he got out of my way, following Scott across the lot so we could get into the compound where a few of us would unload the trailer of supplies Skip brought back from Sioux Falls for everything we had planned.  
 
    My phone rang, it was Gigi calling, so I stepped aside to take it. 
 
    She was just checking in, making sure I was good. It was good to hear her voice, but I told her I was busy with club business and would phone her later.  
 
    When I caught up to Scott, away from other ears I said, “You realize Skip’s probably gonna make your life hell after that.”  
 
    Scott shrugged. “He just chirped me, sayin’ I’m lookin’ for the big cocks cuz I wanted to be stretched out again. I’ll cope. Fuckin’ douche move sayin’ what he said to you, so it’s no shocker what he just said to me.” 
 
    I ground my teeth until they squeaked at that.  That Skip had the audacity to rib Scott about what the Jackals did to him on the side of the road when things first got amped around here was a dick move. Worse than that. And it said a lot about Skip that he’d do that on the side, too. He wouldn’t dare rib Scott about it in front of the other members.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Jess,” Scott waved his hand. “I’ve got thick skin. I definitely hit him below the belt with that, but it just rolled off the tongue because he was bein’ such a bitch to you. Don’t know if I’ve even seen the brother’s dick, to be honest. Though it says more about him than me that he’d use that as a verbal jab. What’s his problem with the Gianna sitch?” 
 
    “He brought her around first. Told her he wanted a thing with her, and she found out he was married. He’s pushed it with her and gotten away with shit he shouldn’t get away with. And he’s been sniffin’ around a little too much for my likin’.  His asshole remarks on top of him sniffin’ around? He’s gettin’ on my last nerve.” 
 
    Deke approached, giving me a look of assessment.  
 
    “Need a minute with Jess, Scoot.” 
 
    “Got it,” Scott moved off.  
 
    “Don’t wanna play Judge Judy around here and hafta deal with schoolyard bullshit, but that shit back there gonna be a problem?” 
 
    “It might,” I replied. 
 
    “Only involve me if you need to. Hoping you won’t.” 
 
    “I know the protocol for beef with a brother. Givin’ it time. It don’t fizzle out, I’ll call him into the ring.” 
 
    “Good man.” He clapped the back of my neck and then squeezed. “Know it’s still early on for you, but again, you’re gonna go far in this club, brother, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    “Appreciated,” I replied.  
 
    “You should consider having her here Saturday. Make a statement.” 
 
    “Already plannin’ on it.” 
 
    “Good. Shit’s gonna be amped until then. I need you here. I know she’s not here so…” He let that hang. 
 
    “You got me. If there’s no time to pick her up, Arch’ll bring her to me. I know he’s watching her so my head’s in the game, Prez.” 
 
    “Good, good.” He slapped my back and moved off.  
 
    *** 
 
    Thursday Night 
 
    Today was not a good fucking day. Rider’s woman’s salon was riddled with bullets while Ride and Spencer’s girls were inside with a couple of the brothers. Deke’s ex-wife caused a fuckin’ scene with a chick she brought with her. The place erupted with broken glass and bullets, and the chick with her got shot in the back by the Jackals.  
 
    No losses or injuries on our side, though. And that had me wondering if the Jackals’ sharpshooter was one of Fork’s inside guys. 
 
    The reminder of how amped things were and how much worse they might get left all of us uneasy. Deacon talked about going home to his woman with relief. Deke said something similar about having sweetness to crawl into bed with after a shit day like this and he certainly meant it given that the bitch that used to warm his bed was a big part of the day’s drama. The fact that after all that’d happened, the former Mrs. Valentine was working with the enemy had to sting not just Deke, but Deacon, Ride, and Spence, too. 
 
    “She’s dead to me,” Rider said around the table that night. The full club wasn’t present; a few were getting shit done for the big plans we had for Friday. But there were a handful of us for a quick session after the day wound down.  
 
    Deke said nothing in reply, but looked like he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders. And it was no surprise. His ex had hurt every one of his kids repeatedly. Now not only fraternizing with but also partnering with the club’s biggest enemy?  
 
    “She was dead to me long ago,” Spencer stated coldly.  
 
    “I’m taking measures to make sure she’s unable to fuck with any of my kids or their significant others,” Deke stated. “She’ll go away for a while.” 
 
    “Good, because if I see her again, Dad…” Spence clipped. 
 
    “I know, son,” Deke stated. 
 
    “Still crazy the Jackals put a bullet in one of the women they sent in?” Pudge stated.  
 
    “Must’ve been Fork’s inside man,” Deacon said. 
 
    “That could draw attention to him and fuck tomorrow’s plans,” Pudge put in. 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t,” Spence muttered. 
 
    That bullet pierced the back of a Sioux Falls sweet butt, one with a fixation on Spence. The stupid bitch was there to help the Jackals take out Pippa so she could have Spence for herself. 
 
    We were locked down, all family members accounted for, and bracing for just about anything. 
 
    And I wasn’t happy to crawl into cold, empty sheets that night. I phoned Gigi when I was in them. Needing her voice. Wanting her warmth. Wanting to smell that candy floss and citrus while feeling her tight heat ripple around me.  
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Gigi.”  
 
    “Jesse,” her voice seemed full of emotion. “How are you?” 
 
    “Shit. You?” 
 
    “Sorry, baby.” 
 
    “Rough one,” I muttered. “Wish you were here. How was your day?” 
 
    “Good. Um… really good, actually. The girls are here for the night and they’re so sweet. Your momma’s amazing with them.” 
 
    “Glad to hear that,” I said.  
 
    “Miss you,” she whispered. 
 
    “Good. I’m feelin’ the same, especially after today.” 
 
    “Why was today so shit?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Just know that we’re closin’ in on the end of the bullshit.” 
 
    “That’s good,” she breathed. 
 
    “What’re you doin’?” 
 
    “I’m strumming. Journaling. Tryin’ to play quiet.” 
 
    “Ma sleeps like the dead.” 
 
    “She’d have to with how loud Archer snores.” 
 
    I snickered. “Yeah. What’re you journaling about? Using it as an outlet?” 
 
    “I had an idea for a song.” 
 
    “Hope you’ll play it for me.” 
 
    “I dunno.” 
 
    “You ever play your songs for anyone?” 
 
    “Not really. Used to dream about hearin’ them on the radio, but never me singing them. Sometimes when I write them, I write them with an artist in mind.” 
 
    “Like who?” 
 
    “I’m too embarrassed to tell you.” 
 
    “Will you play one for me now? Play quiet now for me.” 
 
    “I’m kinda shy about it.” 
 
    “I’d like to hear.” 
 
    “They’re probably not any good.” 
 
    “Still like to hear. Your voice is beautiful, baby.” 
 
    “That’s sweet to say.” 
 
    “The truth. Play some of your songs for me sometime.” 
 
    “How about I play the tune I’m tinkering with but not sing.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Do that.” 
 
    I listened to a soft melody that went on for thirty or forty seconds. And if she’d kept it up it might’ve put me to sleep. It was comforting. 
 
    “There.” 
 
    “That was nice,” I said. And then I yawned. “Biker lullaby.” 
 
    She laughed softly. “I should let you get some sleep.” 
 
    “Yeah. So, I’ll either be pickin’ you up at the crack of dawn Saturday or asking Arch to bring you.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Want you here for the charity carwash. Bring all your gear. Settle into the swamp for now.” 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “Gonna be a big day tomorrow. Lots happening and I might not get a chance to call. But you’re here Saturday whether you hear from me or not tomorrow. It’s important,” I pressed.  
 
    “Jesse?”  
 
    The way she posed my name had my back up.  
 
    “Baby, I want you by my side for that.” 
 
    The line was silent. Loaded silence. 
 
    “The page bein’ turned for the club, it’s the perfect time to bring you in and show everyone you’re in. You get me?” 
 
    “Okay,” she said softly.  
 
    “I’ll get you through it,” I promised. 
 
    She held the phone. 
 
    “You hear me?” 
 
    “Mm hm.” Her voice was small, and if I was hearing right – emotional.  
 
    “Believe me,” I ordered.  
 
    “Okay,” she said. 
 
    “See you Saturday when the sun comes up. Night baby.” 
 
    “Goodnight, baby,” she parroted. 
 
    I wanted her there with the rest of the club, where everyone would see her at my side. And taking Delia’s advice the day before, I asked Ma to ask her to get a Property of Jesse shirt made for Gigi on a rush order. Ma’s uniform supplier could make that happen, no problem.  
 
    That conversation was fun. 
 
    “Ma, how’s things?” I’d greeted. 
 
    “Things’re good. They’d be even better if you tell me you’ve gotten your head out of your ass about Gianna.” 
 
    “She not tell you?” I asked. 
 
    “Tell me what?”  
 
    “That we’re a thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, she did, JJ, but since I haven’t talked to you I don’t know how much of a thing.” 
 
    “A serious thing,” I stated. 
 
    “And that should’ve come from you. You message that you need us to look out for her a couple days and then you show up and you’re outta here and don’t call me like you’re supposed to, so I had no clue what was up.” 
 
    “What’s up is that she’s mine now and as she’s got a history with the club bein’ a sweet butt, which she never intended to be seen that way. But…” 
 
    “Circumstances,” Ma said like she totally got it.  
 
    “Yeah. And she’s uncomfortable being here right now, because bitches are bein’ bitches. I need her safe. I had a word with Arch before I left about makin’ sure he watches her.” 
 
    “Right. A word with him, not me. I’m a little put off.” 
 
    “Because you were at work.” 
 
    “Not my fault! And you didn’t call the next day like you were supposed to.”  
 
    I rubbed the bridge of my nose. “What can I do to make that right, Ma?” I asked. 
 
    She sighed. “Actually, nothing. I’m happy for you. I like her a lot, JJ.” 
 
    “Good. Can you do me another solid?”  
 
    When I said I wanted to bring her to the clubhouse Saturday with a Property of Jesse shirt on her, Ma loved the idea and readily agreed to get the shirt rushed in. 
 
    If things went right tomorrow, Saturday would be the beginning of life with a lot of bullshit behind us. I was ready to move forward. The entire club was. Forward, putting as many of the Wyld Jackals as possible out of their misery. And forward motion for me, with this girl. 
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    It was Friday night, technically Saturday morning, and we were in the compound and about to head into the new chapel. A banner night like this needed to be marked and we were doing that by using our new chapel for the first time.  
 
    Between gathering intel, working with some cops, placement of some helpful evidence, and working with guys from a level of the underworld it was inadvisable to get tangled up with, we performed a patch-over, got some of them arrested, and we took some of them out.  
 
    We’d patched over three of their local members, one prospect for Aberdeen, but not only were they officially considered patched over by The Dominion Brotherhood overall, which was a coup to crow about, there were half a dozen fewer Jackals on the planet.  
 
    We owed some favors from some undesirables, but the common goal of wanting to take out the Wyld Jackals made it worthwhile, and we had a plan to get out from under that association quickly. For one thing, they wanted Gordino dead. The only thing they wanted more than that was to be able to do the killing themselves. We were hand-delivering him tonight.  
 
    They wanted Mantis too. But Deke told them when we found Mantis, the honor of disposal had to go to Edge.  
 
    But we were also working to help them get some of their property back. 
 
    Today involved some precision moves, timed delivery of illegal goods in view of the cops, and the effort culminated in getting to watch some asshole Jackals get arrested, too.     
 
    Not wiped out entirely, we knew drama might continue. But it was a big night and by all accounts, a successful one. And though we still had enemies, we’d rest our heads tonight with fewer of them than what the day started with, including knowing Gordino would not be a problem ever again.  
 
    I wasn’t the only man in the club to have fired a kill shot tonight. And I didn’t feel bad about it. It was the second time I’ve taken a life, the third Jackal I’d put a bullet in. And while I hoped it’d be my last kill shot, I knew without an iota of doubt I’d do it again.  
 
    Our club didn’t go looking for trouble, but we were men who’d stand up to it, stop it from putting what we gave a shit about at risk. And that’s why this was the club for me. 
 
    I fired that shot beside Bront from behind the half wall beyond the line of motorcycles in the parking lot of the little shithole bar they were meeting at after knowing some of them had been arrested. Bront shot two.  
 
    Another was about to get away, but Rider clipped him from his hidey hole across the road as the bugger tried to exit the parking lot. That wasn’t a kill shot, but it’d give him a permanent limp, not to mention the shit we had Pudge uncover from deletion on his hard drive would ensure that fucker would be tracked down by the cops and have to limp to his trial for his part in delivering innocent women to a life of hell on earth. Every man taken out tonight was involved in that human trafficking ring.  
 
    We made what happened in that bar’s parking lot look like a showdown between Jackals instead of a war between two MCs, planting doubts and fears for whoever remained. After that, Rider, me, and Bront rendezvoused in the garage of an abandoned house near Wetonka with Deacon, Fork, and Brady who had taken out some Jackals too.  
 
    Deke caught up with Scott, former Jackal Justice, and Spencer after their job was done near Ipswich at the house of Gordino’s side piece, strategically placing more of the evidence we’d uncovered of their involvement in guns, drugs, and trafficking. Skip got his hands on a large quantity of a date rape drug, which was planted there. And I had to work hard on the poker face to hide the fact that it made my blood boil. Because what Gigi had told me about the rape accusation and how Skip was watching me for a reaction around him having that drug made it real clear to me he was worried she’d share what she suspected about that night. I let him see nothing, was spitting mad about it, but with all this shit going on, I knew I had to put it aside temporarily.  
 
    Skip would be leaving with a stubborn Pudge who was part of all the action instead of being in bed recovering from his wipe-out. They had an important errand so they wouldn’t be at church.  
 
    We were about to file into the chapel in the new great hall slash clubhouse when we were directed to the back of the new compound’s parking lot because former Jackal Nico drove in and waved us over.  
 
    He invited Edge to come closer as he popped the trunk, and we all watched the slow smile spread across Edge’s face. After moving in to see why, we saw a bound, gagged, awake Mantis.  
 
    “Merry early Christmas, he’s all yours,” Nico said, tossing Edge the keys. And then he grinned at Mantis while there was a cackle of laughter from a bunch of us before he slammed the trunk. 
 
    Edge grabbed Nico’s hand and held on, giving him a look that was heavy with gratitude. And after a beat of looking like the emotion might get the better of him, he transformed to looking like a beast. Nostrils flaring, eyes fiery, I was sure he was more than fired up for time with that piece of shit. 
 
    “Thank you, man,” Edge ground out through clenched teeth. He looked like he wanted to howl out a war cry.  
 
    “My fuckin’ pleasure, brother, believe me,” Nico replied. 
 
    Skip and Pudge took that as their cue to go, getting keys from Justice to help them accomplish their goal.  
 
    Pudge and Skip would deliver an oblivious Gordino to the airport. Gordino thought Justice and Nico arranged for him to be dropped at the landing strip nearby to be picked up and hauled into a cruise ship. He was thinking he’d be let out by a ship employee who’d check him into a room where he could chill and enjoy the cruise taking him through the Caribbean where he’d undoubtedly choose a port to fuck off to so he could get away.  
 
    But instead, it’d be Dominion Moving and Storage picking him up to be taken to where he’d be transferred to the cargo hold of a different cruise ship. Not one sailing through the Caribbean. The container he was in was going to Belize and would be attended to by people who wanted his blood.  
 
    Justice and Nico were voted in conditionally, told they were on unofficial probation despite that Fork put his ass on the line vouching for them.  
 
    Deke made it clear to them that though he didn’t want Fork on probation, that he trusted Fork’s recommendation otherwise they wouldn’t be here, that the entire club voted for it, needed a trial period to make sure of a good fit.  
 
    Nobody disagreed on the Fork matter. Chris Forker spent months helping us gear up for this. He’d saved lives and he was directly responsible for the fact today was a success. 
 
    The table for our chapel had been delivered yesterday, part of the gear we unloaded from Skip’s rig, though there weren’t chairs yet, so we stood around it, Deke at the head, a pile of leather cuts in the middle. More than just the four cuts for the new brothers, though, so that said there was more to come. 
 
    The table was beautiful. Wood, glossy, with the outline of our patch burnt into the wood.  
 
    “Know what’s comin’, but as a formality, opening the floor. Any new business?” Prez invited. 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    That was Spencer. All eyes swung his way. 
 
    “I call for our two prospects, Ted Bronson and Scott Harrison to be up for a vote to become fully patched members. Know that leaves us with only the one new prospect, Bick, but we’ve got Nolan comin’ tomorrow from the mother charter to resume his prospect tour, so between the two of ‘em, we’ll be covered. I got yes votes from Pudge and Skip for both brothers before they left to run their errand.” 
 
    “Step forward, Scooter and Brontosaurus. We’ll address the dino first,” Deke said. 
 
    Bront looked thrown. Not only did he think he’d bought extended prospect duty, but Spence had been treating him like he was the plankton on the food chain for the club, so that it was Spence that put Bront’s name forward was clearly a surprise to him.  
 
    My gaze moved to Scott. His eyes weren’t right. They were so not right it caught me off guard. This should’ve been a happy moment for him. I knew he was itching to lose the prospect cut. Though prospects got to live in the clubhouse rent-free and had meal allowances at Deke’s Roadhouse, they didn’t get profit-sharing and Deke paid them a living allowance. He wanted to get a regular job and earn more. Get a share of the MC’s profits. Scott wanted to hit that milestone. He wasn’t an asshole about me getting mine first even though he started prospecting for the club before I did. That said, I knew he wanted to move forward, beyond the grunt status. So, he should’ve been smiling right now.  
 
    His expression was hard. Harder than I’d ever seen it. His gaze was aimed in the direction of our new members. If I wasn’t mistaken, that glare was aimed at Nico, the big, mean-looking former Jackal who’d just made Edge’s year.  
 
    Nico was their sharpshooter, and he was tight with Fork. Got brought in through his father just like Fork, only Nico’s father had been killed three years earlier in a turf war with a different MC. Nico got Justice on side, knowing Justice was gonna be easy. Bick, the prospect, was Justice’s cousin, had been brought into the Wyld Jackals almost a year back.  
 
    Fork and Nico had come up together in the Jackals, did prospect duty at the same time where Justice had earned his patch the year before, after two and a half years of prospect duty. Justice had worked closely with Nico, so Nico knew he wanted out, knew he'd regretted joining the club and couldn’t otherwise find the way out. Justice was apparently also pissed when Bick joined. Bick regretted his decision almost immediately and was only too happy to find this escape hatch. These guys would bring additional assets to the club.  
 
    Justice had a near photographic memory. Bick supposedly had talent with hacking, forgery. Though we weren’t looking for opportunities for forgery on a regular basis, it was a talent that’d be good to have. Both would make good additions to the club if they truly were decent guys who joined the wrong MC. 
 
    I was thinking that if Scott had been a fully patched member before the Nico vote happened, it might not have been unanimous. Then again, looking at Scott right now, I was surprised he hadn’t spoken up before the vote. No, prospects weren’t allowed to speak unless spoken to during a church vote, but by Scott’s face I was surprised he didn’t break that rule.  
 
    While it was plain to see that Edge was chomping at the bit to go have fun with his gift, Scott was trying to burn holes into Nico with his glare. 
 
    Bront stepped forward, then seemed to realize Scott was hanging back so muttered something to Scott.  
 
    Scott’s eyes stayed pointed at Nico and he muttered something in reply, so Bront moved forward. 
 
    “Brontosaurus was just put on extended probation,” Deke said, “So it’s a-typical to bring him forward for a vote this soon.” 
 
    Spencer spoke up, “Everything he’s done for the club including takin’ a bullet last Fall, all he’s done to show how much gettin’ his patch means to him, including what he did today – my take is that he deserves it without waitin’.” 
 
    Deke turned his gaze to a stunned Bront. “Before we put it to a vote, I’m gonna say it Brontosaurus… you’ve shown what the club means to you time and again, but brother, goin’ rogue like you did coulda bought a lot of headaches for us. I want you to remember that and remember what your actions coulda cost you.” 
 
    Bront straightened up, looked Deke in the eye and responded, “I respect you more than I can say, Prez. I won’t apologize for what I did. That asshole deserved worse. But I do regret if it hurt your opinion of me. Though, all due respect Prez, just gonna say, if it was after I had my patch, nobody would’ve tried to stop me so it wouldn’t have been considered goin’ rogue. And if Spencer had gotten there first, that guy would’ve been laid out anyway.” 
 
    “Fair point,” Deke replied. 
 
    Bront continued. “This club is my life. This is the life I want. My club brothers mean everything to me. And I’ll keep busting my ass to show it every day. But if you don’t think I’ve proven that and want me on another six months’ prospect duty, it’s fine. All good. Six years even. I’ll do what it takes to prove it for as long as it takes and as long as I get to be part of this MC in whatever way everyone deems, be it prospect, member- ” 
 
    “You’re heard,” Prez cut him off.  
 
    “Or Prez,” Bront finished anyway, then shot him a grin. 
 
    Everyone laughed, including Deke. 
 
    “Watch it,” Prez then warned. 
 
    Bront laughed, then looked to Spence. “Appreciate the nomination, Spencer.” 
 
    “It’s deserved, brother,” Spence replied.  
 
    Prez put it up for a vote, telling the new members they’d have voting power next church. He had the yes votes of the absent members in advance and every single other member voted Bront in.  
 
    He got hugs and back slaps from most of us, handshakes from the new guys, except Justice who hugged him heartily like they’d been buds for years.  
 
    Bront shrugged off his prospect cut.  
 
    “We’ll hand out new leather at the end,” Deke advised, getting a nod from Bront. 
 
    “Scooter,” Deke spoke up and the room hushed as all eyes swung to Scott.  
 
    “Before you put me up for the vote, Prez, I got something to say,” Scott got out, his voice vibrating with anger. 
 
    “Go ahead, brother,” Deke invited. 
 
    “And it might change how some of you vote. I have a problem with one of our new members being part of the club and if I’d been able to vote ten minutes ago…” Scott paused and looked Nico’s way, then flexed his jaw muscles. 
 
    “Can I address this?” Nico requested, obviously knowing it was about him. 
 
    Deke jerked his chin up, folded his arms, and waited. And I read Deke as unsurprised. I’d lay money down he expected something to go down on account of this. And maybe this was why the vote for Scott and Bront was happening tonight, to get all the shit out of the way so we could move forward as a cohesive club.  
 
    It's how I’d handle it. Make sure everything was on the table as early as possible. 
 
    “Sorry to cut you off, Scooter, but I know why you’ve got a problem. Know it’s with me. I was there that night and though I didn’t land any blows or do anything else to harm you, I was one of the ones who held you down. I know you recognized me that day me and Buddy showed at Rider’s woman’s hair salon.” 
 
    The room went wired.  
 
    “I was plannin’ to hash it out with you over a beer,” Nico added. 
 
    “Hash it out with me?” Scott ground out, eyes glittering with anger. Though the reason coming to light, I could not blame him.  
 
    He didn’t want to relive this shit publicly. Nobody would blame him. He was busted up pretty badly. He has a scar on his forehead, reminding him of that night. And the way Ella put it one night around the firepot when it was her, Deacon, Rider, and me – he also probably had scars that nobody could see. Me and the brothers were uncomfortable with that discussion, we didn’t talk about shit like that, but she was loaded and rehashing some of the shit from the early days. Though most of the brothers in this club had reminders of our problems with the Jackals, some more visible reminders than others, other than Skip’s asshole remark the other night to him and his subsequent mentioning of it to me, nobody brought it up around him that I knew of. 
 
    Scott wasn’t a huge guy; he also wasn’t scrawny. Only an inch or two shorter than me so likely five eleven or six feet tall. He had a six-pack and some muscle. He was a lean pretty boy with big eyes and blond curls.  The fact that Nico held him down while others sodomized him on the side of the road, and that Nico was now part of us – it’d be a stumbling block for anybody. 
 
    Nico took a breath, then looked to the room. “Fork told me when you brothers have a problem that you’re havin’ trouble working out, you work out your beefs with one another in a boxing ring. I respect that. I’m not down with the way all that shit happened that night. Not down with a lotta the shit I had no choice but to take part in. The fact I’m here and the fact that I helped take down that club speaks to that. Could’ve helped take ‘em down and walked away. But that’s not what I want. I need a club. I need brothers. Most of the brothers I had with them weren’t good ones other than a few that are no longer breathing; the others are the men in this room already joined with me tonight. I like what I see here, what Fork’s told me about it, and want it for myself.” 
 
    Scott said nothing. He continued to glare.  
 
    Nico went on, “I had to go through the motions for years before this opportunity came up, a way to get my out, after hopin’ for an out that wasn’t gonna be in a coffin or goin’ into WITSEC, which… not an option for me. I ain’t no fuckin’ rat. I’m willin’ to go into the ring with you, Scooter, and do it without raisin’ a hand. I offer you ten minutes doin’ whatever the fuck you want to me to pay me back for my part that night. And do it knowin’ I didn’t wanna be there, didn’t wanna help them, and in no way shape or fuckin’ form thought you bought what they did to you. Ten minutes, take as many shots as you want at me, then we’re brothers.” Nico looked to Deke. “If that’s cool with you, Prez.” 
 
    “Scoot?” Deke inquired.  
 
    “Set it up,” Scott ground out.  
 
    Nico spoke up, “Not so fast.” He turned to Bront. “It was me that put a bullet in you.” 
 
    Bront’s expression hardened. 
 
    “I put it in your ass to save your ass,” Nico explained, “They wanted it between your eyes. I took a hit to my cred by missin’.” 
 
    Bront said nothing. His eyes bounced to Scott’s.  
 
    “You want your time in the ring with me, you can have it,” Nico invited. “I’m part of this club, this is what I want. I don’t want any beefs with my new brothers. Let’s work this shit out tonight and then move forward. The way I see it, if it’s cool with Prez, you can have five hits.” 
 
    Deke spoke up. “This man here put a lot on the line today, the last few months. But you’re all the ones who gotta be all right with things goin’ forward. Nico, brother, it’s not only about what’s all right by your prez. It’s all of us. Unlike the club you were in, we all matter here, not just those with an extra patch on their leather. Brotherhood members, if you want us to recall the vote for Nico with this new information, giving Scoot and Brontosaurus votes, say the word and replacement votes’ll be cast all the way around.” 
 
    “The ring,” Scott bit out. 
 
    Yeah, Scott wanted a piece of him. But he had a good head on his shoulders. Hopefully he was using his head right now, knowing that choosing this road, he’d have to try and be good with living alongside Nico after tonight.  
 
    “Brontosaurus?” Deke called over.  
 
    Bront shook his head. “I’m good with Scoot handing out the beating on behalf of us both.” 
 
    “Brothers?” Deke called out. “Anyone have a problem with this gettin’ solved in the ring between Scoot and Nico?” 
 
    Nobody said a word. You’d be able to hear a mouse fart.  
 
    “Right-o,” Deke said. “Gonna call proxy assuming Pudge and Skipper are cool with this too since they’re not here.” 
 
    Nico stepped forward and reached for Bront’s hand. 
 
    Bront shook his hand and slapped his shoulder. Nico slapped his back. 
 
    “Respect,” Nico offered. 
 
    Bront said nothing in reply; he looked to Scott.  
 
    Respect would take time even with Mantis being hand-delivered. Even with Gordino bound and gagged and en route to his doom.  
 
    So, no need for direct atonement for Bront’s ass.  But Scott wanted some for his. And I did not blame him. Even if Nico’s part was without Nico’s choice, it’d be a cloud hanging over them unless they made efforts to work it out in a way that’d let Scott close that book. 
 
    “Gonna grab the ring supplies. Can I get a hand?” Bront looked at Bick. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Bick moved forward and followed him out of the room.  
 
    I lit a cigarette.  
 
    “Bum one?” Little John requested.  
 
    I tossed my pack to the table, inviting, “Anybody else? Have at ‘em.” 
 
    A few brothers grabbed smokes. A few others lit up from their own packs. 
 
    “I’m grabbin’ a bottle from the Roadhouse,” Rider put in. “Anyone want anything?” 
 
    “Comin’ with,” Deacon said. “Grabbing a coffee, callin’ Ella quick.” 
 
    “She a nighthawk?” Bront asked.   
 
    “Nah, but she’s burnin’ the midnight oil workin’ on a website for Ride and Spency. Gonna have some great exposure for their custom rides at tomorrow’s charity event.” 
 
    “Right, brothers,” Deke called out, “Ten minutes: if anyone needs to take a leak, check in with your woman, your momma, or your dog, whatever.” Deke pulled his phone from the metal pail on the table outside the chapel where everyone’s phones went during church. He handed Deacon his. 
 
    A few of the other guys reached for their phones.  
 
    It’d been a long night and it wasn’t over.  
 
    I’d need to take Arch up on his offer to run Gigi to me, so I grabbed my phone to make a quick call. 
 
    ***  
 
    Nico waited in the center of the roped off square in the loading dock area of our new and largest storage building. The door was up and Nico’s, Justice’s, Fork’s and Bick’s Jackals cuts were melting in the oil drum outside with some kindling. Sioux Falls got their new ring setup a while back, a boxing gym grade one, and now I wasn’t surprised we unloaded the old setup when we unloaded a whack of supplies the other night.  
 
    This getup was a series of red cords that were attached to silver posts and though the whole getup looked like it came from a bank branch, it served the purpose for the falls for years and it’d serve the purpose here.  
 
    There wasn’t padding or a special floor to absorb a fall. There wouldn’t be gloves to absorb the force of the blows. But it was where the beef would get settled and hopefully it’d help Scott move forward.  
 
    It was set up on a concrete floor, so it’d hurt to hit it. But that was the point. Two brothers with a beef could settle the score inside those ropes with their fists and their feet. No weapons were allowed, but that was it as far as the rules went. You wouldn’t call someone into it for a stupid reason either; it was reserved for the extreme. And this was extreme.  
 
    When it was over and they left the roped off area, hopefully life’d move forward. If they still had beef, if one or both couldn’t move on, there was protocol for that too where arbitration could happen with Prez and a kangaroo court set-up with a mini jury that’d be made up of six club members, each party picking three, with Prez serving as judge as well as a swing vote if there was a deadlock. If a beef wasn’t solvable within the ring and went to that though, everyone knew one member would typically be ousted from the club. It was impressed upon us as prospects that members didn’t take a beef there unless ready to throw down with the possibility you’d lose your patch, lose your brothers, and need to black out your brotherhood ink. 
 
    I hadn’t seen anyone call someone into the ring yet, though new recruits were told the lore behind it, and I’d seen the new boxing ring at the mother charter. Word was it was rarely used. And that was a good thing, a sign members of the club got along for the most part.  
 
    Though Bick and Bront built the ring around Nico, Scott had been off to the side talking to Deacon. Or more like pacing while Deacon talked to him, looking like he was offering words of wisdom. Scott looked like he wanted no part of the talk, like he was a caged predator about to be set free. He had pent up emotions that he was ready to unleash. 
 
    “Timer’s set. I hit go once you’re in the ring, Scoot,” Brady called out loud enough for us all to hear. Scott immediately moved inside the ring, and I clipped the rope across to cage them in.  
 
    “You step back when you’re ready before the timer ends, or no later than the second the timer ends. No exceptions,” Brady explained. 
 
    Scott was moving in Nico’s direction, and he was doing it ready to swing.  
 
    Nico had a good four inches of height and at least fifty pounds on him, but that didn’t stop Scott from hammering his fist into Nico’s face three times in quick succession the minute he was in striking distance. Brady called out, ‘Go’, belatedly.  
 
    Nico was built like a beast; the size difference was considerable enough you’d think Nico might hardly feel Scott’s hits. Yet the power behind Scott’s, fuel-raged hits – it could be heard and seen what with the instant swelling and blood spewing out of Nico’s lip and nose. 
 
    And true to his word, he stood there and didn’t raise a hand. He went back on his foot and wobbled after the second hit. He grunted with the pain of the third.  
 
    Scott pulled his fist back again, and after the forth hit, this one to the gut and with even more power behind it, Nico folded in, then landed on his ass. 
 
    He shakily got up while Scott paced, rubbing his fist with his other hand, blowing out angry, amped breaths.  
 
    “More?” Nico offered.  
 
    Scott growled in his face. 
 
    Nico turned his head to the side and spit out blood, then invited, “Do it, brother; I can take it. Give me more.” 
 
    Scott got an inch from his face, growling like a feral animal about to go off some more.  
 
    And then Nico said, “I’m sorry, man. Really fuckin’ sorry.” 
 
    Scott let out a sound of anger that could mean he was about to do more damage, unleash the rest of his fury, hit until he couldn’t swing any more, maybe go at Nico until his hand was broken or we had to pull him off. The rest of us stayed where we were, eyes glued to Scott, and probably most of us thinking about how we’d feel if we were in Scott’s shoes. I know that’s where my head was. 
 
    He needed this. He needed a place to spew the rage at enduring that, knowing that this guy that was there witnessing him being ass-raped on the side of the road, the guy that held him down while it happened to him was someone he’d have to work alongside, play alongside. Break bread with. Possibly put his life in the hands of as well as vow to have that man’s back going forward. 
 
    I didn’t know if I could work, laugh, play, and feel at home with a man who’d been part of that.  Would beating him to a pulp be enough? 
 
    I might have to walk away from the offer of the patch, walk away from the life I’d worked hard to have. 
 
    Scott pulled his fist back one more time, huffing, breathing fire. 
 
    Nico waited. Swaying. Bleeding.  
 
    Scott stood ready, aiming, for a long minute before he unclenched his fist and instead extended his hand for a handshake instead.  
 
    Nico took it and shook. And then Nico went down on his knees, blood dripping onto the floor, feeling whatever he was feeling, letting out a long exhale, before muttering, “Brother.” 
 
    Scott stared down at him, chest rising and falling with big breaths of his own. 
 
    Nico looked up at Scott’s face, “Anything you need from me ever, brother. Anything. Yeah?” 
 
    Scott flexed his hand. 
 
    Nico continued. “Loan you money if I have it when you need it, drive you to the airport, help you move, a babysitter, bone marrow or a fuckin’ kidney, it’s yours.”  
 
    Scott continued to breathe heavily for a minute, eyes on Nico.   
 
    “It’s done,” Scott forced out and then helped Nico to his feet. Nico slapped him on the back.  
 
    Scott stretched his hand out again wincing with the pain. 
 
    As they moved toward the red rope, I unclipped it to let them out. And then I helped Bick and Bront disassemble it as Deke passed each man a bag of ice and damp towel. 
 
    By the time Bick and Bront were back from putting it away, Nico had cleaned the blood off his face and Scott had his back to the wall while he downed rum straight from a bottle.  
 
    “Right, boys. We ready to vote on Scott Harrison getting his patch?” Deke called out.  
 
    Scott put the bottle down and stepped forward.  
 
    “Damn straight!” Little John called out. 
 
    I put my thumb and middle finger to my mouth and blew out a whistle.  
 
    “Scooter, Scooter!” Ride started to chant. Bront and Spencer joined in. 
 
    Deke raised a hand to halt the chanting, then while Scott was voted in, he still didn’t even crack a smile. It was done, so all men who were voted in tonight were given their new cuts. 
 
    Deke asked if there was any further business before we closed for the night, and when no one spoke up, he stated he had one more item. He then put forth one more motion to invite Rob Forker, Ella’s pop and Chris Forker’s uncle to patch in. There was a caveat. Deke argued Rob had been such a good friend to the club and had put in a shit-ton of legwork over the past several months, so Deke wanted him in without him having to do a prospect stint, reasoning he’d pretty much already done it.  
 
    Little John muttered, “Well… I like Rob. He’s a good guy. Been a great friend to the club and I think he’ll fit right in. But, just sayin’, back in my day you’d do at least two years as a prospect no matter you were joining the club when you were twenty-two or fifty-two.” 
 
    Fork spoke up. “Pretty sure my uncle would take the prospect gig, no shame, if that’s his way in.” 
 
    A few other members spoke up, most in favor of Rob joining without having to wear a prospect patch. Then it was agreed on after a speech by Deke about how every one of us had to step up for the club, take dirty jobs sometimes, and that was whether we were fully patched or not. He reiterated that Rob had put his neck on the line repeatedly for the club running illegal goods around in our pursuit of bringing the Jackals down as well as hosting a number of guests for the club including the Valentines when the Roadhouse burnt down.  
 
    It was agreed he’d get his patch and he’d get it in the morning at a quick breakfast church sesh before the charity car wash. He wouldn’t have a prospect patch, but he’d be considered a spare prospect, expected to kick in when extra help was needed for at least six months, though it was understood he had a business to run where most prospects were considered full-time paid employees, Rob would not be in that category. And that caveat wasn’t necessary whatsoever because every single one of us would kick in whenever we needed to. But it seemed to satisfy the older guys like Little John who still had that old school biker mentality.  
 
    And the night was finally fucking over. 
 
    It was after three o’clock in the morning and I was meeting Archer at seven thirty to pick up Gigi. I needed a couple hours of z’s first.  
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    I was sitting on my parked motorcycle beside Bront, who was in his VW bug at the Circle J gas station, when Archer pulled up. And it took a second for me to realize who was in the passenger seat. Because it wasn’t my mother, yet it didn’t look like my girl. And there was nobody in the back seat.  
 
    The door opened and when she folded out dressed in head-to-toe leather, I knew the body, knew the face, but it was the hair that threw me. Instead of blonde and to her waist, it was a burgundy shade and just touched her shoulder blades.  
 
    My first thought was that she was wearing a wig.  
 
    “Yo!” Arch greeted. “Load her gear into this? Hey,” he greeted Bront who got out of his car, extending his hand.  “I’m Archer.” 
 
    “Bronto. Nice to meet ya. Hey, Gia. Nice hair,” Bronto gave Arch a hearty handshake.  
 
    “Look, babe,” Bront jerked his thumb back and turned to the side. 
 
    Gigi frowned on her way to me. “What am I lookin’ for?” 
 
    “Somethin’ different about me, too. No prospect patch. Got fully patched in last night.” 
 
    “Oh… congrats,” she said. 
 
    “Thanks for bringing my girl, Arch,” I called over. 
 
    “My pleasure, Jesse.” 
 
    I turned my gaze her way. She was approaching but way too slowly and staring at her feet. Finally, she met my gaze. But she wasn’t to me yet and since she was walking way too slow, I crooked my finger.  
 
    “Get over here, hostage.” 
 
    When she got to me, I sifted my hand through her hair and our eyes locked.  
 
    “Not a wig,” I remarked. 
 
    “I… cut it. Do you… like it?” 
 
    I flexed my jaw muscles. 
 
    Her shoulders dropped.  
 
    “Well, I had Fern do it. You hate it,” she whispered, face falling. 
 
    She unzipped her leather jacket halfway, and that’s when I saw the shirt she had on underneath. Black shirt stretched tight across her tits, more than a hint of cleavage, the shirt lettered with Property of Jesse.  
 
    And something twinged in my chest at the sight of that. Something I’d never experienced. 
 
    “I don’t hate it,” I replied, suddenly feeling the crotch of my jeans getting tight.  
 
    That shirt, those words on her tits? I fuckin’ liked that a whole lot.  
 
    “Why’d you cut it?” I asked. “Trench coat and fedora improv? This a covert mission?”  
 
    “For one, Aunt Francie.” 
 
    I stretched my neck, avoiding the urge to scoff. 
 
    She explained, “I called to check in on her the day before yesterday. Her hair is comin’ out by the handfuls. She’s really upset. Your momma knows a retired hairdresser who can have it made into a wig.” 
 
    “Cecilia. Lives down the street,” Arch put in from about twenty feet away.  
 
    Gigi nodded. “Yeah. She popped by and took it after Fern cut it off. She’s got wigmaker connections. I’ll be bringing it to Aunt Francie when it’s ready. Hopefully it’ll lift her spirits.” 
 
    “For one? What’s for two? A disguise for the covert mission?” 
 
    She put her index finger to my nose. “Yes to the disguise but no to the covertness. New start for the club today, you said, right?” 
 
    Arch grabbed her guitar, Bront grabbed her purple box and her giant bag of clothes, and they loaded up Bronto’s car and moved off to the side, giving us a modicum of privacy. 
 
    “Right,” I agreed and lowered my voice. “Turned to a new page last night. We haven’t lifted our curfew and we’re still avoiding traveling alone if we can help it. There are still a couple assholes out there that might try to pull shit. Like Sarge. Wild Will Forker. A couple others we know of that didn’t get pinched or get…” I sliced my finger across my throat. 
 
    She winced. 
 
    “But yeah, new page starting with cautious optimism.” 
 
    If the dregs of the Jackals were smart, they’d fuck off and accept their defeat. Our experience with them told us they were allergic to smart, hence the caution. 
 
    “Everything went well, though?” she asked.  
 
    I had not had time to talk to her last night.  
 
    “We did a patch-over. Jackals officially no longer exist.” 
 
    Her eyes bulged. “Seriously? But… a patch-over? That means some of them are part of your club now.” 
 
    “We’ve got just a few carefully chosen Ipswich members that are Jackals, but most of the rest of ‘em are arrested, dead, or have gone to ground.” 
 
    “Mantis?” she asked. 
 
    “Gone,” I replied firmly. 
 
    “To ground?” 
 
    “Gone, baby,” I gave it to her straight. “There’ll be club shit you won’t be in the know for but given everything, you get the facts with this. Mantis paid for at least a few of his crimes.”  
 
    I ran into Edge this morning in the men’s room right after my shower. He was just getting in, throwing me a toothy grin before he leaned against the wall to get his boots off, leaving a bloody smudge on the wall. Those clothes would need to be burned and that shower stall would need to be bleached. Edge obviously knew that given that he came in with a spray bottle of what I suspected was bleach. 
 
    Though he grinned at me, I heard a guttural sound the running water did not drown out. It was a sound that let me know the man needed privacy. I spat the toothpaste out prematurely and vacated.  
 
    He had to be feeling a fuck of a lot after all that. What started out as a rush likely ended with the adrenalin crash of all crashes after losing the woman in his life.  
 
    “I’m glad he got closure,” Gigi muttered, blowing out a breath and melting into me.  
 
    “Now to work on closure for you,” I said.  
 
    Her eyebrows went up.  
 
    I elaborated, “We’ll get to that later. Do some sort of funeral, yeah?” 
 
    She shrugged and bit her lip. 
 
    “So…” I went on, “no need for a disguise, but we’ll still be careful.” I dropped a kiss on the side of her head.  
 
    “Good. But … beyond making a wig for Aunt Francie, I figured maybe if I don’t look like the bunny with the hair, they won’t keep thinkin’ of me that way.” 
 
    “You’re only gonna be hoppin’ for me,” I told her with a grin. 
 
    Her shoulders shook with laughter, and she wiggled her nose in an exaggerated bunny way. 
 
    “Gimme that mouth, my little wabbit.” 
 
    She leaned in and put both hands to my jaw and gave me a sweet kiss. 
 
    “I missed you,” she whispered. 
 
    “Why’re you shaking?” I asked into her neck, taking in her scent. It was different. She smelled a little like Ma. I noticed her citrus shampoo and Pink Sugar shower gel were in my bag instead of hers when I got back. 
 
    “Nerves,” she whispered against my earlobe. “The hair. Worrying you hate it. Goin’ to the club. You know…” 
 
    “It’s all good,” I replied, running my fingers through her hair again, examining the strands as I did.  
 
    I fuckin’ loved her long blonde hair. I didn’t like that she lopped it off to give it to that miserable bitch. I also didn’t like that she also did it to change her appearance in the hopes people who are my chosen family treat her better. I’d be making sure they treated her better regardless.  But no point bitchin’ since it was already gone. 
 
    Her blue eyes popped even more with the darker hair color. It looked like it’d been done at a high-end hair salon. Ma hadn’t lost the talent with the scissors despite the long hiatus.  
 
    “You kinda hate it, don’t you?” she pushed. 
 
    “Don’t know that your aunt deserves that kindness, baby, but that’s your call. It’s your hair; you do with it what you want; at least there’s still enough to grab onto,” I mused, clenching my fist. “And I’d appreciate it if you’d make sure it stayed that way.” 
 
    Her eyes sparkled with mischief as her teeth sank into her bottom lip.  
 
    “And do me a favor?”  
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “When we get back to the clubhouse, take a shower. You smell like my ma. Know it’s cuz you had to use her shampoo and soap, but it might kill the mood.” 
 
    “I should hope it’d kill the mood or else you might need a bit of therapy,” she said, deadpan. 
 
    I kissed her. 
 
    “I missed you,” she repeated in a husky voice. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “And same.”  
 
    She clenched my shirt.   
 
    “Those words look good on your rack, baby,” I added.  
 
    Yeah, I was looking forward to reunion sex.   
 
    She looked down at her chest and then smiled.  “I think I want one in every color of the rainbow.” 
 
    “Tell Ma to make it happen. I’ll foot the bill.” 
 
    She giggled. 
 
    “Music to my ears,” I told her, then said, “Here,” as I passed her a helmet.  
 
    I then turned to a smiling, watching Archer and jerked my chin. He moved toward us. I shook his hand.  
 
    “All good?” he asked, “Cleanup a success?” 
 
    “Good progress,” I replied.  
 
    “Excellent, Come for a weekend soon.”  
 
    “Definitely. Thanks for everything.” 
 
    “Any time.” He pulled Gigi into a tight hug and whispered something to her and then he waved before he got into his car. 
 
    “What he say to you?” I asked, taking in the gentle expression on her face as she watched him pull out. 
 
    “He’s just real sweet. He and Fern know how nervous I’ve been about today.” 
 
    “Need help with that?” I gestured to the helmet.  
 
    She’d been examining it in her hands.  At my offer, she bit her lip and looked at me before swallowing and blowing out a hard exhale. 
 
    And I didn’t know how to read the new expression on her face, so I jerked my chin up questioningly. 
 
    “Last time I was on the back of a motorcycle was when I was a little girl. Great Uncle Billy used to take me for rides.” 
 
    “No shit?” I asked.  
 
    “No shit,” she confirmed. 
 
    A so-called biker bunny that never got on the back of a bike as an adult.  
 
    “Well, you’re the first to ride on the back of mine.” 
 
    “I am?”  
 
    “I don’t let casual hookups on the back of my bike.” 
 
    “Or hostages you’re not fucking?” she retorted cheekily. 
 
    “Never had a hostage I didn’t fuck,’ I fired back. 
 
    She laughed hard and looked gorgeous doing it, the new fringe of her hair swaying sexily over one eye like Jessica Rabbit.  
 
    Yeah, the new hairdo was growing on me already.  
 
    Bront had a smile on his mug when I looked his way. He was in his car with the windows up, and I could feel the bass thrumming from his stereo, so he had music on loud. He wasn’t eavesdropping, but you couldn’t look at a girl that gorgeous with a big smile on her face, laughing, light in her eyes and not feel something warm slide through you. Unless you were a salty prick like me. Seemed I wasn’t feeling so salty today.  
 
    “Today being a new start for the club, time was ripe to give you a ride.” 
 
    “I like that,” she whispered. 
 
    I put her helmet on her head, put mine on, climbed on and then held her hand while she got on behind me. I signaled to Bront and we rolled out. 
 
    It felt very fucking right having her arms wrapped around me the short ride back. And I was looking forward to having her sleep in my sheets tonight, too. Though, I didn’t expect we’d be just sleeping. 
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    A line of cars waiting to be washed circled the block. The parking lot was crawling with bikers and their families as well as local folks along with a camera crew. There were even squad cars, the cops looking at ease rather than watching hawkeyed for biker bullshit like they’d typically do. 
 
    “Get a load of that,” Speedy mumbled as we were assembling for the picture. This picture would have the entire charter post-Jackals patch-over. It’d be blown up and framed to go on the wall in the new clubhouse hall. 
 
    “Get a load of what?” Deke asked. 
 
    “Bacon feasting at the donut trough.” 
 
    All of our heads swung that way and there were three cops with donuts in their hands, one of them had powdered sugar all over his chin.  
 
    That was when the photographer called out,  Say cheese, guys! so the picture that was published in the paper, which got plastered all over the internet, and that also later wound up on the wall in our new hall didn’t look like a bunch of intimidating badass bikers. It was mostly laughing faces.  
 
    The charity carwash was raking in the dough for the club’s Biker Big Bros mentoring charity as well as raking in the goodwill in Aberdeen. Pudge was dressed like a biker clown, blowing up balloon animals for a gaggle of kids. Rider’s and Spencer’s girls were painting kids’ faces like superheroes or animals. Food was being sold by Ella and a few other women, while bikes, cars, and trucks were getting washed by shirtless bikers. The best looking of the bunch. And I was lumped in with that group when Deke handed out assignments.  
 
    During our quick church sesh, Deke suggested the ‘lookers’ be the ones who washed the cars, getting attention that way. Apparently a few of the women got together and made a list of a dozen ‘lookers’. The others would support the rest of the fundraising efforts.  
 
    “I’m more than a pretty face, you know,” Nico piped up after learning he was not on that list, and this got a lot of laughs because Nico was one ugly motherfucker.  Bald, tattooed head. Crooked smile. Deep-set dark eyes. Big nose.  
 
    “You’ve certainly got a sparkling personality,” Deke fired back, and Nico howled with amusement. 
 
    Me, Deacon, Rider, Spencer, Nolan, Fork, Brady, Edge, Scott, Justice, Deke, and Skip were washing cars.  Pudge was entertaining kids. Bronto, Bick, Rob, Nico, Speedy, and the rest of the guys were handling security as well as refilling supplies for all stations. Deke’s woman Laura was handling the money.  
 
    This would be good for business. Very good. It’d also help transform our reputation, which wasn’t all that bad in these parts, but some people didn’t know much about us since the charter hadn’t been here that long. Now, they knew a little more about who we were and what we were about. 
 
    When I finally got my girl down the stairs to join the festivities, I got a kick out of seeing two old smiling grandmothers having their picture taken with a wet and shirtless Brady. Not long later, this had garnered enough attention that a line formed, and a giant whisky jug acted as a donation jar beside Brady’s shirt. It was nearly full of bills.  
 
    Justice got in on that action with a line of his own, but the rest of us either declined, me included, or got told no by their women. Rider’s woman got pretty verbal about the no. And judging by the gleam in Rider’s eyes, I’d say her possessiveness would earn her a good time that night. The fucker soaked that up and paraded like a peacock while he washed cars.  
 
    “Time for me to stop being a spectator and wash some cars,” I told my girl. 
 
    “Oh yeah. You, the spectator; me, the spectacle.” 
 
    I reminded her, “You belong here.”  
 
    She smiled and put her forehead to my throat and snuggled in. 
 
    “And I’m about to be objectified,” I grumbled. 
 
    She smiled and it touched her eyes. “Take your shirt off and the charity’s take might double.” 
 
    “Enjoy the ride this morning?” I asked. 
 
    “So much,” she replied softly, squeezing me.  
 
    “Me, too,” I whispered into her hair.  
 
    When we made eye contact after arriving, she asked me to take her on a longer ride later, so I informed her, with a not small amount of innuendo, that she would definitely get a ride or two.  
 
    When we got in, I took her straight upstairs through the empty clubhouse to my room to drop her guitar and clothes up there, telling her I’d like nothing better than to fuck her, but that I had to do a quick church sesh in the kitchen at 8:30. She fake-pouted and then waved me off, telling me she’d clean my room, shower, and get herself settled in. 
 
    Shortly after the meeting where Rob Forker was presented with his cut and we did the rundown of who was doing what along with the safety plan for the day, brothers who had women either wandered out of rooms or arrived. Then, things got going and everyone moved to the parking lot.  
 
    Gigi and me were probably the last to get down there as it took a pep talk to get her out of my room where she was trying to unpack her clothes and shoes, taking up two drawers in my dresser and making tall but tidy piles on the dresser and beside the clothes rack.  
 
    “My room in the new clubhouse has a closet,” I’d bragged. 
 
    “Go ahead,” she’d muttered, sorting through tank tops, “I’ll just try to make some sense out of this mess and then I’ll be down.” 
 
    “Come now. This can wait.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Rip this Band-Aid off, baby. It’s time.” 
 
    She chewed on her lip and continued sorting through a tangle of stockings. 
 
    “Eyes on me, G,” I’d ordered.  
 
    When she complied, I told her, “I’ve got your back.” I squatted and dropped a kiss on her nose, then added, “And your front.” I tugged her by the hand while rising to my feet and she blew out a long breath but stopped resisting. 
 
    When we got to the action in the parking lot, Skip walked past us, giving her a doubletake before his gaze hit me. It had taken a second for the recognition to hit, and he didn’t hide his shock. Her eyes skidded away from him, landing on me.  
 
    I pulled her closer. “Ignore him; he doesn’t matter to you.” 
 
    Motorcycle pipes rumbled as newcomers arrived from other chapters, other clubs.  
 
    She gave me a look of confidence and I felt pride swell, so I took her hand, lifted it high, and twirled her, stopping when her back was to my chest, then kissing and subsequently sucking on the side of her neck, making eye contact with a still-watching Skip. His eyes traveled the length of her and though I felt proprietary about his eyes being on her, it was a necessary evil; I was making a show of ensuring he saw the lettering on her shirt.  
 
    As I did that, Skip’s wife came into view, walking in her man’s direction, and then faltering on her spiked heels before she froze, rearing back to take in Gigi. 
 
    Sara’s eyes bounced from Gigi to her man, who hadn’t clocked Sara and still watched us, jealousy plain on the man’s face. 
 
    As her eyes narrowed on Skip, it dawned that Gigi’s new hairstyle was almost the same as Sara’s, though Skip’s woman was a brunette and Gigi’s was not only a wine color, but also a touch shorter.  
 
    “You pick that hairstyle or did Fernanda?” I muttered. 
 
    “Hm,” she verbalized, so I turned her to face me, seeing Sara’s eyes landing on her man with question and then anger before she looked away and caught up with Marlena and two women I knew were from Sioux Falls.  
 
    “Maybe it’s a good thing if when he looks at me it helps him remember he’s got a wife,” she stated, illustrating she caught my drift. 
 
    I threw my head back and laughed. Her eyes sparkled with mischief.  
 
    And I felt a whole lotta eyes on us. 
 
    “I’ve gotta wash some cars and objectify myself for the cause,” I told her, then pulled my cut off and held it out. “Take care of this for me?”  
 
    She took it, looking nervous again.  
 
    “You can sniff it if you wanna.” 
 
    She face-planted into my chest, laughing.  
 
    I stroked her back and said, “Tracy’s over there. Gonna hang with her?” 
 
    She nodded, looking over at Tracy with relief. 
 
    Tracy did a double take, then shouted, “Hey, girlie! Look at you! Ch-ch-cherry bomb! Right on!” 
 
    Gigi waved at Tracy while I pulled my t-shirt off and handed that to her, too. She immediately put her nose to it and then sighed. 
 
    I laughed, dropped a kiss on her mouth, then strolled over to the crew of bikers with sponges, squeegees, hoses, and buckets. And there were people snapping pictures. Not just the camera crew.  
 
    “The fuck?” I muttered, joining a bunch of the brothers by the front of the line. There were half a dozen of them washing a Hummer filled with four soccer moms who were giggling like teenagers and if I wasn’t mistaken, snapping pictures or taking video of me.  
 
    “That Magic Mike strut you just did with all those tatts on display,” Nolan, our new prospect, pointed out, passing me a sponge.  
 
    I leveled him with a look that should’ve told him he sounded like an idiot. He didn’t pick up on that, because he went on to say, “You’ll get the attention of the ladies today, for real, brother. I’m gonna take a page outta your book and copy that cock walk. Bag me some honeys.” 
 
    “He’s got a lady, dumbass,” Spence told him, then sprayed him with a hose. 
 
    Nolan laughed. “The one over there with the peachy ass? Nice, brother.” He raised his hand to high five me and then dropped his hand when he was left hanging.  
 
    “Don’t talk about my girl’s ass, prospect,” I warned. “And I best not catch your eyes on it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, got my eyes on that one,” he pointed toward a purple Harley where Deke’s daughter Jojo stood. Jojo was stacked. Gorgeous. And a hundred percent off limits.  
 
    Bront winced at that remark, about to speak up, when Spencer leaned in. 
 
    “Get your fuckin’ beady eyes off my little sister, dickwad.” 
 
    Nolan’s eyes went wide as he jolted. “Oh shit,” he muttered. 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll say,” Deacon warned, throwing a wet sponge at him. “Wash some fuckin’ cars and keep your eyes off her.” 
 
    “Pity the poor fucker that tries,” Scott said, low. 
 
    I looked over at Jojo and saw she moved over to my girl and Tracy. She hugged Gigi and was touching her hair. And a minute later, though she was talking to them, she had her eyes on Fork, who was squeegeeing the passenger windows of the Hummer we were on.  
 
    “Looks like she’s got someone in her sights,” Nolan then said.  
 
    Hearing what Nolan just said, Fork’s eyes bounced toward Jojo, and they made eye contact.  
 
    He looked away with a jaw clench and a cuss under his breath. And knowing what I knew of him so far, which to be fair wasn’t much, I could guess what he might be thinking. That the princess was the prized jewel of the club and absolutely off limits. And probably too good for the likes of an outlaw biker trying to find the right side after too long being forced to live on the wrong one. 
 
    My eyes moved back to her, and she was still watching him, looking like a smitten kitten. Shit.  
 
    Fork was closer to seven feet tall than six with long blond hair. He and Brady with their size, hair color, and facial hair could easily be cast as extras in a Viking movie.  
 
    Spencer had moved out of earshot toward Deke who stood talking to a couple Rapid City members who’d just arrived, but I looked at Deacon and could tell he’d clocked how his sister was looking at our new MC brother, too. 
 
    “Why don’t a few of us get on the next car in line. Get things movin’ faster,” Deacon muttered.  
 
    Me, Fork, Scott, and Justice moved to the next vehicle, this one an Audi driven by a smiling man and another male passenger who was clapping his hands excitedly at the sight of us moving in his direction. 
 
    ***  
 
    The afterparty was in full swing in Deke’s Roadhouse. The music was loud, shots were being slammed back, and the vibe was rowdy. Though we were open to the public, there wasn’t much ‘public’ here since it was wall-to-wall bikers and their women showing support. Celebrating the downfall of some really fuckin’ ugly thugs who would not be missed, it was the kind of rowdy that’d see arm wrestling. Laughing. Music getting louder. Couples getting hot and heavy. It wasn’t the kind of rowdy where people would turn ugly.  
 
    Though, that said, we had half a dozen members not drinking, not celebrating, rather keeping their eyes and ears open for any sign of trouble. The last thing we needed was for the dregs of the enemy to take opportunities. Also, with all the goodwill the event brought in the local media, we didn’t need brawls or other bullshit to cloud an otherwise successful day. 
 
    While I wasn’t assigned to safety patrol today, I was only nursing a beer, not planning on getting loaded. I wanted to stay sharp, feeling like it was too soon to let my guard down. 
 
    We made room at the bar for an approaching Brady. A bunch of us propped up the bar while watching some of the women cut up the dancefloor. Not my woman; she was sitting at a table nearby with Tracy and a few other Sioux Falls women. None but Tracy were old ladies. The other three with them were hang-around girls who’d obviously made the trip for the afterparty, one of them the girl who’d greeted my girl with Delia back at the mother charter. 
 
    “Where you been?” I heard Deke ask Brady who had a grim expression. 
 
    Brady sighed. “Spency’s got some drama with his girl. Just dropped off some smokes and a bottle to him.” 
 
    “Where is he?” Deke asked. 
 
    “Camped out on her folks’ front porch.” 
 
    “That didn’t last long,” Skip piped up. 
 
    “Don’t mean it’s over, just a little rocky,” Brady put in, gesturing for Coco, the bartender’s attention. “Brewsky, Coco, please?” 
 
    “Need to put prospects on the house,” Deke advised, gesturing to Nolan to come over. 
 
    “Good point, Prez,” Brady said. 
 
    “Bullshit with Pippa’s ex’s mother spouting some shit about Spencer,” Bront shared. “Saw it happen. That woman wants to break ‘em up, for sure.” 
 
    “It work? What’d she say about him?” Skip asked. 
 
    “You guys gossip worse than women,” Coco muttered, handing Brady his beer.  
 
    Skip clamped his mouth shut, but looked displeased at the dis.  
 
    “Any of you cluckin’ hens want another drink?” she called. 
 
    “Hey there,” Nico slid up to the bar. “I’m Nico.” 
 
    “And?” she asked. 
 
    “And, what’s yer name?”  
 
    “Don’t matter what my name is, turkey. What do ya wanna drink?” 
 
    “Coco, be sweet, babe. This is a new brother,” Deacon coaxed. 
 
    She rolled her eyes, putting shots and beers down in front of Fork and Justice. “Ya ain’t never gonna see me sweet and you know it. You want a drink, new brother?” 
 
    “Yeah. Double shot of tequila. And one for you, Coco.” 
 
    “Don’t want no tequila.” 
 
    “Then keep the change.” He pulled some bills out of his pocket. “And how about you gimme your number?” 
 
    “1-900-Fuck off.” She took the money, gave him her back, and poured him his drink. 
 
    “What’s her story?” Nico asked. 
 
    “You don’t wanna know,” Deacon replied. 
 
    “Unless she’s taken, she’s gonna be in my bed,” Nico declared. 
 
    “I wouldn’t bet on it,” Deke advised. 
 
    “Prez, take my advice: don’t bet against Nico,” Fork muttered, downing a shot. 
 
    “Nope,” Justice agreed before downing his shot. 
 
    “Ready, aim, fire,” Nico added, “I always hit my target.” He pointed a finger gun at Coco’s ass as she walked to the opposite end of the bar and pulled the imaginary trigger with a growl. 
 
    As the boys were laughing it up at Nico, I felt Gigi at my side, tugging on my leather to get my attention. My eyes slid that way and I saw Skip’s wife was now at the seat Gigi had vacated.  
 
    The brothers were laughing at Nico as I looked at Gigi’s face and saw an expression that made my own expression drop.  
 
    “Hey,”  I greeted. 
 
    “Can I have the key to your room? I’ve got a headache. Gonna go lie down.” 
 
    “I’ll come.” I downed the rest of my beer. 
 
    “No, it’s okay. Hang with the brothers. You guys earned the right to celebrate.” 
 
    I looked over her shoulder and saw Tracy jabbing her finger in Sara’s direction. Sara was rolling her eyes and fake yawning. 
 
    “Skip’s woman say somethin’ shitty?” I asked. And then my eyes bounced to Skip and I raised my brows.   
 
    He jerked his chin up and moved closer. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Nothing’s up. Key please, Jesse?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll walk you up,” I offered, putting my hand to the small of her back. “Can’t get up there without a fob or an alarm keycode anyway.” 
 
    “Night everyone,” Gigi said, waving. 
 
    “Night babe,” Brady put his hand to her hair. “Love the new ‘do by the way.” 
 
    I gave him a look. He pulled his hand back and gave me a goofy grin. “I’ll just keep these to myself, then.” 
 
    “Obliged,” I said, low, holding out my hand and shaking his hand. “Night brother.” 
 
    Though his grin had been goofy, I could read in his eyes that he got me. And it was good that several other brothers witnessed it, too.  
 
    Gigi’s eyes widened briefly as I tugged her hand to lead her out. 
 
    *** 
 
    “What happened?” I asked, once we were in my room. We’d come up the back way and both lounges up here were also crawling with people. 
 
    “I just need some sleep. You can go back down there. You could’ve even just tapped the fob and let me come up. I didn’t mean to take you away from the celebration.” 
 
    “Few things,” I replied, locking the door behind me. “One, only got the one key. You sleep like the dead. No way I’m gonna knock on this door for hours while you saw logs.” 
 
    She snickered. “That’s fair.” 
 
    “And can’t have you leaving it unlocked with all these club guests.” 
 
    “I get that. Been in that situation before and it’s not fun to wake up gettin’ groped.” 
 
    My gut roiled at that notion. 
 
    Her expression went wired at what must’ve been my reaction. 
 
    “Also…” I went on, “You think I’m gonna let you go to sleep up here when I haven’t had one on one time with you since… forever?” I advanced, backing her up until she tumbled onto the bed. I swept her still half-full hockey bag of clothes off, so it landed on the floor with a thud. I climbed on top of her, bracing hands on either side of her face.  
 
    “Since forever?” she asked, eyes lighting up. 
 
    “Feels like it.” 
 
    “It does.” She combed her fingers through my hair.  
 
    “Need a headache pill?” I asked. 
 
    “I think you’re about to cure it,” she whispered, then put her mouth to my earlobe. 
 
    “I’m gonna fuck you. Hard.” 
 
    She shivered while she also licked her lips with hunger seeping into her features. I felt it in the groin.  
 
    I then said, “But I’m gonna get to the bottom of whatever that Sara shit was downstairs first.” 
 
    She gave me doe eyes. 
 
    “Yeah. You want that hard fucking, tell me what that was about first.” 
 
    “Sexual extortion? Jesse James Garcia…that is hot.” 
 
    “Yep. So we can talk it out and then move on, fuckin’ without you having bullshit fucking with your head, Gianna Grace Jones.” 
 
    She swallowed. “Sometimes you’re sweet even when you’re salty.” 
 
    “Right, so…” I rolled my hand.  
 
    “She’s not happy I’m here. She’s making that clear.” 
 
    “She’ll have to get over it. Don’t worry about what she thinks.” 
 
    “She…” She shook her head. “She’s not wrong to be angry. Me being here is a reminder her man steps out on her. I’m crossing the floor, from the bunny level to girlfriend. And it’s bound to ruffle feathers.” 
 
    “See, that’s a Sara and Skippy problem. It’s not a Jesse and Gianna problem. You’re not still fuckin’ her man. You ever tell her you stopped that shit when you found out about her?” 
 
    She looked away.  
 
    “No, you didn’t, did you?” I tipped her chin back, so she had to look at my face. 
 
    She sighed. “I’m not a confrontational person. Can we be done talking about Sara? I’d like you to help me get rid of my headache.” 
 
    “Your fake headache, you mean?” 
 
    “Duh,” she rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Busted,” I said and laughed. And then I touched her hair. “This might be growin’ on me.” 
 
    She smiled. “Yeah?” 
 
    “You look good, hostage.” 
 
    “Thanks, Salty. You’re a sight for sore eyes yourself.” 
 
    “This is all gonna work out. Ignore Sara. Plenty of other good women around. She’ll learn to put up or shut up.” 
 
    “Hope so.” 
 
    “Hang with Pippa. Ella. Jojo. Jenna.” 
 
    She nodded.  “Ella and Jenna looked like they were having fun on the dance floor. Didn’t see Pippa tonight.” 
 
    “Nah. Her and Spence are brawlin’ about something.” 
 
    “Yuck. That’s a bummer.” 
 
    “They’ll work it out.” 
 
    “She’s nice.” 
 
    “Yeah. Deacon’s woman is a real sweetheart, too.” 
 
    “She threatened to beat me up.” 
 
    “What? Ella?” 
 
    “Last year in the falls. She was drunk. She warned me she’d claw my eyes out if I went after Rider when Jenna and Rider were becoming a thing. I’m not taking it personally.” 
 
    I snickered. “Protective over her friend. That’s the kind of crew you need to link up with. Rider’s woman is solid, too. Big heart on that one and fiercely protects her friends. She’s feisty. Be good if you got in with them. Bettin’ they’d take your back with Skip’s bitch.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Not like they’re likely excited about that idea given my past.” She wrinkled her nose then ran her nose up my chest. “Let’s drop this. How about you fuck me, I fall asleep since I didn’t get much sleep last night, and you go back downstairs and party with your club while I catch some z’s?”  
 
    I rolled off her and pulled my cut off, then got out of my boots and socks. “Unless you tire me out. I could stay.” 
 
    “Whatever you want,” she whispered.  
 
    And then both of my hands glided up her sides to cup her tits. “I want you to tire me out,” I said, “Wanna take my time playing with my property. Like seein’ these words on you a fuck of a lot.” 
 
    She got up and kicked her boots off. I stood and pulled her close.  
 
    She got on her tiptoes and kissed me, so I slanted my head, so she didn’t have to stay up on those toes. I helped her out of her jacket, and then we went tumbling into the bed again before I went for the fly of her leather pants. 
 
    Getting those off took a little effort as they were like a second skin. She wore a tiny black thong underneath and once she was down to the Property of Jesse tank top and the thong, I snapped my jeans undone and reached for a condom. 
 
    “You’re mine now. You gonna let me fuck you ungloved any time soon?”  
 
    She bit her lip. 
 
    “We’ll both test,” I added. 
 
    “I… tested a couple months ago. Haven’t been with anybody but you since,” she said. 
 
    “Then I’ll get tested tomorrow.” 
 
    She said nothing. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    She swallowed and blew out a breath. 
 
    “You’re hesitating. Why?” 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “We’re still new. You’re not sure if you trust me.” 
 
    “I mean… I want to. You’ve given me no reason not to trust you. I don’t wanna pour cold water on your libido, but I’ve been burnt before so it’s hard to shift my mindset.” 
 
    “Burnt?”  
 
    She winced. “Don’t really wanna talk about it and scare you off.” 
 
    “You clean?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m clean, I promise I am, but yeah… I got burnt. I was lucky that I was only burnt a little. It could’ve been worse and the notion of that – it’s made me very… careful. My grampa’s brother died of HIV/AIDS when I was a kid, so… yeah. I’m careful.” 
 
    “We’ll talk about it again in a while. Table it for now. How’s that?” 
 
    She looked surprised. 
 
    I tore the condom wrapper.  
 
    “Did I ruin the mood?” she whispered. 
 
    “It ruined for you?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head slowly. 
 
    I ground my cock against her. “Feel like it’s ruined for me?”  
 
    She again shook her head slowly, this time with a smile. 
 
    And then she crooked her finger until I closed the distance and our lips touched. 
 
    “How are you real?” she whispered against my mouth. 
 
    “Guess you finally lucked out, huh? Actually, nope,” I amended, “You earned something real, hostage. And you’ve got it. Whether that means it’s hard out there or gets easy with time and you get what you need from my club, which is where I plan to get it to… in here, in these sheets… it’s us, I’m yours. We’re real.”  
 
    I moved back enough to take in her expression. It melted into something that let me see behind that shroud she usually wears. I saw longing. Utter want. That she let me see what she otherwise hides felt like a gift. 
 
    “There she is,” I whispered as I guided my sheathed cock around the tiny thong. 
 
    The surprise on her face quickly melted into a different look, a look I was getting addicted to – the sexy face she made when my piercing moved over her clit and my cock sank inside her. Though this time the expression held an extra nuance of something I couldn’t immediately name. Trust maybe. Hope flared at the idea of that from her. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to fuck this girl ungloved. I knew she had reservations, that she didn’t trust this yet, but I’d get there with her.  
 
    I rolled, taking her with me so I was on my back. She pulled her knees up to straddle me and blew her new bangs out of her eyes as I grabbed both hands and threaded our fingers together. She dug her knees deeper into my mattress and started moving. My eyes traveled her body, loving the sight of Property of Jesse scrawled across her tank top as I felt her tight heat clamp around me.  
 
    She went slow, hips circling, then alternating to rocking back and forth. I wanted faster, so I let one hand go so I could rub her clit. 
 
    “Faster, baby,” I encouraged.  
 
    My girl complied. But not fast enough, so as she started to whimper, juddering as I took her to climax, I did an ab curl and put her on her back, our heads at the bottom of the bed. I hammered my hips into hers while pinning her wrists over her head. I put my mouth to the skin above her collarbone, planning to leave another mark to be seen by fuckin’ everyone who laid eyes on her. 
 
    “Another hickey?” she asked, giggling. 
 
    “This is your Property of Jesse throat tatt,” I grunted.  
 
    She giggled louder. 
 
    “My second favorite sound of yours.” 
 
    “What’s your first fave?” 
 
    “You’re about to make it.” 
 
    I grabbed a handful of her hair and the thought of why she cut her hair slid through me with warmth. To help someone. A bitchy aunt that didn’t deserve the wig she was having made for her. Effort – trying to fit in with my club. And the style – chosen to make a point to a fuckhead who was the biggest source of her fear about fitting in with my club. 
 
    I was giving this girl more patience than I’d given to anyone. Because it felt like there would be a payoff. A big one. That being seeing her always the way she looked now. Happy. Free. Basking, because I was making my feelings clear.  
 
    Our gazes locked and I came with her legs wrapped around me, hands tightly clasped with hers against the mattress. I whispered, “Baby.”  
 
    “Jesse,” she whimpered. 
 
    Yeah. That was my first favorite sound of hers. 
 
    *** 
 
    I was back from the john, lighting a joint. She was asleep on her belly, on my side of the bed, looking absolutely stunning. Peaceful. Mine. 
 
    The blanket was down low, at her knees, so I could see her gorgeous ass on display, that tiny thong still askew from my fucking her. Her skin smelled like candy again, her hair like oranges. As soon as we got here she’d given me what I asked for by showering, so she’d smell the way I liked.  
 
    I wanted Skippy Fuckhead Ford to fucking pay for the bullshit he’d pulled on her. I was in a tough spot being that we were in the same MC and that he had more than ten years with the club, where I didn’t even have one.  
 
    My eyes were open. The first clue I had that he was fucking with her again or fucking over anybody that didn’t deserve it would not go unanswered. Yeah. I was learning patience. He would fuck up one way or the other and I’d go for his goddamn throat.  
 
    I didn’t need to go back downstairs or even down the hall in either direction to celebrate more with the brothers. I needed to be in my sheets with my Gigi. 
 
    ***  
 
    There was a big club breakfast happening in Deke’s Roadhouse. And I was pissed off. Because she didn’t want to go. 
 
    I woke her up with my tongue between her legs and she was smiling, satisfied, pretty well glowing when she left my room to take a shower.  
 
    When she was back, she was withdrawn.  
 
    “Something happen in the bathroom?” I asked. 
 
    “Mostly dirty looks.” 
 
    “Mostly?” 
 
    She shook her head and I let it go. I let it go because I was thinking I needed to figure out how to tackle this problem head on, so she didn’t have to. 
 
    “Let’s head down for breakfast.” 
 
    Her phone pinged. And then it pinged again almost immediately afterwards. She glanced at it, then muttered, “I’ll answer her later.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Tracy.” 
 
    I glanced at her screen. 
 
    Tracy: Hey!  
 
    Tracy: Comin’ for breakfast? 
 
    “Too bad she doesn’t live here. I really like her. She tells it like it is. She’s got a momma bear mentality.” 
 
    “Saw she was takin’ your back last night with Skip’s bitch. Not surprised. Vic and her haven’t been together long. She started as a hang-around,” I advised. “So she gets your position here.” 
 
    “I know,” she said softly, “She got scooped up fast though so no time for her to get pigeonholed. Not everyone is so lucky.” 
 
    “How about you look ahead instead of behind,” I suggested, pulling on a clean long-sleeved t-shirt. 
 
    “I’m lucky now. You’re worth the wait. Worth the bullshit.”  
 
    I assessed her face; she did not seem to be feeding me bullshit.  
 
    “Then stop worrying about what that bitch thinks.” 
 
    “Gonna try and keep reminding myself to do that, baby,” she said softly. “Not easy when someone’s there trying to make you look back though.” 
 
    “She’ll get over it or I’ll do something about it, okay?” 
 
    “You don’t need to do anything about it. I refuse to cause problems between you and your club. I’ll deal, Jesse. But I’m not really feeling breakfast though.” 
 
    “At least come down and make an appearance. Just a quick one.” 
 
    She wiggled her nose. “Can we not?” 
 
    She moseyed up to me and put her arms around me. “Could we just be here just us instead? For today?”  
 
    I searched her face. 
 
    “Please?” she tried. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “But don’t try manipulating me with that pout too often, or it’ll lose its’ power.” 
 
    She smiled brightly and shoved me backwards. I went with it and landed on my back on my bed. She climbed onto me. 
 
    “But what if I wanna manipulate you with my mouth in a different way? A sexy way?” 
 
    “Yeah?” I inquired. 
 
    She poked her tongue out to the side, then slowly licked across the top lip and when she got to the other side, sucked on her bottom lip.  
 
    “I would not oppose that idea,” I said with a shrug. “They sell bulk Fruit Roll Ups in Costco?”  
 
    She smiled and crawled backwards down my body, going for my fly. “I’m in the mood for just your taste right now,” she advised.  
 
    *** 
 
    Half an hour later, I’d slipped downstairs to grab some food to bring back up and saw Tracy at the coffee pot, talking to Jojo. As soon as she saw me, she came over. 
 
    “Hey, hot stuff. Where’s Gia?” 
 
    “Upstairs,” I advised. 
 
    “Bringing up some sustenance?” she asked, watching me fill a takeout container with fruit salad.  
 
    I gave her a half a smirk. She gave me a blinding smile. 
 
    “What shit did Skip’s woman Sara pull last night?” I asked. 
 
    She didn’t hesitate to lay it out. “Sara more than insinuated that you and Gia are fake, just to throw her off the scent of Gia and her old man. And then she dropped a threat that if you two are legit, a few sentences in your ear could end it for her and everyone would know what a dirty skank she is.” 
 
    Tracy looked pissed.  
 
    “And how did G respond?”  
 
    “She just said, ‘I’m not after your man, girlfriend. Not at all.’ Sara goes, ‘You will never, not ever be a girlfriend to me and if I have my way, neither will you with any other old lady in this club.’ I told her that she already had me and that I knew she also had Jojo and Delia, plus I said if I had my way, she’d have plenty of friends. Though she’ll have no problem earning them herself once people get to know her. Gia then just got up and she went to you.” 
 
    “What’d Sara say after?” 
 
    “That woman smiled like a Cheshire cat when Gia left. I told her I knew for a fact you two weren’t fake. She told me she’d run her outta town, that she was here first, and it wasn’t right for her to try and jump up the social ladder from club whore to old lady and Sara would be sure it didn’t happen. I told my old man I like it around here, that we should visit more often. Maybe even consider movin’ here. He doesn’t think that’s an option, unfortunately.” She rolled her eyes. “But I’m gonna work on him some more.” 
 
    Because she wants to take my woman’s back?  
 
    She must’ve read my expression.  
 
    “I like it here. Like the people. Most of ‘em. Grew up here but moved to the falls after high school.”  
 
    She turned an irate gaze toward Sara, who was sitting at a table with her two kids along with Speedy and his woman and kids plus another woman, didn’t know who she was but figured she was a Sioux Falls old lady.  
 
    “And besides the bonus of putting certain sanctimonious bitches in their place, I’ve also got an ex-sister-in-law that I really like, and she lives here, is dating one of your brothers, so it’d be good to be near my nephew.” 
 
    “Who’s she with?” 
 
    “Scooter.” 
 
    “Ah. Deanna.” 
 
    “Yeah. She has a kid with my brother. He lives here. He’s a low life, but she ain’t. Anyway, we’ll see. We’re hitting the road after breakfast so tell your ol’ lady to message me later. Good to see you again.” 
 
    “Yeah. Safe travels,” I said. 
 
    Vic jerked his chin up at me from a table near the door. I didn’t know him real well, but he seemed like a solid brother. 
 
    I greeted a few other brothers on the way to the back staircase with a borrowed Roadhouse tray holding containers of food and coffees. Before I got there though, Deacon’s woman Ella approached and dropped a keychain onto the tray. 
 
    “Here you go. Deke said you needed these for Gia.” 
 
    A keychain with a key and a fob. 
 
    “For your door. And the outside upstairs door, her door code is the same as yours but starting with a one at the beginning if she needs to key it in.” 
 
    “Thanks Ella.” I tapped the door with my fob. 
 
    She gave me a bright smile. “I’ll hold that for you.” She held the door. 
 
    I found Skip in the hall at my door. My eyes narrowed as he kept walking, making like he was heading for the bathroom. I didn’t know if he was or wasn’t, but I gave him a look just in case.  
 
    He rolled his eyes. “You’ve got it wrong. I’m just headin’ to the can. This gonna be an ongoin’ problem with us?” 
 
    “Not if you don’t give me a reason to make it a problem. And that goes for your missus. She’s on a campaign, apparently, wants to run my girl outta town.” 
 
    “I’ll deal with that,” he said. 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” I replied, then opened my door.  
 
    I found her dressed in jeans, spiked boots, and pulling a jacket on. 
 
    “Um… hi,” she said. 
 
    “Anybody knock on this door?” I asked. 
 
    “No, why?” she replied, poking a hoop earring into her earlobe.  
 
    “Nothin’. What’s up?” I asked. 
 
    “I need to get up to the falls. My aunt needs me. Do you have the keys to my car?” 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    “She’s super-duper sick. She needs someone to look after her. Treatments are kicking her butt.” She poked an earring into the other ear. 
 
    “You bein’ straight with me? This isn’t about that bullshit with Skip’s bitch?” 
 
    “I mean, yeah and no. Aunt Francie needs me. She really does. But it wouldn’t hurt to get a bit of distance from that situation, too.” 
 
    I sighed.  
 
    “Honest, she needs me. But not gonna fib and say I’m not lookin’ for an out anyway. I really do need to go for a few days at least. Give her a hand.” 
 
    “You can’t drive that wreck up there. It needs tires, woman. And brakes. At the very least. Even with that, it could die on you any minute.” 
 
    She bit her lip. 
 
    “And we’re still under curfew.” 
 
    “She hasn’t been able to keep anything down, Jesse. Not even water.” 
 
    “I’ll drive you,” I said.  
 
    “You’ll… you will?” 
 
    “Yeah. You can’t drive that wreck. And I can’t lend you my truck right now and have you traveling alone.” 
 
    “I probably need to stay for at least a couple days.” 
 
    “Then we’ll stay a few days. I’m gonna go talk to Deke and then we’ll head down there.” 
 
    She looked surprised. 
 
    “You think I’m gonna let you drive that wreck three hours? You think I’m leaving you unprotected when the few men left could try and strike back at us for what just happened? After what they did to your sister and how that chick in the store was asking you questions?” 
 
    She stared at me with moisture welling up in her eyes.  
 
    “I’ll go talk to Prez. How long you think you’ll need?” 
 
    “I’m not sure…” 
 
    “Pack a bag for us for a couple days. We’ll get there and figure it out from there.” 
 
    “I…” She bit her lip. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She winced. 
 
    “Spit it out, Gigi.” 
 
    She jolted in surprise, but said nothing.  
 
    “C’mon. What?” 
 
    “You don’t need to be salty, Jesse.” 
 
    “Spit it out, woman, and I won’t have to be.” 
 
    “I think you should just drop me off. Aunt Francie isn’t exactly friendly at the best of times.” 
 
    “Noticed that.” 
 
    “So she might not take kindly to having both of us there.” 
 
    “Too bad. She needs help, she’ll have to deal.” 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “I gotta talk to Prez. Be back. Pack me some jeans, tees, socks ‘n underwear. And toss my weed in the bag, too.” 
 
    “And you’ve already missed a bunch of time at your job because of me.” 
 
    “Let me worry about that.”  
 
    “You’re kinda steamrolling me here, Jesse.” 
 
    “Yeah. To keep you safe, G. So deal with it.”  I slipped out of the room before she could muster more words to attempt to talk me out of coming.  
 
    *** 
 
    “No key?” I asked. 
 
    “I didn’t even get to have a key when I lived here,” she replied. 
 
    “She know you’re coming?” I asked, standing behind her with a backpack over one shoulder, Gigi’s third-full big bag at my feet. Her guitar was still in my truck. 
 
    “Yeah. She needs me. She hinted like crazy until I offered. I told her I’d get here today, as soon as I could.” 
 
    We’d been at the door for at least five minutes.  
 
    Finally it opened, and Gigi’s aunt muttered, “Took you long enough,” as she opened it. 
 
    And then her eyes landed on me. And her expression went ugly as we both filed in. 
 
    “What’s he doin’?” Francie demanded, eyes on me. She was disheveled, in a housecoat. She looked like death warmed over. 
 
    “I told you I’d come help out,” Gigi replied, “but I was over three hours away.” 
 
    “Yeah, you said you’d come. You didn’t say you were bringin’ anyone.” 
 
    “Where she goes, I go,” I said. “Make sure no trouble follows her.” 
 
    “So you brought trouble to my fuckin’ door when I’m goin’ through this shit?” she fumed. 
 
    “No, we didn’t, Aunt Francie,” Gigi advised, “There won’t be trouble, but Jesse’s protective. It’s a precaution because of what happened to Kailey. Let’s get you back resting.” 
 
    She tried to guide her toward the short hall behind the kitchen.  
 
    “Cops showed up to ask questions about Kailey, you know? They’re investigating her murder.” 
 
    “I know. I told them what I thought when I identified her. Did they say if they had any leads?” 
 
    “Said not much to go on so far. You have a funeral for her?”  
 
    “Not yet. She’s been cremated though.” 
 
    The woman made a grunt of acknowledgement, then looked her up and down, “That wig don’t suit you.” 
 
    “It’s not a wig; I wanted a change.” 
 
    “Looked better before,” she muttered. “Get blessed with that head o’ hair and you cut it and color it? That’s a waste.”  
 
    As a rumble climbed up my throat and I was about to set this hag straight, my woman’s eyes sliced to me with a plea in them, so I bit my tongue.  
 
    I knew she wanted to surprise her with the wig. She texted my ma on the way down here to ask about an ETA for the wig. Ma was gonna find out but said it should be ready soon. 
 
    She babbled on the way down about the aunt’s complaints about being unable to keep food down, how she felt the worst she’d felt in her life. G talked about how she’d need to go clean the place, change the sheets, be there for her for errands that needed to be done. Talking about the aunt having nobody to help.  
 
    She talked about the aunt trying to get some medication that was supposed to help with the endless nausea, and then she read me shit she found online about remedies. Some acupuncture wristbands she’d heard about, how ginger might help with the nausea.  
 
    She muttered she’d make sure to stop by the nursing home to pick up her last paycheck, some holiday pay.  
 
    Normally, I couldn’t listen to someone babble for three fuckin’ hours, but I was finding myself surprisingly unannoyed.  
 
    I stopped at a grocery store once we were inside the Sioux Falls city limits.  
 
    “Oh,” she said, “I gotta get my holiday pay first. I don’t have any money to – ” 
 
    “You think I’m not gonna help out?” 
 
    “I’ve got a couple hundred bucks coming but my old boss said it wasn’t ready. She’d text me when it was. But I haven’t heard from her.” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it, I’ve got you.” 
 
    “She couldn’t get me that pay before I went on the unpaid vacation.” She rolled her eyes.  
 
    A minute later, she said, “Aunt Francie’s not very good about paying money back when you get something that she didn’t ask for, and-” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit. Let’s go get whatever shit you think’ll help. I’m not bothered about the money.”  
 
    “If you’re with me a couple days you won’t get paid from the garage, though, and…” 
 
    “Babe, I’m not rollin’ in it, but I have low overhead. Live at the clubhouse for free, own this truck and my Harley, so no payments. The garage pays well, and the club pays profit-sharing. They’re not into shady shit these days, so while we pay dues, we’ve got investments and Deke pays profit-sharing on those. I’ve got money in the bank. I’m not worried about it. I’m happy to cover you.” 
 
    “Okay. Thank you.” 
 
    “Most chicks are happy to let their man put his hand in his pocket for her.” 
 
    “Guess I’m not most chicks,” she said, smiling. 
 
    “Thank fuck for that.” 
 
    She was still all smiles as we went into the store. I told her to get whatever she figured her aunt needed while I bought some beer for later.  
 
    And now that we were at the aunt’s, she handed us shit almost non-stop from the minute we walked in. When she wasn’t puking or moaning. 
 
    I wasn’t heartless, had sympathy for how she was feeling, but she was unnecessarily bitchy beyond that, like us coming to look after her was her doin’ a favor for Gigi instead of it being the other way around. 
 
    I’d been directed to the second bedroom with our bags, hearing her bitching through the thin walls. 
 
    “I’m already feelin’ like shit, shittier than I’ve felt in my fuckin’ life, girl, and you hand me this?” 
 
    “Aunt Francie, Jesse’s amazing. He’s here for me and he already helped by buying all the stuff I got at the store.” 
 
    “Didn’t ask for nothin’.”  
 
    “I know. But I’m here for you. I promise, you don’t have to fret about Jesse being here.” 
 
    “Bullshit is what this is. I need to lie down.” 
 
    “Have you eaten today?” 
 
    “Can’t. Throwin’ up air for fuck’s sake.” 
 
    “I’ll make you some broth and get you some ginger ale.” 
 
    “Don’t want nothin’, Gianna. I’m tired of barfing and anything that goes down comes right back up.” 
 
    “Try. A few sips. We got you some anti-nausea wristbands and some ginger lozenges, along with some natural ginger anti-nausea pills. Did the doctor say when your prescription would come?” 
 
    “It’s on the way.” 
 
    I looked around the little guest room. Little was an understatement. Smaller even than my room in the clubhouse, space taken up with a futon with a bunkbed over top of it. Small television set on a dresser. Little closet filled with boxes. I opened the blinds on the puny window and cranked the sunroof open to get some air in here. It smelled like fake flowers and stale cigarettes. I tossed the bags and her purple box of girl shit on the top bunk. The bottom futon would open up to a double and it’d nearly touch the door when it was open. 
 
    I heard gagging noises from the bathroom walking by a minute later, finding Gigi in the kitchen area that fed into the living room with a small island in between, three stools in front of it. I sat on one while she warmed up a can of soup on the stove. 
 
    “This isn’t gonna be fun,” she whispered, looking frazzled.  
 
    I shrugged. “Not everything’s fun, babe. That’s life.” 
 
    She huffed out a sigh while pouring from the pot to a bowl. 
 
    “Really not fun, though. You don’t have to stay.”  
 
    I didn’t answer. Instead, I cracked open a beer and moseyed over to the couch, finding a remote control and turning the TV on. 
 
    She went down the hall with a tray and I turned the volume up when I heard the aunt’s voice again, doing more bitching. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Everyone gets a little miserable when they’re not feeling well,” she whispered in the dark. 
 
    “Miserable? That woman makes miserable look like a day at the fuckin’ carnival,” I muttered. 
 
    She giggled and put her mouth into my throat to stifle it. I wrapped my arms around her. 
 
    When her giggle tapered off, she put her mouth to my earlobe and gently pulled on it. 
 
    “Nuh uh,” I denied. “These walls are paper thin and you’re a moaner.” 
 
    She playfully slapped my shoulder. “Stop being right.” 
 
    I snickered. “I like the moaning, like knowin’ I’m the one making you make that sound. Not sure your aunt’d feel the same.” 
 
    She shook with silent laughter, then whispered, “We can go fool around in your truck.” 
 
    “You’re on,” I said against her mouth and then we tiptoed outside and proceeded to fog up my windows.  
 
    *** 
 
    The kissing escalated to groping. She was straddling me and toying with my fly, ready to pull me out when I got the feeling there were eyes on us. 
 
    “Stop, baby,” I advised and grabbed her wrist. “Back inside.” 
 
    “Why?” she panted. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “Now,” I ordered, doing up my button, then ushering her back inside. 
 
    As the door snicked shut, I locked it and put my hand to the inside pocket of my jacket where I had my gun.  
 
    I slipped two fingers between the blind slats, about to peer out when I heard a scratchy voice call out,  
 
    “What the fuck, girl?” 
 
    “Need something, Aunt Francie?” Gigi called. 
 
    The woman was in the mouth of the short hall, glaring at us. 
 
    “I need you to have some goddamn class is what I need. Not be out fuckin’ in his truck in my driveway like a little slut where my neighbors can see you.” 
 
    My anger rose and it was ready to pop the cork.  
 
    “We wanted a little privacy,” Gigi defended, grabbing my hand and squeezing, imploring me with her touch not to react. “And not to disturb you since you were finally getting some rest. Nobody was out there, and we were only making out.” 
 
    The woman continued to glare at her with ugliness. 
 
    “Lady, why don’t you have some class instead,” I snapped. 
 
    “Excuse me?” she volleyed, crossing her arms, her scowl making the lines on her face etch even deeper. 
 
    “It costs you nothin’ to say nothing about what you know we were doin’. There was nobody watching us besides you. Your niece has been bustin’ her ass all day for you. Cooking, cleaning your place, cleaning up puke, washing your clothes, not to mention doing all that while listening to your fuckin’ verbal abuse when she went out of her way to travel three hours to be here for you today. She wants five minutes alone to kiss her man and have some privacy after all that shit before she tries to get to sleep so she can be here for you again tomorrow and you feed her this?” 
 
    I turned my gaze to the blinds and looked out. I saw nothing moving out there. Probably felt her eyes on us through the window.  That said, I’d text the boys in the falls and ask them if they could do drive-bys. They had two prospects who drove all night every night goin’ by houses of vulnerable family members to be on the safe side what with the Jackals bullshit lately.  
 
    Deke already texted to tell me he talked to Rudy who was happy to lend support, offering to ferry things in. 
 
    This chapter being a lot bigger than ours has advantages. They have five or six prospects at all times whereas the Aberdeen chapter generally has two or three.  
 
    “I don’t need this abuse in my own goddamn house while I’m sick,” she scowled and then turned her back to me. She then let out a shuddering moan, grabbing the wall. 
 
    Gigi rushed to her side. “I’ll help you get back to bed, Aunt Francie.”  
 
    The woman aimed a scowl at her but leaned on her as G walked her into the bedroom at the end of the hall. 
 
    *** 
 
    Three days later that felt like thirty, I could take no more. And just in time, my mother and Archer showed, bringing supplies along with the wig, which was rushed since Francie had been losing big handfuls of her hair, which made her even bitchier. 
 
    They got into an argument in the bathroom the day before when Gigi encouraged her to shave it and wear a scarf. The woman shrieked for her to get out. And she didn’t just mean out of the bathroom, she meant out of the trailer.  
 
    Later on, she bitched that Gigi did a load of our clothes in her machines, complaining about her electric bill going up because we were there. I’d had about enough of that woman three hours after we got here, never mind how I was feeling three days later. 
 
    Gigi sat on the couch and put her head in her hands while her aunt hoarsely shouted from the bedroom while my mother and Arch stood in the doorway. This was the first sign her patience was slipping. She was trembling with pent-up frustration. I put my arm around her and kissed the side of her head. She melted into me. 
 
    To say it’d been a rough few days was an understatement. Not only was the woman not getting any relief from the extra meds sent over, each time she spoke to her niece, she was ugly to her. Like Gigi was the one that injected the cancer into her.  
 
    My girl pleaded with her eyes every time something ugly was said, not wanting me to fan the flames. And it was a test of will to keep my mouth shut. I didn’t always win out and I’d bit back more than a couple times. 
 
    But when Ma and Arch pulled up and Francie had another hissy fit about company being here, I was past my limit. 
 
    “Gianna Jones, you get in here right now and answer me. Who’s here and why?” she demanded from the other room. Gigi shot Ma and Arch apologetic looks and then rushed to her.  
 
    We heard them through the useless walls. 
 
    “Jesse’s parents brought more groceries and did us a favor, bringing something I wanted to surprise you with.” 
 
    “I don’t need this shit. Cancer was a surprise enough. More people in my house when I’m feelin’ like this? What is wrong in your head, girl?” 
 
    “They’re just lending a hand.” 
 
    “I don’t want nobody in, I said. Don’t know how much plainer I can make it. Where are my cigarettes? Did that fuckin’ biker take ‘em?” 
 
    Fuck sakes. Another thing. When she wasn’t puking, she was puffing on a cigarette. She called me ‘that fuckin’ biker’ every time she mentioned me to Gigi. As for the smokes, she’d seen me outside smoking and wrongly assumed I was smoking her cigarettes. 
 
    I already decided I was giving them up after this. Soon after this. No way did I need to fight nicotine withdrawal while dealing with this woman, but as soon as we were home I’d be weaning myself off.  They were already tasting like shit what with watching her smoke, listening to her hack her brains out in between puking her guts up. 
 
    I put the box of groceries on the island and stormed that way. 
 
    “JJ,” Ma warned. 
 
    I did my best to blow the rage out of my nose so I wouldn’t spew it out of my mouth. 
 
    I got to the doorway and opened it two inches.  
 
    “Francie, nobody’s here for a social call. You need help, so you’re getting it. Stop worrying about shit that doesn’t matter.” 
 
    She was in the bed, hair looking limper and much thinner and her face looking just as grey as it did when we got here. She probably lost weight the last three days too, unable to hold anything down. I wasn’t a heartless prick about her illness, but was sick and tired of the way she was treating my girl, who was running herself ragged to do everything she could to help.  
 
    Gigi wasn’t up in her aunt’s grill, hovering like an annoying mosquito. She was taking care of her and giving her space to rest. But this bitch didn’t appreciate any of it. She hadn’t said thank you once in three days. She’d done nothing but bitch about stupid shit like leaving the light on when nobody was in the bathroom at night. Gigi calmly defended everything, showing the patience of a saint. She explained it was left on not to run the electric bill up but to make sure she could find her way to the bathroom in the dark since she was up and down all night puking, refusing to just use the bucket Gigi left in the bedroom for her.  
 
    My woman had infinite patience outwardly, but I could see the tiredness and the pain in her eyes and would stand up and fuckin’ slow clap if Gigi finally lost it and gave Francie a deserved piece of her mind. 
 
    “I’ll put a pot of coffee on since they drove down here from Bismarck, let ‘em use your can before they leave, and other than that, we’ll be sittin’ outside on your deck. Acceptable?” 
 
    She looked at me with shrewd, angry eyes. “Acceptable.” 
 
    She flipped the blanket up and gave us her back. 
 
    I flipped Francie’s back the bird, then gestured with my head for my girl to follow me. 
 
    She drooped dramatically with an eyeroll as she walked down the hall and I put an arm around her. “I’ll hold you up, baby.”  
 
    I flashed a smile. 
 
    “God, you’re amazing,” she said, “I will love you forever.” 
 
    And then she straightened and closed her eyes tight, blowing out a breath, looking like she’d just fucked up huge. Her eyes then hit my face, panicked, like that was a slip that could buy her trouble. Scare me off. Something. Whether it was just a turn of phrase, or she actually meant it, she was getting a reward for saying it.  
 
    I pinned her against the wall and laid a hot and heavy kiss on her. And then I held her face in both hands and stared into her eyes. Communicating.  
 
    She looked dazed and afraid at the same time. I hoped my expression told her I liked what I heard.  
 
    I then tugged her hand and pulled her outside where Ma and Archer were already sitting. 
 
    I pulled out a deck chair, sat, and pulled G onto my lap, kissing the side of her head.  
 
    “Breathe, baby,” I coaxed as she melted into me, tears springing forth in her pretty eyes. 
 
    Ma gazed at my girl like she was an angel. So was Arch.  
 
    “Thank you for coming, guys, I’m so, so sorry about that,” Gigi told them.  
 
    “The bar had a flood two days ago,” Arch responded. 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered. “I wouldn’t have let you guys come if I’d known that. Why didn’t you say?” 
 
    “It’s closed for probably two weeks while the repairs are happening, so it wasn’t a problem,” Ma answered. “You’ve really got your hands full here, Gia. So, we’re gonna stay and help you out.” 
 
    Gigi straightened in my arms. “Huh?” 
 
    “I’ll call Delia, ask her to give you guys a room at the club,” I said, lighting a smoke.  
 
    “Yeah?” Ma asked. “She’ll do that? It’d be nice not to have to pay for a motel.” 
 
    ”’Course she would,” Arch piped up. “Delia’s a peach. Rude and me are friends, go way back. But we can afford a motel.”  
 
    “I know we can,” Ma rolled her eyes, “But if we don’t have to pay for one, why would we? Extra money for us to put toward the RV.” 
 
    “RV?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I don’t camp. That sad excuse for a camper he’s tryin’ to get me to sleep in? No. Won’t cut it. If he wants to camp, we are doin’ it in style. We’re saving up for an RV. A nice one. Saving a coupla hundred bucks on hotel rooms this week, that’ll go in the RV fund.” 
 
    Arch smiled big. “What my lady wants, she gets.” 
 
    “Damn straight.  Now, we can stay the week and help out. You need to go back to Aberdeen, JJ, go ahead. We’ll take care of your girl and her aunt. Come back in a week and we’ll go back. Maybe by then, she’ll be feeling a little better.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Gigi breathed. “You guys are so sweet. I can’t let you-” 
 
    “Family,” Ma answered. 
 
    “I’m-” Gigi tried to protest. 
 
    “Family,” Ma repeated. 
 
    “You won’t win this argument,” I told my girl softly. 
 
    She sank deeper into me. “Thank you, Fern. Archer.” 
 
    “Our pleasure, darlin’,” Arch said. “Before Jesse heads out, you two go on out and have yourselves a few hours to yourselves. Go out for a nice meal or somethin’. We’ve got things here.” 
 
    “Oh no, she-” Gigi started, but stopped abruptly when Ma reached across the table and held out her hand.  
 
    Gigi stared at it, so Ma wiggled her fingers until my girl reached out and took her hand.  
 
    “Trust me, sweetie.” 
 
    Gigi nodded. “Maybe an hour.” 
 
    “Good girl. Go on, you two,” Ma insisted. 
 
    “She just had the anti-nausea ginger stuff. When I can convince her to take it, she usually sleeps for a little. But if she wakes up to strangers in her house, she’s gonna lose it.” 
 
    “I’m her new nurse. She’ll be fine. Arch, run to Walmart and buy me a cheap pair of scrubs.” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “You’re serious?” Arch asked. 
 
    “When am I not serious?” Ma volleyed. 
 
    “That sounds familiar,” Gigi muttered.  
 
    I laughed again. 
 
    She looked into my eyes. “God, you’re handsome when you laugh.” 
 
    I stopped laughing. 
 
    “You’re handsome all the time, but I wish I were funnier, so I could make you laugh all the time. Need my purse and a quick tinkle. One second.” 
 
    She got off my lap and slipped inside. 
 
    I leaned over and kissed my mother’s cheek. “Thank you, Ma,” I whispered.  
 
    Ma looked into my eyes. “You need to get back and no way are we leaving our girl alone with that woman. But this could be a long haul, my boy.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered. 
 
    “Any insurance to get her a nurse?” 
 
    “Dunno. See what I can find out from G.” 
 
    She patted my hand.  
 
    Gigi was back with her purse. “Thank you so much, Fern and Archer.” She hugged my mother.  
 
    “When she wakes up, I’ll introduce myself. Tell her I’m the nurse you hired.” 
 
    Gigi bit her lip. “She might see the family resemblance though.” 
 
    “Do not worry. I’ve got this. Go, you two. Take a breather.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    17 
 
    I was back in Aberdeen without my girl. But my mind was at ease because Ma and Delia had met while I was on my way back and shit was already organized to the degree she and Arch could leave, even Gigi could leave; Francie would still have help.  
 
    Several club hang-around women and old ladies had volunteered to help, so Delia was putting together a schedule. Security detail would be split between Arch and a prospect, then three prospects would rotate shifts next week when Arch left.  I told my mother they could likely go, but she wouldn’t be talked out of staying for the week.  
 
    I’d go back down on the weekend, but as the garage was beyond busy, the boys were relieved to have me back. As expected due to the press on the weekend, business was booming and the garage had tune ups, oil changes, tire rotations, and other maintenance booked for weeks out. Just today alone, Spencer sold three new and one used motorcycle at the dealership. In the past week, the gear shop in the dealership sold almost half its inventory of hoodies, t-shirts, ball caps, and shit like that.  
 
    When I got back, I was surprised at how jam-packed the parking lot was for a weeknight. People were coming to Deke’s Roadhouse for burgers, wings, beers, pool or darts, to catch a game. The brothers’ tails were wagging because every night since the car wash and news coverage, there’d been tables of women dolled up lookin’ to get attention. Seeing wet, shirtless, tatted bikers on the news had certainly helped business.   
 
    The Roadhouse had been so busy the last few days, Ella was organizing a rush supply order to re-stock the kitchen’s inventory. This was all good news for the club, but I didn’t get any of that out when I called because Gigi was overwhelmed and babbled at me for fifteen minutes about all that’d happened there since I left.  
 
    It all started when I’d texted Rudy to ask for a room for Ma and Arch before she and I even left the trailer to go get a meal and within five minutes, I had Delia on the phone, demanding to be put on speaker so she could ream me and G out for not calling her sooner, demanding G’s and my mother’s phone numbers. 
 
    We had our food and then a quick fuck in my truck in the woods before I took her back and packed up to go.  
 
    Now, just a few hours later, my girl told me Delia stepped up in a big way. Delia even had a friend in home healthcare that was connecting Gigi with a social worker to get Francie approved for full-time nursing care.  
 
    Until that was organized, the club had it all looked after. Meals would be cooked and sent over. Gigi would have help with the cleaning. At night, someone could be there to deal with Francie’s nighttime needs if Gigi needed, so she could sleep. And she wouldn’t be left unprotected. A prospect would be on site to make sure nobody fucked with Gigi to get back at the club. 
 
    She could barely talk when she was telling me this stuff, bawling on the phone. And that pissed me off. Because I could tell that this girl had been shown so little kindness in her life that she couldn’t wrap her head around all this. And I wanted to be there and hold her tight through the tears.  
 
    Francie had slept for a good five hours straight but while we were on the phone, G heard her in the bathroom, so had to let me go, telling me she was going to surprise her aunt with the wig.  
 
    I said, “Don’t let her give you any shit about the help, baby. The help is needed.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to do with all this,” she’d admitted. 
 
    “Accept the help, knowin’ they’re paying it forward for all the shit you’ve done for the club.” 
 
    “I never gave this much, Jesse.” 
 
    “Disagree since your intel saved three lives, but beyond that, soak in the knowledge that people give a fuck and be prepared to pay it forward again when you can help out. That’s what the club, your club now too, is all about.” 
 
    “I miss you already.” 
 
    “I’ll be back on the weekend.” 
 
    I only hoped that her aunt wouldn’t keep biting the hands feeding her. I’d filled Ma in on the situation on the phone the night before, so I knew she’d make sure my girl wasn’t on the receiving end of a bunch of abuse. Between Fernanda and Delia, I knew she’d be okay without me the next few days.  
 
    “I’m gonna be busy with work the next while. Garage is slammed, but I’ll check in on lunch hours, at night. And if you need anything, call me,” I ordered. 
 
    “Jesse?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’ll call you in the morning.” 
 
    “Okay. Sweet dreams, baby,” she said, and it was loaded with emotion. 
 
    “Be a lot sweeter if my sheets smelled like you, hostage, but I’ll deal.” 
 
    “Did I say I miss you already?” 
 
    “Bye, baby.” 
 
    ***  
 
    “Good you’re back,” Deke said when I got to the table for church. “Gonna be hoppin’ at the garage.” 
 
    “So I heard. Good news.” 
 
    “All good?” he asked.  
 
    “It will be,” I replied, “thanks to the club. Delia’s stepping up.” 
 
    “She’s a good woman,” Deke replied. 
 
    “The best,” I agreed. 
 
    A few more brothers came in, Scott coming in last and shutting the door. I hadn’t seen him since the car wash. He didn’t stay long that day and I never saw him at all at the afterparty. That, coupled with the look on his face now, was concerning. 
 
    “Hey,” I greeted. 
 
    Scott was typically smiling, joking, making eye contact in greeting, but not today. And his eyes were hard, his mouth was tight.  
 
    “Wanna grab a beer after this?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “Another time.” 
 
    “Brothers, let’s get this done. First up: Fork’s got the floor,” Deke announced.  
 
    Our gazes all swung toward Fork, who advised, “Sarge and Kylo were seen today in town.” 
 
    The room went wired.  
 
    “Who’s Kylo?” Bront asked. 
 
    “Kylo used to be the Prez in Pierre,” Fork replied. “Before that, VP in Sioux Falls. He’s fresh outta the joint after doin’ a dime.”  
 
    “Where were they seen?” Brady asked. 
 
    “Across the street and a coupla doors over from your place.” Fork’s eyes were on Rider. “Apartment above that convenience store.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Rider clipped. “The meth dealer’s place?” 
 
    “Yup. Larsen’s tight with that shithead,” Fork replied. “Didn’t know Kylo made parole until today. And he’s tight with my old man. My contact has heard my old man’s name a bunch. Think he’s up in Saskatoon with Larsen’s old lady’s family.” 
 
    “Where’s the intel from?” Nico asked. 
 
    “Paige.” 
 
    “Who’s Paige?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “Wyld Jackals sweet butt, and save your questions for after church,” Deke advised. “Prospects don’t speak in church until the floor is opened.”  
 
    Nolan’s face went red. “My bad, Prez. Wasn’t even allowed in church in the mother charter.” 
 
    “I do things a little differently here. We’re a smaller chapter. But there’s still protocol. Make sure you’re educated.” 
 
    “Sorry, Prez.” 
 
    “Brontosaurus, Scooter, would you take Nolan and Bick for a beer and make sure they know all they need to know after we’re done here?” 
 
    “Got it, Prez,” Bront replied. 
 
    Scott wore a scowl on his face. “Yeah,” he muttered. 
 
    Deke did a double take, then leaned back in his seat, and eyes still aimed at Scott, asked, “All good there, brother?”  
 
    “Bullshit at home,” Scott muttered. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Right. Been there. But need your head in the game, yeah, Scoot?” 
 
    “Yeah, Prez. I’m here.” 
 
    “Good. So Fork… floor’s again yours.” 
 
    Fork straightened and his eyes scanned the room. “So, I’m about to be playin’ a little game of remorse. Larsen has sent me a couple texts, feelin’ me out. Askin’ if I’m happy with the patch-over. Askin’ if Deke’s pissed that they’re still wearing their patches in public. Pokin’. You know. Long game or it’ll be too obvious, but I’m gonna act unhappy about the moves I’ve made. Make him think I might be open to doin’ somethin’ on the side with him to make some extra money before I leave town for good with that windfall.” 
 
    “They’d fall for that?” Spencer asked. 
 
    “Long game. Know how to play ‘em. Won’t trust ‘em for a second but I’ll let ‘em think they’ll get somethin’ outta me. Trust won’t be formed; I know how these guys operate. It’ll be a game of chess. They don’t know I know how to play chess. Know I’m here but have no idea the time and effort I took to plan their downfall. Played it off like Uncle Rob recruited me and Deke scooped me up knowin’ I was unhappy, but that I didn’t do much to help otherwise and that now that I’m here, the grass ain’t greener.” 
 
    “They’ll slit your throat as soon as look at you, Chris,” Rob warned. “It’s a bad idea.” 
 
    “I’ll be cautious. Not many left with any brains in their heads. They’re down to just a few. Far’s I know, it’s Kiddo. Unc. Larsen. Kylo. Then there’s Sarge. Alec’s pullin’ some strings from inside, but mostly Sarge is in charge. He’s not stupid but he’s also not real savvy either. Nobody beyond that until they recruit or team up and Larsen, Kiddo, and Unc maybe share a half a dozen braincells between the three of ‘em.” 
 
    “Long game. Baby steps. Eyes open. Ears open. Always,” Deke put in. “Love to have ‘em gone sooner than later but rather we took our time, did it right and minimized losses.” 
 
    “A hundred per cent,” Fork agreed. 
 
    “So, boys, next month we’ve got to return a favor that was owed for help during the patch-over and what they’re asking for is likely a job for Deacon and Ride or Deacon and Jesse. Some assistance may be required from you, too, Pudge. And maybe Nico or Brontosaurus. It’ll be a few days away in a couple weeks and some time’ll need to be spent on planning on how to free a hostage, steal back some property, and return both to them.” 
 
    “What? That’s wild!” Nolan chirped. 
 
    Deke shot him a look. 
 
    Nolan pulled his lips tight, but looked excited. 
 
    “I’m slammed with this build Spency and me are workin’ on; that’s on top of the garage bein’ booked solid for the next three and a half weeks,” Ride said. “If Jesse can lead on this, it’d be good. I’ll help where I can. We need him at the garage during business hours as much as possible so good he’s back. Can this thing happen with Jesse and Deacon when the garage ain’t open?” 
 
    “Possibly,” Deke replied. 
 
    “I’m pretty good with a wrench,” Nolan piped up. 
 
    Spencer scoffed. “Yeah, so’s our teenage sister. Mouth shut during church, dumbass.” 
 
    “My bad.” 
 
    “Right,” Deke cut in. “That’s all I’ve got tonight. Deacon, Jesse, Ride, you three get together with me tomorrow. Come by my office after the garage closes and we’ll make a plan for that. Deacon’ll get with either Nico or Brontosaurus when the plan is finessed. Any new business?” Deke asked. 
 
    Nolan’s hand shot up like we were in a classroom. 
 
    Deke blew out a long breath, eyes on Nolan. Then Deke lit a smoke, eyes still on Nolan who wasn’t breaking eye contact, A drag. Exhale. Another drag, exhale through the nose. And still direct eye contact. 
 
    Nico cleared his throat and half-coughed, failing at trying to mask how fuckin’ funny he thought this was. 
 
    Nolan waited. Smiling. Hand still in the fuckin’ air. 
 
    Finally, Prez rolled his hand. “Out with it, prospect.” 
 
    “I wanted to put forth a motion that we let prospects talk during church.” 
 
    Some of us groaned but most of us busted up laughing. 
 
    Except Scott. He was still stone-faced. 
 
    Needless to say that though Nolan came to us after working for three months as a prospect in Sioux Falls, the guy was a mimbo if I ever saw one. He’d get the attention of the girls with his looks, and he was ex-military, young with only a couple years of service under his belt, but skilled with weapons, explosives, and had a way with all things outdoors. Nolan was eager to live the MC lifestyle and so far made no complaints about any of the dirty jobs he was handed. I had the feeling Rudy offered him up as a prank. And a way to get him out of his own hair.  
 
    “Denied,” Deke smacked the table with his gavel, then we all filed out, the last word on that matter being Little John threatening to give Nolan an atomic wedgie.  
 
    Some of the guys headed out the gates and to The Roadhouse. A few went up the stairs to the clubhouse and some headed out either on four wheels or two, but in groups.  
 
    I found myself at Gigi’s rust-bucket car. After I fished the keys out, I pulled it into one of the loading dock bays to get some light on it and gave it a look over. It’d never pass a safety inspection. She needed to send it to the scrapyard. Not sure the scrapyard would even want it. 
 
    Though, it didn’t matter. When she got back, after things settled, she could use my truck when she needed it. I was on my bike as my first preference anyway and didn’t need to drive to work while we lived here. 
 
    I fired off a text before I crashed for the night. 
 
    Me: Things ok? About to crash here.  
 
    G: Things are ok. I’m itching to play my guitar but can’t do it here. She hates it. So I’m gonna write for a bit and then sleep. I miss you already.   
 
    I put my phone down on the dresser beside stacks of her clothes that she didn’t take with her. 
 
    My phone pinged again. 
 
    G: BTW, when Aunt Francie woke up, your mom handled her masterfully, giving her the lowdown on the plan for the next week while the social worker is working on getting home care arranged. 
 
    Me: Fernanda knows how to handle difficult people. She raised me, after all. 
 
    G: LOL. She did a good job. Night Jesse. Xoxo 
 
    Me: Night baby.  
 
    G: Oh. I gave her the wig. No tears of joy but I think she was pretty surprised. I think it made her feel a little guilty about saying she didn’t like my new haircut. Good night. 
 
    I put my phone down and flicked the light out as I pressed the button on the remote. She’d already gotten me into the habit of watching TV for a bit before crashing. There was a spare TV kickin’ around so Deke’d already told me to keep this one.   
 
    Ten minutes later, my phone dinged again. 
 
    Chantelle: Hey. Busy? Feeling like some company if you’re interested. Haven’t seen you in a while. 
 
    Time to end that. It was casual enough it didn’t need to be a big deal. Hadn’t seen her in weeks, but it didn’t feel right ending it by text. Not only because she was friends with a bunch of the girls that worked for Ma and Arch. Also because she was a decent person. It’d been all physical with us, never anything deeper than that, but I liked Chantelle.  Not to mention she’d done a few favors for the club.  
 
    Me: Busy. Working tomorrow?  
 
    Chantelle: Unfortunately. 
 
    Me: I’ll pop by the bar. 
 
    Chantelle: Or you can meet me at my place at 2 instead.  
 
    Me: Can’t. Need to chat with you though. What time do you get your break? 
 
    I was about to put the phone down and crash after a good five minutes without a reply, when the phone chimed again. 
 
    Chantelle: Time to give me the brush off? Do it now so I don’t overthink for 24 hours.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    Well, she opened the can over text, so might as well spill the beans. But I phoned instead of texting back. 
 
    “Hey,” she greeted softly. 
 
    “I met someone.” 
 
    “Kinda figured.” 
 
    “It’s serious.” 
 
    She sighed. “If I’d known you were up for serious, I’d have thrown my hat in the ring.” 
 
    What did I say to that? I didn’t want to reply with something that might sting. 
 
    “Didn’t see it comin’,” I said. 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    The line was silent for a second. And I didn’t want to be a dick, but didn’t need this to feel like a breakup. It wasn’t a relationship.  
 
    “I gotta go,” I said. “It’s been a slice, babe.” 
 
    “Hope she makes you happy. In case she doesn’t, don’t lose my number.” 
 
    “Take care of yourself, Chantelle.” 
 
    “You too,” she said with sadness in her voice. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was a few days later and I was in the garage, replacing an alternator, when I heard the steady clicking of a set of high heels moving in my direction. 
 
    I peered around the hood of the car. 
 
    Sara Ford was strutting in my direction, all vamped out in a little black dress, sky-high heels, smoky eyes, and dark red lipstick.  
 
    “Jesse,” she greeted. 
 
    “You need your car fixed?” I asked, wiping my hands on a rag.  
 
    Deacon and Ride had quit for the day, and I’d do the same when this job was done. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then I’m thinkin’ you don’t need to be here,” I replied and put my head back into the hood, dismissing her. 
 
    “My man loves the biker life. I’m guessin’ you do, too. Riding. Living life with little to no rules.” 
 
    “Your point?” I asked, straightening again. 
 
    “He made vows to me, and he broke them.” 
 
    “That’s got nothin’ to do with me.” 
 
    “He gets weak when he’s all liquored up. We’re in marriage counseling about it.” 
 
    “Maybe he oughta give up the liquor, too. Though again, nothin’ to do with me.” 
 
    “Anyway, despite his slip ups, he’s a good father, good provider. And I might be a sucker for him, but we’ve got a lotta history, so that’s between me and him.” 
 
    “Then why are you here tellin’ me?”  
 
    “Gianna is bad news. And she’s got it bad for my husband. She hasn’t stopped tryin’ to get his attention since they met a few years ago.” 
 
    “If that was true, which I doubt, I’m thinkin’ she’s over him.” 
 
    “And I wanted to warn you. Because she gave my man an STD.”  
 
    I showed no reaction.  
 
    Though Gigi told me about being burnt, she didn’t say it was Skip. And I was finding that odd since she told me about what amounted to date rape. This was the card Sara was holding in order to stick it to my girl?  
 
    “When was this?”  
 
    “Last few weeks.” 
 
    “What was it?”  
 
    “Trich. This is the second time he’s brought it to me. Thankfully, it wasn’t something incurable. We got treated and it’s gone. But if she stinks like a fish market or you get any burning when you pee, you’ll-” 
 
    “My girl smells ‘n tastes like candy. Your man stepped out on you with someone else.” 
 
    “Well…” she shrugged, “Don’t say I didn’t warn you. That girl has slept with at least half the club.” 
 
    “Not quite,” I sneered. “You sayin’ half the club has VD?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Again, don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
 
    She strutted off. 
 
    “Sara,” I called out. 
 
    She turned to face me. 
 
    “You spread this rumor when you have no proof it was my girl that gave this to your old man, we’re gonna have problems.” 
 
    She looked me over, taking her time doing it, then said, “I’ll keep my mouth shut unless she gives me any reason not to.” 
 
    “You pull bullshit or make her life harder when you’ve got no proof, we will have problems, lady.” 
 
    “Aren’t you sweet? Steppin’ up for her when she’s been tryin’ to elevate her status for years and finally snagged the attention of a newbie.” 
 
    I smiled wide.  
 
    She looked pissed off that she didn’t score a mark with that jab. 
 
    “Listen, lady, my girl told me about her history with the club, including what her deal was with your old man. And let’s just say, there hasn’t been anything with them in a long time. As soon as she found out he was married, she backed off. Or she tried to, anyway.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “I’ll let you read between those lines.” 
 
    “I’m not okay with her being shoved in my face after everything.” 
 
    “They had a thing years ago. If he’s still steppin’ out on you, it isn’t with her.” 
 
    “A thing she keeps trying to rekindle.” 
 
    “Not true.” 
 
    “So she says. Maybe she’s trying to play good girl and be seen as old lady material now that she’s got your attention but don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
 
    She turned and left. 
 
    Obviously, she wanted to cause a problem, get rid of my girl. But what the point of her coming in here dressed to kill was, I had no idea.  
 
    *** 
 
    I stepped into the roadhouse and Bick waved. He was at a booth in the corner with Scott. 
 
    “Brother,” I greeted Bick who was chowing down on some wings.  
 
    “Jesse,” he returned. 
 
    “Chili good tonight?” I asked Scott, who hadn’t even looked up from his bowl. 
 
    We ate here most nights. Sometimes the chili was damn good; sometimes it came from a tin can. 
 
    “Yeah,” he muttered belatedly. “House made tonight.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said and gestured to the waitress, who was bussing a table nearby. 
 
    Pudge joined us and the four of us shot the shit while eating and having a beer. 
 
    Scott wasn’t contributing much. Scott was miserable.  
 
    I asked him to come for a ride with me when we were done, telling him I needed to run an errand. 
 
    “I’ll go with ya,” Bick offered, “If he’s busy. Or I can run the errand for you.” 
 
    I shot Bick a look and though I didn’t know him well, thankfully he picked up on it immediately and amended with, “Wait. Shit. I forgot I had something to do for Justice.” 
 
    “Yeah man, I guess I can come,” Scott muttered. “Had a few beers, you better drive.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I pulled into the coffee house parking lot a couple blocks from the Valentine block. 
 
    “How you copin’?” I asked. 
 
    Scott turned and met my gaze. “With?” 
 
    “The Nico thing. What do you think I’m talking about?” 
 
    Scott looked me over like he didn’t know me. 
 
    “You’re not yourself lately, brother. You wanna get shit off your chest?” 
 
    “Who the fuck are you and what’ve you done with my brother Jesse?” Finally, he cracked a smile. 
 
    And relief swam through my veins. “Brother, good to see you crack a smile. But you’ve been off since that night and I’m sure I’m not the only brother who’s noticed. The ring didn’t help?” 
 
    “The ring helped a fuck-ton,” he said, body relaxing.  
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. 
 
    “Definitely. Can’t… can’t share about that night. Not me to talk about that.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be able to do it either,” I said. 
 
    “But yeah,” Scott went on, “it helped to know most of the Jackals were gone. Didn’t help thinkin’ some of them could be part of our crew, but when I saw Nico’s face that night...” He blew out a long breath. “It all flooded back. Every fuckin’ detail of that night. I saw him once before and I wasn’t sure, but that was during the day in the hair salon. Seein’ him at night outside in the shadows took me right back. Knew it’d fuck with me, thought I’d have to walk away, give up the club. The ring helped. Shit he said helped, too. I get it. He was like Fork, stuck wading through shit. And that guy isn’t in my face constantly, but he’s makin’ it clear he wants to be brothers.” 
 
    “That doable?” 
 
    “Dunno, if I’m completely honest. Don’t expect every single guy in the club is gonna be someone I’m tight with. Most of the guys, I’m definitely close to. I’ll be there for them all like we’re supposed to do. But some feel like guys you gotta work with that you can tolerate but that’s all. I’d have all of their backs, of course, but you know what I mean.” 
 
    “For sure.” 
 
    “It’s early days, man. Hopin’ it’ll pass. I mean, I can’t ever forget what happened, but it’s not like he put his hands on me in…” His expression soured, “that way. But he was there, front-row seat to the worst thing that happened in my life. But… we’ll see.” 
 
    “So, then what? What else? Cuz you seem like you’ve got yer head on straight about the Nico situation, brother, but you’re not you. So…” 
 
    “Deanna slept with her ex.” 
 
    I straightened up. 
 
    He blew out a long breath. “Her older boy’s father decided to finally step up. She ran into her ex’s sister who’s with a brother from the falls.” 
 
    “Tracy. Victor Edwards’ woman.” 
 
    “Yeah. And they got talkin’. Next thing, her ex is calling, wanting to see his kid. Never took an interest before so guess his sister got up in his grill. Then he’s buying toys for his son. Took him out once. Wanted to see him again the next day. The kid was stoked so she agreed. Kid asked her to come with them. I figured it was good for Timmy. You know? Doing a thing with his mom and his dad. So Caden stayed with me. We hung out, had a boys’ night, fell asleep. Woke at five thirty in the morning and Deanna and Timmy weren’t back yet. Didn’t answer her phone. I was freaked. Finally, she came back at seven in the morning.   Took one look at me and spilled it right away. Guilt was eating her alive. Blurted it before she even got her coat off and told me it was a mistake. Nostalgia. Said it wouldn’t happen again. Then got all… you know… complaining I’ve been distant. The Nico shit was fuckin’ with me, brother. I didn’t talk to her about it. Fuckin’ couldn’t. Between us, haven’t had any sex drive because all that was fuckin’ with my head. So, what… she has to go without my dick for a little while, so she falls on her ex’s dick to punish me?” 
 
    “Shit, brother.” 
 
    “Fuckin’ him in the bathroom while Timmy was crashed on the couch. Yeah. So, not only am I copin’ with reliving the worst night of my life, feeling like PTSD or some shit, waking me up at night in cold sweats. Nightmares. Making it so my dick won’t stay hard when I’m with my girlfriend. And she fuckin’ cheats on me with the guy that broke her heart and abandoned her and her boy?” 
 
    “Sorry, brother. That fuckin’ bites.” 
 
    He growled. “Yeah. It bites.” 
 
    “You through with her?” 
 
    He shrugged. “She wants forgiveness.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Begging, cryin’. Treating me like a king to say she’s sorry.” 
 
    “Is it enough?” I asked. 
 
    He blew out a breath. “Love those two kids like they’re mine, Jesse. Serious. Those boys started calling me Daddy. Now Timothy’s calling me Scotty like he did before.” 
 
    “Fuck. That’s rough.” 
 
    “Yeah. I don’t know. She swears it won’t happen again.” 
 
    “I’m here for ya, man. All right?” 
 
    “I don’t talk this shit out, you know?” 
 
    “I hear you.” 
 
    “How’s it goin’ with you and Gia?” 
 
    “I don’t share either, brother, not about personal shit. It ain’t me. But it’s goin’ well. She’s… having a rough time feeling like she won’t fit in. Like the other girls hate her because she’s been with a few of the brothers.” 
 
    “How are you coping with knowing that some of them have…” 
 
    “You can say it. It’s the reality.” 
 
    “ – slept with her.” 
 
    I sighed. “It’s the past. In some of those cases the pretty distant past. She gave me the full rundown and when she laid it out, it didn’t seem extreme. Some of it was just Friday night clubhouse orgy shit. You know how it gets down at the mother charter sometimes. Some of it was dawgs being dawgs and leading her down the garden path, thinkin’ she’d be their ‘ol lady. Bottom line: don’t feel like I have the right to judge. Shouldn’t have double standards about her not being a virgin when I met her. I like what I see, what I’m getting to know. Way more to that girl than meets the eye and I’ve decided I want it all, especially the shit she’s hinting at but trying to hide because she’s been burnt so bad. None of those guys got deep with her or maybe they’d have gone off the market for her, too.” 
 
    “Good point. Heard nothing but good things about her from the other brothers. Nothin’ like that stepsister bitch.” 
 
    “She didn’t wanna be a sweet butt. She got labeled early on because Skippy’s a fuckin’ dipshit asshole.” 
 
    “Not a fan?” He laughed.  
 
    “No. I don’t want to get into the nitty gritty but really not a fuckin’ fan.” 
 
    “I’m here for you too, brother. Thanks for taking the time to do this tonight,” Scott clapped my shoulder. 
 
    “Any time. Or, I mean… I’d rather not braid one another’s fuckin’ hair but I’m here for ya, Scott.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said around laughter.  “I’ll ask Deanna to be extra sweet to Gia next time there’s a family thing.” 
 
    “That’d be appreciated.” 
 
    “If I can find my way past this shit,” he added. 
 
    “I hear ya. Sounds like you’re leaning toward tryin’.” 
 
    “Yeah. I am. Does that make me a pussy? Probably. But, we’ll see. I fucked up once by cheating on a girl I really cared about. Lost her. If she’d have given me a second chance, I would never have strayed again. That’s what I’m stuck on with Deanna.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
    “We’ll see. I’m gonna go in and grab some donuts to bring back for Timmy and Caden. You want anything?” 
 
    “Yeah. Coffee, man. Thanks.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   18 
 
    It’s been weeks. I was never the long-distance relationship type, but it felt like that was the deal here. And the Francie thing was giving her the perfect reason to stay away. 
 
    I was tired of this shit. Tired of subsisting on phone calls where she was mostly whispering. Where she didn’t sound happy. Tired of feeling like things hadn’t gotten deeper with us.  
 
    She was sweet and affectionate when I managed to get up there for a few hours or for a night. But the mask was still on her face unless we were connecting physically. When our eyes were locked and she came, it slid off and I got to see underneath. Same thing first thing in the morning, almost always waking up to her eyes on me. Otherwise, something fundamental was missing. Most of all: progress.  
 
    I’m not about superficial bullshit, never have been. 
 
    But distance made it so we couldn’t get there.  I knew she was keeping me at arm’s length, whether she realized it or not. Whether it was lingering grief from the murder of her stepsister, the toll her aunt’s health was taking, fear from being burnt in the past, all of it – I suspected it was all of it… enough was enough.  
 
    When shit feels wrong, broken, or fucked up you’re supposed to fix it. I’m not a guy to wallow in my problems. I fix shit. Having my hands tied like this gave me the urge to shake it all off. 
 
    When I went down to the mother charter for a club party for Delia’s birthday, she couldn’t make it, spent most of the evening in the hospital with her aunt who was dangerously dehydrated. She didn’t get back until nearly midnight and then when I called and told her that I’d had a chat with Jojo who was very willing to take her back with the other girlfriends and wives, she burst into emotional tears. When I got to the aunt’s place a few hours later, she was crashed. Didn’t even budge when I climbed in beside her and pulled her close. The prospect on duty had let me in after telling me the aunt was a wretched bitch and that he thought my girl was a saint.  
 
    The next morning, I woke up with Gigi staring at me, and before she got a chance to clear the trouble in her eyes, I read it. She played it off as nothing. 
 
    Despite that making me pissed, I wanted to fuck, wanted to see under that mask, but she bashfully told me she just got her period. She offered to blow me. The sound of her aunt hacking her brains out meant I nixed that idea. I asked her to come for breakfast, to go for a ride so we could spend time together without whispering before Tracy’s surprise bridal shower at the clubhouse, but she suddenly came down with bad cramps, so I went out and bought her a heating pad, dropped it off and kissed her goodbye.  
 
    Before I’d left, we briefly talked about the fact Vic’s woman was pregnant so about to leave to get hitched, inviting whoever wanted to come to their Caribbean destination wedding to show up. I said that though we couldn’t get away for obvious reasons, we should think about a vacation when things settled. I asked where she’d want to go and she was distant with me, non-committal about it, and that pissed me off some more. 
 
    “What’s the status on this nurse thing?” was one of my last questions before I left.  
 
    She said applications had been filled out and sent in. They were waiting for word.  
 
    “When it’s sorted, I’m done with this long-distance shit. I want you home.”  
 
    I didn’t like the doe-eyed, sad look she gave me as a reply. 
 
    On my way out, her aunt was in the kitchen pouring herself a glass of pop. I’d noted she had a little more weight in her face, though no less of a scowl, and she had on the wig made of my girl’s hair which grinded my fuckin’ gears.  
 
    “Oh, you’re here again,” she’d muttered, still in bitch mode.  
 
    I said nothing to her on my way out the door. 
 
    My phone rang ten minutes after I filled my gas tank. 
 
    “G,” I greeted. 
 
    “Jesse, there’s five hundred dollars here under my pillow.” 
 
    “Left that for you. Use it for whatever you need. And if you haven’t gotten your holiday pay by the next time I’m there, I’m paying a visit to your old boss.” 
 
    “I’m not gonna spend this. You already gave a bunch of money to Delia for the groceries she’s been buying for here.” 
 
    “Stop arguing with me, woman. I’m not leaving you without any cash when you have no way of making money since you’re there looking after your aunt. Not havin’ you go without. Rest, get rid of that bellyache. I’ll call you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered. 
 
    “Not tonight.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. “I can call you tonight,” I muttered.  
 
    “It’s okay if you’re busy,” she said sadly, “Please just text me when you’re home so I know you’re safe. Bye.” 
 
    She hung up when I didn’t reply. I didn’t reply because I was pissed off. But I didn’t call her back.  
 
    When I got back, I needed to work off some of my frustration, so I went to the gym and beat the snot out of the heavy bag. Fork was at the gym, too, and he seemed to be in the same mood as I was.  
 
    These last few weeks, shit with the club had been busy. Between the garage and the moves being made around the resurgence of the Jackals, I hadn’t seen much of her. And I’d probably see even less over the next few weeks unless she got her ass back here where she belonged.  
 
    Word was that the remaining Jackals were trying to finagle a deal, shopping around for firepower from clubs that had reputations for mowing down other clubs that tried to get in their way.  
 
    One club we knew they were talking to was the Freebooters. But Brady’s father Torque was now cellmates with an OG Freebooter who was fifteen years into a twenty-five-year sentence. That booter was gonna talk to his people on Torque’s behalf, warn that the Jackals were what their name suggested. We’d see what happened there. Freebooters were not men we wanted as enemies.  
 
    Fork was working his angle with Larsen in the Jackals, complaining most of us were pussies and not willing to step outside the confines of the law to earn, that he needed more action and had caught wind of upper echelon shit that Deke was hiding from the club. He was playing the guy, knowing he was being played right back. He dangled the carrot saying Deke and his sons were keeping money from the rest of the brothers with a big drug deal disguised as a Harley shipment. He told Larsen that whoever intercepted it would be half a mill richer. Fork told Larsen he was looking for someone he could trust to help him intercept it. And Larsen bit saying when they got the money time would be ripe to destroy the brotherhood, because when word flew that Deke and his sons were keeping action from the rest of the club, living dirty instead of clean, it’d be the beginning of the end of the Dominion Brotherhood.  
 
    We were working on a plan to draw them out for that, then take them out by getting the rest of them arrested after they stole another shipment of motorcycles and accessories that would not include saddlebags filled with drugs and cash as expected. And that could get them out of our hair for good, particularly given that Alec Wylde was not well liked in prison and Torque told us he’d heard word that Jackals inside would not last long because of ongoing beefs with inmate gangs related to the cartel the Jackals had pissed on. 
 
    Deacon and I had wasted some time trying to help the cartel. We wasted time strategizing and then driving to Casper for nothing. The goods they wanted, the hostage they wanted back was a dead end. Deke hoped our efforts of planning, traveling, and updating them on it all would eliminate the favor we owed. But they told us they’d need our help with something else instead, which did not make Deke happy. 
 
    *** 
 
    Gigi was phoning me. It was early, before seven in the morning, and I answered the phone with a miserable, “Yeah?”  
 
    “Shoot, did I wake you up?” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes. “Don’t worry about it. What’s up?” 
 
    “It’s that obvious?” 
 
    “You usually call me with a sweet ‘good morning, Jesse’ in that breathy voice that I feel in my cock. That’s not how you greeted me just now. So, what’s up?” 
 
    She sighed.  
 
    “Spit it out, G.” 
 
    “I wanted to call you last night when I found out, but you said you were busy yesterday, and… and… I hoped you were up already for work. Sorry to wake you up.” 
 
    “I’m up now. Found out what?” 
 
    She said nothing. 
 
    “G,” I pushed. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m just… flabbergasted. She… I don’t believe her.” 
 
    “It’s too fuckin’ early in the morning for this. Spit it out, woman.” 
 
    “Never mind. I’ll just call you later.” 
 
    “Do not pull that martyr shit on me, Gianna. Fuck.” 
 
    “You’re bein’ prickly when I’m already frazzled. Maybe I should just call you back.” 
 
    “Woman…” 
 
    “It’s Aunt Francie,” she blurted. 
 
    “Who else?” I muttered. “What she do?” 
 
    “Get this: she has over three hundred thousand dollars in the bank.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “She got denied for a free nurse. And she wasn’t telling me why. Trying to play it off. I found out from Delia who found out from Trudy it’s because she can afford a nurse.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “She can afford a nurse! Ten nurses. And she could’ve afforded a lot. Including helping me with Kailey’s cremation. It was only a little over a thousand dollars for the cremation, not that she should have to pay for something like that by default, but she told me she wouldn’t be able to pay even if it was me that was murdered. She actually said that. You heard it, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I heard it.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure where she could’ve gotten that money. Had to be that Great Uncle Billy left it to her when he died. Timing checks out. She moved into this place a couple months after he died. Seems Uncle Billy inherited money when his wife died years earlier from her life insurance, but was a simple guy so lived like he had nothing. If that’s where this came from, which… I think it has to be; this means she’s had it for like… almost ten years. So she’d let someone else worry about my final expenses if it was me, just leave me in a drawer in the morgue and wash her hands of me. So that’s just… infuriating. Complains about money constantly. Always talking about having trouble making rent. I’m so angry I’m not even whispering, and I don’t even care if she hears me.” 
 
    “I can see why you’re pissed.” I got out of bed and pulled a pair of workout shorts on, then wandered down the hall to take a leak. “But good news. She doesn’t have to be your problem anymore. You can go from being her hostage to comin’ back to be mine.”  
 
    “This also means that when she tried to get me to sell Uncle Billy’s guitar to make rent, she didn’t even need the money never mind have rent to pay because she probably bought this place. Gah!” 
 
    I passed Skip in the hall. He was in his doorway, kissing a busty redhead who was on her way out.  
 
    I rolled my eyes as I passed him to head into the john. 
 
    “I miss you,” she said softly. 
 
    “Yeah, gettin’ a little tired of hearing that,” I muttered. “Gonna take a leak. One sec.” 
 
    When I finished washing my hands, then splashing cold water on my face and dabbing it with a towel, I hauled the phone out of my shorts pocket. 
 
    “I’m back. Babble on.” 
 
    “You’re sick of hearing it,” she said softly. 
 
    I clenched my jaw and ran a hand through my hair. 
 
    “Sick of me missing you,” she went on sadly. “Knew I was gonna mess this up.” 
 
    “Yeah, cuz I’m sick of missing each other when we don’t need to. Come home. Tell her to hire her own nurse, that you’re sick of her bullshit abuse, and fuckin’ come home to your man, Gigi.” 
 
    She sighed. “Is it crazy that I kinda still feel like I can’t abandon her?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Ugh.” 
 
    “So, you’re down to abandon me then?” I snapped. 
 
    The phone was quiet for a beat, then, “That’s not fair, Jesse.” 
 
    So I added, “It sure as fuck isn’t. I know you’re worried about your aunt, but she treats you like shit and this latest bullshit just proves she doesn’t deserve your effort. Time to come where you’re wanted and appreciated.” 
 
    “By you, not anyone else there. They-” 
 
    “Am I not enough?”  
 
    “Of course you are.”  
 
    “I’m picking you up tonight.” 
 
    “I need a little more time, Jesse.” 
 
    “Time for what? Fuck sakes, woman. We’ve been together a couple months. How much time we spend together lately? How is this gonna become something if we hardly see each other?” 
 
    “Become something? It already is something. To me. It’s everything, Jesse.” 
 
    “Prove it, G. Can’t get deeper with you when you’re this many miles away.” 
 
    “I… I’m gonna tell her she has to sort out a nurse. Give her time to do that. And then I’ll be back.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “I…” She held the phone. 
 
    “Fuck me,” I muttered, heading back down the hall and went to the kitchen. There was no goddamn coffee made. “Fuck,” I clipped. “I need coffee. I’ll call you back after I get some into me.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said softly. “Sorry I woke you up and put you in a salty mood.” 
 
    “Call you back on my lunch hour instead, actually. Got a bullshit morning lined up. Bye.” I ended the call. 
 
    *** 
 
    I slammed the hood of the car I was working on and threw the greasy rag into the bucket in the corner. 
 
    “Sit on your balls on the throne this mornin’ or what?” Rider clipped from the doorway. 
 
    “Fuck knows,” I muttered and grabbed my clipboard and pen to update the work order.  
 
    “You’re one miserable fucker this morning,” he informed.  
 
    He was not wrong. I was a miserable fucker today. I wanted to ride. Break something. Pick a fight, maybe. 
 
    “Fuckin’ bullshit with G.” 
 
    “Ah,” Rider replied. “Wanna vent? Go for it.” 
 
    I put the clipboard down.  
 
    “If she was away from me taking care of someone who appreciated it, I could hack it. I’d feel like a complete dick if I was salty because she was off doin’ a good deed for someone who deserved it. But that woman she’s waiting on hand and foot is fuckin’ vile. Treats G like garbage.” 
 
    “That’s rough, brother,” Ride replied. “Kidnap her. Bring her home and cuff her to your bed.” He shrugged and cracked open an energy drink. 
 
    “I’d laugh that off, brother, but I happen to know you mean it.” 
 
    “It worked.” Ride shot me a grin as he reached into his toolbox then pulled out a screwdriver. 
 
    “That, it did,” I observed.  
 
    Ride had me and Bront abduct Jenna for him. The little hellcat was furious. It was for Jenna’s safety and now they lived together, and he was always goin’ on about ring shopping, so it worked out.  
 
    “I’m not givin’ it much more time. She needs to wise up or I’m done,” I stated. “Tired of this bullshit.” 
 
    “Brother,” Deacon called out from underneath the car beside me. “Whether the aunt deserves the help or not, your girl doesn’t have it in her to desert her. Don’t punish Gia for being a good person.” 
 
    I sighed and took a swig of the bottle of Coke I was drinking, then said, “She found out last night the woman’s been hoarding hundreds of thousands of dollars, playing poor while handing out abuse. Told her she didn’t have the money to help with Kailey’s cremation, that she couldn’t have helped even if it were Gigi herself that got murdered. And yet my girl is still sayin’ she needs to stay there and look after her because the Chemo is making her so sick. Lopped off her fuckin’ hair and made it into a wig for that witch. Makes me sick seein’ it on her head when she walks around that place doin’ nothin’ but bitchin’ and handing Gigi abuse.” 
 
    Deacon rolled out from under the car to look at me. “For real?” 
 
    My facial expression gave him his answer.  
 
    “Then I agree with Ride. Kidnap her,” Deacon said and then rolled back under. 
 
    Deacon’s cell rang.  
 
    “Brady,” he greeted. 
 
    My day started off with that bullshit phone call with Gigi, but Brady’s call meant an entire bullshit day where everyone was on edge. Worse than on edge. Collectively, the club was ready to blow up the world. Because last night, Fork’s truck broke down near the Valentine cabin, so he spent the night there. And some Wyld Jackals had put a tracker on his Bronco and found him there, so not only was he now missing, so was Jojo Valentine, who had been up there with him.  
 
    Some brothers were already yakking it up about Fork and Jojo having a secret thing. And Nolan unwisely made a crack about it in earshot of the wrong men. Rider aggressively set him straight, pushing him into a wall, telling him from an inch away that it was a coincidence that she was there when Fork’s truck broke down in the area. 
 
    I knew something was up with Jojo. The boys were pissed off about something yesterday and I’d heard them muttering to one another and her name was brought up. I didn’t know the details, too ensnared by my own shit to take on anyone else’s.  
 
    A few of the guys exchanged looks that said, ‘yeah right’ and this pissed Rider and Spence off, so they both got pretty fuckin’ irate about it.  
 
    And this wasn’t the first bit of Jackals bullshit we’d been served lately. They firebombed Rudy’s house while he was away. Word was they did it to catch Edge, who’d been there for the night with Fork after a meetup and barter with a couple guys from the Reivers Clansmen MC ran late. But Jojo had been with Delia that day due to some other drama to do with an abandoned kid whose mother stole Jojo’s car and wallet. Fork’s sweet butt contact had warned him that Rudy’s house was about to be hit, so he got Jojo and Edge got Delia out of the house before it went up in flames. 
 
    And hearing this latest news, I was picking Gigi up, and bringing her here as soon as I could get there whether she liked it or not. Fuck Francie. Especially now given the news she had resources she wasn’t using and instead taking advantage of my girl and my club’s kindness. We didn’t need to waste resources or headspace on her any longer. 
 
    “Gianna,” I greeted when she answered her phone. “Who’s on you today?” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Which prospect is there watching things?” 
 
    “Rash. Why’d you call me that?” 
 
    “Call you what?” 
 
    “You never call me Gianna. You call me Gigi. Or G. Hostage. Or one of those other sweet names you call me. Not Gianna. But you’ve said that name twice today. You’re really mad at me, aren’t you?” 
 
    I took a deep breath to summon some patience. “Do not leave that trailer today. I’ll be coming for you as soon as I can get away.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Say nothing, but the Jackals have Chris Forker and Jojo Valentine. Don’t know the whole deal yet, but I can’t have you this far away. If things don’t go sideways or even if they do with this bullshit, I need you here.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” 
 
    “Don’t argue with me about this or I will fuckin’ kidnap you. You hear me?” 
 
    “Jojo. Oh my God. What’s-” 
 
    “Don’t know much, couldn’t say much right now even if I did, but stay in that fuckin’ trailer, keep a close eye on shit, and put Rash on the phone. I’ll either be there as soon as I can bring you back here or I’ll have someone drive you to me. Either way, you’re coming to me today and do not fuckin’ argue with me about it or I will carry you out of there kicking and screaming if I have to.” 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered. 
 
    “So, either call a home care service for your aunt if she can’t do it herself or leave it to her. You’re comin’ home.” 
 
    “Oh my God. Jojo. Please no.” She choked-up. 
 
    “Call you later. Give Rash the phone.” 
 
    “Okay, um… stay safe, Jesse. Please,” she said brokenly. 
 
    “Pack, Gigi. Gimme to Rash.” 
 
    Rash had already heard the news. Every member had. We all had our hackles up. The Valentines were on their way to meet Brady at the cabin; we were all on standby, awaiting orders, not to mention watching in case this was phase one in a bigger shit storm. I told Rash that as soon as I got there, he was off duty. I sent a message to Delia to say the same. She and her resources didn’t need to worry about Francie given what we now knew about Francie’s attitude coupled with her financials.  
 
    Delia got back to me, saying she already knew about the aunt’s money and they were all about done with helping out anyway because the aunt was a foul human. Delia wrote she and her friends had only stuck it out for G this far, but were already talking about an end-date with this money news. I informed her I’d get Gigi to Aberdeen as soon as I could swing it and thanked her for her help, told her I owed her. I also told her to send me the amount for Kailey’s cremation expenses. That I was gonna send her the money. 
 
    Delia wrote back.  
 
    Don’t worry about that right now, Jesse. We’ll talk about it later. 
 
    I sent $1500.00 to Delia’s cell number. 
 
    She rejected it and told me it was only $1175. 
 
    I sent $1175.  
 
    She accepted it, but wrote back. 
 
    You didn’t need to do that. But I get why you did, so I’m not gonna argue. Alpha badass: 1. Delia: 0 
 
    Instead of replying by text, I called her. 
 
    “Hi Jesse,” she answered, voice laced with a combination of suspicion and affection. 
 
    “Wanted to say I’ve got all the respect in the world for you. If you ever need anything, please just ask.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I pulled up to the trailer. I was alone, which – if he knew – Deke would hemorrhage about, but after the day, it was either pull resources from protecting people here and at home or wait until tomorrow. I was doing neither. I needed to see her, touch her. Get her home and into my sheets so I could fuckin’ sleep tonight.  
 
    Today was a close call that could’ve gone very fucking badly for Fork and for Jojo. 
 
    Rash was sitting on the deck when I pulled up. Trudy, one of the old ladies, a biker broad of about sixty, was sitting beside him. 
 
    “Folks,” I greeted. 
 
    “Hey, handsome,” Trudy greeted. 
 
    “Brother,” Rash stood and shook my hand.  
 
    “You see her? She okay?” Trudy asked. 
 
    “Jojo? Haven’t. But heard all’s good. Not a scratch on her, thanks to Fork.” 
 
    Trudy breathed out relief. “Thank God for Fork.” 
 
    Fork disposed of the two lower-level Jackals that’d forced them into their van at gunpoint. I didn’t know many details and the jig was obviously up as far as the heist setup that was planned, but we’d find another way to nail whoever was left. 
 
    He’d pulled her out just seconds ahead of a fire and now this. And the way I’d seen that girl look at Fork every time she was in his orbit along with the way I’d caught him looking at her a couple times when nobody else was watching – I wondered if his control had finally snapped. It wasn’t tough to read that he wanted her.  
 
    And knowing as much as I’d surmised so far, he wasn’t the type of man to deny himself what he wanted. Though a sweet young thing like that along with who she was to this club – you didn’t go there just for the fuck of it. You only went there if you meant it and you were willing to fight for it. Because you’d have a fight on your hands proving your worth to the men who protected her. 
 
    Tongues were doin’ a whole lot of wagging about the two of them with the fact he’d rescued her twice, not to mention the way she blatantly flirted with him in the mother charter lounge during Delia’s birthday party. But now none of the tongue-wagging was happening near anyone with the last name Valentine as it’d undoubtedly turn hostile instantly.  
 
    “You here for long, Trudy?” I asked. “’Cuz I told Delia you could all be off duty permanently.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Just popped by to pick up supplies we’d brought. Cleaning stuff. Casserole dishes. Brought a few more meals in disposables since the patient is now perfectly capable of heating food up herself. Delia told me you were picking Gianna up, so we’ve set her aunt up and given her a couple numbers if she runs into trouble and needs help. But if so, she’ll be puttin’ her hand in her pocket. And in fact, she’s been told we’re expecting a donation to Biker Big Bros in her name. A sizeable one, since she’s in a better financial position than most and benefited from a whole lot of good will these last several weeks.” 
 
    I smiled. Trudy returned that smile.  
 
    “Just having a natter with Rash here and then we’re heading home.” 
 
    “Your help has been very appreciated. By G and me even if the patient was ungrateful. She even need help at this point?” 
 
    “Been a couple weeks since her last treatment so she should be on the mend. That girl of yours is still lookin’ after her and has kept up most of the work on her own, us just bringing food, helping with cooking and shopping. I think Francie could get by with just a little housekeeping and a meal service rather than twenty-four-seven care. If she has to do more treatments she might need more help than that, but she can afford the professional kind.” 
 
    “Good to know. Thanks, Trudy. For everything.” 
 
    “My pleasure, handsome.” 
 
    I opened the door and the old bitch greeted me with a grimace from the kitchen bar where she stood pouring herself a glass of pop, a lit cigarette dangling from her mouth and my woman’s beautiful blonde hair on her head.  
 
    And I knew from my time here that her standing at that counter meant she could hear the conversation out on that deck as clear as if she were out there with us. 
 
    She was wearing that same tracksuit she had on the day I first met her, only now it was hanging off her. She was skinny before; now she was emaciated.  
 
    Fuck, I hated the sight of the wig on her.  
 
    “I’m takin’ her with me. You’ll have to fend for yourself for a while. Hiring a nurse might be a plan.” 
 
    Her expression dropped from a grimace to something that looked verging on emotional.  
 
    She replied, “Whatever.”  
 
    Like it didn’t matter to her. 
 
    “You know what, Francie?” I started. 
 
    Gigi burst from the bedroom and ran for me, throwing her arms around me. “How’s Jojo, what’s been happening?” 
 
    “Who’s Jojo?” Francie asked. 
 
    “No one you’d know,” I said. “All’s good, baby. She’s safe. You ready to roll?” 
 
    Gigi nodded, sinking against me. “Call you tomorrow, Aunt Francie. You need anything before I go?” 
 
    “Told you already I’ll be all right,” she said and sipped from her glass, eyes on me, as if daring me to go off on her.  
 
    “Feel better Francie,” I said with a phony as fuck smile. “I’ll be sure to share your thanks with all the people in my club who helped out.” 
 
    She gave me a hard look. “I’m a proud woman. I don’t like to ask for help from nobody. This hasn’t been easy on me.” 
 
    “I’m sure it hasn’t. Not too difficult to be decent to people tryin’ to help though, is it? It also hasn’t been easy on your niece. You’re related through G’s father, right?” 
 
    “He’s my little brother.” 
 
    “And where’s he been through all this?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “He’s useless. She knows that. Always has  been; that’s why I took her in when she had nowhere else to go.” 
 
    Was that a dig suggesting Gigi owed her this? Because Gigi also told me the woman regularly kicked her out.  
 
    “Is he gonna step up now? Because your niece was more than happy to help you, but she has to get back to her life now. So…” I let that hang. 
 
    “I’m startin’ to feel a little better. If I need help, I’ll get it. Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “When’s your next oncologist appointment, Aunt Francie?” Gigi asked. 
 
    “Next Thursday.” 
 
    “Okay, let me know if you want me to come with you and I’ll try to get back down here for it.” 
 
    I made a sound at the back of my throat. 
 
    “I’ll be fine. You go on and live your life, girl,” Francie said. 
 
    Gigi went to her aunt and pulled her into a hug. “I’m praying you’ll get better, Aunt Francie. I really, really am.” 
 
    “Mm hm.” She patted her niece’s back.  
 
    And I saw something slip in Francie’s expression. Something raw. Something bleak. Fear? 
 
    She caught my eyes on her and cleared her expression, then swallowed. “You two go on.” She gestured to the door. “Haven’t had a minute to myself in weeks. I’m gonna sit on my couch and watch some of my programs in peace and quiet. Go on.” 
 
    “I’ll call you tomorrow, Aunt Francie.” 
 
    “Yeah. All right.” 
 
    This was the most pleasant I’d seen her. And she was far from pleasant.  
 
    *** 
 
    “So, Jojo’s okay,” she checked, fastening her seatbelt.  
 
    “She’s unhurt.” 
 
    “What an ordeal! And now the enemies know where that cabin is. That’s a shame.” 
 
    “For sure. You confront your aunt about the money?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Didn’t think so,” I grumbled.  
 
    “I’m sure she knows I heard. And Trudy said something so it’s obvious everyone knows. Told her she’s expecting a donation to the club’s charity. Trudy knows the social worker that came over. It’s her neighbor.” 
 
    “But you said nothing?” 
 
    “No point arguing with her. She is who she is.” 
 
    “Yeah, and fuckin’ lucky that you are who you are.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” 
 
    “When are you gonna stop setting yourself on fire to keep people warm, baby?” 
 
    “Probably never. Want me to keep you warm, Jesse?” 
 
    I shook my head in dismay. “Damn right I do. That’s why I’m bringin’ you home. But you ought to have figured out by now that I’ll build the fire and keep you warm, too.”  
 
    She gave me a sad smile. “Sorry about all this.” 
 
    “Not your fault, hostage. But you’re back in my clutches now.” I wiggled my eyebrows.  
 
    She smiled, but it didn’t touch her eyes. “Guess I really am your hostage again, huh?” She reached for the radio dial but then pulled her hand back. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I invited. “Fuck with my radio. You know you wanna.” 
 
    She unclipped her seatbelt, leaned over to kiss my ear, then clipped her seatbelt and turned on the radio with a smile that lit up her whole face. 
 
    “I know you’re sick of hearing it, but I’ve missed you so much.” 
 
    “More like just sick of feelin’ the same. And tired of you being her doormat. If she deserved all she got from you, I’d have… actually, nah…I can’t promise I would’ve been more patient, but I would’ve tried to be.” 
 
    She squeezed my leg. “I don’t blame you for getting tired of this. And… I … I did something to get a little of my own back. I wasn’t sure I wanted to admit this to you, but… maybe you need to hear it, so you realize I’m only fifty per cent doormat.” 
 
    “What’d you do?” 
 
    She smiled with a little bit of deviousness, and it caused a stir in my jeans. 
 
    “Talking to my dad yesterday about the money situation was a bit spiteful. Daddy didn’t know about the money, but he does now, so he’s probably gonna sniff around and that’ll get on her nerves pretty badly.” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    She said, “When we talked it out and he’s said it must’ve come from Uncle Billy’s wife, he figured Uncle Billy died with nothing since nobody told him any different and Uncle Billy didn’t live flashy. Drove an old beater. Lived in the clubhouse of his old MC until he died. I got the impression that now that Daddy knows about it, he’s gonna be making his way here. He’s gonna lay it on thick and drive her up the wall trying to borrow it or get her to invest in one of his shady business opportunities. He really gets on her nerves.” 
 
    “I’m a little impressed,” I admitted, squeezing her thigh. 
 
    She shrugged. “See, not a total angel.” 
 
    “We’ll explore the little devil in you when we get back to the swamp,” I promised. 
 
    Her eyes lit up. “Sounds like a plan. So… Jojo’s really okay?”  
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    She let out a long exhale of relief. 
 
    “When shit settles down with the enemy and we know it’s safe, we should start apartment hunting,” I told her. 
 
    She looked at me with surprise. 
 
    “We’ll get a place. Then you can settle in, find a job, and not feel claustrophobic in that clubhouse.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really. If that’s what you want. To live with me, I mean.” 
 
    “I’d love that,” she said softly. 
 
    I squeezed her thigh. She put her hand on top of mine.  
 
    And then she sang along to Hole in my Soul by Aerosmith. Happily. And her voice made the hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stand on end. 
 
    And it made me smile for the first time in a while, realizing I was giving my girl what she needs while also getting what I need. Her with me. In my sheets. Her gorgeous voice in my ears, unembarrassed about singing her heart out. 
 
    I slowed the truck. “This is where you worked, right?”  
 
    “Yeah,” she said, “How’d you know?” 
 
    “Asked Delia.” I pulled into a parking spot. “Come on. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Let’s go what?” 
 
    “Get your money.” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “C’mon,” I said. 
 
    “They might not have it ready.” 
 
    “We won’t be leaving without your money.”  
 
    Her eyes widened. “I don’t think-” 
 
    “I do. Here’s one of the benefits of hitching your wagon to a Harley man, baby. He makes sure you don’t get fucked over. And if someone has the nerve, he’ll make sure they think twice before tryin’ it again.” 
 
    I got out of the truck. She followed. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Hi Georgina,” Gigi greeted the lady at the front desk hesitantly. 
 
    The woman looked up from her computer and startled before her mouth split into a dazzling smile. 
 
    “Gianna. Oh my goodness. I didn’t recognize you for a second!” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Gigi touched her hair. “Changes.” 
 
    “Why on earth did you chop it off? You had the most beautiful hair!”  
 
    “My aunt got cancer. I had it made into a wig for her.” 
 
    The woman beamed, looking like she might cry. She looked to me and said, “That’s our Gianna.” Then she looked back to G. “It looks good. Don’t take it the wrong way. But people pay for hair like you had.” 
 
    She waved her hand. “It’ll grow back.”  
 
    “Really good to see you!” 
 
    “Georgina, this is my… boyfriend. Jesse. Jesse, this is Georgina.” 
 
    “Hello,” the older Black lady in pink scrubs greeted, holding out her hand.   
 
    “Nice to meet you.” I shook it. 
 
    “So, um, did Carolynn leave a check for me?” Gianna asked. “By some chance?” 
 
    “No. Not that I’ve heard. So sorry to hear you quit. The residents are missing you.” 
 
    “She didn’t quit. She got fired for having an emergency,” I informed. “Right after being forced to take two weeks unpaid vacation despite that the boss hired some friends.” 
 
    Georgina’s eyes widened, then her voice went low. “I was afraid of that. We didn’t think you’d just disappear like that with no notice. And those two she hired are as useless as teats on a bull.” 
 
    “Where’s the boss then?” I asked.  
 
    “In a meeting.” 
 
    “Oh,” Gigi piped up. “Okay, maybe I’ll just-” Gigi jerked her thumb toward the door. 
 
    “We’ll wait,” I said. “She’s been owed money for months.” 
 
    “Feel free,” Georgina gestured to some chairs. 
 
    “She also wants to say goodbye to the residents,” I advised. 
 
    “Oh! They’d love that. Of course she can; if I accompany her.” 
 
    I jerked my chin at my girl, who was staring at me with wide eyes and an open mouth. 
 
    “I’ll just get someone to watch the phones and the door and I’ll walk you through,” Georgina said and lifted her phone with a big smile on her face. 
 
    *** 
 
    Not only were there more than a few old people that were thrilled to see her, there were several coworkers who were too. Lots of remarks about her hair. Talk about how they’d miss her. Someone asked what she’d been doing, where she’d gone to work.  
 
    She seemed thrown. Like she didn’t realize she had friends or some shit. And this didn’t surprise me. This girl didn’t know her worth.  
 
    “This place fired her,” I told someone. “She moved to Aberdeen with me, but she’s been here taking care of her sick aunt. The one she cut her hair to make a wig for.”  
 
    I only said that once to someone but there was an audience of elderly people watching television and so it got shared repeatedly by a couple residents who followed us around.  
 
    After we’d gotten almost all the way through the place, having a group with us near the end as we’d picked up several who followed along for the tour, a thirty-something woman in a beige suit with short blonde hair nearly ran into me coming around a corner. 
 
    She sized me up and made a judgement immediately. Then her eyes bounced to Gigi, and it took a beat before recognition hit her eyes. 
 
    “Oh. You’re… what are you doing here?”  
 
    Georgina spoke up. “I’m just takin’ her round to say goodbye to the residents and her colleagues who all miss her.” 
 
    The woman made a face of distaste.  
 
    “I really like all the pictures on your skin,” a little old lady with a walker said to me. 
 
    “Thanks, ma’am,” I replied, then looked to the bitchy blonde.  “She’s also here for her last check. It’s about three months late.”  
 
    The woman looked at me like she couldn’t believe I deigned to speak to her.  
 
    “I’m sure I mentioned it was mailed to you, Gianna.” 
 
    My girl shook her head. “I’ve left voicemails and sent a couple emails. I haven’t heard anything back from you.” 
 
    “Pay this girl her money,” an old lady who was knitting in a nearby rocking chair called out. 
 
    “Yeah!” an old man chimed in. “She shouldn’t have been fired. You should be fired! We like her. You’re a sourpuss.” 
 
    Gigi looked horrified.  
 
    That Carolynn bitch was red-faced. 
 
    Georgina was failing at hiding her amusement. 
 
    “How about you cut her a check now and we’ll be on our way,” I suggested. 
 
    “The check was most certainly issued and mailed to her,” the woman replied with a puckered-up face. Yep. The old dude was right. Sourpuss. 
 
    “She doesn’t live there anymore,” I said. 
 
    “We’ll have to file an inquiry with the bank to see if it was cashed. Then, if not, we’ll have to re-issue-” 
 
    “She said she didn’t get it. Right, G?” 
 
    My girl cleared her throat and said, “I definitely didn’t get it. I didn’t hear from you stating it was mailed and told you in my message that I needed to pick it up because I was in the process of moving.” 
 
    “Perhaps you can call the office tomorrow and I’ll look into it,” the woman tried to dismiss us. 
 
    “We’re on our way out of town. We’ll take the check now,” I advised. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but this isn’t how it’s done.” 
 
    “Give the girl her money!” the old man called out again. “My family pays good money for me to live here and if I tell ‘em you people aren’t paying your staff, they’ll have something to say about it!” 
 
    “Mister Marsden, it’s all in hand, I assure you,” Carolynn attempted to soothe, “Gianna, we’ll have to take this up later. I have another meeting.”  
 
    She attempted to usher us toward the door that’d take us back to reception. 
 
    “Where’s her office, G?” I asked. 
 
    Georgina helpfully advised, “It’s right there.” She pointed to the door to the left of the door that the woman was trying to usher us through. 
 
    I tagged G’s hand and went toward that door. 
 
    “We’re goin’ into your office, lady, and you’ll either show us the check details from your check register that shows the date that check was made out to Gianna Jones, or you’ll write us a new one. How much does this place owe you, baby?” 
 
    “Four hundred and forty-nine dollars.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but you’ll need to leave,” Carolynn insisted. “I won’t be intimidated.” 
 
    I leaned forward and spoke low. “My girl just wants what’s owed to her. I haven’t begun to intimidate you.” I gave her a pointed look, then added, “Yet.” 
 
    “Please wait here,” she said and then she slipped into her office.  
 
    She tried to shut the door, but my motorcycle boot prevented her from doing that. 
 
    Gigi and I stepped in. 
 
    The woman was flustered, clicking through shit on her keyboard and rifling through files. We stood there. Gigi chewed her lip, looking about to laugh while I stared, gunning the bitch with my eyes. Every time she looked up to see if my eyes were still on her, she got increasingly shaky and nervous. 
 
    Three minutes later, there was a stack of cash in Gigi’s hands and the woman said nothing further about a previous check being lost, canceled, or investigated. She only had Georgina come in, presumably as a witness, before having Gigi sign a petty cash note stating she’d received the money.  
 
    There was no previous fucking check. She was expecting my girl to just go away. Probably because she was non-confrontational. 
 
    “Thank you. Have a great day,” I said exaggeratedly. “Watch out for dark alleys, though.” I gave her a severe look. 
 
    Gianna grabbed my hand and pulled me out the door. “Goodbye, Carolynn. Take care Georgina. Jesse, come on.” 
 
    “Stay in touch!” Georgina called. “I’ll add you on Facebook. And if you need a reference, use me!” 
 
    There were a handful of people still mulling around in the hallway, getting a show. There were smiles all around. They ate it up. 
 
    She got a couple hugs. Some well wishes. Some requests to come back and visit sometime from some of the residents. And then we were out of there. 
 
    On our way to my truck, my girl looked at me and said, “I shoulda asked for a letter of recommendation. She would’ve said anything I wanted to get you out of there.” 
 
    I gave her a serious look. “You had friends there, you know.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize, but yeah, I guess I did. Thanks, baby,” she kissed me. 
 
    “My pleasure, hostage. But, you’re buying me dinner on the way home.” 
 
    She laughed.  
 
    When we were in my truck, she said, “Actually, Jesse. After buying dinner, I think I wanna give the rest to Delia. It’s almost half of the cremation bill. I really don’t feel right about her paying for it, especially after all that’s gone on the last few weeks with Aunt Francie, how they all kicked in to help and she just… took advantage. You know?” 
 
    “I already paid Delia. I didn’t want you worrying about that debt, knew you’d fret after finding out the club helped for free when Francie didn’t need it. So I sent Delia the money this morning.” 
 
    Gigi blinked in surprise. 
 
    “I’ve got your back. Sometime, maybe you’ll have mine.” 
 
    She threw her arms around me. “After all the crap, all the nonsense, I didn’t ever think I’d luck out like this. I’m like… the worst girlfriend in the world to you these last weeks and you’re still this awesome to me.” 
 
    “Buy me a steak dinner, grab a box of Fruit Roll Ups to give me some of that epic head tonight, and that’ll be a start,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    “Your wish is my command, Lord Captor,” she whispered and sucked my earlobe. 
 
    “Little vixen,” I said. “You fixin’ to get fucked in this truck?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t mind that,” she whispered against my neck. 
 
    “I wouldn’t either, except it’s not a good idea to let my guard down with the shit that went down today, so you’ll get your fuckin’ when we get home.”  
 
    ***  
 
    When we got into my room, I immediately worked to shed her clothing.  
 
    “Too long,” I told her between nibbles on her throat, “Way too long since I tasted you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she breathed, dragging her fingers through my hair, then biting my earlobe. 
 
    “Didn’t like goin’ that long without you,” I said. 
 
    “I missed you,” she whispered. “So much.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I kissed her throat and then pulled her shirt over her head.  
 
    She jerked like I’d hurt her and then her face was red, and she pulled her bra off quickly, dropping it to the floor, then kicking it.  
 
    “I take that off you,” I corrected.  
 
    She gave me a wonky smile, going for my fly. I stopped her. Something was off. 
 
    “Gigi?” I asked, and grabbed her chin and made her look at me. “What?” 
 
    “Nothin’,” she said, shaking her head. 
 
    She was full of shit.  
 
    “Start talking.” 
 
    “I have better ideas.” 
 
    “Woman…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Talk.” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    I sighed. She bit down on her lip, looking guilty. 
 
    “What’s the rule I gave you when we started?”  
 
    “No lies. No deceit.” 
 
    “Right. And?”  
 
    I waited. We both knew something was up.   
 
    Shame filled her face as she leaned over and lifted her bra from the floor. And then she showed me a Band-Aid that was under it. 
 
    I flinched. “You were hiding that from me?” 
 
    “I didn’t know I’d see you today. I was having a … bad time. And then when you started undressing me, I worried you’d see it and get mad and… I tried to hide it.” 
 
    Fuck. I let that penetrate for a minute while she stared up at me with big, frightened eyes. 
 
    “You wouldn’t have done it if you knew you were seeing me today?” 
 
    Her eyes dropped to the floor. 
 
    I tipped her chin, so she had to look at me. “Where’d you cut yourself? Show me.” 
 
    She lifted her arm and I saw the scabs on her inner bicep. 
 
    ”That the first time you’ve hurt yourself since we talked about it?” 
 
    A muscle jumped in her cheek. Then she opened her mouth and clamped it shut, saying nothing. 
 
    I shook my head. I guess I’d missed it. 
 
    “Outlets,” I said. “No scratchin’ scabs.” 
 
    She flinched, clearly remembering that first excuse for a bandage she gave me.   
 
    “I’ll try harder. I had a few slips.” 
 
    I pulled air into my lungs, then let it out slowly.  It didn’t help.  
 
    I took my cut off and kicked off my boots. 
 
    “Let me help.” She approached and reached for my fly. 
 
    I stopped her with a hand on her wrist. “Think I need to just crash.” 
 
    She jerked in surprise. “You… you’re…” She let that hang. 
 
    “Tired. Over six hours driving today. Be back. Washin’ up. Go ahead and crash. Be back in a bit.” 
 
    I left the room. 
 
    *** 
 
    I got into the room, dropped my jeans and got under the covers. The lights were out but the TV was on. She was looking at me when I got in and I could see she’d been crying. 
 
    “I’m fucking this up,” she whispered. 
 
    I had no reply. 
 
    “I’m gonna do better, Jesse.” 
 
    “You gotta fuckin’ let me in. Gotta trust me, G.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Obviously, you don’t.” 
 
    “Why would you say that?” she asked.  
 
    “You hidin’ something so I won’t get mad? C’mon. What would that say to you?” 
 
    “You’re right,” she whispered. “I don’t… this is new to me.” 
 
    “Let’s just get some sleep. Been a long fuckin’ day.” 
 
    “You don’t… don’t want to have sex because you’re mad at me.” 
 
    “I’m frustrated, Gianna. That’s not the same as being mad. Let’s just put shit to bed and sleep.” 
 
    “Can we… Can I…” She rolled into me and put her hand on my jaw. “I’ve missed you. I want to make you happy. I want…you.” 
 
    “Not in the mood to fuck, woman.” 
 
    “Are we gonna be okay?”  
 
    “If you let me get some goddamn sleep when I’m askin’ for it, maybe.” 
 
    I turned over and adjusted the pillow.
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    I woke up to her eyes on me. She was chewing on her cheek. She looked stressed out, like she hadn’t slept much. 
 
    And I felt remorse at leaving shit the way I did last night, but I couldn’t help it; I was frustrated. I need more from her than what I’ve been getting. And I didn’t need the stress of worrying about what she might do to herself either. That shit was weighing very fuckin’ heavily on me. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. 
 
    “Hello,” she whispered. 
 
    “Come here,” I ordered. 
 
    She scooted closer. I caught her by the underarms and pulled her up on top of me.  
 
    She had nothing on.  
 
    I ran a hand up and down her spine, putting my mouth to her ear while she pressed her tits against my chest. Her nipples hardened. 
 
    “You sleep with nothing on hoping to seduce me last night to make up for me being pissed off?” 
 
    She nodded, burying her nose behind my ear.  
 
    I reached for a condom, but she moved down my body before I got it opened and then she was wrapping her mouth around my cock. 
 
    Fuck yeah. That hot mouth, that talented tongue?  
 
    “Get on my face while you suck me off,” I demanded. 
 
    Her eyes lit up, then she twisted around, trying to get her ass up while still sucking me off. She took too much time to get there so I grabbed her leg and flipped her, taking a nip at her ass cheek. 
 
    She squealed and then giggled. The giggle died when I latched onto her clit and sucked. 
 
    “My god, Jesse, you’re good at that,” she whimpered. 
 
    I slapped her ass. “Get that hot mouth back where it belongs, hostage.” 
 
    She complied, taking me deep. And it’d been a while for me, and she was very eager to please, so though she came fast, I came not long after. 
 
    “Round two in ten,” I said. “Come here.” 
 
    She twisted to get to the top of the bed, then snuggled up to me. I played with her hair. She scrubbed at the stubble on my jaw with her nails. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. “I’m gonna do better. Use those outlets, and… be honest.” 
 
    I tapped her ass. “Good. Make a list of what food you want, stuff for both of us for the next couple days, and I’ll send Nolan and Bick out for it. You’re here for the time being. Lockdown right now. Yeah?”  
 
    “Yeah,” she whispered. 
 
    “But you’ve got the run of the clubhouse.” I put my index finger to her nose, “You can go downstairs through the inside door during opening hours, too. Hang in the Roadhouse if you want company, if you’re hungry or thirsty beyond what we get in. I’ll set up a tab so you can go down and get whatever. We’ll have lunch together today in there, yeah?” 
 
    “Yep. Sounds good.” 
 
    I kissed her. “I’m serious, though. Don’t just hide out in here. Some of the other women’ll be around too. You can also go down for coffee, to chat with the girls that work there or the brothers’ women or whatever. You don’t need to hide. You’ve got as much right to be here as any of the wives and girlfriends that are here. You get me?”  
 
    She nodded, hesitation in her eyes. And something else there, too. 
 
    “I mean it,” I told her. 
 
    “Okay, Jesse.” 
 
    I wanted to whisper words into her skin that would soothe her. Make her see the goddess that stares at her the mirror. The girl won’t look the goddess in the eyes. Because shame eats her alive. 
 
    I rolled her. 
 
    “It’s been one minute, not ten,” she pointed out, mood lighter. 
 
    “I can kiss and touch you for nine minutes,” I reasoned, holding her face.  
 
    *** 
 
    It was around ten o’clock at night and it was me, Gigi, Scott and Deanna, plus Bront, Bick, and Pudge in the larger upstairs lounge. Deanna and Gigi were sitting together chatting. I was smoking a joint while we listened to Tom Petty’s greatest hits album on the stereo. The mood was mellow. Scott and Deanna seemed okay to my eyes, seemed like they usually were, so I was guessing things were on the mend for them. 
 
    There was a knock at the door. Nolan answered it. 
 
    “Well, hello ladies…” he greeted. “Who are you here for?” 
 
    It was Dina with two of her friends. They were all vamped up, looking for attention, and clearly, Dina was looking for me. She looked straight at me and asked, “Here to find out if anyone’s in the mood to party.”  
 
    “People are permitted by invite only,” I called out. “You can party downstairs in the bar like everyone else.” I put my joint out in the ashtray and tucked the roach into my cut’s inside pocket.  
 
    More bodies moved in behind them. Blow, Speedy, and a visiting nomad named Nix.  
 
    “Always in the mood to party,” Blow said, smiling at Dina and her friends. “Come on in, girls.” 
 
    Fuckin’ Blow. Another example of why he wasn’t leadership material. He heard what I said and didn’t bother finding out if there was a reason for it. Not to mention our lockdown status should automatically mean nobody outside club members and their women in the fuckin’ clubhouse.  
 
    I pointedly crooked my finger for Gigi, who was watching the exchange.  
 
    She smiled and came to me.  
 
    I patted my thigh, so she crawled into my lap and put her arms around me.  
 
    “Hello,” she greeted. 
 
    “You about ready for bed?” I asked, thumb stroking her bottom lip. 
 
    “Whatever you want, baby,” she answered huskily, then sucked my thumb. I pulled it out and gave her a dark look of promise, knowing all eyes were on us. 
 
    “Yum,” Dina said, sitting down beside us. Close. Too close. “Room for one more?” She leaned in. Her eyes were on my girl rather than me. “What do you think about that? Can I join you guys?” 
 
    Gigi gave her a sweet smile, which made me bristle. And then G’s eyes bounced to me and she obviously spoke before reading me, because she sweetly offered, “Whatever you want, baby.” 
 
    “Fuck me,” Bront muttered. “Lucky fuck.” 
 
    “No thanks,” I replied to Dina, making my disgust clear. 
 
    Dina pouted. “You pissed at me, Jesse?” 
 
    “Not pissed, Dina, just not interested.” 
 
    “Maybe some other time?” 
 
    “Don’t hold your breath,” was my reply. 
 
    Blow laughed. “Jesse, are you high? Because I’ll take not only those two,” he gestured to Gigi and Dina, “but you two as well.” He jerked his chin toward Dina’s friends. Then he called over to Deanna, “Not to leave you out either. You’re all welcome.”  
 
    “Don’t tempt me to call you into the ring, O’Grady,” I stated. 
 
    “Whoa, Jesse. Just jokin’.” Blow laughed it off and then gave Dina a slow head-to-toe perusal.  
 
    “Bedtime, Gigi,” I said, lifting her off my lap by the hips, then tagging her hand.  
 
    “Goodnight, everyone,” she said and waved. 
 
    I felt all eyes on us as we left.  
 
    When we got to my room, I locked the door and leveled her with a dark look. 
 
    “You want that?”  
 
    “Want that?” she parroted, pulling a hoop earring out of her earlobe. 
 
    “A threesome with me and that chick?” 
 
    “Only if you do,” she said, looking confused. She took out the other earring.  
 
    “Come on, woman. You’ve gotta have a fuckin’ backbone on ya. I mean… gimme a fuckin’ break.” I shrugged off my cut and chucked it on the dresser.  
 
    Her expression fell.  
 
    “You want me putting my hands on someone else?” 
 
    She stared. 
 
    “Do you?” I practically roared. 
 
    “No,” she whispered. 
 
    “You want that chick’s hands on you?” 
 
    “Not really. But if you wanted it, I’d be okay with it.” 
 
    “Because you want it, or you think I want it?” 
 
    “Because … because I want to make you happy.” 
 
    I tried to summon patience. “You think the way to my heart is by giving me access to another bitch’s pussy?” 
 
    She winced.  
 
    “You’ve got every right to tell another woman trying to get in there with me that I’m yours. Just like I have every right to expect nobody looks at or touches what’s mine. Or makes smartass comments about puttin’ their hands on you. Understood?” 
 
    She nodded, wide-eyed. 
 
    I stalked out to the bathroom.  
 
    When I was back, the light was off, so I undressed and got into bed. 
 
    “Jesse?” she called in the dark. 
 
    “What?” I snapped. 
 
    “I’m glad you didn’t want a threesome,” she whispered. 
 
    I sighed, chest feeling a little less tight. 
 
    “Really glad.” 
 
    “Dina was the last chick I fucked. Didn’t like the way she played that tonight. You see her in the bar, up here, or around town, steer clear.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    I adjusted my pillow. “Gimme another pillow. You’ve got ‘em all again.” 
 
    “You can have them all if you’ll be my pillow,” she said and ran her nose along my throat, then tickled my earlobe with her tongue. “I’m naked, by the way. Unless you’re too mad at me.” 
 
    I rolled her to her back.  
 
    “Deal. Though you didn’t let me undress you, which doesn’t make me happy. But yeah, I’ll be your pillow after I fuck you. But woman, it might be a little fast and a little rough. Because I’m pissed. But I’d never hurt you, okay?” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    I froze. “Rough play sounds good to you?” 
 
    “Sure does,” she whispered.  
 
    I growled. 
 
    And she took it as an invitation, but it wasn’t that kind of growl. I was pissed. So I caught her wrist as her hand slid across my cock. 
 
    “You sayin’ that to make me happy or you sayin’ that because you mean it?” 
 
    “I actually mean it,” she whispered. “I mean, a little rough. Spanking, hair pulling. A little throat grabbing. Not, like… bruises or loss of consciousness or anything extreme.” 
 
    “Serious?” 
 
    “You’re asking me if I’m serious?” she asked, humor in her voice. 
 
    “I don’t want you setting yourself on fire for me, baby. That’s not what I want at all.” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t be. Because it’s you and because I trust you, so I know you’d make me feel safe like you always do, and you’d make it good, too. I wouldn’t say that to just anybody.”  
 
    “I hope not.” 
 
    “Full disclosure: I gave that trust to one person. They didn’t let me down. But they weren’t you, they weren’t what…” she swallowed, “what you are to me, Jesse. Please believe me.” 
 
    I put my mouth to hers for a quick kiss and then turned the lamp on, because I wanted to watch. I flipped her to her belly, smacked her scrumptious ass, and took a handful of her hair, tugging gently until she got the message and scrambled to her knees. While I rolled a condom on, I took her in. Bent over for me. Fucking beautiful. 
 
    “Play with your clit,” I ordered. 
 
    I sank inside slowly. “Keep touching yourself,” I demanded, slapping her ass before I pulled out and then rammed back in hard, pulling a gasp from her. 
 
    It didn’t take long for her breathing to quicken, for her fingers to go faster. I ran my hand up her throat and lifted so we were both on our knees, my front plastered to her back. And then as she came, I tightened my grip on her throat just a little, and bit her shoulder. 
 
    Her cries went louder. I slapped her ass one more time, as I exploded. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Rough enough?” I asked when she was curled up in my arms a couple minutes later. “Or you want it rougher?” 
 
    “It was amazing. I don’t know about rougher.” 
 
    “We’ll play it by ear,” I said, kissing her. “Never wanna hurt you, baby.” 
 
    “Same,” she said, kissing my chest. 
 
    “You’ve got a voice in this relationship, Gianna.” 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered. 
 
    “And it needs to be louder than it is.” 
 
    “Right,” she said louder. 
 
    And then I crashed.  
 
    *** 
 
    I was on a bench in the little building in the new compound we’d dubbed our club fieldhouse. The space wasn’t done yet, but we’d put all our equipment here and we’d been using it instead of going to our usual gyms since it was easier than heading out in groups. I was drinking water, catching my breath after my post-workout stretching. 
 
    “Yo, brother,” Edge greeted, heading in my direction.  “You just starting or just finishing?” 
 
    “Finishing,” I stated. “You want this bench?” 
 
    “No, not here for a workout right now. How’s things?” 
 
    “Good. How’s things with you?” I cocked an eyebrow. Edge clearly wanted to discuss something.  
 
    “I… uh… wanted a word about Gia.” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    He measured his words. “What she and I had wasn’t deep, but also, it was. I had a conversation with her a little while ago up in the temporary clubhouse and… wanted to fill you in.” 
 
    He watched me for a reaction. I didn’t give him one. Because I didn’t know what was between them; she’d been vague about it.  
 
    “I wanted to know she’s good. I left her dangling in the wind when I lost Jet. I wasn’t in the headspace for anything, and I never answered when she reached out. Couldn’t process anything back then. I wanted to check in with her and saw her up there alone just a while ago. We had a conversation in the kitchen, moved it to the small TV room in the back, and… Scooter walked in and saw a hug. Got pissed at me. It was just a hug, brother.” 
 
    My nostrils flared. “She was cool with you when you saw each other after she found out her sister died.” 
 
    “She was.” 
 
    “That wasn’t enough for you?” 
 
    “We never really… ended shit. Got no closure.”  
 
    He blew out a breath, looked around, eyed Bront on the treadmill and though Bront had earbuds in, Edge still lowered his voice. “She told me she never told you anything about what she and I had.” 
 
    “Only there was something but said you never fucked. Wouldn’t break your confidence by sharing details.” 
 
    He nodded. “She’s a good girl.” 
 
    I was losing patience. “Not interested in chewing the fat about my girlfriend, brother, especially not over the fact you two had a thing.” 
 
    “We used to…” he winced. “Used to give one another a little therapy in a way. I gave her something. She gave me something.” 
 
    “Clearly those days are done,” I stated. “She’s mine. If you don’t have closure, deal with it. On your own.”  
 
    “I know she can’t give me what she gave anymore because she’s with you and you never struck me as a brother who shares.” 
 
    My expression soured in a way he wouldn’t miss. 
 
    “Not that I’d ever ask. I wouldn’t do that. This’d make sense if you knew what we shared, but she wouldn’t break my confidence, I also won’t break hers without permission, but she told me she’s worried she’s messing up shit with you because of some of her issues, so I’m thinkin’ maybe if I share about the thing we had, maybe you can…” He shrugged. “Benefit from that.” 
 
    “Not gonna lie, brother, this is beginnin’ to piss me off,” I stated, getting to my feet and wiping my forehead with my towel.  I took a swig of my water, grabbed my phone from the wall ledge where it sat with my keys and called my girl.  “One sec, Edge.” 
 
    Edge watched me do it with worry on his face. “Didn’t mean to-” 
 
    I raised a finger to halt him when my girl answered the phone.  
 
    “Gigi. Edge is playin’ word games here. Not sure what the fuck it’s about. Said Scott saw you two in an embrace, and it was just a hug.” 
 
    “It was just that. Nothing else,” she stated. “I swear it.” 
 
    “You cool with him talking to me about what you and him shared? Not that I need to fuckin’ know but he wants to say something to me.” 
 
    “He can say whatever he wants to you, Jesse,” she said softly. 
 
    I put the phone on speaker. “Repeat that. You’re on speaker.” 
 
    “Edge, Hi. You can say anything about me to Jesse.”  
 
    “Hey,” he said softly. And I bit my tongue at the warmth not only in his greeting but in his eyes as he talked to my girl. “Thanks, Gia. Just tryin’ to lend a hand. You’re not pissed if I give him some of our history?” he asked.  
 
    “I don’t wanna keep anything from Jesse.” 
 
    “Thinkin’ it might help if I share some insight.” 
 
    “Um, okay. Not sure it would, but… that’s fine.” 
 
    “See you in a bit,” I said and ended the call. 
 
    “Can we take this somewhere else?” he asked. 
 
    It was only Bront with us, earbuds still in and so into his workout I’m not sure he even clocked Edge coming in. I grabbed my shit and followed him outside. He walked to the far end of the compound and sat on a concrete block. He gestured to another one. 
 
    “Not feelin’ like sittin’,” I said. 
 
    Edge lit a cigarette. I felt that niggling of a craving but avoided the temptation and shook my head when he offered the pack.  
 
    After he took a drag, then another he said, “She’d probably be too shy about explaining what I gave her and she might benefit if you give her the same. Never put my hands on her other than in one certain way, never had hers on me in a sexual way. I got somethin’ from her, and it gave her somethin’ back so we kept it up to help one another. We let the rumor mill churn believing we had a relationship going, that she was doing me exclusively. I did that so she’d be welcome at the club without gettin’ unwanted attention. When she found out I was part of that shit on video with Kailey, she wanted to call it off. I told her how it really was that night.” 
 
    I didn’t know where this was going but couldn’t stop my lip from curling. “Do I really need to know this?” 
 
    “What I did for her, it gave her a bunch of confidence, got her out of her head,” he stated.  “Saw her bloomin’ like a flower under it so although you don’t need to know this – ” 
 
    “Give it to me.” 
 
    “Direction. Affirmations. She’s got self-confidence issues. And she emotionally beats herself up. She benefited from my direction.” 
 
    “What way did you use your hands?” 
 
    “She got a couple spankings when she wasn’t treating herself right, when she’d get into a state of self-loathing. That release would snap her out of a bad headspace like…” He snapped his fingers. 
 
    I flexed my jaw muscles and cracked my neck. 
 
    “I’d get her to touch herself. I’d talk her through it. She wouldn’t get to come until I let her. I’d get her to say things. Positive things about herself. Got her to go back to school so she could get a better job. Got her to get into her own place, a place not big enough for Kailey to stay permanently. Not keep lettin’ Kailey mooch. If not for that, Gia might’ve gotten sucked in with the Jackals.” 
 
    I grunted and flexed my fists. This wasn’t easy to listen to. 
 
    Edge’s hands went up. “Hasn’t happened since Jet. I cut ties. Couldn’t handle bein’ around anybody.” 
 
    “What’d she do for you?” 
 
    “Directing her was my therapy. I’d get to watch. Get to tell her what to do. She’d listen. That did it for me. Seeing her bloom. Hearing she was feeling better about things because of my help. And she told me you’re kinda like me in some ways, so maybe you’re already working on building her confidence. She says you take her back, that you make her feel safe, that you want to help her get stronger, so maybe my suggestions’ll help. Maybe you’re already working a plan.” 
 
    “And that did what for you exactly?” I asked even though I already knew what the answer would be. 
 
    “Brother, you know my name,” Edge stated with his brows up high.  
 
    “Edging,” I stated quietly.  
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “So you’d watch my girl get off and hold yourself back?” 
 
    “That’s one way to put it. Gave that name to myself because I’ve always lived life on the edge. Edge of poverty. Edge of insanity. Edge of pitch-black darkness. Born with the name Edgar. Don’t fuckin’ tell nobody,” he pointed at me aggressively. “You get that because of what I got from Gia, so it feels like I’ve paid a penance here, and believe me, it costs me to give that to you. Only other people that know that name are Rudy and Delia. Kids on the street knew me as Eddie.” 
 
    “So you’re here to tell me to be bossier to my girl than I am and it’ll help her.” 
 
    “Do with that information what you want. She tells me you’re already pretty bossy.” 
 
    I snickered. But I still wasn’t finding all this very amusing. 
 
    “And in a way that she likes. She’s got it bad for you, says she keeps fuckin’ up. She wants to give you everything she has to give, and she’ll do it too. She’ll burn her own light out making sure you don’t have to live in the dark. But she needs patience.” 
 
    “I know.” And I did not have a lot of patience. 
 
    “What I did for her helped a bit. We didn’t do it for long. Comin’ from you, it could mean everything. Make her see how beautiful she is. Give her an escape from the pain in her head with a release. Make her believe in herself. In your relationship. Maybe you’ll take it to a new level.” He shrugged. 
 
    I said nothing. No way did I want to mimic shit my girl did with another guy. No fucking way. 
 
    “I only bring this to you because one, she’s such a sweet fuckin’ girl. Even told myself if I got the shit out of my head by gettin’ a chance at retribution, maybe I’d call her up. Take things to another level with her.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed, but before I could fully react, he tacked on, “But two, seein’ how she is with you, or more so, seeing how you are with her? Know she’s better off. You could heal that girl if you put your mind to it. She don’t need to take on my mentally fucked up disaster of a head. I should probably hitch my wagon to a head doctor.” He tapped his noggin. “Think on it, brother, I won’t bring this shit up again unless you wanna talk about it.” 
 
    I would absolutely not bring up the fact he got off watching my girl make herself come or that his voice in her ear telling her what to do, what to think, could be responsible for healing any part of her. I’d already decided to heal her. He was right about one thing, I needed to find patience. 
 
    He slapped my back with affection and then walked off. 
 
    
  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    20 
 
    I stepped in from my post-workout shower, finding her on the bed, strumming the Gibson, pen in her mouth, notebook beside her. 
 
    She let the pen drop and asked, “You upset with me?” 
 
    “Should I be?”  
 
    “Don’t think so. Didn’t know how that talk with Edge would go.”  
 
    I dropped my towel and grabbed a pair of boxers from the drawer. The drawer was full and organized. She did my laundry. The room looked and smelled clean. 
 
    “Do we… talk about that?” she asked. 
 
    “Still processing,” I told her.  
 
    “Is that a bad thing?”  
 
    “I’ll know when I’m done processing, I guess.”  
 
    “Okay,” she whispered. “Um… do you think you could help me with a song?”  
 
    Up until now, she’d always stop playing when I came in. She’d sing along to the radio beside me in the truck and when we were at the cabin she’d sing while I played the guitar. But she’d never opened up about what was in those journals and she’d never continued to play something of hers when I came into view. 
 
    “Happy to try,” I replied, got into a clean pair of jeans, and sat down.  
 
    “With how well you play, how come you don’t have a guitar?” she asked. 
 
    “With how well you sing, how come you’re not on the radio?” I returned, tapping her nose with my index finger. 
 
    Her cheeks were tinted with pink. “Touché.” 
 
    “Had a sweet Fender and a pretty nice Epiphone,” I said, “Got Ma to sell them and my drums when I was in the joint to go toward the lawyer bills. Just haven’t replaced ‘em yet.”  
 
    “You can play the Gibson whenever you want.” 
 
    “Thanks, hostage. What help you need?”  
 
    “So, I have some lyrics. The melody usually comes to me when the words do. This time, words came hard and fast but… a cappella. The tune is evading me, but I can’t seem to let go of these lyrics. I’ve tried a couple things and nothing’s coming. If I read it to you, will you let me know if you have any ideas?” 
 
    “Can’t promise I’m that musically inclined, but I’m happy to listen and see if I can offer any feedback. Try singing it to me.” 
 
    “Don’t have a tune yet.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe it’ll come if you sing it out loud.” 
 
    She smiled and hesitantly started up, strumming once before launching in. 
 
    And the lyrics were pretty, though sad. Her tempo was slow, kinda more spoken word than melodic. And I knew it was about her stepsister. About growing up without much. About never winning battles because she always played both sides. About not thinking there was much out there for happiness, so she looked to a bottle, to pills, to a needle to seek joy. About what she could’ve been if she believed there was joy beyond the temporary high. 
 
    Surprisingly, it wasn’t depressing. Or it wouldn’t be if it wasn’t sung like a ballad. She chose words and descriptions that let you visualize, know what you were listening to without it being something that’d drag you down. It could be the kind of song that – if it had a catchy riff and beat – people would sing along to, but those who’d been there or who really cared to listen would get the deeper message. Mourning what could’ve been. It wrapped up talking about starting over again, in a new place, with new eyes, and hopefully without memories of what used to be before the old husk sprouted a seed. How a new flower of a different variety grew in the same place.  
 
    “It’s good,” I told her when she sang the last note. 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But I can’t tell ya what music would work with it. Not got that kind of talent. Like what you did with the lyrics, get the meaning there but it’s not too in my face like some songs. Liked the reincarnation hints. That’s hopeful. Good that you’re thinkin’ that way about her. I think you should do it to a fast tempo, so it comes across as upbeat, but not in a bubblegum pop way. Not sure how much that helps. That rasp you’re singin’ it with really works.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said softly. Though it was just one word, her eyes held mine with appreciation. She dug that I took the time to think about it instead of just giving her an empty compliment. Liked that I got it. 
 
    “That’s the problem with some of my songs,” she said. “Sometimes I can hear the tune in my head but I’m not good enough with instruments to get them to make the sounds I want. Because sometimes it’s about more than a guitar. Piano. Fiddle. Drums. Harmonica. You know?” 
 
    “Hand me that, baby?” I reached for the guitar. “Instead of singing the lyrics, hum one of those songs you know what you want to sound like for me.” 
 
    She launched into the tune I’d heard through the door back at the cabin when she was giving me the silent treatment. Her eyes were closed as she did it, but the emotion on her face hit me. She was feeling what she was humming. 
 
    I started to play along. I improvised a little. Then I improvised a lot, picking up the tempo some more. And her eyes popped open with excitement dancing there.  
 
    We spent the rest of the afternoon doing this, me interpreting what she was humming. Some of them I could tell didn’t hit the mark, but others, she’d have me do it again and then she’d use her phone to record an audio clip, asking me to speed up or slow down, mulling over where a guitar solo might work.  
 
    When I suggested we stop to get some food at the bar, putting the guitar on the floor on top of the gig bag, she jumped me. She had light in her eyes, the most beautiful smile on her sexy mouth.  
 
    “That was fun,” she told me. 
 
    “Makes me want to put you in a studio with skilled musicians, so you can get it all figured out.”  
 
    “I’d probably be too shy,” she whispered. “Did a studio demo once but it was just me and a guitar with a guy that hit the buttons. I was still pretty shy.” 
 
    “Where’s the demo?” 
 
    She waved a hand. “Got lost somewhere along the way. I never thought it’d lead anywhere.” 
 
    “Maybe when we get our own place I’ll buy a new set of drums, a keyboard. Then maybe I can help you some more.” 
 
    Her eyes warmed. They warmed so much it made my chest expand, like I had to make room to fit all the emotion coming at me. 
 
    Somebody knocked on my door. I let go of her and opened it. 
 
    “Scott,” I greeted. 
 
    He looked troubled. “Need to talk to you,” he stated, shooting my girl a disapproving look. 
 
    Gigi’s face went pink. “Edge already talked to him, Scooter.” 
 
    “Still need to have a word, Gia,” he said. “Out of respect for my brother here. No offence to you.” 
 
    “Okay,” she squeaked. 
 
    I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring, “Be back, baby,” then I stepped out with him and followed him into his room. 
 
    “You saw them together hugging.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Scott replied. 
 
    “It look like more than hugging?” 
 
    “No. But you needed to know in case it is.” 
 
    “Talked to Edge. It’s cool. But thanks for havin’ my back.” 
 
    He waved like it was nothing. 
 
    “You good?” I asked, knowing he wasn’t. 
 
    “Not sure we’re gonna make it. Me and Dee.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “First I was havin’ shit fuck with my sex drive because of the Jackals memories. Now I see her fuckin’ someone else with flashes in my head when she and I are gettin’ into it, so I get turned off. Then last night, she tries to fuckin’ suggest a threesome after that shitshow in here with Blow and those girls. Like spicin’ it up was what we needed to do to get my sex drive back. In reality, I need to not think about her fuckin’ her ex every time she starts to get close.” 
 
    “Shit, brother. Sorry to hear it. Maybe you do need a clean break.” 
 
    “Not sure. Gonna think about it for a couple days. Told her we needed a breather. Then I get here after that conversation and see Edge’s arms around your woman and I just… I wanted to make sure you didn’t get blindsided. I heard those two were together a while back up in the falls. Don’t know if you know that.” 
 
    “I know about it,” I said. “Know her history with every brother she’s been with or fooled around with. And I know about the hug. Edge came right to me from it and talked to me. They were gettin’ closure. Their thing ended abruptly when Jet died and he went underground for that while.” 
 
    “Ah. You’re not worried there’s lingering feelings?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I replied. “Wanna go downstairs with me and G for some food?” I offered. 
 
    “Not feelin’ like bein’ a third wheel, but thanks, brother.” He clapped me on the back. 
 
    “Hope the breather brings some clarity, man.” 
 
    “Yeah. Same.” 
 
    *** 
 
    A Few Days Later 
 
    Things hadn’t been bad the last few days. Gigi seemed content, though a little quiet. We met in The Roadhouse for my lunch break each day and she cooked for me at night like it was her responsibility to have food on the table for me after work. I needed that to stop. Because my girl in the kitchen was a disaster. The place had already burnt down once; Deke didn’t need it to happen again. 
 
    We were still slammed at the garage, and profits were better than ever at the bar and the bike dealership. Things had been quiet with the Jackals, though we were braced. 
 
    We had intel that Alec Wylde wasn’t giving up, pulling strings from jail to try and help the remaining ass wipes resurrect shit. We were preparing. We had allies and firepower and were digging with our network to stay ahead of whatever their next move might be while covering our asses for alibis and looking after our loved ones. 
 
    After the disaster my girl tried to cook me the night before, which was the first thing she cooked this week that had flavor and that flavor was the flavor of salty burnt plastic, I talked her into delivery and a Saturday night in the Roadhouse. Between the shoe leather steak, the raw pork chop, then the plastic flavored stir fry of the night before, I was ready to suggest we eat at restaurants from now on.  
 
    We wound up getting delivery from a sub shop that had gluten free bread for her and something actually edible for me before we went downstairs, finding a packed house. 
 
    We had presence from other chapters, other friendly MCs, too. It was a show of solidarity against enemies, illustrating we had numbers where they didn’t.  
 
    I could tell Gigi was nervous about a Saturday night down there, but I counted it a win that she didn’t balk or fake an excuse to stay in the room. I surmised she had cabin fever. She even joked, saying she was getting a hostage day pass.  
 
    And true to her word, after we got there, Jojo Valentine took her back immediately and got her with the Valentine brothers’ women while I played a game of pool with Spence.  
 
    Baby steps. Progress. 
 
    I asked her to dance when the band played a slower song that attracted multiple couples to the dance floor.  
 
    “You’re pretty smooth,” she told me, putting her mouth to my earlobe. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked, pulling her closer. 
 
    “Yeah. It feels really good being here with everyone havin’ a good time, nobody giving me snotty looks so far. Just shellshocked looks from the Valentine brothers at seeing their women sitting with me.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Saw that. They’ll get over it. It’ll eventually get to where it’s cool all the time. You won’t always feel like an outsider.” 
 
    “I hope so. Tonight has been fun.” 
 
    “Baby steps, G.” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    I kissed her, then twirled her around and then dipped her before I pulled her close. She sang along with the song that talked about not knowing who I was, but stating that she was with me. 
 
    I caught a look of surprise from Spencer who was dancing with Pippa beside us. 
 
    “She can sing,” he observed. “Like, really sing.” 
 
    “That, she can,” I said, smoothing hair behind her ear. 
 
    Pippa smiled brightly at us. “Spencer has a good voice too. I sound like a dying farm animal.” 
 
    “Well,” Gigi said, “I couldn’t do half the yoga poses you pull off. I’d tie myself into a knot so tight I’d never get untied.” 
 
    “You should get up on that stage sometime, Gia,” Spence suggested. 
 
    My girl wrinkled her nose. “Not really my jam.” 
 
    “If you change your mind, talk to my dad. Or Ella’s. Rob’s got a band. They play here often.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. “Maybe.” 
 
    Spencer and Pippa drifted off and I looked into her eyes. “Was that a fake maybe or a real one?” 
 
    “It’s called being polite,” she informed. 
 
    “You’d knock everyone’s socks off, you got up to sing. Serious, babe. Your voice is special.” 
 
    She stared deep, emotion flaring in her eyes. “I reserve it for people who matter to me.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I whispered. 
 
    “People who matter a lot to me.” Her grip on me tightened meaningfully. 
 
    I kissed her throat.  
 
    Too soon, the song was over. But the mood wasn’t. I wanted to take her upstairs and make her body sing for me, but I wanted her to have a good time, to feel like she belonged, and since it had that vibe tonight, I decided to prolong it.  
 
    The singer announced a break. The jukebox came on and it was a strange segue to a fast song. Gigi went rigid. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Nothin’.” 
 
    “What’s wrong, G?” I searched the space as we walked back toward the bar.  
 
    The band’s singer passed us on the way and stopped at Jojo and Fork who had been dancing. And a lot of people had noticed. Fork looked like a fish out of water up there. He also looked pissed off. 
 
    “Nothin’,” Gigi said. “I just… never mind.” 
 
    She was giving the singer a strange look. 
 
    “You know him?”  
 
    She nodded. “I thought he was coming over to talk to me.” 
 
    “Why’s that got you tweaked?” 
 
    “His name is Chase. I’ve seen him play a few times around Sioux Falls and once in Sioux City. Kailey had a little thing with him. Couple years ago. When it ended, he accused her of stealing some jewelry from him. I thought he was comin’ this way ‘cuz he recognized me. Glad I’m wrong. Wanna get another drink?” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s do that,” I said still watching the exchange with Fork and the singer. Jojo was between them. 
 
    Deke approached them and things looked like they were quickly diffused, so I turned and ordered drinks for us. 
 
    *** 
 
    A few minutes later, Jojo was at a table having a drink with that singer. And there were a lot of unhappy eyes on that situation. 
 
    I played a game of pool with Gigi and she kicked my ass.  And then we played darts and I kicked hers.  
 
    By not long after last call, the singer from that band was still there, but not with Jojo, who was long gone. The band had rolled out, but the singer was hangin’ back at the bar. He left with one of the new waitresses, but gave Gigi a curious glance on his way out the door. She was familiar to him, but he clearly couldn’t place her. 
 
    “Guess we should head upstairs,” I said. There were less than a dozen stragglers left. 
 
    Gigi smiled. “Okey dokey.”  
 
    She was tipsy. Beyond tipsy. And in fact, so was I.  
 
    “You drunk, hostage?” 
 
    She giggled. “I am, Lord Captor. I still wiped the floor with your sexy, salty ass at pool though.” She poked me in the chest as I touched the security sensor with my fob to get upstairs.  
 
    “Yeah, you did. I was off my game.” 
 
    “Likely story,” she said animatedly as she jogged up the stairs.  
 
    “Know why I was off my game?” I asked when I got to the top where she was waiting for me.  
 
    I tugged her hand to lead her through the upstairs doorway. The small lounge was thick with smoke, and the music was loud. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because every time you bent over to take a shot, there were a dozen sets of eyes on this.” I slapped her ass. 
 
    Her eyes lit up.  
 
    “Want me to grab drinks to bring to our room?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “Vodka cooler for me.” 
 
    “What if we’ve got none?” 
 
    “I’ll come with you and see what the options are.”  
 
    Eyes landed on us as we made our way through the larger lounge to the bar.  
 
    Scott and Bront were playing foosball. I spotted, but ignored Skip on the couch, that redhead from the other day on his lap. Blow was at the bar, three lines of cocaine on the bar top while he made out with Dina, who was back and dressed even sluttier than the night before. Marlena was still in the hospital. 
 
    Fucking turd. One of the waitresses downstairs was seen coming out of his room one morning this week, too. I heard Spencer bitching to Deacon, saying his girl had a fit about seeing her on his lap. That led to a fit Blow had pitched during the following church sesh about the attitude he got from Spency’s woman, sayin’ maybe wives and girlfriends should be kept out of the clubhouse other than for family parties. That got shut down so fast it never stood a chance of making it to a vote, and I saw the disappointment in Skip’s eyes at that. It’d work well for him if his woman was never allowed around unannounced. 
 
    I reached into the fridge behind the bar and grabbed a beer for me, a berry vodka cooler for her, then passed them to Gigi before I bent and hauled her up over my shoulder and paddled her ass again as I made my way down the hall.  
 
    Edge passed us coming out of the john and let out a wolf whistle.  
 
    She squealed with glee.  
 
    *** 
 
    When we got into my room, I divested her of the drinks and then after setting them on the dresser and setting her on her feet, I immediately worked to divest her of her clothes. 
 
    “Mm. Can’t wait to taste you. Fuck you. Hear you whimper my name. Not stopping till you’ve come five times.” 
 
    “Oh my God, yes!” she drunkenly, happily exclaimed, then whipped her shirt off and tossed it. 
 
    I slapped her ass. “Whose job is it to undress you?” 
 
    “Yours. Sorry, baby. I forgot.” She smirked. And then she undid her pants. 
 
    I looked her in the eyes and raised my eyebrows.  
 
    “Guess you gotta spank me again, huh?” She snapped the strap of her underwear by her hip. 
 
    Her voice and that vision? Both went straight to my cock.  
 
    Fuck, this girl could make a mint as a phone sex operator. 
 
    I rolled her leather pants down below her hips and finding she had on just a tiny red thong, slapped her ass cheek. 
 
    “Ooh!” she went for my mouth with hers. “I like spankings.” 
 
    I laughed, then sobered a little while I squatted, taking her pants to her ankles. “Kinda got that last night, baby. Not to mention that face you make every time I slap it.” I decided not to mention any of the things Edge said to me. I just filed it away and was trying to forget about it. “Wait. What’s this?”  
 
    She went rigid when she realized what I was looking at. 
 
    Three little scabs on her calf.  
 
    “You get hurt?” I asked, touching them. They were evenly spread apart and exactly like the scabs I’ve seen on her before. These looked fresh. Nowhere near ready to fall off. 
 
    She bit her lip and shame filled her features. 
 
    “You hurt yourself?” I amended. “Since our last conversation about this shit a few days ago?” 
 
    She gulped down a swallow, eyes dropping to her feet. “I…” She stepped out of the pants and sat on the bed. 
 
    I backed up, hands raised, then I clasped the doorknob behind me. 
 
    “Jesse?” she stood, panic in her eyes. “No, don’t go.” 
 
    “I need air.” 
 
    She burst into tears. “Oh my God. I’m fucking this up.” She grabbed for me.  
 
    “I need air, woman.” 
 
    She clung to me. “Jesse, please…” 
 
    “Let me go, G. I need a fuckin’ minute.” 
 
    She released me, fear in her eyes. “You’re coming back?” 
 
    “Gimme a goddamn minute. Fuck.” 
 
    I slipped out and went left. There was too much fucking noise in here. Too many people. People even in the kitchen. A couple on the verge of fucking against the wall beside the fridge. The Roadhouse was closed by now. The last of the staff would’ve cleared out, I hoped. Why did we have so many fuckin’ non-club members up here while we’re under lockdown? Fucking Blow.  
 
    I ignored the tangle of bodies fucking on the couch in the little room at the back, particularly because a voice I was sure was Dina’s beckoned me to join in. I went down the back stairs and found Coco mopping the floor, all the chairs upturned on tables.  
 
    “Closed,” she stated without looking up. 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered. “Too many people upstairs. Just wanted a second. And a drink.” 
 
    She looked my way. “Since it’s you, go ahead.” She gestured to the bar. “You look like you need it. I’m done in about two minutes though, so that’s about all the time you got.” 
 
    “Thanks, Coco.” I went behind the bar and lifted a nearly full bottle of Jack, then grabbed a shot glass. 
 
    I poured a shot, threw it back, and walking toward a table by a window, poured another.  I pulled a chair down from the table and sat, staring outside. 
 
    It was raining. Hard. 
 
    “Fuck.” I poured and downed another shot. 
 
    Old demons were rearing their head right now. And I’d let my guard way down tonight and drank too fucking much, so I couldn’t seem to beat them back.  
 
    I didn’t wanna let my head go where it wanted to go. But it’d happen if I sat here and drank my already drunk self stupid.  
 
    A few minutes later, the lights went off except the neon sign over the bar, and Coco approached with her coat on, her purse over her shoulder, keys in her hand.  
 
    “I’d tell you to just go back up the way you came when you’re done, but the boss wants perimeter and motion-detection both on with the shit with those outlaws and if you were sober I’d trust you could set it, but you ain’t. Never seen you in this state, Jesse.” 
 
    “I’ll head up. Take this with me if that’s all right. I’ll replace it tomorrow.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Take that up with the boss.” 
 
    “I will. Thanks. Have a good night.” 
 
    “I’d say you too, but don’t look like that’s likely by the look on your face and the death grip you’ve got on that bottle.” 
 
    “Should probably just go to bed,” I said. “Wait. You got a cigarette?” 
 
    She reached into her purse and tossed a new pack of smokes on the table along with a pack of matches. “I quit. Smoke my vape instead. But I keep that pack in my bag in case I need ‘em. Security pack. Takes the anxiety down to know I got some if I really want some.” 
 
    “Makes sense. I quit too. But I could really fuckin’ use one.” 
 
    “Have at it,” she invited.  
 
    I opened the pack and lit one.  
 
    She took, then lit one as well, then pulled down another chair and sat with me.  
 
    I poured another shot and then offered her the bottle. 
 
    “Nope,” she said on an exhale. “Head rush from the smoke alone is enough of a buzz.” 
 
    I scoffed. “Yeah. I need another head rush, I think.” 
 
    She got up and went through the kitchen door, then came back with a purple and black tiger stripe ashtray. It said #1 Dad on it. Looked like it’d been made in a ceramics class.  
 
    “From Deke’s office?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    We sat in silence for a minute. 
 
    “Talk to your girlfriend. Fix it before you go to sleep,” Coco advised. 
 
    I shot her a dark look while I poured another shot of Jack.  
 
    “Not you too with that don’t go to bed angry shit. Think I prefer it when you just cuss at anyone who looks your way.” I threw the shot back. 
 
    She laughed. But then she kept talking. “Some people around here get on my nerves. You don’t.” 
 
    “Feeling’s mutual.” I raised my glass in cheers and then put it to my lips. Shit. Empty. I filled it and then threw it back, savoring the warmth. 
 
    Coco had more to say, “I used to roll my eyes and think whatever when someone said to never go to bed angry. Sometimes you gotta put a pin in it till the morning, though. Things blow up and seem too big, too much. Not everything can get solved in a night. But when the person you’re sharing your life with is suddenly gone, somehow those old blowups seem small, petty. You barely remember what they were about. You just miss the feel, the smell, the voice of the person you used to share your nights with. Sucks waking up without them.” 
 
    “Heard you lost your old man not long ago,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah. Heart attack. Widow maker. There one minute,” she snapped her fingers, “gone the next. Just before Christmas. Feels like yesterday.” 
 
    “Shit. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You remind me of Jack when he was your age. Maybe that’s why I tolerate you.” 
 
    I chuckled. 
 
    “That’s not a pass. I don’t flirt.” 
 
    “Never thought it was. But, you open to it again? Not with me. I mean meeting somebody? Some day?” 
 
    She lifted and dropped one shoulder. “Can’t say. Still can’t see past the loss. Feels too fresh. Why? If you’re about to speak up for that jackass new brother, don’t bother. I’ve got a good ten years on him and don’t got the patience for a pup, especially not a biker pup that’d need housebreaking.” 
 
    “Nico? No, not playing matchmaker. Was just gonna say, lost my father when I was eleven,” I took another shot of JD. “Didn’t think my ma would ever get past it. Took a long time. But she finally did. And with someone I’d never have paired her with. But it’s good to see her happy.” 
 
    “I’ve seen you with your girlfriend. Gia?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Seen you two a couple times now and the way you two look at one another? That reminds me of me and Jack. Makes me miss him even more. Don’t fuck that up.” 
 
    “How do you know it’s not gonna be her that fucks it up?” I returned. 
 
    “Good point,” she said with a shrug. 
 
    “Sorry you lost him, Coco.” 
 
    “How’d you lose your dad?” she asked.  
 
    “Killed himself,” I stated coldly. 
 
    I heard a gasp. And not from Coco.  
 
    I looked across the bar and Gigi was standing by the staircase door. In her booty shorts. Tank top. Bare feet. She’d come through looking for me. 
 
    “Sorry to hear that, Jesse,” Coco said, her hand landing on my shoulder.  
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered sourly. “That’s life I guess.” 
 
    It was quiet. Too quiet. I looked at Coco and she had her eyes on my girl.  
 
    “Well, I better set the alarm and head out.” She butted out the cigarette.  
 
    I butted mine, too, and passed her the pack of smokes.  
 
    “Sorry for your loss, too,” I said. “I’ll head back up that way with my girl so you can set the alarm and get home.” 
 
    “Appreciated.” She looked toward Gigi. “’Night.” 
 
    “Goodnight,” my girl croaked out, arms wrapped around herself, face lookin’ like she was about to bawl. 
 
    I grabbed the Jack bottle and made my way toward her. 
 
    She was immediately babbling. But there were two of her. 
 
    “I couldn’t find you. Bronto said he was sure you hadn’t left. Scott checked the men’s bathroom for me and said you weren’t there, so I came down here.” 
 
    I blinked hard to clear my vision. One of her now. Better. 
 
    This wasn’t like me. I never got sloppy drunk. 
 
    “Let’s get upstairs.” I swung my arm around her neck and pressed my code in to get past the door. It let you into the bar without a code as a fire exit precaution, but you couldn’t get back in that way without a code or a key fob. The Jackals had set the place on fire not long after we got here so this was put in after the place was rebuilt. I probably would’ve burnt up in that blaze based on the damage if I’d been here. But luckily for me, I was at Chantelle’s. 
 
    And I felt more sour bubble up in my gut. Sour at the notion of the Jackals getting anywhere near my girl. My brothers. The things we were working for goin’ up in smoke because of them. I wanted this shit over. I wanted to get to the good life I signed up for. Rallies. Parties. Riding. Brotherhood. Enough of this shit already.  
 
    But here I was, with a broken girl. A broken girl who might need more than what I’ve got to give so she can heal.  Band-Aids weren’t enough for what was eating her up inside. I sure didn’t fuckin’ think some spankings, orgasm denial, and making her chant affirmations would solve it. And she didn’t have a Band-Aid on her latest wound because she was hoping I wouldn’t notice. On her legs instead of her arms where the cuts usually were. So, deception was starting in this relationship already.  
 
    We got through the top door.  
 
    “Oh, once you were lost but see you’re found, brother,” Bront greeted from the little lounge with a drunken smile.  
 
    He was sitting beside Dina, who was smiling at me, hair a mess, dressed in just her bra and underwear. She had her arm around him.  
 
    “Yup. Goodnight, Bront,” I said. 
 
    “Thanks, Bronto,” Gigi said. 
 
    “Any time,” he replied. 
 
    When we were in my room, I muttered, “Bront might get lucky tonight.” 
 
    “Yeah, looks like it,” she said. “Though that girl was getting busy with Blow and that other guy who’s visiting when I was on my way down. Evidently not everyone says no to her threesome invites.”  
 
    “They try to call you over?” I asked. 
 
    “She did. I ignored her.” 
 
    “You need to not be out of this room in these shorts. This sight is all for me.” I smacked her ass playfully. 
 
    She looked up into my eyes, wrapped her arms around me and buried her face in my neck. Her body started to quake, and I knew she was crying. 
 
    I stood, holding her, summoning words. It was gonna take a minute to find them. While I worked on it, I took a swig of Jack and then put the bottle on the dresser. She was still attached to me. 
 
    She tightened her grip and said, “If this ends, I know it’s because I fucked it up. I’m tryin’ so hard not to fuck it up, Jesse. But I’m obviously really bad at this. All the time I wanted to be in a real relationship, I never knew how hard it’d be to not fuck up because of all my stupid baggage.” 
 
    “I almost didn’t go there with you when I found out you were a cutter,” I said into her hair, voice going gruff. “Thought I couldn’t hack that. Now you know why.” 
 
    She looked up at me, fear in her wet eyes. 
 
    Such pretty eyes. Such sad eyes. I rubbed my thumb across her full bottom lip. Fuck, such a pretty mouth. 
 
    “Already lost someone important to me who hurt themselves, baby. And I was right; I can’t hack it. Can’t go through it again.” I shook my head dolefully.  
 
    “I won’t make you go through it again, Jesse.” Her chin trembled. “I won’t take myself away from you. I… I won’t. I’m so sorry about your dad.” 
 
    “Don’t fuckin’ do that to me. Please don’t,” I pled brokenly. “I couldn’t fuckin’ bear it again. Lookin’ into a coffin at someone, all those fuckin’ people talkin’, goin’ on about how he looks so peaceful when you know he didn’t die peaceful. He died with pain that was so enormous he didn’t have it in him to try to get past it for the people who loved him.” I took a big breath. “Needed him. Felt so fuckin’ empty without him.” 
 
    She stared at my face with her shroud gone. With tears rolling down her cheeks. With pain etched so far into her features, she looked like she might crumple. 
 
    “He was in that much pain he couldn’t muster one more day for his family. Not a trip to a doctor. Nope. Not for his fuckin’ wife and his son who loved him more than anything, who tortured themselves wondering how they coulda stopped it.” 
 
    She choked and reached for my face with both hands.  
 
    “Please don’t do that to me, Gianna-baby. Don’t hurt yourself no more.” 
 
    She shook her head decisively.  
 
    I wasn’t done. “I couldn’t fuckin’ imagine what it’d do to me if you went too far. If I had to go through it again. If you’re fallin’ for me…” 
 
    “I already did. I fell for you the day the bear tried to eat you.” 
 
    I smiled. “The bear didn’t try to eat me.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Or maybe when you were my heating pad the night before, holding my tummy all night long for me. Yeah, I think it was then. And I’d never go that far, Jesse. Never. I’d never do that to you. I’d never do that to myself. Life is precious. It’s beautiful and I would never throw it away. No matter how hard it gets, I’d never do that. Even if there was no one behind that’d miss me, I still wouldn’t do it.” 
 
    I scoffed. “Jimmy probably felt the same at some point. But his brother said he had depression his whole life. Ups and downs all the time. Lots of downs. Wouldn’t get counseling. Wouldn’t even think about taking meds. Ma tried with him when she’d see him spiraling. Just fuckin’ struggled with the weight of his pain until I guess he couldn’t take it anymore. Spent all his time on the road, probably in his head a lot. He was mostly only home on weekends, probably trying to hide it. Like you try to hide it.” 
 
    She grimaced. 
 
    “He didn’t leave us a note. I kept searchin’ the house in case there was one hidden but never found one. Fuckin’ searched so many times. ‘Till we had to leave because the bank foreclosed. No indication whatsoever that he even considered how we’d feel. Pretty wife, kid that worshipped him. To him, his life must’ve sucked so bad that he didn’t wanna live it.” I shrugged. “Ma and her best friend took me and her friend’s kids on a surprise road trip to a zoo outta town. Rented a motel near a water park. Trip for doin’ good on our report cards. So much fun. Had a blast and came home to a dead dad. He was supposed to be on the road driving to Texas.  But he came home that weekend we were gone after tellin’ her he couldn’t meet up with us, that he had to work. And that’s when he did it. Found dead in that old car he had in the garage. We worked on that car together on the weekends. We were gonna paint it next, he got it runnin’. Told me I was a big help. Mostly passed him tools and fetched him beers. But he gave me credit too. He’s why I like to build shit. Take it apart. You know?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “But he turned the key, drank a bottle of booze, and went to sleep with that car runnin.’ The car we were workin’ on together. Ma found him when we got back three fuckin’ days later. Haunted by it. We don’t even talk about him. Don’t say his name out loud because it brings back all the pain he left us with. Heard her on the phone tellin’ someone when she was drunk that her last memory of the man she loved is the way he smelled. How he fuckin’ smelled rotting in the garage for three days in the summer heat.” 
 
    “Oh baby.” 
 
    “That’s what he left her with. Bills. A sad kid. And that last memory. He met her when she was a stripper. Stripped because she was beautiful, but she was alone because her family life was shit, so that’s how she survived. He put her in a pretty little house that she loved, gave her me, and sent her to beauty school so she could work toward her dream of ownin’ her own salon someday. But knowing what she’d been through, how he and me were all she had, he still fuckin’ left her. She had to go back to stripping, losin’ everything he’d given her because he took himself away. Because his life insurance didn’t cover suicide. Lost the house. Car got repo’d. Scrapped the car in the garage that he died in. The car he built with me!” I slammed my fist against my chest. “She had to go back to stripping to put food on the table because cuttin’ hair wasn’t bringin’ in enough with all the debt.” I raked my hands through my hair.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, Jesse.” 
 
    “Don’t hurt yourself anymore G. I see those Band-Aids on you, those little scabs from you cuttin’ yourself and it drags that pain back to the surface for me. Don’t do it. For me. Don’t do it for you. Don’t do it to the family we’ll make.” 
 
    “The family we’ll make?” she asked, then she swallowed with difficulty. Her eyes were filled with hope. And pain. 
 
    “Maybe. If you let me in. If you work on this like I’m workin’ on it. If you would just fucking please let me in.” I put my hand to her cheek. “You gonna let me in Gianna?” 
 
    She pulled her lips tight and nodded. And was I getting in there? Finally? 
 
    “Isn’t that what you want?” I smoothed her hair behind her ear. “Bake sales. Ballet. Make lunches with notes in ‘em? To take care of your family?” 
 
    She nodded faster, lip quivering, eyes leaking, clinging to me while nodding. 
 
    “Bake cupcakes that taste like melted plastic…” I went on. 
 
    She punched my arm and pouted. 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    And then I went serious. 
 
    “You want that with me someday, don’t take yourself away from me. Don’t wanna give it to you if you’re gonna leave us. Leave your man and our kids because you decide it’s time to fade to black.” 
 
    She shook her head fiercely. 
 
    “Break our hearts so bad we might never get over it. I know I wouldn’t. You think if we had little kids they’d get over losin’ you?” 
 
    “I’ll fix this. I swear I’ll fix this. It’s over. It’s done. I promise, Jesse. Please believe me.” 
 
    I blew out a hard exhale, putting my lips to her forehead. “Don’t make promises you might not be able to keep. Just know that if you hurt yourself, you’re hurting me, too. Hurting the kids we’ll maybe make one day. Or makin’ it so we can’t make those babies together because I give up on you.”  
 
    She made an ugly sound.  
 
    “Gave up knowin’ I can’t put myself through it, Gigi.” 
 
    She squeezed me harder. “I do promise, Jesse. Don’t give up. I’ll be able to keep this promise. I know I will. I can feel it deep in my soul. Because I can never get outta the funk, never see past my own pain because I’m so afraid of what’ll come at me next that I live in fear. I’ve been living in fear that you’ll disappear in a puff of smoke, and I’ll realize all this was a really good dream that I woke up from. Afraid one of these days I’ll say or do another something stupid and you won’t even care because you’re just done. Please don’t give up on me. Please. I promise I’ll never put you through this again. Never again.” 
 
    “Let me in. Let me know you. I’m crazy about you, you know? I want it all for myself and you keep so much of it buried.” 
 
    “Because not all of it’s good.” 
 
    “If it’s all mine, give it to me. I only want this if I get all of you. You want all of me?” 
 
    She nodded. “I really, really do.” 
 
    I blew out a long breath while tumbling onto the bed with her. 
 
    “Used to play Wildfire in his truck. He let me be in charge of the truck stereo when I went on runs with him. Couldn’t listen to that song after he died without feelin’ sick. Until I heard you sing it by the fire at Ma and Arch’s.”  
 
    She pressed her lips to my jaw. “I don’t sing for people. Don’t give that to them because it’s private. It’s mine. My voice. Usually, my words that I wrote. Daddy used to try and make me sing in bars, on corners for money. I hated it. Hated it so much. I’d cry and he’d make me do it anyway. It’s all I have that means anything. Until now. Until you. You make me feel such a way that I kept catching myself singing. But the way you look at me when I do? You make me wanna sing my heart out, Jesse. I love the way you look at me when I sing.” 
 
    “Don’t know what made me tell Coco tonight,” I said. “I don’t tell anyone. Neither does Fernanda. We don’t talk about it. Never even told Chelsea.” 
 
    “Chelsea?” 
 
    “The last serious girlfriend I had.” 
 
    “Oh,” she whispered. 
 
    “The one I did two years in jail for.” 
 
    “You never told her?” 
 
    “No. Me and Ma talked about it a couple times, couple drunken nights when she got all gloomy. Not fun. No happy talk, happy memories. She knew he was depressed and thought she could love him enough to fix it. But it didn’t work. Because of what he did, how he did it, it’s hard to remember the happy shit. And there were happy times. But Jimmy Garcia is a topic we won’t talk about. Because it hurts too fuckin’ much.” 
 
    “I was meant to walk in on that. To learn about the damage I was doing to you. I didn’t know I was hurting you. And I never want to hurt you. And maybe you were meant to get it out so maybe that’s why it all happened like this tonight.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Nobody knows I cut. Nobody but you.” 
 
    This surprised me. 
 
    “Nobody pays that much attention, Jesse. No one ever has. Not until you.” 
 
    I kissed her. “That’s bullshit. You shoulda had a lot of people payin’ attention, havin’ your back. Good thing I came along.” 
 
    “Good thing?” she asked, eyes bright with more tears. “No. The best thing. The thing I never thought I’d have. Not ever. I had a momma who couldn’t be bothered taking care of me and who then got jealous of me when I grew boobs. Always treated me like a slut, even when I’d never been kissed. Had to put up with her boyfriends pawing at me trying to do things to me and she’d get jealous. Went to jail for dealing drugs and then got out and didn’t want me back. I had a daddy who only cared about getting drunk and getting laid. He tried to make money off my singing by taking me to places no young girl should go so I’d clam up, get shy, and it’d make him so mad he’d cuff me on the back of the head. Who’d want to sing on a stage when you knew it was only gonna buy you attention you didn’t want? Buy your daddy more booze and make him meaner? Boys, men, always wanted something from me. Girls hated me. Looked at me like I was out to steal something from them. Kailey, god to have a sister was a dream come true. And her momma was amazing, treated me like gold. But she died and Kailey sold my virginity for a place to stay when she got us kicked out of Aunt Francie’s. I tried hard to be a good sister, to be the kind of sister I wished I had, but I lost her. And as bad as it is for her, I feel terrible because I also know that she can’t drag me down anymore. If she were still around, I know she’d fuck things up with you. She’d be so jealous I’ve got you that she’d sabotage it all. And I’m afraid I wouldn’t stop her. God, this is such verbal diarrhea. I shouldn’t have drunk so much tonight.” 
 
    “Me either. But like you said, maybe this is all for a reason.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve never had anybody who really loved me other than Kailey’s mom. Though, mostly, I think she felt sorry for me.” 
 
    “I love you,” I told her. 
 
    She looked into my eyes with shock. 
 
    “I love you,” she croaked and sobbed. “I love you so much it terrifies me.” 
 
    I wrapped her up tight in my arms. “Stop bein’ scared. Stop holding back. I want all of you. I’m not goin’ anywhere. You’re mine. I’m yours. Never thought I’d want this again after Chelsea fucked me over. I know you won’t fuck me over. I know you’re the one for me, baby.” 
 
    “Oh Jesse. Just remember… you asked for it.” 
 
    “I’ll remember. If this doesn’t work, which I think it will if you work at it, if we both do, but if it doesn’t, that doesn’t mean there’s nobody out there to love you or that’d miss you if you were gone. You’ve got a lot to give. You’ve just had the wrong people around you.” 
 
    “I know it. I wanted to find good people. And I could’ve if I’d met you years ago instead of Skip.” 
 
    “Fuckin’ Skippy,” I grumbled.  
 
    “Forget about him.” 
 
    “Can you forget about him?” I asked. 
 
    “Tryin’.” 
 
    I looked at her with question. 
 
    She shook her head. “Not holdin’ onto any sort of happy feelings about him, Jesse, it’s all regret. Anger. Shit, I don’t want to talk about him. Can we please not talk about him? I’m liable to go down a road that’ll hurt even more than this already hurts.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered.  
 
    “What’s the story with Chelsea?” she asked. 
 
    “Let’s save that for now. So much heavy stuff tonight. And now my eyes’re gettin’ heavy too.” 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered. “Can you say it again?” 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “That you love me. I promise I’ll stop hurting myself. I love you. And I love myself, too. I’m gonna make sure I start treating myself better.” 
 
    “I love you, GGJ. And one day, if this goes well and you give me the rest of you, maybe I’ll make you GGG.” 
 
    She pressed her lips to mine. Then, her head was on my chest. My arms wound tight around her. The lights were on. And we fell asleep like that. 
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    I reached for the table beside me, about to fetch a condom from the drawer when Gigi caught my wrist, halting me. 
 
    My eyes hit hers. 
 
    She shook her head. “Maybe you don’t need that.” 
 
    I told her over a month back when she was still staying at her aunt’s, that I got a test, and I was clean. After last night, I guess she was ready for this. 
 
    “Maybe?” I checked.  
 
    It was the morning after the drunken heart-to-heart talk. We’d gone down for a club breakfast and were both pretty hungover, so cut out early and came back up afterwards to take a nap. And now a couple hours later, she’d woken with my eyes on her for a change. She smiled shyly and then I pulled her on top of me. 
 
    “If you…” she swallowed hard, “If you promise I don’t have to worry about this, I’ll believe you.” 
 
    “I told you I got a test,” I reminded her softly.  
 
    She nodded. “Yeah. But that was like… over a month ago, so…” 
 
    I hard-blinked as the meaning scored like nails down a chalkboard. “Excuse me?” I reared back.  
 
    She startled and looked confused.  
 
    “You think I fucked someone else since then?” I demanded.  
 
    Her expression shifted to panic. “No. No, no. I… I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “I told you I took a test and now you’re asking me if you can trust me to fuck you ungloved?” 
 
    “We’ve never talked about… monogamy. I know it often goes without saying that bikers – I mean … God, I’m fucking this up again aren’t I? Me and my foot-in-mouth-itis.” She put her fingertips on her temples.  
 
    “Told you Dina was the last one I fucked before you,” I said. “So to me, we already had this conversation.” 
 
    Her eyes searched my face.  
 
    “Am I wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “You didn’t say when that was, so I …” 
 
    She stopped mid-sentence because I rolled her to her back to get her the fuck off me. I stormed out. 
 
    I took a leak, washed up, and when I was back in the room, she was in a bathrobe on the end of the bed, chewing on her thumb.  
 
    I threw the towel and my shorts on the floor and reached into the drawer for a pair of boxers. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jesse,” she said hoarsely. “I didn’t mean it like that.” 
 
    “How else could you mean it?” I fired back. “That conversation last night mean nothin’ to you?” 
 
    “That conversation last night meant everything to me. Everything.” She put her hand on her chest for emphasis. “I mean… I meant it as me letting you in, like you want. Like I want. I just… didn’t think before I spoke. And a lot of bikers don’t believe in monogamy, and it was a poor choice of words.” 
 
    “Dig that hole much deeper, Gianna, you might not be able to find your way out.” 
 
    “Ouch, Jesse.” 
 
    “Yeah, ouch. That’s how you just made me fuckin’ feel.” 
 
    “I didn’t just want to assume you’d go without sex that whole time I was at Aunt Francie’s. There are women around all the time and… look at you. They’d be offering. I know what happened last night and it meant everything, but I didn’t know if before that, if while I was gone…” 
 
    I growled at her.  
 
    She put her head in her hands.  
 
    “Yup. Had offers while you were gone, G. Turned ‘em down because I’m in a fuckin’ relationship.” I pulled on a pair of jeans. “Because like I said, I’m yours and you’re mine. You fuck anyone while you were in the falls, and I was up here?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “But yet you think I did?” I yanked a drawer open to hunt for a pair of socks. The drawer that used to be my sock drawer was now her sock and underwear drawer. I gestured. “See that? That’s your shit in my drawer. This is you in my bed. In my sheets. You think that meant nothin’ to me, think you were outta sight so outta mind?” I pulled open another drawer to find my socks.  
 
    “I was tryin’ to show I trust you. But like I said, I was burnt, and we’ve never had the conversation and I picked a poor way to make the offer.” 
 
    “I give you reasons to think I’d burn you?”  
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Skip’s wife waltzed into the garage while you were gone and told me you gave Skip some venereal disease that he brought home to her. Tellin’ me the timing meant it was while you and I were already a thing. I knew it was bullshit. Did I even ask you about it?”  
 
    Her eyes widened. She shook her head. 
 
    “No, because I knew you hadn’t stepped out on me. I also believed you when you told me you hadn’t let him touch you in a long time. Is he the one that gave you something that made you nervous about STDs?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. It was back when I was in high school.” 
 
    “So you’re comparing me to some teenaged shithead?” 
 
    “No! Not at all. I’ve always-” 
 
    I cut her off, “I didn’t doubt for a second that you told me the truth about Skip. Yet you pull this shit after I’m thinkin’ we’re solid, showing me that I’m the only one that thinks that since you’re not sure if I stepped out on you while you were neck deep in vomit, bitching, and getting insults on a daily basis from your sick aunt?” 
 
    “I’m new to this stuff. I’ve never had a real relationship. And bikers… well…” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Not all bikers cheat. Gettin’ real tired of this shit, G. I’ve made where I’m at pretty fuckin’ clear, I think. Made it very fuckin’ clear last night. Clearer with you than any other woman I’ve been with. Can’t say you’ve done the same.” 
 
    She sniffled. “No. I haven’t. But I was ready to show you a new level of trust today. But you’re pretty mad at the way I did it and I’m tryin’ to apologize.” 
 
    “You still don’t trust that I’m not playin’ you.” 
 
    She dragged her fingers through her hair with exasperation. “I’m trying to show you I do trust you, giving you something I’ve never given anyone by choice. And I’ve gone and screwed things up again by my choice of words. I didn’t know if maybe last night changed things for you, too, if you’d maybe not considered us exclusive until now and… God, the look on your face. I’m sorry I’m so bad at this.” 
 
    “Never given anyone by choice? How many times it been taken not by choice?” 
 
    “Let’s not go there. This is an ugly enough conversation. I want to give it to you. The trust. The thing I’ve never trusted anyone else to have. It’s yours. I’m sorry I messed up. Again. I told you I’m totally fucked up. But I’m trying here.” 
 
    “I’m goin’ to work early.” 
 
    She grabbed my hand, got up, and threw her arms around me. “Goin’ to work early? It’s Sunday. A whole day early?” 
 
    I huffed out a sound of impatience.  
 
    “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, Jesse. Every day you show me even more how amazing you are. We hit a new level last night and I was trying to show you trust. I didn’t mean anything bad. I’m so terrified I’m gonna fuck it up, that it’s making me fuck it up.” 
 
    I tried to summon some patience. I took her face into my hands. 
 
    “I need space. Gonna go work on the backlog in the garage. Three cars outside that need tune-ups. Gonna get us ahead of the game and give us an easier Monday. You’re not gonna hurt yourself while I’m gone, are you?” 
 
    Her lower lip trembled. “That seems like you still don’t trust me either.” 
 
    “Guess we’ve both got work to do,” I muttered. “Only, you’ve given me reason to not trust you. Have I given you any reason not to trust me?”  
 
    She shook her head.  
 
    “You promised you won’t hurt yourself.” 
 
    “I said I won’t.” 
 
    “I’m holding you to that. I’m gonna go clear my head, clear the backlog, and should be back later this afternoon. Spend the evening with you. Do somethin’ maybe.” 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered. 
 
    I let go of her and finished getting dressed. She left to take a shower. 
 
    *** 
 
    “I’m goin’.” I had my hand on the doorknob at the exit. I could see her in the kitchen at the coffee pot. 
 
    “Okay,” she said quietly, “Have a good day.” 
 
    “Get the fuck over here and kiss me, then,” I ordered. 
 
    She jolted, but then hurried over. 
 
    “Even if we’re pissed off, I still want this mouth before I leave.” 
 
    I dropped a soft kiss on her mouth and gave her a pointed look. 
 
    “And no bathrobe outside my room unless it’s twelve inches longer than this one. No booty shorts. Too much leg on display.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Love you,” I said softly, against her mouth. 
 
    She face-planted into me and blew out a sigh of relief. “I love you, Jesse.” I held her for a minute because she was trembling. 
 
    “Gonna go,” I said. “Back later.” 
 
    She looked up at me. “I trust you.” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    She put her hands on my face. “I trust you. I love you. And I believe in us. I swear I do.” 
 
    I blew out a long breath, tried to blow out all the negativity I was feeling with it.  
 
    “Got a little hangover,” I admitted. “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m sorry, too.” 
 
    “See you later.” I kissed her again and headed out. 
 
    *** 
 
    I was in the garage, getting ready to pack it in for the day, when I heard the now ominous sound of heels clicking on the concrete. I turned to face the door and was unsurprised to see Sara Ford dressed in head-to-toe leather. She’d added highlights of that wine-colored shade of Gigi’s to her hair.  
 
    When she got to me, she didn’t stop a foot away. No, she got right up to me and pressed her tits against my chest.  
 
    “What the fuck?” I demanded.  
 
    And I noted that we were visible to anyone walking or driving by and there were plenty of people around. 
 
    She put her hands to my shoulders and pushed, so I was backed against the wall beside my toolchest. She looked into my eyes with the look of a maneater. Sara was a stunner. But this wasn’t sexy; it was predatory. And coloring her hair to be more like my girl? Dressing in something almost identical to what she’s seen G wear? Not a good sign. 
 
    I heard voices outside. Rider’s voice. He and Spence were here, too, working on one of their custom builds. Ella was in the office next building over, catching up on work too because shit had been so busy. It was a hot, sunny day and a couple of other brothers were around the lot, too, washing their bikes.  
 
    “I’ve got a proposition for you,” Sara stated, like she was dangling a carrot I’d be sure to want a bite of.  
 
    “Not interested. And back up. In fact, back right off.” 
 
    “I’ll back off, but first,” she smiled, then her voice got louder, “first you do me against this wall. You do it hard, do it well, and I’ll get something back on him and on her, too. Then…” she smiled a shit eating smile, ”I’ll back off.” 
 
    “Back off now,” I demanded. 
 
    “You don’t want that.” She slid her hand down my stomach and her aim was clear, so I caught her wrist before she got where she wanted to go.  
 
    “Do not,” I communicated, a threat clear in my voice as well as in my body language. I let go of her wrist. 
 
    “Wanna meet somewhere later instead?” she asked. 
 
    “Fuck no,” I replied. 
 
    I spotted Rider striding into the garage. Brady and Spence were behind him.  All sets of eyes were on me with question in them. 
 
    I jutted my chin and rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Yo,” Ride called.  
 
    Sara turned toward them. They all had stony faces on us. 
 
    “Heard all that, Sara. Not cool,” Spence said. 
 
    “Be sure to tell my old man all about it,” she said with a sneer before she stormed off. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” Ride asked. 
 
    “That was a woman scorned lookin’ for payback,” Spence observed. 
 
    “Bingo,” I muttered. 
 
    “Yeah,” Brady agreed, “She used to be a sweetheart when she and Skip first got together. Once she found out her old man steps out on her, she slowly turned into that.” He jerked his thumb backwards. “Sorry to say this, Jess, but first time he got caught that I know of was with your girl. Caught him in the act and dragged your girl out of the room by the hair. It was quite a scene. And Sara strikes me as a grudge holder.” 
 
    “Explains a lot,” I said. And then I caught sight of Skip’s truck being pulled up front. “Be back.” 
 
    “Oh shit,” Brady muttered. “Brother…” 
 
    “Be back,” I repeated and then headed in that direction. I met him by the door to The Roadhouse, hearing Rider behind me saying, “We’d better follow.” 
 
    Rider, Brady, and Spence stayed close, surmising things were about to deteriorate.  
 
    “Skip,” I called out as he was getting out of his truck. 
 
    “Hey, brother,” he greeted, looking tired. He rubbed his eyes. “Boys,” he added, greeting the brothers behind me. 
 
    “Need a word about your woman.” 
 
    He looked even more tired as he exhaled and scrubbed his facial hair with his hands before clasping them behind his head in exasperation. “I told her to leave Gia alone. Told her there’s been nothing going on with her and me, that she’s officially your ‘ol lady. Not sure what else I can do, Garcia.” 
 
    “Let’s have a word somewhere without ears,” I suggested.  
 
    Skip’s eyes scanned the space.  There were other people mulling about. Smoking by the awning. A couple brothers on the upper deck smoking, drinking beers. A kitchen staff member dumping something into the dumpster beside the Roadhouse.  
 
    He and I walked down and through the gates for the new compound. Construction noises were still filling the space as the crew was gearing down after making a racket all day. Deke wanted us behind those fences, so was paying overtime to get the job done.  
 
    Ride, Brady, and Spence followed but gave us space. I spotted Deacon and Justice, too, probably coming over to find out what was goin’ on. 
 
    “What’s up with them?” Skip asked, looking past me at them. 
 
    “They’re giving space for us to have a conversation but probably sticking close in case this goes bad.” 
 
    “Why would it go bad?” The way he asked had me tweaked. Because he looked like he knew something. Or maybe he figured out Gigi had said shit to me that might get him in hot water.  
 
    “Sara just made a pass at me in the garage in front of multiple sets of eyes,” I informed. “She wanted everyone to know it.” 
 
    Skip’s eyes went hard. 
 
    “She wants revenge on you, revenge on my girl for the past that’s to do with you. Tells me if I do her, she’ll feel like she got back at you both and then she’ll back off.” 
 
    He looked like he wanted to put a fist through a wall. 
 
    “This shit needs to stop. I think we both know I’ve been lettin’ bygones be bygones with some of the shit you’ve pulled. But I’m losin’ patience.” 
 
    He straightened, looking ready to fight. Also looking like he wondered how much I knew. He said nothing, so I finished with, “We both know my woman didn’t buy this treatment from her. That’s on you. I’ll be less inclined to leave the past in the past if this shit keeps up.” I gave him a poignant stare. 
 
    “I’ll deal with my wife,” he stated through his bared teeth. 
 
    “You do that and kindly do it soon. I’m tired of this shit.” 
 
    He studied me for a second, then relaxed, blowing out breath. “Yeah. I’ve gotta drive tonight, so if that’s it, I’d like to get a few hours of sleep.” 
 
    I went back to the garage. He went to the bar.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, I’d quit for the day, so I went upstairs to the clubhouse and was about to greet my girl in the lounge. She was sitting on a couch beside Ella. Scott and Bront were at the bar, only for a switch they were chilling in barstools and Nolan was behind the bar, shaking a silver cocktail shaker, talking up his mixology skills. 
 
    “Hey, hostage,” I greeted, bending for a kiss. 
 
    “Baby,” she touched her lips to mine, putting her hand to my jaw.  
 
    “You good?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “You?” 
 
    “Grabbin’ a quick shower. Wanna eat downstairs or go further?” 
 
    “Further?” 
 
    “Haven’t taken you on a ride in a while.” 
 
    “I’d love that. Are we allowed?” 
 
    “I’ll find us some shadows.” I kissed her again. 
 
    “I could do with a ride,” Bront offered. 
 
    “And me,” said Scott. 
 
    Ella piped up. “Spencer and Pip won’t. They’ll be headin’ to Pippa’s folks for Sunday dinner any time now and Jenna’s still sleepin’ off her hangover, but I’ll see if Deacon’s finished with his workout.”  
 
    “Saw him outside. He’s done,” I said. 
 
    “Cool,” she chirped, smiled at Gigi and then headed out the door. 
 
    And a lot of us were clearly itching to ride, because it wound up being a bunch of us. Me and Gigi, Scott, Bront, and Bick each on his own, Deacon and Ella, and lastly, Little John with his blow-up doll he’d told Gigi he’d affectionately named Coochie Coochie Charo. She busted up with laughter. He told her that doll was always tied to his sissy bar, ever since his divorce; he only took it off for funerals.  
 
    We rode for a good two hours. And when we were back, you could feel the new energy. A lot of motorcycle owners like to ride. Guys like us, we need to ride. I often rode to clear my head and felt lighter for it afterwards even before joining the brotherhood. And my girl soaked it up and looked happy, even leaning toward carefree as she perused her menu. 
 
    Deacon and Ella left to go home. Little John had a shift behind the bar. The rest of us were settling in for some drinks and food together, Brady, Ride and Jenna joining us.  
 
    “Room for two more?” Skip asked, approaching, holding Sara’s hand.  
 
    Bick and Bront immediately got up and pulled another table over to join the other few tables that’d already been pulled together. 
 
    I felt the nervous energy coming off my girl beside me. I put my hand on her thigh and squeezed. She put her hand on top of mine. I caught Jenna giving her a wink and a look that seemed to bolster her confidence, too.  
 
    Skip ordered drinks for him and his woman who wasn’t making eye contact with anyone. She mostly looked at her phone. But she sat with what looked like a humbled expression on her face. 
 
    “Maybe the page is finally bein’ turned,” Brady said low from beside me. 
 
    “Be nice if it is,” I remarked and took a swig of my beer. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Can I play somethin’ for you, baby?” she asked me. “Somethin’ I worked on today?” 
 
    We were in bed watching TV after a sweet, slow fucking. I used a condom, and she didn’t stop me, but I was pretty sure I saw the idea working in her eyes. 
 
    “It’s got a country feel to it like I know you don’t like, but… I like to play a lot of different styles and this one might give you a bit of insight about me.” 
 
    I leaned over and grabbed the guitar for her.  
 
    “Go ahead. You sing it, I’ll listen.” 
 
    “I… put my foot in my mouth a lot when I talk.” 
 
    “No shit?” I deadpanned. 
 
    She smirked. “When I write, I can self-edit. So, maybe when I say something stupid you can try and be patient with me… give me time to self-edit and fix it?” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” I agreed. 
 
    She kissed me and then played me a slow ballad that would, for sure be titled Daddy Didn’t Want No Shrew by the chorus. Singing a song about a kid watching her parents fight and break up because her momma argued with her daddy all the time. Talked about how if momma had been sweet, maybe they’d have stayed together. Talked about how that girl tried to be sweet so people wouldn’t leave her, even if what they did to her made her slowly shrivel up inside. How she couldn’t scream the words in her heart because she’d wind up alone. So instead she bled them out, either on paper or on her skin. And let people walk on her.  
 
    The last verse was about finding strength, finding a voice that she wasn’t afraid to use. Talked about stopping the bleeding, because she’d found a man who wanted her to be real, how with him she felt like she might heal.  
 
    After she put the guitar down, she looked to me for feedback, rubbing her lips together nervously. 
 
    My reaction was to jump her bones. I was ready to fuck her again.  
 
    “No condom please?” She grabbed my wrist as I reached for the drawer. “Just us. Just… trust,” she said, looking into my eyes. I held her face with one hand and used the other to find her hot, wet opening. I guided my cock to it and teased for a minute, watching her eyes go liquid with need. I slid in slow, bare, and her eyes, her expression, they were laid bare, too.  
 
    I rocked my hips forward over and over, slowly, with our eyes connected, pulling all the way out each time, feeling her tight, silky heat pull me back in each time. My angle made sure it was beyond good for her and it didn’t take long before I could see she was almost there.  
 
    I whispered,  “You’re mine. You’re safe. And I’ve got you. And fuck, being inside you like this is my new drug. You feel so good.” 
 
    She arched under me, huskily whimpering. I swallowed those sounds, plundering her mouth with my tongue before nibbling on her bottom lip. Feeling that tight, silky heat spasm around me with nothing between us, no filter, it was definitely going to be my addiction.  After her body stopped quaking, she grabbed my jaw, looked deep into my soul, and said, “I am so madly in love with you it’s not funny.” 
 
    “Not even a little funny?” I returned. 
 
    She shook her head, body shaking with silent laughter.  
 
    “Madly in love with you, too, hostage.” I flipped her over to her belly, smacked her sweet ass, and then fucked her hard from behind with a handful of her hair in my fist, my mouth against the ridge of her ear. And then my vision turned spotty, and I loudly exploded, not into a rubber, into my girl. 
 
    I put my mouth to the ridge of her ear. “Thank you for giving this to me. I fuckin’ love you, Gianna Grace Jones.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Ella invited me to a girls’ night on Saturday,” Gigi told me a few days later. 
 
    “Yeah? This oughta be fun to watch.” 
 
    “Hm?” she asked looking up from her phone. 
 
    “You gonna go?” I asked. “That girl knows how to have fun. You could use some of that.” 
 
    Her nose wrinkled. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Do it. Have fun. You’ve been gettin’ along with them, right?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah. Ella, Pippa, Jenna, Deanna. They’ve all been great. Ella said her friends Andie and Lulu are coming, too. Andie  lives next door to the salon. Lulu works there, too.” 
 
    “Know who they are,” I told her. “All seem like decent people. No Jojo?”  
 
    “Nope. She’s still away with Delia.” 
 
    There was absolutely something happening with Jojo and Fork. Gigi had even said so, after a few conversations she’d had with her about it, but she wasn’t sure what was what, other than the fact Jojo had it worse for Fork than she did Lick – and that had apparently been quite the torch carried. 
 
    Fork had taken off due to new bullshit with the Jackals, who had a bunch of new so-called members all of a sudden. They were cobbling together a new mother chapter without much care, and it showed. They didn’t have new cuts even though it was technically a faux pas to use their existing name and patch since we’d done a patch-over. A few of their new guys who didn’t even wear leather cuts, just Jackals t-shirts, jumped a few of our men who’d shadowed Fork to his job, damaging our guys’ bikes and beating them black and blue with crowbars. There were black eyes and bruised knuckles on both sides, but our guys took it the worst, being outnumbered. Then they came back on Fork’s lunch break and waited until he came out to the coffee truck, but he was ready, armed, and pulled a gun to get them to fuck off. Fork’s boss wasn’t pleased about the drama, so he was now on leave of absence, underground and working on gathering more intel in order to try and shut shit down with them for good. 
 
    We now also knew Alec Wylde was out of prison on grounds of compassion as he had late-stage cancer and he’d been calling in markers, pulling strings, and doing his worst to get back at us. As a result, we were locked down tighter than ever. The girls had been spending a lot of time around the clubhouse and the positive thing that’d come out of that was that Gigi had more company and the company she had was women who were giving her an in into their circle. 
 
    “I have no doubt you’re in good hands with those girls. I’ll hang out and have your back, too,” I said. 
 
    “It’s a girls’ night so not sure if you’re allowed to hang out,” she returned. Light sparked in her eyes, and I knew she was teasing. 
 
    “It’ll be downstairs,” I said. “Try and stop me from getting a front row seat. Those girls get rowdy, it’s like watching a sitcom.”  
 
    She laughed.  
 
    “Plenty of nights with those girls dancing their asses off downstairs for girls’ nights. The boys aren’t far in case anyone gets ideas. In fact, they encourage girls’ nights here, so nobody gets those ideas. Ask her where. The lockdown status right now, guaranteed it’s downstairs.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    A minute later she nodded. “Yeah, it’s here. I’ll go then.” 
 
    “Cool,” I said. 
 
    “Unless you’d rather do something else?” 
 
    “Nah, baby. I want you to have fun with the girls. Get all liquored up and let loose. I’ll reap the rewards back up here later, I’m sure.” 
 
    She smiled. “Most likely.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Me, Deacon, Ride, Scott, and Spence were holding up the bar while our women danced. And it was entertaining to watch. It started with them at a table with drinks. And then a few shooter deliveries later, they were all up on the dance floor, including the baker and the little hairdresser.  
 
    I didn’t ask what was what with Scott and Deanna but suspected he was still putting effort in since she was with the girls, and he was watching like the rest of us.  
 
    Gigi was about six drinks in, and she was definitely sloshed. And she and Ella looked like best friends out there on the dance floor, moving to the beat and falling all over one another with laughter.  
 
    And then I spotted Sara in the shadows. She said something to Jenna and Pippa who were returning from the bathroom, and it quickly degenerated from there because then the girls were half off the dance floor and Ella was stabbing her finger in Sara’s direction. 
 
    Gigi was standing back, looking dejected. Her eyes bounced to me with an expression that made me wish I could rip Sara Ford’s fuckin’ head off. Seeing my girl go from being happy and carefree to cradling herself and looking like she wanted to find the nearest razor blade made me want to rage. 
 
    “Fuck,” Deacon said and then he was on the move. I followed. He’d cussed because Ella poked Sara in the chest and Sara looked ready to swing.  By the time we got to them, Ella and Jenna were both in Sara’s face. 
 
    Deacon got in there to pull his woman back as I put my arm around mine. She leaned into me, looking upset.  
 
    “I’m callin’ my father and havin’ him send you a cab,” Ella yelled at Sara, “I’ll even pay for it myself. Wait, I left my purse upstairs.” She looked at her man. “Got any money, Tiger?” 
 
    Sara’s face got mean. Or meaner. “Don’t need a cab. I’m stayin’ here tonight.” 
 
    “You’re not welcome here if you’re just gonna cause drama,” Ella retorted. 
 
    “Who put you in charge?” Sara snapped.  
 
    “I did,” Ella declared. “I’m the fun police. I’m making sure we all have fun and you’re jeopardizing that. Besides, your husband isn’t even here. How you gonna get in his room?”  
 
    “What just happened?” Deanna gasped, coming back from the bathroom. “Everything was fine.” 
 
    Gigi shook her head. “It’s about me.” 
 
    “No, it’s about her.” Ella pointed toward Sara. “So she can either apologize and lose the dirty looks or she can go.”  
 
    “Sara?” Deacon inquired, clearly taking his woman’s back. 
 
    “She needs to stop with her snotty looks and smartass remarks so Gia doesn’t feel so self-conscious,” Ella stated. 
 
    “She needs to go find a stage with a pole, because that’s what she’s meant for,” Sara spat.  
 
    And I was about ready to erupt.  
 
    “Play nice or go home, Sara,” Deke stated, slipping onto the dance floor. 
 
    “I’m not doin’ nothin’ wrong,” Sara insisted. 
 
    “How about just go home?” Deanna suggested and it wasn’t friendly. “I’ll call you a taxi.” 
 
    “Enough fightin’ girls,” Deke said.  
 
    “No fighting, no fighting,” Ella replied, “Not as long as she goes.”
She pointed at Sara. “‘Cuz we don’t need no hateration or holleration at our dancerie.” 
 
    “Amen, sister!” Pippa agreed. “We need more drinks to cheers to that. Bartender!” 
 
    “Not even gonna ask what that means,” Deke said. “Sara? Head home, babe.” 
 
    “You’re asking me to go, Deke? For real? Just assuming I’m the problem?” Sara shook her head. “Nepotism around here… siding with the women of your boys, who are all new compared to me and ignorantly decide to side with the club whore who has fucked most of the club including all of y’alls men along with mine-” 
 
    “Enough,” I cut her off. “Call her that again and you’ll answer for it.”  
 
    “Whoa,” Rider stepped up. “Everyone, settle the fuck down or everyone’s goin’ home.” 
 
    “I’m goin’ nowhere and it’s a free country, so I’ll say whatever the fuck I want,” Sara snapped.  
 
    “She’s hammered. She can’t drive,” Rider stated.  
 
    “Wasn’t gonna drive. Was gonna sleep upstairs. Kids are with their grandparents. Figured I’d show and spend time with my old man but he ain’t here.” 
 
    “We’ll get you home, Sara,” Deke ordered. “Seems like that’s the best way to end this shit. You girls need to work this out but that’s not gonna happen all liquored up in a crowded bar, so, head home Sara. You can’t sort this yourselves and soon, I’ll have to step in. You don’t want me to have to step in.” Deke gestured to Nolan to come over. 
 
    “You don’t, girls,” Jenna said, animatedly. “Rider told me how his dad dealt with issues with these guys growin’ up. And it probably won’t be putting Gianna and Sara into a get-along shirt. It’d probably be mud wrestling and they’d sell tickets.” 
 
    Deke gave Jenna a dark look. “You think that?” 
 
    “With the proceeds goin’ to charity of course,” Jenna replied. 
 
    Deke rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Kinda like that idea,” Nolan put in. 
 
    “Fuck sakes, Nole,” Deacon muttered. 
 
    “Where’s my man?” Sara demanded. 
 
    Nobody said a word. I had no clue where he was. I guessed nobody else did either.  
 
    I jutted my chin at Nolan. “Take Sara home, prospect. See her to her door. Now.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Deke said. “I’m goin’ back to the bar. This seems under control.” 
 
    “C’mon, babe,” Nolan nudged Sara’s elbow. She growled at him but followed. 
 
    “You wanna go upstairs or stay?” I asked my girl. 
 
    “She’s staying!” Ella exclaimed, tugging her hand and pulling her back.  
 
    “Come dance with us, Daddy Deke!” Ella called. 
 
    Deke gave her a look like she was out of her mind. 
 
    “Yeah, c’mon,” Jenna tried to grab Deke’s hand. 
 
    “Somebody fuckin’ save me, here,” Deke pleaded to his sons, hands held up like this was a stick-up. 
 
    Rider laughed. “You’re on your own.” 
 
    “Shooters on the house, ladies,” Little John called. The girls headed that way, forgetting Deke. 
 
    “Thank fuck for club brothers,” Deke muttered and shot John a look of thanks. John saluted him. 
 
    A minute later, the girls were still huddled by the bar. 
“Gia!” Pippa called and waved her over.  
 
    She moved out of my arms and headed for them. 
 
    I kept a close eye, wanting to know she was good, and five minutes later she was throwing her head back laughing at something Ella said. Jenna saw me watching and gave me a thumbs up, showing me that she and the girls had my girl’s back. I tipped my drink in her direction and ordered a tray of shooters. I walked it over. 
 
    “Funny how they call it getting yourself off when you come but they call it offing yourself when you die,” Ella mused. 
 
    They hadn’t clocked that I was right behind them. 
 
    Pippa made a sound of agreement, then added,  “Kinda like La Petite Mort, the French phrase meaning the little death is what some use to describe an orgasm.”  
 
    Gigi sucked on the straw for a minute, then said, “Sex with Jesse isn’t La Petite Mort. It’s La Grande Mort that makes you want to livre –  live – so you can do it all over again.” 
 
    I laughed along with them. 
 
    Gigi’s head spun to me, face going red. “Oh hello!”  
 
    “Well hello,” I greeted, setting the tray of drinks down. She twisted some more with her lips puckered so I dropped a kiss on her mouth.  
 
    “Where have you been all my life?” Gigi asked, glassy-eyed, looking like she was all up in her feelings.  
 
    “Good man!” Ella exclaimed. 
 
    The girls grabbed shots and held them up. “To La Grande Mort!” Pippa called. 
 
    “Cheers to that,” I agreed. 
 
    The music went louder and Deke took over at the bar while Little John cut up the dance floor with the girls for the next three songs. After the third song, Rider threw back the last of his drink and stated, “Time for my private dance.” He strutted to the dance floor, squatted and put his shoulder to Jenna’s belly before hauling her up and over his shoulder. 
 
    “There goes the dancefloor seductress,” I heard Deanna call out from the bar beside Scott. 
 
    “And there goes the dancefloor abductor,” Scott pointed to Rider, who was heading for the door with his woman.  
 
    A slow song came on and Pippa pulled Spence onto the floor.  
 
    Deacon and Ella were nowhere to be seen, so I scanned the joint and found my girl moving back to the table with Andie, the baker. I headed that way and when my girl’s eyes hit mine, she reached for me, a drunken smile playing on her lips. She was ready for me to take her upstairs. 
 
    “Aw. I’m gonna be all by my lonesome?” Andie pouted when I got to them. 
 
    “I’ll take ya home, a passing Brady offered, coming from the men’s room. 
 
    “Um…” Andie looked spooked. 
 
    “Had one beer tonight. That’s all.” 
 
    “That’s okay, I’ll… um… call a taxi.” 
 
    “I’ll run you home. Don’t sweat it.” 
 
    Gigi was nodding with big eyes at Andie. 
 
    Andie looked horrified. 
 
    And Brady cocked his head to the side with confusion. “You don’t trust me, cupcake?” 
 
    Andie waved her hand, her face going pink. “Not that. I just… I …” She searched for an excuse. 
 
    “She just doesn’t wanna put out,” Gigi offered helpfully. 
 
    Andie looked at my girl with horror. 
 
    ”Er… I mean put you out Brady. Haha.” Gigi hiccupped, shooting a look of horror of her own Andie’s way. 
 
    “I’ll grab my keys. They’re upstairs. One sec,” Brady offered. “Don’t go nowhere,” he warned.  
 
    Andie gave Gigi a severe look before she downed the rest of her drink. 
 
    Gigi laughed. “More like don’t trust yourself after all those drinks that you won’t jump his bones?” 
 
    “Shut up,” Andie whispered and looked at me with panic. “She’s kidding.” 
 
    Gigi laughed. “Totally kidding. Pay no attention to me. Pay no attention to Andie’s pink face either. You’ve got a little…” Gigi wiped her own chin and then laughed. 
 
    Andie glared and I was thinking my girl might be taking the teasing too far, but then Andie laughed too and did a fake chin wipe. “My chin ain’t the only thing that’s wet at the notion of riding the Brady train…” 
 
    I barked out a laugh right along with them. 
 
    “You shush up,” Andie warned, going serious. “This conversation never happened.” 
 
    I pulled a pretend zipper over my mouth. 
 
    “And he called you cupcake!” Gigi gushed. “That’s… oh my God.” 
 
    Andie bit her lip. And it was obvious she liked the nickname too. 
 
    Lulu wandered over. “Hey.” 
 
    “Oh, you didn’t leave!” Andie exclaimed. “I thought you ditched me.” 
 
    “Never,” Lulu gasped.  
 
    “Brady’s driving her home,” Gigi said. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll hop in with you then.” Lulu’s eyes went to her phone. 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” Andie said and then wrinkled her nose. 
 
    Gigi didn’t miss it. She snickered.  
 
    Andie gave her a sharp look, so Gigi copied my earlier motion and pulled a fake zipper across.  
 
    We waited until Brady was back and then we headed upstairs.  
 
    “Good night?” I asked when we got inside my room. 
 
    “So much fun,” she said, glowing, then her expression dropped a little. “Well, mostly.” 
 
    “Forget about Skip’s bitch. She’s shootin’ herself in the foot and you’ve got friends. Clearly. Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she whispered, smile returning.  
 
    “How about some Petite Mort?” I offered. 
 
    She smiled wide. “Glad it didn’t make you mad.”  
 
    “You talking up my skills to your friends? Not at all. Though obviously some shit’s private.” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll only wax lyrical about your skills and your equipment in a general sense.” 
 
    “Obliged.” 
 
    “And maybe your equipment’s jewelry,” she added. “Though can I have grande instead of petite?”  
 
    I laughed. And then she jumped my bones.  
 
    *** 
 
    My girl was naked and passed out and I was thirsty as fuck. It was a couple hours later, and I’d wandered to the kitchen to grab a drink. Nolan and Bront were there talking low. Both shut their mouths when they spotted me.  
 
    “’Sup brothers?” I opened the fridge. 
 
    “Hey, Jesse,” Nolan greeted enthusiastically. Too enthusiastically.  
 
    Bront said not a word. And that meant I was tweaked. 
 
    “Get Skip’s bitch home safe?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, yeah,” Nolan nodded too quickly.  
 
    Bront punched him in the arm. “You’re such a dumbass,” Bront muttered and then looked to me. “Sara blew him.” 
 
    “Bronto, fuck!” Nolan winced.  
 
    “This is Jesse,” Bront said, like I’d be an obvious person to tell. No idea why he thought I’d wanna know this shit, but he kept talking, eyes on me, “She wants Skip to know about it. I told him to say nothing. Not only is he puttin’ his life in his hands if he does, it’s playin’ into her hand. This is what she wants. She made a pass at me last week up here. I turned it down. This one didn’t have the same level of self-control.” 
 
    “I was driving! She just…” Nolan gestured wildly, “got it out before I knew it, we nearly drove into a fuckin’ tree. We wound up in a ditch and… shit happened.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered and drank back half the Coke I’d opened. 
 
    “I didn’t touch her. Not before or after,” Nolan’s hands were up. 
 
    “He should keep his mouth shut. Pretend it didn’t happen,” Bront said. “Right?” 
 
    “Don’t know, man. This is your club. Skip is your brother. He’ll kill you for sure if you tell him, but not tellin’ him when his woman wants him to find out? She might spread it around anyway. You’re not in a good spot, brother.” 
 
    “He told Justice already,” Bront added. 
 
    “What’d Justice say to him?” 
 
    “Justice hasn’t answered his text.  I’m just a hot-blooded man,” Nolan reasoned. “She’s a babe. And she wasn’t takin’ no for an answer. I figured it was either get my dick sucked or get it bit and deal with an angry woman. She sucked me off and then let me drive her home. If I fought, I might not’ve gotten her home without a hassle. I was just fulfilling my duty there.” 
 
    “I’m goin’ to bed,” Bront muttered. 
 
    Nolan looked at me with panic. “What should I do?” 
 
    “This shit ain’t my shit,” I said with a shrug. “If Skip were someone I had even a shred of respect for it’d be a different story.” 
 
    “Keep your mouth shut and stay away from her,” Bront suggested and then his door shut. 
 
    I headed for bed. 
 
    “Can’t figure out for the life of me why Skip’d stray havin’ a hot piece like that in his bed,” he mused. 
 
    I turned around and said, “If a man cheats, it’s rarely because his woman isn’t enough. Usually, he’s just a dickhead who thinks gettin’ empty pussy means he’s still got it. He doesn’t.” 
 
    

  

 

   22 
 
    A Few Weeks Later  
 
    It’d been a very eventful couple weeks for the Dominion Brotherhood MC. 
 
    First, there was the event that sparked a conversation with me and Deacon that went something like: 
 
    “Yo, D?” 
 
    “Yeah, man?” 
 
    “Don’t generally waste people’s time with stupid questions, but feel like I’ve got no choice.” 
 
    “Shoot,” he invited. 
 
    “Did I just see Fork kidnap your sister with you watchin’?” I laughed, figuring I had to be wrong, regardless of the fact that’s what it looked like. 
 
    “That’s exactly what you saw,” he said casually and went back to the brake job he’d been working on. 
 
    I took a minute to process that, giving him time to elaborate. Finally, he looked at me and grinned. 
 
    I’m sure my expression was one of shock.  
 
    So he explained, “He’s perfect for her. Thinks he’s not good enough. And she’s perfect for him bein’ so strong, from what I could see she wouldn’t let him scare her off. Probably hasn’t stopped tryin’ to convince him he is good enough.” 
 
    Despite Deacon’s chill attitude about it, the rest of his family did not react the same way. That was a shit storm and a half that caused a fuckin’ ruckus. Fork’s extreme reaction was evidently down to her pushing his buttons. Tongues wagged about her going on two back-to-back dates, one with a cop, then her being featured scantily clad in a local calendar aimed at bikers and motorcycle enthusiasts. The boys’d had a fit, and not just the ones related to her. There were a lot of pissed off bikers around and that calendar was not to be seen or mentioned on clubhouse grounds. The girl was hot. And that’s what pissed the brothers off most of all. Knowing the club princess was fap fodder for a fuck-ton of bikers was bad enough. That it’d put her under an even bigger spotlight in terms of Jackals radar was even worse. Because they’d already planned to kidnap her, then they did actually get their hands on her. We didn’t want them having a third opportunity.  
 
    This meant we went from having people escort her going on dates to seeing Fork snap, kidnap her, and disappear. It was more than obvious the girl dated to get his attention. While Deacon was chill about Fork going gonzo and kidnapping her, Deke, Ride, and Spencer were not. They were all breathing fire, especially Deke, for the next few days until Fork came back to ask Prez for her hand in marriage. 
 
    I was not there to witness it, but the way Deacon later told me about it, Fork asked for Jojo’s hand in marriage in the parking lot two seconds after Deke’s fist collided with Fork’s nose.  
 
    Gigi was tickled pink that they were getting married, disappointed we couldn’t go to Vegas for the wedding, but I was helping hold down the fort while they were gone and considered it my honor to do so knowing Deke and his sons could enjoy the wedding knowing I had things in hand for the garage.  
 
    I brought Nolan into the garage to help me on Friday and though he was annoying as fuck, he wasn’t bullshitting about being pretty good with a wrench.  
 
    A week later, the garage and dealership were shutting down for the rally at Sturgis. Some of the brothers were staying back because they didn’t want to leave the clubhouse and Valentine businesses unmanned, and there were enough non-MC employees around to keep things chugging along at Deke’s Roadhouse, so that stayed open. 
 
    When I asked Gigi if she wanted to go to Sturgis, she told me she’d gone the year before with her stepsister and the memory of that was gonna curdle in her belly. She suggested I go without her. I had no intentions of doing that and I didn’t mind not going, hearing that Skip and Sara were going.   
 
    I didn’t plan to hide from them and didn’t want my girl doing it either, but for the moment, I was enjoying the reprieve from the drama where Sara was concerned. The Nolan/Sara shit managed to stay under radar so far, too, but I wasn’t sure for how long. 
 
    Sara hadn’t been around since the night in Deke’s Roadhouse, which allowed my girl the room she needed to feel welcome. The girls paired up with the Valentines had been keeping her included in trips to the bar for lunch, in movie and chat sessions in the back room where they all spent a lot of time, too. Andie the baker and Lulu the hairdresser were also around a lot, too. Gigi got along with them both. I was still braced for any further Sara drama.  
 
    “We’re off for a few days then. What do you wanna do instead?”  
 
    “You don’t wanna just stay here and keep an eye on things for Deke?” she asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Deke hired a security company to watch the grounds since most would go to the rally but there are a few brothers stayin’ back already. Me stayin’ back for Easter and for the wedding means I won’t have to do it the next few big events. We should do something. Get outta town for a few days.”  
 
    “Could we visit your parents? Maybe stay there overnight and then spend a little time at Deke’s cabin? If that’s okay with him, I mean.”  
 
    I liked that idea. Deke gave me the green light on that, telling me that no, Jackals probably didn’t know where his safe house was since the guys Fork had disposed of might be the only ones with access to the tracker info on Fork’s truck. Fork had disposed of the cell phone with the app on it, saying it was rudimentary. Since then, we’d burnt out that Jackals van in the woods and put up two trail cams on Deke’s property. 
 
    But Deke wanted an alarm system and more trail cams put up to cover all potential access points just in case, liked how Fork had planted some trail cams around some of the Jackals hideouts giving us the ability to see what was what from his phone. So I was gonna install some when we got there so they could keep an even better eye on the place.  
 
    He told me to make sure I was armed, giving me a key to his gun safe in the basement. Ride gave me the specs of the system he wanted for it and laid out where he wanted all the new cameras installed.  
 
    Me and G drove to Bismarck in my pickup truck after getting escorted the first hour by Scott and Nico. Deke had put the two of them together on assignment a couple times since their time in the ring and Scott seemed to be okay with him.  
 
    And my girl fiddled with my radio, taking charge of the music without asking, and she looked happy. Very fucking happy. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Your momma still suspects nothing?” she asked as we pulled down their street.  
 
    “Nope. Haven’t talked to her in at least a week. She loves surprises. She’ll be tickled.” 
 
    She clapped her hands happily. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if they were working or not, but after finding their driveway empty, we showed up at the bar.  
 
    Since it was around nine o’clock, things were in full swing, girls on stage, most of the tables and booths full. Arch was manning the bar and his face lit up when he saw us. 
 
    The Playpen wasn’t a dive bar. It was absolutely a titty bar, but it was a little more upscale. It was spotless, with nice furnishings and good lighting. The servers dressed in halters and leather miniskirts and the clientele was more than a couple men sitting up in pervert’s row. Yeah, there were always men on their own up front, but in addition to that there were groups of tradesmen coming in after work as well as couples on a spice-night (a night out to spice up their sex life). It was also popular for stags and more recently also for bachelorette parties, too.  
 
    Ma didn’t run a skeevy titty bar. She wanted to be known as an exotic nightclub with more. That’s why she had events, trivia nights, did fundraisers for the local area, and had set up an extra dance floor to the side for anyone who wanted to get up and move to the music, keeping their clothes on, of course.  
 
    When I bounced there, I regularly found myself reminding people that the only ones permitted to take their clothes off were the employees. 
 
    “Holy shit! Fernanda!” Archer bellowed. 
 
    Ma popped up from behind the bar, making me jolt in surprise at her sudden appearance, not to mention the fact that she was directly in front of him. 
 
    Ma squealed in delight.  
 
    “Fuck sakes,” I muttered at what it looked like.  
 
    “Surprise!” Gigi sang out giddily. 
 
    “Hey!” Ma greeted in return, then when her eyes settled on my grimace, she waved her hand like the notion in my head was ridiculous.  
 
    “I was stocking, since his knees are buggin’ him,” she defended, while flipping the bar top over to come and wrap her arms around my girl.  
 
    They hugged like they were long lost besties. 
 
    Arch laughed heartily, then went serious. “Yeah, she was stocking but now I got a new fantasy.” He tapped his noggin and smiled. “Thanks, Jesse.” 
 
    My lip curled with disgust. Arch laughed again and wrapped his tree trunk arms around me. I slapped his back.  
 
    “Good to see ya, son,” he said. 
 
    “You, too,” I returned before Ma and Arch switched places. 
 
    Ma was in her usual work attire, a business suit, hair piled up on her head, though still looking like she belonged in the titty bar with her stripper shoes, heavy makeup, her jewelry, and two of her blouse buttons undone, showing off the tops of her bra cups. She wasn’t joking when she said that she dressed for work like a hot executive who could, at any minute, tap into her inner exotic dancer. I was used to this. 
 
    “Hugging the girl before your son? I’m offended,” I muttered, then gave her a grin. 
 
    She already had both arms around me. She tugged my head until it lowered enough for her to drop a kiss on my forehead, then she planted more loud smooches on my left cheek, then my right.  
 
    “What a fantastic surprise! How long are you two in town?”  
 
    “Till the day after tomorrow if that’s cool.” 
 
    “Of course it’s cool. We’ll get the bar covered tomorrow night and do something. Have a party maybe. Hey Arch?” 
 
    “Sounds good to me, babe.” 
 
    “We don’t wanna interrupt your routine,” Gigi said, getting hugged by Arch. “But we wanted to see you guys.” 
 
    “What’s the scoop?” Ma asked. “Not goin’ to Sturgis?” 
 
    “Most of the club’s gone to the rally. We decided to come here a couple days, then spend some time at Deke’s cabin.” 
 
    Arch waved at Tiff, Ma’s assistant manager who was on the other side of the stage, speaking to one of the dancers. “Take over for a bit, will ya, Tiff?” He looked to me and my girl. “What are you two drinking? We’ll grab a booth.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Gigi’s eyes were on Summer, who was working the pole. Her mouth was slack and I found it comical the way she stared.  
 
    “She’s so good at that,” she finally said, not taking her eyes off her. “What kind of upper body strength does it take to accomplish that?”  
 
    “A whole lot of it,” Ma put in. “I used to be almost that good. Taught that girl. She could already dance when she got here, but I taught her some moves on that pole, and she took it from there and now she’s the best we’ve got.” 
 
    “Wow,” Gigi muttered and then took another draw on the straw of her vodka and orange juice.  
 
    I was nursing my beer, eyes on my girl rather than on the stage. I’ve always appreciated talent on a pole, other than my mother being that talent, which thankfully wasn’t something she did after she took over managing the place. And I’d seen enough of Summer and the other girls swinging that I didn’t feel the need to watch. I also didn’t feel the need to keep my eyes averted like some of the men here on dates with their women. I always found it funny when I bounced here that couples would come in for a spice-night and it was easy to see who was a newbie at that notion because the men felt too self-conscious to pay any mind to the talent for fear of getting a face-slap from their significant other.  
 
    Ma abruptly announced, “I think we oughta take this to the office.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked.  
 
    “So we can hear one another better. Music’s so loud,” Ma lied. 
 
    My head cocked to the side as I studied her. 
 
    Arch looked at her questioningly. “Huh? I can hear ‘em just fine.” 
 
    “Too noisy. And it’s filling up. Best we leave this booth for paying customers.” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it, Fernanda,” Arch waved his hand. “I’ll pay for our drinks.” 
 
    “Who manages this joint?” Ma demanded through clenched teeth, her eyes shrewd in a way that I knew was the delivery of a strong message. Arch was missing her point. 
 
    My eyes scanned the space knowing my mother had a reason for wanting to move us out of the bar. 
 
    There was why. Three girls sitting at a table in the front row, one more than familiar set of eyes focused on me while the other two sets pretended they weren’t looking at me. I hadn’t even clocked her arrival, which wasn’t like me. I’d been too focused on staring at G. 
 
    Chelsea had clearly been watching the way I’d been staring at my girlfriend by the stricken look on her face when my eyes landed on her.  
 
    She tried to smile. She wiggled her fingers in greeting.  
 
    My teeth clenched and my blood started to simmer, heading straight for a rapid boil. My eyes cut to Summer, who was still working the pole, and Summer’s eyes ping-ponged between me and Chelsea. 
 
    Why Chels was here now was beyond me, I’d been out for well over a year. This was obviously down to Summer, who withered under my glare. 
 
    “What’s goin’ on?” Arch unwisely asked. 
 
    Gigi’s eyes moved to me, and they were probing. Nobody could miss the vibe and the fact that so many sets of eyes were on us. Not just Summer’s. Not just Chelsea’s and her friends’ eyes. Also a couple of other dancers and servers who knew the history. 
 
    Chelsea wanted me to see her. Chelsea was in a little black strapless dress and wearing the necklace I’d bought for her birthday just months before I went to jail. And I knew from experience that Chelsea had also been sizing Gigi up. Was she working out a plan to figure out how to get rid of her? Why else would she be here? Chelsea got to her feet.  
 
    I shook my head in warning, making sure she couldn’t miss that I did not want an approach. She walked my way anyway, long black hair swaying in a way that used to get my blood pumping harder. Despite the throbbing music, it was like the sounds of her heels clicking on the floor had the same cadence as when Sara Ford’s heels came toward me. With purpose that I wanted absolutely no fucking part of.  
 
    “Fuck sakes,” Ma growled. 
 
    “Who is that?” Gigi asked. 
 
    “Chelsea,” I said, looking her in the eyes.  
 
    Gigi’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Jesse?” Chelsea asked. “Sorry to disturb your evening, but can we talk?” 
 
    “No,” I denied, not looking at her, keeping my eyes on my girl. Gigi’s eyes bounced between me and Chelsea. 
 
    I pointed to my eyes, focused on Gigi and watched a swallow work down her throat as I gave her a strong nonverbal message. 
 
    “Please? I have some stuff I need to say. I owe you an explanation,” The bitch beside me pleaded. 
 
    I put my beer to my lips and still watched my girl, but after swallowing I answered with, “I owe you nothing. I owe you less than nothing. Fuck off.” 
 
    In my periphery, I saw her jerk like my words had inflicted pain. “Please? Just five minutes.” 
 
    “You heard him. Fuck off,” Ma stated. 
 
    “You want me to remove her?” Arch offered. 
 
    “I’ll remove her if you like, baby,” Gigi offered brightly. 
 
    A slow smile spread across my face at seeing my girl’s eyes move to my ex. She had her head held high, zero fear or self-doubt on her face. Her voice hadn’t trembled either.  
 
    Still not giving Chelsea my eyes, she didn’t get to have them, I reached across and clasped G’s hand, then leaned forward and put my mouth to it. 
 
    My girl smiled brightly at me, then her eyes moved to my ex. I felt Gianna’s hand trembling, but she didn’t let it show. I tightened my grip enough to help her steady it.  
 
    “He doesn’t wanna talk to you. Goodbye.” She flicked the fingers of her free hand toward the table Chelsea’s friends were at.  
 
    Summer was no longer on stage, Eliza was now wrapping a hand around the pole, dressed in a sexy nurse’s uniform. 
 
    Summer came over and linked arms with Chelsea. “C’mon. Let’s go.” 
 
    Chelsea gave her cousin a look of murder, wanting to protest. 
 
    “Summer? Not okay,” Ma scolded, knowing Summer made the phone call. “Get gone,” Ma added, eyes on Chelsea. 
 
    The bouncer approached.  
 
    Without looking at Chelsea, I scorched Summer with a similar expression to my mother’s. “Sorry, Jesse,” Summer squeaked as she pulled a stricken-looking Chelsea away.  
 
    “Here,” Ma passed me her keyring. “You two can go ahead and hang out at our place until we close.” 
 
    “I’m fine here if you’re fine, baby,” Gigi said and sipped her drink. 
 
    I was very fucking proud of my girl. 
 
    I wanted to drag her off and show her how proud. But she looked like she was enjoying watching Eliza on stage.  
 
    *** 
 
    I got into bed in the room in Arch and Ma’s where I first realized I wanted to see behind that shroud of pain she wore.  
 
    Seeing the look in her eyes tonight made me feel like I’d accomplished that goal.  
 
    Light in her eyes. A smile on her face. A little tipsy. And looking very ready to connect with her man. 
 
    She welcomed me by wrapping her limbs around me as my body came down on top of her. 
 
    “Hello,” she greeted. 
 
    “Mm,” I kissed her. “Very fuckin’ proud of you right now, hostage.” 
 
    “Yeah?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed. She could’ve gotten self-conscious, could’ve shrunk inside herself tonight. Chelsea is a five-foot eleven raven-haired beauty who makes most women intimidated as fuck. Gianna is gorgeous, but Chelsea’s resting bitch face makes most people wither. I caught that bitchface from my periphery when Gigi offered to get rid of her, but Gigi didn’t flinch. Because she looked at me and saw everything she needed to see in my eyes. She was finally showing she trusted me. And further, she didn’t know how Chelsea burned me but knew she did, and it was plain to see that it made her angry. 
 
    “Do you wanna talk about it?” she asked. 
 
    I didn’t. But I didn’t want her wondering. I didn’t want her feeling shut out. I told her I wanted her to open up to me, so I needed to open up to her, too. I rolled off her but took her with me so that she was cradled to my side, head on my chest. She tipped it up to look at my face. 
 
    “Summer introduced us, brought her to a dinner at Ma’s place. An Easter dinner.” 
 
    Gigi snickered. “That’s kinda bizarre.” 
 
    “No kidding. Anyway, we fucked around for a bit and then it got serious. She had a pretty shitty home life. Father ran off when she was a kid. She and her mother lived with her uncle. He paid most of the bills. Weird relationship with her ma. Her ma is twin sister to Summer’s ma. Anyway, Chels told me he used to get handsy when he got liquored up and they’d stay away from him. Couldn’t figure out why she wouldn’t move out.” 
 
    “That’s familiar,” Gigi whispered. “Lots of my mother’s boyfriends or my daddy’s friends would be the same. Always pawing at the girls. Gross.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll say. Said she couldn’t afford to move out. She had a good job, but she had an expensive clothing and shoes habit. She told me more about this handsy uncle just before a party at Summer’s ma’s place. His sisters had this thing about not doin’ anything about his shit. All this talk about how great he was when he was sober. Since he paid the lion’s share of the rent and bills, Chelsea and her ma put up with his shit. Had I known he’d be there we wouldn’t have gone. But I later figured out she took me there knowing what the vibe would be, made sure all the facts were fresh in my head, so I’d do something about it. She fed on drama like it was a chemical dependency. Loved getting me to wade into shit even before that, knowing I had a short fuse when it came to anyone fucking with her.” 
 
    “And the uncle fucked with her, obviously.” 
 
    “Yup. Got shitfaced and made a pass at her right in front of me. Though in hindsight, she baited him. Shook her ass in front of him like she wanted to get a rise out of him. Didn’t think of that till later but at the time I saw red. He was actin’ like he didn’t know who she was. Like she was just some chick there that was fair game. Chirped me when I told him that was his fuckin’ niece. Sayin’ I just wanted her for myself and he’d fight me for her. So fuckin’ absolutely out of it he was sayin’ shit like ‘I’m gonna fuck that sweet little piece’ to anyone that’d listen.” 
 
    “Yuck.” 
 
    “Yeah. So, I taught him a lesson. Her mother and aunt were tryin’ to settle things down, but Chelsea egged me on, telling me about all the times he put his hands on her. About how he’d done it to Summer, too. Their other cousins. French kissing them when they were fuckin’ eight, nine years old. He laughed, blood spurting from his nose, then he leaned over and grabbed Chelsea between the legs while looking me in the eye. Lost it so bad, nearly killed him.” 
 
    “Disgusting.” 
 
    “Her mother called the cops and lied and said it was unprovoked. Chelsea moved in with me, her mother kicked her out because she said she was testifying against the uncle. Summer and her ma, Chelsea’s aunt stood up for me in court, told the truth. Chelsea told me she’d wait the two years for me to get out for doin’ that for her. Said she loved me so much she’d wait twenty if need be. But she didn’t wait.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “She fucked a good friend of mine not even two months later. He came to see me and admitted it outta guilt. He wrote me a letter about a month or so later. Wasn’t gonna read it, I’d been throwing out her letters without lookin’ at them. Refused to see her when she tried to visit. Something made me look. My ex- buddy wrote he still regretted it and warned me that if she did any sweet talkin’, not to trust her. Not only had she instigated shit with him, she’d also moved back in with the uncle. Because he bought some swanky new house with a pool after getting an insurance settlement.” 
 
    “Oh my God, Jesse. What a cunt.” 
 
    “Yeah. Don’t regret beating the shit out of the child molesting uncle, but regret giving her my cock, my time, any of my headspace at all. Woke up for almost three years thinkin’ about her as soon as my eyes opened, not able to shake feeling shit for letting myself get fucked over like that. Wondered if I’d ever wake up without tasting that bitterness the minute my eyes opened every day. Wakin’ up, needing to remind myself I wasn’t in a cell and wakin’ up thinking about how she got me put away for two fucking years. And that’s how I have to see it because she fuckin’ went right back to livin’ under his roof.” 
 
    “I hate that, baby. What a bitch.” 
 
    “Yeah, the bitch had no problem taking another man’s dick not two months after I go down, askin’ him to pay her rent. Then moves in with the uncle so, what, so she can go back to mooching off him? Ma heard Summer tell someone he’s drinking himself to death in that big house and Chelsea is just stickin’ around to claim whatever’s left of his money when he goes.” 
 
    She bit her lip. 
 
    “Stopped waking up thinking of Chelsea the first night you spent in my bed. Before you were even mine.” 
 
    “I wanted to be yours real soon after we met,” she whispered. “Didn’t think it’d ever happen.” 
 
    I cupped her jaw and put my mouth to her hair. “Didn’t think I’d want to claim anyone after the bullshit she put me through.” 
 
    “You certainly had no plans to claim me that first night.” 
 
    “Nope. You were gonna be a pain in my ass. Knew it.” 
 
    She put her lips to my jaw. “And you were right.” 
 
    “But you’re worth the hassle,” I whispered.  
 
    “I hate that she did that to you. I hate that she could’ve made you so jaded you’d never even consider opening your heart to me. I’m so lucky it didn’t happen that way. That you worked overtime to convince me it was safe to love you.” 
 
    “It’s not luck, Gianna. I saw the pain in your eyes and needed to know what was behind it. You started off as a puzzle I wanted to work out. And I wanted to take the pain out of your eyes so I could see what else was in there.”  
 
    “Hope you aren’t too disappointed.” 
 
    “Far from it. I see a girl who gives and gives no matter if the person who’s takin’ deserves it or not. I see someone who got dealt a shitty hand in life but goes out of her way to help people instead of using it as an excuse to fuck the world right back. You could’ve turned out bad in a lot of ways. But instead, you like helping lonely old people. Go out of your way for our club, savin’ those girls despite that we’d turned our back on you. How you’ve been there for your bitchy aunt. How you never wanted to give up on your stepsister, how you hoped she’d pull her head out of her ass before it was too late. Besides…” I ran my hands through her hair, “You are so fuckin’ beautiful you take my breath away. A girl as beautiful as you could use that beauty as a weapon. You don’t. I don’t think you even know how fuckin’ beautiful you are. And that makes you even more gorgeous.” 
 
    “I love you, Jesse. I really hope I get to keep you forever.” She snuggled in.  
 
    “I love you, baby. I’m yours. Goin’ nowhere unless you’re there with me. Fuck; would’ve loved to see you escort Chelsea out. Though she’s got about half a foot of height on ya, and I know she goes to kickboxing classes. Still, in my head, you would’ve kicked her ass.” 
 
    “I hate her. If I see her again, I’m gonna wanna give her a knuckle sandwich. With week-old gluten-free bread.” 
 
    I snickered. 
 
    “In case you don’t know what that means, it’ll be rock hard.” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “Jesse?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Can you fuck me, please?” 
 
    I laughed harder.  
 
    She had unshed tears in her pretty eyes. But she was smiling.  
 
    And I felt unburdened about Chelsea. Seeing her, showing her no emotion, not even giving her my eyes, and to top it off seeing my girl hold her head high through it felt pretty fucking nice. 
 
    I was about to feel a whole lot fucking nicer as I rolled Gianna Jones to her belly and sank my teeth into her sweet ass cheek.
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    She slept on top of me on the couch in the Valentine cabin while I watched the movie.  
 
    She’d be getting shit from me later for being able to fall asleep in the middle of a John Wick movie on max volume with Deke’s high-end surround sound system. I had one hand on her ass, the other in a can of Pringles. Her phone lit up from the coffee table. 
 
    Aunt Francie calling. 
 
    My lip curled at the sight. My girl wasn’t moving, and no way was I answering it. 
 
    We had a good time with Ma and Arch. They had a barbecue and house party the night after we got there. We spent time around the fire with the usual suspects. When Duke’s guitar emerged, as it always did around the fire, he urged my girl to sing. I told him to leave her be, but she squeezed my knee and told everyone she’d do it if she wasn’t the only one singing. He did a few of his usual campfire songs, but then it was more of a duet when he began playing that old 70s song, Romeo’s Tune.  
 
    It was one of the more obscure songs Duke played, so not everyone knew the words. And besides, those who did couldn’t help but stop singing to listen. She later told me her father had her sing it at a bar when she was a kid. Though I wasn’t thrilled about that part, the way she sang it in that throaty voice laced with sex made my body break out in goosebumps. 
 
    Summer was not invited to the party where she would’ve normally been. Ma told me Summer had sent her a long, rambling text message stating Chelsea had ordered her to notify her of seeing me after finding out Summer had seen me on Easter. Chelsea just wanted a chance to explain herself to me. Ma admitted she’d shown at the bar a couple times after I got out, but the other staff had been given strict instructions to never let her in. There were new people on the door who didn’t know her. Ma was worried that’d piss me off, but I told her it was the right call, that I’d never wanted to see that bitch again in my life.  
 
    Summer promised to stay out of it going forward. I got the same text from Summer as my ma; I ignored it. 
 
    The phone went dark after I didn’t answer Francie’s call, but then there was a moment of silence in the movie where it started up again, and Gigi’s head popped up. She reached for her phone and as she got it into her grasp, she deflated.  
 
    “Shit,” she muttered, eyes bouncing to my face. 
 
    Life had been blissfully Francie-free for weeks. 
 
    I paused the movie as it was clear she was about to answer. She did, carefully rolling off me onto the floor beside me, with a timid, “Hello?”  
 
    I rose to go take a piss as soon as I heard the raspy bitchiness coming through the phone.  
 
    When I was back, she was still holding the phone to her ear, so I decided I’d had enough movie time, shut the TV off, made sure the place was locked, then headed for bed with a paperback. 
 
    She joined me a few minutes later. “Can we stop by there before we go back to Aberdeen?” she asked hesitantly, crawling in beside me. 
 
    “For?” 
 
    “She’s threatening to throw Kailey’s boxes out.” 
 
    “She’s what?” 
 
    “Kailey left some boxes in the closet and she’s threatening to throw them out.” 
 
    “That’s why she called tonight and called twice in a row?” 
 
    “I don’t know what’s in there, but I don’t want her throwing them out without looking. It’s probably mostly junk, but I wanna go through them.” 
 
    I shoved away my irritation. “Yeah, all right.” 
 
    “I think this is her way of getting me there. Getting me to visit.” 
 
    “No shit, Sherlock,” I muttered. 
 
    “You don’t have to come in. You can just wait in the truck. I’ll grab the boxes and we can just go. Or I can-” 
 
    “I’m not makin’ you face her on your own.” 
 
    She exhaled hard. “I’ve messaged her a bunch of times since moving to Aberdeen and she never says much, won’t give me much of an update. This’ll maybe gimme a chance to make sure she’s really okay.” 
 
    “And if she’s not?” I asked. 
 
    She winced. 
 
    “We’ll see where things are at tomorrow,” I amended. “No point getting ahead of ourselves. I’m sayin’ one thing though.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “You’re not stayin’ there with her.” 
 
    She stared without speaking but her lip-biting tell made me add, “I mean it, G.” 
 
    She nodded. I didn’t like the hesitation in her eyes, but no point getting into a spat before we saw what was what, so my eyes moved back to the book in my hand. 
 
    ***  
 
    A twenty-year-old pickup truck sat in the driveway behind Francie’s minivan.  
 
    “Shit,” Gigi whispered, eyes on it. 
 
    “Who’s truck?” 
 
    “My father’s,” she whispered. “Maybe we should just-”  
 
    The screen door swung open and Francie appeared in the doorway, eyes on us, Gigi’s hair on her head.  
 
    “Fuck,” Gigi clipped. And then her eyes cut to me. “Maybe you can wait out-” 
 
    “Nope,” I stated unmistakably.  
 
    “Fuck,” she repeated. 
 
    “You gonna be pissed if I’m not nice?” I asked as I threw it into park.  
 
    “Um…” 
 
    I threw the door open, opened the tailgate, then walked to her side and opened her door, reaching for her hand. 
 
    “I gotta be nice?” I asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t ever ask you to be anybody but who you are, baby,” she whispered. 
 
    I planted a wet one on her mouth, grabbed her hand and strolled up the walkway knowing more than ever that this was my fucking girl. 
 
    “Francie,” I greeted. 
 
    “Hey Aunt Francie,” G greeted, giving her a hug. 
 
    “Jesse,” she returned looking smug while patting her niece’s back. 
 
    Smug? 
 
    “Gonna go grab those boxes you’re in such a hurry to get rid of. Where are they?” 
 
    “Four of ‘em in the closet in the spare room,” she told me, a weird gleam in her eyes as she sidestepped, holding the door open for me.  
 
    I marched in. On the couch sat a slim, tall blond guy in his upper forties or early fifties. Grey around the temples. Slight receding hairline. Gigi had his blue eyes. And his chin cleft. His was more pronounced. His eyes narrowed on me.   
 
    “Who’re you?”  
 
    “Hey, Daddy,” Gigi greeted from behind me.  
 
    I looked over my shoulder at her. There was no cheerfulness in her voice. I heard what sounded like fatigue.  
 
    Yeah, she was probably sick of this man’s bullshit. 
 
    “Oh hey, Lil’ Bit. This your boyfriend? Francie said you hooked up with a biker.” 
 
    He held out his hand for me to shake. 
 
    I could take it as a sign of disrespect that he didn’t stand up, but it was a miscalculation on his part because I got to look down at him as I shook his hand. What I wanted to do was punch his face. 
 
    “Grant Jones. So, you’re the biker?” 
 
    “Jesse Garcia. Yeah, I am.” 
 
    “You a Mexican, too?” He looked me over and my back went straighter.  
 
    “What if I am?”  
 
    My ma’s parents are Portuguese, Romanian, and Colombian. My father was Mexican and British. Not that it was any of this clown’s fucking business.  
 
    He raised his hands defensively. “Just a question.” 
 
    “It’s a little sus that it’s practically the first thing outta your mouth, no?” I fired back. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Just a question with that last name and your darker coloring.” 
 
    “I’m from a melting pot of cultures. How ‘bout you? You poor white trash?” I fired back. “After all, you’re pasty and we’re standin’ here in a trailer park.”  
 
    He laughed. Like it was all a joke, then turned his head to his daughter. “Chip on his shoulder, huh?” He jerked a thumb my way. “So what’re you doin’ here, Lil’ Bit? Haven’t seen ya in forever.” 
 
    “I came for Kailey’s boxes. Aunt Francie wants them outta here. What are you doin’ here?” she asked. 
 
    I noted there was no exchange of family affection.  
 
    “I came to see my sister, of course,” he shrugged. “Changed your hair.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she replied, offering nothing further.  
 
    “How come?” Grant asked.  
 
    “She gave it to her,” I said, jerking my chin toward the aunt. 
 
    Grant snickered. “Ah. That makes sense. Wondered what was up with Francie’s ‘do. You go bald, Francie?”  
 
    All eyes moved to Francie, who was watching the exchange. Her already hard eyes went harder before she piped up. “I told him I didn’t want him here and yet here he is,” she gestured. And then she looked at me expectantly. 
 
    Did she expect me to do something about that? Is that why she called to get us here, hoping I’d run her loser brother off? 
 
    “Any word on who did Kailey-Jean in?” Grant asked casually. And then he looked at me.  
 
    Gigi went still and the look in her eyes, like she couldn’t believe he’d said that, made me bristle.  
 
    “Not officially, though it’s obvious it was the Wyld Jackals MC. Already told you that, Daddy.” 
 
    “Word on the street is it was a biker from the Dominion Brotherhood MC,” Grant stated, eyes on me. 
 
    “It’s bullshit,” Gigi spat. “Jesse’s with the Doms and I’d never be involved with someone related to Kailey’s murder. God, Dad, how ridiculous can you be?” 
 
    “Hooking up with a badass give you a backbone, Lil’ Bit?” he accused, amused.  
 
    I was not remotely amused. 
 
    “I’m gonna grab those boxes, baby,” I said. “Load ‘em up.” 
 
    “Ain’t cha stayin’ for supper?” Grant pushed.  
 
    Gigi looked to her aunt. “I didn’t think we were invited for supper.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Francie said and lit a cigarette. “Might as well. Why don’t you make some coffee?”  
 
    “Forget coffee,” Grant put in. “Why don’t you go on out n’ get us some beers instead?” His eyes were on me. 
 
    I lifted my brows, saying nothing. 
 
    He smirked. “Shouldn’t you be tryin’ to impress the girlfriend’s father? My day, you met a girl’s daddy you brought him some brewskies and called him sir.” 
 
    “Got no reason to impress ya, man,” I muttered.  
 
    “No reason to impress me? Guess you’re not all that serious about my daughter then. Hey Gianna?” 
 
    Gigi’s mouth went tight. “Dad.” 
 
    I kept my eyes on her when I replied, “I’m more serious about your daughter than I have been anybody. Don’t mean I gotta impress someone who used to chain her to a radiator so he could go get tanked.”  
 
    His nostrils flared. 
 
    “Shit she’s told me; you won’t be walking her down the aisle. And our kids won’t know you,” I added. 
 
    “You pregnant?” he asked her. 
 
    “Not yet she’s not. But letting you know the lay of the land.” 
 
    “Why you got a problem with me, buddy? We just met.” 
 
    “Look back at your daughter’s childhood man, look back at her life since she’s been an adult and ask yourself why someone who’s in love with her would have a problem with you. I’m gonna haul those boxes out, babe. You can go wait in the truck if you want.” 
 
    Gigi’s eyes bounced to her aunt who asked, “You’re not stayin’ for supper?”  
 
    “I’m stayin’,” Grant put his feet up on the coffee table. 
 
    “Feet down, Grant,” Francie barked.  “And if they ain’t stayin’, you’re not invited. Get goin’, too.” 
 
    “Nuh uh, gonna stay a while. Take you to your next appointment. Look after ya. Told you that yesterday.” 
 
    Francie looked to the ceiling for answers, then her eyes came to mine. “I don’t want him here.” 
 
    “Too bad, sis. I’m not abandoning you in your time of need.” 
 
    Her eyes went big, aimed at me.  
 
    I loved my girl, but her family was fucked. She hung onto them because she had nobody else. Well, that wasn’t the case any longer. I ignored the obvious hints from Francie and went into the bedroom to grab the boxes. There was a suitcase on the top bunk and looked like Grant had made himself at home.  
 
    After I pulled out two of the four boxes in there, I stacked them. This here was why Francie called her niece last night with her hair on fire to get Kailey’s boxes gone. She wanted backup with Grant. Since I’d stepped up to defend Gigi, I knew that’s why Francie’s eyes kept hitting me. She wanted me steppin’ up for her, too. Fat chance. 
 
    “We have to go, Aunt Francie, but how are you doin’? What’s the latest news from the doctors?” I heard Gigi ask. 
 
    Francie said, “They’re gonna run some more tests.” 
 
    “That’s what you keep saying. You get the results yet from the last battery of tests?” she asked. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    Francie broke out into a coughing fit as I walked two of the boxes out, noting Gigi’s forehead was wrinkled with concern.  
 
    When I was back, Gigi asked, “You being honest with me?”  
 
    Francie jerked back, then took a puff of her cigarette. “You callin’ me a liar?” 
 
    “I really wish you’d stop smoking, Aunt Francie,” my girl added, fanning her face with irritation. 
 
    “Ain’t gonna make no difference now,” she muttered. 
 
    “What’s that mean?” Gigi asked. 
 
    “None of anyone’s fuckin’ business!” Francie barked. “If I get results I wanna share, I’ll do that.” 
 
    I took the last two boxes out and put them in the back of the pickup, then went back in, hearing, “Why aren’t you gonna stay for supper?”  
 
    “That’s all right. If shit is none of my business, no point in me bein’ here, is there? We’re gonna hit the road.” 
 
    I wanted to high five my girl for saying that. 
 
    “Stay. I’ll order your favorite dinner,” Francie offered, sounding less bitchy. Sounding kinda desperate in fact. 
 
    “Oh yeah? What’s my favorite dinner?” she snapped. “When have you or anyone else in this family ever paid attention to what my favorite anything is?”  
 
    I was more than a little proud of her. She was spitting nails. It was about time.  
 
    Francie blanched. “The Alice Springs chicken from the Outback. Their baked potato. Got it for you for your birthday that one time and you said it was the best thing you ever ate. You ate half the huge bloomin’ onion though and you got so sick I had to take you to the emergency room. You went on like you were dying. Spent five fuckin’ hours there.” 
 
    “Her favorite food is spaghetti,” Grant corrected. “Used to call it bis-getti when she was a tot.” 
 
    “Can’t eat spaghetti, Daddy. I’m allergic to it. ” 
 
    “It’s still your favorite,” he maintained. 
 
    She sighed. “I was allergic to the bloomin’ onion batter, too. I was allergic to a lot of things, and no one cared to protect me from them when I was a kid. And god, do we have to hear about the Alice Springs chicken again?” She put her fingers to her temples.  
 
    “You were always a sweet little thing,” Grant stated. “Voice like an angel. Tried to get you to use that to your advantage, but you and your stage fright. Coulda bought an Outback franchise of our own if you’d gotten over it.” 
 
    “Who’s advantage?” Gigi challenged. “Another speech I’m sick of hearing.” 
 
    I shot her a look of understanding and waited by the door, opening it and gesturing to my girl. 
 
    “Again?” Francie parroted like she didn’t understand. “What’s that mean? Again about the Alice Springs chicken?” 
 
    “What?” Gigi clipped. 
 
    “Alice Springs chicken again, you said. What’s that mean? When’s the last time we talked about that?” 
 
    “You took me to one birthday dinner in my whole life.” Gigi stuck her pointy finger up. “One. And you’ve talked about it since then bringing it up at least a couple times a year ‘that time you took me to Outback’ like it was the nicest thing anyone’s ever done for me. And sadly, other than when Kailey saved me from getting raped by her daddy it probably was at that stage. But we both know you took me out for that birthday dinner to punish Kailey for something stupid because she had to stay at home and wash the floors while we were gone. God, I’m sick of this garbage. Why are we like this? For real? Why can’t we resemble some sort of family?” 
 
    “Oh, so it’s all about you and what you want, is it? Did a lot for you when you had nobody, girl,” Francie bit off. “How soon you fuckin’ forget. He sure wasn’t gonna step up.” She jerked her thumb at her brother. 
 
    “What the fuck did I do?” Grant gasped. “You offered.” 
 
    “Yeah, cuz you were such a fuck up and Gianna’s mother sure didn’t want her.” 
 
    “Thanks for once again talking about how my momma didn’t want me. That’s the only thing you talk about more than the Alice Flippin’ Springs chicken. And I sure love hearin’ it, don’t I?” Gigi folded her arms over her chest. “More like you did it for the extra check and the food stamps, yeah. And so you could act like Saint Francie and tell everyone as often as you could that you took us in because nobody else would. You think maybe, just maybe if either of you gave a shit about Kailey after Rhonda died, she might’ve turned over a new leaf?” 
 
    “She wasn’t my kin,” Grant shrugged. “Rhonda divorced me and took you. You and Kailey wanted to stay together, and I didn’t have the room, but my sister did.” 
 
    “She had nobody. No mom, an abusive father who was in jail for what he did to her and tried to do to me. If someone had just given a shit…”  
 
    “Oh!” Francie gasped. “Don’t blame me for that girl’s bullshit. She was a bad seed ‘n you know it. You’re the only one who lived in denial about it.”  
 
    “Yeah, maybe. But at least I never gave up on her. And it doesn’t justify the way you treated me.” 
 
    “Yeah, all about you, Gianna. Whatever. Take on two teenaged girls that were all fucked up from their white trash parents and somehow I’m the bad guy.” 
 
    G laughed. “Yeah, I’ve never been all about me, but maybe I should start thinkin’ more about me. I need to go. Good luck with your next appointment. If you wanna tell me about it, give me a call. I’m done being the one to always reach out. Same goes for you, Daddy. Except you only reach out when you want or need something, so don’t bother.” 
 
    She breezed past me and went out to the truck. 
 
    Francie’s and her brother’s eyes were on me.  
 
    I said nothing. I walked out behind her, shut the tailgate and got in. 
 
    She was trembling in her seat.  
 
    “Baby…” 
 
    “No. Don’t say anything until we’re out of this driveway, out of this fucking town. I need a minute.” 
 
    I gave her thigh a squeeze, then started the truck and backed out. 
 
    She turned my stereo on and fiddled with the tuner until she changed her mind about the radio and hit play on my CD player. I had a half dozen discs in the caddy. Suicidal Tendencies’ You Can’t Bring Me Down started and she cranked the volume and glared out the windshield with her arms crossed, looking really fucking angry.  
 
    Two minutes in, she abruptly turned it off. 
 
    “I wanna scream,” she told the windshield. 
 
    “Don’t blame ya,” I replied.   
 
    Her eyes cut to me, and they were on fire. “No. I mean it. I want to scream so loud and so long that I lose my voice. I’ve kept my mouth shut for so long about so many things.” She banged her head against the headrest with frustration. “So long. Maybe that’s why I write and why I cut, so I can send it somewhere because it’s just so full in me. I can only hold so much until it overflows.” She raked her hands through her hair and growled. “You know? If I could let it out, let it all out, how would it feel?” 
 
    I pulled over on the soft shoulder and turned the hazards on. “Do it. Out there though, so you don’t blow out my windows.” 
 
    “Don’t tempt me,” she threatened. 
 
    I gestured toward the forest that ran alongside the road we were on. “Do it. Nobody around for miles except whoever’s on these roads. And there hasn’t hardly been any cars the last few minutes.” 
 
    She sighed.  
 
    “And even if there were a million people here, I’d say do it anyway. You need it out, get it the fuck out. Do it, baby. Primal scream therapy.” I shrugged. 
 
    She looked at me with her eyes working over the idea. I unclipped her seatbelt, then did the same with my own.  
 
    “Let’s do it.” 
 
    She grabbed my wrist. “I need to do this alone.” 
 
    I jutted my chin. “Good for you for standing up for yourself, baby. Proud of you. Now, go scream it out. Get it gone.” 
 
    She nodded, chin trembling as she opened the door and stepped out, then walked down the culvert through the trees. I hit the power buttons for the driver and passenger windows and took them down just two inches, then turned the truck off.  
 
    A minute passed. Then another. Not many cars went by. Two or three. I reclined my seat and stared at the sky through my sunroof.  
 
    Another few minutes went by where I was on the road alone. I was just about to go see if she was all right when I heard it.  A scream. A primal fucking war cry. It was loud. Birds soared from the trees up into the sky. Hundreds of them. And it made a knot form in the middle of my throat because I could hear a fuck of a lot of emotion in it. Pain. Frustration. Rage. As it echoed, I could almost swear I saw the blue and grey streaks of the late afternoon sky ripple from Gigi’s scream.  
 
    And then it was quiet. Nothing. Not a bird. Not even the buzz of an insect.  
 
    And she came through the trees and got into the truck, brushed her hair out of her eyes and clipped her seatbelt. 
 
    “Feel better?” I asked, fixing my seat. 
 
    Her head turned so she could look me in the eyes. “Yeah,” she whispered hoarsely. 
 
    A smile spread across my face. “I’m so fuckin’ proud of my girl. I love you; you know that?” 
 
    She lost it. Her body bucked. I unclicked the belt and pulled her into my lap, then hit the lever to push the seat back. She wrapped her arms around me and bawled as I held her. I stroked her back, squeezed the back of her neck, and dusted kisses all over her damp face as she bawled her eyes out. 
 
    “You’re beautiful inside and out, baby. You never let those assholes turn you hard. That’s one of the things I dig most about you. You’re not weak, you’re a fuckin’ warrior with a golden heart. No matter what comes at you, Gianna, you can handle it. You’re stronger than you know. And you’ve got me at your back and in front of you, shielding you, whenever you want it or need it.” 
 
    She grabbed my face and put her lips to mine. “I love you, Jesse James Garcia.” 
 
    “Love you, Gianna Grace Jones. One of these days, I’m gonna call you Gianna Grace Garcia. And I meant it when I said I do not want that fucker walking you to me. You get me?”  
 
    “I get you.”  
 
    “You’ve taken care of yourself until now. Now you’ve got me. So when you walk down that aisle to me you don’t hand him that honor. You do it on your own, head held high, knowing how fuckin’ lucky the man who loves you is to be able to call you his because you’re giving yourself to him.”  
 
    I wiped her tears away with my thumbs and kissed her again.  
 
    She smiled a beaming smile at me before climbing back into her seat.  
 
    “GiGiGi instead of Gigi.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. 
 
    “I look forward to that, baby.” 
 
    We both buckled up. 
 
    “I’m starving,” she informed me. 
 
    “Yeah? Me too. What do you feel like eating?” 
 
    “Alice Springs chicken,” she declared. 
 
    I laughed. “No bloomin’ onion.” 
 
    She pouted. “I know. I hope one of these days they come out with something that lets me gluten myself with no consequences. There’s supplements on the market but they’ve never worked for me. If I had one day left to live, I’d stuff my face with pancakes, spaghetti, croissants, grilled cheese sandwiches, and four ginormous bloomin’ onions.” 
 
    I laughed.  
 
    She grabbed my thigh and squeezed it. “Thanks for wanting me. For putting up with my shit, Jesse.” 
 
    “You make it all worth it, hostage.” 
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    A Week Later  
 
    “How’d it go?” I asked. 
 
    “Really good, I think. I got a good vibe,” Gigi replied, approaching me on my bike, looking like a sexy librarian in a tight black skirt, navy blue blouse, and heels. It was tame for her, but still off-the-charts hot. She borrowed the clothes from Jenna after going into a mini meltdown about all her clothes being too sexy. I called down the hall to Jenna who’d been heading for the kitchen with an armful of dirty dishes, wearing thigh high socks and a brotherhood t-shirt. She set my girl up. 
 
    Ella got her an interview at this senior’s home after I’d had a word with her earlier in the week asking if she knew if they were hiring. I knew she volunteered here regularly and that her own grandmother was a resident. 
 
    Ella’s grandmother Izzy rushed out behind my girl with three of her friends.  
 
    “They’ll hire you, Gia,” she informed. “I’ll make sure if it.” 
 
    “You’re so sweet!” Gigi put a palm against her chest and gave Ella’s grandmother a beautiful smile. 
 
    “Well, hello there, James Dean,” Izzy looked me over. 
 
    “Ms. Izzy,” I greeted.  
 
    “Hey boys,” she said to the prospects parked with me. “Ain’t cha all gonna give Gran Izzy a hug?” she asked. 
 
    I got off my bike and hugged her. She pinched my ass.  
 
    “Hey now,” I warned. “I’m taken.” 
 
    “I told her I’d get her the job if she let me have a little feel once in a while,” Izzy said with a grin. 
 
    My eyes bounced to my girl. 
 
    Gigi lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “It’s true. You don’t mind. Right, baby?” 
 
    “Objectified again,” I shook my head and got my face cheeks pinched by Ella’s grandmother who then moved on to hug Bick, calling him John Wayne, before she got to Nolan and told him he reminded her of a young Rock Hudson. Her friends moseyed over and then took turns hugging all of us and pinching our asses. 
 
    We were still riding in groups even though we now knew there was no chance the Freebooters were joining up with the enemy. And now we made sure we were on our bikes more than on four wheels to make a point. Be seen and heard. And with our patches proudly on our backs.  
 
    “They’ll hire you. Don’t you worry,” Izzy said again. “I’ll have a word. Make sure of it.” 
 
    “Thank you so much, ma’am. That’s so very sweet of you.” 
 
    She waved. “See you all later. Feel free to bring your entourage any time.” 
 
    I kissed her cheek and she smiled brightly, patting my face.  
 
    “Ready to roll, hostage?” I asked. 
 
    “Yup. Bye bye everyone.” Gigi waved at the ladies and carefully got onto the back of my bike. 
 
    I watched the two prospects eyeing her as she’d had to shimmy her skirt up to indecent levels to get on. I shot them a scowl.  
 
    Bick looked away. Nolan gave me a grin with a shrug. 
 
    We pulled out, planning to get back to the clubhouse where G would change and grab our overnight bag, switch vehicles to my truck and then we were heading to Bismarck for an overnight. It was Archer’s daughter’s birthday party tomorrow.  
 
    Unfortunately, since the club was also throwing a wedding reception party for Fork and Jojo at the same time, we’d miss that. We’d apologized to them that we couldn’t be there. I’d initially told G we should cancel with Arch, but G wouldn’t have it. She’d promised to be there for Tasha, the oldest of his kids and said she couldn’t let her down. I knew this was about Tasha, not about avoiding a club party.  
 
    G told me the newlyweds would mind far less when the party had just been thrown together for them versus the little girl who was already being let down by her mother who had grounded her for something stupid and said she couldn’t have a party for her twelfth birthday. My girl told me it was something her own mother would’ve done to her.  
 
    Arch stepped in and was organizing it at his house, threatening to take his ex to court if she tried to put the kibosh on it since it wasn’t technically Arch’s weekend with the girls.  
 
    To surprise my girl, I’d booked us a night in the best hotel in Bismarck for afterwards. 
 
    *** 
 
    When we pulled into the parking lot Sunday afternoon, my plans to do nothing for the rest of the day after a shitload of driving this weekend were squashed.  
 
    Deacon jogged our way to tell me I was needed. So, I kissed my girl and told her I’d be back later. 
 
    The sliding door of one of the courier vans slid open and Deacon and me climbed in.  
 
    “What’s up, boys?” I asked, sitting back against the wall. It was packed in here. Deke and Brady were up front, Brady in the driver’s seat, and back here sitting on the floor were me, Deacon, Ride, Spence, Fork, Nico, Justice, and Bront. A tight fit.  
 
    “Hey Jesse!” Bront greeted with a big smile.  
 
    “Hey,” I returned. 
 
    “How’s things?” Bront asked, still sporting the oddly large smile. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked. 
 
    He laughed. “Not much.”  
 
    “Only gone a day, brother,” I returned. “Why are you so fuckin’ chipper?” 
 
    He laughed and shrugged. 
 
    “Bront got himself some last night,” Justice put in. “Saw the little lady that works with Jenna and Pippa with the rainbow hair slip outta his room this morning.” 
 
    Bront grinned bigger. 
 
    “Aw, Teddy!” Rider ruffled his hair. “All grown up.” 
 
    “The dino lose his v-card?” Spencer asked. 
 
    “Lost that a long time ago,” Bront advised. 
 
    “Bronto’s not the only one that got lucky last night. So did he,” Justice shared, jerking his thumb at Nico. “Finally conned Coco onto his cock.” 
 
    “Yo,” Nico warned, leaning forward. “Keep her name outta yer mouth unless you’re sayin’ somethin’ with respect.” 
 
    “That’s a good woman,” I stated. 
 
    Nico turned his angry eyes to me. “Don’t you fuckin’ start.” He thought there was a punchline coming.  
 
    “No. Serious. She’s a good woman,” I told him. 
 
    He lost the attitude and jerked his chin up at me.  
 
    “Eventful night last night,” I observed. “And beyond the fuckers in that pickup truck shootin’ out the keg, obviously.” 
 
    Fork growled.  
 
    I gave him a look of understanding. 
 
    I’d heard the party had to be moved inside when a pickup truck sped down the road and shots were fired during the festivities. Festivities that involved out-of-town family including Jojo’s grandparents and Fork’s disabled uncle. 
 
    “Enough of the hen party, for fuck’s sake. Can we get our heads in the game here?” Deke reprimanded. “Need to bring Jess up to speed.” 
 
    Deke waited a beat and then continued. “Got a tip, know where their temporary clubhouse is,” Deke cleared his throat. “Fork’s contact told him a rough idea of where it was, and we got confirmation from my nephew Brice who heard from a paramedic buddy – Alec got taken in by ambulance to the hospital. Won’t be long now. Goin’ into palliative care. He’ll be gone soon.” 
 
    “Not soon enough,” Fork supplied.  
 
    “Good. What’s the plan?” I asked. 
 
    Fork spoke up. “There’s a dilapidated barn there where she thinks they’re cookin’ meth and storing a large cache of weapons. Could be that those are weapons that haven’t been paid for and that the people that took Gordino don’t want them to have. We tip ‘em off to that location, it could clear us of any markers owing. Gonna plant a couple outdoor cams,” Fork said.  “Plus…” Fork looked to Rider who took over. 
 
    “We’re also gonna plant a little something with a remote and the ability to make a big ole boom.” Rider grinned. “You n’ me doin’ that. Also gonna suss out that lair under the barn and see what’s there. Plant some audio bugs. We’re A-Team. I bury the device; you hold the phone and cover me.” 
 
    “Roger that,” I answered. “When’s the boom happenin’?” 
 
    Deke replied. “To be confirmed. That’s probably for later, if need be.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said. “No visual bugs in the lair?”  
 
    “No,” Rider replied. “That’d make the cartel twitchy. Make ‘em think we wanna hold something over their heads.” 
 
    “Ah,” I replied. 
 
    Deacon spoke next. “Fork, Spence, and me are Team B and have the trail cams to go in at some loosely planned spots from looking over the property lines and Google maps as well as from the rough layout Justice gave us. He’s been there before. We’ll creep alongside the river that butts the property. Justice and Bray are gonna steal Sarge’s car if it’s there. Team C with Brady on the phone. All set, Jus?” 
 
    Justice raised his finger holding a keyring. 
 
    “Scooped this spare a while back,” he said to me. 
 
    “Nice,” I replied. “Why steal the car?” 
 
    I didn’t like that I had missed the strategy conversation but Deke clearly had faith in my abilities so I had no doubt this quick catchup would be enough. 
 
    Deke spoke up again. “Diversion while you and Ride recon that barn. The shit they pulled at my daughter and son-in-law’s wedding reception? They need to know there’s consequences. That we know where they are. Also that we’re not pussies sittin’ back and hopin’ they just go away. They fuck us, we fuck back hard. If this ignites the next phase of the war, so be it. We’re closin’ in and they’re gonna know they’ve got us breathin’ down their necks. I want this shit to get done. Anyway, once the ruckus starts, watch for anyone in that barn to hopefully clear out, then you’ve got a minute or two to check it out and dump the audio bugs. If you run into any people in that barn, don’t hesitate; end ‘em. Some bad drugs recently caused a teenaged girl to OD at a party in Aberdeen. She’s in a coma and might not wake up. I have no doubt the drugs came from that lab so do not hesitate to end anyone in there.” 
 
    “Roger that,” I said. 
 
    “We’ll meet you at the rendezvous point one mile directly west.” Deke flashed me his phone, open on maps to show me the intersection. “Now…” he continued, “to reiterate for everyone and put Jess in the know, Brontosaurus’ll have an open line with Jesse on team A, Nico with who on Team B?” 
 
    “Me,” Spence piped up.  
 
    Deke continued, “Brady on the line with me. Me, Brontosaurus, and Nico stay by the van all on the phones together, so every team has access to everyone. Where we’re parking should be a decent vantage point in case anyone needs cover. Brontosaurus stays back after we leave to cover A-Team and heads to rendezvous with you two. We’ll have scopes on our weapons. Cell power check time. Anyone below thirty per cent? Everyone on vibrate only?” 
 
    The only ones not good were Fork with only twenty-eight per cent left on his phone, me with fifteen on mine. Deacon pulled a power pack from a backpack and handed it to me. “What cord?” 
 
    “USB-C.”   
 
    He passed a cord. I plugged it in and stuffed it all into the kangaroo pocket of the long-sleeved t-shirt hoodie I had on. 
 
    “Fork?” Deacon held out another power pack. 
 
    “No pockets big enough for the phone and a power pack. I’ll go unplugged. Phone should last no prob.” 
 
    “Not a fan,” Deke muttered. 
 
    “I’ll stay close,” Deacon stated, stuffing the power pack into his backpack. 
 
    Deke grunted, displeased, but said nothing further about it. He looked at me. “Questions?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Anyone else?” he checked. 
 
    Nobody said a thing.  
 
    “Right-o. Go-time, boys.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The van crawled up a dirt road to a copse of trees where it got tucked away nicely. Another gym bag was unzipped by Rider, this one full of weapons. We all got armed and then we moved out.  
 
    It was a good spot with plenty of cover and clear view of the house, barn, and two smaller outbuildings.  The place had a mile-long driveway and was smack in the middle of a big field. Corn grew on one side, wheat on the other and plants were high so there was plenty of room for us to move closer undetected. 
 
    Fork, Spence, and Deacon went left. Me and Rider went deeper into the woods.  
 
    After Ride and me found our way to the back of the old half-falling down barn, we could see a couple men mulling around on the front porch. If they were on watch, they were doing a shit job of it. 
 
    Now was definitely a good time to do this. They were probably all distracted what with their dying leader being taken away in an ambulance.  
 
    Four motorcycles and three cars were parked behind the house near where we needed to go. One of those might be the car Justice aimed to take, I didn’t know the make and model of what he was looking for, but none of them looked special. 
 
    Ride pulled an extendable shovel from his backpack while I kept watch, phone and gun in my hands. He carefully dug against the side of the building and planted the device before loosely filling the hole in.  
 
    A few minutes later, I got a text from Bront saying B-Team was back.  
 
    Then there was another text saying C-Team was going with Plan B. 
 
    “What’s plan B for C-Team?” I asked Ride. 
 
    “They can’t find the car, they create a diversion to flush out whoever’s here.” 
 
    “What kind of diversion?” 
 
    Ride didn’t need to answer that because my answer was an explosion with smoke billowing out of the trees on the opposite side of the property where a bunkie was now on fire.  
 
    “Fire over there! All hands on deck!” was shouted.  
 
    Three men ran out of the barn. 
 
    “Fuck sakes!” I heard a gravelly voice say from nearby where Ride and me were hunkered behind a bank of scrap metal. 
 
    Someone else hollered, “Who is it? Shoot ‘em!” 
 
    “You stay here and keep watch in case…” Someone clipped. 
 
    Ride and me exchanged looks. Shit. Looked like we’d have to shoot somebody. 
 
    Not ten seconds later, the other fucker followed anyway. Hopefully he’d been the only one left inside. 
 
    With the three men headed toward the fire and a quick count of around a dozen men in total, Ride and me waited twenty seconds before he gave me a look and slipped in through several broken barn boards.   
 
    There were shouts and guys running with buckets, someone pulling a hose in that direction. He ran out of length, so they were poorly organizing a chain of men passing buckets as the blaze quickly grew.  
 
    A minute later, just as shots were fired from down where the fire was, I heard the familiar deer call noise, knowing Ride was waving me in. 
 
    *** 
 
    We had confirmation of the drug lab down there as well as a fuck-ton of weapons, some stacks of cash, and drugs. A lot of drugs. Ride planted the bugs, and I took pictures with his phone while keeping my gun drawn, ready in case one of them wised up and realized the diversion. 
 
    But they probably weren’t that smart.  
 
    “We should take the drugs. Get rid of ‘em,” I said. 
 
    “No. They might not realize we were here unless we take shit. Then they might not come back.” 
 
    “See your point,” I said, eyeing the drugs with disgust. 
 
    “Don’t like leaving that garbage either, Jess,” Ride told me. “Luckily the cops are spreadin’ far and wide the warning there’s fentanyl-laced rave drugs and other bad drugs floating around.” 
 
    We got out while the gaggle of fuckheads still worked on putting out that fire, then went back the way we’d come in until Bront joined us. The three of us legged it the mile to the van at the rendezvous point.  
 
    The van door slid open. 
 
    “In. Hurry!” Nico urged. 
 
    We dove in and we were pulling out before the door was all the way shut. 
 
    “Missions accomplished?” Deke checked. Everyone else was in the van.  
 
    “Yep. What’s with the panic?” Ride asked. “Something go wrong?” 
 
    “They saw me,” Fork said. He was covered in mud. 
 
    “Dude, you reek,” Bront muttered. 
 
    Fork rolled his eyes. “Yeah. Bear trap right beside a creek. It snapped, only caught the leg of my jeans.” He gestured to the torn fabric. “Fell in and pretty sure it was Kylo up there that saw me. Fired shots at me so had to book it.” 
 
    “A-Team is a checkmark. B-Team a checkmark, though Fork was seen. C-Team was a bust with Plan A, but Plan B let A-Team do their thing,” Deke stated. “All in all, a success.” 
 
    “Woulda liked that cherry mustang,” Justice muttered. “Sarge loves that car. Woulda been a bonus to get that.” 
 
    “This’ll flush ‘em out for sure. They saw Fork, so know we set that fire. What’ve you got on the lab and weapons?” Deke asked. 
 
    Ride passed his phone over to his father. “Check out the pictures. This’ll soon be over, boys.” 
 
    “Not soon enough,” Fork muttered. 
 
    *** 
 
    We had a quick catch-up church. Everyone was caught up besides Blow, who wasn’t answering his phone. Pudge and Nolan were in the bar watching some of the girls.  
 
    It was clear Deke was pissed off about Blow too, muttering he hadn’t heard from him since the night before when he left the reception. 
 
    “He all right?” Bront asked. 
 
    “Not the first time he’s pulled a disappearing act when shit’s going down,” Spence muttered. 
 
    Deke shot Spence a look that meant shut the fuck up. 
 
    “Just sayin’ what most of us are thinking,” Spence lifted his hands defensively. “Deacon’s been doing the work of secretary and treasurer, and VP as long as we’ve been here, Dad, and everyone knows it. It’s just that Blow gets to wear the patch.” 
 
    “Not the time,” Deke said through tight teeth. “Save it for after this shit is done.” 
 
    Church got cut short because Deke got a text from Pudge who was dealing with some drama in the bar with some sweet butts arguing with the girls. This got me tweaked but I was assured it had nothing to do with my girl.  
 
    I climbed the stairs behind Fork, who muttered he was heading for the showers. I went to my room. It was unlocked, but Gigi wasn’t there. I figured she left it unlocked because I’d handed her my keys when we got here since I had to leave right away, and our bags had still been in my truck.  
 
    I spotted her purple box and our bags on the end of the bed. The tape on the Kailey boxes was loose, though it hadn’t been until today, so she’d finally taken the time to look through them. 
 
    I went looking for her. Didn’t find her. I called into the womens’ bathroom upstairs. Nobody answered and I couldn’t hear showers running. I went downstairs and a customer coming out of the bathroom told me it was empty after I asked. I double-checked anyway. No Gigi there either. 
 
    My blood ran cold. What the fuck? 
 
    I dialed her number for the third time, and it again went right to voicemail. 
 
    I went back upstairs in case we just missed one another between upstairs and downstairs. No Gigi. I fired off a text message while looking out the window over the parking lot. 
 
    Call me. Urgent. 
 
    The front door slammed. I watched Pudge jog down toward Blow on his motorcycle. Nolan escorted two redheads out of the bar and to the guys.  
 
    “There he is,” Bront said from my side.  
 
    “Huh?” I asked distractedly.  
 
    Pudge and Blow got on their bikes and revved them up. I watched Justice pull out of the parking lot with one of the redheads on his bike. Blow had the other. Pudge followed.  
 
    Nolan headed toward the building.  
 
    “Blow. There he is. Where are he and Pudge goin’?” Bront pondered.  
 
    Spencer came up behind Bront. “They’ve got a lead on where that Mustang of Sarge’s might be. They’re taking those troublemaker Jackals sweet butts home and then they’re checkin’ out that lead.” 
 
    I left the two of them to discuss that and headed outside to catch up with Nolan. 
 
    “Nole!” I called.  
 
    He stopped and jerked his chin up. 
 
    “You let my girl leave?” I met him at the bottom of the stairs.  
 
    He jerked back at the bite to my words. 
 
    “Nah man. Girls were all hangin’ in the bar. Shit went down with those ginger girls and your girl said she was leavin’. Little John told her she had to stay put, so she went up there.” He gestured to the stairs.  
 
    “She’s not up there,” I said. 
 
    “I was in the kitchen with Pudge handlin’ the drama with the redheads until Prez got here. Dunno what went down after that.” 
 
    “Fuck!” I clipped. 
 
    “Want help lookin’?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ll let you know.”  
 
    I paced while trying her line again. Still straight to voicemail.  
 
    Fuck sakes. 
 
    What the fuck? Things were fine when I left. She kissed me goodbye. We had a good time last night after the party at Ma and Arch’s. Fucked three times in that hotel room before heading back here. What happened in the last two hours while I was gone with the boys? Her stuff was here. Not her purse and phone though. 
 
    I tracked Ella and Jenna down in the back room, looking thick as thieves on the couch.  
 
    “What happened?” I demanded. 
 
    “With the Juicy and Paige scene?” Ella answered. “Jojo-” 
 
    “With Gianna,” I interrupted.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to offend her,” Jenna said, “I told her so. I was talking about how those Jackal bunnies can’t be trusted and she got a little offended about not all club girls being the same, so she came up here. I apologized though. We really like her. We weren’t lumping her in with those girls at all.” 
 
    “She took off,” I said. “Any idea why?” 
 
    “No. No idea,” Jenna replied.  
 
    Ella shook her head. “She was pissed off, but I thought she just came up here.” 
 
    Pippa wandered in with a bag of popcorn. “Hey Jesse,” she beamed a smile. 
 
    “Hey. Any idea why G left or where she went?”  
 
    Pippa looked perplexed. “She left? By herself? That’s not safe.” 
 
    “No, it really fucking isn’t,” I bit off. “You girls hear from her, let me know. Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” Ella said.  
 
    Jenna called out, “But I really don’t think what we said was enough to make her wanna leave especially when we all know things are dangerous, Jesse. She went the back way, too; she didn’t go outside to come up here.” 
 
    “Good to know.” 
 
    Yeah. That was the thing. It made no sense she’d take off unprotected for a little spat with the girls. Unless something had been left out, it sounded mild. I went down to the bar to talk to Little John and find out if there was something else going on here. 
 
    He had no answers for me. 
 
    I found Deke in his office. The man was breathing fire.  
 
    “Everything all right?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah.” He waved. “Bullshit with Fork’s inside sweet butt with the Jackals. It’s all in hand, though. Sending her and the other one off with a strong warning. You need something?”  
 
    “Gianna’s not upstairs.” 
 
    “Elaborate,” Deke ordered. 
 
    I filled him in on the little spat, told him everything had been fine before I left with them in the van today, and I had no fucking idea where she went.  
 
    I knew Deke had his hands full, but he offered help if I needed to organize a search. I told him I’d get back to him. My next move was to call the cab company. 
 
    Deanna answered.  
 
    “Deanna? Jesse here. Did Gianna call for a cab today?” 
 
    “Hi Jesse. I’m just starting a shift, so I’m not sure. I saw Gianna before I came here though, at Deke’s Roadhouse.” 
 
    “She’s not here. Can’t find her.” 
 
    “The other girl left already so I can’t ask. One sec. Rob? You send a car over to the clubhouse in the last hour for Gianna?” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    “Nope, Jesse. Rob says no.” 
 
    “Thanks for checking.” 
 
    “Okay, no problem,” she replied.  
 
    I ended that call. 
 
    Where the fuck was she? I was giving it two more minutes before asking for a search party when my phone rang.  
 
    GG calling 
 
    “Gianna!” 
 
    “Hi,” she greeted. 
 
    “Where the fuck are you?” 
 
    “Sorry, I’m on my way to Sioux Falls. My dad turned up and told me things with Aunt Francie are real bad. Got into his car and my phone died so I couldn’t message you. I stopped at a convenience store and got a charger and called you as soon as I got enough juice. It’s only at seven per cent, so it’s a crappy cord.” 
 
    My head was about to explode. 
 
    “Your father showed and picked you up? You couldn’t take a minute to fuckin’ tell someone what was goin’ on?” 
 
    “Sorry. It… I panicked with what he said and planned to tell you, but my phone was dead.” 
 
    “Fuck sakes. Shit’s not good. Shit happened today that puts a bigger target on our backs and you’re out there unprotected?” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Fuck sakes, G. You couldn’t wait and talk to me?” 
 
    “Dad said she’s real bad. I’m gonna see if I can talk some sense into her. She’s not gonna do any treatment. She’s not even eating.” 
 
    “He drove three hours to pick you up, knowing it’d be three hours back and couldn’t wait long enough for you to get a message to me?” 
 
    “I was gonna message from the road and like I said, got in the truck and my phone was dead. There was drama in Deke’s Roadhouse with Jojo and some girls. Nobody was upstairs or outside. So we just left.” 
 
    “Fuck sakes.” 
 
    “I didn’t know my phone was dead. But anyway, I’ll call you when I know more. We’re almost halfway there now. Okay?” 
 
    “Not much I can do about it now, is there?” I snapped. 
 
    “Jesse… Dad says her doctor’s appointment didn’t go well. Now she’s not even eating. She won’t get out of bed. She’s… she…” she choked up.  
 
    I took a deep breath and let it out slowly while she babbled while crying. 
 
    “Dad said whatever news they gave her; she’s just giving up. Just waiting to die. He didn’t have my new number and she wouldn’t give it to him, so he drove up here and found out where the clubhouse was. I got a Facebook request from him and a message when he got here so I went outside and again, didn’t realize my phone was dead.” 
 
    “So, you’re doing what? Gonna play nurse again?” I rubbed my forehead feeling a headache coming on. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m just… I’m gonna go see her and talk to her. Try and convince her to take care of herself. Find out what the doctor said. I’ll call you in a couple hours, okay?” 
 
    “I need a fuckin’ drink,” I muttered. 
 
    “Jesse,” she said sadly. “She’s dying.” 
 
    I growled.  
 
    “I’ll call you in a bit. Dad and me will be careful. We’ll go straight there. I love-” 
 
    The phone beeped. Call dropped. 
 
    I called back and it went straight to voicemail, so I tossed my phone on the bed and raked my hand through my hair in frustration. 
 
    All I could do was hope she didn’t manage to get herself on Jackals radar on the way out of town.  
 
    “Fuck!” I clipped. 
 
    Ten minutes later, downstairs in the bar while I threw back a shot and tried not to grind my teeth to dust, the music halted and Deacon whistled loudly to get everyone’s attention. “Brotherhood members only! Upstairs, right now!”  
 
    Half a dozen of us were down here and we all moved fast up the back stairs. 
 
    “Pudge is en route to the ER. Shot. Blow, also shot. Blow’s dead,” Deacon said on his way up the stairs.  
 
    More people rushed into the hall once we were on the second floor. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Spencer demanded as we got into the hall. 
 
    Deke answered as more doors opened. “Blow’s dead. Shot in Redfield in front of Marlena’s place. Lookin’ like Jackals lured him.” 
 
    Deke turned to his daughter who was now in the hall with Fork, hand over her mouth, eyes wide with horror. 
 
    “Joelle, you and the girls grab your basics. We’re moving into the new clubhouse early. Tell ‘em.” He headed down the hall to his own room calling out, “Two minutes. Kitchen, boys.” 
 
    Deacon pulled out his phone. “Brothers. Figure out who to call. Whoever ain’t here needs to get here and get their families here too. I’m callin’ Skip.” 
 
    I looked around. “I’ll phone Scott.” 
 
    “Callin’ Speedy,” Brady said. “Then Edge.” 
 
    “Edge is in Sioux Falls,” Deacon told him. “Call and brief him, though.” 
 
    After I called Scott, who was babysitting Deanna’s kids, I told him to get in, then I called Gianna. She answered. 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    She told me where she was, still on the road, less than an hour from Sioux Falls. 
 
    “Put it on speaker, now,” I ordered. 
 
    “Why are you being so pissy? I mean, I told you this was an emergency, and-” 
 
    “Now, Gianna,” I ordered. “Right now.” 
 
    Bad fuckin’ time to sass me. 
 
    “Okay… Okay. There.” 
 
    “Grant?” I called out. 
 
    “Yup?” her father answered. 
 
    “Things just went Defcon One over here. We’ve had a brother shot, another taken out. Enemies on the loose. I need my head in the game and these fuckers have a habit of goin’ after old ladies, so I need you to stop at the next rest stop you hit and call a number I’m about to send your daughter. I’m askin’ brotherhood members in Sioux Falls to meet you and escort you.  I need my girl behind clubhouse walls in Sioux Falls. If you wanna get your sister there, you can do that. The three of you stay there tonight. But you head there after Gianna is safely behind those walls. Work with my club in the falls to make that happen and do not take your fuckin’ eyes off my girl until you hand her to a man wearing a Dominion Brotherhood cut.” 
 
    “Uh… all right.” 
 
    “I need this. Your daughter needs this. One of these fuckers had set his sights on her a while back and I don’t know if she’s still on radar at all. Got word earlier tonight that it was reported to that fucker that G was living at our clubhouse, so those assholes know this. Can I count on you to do this? Go there immediately?” 
 
    “You can count on me, Jesse,” Grant stated. 
 
    “Who got shot? Who got killed?” Gigi asked. 
 
    I took a deep breath and hoped I could count on Grant Jones. Even though his daughter had not been able to count on him so far. 
 
    “Pudge got hit in the shoulder. He’s on his way to the hospital in an ambulance. Blow’s dead.” 
 
    I heard the choking sob. 
 
    “Gotta go, Gigi. I’ll text a number in five. Send me texts on your status every fucking step of the way. You hear me? Your phone charged up?” 
 
    “Yep. It’s ch-charged.” 
 
    I was on the move now, on the way to the kitchen, which was filling up. 
 
    “Every step of the way. I might not answer because we’re rolling out to deal with shit, but I need those texts.” 
 
    “Okay, Jesse. Be careful. I love you.” 
 
    “Grant?” I clipped. 
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “Don’t fuck this up.” 
 
    “I won’t, Jesse.” 
 
    I ended the call and immediately called Edge in Sioux Falls to arrange an escort. He already knew about Blow and Pudge from Brady. He agreed to get Gigi to safety and then he was heading here.  
 
    I texted Gigi his phone number, hoping that she was off their radar. One of those girls that’d been in the bar causing shit had told Deke that she’d given Sarge information about the upstairs layout while she was upstairs with Fork before he got with Jojo. I didn’t know whether or not she’d clocked Gigi during that time but was taking no chances. 
 
    *** 
 
    “I want Brady and Bront stayin’ with the women and kids. Nolan and Bick, you can ferry back whatever is needed from the old clubhouse. Basics only for tonight. Get in some food for delivery, tell everyone to bring their toothbrush and a change of clothes, but that’s it other than mattresses, blankets, and pillows. We’ve got fifteen or twenty air mattresses in storage, too, drag those out if you got more people than beds. Yeah?”  
 
    “Got it, Prez,” Brady stated.  
 
    “Nolan and Bick can then run outdoor patrol under Brady’s orders,” Deke added. 
 
    “Got it,” Nolan said.  
 
    Bick jerked his chin up. 
 
    “Let’s roll,” Deke bellowed.  
 
    Several of us were armed and heading for the old Jackals clubhouse in Ipswich. Fork’s trail cam there picked up a van pulling in a few minutes ago. 
 
    *** 
 
    When we got there and saw those armed men outside the shed, Deke called Bront in, wanting more precision firepower at our backs.  
 
    “Nobody’s willin’ to put their weapons down, so looks like we need to save this fight for another day,” Wild Will Forker said, eyes on his son. 
 
    “You shoot our two prospects?” Sarge asked. 
 
    “We did,” Deke replied.  
 
    Nico had taken them both out. Nobody recognized them, so they were obviously very new recruits, but they were armed with AR15s. After we’d heard the screams and knew they had Blow’s girl, Deke said something to Nico, and I watched him take them out without hesitation. 
 
    Not only did several of us rush in with guns drawn once Bront arrived, several other brothers were stationed in bushes around the perimeter of the old woodshed with a few brothers down by our vehicles at the end of the long, dirt road, a line open with one of us in case more Jackals arrived. 
 
    A loud voice had invited, “Come on in, Dominion pussy-hood. Be aware, though, we got somethin’ of yours and we’re all armed.” 
 
    Me, Deke, Deacon, Fork, Rider, Justice, and Nico had gone in. All armed, all with guns pointed at the men who pointed guns back at us. Except for one. That one was standing in the corner doing up his belt. Seven of us, four of them. And Marlena. 
 
    The one room building had no lights on, likely no power, but flashlights were propped up around the space, pointing to the table in the center. That table was surrounded by three Jackals. One of them I recognized as Sarge. Tall, curly hair, late thirties, with steely hard eyes on us, hatred pouring from them. Wild Will wasn’t nearly as tall as his son. In fact, though he was sitting, he looked like he was below average height. He was pudgy, bloated, looked like he was killing himself slowly with alcohol and a shitty diet. He had a smirk aimed at his son. The guy doing up his belt was around thirty, blond, and I figured he had to be Larsen by process of elimination including seeing the junkie sores on his face. He flashed a sneer with half-rotten teeth our way and reached to the side where his gun sat. 
 
    “Don’t fucking move,” Deke warned him, training his gun on him. I didn’t know who the fourth was, but one look at him and he looked in charge and unhinged. He was a big, dark-haired, bearded, face-tatted guy who, at our entry threw his head back and laughed.  
 
    He spoke next. “Jus. Nico. Deke. And the rest of y’all. Fancy meetin’ you here. Heard Blow’s not gonna be able to make it.” He threw his head back and laughed hard.  
 
    “Kylo,” Nico ground out. “See you’re out.” 
 
    “I’m out,” Kylo waved his gun in the air and then pointedly pointed it at every one of us and then said, “Bang.” 
 
    I heard a sniffle and looked to the corner where Marlena huddled behind where the blond guy stood. 
 
    She was why we didn’t just shoot the entire place up instead of stepping in to negotiate. Though Fuckhead Skip who was outside had muttered that it might be worthwhile to take the whole shed out, insinuating we let her be a casualty, nobody else agreed.  
 
    She was huddled in the corner on a sleeping bag. In the dim light, it was clear to see she was nude and bruised. Crying into her knees, trying to hide her nudity. 
 
    Dekes’ eyes were on her. I also saw Deke’s trigger finger twitch.  
 
    My phone buzzed in my pocket. I couldn’t look but hoped like hell it was my girl updating to say she was inside the compound in Sioux Falls. I assessed the Sarge guy to see if he had his eyes on me in any way. They flashed for an instant at the sound in my pocket but then returned to focus on Fork. 
 
    “Looks like we’ve got a little stalemate on our hands, don’t it?” Wild Will said. “Heard my brother joined the brotherhood, eh? Where is he, Chrissy?”  
 
    “None of your fuckin’ business,” Fork replied coldly. 
 
    Rob was currently with the men watching our vehicles at the road. 
 
    “You got a lot to answer for, kid.” 
 
    “I owe you nothin’, old man. Know what I’d like to give you, though. Another bullet. This one between your eyes.” 
 
    “Congratulations on your marriage, boy. I look forward to meetin’ the little lady. How ‘bout a family reunion?” Wild Will laughed his head off.  
 
    Fork’s trigger finger now twitched. 
 
    “Since you took out our two prospects and we took out two of your men in Redfield tonight,” Sarge said, “How ‘bout we call it even for tonight?” 
 
    “No way is it fuckin’ even,” Deke clipped. “But hand over the girl and we’ll go our separate ways. For now. That girl over there is the only reason this building don’t look like blood-splattered Swiss cheese. I’ve got more men outside, lotta weapons pointed at this shed.” 
 
    “Tell ya what?” Sarge went on, “We walk her to our van. You let us pull out knowing that we have a gun pointed at her from that windshield while we back out. You don’t shoot at us; we don’t shoot her.” 
 
    “Deal,” Deke clipped. 
 
    “And then after that…” 
 
    “Not negotiating anything about the after,” Deke told him. “Not tonight.”  
 
    “Get out then,” Sarge stated. “Cease fire for tonight on both sides. One bullet flies, she’s dead.” 
 
    “She dies, so do every fuckin’ one of you,” Deke cautioned, eyes  stone-cold. 
 
    “Ain’t you guys sweet,” Kylo lamented. “Heard all about you heroes. This gash must be worth somethin’.” 
 
    “You sick fucks should be put down. Unlike you, we won’t sacrifice innocents for the cause,” Fork stated. 
 
    “Two prospects lyin’ in the dirt out there say different, boy,” Wild Will stated. 
 
    “Big difference between choosing to be an outlaw guarding a rape with AR15s and being an innocent bystander, you waste of space,” Fork put in. 
 
    Wild Will scoffed. “Shoulda wasted that shot of jizz on your mother’s face instead of puttin’ it in her cunt resultin’ in you, boy.” 
 
    The blond meth head laughed in hysterics. 
 
    Deke and Sarge stared at one another for a solid thirty seconds without blinking before Sarge lost the stare-down. 
 
    “Let us out of here and we’ll hand her over,” Sarge offered.  
 
    “Back out, boys,” Deke stated, and we all backed out of the shed one by one, still holding our weapons. Their weapons were still pointed our way.  
 
    Deke was the last to leave.  
 
    “Hold your fire!” Deke called loudly to the brothers outside, “But keep your weapons aimed at this shed and the fuckers comin’ out of it. They’ve got her and if anything happens to her, they all die.” 
 
    Kylo walked her out by a handful of her long, dark hair, a gun against her temple. She could barely walk. It was a half-drag. And the poor fucking girl was naked.  
 
    Our guns stayed aimed at them while the other Jackals came out, guns aimed at us. One by one, they got into their van until it was just Kylo and Marlena outside. 
 
    He backed into the passenger seat and threw her to the ground. She crumpled and turtled, covering her head while they drove away slowly for twenty or thirty feet before they gunned it and fishtailed out.  
 
    Immediately, Justice was jogging her way, pulling his sweatshirt off, then crouching and putting it over her head. 
 
    The girl was bawling hard as he cooed to her, pulling her arms through the armholes. He lifted her and carried her toward where our two vans and two cars were parked. He got into the back seat of one of the cars with her. Skip jumped into the driver’s seat as the rest of us piled into the other vehicles and got the fuck back. 
 
    The SUV I was in was driven by Scott. There was him and Rider in front. Me, Deacon, and Deke in back. Not a fucking word was spoken the drive back to the clubhouse. The air vibrated with our collective rage.  
 
    *** 
 
    When we got to the new clubhouse, the lobby of the main building that housed our rooms and the chapel, which would be known as The Hall was filled with women who were waiting for their men to come back. Some went to bed, but a few of the guys sat down to have a few drinks so they could wind down. Justice carried Marlena upstairs with Laura and Jenna following. They’d look after her. 
 
    That poor girl had been cheated on, had been put in ICU, and now kidnapped and raped because of her thing with Blow. And Blow was dead. The entire thing was fucking infuriating.  
 
    I downed one shot and when it was obvious Deke was heading to bed, saying we’d take it up the next morning, I went upstairs and found my new room on the second floor. It was empty other than my mattress, pillows and comforter on the subfloor. There wasn’t flooring in yet and the drywall had been done but it wasn’t painted. I had a door and two windows and unlike most of the rest of the boys here tonight, I had no woman to come home to. Because she was hours away giving her time to people that didn’t deserve it.  
 
    I lifted my phone and skimmed the text screen of updates. She was at the clubhouse. Alone. Edge had picked her up at the rest stop and brought her there. Her father drove back to the trailer and then messaged her to say her aunt refused to come. She asked me to call when I had a chance. 
 
    I also had a text message from Edge letting me know she was safely there. He listed her room number. I sent him a thanks reply and then I dialed her number. After two rings, I got a sleepy hello. 
 
    “I’m back. Shit’s fucked. I’m coming to get you as soon as I can get some sleep.” 
 
    “Oh. I… need to at least stop by there to see her.” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes. “We’ll talk when I get there. Been a long fuckin’ day.” 
 
    “Okay. I love you.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. 
 
    “Very much, Jesse. It was instinct to come here when I heard the news. I just… panicked.” 
 
    “Marlena was in the shed on the old Jackals’ clubhouse property. After they killed Blow, they took her. Four men there and she was naked, bruised, and on a filthy sleeping bag in the corner. If we hadn’t gotten there, she’d be dead. Dead like Kailey. Dead like Jet. They already tried to kill her once by fuckin’ the brakes on her car and she’s barely recovered from that and now this? But you know what? She’s probably dead inside after what we saw tonight because I’d bet some or all of those fuckers took their turns raping her before we got there.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” 
 
    “Yeah. And you’re goin’ off unescorted when this shit is happenin’, and we’ve got enemies who don’t hesitate to rape and kill innocent women. Enemies who’ve been watching the bar and clubhouse to see who’s been comin’ and goin’, so it could very well have been you tonight, Gianna, and you need to get through your fuckin’ brain that when I say lockdown I fucking mean lockdown.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jesse. But…” 
 
    “Yeah, baby, no buts. Good thing you’re not sorrier.” 
 
    “But, my dad got in my head about it. About how she went into a funk after I left because of the things I said and now she’s in a bigger funk after finding out whatever she found out from her last doctor’s appointment, so…” 
 
    “So, you’re getting manipulated by them. Again. That’s what’s happening. It’s obviously what they do, G. You didn’t say anything that wasn’t true and if she couldn’t handle a bit of truth about shit – that’s on her, not you.” 
 
    “I’m gonna see her, encourage her to continue with treatment. To look after herself so that she’s got a better chance of getting better. Try to find out what we’re looking at here. We don’t even know what kind of cancer she has or what stage it is because she won’t tell us anything.” 
 
    “Again, you’re setting yourself on fire to keep her warm when she repeatedly left you out in the cold.” 
 
    She said nothing. 
 
    “I need sleep, woman. I’ll be there as soon as I can get there tomorrow. And for fuck’s sake, if you leave that goddamn clubhouse before I get there, there will be hell to pay. You hear me?” 
 
    “I hear you.  Jesse, I love you, but-” 
 
    I ended the call and avoided the urge to put my fist through the brand-new drywall. 
 
    *** 
 
    I was part of the convoy to Sioux Falls with a few other brothers on motorcycles along with the Mystery Machine bus holding Rob’s wife Bertie and their kid Beau, also with Skip’s and Speedy’s women and their kids who were all going to the mother charter clubhouse for now and leaving from there to stay with family a couple days while shit was being figured out. They were the only ones in this charter with little kids and it made sense they were leaving town. Who know what the fuck the Jackals were gonna pull next?   
 
    Pudge survived surgery, but Blow was in the morgue.  
 
    Three hours after we got back, a team of the cartel’s was moving in to reclaim their belongings and, if the bad drugs were still there, dispose of them. They stated they’d also dispose of any Jackals or associates that were there. Deke said the Jackals had not gone back there that night from our trail cam footage and it looked like nobody else was there either.  
 
    If they had come back, we would’ve detonated that bomb once the cartel had cleared out.  
 
    On the plus side, the club was now clear to end our association with that cartel. 
 
    ***  
 
    When I got in, I strolled with purpose, set to go to the room I knew she was assigned, but I spotted her helping set up a lunch spread with Delia who was ready to welcome the convoy. 
 
    I watched Sara’s face turn ugly at the sight of my girl, but then she painted a smile on for Delia who pulled her close for a hug.  
 
    Gigi’s eyes hit mine. 
 
    My lip curled. I couldn’t tamp down how pissed I still was. 
 
    She didn’t shrivel. She met my eyes, and her brows went up with an expression I’ve never seen from her before. If there were words, I was sure she’d be saying, “Oh really?” as if she was as pissed at me as I was at her. 
 
    And I was thrown by it, but didn’t show it. 
 
    After getting a hug from Delia, I turned to Gianna.  
 
    “Let’s go talk,” I demanded.  
 
    “Just five,” she replied coldly. “I have a few more things to help with here.” 
 
    My brows shot up high. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed and then she walked away from me back to the kitchen and surfaced with cookie sheets of garlic bread with cheese in each hand, which she set on the table. 
 
    She turned, went back to the kitchen and came back with a big bowl of salad, and set it down. 
 
    “Go ahead and catch up with your man, Gia. We’re good here,” Delia said. “But come back for some food, Jesse. Fuel up.” 
 
    “Gonna head out in a few I think, Delia, so gonna say bye to you here,” Gigi said and reached to Delia for a hug. 
 
    “We’re not leavin’ until the convoy goin’ back leaves,” I stated. 
 
    “I’ll say bye for now anyway,” Gigi said to Delia, not looking at me. 
 
    Sara watched all this, eyeing me curiously while serving food to her kids. I saw Skip in the corner, scooping pasta onto his plate and failing at doing his best to not watch. 
 
    Gigi marched past me with her nose up in the air. I followed.  
 
    Once she turned the key on the door, I followed behind her and shut the door. 
 
    She spun to face me. 
 
    “I said I loved you last night and you didn’t say it back,” she snapped, eyes fiery. 
 
    “Was pretty pissed last night for a lotta reasons,” I clipped. 
 
    “Even still, that’s not cool to hang up on me when we’re hours apart and there’s danger everywhere without saying it back.” 
 
    I filled my lungs with air and let it out slowly. 
 
    She crossed her arms over her chest.  
 
    “How about what you did yesterday?” I volleyed. 
 
    “I’m sorry about that. I said that already. But that said, I need to go to my aunt’s today.” 
 
    “Not fuckin’ happening.” 
 
    “No!” she snapped. “You might not like her. You might not like my dad and I can’t fault you for that. But she’s dying. She’s dying and I refuse to not try to talk to her, get her to eat, take care of herself, and to ask her some important questions. I don’t even know what she wants done if she does pass away for a funeral. I don’t know any of that and want to know what her wishes are.” 
 
    “I say you leave her there just like she left your sister.” 
 
    Her eyes went harder. “No. I won’t do that. I refuse to do that regardless of what’s happened in the past. Two wrongs don’t make a right, Jesse. I refuse to sink to other peoples’ level. And I’m not gonna let her die alone thinking I don’t care anymore. Because despite everything, I still do care. As shitty as she was as a guardian, she still took me in and she’s family. If she didn’t take me in, I’d have wound up in foster care and God knows what would’ve happened to me. Ask Edge what happened to Jet in foster care when she was a teenager.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Never mind. I’m pissed and saying things I have no business saying.” 
 
    “You’re not stayin’ with her three hours away from me, Gianna. I’m not fuckin’ havin’ it. Not after what she’s already put you through and not after all the shit going on with the enemy. I’m needed at home, and I need you there by my side, so I know you’re safe.” 
 
    “I need to see my aunt. I’m goin’ there now. You can come with me or not. You’re being stubborn right now and as much as I love you, I’m not going to let you steamroll me into not doing it when I know it’d haunt me the rest of my life if I just walked away knowing the state she’s in.” 
 
    I picked up my phone and texted Skip, who was, unfortunately, leading the convoy. 
 
    When are we heading back? 
 
    He replied immediately. 
 
    Skip: 5:00. 
 
    Me: Thanks. Got something to do. Be back before then. 
 
    Skip: You need cover?  
 
    Me: That’s ok. Just ten mins away.  
 
    He replied with a thumbs up. 
 
    I tucked my phone into my cut after noting it was just past one o’clock. 
 
    “I’ll drive you there. Let’s go.” 
 
    She grabbed her purse and phone, and locked up the room. 
 
    She dropped the key through the slot on Delia’s office door and then we left.  
 
    I’d brought her a helmet, so I strapped it on for her, our eyes locked together.  
 
    We said nothing.  
 
    And then I drove to the aunt’s place.  
 
    By the time I got there, my blood had simmered some, so when we got off the bike and our helmets were off, I tagged her hand and jerked her toward me. 
 
    She grunted in surprise, but then our eyes met. Hers were moist. 
 
    I took her face in both hands.  
 
    I knew whatever she was about to face in there wasn’t gonna be easy on her. She didn’t need us to be in the middle of a fight on top of that. 
 
    “I love you,” I said.  
 
    Her throat bobbed. 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t say it back. Won’t do that again,” I vowed. 
 
    Her eyes softened.  
 
    I kissed her, squeezing the back of her neck. When the kiss ended, I put my forehead to hers. “Don’t take off like that again. I thought I was gonna come outta my fuckin’ skin not knowin’ where you went. Not knowing if something happened to you. If one of them had you. If you’d seen that poor fucking girl last night, Gigi… fuck.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I won’t do that again. I didn’t mean it to happen that way. Where’s Marlena now?” 
 
    “She’s with the girls at the compound. We’re moved into the new clubhouse. It isn’t done but we’re making do. Safer. Bigger.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    I breathed out the rest of my anger and kissed her again. Then I gave her ass a little slap. “Go on in. I’ll wait out here. But don’t let her feed you shit. You did nothing wrong speaking your mind to her.” 
 
    She blew out a long breath.  
 
    I kept talking. “Just like you were in the right speaking your mind to me and standing up for yourself despite that I was bein’ stubborn. I might not like how your relatives treat you, but I have no right to stop you from bein’ better than they are. Good job, baby. I fuckin’ love that you’re better than they are.” I kissed her again. 
 
    Her eyes crinkled as she gave me a half a smile. She exhaled slowly. And then my girl squared her shoulders and walked into her aunt’s place.  
 
    Two minutes later, her father joined me on the deck, handing me a beer. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said.  
 
    “Fucked up when she was a kid. Fucked up a lot.” 
 
    I cracked the tab and took a swig. 
 
    “When she was small and we figured out she had that voice on her, we tried to help her make somethin’ of it. Felt like it did more harm than good. She was so fuckin’ shy.” He took a sip of his beer.  “She’s put up with a lot of shit from me and her mother over the years. I got a lot of regrets. Young. Stupid. Priorities mixed up. When me and her mom split, that bitch made my life real difficult.” 
 
    I took another swig. 
 
    He kept talking. “Then she had to come live with me, and it was the worst fuckin’ timing. I was a hell-raiser, a womanizer. Drank too much. Did too many drugs. I didn’t know what to do with a little kid. You know?” He shook his head. “Made a lotta mistakes. I like you for her. She’s growin’ into herself with you. Growin’ a backbone. You’re good for her.” 
 
    He held out his hand. 
 
    I took it and shook it. “Don’t have respect for you, Grant, after the shit she’s told me. But there might be hope for you yet.” I leaned against the deck railing.  
 
    “Don’t count on it,” he said with a laugh. “This shit sucks. Facing mortality. Messy shit.” He shook his head hard and raked a hand through his hair. “Usually I run a mile. But my sister stepped up for my girl when I didn’t have my act together. Least I can do bein’ here for her.” 
 
    I drank another mouthful of beer. 
 
    “Even if she’s too stubborn to admit she needs the help,” he added. He sat down and lit a cigarette. 
 
    I sat too. 
 
    He offered me one. 
 
    “I quit around the time we stayed here and I listened to the way your sister hacks her brains out between pukin’ from Chemo.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, taking a drag and examining the cigarette. “Harder to kick nicotine than heroin. I should know. Kicked the black snow years ago. Can’t seem to quit these though.” 
 
    He took another puff, then put it out and took another gulp of his beer. 
 
    Ten minutes later, she still wasn’t out of there and there wasn’t any shouting, so I wasn’t sure what I’d be walking into when I poked my head in. It was quiet. No Gigi in the kitchen or living room so figuring she must be in Francie’s room, I used the bathroom. I heard her voice. It was soft, coaxing. I gave them privacy, and went back outside. 
 
    A neighbor was now up on the deck chatting with Grant. Another one came by a minute later, chatting us up from the driveway. I sat and listened to them shoot the shit for the next twenty minutes before Gigi finally stepped out. 
 
    “Hi Johnny. Hey Steve.” 
 
    “Hiya Gianna!” One greeted. 
 
    “How are you, Gia?” asked the other. 
 
    “Hanging in there, thanks.” She looked at me.   
 
    “Ready to go?” I asked. 
 
    “Can we take a little walk for a minute?” she asked. 
 
    I followed her as she headed past my bike, down the road. 
 
    “Um, so…” she started.  
 
    And I thought, here we fucking go. 
 
    “Her best friend moved to Canada about fifteen years ago. She got married to a man up there. Aunt Tammy. She was always super sweet to me and Kailey.” 
 
    She stopped at the gate to the trailer park and leaned against the post. “Asked Aunt Francie and she wants to go there. The prognosis isn’t good. It’s really bad, actually, and she doesn’t want more treatment. Doesn’t want more poking and prodding. She’s pretty adamant about that. It’s not just how sick it’d make her, it’s because there’s such a low chance it’ll do much for her that she doesn’t want to spend the rest of her time left feeling like garbage. We talked and she wants to go stay with Aunt Tammy and finish out her time there.” 
 
    “And?” I asked, knowing what was coming. 
 
    “I’m gonna go with her.” 
 
    I stared at her. 
 
    “For a little while,” she went on, “Get her settled. See how she does. Spend time with Aunt Tammy. It’s a pretty little town an hour outside Halifax, so I’ll be way out of Wyld Jackals radar. We went there once when Aunt Tammy first went. Got to go to her wedding and spent two weeks there. Me, Aunt Francie, and Kailey. Kailey loved it so much there. Wanted to move there. Pretty, colorful village on the ocean. Beautiful place. She used to talk about wanting to go back. See if she could find a nice Canadian man to marry her.” She snickered, looking lost in memories. “I think Kai would love having her ashes spread there. So I’m gonna get them from Delia and take them with me.” 
 
    “I’m not gonna be able to talk you out of this, am I?” 
 
    “I love you so much. I don’t want you upset with me. But I need to do this, Jesse. Everything inside me is telling me that I need to get her there and go from there. I can’t desert her now. She was… different when we just talked. So different. She’s facing facts about her life ending and I just can’t leave her to it alone. And I’d really love to see Aunt Tammy, go back to a place me and Kailey loved and spread her ashes there. Aunt Francie said she’ll go if I come with her. She perked up, too, because Dad can’t come since he can’t leave the country due to his criminal record.”  
 
    “This your idea?” I asked. 
 
    “I called Aunt Tam this morning. I wanted her to come here and be a reinforcement. To talk to Aunt Francie with me about lookin’ after herself, about not giving up. It was Aunt Tammy’s idea to bring her there for a visit. Told me she’d cover airfare for us if I wanted to come too. She has a little bed and breakfast, and we wouldn’t have to worry about any expenses. Guess she doesn’t know either about all Aunt Francie’s money. Aunt Tam is a good person. Aunt Francie’s better around her, too. And it’s so pretty there. So peaceful. And it’s safe. Aunt Francie said it won’t just be a visit for her. She wants to go there for peace until it’s her time. We’ll see if she changes her mind, but I think she means it.” 
 
    I let out a long exhale.  
 
    “It’ll just be a visit for me. A couple weeks, probably. Please don’t break up with me,” she whispered, eyes filling with fear.  
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Jesse, please…” 
 
    “I’m not happy about this. Not at fucking all. But I’m not gonna try and stop you.” 
 
    “And you’re not breaking up with me?” 
 
    “Gonna spend the rest of my life with you, hostage,” I told her. 
 
    She faceplanted into my chest. I wrapped my arms around her. 
 
    “You were so worth waiting all this time for, Jesse,” she said, looking up into my eyes with tears in hers. 
 
    *** 
 
    “First up,” Deke said, “I wanna appoint Edge as my VP. Asked him, since I didn’t know if he wanted to stay or go back to the falls, and he’s down to settle in permanently. So, let’s put it to a vote.” 
 
    This was our first post-Blow church. We voted in favor. Edge was a natural choice with Blow gone.  
 
    “Next: Blow’s family didn’t want us at the funeral. They’re having a family-only thing at their home but there’s an interment at the cemetery down the street from the Sioux Falls clubhouse. That’s in three days. What do we wanna do?” 
 
    “Blow wasn’t big on that funeral shit,” Brady put in. “But he also wasn’t big on his folks, so I say we show up anyway or at the very least, we skip the service but do a procession.” 
 
    “I like that idea,” Deacon put in. “Blow would appreciate that.” 
 
    ”Agreed,” Rider piped up. 
 
    “Skip?” Deke called out. “You can handle that?” 
 
    “I’ll get with Duck and plan it, Prez,” Skip replied. 
 
    Duckie was Skip’s equivalent in Sioux Falls.  
 
    *** 
 
    A bunch of us showed up at the funeral but didn’t go in. We were seen and then we rode as part of the procession to the cemetery from the family’s home.  
 
    Blow’s sister approached Deke and Rudy afterwards with tears of gratitude, because she said the way her parents had done it would’ve pissed Blow off.  
 
    She said the family had agreed to give her the urn. She was going to lend it to us for Blow’s real funeral when we were ready. 
 
    Deke and Rudy set a date with her for a few weeks out.
  
 
    

  

 
   
    25 
 
    A Few Weeks Later  
 
    I was in the garage, finishing up a tire rotation, when Scott got in my space. He looked pissed. 
 
    “Hey,” I greeted. 
 
    “Gonna lose it brother, need to vent,” he said, pacing.  
 
    I looked at the clock on the wall. “Let’s go hit The Roadhouse for a beer.” 
 
    “Somewhere else,” he fired back. 
 
    “All right,” I said and wiped my hands on a rag. “Gimme five to grab a quick shower. Yeah? Or no? Too long?” 
 
    “Yeah, g’head,” he muttered and followed me through the gates to The Hall.  
 
    “Sure?” I checked. 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “I’ll be quick, man.” 
 
    We were completely moved in now. The space above The Roadhouse was now split up. Our old front lounge and kitchen were now available for rent for parties and other events. The bedrooms were spares for visiting bikers with a few walls knocked down to make a kitchenette in the back and expand the smaller lounge. Prez was gonna have another set of bathrooms put up front, too.  
 
    Fork’s father had died, suicide by cop. This was after a whack of drama with him and Fork’s mother. Other than that, things had been quiet with the Wyld Jackals. They hadn’t been back to their hideout. They were wanted by the cops for Blow’s murder among their many other crimes. Local security footage showed Kylo had fired the shot that killed Blow. Sarge was wanted for attempting to murder Pudge. The four were wanted for kidnapping Marlena. Three for raping her. Sarge was the only one that didn’t.  
 
    Our trail cams at their hideouts had picked up nothing, but we weren’t surprised they hadn’t been back. They were wanted by the cops, but they might not have figured out the cartel had picked up the guns. We were watching and nobody had tripped any cameras at that house or barn.  
 
    We were living, but carefully.  
 
    Marlena was still staying with us, but rarely came out of the room that she was in. The VP suite (a small bachelor apartment setup with private bathroom and kitchenette) had been assigned to Blow and Edge wasn’t pushing to take over, giving her time there instead.  
 
    I now knew she’d split with Blow after finding out he was cheating and he wasn’t happy about her ending things, was trying to get her back. The night they’d lured him to her place they’d made it seem like she wanted to make up via a text message that’d been sent. That’s how they got him there for the ambush. 
 
    I’d told my girl that I didn’t want her sharing where she was or why with anybody. Wanted her to be extra safe. And we decided we’d use the text coding system she’d come up with and used with her stepsister, so I’d know if any texts coming from her were really from her.  
 
    We only said she was staying with family in the Halifax area to a select few, but she was coming home tomorrow because she needed to start her new job at the senior’s home in a few days. 
 
    Francie was doing well with her friend. My girl would be home in time for tomorrow’s party to celebrate the life of Sean “Blow” O’Grady. The mother charter would be bringing Blow’s ashes here with them. Deke’s Roadhouse was closed to the public for the night, and it would be a full house.  
 
    After my shower, I found Scott at the bar in the hall with Bront. Bront was bitching that Lulu was still ghosting him. He wanted more where their night together came from.  
 
    I jumped in Scott’s car with him to go for that beer. Bront came with us.  
 
    Once we parked, but before we went out to go into the bar, I said, “You wanna have a few, I’ll drive back.” 
 
    Scott spoke up.  “Can’t drink tonight. Deanna gave me an STD. I ended things with her an hour ago.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Bront grumbled from the backseat. “An STD?” 
 
    “Was burnin’ when I took a piss. Didn’t know what the fuck, so I went to the doctor. Tricho-something. Whatever that is. Fuckin’ fumin’. Doc gave me prescription for a mitt of pills to down at once and said that’d be the end of it. Can’t drink for 24 hours afterwards so you guys can drink but I’ll be sippin’ soda.” 
 
    “Shit,” Bront muttered. 
 
    “Yeah,” Scott said. “So, she cheated on me again and said it wasn’t with her ex this time, it was someone else. She wouldn’t tell me who only complained it was because someone else made her feel seen. He can see her all he wants with his burning, oozing pecker. Cuz this sucker is done.” 
 
    “That’s rough, brother,” Bront said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “But you tried. You forgave her last time and tried. This shit is all on her, not you, Scoot.” 
 
    “I know. Gonna miss those boys,” Scott muttered.  
 
    “She’s the idiot, man,” Bront added. 
 
    Scott looked at me. 
 
    “Meet you guys inside. Gotta make a call,” I said. 
 
    Scott gave me an odd look.  
 
    “I might know who it was she fucked. You wanna know?” 
 
    “Of course I wanna know,” Scott growled. 
 
    “Gimme five minutes to confirm. I’ll meet you inside.” 
 
    Scott tried to push for an answer, for who I suspected it was. Reluctantly, he went inside to give me five. 
 
    I called Ella and got her to give me Sara’s phone number. And then I gave her a call. I knew she’d gotten back a week and a half ago from her parents’ place.  
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    “Jesse Garcia here, Sara. Can you talk for a sec?” 
 
    “One second; I’ll step outside.” 
 
    I heard the click of her heels and then she said, “What’s up?” 
 
    “Your man bring home that STD again?” 
 
    “Why do you ask? She give it to you?” 
 
    “No. Someone else in the club got it from their girl. It’s the same infection you said he gave you twice, so I’m checking in case it was him that gave it to her. If so, the brother deserves to know where it came from.” 
 
    “I haven’t let that asshole touch me since the last time he gave it to me. Dunno if he got treatment or not. Let me call you back. I’ll find out. Who was it?” 
 
    “Not gonna answer that loaded question, Sara.” 
 
    “Know what? Doesn’t matter. If this is what I think it is, this is the end of the road. I’ll call you back.” 
 
    “Appreciate it.” 
 
    I went inside and found the boys at the bar. They’d ordered me a beer. 
 
    “I might know who it was. I’ll let you know soon,” I told Scott. 
 
    “Yeah?” he asked, fire in his eyes. 
 
    “Stay tuned,” I said. 
 
    “You’re gonna leave us hangin’ like this?” Bront asked. 
 
    “’Fraid so,” I answered. “We’ll know soon enough though.” 
 
    Two hours later, we were at Deke’s Roadhouse after deciding we didn’t wanna keep spending money at the competition. Better the money land in Deke’s pockets.  
 
    Scott was angry, drinking club soda, and eyeballing every unattached female in the place, bitching that he needed to give those meds time to work before he could drink his face off, hook up with someone, and forget Deanna exists. 
 
    My phone buzzed against my thigh. A text from an unsaved contact. 
 
    Yep. The dumbass has it again. Or still. Don’t know, don’t care. I don’t even want to know who he gave it to. I’m done. He and I are over. But fair warning, tell Nolan I doxed him. I did not tell Skip we talked about this so you’re off the hook. 
 
    I couldn’t give a shit about being on a hook with Skip. Scott deserved to know who fucked his woman even though all this would cause a major fucking shitstorm. 
 
    I got another text from Sara. 
 
    BTW, feel free to spread the information that the minute I got home after blowing that prospect, I brushed my teeth with Skip’s toothbrush. 
 
    I’d find that shit funny later. First, I needed to talk to Scott. Then Nolan. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Payback for my sayin’ what I said alluding to you having a bigger prick than him,” Scott muttered. 
 
    “You think?” Bront asked.  
 
    “I’d put money on it,” Scott said. 
 
    “Who the fuck lets themself get the same sex disease three times?” Bront muttered. 
 
    “No kidding,” I replied. “Hope his cock falls off.” 
 
    “Though Dee let it happen and then fucked me after bein’ with him, so while she was bitchin’ about not liking where things were at with us, was doing that gonna fix it? If she wanted to move on, she should’ve ended it with me, then moved on. Or at the very least not fucked me again after fuckin’ someone else. Though if she let me move on, she’d have to find a new babysitter. Someone else to keep opening his wallet. Bought Timmy’s back-to-school clothes and shoes for both of the boys a few weeks ago. Paying her rent and buyin’ the food most of the time so she’s got extra for the boys.” He slammed his fist on the bar top. “Fuck her.” 
 
    Then he turned and watched Skip walk in. “And fuck him.” He got up. 
 
    “Shit,” Bront muttered. 
 
    “Yo!” Scott bellowed. 
 
    Skip didn’t even flinch, he was on his own mission, making his way toward Nolan, who I’d been just about to warn. But too late, because Skip got to Nolan at the bar and his fist connected with Nolan’s face, the force sending Nolan down like timber.  
 
    “I said yo,” Scott shouted. 
 
    Skip turned and Scott hauled off and hit him in the face, sending him backwards until he tripped over Nolan’s prone body. 
 
    “The fuck?” Deke called out and immediately as Skip got to his feet, Scott went toward him again, but Brady grabbed Scott and Deacon got between him and Skip, backing Skip up.  
 
    Nolan started to rouse and looked around like he didn’t know where he was or what the fuck was going on. 
 
    “Explain!” Prez demanded. 
 
    “Nolan knows what he did. Don’t ya, you little fuck? Fuckin’ around with my wife? I’m gonna end you.” 
 
    Multiple hisses were heard in the crowded bar.  
 
    “Why’d you hit Skip, Scoot? Defendin’ Nole?” Brady asked.  
 
    “Skip knows what he did. Don’t you, you fuckin’ cockroach?” Scott yelled.  
 
    Skip laughed, wiping blood from his lip. “Yeah. Stretched her out good for ya brother, didn’t I?” 
 
    “And gave us both a goddamn disease!” Scott shouted, trying to break free of Brady’s hold. No dice. Brady had a tight grip on him. 
 
    “You’re all pullin’ this shit in the bar? You boys know fuckin’ better,” Deke said. “Chapel. Now.” 
 
    The three of them followed Deke.  
 
    “You chuckleheads, too,” Prez called back to me, Bront, Deacon, and Brady. And he did it with zero humor. 
 
    *** 
 
    “What the fuck?” Deke demanded inside the chapel. 
 
    “He fucked around with my wife,” Skip defended. 
 
    Nolan threw his hands up, “She jumped me while I was driving her home after she caused a scene in Deke’s Roadhouse. I couldn’t pry her mouth off and chance wiping us both out.” 
 
    Skip growled. 
 
    “Skip fucked my girlfriend and gave her an STD,” Scott stated. “which meant I got it and had to go to the goddamn doctor for it.” 
 
    “How do you know she didn’t give it to me?” Skip said cockily. 
 
    “There is the fact you’ve given that same STD to your wife twice,” I interjected. 
 
    Skip’s nostrils flared as he stared at me. “How about you mind your own business?” 
 
    “Yeah? How ‘bout I mind my business? You want me to do that, Skippy?” 
 
    Skip’s nostrils flared. 
 
    “Let’s stick to the matter at hand,” Deke put in. “You got issues Jesse, we’ll deal with those next.” 
 
    “No issues here now,” I stated. “We’ll see if it stays that way.”  
 
    “You can fuck off,” Skip snapped. 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    Deke pounded his fist on the table. “Jesse? Shut it. You’ll get your turn if you need it.” 
 
    I lifted my hands up defensively. 
 
    Deke looked at Scott and Skip. “You brothers forget the rules about workin’ out your beefs outside my fuckin’ place of business? This shit better not happen again. You hear me? You all know the protocol for this shit. You can’t work it out, call one another into the ring. That’s not enough, kangaroo court. Get me?” 
 
    “Yeah, Prez,” Scoot said. 
 
    “This ain’t new shit, boys. And Skip, you know better than this. You been patched what, eight, nine years?” 
 
    “Sorry, Prez. I saw red.” 
 
    “Get the fuck outta here, you shitheads.” He threw a hand toward the door. 
 
    When we got outside, Skip stopped and looked at Scott. 
 
    “Scooter, my apologies. Like to put this behind us.” 
 
    Scott growled. “Whatever, man. I’m done with her anyway.” 
 
    “Us too, Skip?” Nolan asked. 
 
    Skip leaned in toward Nolan, whose left eye was the size of a golf ball. “You get near my wife again, I’ll fuckin’ kill ya,” Skip threatened. 
 
    “I didn’t get near her. She got near me, brother.” 
 
    “Either way,” Skip told him, then stomped ahead and left the compound. 
 
    Brady followed. Nolan got close to me, Scott, Bronto, and Deacon and asked, “Could she have given me the STD with her mouth?”  
 
    “Not an expert on VD, prospect,” Deacon stated. 
 
    “She didn’t have it when she was with you, Nolan,” I stated. “You got any strange symptoms?”  
 
    He blew out a relieved breath. “No. Just checkin’. I’ll be keepin’ my distance though. That bitch gave me the best blowjob of my life, but she’s a little scary.” 
 
    “She told me she’s leavin’ his ass,” I said. ”Probably won’t be hard to steer clear.” 
 
    I clapped Scott on the back. “Sorry brother. I’m here for ya.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jess,” Scott mumbled.  
 
    I went up to my room to lose myself in a book and count down the hours until my girl was back. 
 
    *** 
 
    I did a double take when my girl walked toward me in the airport.  
 
    She was blonde again. 
 
    She ran for me and jumped into my arms.  
 
    My fingers tangled in her hair as I kissed her.  
 
    “Love it,” I said, examining the strands. “Love you.” 
 
    I took in cotton candy. Citrus. And the taste of the woman I loved. 
 
    “I love you, too. God, I’ve missed you.” 
 
    She went to get to her feet but my grip on her ass tightened.  
 
    “Stay right where you are, hostage” I ordered, grabbing the handle of her rolling suitcase. We left, her wrapped around me like a baby koala bear.  
 
    I put her into my passenger seat and then drove her to the compound. 
 
    ***  
 
    She was taking in the look of the new hall, which was lodge-like. And it was bustling with people. She saw it briefly the day she came back for her bag to pack for heading to Halifax, but now everything was done.  
 
    Right now there were bikers and their women parked on couches and at the bar that ran along one wall. She waved and returned the greetings she got. 
 
    “Welcome home. Love your hair,” came from Jojo, who was on Fork’s lap on a couch. 
 
    “Thanks!” Gigi said. 
 
    “How’s your aunt doing?” Jojo asked. 
 
    “Not bad. She’s up there too. She’s taking it day by day.” 
 
    “We need to do a catch-up,” Jojo added. 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    “Later,” I put in, eyes on Jojo. “Much later.” 
 
    Fork threw his head back and laughed. 
 
    “Never seen him laugh so much,” I heard from behind me. Ella. She was with Jenna by the bar.  
 
    “That’s the love of a good woman, kitten,” Deacon said coming in, looping his arms around her waist. She leaned back into him, her face melting with a look of bliss. 
 
    “Oh hey, can I talk to you a minute?” Rob Forker, Ella’s father asked, coming toward us from the back hallway. “Been waiting here for ya.” 
 
    “Brother,” I greeted. “Hey. Before you talk to me, know I haven’t seen my girl in nearly a month so I’m hoping what you’ve got to say isn’t gonna take me away from a reunion I’ve been waiting for.” 
 
    Rob laughed. “I’ll make it quick then. And I actually need to talk to your girl, not you.” 
 
    “Me?” Gigi asked. 
 
    “Yeah. You know the big party we have planned tonight?” 
 
    Gigi nodded. 
 
    “My band The Dubes is the openin’ act. But Bertie woke up with laryngitis this morning and I need a female voice on three or four songs. Spencer says you’ve got a great voice. What do you think about stepping in tonight?”  
 
    Gigi looked stunned. “I…” 
 
    “It’d help us out in a big way,” Rob added, folding his hands in prayer position. “Bein’ Blow’s celebration of life and all. You know?”  
 
    A lot of sets of eyes were on her. 
 
    “She’s shy,” I said. “She’s got a voice that says Melissa Etheridge and Amy Winehouse’s love child, but she doesn’t like getting on stage. You don’t have to do this, G. Nobody’s gonna be upset if you can’t do it. Right, Rob?” I gave him a pointed look. 
 
    Rob’s mouth opened but before he spoke, my girl spoke up.  
 
    “It’s okay. I…” Gigi swallowed. “I am shy. Painfully shy. But this club has done so much for me. The least I can do is step outside my comfort zone a little. I’ll… I’ll be happy to get up there and do it. For all of you. For Blow. I might just need to get shitfaced first.” She shrugged. 
 
    “You’re gonna be among friends. You can just picture us all naked,” Ella offered. 
 
    “She’s seen most of y’all naked anyway, hasn’t she?” Skip said with a sneer from behind the bar.  
 
    I hadn’t clocked him before he spoke. And now I wanted to fuckin’ clock him in the mouth. 
 
    I scowled at him as I noticed he looked wrecked. Absolutely wrecked. 
 
    “Oi! You wanna swallow your fuckin’ teeth?’ I demanded. 
 
    He waved. “Just teasing. Can’t anyone hack a little teasing around this joint?” He wandered off, staggering down the hall toward the main floor bathrooms.  
 
    “Skip’s wife kicked him out,” Ella said under her breath. 
 
    “Oh?” Gigi asked. 
 
    “If he wasn’t three sheets to the wind, he’d get taught a lesson for his fuckin’ mouth,” I stated. 
 
    “Like I said, lots to catch you up on, girlfriend,” Jojo said with big eyes. 
 
    “Can’t wait,” Gigi said nervously. 
 
    “So… you’ll try?” Rob checked. 
 
    “I… yes. I’ll do it. Just this once. It’s really not my thing though so…” 
 
    “Come to the Roadhouse around three and we’ll run through the set list and have a quick rehearsal. Nothin’ like trial by fire, right?” He laughed. “And that’ll give you two a couple hours for your reunion. Our set starts at eight thirty. The headliner goes on at nine thirty.” 
 
    “Okay,” my girl agreed.  
 
    “Thanks a million, Gia,” Rob said and then he left. 
 
    “You guys are opening for AbstractED,” Jojo told her. “They’re on tour with Gorge right now, but they’re in town this weekend and Chase told Dad they wanted to come and play in The Roadhouse while they’re here; that they liked the acoustics. Good timing.” 
 
    Gigi’s eyes widened and she laughed nervously. I squeezed her hand. 
 
    “You’re gonna be great, Gia,” Spencer called from the couch he was sitting on. “Wait till you guys hear her voice.”  
 
    “He’s right,” Pippa chimed in. “You’re gonna be awesome, Gia. Maybe AbstractED will help you get discovered, too!” 
 
    “Uh, thanks, Spencer, Pippa,” G said, “But I’m not lookin’ for that. I’m just happy to help out for the club.” 
 
    “See you folks later,” I said and squeezed her hand before leading her to the stairs.  
 
    “It’ll be all right,” I said as we climbed, knowing she’d been nervous about running into the lead singer of that band the last time they were here because of his history with Kailey. 
 
    “Yeah, hopefully I don’t crap my pants on stage. I peed myself the first time Daddy made me stand up and sing in a smoky country bar. I was so nervous.” 
 
    “I meant about AbstractED’s singer. Though… fucking Grant.” 
 
    “Oh. That.” She shrugged. “I’m not so worried about that anymore. If he recognizes me, I’ll just have to tell him she’s gone.”  
 
    “So, you gonna be okay up on that stage?” I asked.  
 
    “Instead of picturing everyone naked, I’ll just sing to you,” she said. 
 
    I stuck the key into the keyhole on my door and turned the knob then bent and hefted her over my shoulder before kicking the door wide. 
 
    She giggled. 
 
    “Oh, fancy!” she said after she bounced on the bed.  
 
    This room still had my shitty furniture in it. But there was a lot of extra room, so I had added a bookshelf to the corner to organize my whack of books. I’d also bought a guitar stand and put it on her side of the bed. 
 
    “I’ll buy us some new furniture when we get our own place,” I said. “There’s an apartment above the Chinese place I like. It’s only a few blocks from here. Maybe wanna see it next week?”  
 
    “Yeah, I’d love to,” she said, smiling. And then she got up and corralled me until I fell onto my back on the bed. She kicked off her boots, then climbed me. 
 
    “I’ve missed you so much,” she told me, putting her mouth to mine. 
 
    “Missed you, hostage,” I said. “Really like that you brought the blonde back with you, too.” 
 
    She smiled. And then her smile wobbled.  
 
    “You all right?” 
 
    “I just agreed to get up in front of the whole club tonight and sing for a band opening for Chase O’Keefe’s band. What have I done?” 
 
    I rolled her to her back and went for her fly. “Let me relax you. Then we’ll talk it out. Okay?” 
 
    She nodded, but she bit her lip. 
 
    I undid her jeans and pulled them off, then pulled tiny black lace panties down and buried my tongue inside my girl. 
 
    “Oh my God, I’ve missed your tongue.”  
 
    I laughed against her while I plunged two fingers inside. She squeaked and grabbed my hair with both hands. 
 
    I pulled my fingers out and backed up two inches. 
 
    “Who’s my girl?” I asked. 
 
    “I am,” she whispered. 
 
    “You’re gonna be great up there tonight. You’ve got nothing to be afraid of,” I said and swiped my tongue across her clit, pulling a shudder from her. 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    I backed up. 
 
    “You are. Say it.” 
 
    “Can we talk about this later?” she requested, looking like she was getting sexually frustrated. 
 
    “No. We’ll talk about it now. You don’t get to come until you show me you know you’ve got this.” 
 
    She sat up, mouth dropping.  
 
    “Go with it,” I whispered. 
 
    It took a second for her to process and then she smiled. “I’ve got this.” 
 
    I sucked her clit while palming one of her tits. 
 
    She arched for me.  
 
    “You’re gonna do great.” 
 
    “Mm hm.” 
 
    “Say it.” I let go of her clit. 
 
    “I’m gonna do great.” 
 
    I sucked again and resumed fingering her. And she clung to me so hard I think she was afraid I’d stop again. I didn’t get a chance to because it took all of thirty seconds before she was crying out in that beautiful throaty voice. 
 
    “Yeah, sing for me, Gigi,” I said as she was crying out. My boots were kicked off and my jeans were snapped undone. I kicked them and my boxers off while pitching my shirt across the room, then falling down onto her again. 
 
    She was loose, arms thrown over her head, cartoon hearts practically beaming from her eyes when I lined up and drove inside her hot, tight pussy. 
 
    “Mine,” I growled, then ripped her shirt over her head.  
 
    “Yeah, baby,” she whimpered, grabbing my shoulders. 
 
    “All fucking mine,” I repeated, ripping her bra cups down so I could get my mouth on her tits.  
 
    Her hands tightened in my hair. 
 
    “Eyes on me, Gianna,” I demanded. 
 
    She looked into my eyes and straight into my soul. 
 
    “Love you so fucking much. Proud that you’ll get up there tonight and overcome your fear for the club. You’ve got this. You’ll have ‘em eating out of the palm of your hand. All you gotta do is catch my eyes if you feel scared. Yeah? Look at me and you’ll know you’re good. Just sing to me, yeah?” 
 
    She nodded fast. “M’Kay. Move faster, please, baby.” 
 
    I granted her wish.  
 
    I moved faster, harder, and in no time I exploded inside my girl. 
 
    Snuggled up afterwards, she started laughing. 
 
    “What’s funny?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re naked.” She giggled. “Naked except for your socks.” 
 
    “Did I lose some sex appeal there, hostage?”
She held her finger and thumb aloft an inch apart. 
 
    I leaned forward, pulled them off, then tossed them. 
 
    “Couldn’t get inside you fast enough. Gimme a few minutes. I’ll ratchet my appeal up again.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” she said, smiling. “It’s funny. You’re always so cool. So chill. But you, my beautiful man, fucking in just a pair of socks? That was flippin’ funny.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, she was no longer laughing. She was whimpering my name into the sheets as I fucked her from behind. 
 
    *** 
 
    Deke’s Roadhouse was packed. After Gigi had rehearsal with The Dubes, which she asked me not to attend as she wanted to try it on her own, she got on the back of my bike. Rob gave me a beaming smile, saying, “She’s amazing, brother. Really amazing.” 
 
    “Yeah, she is,” I agreed.  
 
    We rode with the club for Blow, whose urn was strapped to the front of Rudy’s bike. Not only were we having the party at Deke’s Roadhouse for the mother and our chapters, but there were also members from all Brotherhood chapters present as well as bikers from the Black Reapers, The Reivers Clansmen, and Freebooters. We’d joined the formation when they arrived and drove through most of the streets of Aberdeen. 
 
    Now, a few hours later after a big spread of food was put on in the compound, it was time for The Dubes to hit the stage inside Deke’s Roadhouse. 
 
    The first song played was Paradise by the Dashboard Light. Gigi was not on stage for that one. One of the band members sang the woman parts in a high soprano, which was something The Dubes always did as it was a crowd pleaser.  
 
    Their second song, she got on stage for, and she got a lot of cheers.  
 
    My girl looked gorgeous in a strapless bustier and patchwork leather pants, smoky eyes, and her gorgeous blonde hair now a few inches longer. It was straightened and fell over one eye sexily as the spotlight hit her and she sang along to Rob playing alone, acoustically. 
 
    It took me a minute to realize he was playing Ike and Tina Turner’s River Deep, Mountain High. 
 
    And every single person in the space was riveted by her voice, by the words she sang to me. By the emotion on her face as she sang it. And I knew she wasn’t just singing it to me because of nerves. She was singing that song to me. I felt every word. Rob didn’t even sing along, and I’d find out later that she asked to sing that one. For me. 
 
    When the song ended, the rest of the band joined as they got into The Chain by Fleetwood Mac. Rob and Gigi singing together sounded as good as Lindsey and Stevie.  
 
    The next song was Don’t Go Breakin’ My Heart, which got everyone singing. Then everyone was laughing their asses off because the band member that’d sang in the high voice in the Meatloaf song was chiming in for the ooh hoo parts in a high falsetto.  
 
    Gigi then sang a duet with Rob to the old song, I’ll have to say I Love You in a Song, then Stop Draggin’ My Heart Around by Tom Petty and Stevie Nicks.  
 
    And then Rob called out, “Special thanks to our guest singer Gianna Jones” which brought the house down with cheers and clapping before he launched into another Dubes cover I’d also heard many times. Deke got on stage with the band to play harmonica to a Blues Traveler song. 
 
    My girl joined me at the bar, getting kudos from everyone she passed. 
 
    She fell into me, and she was shaking. 
 
    “Good shaking? Adrenalin?” I asked. 
 
    She signaled Coco, who passed her a vodka and orange juice that she’d already poured. “Great voice, girlfriend,” Coco exclaimed, “You did awesome! That drink’s on me.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Gigi exclaimed and then didn’t stop gulping until the entire large glass of vodka and orange juice was gone. 
 
    I waited. 
 
    “No. Not the good kind of shaking, baby,” she finally said and then signaled to Coco for another drink as she put the empty glass down. “Not at all.” 
 
    I put my arms around her. “You did great. I’m so fuckin’ proud of you.” 
 
    “I didn’t pee my pants, but I am never flippin’ ever doin’ that again,” she vowed, still trembling, and then took a sip of my beer while waiting for Coco to bring her a new drink. 
 
    “Don’t drink that, baby. Gluten.” 
 
    “Shit. Shit,” she muttered. “I need more alcohol.” 
 
    “Excuse me. Gianna?” 
 
    We turned and the lead singer of AbstractED was approaching. 
 
    The rest of the color drained from my girl’s face. 
 
    “You remember me?” he asked. “I’m Chase from-” 
 
    “I remember you,” she said. “Hey.” 
 
    He cocked his head. “Not sure where to start here, so… um… I’ve been lookin’ for you.” 
 
    “Looking for me?” She bit her lip. 
 
    I looked him over, ready to get between them if he was about to give her shit for something her stepsister did. 
 
    “Yeah. Kailey… uh… sorry to hear about your loss. I read about that in the paper.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said softly, then cleared her throat before hugging herself. I wrapped my arms around her. 
 
    Chase’s eyes briefly bounced to me before he gave her a look of sympathy and kept talking. “Back when she and I had our brief thing, she left your demo tape at my place. She asked me to listen and honestly, I tossed it in a drawer. Didn’t take her seriously.” 
 
    Gigi frowned. “She did?”  
 
    “It kicked around for a while and then I moved, and it wound up in a box with a bunch of other music. Few months ago, coincidentally the day I read about Kailey in the paper, I was going through shit and organizing my tapes. I listened to the unmarked ones so I could label them. I heard it. And… gotta say, wanted to run into you to talk to you about your tape. I listened to it. Looked for you.” 
 
    She stared blankly. 
 
    “Remembered your first name from when we met at that party. Didn’t know your last name. Asked around and nobody’d seen you in a while.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said softly. “I left Sioux Falls just before she was murdered, otherwise I might be gone too.” 
 
    “Ouch. So, not to be disrespectful glazing over what happened to her, but that’s not what I wanted to talk about. Looked for you because of those songs.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I played a couple of your songs for my band and gotta tell you, we loved ‘em. Kept practicing while I tried to track you down. We’ve played two of those songs you wrote a bunch of times. Though we never sing it out at gigs or anything. Just when we’re jammin’. I’m not about to steal your song. We’ve been calling them Mystery Girl one and two because the tape was unmarked.” 
 
    She stared at him, not replying. 
 
    He went on, “If I hadn’t found the tape the day I read about Kailey in the paper I might not’ve even remembered where it came from, who was singing. We’re on tour with Gorge.”  
 
    “Congrats. That’s great news. Good band,” she said. 
 
    “Meh. South Dakota’s version of Nickelback. But whatever. Not gonna turn down our shot, you know?”  
 
    I laughed. I agreed with his opinion there. 
 
    “Hey, I like Nickelback,” a waitress said, walking by. 
 
    “Hey you,” he greeted, eyes moving over her body with heat. 
 
    “Hey back,” she said coyly. “Sorry,” she looked at us. “didn’t mean to interrupt. Welcome back, Gia.” 
 
    “Thanks Jordan.” 
 
    “Anyway,” Chase continued, watching Jordan’s ass as she walked away, “Gorge’s drummer heard us playing part of Mystery Girl song two on the bus and wanted us to play it from the top. Told him we didn’t have permission yet. He told us we should put it on our new album. When the tour’s done, we’ll record that album. I would fuckin’ love to record both of those songs. Can you stick around after this? Can we talk about that? I’d have to run it by my record company but thinking it might be a good option for our first single.” 
 
    Coco put the next vodka and orange juice down. 
 
    Gigi broke from my hold to get her drink and shakily lifted the glass and took a sip. A big one. Too big, so she started choking. 
 
    I patted her back and gave her neck a reassuring squeeze as she recovered.  
 
    “Um… okay,” she said after swallowing. 
 
    “Your band practices with her songs,” I said. 
 
    He looked at me. 
 
    “Jesse Garcia. Gianna’s man.” I held out my hand. 
 
    He shook it. “Good to meet you, Jesse. Yeah, we do. We don’t let anyone hear. Never play ‘em when anyone outside of the band is around other than that one time the drummer from Gorge heard. Been hoping to find your woman so we could change that.” 
 
    I looked at my girl and a smile spread across my face before I looked back to the singer. “Can you squeeze one of them into your set tonight? I’d love to hear you play one. Wouldn’t you, baby?” 
 
    Gianna squeezed my bicep. Her eyes were wide. 
 
    Chase shrugged, eyes on her. “Can we play one of them tonight? It’s her song, so…I mean my band would be fuckin’ stoked. Our version has a little reggae twist to it, but it’s your song, Gianna, so without contracts or any shit like that we should probably-” 
 
    “Do it,” she invited. “Don’t introduce it as my song, though. Okay?” 
 
    “Yeah?” He looked surprised. “It’s not something you sing when you’re doin’ gigs?” 
 
    “No gigs.” Gigi threw back a shot that had been put in front of her.  
 
    After she recovered from the shot, coughing a couple times, she chased it with a sip of her vodka and orange juice, then said, “I’ve never wanted to sing my songs on a stage. I did this tonight as a favor. I love writing songs but not so much with performing them. Kailey talked me into that demo tape, but I never did anything with it. I had no idea she gave you one.” 
 
    “She harassed me like crazy to give it a listen. She was a big champion of yours.” 
 
    Gigi bit her lip and stared for a second, looking like she was beating back emotion. Finally, she said, “This might be the four drinks I had before I went on stage and the few I’ve had since, but… I’d love to hear you do one.” She shrugged. “Or both. Whatever.” 
 
    He leaned in and asked, “You write a lot of songs?” 
 
    “I’ve written hundreds,” she advised.  
 
    “See, songwriting is where I struggle. Me and my band member Jer write together but… maybe the three of us could sit down. Let’s talk after the show, okay?” 
 
    She nodded. “Sure. I’m not very good at songwriting either.” 
 
    “After listening to that demo and playing two of those songs for the better part of the last few months, I disagree. Couple other songs on that tape were special, too, but the two we play feel like us. They have our little spin on them, but your lyrics are awesome. Been sayin’ a while that one of those other songs would be right up Pink’s alley. Another one I could hear someone like Carrie Underwood doing.” 
 
    Her eyes lit up. “I think I know which ones you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Anyway, I better get up there.” He gestured to the stage where his band was setting up and one of the members was pointedly looking at him as if to tell him to get his ass on stage.  
 
    “I’ll find you after?” 
 
    “Okay,” she said with a smile and gave him a wave. 
 
    Chase smiled, amused with her before he headed for the stage. My girl downed the rest of her drink while holding my eyes. 
 
    I dropped a kiss on her mouth as soon as the glass was out of the way. “Can you believe this, baby?”  
 
    “Nope. But please don’t wake me up. Unless the song sounds really bad when they sing it, then wake me up and hope I forget what I dreamt.” 
 
    I laughed and pulled her closer.  
 
    “You were fucking awesome!” Ella shouted from across the bar. 
 
    Gigi held up her empty glass. 
 
    Coco exchanged it for a full one. 
 
    *** 
 
    The first song AbstractED played was the song. I knew by her face, by the look of wonder as she watched them perform something she created. She listened with her fingers steepled over her mouth. Chase had pointed her out to his bandmates as they started and every one of them either waved or gave her a big smile. They then did a few of their own songs, a couple covers they’d played here last time, and then finished the set with a song that I knew by watching her openly cry with the biggest smile on her face that this was her other one.  
 
    People danced and swayed to the music. People clapped. And my girl cried silent, pretty tears with joy on her face.  
 
    And after their set was over, they all came over to meet her one by one. 
 
    She was drunk, giddy, and hanging onto me for dear life.  
 
    “Those songs sounded awesome, baby,” I told her.  
 
    “They did, didn’t they?” she agreed. “I only had the guitar parts, but the other instruments they added, they made them sound so good.” 
 
    “They did. You should tell everyone. You should shout it from the fuckin’ rooftops that those were your songs.” 
 
    “Which song? What?” Jojo asked, approaching us. 
 
    “The first one they played. Gianna wrote it,” I informed. “And the last one.” 
 
    Jojo’s mouth dropped open. “You’re kidding. That’s incredible. Wait. What? How?” 
 
    “Long story. Tell ya tomorrow when I’m not forty sheets to the wind,” Gigi said. 
 
    Jojo laughed. 
 
    “That last song is gonna be a hit. The first one too, I think,” Jojo said. 
 
    “I need another shooter. You want a shooter, Jojo?” Gigi asked, signaling Coco. 
 
    “No. Not indulging tonight, Gia,” Jojo shook her head. “In fact, now that the band’s done, I need to make an announcement. Hey, Superman!” she called, hands cupping her mouth.  
 
    Fork turned from the table he was at to face her and smiled.  
 
    She jerked a thumb toward the stage.  
 
    A minute later, they got up and Fork drunkenly told everyone that they were expecting a baby. And though I hadn’t known Fork long, I’d never seen the guy look happier.  
 
    *** 
 
    She rolled me to get on top, losing my cock, so grabbed it and slammed her hips back down as she got me inside. 
 
    “Oh yeah, baby,” she groaned. I grabbed her hips and watched the hot-as-sin show. She rode me hard until I came with a roar. 
 
    Tangled up together, she wrapped her arms around my neck. 
 
    “Kailey did this for me,” she whispered, and then her body bucked as she began bawling. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked, still drifting back down from the high. 
 
    “Where are those boxes I left in your old room?” 
 
    “All of us who wanted, got a cage in one of the outbuildings for storage. I put ‘em there.” 
 
    “Good. Before I left, the night Blow was killed, I peeked into those boxes. Two of them were filled with old journals of mine.  Journals I’d thought I lost forever when Aunt Francie told me she threw them in the trash because they were takin’ up too much room. Kailey must’ve brought them back in and hid them.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    She nodded and wiped her eyes. 
 
    “Wondered what you meant when you told Chase and Jeremy that you had about a dozen books filled with lyrics.” 
 
    She nodded again and sniffled. 
 
    It was after four in the morning, and we’d finally got to bed after partying with the band in the small lounge above the bar, which Deke told us to use so Gigi could talk to them about opportunities.  A few other people joined in after that conversation and that party might still be going.  
 
    It was decided they would meet up after their tour to talk about Gigi’s songs and to sit and go through her catalogue. They were going to have her flown to Los Angeles for a weekend. When she told them she had at least a dozen books filled with songs as well as a private online blog where she’d record herself on her phone when she was playing, I wondered where those books were. Now I knew.  
 
    “There were also three copies of that demo tape that Chase had a copy of. Kailey must have been making copies and spreading them around, trying to help get me some attention, I guess.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “It’s because of her my songs might be on an actual album.” 
 
    “Yep. Though the talent is all yours, baby.” 
 
    “She made me record that demo. I didn’t want to, but she talked me into it. I used to always give myself shit for letting her talk me into things. I guess it wasn’t always bad.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    She lifted up and looked me in the eye. “You’re not saying much.” 
 
    “I’m letting you talk. I’m listening, baby.” 
 
    She sighed. “Everyone always said she did nothing but drag me down. But I can see now that that’s not true. She was the only one that believed in me. She pushed me to make that tape. If she hadn’t, this wouldn’t be happening.” 
 
    I smiled. “You saw the good in her, too, you know? Although everyone told you there was none. You never gave up on her. I’m sure that meant a lot.” 
 
    She nodded, eyes leaking, chin trembling. “This might go somewhere, Jesse.” 
 
    “They were great fuckin’ songs. Both of ‘em. That’s a talented band. They’re going somewhere so yeah, things are goin’ someplace for you, too. I know it.” 
 
    She snuggled in. “I never wanted to be on stage singing. But I’ve always hoped I’d someday hear my songs on the radio. If I get to hear just one, just once… it’d be a dream come true.” 
 
    “I’d lay money down you’re gonna hear a lot of them on the radio.” 
 
    “Thanks for believing in me, too.” 
 
    “Wasn’t hard to do, G,” I replied. 
 
    I stroked her back until I heard her breathing even out.  
 
    
  
 
    

  

 
   
    26 
 
    Three quarters of the club had hangovers today. But my hostage had the most gorgeous smile on her face as she hung out with several of the girls in the loft on the second floor. It was filled with couches, beanbag chairs, had a big television and a couple gaming consoles. It was set up expected to be a gaming lounge for the guys. But in the few weeks since we’d all moved into the new clubhouse, it’d already been nicknamed the Lady loft.  
 
    I’d been passing through on my way downstairs when my girl waved me over. 
 
    “Bunch of girls are goin’ to Jenna’s pole dancing class,” Gigi said. “You cool if I go?”  
 
    “What’s this?” I asked, intrigued.   
 
    I knew Jenna liked to pole-dance. I hadn’t seen it yet, though. I was surprised she still went, remembered clearly the last time I heard her talking about going. Rider got shot that day by the fuckhead Jackals.  
 
    Jenna piped up. “My instructor is having an open house today to try and drum up new students. I told her I’d bring some people for a free try-out class.” 
 
    Gigi had told me this morning she’d been invited to the group chat with all the girlfriends and wives in the club. The way she’d told it was as if she was stoked to finally be invited to sit at the cool girl table in the high school cafeteria.  
 
    “You wanna go, go,” I said. “How are you all getting there?” 
 
    “I was gonna ask if you could drive us in the Mystery Machine,” Jenna said. “If you’re busy, I can ask someone else. I was gonna ask Scooter but Deanna is coming, so…” She winced. 
 
    “I can do it,” I agreed. “I’ll bring a second as security backup.” 
 
    I knew just who to invite. It’d make the fucker’s day. 
 
    Jenna clapped her hands. “Yay. As long as you guys stay outside. Can you take us in about three hours? We’ll be there for about one and a half.”  
 
    “Yeah, no worries,” I said, knowing I would absolutely not be staying outside. 
 
    My girl had a huge grin on her face. After seeing her rapt attention at The Playpen, I wasn’t surprised she wanted to see if she could learn.  
 
    “I don’t know if I can do this,” Pippa groaned from one of the couches. “I’m so hungover.” 
 
    “Well,” Jenna said, “This is why Rider’s downstairs making us all a big greasy breakfast. We eat, sop up all that alcohol, take a one-hour nap, then we go.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Pippa groaned. 
 
    “We all go,” Jenna pressed. 
 
    Pippa stuck her tongue out at her. 
 
    *** 
 
    Beyond taking Bront with me and the girls in the Mystery Machine, Deacon, Rider, and Spence all decided to come.  
 
    The Valentine brothers showed after the girls were inside and snuck into the dark hallway with me and Bront. 
 
    The room had six poles. There were twelve women there. Gigi with Jenna, Pippa, Ella, and Deanna. Unfortunately, Sara Ford was there with two women. Then there were three other women sitting together that didn’t seem part of either crew. I didn’t know if Jenna had invited Sara personally, if she was part of the girls’ group chat, or how she wound up there, but I was hoping my girl’s newfound backbone would come into play if Sara pulled any bullshit.  
 
    The instructor was demonstrating some moves and then had Jenna do a few.   
 
    And like Rider had bragged repeatedly, Jenna could work that pole. If my ma were here, she’d try and recruit her to work at the bar.  
 
    We were in a hallway with a window into the large room and hadn’t been clocked yet because the girls all sat on floor mats facing the poles with their backs to the window we were peering through. The door to the fitness studio was open and their voices echoed loudly.  
 
    The instructor’s phone rang, so she excused herself and stepped into the hall. 
 
    “Are you behaving yourselves, gentlemen?” the woman asked in a low voice. 
 
    Rider gave her a thumbs up. 
 
    She winked at him, obviously knowing who he was. 
 
    “Have you guys gotten a load of Bronto lately?” I heard Deanna ask. 
 
    Bront looked like he might be sick. 
 
    Jenna piped up. "Yep. First, he was all about eating Cheetos. Now, these days, he's becoming quite the snack..." 
 
    Bront looked stunned. And then he stood taller, and I could see it went directly to his head. 
 
    “I happen to know someone recently had some of The Sex with him. Not sayin’ who but she said it was very, very good,” Pippa said. “Very good.” 
 
    “You’re kidding!” Ella exclaimed. “Tell us who.” 
 
    “Can’t,” Pippa said. “It’s in the vault.” 
 
    “Not sure I wanna hear this,” Deacon muttered. 
 
    Bront glared at him and stage-whispered, “Zip it, D.” 
 
    “Question for you, Gia.” Sara piped up. “Since you’ve had The Sex with our guys and your guy, how about you rank them best to worst? You fuck Bronto too?” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” Deacon muttered. “We should put a stop to this.” 
 
    “Ouch. Not nice,” Jenna spat. “Don’t even entertain that notion, Gia.”  
 
    I could tell by the stance of the other guys, we were ready to intervene any second if need be. 
 
    “I haven’t had sex with all of them,” Gigi replied. “Not yours. Or yours. And no, not Bronto either.”  
 
    “He’s not my man anymore,” Deanna said softly. 
 
    Ella squeezed her friend’s shoulder affectionately. 
 
    Jenna asked. “Really? I thought you and Rider had a thing.” 
 
    “We fooled around, but never went all the way,” Gigi answered.  
 
    “Oh.” Jenna sounded surprised. 
 
    Spence jerked his chin up at Ride. Ride shrugged like he had no clue.  
 
    “But you’ve had sex with mine?” Pippa asked. 
 
    “And mine?” Ella inquired. 
 
    Deacon’s eyes closed as he cussed under his breath.  
 
    “We need to shut this down,” Spencer muttered, about to head in there.  
 
    Ride grabbed his arm and shook his head. “Shh. Let them work it out,” he whispered.  
 
    My girl spoke up. “Yeah, eons ago. But it’s not fair to rank them. Not fair to them, not fair to you guys, and sorry, but I just gotta say, Jesse blows them all out of the water.” 
 
    Spencer scoffed and I didn’t stop my mouth from splitting open into a wide smile.  
 
    Gigi kept talking. “Because I’m in love with him. I’m in love for the first time in my life. And if you’re madly in love with your guy and he feels the same and shows it, I’m guessing he’ll blow anybody else out of the water, too. Because being in love - it’s about more than sex. It’s about connection. With Jesse, there’s this connection I’ve never felt before.” 
 
    “Truth,” Jenna put in. “And my man’s peen piercing doesn’t hurt matters.” 
 
    “Rider has one too?” Gigi asked.  
 
    “Jesse has one, too?” Deanna asked.  
 
    “Oh yeah,” Gigi muttered. “And he sure knows how to work it.” 
 
    Jenna giggled. “Mm. Yeah. My guy, too.” 
 
    “Lucky ducks!” One of the women from the third crew complained.  
 
    “Not to mention that beyond being madly in love, nobody before Deacon took the time to figure out what would get me off,” Ella said. “It didn’t matter that I showed my ex repeatedly where the bullseye was. He didn’t care to figure out what to do with it.” 
 
    “Dunno,” Deanna stated. “I’ve had sex that wasn’t love that still blew my mind.” 
 
    My eyes rolled. I was glad Scott wasn’t here. I caught Bront’s expression, too. He was probably thinking the same. He muttered something under his breath about sex that needs antibiotics, then shot me a look.  
 
    “Sex can be good without love, yeah,” Gigi said, “but for me there’s nothing like watching my man come, his eyes looking into mine with love, with … possession. Something happens in his eyes, I swear, if it were a drug, I’d be in big trouble.” 
 
    Bront snickered and bumped my shoulder with his.  
 
    Ride’s and Spence’s bodies shook with silent laughter and Ride gave me a look that let me know I’d be fed endless amounts of shit for this. 
 
    I could see Sara’s profile and it looked like the wind had been knocked out of her sails. Like someone offered her a shit sandwich. She had tried and failed to start an argument between the girls.  
 
    The dance instructor walked past us and stepped inside. “I’m sorry about that. Okay, so beyond Jenna, Sabrina, and Sara, any others have experience with a class like this, or are we all beginners here?” 
 
    “We’re all new, I think,” Ella said. 
 
    “Surely not you, Gia,” Sara called out.  
 
    Gigi gave her a look of surprise. “Um, yeah, I’m new.” 
 
    “I call bullshit,” Sara said, cattily. 
 
    “No, really.” 
 
    “What are you tryin’ to say, Sara?” Ella snapped. 
 
    “I mean… look at her. She looks and dresses like a stripper. Or a porn star.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean I’ve ever been a stripper,” Gigi said. “Though if I had, I wouldn’t be ashamed of it.” 
 
    “Dancing is honest work,” one of the girls from the unknown crew called over.  
 
    “Amen,” Gigi said. 
 
    “And you don’t dress like a Sunday school teacher either, Sara,” Deanna pointed out. 
 
    “Besides, you’re a regular here, Sara. You’re in my pole dancing class and you work the pole like you’re a pro,” Jenna said. 
 
    “Yeah, probably because she’s tryin’ to keep her man interested since he’s clearly not,” Deanna clipped. 
 
    I wondered if the girls knew why Deanna and Scott had split, if they knew Deanna had fucked Sara’s man. Scott and Skip had that scrimmage in the bar, but maybe word hadn’t traveled.  
 
    “Ex man,” Sara stated. “I kicked his ass out. But what would you know about it since I heard your ass just got dumped? By some chance, have you had to fill any prescriptions lately, Deanna?” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “I’d like you to leave my studio right now,” the instructor stated, eyes on Sara. “This is a bigotry-free zone.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Sara mumbled and then she and her friends marched out. Her friends didn’t look too happy about it, though. 
 
    Sara startled with surprise at seeing us. I glared at her. 
 
    She rolled her eyes.  
 
    Her friends looked concerned as the five of us stood giving Sara stink-eye. 
 
    “Stop fuckin’ with her,” I said through tight teeth. “Get over your bullshit.” 
 
    “Don’t matter. I’m moving back to the falls anyway.” She held her head high as she passed us. “Just brought my friends here in case they wanted to join. Fuck this place. Fuck this town. And fuck the Dominion Brotherhood, too.” 
 
    “Bitch,” Bront muttered as she stormed out. 
 
    “Um, excuse me?” Jenna was in the hall now with her hands on her hips. “What are you guys doing here?” 
 
    “Looky loos!” Pippa came out too, mirroring Jenna’s stance. 
 
    Rider laughed. “Busted.” 
 
    “Go wait outside,” Ella demanded. “All of you.” She pointed. 
 
    “Dang,” Bront muttered. 
 
    I walked past her and went to Gigi, who was still sitting on a mat. “You good?” I asked. 
 
    She smiled, but it didn’t touch her eyes.  
 
    “I’ll be outside,” I said. I pointed to my mouth. She got up off the mat and kissed me.  
 
    “You good?” I repeated. 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “She’s leavin’ town. It’s gonna be over with her before you know it.” 
 
    She relaxed a little. 
 
    “Right,” the instructor called out. “Men, out, unless you’re willing to get up here and demonstrate your skills on a pole. Anyone?” 
 
    “Nope,” Bront was the first to say and we all moved toward the door. 
 
    “That’s what I thought. Girls, let’s resume. Can I have two volunteers who have no experience?” 
 
    “Me!” Pippa exclaimed. 
 
    “Me,” one of the girls from the crew of three also raised her hand. 
 
    “Can we stay in the hall and watch through the window?” Bront asked in the doorway.  
 
    “Fuck no. Move your ass,” Spence clipped, obviously wanting none of us watching Pippa swing around a pole. “Outside, boys.” 
 
    *** 
 
    It was Sunday night, and the mood was mellow in the clubhouse. All the guests who’d come in for Blow’s shindig had cleared out and couples were chilling in the lounging areas as well as the bar on the main floor of the hall since Deke’s Roadhouse was still closed due to cleanup from last night’s bash. 
 
    We had a big industrial kitchen in the basement for cooking for a crowd but there were two smaller kitchens upstairs as well near the members’ rooms. Gigi was shredding cheese for the eggs I was scrambling. I’d already made bacon and fried potatoes. She’d been quiet all afternoon since coming back from the pole dancing class, which she said she would not be joining. Neither was Ella, saying she felt too top-heavy to try to defy gravity. Deanna and Pippa were planning to join.  
 
    Gigi told me she wanted breakfast for dinner despite the fact that we’d had breakfast for breakfast that day as well, whispering that she didn’t like Rider’s scrambled eggs nearly as much as mine.  
 
    “Again, baby, Sara’s moving. She’s not gonna fuck with you anymore.” I dumped some salsa into the pan and kept stirring. I was on this topic again because she still wore the same expression I’d seen at the pole-dancing studio.  
 
    “Unless she takes him back like she usually does,” Gigi muttered. 
 
    “That’s true. But, baby, you’ve got other people taking your back beyond me. You’re fitting in with the girls.” 
 
    “Yeah, I like them a lot. But they’re always gonna look at me a certain way, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Stop worrying about what other people think.” 
 
    She sighed. 
 
    “Dump that cheese in here,” I pointed to the pan. 
 
    She poured it, and I folded it into the eggs. 
 
    “Lot of good things happening for you. New job starting the day after tomorrow. Talks with the band about your songs. Soak in the good stuff. Yeah?” 
 
    She nodded. “You’re right.”  
 
    “I’ll call that restaurant tomorrow and see what day we can get in to see the apartment above it. Yeah?” 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed. 
 
    *** 
 
    I was heading up the stairs to go to bed. Gigi had crashed hours earlier, but I’d gone down to have a beer with the boys. 
 
    As I walked down the hall, I heard voices. I was about to pass a set of bathrooms when I saw Skip had my girl cornered outside the women’s door. Her back was against the wall. He was way too close. And she was crying. 
 
    I was about to make my presence known in a way that would undoubtedly involve my fists when she cried, “I told you I just want you to leave me alone. Unless you want me to talk to Jesse about all of this, you need to respect my wishes.” 
 
    “Can’t forget, babe,” Skip said. “I just can’t. What might it be like if you’d kept it, if I’d left her for you. It’d be three years old by now, right? I did the math. Three years old this month.” 
 
    “Next month,” she corrected. 
 
    “Wish you would’ve told me before you got rid of it.” 
 
    “You’re drunk. Stop this. Out of my way,” she pleaded, tears streaming, and I felt his words and her expression like a boot to my gut.  
 
    “But she and me are done, so now it can be us. We can finally –” 
 
    “You expected me to bring a kid into the world out of rape?” she hissed. “You expect me to still give you a shot when I’ve got Jesse? You don’t hold a candle to him. Even if I didn’t have Jesse, it wouldn’t happen after everything you’ve done to me,  after the way you treat your wife? You’re delusional.” 
 
    “It wasn’t rape,” he insisted. “Told you that a hundred times. You came onto me.” 
 
    “It sure wasn’t consensual,” she replied. “You wanted us to forget about this shit and move on but you’re the one that keeps dredging up the past. I want you to please, please just leave me alone. Please.” 
 
    “You heard her,” I stated coldly stepping into view. 
 
    He spun to face me. 
 
    “Rape?” I asked, eyes on my girl. I asked because I knew we had an audience and wanted everyone to hear all the facts. 
 
    She looked ready to fall apart. She stared at me with fear. 
 
    “The night I told you about.” 
 
    “Tell me again,” I said.  
 
    She frowned. Then she spoke fast. “The night I think he slipped me something,” she said, realizing it was more than me. We had an audience. Scott, Nolan, and Ella were all in the hallway. 
 
    “Never fucking happened,” Skip snapped. “She was all over me that night. Just like every other time she wanted my dick.” 
 
    “No?” I asked. “Just a coincidence that you’ve got a guy that set us up with all that GHB?” 
 
    “Absolute coincidence,” he insisted.  
 
    “You and me, Skippy? In the fuckin’ ring,” I told him. 
 
    He leaned back and laughed. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yes,” I hissed. “Tomorrow night. I’d do it now if you weren’t fallin’ down drunk.” 
 
    “Bring it on,” he snapped. “I didn’t do anything to Gia that she didn’t want, didn’t fuckin’ beg for.”  
 
    I lunged, about to say fuck the ring, ready to end it right now, end him if nobody stopped me when suddenly Brady was between us, wearing just his boxers. Now there were more people in the hall, including Marlena who was standing behind me, looking at my girl with tears in her eyes. 
 
    “Save it for the ring, brothers. To your corners for now,” Brady stated.  
 
    “Gonna wipe the floor with you,” Skip sneered. 
 
    “Can’t wait, fucker,” I spat, then tagged Gigi’s hand and pulled her down the hall to my room. 
 
    “Lookin’ forward to puttin’ you in your place, Jesse James,” he mouthed off as I walked away. 
 
    When we were in my room, behind the door, our eyes met. 
 
    “He got you pregnant that night.” 
 
    She wore shame all over her face. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me, G?” 
 
    She thrust her hands through her hair. “I’ve been trying to forget. Told you that night was hard for me to talk about. Not just because I woke up knowing he’d done what he did, also realizing weeks later that he’d done it without protection. He obviously lied about that, too, or I would’ve gotten the morning after pill. Tried hard to just forget. I never wanted him to know, but Kailey ran into him and was pissed for me. She opened her big mouth and told him off. Told him she had to hold my hand while I went for a termination because he did that to me.” 
 
    “Fucking asshole. Can’t wait to fuckin’ lay into him.” 
 
    “He tracked me down and threatened me, told me to keep my mouth shut about it, that his wife better never find out. I stayed away from the club a long time after that but again, like I told you before, I ran into Delia and she kinda brought me back into the fold. I think Skip shot his mouth off around Spencer and changed his tune about me or he and I might’ve become something. Don’t know for sure, but then people thinking I was Edge’s side piece kept attention off me. Skip warned me then not to say anything to Edge about the past, told me not to be a troublemaker or I’d be not only cast out from the club, but he also made it seem like he’d personally do something to get back at me. So when I came here and was put under your protection he kept wanting to talk to me alone. And I got the feeling he wanted to threaten me again not to tell you about that night. I think he planned to threaten me the way he did with Edge. I just tried to avoid him and kept telling him I wanted to move on. Then tonight, he’s acting like now that Sara kicked him out, it’s our chance to finally be together. So ridiculous. Preposterous. He’s got a screw loose.” 
 
    “Wish you’d have told me the whole story.” 
 
    “I want to forget. I’ve been trying to forget for almost four years, Jesse. It haunts me. And I don’t wanna think about it. Don’t wanna think about the day every year that I did it, but I do. Don’t want to think about the date that baby would’ve been born, but every year I do. It kills me. I beat myself up sometimes thinking I should’ve had it and let someone adopt it. I told myself I should’ve kept it myself and I’d finally have someone to love. But I couldn’t be connected to him.” 
 
    “Of course not.”  
 
    “And I couldn’t let a child be born out of something ugly like that and take any chances I’d feel… bitter toward it. I grew up with a mom who didn’t want me, who looked at me like she hated me. I… just wanted to forget. But Kailey fucking told him, so…” She threw her hand out. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “And now other people know and I’m just… I’m so humiliated.” She covered her face. 
 
    I pulled her into my arms. 
 
    “He should be the humiliated one, not you.” 
 
    “My word against his. Sweet butt versus patched club member. He said I was all over him that night, insinuated more than once that he wanted me again, that he dreamt about fucking me. He has this fixation on me and honestly, something’s not right in his head.” 
 
    “I’m gonna teach him a lesson tomorrow. And I’m gonna bring forward a motion in church that we vote him off the fuckin’ island.” 
 
    Her head came up and her eyes were horrified. “No. Don’t do that.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Let it go, Jesse.” 
 
    “I’ve already called him into the ring, G.” 
 
    “I mean let it go after that.” 
 
    “Nope. Knowing what he’s been doin’ to you? It hasn’t been easy for me to fuckin’ swallow it but he seemed like he stayed away when I told him to, and my hands were tied because of club protocol. What he pulled tonight? Me finding out the rest of it? My hands are no longer tied. My fists are fuckin’ clenched and I’m gonna be unloading months of anger on that fucker. He doesn’t deserve to be in this club. He’s why his wife treated you like shit. He earned that, not you. He’s no better than the Wyld fuckin’ Jackals date-raping you and threatening you repeatedly? Givin’ his woman sex diseases, fucking another member’s woman behind his back while harassing my woman?” 
 
    “What? Who?” 
 
    “He was the nail in the coffin for Deanna and Scott. Gave her an STD that she brought home to him.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. 
 
    “So, no. I’m not lettin’ anything else go where he’s concerned. Especially not now. He’s cornering you tryin’ to get you to leave me for him? He’s a goddamn tool. He’s a tool and a rapist, and I want him out of this club. He might have ten years where I’ve only got one, but-” 
 
    “Listen to me…” She put her hands to my face. “I’m already having enough of a time being here. I’m here because I want you. I’m here because you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. You wanna beat him up, fine. Do it. But don’t put it up for a vote that he gets kicked out of the club. That’ll mess with the club’s whole bros before hos thing, and I already feel like most of the boys would find life easier if I wasn’t –” 
 
    “That is not this club’s mantra, woman.” 
 
    “The Valentine boys specifically look at me like they wish I wasn’t here.” 
 
    “Those boys have been absolutely supportive. Of course they’re worried their women are jealous but that’s not on you, it’s not on me. It’s obviously workin’ itself out. And those girls have taken you into their crew, haven’t they?” 
 
    “Yeah, but…” 
 
    “You think Deacon would pick anyone of us over Ella? You think, looking at the way Fork and Jojo look at one another that they’d let someone get in the middle of that? You’re not a ho. They’re not with hos. The brothers I consider my brothers believe in family first. The club is family, but that doesn’t trump their relationship with their girlfriends. And as for me and you, you’re important to me. I love you. I love my club, but they’re not ahead of you on my priority list. We’re still kinda new, G, but you’re my priority. The thing we’re building. And this club needs to be the kind of club I believe in for me to want to continue to be a member. I haven’t inked them into my skin yet, I was plannin’ on doing it after a year. I’m at that year mark now. If this is the kind of club that would continue to let a piece of shit like Skip Ford be responsible for our safety as road captain? No. Fuck that. I won’t take their ink if they’re the sort of club that puts a fuckhead like Skip ahead of me in this situation. I called him into the ring. After that, I’m calling for kangaroo court, too.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” 
 
    “That means one of us stays and one of us goes. Or we both go.” 
 
    She said nothing while I undressed and got into bed.  
 
    And then I pulled her close and dotted kisses along her forehead. 
 
    “Do you think I did the right thing?” she asked. 
 
    “The abortion, you mean?” 
 
    “Yeah. I wasn’t sure I believed in it until I was faced with that pregnancy test and the way the whole thing happened. I still don’t know if I did the right thing. I hate thinking about it.” 
 
    “You did what you needed to do at the time. That makes it the right thing.” 
 
    She snuggled into my chest. “I wanna have babies someday.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll do my best to give ‘em to you.” 
 
    She held tighter. “I love you.” 
 
    “Love you, baby.” 
 
    “Sorry I didn’t tell you.” 
 
    “I get it,” I said and caressed the back of her head. 
 
    “I’m so humiliated.” 
 
    “Don’t be. Skip’s the asshole and he’s shown more of his true colors lately. He’s diggin’ his own grave.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I was in the garage early, before Deacon or Rider. I hadn’t slept much. Neither did my girl. She was fidgety as fuck all night. Though even if she wasn’t, I’m sure I still wouldn’t have slept well. I was writing up some paperwork when Deke popped his head in. 
 
    “Mornin’ Jesse.” 
 
    “Prez.” 
 
    “Got five?” he asked. “My office in The Roadhouse?” 
 
    “Need you to wait until Deacon or Ride comes in. There are customers here.” 
 
    “All right. Come see me as soon as one of them’s in.”  
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, Deacon strolled in, asking me how I was doing.  
 
    “Lookin’ forward to tonight,” was my answer, knowing his woman would’ve filled him in. 
 
    The grunt and exchange of looks told me he understood my position and supported it.  
 
    I asked Deacon to man the fort for a few minutes and went to Deke’s office. 
 
    He had his #1 Dad mug to his lips when I stepped in. He put it down. 
 
    “Want a coffee?” 
 
    “Nah, all juiced up already. What’s up?” 
 
    “Grab a seat.” 
 
    I sat.  
 
    “Heard about last night,” he said. And then he flexed his jaw, looking pissed off. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    “Brady and the prospects are setting the ring up for nine tonight.” 
 
    “Good,” I replied.  
 
    “Heard Skip gave your girl a date rape drug a few years ago, got her pregnant, she got rid, and he’s been harassing her ever since.” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you call him into the ring sooner?” 
 
    “Been close a few times but didn’t realize those details until I overheard them last night.” 
 
    He gave his head a shake, looking pissed.  
 
    “It’s not gonna end at the ring, Prez. I want kangaroo court after that. I know I’m not gonna be all right workin’ with him. If you don’t want it goin’ that far, I’ll-” 
 
    He raised his hand. “It’s within your rights to call kangaroo court, Jesse. I’m callin’ him in this afternoon when he’s back from work. He’s getting’ stripped of his road captain patch. That’s all I’ve got authority to do without bringin’ it to the table. So I’m doin’ that for starters. I’ve already called Rudy suggesting he fire him from Dominion Moving and Storage. He thinks since the guy just lost his wife it’d be a bad call to take everything from him. I disagree. But if you weren’t already plannin’ on calling him into the ring and then doin’ the kangaroo court, I’d bring it to the table to vote on kickin’ him out tonight. Told Rudy that and he said if it comes to that he’d prefer a transfer back to the falls with probation. Dunno I agree with that, to be honest. Still processing.” 
 
    I breathed out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. Deke Valentine is the man I thought he was. And that was a relief.  
 
    “I’d like to punch his teeth in myself,” he snarled. “And I know Rudy feels the same. But he’s a stickler for doing everything possible to help a member keep their patch. Talked about the fact that Skip earned it and maybe the brotherhood could steer him to a better path. I disagree with him on that front. We’re all here in this club because we all want dominion over our own lives, yeah, but when a brother thinks he’s got the right to abuse women, I take personal offense. That’s not the kinda club we are. At least not this chapter. If your girl had come to me when he date raped her I like to think I would’ve tackled it then. Maybe I wouldn’t have believed her. Don’t know now. It’s true a lotta the brothers don’t take the bunnies seriously. And some chapter presidents prefer not to wade in to love life drama, but fuck… if that girl hadn’t come to us despite bein’ banned from our clubhouses last year, my daughter would’ve gotten taken by the Jackals.” 
 
    “Yep,” I agreed. 
 
    “Fuckin’ sickens me to think that if Gia were a different sort of girl, she might not have bothered to tell us that after the way she was treated by our club.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    He sighed before asking, “You doin’ all right?” 
 
    “No. I held back because of protocol, and I wish now I’d fuckin’ beat the snot out of him months ago when he kept sniffin’ around her. He pushed but not far enough that I felt I could do something. Played it safe around me. But the deeper I got with G, the more I wanted to do something about it. And that was only with knowin’ he pushed the boundaries with her and that she suspected date rape drugs when he swore she was just drunk but consenting. Now that I know the whole story, I’m taking my shot at doin’ somethin’ about it and I’m glad to know you’re the man I believed you to be.” 
 
    I got up. So did Deke. 
 
    And then he threw his arms around me and slapped my back. “See you at nine. Same place as Scooter and Nico had their time in the ring. Bring your girl.” 
 
    “I thought it was members only at these things.” 
 
    “Bring your girl,” he repeated. 
 
    He was sending a message. Good. 
 
    *** 
 
    “You do know Skip’s civilian name is Allen Ford,” Gigi said, sitting on the end of my bed. It was nearly seven o’clock and I’d grabbed a shower so we could go to The Roadhouse and eat, then head to the ring.  
 
    “Yeah? So?” 
 
    “It was a guy named Ford who double-crossed and shot Jesse James in the wild west.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’m not a train robber.” 
 
    “No, but still.” 
 
    “You bein’ superstitious? You think he can kick my ass? You think he’s gonna bring a gun to a fist fight?” 
 
    “I think the idea of a planned fist fight inside a ring without a referee has my belly churning.” 
 
    “This’ll be over in a few hours, then we can go to bed and get you a good night’s sleep so you can be ready for your first day at your new job tomorrow. Then… I’m calling for kangaroo court so he can get kicked outta the club.” 
 
    “Am I going to have to testify?” she asked. 
 
    “Dunno. Never seen one of those, so I’m murky on the process. You got a problem testifying if it’s part of it?” 
 
    She looked a little green. 
 
    “Don’t worry for now,” I said quickly. “Cross one bridge at a time. Yeah?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Let’s get some food.” I shrugged my cut on and grabbed her hand. 
 
    *** 
 
    Not only was the area where the ring was set up filled with people, a couple dozen folding chairs set up being an extra shocker, also… they were filling up with club members and their women.  
 
    My gaze skimmed the crowd and landed on Sara Ford, ringside. She had her eyes on us. Then again, all eyes were on us. And I watched multiple sets of eyes shoot dirty looks Skip’s way.  
 
    Sara’s eyes hit me then skated to Gigi. She approached. I got in front of my girl without letting go of her hand.  
 
    “No,” I snapped, pointing at her face. “You, back the fuck off.” 
 
    “I’m not here for him,” she said, gesturing behind her where Skip stood in the corner, alone, also watching us, his expression hard.  
 
    “This is bullshit!” Skip called out. “All your women in here gunning me? I’ve been in this club for a decade and those of you who believe this shit are letting a club whore brainwash you.” 
 
    Sara had been looking over her shoulder at him. When he stopped speaking, she turned back to me. “I’m here to watch you kick the shit out of him,” Sara jerked her thumb behind her. “And I’d like to apologize,” Sara added softly. “Apologize to Gia.”  
 
    I looked her in the eye and detected no bullshit. I still did not move, but felt G’s hand tighten around mine. 
 
    “We had a babysitter,” Sara said. “College freshman. Babysat while I was away for a girls’ weekend, and I come home and she says she thinks he did something to her. He was supposed to be gone all weekend, but she told me he came back Saturday night and poured her a Pepsi. She didn’t remember anything after that until waking up in the morning nude and bloody between her legs. Said she thinks he did something to her; she’d never been with a man. He told me he hadn’t come back early. Swore she was making it all up and said she’d regularly flirted with him whenever she watched the kids. Blow even backed him up with an alibi. Not to speak ill of the dead, but turns out Blow was also a lying cheater, so…”  
 
    Gia stepped around me to face Sara. 
 
    Sara looked contrite as she spoke. Not loud but not whispers either. Skip wouldn’t be able to hear from where he was, especially not with the white noise of multiple conversations happening. But Deke, Laura, and Jojo were sitting five feet away and they would definitely hear.  
 
    Sara swallowed and said, “I’m sorry for the hassles I’ve put you through. I now know it was all him. I was bein’ stupid, in denial, blaming the both of you to be honest, and I was a bitch about it. I’ve got some work to do on myself and… I apologize for the way I treated you.” 
 
    Gigi nodded, lips pulled tight.  
 
    Sara took a breath and continued, “I’m leavin’ town and I’m filing for divorce.” 
 
    Gigi nodded again. “I never planned to be a… club whore. I met him and he acted like he wanted a relationship. The minute you showed up in the clubhouse and dragged me out of his room by the hair, I ended it. Didn’t know he was married until then. But he wouldn’t let it just be over.” 
 
    Sara sighed. “I’m sorry for not believing you. I know differently now. Good luck. Looks like you traded up, anyway. Got yourself a good one.”  
 
    Sara turned, then went and sat back down beside Speedy’s woman.  
 
    “All right folks,” Brady called out. He pushed aside one of the posts and gestured for me to come inside the ring. 
 
    I handed her my cut. 
 
    “Love you so much,” she said and got on her tiptoes and kissed me. And then she put her nose to the collar of my leather and gave me a shaky smile. 
 
    “Love you, baby,” I said, tucking her hair behind her ear.  
 
    Deke sat in the front row, eyes on us but a face like stone. His woman sat on one side, his daughter on the other. Jojo patted the empty seat beside her for Gigi. 
 
    Deke had lifted the ‘no women’ rule for this for good reason. He was sending a message to everybody.  
 
    I stepped into the ring and threw my shirt toward my girl. She caught it.  
 
    Skip stepped in, too. He did not take his shirt off.  
 
    “Before this starts, I’m sayin’ something,” he stated. 
 
    The space quieted. 
 
    “Sara? Sweetheart? I wanna fix shit with us. I mean it. I’ll go back to counseling. Take it seriously this time. Do whatever it takes to get my family back. I fucked up and that’s done. You punished me for it, and I’ve learned my lesson. This is me, heart in hand.” He put his palm against his chest. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Sara said. “We’re done.” 
 
    He continued. “I’m here in front of the club sayin’ I’ve been an asshole who don’t deserve you, and I wanna fix this. But Jesse…” he turned to me. “Shit that happened with me and her was before. I get you’re protective of your girlfriend but brother, she’s not being straight with you about the past. I didn’t do what she’s sayin’ I did. We fucked. That’s it. She wanted it.” He looked at his wife. “I’m sorry, Sara, I’ve said it and I mean it, but regardless of how many times I’ve fucked around, I love you and the kids. You know I’ve just got a sex addiction. It’s an illness. It doesn’t mean I love you any less.”  
 
    Sara rolled her eyes and used a hand-puppet gesture before she folded her arms. “I’m just here to watch Jesse beat the shit out of you. I got nothin’ more to say to you. The rest will be said through lawyers.”  
 
    Jojo put her arm around my girl and said something softly to her. 
 
    Skip kept talking like she hadn’t even spoken. “We fucked and then Gianna changed the story. Found out later on she had an abortion and didn’t tell me about it. I was pissed off. A man should have a say. Am I right, brothers?” 
 
    Nobody answered at first. 
 
    And then Jojo shouted, “A woman should have a say about who she has sex with, asshole.” 
 
    A bunch of women clapped.  
 
    So he kept going. “I might’ve been aggressive about the abortion, but just verbally. I’ve never laid a finger on her that she didn’t want and didn’t want her spreading vicious rumors around, so yeah, I kept trying to get her aside to tell her she’d better not fuck my life. Honestly, I wondered if she came around and hooked up with Jesse just to fuck with my life because she was a woman scorned.” 
 
    “Then how come,” Scott hollered from the back, “We’ve all heard you when you’re tanked going on about tryin’ to get back to Sioux Falls to tap Gia’s ass?” 
 
    Skip looked dumbfounded. “Don’t know what you’re talkin’ about, man.” 
 
    “I’ve heard it, too,” Bront said, loud.  
 
    Skip flinched. “Huh? You’re bent.”  
 
    “Enough of this shit,” Deke hollered. “This isn’t a trial. This is Jesse calling Skip into the ring. You’re both in the ring, where’s the bell?” 
 
    Brady held up his phone. “I’ll hit the sound when we’re ready.” 
 
    “Just sayin’, man,” Skip said, obviously addressing me but still looking to the bystanders. “She was a club bunny who fucked around with a bunch of bikers. Just like that Kailey cunt lied about what Rider, Edge, Lick, and Scoot did. You three know what this feels like, being falsely accused.” 
 
    “Only this time, these accusations aren’t false,” Scott shouted.  
 
    Edge and Rider said nothing. They both looked on with expressions much the same as Prez.  
 
    “But they are!” Skip insisted. “This bitch,” he gestured to my girl, “Kailey’s stepsister, lied about me.” He thumped his chest.  
 
    “Ding ding,” I said and then I lunged.  
 
    When my fist connected with his nose, the sickening thud and sound of his nose cracking was very fucking satisfying. 
 
    He stumbled back and landed against the velvet ropes, knocking two posts over. 
 
    He looked up at me, dazed.  
 
    Brady stepped out of the ring and belatedly hit the sound of the bell on his phone before lifting the fallen posts back up. 
 
    Skip got to his feet, growled, and lunged for me.  
 
    I spun, roundhouse kicking, catching him in the jaw. 
 
    But it was barely the toe of my boot and he recovered quickly and punched me in the cheek, sending my head backwards and making me see blotchy white and red spots for a few seconds.  
 
    I breathed through the pain. The pain was like a shot of go-juice because then I punched him in the face with my right, then my left, then my right again, sending him backwards again. That pain reminded me of what my girl had been through with this shithead, and I felt stronger. Angrier.  
 
    He was half worried about hitting me, half worried about protecting his face. I was only worried about beating him to a pulp, so I was getting the better of him. He got his hits in. A couple kicks. But then he tried to get me in the gut with a power kick and I caught his ankle and twisted, flipping him until he landed with a grunt.  
 
    When he was down on his knees, I kneed him in the face and then leaned down and punched him twice in the throat, which sent him to his belly.  
 
    “Yeah, you fuckin’ snake. On that belly,” I chirped, then rose.  
 
    All I could see was the hunk of waste in front of me who’d repeatedly hurt my girl.  
 
    I cracked my neck while bouncing on my feet, giving him a chance to get up.  
 
    “C’mon, Skippy. I got more for you.” 
 
    He got to his knees slowly, then finally to his feet before he moved in, faked me out with a right and got me with a left. But there wasn’t much force behind it, and he was winded. 
 
    “You come near me or my girl again, this is gonna seem like a walk in the park. I will fucking kill you if you pull any further bullshit,” I told him. 
 
    He laughed and pulled his fist back. I pointed to my jaw.  
 
    “Go for it,” I invited. “The pain feels fuckin’ great. I could do this all night.” 
 
    “You’re a fuckin’ psycho,” he breathed, absolutely winded, then got a good hit in, which sent me backwards almost tumbling, but as I stumbled back, I jerked up my elbow and caught him in the teeth. Hard. As he stumbled back, I grabbed the length of hair at the back of his head and slammed his face off my knee before hitting him in the temple with my left. 
 
    I caught sight of my girl in the front row, hands covering her mouth as she watched. 
 
    I hated the look on her face. This needed to be over. 
 
    Skip came at me again and I smiled wide, wiggling my fingers, inviting him to come closer.  
 
    When he lunged, fist out, I blocked it and then pummeled his face at least five times alternating left and right until he hit the floor like timber. 
 
    I stared down at him until he blinked a couple times. 
 
    “More?” I asked. 
 
    He slapped the floor twice, hard.  
 
    I turned to the crowd. 
 
    “Any other fuckers here want at me? Because I’m tellin’ you all right now, this girl is mine. She’s mine and I do not give a fuck who thinks they know her, who thinks they know anything about her. Whether you’ve kissed her, put your hands on her, I don’t give a shit. That’s done. Forget it happened. All you fuckers need to know is that if anyone mistreats her or even looks at her the wrong way, they answer to me. If your women can’t keep their bitchiness in check around Gigi, keep them the fuck away from her or you’ll answer –” I thumped my chest with my fist  “to me.” I pushed the post over to get to my girl, who ran for me, then I lifted her up and wrapped her legs around me. 
 
    Her lips came to mine, and I knew one thing for damn sure. She was home. Not Bismarck. Not Aberdeen. If this club didn’t support a vote to get Skip gone, I would be. 
 
    There was clapping. A lot of it. I paid no mind to it or to anything, but Gigi until Brady was in my space, handing me an ice bag and a towel. I looked over and saw Speedy and Little John seeing to Skip.  
 
    I set my girl on her feet and as she dabbed at my face with the wet towel Brady had handed over, I had eyes for nobody but her. 
 
    “Water?” Nolan offered. 
 
    I shook my head, tagged her hand and pulled her out of there.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Get on my face,” I ordered. 
 
    “Doesn’t it hurt?” she asked, “it looks like it hurts.” 
 
    I slapped her bare ass and dragged her onto my face so I could swipe my tongue through her wet folds. I moaned and clenched her ass.  
 
    “Oh yeah, baby,” she whimpered. “Am I hurting you?” 
 
    “Yeah, G, it hurts. But it’s a good hurt. Because this hurt means I finally got to fuckin’ pummel that fucker’s face. Now, ride my face, baby.” 
 
    With my hands full of my girl’s sweet ass, I feasted on her, watching her throw her head back, press her hands on the wall above my headboard, and then she cried out my name in that sexy as fuck, husky voice of hers as I sucked her clit hard.  
 
    I flipped us, putting her on her back at the bottom of my bed, then I slammed home. Her tight walls fluttered around my cock as she grabbed my face with both hands. 
 
    I hissed at the pain. I’d have a nasty bruise on my jaw from the fight, but she was so lost in sensation she missed the hiss, fucking my mouth with her hot little tongue.  
 
    I threaded our fingers together and pinned her hands above her head while hammering my hips in a forward motion, watching her sexy mouth form the letter O before she abruptly arched, crying out my name as her cunt spasmed around me. Her ankles hooked around my waist, and I accelerated my pace, let go of one hand and pinched her nipple while she continued to cry out.  
 
    My load shot deep as I groaned out her name. And then I floated down off a cloud of fucking bliss to curl up tight with my girl. 
 
    Her phone rang.  
 
    “Ignore it,” I ordered. 
 
    She snuggled in. 
 
    Immediately after it stopped, it started up again.  
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered. 
 
    She rolled half off the bed to fetch it from the tangle of clothes on the floor. 
 
    “It’s Aunt Tam.” 
 
    “Answer it.” 
 
    “Hello? Hey, Aunt Tammy.” 
 
    I felt her body deflate as I heard the soft voice through the phone say, “Honey, I’m so sorry, but… your Aunt Francie? She’s gone.” 
 
    The phone fell out of Gigi’s hand onto the floor.  
 
    

  

 
   
    27 
 
    We were in Lunenburg, Nova Scotia with “Aunt Tammy” who insisted as soon as we met that she was now my aunt, too. 
 
    She’d already had Francie cremated. The ashes were picked up just before she got us from the Halifax airport. She showed us to the guest room and invited us to rest, saying she was making dinner.  
 
    We were only staying a couple days. Gigi got the senior home to bump her start date by another week and said she knew that’d been pushing it. 
 
    Gigi examined the cardboard box in her hands. “She told us to spread the ashes and not to…” She made her voice sound raspy, “Don’t waste no money on some fancy-ass urn that’s gonna sit in yer house and collect dust, girl.” 
 
    “Where are you gonna spread them,” I asked. 
 
    “I scattered Kailey’s at the waterfront in town. I think maybe here. At this shoreline. She loved to sit in that swing down there. Stare out at the horizon.”  
 
    “Do that tomorrow?” I suggested. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, staring out at the water. 
 
    “This is a great spot,” I said. “I can see why you like it here. Peaceful.” 
 
    “Love it here. I’d love a place on the water one day.” 
 
    “Let’s make that happen, then,” I stated. 
 
    She smiled, eyes lighting up, warming my insides. 
 
    Tammy brought out a meal and we sat on the screened-in patio. It was well into autumn now and the leaves were turning. It’d be soon time to put away my motorcycle for the winter. And it wasn’t the first time I’d been thinking it’d be nice to live somewhere I could ride year-round.  
 
    After dinner, Tammy brought out a pot of coffee and showed photo albums of when they were younger, when Francie didn’t wear a constant scowl on her face.  
 
    “She looks so happy,” Gigi said. 
 
    “She was,” Tammy, the rounded blonde woman with the kind smile and the big dimples agreed. “She was madly in love with Barry. And then he broke her heart two days before their wedding day by runnin’ off with another woman and she turned so bitter. It’s sad how some people let one big disappointment stay like a cloud following them around the rest of their life.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Gigi said softly, fingertip caressing the picture. 
 
    “She was glad you called me, Gianna. She wasn’t quite her old self the past little while, but she said she felt a lot better than she was while she was up here. This was a good place for her to finish up.” 
 
    “She definitely was better the last few weeks,” G agreed. “Thank you for having her here. For being with her at the end. I’m sorry I wasn’t here when it happened.” 
 
    “Don’t be. She didn’t want you here for it. Didn’t want you to have to find her gone or hold her hand while she was hooked up to machines. This happened the way she wanted it to.” 
 
    “How did it happen?” Gigi asked. 
 
    Tammy gave her a sad smile. “She told me she was tired. Gonna take a late afternoon nap. We were gonna go to town for fish n’ chips and then play some bingo. I went in an hour later to get her up and she was just… she was sleeping. She just went to sleep and that was it. It was good. She was worried she’d suffer a lot, be a big burden to me. She told me she didn’t want to have you hurting while watching her deteriorate. I think she was ready. And I think it was peaceful for her. She got to just close her eyes and be done. I was gonna wait until the next day to call, knew you were starting your new job but couldn’t sleep, knew I had to tell you.” 
 
    “I wish I’d gotten a chance to tell her about my songs,” Gigi said, looking at me. 
 
    “What about your songs, sweetie?” Tammy asked. 
 
    “I write songs, and one or two of them might be on a record that’s being made by a band local to our area who’s kind of hitting the big time right now.” 
 
    “That’s amazing!” Tammy said, eyes lighting up. “Francie told me you’re always pluckin’ away at that guitar and singing along.” 
 
    “It drove her crazy.” 
 
    Tammy shrugged. “She was just bitter about everything. But she said you were good at it. Said, ‘thank the lord she don’t sound like a dyin’ cat at least’.” 
 
    Gigi busted up laughing.  “From Aunt Francie, that was a major compliment.” 
 
    “You know it,” Tammy agreed and lifted the coffee pot and refilled our cups. “Said you should sing her favorites when you spread the ashes.” 
 
    “She never asked me to sing around her. Used to ask me to shut my piehole. Leave it to her to put in a request for after she’s gone.” Gigi rolled her eyes. 
 
    I chuckled.  
 
    “I’ll go get dessert.”  Tammy hurried into the kitchen and returned with a big pie, plates and cutlery, along with a tub of ice cream. 
 
    “I can’t have pie, Aunt Tammy. I’m allergic to gluten, but thank you anyway.” 
 
    “Oh no, I remembered. I got a gluten-free pie crust and looked up how to do it without poisoning you. I promise, you can eat this.” 
 
    “Oh yippee!” Gigi clapped her hands.  
 
    I had the feeling it’d taste like dusty cardboard, like most of her gluten-free shit.  
 
    When I swallowed the first bite, I spoke up, “I expected to have to fake enthusiasm. Most of the time whenever she has me try her gluten-free food I say, you know what this needs?”  
 
    “Gluten,” Gigi finished for me. 
 
    “But it’s actually pretty good, Tammy,” I said and forked up another bite.  
 
    “She liked him,” Tammy said to G, gesturing to me. 
 
    “She didn’t,” I countered. 
 
    “Oh, but she did. She knew you’d take care of this one. Said it to me. Said she wished she’d had a man like you back in the day. A no bullshit, hottie. That’s what she called you.” 
 
    I threw my head back and laughed. 
 
    Tammy continued, “Well, first she was sure you were gonna break Gianna’s heart. She told me when she first met you and was worried about how this one looked at you like you could hang the moon.” 
 
    “He can,” Gigi whispered. “But don’t tell him. He’s got kind of a big ego.” 
 
    I laughed again, then touched my girl’s cheek with the back of my spoon, depositing a splotch of purple there. 
 
    “But then,” Tammy went on, “She admitted she’d been hard to get along with and I said ‘no, surely not you, Francie’. She actually laughed at that.”  
 
    The three of us laughed. 
 
    “This stays here forever, now,” Gigi said, examining her reflection on the back of a spoon.  
 
    “It suits you,” I replied and then took another bite.  
 
    “Seriously though,” Tammy went on, sobering, “she said you stood up for her and kept doin’ it until she felt safe enough to stand up for herself. That’s a good thing. She said she knew her niece would be all right after she was gone. And she was glad for it. Said she knew that your folks would be after you to get their hands on all the money she was leaving you and she knew your boyfriend, his mom, and the lady from the motorcycle club wouldn’t let you let them get their mitts on it.” 
 
    “Money?” Gigi whispered. 
 
    Tammy nodded. “She did up a will and left it all to you. Doesn’t want Grant gettin’ a dime of it. Told me to tell you.” She pointed to me. “And I quote, ‘make sure Grant don’t get his mitts on it.’” 
 
    Gigi looked shocked. “She’s left the money to me?” 
 
    “Who do you think she’d leave the money to?” Tammy asked. “Of course she left it to you. Her uncle gave it to her, but she said you were always his favorite and he asked her to save you some. She said it was a shame what happened to Kailey, but said it was kind of better for you that you got her money after Kailey was gone otherwise she’d have been another in a long line of people trying to take it off you. Said one of the reasons she hid it is because everyone would’ve driven her nuts. Except you. She knew you’d never ask for money, and she said that’s another reason you deserved to have as much as she could leave.” 
 
    “I didn’t really think about what’d happen to her money,” Gigi said softly. 
 
    “She didn’t wanna spend it all on treatments that wouldn’t buy her that much more time. Said she’d rather leave more of it to you. She gave me an envelope for you.” She went inside and returned with a white envelope, which she set on the table. “It’s got the deed to her place. She said if you don’t wanna live there, sell it. Under no circumstances are you to let her brother live there. Besides the deed, it’s got information about her life insurance policy. Said it wasn’t a very big policy, but that’s yours, too. And the business card for her lawyer is in the envelope. Call him when you get back and he’ll make all the arrangements to have it all switched over. She told me to send the cremation bill to him, which I’ll do.” 
 
    Gigi’s widening eyes met mine. 
 
    I put my hand on top of hers. 
 
    “She leave me a letter?” she asked. 
 
    “I asked if she would. She said writing feelings down wasn’t her thing, more yours.” 
 
    “That’s very true,” Gigi said, wiping her moist eyes with a napkin. 
 
    I leaned over and kissed her forehead.  
 
    The phone rang inside the house, so Tammy excused herself. 
 
    I tugged on my girl’s hand and she climbed into my lap. I held her close. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded, sinking in closer. 
 
    “Let me get that,” I said and kissed her cheek, touching my tongue to it to get the rest of the blueberry off her face. 
 
    She looked up at me. “Wow,” she said. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “I’m afraid to say it.” 
 
    “To say what?” 
 
    “Has my luck finally changed? First you. Then my songs and now no more money worries?” 
 
    “Karma’s finally payin’ you for all the shit you had to wade through, baby. Though that makes it sound like I think I’m your big reward. My ego ain’t that big.” 
 
    “You are, Jesse. I’d give the money and the opportunity for my music to be on the radio up if it meant I got to keep you.” 
 
    Warmth flooded me; I knew she wasn’t paying lip service. “Well good thing you don’t have to give anything up, G. And I’m goin’ nowhere unless you’re with me.” 
 
    *** 
 
    We were back home.  
 
    My girl had been quiet. Reflective. In her head. I gave her that space but was there, close by in case she needed me. 
 
    This morning, before we left, she went down to the water with the old acoustic guitar Tammy’s late husband had. She wanted to be alone. She took her journal.  
 
    Three hours she sat on the swing strumming and jotting things down while I lounged on the patio with a paperback.  
 
    And when she came back up, for a minute I thought she looked lighter in her step, less pain on her face. When she got close, I could see her eyes were still sad. Still shrouded with pain.  
 
    We went into town for lunch before Tammy drove us to the airport. We walked around while Gigi talked about memories of when she and Kailey had come here. She showed me where she spread Kailey’s ashes and spent a few minutes there looking reflective.  
 
    Yesterday, we’d gone to the shore at Tammy’s, and she opened the box of Francie’s ashes after sitting down on the swing down there and quietly singing Dust in the Wind by Kansas while I played it on the guitar. Tammy couldn’t carry a tune very well, but she knew all the words and sang along. It was one of Francie’s favorite songs; they’d gone to a Kansas concert together twenty-odd years before. They spread the ashes together and then the three of us went back up to the house and I grilled steaks and potatoes for us while they reminisced some more.  
 
    When we got to the airport earlier today, Gigi promised we’d come back sometime. I liked the idea of taking the bike and traveling up here on it.  Told her maybe the following summer. I was itching to get out exploring that area with my fishing rod. Tammy had a canoe and said we could come back, stay longer, and make use of it.  
 
    Surprisingly, Gigi told me she loved to fish, too. We talked about how Gigi’s songs might be on the radio by then. 
 
    Gigi got sad again that Francie never heard about that great news. Tammy told her that it didn’t matter. That she didn’t need to share that success with other people in order for it to mean something. I agreed.  
 
    *** 
 
    Gigi was unpacking our suitcase when I got a text. 
 
    Deke: Chapel. Half an hour. Need everyone there for a vote. If you can’t make it, call me, I’ll brief you, and get your answer. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Skip Ford is movin’ back to Sioux Falls,” Deke said at the head of the table. “I still want a vote so that if we vote him out, it’s on the books as part of our history.  I want on our books that some of you, maybe even all of you want to make sure this fucker doesn’t come back to this chapter and that the bullshit he was about is not what the rest of us stand for.” 
 
    We were all there, save Skip and including Pudge who hadn’t been around but was now looking good after recovering from his gunshot wound.  
 
    Every single one of us, save Speedy who was Skip’s best friend, voted him out. 
 
    And then when Deke asked if there was any new business, Speedy put in a request for transfer to go back to Sioux Falls. They were best friends, had come up together as prospects. 
 
    Speedy was a good guy, even if his loyalty was misplaced. He shook my hand when he left and wished me luck. Seemed sincere about it. I’d hold no ill will toward him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Saturday: 
 
    A bunch of us were at a local pizza place having dinner. My girl had a personal-size gluten-free pizza. She’d had a good first week at her new job, but she was still quiet, still reflective, it seemed. 
 
    Lulu the hairdresser showed up with her sister, a foxy redhead who I watched Edge take notice of with a double-take and jaw drop.  
 
    “Hey everybody. Um, Bronto, can I talk to you?” Lulu asked, eyes on Bront.  
 
    Her sister went to the counter and asked to pick up a call-in order.  
 
    “Sure, babe,” he agreed, dropping his napkin and following her outside. 
 
    I watched Jojo and Pippa exchange looks.  
 
    “What’s up there?”  Fork asked. 
 
    “You’ll soon find out, I’m sure,” Jojo muttered.  
 
    “Clearly, you’re in the know,” Spencer stated, then looked to Pippa at his side. “You know what this is about?” 
 
    Pippa rolled her eyes. “These guys are always goin’ on about women gossiping. Look at them, dying to know what’s goin’ on. I think they’re way worse than we are.” 
 
    “Totally,” Ella agreed.  
 
    “Oh my God,” Gigi exclaimed, looking out the front window of the restaurant to the sidewalk. All heads swung that way. 
 
    Bront was on one knee in front of Lulu, holding her hand. 
 
    She was shaking her head. 
 
    “Oh shit,” I muttered.  
 
    Lulu pulled her hand back, said something else that had his shoulders slumping, then she turned and walked away. The poor fucker stared at her back and then his head dropped as he let out what looked like a heavy sigh. 
 
    Lulu’s sister hurried out with a pizza box in hand and said something to Bront who got to his feet. She put her hand on his shoulder briefly before getting into the car.  
 
    We all watched Bront watch their car pull away from the curb. Then he came back in, shoulders slumped, expression looking like a kicked dog. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Teddy?” Jenna asked.  
 
    “She’s pregnant,” Bront said, obviously stunned. “Told me she was pregnant, that she’s keeping it. It’s mine. I proposed, but she said no.” He looked about ready to cry.  
 
    I shoved my chair back and got to my feet. “Let’s go for a drink, brother. Can one of you on four wheels get my girl home?”  
 
    “I’ll take her,” Nolan offered. 
 
    I glared at him. “Dude, you’re on your bike.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m a good driver,” Nolan defended. 
 
    “I’d let my girl on the back of your bike no more than I’d let her sit on your fuckin’ lap, dough brain.” 
 
    “I’ll come with,” Deacon said. “Kitten, bring Gia back to the clubhouse. Wait there for me, yeah?”  
 
    Ella nodded, giving Bront a sad smile. 
 
    “Where are you guys heading?” Ride asked. “I’ve gotta swing by our place real quick after this but I’ll meet you.” 
 
    “I’ll meet you too,” Spence and Fork said in unison. 
 
    “Let’s go to The Roadhouse. Then we can all have a beer with Bront,” I suggested.  “I’ll cut out with him now.” I pulled out my wallet and dropped a couple of twenties on the table. “Bring me home a few slices, hostage.”  
 
    “Okay, baby,” she said. 
 
    I dropped a quick kiss on her mouth. 
 
    “I’m gonna be a Dad,” Bront said, stunned. “But she won’t marry me.” 
 
    “Let’s go, bro. We’ll talk it out.” 
 
    Me and Deacon followed him out. 
 
    *** 
 
    “She said we barely know one another, it’s not the nineteenth century, and she doesn’t need anything from me. But I wanna raise my kid. I had a part-time dad and that sucked. No way I’m doing that to my kid if I can help it.” 
 
    “Sometimes it can’t be helped, brother,” I said. “You can still be involved in your kid’s life. Still be a good father.” 
 
    “I know. But she’s a sweet girl. I’m not sayin’ I’m in love after one night together, but we could work at it. See if it’s something.” 
 
    “She’s right though, Bronto,” Deacon said, “You don’t need to get married.” 
 
    “She won’t even entertain the idea of goin’ on a date, though. Says she doesn’t wanna be tied down. Doesn’t want me getting the wrong idea. Do I give off a vibe I’d be clingy or some shit?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I replied.  
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” Bront agreed and put his head in his hands. “Her sister says she’s still wrapping her mind around the idea of bein’ pregnant, that I should be patient.” 
 
    “Sounds like good advice,” Deacon said.  
 
    Scott came in then, throwin’ his arm around Bront. “Just heard. Congrats, man. You good?” 
 
    Bront blew out a long exhale. “Dunno. A little stunned. Somethin’ else has me fucked up, too, though.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Scott asked, signaling Little John who was manning the bar. 
 
    “That girl Dina called me the other day,” Bront said.  
 
    “Yeah?” I jutted my chin up. “Warned you. That one’s bad news. You fucked her, didn’t you?” 
 
    Bront laughed. He laughed for a long time. It was kind of manic. 
 
    “Bront?” I checked. 
 
    “Yeah. I fucked Dina. She told me she’s pregnant, too.” 
 
    Deacon choked on his beer. 
 
    “Didn’t wanna bring it up until I know for sure. Might not be mine. Said it could be mine or it could be Blow’s. Said she’ll ask the doc for a paternity test with my sample. If it’s not mine, she’ll know it’s Blow’s.” 
 
    Thank fuck I put a rubber on when I was with her.  
 
    “You don’t know to put a sock on it, Bronto?” Deacon asked. “In this day and age?” 
 
    “I did with Dina. And she told me Blow wore one, too. She doesn’t know how it happened or whose it is.” 
 
    “What about with Lulu?” I asked. “No glove?” 
 
    “Couldn’t find any in my room. Had a fresh box of them too.” 
 
    I had a lightbulb moment. “Fucked Dina before Lulu?” 
 
    “Yeah. Why?”  
 
    “Dina probably took ‘em. Had rubbers go missing from my wallet after the last time I fucked her,” I said. 
 
    I suspected that chick had a screw loose. 
 
    “Shit. Well, we were in the heat of the moment, and I told Lulu I’d just pull out. I was really drunk and I didn’t pull out quite in time.” 
 
    “Shit,” Scott muttered. “Got no rhythm.” 
 
    Bront snickered but then sobered. “I got one, maybe even two kids on the way. What the fuck do I do with this?” 
 
    Deacon clapped him on the back. “Birds and bees, my brother.” 
 
    “Bikers and babes,” Scott said. 
 
    “Most biker babes know better and are on the pill,” Deacon stated. 
 
    We raised our glasses.  
 
    “Cheers to biker babes,” I said.  
 
    Me, Deacon, and Scott laughed. Bront didn’t. 
 
    *** 
 
    A few of the other guys joined us, and I stayed for a few beers before I headed to my girl, who was in bed with her guitar.  
 
    “How’s Bronto?” she asked. 
 
    “Shellshocked. He’ll be okay, though. He’s got lots of us at his back. Remember that chick Dina?” 
 
    “The one that asked for the threesome?” 
 
    “Yep. She’s knocked-up too. Could be Bront’s, could be Blow’s.” 
 
    “Holy shit. Jojo’s pregnant too. The next generation of Dominion Brotherhood bikers could be cooking in the cauldron.” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “I love babies,” she said sadly. “I don’t want to die all alone, nobody by my side, miserable about my regrets like Aunt Francie would’ve been if I hadn’t called Aunt Tammy. Maybe she’d have been happier if she’d had kids.” 
 
    “Then don’t push away people that give a shit about you. Simple as that. Be someone people will give a shit about. You’ve got that down pat already.” 
 
    “And maybe have about ten kids so that I’ve got a whack of family around me when I’m old.” 
 
    “Ten kids, huh?” 
 
    She gave me a sheepish grin and shrugged. 
 
    “Better put that guitar down and let me put that first baby in you now, then.” 
 
    She laughed. “Not quite yet.” 
 
    “No?” I asked, taking the guitar and putting it in the recently purchased guitar stand beside the bed. “Soon?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe four or five years,” she suggested. But something in her eyes wasn’t right. 
 
    “Works for me. But, talk to me. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    She sighed.  
 
    I lay down beside her and propped my head on my elbow.  
 
    “Talk to your captor, hostage.” 
 
    “Just writing a song. It’s got me in my feelings, I guess. The not-so-nice ones.” 
 
    “What’s the song about?”  
 
    “Sometimes my past makes me feel dirty. Thinking on it reminds me of what people probably say about me, think of me. Sometimes it stings. Sometimes it makes me numb. But always, dirty. Like there’s grit on my skin that I can’t get off.” 
 
    “There isn’t, G.” 
 
    “I know. Recently figured out that when I feel like that I only need one look into your eyes when you’ve got your arms around me and the way you look at me when you hold me, it makes me feel like I’m washed clean.” 
 
    I put my arms around her and looked deep into her eyes. “Like this?” 
 
    She smiled. “Yeah. Like this.” 
 
    “Sounds like a song that should make you feel happy, not sad.” 
 
    “It should,” she said softly. 
 
    “So why doesn’t it?” 
 
    “That’s the thing. I need constant validation from you looking at me because everything around here reminds me of what some people think about me.” 
 
    “Skip’s out. Sara’s moved. And she apologized to you.” 
 
    “I changed my hair. I still felt like less. Skip’s now gone, Sara’s now gone, but I can’t shake the feeling like as long as I’m around these people that know what was what with Skip, how I had an abortion, how I kept getting my hopes up and letting them use me, and kinda used them too by trying to find something they didn’t have it in them to give… like they’re still judging me. I feel like… I need a fresh start. But I can’t have a fresh start unless I give you up and I won’t give you up as long as you’ll have me. I just… feel a little hopeless.” 
 
    I held her face. I said nothing, so she continued.  
 
    “Like… I don’t belong, like I’ll bring you down in everyone’s eyes. I feel like we’ll have this cloud over us forever. No matter what, I’ll always be on the outside. I don’t fit with the club sweet butts. I don’t fit with the old ladies who are trying real hard to overlook my past. But still, I don’t… fit.” 
 
    “Baby.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. You’ve done everything to make me feel better, to give me this family. They’re doing great accepting me after everything, but it’s me. It’s me that can’t shake it.” 
 
    “Give it time. Give it a chance. If it doesn’t work, and you really feel like you gave it an honest try, we’ll leave.” 
 
    “We’ll what?” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head sharply. “I will not be that girl. That girl who wants her guy to give up his club. There’s only one road from there and it’s the road to Jesse hatin’ Gia’s guts because she so wasn’t worth it.”  
 
    She tried to get up. I stopped her. 
 
    “We’ll move out of the clubhouse. Try. See if it helps.” 
 
    She bit her lip. 
 
    “Give it six months. If it doesn’t work, we’ll leave.” 
 
    “I’m not letting you give up your MC because I can’t deal.” 
 
    “I won’t give up my MC. I’ll go nomad.” 
 
    “You what? Nomad? No. You can’t.” 
 
    “I’m happy to keep movin’, baby, until we find a slice that feels like our heaven. This town isn’t my hometown. I moved here a year ago; I’m not attached. Yeah, these are my brothers, but they can be my brothers even if I don’t live here.” 
 
    “Jesse…” 
 
    “Listen, G. I’ll be nomad while you focus on your music. We could pick a charter anywhere North or South Dakota. Or, stay nomadic. You wanna move to Los Angeles and focus on your music, we do that and I come back for rallies, parties, whenever I feel the need to connect or whenever my club needs me. We wanna step outside that, I could put in enough good will to get them to agree to let me start my own chapter or support club somewhere.” 
 
    “Baby, I won’t ask you to do that.” 
 
    “You’re not askin’ me. You’re not gonna stay in a place that you can’t find your way to feelin’ right about. That’s a one-way road  to bitterness against me and I am not the guy who wants anything to do with disappointing the woman I plan to spend the rest of my life with. You are worth it.” 
 
    She sighed. “I don’t want you to regret this. Regret… me.” 
 
    “We’ll get our own place. Give it six months, give it an honest try, and go from there. Yeah?” 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was the next night. We’d gone to see the apartment above the Chinese food place. We were taking it. 
 
    It was only a five-minute drive from Gigi’s job, three minutes from the garage and clubhouse. It was cheap and it wasn’t a great apartment, but we could move in on the weekend and get my girl the space she needed from her past, from her regrets. There was also easy access to the best Chinese food in town. 
 
    It had one bedroom, a small kitchen, a big living room, back deck, and lots of windows, including a skylight in the bedroom. It worked for me. The owner didn’t push us for a lease either, so it made sense. I handed him six months’ rent in cash. In six months, we were either buying land and building a place here in Aberdeen or I was going nomad and seeing where life took us. 
 
    We arrived back at the clubhouse and when Gigi’s helmet came off her head, she muttered, “Fuck my life.” 
 
    I watched the car door open on a shitty old car that looked a fuck of a lot like the shit box still parked out back that Gigi drove in.  Note to self: Get that piece of shit towed to the scrapyard.  
 
    The woman walked toward us, and it was like looking at the future Gianna Jones. Exact same sexy walk. While Gigi had her father’s eye color and chin cleft, this woman had Gigi’s body, the hair Gigi had before she chopped it off for her aunt, and she had a similar fashion sense, coming toward us in a mini skirt and leather tank top.  
 
    “Hey, baby girl,” she greeted with a big smile. “I’m Candace,” she said to me, “Gianna’s momma. Though you can pretend I’m her big sister. I know I don’t look old enough.” She flashed a bleached smile at me.  
 
    I said nothing.  
 
    Gigi got off my bike, passed me her helmet, then crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “What are you doing here? As if I need to ask.” 
 
    The woman reared back and asked, “Whoa. Attitude much? Filled out an application for a waitress job in that biker bar there. Fancy meeting you here.” 
 
    “You’re so transparent,” Gigi accused. 
 
    “What’s that mean?” 
 
    “You know what it means, Momma. You didn’t want nothing to do with me and now you’re here in the town I live in applying for a job at the bar owned by my boyfriend’s MC? Well, now I don’t want you in my life and I’ll make damn sure you don’t get hired here.” 
 
    “What’s your problem?” she asked, aghast.  
 
    “For a change, I don’t have any problems. And that’s not because of the money Aunt Francie left me either. It’s because I have a life. A man who loves me. A job I like, making a difference to people who deserve it.” 
 
    “And you’re gonna have a record contract soon, too, I heard,” Candace stated.  
 
    “Guess the Jones and Becker family phone trees are buzzing and everyone is suddenly looking to have a relationship with me, huh?” 
 
    “It’s got nothin’ to do with money, Gianna. I don’t need your money. I was lookin’ for new digs and thought I’d give this town a whirl, see if we could build a bridge.” 
 
    “You burnt that bridge years ago, Momma. You were never there when I needed you and I have no desire to build bridges over the charred ash of my relationship with you. I’ll talk to Deke and ask him to put that application in the shredder.”  
 
    She stomped toward the compound gate, pressed in her code, and the gate opened. 
 
    Candace looked at me. “I’m gonna give you my number. If she changes her mind, I want her to have the ability to get ahold of me.”  
 
    “Don’t bother,” I said. 
 
    “Even still…” She reached into her purse and pulled out a pen. “Got somethin’ to write on?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said, getting off my bike and walking away.  
 
    *** 
 
    The day we moved into our new place, Grant sent his daughter a message saying he had a job offer in the nearby town of Webster, working for a roofing company. She laughed at this as she read the message aloud. He was also asking for a loan to get a used truck since the engine blew in his. She deleted the message and didn’t bother to answer. 
 
    “You’ve come a long way, baby,” I told her, cracking open the bottle of champagne I’d grabbed to celebrate having our own apartment. “A few months ago, you’d be goin’ out of your way to help the both of them even though they don’t deserve it. Proud of you.” 
 
    “Got another text message here from Chase. He wants to fly us out to LA next week for the weekend. This is really gonna happen, isn’t it? I mean, maybe it won’t, maybe it’ll fall apart at the last second, but even if it does, I feel like… like wow.” 
 
    I smiled. “It’s not gonna fall apart. Now take your clothes off. I’m gonna sip champagne from your belly button.” 
 
    “But wait,” she said. “I thought it was your job to take my clothes off.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    Gianna  
 
     
 
    I scrawled this in my journal at Deke’s forest hideaway between sexual escapades that happened on nearly every surface of the place, before I found out Kailey was murdered.  
 
    The first touch spoke straight to my soul. It told me to shore up my defenses. Keep myself whole. 
 
    Because I’ve fallen for that first touch, fallen for those first lies, now I do my best to avoid their eyes. 
 
    That touch was such… I thought it might soothe the pain, dry the rain, make me believe in love again. 
 
    I’m screwed. 
 
    So screwed. 
 
    Trying to keep it casual,  
 
    Trying to stay logical,  
 
    But his midnight eyes lock me in, in a way that’s visceral, and I’m unable to keep my wits about me. It’s like he sees inside, sees every ugly thing about me.   
 
    It’s magical the way he knows what to say, how he knows what I need before asking, winding what feels like love around me.  
 
    Screwed. 
 
    So screwed. 
 
    I could fall so fast. I could fall so hard. But how bad will it hurt when I crash land and figure out I wasn’t wrong. How long before you’re gone?  
 
    A puff of smoke. A mirage.  That the touch wasn’t what I thought. That the eyes don’t want what I thought I saw.  
 
    I’m screwed so much worse than ever before because those eyes, the touch, the feel. The stark thirst for something mine. Something real. 
 
    There’s gonna be salt in the wound. And it’ll sting when I grind it in. To remind myself that people like me don’t get what they want, don’t get what they need. I’ll just sit on the sidelines vacantly, watching myself bleed. 
 
      
 
    I’ve scrawled a lot of words, thoughts, lyrics, or poems about Jesse James Garcia.  
 
      
 
    You would not have wanted this whole story from my point of view. I think quite lyrically. Words come to life on a page for me, so you'd have grown bored of my interpretive dance monologues about his eyes. His abs. His scowl. His hands… damn but the things those hands can do. His tattoos. That piercing… 
 
      
 
    Not to mention his scent. The best thing I've ever inhaled. The thing that makes me unafraid of the dark. And to keep listening to me go on about how I’m sure he can't possibly believe I've got the potential to be worth something to him… something beyond the shell that has everybody thinking I'm a soulless, vapid bimbo.  My inner monologue is pretty brutal and self-deprecating.  
 
      
 
    I would have hated a peek inside his head in the beginning. I didn’t need to know what he was thinking because it was all over his face. I was a pain in his ass assignment, and he didn't trust me. I grated on his nerves like a dripping faucet while you try to sleep. 
 
      
 
    That first night in his room, I kept hearing my own voice in my head reciting words I’d written years before.  
 
      
 
    Pull the pain from the vein and watch it wash away.  
 
    So I’ll feel alive again. 
 
    So I’ll see the red against the gray. Against the same old sad end, alone in my head. 
 
    He hated that I was in his bed. And I never slept with guys either. They usually sent me on my way when they were done with me.  Men never went down on me either until him. Because I guess they figured too many had gone there before. Most times I’d barely get off because they were all about their own happy ending. But Jesse made it a mission to get me off. Jesse got off on getting me off.  
 
      
 
    But then to get to see things shift to where he made it his mission to show me this was about more than sex, to teach me what it feels like to matter to someone… to matter deeply? Yeah… I couldn’t believe it. I tried to talk myself out of believing it, but again it was right there. In those endless dark eyes. In his words and actions. The fight against believing it was futile. But I tried. And the impatient man learned patience in order to teach me I’m worth something.  
 
      
 
    God, I couldn't even dream up something this good for myself and believe me, I'm a dreamer.  When life is as shit as mine was, living in my head was the only thing that saved me from turning into Kailey. Or Aunt Francie. 
 
      
 
    The reality of Jesse Garcia is way better than even the insanely broody-hot promise. And I still can’t believe he’s mine and only mine.  
 
      
 
    I also can’t get over how much my life has changed in a few short months.  But he makes sure I believe. Believe that I deserve happiness. That I have a voice and I should use it, whether it’s to sing, scream, laugh, cry, or moan, but also, to stand up for myself.  
 
      
 
    The reality of Jesse is way more than I could’ve hoped for. And it scared the shit out of me when he started to show me he was all in. 
 
      
 
    Stories on your skin tell me where you’ve been. What you love. What you like. What you want. Why you’re right.  Who is worthwhile. What is tight. Will you let me touch your stories tonight?  
 
    Would I ever want to leave once I dove deep? 
 
    What would I write on my skin to tell you who I am, where I’ve been? Who I love. What’s been hard. Why I hurt. What I want. 
 
    If I thought you’d care, I’d write a layer of notes you could hear. A song so dear. I’d weave a warmth so snug, you’d never want to leave.   
 
    I’d feel your breath on my neck, breathe your sweat like air. Hold your hand. Bury my hands in your hair.  
 
    If you really felt my love, would it be enough to fix what’s broken inside me?  
 
    It would be. It is. Because once I showed him what I felt, how much I loved him, once I showed him trust, the floodgates opened, and the rush was such I finally felt like maybe love was here to stay. It took time for me to learn, to believe. When I opened myself up to receiving love and goodness in my life, it started coming for me. And Jesse stayed. 
 
      
 
    Not long after we moved into our apartment, I got a Facebook message from a fake Kailey account. The person messaging said they knew who killed Kailey. Had proof and wanted justice for her. They tried to lure me, saying I’d only get information if I met them alone and didn’t tell anyone.  
 
      
 
    I wasn’t stupid enough for that. And though they were figuring I’d tell Jesse and the club, setting up their trap, Jesse and his club still outsmarted them. That was the beginning of the end of the last of the Wyld Jackals. 
 
      
 
    Six Months Later 
 
    “No. You’re shitting me,” I exclaimed. 
 
    “Debuted at number four, baby,” Chase said through the phone.  
 
    My song Hostage, performed by AbstractED, entered the charts at number four. I’d heard it on the radio three times today. The third time, the residents at the senior’s home were dancing to it, because they knew I wrote it. Well, Jer and Chase helped with the music part, but the lyrics were all mine. And I was getting better at figuring out how to put music to words. I’ve learned a lot in a short time working with them. 
 
    Number four. Talk about complete shock. I had three songs on AbstractED’s album. The two they used to practice with from my old demo tape, but the one that debuted at number four was the song I wrote when I went to Lunenburg to spread Aunt Francie’s ashes. I wrote it for AbstractED, knowing their ska/reggae style. They loved it at bare bones value, but Chase and Jeremy worked with me on polishing it so the three of us had writing credits for it. Still, it was my song. My song about the man I loved taking my broken heart and filling it with joy, hope, strength. How I’d pay the ransom and still beg him to keep it forever.  
 
    “So, in about a month, we’re heading out on our own tour,” Chase said. “Medium-sized venues. Good exposure in medium-sized and larger cities. Would love you to come along, work on the road with us.” 
 
    “Um… I…” 
 
    “Bring Jesse. That’s totally cool,” Chase offered. “We’ve got two buses so you two’ll have your own room on one. We’re doing twenty shows across four states. We finish off in LA and we’ve rented a house for the month after that to record our next album. Got a room in that house for you and Jesse so we can work together on more songs. We’d also love it if you’d sing backup on a couple songs on the next record.” 
 
    “Chase…” 
 
    “Think about it.” 
 
    “You know I don’t like performing.” 
 
    “You don’t have to perform them live, Gianna. Just for the album. Then you can hear your songs on the radio with your voice in them, too. Right?” 
 
    “Oh boy.” I knew telling him about my childhood dream would probably bite me in the backside. “I don’t know…” 
 
    “Think about it. Talk to your man.” 
 
    “You mean get my man to convince me to do it, don’t you?” 
 
    He laughed. He already figured out that Jesse gave me confidence whenever I couldn’t find mine. 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” I whispered. “I have a job, and-” 
 
    “Those residuals that’re gonna kick in for you, babe? You’re not gonna need a nine to five,” Chase said. “Who knows? Maybe not ever again.” 
 
    I bit my lip. My job had been flexible, letting me take a couple weeks off to go to LA. A couple long weekends where Chase and Jeremy came here to work some more with me. I didn’t need to work, but I also appreciated my bosses and didn’t want to screw them over. But, I had money in the bank. It was mostly invested and growing for me, and I didn’t advertise it. Not to mention Jesse still paid for pretty much everything for us, hardly ever letting me pull out my ATM card.  
 
    Jesse was pretty impressed with how well my investments were doing. Apparently I had a knack for it. Who knew the bunny with the hair was a dab hand at making money grow? 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” I repeated.  
 
    “Congrats again, Gianna.” 
 
    “Congratulations to you too, Chase. Thank you so much for this opportunity.” 
 
    “Thank you so much for the songs,” he said with a laugh. “Call me in a couple days?” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    We got off the phone and I waited for Jesse to come home from work.  
 
    It was a monumental day for a lot of reasons. Six months ago yesterday, he told me to give things six months here. That if I wasn’t happy in Aberdeen, he’d go nomad. And I’d kept my word. I’d put in an honest effort here. And honestly, though things might never be perfect, though I still had my hangups that might haunt me forever, they were okay. 
 
    The girls in the club were my friends. Nobody made snide remarks about my past anymore. And the guys I’d had trysts with in the past no longer looked at me like I was about to blow up their life at any second.  
 
    I’d gotten extra close with Jojo who was right now very, very pregnant. I’d go as far as to say Jojo had become my best friend. The bestie I’d never had but always wanted. The bestie Kailey didn’t have it in her to be. 
 
    My mom went away after that scene in the parking lot. Daddy regularly tried to get in touch, but I did not engage. I’d decided I’d give it a year and then invite him to dinner and see if he mentioned money. If he did, I’d be done. If he didn’t, I’d consider letting him into my life. Six months to go for that. 
 
    I liked my job. I got along great with my coworkers and my bosses. I loved my man. Desperately loved him. My dream of hearing my songs on the radio had come true. But I wasn’t sure what the right next step would be here.  
 
    I heard the door and turned to see Jesse coming in and hanging his cut on a rack by the door. His eyes coasted over me the way they always did. He always made me feel so seen. So appreciated. I watched his beautiful smile appear on his handsome face.  
 
    “Hey hostage,” he greeted. He was holding a brown paper bag. “Get the fuck over here and kiss your man.”  
 
    “I picked up Chinese food from downstairs,” I told him as I walked his way, wondering what was in the bag. 
 
    “Yeah? Haven’t had Chinese food in…  how long?” Light danced in his eyes. 
 
    It was a running joke that their menu was thankfully big enough and with enough gluten-free items that I rarely had to cook for him. They also gave us a twenty per cent discount. I did make occasional lunches for him, though. And I always put love notes in them. 
 
    “Chase called. Hostage hit number four on the charts,” I said. 
 
    “Heard it in the Circle J this morning, then again tonight at the liquor store when I bought this.”  He pulled a bottle of champagne out of the bag. “You still haven’t kissed me.” 
 
    I put my hands to his face. He set the bottle of champagne down and lifted me up by my hips as our mouths connected. He set my hiney on the kitchen counter.  
 
    “So fuckin’ proud of my girl,” he said against my mouth. 
 
    I took in his scent. I filled my lungs with it. I could swear it might be possible for me to live just breathing that scent. It made me feel so alive, it made me feel like anything was possible now for me where I used to feel so damn hopeless all the time. 
 
    I hadn’t intentionally cut myself since the night I made that promise to him. I knew that was a dealbreaker and not only was I not risking losing him for anything, but I also honestly didn’t feel the urge anymore. I threw the purple caboodle out when we moved here because the sight of it and what it represented was something we didn’t need a reminder of. 
 
    The day we moved into this place, just before I got rid of it, I’d gotten a bad papercut and put a bandage on my finger. I saw Jesse flinch when he noticed it and I felt the need to say, “Paper cut,” immediately. I then burst into ridiculous girlie tears and had to explain that I didn’t want him to worry about it, hated the times I’d made him worry about it. He comforted me and since that day, any Band-Aid that he’s seen on me, he hasn’t questioned. I also haven’t explained unless I felt it necessary to bitch about a boo boo. He trusts me. And that means everything. 
 
    I have two tattoos now. I got them put on when Jesse got his brotherhood patch. My tattoos are two little semicolons, each with a letter J under them. One on each inner bicep. They cover the spots I most often took blades to. When I look at them, I get a visual reminder of how far I’ve come and of what I have. My JJ. 
 
    I noticed Deacon has a semicolon tattoo on his arm, too. A big one. Seeing someone that strong, someone larger than life who also struggled with or intimately knows dark thoughts though loss? It’s therapeutic. And though I don’t know his story, I know he saw me, saw deep when he caught me staring at it once about three years ago and looked at me curiously. I lifted my arm so he could see mine. He gave me a sweet smile and squeezed my hand, then pointed to his ear and tapped it twice, which I took as meaning he’d lend an ear if I needed it. He’s a good man. Ella is a lucky girl. 
 
    Jesse carried me to our room, then put me on my back on our bed. “So fuckin’ proud of you,” he repeated.  
 
    “Thank you, baby,” I said. “Um…” 
 
    “What?” he asked, shucking his shirt off.  
 
    “Chase wants to know if we wanna go on tour with them in a month through a few states for two months, so I can write the next album with them, then stay with them a month in LA to record it, maybe putting me on backup vocals for a couple songs.” I bit my lip, staring into his eyes.  
 
    It was impossible to look away when Jesse Garcia eye-locked with me. Those midnight eyes were powerful. Magnetic. Endless. I’d happily drown in them. I’ve written songs about them. “There’ll be a room for us on one of their tour buses and a room in the house in LA. 
 
    “You wanna do it?” he asked. 
 
    “I have a job.” 
 
    “So, quit.” 
 
    “You have a job.” 
 
    “It’s time for the nomad conversation, hostage.” 
 
    “I know,” I whispered. “Wasn’t sure if you forgot.” 
 
    “Didn’t forget,” he said. “You seem happy here.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “But I’m thinkin’ I could use a change of pace,” he said. 
 
    This was a surprise.  
 
    “Love the brotherhood, G. Like my job. But I’ve always had wanderlust.”  
 
    “Not all who wander are lost,” I said, stroking the compass tattoo on the side of his neck.  
 
    “Exactly. Forty hours spinnin’ a wrench every week? It’s not the worst thing in the world but not sure I wanna do it forever. Thinkin’ of going to Prez, giving my notice, and doin’ the nomad thing a year. Done plenty of construction jobs. Got my bartender license. Could be a bouncer, done that plenty. We could hit the road and see where it takes us. I’ve got some money in the bank, and I can make money on the road while we travel place to place. Just spit-balling here, but I could even ask Chase if they wanna hire me as security or to be a roadie while we travel with them. Thinkin’ you could focus on writing more music while we do that. Make that your full-time gig. Can do it anywhere, right?” 
 
    “New horizons might give me new inspiration.” 
 
    “Exactly. You doin’ this for a few months with the band, we could start there, then decide from there where we go next.” 
 
    “We have money, Jesse. We’ve got all that money Aunt Francie left us, so you don’t have to worry about working if you wanna travel a while and just take a break. You work really hard. You should take a breather.”  
 
    He did. He was always putting in overtime at the garage. 
 
    “Money she left you,” he corrected, tapping my nose. 
 
    “What’s mine is yours,” I amended, earning a big smile from him. “Plus the residual checks are gonna start rolling in, Chase says, and it sounds like it’s gonna be lucrative.” 
 
    “That’s good news,” he said. “You wanna do this with the band, I’m game. I’m thinkin’ we should get a Winnebago or something like that so we can follow in our own rig, towing my bike or one with a toy hauler, and then do more traveling when you’re done with the next album.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I said. 
 
    “So it’s settled. Tomorrow we hand in a months’ notice.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” I said. “Now… how about you get me naked so we can celebrate?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Four and a Half Years Later 
 
    We spent three months with AbstractED. It was a wild and crazy ride. Two of the three songs I’d written for their album were released as singles and all of them did well, though Hostage did the best.  
 
    I helped on their following album, too. And that one did even better than the first in terms of sales. One of the songs even got used in a car commercial so we made lots of money. Jesse and me, because we wrote it together. He immersed himself in guitar theory so that he could be more helpful to me with my songs. In some cases now our songs. How awesome is he?  
 
    There was a song that I sang lyrics for in the studio. Not a duet, but some pretty dominating background vocals. Chase and Jeremy wrote that song with my voice in mind, got Jesse to talk me into it, and Jesse tells me I’m the Mary Clayton of that song, which is not remotely believable, but very sweet of him to say.  
 
    After that album’s tour, Chase disappeared from the music scene for a while, but I kept working. I kept writing. And I got to work with some famous and skilled musicians in studios on more of my songs and had around two dozen songs licensed by several bands across a few genres, including my hit song, Kailey, which I co-wrote with Jeremy but not for AbstractED. It was performed by a CMA-winning country singer. The song didn’t win the award that year, but it did get a nomination, which absolutely thrilled me. And I know if Kailey is watching over me, she’s absolutely thrilled, pumping her fist in victory.  
 
    Not all my songs were hits. But I was proud of every one of them and made sure to pause and feel gratitude whenever I heard one on the radio. 
 
    We used the money from selling Aunt Francie’s place to buy the motorhome and lived in it a while, but then got an apartment in Los Angeles that became home base. We still did a lot of traveling and Jesse and I partnered with Fern and Archer in opening a second exotic dance club in Sioux Falls, and then a third in Aberdeen. His mom ran the day-to-day and we all reaped some of the financial rewards. 
 
    For a girl who had to go hungry too often, who had to eat food she knew would make her sick because sometimes that was all there was to eat, for a girl who’d had to shove rags in her panties when she got her period because her dad never spared the money to buy maxi pads, it was nice to know I didn’t have to worry about money anymore.  
 
    Jesse had gotten the green light to go nomad for a year from Deke with the caveat that Deke still considered him a member of the club and that he could come back to the clubhouse whenever he wanted. Deke wouldn’t reassign Jesse’s room, so that was there for us whenever we visited. He’d immediately be a voting chapter member again the minute he wanted it.  
 
    That year had extended to now. He still wore that nomad patch when he rode his motorcycle. He had the Dominion Brotherhood patch inked onto his back. Directly under his left pec, he had Gianna Grace in beautiful black lettering. It was not only one of the remaining spots on his torso available to be inked when he got it, he said the spot was perfect because that’s where my head often was when he woke up in the mornings. 
 
    I wrote a song called Window for him, about us, because he told me that waking up with me meant he stopped looking for windows to make sure he wasn’t still imprisoned. I never released it, though. Never wanted anyone else to sing it.  
 
    I like to think that it’d be my debut song if I ever decided I wanted to be a singer instead of sticking to songwriting. I’ve got absolutely no plans to be a singer, so that song is just for us. Jesse plays it on the guitar sometimes around our campfires when wanderlust strikes and we head out in the motorhome.  
 
    We’ve occasionally spent time with a brotherhood charter when Jesse’s help was needed with matters that came up. He had earned a lot of respect and was still close to several brothers. We spent time in Aberdeen for weddings when our friends got married. We went to big rallies. We were in Aberdeen or Sioux Falls every couple of months for parties or just to say hi. We’re godparents to Vic and Tracy’s second child. As I’ve become close with Jojo, he’s very tight with Fork.  
 
    Skip got kicked out of the club two months after he went back to Sioux Falls. I haven’t had to set eyes on him since the night in the ring.  
 
    We didn’t have a relationship with my dad. A year after Aunt Francie died I did invite him out for dinner. We weren’t even done with our appetizers when he mentioned a business opportunity he wanted us to invest in. He got sour when I declined, ended the night early, and I haven’t seen or heard from him since. 
 
    Jesse got his mechanic license a few years ago and two years ago he bought a little garage. He has a great team who looks after it when we’re on the road. That’s where he was today.  
 
    I was in between projects, though my guitar and journals were never far away.  I woke up with one mission today. Buy a pregnancy test and get the answer I already felt I knew in my heart. I was three days late for my period. I told Jesse about it last night, saying I was late and my boobs have been sore. He told me to take a test and let him know the good news when he got home. He told me to be prepared for his mom to want us to move to their hometown otherwise be prepared to have her move in with us to be near her future grandbaby. I love Jesse’s mom. She’s one of my favorite people in the world.  
 
    So, he knew it’d be positive, and I already knew he’d be okay with that since when I’d gotten an infection and was on antibiotics last month, he refused to follow the advice of a backup contraceptive.  
 
    Seeing the plus sign this morning, I couldn’t stop crying. I knew this was right. That I was ready to be somebody’s mom. That I was sure my baby would come first, not just for me but for the baby’s daddy, too. That this child came out of love and would not ever be someone I could be jealous of or resent. I wouldn’t have to do it alone. Jesse would be an incredible father and co-parent.  
 
    But I also knew I didn’t want to raise a family in a big city. I didn’t think we needed to be here for me to continue working on my music. I wanted to raise our family in the country. Get a big piece of land like Ella and Deacon did. Lots of room for kids to play. Grass. Trees. Room for a dog. A swimming pool. Maybe on a little body of water. Privacy. Big ole fire pit so we could have parties with our loved ones. And we could still hit the road in the motorhome when my man got wanderlust and I could easily travel to big cities when I needed for my music.  
 
    My phone rang and I wondered if Jesse would be home late or not. I’d resisted the urge to call him with the news, wanting to do it face-to-face instead.  
 
    Jojo Forker was calling.  
 
    “Hey Jojo,” I greeted. She was still my best friend even though we didn’t see one another every month. We gabbed on the phone at least twice a week. 
 
    “Hey!” she said excitedly. “Has he asked you yet?” 
 
    “Who, what?” I asked. 
 
    “Shit. I should’ve waited for you to call me, but I was so excited. My man talked to your man and your man is gonna come home and talk to you about something. Do you wanna call me back after that or do you want me to tell you what he’s gonna talk to you about?” 
 
    “Um…” She was making my head spin.  
 
    “I’m bustin’ here,” she said excitedly. 
 
    “Okay, shoot,” I invited. 
 
    “Me and Christian are moving to Deadwood. He’s taking over as Rapid City Prez for Stoagie, who’s retiring.” 
 
    “You’re kidding. Are you excited?” 
 
    “So excited! I’ve already picked out the house we’re buying. Can’t wait! The girls are gonna have so much room to play.” 
 
    “That’s amazing! Congrats!” 
 
    “Yeah. So, Christian asked Jesse if he’d come and be the VP.” 
 
    My mouth dropped open. 
 
    “Are you there?” Jojo asked. 
 
    “Uh huh,” I replied, stunned. 
 
    “Christian said he seemed very interested. Ready to settle down somewhere quieter than where you guys are. Said he was gonna talk to you and see what you think. But it sounds like he wants to say yes, so I’m hoping you’re gonna say yes.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Um… wow.” 
 
    “Wow? You’re killin’ me here. What do you think?”  
 
    “I think I’ve got to talk to my man about it.” 
 
    “But what’s your gut telling you?” 
 
    I smiled and put my hand to my still flat belly. I saw visions of family. Of the family I always wanted. Of having that big family around for our child to grow up with. 
 
    “I’ll have to ask my gut and see what he or she says,” I said cheekily. 
 
    “So ask, girlfriend!” Jojo sassed me and then giggled. “Wait! No way! You’re preggers?” 
 
    “I can’t answer that until I tell my man the good news first. So shush.” 
 
    “Holy shit. I mean… shushing. I’m shushing. Tell your gut Auntie Jojo says she wants to be neighbors. Or close to it. So far, he’s tryin’ to recruit Jesse as VP, Scooter as Road Captain, and Justice to be Secretary and Treasurer. Oh, and I preemptively talked to Leah and funnily, Christian had already approached Axel, too. They’re thinkin’ on it. Might make sense to be near Axel’s dad as he’s gettin’ up there. There are a few older members and a couple young’uns. It’d be small to start, but it’s a quiet club so I think it’d be good.”  
 
    “My gut’s telling me that this might be the perfect blend of fresh start and familiarity,” I said, “But I’ve got to talk to Jesse.”  
 
    I might also ask him to talk to Fork about Victor. Trace told me he was looking for a change the last time we talked on the phone. 
 
    I heard the pipes of his motorcycle. “Oh. Speak of my sexy, salty devil…he’s home.” 
 
    “It’d be so awesome if you guys came and did this.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said.  
 
    Jesse walked in, smiling. He jerked his chin up. 
 
    Yeah, he usually came in smiling but he absolutely still had his salty moments.  
 
    “Jojo,” I mouthed.  
 
    He smiled wider and held out two bottles of champagne. I looked closer. One of them was non-alcoholic.  
 
    See? He knew it would be positive.  
 
    “It would be really, really awesome for us to be able to see each other every day,” Jojo said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. “It will be.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    (For now…) 
 
      
 
    Next up in The Beautiful Biker series will be  
 
    Deke Valentine’s book, Deadlock, Beautiful Biker, Book 6. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Dear Reader, 
 
    I knew Jesse and Gianna would wind up together from very early on. From early on I knew there was more than met the eye and that she was the bunny with the great ass and heart of gold who got walked on.  
 
    The basis for their relationship came to me on a scenic drive through Niagara Falls one day when Tina Turner’s River Deep, Mountain High came on the radio and I sat and bawled as some of her story came to me. I knew there would be a poignant part of the story where she’d get up and sing that song to him in front of the whole club despite her stage fright. My husband was concerned seeing me burst into tears in the car, but then remembered who he’s married to. LOL.  
 
    Thank you so much for continuing the journey with my beautiful bikers. And thanks for the patience despite the gap between books four and five.  
 
    Next up in this series is book six for Deke Valentine. I never planned to write a book for Deke initially, thought I might do a novella, but readers asked, and I started listening. In fact, I only planned on six books originally and now we’re up to plans for ten. HAHA. I love that my readers love my bikers. And I also love how I’ve met more characters along the way who want their story told. 
 
    When I’m done writing Bronto’s book (which is expected to be book 9 at this point – yes, that book is down to reader feedback too) we’ll roll out on over to Deadwood for a couple books before I come back to write Beau’s story, which could even spark a second gen series. We shall see.  
 
    Deke’s and Laura’s story will be a second chance romance with people over forty (also visiting them when they first met in their teens) and it promises to be a bumpy, delicious ride. I hope you’ll join us! After Deke… I’m planning on jumping on the Brady train. YUM! 
 
    I don’t have an ETA yet at the time I write this because I do have several ongoing series and standalone books in the plans that might come first. I do my best to bounce enough to try to make readers happy as well as feed my creative needs.  
 
    The best way to stay in the know about my upcoming books is to subscribe to my newsletter through my website at http://ddprince.com. You can also join DD’s Chickadees on Facebook where I interact regularly. 
 
    To my street team and my chickadees, my alpha, beta, and arc readers, thank you for your help spreading the word, inspiration, enthusiasm, feedback as I fine-tune things, as well as the friendship and support for my work! (As always, Peggy, your eagle-eyes have become invaluable to me.) 
 
    If you loved my bikers, you might also love my shifters. And my alphaholes. And I’ve got mafia, alien, and vampire books, too. 
 
    Check out my list of books at http://ddprince.com.  
 
    

  

 
   
    DD Prince’s Books: 
 
    This list may have been updated since publishing, so check ddprince.com for a full list of DD Prince’s books. 
 
      
 
    MC Romance:  Romantic suspense with comedy, angst, steamy scenes, and a little bit of gritty darkness.  
 
    Books in series so far at the time of publishing this box set: 
 
    Detour – Deacon 
 
    Joyride – Rider  
 
    Scenic Route – Spencer  
 
    Crossroads – Fork  
 
    Jaded – Jesse  
 
    MORE books planned for Deke, Brady, Edge, Bronto, and Beau plus a Deadwood, SD chapter set of a few books and possibly next gen. 
 
    Alphahole, an enemies-to-lovers contemporary and roommates romance. Yes. It’s all those things. And more. Aiden Carmichael is absolutely infuriating. You’re going to fucking love him. Also available: Good Girl and Bad Girl for secondary characters you’ll meet in Alphahole.  
 
    Dirty / fun / almost insta-love alien romance  
 
    Hot Alpha Alien Husbands: Book 1 – Daxx and Jetta 
 
    Hot Alpha Alien Husbands: Book 2 – Zane and Tanya 
 
      
 
    Sexy werewolf romance with biting, knotting, hunting, claiming, growling, and purring.  
 
    Wild  
 
    Twisted 
 
    More books coming! 
 
      
 
    Dark Mafia Romance: dark romance with a debt flesh payment plot. 
 
    This one is DD’s most popular book, but it is dark.  Tommy Ferrano is an anti-hero you may love to hate and hate to love. 
 
    The Dominator Series, includes:  
 
    The Dominator  
 
    The Dominator 2; Truth or Dare 
 
    The Dominator 3; Unbound 
 
    TNT – 4th anniversary novella  
 
    Spin off Dark Romance (maybe DD’s darkest romance book yet).  
 
    Saved - Lex isn’t the hero in this story. Holly is.  
 
    Another Dominator Series spin-off, this one a psychological suspense: 
 
    The Devious Games Duet, which includes Kill Game and Dirty Stack 
 
    Dark Paranormal Romance: Vampire dark romance / kidnapping. Capture romance with dark and taboo elements. 
 
    Nectar Trilogy (Includes Nectar, Ambrosia, and Essence) 
 
    The Hollow Duet  
 
    A dark and twisted erotic thriller. This is a retelling of the Headless Horseman legend with O-so-many twists and turns. The horseman hunts for a woman this year. And yes, this story goes THERE. (Ties in to my savage alpha shifter universe)  
 
    Join DD’s Chickadees, my facebook group, for fun, teasers, and shenanigans. This is where the DD Prince books news comes first.  
 
      
 
    Follow DD Prince’s social links by visiting http://ddprince.com/ddprincelinks  
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