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    NOTE TO READERS


    Devil Smoke is fifth in the Butcher Boys series and needs to be read in sequence to be fully appreciated.


    If you haven’t already, please read the series in the following order:


    Devil You Know


    Devil on Your Back


    Devil May Care


    Devil in the Detail


    Devil Smoke


    


    

  


  
    



    PROLOGUE


    From the moment we’re born, we’re graded. How well we feed as a baby, how fast our tiny bodies grow, our first word, our first step. And all the while our parents wonder, is it enough? Are they doing enough?


    This fear of the inadequate, this need to fit in with what’s associated as ‘normal’ is passed on to us as children. We start school, join a sports team, and again we’re critiqued on whether our best efforts are enough. Did we get acceptable marks on that last test? Did we score a home run in the weekend’s game?


    Enough.


    Who’s to decide if we’re enough? Surely if you manage to get up each morning with your health intact, then that’s a success on it’s own? What is it about the human psyche that constantly seeks affirmation that what a person does is acceptable by the standards of their peers?


    I want to give you a fairytale about a man who carried the burdens of expectation with him day to day and found a way to shake them. I want to give you a fairytale about a man whose fear of inadequacy was shaken, and who found an acceptance of himself that allowed him to make choices without hesitation.


    But I can’t, because life has no magic eraser. Ailments of the mind are never cured, simply managed.


    No. All I can offer you on this gifted day, wherever you are, is the promise that this story—my story—can prove that sometimes our demons don’t need to be fought. That sometimes, the only way to win is to play the same game. That sometimes, all it takes is the comfort of a kindred soul for you to be able to dance in the dark, hand in hand with the monsters that have hidden under your bed since that day you first failed and weren’t enough.


    Because you know what?


    You are enough.


    So get up and fucking believe it.


    


    

  


  
    



    SLIDE


    Bronx


    “You don’t have to do this.” Ty leans forward in his seat, elbows resting on his knees. “Nobody’s forcing you to.”


    I hesitate with the card poised over the four lines of coke I’d been cutting, and sigh. “Man, you know as well as I do that the people you’re fuckin’ sending me in to slaughter with do this shit for breakfast. If I’m goin’ to have to get wasted, I want my first hit to be among people I trust.”


    He nods, and eases back in his chair. The scowl on his face tells me he’s still not convinced.


    I can’t expect him to understand. Ty was married to the stuff for years. It almost killed him twice. He’s worked hard to get himself away from the grip cocaine had on him, and here I am willingly sticking it up my nose when I’m the perfect example of health and wellbeing.


    Crazy.


    But it’s a necessary evil if I’m going to convince not only Eddie’s crew but also myself that I can be a part of their world.


    Hooch sits to my left, rolling a dollar bill into a makeshift straw. He inspects the job I’ve done cutting the powder ready to snort, and nods. “You want first rights?”


    I stare down at the stuff, and shake my head. “Nah, you go first.”


    He shrugs as though it’s my loss, and pulls the tray of goods towards him. A couple of deep breaths later, and two of the lines are gone. Hooch holds the bill out toward me, and I take it, eyeing the end that’s been stuck up his nose.


    “Brother, you can’t get squeamish about shit like that,” Hooch says with a laugh.


    “It’s better if you don’t think about where half the gear you’ll use comes from,” Ty agrees. “It’s not always clean, but when people are that far gone they don’t care. Best you can do is avoid it by carrying your own kit.”


    I scrub a hand over my face, feeling like such a newbie to all of this still. Give me a room loaded with iron and I’ll make myself at home, but throw me in to a room full of recreational drug users and I feel as green as the first day I stepped foot inside a gym—confused and not sure where to start.


    “Dive in, brother.” Hooch pushes the remaining lines my way.


    I ignore the pointed stare coming from Ty’s chair and lean over, sticking the dollar in my nostril and blocking the other to take the first line. The bitter taste hits the back of my throat, and I swallow a couple of times before switching nostrils and inhaling the last line. My nose tingles, and I wriggle it side-to-side trying to shake the creeping numbness. I glower at Hooch as he rumbles a deep laugh beside me, rubbing a finger under his nose as he does.


    Ty watches on, serious as a heart attack.


    “How you feel?” Hooch asks.


    I look around the room, at everybody going about their business like my body isn’t about to crack out some crazy reaction. I’ve been warned what it feels like. I was prepped on what to expect, but the unknown, the knowledge there’s no turning back now has me on a high of its own.


    “Not so different,” I say, leaning back in my seat.


    “Give it a minute.”


    Ty shifts in his seat, fingering the ankle of his jeans, all the while trying not to look at the gear still laid out on the table. He’s failing miserably at hiding the war waging within as he stares intently at the dollar bill that’s slowly unfurling itself beside the small metal tray. I’m just thankful Hooch had the foresight to make sure there was just enough of this shit for the two of us, otherwise my gut tells me we’d be wrestling Ty off the table.


    “Things still going good at the Lion?” Ty asks, rubbing a hand over his face with a grimace.


    “Yeah,” I answer, placing my hands behind my head. “Got given an invite to a party or some shit tomorrow. Details are sketchy on where it is, but from what I found out, Eddie’s supposed to be there.”


    Hooch elbows me in the side. “On the up, eh, brother?”


    I laugh, dropping my hands to my sides. “Yeah. Somethin’ like that.”


    “How did you find that out?” Ty asks.


    “Old biker named Horse,” I say. “Dude’s at the bar most nights, so naturally I struck up conversation with him. Guy’s a hard shot, but he seems genuine enough. I asked about where people were scoring, and he told me about this crack house an hour out of town.”


    “Who does he ride with?” Hooch asks, crossing an ankle to his knee.


    “Unit called the Devil’s Breed.”


    “Based in Sioux City,” Hooch explains to Ty. “What’s he doin’ in Omaha?”


    “Not patched in anywhere. Guy’s a nomad.”


    “Fair enough.”


    “You ready for the next stage?” Ty asks warily. “You up to talking to Eddie?”


    I smile at my best friend, wondering why exactly it is he thinks I’m not. “Fuck yeah. I’m born to do this shit.”


    Ty narrows his gaze.


    “What?” I rise from my seat, grabbing a club slut around the waist as she passes by. “You said it yourself—I’m the best fit for this job. You changin’ your mind, man?” I run my nose up her neck, eliciting a groan from the slim brunette.


    Ty slides his gaze over to Hooch and shakes his head. “I think it’s hit.”


    Hooch laughs, throwing his head back. “Yeah, brother, I think it has.”


    I look between the two of them, my face aching with the smile I’m sporting. I don’t even know why I’m grinning, let alone what the fuck is so funny. “Why you assholes laughin’? Thought I had this shit nailed,” I say, gesturing to the gear on the table.


    “Yeah, brother,” Hooch says, still chuckling. “You’ve got it nailed all right.”


    I flop back into my seat, bringing the slut with me. Her bony ass digs into the tops of my thighs, her oversize belt that masquerades as a skirt riding up to her naked crotch. Feeling at ease in my skin and fucking high on life itself, I watch a couple of prospects argue over something at the bar while I run my hand up over her bare pussy. She writhes about on my lap, turning her head to kiss me, but copping my jaw instead when I turn away. Not after you for that, love. King steps in to split the two prospects up, and it’s not until I catch myself eyeing every glint of light that reflects off his watch while he gestures wildly at the pair, that I realize Hooch and Ty were right—the coke is taking hold.


    Nothing to it.


    “You feelin’ good?” Hooch asks.


    “She’s feelin’ good,” I say with a laugh, planting my hand firmly over the slut’s box to shunt her further up my lap.


    Ty stands abruptly from his seat and marches across to the bar in a right fucking mood. If the guy has an issue with me doing dust and fucking sluts, he should have thought about that before he volunteered me for the role. Fuck him. This stint with Eddie’s crew is going to be a piece of cake—too damn easy for a guy like me.


    I’ve got this.


    “What do you think?” Hooch asks, slapping me on the leg to get my attention. “Think you can pull this stunt off?”


    I grin at the guy, my fingers buried in the moaning slut’s cunt, and nod. “Of course I can, you tool. It is me you’re askin’.”


    “Thought you might say that.”


    He smiles at me and gets out of his seat to go join Ty at the bar. I kick my feet up next to the residue on the table and recline back, opening up the woman’s legs as I do.


    Ty’s got nothing to worry about. He’s given the job to the best man.


    I’ll show these fuckers how to take down a drug crew, single handed, and still have time to polish my boots.


    


    

  


  
    



    DROP IT LIKE IT’S HOT


    Bronx


    Rubbing the underside of my nose, I step through the front gates of the house the party’s being held at. Moonlight casts eerie shadows across the cars parked on the lawn, semi-blocking the path. The shit Hooch hooked me up with is taking its hold—I feel on top of the fucking world. Mentally dialing it in, I step up to the front door and shell out my house fee to the ’roided-up asshole blocking the entranceway. He steps aside, eyeballing me as I pass by. Fuck him. What the fuck do I care? I’ve made it in to one of Eddie’s parties, and tonight I plan on showing those assholes back in Lincoln why it is they picked me to do the job.


    A simple objective on paper, but one that’s laced with danger. I have to get close enough to Eddie to have access to his network of dealers. I need to be trusted enough to have a chance at that information. And once I have it, I have to make myself scarce before he realizes that somebody on the inside is bleeding the information to the Fallen Saints. The rest . . . it’s up to King. Once I’ve played my part I’m out, walking away from this and looking for a warm place to have a long overdue vacation.


    Somewhere to sit and think about what I want from the rest of my life.


    Heavy metal thunders out of huge speakers set up both inside and outside of the house, Slipknot singing something about the devil inside as I make my way through the open plan living area to hunt out Horse. Empty bottles line every available flat surface, overflowing ashtrays spilling their contents onto the carpet where they sit, and discarded food trays are stacked haphazardly on a lamp table jammed in one corner. A couple sits tangled in each other on one of the two sofas, several more people leaning against the available wall space while they talk. A blonde woman dances to a slow and sensual tune only she can hear in the middle of the room, providing a captivating show for two dirty fuckers sharing a pipe. All of ten people are in the place, and at least half are too wasted to move. The party’s everything I expected.


    I just hope there’s more.


    I make my way through the open doors and out onto the back deck, stepping out of the lights inside the house and back into the welcoming dark. A bonfire rages in the middle of the lawn, providing light for the people scattered around the yard in closed groups. A couple of young women dance around the flames while people of all ages sit on upturned crates and piles of scrap timber, drinks or smokes in hand.


    “Thought you’d show your face after all?”


    I jolt after a hard slap to the back, and turn to face Horse. “You think I wouldn’t?”


    “Never doubted you.” He gives me a shunt to the shoulder, which damn near throws me off balance all over again.


    The guy’s a unit: six-four on a quiet day, and built like a fuckin’ bulldozer. A mess of copper hair falls around his face, partly hiding the lines of weather and age that give away his years. Arms like tree trunks sprout from his well-worn T-shirt, scars lining the flesh in raised lines. He’s seen his fair share of violence over the years—that much is clear—but as rough as the asshole looks, there’s something that sets me at ease around him—probably the leather cut he wears which states his allegiance to the Devil’s Breed.


    Call me weak, but I’ve kind of developed a trust for the Harley-riding type during the last few months.


    “You thirsty?” Horse asks. “Let’s get you a drink, you lonely fucker.”


    He throws his arm around my shoulders and steers past a group of men who talk and drink in a tight circle, leading me toward a steel drum cut lengthways, filled with ice and cold brews. I take the drink Horse offers, and look around for something to pop the top off with. He chuckles, snatching the bottle from my grip and ripping the top off with his teeth.


    “Fuckin’ soft these days,” he mutters, handing it back.


    I take the drink and tip it his way with a grin before downing half the cool beverage.


    “Who you here with?” I ask, looking around the yard for more Devil’s Breed cuts.


    “My old lady,” Horse says with a grin. “Left the others behind tonight. Half the bastards don’t trust this lot anyway, so I’m hard pressed to get the assholes to front.”


    “Why do you come then?” Nomad or not, it’s unusual to see a biker out on his own amongst a crowd that’s seems more foe than friend given the stares he’s getting. Or is that because of me?


    “What can I say?” Horse looks around the yard at the mix of people enjoying the hospitalities. “They have good grit.” His expression falls and his eyes glaze over as he stares out into nothing.


    “You goin’ to introduce me to your lady, then?” I give him a gentle nudge with my elbow to snap him out of wherever he’s gone.


    “When she gets back from the john, sure.” Horse shakes his head with a chuckle—about what, I’m not exactly sure. He reaches into the drum to get himself a drink. “You’ve never told me why it is I don’t see you with anyone,” he points out, tapping the top of his bottle into my chest before opening it. “Why’s a pretty boy like you always showin’ up on his own to the Lion?”


    I shrug, wondering if things would be any different if I wasn’t undercover. I’ve never had trouble finding a woman when I need one, but none of them ever stay. And certainly none of them leave on good enough terms for me to be able to call up for a night out. “Haven’t found a woman who sticks yet.”


    Horse makes a knowing grunt, and throws the hand holding his bottle out to gesture towards the house. “Here comes mine now.”


    I cut my gaze across the back yard to see a blonde woman in what appears to be her forties crossing the lawn toward us, a huge smile on her face. She looks every bit the part, decked out in black leather pants and with an off-the-shoulder leopard-print top underneath her leather vest. She throws her arms around Horse’s neck, giving him a kiss and providing me with a clear view of the property patch claiming her as his.


    “Bronson, this is my old lady, Molly.”


    I ignore the niggling feeling of dishonesty hearing Horse use the name Ty decided would be best for me, and nod in her direction. “Nice to meet you, ma’am.” Theory was, going by my actual name was too risky, so Ty thought it best to choose a name that sounds similar, saving me the hassle of trying to remember what I answer to. Bronson, Bronx, there’s barely anything between them, but enough to keep my anonymity.


    I hate it.


    Molly laughs and slaps a hand against my chest. “Please. I’m no ma’am. I’m not well behaved enough to be treated so ‘properly’.”


    “Got your hands full with this one, have you, Horse?” I tease.


    He smiles down at his lady. “In the best way.”


    A broken piece of my heart jabs painfully in my chest watching the adoration they have for each other. Playing pretend is one thing, getting smashed on coke is apparently becoming another, but I’m still the same guy at heart—a guy longing for that companionship that everybody but me has. All I want out of life is to be enough for someone to want to call their own.


    Yeah, I’m a closet romantic.


    I take another swig of my beer, awkwardly seeking distraction from the couple in front of me who seem to have forgotten they’re not alone as they tangle tongues again. Tipping my head right back, I drain the last of the bottle, cursing the fact the buzz from the line I did before walking in here is already waning. I bring my head down and look around for somewhere to get comfortable while I people watch and try to figure out who Eddie is—if he’s even here.


    Tossing the empty bottle in a nearby bin, I take up another drink from the drum and head over to a dark corner of the yard, passing through the smoke drifting away from the fire. A woman laughs loudly to my left, slapping her friend on the arm as she throws her head back with mirth. I find myself smiling, her amusement infectious despite the fact I have no idea what they’re even talking about. Her laughter fades as I pass, along with my smile while I make myself at home on a discarded tire. I crack the top off the beer with the sharp edge of the framing for the wooden fence behind me, and stretch my legs out, crossing my booted feet at the ankles.


    The two girls I spotted earlier continue to dance by the fire as I roll the bitter beer across my tongue and swallow. They’re lost to the music as they weave their bodies around each other—hands wandering and eyes full of empty promise. I cast my gaze around the circle, checking out the faces that stare into the flames as they drown their sorrows. None of them raise any suspicion, or seem the type to be in control of an up-and-coming drug crew. The whole place appears kind of subdued, a mix of young and old, here to get wasted and forget the trials of another week for a few hours. A part of me doubts Eddie would even show at something so mundane.


    Everything about the place brings a kind of comfort laced with regret, memories from teenage years I lost not so long ago surfacing at the familiar sights. It was at a house party like this that I killed my first. And it was alone like this that I first sat and thought about the fact that my life would never be the same as I tried in vain to rub the blood from my hands onto my jeans.


    Everything’s so simple when you look back on it. Hindsight is a wonderful thing, so I’m told, but to me it’s simply the reincarnation of my nightmares. Thinking back on the nights that followed, where I made wrong choice after wrong choice and changed the path of my life irrevocably does nothing but leave me with a hollow ache in my chest. Regret can be poisonous, and when you consume enough of it and let it seep through your bones, it can be a kind of living death.


    Which is why most of the time it’s easier just to pretend to live—to do what everybody expects of you and be who they want you to be. It’s less of a drain on your soul than trying each day to right your wrongs.


    A young skinhead takes up position on the tire beside me, breaking me from my solo musings as he pulls a pouch of tobacco out and proceeds to roll a smoke. He twists the end and lights it, the smell telling me the mix in his pouch is a little more than what you’d get over the counter at your friendly Seven Eleven. Holding the smoke in his lungs for a beat, he lets its out slowly through his nostrils while turning to look me over at the same time, resulting in a cloud over his face.


    “You here alone?”


    I eye the kid up, wary of the cool tone he’s used to ask the question. He’s young, green, and there’s no way this skinner could be a man with a reputation for brutality like Eddie. “Nah. Just having a bit of quiet.”


    He nods. “Yeah, me too.” The kid casts his gaze over the back yard, watching the other partygoers for a while before speaking again. “It’s kind of funny, yeah? I mean, we come here to be social, but here we are hiding out in the shadows to get time alone.”


    “Doesn’t say much for our chosen company, does it?” I run my gaze over the back yard again, trying to spot where his ‘company’ is. If the kid’s a skinner, then that means there should be more neo-Nazi assholes here, which in turn means one thing—Eddie’s right-hand man, Easy.


    He laughs, waving his cigarette my way. “You’re on to something there.”


    “Don’t like the people you’re here with?” I ask, coaxing him in to giving up something about his group.


    He takes the bait. “Most days they don’t bother me, but places like this they’ve always got to start a fucking pissing contest, prove who’s the bigger guy, you know? I just want to drink and get high, unwind, not start that shit.”


    “Tell them that, then. Do your own thing instead.”


    The kid snorts. “Yeah, and get kicked out of our fucking house. I like having a roof over my head, thank you.”


    “Can’t be that bad, can it?” I ask, knowing full well with his kind of crowd it probably is.


    The kid turns toward me, holding up his hand to show a swastika tattooed on his wrist. “Full allegiance, or nothing at all. It’s a lifestyle, not a hobby.”


    “Doesn’t sound like it’s your lifestyle, though.” I pull my feet in, wary that the kid might flip if I’m questioning his loyalty to the cause. One thing about these ‘white power’ fuckers is that they’re fiercely protective of their kind.


    “Far from it, but I don’t have a choice,” he says with a laugh, shaking his bald head, and taking me by surprise. “Been brought up with my old man preaching the shit. Have a big brother who believes in the rebirth of the Third Reich. A mother who left us when my father got himself locked up for murdering a negro. No other option if I wanted to stay housed and fed.” He looks my way, an empty void behind his eyes. “But who wants to hear my story, right?”


    I can’t help but feel a little sorry for the kid.


    “Oi, Tommy!”


    The kid’s head whips about to search out the source of the voice. “What?”


    “Get your skinny white ass over here. Been looking for you.”


    I follow the kid’s gaze to a battle-hardened face sporting more neo-Nazi tattoos than I’ve seen on a single person. The older skinner steps towards us and away from the flames of the fire, allowing me a better view of him. The ink seeps from his neck to his temples and across his brow. Predictably, he wears tapered stonewash jeans, loosely laced Docs, and a white T-shirt with some punk rock band on it—the uniform of the ‘chosen race’.


    “Easy wants you out front.”


    “Why?” the kid asks.


    The asshole leans down and smacks the youngster around the head, frowning. “Because he fucking asked, that’s why. Now get up.” He throws a glare in my direction, showing his dislike of the fact I’m watching the whole exchange unfold. “You get new eyes for Christmas?”


    I wink at the fucker and push off my tire, stretching out my back, arms over my head. I’m opening the most vulnerable part of myself up to him, showing no fear, and gambling that he isn’t carrying a knife. The scowl on his face tells me he knows my game. Good. Let him know that I’m not here to fuck around. Assholes like him don’t scare me, never have. Part of the reason why I ended up with a reputation as a no-holds barred street-fighter before I reached my twentieth birthday.


    “Good talkin’, kid.” I give the young skinner a nod, and head toward the house.


    Shit’s exactly as I’d suspected—the kid’s a part of Easy’s crowd. And if Easy wants him out front, something must be going down. I’m not about to fuck it all up at the first hurdle and prove Ty wrong in choosing me to do this. I’m also not about to miss out on the opportunity to draw this evening to a close early.


    Not when the memories dredged up by being here are driving me mad with the need to get back to King’s clubhouse and lose my mind in a bed of free booze and pussy.


    


    

  


  
    



    BILLS


    Ryan


    I lean against the window frame as Tommy gets up, the dark-haired stranger he was talking to heading toward the house also. I’ve seen him before at the Red Lion, always at the bar with Horse, talking over a cold beer. He’s beautiful in that hard-headed boxer way: a crooked nose, sharp jaw, and tapered shoulders alluding to one strong-set body under that dark T-shirt he’s rocking.


    Exactly my type.


    And completely off-limits.


    Gunter flanks the two of them, shoving Tommy every so often, making him stumble in his fucked up show of ‘brotherly love’. The asshole makes me seething mad, picking on his little brother to make himself seem tougher and to make the kid supposedly look up to him. The thick headed idiot doesn’t get it; he doesn’t have to do a thing and Tommy will always look to him for guidance. After all, Gunter’s his big brother—they’re family. But what am I going to do? Front up to Gunter about it? And then what? Get kicked out of Gunter’s bed and be searching for somewhere else to live rent-free? Don’t think so.


    The guy from the Lion steps through the doors that lead to the deck, catching my eye as he passes through the living area, heading toward the front of the house. I frown at him, holding his gaze until he’s forced to look away or show that he’s obviously checking out Gunter’s girl—a guaranteed way to start a fight. His wide back flexes, his body twisting at his narrow waist to edge past a couple who are arguing in the doorway.


    He’s built, handsome, and oddly intriguing, but still none of my business. Not if I’d like him kept alive anyway, and I kind of would. I kind of enjoy having man candy with a head of hair to look at.


    A strong arm wraps around my waist, tugging me off balance and on to thick thighs as we crash to the seat together. “What you looking at?” Gunter whispers in my ear, the promise of what he’d do if the answer weren’t what he wanted lurking on the surface like tar over the ocean.


    “Just those two lovebirds arguing over there.”


    He bends to look around me, spotting the pair going at it across the room. “Pussy needs to slap her one, remind her who’s in charge,” he hisses, relaxing into the seat.


    Gunter’s answer for everything—‘just slap the bitch’. Learned that the hard way after I disagreed with him for the first time.


    “Where you off to, Tommy?” I ask, hoping to distract Gunter from mauling me, which by his wandering hands I’m guessing he’s intent on doing anyway.


    “No idea,” Tommy says, tugging his black bomber jacket on. “Out.” He matches the zip and tugs it up two thirds of the way up.


    “Don’t be too long,” I say. “You owe me a game of Dirty Pint.”


    Gunter laughs behind me, his large hands pulling my back tighter to his chest. “Yeah, Tommy. You going to win this time? Or is my girl here going to drink you under the table again?”


    Tommy gives me a friendly smile, quickly losing it by the time he looks over my shoulder to Gunter. “Guess we’ll just have to see.” He offers us a wave and heads out the front of the house to join Easy.


    “You ready to leave, soon?” Gunter whispers in my ear, his hot bourbon-laced breath tickling my neck.


    “We just got here,” I protest, looking outside through the window to our left. “I haven’t seen any fights yet.” More like, I haven’t spent enough time looking at the guy from the Lion yet.


    He growls, placing an open hand squarely on the far side of my face as I continue to stare at the dancing hues of the fire. Gunter pulls me toward him until I tip off balance, my temple pressing against his forehead. “Woman,” he growls as his fingers flex against my cheek. “It’s fucking hot how much you love the fights.”


    “You just think it’s hot how much I love it when you fight,” I remind him. It’s the truth, though. I do love it. His strength is my weakness.


    The man’s six-foot-one of pure rock. As long as I’ve known Gunter, his pastimes have consisted of working out, or working his frustrations out . . . over some poor schmuck’s face. He’s a fighter, thick in the skull, and solid in the body. It’s what his DNA made him to be, and he embraces that with all the loveless hate of the brute that he is.


    It’s raw, primal, and male, and I’m not ashamed to say it’s a fucking huge turn-on. Which is lucky, because there isn’t a single other feature about the asshole that I like.


    He pulls my head around, breaking my thoughts, and places a possessive kiss to my lips, making it clear that I’m his. My body might be, but my mind is anything but. Call me weak, or call me an opportunist, but make sure you also call me smart, because I know how to keep myself safe, and sharing a bed with pure evil is a guarantee of protection I need amongst these men. There isn’t much I wouldn’t do to save from ending up back on the street, shivering in the corner of an alley, and totally out of my depth when it comes to how to survive. I might not like the people around me much, but I’m still grateful for what they gave me—life.


    “Something on your mind?” Gunter asks, running his fingers over the side of my neck.


    I lean into his touch, trapping his fingers and stilling them. “I catch myself thinking sometimes, wondering what would it be like if I didn’t have you to look out for me.” It’s the honest truth, but I’m not as concerned about it as he’d like to think. If push came to shove I’m could look after myself, but it’s a situation I’d like to avoid if I can.


    “Never letting you out of my sight, girl, so don’t waste your time thinking about the what ifs.” He pulls me down, tucking my head to his chest to signal the conversation is over, but as I close my eyes and listen to the steady beat of his heart, my mind refuses to part with the memories so quickly. I squint harder, trying to press the words into the darkest corner of my mind, but he’s there, talking, telling me things I still believe he meant. Even now.


    “Go to your room, sweetheart.”


    I look up to the face of a man I love like a father, a man I know would never hurt me. “Why?”


    “I gotta talk to your parents for a while—adult stuff.”


    I scowl at him, frustrated that he still treats me like a child. I’m a teenager now, a young adult. I’m almost a woman. Why can’t he see it? “You’re not being fair.”


    “Life’s not fair, sugar. Now be a good girl and go to your room, and Ryan?”


    I turn back to him, this big, bad man that my daddy tells me people are afraid of. Yet I can’t see it—I never do. “What?”


    “No matter what you hear, you stay in your room. Don’t come out until I holler for you. And if I don’t, and you get scared, then you run. You don’t come in here, you don’t look back—you just run away, okay?”


    I frown, confused. Why would he want me to run? But my questions are cut short, the words forever held in my throat as my parents re-enter the living room carrying beer and snacks. I look to my mom, my dad, and something twists in my chest, an emotion I’ve never felt before. I’m afraid—for them. But still, the man beside me loves me, and he treats me like his daughter. We’re safe with him; we always have been. “I think I might go to bed,” I announce to the room, looking the big, bad wolf right in the eye.


    “Okay, honey. I’ll be up to see you soon.” My mother smiles, making me a promise she’ll never keep. Only she doesn’t know it yet. She’s ignorant to the danger staring us right in the eye.


    I leave the room, aware I’m walking away from more than a simple family meeting, but what can I do?


    After all, I’m just a kid.


    Twelve years ago, I thought my life was over for good. I’d lost everything: my mother, my father, and any slim hope I’d had at ever living a ‘normal’ civilian life. The news reported it as a ‘home invasion’ gone wrong. What they didn’t know was that there was no invasion—that the man was welcomed into our house with open arms.


    He was, after all, family—my Uncle Harris. He wasn’t a biological uncle, but my father had treated him as blood since before I was born. He would recount tales of the trouble him and Harris got up to in their youth: riding their dirt bikes illegally, stealing dollar sodas from the local grocer, and earning money by selling cigarettes Harris took to school to the other kids. The two of them spent every summer together, forming a friendship so tight it spanned through their adult years, even though their paths went in vastly different directions after graduation.


    If you believed the spin the papers had on the home invasion story, Harris had come in to our house looking for cash, and when my parents failed to co-operate, he murdered the ‘working-class couple’ before setting fire to the place to cover his tracks. After all, why would a man who knew the inside of the local prison intimately be associating with people who didn’t have so much a speeding ticket to their name? Narrow minded doesn’t begin to explain what those reporters were.


    But, when there’s only speculation and hearsay, it’s easy for the media to create the most obvious explanation for something so brutal and shocking. One thing I’ve learnt in my short life is that nothing is ever what it seems at face value. If the answers are too readily found, or the explanation too obvious, chances are there’s something else hidden in the corners that needs to be uncovered.


    On that particular night, the thing in the corner of our yard was me. And the man who uncovered me barely surviving on the street three days later was a thug by the name of Hank the Shank—Tommy and Gunter’s father.


    The public system had failed me. The investigators never bothered to follow up on my whereabouts when my body didn’t turn up in the ashes of the fire, because why bother when there was nobody asking for the answer? Aside from Harris, the only family I knew of was distant grandparents in Ireland. I still don’t know to this day why they never looked for me, or maybe they did? Perhaps they came too late, long after I’d fled into the night with nothing more than a bundle of questions resting on my shoulders.


    Instead, it was the people I’d been raised to believe were the bad guys, the outlaws, who became my saving grace. Those spat on by society were the people who took me in when they didn’t have to and who gave me a new life. Hank picked me up, drove me home, and gave me something I hadn’t had for several nights—my own bed.


    A family.


    The court finally ruled that my parents weren’t the only victims, that I, their teenage daughter, had also been lost to the fire that night. Another gross error, but this time funded by the kind of people whose pockets are deep for that exact reason—so they can manipulate the facts to suit their purposes, their needs. People like the men Hank worked with. People who repaid loyalty with underhanded favors that meant I could move on creating a new life, if only for a little while before the old caught up to the new.


    Because that guy who paid the courts off? His name was Mike—Big Mike if you weren’t on close terms with him. And according to Eddie, he knew a thing or two about me, and about Harris. Small world, huh? Problem is, Big Mike’s now six feet under, and the answers to my past? Well, they’re locked away in Eddie’s head, and Eddie doesn’t like sharing, no matter what you offer him in return. No matter what.


    “Why won’t you tell me, Eddie?” I kneel down before his chair, begging with my eyes. “I just want to know why he did it.”


    “’Cause if I told you, love, I’d be lettin’ on more than I’m willing to share.”


    “Then tell me, is Harris still alive? Is he still a part of that club?”


    His hard eyes scrutinize my every move, tracking my hand as I place it on his leg and run my palm up the inside of his thigh. My gut coils at what I’m doing, how desperate I am, but I need to know. “You go near that club, sweet’eart,” he warns, “and they’ll bloody well take their fill of ya. Use you up good an’ proper before they stick a bullet through your head.”


    “Is he alive?” I press.


    “No, love. That much I’ll give ya.” He reaches out and gently removes my hand, dropping it past his knee as though it were no more than a piece of trash. “Now stop tryin’ to make promises you won’t fulfill. I ain’t tellin’ you nuthin’.”


    A pair of steel-toed boots knock me in the leg, snapping me from my daze. Two of Gunter’s friends take up the previously vacant sofa beside us, falling into the seat cushions with that casual arrogance only men like them have. They’re feral, unrestrained by social custom or the law, and totally governed by their own rules. The arm around me tightens—even Gunter doesn’t trust the people he runs with. What a life we lead.


    “Much going on?” Taylor asks in his British accent, beady eyes looking past us to the people outside. The guy creeps me out, from his crooked teeth courtesy of one too many fights, to his hard set jaw, right down to his jeans that never see the inside of a washing machine until they’ve damn near changed color.


    I move my leg away from his greasy clothes as Easy re-enters the room. He takes a seat to our left, opposite Taylor, who Gunter’s now talking with. My eyes meet Easy’s, and we stare at one another for what feels like an age before his lips part ever so slightly to give me a sardonic smile. I twist out of Gunter’s hold, intent on getting as far away from Easy and Taylor as I can, when Easy’s thick cockney accent stops me dead.


    “Runnin’ away so soon, teacup?”


    “I’m thirsty,” I say weakly, thumbing toward the kitchen.


    “It can wait, can’t it?”


    I flash my gaze to Gunter, silently asking for help. He glances between the two of us before Taylor pulls him back into conversation. Screaming on the inside, I close my eyes and draw a deep breath, setting my sights back on Easy when I open them again. “Are you here alone tonight?” I ask. “I’d hoped to see Leticia with you.”


    He smirks at the mention of his very on-again, off-again girlfriend. “She was feeling a tad under the weather.”


    Too bruised to show her face in public, more like. “Shame. It’s been a while since we’ve caught up.” The girl’s nice enough, just naïve as fuck. I mean, she’s still with Easy, convinced he has it in him to change.


    “Maybe next weekend, yeah?”


    “Maybe.” I thumb toward the kitchen again. “Gonna get that drink now.”


    Easy’s lips part in a sick smile that comes off as more of a grimace on his scarred face. I take a step backward and turn smack-bang into a solid chest. Damn it.


    “I’ve just arrived and me favorite gal is runnin’ away?” Eddie takes hold of my upper arms, steadying me on my feet.


    I’d been so focused on getting distance between Easy and myself without any confrontation that I never noticed the boss enter the room.


    “I’m off to get a drink, Eddie.” I ply him with my best smile. “Would you like me to get you one, too?”


    His hands slip from my arms and rough fingers caress the line of my jaw. “Sure, love. You’re a good girl, ain’t ya?”


    “Always.” I push up on my toes to give the serpent a kiss on the cheek, Easy’s gaze boring into me as I do. “Got to look after my favorite boys.” The lie burns the tip of my tongue, the deception so natural it sickens me. “Anybody else for a cold one while I’m in there?”


    Easy and Taylor shake their heads. Gunter just stares, well aware I would have grabbed him one without having to be asked.


    “Off you go then,” Eddie says, tipping his head toward the kitchen. “I’m feelin’ rather parched.”


    I sneak another look at Gunter, and feel a little cheated when I find him already back in the conversation he’s having with Taylor. I’m not sure what I was after, though. A smile perhaps? A little wink? Something that tells me he appreciates me? Instead, he’s too engrossed talking about giving some Asian run supermarket a scare to even care about the fact I’m stuck in the pits of hell between these men. Not that it would matter. Eddie’s the man in charge, and Easy’s his damn pit bull, snarling at his side. Nobody questions them—not when they hold the lion’s share of power in these parts.


    Not even a man as physically overbearing as Gunter.


    I head toward the kitchen, unsettled by the unwarranted disappointment I have towards Gunter’s lack of real affection. He’s always touching me, holding me close, but I know without a shadow of a doubt that’s more about him looking good than how he feels about me. I’m the prize, the pretty girl, but mostly the possession. I want more. I want to be flattered by the simplest smile, hold a secret conversation with the man I love. I want to be appreciated, not owned. Treasured, not kept.


    Just preferably not by him.


    “Ryan,” Eddie calls, stopping me right before the door to the kitchen. “Smile, love. A scowl ain’t a pretty look on ya.”


    I give him a broad tight-lipped smile, figting to keep the sarcasm out of it before turning and carrying on my way. I hate taking orders from him, but what am I to do? He’s the boss, and the man everybody looks to for direction. He’s old enough to be my father, battle hardened from a life of violence, fighting for his beliefs. Beliefs that are so intrinsically different to what I hold true in my heart that I often wonder how the hell I manage to lie straight at night.


    Still, a girl’s got to do what a girl’s got to do if she wants to find out why she’s an orphan. And for me, that means hanging around these assholes long enough to find Eddie’s weakness and unlock the answers. At least, that’s what I tell myself every damn time I find myself wallowing in the deep end with these sharks—it’s the only thing that keeps me afloat when I feel as though I can no longer keep treading water; the hope that all this will be worth it. The hope that knowing why Harris shot my parents will fill that aching void inside of me.


    The hope that one day, I can figure out how the hell to stop grieving things that cannot be undone and learn to move past the crippling pain of betrayal.


    


    

  


  
    



    EYE ON THE PRIZE


    Bronx


    Melting into the shadows, I find myself a quiet spot out the front of the house to watch what’s going down, partially obscured by a truck parked on the lawn. Easy paces the fence line, furiously typing on his phone with both thumbs. He wears the same shit as he has every night I’ve seen him at the Red Lion: white wife-beater, fucking hideous Union Jack suspenders, and a pair of acid wash jeans leading down to his boots. His arms are small—at least in comparison to mine—but strong. Swastikas and the SS logo are clearly tattooed on his flesh, crude and rough from what was probably an amateur job.


    Tommy exits the modest brick house and strides across to where Easy pauses and leans into the low fence. He hangs about thumbs in pockets while the older skinner finishes with his message and pockets the phone. They talk between themselves for a moment before Easy flicks his head and they move toward the driveway, past me. Pulling my phone from my back pocket, I feign interest in the damn thing as they approach. I couldn’t even tell you what passes by on the screen. The more I try to focus, the more my thoughts wander. All I know, is that I’m not paying attention to the conversation these two men are having, which is what I should be doing.


    Instead my train of thought is somewhere inside the house, circling around a woman with the sharpest fucking blue eyes I’ve seen on a dark-haired bitch. I recognize her from the Lion, but until now I hadn’t realized she belonged to one of those skinhead fucks. Guess I’d always been too busy just watching her to care.


    “Same shit as always, in the same spot, yeah?” Easy smacks Tommy on the arm, stopping him dead in his tracks a few feet before me. “And don’t give them too much this time,” he instructs. “They’re greedy fuckers when ya don’t watch them.”


    Tommy nods, taking a set of keys from Easy. “Yeah, I got it.”


    “Top work, Tommy-boy. Be back here soon. No fuckin’ around in my car.”


    Tommy shakes his head, walking away. I drop my gaze back to my phone as Easy spins on the spot, facing the house. A beat passes before a set of scuffed cherry-red Doc Marten boots come into view in my peripheral. I pocket the device in my hand with a sigh, lifting my head to catch Easy’s frown.


    “What you doin’ out here, boy?”


    I stifle a laugh—the guy has to be no more than a year my senior, and yet he’s calling me boy. Too many gangster movies for this east-end hooligan.


    “I was mindin’ my own business,” I answer, shoving my hands in my jean pockets. “That’s what I was doin’.”


    Easy’s gaze narrows, nostrils flaring as he cases me out. “Haven’t seen you here before. Who you with?”


    “Horse.”


    His top lip curls in a snarl. “That old man?”


    “Got a problem with him?”


    “Got a problem with the pretty picture he likes to wear on ’is back.”


    Interesting. “How so?”


    “None of ya business.”


    I shake my head, pushing off the wall I’d been leaning on. “If I remember rightly, you came up to me and asked who I’m here with. Now you’re tellin’ me you have a problem with a friend of mine, and on top of that, you’re tellin’ me it’s none of my business?”


    “’Cause it ain’t. You got a reason to be ’ere tonight?”


    “Do I need one?”


    He crosses his arms over his barrel chest, and snorts. “Only narks and thieves ’ave no reason to show up when they’re not invited. You a nark, boy? A thief?”


    Both. “Just a guy looking for a place to score.”


    Easy shifts between his feet, hooking his thumbs in the belt loops of his jeans as he pulls his head back with an arrogant sneer. “You’ve come to the right place, then.”


    “So I was told.” I thumb toward the house. “Horse, remember?”


    “What you after? Gram? An ’alf?”


    “Half.” I hold his stare, waiting for him to decide I’m genuine.


    He grinds his jaw, left, and then right. “Trust you have the readies?”


    “Flush as, brother.”


    He jerks his head toward the front door. “Inside with ya, then. You can wait in the kitchen.”


    I nod, holding out my hand to gesture for him to go first. We may have agreed on a deal, but I’m no fool—the guy would stab me in the back as fast as he dealt the goods, given half a reason. I’m not game to find out what kind of bullshit he counts as one.


    Easy heads indoors, given a wide clearance by the bouncer at the door. The thick-necked asshole moves enough to give me a hard time passing, body blocking me so I’m forced to turn sideways to get in. I hesitate in front of him, jammed against the doorframe in the tight space, and run my tongue slowly along my top teeth. “I get the feelin’ you have a soft spot for me, sweetheart.”


    He leans forward, crushing my back into the hard edge of the timber frame. Flashing him a grin, I slip out from between him and the door and step around the corner of the front hall into the kitchen. A group of women stop their conversation, eyeing me as I enter.


    “Evening.”


    They give me a sideways glance and scarper, leaving me to wait out Easy alone. Suits me just fine. Pulling a beer from the fridge, I lean back against the door and praise the fact somebody finally had enough brains to get twist-tops. The drink is cool on my throat, filling my need to do something with my hands while I wait.


    What exactly were Tommy and Easy talking about? The same shit in the same place. Makes me think Easy gets the kid to do regular drops for him. Why the kid? Does he manage to get around relatively unnoticed? Or is it simply a case of passing the dirty work on to the lackeys?


    My troublesome train of thought is derailed when the Nazi girl walks in to the room, completely oblivious she has company until she comes to a stop before me. Lifting those clear blue eyes, she frowns at my choice of leaning post.


    “Excuse me.”


    She’s even more breathtaking up close. A fucking inked rose amongst a bed of thorns. I eye the images etched into her flesh, all the way from her throat to her wrist. I make no show of hiding it, either. What the fuck a girl like her is doing mixed up with animals like these, I don’t know. But I hope like fuck it doesn’t mean the girl’s just as screwed up in the head as they are, believing in white supremacy, the superior race, and all that bullshit.


    If a pretty face like hers hides an ugly soul like that, then I give up. There really is no hope for finding the perfect woman.


    I take a step to the left, watching her as she opens the fridge door and pulls out two bourbon and cokes. She’s sexy in an understated way, most of her flesh covered by a pair of skin-tight jeans, with combat boots loosely laced over the top, and a shredded Slipknot T-shirt. In fact, the T-shirt’s about the sexiest thing she wears with how the slashes in the fabric allow me glimpses of her chest.


    Her eyes glance up to mine again as she tucks the bottles inside her left arm, closing the fridge with her right hand. “Seen enough yet?”


    I run my eyes down her face, memorizing how full her painted lips are. “You’re not blonde,” I say, gesturing to her hair with the neck of my bottle.


    “No, I’m not,” she replies, taking a step back. “Sorry to burst your bubble if you have a preference.”


    “I don’t.” Her gaze meets mine again. “Have a preference,” I explain. “Just thought you’d have to be the chosen race, all blonde and blue-eyed to hang with those fuckheads out there.”


    Her gaze narrows, her brow pulling in. “You enjoying the hospitality of one of those fuckheads?” She points to my drink with her free hand.


    I glance down at the beer, a smirk on my lips. “Thinking about hittin’ the road after this one. Things aren’t turnin’ out how I’d hoped.”


    “Sounds like that would be a good idea . . . for you.” She presses her lips together in a tight smile and turns to leave.


    “Is that meant to be a warnin’, darlin’?” I push off the wall and take a step towards her, right into the cloud of vanilla she left in her wake.


    “I guess it is, yeah.”


    “What’s a girl like you doin’ mixed up with the likes of them anyway?”


    “A girl like me?” She turns, a smile on her face. “Who’s to say they’re not mixed up with me? What makes you think I’m the innocent party in all of this?” She plants the bottles in her grasp on the counter, and crosses her arms over her chest. Her forearms sit underneath her tits, pushing the damn things up and at me.


    She has to be doing it on purpose—has to.


    “Never said you were innocent,” I rasp, licking the corner of my lips.


    “What were you saying then?” She steps forward, her head tipping back so she can hold my gaze this damn close.


    Fucking vanilla, everywhere.


    “They treat you real good?” I ask. “I know what ignorant assholes like that do with their women. Bet it’s a rare day if they let you think for yourself, huh, sweetheart?”


    Anger flashes in her gaze, her brow furrowing for the briefest of seconds. “You shouldn’t assume,” she says.


    “Because it makes an ass out of you and me,” I finish with a roll of my eyes.


    “Yeah, it does.” Her small hand shoves me square in the breastbone. “And right now, you’re being an ass.”


    “Darlin’, you’ll know when I’m bein’ an ass. I’m simply tryin’ to let you know I’d treat you like a fuckin’ princess if you were my girl.”


    “Well, I’m not, am I?” She snatches the bottles up, scowling. “You’d be lucky to hold on to a girl like me, let alone get her in the first place.”


    “Who’s bein’ an ass now?” I snap as she turns to leave.


    Her shoulders drop. “Always the good-looking ones,” she murmurs, dropping her head back and staring up at the ceiling. “God, can you please just this once, send me a man who’s sexy as hell without his head jammed up his own ass?”


    She called me ‘sexy as hell’. Hashtag winning.


    “While you’re at it, God,” I chime in, “can you send me a hot-as-fuck woman who doesn’t already have some douchebag boyfriend?”


    She turns, flashing me a cheeky smile. “You’re such a badass, aren’t you?” Her eyebrow cocks, teasing.


    “Extremely badass.” My eyes narrow and I give her my best ‘give me a try’ smile.


    The girl dips her chin, fidgeting with the drinks in her hand. “Look, friend to friend, watch who you’re insulting around here. You’re new, so I won’t say anything to those ‘fuckheads’ about your opinion tonight, but don’t expect me to cover your ass every time.”


    “Like that, is it?” So the girl’s their snitch. Shame. She really is too pretty for that lot, but if her loyalty is tied, then the trouble is most definitely not worth it. At least . . . I think not. Fuck, is it?


    “Yeah, it’s like that,” she confirms. Her gaze lifts to mine, and I marvel just how beautiful she is all over again. “Thing is, I like my face how it is. I start keeping secrets,” she says, tipping her head toward the living room, “then I risk having one of them rearrange it for me.” She leans in close and winks. “I’d kind of like to avoid that scenario if it’s all good with you.”


    My blood simmers beneath the surface, the thought of any one of those fuckers laying a hand on her awakening something dark and carnal inside. Not that I could ever act on it if she’s dead set on staying their girl. Work out how to fix that another night.


    “Anyway, I better get these to the boys before they get warm.” She nods to the drinks tucked in her arm.


    “And I better get back to enjoying my anonymous host’s generous hospitality,” I reply, lifting my beer.


    “He’s not anonymous. Eddie’s right through there.” She nods towards the living room again. “But I’d just enjoy your drink in solitude if I were you. He’s not one who likes people he doesn’t know interrupting his down time.” She gives me a knowing smile and turns away, heading through the door and out of sight.


    I clench the neck of my beer in my fist, still burning about the idea they’d beat her up simply for listening to me talk smack about them and not reporting back. They’re every part the sick fuckers I assumed neo-Nazis to be, and what’s more, my target’s sitting out there, one of them. I edge toward the doorway, intent on snatching a look at the guy who’s my reason for being here in the first place, when a nagging feeling in the pit of my gut stops me short.


    How obvious would that look? Hot girl walks out with drinks in hand after taking longer than she should to walk to the fridge and back, and then I stick my ugly mug out the door. I’d be throwing her under the bus before I’ve even made ground with them. The better part of me, the piece still upholding of a sense of right and wrong, couldn’t live with that.


    Her face isn’t one I want to see swollen with bruises—especially if I’m the reason behind it.


    As though on cue, Easy enters the kitchen through the same door, eyeballing the room behind him as though confused why she was in here with me. He marches up to where I stand, frowning at the beer I’m holding.


    “What you’re after,” he announces, holding a tiny snap-lock bag before me between two fingers.


    I reach for the goods, only to have him snatch the tiny package out of my grasp.


    “Show us the dough.”


    His eyes track the movement of my hands as I produce my wallet and place three bills on the counter. He nods his head, taking the tens and dropping the bag on the counter. Average rate.


    “Pleasure doing business with ya.” He whacks me a healthy slap on the back, and then thumbs at the goods. “Come find me when you’re done—let me know what ya think.”


    I meet his keen stare, well aware of what he’s asking me. If I were a fraud, I’d pocket the dust and leave, much like I’d hoped to. But he’s challenging me, testing how addicted I am. If I were a true junkie, I’d be tipping this out while we spoke, diving in and throwing any rules of social convention aside.


    I pick the baggie up, fumbling with my thick fingers to open the seal without spilling the lot. “Sure thing.”


    No sooner has he left the room, than I find a clean spot on the counter and carefully tip half the contents out into a small pile. Using one of my credit cards, I cut the goods into two neat lines, albeit thin, and roll a twenty. One of the girls from the bonfire enters the room, heading straight for the fridge and ignoring the fact I’m about to down this shit in plain view. I freeze—the realization I’m standing in a crack house preparing to get high again smacks me in the face like a bucket of ice water. Of course she doesn’t care. Everybody does it in plain view. It’s not anything unusual in a place like this.


    I’m what’s unusual in a place like this.


    I’m stare at the dust, telling myself I should take it to shake this filthy feeling, of living my life as a fraud. But if I start actually justifying the use like that, when will it stop? Is this how Ty started? Longing a few precious moments where he didn’t detest himself so much?


    Fuck it—it’s one night.


    The hit is quicker each time I down this shit, finding its way through my system like an old friend visiting my home. By the time I’ve cleared away the residue and pocketed the second half for later, the drug is doing its job, giving me a comforting feeling of being enough. The admission pains me to make, but I can totally see why Ty got hooked on this shit. When your world is full of cheats and liars, finding something that genuinely makes you feel good about yourself is rare—the Holy Grail.


    Some bury their pain with alcohol, others with the distraction of a good-looking woman, but a few will chase that satisfaction only a dance with the Devil’s disease can bring.


    And I’m clearly becoming one of them.


    


    

  


  
    



    FIGHT NIGHT


    Ryan


    Gunter’s still deep in conversation with Taylor, talking about some bullshit theory of the Nazi regime. Same old shit, every time. I nestle closer to his broad chest, tucking my hands between my head and his sternum, and watching Eddie as he explains the finer details of how to expand his network of mules to Easy. They’re discussing the viability of using body packers—junkies who stuff themselves full of drug packages to cart them through sticky areas like across a border. I hate the idea they’d use people like that, let alone the thought of what would happen to those people if things went wrong. A package bursts, the mule dies, and these assholes would leave their body to liquefy in the sweltering sun on a roadside somewhere, denying all association. What an end to a life.


    Gunter’s arm shifts across my back, his shoulders moving with his gestures while he speaks. I close my eyes, the murmur of his deep voice beneath my ear as I listen to Eddie talk, and commit every detail of the conversation to memory. I’m invisible to them, a pretty face, nobody to be feared. But they’re wrong, so wrong, and by the time they realize that, they would have pushed me too far.


    The only damn thing tethering me to these assholes is the knowledge Eddie can unlock the secrets of my past. I’ll forever be in Hank’s debt for picking me up that night, but without him around I’ve never felt any true obligation to stay living with his sons. I was always free to leave, but I choose to stay, because staying with Gunter means staying close to Eddie. Sure, it hurts a little when Gunter whispers the words ‘I love you’ for only me to hear. I’m lying to him, pretending I return the sentiment, but I don’t. I can’t. Gunter’s a brainwashed giant, incapable of understanding anything other than the pull of basic human instincts: eat, kill, sleep. He’s Eddie’s perfect foot soldier, believing in the rights of the white to reign supreme, and that’s just something I’ll never come to terms with.


    Every person should be treated as an equal . . . except for those who believe otherwise.


    I open my eyes when Gunter jolts forward, tipping me off balance. He breaks conversation when he realizes he’s almost dropped me on the floor, hoisting me onto his legs again with a strong arm around my waist. “Sorry, sugar.”


    “It’s okay.” I give his chest a pat, and resume watching Eddie.


    It’s easy to pretend I care about the big idiot. I’ll never love him like he wants, but I’ve always felt affection for Gunter. He’s like that over-sized dog, which as much as it irritates the hell out of you for stepping on your feet and getting in the way of your legs, you’ll always have a soft spot for it. Because how can you not when as huge and overbearing as they are, everything they do is done out of misplaced love for you?


    Movement across the room snags my attention, and I look up as the arguing couple from earlier fly into the room in a blur of color. They scream at each other, the girl waving her finger in the guy’s face as she hollers something about being unfaithful at him. He whips his hand back, striking her across the face with a firm backhand. She drops to her knees, instantly subdued, and sobs. Drunk love.


    Gunter’s shaking chest jiggles me as he laughs quietly to himself. “About fucking time.”


    I move to go to her, check she’s okay, when his arm tightens around me. “Leave it, Ryan. Bitch got what she deserved, disrespecting her man in public like that.”


    Anger flashes through me in a hot wave, gone as quickly as it arrived. There’s no point getting mad, no use trying to fight about it when Gunter’s surrounded by half a dozen men who think exactly the same way. I’m outnumbered, and massively under-qualified by their standards to take them on in a battle of morals.


    I look across to the girl again as she pushes up to stand. Her hands are shaking as she brings them to her hair, smoothing her ponytail down, and then running her palms over the front of her clothing. Her man’s long gone, clearly not concerned with what he’s done to her. She looks around the room, catching my eye and breaking the contact as her chin drops to her chest. I feel disgusted that in this place, among these people, she needs to feel ashamed. Of what? That her man just hit her? The anger that she should be showing swells within me instead, heating my flesh once more as she starts toward the front door, presumably to go after her guy.


    But the feeling quickly washes away when I lock my gaze on to the person who’s walked out of the kitchen—the sexy-as-fuck guy from the Lion who I spoke to not even half an hour ago. My rage subsides to a mixture of lust and panic. I’m relishing the chance to look him over again, to feast my eyes on what my hands only wish to have a chance at, but at the same time I’m silently freaking out because the idiot is walking our way. What the hell?


    Did he not get it when I told him to stay away? His sights are on Easy, his expression stern and focused. What the hell does he think he’s doing? His gaze catches mine as I shift around to face him, and the intense look he gives me with those damn brown eyes does nothing short of devour me right where I’m sitting on my boyfriend’s lap.


    I fight back a sudden urge to leap off Gunter and tell him we’re through.


    Suicide if you did, girl.


    Pre-empting things turning to shit like they have so many times before when users have approached Eddie’s inner circle, I pick up the closest empty bottle I can find and hot-foot it toward him. His brow furrows as I approach, only just visible in my peripheral. I daren’t look directly at him for fear of giving away what I’m doing. I have no doubt Gunter’s watching me.


    My skin begins to slick as I close the final steps between the mystery guy and myself. Seconds slow to hours.


    Our strides cross, my shoulder level with his, and I drop the bottle, right on cue and right on his foot. “I’m so sorry,” I profess for our spectators to hear. As he bends down beside me to retrieve the bottle, I catch a whiff of his scent and my heart stutters; musky cologne, petrol, and wood smoke—an intoxicating combination. God, I hope I can pull this off. “Outside. Now,” I hiss through clenched teeth as he passes me the bottle, straightening up.


    His eyes narrow for a fraction of a second, his thumb lingering over mine as I take the bottle from him. He blinks, slowly, and it’s the cue I need that he understands.


    My feet kick back into action, carrying me to the kitchen so I can ditch the bottle and hook through the adjoining washroom door to duck out the side of the house. My eyes take a moment to adjust to the dark, the light from the bonfire in the back yard flashing against the fence intermittently. I step carefully along the narrow space between the wall of the brick house and the fence, doing my best not to stand on any of the junk that litters the lawn and cause a commotion. I’m mere steps from rounding the corner of the building when a large shadow cuts all light from the bonfire, sending the area into black and forcing me to shoot a hand out to the fence to steady myself. The silhouette is as black as night, the features hidden by the backlight of the fire, but my nose tells me without a shade of a doubt who it is.


    He smells so damn good.


    “Why did you do that?” The sexy stranger steps into the walk space, closing the gap between us to less than an arms length. I itch to reach out and touch him, but cross my arms over my chest instead, pressing the knuckles of my left hand to my lips.


    “What the fuck did you think you were doing?” I ask. “I told you to stay away.”


    “Never have liked bein’ told what to do.”


    “Jesus,” I mutter under my breath, turning and slumping against the brick of the house. “You’re suicidal, you know that?”


    He chuckles, his face still hidden in the dark. “Was,” he corrects. “Tried that once, didn’t work.”


    My chest tightens at his candid admission. I feel hurt that he’d try to do such a thing. Why?


    “Tell me,” he asks, moving closer still. “Why do you care so much what I’m doin’?” His legs brushes against mine as he comes to a stop directly before me. “You goin’ to go back and snitch?” In his new position the fire outlines the strong profile of his face.


    I lift my hand to touch his jaw, and drop it quickly when I realize what I’m doing. “I’m not a snitch.” I’d never do anything like that to help those bastards.


    “How do I know?” He raises his left arm, placing a hand to the wall beside my head, boxing me in.


    My eyes roam his inked flesh. “You’ll have to trust me on that one,” I say, quiet and breathy.


    Conversation nears to our left, in the back yard. I turn my head to check we aren’t about to have company, my heart picking up speed. His breath tickles my ear as he leans in, placing his lips close to my ear to whisper, “I can’t help but wonder”—his nose caresses the shell of my ear—“if you taste as good as you smell.”


    Holy hell. The voices from the yard move away, yet my heart keeps a rapid tempo, my pulse pounding in my temple as I try to decide what the hell I’m supposed to say to that. He saves me the hassle by speaking again.


    “Guess I’ll never find out though.” He steps back and the cool night air rushes between us.


    I stare him dead in the eye. “Why?”


    He smirks, his arm still pinned beside my head. “Come on, darlin’. You’re not that stupid.”


    “Because of him,” I mutter to myself. Damn Gunter. Damn myself for sabotaging my chances by choosing to be with man I don’t want. “It’s complicated,” I try to explain. “You wouldn’t understand.”


    “You’re right,” he agrees. “I don’t.” His gaze roams my face, lingering on my lips. “You’re a beautiful girl, but obviously not very smart.”


    I glare at the guy. As insanely turned on as I am by him, he has no right to pass judgment like that. “Neither are you if that’s your assumption of me.”


    His chest shakes with the gentle rumble of his laughter. “So feisty.” He pulls his arm away, stepping full back so he leans on the fence opposite me. “You’ve got a lot of pent up anger in there, huh?” He points his thick finger toward my head. “I got ways for you to burn that off.” The cocky bastard winks at me.


    And I blush like a fucking schoolgirl.


    Dropping my chin to hide my face behind my hair, I utter out what I hopes sounds like a disgusted, “I bet you do.”


    His boots move closer, and he wraps his hand around the side of my neck, using his thumb to lift my face. “You decide to leave that asshole, you come find me, huh?”


    I snort. “Good one. How can I do that when I don’t know your name?”


    He drags the pad of his thumb across my bottom lip, his nostrils flaring as he does. “You’ll know what it is soon enough.”


    I stare after him as he turns away and leaves me hanging there, wondering what the hell he meant by that. What does he want from Easy? Or Eddie? Why is he here?


    Why do I care?


    


    

  


  
    



    CONFLICTION


    Bronx


    Her skin, so soft. Her smell, so good. And her concern, so confusing. Why does she care so much about if I start shit or not? Logic would say she’s doing it solely to protect her best interests, but my gut screams something else. She fucking likes me, I know it. I can feel it, and that excites me no end. Like it shouldn’t.


    But damn. She’s fucking gorgeous.


    I look to where she slipped inside through the side door, and pull in a deep breath before turning away and heading for the bonfire. The pressure in my chest is familiar. It’s the same damn buzz building that I get when I push myself those extra reps at the gym, the same pressure that wells up when I start a mismatched fight with a bigger opponent. It’s my drive to win, my motivation to better my odds kicking in. Only this time it’s over a girl. A God damn girl. The caveman in me wants to knock her over the head and drag her from under that skinhead asshole’s nose while I beat my chest like a fucking animal. But the lover in me wants to spend countless hours sweet-talking her and bringing her around softly.


    I’ve got fuck all chance of pulling off either.


    I snatch a drink from the steel drum and find a position near the flames on an upturned crate. A guy to my right watches me look around in vain to find something to crack the bottle on, and offers a bright green opener my way.


    “You think they’d get twist-tops,” he muses.


    I nod, chuckling. “Or in the least I’d carry somethin’ to open a fuckin’ beer with.” He gives me a wry grin and takes the opener from my hand. “Thanks.”


    “No sweat.”


    We each go back to our neutral state, staring into the flames as we sip on our brews. I straighten out my right leg, and pull the small bag from my jean pocket, palming it as I consider the need. I could throw this shit in the fire, walk away and remind myself I’m not that guy, that I don’t do hard drugs. But that feeling, that buzz, that freedom. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever known.


    The guy beside me watches from the corner of his eye as he takes a scull of his beer. I nod at him, and figure I may as well make the most of it given I’ve paid for the shit. I can start afresh tomorrow, find a way to make myself a familiar face that doesn’t require constant dealing with Easy. I set my beer down between my feet, and carefully open the small bag, squeezing the opening so it balloons into an oval. Forming the shape on an ‘L’ with my left hand, I gently shake half of the contents onto the dip between my forefinger and thumb. Clasping the bag in my right hand, I block a nostril and inhale the dust off my flesh. It bites, and then numbs, taking hold with the skilled hands of a professional and easing my anxiety. I shake out the last of the gear and repeat the actions, all under the scrutiny of my neighbor.


    “Got any more?” he asks as I inhale the last of the residue from my hand.


    I shake my head. “Sorry, man.”


    “Can I take the bag?” His eyes are fixed to the crumpled slip of plastic in my hand.


    “Sure.” I hand it over and watch as he wets his fingertip, then proceeds to clean out whatever he can get off the inside of the bag, pressing it to his gums after each sweep.


    My shoulders set watching the guy—this is what I could become if I’m not careful. I could be just like him a year from now for all I know. I’d probably feel more appalled by it if the high hadn’t set in from what I’ve just inhaled.


    I pick up what’s left of my beer and down it in a single go before tossing the empty bottle into the flames. I’m still thinking about the guy beside me, about Ty and his addiction, and about the likelihood of me ending up the same when I stand and head back to the house. My thoughts are a million miles away, my false confidence assuring me I’d never end up addicted in that way, when I come close to bowling over somebody as I take the first step on to the back porch.


    “Can I help you, son?” Startled from my thoughts, I pull up fast, dangerously close to crashing into, of all people, Eddie. His eyes narrow on me as we face off.


    “Nah, I’m good.” I hold his gaze for a beat before continuing. “Thanks for the hospitality . . .” I play the part, pretending to have no idea who the asshole before me is.


    He takes the bait. “Eddie.” His eyes remain narrowed, suspicion raging in the colored flecks. “You’ll have to forgive me, son, but as much as I appreciate your polite gesture, I don’t have the slightest fuckin’ clue who you are.”


    “Just a man passin’ through.”


    “Everybody’s got a name,” Eddie retorts.


    I smile with my newfound chemical confidence. “Name’s Bronson.”


    He looks me over slowly, seemingly satisfied that I’m telling the truth. “And how the ’ell did you find out about this little get-together?” Eddie jams his hands in his pockets.


    “Word of mouth at the Lion.” My heart is dangerously close to beating itself right out of my fucking chest, but I steel my expression and concentrate on my words, trying not to show how shitfaced I am.


    Seven tense seconds pass before Eddie reacts, breaking his confrontational stance to laugh and slap me on the arm. “Manners,” he muses, nodding his head toward the living room. “Some of these fuckers could learn from you.” He tosses an arm around my shoulders, giving me a squeeze. “You like cars?”


    I crack a tentative smile, and nod. “Sure.”


    “’Course you do; every body likes cars. I’ve got a bit of a show and shine next month. You’ll be there, son.” Eddie jabs me in the chest to cement his point. He takes a moment to stare into my eyes. “Been looked after while you ’ere?”


    I nod again, feeling like one of those novelty dashboard toys. “Yeah.”


    “Need any more?”


    “Nah, I think I’m good.” Besides, I don’t want to know what obligations come with a ‘favor’ like that.


    I’m doomed to find out anyway. “’Ave one on me.” He grins a twisted promise as he reaches into the breast pocket of his polo shirt and pulls out a small bag of the good stuff.


    I look between him and it, craving what’s inside that plastic, but wary of what I’m entering into by taking it from him. Again, he robs me of the privilege of deciding what to do when he pushes it into the pocket of my jeans, all the while holding my gaze with sharp eyes.


    “Consider it a reward for ’aving such good manners.”


    Manners. Sure didn’t have many with me.


    


    

  


  
    



    HOME COMFORTS


    Bronx


    “How did it go last night?” King asks, pushing a drink along the bar towards me.


    “Easier than I thought.” I take hold of the bourbon and turn on the stool, looking out over the common room. “Makes me nervous.”


    “Why?”


    “Feel like I missed somethin’.”


    King takes a swig of his drink and stares off into space across the bar while he thinks something over. “You feel that this job’s too much, you better tell me now.”


    “It’s not.”


    “You don’t sound convinced.”


    I hesitate before answering, giving him all the confirmation he needs. “I have a habit of fuckin’ things up.”


    “Ty didn’t seem to think so.”


    “He’s too forgiving.” I turn slowly back to face the same way as King, fiddling with a loose corner of the label on my bottle. “I’m less lenient on my errors than he is.”


    I catch King in my peripheral, watching me closely. “Look, Bronx. If you’d done anything that made me question your suitability for this, I would have heard about it by now, right?”


    I shrug.


    “Right?” he presses.


    “Right.”


    “And I ain’t heard a thing. So that right there tells me that whatever the fuck you’re beatin’ yourself up over is a load of shit. We all make mistakes sometimes.”


    “I guess.”


    “But?”


    “But I think I’ll be gone for a while this time.” I spare a quick look his way, before returning my focus to the bottle in my hands. “If I want to earn their trust, they’ll be followin’ me before long, checkin’ me out. I’m not about to lead them back here.”


    “If you’re sure.” He takes a swig of his beer, staring off into nothing again.


    “Positive.”


    Elena enters the common room through the doors that lead out back, Dante in tow. She frowns King’s way and tugs Dante by the hand, heading upstairs.


    “How’s things going for you?” I ask, watching King’s boy and his mama make their way up the steps.


    King watches her leave the room, longing evident in his expression. “Complicated.”


    “She’s settled in, though?”


    “Think so. She hasn’t really said much either way.” He sighs, swirling what’s left of his drink in the bottle. “She blows hot and cold like a broken air conditioner. I never know what I’m goin’ to get.”


    I turn on my seat to face the bar again, resting my elbows on the top, the same as King. “How did you know she was worth it?”


    “How do you mean?” He casts me a sidelong glance.


    “She was Carlos’s woman, right?”


    King nods.


    “When did you decide she was worth the trouble, then? I mean, surely it was easier to just walk away?”


    “I could have.” King nods, staring across the bar again. “But I guess there just came a time when I knew I couldn’t walk away anymore. When all I thought about was Elena, I figured it was time to let her know that. What she did with that knowledge was her decision—I was just the mug who was along for the ride.”


    “But it didn’t work out?” Nobody is a stranger to the fights King and Elena have. Their relationship—if you could call it that—is volatile at the best of times, not aided by the fact Carlos would love to get his hands on the woman, just to show that he could.


    “Don’t know yet. Our road’s still got a ways to go.” King casts me a curious look. “What makes you ask?”


    Sharp blue eyes haunt my thoughts. “Nothin’.” I lift my drink, taking a ridiculously long time to take a meager sip.


    “Whose is she?” he asks, his eyes narrowed.


    “Who said there even is a she?” I say, my voice rising.


    “The fact you look like a teenage boy caught with his dick out over his dad’s Penthouse says there is.”


    “Fuck off.” Silence falls between us, and I risk a look in his direction.


    He stares at me, one eyebrow raised. “Well?”


    “Fuck. She’s Gunter’s.”


    “Who the fuck is Gunter?”


    I twist my lips to the side in thought. Who exactly is Gunter? It’s a good question. “I think he must be like us, the Butchers. He has to be the muscle. Fuckwit doesn’t look smart enough to be anythin’ else.”


    “But he’s trouble if you piss him off.”


    “Oh, yeah,” I reply without hesitation. “Lots.”


    King sighs, scrubbing both hands over his face. “You lot are more fuckin’ trouble than a house full of horny teenage boys. In fact, I think teenage boys would be easier to keep on task.”


    “Dude, you have to see her,” I try to explain. “She’s fuckin’ amazing.”


    “She could have a golden cooter for all I fuckin’ care,” King says, slapping his arms down on the bar top. “She’s still not worth it if it’s going to fuck up what we’re trying to achieve.”


    “Who says it will?” I frown, my back going stiff.


    “Because when there’s a woman involved, it always gets fucked up.” King growls, clenching his fists at the sides of his face. “Fuck this shit! Why does everything have to be so damned hard around here?” He slams both fists down on the bar, making our drinks jump. “Just sort it, Bronx. I’m serious. You screw this up and dump us in the shit because you’re thinkin’ with your cock in your hand, and I’ll fuckin’ put you to ground.”


    I raise both hands, silently apologizing. We all know he lost his head a few weeks back, and we’ve all seen him angry, but this level of impatience is new, even for him. Poor bastard’s probably got the biggest case of blue-balls waiting for Elena to soften up—figures.


    He spins off his stool and hesitates before laying a kick into the baseboard of the bar. The wood splinters under the pressure, but doesn’t break open. He clenches his jaw and growls at the damage, as though he expected more, before marching toward his office. The door swings closed with a resounding bang, the pictures on the wall either side shaking where they hang.


    “Sheesh. You pissed him off good,” Dog remarks, coming to stand beside me. “What did you say?”


    “Think it was more what I didn’t have to say,” I tell the prospect, pushing to stand. “Let him know I’ve gone when he shows his head, eh?”


    “Sure thing.” Dog nods.


    I’ve got some decisions to go make, and whatever I choose, I get the feeling I’m going to be letting somebody down. Yay, to be me.


    


    

  


  
    



    BED OF LIES


    Ryan


    three weeks later


    Ten-thirty and I’m home in bed, thanks to Gunter’s habit of getting himself kicked out of the bar because of a fight. Yep, just another night out at the Red Lion. The whole incident started because some chump looked at me for too long. If only Gunter knew I’d spent the night staring across the room at the sexy guy from the party. Maybe then he wouldn’t have cared so much about some kid who looked like he was barely old enough to drink, let alone fight.


    I knew the sexy kitchen-guy would be there, especially since he’s been a steady fixture at the place during the last few weeks. I overheard Eddie telling Easy he asked him to the next car show, and I’d be a fool to deny my heart soared a little knowing that. He called him Bronson. His name is Bronson. Said he seemed like too much of a straight arrow to be be simply out to score. Told Easy to look into him, dig a little on his history, and ask around.


    As much as I told Bronson to stay away from us, I’m regretting it. I hope his record comes back clear, free of any ties to people Eddie mind find conflicting to his ‘business endeavors’. I’m praying they let him in to the inner circle and that I get to see more of him. I’m selfish, thinking only of my own desires in this whole situation, but after talking with him at the crack house party, after hearing him whisper those things in my ear, he’s become more than my guilty pleasure. He’s no longer some nameless eye-candy—he’s a person. A man—a fucking fine one at that—and my nightly fantasy.


    Gunter can see I’m distracted. I haven’t been putting out as often, and I push his hands away when he tries to get grabby with me. I can’t stand the thought of him touching me like that anymore—especially when Bronson’s watching us. And he does watch. I catch him eyeing me over the length of his bottle as he takes a drink. I feel his eyes on me when I pass on my way to the ladies, and my skin sears every time. I’ve relieved the ache between my legs in the privacy of the stall more than once; closing my eyes and dreaming it’s his hands roaming my pussy, rubbing my clit, and bringing me to orgasm as I bite my lip to stop from crying out.


    I want him and if this growing determination has anything to do with it, I’m going to have him. I just need the information out of Eddie first and then I’ll cut myself free, walk away clean and do what Bronson said to—find him.


    Yet, there’s only so long I can avoid Gunter’s advances before it sets off alarm bells in the idiot’s head. So tonight, I caved. I bit back the pang of deceit and I promised him I’d make up for my distance, blaming my previously cold attitude on shifting hormones before Aunt Flo. Which brings me to now—exactly twelve minutes after we walked in the door, and here I am, lying beside Gunter while he snores his alcohol- and sex-induced sleep away. He took twelve minutes. I was over it in two. And yet, here he is, satisfied with his effort, oblivious to the fact I’m staring at the ceiling and angry that he never got me off. I’m horny as hell . . . and thinking of another man.


    Like I shouldn’t be.


    Yet, sometimes the heart wants what it wants, and all we can do to keep our head screwed on straight is give in to the craving. And right now, my heart wants nothing more than to get close to a man with friendly brown eyes to see if my body reacts the same way as it did at the party. Is there something to explore, or did I imagine the whole thing?


    Fucking heart.


    All it’s done is screw me over. Actually, no. All I’ve done is screw myself over. My life has been heartache on repeat, constant reminders of that damned night my world shifted, when I made the decision to walk down a long, straight road to slavery. Because that’s all this is—slavery. I’m not here in Gunter’s bed because I enjoy it. I don’t act the good little bitch for Eddie because it’s what I need.


    I’m surviving the only way I know how with the skill set I was given at birth—the ability to bat my fucking lashes and charm my way out of any sticky situation.


    I disgust myself. The lack of morals and dignity I show every day repulse me. But I’m also not a quitter; I want what’s mine, and what’s mine is stored away in Eddie’s head, waiting for me to find a way to get it out.


    Blackmail, extortion—whatever the price, I’ll pay it to find out why Harris shot his best friends—my parents—and why he then left me to go it alone when he could have taken me with him and saved all this heartache. I’ll get the answer to the question that’s been lodged in my throat for twelve fucking years, and then I’ll take Eddie down as retribution for keeping it from me. Because as many times as I tell myself he won’t let me know because he’s just that kind of asshole, I can’t shake the feeling he’s keeping the secret to benefit him. My history has to be tied to his business. He must have leverage with me. Why else would he make such a point of keeping the reason a girl’s parents were murdered from her?


    The fucker will never see it coming—little old me, taking down the big, bad man with nothing more than a good set of ears and an ever better memory. The posters from the Second World War they taught us about in school said it best: ‘Keep Mum, she’s not so dumb’.


    Yeah, he’ll wish he’d kept quiet around me, because I’m a damn genius. One who’s biding her time.


    Gunter stirs in his sleep, throwing a hand over my leg possessively. Even out to the world, the thug needs to know he has me close. I’d find comfort in his need, but the kind of things he does make me sick. The lies he believes about racial inequality, that the white man is oppressed and that the world’s problems can be traced to the ‘impure’ races make me want to stab him every time he opens his mouth to spout off the propaganda.


    The only thing he’s useful for is to keep me safe from the other predators in this group, and to keep me close to Eddie and the inner circle. If I’m going to get what I need, I have to stay a part of the inside workings of Eddie’s little ‘Team White Power’. So far, so good. The things I know could take them down with one carefully placed phone call to the local PD, but I’m not ready to let Eddie discover that just yet. I need answers before I do.


    Gunter’s breaths slow and even out, his eyes twitching as he enters the REM phase of his sleep. Easing his hand from my leg, I slide out from under the covers and tug a pair of panties and my T-shirt on. My phone flashes where it lies on the floor amongst my jacket and jeans. Scooping it up, I make my way quietly out to the living area, skirting a sleeping Tommy where he passed out on the sofa and heading through to the kitchen.


    The pipes complain as I run the tap, pouring myself a glass of water. Lifting it to my lips, I scroll through the notifications on my phone with my other hand. And then, same as I do every night, I open a fresh Google search window and type in the keywords to my life: fire, invasion, Harris Friar. I flick through the results, nothing new catching my eye, and sigh. All I want to know is what went through his head that night. Why would a man who treated me like his own come into our house and kill his best friend and his wife? I wish I’d had ten simple minutes with him while he was alive to find out why my life had to change. Ten short minutes to understand what went wrong.


    Footsteps on the wooden floor draw my attention away from the phone and yet another dead end. I kill the screen and place it down on the counter, finishing off my water as Gunter rounds the corner in nothing more than a silly grin.


    “Wondered where you’d gone,” he whispers, looking over Tommy’s way.


    He’s got nothing to worry about—that kid could sleep through a nuclear war.


    “Thirsty,” I say, lifting the empty glass to prove my point.


    He slips in behind me as I set the glass in the sink, and places his large hands around my middle. Moments like this, my dead heart sometimes gives me a glimmer of hope that I’m not completely cold, that deep inside there’s a part of me that cares something about these people in my life. When the big idiot is being nothing but loving, showing me how much he cares about me, my heart almost aches for how I’ll betray him.


    Almost.


    “Can’t you sleep?” he asks, nuzzling in to my neck.


    “Not really,” I admit, stopping short of having to explain why.


    “More nightmares?” Gunter places gentle kisses along the side of my neck, down over my shoulder as he pulls the fabric of my T-shirt aside. “I hate how things haunt you like that.”


    “I know,” I say, rubbing my hand over the one of his still on the flat of my belly. “I’m okay. I promise.”


    “You never cry.” He runs a hand down my side, curling it around my thigh and tracing a line up my body with his palm. “You look so sad, but you never cry.”


    “Crying’s a waste of time,” I tell him truthfully. “Nothing gets achieved with tears.”


    “I wish you would sometimes,” he whispers, running his nose up the nape of my neck. “I wish you’d let me help you forget. I want to make you feel better. I want you to feel good because of me.”


    My heart struggles against the ice holding it captive, trying to beat for this man. “I do. You make me feel safe.”


    Gunter pulls back, spinning me inside his arms and placing his forehead against mine. “That’s not what I mean.”


    “It’ll do, though. It’s the best you can give me.”


    He sighs, leaning closer and kissing me with a gentleness that completely betrays the rough asshole he is outside of our house. My heart seizes, the exertion on it too great. The chill sets in, and the ice thickens, pounding my heart back into the frigid rock that it is. I want this, the closeness, the care, but not from him.


    I want it from a guy who’s infected my thoughts, and left me dreaming at night of a life other than my own.


    Gunter slips his hands under my backside, lifting me on to the counter and pressing himself between my legs. I automatically drape my arms over his strong shoulders, placing my palms on his muscular back, and sigh. But instead of shutting out who he is and concentrating on how he feels like I usually do, my mind wanders.


    Eyes shut, I let my imagination take hold as Gunter pulls my T-shirt over my head and palms my breasts. I let my fantasy replace his bald, tattooed head with a thick head of dark brown hair. His lips circle my nipples, and I sigh, lost in the depths of a set of brown eyes that caressed me in the kitchen of the crack house. My hands run over the familiar muscles of Gunter’s arms, squeezing his biceps as they flex with each movement of his hands over my body. But still, in my head it’s him, the stranger from the Lion—Bronson.


    I’m being unfaithful to Gunter by imagining his touch is that of a man I barely know anything about, but at the same time I can’t stop myself from justifying it. You don’t love, Gunter. How is it being unfaithful when you have no real feelings for him? Nothing more than weak excuses to try and appease my conscience.


    Still, I indulge. I let myself imagine a world where the lies I live don’t stain me as the harlot I am, and where I could find the kind of security I get with Gunter, but with somebody I actually could love. I let myself imagine what real love would feel like, to know I belong to a man who wanted to spend the rest of his life with me because I made him happy, not because I made him look good.


    A hiss escapes my gritted teeth when Gunter pulls my panties aside and pushes his ready erection inside of me. For the briefest of seconds I’m snapped back to the reality of my weak illusion, to the shame of what I’m doing. But I reach for that fleeting fantasy with both hands and pull myself back to another place as Gunter thrusts hard and bruising. I allow myself to escape the reality once more and fantasize about a life where I can love a man with brown hair and kind eyes without fear of him finding out the truth about me; that I’m nothing more than a self-taught con-artist, selling herself for information, for answers that seem less likely to be had as time goes on.


    


    

  


  
    



    IMMORALITY


    Bronx


    With my clothes spread out over the bed, I flop down on the end of the mattress and drop my head into my hands. When did this become my life? Fuck, when did I get so used to what I have been doing with the Butchers that it even crosses my mind to complain about how it is now?


    My weeks have been spent for the better part travelling between Nebraska and Texas, my time split between the Red Lion some nights and getting wasted with Hooch at home others. I’ve put rubber to road when I shouldn’t have been thinking of doing anything other than sleeping off a hangover in my motel room. I’ve been wiping the slate that is my mind with an eraser cut into neat lines, and chasing it with the numbing bliss of a cold beverage.


    All so I don’t think about her, and what’s she’s doing with a man like him. The thought of that Nazi’s hands on her sickens me; my jealousy burns a bright flame when I ask myself why I can’t have her. Everyone’s hooking up but me, and until now I’ve been envious of the idea, not of the who.


    The life of the contract killer is lonely for me, and as much as I play the fool with the women who’ve shared my bed, I wish that wasn’t how I sate my needs. I want somebody who I can talk with at night, somebody who knows when all I need after a shitty day is to be shown affection and appreciation. But to do that, I first need to build a solid relationship with a woman, and the weeks it takes to court a girl aren’t time I can afford to spend. Malice and Ty managed it, but only just. Malice, because his thing with Jane became sink or swim thanks to her asshole ex-husband, and Ty, because damn near dying was a sure fire way to get Ramona’s attention.


    As it is, we’re only just starting the task of taking Eddie down, and already I can’t wait to get my ass away from his crew and back to the straightforward job of breaking fingers and recovering debts. I need to dive in headfirst and get this shit done so I can move on and forget her. She made it clear she’s got no intention of leaving that Nazi fuck—I just need to listen. Why is a woman I spoke to in a crack house and who I’ve watched from a distance since screwing with my thoughts like this?


    Drawing a deep breath, I drop my head back and stare up at the ceiling, running through what I need to organize if I’m going to stay away from home for a while. I’ve been pushing my luck by keeping away from the Fallen Saints’ clubhouses yet still coming home. I’m not distanced enough. I need to leave Fort Worth altogether. The dogs. Snatching my phone up from where it sits amongst the mess, I hammer out a quick text to Malice.


    Going away for more than a couple of days. I need somebody to look after the dogs. Think you could spare a quick visit to pick them up?


    I pocket the phone as I stand and head through to the kitchen to check how much food I have for them. The boys eat a mountain of biscuits and meat, being Rottweilers—hazard of the breed. I pull the giant bag of dry food out and set it on the counter when my phone vibrates.


    No problem. See you soon.


    Bagging up what’s left of the dog roll in the fridge, I set it down beside the dry food and head back to my bedroom to grab the last of what Hooch gave me from my jacket pocket. Eyes cast, I hold the bag in my hand and weigh up the pros and cons of taking another hit. I’m on my own, getting high by myself, but I ache for that relief. I need to feel at ease with leaving. Returning to the kitchen, I find a clear space on the counter and dump out the last of the dust from the baggie, throwing the spent plastic and my dignity in the bin. Within seconds, the coke is cut and heading down the back of my nose to give me a much needed ego boost.


    Wiping the residue from my nostrils, I wander over to the back doors to let the mutts in. They both greet me with their silly grins, stumpy tails wagging. The boys follow me across to my usual seat, flanking me like a couple of sentinels on either side of the chair. As I wait for Malice to turn up, I sit and stare at the black TV screen, fingers running over the boys’ heads, my thoughts a million miles away thinking of what it would be like to drag my fingers through her black hair.


    What is it about that girl that has me so obsessed with finding out more about her? She floored me, sure, but haven’t a dozen women before? What makes her so special? I run the brief conversation I had with her over and over in my mind, looking for the clues that would give the reason for this attraction away. But there’s nothing, not an inch of why it is I can’t get her out of my head.


    I completely get King and what he said about not being able to stop thinking of Elena. But shit, I don’t have a name, and I’m hooked. Is it a fantasy? Have I imagined her to be something she’s not? Maybe the girl’s not that great after all, and it was just the drugs?


    Fuck yeah, that’s probably it. I was probably so damn high that I imagined her pouty lips, the way her hair falls in her face, that round backside . . . damn. There’s nothing to explain it except I’ve been bitten by the love-bug, hard, square in the ass. You always hear stories of people who meet ‘the one’, and how they knew it from the moment they first laid eyes on them. I’d thought it was a crock of shit, stories dreamt up by advertising firms trying to sell more Valentine’s day cards. But I guess it’s one of those things you don’t know until you’ve been there, and fuck, looking at her took me all the way, fast.


    Now I have a fucking car show to attend, which more than likely means a day spent around her. She’s bound to be there, just like she’s always at the Lion with Gunter . . . who also is wherever the hell Eddie is. Which leads me to another mystery to solve—what does Eddie want me there for? Guess there’s only one way to know what he has planned, and that’s to turn up. Not like I have a choice in the matter, either way—getting on the inside is what I’m leaving my home to do. I’m sure as shit not putting myself through all this for a fucking holiday.


    The sound of Malice’s truck pulling up the drive sets the dogs off. The boys are barking at the front door before I’ve left my seat. I get the dumbasses to heel, and release the chain for my friend, welcoming him with the usual clinch and pat to the back.


    “How you doing?”


    “Yeah, good,” Malice answers, walking in and patting the boys on their heads. “What about you, bro?”


    I shrug, wandering through to the kitchen to retrieve the food. “Okay.”


    “Don’t sound it.” He leans into the doorframe, arms crossed and a no-nonsense look across his face.


    The guy’s known me long enough to have my number. Reservations about this girl aside, I’m fucking nervous as hell taking on this responsibility. What if I can’t do it? What if I blow King’s only chance to clear his cub of debt? “I won’t lie, I’m not looking forward to this,” I admit. “It’s fuckin’ lonely, man. It’s me against the world, and I can’t help but wonder if I’m enough.”


    “Hey,” Malice starts, in a no-bullshit tone. “You might be on your own physically, but you ain’t metaphorically. You know we’ve all got your back. One thing goes wrong, you feel off about anything, and you know we’ll be there to back you up.”


    “Yeah, I know. Still doesn’t change the fact this whole fuckin’ thing’s on my shoulders. I fuck this up, I don’t just fuck it up for me. There’s a whole MC relying on me to get this right.”


    “So ignore the facts, and focus on what you’re doing day-to-day. Forget about the club, forget about us, and just do it. Don’t stress yourself out.”


    I give him a wan smile. “Easier said than done.”


    “I can imagine.” Malice sighs, rubbing the back of his neck. “We all worry about you, bro. Ty’s kickin’ himself already, worrying he’s doing the wrong thing.” He sighs. “Carlos fire-bombed King’s clubhouse the other day.”


    “No shit?”


    “Truth. Apparently his version of literally puttin’ a fire up King’s ass to get this sorted quicker.”


    “Shit.” I place both hands over my face and draw a deep breath. “No added pressure, huh?”


    Malice crosses the room, taking the bag of dry food in his arms. “We’ll get through it—we always do.”


    “Fuckin’ right we do.”


    “Haven’t been in as much trouble as we have and come out alive because we don’t know what we’re doin’, eh?” Malice smiles, a playfulness in his eyes.


    I chuckle, picking up the dog roll and patting my leg to get the boys to follow. “Nah, you’re dead right there, brother.”


    I need to look back on how far we’ve come to remind myself of what we’ve achieved more often. The day Malice found me fighting bare-knuckle for a meal, I was a young guy with nothing to his name but a fucked up home life and the knowledge that I wanted to make it on my own. Fast forward to now, and although we might be fighting more or less the same battles, I have a home, the dogs, and a family I’d do anything for—even if they aren’t blood. We haven’t fought to get here just to piss it all away because I’m feeling sorry for myself.


    There are people counting on me, and if I’m going to prove them right in putting me up to the task, I need to be the first to do the most important thing of all.


    Believe in myself.


    Because there ain’t nobody else going to be able to do it for me.


    


    

  


  
    



    LIFE GOES ON


    Ryan


    Running a last layer of red over my lips, I smack them together and give myself the onceover in the bathroom mirror. Show and shines organized by Eddie mean a lot of important people, and a lot of pretty girls. If I want to keep my place at Gunter’s side out of question, I need to look every part the Reich princess he wants me to be.


    I draw the line at acting like one.


    The day his old man picked me up and brought me back to the family’s small two-bedroom apartment was one hell of an eye-opener. I wouldn’t say I’d had a sheltered life, but I’d also never had to get mixed up with skinheads. Truth be told, there just weren’t many around where I grew up. So walking in to a house that had a four-foot swastika flag displayed proudly on the living room wall sure widened my eyes some. Hank was so damn chuffed with himself, saving a hungry girl from certain doom on the streets. I couldn’t work out at first if he did it out of personal gain, or if he genuinely wanted to help.


    By the time he would sit me down at the table on Sundays with his boys to polish and shine his precious collection of Nazi memorabilia guns and knives, I figured it was the latter, and that I was as much a part of the family as his own flesh and blood.


    These past twelve years have been some of the most unconventional, but also precious of my life. As dysfunctional and brainwashed as they are, Gunter and Tommy are the closest thing to a family I have left. And as unconventional as they are, they accept me for exactly who I am. Hank never tried to push his neo-Nazi beliefs on me, and in turn, neither do Gunter and Tommy. I don’t question why they choose to be so narrow minded, and they don’t tell me that I’m wrong not to agree. It was the perfect arrangement for us.


    Until Eddie showed up.


    “Looking good as always, Ryan,” Tommy says from the doorway.


    He gives me a timid smile, and ducks his head to walk around me, snatching up his toothbrush from the cup on the basin.


    “Thank you.” I smile in return, meeting his gaze in the mirror. “Dirty Pint when we get home tonight? You still owe me a game.” I narrow my gaze, and he hesitates, toothbrush in mouth. “What did you end up doing the other week? You never told me.” I pick up a last bobby pin and secure a loose section of hair.


    “Ugh,” he moans around the brush. “I had to feed Easy’s dogs. He forgot again.”


    “I’m so glad that idiot doesn’t have any kids. He’d be hopeless at looking after them.”


    Tommy swishes and spits, rinsing his mouth out. “I don’t think the state would let him breed, even if he wanted to.”


    “Probably a good thing, hey?” I give him a nudge in the arm.


    He smiles, giving me a chuckle in return. “Been practicing your fake-as-fuck smile?”


    “As always.” I show him the end product, grinning into the mirror.


    “Perfect.” He chuckles. “Assholes won’t know what hit them.”


    Our faces fall in unison as we stare into the mirror at one another.


    I offer him a genuine, and understanding smile. “Let’s get this show on the road, huh?”


    Tommy gives me a nod and heads out of the bathroom, leaving me to stare at my reflection once more. I’m the leading lady in this pantomime, giving an otherwise rough bunch a little bit of a feminine edge to sucker all the assholes Eddie deals with in. I’m the ice cream for his cherry pie, the extra dollop of cream with his cake.


    Hank would never have exploited me like this, but then again, Hank never planned on going to jail and having some English bastard sweep in and take control of his kids.


    Before Eddie, Hank and his boys were petty thieves. They kept to their own kind, and the rest of the outlaws in the area kept to themselves.


    Eddie had other ideas. Two months after he arrived on the scene at the Red Lion, making friends with Hank, he had everybody convinced the only way to survive in this game was to expand. Everything the asshole has to say is expansion this, and expansion that. He likes to ‘think big,’ saying that what Hank had going on was merely the result of a man too afraid to risk anything for a better reward. I say Hank was a man who knew the value of family and liked to keep it that way.


    I’ve spent two and a half years under Eddie’s thumb. That’s a long fucking time when it comes to the damage he’s done around here. Because of Eddie, shit went to hell. The day he took out Big Mike, the Devil’s Breed lost their main supplier, and Eddie refused to continue dealing with them after their president flat-out told him to go fuck himself when Eddie asked for help to take Big Mike down. Tensions ran high, and for a while there we all thought there’d be a war. Except there never was. Hank stole the spotlight and the local news headlines by killing the owner of the local 7/11 in what was a dubbed a ‘race war–fuelled hate crime’, and ending up with a lengthy jail term. Gee thanks, Hank.


    “Sugar, you’re gonna make us late,” Gunter bellows from the front door.


    I shake my head at the girl in the mirror, saddened for her at what she’s had to become just to get by: a fake and a fraud. The best fucking actress in at least the state of Nebraska. I pucker up my cherry red lips and blow that bitch a kiss, because as much as I hate her, she’s the damn reason I’m alive.


    And that, at least, isn’t about to change.


    ***


    Gunter pops the trunk of his ’69 Fairlane as I approach, leaning in and retrieving his tire iron from inside. I frown at him, letting him know I’m not impressed that he feels the need to stash it within arm’s reach. Sure, most of Eddie’s top clients are here, hiding among the masses, but we’re not expecting trouble. At least, nobody’s told me we are.


    “Where’d you park?” he asks, pulling me into his hard front and wrapping his arms possessively around my waist.


    I crane my neck to look up at him. “Over by the food stalls.”


    Gunter’s car has no back seat, only a roll cage. It’s a little unconventional for a show car, but then the engine under the hood says it’s not just a car made to look at anymore. Consequently, I bring my own pride and joy—a ’69 Camaro. We joke with each other about the fact they’re both made in ’69, that we must have a slight obsession for the number. Still, as pristine as I keep my car, Eddie won’t let me show it. ‘No need for a little lady to make the men feel unimportant,’ he tells me. ‘No need to go showin’ off now, is there love?’


    Asshole.


    To the general public, these show and shines are a regular feature. Every second Sunday of the month we’re here, displaying cars and providing entertainment for the families with a singing contest, various car-related awards, and a bounce house for the kids beside the pop-up bar.


    But to those of us in the know, they’re where Eddie does most of his trade. Orders are placed, money is shifted between vehicles, and the dealers check in over the course of the afternoon, showing face and keeping up appearances. It’s Eddie’s way of sticking it up the other players in the area, by trading under their noses and making it clear he’s the go-to guy for premium cocaine and green.


    There’s only one rule—nobody carries. If the cops were to drop in, the last thing Eddie would want is a bunch of known dealers with a shitload of evidence in their pockets. Which means random checks. Which also means, regular fists thrown when the dealers get antsy about being felt up.


    Easy swaggers over to where we stand, running his finger along the matte black paintwork of Gunter’s car. The airbags are dropped and the Ford sits flat on its ass, chrome brushing the grass below.


    “Lookin’ sharp, Gunter.” Easy tips his head at him, and then gives me his customary grin.


    “Leticia still under the weather?” I ask.


    “Unfortunately, love.” He smirks. “Eddie’s gonna need you to keep tabs on everyone, as usual.”


    “I had no doubt.” Every damn show he has me glued to his side taking notes on who showed and who needs a house call.


    Gunter’s chest rises and falls against me. “Guess you better get on over.”


    I tip my head back and kiss the point of his jaw. “Guess I better.”


    I give Tommy a wave as he approaches with a giant frozen Coke, and follow Easy across the paddock to where Eddie sits amongst his king’s court. The bastard gets his tag-alongs to cart out a full lounge suite for him on a damn trailer, setting up a palace under a pop-up gazebo for him to relax in during the afternoon.


    Eddie spots us approaching, and lifts his hand to beckon me over with two fingers. “Ryan, darlin’. Come have a seat.”


    I make my way across the carpet that’s laid out under the seats, and perch on the arm of Eddie’s chair. He snaps his fingers at Taylor, gaining his attention.


    “Get Ryan here the list, would you?”


    Taylor rises and heads over to the trunk of a car backed in to the side of the gazebo. He pulls a board with several sheets of paper out of a box, and brings it over, passing it to me. The list contains the name of every dealer we have on the payroll, and the debts, if any, that they owe. I shake my head at the papers, and smile at Eddie.


    “You need to get up to speed with technology. You could have this all on a tablet. Every week’s list right there at your fingertips.”


    “I appreciate you tryin’ to help, Ryan,” he says, patting my leg, “but a good old piece of paper and a pencil ’ave never let me down over the years.”


    “It’s a security risk,” I explain. “What if they went missing?”


    “They wouldn’t now, would they?” He smiles devilishly at me. “You wouldn’t let that happen now, would ya, Ryan?”


    Not if I valued all my fingers remaining attached. “Never.”


    “So where’s the problem then, eh?”


    “Just thought I’d point it out,” I say, flicking through the sheets.


    “And I love ya even more for it, darlin’. You just worry about doin’ your work for me, yeah? Let me worry about the hard stuff.”


    I smile sweetly at the asshole, imagining how satisfying it would be to choke the living daylights out of him. Yet again, I’m no more than the ‘little lady’ to him. His arrogance blinds him, makes him ignorant to the danger sitting right beside him.


    The lessons he’s yet to learn.


    


    

  


  
    



    OPPORTUNITY KNOCKS


    Bronx


    There are easily a hundred cars here. When the Pommy bastard said ‘a bit of a show and shine,’ I expected twenty of his friends. But this . . . understatement of the century. Pulling the key from my bike, I pocket it and remove my helmet, scoping out the grounds while I do. Somewhere is Eddie, which means Gunter, and that means she’s here too.


    The weather’s warm, the sun beating down on the people as they mill around between the rows of classic and muscle cars, shined to perfection. Kids walk beside their parents, one hand looped in their guardian’s, the other clutching an ice cream or cool drink. It’s the picture of a perfect summer weekend.


    I take my time weaving through the rows and checking out the cars. There’s no hurry to get to Eddie, no need to look like I’m keen to know what it is he wants with me, although I’m gagging to find out. Five lines in, I come across a bagged Fairlane and one very familiar pair of faces. The kid, Tommy, rises from where he’d been sitting on the grass beside the car and heads out into the walkway to greet me.


    “How you liking the show?”


    “Some nice fuckin’ cars here,” I say honestly. “More than I expected.”


    “Started out small¸” he explains, shielding his eyes from the sun as he looks over the paddock. “But after a while, more people heard about it and the numbers just grew.”


    “This yours?” I ask, gesturing to the Fairlane.


    “Gunter’s. He’s been working on it for three years now.”


    The big guy gets up from where he’d been reclined in the passenger seat, and shuts the door. “Seen Eddie yet?”


    I shake my head. “Not yet. Thought I’d enjoy the day first.”


    “He doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”


    “Never realized I had a curfew.” I cross my arms over my chest, narrowing my gaze on him as he comes to a stop toe to toe with my boots. What the fuck does she see in this guy?


    “Don’t like you talking to my boy here, either.” Gunter makes a show of looking me top to toe.


    I turn to face Tommy, exaggerating a confused expression. “Do you know you needed to ask permission to have a conversation?”


    He grins, and shakes his head. “You like trouble, don’t you?”


    “Keeps the days lively,” I answer, smiling.


    Gunter shifts closer, shunting my shoulder with his chest. I swing my gaze back to the tall bastard and give him a bored look.


    “I also don’t like smartasses,” he grinds out between his teeth, “or the way you look at my girl.”


    Huh. He noticed that, then. I lift an eyebrow.


    “First warning, pretty boy. She warms my bed, and stands by my side. I own her—go get your own.”


    “What did you pay for her?” I ask. “Give you a good return on investment, if you like.”


    “What the fuck?”


    “You said you own her,” I state. “Assumed that meant you paid to get her. Kind of makes sense,” I muse, backing up as he presses harder. “How else could a braindead idiot like you get a fuckin’ fine woman like her?”


    He steps back abruptly and his fist swings out, heavy and sluggish. I duck and weave out of his reach, laughing. Red flames his face, his brow bunching as he charges me, wrapping his arms about me and taking me to the ground. The air rushes from my lungs with a ‘whoompf’, but I’m still laughing, even if my tongue is choking me and causing me to cough. The big lug straddles my stomach, his fist rearing back to take another go when two hands wrap about his wrist and urge him to stop.


    “Gunter, don’t be a fucking idiot,” Tommy pleads. “Eddie won’t be happy if you draw attention.”


    Gunter lurches forward, his face a mere fraction of an inch from mine. “Got eyes on you. Don’t fuckin’ trust you, you cunt. I’m watching.”


    I press my head back into the grass on instinct to avoid his hot smokers breath on my face, still smiling. “That makes two of us, precious.”


    He growls and slams a fist into the ground beside my head. There’s grass on his knuckles when he pulls it back. Gunter jumps to his feet, stepping back and turning away to go sit back in his car. Tommy extends a hand, one side of his mouth curled into a small grin.


    “You’ve either got balls, or you’re fucking stupid. Maybe both.”


    “Just don’t like people telling me what I can and can’t have.”


    Tommy’s face falls, his eyes deadly serious as he looks me over. “Ryan isn’t a toy to fight over. She ain’t some notch on your belt.” His entire body language shuts me out as he turns to join Gunter, offering a final warning. “Better get over to Eddie before he has to send somebody to look for you. Don’t think this bullshit will fly with him, either. He catches you so much as breathing too much in Ryan’s direction, and he’ll have us find a nice dark hole for you to spend the rest of your days in.”


    “Noted,” I say, wide-eyed, topping it off with a cocky salute. Seems she has the whole brotherhood on watch for her. Must have a fuckin’ golden cooter after all.


    Turns out there are only two more rows before I come across Eddie’s portable palace. The asshole has the place kitted out like some fucking five-star resort. I run my fingers through my hair, checking for stray grass, well aware I’m being watched by several sets of eyes as I approach. Eddie eases forward in his armchair as I come to a stop beside the large square of carpet laid out for a temporary floor.


    “What the fuck was all that commotion about?” He jabs a weathered hand toward Gunter’s position.


    “Rattled the cage a bit too hard.” I shrug, eyeballing his motley crew of what I assume to be the skinhead equivalent to prospects.


    “I don’t tolerate bullshit between my boys, and new as you are, sunshine, you’re no exception. Do that again and I’ll fuckin’ cut your tongue out.”


    “Noted,” I say, a little more meekly than I did to Tommy. “Good turnout?”


    “Be better if people could keep a fuckin’ schedule.” He leans back in his chair, snapping his fingers at a young shaven-headed kid to his left. The boy produces a pre-mixed gin and tonic from a cooler and hands it over.


    Eddie takes a long draw, and sets the bottle down on a table beside his seat. “Where the fuck is Ryan?” he bellows to the population of the tent as a whole.


    “Fuck knows. Haven’t seen her for a while,” a thickset skinner to Eddie’s right answers.


    “What the fuck you been doin’ all day then, Taylor?” Eddie snaps. “Can’t keep watch on one sneaky fuckin’ skank, what can ya do?”


    Taylor eyes Eddie, trouble brewing beneath the surface. From what Ty told me, these two immigrated out here together. It’s pretty fucking clear who runs the show now, though.


    “Here you go,” Eddie says, pointing my way. “First job. Find where that bloody bitch has got to.”


    “Wouldn’t Gunter know where she is?” I do my best to remain indifferent to the task.


    “No, he wouldn’t.” Eddie’s vicious stare burrows a blazing hole right through to the back of my skull. “That bastard would lose his fuckin’ mind if he knew we’d lost track of her. And trust me, son, you do not want to see our lovely Gunter over there go off his tree. It is not a pretty sight.”


    “Guess I’ll start looking then.”


    Eddie nods slowly, his dark eyes fixed on me as I turn and walk away. The intensity stays with me until I’ve made it out of their row and to where I can breathe easy. It’s got to be a fucking test. Am I that obvious? Have to be, given the warning I got from Gunter.


    Swallowing the huge lump of apprehension out of the way, I drop my jaw to suck in as much air as I can get. Why the hell didn’t I hit Hooch up for something before I left home last night? Could fucking use a hit right now. My anxiety is the worst I’ve ever known it to be, and there’s only one substance that can ease this feeling, take the edge off my panic—and it’s not something you buy over the counter.


    What the fuck am I becoming? A month using, and I’m on honeymoon with the shit already?


    You can do this. Ty believes in me for a reason.


    Then again, he worries about me for a valid reason, too.


    


    

  


  
    



    ROOM TO BREATHE


    Ryan


    Two hours of sitting beside that dictator, of plastering fake smiles on while broken and destitute people filed through Eddie’s tent to ‘check in’, was enough. I couldn’t breathe. My head hurt, and the names on the page had become a blur of black and white. I needed time out.


    People order up corndogs and fries, so consumed in the task at hand that the majority of them don’t even spare me a glance. I’m seated on the tow hitch of one of the food trucks, tucked around a corner and out of sight enough, yet still able to see who’s coming my way.


    I know Eddie won’t send Gunter to look for me, but I’d kind of expected to see Tommy or Taylor by now. I’ve only got the most important part of this whole charade sitting on my lap. A small girl squeals, sending my heart racing. With one hand to my chest, I will the organ to ease and straighten the list resting on my legs. I’m not even sure how I’m going to use this information yet, but I haven’t a doubt that the name of every one of Eddie’s dealers will be useful for something. Maybe I’ll be able to blackmail Eddie into giving me the story about Harris, or maybe I’m just as likely to sprout a fucking tail? Who the hell am I kidding? Eddie’s the kind of sneaky bastard who’d find a way to use these against me; blackmailing me once he knows I have the information.


    “You’ve got everyone worried about you.”


    That voice. Shit. The board clatters to the grass, and I scramble to pick it up before the pages are stained with whatever food scraps people have dropped on the ground around here. “I needed some time to think.”


    “Yeah, well, they’d like you to be doin’ your thinkin’ where they can see you.”


    I jam the board and pages into my tote, looping the handles over my arm as I stand from the hitch. Shielding my eyes from the sun over his shoulder, I look at his face and swallow . . . hard. If I thought I had a reaction to this guy in a dimly lit crack house, then it has nothing on the fuses blowing by taking a look at him in the daylight. The sun catches the highlights in his hair, the light summer breeze ruffling the choppy lengths while he waits on me.


    I duck my chin to my chest, pretending to be studiously watching where I’m placing my feet as I step out from behind the truck to join him. But in all reality, I’m peering out at his solid frame from under my lashes, stealing a look at how damn fine he looks in dark denim and a worn out Guns N’ Roses T-shirt.


    “Patience,” I say, straightening up before him.


    “I thought I was bein’ patient?” he answers, cocking an eyebrow.


    “No, Patience,” I say, tapping his T-shirt between his pecs. My face flames at how solid is damn chest is. Is that even legal? “It’s my favorite song of theirs.”


    “Oh.” He chuckles, a deep velvet sound. “I get you now.”


    “What’s yours?”


    “’Sweet Child O’ Mine,’” he answers without hesitation. Lyrics telling of eyes of the bluest skies circle through my head. Could he be hitting on me? The way his eyes hood and his tongue peeks out to wets his lips tells me that yes, he most definitely is.


    What do I say back? It’s too open here. What if we’re being watched? There are too many people around, too many men and women who just might find it in their interest to use a little information on me to their advantage with a drug boss they owe money to.


    I damn near fall on my ass when a small child gets in the way of my hasty retreat. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry.” I place a hand on the boy’s shoulder, checking he’s okay, much to the mother’s amusement.


    “You’re fine,” she assures me. “Happens all the time. He never watches where he’s going.” She gives us both a smile and chases after the kid, who’s now making a beeline for an ice cream stall.


    “Hungry?” Bronson asks over my shoulder.


    I turn back to look at him, certain my face is all shades of red. “Yeah, I am actually.”


    “Sweet or savory?” he asks, looking over the various boards displaying what’s for sale.


    I stare at him while he’s distracted, mentally dragging my fingers over the slight stubble he has on his jaw and palming the side of his thick neck. His shoulders are strong, the muscles lifting the collar of his T-shirt; his traps clearly defined at the top.


    I realize he’s not distracted anymore—his gaze is fixed on me, waiting for a response. Shame, Ryan. “You decided what you’d like to have the most?”


    I get the impression he’s not just talking about food. “There’s a place down there who do good kebabs. Think I’ll have one of those.”


    “Lead the way.” He holds out his hand, ushering me first.


    It’s the most awkward ten yards of my life as we make our way through the people lined up before the food trucks. The wait isn’t huge for a kebab, and before long I’ve ordered for both of us after he gives me cash and insists he’ll just have the same. We find a spot near a tree and tuck in, him demolishing in one bite what takes me four. I’ve never been so self-conscious eating in my life, and when he leaves me to find a bin for his wrapper, I make the most of the time to myself and hoover the damn kebab like a champion.


    The smile on his face when he returns is infectious, and I find myself grinning like a fool in response while I chew. He’s still smiling when he comes to stop beside me, and I finish off the mouthful I was working on to ask, “What?”


    His hand lifts, and then drops as though he’s unsure. “You’ve . . . there’s . . .”


    “What?”


    “Sauce on your face.”


    It’s all I can do not to drop everything in defeat. “Seriously?” Way to make an impression, Ryan.


    “Yeah, just . . .”—he gingerly points to the side of my mouth—“there.”


    I swipe at my lips with my fingertips. “Better?”


    “Nah.” He chuckles. “You missed it completely.”


    “Shit.” I swipe again with the back of my hand, twice, just to be sure. “What about now?”


    He sighs, a sound that echoes my own frustrations at how awkward this is.


    “Just get it for me, would you?” I offer my face to him, pushing the side he’d pointed to towards him.


    Gentle fingers cup my jaw, and he runs his thumb firmly in a single swipe over my cheek, just outside the corner of my lips. I watch him the entire time out of my peripheral, noting the way his nostrils flare, the intense concentration in his eyes. If I could see his heart beating, I don’t think I’d be alone in feeling as if I’d just run a race.


    His hand drops away and we just stare at one another. Nothing needs to be said; I can read him loud and clear—we shouldn’t have done that. A line’s been crossed, and now that I know what the other side looks like, I don’t think I want to go back yet.


    “Why him?” he asks quietly.


    “Gunter?”


    He nods, rubbing his thumb over the side of his index finger.


    “In the beginning, it was just easier than saying no. But after a while, I noticed people left me alone when he was around.”


    His chest rises and falls, his eyes fixed firmly on mine. “We better take you back to your friends.”


    “What if I don’t want to go back just yet?” And they’re not my friends.


    His face lifts, those beautiful eyes questioning, seeking. “What else would you want to do?”


    “Walk?” I point past the last food truck toward a temporary parking lot. “We can go over to my car where it’s less busy, noisy.”


    Bronson follows my directive, turning his head to look over where the paddock has been roped off for people to park. He rubs a hand over his face and sighs. “I don’t know. I don’t need to be makin’ too many enemies yet.”


    “Yet?” Why would he say that?


    His gaze snaps back to my face, and his eyes go wide. “Or at all. You know, I’m only new around here and all that.”


    “You said yet,” I remind him, directing us away from the crowd. “What do you have planned that’s going to make a lot of enemies?”


    “Nothin’.” He jams his hands in his armpits, closing his body language off. “I have a bad habit of makin’ enemies, is all.”


    “Well, you don’t need to worry,” I say. “Gunter and Eddie both know how much I like to touch up during the day.” I wave a hand at my face, signaling my makeup. “They wouldn’t think anything of it if I said I made you hang around while I freshened up.”


    “You look fine to me.”


    I choose to ignore his last comment and keep walking, flicking my bangs out to cover my face as I stare at the ground disappearing under my feet.


    “Did I say something you didn’t like?” he asks.


    “Maybe the problem is I did like it,” I whisper.


    We walk for a few more awkward moments before he takes hold of my arm, stopping me where we stand between two parked cars. “Why did you want to bring me over here? The truth.”


    Because I had a fleeting thought about how we might fit in my back seat. “They’re suffocating,” I say. “Everything I do is watched, judged, and criticized. It’s nice sometimes to pretend it’s just me, getting by on my own.”


    “But you’re not alone. I’m here.” Bronson takes a single step forward and traps me against the car behind me with one movement of his boot.


    “Yeah, because having you around makes me forget about things, and I needed that right now,” I murmur. Giving my arm a jerk, I break free and resume walking towards my car. He follows silently by my side. “Do you smoke?” I ask, as we near the row I’m parked in. My anxiety is peaking, and there’s only one way I know how to control it.


    “Used to,” he answers, looking over at me. “You?”


    I nod, waiting for the disgust to show in his eyes. Nothing.


    “Don’t hold back on my account.”


    “Are you sure? I was trying not to, but I’m kind of losing my hold on the craving.”


    Bronson slows as we pass the first car in my row, turning to face me. “Why would you try not to? Are you worried what I’d think?”


    I nod again, biting my lip.


    “Fuck off,” he exclaims, tipping his head back and to the side. “You do what you want, darlin’. I won’t judge.”


    “Thank you.” I fumble in my bag, locating my pack of smokes and plucking one out.


    He takes the lighter from my shaking fingers and strikes the flame, sheltering it with his free hand. I accept the offer and spark up the cigarette. Instant relief.


    “Better?” He deftly slips the lighter into my bag, grazing my arm as he does.


    My insides twist at the contact, and I ponder the answer. “Not as much as I’d hoped to be honest.”


    “Give it time.”


    I eye him hungrily. “I don’t think time’s going to make much difference.”


    He reaches out to touch my face, and I pull away. I’d love nothing more than for him to lay his hands on me, to have skin on skin intimacy, but there’s so much more to think about than just us, here. I’ve never burned so badly for someone, but I’ve also seen firsthand what making Gunter angry can do. I’m not willing to inflict that on Bronson.


    He jams the offending hand in the front pocket of his jeans, and sighs. “Tell me, Ryan. Every time I get near you, you panic. What is it you’re worried about?” He steps in close and wears a cloud of smoke.


    “Aside from the fact you know I have a boyfriend, and yet here we are?”


    “Aside from that,” he says.


    I take a long drag of my cigarette and puff the next lungful of smoke to the side. It doesn’t help settle my nerves any. “I guess I’m afraid of the unknown.”


    He tips his head to the side and frowns, asking me silently to explain.


    “I don’t know if the risk is worth the reward. What happens after this?”


    He takes the cigarette gently from my fingers, dropping it to the ground and stamping it out. “What would you like to happen?”


    “Where would you like me to start?” My heart can’t take the stress, my flesh alight as he slowly brings his head back up to level with mine.


    A single finger traces a line from my forehead, over my nose, and down to my chin, lingering on my lips. “This face,” he says. “These lips. Beautiful. Fucked me up from the minute I first laid eyes on you.”


    I drop my chin, well aware that without my makeup I’m no ten. He hasn’t seen me first thing in the morning, for fuck’s sake. How could he mean what he says? It’s a ruse, a ploy to get me where he wants me. How do I know that this isn’t just some conquest with him? That I won’t become a show of power when he sticks it up Gunter?


    Because he wouldn’t tell Gunter. That would be certain death—you know it and he knows it. “Whatever you say.”


    “Don’t you believe me?” He uses the same finger to gently coax my chin up. “Don’t you think you’re beautiful, Ryan?”


    “No.”


    “Why the fuck not?” He’s puzzled. Bless him.


    “Because . . .” Why? I don’t see what would make me so special over anyone else when I look in the mirror? The excuse sounds lame, even in my head.


    He brings both hands to my jaw, cupping my face and running his thumbs over my cheekbones. “Which one’s your car, darlin’?”


    I smile, snapping out of the daze he had me in. Ask me how I feel about myself, and I choke, but ask me about my car and I could chew your ear off for hours. I can do this. He resumes walking beside me as I lead us down the row. We come to a stop beside my ride, and I hold a hand out. “Here she is.”


    His eyes widen as he takes her in. “Fuck, woman, I think I just fell in love.”


    “She is a great-looking classic.” I look at my Camaro with the same adoration I did the first time I spied her glossy black paintwork in the flesh. Dark, dangerous and all muscle—my weaknesses in men and cars.


    “I wasn’t just talkin’ about the ride.” Bronson’s eyes move to rove me in the same way he did the car. “You ownin’ that? It’s fuckin’ sexy as hell.”


    I fidget under the scrutiny, unsettled with how affected his words alone make me. Shyness is a weakness I’m not accustomed to. It’s crippling. I don’t like being vulnerable like that.


    “Anyway,” I say a little too briskly, dipping my head to search for my keys, “how about I show you under the—”


    My ass smacks into the side of the trunk, my bag falling to the ground as two strong hands pin my hips to the bodywork of my car. “You can stop me any time you want”—a whimper slips from my mouth as he fists my hair, yanking hard to offer my throat to him—“but I’m gettin’ tired of holding back.” Warm lips caress the points of my jugular, grumbles of appreciation dotting their way up to my jaw, which I reciprocate tenfold. His lips crash over mine, and I soften to him, teasing, pulling. “Everythin’ about you,” he murmurs close to my face after pulling away. “Your eyes, your smile, that curvy fuckin’ ass of yours—it’s all I can think about. I want more, Ryan. I want to get to know you.”


    I panic. He can’t. We can’t. Not when I’ve been working on getting the truth for so many years. It would all have been for nothing if I blew it before I got to Eddie.


    His smell fills my nose as I rub my cheek over his jaw. Skin on skin, the intimacy of touch—the things I’ve always had, but never wanted like I do now. I shouldn’t indulge like this, I should pull away, but it’s addicting, consuming. His gaze tracks me as I explore his face with my fingertips, the roughness of his stubble and the contrasting softness of the skin under his jaw. I catch him staring, questioning me. Impatient for the answer, I press forward, ignoring the searing pain from his firm grip still in my hair, and seek out his mouth again. All my hesitations, my worries, and concerns—they’ve all been shot to hell. I’m lost in what real attraction feels like, devouring it like a starved animal. He matches my kiss, pull for tug, bringing my bottom lip between his as I do the same to his top.


    We pause, breaking free for a moment and staring into each other’s eyes, just to be sure. It’s what I want, I silently tell him, pushing forward again as his hold in my hair loosens. We kiss again, starting the same, but soon pushing harder. He tilts his head ever so slightly, and I mirror him, widening my mouth to allow his tongue entrance. Nothing I imagined compares to this—the real thing. My hands wander his torso, running over the ridges of his stomach, feeling them deepen as he sucks in a breath, stealing mine. His fingers flex and the grip on my hip borders on painful. I flinch, breaking the moment between us. He pulls back, his hands dropping away.


    “I’m sorry.” His breathing comes short and fast. “I . . . kind of lost control.”


    With my chest heaving, I grab hold of his shirt, swinging him off balance and against the car, swapping our positions. My gaze fixes on his lips, red and puffy from my assault. The sight only makes me want more—so I take it while I can, a war waging inside of me. “We . . . can’t . . . do this . . . here,” I murmur between kisses, groaning as he drags his mouth over my chin, licking the sensitive point of my throat. “It’s too risky.”


    “Fuck, darlin’.” He lifts his head, working his way back up to drag my bottom lip into his mouth one last time. “You meanin’ to make me wait?”


    A shiver jolts his body as my tongue traces a line along the shell of his ear. “Patience,” I whisper.


    He groans, capturing my mouth again for a brief yet passionate exchange. “I’ve never had much of that.”


    My hands on his chest, I give a push to back myself up. “There are men here who’d gut you for touching me. It’s fucking suicide to carry on like we are.”


    “So let’s go somewhere else.” His eyes are lazy and lust-filled. He’s clearly not thinking with his brain.


    “Can you just focus?” I snap.


    He frowns, scrubbing a hand over his face, and hooking his finger in the neck of his T-shirt. “Sorry, girl, but you’ve got me fuckin’ worked up.”


    “You’re not the only one,” I say with a crooked eyebrow, shifting between my feet to rub my thighs together. “But I’d kind of like to keep you alive long enough to have more than one go at you.” I steal a look at him as he frowns down at the grass under our feet. “What?”


    “Probably was a bad idea anyway,” he mutters. “I wasn’t really thinking about the long term.”


    You idiot, Ryan. He probably only wanted the one ride on my merry-go-round. “I’m reading too much into things, aren’t I? I’m making assumptions about what you want from me. Fuck.” I step back, putting air between us. “I feel like a moron. You probably just wanted a quickie, and here I am acting like I’m your damn missus already.”


    “Be nice.”


    “What?” I snap my gaze back to where he’s still leaning on my car, adjusting his jeans.


    “To have you as my missus,” he says quietly. “I want it all. You, the quickie, the stuff afterward.” He lifts his head, a wicked grin twisting his lips. “I’m just not used to someone bein’ interested in that with me . . . or there bein’ another guy involved.” He chuckles, sardonically. “I don’t have the first clue what I’m supposed to do to make you want to stay.”


    Fucking Gunter ruining everything. I turn and lean on the car beside him, dropping my head back to face the fading blue sky. “I might be with the guy, but I’ve never wanted him.”


    “Doesn’t stop it being complicated if you try to leave, does it?”


    I sigh, and look across at Bronson. His face is so . . . disappointed. “If I knew somebody who makes me feel like you do existed, I would never have started anything with him.” Not that I would have had much choice. It was basically accept Gunter’s advances and learn to live with him, or sleep every night with one eye open, waiting for him to get frustrated enough to just take what he wanted anyway.


    “I feel like we’ve known each other before, you know?” His gaze searches mine for understanding. “I only met you a few weeks ago, but you’re familiar.”


    I nod. “I know what you mean, but it’s not possible, is it?” I give him a small smile, pained and sad. “We don’t even know a thing about each other besides our names.”


    He flinches, and I can’t figure out why. “So let’s do it,” he challenges. “Spend time with me, and we’ll get to know each other.”


    “How?” I ask. “I’ve got the whole English mafia over there watching my every move. They’ve probably sent somebody to see what’s taking you so long.”


    He holds his hands out, wriggling his fingers. “Hand over your phone.”


    “I can’t have your number in there.”


    He frowns. “You’re kiddin’, right?”


    I shake my head. “Unfortunately not. Gunter goes through it every chance he gets.”


    “You get paper bills?”


    My turn to frown. “No. Why?”


    “So he won’t see your record, just what’s on your phone?”


    “Yeah, that’s right.”


    He wiggles his fingers again with his hand held out. “Pass it over.”


    After cursing at the black hole that is my purse, I locate the damn phone and hand it over. “What are you going to do?”


    His fingers fly across the screen and a buzz sounds from his pocket. “I’m sending myself a message so I have your number, and”—he bites his top lip in concentration—“removing the message from your folders.” He waves the phone in the air before handing it back. “No trace.”


    I laugh softly, shaking my head as I put it back in my purse. “Sneaky.”


    “When it matters.” He smiles, making me hate the thought of returning to Eddie’s gazebo that much more.


    “We better get back before someone finds where we’ve gone.”


    “I guess.”


    “It’s impossible, isn’t it,” I ask. “It’d never work.”


    “Impossible is only a state of mind,” he teases, nudging my arm. “Live a little and take a risk.”


    Take a risk. I feel like that’s all I’ve done since I ran away from my burning house—taken risks. I screw this one up, though, and I lose any chance at getting a square answer on what the hell my parents did to warrant Harris taking their lives. I look over and catch Bronson’s watchful eye. “Fine. Meet me tonight,” I say. “Just know that this is a bigger risk than you’ll ever realize for me.”


    “It’s no light decision for me either, darlin’.” He stares ahead, worry clear in his furrowed brow.


    Seeing my fears echoed in his expression remind me I’m not the only person who could stand to loose something here. I don’t know the first thing about Bronson, let alone where he’s come from. It could be just as risky for him to be seen pursuing me. The sooner we get time alone, the better. I want to know all there is to know about this handsome stranger. “If I give you a location, can you meet me there? Pick me up?”


    “What you goin’ to do?” he asks, eyebrows raised. “Sneak out your bedroom window?”


    I look him square in the eye and smile. “Yeah, I am.”


    


    

  


  
    



    THE DEAL


    Bronx


    I try to keep my eyes off her on the walk back to Eddie, but I fail . . . miserably. Can I be blamed though when I have a woman as striking as her by my side? I’m done for when she stumbles as her heel sinks to heavily into the grass, causing her to instinctively reach out for something to steady her. Ryan’s tattooed hand wraps around my forearm as she rights herself, and a bashful smile creeps across her lips.


    “Thank you,” she says quietly.


    I miss the contact the second she pulls her hand away and walks on, albeit a little slower. I hang back for a few seconds before catching up, watching the way her jet-black hair shines like a raven’s feather in the sunlight, and wondering if this whole thing was a part of Eddie’s test.


    It couldn’t be. Why? Because she seems so genuinely attracted? I’ve learnt the hard way over the years that women can be pretty fucking convincing when they want to be. Several grand lost to opportunistic whores would back that theory up. Who’s to say she isn’t just faking it as well, playing a part given to her by Eddie?


    Maybe the rat is being played by another rat?


    I shake my head as I jog to catch up to her, refusing to believe it could be the case. Ryan turns her head as I fall in to line beside her again, smiling, and it’s fucking genuine; the soft curl of her lips to the light in her eyes. There’s no way somebody could fake something so beautiful.


    By the time we make it back to the gazebo, the sun has started its mid-afternoon decline. Raised voices drift toward us as we approach, and parents usher their children away from the direction of Eddie’s site with concerned looks on their faces.


    Ryan’s pace increases, worry clear in her bright blue eyes. “Shit, this isn’t good.”


    Gunter and Taylor are either side of a man who’s fighting their hold, trying to get at the old Pommy bastard where he sits on his throne. The man’s neck is corded with his rage, his arms flexing as he tries to pull free, screaming accusations about chalked product and being burned.


    Eddie pushes from his seat as we arrive on the scene, marching towards the man. He punches the guy square in the nose, sending blood over his shirt. “Tommy, I want you to take a note of this man’s name. He’s being cut.” Eddie leans down in the now quiet man’s face and sneers. “You fuckin’ show ya ugly mug around here again tellin’ me how it is, you little dippin’ bastard, and I’ll fuckin’ pay your children a visit. You hear?”


    “Yeah,” the man mutters.


    Eddie rips the guy’s head upward, holding him in position with a fistful of hair. “I didn’t quite hear you, sunshine.”


    “I said, yeah, I hear you.”


    “Let ’im go, boys,” Eddie instructs turning away. “Taylor, show ’im off the property.” The men let go of the subdued, yet still angry man, and Eddie’s right-hand man gives him a shove toward the gate.


    The dealer spins, taking one last snipe at the drug boss. “Your days are numbered, old man. Keep fucking us over like you do, and we’ll bring you down.”


    Taylor grips the guy about the upper arm, pulling him away. “Get your hands off me,” the dealer hollers, shrugging the skinner off. “I know my way.”


    Taylor escorts him anyway.


    Seems King’s plan at stealing unhappy dealers from underneath Eddie’s nose isn’t so far-fetched after all. It sure appears that the man’s already burning his bridges.


    “What the fuck took you so long?”


    I swing my gaze back to Eddie as he takes a seat, his chest heaving with exertion. When a guy has a crew of thugs to do the dirty work for him, he’s bound to get unfit. Noted.


    “I had to freshen up,” Ryan lies with the precision of a seasoned pro, flaring my suspicion again. “He tried to hurry me up, but you know I hate listening to your pet dogs.”


    Eddie chuckles, his hand to his chest. “Love, if ya weren’t a fuckin’ American, I’d swear you were me own daughter.”


    She smiles sweetly at the fuck and wanders over to have a seat beside him. “Sorted the lists for you while I had some peace and quiet.” She lifts off the top two sheets from that damn clipboard she had in her hands when I found her. I should have asked her what it was. “The ones with a mark are the guys you need to follow up on.”


    “Ah, you’re a good girl.” He gives her a doting tap on the cheek before taking the paper from her grasp. “Go and get that fuckin’ boy of yours, would ya? Sooner ’im and Tommy get started on this, sooner you can have him home tonight, yeah?”


    Again, with the sickly sweet smile. My pulse thrums in my neck. I turn to walk away, over this fucking charade and certain I’ve fucked the whole plan up, when Eddie calls me back.


    “Where you runnin’ off to so soon?”


    I sweep my hand around, indicating the rapidly emptying field. “Looked like it was time to head off.”


    “It ain’t. Come ’ere.” He beckons me with two fingers, nodding to an empty seat.


    I oblige, as much as it pains me to.


    “What exactly is it a man like you does for a bit of crust?”


    “I’ve been told I’m good with my hands,” I say, watching Ryan approach Gunter’s car.


    “Brawler?”


    “Guess that’s what you call it where you come from.”


    Eddie nods, eyeing Gunter and Tommy as they head our way. “I’ve got quite the list of people who ain’t wantin’ to play by my generous—if I may say so myself—rules. What would you say to accompanying these two and givin’ them a hand?”


    I catch Gunter eyeballing my proximity to Eddie, and smile. “I’d say you’re the boss.”


    “You’re a smart man, Bronson. A clever man indeed.”


    ***


    Almost two hours later and Eddie’s mob have finally packed up the fucking Taj Mahal. I haven’t been able to keep my eyes off her, which in itself has been a hard task given I’m being watched by her fucking boyfriend.


    Ryan spends the majority of the time on her phone, looking insanely bored, yet refusing to acknowledge anybody around her. The late afternoon breeze picks up for a time, blowing strands of her black hair about her face. Watching her bat them away, growing increasingly frustrated as they tangle about her nose and mouth amuses me no end.


    “Give us a hand to tie this down, would you?” Tommy thrusts a rope at me and walks towards the trailer with the sofas.


    “It’s a bit excessive, isn’t it?”


    “You rather we lost one on the way home?” He holds his hand out to catch the rope.


    I tie one end on and toss the rest over top of the furniture to him. “I meant having all this brought out here.”


    “Not my place to question it. He feels the need to be comfortable; that’s his deal. We just do as we’re told.” He loops the rope around and tosses it back.


    I glance across to where Eddie’s talking with Taylor. Easy leans on the front fender of a truck, eyeing the two of them while he rubs powder from a small bag over his gums. “How did you get mixed up with him?”


    Tommy follows my gaze, checking the opposite direction before he speaks. “Gunter. He wanted to work with Eddie, so I went with him. Just what you do with family, you know?”


    “You’re family?”


    Tommy catches the rope, looping and returning it again. “Yeah, Gunter’s my brother.”


    I pull my bottom lip in, nodding. “I guess you do look similar when I think about it. Didn’t make the connection since you skinheads all look alike anyway with the same bald heads.” I catch him eyeing me over the load. “No offence.”


    “None taken. The two of us have always stuck together, so I never gave doing the same as what he was a second thought. Always figured since I was real little if it was good enough for him, it was more than okay for me.” He rubs a hand over his stubbly hair. “When my dad went to the box, my mom walked out. Said she’d had enough of trying to set us all straight—that if she couldn’t do anything by now, she didn’t have a hope in hell.” He rounds the back end of the trailer to stand beside me while I tie the rope off. “Kind of have to agree with her, you know? She has a point.”


    I glance over at Gunter, walking across to where Ryan sits on the grass. “It sure looks like she was right.”


    Tommy follows my line of sight, nodding. “He’s a good guy under it all. Has a real big heart for the right people.”


    “I’ll take your word on it.”


    Tommy smiles and walks away, crossing over to where the last young wannabe is milling about. I lean a hip into the side of the trailer, crossing my arms and watching Gunter interact with Ryan. She’s stand-offish, turning her body side on to his, not fully settling in when he tries to hold her.


    The fuckwit’s oblivious.


    A piercing whistle rents the air, doing a fucking fine job of turning all our heads toward where Eddie stands. “Break time’s over, children. Some of ya have work to do.”


    I drag a deep breath in and nod to Tommy when he thumbs towards Gunter’s car. Sparing a last look at Ryan, I immediately wish I hadn’t. Her blue eyes are focused on me as Gunter gathers up her bag and holds it out to her. She whips her gaze back to him, taking the mini-suitcase from his grasp and turns to leave, but that split second was enough for me to know—she’s as conflicted as I am. I could damn near feel it from where I stood.


    “You follow me. I’m going to drop the Fairlane home and swap over to Gunter’s other car so we’ll all fit,” Tommy explains when I catch up to him.


    “How’s Gunter getting there?”


    “Ryan will take him.”


    Tommy walks ahead while I hesitate, dropping back a few paces so I can steal another look at where she’s fading into the creeping dark, shadowed by the skinhead’s huge frame as he pulls her to his side.


    She thinks she can get away, leave him behind. She said it herself, that he was a convenience. What I don’t think she quite realizes is how intensely he clearly thinks the opposite.


    That girl doesn’t have a hope in hell of escape.


    


    

  


  
    



    PUNISHMENT


    Ryan


    “I’m not happy we have to babysit that fucker, but it does mean one good thing,” Gunter comments as we walk toward my car.


    “What would that be, baby?”


    “I can get home sooner to fuck around with you if he’s helping us get house visits done.” He stops and bends his knees, scooping me into his chest and picking me up in one fluid motion.


    I’m forced to wrap my legs around his waist if I don’t want to slide ungracefully to the grass, which means I’m also forced to feel the shifting shape of his jeans digging into my backside, thanks to his growing erection.


    “You think they’d care if we took a bit longer?” he asks. “Nobody’s parked out here but you.”


    “You’ve got work to do,” I tell Gunter as he walks.


    “Don’t care. I’ve got a woman in my arms who needs some attention, too.”


    I crinkle my nose. “I’ve been sweating in these clothes all afternoon, baby. Take me home, and I can have a shower while you’re out.”


    His eyes hood, his hands squeezing my butt before he pops me down beside my car. “What if I wanted to shower with you?”


    “We can do it again after,” I say, placing a hand on his chest and tipping my chin up to face him.


    “Sounds good.”


    Yeah, it does, considering there’s no way I’d go see Bronson while smelling like you.


    His tongue traces the seam of his lips. “I want you to do me a favor.”


    “What would that be?” I drop my hand away to rifle through my bag for the car keys.


    He dangles them before me. “Put on that outfit I bought you for Christmas after your first shower.”


    My lips are curled into a smile, but my dignity is curled into a ball in the corner of my mind, rocking back and forth while my guilt tries to tell it things will be okay. I hate that outfit. “I’ll see what I can do.” I’ve managed to avoid that fucking gift for the better part of a year.


    “Yes or no, Ryan?” He jingles the key ring. “Or I might just fuck you now anyway . . . and again when I get home.”


    “Yes,” I blurt out before he acts on that damn rigid member in his pants. “I’ll wear the outfit for you.”


    “You don’t sound like you want to.”


    “Doesn’t matter if I do or not. I’ll wear it because I want you happy,” I say truthfully. A happy Gunter is a safe Gunter.


    “I’m going to be hard all fucking night, now.” He grabs the crotch of his jeans, adjusting himself roughly.


    Your problem, not mine. I wait for Gunter to unlock the car, and slide in to the passenger seat while he gets in behind the wheel.


    His large hand envelops my knee, and he gives the flesh a firm squeeze before starting the car. “I know you don’t like the brotherhood or what it represents, Ryan, but you need to remember one important thing.”


    I swallow thickly, stealing a look at him from the corner of my eye. “Which is?”


    Gunter’s dark eyes light up as he spreads his lips into a cruel smile. “You belong to me, woman, so you do as I fucking tell you to.”


    ***


    My nose feels like ice by the time we pull up the driveway of Gunter’s house, cold from being pressed against the glass the whole way here. Anything to avoid talking to him.


    He cuts the engine, severing the last bridge we had between complete and utter silence and us. “I know I can be an asshole sometimes, Ryan, but I only do it because I love you.”


    “I know.”


    “I’d do everything to keep you.”


    “I know,” I repeat a little quieter.


    “I’d take you to the grave with me before I let anyone else have you.”


    “You’re making me feel uncomfortable,” I tell him, watching my breath make clouds on the glass.


    “I was trying to.” The car jolts with the slam of his door.


    I suck a sharp breath in as Tommy and Bronson descend the front steps to meet Gunter, standing beside what must be Bronson’s sports bike. They chat briefly, all hand gestures and sharp nods between the three of them. He’s beautiful to watch, Bronson. Just the way he moves. That body is so sculpted, so perfect in every way as all his muscles work in harmony. It’s music in motion, a song I could bear having on endless repeat.


    What I’d give to make him my boyfriend, and not the man staring at me through the glass.


    “You getting out, or what?” Gunter asks from the other side of my window.


    I nod, reaching for the handle as he backs away to let me open the door. All eyes remain on me as I stand, pulling my bag out behind me. “I’m tired. I think I’ll head straight to the shower.”


    “Wait up, remember?” Gunter instructs, watching me like a hawk as I make my way indoors.


    Taking a final look at the three of them, I close the door behind me and sink to the floor in the dark. I wallow in a crumpled mess, feeling defeated at the starting line as I stare out at the slip of light spilling from the kitchen. What the fuck was I thinking when I started sleeping with Gunter? I’m no idiot; I knew he was the jealous type. Possessive shouldn’t then come as a surprise.


    The rumble of his Dodge disturbs the quiet of the house as the car rolls out of the driveway. I drag my languid body to stand, dumping my tote behind the sofa before I make my way down the hallway to our bedroom. Throwing my hand around the doorframe as I pass, I flick the bathroom light on, spilling yellow hues across the carpet and lighting the remainder of my path.


    Everything hurts: my legs, my chest, and my fucking heart. I’m tired of this game, frustrated at the lack of progress. The moment Eddie gave away that he knew about my past, I latched on to that with frantic fingers, hoping he’d uncover the truth. But as time passed and Hank left us alone and unguided, I slowly uncovered the truth about Eddie—that he’d never do a single thing to benefit somebody other than himself without there being a kickback in the long run.


    I don’t offer any returns, and therefore he’s never going to help me.


    I deluded myself with the idea that I could find a way to extort the information from him, blackmail him. But years have passed and the road to travel just keeps growing and fucking growing. The end is so far away that success seems impossible. But it’s all I have left to hold on to; the alternative is certain death for my soul. I can’t bring myself to admit that my crazy plan might have been just that—crazy. I can’t bring myself to admit that I’ve already failed, and that every day from here on out is some sort of living hell. I’ve buried myself too deep.


    I don’t bother turning the light on in our room, choosing to flop on my back on the bed in the dark and stare up at the pale shadows cast over the ceiling. What happened to the iron will I had, pushing me towards my goal? Where did that stubborn drive go? What took it away?


    A six-foot skinhead did.


    Without anybody to love, to care for, or desire, life with Gunter was so much more straightforward. I was a girl with a mission, an objective, and nothing would distract me from that. But meeting Bronson changed everything because for once in my cold, shut-off adulthood, I felt something. And now I don’t know if what I’ve been doing—lying amongst the snakes—has been worth it. I feel like a stupid girl playing pretend, a stupid girl who’s bound to get hurt.


    What if Eddie never tells me why Harris killed my parents? What if I never find out what it was they did that led a friendly assassin to their door? What then? What reason do I have to get up in the morning? I’ve made this stupid mission my life, to the point where I don’t have a life.


    Outside of Gunter, anyway.


    Is the risk worth the reward anymore? Maybe I should just go; jump out that fucking window tonight and beg Bronson to take me away from this. Perhaps it’s time to cut my losses, admit I failed, that I never had a chance at winning, and start again.


    Perhaps it’s time to remember who the real Ryan is.


    Dragging my sorry ass from the bed, I head over and smack the light switch on, bathing our room in the stark white light of the central bulb. My feet scuff the carpet, hesitant to carry me across to the wardrobe. I throw the doors open, staring in at the mess of clothes. If I’m going to have a chance at breaking free tonight I need Gunter sated and unsuspicious. I have to do the thing I loathe most and give him that favor.


    Shaking, and fighting the quiver of my chin, I reach out and tug my dresses to the side to reveal the damn outfit he wants me to wear. My stomach sinks as I pull the hanger off the rail and bring the ensemble out into the light. My chest is tight, my lungs starving for enough air while I carry the damn outfit to the bed so I can lay it out. The design is impeccable, the tailoring something to behold. I can see as I spread it out why Gunter paid so much for this genuine collector’s item.


    Regardless of how beautifully classic the style is, I could never stomach wearing it. Somehow I managed to hide the damn clothing before he realized, stashing it away for two clear months before he asked me why he’d never seen me in it.


    Because I feel her evil in me when the fabric touches my skin. Wearing the dress makes me every part the narrow-minded assholes they are, and I’m not one of them. I refuse to be a damn Nazi. I live with two of them, but that’s as far as my involvement in their racist exercises goes.


    I run my fingers over the fabric, a chill spreading over my skin as I flatten the gray ensemble made for and worn by Ilse Koch, wife of SS member Karl Koch. I Googled her after Gunter gave me the gift. He was so damn excited about it, telling me the elaborate story of how long he’d been searching for something so ‘special’ for me. All I’d been able to do was stare at what I was reading, vowing never to wear the damn thing.


    Ilse Koch was notorious for having the Jews who came in to her husband’s concentration camp skinned, and taking the segments of flesh with intricate tattoos on them in order to create book covers and lampshades from the tanned hide. Although it was never proven to be true, it was instrumental in her trial, which tells me it’s real enough.


    The woman was a damn monster, and Gunter wants me to wear her dress because the thought of being that close to such an evil Nazi woman turns him on.


    I can’t do it. I have to. I have no choice. My fingertips trail over the buttons, each plastic disc burning my flesh when I think of her putting this on. What disgusting things did she do while wearing this? Whose blood was spilled on this dress?


    I sink to my knees where I stand, sitting back on my heels as I stare at the garment with glazed eyes. This is my life, this is what I’ve made it, and the fact I’ve decided that I should wear this dress to make Gunter happy rather than starting an argument shows me how unaffected with this life I’ve become. I’m willing to place aside my morals and sell myself for an easy exit. I’m content to live with the knowledge I did this, just to save myself the grief of fighting for my freedom.


    A sole tear breaks free and runs over my cheek as I stare at my life condensed into a gray dress. No matter how badly I want to convince myself the ride from hell is almost over, I can still see the truth for what it is—I’ve been given the wheel on this speed trap and I’m only getting faster.


    


    

  


  
    



    BILLS


    Bronx


    Eight houses down and we’re finally on to the last one for the night. I’ve broken fingers, slammed an asshole’s head in the door, and threatened two women’s lives if their men didn’t pay up. All in all, just another day on the job. Kind of feels like home.


    Gunter pulls the Dodge into a dead-end street and kills the lights. The old car purrs along the road, idling to a stop before the curve of the cul-de-sac. We sit in silence, the glow from Tommy’s phone illuminating the interior of the vehicle. Gunter lifts one of the sheets Ryan marked off and checks the information before we go inside, the same as he’s done for every house tonight. Gotta figure out how to get those lists from Ryan at the next show. I have to give it to the big bastard. He’s thorough; he likes to ensure we’ve got the right place before any of us so much as steps foot outside the car.


    “Yeah, this is it,” he announces.


    Tommy kills the phone, pocketing it.


    “It’s the asshole who threatened Eddie today,” Gunter adds.


    “What are we here for?” I ask. “Thought Eddie cut him loose.”


    “Doesn’t mean he gets his debt wiped for nothing,” Gunter explains.


    Right. Suppose that makes sense. “He expectin’ us?”


    “Probably.”


    Tommy straightens in his seat, his eyes trained on the house to our right. I stare out at the unassuming single-level dwelling and draw a laden breath. This could get ugly.


    “Take it there’s a reason you left this until last,” I say from my position in the back.


    “Yeah,” Gunter grumbles. He hesitates and then twists in his seat to look at me. “I’ve been watching the way you worked tonight.”


    “That so?”


    “You’re not new to this, are you?”


    I shake my head. “Been crackin’ knuckles since my voice broke.”


    “Thought so.” He chuffs to himself and twists back to the front. “I’m guessing then you’ll be aware of how this is probably going to go?”


    “What weapons do we have?” So far, we’ve got by on the element of surprise and sheer size alone. This job’s not going to be so straightforward.


    Tommy pops the glove box and pulls out a Glock. He checks the clip, and then sets it in his lap. He selects a knife for me and hands Gunter a simple length of heavy chain.


    “You better hope he’s not packing,” I say, motioning to the chain.


    “Don’t you worry about me,” Gunter answers. “Just keep your eye trained on him. Don’t want you getting some stupid idea about fucking us over.”


    The thought of doing that to Gunter is appealing, but I wouldn’t hurt Tommy like that. He’s too much of a nice kid.


    “Ready then?” I poise my hand to open my door. “Sooner we get this shit done, sooner we can crack a cold one.”


    “We pull this off,” Tommy says, “and I’m doing a fucking line. Screw beer—this shit calls for something better.”


    Gunter slaps him around the back of the head. “Like fuck you’re doing that shit.”


    “What?” he cries out. “So you can do it whenever you fucking want, but I can’t?”


    “Fucking right,” Gunter growls, getting in Tommy’s face. “It’s my job to look after you, little brother, and that means no drugs.”


    “Uh, guys?” I indicate they should look out Tommy’s window.


    Both heads swing around to take a look at what I’m currently evaluating. Our jaded friend stands on his front porch, a shotgun pointed at the car.


    “Fuck,” Gunter hisses. “I’ll try and reason with him. Stay here.”


    “Sure,” Tommy answers, eyes wide.


    The air in the car is heavy as Gunter lifts the handle, edging the door open and rising out of the seat to face this guy. Tommy and I wait on tenterhooks, neither of us blinking while Gunter makes his way around the car and up the path towards the man, wrapping the chain around his hand as he goes.


    “He’s never been trouble before,” Tommy whispers. “Most of the people we’ve seen tonight are never any trouble. Things are changing.”


    Gunter reaches the guy and they start to talk. Hands fly, heads bob, and the two of them enter into a rollercoaster of an exchange. Quiet and passive, and then loud and confrontational. Up and down, over and over. All the while I’m slipping my door open, standing to give myself a clear path should I need to get involved.


    The scene deteriorates in a matter of seconds. One minute I’m cursing at the door as it squeaks after an accidental nudge of my hip, the next, Gunter’s facing us, running towards the car. Tommy’s frozen in the front seat, the gun useless in his hand. The shotgun goes off, a resonating boom echoing around the cul-de-sac as Gunter slides across the hood. Pellets pepper the bodywork of the car, one hot stray connecting with my collarbone. Gritting my teeth and ignoring the sting best I can, I hurl the knife in the back seat, reach through Tommy’s open window to snatch the Glock from him, and slam my hands down on the roof of the car to line up the dealer as he advances down the path. I fire at his body, and the bullet connects with his shoulder, but like some fucking Terminator spin-off, the asshole keeps coming. Gunter dives in the open driver’s door, cranking the car over while he reaches for the door handle to pull it shut. I slide in before I get left where I stand and wrench my door closed, sliding across the back seat to wind the window down on the far side.


    The dealer lifts the shotgun to his shoulder, stopping his advance and widening his stance.


    “Fuckin’ give it up,” I mutter under my breath, firing off another round at the guy’s arm as we start to pull away, hoping to get him to drop the weapon.


    The shotgun goes off at the same time as my bullet connects with the dealer, his body twisting with the impact. He grimaces, clutching at his upper arm and dropping the weapon. Tires squeal, the car whips around, and we’re flying down the road toward the intersection that’ll lead us straight out to the main road. The familiar rush of adrenaline kicks in, my leg bouncing erratically to burn it off.


    “Asshole!” Gunter roars, slamming the heel of his hand into the steering wheel. “We’ll reload at home and come back, finish the fucker off. We’ve still got that box of slugs, Tommy?”


    “I don’t think he can answer you,” I say, launching myself off the back seat to reach around Tommy’s. He’s gurgling, head leant on the rest as he stares at his big brother for the solution.


    Neither of us have the answer he needs.


    Blood pumps between my fingers, my hands pressed to the wound on Tommy’s neck. Gunter finds the floor, his foot jammed down hard as we speed through the streets. Unnerving silence stretches between us; I would have expected the big guy to be shouting, cursing, or at least saying something when his little brother has a gunshot wound to his throat. But he’s not. The burble of Tommy’s breaths is the only sound. The Dodge weaves through traffic as though the cars were at a stand still around us.


    Gunter never speaks a word the whole way—he doesn’t have to.


    The tears running over his cheeks say it all for him.


    

  


  
    



    KARMA


    Ryan


    The front door flies open, slamming in to the wall with such force the stopper snaps off and the handle leaves a hole in the plaster. Gunter storms through, marching past me as though I’m not even here. Were those tears on his face? I break away from watching where he’s storming to, confused as fuck, to find Bronson coming in with Tommy in his arms.


    There’s blood fucking everywhere.


    Everywhere.


    The deafening whoosh of my heartbeat in my ears muffles the sound of my words. “What the fuck happened?”


    “What the fuck does it look like?” Gunter hollers from the kitchen where he’s presently ripping drawers from their slides.


    Utensils scatter as one of the drawers splinters on impact with the floor, a spatula skidding to a halt against my foot. “What the fuck are you doing that for?” I scream at him. What the hell could be in here that he’d need?


    “Argh!” he growls triumphantly, raising his clenched fist to shake a piece of card in the air. Gunter pulls his phone from the pocket of his jeans, glancing between the card and it as he slams a number into the keypad.


    I turn away, blood pounding so hard that my hands and feet feel fat with each pulse. Bronson isn’t in the living room, or anywhere near the kitchen end of the house for that matter. I dash up the hallway and into the bathroom, finding him where I figured he’d be. He has Tommy laid out on the floor, kneeling beside him and pressing a towel to his neck.


    “Could you get me some more towels to put under his head?” he asks.


    I nod, backing into the hallway while I stare at him on the floor beside Tommy, so calm. Within seconds, I’ve returned with two fresh towels, and I push them under Tommy’s head while Bronson lifts him clear.


    “He’s still alive?” I whisper, eyeing Tommy’s body as he lies there motionless.


    “Just.” He places two fingers to Tommy’s pulse point and counts under his breath. “His pulse is gettin’ weaker, but slowly. He’s fightin’ it, but I won’t lie, he’s lost a hell of a lot of blood.”


    “He needs a hospital, medical attention. Why the fuck did you bring him here?” I ask, my voice rising to near hysteria as I get the question out.


    “And tell them what when they call the cops in? That your boy here was shot in a drug-related gunfight in suburbia? What you think they’d make of that, huh? Where you think Tommy would end up when he got better? Gunter, for that matter?”


    I stare at him as he eyes Tommy, a frown setting in. He’s right, but it doesn’t make me any less determined to get appropriate care for the guy I love like a little brother.


    Gunter appears in the doorway, a looming force over our moment of resignation. “I’ve got a doc on the way. He said to keep up what you’ve been doing, Bronson.”


    “Yeah,” he says on a sigh. “I know what to do with a bullet wound.”


    Gunter and I both stare at him, but for vastly different reasons. The look on Gunter’s face as he eyes Bronson looking after his little brother is something akin to admiration mixed with apprehension. It’s as though the idiot appreciates what this man is doing for his family, but can’t understand why.


    Me, on the other hand? I look at him with nothing but sheer curiosity. What’s his history? Why is this scenario so damn familiar to him that he’s sitting here, calm as fuck, while we’re quietly freaking the hell out around him?


    Who the hell was he before he settled here?


    “You had a house call before?” Bronson asks Gunter, settling back on his haunches with the towel still in place.


    He shakes his head. “In all the years, all the shit our old man got us in to, I’ve never had to use the number.” Disbelief that one of them finally has been hurt bad enough for him to haunts his eyes.


    “They’re not cheap, house calls. You got enough cash to cover it?”


    “I think so.” Something snaps, and the Gunter we all know and tolerate returns. “You just keep pressure on that wound and let me worry about it, yeah? Tommy dies, you’re following him.”


    Bronson shakes his head and sighs, disappointment clear with the frown on his face. He returns his attention to Tommy, twisting his body so his back is to Gunter. I slap a hand to my face and sigh also. Now’s not the time for a game of ‘who’s the bigger man.’ We need to pull together, stand together, and be what Tommy needs to pull through this—to live.


    “Can I have a word with you?” I ask Gunter, forcing him from the room with my body as I try to leave.


    He steps back and nods.


    “Bedroom.” I point to our door. “You can get your cash out of the safe while we talk.”


    Giving Bronson one last look, Gunter heads towards our room.


    I follow him in, shutting the door behind us. I lean against it, my hands pinned behind my back. “You don’t like him, I get it, and I’m pretty sure he doesn’t like you. But fuck, Gunter, that’s Tommy dying on our God damn bathroom floor right now.” Tears crest my cheeks. “Put this bullshit aside and do what he’s doing back there—being a human being doing everything he fucking can to save another human being.”


    His hands run over his bald head, his boots treading the carpet as he paces. “I’m trying. Ryan. I’m really fucking trying.”


    I expected rage, disdain that I’m questioning him, and arrogance, the same as I’ve been given any other time I’ve spoken my mind. I expect Gunter to swing around any second and close the space between us with his hand raised. I brace for it.


    What I don’t expect is for him to fall to the floor and tuck his knees to his chest, his body shaking with deep, hiccupping sobs. The action takes me so much by surprise that I literally stand for a full minute, eyes wide while I figure out what the fuck I’m supposed to do. Do what you’re telling him to—act like a basic human being.


    He refuses to show his face, stiffening when I try to coax him out of his ball. So I do what I can to comfort him, trying to make my hands connect around his huge frame, and pull him to my chest while I rest my head on his. “I’m scared, too.”


    Gunter shifts, an arm moving to snake around my waist. His embrace is so damn tight that my ribs ache, but I give him this moment, offer what he needs. I give him everything I’ve never had.


    We sit like that for minutes, a damn hour—who would know? It’s long enough for me to run through every possible scenario in my head of what may happen to Tommy. He could make a full recovery, he could lose the ability to talk . . . he could die.


    He’s too young to die. The kid’s only just made it into his twenties. Nothing’s right about a death so young.


    A pounding at the front door echoes through the otherwise still house. Bronson calls out for somebody to get it from the bathroom, and as though nothing were ever amiss with him, Gunter rises to stand, again becoming the intimidating force he is as he marches from the room to let the doctor in.


    I hang behind, sitting Indian-style on the carpet of our bedroom, staring down the hall as an elderly man in a three-piece suit follows Gunter to the bathroom with a large leather bag in his hand. There’s discussion, silence, more talking, and then Gunter brushes past me as he heads to get money from the safe. The doctor wants payment up front—of course he does. I remain where I am, afraid to go see what they’re doing, and aware that if I did I’d just end up in the way anyway.


    They need space, and I need to re-evaluate my direction in life.


    Gunter breezes past again, stoic, silent, and a whole lot scary in his focused state. I watch as he hands the cash over and the old man counts it out, finally nodding before he pockets it in the breast pocket of his suit jacket. The doctor disappears into the bathroom, closely followed by Gunter, and then Bronson emerges, hanging about in the doorway for a moment while he watches what’s going on. His head turns right, finding me watching, and with a sigh he pushes off the doorframe and walks my way.


    I stay motionless, my face blank as he drops to the carpet in front of me. “You okay?”


    I shrug. It’s about the only thing that sums up my complete lack of feeling in this moment.


    “The doc reckons he has a fifty-fifty chance of pullin’ through. All we can do is wait.”


    “I hate waiting,” I murmur. “I’ve always been impatient.”


    Bronson smiles, patting my knee. “Hungry?”


    “No.”


    “Can I get you a drink?”


    “I don’t want anything, okay?” I snap, backing away to stand. “Nothing. I just want Tommy fixed.”


    He hesitates, watching me as I fidget because I’m unsure if I want to be sitting or standing. Fuck. Why can’t I decide?


    “Was he right?” Bronson asks, thumbing toward the bathroom. “You lot never had anyone hurt before?”


    I nod, fingers drumming my bottom lip. “Yeah, he’s right. Never.”


    “Shit,” he mutters to himself, turning his head to the floor. “How? I mean . . .”


    “They’re show ponies,” I blurt out, throwing my hands in the air and finally fucking deciding I’d like to be seated on the bed. “They prance around, looking the part, but they’re not actually much use for anything.”


    “Really?” He seems as though he still can’t believe it.


    “It’s not that hard to believe, you know? They do a good job of making out they’re tough as hell, but the lot of them are fakes.” My damn tears start again. “Fucking Eddie. It’s all his fault. He dragged them into this.”


    “They had a choice, Ryan. They would have been able to walk away if they didn’t want to work for him.”


    I laugh, hollow and callous. “You think they had a choice? Who do you think pays the mortgage on this place? You don’t honestly think their dad can when he’s locked up?”


    Bronson stares at me with some mix of pity and sympathy. “The door never closes. If after this they want to go clean, they can. Nobody’s stoppin’ them.”


    “You think they would?” I ask, lifting an eyebrow.


    He chuckles, shaking his head. “At least one wouldn’t.”


    “Exactly,” I say.


    Bronson lifts his face, his eyes searching mine as his expression hardens. “Doesn’t mean you can’t, though.”


    “I need to be here,” I whisper, shifting my gaze to check the hallway. It’s quiet, save from the odd scuff of feet on the bathroom floor, or the murmur of the doctor. “There’s something I need to do before I can go.”


    Bronson moves from his position on the floor, coming to sit beside me on the bed. I take a small comfort in how close he chooses to sit; closer than two people who don’t know each other very well would. “No, you don’t need to be here,” he argues. “The only thing stopping you from walkin’ out of here is yourself. What the hell is so important that you’d rather put up with this shit?”


    I sigh, ducking my head and playing with my hands in my lap. “Eddie’s the only person who knows the truth about what happened to my parents. He won’t tell me, so I’m working on a plan to blackmail it out of him.” Bronson sucks a sharp breath between his teeth, the frown he wears telling me he disapproves of the idea. “If I leave without finding out, I feel like what happened when I was a teenager will be nothing but some fucked up incident that stops me returning to the happy girl I was before it all.” The moment’s too intense, the air between us too thick. I break away and march to the set of drawers and tug out a clean pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt, throwing them at a confused looking Bronson. “Gunter’s clothes should fit you so you don’t have to walk around in that.” I swallow hard, pointing to Tommy’s blood all over Bronson’s clothes.


    He tips his head to the side, frowning as he rolls the T-shirt through his hands. “What were you talkin’ about, Ryan? What happened to your parents?” His eyes lift to find mine, waiting on an answer as he reaches down and removes his boots.


    I turn side on as he stands and strips his stained T-shirt off. “They died.” The clink of his buckle follows, and I peek from the corner of my eye over at the pile of blood-soaked denim at his feet.


    “I’m sorry to hear that.” He bends at the waist with his back to me as he steps into the sweats. I allow myself to admire how delicious he looks in nothing but a pair of fitted boxer-briefs. The muscles in his back roll as he maneuvers the fabric up his legs, contracting while he ties the drawstring. Bronson bends and picks up the T-shirt next, tugging it over his head. My emotions war within—panic and grief for Tommy battling for space with lust and desire. “You want to talk about it?” he asks as he turns around to find me staring at him so vacantly.


    I kind of do. Nobody’s ever sat down and chewed through the emotions with me. My history, my parents’ death has always been nothing more than a brief comment in passing. There’s a lot of unresolved emotion surrounding the memory that needs unpacking.


    I take a step toward him, wondering if I’m wise to spill it all with someone whose background I nothing about. Should I share with Bronson exactly why it is I choose to lie every night beside a man I don’t love, and why I parade myself around for the appreciation of men I fantasize of stabbing in my dreams? I’m saved the agony of deciding if I do by Gunter emerging from the bathroom.


    His gaze sweeps over the two of us and settles on Bronson wearing his clothes. “What the . . .?” He thunders towards our position.


    Bronson goes to move in front of me, but I plant my hand firmly on his stomach, urging him to stay put. “He was covered in Tommy’s blood, Gunter. The guy at least deserves clean clothes for what he’s done to help us. Pull your fucking head in.”


    Gunter’s nostrils flare as he swallows his pride for the time being. “Doc wants to take Tommy in to his practice—reckons there’s shit he can do there that he can’t here.”


    I take a step toward him. “I’ll come with you.”


    “No.” Gunter looks between Bronson and I again, his teeth gritted at what he’ll say next. “You stay here. I don’t need both of us tired and worn out. Somebody will have to look after him when he gets home.”


    Fair enough. I nod, stepping back to stand before the edge of the bed. A moment of silence passes before I lift my gaze to Gunter and ask, “Would you like me to call Eddie, tell him what happened?”


    He shakes his head. “Already done it.”


    My hand automatically goes to my mouth, the fingers of my loose fist pressing against my lips as I speak. “What did he say?” I drop to the mattress to hear him out.


    Gunter scoffs. “Tore me a new asshole for letting it happen.”


    “That guy’s a fuckin’ douche,” Bronson murmurs. “Needs a fuckin’ bullet.”


    “Normally I’d lay you out for that, fucker,” Gunter warns, “but tonight . . . I have to agree.”


    “Want me to do it?” Bronson asks.


    I look between the two of them. Bronson’s stoic face tells me he’s deadly serious, that the offer is valid. Gunter scrunches his brow into the expression I know as him deep in thought.


    “Lets get through tonight first, yeah? No need to act on impulse.” Gunter turns to acknowledge the doctor, who clears his throat in the hallway.


    “We need to move now if this exercise is going to have any point to it,” the doc advises.


    Gunter nods to the old man, turning back to me and closing the space between us. He grabs my head between his hands, and bends down to lay a kiss on the top. “Be back soon.”


    Before I have a chance to respond, he’s gone, and within seconds he emerges from the bathroom with Tommy cradled in his arms. Some of the blood’s been cleaned off his neck and face, but he’s still white as a ghost and completely out to it.


    My chest rises and falls jerkily with my panicked breaths. What if this is it? What if I never see him again?


    I launch towards Gunter’s back as he heads for the front door and slam a hand on his arm to still him. He twists, allowing me space to lean over Tommy and give him a kiss on the cheek—his cold and lifeless cheek. “Love you, little brother.” I look up to Gunter, catching the flare of his nostrils as he breaks a weak smile and walks away.


    The door closes behind them with a finality I’m not quite ready for. I’m not sure what’s worse in this moment—having notice that somebody I care about might not come back, or having them ripped abruptly from my life as my parents were. Is it better to have time to prepare, or to have such pain thrust upon you without warning?


    All I know is that the arms that wrap about my middle and pull me into a warm embrace are the only thing that stops me from falling to the floor where I am and spending the hours it might take for Gunter to come back sobbing into the carpet. Having that support, the care of another, is a first, and fuck, if it isn’t the exact sense of belonging I’ve longed my whole life for.


    


    

  


  
    



    CROSSROADS


    Bronx


    The confliction is real, and it crushes me with the weight of indecision like an invisible vice. Gunter needs her, but she needs me more. I keep telling myself that what they have isn’t love. Well, it isn’t for her. But fuck it all, if I don’t recognize a man who’s tied heart and soul to a woman. Working with the thug tonight showed me that Tommy’s right—he has a heart.


    Things were so much easier when I completely hated the guy. Now that the lines have grayed, I kind of wonder if Eddie knew what he was doing, throwing us together for the night.


    Ryan sighs in my hold, and I squeeze my arms around her tighter, resting my chin on her shoulder. We haven’t moved from the hallway since the others left. She doesn’t seem to want to.


    “Tired?” I ask, brushing my nose against her ear.


    “Yeah, I am a little.”


    I draw in her scent, rubbing my cheek against the side of her head and loving how fucking soft her hair is against my face. “Let me settle you in to bed. You’ll need rest.”


    “I don’t think I can sleep.”


    “Didn’t say you had to. But you can at least close your eyes for a bit.”


    “If it’s okay with you, I’d rather wait in the living room.” She twists in my hold, wrapping her arms about my waist. My hand finds it way up her back to knot in the hair at her nape, holding her to me while she speaks. “You know, I’ve never seen Gunter cry.”


    “I can believe that.”


    “Even when his mom left, or when his dad went to jail. Never.”


    I rub my fingers in soft circles on the base of her scalp, massaging. “The thought of death is a lot harder to process, darlin’. It’s irreversible. Have an argument with somebody, and you can apologize. Steal, and you can make amends. But death? There’s just no changin’ that.”


    “I know.” Of course she does, you moron.


    I coax her head from my chest, tipping it back with my hold in her hair. “You want to tell me what you were talkin’ about before? What happened?”


    Her eyes glass, and she offers me the weakest fucking smile. “I do, actually. I think it’s time I got this shit off my chest.”


    “Come on then, let’s get comfortable.” I tuck her under my arm and lead her toward the living room.


    “Do you think Tommy will be okay?” She looks to me as I guide her to a seat, hope all up in those bright blue eyes of hers.


    I want to tell her yes, that he’ll walk through that door in a few hours with a fucking big bandage and a story to tell. But I’m not sure. Images from Ty damn near dying on me flash through my mind, and I’m forced to swallow away all the welling emotion just to be able to speak a fucking word. “I don’t know.”


    She nods firmly, taking the pain that comes with such uncertainty and tucks it away for later, settling herself into the sofa and patting the cushion beside her. “Don’t be all proper and sit over there away from me. I need you close right now.”


    “Whatever you say.” I drop down beside her and wrap an arm around her shoulders. She turns in to me, lying her legs over my lap. Just how it should be.


    “I was eleven.” Her eyes fix to some random point on the wall opposite. “I thought because I was in double digits that I was old enough to be treated like an adult, that I was all grown up.” She chuckles bitterly. “Most eleven-year-olds are pretty life smart, but I wasn’t. I mean, shit, I’ve met seven-year-olds who are cutting up the goods for their big brothers or sisters to deal, you know? There are kids out there who have more experience with how shit life can be than I have even now.”


    “The world is pretty damn fucked up,” I agree.


    “My point is, I should have been able to get on with it. I should have been able to sort my shit out after it happened, but I’d just never seen anything like it.”


    I rub her arm a little, trying to offer comfort the way I’ve seen Malice do for Jane “You sure you’re okay to talk about it?” If it fucked her over that bad back then, then how’s she going to deal now?


    “Yeah, I’m okay. I need to talk it through with somebody who can see sense in a situation. Gunter’s not exactly a great listener, and Tommy? Well, until tonight the most gruesome thing he’d ever seen was when Gunter broke his arm on his BMX as a kid.” She gives a small chuckle before continuing. “The nuts of it is, a man I’d been raised to call my uncle shot my mom and dad, and then burnt our house to the ground.” Her breathing stills, her arm going rigid under my hold.


    I swallow away the profanities ready to spill over, and answer with a simple, “That so?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Why?”


    “That’s what I don’t know.” Ryan sighs, playing with the creases in the T-shirt I’m wearing absently. “I don’t know why a guy who could love me like a daughter would do that to our family. I’ve tried so damn hard over the last five or so years to find out why, but nobody has the answers.” Her throat bobs against my side as she swallows. “Except Eddie.”


    Stroking the hair from her face, I ask her about the one piece to her puzzle that doesn’t quite fit. “How can a guy who’s only been in the country for three years know about your past but nobody else does?”


    “He found something out from Big Mike before he killed him. Mike used to supply Harris’s club with weed.”


    “Who’s Harris?”


    “My uncle.”


    “Oh, right.”


    “He was a member of the Devil’s Breed. That’s all I remember about him; that damn cut he wore all the time—I never knew what the picture on the back represented until a few years ago. I was a kid, you know? It was just a devil on a leather vest to me.”


    Devil’s Breed. “You must know about Horse then, right?”


    “The old guy who hangs out at the Lion? Yeah, I know about him—know he’s one of them.”


    “So . . .?” Why hasn’t she just asked him?


    “Harris is dead. There’s no point talking to Horse about it.”


    I can see how that puts a dampener on things. “He might still have the answer, though.”


    Ryan pulls herself up to sit, looking me square in the eye. “You do know the basic rules of MC, right?”


    “I know enough bikers to understand a few, yeah.”


    “So you know that members don’t discuss club business with anyone, let alone a woman, and more so a woman who doesn’t belong to the club?”


    Of course. How fuckin’ stupid are you, Bronx? “What if I asked him?”


    She sighs, as though explaining this to me is physically taxing on her. “He wouldn’t tell you either; you’re not a member.” She pats my leg with a kind of finality. “Eddie’s my only option.”


    Right. I rub a hand over my head. There has to be a way around this, to know for sure. King? One of the Saints? Sure, they aren’t the same club, but there’s a kind of brotherhood between bikers that doesn’t exist between a civilian and a patched member. It could work. “What if I told you I know a few guys who might be able to help?”


    Her eyes grow wide. “Who?”


    “How much you know about MCs outside of the Devil’s Breed?”


    Ryan tucks her legs up, leaning an arm on the back of the sofa so she can face me. “I’ve heard a bit about the other clubs around here. Talked to a woman at a party one night that reckoned she was a club whore for a while. Now she had some interesting stories to tell.” Ryan smiles.


    “You heard about the Fallen Saints?”


    “Group from Lincoln, aren’t they?”


    “That’s the main chapter, yeah.” I get up and pace to the far side of the room, excitement coursing through me as I fiddle with a picture of Gunter and Tommy as kids on the mantelpiece.


    What the fuck am I doing, though?


    You know what you’re doing, dick. Yeah, I’m only about to reveal the whole gig to Ryan. King’s threat circles through my mind, but I shove a gag in that fucker’s mouth and asshole him out the door. He said it best—when all I can think about is Ryan, I need to tell her that and let her be the one who decides how this will play out. It’s time I stopped beating around the bush and gave her the truth. Let the cards lie as they will and deal with the fallout when it happens.


    “You okay?” she asks, breaking me out of my head. I turn back to find her kneeling on the sofa, her hands on her thighs while she watches me curiously.


    “I’ve got some things I need to tell you, but before I do, understand I’m tellin’ you not only because it might help you out, but because I can’t keep lyin’ to you.”


    Her brow twitches, and she slumps back into the cushions, unfurling her long legs. “Lying.”


    I nod, unable to look at her. I can’t risk seeing the pain or betrayal on her. That shits guts me every time. I can’t get it from her, too.


    “What have you been lying about?”


    “Why I’m here.”


    She lets a laden breath out through her nose and frowns. “I don’t know if I can hear this now. I mean, with Tommy and everything. I can only take so much in one day, Bronson.”


    “Don’t call me Bronson anymore. Please.”


    Ryan pinches the bridge of her nose, squinting her eyes closed. “Let me guess—that’s the first lie.”


    “It’s pretty much the whole lie,” I affirm. “The rest is circumstantial.”


    She shakes her head, still pinching her nose while uttering a quiet ‘fuck’s sake’. “No more, okay? I can’t take more right now.”


    “I want to help you.” I’m seconds away from falling to my knees and begging.


    “Well, you’re not. In fact you’re making me want you to do anything but help. Shit!” She jerks her hand away from her face, throwing her head back and growling at the ceiling. “Is there a single fucking person on this planet who can damn well be open with me?”


    “I’m trying to be,” I say, my tone a lot harsher than intended.


    “Yeah,” she scoffs. “Right after you fucking lied to me while you were busy shoving your tongue down my throat. Get out.” Her arm flings out toward the door. “Get the fuck out—now!”


    “Ryan . . .” I hold my hands up, pleading.


    “No, Br—whatever your name is. No! I gave you the truth and told you something about me that hardly anyone knows, and you know what? I feel like a fool for doing so, given you’ve been playing me this whole time.” She stands from the seat, fists at her side. “What are you after? Money? Drugs? Eddie’s spot?”


    “All of it.” Her face reddens. “But none of it’s for me.”


    “What? You’re going to tell me you’re a modern day Robin Hood, or something?”


    I laugh coolly at the image of myself in green leggings. “Yeah, I guess so, when you put it like that.”


    “Nobody puts this much effort into a job without getting paid,” she states, crossing her arms over her chest a few steps short of where I am. “What are you getting out of it? What’s your reward . . .”—her eyes search the carpet for something—“Jesus, just tell me your name so I don’t keep going to call you Bronson.”


    “Bronx,” I murmur. “It’s Bronx.”


    “Close enough, I guess.” She closes her eyes briefly, clearly trying to compose herself. “Tell me what you get from this. Give me something redeeming about you, Bronx, because fuck it all, I really want a to forgive you for this and go back to what we were starting.”


    “I get my life back.” The answer was automatic, a raw truth, but saying it out loud slots something into place inside of me. I get my life back. Settling this deal with Carlos doesn’t just get the fucking drug lord off my back, it settles debts, and evens the playing field for everyone. It gives me space to breathe, room to move, and time to decide what the fuck I want out of the rest of my life.


    Who do I want to be when these hands are no longer capable of fighting for a living? When arthritis sets in after years of neglect and my joints scream at the simple task of stirring my coffee, what then? Who will I be without the ability to fight and maim?


    Ryan tips her head to the side, her brow furrowed as though she’s trying to work me out. “What makes you say that? Has somebody got a hold over you?”


    “More or less.” I shrug, taking a step sideways to slump onto the arm of a chair. “Heard of Carlos Redmond?”


    “Yeah, and of his son, Sawyer.”


    Fuck—hasn’t everyone? “Yeah, well his old man, Carlos, wants me dead as collateral unless he gets what Eddie took from him back.”


    “Like that’s ever going to happen.” She scoffs, turning away with her arms still firmly folded over her chest.


    “You know what kind of man Carlos is, right?”


    “Been told a few stories about him. He’s a brute—uses pain and fear to get what he wants.”


    Reaching out, I take one of her hands, forcing her to drop her arms and step towards me. “Bear in mind, that to tell a story those people got to walk away with their lives. Imagine what he does to the ones who aren’t so lucky.”


    “Am I meant to be scared by this?” she asks, staring down at our joined hands. “Am I meant to cower in fear so you can cuddle me better?” Her tone is scathing, disbelieving, and nothing short of spoilt.


    I shunt her hand away, causing her to step back, cradling it with wide eyes.


    “What the fuck did you do that for?” Tears form in her eyes, and I know I’m being an asshole given she still doesn’t know if Tommy’s going to make it, but fuck—she needs to learn.


    “Because of you,” I answer. “You’re so fuckin’ naïve. You play your games with these men, but I don’t think you quite get how fuckin’ serious this is.”


    “I think I do,” she mumbles defiantly.


    “Bullshit!”


    Ryan takes a couple more steps back as I launch off the chair, ripping the T-shirt I wear up by the waist to show her scars that outside of Malice and Ty, only the women who’ve shared my bed have seen. “See that?” I ask, jabbing angrily toward a series of raised lines on my flesh. “Stab wounds.” I let go of the fabric and start untying the drawstring on the sweats. Her eyes flick between my face and my hands that are furiously fumbling with the cord. A gasp escapes her as I drop the sweats to my knees and turn my left leg outward. “See that?” She nods, eyes on the mass of scarred and reddened flesh—a reminder of times when I wasn’t quite so experienced. “That’s what happens when a .308 round takes hold of your leg. Skin grafts, physical therapy, months of shit to deal with.” Her tears spill over, her fingers to her lips as she backs away again. “And you know what?”


    “What?” The word is barely a breathless whisper.


    “That’s what happened when I got on the wrong side of men half the fuckin’ monster cunts like Carlos are. You want to know how sadistic and sick the fucker is? Go find Sawyer and ask him how his mother died. Go find Sawyer and ask him what his old man did to try and kill him.” Turning away from her, I jerk the sweats up, re-tying the drawstring.


    She sobs openly now, and her mouth drops open with each loud hiccup. But fuck, I proved my point. I opened her shielded eyes to the world she’s toying in. She thinks that she’s learnt a lot about the underworld since she’s been running with this crew—she’s wrong. So fucking wrong. The bitch is a little girl playing with a box of matches she’s been given, and the damn things are yet to burn her.


    “These men will literally gut you in your sleep if you cross them, Ryan. You can’t do this shit alone. You want information about your uncle? Fuckin’ look somewhere else than Eddie, because even if he dishes up the facts for you, what you think he’s going to do to your lying, scheming ass when he’s done? Huh? You wouldn’t get more than ten steps away from the sick fuck before he stuck a bullet through your skull.”


    I twist around to take her in, her puffy eyes and shaking shoulders. She holds a hand up, her palm out when I try to approach. “No.”


    “I’m sorry I made you cry, darlin’. I really am, but shit, woman, I want you so fuckin’ bad, and the thought you could get hurt because you’re too fuckin’ proud, stubborn, or both to accept help irritates the fuck outta me. Let me help you,” I plead.


    Her arm slowly drops, leaving her hand hanging at her side, the other still covering her mouth. She sniffs hard, sucking in all the snot her crying’s caused. And yet she’s still the most beautiful woman I’ve seen.


    “Come here,” I say, opening my arms.


    Ryan pushes off the spot, but instead of coming in for a hug, she runs away from me. I chase after her, dodging the end of the sofa to follow her up the hall. She’s not avoiding this. I won’t let her go all bat-shit crazy on my ass and barricade herself in the bathroom or the like.


    She bolts into the bedroom we were in before, the one I assume she shares with Gunter, and tries to swing the door shut behind her. I deflect it with the heel of my hand, sending it careening the other way until it bounces off the wall. The noise is a distraction, making me turn my head for the briefest of seconds to make sure the fucking thing isn’t about to swing back at me.


    It’s the split-second she needs.


    Satisfied the door’s not about to knock me the fuck out, I look back at her and find the business end of a gun pointed at my head. “What the fuck?”


    “I’m not going to ask you again. Get out.” Her hands shake, and I’m more worried she’s going to shoot me by accident than on purpose.


    “Lower the gun and I’ll leave.”


    “Leave, and I’ll lower the gun,” she counters.


    “Fuck, woman. You’re goin’ to shoot me before I have a chance to get out the front door the way you’re shakin’.”


    Ryan bends at the knees to scoop my blood-stained clothes in one hand, the other keeping the gun on me. “Isn’t that generally the idea when you point a gun at someone? You’re going to shoot them?” She tosses the clothes in my direction.


    I catch them, bundling them in my arm. “Shit, Ryan,” I hiss under my breath, backing away. “I’m going. I’m gone.”


    I walk backwards until my spine finds the doorframe, and then sidestep to carry on up the hallway. Ain’t no way I’m giving a distressed woman my back when she’s pointing a handgun at me. I reach the living room and lift my free hand in surrender. “Are you sure?”


    “Yes!” she hollers. “Get the fuck out before I’ve got a mess to explain to Gunter.”


    “Fine,” I snap, shaking my head. “I’m out, Ryan. I tried to help, even when it meant fuckin’ up my own reason for being here, but you threw that shit in my face. So I’m out. Completely out.”


    Her chin quivers, visible from even this distance before she starts crying all over again. I take a step sideways and then finally turn around to head out the front door and leave her to her crazy self. She’s most likely watching me from a fucking window while I put my helmet on, feeling proud that she managed to stand up to me. Shit, she might be hurt that I actually did it—I left. But as much as I told her I’m out, she doesn’t know that much about me still, and one fact she’d know if she bothered to get close is that I never quit. And I most certainly never walk away from a person in need.


    I might have told her I’m through with this, but that was only to try and make sure she didn’t follow. If I’m going to take what I know and rip this crew to shreds to find the answers for her as well as deliver to King and the Saints, I need Ryan out of the way. I need her safe—well, as safe as she can be. And as much as it makes me sick to think it, right now, the safest place is with Gunter.


    


    

  


  
    



    ECHOES


    Ryan


    He closes the door so damn softly behind him I have to strain my ears to make out the sound. Somehow, I manage to get the safety back on the gun, dropping the Desert Eagle to the ground where I stand. I look down at the quivering hands that hang loosely by my sides. I threatened to kill him. What the fuck was I thinking? I have no qualms about threatening somebody’s life like that, but his? What are you doing, Ryan?


    Why do I care so much if he lives or dies? The asshole lied to me about who he was, and why he was here. He’s using us, getting close for some fucking scheme to take over Eddie’s crew, and I couldn’t give a single shit about it.


    Because you don’t give a shit that he lied.


    I don’t. As much as I delve inside and try to dredge up some semblance of anger toward him, there’s none. I didn’t kick him out because he used me, or because he lied . . . I kicked him out because I’m hurt and confused.


    I wanted to run away with him when I thought he was an opportunist named Bronson. I still want to run away with him even though I know he’s a con-man named Bronx. Why did I tell him to leave? He knows people who can help. I should accept the offer. I’d be a fucking idiot not to. But he’s also right in that my damn pride’s getting in the way. I don’t want his help because he angered me by being right; he pointed out a sad truth to me—that I’m a silly little girl playing with men who’ll hurt me just as easily as they’d turn their head to sneeze.


    I’ve been going about this all wrong. I’ve been so blinded by my goal that I didn’t realize the road I was taking to reach it was eroded and dangerous. You’re a fucking idiot, Ryan. And right now, I feel deserving of whatever shit is heading my way because of it.


    Pulling in a few deep breaths, I steady my racing heart and bend down to retrieve the gun. I don’t even know if it’s loaded—I just knew Gunter kept it tucked between the mattress and the end board of the bed in case of an intruder. Squeezing the release, I drop the magazine into my hand and suck in a sharp breath as I empty the contents. Seven bullets stare back at me, accusing, and reminding me all over again how dangerous and stupid what I did was. I could have killed him. What would I have done then?


    Slotting the mag back in, I place the heavy handgun back in its spot and hotfoot it up the hallway to where I left my bag behind the sofa. Pulling my phone out, I type out a quick message to Gunter, asking what’s happening. I didn’t take note of the time when he left, so I have no idea how long they’ve been gone. What have probably been mere minutes feel like days, the weight of the unknown a heavy load to bear. How long does it take to find out? Having never been in this situation before, I’m in over my head when it comes to knowing what to expect. And yet, Bronx was so damn calm. He said he’s dealt with it before. What is it he usually does? Because it’s obviously a whole lot more real than what Gunter, Tommy, and I have been playing at.


    I stand for what seems like hours, phone in my hand, willing a reply, but nothing comes. The plastic cover bites into my palm, I’m gripping it so damn hard. With a heavy sigh, I throw it on the sofa and head into the kitchen to get something to eat. All I end up doing is staring into the fridge for what also feels like forever before moving on to do the same with the cupboard. Time for a smoke instead.


    The night air is warm and humid, clinging to my skin like a second layer as I step out the back door. My hands still tremble as I light the stick, taking a long drag and staring out at our ghostly gray back fence while I exhale. It’s empty out here, quiet, and solitary. It’s exactly how I like it. My parents’ murder may have confused me, left me hollow and searching for an answer, but the events of that night also taught me one valuable lesson that has helped me throughout the tough times over and over—all I need is myself to get by. Although a twisting in my gut tells me that isn’t quite true any more.


    I want answers, but more than that I want him. Why is that so hard to admit? Why do I fight it? Why do I keep telling myself I’m strong and independent when my security blanket called Gunther proves otherwise? If I could do this alone, I would have walked out of here when Eddie took over and made it clear he wasn’t one to share information very freely. I would have walked right up to the gates of the Devil’s Breed after I met that whore and offered to do the same for a chance at learning something, getting a glimpse inside, and possibly finding Harris.


    But I didn’t. I stayed with Gunter, telling myself I was being some fucking martyr to the cause, convincing myself that I was being clever by finding out what I needed to know without whoring myself to the Devil’s Breed for the truth. But that’s exactly what you’re doing here. I’m not clever—I’m a fool.


    Tears run down the side of my nose, and over my lips to wet the filter of my cigarette. I pull in the last few drags and then drop it in the bucket on the back step. Standing here, alone, I’ve never felt more exposed. The mask I held up to even myself has been thrown aside, and I’m not sure I like the girl behind it. She’s scared, weak, and alone. She’s a fake. The clothes I’m wearing feel foreign, my tattoos taking on a whole other life. This isn’t my skin. This isn’t that girl who cowered by the fence as the house burned. This woman, she’s a stranger, and if I want to know her, I’ve got a lot of catching up to do.


    I drop to the step, tucking my face into my knees as a gentle breeze kicks up, tangling my hair around my shins. To go forward, I’m going to need to go back, and that means facing up to what really happened and forcing myself to look beyond the obvious to find the parts of that night I’ve kept buried from myself because it was just easier to go on that way.


    Somewhere in my memories lies the key to why Harris did what he did, and I need to be brave enough to find that . . . on my own.


    “Okay, honey. I’ll be up to see you soon.”


    I turn and leave my parents alone with Harris, keeping my chin tucked down, my eyes to the floor. Their voices carry up the stairs behind me, joking, laughing, like they have so many times before. Everything’s sure starting out the same, so why am I worried?


    An hour passes with me lying on my bed, a book propped up on the pillow as I read by the lamplight with my radio playing. Downstairs is quiet, and I’m comforted by the fact they’re probably all down there sharing a drink while they talk around the coffee table. It’s a scene I’ve walked in on plenty of times before: Mom leaning on Dad’s shoulder while Uncle Harris takes up the entire sofa—one end for him, and one end for his feet.


    Only the calm doesn’t last long. Something thuds loudly against a wall and my father’s yelling, words I can’t make out over the woman’s voice belting out my speakers. I close the book I was reading, and set it under the lamp, sliding off my bed to cross the room to my radio. Halfway there I still, my heart a thousand hummingbirds beating against the walls of their cage—my mother is screaming.


    Leaving the radio as is, I run to my closed bedroom door, halting as my fingers wrap around the handle. Harris told me to stay in here no matter what I heard. But is this what he meant? I don’t want to get in trouble for going down there when I shouldn’t, but I don’t want to stay up here when my mom’s hurt. I inch the door open, leaning my face against its hard edge as the argument continues.


    “How long have you known, Cathy?” My father sounds sad, and for the better part, hurt.


    Whatever my mom says is lost halfway between where they are, and myself, her words quieted by the walls of the house.


    “Why?” Dad cries out. His next words are so vastly different from the last. Instead of pain and anguish, I hear the hate and determination in his tone. “You fucking bastard!”


    There’s scraping of furniture, dull thuds, and my mother hollering at them to stop. My best guess is Dad and Harris are fighting, but about what? What could have best friends become such heated enemies after one night?


    “No, no, no!” Mom’s shouting. “Don’t!”


    A gun fires, and I lurch off the door. My already tested heart seizes, and then restarts in the race of its life. Every inch of me is on fire. My head pounds, and my limbs tingle.


    “What have you done?” Harris yells.


    There’s crying, but I can’t make out who it is. I want to say it’s Mom, but the sound is just so wrong. Another gun shot—another blow to my stressed heart. The crying has stopped, but somebody’s moaning, talking to himself.


    It takes three tries for me to connect my shaking hand to the handle, two to get it open and myself through. I put a first foot on to the landing when heavy footsteps pound toward me. I should run, just like Harris told me to, but I’m frozen. Bile ebbs and flows in my throat, my stomach having a hard time deciding what to do as well.


    Dark brown hair crests the steps, moving higher to reveal the hardened face I always thought to be my idea of what comfort is. I’ve trusted the eyes that are now fixed to me with my life. I’ve loved that gentle smile since I can remember. So why would now be any different?


    “Hey, baby girl. You remember what I told you?” Harris comes to a stop before me, bending one knee so he’s slightly lower than I am and placing his huge hands on the outside of my shoulders. I look down into his face, searching it for an answer to the question I don’t need to ask.


    “I remember.”


    “Now’s time to run, okay? You go straight down those stairs, and you don’t look back. Can you do that for me?”


    I nod rapidly, but I’m not so sure I can. My feet are lead weights, my legs useless sticks of chalk.


    “Got anythin’ you wanna take with you?” He smiles, a hand moving to cup my cheek.


    “I . . . I don’t think so. Where’s Mom?”


    “Sleeping.” He smiles, but his eyes are telling me so much more, and it’s so much worse. “You run somewhere safe, baby girl, and I’ll come find you when the time’s right.”


    What does he mean ‘somewhere safe’? Aren’t I safe with him?


    Harris gives me a gentle push, coaxing me past him, and something kick starts in my legs. I take the stairs two at a time, finding he already has the front door open. I run, just like he told me to, but I don’t go far. I can’t. I need to see what he does; I need to see who’ll walk out of there.


    Tucking myself into a ball, I hide between some of my mother’s flowery bushes and our front fence, watching the front door like a hawk. Hope wedges in my throat, a pill I can’t quite swallow as I wait to see if Mom will walk out okay. Or Dad. I’d take either of them, just to know they’re okay. I just want somebody who’ll hold me and make the confusion go away.


    Time passes, and it seems nothing happens. I stare at our wooden home, wondering what Harris is doing inside. Is he trying to help my parents? A light catches my eye, and I know without a flicker of a doubt he’s doing no such thing. The evidence of what he’s been up to dances in the upstairs window—my parents’ room. Within minutes, smoke pours out the front door, and the crackle and pop as things ignite echoes out with the grey plume. Still, there’s no Mom, there’s no Dad, and there’s not even a Harris. I watch as my family home goes up in flames, I flinch as windows explode from the heat, and I cry as the first parts of my life begin to crumble under the pressure.


    I’ve given up hope of ever seeing anyone I love again when a shadowy figure emerges in the doorway. He crawls, staying under the smoke, but I know without a doubt it’s Harris. Something is in his hand, something large that he’s leaning on as he moves. I shift my legs to approach him, but he stands, and the look on his face is nothing I’ve ever seen. I might be young, and I might not have experienced the world yet, but even a child can recognize the look of a broken man. As he walks past where I hide, I hold my breath to avoid being found. This man is a monster, a stranger, and how can I be sure he won’t change his mind and kill me too?


    Harris, the man I’ve loved like a second father, takes a final look at the house and mounts his bike, riding off with my ability to trust somebody ever again. And all I can do is wonder, what did I do wrong?


    I sit up with a jolt, my eyes wide as the images from my memories freeze into my mind like slides from a fucked up family holiday. The details, the things I chose not to see before, smack me about the head and berate me for being so blind all these years.


    The moaning after the first shot; I always thought it was my mother, her voice distorted with grief, but when I push that preconception aside and unbox the memory, it was my father. Which means Mom died first. Hearing Harris asking my father what he’d done only points to the fact it was probably an accident.


    But that second shot. It had to have been done on purpose—anger, revenge, betrayal . . . heartbreak.


    And when Harris had found me on the landing, I’d chosen only to remember his face, his eyes as he spoke to me. But there was more. If I widen the lens, the evidence was all over his cheeks, his neck, and his clothing. He wore blood like a shower of rain, staining him in tiny droplets of guilt. If he’s the last man standing, he clearly shot my father, but how would he get covered in that much blood if he faced my dad? He couldn’t—surely. Does that mean he was behind my mom when my father shot her. What the fuck?


    My chest heaves as the knots unravel. The picture grows clearer. All these years I chose to believe so single-mindedly that he shot both of them, that it was because he was angry with both of them. But he wasn’t, was he? He loved my mother, and when I think back on it, perhaps he loved her a little too much. Eyes lingering a little too long, hands touching a little too much, my father lowering his voice a little too often when he addressed my uncle.


    Harris was in love with my mom. Harris probably wanted my mom. Which explains the argument, but not the outcome. What were they talking about? Was it just the fact my uncle had such strong feelings for Mom? Did she reciprocate his feelings? Did Harris come to take her away from us? Is that why he got into a fight with Dad?


    Thinking over things in a new light has opened my eyes to so much I missed before, but seeing these new facts also raises questions, leading me right back to square one.


    I need to find somebody who can tell me why my parents died, and although Eddie knows what happened, Bronx is right—I’m probably safer trying to get a bunch of bikers to share what they’ve heard on the grapevine.


    I need to find Bronx and apologize. I need to track him down and get him to talk to his friends at the Fallen Saints, which means a trip to an old warehouse two hours drive from here to see a man about a dog—a lying dog.


    


    

  


  
    



    RECALL


    Bronx


    “You best be gettin’ your ass back here, fucker, because I’ve got a few things you need to clear up.” King’s tone is low and level, but there’s no missing the hidden threat in it.


    “Like what?”


    “Like a problem at my front gate. A problem who won’t take no for an answer.”


    Shit. There’s only one person I’ve told about my connection to the Saints. “Ryan?”


    “You bet your ass that’s her name. Told her she’s not welcome, and now the bitch has damn near chained herself to the gate until she sees you. What the fuck is she doing here, Bronx?”


    I cringe, realizing I probably should have answered the messages she’s been sending through. “I might have told her a thing or two.”


    “I’m goin’ to pretend you didn’t say that, step my ass over to my liquor cabinet, and try to find some patience in a bottle of Jack. You have an hour to get yourself here before I fuckin’ set the whores on to her. Bet they’d have a few things they’d like to teach your girl about territory.”


    “Yeah, all right, I get you. Just settle down.” The guy’s starting to sound like his predecessor, Apex.


    The line goes dead with a click, and I draw in a few calming breaths. One, I probably shouldn’t have told King to settle down, and two, what the fuck, Ryan? Guess the woman had a change of heart after ushering me out of the house with a gun. Figures . . . women. I pocket my phone and rub a hand over my face, mentally wiping away any traces of guilt I might have had. Now’s not the time to be giving it all away—I’ve already said more than enough to Ryan. Evidently.


    “How’s it going?” I ask, walking through the back door of the practice to where I left Gunter sitting. I should have headed straight to a motel, found somewhere to stay the night, but I knew there’d be no rest if I didn’t check in on Tommy first. The kid’s kind of hard to forget about when his blood is still under my nails and embedded in the creases of my skin. Plus, I still had a small problem of a pellet that needed removing.


    “Doc thinks he might pull through. Can’t be a hundred until tomorrow, though.”


    “I need to keep goin’. Send me a message when you get him home. Let me know how it goes, yeah?”


    The big guy nods, assessing me. “Who was that you were talking to? Eddie?”


    I shake my head. “Old girlfriend. In a spot of trouble and needs a hand gettin’ home.” At least it was only partially a lie.


    Gunter nods again, tapping the heel of his boot on the linoleum floor. “You did a good thing tonight.”


    “He’s a good kid.”


    “He is.” The skinhead fiddles with the buckles on his suspenders where they hang slack at his hips. “Never was cut out for this shit.”


    The doc shows his face around a doorframe, and tips his head toward the room behind him. “He’s stable, for now. We’ll let him rest for a bit, make sure he doesn’t go downhill again before you take him home.”


    Gunter nods and looks over to me as he stands. “You want to come see him?”


    I shake my head and step toward the door. “Nah, man. You two have some time alone. I need to hit the road.” I hesitate a second before heading for the front door to where my bike’s parked. My nature is to give somebody comfort, pat them on the shoulder or the like, but with Gunter I can’t quite bring myself to do it. He’s a guy in pain, unsure if his brother’s going to survive the night, but he’s still a narrow-minded Nazi. There’s only so much sympathy I can spare the guy.


    Being so late, the roads are relatively clear, and I make the trip to Lincoln in good time, thanks to riding a few extra miles over the limit. Bringing my Kawasaki to an idle, I roll past Ryan’s car parked out on the road and coast the last few yards to the gate to find Dog and one of the other prospects standing in front of the gate. Dog lifts his head to acknowledge me as I come to a stop before them, my headlight illuminating Ryan in their custody as she stands and then just as quickly sags into the gate in defeat.


    She’s obviously unsure if it’s right to approach me, and in all truth, she’s not half wrong. I’m pretty fucking pissed at the bitch, almost as much as I’m relieved she’s come to her senses.


    “Take it she’s right?” Dog calls out. “You know who she is?”


    I lock my gaze on her as she stands behind him, flanked by the younger prospect. Her eyes are downcast, her hands fidgeting wildly with the hem of her shirt. “Yeah, I know who she is.”


    “Said she wanted to talk to Pres. Pretty fuckin’ bold request.”


    Fucking suicidal with some clubs. She’s lucky she’s standing on King’s doorstep. A few other chapters wouldn’t be quite so kind to a woman demanding a word with the boss and then refusing to leave.


    The prospect signals for the gate to be opened, and Ryan jumps when it starts rolling on its tracks. I ride past the three of them, taking my bike to the overhang I park under when I visit. By the time I dismount and remove my helmet, the three of them are halfway across the yard to the clubhouse.


    Dog and the prospect continue past me, leaving Ryan to straggle behind. She stops before me, and now that she’s up close I can see that her eye makeup has run and she’s smeared most of it off—all except for a line that runs from the outer corner of one eye to her temple. I reach out, and she stiffens, yet allows me to rub it off with the pad of my thumb.


    “There,” I say, pulling back to admire my handiwork. “You look less like a crazy fuckin’ clown, and more like a girl who chose not to wear much makeup.”


    She rolls her eyes, and I get rewarded with a small smile. “Way to make a girl feel special.”


    “Darlin’, the fact you’re standin’ here and they didn’t shoot you for trespassin’ says you’re special.”


    Her gaze darts over my shoulder. “I knew the young guy wouldn’t have done it; he doesn’t look like he’d hurt a fly. But the other one, I didn’t really trust him when he said we’d be waiting out front for you to show up. Half expected him to take me for a long walk off a short pier.”


    “You’re safe with him; they haven’t got to that part of his initiation yet.” Her eyes go wide, and I let loose a chuckle, coaxing her on toward the clubhouse with a hand to her back. “Dog’s harmless. Does an all right job of looking tough, but he’s good fun.”


    “To you, maybe.” She gives Dog a nod of thanks as we pass him holding the door open. “Are they all like these two?”


    “You’re about to find out.” I might have laughed at her apprehension, found it cute, but even from where we stood in the entrance hall I could feel the wrath of King.


    Shit’s about to get ugly.


    “Just stick close, yeah?” I shunt her into my side with a well-placed hand to the hip. “Not everyone is so friendly with outsiders.”


    As though to prove my point, two of the regular club sluts emerge from the backyard. One pulls her under-sized top down over her plastic rack, while the other gives Ryan a look that could melt rock as she opens her mouth. “Back for more, Bronx?”


    I flash her a bored glance and continue towards King’s office, turning to ask Dog, “He’s in there?”


    “Yeah,” he answers, snagging Plastic Tits about the waist. “He’s expectin’ you.”


    “Are we in a biker clubhouse or a brothel?” Ryan murmurs beside me.


    I pull her to a stop as we reach King’s closed door, and lean down to whisper in her face. “You want help from these guys—which I assume is why you risked your ass showin’ up here—then you best be actin’ like a good woman should, and speak when spoken to. Okay?”


    She cocks her eyebrow. “A good woman?”


    “Yeah,” I challenge. “A good woman. The kind of woman who knows how to keep herself out of trouble with people like this.”


    She nods, her lips tightly twisted to one side. So what if she ain’t happy about it? As long as she shuts the hell up and listens to what King has to say, we’ll be fine . . . I think.


    I knock on the pres’s door and open it up a fraction, poking my head inside. A bottle whistles past my ear and smashes on the wall beside me, showering me in tiny fragments while I turn my head to avoid getting glass in my eyes. “Fuck, man!”


    King places a hand on the top of his desk and launches himself over it, marching toward where I’m shielding Ryan with my body. His tattooed arm snakes out, grasping me by the front of my shirt, and hauling me into the room as I try to break his hold with the back of my forearm. “Excuse us a minute, sweetheart.” He slams the door in Ryan’s face and shoves me roughly into the seat before his desk. “What the ever-loving fuck have you done, asshole? Why does she—one of Eddie’s bitches—know you’re affiliated with us? I warned you what would happen if you started thinkin’ with your dick, boy. You ready for this?” He starts rolling the already un-cuffed flannel shirt further up his arms.


    “Are you goin’ to hear me out?” I ask, pushing out of the chair and standing toe-to-toe with the guy. “Ever crossed your pussy-starved mind I might have a reason?”


    “What fuckin’ reason could you have for waving a fucking big banner around tellin’ everyone who you are? What the fuck is the point to any of this if you’re goin’ to throw it all away on one woman?” He places both hands on my shoulders, giving me a hard shove. “Fuck, man. You’ve only been there a few weeks.”


    Both of our heads whip about as the door cracks open. “Can I come in and explain?” Ryan asks from the safety of the far side.


    “No!” we both shout in unison, causing her to shut the door in a damn hurry.


    “She needs our help,” I whine, like the fucking sissy I am. I pinch the bridge of my nose out of sheer frustration; every time I open my mouth, my justification for my actions proves how pathetic they are.


    “With what?” King asks. “Figuring out how Eddie’s going to fuck us over next?” He presses a fist into the palm of his other hand, popping knuckles.


    “No!” I scissor my feet, preparing for the inevitable. “She needs to get in contact with the Devil’s Breed. I thought you might be able to help with that.” If I thought the bastard was angry before, I was fucking mistaken. His face grows red, and his nostrils flare. I backtrack to place the chair between us. “What? What the fuck did I say now?”


    “Devil’s Breed?” King nods, his eyes wider than a madman. “You want me to talk to the fucking Devil’s Breed?”


    “Dude,” I cry out, exasperated. “I’m askin’ here. If it’s impossible, tell me. I’m not a fuckin’ biker. I don’t know if you assholes get along or not.”


    “Exactly,” King snaps, driving a fist into the top of his desk and leaving it planted there. “You ain’t one of us. You’re here because one of my officers fucked it all up with his boy way back when, and stupidly, I agreed to get us tangled up in this.”


    “Hey,” I say, pointing a finger his way and stepping out from behind the chair. “You said yourself that Carlos is after more than us now. You said yourself that he’s got beef with you as well.” I steal a look at his office door, wondering how Ryan’s getting on alone.


    “Dog will be watching her,” King says, reading my mind. “And yeah, fucker, I did say that. But shit wouldn’t be so complicated if it weren’t for you assholes.”


    “Wouldn’t it?” I ask. “Because if I’m workin’ this out right, your club would be runnin’ from the Koreans about now if we didn’t have a way for you to earn enough to cover the debt.”


    King sighs, slamming both hands to his forehead and gripping his hair between his fingers. “Be the president, they said. You’ll straighten this club right out, they said.” He shakes his head in his hands. “Didn’t tell me the place was so fuckin’ screwed from the get go.”


    “Would it have made any difference if you did know?” I ask, knowing damn well what he was going to say.


    “No.” He drops his hands and walks around the desk to take his seat. “Still would have helped those sorry fucks out anyway.” He sighs, waving a hand at the door. “Let the girl in.”


    I step over and pull the door wide, finding Ryan backed up to the wall beside it with her arms crossed over her body protectively while she watches the brothers eyeballing her around the common room. “Get in.”


    She takes a wide step sideways and slips through the door like a startled rabbit. King watches her warily from his position across the room, elbows on his desk and hands folded in front of his mouth. She glances up at me for help on what to do.


    “Take the seat,” I offer, pointing to the only free chair.


    She sits down, eyeing King as her hands do a jig in her lap.


    “What do you need from us?” King barks from behind his hands. “Who is it you know at the Devil’s Breed?”


    “Harris,” she answers, barely a whisper. “I knew, Harris.”


    King rolls his eyes back and makes a dramatic show of dropping his head on the desk between his arms. “It just keeps gettin’ better,” he moans into the wooden top. “Why? What the fuck did I do in another life to get dumped with this?”


    Ryan looks across to where I’m standing, and I shrug. Fucked if I know what he’s talking about, either.


    King lifts his head and looks between us. “So, given you’re both outsiders, I’m going to assume you haven’t a fuckin’ clue who Harris is now.”


    “Now?” Ryan asks.


    “He changed his name, sweetheart.”


    She stares wide-eyed at King. “I was told he’s dead.”


    King chuckles. “Satan himself couldn’t bring that asshole down. He’s very much alive and kickin’ . . . and in charge. He got a new road name after he fucked over what I’m going to assume is your family.” He looks her top to toe twice and grunts as though agreeing with himself. “Am I right? It was your house he did over?”


    She nods.


    “Jesus,” King mutters. “Get Dog in here, Bronx.”


    I open the door like a right fucking concierge and call over to Dog, whose head is currently buried between the legs of Plastic Tits where she’s propped upon the back of the sofa. “Dog, Pres wants you.”


    “Fuck’s sake.” He wipes his face with the palm of his hand, and points to Plastic Tits. “Stay. Good girl.”


    His fucking chin still glistens when he walks in the office, and King gestures for him to wipe his face again, looking at Ryan pointedly from the corner of his eyes.


    Dog grins down at her, removing what’s left of his midnight snack with the sleeve of his shirt. “Sorry, love.”


    “Dog,” King says. “Who is Tuck?” He waves his hand for him to answer, as though he’s conducting an orchestra.


    “Jesus. Only the head of the Devil’s Breed. Real sadistic fucker. Has a history of carving up his victims with a bunch of symbols that signify what they did—treason, theft, adultery, child abuse . . . that kind of thing. Been contested twice, and both times the sorry sons-a-bitches ended up with a body part in each state the Devil’s Breed have ties in.”


    “And what would be his given name?” King asks. “What did his momma and daddy write down on his birth certificate?”


    “Harris Friar.” Dog screws his face up in confusion. “Everyone knows that, don’t they?” Dog looks between Ryan and I.


    Ryan’s eyes damn near pop out of her head. “Are you sure?”


    “As sure as I am that my damn dinner’s goin’ cold out there.” Dog smiles sweetly at her.


    “Shit,” she mutters under her breath. “I guess it’s probably right.” Her eyes stare at the floor, but her thoughts aren’t in this room with us.


    “Complicates things,” I say.


    King nods. “Sure does.” He swings his gaze back to Dog. “Need you to run a courier for me.”


    “Why me?” Dog cries out. “That’s Vince’s job.”


    “I’m pickin’ you.” King scribbles something on a scrap of paper and hands it to him. “Memorize this, then burn it. Report back, no matter when you get in. If I’m not in here, then you’ve got permission to come wake me up.”


    Dog reads over the note and lifts an eyebrow. His gaze moves to Ryan. “This true?”


    King nods. He throws Dog a light, and the prospect sends the paper up in flames before I can get a glimpse. Ryan watches as Dog juggles the burning scrap between his hands, and then dusts the ashes off his palms. He heads out the office door, shutting it behind him.


    King sucks in a deep breath and leans his head on one hand, his elbow propped on the desk. “Harris ran with us when he was a prospect. Apex never patched him in—some bullshit excuse made up because he didn’t think he was ‘hard’ enough. Made the guy remain a prospect for more than six fuckin’ years—unheard of. Understandably, Harris went to the Breed, and well, the rest is history.” King drops his hand to the desk, fidgeting with a pen, spinning it in circles. “I guess if he’s likely to listen to anyone, it’ll be me. We used to pretty good friends until he swapped colors.”


    “What did that note say?” Ryan asks quietly.


    “That’s for me and Dog to know, and you and Tuck to find out.”


    


    

  


  
    



    JUNCTION


    Ryan


    My cell vibrates in my pocket while Bronx leads us across the main room of the clubhouse to where a bar is set up against one of the longest walls. He wanders to the serving side while I pull the phone out and open the message.


    “Beer, spirits, juice and even water. What would you like?” He turns to see what I’m doing when I don’t respond. “Gunter?”


    I nod, taking a seat on one of the worn leather-topped bar stools. “Yeah. He said they’re heading home.”


    “What you goin’ to say?” He knows as well as I do I’d never get back before them.


    “The truth—that I needed to get out of the house.” I type out my reply to Gunter while Bronx watches, erasing and rewording sections multiple times before I decide it’s the best it’ll be.


    “Think he’ll buy it?”


    “Guess we’ll know shortly.”


    Bronx rounds the bar to where I sit, taking up a spot on the next stool over. “Wish you were there for Tommy though, don’t you?”


    I nod, tears brimming. I squeeze my eyes tight and will them away. “Yeah. I hate the fact he’s all mixed up in the crossfire. I should have stayed home. I should have left this until another day.” How could I be so selfish? I’m still so wrapped up in my own problems that I didn’t think about how this would impact Tommy.


    “You’d only be delaying the inevitable.”


    “Maybe, but my timing couldn’t have sucked more if I’d tried.”


    Bronx shrugs. “If you wait for the perfect time, you’ll often find the opportunity has passed. Sometimes you just need to go with your gut and do what you know is best for you.”


    He’s right, but it doesn’t make my guilt lessen much. “I’ve wanted to know for twelve years why Harris tore my life apart like that, you know? Twelve years of wondering. Being so obsessed about it isn’t healthy—I know that, but I also can’t help it. What he did changed everything.” I scrub my fingertips into my closed eyes. “And now this—he’s alive.”


    Bronx scoots a little closer, placing his hand over mine in a gesture of solidarity. “You don’t need to justify yourself to me.”


    “He told me he’d come back for me,” I admit, looking up to find him watching me so damn intently with those gentle eyes. “He said he’d find me when the time was right.”


    “Same as what I said before, darlin’—perhaps the opportunity passed? Besides, if he’d rocked up in the first months after it happened, would you have wanted to see him?”


    “I guess not.”


    “So maybe he just hadn’t found the right time yet?”


    “Maybe.” I draw a heavy breath, wondering when life might ever be normal for me. “I still feel bad about leaving Tommy.”


    He sighs, rubbing his fingertips over my wrist. “I know it hurts to leave him behind, Ryan, but you ain’t goin’ back.” His expression is stern, his eyes dark and lips set firm, telling me there’s no questioning the decision.


    “Gunter won’t let me walk away without a fight, Bronx.”


    “I’m no stranger to a fight, darlin’.” He smiles, and my eyes automatically travel to his crooked nose.


    “You’ve been doing it for a while, huh?”


    “A few years, yeah.” His hand works its way up my arm, rubbing and massaging. It’s comforting in an intimate, yet non-assuming way. “I’ll find a way to get information on Tommy. He’s a good kid—I’m sure he’ll understand.”


    “God, I hope he’s okay. I really wish there was a way for me to see him.” I love Tommy like a brother, but Bronx is right saying I can’t go back. Gunter would lock me in the house and keep me under watch. But it’s not just Gunter’s violent tendencies that would put me at risk. Until now, I found it easy to play the part for Gunter, put on a brave face when I was fooling myself that I had the upper hand. But now that my eyes are open, I don’t have that false confidence to carry me through. “I have to agree with you, though—it wouldn’t be safe for me to return.” Because there’s also the question of what Gunter thinks would be a fitting punishment. He’s not afraid to hit a girl. I could guarantee that would be the least of it, too.


    “You’re not alone while you work through this, Ryan.” Bronx swallows hard. “I’m not goin’ anywhere.”


    “I don’t know how I did it for so long,” I say. “How the hell did I pretend with Gunter when I couldn’t stand the thought of having to get into bed with him every night, of having him touch me.” I snort out a sad laugh at how low I stooped in the name of answers. “It makes me sick just thinking of the things he’d get me to do.” I blink away the welling tears. “I was so numb; there’s no other way to explain it. How else could I whore myself out for nothing like that?”


    “Ryan, you need to stop,” Bronx says through gritted teeth. “Just hearin’ you talk about that shit makes me ready to kill someone.” His fists flex in his lap, and he stares intently at the white of his knuckles, a frown marring his face.


    My phone vibrates on the bar top, breaking the moment with a loud buzz. I reach over and tap the screen, bringing up the message. “He wants to know when I’ll be home.”


    “You won’t.” Bronx lifts his eyes, challenging me. “Tell him.”


    I stare at the screen, idly crooking my finger back and forth so the message window moves up and down while I think on the words I’ll use. My heart’s singing out to do what’s right for me and stay, to tell Gunter I won’t be going back, but the sensible side of my head tells me there’s more to it than just up and walking away. I leave in the middle of chaos like this, and I bring all hell down on Bronx and this club. I can’t live with that on my conscience. “I need to talk with him, face to face. I need to at least try to reason with the guy, otherwise he’s going to be after blood, Bronx.”


    “Nothin’ I haven’t dealt with before, Ryan. You’re not goin’ back to Omaha. I don’t want to hear about it any more.”


    It’s scary—I’ll admit that. Fucking up isn’t so bad when there’s somebody there to hold your hand, when there’s a person who’ll give you a pat on the back and say ‘better luck next time’. But when there’s nothing, no support system there, it’s pretty damn terrifying. I’ve got nothing if I fail here—no family to run back to. I’m on my own.


    “What if Harris wants nothing to do with me?” I ask. “What if bringing Harris here screws things up for King? You think he’d want me hanging around? Where do I go then?”


    “King wouldn’t have asked Harris here if he thought there was a chance of it messin’ with the club.”


    “You didn’t answer my first question,” I murmur.


    “I can’t speak for Harris.” Bronx fiddles with a bottle cap left on the bar.


    I stare at his profile, marveling how beautiful this man is inside, as well as physically. His heart is in the right place. “What if I screw things up with us?” I ask on a whisper.


    He turns to face me, sincerity clear in his eyes. “You won’t.” He gives my hands a small tug, pulling me off the stool and into his firm body. “You only fail at somethin’ if you stop tryin’.”


    Panic rises to the back of my throat, and I place my hands flat on his chest, ready to push him away. But his gaze holds mine, and in his eyes I see the same fear I’m harboring—that he won’t be enough. He is. My palms relax, and the very tips of my fingers curl into the cotton of his T-shirt. Could we make this work?


    “All my stuff’s still there.”


    “I’ll buy you new stuff.”


    “And then there’s Eddie,” I say quietly. “They’ll know it’s you. What are you going to do? Weren’t you there for a reason before I messed things up?”


    He sighs, scrubbing a hand over his face. “Yeah, I was. I’ll figure somethin’ out. Don’t worry yourself about that.”


    “Maybe I can help?”


    “One thing at a time, darlin’. First, you got to let Gunter know that you’re not goin’ back.”


    “You realize sending him this message is like firing a starting gun?” I ask, holding his gaze. “I tell him I’m leaving him, and it’s all downhill from there. He’ll lose his head, let Eddie know, and send a shit storm our way.”


    “Yep,” he exclaims, clearly becoming agitated. “I realize that.” Bronx reaches out and pulls my phone closer. “Send the message.”


    I draw in a deep breath, my chest shuddering as I fill my lungs to capacity. I always thought this day would be easy, that I’d dance to the music of their surprise when I took what I wanted and left. But I’ve been kidding myself—this was always going to be a mess.


    My index finger taps out a rhythm as I carefully select the words that will not only set me free, but also condemn me to a different kind of hell. However I slice it, Gunter won’t take it well, and all I can hope is that with Tommy in his current state it does something to temper Gunter, for a little while at least.


    “Done,” I announce, pushing the phone from under my hand.


    “What did you say?”


    “The truth. That I can’t live his life—I need to start my own.”


    “How does it feel?”


    “Like suicide. Like I’m setting myself free, but losing so much in the process. They might be ignorant assholes, a bunch of sexist pigs, but they still looked after me in their twisted way for years, you know?”


    Bronx shifts so he’s sitting on the very edge of his stool, lifting both hands to cup my face. “But were you happy?”


    My eyes glass over as I shake my head in his hold. “I haven’t been truly happy for a fucking long time.”


    “So isn’t that proof in itself that things needed to change?”


    I nod, my chin scrunched tight as I try to sniff away the tears. “I just want to know why they had to die,” I sob. The pain surfaces from the depths where I’ve kept it jammed all these years that I’ve been pretending to be somebody else. It unfurls, spreading its petals across my heart and showing the scared girl who’s been held captive inside. I cry openly, for the first time since I watched the firemen douse the flames from my hiding spot.


    A firm hand wraps about the back of my head, tucking in beneath my hair to pull me to a warm shoulder. Bronx rubs his free hand in long strokes up and down my back, offering nothing but a safe place to let it all out. It’s all I’ve ever needed.


    “I miss them so fucking much,” I tell him as soon as my tears have subsided enough to allow me to speak. “It hurt so bad every time I thought about it, so after a while, I just taught myself not to think about them at all.”


    “It’s called coping,” he says. “You found a way to be able to carry on.”


    “Yeah, but how fucked is it? I chose to forget my parents, rather than remember the good times we had.”


    “It’s never too late to turn it around.”


    I ease out of Bronx’s hold, wiping my nose with the hem of my T-shirt. “Such a lady,” I mutter with a laugh.


    Bronx smiles, nodding toward my phone. “You better check that. You got a reply while you were cryin’.”


    Shit. I stare at the damn thing for an age before I muster up the courage to open the reply. My stomach’s still swimming with acid, but I urge the creeping panic aside and force myself to focus on the words.


    What the fuck are you talking about? Why are you in Lincoln?


    “What the . . .?” I frown at my phone before it hits me—he’s tracking me through it.


    I launch off the stool and tear around to the serving side of the bar, running my hands over the shelves, and ripping drawers open until I find what I need. Bronx is on his feet, confused as hell when I lean over the bar to reach my iPhone, a wrench in my other hand. I’ll question why there’s a damn eight-inch tool in the bar another time, but for now, I’m just grateful the thing’s there.


    “What are you doin’?” he asks as I swing it high.


    The phone shatters with a dull crunch under the steel head. “Cutting all ties.”


    “Bit extreme isn’t it?”


    I can barely hear him over the noise I’m making smashing the device into a puddle of plastic and metal. “He asked what I’m doing in Lincoln,” I shout. “I forgot he has the finder app on our phones. I don’t know if he paid attention to where in Lincoln I am, but he won’t be able to look it up again.”


    Bronx runs a hand over his head. “You do realize it will still show him the last known location?”


    The wrench drops from my hand, narrowly missing my foot. “No.”


    He smiles awkwardly at me. “Yeah. It’ll still show him where it is, just that it’s not active.” He fails to hide the concern in his eyes.


    “Fuck!” Every time—they always get one up on me. Why can’t I damn well get it right? Anger, pure and hot, surges through my veins: at Gunter for tracking me, at myself for not thinking about the fact he can still find me if my phone’s alive or not, and at the fact I now have a damn expensive pile of trash that I’m still making payments on. Bronx backs up as I reach out in a fit and swipe the pieces off the counter, sending them raining down on the floor.


    It dawns on me that the room’s gone quiet, as in, a pin drop would be deafening at this moment. Peering out from under my lashes, I take in the two men beside the pool table, gawking with their cues in hand. A scantily clad woman is frozen mid-stride at the base of some stairs, and even King is hanging out in the door to his office, an amused smile on his face.


    Low, reverberating laughter fills the void, breaking the otherwise heavy silence. I stare at King, raising my face fully to frown at the guy as he damn near wets himself where he stands, holding on to the doorframe with one hand.


    “Shit, Bronx. That’s the most entertaining thing I’ve seen all day.” He sucks in a few breaths, making loud whoops as he does. “Can’t tell you how much of a relief it is to know I’m not the only asshole goin’ crazy over a psychotic bitch.”


    Bitch? I open my mouth to say something, but snap it shut when Bronx holds out his hand. “Don’t,” he urges. “It’s not said as an insult around here. Plus, it’s the first time he’s laughed like that in a while—the guy needs it.”


    I look at the mess I’ve created, and then at King, sharing his smile and the joke. His face drops at the sound of my laughter, and he points a finger between the two of us.


    “Funny as it was, you said something that disturbed the fuck out of me while you were busy smashin’ that up, sweetheart. Both of you better tell me exactly who it is that knows where she is, and I better like it, otherwise you two will be wishin’ you’d kept this little love-fest in Omaha.”


    I glance across at Bronx who’s staring up at the ceiling, nostrils flaring. I’ve been here all of half an hour, and I’ve got him in the shit twice. Honestly, if the guy isn’t questioning what he’s got himself in for by now, there has to be something seriously wrong with him.


    Or seriously right.


    


    

  


  
    



    SADDLE UP


    Bronx


    The look on her face says it all. After King finished tearing us a new one, she bolted across the common room and holed herself up on that sofa, knees tucked into her chest as though she was a frightened child. I guess in some ways she still is. But that look, the vacancy in her eyes—she’s wondering why she’s even alive, what the purpose to all of this pain and heartache is.


    A feeling I know too well.


    Dawn passed an hour ago, and still no sign of Gunter. Either the skinhead doesn’t fancy leaving his brother behind, or he hasn’t figured out what he’s going to do about Ryan yet. The guy’s pretty thick in the head, but I don’t think he’s enough of an idiot to charge down a whole fucking clubhouse of bikers single-handedly.


    Either way, it was the final nail in my coffin. I’ve fucked this up, ruined the whole deal. Might as well buy myself a cabin in the Alaskan wilderness now. I’m kind of surprised King hasn’t taken me out the back for a lesson on biting bullets yet. Maybe tomorrow—maybe he wants her gone first?


    My phone chimes in my back pocket, and removing an elbow from where I’m leaning on the bar, I pull it out and open the message. Ty.


    Your a fucking moron.


    *you’re I send back, smiling like an idiot at the visual I have of him going off his rocker down in Fort Worth.


    Kick YOUR ass when I see you.


    Of course—it never even crossed my mind that King would call him to help sort this shit out, but it makes sense. Speak of the devil . . .


    King jogs down the stairs looking fresher than a fucking daisy. He glances at Ryan sitting on her own, and then across at me, lifting an eyebrow.


    I shake my head to let him know not to go there.


    “Heard from Tuck,” he says quietly as he comes to a stop beside me. He looks across at Ryan again, tipping his chin her way. “What’s up with her?”


    “Not sure. She won’t talk to me. But I’m guessing she’s feelin’ about as much of a walkin’ fuck-up as I am right now.”


    “We all screw up, Bronx,” King reassures me. “Just some more monumentally than others.” He gives me a friendly nudge on the arm.


    I narrow my gaze at him. “What’s got you so fuckin’ smiley?”


    “The alternative,” he says, a shitload more subdued. “Got to wake up with a smile on your face to save cuttin’ yourself a second one on your throat.”


    “Fuck, we’re a bunch of miserable assholes, aren’t we?”


    “Men have fallen for less, brother.” King pushes off where he’d been resting on the edge of a stool. “Go raid my drawers and get yourself some real clothes, huh?”


    I nod, watching Ryan as she rubs her eyes on her knees.


    “Take it you know by now Ty’s on his way, too?” he asks.


    “Yeah. He messaged me right before you rocked up.”


    “We’re goin’ to have to do some serious thinkin’ here, brother. Carlos is just waitin’ on us to fuck up. He catches wind of this, we’re toast.”


    “No point tellin’ me what I already know,” I say, rubbing my neck. “I feel shit enough as it is without you remindin’ me why.”


    “Can’t change what’s done,” he says. “Only learn from it.”


    “You think I would have by now, hey?” I offer him a weak smile.


    “You think we would all have,” he responds, shaking his head. “Tuck will be here in thirty. I’ll let you break the news to her.” He gives me a slap on the arm and strides off across the common room to his second home—the office.


    I don’t envy the bastard one bit, having to wrangle this circus day in, day out—especially when each sunrise seems to bring the promise of more bullshit to deal with. Wiping my palms over the front of my jeans, I step away from the bar and head toward Ryan. She turns her head as I approach, staring straight through me before those baby blues focus and she breaks a small smile.


    “Sorry for acting a bitch,” she says as I take a seat. “It’s just easier to keep to myself and avoid doing anything else that gets you in trouble.”


    “Since you’ve shown up, all you’ve done is get me into trouble.” I give her a gentle nudge, forcing her to look up and see my smile.


    “Sorry.” She lets out a quiet laugh.


    “Don’t worry too much about it. Things will blow over.” Maybe. Only time will tell. No point ruining my day worrying about the consequences until they happen.


    “King looks happy,” Ryan says, looking over the back of the sofa at his office door.


    “He’s not.”


    “Oh.”


    “He wants you to know Harris is on his way, though.”


    Her legs shoot out, and she twists toward me. “What? When?”


    “Half an hour.”


    “Shit!” Her hands go to her mussed up hair and run over her tired face. “I need a shower. Oh my God, can I have a shower here?”


    “Despite what people say about dirty bikers, yeah, they do have a shower here,” I tease. She watches me as I stand, offering her my hand. “Come on. I’ll introduce you to somebody who’ll make gettin’ to know where things are around here lot easier for you.”


    She takes my hand, and hoists herself up. I give her a little tug, pulling her body against mine. She just stares up at me, those crystal clear eyes unsure and apprehensive as I look her over and sigh. “You’re worth the trouble, okay?” She nods. “Whatever happens, whatever anyone says, you’re worth it.”


    Her small hands pat my chest. “I hope you’re right.”


    “There ain’t no other option, darlin’.”


    Twenty-five minutes later, and Sonya leads Ryan down the stairs after helping her out with where to shower and finding what she needed. Knowing the woman, she probably stood guard at the bathroom door while Ryan cleaned up, just to make her feel at ease.


    Sonya steps aside, a face-splitting grin on her mug, and watches for my reaction as Ryan walks over to where I’m leaning on the wall beside the pool table, waiting on my shot. I shift between my feet and try not to give away how affected I am seeing her like she is.


    Her hair’s washed and pulled up into a high ponytail, showing off her long neck and the ink that adorns her skin. Sonya’s found her some clothes that fit her and instead of her usual all-black attire, she’s wearing a pair of dark denim jeans and a loose white T-shirt that shows the faint outline of her bra underneath. Fuck me. Her face has none of the usual smoky makeup, or the cherry red lips. Instead, she’s fresh-faced and her. Until now I’ve only seen her behind the tough façade she puts up for everybody’s benefit but her own. But like this? She’s just Ryan.


    And Ryan’s beautiful.


    “You look so different,” I blurt when she comes to a stop beside me.


    Her eyes go to Callum, who’s watching us patiently, waiting on me to take my shot. He can keep waiting.


    “I feel naked,” she whispers, moving her focus back to me. “I’ve never left the house without makeup before.”


    “You look amazin’,” I tell her, leaning in and giving her a kiss on the cheek.


    Her face is flushed when I pull back, and her eyes dart nervously to Callum who’s not even watching anymore.


    “She looks great in white, doesn’t she?” Sonya asks, giving me a wink behind Ryan’s back. “Had to wrestle the black sweatshirt out of her hands.”


    Ryan turns and gives Sonya a smile. “Time for a fresh start, huh?”


    Sonya laughs and steps over to pull Ryan in for a hug. She squeezes the life out of her, and then pulls back to hold her with both hands on her shoulders. “You remind me of myself a long, long time ago, which may or may not be a good thing, depending on how you like it.” She smiles and, letting go of Ryan, she heads toward the kitchen, calling over her shoulder, “I’m prepping lunch for you lot if anyone wants to find me.”


    “She’s lovely,” Ryan says, watching Sonya leave. “She made me tear up a couple of times.”


    I look down, surprised. Sonya’s not usually the sort to upset people.


    “In a good way,” she reassures. “She made me feel a lot better about my decision to do this. I told her how I felt about getting you in the shit, screwing everything up and that. She told me a few stories about things she’d done and that her ex-husband did, which made me feel better. I guess this kind of conflict isn’t out of the ordinary for you guys.”


    I shrug, reaching out and running my finger along her exposed collarbone. “No, it’s not. But there’s a lot of variables that complicate this.”


    “Like what?” she asks, turning her head to rest her cheek on my hand when my fingers creep closer to her neck.


    “For starters, we’re talkin’ about me, a non-member, messin’ shit up for the club. It’s a bit different than when Sonya and her old man screwed up; they’re part of the place. Secondly, we need to work out how else we’re goin’ to achieve what I was there for, given I’ve kind of fucked the original plan up.” She closes her eyes briefly, wincing at my last point. “And third, now that King’s callin’ in Tuck, I can only guess that’s goin’ to put a fuckin’ huge spanner in things, mixin’ up two clubs who obviously don’t get along.”


    “What does it mean for you though? They must be livid with you for getting me involved in this.”


    “Yeah, they are.” I turn away and fidget with a cue on the wall rack. “And to tell you the truth, I don’t know what they’ll do. I messed up huge this time.”


    “I don’t care what their fucking rules are around here,” she says, crossing her arms over her chest. “I’ve got a few things to say if they take this out on you unfairly. They can damn well listen, too.”


    “Darlin’, it’s cute that you want to stand up for me, but I’ll take whatever they feel is fair punishment.”


    “Puppies are cute, too . . . until the little fuckers are hanging off your pinkie finger with those sharp teeth.” She pouts, and it’s all I can do not to laugh at her.


    “You’re fuckin’ adorable like a puppy, too.” I lean in and tuck a hand under her chin while I steal a kiss.


    Callum clears his throat from the far side of the table. “A man could die old waitin’ for his next shot.”


    “And a man could die young in our game, brother, so I’m takin’ what I can get while I can.”


    Ryan smiles and backs away to lean on the wall and watch us play. She’s got mere minutes before her uncle arrives, and he’ll more than likely wipe that smile from her face. So I relish it, tickling her between shots and soaking up every damn musical note that comes out of her mouth when she laughs.


    Because this right here? This is what it feels like to belong with someone.


    I just hope she feels it, too.


    


    

  


  
    



    CONFIRMATION


    Ryan


    The moment’s nice, as fleeting as it is. For a few brief minutes I feel like the woman I could have been. Watching the men circle the table taking shots, it’s easy to imagine that this is what my teenage years could have been.


    If I hadn’t been too busy running from myself.


    Bronx and the other guy, whose name I’ve since learnt is Callum, are down to the last two balls each before somebody has to sink the eight. Bronx leans over the table, his arm extended out along the cue, and I’d be stupid not to use the moment to admire his trim form. Well, trim isn’t quite the word for it. He’s built, and he clearly works out, but the width of his shoulders, the bulk under his T-shirt, and the narrow taper of his waist before his thighs fill out the denim he’s wearing tell me he’s serious about his sport. Working out isn’t just a hobby for him, or a necessity—it’s a passion.


    It makes me wonder if he has room for anything else in his life. He says he does, but I guess we’ll only know for sure when this blows over . . . if it ever does.


    His arm pulls back, and the sharp crack of the pool balls follows. His number four collides with the corner of the pocket, and bounces off the cushion as he rears back, snarling at the failed shot. “You sink this next one,” he tells Callum, “and I’m bringing in a distraction.”


    The blond guy chuckles, rounding the table as he decides which ball he’ll take on first. “She ain’t here today, brother, so you’re out of luck.”


    We never find out who wins. King breaks the moment, barreling out of his office and marching toward the entrance hall. “Eyes up. We have company.”


    A young guy in a prospect vest runs across the common room, making ground to catch up to King as he disappears out the front of the building. I’m consumed with the activity that’s broken out around the place. Men snap to attention, their earlier relaxed demeanor replaced with keen focus as they move to clear the women and kids from the room. Within seconds it’s me, the only female left, and a handful of leather-clad men all standing with their heads high and chests pushed out.


    “Are you ready?” Bronx asks close to my ear, his hand wrapped gently around my upper arm. “This is it.”


    “I can’t believe he’s here,” I near whisper. “Twelve years and this is where I’ll get to see him. What if I don’t like what he has to say?”


    “You deal, that’s what.” Bronx wraps his arm around my shoulder, pulling me around so I’m tucked into his side with my face against his T-shirt. “You say thanks to the guy for frontin’ up, and you deal.”


    “I wonder if he looks the same?” My fingers find their way to my mouth, a habit I’ve had since I was a little girl in times where I need comfort.


    The door at the front of the clubhouse is wrenched open, sunlight flooding the hallway that leads to where we stand in the common room. I stiffen as several deep, rumbling voices mix with one another, the echo of boots on the concrete floor in sync with my pounding heart.


    King emerges first through the doorway, and his head swings about, searching me out. I slam a palm over my mouth and swallow back the vile acid that rises to the back of my throat. Please don’t make a fool of yourself, woman. Bronx gives my shoulder a squeeze as King heads our way, two men I don’t recognize emerging from the hallway as he does.


    King’s eyes are gentle as he stops before me, bending his knees slightly so he’s my height. “You want to go somewhere private, like my office, or will you be better in an open room?” My heart swells for the guy. Here I am, the reason for a club he doesn’t get along with to be on his turf, and he’s still concerned about my feelings.


    “In the open would be great,” I answer, pulling away from Bronx. I need to stand tall, to do this myself.


    King turns back to the two men and points to the sofas. “Well get settled over there.” The men spin around, showing their Devil’s Breed patches, and head across to the seating.


    I take a few steps toward them, still staying away from the entrance hall, and watch with interest as they rifle through the cushions, lift the ends of the sofas, and run their hands under the tables. Satisfied there’s no threat, one of them walks briskly toward where they came in and gives a hand signal to somebody down the hall.


    King moves to my right, Bronx to my left, both standing by my side as I wait for him. The blood rushing through my body is an ocean swell in my ears, drowning out each heavy breath I’m sucking in through my nose and blowing out through my mouth. I’ve dreamt of this moment and I’ve imagined our conversation, but I know without a shadow of a doubt that this won’t be anything like that. Nothing could have prepared me for this—facing the truth, and closing the door on the last decade of my life.


    Warm fingers search out mine, and I cling to Bronx as though he’s the only solid thing holding me on the ground, saving me from floating away. He anchors me, and through that connection I find the last bit of courage I need to do this.


    Harris’s head is down, his eyes on the floor, but I remember that messy shock of brown hair like it was only yesterday that he was there before me, telling me to run. His lips are moving; he’s talking to himself, and a smile quirks one side of his lips up. He’s just as nervous as I am.


    King steps forward, blocking me from view. Harris lifts his head to greet him, extending a large hand. King connects his, and the two men shake vigorously before breaking.


    “How was your ride?” King asks.


    Harris draws in a heavy breath, his huge chest rising. “Full of idiots, but what’s new?”


    His voice—it’s exactly the same; exactly how it sounds in my head every time I’ve dreamt of our talks. My fingers throb with each beat of my heart, and I’m squeezing Bronx’s hand so hard.


    “Thank you for coming.” King steps back, crossing his arms over his chest. “Wasn’t sure if you’d accept the invite.”


    Harris’s eyes narrow, and a frown pulls his eyebrows in. “You send me a message like that, I’d climb out of fuckin’ hell to get here.” He rubs his left hand over his face, and I note the thick leather cuff on his wrist. Something twinges in my chest, the memories of playing with that cuff as a child awakening inside of me. Seeing it again, on him, right in front of me, proves how real this is. “Can I see her?” he asks.


    King steps aside, revealing where I stand. With a bit of wiggling, Bronx manages to break his hold from mine, and urges me forward with a gentle hand between my shoulders. I’m unsure, still deciding what to say when Harris breaks the hugest smile, his weathered lips splitting to reveal his gold-capped tooth. The familiar sight is the last thing I need to spur me on, and I take bold steps toward him.


    “Harris.”


    “Hey, baby girl.” He reaches for me, and I shy away. As much as I’ve missed him, mourned him, I’m not ready to be held yet. There’s too much yet to be answered.


    “It’s been a long time since you told me to start running,” I say. The men around us stand in silence, respectfully watching our exchange.


    “It has.” Harris’ smile fades, but the welcome is still warm.


    I’m not sure how I feel. “Why?” I glance at the two men who arrived with him; their cold and indifferent stares send a chill the length of my back. I move my gaze back to Harris. “Why did you kill them?” My question ends as a whisper, as though people might actually be shocked if they overhead my admission.


    Remember where you are, Ryan.


    “It’s not a quick answer.” His beard has flecks of grey, his eyes framed with crow’s feet. Time hasn’t been kind to him, but to me he’s still the same man I loved with all my heart.


    “You didn’t come back. You never came to get me like you said you would.” I sound every bit the petulant child I was when he saw me last. I could stomp my foot and not look the slightest bit out of place.


    “I couldn’t find you,” he explains. “I thought when you ran, sweetheart, you’d be picked up by the cops, that your face would be splashed all over the papers and all I’d have to do is follow the trail.” He shakes his head, dropping his chin to his chest. “Where’d you go, Ryanna?”


    One word, my full name, and I’m done. A tear trickles from the corner of one eye and I let it run, proud of what it shows him. He betrayed me—he showed a child what it is to have somebody you trust take away your safety. He ruined the girl I was, and I want him to see that.


    “Shit, baby girl.” He runs a hand down his beard. “Don’t cry.”


    “I didn’t, for years. I held this shit inside and it ate away at all the good in there. I think it’s about time I let some of that pain out, don’t you?” More tears follow the first, cresting my cheeks and running down to my neck.


    The men around us fidget with their hands, or screw a boot into the floor, looking for a distraction from what must be getting awkward for them. I look over my shoulder to Bronx, and find him watching, stern, yet keeping his distance. He nods tightly, telling me in a single action that I’m doing fine.


    “How about we take a load off?” King says, placing a hand in the middle of my back. “Get comfortable, huh?”


    I nod at his intervention and let him guide me over to the sofas. Harris takes up a spot to the left of the U-shaped configuration, and I choose the middle seats, tucking my legs up to my chest for a little added comfort. Bronx drops in beside me, placing an arm protectively along the back of my cushion. I look at his face as he stares at Harris, and I realize he’s also placed his arm behind me as a threat; a silent way of telling Harris that if he hurts me, then Bronx is going to have something to say about it.


    “Drink?” King asks the group as Harris’s men take up spots behind my uncle’s sofa.


    “Same as always, Kingy-boy,” Harris answers, crossing his left ankle to his right knee, and gripping it with both hands.


    King snaps his fingers at Dog, sending him over to the bar to collect. “Same as I drink, Dog. You like anything, Ryan?”


    “Just a water, thanks.”


    “Bronx?” King asks.


    “No, I’m fine.”


    “You two?” King looks to Harris’ men.


    They both shake their heads.


    “Catch all that, Dog?” King calls over his shoulder.


    “Yeah. Got it.”


    Harris taps his fingers in a steady rhythm, eyeing Bronx’s proximity to me. I lean into the warm body at my side, letting my uncle know that this man is what I need. Harris rubs a hand the length of his shin, and his eyes drop to the floor before him as he speaks. “I guess if we’re goin’ to get the ball rollin’ we might as well start with the important stuff.” He fusses in his seat, stalling. “You want to know why your parents died, baby girl, and I want to tell you. But if you’re goin’ to understand the ‘how’, you need to know the ‘what’. You need to know my reason for bein’ at your house that night.”


    My finger picks at a hole in the sofa, worrying the threads loose. “I’m guessing you had business to discuss with Mom and Dad.”


    “I did. But that business started a long time before that night—eleven years before, to be exact.” The eyes that I always felt of as home watch me intently, gauging every reaction I have to what he’s telling me.


    I know what he’s referring to, and common sense tells me what’s coming next, but I’m in denial. I don’t know if the answer is going to make me feel better, or worse. “I think I know what you’re going to say.” My fingertips twist a loose thread, my eyes fixed to the task at hand. “I know you loved my Mom, more than a friend should.”


    “I did,” he confirms. “Still haven’t loved anyone like that since.”


    “I don’t think anyone could compare,” I whisper. “She was an amazing woman.”


    “She was.” He swallows hard, his eyes fixed to a dent in the table before him as Dog sets our drinks down.


    I watch the prospect’s hand sweep in a lazy figure eight as he wipes up the spilled drops of water, focusing on the different shades of gray in his platinum ring.


    One of Harris’ men coughs, and I break from my trance, remembering why we’re here. “Am I right?” I ask. “Are you my . . . my . . .” I can’t even say the word out loud.


    “Father?” Harris teases.


    “Yeah, that’s the word.” I smile briefly. “Are you?”


    The room is poised for the answer. Even Dog hesitates halfway to the bar to listen to what Harris says.


    My uncle—or at least the man who was my uncle, nods.


    Bronx curls his hand off the back of the seat to squeeze my shoulder. “Wow.”


    “Yep,” I agree, staring at the hole I’ve picked in the sofa with wide eyes. “Wow about sums it up.”


    “Your mom was engaged to your dad when she found out,” Harris explains. “They weren’t an item when you were conceived—they got together a few months after.”


    “Why did she leave you?” I ask. “Or was I some sort of a one-night stand gone wrong?”


    “Never, baby girl. Mistake, yeah—initially, but no one-nighter. I was a prospect for this bunch,” he says, waving his hand around to gesture at King’s club. “Apex had a rule about unpatched members, basically stating their old ladies couldn’t hang around. Said he had enough trouble keepin’ the men in line with the whores without draggin’ in a bunch of women who were spoken for.” He chuckles. “Always thought the old bastard was pullin’ one on me, bein’ an asshole. But it made sense when I learnt the rules.” He leans forward in his seat, bracing his elbows on his knees. “See, a patched member has ownership over a prospect, and basically, if any of those dirty fuckers had wanted a piece of your mother, I couldn’t have done diddly-squat. The old bastard was protectin’ not only us prospects from unnecessary trouble, but women like your mother from situations they didn’t need to face.” He tips his head to one shoulder. “Anyway, she didn’t want to wait for me to do my time and be the woman in the wings, so to speak. Can’t blame her, really.”


    “But weren’t you and Dad close?” I ask. “You must have been mad that she moved on to your best friend?”


    “Yeah,”—he lifts an eyebrow—“I was. Didn’t talk to them for six whole months. Right until your old man argued his way in here and dragged my ass out of bed so I could go see my newborn daughter.”


    Nerves swell thick in my throat. What did he think when he saw me? Did he regret it? “Why did you hide it from me? Why not tell me from the start?”


    “Sugar, if you’d seen your sweet little face when your daddy came home from work each day, you wouldn’t have told you either. We always thought we would, but how do you tell a baby? A toddler? By the time you were old enough to understand, your daddy was your hero. We couldn’t ruin that for somethin’ that didn’t really matter. I was still in your life, so I didn’t see the point in rockin’ the boat.”


    I suck in a long breath, processing everything he’s told me. The two men standing behind Harris look bored, disinterested in what’s going on, and I suppose they are. To them it’s another tale of a dysfunctional family, but to me it puts all the broken pieces of my past together, forming a colorful mosaic out of the fragments that previously didn’t fit.


    No wonder he was always around. Knowing this explains why he came to every milestone event of my childhood: birthdays, Christmas, school plays. I guess he didn’t want to miss out on his daughter growing up.


    “If Dad knew, then why were you all arguing?” I ask. “It still doesn’t explain why things went so wrong.”


    Harris drops his head between his shoulders, burying his thick fingers adorned with skull rings into his messy, gray-streaked hair. “Your mom and dad, they argued a lot. The usual stuff—money, you. Every married couple does. But the fights got worse, and you dad raised his hand at your momma one night.” He sighs, dropping his hands to hang between his legs. “He never hit her, but it scared her. She left for a couple of days and came to stay with me.”


    “She said she went to visit an old college friend. I remember that. Dad didn’t want her to go, and I couldn’t understand why he was so upset with her seeing a friend.”


    “I don’t think he knew for sure where your mom went, but your father wasn’t simple—he would have figured it out.”


    “So what? He got jealous?”


    “Your mom got pregnant again.”


    The tension in the room is palpable. Nobody moves, until King rises from his seat and motions for all the hangers-on to leave. The men behind Harris file outside, followed by Dog, the prospect I don’t know, and Callum.


    I startle as Bronx reaches across himself to take my clenched fist in his hand, wrapping his fingers around mine and prying them loose. “You okay?”


    “What do you think?” I snap.


    “You want to take a break?” He lifts my relaxed hand to his lips, kissing the fingers one by one.


    His gentleness irks me, not that I know why, but something about the contrast of that with the anger building inside of me makes me want to slap him. I wrench my hand away, uttering a quiet, “Don’t.”


    Harris fidgets with his rings, spinning them around his fingers in turn while he watches me keenly. “Are you sure you want to know the rest of what happened, baby girl?” He stops fiddling, straightening his back. “Sometimes things are best kept in the past.”


    “Only it’s not my past,” I say. “Every fucking morning I wake up wondering about why things happened how they did. How can it be my past when it’s so royally screwed up my present?”


    “What do you want to know first?” he asks quietly.


    “Who shot her?” I reply without hesitation. “Who shot Mom?”


    “Your daddy.” He sighs, leaning into the sofa. “But I’ll take the blame any and every day.”


    “How? Why?”


    “He pointed the gun at me. Your mom got in the way.”


    “Trying to protect you?” I can’t understand why a pregnant woman would put herself in harm’s way like that.


    “Tryin’ to protect both of us. Your momma was a smart girl. She would have known if your daddy shot me, he’d be goin’ to prison. She also would have known it would mean both her babies didn’t have a father in their life—biological or otherwise.”


    I place a hand to my chest, trying to rub away the ache. “Was it quick?”


    “Instant.”


    “And Dad?”


    “Turned the gun on himself.”


    Wait . . . what? “You didn’t kill either of them?”


    He shakes his head solemnly. “No, baby girl, I didn’t.”


    I look to Bronx, but he’s eyeing the both of us, clearly trying to work out what he’s hearing, too. The entire past twelve years of my life have been a lie. My uncle didn’t kill my parents, and he wasn’t dead.


    “Why the fire then? Why not let the authorities deal with it?”


    Harris scoots forward on his seat, reaching out for my hand. I take hold of his calloused fingers and look at the stark contrast of his huge palm engulfing mine. “Ryanna, what happened after I left? Why did you disappear?”


    Disappear? The reasoning behind Eddie’s reluctance makes a little more sense. With all the contacts an MC like the Devil’s Breed have, Harris could have found me if the information was out there. We’ve run in parralell groups for years, which leads me to realize the only logical answer—I was a secret. Why, though, I’m still not sure.


    “I stayed and watched the house burn.” Harris places his other hand over both ours, comforting and offering me strength. “It was so quick. I remember thinking that something that big must take an age to burn down, but it fell so fast. The engines came, I guess because the neighbors called them, and they doused the flames. It took them so much longer to put it out than it had for the fire to ruin the house.” I give his hands a squeeze and then slip mine free. “Nobody saw me for so long.”


    “Where were you?”


    “Hiding in the garden.”


    “Why didn’t you run like I told you to?”


    I shake my head. “I did, just not far. I couldn’t have gone further. You were asking me to leave behind my home, my family, and my safety. I was a scared kid. I wanted to see if something remained.”


    “What happened then? When the fire was out?”


    “The cops came, and the forensic people. I didn’t know what they were at the time—people wearing white bags on their shoes. The police searched the grounds, and that’s when one of them saw me.”


    “But they didn’t take you in, give you help?” Harris asks.


    “No. He just shone his torch on me and looked at me for the longest time before walking away.”


    “And you didn’t crawl out to him, look for help?”


    “I was scared, in shock, and working on denial. I couldn’t think clearly enough to tie my shoe, let alone work through what I should have been doing.” I sigh, bringing my knuckles to my lips. “I was eleven years old, Harris.”


    He shakes his head, his brows knitted together as he stares at the floor. “Fuckin’ assholes. They were as dirty then as they are now.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “That cop—he would have known who you were. Probably got paid a pretty sum to pretend he didn’t, too.”


    What is he talking about now? “Why would they be bribed to not report in about me? I don’t get it. What made me so special?”


    Harris reaches out and takes hold of his beer, downing more than half the bottle in the one go. He sets the drink back on the table, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “Story for another day, honey.” He stands, dusting his palms on his thighs. “I’m goin’ to give you some time to work through everythin’ we just talked about. It’s a lot to take in.”


    “Thank you.” Truth be told, I don’t think a month of Sundays would be enough to come to terms with it all.


    My mother was shot.


    While pregnant.


    And my honorary uncle . . . is really my father.


    Wow.


    


    

  


  
    



    ROOM TO MOVE


    Bronx


    Shocked doesn’t even come halfway close to describing the look on Ryan’s face. Or should I say Ryanna? You learn something new every day.


    “What do you need me to do?” I test the water by reaching for her hand.


    “Nothing.” She takes my fingers in her grasp, rubbing her thumb over the tips. “I’m sorry I snapped just before.”


    “Forgiven.”


    “Truth is, I’m not sure what I need. I don’t even know what I’m feeling.”


    “It might take a while to sink in.” The woman’s had a mountain of shit to deal with during the last day. She’s probably at breaking point. First Tommy, then me revealing the truth, followed by breaking it off with Gunter, and now Harris. Busy times.


    “She was pregnant, Bronx. There’s a whole other person that died that night I never knew about.”


    What can I say? That shit happens? I think she knows that already. Nothing comes close to justifying the loss.


    Ryan turns to face me, placing a hand on my jaw. “Thank you, for everything. Without you, I would probably have never had this—a chance to talk to Harris.”


    “At least I got something right, huh?”


    “You did.” Her thumb rubs gently under my lips, and she leans in, placing a chaste kiss to them. “I’m dog tired, and this, it’s just worn me out. Is there somewhere I can get a few hours sleep?”


    “Sure. I could do with a few Zs of my own.” Nothing sounds more right than lying down beside this woman and pulling her against me. I might not be able to comfort her with words, but I can give doing it with my actions a damn good go.


    “Actually,” she says, dropping her gaze from mine, “I was hoping for some time alone, to just think about things. Is that okay? I don’t want to offend you or anything.”


    My balloon of anticipation deflates with a hiss. “Whatever you need. I’ll go track Sonya down, and she can tell you which room is free.”


    “Thank you.”


    I give her a pat on the leg and stand, heading to hunt out Sonya. I’ll admit it; it burns. She’d rather be alone than take whatever my company offers her. Again, I’m not enough. I’m not what somebody needs. Will I ever be? What’s so damn wrong with me that people push me to the outer? Am I that useless at being a friend, a lover? Am I that unimportant?


    As I predicted, I find Sonya in the kitchen. But instead of cooking, she’s tucked up on the steel counter, reading a book in the sunshine that flows in through the windows overlooking the back yard. She places the book down in her lap, turning to look at me as I approach. “Everything okay? I heard that we’ve got a visitor from the Breed to see your girl.”


    “Yeah.” I stop beside her, placing my hands on the edge of the counter. “She’s tired—we’ve both been up all night—so I was hopin’ you could help her out with somewhere to get some sleep.”


    “Sure.” Sonya closes her book, slipping a marker into place. I take a step back and allow her to swing her legs off the counter and drop to the floor. “How you doing? You want me to make you up a bed somewhere?”


    I shake my head. “No, thanks. I’ve got some stuff of my own to think on. Might go for a ride, get some fresh air, and hit the gym.”


    She places a hand on my arm, giving it a gentle rub. “You’re doing a good thing, Bronx. You probably feel out of your depth, but whatever those bullies out there say, just focus on you. Do what you need to do to be happy.”


    “If only it were that simple,” I say with a laugh. “It’s not like I messed up some drop-off or somethin’, Sonya. I fucked up somethin’ pretty damn important.”


    “You’re human,” she says, “not perfect.”


    “Doesn’t stop people expectin’ me to be.”


    “Then you don’t need those people in your life, do you?”


    “What if those people are my life?”


    She holds my gaze with a gentle frown. “Then you need a change, sweetheart. Go, take your ride. I’ll see Ryan’s sorted out.”


    “Thanks, Sonya.”


    She gives my arm a pat and heads for the door before pausing and turning back to face me. “I know it’s not my place to know exactly what you boys are up to, but I’m not silly. I have ears and eyes, and Vince lets on more than he realizes. All I’ll say is I hope you lot know what you’re doing, stirring up the pot. I get King’s doing what he thinks is best for this club, but I worry. This isn’t the schoolyard anymore, and you’re not little boys playing with toy guns. People can get hurt—bad. Some of us already have.”


    “I know. Trust me, I know.”


    Sonya offers a sad smile, and then disappears through the door. When does it end? Does it ever? I’m sure we’ll figure out a new plan, go back and take down Eddie, get the cash flow King needs, but what then? One battle ends, and another begins. Power creates an insatiable hunger, and the hungry need to feed. The kinds of people who drive these empires aren’t the type to settle. They fight, undercut, and deceive each other to get more, greater returns for themselves. This isn’t a world where people lie idle, content with what they have. No matter how much money, power, or control these kingpins acquire, they’re always after something they don’t have.


    Because isn’t that basic human nature? To want what you don’t have?


    


    

  


  
    



    MORAL GUILT


    King


    The morning sun is a slight reprieve on what’s shaping up to be an otherwise dark day. I sit on the back deck of the clubhouse, my legs stretched out over the lawn, and soak up the warmth it offers. The wood creaks behind me, and I glance over my shoulder to see Harris—or as he’d have his men call him, Tuck—approach, a bottle of Jack held tightly in his hand.


    “Didn’t you bring me a beer?” I tease, turning back to watch a bird hop over the playhouse we made for the kids a few weeks back.


    “Brought you something better.” Harris drops down beside me with the protests you’d expect from a man his age. He’s a little shy of fifteen years my senior, but the trials he’s put that body through make him physically closer to thirty years older.


    I take the offered shot glass he pulls from inside his cut and hold it out as he pours us a first round from the bottle.


    “To daughters,” he says, clinking the glasses. “May you never have one.”


    I laugh and throw the whiskey back, taking up the bottle to give us a refill. “And to Mr. Harley and Mr. Davidson,” I say, lifting my glass to his. “The men who created the beast that ruined us all.”


    Harris chuckles, and throws back the second shot. We each take one more before setting the bottle aside and giving it a rest for now. Harris lifts his legs up, tucking his knees inside his arms and stares out over the back yard. “Been a long ride, brother. I ain’t said it to no one else, but this body’s gettin’ tired.”


    “I’m hearin’ you.” I watch a couple of birds fight over a scrap of bread Sonya’s tossed on the grass after breakfast.


    “Having this opportunity to sort things out with Ryan?” He fiddles with the ring her mother gave him. “It’s the last thing I was holdin’ on for.”


    I turn my gaze back to him, a frown letting him know the last admission has me a little confused. “Holdin’ on? What do you mean?”


    “I have stage three liver cancer, King. Had an appointment last week. They told me it’s spread to nearby organs.”


    “You supposed to be drinking?” I straighten up and narrow my gaze on the man.


    “No point trying to flog a dead horse, my boy. I’ve already had a good part of it cut out, and the cancer still came back. I got less than a seven percent chance at survivin’, King. You tell me that this worn-out body’s capable of that kind of fuckin’ fight.”


    “Shit, brother.”


    “No words need be said.” He stares out over the grass again, smiling as he tips his face to the sun. “Makes an old man appreciate the little things, that’s for sure.”


    “Your boys know?”


    “Only those who need to. Almost time for me to pass the gavel before I’m too sick to lift the fuckin’ thing. Just can’t bring myself to do it yet.”


    “Not sure about who you’re handin’ it to?” I pour us another shot. The gravity of the moment calls for it.


    “No, I trust him. Flinch is a good man, lives and breathes the club. I guess I wanted a good old-fashioned Viking farewell, you know? I wanted to go out with style in a blaze of fuckin’ glory, fightin’ until the last.” He looks over my way, giving me a wane smile that echoes my thoughts . . . too many lost years. “You know me, King. I’m not one to waste away in a hospital bed, pissin’ myself, and more or less starvin’ to death.”


    “You goin’ to tell Ryan?”


    He shakes his head, taking up his drink and knocking it back. “That girl doesn’t need more burden in her life. Hopefully I’ll be gone before she notices anythin’ is wrong.”


    We sit in amicable silence, staring out over the yard as the sun climbs in the sky. Our bottle runs dry, and yet neither of us are ready to get up and face the world we marshal. Life is hard as an outlaw—that was one of the things I was told when I first laid eyes on a Harley and imagined the freedom I could have riding as part of a club, a brotherhood of like-minded men. I guess I knew Apex, the old bastard, was talking about something more back then, but a young naïve kid only wants to know about the glory. I see it in our prospects now—that kind of blissful ignorance that shields them from the misery before their very eyes. If they cared to take a look around at us lifers, at the boys who’ve been there and lived it a thousand times over, they’d see the burden of a lifetime of regrets on each of our shoulders. But even so, one thing reigns true—none of us would change a fucking thing. What’s life without a little regret? It means you weren’t afraid to live it to the fullest and take a chance. Security brings complacency, which in turn breeds boredom. I could have had the nine-to-five job, same as Harris, but we’re restless spirits, looking for what challenges us and makes us better men.


    And haven’t we found it.


    I give my old friend a last lookover, recognizing the same tired eyes and drained appearance that greets me each and every morning in the bathroom mirror. We’re tired and we’re worn out, but as long as there’s fuel in the tank, we’ll keep burning up the road of life.


    Only that’s the problem, isn’t it? Harris is running on reserve already.


    “Gettin’ hot out here,” I say. “How about we go inside and find another drop to wet the tongue, huh?”


    He reaches out a thick arm and slaps me hard on the back. Memories of a time as young men—when he was in his late twenties and I was a teenage boy finding my legs among men twice my size—flash through my mind. They were good days, carrying troubles of their own, but nothing as deadly as the shit we have to face now.


    “Sure,” he replies. “Let’s move this pity-party indoors.”


    I let him get up first, looking away as he groans finding his feet after so long on the deck to give him some semblance of dignity. The man’s a rock, burying his pain and hiding his weakness as he walks toward the building. Faking it is a key asset if a man wants to make a great leader. To expect strength and resilience from your men, you need to display the same and lead by example, even if it means living a lie and living the lonely life that is one without any fucking help.


    As we step through the doors to the common room, I look around at the faces of my family, the people who have been there through it all. I’m blessed, lucky to have them. These are the people who stood by and let me heal when it all became too much, when I fell apart and let them down. These are the people who displayed what true love and loyalty is. The people I trust with my life.


    The people I’d give my life for.


    


    

  


  
    



    SACRIFICE


    Bronx


    “You seen Ryan?” I ask Sonya as she slices a stack of bacon.


    “No.” She places the large knife down, and wipes her hands on the cloth tucked in the belt loop of her leather pants. “I gave her Sawyer’s old room, since Ramona hasn’t been here for a while. She not in there?”


    “Not when I checked.” I run a hand over my head, still sweaty from my helmet, and take a couple of steps backward. “I’ll look again.”


    I step out into the short hallway and come close to colliding with King. “You seen Ryan?” he asks. “Harris is lookin’ for her.”


    “Yeah, well he’s not the only one.” My heart picks up speed, my head refusing to think the obvious.


    “I’ll check out in the yard, ask the boy at the gate if she went for a walk. See if her car’s there.”


    “Yeah,” I agree. “That’s one of the places I was headed next. Let me double check upstairs in case she was in the bathroom and I missed it.”


    King spins and strides toward where Harris is talking with Callum at the bar. I flash a quick look around the common room again as I swing myself around at the base of the stairs. What am I looking for? As though she’d be sitting out there, right under her fucking father’s nose. Think, Bronx. Settle your shit and think. I barrel up the hall outside of the bedrooms, coming damn close to bowling over Vince as he steps out of his room.


    “What the fuck, kid?”


    “Can’t stop,” I call out, swinging myself around Sawyer’s doorway with one arm. The room is still empty, and I take a step back to search out King and see what he’s found when something catches my eye, something I didn’t notice before.


    On the nightstand, under the edge of the lamp base, is a slip of rough paper. I hold myself back from swiping everything off the table to get to it, and lift the lamp with a hot hand to pick the note up.


    I know you won’t understand, but I have to set things right with Gunter and Eddie. I couldn’t live with myself if you got hurt because of me. Hopefully I’ll see you again real soon.


    x Ryan.


    The words make less sense the more I read it. Why would she think she had to face this fight alone? Why would she put herself at risk like that?


    Because she thinks you’re worth it, dumbass. She thinks you’re worth risking everything for.


    I choke back the useless fear clogging my throat and slam the note to my thigh in frustration, crumpling the paper inside my fist. She thinks she needs to set things right for me? Well, baby, you got another thing coming. She’s not the only one who found something worth risking it all for.


    I’d walk away from everybody I know, the life I’ve created, and start it all again just to see her smile one more time. She’s warm sunshine on my stormy days, and if it’s going to rain anyway, I may as well have a rainbow.


    I bolt from the room, passing Vince on the stairs, and sprint across the common room and down the entrance hall. Ty opens the door as I near, shock clear on his face as I call out ‘no time’ and barrel past him to hunt out King. The president of this rough bunch I’ve come to know as extended family walks toward me from the gate. The worry on his face is clear as day, despite his thick beard and long hair falling over his eyes.


    “Her car’s gone,” he announces as I skid to a halt, kicking up dust and stones.


    “I know,” I pant. “She left this.” I hand him the note and watch as he reads.


    “Just like her fuckin’ old man,” King mutters, handing the paper back. “Too proud to let anyone else help them handle the mess.”


    I jam the note in my pocket and turn back to where Ty’s still holding the door open. “You going to share what’s going on?” he calls out as we approach.


    “Doin’ this the quiet way has just become redundant,” King says, passing Ty. “Things are about to get real fuckin’ busy around here.” He cups his hands around his mouth as we all enter the common room. “Church, fuckers! Officers have got two minutes to get their asses in there!”


    “What the hell’s happened?” Ty asks again.


    I turn and look at him, and at the men bee-lining for the meeting room. “It’s a long story and I don’t really have time to explain, brother, but I think you’re about to find out anyway.” I tip my head toward the gathering committee. “Come on. Let’s go work this shit out once and for all so we can both get back to livin’ a life we fuckin’ deserve for a change.”


    “Sounds like a plan.”


    King throws his feet up on the table in what I’ve come to know as his signature move for ‘let’s kick this off’. Callum shuts the door and takes his seat beside King. Every man in the room is silent, waiting on the meaning of the impromptu session.


    “Best-laid plans never work out that way,” King starts. “We all know this. We also know that doin’ shit on the quiet hardly ever works out, either. So it should come as no surprise to you lot that the initial plan to bleed Eddie’s dealers from under him to use for our own advantage hasn’t worked. We’ve also got new complications,” he announces. A murmur circles the table. “Apparently our family isn’t big enough as it is, so we’re yet again goin’ in to help out a friend.” King nods to Vince, giving him the go ahead.


    “This got something to do with Tuck bein’ here and young Bronx looking like a startled deer over there?”


    “Everything to do with that,” King says. “Tuck’s daughter runs with Eddie’s crew, a discovery we made thanks to our own Casanova here, Bronx.” He gestures to Harris and I in turn. “‘So what?’ you might ask. ‘She ain’t part of our crew, so what’s it got to do with us?’” He chuckles sardonically. “As usual, everything. She’s gone runnin’ back to Eddie and her ex-boyfriend . . . he is an ex now, right?”


    I nod.


    “Her ex-boyfriend,” King continues, “to try and shift the heat off us. They know we’re involved, thanks to her decision to seek our help trackin’ down Tuck, and she thinks she can do somethin’—God knows what—to make them let that go. What the girl is yet to realize is that men like Eddie don’t let shit like that go. We know that”—the men at the table murmur in agreement—“but she don’t. Our girl Ryan, has, to put it simply, gone runnin’ back to her executioner.” He scrubs his hands over his head before carrying on. “Now, for reasons I won’t go into, Tuck doesn’t need her death on his conscience right now. So, get ready to saddle up, boys, because we’re goin’ to collect.” He nods to Callum.


    “Excuse any disrespect,” he says, “but what about our problem? We’ve still got a fuckload of cash to pay the Koreans, and if I’m not mistaken, no way to quickly do it now. What the fuck do we owe the Breed?” He lifts his hand to Harris, indicating no harm.


    Harris nods his acknowledgment.


    “Some of you may know that Tuck was a prospect here for a long time,” King explains. “Apex fucked him over, to put it bluntly. The whole reason why our clubs don’t get on is because of that. Apex is dead, so we move on. There’s no heat between Tuck and I, so it’s time we buried this fuckin’ shit and started workin’ together instead of runnin’ around cuttin’ of our noses to spite our face.”


    Another murmur sweeps the room, dying off as Harris clears his throat. “I’m goin’ to cut it straight for you lot,” he says. “I’m a dyin’ man.” A few of the Saints drop their heads in a sign of respect. “The only thing I want to be sure of before I go is that my baby girl will be safe and happy.” He turns his head, looking me dead in the eye. “And that’s here with you.”


    “Share the sentiment, brother,” I assure him.


    He nods and turns his attention back to the head of the table.


    “Part two of the deal,” King says. “It’s okay with all of you bastards if I bring in non-officers?”


    The table nods in acknowledgement, and King rises to open the door, calling out across the common room to Harris’ men. The guys walk in, nodding to the group, and shut the door.


    “This shit needs to stop here, and today,” King says, leaning his fists on the tabletop where he stands beside his seat, “I propose we split our resources down the middle and attack both heads of the serpent.”


    Harris frowns, crossing his arms over his chest.


    “First part is the job for us,” King tells him. “We’ll head in and get Ryan, takin’ down Eddie while we’re there. No point startin’ bloodshed over there if we aren’t going to do the whole job.” He straightens and mirrors Harris, his arms folded over his chest. “Second part’s yours. While we’re knockin’ on Eddie’s door, I need you to take down Carlos. It’s not goin’ to be easy, and I won’t promise that all of us will be here to celebrate tomorrow, but sometimes a man’s just gotta do the thing he fears the most and fuckin’ face his demons head on.”


    All eyes dart between the two presidents, waiting on the answer. Something passes between the two men, a calm understanding before Harris pulls in a heavy breath and frowns. “I understand the sentiment behind this, kid, but what you think’s goin’ to happen when they’re both bled out? You’re talkin’ about throwing not one, but two outfits into upheaval.”


    “Well aware,” King states.


    “Eddie might be a backyard player, only startin’ out in the grand scheme of things, but you’re askin’ me to take down one of the top cartel bosses in the country.”


    “Sure am. I never said it would be an easy job,” King explains, “but that asshole has to go. Yes, as soon as he falls there’ll be another opportunist there to take his place, but fuck it all, Harris—I don’t care. They can run their drugs wherever the fuck they want as long as they keep us the fuck out of it.”


    “You let an asshole from the same syndicate take the top spot, and you’re back to square one,” Harris explains. “What you think the first thing on their agenda’s gonna be?”


    King sags into his seat. “Fuck, you’re right.”


    “Damn straight I am. I’ve been at this a lot longer than you, boy. Been on both sides of these kinds of wars, and I’m tellin’ you that if you knock off Eddie and Carlos without a replacement in mind, you’ll be facing gunfire from both sides when they regroup behind a new leader.”


    “What do you suggest?” King asks. “Pick the candidate? Pay them for our security?”


    Harris chuckles. “You know as well as I do there ain’t enough in either of our kitties to do that.”


    “So?”


    “Put your own people in there,” Harris explains. “Make the whole fuckin’ thing mass-managed between the Saints and the Breed.”


    Discussions break out amongst the men in the room, the volume steadily rising as they go on. I can see Harris’ point, and he has a good solution, but shit, that’s going to be hard. He’s asking two clubs who previously kept a respectable distance from one another to not only go to war together, but to work as one afterward. He’s also asking a club that prided itself on running a clean operation to take on the role of one of America’s largest drug distributers.


    He’s asking a lot.


    King slams his fist down on the table repeatedly until the room goes quiet. He locks his gaze to Harris, frowning. “What you’re proposing is fuckin’ dangerous.”


    “So is going to war, taking out the generals, and expectin’ the army not to shoot you in the back while you run back to your camp to hide.”


    “I’m opening the floor on this,” King announces to the table. “What’s everyone’s thoughts?”


    A roar of protests and support go up, the points made getting lost in the din that fills the room.


    King waves his arms across himself, grimacing at the noise. “One at a time! You’re worse than a bunch of fuckin’ kindergarteners!” The voices die down, hushing to a murmur before the room finally goes quiet. “Starting with Callum on my left,” King instructs. “Say your piece, and then pass the floor to the next man.”


    Callum straightens in his seat, looking around the table. “I think it’s risky, but I’m of the opinion we’re about out of choices.”


    A murmur builds again, dying off quickly when King slams his piece on the table. “Next fucker that speaks out of turn gets escorted from the room.”


    Vince looks to Callum to check he’s finished, and then speaks. “I think it’s fuckin’ suicide. If you don’t get killed actin’ out this cockamamie plan to take down Eddie and Carlos, you’ll get whoever has to take on their roles knifed in the back by one of their men.” He passes to Harris, who stands offset to his left.


    “You all know how I feel, since I put the idea on the table. I just urge you to think about this rationally, not emotionally.” He nods to Mighty, King’s sergeant at arms.


    The big guy shrugs. “Not wearing this patch because it brings out the color of my eyes.” He grins. “I’m with Pres.”


    Ty looks around the table as his turn comes up. “I can’t agree with something that’s so blatantly putting lives at risk. But if that’s the majority vote, we’ll still support it.”


    All eyes fall on me, waiting, and accusing. It was me who brought the club to this fucking point, it’s my fault we’re here making such a decision. “I let you down, so I think it goes without sayin’ that I’m a hundred percent behind the decision to end this here and now.”


    The attention shifts to Jack, the treasurer, and finally Harris’ men get gifted a say in it all. Their words drift in my ear and swirl about my head in a fog. I can’t bring myself to focus on the reasoning, the full answer. I’m only hanging out to hear if it’s yes or no.


    “Four yays, three nays,” King announces. “Majority vote rules—we bring hell down on those assholes.” He lifts his gun from where it sits on the table and tucks it back in his jeans. “Now for the hard part—how we goin’ to do it?”


    Extra chairs are brought in from the common room for Tuck and his men, and the officers settle in for the long haul. Sonya’s called up to make food for them all, and Dog brings a crate of drinks in, setting it in the center of the table. Normally alcohol is banned from church, but nobody needs King to explain himself. For some of these men, it could be the last meeting they’ll attend in this room, so why spend the time being a stickler for rules? It’s time to loosen up, make them comfortable, and work out a plan that’ll hopefully bring them all home.


    Ty moves to sit closer to King. The two strategists work together to nut out the details on the suggestions put forward by the remaining men. All throughout, I keep to my end of the long table, watching them bicker and argue over semantics and praise one another when they make a breakthrough. My loyalty is with every man in this room, my dedication with the cause, but my heart and mind are absent from the chaos.


    Where is she now? It’s a thought that circles relentlessly around my mind like a toy train left to run on an endless track. Has he hurt her? What was said? Questions clutter my focus and steal my patience. The afternoon becomes night, the new plans almost complete, and although I know that spending this time on the details will be the thing that makes or breaks the plan, I can’t stop myself from wanting them to hurry the fuck up. Ryan’s out there alone, among men who will beat her down and suck her dry of all the fight that’s left within.


    She’s trying to prove she’s strong enough to fight this on her own, that she cares enough about the two of us to fight for it, and I’m afraid that despite the best of intentions, they’re still not going to be enough.


    


    

  


  
    



    SLAUGHTER


    Ryan


    My hands tremble so hard on the steering wheel that I struggle to keep the car straight and pull up in the driveway without scraping Gunter’s Dodge. Somehow I manage to bring the Camaro to a stop without incident, but the tremors still remain. I sit for a moment, just staring at the sunlight dancing across my knuckles as they vibrate under the stress, my heart pounding to the beat of the executioner’s drum.


    I’m never going back there. I knew it the minute I penned that note. I lied to Bronx, gave him false hope where there is none. The moment I turned the key in the ignition and headed the Camaro toward ‘home’, I sealed the deal.


    Eddie and Gunter aren’t forgiving men. There’s no way I can walk out of this alive. All I can do is my damnedest to make sure none of us do.


    Why the fuck didn’t I search that damn clubhouse for a gun before I left? They probably have a dozen of the things lying around. I’m going to need to head straight for the bedroom and grab Gunter’s. Talk about going in half-cocked, Ryan.


    Still doesn’t change my mind. I started this mess, and now I’m going to finish it. Meeting King and the people at his club was awkward at first, but it didn’t take long to understand why Bronx gets along so well with them—they’re all good people. They deserve better than a bitter woman coming in to their home and bringing the wrath of an old English thug and a bunch of skinheads with her.


    My stomach flips thinking of Bronx. I’m falling fast for the guy, addicted to how genuine and selfless he is. Throughout all of this, he’s never once blamed me for the trouble I’ve caused him. Throughout all of this he’s continued to help me despite the fact I’ve fucked everything up for him. He deserves more than a walking disaster like me. He deserves to be happy, and if I can pull this off and take down Eddie and Gunter, he will be . . . eventually.


    Steeling my resolve, I open the car door and get out. The house remains quiet, undisturbed. I didn’t exactly expect a welcoming party, but I’ve been gone all night and most of the day after telling Gunter we’re through. I kind of thought I’d at least have to face him storming down the stairs to greet me when he heard my car.


    As I make my way to the front door, I remind myself of the good in this situation; I get to see Tommy. Each time my determination wavered on the drive back here, it was the thought of him that pushed me on. Knowing I’d get to see how my little brother is doing kept my foot firmly on the gas, and my heart out of the decision, because if the ache in my chest had anything to say about this idea, I’d be jumping back in that car and laying rubber as I headed toward Lincoln all over again.


    But what would that achieve? I started this by choosing to stay with the family after Hank brought me home, and I chose to keep it going by playing the role of adoring girlfriend, fooling not only Gunter, but myself that it was what I needed to do to find out the truth about my past. The real truth is that lying close with these thugs didn’t give me a snowball’s chance in hell of ever finding out why Harris disrupted my life like that. The real truth is that I had merely found a place where I was comfortable, where I could lie low and get by without having to think about a thing. I was provided for, and I was doted on by a man with a black heart yet the purest of intentions, and I allowed it. I welcomed that life with open arms, because it was easy. It was easier than facing the facts, facing who I’d become—weak and alone. I lied to them, but worst of all, I lied to me.


    And now I’m paying the price.


    I push the front door wide and walk right on in to the final act in this fucked up stage show called life.


    Gunter’s seated in the armchair by the false fire, his head in his hands. Eddie is visible through the doors to the yard, smoking in the company of the only two men he trusts implicitly: Easy, and Taylor. The scene is morose, quiet, and far too fucking miserable for my liking.


    “Well, look who decided to fucking show her face,” Gunter sneers. “Welcome home, precious.”


    I mentally shake off the chill his tone gives me, and step toward where Gunter sits. “I’m sorry, baby.”


    “Are you?” he asks, eyes narrowed.


    I nod, gripping the hem of my T-shirt to save my hands from shaking. “I panicked. I got scared seeing Tommy like that. What if it had been you?”


    He scoffs. My chances are slim. “So you break it off?” He steels his jaw, a thick vein making an appearance in his neck. “You thought you’d fucking leave?”


    Tears, Ryan. He needs tears to believe this. I think of everything that’s hurt me: Mom and Dad’s death, Harris leaving me behind, Tommy being shot, and push out the evidence of my sadness. “Because I thought about what it would feel like to lose you, and I got scared. I thought it would be better to leave you than lose you.”


    His eyebrows pinch, relax, and then pinch again as he takes in my tears. “You’re lying.”


    “No,” I whine, stepping toward him, feeling my bile revolt against my lies. “It would kill me to lose you.”


    For a fleeting moment, I have him. His eyes soften, his face falls, and I can see the finish line. And then the racehorse spooks. His brow furrows and his nostrils flare. “Save it, you lying slut.”


    “Excuse me?” I feign shock, playing this damn role until the very last.


    “Where you been, Ryan?”


    “I just drove until I needed fuel. I needed time to come to terms with what happened to Tommy.” Why haven’t I seen Tommy yet? “Where is he?”


    Gunter catapults himself out of the chair and marches straight for me. I back up, my instinct to preserve myself kicking in, and find the edge of the hallway wall.


    “Where is he? He’s laid up in bed trying not to fucking die, Ryan.” Gunter swallows hard. “He woke up, spoke to me, and then two hours ago the asshole went to sleep and got a fucking fever.” Tears well in Gunter’s eyes, but the expression on his face is one of pure anger, and simmering dangerously close to boiling point. “Things don’t look good.”


    “He spoke?” I whisper, my chin quaking.


    “You’d fucking know already if you checked your messages.” My damn phone. “Where the fuck did you stay last night, Ryan?” he asks, his eyes red. But the color isn’t from tears, or lack of sleep. It’s chemically induced. He’s high as a fucking kite on something. Fucking Eddie.


    “I stayed at a motel,” I mumble. Tommy woke up, and I wasn’t here to talk with him, say a final goodbye.


    “You’ve never been a good liar.” Haven’t I? “Who is he, bitch.” His tone is low and menacing. I pat down the wall, looking for something within reach I can use to defend myself if necessary.


    “There’s no-one, Gunter.” I start to cry for real; more out of frustration than fear.


    “Why do you keep lying to me?” he roars, placing his hands on his head. “Fuck, Ryan. I’m not the sharpest tool in the shed, but stop fucking treating me like a retard.” He slams a hand beside my head and boxes me in. “Tell me who he is.” Gunter drops his head, chuckling. “I don’t even know why I’m playing this game. I know the guy’s been after you since he first fucking showed his face.”


    “Who?” My head is swimming, and I’m certain I’m going to pass out from the stress on my heart.


    “Bronson.”


    I try. I try fucking hard. But the pressure behind my eyes tells me my pupils have given it all away.


    Gunter sneers at his hollow victory. “Knew it.” The rage builds, the vein in his neck pulsing, and the red of his eyes growing with each heaving breath he pulls.


    I sweat under his scrutiny—literally.


    “Fuck you, Ryan.” Gunter rears his hand back, slamming it into the plaster beside my head. “Fuck. You.” He punches the wall again and again, trapping me with his huge body as the plaster dust rains down over me.


    I cry out, shielding my face with my hands. Why the fuck did I think I could do this?


    The destruction stops, Gunter’s heaving breath the only sound. I peek out from behind my hands and promptly squeal. Eddie’s aged and pale face stares at me, his eyes tracking my every movement. I didn’t hear him come in.


    “Ryan, love,” Eddie greets me with the smile of a fox that’s found a cornered chicken. “We were worried about you.”


    “Funny way Gunter has of showing it,” I say, pointing to the destroyed section of wall beside my head with a shaky finger.


    Eddie smiles. “What else would you expect? You upset my boy.”


    “Yeah? For the last three years you’ve been around us you’ve seen him repeatedly upset me, but you never gave a fuck about that.”


    His face falls, his eyes darkening as he takes a single step toward me. The loss of distance is crushing. Every ounce of his hate is amplified tenfold through the single movement. “Nobody likes a crass mouth on a pretty face,” he warns me. “’Ave you forgotten what your place is, woman?”


    “I think you lot have made my place abundantly clear over the years,” I tell him. I’m fucking holding the knife to my own throat, but the floodgates have been opened. He’s oppressed me for too long, and all that pent-up frustration needs an out. “Ever occur to you that any woman with half an ounce of self-respect would be a fucking idiot to put up with this shit forever?”


    He chuckles, sending a chill skittering over my flesh. “I don’t need a girl who has self-respect. I just need a pretty face to distract the bastards I need to deal with day to day, a pretty face who knows to keep her fuckin’ trap shut, and who knows when she’s expected to lay down with those long legs wide open for the takin’.” He jams his knee between mine, knocking my stance wide. “You ain’t here because I respect that brain of yours, sweetheart—you’re here because your sweet little cunt is the only thing that keeps my rabid dog here docile.” He thumbs over his shoulder to Gunter who’s casually leaning on the arm of the sofa, watching our exchange, as though he didn’t just go hulk on the wall. “And here’s the kicker, baby-cakes.” Eddie chuckles to himself, making a quarter-turn away from me before spinning around and stepping right into my space, his nose near touching mine. “Nobody gives a fuck if you’re a rocket scientist or a dribblin’ vegetable as long as you’re in working order down here.” His rough hand cups the denim between my legs, squeezing hard.


    My heart’s shifted to somewhere in my throat, each beat painful in my ears as the blood surges through my body. My adrenalin spikes, my senses going haywire as I place each man in the room and plot their demise. Fuck, this is impossible.


    Eddie leans back a little, just far enough to be able to look me over. “If you’re as smart as you’re tellin’ me, Ryan, you’ll know what this means for you.”


    “I’ve got a pretty good idea.” I’m about to be taught a lesson, and it won’t be an easy one.


    “You know, sugar,” Gunter says, standing and walking toward me with a hand stroking his chin. “You made me a promise last night you never kept.”


    No. Not that.


    “It’s still laid out, waiting for you.” Gunter tips his chin toward the bedroom. “How about you go put it on before we get this party started?”


    I look around the faces watching me with some mixture of bloodlust and sexual hunger. They might be stronger than I am, and there might be four of them and one of me, but I’ll be damned if I’m going down without a fight. Heading to the bedroom isn’t such a bad idea; at least then I can get to that damn gun.


    I sidestep out from under Eddie, having to lift my right leg over his to avoid tripping. He watches me with nothing short of menace, enjoying how put out I am. My feet find their way up the hall, and the dull thuds of Gunter’s boots trail behind me. I’m focused on the doorway to our bedroom, mapping out what I’ll do to take him out as I walk, when we come to Tommy’s bedroom door on our right.


    I don’t even fight it. I just stop and look inside, desperate to see him so I can convince myself he’ll be okay. His outline is visible in his bed, his face obscured by his shoulder from where I’m standing.


    “Leave him,” Gunter says from right behind me. “He’s not your concern anymore.”


    “Can I sit with him for a moment?” I ask, pushing aside my initial reason for being here.


    I cry out as my head is ripped violently backward, Gunter’s hand fisted in my hair. “No, you can’t sit with him. Whores don’t get the same privilege as family.”


    And there it is—the true reason he’s loved me all these years laid out in a few simple words. I’m his whore, his prize, the toy his father left behind when he went to the slammer.


    My neck pains as Gunter lets go of my head with a firm shove forward. I rub the ache away, turning from Tommy’s outline and heading for the bedroom. The damn dress glares at me from the bed, a reminder of the exact reason why I decided to leave and search out help in the first place. What the hell was I thinking I’d achieve by coming back alone? Why did I have to be so stubborn and decide to do this all myself? Still so young and naïve.


    I round the foot of our bed to stand over the dress, staring down at it as Gunter pushes the door to. He steps toward me in those god awful acid-washed jeans, his entire outfit screaming white pride more than the disgusting tattoos on his face and neck ever will.


    “Being you were my girl, I get first dibs with you before those sick fuckers get to live out their fantasy. Better commit this to memory, sugar, because as rough as I’ll be, it’s going to be as smooth as silk compared to what you’ll get after I’m done.”


    My body stiffens of its own accord as he moves in behind me, placing his hands over my hips and bunching the hem of the T-shirt Sonya loaned me in his grasp. He yanks it up my body, struggling against my arms when I clamp them tightly against my chest to keep the cotton covering me. His grasp falls away, the fabric pooling around my hips once more, before a firm hand violently whips me around. I stare into Gunter’s hard eyes, letting him know I don’t plan on backing down any time soon.


    “You don’t have to be like them,” I say.


    His pupils dilate, and then expand before he lifts a hand and slaps me clear across the mouth. I fall backwards, landing on the bed with a startled cry. “Fucking do as you’re told, bitch.” He grips the hem once more, yanking the shirt over my head, and tearing one of the sleeves in his effort to get the garment off my body.


    I push up on the bed with my elbows, shunting him out of the way with my feet as best I can in the process. Gunter stumbles back, and then dives forward with renewed purpose, tearing at my jeans and bra with frantic, messy hands. I swat him away, jamming my fingers inside his hold to pry him off, and slapping at him every chance I get. We continue the struggle for what feels an age, each of us gaining ground before the other rips it away. I’m not expecting to win—in fact, I know I can’t. He’s larger, stronger, and as my thumb and forefinger crack joints under the pressure of his hold, I almost give in. But that’s not what this struggle is about. It was never about keeping my clothes on and his hands off me. It was about position—about how far I can shimmy across the bed in our struggle.


    I lean to my left, reaching out and praying like hell I’ve done this right. Gunter snaps the strap of my bra, leaving it hanging off my right side as I thrust my hand between the mattress and the footboard. My fingers lock around the target, and realization dawns on his face as I wrench my hand out, swinging around to jam the gun under his jaw.


    He reaches for the Desert Eagle, stalling at the click of the safety. “Don’t be stupid, Ryan.”


    “Oh, I won’t.” In fact, I’ve mentally prepared myself for this moment a hundred times over in my dreams.


    “Put it down.”


    “Why?” I ask. “So you can continue trying to rape me before you pass me around like a fucking joint between your friends?”


    “You brought this on yourself, woman.” The gun presses against my hold with each word he speaks. “You fucked with the wrong people.”


    “No, Gunter,” I hiss, pushing him to stand with both the gun and my body. “You did.”


    The bastard laughs. “Look around, Ryan. It’s only you and me, and a few more men who’d like a piece of what you’ve got out there. None of your new ‘friends’ are here to save you. You know why?” His eyes grow wide, exposing every bloodshot line. “Because they don’t give a fuck about you, sweetheart. Nobody does. That’s why my old man found you huddled among the trash, where you belong.”


    Don’t buy into it. He’s trying to make you act irrationally, slip up.


    “You’re wrong,” I growl. “They do care about me, and that’s all I need to give me the courage to do this.” I brace.


    Gunter’s eyes come close to bugging out of his skull in the split-second that passes before I give my trigger finger a little tension. The kickback takes me by surprise, my arms jolting with the force. The bullet tears clear through his jaw and out the top of his skull, painting the ceiling with bits of bone and brain matter. Gunter’s lifeless body collapses at my feet, his upper half folding over onto my shins and pressing me against the side of the bed. I squeal before I have a chance to stop myself, and kick frantically to get him off, only succeeding in covering my jeans with blood.


    Fragments of him are fucking everywhere. My eyes roam over the mess and settle on a chunk of flesh still containing stubbly hairs that leaves tracks as it slides down the wall opposite me. The sight does me in. I gag, and fail to make it to the window before I lose the contents of my stomach, vomiting all over the carpet as I double over, weapon still in my hand.


    The bedroom door flies open, cracking into the wall as it hits. I straighten up, turning to face the cavalry as they come to a sudden halt upon seeing the mess I’ve made of Gunter. Taylor shakes his head, turning from the room with a disgusted look. Easy’s cheeks balloon as he tries to suppress the urge to do exactly what I just have. Eddie, however, is happily smooshing little pieces of Gunter into the tread of his shoes as he strides toward where I stand.


    I lift the gun, placing my finger on the trigger again as I point it directly between his eyes. This time I’m not so unprepared. This time I’m ready for the kickback. Eddie lashes out, attempting to knock the gun from my hold, and I fire, the shot going astray as Eddie’s hand connects with the barrel. He takes the hit to the shoulder, and re-align the gun. I have him in my sight; his face twisting in agony is the perfect image to take him out on.


    But I never manage to fire the shot. My right breast burns with an indescribable fire, spreading toward my shoulder and down to my ribs as I crumple to the floor, dropping the weapon. Taylor’s re-entered the room, and he’s armed, too.


    Eddie pushes off the floor where he’s bent down on one knee, and lunges the short distance between us. His meaty hands lock on to my throat, and I suck in as much air as I can manage before his hold locks me off. Eddie’s jaw clenches, his eyes crazed and focused as he quite literally chokes the life from me.


    “You won’t die yet,” he says through gritted teeth. “You’ll pass out, and while you’re asleep, my sweet little princess, I’m going to ’ave some fun with that tidy body of yours. But don’t worry, you won’t miss out.” His thumbs press harder, and black spots invade the edges of my vision as I grapple at his wrists. “No, I’m goin’ to make sure you get to experience the best part. I’ll ’ave Taylor here bring you back around, right as I start carvin’ you up from the inside out.”


    My mother always told me when I was young that every situation is what you make of it. You can either choose to cry about it and quit, or you can suck it up and press on, leaving the moment behind to focus on what’s most important.


    I refuse to go like this.


    I’ve got someone now who makes living far more important.


    Trying to get Eddie’s hands from my throat is pointless. His grip is strong, and in the time it would take me to get his fingers off my windpipe, I’ll pass out. So I improvise. I think quick. Lashing out, I take hold of where I guess his nipple is under his shirt and twist like hell. He howls, contorting his body to try and knock my hand away without letting go of my throat. All he succeeds in doing is giving me the room I need to get a good kick to his groin. I boot him as hard as I can in the jewels, rasping in huge pulls of air when his hands drop away and he buckles to his knees.


    Taylor sidesteps to get a clear shot around Eddie, pulling the trigger at the same second as I drop to the floor and roll to my left. Lunging my arm out over my head, I grab hold of Gunter’s gun, giving myself an internal pep talk to keep from freaking out at the blood that’s now in my hair. There’s no time to fuck around and aim true with Taylor and Easy closing in on me as Eddie pushes to his feet, so I point in their general direction and let off a round. My wrist snaps sharply with the recoil, and I lose my balance for a second before finding stability with my free hand behind me. My ears are ringing, the sound of the gun discharging repeatedly in a small room deafening. Through it all, I make out the agonized howls of a man in intense pain and spot Taylor on the ground, clutching at his side. Blood pools fast beneath him, his fingers failing to stem the flow.


    Easy clears his wounded friend in one long stride, bringing his boot up high to shunt it at my head. I turn my face away, but the heel still collects me hard in the side of the skull. Pressure blooms, my whole head now pounding as my ears ring out a high-pitched squeal. If I’ve guessed correctly, I’ve used half the clip. I have four bullets left, and two men to take down. I need to make the shots count. Rolling to my right, I crawl away from Easy through Gunter’s gore, toward the far corner of the room.


    “Where you off to, Ryan?” Eddie mocks. “Where you goin’ to run?”


    I’m not trying to run; I’m after a secure position. Eddie’s shoes pound toward me as I spin and scoot my ass back so I’m wedged into the junction of the bedroom walls. From here, I’m safe at my back, but he’s right in that I’m also trapped. I press the trigger and let off another shot at Eddie, hitting him in the thigh. He falters, his knee wobbling before he falls to one leg, propping himself up to save him from completely going down.


    Easy pushes past Eddie, crazed rage in his eyes as he growls and reaches for my hair. His hands tangle in the blood-soaked lengths, wrenching hard to pull me up. It burns, red hot, and I scream to let the pain loose. But I also resist. I pull down. Strands tear from my scalp as he tries again to pull me upright, my fingers fumbling to get the Eagle right in my hand. I finally get a firm grip, and twist the weapon in my hold to fire at where Easy is cursing me out for not obeying.


    The shot is deafening so close to my head, and the previous screech in my ears triples to a bloodletting roar. My eyes pulse with each hard pound of my skull, my nose tingling from the rush of blood at every heartbeat. Easy falls, crushing me under his weight as he folds over, and causing intense pain to shred through my injured shoulder. I scream again, a guttural roar, finding strength with each strained note that rips from my throat.


    Eddie struggles to stand, hobbling toward where Taylor lies moaning with the gun just out of reach. I wrench my arm out from under Easy and point in Eddie’s general direction, letting off my second-to-last round.


    “Jesus,” Eddie says. “You’re fuckin’ mad.”


    Guess I missed then.


    I heave Easy off myself, wriggling my legs to get my feet free. Eddie’s eyes are wide as he lunges for Taylor’s gun, wrapping his fingers about it as I hoist myelf to stand. He lifts it my way, squeezing the trigger, and frowning when I duck nothing.


    The gun’s spent.


    He manages to limp across to the bed to take the weight from his bad leg while I chuckle.


    “Bad luck, old man.”


    “You’re a crazed bitch, Ryan. You’ve fuckin’ lost it.”


    No words. There’s nothing I could say that would adequately describe what years of listening to his shit and acting the good girl has done to a healthy human mind. I lock my gaze to his and open my mouth, letting out a fucking war cry as I charge the asshole. I’m not ready to waste my last bullet, so I lift the gun high in my left hand and slam the butt down hard on his head. He shields himself with his arms, stumbling as he pushes to his feet again and limps backward out of the room, all the while I’m screaming some mixture of profanities and tears at the asshole, beating him best I can with the solid handle of the Desert Eagle.


    I’ve snapped, gone loco, and it feels fucking divine.


    Eddie limps and stumbles toward the living room, falling flat on his ass when I rush him and shove him hard. “I fucking hate you for what you did,” I scream at him as he scuttles away from me. “You came in here and ruined everything. You tore this family apart, you sent Hank to jail, and you almost fucking got Tommy killed.” I can barely make him out through the wall of tears as I beat around his head with the gun. “You ruined my life.” Although it wasn’t my life, was it?


    He takes the leave granted by my breakdown, and heaves himself out the door, falling into the driver’s seat of his car. I bite my lip to control my hiccupping breaths and fire my last bullet at his driver’s window. It misses and splinters the wood of the fence behind.


    My last bullet—wasted.


    I drop to my knees in the front doorway and cry, too shaken up to be able to aim true. His tires screech out of our driveway, but I can’t see much more than the red blur of his taillights as he goes. Taylor’s dying moans from the bedroom echo in my mood as I sit and reflect on everything that’s just happened. I told Eddie he’d ruined my life, but the thug was nothing more than a vessel. I blamed him for the pain I couldn’t bring myself to associate with Harris; I made Eddie carry not only his sins, but those of a man I can’t bear to hate. Because if I allow myself to resent my father, the only family I have left, what do I have?


    You have Bronx.


    God. He’s probably so damn worried, and I’ve got no way to reach him. I’d do anything to have him here right now, to have his arms around me as I hiccup through the last of my tears. I need to get back to Lincoln.


    The distant sound of sirens snaps me from my thoughts. I wipe my nose on the knee of my jeans, realizing that throughout all this madness I’ve been half-naked, too mad with the fight to survive to care. Covering my breasts with my arms, gun still in my hold, I back up into the house and run down the hallway to the bedroom. The sight of Gunter spread out across the room, Easy slumped in the corner, and Taylor’s eyes pleading silently with me as blood runs from his lips shocks me the same as though I was seeing it all for the first time. I did this. I fought back.


    Who the hell am I? A fucking warrior fighting for her right to live, is what. I never knew this was inside of me, that I was capable of something so horrific, yet brave. I took on the monsters under my bed, and I won.


    I step over Taylor and pull my drawers open to get a clean bra, jeans, and a T-shirt. The sirens are close as I rip the dirty denim from my leg and replace it with a clean pair, clasp the hooks on my bra, and quickly wrench the cotton Slayer shirt over my head. Ironic. Picking up the gun, I dash over to the window and shove the latch open, pausing when it hits me. Tommy.


    I dash through the bedroom and up the hall to Tommy’s room. “Tommy,” I whisper hiss. “Wake up. We need to go.” I reach out when I stop at his bedside to shake his shoulder. He doesn’t answer me. I can’t carry his weight—he needs to wake up. “Tommy,” I growl. “Wake up, please.” My voice cracks on the last word.


    No. No, no, no.


    My hand is shaking out of control as I strip Tommy’s sheet back and place my head to his chest. The sirens are loud outside making it hard to hear, but the lack of movement gives it away. “Oh, Tommy,” I moan. “Why?”


    I have no option but to leave him where he is. I press a kiss to his cheek, stroking his jaw before bolting from the room and sprinting toward the window as I hear the first cop car pull up out front. My heart hammers in my chest while I push the window frame out as far as it will go. My feet make a dull thud when I hit the grass below, and I piston my legs to get moving. The sirens wail at me from every angle, the sound ricocheting off the fences that block in our backyard. Shouting carries across the lawn to where I’m climbing the fence frame. There’s one voice clear as day as I drop to the far side—“a fucking massacre.”


    Yeah, it was, and it was also a long time coming. As I break into a run, one thought cycles through my head. They all deserved what they got, but I’m not finished yet. One more to go before it’ll be enough.


    


    

  


  
    



    RIDING DIRTY


    Bronx


    Callum flicks his feet off the pegs of his Harley at my left, stretching his legs out for a few miles before tucking them back in. The ride between Lincoln and Sioux City is two and a half hours; it’s not quite long enough to warrant a rest stop, but enough that we’re all stiffer than a schoolboy at a strip club.


    Early evening commuter traffic slows us down, and we break formation more than once to flank the stationary vehicles at the lights and file through the gaps. Children look on with keen interest as the low thud of engines ricochets off the cars they travel in. Their parents do their utmost best to pretend we don’t exist. It’s a beautiful contrast, highlighting the acceptance of innocence over the jaded preconceptions of the experienced. Kids don’t pass judgment on others due to their appearance, name, or beliefs. It’s how society as a whole should be, but somewhere along the way we get corrupted and swayed to believe in a convenient truth. Some more so than others.


    I can’t help but wonder if without Gunter, Tommy would thrive? The kid has a good heart; an understanding of what is morally bankrupt, even among dogs. He clearly likes to feel a part of something, but maybe he could be a part of something better? Like the Fallen Saints? I make a mental note to check in with the kid, ask him what his thoughts on the idea are, and if he’d like to become a prospect for a club that would foster him and push him to excel more than Eddie and Gunter ever would.


    Wide main streets give way to narrower suburban lanes as we round the last few corners before Ryan’s place. King slows us down to an idle, cruising along their street cautiously. I catch a glimpse of Ryan’s Camaro in the spill of the streetlights and excitement takes hold. She’s still here. But as we glide to a stop outside the address, it becomes abundantly clear that she’s long gone.


    Police tape covers the door, and there are signs a lot of people have walked over the front lawn, judging by the numerous indentations creating shadow on the turf. Mighty dismounts and wanders over to check out the footprints, circling a set before he looks up to the house.


    “They removed something heavy. There’s tracks where they’ve crossed what I guess was a gurney over the grass here.”


    “Bodies,” King mutters, wandering along the front of the house.


    Fire rages across my flesh as I place my helmet on the seat of my bike. Was she one of them? What the fuck went on here? My shoulder catches Vince, shunting him out of the way as I march up to the yellow tape. He calls after me, but I only hear the tail end of King asking him to drop it as I reach out and rip the cordoning down.


    “They left not long ago,” Mighty calls out. “This stuff’s real fresh; there’s grass still springing back up over here.”


    I try the handle and shake my head at the fact it’s fucking unlocked. A crime scene, and some idiot leaves the motherfucking door unlocked. King’s at my back as I push inside and look over the empty living room before turning right and heading up the hallway. Vince and Callum trail behind us, Vince stopping in one of the doorways as I make a line straight for Gunter’s room. I can see the markers from here: paint spots and circles drawn around holes in the wall.


    There’s blood and flecks of skin and what appears to be bone everywhere. I’m seen some fucked up shit in my time, but whatever went down here was carnage. I walk over to the first body markers and case out the size of it.


    King hisses from where he’s wandering around the other side of the bed. “If anybody survived this, it would have to have been a fuckin’ miracle.”


    I turn and look at him as I point to the markers at my feet. “This one’s too big for her.”


    “So is the length of this one,” Callum says pointing to the markers near the bed.


    “Somebody was in the corner, though,” I point out, walking over to the last set of marks on weak legs. Please, don’t be her.


    “I’d say they took a stiff from the bedroom down the hall,” Vince says, joining our little exploration party.


    “Tommy’s room,” I murmur absently as I try to work out what the marks in the corner mean. Poor bastard. “I can’t figure this out.” I tip my head to the side, but it makes no difference.


    Mighty comes through the door, gesturing with his thumb back over his shoulder. “House is clear.” He eyes us all crouched around the corner of the bedroom. “What y’all doin’?”


    “Tryin’ to work out if it was half a body or a fuckin’ midget,” Callum says.


    “Move over.” Mighty squats down, tracing an invisible line with his finger. “They were bent over.”


    “How the fuck you know that?” Vince asks.


    “Eleven years in homicide.”


    Vince’s eyebrows shoot up, echoing my exact thoughts. “You were a cop?” he asks.


    Mighty nods.


    “Fuck you keep your secrets well,” Vince remarks, jamming his hands in his armpits as he crosses his arms.


    “None of you fuckers ever care to ask,” Mighty responds.


    The two stare at each other with a mixture of surprise and ‘yeah, that’s right, fucker’. Vince slaps Mighty on the arm and chuckles. “Sneaky bastard.”


    “Great,” I bite out. “It’s cute you two know each other better now, but I’m kind of missin’ someone.” I point to the markers in the corner. “Do you think this could be her?”


    “Hard to say,” Mighty answers.


    “Fuck!” I march across the room, resist the urge to punch the wall, and march back. “How can we find out?”


    King steps over, calming me with a hand to my shoulder as he addresses the others. “First off, we need to figure out who these markers belong to. I’m pickin’ two are the occupants of the house, but who are the other two? Mighty, I need you to shake up some of those favors you’re owed.”


    Mighty nods, and steps out of the room as he pulls out his phone.


    “Bronx, do you know where Eddie lives?”


    I shake my head, infuriated that still, after everything that’s gone down to get to this point, I know so little about Ryan’s world. “No. Only other place I know of is the crack house I went to that party at.”


    “Good. You can fuckin’ start there, then. You and Callum ride over, check it out. If these markers aren’t her, then she still needs to be found. I’ll text you when Mighty gets somethin’, and until then, Vince and I will go for a little ride. There can’t be that many places in the city of Omaha she’d go. She can’t disappear that fast.”


    “And if we come across any of Eddie’s men, we take them down?” I ask.


    “Just like we’ve discussed,” King confirms.


    I pull in a large breath and nod. “Let’s get movin’, then. Sooner I find Ryan, sooner I can start to fuckin’ breathe again.”


    


    

  


  
    



    BROKEN NAILS


    Ryan


    Dust kicks up behind the pickup as it pulls away from the side of the road. I watch my ride leave, thankful there are still people stupid enough to pick up hitchhikers, and turn toward the road the crack house is on. My hair’s knotted into a messy bun, the lengths with the blood tucked underneath those without. A quick shower using a rest-stop basin, plus a makeshift bandage for my shoulder made out of sanitary pads and duct tape I stole from a gas station, and Farmer Joe was happy to oblige. Shit, I don’t even remember what his name actually was, let alone what the hell we spoke about on the ride here. It’s kind of hard to focus on conversation when your head is preoccupied with the replays of your first kills.


    I pop another couple of Advil from the pack I also stole from the station, and rub the growing bruises on my neck. I expected to go into shock. I totally predicted I’d shake until my teeth chattered from the gravity of what I’d done. What I didn’t expect was to be so damn comfortable bringing crude justice to those who deserved it that I’d be whistling a tune while I walked toward the final showdown. But when the moon’s creating such a spectacular artwork out of the shadows it casts through a line of trees, it’s kind of hard not to appreciate the beauty of life—of being alive.


    A couple of ragged men walk toward me several doors from the crack house. There’s no need to try and guess where they’ve come from. Neither of them stare at me long enough to be able to give a positive I.D. if questioned; both are too preoccupied looking inconspicuous themselves as they clutch their baggies of goods tightly in their pockets.


    I round the gate into the property and pause for a second to look it over. Give the grass a trim, pop a few plants in, and nobody would believe what goes down here. To passers-by, the house is just another suburban home in a quiet suburban street. In a way, it’s terrifying how well this subculture blended in around here. The majority of people in this area wouldn’t have a clue that their neighbors imported, cut, and sold drugs.


    No time like the present.


    Fingering the gun tucked in the front of my jeans, I rue the fact I never had time to search out more bullets. The damn things were probably at arm’s length in the bedside drawer, but that fifteen seconds could have been the difference between me standing here now, or sitting in a holding cell with a truckload of evidence against me—a dead girl. Still, I brought the weapon along anyway as it might yet prove useful as a scare tactic.


    I tuck my T-shirt behind the gun to make it clear I’m not fucking around and walk up to the front door. I could sneak around under windows, go all Hollywood-style on this, but I’m not here to waste time. I have no bullets and an unknown number of people in the house, but I also have the ability to bluff, and the fact that half the people will probably be smashed off their heads is on my side.


    I open the front door and pass a girl leaning on the hallway wall without issue. The junkie’s eyes were that far rolled back in her head, I’d be surprised if she knew if it were a woman or a man that walked by. A skinny guy is in the kitchen cutting a brick down into eights, weighing each package out meticulously on a set of scales to his right. He glances up at me, down at the piece, and goes right on back to doing what he was as if I’m no threat. Perks of being a familiar face.


    Eddie’s right where I expect him to be—last door on the left, in his crash pad. The bedroom’s technically his holiday home—where the old guy comes when he wants time out from the rigors of being a drug boss, which isn’t all that often. When an asshole like him enjoys the misery and suffering he spreads like a virus through the community, he doesn’t often need a stress break.


    I pull the gun out of my jeans and step into the room. He lifts his head from where he’s lying on the bed, shirt off, exposing one of the now bandaged wounds I gave him. “Took your time.”


    “Thought you may as well get your money’s worth from the doctor you paid to do a house visit,” I say, gesturing to the medicines on the nightstand with the gun. “What did it cost you?”


    “Too much, if you’re goin’ to render it all useless,” he sneers.


    “What’s the matter? Feeling your age?” I ask, my cockiness growing the more I realize just how worn out and beaten down he is.


    “Feelin’ brave?” he counters. He pulls in a deep breath, wincing as he shifts his leg. “Tell me, Ryan, what’s the plan?”


    “It’s pretty simple, really. It involves you, me, and a gun.”


    He laughs, hoisting himself up to sit with great difficulty. “You never suspect the lookers,” he says. “Should have known by now the prettier they are, the more of a chip on their shoulder they ’ave.”


    “More of a boulder, really,” I say with a shrug, “and you put it there.”


    He pats the side of the bed, urging me to sit down as if we’re some happy fucking family. “Come rest a while, sweetheart. Tell me what exactly it is you expected from me when you started fuckin’ Gunter.”


    “I never started fucking anyone,” I bite. “You assholes started taking what you wanted without asking. I just learnt how to live with it.”


    “And here I was being a gentleman by lettin’ Gunter keep you.” He shakes his head, tsking under his breath. “Should ’ave thrown chivalry out the window and taken what I could, when I could.” He laughs, gesturing to himself. “Hardly in the state to now, am I love?”


    “You fucking disgust me.”


    “And you irritate the fuck outta me, sweetheart.” His eyes narrow on me, his nostrils flaring. The bastard wants to hurt me, and it’s tearing him apart that he physically can’t.


    I approach the bed slowly, and climb up to kneel at his feet. His chest heaves with the bridled anger. “Any last confessions?”


    “Which one you want?” He lifts his top lip, taunting me.


    “You’ve got nothing,” I say back, my brows knitting together. “You’re so full of shit.”


    “Guess you’ll never know for sure then, love.” He pulls his shoulders back, opening out his chest. “Just make sure you get it on target, eh? Can’t be assed starin’ at your traitorous face for an age while I bleed out.”


    He honestly thinks he’s getting it that easy? I might be bluffing when it comes to using the gun, but I’ve got a thousand other ideas on how to kill him. I back off the bed and turn to leave the room, much to his confusion.


    “What you doin’ now?”


    “Improvising. I’m apparently pretty good at that.” I head down to the kitchen, walk past the guy still packaging as I stash the gun back in my waistband, and pick up the entire knife block—all ten blades. The guy gives me a bored onceover before getting back to work, leaving me to walk out with my bounty uncontested.


    I reenter Eddie’s room and set it down on the tallboy opposite the end of the bed. His eyebrow quirks up as he looks between the knife block and me.


    “Interesting.”


    “Should be, yeah,” I agree. “Where would you like to start?”


    “What you mean?” He wriggles himself a little taller, frowning.


    “You told me you were going to carve me up from the inside out, so I thought I could return the sentiment, do the same. But you know what? It gave me another idea. Why be like you, when I can be like my father?”


    He glowers at me, shaking his head slowly. “Figured that out, did ya? You even know what symbols he uses?”


    I dip my head, smiling out from under my lashes. “Again, I’ll improvise.”


    He squirms as I pull the first blade out—a long, thin boning knife. “Lost it,” he mumbles. “You’ve gone stone-cold mad.”


    “Why, Alice, all the best people are.” I snatch a hold on his ankle and place the tip to the fleshy side of his calf. “Should I start here?”


    He lunges for my hand, but the pain from his injuries pulls him up short. He places a hand over his wounded leg and hisses between his teeth, giving me a brilliant idea.


    I stab the knife down hard through his hand and into the meat of his thigh, pinning him together in a fucked up mini-skewer. Eddie roars in pain, and for a fleeting moment I think I hear the rumble of an engine, but the noise the old bastard’s making is unbelievable.


    His weathered fingers curl around the blade, and with a guttural growl he pulls it free, flinging it across the bed in a failed attempt to lodge it in me. I stoop down to pick it up from where it landed on the floor, and by the grace of God miss a bullet that whistles over my head.


    “Shit!” I duck, as though such a delayed reaction was really going to save me. I turn to face the offender.


    The guy from the kitchen stands in the hallway, aligned with the door as he clutches his left arm, which is bleeding in rivulets onto the floor. A gun is gripped tightly in his right hand. Asshole. I honestly thought he was one of the good guys. He doesn’t get another chance to fire, his head whipping to the right as a bullet tears through him from somebody down the hall to his left. His body buckles to the ground as heavy footfalls approach.


    “Jesus,” Eddie swears, seeing the guy fall, and wrestles to get off the bed in his sorry state.


    He flops to the floor at the exact same time as I dive behind the bed, cursing at his leg and rolling on to his side, the two of us ending up face to face. I growl and jam the knife I have in my hand into his wounded shoulder out of sheer frustration. “You and your fucking junkies!”


    “Ryan?”


    I pop my head over the bed like a gopher from a hole after hearing Bronx’s voice. “Bronx?”


    “Jesus,” he takes two long strides and ends up standing on the bed in an effort to take the shortcut. “What the fuck you do to him?” He looks down at Eddie howling on the floor, his gun trained at the asshole’s head.


    “Made a Voodoo doll out of him?” I twitch an awkward smile.


    Bronx chuckles, stepping forward to lower himself off the bed. “You okay, darlin’?”


    “Surprisingly so.”


    “How you feelin’, asshole?” Bronx swings his boot into Eddie’s ribs as the old man writhes on his side, clutching the handle of the knife.


    “It’s stuck,” he sobs, tears running from the corner of his eye. The bastard’s actually crying.


    “Fuckin’ harden up,” Bronx taunts, pushing him onto his back with the sole of his boot. “How you want to finish this?” he asks me over his shoulder.


    “Myself,” I answer.


    He backs up two steps, lifting his chin to gesture at the gun tucked in my jeans. “You’ll need that, then.”


    I smile sheepishly. “I’m out of bullets. It’s all for show.”


    “You’ve got to be kiddin’ . . .” Eddie says.


    Bronx chuckles, placing a boot on Eddie’s chest to keep him in place, the toe of his shoe nudging the handle of the knife I placed in the English prick. Eddie cringes, wrapping a hand around Bronx’s ankle to try and shift him off the wound, but Bronx doesn’t budge.


    I accept the gun Bronx offers and wrap my fingers around the still warm grip to aim at Eddie. The sorry fuck just stares at me, his eyebrows peaked in the middle as he pathetically pleads for mercy. I want to give him some epic final line, something to stew on, but what’s the point? He’s going to have all of point-two of a second to think it over before his brain ceases to function.


    I step back, a little more schooled on the distance of blood splatter than I was at the start of the day, and squeeze the trigger. Eddie wheezes out a final breath, his body going lax as the crimson tide begins to flow. I stand and stare at the last page of my story folding over, the remainder of the book blank.


    Everything from here on out is mine. Everything from here on out is what I want to make of it. And as I turn and meet those kind eyes that gave me hope before I even realized what the emotion was brewing inside of me, I know exactly who I want with me as I learn all about who Ryan really is.


    The man who cared enough to risk his life and his livelihood for me.


    Bronx.


    “It’s done,” I whisper. “It’s time to live for me.”


    “Sure is,” he says, giving me a sly smile. “I’m just so fuckin’ glad you’re okay.” Bronx stows his gun and turns to face me, running his hands up my arms toward my throat. I wince as he passes over my padded up shoulder, and he frowns, pulling my T-shirt out of the way to check out my crude bandage.


    “When did that happen?”


    “At the house. Taylor shot me.”


    His breathing picks up pace, but he holds his composure pretty darn well. “And you hashed that up yourself?”


    I nod.


    “Bullet still in there?”


    “Of course it fuckin’ is,” I exclaim. “I might be tough, but I’m still a girl when it comes to that level of pain.”


    “We’ll get you out of here first, then call in Gloria.”


    “Gloria?”


    “One of the club’s old ladies. Skilled with a hook and a curved needle.”


    I hiss air in between my teeth, frowning. “Not sure I like the sound of that.”


    “I’ll hold your hand, darlin’.” With his palms cupping the sides of my neck, he tucks his thumbs under the point of my jaw and coaxes my face up, smiling as his eyes flick between mine. “Hell of a day, huh?”


    “The biggest one for a while, yeah.”


    He lifts one of his hands to stroke loose hair off my face, stilling with his fingers in the lengths over my ear. “There’s blood in your hair.”


    “And probably a few other things.” I laugh a little at his grimace. “I’m fine, really.”


    “Well, sometimes it can take a few days for the shock to set in after somethin’ like this, so let me be the judge of that, yeah?”


    “Sure.” I wrap my arms about his waist, leaning in and resting the side of my face against his chest as he circles his arms around me. The steady tha-thump of his heart is soothing, my own slowing to match the rhythm the longer I listen.


    A cough behind me breaks the moment, and I turn to see Callum in the doorway. “That girl who was out the front is still refusing to come out of the bathroom,” he says. “These two the only other people here?”


    “I think so,” I answer. “Not that I really checked the whole place.”


    “Leave it to me,” he says. “You two carry on with your”—he circles his hand at Eddie’s dead form beside our feet—“weird ‘moment’ thing.”


    Bronx pulls away slightly to bring his phone out of his pocket as Callum leaves to check the property. I stay leaning into his chest as Bronx types out a message to King to let him know they’ve found me and where we are.


    “I’m sorry I made you worry. And I’m sorry that I dragged them all into this. I just wanted to bring the bullshit to an end.”


    He tightens his hold on me again. “So did King, which is why they’re all here. If they didn’t feel this was worth their time, I’d be here on my own, darlin’. You owe them nothin’.”


    “Is Harris with you?” I can’t bring myself to call him ‘Dad’ yet. It still doesn’t feel right.


    Bronx shakes his head and then looks down at Eddie. “No. He went the opposite direction.”


    “He left?” I pull free, glancing down when I realize Eddie’s blood has almost reached my foot.


    “He left to go on a run, not to leave you behind.” Bronx follows my gaze, and steps us sideways. “How about we go check on Callum and then get the hell out of here?”


    “What about him?” I ask, nodding to Eddie. “Isn’t there evidence we need to destroy or something?”


    Bronx brushes his fingers along my jaw, smiling. “You have any idea how many flammable chemicals there are around a crack house?”


    “I’m guessing a few.”


    “Enough to help burn it to the ground before the neighbors have time to call the fire service.”


    I smirk, stepping away from him to pick up Eddie’s wallet from the nightstand. “Déjà vu.”


    “Guess it is.” He comes to a stop behind me, looking over my shoulder. “What you lookin’ for?”


    “Not sure. Guess I wondered what his wallet would have in it. He must be loaded.”


    “You wouldn’t track any of it through those, though.” He reaches around me to point to the bankcards filed in the left side. “Besides, ain’t his money now.”


    “Whose is it?” I ask. “What happens now he’s gone? I mean, there’s no Easy or Taylor. Who takes over?”


    “The clubs do.”


    “Hey?” I spin around to face him, tossing the wallet on the bed. “What do you mean?”


    “Well, I said the Saints wouldn’t be involved if they didn’t think it was worth it. The business makes it worth it.”


    “They can do that?”


    “Who else you expectin’ to come collect?” he asks. “IRS? FBI? Nobody cares, as long as things go back to normal. Authorities prefer it if the operations keep runnin’ anyway. They get too many kickbacks to let the business die off. There’s more work for them shuttin’ it down and crossin’ all their Ts and that than keepin’ watch and making sure everybody stays in their place.”


    “God. I thought that kind of ‘dirty cops’ crap only happened on TV.”


    Bronx shakes his head, looking down at me with his lips set firm. He sighs, and taps the tip of my nose. “Missed you.”


    I can’t hide my smile. “It hasn’t been a day since I left.”


    “Doesn’t even need to be an hour,” he replies. “Just know that I don’t like not havin’ you around.”


    “Well, I’m here now.”


    “That you are.” His eyes fix to mine, the brown color warming to a milky chocolate as we stand for what feels like an eternity, just staring at one another. We’ve been at this point before, we’ve shared a kiss, but this moment is so different to the last—it may as well be totally new. We may as well be strangers.


    His lips inch upward at the corners, finally pulling apart as he smiles. “You look confused.”


    “I am,” I say, dropping my gaze to the floor.


    “What about?”


    I look back to find his smile gone, concern etched into the hard lines of his face. “About what to do next.”


    Bronx slips a hand around my waist, pulling me into his body with a firm hold on my lower back. “We’ve kissed before, Ryan.”


    “But not like this,” I whisper. “Not free from anything holding us back.”


    He grumbles at my comment, his jaw twitching at the side. “Wanna see where it goes then?”


    “God yes.”


    Dead bodies on the floor or a nuclear war—neither would stop me from having this moment with him. Bronx leans down, placing his lips gently over mine, tasting me with the reverence of a man who honestly thought he’d never have the chance to do this ever again. I slip a hand into his hair, holding the back of his head as he pushes deeper, notching the kiss higher in intensity but not pace. It’s slow, sensual, and speaks volumes.


    “Jesus, you two. I didn’t mean you had to take it that far.”


    We break our kiss, smiling, our foreheads touching, before Bronx turns and looks to Callum where he stands in the door. “I’ll give you yours later, if you like.”


    “Looking forward to it, princess.” Callum puckers up and blows Bronx a kiss. “Seriously though, you two are fucking twisted.” He points to the dead packer at his feet. “This dude’s lost his head—quite literally—and still you two find the moment inspiring enough to neck in his presence.” He shakes his head, laughing. “Takes all types.”


    “Nah, man,” Bronx says, turning back to place his hand on my cheek as he holds my gaze with a smile. “It only takes one.”


    


    

  


  
    



    HOMEWARD BOUND


    Bronx


    You know those moments that as soon as they happen you know it will be a defining moment in your life? Yeah, well walking in and seeing Ryan standing over Eddie, a knife in his shoulder and a gun tucked on her was one of those. Nothing could tell me more that she’d fit in just fine with what I do for a living than that image right there. Demented visions of what our domestic bliss could be like flash through my mind as we walk from the crack house out to my bike. I could fully see her washing the blood from my work clothes with a damn smile on her face, all while I drink a cold beer on our back porch. It’s like some sick and twisted 50s advert up in there, and it couldn’t look better.


    “What you thinking about?” Ryan asks as we stop beside my Kawasaki.


    “Huh? Nothing really.”


    Ryan narrows her gaze on me, but the smile on her face tells me she’s happy to let it go. “How am I getting back to the clubhouse?” She looks around at Callum’s Harley, and back to the Kawasaki. “On that?”


    “Yeah.” No brainer, darlin’.


    “I don’t have a helmet.” Her eyes go wide with panic. The woman’s just shot up several shady underworld characters, and yet here she is, worried about road safety.


    I give her a smile and pass mine over. “I wouldn’t dream of makin’ you go without before me.”


    She takes the matte black helmet from my hands and stares down at it. “Are you sure?”


    “As sure as I was when I told the boys I’d be bringing you home tonight, or die tryin’.”


    She doesn’t seem to like my answer very much, scrunching her nose up while she frowns at the helmet. “You know, that was the only thing that made me fight back.”


    “What was?” I take the helmet out of her hands before she fidgets it to pieces, and place it over her head.


    “The thought of you.”


    My hands still, holding the skid-lid on her as I question her silently with my eyes.


    “Eddie came close to choking me to death,” she states, a little too matter-of-fact for my liking. “But I thought of you, of us, and what could be, and I fought back.”


    I drop my hands to the straps of the helmet, and look at the slight bruising on her throat hidden by the shading in her ink. I loop the straps tight on autopilot. The marks on her skin send a rush of heat through me, but it passes as soon as I remind myself the fucker’s already dead—there isn’t much I can do now.


    “We ready to ride?” Callum asks, striking a match as he walks out the front door.


    “Yeah, man.”


    Shielding the flame as he turns, he flicks the flaming stick in the entrance, igniting a trail of flammable liquid that roars to life and runs into the belly of the house. Flames quickly grow, and I look across to find Ryan staring at the fire, mesmerized.


    “Time to go, darlin’.” I swing my leg over the bike, and flick out the pillion pegs for her. “We need to roll out before those flames find anythin’ explosive.”


    Ryan takes a last look at the house as smoke pours out the busted windows and door, and then climbs on behind, wrapping her arms under mine and around my chest. Her knees tuck up against my waist, her legs bent right up with the short distance between the seat and the pegs. I glance across to Callum’s bike with the level seat, contrasting to mine where the pillion sits higher than me, and make a mental note to check out the price of Harleys when we get home.


    Callum turns his beast over, and before long the crack house is nothing but a plume of dark gray smoke on the burnt orange horizon. We ride into Sioux City, and too soon for my liking, we’re pulling up beside King, Vince, and Mighty outside an all-night diner. I could have ridden with Ryan wrapped around me until the tank ran dry, preferably somewhere remote and miles from a gas station so we’d have no choice but to camp out for the remainder of the night. Could still be arranged.


    Ryan unwraps herself from me as I kick the stand down and rock the bike back onto it, her hands gripping my shoulders when she comes close to losing her balance with the movement. I wait for her to dismount first, offering her my hand to steady herself as Callum wanders over to talk to the others.


    King gives us a nod when we approach the group, listening to what Mighty has to say.


    “All in all, it’s swept for now,” Mighty tells the group. “As long as we don’t draw attention to ourselves, she can keep it buried.”


    King turns his head my way. “Mighty’s just lettin’ us know what his good buddy at the DA’s office has managed to do. Ryan’s little shooting party is tied up in that much tape it would take a fuckin’ month to unravel, even if it were found.” His eyes coast across to her, and he smiles. “Congratulations, precious. You officially became more trouble than it’s worth for our boys in blue.”


    “Thanks, man.” I extend my hand to Mighty, giving his a shake when he crosses palms with me.


    Ryan threads her fingers in mine when I step back, leaning her head on my shoulder. “I’m forever in your debt, guys. Thank you.”


    “Well, we’re still going to be hangin’ around for a bit lookin’ like half-sucked blackballs until Tuck gets in touch,” King advises, jamming his hands in his pockets. “Anybody else for a coffee?”


    “I could go something stronger,” Vince grumbles.


    “Don’t think old Maude in there would stock that.” King points through the window to the woman working the tables who has to be nothing short of ninety.


    The boys chuckle, and head indoors. I go to follow with Ryan when she tugs on my arm and holds me back. “Hold up.”


    “You right?” I ask. Maybe she’s not up to hanging out in public just yet. I never gave it much thought, but she’s still covered in spots of blood.


    “Do I have helmet hair?” she says, fingers patting her squashed bun. “I need a damn mirror.”


    “You look fine as hell, darlin’, but”—I hold up a hand and take a step back to strip my T-shirt off, leaving only my tank—“throw that on over yours.” I lean in close as I hand it over and whisper, “Don’t look now, but you’ve got a bit of blood on your shirt.”


    She giggles, taking the offered T-shirt from me and lifting it to her face. “It smells like you.”


    “I’d be fuckin’ worried if it smelled like someone else.”


    She laughs and shakes it out, tugging the tee on over her head. The fabric pools around her hips, and she tucks it in on one side to lift it off her legs.


    A rumble breaks from my chest, and I bite the side of my bottom lip as I look her over. “Fuck, that looks good. Better than any scrap of pointless lace could.”


    She does a little twirl, a huge grin on her face as she says in her best southern drawl, “Why, thank you.”


    I snag her mid turn and pull her flush against my front. Her eyes go wide as my obvious arousal presses between us. “Exactly,” I say with a smile. “You go causin’ that, the least you can do is hold on to me while I get it under control.” Although having her pressed against me—all tits and curves—isn’t really doing much to stop the blood flow.


    Her lips tilt up on one side mischievously, her eyes hooded. “Can’t wait to crawl into a warm bed with you. Seems like the perfect end to a hell of a day.”


    I tip my head back and growl. “Woman, are you tryin’ to kill me?”


    “What?” she asks, all innocent as pie while looking wicked as hell. “You put suggestions like that”—her hips press into mine—“between us, I’m going to get ideas.”


    “Carry on like that, and I can guarantee you’ll be fuckin’ begging me to slow down when you see how fast I ride when I’m in a hurry.”


    She places a soft kiss on my lips and pulls back with her hand lingering on my chest. The flesh burns under her touch, the desire spreading like wildfire the longer she keeps us physically connected. I gently remove it, and give her a wink as I wrestle myself to a more comfortable position in my jeans. “Coffee first. We’ve still got a few things to wrap up before I can call it a night.”


    “Killjoy.”


    “Tease.” I give her a firm smack on the butt to get her moving. “Come on, git.”


    I love seeing her like this—her old confidence returned enough to have her joking around. But I still worry. Before today, she’d never killed a man. Today, she’s taken down four. Most people wouldn’t be able to comprehend that, let alone get around acting as if it was no more of an inconvenience than having to change a flat. I’ve seen it before in returned vets with PTSD—the false confidence, and the determination to have the world think they’re happy as pie.


    But they’re not, and I’m not entirely convinced she is, either.


    Ryan slips in to sit beside Callum as I enter the diner and head for the men’s. The blond nuisance wraps his arm around her waist and pulls her in to nuzzle her neck, eliciting a squeal of surprise from her. The shithead’s doing it to wind me up, and as much as he has, I flip him the middle finger and turn away, knowing that at least for now she’s happy.


    There’s not much more I’d wish for in life than knowing she’ll never have a reason to lose that smile again. Whatever the cost.


    


    

  


  
    



    NEW WORLD


    King


    Ryan is safe, and Eddie is down—we’re halfway there. I swipe at my phone again, checking the messaging apps although none of them show any new notifications. The boys are oblivious to my compulsive habit, laughing amongst themselves as they run over the day’s events. I look up from the phone to find one set of clear blue eyes watching me with interest.


    “Did you expect to hear from him by now?” Ryan asks.


    I nod at her, spinning the phone on the tabletop.


    She sighs and turns her head toward the waitress walking over with the coffee pot. The conversation dies while the old woman slides the hot drink onto the table, followed quickly after by clean mugs, sugar, and creamer. The waitress is barely two steps from the table before the boys are hollering over each other again.


    I sneak a look at Ryan as she runs her finger around the rim of a mug, her eyes focused on the ceramic. “What will you do if you still haven’t heard from him in an hour or so?” she asks, her eyes still downcast on the cup.


    “Not sure. Probably round up the extended family and head over to check things out.”


    “Where is he?” she says. “What is he doing?”


    Of course. I’m so used to only talking to people who are privy to the inner workings that I forget she doesn’t have a clue what our plan for tonight was. “I guess you’ll find out sooner or later, anyway,” I say to justify it to myself as much as her. Mighty caches my eye, passing silent approval before he dives back into conversation with the others. “Your old man’s gone to do the same as we did tonight—well, you mostly did. Only, it’s not Eddie; it’s Carlos Redmond he’s taking down.”


    “Is that even achievable?” she asks quietly. “Bronx said he’s pretty crazy.”


    “It’s achievable with the right mindset and experience,” I say, trying in vain to convince myself of the answer. “Harris is probably one of the best prepared for that kind of fight, plus I called in a secret weapon back when I sent Dog over with that message for him.”


    “What?”


    “Not what—who. Sawyer.”


    She swallows, lifting her tired gaze to mine. “I’ve heard about him. Apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”


    “Yeah, except one’s rotten, and the other just thinks it is.”


    “You think they have a chance, then?”


    I stare down at my phone as I bring it to a stop from spinning with a finger on the screen. “I thought they did, yeah. Now I’m not so sure.” I push the damn thing aside, and reach for the pot instead, pouring a cup for Ryan and one for myself.


    She adds sugar while I top up with creamer, and she stirs her cup, passing me the spoon when she’s done. I drop it in my brew at the exact same time as my phone starts ringing. The conversation between the other three stops, and in my haste to answer the call, I end up slamming my arm down on the handle of the coffee spoon, sending hot liquid spraying over the table and Callum.


    “Damn, King,” he cries out, wiping his face with a sleeve.


    I swipe the screen to answer and mouth a sorry as I do.


    “Delivery is made,” Sawyer reports, using the lingo we’ve picked for open lines, “but we’ve lost some of the load.” Code for casualties.


    “Which ones?” I ask, my gaze meeting Ryan’s.


    “Consignments beginning with A, G, and N.”


    N—our prospect Nathan. I knew I shouldn’t have allowed him to go, but the kid was determined to be of use. “How did we lose Consignment N?” I ask. “That one was supposed to be kept undercover.”


    “Moved in transit.” Bastard kid never did do as he was told.


    “Damages?”


    “Five, but nothing a bit of tape can’t fix.”


    “Good.” The intensity of four sets of eyes watching me burns into my skull.


    “One of them is the money-maker.”


    Fuck. Harris is hurt. “I’ll meet you back at the depot to assess the cost.”


    “Sure thing. We’re runnin’ empty.” Code meaning they’re out of ammo. Had to be one interesting night for them considering how many boxes they rode out with.


    I hang up the call and place the phone down on the table. “They lost three: Alvez, Grinch, and Nathan. On their way back to the clubhouse. We’ll meet them there.” The guys nod, the light banter they’d been enjoying shot to hell.


    “What about Dad?” Ryan asks.


    I swallow away the nerves at hearing her call him that, and gesture for Mighty to get out of my fucking way. “We better hit the road if we want to make it home today.”


    “King,” she pleads. “What about my dad?”


    “On his way back with them.” I walk away, pretending not to hear her asking me more questions as I strike up a conversation with Mighty. I’m feeling every bit the asshole I’m acting, but what should I tell her? Your old man’s got cancer, and so I don’t know how well equipped his body is to recover from battle wounds? Yeah, doesn’t sound right. Even if I did break the news, one, I don’t want a scene in public that’ll draw additional attention to our being in Omaha City tonight, and two, who the fuck wants to learn their parent is dying while they’re sitting miles from home in a damn diner? Where even is her home, now?


    The least I can give the girl is the dignity of having her world broken further apart in private. At least in the clubhouse I can find a room for her and Bronx to shack up in and spend the night together, leaving him to do what he’s gagging to do and comfort her when she needs it most. After today, I don’t think he’s going to get a better opportunity to show the woman what she means to him.


    I just wish I had the same support for myself when the dark days set in. Every time I think the dust has settled, a damn hurricane rolls in, stirring it back up. There’s nothing worse after a day of bloodshed than slipping into a cold bed and having your regrets amplified by the black chasm of loneliness steadily splitting your heart in two.


    


    

  


  
    



    ENOUGH


    Bronx


    “I need to wash my hair,” Ryan says as we enter the common room after our ride back. “It’s like cement on my head.” She fingers the stiff up-do, grimacing.


    “A shower sounds good,” I say, closing my eyes at the thought. “But you need to see Gloria about that shoulder.”


    She glances down at the makeshift bandages. “Why was King being so evasive?”


    I turn my head to where he pulls up a seat at the bar, accepting a drink from Dog. “Don’t know. But he’s not the kind of guy to keep something from you if he thought you needed to know.”


    She glances to the door, longing clear in her eyes. “Do you think they’ll take long to get back?”


    I shrug, genuinely unsure. “Who’d know for sure.” She turns her gaze to meet mine when I reach out and take her hand. “But like I said, you need to get that shoulder sorted.”


    “Give me a minute to psyche myself up, okay?”


    I grumble as Gloria crosses the room to talk to King. “You’ve got however long it takes for me to get over there”—I say, pointing to Gloria—“and back.”


    Ryan hisses under her breath and leans on the arm of a sofa. “Make it quick before I change my mind, then.”


    “Can’t leave whatever is in there,” I say. “It’ll get septic.”


    “I know.” She rubs her temples, head hung. “Just hurry up.”


    Forty minutes later, and Ryan sits pale and wide-eyed beside me on the sofa. She came close to passing out from the pain when her ibuprofen took longer than expected to kick in, but Gloria’s quite a deft hand after so many years, and the worst of it was over quickly. Still, I felt every pop of the needle through her flesh while Ryan was stitched up as though it were my own. She was incredibly lucky—the bullet sliced through the side of her breast and exited just inside her armpit. The majority of the damage was to the tissue, and after the inflammation subsides, it should be quick to heal.


    I ease her T-shirt aside and eye the new bandage. “How does it feel?”


    “It went numb ages ago. Only hurts if I bump it hard.” She takes a bite of the cookie Sonya gave her to stop the shakes. “Do you think this is it? The end?”


    “Darlin’, there is no end.” I put an arm behind her and pull her in carefully, kissing her temple.


    “One day at a time then, huh?” She finishes her food and rests for a while, her color slowly returning as she does. “So . . . about that shower?” She twists in my hold and smiles up at me. Her hand slides up the inside of my leg to rub the denim either side of my increasing bulge. The vibrations through the fabric taunt and tease the sensitive flesh beneath.


    “What about it?”


    “I was kind of hoping you’d join me.” She gently cups my crotch. “We kind of need to finish what we started.”


    I run a hand over my face and groan. “I should wait until the others roll in.”


    “But?” she prompts, her hand snaking under my T-shirt to rub across my stomach.


    “But they could be a while yet.” I lean across and awkwardly hoist her around to straddle my lap. Her hands brace against my chest to save her falling over, and I slam mine over the top to hold her there. “I like havin’ you touching me.”


    “Yeah?” she whispers.


    “Yeah. Drives me crazy knowin’ I’m enough for you.”


    “You were always enough, Bronx.” Her fingers twitch under mine as she smiles. “To tell you the truth, it hurt a lot at the start knowing how ‘enough’ you were and not knowing how to have it for myself.”


    “All you had to do was ask, darlin’.”


    “Can I?” she says.


    “Can you what?” I prompt.


    “Can I keep you all for myself?”


    “Of course you fuckin’ can.” I take her face in my hands and pull her down to meet my lips. Her hands fist in my T-shirt as I tangle my tongue with hers, loving every inch of how she tastes. “Come on,” I whisper against her mouth. “Let’s get upstairs before the boys get a show.”


    “I think they already are.”


    I follow her line of sight over my shoulder and catch a few of the guys at the bar watching us with shit-eating grins. Callum tips the neck of his bottle our way, smiling. “Ladies.”


    Cheeky fucker. I plant my hands under Ryan’s ass and hoist her up with me, forcing her legs around my waist as she sits on my forearms. She giggles, burying her face in my neck, and it’s the most heart-warming act ever. I’m her security—her safe place. A bolt of pride pushes my chest out as I carry her toward the stairs, and I praise the fact I haven’t trained legs in the last few days as I climb up with her still holding on.


    She pulls her head away when we reach the upstairs landing and smiles sadly, placing a chaste kiss to my lips. “Thank you.”


    I frown, and let her down to stand before me. “Why the sad smile, then?”


    “Being with you is so nice that I’d forgotten for a while about Tommy. I miss our banter. I wish was still with us.” She squeezes her eyes shut and fans her face with frantic hands. “I’m okay,” she murmurs to herself. “You can do this, Ryan.”


    Her eyes open as I place my palm to her cheek. “Darlin’, you need to let it out, then do it.”


    “Not now.” She shakes her head. “I’ve got my whole life to grieve.” She lets out a short laugh. “I’ve spent most of my life grieving something or another: a person, an idea, or a dream of what I could have had. No more. I want to finally enjoy being happy.”


    I move my hand to the back of her head and pull her in so I can kiss the top of her head. “I don’t think you’re quite there yet, but okay.”


    She might be relieved or content, but she sure as hell ain’t happy. Until I can say with a hand to my heart that I can get this woman to wake up every day with a smile on her face, and until I can promise that the only sound filling our house—because there’s no way she’s living anywhere but with me after this—is laughter, she ain’t happy. Not really.


    I fidget with her matted strands of hair as she looks up at me, cracking the dried blood to get them apart. “How about we get this shower done, yeah?”


    Her hand covers mine, stilling it, and she brings it down to her mouth to kiss my knuckles. “Okay.”


    I follow her to the end of the landing and into the bathroom, shutting the door behind me and locking us in. Ryan’s on autopilot, leaning in to turn the water on and methodically unwinding her hair from the knot she put it in. I step in behind her, holding her gaze in the mirror as I help unravel the mess that is her long black locks.


    “I can’t believe I sat in a diner with somebody’s gore in my hair,” she mumbles.


    “The way you had it up, darlin’, nobody could see a thing.”


    “It’s still gross.”


    “It is,” I agree. “But that’s just how life is when you take another.” I fan the ends out over her shoulders, watching her reaction in the mirror when I run my fingers down the tips sitting over her chest and slide my palms off the end to cup her breasts.


    She leans into me, letting me take her weight as I run my hands lower over her stomach. Her eyes slip closed, and she lets out a low moan as I run my fingertips teasingly along the waistline of her jeans. The button pops free under my deft touch, and I ease the teeth of her zipper down, slipping my flattened hands inside the open denim and under her panties.


    The material between her legs is fucking soaked. I rock my hips into her at the discovery, and bend my head to kiss behind her ear. “You want this, huh?” I taunt, running my index fingers along the soft flesh either side of her wet cunt.


    “They’ve been drenched since I had to sit for hours with you pressed between my legs on your bike.”


    “Jesus,” I breathe, slipping a finger between her folds, teasing, coaxing, and touching just outside of her core.


    She squirms against me, seeking pleasure from my fingers, but I’ve got other plans. I pull my hands out and turn her around, blood rushing to my already strained cock when I catch sight of her hooded eyes watching me.


    I grab a hold of my T-shirt and ease it off over her head. “As much as I’d love to fuck you in that, you can’t shower with it on.” I praise the fact she left everything else off after Gloria stitched and bandaged her.


    She stares down at the puddled fabric on the floor as I let my eyes roam her naked torso. “I could put it on again later.”


    “You will put it on again later,” I correct, lifting both hands to flick her hair over her shoulders.


    She smiles, gripping the basin behind her and peeking out from under her lashes in a way that has me as hard as fucking granite. I lean down and suckle each nipple in turn, getting more moans in response, her hands moving to grip in my hair.


    “We’re wasting water,” she complains feebly.


    “We’re about to waste a fuckload more.” I strip her jeans off, tossing them aside and repeating the process with her panties.


    She stands before me naked, bared, and as perfect as I’d imagined. Every curve, tattoo, scar, and mark is a stroke on her canvas. The resulting art is fucking mesmerizing.


    “Get in the shower,” I order, kicking off my boots and moving to pull off my tank, jeans, and briefs.


    She steps under the water, careful to keep her bandaged shoulder out of the flow, and watches me strip. The hunger in her eyes matches what I’m feeling in my gut. I get in behind her, my dick standing rigid between us as I run my hands over her back and down to her ass, committing the way she feels to memory. A groan falls from her lips as I slide a hand between her legs and rub my palm over her, bringing her nerves to life again. Coaxing her to turn around, I angle the nozzle toward the wall and slip my foot between hers, kicking her legs apart.


    Her eyes go wide, her jaw slack as I drop to my knees and place my palms on her thighs, spreading her lower lips apart with my thumbs. “Jesus, that’s beautiful.” I give her clit a few circles with my thumb before leaning in and sucking the hood into my mouth.


    “Shit . . . Bronx.” Her fingers grab hold of my hair, pulling hard.


    Say my name again. I spread her again, lapping her with my tongue in long, flat strokes. She pants and squirms, but still, I don’t manage to get her to echo it. My tongue works faster, and I move my right hand to circle her soaked hole before slipping a digit deep inside of her. She begs me to work her harder, pushing off the wall to get more from me, but still—no name. I reach up and plant a firm hand between her heaving tits and push her against the wall, pinning her in place. Sucking her hood again, I slip another finger in, pumping her to the point where she’s begging for release.


    And then I get it—the sweetest sound in the world.


    “Bronx, I’m going to come.” She places two of her fingers over her clit and circles madly as I lick around where I’m working her pussy into a swollen mess. “Fuck, I need it harder.”


    I suck her flesh, releasing it with a pop to ask, “You take the pill or somethin’?”


    “Mmm,” she answers, her bottom lip turning white from the pressure of her teeth. “Yeah.”


    “Good.” I drop my hand from between her legs and stand abruptly, hoisting her up the wall, taking care not to give her shoulder grief. She cries out, her eyes shut tight, and I worry that I’ve still hurt her until she opens those crisp blues on me and smiles. Her soft expression fades pretty damn fast when I line myself up with her and push inside, turning that smile to an open mouthed ‘oh’.


    “Oh my God.”


    “He ain’t here,” I grunt between thrusts.


    “Bronx,” she moans, her tits bouncing as her body jolts against the wall. That’s better.


    I lean in to her, shifting the angle I’m hitting as I lean down and suck one of her nipples into my mouth. She cries out as I flick my tongue around the tight bud, repeating the attention and care with the other. I pull back, repositioning my hands beneath her as I step us away from the wall and twist a quarter turn to the left so she’s got her back to the glass door.


    “Grab the top of the frame with your good hand.”


    Her head tilts back, and she watches what she’s doing as she reaches over her head and twists her left wrist to get a hold of the top of the door frame. She tucks her right arm across her front, wincing a little.


    “You okay?”


    “Fine,” she says. “I’ll let you know if it’s too much.”


    “Try to hang on, darlin’.” Taking a step back, I angle her hips upward and loop my arm farther around so I can keep her up with just the one. Holding on beside her hand with the other, I brace myself and resume giving it to her, hard and punishing.


    I fuck her for leaving.


    I fuck her harder for putting herself at risk.


    And I fuck her harder still for telling me I’m all she needs.


    She moans, biting her lip as her body bounces with the force of my thrusts. Her eyes are closed, her eyebrows knitted, but by the way her pussy is clenching around my cock, I’d say she’s close. Her breasts heave with her breaths, and I curse the fact I can’t quite fucking reach to suck on one as she comes apart.


    “Ain’t ever lettin’ you leave again,” I say, lifting her a fraction higher to hit her sweet spot better.


    She moans, and cries out, “I can’t hold back any longer, Bronx. It’s too good.”


    I slow my movement, remove my hand from the door, and stroke the damp hair off her face. She complains about the lack of movement between us as I run my hand down her chest, across both breasts, and rub her swollen and pulsing clit. “Don’t hold back this time. Show me what you got.”


    Taking a hold of the doorframe again, I shift my foot to a firmer spot and slam my hips into her thighs, fucking her harder and faster than before. Her cries are cut off by the shock of my hits, her hands slipping on the door.


    “Let it go,” I growl, tipping my hips a little. “Fuckin’ cover me in cum, darlin’.”


    She screams loud enough that I’m certain every red-blooded male on the property heard, and shakes as her orgasm takes her. Ryan’s hold on the door slips, and I grab her with both hands, wrapping my arms about her as the last of my release spills on the inside of her leg.


    “God, I’m sorry,” she says, looking down at my still twitching cock. “I ruined it for you.”


    “Fuck off, you did,” I say, stroking the last drops out. “I’d go without to hear you scream like that again.”


    Her face goes all shades of red, and she places a hand to her mouth. “I can’t go back downstairs now. That’s so embarrassing.”


    “Sweet thing, they’ve heard and seen a lot worse than that.”


    She simply responds by shaking her head and stepping toward the water, adjusting the nozzle so it flows over half her face and neck. I reach around her and rinse my hands off, before running my fingers through her hair. She passes me the shampoo from the shelf, and I squeeze some into my hand, rubbing it through her long locks and massaging her scalp as she leans under the flow. The water runs a shady pink color, eventually rinsing out to the creamy white of the shampoo, and then clear.


    I continue washing her, paying attention to every scrape and bruise, working her sore muscles and leaving her leaning against the wall as she hums in quiet contentment. She reaches for the body wash, but I take it first, shaking my head.


    “Hop out and dry off, woman, otherwise we’ll be here all fuckin’ night.”


    She wraps her fingers around my semi-hard length and gives it a gentle tug on her way out the shower door. “Later.”


    Later. It’s a promise that this thing isn’t temporary, and that she isn’t going to wake up in the morning and regret the decisions that brought her here with me. I watch as she towels herself off, paying special attention to the still puffy flesh between her legs when she bends over to dry her feet.


    I always thought that a good woman was one who lived inside the constraints of the law, and that a good woman could never match up to a man like me because our worlds would be so vastly different. A man like me. I always thought I was the bad guy, the danger in the shadows, but as I smile at Ryan pulling my T-shirt back on over her inked torso, I realize one important truth.


    Maybe I’m not an entirely good man, but I am a good man, and she brings out the best of it. And if I can live in a world as corrupt and lawless as this, what the hell ever stopped me from finding a good woman who could do the same?


    The fact you hadn’t found her, yet. That’s what.


    


    

  


  
    



    FINAL BLOW


    Ryan


    Bronx gives me a slap on the ass for being cheeky as we reach the top of the stairs, laughing as he jogs ahead and takes the steps two at a time. I pull the neck of his T-shirt over my nose while I watch him go ahead, and inhale. The cotton smells like him, all masculine and musky. It’s a smell I’ll forever associate with belonging. With him.


    I make my way downstairs and walk into the common room to find the biker-to-free-space ratio has close on doubled. A heap of new eyes swing my way, and the smile I’d been proudly wearing slips away as I freeze on the spot. Bronx steps away from King and a sandy blond guy I don’t know, coming over to take me by the hand.


    “It’s okay. They’re all friendly.”


    He pulls me toward King and the stranger as I scout the room again, my gaze stopping on one shorter guy whose veins pop in his forearms as he flexes and releases. Friendly. Yeah, right.


    Bronx looks between me and where I’d been looking, before frowning as he shakes his head. “Knock it off, Jo-Jo. You’re freakin’ her the fuck out.”


    The guy’s lip lifts in a sneer and he turns away, ushered across to the bar by some bearded goliath.


    “How you feelin’ after a wash down?” King asks, a knowing twinkle in his eye. “Refreshed?”


    Bronx punches him in the arm. “Don’t you start.”


    “At least he’s not lookin’ at me like he wants to kill me.” I glance over my shoulder at Jo-Jo, who’s staring at me again.


    “Relax,” the new guy says. “He stares at all the bitches he wants to fuck into submission like that.” The guy laughs, all perfect white teeth and piercing blue eyes.


    “You’re not helping,” Bronx growls, pulling me to his side when he sees the look of shock plastered over my face.


    “Fuck, just tellin’ it how it is, brother.”


    “Ryan,” King says, slapping the new guy on the chest, “meet Sawyer.”


    Oh. If he’s here, then Harris must be close by as well. “Hi, Sawyer,” I say, moving to use Bronx as a partial shield while I look around for my dad. The stuff I’ve heard about Sawyer is brutal. I look again at his striking face, all hard angles and soft lips, and muse that he’s pretty much the epitome of a smiling assassin. If I was going to be murdered, it might as well be by such a beautiful man.


    He holds his hand out to shake mine, and I tentatively accept. “Nice to meet you,” he replies. “You’ve got your old man’s eyes.”


    I do? My hand finds its way to my face. I guess I’d never really thought about it.


    “We using the meeting room?” Sawyer asks King.


    I look between the three men, and a sick sense of dread sinks to the base of my gut. Bronx’s hand tightens around mine, and I look to the contact, wondering why he’s so calm. Where is my dad?


    “Yeah,” King says. “He’s already set up in there.”


    Set up? What the hell is going on?


    I follow them to the room beside King’s office, letting Bronx lead me through the people drinking and chatting about what must have happened today. As we stop for Bronx to collect a well-dressed guy who completely doesn’t fit in around here, my ears pick up on the key phrases: opened fire, went down, what he deserved. I’m turning them over in my head as Bronx steps aside to let me enter the room first.


    Harris. My shoulders sag, and a smile tugs at my lips as I take in exactly what they meant by ‘set up.’ He sits on the far side of the table, two seats turned to face each other so he can rest a leg on one while sitting on the other. There are grazes on his face, a bandage around his hand.


    “Are you okay?” I round the table to take a seat beside his feet while the sharp-dressed guy shuts the door behind us all.


    “Been better.” Harris smiles.


    I let go of a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding as Bronx pulls out a chair beside me, and sits. King and Sawyer take their places across the table, and the somber mood hangs heavy and thick between the men—especially Harris and King.


    “I’m going to let you kick things off,” King says to Harris. I’m not up to speed with MC rules, but I sense that this is quite an honor for him to start the meeting instead of King.


    “Job’s done,” Harris announces.


    Sawyer slams a hand down on the table, a huge grin on his face. “Fuck yeah.”


    “It was never goin’ to be easy,” Harris continues, “but I think three casualties with what we went through is quite the achievement.”


    King turns to Sawyer, running his eyes the length of the man. “I’ll be up front with you, man. I expected you to look a fuckload worse.”


    Sawyer smiles, and lifts a booted foot to the table. I notice the blood soaked denim that I missed before, and cringe, even before he rolls the leg of the jeans up his lower leg to show a huge gash in his shin.


    “I got a momento.” He chuckles. “I’m happy.” He fingers the wound, which has to be at least five inches long, and one wide.


    I come close to vomiting when the raw, sinewy flesh rolls and lightens to a bright shade of pink where the gash has come close to bone. Fresh blood springs forth, and he smears it reverently around the wound with two fingers.


    “Doesn’t that hurt?” I ask.


    He pins me with a blank stare. “Yeah.”


    The guy doesn’t understand my question. He’s looking at me as though I’m the strange one for asking. I let loose an involuntary shiver, and then reach for Bronx’s hand. He takes mine with a smile.


    “You’ll get used to him.”


    I glance back at Sawyer, and find him grinning like a damn psychopath. Figures—he kind of is one.


    “There’s another reason I want you all in here,” King says. “We need to discuss who’s going to take over these operations.”


    “I thought it was agreed you and Sawyer would be headin’ them up,” Bronx says.


    “See, there’s the thing.” King grimaces and ducks his head. “I’ve got a few personal things I want to work on without that kind of pressure. I’ve got a boy who’s finally enjoying the added time with his old man, and I don’t want to lose that momentum. I take Eddie’s shit on board, I may as well have a fuckin’ civil ceremony with my desk, because that’s where I’d be day in, day out.”


    “Cut to the chase,” Harris says. “None of us will stop you from makin’ shit right with your family, so you don’t need to justify it. What’s the kicker in this?”


    King lifts his gaze to look between the four of us and the silent GQ-looking guy. Sawyer reclines in his seat, crossing his arms over his chest.


    “I want you two, Bronx and Ryan, to take it on,” King says.


    “What?” Bronx and myself say in unison.


    “Are you sure?” Bronx asks.


    “You’re considering it?” I ask Bronx in reply. I know I am, but that’s because I know how the operation works, and I’ve had plenty of ideas over the years as to how we can clean it up and make it safer for the dealers. They might sell drugs for a living, but it doesn’t mean they should give up the basic human right to return to their families every night.


    “I’m not throwing the idea away, no,” he answers, letting go of my hand so he can swivel to face me. “Are you? Considering it?”


    “Well, yeah. If I can do something to make a change and help out the people who suffered when Eddie took over, then I’m on board.”


    “Always comes full circle,” Harris mutters.


    “What?” I ask.


    He leans forward in his seat, a sad smile spreading. “That other stuff I didn’t want to tell you yet?”


    I frown. “Yeah?”


    “The policeman that night would have been paid off to leave you alone, because if you got taken in and processed, all attention would have been on your family.”


    “I don’t follow. Isn’t that the point?”


    He pulls in a deep breath. “What do you think your daddy did for a job, Ryanna?”


    I look around the room at the men watching us, and feel instantly foolish before I’ve even opened my mouth to answer. “He wasn’t a dentist, was he.”


    Harris shakes his head slowly. “He co-ordinated one of the best road-rail operations there ever was for bringing drugs over the border.”


    When will the fucking suprises stop? “Ever was?” I ask. “What happened”


    “Died a death with your daddy.”


    I shake my head, pinching my nose while Bronx places a hand on my back. “It’s still strange hearing you call him my daddy when you’re my dad.”


    “By blood only,” Harris reasons.


    I wave a hand at the silent men around us as I shrink into my seat, adding the newest information to my swirling cauldron of lies. “Carry on, please.”


    Bronx turns back to King and shrugs. “I guess Ryan and I are in on the idea. What do you say, Ty?” He looks to our sharp-dressed company.


    The guy taps his fingers on the desk before him. “Your call, brother.”


    “This affects you and Malice,” Bronx explains. I let my gaze roam his profile as he talks, feeling a little small and out of place amongst people who know each other so well when I don’t even know Bronx’s last name.


    “Man, we knew this gig wouldn’t last forever,” Ty says. He looks across as me, and then back to Bronx. “Ramona and I have plans for building a legit business, and Malice? Well, he’s still spending most of his time trying to knock up Jane.”


    “You’re not surprised by this,” Bronx accuses the guy. I’ve got no idea who he is or how he fits in, but my instincts are telling me he’s a part of whatever it is Bronx usually does when he’s not trying to infiltrate rival drug crews.


    “King and I have already discussed it,” Ty says.


    “What? When?”


    “When you two were upstairs going for the state yodeling title,” King says, chuckling to himself. The grin on Sawyer’s face is equally as broad.


    Harris just buries his head in his hands.


    Heat flames my face, and I consider sliding under the table and out of sight. “I told you I couldn’t show my face again,” I mutter under my breath, much to Bronx’s amusement.


    “It’s a big change,” Bronx says to Ty, ignoring my distress. “You think I can do it?” The vulnerability in his gaze kills me, pulling me from my pity party.


    Bronx looks to his friend for reassurance, and Ty gives it in spades.


    “Brother, you’ve always been up to the challenge. When Malice dragged you away from that bar spitting out teeth for a fucking half-eaten sandwich, you proved then and there you’re not one to back down.” I look to Bronx, wondering just how much ground we have to cover. “I mean it,” Ty continues. “I can’t think of anyone with a better heart to take on that role. You’ve proved you can resist the drug by stepping back before addiction took you, and you proved you’ll do anything to make things right.” Ty looks pointedly at me before settling back on Bronx. “The Butcher Boys are history, brother—it’s time to make your own way.”


    My ears perk up at the name, and I sit straighter in my seat to look between Ty and Bronx. “You’re both Butcher Boys? You’re those guys?”


    Bronx smiles sheepishly. “Yeah. Why’s that?”


    “Jesus!” I twist to face him better. “I’d heard about what they did, and I had this visual in my head of these scarred and gap-toothed old guys running around with bloody aprons on.”


    “I can get us some if you’d like?” Ty teases.


    Harris chuckles beside me. I flash him a warning look.


    “I’m not losing my teeth for you though, darlin’,” Bronx adds with a laugh.


    I groan, but don’t bother fighting my smile. These guys are so at ease around each other, and the feeling rubs off. “If you’d told me that was who you were a month ago, I think I would have run a mile. But after today?” I shrug. “I think we all know I’m not so adverse to what it is you guys do.”


    Sawyer leans forward opposite me, placing his elbows on the table. “Some of us also do it to protect the people who matter.”


    “Because family isn’t just blood,” King adds. “It’s the people who are there to help you when there’s nothing in it for them.”


    “People who forgive you no matter what,” Harris says to King.


    “The people who know what respect and loyalty really are,” Bronx finishes.


    The men all grumble their satisfaction with the spoken words. I couldn’t agree more as well. But they forgot another trait that I’ve seen shared so frequently in my time with them—love. These men love their brothers hard, and they aren’t afraid to show it.


    Harris sucks in a deep breath beside me, and the newfound warmth in the room dissipates with a whoosh. “There’s somethin’ else, Ryan.”


    King turns his head, avoiding looking at the two of us. My skin sears, the attention of the room on Harris and I.


    “I got an admission to make.” Harris fidgets with the rings on his fingers. The sight settles me a little, seeing him display a habit I thought was only mine. “I got cancer.”


    My newfound peace slips a hat on and walks out the door, suitcase in hand. “How bad?”


    “Terminal.”


    I nod tightly, pressing my lips tight. I can’t look at him. It hurts, I won’t deny it, but at the same time the sense of loss I expected to slam into me like a hurricane is absent. I feel . . . nothing.


    “I’m really sorry to hear that.” My gaze is fixed on my hands as I worry a cuticle until it bleeds.


    “You okay?” King asks.


    I look up to see who he’s talking to: myself, or Harris. He gives both of us equal attention. Harris, however, fixes solely on me.


    Bronx squeezes my hand, and I drag in a sobering breath. “I’m okay. Upset, but okay.” All five men look at me with a mixture of surprise and confusion. I sigh and pull Bronx’s hand closer across the table to play with his fingers as I address Harris. “I know I’m not crying, wailing, or breaking down about it, and I know that’s strange. Please don’t think I don’t care, because I do. It’s just that you’ve been gone for the last twelve years of my life. I’ve had time to mourn you already. I guess I’m more sad that I’ll lose both of my fathers now, biological and not, if that makes any sense?”


    “I understand,” Harris says. He takes a deep breath, looking as though a weight’s been lifted. “We’ll make what time’s left good, yeah?”


    “Yeah,” I whisper, reaching over to pat his foot.


    Bronx squeezes my hand, and I turn to give him a smile in response. I can only hope that one day I find the right way to convey to him what it’s meant to have Bronx here for me through this. Telling him I couldn’t have done it without him just doesn’t seem enough.


    “We’re all here for you both,” King says. “You need anything, you tell us.”


    “Appreciated,” Harris says with a nod.


    “And I appreciate it,” I add. “I can’t thank you enough, King, for what you’ve done—for what your men have sacrificed to get us to this point.”


    “We didn’t do it for you,” he says with a friendly smile.


    “Yeah, but you did it because of me.”


    “True.” King slaps his hand down on the table and stands. “If it’s all good with you assholes, I’d like to talk about the logistics later. Right now,” he says, rounding the table and opening the door, “we have a few toasts to make in honor of some good men that were lost today.”


    “Here, here,” Sawyer agrees, standing.


    My heart swells for these men, for their old-school code of honor and camaraderie—such simple morals, but ones that are so easily lost in today’s world of every man being out for himself. Most people you meet are content to twist a knife in your back in the name of pegging themselves higher and reaping the sole benefits, but these guys know what it is to treat their brothers as family. I guess when death is so much a part of your world it’s only natural that you appreciate the small joys found in life.


    Why constrict yourself with laws laid down by people who have no concept of honor among thieves, when you can live in a community as sharing and protecting of their own as this? I may have lost my parents to a fire, been reunited with and just as quickly told I’ll lose my only remaining blood relative, but this right here is a real family. I can say with an honest hand to my heart, that when Harris has left me a second and final time, I won’t be alone. I’ll have the people I will fight to protect with my life. The ones who make such a sacrifice enough.


    


    

  


  
    



    EPILOGUE


    Ryan


    three months later


    “Who knew there was so much paperwork involved in runnin’ this shit?”


    I look across the office in our new home to where Bronx sits on the floor in only his gym shorts, his legs splayed as he sorts through the papers between them. His shoulders bunch and roll with the movement of his arms, and it’s magic to watch. I’m oblivious to the fact he’s still talking when a sharp “Ryan!” snaps me around.


    I look up to his face to find the grin I’ve come to know as being imminent trouble. “I know I’m sexy as hell, beautiful, but we need to get this organized if you’re goin’ to make visitation with Hank.”


    It took several weeks of bartering, but I managed to get Hank to add me to his list of approved visitors. He heard through the prison grapevine what happened before I had a chance to get in touch, and understandably he’s reluctant to see me. But I have to go. I need him to know what really happened, not what the gossipmongers have decided did.


    I look at the mess across the desk and floor, and back to Bronx. “Baby, this stuff’s been disorganized for years. I think another hour wont hurt.”


    He lifts an eyebrow. “Only an hour?”


    Yeah—he has a point. After the initial ‘honeymoon’ phase where we fucked anywhere and everywhere, we’ve kind of perfected the art of making it last while we take the time to get to know each other’s bodies better.


    “You’re right—let’s finish this first. It’ll be quicker.”


    He goes back to sorting the profiles on the dealers into alphabetical order, chuckling as he stacks the papers. All the profiles have to be updated and entered into the computer—a task for a week when I feel motivated enough.


    Enough.


    A word that’s so intrinsic to how we met, the hurdles we overcame to take a chance on one another, and the drive we have now to succeed in our new roles. I surprised Bronx last week with a painting I’d had one of the prospects at the Devil’s Breed do for me. The kid’s an absolute wizard with a brush, and he brought my idea to life perfectly. It’s a canvas that now hangs in our hallway, made up of different styled letters, painted in vibrant yet understated hues, which spell out ‘enough’.


    Bronx stared at it for a solid ten minutes before he leaned over and wrapped his huge arm around my neck and pulled me into his side. He didn’t have to say anything—I knew I’d hit the nail on the head when he sucked in a huge breath and slowly sighed. Some of the best things we’ve said to each other have been without words.


    And as I catch him staring at me again with that hunger in his eyes, I muse that it’s not a skill I want us to lose anytime soon.


    “Focus, grasshopper,” I tease.


    “Can’t. I’ve got a distraction that’s making my body do funny things.” He points down at his tenting erection with a silly look on his face. “Oh my God. What is it? What do I do with it?”


    I throw the closest thing to me—a hard-backed notepad—at him and get up to leave the room for a breather when our house-alarm trips. All previous thoughts are shelved as I take a step back and pull my gun from the top drawer of the desk. Bronx is on his feet and heading down the hallway at speed by the time I get the clip in and the safety off.


    He sidesteps from view as I make my way to where the panel for the alarm is, re-emerging from the kitchen with his handgun at the ready by his thigh. I point to the flashing light that indicates the backyard, and we spread out either side of the French doors that lead out onto the patio. Bronx checks through the windows, nodding to indicate it’s clear on his side, and I do the same.


    There’s no one there.


    Yeah, and a house alarm also doesn’t set itself off.


    The cops may not have been able to pin a thing on me, given that I’m legally dead, but everybody connected to the underworld in the northern states knows what really happened. So it’s fair to say we both have a few enemies.


    Bronx reaches out, flicking the latch and pushing the door open as he straightens back to his side of the doorway. We wait for a beat, nothing happening, and then the last thing I expect to hear has me leaping out of my skin.


    Meow.


    “Fucking cats,” Bronx hisses, stepping out the door and glaring at his two dogs who lie on the grass with tongues hanging out. “And you two . . . fucking hopeless.”


    The stray moggy wraps itself around Bronx’s legs, rubbing its back high on his calves. He shakes it off with a gentle push, stooping down to pick it up, and walks across the lawn to drop it back over the six-foot fence that rings our property.


    As I look around the yard, mind-mapping how I’m going to landscape the garden, it hits me. This right here—this is what it’s all about. Every experience that caused me to suffer, and every heartache I endured, it all led me to this. Our love might not be conventional, and we may need a shitload of assurance that what we are is enough a lot of the time, but this love? It’s ours.


    I put the safety on the gun, and shake my head with a smile as Bronx reaches the edge of the lawn. “Those strays are getting worse. I think I need a new dog.”


    “I think you may be right.” He steps up on to the patio and tucks his gun in the back of his shorts to pat the rottweilers on his way past.


    “But first . . .” I squeal and giggle as Bronx scoops me up, carrying me inside the house and pausing to shut the door. “You look too fuckin’ sexy carrying that piece to make me wait any longer.”


    Bronx captures my mouth with his own, groaning as I toss my gun onto the sofa as we pass by. He hesitates at the alarm panel, re-setting the zones, and then gives me that one-sided smile that sets my heart on fire each and every time.


    “Love you, darlin’.”


    “Love you more, trouble-maker.”


    


    

  


  
    



    WHAT’S NEXT?


    Love King? Want to know more about Dog? Missing Hooch?


    Sign up to Max’s newsletter and be first to know the release dates for the Fallen Saint series.
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