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    Sinner: A Motorcycle Club Romance (The Smoking Vipers MC) (MCs from Hell Collection Book 1) 
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    I took her for revenge. But I kept her for my own savage pleasure. 
 
      
 
    I’ve got a score to settle with the president of the Scorpions MC. 
 
    And I’m gonna hit him where it hurts most: 
 
    By stealing his precious baby girl. 
 
    But I never expected to fall for her. 
 
      
 
    SPIKE 
 
      
 
    I’m a sinner to the core. 
 
    I’m a killer, an outlaw, a tatted f**king monster. 
 
    And I’ve never met a girl I didn’t want to corrupt and destroy. 
 
      
 
    But none of those girls ever made me reconsider who I was and what I did. 
 
    None of them… 
 
      
 
    Until her. 
 
      
 
    YAZMIN 
 
      
 
    When he stole me from my father’s clubhouse, he told me this was nothing personal. 
 
    Strictly business. 
 
      
 
    But that was a bold-faced lie. 
 
      
 
    Because from the second he laid his eyes on me, Spike wanted everything. 
 
    My innocence. 
 
    My body. 
 
    My very soul. 
 
      
 
    I know I should be scared of him. 
 
    He wants to hurt me – just to bring down my evil father. 
 
    But I can’t hate him. I just can’t. 
 
      
 
    Because Spike Macklin is the devil I’ve been dreaming of since I was a little girl. 
 
    And when he lays his lips on mine, my body screams for more. 
 
      
 
    I might be my daddy’s little girl. 
 
    But my heart belongs to the biker. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter One 
 
    Spike 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to kill every damn one of ’em!” Knuckles roars, charging into the clubhouse and kicking a table so hard that it collapses in on itself. He’s a tall, wide, fat man who makes the whole building tremble. 
 
      
 
    I follow behind the men silently. My anger is more of a seething, boiling anger, the kind of anger which takes a while to blow over the top. My anger is the sort of anger which causes men to turn up slit from ear to ear. I drop into a chair and wave at one on the pledges to bring me a whiskey. It’s evening, but it’s summer, and it’s Sunnyside, California, so an orange glow fills the room, bouncing off photographs of the MC, the old decommissioned WWII rifle above the bar, a pile of old motorbike tires in the corner which Red-Eyes says he’s going to fix one day. I sip my whiskey as my men gather around me. 
 
      
 
    Justin Herveux, my vice president, leans his elbows on his knees. He’s a good man, a couple of years younger than me, ginger, with freckles all around his nose. He’s the only one here who’s finished college. Business, I think. “I understand Dwayne’s anger,” he says. Justin is the only one who calls Knuckles ‘Dwayne.’ “But what are we supposed to do, boss? Can we afford to put security on our bars twenty-four hours a day?” 
 
      
 
    “So we’re gonna let ’em hit us twenty-four hours a day instead?” Alfred mutters, his voice wheezing. He must be ninety years old if he’s a day. He sits hunched over, clutching the table, eyes watery. But when he speaks, he looks like a young man again, if only for a moment. “The Scorpions need to be taken out. I’ve lived in Sunnyside since I was a lad. I helped make this club. And now you’re telling me these Scorpion fucks can just roll in and take over? I won’t have it.” 
 
      
 
    “The Dinosaur’s right,” Charley Red-Eyes says, his eyes bloodshot as usual. He’s short, stocky, with a flat face and a flat attitude toward violence. “They need to die.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” Danny Simmons squeaks up, nineteen years old, the youngest officer by far. He wipes down his blond hair and smiles nervously. “We can’t let them keep going in on us, can we, boss?” 
 
      
 
    They all turn to me, waiting. I’ll never get used to that moment. One day I’m sitting on their side of the room, looking to the President for advice, and the next I’m sitting here, dishing it out. Part of me misses just being able to sit there, waiting to be told what to do. 
 
      
 
    “Some of you might not know this,” I say. “But I had a girl I’ve been seeing on and off for a couple of months now. Her name was Christina. She was a cousin to one of the club girls. Anyway, she was at the bar tonight. One of the men—and I reckon it was that bastard Snake Lafayette, ’cause it’s always Snake Lafayette—left her bleeding out back. She’s dead.” I lean forward. The officers sit up, watching me intently. “So believe me when I say I want the Scorpions wiped out as much as you do. But here are the hard facts. They have just as many men as us, maybe some more. They are just as tough as us. They are just as brutal as us.” 
 
      
 
    Knuckles heaved up his huge body, smacking a meaty fist on the table. “Bullshit!” 
 
      
 
    “Do I look like I’m done talking?” I ask quietly. 
 
      
 
    Knuckles swallows, shakes his head, and hunches down. 
 
      
 
    “They are our equals,” I go on. “I know you don’t wanna hear that, but they are. So here’s what we need to do. We need to find a way to make things unequal.” 
 
      
 
    “Like in checkers when you get to the other side of the board and become a king?” Danny Simmons whispers, looking nervous when the men turn to him. 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” I say. “Like that.” 
 
      
 
    “But how?” Red-Eyes asks. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” Justin furrows his eyebrows. “Do you have a plan?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Not right now.” They all deflate. “For now, let’s all get some rest. Get some of the club girls in. Get some life into this place. It’s seven o’clock, goddammit; we’re not all dinosaurs here.” I wink at Alfred, who croaks out a savage insult. 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, I’m in my office which adjoins the bar, listening to the sound of glasses clinking and women giggling in the next room. The only one who doesn’t get involved is Justin. He’s in an office next to mine. I can hear him in there, tapping on his keyboard. He’s working out the logistics for a gun shipment, I know. Leaning back on my chair’s hind legs, staring at the framed photograph of me and the previous president, Sonny, I think about Christina. Truth be told, I wasn’t in love with Christina; nothing as dramatic as that. She was just a woman who liked to fuck. But killing a man’s woman, even if it is just some casual thing, is crossing a damn line. 
 
      
 
    The whiskey bottle calls to me from the drawer of my desk. I’ll crawl into it soon, crawl deep, and forget about the trashed bar and the dead woman. I’ll try and forget about the other memory, too, the smoldering car and cooking flesh—I shake my head, forcing the memory deep down where it can’t bother me. 
 
      
 
    I need to ride, hit the road and be a man and his bike instead of the president and his officers. I need to pretend I’m just an enforcer again, working a job, trying to keep the Smoking Vipers afloat. 
 
      
 
    I feel oddly young when I climb out of the window into the parking lot. Not that I’m old at thirty-one, but I feel twelve or thirteen or something. This is the sort of thing Toby and I used to do, back in the day. The sun has almost set now, the silver handlebars on my bike catching an eerie purple color. I climb onto the bike, no jacket, no helmet, and ride away from the clubhouse. The music pumps behind me, becoming quieter as I get further away and release the engine to a full growl. 
 
      
 
    The wind feels good in my face, waking me up. I always think best when I’m on the road, metal roaring beneath me. I don’t know how a man can think in silence. There’s too much room for stray thoughts to get in the way. Sunnyside is a smallish town buried in the Californian south amidst trees and dust, San Diego a whisper to the west. As I ride, though, I don’t feel like I’m in California. I don’t feel like I’m in America. I feel like a pioneer, in the middle of nowhere, just me and the wide, unknown road. After about half an hour of aimless drifting, I ride toward the Scorpions’ clubhouse. I guess it can’t hurt to see what the enemy is up to. 
 
      
 
     During the two years I spent in the army, I learned to move quiet. So I park my bike on the far side of the road, hidden under the trees, and then creep across the road to the clubhouse. The building is squat and ugly, all jagged edges with a glaring neon light proclaiming Scorpion with a flashing scorpion figure next to it. Around thirty bikes stand in the parking lot. I approach from the dormitory side, skirting the lot, crouching low behind some bushes. I’ve got my pistol slung under my arm in its holster, just in case. But I’m confident I won’t get caught. A man can move like a shadow if he knows how. 
 
      
 
    I crouch here for an hour or more watching the dormitory windows. Most of the curtains are drawn, but I catch a glimpse of a couple of bikers. Mostly it’s just club women, the same kind we have, party girls who like to have fun, or cleaners and cooks doing their work. The moon is fading into the sky when I’m about to get up and leave. Coming here was a stupid idea anyway. 
 
      
 
    But then a light switches on, a yellow rectangle tempting me to stay. I crouch lower. The woman who walks into the room is like something out of a magazine. She must be around twenty, with a youthful, red-flushed face and big saucer-like blue eyes. Her blonde hair is tied up in a bun. She moves around the room with the grace of a dancer, her body short and curvy in all the right places. She’s the sort of woman who makes a man want to bury his face in her tits. I don’t know whether other men would feel guilty about eyeing up a piece like this after their girlfriend just died, but I don’t. A body and face like hers is too much to resist. 
 
      
 
    My smile drops when Snake Lafayette enters the room with the woman. I take out my pistol, wondering. But then I slide it back into the holster. I could shoot him at this distance without a problem. I’ve killed men from longer ranges with pistols. But guns are loud, way louder than in the movies. One shot would draw out the whole club and see me dead. The woman backs away from the man, shaking her head. I can’t hear what they’re saying, dammit. I don’t even know why I want to. Before I can question myself, I’m creeping to the window, making sure to stay in the shadows. I press flat against the wall, their voices dim but audible. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, I’m sure we can work something out.” Snake’s voice reminds me of the brown noses in the army, the ones who’ll do anything to please the officers, or like the brown nose pledges who never get patched. But Snake isn’t a brown nose. He’s just a snake. “I know you’re upset about your mother, but that’s no excuse for being unreasonable.” 
 
      
 
    “Unreasonable, Dad? Unreasonable?” 
 
      
 
    Dad . . . I creep away from the window, making my way back toward my bike. Snake Lafayette has a daughter. I had no clue about that. I have no clue how he could keep something like that a secret, either. But the facts are the facts. Snake Lafayette has a daughter, and we need leverage against the Scorpions. If the leader of the club I’m trying to take down has a daughter, it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to work out what needs to be done. She could be useful. She could be the difference between the Smoking Vipers living another year or dying in the Scorpions’ pincers. 
 
      
 
    I ride back to the clubhouse, thinking of that bottle of whiskey. The plan is formulating in my mind, the logistics slotting together. This man killed my girlfriend. She wasn’t my fiancée, or even a woman I loved, but she was my girlfriend, and the principle of the thing can’t be ignored. Even without Christina’s death, though, I can’t let Snake roam around Sunnyside doing anything he likes to Viper territory. I can’t let Snake rob our stores and trash our bars. I can’t let Snake put my men at risk, men with wives and kids and bills and rent and responsibilities. 
 
      
 
    I sit on the edge of my bed, whiskey bottle in hand, taking slow, long sips. The whiskey is liquid fire down my throat, burning in my belly. I roll my head from side to side, clicking my neck. It’s time we did something. It’s time we stopped letting the Scorpions walk all over us. 
 
      
 
    I go into the bar, where the partying has reached the lazy stage, music playing low, the men dealing cards, the women sitting on their laps. 
 
      
 
    “Officers!” I shout across the room. “My office. We’ve got shit to discuss.” 
 
      
 
    Cards scatter. Women scatter. Whiskey glasses drain and slam into the table. 
 
      
 
    And then we’re in my office, talking about the sexiest woman I’ve ever laid eyes on. 
 
      
 
    “First thing’s first; one of you needs to get to the Scorpions’ clubhouse. I want that place under twenty-four-hour surveillance.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two 
 
    Yazmin 
 
      
 
    Mom is dead. I say it to myself every day but it’s still difficult to believe. Mom, who raised me on her own, who took me to ballet practice and then understood when I told her I wanted to quit, who baked pumpkin pie every Halloween even when she had to work a double shift at the hospital, is dead. Mom is dead. Lying in bed, my face buried in the pillow as though that means the world doesn’t exist, I giggle madly. Mom is dead, but it doesn’t seem close to real. I keep expecting her to knock on the door and sweep in, demanding to know why I’m here, in the clubhouse, surrounded by cruel men. 
 
      
 
    The knock comes at the door, but it isn’t Mom. It’s Christopher Michaels. He’s around fifty-five years old but for some reason he brings me my breakfast, lunch, and dinner. He has no hair except for a few wispy gray bits. His bald head is covered in purple veins. He always smells of cigarettes and stale sweat. I pull my blanket up around my chin, covering my chest. 
 
      
 
    “No need to get nervous around me, baby doll,” he says, placing the tray on my bedside table. “We’re friends, ain’t we?” He licks his lips. His lips are always dry and his eyes are always watery. 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” I say, keeping my voice neutral. “But the last time I checked, friends don’t stare at each other’s tits.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a snooty one, missy.” Christopher points a long skinny finger at me. “You need to learn how to take a compliment. I’m not staring at your tits. I’m appreciating your form.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, fine. Sure. Call it whatever you want. Can I eat my breakfast now?” 
 
      
 
    “Ungrateful slut,” he mutters, dragging his feet from the room like a teenager. 
 
      
 
    I want to shout after him, to demand that he apologize, to tell him to never talk to me like that again. But Christopher has more power here than me, the president’s daughter. I have no power at all. I pick at the toast, eating some crust, but I’m not hungry. I keep thinking of Mom whisking eggs and milk, sprinkling seasoning, smiling at me with eyes bluer than mine. 
 
      
 
    I go for my morning jog at nine o’clock every morning, jogging around the winding, tree-shadowed roads of outer Sunnyside, wondering if anybody would care if I kept on running. That’s a stupid question, because I know the answer. Of course they wouldn’t. As if reading my mind, when I get back to the clubhouse one of the girls comes to tell me that Dad wants to see me. 
 
      
 
    A strange feeling hits me every time I’m told Dad wants to see me. He killed Mom, and yet he’s the only person who’s stopping me from being homeless. I hate myself for being here, and yet I’ve got nowhere else to go. I feel like a coward, staying with the man who killed my mother, or at the very least who had my mother killed. I am a coward. And yet I have little work experience and no credit. I was always going to go college but I put it off twice, working part time and reading and partying and trying to figure stuff out. Then life figured it out for me. 
 
      
 
    I walk through the clubhouse, ignoring the men who leer openly at me. Most of Dad’s men are ugly, gruesome thugs who lick their lips or wink when they see me. A few are just men doing their job, getting on with their lives. But as I walk through the bar, I feel like I’m walking through a house of mirrors where each mirror is a man’s face grinning stupidly at me, mad hunger in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    I go into Dad’s office and wait on the opposite side of the desk as he finishes some work up on his computer. I was shocked the first time I saw Dad, which was only eight months ago after Mom died. Mom died, I repeat in my head bitterly. But she didn’t just die. What the hell am I doing here? What the hell is wrong with me? Am I that desperate for a father? Am I that screwed up? I force these questions away, sensing that I won’t like the answers. I was shocked when I saw Dad for the first time because he looks nothing like me or Mom. Mom was blonde, blue-eyed, short, and curvy like me. Dad looks like a weasel with beady brown eyes and a gaunt, whiskery face. He has a small, mean mouth and sweat constantly drips down his forehead, making it glisten. He leaves me waiting for five or so minutes, acting as though I’m not there. Anger twists in my belly, but somehow I manage to keep myself calm. 
 
      
 
    Finally, he leans back and gestures at the chair. For the past eight months since I’ve lived here, I’ve come to learn that Dad is a cruel man who does cruel things to those who disobey him. On my second day, I saw him order a man whipped for talking back. On my fifth day, he made a man twice his size stand still as he punched him over and over in the face. Women, too. He’s beaten more than I can count. Maybe that’s why my anger is quickly replaced with cold fear. What am I doing here? I ask myself for the hundredth time. This man is no father. 
 
      
 
    He lays his hands flat on the desk, squinting at me with weasel’s eyes. “You haven’t really been pulling your weight, Yazmin, have you?” he says. “Everyone under this roof works. The women clean and cook and suck and fuck. The men fight and bleed and die and ride. But you just sit in your room, or go running, or read, or whatever the hell it is someone like you spends their time doing. Are you an invalid? Is that it?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I say stiffly. “I’ve just . . .” I pause, wondering how to best describe myself. “I guess I’ve just been trying to find myself, and then Mom died and—” 
 
      
 
    He waves a hand. “I don’t want to talk about your mother.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly the anger I’ve been able to keep repressed for months rises up. Even a few nights ago when he called me unreasonable for not wanting to sit on one of his friend’s laps, I was able to keep it repressed. But now, watching him wave away my mother’s death as if it’s nothing, it explodes. 
 
      
 
    “Why? Because you don’t want to talk about how you killed her?” I snap. “You don’t want to talk about how you left her on her own and then killed her? You don’t want to—” 
 
      
 
    “Enough.” 
 
      
 
    “You know what confuses me about you?” I go on, raising my voice. “You made her call me Lafayette, like you. She had her maiden name and you wanted nothing to do with us, and yet you made her call me Lafayette.” I look around the office, guilt like acid, chewing through me. “I shouldn’t be here. I’m disgracing her memory.” 
 
      
 
    “Go, then.” He waves a hand, meaning to make me homeless as casually as he killed Mom. “I never asked you to come here, girl. I made her give you my name because a man’s children ought to have his name. At least I thought so once, twenty years ago. But now? Do what you like. Change your name to any damn thing you please. But let me tell you something, girl. You’re not getting a free ride here anymore. I won’t stand for it.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to kick me out,” I say. Even now, despite everything, part of me wants to beg him to let me stay. I’ve never been on my own. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t kick you out,” he says. “I’d like you to leave, but I won’t kick you out. But I won’t have you here for free, either. I ordered your mother killed, yes. I did that because I loaned your mother ten thousand dollars and she didn’t pay it back.” He stares at me coldly. “I don’t give free rides, girl, never have, never will. So here are your choices. You can work at our strip club in town. I’ll put in a word for you with the manager. Or you can become one of our guys’ old ladies. Christopher has said he wouldn’t mind taking you on.” 
 
      
 
    My skin crawls when he mentions Christopher’s name. I think of all the times he’s brought me breakfast, his eyes moving all over my body. I think of the time he walked in on me while I was getting changed, how he just stood there, staring at me in my underwear, before trying to kiss me. I managed to fight him off, but if I was forced to marry him . . . 
 
      
 
    “Mom told me who you were a week before she died. She said I might need to know in case something happened. She said you were a cruel man but you had your own sense of honor which would stop you from hurting me.” My voice is devoid of emotion. I realize now that no amount of anger or tears will break through to a man like this. I realize now that this man is evil, pure and simple. “Where’s the honor in this? You think nothing of selling your only child to a man twice her age. You don’t even care.” 
 
      
 
    “Those are your choices,” he says. “Take them or leave. It’s up to you. But if you haven’t decided by tomorrow evening, I want you gone. I won’t pay for your food and board anymore without getting something in return. That’s just not how the world works.” 
 
      
 
    “I hate you,” I whisper, coughing back tears. I won’t cry. I have to stay emotionless. 
 
      
 
    “What did you say?” He squints up at me. He’d kill me, I know. He’d kill me and think nothing of it. “You better not have just said what I think you did. Did you?” He closes his fist around a silver letter opener. He’d open my throat right here and bury me in the back next to the dead flowers. “Well?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I say, wiping my eyes. “I didn’t say a thing.” 
 
      
 
    Back in my room, I start packing. I look back over my life, watching as all my friends go to college and I put if off a year and then another, watching as I spend the meager money from my meager part-time jobs on silly, useless, frivolous things. And then watching as I’m left alone with no money and no family, no option other than to shack up with the sick man who is half of me. I watch, and I regret. I never should’ve come here. I’ll leave, roam the states. Maybe I’ll be homeless and lost. Maybe I’ll have a rough time of it. But at least I won’t have to strip as a prisoner or be shackled to an old man. 
 
      
 
    I shove my clothes and a few toiletries into a rucksack and leave it up against the door. Sometimes when I go jogging, I take my rucksack with me, keeping water in it. Tomorrow morning I’ll go jogging as usual with my rucksack, only this time I won’t stop running. I’ll run until the clubhouse is a memory behind me. I’ll run until my legs hurt. I’ll run until I collapse and there’s nothing left for me to do but get up again and start anew. 
 
      
 
    I want to be hopeful, but as I lie down a feeling of dread creeps over me. 
 
      
 
    All I ever wanted was a family. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three 
 
    Spike 
 
      
 
    “It’s almost jogging time, Spike,” Justin says. 
 
      
 
    “You know, you’re the only one who doesn’t call me ‘boss’ all the time.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry if I’ve—” 
 
      
 
    “No need to apologize. It’s good to forget you’re the boss once in a while. Part of me misses the days when I was just a grunt with only myself and my friends to think about instead of one hundred some men and their families.” 
 
      
 
    We wait at the end of the road, leaning against the car. Danny smokes a cigarette, standing near the rear wheel, looking through the binoculars at the Scorpions’ clubhouse. Knuckles and Red-Eyes are at the other end of the road, just in case she changes her route. I don’t think she will, though. We’ve watched her for three days and each day it’s been the same. Nine o’clock she goes for her run, looking sexy as hell in her tight-fitting jogging pants. And then she goes back to the clubhouse and does whatever she does. Once I saw her drawing on a notepad through the window, but she has her curtains drawn most of the time. 
 
      
 
    “Think this will work?” Justin asks. 
 
      
 
    “Every man wants to protect his family.” 
 
      
 
    Justin nods. I see a look in his eyes. He has an open face, the sort of face which doesn’t know how to obey a lie. His lips could be going a mile a minute to weave some lie, but his face wouldn’t play along. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” I ask. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” he says, shifting. “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    I think about pushing it, but drop it. It’s probably nothing, after all. Just a look. 
 
      
 
    I join Danny at the rear wheel. “Can I get one of those, kid?” 
 
      
 
    He gives me a cigarette and together we smoke, watching the clubhouse. Half past nine and then ten o’clock comes and still no daughter. Danny and I get through eight cigarettes between us. Justin joins us at ten past ten, climbing out of the car where he’s been tapping away at his laptop, handling some business for me. “Do you think she’s bailed?” 
 
      
 
    “No idea,” I mutter. “She’s normally on time.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” Danny says. “Look.” 
 
      
 
    He hands me the binoculars. Today she’s wearing black leggings and a pink sports top, looking like a model from a gym poster. It takes me a moment to realize what’s so strange about her, but then I notice the bag, see how full it is. Usually it’s a tiny bump on her back. Now it’s like a pregnant belly bulging from the wrong side. She turns toward us and starts running. I hand the binoculars back to Danny. 
 
      
 
    “Back the car up,” I say. “I’ll come in from here.” I point to the tree line, a half mile of woods before it opens up to road again. “And you guys will be ready with the trunk. We need to do this quickly and quietly.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, boss.” Danny and Justin get into the car. 
 
      
 
    I run across the road and crouch down behind a tree trunk, waiting. Crouching here reminds me of crouching in ditches overseas, bullets whizzing by me, men dying and shitting all around me. I close my eyes against the memories. I have to focus. I sink one fist into the summer-hard dirt, small stones biting into my skin. I can smell the woods all around me, leaves and plants and wildlife. Birds tweet and the ground rustles with life. And then, coming quietly at first, I hear the daughter’s breathing. She’s breathing far quicker than she has any cause to. She’s breathing like people breathe when they’re panicking. I think of that big pregnant backpack and wonder if this is the last time she’ll run this route. 
 
      
 
    Of course it is. I’m going to make sure of that. 
 
      
 
    And yet I don’t feel good about the kidnapping as I slide from my place behind the tree, stalking toward the road. I tell myself I won’t hurt her, but I can’t promise that. What if I hurt her as I’m restraining her? My club, my men, their families. I repeat it in my head as a mantra. My club, my men, their families. I move to the edge of the road, standing behind her as she jogs away, and then break into a sprint. I move quietly, but at the last second she hears me, spinning around with wide, startled eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Calm down—” 
 
      
 
    I make to grab her. She lashes out with her fingernails, cutting a gash down my arm. I curse and spit, trying to wrap my arms around her. From the corner of my eye, I see Justin stepping from the car. She lashes at me again, cutting a gash across my neck. I swing at her, meaning to wrap my arm around her torso and move her to the ground. Squealing, she ducks, turns, and starts running. She’s running way faster than her jogging pace as she sprints into the woods, looking behind her with wide, frantic eyes. Her eyes are sea blue, part of me notices before following her. 
 
      
 
    I watch her carefully, making sure not to lose her in the trees. She ducks left and right, leaping over fallen trunks and weaving between the foliage. She’s fit and fast, not at all like those blonde boards in movies who trip over the first twig they encounter. I run after her for what must be ten minutes, a good mile and a half, breaking through the road and into another patch of woods. She disappears into a clearing. When I break through, smashing through dangling breaches with my fists, she’s nowhere to be seen. I turn in a circle, swearing, panting. 
 
      
 
    I stop, becoming still, and listen as I listened in the army, as I listened on countless jobs afterwards. That’s when I hear it, the rustling to my left. She’s crouched in a bush, eyes peeking between the leaves. 
 
      
 
    “Wait—” 
 
      
 
    She bolts, sliding beneath a crossbar branch. I have no choice but to sprint after her. 
 
      
 
    I run, cursing myself for the whiskey and cigarettes last night. This woman moves like the wind. Ducking under branches and diving around tree trunks, I pick up the speed, determined to get to her. I think of Sonny, the last MC who took me in after my whole world went to shit. I think of the time Sonny knelt before me when I was a kid, put his hand on my shoulder, and said, “You get a job; you do it. No questions. No second guesses. Most of all, kid, no excuses.” 
 
      
 
    I’ve picked this job for myself. Without the daughter, my club is going to be raided and killed and probably wiped out. I have to get her. Sucking in air through my teeth, I sprint harder. My stomach aches and my legs burn, but I keep on. 
 
      
 
    I sprint into another clearing, a circle of trees with sunlight in the center. Stopping, I listen. She’s around here somewhere, hiding. I cock my head like I did when we were chasing the enemy through dusty city streets, listening for rustling footsteps or frantic breathing. Somewhere toward the road, a car growls. I can only hope that it’s my car and not the Scorpions’. A tree to my left rustles. A leaf falls, fluttering to the forest floor. 
 
      
 
    She’s climbed the tree all the way to the top, holding onto the trunk which is thin and spindly up there. Her rucksack is twisted around her, the straps intertwined into the branches. She stares down at me with a flushed face, her lips twisted, her eyebrows raised. She looks beautiful and terrified, making me feel like some asshole from a horror flick, scaring the heroine. I don’t want to be here. I don’t want to be the sort of man who scares this woman. But I also don’t want my men killed or my club destroyed. 
 
      
 
    “Get down here,” I say. “Right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would I do that?” She takes a deep breath. “You’re just going to hurt me. Is that a jacket? Are you patched? Did Dad send you?” 
 
      
 
    “Snake? Why would Snake send me?” I pause, thinking. “So that bag really is full of clothes, then. I thought as much when I saw it. Most days it’s flat. Today it’s bigger than it has any reason to be.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been following me.” She inches further up the tree, hooking her feet together so that she’s clamped onto it. 
 
      
 
    “Watching you.” I nod. “Listen to me. We both know there’s no way you’re getting away now. Look.” I point to the trees bordering the one she’s locked onto. “They’re what? Ten, fifteen feet clear? I don’t know about you, but jumping ten feet at that height doesn’t seem smart to me.” 
 
      
 
    “It wouldn’t be smart going with a man like you, either. Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” I don’t show her my back. She’ll learn who we are soon enough. “All that matters is this. You’re coming down from that tree. It can be now, and I won’t be pissed. Or it can take hours, and I’ll be very fucking pissed off.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re trying to act like the sort of man who’ll throw me out of this tree and think nothing of it. But you’re not like that. I can tell.” 
 
      
 
    I choke out a laugh. “Lady, you have no damn clue what I’m like. Now get the fuck outta there.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re trying to act like this big, tough, scary man who’ll do anything it takes to get me out of this tree, but—” 
 
      
 
    “For fuck’s sake!” I snarl. “I’m going to use you to take down the Scorpions one way or the other, so you might as well get the fuck down here right now!” I punch the tree, letting my anger take me. It wobbles, but the woman holds on tightly. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” she asks when the tree has stopped shaking. “You’re not a Scorpion?” 
 
      
 
    “Goddammit,” I mutter, turning full circle, showing her my patch. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you’re a Viper.” She goes quiet for a moment, and then begins descending the tree. “You’re not going to quit, are you?” 
 
      
 
    I stand at the base of the tree, ready to grab her if she tries to run away again. I’m not making the mistake of letting her get a head start. She’s far too fast for that. When she reaches me, I grab her by the arm and pull her toward the road. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to be so rough,” she says. 
 
      
 
    “You ought to sound more scared,” I tell her. “You’re being taken prisoner by a goddamn biker club.” 
 
      
 
    “I just came from a biker club. You’re telling someone who’s just come from a lion’s den to be careful about walking into a lion’s den.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re clever,” I snap. “Maybe I don’t like clever.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I can see right through you, Viper man.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re talking to the president of the Smoking Vipers. You really ought to be scared.” 
 
      
 
    She giggles savagely. It’s the sort of giggle I haven’t heard since I was in school, circles of girls giggling at the strange orphan boy. “You’ve told me I should be scared. You’ve already said that. What else have you got?” 
 
      
 
    I spit, dragging her to the edge of the road. 
 
      
 
    “Charming,” she mutters. 
 
      
 
    “Shut your mouth.” 
 
      
 
    I dial Justin and stand at the side of the road, a firm grip on the daughter’s arm. She’s even sexier up close, if she’d shut that mouth of hers. She’s wearing some kind of natural perfume, or maybe it’s the scent of the tree clinging to her. 
 
      
 
    “You really know how to treat a lady, you know that?” she says, as Justin pops the trunk and I lower her into it. 
 
      
 
    She’s coming way too easily. Ever since she climbed down from the tree, she hasn’t looked like a woman being taken. She looks like a woman going exactly where she wants to go. 
 
      
 
    I climb up front with Justin. 
 
      
 
    “She give you much trouble?” 
 
      
 
    “More than I bargained for. Let’s get going.” 
 
      
 
    The engine growls. We drive down the twisting road. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four 
 
    Yazmin 
 
      
 
    I guess I shouldn’t have expected much more when I tried to run away from the Scorpions. It seems I’m destined to go from one dangerous situation to the other. I thump the inside of the trunk with my fist, wondering if I can get out. I don’t particularly want to get out, though. This might be a blessing in disguise . . . 
 
      
 
    The car goes over a bump. My head cracks into something hard, making me groggy. I land with a thump, letting my head fall back, my eyes opening and closing quickly. I try and lean up but I’m in the trunk of a car. How did I forget that? I roll over, burying my face into the darkness. My head pounds and my body aches from lurching down the road. 
 
      
 
    This might be rock bottom. Lying in the back of this biker’s car, my body and head screaming at me, this really might be rock bottom. If this really is rock bottom, at least that means there’s nowhere to go but up. I laugh bitterly. The might be a blessing in disguise, but climbing down from that tree also might be the stupidest thing I’ve ever done. I shouldn’t have done it. I should’ve jumped and ended it all right there. I laugh again. That bump to the head is making me silly. 
 
      
 
    I find my mind drifting back to when I was a girl. I remember when I first understood that not having a father was the exception, not the rule. My young playmate who lived in the same apartment building as us didn’t have a father either, so up until kindergarten I thought it was normal. But then I was in kindergarten, sitting in the sandpit trying hard to build a castle which wouldn’t collapse—made difficult by the lack of water—and two girls came stomping over to me. I’ll never understand how people as innocent as children can be so insanely cruel. One girl had a red bow in her hair, I remember. The other was fat, mean-looking. 
 
      
 
    “I heard you don’t have a daddy,” the red-bow girl said. “No daddy! No daddy!” 
 
      
 
    “Is that really true?” the mean-looking girl asked. “Don’t you have a daddy?” 
 
      
 
    “I have a daddy!” For some reason, lying seemed important. I waved my plastic shovel as I spoke. “His name is Charles and he’s a fireman and he’s the biggest strongest man in the world! He’s the bestest man I’ve ever met and—and we go to the seaside together every day!” 
 
      
 
    The mean-looking girl stood over me, angry for some reason. Maybe she lost her father. I can’t remember. “Don’t tell stupid lies.” 
 
      
 
    She spit in my face and then the two of them were chanting, “No daddy! No daddy! No daddy!” 
 
      
 
    I roll onto my back, bringing my hands to my face and massaging my temples. The car pushes on. The memories push on, too. 
 
      
 
    I remember sitting at my bedroom window, staring down into the street and wondering if every man who walked into the apartment building was my father surprising us. I had this fantasy of a man in a big fancy coat holding a briefcase approaching the building. Then I would go and find Mom and tell her that Daddy was here. She’d laugh and tell me I was being silly, no way was he here, and then the big fancy man in the big fancy coat would knock on the door. When I told him I’d known he was my daddy from the moment I saw him, he’d pat me on the head and call me sweetheart, like I’d seen other girls’ daddies do. We really would go to the seaside together. We really would be inseparable. 
 
      
 
    It got harder later, when puberty attacked me with its vicious hormones and angry feelings of lust and isolation and pleasure and pain. I remember at fourteen years old when me and my friends sneaked out one Friday night and went to a club. I remember the old man’s cloying hands, the smell of him, how he writhed against me on the dance floor. I remember kissing him and thinking that this would make it all better. Then I remember vomiting violently into a toilet bowl and crying until my eyes burned, telling my friends to get me out of here as quickly as possible. The old man tried to touch me again, so I swung on him and slapped him in the face, wailing, “You’re not my father!” 
 
      
 
    I lost friends for that. Nobody wanted to be friends with a freak who screamed stuff like that in clubs. 
 
      
 
    Mom came to get me, a bottle of water in one hand and her car keys in another, her face streaked with tears. Mom was blonde like me, but she dyed her hair red and had a tattoo of a spider on one of her forearms. She was a hard woman, a nurse who worked eighteen-hour shifts, the sort of woman who didn’t take bullshit. But as she stood there, watching me stumble, drunkenly leaning on my friend’s shoulder, she didn’t look hard. She looked broken. She sat me down as gently as she’d sit down a dying girl and made me drink the entire bottle of water. Then she took me to the car, sitting me in the back. I expected her to drive me home, but we just sat there for a while, in total darkness. 
 
      
 
    “Do you want to talk about something, Yazmin?” Mom asked quietly. “My friends told me what you said to that sick old man. You shouldn’t do that. You shouldn’t be here. You’re fourteen.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t think I know how old I am?” I hissed. Tears kept sliding down my cheeks and I couldn’t stop them. “Just drive me home, Mom.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did you say those things to that old man, Yazmin? Explain it to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you think?” I blurted, getting angrier by the second. “All my life I’ve watched my friends with their dads, or listened to them talk about their dads. ‘We went here, we did this. My dad would never let anybody hurt me. I brought my boyfriend home and my dad freaked. I can’t stay out late. My dad would go crazy.’ Over and over, Mom, over and over! And where’s my dad, huh? Where is he? You know I used to stare out the window waiting for him to come home. But he’s never going to come home, is he?” 
 
      
 
    Mom sighed, resting her forehead against the steering wheel. “I don’t want to talk about this,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “You never want to talk about it!” I snarled. “You just want to go to work and pretend that everything is okay. You’d prefer if I was a machine, something you could turn on when you got home and turn off when you had to leave. You don’t care what’s going on inside of me. You just care about what I do.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not fair, and it’s not true,” Mom said. 
 
      
 
    “Where is he, then?” I sat up, leaning through the front seats so that I could look into her face. “Tell me that. Where is my dad?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know where he is,” Mom said. But I could tell she was lying. 
 
      
 
    I started to scream, punching the back of the chair, screaming until my voice box hurt and my voice cracked. I screamed until I was crying and the screaming stopped. Mom wrapped her arms around me, burying my face in her blouse, my tears soaking through like acid. 
 
      
 
    I swallow, sick, as the car makes a wide loop around a roundabout, making me feel like I’m on a roller-coaster. My head isn’t aching as badly now. Nothing serious. 
 
      
 
    But still the memories come. 
 
      
 
    I remember when Mom finally told me who Dad was. She sat me down like she was about to tell me she had cancer or something and then explained it all to me. She explained that my father was the leader of a vicious group of bikers and that she’d borrowed money from him. “He’s a mean man, Yazmin,” she said. “He’s a very mean man. But he has a code, too. His own code. He’d never hurt you.” 
 
      
 
    “What about you, Mom?” I had never seen her so scared. It was infectious, her fear transferring to me. “Would he hurt you?” 
 
      
 
    She just smiled at me, a shaky smile which held no confidence. “Let me make some coffee.” She jumped to her feet without answering. 
 
      
 
    As the car speeds up, the final memory hits me, the one which returns to me again and again, the one which makes me feel rotten and pathetic for ever dreaming I could form a bond with my father. I was coming home in the early hours of the morning after being at a bar, tipsy, singing with my arm over my friend’s shoulder. Her name was Daisy and she wasn’t a close friend, just one of those women who liked to get wasted every now and then. We said our goodbyes and she went on her way, leaving me to walk up the stairs to our apartment. I’ll always be glad the elevator was broken that night. It meant I didn’t see it any sooner. 
 
      
 
    The bed was soaked through with blood, Mom’s corpse lying on it twisted and bent out of shape. She had been beaten savagely with a baseball bat and left like a piece of meat on the bed. I approached her numbly at first, my brain not accepting what my eyes were telling them. The human mind is a tricky thing, I learned that night. I saw Mom—those were her eyes and her face and her dyed red hair and her tattooed arm—and yet my mind did whatever it could to turn the shape into something else. It was an animal, or a patterned blanket, or I was drunk and hallucinating. Only after holding her hand and looking directly into her eyes did I know. 
 
      
 
    I bite down, fighting off tears. The car is slowing down now. I can’t believe I ever went to Dad. I can’t believe I was ever so stupid. Maybe the girl sitting at the window or the teenager coming onto older guys would go to him despite what he did, but a fully-grown woman should know better. Even if Mom gave me that speech about his code and honor, I should’ve known better, because Dad doesn’t have honor, even a twisted personal kind. Dad is a piece of shit who wants to sell me to some old man. Dad doesn’t give a damn about me. All those dreams of a perfect father I had as a girl were just that, dreams. So getting taken by the Smoking Vipers is a blessing in disguise because I will make it a blessing in disguise. I will feed them information, and I will help take down the Scorpions. I will avenge my mom’s death. 
 
      
 
    I think of Dad, sitting there in his office with his weasel’s face looking down at his figures and tables. I think of Dad roaring and throwing the computer across the room when he sees those figures getting smaller, those tables getting less complicated. I think of myself, a scared little girl in a woman’s body going to a depraved father. 
 
      
 
    I hate that woman. I hate her down to her core. She betrayed Mom and she betrayed herself. She sat in that clubhouse, going for runs and waiting for something to happen to her. 
 
      
 
    Now I’ll make something happen myself. I won’t wait anymore. 
 
      
 
    I’ll play the Vipers’ little game, and I’ll play it to win. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five 
 
    Spike 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to run the cold tactic on this one,” I say. “This girl thinks she’s cold as ice. Let’s see how she feels with scary bastards walking around like they’re getting ready to tool her up, eh? But I need to make this clear. No one’s to hurt her. Not yet, anyway. If there’s any hurting to be done, I’ll handle it.” I’m not sure if I’d be able to hurt a woman, not really, but I can’t leave it up to the men. Maybe a couple of them might go in on her thinking they’re doing me a favor. Maybe they’d go too far. “I’ll handle it,” I repeat, just to be clear. 
 
      
 
    “Boss.” Justin nods. 
 
      
 
    “Boss.” Danny nods. 
 
      
 
    We climb from the car outside the clubhouse. A few of the guys sit near the windows, watching. A few more are returning from a ride, climbing from their bikes. Most of them wear the Smoking Vipers patch: a viper rearing up, fangs bared, smoke curling from the tips of the fangs. Danny looks nervous as he walks around to the trunk with me and Justin. 
 
      
 
    “Take him inside,” I tell Justin. “I can handle this.” 
 
      
 
    “You sure?” 
 
      
 
    We talk quietly so she won’t hear us. “Yeah,” I say. “She ain’t running again.” 
 
      
 
    Justin nods, leaving with Danny. Red-Eyes and Knuckles return, jumping from the car and going into the clubhouse. Except for the eyes of the men staring from inside the clubhouse, I’m left alone outside with the daughter. I wonder briefly how things have gotten so bad that I’m standing here, ready to uncage a woman like I’m some kind of kidnapper, but then I push that down. It don’t matter none. Things are what they are. I just have to do what needs doing. 
 
      
 
    I unlock the trunk and stare down at her. She’s lying on her back, mouth open, tongue lolling, looking smoking hot in her running gear. Now that she’s safe in the trunk, I can get a proper look at her. I like what I see. Hell, that’s an understatement. She’s the sort of woman men go to war for, I swear. The biggest, bluest eyes I’ve ever seen, pale skin, flushed, freckles dotted here and there, her breasts natural and just the right size, her running leggings wedged between a crotch with a gap between the thighs. It’s like she was made in a lab. 
 
      
 
    But I don’t let my appreciation of her body show on my face. I can’t. Making my face cold and emotionless, I reach down and grab her by the arm, hauling her from the car. She stares at me defiantly, not at all the scared damsel I need her to be. 
 
      
 
    “You know,” she says, when she’s on her feet beside me, “this whole scary staring thing isn’t going to work on me. I’ve decided I’m not going to be scared anymore. I decided quite recently, sure, but I decided. And I’m not backing away from that decision.” 
 
      
 
    I want to say: “You’re scared. That’s why you’re talking so much.” But that would mean letting her lead the conversation, so I remain silent. It’s harder than it should be. Her voice has an LA accent, lilting toward the end, the sort of voice I can imagine moaning in pleasure. I try and repress that thought, but it’s difficult. She’s too damn hot. 
 
      
 
    “This is a nice place,” she comments when I drag her into the clubhouse. The men have returned to their tables now, drinking whiskey, smoking, and playing cards. I expect the woman to flinch at the sight of Knuckles at least, as he lumbers past, all seven some feet of him, but she just smiles blandly. “Howdy, friend.” 
 
      
 
    If this fearless thing is a performance, it’s a good one. I try and square the woman who climbed the tree in fear and this wisecracking woman and I can’t. I get the feeling that she’s playing us somehow, but I don’t know why or how. 
 
      
 
    Knuckles looks sideways at her but keeps walking when I give him the nod. 
 
      
 
    I drag her into my office, leaving the door open so I can call out. “Bring me a chair and some rope.” 
 
      
 
    “There’re two chairs there.” The woman nods at my desk chair and the one opposite, both big comfy things. “But I guess that would ruin the effect, wouldn’t it? If you had me in a comfortable chair, I mean. Wow, you’re really not going to say anything, are you? Well, I think it’s rude if you meet someone and don’t at least tell them your name. My name is Yazmin.” 
 
      
 
    “Spike, here’s the chair.” Justin drops the chair next to us and then retreats. 
 
      
 
    I get the urge to curse but repress it. Justin is a great second, but sometimes he can be an oblivious prick. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Spike.” Yazmin smiles at me. “It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
      
 
    I push her into the old wooden chair, the wood chipped, whatever paint it was once covered in long since flaked away. Yazmin looks so damn good squeezed into it, her legs pressed together, her breasts bulging against her running top, I almost kick the door closed and put my hand between her legs. Beautiful women have always been able to make me forget . . . forget about the smoldering car and the war and the fighting and the death. I wonder what those plump lips would look like curled in pleasure. I wonder what those tits would look like bouncing up and down. My cock gets hard, pressing painfully against my jeans. 
 
      
 
    Justin returns with the rope. I turn on him, giving him a look which tells him not to say anything else. He nods and leaves. 
 
      
 
    “This is a nice room,” Yazmin says, looking around. “Is it yours?” 
 
      
 
    I pick up the rope and start tying her up, binding her hands and legs, the back of my hand brushing her breast. When I’m done with her, she watches me for a few moments and then sighs, shaking her head, as though giving up at trying to get me to talk. I go to the door, meaning to close it and leave her in here for a few hours, let her listen to the men in the bar and wonder what will happen to her. That’s the way to get someone to talk, I know. That’s the way to make somebody nervous. Let them wonder what bloody things these bloody men will do to her. 
 
      
 
    But when I get to the door, I can’t resist a look back. She doesn’t look scared. She looks calm, her face composed. In a flash, my mind takes me to dirty images. I see my fingers wrapped around her blonde hair, tugging, her body arching back, opening for me. 
 
      
 
    A flash moves across her blue eyes. She knows what I’m thinking, I sense. I turn away and close the door behind me. 
 
      
 
    I join Justin and Knuckles at a table in the corner, one of the pledges bringing me a glass of whiskey. Sipping it, looking over the bar as the club girls circulate, handing out drinks and shaking their asses in their tight dresses, I can’t stop thinking about Yazmin, sitting in my office, her body looking like it was made for fucking. I swallow, trying to tell myself that this is business, trying to tell myself that I can’t let myself go crazy like this. I have to stay focused. But she’s too damn hot, too tight, too tempting. I close my eyes, sipping my third—or maybe my fourth—whiskey. 
 
      
 
    “You all right, Spike?” Justin asks. 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” I mutter. “You know.” I open my eyes and look at my ginger-haired VP. “I remember when you first joined us, Justin. I remember you walking in here like you were applying for a job at a bank, in a suit holding your résumé, outlining how you could help us with the business side. You were just a new blood back then, weren’t you? A square, never fought a day in your life.” 
 
      
 
    “He doesn’t fight now!” Knuckles roars, chuckling. 
 
      
 
    “He does.” I smile. “He fights because he’s got something worth fighting for.” Maybe I’ve had more than three or four whiskies. Maybe I’m tipsy. 
 
      
 
    “My mom,” Justin says, when Knuckles looks at him for an explanation. “She has cancer.” 
 
      
 
    “So you need the money.” 
 
      
 
    Justin nods. “I need the money.” 
 
      
 
    “Well this just got fucking morbid,” Knuckles grumbles and then jumps to his feet, walking over to one of the club girls and pawing at her. The girl giggles and jumps into his arms, wrapping her legs around him. I look around the room. Fifty or so men, just as many club girls. I could have my pick of any of these girls, take three to bed if I wanted. I’ve done it before, lost myself in their flesh until the next morning I feel like a new man. Christina could make me feel that way, too. But as I sit here, looking at the girls and remembering Christina, I don’t want that. I find myself wanting Yazmin in the next room. I force myself to stay in my seat, worried I might stumble in there and forget she’s a prisoner, not just a sexy-as-hell woman. 
 
      
 
    We’re just finishing up the burgers some of the girls have cooked for us when one of the men stumbles in, looking like he’s just gone ten rounds with a heavyweight champion. His face is a ballooned mess. He clutches onto a plastic bag, limping, bleeding all over the floor. I recognize him when he gets closer, his face emerging through the mess. His name is Ryan. He’s one of the men I’ve kept posted on our warehouse in San Diego for almost a year now. Twenty-two years old, an ex-bouncer, tough, with a twice-broken nose and a deep voice. 
 
      
 
    He stumbles over to me, holding that plastic bag between his thumb and forefinger like it’s something nasty. The music goes quiet. So do the men. Some of the girls whisper to each other. Others just stare. 
 
      
 
    “Boss,” Ryan says, standing near my table. 
 
      
 
    I gesture to Justin’s seat. Justin stands up and steps aside, letting Ryan sit down. He slumps in his chair like he’s about to fall out of it, breathing heavily. His hair is usually blond, I think, but right now it’s crimson. He places the plastic bag on the table, wheezing and shaking his head slowly. Something in the bag rattles. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what happened,” I say, once he’s been given some water. 
 
      
 
    “We were at the warehouse like usual, overseeing the merchandise, when they hit us, boss; they just fuckin’ hit us. Like a wave breaking, they just fuckin’ hit us. I don’t even know where they came from. It must’ve been through the service entrance, you know, the one we keep locked except for deliveries. I’m the only one with the key for that. Well, and you and Justin, so they must’ve broke the lock or something.” 
 
      
 
    “The men?” I ask, but I don’t need to. I know the answer. Fucking Snake. 
 
      
 
    “Dead,” Ryan says, 
 
      
 
    “And the shipment.” 
 
      
 
    “Burned.” Ryan looks around the room like he’s expecting a bullet to come whizzing at his face. I know that look. I know that feeling. Everything’s a potential source of death for him right now. “They burned the whole warehouse down, boss. They left me alive to deliver a message, that’s all.” 
 
      
 
    “Message? What kind of message?” Knuckles peers down at the plastic bag. 
 
      
 
    “This.” Ryan tips the bag open. The jar lands on the table, rolling before becoming still. Inside the jar, the scorpion jabs at the glass with its pincers, its tail flailing behind it, the glass making a tiny tinkling sound. 
 
      
 
    I stand up slowly, looking over my men. “We’ll get them back for this. I swear to fucking God, we’ll get them back for this.” 
 
      
 
    I think of Yazmin, tied up, hopefully getting more scared by the minute. She’s more important now than ever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six 
 
    Yazmin 
 
      
 
    Something I’ve always done when I’m nervous is talk and talk and talk. When I was a girl and my friends discussed their dads, I would always spin fantastical lies, telling them that my dad was an astronaut on his way to Mars or a secret agent who could only visit me in the dead of night. If I kept talking, I thought, then they would be forced to believe me. If I never stopped talking, they wouldn’t have a chance to prove me wrong. 
 
      
 
    This is exactly what I’ve been doing with Spike, just talking to fill the silence. I’m on his side, but I don’t know how to broach the topic without seeming like I’m trying some sort of plan. I need to bide my time. I need to wait until he’s desperate to hear something. For the first time in my life, I need to learn how to shut up. 
 
      
 
    So when the men walk into the office, all seven of them, and when the ginger-haired man is holding a roll of duct-tape, I’m almost glad. It gives me a chance to keep my mouth closed. He wraps the duct-tape around my head, sticking it to my neck, clamping down on my lips. The men fill the room, the seven-foot giant looming over me, Spike leaning against the wall watching me. None of them say anything. 
 
      
 
    This is a scare tactic, I know. Dad has used it on me before, just stare and let the person they’re staring at imagine what’s going on behind the cold gaze. I’m scared, I have to admit. When the giant man steps forward, I wonder if I’ve made a mistake. Maybe I should’ve blurted that I wanted to help right away. But he doesn’t lay a finger on me. He just kneels down, staring at me, trying to psych me out. 
 
      
 
    At least I have a roof over my head. There is that, I suppose. And at least I have a vague chance of getting Dad back for killing Mom—I push that thought far away. I can’t think about that, not now. It’s too painful. The giant wide man turns to the men behind him and laughs, a laugh that shakes my bones. “I reckon I should go first, lads. She looks like she needs breakin’ in.” The men behind him laugh, all except Spike. He just smiles. But it looks like a forced smile. It looks like he doesn’t have a taste for this at all. 
 
      
 
    Who knows, maybe he’s as interested in me as I am in him. 
 
      
 
    He’s tall and lean, his muscles sinewy, the sort of muscles men who work with their hands develop. His hair is jet black and cropped close to his head, his eyes a bright green which seem all the brighter for his clipped black beard. At the moment he’s wearing a black T-shirt which shows the viper tattoo which slithers around his arm, ending with an opening mouth on his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Nah, I reckon we should all just go in on her,” the ginger-haired man says. “She looks like the sort who’d like it in the ass.” 
 
      
 
    They have no idea that I’ve spent almost a year hearing the same shit from the Scorpions. They think I was in there being pampered by the Scorpions, protected. I’m accustomed to this, jaded by it, even. I just watch Spike, watching me. It’s like a little game we’re playing to see who’ll look away first. In the end, he does. Maybe he doesn’t want to admit that there’s an attraction here. Despite everything, there’s an attraction here. I think about meeting Spike in a club, his bright eyes, his dark hair, the way his body moves as though ready for action at any minute. I’d be all over him in a second. 
 
      
 
    “She looks like a bleeder,” another man croaks. He’s the oldest man I’ve ever seen. He looks like a skeleton. He leers at me. “But that don’t have to be a problem.” 
 
      
 
    The way they see it, they’re softening me up for later. They want me to be so scared that when they leave, my mind will go into overdrive thinking about all the horrible things they’re going to do. Everything is in place. They’re doing a good job. The room smells of oil and cigarettes and whiskey. The men are big and scary and some of them ugly. Any woman would be quaking in her boots right now. Maybe I am, deep down, but I can’t let it rule me. I have to remember Mom, the bed of blood, the crimson sheets, the lifeless eyes, judging me. I have to remember Dad and his desire to turn his only child into a stripper or trade her off like a pet. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to hurt her,” a kid squeaks out, younger than me. He looks sick as he speaks. “I’m really going to make her hurt.” 
 
      
 
    I think I would be more scared if Spike looked like he would let them touch me. I’ve seen the look in men’s eyes when they want me, and Spike wants me. He looks as though he wants me with the intensity that causes men to fight off anybody who tries to touch their woman. He even winces as the men talk about hurting me. The performance hinges on his reactions, and his reactions are plainly negative. He wants me all for himself. I wonder what he’d look like without that black T-shirt on, wonder how many scars he has, wonder what it would feel like to have his hands on my thigh. If this is a strange train of thought to be riding in a situation like this, then I’m a strange woman, there’s no question about it. But I’ll never claim to be anything different. 
 
      
 
    A man with the flattest nose I’ve ever seen and the reddest eyes I’ve ever seen takes out a knife and waves it around while pacing back and forth in front of me. “I want to hear her moan,” he says casually. “I want to hear her scream.” 
 
      
 
    Fear pricks me. He’s the only one so far who I believe would actually do it. He stumbles as he paces, clearly drunk, and his words come out slurred and hungry. 
 
      
 
    I see Spike move as if to push away from the wall. I see his fists clench as though to punch this man in the face for going too far. I see his eyes flit to me, not just to my body, but to my face, too. I heard that my father killed his girlfriend recently, last week, if the gossip is true, but he doesn’t seem at all traumatized by it. Maybe it wasn’t serious. 
 
      
 
    The red-eyed man lurches at me. I flinch back, a scream stifled by the duct tape. 
 
      
 
    “All right, let’s get going,” Spike says. He’s at the man’s shoulder, his hand on his arm, squeezing so hard that the red-eyed man drops the knife. 
 
      
 
    One by one, the men spill out of the room, leaving Spike and the knife. Outside, music starts blaring and drinks are being poured. A woman giggles. The party resumes. 
 
      
 
    Spike cuts away the duct-tape. He doesn’t say a word, just stares at me. I don’t say a word, either. It doesn’t feel like the right time. I need to judge the moment just before he’s going to be forced to do something he doesn’t want to do. I need to reveal myself as his ally just as he’s ready to make me his enemy. He doesn’t want to hurt me. I have to believe that. 
 
      
 
    He silently moves from the room, leaving the duct-tape sticking painfully to the back of my neck. I sit there for two hours, or more, staring at the wall and wondering how my life became this. It’s strange how life can be fairly normal one day and completely batshit the next. I mean, I’m not saying I was the most well-adjusted woman in the world. I was coasting through life, certainly. I was lost, and I had no clue what I was doing. I wasn’t being fair to my mom, going out and getting drunk when I could’ve been helping her with bills. But I was normal. I wasn’t a criminal. And now, I’m tied to a chair getting a crush on the man who may very well be torturing me soon. 
 
      
 
    If life is strange, lust is stranger. It’s the strangest thing a person can experience, I think, or one of the strangest. It can hit in the most unlikely places. At the grocery store. At an interview. In the gynecologist’s waiting room, even. And apparently when I’m meant to be terrified out of my mind by the hard-as-nails biker who is keeping me prisoner. 
 
      
 
    About three hours later, the party pounding next door, a woman about my age walks into the room holding a can of polish and a dusting pad. She’s short, with small dark eyes and a small mouth. Her hair is combed back into a tight ponytail. “They do this sometimes,” she says quietly, as she goes around the room dusting. “A party that lasts all day and all night.” 
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t be talking to me!” I hiss. I think of what Dad would do if one of the girls talked to a prisoner. “They’ll kill you. They’ll torture you. They’ll rape you.” 
 
      
 
    The woman laughs softly, making sure to be quiet. “You’re in the wrong place for that. They don’t do that here, not to innocents, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “Who says I’m innocent?” 
 
      
 
    The woman turns to me, a crooked smile on her face. “Are you hungry or thirsty?” 
 
      
 
    My stomach is growling and my throat is dry. “Yes, both. But I don’t think you should try and bring me anything. They might see.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” The woman’s grin gets wider. “Don’t worry about that.” She approaches me, bringing a bottle of water out of one pocket and a candy bar out of another. “I can’t untie your hands.” She kneels next to me and brings the water to my lips. I drink greedily, the water cold and refreshing in my bone-dry throat. Then she feeds me the candy bar. I feel like a little kid, but I’d rather feel like a little kid than have my belly twist in angry hunger. 
 
      
 
    “What’s your name?” I ask, once she’s stowed the trash in her pockets. 
 
      
 
    “My name? Why do you want to know my name?” She continues with her dusting. 
 
      
 
    “Because you’re my Good Samaritan, that’s why. You’re the best friend I’ve ever had.” I smile at her, wiggling my eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    She hides her laugh behind her hand. “You’re weird,” she says. “Tied to a chair, acting like that. You’re very, very weird, do you know that?” 
 
      
 
    “You just told me they won’t hurt me.” 
 
      
 
    “Only if you’re innocent,” she shoots back. 
 
      
 
    “What’s your name?” I repeat. 
 
      
 
    She sighs. “I shouldn’t tell you. But it’s Georgia Castle, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yazmin Lafayette.” 
 
      
 
    “Nice to meet you.” Georgia rolls her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “So are you the cleaner and the cook and the—” I don’t know how to phrase it without causing offense. 
 
      
 
    “Whore?” Georgia offers. 
 
      
 
    I nod. 
 
      
 
    “You only do that if you want to. We have a lot of girls who used to be with pimps who wanted to go independent but didn’t know how, so they come here where the pimps can’t get them; the men hurt the pimps if they try. The girls get to keep all their money. And they can leave anytime they want. Lots of girls have left and bought nice big houses. But no, I’m just a cleaner and a cook. You can’t imagine how messy this place can get.” 
 
      
 
    Outside, somebody crashes into the wall. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I think I can.” 
 
      
 
    We giggle together and then Georgia makes to leave. 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” I say, when she’s at the door. “He sent you, didn’t he? Maybe you shouldn’t have talked with me, maybe you went too far there. But the food and the water, Spike sent you with those.” 
 
      
 
    Georgia’s hand pauses for a fraction of a second before turning the door handle and I know I’m right. Despite his performance, Spike wants me to be as comfortable as a woman awaiting torture can be. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
    Spike 
 
      
 
    The party goes on for hours, the girls bringing out food and more drinks, some of the fellas and some of the girls going into the dormitory wing to have their own private parties. I sit in the corner with Justin, watching over the party, staring at the scorpion which jabs at the glass. There is a vicious energy in the air now, the sort of energy which can only come when some of the men have fallen. Their bodies are being taken to our guy in Sunnyside who’ll handle the police and morgue reports and then get them ready for burial. A funeral always brings the men down, reminds them that they could be next. 
 
      
 
    I can’t stop thinking about Yazmin in the next room. She’s supposed to be in there getting more scared the longer we leave her. I look at the clock and see that it’s almost six o’clock in the evening, which means she’s been in there for seven or so hours. And yet I know that she isn’t scared, or if she is, she’s amazing at hiding it. 
 
      
 
    Georgia nodded to me earlier. I shouldn’t have done that. I should have let her stay hungry. But the idea of starving her left a sour taste in my mouth. I want to laugh at myself. Can big blue eyes really have this much of an effect on me? 
 
      
 
    I drain another whiskey. It must be my tenth or eleventh. I see Red-Eyes roaming across the room, two girls on his arms. Part of me wants to go over there and backhand him across the jaw for pulling a knife on Yazmin, but of course I can’t do that. I’m the president. I can’t attack my own men because they scared my prisoner. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll never get used to days like these,” Justin says, sipping his whiskey. “Never.” 
 
      
 
    “How d’you mean?” I ask. 
 
      
 
    “I went to college, Spike, and I thought that was crazy. The partying, I mean.” Justin sways in his chair. “But this is madness. It’s like something out of ancient Rome, one of their crazy end-of-empire parties. Look.” 
 
      
 
    Two women kiss in one corner, their hands roaming over each other. A few of the guys smoke and drink. More guys and women walk toward the dormitories. The music blares and burgers are lined up on the bar like a buffet, waiting to be devoured. 
 
      
 
    “You ought to see soldiers party,” I tell him. “If you wanna see people getting so drunk they can’t walk, just go to a barracks when they’ve got their hands on some hooch. I’m telling you, Justin, that’s when you’ll see men go absolutely crazy. Men drinking to get to oblivion ’cause they know tomorrow they might be dead.” 
 
      
 
    “You never talk about the army.” 
 
      
 
    “I was only in it for a couple’a years. What’s there to talk about?” I see dead men, blood, sand. “What about your mom?” I ask, changing the subject. “How’s she doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Lucky to have survived this long,” Justin says grimly. “The doctors are always harping on about experimental this, experimental that, but what they leave right up until the end, when Mom’s all excited, is that none of this shit is covered in her insurance. So then I have a skeleton of a woman coming to me begging for more cash for these miracle treatments. What am I supposed to say to that?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s rough,” I mutter. “But you’ve got her, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” Justin looks at me like he might want to say something, but then he swallows it down. “Yeah,” he repeats, draining his glass. “What about the girl in your office? What’re you going to do about her? You want us all in there when you question her?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I answer, too quickly. I think of Red-Eyes and his knife. “No, I’ll do it alone.” 
 
      
 
    “What’re you hoping to get out of her, anyway? I thought we were using her as leverage against Snake.” 
 
      
 
    “We will, but it can’t hurt to get some information first. She must’ve heard some shit while she was in the clubhouse. We like to think women have no idea what’s going on in here. Some of the guys do, anyway. We like to think they’re dumb as sin, but they hear more than we’d like to admit.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re probably right, but try telling them that.” Justin points to Knuckles and a couple of the others, pawing over the girls, the girls turning their giggling faces toward them, completely captivating them. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, right. Exactly.” I stand up, stretching my arms from side to side. Looking down at the scorpion in the jar, I say, “How long do you think we can go on like this, with the Scorpions fucking with our business?” 
 
      
 
    “Financially?” Justin shakes his head. “Not long. A year, maybe less.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
      
 
    Justin nods. Again that odd look comes into his face. But it passes just as fast. “Fuck,” he agrees. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to get some information,” I say. 
 
      
 
    But as I walk across the bar toward my office door, I know it’s not just information I want. I’m not so drunk that I don’t know I’m a little tipsy, tipsy and maybe horny, too. I just want a look at her, all squeezed together in her running gear, her big blues watching me with what I think might be attraction. I open my office door and lock it behind me, feeling her eyes on me right away. She has the sort of eyes which can make a man nervous. But I can’t show that. I need to remain the president in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Making sure I’m looking into her face and not at those perfect tits, I walk across the room and stand over her, trying to intimidate her. I’ve been in situations like this before, but never with a woman. Maybe right now I’d punch her across the face if she was a man, let her know I’m serious, but her face is too damn beautiful. I can’t stand the idea of bloodying it up. I kneel down so that we’re staring eye to eye. I look for fear in her eyes but I don’t find any, just the same defiance she had in her expression when I pulled her from the trunk. 
 
      
 
    “Listen to me,” I say, “I’m going to ask you some questions and you’re going to answer them, all right? I don’t want any fuckin’ around.” I realize I’m talking in the gruff, threatening way I usually reserve for business meetings with gangs. I can’t show any mercy. “You’re my pawn now, Yazmin. Do you get that?” 
 
      
 
    She just stares at me. There’s a twinkle in her blue eyes, almost playful. I can tell she isn’t taking this seriously. No, it’s more than that. It’s like she’s waiting for something. I don’t like the look in her eyes. I’m supposed to be the one in charge but it’s like she’s set this whole thing up, like she’s waiting for me to slip up instead of the other way around. 
 
      
 
    I lurch forward, getting into her face. She flinches back. My lips are inches from hers. When she breathes, I feel her breath on my cheeks. “Listen to me,” I say, voice low. “I need to know what your fucking game is. What’s with this performance? Either you’re a damn good actress, an idiot, or you don’t realize the situation you’re in. Let me explain it to you. You’re going to give me information about your father’s club. And then I’m going to use you as leverage against him. So tell me every damn thing you know about his club, before I get angry.” 
 
      
 
    She watches me for a long time, perhaps a minute, me just staring into her eyes. Then she giggles. It starts softly, but after a moment she tips her head back and starts laughing like a mad woman. Maybe being tied up in here has sent her crazy. 
 
      
 
    I step back, watching her warily. “Stop laughing,” I say. “Right now.” 
 
      
 
    The laughter dies on her lips. “What did he do to you, Spike?” she asks. “He must’ve done something for you to be coming hot and heavy like this. He’s a real bastard, isn’t he? Snake. Snake. What sort of man calls himself Snake? Come to think of it.” She smiles up at me. “What sort of man calls himself Spike?” 
 
      
 
    I jump at her, slamming my hands down on the arms of the chair, near her hands. “This isn’t a fucking joke!” I snap. “Give me something, or I’m going to have to hurt you.” 
 
      
 
    “Hurt me?” She stares into my eyes. There’s no fear there. There’s something else. Sadness, maybe. But no fear. “What are you going to do to me, Spike? Are you going to rape me? Is that it? Are you going to cut me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I say, but even I don’t believe me. 
 
      
 
    “Do it, then.” Her defiance doesn’t waver. She looks like a woman ready to die. “Go on. You want information out of me. Do it, then!” 
 
      
 
    I go to my desk and take out my old army knife, sharpened every week, so sharp I can shave with it. When I return to Yazmin, her eyes go wide at the sight of it, but only for a second. Then the look of calm derision returns. She looks at me the same way I imagine she’d look at a drunk creep in a bar, like she has better things to do than to deal with me. 
 
      
 
    “Just tell me what I want to know,” I say. “It doesn’t have to be like this.” I want to fuck her; I want to bury my cock in between her legs; I want to see her squirm. But I want her to want it, too. I don’t want to hurt her against her will. Fuck, but I have to. She’s making me. Fuck. I bring the knife to her arm, pressing down on her flesh. I don’t slice, I don’t cut, not yet. “Give me something I can use, Yazmin. Or this situation is about to get a hell of a lot bloodier.” 
 
      
 
    “Cut me, then.” Her voice is firm. Her lips don’t tremble. Her hands are still. She looks ready to be cut. “Go on. If you really think that’s what you need to do. If you really think that’s the man you are.” 
 
      
 
    I have to do it, I tell myself. The future of my club depends on it. 
 
      
 
    “Or . . .” She smiles wickedly. “You could sit down and let me explain to you why none of this is necessary.” 
 
      
 
    I take a step back without really meaning to. “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “I have information you can use against the Scorpions. Quite a lot, in fact. I listen closely and my memory isn’t half-bad. And cutting won’t be necessary. I want to bring my father down just as badly as you do.” 
 
      
 
    “If that’s true, why the fuck did you wait so long to tell us?” I snap, not sure what game she’s playing. 
 
      
 
    “I needed you to get here.” She nods to the knife. “I needed you to want to hear what I’m saying. Otherwise you’d think I was just talking to try and save myself, just blabbing for the sake of it. Why would I wait so long? Precisely because waiting so long is strange. To prove a point.” 
 
      
 
    “And you expect me to just believe you?” My head is spinning. Maybe I’ve had too much whiskey. Or maybe this blue-eyed trickster is too good at making men’s heads spin. 
 
      
 
    “The Port of San Diego, warehouse fifteen, two o’clock tomorrow morning, the Scorpions have a shipment of heroin arriving which they intend to distribute in Sunnyside.” 
 
      
 
    “Bullshit.” I watch her closely, trying to tell if she’s lying. “Even the Scorpions wouldn’t be that stupid.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure about that?” She tilts her head at me. “You want to use me as leverage against my father. Here’s the truth, plain and simple. My father doesn’t give a damn about me. My father killed my mother for borrowing ten thousand dollars from him. I want to be here, Spike. I want your protection from the Scorpions, at least for now. And I want to see my dad hurt for what he’s done.” Anger makes her voice rise on the last sentence, her teeth grinding together. “Okay? So why don’t you untie me?” 
 
      
 
    “Why would I do that?” I laugh. “We don’t even know if what you’ve said is true.” 
 
      
 
    “Then go and find out! But there’s no reason keeping me tied up as you do it.” 
 
      
 
    “This could be a trick,” I say. “No, I ain’t just gonna give you free roam of the place. But I can make you more comfortable until we return.” 
 
      
 
    I go outside and bring Justin and Danny in, the two men I trust most not to try anything funny with her. “Take her to the basement room and untie her. Get her some food and water and then lock the door. Come meet me afterwards. We have a raid to plain.” 
 
      
 
    “Boss.” The men pick up her chair with her still sitting in it, carrying her through the bar to the sound of catcalls and whooping. I see Red-Eyes stare at her, but when he sees me watching him he looks down at his feet. I must have a wicked look on my face. 
 
      
 
    I return to the office, sitting behind my desk, wondering what to make of all this. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
    Spike 
 
      
 
    As the men deal with Yazmin, I turn on my computer and navigate to the basement cameras. I tell myself this is to make sure that Yazmin doesn’t get free somehow, but I know the real reason. I don’t want Danny or Justin touching her, even brushing against her hand. I don’t want them saying anything suggestive, either. I feel a possessiveness over her I can’t understand. I feel more possessive over her than I ever did over Christina, poor woman. She never had a chance with me. She couldn’t break through all the shit that goes whirring around my head. But somehow Yazmin has done in hours what Christina couldn’t do in weeks. 
 
      
 
    The basement room is like a miniature apartment with a bolted lock on the outside of the door. Inside, there’s a bed and a sink and a microwave, a fridge and a freezer, all the shit a person needs except for a window and a chance to escape. There’s even an en-suite bathroom. Justin and Danny untie her and step back warily, as though expecting her to start fighting. But she just backs away to the bed. Then Justin stands guard as Danny brings down bottled water and some food for the fridge. 
 
      
 
    When that’s done, they leave, locking the door behind them. I watch as Yazmin struts around the room before walking right up to the camera. Her lips are moving, but the audio is switched off. I switch it on. 
 
      
 
    “. . . Do you like watching me, Mr. Viper? Does it excite you?” 
 
      
 
    I switch off the camera. I’m too aware that this girl could be a plant. What she told me about her old man and her mom could be a lie to get me to trust her. I guess I’ll know more after this raid. I could be walking my guys into a trap. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, the officers are sitting around my desk. Red-Eyes is drunk but sobering up now that he knows we’re working tonight. Knuckles looks ready for a fight after learning about our dead brothers. Justin and Danny look ready for business. Alfred looks like he’d go out there himself if he wasn’t too old, his eyes full of death. 
 
      
 
    “I think I have some information about a Scorpion drugs shipment.” 
 
      
 
    The men lean in, listening. 
 
      
 
    We move quickly after that, getting ready, tooling up. I always feel oddly comfortable when I’m tooling up. I know it would make other men uncomfortable to have guns pressing against their ribcages and their calf muscles, but for me it’s the norm, something I know how to do. I may be lost when it comes to knowing whether or not Yazmin is playing me, but here, riding with my men toward the city, I know exactly what to do. Watch, wait, kill, steal or burn. 
 
      
 
    Around eleven p.m., we ride out toward the docks, thirty of us in a line of bikes, growling through the summer’s night, cutting a wide line around Sunnyside proper and the Scorpions’ clubhouse. We can’t let them know we’re coming. They have no reason to suspect we’re going into San Diego to mess with them, anyway, unless Yazmin really is a plant . . . The idea bothers me more than it should. She’s my prisoner. That’s all. Sure, she’s got some nice tits and some nice legs and an ass that needs to be spanked, but that doesn’t mean I’m about to lose my head over her. I’m not a love-at-first-sight kind of guy. 
 
      
 
    But as we near the city, the lights rising out of the darkness like never-ending fireworks, I know I’m bullshitting myself. There’s something about Yazmin. I get a feeling of dread in my belly when I consider that she may be lying. If she’s lying, I’ll have to kill her. I won’t have a choice. If she’s managed to work her way into the Vipers and lead us into a trap, she has to die. I swallow, nervous like I haven’t been since I was a kid. I don’t want to hurt her, I realize, not like that. 
 
      
 
    We stop a good half mile from the port, everybody climbing from their bikes and checking their weapons. For a few moments, the night is filled with the click-click-click of guns being checked and loaded. Then we’re walking through the city in packs toward the docks, five to a team, using different streets so we don’t draw attention to ourselves. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to kill these bastards,” Knuckles says, gripping the spiked knuckle dusters that give him his name. “I’m going to kill every goddamn one of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Not if I get there first,” I mutter, my rage growing larger by the second. I think of the scorpion in the jar, the dead men the Scorpions have left in their wake, the pain in the ass they’ve been over the past few months. 
 
      
 
    When we get to the port, standing in crowds along the perimeter, I nod to one of my men and he goes forward with the bolt cutters, clipping the gate, making a hole big enough for all of us to crawl through. All along the perimeter, men are doing the same. Even if the guards happen to pick one or even two or three groups up, there’s more of us. That’s the benefit of having so much manpower to hand. It gives you power. 
 
      
 
    I take out my pistol and jog across the parking lot toward warehouse fifteen, its number visible in the streetlamps which light up the lot, a low-lit blue sign. As we get closer, more men join us, more and more until there are thirty men with their backs to the warehouse, waiting for my command. We’re all completely silent, listening to the night. The docks are deserted except for the sound of the waves and then, rising slowly and becoming louder, the sounds of Scorpions unloading the shipment. 
 
      
 
    “Good stuff, this,” one man says. 
 
      
 
    “It better be,” another man replies. “Standing out here in the middle of the goddamn night.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t let Boss here you talkin’ like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Do I look like a fucking idiot to you?” 
 
      
 
    “You hear about the boss’s daughter?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I heard. Ran away, I reckon. What else?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a damn shame. One more week of sitting around on her ass and I swear, man, I swear boss was gonna let us take turns on the slut.” 
 
      
 
    Hearing this shouldn’t make me angrier than anything else, but it does. I imagine five Scorpions standing around Yazmin, all taking their turns to steal pleasure from her. Closing my hand around my pistol so hard it hurts my palm, I send word down the line. It’s time to hit these bastards. 
 
      
 
    I stalk to the edge of the warehouse, peeking around. From my hiding place I can see five men standing at the edge of the water, smoking cigarettes, and watching as other men unload the shipment. I don’t know how many men are unloading; I can’t see, so I have to assume there’s at least a few more. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, send word. We’re firing.” 
 
      
 
    Twenty-nine men whisper, “Boss.” 
 
      
 
    I aim my pistol at a big fat man with a goatee and a shaved head, a tattoo between his eyes which might be a dagger, but in the darkness could be anything. Maybe even a target. 
 
      
 
    I remember the first time I saw what a bullet could do to a man’s head. I was using a twelve-gauge shotgun. It was like seeing a watermelon dropped from twenty stories, the sinews and bone and skin and flesh and cartilage which hold a man’s head together coming apart as though in slow motion. I remember feeling sick, disgusted. It wasn’t that I was emotionally moved—the man deserved to die, there was no question about that—but there so was much blood, so many fleshy chunks. 
 
      
 
    Pistols are cleaner. 
 
      
 
    The man makes a stifled coughing sound and then falls backward into the water. At the same time, his friends are riddled with dozens of bullets, all falling back as well. I sprint down the warehouse toward the corner so I can see the unloaders. It turns out there are just two teenagers there, spotty-faced, not wearing the Scorpions jacket. Pledges. 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” I call down the line. Thirty Vipers emerging from the darkness would be enough to make anyone piss his pants, I reckon. So I don’t blame the rake-thin teen with the jet-black emo cut. I lean over them, keeping my gun trained on their heads. “Tell Snake Spike says hello.” I smile savagely. “Tell Snake his days of fuckin’ us over without retribution are done. Run along.” 
 
      
 
    The pledges sprint away, panting girlishly. 
 
      
 
    “Knuckles, Danny, Justin, Red-Eyes. Do the honors.” 
 
      
 
    Four flip lighters hiss yellow in the darkness. Four flip lighters spin over and over into the boat. Four flip lighters start four raging fires. 
 
      
 
    By the time we’re jogging away from the port back to our bikes, the fire is kissing the sky, turning it orange and red. I try and imagine Snake, the weasel-looking bastard, when he finds out about this. But thinking of Snake brings something home. Snake is exactly the sort of man who would let us burn a shipment if it meant getting a mole into our organization. Snake is exactly the sort of prick who’d let us kill dozens of his men if it meant he could trick us into believing his daughter has switched sides. 
 
      
 
    Back at the clubhouse, the men drinking like men do after bloodshed, I go through Yazmin’s bag in my office, spilling the contents out on my desk. There’s nothing incriminating, just makeup and clothes, nothing to indicate she was doing anything other than running away. 
 
      
 
    I join the men for a while, grinning when they grin at me, taking a few drinks and smoking a cigar, but I can’t stop thinking about Yazmin. Maybe it says a lot about me that I killed a man tonight but the only thing I can think about is a woman I barely know, but there it is. After an hour of going over and over this, I reckon there’s only one thing to do. 
 
      
 
    I have to talk with her. Before I go down, I disable the cameras. I don’t want anybody watching us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
    Yazmin 
 
      
 
    The basement room isn’t exactly five-star, but it’s a room and that’s something. I try and sleep, but I’m too aware of the camera watching me. There’s no curtains or room dividers or anything like that. It’s all open plan, the kitchen connected to the bedroom connected to the living room. The only thing that’s separate is the en-suite, but I’m not about to sleep in the bathtub. There’s a clock on the wall, an old yellow-colored relic that reminds me of my time at school. I watch it religiously, knowing that when it hits two a.m. the Port of San Diego is going to get way livelier than Dad’s men bargained for. I feel guilty at that thought for a while, but then I remember what I would hear the men discuss. I made a habit of listening without seeming to listen, hence all my information. 
 
      
 
    “She was threatening to tell my wife, for fuck’s sake,” I heard one man say once. “What else was I supposed to do, ask her nicely? Leaving her in that ditch was a favor, anyway. She wasn’t doing anyone any good.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish he’d let us at her. I’d tear that asshole apart.” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t believe it.” The man was showing off his new crossbow in the bar. “I just pulled up to the red light and blew this kid right in the face, as an experiment, you know. His head fucking exploded.” 
 
      
 
    On and on and on, Dad had created a culture in which the more evil you were, the more respected you were. He didn’t care about what happened to the victims of this culture. Even his own daughter was fair game. 
 
      
 
    At one in the morning I go to the fridge and see what the men left me. Typical, they’ve left me exactly what men can be trusted to leave, nothing that requires cooking. Not that I’m much of a chef, but I’d think if you wanted to keep a prisoner alive that leaving them more than cheese and crackers would be a good idea. Still, as I sit on the edge of the bed watching the clock tic in slow motion toward two, I’m glad to have something to eat. 
 
      
 
    At half past one, Georgia knocks on the door. 
 
      
 
    “Hello,” she calls. 
 
      
 
    I go to the door, which is bolted from the outside. On this side it’s just smooth metal. “Hey, Georgia.” 
 
      
 
    “You can call me G if you want.” She sounds nervous. Maybe she doesn’t have many friends. 
 
      
 
    “Gee! Can I?” 
 
      
 
    That gets a small giggle out of her. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here, anyway? Oh, wait, I know. You’re here to let me out. You’ve decided that you can’t stand idly by and let them keep me here anymore. You’ve decided that standing by would make you just as evil as these evil, evil men, and you can’t stand it!” 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” G says. I can hear her shaking her head. “You really are something else, Yazmin.” 
 
      
 
    “Call me Y!” I blurt. 
 
      
 
    “Is that what your friends call you?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re my only friend and I’m asking you to call me it, so, yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Y. I’m not here to let you out. Sorry. I’m here to check that you’re doing okay. The boss asked me to before he left.” 
 
      
 
    “The boss.” I let out a laugh, though it’s somewhat forced. The last boss I knew was Snake. “Do you mean Spike?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Spike. You’re okay, then? I better get going.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait.” I check the clock. It’s two o’clock now, which means whatever’s going down is going down right now. “Wait a sec, G. Can you tell me something?” 
 
      
 
    “Um, depends what it is. I’m not going to tell you how to break out of that room, if that’s what you’re going to ask.” 
 
      
 
    “No, it’s not that. I was just wondering. Spike, is he a good man?” 
 
      
 
    G pauses, and then says, “It depends what you mean by a good man.” 
 
      
 
    “A good man is somebody who never hurts innocent people. If he does bad things, he only does them to people who’ve done worse things. A good man is somebody who won’t cause harm if he can help it, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    “Spike’s a good man, then, as good a man as a one percenter can be, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you ask?” G’s smiling, I’m sure of it, smiling like we’re teenagers at a slumber party discussing boys. 
 
      
 
    “No reason.” I return the smile through the door. “Just wondering.” 
 
      
 
    “Right, okay. See you later.” 
 
      
 
    “Talk to you later, you mean.” 
 
      
 
    She giggles again and then leaves. I go to the dresser drawers and check for a change of clothes. There are women’s as well as men’s underwear, sweatpants and shorts and T-shirts for both sexes and a variety of sizes. I guess they can never know who they’re going to be keeping down here. I take a shower, washing away the smell of the woods, the dirt and the leaves, and the sweat of being tied to a chair for hours. When I’m dried and changed, my running gear in a heap at the end of the bed, it’s half past two and I can barely keep my eyes open. 
 
      
 
    I let them fall closed, dreaming my first happy dream in months. Mom and I are at the park, Mom pushing me on the swing. I’m screaming at her to push me higher, higher. I can almost touch the clouds. Then I fly out of the seat and up into the sky, flying through the clouds. I wake to another knock on the door, this time heavier. The clock tells me it’s half past five in the morning. 
 
      
 
    “G?” I whisper, still groggy from sleep, still half-believing that I’m flying through clouds. 
 
      
 
    “It’s Spike.” His voice is heavy, gruff with whiskey and smoke. “I’m coming in.” 
 
      
 
    It’s not a question. I step back as the heavy door swings open and Spike steps in. He’s wearing his leather, boots, and jeans, his hair mussed up from his helmet. He closes the door behind him, smiling at me sideways. “Maybe you’re thinking that since the door ain’t locked, you’ll make a run for it. I’d advise against that. There’s a guard posted on the first floor.” 
 
      
 
    I flash him my cockiest smile. “You’d advise against it, would you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    We sort of dance across the room, Spike walking at me and me walking backward until we’re in the miniature kitchen, next to the tiny table and chairs. We sit at the table and watch each other for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “You were gone for a while,” I say. “I’m guessing my intel turned out good.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” he says. “It turned out good. It turned out perfect, in fact. It turned out so good, so damn perfect, that it’s got me thinkin’ if I’m the biggest asshole in the world for trusting you. Maybe Snake told you to feed me this intel. Maybe he was ready to sacrifice those men.” 
 
      
 
    “You think I’m lying.” I sigh, shaking my head. “Spike, come on.” As I say it, I realize that ‘Spike, come on,’ is something somebody who’s known him for a long time would say, somebody he’s intimate with would say. But sitting close to him in this private room, the party upstairs a distant din, I feel close to him. My pussy tingles, my nipples ache. It seems Spike has the ability to make my horny no matter the circumstances. “Don’t forget that I didn’t come here and offer myself. You kidnapped me, and I’m making the best of the situation. If I’d skipped up to the clubhouse and offered my intel, that’d be one thing. But that’s not what happened, is it?” 
 
      
 
    He flinches, and I know I’m making sense to him. But then his face hardens and his eyes go cold. A man like Spike, I’m learning, doesn’t trust easily. I wonder why that is. I wonder if something horrible happened to him just as it happened to me. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want from me?” I say, when he just stares at me. 
 
      
 
    “I want you to convince me that you’re not lying and you truly want our protection in exchange for intel. I want you to explain why.” 
 
      
 
    “I told you!” I snap. “He killed my mom! What else do you need? Do you want the details, is that it? Do you want to know how I came home and the door was squeaking on its hinges and I was laughing at first, thinking Mom had kicked the door down because she’d forgotten her keys? Mom always forgot her keys. Once when I was a kid, she kicked the door down. She was stronger than she looked. So as I went into her bedroom, I was laughing. When I saw that her bed had turned red, I was laughing. Is that what you want to hear?” 
 
      
 
    His face stays hard. “That doesn’t explain everything,” he says. “If you hated him so much, why did you go to him?” 
 
      
 
    “I had nowhere else,” I mutter, but his words are getting to me. I feel rotten, dirty. I feel like something you leave out for the trashman. 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Spike says. “But that doesn’t really explain it, does it? If he killed your mom, you wouldn’t care about being homeless. You’d hate him anyway. You’d rather be homeless than go and stay with her killer—” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know?” I say, spite in my voice. “You know nothing about me. How the hell would you know what I was feeling? Do you think people are that simple? Do you really think it’s just black and white? I hated him, and I wanted him to be my father, okay? Ever since I was a kid, I dreamed I’d find my dad, and I did, and I thought I could make it work. I thought one day he might break down and apologize for killing her. Yeah, yeah, I know. It’s screwed. You want to know why I want revenge, why I want to work with you? Because after everything, he wants nothing to do with me.” I explain to him about Dad’s ultimatum, stripping or marriage. I fight back tears. “So maybe you can call me selfish if you want, but there it is.” 
 
      
 
    We’re both silent for a time as I get a hold of my emotions. When I’ve calmed down—or maybe it’s because I haven’t really calmed down at all—I look over Spike again. There’s no question about it. He’s the sexiest man I’ve ever laid my eyes on. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll earn my keep,” I say, my voice taking on a sweet note. I can’t help it. My mind may be confused, but my body isn’t. My body knows exactly where it wants this to head. “It wasn’t Dad wanting me to be with someone that pissed me off so much. It was Dad trying to force me to be with somebody without giving me a choice. If I had a choice . . .” I eye him suggestively. I see the moment understanding clicks into place. Animal lust fills his bright green eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe this is part of the plan,” he says stiffly, but his voice is heavy. I can tell he wants it as badly as me. 
 
      
 
    “It isn’t. There is no plan. There’s only us.” I lean forward. His eyes move to my breasts, looking down the T-shirt. I’m not wearing a bra. My body is alive with tension, everything hot and buzzing, everything with added importance. “I’ve seen you looking, Spike. Ever since you picked me up in the woods. And I won’t lie. I’ve been looking, too.” I reach forward and place my hand on his knees. His body tightens. “I choose. Not Dad, not anybody else. Me. And I choose you, Spike.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
    Spike 
 
      
 
    “And I choose you, Spike.” 
 
      
 
    Her hand feels so damn good on my leg, not especially ’cause I like being touched on the leg or anything, but because I know all she would have to do is slide her hand up and then she’d be grabbing my prick. I can see her tits in her cleavage, perky as hell. Her face is flushed and her hair is curly around her shoulders from her shower. She looks vulnerable and yet strong at the same time. I keep telling myself that this could be part of the trick, that seducing me could be a big game, but it’s difficult to reason when I’ve got Yazmin looking sexier than any woman I’ve ever seen before right in front of me. 
 
      
 
    With a considerable effort, I stand up, watching her. “Maybe I’ll let this happen,” I say, trying to keep my voice firm, the firm, solid voice of a man in charge. But as Yazmin climbs to her feet, the sweatpants hugging her perfect legs, her body looking like it was made for fucking, I’m finding it difficult. “But I’m going to keep you away from the meetings, away from the men. You won’t hear a single thing you can run back to Snake with.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t. I don’t want to.” She dances forward on her tiptoes. I’m so hard right now that my cock aches, the tip pressing urgently against the inside of my jeans. She stands close to me, tilting her head up in the most innocent, naïve way possible. It’s a performance, I know. She’s not trying to hide that it’s a performance. Her blue eyes are playful and fun. And yet I’m falling for it, hard. “I just want to choose, Spike. That’s all. We’ve been eye fucking each other all day.” 
 
      
 
    I reach out, my mind becoming foggy now. I always find it difficult to think when I’m horny. It’s like the whole world hones down to lust. But this is different. This is even more difficult. Yazmin is like no woman I have ever met. I reach for her pussy. She stands there, legs slightly apart, pouting up at me like the hottest little slut I can imagine. When I press my hand on her pussy, I’m lost to the world. She’s not wearing underwear. I can feel her lips through the fabric of the sweatpants. I rub fast, unable to stop myself, watching her face. 
 
      
 
    Her lips twist and her eyes roll back. She isn’t embarrassed or ashamed that we’ve just met, that I’m her kidnapper. She rides the pleasure, her eyes flitting open and closed. I push her back to the bed, nudging her in the shoulder, loving the control I have over her. She follows each of my movements as though we’ve choreographed it. I will enjoy her while I can, I tell myself. If this all turns out to be a trick, I’ll take the chance to enjoy her now. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a horny little fucking freak, aren’t you?” My voice is not my own. My prick is telling me what to say. I just want to make her dirty. I want to see her down and dirty and fucking hot. I’m so hard I could explode. I keep rubbing her pussy. She lies on the bed, legs spread. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she moans, her toes curling. 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to come for me.” I growl, feeling like an animal. I feel like a caveman, taking her right here. I feel like a wild man. I want her so fucking badly but for some reason it’s important that I see her come first. I have to watch her beautiful face as it twists into ecstasy. I have to know that I’m a musician and she’s my instrument, the song that fills the air only mine. This has never been important with any other woman but it is with Yazmin. I don’t know why. I can’t pretend to know. I just know that it is. “Come for me. Come for me. Hard.” 
 
      
 
    I rub her so fast her sweatpants get wet with how horny she is, her body writhing, her eyes half-lidded as she looks down at me. Then she stops. Everything stops. She freezes and holds her breath, her toes curling so they turn red. I keep rubbing. She gasps silently. When she releases in a long moan, I feel the pleasure rippling down my hand and my arm. I feel the pleasure as her whole body gyrates, her breasts bouncing, her lips contorting as irrepressible moans escape her. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” I’m on my feet, unbuckling my belt and pulling my pants down. I need her. That’s what it feels like. An animal need. We’re way past desire here. I pull my pants and underwear down around my ankles, my cock springing up. Her eyes go wide when she sees it. Maybe it frightens her, ten inches and thick, but that’s not my concern. My only concern is her mouth, her perfect, sweet mouth, a mouth with plump lips which are driving me wild. 
 
      
 
    “Come here.” There’s command in my voice, command she can’t ignore. 
 
      
 
    She leans up, bringing her mouth to my cock. If there’s a sweeter image than this, I’m yet to see it. She looks up at me with her big blue eyes the second before she takes my prick in her mouth, looking frightened and willing all at once, her face all the more gorgeous for the lack of makeup. This is real. This is genuine. There’s nothing fake about this. I put my hands on her head, my fingers sliding through her hair, and guide her mouth to my cock. 
 
      
 
    She opens her mouth as wide as she can, but still I fill her completely. She gags, her choking noises rising into the air. Her eyes turn red and her cheeks bulge as I push my cock right to the back of her throat. When I pull out, she lets out a breath and then starts sucking, bobbing her head up and down. It’s not even the feeling which makes this so damn good—though it does feel incredible—it’s the way she looks when she’s doing it, too. So pretty, so beautiful, so dirty. The combination of how beautiful she is and how dirty she is drives me mad. I want to unleash on her. I’m afraid I might come if she keeps going like this, and I’m not having that. I need to be inside of her. 
 
      
 
    I pull out and take a step back, looking down on her. “Take off your clothes,” I say, my tone of voice leaving no room for argument. 
 
      
 
    There’s whiskey and smoke in me, my bones ache from tiredness, and yet when she takes her clothes off I’ve never felt more alive. Her tits are big but perky at the same time, her legs toned with muscle and her ass, when she turns around to bend over for me, is round and bouncy. I smooth my hand over it, squeezing the flesh so it turns red, bringing my hand between her legs to the present in the middle. Her pussy is pink, tight, the sort of pussy which will hound me in my dreams for the rest of my life. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me you want to be fucked,” I say. 
 
      
 
    “I want to be fucked, Spike.” Her voice is high-pitched. I can tell she really wants it. We’re beyond the club scheming and all that, way beyond it. We’re just two people now, hungry for each other. She bends all the way over, presenting her pussy to me. “I want it. I want it bad. Please, Spike. Please.” 
 
      
 
    If I was a strong man, I might have it in me to step away from her at this moment. I might think to myself: she’s my prisoner. This could all be a game. But I’m not strong enough to look at her right now, my cock hard and wet with her saliva, and do nothing about it. I’ll never be that strong. I step forward, one hand on her ass and one hand on my cock, my head so heavy I can barely think. That pussy, that ass, her body, her moans—my mind is on one track. I guide my cock to her hole, the tip opening her up. She’s damn tight, so tight that she bites down on the sheets to stop from screaming. 
 
      
 
    I push in slowly, feeling the tightness around my shaft, and then near my balls. For a while, we fuck like that, slow, and then her pussy begins to loosen around my cock, giving into it, opening for it. Soon both of us are lost in a world of wet hot pleasure, my cock pounding deep inside of her. I look down, captivated by the way her ass bounces back and forth as I slam into her. She moans, biting down, gasping. The only sounds are our moaning and the fleshy slapping of our fucking, the unleashed pleasure of it. I thrust so hard that she collapses onto the bed, lying down. I keep fucking her, pounding her into the bed, smashing her into the mattress, the bedframe creaking and aching with the effort of supporting our frantic sex. 
 
      
 
    I can’t stop looking at her ass, at the curve of her back, at her face as she twists her neck to half look at me. She’s as lost in the euphoria as I am, her eyes hardly seeing me and yet seeing me completely, her lips in an O shape, slurring the words, “Yes, yes, fuck me, yes, Spike, fuck, fuck, fuck.” I grab onto her ass cheeks, squeezing them together, thinking there’s no better sight than her round ass cheeks pressed like that, my cock sliding in between them, disappearing. 
 
      
 
    “Goddamn, goddamn, fuck.” I can’t hold it much longer, but I sense that she’s close, too. He body is seizing up. Her moans are trailing off into hollow gasps. She’s close. We’re both close. It’s a race to see if we can lose our pleasure at the same time. 
 
      
 
    “Come, come, come.” I drill into her harder with each word. “Come.” I pound her so hard my abs slap painfully into her ass cheeks. “Come.” I pound her harder, my fingers digging into the flesh of her ass. “Come!” I bite her shoulder, unable to stop myself. 
 
      
 
    She cranes her head back, crying out in pleasure, squirting all over my cock. I look down at the white come sliding down my shaft, and then sliding up between her ass cheeks. It’s too much for me. It’s too dirty. My balls ache with the desire to explode. I bite down on her shoulder again as I come inside of her, my head flooding with darkness, the muscles in my ass and my legs tensing up as I push one last time inside of her. I can’t think. I can hardly breathe. All that exists is the flesh of her shoulder and my dick inside of her. My cock pumps, come spilling inside of her. 
 
      
 
    And then we’re rolling aside, onto the bed, lying there breathing heavily. After everything that’s happened this long, long day, the woods and the warehouse and the drinking, this is the only time I feel relaxed. I could lie here forever, I reckon. 
 
      
 
    After a while, Yazmin crawls across the bed and into my arms. I never usually do this, lie down and hold a woman when we’re done. I usually get up and get a smoke or a whiskey. It’s too much. We’re too close. A man like me can’t get close, otherwise all his demons’ll come hissing out. But I don’t move. It feels too natural to have her in my arms. 
 
      
 
    “Can we just stay here for a little bit?” She kisses me on the chin, our first kiss, our first tender moment. “Is that okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. Just a little bit.” 
 
      
 
    We lie there until the sun comes up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
    Yazmin 
 
      
 
    One and a half months have passed but I still think about the first night Spike and I shared together. I think about falling asleep in his arms and how close I felt to him. I think about the way we came together as though we’d been together before, knowing exactly what the other person wanted. One and a half months, and still Spike and the Smoking Vipers don’t trust me enough to give me free rein of the clubhouse. I’m kept in the basement and let out only in the evenings, where two guards stand watch—sometimes Knuckles, sometimes Red-Eyes, sometimes the VP, Justin, sometimes Danny —the bulge of their weapons outlined beneath their jackets. I don’t think they’d shoot me, but I also don’t think taking that risk is a good idea. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve given you four tip-offs,” I told him one night, when we were both sitting up in bed. “Four tip-offs and all of them worked out, didn’t they?” 
 
      
 
    He stared into the middle distance as if he was not hearing me. Sometimes, Spike gets such a sad look in his eyes. From the whispers around the club, I know he was in the army. But when he gets this look, a look which is at once tragic and hopeless, I sense something else is going on. It’s not the look of PTSD. It’s the look of profound heartache. He snapped his head to me, smiling and frowning at the same time, an expression wholly his own. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, they all worked out. Two shipments, a warehouse, and a laundry place hidden right in the center of Sunnyside. But you’ve gotta understand, Yazmin. I’ve been fighting with Snake for years. I know what sort of scumbag he is. He’d sacrifice all of this for a plan.” 
 
      
 
    “What plan?” I rolled over so that I was lying atop him, staring into his eyes. We’d just had frantic sex twice in a row but I could feel his cock getting hard against my crotch. “Explain that to me, Spike. You keep going on and on about this plan. What are you even talking about?” I rolled over again, jumping to the floor and pacing away from the bed in my underwear. It’s strange how quickly I’ve grown comfortable with Spike seeing me in my underwear. “I think you’re talking out of your ass. That’s what I think!” 
 
      
 
    Spike sighed and tried to approach me. I paced further across the room, stopping only when I hit the wall. Maybe staying in the basement was making me crazy, I thought. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what plan,” Spike said. “But even this could be a part of it. The way you’re acting now. Snake could’ve told you, ‘When you get in there, gain his trust, and if he resists throw a tantrum about—'” 
 
      
 
    I turned on him, ice-cold. “I’m not throwing a tantrum,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He winced. A look came into his bright green eyes which told me he’d never gotten this far with a woman. He never usually engaged in arguments like this. He found them petty. “I’m not going back and forth with you on this,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I leaped across the room and prodded him in the chest. “You can’t keep me down here like some kind of pet and then refuse to take what I have to say seriously. I’m not your fucking pet.” I prodded him harder, getting in his face. I wanted to stir some of that sadness out of his eyes. I wanted him to see that I was really here. 
 
      
 
    But then he just left, leaving me for two whole days. 
 
      
 
    Doing sit-ups today in the small homemade gym Spike has set up for me, my mind returns to dozens more memories. We’ve spent entire days and nights in each other’s arms, just lying there. But he never talks. I talk until I suspect he’s growing tired of it. I tell him about the time in second grade when me and Mom went to the seaside to search for shells and I got swept out on the current, how Mom waded in and swam after me in her underwear, dragging me back to shore. I tell him about the time Mom brought one of her boyfriends home—she had a few—and I mistook him for my father, how I clung onto the man’s leg and cried when they broke up. I tell him about sitting up with Mom, a giant tub of ice cream, and The Real Housewives of New Jersey DVD boxset on auto play. But when I try and get him to share something about his childhood, or the army, or anything, he just gives me that faraway smile and shrugs it off. He isn’t the sharing kind. 
 
      
 
    That’s why this evening is important, I remind myself as I stand up and go to the running machine in the corner. I set it on the fast setting and sprint at the wall, head down, pumping my arms and working up a sweat. Today I’m going to try and draw Spike out of his shell. 
 
      
 
    Once I’ve showered, changed, and made myself some dinner—they finally brought some real food—I sit at the table reading a paperback set in the Jane Austen era. Sometimes I wish Spike could be like Nicholas Appleyard, the soft-spoken gentleman in the novel who’ll do anything to win his lady’s heart. I think of Spike, dressed in his leathers, on his knee with a red rose in his hand. I can’t help but laugh. 
 
      
 
    I put the book down when Spike walks into the room. He’s dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, his eyes tired. I know he’s been up all night and half the day guarding a shipment. 
 
      
 
    “How did it go?” I ask, getting him a beer. As I go to the fridge, I feel for a second like we’re a regular domestic couple, doing regular domestic things. I hand him the beer and he cracks it on the edge of the table, the cap landing on the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” he says shortly, and I can tell he’s in one of the moods where he doesn’t want to talk. He sits silently, sipping the beer. 
 
      
 
    I sit next to him with a glass of wine. I promised myself that tonight I would try and break through to him. Part of me wants to back out, but I can’t back out of it just because it seems difficult. “Spike, I want you to tell me something about yourself.” 
 
      
 
    He laughs at first. Maybe he thinks I’m joking. But when he sees my face, he mutters something and shakes his head. I think it’s, “Women.” I bristle, angry, but let it slide. Watching him, I wait for him to speak. After a long pause he says, “I’m dog tired and I just wanna relax, all right? I don’t know where this is coming from.” 
 
      
 
    I sip my wine, telling myself to be calm, telling myself I knew this was going to be difficult. “Listen,” I say, “I know it’s hard for you to talk about yourself, but I’ve told you loads about me, and you just sit over there—” 
 
      
 
    He stands up and walks to the bed, clicking his neck from side to side. “I’m tired, Yazmin.” 
 
      
 
    “You might as well be a stranger to me!” I blurt, jumping to my feet. My heart is pounding, my head pounding. “I just want you to share one thing.” 
 
      
 
    “You want me to trust you,” he says. 
 
      
 
    I grit my teeth, struggling to maintain any kind of composure. “This is not about the Vipers or the Scorpions, if that’s what you’re trying to imply. This is about us.” 
 
      
 
    “Us,” Spike murmurs. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Us. What’s wrong, you don’t like the sound of that?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t say that. It’s just . . .” He takes another sip of his beer. When he sees he staring at him, he says, “What?” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t just say, it’s just . . . and then not say anything! Talking to you is like talking to a brick wall.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you want from me, Yazmin?” He’s on his feet now, suddenly angry. “Do you want me to spill out every little thing that’s ever happened in my life? Do you want me to tell you that some nights when I close my eyes I wish I was dead? Do you want me to tell you about all the hate and pain in my fucking heart?” He’s standing over me, chest heaving, eyes wild. “I don’t know what you want from me.” 
 
      
 
    He goes to the fridge to get another beer. 
 
      
 
    “What hate and pain?” I ask. “Let’s start there.” 
 
      
 
    “Yazmin . . .” There’s a note of warning in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I snap. “I’m here as a prisoner. You’ve restricted where I can go. Are you going to restrict what I say now, too?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been a long day,” Spike says. “A damn long day. Can’t we do this another time?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s never another time with you.” I massage my head. My temples are pulsing. This wasn’t meant to go this way. “I’ve shared. I just want the same from you. What about hate and pain?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t,” Spike says. “I can’t know if—” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not working for my dad!” I scream, throwing my glass at the wall. Blood-red wine spills over the floor, glass shatters, shards sparkle before cascading like rain. 
 
      
 
    Spike steps back, watching me warily. “You’re gonna need to calm down, Yazmin. You can’t blame me for being suspicious, ’cause you’re still doling me out intel like I’m standing in a food line, a piece here and a piece there. I bet you’ve got a couple’a things you still haven’t told me about. I’m right, ain’t I?” 
 
      
 
    I shrug, though he is right. “I haven’t been withholding because I’m working for Dad. I’ve been withholding as insurance. Maybe this is an act. The sex, the closeness, maybe you’re just waiting until I’m not useful anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not true.” He doesn’t approach me, but his eyes are fixed on me. 
 
      
 
    “There’s going to be a raid on your nightclub, The Phoenix, and there’s a bundle of guns buried in the woods, just south of the Scorpions’ clubhouse. I memorized the coordinates. There, are you happy?” 
 
      
 
    We stare at each other for a long time. Usually we’d go to bed now, lose ourselves in each other, pant and writhe and moan. But as we stand here, I know we won’t be going to bed tonight. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Spike says. “And that’s everything, right? Nothing’s changed, Yazmin. You’ve always got a place here.” 
 
      
 
    “But you still won’t let me leave,” I mutter. 
 
      
 
    “Do you want to leave?” I can’t tell if he sounds hurt. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” I answer honestly. Tonight was meant to be a turning point. Tonight was meant to bring us closer. He was supposed to see my point of view and open up for me. Not this. 
 
      
 
    After he leaves, I try and return to the paperback, but Nicholas Appleyard and Nancy Smithson seem ludicrous now. Love, affection, closeness; it can never be that simple. There are always things that get in the way. Sitting up in bed at half past midnight, I wonder if it’s time for me to get out of here, get on my own two feet. I don’t want to stay here if there’s no future. What would that make me? This past month and a half, I’ve thought of myself as Spike’s girlfriend, or at least lover, but if I stay and Spike refuses to open up to me, I’m nothing but a concubine. 
 
      
 
    I roll over, burying my face in the pillow, willing myself into my dreams. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
    Yazmin 
 
      
 
    “Idiot, idiot, idiot,” I mutter one month and three weeks after Spike took me. I’m standing in front of the bathroom mirror, staring at myself, wishing I could reach into my reflection and throttle the wide-eyed moron who stares back at me. I want to hit something. I want to scream. I want to cry. “Idiot, idiot, idiot.” 
 
      
 
    I go into the main room and sit at the kitchen table. It’s ten in the morning, half an hour before the time when G usually comes to bring me some supplies and clean my room. She’ll often have time to sit down with me and have a chat, too, and I can only hope today is the same. I think about asking Spike, but for the past week he’s barely been here and when he has, things haven’t been the same. We haven’t had sex, we haven’t kissed, once we didn’t even speak. I refuse to go back to the way things were, with me sharing everything and him sharing nothing, and he refuses to open up, so we’re at a stalemate. Maybe if I went to him, he might understand. But then again, maybe he’d kick me out or something. I can’t risk it. 
 
      
 
    I’m biting my nails, something I never do. I watch the clock. The hand seems to tic around in slow motion, as if trying to torture me. I’ve only wanted time to speed up this badly one other instance in my life, when I was nine years old and Mom told me that she was going to introduce me to my father. I’ve never known if she was really going to introduce me to Snake or if it was a bizarre lie, but I remember sitting in my bedroom staring at my digital clock, convinced that it was broken. I would lean forward to check the batteries before the numbers changed and I’d lean back. Almost a minute later, I’d be doing the exact same thing. When the door opened, it was only Mom, holding a takeout container of Chinese food to make up for being alone. 
 
      
 
    Tic, tic, tic, and time crawls on. My forefinger is a stub, so I start on my middle finger. By the time half past ten arrives, all the nails on my right hand are short and jagged, and two of my left hand are as well. The knock comes at the door as it always does, quiet, timid. I go to the door. “G?” I ask. 
 
      
 
    “Y.” I can always hear her smiling through the door. “Step back, I’m opening it.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    I step back and she swings the door open. G steps in with a bucket of her cleaning gear and a paper bag with some vegetables sticking out the top. I take the paper bag from her and stow the vegetables away, my heart pounding in my ears. 
 
      
 
    “G,” I say, turning as she goes into the bathroom to clean it. “You don’t need to do that. You cleaned it yesterday. I’m not that dirty.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s my job.” 
 
      
 
    “Then let me help.” 
 
      
 
    She rolls her eyes. “You always do this.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s not break the habit, then.” 
 
      
 
    I snatch a scrubber from her before she can argue and the two of us go to work on the bathroom. “So how’re things with the boyfriend?” I’m delaying, I know. I should just come out and say it, but the words won’t form on my lips. We’ll sit down afterward, I tell myself. We’ll have a cup of coffee and talk like friends. 
 
      
 
    “Not so great,” G mutters. Her boyfriend is a gardener and G thinks he’s sleeping with a woman whose garden he works on. “He came in last night stinking of perfume. I mean, really stinking of the stuff, you know? So I ask him why he smells that way. I think that’s a fair question. He’s always getting on at me about working here, thinking I’m doing stuff with the men when I never have. Isn’t that a fair question?” We’re at my bed, stripping the sheets. She pauses in stripping a pillowcase to look to me for approval. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a fair question,” I assure her. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly!” she snaps. “But you wouldn’t think so by the way he reacted. Started stomping around the apartment and telling me I’m paranoid, telling me it must be my time of the month. I should break up with his ass.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you?” I ask. 
 
      
 
    “I love him,” she says quietly, “that’s the problem.” 
 
      
 
    Once the cleaning is done, I make to sit at the table, but G packs her stuff away and flees for the door. I chase her, standing near the door, half blocking it. “I thought we’d have a coffee!” I’m being way too intense. I can tell she’s shocked by it. 
 
      
 
    “I have to go into town. I have some apartments today. Sorry. Tomorrow though, okay?” She makes to move around me. 
 
      
 
    “Wait!” I wave my arms. “Wait,” I repeat, trying to make my voice calm. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” She squints at me like I’m mad. Maybe I am. 
 
      
 
    “I need you to do something for me.” 
 
      
 
    “What is it, Y?” 
 
      
 
    I tell her. Her eyes go wide and she looks like there are half a dozen things she wants to say to me, but in the end she nods briefly and says, “Tomorrow morning. I’ll bring it tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    The rest of the day is a torture of creeping time. Ever since being here, I haven’t given much thought to escaping. I know I can’t stay here forever. And more and more, with Spike, I’m starting to think that getting out of here might be necessary. I’m starting to think that sitting him down and explaining to him that I want to go into the world alone might soon be something I’ll have to do. But as for escaping—searching the walls for weak points, thinking about darting out the door when G comes to clean—I haven’t given it any thought. But now, as I try and work out to distract myself, as I stare at the clock, I miss my freedom desperately. I could just make a quick run to the store. Instead, I have to wait an entire day. 
 
      
 
    Spike visits me in the late afternoon. We have dinner together but it’s awkward. I make us a curry and we both eat it all, but we hardly talk. 
 
      
 
    “We stopped the raid and we found the guns,” Spike says, pushing his plate away. 
 
      
 
    “Do you expect me to clean that plate?” I nod at the plate in question. I know I’m picking a fight just to pick one but I don’t care. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not doing it,” Spike says. “So yeah, I expect you to.” 
 
      
 
    “What exactly do you see me as? A hole you can spunk in every now and then, a hole that knows how to clean dishes, too? Is that all I am to you?” 
 
      
 
    Spike groans, rubbing his face with his hands. “All because I won’t open up,” he mutters. “All this because I won’t fucking share. Goddamn, Yazmin. God fucking damn.” 
 
      
 
    I want to stop, but anxiety is whirring around me. My life, so simple for the past month and a half, might soon get way more complicated. And the worst part is I should be able to tell Spike, to share it with him, but if he won’t share with me I can’t be sure how he’ll react. Maybe he’ll get angry. Maybe he’ll get hateful. Hate and pain, that was what he said. Maybe he’ll direct the hate and pain at me. 
 
      
 
    “I asked you a question,” I say, ignoring his swearing. “What do you see me as?” 
 
      
 
    “I see you as Yazmin. Ain’t that enough?” 
 
      
 
    “So I can walk out of here anytime I like, yeah? Because lately I’m starting to think I want to be on my own. These walls are starting to close in on me and I just want to get out of here, be on my own. So that’s okay, is it?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Spike says quietly. “I don’t think I can agree to that.” 
 
      
 
    I stand up, waving at the door. “The hole is out of order today, I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Spikes paces to the door, head low. Just before he leaves he says, “I see you as so much more than that, Yazmin. I want you to know that. I don’t just see you as a hole or whatever it is you wanna say. I have feelings for you, feelings I ain’t had for a woman—well, ever. I don’t reckon I should be attacked for not knowing how to express them.” 
 
      
 
    I want to go to him then, bring him back and hold him. It’s the first time he’s told me he has feelings for me. But then he’s on the other side of the door, bolting it, leaving me alone. I do the dishes—despite the argument, I’m not going to sleep with crusted curry plates a few feet from me—and then pick up the paperback. I read for a while, but my eyes keep straying to the clock. Instead of hearing the voices of the characters, I hear the tic-tic-tic. Instead of seeing their faces or the scenes the writer paints with words, I see its hands, moving inexorably. 
 
      
 
    Finally I go to bed, lying on my back and staring up at the ceiling. My stomach is a knot of nerves. I want it to be morning time. I want to close my eyes and open them to find that it’s time for breakfast. But every time I close my eyes I see Mom’s dead body and the bed of blood. Lately, I haven’t been seeing it as much. Maybe Spike has been enough of a distraction. But now sleep is refused to me and I see the bed of blood instead. I distract myself by thinking about what Spike said. He has feelings for me. He just doesn’t know how to express them. I have to believe that it’s true. I have to believe there’s something there apart from lust and power. 
 
      
 
    I roll over, willing myself to sleep. A night of tossing and turning ensues, a night of half-formed dreams and half-formed memories. But finally I’m awake, waiting at the kitchen table for G to knock at the door. When she pushes the door open, I almost leap on her. 
 
      
 
    “Did you get it? Have you got it?” I snatch the plastic bag from her hand, opening it. “Oh, thank God.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t thank Him yet,” G mutters. “You haven’t done the test.” 
 
      
 
    I turn to her as she’s getting out her cleaning supplies. “I have to do it now,” I tell her. “I haven’t had a period in almost seven weeks, G. I’m an idiot. It’s only—there’s been so much for me to think about, so much to distract me from it. It was only yesterday morning that it hit me.” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead.” She waves toward the bathroom. “I’ll do the kitchen first.” 
 
      
 
    I run into the bathroom, dropping onto the toilet seat and holding the pregnancy test in the bowl. I hear G in the next room, moving about. I try and pee but nothing comes. I remember times as a girl when I had to sit cross-legged because I needed to go so bad, but now, nothing. Nothing. 
 
      
 
    “G, can I ask you a favor? Can you bring me some water?” 
 
      
 
    She pokes her head in, smiling awkwardly as she hands me the water. 
 
      
 
    “Have you ever done one of these things?” I ask, and then neck about half the bottle in one swig. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” G says. “I don’t think I’ve ever been more nervous. Nervous and excited.” 
 
      
 
    “And?” 
 
      
 
    “Negative. What are you hoping for?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    Then, blessedly, the peeing starts. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Spike 
 
      
 
    At first when I headed down to the basement I felt like an excited little kid. It’s been so long since I felt that way—since I was a kid, I reckon—that at first it was hard for me to accept it. But as summer turned to early autumn, I found myself experiencing the happiest few weeks of my life. Yazmin was like a whisper of cool wind after a lifetime spent in the scorching sun. She made me forget about everything, the dead men I’ve left behind, overseas and at home, the orphan kid taken in by the Vipers, the life I’ve chosen to live. Going into the basement was like going into a different world where everything else didn’t exist. 
 
      
 
    But now things have become complicated. Yazmin is by far the woman I’ve spent the most time with. Yazmin is the only woman I’ve ever felt this close to. And Yazmin is the woman I have to use as leverage soon. We’ve disrupted the Scorpions, but they’re still coming. I need to play my hand. 
 
      
 
    Danny. Fucking hell, kid. I’m sorry. 
 
      
 
    Going down into the basement the evening after the curry incident, I feel like I’ve got a weight on my chest. We haven’t fucked in a week or more. We haven’t been close. There’s this distance between us because I won’t open up. The funny thing is, I want to open up. It’s not like I’m going in there with the express purpose of not revealing myself to her. It’s just that it’s damn hard for a man like me. I’ve spent my life building these walls around me. It’d take something massive to knock them down. 
 
      
 
    I open the door to find Yazmin sat at the table, an odd look on her face. A few weeks ago she’d jump up and skip into my arms. We’d fall into bed, writhing, biting, wild and free, before we did anything else. Now she offers me a shaky smile and goes to get some drinks. She returns with a beer for me and a glass of water for herself. 
 
      
 
    “You look serious,” she says. “Even more serious than usual, I mean.” 
 
      
 
    I try not to let this bother me. I guess this is what happens when a man and a woman get close. They start to analyze each other. They start to get under each other’s skin. I never knew that because I’ve never been close with a woman like this. “I have to say something difficult now,” I tell her. “Something you won’t like.” 
 
      
 
    She narrows her eyes. Even now, despite this new distance between us, I want to leap across the table and drag her to bed. I want to rip away her clothes and take her. She’s wearing denim shorts which show her muscled legs proudly, a tank top which flashes her pink bra. She looks so good, I ache for her. But this is business now. It should’ve been business all along. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve decided that it’s time to tell the Scorpions that we have you. Your intel has been good, Yazmin, but they’re still coming. They’re like fuckin’ rats. We destroy one, and another just pops up in his place. We need to do something bold, and you’re it.” I feel like dirt as I say this. I never should’ve let myself get close. I knew this was coming, and yet I still fell for her. 
 
      
 
    She watches me for a long time. I’m reminded of when we stared at each other in my office, when she was tied to the chair. I was the first to look away then, too. “You can’t do this, Spike,” she says. “You can’t use me as a hostage now, after everything. Do you really think that after everything we’ve been through you’re going to be able to sell me, swap me—what? What is your plan? Are you going to torture me in front of him?” She’s on her feet, walking around the table, looking so damn good I could die. “Your plan has a fatal flaw, anyway. My father doesn’t want me. My father doesn’t care about me. I’ve told you this. You need to get it into your head that Snake doesn’t care if I die. You’ve been at war with the Scorpions ever since I went missing. Have you heard anything about me? A whisper, a hint?” 
 
      
 
    She folds her arms, staring at me and waiting. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I’m forced to admit. “But I can’t believe that a man, even a man like Snake, doesn’t care about his daughter even a little bit. Do you wanna know where I was this afternoon? I was at the apartment of a kid called Danny. An officer, just turned twenty. You know him. He guards you sometimes when you go outside. He was killed like a dog, Yazmin, killed like a worthless piece of meat and left to bleed out on the carpet. Snake is a monster, a monster. I need some goddamn leverage over him.” 
 
      
 
    “Dad is a monster, I know!” she cries. I can tell she’s shook by Danny’s death. So am I. He’s going to haunt me for years, I reckon. “I agree! So why the hell would you want to put me in his way? I thought you cared about me. That’s what you said the other night. You need to consider this.” She’s on her knees beside me, her hands wrapped around mine, imploring me to be with her, to care about her, to love her. Maybe I could. Maybe I do. Maybe I will. But I’m not just a man. I’m the president. “If Dad finds out I’ve been with you, he might guess that it’s been me feeding you information. Sure, he might’ve already laid the blame somewhere else. But he might guess, and if he does, daughter or not, he’ll kill me. He killed my mom, Spike!” 
 
      
 
    Tears flow down her cheeks. I feel like the biggest prick in the world for making this woman cry. But I also feel like the biggest prick in the world for letting Danny get killed, and all the other men. I also feel like the biggest prick in the world for letting the Scorpions walk all over us. There’s no winning. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He killed your mom, fine,” I say, speaking slowly. “He’s a bastard, he’s evil, but when you get down to it, your mom wasn’t his wife; your mom was just a woman he was with a long time ago. You’re his daughter, Yazmin. That’s gotta make a difference—” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I could play him, maybe, if I really tried,” she interrupts. “But I’m shocked, Spike. I’m just shocked that you’d want to put me at risk like that. These past couple of months, I’ve felt certain there’s something between us, and then . . . this.” Her shoulders deflate. 
 
      
 
    “I thought you hated me,” I mutter. “Past couple’a months? Talk about the past couple’a weeks. You’ve been cold and—” 
 
      
 
    “Being cold doesn’t mean I hate you.” She laughs without humor. “Don’t you know anything about women?” 
 
      
 
    I close my eyes, shake my head. “We’re getting off topic,” I say. “I’ve told you what’s happening and that’s what’s happening.” I sip my beer. 
 
      
 
    “So that’s it, is it? You’re just going to tell Dad that you have me? You’re just going to possibly sign my death warrant like it means nothing?” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t let anything happen to you, Yazmin.” I try and reach across the table to her, but she pulls her hand away and stands up. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t touch me,” she says. “You don’t understand the situation at all. You don’t even care to understand the situation at all.” 
 
      
 
    “The situation is this,” I say, voice tight. I hear my words tremble and wonder why I sound so angry. Maybe it’s because she’s being difficult, or maybe it’s because I wish I could remake the world so that we weren’t having this conversation. I wish I was just a man and she was just a woman, and there was none of this club shit, and we could just sink into bed together. “The situation is this,” I repeat, losing the thread of my thoughts for a moment. “Snake is killing my men, killing officers as young as twenty. Maybe the bloodshed hasn’t reached cataclysmic levels yet, but one day soon it might. I can’t see any other way to stop it.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not listening to me!” Yazmin cries. “How many times do I have to tell you? Dad doesn’t love me. He has never loved me. He won’t care that you have me. He won’t bargain with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Even if what you’re telling me is true, that doesn’t mean he won’t bargain for you. Even if he doesn’t love you, it’ll still make him look damn bad to have his daughter kidnapped and do nothing about it. He’ll be forced to do something, otherwise his men’ll snigger behind his back.” 
 
      
 
    “If he knows I was with you,” Yazmin says, struggling to stay calm, her hands shaking, “he will hurt me. I don’t know how much simpler I can make it.” 
 
      
 
    I lean back, closing my eyes, trying to get a handle on the situation. I can’t get Danny’s corpse out of me head; Danny, a brave kid who was eager to do his work in the club, the kind of kid we needed if we were going to last more than one generation; and he was killed like he was nothing. 
 
      
 
    “I’m pregnant, Spike.” 
 
      
 
    At first I think I’ve heard her wrong. Pregnant, I think, repeating the word in my mind. Pregnant, she didn’t just say pregnant. Then I hear her breathing getting faster, feel her watching me, sense her waiting for me to speak. She did just say it, then. I open my eyes to Yazmin looking at me, waiting for a response. Her eyes are so full of expectation and hope that I struggle to return her gaze. Pregnant, a child . . . Suddenly this basement, the whole club, seems like a dirty, dark place, no place for a mother, no place for a child. 
 
      
 
    “And it’s mine?” I ask quietly. 
 
      
 
    She scoffs. “Of course it’s yours. I haven’t exactly got a string of suitors down here, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” I mutter. “I was just checking.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s a stupid question.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” I nod. “Maybe it is. So you’re having a baby.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re having a baby,” Yazmin corrects. 
 
      
 
    I sit with that for a while, not knowing what to make of it, except that it brings into focus something I try every day to keep out of focus. I try not to see it, but it replays in my mind as though a video has just been unpaused. But this is like no video I’ve ever seen, because it has smells too, burning smells, charring smells, smells of blood and flesh. 
 
      
 
    “We were on our way to the cabin by the lake,” I say, but it’s more like I hear myself speaking. I sound distant, as though I’m at the cabin listening to this gruff man and this beautiful woman across the water. “Me, my mom, my dad, and Toby. Toby was my little brother. I was, hell, I don’t know, maybe I was ten or eleven. Toby was six or something, still young enough to wear a superhero mask wherever he went and think nothing of it. We were late for some nighttime barbecue thing they do every summer and Dad was getting antsy. He was driving way too damn fast but none of us noticed because Toby was reading out a story he wrote in school, about a superhero who fights off a band of bullies. I remember Mom and I met eyes when it was finished, both agreeing that it was a decent story. Without words, you know. 
 
      
 
    “I reckon you can guess what happened next. Fucking pothole, somethin’ as simple and mundane as a pothole. If he was going slower, it wouldn’t’ve made any difference to our journey. We would’ve looked at each other and laughed and carried on. But that day, at that speed, it made a difference. The car bounced into the air, skidded right off the road into a tree, the whole hood crushing, trapping Mom and Dad up front. I was scared, terrified, but Toby was crying so I had to get him out of the car. I had to move fast, ’cause he was my little brother and that was my job. The problem was that when Dad’s seat got crushed it had moved back and trapped Toby, pinning his legs. That was when I saw the bone sticking through his torn jeans. 
 
      
 
    “I was sick all over myself, big chunks right down my front, but I kept pulling on Toby, even when he cried, begging me to let him go, telling me I was hurting him, I kept on. I kept right on until Dad snapped at me. I remember what he said to me word for word. He was calm, Yazmin; he was so calm for a second that I forgot there was anything wrong. I remember Mom gargling, thinking it was a joke, wondering if she was making that noise to try and cheer Toby up. But mostly I remember Dad. ‘Okay, Spike, okay, listen to me. I want you to go to the side of the road and go to that payphone we passed, you see it, just down the road . . . Dial 911, okay? Everything’s going to be all right if you can do that. But do it now. Right now.’ 
 
      
 
    “I thought he was just angry at me for not going for the phone sooner. But when I got out of the car, I knew he’d lied to me. He knew he was trapped; Mom was dead; even poor Toby was trapped. Dad knew all that, but he knew I wasn’t trapped. He knew I could get the fuck out of there. And he must’ve heard the gas dripping into the engine, or guessed that something like that might be happening. Mom always was nagging him about that goddamn check engine light. I wasn’t halfway to the phone box when I heard the first flame. By the time I got back there, the whole car was on fire and my family was screaming. Toby’s screams were the worst of all. My name, over and over, begging me to help him. I tried, but it was too hot. So I called 911 and waited. I waited and waited and finally they came, but it was too late. The car was a blackened hull and my family was burnt to a crisp. When they brought Toby out, I remember asking one of the firemen to get his superhero mask. ‘He doesn’t like to go anywhere without it,’ I told them. I guess it must’ve burnt up in the fire.” 
 
      
 
    I down the rest of my beer, shocked at myself for speaking for so long. I’ve kept that story buried within myself for years. Yazmin is crying, I realize after a moment, sniffling and wiping her face with her sleeve. “Spike . . .” 
 
      
 
    I stand up. I can’t be with her right now. The pain is too present. “I never thought I’d have a family again,” I say. “But I guess I’ve got one now. All right, Yazmin. I won’t tell your dad about you. I’ll keep you safe.” 
 
      
 
    I go to the door, unwilling to look at her. A baby in her belly, a baby which might one day be the same age as Tony, which might live longer than Toby lived . . . A goddamn baby. 
 
      
 
    Yazmin follows me to the door, putting her hand on my shoulder before I can leave. “Thank you for sharing that with me,” she says. “I know it must’ve been hard.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s just the past,” I say, trying to laugh it off. “The past can’t hurt us.” 
 
      
 
    Neither of us say anything after that, because we both know it’s a lie. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Spike 
 
      
 
    I sit in my office with a glass of whiskey, staring at the blank computer screen and trying to imagine myself as a father. I try and imagine myself doing the stuff Dad used to do with me before he died, playing soccer and throwing the baseball around, smiling blandly and giving vague advice about being a good person. When I think of my dad, I get angry. I get so angry I wish I could turn back time and throttle him before letting him get behind the wheel of that car for his barbecue, which was so important it was worth our lives, apparently. I won’t put my kid at risk, not like Dad did. 
 
      
 
    There are men in the next room, but the mood is somber. Even from in here I can tell that. Nobody laughs or jokes. They drink whiskey slowly, glasses clinking quietly, and deal cards and talk in hushed whispers. Danny was popular around here, and they killed him. People aren’t happy about that. Too much bloodshed. I knock back the whiskey and pour myself another. I wonder if the kid’ll be a boy or a girl. A boy, I reckon. I wonder if he’ll have Yazmin’s blue eyes or my green eyes. I wonder if he’ll prefer books or bikes. I wonder if—I stop myself. I can’t get soft just because I knocked Yazmin up. I have to remember who I am. I have to remember my responsibility. 
 
      
 
    “We ought to kill every damn one of ’em!” Knuckles roars in the next room. “We ought to sneak up in the dead of night and slaughter ’em like animals. Why not? We’re stronger than those fucks. We’re tougher than ’em! I’m tired of this sneaking around shit!” 
 
      
 
    “The boss has a plan,” one of the men says quietly. 
 
      
 
    “Does he?” Knuckles snaps. “Right now, it doesn’t seem like it!” 
 
      
 
    I sigh, standing up. I don’t want to go out there and get on Knuckles’ case for talking about the boss like that, but that’s one of the downsides of being president. I have to discipline the men, even when I agree with them. I drain the whiskey and go to the door, putting on my boss face, forgetting about the news of life in the basement. 
 
      
 
    Knuckles is on his feet, standing near a small circular table, Justin sitting on one side and Alfred and Red-Eyes on the other. Kieran McCarthy, the man promoted to replace Danny after his death, is almost as big as Knuckles. He has shoulder-length black hair and a squinty stare. But he’s a solid man. Right now he watches Knuckles with a sideways smile on his face, as if he doesn’t know whether to be amused or confused. That’s something, at least. They haven’t all turned on me. 
 
      
 
    “Is there a problem?” I ask, causing the men to snap their gazes to me, the officers at the table and the men dotted around the room, all of them looking to me in surprise. I’ve been in the office since before they came in, so a lot of them had no clue I was in there. 
 
      
 
    Knuckles looks the most surprised, swallowing with a loud gulp and shaking his head. “There’s nothing wrong, boss,” he says quickly. “We’re just upset about Danny, is all.” 
 
      
 
    Knuckles is a big bastard, a scary bastard to some, but I can tell he’s scared as he waits to see what my reaction is going to be. He watches me the same way men watch wild dogs, waiting to see if they’ll attack, wary and careful. 
 
      
 
    I nod shortly. “We’re all upset about Danny,” I say. “He was a good kid. He didn’t deserve to go out like that.” 
 
      
 
    I return to the office, going to my desk. The clock seems loud today, ticking obnoxiously, each minute counting down to the officers’ meeting. Soon Knuckles and the rest of them will be looking to me for answers. They’ll expect me to have a plan, something to tear control away from the Scorpions. But even after disrupting their shipments and stealing their weapons and merchandise, these pricks still hit us more than we hit them. Maybe Knuckles is right. Maybe it’s time we go to war. 
 
      
 
    All too soon, it’s time for the meeting. I clear out the bar, making everybody leave except for a couple of pledges to serve drinks. I sit at the head of the table, Alfred to my left, Justin to my right, and then Knuckles, Red-Eyes, and Kieran spread around. I notice that Kieran sits up straight, adjusting his leather. This is a big moment for him, I guess. Later he’ll lie down with his girl and tell her about the big meeting he had, sitting there with the all-important president, the famous Spike Macklin who always knows what the fuck he’s doing. I almost laugh, before I remember where I am and stop myself. 
 
      
 
    I have to focus on the men, the club, even if all I can think about is a growing life that might give me a second chance at family. There’s a weight in my chest where there wasn’t one before, heavy, tugging me down. It’s a weight I haven’t felt since I was a kid, when I was concerned about staying out the extra half hour so my mom wouldn’t get worried, or when I told my friends to go on without me because I was babysitting Toby. It’s the weight of family, the knowledge that whatever I do now has effects beyond myself. And if there’s a measure of restriction in this feeling, there’s also a measure of comfort. I will have a family. I will mean something. I will experience love. But I can’t get soft. I won’t let myself. 
 
      
 
    “Boss?” Justin says. “Are you all right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I reply, realizing I’ve been staring off into space. I turn to the table. “We’re here to discuss any ideas we have about stopping the Scorpions from fucking us over every chance they get.” 
 
      
 
    “Firstly, boss,” Knuckles says, “I just wanna say sorry about before. I shouldn’t run my mouth off like that when there’s men about, I know. But what I said, I meant. I think we need to do something big. We need to do somethin’ the pricks can’t ignore. We need to take these assholes down. I’m tired of ’em killing our boys. And I know what you’re gonna say. They have more men than us. Fine, but we’ll have the—whatdycallit—the element of surprise.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the girl, though?” Alfred asks, and the weight in my chest gets that little bit heavier. “Has she told us all she knows? I’m guessing she has, since we haven’t done anything big this past week. So what now? We just going to let her stay down there, a permanent guest? Shouldn’t we use her in some way?” 
 
      
 
    Since it’s the old man who’s spoken, the men feel they can nod in agreement without risking anything from me. Red-Eyes twists his lips into a small smile, his eyes flickering around from one man to the other. “I’m sure all of us can agree that Yazmin Lafayette is a nice girl. Many of us have spoken to her when guarding her outside. But we can also all agree that Yazmin Lafayette is no good to us if she isn’t helping us against the Scorpions. Maybe in peacetime we can be kind and giving and all that, but this is wartime, and in wartime we have to be tough. I think we should use her as a hostage, tell Snake we have her and use her to make him back down.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm-mm,” the men mumble, all of them. 
 
      
 
    “Well said,” Alfred adds, voice gruff, his age seeming to add importance to the words. 
 
      
 
    They all turn to me, waiting for my response. A few hours ago I agreed with them—I wouldn’t have put Yazmin in danger, but telling the Scorpions about her had been my plan—but now, I get angry when they bring up the idea. I’ve shared with Yazmin now. I’ve opened up to Yazmin now. And Yazmin is carrying my child now. A man who allows his child to be bargained with is no man at all. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I say, keeping my voice level, unwavering. I have to stand strong on this. “We’re not doing that.” 
 
      
 
    They all turn to me like I’m crazy. I can see it in their eyes, looks that they’ll usually reserve for the more naïve pledges flitting across their faces. Part of me wants to roar at them, “Don’t look at me like that!” But that’d made me seem even crazier. I remember Sonny putting his hand on my shoulder and telling me that if a man could stay strong, no matter what, the men would respect him. Well, I’m staying strong when it comes to this. Yazmin is my woman now. She has my child in her belly. Already I’m discovering that that changes a man. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll go with Knuckles’ plan,” I say. “We’ll plan a raid on those pieces of shit. Justin, Alfred, Knuckles, I want the three of you to work out a plan. I want every damn thing accounted for, down to what color boots each man’ll be wearing on the night. This is going to be a military operation. Slick, clean.” 
 
      
 
    And when those Scorpion fucks are dead, I think but don’t say, we’ll have no reason to use Yazmin. She’ll be safe. 
 
      
 
    I stare down the men for a long time, waiting for them to nod. Kieran nods first, the new officer eager to not annoy the boss. Next, it’s Red-Eyes, because Red-Eyes can always be relied on to agree when there’s battle involved. Knuckles nods next, eyes turning inward as he thinks of the raid. Alfred says, “It’s time we had some fire in this place.” 
 
      
 
    “But are we sure?” Justin asks. “Is hitting them really the best idea?” 
 
      
 
    The men try and shout him down, but I wave them quiet. “Let him talk.” 
 
      
 
    Justin shifts awkwardly when all the men face him, but he doesn’t look away. “From a business perspective, what possible benefit is there in attacking their clubhouse, in slaughtering them all?” He’s speaking in an off, tight-lipped way, as though angry or frustrated for some reason. 
 
      
 
    “If they’re dead,” I explain slowly, “they can’t mess with our business anymore. That’s the business benefit, Justin.” I feel foolish having to explain something so simple. “Unless you’re planning on dating Snake, and this ruins your plans of romance, eh?” I try at a joke, hoping for Justin to laugh and diffuse the tension. A VP shouldn’t make himself look this stupid. 
 
      
 
    He laughs, after a pause. Even if the laugh sounds forced, it’s better than staring at me offering up bad ideas. “Of course,” he says, smiling vaguely. “It’s what I’ve always wanted. Sorry, lads, but you know me. I just had to be sure before we started in on the killing.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll tear these bastards to pieces!” Knuckles roars. “We’ll cut them from ear to ear—” 
 
      
 
    The door slams open and a man with red streaks across his cheek stumbles in, panting heavily. “Our club in town . . . Scorpions . . .” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck.” I growl, throwing on my leather, checking my gun holster. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” the men agree, doing the same. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like the killing will start sooner than you thought,” Alfred says, watching us go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Yazmin 
 
      
 
    I dream that I’m sitting with my ear pressed against the wall, listening to my mother on the telephone. I remember the feeling of the wall against my skin, cool in winter, getting colder the more I stayed that way. I remember thinking I should just go to bed, or read a book, or something, and I remember remaining where I was just in case . . . just in case it wasn’t one of her nurse colleagues she was talking with, or one of her boyfriends, just in case it was my father and they were talking about me. 
 
      
 
    In the dream she says, “We’ll surprise her. I’ll pretend I’m taking her to get new shoes—hers have holes in them, so it’s a believable lie—and then you’ll show up pretending to be the man who’s measuring her foot, and then, wham, we drop it on her right there. Then we’ll go to the fair and have the best time ever. It’ll be amazing.” 
 
      
 
    I wake up with a pit in my stomach, furious with Dad. Pacing around the room, I mutter, “You stole that from me, you deranged piece of shit. You stole that from me, you psychopathic murdering asshole!” I almost punch the wall, but something stops me. After a moment, I identify it as fear of hurting the baby. I used to dream of having a family and now, perhaps, I have a shot at one, but that doesn’t mean I can forgive Dad for what he did. 
 
      
 
    Dad isn’t just guilty of robbing me of my mother, I reflect as I pour myself a glass of water. He’s guilty of robbing me of my father, too. Before I met Snake, I could pretend my dad was some great man, a hero I just hadn’t met yet. Now, I can’t pretend. Now I have to face the truth. Mom’s dead, and Dad’s the devil. 
 
      
 
    I can’t bear the thought of bringing a child into a world which still has Dad in it. Dad, who killed Mom, who would kill my baby if he got the chance. I need him gone. I think of the naïve girl who thought he was going to be a father to her, and I hate her, I wish she was dead, I wish she had never been born. That woman can’t be a mother. A mother has to be fierce. A mother has to be a tigress. A mother has to have some fight in her. I grit my teeth, head aching, thinking of the bed of blood, thinking of Spike’s family, thinking how life isn’t fair. 
 
      
 
    “He has to die,” I whisper, hate filling my chest. “There’s no other option.” 
 
      
 
    I’m about to return to bed when the door busts open, Spike stumbling in with blood dripping down his face. His shirt is torn and flecked with red. 
 
      
 
    He stumbles to the table and drops into the seat, spitting blood onto the floor. “Fucking bastards,” he hisses. “Fucking Scorpion bastards.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” I go to the sink, opening the cupboard beneath it and looking for a first aid kit. I find one at the back behind some old cleaning supplies. Dusting it off, I join Spike at the table. 
 
      
 
    “They hit one of our clubs,” Spike says. “Hit it hard, with everything they had. They took down three of ours and gave me this.” He has a thin cut under his right eye. “You should see the other fella, though.” 
 
      
 
    “I can imagine,” I murmur. Growing up with a nurse as a mother, I learned a fair amount about patching up superficial cuts. Spike’s cut isn’t deep, just nasty-looking. I open the first aid kit and start cleaning it, dabbing it with rubbing alcohol. He winces. “Don’t be a baby,” I tell him. 
 
      
 
    “Snake,” Spike growls as I wipe away the blood. “Goddamn Snake. If ever there was a name suited to a man, there it is. Snake, that’s what he is. A slithering snake with slithering snake tactics. A coward.” 
 
      
 
    “He needs to be killed,” I say, voice ice-cold. I see surprise on Spike’s face, surprise that sweet little Yazmin could speak with this kind of fire, perhaps. But maybe I’m done being sweet little Yazmin. Sweet stupid little Yazmin who skips to her mother’s killer hoping for a daddy. “He needs to die, Spike. It’s that simple.” 
 
      
 
    I bandage the cut. Spike tears off his ragged shirt and sits there shirtless, watching me. “You seem different,” he says. “Angrier.” 
 
      
 
    “I woke up wanting to kill the man who’s half of me,” I say. “So maybe I’m a little angry, yeah. I keep thinking about the life inside of me, Spike, wondering what it’d be like to bring him or her into a world where Dad’s still at large. At any moment he could snatch our baby away. So I think it’s time I went back to him.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, what?” Spike’s on his feet, backing me up against the sink. “The fuck are you talking about now?” 
 
      
 
    “You heard me,” I say, staring up at me defiantly. “I’m sick and tired of letting other people decide my fate for me. I’ve been coasting for way too long. You wanted to use me as a bargaining chip but that was stupid. It’d never work. But if I go back voluntarily, pretend that I’ll marry some old creep, he’ll let his guard down and I’ll be able to gather some intel. I’ll wait for something big and then sneak out again, come to you. We can take him down together. And then . . .” I pause, wondering if I should go on. But I’m in too deep now. “And then it’ll be time for me and the baby to go out into the world, alone, to go and find our own path. I need to figure out her future. I’ve never been on my own. I’ve never had to stand on my own two feet. I’ve—” 
 
      
 
    “No,” he says. “Absolutely not.” 
 
      
 
    “You wanted to use me earlier!” I blurt, dancing away from him. 
 
      
 
    “That was different,” Spike says. He’s not moving his lips as much when he speaks, on account of the bandage under his eye. “That was before I knew you were pregnant, one, and two, that didn’t involve giving you to the man. That was about using you as bargaining power. What you’re suggesting . . . too many things could go wrong. The answer is no.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t recall asking for your permission!” I snap. “Stop telling me what to do! Oh, I forgot, I’m the big bad Spike’s prisoner, aren’t I? I’m just here to smile and look pretty and bounce up and down on your cock. Is that it? I bet you wish I would just shut up, don’t you? I bet you have that exact thought ten times a day. ‘I wish she would just shut up.’ I’m tired of just shutting up. I’m tired of having no say in how my life goes. I want Dad dead, do you understand me? Dead. And going back to him to get some intel is the best way to do that. Think about it. He has no idea where I’ve been. I’ll tell him I was in LA or something. I’ll tell him I’m back because it didn’t work out down there. I’ll be the daughter returning for her father’s help. He’ll love that. I’ll agree to whatever bullshit he says. And then, when I get something we can use to end him, I’ll pass it onto you.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Spike says, voice firm. He approaches me slowly. “That’s not happening.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t keep telling me what to do!” I snap, throwing my hands up. I move to the other side of the room but he follows. Soon he has me boxed in the corner, looking wild and sexy without a shirt on, blood flecking his skin here and there. The blood shouldn’t turn me on, but it does. This is the father of my child, this is a man who can protect us, this is a dangerous man—my mind fills with sentences like these until I’m almost deafened by them. I try to ignore them. “You don’t own me, Spike. I think you’ve forgotten that.” 
 
      
 
    Spike’s lower lip trembles. I can tell he’s getting angry. I can tell he’s trying to hold it back. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?” I stare up at him, unable to restrain my own anger. “You don’t like hearing the truth. Fine, I’ll tell you again. You. Don’t. Own. Me.” 
 
      
 
    “You expect me to let the mother of my child go to someone like Snake. You really expect me to do that.” His voice is full of disbelief. “What kind of idiot do you think I am? Do you really dream I’d let that happen, Yazmin? I lost a family once. I’m not losing one again.” 
 
      
 
    “Neither am I!” I shout, trying to push past him. He blocks me with one arm easily. “If we let Dad live, he’ll find our baby and hurt it. He took my family once. He’ll do it again. Your plan was stupid. It never would’ve worked. My plan will work.” 
 
      
 
    “After my family died, the president before me, a man called Sonny, took me in and trained me for the life. He taught me how to fight and shoot, but he also taught me how to think and lead. He taught me what it means for a man to have an objective and see it through to the end. He taught me what it means for a man to get shit done. And now you’re gonna stand there and pretend that you can take out the Scorpions but I’m a helpless child.” 
 
      
 
    I back away, going toward the bed. The room seems too small now, boxing me in. I look around it with fresh eyes, at the pile of paperbacks on the bedside table and the meager kitchen utensils arranged on a shelf above the small oven, the under-counter fridge and the small circular table. It looks like a prison. I find it difficult to believe I’ve been here for two months without once kicking up a fuss. Maybe it’s because before I was here willingly. I was here because I wanted to be. Now I want to leave and get my revenge. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve given you every chance to take my revenge for me,” I say. “Every time I’ve given you a piece of intel, I’ve given you a chance. I’ve sat in this room waiting for news of my father’s death, and when it didn’t come I thought, ‘Okay, maybe next time.’ But now, Spike, I have a baby to think about. It may be a tiny one-month-old little thing inside of me, but I still have to think about what’s best for it. Dad needs to die.” 
 
      
 
    “I just said I’ll handle it, didn’t it?” Spike approaches me. He’s so big, so intimidating. I remember how he looked that day in the forest, scary and handsome at the same time. “Didn’t I just fucking say that?” There’s some bite in his voice. I’m guessing he’s ashamed, as any man in his position would be. “We’re sorting out a plan.” 
 
      
 
    “I have a plan.” 
 
      
 
    He groans, shaking his head. “Goddamn, Yazmin. Why are you so eager to get yourself killed?” 
 
      
 
    “Why are you so eager to let my dad live?” I snap, stepping right up to him and staring into his eyes. “After everything he has done, you want to keep him alive. Why? What the hell’s the matter with you? What sort of President are you? What sort of man are you?” I stand on my tiptoes, my face right next to his, shouting at him. “Are you going to protect your girl and your kid, or not?” 
 
      
 
    “Step back, Yazmin,” Spike says quietly. 
 
      
 
    “No!” I fall forward, pushing up against him with my body. “You’re angry? Good. Get angry! I’m sick and tired of the Scorpions walking all over us! I’m sick and tired of my dad walking all over us, and all I can do is wait in here like some damsel in a fairytale, wondering when the big strong warrior men will return with news of a win. But it’s never news of a win, is it? You’ve failed, Spike. Every time, you’ve failed.” 
 
      
 
    “I said step back.” 
 
      
 
    “Or what?” 
 
      
 
    His hands dart up to my armpits. He lifts me up as easy as he’d lift up a bag of sugar and carries me to the bed. I kick out with my legs, hitting him in the shin, and smack his chest with his fists. He takes the blows as though they don’t exist, letting them bounce off him, and then drops me onto the bed. I land on the mattress and try to bounce back up, but he sits on my legs, pinning me, being careful not to cause me any pain. I try and pull my legs out, but he’s heavier than me, stronger. 
 
      
 
    “Get off of me!” I hiss. “This is ridiculous.” 
 
      
 
    “It is ridiculous,” he says. “I agree. But so is getting in my face and hitting me. So we’re gonna sit here until you calm down.” 
 
      
 
    I lash out with my hand. He catches it at the wrist, grabs my other hand, and pins them both above my head. I wriggle from side to side, struggling to get free, He holds me firmly in place, smiling down at me. “Don’t smile at me!” I’m trying to keep a hold on my anger, trying to fuel it, but dammit, it’s been too long since we’ve had sex, and sometimes anger can be turned into passion all too easily. 
 
      
 
    As I writhe beneath him, I can’t help but be aware of the muscular bulk of his body, of how utterly under his control I am. I don’t know what it says about me that the thing which frustrates me most can also make me horny. I try and lean up to headbutt him, but the angle of my arms stops me. In the end I just have to lie there, staring up at him, getting angrier and hornier by the second. 
 
      
 
    “You’re impossible,” I say. “You’re an impossible, ugly, evil, mean, disgusting, brutish, pathetic man.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow.” His smile grows wider. I feel my lips twitch in response. I try and stop them, but the smile keeps coming. “You really are a master of words, Yazmin.” 
 
      
 
    “Get off!” 
 
      
 
    He’s smiling from ear to ear now and so am I. I don’t mean to, but looking into his smiling face is just too much. I try to kill the smile, try to make it so I’m glaring at him instead, but our bodies are taking over. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” he says, his green eyes playful, his hair falling across his forehead in a way that makes him look unspeakably sexy. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not looking at you like anything.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re looking at me like you looked at me the first time we met.” He moves so that he’s lying atop me, propping himself up with his arms. I could knee him in the balls now and jump to my feet, but that’s not what I do. Instead, I split my legs so that his crotch is pressed against mine. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah? And how’s that?” I slide down the bed, pushing my pussy into his cock. He’s hard. I can feel it through his pants. I can feel my pussy getting wet, too. A week is a long time to go if you’ve been doing it every day before then. 
 
      
 
    “You know how.” He brings his face close to mine, his beard tickling my cheek. “Don’t play games with me, Yazmin.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it—” 
 
      
 
    When our lips touch, I find it difficult to remember why we were angry in the first place. It’s there, far back in my mind, but it’s so far back that it no longer seems worth thinking about, not now anyway. Our mouths open and our tongues meet, lashing together passionately. The feeling of his beard tickling me drives me crazy, makes me think about how manly he is, about how wild. The feeling of his lips against mine makes me feel close to him, much closer because we’ve spent a week largely apart. My body is hungry for him, starving, my nipples hard for wanting him to touch them, my clit tingling, my pussy soaked begging for his cock. As we kiss, I grind up and down against his jeans. 
 
      
 
    Then he breaks it off and jumps to his feet, staring down at me as he strips his clothes. “Get naked,” he says gruffly. 
 
      
 
    I love when he talks to me like that, as if the only thing in the world he desires is me, and he isn’t cautious or nervous about expressing it, not like other men. He knows what he wants and he takes it. I climb onto my knees and take off my shirt, and then sit back and take off my pants. This isn’t a sexy, slow stripping like I’ve seen in movies, where the stripping is being performed as part of the titillation. This is the stripping of two people who can’t wait another second to be naked together. 
 
      
 
    I break one of the clasps on my bra as I yank it free, but then we’re naked and none of that matters. Spike’s cock is a sight I’ll never get fully used to. It’s the hugest cock I’ve ever seen, ten inches or more, a vein running up one side, the end bulging. It’s scary and exciting at the same time. 
 
      
 
    “Bend over,” he says, his voice the low, dark tones of a man captivated by lust. 
 
      
 
    It’s so dirty, the idea of bending over and having him ram inside of me, especially after a week of abstinence. Part of me remembers the argument, but a larger part of me urges my body into a bent-over position, my shoulders laid flat against the bed as I stick my ass up in the air, exposing my pussy. 
 
      
 
    “Goddamn, Yazmin.” 
 
      
 
    He brings his hands to my ass cheeks. Usually he’d slide a finger inside of me, play with me until I come, but I can hear by his breathing that he’s lost himself to me. I can tell by the way his hand trembles as he slides it over my ass cheek that he’s completely absorbed by me. I sense his lust, replicating it within myself. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck me,” I whisper. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, his cock is splitting me apart. That’s what it always feels like, in the first few seconds—that his cock is tearing me in half. My pussy aches and throbs in pain, and then a rush of wetness and an opening for him brings a torrent of pleasure rushing around my body. I bite down on the sheets and push back so that he’s all the way inside of me, pushed right up to his balls, his hard length pressed against my sweet spot. We hold it like that for a while, and then we fuck like animals, his cock pounding over and over into that perfect spot, his balls swinging back and forth against my clit. I bounce up and down, working his cock, taking every piece of pleasure from it that I can. 
 
      
 
    Orgasms are never sudden, in my experience. There’s always at least a hint of one approaching. But the one that hits me less than a minute after Spike and I start fucking comes completely unexpectedly. One second I’m riding the pleasure, the heat warm and tingling inside of me. The next an explosion has sent shards of euphoria slicing all across my body, to my nipples and my clit and my toes, right into my head where the pleasure obliterates thinking. I turn into a creature of pleasure, nothing more. I hear myself screaming but that seems distant. I tilt my hips, positioning his cock for the best angle, my ass cheeks crushing into his abs. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, yes!” 
 
      
 
    Twenty seconds, thirty—fifty, one-hundred—a year, a century—the pleasure lengthens and consumes me. I close my eyes and see red. I listen to the sounds of Spike’s moaning. His cock brings more pleasure even when I think I’m spent. I twist and writhe and moan, my pussy fire-hot, my brain aching with the ecstasy. My hole goes tight at the end, so tight that Spike has to grunt and push harder to get back inside of me. He holds it then, deep within me, holding it so that fireworks of pleasure explode around the tip of him, their heat and light tingling my sweet spot, a thousand thousand nerves of pleasure sending a thousand thousand sensations of timelessness surging around me. 
 
      
 
    When it passes, I collapse onto the bed, able to bounce up and down for a couple of minutes before Spike is leaning over, hands in my hair, face pressed against my cheek, spending his own pleasure inside of me. 
 
      
 
    We roll aside as we have dozens of times before. After lying there for a minute or so, both of us panting heavily as his come pools between my thighs, I climb into his arms and we lie there, limbs entwined, listening to each other breathe. 
 
      
 
    He’s tired from the violence, so he falls asleep quickly, snoring lightly, wheezing through his nose. But I don’t fall asleep. Even if the pleasure was immense—and it always is immense—it doesn’t change my mind about what I need to do. Dad needs to be ended, and I need to decide who and what I want to be. I’m not going to be the passenger anymore. I’m going to be the driver. 
 
      
 
    I creep out of bed quietly, wincing at every creak, and then get dressed quickly in sweatpants and a sweater. When I pull on my sneakers, I watch Spike for any sign of waking up. I think he’d wake up if he was upstairs, sleeping in the clubhouse, but down here, with me, maybe he feels comfortable. Maybe he feels safe. That makes me feel rotten for leaving him like this. But if the alternative is to sit idly by while everybody else does the work for me, leaving is my only option. 
 
      
 
    And yet as I creep out of the bedroom door up the stairs—the door is unlocked and Spike has stopped placing guards, perhaps because he sees it as a waste of manpower—a familiar feeling of indecision hits me. Is this really the right thing, or am I making a terrible mistake? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Yazmin 
 
      
 
    The clubhouse is quiet except for a few noises coming from the bar, men clearing their throats, glasses clinking, chairs scraping. I creep out of the front door, head low, and walk down the road. I’m halfway down the road when I realize I’m heading toward Sunnyside and not the Scorpions’ clubhouse. The familiar indecision is chasing me this way, I think, the feeling which has been with me my whole life, never knowing what to do or who to be. The night is dark, the sky black with clouds, a few stars peeking out here and there. I walk under the shadow of the trees, invisible in the darkness, my heart pounding with the kind of anxiety you can only feel after being trapped mostly indoors for months. 
 
      
 
    Outside is big, so open. To my left are the woods, thick tangles of shadowed leaves and trees and vines. To my right is the road, and beyond that more woods. The road, as I’m walking on it right now, has no beginning and no end. My legs ache nicely with the feeling of walking. The running machine makes my legs ache, too, but this is a different type of ache, an outdoor ache, an ache that only comes with actually getting somewhere. I think of Spike back in the basement room, sleeping peacefully. I wonder if he’ll hate me for this. He might. He might wake up and decide that I’m just another bitch, as some bikers like to say, just another bitch who abandoned him. Or maybe he’ll wake up determined to get me back. I hope not. I hope he has the good sense to wait for me to get some information. 
 
      
 
    But if I’m really going for information I should turn around and head to the Scorpions’ clubhouse. Even if I know this to be true, my legs continue to carry me toward town. A few cars drive down the winding road, but I’m deep in the darkness, hidden even from their headlights. 
 
      
 
    After walking for an indeterminate amount of time—it’s difficult to tell in the deep night—the town of Sunnyside rises out of the darkness. It’s a small town, home to around two-thousand people, set in a small valley. The church is by far the tallest building, a spire which reaches toward the heavens. Spike, I think. Spike. The town hall is the second largest, a colonial-style building with pillars and a big wide entrance. The superstore, a monstrous building which watches over all the others like a suspicious older brother, is the largest by far. Otherwise the buildings are red-bricked and two-story, most of them huddling around Main Street, others, like the school, dotted on the outer rim. I cross over onto the pedestrian path which leads down the small grassy hill to the town entrance, a wooden archway with carved words reading Welcome to Sunnyside, Where Smiles Are Free! 
 
      
 
    There are few lights on, I see as I approach the town. The town hall clock tells me that it’s almost midnight. My throat is dry and my legs ache. I walk past a diner which is still open, an old lady wearing a white apron wiping down the tables, her hair bunched up in a net, singing silently under her breath. I want to go in there and get a coffee, sit for a while and try to ponder this situation out. But I have no money. I walk on. 
 
      
 
    I go to the town hall and sit under the eaves, knees huddled to my chin, feeling like a kid again. I would often do things like this as a kid, just wander off and sit somewhere, thinking and trying not to think. I had lots of time because Mom was always working doubles and triples. Mom. The bed of blood . . . I try not to cry but the tears come anyway, sliding down my cheeks, into my mouth, salty and bitter. I cough them away when the five-dollar bill flutters in the wind into my line of sight, hovering for a split second before gusting away. 
 
      
 
    I’m on my feet, chasing it. 
 
      
 
    I really do feel like a kid now as I dart down the street, eyes locked on the five-dollar bill. I duck into the park where the five-dollar bill is whisked beneath the swing set. As I pick it up, I wonder if I might just be a little bit mad. Then I turn back and head toward the diner. The old lady smiles kindly at me when the bell above the door rings. Apart from me and her, the place is empty. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, dearie,” she says. “What can I get for you?” 
 
      
 
    I look at the price board. “Just a coffee, please.” 
 
      
 
    I sit down in the corner, away from the street windows, nursing my coffee. I keep trying to work out what I’m going to do with myself, with my life. I want to strike out on my own, prove to myself and to the world that I can make it by myself, prove to everybody that I don’t have to be the person constantly leaning on others. But at the same time I know that I’m falling for Spike. Maybe ‘falling for’ is the wrong way to think about it. Maybe ‘I’ve already fallen for Spike’ is more accurate. 
 
      
 
    I try and picture my life without him, try and see myself alone with our child, or living separately but still seeing him from time to time, and my chest aches with longing. I want to strike out on my own, and I want to be with Spike. I want to defy Spike and return to Dad, and I want to listen to him and stay with him. I want to kill Dad, take my revenge, and I want to run. I want, I want, I want . . . but the more I go around and around my head, the clearer it becomes that I want several different things, most of which contradict each other. 
 
      
 
    Nobody ever said the human mind was simple. 
 
      
 
    I drink down half of my coffee in one gulp, realizing I’ve let it cool. The caffeine whirs around my body, waking me up. I drink the second half and then gesture over to the old lady, who’s sitting behind the counter reading a paperback. She tucks the paperback into her apron when she comes over. When she’s close, I see that it’s the same one I’ve been reading, the one about Nicholas Appleyard and Nancy Smithson. 
 
      
 
    “How’re you finding it?” I ask her, gesturing at the book. 
 
      
 
    Her face lights up, years shedding like a snake’s skin. “Oh, it’s just brilliant! Have you read it?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m reading it.” I nod. “What part are you at?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, well . . .” She leans in as though we are conspirators. “He’s just found out that she’s pregnant, you see, and it’s causing a ruckus because, well, you know, it was a different time.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” I nod again. “Yeah, it was. I bet Nancy’s going to get the brunt of it, too. I bet she’ll be called whore, or maybe it’d be harlot. And all the men will sit around talking about what needs to be done with her, and Nancy will end up old and alone with nobody who cares about her because men decided it needed to be that way—” I catch myself, cutting the rant short. “Sorry. Another coffee, please.” 
 
      
 
    She looks at me like she’s not sure if I need another coffee, and then pours it anyway. I lay my head in my hands, reasoning with myself. I want to be with Spike; I want to fall in love with him, or fall even more in love with him; but I also want to feel like I have a measure of independence. Well, surely those two desires aren’t mutually exclusive. Surely it would be possible to make something of myself while also having a family with Spike. And, really, if I just up and left Spike, fled California and went east, maybe, surely, I would be doing to my child exactly what Mom and Dad did to me, leaving him or her without a father, leaving him or her to always wonder if they were ever truly loved. 
 
      
 
    Okay, so I want to be with Spike. But that doesn’t solve the problem of Dad. 
 
      
 
    I finish the coffee and leave the diner, heading toward the superstore without thinking about it. Dad is a problem I can’t ignore. The idea of bringing life into a world in which Dad is still around, still causing pain, still creating beds of blood, is too much for me to handle. Dad is a wild dog who needs to be put down. Dad is a rabid dog who’s causing too many problems. Dad is a waste of skin, and I hate him. 
 
      
 
    “I hate him,” I whisper, clenching my fist. 
 
      
 
    The superstore is open twenty-four hours. I walk around the bright-lit aisles, ending up at the baby clothes section. The newborn clothes are unbelievably small, not much bigger than my hand. I lay one hand on my belly and hold the clothes to the light with the other. It’s difficult to believe that a life, a real heart-thumping life, is going to fit inside these tiny clothes. A swelling of maternal instinct rises in my breast, a strong desire to keep this child safe, to make sure the world this child lives in is a world without snakes. 
 
      
 
    In the parking lot, I use the last of my change on the payphone, dialing the Scorpions’ compound number. 
 
      
 
    It’s Dad who answers. 
 
      
 
    “What?” he barks. 
 
      
 
    “It’s me, Daddy,” I say, twisting my voice so that I sound like a scared daughter. “I need your help. I’m in Sunnyside, at the superstore.” 
 
      
 
    “So you come crawling back,” he says. “Women. You’re weak, just like your mother. Wait there.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Spike 
 
      
 
    I bury my face in Yazmin’s hair, drawing in the scent of her. I know am I still asleep, or at least in that half-sleep state that feels like sleep. Vaguely, I see myself flying over Sunnyside, the type of dream I haven’t had since I was a kid and I was flying over the world, before Mom and Dad and Toby. I wrap my arms around her and bring her closer to me. She smells like shampoo and soap; she smells like lust; she smells like sex; and she feels like . . . she feels like a pillow. And as I rise out of sleep, I realize the smell is more like clean sheets than clean hair. The sweat is clinging to the pillow. I would laugh if I wasn’t panicking like mad. I’m hugging a fucking pillow. 
 
      
 
    I sit up, looking around the room, wondering if she’s in the bathroom. I charge in there, kicking the door almost off its hinges, but it’s empty. I run around the basement room, checking absurd places like behind the fridge. For a few sleepy minutes it’s like we’re playing a game of hide and seek. That’s what it feels like to me, anyway. But then the hard truth hits home. She’s gone. She’s left me. She’s left me to go to the Scorpions’ compound. I sit down on the chair, belly twisting in anxiety. She could be dead right now. She could be strung up in the clubhouse. She could be being tortured by the weasel-looking freak. 
 
      
 
    I feel sick. I try and laugh it off. I’m not some lovestruck man who’s about to puke because his woman has gone AWOL. I think about all the times in the army when shit went dark, all the bloody shit I witnessed. Images of torn limbs and bloody fatigues come into my mind. But it doesn’t matter. I feel sick and there’s nothing to do but run into the toilet and kneel at the bowl. In the end, I’m not sick. I manage to swallow it down. But the shock of it hits me hard. I care about Yazmin so damn much that it almost made me sick. 
 
      
 
    As I stand up, getting a grip of myself, I wonder if I love her. It has never occurred to me to wonder this before. I never dreamed that a man like me could fall in love. But what other word is there for this feeling? It’s like a piece of me has been wrenched away. I go into the basement and pull on my pants, and then go up into the clubhouse. I don’t want to tell the men that Yazmin’s gone, not yet, not if I can help it. After Danny and last night, they’re all freaking out as it is. The Scorpions are raiding us over and over and our one bargaining chip—that’s how they see her, I can’t deny that—has just fled the clubhouse. 
 
      
 
    But my choice is robbed of me when I run into Justin, crossing from the dormitory wing to the bar. “Something wrong?” he asks, tilting his head at me. I guess I must look pretty frantic for my VP to look at me like that. 
 
      
 
    “You got a cigarette?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    Together we go outside. I lead him around the clubhouse, away from the main entrance, standing shirtless in the morning sun. I rarely smoke to relieve stress. In the army, men used to do that all the time, smoke ten cigarettes after a firefight to get over the shock of almost dying. But in civilian life—or outlaw life, depending on how you look at it—I usually smoke only for pleasure. But now, as I inhale the smoke, sucking it into my lungs, I know I’m smoking because I’m scared shitless. My woman, my kid . . . dammit, my woman, my kid! 
 
      
 
    “She’s gone, hasn’t she?” Justin says. 
 
      
 
    “How did you know?” I snap, way too intense. I need to calm down. I flick away the cigarette stub and take another, lighting it with a match against my thumb. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know.” He sounds defensive. Something has been off with him for a while, I reflect. Defensive, shifty. Or maybe that’s just my mood. “You just seem . . . you’re not wearing a shirt, boss.” 
 
      
 
    I look down at my bare torso. “All right, then. Yeah, she’s gone missing. She ran out on me and she might be at the Scorpions’ clubhouse. She had this mad plan . . .” I tell him about her plan to get more information for us to use. 
 
      
 
    Justin’s face tightens. “That doesn’t seem like a very good plan,” he says. “What if Snake knows she’s been with us?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly!” I blurt. “That’s my goddamn point. I told her, man. I fucking told her.” 
 
      
 
    “So what’s the plan?” Justin asks. 
 
      
 
    “We need to raid the clubhouse, like Knuckles suggested. And we need to do it soon. Tonight. We’re going to go in there and we’re going to kill every goddamn one of them. We’re going to string Snake up like the fucking weasel he is. But if he’s laid a single finger on Yazmin, we’re going to make him eat his fingers first.” 
 
      
 
    Justin is backing away from me, looking scared shitless. 
 
      
 
    “Get the men,” I say. “I’m gonna get my leathers, and then we’re gonna have an officers’ meeting.” 
 
      
 
    “Boss.” Justin lingers, moistening his lips with his tongue. “I . . . uh . . . do you really think a raid is a good idea? Don’t you think enough of our men have died already?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re raiding,” I say. “And as my VP I reckon you ought to be focused on how to get it done, not second-guessing me every damn step of the way. What’s gotten into you, Justin? These past few months—hell, this past year, even—you’ve been second-guessing every decision I make.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know if that’s fair, Spike,” Justin says quietly. “I just . . .” That strange look flits across his face. He sighs. “I just want what’s best for the club.” 
 
      
 
    He leaves before I can say anything else. 
 
      
 
    I go into the bar, heading for my office, my mind full of dark thoughts. I keep thinking of the smoldering husk the car became by the time the fire truck and the ambulance arrived. I keep thinking about the charred bodies they were pulling out, only now it’s not Toby or Mom or Dad I see. It’s Yazmin, burned to a crisp, staring up at me with hollow eyes and silently asking me why I didn’t save her. A pit opens in my belly. I reckon the world is a twisted place when you can be sore from sex with a woman and not know if she’s gonna live or die at the same time. 
 
      
 
    I’m at my office door when Georgia Castle, the cleaner, approaches me. “I’ve heard the news,” she whispers. She’s been with us a long time. She’s a hard, strong woman, the sort of woman who doesn’t take shit from any of the guys. “Yazmin has gone.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. Do you think I forgot that on my way in here—” I catch myself, clenching my jaw. I need to calm down. A president shouldn’t act like this, even if his world is crumbling apart. “Sorry. I know you two were—are—friends.” 
 
      
 
    “I know it’s silly,” she says. “But I think she might be my best friend. We have such a nice time talking together, you know. I think given the proper time, we could get, uh, really close.” She fidgets awkwardly in the way a person does when they want to say something but don’t know how to open up. In the end, her face turns solid, her eyes narrow. “Save her,” she says, voice steady. “Save her, Spike.” 
 
      
 
    I pat the woman on the shoulder. “If I don’t, you’ll never see me again. That’s a promise.” 
 
      
 
    Before she can ask what that means, and before I have to think about what I mean, I go into my office and close the door behind me. I take the Desert Eagle handgun from my desk drawer in parts, shiny metallic parts. I remember being pinned down by five men in some dusty stone hovel overseas, my rifle malfunctioning, my only weapon the Eagle I won from an officer in cards. Five men, five holes the size of two fists in their chests, and one man walked out of the hovel that day. 
 
      
 
    I assemble the Eagle, trying to turn my mind away from images of Yazmin. But I love her; I must love her; I have to love her. I can’t feel this way about her and not believe that it’s love. I’ve gotten so used to knowing where she is, to her being down there, waiting for me every night. I’ve gotten so used being able to go downstairs and see her anytime I like. 
 
      
 
    When the Eagle is assembled I go to the wardrobe and take out some jeans, a shirt, and my leather. I’ve just put on my boots when I go into the bar to find it empty, devoid of men. I stomp through the clubhouse, shouting for everybody, but there’s no response. I find Justin outside, saddling his bike. 
 
      
 
    “The fuck’s going on?” I snap. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, boss.” He looks like a dreamy teenager for a second. “I thought you were out, getting the men.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
      
 
    “Lots of different places. Warehouses, clubs—” 
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” There must be some acid in my voice ’cause Justin has frozen and he’s looking at me like I’m about to go crazy. “I said, where are you going?” I take a step forward. 
 
      
 
    “I was gonna go into town and make sure they come back quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “Just call them. Fuck it. I’ll do it. Come on.” I wave him after me. We both go into the bar and I take out my cell and begin rounding the men up, telling them to call their soldiers, telling them there’s a meeting and that at the end of it there will be blood. 
 
      
 
    When all the men are on their way back, I turn to Justin, who the whole time has been sitting there scratching at the table like a kid waiting in the principal’s office. “What’s going on with you?” I say. “And don’t give me some horseshit answer. I’m not in the mood.” 
 
      
 
    He nods shortly. “Mom’s cancer is back, but it’s worse, much worse. The doctor says she might die within the year.” He is dead-eyed as he says this, like a man who can’t face the reality of what he’s saying. “Maybe that’s why I’ve been off. Maybe that’s why I don’t want to charge headlong into the battle, boss. I need to be around for her.” 
 
      
 
    “That fuckin’ sucks.” I lean forward, rubbing the bridge of my nose. Sometimes I think the world is a scarred wasteland with only one or two good things happening amidst a sea of pain. “Hang back during the raid. You don’t need to charge headlong. You’re the VP.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, if there’s going to be a raid, I should be there. I was just giving you an explanation.” 
 
      
 
    I shrug. Knuckles is walking through the door, a crooked smile on his face. “All right, then,” I say. 
 
      
 
    Soon all the officers are sitting around my desk, our soldiers in the bar. The men talk in hushed whispers just as men did in the army before battle, making light of what they were about to do and what was about to be done to them. 
 
      
 
    “So,” Knuckles said. “Is it that time, boss? Is it time for war?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s time for war,” I tell him. “It’s time we ruined these Scorpion fucks once and for all. They’ve ruined our businesses, but more importantly they’ve killed men, good men. And they’ve taken my woman. I want to tell you something, lads, ’cause I think you ought to know what your boss is fighting for today. Yazmin is pregnant with my child. That’s what’s at stake for me. There are different things at stake for all of you. Men you knew, men you cared about, your wives and kids who you don’t want living in a town run by a sadistic weasel like Snake. I want you to remember your reasons today, ’cause it might get dark.” 
 
      
 
    Knuckles clicks his neck from side to side. Alfred makes a croaking, growling noise. Red-Eyes grins. Kieran McCarthy nods in a businesslike way. And Justin Herveux looks like he might finally have some fight in him. 
 
      
 
    I thump the table with my fist. “But first we need a plan.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Yazmin 
 
      
 
    I sit in my old bedroom on the edge of the bed, staring down at my feet wriggling my toes and wondering what the hell I’m doing here. Nobody has said anything to me since Dad brought me back. Even when he picked me up from the superstore he didn’t say anything. He just pulled up in his car, shoved the passenger seat door open, and nodded gruffly for me to get in. I remember wanting to run away, thinking this had been a mistake when I saw his weasel’s face sneering at me. But my feet carried me to the car, climbing in almost without my volition. Something about him seemed unusual, like he was more confident than normal. 
 
      
 
    I go to the door again, even if I know it’s pointless. I’m right. It’s locked. I shove into it but it feels deadlocked. Maybe it’s bolted from the other side. I go into the bathroom and splash water on my face. Even though it was my choice to come back here, and even though I’m back here for a purpose, I can’t help but wonder what’s going to happen to me. My plan was to spin Dad a tale about LA and needing him, but I can’t spin a tale if he isn’t talking to me. Even now, he could be planning some gruesome murder for me. I return to the bedroom, looking at the bed I slept in for months and trying not to see it soaked through with blood. 
 
      
 
    After a while, a knock sounds at the door. I’m tired, eyes heavy. I only got a couple of hours sleep last night. I drag myself to the door, but before I open it I compose myself, plastering a smile to my face, making myself bubbly. Men are susceptible to this kind of thing, I know. There are certain types of men in this world who will never look past the smiling face of a woman, and so I can use my face as a tool. I can trick them. I can make them believe in me. 
 
      
 
    “Who is it?” I ask, voice chirpy. 
 
      
 
    “It’s Christopher,” he says. If my voice is chirpy, his is old and crooked and lecherous. It’s the type of voice I imagine being aimed at young women in bars by creepy older men. “I’m coming in.” 
 
      
 
    I have no choice but to step back as the door swings open. I step back all the way to the bed, but I don’t sit down. That might give him the idea to sit down with me. I don’t think Dad would let him just attack me. I was here for months and he didn’t let that happen. But perhaps things have changed. Perhaps Christopher has been given permission to do anything he likes with me. I resist the urge to clench my fist. I have to remain nice and bright and flirty. I have to make myself into a man’s idea of what a woman like me should be. 
 
      
 
    Christopher Michaels is every bit as decrepit as I remember him. He walks into the room with a weary gait holding a tray of breakfast. He places the tray down on the bedside table—toast, beans, bacon, orange juice—and then turns to me. He’s wearing a suit and a tie with a snot-colored hanky sticking out of the pocket. He smooths down his hair and flashes a smile with too much gum. “It’s wonderful to have you back,” he says. “Just wonderful.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, thank you,” I say, already struggling to maintain my performance. 
 
      
 
    We’re standing a few feet apart, me closest to the door. I could make a dash to it, but for what purpose? He would only catch up to me. “Just wonderful,” he repeats. He steps forward so that the scent of him poisons the air around me. He smells like an old people’s home, like hard candy and bleach, like soiled underwear and impending death. “I wonder if you’d like to come to bed with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh . . .” I take a step back, but he just steps forward, closing the distance. Did he really just say that? “Not right now . . .” 
 
      
 
    “But there’s a possibility? Is that what you’re saying? All I’ll say is this. You might want to get used to the idea of being with me. Because one day, and one day soon, you might not have a choice. I don’t want it to be like that. I want you to want to be with me. But if I have to take you hard.” His face goes as hard as his words. “I will take you hard. Do you understand me?” He smiles again. “How about a smile? You look so much prettier when you smile.” 
 
      
 
    The last thing my face muscles want to do is smile, but somehow I manage to contort them into the right shape. 
 
      
 
    “Good girl. Now eat your breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    He leaves the room, locking the door behind him. As soon as I hear the click of the lock, I run around the room, scrubbing myself with my fingernails. He always makes me feel like a bucket of maggots has just been tipped over my head. Then I go to the bedside table and look down at my breakfast. I don’t know much about being pregnant. All I know for sure is that one second I’m looking at the beans and the next I’m on my knees in the bathroom, retching into the bowl. I wipe my mouth and gargle mouthwash and then wolf down the bacon and toast, doing my best to ignore the beans. 
 
      
 
    When I’m done, I go to the window and look out at the woods through the bars. A few cars drive down the winding road, but mostly there’s just the woods and the concrete. I don’t want Spike to come here since I still have work to do, but at the same time I can’t help but wonder where he is, what he’s doing, how he’s taking my absence. I hope he isn’t going too crazy about it. 
 
      
 
    For the next hour and a half I’m left to sit in my room with nothing to do but stare at the wall and let my anxiety eat me from the inside out. Then another knock comes at the door. I don’t say “come in,” since the door is swinging open before I’m even on my feet. I realize my hand is on my belly, protecting the tiny life in there, so I let it fall away just in case they guess something. I can’t let them know I’m pregnant. Dad will use it against me. I know he will. I know what type of monster he is. 
 
      
 
    One of the men steps in. I think his name’s Rust, but I can’t properly remember. He’s got sandy hair and is missing an eye, the place where it used to be now a jagged gash. “Boss wants to see you,” he says. Then, just to make sure I’ve gotten the message, he grabs me by the elbow and yanks me down the hallway. 
 
      
 
    “I can walk, you know!” I snap, trying to tug my arm away. 
 
      
 
    “Got orders, miss.” He pulls me along with him, leaving me no choice but to quicken my pace. 
 
      
 
    The bar is full of men, around fifty of them, squeezed around the tables drinking and playing cards. It’s alive with sound, too. At least it is until I walk into the room. Then everything turns as quiet as a cemetery, the only sounds wind-like whispers, one hundred eyes staring at me, judging me, hating me. Some of them are full of lustful hunger and others are full of plain old sadism. I know that if Dad gave the order, these men would tear me apart. I swallow, so nervous part of me wishes I could turn back time and return to the superstore, call Spike instead of Dad. But I’m here now, and I have to play the game. If Spike is ever going to kill Dad, he’s going to need my help. 
 
      
 
    Rust shoves me toward Dad’s office door and then steps away, watching me. For once I actually want to be in Dad’s office. Anything beats standing out here with those men sizing me up like they’re butchers and I’m a piece of meat. I walk into Dad’s office, telling myself I need to be composed, telling myself it’s time to play the lost lonely daughter who needs her daddy’s help. Does the idea make me sick? Sure it does. But sometimes feeling sick is the price that needs to be paid. 
 
      
 
    Dad is sitting behind his desk with his back to me like some kind of movie villain. When he swivels the chair around I half expect there to be a cat in his lap. But he’s holding nothing except his cellphone, which is pressed against his ear. He doesn’t acknowledge me so I stay standing, hoping to play on his desire for control. 
 
      
 
    “Really? That’s interesting, very interesting. Yes, yes, well of course you’ll tell me, won’t you? If you don’t tell me—I will threaten you if I feel that it’s necessary. I’ll also have one of my guys take a trip to the hospital if I think it’s necessary. Yes, I thought so. Fine. Keep me posted about any changes.” 
 
      
 
    Dad hangs up and gestures to the chair opposite him. I sit down, making sure to smile at him as if I adore him, as if he is just the man I have been waiting and praying to see. 
 
      
 
    “Cut the shit.” He squints at me, lips trembling. “You were always a dumb cunt, weren’t you?” He hacks out a coughing laugh. “A dumb cunt gave birth to a dumb cunt, and here she is. Listen to me, you stupid girl, I want you to stop this performance horseshit and tell the truth. You’ve been with the Vipers, sucking on their president’s cock and letting him spunk in your hole. In fact, you’ve let him spunk in your hole so many times that now you’ve got a whelp on the way—” He holds a finger up when I try to interject. “Interrupt me and I’ll cut out your dick-slurping tongue. Slut.” 
 
      
 
    I close my mouth and sit back, wondering how the plan is crashing down so soon. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” he says. “Now listen to me. My man Justin has just been on the phone with me telling me everything. About you staying in the basement, about you feeding them information … oh, yes, I know all about that. I had no idea how they were jumping us at every turn. I guess Justin wasn’t involved in your private meetings, was he? Just you and Spike, rutting like dogs. Here’s the thing . . .” He leans forward, watching me closely. “I have no love for you. I think you know that. You’re an idiot for coming here in the first place, a desperate whore. But once word gets around that the Vipers’ president fucked and impregnated my goddamn daughter, how do you think that’s gonna make me look? Don’t you dare answer! Don’t you know what a rhetorical question is, stupid bitch? 
 
      
 
    “So now I’m going to have to kill Spike. It’s the only thing for me to do.” 
 
      
 
    I remember Justin, Spike’s VP, the one whose mom has cancer. Justin, playing Spike the whole time. This changes everything. I can’t play the Scorpions now. I’m foiled before I’ve even begun. I open my mouth with the hopes of salvaging the situation, but then I remember his threat. I have no doubt that he’ll follow through with it. 
 
      
 
    “I need to kill him, yes, but don’t think that means I care one whit about you. It’s about respect. And, anyway, my man has given me some interesting information. The Vipers are going to raid us tonight. They’re going to come to my castle and try to knock it down. Ha!” He looks even uglier when he smiles. “I’m going to cut off Spike’s head and serve it to you on a plate. When the dust has settled, we’ll deal with that little spawn of yours. We can’t have half of Spike running around the place. Then it’ll be your time to marry Christopher, I think. That or die.” 
 
      
 
    He waves a hand at the door. “Go back to your room, whore. Wait for the shooting to start.” 
 
      
 
    I leave the office, feeling numb and foolish. Rust grabs me by the elbow and drags me back through the bar toward the bedrooms. I was going to play them. I was going to play them all. I was going to smile and look pretty and put on the best performance of my lifetime. But now it’s all gone down the toilet. Justin, Spike’s second-in-command, Spike’s friend, a traitor . . . And Spike’s coming after me. He doesn’t know they’ll be ready for him. He thinks he has the benefit of surprise. When Rust shoves me back in my room and slams the door, I pace for what feels like a day. I pace and pace and try to think of a way to get word to Spike. They’re going to kill him. I touch my belly, stroking my baby. They’re going to kill his father. 
 
      
 
    I sit on the bed and stare at the wall, chewing my lip until it begins to throb. I keep telling myself that Dad has known all along about Spike, that Dad has known all along about what the Vipers have been doing, but I find it difficult to believe. I can’t believe that the father of my baby is going to die today. I just can’t. I need to warn him. 
 
      
 
    I go to the window and study the bars. Maybe if I could break the glass, I could . . . But the bars are set too close together, even for me. I’d hurt myself if I tried to squeeze through. I walk around the bedroom, trying to think of a plan. Maybe I could break down the door and . . . And what? Charge into the hallway where Dad has obviously placed a guard, fight him to the death, and then sprint to the Vipers’ clubhouse, outrunning several dozen bikes? 
 
      
 
    There has to be some way. I look around the room. A bed, two bedside tables, a wardrobe, some dresser drawers. 
 
      
 
    I root through them madly, tossing clothes onto the floor, spilling out the contents of the bedside table. When I find the sheaf of A4 paper, I feel like I’m making progress. I go into the bathroom and open the mirror cupboards, but there’s nothing in there I can use. I dig to the bottom of the wardrobe, but there’s nothing. I search the bedside table at least ten times, but I can’t find a pen. I think about using my own blood, but that’s the type of thing that only works in movies. I’d end up smearing useless red patterns onto the paper. I find a box of toothpicks in the bedside table, buried right at the bottom. 
 
      
 
    Holding the toothpicks in one hand and the paper in the other, I walk up and down the room, willing my brain to come up with an idea. I need ink, dark ink, ink that will be visible from outside. An idea hits me. It seems stupid but right now I’m all up for stupid ideas. Any ideas are better than nothing. I return to the bathroom and look at the shower. G was good about cleaning the shower, but Dad’s men are not. The grooves between the tiles and along the rim of the floor are covered in fine layers of grime. I empty the toothbrushes from their cup, collect some grime, collect some toothpaste, and mix it all together with the bottom of the toothbrush. 
 
      
 
    My fingernails are crusted black by the time I’m finished. It’s worth it, though. When I dab the toothpick into the cup and bring it to the paper, I’m able to write out a crude message, the words jagged, but words all the same. I write: They Know You’re Coming. Stay Away. Then I place it on the bed and wait for the “ink” to dry. I wait for a long time, not waiting to smear it against the glass. When it’s done, I kneel down next to the window and press the piece of paper to it, knowing that it’s going to hurt my arm but having no other option. 
 
      
 
    I turn on the lamps in the room when it gets dark so that the sign will be visible. My shoulder is already throbbing with the effort, my forearm aching, but I can’t let it go. I can’t let Spike get hurt. Holding a piece of paper shouldn’t be this hard, but I’m exhausted. All I want is sleep. 
 
      
 
    I knew a girl once who grew up without a father and it really screwed her up. It screwed her up so badly that when she finally found her father, she went to him even though he was an evil psychopath who killed her mother. It screwed her up so bad she forgot who she was for almost a year. I won’t let that happen to my kid, ever. 
 
      
 
    Night comes and I change my arm. I can only hope Spike sees it in time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Spike 
 
      
 
    As the sun sets, my men surround the compound, hiding in the woods and watching and waiting. From the number of bikes in the parking lot, we know there’s at least forty or so men in there, which is around the same number of men we have. I’ve posted scouts at our rear to watch for dogwalkers and lovers out on a stroll, as well as watching for the off-chance that some Scorpion come walking by. If there’s anything I learned in the army, it was always to watch your back. 
 
      
 
    I stand with Justin, watching the windows of the dormitory wing. I remember creeping across to there what feels like a hundred years ago, spying into the window and seeing nothing but the finest piece of ass I’ve ever laid my eyes on. It’s mad how life can switch up so quickly. She was the finest piece of ass and now she’s the mother of my child, the love of my life, somebody I can’t stand the idea of living without. Life can be damn strange like that. 
 
      
 
    I’m watching the window and loading my weapon at the same time. It’s nine o’clock. In two hours we’ll hit them, and hit them hard. We’ll wait for them to get drunk and sleepy and then storm in there with all the sudden violence of an air bombing. I’ll kill every man who stands between me and Yazmin. I’ll never stop. I’ll never give up. I’ll kill and kill and kill until each one of the bastards is dead. I’ll— 
 
      
 
    “I still don’t think this is a good idea,” Justin says, shifting from foot to foot. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve said that.” I’m getting goddamn tired of his grumbling, but there are men all around us and having them see the president and the VP at each other’s throat hours before a raid ain’t a good idea. “Your opinion is noted.” 
 
      
 
    Justin sighs. “Come on, Spike. Doesn’t this seem like a bad—” 
 
      
 
    “Is there something you wanna say to me?” I lead him away from the men with a nod, standing out of their hearing beneath a massive tree. “What is it, man? What is this shit? If you’re scared, stay at the back like I told you. But don’t start questioning my decisions where the men can hear you. The fuck’s wrong with you?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want anymore of our men dead, is all.” 
 
      
 
    “This will work. It’s time. It’s past time. Knuckles was right.” 
 
      
 
    “If he was right, why didn’t you agree right away? The only reason you’re agreeing now is because your girl’s at risk.” 
 
      
 
    “So what?” I snap. “She’s carrying my fuckin’ kid. I didn’t expect to get shit from you about caring about family.” I’m about to go on when I see something strange in Yazmin’s window: what looks like a white piece of fabric, or a piece of paper, with what could be her arm shaking against the glass. “Wait a sec.” I return to the men. “Has anybody got a scoped rifle?” 
 
      
 
    “Boss.” 
 
      
 
    One of the men hands me a scoped M16. I return to Justin, make sure the safety’s one—it’d be a cruel joke if I came this far just to accidentally shoot her—and then look through the scope. I was right. It’s her arm, the paper fluttering as she trembles. She must’ve been holding that sign up for ages. The words are written in what could be tar, thick and black and sticky-looking. They Know You’re Coming. Stay Away. I toss the rifle to the undergrowth, cursing under my breath. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” I whisper. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” 
 
      
 
    But how? 
 
      
 
    “They’re expecting us,” I tell Justin. “The fucking Scorpions are fucking expecting us.” I’m about to kick my bike when I remember that there’re men everywhere. In the army whenever we saw the officers showing emotion it was always a bad sign. They were meant to be tougher than us. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe they saw us riding in. Maybe they had lookouts.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” I mutter, but that pisses me off because I sent men out beforehand exactly for that purpose. If they’d had lookouts we should’ve known about it. 
 
      
 
    “What now, boss?” one of the men asks from the darkness. 
 
      
 
    “We return to the clubhouse,” I say, knowing it’s the only smart move. We can’t hit them now, not if they’re ready for us. We have to wait until morning, make them think we’ve given up. “Justin, gather the men. Get the order out to return to the clubhouse. And get the order out that at 0700—” I cut myself off, wondering. If they know, it could be lookouts, or Snake could’ve paid one of my men to tip him off. One of the lower-ranking men, somebody who needs the cash and doesn’t feel allegiance to the club. “Get the order out that the men need to be ready to hit the club at any time. I want them on standby all night and all day tomorrow. We’re gonna hit these bastards with everything we’ve got. Just let them relax first. And Justin.” I turn to him. “If you say one more word about backing out of this, I’m gonna smash your teeth into the back of your skull.” 
 
      
 
    Before he can reply to that, I climb on my bike and kick it into a growl, staring at the rectangle of light and the shaking sign. I’m coming back for you, I promise her. I’m not leaving you. Just stay strong. 
 
      
 
    Back at the clubhouse, I sit in my office, staring at the clock, Desert Eagle resting against my knee. I watch as the seconds tic by, trying to picture the Scorpions getting sleepy, the Scorpions getting drunk. At two o’clock in the morning I lie down on the cot, getting a few hours of fitful sleep. I wake at six with my belly growling in hunger. But I won’t satisfy it, not until my other hunger has been satisfied. 
 
      
 
    I stand up and roll my neck in my shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Time to go to war,” I mutter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty 
 
    Yazmin 
 
      
 
    At around two o’clock in the morning my arms are so tired I can’t hold them up anymore. I crawl away from the window, leaning against the bed and hoping that Spike saw my message. Dad mentioned that they were going to attack tonight, so I can only assume Spike has seen my message and retreated. Otherwise the shooting would have started by now. I climb to my feet and sit on the bed, wondering if I should try and get some sleep. I want to, but I feel wired, as if somebody has slipped a stimulant into my system. My body is weary but my mind is on speed. 
 
      
 
    I stand up and go to the door, pressing my ear against it. I’m not sure exactly how many hours I spent like this during my time here, listening to the men in the hallway, saving the information for a rainy day. Or in the bar, pretending to just be sitting, looking pretty, when really I was listening to every word spoken. 
 
      
 
    “. . . boss might be paranoid.” 
 
      
 
    I hold my breath. The men are down the hallway, at the end of it, their voices quiet. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, right.” The man scoffs. “You shouldn’t say things like that, not if you value your life.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on, man. They were meant to hit, what, at like eleven or midnight? Maybe his mole has fucked him over.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we’ll see, won’t we? I’m sure we’ll get word when they’re really coming to hit us.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I hope so. I ain’t dying today. I’ve seen how I’m gonna die, in a dream.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that right?” The man laughs. “And how’re you goin’?” 
 
      
 
    “In bed, surrounded by women, and when I bust my nut into the back of her throat, it’s lights out. Oh, and I’m one hundred and ten years old.” 
 
      
 
    The men chuckle, their laughing growing quieter as they leave the hallway. I stay like that for a long time, waiting. Sleep tries to drag me to bed, but I can’t sleep at a time like this, when at any moment Spike might return and the shooting might start. I think of soldiers waiting for battle, wondering if this is what they feel like. I don’t hear anything else for the rest of the night. I lie down. I might as well try and rest, if not sleep. I lie there staring at the darkness of the ceiling forcing my eyelids open every time they fall closed. 
 
      
 
    Despite my efforts, I must sleep for an hour or two, because I open my eyes to the sound of gunfire. It’s like hell has been unleashed on the clubhouse. All around, the guns are being fired, bullets ricocheting loudly off metal and wood, man roaring, men screaming, men calling out for their mothers. I roll off the bed, hardly able to hear myself breathe for the sound of combat, and crawl under the bed, hands over my ears. I don’t think it’s possible to know how truly terrifying gunfire can be until it’s all around you. 
 
      
 
    I move to the center of the bed, knowing how much danger I’m in. All it’ll take is one of Dad’s men to find me instead of one of Spike’s, and that could be the end of me. Or a stray bullet. Or a piece of unlucky shrapnel. 
 
      
 
    “Get the fuckers!” somebody roars, their voice just audible below the unceasing tat-tat-tat and boom-boom of the bullets. “Get the fucking bastards!” 
 
      
 
    When I was a girl I would often hide under my bed like this with a book, so small that the dark place beneath the bed felt like a whole separate world. With a flashlight and a profound sense of peace, I would turn the pages until I was sinking into the world of the book, the dark place forgotten. Now I’m large and unwieldy, a grownup with too-big arms and too-big legs. The bed isn’t a large one. I’m squashed beneath it, my chest tight. It gets tighter when the door squeaks open. I notice that more than anything. The door squeaks open. It isn’t kicked open. Which means whoever’s opening it has the key. 
 
      
 
    I tuck my legs up, tuck my arms in, trying to make myself small. I wish I could turn back into that tiny girl. Nobody would find that tiny girl. The man is wearing thick boots, but that doesn’t tell me much. All of them wear thick boots. He snorts and spits, but that doesn’t tell me much. Many of them snort and spit on account of how much they smoke and how much coffee they drink. When the man starts talking, though, there’s no doubt about how he is. 
 
      
 
    Closing the door, he says, “It seems your boyfriend is smarter than I guessed. Maybe he rooted out the mole. Maybe he worked around the mole. In any case, the mole was useful to us and now he’s not. Oh, you’re wondering to yourself, why isn’t he panicking? Why isn’t he looking for me? Let me tell you something, little slut. 
 
      
 
    “I met up with your mother once or twice over the years, more like nine or ten times if I’m being honest. You see, despite what ended up happening between us—she never should’ve borrowed that money; it’s not my fault she was bad with her finances—despite what happened, she still liked the odd fling. She couldn’t help herself. That’s probably where you get your sluttiness, I reckon. I think she wanted me to love her, poor woman. Sometimes she would sit up and prattle on about this and that. The only reason I let her do it is because—” He pauses as what sounds like a shotgun blast tears through a hunk of metal, maybe a bike. “Don’t worry. I’ve got good ears. If anybody comes down the hallway, I’ll see them. 
 
      
 
    “Where was I? Oh yes. The only reason I let her is because she still looked good naked, despite her age. She would go on and on about her boring job and her boring friend and her boring life and, once or twice, her boring daughter. Oh, my daughter did this, my daughter did that, until I wanted to put a bullet in her head. I guess I did, in the end. Life’s funny like that.” 
 
      
 
    I feel tears sting my eyes. I want to roll out from under the bed and attack him, flail at his face, disfigure him, and hurt him. But even though I’m sure he knows I’m here, there’s still that one percent chance that he’s bluffing, or that somebody will get to him before he gets to me. So I stay where I am, despite the rage working its way through me. 
 
      
 
    “Once she told me about how her sweet boring daughter would lie under the bed with a flashlight and a book, reading until the sun came up sometimes. She told this to me like I was going to be so proud I’d sweep into that apartment and give you a kiss on the head.” He snorts out a laugh. “What a stupid bitch. Anyway.” His boots move to the edge of the bed. I’m so close I can see how the laces crisscross, that one of the lace-holes has worn away, so the toe of his right boot is scuffed. “Time to get out of there, Yazmin. Hellfire is raining down all around me and I need some leverage. Don’t make me kneel down.” 
 
      
 
    I keep quiet, holding my breath. 
 
      
 
    He sighs heavily. “I’m going to give you three seconds. Let me explain to you what’s going to happen at the end of the three seconds. I’m going to shoot into the bed. This is a heavy-caliber pistol, by the way, so there’s no chance of the mattress eating the bullets. They’ll go straight through. I’ll shoot until my clip is empty, and then count to three again, reload, and shoot until my clip is empty. So either you crawl out breathing or I drag you out dead. One . . .” 
 
      
 
    I don’t wait for him to get to two. I know he means what he says. Even if it means his own death, he’ll kill me. That’s just the sort of man he is. I crawl out from under the bed, standing up and facing him. I’m so tired I can hardly think. Tears stream down my cheeks, unbidden, but I can’t fight them away. Dad tilts his head at me. The left side of his face is cut and bleeding. Otherwise he’s okay. 
 
      
 
    He darts his hand out, grabbing me by the elbow. “Those Viper fucks have us surrounded,” he snaps. “But let’s see them keep shooting when I’ve got their leader’s beloved little hole as my personal shield, eh? I think it’s time you finally did something useful as a daughter instead of leeching off of me. All right?” He drags me into the hallway, gun pointed forward. I want to fight him but it’s as much as I can do to keep up with him. I wish I’d had a full night’s sleep. I wish the tears would stop. I wish I was stronger. I wish, I wish . . . Wishing will get me nowhere. I have to look for an opportunity to do something. 
 
      
 
    He kicks through into the bar, ducking low as bullets smash into the wall above our heads. Dead men like all around, stinking of gun smoke and blood and shit. I try not to look at their slack, empty faces. 
 
      
 
    “They’re all around us, boss!” Rust says, crouching behind an overturned table and aiming out of the window. 
 
      
 
    “I’m taking her through the kitchen!” Dad snaps. “Keep them occupied.” 
 
      
 
    “Boss!” 
 
      
 
    Dad pulls me into the kitchen, which is a windowless room where the gunfire hasn’t reached yet. The attack started amidst the preparations for breakfast. Pans and pots are scattered all over the floor, milk pooling in one corner, the fridge door swinging back and forth, egg yolks splattered on the table. 
 
      
 
    “The whores ran,” he mutters. “The fucking whores ran.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course they did,” I say. The next time he tries to pull on my arm, I summon all the strength I have left. The tears stop. I make myself cold. I pull backwards so that we come to a standstill. A painful standstill, since he almost wrenches my shoulder out of its socket. “Why would they stay for a man like you?” 
 
      
 
    He grins at me madly. “You don’t want to do this now.” He points the gun at my belly. “I won’t kill you, sweet daughter. I’ll just put a bullet right here and see what happens.” 
 
      
 
    He prods the barrel of the gun against my baby. Rage seethes inside of me, rage unlike anything I have ever felt. It’s like all the anger which has built up over the course of my life has culminated in this one moment of anger. I feel far braver than I ever have before. Perhaps it’s because a mother ought to be brave where her child is concerned. 
 
      
 
    “If you do that, you die,” I say. “I’ll make sure of that.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re living in a dream world. Sure, they’ve hit us, but we’re fighting them back. A few of ours are dead. A few of theirs are dead. You better be careful about what you say. I’m taking you out the back and—” 
 
      
 
    It’s a child’s trick, but sometimes the unexpected plan is the only plan that’ll work. There are two doors to the kitchen, the one we came in through which leads to the bar, and the one which leads to the bins and the back of the clubhouse. I look at the door which leads to the bins and scream. I scream loudly, panicky. I scream like there’s a man with the biggest gun I’ve ever seen aiming at us. I scream so convincingly that Dad turns around, swinging his gun to the door. I don’t think as I pick up the biggest pan nearby. I don’t think as I swing it down at his head with all my strength. I just do it. 
 
      
 
    It connects with a sickening crack. I’m surprised by how violently the pan bounces off of his head. He stumbles forward. I hit him again, anger fueling me, and again, again. I hit him until he’s on his knees and then hit him one final time, causing him to fall on his face. Then I kneel down and wrench the gun from his hand. It’s heavy and I’ve never shot a gun before, but I feel safer for having it in my hand, safer for no longer being so defenseless. 
 
      
 
    Dad rolls over, squinting up at me. Blood seeps down his skull onto the floor. 
 
      
 
    “So you have some fight in you.” He smiles. “Maybe you are my daughter after all.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re wrong,” I tell him, the sound of gunfire a constant backing track now. “I was never your daughter. Over these past couple of months I’ve learned that family isn’t just biological. You don’t get to be somebody’s father just by having sex with their mother. I’ve got a new family now. Spike is my family. This child in here is my family. And Spike is going to show me what a father really is. Spike is going to be there for me and my baby. You, my father? You’re a joke. That’s all. A pathetic little weasel of a man.” 
 
      
 
    I look around the kitchen, go to the corner of the room with my gun still on him, and return with two aprons. Tearing them so that I just have the ties, I secure Dad’s arms to the fixed counter on one wall and his ankles to the fixed island in the center of the room so that he’s trussed up like something ready to be cooked. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not going to kill me.” He giggles, sounding oddly young. “You can’t, can you?” 
 
      
 
    I answer him by smacking him in the forehead with the butt of the handgun, causing his eyes to fall closed and his body to go slack. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you,” I say. “Fuck you for what you did to Mom and fuck you for what you were going to do to Spike. Fuck you for the man you are.” I press the barrel of the gun against the side of his head, stroking the trigger, willing myself to pull it. 
 
      
 
    But he’s right. I can’t. However badly I want to, I just can’t. I want to. I desperately want to. 
 
      
 
    I stand up. “I’ll be back for you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Yazmin 
 
      
 
    I crouch low in the kitchen near the door, waiting for the Vipers to push through into the clubhouse. I have my gun trained on the door to the bar, knowing that soon some Scorpion might push through and attack me. Dad is passed out on the floor, his face covered in blood from where I hit him, his chest rising and falling just enough to tell me he’s not dead. 
 
      
 
    “The bastards keep coming,” one man says. “Fuck, fuck, fuck. Look at these dead, man. They’re too many dead. They’re too many goddamn dead.” 
 
      
 
    “We have to keep fighting.” 
 
      
 
    “I want to go home.” 
 
      
 
    “We all want to go home, but this is what we signed up for when we joined up with Snake. This is the game. So get your fuckin’ act together. You better get some steel in your—” 
 
      
 
    A bullet sounds. The man’s voice is cut off. I can only assume what’s happened to him. 
 
      
 
    When the back door swings open, I jump to my feet, leveling my gun at the man who barges in. It’s Justin, the mole, holding a rifle and aiming it right at me. I hold the gun at him longer than is necessary, far too long if I don’t want him to know that I know who he is. I ask myself what I would do if I didn’t know he was the mole. I have to be careful here. One misstep and maybe he’ll kill me so that nobody ever knows what he’s done. 
 
      
 
    I lower the gun. “Justin!” I cry, my voice full of hysteria I only have to fake a little bit. “Get me out of here, please!” 
 
      
 
    He squints at me for a moment, and then looks down at Dad. “He dead?” he asks. 
 
      
 
    I shake my head. “I don’t think so.” 
 
      
 
    I can tell he’s deciding whether or not to kill him, but he doesn’t know how this is going to play out yet. Maybe he’s thinking that if he kills him and the Scorpions win, he’ll have lost a source of income. He looks far colder and more calculating than I’ve ever seen him look. Normally he looks like a teenager with his ginger hair and freckles. Now he looks like a man coldly considering what to do. 
 
      
 
    “I need to get you to Spike,” he says. “That’s the only thing to do right now. Come here.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, thank God!” I cry, skipping over to him. I have to keep up the act. If I let it slip for one second, there’s no telling what he might do. 
 
      
 
    He takes me by the wrist—being careful not to hold my hand because I’m Spike’s woman, maybe—and leads me out the back door, down a short hallway, and into the street. “Don’t shoot!” he shouts, holding his free hand up. “It’s me.” 
 
      
 
    I recognize the huge man called Knuckles kneeling in a flowerbed with a rifle butt jammed in his shoulder, his eye looking down the sight. He nods brusquely for us to get out of the way and then advances on the kitchens. I feel Justin tense up, his hand going tight around my wrist when he sees Knuckles moving toward the building. It’s like I can hear what he’s thinking. What if they kill Snake? What happens to me then? But there’s nothing he can do but walk away from the men. I’m guessing that Spike is on the other side of the building, near the road, but Justin just keeps walking in a straight line, heading for the woods on the other side. 
 
      
 
    “Where are we going?” I ask him, making sure to not let any suspicion enter my voice. He has to believe I’m just a naïve victim, otherwise he might do something stupid. 
 
      
 
    “Spike is back at the clubhouse,” he says. “I’m taking you there.” He tries to pull me up a small knoll which leads into the woods. I have no idea what his plan is. I don’t like the frantic look in his face, the way his eyes keep darting left and right. He looks like a man who’s trapped with nowhere to go. He looks like a man who might do something stupid at any moment. He looks like a man who is working himself up to hurt somebody he doesn’t want to hurt. Me, Spike, both? 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t the clubhouse the other way?” I mutter. 
 
      
 
    “Is it?” He turns on me, standing close to me, his face inches from mine. “Is it?” he repeats, voice sharp. “Is what there it is? You seem to know everything. Why don’t you tell me where Spike is, since you’ve been in there hiding and I’ve been out here? Hmm? You seem to know everything.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re scaring me,” I say, glad not to have to lie. “Justin, you’re really frightening me.” 
 
      
 
    “Justin!” Spike’s voice is like the swelling at the end of a classical piece of music, causing goose bumps to prick all over my skin. Invisible warm fingers stroke down my back, my spine. A smile which makes all the pain and the anxiety seem petty lifts my lips. Spike, my Spike . . . “What’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    Spike jogs to us, looking down at Justin’s hand gripping my wrist. Behind Spike, five men stand, all with weapons in their hands. Justin looks to Spike, then to the men, then down at his hand. After a moment he lets me go and takes a step back, laughing awkwardly. “I thought you were back at the clubhouse,” he says. 
 
      
 
    “The clubhouse is the other way,” the new officer retorts. I think his name is Kieran. He hefts a rifle. 
 
      
 
    “Spike.” I collapse into him, savoring the scent of his leathers, the feeling of his hand in my hair. “I’m so sorry for leaving. It was a mistake. It was a huge mistake.” 
 
      
 
    “Hush.” He kisses me on the forehead, gives me a squeeze, and then releases me, becoming the leader again. “We’ve got the last few pinned down in the dormitory. The raid is gonna be a success real soon. And you’re dragging my woman into the woods, away from the clubhouse? The fuck is this, Justin?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s a mole, Spike,” I say, watching the gun in Justin’s hand and wondering if he’ll do something stupid. But he sees the guns trained on him. Six of them, including Spike’s. He doesn’t stand a chance. I quickly tell Spike about what Dad revealed to me, how Justin warned them him about the first raid. “That was why I made that sign. Justin has been feeding them information for a long time. I’m not sure how long, exactly.” 
 
      
 
    “Is this true?” Spike steps close to Justin, wrenching the gun from his hand and tossing it to the ground. “Is this fuckin’ true?” His voice trembles. His fists tremble. I imagine his heart is trembling, too. “You’ve been betraying me every step of the way? Speak, Justin. Speak!” 
 
      
 
    He speaks for a long time, maybe five minutes, making excuses about his mother, telling Spike how he needed extra cash to pay for her treatments, telling Spike how he never meant to betray him. In the end it comes down to what it often comes down to: a man who needs more money than he has, doing things he’d never normally do to get it. 
 
      
 
    “You know I never meant to hurt you,” he says. 
 
      
 
    Spike sighs. I can tell he’s hurt just by looking at him. He’s not going to cry—he’s too keyed up and full of battle adrenalin for that—but his face is twisted. He grinds his teeth, staring into his VP’s eyes. Behind us, the gunfire has stopped. The Vipers are emerging from the clubhouse, Dad propped up between two men, his feet dragging along the floor. “You helped the Scorpions kill good men,” Spike says. “I ought to kill you. I ought to string you the fuck up.” He sighs again, heavier. Then he shoots Justin in the knee, a loud bang which makes me jump back. The bullet bites into his trousers, smoke and blood rising into the air. “Limp to your mother and take her somewhere far away. If you’re ever seen in Sunnyside again, you’re a dead man.” 
 
      
 
    Spike turns away as though that’s the end of matters. There are tears in Justin’s eyes as he turns and limps up the hill into the woods. It’s only when he’s deep in the woods that he lets himself roar. He roars like a man who hates himself, like a man who wishes he could go back and change each of the small decisions which led to the biggest moment of his life. He roars in a way that makes me sorry for him before I remember Danny and the other men, all their deaths assisted by his intel. 
 
      
 
    Soon all the Vipers are turning away from the woods, forming a circle around Snake. If there was pity in their eyes for Justin, it evaporates when they see Snake. There’s nothing there but hate. 
 
      
 
    Dad manages to lift his head as Spike approaches. “So,” he says. “This is it, is it?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Spike 
 
      
 
    I have to push Justin to the back of my head. I have to let it go. I have to be the president and think about all that shit later. Yazmin is safe. I can feel her behind me, watching as I stand toe to toe with her old man. My kid is safe. That’s all that matters. But as I stare down at the bastard, a thousand memories of Justin flit across my mind, a thousand times I had his back and I thought he had mine. 
 
      
 
    Part of me wishes I’d shot him in the head instead of the knee, but then his mother would be screwed. Maybe I’m getting too soft since I’ve fallen for Yazmin. But this man, I tell myself, this weasel-looking fuck . . . There’s no getting soft on him. Justin may’ve fed him the intel, but this man was the one who carried it through. This man is the one who killed my men, held my woman hostage, killed my woman’s mother. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I tell him. “This is it. But before we end your miserable life, I wanna show you something.” I nod to Knuckles, who grins and backs away. I grab Snake by the throat and turn him around so that he’s looking at the clubhouse. I wonder if Yazmin will come forward and tell me to be merciful. She doesn’t, probably because we both know there’s no being merciful when it comes to a man like Snake. He’s raped, killed, tortured, abused for far too long. 
 
      
 
    “What’s this—dramatics?” His voice is croaky as I clamp down on his throat. “Is that it, Spike? You a fucking theater man now or something?” 
 
      
 
    “You recruited an army of sadists,” I say. “I looked into your men once upon a time, Snake. You recruited pedophiles and rapists and murderers—murderers of innocents, civilians. You recruited an army and you twisted them to make them more evil, and then you sent them after my men. You tried to tear down my club. Now I’m gonna tear yours down.” 
 
      
 
    Knuckles emerges from the back door trailing a line of gasoline. He tosses the container away and approaches me, offering me a box of matches. “Boss. I checked for women or kids, like you said. There ain’t any.” 
 
      
 
    I shove Snake at him and take the matches. Knuckles catches the man that was once the bane of our lives, holding him up. I strike a match and toss it through the air at the gasoline. It spins end over end, seeming to catch the morning sunlight, seeming to move in slow motion. When it lands in the gasoline, there’s a moment when it just sits there, and then—whoosh—the flames flicker into life and spread into the clubhouse. 
 
      
 
    All of us step back, Knuckles dragging Snake, making sure his face is turned toward the clubhouse as the fire licks out of the windows, shattering the glass, as the building moans and rafters snap, the roof caving in, as this hellhole is turned into a wreck that will never bother Sunnyside again. 
 
      
 
    I go to Yazmin and wrap my arm around her shoulders as we watch the clubhouse burn. “You can decide what’s done with him,” I say quietly, so only she can hear me. “It’s up to you, Yazmin. Kill him, cut him free, whatever you want.” 
 
      
 
    “If we cut him free, he’ll only come back. He’ll never give up, Spike. He’ll wait until my child is born and then hurt him or her. He’ll never leave me in peace.” She swallows audibly. “I want him dead. He killed Mom and he killed your men and he’s done a million other unforgivable things. I want him dead, Spike.” When she says her next words, she sounds fierce. “And I want to be the one to do it.” 
 
      
 
    Several heads turn at this. They’ve heard her. 
 
      
 
    “Let her!” Snake calls, craning his neck around. “Let her be the one! Yes, that’s how it should be! Listen to me, you stupid slut—” He gasps when Knuckles’ massive fist catches him in the jaw. “Listen!” he goes on, spitting blood. “I killed your mother, but do you want to know something? I fucked her first. I came around with some flowers and then I fucked her. She moaned and begged for it, and when she was lying there with all her pillow talk, that was when I did it!” 
 
      
 
    Yazmin snatches my pistol and marches to her father, pressing the gun into the back of his head. “She was innocent!” she cries. “Mom never did anything wrong. She borrowed money from you because she thought you loved her! She never dreamed you’d hurt her!” Her voice is thick with tears, her words obscured by them. I can only pick them out because I’ve spent so much time with her. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, she loved me,” Snake agrees. “And I killed her anyway. Go on, girl. Do it. Do it!” 
 
      
 
    “Wait.” I go to Yazmin’s shoulder, standing close to her. “Listen to his voice, Yazmin. He wants this badly. Think. Why would he want this?” 
 
      
 
    Tears slide down her cheeks. Her hand trembles. “I don’t know,” she whispers. “All I know is there was a bed so soaked with blood the mattress was red. All I know is Mom is gone forever because this man is a sadistic fucking psychopath. All I know if I hate myself for ever thinking he could be my father. All I know is he needs to die.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes!” Snake roars. “Then do it—” 
 
      
 
    “Shut him up,” I tell Knuckles. 
 
      
 
    “Boss.” Knuckles clamps his hand over Snake’s mouth, crushing his jaw. He screams, but they are muffled screams. 
 
      
 
    “Think,” I say. “He wants to hurt you. Killing him will hurt you. It’ll be his final revenge.” 
 
      
 
    I’ve never seen a woman with so much anger seething out of her, and I’ve made some women pretty damn angry in my life. She strokes her finger up and down the trigger, shifting her feet slightly as though restless. She doesn’t seem to be hearing my words. She just stares at her father, her blue eyes turned dark like a summer sky suddenly stormy. 
 
      
 
    “Yazmin.” I touch her arm, give it a soft squeeze. “Listen to me. If you kill him, you’ll come to regret it. You’ll lie awake at night thinking about how he looked when you pulled the trigger. The bastard will haunt you. Not because you care about him or don’t want him to die, not because he doesn’t deserve to die, but because you’re a good person and good people can’t kill without having it weigh heavy on their conscious. I’m your man now. Let me handle this for you.” 
 
      
 
    “He killed her,” Yazmin says. “And he would’ve killed me. He would’ve killed my baby.” She presses on the trigger, not hard enough to fire the bullet, but hard enough to make Snake shiver like every man will before death, even if he says he wants it. “He killed her.” 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t your job,” I say. “It’s mine.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t love him. I don’t like him. I hate him.” She lets out a breath. “But you’re right. I can’t kill him. Dammit.” She hands me the gun and takes a few steps back, watching us. 
 
      
 
    “Let him go, Knuckles.” 
 
      
 
    Knuckles releases him. Immediately he goes for me, lashing at my face with as much speed and viciousness and deadly intent as a snake backed into a corner. I catch his wrist and punch him in the jaw with his own fist, sweep his legs and kick him to the ground. He lands on his back, making a hollow, gasping sound as the air is pulled from his chest. I kneel down next to him and press the gun to the side of his head. 
 
      
 
    “Turn your face to the sun,” I say. “It’s time to go, you piece of shit.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait!” he blurts. 
 
      
 
    “No.” I start to pull the trigger. 
 
      
 
    “Wait!” It’s Yazmin now. 
 
      
 
    I turn to her, still with the gun pressed against his head. Yazmin approaches us, kneels down next to her father, and looks down into his face. “I’ve never been much into heaven and hell, but now I hope there really is a hell.” She stands up, turning her back to us. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” I pull the trigger. All the things which usually happen to a man’s head when you put a bullet in it happen to Snake. It deforms into a shape unlike its original, becoming a mess of blood and matted hair and twisted flesh. I stand up and hand the gun to Knuckles. 
 
      
 
    “Throw him into the fire,” I say. “Make sure there’re no remains. The police don’t care none if we go at each other, but anybody driving through ought not to find a mass grave, all right?” 
 
      
 
    “Boss.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, and Knuckles. You’re my number two now.” 
 
      
 
    “Boss.” 
 
      
 
    I join Yazmin, who’s standing at the foot of the small hill looking up into the woods. I lay my hands on her shoulders, thinking that this will be our moment of closeness, the moment when she rests her head on my chest, the moment where we finally let go of all the argument bullshit and just be together. I’m surprised when she flinches away, stepping out of my grip. 
 
      
 
    “You just killed my father,” she says quietly. 
 
      
 
    The men head toward the clubhouse, waiting for the fire to burn itself out, leaving us alone. 
 
      
 
    “I just killed your father ’cause you wanted him dead,” I reply. 
 
      
 
    “I know that, I know. But . . . do you expect me to just fall into your hands after you just used those hands to kill my dad? I know it makes no sense, okay? I’ve—I’ve hardly slept and I just want to—Oh, I don’t know what I want!” She throws her hands up. 
 
      
 
    “Let me take you home.” 
 
      
 
    “To the basement, you mean.” She has her back to me, but I can hear that she’s pouting. “You want to stow me away and keep me as your own personal toy again. I suppose you’ll make me deliver our child in there, too, won’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “No, let me take you home,” I say, ignoring her outburst. I have to believe that we’ll be okay. I have to believe we can get past this, whatever this is. “I’ve got a house just outside town.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” She pauses, and then nods her head up and down. Her hair is sweaty and tangled. When she nods, it shifts like an animal rising from rest. “Can we take the car? I don’t feel like riding. I want my own space.” 
 
      
 
    I bite down acid words at this. I tell myself she’s just tired and confused. I tell myself that soon she’ll remember how close we are. “Sure,” I say. “Whatever you want.” 
 
      
 
    I climb behind the wheel of the jeep and wait for Yazmin to climb into the passenger seat. I want to help her up, but I can’t stand the idea of her snatching her hand away from me so I let her clamber into it on her own. 
 
      
 
    “Yazmin, I . . .” I don’t finish. I want to tell her I love her, but she might not say it back. Even if these months with her have changed me, they haven’t changed me so much that I can put myself out there without getting something back. 
 
      
 
    I start the engine, leaving the smoldering husk in the rear-view mirror, wondering if that means I can leave the other smoldering husk in the rearview of my life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Yazmin 
 
      
 
    I sit in Sunnyside Park, watching as the girls dance around the sandpit, flinging sand at each other and giggling. Their moms are sitting on the bench opposite, a couple of them watching, a couple more checking their phones. Overhead, a flock of birds calls into the clear blue sky. A man beside me is reading the newspaper, the front page declaring, Fire Caused By Faulty Oven, Inspectors Report. I’ve already read the article five or six times now, reading how the infamous Scorpions biker gang were out on a ride when their clubhouse caught fire, and then how they fled Sunnyside and made for New York (the reporter doesn’t explain how he knows this), and how everybody can agree Sunnyside will be a better place now. A week has passed, and yet I don’t know how to deal with these feelings which dance around inside of me. 
 
      
 
    One little girl in pink dungarees hands another little girl, this one with big frizzy black hair, a flower. The mother goes aww and smiles at the girl. I watch them sadly, wondering if I’ll ever have that with my child. I’m not upset about my father’s death, but it has left me feeling strange. Even if I hated him, really hated him, even if I wanted him to die, he was still my father, which means now that he’s dead I’m an orphan. Maybe being an orphan shouldn’t feel different to having parents, not at my age, but it does. 
 
      
 
    I stand up and walk away from the park, heading down Main Street, the storefronts bright and sunny and decorated, the world with a smile on its face, the universe beaming. Everybody is happy and I feel numb, or unsure of how to feel. I’m staying with Spike but we’re sleeping in separate rooms. He killed my father with those hands . . . that’s the thought which comes to me every time he tries to touch me. It annoys me, because I don’t want to feel that way. I have nightmares where I can never get over that notion, where the next year and decade is tinged by the ugly idea that since he killed my father I can never be close to him. It terrifies me. 
 
      
 
    I end up at the town hall steps. I sit down, watching the town. A group of school kids skips past, giggling about something I can’t hear. I’ve been sitting for a few minutes when a shadow falls over me. 
 
      
 
    His face is tight as he smiles. I can tell he’s strained by all this as well. Perhaps he’d like it if I just smiled and acted nice and was pretty and did all the things he wanted me to do. Perhaps he’d prefer it if I hid how I feel, but I can’t. He sits down beside me on the steps, leaving a distance of about six inches between us. Six inches, but it may as well be six miles. After all we’ve been through . . . I want to reach out and touch his hand, to give it a squeeze, to feel the reassuring pressure of flesh on flesh. 
 
      
 
    “Yazmin,” he says, after several minutes of personal silence. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” I turn my face to him, trying a smile. 
 
      
 
    Everything has felt phony this past week, like we’re acting every time we’re together. When we sit down for a meal, I feel like I’m sitting on a stage. Part of me is beginning to be scared that we’re not really in love, that all of this was pointless. Part of me is beginning to be scared that we’ll have to part ways soon. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never been good with words, but I reckon I understand you well enough to try.” He smiles, a small smile, a hesitant smile, but a smile all the same. “You know this is hard for me.” 
 
      
 
    “I know.” And now I should reach across to him, but something stops me. 
 
      
 
    He sighs, and then speaks. “I think what’s going on here is that you’re scared of gettin’ close to me ’cause your mom and dad are dead. I’ve been thinking on this for a week and at first that made no sense to me, but the more I thought about it, the more sense it made. You don’t wanna get close to me because you’re an orphan now, and if you get close to me I could be taken away, and then what’d you be? A woman without her man, too. Maybe—I don’t know, I ain’t a psychiatrist—but maybe that’s why you flinch when I touch you.” 
 
      
 
    We sit in silence for a time. I think about his words, turning them over in my head. “That’s part of it,” I say, stunned by how accurately he was able to tell me what I was feeling. “But I think there’s more to it than that.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, what?” 
 
      
 
    And my heart almost breaks then, because he’s really trying. I know a man like Spike doesn’t usually try like this. He’s wearing a checkered red shirt and jeans and boots and his beard is growing a little long and he’s recently had his hair clipped short. He looks handsome and devastating. He looks like a man eager for his woman to be in his arms. 
 
      
 
    “I think part of it is that I need to be on my own. That’s the contradiction which is driving me crazy. I think what you said is true—it explains a lot—but that’s not all of it. I used to think being on my own meant running away. But maybe it doesn’t have to be as literal as that. I need to be a person, Spike, a person apart from who I am in relation to other people. I can’t just be your girl and a mother. I know that’s enough for some women and I’m not saying that’s a bad thing. For me, though, I just . . . I need something, you know, something that proves I’m really here.” 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Spike asks. “Whatever it is, I’ll break this world in half to get it for you.” 
 
      
 
    I feel awkward about saying it aloud, even to Spike. Maybe that’s the way it always is with newfound dreams. I’m scared that he’ll laugh at me, or quietly tell me why that isn’t possible, or explain to me that he won’t have his woman entering into a profession when she’s got a baby to take care of. All of this and more flits through my head as I sit there trying to summon the courage to share a piece of my soul with this man. Around us the town breathes, people walking to and fro, people laughing, people living, but sitting here we’re in a world all our own. 
 
      
 
    “Yazmin?” he says. 
 
      
 
    “I want to go to nursing school,” I say, turning away from him and staring at Main Street. “I keep thinking of my mom coming home, tired but with a smile on her face. She didn’t talk about her work much except to teach me a few simple things. When she did talk to me about it, though, I always thought it sounded terrible, just awful. People bleeding and screaming and dying. But the more I think of it now, the more I feel drawn to it. Maybe I’m being silly.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Spike says at once, voice firm. “You’re not being silly. Not at all. If this is what you want then you’ll have it.” He stands up, offering me his hand. “Come with me, Yazmin. I want to show you something. I want to show you why you don’t have to choose. You can be on your own and have a family at the same time. Hell, what d’you think I’ve been doing all these years? I’ve been lonely as hell and I’ve still had the club as my family.” 
 
      
 
    I look at his hand for around half a minute. It’s a manly hand, calloused and hard, the hand of a man who’s held rifles and ridden bikes his whole life, the hands of a man who’s killed and will kill again. The more I stare at it, the more I realize that he was right. It’s not that I care he killed Dad. It’s that the idea of an orphan girl giving herself to a man is frightening, because sooner or later the orphan girl may be alone again. I swallow that feeling down, forcing it to the pit of my stomach. I take his hand. 
 
      
 
    He pulls me to my feet and together we walk through the town to his jeep. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s your car?” I ask. 
 
      
 
    He grins. “I knew I’d be bringing you home this afternoon, so I brought the car.” 
 
      
 
    I climb into the passenger seat beside him. “How did you know I’d come with you? Maybe I’d want to take the bus home.” For the past week, I’ve been doing exactly that. 
 
      
 
    “Because I knew I’d hit on something real with all this thinking about feelings shit.” He laughs as he starts the car. “I swear, Yazmin, you’re the only damn woman in the world who could make me think on feelings for this long.” 
 
      
 
    “I consider myself blessed.” I giggle, and as the car winds down the road, the giggle turns into a full-fledged laugh. I realize it’s the first time I’ve laughed since that morning outside the clubhouse. 
 
      
 
    Spike laughs along with me. “You better,” he says. 
 
      
 
    Spike’s house is a three-bedroom detached nestled in the middle of the woods, the road which leads to it partially hidden by the trees. When I first saw it I thought it looked like something from a storybook. The paneling is painted a light red, so that when the sun is setting it’s difficult to tell the difference between the glow of the sky and the color of the house. We park outside and walk up the gravel driveway to the big colonial front door. Spike told me a few days ago that he bought it just after becoming president. He said, “Sonny always said a president needed a presidential place to live.” 
 
      
 
    Inside it’s like an old cabin in the woods, the floor and walls wooden paneled, with beams rising to the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    “Follow me,” Spike says, heading up the staircase. 
 
      
 
    I follow him, smiling and feeling pretty good about it. Why shouldn’t I smile? When I’ve got a man like Spike, when the future seems more open than it did yesterday, surely I’m allowed a smile. He leads me past his bedroom and then my bedroom—sleeping separately seems silly now—and finally to the empty room at the end of the hall. I peeked in it once, curious, and saw that it was full of boxes of bric-a-brac. 
 
      
 
    He has transformed it. 
 
      
 
    The walls are painted a pale blue with pictures of birds and clouds. In the corner there is a box of toys with a child lock on them as well as a play mat. The cot sits in the corner, the moon-and-star mobile spinning above it. There’s a tiny chair so small it makes me want to weep and another child-proof box with books inside it. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know if you childproof kids’ books,” he says, grinning tightly. I can tell he’s nervous about whether or not I’ll like it. “So I just thought better safe than sorry—Yazmin? Yazmin?” 
 
      
 
    I’m on my knees, tears sliding down my cheeks. “I’m so sorry, Spike. I want to be with you. You’re my family. I love you. I love you.” I leap up and grab his face with my hands, bringing my lips to his, kissing him firmly, hungrily, kissing him like I should’ve kissed him the first night he brought me here. Breaking it off for a moment, I tell him I love him again. 
 
      
 
    “I love you, too,” he whispers, wrapping his hands around me. “I love you so damn much.” 
 
      
 
    We’re both trembling as we move into the bedroom, our hands roaming each other. I slide my hand down his belly to the front of his jeans, rubbing his cock, feeling how hard it is, how hungry he is to be inside of me. When he picks me up and tosses me onto the bed, I’m reminded of the very first time we fucked, hard and wild and frantic, and as I lean back and look up at him, I want it again. I want to feel taken by him again. I want to feel ravished by him again. He stares down at me with that familiar animal look on his face, the look that tells me the time for love has passed. This is the time for lust. 
 
      
 
    “Take off your clothes.” 
 
      
 
    No three words have ever made me hornier. I kneel up and pull my shirt over my head, unclip my bra so quickly I fail at first, snapping it into my back like the annoying boys used to do at school. Then I lie back and wriggle out of my trousers, pussy so wet and hot I just want him inside of me, nothing else. No foreplay, no messing around. This is my man, and it’s been too long since we were together. I’ve been confused and unsure for too long. I’m not confused or unsure now. I’m as sure as I’ve ever been about anything. I want him and he wants me. There’s nothing to second-guess about that. 
 
      
 
    “Come here,” I whisper, opening my legs, lifting them, bending them at the knee, tempting him to my pussy. 
 
      
 
    He steps forward, naked. His cock is rock hard, a bead of pre-come at the tip, his abs tight with muscle, his chest taut, the skin pulled close across his massive pectoral muscles. Then he leans down, propping his hands beside my head, bringing his cock close to my pussy. I reach down and grab it, stroking it up and down, desperate to have it inside of me. This is the father of my child; this is my lover. This is the man I want to be with for as long as he’ll have me. 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” he says, when I’ve almost guided him to my pussy. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I’m panting, lust attacking my body. I don’t want to wait. I want to do. 
 
      
 
    He grins at me, that sexy, dark grin, the grin that captivated me in the first place. “Marry me, Yazmin.” 
 
      
 
    My answer is a kiss, a kiss that lasts a long time, a kiss that leads naturally to his cock sliding deep inside of me. “Yes, yes, yes,” I moan, both in answer to his proposal and the pleasure his cock brings. 
 
      
 
    He slides it all the way to my hot spot, the tip pressing hard into me, and then holds it there, gazing down at my breasts, his face warped in pleasure. Then he can’t hold it anymore. We fuck. We don’t fuck like two sweet lovers out of a fairytale. We don’t fuck like the princess and her Prince Charming. We fuck like people who’ve been told they’ll die if they don’t fuck hard. We fuck like fucking is our only way of survival. We fuck like this is the last chance we’ll ever get to fuck. I push down hard with my hips, sliding my pussy up and down his cock as he slams into me. We find the perfect rhythm, me sliding away as he pulls out, and then both of us meeting in the middle for a perfect instant of pleasure. 
 
      
 
    Over and over, we meet in the middle, until my body is screaming at me for release, until my pussy is going tight and my nipples are getting hard and the whole world could be a million miles away because none of it matters to us, not right now. I lean up and bite down on his shoulder, sinking my teeth in as my pussy gets tighter and tighter. 
 
      
 
    “Come for me,” he growls. “Come for your future fucking husband. Be a good wife and fucking come.” 
 
      
 
    I’ll never get used to how Spike’s words seem to be able to trigger the euphoria inside of me. I let my head fall back, releasing his shoulder as the pent-up pleasure in my pussy releases. The tightness loosens and I feel myself squirting on his cock, my body writhing, my fingernails clawing at the sheets. I bounce down, hard, finding his cock, bringing it deeper into my pussy, urging him into my sensitive spot. My body is alive with tingles, every inch of my skin buzzing, every inch of my brain fogged. I drive down over and over, bringing his rock-hard cock exactly where I need him. The orgasm hits me in waves, rolling over me with the power of the ocean, forcing me down into the blankets where I bounce and writhe and moan, lasting for what could be a minute or an hour. I squirt onto his cock until my entire body feels spent of energy, until just moving my head is an effort. 
 
      
 
    But I summon enough energy for one last effort, lifting myself up and riding with him until he’s squeezing my tits together and gasping, until he lets out a growling, moaning sound and thrusts into me one last time. 
 
      
 
    When we’re done, I lie in his arms, both of us staring up at the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    “I’m annoyed with myself,” I tell him after a while. 
 
      
 
    “Annoyed? Why?” 
 
      
 
    “I waited a whole week to do this with you. That was silly.” 
 
      
 
    “You had your own shit goin’ on.” 
 
      
 
    “Since when did you get so understanding?” I prod him playfully in the side. 
 
      
 
    He prods me in my breasts. “Since you told me I got a lifetime of these ahead of me.” 
 
      
 
    Then he has his face buried in them, making boat noises as I giggle and try to slap him away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Epilogue 
 
    Yazmin 
 
      
 
    “Are you nervous?” G asks. 
 
      
 
    “Three years of study all leading up to this moment . . .” 
 
      
 
    The announcer calls somebody else’s name and they go onto the stage, accepting their diploma. The crowd cheers and claps. I hear parents calling out to their daughter and push down the urge to feel sorry for myself. Since giving birth and getting married, I’ve told myself I’ll never feel sorry for myself when it comes to parents. I am a parent now, and I won’t let how I feel affect little Toby. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “You could say I’m a little nervous. And you?” 
 
      
 
    I spin my wedding ring around and around, something I do when I’m feeling restless, like the time Toby was in the hospital with the chicken pox or when Spike went out on a ride to LA and didn’t come back for two weeks. I sat at the window for almost the entire time, twisting my wedding ring, wondering. 
 
      
 
    “I’m nervous,” G says. “Don’t forget, I’m just a lowly cleaner.” She waves at her graduation robes. “I shouldn’t be here, not really.” 
 
      
 
    I slap her on the arm. “Don’t be silly.” 
 
      
 
    G and I decided to go into the nursing course together, going to the same college and going to the same classes. The years have made us close. What happened with Dad and the Scorpions and Mom and Justin has become one of those stories we talk about every now and then but doesn’t rule our lives. 
 
      
 
    She smiles at me as another name is called. “It’ll be me soon. I’m C, remember. You have to wait for M.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity Spike’s second name wasn’t Cane or something. That way it’d be before Castle.” 
 
      
 
    She rolls her eyes. “This isn’t a race, you know. But I do think it’s going to make a huge difference when we start work. I’ll walk in there and say, ‘Look, did you know I got my certificate before Yazmin Macklin? I think that means you should hire me over her.’” 
 
      
 
    “Ha, ha, ha.” 
 
      
 
    We smile at each other as the line inches forward, and then somebody calls from the front, “Georgie, you’re up!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, this is me.” She adjusts her cap. “Wish me luck.” 
 
      
 
    I wish her luck and then wait in line, cap in hand, listening as the names are called and thinking about the past. I think about the wedding at the clubhouse, Knuckles in his suit officiating. I think about the terror of the birth and how when they put Toby in my arms it didn’t matter. I think about the tears which slid down my face when he padded across the living room, smiling to me and mumbling, “Mommy! Mommy!” Most of all I think about having a family, a real family, and how even though I’ll always love Mom it isn’t so bad being an orphan if you can make something of your own. 
 
      
 
    When my name is called, I walk onto the stage with a swelling in my chest. 
 
      
 
    “We made it,” I whisper, when I see Spike and Toby in the crowd. 
 
      
 
    Spike 
 
      
 
    “Broom, broom!” Toby calls, grabbing onto my hair and driving me outside, where Yazmin is waiting. “Broom, broom, Daddy!” 
 
      
 
    “Broom, broom, little man,” I agree. “But I’ve gotta get you down now.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Toby demands. 
 
      
 
    “Because otherwise that door will take your head off.” 
 
      
 
    I nod to the door in question, which is too small for me to carry him through. He pouts when I lower him to the floor, but when I tickle him under the armpit he grins up at me with his gappy teeth. “Mommy looked nice,” he says. “Really, really, really nice.” 
 
      
 
    “She did,” I agree. “She looked incredible.” 
 
      
 
    “I love her lots.” 
 
      
 
    “So do I.” 
 
      
 
    In the courtyard outside the college’s function building, graduates and parents mingle, taking pictures on their phones or, for the fancier parents, big bulky photographer’s camera. I take out my camera from my pocket, a small digital, and join Georgia and Yazmin where they stand near the enclosed basketball court. Yazmin looks as gorgeous as the first day we met in her black graduation gear, her cap perched on her head. She looks flustered, too. 
 
      
 
    “I was so nervous,” she says, kissing me on the cheek. “All those eyes . . .” 
 
      
 
    “You did great,” I tell her. “Didn’t she, lad?” 
 
      
 
    Toby lifts his arms up for Yazmin to pick him up. She bends down, scooping him up. “Did I do all right?” she asks. 
 
      
 
    He kisses her on the nose. “Really, really good!” he cries. “Really, really good!” 
 
      
 
    Yazmin giggles and gives him a kiss in return. I quickly snap the picture. Yesterday I may’ve been in the city working over a couple of guys who thought they’d try and swoop in and pick up where Snake left off all those years ago, trying to funnel drugs into Sunnyside. But today I’m just a proud husband and a dad. I capture Yazmin kissing Toby on the cheek, and her face as she turns at the professor’s voice, calling them over to throw up their caps. 
 
      
 
    “I better go,” she says. “Wait for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah.” I grin at her, winking. “I reckon I’ll take the little man here and head on home. You’ll be all right without me.” 
 
      
 
    “You are so not funny.” She blows me a kiss and then disappears into the crowd, becoming one black robe in a sea of black robes. 
 
      
 
    “Daddy, shoulders.” 
 
      
 
    I lift him up and together we join the other onlookers. After searching the crowd for a couple of minutes we find Yazmin and Georgia near the back, smiling over at us. 
 
      
 
    “Daddy, are we happy?” Toby says. 
 
      
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
      
 
    “Mikey from town says being happy is a really good thing to be.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, now, toss!” 
 
      
 
    A hundred caps fly into the air. A hundred cameras, including mine, snap photographs. A hundred graduates smile a hundred smiles, but Yazmin’s is brightest of all. Yazmin’s is the only one I see, really. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, son,” I say. “We’re happy.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading! 
 
    Did you like my story? 
 
    If so, sign up to my mailing list! 
 
    New subscribers receive a FREE steamy short. 
 
      
 
    Click the link below to join. 
 
    http://dl.bookfunnel.com/ogns2te7xi 
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    Pistol’s Promise: A Motorcycle Club Romance (The Brethren MC) (The Outlaw’s Oath Collection Book 3) 
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    I’m back to claim what’s mine. 
 
      
 
    If she wasn’t a mother by the time I came home, 
 
    I swore I’d give her the baby she wanted. 
 
    But Lisa forgot my promise and my face – until I stormed back into her life. 
 
    And she realized something about me is all too familiar. 
 
      
 
    PISTOL 
 
      
 
    She’s the unplucked flower from my broken youth. 
 
    And I’m coming to finish the job. 
 
      
 
    Lisa Tallbrook doesn’t remember me, but I’ve never forgotten her. 
 
    Time has treated her well. 
 
    Drew curves where none were before, painted a glistening sheen to her flowing hair. 
 
    Made her all the more delicious to look at and touch. 
 
      
 
    But the years haven’t been as gentle to me. 
 
    They’ve added tattoos to my back, scars to my fists, and some bloody stains on my soul that will never go away. 
 
      
 
    In fact, Lisa doesn’t even recognize the boy who left her so long ago. 
 
    All she sees when she looks at me is a savage biker eager to score. 
 
    Hell, she might even be right. 
 
    I’m certainly hungry to bind her in my bed. 
 
      
 
    But she’s not just another notch on my belt. 
 
    She’s the prize I’ve been denied the whole time I’ve been on the road. 
 
    And I’m tired of waiting. 
 
      
 
    I’m back in town on MC business, but I think I can afford a midnight distraction. 
 
    Tonight, I’ll make my childhood sweetheart my own. 
 
    And I’ll fulfill the promise I made way back then: 
 
    To put my baby in her womb. 
 
      
 
    She’ll never forget me again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Fury’s Promise: A Motorcycle Club Romance (The Devil’s Kin MC) (The Outlaw’s Oath Book 2) 
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    I vowed to break her or die trying. 
 
      
 
    We’re both loners with bloody, shattered pasts. 
 
    She’s trying to escape the pain. 
 
    But the curvy beauty awoke a beast inside me: 
 
    A beast that’s about to put a baby inside her. 
 
      
 
    FURY 
 
      
 
    Some bad sh!t happened to me when I was a little kid. 
 
    But I don’t talk about my past much anymore. 
 
    All I’ll say is this: 
 
      
 
    I damn sure don’t need any women or babies in my life. 
 
      
 
    My club, the Devil’s Kin MC, rides hard and fights harder. 
 
    I drink to forget the skeletons in my past. 
 
    And I take a different girl to bed every night. 
 
    That way, I don’t have to feel anything when I kick their a$$es out in the morning. 
 
      
 
    But then I met Gloria. 
 
    And everything I thought I knew for sure… 
 
    Turned out to be nothing but dust in the wind. 
 
      
 
    GLORIA 
 
      
 
    There’s no room in my life for a man like Fury. 
 
    But it doesn’t seem like that’s stopping him. 
 
      
 
    I’ve spent years clawing my life back in order… 
 
    Ever since a horrible car crash took my entire family from me. 
 
      
 
    It hasn’t been easy, surviving on my own. 
 
    I just put one foot in front of the other. 
 
    Day after day, year after year. 
 
      
 
    And then the outlaw Fury rode in like a bat out of hell and messed it all up. 
 
      
 
    The tattooed biker showed me the wildest, most dangerous night of my life. 
 
    I should’ve known better than to submit to him. 
 
      
 
    But the truth is, I loved it. 
 
      
 
    I loved serving him. 
 
    Obeying him. 
 
    I loved the way he pinned me against the wall and growled in my ear, 
 
    “You’re mine now, kitten.” 
 
      
 
    But afterwards, I’m left with an unexpected gift, and no one to turn to for help. 
 
      
 
    Fury promises he’ll keep me and our baby safe. 
 
    But aren’t promises made to be broken? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Ciro’s Promise: A Bad Boy Mob Romance (Santora Mafia) (The Outlaw’s Oath Collection Book 1) 
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    I promised I’d ruin her for all other men. 
 
      
 
    She’s suffered enough at the hands of an abusive monster. 
 
    But I showed her how to find pleasure in pain, in submission – to me. 
 
    Afterwards, I tried to erase her from my mind and be the cold-hearted don my father wants me to be. 
 
    But part of me always knew: one night with Sofia would never be enough. 
 
      
 
    SOFIA 
 
      
 
    Everyone makes mistakes, of course. 
 
    But not everyone makes mistakes as stupid as sleeping with Ciro Santora. 
 
      
 
    You gotta be a special kind of crazy to have a one-night stand with a mob underboss… 
 
    While still married to the crooked cop on his payroll. 
 
      
 
    They say there’s no silver linings in a deal with the devil. 
 
    But I did get my four-year-old son Christopher out of that sweaty, sinful night. 
 
    And he's the best thing in my life. 
 
      
 
    But time is ticking and it's just a matter of time before my psychotic ex figures out who the real father is. 
 
    And when he does… there'll be hell to pay. 
 
      
 
    I need safety, fast. 
 
    And there’s only one place to run: 
 
    Into the arms of the mafia monster who brought this chaos into my life in the first place. 
 
      
 
    But the problem is, Ciro's protection comes with a high price. 
 
    And I don't know if I'm ready to be the mobster’s bride. 
 
      
 
    CIRO 
 
      
 
    Danger. Money. Power. 
 
    They all have their reasons for sleeping with me. 
 
    And I don't discriminate. 
 
      
 
    Sofia was different, though. 
 
    I had no right to her – but since when did that ever stop me? 
 
      
 
    But, if I could do things over again I would have stayed away. 
 
    Left her to raise Christopher alone. 
 
    No kid deserves this life. 
 
    Trust me; I know. 
 
      
 
    But I can’t go back. 
 
    My sins are etched in stone. 
 
    And now, my best friend is dead and his blood is on my hands. 
 
    Brokering a deal with the Vincenzo family isn't going to cut it. 
 
    Someone needs to pay for his death. 
 
      
 
    It's time for me to become what I was always meant to be: 
 
    A ruthless don with no mercy in his heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Made to Riot: A Motorcycle Club Romance (The Ancestors MC) (Beards & Leather Book 5) 
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    It starts with a drink. It ends with a baby in my womb. 
 
      
 
    “One night only” is a slippery slope. 
 
    I fell hard for the biker – then he disappeared. 
 
    But he’s back now, and this time, when he leaves… 
 
    He’s dragging me with him – whether I like it or not. 
 
      
 
    ANYA 
 
      
 
    He showed up in my emergency room looking like the devil had worked him over with a tire iron. 
 
    But Bryce Johnson didn’t want a nurse. 
 
      
 
    He wanted a gun, a car… 
 
    And a hostage. 
 
      
 
    And lucky for me, I was his first pick. 
 
      
 
    I’d always wanted out of this small town. 
 
    But I never thought my ticket to freedom would barge into my life like this. 
 
      
 
    A gorgeous biker with windswept hair and inky tattoos crawling over his muscular shoulders? 
 
    He might’ve looked like a dream. 
 
    But the outlaw f**ked like a nightmare. 
 
    Like an animal. 
 
    Like a brutal, savage beast. 
 
      
 
    I’d never been with a man like him before. 
 
    And after the first kiss, the first touch, the first night, I knew: 
 
    I’d never want another man again. 
 
      
 
    But landing in the biker’s bed was just the start of this madness. 
 
    Now, I’m riding shotgun with a killer behind the wheel. 
 
    And there’s no telling if I’ll make it out alive. 
 
      
 
    BRYCE 
 
      
 
    Life for me as an outlaw biker has always been simple: take the job and get it done. 
 
    By any means necessary. 
 
      
 
    Some men were born to create chaos. 
 
    To burn things down. 
 
    To f**k sh!t up. 
 
    And God knows I’m one of them. 
 
      
 
    I’ve always managed to escape the mayhem alive. 
 
    But this time, I might’ve bitten off more than I can chew. 
 
    Even though I’ve done dirty things before, and there’s no doubt in my mind I’ll do them again. 
 
    And I thought I’d learned the hard way not to get distracted when there’s a mission on my plate. 
 
      
 
    But the curvy nurse with the shining eyes is testing my focus. 
 
      
 
    She’s a do-gooder, a saint in scrubs, a angel if ever there was one. 
 
    She deserves a white picket fence, a boring-a$$ husband, and a few obnoxious, giggling little kids. 
 
      
 
    But she ain’t gonna get that with me. 
 
      
 
    Because my world is a hell of a lot different. 
 
    My world is mobs and MCs, suspense and submission, whiskey and women. 
 
    I drink fast and ride hard. 
 
    I f**k. I break. I hurt. 
 
      
 
    It sure as hell ain’t for everyone. 
 
      
 
    So I did the fair thing: 
 
    I pointed my gun at her head and gave her a choice. 
 
    She can either run for cover. 
 
    Or she can get in the car with me, and see where the road takes her. 
 
      
 
    That’s just the beginning of our story. 
 
    And I’ll make a vow to you right now. 
 
    This will end only one way: 
 
    With my ring on her finger, my brand on her skin… 
 
    And my baby in her belly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Meant for Sin: A Motorcycle Club Romance (Thunder Riders MC) (Beards and Leather Book 4) 
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    I’m nothing but a toy in the biker’s hands. 
 
      
 
    Nothing in this world comes for free. 
 
    If I want Granite’s help, I’ll have to pay for it. 
 
    But he’s only accepting one form of tribute: 
 
    My bare body bent over his bed. 
 
      
 
    ALLISON 
 
      
 
    Everything happened too fast. 
 
    One bad idea after the next, until I ended up somewhere I never thought I’d be: 
 
    Bared in the lonely bedroom of a man who’s dying to break me. 
 
      
 
    I can see it in his eyes – those sharp, predator’s eyes. 
 
    So hungry and cold. 
 
    Staring right through me. 
 
    Stripping me, breaking me, teasing me, owning me. 
 
    All while he stands in the entrance, with that taut, tatted body of his at complete ease. 
 
      
 
    His hands are by his side right now, but in a moment, they’ll be on me. 
 
    And I’ll have no choice but to submit. 
 
      
 
    Because, as sick and twisted as this whole situation is, one thing remains true: 
 
    I need him. 
 
      
 
    I need Granite more than I ever thought possible. 
 
    I need him to help me rescue my brother from the clutches of a drug-dealing street gang that will kill Brandon if he ever tries to leave. 
 
    I need him to keep me safe from the other brothers of the Thunder Riders MC, each of whom is more eager than the last to run their filthy tongues across my skin. 
 
      
 
    But most of all, I need him to tame the fire that’s raging between my legs. 
 
      
 
    I thought I was a good girl. 
 
    But in Granite’s hands, I’m slowly learning the reality. 
 
      
 
    As long as I’m here, I’m only meant for sin. 
 
      
 
    GRANITE 
 
      
 
    She’s terrified. 
 
    Anyone could see that. 
 
    Hell, I would be too, if I were a skinny, innocent little girl like her. 
 
      
 
    There’s no one else here. 
 
    No one to hear her scream or cry for help. 
 
    No one… but me. 
 
      
 
    But that’s what happens when you choose to conceal yourself in lies and step right into a bikers’ den. 
 
    This ain’t no carnival. It’s not a damn country fair. 
 
    It’s an outlaw motorcycle club, one of the most ruthless around. 
 
    Real sh!t happens here – there’s drugs, guns, girls, and more cash floating around than a little princess like her could ever dream of. 
 
      
 
    And if you step outside the lines while you’re in here… you’re gonna get hurt. 
 
      
 
    She thought she could lie to my face and use me and my brothers for her own purposes. 
 
    But I saw right through that silly act. 
 
    And I made up my mind, then and there. 
 
      
 
    I’ll help this delicate angel – in return for something that only she can give me: 
 
    Her complete and utter submission. 
 
      
 
    There’s no saints in this clubhouse, darling. 
 
    Around here, we take what we want – brand it with our ink – and let the whole world know it’s ours now. 
 
    And that’s exactly what I’m about to do to her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Born to Ride: A Motorcycle Club Romance (Midnight Hunters MC) (Beards and Leather Book 3) 
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    I was born to ride her ‘til she breaks. 
 
      
 
    She was never meant for a man like me. 
 
    But a vicious blizzard drove her into my arms. 
 
    So I did the only thing I know how to do: 
 
    I bent her over my chopper and made her MINE. 
 
      
 
    KARA 
 
      
 
    There’s no feeling quite like walking in the door of your home and seeing your fiancé getting hot and heavy with a strange woman in your bed. 
 
    It’s rage and sadness and embarrassment all mixed up in one nasty cocktail. 
 
    And coincidentally, a cocktail is exactly what I needed after I caught that lousy S.O.B. cheating. 
 
      
 
    After that stiff drink (and maybe a couple more), I had to decide what I’d do next. 
 
    Maybe a few days at home with my family would do my soul some good. 
 
      
 
    I pack up my things and hit the road, but it doesn’t take long before my luck gets even worse. 
 
    A nasty blizzard drives me off the highway. 
 
    Now, I’m stranded, freezing, and alone… 
 
      
 
    Except for the dying man in the ditch. 
 
      
 
    I almost screamed when I saw him. 
 
    A brawny, tatted beast lying half-naked in the snow. 
 
    I don’t know whether to help him out or run screaming for the hills. 
 
      
 
    But my conscience won’t let me leave him there. 
 
    So I bundle him into my car and go searching for somewhere to stay while the storm blows over. 
 
      
 
    We find an abandoned cabin… 
 
    The beast wakes up… 
 
      
 
    And that’s where my troubles truly began. 
 
      
 
    RYDER 
 
      
 
    I woke up freezing and on the verge of death. 
 
    My memory is a painful blank. 
 
    But I know one thing: whoever did this to me is going to pay the price. 
 
      
 
    I’m not sure who it was or how I ended up here. 
 
    But I’m glad the girl picked me up. 
 
    I might be dead if not for her. 
 
      
 
    Time to show my appreciation… the way only an outlaw biker knows how. 
 
      
 
    She takes us to an isolated shack, and then we started drinking. 
 
    The first whiskey warms us up. 
 
    The second gets us talking. 
 
    The third strips her naked. 
 
      
 
    Making her mine is savage and sweaty. 
 
    But what she doesn’t know is that the men who put me in that ditch are coming to finish the job. 
 
    If she wants to survive this ride on the wild side, she’ll have to follow my commands. 
 
      
 
    Get on your knees. 
 
    And get ready to open wide. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Built to Kill: A Bad Boy Hitman Romance (Moretti Family Mafia) 
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    I was built to kill… and born to f**k her senseless. 
 
      
 
    Lorenzo 
 
    No one chooses the mob life. 
 
    But killing is what I do. 
 
    And I'm good at it. 
 
      
 
    I guess you could say I was in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
 
    Saw things I wasn't supposed to. 
 
      
 
    So I swore my allegiance to mafia boss Matteo Moretti. 
 
    He taught me to kill. 
 
    And became the man I grew to hate. 
 
      
 
    He thought he could buy my loyalty. 
 
    He was wrong. 
 
      
 
    I've always wondered if this day would come… 
 
    When I couldn't pull the trigger. 
 
      
 
    I figured a bullet would be the death of me. 
 
    But it wasn’t a gun that killed me. 
 
      
 
    She did. 
 
      
 
    Alexis 
 
    Scraping dollar bills off the floor to the cheers of leering men. 
 
    My parents would've been proud... 
 
    Too bad I never knew them. 
 
      
 
    Life sure has a funny way of working itself out. 
 
    But I'm a survivor. 
 
      
 
    At least, I used to be. 
 
      
 
    But then I end up at an outlaw party with a killer’s gun held to my head. 
 
    Why the hitman didn't pull the trigger, I'll never know. 
 
      
 
    But now I'm at his mercy… 
 
    And he's coming to take what belongs to him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Ride ‘Til Dawn: A Bad Boy Secret Baby Romance (Filthy Fools MC) 
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    A ride on the bad boy left me pregnant. 
 
      
 
    I've had enough of heartache. 
 
      
 
    My life is one long never-ending nightmare, thanks to my vicious stepdad. 
 
    But that I'm eighteen, I finally have a chance at freedom… 
 
      
 
    And I've never felt freedom like I do on the back of Dusty's bike. 
 
      
 
    But with his hard muscles, glistening tattoos, and rugged face, I should be running for the hills—not straight into his arms. 
 
    A bad boy rebel who rides is trouble incarnate, and I've had enough bad luck already to last me a lifetime. 
 
      
 
    But I can't resist my outlaw knight in shining leather. 
 
    He wants to hold me. 
 
    Romance me. 
 
    Seduce me. 
 
    Protect me. 
 
      
 
    I keep telling him I'm not a girl who needs protecting. 
 
    I've always looked after myself… 
 
      
 
    But that was before the baby. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



The Traitor’s Baby: Reaper’s Hearts MC 
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    MY BABY’S MOTHER WANTS ME DEAD. 
 
      
 
    She’s my enemy’s daughter. 
 
    She’s a cold-blooded traitor. 
 
    And after a dirty, dominant one-night stand… 
 
      
 
    She’s the mother of my child. 
 
      
 
    This isn’t a love story. 
 
    After all, what’s romantic about a sweaty, filthy one-night stand between strangers? 
 
      
 
    Not a damn thing. 
 
      
 
    Bending Kenzie over my bed wasn’t cute or sweet. 
 
    Neither was all the violence that came after. 
 
      
 
    An unexpected baby would’ve been bad enough. 
 
    But that’s just the beginning of our little romance. 
 
      
 
    Because Kenzie is more than just a casual fling. 
 
    After our little tryst, she’s something far more important… 
 
    She’s carrying my baby. 
 
      
 
    Too bad she’s also trying to kill me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Filthy Nights: Demon Riders MC 
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    I’M NOT HERE TO SAVE HER. I’M HERE TO BREAK HER. 
 
      
 
    CORA 
 
    Lovers for a night. 
 
    Strangers again in the morning. 
 
      
 
    But one slip meant he left an unexpected surprise in my womb. 
 
      
 
    LOGAN 
 
    All she wants is to get away from her violent past. 
 
    Too bad I’m the man who’s been sent to drag her back. 
 
      
 
    At first, she was just a means to an end. 
 
    But when I find out she’s carrying my baby, everything changes. 
 
      
 
    Now, I’m becoming a man I never thought I’d be: 
 
    One who kills to protect what’s his. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Mailing List 
 
      
 
    Sign up to my mailing list! 
 
    New subscribers receive a FREE steamy short. 
 
      
 
    Click the banner or link below to join. 
 
    http://dl.bookfunnel.com/ogns2te7xi 
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