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 Rip’s Baby: Hounds of Hades MC 
 
    By Nicole Fox 
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    Rip won’t rest until he puts a baby in my belly. 
 
      
 
    Rip Harris is just like the rest of the Hounds of Hades MC – loud, obnoxious, and always looking to get laid. 
 
    And just my luck – he’s now going to be working in my dad’s auto shop. 
 
    He might be sexy as hell, but if I truly want to break free of this town, I need to stay far away from him. 
 
    But when a star professor tries to force himself on me, there’s only one place to turn for help. 
 
    Too bad the price of Rip’s protection is my mind, my body… and my womb. 
 
      
 
    All I ever wanted was to get the hell out of this podunk town. 
 
    It’s a dusty backwater filled with boozy bikers and washed-up losers. 
 
    I’ve got bigger dreams. 
 
      
 
    And when I land a prized scholarship to study design at university, I can finally see the light at the end of the tunnel. 
 
    Attracting the attention of the department’s preeminent professor seems like the cherry on top of a too-good-to-be-true ice cream sundae.  
 
      
 
    Turns out that’s exactly what it is.  
 
      
 
    Professor Ellsmith didn’t pick me out of the crowd because I was talented. 
 
    He picked me because he wanted to shove his filthy old hands between my legs. 
 
    And he threatens to derail my budding career if I say no. 
 
      
 
    I’m caught in the worst possible position. 
 
    Do I let this predator take advantage of me? 
 
    Or do I give up on my dreams? 
 
      
 
    I need help. 
 
    Rip seems like the last person in the world I want to owe a favor, but it’s not like I have a lot of choices. 
 
    There’s just one problem: 
 
    His services don’t come for free. 
 
      
 
    And if Rip is going to solve my professor problem, his demands are steep. 
 
    He wants to strip me, own me all night long… 
 
    …and use me to carry his baby. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Jessi 
 
      
 
    I looked around the old shop, smiling sadly to myself. Gosh, I had basically grown up here, playing hide-and-seek when I was a kid, and helping my father out with various things once I got older. Greyhound Custom Motorcycles was one of the most successful chop shops in the state for as long as I could remember, and I always took pride in my father's ability to transform even the most boring, basic machine into something beautiful that practically purred as it raced down the highway. 
 
      
 
    Everything was going to change soon, though, and I wasn't sure how to break that news to my father. 
 
      
 
    Again, I fingered the letter that I had folded carefully into the pocket of my overalls. I honestly hadn't expected a school to accept me—not with my lack of formal design experience and my utter lack of engineering experience. I was good at math, but there was a lot more to automotive engineering than that. 
 
      
 
    Once I started attending classes (in just over a month, I reminded myself), I wasn't going to have much time to work around the shop—at least, not like I normally did. 
 
      
 
    The thing was, I didn't really think Dad would be supportive of any of it. I mean, he'd been harping on me for a few years now to go back to school and get a university education, but I'd hung around the shop, trying to figure out what exactly I wanted to do with my life. He and I had never really seen eye to eye on that. I'd known for a while now that I would be perfectly happy designing bikes for the rest of my life. He wanted me to go into something ...a little more traditional. Given how good I was at math, he'd been pushing me toward computer engineering for a while now. 
 
      
 
    Besides, I didn't really know how we were going to afford any of it. For all that he'd been pushing for me to go to university, the shop just didn't turn enough of a profit for that to really be a possibility. I'd been doing a little work over at a coffee shop on the side, but even with that money and the salary that my father was able to pay me, it wouldn't be enough to pay for one year at school, let alone more than that, unless he was able to net some really big projects. 
 
      
 
    But I wanted to do this. If nothing else, I wanted Dad to trust me a little more around the shop. With all the time that I'd put in there over the years, I felt like I could be doing more—maybe doing some of my own designs or … well, just something. Instead, he had me doing the same things that I'd already done hundreds of times before—mostly paint jobs.. All of it based on his own ideas, and he gave me very clear instructions about what he wanted. 
 
      
 
    Maybe if I had a degree in automotive engineering, he would treat me more like a partner of sorts and turn over some of the business to me so that I could finally try my hand at bringing some of my own ideas to life. 
 
      
 
    I swallowed hard and knocked on the door to my dad's office—a formality that I didn't usually practice. So he knew before I even entered that something was up. 
 
      
 
    “What's wrong?” he asked the moment I entered. 
 
      
 
    I tried a smile, knowing I must look as nervous as I felt. “Nothing's wrong,” I told him. “Just-” 
 
      
 
    Before I could finish what I was saying, the door to the shop flew open and Rip Harris strolled in as though he owned the place, full of attitude. I recognized him because he'd been in there quite a few times in the past. The local motorcycle club, the Hounds of Hades, were some of my dad's best customers. 
 
      
 
    I felt a shudder travel up my spine at the sight of Rip. The bad-boy motorcycle guy was definitely way off limits for me, but I had eyes, and I knew that the man was sexy. With his tattoos spiraling up his muscular arms and that dark, floppy hair that fell into his piercing eyes … I bet he could get any girl in the city if he wanted to. Of course, Dad would freak out if he knew I was looking at Rip like that, even if there was no chance that Rip and I would ever do anything. 
 
      
 
    Rip seemed to know the effect that he had on me, though, and he always leered at me when he came in, winking at me when Dad wasn't looking. Of course, Dad wasn't oblivious, and this time, he hardly needed to look at Rip before he was turning to me, giving me a pointed look. “Why don't you go get to work inventorying the store room?” he asked me. 
 
      
 
    It was busy work, and we both knew that. But Rip wouldn't realize it. I rolled my eyes a little because I was a big girl now and he didn't need to protect me from Rip's looks, but I wasn't about to argue with him in front of one of his clients. So I bit my tongue and went off to the back room, giving one last glance toward Rip, who was currently eyeing my legs, making me feel a bit self-conscious even though I was fully covered by overalls.  
 
      
 
    I wanted to say something to him, but I felt suddenly shy. Instead, I just smiled a little, ducked my head, and went back into the back room. 
 
      
 
    I wondered what sort of project he might have brought Dad, and even without knowing the details, I started thinking through what our work schedule would have to be like over the coming weeks. It had been a while since the Hounds of Hades had been into the shop, so it really could be anything—just a little tune-up, or possibly some big project. I just didn't know, and I wouldn't know until Rip was out of there and Dad came to give me the run-down. But either way, we were going to be pushing things. We already had quite a bit on our plates at the moment, and with college starting up soon … 
 
      
 
    I kind of wished I'd had a chance to talk to Dad before Rip had shown up. I really hoped he wasn't about to agree to more than he'd be able to handle on his own, if I was off in classes. And I didn't think he'd be on board with my idea to hire someone else to cover my shifts during the week while I was at university; he was keen on keeping this in the family, and there would be that question of money again. We couldn't really afford to divert any of the money from the shop to someone else, unfortunately. 
 
      
 
    I frowned and shook my head, grabbing a clipboard and beginning to do inventory. It didn't really need to be done, but I liked to keep myself busy while I was there at the shop, and if I was banished from the actual floor of the shop until Rip left, I might as well make myself useful. Maybe there were some organizational projects that I could tackle as well … 
 
      
 
    I flicked on the radio and hummed along to myself, reflecting not for the first time about how lucky I was to have grown up into a business that I was truly passionate about. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Jessi 
 
      
 
    I could feel Dad's eyes on me from the doorway, but he waited patiently for me to finish counting out some of the merchandise before he spoke. “So that was an interesting visit,” he told me, coming in to sit on one of the stools. He was drumming his fingers on his knee, which I knew meant he was thinking hard about something. 
 
      
 
    It was a big project, then. Or at least an interesting one. I was intrigued. 
 
      
 
    “What did Rip want?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “He actually came on behalf of his boss,” Dad said. “It's J.T. who wants something done this time—but I guess I should thank my lucky stars that he's too busy to personally pay me a visit!” 
 
      
 
    I made a noise of agreement, hopping up on one of the stools next to Dad, facing him. I'd never actually met J.T.—normally when he needed something, he sent Rip. He'd popped by a few times, though, and I knew he made Dad nervous. I supposed the guy must have an impatient, angry streak if he was able to run one of the most successful biker gangs in the area. And Dad had never really been the tough guy, for all his love of bikes. 
 
      
 
    “It's actually a really big commission,” Dad went on. “Apparently J.T. wants an entirely new bike—and he's left the full design of it up to me, pretty much.” He shook his head, looking amazed. “I mean, I know the guy is loaded, but I can't even imagine …” 
 
      
 
    I grimaced a little, thinking of just what type of trade that sort of money was probably coming from. But then again, that could be my ticket to college right there … 
 
      
 
    “That's incredible,” I told Dad, shaking my head as well. “I could help you with the design of it. I have some ideas that-” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Dad interrupted, shaking his head with a frown on his face. “Look, Jessi—I wouldn't think that I needed to tell you how important this project is. This is a big deal. I mean, we already have the Hounds of Hades as some of our major business, but a custom design like this could really launch us, especially because J.T. wants it ready for this big Fourth of July meet-up this summer. If everyone sees him riding a bike that I built ...” 
 
      
 
    “Dad, I get that,” I said patiently. “But I've got some great designs. I'm not saying that you would have to let me take over the project or anything like that—not even close. We could work together on it, though. You could help me with one of my ideas, help me see any flaws in it, and teach me how to fix them. Or-” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely not.” Dad was shaking his head, his face looking stormy. It was very rare that I actually saw him upset, but when he got frustrated with me … “Jessi, this project needs to be perfect. We need to hit all the deadlines, and we need to turn around our best work yet. You're just going to have to trust me on this one.” 
 
      
 
    “You never let me help out with anything fun,” I complained, not caring how young and bratty I sounded. No matter how many times I insisted on helping him out with designs, he never changed his mind on this point, and he always relegated the most menial tasks to me. I wasn't sure how to make him see that I had grown up, and that I kind of knew what I was doing by now. Except … 
 
      
 
    “The University of Knightsbridge thinks I have some talent anyway,” I told him, pulling the letter out of my pocket. This wasn't how I had pictured telling him about my acceptance into college, and I was definitely leaving him in the lurch now that I knew exactly how huge the new project was (especially if J.T. wanted everything ready to ride by the start of July, which was practically right around the corner!). But at the same time, maybe this would make him see that I could be trusted around the shop every once in a while. 
 
      
 
    “What is this?” Dad asked, opening the letter. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged, trying to seem nonchalant. “I've finally decided to go back to school, like you keep telling me to do,” I told him. “I know that it's expensive, but I figure that I can live at home and keep working around the shop on the weekends. And-” 
 
      
 
    “What are you going to study?” Dad interrupted. 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath—here was the moment of truth. “Automotive engineering,” I informed him. “Knightsbridge has a great program for it, and I'm really excited to learn more about all of this stuff. Anyway, they had me submit some of my designs as part of my application, and they really seemed to like them. I talked to this guy who will be my advisor there, and he's really interested in helping me get started in the business. I mean, not that I really need to get started in the business since I already kind of have my foot in the door, thanks to you. But this would be more of a formal education, more-” 
 
      
 
    “I'm not paying for you to study automotive engineering,” he said, scowling at me. “Jessi, we've been over this a thousand times. I want you to do something more with yourself—something better than what your old man did. You're so smart, and I'd hate to see all of that wasted with you tinkering on bikes for the rest of your life. You could really be out there making a difference in the world.” 
 
      
 
    “But, Dad, this is what I want to do,” I argued. “I don't think I could do anything better than this. This is what I'm passionate about and what I've always dreamed of doing. You know that.” 
 
      
 
    “You can't just do this because it seems like the easy way out,” Dad told me, and I felt my anger bubble up even more at that. 
 
      
 
    “You think that's what I'm doing?” I snapped. “Come with me.” I stormed out into the main part of the shop, to the place where I always left my bag when I was working with him. Angrily, I pulled out my sketchbook and whirled around to hand it to him. “Look at those designs,” I told him. “You think I'm taking the easy way out? I'm good at this, Dad. You've raised me to be good at this. I've had an eye for bikes ever since I was a teenager because I've been helping you out around here for years now, remember? And remember all those bike shows that we've gone to? I can-” 
 
      
 
    Dad held up a hand, and I trailed off. Despite our disagreements, I still loved and respected him. He was looking with interest at some of the designs, and I could practically see the gears turning in his head. This is it, I thought. This is the moment where he agrees to let me work on designs alongside him. 
 
      
 
    But instead he shook his head again. “Jessi, some of these designs are ...interesting,” he reluctantly admitted. “But there's just no way that you're going to be able to go to school this summer. Maybe in the fall, when things have settled down a little. But definitely not this summer. Besides J.T.'s new bike, there's-” 
 
      
 
    “I know we're slammed at the moment,” I sighed. “I'm the one who keeps track of the scheduling and the books, remember?” I smiled a little at him. “But there must be some way for us to figure things out, right? Anyway, it's not really ...” I took another deep breath, because here was the second moment of truth. “It's not really up for debate,” I told him. “I've already paid for the summer session.” 
 
      
 
    He blinked at me, looking shocked and then resigned. “Of course you have,” he muttered. “I should have known you'd do something like this.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn't realize I was going to be leaving you in such a lurch,” I told him honestly. “I mean, I thought that if I worked here on the weekends, things would be a bit difficult and there would be long hours, but I didn't expect you to pick up such a huge new project—I'm happy for you, of course, but I-” 
 
      
 
    “But you shouldn't have to delay going back to school just because I have work that needs to be done,” Dad said, already looking tired. He rubbed at his temples. 
 
      
 
    “What if you-” I began, but he was shaking his head before I could even finish that thought. 
 
      
 
    “I'm not hiring someone else,” he said grimly. “This is a family business and always has been. I'll just have to work something out with J.T. We can build his bike for a meet-up later in the year.” 
 
      
 
    I winced a little because I knew what that meant to him. That could cost us a lot of business, business that we could really use. We both knew that the Fourth of July meet-up was one of the hottest events of the summer, with literally thousands of bikers pouring in from all over the country for a long-distance ride down the coast. Still, I didn't see any way for him to both finish out our current contracts and finish out this new contract on time. And I knew that I wasn't going to be able to convince him to hire someone else. 
 
      
 
    Best to fight a different battle for now, until I thought up a better idea. “And my designs?” I pressed. “Like I said, I'm not saying you have to use my designs in full, but I really think that given the opportunity to do a little of the design on my own-” 
 
      
 
    “Jessi,” Dad groaned. “Look, you know I support you going back to school. I'm not sure I support the field that you're going into, but I guess we'll see how that turns out for you. But if I hear one more word about your designs today ...” He trailed off, grimacing a little, and seemed to realize that he sounded like a jerk. ”I need to do this project myself,” he said. “And that's the final word on that matter. I will consider letting you work some of your designs on future projects—smaller projects. But not on J.T.'s bike.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” I finally agreed sullenly. At least it was something. Of course, we'd see if he ever actually let me design anything for the shop, but at least I had a better shot at that now than I had had half an hour ago. 
 
      
 
    “And you'll be working evenings, but also some weekends, as your schedule permits,” Dad continued. “It's going to be all hands on deck for the next few months, and even then … well, I'll have to talk to J.T.” 
 
      
 
    It wasn't ideal, but at least he hadn't freaked out about the whole college thing. We'd figure it out. I went back to work with a smile on my face. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Mick 
 
      
 
    I had to admit that I was a bit nervous to be calling up J.T. Williams, the regional president of the Hounds of Hades motorcycle club. I'd always kind of dabbled in the biker culture since getting my first bike at seventeen, but I'd never been part of a gang, and especially not the type of gritty, semi-illegal gang that he ran. Of course, I didn't know any of the specifics about what his bikers did, but I could guess that they were up to no good. They had obscene amounts of money to splash on their bikes, which was part of what made them some of my best customers. But it went beyond that. 
 
      
 
    I could just tell from the way that they held themselves—from the way Rip and the rest of them walked into my shop like they owned the world—that they were up to no good when they weren't hanging around my shop trying to get into Jessi's pants. 
 
      
 
    Because, yes, I'd noticed that they were interested in her whenever they came by. Even if she was nowhere to be seen when they got there, they were always asking after her. And I'd seen those longing looks. I'm a man. I knew what they meant. And Jessi's a cute girl, especially given that she knows her way around a bike and appreciates some good metal music. 
 
      
 
    I never wanted her to have any part in this sort of life. In fact, I'd been pushing for her to go off to college and get out of my shop for years now. But she hadn't listened. 
 
      
 
    I sighed and scrubbed my hands off on a rag. I'd put this off for long enough, and I was pretty sure I knew what I had to say to J.T. 
 
      
 
    So I dialed the number that we had on record for him and waited for him to answer. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, J.T.,” I said when I heard him on the other end of the line. “This is Mick Ford, the Owner of Greyhound Custom Motorcycles. I spoke with Rip the other day about your new bike. First of all, I just wanted to tell you how flattered I am that you-” 
 
      
 
    “What's the problem?” J.T. interrupted. As always, he was no-nonsense and ready to get down to business. “If you're looking to get a higher price for it-” 
 
      
 
    “It's not that,” I quickly assured him, because the price he was paying was more than fair, and the last thing I wanted was for him to take his business elsewhere. “Just, there's been a bit of a ...setback.” 
 
      
 
    “You can't have started working on the thing already,” J.T. scoffed. 
 
      
 
    “No, it's not that,” I told him. “But the thing is, when I agreed to the contract, I didn't know that Jessi was planning on taking summer courses over at the university.” There was silence on the other end of the line and that gave me the courage to continue speaking. “Of course, I'm really happy that she's going to be going back to school, but she does a lot of the work around the shop—especially managing the books, plus helping out with the odd paint job and organizational tasks. With her gone during the week, it's going to be a bit tight trying to make that July deadline that you were looking at.” 
 
      
 
    I waited with baited breath for him to respond to that, but he continued to listen, as though he expected me to say something else. So I scrambled for something to say, because this was J.T. Williams that I was talking to. “I think I can get her done before the big Labor Day ride,” I told him. “But I don't think I can get it done any sooner than that.” 
 
      
 
    I could tell that J.T. was frowning from the way that his tone sounded when he spoke again. “That won't work for me,” he told me. “But perhaps I have a solution that would benefit both of us.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned as well, wondering what sort of solution he thought that he might have. I was certain that I had thought of every potential solution to the problem—otherwise, I wouldn't have been calling him—but there was a drawback to every one of the solutions. As I had told Jessi, I didn't want to hire someone else into the family business, especially not since I knew what that would do to the shop's monthly profits. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think of Rip?” J.T. asked me. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, even though I knew that J.T. couldn't see it over the phone. “What about him?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “He's a very good worker,” J.T. informed me. “He-” 
 
      
 
    “I'm not interested in hiring another worker,” I interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “Mick, I'm not interested in having a bike by Labor Day,” J.T. said. “I want it by the Fourth of July, or I don't want it at all. Better yet, I want it by the Fourth of July, or I may have to take my business elsewhere. And I think we both know what happens to Greyhound Custom Motorcycles if the Hounds of Hades no longer look to you for most of their fix-ups.” 
 
      
 
    I made a face, frustrated by how placid his voice sounded while he was threatening me. The thing was, I knew the fate of the shop was in his hands, just like everything else in the town. He basically owned the place; he could have whatever he wanted. Jessi and I would just have to find a way to manage and to get his new bike done for him—even if it meant we were working all hours of the day and night. 
 
      
 
    I still doubted our ability to get the project done while meeting all our other deadlines. 
 
      
 
    I leaned back in my chair and propped my feet up on the desk, trying to reason with the man. “In order for it to be the bike that you really want, I need to have until the end of the summer at least,” I told him. “I mean, even in terms of getting parts delivered, we're going to have a bit of a crunch if you want the thing done within a couple months—and it'll take longer to get the parts we need if Jessi isn't around to do the ordering. She's my main point of contact with my suppliers at this point, and has been for years.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is all the more reason for Rip to come over and help you guys out,” J.T. argued. “You probably have noticed that Rip never brings in his own bikes for you to work on—that's because he does all the work on them himself. He isn't a designer, but he can get things done right. Not only could he help you with little things like paint jobs, but he could also handle your inventory and books, just like Jessi has been doing. I guarantee it. He probably personally knows all of your suppliers already; he's very good at networking.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned into the phone and twirled a pen around my fingers. “I don't really want Rip around the shop when Jessi's around,” I admitted frankly to him. “I know-” 
 
      
 
    “Rip's a good guy,” J.T. snapped, and I could hear the growl of protective loyalty to his words. “He wouldn't do anything to Jessi that she didn't want him to do.” 
 
      
 
    “I don't doubt that,” I told him, horrified that I might have offended the man. Who knew what that might mean for ...everything. “But Jess is young and ...” I trailed off, not wanting to think about the heated looks I had caught her and Rip exchanging—the looks that I pretended I hadn't seen. I was sure that I had raised Jessi better than that, but there was a reason I wanted her to be off at college as soon as possible … 
 
      
 
    “Make Rip your office manager,” J.T. pressed. “He's already got some experience in that field. He does a lot for the motorcycle club as well, under a similar job title. And like I said, he knows his way around a bike. I bet he'd be a great asset for your business. I'm not saying that you need to keep him on forever, and you wouldn't need to pay him better than minimum wage. He owes me a favor, that's all. And if you get me the bike delivered by the Fourth of July, then I'll consider things even and make sure everyone knows whose bike it is I'm riding up to the parade ...” 
 
      
 
    It was the same threat, but told in different words. I had to accept the fact that none of this was in my control anymore—which I should have known from the moment that Rip waltzed through the doors of the shop. Or rather, which I should have known from the moment that the Hounds of Hades became my main clients. 
 
      
 
    “All right,” I conceded. “Rip can take over as office manager for now, and we'll work to have your bike done by the Fourth of July ride. But I make no promises.” 
 
      
 
    There was a long silence, and I sat there picturing all the things that J.T. or his guys could do to me if I didn't get the bike finished on time. It would be worse than just destroying my business. I was sure. J.T. wasn't the type of guy that you fucked around with. 
 
      
 
    Finally, though, he answered me. “All right,” he said simply. “I look forward to seeing what you build for me.” Then there was a click, and I was left with a dead line. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Rip 
 
      
 
    I was hanging around the clubhouse with a bunch of the guys when J.T. came up to me. I arched an eyebrow and nudged a seat towards him with my foot, wondering if he'd changed his mind about the new bike or something. J.T. was a great guy and there was no one else who would be better able to lead the Hounds, but I kind of resented being treated like his errand boy so often. I got that the guy had better things to do than talk to Mick Ford, but so did I. 
 
      
 
    J.T. put his hands on the back of the chair but didn't sit down. “Need to talk to you, kid,” he told me, and everyone else started getting up from the table. That was J.T.'s code for wanting some privacy. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t something to do with the bike, then I growled a little at the 'kid' part. Sure, the guy was old enough to be my father, but I wasn't that young. I knew it was just J.T. being J.T., but it never ceased to bother me when he said things like that. So I reached out and snagged the hand of the whore who was currently sitting beside me, giving me a handjob under the table, and I forced her to stay where she was. She looked uncertainly between me and J.T., but she was the club bitch, so it wasn't like she had much of a choice. If someone wanted her for something, she had to be there. 
 
      
 
    J.T. gave me a bit of a disapproving look, no doubt wanting to say something about my antics, but he clearly decided that he had more important things he wanted to talk about. Finally, he dropped into the seat across from me. 
 
      
 
    “You owe me a favor or two,” he said to me, steepling his fingers in front of his face. 
 
      
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “How do you figure?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    J.T. raised his eyes incredulously at me. “How do I figure,” he said flatly. He leaned forwards, pointing a sharp finger at me. “You're going to have to start watching your attitude around here, Rip Harris,” he told me. 
 
      
 
    “Or you'll what?” I snapped. “Kick me out of the club?” 
 
      
 
    There must be something seriously bothering the man, or else he wouldn't be this sharp with me. But I wasn't about to ask what it was. Let J.T. tell me if that's what he wanted to do. We weren't there to play Twenty Questions. 
 
      
 
    The man drummed his fingers against the table, watching the whore next to me for a moment. “Look, I don't have time to chit chat about all of this,” he finally said. “But I have something that I need you to do. You know that the Hounds are looking to acquire some sort of ...legitimate side business.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” I agreed, because it was no secret. I could tell that J.T. was uncomfortable discussing this stuff in front of the whore, though, so I finally rolled my eyes and pushed her away. “Come back in ten minutes,” I told her. I didn't wait to hear a response from her; she'd be back—they always were. 
 
      
 
    “I think I've found the perfect front,” J.T. continued. “What do you think about the Hounds acquiring Mick Ford's shop, Greyhound Custom Motorcycles?” 
 
      
 
    I frowned, thinking it over. “I don't think Mick would ever give you the place,” I finally said. “I mean, I don't know much about him or his family. I only really have business interactions with him. But I don't think-” 
 
      
 
    J.T. waved away my protests. “I'm not talking about taking the business over now or anything like that. Just ...well, Mick is getting up there in years, and surely he doesn't think that his daughter is going to take over the business after him.” J.T. scoffed a little at that. 
 
      
 
    I remembered seeing Jessi moving confidently around the shop on several occasions. Sure, she was usually doing things like inventory—something anyone with half a brain could do. But I had seen her painting detailing on a bike once, with practiced precision, and I could see in the way that her eyes stroked my bike each time I came through the shop that she knew what she was looking at and appreciated a good-looking hunk of metal. 
 
      
 
    I wondered if it was so unlikely to suspect that Jessi would, in fact, take over the business. But J.T. didn't want to hear that. 
 
      
 
    “If we can keep the Hounds in Mick's good books, it's only a matter of time before he starts looking for buyers for the shop. And he'd be much happier selling the place to people he trusts.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I put in the order for your bike already,” I told J.T. “And Mick agreed to all the terms you suggested. I guess we're already kind of in his good books, since we bring him so much business.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to do more,” J.T. said. “Mick says he's having some trouble around the shop. His daughter is going back to school or something like that, and he's worried about getting supplies and making deadlines. I volunteered your help.” 
 
      
 
    I stared at J.T. for a long moment, wondering if I'd heard correctly. Then I got abruptly to my feet, my chair screeching across the floor. “You what?” I snapped. 
 
      
 
    J.T. rolled his eyes. “Don't be so dramatic, Rip,” he chided, as though I were a child. “You like working on bikes, and if we were able to acquire Greyhound, guess who would be fronting the shop? I remember all the work you put into your bike. I remember how excited you were when you were finally finished. Just put that same energy into this project. Just for a month or two, until the man is caught up on all his deadlines.” 
 
      
 
    “I was excited about my bike because it was my bike,” I spat. “Man, if I wanted to go into business, don't you think I'd already be doing that? Any shop around the city would hire me, if that was what I wanted, but-” 
 
      
 
    “Would they?” J.T. interrupted. He narrowed his eyes at me. “We're a relatively new motorcycle club,” he reminded me. “But all the same, anyone who's involved in the motorcycle business around the city knows who we are, from hobbyists like Mick Ford up to international design gurus like Gary Ellsmith. And that would affect your chances for employment.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You're missing the point,” I told him. “I don't even want to do that. I don't want to work at an autobody shop, or else I'd already be trying to land myself a job. I make quite enough doing various things for the club that I live comfortably and don't need to-” 
 
      
 
    “And if you want to continue doing 'various things for the club,'” J.T. told me, “then you're going to help out Mick Ford at his shop until he's caught up on his deadlines.” He stared at me for a long moment. “I'm beginning to question where your loyalties lie, Rip.” 
 
      
 
    I scowled at him and got to my feet abruptly. “Don't be an ass,” I told him. “Just because I don't blindly follow you around, begging for scraps from your table, doesn't mean that I have loyalties to anyone except for our club. But I'm not your errand boy, and I'm not-” 
 
      
 
    “You're whatever I need you to be,” J.T. told me. “Don't forget that I saved your life when you were caught up in all that shit with the Cadets.” He paused very deliberately. “If you want to go crawling back to Daniel, begging for forgiveness, you know where the door is. But, otherwise, I expect you to report to Mick's shop at 8 am on Monday morning.” 
 
      
 
    Even though I was standing and J.T. was still sitting, the power dynamic was obviously tilted in his favor. I hated that he was using everything he had on me like this, but I also knew that if J.T. was pulling out all the stops and bringing up the Cadets, it was because he really, really wanted this. He wasn't that much of an asshole otherwise. 
 
      
 
    Slowly, I sat back down, curiosity getting the better of me. “What is it about this shop?” I asked him. “Why is this so important to you?” 
 
      
 
    J.T. shrugged nonchalantly, but I could tell from something in his gaze that there was some greater importance to all of this than he was letting on. “Let's just say that the cops are getting a little too ...close lately,” he said. “As I just said, we're a young club, and they're starting to question ...” He sighed. “Well, let's just leave out the details for now. But we need to acquire a legitimate business sooner rather than later, or I'm not sure what will happen to us.” He paused, frowning. “You know that Evans is being tried for all sorts of things, don't you?” 
 
      
 
    I grimaced and nodded. Of course we had all heard about the bust that had gone on over at the Angels' clubhouse. It had been pretty ugly, but no one could say that the Angels didn't deserve it. They'd been getting in over their heads for too long now … 
 
      
 
    “But they've got bigger fish to fry than us,” I argued. We had some ...shady dealings going on, of course. Money coming in through various schemes and a bit of a corner on the drug industry—especially with the students in the area—but I couldn't see the police coming after us just because … 
 
      
 
    “I want to keep us safe,” J.T. said, shrugging again. This time, he was the one to stand up from the table. “Rip, I wouldn't be asking you to do this if I didn't think it was necessary.” He grinned down at me. “Anyway, I would have thought you'd be jumping at the opportunity. I've heard Mick's daughter is very easy on the eyes...” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, sure she is,” I said. “But she's also the type of girl to expect flowers and fancy restaurants and all those things. I definitely won't be fucking her in a back alley.” 
 
      
 
    “So take it as a challenge,” J.T. suggested. “Get your work done and see what you can do.” 
 
      
 
    I stared at him, a dozen questions in my head. But J.T. was clearly done with the conversation, and I finally shrugged. “I'll be at the shop on Monday,” I told him, just as the whore was coming back to the table. I narrowed my eyes at my boss. “But this is the last time you're holding that shit with the Cadets over my head.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” J.T. said, nodding at me. “You do this for me and get me my bike on time, and I'll consider us even.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Jessi 
 
      
 
    Being a college student was, quite honestly, pretty exhilarating, and most days, I couldn't believe it had taken me so many extra years to get here. That wasn't to say that I wasn't being pushed in my courses, of course. My mechanical design course was particularly challenging. Even though we were only freshmen, we were pushed to understand all sorts of things about how engines and other parts worked. I thought that I would have a leg up since I'd been helping my dad out in the shop for so many years, but it turned out that, when it really came down to it, I didn't really have a clue about the mechanics to a design. I generally had a pretty good gut feeling about how things worked, but … 
 
      
 
    I couldn't help feeling a bit discouraged, by two weeks into the course. 
 
      
 
    The one saving grace was that my professor, Gary Ellsmith, was amazing, and he was always around to answer questions that I had about the material or to talk me through things. I didn't know why more people didn't attend his office hours, because man, the guy could work miracles on a design in about ten minutes flat. It was incredible to work with him. 
 
      
 
    He smiled at me as I entered his office, quickly finishing up something on his computer as he gestured me towards a seat. I put the Chinese food I had brought down on his desk and began opening containers. 
 
      
 
    “God, I'm so glad you brought food,” he told me absently, still clicking away at whatever it was in front of him. I couldn't see, given the way that his computer was angled. “I forgot to have lunch, and I can't believe it's already so late!” 
 
      
 
    I grinned a little and held out a fork to him as he finally turned his attention towards me. “Yeah, I figured you probably had lost yourself in work again,” I said. It was a pretty common occurrence, I was starting to gather, but I supposed that was the kind of dedication that you needed to have to be a relevant name in the field. And Gary Ellsmith was definitely a relevant name in the field. He had been to countless seminars the previous year, and he had been asked to give talks at nearly all of them. And his designs … 
 
      
 
    Well, don't get me started. They were absolutely incredible, in a way that I had never really known design to be before. I didn't really know how he managed to pull all these different pieces together and make what looked like such a smooth and seamless bike, but I wanted to learn. If there had been any doubt in my mind, prior to coming here, that this was what I wanted to do with my life, there was none of that misgiving left now. 
 
      
 
    The trick was to learn everything that I could about transmissions, engines, and all the other components so that I could figure out what worked together and what would never work. There was a difference between designing a beautiful bike and just throwing things together as a cool fantasy. 
 
      
 
    “What can I help you with today, Jess?” Gary asked, taking a bite of the orange chicken. 
 
      
 
    I sighed. “Well, it's not one of your assignments, but I was hoping that you might help me with it anyway,” I told him. “The truth is, I've been assigned this really awful drawing for my mechanics course, and I just … well, I'm a little stuck on it.” I went on to tell him all about the project, and I was relieved to see that he was grinning and nodding by the end of it. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” he said, pushing aside the containers of food. “I totally understand. Let's do a sketch of what you've just said, shall we?” And he was off, his pencil moving quickly across the paper between us, sketching lines. Suddenly everything made sense, drawn by his pencil. 
 
      
 
    When he finished, he began to discuss the work with me, and by the end, I understood it all. He shook his head. “Jess, I think you're just getting too much into your own head,” he told me. “You know the answers, but then you start second-guessing yourself.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed and ducked my head a little. “You're probably right,” I admitted. “I just ...” I trailed off, blushing. 
 
      
 
    “You just what?” Gary asked, sounding intrigued. 
 
      
 
    That only made my blush worse, but I forced the words out. “I kind of feel a little ...out of place in my lectures,” I admitted. “I'm some ...townie. I grew up around here. I didn't just come here for college. And beyond that, everyone in our class seems to be brainier and more experienced and … well, just everything else.” 
 
      
 
    “Don't let that bother you,” Gary soothed, although I noticed that he didn't outright deny my claims. And that put me even more on edge. 
 
      
 
    “I can't just ignore that,” I said. “They're all just waiting for me to screw up. I mean, I'm the scholarship kid—but I'm still paying through my nose just to be here. They've probably all got designer tool belts and overalls.” 
 
      
 
    Gary snorted a little, clearly amused by my antics. But he didn't make me feel at all childish for venting my concerns. Instead, he made it seem as though we might somehow find some way to make things better. “Oh Jess,” he sighed. “You don't need to feel like you're out of place here. I don't know your particular financial situation, of course, but yes, many kids who choose to come to Knightsbridge come from reasonably wealthy backgrounds. But-” 
 
      
 
    “It's not just that, Gary,” I sighed. 
 
      
 
    He reached out and lightly patted the back of my hand. “You're very clever,” he told me gently. “You've got such a clear talent in our class. I'm really looking forward to seeing what you do over the course of the year—and over the course of the program, honestly.” 
 
      
 
    I ducked my head even further. “Platitudes-” I started to say, but Gary cut me off before I could even begin my protestations. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he said. “Seriously, Jessi, you're one of the top students in my course—one of the top students that I've ever had in that course. You have a great eye for the stuff. Sure, you need a little polishing. But you're a brilliant diamond in the rough, and don't let anyone tell you otherwise. One of these days, maybe I'll have you designing a bike for me.” 
 
      
 
    He winked at me, and I couldn't help flushing with heat and pleasure. Gary was nothing like the biker dudes that normally came into Dad's shop. This guy really knew his way around bikes, in both the real and theoretical sense. I knew that a lot of the women around campus giggled when they saw him; as for me, I wasn't really attracted to him, but he always had time to talk me through any problem I was having. I appreciated that bit of extra support; I didn't know how the rest of the kids were getting by on their own. 
 
      
 
    And it kind of made me feel a little more like I belonged every time Gary said that I had done something right. I had been floundering in a couple of my courses for the first few weeks, feeling shy and uncertain, like the new kid. He was slowly erasing that feeling, and I was so grateful for that. 
 
      
 
    For now, though, Gary glanced at his watch and frowned. “Shoot,” he said. “I have this meeting that I have to go to. Some silly faculty thing...” 
 
      
 
    “No problem,” I said, standing up and gathering my things. I paused with my fingers at the edge of his sketch. “Would you mind if I took this with me?” I asked. I knew I wasn't about to forget his explanations, but for some reason, having this little piece of him that I could keep Was important. 
 
      
 
    Gary smiled at me. “Sure, go ahead,” he said, pushing the sketch towards me. “Just don't let me find out that you've gone ahead and submitted it to your mechanics professor. That's cheating, you know.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed a little and shook my head. “Definitely not about to do that,” I said. “That could get me kicked out of school!” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I guess I'll see you on Monday,” I told him as I headed towards the door, lingering for as long as I could without making things seem awkward. I liked being there, in his office. It felt safe, like a haven from all the stress of the rest of the university campus. But it was probably about time that I made the trip home, anyway. Dad and I would probably try to get a little work done in the shop that evening so that we'd be all ready to really get some solid work done over the next couple days while I was off from school. I could tell that we were already a little behind on our projects, and I was beginning to doubt our ability to turn things around in the timelines that we had set in our contracts. 
 
      
 
    I didn't want to think about that. And as selfish as it sounded, I didn't have to think about that when I was there in Gary's office talking about school. 
 
      
 
    “Actually, I was wondering if maybe you wanted to grab a beer this weekend,” Gary told me. “I mean, strictly as a professional thing. There will be a few of us getting together from the department, and we'll talk shop.” From the way that he was grinning, I couldn't tell if he was joking about that last part or not. “There's this cool grungy biker bar that I know, and they've got a couple bikes up for display inside. Might give you some good inspiration for that project we have coming up. Plus, maybe it would make you feel less like a townie if you knew some of the hip places around the city a little better, and if you knew a few more of the students in the department.” 
 
      
 
    I offered him a shy smile and nodded. “Yeah, I'd like that,” I told him. 
 
      
 
    “Great,” Gary said, giving me a winning smile in response. “Give me your address and I'll pick you up.” 
 
      
 
    “I live way out in the suburbs,” I told him, shaking my head. “In Crossdale. You don't want to come all the way out there to pick me up.” Not only that, but I could only imagine what dad would say if he found out that my professor was swinging by to pick me up and take me out for a beer. Dad didn't totally follow the industry news. He preferred that his ideas came from himself, he always said, but I had a feeling he would recognize Gary Ellsmith at a glance. 
 
      
 
    Gary shrugged. “I don't have to come by, if you don't want me to,” he said. “I forget you don't live downtown like the rest of the students. That must be quite the commute every evening. I guess I'll let you know where the place is and you can meet me there.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds great,” I told him, already thinking about what I could wear to impress him. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Mick 
 
      
 
    I nodded distractedly at Rip as he came into the office that morning, still pouring over the half-finished sketches that I had drawn out the previous night. I was still working on the designs for J.T.'s bike, but I was getting closer and closer to being finished with them. That was good, because we were going to need to start building the bike soon if we were going to get it finished on time. I was still wondering just how we were going to pull that off, honestly, with Jessi out of the picture for so much of the time. 
 
      
 
    That said, I had to admit that Rip was doing a pretty good job around the office. He really did know his way around the books, and he knew a lot of the suppliers. He'd even given me a couple leads on different people who I could get parts from. That had already helped out when I'd needed a very specific part for one of the bikes that I had worked on the previous weekend. I'd been looking for a decent price for the piece for weeks. Within ten minutes, Rip was able to get me a better price for it than I could have ever expected, and since it had been a local guy selling it, I was able to get my hands on it that same day. 
 
      
 
    I was impressed, to say the least. 
 
      
 
    I hadn't really given him a chance to do any of the bike work yet, but I was getting to the point where I realized that was going to have to happen, and I'd been mentally setting aside some of the easier tasks for him. I wasn't about to let him screw up anything to do with J.T.'s bike, so I needed to know what he was capable of first. 
 
      
 
    “Morning, boss,” Rip said, leaning over my shoulder to look at my designs. He frowned at them. “J.T. isn't going to be interested in just another bike like that,” he commented, tapping his finger against what I had thought was one of the most promising designs that I had come up with. 
 
      
 
    I scowled and gathered the drawings together. “These are just some rough design sketches,” I told him. “They're not for J.T.'s bike.” That was a lie, and I was sure he knew that. I didn't have time to be designing anything else. 
 
      
 
    Rip shrugged and hopped up to sit on the edge of my work table. “Whatever you say, boss,” he said. He stretched hugely. “God, I feel good today. I had this awesome threesome last night with two smoking hot bottle-blondes that I picked up at this new place downtown, Hell's Thunder. The yoga revolution, man—these girls could bend themselves up into a pretzel if they wanted to. And with those asses, well ...” 
 
      
 
    “Rip, how many times do I have to remind you that this is a workplace and I prefer that all the conversation between us be professional?” I sighed. This wasn't the first time Rip had told me all about his conquests, and unfortunately, I was sure it wouldn't be the last time. I really didn't need to know about his bendy bottle-blondes or his racy redheads or anyone else. 
 
      
 
    I was just glad that he never told me about them while Jessi was around; I didn't need her hearing talk like that. 
 
      
 
    “I know, I know,” Rip said, rolling his eyes. “But seriously, man, you should have seen how far they could bend over, with those perfect asses up in the air. I'm telling you, I just wanted to spank them all night long.” 
 
      
 
    “Let's get to work for the day, shall we?” I asked, maybe a bit too loudly. 
 
      
 
    Rip groaned. “What sort of menial tasks are you going to have me do today?” he asked. “You want me to organize your automotive parts in alphabetical order or some bullshit like that?” 
 
      
 
    I snorted. “Come on, I haven't been that bad.” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” Rip agreed. “But I figure you must be running out of things for me to inventory, and given that Jessi just inventoried everything a few weeks ago, according to her notes, I figure that you know exactly how much you're wasting my time by having me do that again.” He paused, looking seriously at me for the first time. “Mick, I'm here because you told J.T. you would need some help around the shop with Jessi gone, so that you could finish your projects on time. But if I'm not helping you on anything productive, I may as well not be here. I can tell that you're already getting behind on your deadlines. Jessi's time-table of when things should be happening is perfectly clear, so why don't you actually let me help you out?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I don't trust you,” I said bluntly, leaning back in my chair and looking up at him. “That's the honest truth, Rip. I don't trust you. I have spent years building up this business, and the last thing I need is some young, reckless hooligan messing things up for me. It's great that you tech your own bike out in your garage and keep her running smoothly. But the kinds of things that I'm doing in here-” 
 
      
 
    “Look at this,” Rip interrupted, showing me a picture on his phone. It was a beautiful, souped-up little motorcycle that I was sure could get some incredible speed on a flat road in the middle of nowhere. It had a sleek black paint job with some thin red stripes running down the sides of it. “I built this myself,” Rip told me. “She's my baby. Nobody else has ever touched her—not to help build her, not to help paint her, and definitely not to ride her. I don't even let my conquests on the back of this one.” He flipped through a few more pics of her, proudly showing me each one. 
 
      
 
    And I had to grudgingly admit that the guy was good. I could kind of see why J.T. had recommended that I take him on in the shop in Jessi's absence. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, okay,” I said, holding my hands up. “Fine. If you want to help on the bikes, I'll let you help out on the bikes. Not J.T.'s bike, though.” 
 
      
 
    “That's fair,” Rip told me, nodding his head and hopping down off the work table. “What do you want me to get started on?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think you could do that oil change for Marshall's bike?” I asked. Sure, it was a bit mean giving him the dirty work while I got to work on designs, but he was there to help out, after all. 
 
      
 
    Rip gave me a short salute and left to get started anyway, and I mentally breathed a sigh of relief. That was one more project off our plates at least. Now, to tackle some of the bigger problems that we had at the moment. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Jessi 
 
      
 
    It was weird to come into the shop on Friday afternoon and find Rip and Dad both working on bikes together, getting their hands dirty. I had expected Rip to be back in the office, where he normally was, but instead, they were both working to replace a couple of parts on Ben Marshall's bike. 
 
      
 
    It was a task that I had expected to be working on with Dad that evening, and I felt a moment of irrational jealousy. But I quickly pushed that away. It was great that they were working together on it, and it was great that Rip seemed to know what he was doing. Dad needed someone like that helping around the office since I wasn't able to do much during the weekdays. Maybe Rip would finally help us get caught up on the deadlines that had been slipping away from us. 
 
      
 
    “Hey guys,” I said to them, waving as I ditched my bag and went to change into my bibs. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Jessi,” Dad said, glancing over at me. “Do you think you could get started in the office? I need you to track down a few pieces for me. I've left a list on the desk.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned at him. It wasn't that the request was anything abnormal. I was used to having to track down pieces for him. But the fact that Rip was out there working on a bike with him while I was going to be stuck in the office doing the menial work of ringing up a bunch of different suppliers and seeing if they were selling whatever pieces he needed … 
 
      
 
    I didn't want to say that my dad was sexist, but that was kind of the way he was about the chop shop and everything to do with the biker culture. Now that he had Rip helping out around the shop, I was starting to feel like I would never get a chance to do any of the design work or anything else that I'd been dreaming of for so long. And I was sure that Rip, despite being a newcomer, was going to get to work on J.T.'s bike. 
 
      
 
    It wasn't fair. If I were a guy, I'd probably have been building custom bikes from my own designs starting a long time ago. But Dad refused to let me anywhere near any of the big projects. 
 
      
 
    I stormed into the office and had to take a few deep breaths to compose myself. Then I grabbed the list and started making the calls. 
 
      
 
    A little while later, Rip poked his head into the office. “Hey, Jessi,” he said as I finished up the call that I was on and made notes on the pad that I was using. 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” I bit out, not looking up at him. 
 
      
 
    Rip seemed amused by my brusque tone and came into the office, moving to perch on the edge of the desk right next to me. I couldn't help blushing a little at the close proximity. “Why don't you let me make some of the calls and you go help your dad out on the floor?” he asked. “I think Mick's trying to work on some designs for J.T.'s bike right now, but to be honest, none of the things he's coming up with are wild enough for the boss of the Hounds of Hades.” 
 
      
 
    My jaw tightened a little and I gritted my teeth. “Well, Dad won't let me anywhere near the design process for J.T.'s bike,” I told him. “So if you want changes to it, that's something you're going to have to take up with him on your own.” 
 
      
 
    “Aren't you going to school for automotive engineering?” Rip asked, frowning at me. “Last I checked, that meant you had to have a flair for design.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I mean, I've been designing things for years now,” I told him. “But Dad never lets me actually bring any of my designs to life. He doesn't trust me on that.” I snorted. “If he had his way, I wouldn't be going into anything to do with this business. He doesn't think it's a woman's place.” 
 
      
 
    Rip shrugged a little. “If I'm being honest, I don't really think it is either,” he admitted. “Hounds of Hades has some really hot biker babes who ride like the devil, but they don't do any of the mechanical stuff for their bikes on their own. I can't really imagine you designing a bike on your own. But I would love to see some of your designs sometime.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked up at him, wondering if I should be offended by what he had said or flattered by the fact that he still wanted to see my designs. I reached hesitantly towards my bag and pulled out my sketchbook, flipping it open to a design that I'd been working on for Gary's class. “This is one of my latest pieces,” I told him, turning the pad around so that he could see it properly. “It's not quite finished yet, but-” 
 
      
 
    Rip's fingers came up to trace the lines of the bike, and I could see interest glittering in his eyes. “You're not just a pretty face and a pair of legs, are you, Jessi?” 
 
      
 
    I blushed and started to snatch my sketchbook away, but Rip held on to it, flipping through some of the other designs. He finally settled on one that I had done a few months back, for my college application. He whistled softly. “Jessi, this is great. I mean, it's not perfect—I'm really not digging those narrow handlebars on a bike this big, and I think you could make it a bit flashier.. But …this could be exactly what J.T. is looking for.” 
 
      
 
    At that, I did tug my sketchbook away from him. “Don't tell Dad that,” I said. “Like I said, he doesn't want me anywhere near the design process for J.T.'s bike, and I don't want him to think that I've-” 
 
      
 
    “You want your dad to use this bike to expand his business, don't you?” Rip interrupted. “Which is only going to happen if he puts together a bike that J.T. loves. I'm telling you, the designs that he's coming up with aren't the kinds of things that J.T. would love. That bike that you just showed me? That is. So what are you going to do about it?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” I said firmly. “Rip, I can't take this over from my dad. He doesn't want me designing things, and I've just finally gotten him on board with the idea that I'm going to go to school for that. Maybe in a few years he'll let me work on some smaller projects, once I've gotten my degree and really know what I'm doing. But for now-” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Rip said, throwing his hands in the air. “But when you lose the project because J.T. is bored by everything that your father tries to submit to him, you'll have to blame yourself.” With that, he stormed out of the office. 
 
      
 
    I shiverede, watching him leave like that. There was something so powerful in his voice, something that really made me want him to knock me around a little and then fuck me hard, right there in the office. 
 
      
 
    I blushed at the thought and looked back down at the list that I had been working on. Then I took a deep breath and picked up the phone again. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Jessi 
 
      
 
    It was crowded when I got to Flame, the place that Gary had suggested, and I wondered how I was ever going to find Gary in all this mess. I also wondered if I should order a drink first and then find the group, or if I was supposed to find the group and then get drinks with them. And I wondered if maybe I was a bit over-dressed in my black dress and sparkling jewelry. 
 
      
 
    I didn't do this kind of thing very often. 
 
      
 
    I mean, not that this was a date or anything stressful like that; this was just meeting up with my professor and some other students and having a couple beers. But I wasn't really the bar or club kind of girl. 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Gary said, coming up behind me and resting a reassuring hand against my lower back. I turned to face him, instantly feeling a lot more comfortable. “Wow, you look amazing.” 
 
      
 
    I blushed a little and tugged self-consciously at the dress, wondering if maybe it wasn't a little too revealing for a meeting with my professor. I wanted to impress him, sure, but I wasn’t about to date him. I was sure that was against departmental rules. It was kind of flattering to see the way his eyes roamed over my form, though. 
 
      
 
    “Where's everyone else?” I asked him. 
 
      
 
    Gary shrugged a little and guided me towards the bar. “I don't know,” he told me. “I haven't seen anyone else yet—I guess they might be showing up a little later or something. Why don't we get a beer, though, and we'll chat until they get here?” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” I told him, smiling. 
 
      
 
    “So what do you do out in Crossdale, anyway?” Gary asked me once we'd found a table. “I assume you must have some sort of job?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, kind of,” I told him. “My dad owns Greyhound Custom Motorcycles. I don't know if you've heard of it, but it's one of the big biker shops around here. We're the main chop shop for the Hounds of Hades motorcycle club, in fact.” 
 
      
 
    “I've heard some rumors about them, but not much,” Gary said. He didn't look as impressed as I wanted him to. 
 
      
 
    “In fact, Dad recently got assigned a project by J.T. Williams, the head of the Hounds of Hades,” I boasted. “The guy wants a totally fresh bike, and he's given Dad full creative freedom over it.” I paused. “I really want him to use one of my designs for the bike, but he's refusing to let me anywhere near the project.” 
 
      
 
    “That hardly seems fair,” Gary said. “I've seen your designs, and you've got some serious talent.” 
 
      
 
    “To be fair, so does he,” I said truthfully. “But Rip—J.T.'s right-hand man—says that Dad's designs aren't going to be anything that J.T. wants, and he thinks one of my designs would be better. I'm not sure how to tell Dad about that. I don't want him to think I'm trying to take over the business already. That's eventually my goal, but I know I have a lot of learning to do before I get to that point. I'm hoping that once I get my degree finished, he'll take me on as a real partner in the business, and then it will eventually transition to being my business once Dad gets older and decides to retire, or to just come in and do projects for fun.” 
 
      
 
    Gary was frowning at me by the time I finished. “I mean, that's an okay plan, I guess. But I think you have way more talent than that.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Greyhound Custom Motorcycles is, to put it bluntly, a small, podunk business that hardly anyone has heard of, even though it's right up the road from here. With designs of the caliber that I'm already seeing from you, you could be working at some of the biggest design shops in the world by the time you're through with your degree. Hell, I've got connections. I could probably even get you a great internship opportunity for the upcoming fall so that you could really get some experience under your belt. I'm sure that your Dad's shop was a great place to learn a little bit and get your foot in the door, but you could aspire to so much more.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. The shop had been my whole life, and it was all I ever dreamed of doing with myself. I couldn’t imagine going to work for some big-name brands, especially not since … “I don't want to design boring, safe bikes, though,” I told Gary. “And I know that's what I'd be doing if I was working for one of the bigger brands. If I have so much talent, why would I want to waste it turning in the same sorts of designs that the world already has seen?” 
 
      
 
    “It's not all about that,” Gary argued. 
 
      
 
    “Well, no, I know there are some concept bikes and things like that,” I conceded. “But that's not the main focus of those companies. What I love about working in my dad's shop is that we get individual bike aficionados who want these totally out-there, custom jobs. I want to cultivate a clientele and get more projects like this one that J.T. just assigned us—I want to design new styles of bikes that are tailor-made for the person that they're going to.” 
 
      
 
    “And you want to waste all your time actually building the bike, rather than just churning out design after impeccable design,” Gary said, rolling his eyes. 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “That's the part I love, though,” I told him. “I love the grit and the grind of doing things myself. I love the idea of watching something that I dreamt being built piece by piece until it's perfect and complete. I don't want to be just a cog in some corporate process; I want every single bike that I ever design to be built step by step by me. And the thing is, working at my dad's shop has given me a great head start into that line of things. I've been setting our task lists and tracking down parts for years now. I know how much each piece of that bike should be worth, and I know just who is going to have these handlebars that I need.” 
 
      
 
    Gary shook his head. “But why would you waste your time tracking down all those pieces when you could have a team of people doing that for you?” he asked. “It just doesn't make any sense. Jessi, we could groom you into one of the hottest young designers out there. Like I said, I have connections; I could land you anywhere that you wanted to go, in whatever role you wanted to take on.” 
 
      
 
    “I don't want that,” I said firmly. I chuckled a little, trying to keep things light. “I mean, ask me again in a few years when I've graduated, maybe. All this university stuff might change my mind. But I really think that I'm going to be happiest right there in my dad's shop for the rest of my life. I know you probably don't think that the suburbs are very interesting, with your big-city life, but I love it out there. I'm close enough to Knightsbridge that I can come in for the day and go back home at night, but I don't have to be here in the city if I don't want to be.” 
 
      
 
    Gary frowned, his lips tightening into a thin line for a moment. “I'm honestly a bit disappointed to hear that from you,” he told me. “To be frank, I think you're an idiot for throwing away the opportunities that you could have—and for what? So that you can be a slave to some local motorcycle club for the rest of your life?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged a little. I wasn't going to be able to change his mind, I realized, and he wasn't going to be able to change mine. I didn't really want to talk about the shop anymore. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, three other students whom I vaguely recognized came over to the table just then. “Hey Gary,” the guys chirped, sliding into seats with their beers as well. 
 
      
 
    “Who's this?” one of the guys asked, and Gary began the introductions. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Jessi 
 
      
 
    When I got home on Wednesday night, after another night of drinks with Gary and some of the other students, Dad met me at the door, looking a bit angry. “I've already closed up the shop for the night,” he told me. 
 
      
 
    I frowned. “But, Dad, you know that I planned on getting some work done in there tonight,” I told him. “I was going to lay out all those parts that you needed for Bryce's bike tomorrow, so that you could get right to work on it when you went in there. And then I was going to-” 
 
      
 
    “No, I didn't know you were going to get some work done in there tonight,” Dad interrupted. “I knew that you were supposed to get some work done in there. But it's ten o'clock at night right now, and I was beginning to wonder if you were even going to come home tonight, or if you were maybe going to stay over at a friend's place in the city. I know your class schedule; you should have been home hours ago.” 
 
      
 
    “Relax,” I said. “I had some studying that I needed to do, so I went over to the library after my classes. And then I was working on this project for my mechanics class. Plus, I just went for some drinks with Gary Ellsmith and a few other students from the department. They've been really great, helping me out with all sorts of design issues and things like that. I'm really starting to feel like I belong there now.” 
 
      
 
    “Jessi, you know what our work schedule is like at the moment,” Dad argued. “I understand that you need to work on your school projects, and I've been generous enough to give you plenty of time for that. But in the evenings, you need to come back here and do your work. That's what we agreed upon.” 
 
      
 
    “We agreed that I would study during the week and then work for the shop on weekends,” I said, shaking my head. “We never agreed that I would have to give up all of my evenings as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Stop being so childish, Jessi,” Dad snapped. “I'm busting my ass trying to come up with tuition money for you for the fall; I expect you to pull your weight around the shop as well. There's no reason for you to be out socializing when-” 
 
      
 
    “I'm networking, Dad,” I interrupted. “Gary Ellsmith is a big name in the design community, and I'm lucky enough to have him as a professor and a mentor. He's really been helping me a lot this semester, and he says he'll continue to mentor me for as long as I'm in the program. And he's got connections in the industry. He's already talking to this guy in Cleveland about getting me a two-week internship there this coming fall. It's with a big company, and-” 
 
      
 
    “And Greyhound Custom Motorcycles isn't good enough for you anymore, now that you're some city-slick kid,” Dad said bitterly. 
 
      
 
    “Of course that's not true,” I said. “You know that I'd love to take over the business one day. It would be an honor. But at the same time, as Gary says, it will benefit me to learn different design styles and to see how different shops run. I don't really have any experience with how bigger companies run, and it would be interesting to learn the ropes on some of the different types of machinery that they have. I-” 
 
      
 
    “Why is Gary so keen on giving you all this personal attention anyway?” Dad asked. “I'm assuming he doesn't do this for every freshman that he teaches, so why are you so special?” 
 
      
 
    I scowled at him. “Because, Dad. Unlike you, Gary is actually willing to see my potential. He thinks I'm really talented, and so do my other professors. If this were his shop, he said he would have had me designing and building custom bikes a long time ago. But that's because he actually knows what a woman could do in this business. He isn't so concerned about his masculinity that he wouldn't even give me a chance.” 
 
      
 
    Dad's face went through a complicated set of expressions. “Don't talk to me that way,” he said. “You're getting a bit too big for your britches if you aren't remembering that I am your father and you still live under my roof. You will speak to me with respect.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, because you show so much respect to me,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Dad, you're hardly even willing to look at my designs, and some of them are really good. Rip says there's one that he thinks would be perfect for J.T. even, and I know you still haven't come up with something that J.T. would like. Rather than wasting more time on a bunch of different designs, why don't we at least try to sell mine to him? We need to get started building it or else we'll never finish it.” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely not,” Dad said firmly. “I refuse to waste J.T.'s time with your childish or impossible designs. You don't have a head for how the mechanics of things work, Jessi. It's one thing to draw a bike that looks cool, but it's another thing to design a bike that could actually work.” 
 
      
 
    “I don't have a head for the mechanics?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at him. “Funny to hear that, since I'm currently acing my mechanics class.” I shook my head. “You refuse to see that I could actually be good in this business, but I really could. Gary sees that, and that's why he's helping me out. It's as simple as that.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like he's probably interested in something else,” Dad said darkly, and I practically blew up. 
 
      
 
    “Well, maybe he is, Dad,” I snapped. “Maybe he's just a perv and he really wants to get into my pants, so that's why we talk about motorcycles and only motorcycles all the time that I spend with him. But you know what? Even if that was all that he was interested in, isn't that something that I can deal with on my own? I'm not a little kid anymore, Dad. I don't know why it's so difficult for you to see that I've grown up, but I'm twenty-two years old, and I think I can handle myself well enough on my own.” 
 
      
 
    “You're going to have a curfew,” Dad told me. “Eight o'clock. Every night. I want you back to the house. You can put an hour of work in at the shop then, and I'll call that good. If you have big projects due, I might let you skip the hour in the shop, but I still want you home by eight.” 
 
      
 
    “Dad, what part of 'I'm not a little kid' are you not getting?” I growled. “I don't need a curfew. I'm busting my ass to get the best grades that I can at school, and if I want to get drinks and unwind a little-” 
 
      
 
    “Then you had better find your own place to live and your own way to pay for tuition,” Dad said grimly. “I'm sorry, but that's the way it's going to be. If you want to live under my roof, eat my food, and have me help you out with tuition, that's the way it's going to be. In the house by eight o'clock.” 
 
      
 
    “That's not fair!” I said, but there wasn't really anything that I could do about it. There was no way I could afford to live on my own, and I didn't want to lose the privilege of working in his shop either. 
 
      
 
    “And one more thing,” Dad said, narrowing his eyes at me. “You absolutely, under no circumstances, will be going away to some internship in Cleveland this fall. You have responsibilities here, Jessi, and you can't just go haring off for weeks at a time on a whim. I thought I'd raised you better than that.” 
 
      
 
    I gaped, then I narrowed my eyes at him. “Fine,” I told him frostily. “But I'm going to give my design to Rip and have him show it to J.T. Because, as I said, we can't lose any more time on that project.” With that, I stormed past him into the house and went up the stairs to my room, slamming the door behind me. Sure, it was a bit juvenile of me, but if he was going to treat me like a kid, I could act as sulky as I wanted. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Jessi 
 
      
 
    I could hear Rip come into the shop behind me, but I didn't look up yet, still working on the design that was in front of me. It was a design for J.T.'s bike, and even though I knew that Dad would never even look at it, I wanted everything to be perfect. 
 
      
 
    “What are you working on?” Rip asked, coming into the shop behind me and leaning over my shoulder to see. He was close, well within my personal space, but I didn't mind. I could smell the spicy scent of his cologne radiating off him, and I was so tempted to lean back against his warm chest, letting him pull me into his arms. 
 
      
 
    It was funny, because I had never really thought of the man as attractive before, but now that he was here, leaning over me … 
 
      
 
    I looked back over my shoulder, smiling up at him. “It's just a design for J.T.'s bike.”. 
 
      
 
    Rip shook his head. “Watching you design bikes is so sexy,” he told me. “I can practically feel your designs purring between my legs.” 
 
      
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him, still smirking. “Does that interest you?” I asked him, reaching out daringly to trace the visible outline of his hard member against the seam of his pants. 
 
      
 
    Rip's eyes darkened, and I wasn't entirely surprised when he leaned down and captured my lips in a kiss, which soon spiraled off into something more … 
 
      
 
    I woke up from the dream feeling hot and desperate to come, but alone, there in the sheets. Of course it was just a dream. Rip would never think of looking twice at me. He was a biker, and I was sure that he had dozens of women at his beck and call over at the Hounds' clubhouse. 
 
      
 
    For a moment, I lay there, awkwardly trying to figure out what I should do now. I was still tired and really wanted to go back to sleep, but I wasn't sure I could calm myself down enough without … 
 
      
 
    With hardly a conscious decision from my brain, my fingers found their way down between my legs, stroking hesitantly at the cloth of my panties. Even that little pressure was enough to have me practically whimpering with desire. 
 
      
 
    God, if Rip could only see me now … 
 
      
 
    I let my mind fill with images of his face, with thoughts of what he might do to me, and of how he might use me. 
 
      
 
    “I've wanted to fuck you for a long time now,” I imagined he would say to me. “Ever since I first saw you working here.” 
 
      
 
    I would giggle a little, turning my head away, sure that he was just saying that. “But the girls in your club-” 
 
      
 
    “Have nothing on you. God, Jessi, have you ever seen yourself? These curves ...” He traced his hands slowly down my sides, his fingertips lingering against my bare breasts and my hips. “You have no idea how badly I want to fuck you.” 
 
      
 
    “Please,” I whimpered, already imagining how it would feel to have his thick length pressed inside of me. I didn't even think I needed preparation. I could already feel how wet I was becoming. 
 
      
 
    I slipped my fingers inside of my tight, warm hole, practically groaning with relief. I played there with the tips of my fingers for a moment, stroking and pressing at my walls, imagining that it was the tip of his member that I was tightening around. It was just this side of not enough, but I knew that it was the best that I was going to get. 
 
      
 
    I imagined Rip thrusting deep inside of me, rolling his hips so that his hard length stimulated parts of me that I had never even known existed. 
 
      
 
    I imagined us there in the office of the shop, with me sprawled against my desk, being fucked hard from behind by Rip, whose grip on my hips never wavered. Even though I knew that we could be found at any moment, I didn't ask him to stop, and he made no signs of wavering. 
 
      
 
    I sped up the movements of my hand to match my imaginings. 
 
      
 
    I could only think of the way he would dominate me, of the way he would control my movements, and the way his fingers would skim down my skin, scorching every inch of it with heat as he fucked the life out of me. I wasn't normally the type of girl for a rough-and-tumble one-night stand, but I felt that, with Rip, that was distinctly possible. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to open myself up to him, to lay myself bare for him to ravish. It wasn't just the dream talking, either; there was more to it than that. There was the fact that my father was so against my having anything to do with this lifestyle. There was the stress of college. But there was, above all, the fact that Rip had seen my designs and seemed to respect me because of them. That was a pretty foreign concept, as far as I was concerned. And I liked that. 
 
      
 
    I had to keep reminding myself that this wasn't reality, and that Rip wasn't here. But...oh. 
 
      
 
    I gave a soft sound of pleasure at the feelings between my legs. I wasn't even doing much, just playing around a little with my clit. But I could imagine that it was Rip down there, between my legs. Rip's tongue, maybe, playing across the smooth folds of my skin, and … 
 
      
 
    I came, feeling almost ashamed, but mostly just relaxed. I was going to have to do some serious thinking about this whole thing once I was fully awake, but for now, sleep was beckoning, and I was all too happy to let my eyes slip closed and allow blackness to wash over me. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Rip 
 
      
 
    I could tell something was up from the moment I walked into the shop on Saturday morning, after taking a few days off for an extended ride. The tension between Mick and Jessi was so thick that you could practically see it hanging there in the air. “Whoa, what happened?” I asked. They couldn't be stressing about a deadline, could they? Had I really thrown off their schedule by missing the past few days? Mick had agreed to let me go … 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” they said in unison, both barely glancing over at me. Okay, this was going to be a pretty awkward work day, I guessed. 
 
      
 
    “So what do you want me to do, boss?” I asked Mick carefully. 
 
      
 
    He shrugged. “Why don't you ask Jessi?” he asked. “She seems to think she's the boss around here anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Whoa. I wondered if that meant Jessi had finally told him about her design for J.T.'s bike. It must mean that, though. I was impressed. I hadn't thought she had it in her. It was about time she started standing up for herself and building her own designs. 
 
      
 
    I looked over at Jessi, who was frowning at her dad. “Dad, you know what needs to get done better than I do,” she pointed out. “I haven't been here for most of the week, except for the last few evenings; I'm still trying to figure out what the status is on all of our projects.” 
 
      
 
    Mick slammed a wrench down on the floor. “Well, Rip, why don't you and Jessi go to your guy Sanders and pick up the parts that I requested from him. He should have them packaged up and ready to go.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I said, even though that was really the task for one person, not two. But maybe he needed some time by himself to get over whatever this tiff with Jessi was. And maybe I could ask her about it if I got her alone. 
 
      
 
    “My car or your bike?” Jessi asked as we left the shop. 
 
      
 
    I snorted. “You're never getting on this baby,” I said, fondly patting my bike. 
 
      
 
    Jessi raised an eyebrow at me but didn't question it. “Okay, so my car then.” 
 
      
 
    “I'll drive, though,” I told her. “It's easier than trying to give you directions.” 
 
      
 
    Jessi looked like she wanted to argue for a moment, but then she shrugged. “I swear, though, if you drive like a maniac, I'm going to make you pull over and let me drive,” she warned. 
 
      
 
    I laughed and took the keys from her. “Sure thing, darling,” I told her. “Get in.” 
 
      
 
    We drove in silence for the first part of the trip, as I thought about how to approach this. I kept glancing over at her in the passenger's seat. She had already changed some since she'd started school; I noticed the differences. She wore a little bit of makeup now—not too much, but a little eyeliner and mascara most days. And I could see the difference in her personality as well. She was a bit spunkier, and she kept the office more organized. She wanted this, and I appreciated that drive. 
 
      
 
    Of course, the Hounds of Hades were hoping to get Greyhound Custom Motorcycles into their own hands, as a front for some of our more illicit operations, so eventually, she was going to need to realize she had to find another place for herself. Based on the designs that I had seen from her, though, that wasn't going to be a problem, and that was part of why I was hoping we did end up using her design for J.T.'s bike. Give her a little taste of success like that, and I was sure it would only be a matter of time before she was dreaming of working for some bigger company. 
 
      
 
    “What's up with you and your dad?” I finally asked bluntly. 
 
      
 
    Jessi startled a little and looked sheepishly over at me. “We just had a little disagreement, that's all,” she said, sighing softly. “He treats me like a child—he doesn't seem to realize that I've grown up.” 
 
      
 
    “He still won't look at any of your designs?” I guessed. 
 
      
 
    “It goes beyond that,” she told me. “The other night, he blew up at me for coming in at ten, and he's now set a curfew of 8 pm every night. I'm working so hard at school every day, and then he still wants me to come home and work for at least an hour every evening. I feel like all I'm doing at the moment is working on one thing or another, and I'm tired of it. I was having fun and making some friends, but now I don't even get to see them. I just wish-” She broke off shaking her head. “Sorry, I know this probably all sounds really dumb.” 
 
      
 
    “It's okay,” I smiled gently over at her. “I get that. I mean, not totally, because my parents never cared less when I came home or anything like that, but ...” 
 
      
 
    She snorted out a laugh. “And that's how you became this big, bad biker dude?” 
 
      
 
    I laughed as well. “Not really,” I told her. “I've just always been into bikes. I think I got my first book about designing bikes when I was, like, seven. And I was drawing all sorts of different bikes by the time I was ten. Not drawing them well, mind you.” 
 
      
 
    Jessi giggled. “Yeah, I was the same way, but that's mostly because I grew up around my dad's shop. I just always figured I'd be going into the business after him—I never really even considered that I had other options.” She sighed. “If only I could get Dad to see that, though. He wants me to do something else, and I just...” 
 
      
 
    “He wants you to be happy, I'm sure,” I said, shrugging a little. “That's all dads ever want for their daughters.” 
 
      
 
    “You would know?” Jessi asked, looking curious. 
 
      
 
    “I have a niece, Amanda. She's eight, and even though she isn't mine, I still want the world for her. Of course, if she wanted to go into automotive engineering, I'd be pretty thrilled about it, but I can also see where your dad is coming from. It's traditionally a man's field, and you could face some harassment or discrimination if you went into a bigger company. He knows that, and he just wants to keep you safe.” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. “Yeah, he already thinks that one of my professors, Gary Ellsmith, is only being helpful to me because he wants to sleep with me.” 
 
      
 
    I gave her a strange look. “Gary Ellsmith? As in, the Gary Ellsmith?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, the Gary Ellsmith. Like I said, he's one of my professors, and he's just been so great to me. I go in to his office hours a lot, and he brought me out for drinks with some guys from the department a couple times as well. He's working with a contact that he has in Cleveland, and thinks he can get me an internship there in the fall, just for a couple weeks. But how cool would that be?” 
 
      
 
    I coughed lightly. “I mean, I don't know what kind of relationship the two of you have, but … Gary Ellsmith has a pretty bad reputation,” I said carefully. I didn't want Jessi to be offended or to accuse me of taking her dad's side on this, but she seemed a bit naïve and I just wanted to make sure she knew what she was getting herself into. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. “You mean amongst Hounds of Hades or something like that? I know he loves bikes and has a pretty slick ride, but I really can't picture him as a biker gang member. What kind of illegal stuff does he do?” 
 
      
 
    “It's not that kind of reputation,” I told her. “Just … It's pretty well-known that he sleeps around with a bunch of people. A bunch of students. I'm surprised you haven't heard rumors about that around campus yet, but it could be that everyone already thinks you're sleeping with him.” 
 
      
 
    I could see Jessi getting angry from the way she clenched her hands into fists and the way her face tightened around the edges. “Gary just thinks I have a lot of potential, that's all,” she told me. “It's all been strictly professional between us. How do you know that about him anyway? You're not a student.” 
 
      
 
    “It's pretty common knowledge around the biker community,” I said. “I've seen him around at a few rides, and he boasts about all of his conquests pretty openly.” 
 
      
 
    “That doesn't sound like the Gary that I know,” Jessi said, her eyes narrowing as though she thought I was making it up. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I told her, shrugging. I wasn't about to fight her on that. “I just wanted to make sure that you knew about his reputation, just in case.” 
 
      
 
    The rest of our ride was silent. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Jessi 
 
      
 
    I stared down at the text I had just received, feeling torn. It was a message from Gary, asking me to swing by his office if I was still around campus for the day. He said there was something about my latest project that he wanted to discuss with me—some question that he'd had while grading it. I hoped he didn't think that I had plagiarized it or anything. I had worked my ass off on that project, which was actually the design for J.T.'s bike (not that my dad would ever accept it as such), working practically around the clock on it, with a little bit of Rip's advice. 
 
      
 
    Normally, it wouldn't have been a problem to swing by Gary's office, but I was just coming out of a long study session at the library, and I was already going to be cutting it close on my curfew that night. I was still so frustrated to have a curfew, but after a couple weeks, I was getting pretty used to it. It was still upsetting not to be able to go out for drinks with anyone, but I was getting used to that as well. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” I muttered under my breath, making my way towards Gary's office. If he did suspect plagiarism on my latest project, it would be better to talk to him about it now, rather than putting him off and leaving him wondering about it all weekend. I'd just have to make it quick. 
 
      
 
    “What's up?” I asked Gary as I entered his office. 
 
      
 
    He smiled at me. “Hey, Jess,” he said. “Have a seat. I just need to finish up this email really quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I said, shrugging a little as I dropped into the seat. 
 
      
 
    “So this project,” Gary finally said, turning his attention back to me. 
 
      
 
    “I didn't plagiarize it, if that's what you're wondering,” I told him quickly. 
 
      
 
    Gary laughed and shook his head. “I wasn't going to accuse you of that,” he said. “I know you're pretty brilliant. I'm just surprised at how brilliant this project is, and at the fact that you didn't show me any of it while you were working on it, so I don't know how you seem to have ironed out all of the potential design flaws.” 
 
      
 
    “I had a little help from a friend,” I admitted. “He's not an automotive engineer or anything, but he built his own bike and he knows a thing or two about design.” 
 
      
 
    “Boyfriend?” Gary asked sharply. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no,” I said, shaking my head. “He's a member of the Hounds of Hades, actually, but he's been helping out around my dad's shop since I've been tied up in school lately. We're a bit slammed with projects at the moment since everyone's taking their bikes out for the summer, now that the weather's nicer. I don't think my dad could keep up with things without him.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that why I haven't been seeing you around as much lately too?” Gary asked. “Your dad is driving you into the ground with work?” 
 
      
 
    I laughed a little. “Something like that,” I admitted. “He's even given me a curfew—I have to be in the house or the shop by eight every night!” 
 
      
 
    “That must be driving you crazy,” Gary said, shaking his head. “I mean, I know you love the shop and all, but sometimes you need to take a break from bikes and get a little human interaction into your life.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” I groaned. “Trust me, I know. I'm designing bikes in my sleep at this point!” 
 
      
 
    Gary shook his head, grinning ruefully. “I've been doing that for years, if I'm being honest,” he said. “Look, I know it's getting close to your curfew for the night, but I wanted to have a celebratory drink with you. Like I said, this latest project is really amazing, and it's definitely something that you deserve a drink for.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed and looked at my watch. I needed to have left five minutes ago if I wanted to get back to Crossdale on time. Not that I thought Dad would really be that upset if I was just a little late, but I didn't want to be any later than this. “I don't have time to go out to a place tonight,” I told him. “Maybe some other time.” 
 
      
 
    “What if I said that I have a very nice bottle of wine right here in that cabinet?” Gary asked. “Come on, it's just one drink—it would only take a couple minutes, and then you could be on your way.” 
 
      
 
    It was a tempting offer, partially because I was still flattered by his admiration of my project. I could feel myself caving. I had made curfew every night for a couple weeks, and I'd pulled a couple late nights lately, working for longer than the mandated hour after classes. Surely I deserved to have one night off … 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” I told him. “But just one drink!” 
 
      
 
    We moved over to the short couch at the side of the office, and Gary popped the cork and poured us each a glass of wine. “I know you're pressed for time, but let's let it breath for a minute, okay?” he told me, and I laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I agreed, then paused. “So you really thought my project was that good?” 
 
      
 
    “You should think seriously about submitting that one to a design competition,” Gary said. “I'm sure you could get yourself some sort of scholarship for the fall semester based on your design talent, and then maybe you wouldn't have to work quite so many hours around your dad's shop!” 
 
      
 
    “Wouldn't that be the life,” I muttered. “I mean, I know we're busy right now, but with Rip there helping him out part time and me helping him out part time, we should be doing fine, right? But now this bike for J.T. is due in just over a month, and we haven't even started building it yet because my dad can't put together a design that pleases J.T., and he's still refusing to even look at my designs. I wanted to have Rip show my design to J.T., but I also don't really want to cross my dad in that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have a design for J.T.'s bike already worked out?” Gary asked. 
 
      
 
    “That's actually what this project was,” I admitted. “I kind of put it together thinking that maybe if I could get it really finished and polished—and maybe if I got your feedback on it—then I could take that to my dad and get him to finally realize that I'm not just some dumb kid doodling impossible choppers during class.” 
 
      
 
    “You're definitely not that,” Gary said warmly. He reached over and lightly squeezed my leg. “I'm sure he'll be excited to see this design. I know I was.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled over at Gary, glad that he understood me so well. 
 
      
 
    Gary leaned forward and picked up his wine glass, handing me mine as well. “To your designs,” he said, clinking his glass against mine. 
 
      
 
    I grinned and took a sip of my wine, surprised at the rich taste of it. “That's a very nice bottle of wine,” I said to Gary. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, some guy gave it to me at that seminar that I went to last week,” Gary told me. “I've been waiting for the right company to crack it with.” He winked at me. “I thought maybe this might convince you to start considering what other options you have in the design field. Good wine is definitely a perk, right?” He reached over and squeezed my leg again, leaving his hand resting there, and I didn't push it away. 
 
      
 
    Instead, I laughed and shook my head, taking another sip of my wine. “So tell me about this conference,” I said. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Gary 
 
      
 
    As I'd expected, it was easy enough to convince Jessi to stay for a second glass of wine—and a third. From previous outings with her, I knew that she didn't really drink much, and I could see that she was on the verge of getting drunk by the time we were halfway through the bottle. She seemed to have forgotten about the fact that she was supposed to be home for her curfew over an hour ago. 
 
      
 
    And she didn't seem to mind that I kept finding any excuse to touch her, reaching out to brush back her hair or trailing my fingers along the back of her neck. Her soft body was a warm line against mine at this point. I had her drawn close into my side, an arm slung around her shoulders as I listened to her tell me about the design process for her latest project. 
 
      
 
    “You should read this book,” I said suddenly, getting up to find this theoretical design book on the shelves. “I've been trying all night to remember which book it was in—this design that's similar in some ways to yours. I think yours is a bit better, of course, but I think where this guy takes things will be interesting to you.” 
 
      
 
    Jessi stood up as well, and I was pleased to see how she wobbled a little before she found her balance. Definitely a bit drunk, then. “Okay,” she said, accepting the book, and I watched as her hands stroked the cover. I could only imagine them stroking certain other things as well. I'd been half-hard for most of the night, and this got me a little more heated. 
 
      
 
    I grinned at her and moved around to my computer. “I've also got this great little piece of software, Design Haven. It's really great for helping you digitize your designs so that you can tweak them with a little more finesse. Here, look.” 
 
      
 
    She came around, but there wasn't much room behind the desk because of the way the office was designed, and given her current state of inebriation, she ended up tripping on the leg of my desk chair and falling into my lap. At the feel of her warm buttocks pressed against my clothed erection, I couldn't help but rock my hips up into her. 
 
      
 
    She stiffened a little and began to move away, but I held her there with my arms around her. “No, just take a look at this for a minute,” I told her, leaning forward so that I could reach the mouse and navigate through one of the designs I'd been working on in the program. “Look, you can do all sorts of things to it—change the colors, add some chrome here, move this pipe over to there. Anything you could want. It's a ton of fun just to fool around with. I've made a bunch of totally theoretical designs using it.” 
 
      
 
    Jess hummed to show that she was listening, but she was straining to get away from me. I guessed we were playing a bit of a cat and mouse game, then. It wasn't surprising, given how inexperienced she was. I wondered for a moment whether she'd ever even had anyone else, or if it was possible that she was still a virgin. And didn't that turn me on. 
 
      
 
    Finally, I let her go, but she didn't go far—just to the other side of the desk. There she paused and looked back at me. “I should get home,” she said, pulling her keys out of her pocket. There was something strange in her expression, like some sort of realization. For a minute, I thought she was actually about to start crying. 
 
      
 
    “Don't be stupid,” I said, standing up and coming around the desk as well. I took the keys out of her hand. “You're not driving home like this.” 
 
      
 
    “I want to leave,” she said. “I've already missed my curfew, and I'm ...” She trailed off, blushing. “Give me my keys back, Gary.” 
 
      
 
    “You're too drunk to drive,” I argued with her. “Just look at yourself. There's no way I'm letting you drive home like this. Look, why don't I give you a ride?” 
 
      
 
    “You've been drinking too,” she pointed out. 
 
      
 
    “My tolerance is a lot higher than yours,” I told her. “Trust me, I'm fine to drive.” 
 
      
 
    She paused, biting her lower lip, and I couldn't keep myself from leaning in and kissing her, tugging that lower lip into my mouth and sucking lightly at it. My jeans were getting to be way too tight, and I reached down to open my fly, letting my straining bulge free and pushing it up against Jessi's warm skin where her skirt was riding up. I kept one arm tightly wrapped around her, continuing to ravish her mouth, and slid my other hand up under her shirt. 
 
      
 
    Jessi continued to wriggle against me, trying desperately to pull away. I was sure she was just afraid that we might get caught. Stupid girl. Didn't she realize that I had already locked the door? No one was going to see us hhere, and we could do whatever we wanted. 
 
      
 
    And what I wanted right then was to get her mouth down on my dick and fucking use her. I wanted to see if she was as talented with that mouth as she was with those hands. I'd force her to swallow down my cock until she was practically choking with it, and then I'd whirl her around and bend her over the desk, pushing aside her panties and fucking her with her clothes still on, leaving her helpless with desire. She had to know the kinds of things she had been doing to me over the past few weeks. Those lingering looks and those sweet little gestures like bringing takeout food to my office hours. And that dress that she'd been wearing the first night that we went for drinks… 
 
      
 
    As distracted as I was with those thoughts, Jessi was able to twist free of me for a moment, and I was stunned when she reached up and slapped me hard across the face. “No,” she said firmly. 
 
      
 
    That made me lose it. Who did she think she was, pushing me away like that? I had already waited patiently until I could get her alone in my office, and I had built up her trust towards me because I knew that she was some small-town, suburban girl who needed stupid shit like that. Otherwise, I could have had her already, weeks ago. 
 
      
 
    She was acting as though I was totally out of line here, but she had been showing her interest in me before I'd even really been interested in her. No one else showed up to my office hours every single day, with questions that they could very easily have solved on their own. And what, did she think I was just helping her out and getting her that internship in Cleveland for free? Of course I expected something in return! 
 
      
 
    I growled and grabbed her wrists, forcing her around and bending her backwards over my desk, pinning her there. I moved so I was kneeling over her, forcing my thick cock down towards her face. “Look at me,” I snarled as she squeezed her eyes shut and turned away, tears hot on her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    When she didn't respond, I bent down and grabbed her hair, giving her a little shake. “Look at me,” I repeated. I was done playing her cat and mouse game. 
 
      
 
    She opened her eyes, looking right at my member. 
 
      
 
    “You see this boner?” I told her, keeping my hold in her hair. “This boner is the reason that you have a place in this department. It's the reason that you have a future in design. It's what's going to launch you into this industry. As soon as this goes away, you're going to be nothing. So I expect you to respect me and give me exactly what I want from you. Right now, I'm pretty sure you can guess what that is.” 
 
      
 
    Jessi whimpered and tried to turn her head away again as I brought my cock to her lips, but she couldn't go anywhere with the grip that I still had on her hair. I smeared my precum over her lips and pressed the tip against her entrance. “Suck,” I ordered her. 
 
      
 
    She was trembling underneath me, looking up at me with wide, scared eyes. 
 
      
 
    Just then, there was a knock on the door. “Sir?” came the night janitor's voice. “I'm just finishing up taking out the trash for the night and then we'll be locking up the building.” 
 
      
 
    I swore internally, grimacing at the man's words. The university required that everyone be out of the building prior to it being locked up for the night, for security's sake. That meant I didn't have time to fuck Jessi the way I really wanted to. She was lucky. 
 
      
 
    But I kind of liked the idea of being this close to getting off all over her and having to wait until next time. 
 
      
 
    “All right,” I called to the janitor. “Just let me pack up my things and I'll get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    I scowled down at Jessi as I climbed back off her. “Without me,” I told her in a low voice, “you're just some hick with a good head for math and a decent eye for design, but you'll never be anything in this industry; I'll make sure of it. In fact, I could have you thrown out of the program within the week if I wanted to. They don't take kindly to plagiarism here, and it would be such a shame if your design for this project was already copyrighted to someone else, wouldn't it?” 
 
      
 
    Jessi sniffled as she straightened her clothing, but she didn't say anything in response. 
 
      
 
    I laughed a little at her meekness and opened the door to let her out of my office. “I'll see you Monday during class,” I told her. “Have a good weekend.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Jessi 
 
      
 
    I jumped a little as Rip snapped his fingers in front of my face. 
 
      
 
    “Where the hell have you been today, Jessi?” 
 
      
 
    I had never heard him sound so frustrated. He had a smear of grease on his face, and I realized I didn't even know what he was working on. I blinked at him. “The phone,” he said, and once he said it, I noticed that the thing was ringing. 
 
      
 
    I ran across the shop to answer it, breathlessly greeting whoever it was that was calling. It was Rip's friend, Sanders, and he had the part that we needed, but for slightly more than we wanted to spend on it. I frowned, biting my lower lip, trying to remember what Dad had said about this piece. Should I accept the deal anyway? I couldn't remember. 
 
      
 
    “Hang on a moment,” I told Sanders. Then, “Rip?” I called across the shop. 
 
      
 
    “What?” he snapped. 
 
      
 
    “Can you talk to him?” I asked meekly, holding the phone out towards him. 
 
      
 
    Rip gave a frustrated sigh and came over, practically tearing the phone out of my hand. Five minutes later, he was done on the phone and writing down the details of the payment. 
 
      
 
    “Look, Jessi, if you're going to be absolutely useless today, you might as well go home,” Rip told me. “I know your dad isn't here, so maybe you don't feel like you need to work, but I thought your work ethic was better than that. I just don't understand what's going on with you.” 
 
      
 
    I blushed a little and dropped my eyes to the floor. “Sorry,” I said meekly. “I don't mean to be a total space cadet.” The truth was, I was really tired. I hadn't been able to sleep well the night before, with memories of Gary's advances still fresh in my memory. 
 
      
 
    It wasn't even so much that I didn't want to sleep with him. I just didn't want to do anything to screw up the future that I envisioned for myself. Sleep with Gary, and I was doing something totally against the university guidelines and could be expelled. Don't sleep with Gary, and he would ruin my potential career and possibly get me kicked out of the university as well. 
 
      
 
    I realized suddenly that I really wanted to confide in Rip. It was probably just because he was the one who had told me about Gary's reputation in the first place. But I also couldn't help comparing the two men. 
 
      
 
    Rip was Gary's opposite in every way. He was wild. I knew my dad didn't want me hearing all of Rip's stories, but I knew that he partied a lot and slept around with a bunch of girls. I'd overheard him telling Dad before. In terms of appearance, Rip was a lot more rugged, where Gary was more collegiate. Rip had those sexy tattoos spiraling up his muscular arms, telling the world that he was a biker. He was cute, though, with his hair spilling over into his eyes, and he was extremely flirtatious when he wasn't frustrated with my lack of work. 
 
      
 
    I'd been interested in him for a while. He was definitely off-limits for me, though. Dad would freak out if he even knew I was interested in the man, and there's no way Rip would still be allowed to help out around the shop. 
 
      
 
    On the other hand, there was Gary, who was also off-limits to me. I honestly couldn't say that I was attracted to him. I admired his work, I appreciated all the help that he gave me with various projects, and things that I didn't understand from our courses. But when he kissed me, there was just nothing there. No spark and no desire. Nothing. I felt like I should be attracted to him, probably, but he just wasn't my type. 
 
      
 
    I had a momentary flashback to the previous evening in the office, and I trembled a little. I was going to have to at least pretend I was interested, if I wanted to keep my place there in the university. 
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?” Rip asked, and I realized he was peering at me with concern. Suddenly, I realized I was crying a little bit, and I turned my face away, feeling embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    “I'm too stressed out about all of this,” I told him, even though that was only partially true. 
 
      
 
    Rip looked sympathetic at that. “You've been pulling a lot of hours at the shop, and I know that you've been pretty busy during the week as well,” he told me. “There's a lot going on for you right now. But if you burn yourself out, you're only going to have a more difficult time. Why don't you take the rest of the day off, and maybe we can go for a drink tonight?” 
 
      
 
    I blinked at him, surprised at how nice he was being. Suddenly, I couldn't stop myself from giving him a hug, relaxing a little when the hug was returned. 
 
      
 
    “I know we're not really friends, but if you're in a bad situation, you know you can talk to me, right?” Rip asked me. 
 
      
 
    I sighed and shook my head. “It's nothing,” I told him. “Just, like I said, I’m a bit stressed.” I glanced around the shop. “I really can't take the rest of the day off,” I said. “There's too much that needs to get done. I know that, and you know that. If Dad comes back and sees that I haven't done anything all day, he'll be livid. I could at least be tracking down-” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Rip interrupted, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Honestly, Jessi, you look like shit. Go take a nap or something, and I hope you feel better. When your dad gets here, if he says anything, I'll tell him that you weren't feeling well. Which is true. But with the amount of work we've all been doing around here, we're on top of our deadlines. Don't worry about it.” 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Okay,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “And come for a drink with me tonight,” Rip said. “I'll be over at the Hounds of Hades clubhouse. I can introduce you to some other biker dudes and you can talk shop with them or whatever. It'll be good networking for you, and maybe you'll be able to relax a little.” 
 
      
 
    “My curfew is at eight,” I reminded him, blushing a little. God, that curfew was such a stupid thing. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you can get your dad to bend it a little if you're out with me.” 
 
      
 
    “He's already pissed because I missed curfew last night,” I told him. 
 
      
 
    “What were you doing last night?” Rip asked, sounding interested. 
 
      
 
    “I just had a lot of schoolwork that needed to get done, and I stayed late in the library,” I lied. 
 
      
 
    Rip didn't look convinced, but he let the matter drop. “Well, no wonder you're exhausted today,” was all he said. “Why don't you go take a nap?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I finally said, nodding my head. “Thanks, Rip.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Mick 
 
      
 
    When I got back to the office that evening after driving halfway across the state to personally inspect a couple bike parts that I had been considering buying, I found Jessi and Rip looking over designs together. Jessi looked guilty when she saw me come in, and I frowned at her. “If this is your proposed design for J.T.'s bike-” I started to say. 
 
      
 
    “J.T. took a look at it and loved it,” Rip said. “And Jessi had nothing to do with that—she had asked me for a little help on this project that she was doing for her design class, and I took some pictures of the design without her knowing and showed them to J.T.” 
 
      
 
    There was silence in the shop. I was livid with the both of them. “Jessi,” I began, “I specifically told you-” 
 
      
 
    “Mick, I understand that you wanted to design the bike on your own, but you can't blame Jessi for having a great, edgy idea. I mean, just look at this thing and tell me that you can't picture J.T. on a bike like this.” 
 
      
 
    I looked down at the design and frowned. The thing was, I had to admit that it was good. It had a bit of a street tracker look to it, but with long lines and swept back handlebars. There was a lot of shiny chrome to it, where it wasn't bright cherry red, giving it a classic retro look that, somehow seemed to fit J.T. It would be a great summertime ride, too. 
 
      
 
    Looking at the technical specifications, I could see that she had also considered the purpose of the bike. The engine was a little smaller than it could have been, but if the bike was just meant for a little showoff ride, it didn't need to have the power of a cross-country bike. And none of the pieces that she had required were too pricey, meaning that the total cost for the bike would stay low, and hopefully our profit margin would be hefty. 
 
      
 
    “You came up with this all by yourself?” I asked Jessi. 
 
      
 
    She nodded, looking nervous. “Yeah,” she said. “For my class. Rip helped me with some of the technical things though.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and continued to scan the design. “I don't like the seat,” I told her. “Let's change from something scooped like that to something more flat and solid. Like this.” I grabbed a piece of paper and started sketching out my modifications. 
 
      
 
    By the end of the night, we had a pretty solid idea of what we were going to be building, and Jessi had written down a full list of the parts that we were going to need to scout out. Fortunately, there were a few pieces that we could use from the bikes that I had gone down to inspect that day. Some other pieces were going to be a bit trickier to track down, but I was sure that with Jessi and Rip both on the project, it would only be a matter of time before we had everything that we needed. Then the fun could really begin. 
 
      
 
    “Dad?” Jessi asked hesitantly as we were preparing to close for the night. 
 
      
 
    I was instantly put on guard by her tone. “What?” I asked her. 
 
      
 
    She glanced at Rip. “Rip wanted to take me over to the Hounds of Hades clubhouse and introduce me to some of the guys tonight. Would it be all right if I missed curfew since we're done for the night anyway?” 
 
      
 
    I scowled at her. She wanted to go to the Hounds of Hades clubhouse and hang out with a bunch of biker dudes who were up to no good? I knew that having Rip around the shop was a bad idea, but I thought I had raised Jessi to be a bit smarter than that. I couldn't believe she was asking to go over there with him. This was exactly why I didn't want her going into automotive engineering. I knew the types of guys that typically worked in chop shops, and I didn't want Jessi networking with them, let alone networking with the kind of bikers that did their own work as a front for their illegal activities. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely not,” I told her, mouth thinning into a white line. 
 
      
 
    “But, Dad, there's no reason for me to have a curfew if I'm not going to be working at the shop anyway,” she complained. “I've finished all my schoolwork for now, so-” 
 
      
 
    “It's not about missing curfew,” I interrupted. “It's about the clubhouse. I don't want you within 100 feet of that clubhouse, do you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    Rip was beginning to look uncomfortable. “Look, I'm going to take off,” he said to both of us. He grinned at Jessi, shrugging. “Maybe some other time.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said firmly. “Absolutely not. She is never going to that clubhouse with you, or else I swear that I will kick you out of my house and make sure that you cannot go back to school this fall.” I wasn't sure how I would do that, but there was no way I would allow her to study automotive engineering if it suddenly meant that she was interested in biker dudes and gangs. 
 
      
 
    “Dad, come on,” she said, rolling her eyes at me. “I'm twenty-two, not twelve. I just want to let loose a little. I've been working hard lately between school and work around here. I deserve to have a little bit of fun. What, you think that I can't control myself or something?” 
 
      
 
    “You already missed curfew last night, and you took an expensive cab home because you were too drunk to drive,” I reminded her. “Sounds like you already let loose last night. Tonight, you can stay in.” 
 
      
 
    At some point during our conversation, Rip seemed to have slipped out, because when Jessi looked around for him to back her up, he wasn't there anymore. I rolled my eyes. “Look, I know the types of things guys like Rip get up to in their clubhouses, and it's not all drinking,” I told Jessi. “The last thing you need is to be gang-banged by-” 
 
      
 
    “Rip would never let that happen to me,” Jessi snapped. “He's a good guy.” 
 
      
 
    “How would you know?” I asked her. “You hardly know him.” 
 
      
 
    “He genuinely cares about me,” she continued. “That's the entire reason he asked me out for a drink, because he could tell that something was wrong with me, and he cared enough to ask about it. You never even notice stuff like that. You’re always too busy working on the next project, or too frustrated with the fact that I want to do exactly the same thing with my life as you did with yours. But-” 
 
      
 
    “Jessi, I don't want to hear another word about it,” I told her. “You have my decision, and my decision is final. If I find out that you've gone anywhere near the Hounds of Hades clubhouse, you can rest assured that there will be serious repercussions.” 
 
      
 
    Jessi scowled at me for a long moment, her arms folded over her chest. Then she turned and stalked off back towards the house. By the time I made it back there myself, she was upstairs in her room. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Jessi 
 
      
 
    I paused for a long moment outside the bar, wondering if I really wanted to do this. Except that of course I did, or else I wouldn't be here. 
 
      
 
    I squared my shoulders and marched across the street, meeting the bouncer's eyes with a friendly smile. “Hey.” 
 
      
 
    “You're not a member of the Hounds of Hades,” the bouncer said, folding his arms across his chest. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I agreed. “But I'm a friend of Rip's. And J.T. Rip invited me here.” 
 
      
 
    The bouncer raised his eyebrows at me, but then finally stepped back to let me go in. 
 
      
 
    Inside, it was busy and noisy, and there was a ton of smoke in the air. It was like walking into some sort of biker bar out of a bad '80s movie. There was loud music playing in the background, and it took me a moment to even identify where the bar was. 
 
      
 
    I made my way over and ordered a beer, then asked the bartender if Rip was there, because there was no way I was going to find him on my own. 
 
      
 
    The bartender gave a piercing whistle and half the room turned to stare at us. The bartender pointed and I could see Rip back in one corner, chatting with a busty blonde. When he saw me, he got a devilish grin on his face and stood up, quickly making his way through the crowd and to my side. 
 
      
 
    “Hey there, pretty lady,” he said, eyeing me. “You look good with your hair down. And in a pair of jeans that actually fit you.” 
 
      
 
    I blushed a little. “Rip, I'm not here to sleep with you,” I told him. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” he said. “But there's no reason why I can't sit here checking you out.” He winked at me and flagged down the bartender. “I'll take another whiskey sour,” he told the man. 
 
      
 
    Once we both had drinks, he led me back towards the corner spot he'd been occupying before. I was glad to see that the blonde woman had moved away. “Didn't think your dad was going to let you come,” he told me. 
 
      
 
    “I snuck out,” I admitted. It was a bit embarrassing to have to admit that, at twenty-two years old, I had snuck out the window of my dad's house to come out to a bar, but oh well. “Just—don't say anything about this to him, okay?” 
 
      
 
    Rip laughed heartily. “Darling, I rather like working at your dad's shop. I'm not about to mess that up by telling the man that, oh by the way, I'm corrupting his daughter.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled at him. “So you said you were going to introduce me to some people?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I lied,” Rip said. “Tonight, I'm keeping you all to myself.” He grinned sharply at me, and I couldn't help the shudder of interest that ran along my spine. With that dangerous, devilish attitude of his, I was all too willing to spread my legs for him. But that made me think about Gary again. 
 
      
 
    “All right, come on,” Rip said, noticing my expression. “Whatever you've been upset about all day, spit it out. What's wrong? I finally got your dad to agree to use your design for J.T.'s bike, and you've hardly even seemed excited about that.” 
 
      
 
    I blushed and ducked my head. “It's just ...something that Gary said to me,” I admitted. I chanced a quick glance up, but Rip was still just watching me with a neutral expression on his face. I sighed. “He says that I don't have a place in the department or in the industry if I don't do what he wants.” 
 
      
 
    “And what exactly does he want?” Rip said, and there was a hint of anger in his tone now, even though it didn't show in his face still. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to tell Rip that part, but … “Well, remember how you said that he likes to sleep around with his students?” I asked, hoping that he could draw the lines from there. 
 
      
 
    “He propositioned you,” Rip said flatly. 
 
      
 
    I grimaced. “Something like that.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, 'something like that?’” Rip asked, and there was a note to his voice that I had never heard before. 
 
      
 
    I took a big sip of beer and picked at the edge of the rough, wooden table. “Last night I wasn't in the library,” I admitted. “I was about to come home when Gary called me into his office so that he could talk about the project that I turned into him—the design for J.T.'s bike. He wanted to have a drink to celebrate how much good work I was doing in the department, and I stupidly agreed to it. Next thing I know, he's groping me and ...” I broke off, shuddering. 
 
      
 
    “Did he rape you?” Rip asked sharply, and from the look in his eyes, I had the feeling that if I told him Gary had, he'd kill the man with his bare hands. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said, shaking my head. “He, uh, just felt me up a little and put his dick on my mouth—not in it, but against it. But then the security guy came and said they were locking up the building for the night, so Gary had to get out. And that's when Gary told me all the stuff about not having a place in the department if I don't do what he wants.” I ducked my head, feeling ashamed. I should never have thought otherwise about Gary to begin with. Of course I didn't have so much talent that he would be falling all over himself trying to help me break into the industry. He just played on that so that he could get me to trust him. 
 
      
 
    I was still afraid to think of what might have happened if they hadn't been locking up the building at just the right moment. 
 
      
 
    “I'm going to kill the fucker,” Rip muttered, his expression stormy. 
 
      
 
    “Don't,” I insisted, putting a hand on his arm. “Look, I'm fine. A bit shaken up maybe, and a bit distracted, but nothing happened. And I don't want you to do anything to get me in trouble with the school, or with Gary, or with … I mean, I just don't want you to jeopardize my place in the program, any more than I want Gary to.” 
 
      
 
    “Next time, you might not be that lucky,” Rip pointed out. “And I know guys like Gary—there will be a next time. Especially if you're still in his classes and hanging out around the university. You can't.” 
 
      
 
    “Rip, if you start sounding like my dad, I swear to God-” 
 
      
 
    “I'm not trying to sound like your dad,” Rip assured me. “I know that he's been a bit overprotective lately. That's not what I'm trying to do. But I am offering you my help, if you need it. I don't want to see you hurt.” 
 
      
 
    “But I bet you would want something in return for helping me out too, wouldn't you?” I asked cynically. “What does it matter, if it's sex with Gary or sex with you?” It made a lot of difference, actually, but I wasn't about to tell Rip that I was kind of crushing on him, especially after he was being so nice to me that day. 
 
      
 
    “Jessi, I would never force you to have sex with me in exchange for my helping you out,” Rip told me patiently. He grinned a little. “Now, if you wanted to offer sex with me as a payment for my helping you out...” 
 
      
 
    “My dad would kill us both,” I told him. We’d leave it at that. I bit my lower lip, thinking it through. “What exactly could you do to Gary?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I'm guessing that you don't want me to just kill him outright,” Rip said, and although he was smiling, I could tell he was actually seriously offering to kill the man. “I could have him run out of town, though. He isn't part of a motorcycle club, so he has no allies. A threat from us could be the end of him here.” 
 
      
 
    “He's a good professor, though,” I said despairingly. “I don't want him to touch me, but I also don't want him to not be my professor anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “So maybe I need to have a little chat with him and make sure he understands that you're under our protection,” Rip offered. “And make sure that he knows that if anything else happens between the two of you—anything that makes you unhappy—then things will be more serious for him.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I agreed, finishing my beer. “But what would you want in return?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Rip 
 
      
 
    I couldn't tell Jessi exactly what I would want in return, because I didn't think she would ever agree to this otherwise. I needed her to keep the Hounds in Mick's good books, because we were hoping to take over the business someday. But Jessi wouldn't want to hear that, since it meant she wouldn't get to take over the family business. Greyhound Custom Motorcycles would be the perfect front for our club, though. It was a legitimate business that we could pass money and other dealings through. 
 
      
 
    I didn't think Jessi would be interested in knowing about those plans, though. 
 
      
 
    And short of that, the other things that I wanted were exactly what she had predicted. I couldn't help it, with her looking up at me with those big, baby blue eyes. All I could think was what a perfect mouth she had for giving a blowjob. But I wasn't an asshole like Ellsmith, and I wasn't going to go there. 
 
      
 
    So it was back to the first option, but I couldn't tell her the full truth. 
 
      
 
    “You father is not too happy with the Hounds of Hades at the moment,” I told her. “And especially not now that I've gone behind his back to give your design to J.T.” 
 
      
 
    Jessi frowned at me. “What do you want me to do?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Just try to keep the Hounds in your father's good books as much as you can,” I told her. 
 
      
 
    Jessi grinned cheekily at me. “So I probably shouldn't be here in the clubhouse with you, against my dad's wishes?” 
 
      
 
    I laughed and slung an arm around her shoulders. “Well, I'm definitely not complaining,” I told her. 
 
      
 
    “Seriously, Rip, if you'll talk to Gary for me, I'd do anything to repay you,” she told me. 
 
      
 
    I arched an eyebrow at her. “Anything?” I asked her. 
 
      
 
    Her hand fell very deliberately into my lap, her eyes still seriously pinned to my face. “Anything.”. 
 
      
 
    I frowned at her. “How much have you had to drink?” 
 
      
 
    “Just the one beer,” she said defensively. “But, seriously, Rip, I ...” She trailed off, looking embarrassed. “You're really attractive, okay?” 
 
      
 
    I blinked down at her, wondering if I had really just heard those words come out of her mouth. “Oh, really?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “I've been fantasizing about you for a while now, but my dad would kill me if he knew. And I really want to keep going to university, and-” 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” I said, making a split-second decision and standing up. “Let's go outside.” 
 
      
 
    Jessi trailed outside after me, and I was glad that it was a relatively warm evening. I wasted no time in pressing her back against the wall outside the clubhouse, capturing her lips in mine. If I'd had any doubts about whether Jessi really wanted this, they vanished with that kiss. She practically melted against me, moaning as though she was already close to climax. 
 
      
 
    But we were just getting started. 
 
      
 
    I kissed her a bit viciously, wondering how much she could take. She seemed like such a good girl sometimes, but at the same time, in this industry, every woman was sort of a bad-ass. And the fact that she was letting me kiss her out in an alleyway, after she had snuck out of her dad's house to come meet me, led me to believe that maybe there was more to her than it seemed. 
 
      
 
    I raked my teeth across her lower lip and plunged my tongue deep inside her mouth. I yanked at her hair and forced a leg in between hers, rutting against her hip because I needed there to be some sort of contact to relieve the pressure of my rapidly hardening erection. When I pulled away, I couldn't believe the sight that met my eyes. Her pupils were blown wide with lust, and her lips and cheeks were both flushed with color. Her hair was mussed up from where I had tugged at it, and she already looked totally fucked out. It was a good look for her. 
 
      
 
    “I want to fuck you right here,” I growled at her, wondering what her response would be. I expected she was probably one of those good girls and that saying that would startle her and bring her back to reality—back to a world where there was no way in hell she was going to let me fuck her. 
 
      
 
    “Please,” she whispered, glancing around. I could see her cheeks darken a little further, visible even under the dim lighting. “I've never been fucked outside before,” she admitted. “This is ...sexy. I'm not going to lie.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed and popped open the button of her jeans. “Pull these down and bend over, then,” I told her, but there was a layer of command to my tone that I was sure she heard based on the way she shivered. 
 
      
 
    She did exactly as I asked, putting her hands against the wall and bending down so that she was open and ready to be fucked. I slid my fingers into her first, not rushing things, trying to get a feel for how willing she was. I couldn't help groaning. “Oh my god, you're wet,” I murmured, bending down and sucking a kiss into the soft skin just behind her ear. 
 
      
 
    She gave a breathy gasp and turned her head away, and I took that as an invitation to bite down a little, marking her as mine. Her fingers flexed against the brick wall of the clubhouse, and I could tell she was going to be pretty easy to work over into an orgasm. 
 
      
 
    “How long has it been since you were with anyone?” I asked her, suddenly curious. 
 
      
 
    “Too long,” she groaned, bending even further down, presenting a glorious picture of wanton desire. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to push her for a more exact answer, but faced with that view, I could hardly form the words. Deciding that she was slick and open enough, I gave my prick a few firm tugs and then lined it up against her slit, thrusting roughly into her. From the way she collapsed even further against the bricks, I could tell that she had no complaints. 
 
      
 
    “You like it rough, don't you?” I asked her in a deep voice, tugging at her hair a little, my grip tight on her hips as I set a punishing pace. “You act like such a good little daddy's girl, but you're really just a needy little slut, begging for attention, aren't you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she whimpered, and that alone was nearly my undoing. I hadn't expected a response like that. “I'm such a naughty little slut,” she told me. “Letting you fuck me in the alley like this.” 
 
      
 
    “That's right,” I growled, bringing my hand down hard against her exposed ass. The explosion of red against her pale, milky skin was such an incredible turn-on that I had to do it again ...and again. “Such a naughty little slut,” I agreed as she arched against me. “Are you going to come for me, slut?” 
 
      
 
    “Please,” she begged. “Please, let me come, sir. Please.” 
 
      
 
    I changed the angle suddenly so that I was pounding ruthlessly into her very core. “Come for me,” I ordered her, wrapping my hands around her neck and choking her a little, not letting up the pace even as I felt her walls tightening around me. 
 
      
 
    It was feeling her orgasm crashing over her that pulled me through my own climax, and I shot rope after rope of hot, sticky come. For a long moment, I rested there, my arm pressed against the rough bricks, breathing hard and trying to come back into myself. Then I pulled away from Jessi, who stood up, looking dazed, and began to fix her clothing. 
 
      
 
    For all her bravado during the act, she looked a bit spooked now, and I tried to find something to say other than, “that was amazing,” which was all that I really was thinking. 
 
      
 
    “I should go,” Jessi told me. 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” I told her, reaching out and catching her wrist. 
 
      
 
    She shook her head, though. “No, Rip,” she said, still shaking her head. “Please, just—just let me go.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Jessi 
 
      
 
    I woke up the next morning from a night of restless sleep. I couldn't seem to stop thinking about Rip, not since we had fucked outside the Hounds of Hades clubhouse. God, I didn't know what had come over me. It wasn't just the drinks. I knew that much. I hadn't had that much to drink, and besides, that wouldn't explain why I was so ready to throw out all of my inhibitions. 
 
      
 
    I let him fuck me. I was under no illusions about it. We weren't making love or anything like that. We were just fucking. Getting out our carnal desire for one another. No matter what I might want, I was under no illusions that Rip wouldn't want me like that. He had a different girl every night—all these beautiful, bombshell babes like the blonde that I'd seen with him at the start of the night at the clubhouse. Probably by the next night or the night after that, he'd have someone new that he was sleeping with. 
 
      
 
    What alarmed me the most was that I didn't really mind. It wasn't that I wasn't jealous. I kind of was, in some weird, irrational way. Rip wasn't my boyfriend or anything even remotely similarto that, and I didn't want him to be. But at the same time, I didn't really want to hear that he was sleeping with anyone else, and I was sure I'd overhear something about that if I hung around the shop long enough. 
 
      
 
    But beyond the jealousy, I didn't really want him to be my boyfriend. It was just nice to have someone to take care of my needs like he had. 
 
      
 
    And it was good sex. It was a bit rougher than I'd ever had before—okay, a lot rougher than I'd ever had before, but I kind of appreciated that. There was something carnal and animalistic about it, and it was nice just to give up all my cares and bend to Rip's will. Plus, it had helped me get out all my angst against Gary and all my frustration over my father and the shop and the curfew. 
 
      
 
    I felt relaxed that morning, in a way that I hadn't felt in a while. 
 
      
 
    We could never do that again, though. And facing Rip at work that morning was awkward, to say the least. I only wished that it were Monday and that I had the whole week to process what we'd done before I really had to see him again, except in passing. Instead, we were stuck working side by side for hours, beginning to hunt down the pieces for J.T.'s bike and put together at least some of the more crucial elements of the engine. 
 
      
 
    It was torture being so close to him and not being able to talk about what had happened. I wondered if Dad was picking up on the tension between the two of us, and if he knew that something had happened. But if he had known that something had happened, he would have said something, I was sure. He wouldn't have just allowed me to sneak out of the house and get away with it. 
 
      
 
    I blushed, remembering hotly the things that Rip had done to me the previous night. I wondered if things were always like that with him—if he was always so domineering and demanding. I kind of hoped that he was. I mean, I imagined that sweet sex with him might be just as fulfilling, but there was just a little extra something, seeing Rip the way that he must be, deep down, underneath it all. 
 
      
 
    I had to stop thinking about it, I realized, as I very nearly fumbled the same piece for the third time. 
 
      
 
    “Where the hell is your head today, Jessi?” Rip asked peevishly, and I couldn't keep from blinking back tears at the sharp tone of his rebuke. For a fleeting moment, I imagined that there was something soft and speculative in his gaze, as though he might feel bad about upsetting me, but it was gone before I could determine if maybe I'd only imagined it. 
 
      
 
    It was all so confusing. 
 
      
 
    Later that afternoon, as I was trying to track down the last of the parts that we would need for J.T.'s bike—at least for now—Rip let out a frustrated growl from the other side of the shop. “Mick, this-” He broke off, tossing a wrench across half the shop, letting it fall with a clatter against the concrete floor. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, now,” Dad said, frowning at the man. 
 
      
 
    “Look, why don't you let Jessi do this?” Rip snapped. “Her fingers are far nimbler than mine, and she'd be a great asset if you didn't have her doing the most menial tasks ever at all times.” He looked over at me. “What are you even doing right now?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “Trying to buy the last of the parts that we're going to need,” I told him. “We still need-” 
 
      
 
    “Half of those parts we aren't going to need until weeks from now,” Rip interrupted. “There are far more important things that you could be working on right now. Like helping me out with-” 
 
      
 
    “I don't want Jessi working on this bike,” Dad interrupted, barely glancing over at me. I was sure he knew just how angry those words would make me. 
 
      
 
    I scowled. “Dad,” I snapped. “This is my design, and it's my bike. I have every right to-” 
 
      
 
    “No, Jessi,” he said, his eyes blazing with an anger that I had never seen there before. “You went behind my back to make sure that your design was the one that J.T. chose—no doubt only because Rip vouched for it. You're lucky that I've agreed to build from your design, rather than kicking you out of the shop as I ought to do. If you were working for a big automotive company and you pulled a stunt like that-” 
 
      
 
    “I didn't do anything, Dad,” I protested. “Rip is the one who submitted my design to J.T. I didn't even know that he had done that until the same time that you did. And-” 
 
      
 
    Dad scowled even more darkly. “Hush, Jessi,” he said, and I quelled immediately, giving Rip a helpless look. 
 
      
 
    Rip looked as though he wanted to say something but didn't quite dare, and I wondered if his sudden silence had anything to do with what we'd gotten up to the previous night. If it hadn't been for that, I was sure that he would have stood up to my Dad and made sure that I could work on the bike. 
 
      
 
    I wondered if maybe in fucking Rip, I had lost a very powerful potential ally around the shop. But it was too late to go back now. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Rip 
 
      
 
    I should have known that screwing Jessi was just too good to be true. She'd led me to believe, that night, that she was the perfect sort of one-night stand. She’d pretended as though she didn't have a care in the world, as though she was reckless, as though nothing would change between us. But that couldn't have been further from the truth, I was coming to realize that Sunday morning. 
 
      
 
    She wasn't frosty toward me, per se. But she wasn't particularly friendly towards me either. I mean, she'd barely said good morning to me. It made me roll my eyes, but really, I hadn't expected any better from her, so I tried to convince myself that it really didn't matter. 
 
      
 
    It was her silence that bugged me the most. I didn't know why she wouldn't stand up to her father, or why she wasn't cracking jokes like she normally did. But it was driving me nuts. 
 
      
 
    It was only when she started to almost cry, after I'd snapped at her, that I started to wonder if maybe she had more feelings tied up in this than she had originally let on. 
 
      
 
    And that worried me. 
 
      
 
    See, I wasn't the kind of guy to deal with feelings. Sure, I was certain that I'd left a trail of broken hearts behind me. I was sure that there had been women who I'd slept with who had thought that maybe this was forever and who then had been disappointed when I'd moved on to someone new. But, usually, I was able to cut those women out of my life at the first sign of clinginess. 
 
      
 
    Not only was I not able to shut Jessi out of my life, given our current work situation and the shop, but I honestly didn't really want to shut her out either. 
 
      
 
    I wasn't sure what to do about that. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    A few days later, I'd had about all I could stand of Mick's pointed questions about Jessi, because of course he knew that she had snuck out on Saturday night. There was no way that she was good enough at sneaking out that he hadn't been able to catch her in the act. And given that Jessi had already told him that she planned to come over to the Hounds' clubhouse, it must have been obvious where she had gone. 
 
      
 
    Of course, because Mick had no proof and because I was the only one helping him make his deadlines at the moment, he couldn't fire me. But that didn't mean that I was immune to his suspicions. 
 
      
 
    “Look, I like Jessi, okay?” I gruffly admitted one afternoon. I was working on changing the oil of another bike—a task that Mick loved to assign me, I had realized, given that it was notoriously messy. But I didn't mind; I liked getting my hands on things around the shop and making them run smoothly again. Oil was just one part of that. 
 
      
 
    Mick stared at me for a long moment. “Don't you lay a fucking hand on her, or I swear to god, Rip Harris, I will castrate you. I don't care what sorts of connections you have with the Hounds of Hades or anyone else, I will castrate you.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned a little, having expected that response. Of course the man was protective of his daughter. And it wasn't like I was any dad's idea of a good catch. 
 
      
 
    “Look, you want Jessi to be happy, don't you?” I asked him. “Trust me, I think I can make her happy.” I thought back to the other night in the alleyway and smirked a little. “I'm not asking to date her or anything like that, but she could use some friends outside of school. You said yourself that she's getting a little too full of herself hanging out amongst those collegiate kids. -” 
 
      
 
    “What would be in it for you?” Mick asked, rolling his eyes. “Of course—a good orgasm or two. You'd use my daughter like toilet paper and then you'd be done with her. I've heard your stories about your conquests. And my daughter is not going to be just another one of your whores.” His eyes glittered dangerously, and for a moment, I could see precisely why the Hounds of Hades did so much business with this man. I had a feeling that J.T. must respect him—and now I knew it was likely because the man was fiercely loyal and ready to go to battle if and only if it was necessary. 
 
      
 
    I paused, frowning. Because, see, normally that was the way I used women. He was right. He had heard enough of my stories. But at the same time, there was something about Saturday night that had left me aching inside, craving more of her body. I'd tried to go out with a different woman on Tuesday night, but I'd left midway through the evening, finding that I just wasn't interested in her and that I was comparing her curves to the ones that were always hidden beneath Jessi's work attire. 
 
      
 
    “You've already slept with her,” Mick realized flatly. 
 
      
 
    I was so startled that I dropped the wrench that I'd been using. “Yeah,” I admitted a bit sheepishly, not sure why I felt embarrassed to tell him that even though I had told him about all those women before. 
 
      
 
    Mick gave me a piercing look and then pointed a finger at me. “Rip Harris, I swear to God-” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, what's going on?” 
 
      
 
    Speak of the devil. It was Jessi herself coming into the shop just then, dropping her bag like she always did, seemingly oblivious to the tension in the room. Mick and I both swung around to face her, and I couldn't help staring, not with the leer that I normally fixed her with, but with something more appreciative of her beauty rather than her sexuality. 
 
      
 
    Clearly something was wrong with me. 
 
      
 
    “My afternoon class got cancelled, so I figured I'd come home and log a few extra hours,” she said. “And maybe then I could stay out past curfew one night this weekend?” 
 
      
 
    I was surprised to see her eyes flicker towards me as she said that last bit. 
 
      
 
    Mick looked like he wanted to get angry with her but was restraining himself. “Well, seeing as how you already disobeyed me and went out last Saturday night, I'd say that these extra hours count towards that,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Jessi stared at him in disbelief. “Dad,” she complained. “That's not fair! I-” 
 
      
 
    “You're walking on very thin ice, Jessi,” Mick interrupted. “If you want to continue going to university and-” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, okay,” Jessi said, but I didn't miss the half-desperate look that she shot my way. Was she hoping that I would intervene on her behalf? Was she maybe desperate to have me fill her up once more? I wanted to get her alone and ask her, but there was no way that was going to happen with Mick's watchful eyes following us around the shop. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Jessi 
 
      
 
    It was another Saturday night, and I was back at the Hounds of Hades clubhouse. I knew I shouldn't be there, and especially not when Dad seemed to have realized that I had snuck out the last weekend to meet Rip. But at the same time, I couldn't help myself. I was a fly drawn to the bright light. 
 
      
 
    The bouncer at the door recognized me when I nervously crossed the street, and he let me inside without my having to say anything. I blushed a little as I passed him, realizing that from where he was standing, he must have been able to hear every moment of Rip's and my fucking the previous weekend. 
 
      
 
    The thought turned me on in ways that I couldn't even begin to describe. 
 
      
 
    I looked around the smoky bar, hoping desperately that Rip would be there again that night. Because if he wasn't, what was I going to do? Sure, I knew another couple guys from the club as they'd been in the shop to get work done on their bikes, but that didn't mean that I felt comfortable hanging out with any of them. And I could feel some Hollywood horror lurking in the back of my mind, insisting that the other guys in the club probably already knew what Rip had done to me the previous weekend and that they would want to do the same things to me as well. 
 
      
 
    So it was a relief when my eyes found Rip. He was sitting back at a different table this time, surrounded by guys, rather than being alone with some busty woman. I was a bit surprised, but it also made me wonder if I was intruding. Maybe he had something important going on that night and he wouldn't have time for me. 
 
      
 
    Maybe I should have messaged him first, before just showing up in the clubhouse. 
 
      
 
    One of Rip's buddies tapped him on the shoulder and pointed over to me, and I stood, caught like a deer in the headlights. It was too late to flee. 
 
      
 
    Rip looked surprised to see me there, but he didn't look unhappy. He turned back, said something to his friends, and then stood up, coming across the room towards me. “Well, well, well, what do we have here?” he asked, a dangerously predatory smirk on his face. 
 
      
 
    I swallowed hard, not even sure what to say to him. 
 
      
 
    And Rip frowned, looking fierce. “Are you okay?” he asked. “Did that bastard Ellsmith do something to you?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and realized that I needed to find some sort of verbal answer or else he wouldn't know which of those questions I was answering. I cleared my throat, which somehow felt rusty from disuse. “I'm fine,” I told him thickly. “Really, Rip, I'm fine. It has nothing to do with Gary. I just...” I trailed off. I just what? Wanted him to take me out into the alley and repeat what he had done to me the other night? 
 
      
 
    “Come on, let's sit down. I'll get you a drink,” Rip said, nudging me over towards the corner that we'd occupied the previous Saturday night. I wondered if that was his spot with all his women, but realized I didn't want to know. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes, Rip came back and set a drink down in front of me. “All right,” he said, sitting down across from me, rather than next to me. I frowned a little, missing the warmth of his arm slung over my shoulders or the way that our thighs had pressed together before. The rejection stung a little, until I heard what he was saying. 
 
      
 
    “Jessi, I like you, okay, but I'm not a dating kind of guy.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted and shook my head. “And thank fuck for that, Rip,” I said. I shook my head. “Honestly, I shouldn't even be here. I shouldn't have let you...” I shuddered a little, remembering the things that I had let him do to me. Things that I would happily have him do to me again, if I had the chance. 
 
      
 
    “So why are you here?” Rip asked. 
 
      
 
    “Guys aren't the only ones who need to let off some steam sometimes,” I informed him, tossing my hair a little, trying to appear nonchalant about this whole thing. But that bravado only lasted so long. I ducked my head and looked up at him through my eyelashes. “I was kind of hoping for a repeat performance.” 
 
      
 
    Rip looked consideringly at me and then smiled sharply, showing his teeth. “I don't do repeat performances,” he told me. “But I'd consider a different sort of fuck. Get up.” 
 
      
 
    I stood up hesitantly and let him lead me over to the other table. He didn't bother introducing me, though. In fact, it was as though I didn't even exist anymore, except that he still had a hand pressed warmly against my shoulder, guiding me along. 
 
      
 
    He slid back into his seat, and with the hand still on my shoulders—which was now pressing down hard, digging into my skin—he pushed me down to my knees, guiding me forwards under the table in front of him. I blinked around me, wondering just what I was doing there, when it suddenly became obvious. 
 
      
 
    I watched in fascination as Rip's hands deftly undid his fly, pulling his thick cock free of its confines. He was already half-hard, as though he'd been waiting for me, and I licked me lips a little, realizing that he meant for me to taste him like this—down under the table, surrounded by all his friends. There was something so naughty about that.… 
 
      
 
    I could feel my own panties growing slick with every twist of my hand against his soft skin. By the time I brought the tip of his penis to my lips, I was already pretty desperate to get off as well, and I couldn't keep myself from fingering my clit under my skirt, through the flimsy, sheer mesh of my panties. 
 
      
 
    I put my mouth around Rip, tentatively swirling my tongue around his head and pressing lightly at the slit so that I could taste his pearly drops of precum. But my gentle explorations didn't last long. Rip's hand came down around the back of my head, forcing me down further, until I was practically choking on his length. I felt tears sting my eyes, and I wasn't sure if it was from the choking or from feeling so dirty, down under there. All his friends had to know what we were doing. 
 
      
 
    And I liked this. 
 
      
 
    For a moment, my own pleasure spiked, and I couldn't help but moan around Rip's rod, glad that the sound was at least partially muffled by his flesh. But I wondered if everyone above us could hear me, if they heard the slick sounds of my mouth moving in a frenzy against him. 
 
      
 
    Even if they couldn't hear those signs—when I sucked hard against his heat and fluttered my tongue across the thick vein at the underside of his prick, I heard him falter a little in whatever he was saying, and I heard one of the other guys laugh and clap him on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    But Rip didn't get up and bring me somewhere else, like any sane person might have. Instead, he stayed right there, his hand now stroking gently through my hair. 
 
      
 
    It was all suddenly too much for me, and with my mouth still wrapped around Rip's cock, I came, shuddering hard as wave after wave of pleasure hit me right down in my core. My panties were practically soaked with my desperate juices, but I could hardly think about that now. I could tell from the way that Rip's balls were pulling up tight that he was getting close. 
 
      
 
    I played with his sac a little and continued plying my lips around his length, even though I knew that I was getting a bit sloppy in my post-orgasmic haze. But Rip didn't seem to mind as long as I kept furiously bobbing my head back and forth along his member, showing him the attention that he deserved. It wasn't long before he was coming as well, shooting seed deep down my throat. 
 
      
 
    When he had spent himself entirely, I pulled back a little, resting my head against his knee, feeling suddenly exhausted and sated in ways that I could hardly explain. Rip's hand came up to tangle in my hair, his fingernails lightly scratching my scalp, and I felt a rush of warmth. 
 
      
 
    I wasn't sure exactly what we were doing, but I definitely wasn't going to argue when Rip finally pulled me up from under the table and grinned at me, telling me that we should do this again sometime. I still felt a little dazed, so I didn't complain when he walked me outside to call me a cab. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Jessi 
 
      
 
    It was another of those texts from Gary that made my heart sink. Come to my office. Now. 
 
      
 
    I didn't dare to disobey him. I knew that he could have me out of Knightsbridge in a moment if he wanted to. 
 
      
 
    The thing was, I was trying so hard. I was acing all of my classes. I was putting together some really solid design projects, and everything was coming together at the shop as well. Although Dad had initially had his misgivings about my design for J.T.'s bike, he seemed to be on board with it now, and we were making good headway on it, although there was still a lot to be done over the next month. 
 
      
 
    But this whole thing with Gary… it seemed like the more things started to come to the surface, the worse things looked for me. I was aware now that everyone in my classes was giving me sidelong looks. Even professors I ran into in the hallway were giving me those looks, and I could tell that they all thought that I was sleeping with the man. I couldn't believe I had been so oblivious for so long. 
 
      
 
    There wasn't really anything that I could do about it, though. I needed this degree to prove something to Dad, and to prove something to myself, too, if I was being honest. I was learning a lot. And I wasn't going to drop out just because of him. 
 
      
 
    The hallways were mostly empty as I made my way towards Gary's office. It was a Friday afternoon, so most of the classes had ended a while ago already, and most people were well on their way home, or out to their favorite bars or clubs. There was no one there to happen upon me as I walked slowly, full of dread, down the hallways. 
 
      
 
    I paused outside Gary's office and knocked hesitantly on the door. The place had once been such a sanctuary for me, but that wasn't the case anymore. I had started avoiding the place as much as I could, but of course, if he ordered me there, there wasn't much that I could do. 
 
      
 
    I spared a thought for Rip. He had said that he would do something to keep Gary from coming after me, but it didn't seem like he had followed through with his promises. That upset me, but it wasn't like I could call the man out. I should never have trusted Rip to begin with, just like I should never have trusted Gary. Every guy just wanted the same thing, it seemed. I had been naïve to think otherwise. 
 
      
 
    When I entered Gary's office, he eyed me hungrily, standing up from behind his desk. “There you are,” he said, smirking at me. “I haven't seen you in days.” 
 
      
 
    “I've been busy,” I told him shortly. Somehow I didn't think that that answer was going to cut it, though. 
 
      
 
    Ellsmith tsked and shook his head. “What sort of gratitude is that, given the grades that I've been getting you?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    I paused, momentarily taken aback. “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I've been making sure that you pass all your classes with flying colors,” Gary told me. “Making sure that you didn't have to devote so much time to all your coursework, so that you could spend more time in your father's little shop. And yet, you act as though that's-” 
 
      
 
    “My grades have had nothing to do with you,” I interrupted, appalled by what he was saying. “I've been getting those grades based on my own merits. I've been working hard.” 
 
      
 
    Gary laughed cruelly. “Is that what you think?” he asked. “Oh, dear.” 
 
      
 
    I scowled at him, folding my arms over my chest. “Why did you ask me to come by, anyway?” I asked. “I have to get home. We have lots of work to get done this weekend.” 
 
      
 
    “Get over here,” Gary said, gesturing toward where he was leaning against the front of his desk. And I could tell based on his posture and everything else that he was planning for me to … 
 
      
 
    I swallowed hard and shook my head. “No,” I said, feeling tears prick the corners of my eyes. But I knew that I was powerless to stop him if he really wanted to force himself on me. 
 
      
 
    Gary scowled at me. “I'm making sure that you have everything that you could ever want,” he reminded me. “I've made sure that your grades are the best that this university has ever seen. I'm making sure that you have internship opportunities for the fall. But if that means nothing to you …” 
 
      
 
    “I can do this without your help,” I interrupted, even though I wasn't fully sure that it was true. But I had gotten into the school without Gary's help, and I had to hope that I could get passing grades without his help. I definitely wasn't about to buy into the bargain that he was setting out. 
 
      
 
    Gary snorted. “What are you, some fucking virgin?” he asked, a sneer on his face. 
 
      
 
    I ducked my head a little, feeling silly. “No, of course not,” I muttered. And maybe this all shouldn't have mattered so much. It wasn't like he was asking me to devote the rest of my life to him; he just wanted to use me, and I had no doubt that then he would toss me aside and move on to whatever next young thing caught his eye. Maybe if I just let him have his way, it would get him off my back but ensure my continued place here in the department. 
 
      
 
    I felt sick. I couldn't believe that I was even considering this. 
 
      
 
    “Come here,” Gary growled again, and this time, I could tell that he wasn't playing any games. God, how could I have been so stupid as to come here again, even though I'd known what he wanted. I wasn't going to be lucky that time. We weren't going to be interrupted by the janitor or anyone else. Gary was smarter than that. 
 
      
 
    I was crying, I realized, but I could hardly spare any attention for the tears streaming down my face. “I didn't ask for your help with any of that,” I argued. “I could have gotten decent grades on my own.” 
 
      
 
    “And the internship in Cleveland?” Gary asked. “You think you could have pulled that off too?” 
 
      
 
    “I don't want the internship in Cleveland,” I told him. It was a lie. I wanted it, but even if it didn't come with these strings attached, I knew that there was no way Dad was going to let me go. And when it came down to things like having to … I shook my head, avoiding looking at Gary as much as I could. “Just stay out of my life, please,” I whispered, my voice sounding raw. “My grades, and everything else. Just let me ...” 
 
      
 
    “Just let you what?” Gary snapped. “I'll have you out of the program by the end of next week, I swear. If that's not what you want, then come here.” 
 
      
 
    I thought again about Rip, and I tried to summon some sort of courage. “You can't do that to me,” I told him. “Or you're going to be ...” I trailed off, because I didn't really know what Rip would do to the man. 
 
      
 
    “Or I'll be what?” Gary sneered. 
 
      
 
    I trembled a little but squared my shoulders. “I'm sure you've heard of the Hounds of Hades,” I told him. And I could see from the look in his eyes that he had. Good. “I have a lot of good friends who are part of that club,” I told him. It was a bit of a lie, but I only hoped that Rip would be able to back what I was about to say. “And if you do anything to me ...” Again, I let him use his imagination to finish the threat. 
 
      
 
    Gary shook his head, looking amused. “Darling, you clearly haven't been around bikers for long enough if you think they're just going to come to your aid for free,” he said to me. “But then again, that's what you thought I was doing, isn't it? Maybe you are just that dumb.” 
 
      
 
    “It's not for free,” I snapped. I paused, wondering if I should say it, but I knew that I had to. I tossed my head a little. “I'm sleeping with Rip Harris,” I informed Gary. “He just so happens to be J.T.'s right-hand man.” 
 
      
 
    Gary stared at me for a long moment, as though wondering what to say. I was sure that he didn't believe me—that he wouldn't believe me until Rip was in there in person, making the same claim. But it didn't seem that Rip was too keen on getting involved in any of this. I had to wonder if he'd even come by to see Gary. But I doubted it, based on Gary's apparent surprise that I might have anything to do with the Hounds.  
 
      
 
    I swallowed hard, hoping that this declaration would at least buy me a bit of time with Gary. 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Gary said finally, disgust evident in his voice. “If that's the way that you want to play, then fine.” He shook his head. “But I hope you've thought long and hard about this, because I won't extend the offer to you again. And when you manage to scrape by in this program with the bare minimum of passing grades and find it impossible to get an internship—well, I hope that when you find yourself unemployable in this field, maybe you'll give things a second thought. But by then, it'll be too late.” 
 
      
 
    There was nothing that I could say in response to that, but I wasn't about to do whatever he wanted me to do so that I could ensure my future in the program. Instead, I groped blindly behind me for the doorknob. I tumbled out into the hallway and ran, hardly able to think. 
 
      
 
    I finally reached the parking lot and my car, and I tried to get my keys out to unlock it. My hands were shaking hard enough that I kept dropping my keys even after I'd located them in my pockets. But no one came after me, and eventually, I was able to get into my car, take a few deep breaths, and start off for home. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Rip 
 
      
 
    I wasn't expecting Jessi to come barreling into the Hounds of Hades clubhouse that night, and when she did, to be honest, she kind of looked like shit. But from the way she looked around the place and immediately locked eyes with me, before even going to the bar to get a drink, that was the least of her concerns. I was halfway out of my seat before she was even near me, ignoring whatever dumb catcalls the guys were giving me. 
 
      
 
    “What's wrong?” I asked as Jessi approached the table. 
 
      
 
    She shook her head, looking as though she didn't even have words for whatever had upset her, and she practically fell into my arms, pressing her face into the hollow of my neck. 
 
      
 
    “Easy there,” I murmured, wondering what had happened. I knew that she and Mick had been at each other’s' throats for a bit now, but I didn't really think that things had gotten this bad around the shop. So that left… 
 
      
 
    I got a sickening feeling in the pit of my stomach as I thought about the university, her other big stress at the moment. Surely nothing had happened there, though, right? She was on top of all her projects, as far as I knew, and I'd seen some of the designs that she was churning out. She was way ahead of her class as far as those were concerned, I was sure. 
 
      
 
    Jessi trembled a little against me, her arms holding me tightly. “I'm sorry,” she whimpered, and I could feel her tears against my skin. “Can we go someplace private?” 
 
      
 
    I was taken aback by her tears, and I wondered just what had happened. “Of course,” I said soothingly. I glanced around the clubhouse, grimacing a little as I saw that practically everyone was staring at us. Of course they were. Rip Harris wasn't the guy that chicks came crying to. Unless maybe I had dumped them for their friends or some shit like that. Usually that just made them livid, though. 
 
      
 
    But with Jessi … well, it was no secret that I hadn't been sleeping around since I had started sleeping with her. I wasn't dating her or anything like that, nor did I have any intention to, really. She was from a totally different world than me, and she would always be too much of a good girl for me. But all the same, I respected her in a way that I normally didn't respect the floozies I slept with. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, let's get out of here,” I told her, steering her out of the club and toward my bike. 
 
      
 
    Jessi pulled away from me before we reached the bike, looking embarrassed. “I drove,” she said, holding out her keys. 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes at her. “I'm not going to be caught dead driving whatever it is that you drive,” I told her. 
 
      
 
    She flinched a little and ducked her head. “Then I guess I'll drive behind you,” she whispered, hugging her arms around herself. 
 
      
 
    I frowned at her. “Or you could just hop on the back,” I told her. “I assume you know how to ride a bike, given your chosen career path.” 
 
      
 
    Jessi tilted her head to the side, even though she still wasn't meeting my gaze, opting instead to pick at the hem of her sleeve. “Yeah, I know how to ride,” she said. “But you told me that no one except you ever got to ride your bike.” 
 
      
 
    She sounded so nervous and uncertain that it was almost heartbreaking, and it took me a second to process her words. “Yeah, well,” I finally said, holding out a helmet toward her because I honestly wasn't too sure what to say. This was the first time I had ever let a woman ride on my bike with me, sure. But I didn't want to make this a thing. It was just that I wasn't going to drive Jessi's car, and she clearly wasn't in any shape to be driving herself. It made the most sense for me to take her on my bike. That was all. 
 
      
 
    She hesitantly accepted the helmet that I held out to her and put it on, still looking at me with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes and swung onto my bike. “Well, do you want to join me or not?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    I felt her hesitantly climb on behind me, wrapping her arms around my waist. “Are you sure?” she asked, as though she thought I was going to kick her off now. 
 
      
 
    I reached a hand down and lightly squeezed her arm, hoping to comfort her a little. Words had never really been my strong suit, but I kicked the bike into gear and drove off down the road toward my apartment, going a little slower and more carefully than I normally would have. The last thing I needed was to scare her half out of her mind with my speeding and sharp turns, I figured. 
 
      
 
    She was silent as we walked up the stairs to my apartment, and once inside, she stood hesitantly in the hallway, looking uncertainly around herself as though she were waking up and suddenly not sure where she was. 
 
      
 
    I frowned at her, wondering just what had happened, but I didn't want to press. She would tell me when she was ready. “Come on,” I told her, guiding her into the open floor plan with a hand on her shoulder. I got her seated on the couch, and after a moment's hesitation, I wrapped a couple blankets around her shoulders. She seemed to be at least a little bit in shock; her eyes looked glassy, and she was pale as a ghost. 
 
      
 
    “Water?” I offered. “Coffee? Whiskey?” 
 
      
 
    Jessi blinked up at me, looking pitiful. She coughed to clear her throat a little. “Whiskey?” she said uncertainly. 
 
      
 
    “Coming right up, darling,” I told her, giving her a warm smile. To be honest, she was beginning to freak me out a little. I hoped the alcohol would loosen her up, so I poured her a triple shot of whiskey into a short glass and brought it over to her. She accepted it gratefully and took a sip, swirling it around her mouth for a moment before swallowing. 
 
      
 
    I sat down next to her on the couch, reaching out to rub her thigh. But I was surprised to see her pull away from me. 
 
      
 
    “You never went to talk to Ellsmith,” Jessi said accusingly. 
 
      
 
    I frowned at her, a bit taken aback. “I haven't yet,” I agreed. “Your dad's been keeping me busy over at the shop Monday through Friday, working on J.T.'s bike. I haven't had the chance to swing through the campus during the normal class hours yet. But we're getting things done quickly on J.T.'s bike, and after that, I should be free to-” 
 
      
 
    “That's not soon enough,” Jessi interrupted, her voice merely a whisper. I could see tears starting to form in her eyes again, and she took a big sip of whiskey as though she were trying to hide them. 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” I said, reaching out to stroke back her hair. “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    Jessi shook her head, though, causing a couple crystalline tears to fall slowly down her cheeks. “Nothing,” she choked out, even though I could clearly tell that it was a lie. 
 
      
 
    I started to get agitated, imagining all the things that he could have done to her to get her this upset. “If he's failed you on one of your projects just because-” 
 
      
 
    “He hasn't,” Jessi told me. She bit her lower lip and turned away from me. 
 
      
 
    “Come here,” I said, pulling her into my arms. 
 
      
 
    She flinched away from me, though. “You're going to think that I'm so disgusting,” she sobbed, and I felt my blood run cold. 
 
      
 
    “Did he ...touch you?” I asked, with barely controlled anger. 
 
      
 
    Slowly, haltingly, she began to recount the man's advances on her in his office and the way that he had tried to force himself on her. By the time she was finished, I was livid. “I'm going to castrate the fucker,” I snarled, already halfway to my feet. 
 
      
 
    Jessi whimpered, wrapping her arms around herself. “Don't,” she begged me, her face buried against her knees. “Just—please, don't. Don't make a big deal out of it. I deserve it. I shouldn't have led him on, and I shouldn't have—I mean, you told me that he does this, that he sleeps with his students. I should have believed you, and I shouldn't have-” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I interrupted firmly, sitting back next to her and pulling her close. “Oh, Jessi, no. It's not your fault. God, I should have gone to talk to him already. I'm so sorry that I haven't. Trust me, I'm-” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I should just drop out of the program,” Jessi said, her voice barely audible. “I just don't think I'm cut out for this whole business.” 
 
      
 
    “Bullshit,” I said succinctly. “Jessi, I've seen your designs. I seriously doubt that Ellsmith has really had anything to do with the grades that you've been getting. I think he was just saying that to scare you. And rest assured that if he does anything to try to get you booted out of the university, the Hounds and I are going to go after him. I'm going to-” 
 
      
 
    Jessi sighed and shook her head, pulling away again. “I don't know, Rip,” she said, her voice wavering. “What if he's right?” 
 
      
 
    I leaned down to kiss her forehead lightly, pausing there for a moment, trying to sort through the tangle of emotions that I was feeling. It would be so easy to ignore everything deeper than the anger that I was feeling towards Ellsmith. It would be easy enough to act like the dumb biker dude and go storming over to his house, to pound on his door, and then punch his lights out once he answered. 
 
      
 
    But I could tell that that wasn't what Jessi wanted to see from me. And for some reason, what she wanted from me mattered. 
 
      
 
    “Jessi, you're one of the best designers that I've ever seen, anyway,” I told her. “It's been exciting to watch you work on J.T.'s bike with your dad. And beyond that, you're exceptionally beautiful, even when you're covered in grease and dressed in your baggiest, most holey overalls.” 
 
      
 
    Jessi pulled away from me, staring at me with wide eyes. Then, she winced and looked away. “You don't have to say things like that,” she said quietly. “I mean, I know that you tend to ...sleep around. Some of the other guys around the club have told me. And I've heard some of the stories that you've told my dad.” She took a breath, shaking her head. “Just, I know that the nights that you're not with me, you're off sleeping with other people. You don't have to make me feel ...” 
 
      
 
    “Jessi-” I began, but she cut me off before I could finish. 
 
      
 
    “I shouldn't have come to the clubhouse tonight,” she said, looking embarrassed. “And I shouldn't have made such a scene. I'm sorry.” She cocked her head to the side. “Do you ...want me to leave?” 
 
      
 
    I blinked at her, taking a moment to process her words, not even sure where I wanted to begin responding. “I'm not sleeping with anyone else,” I told her truthfully. “I tried to, once, after we slept together, but ...I just wasn't really interested.” 
 
      
 
    Jessi stared at me and then laughed a little, shaking her head. “Don't lie to me,” she said, making a move to stand. 
 
      
 
    I caught her wrist, pulling her back down. “Look, I'm not sure how to convince you,” I told her. “But I really haven't been. Otherwise, I probably would have been sitting with someone else tonight when you came in.” 
 
      
 
    Jessi frowned at me and then ducked her head a little. “But everyone says that you-” 
 
      
 
    “I don't know who you've been talking to, but …” I trailed off, frowning. “Well, yeah. Normally I do sleep with a different girl every night. But I haven't been, lately. And, no, I don't want you to leave. I don't mind that you made a scene. I mean, the guys are going to give me hell about it, and I'm going to have to do all sorts of stupid drinking bets and things like that to keep my biker credentials, but ...” 
 
      
 
    She at least cracked a small smile at that. 
 
      
 
    “And Jessi.” When she looked up at me, I reached out to cup her cheek, brushing away the remainder of her tears. “I absolutely do not think that you are disgusting. I think that Ellsmith is disgusting. But I think you are so incredibly beautiful and brave and strong, and I'm so sorry that I haven't been there for you in the way that you needed. I'm going to fix that, I promise.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Jessi 
 
      
 
    Hearing Rip promise to take care of things with Ellsmith was like a weight off my chest—even though he'd promised that before, and even though there had been no change since the first time he had promised it. But I could tell that he really felt badly about everything that I'd gone through, and I could also practically feel the anger radiating off him. He was going to take care of Ellsmith; I didn't have to worry about that anymore. 
 
      
 
    What I didn't know how to react to was Rip's insistence that he hadn't been sleeping with anyone else since we'd slept together. I'd been so sure that he was still sleeping around, that this was just a release for both of us. Now, I was beginning to wonder. 
 
      
 
    I was pretty sure that I had feelings for Rip. I wasn't in love with him or anything like that; I didn't know the guy that well, for all the time that we'd been spending together lately. But I definitely respected the man, and I definitely enjoyed whatever it was that we were doing. I just didn't expect things to actually progress. 
 
      
 
    I yawned, interrupting my train of thought, wherever it might have been heading. 
 
      
 
    Rip laughed and squeezed my shoulder lightly. “Come on, let's get you to bed,” he said. “Unless you're going to tell me that you need to get back home so that you can make curfew.” 
 
      
 
    I grimaced and pulled out my phone, not surprised to see that I had a half dozen missed calls from Dad. I hadn't really thought anything about my curfew; I'd been so worked up over everything to do with Gary. “Shit,” I muttered under my breath. I was going to be in so much trouble. 
 
      
 
    “Here, let me talk to him,” Rip said, gently sliding the phone out of my hand. Before I could protest, he was calling Dad back, the phone pressed to his ear. “Hello, sir, this is Rip,” he said into the phone, and I was surprised to hear how formal he sounded. “Yeah, she's right here. I know she was supposed to be home before her curfew, but she wasn't feeling so great, so I picked her up after her classes and we ended up going back to my place because it was closer.” 
 
      
 
    He listened to whatever Dad had to say in response to that. “I don't think it's anything too serious. I bet she'll be back in the shop in the morning,” he told Dad. “But if she's not up to it, I'll make sure and show up to give you a hand.” He listened again and then held the phone out to me. “Your dad wants to talk to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Dad,” I said into the phone, unable to keep the nervousness from creeping into my voice. Rip's hand came up to gently stroke my back to calm me down. 
 
      
 
    “What did I tell you about hanging out with-” 
 
      
 
    I tuned out his words, unable to listen to them when I was already so upset. Tears started falling down my cheeks again, and I could see Rip's expression grow tight before he reached out to grab the phone from me. “I'll bring her home in the morning,” he snapped into the phone. “Have a good night.” With that, he hung up. 
 
      
 
    “I'm sorry,” I sobbed as Rip pulled me back into his arms. God, I couldn't believe I wasn't able to hold it together better than this. 
 
      
 
    “Shh,” Rip said. “There's nothing for you to be sorry about. You're already upset and you didn't need him yelling at you as well.” He held me silently against him for a long moment, until I was able to pull myself back together a little more. “Come on,” he finally said. “Time for bed.” 
 
      
 
    As he led me towards his bedroom, I paused, feeling uncertain. “Rip, I'm sorry, but I'm not feeling-” 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Rip said, turning to face me, holding my hands lightly between his. He looked searchingly into my eyes. “I promise you, Jessi, we're not going to do anything,” he told me. “I mean, I'd like to spoon you, if that's okay. You seem like you could use that. But I'm not going to force you to have sex with me or anything like that tonight. Not after everything that you've been through. And if even sharing a bed is too much, then all you have to do is say the word, and I will come sleep on the couch.” 
 
      
 
    I stared at him for a minute, surprised at his words. “You're not like what I expected,” I finally said. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Rip asked. 
 
      
 
    “You're a big, brawny biker dude,” I said, shrugging a little, feeling a bit self-conscious. “I just expected you to be ...kind of an asshole. But you're ...” I trailed off, not even really sure what I was trying to say. 
 
      
 
    Rip laughed a little and shook his head. “Yeah, well. My aunt was a real Southern belle,” he said. “I learned pretty early on that you treat women right—and if you don't, they come after you with a wooden spoon!” 
 
      
 
    I giggled at that and shook my head. “It's just ...” I shook my head again, feeling a bit overwhelmed by his kindness. 
 
      
 
    Rip seemed to understand what I wasn't saying, though, and he smiled at me. “Come on, darling,” he said, drawing me into his room and over towards the bed. He stripped off his jeans and his tee-shirt, but he left his boxers on as he climbed into bed. I did the same, leaving on my panties and bra as I slipped in next to him, holding my breath. 
 
      
 
    “Good night,” Rip murmured into the darkness, curling his body protectively around mine. 
 
      
 
    “Good night,” I whispered back. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    In the morning, we woke up in a tangle of limbs. I could feel Rip's morning hard-on pressing insistently against my thigh, wordlessly begging me to do something with it. When I pulled back and looked up, Rip was still fast asleep, his face slack and his arms resting loosely around me. 
 
      
 
    I shifted, dragging my hand over the tent in his boxers. Although he stirred a little, pressing his hips closer to mine, his eyes didn't open. I hesitantly slid my hand into his boxers, tugging lightly at the soft, scorching skin there. 
 
      
 
    That got a reaction out of him. Rip groaned and his eyes flickered open, staring blearily down at me. He frowned and cocked his head to the side, and my hand stilled against him, wondering if I'd done something wrong. We had never woken up next to one another before. We just had these little quick things in back alleyways and bathrooms. Maybe he hadn't expected me to stay the night. Maybe I had been meant to get out of there before he woke up. 
 
      
 
    “I'm sorry,” I breathed, moving to get out of bed. 
 
      
 
    “Jessi,” Rip said sharply, his hand shooting out to catch my wrist. I paused there at the edge of the bed, practically shivering with embarrassment. “Whatever you're thinking, you're wrong,” he told me, his voice still rough with sleep. 
 
      
 
    I bit my lower lip. “Look, I should get out of here,” I told him, already glancing towards the untidy pile that I'd left my clothes in the previous night. “Sorry that I-” 
 
      
 
    Rip growled and suddenly sprang into motion, tumbling me back onto the bed and climbing on top of my hips, pinning me back against the sheets. Once there, he ground down against me, his erection providing heated friction between my legs. “Do you feel that?” he asked roughly, repeating the motion again. “That's all you, babe.” He shook his head. “If I didn't want you here, I wouldn't be half as hard as I am.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned up at him, trying to trust his words. “But I-” 
 
      
 
    “Jessi, if I wanted you to leave, trust me when I say that I would just tell you to leave.” He caught my lips in a soft, searing kiss. “But I don't want you to leave,” he continued as he broke away from me. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I said shakily. I was practically dizzy with the heat of my lust already, and it only grew more intense as he slid his hands down and explored the area between my thighs, stroking expertly at my need. 
 
      
 
    “Is this okay?” he asked, pausing for a moment to stare searchingly at my face. “I know you were pretty upset last night ...” 
 
      
 
    I groaned and pressed down against his probing fingers. “Honestly, Rip, if you don't get these panties off me and your fingers inside me within the next five seconds, I'm going to do it myself,” I warned him, only half joking. I could hardly think straight with how badly I needed this. 
 
      
 
    “As much as I'd love to watch you pleasuring yourself,” Rip said, “I'd rather save that for sometime when I'm not feeling quite so desperate for your slick pussy.” He slipped down my panties and then nuzzled his way between my legs, pressing soft kisses down my folds. 
 
      
 
    I whined a little, hands fisting in the sheets. His tongue skimmed around the rim of my entrance, and I could tell that he was teasing me from the way he grinned up at me. “Rip,” I whimpered breathlessly. In answer, he delved into my hole, using just his tongue, tasting my desire. But even though he expertly darted his tongue in and out, swirling it around, hitting all my sweet spots, it just wasn't enough. 
 
      
 
    I was practically sobbing by the time he pulled back and lined up his cock against the same space that his mouth has just been ravishing. “Please,” I begged, beside myself with need. “Please, please, please ...” 
 
      
 
    I came on his first thrust into my sheath, clawing at his biceps in an attempt to ground myself, my head twisting from side to side, eyes squeezed shut as wave after wave of orgasm consumed me. 
 
      
 
    When I came back to consciousness, I realized that Rip was frozen over me, even though I could see the strain in his face and his arms from holding so still. “Can I ...” he started to ask, and I realized he was waiting for me to calm down a moment before moving, keeping from overwhelming me. 
 
      
 
    I nodded my head vigorously, and I was rewarded with the way he began to pump his hips against mine. He pushed my legs up and back, giving him better access to my hole, and I could feel the burn of his girth deep inside of me. I was trembling all over, and my sahking was only emphasized by the little sparkling shoots of pleasure I felt as Rip ran his hands all over me. 
 
      
 
    I came again and again, until I could hardly breathe, let alone think. It was a relief to finally feel Rip stilling above me, a soft groan falling from his lips as he spilled his seed. He practically collapsed down against me, looking nearly as exhausted as I felt. After a moment, he had the presence of mind to pull me into his arms, cradling me against his chest. 
 
      
 
    “Back to sleep?” I finally asked, when he showed no signs of moving. 
 
      
 
    Rip laughed a little at that. “Back to sleep,” he agreed. “Have to keep our energy up if we're going to go for round two.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, even though I was smiling. “You're going to kill me,” I told him. 
 
      
 
    Rip kissed my hair, and I settled against him, closing my eyes and letting sleep claim me again. I had to admit, I felt a lot more settled now than I had before. Rip and I were definitely going to need to have a talk at some point soon, but for now … 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Mick 
 
      
 
    I was startled to see none other than J.T. Williams walking into my shop that afternoon. It had been a pretty quiet day. Jessi was in classes, and Rip had called in sick that morning. I wondered, now that I saw J.T., if Rip was really sick or if something else had come up and J.T. was here to renegotiate Rip's involvement at the shop. 
 
      
 
    Truth be told, I was starting to enjoy Rip's presence around the shop, and I'd hate to hear J.T. say that that would no longer be a possibility. The dude had finally shut up about his dumb one-night stands, and when he wasn't talking about pounding a girl into the bed, he actually was a pretty interesting guy. And he sure did know a lot more about bikes than I would have expected. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, J.T., what can I do for you?” I asked, wiping my hands on a rag and trying to sound casual even though, honestly, the man kind of gave me the willies. I'd heard plenty of stories about the kinds of things he was capable of, after all. 
 
      
 
    J.T. grinned at me. “Just coming by to check on the bike,” he told me, and oh, that made sense. Well, sort of. I had assumed that Rip had been sharing pictures with the man along the way, showing him every step of the build process. He'd definitely seen pics pretty recently, because I'd asked him to confirm detailing on some of the sections that we were finishing up. 
 
      
 
    But, then again, there was a difference between seeing a picture of a bike and actually touching the pieces in your hands, running your fingers over the smooth chrome. I knew that just as well as anyone. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, so this is what we've got so far.” I told J.T., beginning to walk him through everything that we had. I moved on to give him a rough timeline of our process, which I was anticipating finishing just before the deadline that J.T. had set. It was going to mean a lot of long, late nights as we got close to the deadline, but that was nothing new for me. 
 
      
 
    “And how's Rip doing around the shop?” J.T. asked. “Not giving you any trouble, I presume?” 
 
      
 
    “No, he's been really helpful,” I said honestly. “Surprisingly helpful, actually. I kind of expected him to be more of a nuisance. The first couple weeks that he was here, he wouldn't shut up about all his conquests, but he seems to have gotten that all out of his system, because now we mainly just talk bikes.” 
 
      
 
    J.T. snorted. “Well, he probably realizes that you don't want to hear all the details about him pounding your daughter,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I blinked at him. “Excuse me?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    J.T. frowned. “Jessi,” he told me. “She's been over to the clubhouse a few times, and I haven't seen Rip head home with anyone else since she started dropping by.” 
 
      
 
    I stared at the man for a long moment, wondering if I was actually hearing him correctly. He must be mistaken, though. There was no way that Jessi would deliberately defy me and go over to the Hounds of Hades clubhouse. And there was no way that she was sleeping with Rip. 
 
      
 
    I hoped. 
 
      
 
    But thinking back over their behavior over the past week or so, I suddenly wasn't so sure. Rip hadn't been giving her the seedy looks that he had given her before, now that I thought about it, and Jessi wasn't her normal self around him either. She was giggly and blushing and almost flirtatious with him. In fact, the more I thought about it. 
 
      
 
    I got a sinking feeling about the situation. 
 
      
 
    J.T. raised an eyebrow at me. “Is there a problem?” he asked, and I could tell from the cool tone of his voice that he wouldn't be happy to hear me say that I didn't think Rip was good enough for Jessi. But that was very much the truth. 
 
      
 
    Finally, I shook my head. “Look,” I said, “I appreciate everything that Rip's been doing around here, but we're getting to the point where we don't really need his help anymore.” 
 
      
 
    J.T. snorted. “Bullshit,” he said succinctly. “Mick, you just outlined your schedule for me for the next month,” he reminded me. “And there's no way you, by yourself, are going to be able to get all of that done. Not even with Jessi coming to help you in the evenings and on weekends. You know that, and I know that. You're not getting rid of Rip just because you're uncomfortable with the idea of him dating your daughter.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt he's dating her. That's just the problem,” I said darkly. I would have thought I'd raised Jessi better than that—raised her to realize that she was a strong and independent woman and didn't need to just give herself away like that. I had always pictured her settling down and having children. Clearly she needed to be spending less time around bikes and bikers if I wanted her to settle down. Maybe instead of getting rid of Rip's presence around the shop, it was time that I started pushing Jessi to explore other interests. 
 
      
 
    “Rip's a good guy,” J.T. said, and I could barely keep myself from rolling my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “He's a good guy,” I allowed. “Decent, anyway. But you have to understand, Jessi is my only daughter, and I just want her to be safe. And happy.” 
 
      
 
    “And if Rip is making her happy, then you have no right to question her judgement,” J.T. said firmly. 
 
      
 
    I scowled at him, wanting to say something more, but I knew that it wasn't a good idea for me to get into this with the boss of the Hounds of Hades. Instead, I was just going to have to have a long talk with Jessi when she got home. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Jessi 
 
      
 
    I could tell immediately when I got to the shop that there was something wrong. Dad practically flung aside his wrench when he saw me come in the door, and he was standing there, brow furrowed and hands on his hips, by the time I had set down my bag. 
 
      
 
    I instinctively glanced down at my watch, but I had come straight home after my classes, eager to avoid some sort of confrontation with Ellsmith, since I didn't know if Rip had paid the man a visit yet. I was home earlier than I normally was. There was no reason for him to be so upset. 
 
      
 
    “J.T. came by to see his bike today,” Dad said. 
 
      
 
    I frowned. “Did he not like it?” I asked. Rip had shown the man the design, and J.T. had approved it. He'd been approving the photos each step of the way. He couldn't just suddenly decide that he didn't like the projec 
 
      
 
    “He said he's seen you around the Hounds of Hades clubhouse,” Dad snapped. “Multiple times.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” I felt my heart drop and then begin to beat faster. I should never have been stupid enough to think that Dad wouldn't find out what I'd been up to with Rip. I had always been a good girl. I had never learned how to sneak around and do things in secret. 
 
      
 
    “Is that all you have to say?” Dad said. He sighed exasperatedly. “Jessi, you're going to college so that you can get out of here and really do something with your life. You know why I didn't want you going into automotive engineering—precisely because I didn't want you ending up with someone like Rip. He's not good enough for you, Jessi. Trust me.” 
 
      
 
    “Why, because you think he's sleeping around with other girls?” I shot back. “Because he's not. Whatever his reputation is, whatever he used to do before he and I started seeing one another”—that wasn't really what we were doing, but I wasn't about to tell Dad in as many words that we were fucking one another—“he isn't doing any of that anymore. He doesn't want to. He told me so himself.” 
 
      
 
    “And you don't think that he knows how to lie to a woman?” 
 
      
 
    I frowned. “Maybe he lies to other women,” I allowed. “But I don't think he was lying to me. And you taught me to be a pretty good judge of character. I'm smart enough not to get myself into a bad situation. I would think you would realize that by now.” 
 
      
 
    “I told you that I didn't want you to go to the clubhouse,” Dad persisted. “You keep telling me that your education and your work here at the shop is so important to you, but you've been sneaking out after curfew—and I can see the change in your attitude ever since Rip started working here. Considering that, I'm going to have to forbid you from working around the shop until J.T.'s bike is finished and Rip stops coming around here. And if I I hear that you've gone to the clubhouse again-” 
 
      
 
    “I'm not a little kid!” I interrupted. “You can't just ground me—and you can't keep me from working around the shop, not when I'm the one who designed the bike! And you can't keep me from seeing Rip.” 
 
      
 
    “Then you're going to need to find somewhere else to live,” Dad threatened. “As long as you live here, under my roof, you will abide by my rules. If you don't want to do that, then you're going to need to leave—and you're going to need to find some other way to pay for your college tuition, because I'm not going to have any part in that.” 
 
      
 
    “That's not fair,” I said. I was beginning to feel tears at the corners of my eyes, all the frustration and nervousness from the past month beginning to catch up to me. “Dad, I've been working so hard to get good grades and to keep helping out here around the shop and to be the kind of daughter that you can be proud of. And all I'm asking for myself is that I can keep seeing Rip in the few spare moments that I have. He makes me happy, and he's helping me with some things at school, and-” 
 
      
 
    “I thought you were busting your ass off to get the grades that you're getting,” Dad said. “What's this about him helping you out?” 
 
      
 
    I ducked my head a little, feeling tears begin to slip down my cheeks. “It's nothing,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Clearly it isn't nothing,” Dad said, and I could hear a concerned note in his voice. “What's happening at school? What's wrong?” When I was silent, he sighed. “Jessi, come here,” he said, pulling me into a hug. “Ever since you started at school, you've been so distant,” he said, sounding pained. “And I'm sorry if I've hurt you by not wanting you to take over the business after me. We used to be so close, working together, but ...” He trailed off. 
 
      
 
    I shuddered a little and hugged him back, trying to quell my tears. “I'm sorry,” I said tearfully. “I've been trying to do well at school and everything else, but I just ...” 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Dad asked. “Did you get a bad grade on one of your projects?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said, remembering what he had said about the internship, remembered his surety that Ellsmith wanted something more in return for the special attention that he'd been giving me. I took a deep breath and pulled away, although I didn't dare look Dad in the eyes. “Remember Ellsmith?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Dad repeated immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing happened,” I told him reluctantly. “But he ...wanted something to happen. Between us. Something ...” I swallowed hard, unable to admit that Ellsmith had wanted something sexual to happen between us. God, it was embarrassing to admit anything about this to Rip, let alone to my dad. 
 
      
 
    Dad swore angrily. “I knew that bastard was up to no good,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Dad, it's fine,” I told him. “I have everything ...figured out.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Dad asked archly. His face suddenly clouded, and I could tell that he had figured out exactly how I had fixed everything. “Rip,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I admitted. 
 
      
 
    “You're doing sexual favors to one man to get out of doing sexual favors to another.” 
 
      
 
    “Dad, no,” I said emphatically. “I like Rip, okay? 
 
      
 
    He stared at me for a long moment. Of course, that was when Rip chose to saunter into the shop after the weekend. He seemed to pick up on the tension between us in a heartbeat, and he immediately paused, looking at us. “What's wrong?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Dad and I were both silent for a long moment. 
 
      
 
    “What's wrong?” Rip asked again, deliberately this time. 
 
      
 
    “I shouldn't be coming to the clubhouse,” I said, ducking my head a little. 
 
      
 
    Rip looked momentarily surprised and then almost ...angry? I blushed and stared at the floor, feeling embarrassed, because I bet that he'd never had a situation before where a woman couldn't go out with him because her dad was too upset about the situation. I rubbed awkwardly at my wrist, feeling tears prick the corners of my eyes. “And, uh, I guess I should get out of here,” I continued, looking around the workshop at all the scattered pieces to my design dreams. As much as I wanted to fight for this, for Rip, and for everything else, I knew that there was no way I could afford to live on my own at the moment, especially not if I lost my job at the shop. 
 
      
 
    I grabbed my bag and made to leave, but Rip caught my arm before I could. “Jessi, come on,” he said, his voice gentle, like he was worried he'd startle me. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, unable to even find words. I wanted to just fall into his arms, to let him soothe all of this ache, but I knew that I couldn't do that. 
 
      
 
    “Jessi,” Rip growled, and I could hear the note of impatience in his voice. “You owe it to me to at least talk to me about this,” he said. I realized suddenly that it wasn't impatience that I was hearing in his voice but rather hurt. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head again, trying to pull my arm free. “Rip, don't,” I choked out, desperate to get out of there before I started sobbing. But he wouldn't let me go, and the next thing I knew, I was bawling there in the middle of the shop, feeling totally overwrought with emotions. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Jessi,” Rip said, pulling me into his arms, the same way he had the other night when I'd been upset about Ellsmith. I trembled there against him, wishing Dad could just see how gentle Rip was with me and how much the man cared about me. I didn't think that would make any difference, though. Dad didn't want me to have any part of this life or this lifestyle. 
 
      
 
    When Rip’s arms came up around me, I couldn't resist anymore. I buried my face in the hollow of his neck, clinging to him. But when I finally managed to collect myself and pull away, I gave him one final headshake, looking guiltily over at where Dad stood watching us, his arms folded across his chest. Then I fled from the shop. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Rip 
 
      
 
    I made a frustrated noise as, yet again, Jessi's phone went straight to voicemail. She had been avoiding talking to me all week, since whatever it was that had happened with her dad, and it was driving me crazy. I hadn't seen her around the shop, I hadn't seen her around the clubhouse, and I hadn't even been able to find her around the university campus, which made me wonder if maybe she was blowing off her classes. I knew that her dad wasn't totally on board with her studying automotive engineering from the start, but I thought they had gotten over that. I couldn't imagine that he would be keeping her from her studies. 
 
      
 
    I would never have expected to be as bothered as I was by her disappearance. 
 
      
 
    Finally, I decided that I had to do something about it, and I drove over to the shop even though it was my day off. Mick was inside, working on some detailing, but he stopped and looked up when I came in, raising an eyebrow at me. “You're not supposed to be here today,” he reminded me, as though I didn't already know that. 
 
      
 
    “I need to talk to you about whatever the hell is going on with Jessi,” I told him, folding my arms over my chest. 
 
      
 
    “That's not up for discussion,” Mick told me, shaking his head. “I think you've caused enough trouble with all of that.” 
 
      
 
    “I haven't caused any trouble,” I spat. “And you know that. I told you. I like your daughter. She's smart, she's talented, and I don't know why you won't give her half a chance around this place, because I really think that she could be great. I really think she could turn your business from a little shop that caters to the Hounds of Hades into something even better. But you don't even seem to care.” 
 
      
 
    I heard the phone ring in the office, and I wondered if he would get up to answer it. But, instead, it was Jessi poking her head out the door of the office. She looked almost scared when she saw me, and she had to clear her throat before she could speak. “Dad, it's for you,” she said. “It's Bruce, calling about those parts that you had requested.” 
 
      
 
    I could see indecision in Mick's face. He didn't want to leave the two of us alone together. But he looked around the shop, clearly realizing that he needed to take this call for whatever project he was currently working on. Finally, he sighed and got to his feet, scowling at me. “Don't even think ...” he began, narrowing his eyes at me—as though he thought I might try to, I don't know, fuck Jessi there in the shop in the five minutes that he was on the phone. 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes and didn't respond. I could see Jessi was torn between going back into the office or talking to me. Finally, talking to me seemed to win out, and she took a hesitant step towards me. “You aren't supposed to be here today,” she said, frowning. “Did you forget something?” 
 
      
 
    “I need to talk to you,” I told her. “Look, I don't know what's going on between you and your dad right now, but-” 
 
      
 
    “He's just ...protective of me,” Jessi said. “I'm his only daughter, and since my mother's out of the picture, it's hard for him.” 
 
      
 
    “Jessi, did I do something to hurt you or upset you?” I interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “Dad said he'd kick me out if I went anywhere near the clubhouse,” she admitted. “I should never have ...” She trailed off, biting her lower lip. “Look, Dad and I have always been really close, okay? I can't ...” Again, she trailed off. 
 
      
 
    I sighed and ran a hand back through my hair. I should have seen this coming. I should have guessed what was really behind this sudden avoidance of me. 
 
      
 
    I should have been more careful. I wasn't sure how Mick had found out about Jessi and I—I was sure that she hadn't told him—but I knew I'd been careless, acting as though he would never find out about us. The truth was, I'd wanted to figure out exactly what was going on between Jessi and I before I talked to him about things. 
 
      
 
    “Has Ellsmith done anything to you since...” 
 
      
 
    Jessi shook her head. “No,” she said, her voice watery with tears. “Did you talk to him?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I said grimly, thinking back to the meeting I'd had with the man. “I looked for you around campus, but I didn't see you there. You are still going to your classes, aren't you?” 
 
      
 
    “I've been sick this week,” Jessi said. Of course, that was a lie, but I couldn't really call her out on it. She ducked her head. “Look, Rip, I really like you, okay? I think you're a great guy, and I appreciate your having a word with Ellsmith about that whole situation. But there's nothing that I can say to Dad to convince him that you're not going to get me tied up in all sorts of bad situations. And I have to respect his wishes that I stay away from you.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “I haven't seen you around the shop much, either. What, are you just giving up on all of this? J.T.'s bike, and-” 
 
      
 
    “Dad asked me to stay away while you were here,” she said, and that was exactly what I might have suspected as well. “He thinks it'd be best for all of us. Anyway, I'm trying to find some new hobbies or some new ...direction. I'm going to have a lot of free time on my hands once this semester is over.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked her. “I thought you picked your classes for the fall already and you were worried about how difficult your schedule was looking.” 
 
      
 
    “I've decided that I'm not going to continue with the program in the fall,” Jessi said, her voice barely audible. “With this whole thing with Ellsmith ...” She shook her head. “I just think that's for the best.” 
 
      
 
    I could have practically shouted at her in frustration, but I tried to keep my voice calm and level. “Jessi, you can't let your dad run your life like that,” I told her. “All you've wanted to do is design bikes. You told me that yourself. Just because your Dad-” 
 
      
 
    “Don't,” Jessi interrupted, her voice sounding raw. She looked up at me, clearly incredibly upset. “Please, Rip. Just ...don't. I know that that's what I wanted. To be honest, I've been so happy since I started my classes and since I started hanging out with you, that ...” She swallowed hard. “But he's my Dad. And I have to respect that.” She took a shuddering breath. “You're a great guy, Rip, and I'm sure you're going to make some girl very happy at some point. I really appreciate-” She squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. 
 
      
 
    I wanted nothing more than to go to her and pull her into my arms, but I was afraid that she would pull away. When Mick came back into the shop's main room, he took one look at the two of us and frowned, putting an arm around Jessi's shoulders. But she shrugged that away. 
 
      
 
    Mick sighed. “Jessi, come on—we've been through this,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I have to get back to work,” was all she said. “I have that big review coming up, and I need to make sure my portfolio is ready for it.” She gave me one last look before she vanished back into the office. 
 
      
 
    “Mick-” I began, not even sure what I was about to say—where could I even start with all of this? 
 
      
 
    But Mick held up a hand. “I think it would be best if you would leave,” he said. “This is a family matter, and it doesn't concern you. I'll see you here at work on Monday morning. Just know that if I had my way and didn't need to worry about J.T.'s bike, you’d be out of here in a heartbeat.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. He was unbelievable. But there was nothing else that I could do without resorting to violence of some sort, since he was standing between me and Jessi now. I would have to figure out some other way to reach her. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Jessi 
 
      
 
    I knew I wasn't supposed to be there at the Hounds of Hades clubhouse, but I couldn't seem to stop myself from going back there. God, I had missed Rip the past two weeks, and even though things were steadily improving between Dad and I, I couldn't help feeling incredibly lonely. And things were starting to get more intense in my classes now that we had our term finals coming up soon, and I wasn't really handling things well. Again, it seemed as though everyone else was understanding things a lot better than I was, and this time, I couldn't go to Ellsmith's office hours and trust him to help me out with anything. I needed to figure things out on my own, but I didn't seem to be capable of doing that. 
 
      
 
    I wanted Rip's help. I wanted him to trace out designs with me and point out the mistakes that I was making. I certainly couldn't afford to receive another 'C' on a project because I had made some stupid mistakes in various easy calculations. 
 
      
 
    And I really needed a hug. 
 
      
 
    I slipped past the bouncer and into the bar, biting my lip as I looked around for any sign of Rip. I should have called him before coming here. I doubted that he even really wanted to see me after the way that I'd treated him. And I didn't know how I was going to apologize to him. I still didn't have Dad's blessing to be here, so it wasn't like I could somehow magically fix things between us. 
 
      
 
    I finally spotted him back in the corner, a blonde girl in his lap. He was kissing her as though she were his lifeline, their scorching passion evident even from across the room like this. I felt sick to my stomach, wondering how I'd been so easily tricked by him. Of course he'd already moved on. He’d probably slept with half a dozen women since I'd started freezing him out of my life. Of course I wasn't special enough that he would pine after me when I made it clear that I was going to have nothing to do with him anymore. 
 
      
 
    Someone jostled me from my left, and I stumbled a bit, but recovered, my eyes still glued to Rip and his fling, I analyzed their kiss as though if I looked hard enough, it would be me there in his lap, kissing him as though my life depended on it. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Rip!” someone shouted from behind me, and Rip broke away from his liplock, turning to look toward whoever it was that had called his name. 
 
      
 
    Which, of course, brought his gaze right to me. 
 
      
 
    I could feel my face begin to heat up, and I could hardly stand to watch as his face went through a complicated set of emotions before it finally settled back on neutral. His hands tightened around the woman's waist, as though staking a claim on her and her place there in his lap. 
 
      
 
    I'd never felt so humiliated in my life, and I turned towards the door, heedless of the people that I was running into. 
 
      
 
    Rip caught my wrist just after I made it out onto the street. “Jessi, what the hell are you doing here?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, unable to even answer that question, feeling my lower lip begin to quiver. 
 
      
 
    “Jessi,” Rip said, cupping my cheek in his palm, forcing me to look up at him. “Did Ellsmith do something to you? Or did you get into a fight with your dad?” 
 
      
 
    “I'm fine,” I choked out. “Sorry, I didn't mean to interrupt something.” 
 
      
 
    “You've been drinking,” Rip accused. 
 
      
 
    “A little,” I admitted. “I wouldn't have had the guts to come here otherwise.” I swallowed hard. “I've missed you, Rip.” 
 
      
 
    Again, that complicated set of emotions. “Jessi, what exactly are you doing here?” Rip asked. “Because I highly doubt that Mick is suddenly on board with the idea of you showing up around here.” 
 
      
 
    “He isn't,” I told him, sighing a little. “And I don't know how I'm going to make him okay with that, or with you, or with anything, but I just ...needed to see you.” 
 
      
 
    “That's not fair,” Rip said, pulling away a little. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” I said softly. “It doesn't matter anyway, though. I'm sorry that I interrupted you. Go on back to your ...” I swallowed hard. 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Rip said, catching my wrist and dragging me over towards his bike. He roughly thrust a helmet at me. 
 
      
 
    “What are you-” 
 
      
 
    “Get on,” Rip snapped, leaving no room for argument. I clung to his waist, breathing in his comforting scent, and tried to let myself drift. 
 
      
 
    It wasn't too surprising that we ended up at his apartment, or that as soon as the door was closed behind us, he was pinning me back against the wall, giving me a bruising kiss. He tugged at my hair and bit at my lips, one hand playing roughly with my breasts through the fabric of my shirt. 
 
      
 
    “Rip,” I whimpered as he pulled away. “We need to-” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up,” Rip snapped, his voice angry. “If you can't tell me anything that I want to hear, then just shut up.” 
 
      
 
    I had never seen this gruff, angry side of him before, and even though I knew that this should be a bit of a warning sign, I also couldn't help being turned on by how dominating he was acting. I snapped my mouth shut, letting him do whatever he wanted to me. 
 
      
 
    What he did was take me into his bedroom and begin tearing my clothes off me. Then, he spun me around and bent me in half over the bed, bringing his hand down with a sharp crack against my backside. 
 
      
 
    I groaned and practically collapsed against the bed. I'd never tried anything like this before, but I couldn't deny the pleasure in the little sparkles of pain making their way through my senses. And I trusted Rip not to take things too far. He wouldn't really hurt me. 
 
      
 
    He spanked me a few more times, and then moved in behind me, dragging his still-clothed cock up the crack between my legs. He was rock hard and ready to penetrate me, and I couldn't help moaning, pushing back against him. But that only earned me a couple more spanks. 
 
      
 
    “You've been such a naughty girl,” Rip told me. “Refusing to talk to me, and skipping a bunch of your classe” Three more slaps rained down. It was getting to the point where it actually hurt, but I still didn't want him to stop. Paradoxically, I felt cared for. And the spanks were helping me forget all the loneliness and worry that I'd been feeling over the past few weeks. They helped to get me out of the mess of my thoughts and back into the present. It was a nice feeling. 
 
      
 
    Without warning, Rip plunged his fingers roughly inside of me, and I cried out at the intrusion, not having expected it. “Look how wet you are,” he growled. “I never realized you were such a dirty little slut.” 
 
      
 
    He maneuvered his fingers around with practiced ease, finding all the spots that had me crying out and mewling with pleasure. “Please, Rip,” I begged, writhing a little against the sheets. 
 
      
 
    “I thought I told you to shut up,” Rip snapped. “One more word out of you and I'll leave you desperate and wanting for the whole night.” 
 
      
 
    I shivered all over with the thought of that and bit my lower lip, trying my best to silence my cries of pleasure. It was difficult, though, when Rip was moving his fingers so expertly, keeping me just on the border of what I needed. If he would only give me a little more. 
 
      
 
    His hand crashed down against my backside again, and I gasped breathily, collapsing against the bed despite the grip that he had in my hair, a grip that I hadn't noticed until he was pulling at it. 
 
      
 
    He finally, after what seemed like an eternity, pulled his fingers all the way out of my hole and snapped his hips forwards, seating himself within me in one fluid motion. “Rip,” I whimpered, unable to help it. 
 
      
 
    Rip froze, and I practically keened with the need for him to keep moving. I tried desperately to move my hips against his, but he held me firmly in place with a rough grip at my hips. “Like I said-” he started to say. 
 
      
 
    “Please, Rip,” I said, the words tumbling out of my mouth. “Please, you don't know how badly I need this—how badly I need you. I've been so lonely and I just … please.” 
 
      
 
    Rip continued to pause there, making me truly desperate. “Do you think you deserve this?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not really,” I admitted honestly, before my brain had really caught up to what my mouth was saying. But it was the truth. With the way that I'd been acting lately, I didn't really deserve for him to take me home like this, and yet here we were. “But I think you think I deserve it,” I continued, my voice barely a whisper. “And that means a lot to me.” 
 
      
 
    Rip pulled out, and I whined, twisting to catch his wrist to keep him from pulling away. I hadn't expected him to actually leave me wanting, to leave me so desperate and needy. 
 
      
 
    But that wasn't his intention, I realized, as I turned to find him slowly stripping off the remainder of his clothing. “Lie back,” he said quietly, gesturing towards the bed. 
 
      
 
    I moved gingerly into the center of the bed, watching as he approached in his now-naked form. 
 
      
 
    He crawled up my body and kissed me gently, his movements in sharp contrast to the domineering movements before. “Jessi,” he sighed, leaning his forehead against mine. “We shouldn't be doing this.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” I whispered. “But Rip, I want this.” 
 
      
 
    “You deserve to be happy,” Rip told me. “And if that means you're designing motorbikes and sleeping with me, then ...” 
 
      
 
    “It's just going to take some time for Dad to come around to the idea,” I told him. “But I don't like seeing you with other women. That hurt.” 
 
      
 
    “I'm not particularly interested in being with other women,” Rip admitted. “To be honest, all I could think of the whole time I was kissing her was how much I would rather that it was you there in my lap.” 
 
      
 
    “I think I love you,” I admitted. Then I pulled back, feeling embarrassed and clapping a hand over my mouth. “I mean-” Jesus, I didn't even know what I meant. It was true that no one had ever made me feel quite like Rip did. He made me feel confident and sexy and all sorts of strange feelings that I'd never had before. But surely I hadn't really known him for long enough that I could love him already. 
 
      
 
    “I'm not great at the whole love and relationships thing,” Rip warned me. “But that said ...” He bent down to kiss me again, his lips slipping warmly across mine, his tongue exploring the soft skin of my mouth. He lay his hand directly over my heart, no doubt able to feel my fluttering heartbeat, and I could sense all the words that he wasn't saying. “Jessi, I want to try to figure this out,” he told me seriously as he broke away from me. “But you're going to need to talk to your dad about things.” 
 
      
 
    “He said he would kick me out,” I told him. 
 
      
 
    “Do you really think he'd do that?” Rip asked, and when he said that, I suddenly realized how silly I had been. Of course Dad wasn't actually going to kick me out or disown me. 
 
      
 
    I shivered a little, and Rip kissed me lightly on the forehead. Then he nudged my legs apart so that he was nestled between them again, cocking his head to the side. 
 
      
 
    And, suddenly, it was as though my arousal from before had come back full force. I practically melted against the sheets as Rip stroked the skin between my legs, making embarrassing noises of need. When he pressed back inside of me, it only took a few pumps of his hips before we were both coming hard. 
 
      
 
    Afterward, we lay there together, not saying anything, both thinking our separate thoughts. I was going to need to find some way to reason with Dad about all of this sooner, rather than later. I wasn't sure what exactly I was going to say, but he needed to know that I couldn't just cut Rip out of my life like he wanted. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Jessi 
 
      
 
    I nervously smoothed my hands down the front of my jeans, staring at the door to the office that had once been sanctuary, but which I now hated with every fiber of my being. 
 
      
 
    To be honest, I was terrified to enter Gary's office, but I didn't have a choice in the matter. I had to do my mandatory portfolio review, and since he was my main advisor in the program, he was the one that I needed to talk to. I only wished that there were someone I could bring with me to this, but I didn't dare ask Rip to come along, even though he knew the whole backstory and I trusted him to keep me safe. And Dad and I had been on such shaky terms lately. 
 
      
 
    I swallowed hard and knocked on the door, waiting for it to swing open and admit me into this nightmare. I knew that Rip had talked to Gary, so I didn't think that there would be any sort of unprofessional behavior happening that afternoon. But, on the other hand, I didn't trust the man at all. 
 
      
 
    I shut the door behind me, even though doing so only made me more nervous. 
 
      
 
    “Have a seat,” Gary said, gesturing towards the couches that we had sat on the night that he had first groped me there in his office. I hesitated, and Gary frowned. “I said, have a seat.” 
 
      
 
    I didn't want to anger him, so finally I walked over to the couch and sat gingerly on the edge of it, unsurprised when he moved over to sit next to me, my portfolio in his lap. “I see a lot of potential in your work here,” Gary began. “In fact, next semester, I'm planning to recommend you to-” 
 
      
 
    “I'm not coming back next semester,” I interrupted, setting my jaw. It was a decision that I had finally made that morning, while I was climbing out of Rip's embrace. 
 
      
 
    Gary stared at me in shock for a moment, his mouth agape. “Excuse me?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “I'm not coming back next semester,” I repeated. “I've been thinking a lot about it, and I just don't really feel like I've found my place here, or found whatever it was that I was searching for. I think I came here to prove to my dad that I can design bikes, but he already knows that. I designed the one that we're building right now, for the Hounds of Hades' boss.” 
 
      
 
    “And what, you think you know everything?” Gary asked with a sneer. “None of the big companies would want you to work for them given your lack of experience and education.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course I don't think I know everything,” I said. “But I don't want to work for one of the big corporate companies, and you know that. I keep saying that. I'm perfectly happy working in my dad's shop and designing bikes alongside him. He doesn't have any training except for the things that he's learned through his years at the shop and he gets by just fine.” 
 
      
 
    “What a waste,” Gary said, shaking his head. “Jessi, everyone in the department is talking about you. I showed your portfolio around to some of the other teachers here, and they're all excited that you're part of our team here. You could really go places, and you have the potential to work with some of the top bike designers in the world. You really want to trade that all so that you can help out a local motorcycle club with their stupid desires?” 
 
      
 
    “I don't think what they want is so stupid,” I told him, shrugging even though my hands were currently clenched into fists, tightly enough that I could feel my fingernails digging into my palms. “I guess you need the fame to feel like you've done something worthwhile, but I just want to design bikes that make people happy. If one person likes the bike that I've designed, that's all that I'm asking for. J.T. is excited about the bike that we're building for him.” 
 
      
 
    “No one with any real knowledge of beauty and design would settle for working in a little shop like Greyhound Custom Motorcycles,” Gary interrupted insistently. “Your designs deserve to be seen by more people than that. You owe it to the world to show them what a real bike should look like.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “Gary, that's not what I want,” I said firmly. “And none of this is up for debate. I'm not coming back next semester.” 
 
      
 
    Gary stared at me for a long moment, his eyes searching my expression. I could see disbelief on his face, but it quickly changed over to something softer. “I suppose you're probably a little upset about my behavior the last time we met,” he said. “I never meant for it to go that far, Jessi, and I want you to feel like you can trust me still.” 
 
      
 
    I didn't say anything in response, because what could I say? I didn’t have to forgive him just because he was apologizing, and I definitely wasn't about to say something dumb like that what he had done was okay. His behavior wasn't excusable. But I also didn't want to make him angry, so I nodded curtly and turned my attention towards my portfolio. “So you saw a lot of potential in some of these designs,” I said. “Anything in particular that you wanted to talk about?” 
 
      
 
    “I know I've been pushing you a little too hard this semester,” Gary said. “And I'm sure that with all the hours that you're putting in around your dad's shop that things have been stressful. I'm sorry that I've made things feel that way. I'm just so excited to see how much ingenuity I can get out of you that I sometimes forget that you're only a very novice designer still. Maybe I've asked you for too much. Is that why you won't be coming back?” 
 
      
 
    I sighed and shut my eyes briefly, counting to ten in my head. I really didn't want to have this conversation. I should never have brought it up in the first place. I should have just let Gary continue to believe that I was coming back the next semester. Now he just wouldn't let it go, but I was done trying to justify my actions to him. 
 
      
 
    “Look, Gary, my reasons are none of your business,” I told him. “I just don't want to come back. It's not going to happen. Now, please, I have things that I need to do tonight, so if we could finish this review ...” 
 
      
 
    Gary's face turned nasty at that. “I think they're every bit of my business since I'm your academic advisor—or did you forget that?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    And, suddenly, something inside of me snapped too. I was tired of being the good girl, tired of just going along with what Dad said, or with what Gary said. I started to get angry, and I stood up, scowling down at the man. “Well, maybe I'd have an easier time remembering that you were my academic advisor if you acted like my academic advisor!” I cried. “If rather than trying to sleep with me, you actually genuinely wanted to help me get ahead in this field. Don't lie to me and tell me that you want me to come back next semester because you think I have so much potential. You just want me to come back next semester because you haven't quite managed to stick your dick in me yet and you still want desperately to do that.” 
 
      
 
    Gary stood up as well, and I immediately regretted the words that I had just said when I saw the look on his face. He was bigger than I was, and he had no problem grabbing me, wrapping his arms around me, and fully immobilizing me. “You little bitch,” he snarled, his breath hot against the shell of my ear. “How dare you speak to me like that.” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed hard, struggling against him. I wanted to scream, but I couldn't even really draw in enough air with how tightly he was holding me. I clawed at his arms, but he nothing seemed to faze him and he didn't let go. “Gary, please,” I said, twisting around. 
 
      
 
    “I'm done playing games,” Gary snarled, pushing me back against his desk. He grabbed at my shirt and tore it open, reaching out to grope my breasts through my bra. 
 
      
 
    I screamed, but Gary seemed to have been expecting it, and I only got a little noise out before he slapped me hard across the mouth, sending me toppling sideways. Once I was down on the floor, Gary climbed on top of me, easily tearing off my panties. He shoved them into my mouth, effectively gagging me, and then he pulled out his cock, preparing to shove it into me. 
 
      
 
    There was nothing I could do. He had a tight grip on my wrists, and there was no way I could get out from underneath him. And I couldn't even scream or sob anymore, not with the fabric gagging me. I could feel tears streaming down my face, but that wasn't going to do anything to save me. 
 
      
 
    The door to Gary's office suddenly flew open. “You fucking bastard,” I heard someone snap, and then suddenly the weight was gone from me. I could hear a scuffle from behind me, but I didn't want to look, and I didn't want them to see me. 
 
      
 
    I pulled the panties out of my mouth so I could at least breathe properly—or as properly as I could, with sobs shaking my whole body—and I huddled against the bottom of Gary's desk, wishing I could just disappear. 
 
      
 
    “Jessi—Jessi, are you okay?” Rip asked, kneeling down beside me. I flinched away from him, and he seemed to grow even more frantic. “Jessi, did he hurt you? Did he-” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I choked out. “He didn't...” I couldn't help myself from flinching again as Rip laid his hand on my shoulder, but he left it there, a warm, comforting weight. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Jessi,” Rip said, sounding sad. “I'm so sorry I didn't get in here sooner. I didn't know anything was wrong until I heard you scream.” 
 
      
 
    “How did you even get here?” I asked, looking tearfully up at him. 
 
      
 
    Rip grimaced a little. “Don't get mad at me, but I or someone else from the Hounds has been tailing you for a couple weeks now, ever since you told me about the problems that you were having with Ellsmith,” he said. “I didn't tell you about it because I didn't want you to feel like I was ...I don't know. I just wanted to make sure that you were safe.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced over to where Gary was lying on the floor, knocked out by whatever Rip had done to him. That was when I realized that it wasn't just Rip there, but a couple other Hounds who I recognized vaguely from the clubhouse. I made a soft noise of distress and pulled the remnants of my shirt closer around me. 
 
      
 
    Rip's face darkened and he immediately took off the flannel shirt that he'd been wearing over his tee-shirt, wrapping it around me. I hugged it close, inhaling his spicy scent and reveling in how warm it still was from his body heat. 
 
      
 
    “Do you want me to call the police?” the other biker asked. 
 
      
 
    “That's up to Jessi,” Rip said, looking seriously into my eyes, his palm resting against my cheek. 
 
      
 
    I shivered and shook my head. “If we call the police, they're going to have you arrested for assault, aren't they?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Don't worry about that,” Rip said. “I'm sure there's some sort of thing about assault if you're helping a woman who's being ...” He trailed off, clearly not wanting to say the word. 
 
      
 
    I swallowed hard. “But there's no proof that I didn't …ask for it,” I muttered. “Anyway, he didn't end up doing anything.” I glanced over at him. “I highly doubt he's going to try anything ever again.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course he won't,” Rip growled. “Because I'm not letting you anywhere near him in the future.” He looked over at his buddy. “Frankie, you're still on good terms with the provost, aren't you?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    The other man, Frankie, grinned at us. “Oh yeah,” he said. “In fact, it's about time I had a good, long chat with her about the way this place is being run.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked at him and then looked back at Rip. “Are you saying...” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, darling—I know you liked Ellsmith as a professor and that you see the good in everyone, but it's about time this guy stopped tormenting innocent women like you,” Rip said grimly. “He shouldn't have any place in a reputable university like this.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I said quietly. I didn't really want to think about any of it, about what would happen to Ellsmith or his reputation, because I didn't want to feel guilty. I shouldn't have to feel guilty. 
 
      
 
    I shuddered again, and Rip put his arms around me, easily lifting me up. “Come on, let's get you out of here,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I can walk,” I protested. “I want to walk. I don't want anyone else to see me like this.” I choked a little, but the words were true. Anyone else from the department might see us walking down the hallway, and that was the last thing I needed. It was going to be bad enough if anyone connected the fact that Ellsmith and I had been ...doing whatever they thought that we'd been doing …and suddenly he was fired for misconduct, but I didn't need to give them more to talk about. 
 
      
 
    Rip sighed, but set me down on my feet. He leaned in to do up the buttons on his flannel, though, and he tucked it into my skirt to make it look like maybe this was the outfit I'd been wearing all along. I couldn't help trembling a little at his gentle touches, but neither of us said anything. 
 
      
 
    “Rip, you need any more help with this, or should we just leave him here?” Frankie asked. 
 
      
 
    “I'd like to tie the fucker up and gag him like he gagged Jessi,” Rip snarled, “but let's just leave him there. And let's get out of here before he wakes up.” He looked over at me, smiling grimly and handing me my portfolio. “I know that you probably want to head home and be by yourself tonight, but I'm not letting you out of my sight.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I said quietly, surprisingly okay with that. I pulled out my phone to call dad and let him know I wouldn't be coming home before my curfew. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Jessi 
 
      
 
    When I came into the shop the next morning, Dad was already hard at work with a welding gun and a bunch of machinery scattered around him. He wasn't working on J.T.'s bike. It was one of the other projects that we had at the moment—a smaller project. I wondered what it meant that he wasn't leaving those other projects to me or Rip, and I swallowed hard. 
 
      
 
    What if he really wouldn't let me work around the shop anymore? 
 
      
 
    “Dad?” I asked hesitantly, when it seemed like he had reached a break in the work that he was doing. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Dad asked without looking up. 
 
      
 
    I swallowed hard, feeling tears at the corners of my eyes. It was like he didn't even want to acknowledge my presence there. 
 
      
 
    I wished Rip were there with me. He'd offered to come with me, but I'd told him that I needed to have this conversation with Dad by myself, to try to sort out all of this. I knew that things would be better that way, if I could just face up to my dad about all of this, but at the same time, I could have used Rip's comforting presence at my sidea and his warm hand in mine. 
 
      
 
    “Ellsmith is getting fired,” I said timidly. 
 
      
 
    Dad looked up at that, a sharp look in his eye. “Oh, really?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I told him. “He, uh ...” I trailed off, not really wanting to admit everything that had happened the night before. “He tried to ...do some things to me. Unsuccessfully.” 
 
      
 
    Dad looked like he might explode at that, and he got to his feet, coming closer to me. “I'm going to kill the bastard!” he snarled, echoing the words that Rip had said when I'd first told him about Gary's advances. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “It's okay,” I told him. “Really. Like I said, he was unsuccessful.” I took a deep breath. “That's because Rip's had one of the guys from the Hounds watching over me at all times over the past few weeks, and when they heard Gary and I in his office … they were there to come to the rescue.” 
 
      
 
    I could see a new look of appreciation in Dad's eyes, just as I'd hoped I might. I pressed on. “Rip really saved me last night. I know you think that he's trouble, but he really does care about me and want to keep me safe.” 
 
      
 
    “That's where you were last night,” Dad said flatly. “At the clubhouse.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said, shaking my head. “Rip took me back to his place after the whole thing with Ellsmith. I was pretty upset, and he was a bit shaken as well, and I didn't want to be all alone to think about all of it. And he was so good to me, Dad. He made me some soup and got me all curled up on the couch with a blanket, and then we just watched a movie and cuddled. It, uh, it really helped me calm down.” 
 
      
 
    Dad blinked at me and then shook his head. “He made you soup?” he asked incredulously. 
 
      
 
    I smiled a little. “Yeah,” I said. “And he made me drink some orange juice. He said he read somewhere that it's supposed to help people who have had panic attacks and he figured it might be a similar sort of thing.” 
 
      
 
    Dad frowned and shook his head. “Jessi, this kind of stuff is exactly the reason that I don't want you getting mixed up in the biker community,” he said. “You're too pretty of a girl to be running around with a bunch of asshole dudes like Ellsmith and-” 
 
      
 
    “Don't you dare call Rip an asshole,” I interrupted, a warning note in my voice. “Dad, he's been nothing but good to me, and you can't deny that he's helped out a lot around the shop. Plus, I know that if he and I weren't ...doing whatever it is that we're doing, you would actually like the guy. You have a lot in common, and ...well, I just don't think he's all that bad.” 
 
      
 
    Dad was silent for a long moment. “What happens with this whole internship that Ellsmith was trying to arrange for you?” he finally asked. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “I didn't want that even before all of this stuff went down,” I admitted. “I like the things that I'm learning in my classes. They're interesting to me, and I think they're going to make me a better designer in the long run. But I don't want to work for one of the big corporations. I don't want to machine-build all of my bikes. I like being in your shop here, getting my hands dirty, and sometimes just learning things through trial and error—what works and what doesn't work. I like tracking down all the pieces that I need, like it's some sort of scavenger hunt.” 
 
      
 
    I paused to take a breath, shrugging a little sheepishly. “Dad, I've always wanted to take over the business once you retired,” I told him. “I don't need some fancy internship in a big company in Cleveland to do that. I need to spend more time around here, learning everything that I can from the owner of this little business.” 
 
      
 
    Dad frowned at me. “Jessi, I don't particularly want you-” 
 
      
 
    “I know, I know,” I interrupted, shaking my head. “Dad, there are only so many battles that we can fight today. Can we just agree that Rip and I are allowed to do whatever it is that we want to do, and leave things at that?” 
 
      
 
    “What exactly are the two of you doing?” Dad asked curiously. 
 
      
 
    I blushed. “Sleeping together,” I admitted, since that was the real crux of it. “But also, he’s there for me to talk to, when I need somebody to talk to. And ...” I trailed off, blushing. “I really like him, Dad.” 
 
      
 
    Dad sighed. “He said pretty much the same thing to me,” he admitted. 
 
      
 
    “When?” I asked curiously. 
 
      
 
    “Not too long after you snuck out to sleep with him the first time,” Dad said, narrowing his eyes at me. 
 
      
 
    I blinked at him. “Really?” I asked. Thinking of Rip as just another dumb biker dude, that seemed really out of character. But it also didn't fit the stereotype for him to stop sleeping around once he'd slept with me. The more I got to know Rip, the more I was beginning to realize that he was a really surprising man—soft but with a bit of a dangerous streak. That was what made things interesting and had made me fall half in love with him already. 
 
      
 
    I couldn't help smiling a little to myself. 
 
      
 
    Dad snorted and shook his head. “Fine,” he said, tossing his hands in the air. “But if you ever so much as think of doing something illegal ...” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “Dad, Rip isn't going to let me get caught up in any of that kind of stuff, I promise,” I told him. 
 
      
 
    “You should have him over for dinner sometime this week,” Dad said after a moment. “I'd like to get to know him properly outside of work, if he's going to be a big fixture in your life. And I suppose I owe him some thanks after last night.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said soberly, thinking back to the previous night. “So do I.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Rip 
 
      
 
    J.T. wolf-whistled as I came downstairs dressed in slacks and a collared shirt. “Jesus Christ, man, I didn't know you could clean up that nice,” he said, a devilish glint in his eye. 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes and shook my head. “You've seen me dressed up before,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Not like this,” J.T. said. “I bet you're even planning on bringing her flowers, aren't you?” 
 
      
 
    “Wine,” I admitted. 
 
      
 
    “You should bring flowers, man,” Frankie said seriously. “Chicks love that shit.” 
 
      
 
    “How would you know?” Wes asked, a sneer on his face. 
 
      
 
    That set off a whole shouting match between them and everyone else in the area. I watched with some amusement, trying to calm my nerves. J.T. got up from his seat and wended his way over to me, clapping a hand on my shoulder. “So you really like this chick, don’t you?” he asked seriously. 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Has that not been obvious?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “It's been incredibly obvious,” J.T. said slowly. “Come on, you've got a bit of time. Let’s have a drink before you go.” He steered me over towards the bar and reached around to grab glasses and a bottle of scotch, ignoring Mikey, the bartender, who was down at the other end of the bar chatting with some of the other guys. 
 
      
 
    J.T. took a sip of his drink, swirling it around his mouth and seeming to think about what he was about to say. I frowned at him, wondering just what had gotten into him. “Look, I don't want to stress you out or anything, but I just wanted to remind you that if this girl is going to be hanging around the clubhouse and becoming a thing with you, then there are certain rules that go along with that.” 
 
      
 
    I could feel my ears burning. “Man, we're not becoming a thing,” I complained. “I mean, we might actually start officially dating, but I'm not about to propose to her or anything like that. That shit's a long way off.” 
 
      
 
    J.T. shrugged. “I know,” he said. “I know how you work, Rip. But we all saw her come in here in tears the other night, and we all saw how you reacted to that. And we've all heard about Gary Ellsmith getting fired from his collegiate role, pending an investigation into his personal conduct ...” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged a little. “Yeah, well. Like I said, we might start officially dating. But I still-” 
 
      
 
    “Just be careful,” J.T. said. “It all comes back around to the same thing. We're a relatively young motorcycle club, and that means that we don't have all of the clout that some of the other clubs have when it comes to the authorities. And that means that things like beating up Gary Ellsmith don't go unnoticed.” 
 
      
 
    I scowled at him. “So what, I was just supposed to let him-” 
 
      
 
    J.T. held up a hand. “Of course not,” he said. “What I'm saying is that, if there were ever a time when we needed some sort of legitimate side business, it's now. Just remember that.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “J.T., I don't think I can get Greyhound Custom Motorcycles for you,” I admitted honestly. “Jessi loves that place, and she's had her heart set on working there for her whole life. I couldn't just take over the place from her; that wouldn't be...” I trailed off, feeling embarrassed by what I was saying. I was basically admitting that I had feelings for Jessi that were stronger than the brotherhood feelings that I had for the other members of the Hounds of Hades. 
 
      
 
    J.T. was laughing, though, and he clapped me on the shoulder again. “I had a feeling you might say something like that,” he said. “So I bought out Greyhounds' competitors. I figure your girl can keep her dad's shop, and you can franchise the place and run the other shop.” 
 
      
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “I don't know that we have enough business that it would make sense to franchise the place already,” I said slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe not, but you will eventually,” J.T. said. “I saw that portfolio that you left lying around here this afternoon. Your girl is pretty talented.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned a little. “Yeah, she is that.” I glanced at my watch and downed my drink. “But, speaking of my girl, I have to get to dinner, and I guess figure out some way to tell her that you're planning on franchising the shop.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe save that for your proposal in a month or two,” J.T. said, his eyes glinting again. 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes and flipped him the bird as I headed out the door. 
 
      
 
    At Jessi's place, I rang the doorbell and waited impatiently for her to open it. She beamed at me when she did. “Hey,” she said. 
 
      
 
    I held out the flowers that I had picked up last-minute on the way over there, and she blinked down at them, looking surprised. “You didn't have to bring flowers,” she said. 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Of course I didn't,” I said, leaning in to kiss her. “But I wanted to.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” she said, sounding almost shy. She took the bottle of wine from me as well and led me into the house, down the hall and into the kitchen, where Mick was standing at the stove. 
 
      
 
    Mick glanced over at me and then whistled lowly. “Well, don't you clean up nicely,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “J.T. said that too,” I complained. “It's not like I look horrible in jeans and a tee-shirt.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Jessi agreed. “But you look ...” She cut herself off, glancing guiltily over at her dad, and I wondered what exactly she'd been about to say. 
 
      
 
    I couldn't help smirking at her. “So, are you going to give me the grand tour of the place?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Dinner's almost ready,” Mick interrupted. “But maybe afterward, she can. For now—sweetie, could you help set the table, please?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing, Dad,” Jessi said. I watched her move easily around the kitchen, pulling down plates, glasses, napkins, and silverware. She handed the plates and napkins to me and led the way out to the dining room, where we began to set the table. 
 
      
 
    “I'm sure you already know this, but those slacks make your ass look incredible,” she muttered under her breath as she folded the napkins. 
 
      
 
    I laughed a little and reached out to lightly trace her own bum, sliding my hand up under her skirt for a momentary grope. “I'm sure you already know this, but your ass looks incredible no matter what you are or aren't wearing,” I told her, my tone just as serious as hers. 
 
      
 
    Jessi flashed me a smile and gave me a quick kiss as she went past on her way back to the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “So now that J.T.'s bike is almost finished, what were you thinking of doing with all the free time you're about to have?” Mick asked over dinner. 
 
      
 
    I took a thoughtful bite of my pasta, chewing slowly. “Well, as a matter of fact, I was wondering if you'd consider letting me stay on as a part-time employee,” I said. “Even if Jessi isn't going back to school in the fall, it wouldn't hurt to have three of us on the shop. We could pick up more business and maybe expand the place a little.” 
 
      
 
    J.T. would have been proud to hear that response. 
 
      
 
    Mick frowned at that. “And how exactly are we going to drum up the extra business that would necessitate having all three of us on payroll?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “There are other MCs around the city besides the Hounds,” I pointed out. “Plus, with some of Jessi's designs that were in her portfolio ...” I trailed off, looking over at Jessi questioningly. I should have talked to her about this ahead of time. I didn't know if she was okay with her dad seeing some of her latest designs. I knew that she was trying not to rock the boat too much. 
 
      
 
    Mick glanced between the two of us. “I'd like to see your designs sometime,” he told Jessi, after clearing his throat. “And I think that you should go back to school in the fall still. Things will be fine around the shop with Rip continuing to work here, and I'm sure that you're learning a lot of useful things in your courses.” 
 
      
 
    Jessi gaped at the man for a moment. “Dad,” she started, but then she stopped, looking like she didn't even quite know what to say. 
 
      
 
    Mick took another deliberate bite of his pasta. “Jessi, I've been thinking a lot about all of this over the past little bit,” he finally said, after he had chewed and swallowed. “I only wish that I'd had some sort of a mentor to help me achieve my artistic best. Maybe that's why I wasn't able to design a bike that J.T. wanted. I just don't know enough about designing bikes that I can design one for other people, rather than just for myself. You have some incredible vision, and I can already see the way your work around the shop has been changing. I think you'd be doing yourself—and Greyhound Custom Motorcycles—a disservice if you quit with your classes. Now that Ellsmith isn't going to be in the picture anyway ...” He trailed off with a shrug. 
 
      
 
    Jessi picked at her pasta, looking as though she hardly dared to look up at her dad. I reached out under the table and squeezed her knee, hoping to give her some little bit of comfort, to remind her that I was sitting there as well and that everything was going to be okay. “I thought you didn't want me to have any part of this world,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Mick sighed. “I'm not saying that I'm thrilled with you dating a biker dude and working in the shop,” he said. “But I guess it's my own fault for raising you half in the shop anyway.” He grinned a little. “Plus, I have to say, I did always kind of hope that my daughter would be into bicycles and classic rock...” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    Jessi 
 
      
 
    After dinner, Rip and I cleared the plates, and I washed them in the sink while he dried everything and Dad put away the leftovers into various containers. Then I turned towards Rip, wiping my hands dry on a towel. “So, you wanted the grand tour?” I asked, looking almost nervously toward Dad. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Rip said. “I mean, if that's okay.” I could tell from the way that he said it that we both knew what was going to happen the minute we ended up in my bedroom. And from the knowing look that Dad gave the two of us, he knew as well. But it wasn't as though he could say anything. I wasn't technically missing my curfew if I was already there, and he had given me some permission to see Rip. He hadn't said that I wasn't allowed to have the man back to the house every once in a while. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, let me show you around,” I said. “You've already seen most of the first floor, of course.” 
 
      
 
    When we got up to my bedroom, Rip very carefully shut the door behind us, raising an eyebrow at me. “So this is your bedroom,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “This is it,” I said, glancing around and hoping that there was nothing too embarrassing left out in plain view. The place was pretty clean, but it was a bit cluttered at the moment, with all of my schoolbooks taking up practically every available surface. 
 
      
 
    Rip moved carefully into my personal space, resting his hands against my hips and leaning down so that his forehead was pressed against mine. “Not going to lie, I've been various shades of turned on since I groped you down in the dining room,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I laughed a little. “Oh, really?” I asked. “Maybe there's some kind of lesson there.” 
 
      
 
    “Get here early so that we can have sex before dinner next time?” Rip asked cheekily, and I couldn't help giggling. 
 
      
 
    Rip's fingers came up to play with the hem of my shirt, asking a clear question. “Is this okay?” he said. “I know last night-” 
 
      
 
    “I don't want to think about last night,” I told him.  
 
      
 
    “Okay,” he said simply, and he set about helping me forget all about Ellsmith's advances and everything else. 
 
      
 
    The kiss was tender and sweet, his lips moving almost lazily against mine. I stumbled a little toward him as his arms came around me, dragging me forwards, but he caught me easily and steadied me. We made out sloppily until my lips were swollen and my whole body was flushed with pleasure, and that's when he finally pulled back and slid my shirt off over my head. 
 
      
 
    He blinked down at my naked breasts and reached out to experimentally roll one of the nipples between his fingertips. “You're not wearing a bra,” he said, surprise coloring his words. 
 
      
 
    I blushed a little. “It's more comfortable this way,” I told him, “and we weren't going anywhere, so… Plus, I knew you'd have me up here sooner or later.” 
 
      
 
    Rip shook his head and leaned down to kiss my pulse point, setting my heart rate fluttering and fast. “You're quite the minx, aren't you, darling?” he rumbled, his fingers sliding sensuously down my sides and tugging down my skirt and panties in one easy move. 
 
      
 
    I stood there naked in front of him, biting my lower lip a bit as I watched him strip off his own clothing, piece by piece, moving slowly and letting me catalogue each new swath of skin that was revealed. I couldn't help making a soft noise as he slid off his boxers, his prick bouncing in the air between us. I reached out a tentative hand and thumbed at his slit, finding that it was already a beading damply with precum. 
 
      
 
    I dropped down onto my knees in front of him, leaning in so that I could get my mouth on him, something I'd been replaying over and over in my head since I had blown him that night in the clubhouse. Rip groaned his appreciation as I sucked at his tip and then mouthed my way along his shaft, swirling my tongue along the delicate skin there. 
 
      
 
    He wasn't demanding, as he had been at other times. Instead, it seemed like he was content to let me set the pace of everything this time. I wondered if he was worrying that he might scare me after the whole thing with Ellsmith. Or maybe he just wanted to let me call the shots for once. Either way, I appreciated how he was holding off. It was sexy when I knew that, if he had his way, he'd already be thrusting deep into my mouth. 
 
      
 
    His hand did come down to tangle in my hair, but he didn't use it to pull me or guide me in any way. Instead, it just stroked softly through my hair, his fingernails scratching lightly at my scalp so that I shivered a little in pleasure as well. I couldn't help dropping a hand down between my legs, playing with my clit as I pumped at his prick. 
 
      
 
    Rip reached down to put a hand on my shoulder, halting my movements. “Bed,” he said, sounding and looking just as turned on as I felt, his face a little flushed and his eyes gone dark with lust. 
 
      
 
    I pulled myself to my feet and scooted over to the bed, swaying my hips a little more than I normally would, feeling Rip's eyes tracing my curves as I went. 
 
      
 
    “God, you're sexy,” Rip said, and I giggled a little as he clambered on top of me. He grinned down at me, spreading me out there on the sheets and then leaning down, just staring at me for a long moment. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I finally asked, when his eyes refused to leave mine and yet he refused to do anything else except stare at me. I squirmed a little, missing the hand between my legs. 
 
      
 
    As I tried to go back to touching myself, Rip caught my wrist, shaking his head, still grinning at me. “Oh, no,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Rip,” I whined. “If you're not going to let me ...” I gasped as he trailed his fingers across my nub, and I couldn't help rocking against his hand, moaning again as the very tips of his fingers dipped inside my entrance. He continued to caress the soft folds there and then pulled back, wrapping a hand around his package and stroking himself to full firmness. 
 
      
 
    He plunged inside of me, penetrating deep into my warmth, and we both groaned in unison. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” I whimpered, unable to explain how perfectly he completed me in that moment. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Rip agreed breathlessly. He began to move his hips in a slow, circular motion that dragged at my pleasure points and had me clinging to him within moments. On each drawn-out upstroke, he seemed to bury himself deeper inside of me, until I could feel his member in every fiber of my being, as though we were being melded together, never to part. 
 
      
 
    I twisted my head to the side, pressing my face against his forearm where he was resting his weight against the bed. He slowly lowered himself down so that he could kiss me sloppily once again. The kiss was firmer than before, and I shivered as he filled my mouth with his tongue, even while he filled my needy pussy with his thick cock. 
 
      
 
    He pulled back from the kiss just when I was becoming breathless, but he didn't give me time to recover. Instead, he gave a few quick, hard thrusts into me, sending me spilling over into oblivion. I came hard, feeling as though my whole body fell suddenly slack, like a marionette whose strings have been cut. 
 
      
 
    I was shaking by the time Rip came, and I could hardly breathe as he fucked me through it all, ignoring how overstimulated I was, ignoring the way I gasped and clung to him. He spilled into me in seemingly endless waves of passion, and then finally fell still. 
 
      
 
    We lay there for a long moment, until he finally dragged his head up, grinning crookedly at me even as his fingers slid between my legs, offering me more. I practically sobbed as my pleasure started to build again. I could already tell it was going to be a long night. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    Rip 
 
      
 
    I glanced over at Jessi's face, seeing the excitement and nervousness there in her eyes. This was it—the big moment that she'd been waiting for. J.T.'s bike was finished, and it was time to give the keys to him. 
 
      
 
    The bike had really turned out well, I thought. We'd made a few modifications to it from the original design that Jessi had come up with, mostly at Mick's suggestion, but everything seemed so perfect for J.T., to be honest. I couldn't believe that she had managed to capture the man's essence so easily, especially given that she hardly knew the guy. 
 
      
 
    But then again, having grown up around Greyhound Custom Motorcycles, I guess she had to know the biker type, and J.T. was about as stereotypical as they came. 
 
      
 
    “Relax,” I said to Jessi, reaching over to squeeze her hand lightly. 
 
      
 
    She tried to smile over at me, but the smile didn't quite reach her eyes. “What if he doesn't like it?” she asked fretfully. “I mean, it's one thing to see the thing, but when you're riding on it, there's so much to the feel of the bike as well. What if it-” 
 
      
 
    “You rode it, didn't you?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I took it out yesterday afternoon,” Jessi said, bouncing a little on her feet, clearly impatient to get this whole thing over with. 
 
      
 
    “Then you know exactly how it feels,” I pointed out. “Would you have changed anything about it?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but I'm not J.T.,” she said, shaking her head. “What if-” 
 
      
 
    “Jessi, if he doesn’t like the bike, I'm sure you'll find someone else who wants to buy it off you,” I interrupted. “Seriously. She's a nice bike.” 
 
      
 
    “You never rode her,” Jessi protested. “I'm the only one that test-drove her—even Dad didn't have a chance to do that. So you're just saying that. He really could get on the bike and hate it. It doesn't matter that I think it felt great. It just matters what J.T. thinks, and I'm telling you, he's going to get on that bike and-” 
 
      
 
    I grinned cheekily over at her, heading off the rest of her panicked ramblings. “You think I never rode her?” I asked. “I took her out a few nights ago, before we finished all the detailing. I wasn't about to tell J.T. that we had built the perfect bike for him without knowing for certain that we had built the perfect bike for him.” 
 
      
 
    Jessi gaped at me for a moment and then reached out to punch my arm. “You're not supposed to do that!” she cried. “And what, then you reset the odometer to zero?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I said. “I wanted you to think you were getting on a brand-new bike as the first person to ride it.” Jessi scowled at me, and I laughed. “No, actually—that was how I found out that the odometer wasn't working. That's why we did work on it the next day.” 
 
      
 
    Jessi rolled her eyes a little and cracked a bit of a smile at that. “At least it was useful, then,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, very useful,” I told her. “I haven't been on a new bike in ages. I'm thinking maybe I need to commission you to build me one.” 
 
      
 
    “Just wait until after everyone who needs a new bike gets theirs,” J.T. said as he walked into the shop. He eyed the new bike appreciatively and then came to swing his leg over it, settling on it, ready to ride. “This is a nice bike,” he said, sounding impressed. He glanced over at Jessi. “And you designed this all by yourself?” 
 
      
 
    Jessi glanced over at both me and Mick. “Well, I had some help with the fine-tuning of all of it,” she said modestly. “And obviously I didn't build the thing myself, but-” 
 
      
 
    “You're being too modest,” Mick said, his eyes shining with admiration for his daughter. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it's time that I got ready to ride,” J.T. said. “Rip, are you guys still coming along?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” I said, grinning over at Jessi. “I guess we should get moving too.” 
 
      
 
    J.T. wheeled his bike out of the shop and then revved the engine, looking pleased with the way that she purred. “That's a beautiful sound,” he said, grinning lopsidedly over at me. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I said, rolling my eyes a little. “You're going to have the nicest bike on the ride. Don’t worry, I know it.” I grinned over at Jessi, slinging my arm around her shoulder. “But at least I'm going to have the prettiest girl on the ride—and the latest hotshot designer, to boot!” 
 
      
 
    Jessi ducked her head a little. “Don't bring that up again or we're going to end up with more business than we know what to do with,” she warned. 
 
      
 
    “I'm still so proud of you,” Mick told her, leaning over to give her a one-armed hug before we climbed onto my bike. “The Severn's Young Talent Award for Design and the finishing touches on J.T.'s bike, all in the same week. What are you going to do next week?” 
 
      
 
    Jessi snorted. “Sleep, I hope,” she said. “It's been a lot of long nights and early mornings lately!” 
 
      
 
    “I second that,” I said, snorting too. 
 
      
 
    As Jessi swung onto the back of my bike, I grinned, feeling her arms settle around me. “You know, I never thought I would take someone else on this bike, but this is becoming a pretty regular occurrence,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Jessi said. “I mean, I tried to tell you that we could take that experimental one that I've been working on, but ...” 
 
      
 
    “Anything that you admit to as being 'experimental' isn't something that I want to fly down the highway on,” I told her. It was a conversation that we had already had, but that made it easy and familiar rather than boring. 
 
      
 
    “I told you, the 'experimental' bit just has to do with-” 
 
      
 
    I revved the engine on my own bike, effectively cutting her off. “Come on, enough shop talk for the day,” I told her. “Let's get going.” 
 
      
 
    There were a lot of bikers out at the meetup point when we got there, and I looked around for familiar faces. Of course, Jessi had already met most, if not all, of the Hounds of Hades' club members, but there were a few guys from different clubs that I wanted her to meet—guys from different parts of the country that I rode with whenever they were in town. And Jessi seemed to be game to meet them all, fortunately. 
 
      
 
    We flew down the highway together, starting at 10am. J.T. was out in front of the Hounds of Hades group, and I could tell that he was loving his new bike—and if I could tell he was loving it, I was sure that Jessi could as well. She was good at reading people. That was part of why she was such a good designer. 
 
      
 
    Around noon, we stopped off to barbecue some lunch, and I made the rounds with Jessi. “This is Nick, but we all call him Chainsaw,” I told her. “And that's Rooster over there.” 
 
      
 
    “Chainsaw and Rooster,” Jessi said, shaking her head and laughing a little. “I bet there are some pretty good stories behind those nicknames?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but not as good as the one behind Rip's nickname, which is just 'Asshole' because-” 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” I said, lunging playfully towards Mikey, who easily fended me off. 
 
      
 
    “We're going to have to give your wife a nickname as well, if she's going to be hanging around with us,” Chainsaw said seriously. 
 
      
 
    I blushed a little, and when I glanced over, Jessi was blushing as well. “She's not my wife,” I said to the guys. “We're just ...” I trailed off, because Jessi and I hadn't really had that conversation yet, despite the fact that we had cleared everything with her father. 
 
      
 
    “I'm his girlfriend,” Jessi said, looking over at me with a challenge in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “She's my girlfriend,” I affirmed, smiling at her. Surprisingly, the words weren't as difficult to say as I'd expected them to be. I didn't feel any reason to go running for the hills now that we were getting closer to one another. We worked well together as a partnership, both professionally and personally, and now that Ellsmith was out of the picture, everything was good. 
 
      
 
    “Guys, hotdogs or hamburgers?” one of the guys asked, coming around from the grills. We put in our orders and he walked off. 
 
      
 
    “Can I get you a drink?” I asked Jessi, slipping an arm around her waist. “There should be beer somewhere. Or there's water, probably.” 
 
      
 
    “Water would be great,” Jessi said, smiling up at me. 
 
      
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “And I can't tempt you to even a single beer?” 
 
      
 
    I didn't miss the way her hand strayed towards her stomach, although it didn't quite come to a rest there. “No, no alcohol for me today,” she said pointedly. 
 
      
 
    I blinked at her and then pulled her into a hug. “Jesus, woman, you're going to drop something like that on me in front of all these people?” I asked in an undertone. “Why not tell me about that when we can celebrate it properly?” 
 
      
 
    Jessi laughed and pulled away. “Well, I've been trying to figure out how to tell you for days now,” she said. “This just seemed like the perfect opportunity.” 
 
      
 
    J.T. chose that moment to wander over, a huge smile on his face. “I'm loving the bike,” he said. “She handles so smoothly, and she just really lays into those turns. Man.” He tapped Jessi on the nose. “But there are a lot of other guys who are eyeing the bike and seem pretty interested, so I have a feeling you're going to get plenty more work out of this deal.” 
 
      
 
    “She might not be working around the shop for too much soon,” I said, looking down at Jessi's stomach, even though I knew she wasn't showing yet. 
 
      
 
    J.T. raised an eyebrow at me, watching where my gaze went, and then he whistled softly. “You're going to be a father, aren't you?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “And I guess you're going to be some sort of a godfather, aren't you?” I asked, a smirk on my face. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no,” Jessi said, shaking her head. “This kid is having nothing to do with bikes. I'll send him away to boarding school if I have to.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed a little at that, even though I honestly had some of the same trepidations that she felt. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I'm sure that you'll keep designing, even when you're not working directly in the shop, won't you?” J.T. asked. “And, pretty soon, maybe the newest young talent will have some new young talent to inspire her.” 
 
      
 
    Jessi snorted a little. “I don't want this kid anywhere near bikes,” she said. “Last thing I need is for him to grow up anything like me or Rip!” 
 
      
 
    “Speak for yourself,” I said haughtily, and she laughed. 
 
      
 
    “In all seriousness,” J.T. said, shaking his head with mirth in his eyes. “Congratulations, you two. That's great news.” 
 
      
 
    Of course, that meant that things were really happening and that I was going to need to either run through the club rules with Jessi or quit the club myself. There would be plenty that we would need to figure out. But for right now … 
 
      
 
    I smiled a little and turned my face towards the sun, already thinking about what it would be like to have a son who I could ride motorcycles with and who I could work in the shop with. Someone who would eventually take over the family business, just like Jessi would when her dad retired. 
 
      
 
    I leaned over and kissed Jessi lightly on the lips, stroking her hair back behind her ear. “If there's anything that you need, just let me know,” I told her. “You know that I'm here for you.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that you're here for me,” Jessi affirmed, smiling at me. “And thanks for that, Rip. You're a wonderful guy.” 
 
      
 
    “I love you,” I said quietly to her, my voice probably as serious as she had ever heard it. 
 
      
 
    She looked up at me with the same seriousness in her expression, though. “I love you, too,” she told me. “I love you, too.” 
 
   


  
 



Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Rip 
 
      
 
    I glanced over at Jessi, grinning at her. “So how old does he have to be before I can take him on his first bike ride?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    Jessi rolled her eyes, then grimaced in pain, and I could tell that she'd had another contraction. I glanced at my watch. Yeah, they were definitely coming more frequently now. But she was staying pretty quiet about them still, powering through them in a way that impressed me. 
 
      
 
    She gasped a little towards the end of this one and then gave me a sheepish look. “Sorry,” she said, as though she'd done something wrong. 
 
      
 
    I reached out to squeeze her shoulder. “Should I be saying sorry for knocking you up?” I joked. 
 
      
 
    Jessi snorted. “Only if you take the kid on his first bike ride before he's twenty-one,” she told me. “Because if so, I'm going to kill you.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, laughing a little. “Right, like Jessi Ford's kid isn't going to grow up practically living on motorcycles,” I said. “You're the hottest talent in the country at the moment. That kid is going to be a master of riding bikes by the time he's, like, ten.” 
 
      
 
    “He'd better not be,” Jessi said, shaking her head as well. “Not that I have anything against the lifestyle, of course—obviously it's worked out well for me. But do you realize how dangerous motorcycles are? So many people get killed in so many stupid ways every year … and there's no way in hell that I'm ever letting him get involved with a motorcycle club, whether it's the Hounds of Hades or anyone else. The last thing I need is for our son to wind up in jail!” 
 
      
 
    “Guess he's not going to be working around the shop much then, huh?” I asked. Jessi still helped out a lot around the shops. At least, she had until her pregnancy had gotten too far along. They were both technically owned by the Hounds of Hades at the moment, just to make things simpler for her and her father to manage. 
 
      
 
    Jessi grimaced. “I sound just like Dad did when I told him that I wanted to go into automotive engineering, I know,” she said. “But seriously. This kid is not-” She broke off, her hands squeezing tightly into fists, and I began to drive a little faster. It would have been so much quicker on the bike, but there was no way I was driving a woman having contractions to the hospital on my souped-up motorbike. 
 
      
 
    “And we're giving him the least biker-dude name that we can come up with,” Jessi continued, when she was breathing normally again. 
 
      
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I mean, it's got to be something ...good. Like James.” 
 
      
 
    “You do realize that J.T.'s first name is actually James, right?” I asked. “James Thompson—J.T. And he's one of the most stereotypical bikers that I've ever met.” 
 
      
 
    “So not James then,” Jessi said. “But, seriously. It's going to be something where we don't have to worry about him-” 
 
      
 
    “His name isn't going to determine whether he becomes a biker,” I argued exasperatedly. “But probably the fact that he's growing up with two bikers who own a couple different chop shops around the city … well, that's what's going to do it.” 
 
      
 
    Jessi shook her head stubbornly. “Nope,” she said. “That kid is going to become-” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever he wants to be,” I finished. “Just like his mama did.” I grinned over at her. “Jessi, you sound just like your dad. And you see exactly how well that turned out.” 
 
      
 
    Jessi grinned back over at me and reached out to hold my hand where it was resting on the gearshift. 
 
      
 
    “I love you,” I told her, even though I knew she already knew that. 
 
      
 
    She smiled over at me as well. “I love you, too,” she said. “Sorry I'm being a bit crazy about all of this. I just already can't stand the idea of him being hurt—either physically or because he's fallen for some asshole biker chick who never gives him the time of day.” Then, she placed a hand lightly over her stomach, grinning that same silly grin that she had got the day that she had told me that she was pregnant. “I love you two—both of you,” she said. 
 
      
 
    I gave her a soft smile, still hardly believing that things had worked out so well for us. “We both love you,” I told her just as we arrived at the hospital where our son would be born. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading!  
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    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 
 
   
  
 



(GIFT #1) Bad Boy’s Toy: A Bad Boy Hitman Romance 
 
    By Nicole Fox 
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    I’ll put a baby in the escort’s belly. 
 
      
 
    She’s a whore on the run from her pimp. 
 
    I’m an enforcer looking for a new gig. 
 
    She thinks she can use me to help her climb out of her sh*thole of a life. 
 
    But I know how much her body is worth, and I’m determined to wring it for every last cent. 
 
      
 
    Micah 
 
      
 
    Don “Daddy” Williams is a sadistic bastard. 
 
    He painted a pretty picture of his business when I first arrived, desperate for cash. 
 
    But it didn’t take long before I realized his house was the farthest thing from legitimate. 
 
    He’s a pimp, a flesh trader – not a businessman. 
 
    And he doesn’t like taking no for an answer. 
 
      
 
    So when I tell him I don’t want to sleep with strangers for money, 
 
    He drops me off at a rough roadhouse with no protection. 
 
      
 
    I was about to get manhandled – or far, far worse… 
 
    Until Ford showed up. 
 
      
 
    The hired thug might be my only chance to escape. 
 
    And I’ll do whatever it takes to make it to Hollywood. 
 
    Even if it means letting him own me completely. 
 
      
 
    Ford 
 
      
 
    I was sick of my life. 
 
    Sick of hurting people. 
 
    Sick of stealing. 
 
    And most of all, sick of working for an old fox like Daddy Williams. 
 
      
 
    I want out. 
 
      
 
    But the future seems bleak, until a little gem named Micah catches my eye. 
 
    She’s in way over her head, and without me, she’s dead meat. 
 
    I lend a helping hand and get her out before something bad happens. 
 
    But she’s no fool – she knows I want something in return. 
 
      
 
    Her body. 
 
      
 
    I take her over the hood of my car, in a diner, in a filthy motel. 
 
    And when I find out she’s stolen from me, 
 
    I chain her up in a dungeon and make her beg for my forgiveness. 
 
      
 
    But when I learn that Daddy desperately wants his best working girl back, 
 
    I’m forced to make a choice. 
 
    Do I sell her back to the violent sex trafficker? 
 
    Or do I keep her for myself? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Micah 
 
      
 
    “What are we doing here, Daddy?” I asked as my eyes scanned the rowdy roadhouse crowd. It was the kind of place where you half-expected Patrick Swayze to be standing behind the bar, managing the security. But then, as you looked around at everything going on, the poker in the back corner, the fist fight out in front, you quickly realized that Swayze wasn't the one running security at this show. In fact, I was pretty sure there wasn't any. 
 
      
 
    But, still, the crowd had a wonderful energy that crackled through it like an infection. Here, with Daddy and his bodyguard, Mike, watching over me, I could appreciate the excitement and the roughness of the clientele and even let myself feel a bit of it from the safety of their protection. 
 
      
 
    I would never leave their protective circle, though. Definitely not the way I was dressed, with my knee-length, white, backless, low-cut dress, and its impossibly high slits up both sides that showed the tops of my stockings on my long legs. I'd get mauled out there with the way I looked. Or worse! In fact, the only reason I'd even ventured to come in here was because Daddy and Mike were with me. 
 
      
 
    Don “Daddy” Williams was my manager, the man who owned the escort company I worked for. High dollars for high quality, that's how I saw it. And, with my dark red hair, perfect figure, and charming personality, I deserved a higher price tag and the best customers. Hell, most of the men I went on dates with didn't even want to sleep with me; they just wanted my company. Did I sleep with some of them, though? Sure, but it was always my choice. Luckily, most of the men who could afford me hadn't been trashy or gross, so, sure, I'd let some of them pull me into bed. 
 
      
 
    So, was I a prostitute? No. Of course not. Men just paid for the pleasure of my company, and the chance to have me on their arm for the evening. It wasn't exactly my dream job or anything, but a girl had to get by somehow. Especially when I'd started out from east Texas six months ago with just four dollars to my name, a busted old truck, and a dream to be an actress in LA. 
 
      
 
    My name on a movie house marquee: Best Actress Micah Davies. That was I'd wished for over almost the last two decades, ever since I was knee high to a grasshopper. 
 
      
 
    But then life happened, as it does. 
 
      
 
    First, my pickup broke down here, in this little waypoint in the middle of nowhere, just a few hundred miles from the land of the silver screen. No money, no way forward. Daddy Williams found me at the local diner and offered me a job. I saw dollar signs while we talked, enough money to get me to LA and float me till my big break. 
 
      
 
    “Remember how last night you smarted off about that land deal I was going in on?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “With Atchley, your date?” Daddy asked, leaning in so I'd hear him over the raucous crowd, his big voice matching his big belly as it filled my ear. “Said I was making a mistake by agreeing to it?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded as I sipped my Cape Cod through the straw, the burning taste of alcohol hitting my throat and warming my tummy. “I remember.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, this is what you fucking get,” he replied, sweeping his arm out over the crowd all around us, “for giving me fucking business advice in front of a client.” 
 
      
 
    I choked on my drink, getting a nose full of cranberry juice and vodka as it came back up. He kept going before I could respond. 
 
      
 
    He leaned in and stuck his big, nicotine stained finger in my face, making me recoil. “You need two hundred dollars to buy your way back into the house for the night, sweet little Micah, and men like these don't exactly carry that kind of cash.” 
 
      
 
    Get back in the room for the night? What was he talking about? I had a whole wardrobe there, all my clothes, shoes, and jewelry I'd been collecting for when I moved to LA. He couldn't do that to me! There were thousands and thousands of dollars in designer clothes there, things that were mine by all rights, bought and paid for by my earnings! 
 
      
 
    “You can't do that!” I yelled. “You can't just hold my belongings like that!” 
 
      
 
    “Who says I can't?” he asked with a grin. “You? Who you gonna call? My buddy Sheriff Watts? He'll be too busy playing cards at the Mansion to do much about it, his eyes taking in as many tits and pussy as they can handle.” 
 
      
 
    The Mansion was Daddy's other business that he ran, this one at the front of the sprawling estate I, and all the other girls, lived on. He ran it as a gentleman's club, a place where wealthy men could come in, play cards, have expensive drinks, and get a little action when they wanted to. Because I didn't want to be mistaken for one of those kinds of girls, I steered clear of the big house as much as possible. 
 
      
 
    “But, two hundred dollars?” I asked, disbelief in my voice as I shook my head. “You can't expect me to get that from one of these guys!” 
 
      
 
    Daddy laughed, his big, over-the-top bellowing laugh, his hands on his belly as it shook up and down like some creepy Santa. “Oh, honey. I don't expect that! I expect you to do some crowd-sourcing. Ain't that what the hip new thing is, now? Getting a whole bunch of people to pay small amounts? I figure you can get at least twenty-five for every blow job, maybe even fifty for a quickie. What man in his right mind wouldn't pay that much to see those beautiful ruby red lips of yours wrapped around his cock?” 
 
      
 
    My mouth dropped open like Daddy had just slapped me in the face. “Now, Daddy—” 
 
      
 
    “You gotta learn,” he yelled, cutting me off as he leaned in close enough for spittle to land on my face, “to keep your fucking mouth shut!” 
 
      
 
    My head snapped back, my dark red barrel curls bouncing around my face. 
 
      
 
     I'd never seen him this angry before. Never seen anyone this angry, I didn't think, except for maybe my Sunday preacher when he was talking about the gays and the liberals and the evils of places like Los Angeles. 
 
      
 
    “You're my girl,” he said in a lower, more sinister voice, “and I expect a little more respect from you. Hopefully, you spending the night down on your knees in the men's room'll teach you just how good you got it with me as your daddy. Understand me?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded mutely, my imagination filled with a room full of disgusting, eager men rubbing the crotches of their tight jeans. Bikers, oil field workers, barbacks, skeezy gamblers. A shudder went through me as I thought of them all, of what they'd do to me, especially with Mike and Daddy gone. 
 
      
 
    He nodded back, then glanced towards his bodyguard. “Come on, Mike. Let's leave Ms. Micah here to figure out how she's gonna pay off her debt.” 
 
      
 
    Mike, as big as a house and twice as wide, followed after him, not even bothering to glance back at me as he left. 
 
      
 
    I swallowed hard, and even considered reaching out for Mike to beg him to stay, but the two men disappeared into the unruly crowd, leaving me completely alone. 
 
      
 
    Two-hundred dollars? And no one watching out for me while I tried to earn it? I swallowed again and took another sip of my drink. How was I going to do this? How would I come up with that kind of money? 
 
      
 
    Already, I could feel the eyes turning to me now that my protection was gone. Hungry, leering eyes that looked my barely- clothed form up and down like hungry wolves. I didn't even want to consider what these men here were thinking, what they wanted to do to me. 
 
      
 
    Forget how I was going to make my money, what I wanted to know was how I was going to get out of here in one piece. 
 
      
 
    One man sidled up to me out of the crowd of beer guzzlers and whiskey hounds, a cigarette burning in his hand. His face was scarred and pockmarked, his teeth worse than Austin Powers as he gave me a losing grin, and he smelled like he hadn't showered in weeks. 
 
      
 
    Bile rose in my mouth as he got closer, and I immediately began to shake all over. This wasn't what I'd signed up for when I took a job with Daddy. Sure, escort jobs weren't exactly savory, but I still didn't have to sleep with creeps like this! 
 
      
 
    “Hey, sexy momma, saw Daddy walk out of here on you. You one of his girls, huh? You looking for a date? I got a twenty, and I'll even lick your pussy before I shove it in.” 
 
      
 
    I backed away from him, my eyes frantically searching the bar for anyone I might recognize, anyone who could possibly save me from this man, and the fifty others like him that were now intently watching our exchange. “I'm sorry,” I stammered out, “but I'm not—” 
 
      
 
    “Come on now,” he said, stepping in closer. “I saw you with Daddy Williams. I know how his girls is, what kind of work they do on their back. My name's Zeke.” He reached out to me and stroked my arm with one finger, sending a chill of revulsion through my body. “What's yours, sexy momma?” 
 
      
 
    I resisted the urge to throw my drink in Zeke's face. I managed to stop myself at the last moment, knowing it would just make matters worse by enraging him. But I knew this guy thought I was just some cheap whore, a piece of meat he could pay so he could have his way with me. He wasn't going to take no for an answer. 
 
      
 
    And then I heard him, his roaring voice over the crowd as he slammed his fist into the table. I glanced right, back towards the illegal poker game that had been going in the corner 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you,” the man, now standing, roared as another man raked in the pile of chips from the center pot. The spot in front of the angry man, though, was completely empty. “Fuck you, Samuels! You're a fucking cheat. I just know it!” 
 
      
 
    He was tall, built like Rocky Balboa, and a total hunk even in his rage. I could tell from just one glance that he'd been in a few fights, and he'd won most of them. Something else about him really got me going, too. Maybe it was how sure he seemed of himself, even after he'd lost, or just the way his hands looked like they were used to hard work. 
 
      
 
    “Nah, it was you, Alex!” he yelled as he spun on the man to his right, his fists balled up tight, ready to knock some sense into the world. “You threw it so Samuels could have his go at me! You tipped him off!” 
 
      
 
    Yeah. This guy right here was what I needed. He could play Kevin Costner to my Whitney Houston anytime. I just knew it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Ford 
 
      
 
    I was seeing red again. Just like in the bad old days, when I'd been in the ring. And, just like in those days, I was flat broke because of some poor choices. 
 
      
 
    Figured I could take my bankroll down to the tables and pick up the rest of the money I needed to pay off my loan shark, Tambor. Should've stuck to my game, blackjack, but I didn't want to waste the time heading up to Vegas, when there was a perfectly good one down here at the roadhouse. 
 
      
 
    Now, the money I was going to use to pay off Tambor was gone, sitting in front of Samuels. Damn, stupid luck. 
 
      
 
    I could feel all their eyes on me as I towered over them, the vein in my forehead probably sticking out an inch from my skull. 
 
      
 
    But, goddammit, how could I have lost on three of a kind? There was no way. I knew they'd rigged the game somehow, like they'd known what was coming at the river card. 
 
      
 
    But now I could see all their eyes on me. And their buddies' eyes, too. My nostrils flared and my eyes went wide as I glared at each one in turn. 
 
      
 
    “Ford,” Samuels said as he leaned forward, still raking in his winnings from the pile, “either buy in, or shut the fuck up. We didn't cheat you or nothing. It's just sometimes the cards ain't in your favor, that's all. Lady Luck ain't with you, buddy. She's going steady with me tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Ford,” Alex Gomez added in as he lit his cigarette and leaned back in his chair, adjusting his crossed leg beneath the table. “Either put up or get the fuck out. We still got cards to play here. Besides, you can call us cheats all you want. Everyone up here knows we play a clean game every night, and they'll back us up on that.” 
 
      
 
    They'd back them up. I knew exactly what that meant. I threw one punch over them cheating me, true or not, and I’d get fifty guys on my ass, all at the same time. Sure, I was good, but that good? Shit, no one was that good. Not even Mike Tyson could take them odds. 
 
      
 
    But still, I raised my fist and pulled it back. If I was going to go down and have nothing to show for it when Tambor came knocking for his money, I might as well have a concussion and some bloody fists to show him. 
 
      
 
    “I thought I told you not to play cards here anymore, handsome?” a woman's sweet, melodic voice asked from right next to me. Before I could react, I felt her hand on the small of my back, along with her warmth as she pressed into me and touched my raised arm. She smelled sweet and beautiful, her perfume pushing through the smell of stale beer and cigarettes that filled the air. 
 
      
 
    “The fuck?” I asked, looking down and seeing the most beautiful light blue, almond-shaped eyes, and the darkest red hair to ever fall around a face like a halo. Damn, she was gorgeous. Beautiful, even. The kind of woman guys wrote poetry about, the kind they launched ships of war over. 
 
      
 
    “And,” she added in a low and husky voice, “I thought we agreed you'd stop kicking so many guy's asses. You promised me you'd stop beating people up in these bars a while ago, didn't you?” 
 
      
 
    I was speechless. I just looked down into those beautiful eyes of hers and nodded. “Yep,” I agreed like I was in a dream. “Guess I did.” 
 
      
 
    I fell into those smirking eyes of hers that seemed to hide something immense and bottomless. “Now come on and buy me a drink before we go home.” 
 
      
 
    I broke our gaze and looked back to the guys. They were all looking back and forth at each other, wondering if they were still going to have to fight me. “This ain't over,” I growled to Samuels. 
 
      
 
    “Table's always open, Ford,” he said as he idly shuffled the cards, cutting them over and over without even paying attention to what he was doing. “You know that. Come back when you got your bank a bit fatter, and we'll try not to swindle you outta too much of it.” 
 
      
 
    The other men chuckled, but I noticed Gomez let go a sigh of relief as the sweet little thing beside me grabbed my arm and pulled me away, back to the bar. 
 
      
 
    “Lose it all?” she asked knowingly as she walked beside me to the counter. “Lady Luck's fickle.” 
 
      
 
    I just grimaced and shook my head. But when I looked her up and down in her beautiful white dress, at all the leg she was showing, and all the creamy white cleavage spilling out of her top, I couldn't help but agree. “Yep,” I said. “She sure is.” 
 
      
 
    I got the bartender's attention. “Another beer, Rick. Another whatever she's having, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Thought you were tapped?” she asked with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    I was, more or less. After my time at the table, I had less than fifty bucks to my name. I glanced down at her beside me. “I am,” I admitted. “Have enough for a couple drinks, at least. Rather spend it on two drinks right now than anything else in the world.” 
 
      
 
    Laughing, she pressed into my side, sending a little thrill through my body. 
 
      
 
    I'd never been a slouch when it came to the ladies. Never had a problem picking them up anywhere I went, even if it was to the grocery store or the gas station or a fancy bar. More than six feet of pure muscle, and a handsome enough face I'd managed to keep from getting completely obliterated in the ring, helped with that. 
 
      
 
    But still, I'd never seen a woman this beautiful, or this out of place. She was like a rose in a briar patch here, a bouquet of flowers someone placed in the landfill. She was big city eleven, on a scale of one to ten. 
 
      
 
    Rick came back with our drinks. I passed her her Cape Cod, and she slid her empty away. Beer in hand, I turned to her and leaned against the bar. I could feel the eyes on us, on her, furtive glances from about half the men. Probably wondering just what in the hell she was doing with some down-on-his-luck guy like me. 
 
      
 
    “What's your name?” I asked after I sucked down a mouthful of beer. 
 
      
 
    “Micah.” 
 
      
 
    “Pretty,” I said. “Ford. Ford Taylor.” 
 
      
 
    She looked up at me through her eyelashes as she took a sip off her drink. Right then, that straw was one of the luckiest damn straws to have ever been in that dive. “Tough name for a tough guy,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    “Can't be that tough,” I growled. “One pretty girl was enough to put me out of the fight.” 
 
      
 
    She smirked. “Well, Ford. I was wondering. You seem like a nice enough guy, and I did do you a favor back there.” She trailed off, took another sip of her drink, then batted those long lashes of hers at me again. 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “Lemme guess. You need a lift outta here, don't you? Your boyfriend leave you or something?” 
 
      
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Long story, but not my boyfriend. I didn't exactly know where we were going, and my ride's already gone.” 
 
      
 
    “Yep, you do look a little overdressed.” I took another hit off my beer, draining off the last half of it. From the way those guys were looking, this woman might get me into another fight by the end of the night, but this time for completely different reasons. I knew if I even tried to take a piss, I was going to come back to a crowd of assholes trying to chat her up. She was just that kind of woman, wearing that kind of dress, while she was in this kind of shithole bar. “Sure,” I said. “I can give you a ride.” 
 
      
 
    Now, whether or not the car would make it, that was another story. But I didn't say it. I figured I could keep pushing my luck on this one as far as it would take me. 
 
      
 
    She smiled again around her straw as she sucked down another good piece of her drink. “And they say chivalry is dead.” 
 
      
 
    “You know,” I said, just before taking another drink of beer, “I don't think I've ever have actually heard anyone say chivalry is dead, just people saying folks do.” 
 
      
 
    She laughed. “No, I guess I haven't, either.” 
 
      
 
    We put our half-empty drinks back on the bar and I tossed some cash to Rick. He gave me a nod as he gathered it up. Together, we headed out through the boisterous crowd, the lowlifes parting before us like the sea. 
 
      
 
    Micah had been right. Lady Luck was fickle as all fucking hell. But, just then, I felt like she was smiling down on me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Micah 
 
      
 
    We sped down the highway in his old, busted up jalopy of a car. Compared to the fancy sports cars I'd been in lately on my “dates,” this thing was a hunk of trash with wheels. But to me, right then, it might as well have a been a chariot. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you again,” I said as we whipped through the desert, the stars spread like heaven's blanket up above us, the moon casting its ivory shadow over the landscape. “I still can't believe I got stranded there like that.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened with that anyways? What kind of asshole would leave a pretty thing like you high and dry?” 
 
      
 
    I blushed a little and turned away from him. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to tell him the truth. I really did. But how do you just come out and tell a guy you're an escort? That you go on dates with old rich men for money, and you occasionally hop in the sack with them? But that you're not a whore, even if your boss is pushing you to become one? 
 
      
 
    “That bad, huh?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “Not really. It was just a misunderstanding, that's all.” 
 
      
 
    He snorted. “One hell of a misunderstanding, you ask me.” 
 
      
 
    Just then, the car began to slow, and a bright red light popped up on his dashboard. “Shit,” he muttered, hitting the brakes and pulling the car over to the side of the road as steam began to pour out from underneath the hood. “Goddamn car!” 
 
      
 
    “What's wrong?” I asked, my voice a little panicked. “Is everything okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Goddamn radiator, that's all,” he said, swearing under his breath as the tires crunched on the shoulder gravel. “Have a coolant leak, I think, and it's been acting up.” He reached beneath the dash and popped the hood with a dull clunk. 
 
      
 
    I frowned as I looked out at the nighttime desert. It looked awfully lonesome out here, even if it was a beautiful kind of lonesome. 
 
      
 
    He opened the driver’s side door and went to get out. 
 
      
 
    “Think we should call a tow truck?” I asked, a little worried we'd be stuck here all night, or end up having to walk all the way to the Mansion. 
 
      
 
    With his head sticking in through the open door, he barked a short shot of laughter. “I spent my last wad of cash back there at the table, babe. Nah, we'll just wait it out. Happens every so often; it should be fine. Just need to let it cool down, then I can add some more coolant.” 
 
      
 
    “How long will that be, do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “Hour or so, I guess. You got somewhere to be?” 
 
      
 
    I smirked. “Guess not. All my plans for the evening dried up when I got left at that bar.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed and shut the door behind him, going to the front and lifting the hood. Steam billowed up around him as he waved it away. 
 
      
 
    I looked out the window and stared up at the sky. Out here, away from all the lights, the stars were a million tiny lamps lighting the world. When I did finally make it to LA, I knew I'd miss this. 
 
      
 
    I opened my door and climbed out of the car, the cool desert air chilling my skin and sending goosebumps up and down my bare arms. I closed the door behind me and walked to the back of the car, leaning back against the trunk. I craned my head back as I gazed up at the stars like a little girl, my mouth open in wonder. It really was a beautiful night. Not a cloud in the sky to mar all of creation. 
 
      
 
    One of the car doors opened and closed, and gravel crunched behind me as Ford came around to stand beside me. “Here,” he said as he draped a heavy leather coat over my shoulders, “it's cold outside.” 
 
      
 
    The smell of leather, old cigars, and general age filled my nose as I snuggled deeper into the heavy coat. “Thanks,” I whispered as he wrapped a strong arm around my shoulder and pulled me close. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome,” he murmured, pulling me into his side. Warm radiated from his body, like it was hotter than the overheated engine. “Do this a lot? Star gazing, I mean?” 
 
      
 
    There was something about this man, something I couldn't quite put my finger on. He was strong, tough, a real bruiser. I knew that. But he was soft and tender, too. I idly began to wonder what his hands would feel like on the rest of my body. I leaned my head against his chest. “Thank you again,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Don't mention it,” he replied, his voice low and gravelly. “I'd hate to think of what could have happened to you if you stayed in that place.” His hand moved from my shoulders, down to my back, then up again. 
 
      
 
    Thoughts of what Daddy had demanded of me went through my mind. A shiver went through my body as I remembered Zeke and his horrible teeth and pockmarks covering his cheeks. 
 
      
 
    “Still cold?” he whispered. “We could go sit in the car.” 
 
      
 
    I pulled back from his chest and shook my head as I looked up into his hazel eyes. Wow! They were beautiful, the way they seemed to twinkle in the moonlight. Just like two of those stars above us, snatched from the sky. My eyes flickered down to his full lips, and I licked mine slightly. 
 
      
 
    It had been so long since I'd actually slept with a man I really wanted to. Not just as a freebie, but as a real, honest-to- goodness moment driven by just attraction and lust. This man was nothing like the occasional businessman I let fuck me. He was different. Hard, tough. A real man. 
 
      
 
    He brushed a curl from my face, his big fingers callused and worn. We looked into each other's eyes once more, like we were searching for new lands. He lowered his lips to mine as I went up on my tiptoes to meet him. 
 
      
 
    His kiss was hard as his body, intense and urgent as his lips crushed mine, the short stubble on his face brushing my skin wonderfully. He pushed his tongue into my mouth and flicked its tip over mine. 
 
      
 
    I groaned as I opened my mouth to him, a sudden need to be fucked welling up inside of me. I wanted this man, and I wanted him now. 
 
      
 
    He gathered me in close to his body, his hands running up and down my back, moving down to my butt. He pulled me into him, pressing his growing thickness into my belly. “Damn, you're beautiful,” he groaned as he broke our kiss, his mouth moving down to my neck. “I just want to bend you over the back of my car now and fuck you right here.” 
 
      
 
    That was a thought I could get behind. Or rather, in front of. Something about being out here, in the middle of nowhere, with just the stars as our witness, or maybe the occasional passing car, got me going. I tilted my head to the side, my eyes rolling back as his lips found a spot on my neck that might as well have been a mainline right between my legs. I purred as I pushed back into his hands, urging them to grip me tighter. 
 
      
 
    He squeezed my cheeks hard, so hard I knew he'd leave little fingertip-shaped bruises on my ass the next day. 
 
      
 
    I moaned low as I reached down between us and ran my hand over the front of his tight jeans. He had quite the surprise growing in there, and part of me couldn't wait to see it. The other part? It couldn't wait to feel it! “What's stopping you, cowboy?” 
 
      
 
    Ford growled as I stroked him through his jeans, his hands roughly kneading my firm butt. He brought his lips back to mine and kissed me hard again. 
 
      
 
    I drew back a little under the force of the kiss, loving how insistent he was. I liked a man who knew what he wanted and wasn't afraid to go for it. I worked at his belt with both hands, my fingers frantic as they tried to get at him. 
 
      
 
    He ran a hand over the front of my dress, his fingers brushing over my nipple through the thin fabric. 
 
      
 
    I groaned into his mouth, my body shivering with lust as I unfastened his jeans. I bit his lower lip and sucked it into my mouth. 
 
      
 
    Panting, he pulled at a nipple, lightly tweaking it. 
 
      
 
    Pleasure and pain coursed through me, and I pushed my breast into his hand, my back arching as I worked his zipper down and slipped my hand inside. “What do we have here?” I whispered in the cool night. 
 
      
 
    He turned me around roughly then, lifting the back of my dress. 
 
      
 
    I yelped in surprise as I was flipped around like that. I went to twist around, to look at him, but he stopped me. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he said, his voice low and full of authority as he pushed up against me from behind. “Hands on the trunk. Now.” His cock, still in his boxer briefs, pressed against me as his other hand continued to lift my skirt. 
 
      
 
    I groaned as I did what I was told, my hands pressing firmly into the car's sand-dusted trunk. I pushed back into his hand as it roamed over my naked ass, loving the way his callouses felt on my soft skin. I bit my lip, groaning as I felt him drop to his knees and pull my panties down over my hips and legs, dropping them on the shoulder of the highway. 
 
      
 
    He stayed knelt down behind me and pushed my thighs apart. “Keep them spread,” he ordered. 
 
      
 
    I nodded, my breath catching in my throat as I felt him between my legs, his hot breath intoxicating in the way it swept over me. 
 
      
 
    He ran his hand up and down my inner thigh. “Nice,” he growled. “I love my girls with a little bit of a landing strip.” Then his tongue was lapping at me from behind. 
 
      
 
    I groaned, keeping my legs spread for him as he tasted me, trembling, my knees weak and threatening to fold on me at any moment. Just as I was about to cum, he stopped and stood, pressing himself against my back. 
 
      
 
    I sighed at the sexy feeling of frustration, a shudder going through me as his fingertips replaced his tongue and traced me up and down. I closed my eyes and bit my lip hard as his fingers brushed over my clit. 
 
      
 
    Ford traced his fingers around the hood of my clit, sending shivers of pleasure throughout my whole body. “You're dripping, aren't you?” he growled in my ear, his breath hot on my neck. 
 
      
 
    “A girl likes what a girl likes,” I purred, then moaned quietly as his fingers found my clit and did a little dance around it. “And this girl likes that.” 
 
      
 
    “Does she now?” he asked as I moaned louder, his fingers circling my hood. He pressed his cotton-clad cock against my ass as he reached around and grabbed a breast. “How about this?” 
 
      
 
    “Mmmm,” I purred. “She likes that, too.” I went to move my hand behind me, to find that sweet, hot present between his legs and unwrap it, but he caught my hand by the wrist and forced it back in front of me. 
 
      
 
    He slapped my ass. 
 
      
 
    A burst of pain shot through my body, blossoming from my butt cheek as I squealed. 
 
      
 
    “Told you to keep your hands there, slut.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Ford,” I groaned. But deep down, I realized my body loved it, loved the little bit of pain mixed with the pleasure. My pussy was suddenly on fire, aching for his hand again. 
 
      
 
    He seemed to have read my mind, because before I could beg for him to touch me again, his hand was back between my legs, stroking up and down my slit. 
 
      
 
    I pushed back into his hand, biting my lower lip as I moaned in excitement, pleasure welling up inside of me. 
 
      
 
    He slid his fingers inside me as his big hand palmed my breast. “Like that, Micah?” 
 
      
 
    “God, yes,” I nearly screamed as he found my g-spot and rubbed across it. My back arched almost violently as I cried out my first orgasm. 
 
      
 
    “Ready for my cock?” 
 
      
 
    “I can't wait,” I groaned between gasps, my body riding his hand as he fingered me from behind. I licked my dry lips, desperate to have him in me. “Please, just give it to me, Ford” 
 
      
 
    Ford took his hands from my sex and pulled his cock from his pants. I felt his hot flesh press against me, pushing between my legs, spreading my lips with his giant head. 
 
      
 
    He was huge! Not the biggest in the world, I was sure, but bigger than any I'd ever had. “Ford,” I panted in concern, “I don't think I can take all that.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, you can,” he growled, grabbing my hair tight from behind and wrenching my head back with one hand as he gripped my hip tight with the other. “Just ease yourself back, nice and slow.” 
 
      
 
    My head thrown back, I nodded quickly and began to slide myself onto him, a low, guttural moan escaping my throat as he began to fill me. “Ford,” I panted out. “God, this is amazing.” 
 
      
 
    He groaned as I slid down his shaft all the way. “See?” he asked. “Told you I believed in you, Micah.” Then he began to move his hips, fucking me with his huge cock. 
 
      
 
    My body trembled around his length, shaking as I cried out on the side of the road. Immediately, my body was overcome with another orgasm, a body-shaking one that sent off lights behind my eyes that were so bright, I was worried a car had pulled over to see if we needed help. I screamed as I came on him, my voice echoing out over the badlands around us. 
 
      
 
    “That's it, babe,” he grunted through clenched teeth as he started to really piston in and out of me, our bodies wonderfully slapping together. “Take it all.” 
 
      
 
    I panted and cried out as another orgasm shook me. He slapped my ass again, harder than before, and I just pushed back into him faster. “Fuck me, Ford. Make me yours. Give it to me!” 
 
      
 
    He pulled my hair tighter, his fingers digging deeper into my hips. 
 
      
 
    I screamed louder, my voice a keening wail as I slumped forward onto the trunk, my whole body undulating, writhing, as I continued to rise and fall through my orgasm. Still, though, I did as I was told and kept my hands in place. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” he panted, his hips speeding up, his heavy balls slapping against my ass and the top of my thighs. 
 
      
 
    I knew he was close from the way he'd sped up. “Inside of me,” I panted. “Please, Ford. I want to feel you cum in of me.” 
 
      
 
    “If you insist,” he groaned, his pelvis slamming into my ass, then staying there as he cried out in exultation, his manhood exploding inside me, filling me to the brim. I could feel his rod pulsing like a piece of liquid heat, every ridge, every vein as he continued to stroke in and out of me. After what seemed like eons, he finally began to go soft, and he pulled his length from me and released my hair. 
 
      
 
    Gasping, I eased myself up from the trunk and turned myself around, my knees wobbling. I fell forward into his arms, gasping as he held me upright. “That was amazing,” I breathed. 
 
      
 
    He kissed me again, his tongue probing my mouth like before. “Yeah,” he said. “That was.” 
 
      
 
    I purred like a fat, happy cat in his strong arms as I returned his kiss with equal vigor. 
 
      
 
    “You gonna be okay?” he asked after our kiss broke apart. “To stand, I mean? I still need to check on the engine.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded sheepishly and he left me to go up front as I leaned back against the old Pontiac, my body shivering again in vividly remembered pleasure. Never had a man made me feel this way. So sated, yet so hungry for more. I stuffed my hands into the pockets of his jacket, trying to warm up as I settled my butt down on the bumper. Inside the right pocket, my fingers rubbed across something velvety. 
 
      
 
    Curious, I pulled the object out to look at it. A small, black ring box. Furtively, I glanced back over my shoulder to see if Ford was coming back. 
 
      
 
    “Micah?” he called. “Just gotta put the coolant in. Shouldn't be much than a minute.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” I replied, flipping the box open. A diamond ring with a solitaire setting. The rock must have been at least two carats, and it seemed to glimmer in just the starlight. “Wow,” I said under my breath as the thoughts began to race through my head. 
 
      
 
    First of all, whose was it? Clearly, it was Ford's, or at least that was it looked like. It was in the pocket of his coat, after all. But who was it meant for? Certainly not him. 
 
      
 
    Which meant it was probably for some woman. A sweetheart of his, maybe? I frowned, shaking my head. What a low life, if that was true. Fucking some random woman on the side of the road while his girlfriend was at home worrying about him. 
 
      
 
    A ring like that would be worth a pretty penny, I knew. It might be the added little jump I needed in my bank account, so to speak, to get me out of Daddy's house and back on the road to LA. I took the ring out of the box and held it in front of me. 
 
      
 
    In fact, I tried to convince myself, by taking the ring I was doing Ford and his girlfriend a favor. Clearly, he didn't want to be with her if he was fucking me. And she sure as hell wouldn't want to be with him if she found out he'd fucked me. So, if I took the ring from Ford, I'd be preventing them both from making a huge mistake. 
 
      
 
    I was actually helping him by taking it! 
 
      
 
    It's amazing what rationalizations the brain can make on such short notice, especially when it comes to trying to achieve your dreams. 
 
      
 
    “Car's ready,” Ford bellowed from the front. “Let's get you back.” 
 
      
 
    I palmed the ring, quietly eased the box shut, then stuffed the case back in the coat pocket. When I got back in the car, I'd put it in my clutch, and he wouldn't realize it was missing till I was out of Daddy's clutches and well on my way to Los Angeles. 
 
      
 
    “Coming,” I called, smiling to myself as I went around to the passenger side and climbed back in. 
 
      
 
    Next stop? The Mansion. After that? Los Angeles. Where I belonged. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Ford 
 
      
 
    Goddamn I'd needed that. I hadn't had a good lay in a while, and Micah was better than any I could remember. The way she ground against me, panting, begging for more. I was getting excited all over again just thinking about it. 
 
      
 
    I dropped her off on a back road near some kind of estate, then turned around and headed back to the roadhouse. Maybe, if I got back there soon enough, I could catch Samuels and Gomez and get back some of my bankroll. That was, of course, if they still had a spot open at the table. 
 
      
 
    Look, I knew they hadn't cheated me. It had just been shitty luck. But I was looking at a deadline here with my loan shark, who just happened to be my boss. When my house burned down, he lent me some cash to get by. He didn't mention, though, that he was charging me his normal rates. 
 
      
 
    Now I was stuck doing the real shit jobs for him. Last week it had been wrecking some little old lady's yard shop. The week before, beating some college punk kid's ass and breaking a few fingers. I could handle the old work, because I was generally going after some real sleazeballs. 
 
      
 
    This kind of work, though? I was the fucking sleazeball, and I knew it. 
 
      
 
    I pulled the old Pontiac into the packed dirt square that counted as a parking lot for the beer joint and headed inside. 
 
      
 
    “Back for more?” Samuels asked with a grin growing on his lips, splitting it like a wounded gash. In front of him were his chips, what used to be my chips, but there were considerably less than I remembered. They'd probably been drinking all night and starting to spend on the women who'd finally begun to show up. 
 
      
 
    I took a seat and threw down what little money I had, grumbling as I looked at the reduced pot. “I'm in for what I got.” 
 
      
 
    Gomez leaned forward, peering at the money. “Barely enough there to keep you going through just a couple hands, the way you've been playing.” 
 
      
 
    “Just fucking deal, all right? Quit giving me grief.” 
 
      
 
    I played carefully over the next couple hours, slowly building my bankroll back up. I ended up driving them out of the game. Only problem was, I was still about five hundred short. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry we couldn't keep it all around for you,” Samuels replied with a smirk as he leaned back in his chair, balancing on just the two legs. “Guess you're lucky you didn't spend it all on that whore you ran outta here with.” 
 
      
 
    I'd been scraping my winnings together and cashing them out, but I stopped at Samuels' words. I stared daggers at him from across the table. I could feel my blood boiling already, canceling out any sense of victory I'd had at getting back at least a portion of my bankroll. “What the fuck you say?” 
 
      
 
    “That girl that was in here,” he said, pausing to take another sip of beer as I stuffed my winnings in my pockets. “The one you gave a ride to. She's a fucking whore for Daddy Williams.” 
 
      
 
    I didn't even bother to respond. Not with words, at least. I slammed the table forward, its legs scraping across the sawdust covered hardwood as I slammed it into Samuels. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” he yelled as he toppled over backwards, his beer going flying, his hands flailing in the air. He hit the ground with a loud crash, and I was up and around the table before any of the other players, or his buddies, could respond. 
 
      
 
    He scrambled up from the ground and tried to get to his feet. 
 
      
 
    I kicked him hard in the ribs, sending him back to the ground. “Stay the fuck down, Samuels!” 
 
      
 
    A hand grabbed my shoulder and went to spin me back around, but I fixed that interruption with my fist. I knocked Alex Gomez flat on his ass in one swing, his eyes rolling back in his head as he went out with a light. I huffed and puffed, then spun back around and knocked Samuels back to the ground. 
 
      
 
    I was on him in a flash, my fists flying as I pummeled him into a bloody pulp, cutting my knuckles open on his teeth. He tried to fend me off, but I just batted his hands away like he was a child, and kept whaling on him. 
 
      
 
    I got in at least a half-dozen solid punches, practically turning his face into ground meat, before the rest of the guys got me off him. Two men grabbed my arms and kept them pinned back while the others began to soften me up in the ribs and stomach. One swung for my head, but I ducked forward so he caught my forehead with his knuckles, instead of my nose. I heard a satisfying crunch, and he screamed in agony, pulling his hand back. 
 
      
 
    The pain didn't affect me. Not really. I'd had worse. Besides, these guys hit like pansies. I managed to wrench my arms free of their grasp, and got to one of the chairs at the poker table. 
 
      
 
    Chairs, decent, sturdy ones, at least, don't break like they do in the movies. It's more like people that do the breaking. I slammed it down on the nearest guy, one of Gomez's buddies, and he crumpled to the ground, then I spun and knocked two more off balance. 
 
      
 
    They started to come back at me, this time more focused and harder to fight off. I backed up, the chair in front of me like I was a lion tamer. 
 
      
 
    “Don't let him get away!” one of them shouted. 
 
      
 
    “The fuck I care?” shouted another one in reply. “You wanna get hit with a fucking chair? Be my fucking guest!” 
 
      
 
    When I backed up to the door, I threw the chair away and ran, jumping back into my Pontiac. I started up the car as a couple of the guys ran out after me into the parking lot, and I took off, the car swerving as the tires lost traction in the dirt. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you, Ford!” one of the men yelled as he jumped out of the way. 
 
      
 
    I didn't bother yelling back, or even honking my horn. I just took off into the night, laughing. I had some of my money back, and I'd taught those bastards a lesson they wouldn't soon forget. And the only price I’d had to pay was a dozen bruises. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Micah 
 
      
 
    “So, you ain't brought back a damn thing, huh?” Daddy asked. His voice had gone from just being angry to being disappointed, and I could practically see the hamster running on the wheel inside his head as he tried to concoct a punishment of some sort for me. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, my eyes focused on the ground. 
 
      
 
    We were standing in the middle of my room together. My wardrobe was open, my little flat screen TV still running my DVD of Lost in Translation. When Daddy had burst into my room, I'd jumped up and forgotten to pause it. 
 
      
 
    “Look at me when I'm talking to you,” he shouted, suddenly angry. 
 
      
 
    I looked up at him, frightened he might hit me, or worse. 
 
      
 
    I'd managed to sneak back in after Ford dropped me off, but one of the other girls must have seen me coming in and wanted to earn brownie points with Daddy. He'd come up about an hour or so after I'd returned. Now, I was cursing that girl. And myself, for not going about this better. 
 
      
 
    He kept my eyes for a long minute, then nodded. “All right, fine,” he said. “Guess I can't expect a pretty little thing like you to get all dirty down at the roadhouse. But, tell you what, we got a little soiree about to begin up front, and I think you'd make a perfect addition to it. Mr. Paul, he loves him a pretty little redhead every now and again, and I'd say you fit that bill. Wouldn't you?” 
 
      
 
    I pressed my lips into a thin line and looked down again. 
 
      
 
    “Now, come on, Micah, sweetie pie. You'd be perfect for this little gig, and you'd be the prime attraction. You know what that means, don't you?” 
 
      
 
    I knew exactly what it meant. Money. But, also, being an out-and-out prostitute. I just couldn't, not with the career wanted. Being an escort was skating the line as it was. But, a whore? I shook my head, frowning. 
 
      
 
    “It means money,” Daddy said, his voice taking on a cajoling tone. “Sweet, easy money. Almost as easy as what you do, just with less talking. A little more riding, if you take my meaning. And more, much more, than what you've been making.” 
 
      
 
    Looking up, I opened my mouth to respond, but closed it tight. If I gave him a response, I realized, he'd think I was somewhat interested. Which, try as I might to ignore the prospects of easy cash, I just couldn't. 
 
      
 
    “Ten thousand dollars, little Micah,” he offered. “Ten grand, sweet and easy peasy, all cash and breezy. And that'd be your cut for the night.” 
 
      
 
    My mind screamed at me to take the money. With that kind of cash, I could even find Ford and return the ring to him. I could be out of this hellhole in no time flat, headed straight for LA and my future career. 
 
      
 
    But then I thought of Kessa, the closest thing I had to a friend in this whole crazy place. Daddy's favorite, but she never let that go to her head. Blonde, beautiful, positive all the time. The sweetest thing ever. Only problem was, she'd taken the money. She'd slipped down that hole and never came back. 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Daddy said, taking a step towards me, his big belly preceding him. “Do it for Daddy. Make me proud.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed heavily. “Daddy, I just can't. It's just not me.” 
 
      
 
    His face went from affable to angry in a split second, his features twisting into a mockery of themselves. “Fine,” he spat. “You go to your room, then, till I figure out what we'll do about you for not bringing home your two hundred.” 
 
      
 
    “I have the two hundred,” I said as he turned away. “I can pay—” 
 
      
 
    “How'd you get it, huh?” he shouted, cutting me off as he whirled around. 
 
      
 
    I flinched and cowered back from him. “I made it working here.” 
 
      
 
    “But not the way I said you needed to,” he roared. “That's the goddamn point, Micah!” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he said, his eyes sweeping around the room, taking in my clothes, my bed. “But you will be. You stay here.” 
 
      
 
    He turned back around and left the room, slamming the door behind him when he left. I heard a key inserted into the lock and heard the tumblers click as it turned and the bolt slid into place. 
 
      
 
    I exhaled a breath I didn't realized I'd been holding, feeling like the air was just evacuating from my body all at once. On the TV screen, Bill Murray was on the street, whispering in Scarlet Johansson's ear, something so quiet the audience couldn't hear. 
 
      
 
    I walked over to the door and tried twisting the knob, but it didn't work. Panic welled up inside me. I was trapped here! Dang it, if I'd known this was how everything was going to work out, I would have gotten a job as a waitress or something! 
 
      
 
    My mind chastised me. But what did you think was going to happen, Micah? You knew the money was too good, especially for what you were doing. No such thing as a free lunch, and credit always costs. You gotta pay the piper at some point. 
 
      
 
    Well, crap. I went back over to my bed and sat down, my vision beginning to blur as my eyes welled up with tears. I collapsed back onto the covers, my arms straight out to either side of me. 
 
      
 
    As I lay there, my thoughts drifted back to Ford. The way he'd held me, the way his gruff commands in my ear had turned me to Jell-O as he moved behind me. I'd never willingly given my control over like that, never been used so well and fully. If he was here, he'd take care of Daddy Williams. I just knew it. Then, I'd be free. 
 
      
 
    Still thinking about him and his hard muscles, his steely glare, exhaustion took over, and I closed my eyes just for a moment. Just to rest them. 
 
      
 
    I opened them again, though, at the sound of the key sliding into the lock. I glanced over at the alarm on my little nightstand, surprised that my short rest had turned into my sleeping for the last thirty minutes. I got up from the bed as Daddy flung the door open and pushed Kessa, half naked, in ahead of him. 
 
      
 
    “Get in there, slut!” he roared as he stomped into the room, clearly on the warpath. 
 
      
 
    I flinched a little at the way he bellowed, at how his bass tones seemed to resonate inside my skull. 
 
      
 
    Tall, beautiful, curvy Kessa stumbled forward, streaks of eyeliner running down her face, marring her makeup, her long blonde hair tussled like a rat's nest. All she wore was a matching set of lacy red underwear, a pushup bra, and a thong. Her lipstick was smeared around her lips, her eyes puffy from crying, and a bruise was already forming on her cheek. Behind her, Daddy frowned, his heavy jowls pulled even lower and jiggling with each step as he came up behind her. He reached up, grabbed a handful of Kessa's hair, and yanked her head back in his grasp. 
 
      
 
    “Kessa!” I screamed in shock, reaching out for her. 
 
      
 
    “Hold it!” Daddy roared again, holding up a big Bowie knife. Even in his big ham of a fist, it looked large and terrifying, gleaming wickedly in the light. 
 
      
 
    Fear gripped my heart with its icy hand, and I stopped in my tracks, even took a step back, my breath ragged in my chest. 
 
      
 
    My grandfather had a knife like that when I was growing up, one that he used for skinning rabbits and other small game he'd kill on and around the farm. “Them's good eating,” he'd always say as he brought a bundle of them back to the house, their little furry bodies slung over his shoulders. That knife had terrified me back then, and the terror still held now. Daddy raised the knife higher as he yanked Kessa's crying face back, exposing her throat. 
 
      
 
    “Kessa here's been a naughty little bitch, Micah,” he growled, bringing his face close to hers. “She's done worse than you, but I can tell you're headed that way.” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed, my throat dry and scratchy. I tried to speak, wanted to, but nothing came out. I couldn't even convince my mouth to open. 
 
      
 
    “Now tell your little friend Micah what you did, Kessa.” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes were wide with horror, her eyes lolling in her head as she seemed to search for that point in her life where things had gone so wrong. I watched her throat bob up and down as she swallowed nervously. “I—I— I didn't do everything the client wanted,” she said, her voice more nasal and stuffy than normal from all the crying. 
 
      
 
    “And what did he want, slut?” 
 
      
 
    “He—he wanted to hurt me. He wanted to hurt me, Daddy.” 
 
      
 
    He bared his teeth and brought the blade up in his hand, nearly touching the naked edge of her throat. “Well, what did you think he'd paid me for, huh? Don't you reckon he thought he could do that because he'd arranged it with me ahead of time? Didn't you think I'd make him pay for a few bruises on your perfect skin, little girl?” 
 
      
 
    She swallowed again and closed her eyes tight, squeezing more tears down her cheeks. “I'm sorry,” she breathed. “I'm so sorry. It'll never happen again, Daddy. I promise it'll never happen again, not in a million years. They can do whatever they want with me from now on, I promise!” 
 
      
 
    He pressed the blade to her throat, scraping it up her skin like a razor. 
 
      
 
    She shivered and trembled, her whole body shaking as he held her tight, back against his big belly. 
 
      
 
    Was he going to kill her? Was he going to just cut her throat like a ho and, leave her to bleed out all over the floor of my room? No one deserved this kind of treatment, no one deserved to be threatened this way. Certainly not Kessa, either. She was the sweetest, most wonderful girl I'd ever met. My heart hammered in my chest as I took a step forward. 
 
      
 
    Kessa's eyes, now wide, locked onto mine as she shook her head. 
 
      
 
    I stopped in my tracks, my fists clenching at my side, angry at my own impotence and inability to save my only friend. 
 
      
 
    “You gonna do what you're fucking told from now on, slut?” Daddy asked. 
 
      
 
    Kessa, eyes now wide, nodded carefully, clearly not wanting to disturb the blade pressed to her neck. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” he soothed, taking the blade away, lowering it almost to his side. 
 
      
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank God,” I murmured under my breath. 
 
      
 
    His eyes shot to me, his hand bringing the knife back up, this time to her cheek. “Never said what her punishment was gonna be.” 
 
      
 
    She screamed bloody murder as he sliced down her cheek, blood welling up around the blade as he quickly slashed it down and through the meat. She tried to get away, but he held her blonde tangle in place. 
 
      
 
    My heart nearly stopped at the sight of the blood gushing down her face and onto her chest, at the sound of her screams. “Daddy!” I screamed, reaching out to them. 
 
      
 
    “No!” Daddy bellowed, pointing the tip of the bloody knife right for me. His eyes looked like a wild animal's, full of murder and rage. I knew if I took one step closer, he'd gut her, and then me. 
 
      
 
    I stopped in my tracks as Kessa reached up to her face, her hands frantically trying to compress the wound, trying to staunch the flow. It didn't help, just covered her in more crimson as the blood came up from between her fingers and ran down the backs of her hands. 
 
      
 
    “Daddy!” I sobbed. “Let her go!” 
 
      
 
    “The whore needs to learn her lesson!” He threw her aside, knocking her to her hands and knees as she began to sob again, her words unintelligible. With the blade still pointed at me, his eyes narrowed. “Just like you girls all gotta learn your lesson. You defy me, Micah, you're going right where Kessa's going.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” I stumbled out. “Where? Where's Kessa going?” 
 
      
 
    “To market,” he said flatly, his voice devoid of all care or concern for his once favorite girl, who was now groveling and crying on the floor of my bedroom, her blood dripping onto the carpet, her tearful sobs filling my ears. “Tomorrow night.” 
 
      
 
    Market. I knew what that meant. Some of the girls had whispered about it, in hushed, concerned tones when none of the men or girls we couldn't trust were around. An auction Daddy had every so often, a secret one, where women were bought by the highest bidders. Kessa had told me about it, the fear in her eyes evident as she'd whispered the rumors to me. I knew it was her greatest fear to be auctioned off there. 
 
      
 
    He turned and reached down, grabbing hold of Kessa's hair. “Move, whore!” he roared, yanking her hair forward till she was crawling on all fours after him, just like a poor, beaten animal. She sobbed as she scrambled in his wake, frantic to keep up with him. 
 
      
 
    He slammed the door shut behind him when he left, no other words needing to be spoken. He locked the door again, leaving me alone in the room. 
 
      
 
    I shivered as I looked down at the trail of bloody handprints that Kessa had left, the dark red soaking into the carpet. She wouldn't let me help her. She'd been terrified, but she'd kept me out of it, not wanting to see me injured. 
 
      
 
    I had to get out of here, I realized. I had to get out of here, now. The clothes didn't matter; the shoes didn't matter. Just take what little money I had, take the ring, get out. If I could, I'd come back for her. But from inside Daddy's estate, I couldn't do anything. 
 
      
 
    So I had to leave. 
 
      
 
    Tonight. 
 
      
 
    Now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Ford 
 
      
 
    I banged my head into the steering wheel of the old Pontiac, the sudden pain not adding any clarity to my situation. But, still, I kept doing it anyways as I sat there in the parking lot of the shitty motel I'd been forced to hole up in. 
 
      
 
    Even after going back and winning some of my bankroll back, I was still short on my payment to Tambor. How was I going to pay him back now? Doing this work wasn't any kind of life, not one that was worth leading. Some guys might have gotten off on this kind of work, but I sure as fuck wasn't one of them. I still had some principles. 
 
      
 
    The worst part about it? I could even tell that that last part was changing. Each time I did the bloody work, it became easier and easier. It just took practice, was all. Cruelty was apparently like any other skill. The more you did, the better at it you became. 
 
      
 
    My phone rang in my pocket. I fished it out, knowing exactly who it was going to be, so the name Tambor didn't surprise me when I saw it. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I put the phone to my ear. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, hey, hey, Ford,” Tambor said into my ear. “Looking through the books, and I saw my favorite boxing buddy was up for his next payment.” 
 
      
 
    “Got a funny way of treating your buddies, Tambor,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Aw, come on now, Ford, this is just business. You know that.” 
 
      
 
    Business, huh? Sounded more like pleasure, with the way he always seemed so damn cheery on the phone. I snorted. “Yeah, Tambor. That's what you say.” 
 
      
 
    “I'm truly hurt, pal,” he said, his voice full of hurt. I knew it was fake though, all just part of a fucking act. “Truly, truly hurt that you'd think that about me, that I get some sort of sick joy from having you owe me money.” 
 
      
 
    I just silently shook my head. No reason to dance around things. Just better to come out and say it, that was my view. “Listen, Tambor, I need an extension.” 
 
      
 
    He made a wincing noise. “Ford, pal, you know I can't do extensions for you. You know that. I give you an extension ’cause you're my buddy, and I like you, I start to look weak when word gets around I ain't impartial on my debt collection strategies. You feel me, pal? You understand?” 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes and sighed. I'd known that was coming, but it was worth a shot anyways. Now he was either going to offer me another shitty job, that I'd be expected to do for free, of course. Or, he was going to send someone after me. Either way, getting out of town was starting to look like the only real option available. 
 
      
 
    Los Angeles sounded nice, I thought. Big city, bright lights. I could get by out there, so long as I kept my head down. Clubs could always use a good bouncer, someone to take out the trash and throw it on its ass. 
 
      
 
    “Tell you what, though,” Tambor said, sounding like a used car salesman who was about to tell you how good of a deal he was about to make for you with his boss. “I got me a job that might clear up your debt, and clear it up for good.” 
 
      
 
    I groaned quietly and leaned my head back against the seat. If it was something that was going to wipe my slate clean, that meant it must be truly fucking awful. Like, I'm going to hell, and I'm driving the motherfucking bus, awful. 
 
      
 
    “Got a kid, some rich kid who's playing with his pappy's cash, you know? He made some bets, some real bad bets. String of ’em, like this kind can't fucking win to save his life. But he said he was good for it, and he seemed like it was. Now, though? Now, the little pissant's trying to bilk me. Trying to stiff me, not even making payments on his debt.” 
 
      
 
    I brought my hand up, squeezing the ridge of my nose. “What do you need me to do, Tambor?” I asked with a sigh. “Rough him up? Break his fingers?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah, I don't think that'll send the right message. Need you to do something that'll really drive home how badly he needs to pay.” 
 
      
 
    I remained silent. 
 
      
 
    “Need you to pick up his little brother from school.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes went wide. “And do what with him, Tambor?” 
 
      
 
    “Just hold him till we get our money.” 
 
      
 
    “Fucking A. You fucking serious?” 
 
      
 
    “Just till I get my money, Ford,” Tambor said, not even bothering to fake that hurt anymore. “That's all. Or, you know, you can just go ahead and pay your loan back in full by tomorrow afternoon. Your choice.” 
 
      
 
    I winced. “The full thing?” 
 
      
 
    “The full motherfucking note, asshole,” Tambor said, the same way someone would ask for you to pass the salt. “Tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “I ain't got that kind of money, Tambor. You know that. Give me something else to do, and I'll get it done. But not that.” 
 
      
 
    My loan shark laughed into the phone. “Something else? This ain't a fucking temp agency, Ford; you know that. You don't get options on this. You do what you're told, or there's fucking consequences. Ain't no one ever told you about consequences before?” 
 
      
 
    “What if I can't pay?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” he replied, an affable tone back in his voice, “I'm trying to get you to kidnap some kid so his older brother'll pay up, Ford. What the fuck does that tell you about that what-if scenario? Huh?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and ran a hand down my face. 
 
      
 
    I couldn't do this. I couldn't just kidnap some kid from his school and hold him for fucking ransom. I wasn't that kind of person. Never in a million years would I ever be that kind of person. 
 
      
 
    “Make your choice by tomorrow, Ford,” Tambor said, his voice suddenly colder than I'd ever heard it. “This job, and you, got an expiration date.” The phone clicked as he hung up on me. 
 
      
 
    I dropped the phone in my lap and slammed my head back into the headrest over and over. “Fuck!” I yelled to my empty car. 
 
      
 
    He had me between a rock and a hard place, the fucking asshole. Jesus Christ, how had I gotten get so fucking far into this shit? How had I sunk so fucking low? Kidnapping fucking kids? 
 
      
 
    Think. I had to think. 
 
      
 
    Then I remembered my mother's ring, the last bit of her I had left. She'd given it to me on her deathbed and told me to give it to a special girl someday. A woman who would make me happy. It was worth a pretty penny, and the cash might be able to offset my debt. Or maybe, just maybe, I could hock it and drive up to Vegas with the cash and hit the casinos. Yeah, that'd do it. That'd put me back in the black. 
 
      
 
    I'd had pretty good luck lately. And even if my luck didn't pan out, what was the worst that could happen? I was already fucked anyways, right? I mean, when your options are to either kidnap a kid from school or get smudged off the balance sheet by your loan shark, there's really nowhere to go but up. 
 
      
 
    I climbed out of my car and went to open up the back door, to grab my old leather coat where the ring was. As I got out though, I caught a sight that stopped me in my tracks. 
 
      
 
    Micah. Walking down the motel walkway in jeans and a T-shirt, her shoulders slumped as she slunk through the shadows, headed for the motel's admin office. Even in this state, she was still as beautiful as when she'd stopped me from getting into the fight, earlier. The clothes did nothing to hide her figure, and I felt myself beginning to get hard again at the sight of her, my prick not giving two shits about how she made her money. 
 
      
 
    What the hell was she doing here? I thought she lived up at that estate I'd dropped her in front of. “Micah?” I asked, my hand dropping from the back door as I approached her. 
 
      
 
    She stopped and looked at me, blinking. Then, realization set in. “Ford?” she asked. “Is that you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” I said, going to her, meeting her in the middle. “What are you doing here? Everything okay?” 
 
      
 
    As I walked closer, I realized she'd been crying. Even with her makeup washed from her face, I could see the puffiness around the eyes. She sniffled a little. “No,” she said flatly, her voice stuffy-sounding from the tears she must've been shedding by the bucket. “I came to get a room and lie low.” 
 
      
 
    “Lie low?” I asked, glancing around the parking lot. If she was in trouble, maybe I could help. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” she said, sniffling again. “I ran away from the place where I was living.” 
 
      
 
    “From your pimp, you mean,” I said. “From Daddy Williams.” 
 
      
 
    A look of surprised shame passed over her face, and she looked away, her eyes lowered. “I was just an escort for Daddy,” she nearly whispered. “I never fucked a man just for the money. Is that what you thought I was? Some whore?” 
 
      
 
    That hurt. Now it was my turn to look away. “Look, I didn't know till I went back to the roadhouse and some of the guys mentioned it towards the end of the game, all right?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I'm not one. I'm out of that. I ran away when he tried to lock me in my room for the night. He wants me to be a whore, but I told him no.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, a perplexed look on my face as I spotted a random leaf entwined in her dark red curls. 
 
      
 
    She flinched as I pulled the random bit of yard trash from her hair. She just shook her head as she looked at it. 
 
      
 
    “Where you headed next, then?” 
 
      
 
    She sighed and looked up at me, resolve entering her eyes as she lifted her chin. “Back to the Mansion. I need to get my friend Kessa out, too.” 
 
      
 
    I almost burst out laughing, but I managed to keep it in. Her tiny little frame all squared off and her shoulders pushed back like she was ready to fight the world struck me as comical. At the same time, though, it was admirable. She was willing to fight a man like Daddy Williams, a man I'd heard stories about that were nearly as bad as the ones that circled around Tambor. So instead, I just nodded. “Not much of an escape plan, is it?” 
 
      
 
    She smiled a little and sniffed again. “She's my friend. I have to help her. Or, well, at least try. Then I can leave.” 
 
      
 
    A plan started to form in my head, then. Daddy Williams would love to have this sweet little thing back, I knew it. And he'd probably pay well to get her, too. Maybe he'd pay well enough that I could use the finder's fee to pay back Tambor and wipe my slate clean. Then I wouldn't have to sell my mother's ring, and I wouldn't have to kidnap some school kid. 
 
      
 
    After all, I rationalized, even if Micah hadn't chosen to become a whore, she'd still made the choice to work for a man like Daddy Williams as an escort. She'd known what was going to come down the pike. She had to have. 
 
      
 
    The kid Tambor wanted me to kidnap? He was innocent. His only crime was having an older brother who couldn't gamble worth a damn. Besides, taking Micah back in one piece to the Mansion wasn't going to wind up with me doing ten-to-twenty in the pen. 
 
      
 
    I nodded, a slow smile creeping onto my lips. “Tell you what,” I said, nodding to my room. “I got a place here. Why don't you spend the night and take a load off? Daddy's guys come sniffing around here, first place they're going to look is the front desk, and there ain't no way that sleezebag Jake's not gonna give you up.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled broadly, swiping away a tear from her eye. “Yeah, Ford,” she said with a nod. “That'd be great. Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “Anytime, babe,” I said, stepping past her and leading the way up to my room. 
 
      
 
    Maybe, I thought, Lady Luck was still smiling on me. Maybe. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Micah 
 
      
 
    Who knew those old movies would come in handy? Or that bedsheets tied together really would work as a rope to get you down from the second story? Too bad I didn't have enough sheets to get me all the way to the ground. 
 
      
 
    I ended up having to drop the last ten feet or so into the bushes, rolling over the soil and grass as I took the fall. 
 
      
 
    “Dang it,” I breathed as I jumped up, brushing grass clippings and leaves from my jeans and shirt-shirt. Then, double dang it! I'd forgotten my wad of cash up in my room! All I had on me was a few bucks I'd stuffed in my jeans when I'd gone out for dinner with Kessa the other night. 
 
      
 
    I nearly burst into tears as I stood there in the middle of the lawn, staring up at my open window, with the bedsheet hanging from it like a white flag of surrender. 
 
      
 
    Stupid, stupid, stupid! I shouldn't have done this while I was so riled up from having watched Daddy's assault on Kessa. But then again, I hadn't had any time to waste. It was then, or never. 
 
      
 
    I sniffled, looking around the lawn. I quickly remembered where I was and, cursing my stupidity and scatter-brainedness, ran out to the edge of the estate. If I really hoofed it, I'd figured at the time, I could make it somewhere where I could catch a ride, maybe even get a room and some place to stay. Maybe even find some help. 
 
      
 
    A few miles, and two sore feet, later, and I was stumbling up to the motel. I saw Ford pull in as I was casing the place for a likely ride out of town, and I had an idea. He was a tough bruiser and looked like he'd been around the block a few times. Right then, more so than the first time I'd seen him. 
 
      
 
    Maybe, just maybe, I could get him to help me bust Kessa out? The trick to getting him to go along, though, would be to get him to offer first. You always wanted someone to think an idea was theirs. And then, you just had to sweeten the deal and make it too hard to resist. 
 
      
 
    And now, here I was, seated in Ford's room at the motel's little table, my hands crossed on my lap as he brought me a beer he'd been storing in the room's mini-fridge. He twisted the top off and set it down in front of me. I didn't generally like beer, but I knew I needed something to calm my nerves. 
 
      
 
    “So,” he said, beer in hand as he eased into the chair across from me. “You wanna bust your friend Kessa out? What's your plan?” 
 
      
 
    “I don't know, yet,” I admitted. “But I know if I can find someone else to help me, I can make it a twofer.” 
 
      
 
    “A twofer?” he asked. “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    I took a sip off my beer, making a face. “Daddy's safe. I know the combination, and I've seen inside it. He must have close to a million bucks in there, all hard cash.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed and shook his head, setting his beer aside. “A million bucks? You gotta be shitting me!” 
 
      
 
    I gave a wide-eyed look. “No, I'm serious. He trusted me and Kessa the most out of his girls; we were his favorites before we disappointed him. He's so sure of himself, and sure we'd never do anything to cross him, that he let us stay in the room when he was putting away the cash at the end of the night.” 
 
      
 
    He stroked his chin, a distant look on his face. “You said you needed help with this plan, didn't you? A second person, at least, to help you get in?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said, nodding and grabbing my beer. “You know someone?” I took a big drink, mentally crossing my fingers and hoping he was about to ask what I thought he was. 
 
      
 
    He laughed. “Yeah. Me.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head as I swallowed down the booze. “No, Ford. I couldn't ask you. We hardly know each other, and you're already doing so much by putting me up here.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” he said. “I ain't doing it just ’cause it's the right fucking thing, all right? I wanna get paid on this deal, too. I want half of what's in the safe.” 
 
      
 
    “Half?” I asked, pretending I was unsure. 
 
      
 
    “Half.” 
 
      
 
    Sure, he could have half. My half would be more than enough to get me started in Hollywood, and be plenty to buy a whole new wardrobe. Still though, you don't want them to think things are too easy. “But it's my plan.” 
 
      
 
    “Then no deal,” he said, taking another sip of beer. 
 
      
 
    I frowned and sighed. “Fine,” I relented. “Fine, you can have half.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “Good. Now, if you're so worried about putting me out by being here . . .” He trailed off as he patted his knee. 
 
      
 
    Thoughts of our little tryst on the roadside filled my head, along with the memory of him shoving into me from behind. I suddenly wanted to see him naked, to see how his hard body really looked in the light. The time before, with him just pulling his jeans down, hadn't exactly given me a great view. 
 
      
 
    Then, of course, there were the tools he was playing the game with. I wanted to get my hand around it, this time. 
 
      
 
    I bit my lip as I looked at him, fluttering my eyelashes again. I set my beer aside. “What'd you have in mind, Ford?” I asked, my voice suddenly raspy and low with lust. 
 
      
 
    “I could think of a couple things,” he said, his eyes heavy lidded with desire as he looked me up and down. 
 
      
 
    I got up slowly, walked around the table and sat down in his lap, my legs draped across him like I was riding sidesaddle as I put my arms around his neck. “This along the right track?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Something like that,” he replied as his big, gnarled hand, with all its cuts and scrapes across the knuckles, slipped beneath my shirt and rubbed across my side. His callouses brushed across my skin, making me tremble with anticipation. He leaned in as he pulled me to him, kissing me hard. 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to his tongue, loving the way he tasted. Just like I remembered. A hint of mint, a hint of beer, all sex and heat. 
 
      
 
    He growled into my mouth as I locked my lips around his tongue, sucked it into my mouth, and brushed my teeth over it. He kissed me back hard after he got it back, biting my lip. 
 
      
 
    We continued to make out, his hands roaming over my body, leaving trails of fire behind them. He pulled my shirt off my body, and his hands brushed over my flat tummy, over the front of my bra. 
 
      
 
    “It's a front clasp,” I offered as our lips parted. 
 
      
 
    “Easy access,” he said, his teeth and lips finding my neck as his fingers released my breasts. 
 
      
 
    His lips and tongue sent a tremor through me, drenching my sex immediately. I groaned, craning my neck to the side, giving him more of the access he seemed to crave. I rubbed a hand up and down the back of his neck, my nails lightly teasing the nape. 
 
      
 
    He slipped his big, powerful hand over my breast, his rough palm teasing my nipples as he moved in circles before covering them entirely. 
 
      
 
    Pleasure moved through me like the waves from a rock being tossed into a pond, gentle little swells of ecstasy. I arched my back, pushing more of myself into his hand. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, though, he grabbed me tight and pulled his mouth from my neck and shoulders. Without warning he stood up from the chair, carrying me in his arms like I was light as a feather. He took me over to the bed, gently laid me down on it, then took his boots off and stood back up to begin taking his shirt off. 
 
      
 
    I slipped the bra straps over my shoulders, tossing it away as I enjoyed the show. I licked my lips as I looked up at him. 
 
      
 
    God, he was hot. Tattoos covered his chest, an anchor on one side, a skull on the other. A tattoo and a heart, with the word Mother stenciled inside. His abs were like a washboard, ribbed and hard looking, veins covering his muscles. Bruises were all over his torso, already black and blue. I couldn't remember the last time I'd seen a man so sexy. He should have been modeling underwear instead of playing poker back at that dive bar. 
 
      
 
    And I got him all to myself, I realized. I licked my lips as my eyes trailed down his body, my eyes settling on the huge package in the front. 
 
      
 
    “Come here,” he said with that voice of authority he'd had on the road earlier in the evening, one hand out and beckoning to me. 
 
      
 
    As if in a daze, I sat up and spun my legs around, hanging them off the edge of the bed as I took a seat right in front of him. I looked up at him and swallowed. 
 
      
 
    He cupped my cheek with his hand and brushed his thumb over my skin. “Take it out,” he ordered, his voice husky and low. 
 
      
 
    My eyes still fixated on his, I began to undo his belt, my hands going through the motions as if they were on autopilot. 
 
      
 
    He looked down at me, his hand still stroking my cheek. 
 
      
 
    My mouth fell open. I licked my lips as I found the button on his jeans and undid it with one hand. With the other I stroked his bulge through the denim, loving how it felt under my hand. 
 
      
 
    He groaned, his eyes closing a little, his breath coming faster. 
 
      
 
    I pulled down the zipper, tugging the tab slowly so it barely crept down the teeth, torturing him with anticipation. 
 
      
 
    He breathed faster, his tongue flicking across his lips as I tugged his jeans and his boxer briefs down over his hips. I had my first look at his swollen member, and it was as thick and manly as I'd imagined when he'd slammed it into me earlier in the night. A pearly drop of excitement sat at the end, just begging for me to lick it off. 
 
      
 
    I finished getting his jeans down, leaving them pooled around his ankles. My mouth was watering as I looked at his hard length, wondering if I could fit my lips around it. 
 
      
 
    He stepped out of his jeans and kicked them away. “Suck me,” he ordered. 
 
      
 
    My pussy soaked itself at his commanding tone. I leaned forward, happy to comply, and wrapped my fingers around his thick shaft. My eyes still on his, I slithered my tongue out, licked the drop of his pre-cum from the tip, and began to swirl it around his big, purple crown. 
 
      
 
    He threw his head back and groaned as I took him in my mouth. I sucked lightly on just the tip and stroked the shaft with my hand. “Goddamn,” he growled. “Your mouth is amazing.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled around him as I took a little more in my mouth, loving the feel and smell of him. He was so manly, so hard and soft at the same time, and his fragrance filled my nose. I'd never been much for going down on guys, but something about Ford just made me want to open my mouth and beg for it. 
 
      
 
    His hand came up, his fingers brushing through my hair as I bobbed my head on his shaft, taking more of him in my mouth. His hips began to move as he moaned louder, more insistently. 
 
      
 
    I pulled back a little, pursed my lips together, then pushed them back down over his head, taking his shaft as deep as I could before I gagged. I flicked my tongue along the bottom side of his shaft as I slid him from my mouth, then did it all over again, my fingers wrapped around him trailing along behind the whole time. 
 
      
 
    From the way his hips thrust forward, I could tell he loved it. 
 
      
 
    And since he did, I did, too. There was something about pleasuring a man like this. Even though I didn't really enjoy it all the time, it was nice to know how much enjoyment they were getting. I reached up between his leg, grabbed his balls, and hefted them in my hand, loving how full they felt even after the hard fucking he'd given me earlier. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, Micah,” he groaned, his fingers lightly brushing a stray curl from my face. “You're amazing at this. I've never had one this good.” 
 
      
 
    I took him from my mouth and smiled up at him, one hand slowly stroking up and down his shaft as I massaged him with the other. “It's ’cause I'm enjoying the job,” I purred, dipping my lips back down and taking him deeper in my mouth, the head pressing all the way to the back of my throat. 
 
      
 
    “Enjoying it, huh?” he asked, his hands tightening in my curls, pulling a little. 
 
      
 
    My pussy seemed to light on fire as he took control of my head, as he pulled my hair. I groaned around his shaft as it filled my mouth. Suddenly, I felt like a dirty slut, and I realized I liked being one. At least for him. I looked at him, nodding, my eyes watering. 
 
      
 
    He pushed more of his cock into my mouth, forcing it deeper. I took my hand from his shaft and unsnapped my jeans, stuffing it down the front of pants, desperately seeking my clit. I just wanted to get off, to release some of this tension with a little bit of pleasure. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he barked, his hips still moving as he held my head in place. “Get your hands out of your jeans. I didn't say you could play with yourself, did I?” 
 
      
 
    I whimpered around his cock, even as it continued to slide in and out, past my lips, but I took my hand from my jeans. I just wanted to be touched, to get off, to feel the pleasure he'd given me earlier in the evening. I knew, though, that he'd take care of me, just like he had before. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” he said, stroking my face, wiping some of the saliva from my chin with his thumb, “but soon.” He grabbed the back of my head, beginning to pull me onto his mouth. “I'm close, Micah.” 
 
      
 
    I didn't care that my jaw hurt. I just cared that he was about to get off. I took over from him, his heavy balls slapping me in the chin as I gagged myself on his giant manhood. I reached around behind him, grabbed his cheeks, and pulled him farther into my mouth. I looked up just as his whole body tensed, and he began to fill my mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, fuck!” he groaned, stopping for a moment, his face becoming a mask of pleasure, his mouth open, his eyes squinted shut. “Oh, Jesus,” he gasped. 
 
      
 
    I never swallowed. I did for him, though. I swallowed as much as I could, sucking hard on him, milking him for more. He tasted sweet and salty, just amazing, and I wanted more of him. 
 
      
 
    As he began to deflate in my mouth, he pulled himself from my mouth with a shudder of pleasure. “Goddamn,” he groaned, still trying to catch his breath as he lowered himself and kissed me hard. He shoved his tongue into my mouth, and I groaned. 
 
      
 
    A guy who wouldn't kiss you afterward wasn't a man at all. 
 
      
 
    He pushed me back on the bed without a word. “Now, babe, it's your turn.” He reached down and grabbed the bottom of my pants legs. 
 
      
 
    I lifted my ass off the bed, panting in excitement as he yanked my jeans off my body, leaving me mostly naked in this strange motel room. 
 
      
 
    He stripped my pants from me, tossed them aside, then grabbed hold of my legs and dragged me to the edge of the bed. 
 
      
 
    I yelped in surprise as my ass almost went over, and he dropped between my legs. I could feel his hot breath on my damp sex, and I just knew I was going to love what was coming. 
 
      
 
    He roughly threw my leg over his shoulder and dipped his mouth down to me, then began licking in big, long strokes, splitting my lips with each one as he gripped my thigh roughly, hard enough to leave black and blue reminders for tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    I threw my head back, my whole body going rigid, my hips lifting and grinding against his mouth as he found my clit and began to tease. My whole body was alight with pleasure, a warm, golden glow seeming to spread throughout me. I shuddered, my whole body arching as I dug my heel into his shoulder blade, urging him on. 
 
      
 
    Ford took my urgings seriously! He sucked my lips between his, slid his tongue deep inside me, and flicked the tip just above my clit. 
 
      
 
    I moaned louder, my hands finding the back of his head and pulling him deeper. 
 
      
 
    He lifted his mouth from my sex. “Hands above you,” he commanded. “Or you get a spanking.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded fervently as I took my hands from his head and put them over me, gripping me the sheets. I thrust my sex into his mouth, grinding my lips into his. 
 
      
 
    He slipped two fingers inside me and found my g-spot, rubbing across it like a pro. 
 
      
 
    I screamed as my body seemed to float off the bed, my body contorting immediately as the world went up in an atom bomb of pleasure. I ground my heel into his hard back, my upper body twisting as I writhed at the end of his electric, practically sparking, tongue. “Fuck!” I moaned. “Ford, please, fuck me!” 
 
      
 
    He wasn't done with me yet, though. He continued to lick and suck, to nibble and please me. 
 
      
 
    Every stroke of his tongue seemed to set off a new wildfire in me, and I was lost in the waves of orgasmic bliss as I writhed under him. Still, though, I was sure to keep my hands above my head, to keep my fingers twisted in the sheet. Another orgasm washed over me, sending my thighs quaking, my stomach twisting as I nearly sat up off the bed. 
 
      
 
    Finally, after what seemed like a century of lustful cunnilingus, he rose from between my legs, his cock hard again as it brushed against my thigh. 
 
      
 
    I looked up at him, my vision blurry from the passion, gasping as I reached out. 
 
      
 
    He looked down on me, his eyes full of dominance and ownership. Everything he surveyed in this room, he owned. And I knew that included me. With our eyes still locked, he grabbed both my legs and lifted them, putting my ankles over my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    My mouth fell open as he leaned down over me, pushing my knees back to my chest, sliding his cock home. I threw my head back, an earth-shattering moan of pleasure coming from my lips and splitting the air as he sheathed himself inside me. “Oh, Ford!” I nearly screamed as his cock slid across my g-spot, just as his fingers had. 
 
      
 
    He grunted loudly as he planted his hands on either side of my head, his hips thrusting into me. “You like this, don't you?” he panted, his lips inches from mine. “You like getting fucked by a man who can throw you around the room and make you do what he wants.” 
 
      
 
    The fact that I could smell myself on him made it even more intense. My eyes rolled back in my head, another orgasm ripping through me, my body aching under his not-so-tender attention. I thrust my hips up, meeting each of his thrust with a grind of my hips, the base of his sex rubbing against my clitoris with each movement. 
 
      
 
    He crushed my lips with his, thrusting his tongue into my mouth again as he pounded into me, his heavy balls slapping my ass with each stroke. 
 
      
 
    I screamed around his mouth, my body just one continual string of intense experience, no beginning and no end to my orgasm. Just a tsunami that threatened to drown me in the massive, incomprehensible wave of pleasure as he hit my g-spot over and over again. 
 
      
 
    He growled as he bit my lip, his hips speeding up. 
 
      
 
    I knew he was close, and I wanted him to fill me again. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Ford,” I growled as his lips broke away from me. “Fuck me harder. Cum for me.” 
 
      
 
    He drove me into the mattress, his cock stretching me and finding new, untouched places deep inside me. Soon, his whole body tensed against, shaking against mine as he roared, his body seeming to explode within me. 
 
      
 
    We looked into each other’s eyes, both of us clinging together, the sweat dripping from our bodies as we groaned and panted. I felt him filling me, my body milking him with each stroke as he began to move again. 
 
      
 
    We kissed again, this time more deeply, more intensely, like old lovers who'd just found each other again. I plunged my tongue into his mouth, licking desperately at him as his hips began to slow, savoring the way my musky flavors mixed with his own. 
 
      
 
    Finally, we broke apart, our bodies exhausted and sated. 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” I gasped, my chest still heaving, the air cool against my sweat-dappled skin. 
 
      
 
    “Jesus,” he agreed, collapsing on to the bed next to me, pulling me into his arms, kissing the top of my head. “Fuck, that was intense.” 
 
      
 
    I snuggled up into his strong arms and kissed his chest once more. He held me like that for a while, and a comfortable silence seemed to grow up around us, spreading into the world and pushing to the edge of the room. It settled over us and held us in its embrace, just as we held each other. 
 
      
 
    After a little while, he awoke me from my dozing and helped me beneath the covers of the bed. “First thing in the morning,” he whispered as he pulled me into his strong arms again, “we'll head to the Mansion to get Kessa. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded into his chest, my eyes drooping as his warmth enveloped me. I felt safe in his arms, for some reason, even though I knew I shouldn't. But it's impossible to tell the body to not feel something. On occasion, it just does what it wants. And tonight, my body wanted to be held close and tight, just as much as it wanted to be fucked hard and long. 
 
      
 
    Soon, I was back asleep, dreams of my past, and nightmares from the Mansion, filling my vision. Kessa's face being cut open, the blood pouring down her face. I fought against Daddy in the dreams, sometimes, but he slapped me down and turned the knife on me. I screamed for Ford's help, but he never came. 
 
      
 
    Somehow, I knew in real life that wouldn't be the case. Ford would be by my side, if only for the money in Daddy's safe. 
 
      
 
    I'd learned that, sometimes, financial ties could be just as reassuring and unbreakable as romantic ones. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Ford 
 
      
 
    I woke with a start. “Huh?” I asked, looking around, my naked body immediately on edge. 
 
      
 
    My eyes finally focused on Micah in the dim, cool light of the fresh morning, looking just as beautiful as the first time I'd seen her. She was already fully dressed and slipping back into the hotel room as quietly as she could. 
 
      
 
    “Morning, sleepyhead,” she chirped, climbing onto the bed. 
 
      
 
    I wiped a hand down my face. “What time is it?” I asked as I propped myself up in bed on one elbow. 
 
      
 
    “A little before eight,” she said, her hand resting on top of the covers, just over my thigh. 
 
      
 
    I immediately felt a stirring below at her hand's pressure, but I pushed the thought away. As intense at last night had been, we had things to do today, like get Micah back to her pimp. Last night hadn't changed a damn thing. 
 
      
 
    I wasn't sure whether to believe her about the money in the safe. Maybe it was there, maybe it wasn't. Perhaps she knew how to get into it, and perhaps she didn't. Neither mattered to me, because neither was a guaranteed payday. Her sweet little ass going back to Daddy Williams, though? That sure as fuck was. 
 
      
 
    And, from her performance last night, I could see precisely why. She was like a fucking banshee between the sheets, a regular little hellion that could push back just as hard as she took it. No, a woman like Micah didn't just drop into your lap every day. No, sir. She was lightning in a bottle; that was damn sure. 
 
      
 
    My only regret in this whole thing was that I was going to have to give her up. 
 
      
 
    “Ready for breakfast?” she asked, her smile wide and cheery. “We can go to John's, that little place next town over?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and blinked my eyes. “Micah, I ain't got that kind of cash. Why do you think I wanna try and knock over Daddy Williams?” 
 
      
 
    She laughed, throwing her head back. “Don't worry, the neighbors are paying. I told them we're newlyweds and you left your wallet back at the chapel. They gave us enough cash to pay for gas to get there.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed and shook my head again, this time in complete disbelief. “You conned that poor couple out of money?” 
 
      
 
    “Geez, Ford,” she replied, rolling her eyes. “It's not like I stole a hundred bucks or something from them. Just a fifty. No big deal.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. “Fine, lemme just get some pants on, okay? Then we'll get some food and figure out how we're going to get your friend out.” 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, we were out the door. We waved goodbye from the car to the nice couple who'd unknowingly fed us breakfast, then pulled out and headed to John's in the next town over. There, we got inside and grabbed a booth near the back. Hopefully we'd be able to lay low here, and not have any of the usual suspects spot us. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, I hadn't really figured on Micah's way of drawing attention to herself. She could just sit there and eat her pancakes and draw a fucking crowd. I was used to going out to eat by myself, where everyone was too terrified to make eye contact with me, lest I beat them into the ground for their having disturbed me. 
 
      
 
    It wasn't the case, of course. I'd never do that. But I certainly wouldn't have flashed them that star-powered smile of Micah's, that was for damn sure. 
 
      
 
    As we sat there sipping on our coffee and orange juice, waiting on our sausage, eggs, and pancakes, a man in his early forties came over to our table, his eyes practically fastened to Micah. He'd been staring the whole time, and I was worried he might have recognized her, or me, from some place less than savory. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, miss?” he asked as he approached, his baseball cap held in front of him with both hands. “Would you happen to have been in the film After the Day?” 
 
      
 
    Micah laughed and shook her head, those beautiful lips of hers parting just slightly so you could see her perfect, pearly whites. “No, I'm sorry, I wasn't.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, shucks,” he said, snapping his fingers. “Guess I lost that bet with the wife. You know, you really should think of acting. You've really got the face for it.” 
 
      
 
    She blushed a little and looked away with a little false modesty. “Well, thank you for the compliment! It's always been a dream of mine to be an actress, and it's always nice to hear encouragement from strangers. I sure appreciate it.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I'm sure you'll make it big, miss,” he gushed. “You really are just a striking woman.” 
 
      
 
    She shrugged and smiled. “Thank you again,” she said, before he turned around and went to rejoin his wife at their table. 
 
      
 
    “Told you she wasn't famous,” I heard the wife say. 
 
      
 
    “Swear she looked like that woman, Matilda. Swear it!” 
 
      
 
    “Get that a lot?” I asked as the waiter delivered our food. I noticed Micah had an extra pancake, free of charge, on her stack. 
 
      
 
    “Get what a lot?” she asked as she put butter on her pancakes, a little slice in between each perfectly round cake. 
 
      
 
    “Don't play stupid,” I replied as I began putting butter on my own. “You know what I mean.” 
 
      
 
    “What? People coming up to me like that?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Kind of,” she said, getting to the maple syrup first and drizzling it all over the cakes. “It is my dream, though.” 
 
      
 
    “What? To be an actress?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” she said, cutting a piece of pancake from the big stack and stabbing it delicately with the tines of her fork. “Who wouldn't want to star in films? Get to travel all over the world, go to fancy parties?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I couldn't ever do it. Doesn't feel like real work to me.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean it isn't real work?” she asked with a smile. “Actors and actresses get up earlier than my grandpa used to, and he was a farmer. Most films start going at five, maybe six in the morning, and you work till eight or nine most nights. Sometimes later, with barely a day off during the shoot. What about that doesn't sound like work?” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “Well, you're not sweating or having to do anything strenuous.” 
 
      
 
    “You saying lawyers aren't working? Or doctors? They work hard, don't they?” 
 
      
 
    “Fine, fine,” I said, still laughing. “Guess you made your point. It's real work, all right?” 
 
      
 
    She stabbed another piece of pancake with her fork, but paused with it halfway to her mouth. “Ford,” she said, the bit of pancake hovering in the air just in front of her suddenly serious face for a moment before she set it back down on the plate, “I grew up in the middle of nowhere, born to a bunch of nobodies. And now I'm here, and I almost ended up doing what I ended up doing, you know? If I don't dream, if I don't try for it, what's the point? Want me to marry some banker, then worry about how I could've been a star when I'm on my deathbed?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled and nodded. I understood. I'd taken my shot and tried to be a fighter. It just didn't happen for me, though. I didn't have the draw for the crowds, or the star power. Not like this beauty did. Micah could walk into a dump like this and shake it to its foundations just by glancing around and giving everyone one of her perfect smiles. 
 
      
 
    “You know what?” I asked, a slow grin growing on my face. “You're right. I think you could do it, too.” 
 
      
 
    “You think so?” she asked, her mood changing like it was going from night to day. She beamed at me. 
 
      
 
    “Yep, I really do.” 
 
      
 
    She got up from her side of the booth and came around next to me. “Scooch,” she said, bumping me with her shapely hip. 
 
      
 
    I laughed and slid over while she repositioned her breakfast plates in front of the new spot. I couldn't remember the last time I'd laughed this much, or the last time I'd been able to forget all my problems. It had taken a near-prostitute to get me shaken from my funk, but she'd done it. 
 
      
 
    She picked up her fork with her left hand and began to eat, then put her right on my thigh. 
 
      
 
    “What're you—” 
 
      
 
    “Shhhhh,” she said, smiling and turning to me. “Just enjoy it.” She had my zipper down and my length fished out of my boxer briefs in no time, her agile, soft fingers dancing up and down my cock. 
 
      
 
    I looked around frantically. I was into some rough stuff, kinky, even, but in public like this? Admittedly, something about it was incredibly erotic, like getting a blowjob or a handy while driving down the road. But this was a restaurant! “You can't—” 
 
      
 
    She silenced me with her thumb, swirling it around my head. 
 
      
 
    Pleasure lanced through my body, and I groaned low as she kept up the action. 
 
      
 
    “I like sausage with my breakfast,” she idly said, her voice low and daring, that little smirk still on her lips. 
 
      
 
    My breath came faster as she worked her hand up and down my now turgid member, her grasp firm but smooth, and most importantly, soft. 
 
      
 
    “You like that, don't you?” she murmured in between bites. “Having some naughty woman playing with you beneath the table where anyone might see?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded silently, only a groan escaping my throat. 
 
      
 
    “You don't have to hold back, Ford,” she whispered, her eyebrows waggling up and down, the tip of her tongue snaking out and licking her lips. “I love feeling your hard meat sliding in my hand. It's like holding a piece of fire when you're all into it.” 
 
      
 
    The cum was building in my sack; I could feel it. The way her hand, slick from my precum, felt was just fucking wonderful, magical, even. I moved my hips a little, the booth bench creaking with each subtle thrust from my hips. I braced myself on the table with both hands, my breath coming faster and faster. “I'm close,” I growled under my voice. 
 
      
 
    “Then cum for me, handsome,” she said, her lips turned up at the corner, her eyes laughing darkly, but still filled with so much lust. “I wanna get you ready to bend me over as soon as we're back at the hotel. I want you to last forever while you're slamming that cock into me from behind.” 
 
      
 
    That was it. That was exactly what I needed. I groaned low, grunting as I clamped my eyes shut and thrust hard into her fist. Pleasure seemed to blossom in me, filling my whole body with warmth as I came in her hand. 
 
      
 
    I could feel all eyes in the restaurant on me as I panted, my cum flowing over her hand and down my cock, even though I knew no one was paying me any attention. 
 
      
 
    “You liked that, didn't you?” she purred just before leaning forward and taking another bite of pancake. 
 
      
 
    This woman was a little fucking hellion! I'd never had anything that hot or unexpected happen to me, and I'd been around the block more than a few times. I nodded, still breathless, and gathered some napkins from the dispenser. She took her hand from me as I reached below and began to clean myself up with the napkins. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Ford,” she whispered, getting my attention. “Can you hand me a napkin, too?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled a little. “Clean it up yourself.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled wickedly, biting her lower lip as she shook her head a little. 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead,” I whispered. “You all of a sudden some kind of prim little princess? Do it.” 
 
      
 
    She brought a finger up, giving me a little wink. She closed her lips around it and shut her eyes as she sucked me from it with a little moan. She showed me her newly cleaned, now wet digit. “Can I have a napkin, now?” she asked with a giggle. 
 
      
 
    “Good girl,” I said, handing her one. 
 
      
 
    Yep. She was a hellion, all right. I realized I was getting hard again already, thoughts of her naked body bent over the little table in my room, of her riding me hard, my hands crushing those beautiful breasts, of us holding each other tight afterward, whispering our dreams and secrets from our past to each other. 
 
      
 
    Wait. What was that last part? 
 
      
 
    Shit. 
 
      
 
    I couldn't give her back to Daddy Williams now, could I? 
 
      
 
    We finished our breakfast with her pressed against my side and my arm around her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Sure, I could, I figured. Why not? It had been her choice that had gotten her into this in the first place, right? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Micah 
 
      
 
    We'd finished paying and were headed out the front door of the diner. I could still taste Ford, from when I'd licked him from my finger, and I was still mortified at what I'd done. I was more or less a proper woman, wasn't I? 
 
      
 
    Of course, if that had been the case, I probably wouldn't have been giving Ford a handjob beneath the diner table. I smirked to myself as he came around to unlock my door. 
 
      
 
    “What's so funny?” he asked as he opened the old Pontiac's passenger side for me. 
 
      
 
    “Us,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He barked a little shot of laughter and closed the door. He started to go around to the driver’s side, but I heard his feet shift as he stopped in the gravel of the parking lot. He stayed back there for a long moment, long enough for me to get worried. 
 
      
 
    I rolled down the window and stuck my head out. “What's wrong, Ford? Why aren't you in the car yet?” 
 
      
 
    “Get back in the car,” he snapped. 
 
      
 
    “I'm already in!” 
 
      
 
    “Then fucking stay there!” 
 
      
 
    Gravel and rocks crunched beneath wheels as another car pulled into the parking lot. 
 
      
 
    Stay in here? Heck, no. I wanted to see what the hell was going on! I climbed out of Ford's car and looked around. 
 
      
 
    A Lincoln Town Car was creeping up on us, slowing to a stop nearby. That was the same kind of car some of Daddy's men drove when they were taking us girls out to meet our dates. Ford was still at the rear of the Pontiac, his eyes set on it like a dog watching his owner's property, his teeth slightly bared in aggression. 
 
      
 
    A sinking feeling took over my stomach, and I immediately regretted eating all those pancakes and syrup. “Ford?” I asked, taking an unsure step towards him. 
 
      
 
    “Back in the goddamn car, Micah,” he said slowly, his voice deliberate and not to be misunderstood, without even turning my direction. “Now.” 
 
      
 
    I didn't listen. Instead, I just turned and watched as two men got out of the Town Car, one from the passenger’s side, and one from the driver’s. They both wore black suits and black glasses like Mike, Daddy's personal bodyguard. 
 
      
 
    The one on the left, the passenger’s side one, was older than Mike. He looked to be pushing his mid-40s, white, with a receding hair line, and a smoothly shaved face. Despite his age, though, he looked like he kept in shape, lifting weights at least a few times a week. The driver was a shorter Hispanic guy, with slicked back black hair, darkly complected olive skin, and a goatee and mustache. He was more muscular than the other guy, so much he looked like he might have to turn sideways to get through John's Cafe's front door. 
 
      
 
    I didn't recognize either of them, but that was probably because they worked the front of the Mansion. The guys weren't allowed back in our dorm areas, for the most part. 
 
      
 
    “Help you with something?” Ford asked as the one on the passenger’s side turned his attention to me. 
 
      
 
    “Drove by just now,” the one on the passenger’s side said, taking his sunglasses off and carefully folding them up, putting them in his breast pocket. “Glanced over, and 'lo and behold, thought we saw something we'd been looking for all night. Figured we'd pull in here and look to see if we right.” 
 
      
 
    “Stack of pancakes?” Ford deadpanned. 
 
      
 
    Laughing, the guys turned to each other. “This guy's a funny man,” the passenger said. 
 
      
 
    “You should catch my improv nights,” Ford replied. 
 
      
 
    Driver closed his door and came up, standing next to the Town Car's fender, edging closer to Ford. “Give us the girl and we'll forget all about this, buddy. Make it easy on yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, pal,” Passenger added. “You wanna make us do this the hard way? ’Cause you make us do that, we'll make it harder on her when we're done with you.” 
 
      
 
    My heart began to hammer in my chest at their words. Were they talking about beating me? About knocking me around before they gave me back to Daddy? Ford wouldn't let them do that, would he? Would he? 
 
      
 
    Ford's jaw set harder at the words, his lips pressed together as he squared up his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “I ain't got my dick wet in weeks,” Driver confided. “And our boss has told us we get free rein if we bring her in.” 
 
      
 
    Oh, God, no! They were talking about rape! They were going to fuck me before they gave me back to that monster, and Daddy was going to allow it, even encourage it! I shook my head, my teeth almost chattering with my sudden case of the nerves. I took a step back, bumping into the Pontiac's open car door with my butt. 
 
      
 
    “So, do you and your lady friend, Micah, here, a favor and just give her up,” Passenger continued, shutting the door and hitching up his slacks. 
 
      
 
    “Why bother looking for her?” Ford asked, taking a step forward, towards them. His eyes were lit up, just like I remembered from that first night I'd seen him, when he almost set into the whole roadhouse. 
 
      
 
    “Why bother?” Passenger asked, laughing. “What do you mean, pal? Don't you get it? She's his.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, clearly she doesn't matter to him,” Ford said, taking another step in their direction. 
 
      
 
    “Doesn't matter?” Driver asked, turning back to his partner. “Look at this guy, Frank. You get a load of him? Thinks a piece of ass like her don't matter to the boss.” 
 
      
 
    I knew I should have run, just taken my chances bolting out of there. But I couldn't. No matter how much I commanded my feet to move, to just turn and run, they wouldn't listen. It was like I was planted in the gravelly concrete, a redheaded tree that could just look at the world and watch it pass her by. 
 
      
 
    “Well, if she did matter,” Ford said through nearly clenched teeth as he took another step towards Driver, who still had his side to him, “he wouldn't have sent the dickless wonders to pound pavement after her, would he?” 
 
      
 
    Passenger guffawed laughter just as Ford made his move. I'd never seen anybody go like that, like a pouncing lion, or a sprinting cheetah. He covered the distance between him and Driver in two long, powerful strides, his fist reared back as he roared, “Would he?” 
 
      
 
    Driver spun back around, his face lining up perfectly with Ford's fist. His nose exploded in a spray of blood, his sunglasses shattering around the giant fist. He fell back to the asphalt, one shot from Ford being all it took. 
 
      
 
    Passenger was sprinting around the car by the time Ford had his fist pulled back. He took a couple wild swings at Ford, but my protector just bobbed and weaved, dodging them both. He stepped in and delivered three cruel blows to the man's belly, knocking Passenger to his knees as he gasped for air. 
 
      
 
    Driver moaned and Passenger gasped for wind as he fell forward onto his hands and began to puke. “You pieces of shit,” Ford growled as he stood over them, his hands balled into tight fists. “Tell Daddy Williams Micah's off-limits to him. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    Passenger, the only one who was fully conscious, nodded and puked again. 
 
      
 
    “I see you again,” Ford said, before slowly turning away and coming back around to the driver side, “I'll fucking kill you.” 
 
      
 
    “Ford?” I asked, shaken back to my senses by the amazingly fast display of brutal violence that had taken less than thirty seconds. Still, though, I couldn't shake this feeling of excitement at having seen him in action. It was almost breathtaking, the way he'd defended me. I'd never had that happen before! And, oh my God, was it hot! 
 
      
 
    He didn't say anything at first. 
 
      
 
    “Ford?” 
 
      
 
    Ford stopped and looked at me over the Pontiac's roof. “Yeah?” he growled, his jaw still clenched tight, his muscles still tense. 
 
      
 
    The first time I'd seen him, he'd been ready to take on a whole crowded bar to prove his point. Now, he'd just beaten the crap out of two guys in the parking lot of John's Diner, and hadn't even batted an eye over it. As I looked into those wild eyes, I realized what kind of temper this man had. What if I went into the Mansion with him and something else set him off? What if he just ended up getting dragged down by security, or made things even worse for me and Kessa? 
 
      
 
    That look, it frightened me a little, even as it made me a little hotter. “Nothing,” I said. “Never mind.” 
 
      
 
    We got in the car, Ford fired it up, and we headed back to the motel. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Ford 
 
      
 
    The old Pontiac tore off down the highway, its engine struggling under the pressure. I wasn't too worried about being followed, but I still wanted to be clear from there in case they'd had friends around. Those guys, though, they weren't going to be getting up anytime soon. Hopefully they'd think twice about talking that way about a woman again. Especially one I was fucking. 
 
      
 
    Originally, though, I was going to take it real easy on them. After all, I still wanted my finder's fee when I delivered her later tonight. 
 
      
 
    Then they opened their fucking mouths and started talking about rape. That shit flipped me around real quick. No way was I handing her over to Daddy Williams, the fucking asshole. No way was any woman I knew going in for that despicable shit. I'd be no party to it. Not willingly. 
 
      
 
    I could've killed them. I wanted to, for what they said about Micah, about what they promised they'd do. Scum like that didn't deserve to live. 
 
      
 
    But still, I didn't want to hurt them too badly. Putting them in the hospital, or worse, would have put a target on our back bigger than I could handle, and I knew it. But nonetheless, they deserved what they got. I had no qualms about dishing out a little inducement to respect, or enforce, a lady's honor when it came down to it. 
 
      
 
    So, I made myself pull back at the last moment, even though I wanted to stomp both their heads into mush, right there in the goddamn parking lot. 
 
      
 
    I turned and looked at Micah, catching her staring at me. Her eyes were full of lust, her adrenaline high as mine. 
 
      
 
    “Daddy really got that money?” I asked as we drew closer to the motel. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Micah replied. “Of course he does!” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, turning my attention fully to the road. “Good. I wanna take that motherfucker for every penny we can.” 
 
      
 
    “You have a plan?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded again. “Yep. First thing, you're my Trojan horse. We go in together before the big party tonight, me delivering you to Daddy Williams for a finder's fee. We go in early to make sure security is light, since most of the guys probably won't be there till the big clients are showing up. If the money's not high enough, no deal. But I got a feeling it will be. You're a real peach, and he'll hate to have lost out on the money you bring in.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “Okay. I can see that. But how do we get both of us in and keep us together?” 
 
      
 
    “I tell him I want the finder's fee before I let you go, then when he takes me back to get the cash, we overpower him and we get the money, then make a break for Kessa and get her out, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Dang,” she said, grabbing my shoulder. “That might actually work.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded as the motel appeared ahead, up on our left. “Yep. It gets us inside, and it gets us access.” 
 
      
 
    “Think we can do it?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    I grinned as I pulled into the parking lot, the old Pontiac's back suspension bottoming out as we hit the little ramp. “I think it's the best plan we got, babe.” 
 
      
 
    As I pulled into a parking spot near my motel room, I glanced over at her. Her eyes were still fixated on me, having not wavered for a moment, and her teeth just barely biting into that lush, kissable lower lips of hers. “What?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “You too tired?” she asked, sliding a little closer to me. 
 
      
 
    “Too tired for what?” 
 
      
 
    “This,” she replied, leaning in and kissing me hard. 
 
      
 
    She tasted like syrup and butter still, her lips sweet and a little sticky. I groaned, returning the kiss as she pushed her tongue into my mouth. We made out there in the parking lot, like the newlyweds she'd conned that couple into believing we were, my hand sliding beneath her shirt, running across her soft skin. I pulled her across the bench seat, across my lap, holding her as I kissed her deeply. 
 
      
 
    Already the smell of her and the taste was getting me hard. If it weren't broad daylight, I'd have ripped her clothes off right there and shoved between her legs, giving her another taste of how much I was enjoying this. 
 
      
 
    But, unfortunately, it was daylight. Fortunately, my room was twenty feet away. 
 
      
 
    “Let's get upstairs,” I breathed, as I helped her get situated again. She and I got out of my old piece of shit and practically raced upstairs. As I put my key in the lock and worked to open the door, she ran a hand up the back of my shirt, her nails tracing over my skin, sending shivers up and down my spine. 
 
      
 
    We got in the door and began tearing each other's clothes off. She'd wanted me to bend her over and take her from behind. 
 
      
 
    And a lady always got what a lady wanted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Micah 
 
      
 
    We ran our hands over each other's naked forms, his rough and hard on my soft skin, mine scratching and scraping at his tanned body. His teeth bit into my shoulder; his fingers tweaked my nipples; and I ground myself against him, desperate to get off again. 
 
      
 
    Ever since the café, the feel of his hard manhood in my hand, and watching him beat up those guys in the parking lot, it was like a nervous energy had built up inside me, threatening to blow my top if I didn't somehow take care of it. But now, with my hand wrapped back around his shaft as it pressed into my hard belly, I knew precisely how I wanted to scratch my little itch. 
 
      
 
    He grabbed my shoulders and spun me around, forcing me down onto the little table we'd sat at the night before. His hands were so hard, so insistent, but I didn't care. My arms were splayed out, grasping for support he grabbed my hips tightly and drew me back into him. 
 
      
 
    I didn't want him to play with me; I didn't need to him go down on me. Nothing like that. I just wanted him to fuck me hard. I wiggled my ass in the air, trying to entice him to just stick it in me. “Come on, babe,” I purred as I reached below me and spread my lips for him. “I'm ready for you.” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled as he pressed the head of his cock against me. Then his chuckle turned into a groan as he began to slide in. “You're so ready,” he murmured. “Dripping wet.” 
 
      
 
    I squeezed my eyes tight and let out a low gasp, the feeling of myself stretching around him amazing as I pushed back onto his hard cock, letting it fill me. 
 
      
 
    Soon, we'd worked him all the way in, and he began to fuck me. My eyes lolled back and my lips parted, as I moaned loudly. “Fuck me, Ford,” I panted. “Fuck me hard. Show me what a woman should feel like.” 
 
      
 
    He gripped my hips tighter, pulling me back onto each thrust, slamming his body into mine. 
 
      
 
    I felt like I was on a rollercoaster, the way I shook. He pushed deep inside me, deeper than any man ever had. I knew that, with the way his strong hands were holding me, I couldn't move even if I wanted to. For now, though, there was no chance of that happening! 
 
      
 
    He let go of my hip with one hand, finding a pendulous breast instead. He grabbed me firmly, his fingers playing roughly with my nipple as he pulled me up till I was almost standing, my legs bumping into the table with each thrust from behind. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Ford!” I called out as he bit my shoulder, as his hand dropped my breast and dipped down between my legs. 
 
      
 
    His fingers found my clit and began to slide wetly over it. He bit harder on me, sending a wave of pleasure pain through my body. 
 
      
 
    I moaned in pleasure, my whole body alight with it as he continued to fuck me from behind, his hard body slamming into mine, making my hips and ass shake with the force. I moved my body back into his with each thrust, wanting him to stay as deep in me as possible. Soon, I was cumming, his fingers between my legs, his cock buried inside me, causing my body to shiver and shake as I trembled around him. “Goddamn, you're amazing,” I groaned, one hand reaching behind me to flail at him, to scratch his back, to urge him on. “Harder. Make me really feel it.” 
 
      
 
    With another low, guttural growl, he forced me forward onto the table, his hand on my lower back, pinning me there. He slammed into me harder, each thrust nearly jarring my teeth together. 
 
      
 
    I screamed with each one, a keening sort of wail that scraped at the walls of the room, tearing at them with the sonic evidence of my enjoyment. 
 
      
 
    He slapped my ass then, hard. 
 
      
 
    I came hard again on his cock, astonishing even me, my eyes squeezed tight, my mouth wide open as I continued to scream in pain-pleasure. 
 
      
 
    He slapped it again, this time harder. 
 
      
 
    I pushed back harder onto him, loving the feel of my submission in this moment, the image of a bright red handprint on my alabaster ass filling my mind. And I loved it! 
 
      
 
    “Like that, slut?” he growled through clenched teeth, his cock shoving in and out of me like a jackhammer. “Like that, Micah? Me slapping your ass hard enough to leave bruises?” 
 
      
 
    “God, yes,” I moaned, my hips moving, my pussy grinding against him as he fucked me as hard as he could. 
 
      
 
    He slapped my ass again, this time on the other cheek. 
 
      
 
    I called out one more time, my whole body seeming to reject my mind, the pleasure from my orgasm so intense it seemed to push my consciousness up and out for a moment. My eyes rolled back; my body shook; and my pussy spasmed around him, as my whole body seemed to shut down from a stimulation overload. 
 
      
 
    “I'm coming,” I heard him growl, as if from a distance, then he was burying himself inside me as he exploded, filling me to the top. 
 
      
 
    The next thing I knew, he was pulling his cock from me, and all I had was a sudden feeling of emptiness as my legs wobbled and I almost fell. He caught me quickly, snatching me up into his arms. 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit,” he said, clearly astonished as he gathered me up and carried me to the bed. “Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded weakly, my body already shaking again from another round of orgasmic quakes, little aftershocks running from my toes to my ears. I trembled as he lay me down on my side of the bed. “That was amazing,” I whispered. “Absolutely amazing.” 
 
      
 
    He kissed me lightly, as softly as a cloud. I closed my eyes and hummed, smiling and licking my lips when he pulled back. 
 
      
 
    “I've never had a man do that before,” I said. “I think I almost passed out for a second.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled, still bent over me with a concerned look on his face. “But you're sure you're okay?” 
 
      
 
    A euphoria had filled my body, something pure and white and comforting that had settled over my whole being. I nodded, reaching up and stroking his face. “That was so hot,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    He laughed and shook his head, kissed me again. “I'm going to take a shower, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” I replied, letting my eyes droop closed. “Wake me when you're done so I can get dressed, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” he said, then kissed my forehead again. “Sure thing, babe.” 
 
      
 
    After that I must have dozed in and out, because I heard the shower running what felt like just seconds after his full, soft lips had brushed my skin. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, I heard his phone ringing where he'd dropped it on the nightstand. I rolled over, had a big, languid stretch, and, without thinking whether or not I should, grabbed his cell off the little side table and took a look at it. Joseph Tambor? I recognized that name. Daddy did business with him, I thought, paid him money. 
 
      
 
    He'd happened to come through the Mansion at the same time I was passing through on my way out to a date. I'd never seen Daddy back up from anyone before, or speak so politely to anyone before. At the time, it stood out because, well, I'd never seen the owner of the Mansion so scared of someone. I remember thinking that this man must be the Devil himself if Daddy was going to tuck tail like that. 
 
      
 
    And now, here he was, calling Ford. 
 
      
 
    On impulse, I answered the phone and pressed it to my ear. “Hello?” I asked sweetly. 
 
      
 
    “You ain't pally,” Tambor said on the other line. “Where in the fuck's Ford? You his answering service or some shit, little girl?” 
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon?” I replied, my voice carefully masking just how equally pissed and terrified I was. 
 
      
 
    “Look, is Ford around or not? This is his phone, right?” 
 
      
 
    “It is. He's in the shower, though.” 
 
      
 
    He sighed. “Well, you tell him to call me a-fucking-sap, okie doke, little girl? I want my fucking money, and I want it today, or Fat Ted and the rest are coming looking for him.” 
 
      
 
    “O-Okay,” I stumbled out. 
 
      
 
    “Good.” He hung up, slamming the phone down so loudly I pulled the ear back from my phone. 
 
      
 
    “Asshole,” I muttered into the phone, tossing it back onto the nightstand. 
 
      
 
    So, he owed Joseph Tambor money? And enough that he was coming after him if he didn't have it today? No wonder he was so keen on the idea of trying to rob Daddy Williams! 
 
      
 
    But, geez, what did that say about Ford? What kind of man was he if he could get wrapped up with this guy and owe him money? 
 
      
 
    I heard the shower turn off in the bathroom and the curtain pull back after Ford finished up. 
 
      
 
    There were things he wasn't telling me about his motivations and about who he really was. 
 
      
 
    I swallowed hard, trying to play it cool as he came out of the bathroom in a cloud of steam, little rivulets of water running down that broad chest I'd clung to so many times already. 
 
      
 
    “Almost set?” he asked, grinning. 
 
      
 
    And I was about to walk into Daddy's den with him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Ford 
 
      
 
    The whole ride out to the Mansion, Micah gave off a weird vibe. Before, she'd been practically cuddled up to my side on the bench seat. Now, she was pressed against the passenger’s side door, staring out the window like she was watching for thunderstorms on the horizon. 
 
      
 
    Maybe it was because we were headed back, and the time had come for us to put the plan into motion? Or had something else happened? I didn't know, but it was a little disconcerting. 
 
      
 
    “You okay?” I asked finally as we drew closer. 
 
      
 
    “Why wouldn't I be? I'm about to try and break my friend out of a brothel with some guy I hardly know, and just a stupid plan to go on. I'm doing great!” 
 
      
 
    “Woah!” I said, making a face. “Okay. Didn't expect that.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you should have! This plan isn't going to work, or something bad's going to happen, and Kessa'll be stuck getting sold, or worse.” 
 
      
 
    “Look,” I said, my voice doing nothing to disguise how pissed I was. “The plan's not perfect. I admit that. No plan is. But you got a better one? Because that auction is tonight, and we don't have much time to get your friend out.” 
 
      
 
    “What's to keep you from just turning on me? Keeping the finder's fee you're going to demand and just leaving me there?” 
 
      
 
    My mind shut down at the subtle accusation. I'd just met this woman, and I'd thought I was beginning to have feelings for her. I'd thought. That right there, though, was like getting stabbed with an icicle through the heart. 
 
      
 
    Of course, if she'd made her case just that morning, before I'd beat those two guys in the parking lot of John's Diner, she would have been completely right. But that was then, this was now. Things had changed ever since breakfast. I'd thought, somehow, that I could leave with her and Kessa, make a break for LA, and leave all this shit behind. Leave men like Tambor and Daddy Williams behind, put it all in my past. 
 
      
 
    That's what I'd hoped, at least. Now . . . now I wasn't so sure. But, you know what? Why did I care what some whore thought of me in the long run? Sure, I'd help them get the money, and I'd go through with the plan. But when we were done, that was it. 
 
      
 
    “You really think that?” I growled. “Even after everything I've done for you? Putting you up for the night? Fighting off those two guys?” 
 
      
 
    The look on her face was awful, mirroring how hurt I felt. “I'm . . . I'm sorry, Ford,” she said after a moment. 
 
      
 
    A pang of guilt stabbed me right next to where Micah's icicle had, puncturing just as deeply and just as painfully. 
 
      
 
    The conversation ended there, though, as we pulled onto the long drive that led up to the Mansion. 
 
      
 
    The sun hung in the sky, covering the ground in a bright, beautiful sheen of desert light. Green grass, full trees. This place probably had the water bill of a golf course, what with all the watering it probably needed. 
 
      
 
    The structure loomed up in front of us we drove closer. An old, Victorian style home that seemed to crouch in the desert like a giant beast, its eyes windows to depravity and lust as it looked down on us. Something about the place just seemed off, like one look at it and you knew there was something hidden and forbidden going on inside its four walls. 
 
      
 
    And here we were, driving into it. 
 
      
 
    “You ready?” I asked as we pulled up around the circular drive and parked at the front steps, right in front of the valet. 
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath and silently nodded. She was nervous, I could tell. Nervous I'd betray her, nervous I'd leave Kessa and her in the dust while I fucked off with my money. 
 
      
 
    Honestly, she was right to be. 
 
      
 
    The valet gave my shitty Pontiac a once over before coming bustling over as I rolled down my window. 
 
      
 
    “Sir?” he asked. “Sir, this is a private residence. I'm going to have to ask you to leave before I call security.” 
 
      
 
    “Call Daddy out here before you do that,” I said, my voice cold as ice. “I got something he's going to want to see.” 
 
      
 
    He got a peeved expression on his face and took a step back. “Who I should tell him is here to see him?” 
 
      
 
    “Ford Taylor. He doesn't know who I am, but he'll want to.” 
 
      
 
    The valet sneered at my words, but nodded politely. He turned around and headed back inside. 
 
      
 
    “See?” I asked Micah. “Perfect so far.” 
 
      
 
    “I don't know, Ford,” she said, her words trailing off in the silent car. 
 
      
 
    I turned back to the front door in time to see a big bruiser come out onto the front porch, his giant frame filling the doorway. He was dressed almost the same as the two guys I'd beat down earlier in the day, back in the parking lot. “That ain't Daddy, is it?” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. “Nope.” 
 
      
 
    “Guess he doesn't want to pay a finder's fee.” 
 
      
 
    “Guess not.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and opened the driver’s side door, climbing out of it as the bruiser came my way. 
 
      
 
    “You Ford?” the man grumbled like a mountain losing its side in a landslide, his eyes searching me up and down as I straightened up. 
 
      
 
    “Yep. Who the fuck are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Daddy sent me out here to get whatever it is you're bringing to him. That Micah in there?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” I replied as I looked up at him. He was almost six inches taller than me, and I wasn’t exactly short. This guy could've been a linebacker for the NFL if he'd cared to. “I want to talk to Daddy, though. I want a finder's fee.” 
 
      
 
    The big man shook his head, laughing. His eyes stayed on me the whole time. “You don't get it, do you? Ain't no finder's fee for his property. They're already his.” 
 
      
 
    “Then ain't no girl. We'll just leave.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that ain't exactly gonna fly, neither.” He balled his hands up into fists at his side, his knuckles crackling loudly. They were so big, they looked like they could double for roasted chickens. 
 
      
 
    “How about you just go get Daddy Williams out here and save yourself an ass beating? It's been a long day, and I'm tired.” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled, then swung. 
 
      
 
    I was ready for him, though. I'd been watching his shoulders from the moment he got within striking distance, and he telegraphed his punches so loud and clear, he might as well have worked for Western Union. I ducked his ungainly but powerful swing and delivered two strikes to his massive belly as I danced around to his side. 
 
      
 
    The two punches didn't do anything to hurt him, but they did slow him down a little and knocked him off his center. He went to turn and focus back on me, but he was off balance already. 
 
      
 
    I kicked hard at the back of his leg, stomping with all my force. I didn't want to tear anything, just wanted to show him I was faster than I looked, and more experienced than he'd ever be. 
 
      
 
    The bruiser grunted as he went down on the knee I'd kicked, his arms going out in front to keep him steady. He started to try and get up, but with his back turned to me like that, I had a few moments of free rein. 
 
      
 
    I locked my fists together and swung hard at the side of his head, pounding him in the ear. 
 
      
 
    He bellowed as he toppled to the side, his other leg not being enough to stabilize him before he went down like a bag of rocks, hand pressed to his throbbing ear. 
 
      
 
    “You wanna get Daddy now?” I asked, my voice not even sounding remotely out of breath. 
 
      
 
    “Whoo, boy! No need!” a big, bellowing yokel-sounding voice came from behind me. “Look at that! You took him down like it was nothing!” 
 
      
 
    I swung around to find the voice, my fists raised and ready to go in case there was more security coming. The only thing I saw though, was a big, fat man with a belly the size of Nevada and jowls even a pig would be ashamed of. 
 
      
 
    “You Daddy?” I asked as the security guard groaned behind me, cussing about his fucking ear. 
 
      
 
    “I am, I am. You must be Ford Taylor,” he said, coming down the steps at me, hand out in front of him like an offer. 
 
      
 
    I looked at his hand and didn't take it. “Got your girl in the car. Thought there might be a finder's fee?” 
 
      
 
    He laughed and withdrew his hand. “Gotta respect a man what knows what he wants, don't I?” 
 
      
 
    “Fee?” I asked, letting the question hang in the air. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “No fee.” I frowned and went to shake my head, but he held up his hand. “Wasn't finished. No fee yet.” 
 
      
 
    Shit! No fucking money for a fee? That meant he was tapped for cash right now! What the fuck had I been thinking about ripping this guy off? Why had I trusted Micah like this? I glanced back at her, still in the car, then back to Daddy. “Yet?” 
 
      
 
    He grinned. “I got a big party coming up tonight, an auction of sorts for some dates with my girls, and I'll have your money for you after that. Meantime, though, I'd like to offer you a job. How'd you like to work security for me tonight? You handled yourself all right with my biggest guy. Think you can handle a few handsy party guests?” 
 
      
 
    “Security for whorehouses ain't exactly my thing.” 
 
      
 
    He stepped in close, his voice lowered. “I know who you are, son, and I know you got a debt with a mutual acquaintance of ours. I'll make sure that finder's fee is big enough to cover you with Joseph, and you make sure I get topnotch security.” 
 
      
 
    Double shit. I nodded with a sigh. “Fine,” I said, glancing back to Micah. 
 
      
 
    The look on her face was one of absolute horror and betrayal. 
 
      
 
    “You got me for tonight. But, that's it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Micah 
 
      
 
    There I was, sitting on a decorative, floral printed couch in the small parlor off from the main hall. The big bruiser who Ford had taken down in two seconds, Sam, I think his name was, just stood there, rubbing his ear and glaring. I didn't know what was supposed to happen to me. All I knew was that I had to get Kessa out of here. 
 
      
 
    The moment we set foot back in the Mansion, everything seemed to change. Ford hardly glanced at me, and Daddy just ordered me to this side room while he and Ford discussed his job for the evening. Neither of us went anywhere near the office with the safe, because there was no finder’s fee to pay him with. 
 
      
 
    I was only there for a few minutes before Daddy joined me alone, and dismissed Sam to the other room. 
 
      
 
    “Micah, Micah, Micah,” he chided as he came in. “Micah, why'd you run off on us like that, hon? I thought you were part of our little family. What in tarnation we gonna do with you now?” 
 
      
 
    Family, my sweet butt. I turned away from him, hoping he wouldn't see my trembling lip or the tears welling up in my eyes at how quickly our little plan was falling apart. 
 
      
 
    “Send you to bed without your supper?” he asked, laughing jovially. He was in a rare good mood, it seemed, as he settled down into the chair across from me, his hands clasped together, resting on his belly. 
 
      
 
    “Cut me up like Kessa?” I snapped back. 
 
      
 
    The laughter drained from his voice and the smile faded from his fat face. “You keep this shit up, girlie, just might. We can put you on the docket same as the other girls. Ain't no one gonna get upset about seeing a fine little piece like you on the auction block.” 
 
      
 
    “I'm worth too much to you to do that, and I know it.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed. “Don't get me wrong, girlie. I know what you're worth. And I know it'd be even more if you'd follow some of the other girls’ leads. But what good's a dog that don't hunt, Micah? Huh? You going off on these little escort dates? Ain't no money in that for either of us, is there?” 
 
      
 
    An idea flashed into my mind right then. I knew how I could get back in his good graces, and get back to Kessa, and my money and Ford's ring. 
 
      
 
    I didn't like the idea, because I wasn't sure what would be asked of me if I did it. But it was the only plan I had. 
 
      
 
    I needed to make him think he'd finally won. “What then? You'll leave me alone if I whore for you?” 
 
      
 
    “More or less,” he said with a shrug, then leaned forward in his chair. “It's a win-win for both of us. You get more money, I get more money.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. Pretended to consider it for a moment. “Fine,” I said finally, with an exasperated sigh. “Fine, Daddy, you win. But, so help me God, you ever pull what you did at the roadhouse, leaving me there and expecting me to blow guys for twenty bucks a pop, I'm out. Done. I'll kill myself before that happens. You hear me?” 
 
      
 
    He heaved himself up from the chair. “Oh, Micah, that was just me being sassy. Didn't mean nothing by it. Promise you, you're too sweet a strawberry to ever get passed around like that here. You have my word.” 
 
      
 
    I looked up at him, lips tightly pursed together, and nodded. “May I go back to my room, then?” 
 
      
 
    Daddy nodded. “Of course, Micah. Be my guest.” 
 
      
 
    I got up from the little couch I'd been sitting on and went to leave. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Micah,” he said without even glancing back over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    I stopped, my hand on the doorknob. 
 
      
 
    “Don't try getting any ideas about breaking your word on this. You hear me? Running away is one thing, but lying to me is one that's completely another.” 
 
      
 
    “Don't worry, Daddy. I'll keep my word,” I lied, pausing before I opened the door and headed back into the rest of the mansion. 
 
      
 
    I threaded my way through the halls, with their variety of furniture. Past the closed doors that led to differently themed bedrooms. Through the cabaret ball room, with its giant stage, hardwood floors, vaulted ceiling, and royal blue walls. Workers were busy cleaning and decorating for tonight's big event, completely oblivious to what they were setting up, or the auction they were helping to pull off. 
 
      
 
    I didn't blame them. I couldn't. They didn't know any better. 
 
      
 
    I did blame Ford, though. He'd knowingly dropped me back into this viper's nest and was helping Daddy pull it off. He'd decided to just take the position and the finder's fee, and hadn't even bothered to let me try and convince him otherwise. I guessed the threat from Tambor was just too big, too much. Even for him. 
 
      
 
    The fact that he'd chosen that path instead of helping me and Kessa, though, was what really tore me up. I'd wanted to believe he was different, that he wanted to be with me for more than just what was between my legs, or what I could offer him in bed. I'd thought he considered me more than just a pretty face. 
 
      
 
    The worst part about it, though? I'd believed in him. I'd believed he'd be able to help me and Kessa. But now I'd been shown the truth. There was nothing, and no one, I could put my trust in. 
 
      
 
    I pushed past the back door and headed into the yard that separated the Mansion from the dorms. As I headed down the little garden path, over and through the rocky, dusty terrain, I was reminded of how much of a façade everything was. Even me, and what I wanted to do in life. Acting? More like make believe, just like Daddy's business. 
 
      
 
    Perfect, manicured lawns were in front, well-watered and taken care of. In back? Rocks and dirt. A barren desert, like everywhere else in these badlands. 
 
      
 
    A woman who'd get down on her knees and worship the ground you walk on, laugh at all your jokes, and scream out her orgasm as she came on your cock? Only if you paid enough for her. 
 
      
 
    A man who would protect you, help save your friend, and fight for your honor? Only if your offer was better than everyone else's. 
 
      
 
    Disgusted, hurt, and disillusioned, I shook my head as I went into the dorms and back up to my room. Ford had at least shown me one thing: I couldn't depend on anyone but myself to get out of this mess. Something I should have known from the start. 
 
      
 
    I went into my room and looked around. Everything I'd left behind was completely undisturbed, including my clothes, my stash of money, and Ford's diamond ring. Which, unfortunately, I'd never managed to find out the owner of. He sure hadn't seemed like he had a girl who it was destined for. But what did I know? He clearly wasn't the man I'd thought he was. 
 
      
 
    I packed everything up and changed into a skirt and tight tank top, something they wouldn’t assume I was going to make a run in—my cash, a change of clothes, the ring, my jewelry. All the things that were worth serious money that I could fit in a small bag. I left my room, clothes and shoes still in their place, and headed out and down the hall, to Kessa's room on the other end of the floor. 
 
      
 
    The halls were empty as I made my way through them. 
 
      
 
    Quietly, I sidled up to her door and pressed my ear to it. “Kessa,” I whispered. “Kessa, girl, you in there?” 
 
      
 
    No answer. Maybe she was sleeping? We all kept crazy hours and slept even stranger ones. 
 
      
 
    I knocked on the door and whispered again, this time a little louder. “Kessa! You in there, girl?” 
 
      
 
    I gasped then, as I heard someone talking as they came down the hall. “Now, the girl I'm gonna need you to manage, we've had to keep her all cooped up in her room for the night.” 
 
      
 
    Daddy Williams. 
 
      
 
    And the man who replied? I'd have recognized his voice anywhere, even though he and I'd just met. Ford. “Manage? What does that necessarily mean?” 
 
      
 
    No! I couldn't let them find me here, especially not with this bag. Maybe I could get inside and hide? I tried the door, suddenly frantic, but it wouldn't budge. 
 
      
 
    “Micah?” Kessa asked from the other side in a drowsy voice. “Is that you? What are you doing back here?” 
 
      
 
    Crap! I tried the door again, but it wouldn't budge. I went across the hall and tried the door. It swung open and I went to dart inside. 
 
      
 
    “Micah?” called Daddy from down the hall. 
 
      
 
    I stopped in my tracks like a deer who's just realized she's on stage and forgot to wear her antlers. I slowly turned around. 
 
      
 
    Standing there in the hallway were Daddy and Ford, both thick as thieves. 
 
      
 
    “Micah? Is that you, hon? What're you doing . . .” he began, trailing off as his eyes settled on the bag slung over my shoulder and thought about where I was. Immediately his face twisted in rage. “You no good, two-timing little slut!” 
 
      
 
    He came after me, barreling into the room. Ford grabbed him by the shoulder though and held him steady. “Mr. Williams, Daddy,” he said, “don't hurt her! You hurt her, you hurt your money!” 
 
      
 
    Daddy shrugged off the hand on his shoulder and spun on Ford. “Don't you think I know that, son? Been in this business since before you was just a twitch in your poppa's cock!” He slowly turned back around as Ford dropped his hand and backed off a little. 
 
      
 
    I stared past Daddy, right at Ford. If my eyes were swords, I'd have gutted him like this was an Errol Flynn movie. No questions asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, I ain't gonna hurt her.” He yanked my bag from my shoulder and dumped it on the floor. Wads of cash, my spare panties, and jewelry fell on floor. “Watch her, Ford. If you ain't figured out by now, she's slippery.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir, Mr. Williams,” Ford growled, stepping closer to me as Daddy bent down to the little stash he'd just spilled out in the middle of the empty room. 
 
      
 
    I glared up at him as hard as I could. Even seeing him here, next to Daddy in the dormitory like this, seemed like just a horrible nightmare I couldn’t wake up from. To think, he was working with my pimp, helping to secure us women. 
 
      
 
    “Got yourself quite the treasure trove here,” Daddy said as he sorted through it. “Jewelry, money. Looks like you was trying to make another go at a runner, huh?” 
 
      
 
    I frowned, but didn't respond to his words. 
 
      
 
    “No comment?” he asked, picking up a wad of cash and stuffing it in his jacket pocket. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” I shouted, taking a step forward, immediately getting caught in Ford's strong grip. He held me still by my wrists, strong enough for me to not be able to budge, but not enough to hurt me. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, what?” Daddy growled, still squatting down on the floor in front of the pile. “Oh, looky here, Ford. That's one hell of a diamond right there.” Ford glanced back at Daddy's hand, at the ring I'd stolen from Ford. “Little old school for my taste, but still, it ain't too shabby.” 
 
      
 
    Ford whipped around to face me, his hands tightening their grip as he glared down at me, his lip curling, his eyes burning with rage. I'd seen that look before. 
 
      
 
    “Ow, Ford,” I said with a wince as he lowered his face to mine, his grip becoming more intense. “You're hurting me.” 
 
      
 
    “My mother's ring?” he hissed into my face. “You stole my mother's fucking wedding ring from me?” 
 
      
 
    Oh, no. I bit my lip and tried to turn away from him, tried to get away from him. 
 
      
 
    This wasn't good. Not good at all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Ford 
 
      
 
    “I didn't know it was your mother's ring!” she cried, trying to weasel out of my grip. 
 
      
 
    “You still stole from me!” I cried. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, I had zero regrets about the choice I'd made. None. I understood why she'd done what she'd done. She was desperate; she was just trying to get away from the consequences of a bad decision. I understood that, and I could empathize. 
 
      
 
    But, not only was she leaving me high and dry here, she'd also taken the only thing I had left that even mattered to me. The one thing I never wanted to lose, not unless I absolutely had to. 
 
      
 
    “I-I-I thought,” she said, falling over her words as she flinched away from me, “I thought I could sell it and get out of here. I took it the night I first met you, when you gave me your coat. I didn't know, Ford! I didn't know it was your mom's!” 
 
      
 
    Daddy let out a little chuckle behind me as he stood up from his squat, his knees popping loudly as they straightened. “Well, well, well. Now maybe you understand, Ford, what I'm dealing with as a business owner here. Girls skimming, trying to run off without so much as a goodbye, see ya' later, that's all folks! Feel my pain?” 
 
      
 
    My nostrils flared, and I nodded roughly, my hands still tight around her wrists. “Yeah,” I growled. “I feel you.” 
 
      
 
    “Girls like this,” Daddy said, coming around to my side, “they need to learn some manners. That's my opinion. Their own daddies didn't use the rod damn near enough, and so we got to.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, having an idea of what he was talking about. 
 
      
 
    “See, we got a room downstairs reserved for real special occasions, Ford. High paying customers, girls who get outta line. Got lots of toys, ways to make a girl feel real nice, or real hurt. Sometimes both.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe I know where this is going,” I said through clenched teeth. 
 
      
 
    “How about, as part of your signing bonus, you go ahead and take Micah on down there? Teach her a lesson or two before the other guys get in and have their turn?” 
 
      
 
    I was still so pissed from this little revelation of her stealing my mother's ring that I didn’t even register the last part of his sentence. All I could think of was teaching Micah a little respect, a little discipline, and working out some of my own frustration. Nothing else mattered. I nodded. “Show me the way, boss, and I'll get to work.” 
 
      
 
    “Ford,” she whispered, shaking her head, pleading with me. 
 
      
 
    I just grinned at her, baring my teeth. 
 
      
 
    Daddy Williams led us out the dorm room and into the hall. I kept Micah by my side the whole time, a watchful eye on her as we made our way through the halls, past the beautiful young women, who clearly knew something was up. I kept my hands off Micah, but she knew exactly what would happen if she tried to run or tried something else equally as stupid. 
 
      
 
    The fear on her face was obvious, and I was torn by the look in her eyes. On the one hand, some vindictive, angry part of me wanted to relish it and wanted to make her hurt for what she'd done to me. 
 
      
 
    But on the other, there was just something that made me feel like I was the lowest of the low. Was I really going to do this to her? Could I really hurt her and do any lasting damage? She had barely known me; I was just a ride home for the night; and she was desperate, worried about becoming nothing more than a prostitute, her dreams dashed to pieces. I was willing to do worse to her the second time I'd seen her, wasn't I? To just turn her in and collect the fee so I could save my own ass? How was I any different from her? 
 
      
 
    I didn't know how to feel, but, with her this close to me, with me able to think about things, I realized I couldn't do it. I couldn't go through with this. I cared too much about her to do the things Daddy Williams wanted from me. And I certainly couldn't leave her to the rest of the men, to use and abuse as they saw fit. 
 
      
 
    And then it hit me. Did I care about her that way? Did I really? I shook my head as we walked, chewing my lip. 
 
      
 
    The question was, how did I keep Daddy's confidence in me, but still get Micah out of harm's way? 
 
      
 
    We crossed back over the rocky, dusty patch between the dorms and the Mansion, and went in through the back. We took a side door that led us to a set of beautifully wrought gilded stairs that led down into the basement level of the building. 
 
      
 
    Daddy Williams flicked on the light, a big grin spreading on his face as I felt Micah tense up beside me. “Y'all two have fun, now,” Daddy said. 
 
      
 
    “Not gonna watch?” I growled. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, God, no. I trust you, Ford. You get some sense in that head of hers. Make her come around and see why she can't run far. 'Sides, we got plenty of cameras and microphones down there. Think running girls is my only business? Gotta have a few sidelines. Get me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I took Micah's trembling arm and silently guided her to go downstairs in front me. “I get you.” 
 
      
 
    Now, with Daddy trusting me, I just had to make sure I could gain Micah's again. With him watching as I punished her, though, I didn't know if that would be possible. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Micah 
 
      
 
    With a chuckle on his fat lips, Daddy shut the door on us. 
 
      
 
    Tears were filling up in my eyes, tears of fear, tears of guilt. The look on Ford’s face when he'd realized my betrayal was just like a punch in the gut. So, it was with mixed feelings that I let him lead me down the stairs. I knew I deserved to be punished for stealing from him. There was no question about that. But I didn't deserve it for running from Daddy, or for trying to get Kessa out. 
 
      
 
    “I know you're upset,” I said quietly as he took me down, “but you have to understand where I was coming from, Ford. I needed the money I could get for that ring to run away from this place, to start a new life.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah? You think you need the fucking money?” he asked, his words clipped as we reached the bottom of the steps and looked around the room. “Well, I fucking needed it too. Had to pay off my loan shark with it. Only reason I didn't go looking for it was that you dropped right in my lap.” 
 
      
 
    The dungeon, as Daddy called it, was beautiful, albeit a dark, creepy kind of beautiful. Crimson cloth, black leather, electric candles and dim lighting. Stationed around the room in the low light were various bits of painful-looking sexual paraphernalia. Adjustable chains hung from the wall. There were free-standing stocks in one corner, a device that locked a woman's head in place and kept her arms straight out and her legs spread, a rack to chain a woman to that would keep her spread eagled. Along the closest wall was a glass case full of whips, floggers, paddles, clamps, dildos, and vibrators. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    It was the kind of place where you expected things like this to happen. 
 
      
 
    I heard him swallow dryly as he took it in, before leading me into the center of the room. He quickly got his bearings, though. 
 
      
 
    “Ford,” I started in a shaky voice, “you don't have . . .” 
 
      
 
    “Enough, Micah,” he snapped, his voice loud, but not quite shouting. It just held a sense of authority, of command, one that immediately shut me up. “These are the rules. Rule one, no speaking unless spoken to. Rule two, you will only call me sir. Rule three, if you veer from these, I will punish you. Each time, the punishment will get worse. Do you understand me?” 
 
      
 
    It was my turn to swallow. I nodded. 
 
      
 
    He stepped closer to me, his eyes like a wolf's as they fell on me. 
 
      
 
    Feeling like a scared rabbit in that hungry gaze, I stepped back unconsciously. 
 
      
 
    “Some of the things I'm going to do to you will hurt. Pain is a way to discipline. The reason why you're down here is because you've been bad, and you haven't played along the way you should. Now, strip.” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated, licking my lips. Something about the look he gave me seemed to soften a little bit. 
 
      
 
    “The only way you're going to get out of here,” he said as he began to circle me like a predator, “is if you realize how wrong you've been. You need to learn that following the rules is better for you. You need to learn to go with the flow. Now, what did I tell you to do?” 
 
      
 
    “Strip?” I asked in a trembling voice. 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” he corrected from behind me in a harsh whisper, his lips so close to my ear I could feel his hot breath rushing over my earlobe. 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes and nodded, a rush of something going through my body. Fear? Terror? Trepidation? Excitement? “You told me to strip, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Good girl,” he soothed. “Keep acting like this, and we'll have you understanding how this works in no time.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes now open, I bit my lip and began. I pulled my shirt over my head, baring my pale skin to him, and to the hidden cameras, dropping it at my feet. 
 
      
 
    “Leave the heels,” he growled. 
 
      
 
    I bit my lip and unzipped the back of my black skirt. I pushed it down over my hips, sliding it down my slender legs. And then, like that, I stood in front of him, wearing just my matching set of black underwear I'd slipped into earlier. 
 
      
 
    He ran his hands over my body as he described a circle with his walk, inspecting me like I was just a piece of wanton meat, sending a shiver through me. His rough fingers rang over my ribs, tracing up my spine, trailing over my stomach. 
 
      
 
    I could feel myself getting wet at his touch, my body responding to the memories of how amazing he'd made me feel and the excitement of this, the prospect of being bent to his will. 
 
      
 
    Maybe I was a natural submissive? I didn't know. I'd never done anything like this before. But, as frightening as it was, as horrible as things might go, my body was enjoying itself even as my mind tried to make it recoil in fear. I kept my eyes focused ahead, my breath shallow and fast. 
 
      
 
    His fingers traced heat up and down my flat stomach, his blunted, rough nails grazing my skin as he continued his walk around me. He stopped behind me again, putting his big hands on my full hips. I could feel his hot breath on my skin. “I’m going to hurt you today,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    I sucked in a sharp breath, closing my eyes as I trembled. 
 
      
 
    “But don’t worry. You’ll almost begin to enjoy it by the time I’m done. Now, stay.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, not saying a word. 
 
      
 
    He walked away, over to the rack of toys and devices hanging from the wall. He began to look over the objects of delicious torture hanging there, inspecting each one. 
 
      
 
    Desperately, I wanted to turn my head, to see what toys he was looking for. But I didn’t know if his order to stay carried so far that it kept me from following him. So I stayed. Like a good girl. 
 
      
 
    Ford came back over a moment later, some kind of shackle hanging from his hands. He stepped up behind me. He reached up and unsnapped the back of my bra. As he did, the leather and metal in his hand brushed over my skin, producing another anticipatory shiver from me. 
 
      
 
    I might have never used any of this. But I’d thought about it. Worried about it. Fantasized about it. 
 
      
 
    Without a word, he slid my bra straps off my shoulders. 
 
      
 
    Standing as still as a mannequin, I let my bra fall to the floor at my feet. 
 
      
 
    He brushed my long red curls from the nape of my neck. I sucked in a breath as he reached around me and put a collar around my throat. Two long chains connected to strips of leather dangled down my naked, unblemished back. “Hands behind your back,” he commanded. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” I willingly put my hands behind my back. He roughly grabbed one wrist, locked it into place, then grabbed the other and did the same. As I lightly tested the cuffs, it quickly became clear the two cuffs encircling my wrists were connected to each other by a thin but secure chain. 
 
      
 
    I tried to relax my arms, to let them drop, and felt the leather collar choke me with my own weight. I sputtered and gagged in surprise, realizing that the whole kit was connected together. To keep the pressure from my throat, I had to keep my shoulders fully back, keeping my wrists raised and pressed against the middle of my back. My arms were already beginning to ache from having to keep them in this position, and I groaned in frustration. 
 
      
 
    Ford walked around to the front, though, his admiring gaze falling on my breasts, which were raised even higher than normal. He smiled as he watched my chest heave with each frustrated breath. “Oh,” he said. “I like that one. What do you think, slut? Do you like that one?” 
 
      
 
    I bit my lip. I knew what he wanted to hear. I knew exactly what words he wanted to pass my lips. One part of me wanted to give them to him. The other, though, wanted me to force him to break the words from me. I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “No?” he asked, smiling a little as his finger came up, circling my left nipple light as a feather. “You really don’t understand how this is going to do work, do you?” 
 
      
 
    I bit my lip harder, a soft, gentle pleasure spreading through my body. “I do, sir,” I sighed, closing my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he said, pinching my nipple hard. “You don’t.” 
 
      
 
    I nearly screamed as the soft pleasure turned to sharp pain. “Shit!” 
 
      
 
    “I told you. This was going to hurt.” He squeezed harder. 
 
      
 
    Something strange happened, though. I felt my knees begin to go weak, not from pain, not from hurt, but from pleasure. I moaned softly, my lips half-parted. Oh God, I was beginning to enjoy this. Maybe I really was a submissive? 
 
      
 
    He stopped, but the pain/pleasure continued to radiate from my nipple. “You like that, don’t you, slut? You like how much it hurts. Does it make you wet, Micah? Does it make you want more?” 
 
      
 
    My breath was coming harder, faster. I bit my lip, nodded again. “Yes, sir. I-I-I do.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Because I’m going to introduce you to a lot of it.” He hooked his finger through the metal loop at the front of my collar and began to pull me. 
 
      
 
    I stopped in my tracks, surprised. 
 
      
 
    “You can either come along,” he growled as he turned back to me, “or I can get a leash from the wall and drag you like a dog. Which do you want?” 
 
      
 
    I realized then that I wanted the pain, but not the degradation of being dragged across the floor like an animal. I dropped my resistance and went along with him as he led me to a sort of leather bench off to the side. 
 
      
 
    The bench was like a miniature picnic table, with a long central padded area, and two equally long, but shorter in height, padded surfaces flanking the middle “table” on either side. Cuffs and hooks lined it up and down. 
 
      
 
    Ford grabbed the bench and pulled it out closer to the center of the room. “Climb on,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I looked at him, then looked at it, then looked back at him. 
 
      
 
    “Straddle it,” he growled, his voice deeper, more resonant than before. “Do you need help?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    He grabbed my bound arm and helped me climb on top of it, my legs sliding into the padded side benches. I was trembling with anticipation and trepidation as I straddled the central bench, my ass in the air, my wrists still bound behind my back. 
 
      
 
    He bent down behind me, securing my ankles with leather cuffs that hung from the sides. “Now lean forward and lie down.” 
 
      
 
    I sucked in a breath, but I did it, my ass sticking up in the air like a filthy slut, my face turned to the side. 
 
      
 
    He came around, crouching down next to me so he could look me in the eye. “That’s a good girl,” he purred, stroking my red curls as he locked my collar to the bench, hooking me in place. “Are you nervous?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t hurt you too badly,” he said. “Don’t worry, slut. I just want to punish you for taking my ring.” 
 
      
 
    I shook like a leaf as I waited to see what was would happen next, my body settling into the surprisingly comfortable padding that covered the sex bench, my breasts flattened into the soft cushion of the top. I tried to move, but quickly realized I couldn’t move more than an inch or so. 
 
      
 
    He left me then, went back over to the array of toys, and disappeared from view. 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes, listening to the sound of my own breath, of the steady, rhythmic in and out of oxygen entering my lungs, of oxygen leaving. Every footstep I heard, I assumed was just a precursor for what would happen next. 
 
      
 
    Ford seemed to be gone for an age, but when he returned he put his warm, rough hand on my ass. His rough, calloused palm rubbed over my bare backside, over my ass. He’d left my thong on me, and my heels, but I was still practically naked for him. 
 
      
 
    I sucked in a sharp breath as he touched me and pushed my hand back into a strong, surprisingly soothing touch. I knew what I wanted next, even if I was too afraid to full admit it. I wanted to be disciplined for what I’d done to him. I wanted to feel the sting on my backside, just like when I’d been bad as a child. Maybe, just maybe, he’d forgive me then? 
 
      
 
    He didn’t give me any little speech, or tell me what he was doing. He just rubbed my cheeks and the inside of my thighs. 
 
      
 
    I sighed under his touch, loving how strong and in control his hands felt. I spread my legs wider for him as his hand drifted up to my sex, rubbing over the front of my lacy thong. I moaned lowly as the tips of his fingers brushed over my clit. 
 
      
 
    Then his hand was gone. 
 
      
 
    I groaned, pushed back with my hips, and tried to find him again. 
 
      
 
    What found me instead, was a strip of leather. 
 
      
 
    I cried out in pain and pleasure, craning my neck to look back over my shoulder. I closed my eyes, the red heat radiating from my ass cheeks, traveling down my thighs. 
 
      
 
    Ford stood there, his hands tightly gripping the stretch of leather, a cruel set to his jaw. “Count them,” he said. “Count them out loud for me.” He struck me again, this time across the other cheek. 
 
      
 
    And I cried out again, the sensation almost more than I could bear. “T-t-t-two!” 
 
      
 
    Again and again he lashed me, leaving strips of heat and pain across my creamy white butt and thighs. 
 
      
 
    “Three!” 
 
      
 
    “Four!” 
 
      
 
    “Five!” 
 
      
 
    Each time I called out the number, my words were more ragged, more drawn out as I panted. 
 
      
 
    “Six!” 
 
      
 
    “Seven!” 
 
      
 
    I began to cry, not bawling or sobbing, but I could only hold back the tears for so long. Tears of pain, tears of anger at myself for having brought myself here, anger at the fact I was enjoying the feel of the leather strap across my ass cheeks, across my thighs, craving and waiting for the pain in the breaths between. My pussy was dripping. I could smell how excited I was by being in this position. 
 
      
 
    “Please, sir! Please, sir, can I take a break?” 
 
      
 
    Another strike. 
 
      
 
    “Eight!” 
 
      
 
    I felt his hand back on me, felt his fingers pushed my panties to the side and run through my wetness. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you, Micah?” 
 
      
 
    I pushed back onto his hand, the break from the pain making the pleasure even more intense. “Yes sir,” I groaned. “Oh, God, yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    He ran two fingers over my sensitive clit. 
 
      
 
    I cried out and moved my hips, grinding myself against his hand like a slut in heat. 
 
      
 
    I guess I was getting too much pleasure from it, because Ford took his fingers from my clit. Instead, he stroked the folded leather strap up and down the inside of my thighs, teasing me. “Keep counting,” he said, striking my ass again. 
 
      
 
    “Nine!” I said, more moan in my voice than before. “Ten!” 
 
      
 
    “Do you understand what you did was wrong?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded fervently against the bench. “Yes, sir, I do.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Just a few more to grow on, then.” He put his fingers back on my pussy again and began to play with my clit. He slid them all around, dancing over my most sensitive spot, tracing a little outline around and around and around. 
 
      
 
    I cried out and bit my lip. I could feel my orgasm coming, could feel it as it pushed against the dam of my inhibitions as it was ready to burst. 
 
      
 
    “Good girl,” he commended me. “Fuck my hand like a little slut. You like that, don’t you? You like not having any control over my touching you.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, yes. Fuck, yes, sir,” I panted, the pleasure rising up inside, taking over my body and forcing me back into his hand. “Please, sir, make me cum.” 
 
      
 
    He slipped a finger inside me and found my g-spot. 
 
      
 
    My world exploded. A volcano of pleasure pushed through the edges of my reality, overtaking everything. My whole body shook and my thighs gripped the bench tight as they spasmed, a scream ripping raw from my throat. 
 
      
 
    And then the strap came down again. But the pain didn’t interrupt my pleasure; it just seemed to melt into it, making it stronger. 
 
      
 
    The strap continued to come down, and I couldn’t keep up with the count, couldn’t make my head wrap around the numbers. I arched back, my spine bending in such a way that I feared I might break in half as I screamed. I rocked back and forth on the bench, pushing my ass into the strap as my orgasm tore through me, destroying the old me for just a moment. 
 
      
 
    Ford struck my thighs and my ass as I screamed in rapture, rocking to and fro with the ebb and flow of my orgasm. 
 
      
 
    Finally, as my pleasure seemed to fade away, the spanking stopped. He walked back around to my head and stroked my curls. “Did you like that?” 
 
      
 
    My face flushed, I nodded a little, looking up to his face. “Yes, sir,” I squeaked. “I did.” 
 
      
 
    He stroked my cheek with the tips of his fingers. “Good girl,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I glanced forward and saw the giant bulge in the front of his pants that had formed while he was spanking and playing with me. Unconsciously, I licked my lips. 
 
      
 
    “You like that, don’t you, slut?” 
 
      
 
    I glanced back up to his eyes and nodded a little. 
 
      
 
    “Do you want to feel it inside you? For me to shove it inside your dripping pussy?” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered a little as I wondered what else he could come back with, what else he could possibly want to do to me. 
 
      
 
    Ford was away for a few minutes. When he came back, he walked around in front of me. He had what looked like a small bullet shape. “Do you know what this is, slut?” 
 
      
 
    My body still coursing with tingles from my first orgasm, I weakly shook my head. “No, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a remote controlled vibrator,” he said, flicking a switch on a small controller in his other hand. It immediately sprang to loud, buzzing life, like some kind of bee on a cocktail of steroids and PCP. He grinned as my eyes went wide. “You’re going to love, and hate, this thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Hate it, sir?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a little intense, from what I hear.” He turned it off and walked around behind me before I could say another word, though, and I felt him spread my lips and slide it inside me. It was obviously artificial, and cool to the touch, but it quickly began to warm from the moment it was engulfed within. “And we’re going to find out if you can handle it.” 
 
      
 
    I moaned a little as it filled me, not necessarily in an uncomfortable way. “Wh-wh-what are you going to do with it, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to have a little fun,” he said, coming back around to the front and stroking my face. He flicked the switch in his hand, and the vibrator buried deep inside me came to life immediately, stimulating parts of me I never knew existed. 
 
      
 
    Pleasure erupted inside me, just like before, sending my eyes rolling back into my head. My mouth dropped open, and I cried out, moaning as the vibration oscillated inside me, setting off bells in my belfry, when I didn’t even know I had bells, or a belfry. 
 
      
 
    “Like that, slut?” he asked, his hand traveling down to the front of his slacks, unzipping the front and beginning to fish inside. “How about this?” And then he turned it to a higher setting. 
 
      
 
    My screaming ceased as I gasped, replaced with some wordless cry that seemed to suck my soul from me and carry it into the world. My thighs clenched the bench I was straddling, my hips thrusting and moving and bucking as I continued to gasp. 
 
      
 
    And then, as the setting went back down to a more manageable level, I saw Ford’s cock right in front of my face. Suddenly I was craving tasting him. I licked my lips, this time consciously. 
 
      
 
    He guided his cock to my mouth and pressed it to my lips, sliding it into my mouth. 
 
      
 
    I opened as wide as I could, groaning as the vibrator continued to throb like a maniacal beast deep inside me, sending waves and wave of pleasure through me. 
 
      
 
    He grabbed a handful of my wavy red curls, sliding himself deeper into my mouth as I swirled my tongue around his crown, circling it incessantly as he pushed deeper and deeper till I began to gag. Then, the setting went back to somewhere between the previous two. 
 
      
 
    I began to groan around him, gasping for breath, gasping from pleasure. I closed my lips and sucked him gently, moaning the whole time and breathing through my mouth. I wanted him; I wanted him everywhere. I wanted him to use me, to wear me out like no man ever had. I needed to be gasping out my surrender by the end of my time here. Because, quite frankly, there might not be another time when Ford, or any man, would ever do this to me again. 
 
      
 
    Because, as I sucked on his cock, as he pistoned his manhood in and out of my lips and made me gag till tears streamed down my cheeks, I realized that, yes, he was angry. But he didn’t hate me, not like I’d feared. He wanted to torture me, sure, but he also wanted to pleasure me like no man ever had. To open me up till I was like a raw nerve capable of experiencing only pleasure. This was payback, albeit a very bizarre form of it. 
 
      
 
    Not that I was complaining, even as the tears continued to roll down my cheeks, and his hot, hard length continued to push to the back of my throat. I looked up, loving the way his eyes were half-closed as he plundered my mouth as I kept . . . servicing him. I wanted him to cum for me, I realized, wanted to pull every drop from his body, to savor it for my own. 
 
      
 
    “Good girl,” he groaned, his fingers tightening painfully in my curls. “You’re taking that like a champ. How about now?” He turned the vibrator back to a higher setting. 
 
      
 
    I screamed around his cock, and I could feel his meat vibrating as I cried out one of the most powerful orgasms I’d ever experienced. My body seemed to dissolve into a puddle of sensations, the pleasure swimming through my veins and every fiber of my being. But I wanted more. I didn’t want this to stop. 
 
      
 
    He turned the vibrator back to a lower setting, but continued to fuck my mouth, his girth stretching my mouth to its limits. 
 
      
 
    I locked my lips around him and tongued the underside as he slid past my lips and back again. And then I felt it, felt his hips pick up speed, felt him being to seemingly grow in my mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Such a good slut,” he panted, grabbing my hair tighter, thrusting faster into my now more than willing mouth. “Such a good girl, taking it all.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted him, wanted to drain him of every drop possible. No other woman, I realized, should have this privilege; this right that belonged only to me. Maybe it was just the endorphins from the pain on my backside talking, or the adrenaline from being stripped and tied to this cruel device, but I wanted him like I’d never wanted another man. This cock in my mouth was mine from here on out, no matter what. 
 
      
 
    I felt him begin to pulse, to grow, and I began to suck. With a guttural moan of pure manly release, he exploded in my mouth, his seed flowing over my tongue. 
 
      
 
    I wanted him desperately, and here, I had him. My eyes turned up to watch his twisting, scrunching face. I swallowed him down like it was the most natural thing in the world. God, even the way he looked as he came was somehow sexy. His eyes tightly squeezed, his lips turned down, his teeth clenched as he tried not to show his emotions by gasping out. 
 
      
 
    Sensitive and panting, he pulled himself from my mouth and stuffed himself back in his slacks. 
 
      
 
    “Please, sir,” I said. “Please, I wasn’t finished.” 
 
      
 
    He half-smiled, but didn’t answer. He stroked my hair. “You’re turning into a good little girl, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    I bit my lips and batted my eyelashes, nodding. “Yes, sir. Anything you want.” 
 
      
 
    He just flicked the remote vibrator to its highest setting yet and walked away. 
 
      
 
    My pussy and my abs, all my muscles, in fact, contracted like I’d just slipped a live wire deep inside me. I fought against my bonds by instinct, my whole body tensing as I screamed out in unexpected pleasure, rocking back and forth on my knees as I thrust my hips back into the air. “Oh, sir!” I screamed. “Oh! Oh God!” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know how long he left me like that, writhing in pleasure on the bench. Time seemed to stretch, to become a long, thin stretch of thread that went from here to eternity that I couldn’t walk if I tried. Instead, I fell off the thread into a dark abyss, one where only the pleasure of my body seemed to have any hold. My vision went dark; my mind went blank. The only thing that existed was the blackness around me, and the white heat within me, pulsing through me. 
 
      
 
    And then, suddenly, it stopped the immediate stimulating pleasure getting turned off like a light, leaving behind only the after effects, the rolling waves of insanity-causing rapture. My body continued to shake, and I felt the dampness on the inside of my thighs as I continued to drip and shudder in ecstasy. 
 
      
 
    He took the remove vibrator from within me and unlocked first one ankle cuff from the table, then the other, but kept the leather manacles still attached. 
 
      
 
    Clearly, we weren’t done yet. I didn’t know how much longer I could handle, but some part deep down inside of me wanted to find out. Wanted to push itself to the limit of pleasure, of experience. 
 
      
 
    Ford slipped an arm beneath my waist, picked me up from the bench like I was just a feather, and set me down on my wobbling legs. He steadied me with a hand on my shoulder, his lips just at my ear as he stroked a hand up and down my lower back, my ass. “You like being punished like this, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t say anything, just nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I needed to show you I was serious about punishing you for what you did,” he explained, his blunted nails trailing up and down my back. “I know Williams probably has cameras down here, but I bet he wants to see more.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded again. “Yes, sir, I understand.” As the whispered words left my mouth, I realized I was still keeping up the act even when I knew it was all just part of the show. Something inside me, though, wanted to keep it going. I yearned to be punished by Ford, especially for taking the ring. 
 
      
 
    “Good girl,” he said, squeezing my ass lightly. He reached up and, just like before, took hold of the collar circle at my throat and led me over to another spot in the room, a spot with just a low hanging chain. “Turn around.” 
 
      
 
    I obediently turned, feeling him take hold of the chain connecting my wrists. He pulled them up behind me, connecting them to the chain hanging from the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    To keep myself comfortable and able to breathe normally, I had to push my shoulders back like before, but I also had to keep them raised behind my back. The only problem was that my arms were exhausted. I found though, that if I leaned forward and stuck my ass out, I could manage it. 
 
      
 
    He came around in front and hooked his fingers in the waistband of my sopping, drenched panties. He pulled them down over my legs without saying a word and kissed my hip bones as he stooped down to pull them over my heels. 
 
      
 
    I shivered a little at the sudden moment of tenderness. I knew it would be the last I’d feel for a while, and my mind and heart seemed to latch onto it. 
 
      
 
    Ford left me there and went back over to the wall of toys and devices. He picked out a long metal rod, and my heart stopped. It shone cruelly in the dim light, its chrome features reflecting what little illumination there was. 
 
      
 
    Oh, shit. This escalated. 
 
      
 
    He came back over and must have seen my trembling lower lip or the frightened look in my eyes. He glanced down at the bar in his hands, a small smile pulling at one corner of his mouth. “This is a spreader bar. For your feet.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed in relief as he bent down in front of me and ordered me to readjust my stance. I spread my legs wider for him, and he attached the bar to both ankle cuffs he’d left on from the bench just moments ago. With him still kneeling in front of me, I gave into the urge to test my bonds, and realized I could move my legs a little, but there was certainly no way to close them. I groaned, knowing I was fully at his disposal. 
 
      
 
    He smiled a little, sliding his hand up and down the inside of my thigh. “Just like it should be,” he growled, his nails scratching across my skin. He rose to his feet. “Do you like this, slut? Do you like knowing I’m going to have all of you now?” As he spoke, his hand slipped back down between my legs and found my still-dripping pussy, beginning to play with my lips and clit. The other stroked my breast lightly, tracing the areola of first one breast, then the other. 
 
      
 
    As he stroked me and teased me, I bit my lip and nodded. “Yes, sir,” I groaned, my hips grinding against his hand, my back shoving my breast into his palm. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” he growled, taking his hands away. He walked away again, leaving me whimpering, and went back to the wall. My eyes followed his every move as he picked out an array of new devices and brought them back, went around behind me, and set them on a small nearby table. 
 
      
 
    He came back around, a thin and lightweight metal chain dangling from one hand. Two clips were attached to it. He held it up in front of me. “Do you know what these are?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Timidly, I shook my head. “No, sir.” 
 
      
 
    He arranged them in hand, opened one of the clips. “Nipple clamps.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes went wide in surprise, but he just smiled and stroked a hand down my cheek. “Do you want to be a good girl? Or a bad girl? Because bad girls get the lash again.” 
 
      
 
    I groaned. “Good girl, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I thought,” he said, attaching the clamp to my nipple. 
 
      
 
    I screamed as it latched down on my erect, hypersensitive tit. It was like the worst pain I’d ever experienced, at first, and I had to bite my lip to quiet my screams down to a whimper. Soon, it went from sharp and excruciating, to a dull, throbbing pain unlike anything I’d ever quite imagined. A tactile, sensuous pain that seemed to have a life of its own. 
 
      
 
    And then he attached the second one, heightening the feeling. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t scream out on this one, just sucked in a sharp breath, my knees weakening a little. “Oh God, sir. Oh God, that’s just . . .” I trailed off, not knowing how to speak the words to him. 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful?” he asked, before lightly tugging the chain he still held, making my nipples scream, and myself whimper, in renewed sweet agony. 
 
      
 
    I cried out again, and he let the chain drop to my chest, circling back around behind me. I lay my head back, gasping for breath. Soon, he returned, the leather strap from before now in hand. I sucked in a breath, in anticipation. 
 
      
 
    Without warning, he lightly struck the inside of my thighs, sending a bright light of pain through my mind that seemed to intertwine with the pain from the clamps. Then, I felt a cool liquid squirt onto my ass. 
 
      
 
    My eyes went wide. “Ford?” I bit my lip just as the word leaped from my mouth, realizing I hadn’t addressed him properly. 
 
      
 
    He cracked my ass hard with the lash, and I let loose a muffled groan. “What did I tell you? You broke rule one—” he struck my ass with the lash again, “—and two.” The second time, he got me good, and I knew I’d feel it in the morning. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, sir,” I whimpered. 
 
      
 
    “Good, slut,” he growled and began working the cool, slippery liquid up and down the crack of my ass. “Good. You should be.” 
 
      
 
    “Please, sir, I don’t want—” 
 
      
 
    “Have you tried it before?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “N-n-no, sir. But, it just seems so . . .” 
 
      
 
    “Dirty? Naughty? Not what a good girl from a small town should enjoy?” As he peppered me with his questions, his hands slid over my ass and pussy, rubbing my clit as the cool lubricant mixed with my own sopping juices. 
 
      
 
    I groaned involuntarily, pushing my hand back into him. “Please, sir,” I begged. “Will you please fuck me?” 
 
      
 
    “You want me to slide my cock into you? Is that what you want?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded enthusiastically, the movement sending a new set of wonderful pain through my arms as I pushed back into his. “Oh,” I moaned, “yes, sir. Please.” 
 
      
 
    “Then tell me.” 
 
      
 
    “I want your cock in me, sir,” I whimpered. “I need it, please.” God, did I need it, too. There was nothing else I could think of at the moment. Not running to LA, not being a star, nothing. 
 
      
 
    I heard the distinct sound of the zipper of his slacks again and felt the heat of his hot flesh as it pressed against my gaping, aroused lips. He began to trace the massive head up and down my sex, teasing me. 
 
      
 
    I groaned low, deep in my throat and chest. This was what I needed. This right here. I pushed back against him, trying to swallow him, but he held my hips in place. 
 
      
 
    “Eager, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, straining my arms again. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” he said, almost sighing, and slipped the whole of his cock into me. There was no easing, no stretching. He just sheathed himself entirely within me in one go. I was so dripping wet I took him with ease, his cock sliding all the way into me till the little zipper tab and the cloth of his slacks pressed against my naked body. 
 
      
 
    The pleasure was so intense, especially when combined with the constant pain from the clamps, from the restraints and the awkward stress positions. I screamed, trying to give myself a little relief, screamed in a gurgling, keening wail as Ford put his hands on my hips and began to fuck me hard. 
 
      
 
    He held me up, his fingers pressed hard into my hips, hard enough that there’d be bruised indentations in the morning. My legs were so wobbly, my thighs so sore, I would have dropped if he hadn’t held me up like that. He used my pussy, used my body. I felt like a toy in his hands, a piece of sex that he literally had tied up in the basement. And all of it on camera. 
 
      
 
    It felt so dirty. So wrong. So awful. But so very wonderful. My whole body arched as I threw back my head as far as I could and, pushed back into him, matching each and every one of his powerful, teeth-clicking strokes. 
 
      
 
    He slapped my ass hard with his bare hand, and I felt another orgasm roiling through my body like a wave from the depths, pushing its way to the surface, dragging me onto the shore and throwing me onto the rocks. 
 
      
 
    I screamed, my body crying out with more than just my voice, my insides twisting, every cell of my body feeling like it was about to explode as another orgasm crashed to the shore right behind the first. 
 
      
 
    I was dripping down my thighs, screaming Ford’s name, panting and yelling like a dirty whore. And then he did it; he pushed the finger into my lubed backside. 
 
      
 
    God, it felt wonderful, especially with his cock buried to the hilt inside me. I realized as he did it that I’d never let a man touch me there before, not because I didn’t want to try it, but because I didn’t trust them. Something about Ford, though, with his strong hands on my hips, with the corrective pain he was giving me, it just felt right to submit to him. To allow him this little extra bit of control. 
 
      
 
    “Sir?” I groaned. “Don’t stop.” 
 
      
 
    I realized then, that it wasn’t a finger. It was something else. He slowed his hips, stroked my back, and eased whatever it was deeper inside me. “Just relax,” he said, his fingers trailing up and down my back. “Just relax, Micah.” 
 
      
 
    I tried to follow his advice, to do what I was told. 
 
      
 
    It kept coming, kept stretching me around it. It went deeper, stretched me wider, filled me more completely than I’d ever even imagined possible. 
 
      
 
    I groaned low, the pain and wonderful sense of fullness so intense combined with Ford’s rock hard member still buried inside me. I breathed deep, flexed myself around my master, and tightened my hold on him. 
 
      
 
    He slid it deeper, stretching me more fully. 
 
      
 
    I panted, gasping and moaning as I tightened around his member again, feeling every vein, every ridge of his manhood. I came again, screaming out, my back arching violently, my fingers desperately stretched as they searched for him. 
 
      
 
    He began to fuck me then, as hard as before. Somehow, each of the movements allowed the plug in me to push out, and he would push it back in with each thrust. He reached around me, his hand snaking up again to my throat, his thumb and fingers closing over the sides of my neck. Ford fucked me hard and fast, grunting as I pushed back into him with my wobbly knees, the world darkening the more he squeezed. 
 
      
 
    I was a toy for him, then, and I knew it. I cried out again, my orgasm still going. I’d never felt so completely used, or so cherished. It was contradictory, I knew, but I realized I could hold both feelings in my heart at the same time. I screamed again, my sex spasming around Ford’s cock. 
 
      
 
    “Cum inside me, sir!” I gasped, begging, gagging in the darkness as his hand kept its grip on my throat. “Please, sir, please.” 
 
      
 
    He picked up his pace, his length slamming into me as deep as it could, the dildo in my ass stretching me even wider till I felt like a gaping slave of a woman. He dropped his hand from my throat and pulled lightly at the chain connecting the clamps on my nipples. 
 
      
 
    I screamed at the sudden pain, marveling at how it pushed me further into the deep blue of pure pleasure. I was in orbit suddenly, drifting over our entwined, tied up, bodies, watching as he, still fully dressed, plowed from behind into me, naked except for my heels. 
 
      
 
    Soon, his whole body tensed, and I could feel his cock seem to grow again, to fill me even more fully. And then he exploded, his cock filling me with his seed. 
 
      
 
    I cried out again, my legs shaking as he drained himself inside me, grinding myself on his length, milking him. 
 
      
 
    He gasped for air as he continued to pump into me, his cock slowly going soft. Each thrust was slower than the last, and I knew he was savoring the feel of my velvet glove. And, as he pulled himself from me and took the toy from my ass, I knew I’d never be the same. 
 
      
 
    The emptiness, the absence, was as equally intense as the fullness had been. Where there had been heat and pleasure, now there was want and need. There was no other man for me after Ford. No other way I could possibly sleep with someone else and have it be this amazing. Though I’d turned down the leash earlier, I knew I’d allowed him to metaphorically put one on me anyway. 
 
      
 
    I was his. 
 
      
 
    And he knew it. 
 
      
 
    Ford undid the bar between my ankles, unlocked me from the chain hanging from the ceiling, unshackled my wrists from behind my back, and took the nipples clamps from me. Even as he cleaned me up, wiped the sweat from my body, and helped me over to the couch to lay down, I felt so wonderfully sore and exhausted. I could feel him dripping down my thigh, could myself stretched and aching by the ways he’d used me. 
 
      
 
    “Ford,” I whispered as I lay on the couch with him standing over me, still glaring down. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t,” he growled. “Just don’t. Just remember, if you don’t agree to what the boss wants, there’s going to be more men than me down here, showing you what the rest of these toys are for. You understand that, don’t you? You understand I was rough, but they’re going to be even rougher. You know that, right?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, wincing as my finger went up to my sore, aching nipple. I looked down at it and saw how bright red and inflamed it was. 
 
      
 
    “You need to apologize. And make it sincere. Or I’ll show them myself how much you like to be used. Next time it’ll be a real show. Get it? No games, Micah.” 
 
      
 
    A wave of revulsion rose up inside me. The thought of other men besides him being down here, of being used like that, it did nothing for me. Not like what Ford had opened up. I nodded again, this time more emphatically than before. “I understand, sir.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled with his eyes, but not his lips. “Good.” 
 
      
 
    And then he was gone, back upstairs to the rest of the Mansion. The door clicked shut behind him and the deadbolt fell into place. I was alone, with just memories of him filling my mind. 
 
      
 
    My stomach was a swirl of emotions as I curled up on the couch and closed my eyes to rest. Did I really care about Ford? Or was it just the great sex? This had been absolutely nothing like what I’d expected. But hopefully, the lash marks across my ass and thighs would be enough to convince Daddy Williams that I’d learned my lesson at Ford’s hand. 
 
      
 
    But what about Ford? He’d just used me, fucked me every way I’d ever imagined. And now what? He was probably going back for the finder’s fee, so he could pay Tambor back. I never should have taken the ring. 
 
      
 
    And then, as I lay there thinking, I realized Ford had betrayed me. What had he said earlier? That he’d thought he’d lost the ring, but hadn’t bothered to look for it because I’d dropped into his lap? He’d known from the beginning that he was going to betray me. He never had any intention of getting away from me. 
 
      
 
    I ground my teeth together, suddenly seething with exhausted, impotent rage. I was going to get out of here. But not because I wanted to run away with Ford. No, I was going to play nice with Daddy so I could get to Ford before he made off with the fee. 
 
      
 
    Even with my newfound rage, though, I could hardly keep my eyes open. I began to drift off to sleep, my body more thoroughly fucked than it ever had been. I’d dress as soon as I woke. But, for now, I needed the rest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Ford 
 
      
 
    I’d never needed a shower more than right after stepping out of the dungeon. What kind of place had all those sex toys and devices? Don’t get me wrong, I definitely enjoyed stretching Micah, finding interesting ways to string her up, and introducing her to new ways of enjoying sex. And, I realized, it was definitely much more than sex with her. It was . . . something else. 
 
      
 
    But, Christ, who had that kind of shit in their fucking basement? I didn’t care if this place was a whorehouse or not, it just kinda made you wonder about what kind of people frequented it. 
 
      
 
    Micah, though, and the way I’d treated her while I was down in the room? I hadn’t used the strap on her nearly as much as she’d deserved for trying to steal from me. She just hadn’t seemed like she could handle as much as I threw at her. I’d had to make it look good for Williams, though, especially if he was filming down there. 
 
      
 
    I could tell she enjoyed it by the end, though. The way she’d melted into my arms, how her eyes had looked into mine, with complete trust and understanding. Would that trust last, though? Or was it just something induced by the sex, by the chains and cuffs that forced a slave to trust her dominant partner? 
 
      
 
    One part of me screamed that I needed to just work security. Needed to take the finder’s fee and run, leaving Micah to her fate. Sure, she was a hot piece of ass, and had a great outlook on life. And, yeah, she had the stars in her eyes, and seemed beautiful both inside and out, even if she had stolen my mother’s ring. But what could I do? Sure, I’d taken Daddy’s biggest guy and torn him a new one like it was nothing. But could I take all of them? Could I get her out? 
 
      
 
    No. Probably not. I might as well sell my car for cash and go up to the nearest roulette table and bet it all on double-zero. I figured the odds would be about the same. 
 
      
 
    “Well?” Williams asked as he came down the hall. “How’s our little girly? She gonna be more amenable to doing as she’s told?” 
 
      
 
    “I think she’s beginning to understand the gravity of her situation,” I said. “Made it very clear I was going to be the most gentle of her gentlemen suitors if she didn’t straighten up. And I wasn’t gentle.” 
 
      
 
    The fat fuck laughed, his hands on his belly, his head thrown so far back I could see a gold-capped molar. “And how about you?” he asked after calming down a little bit. “You reconsidered staying on for longer than just tonight? Or you still moving on?” 
 
      
 
    “Still moving on.” I clenched my jaw a little. I really wanted away from this house, and particularly away from that basement door. I glanced around and saw all the workers still busy setting up the place for the party tonight. Briefly, I considered whether they’d heard Micah’s screams, or if the room was soundproofed. Soundproofed, I figured, since no one even gave me two looks. “Mind if we go somewhere else to talk about this, though? Somewhere more private?” 
 
      
 
    He laughed again. “Come on, hoss, you worried about the help thinking weird of you?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “No. Just wanted to see if we could talk about what kind of fee we’re looking at.” 
 
      
 
    “Thought we already discussed that?” 
 
      
 
    “If I remember correctly, you said it’d be enough to cover my . . . debts, and a little extra? How much extra are we talking about? I need enough to get clear of town. This place ain’t been nothing but shit to me.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “Offer still stands, you know, for the security work.” He gave me a leering smile. “I’ll even throw Micah in for free. Looked like you two had some fun in there.” 
 
      
 
    I’d guessed right on the cameras. 
 
      
 
    “How about I give you enough to get Tambor permanently off your back, then I give you a healthy salary for as long as you wanna stay? And I’ll even throw a couple nights a week with Micah in for free.” 
 
      
 
    Was he seriously just throwing sex with Micah in as part of a fucking bonus package? Like having access to her was equivalent to a 401K or two weeks’ vacation? Immediately, I could feel the heat rising inside me, the outrage, the anger. I wanted to rip his head off his shoulders and go play soccer with it in the front yard, maybe get the rest of the staff in on the game. Something told me most of them would be interested in playing along, too. 
 
      
 
    Instead, I just clenched my jaw and balled my hands into tight fists. “I’m going to work security for you tonight,” I growled, taking a step forward. 
 
      
 
    Daddy Williams must have seen the anger in my eyes, because he took a step back right quick. “Now, come on, Ford. I was just joking about the Micah part.” 
 
      
 
    As I stood there, looking into those beady little eyes of his, those fat lips that made his face look so disgusting, a quiet voice whispered inside me and reminded me of how Micah made me feel. Of how her body felt so perfect next to mine, of how she’d screamed my name. Of how I actually did care about what happened to her. How I knew I’d never be the same man if I cut and ran with the money and left her behind with Daddy Williams and the endless stream of clients who’d be visiting her over the years, till she was strung out and worthless. Just another discarded whore in Nevada, another woman who had no future, and nothing to show for her sordid past but a boatload of bad memories and a gargantuan therapy bill. 
 
      
 
    I stuffed that voice down, though. It didn’t matter how I felt. There was no way I was going to get her out of here. But, I realized, I might be able to still pull off the part of the plan Micah had originally tried to convince me with: a good old fashioned robbery. Williams might not have the money on hand right now, but he certainly would by the end of the night. 
 
      
 
    “One night,” I repeated. “That’s all. Then I’m gone. Agreed?” 
 
      
 
    Williams smiled, his lips curling up filthily. “You drive a hard bargain, Ford. But, yes sir, it’s agreed. Shake on it?” 
 
      
 
    I looked down at his extended hand, grasped it. “Now what?” 
 
      
 
    “Now, we get down to the details about the party that starts in just a few hours, that’s what. Still got plenty of planning, and a quarter of my security’s gotten its ass kicked in the last twenty-four hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry about that, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    “Who knew you’d end up working for me by the end of it? I sure as hell didn’t, that’s for certain. Water under the bridge, I say. All just water under the bridge, Ford.” 
 
      
 
    And then we headed off to look over the rest of the Mansion, at all the special rooms Williams had set aside for the big event, to the ballroom where most of the customers, and the girls, would be. 
 
      
 
    The whole time, though, I wasn’t putting together just my plan for locking down the building and keeping it secure. I was thinking about how I’d make a grab for Williams’ cash. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Micah 
 
      
 
    Still naked on the leather couch, I awoke to the sound of the dungeon door creaking open at the top of the stairs. The staircase seemed to sag under the heavy footfalls that followed, and I realized it was Daddy coming down. Not Ford. 
 
      
 
    My body ached; my skin stung; my nipples felt like someone had set the sensitivity to their highest rating. I peeled myself off the couch as the heavy footsteps continued to make their way down, now accompanied by Williams’ heavy huffing and puffing as he quickly grew out of breath, grunting with each consecutive step. I found my clothes strewn across the floor and began to pull my skirt and top back on. 
 
      
 
    “Micah?” Daddy called. “You awake, girl?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I replied groggily as I pulled my top over my head. I hadn’t bothered with my underwear, just balled it up in my hand and held my bra in the other. “I’m awake, Daddy.” 
 
      
 
    He came into the room. “Given some thought to Ford’s little lesson?” he asked. “Hmm?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, breathing deeply through my nose. 
 
      
 
    Of course, I’d thought about it. I’d thought about how willingly he’d given me up for the fee, how much the lash had stung when it crossed my thighs and butt, how much I’d begun to enjoy everything he did to my body. I couldn’t do anything but think about it. 
 
      
 
    But the idea of doing that with other men? Of letting them bend me, spank me, tie me up, hang me from the ceiling and fuck me every which way possible? 
 
      
 
    No way. No how. And that was that. 
 
      
 
    And, even as pissed as I was with Ford right then, I couldn’t ever imagine any other man sleeping with me after that. I knew they’d all pale in comparison, anyways, to how his strong hands had held me tight, the way he’d picked me up, light as a memory. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t let Daddy know that, though. I needed to get out of here. Or else there’d be more than just Ford coming to teach me a lesson. And worse, too. Much worse. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said finally, turning back to him. “I understand. I do have one request, though.” 
 
      
 
    Daddy nodded and came around the couch to face me. “Ain’t sure you’re in a position to be making requests, but I’ll hear you out.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to come down here again. Ever. I just . . . I can’t do that. I want you to promise me I’ll never end up in the dungeon again, unless I’m fine with it.” 
 
      
 
    He hissed, sucked air through his teeth. “Don’t know if I can promise that, little girl. You keep acting up, what am I to do with you? You wanna get shipped off like Kessa?” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t act up,” I said more fervently. “I promise. You have my word, Daddy.” 
 
      
 
    “Your word?” he asked with a laugh. “What’s that worth? You already told me you wasn’t gonna try and run away, and look what you did.” 
 
      
 
    “What can I do to show you I’m serious, then? You won’t accept my word, and I don’t have anything else I can give.” 
 
      
 
    “How about this?” he asked. “How about you agree to come to the party tonight? You get all dolled up like the rest of them girls. But you wear the costume I choose for you. And, then, I’ll promise you you won’t ever have to visit the dungeon again. Not unless you screw up, of course, or you agree to it.” 
 
      
 
    As he explained the deal, I quickly realized it was the best I was going to get from him. But what kind of costume was he going to make me wear? “Depends on—” 
 
      
 
    He held up a hand. “Uh-uh. No depending about it. Only way this works is if I get to choose the outfit for you, little girl.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed, frustrated. There was no telling what kind of outfit he’d make me wear. And with the kind of party he was throwing, which only certain girls were to attend, there was all sorts of chances that the attendees would get all kinds of the wrong idea. But what choice did I have? If I said no, he’d never trust me. And if he didn’t trust me, I’d be stuck down here like a party favor, tied up and used till I finally caved in. 
 
      
 
    “So what’s it going be? Extending your stay in the dungeon? Or coming on upstairs and wearing some outfit for a night?” 
 
      
 
    “What outfit?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, a real special one. In or out, Micah? Which one do you want?” 
 
      
 
    I sighed again. “Fine,” I grudgingly accepted. “I’m in.” 
 
      
 
    At least, this way, I’d get one step closer to Ford. That bastard had sold me out. I didn’t care that all I could think about was getting back into his arms. I just wanted to get right behind him. So, I could plant a knife right between those broad shoulders of his. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Ford 
 
      
 
    Night in the desert comes late. The sun beats down on your head, trying to fry your brain and all your other goodies all day long. But when it’s gone, it’s gone, and a deep chill creeps in to replace the sun’s aggressive rays. The grounds around the Mansion were no different from anywhere else, either, and the coolness had already settled over the place by the time the party and auction had begun. 
 
      
 
    Despite it not being anywhere close to October, or Halloween, Daddy Williams had decided that tonight was going to be a masquerade ball, complete with costumes. Just by glancing around the ballroom mixer, it was pretty easy to decide who was a guest and who was there as part of the Mansion’s entertainment staff. 
 
      
 
    The guests were, of course, mostly men. Among the twenty or so men, expensive stage quality costumes were the rule. In just five minutes, I counted a cinema-quality Batman costume, a Roman centurion in actual metal armor, a Lex Luthor who looked like he’d bought a tailored suit for the part, and more, many more, that were equally over the top. Hell, some of them looked like they’d been in a special effects makeup chair all afternoon before showing up. 
 
      
 
    The entertainment staff were, of course, all women. Cheaper costumes, of course, because Daddy had never met a penny he couldn’t pinch till it cried uncle, but showing so much skin you’d wonder why they couldn’t have charged less for the outfits. One girl, a tall, beautiful blonde, might as well have just been wearing her underwear, since the red silk scarves they had her draped in covered less than the lingerie would have. Another, a beautiful black girl who’d eagerly draped herself over one client, was wearing even less. Just little pasties that just barely covered her dark nipples. All of Daddy’s girls wore masques, of course, the kind that covered just the eyes and the nose. Not that they’d do much to hide their identities. You could tell pretty quickly, though, that hiding them wasn’t the real intention. 
 
      
 
    As I made my way around the edges of the throng, my eyes searched almost unconsciously for Micah. I glanced over the flesh of every ivory-skinned girl, immediately disappointed when I found their head of blonde or brown hair. 
 
      
 
    I was beginning to think Daddy Williams hadn’t let her out of the dungeon after all, that he’d kept her squirreled away. Maybe he hadn’t believed the authenticity of our little performance? 
 
      
 
    What did I care anyways? Now that the afterglow of our little session had faded, I’d begun to think that’s what all my feelings were to begin with. Afterglow. The fuzzy headed feeling you got from getting your rocks off in a beautiful woman. The sweet intoxication the feel of their skin produced as your hand ran over it, their smell, their taste. 
 
      
 
    That’s all it was. Afterglow. 
 
      
 
    But then what was I even doing here, circling this place like a vulture? I had my mother’s ring back. My finder’s fee was coming. By the end of the night, Williams would have more than enough to be worth knocking over. Why was I looking for her? I didn’t need her to pull off the job. All I had to do that to get into Daddy’s office, and when he went to pay me from the safe, I took the rest. 
 
      
 
    If anything, her being part of the job was just going to make things more complicated. Infinitely more complicated. I couldn’t believe I was being so stupid to go looking for more trouble, to keep trying to add on more problems to my life. 
 
      
 
    And then I saw Micah. Damn, she looked sexy. Sexier even than the first night I’d seen her, or any of the moments in between. Lust seemed to ooze off every man in the room as she walked by, and you could almost hear as the party got a collective, giant erection at the sight. 
 
      
 
    She wore all black, and it was offset perfectly against her creamy white skin. Black high-heeled boots, black leather skirt, slit all the way up to the top of her hips on both sides. A black crop-top that was really little more than a leather bikini. And, to top it all off, a simple black domino mask, and her perfect red curls spilling down to her shoulders. 
 
      
 
    She flitted through the crowd like a fallen, dark angel gliding through the clouds. The guests and the girls both seemed to part before her, closing in her wake as the men all craned their heads after her perfect form. God, she was hot. Just watching the way her hips swayed from side to side with each step gave me a moment of phantom pleasure as I remembered how she’d felt beneath my hands, how her lips had felt so eagerly pressed against mine. 
 
      
 
    She must have felt a burning sensation on her back, or an itch she couldn’t reach, because she glanced back over her shoulder at me. She locked those haughty, defiant eyes of her on mine, gave me a perfect, pearly-white smile, and a little shake of her head as she bit her lower lip. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, I realized I was in the wrong place. I should have just taken my finder’s fee from Don Williams and gone. The longer I stayed here, the more likely I was to get into trouble, and I knew it. Especially with the way all the party attendees were looking at her. I could already feel the anger building inside me, and there wasn’t any way this would come to any good. 
 
      
 
    I was fucked. Properly, solidly fucked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Micah 
 
      
 
    Just a couple hours left till the auction, and I was dressed to the nines and ready to go. I barely even had a half-formed plan on how I was going to get Kessa out all on my own. Hell, I didn’t even know how I was going to get myself out of here, let alone her. But where there’s a will, there’s a way. The moment you start to lose is the moment you start to believe it’s not possible to win. That’s what my momma always said, at least. 
 
      
 
    Admittedly, she’d never really won in her life either. The advice sounded good, though, even as I stood in the middle of the ballroom, surrounded by a crowd of disgusting millionaires and billionaires, a bunch of pervs looking for their own personal sex slaves to while away the hours. 
 
      
 
    This place disgusted me on every level I could imagine. All the attendees knew what it was going to be. Daddy didn’t accept credit, debit, or personal checks for his girls, even the broken ones like Kessa who were going to be up for sale. Cash only, all purchases final. You could tell by the briefcase cuffed to their hand if one of the clients was going to be part of the bidding going on later. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know which was worse, though. The men who came from all over the country to participate in the auction, orDaddy’s girls, like me, who were part of the entertainment for the evening. Here we were, knowing full well what was going on, and just turning a blind eye to it in exchange for a fat payout and maybe some brownie points with the fat bastard running everything. 
 
      
 
    Were we the monsters here? The ones who knew these girls and had spent long evenings with them on our nights off? Were we as responsible for all this as anyone else? What could he have done, after all, if we’d all stood up at the same time andrefused to be any party to this? But that was silly. And we all knew it. After all, look at what had happened to Kessa when she refused to let a client hurt her. There was no reasoning with men like this. 
 
      
 
    Sure, we’d made a choice to come here, to allow ourselves to be conned into this lifestyle. But we hadn’t known the pitfalls before we started. All we’d heard were sickly sweet lies from Daddy’s thick lips. Promises, promises, and more promises. And all about money, and how we’d be treated right. Now, though, we were all stuck, all victims of our own greed and naïveté. 
 
      
 
    I could say one thing, though. Coming to this party and getting to see the look on Ford’s face while he was stuck working security was priceless. The need, the hunger, in his eyes, that was just perfect. I knew he wanted me still, and I could practically see him throbbing through the front of his slacks as I sashayed away from him, through the assembled crowd. Hell, I could see the same thing happening to most of the men. 
 
      
 
    But, know what would make it better? Putting on a real show for him, getting him jealous and all worked up. That’d make the prick see what he missed out on when he went to work for Daddy Williams, instead of helping me. This way he could see what he could have had if he hadn’t missed his shot with the most beautiful woman in the room. Because he had had a shot, and I knew it. Even as pissed as I was, I still cared for him. 
 
      
 
    And then I saw him. My man of the hour. The sleaziest slime ball in the room. But, at least he wasn’t a buyer. I could tell that because his wrist was as empty of a briefcase as my ring finger was of an engagement band. 
 
      
 
    Frosted tips, flashy suit, Italian shoes, and a hundred dollar tie. The exact polar opposite of Ford. This man right here, he was mine. 
 
      
 
    He looked me up and down as I came up to him, his eyes taking in all of me like a ravenous dog. “Well, look at you, baby. You look like a million bucks, you know that?” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I purred, and took a sip of champagne. “Not so bad yourself, handsome.” 
 
      
 
    He beamed like I’d just bought him a new car. 
 
      
 
    “Tanner Wilde,” he said, offering me his hand. 
 
      
 
    I clasped it lightly. “Micah Davies. Charmed.” 
 
      
 
    “You ever thought of being in the movies?” Tanner asked with a sly smile. 
 
      
 
    “I have, actually. Don’t tell me you’re an agent or something.” 
 
      
 
    “Am I that transparent, baby?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t say that. So you really are an agent, Mr. Wilde?” 
 
      
 
    “Tanner, baby, all the girls call me Tanner. I take it since you’re down here on the floor, mingling with us guests, you ain’t one of the girls going up on the stage later?” 
 
      
 
    “You’d be correct, Tanner.” 
 
      
 
    He waggled his eyebrows. “That’s a crying shame, Micah, ’cause I got a feeling you’d break the Mansion record for bids. Wouldn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled with my eyes over the top of my champagne flute. “Oh, I don’t know about all that,” I admitted. “But do you really think so?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, baby, I know so. You got a certain class about you, ain’t none of these girls got. It’s in those hips, and the way you look hotter than sin, but ain’t trashy about it, either.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed, touched his arm. “Well, I think I just found my favorite man of the evening.” 
 
      
 
    He grinned and raised his eyebrows. “Yeah, baby? Sweetest thing any of you girls have said to me all night. And I’m paying to be here.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced back and saw Ford just staring at me through the crowd. I turned my attention back to Tanner. “Well, if it makes you feel any better, I’m getting paid to be here. But with you around, this sure doesn’t feel like work.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right. That does make me feel better.” He downed the rest of his champagne, handed the empty glass off to one of the circulating waiters, and took another, raising it to me. “To opportunities, Ms. Davies.” 
 
      
 
    I lifted my glass and returned the gesture. “Absolutely, Mr. Wilde. Absolutely.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Ford 
 
      
 
    I practiced some breathing techniques. In, out, in, out. In with the good energy, out with the bad. Paying attention to my breath sometimes helped with my anger. Right now, though, as Micah pranced through the party like the belle of the ball, all eyes on her? Especially mine? 
 
      
 
    No fucking way. I just stood there, hands balled into fists at my side, imagining what this douche bag’s face would look like with my fist in it. He’d probably end up spending about the same on the nose job he was going to need as he spent on that whole outfit. 
 
      
 
    She probably had to do this. I got that. She had to put on a show for Williams, to make it look like she was a good girl again, willing to play their game. But just because I rationally understood it, that didn’t mean I emotionally could. My knuckles popped as I watched them, my nails digging into my palm so deep I almost drew blood. 
 
      
 
    No, her being at the party, that was no big deal. But the way she was acting with this guy? Something about it just set me off. 
 
      
 
    Maybe it was that she was talking and laughing with some sleazebag, her hand on his arm. Or maybe it was her smile, so wide and genuine-seeming. Or it could have been her laugh, like the most beautiful chimes I’d ever heard. No. It was all three. She was really getting into it with him, too. A few more minutes like they were going, and he’d be pulling her off to one of the side rooms for a proper getting-to-know-you. Or maybe she’d be the one doing the grabbing. Who knew? 
 
      
 
    What did she owe me, though? I was ready to sell her out just a few hours earlier. All we had was sex. Great sex, mind you. But still just sex. I’d be damned, though, if seeing her working this guy over didn’t fucking do it to me. It was like having an ice cold knife shoved into my chest, then feeling it twist and twist like a corkscrew, pulling and tugging at the center of me till it ripped right out the back my chest, my heart stuck right to the end, skewered like a kebab. 
 
      
 
    I bared my teeth at the two of them, nearly growling, just before she looked back at me and caught the look in my eyes. “So you’re an agent for actors, Mr. Wilde?” she asked as she looked me right in the eye and smiled knowingly. 
 
      
 
    “Agent to the stars, baby,” Wilde said, his hand going down to her perfectly formed, leather-clad ass. “You do any acting, baby? Cause I got a casting couch you’d look beautiful on.” 
 
      
 
    Still looking right at me, she laughed, pushed her ass back into his hand, and leaned into him. “A casting couch?” she asked, giggling, touching the tip of a finger to her slightly parted, ruby red lips. “What do you mean, Mr. Wilde?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, baby, I think you know exactly what I mean. You got the kinda style we’re looking for, kid. We get some collagen in those lips, maybe a job on your upper assets, if you know what I mean. You ever done any acting?” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” she said with another winning smile, “I was the lead in the school play. I played Juliet.” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect! We’ll get you to some classes as soon as you hit LA, baby, and you’ll be money. What do you think of the soaps, huh?” 
 
      
 
    I just rolled my eyes as I watched his gaze tracking up and down her perfect body. I couldn’t blame the guy; I’d have been doing the same thing in his shoes. Hell, I had. Of course, just because you can’t blame a guy for doing something, that doesn’t mean you can’t wanna rip his lungs out at the same time. 
 
      
 
    I watched, my eyes the slits of a hunting predator, as he leaned in close to her, whispered something in her ear, his hand still tightly gripping that perfect ass of hers. “Mr. Wilde,” she said, giggling and slapping his arm, “I don’t know if that’s appropriate.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, baby,” he said, pulling her into him. “We’ll make sure Daddy gets his cut. Don’t you worry your head about that.” 
 
      
 
    That was it. I’d had enough. I pushed through the crowd, headed right for them. “Gets your hands off her you piece of shit,” I barked as I shoved aside a waiter, sending a tray of champagne flutes flying into the crowd. 
 
      
 
    The group around me erupted, a scream going up from the women as the bubbly went flying, soaking all the girls. The guys didn’t care about the girls’ outfits, though. Why would they? All it did was turn the place into a wet costume contest. 
 
      
 
    Micah stepped away as Wilde released her from his greasy hands. He turned around, hands in the air. “Look here, buddy, I’m just—” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t finish, though. A left jab, followed by a right cross, dropped him like a sack of flour to the ballroom floor. 
 
      
 
    “Ford!” Micah squealed. “What the fuck did you just do?” 
 
      
 
    I went to her and tried to reach for her, but she stepped back just out of my reach as a horrified look came over her face. “Micah? I—” 
 
      
 
    “That’s enough Ford!” Daddy Williams bellowed from behind me. 
 
      
 
    I spun around to face him and the two broad security guys flanking his massive frame. “Daddy Williams,” I said. “Fuck this shit, I quit. Keep your goddamn money. I can’t be party to this anymore!” 
 
      
 
    Daddy shook his head, clucked his tongue. “Boy, you don’t fucking get it, do you? No one just quits Daddy.” 
 
      
 
    I brought my fists back up as one of the security guys slipped a hand inside his jacket. He didn’t come back out empty-handed, either. The crackle of blue light appeared as I realized what he had. A Taser. 
 
      
 
    “Now, come on, boy. You wanna do this easy? Or you wanna make a scene?” 
 
      
 
    I clenched my jaw, ground my teeth. 
 
      
 
    I felt the presence of two other men as they sidled up behind me, discreetly displacing Micah from beside me. Now I was surrounded. I might be able to take the two in front of me, or the two behind me. But all four, with Tasers to incapacitate me? I didn’t stand a chance, and I knew it. 
 
      
 
    A voice called out from the crowd. “Oh, Daddy Williams! A word, please?” 
 
      
 
    Daddy turned to the source of the voice, genuine surprise painted all over his broad face. “Yes, Mr. Chambers? How can I be of assistance?” 
 
      
 
    One of the guests I’d seen earlier, the one dressed like Lex Luthor, came out of the crowd. “I have a proposition, Mr. Williams. You see, I run a certain kind of club in various parts of the country and different areas of the world. We have several chapters, and we’ve been looking for men of this . . .what did you say his name was? Ford? We’ve been looking for men of this Ford’s caliber. Good in a fight, and able to go as many rounds as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “What’re you saying, Mr. Chambers? That you’d like to buy Ford, here?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, absolutely,” Lex Luthor Chambers said, looking me up and down with a ravishing eye. “Quite the stunning form on this one, wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
      
 
    I paid attention to my breath. Behind me, I heard the two security guards look from me to each other and back again. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t sell to him!” another voice called out. “I wanna chance to bid on him as well. Look at those fists of his!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” cried another voice from the crowd. “Me three! I want a shot!” 
 
      
 
    Daddy Williams looked around at the crowd before his eyes settled back on me. “Well, Ford, looks like you ain’t gonna die tonight. Ain’t that fucking something?” 
 
      
 
    Sure, I wasn’t gonna die, but what was about to happen might be worse. Stuck being a prize fighter, kept like an animal in a cage. I shrugged. “You’re right. It’s something, all right.” 
 
      
 
    The fat pimp swept his eyes around the crowd, turning around and around. “Guess we’re gonna have another special item on the auction list, folks. Bidding’ll start at twenty grand, just before we get the girls out. How’s that sound?” 
 
      
 
    A light round of applause sprang up and ran through the crowd as Daddy Williams turned back to me and nodded. 
 
      
 
    The two security guys behind me hit me with the Tasers first. First one to the right side of my neck, then one to the left. White light, crackling, pain so bright it might as well have been a second sun forming inside my head. 
 
      
 
    I bellowed and swung my fists around, but it wasn’t any use. The pain forced me to my knees, the strength leaving me like I’d just taken a hit from Ali himself. As I dropped to the ground, the other two security guys swarmed on me, leading the way with their crackling bits of bottled lightning, jabbing their Tasers into my neck and sides as I screamed in agony. 
 
      
 
    Then I was out like a light. 
 
      
 
    My last thought wasn’t about my own safety, though. Instead, it was about Micah, and whether she’d be able to get out of all this alive. 
 
      
 
    I just hoped I hadn’t fucked everything up for her. Even if she had been crawling all over that sleazebag agent from LA. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Micah 
 
      
 
    My mouth was dry, my breath gasping. My God, had Ford really just done that because of me? Was he really that jealous? I could hardly keep the smile from my lips. I mean, yes, it was barbaric. And, yes, it was childish. But he’d just beat some guy up because he thought I liked him! I knew I shouldn’t be so turned on by what he did, but I couldn’t help! I’d never had a guy beat someone up over me, not even back in high school. It was actually kind of thrilling! 
 
      
 
    And then Daddy and his goons encircled him, and the talk of bids started. The impudence rose inside me at that point, and I began to hope he’d get a taste of his medicine, and he’d begin to realize how important it was that we help Kessa out of here. 
 
      
 
    Only for a second, though. I quickly remembered that he was one of my only hopes of getting out of here. Of course, nowhe might be more willing to help. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to get to him, to help him, but he was already in the hands of Daddy and his goons as they dragged him off the side of the ball room, with the party seamlessly flowing back into place to where it had been before the interruption. 
 
      
 
    Then I heard a groan from my feet. No one had decided to help the poor Hollywood agent. 
 
      
 
    I reached down and helped the groaning, moaning Tanner Wilde to his feet. He had a thousand things to mutter, and none of them were nice or pleasant. I gingerly touched his bloody nose when he was back to standing. 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit!” he screamed in a nasally voice as he flinched from my fingers. “Fuck, that hurts!” 
 
      
 
    I winced. “Sorry. Let me help you get some ice on that, okay? We’ve got some back in the kitchen.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded, and I began to lead him off the floor, off in the general direction they’d dragged Ford. Blood poured down his face, leaving a trail of droplets behind us on the hardwood as we made our way off the party floor. Disgusted looks from the men and women, who’d just watched poor Wilde get his ass kicked, followed us as we left. If there was anything these kinds of people respected, it certainly wasn’t weakness. Of course, it wasn’t like any of them had jumped in to fight Ford on their own. But the idea of getting punched out? That was just too much. 
 
      
 
    “Your boyfriend packs a real punch,” Tanner mumbled. “Like a heavyweight boxer. Feel like I just went ten rounds with Tyson himself.” 
 
      
 
    I bristled a little. “He’s not my boyfriend, Mr. Wilde. He’s barely even a friend.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure about that?” 
 
      
 
    “Believe me, if you knew the whole story you’d agree with me.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled around the blood, his fingers still pinching his nose as I guided him to the side door. “Suit yourself, baby. My experience, guys don’t get into fights like that unless they at least like the woman. What happened? You two have a falling out?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “Mr. Wilde, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed, winced again. “My broken nose is singing a different tune, baby. But believe what you want. I ain’t been punched like that since the last time I got caught dating a married woman.” 
 
      
 
    “Date married women a lot, do you?” I asked as we wandered down the hall and found the kitchen. I set him down on a stack of milk crates next to the table and had him lean his head back so the blood would maybe stop draining all over his shirt. 
 
      
 
    Maybe the agent was right. Maybe Ford did have actual feelings for me. Even though he’d been rough and masterful with me down in the basement, I thought I could feel the underlying tenderness beneath it all. But I’d thought that it was just wishful thinking at the time. Especially after I’d stolen his mother’s ring like that. Then, when he’d stuck around, I’d just figured he was doing it for the money. 
 
      
 
    His actions, of course, disproved that. Why would a guy who just sticking around for the cash in hand and the finder’s fee go after some guy I was flirting with? A guy I was being paid to flirt with, no less? 
 
      
 
    Wilde laughed a little. “Not exclusively married women, baby,” he admitted to my back as I found a towel and the ice machine. “But, say, what’s a pretty whore like you dating a guy anyways?” 
 
      
 
    I tensed a little as I scooped the ice into the towel. 
 
      
 
    “Shouldn’t that be a big professional no-no, or something?” Tanner Wilde continued. “Or do you just have a trail of johns behind you, all with busted up faces?” 
 
      
 
    I smacked the iced towel into his face, producing a pained yelp. “I’m not a whore, Mr. Wilde. I’m an escort.” 
 
      
 
    “Geez,” he said, taking the ice-filled towel from my hand. “Touchy subject, huh? Look, ain’t nothing wrong with doing what you’re doing, Micah. Everybody’s got an asset, baby. Pretty faces get in the pictures; guys who are tough get into sports; big brains go into chemistry; and people with connections go into finance. Ain’t nothing wrong with capitalism.” 
 
      
 
    I took the domino mask from my face and put it down on the prep table next to us. “Well, I don’t know about how your world works, but being a whore here isn’t exactly a grand thing. You know they’re doing an auction for sex slaves out there tonight, right?” 
 
      
 
    He laughed. “Well, yeah, but that ain’t real, baby. That’s all for show, ain’t it?” 
 
      
 
    I groaned a little, and he took the towel from his face and looked at me. I shook my head at him. 
 
      
 
    “What? It ain’t fake? You gotta be kidding me, baby. I thought this was just a bid-for-the-night thing? Like one of ’em charity auctions, but, you know, sexier, and the guy bidding for the date knew what he was getting.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. “Sorry, Tanner, but it’s for real.” 
 
      
 
    His face drooped. “Well, fuck. That’s some downright shifty shit. You’re serious, ain’t you? Daddy Williams is going to sell some girls off to the highest bidder?” He put the ice back on his nose, wincing as the cold touched his skin. “Like permanent?” 
 
      
 
    “Only the damaged ones,” I said. “My friend Kessa is going up on the block by the end of the night. Daddy cut her face real bad, sliced her up so she couldn’t work the floor anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit,” he said, eyes round as saucers. “And ain’t no way you can get her out?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I’ve been trying to do. Ford was going to help me, but we’ve been separated, and some other things you probably don’t wanna hear about—” 
 
      
 
    Tanner Wilde shushed me. “Wait, baby. You hear that?” 
 
      
 
    “Hear what?” I asked, straining to hear above the noise of the busy kitchen. 
 
      
 
    There it was. A steady thump, thump, thump like a kick against steel. “That!” Tanner said. 
 
      
 
    I turned around and looked towards the back, to a disused portion of the kitchen where they kept some of the walk-in coolers. Tanner got up from his stack of milk cartons and followed me back towards the source of the sounds. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you, Williams!” I heard roaring through the walls of the walk-in, followed by a couple more steady thump, thump, thumps. I recognized that voice. It was Ford! 
 
      
 
    I rushed over and threw over the walk in. There, on the damp floor, his teeth chattering form the not-quite freezing cold, was Ford with his hands bound behind his back with zip-ties. He looked up at me, the kind of look in his eyes that you only see in the movies. Relief, happiness, exasperation at your circumstances. But, most importantly, love. The kind of love you can’t fake unless you’re about to win a golden statue for it. 
 
      
 
    God, what a relief to see him like that. To see him looking up at me with even a fraction of the same feelings growing in my chest. 
 
      
 
    “Micah!” he roared. “Micah! You found me! Help me out of these so we can get to my car!” 
 
      
 
    I left Wilde’s side and ran to him, dropping to my knees, the floor colder than sin on my naked skin. “Ford,” I gasped, reaching behind his back and trying to get at the zip-tie around his wrists. “God, what were you fucking thinking punching him out like that?” 
 
      
 
    “My pocket,” Ford said. “My pocket knife in my pocket, hurry!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Tanner Wilde said, stepping into the walk-in. “What were you thinking, man? I didn’t do anything to you.” 
 
      
 
    I could hear Ford grinding his teeth beside me as I pulled the knife from his pocket and went to flick it open. “Not my finest moment, I’ll admit. Just get me out of here, and we’ll go, okay? I’m sorry for punching your lights out.” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly fucking hope not, man,” Wilde said. “Apology fucking accepted. But, eh, what about your friend? The one going up for auction? You’re gonna just ditch her?” 
 
      
 
    “Not exactly what I want to do,” Ford said as I eased the blade down to his wrists and went to snip the plastic. “But we can still try, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    “Try what?” Daddy Williams bellowed from behind Tanner Wilde. 
 
      
 
    My eyes, wide with surprised fear, shot towards him. 
 
      
 
    He stood there all by himself, his massive girth taking up most of the walk-in door. At least he didn’t have any security with him. But still, in one hand he held a massive kitchen knife, the kind that’s nine inches long and sharper than a razor. 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t snipped the plastic yet! What was I going to do without Ford? If I went to try and cut the zip-ties, Daddy was certain to see me and make his move. 
 
      
 
    This was it. The jig was up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Ford 
 
      
 
    I lay there, my hands still bound behind my back. I reached out with my fingers and brushed them over Micah’s hand to try and get her to drop the folding blade into my grasp. 
 
      
 
    “Try? N-n-nothing,” Micah said, still on her knees behind me. “I didn’t even know it was Ford in here, Daddy. I was helping Mr. Wilde get some ice on his nose, and we both heard him kicking against the wall, so we came to investigate what the sound was, that’s all. I was just helping him because his arm was hurting him.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that right?” Daddy sneered. “You just back here out of the goodness of your little heart of gold, huh, girl?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Daddy, it is,” Tanner said, stepping up. “It is.” 
 
      
 
    As Daddy shot him a withering look, I began to fumble with the knife, to switch it around in my hand so that I could get the blade onto the plastic. 
 
      
 
    I still couldn’t believe Micah had come back for me, especially with the way I’d been acting. I’d never been so happy to see someone in my whole life, though. Not just because she was giving me a chance to get out of here, either. Instead, I was just happy to see her beautiful face without a mask on, without her pretending she was attracted to some sleazebag. Even if this all went tits up and I was stuck being a blood sport prize fighter for the rest of my short life, this last look on her face might be enough to sustain me till the end. 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you get back to the party, Mr. Wilde?” Daddy growled. Tanner glanced down at the knife in the much bigger man’s hand, then glanced towards Micah. 
 
      
 
    “Just go, Mr. Wilde,” Micah said. “You don’t wanna be mixed up in this.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled despite myself. God, if she only would have said the same thing to me all those hours ago, maybe I wouldn’t have been lying on the floor of the walk-in. On the other hand, I never would have met her either, and I never would have fallen so hard for her. What a fucking mixed bag. I worked the edge of the knife up against the plastic and began to cut through. 
 
      
 
    “You sure, baby?” Tanner asked, taking a step towards her. “Ain’t no way I’m leaving unless you say so.” 
 
      
 
    Micah, her lips pinched up, nodded. “Just go,” she confirmed. 
 
      
 
    The Hollywood agent glanced to me questioningly, dried blood still on his face, dripping towel hanging from his hand. 
 
      
 
    I just nodded. Micah was right. No need for him to decide to be a white knight. I had things handled. Just a little bit more on this zip-tie and I’d be back in the fight. 
 
      
 
    He sighed a little, then turned and left. He turned back to Micah just before he walked from the kitchen, though. “Hey, Micah, baby. You ever get out of this mess, you look me up out in LA.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Micah said, her voice more subdued than it should have been with a hotshot LA acting agent offering his contact information. She just looked at the floor, her curls hanging around her face. 
 
      
 
    With Wilde gone, Daddy’s hand shot out, faster than I’d imagined such a fat man could move, and grabbed her by the wrist. Micah screamed as he pulled her to him and brought up his knife. “Get out of this, huh?” Daddy breathed loud enough for me to hear. “Get out? You think you’re getting out, girl?” 
 
      
 
    “Williams!” I bellowed from the floor. “You fucking touch her, I’ll gut you myself!” 
 
      
 
    Micah, twisted up in his grasp, tried to cringe away from him as he brought the giant, gleaming kitchen knife up to her cheek. “Daddy,” she whined. “Don’t . . .” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t what?” he growled in a cruel mimic of her voice as he wrapped her up more fully in his grasp, his hand going from her wrist to her chest and pulling her back against him. “Don’t cut you? Don’t ruin that pretty face of yours? Is that what I shouldn’t do?” 
 
      
 
    Finally, the knife finished its job, and the binding around my wrist came free. I clamored to my feet, knife in hand. 
 
      
 
    Daddy just looked at me, gripping Micah tighter with his giant arm. She looked like a midget in his clutches. “Whatcha gonna do with that pig sticker, son? Think you got what it takes to get me?” 
 
      
 
    “Deal’s off, Williams,” I growled. “Give me Micah back, and we’ll forget all about the money. No finder’s fee, no extra money. We’ll just go.” 
 
      
 
    Micah twisted away, her nostrils flaring and her eyes wide, as he brought the knife closer to her cheek. “Ford,” she groaned. 
 
      
 
    “You hurt her,” I said. “You’re dead. Where’s the profit in that, huh? You ain’t got any security in the room with you. Think I’ll let you walk away?” 
 
      
 
    “You’d never get out of here, Ford,” Daddy said. 
 
      
 
    “Why would it matter? I’d have exactly what I want right here, wouldn’t I? You bleeding out on the kitchen floor like a fat, dead pig.” 
 
      
 
    Beads of sweat broke out on his forehead as he seemed to mull over the consequences. “Fine,” he said, lowering the knife to his side and pushing Micah to me. 
 
      
 
    She ran to my side, encircling my waist with her arms. “But just remember,” Daddy continued with a sneer on his fat lips, “ain’t no one going to pay your debt to Tambor now. You better be gone by sunrise or else he’s going to come for your ass, sure as I would in his place. And even then, he’ll still find you no matter where you go. Tambor don’t like debts hanging out, and we both know it.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded as Micah squeezed her arms around me more tightly. “Thanks for the advice, asshole. But don’t you have a slave auction to run?” 
 
      
 
    He glanced down at the knife in his hands and tossed it aside on one of the empty prep tables. “That I do, Ford. That I do.” He turned and left, disappearing back around the corner and pushing out into the hallway. 
 
      
 
    Micah and I watched as he left, making sure he was gone before embracing and holding each other close. Her heart fluttered against my chest like a small animals, her skin warm, smooth, and wonderful beneath my hands as I held her against my body. I’d never been so happy to see someone, had never held anyone so beautiful so close. 
 
      
 
    “Ford,” she gasped. “My God, it’s good to see you. I’m so sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I winced. “I’m the one that’s sorry. About everything. Things just fell apart when we got in the door, and then when Daddy caught you with my mom’s ring—” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t,” she said, cutting me off. “Don’t apologize for being upset. I should have returned the ring to you the moment we started working together. And I’m sorry I tried to make you jealous like that, with that agent. You’d never have ended up in the walk-in if I hadn’t been trying to get a reaction out of you.” 
 
      
 
    I stroked her cheek as I looked down into those beautiful dancing eyes of hers. I leaned down, pressed my lips to hers, and kissed her hard. 
 
      
 
    She wrapped her arms around my neck, ran her fingernails up and down my nape, and groaned into my mouth as my hands ran up and down her half-naked body. 
 
      
 
    We pulled away. “We’re both sorry,” I said. “Let’s be done with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” she whispered, still playing with the hair at the back of my head, her teasing nails sending chills through me. “The angry sex down in the dungeon was pretty hot, though.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned. “Yeah. It was, wasn’t it?” But then, I pulled away from her. “We need to get going, Micah. I have a feeling Daddy might change his mind if we stick around for too long.” 
 
      
 
    “Leave?” she asked, shaking her head. “We can’t leave, Ford. What about the safe, or Kessa? How are you going to get Tambor paid off? And how is my friend going to be safe?” She narrowed her eyes again. “We can’t go yet. We still have things to do here, Ford.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded slowly. As much as I wanted to cut my losses and just be thankful to have my woman back in my arms, she was right. “Fine,” I said, letting her go from my arms. “But how do we do it?” 
 
      
 
    She walked over and picked up the kitchen knife. “We split up,” she said as she turned back to me, the knife hanging from her side. “I’ll find Kessa; you find the safe.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “No fucking way, Micah. That’s way too dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    “And like what we’ve been doing hasn’t been dangerous? Come on, Ford, it’s our only chance to do both, especially with Daddy’s attention somewhere else. You know I’m right.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned. Yeah. I knew she was. Didn’t mean I had to like it, though. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Micah 
 
      
 
    The closer we became, the more Ford and I seemed to have to split apart. Whether it was him taking me home, us getting into the Mansion, or now this, we seemed to have to go our separate ways. But, like the previous two times, we’d come back together. I just knew it. At least, that’s what I hoped. 
 
      
 
    I gave him directions back to Daddy’s office and instructions on how to get into the safe. I’d held back the information because I figured I’d need it as a leash to keep him at my side, a sort of insurance policy so he wouldn’t go running off in his own. Now though, I knew he’d do whatever it took to get back to my side, just like I’d do the same for him. 
 
      
 
    He pulled me into his arms, careful to avoid the giant knife in my hand, and kissed me again. His scruffy upper lip scratched a little, but I got him back with my red lipstick. 
 
      
 
    “Micah,” he said, hesitating over his words for a moment. Here it came, I knew. “I . . . be careful, okay?” 
 
      
 
    I touched his cheek again as I stared up into his eyes. “You too, Ford. We’ll be fine, okay? I promise. You get the money; I’ll get Kessa. Easy.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded curtly. “Yeah.” He let me go. “Nothing’s ever that easy.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled and licked my lips a little. “No. But if it was, would it be worth doing?” 
 
      
 
    He laughed. “Guess not. Ready?” 
 
      
 
    We split up from the kitchen. I headed back the way Wilde and I had come in initially, and Ford took a right, back through food prep towards Daddy Williams’ office. 
 
      
 
    God, this was stupid. Ford was probably right. We probably should have just left and abandoned Kessa to her fate. But I knew, deep down, that I’d never be able to sleep at night if I abandoned her to Daddy Williams. No way, no how. What kind of human being would I be if I did that, if I let my only friend in the world fall by the wayside? 
 
      
 
    No. This was the right thing to do. No matter how much Ford or I disliked it. 
 
      
 
    I pushed through the swinging double doors of the kitchen and stepped back into the hallway. I took a left and headed deeper into the building without looking both ways. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” hissed a voice behind me, a voice I recognized. 
 
      
 
    I spun around, knife raised. 
 
      
 
    “Whoa there, baby!” Wilde said, hands up in front as I whirled on him with the big kitchen blade at the ready. “Save that for someone who needs an iron supplement, kid. I’m just here to help!” 
 
      
 
    I looked up to the ceiling. “Tanner, what are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    “Saw Daddy come back into the party just after I left, and I figured you and that guy might need some help. Besides, I wanted to give you my card.” 
 
      
 
    I groaned. “Your card? This shit’s serious, Tanner.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t I know it? This is way crazier than in the movies. But don’t you think that means you shouldn’t look this gift horse in the mouth, huh?” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. “Fine,” I admitted. “You’re right.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s shaking, anyways? What’re we trying to do?” 
 
      
 
    “My friend Kessa,” I said. “We’re trying to get her out.” 
 
      
 
    “Kessa? Isn’t she one of the last ones up? Any idea where they’re keeping her?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “No. No idea. Have you heard anything?” 
 
      
 
    He thought about it for a moment, then snapped his fingers. “That’s it! I heard some of the girls on the auction block, they’re being kept somewhere where some of the buyers can go sample ’em. That’s what Daddy said when he got back in.” 
 
      
 
    That’s when it hit me. The dungeon, of course! What better place to sample your prospective sex slave than the only room in the building where you could punish them, too? “I think I know where they’re keeping her,” I said. “There’s a room down in the basement.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know how to get there?” 
 
      
 
    I shivered as a little memory passed through me. “Yes,” I nodded. “But there’s probably going to be guards there. At least on the door.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “Well, let’s see what we can do.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, smiled weakly. “Right. Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    Together, me and the turns-out-not-so-sleazy Hollywood agent headed through the halls of the mansion till we found the hallway that led to the dungeon. The dungeon was located in one of the nicer parts of the Mansion, with waist-high vases at the corners and paintings hanging from the walls, unlike the areas around the kitchen that were much more institutional looking. 
 
      
 
    We slunk up to the edge and I poked my head around. There was one of Daddy’s men, staring down at his cell phone, the blue light illuminating his rough, oafish features. 
 
      
 
    I pulled back from the entrance. “Just one guard,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Is he big?” Tanner asked nervously. 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Big.” I didn’t want to kill the guy with my knife or anything. The last thing I wanted was blood on my hands. I glanced around the hall, looking for something I could use, and my eyes settling on the vase. “Maybe you could distract him?” I asked. “Get him to come past the hallway?” 
 
      
 
    “Distract him? Why not you?” 
 
      
 
    “Because they know who I am, and I’m not supposed to be wandering around, that’s why not.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what should I say to him?” 
 
      
 
    “You work with actors,” I hissed. “Figure something out. Now go.” 
 
      
 
    Sheepishly, like he’d finally realized just what in the hell he’d gotten himself wrapped up in, Tanner Wilde stepped out into the hallway and headed off to the security guard. “Hey, man! Hey? Buddy? You work security here, right?” 
 
      
 
    I darted over, picked up the heavy-looking vase across the way, and hefted it in my hand. It easily weighed ten pounds or more. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir. I work security here. Can I help you?” 
 
      
 
    “I just heard a girl up the way, crying in one of the bedrooms, saying she was bleeding real bad, so I looked in. She was alone in one of those rooms, blood everywhere, buddy. You gotta help her out.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll call it in, sir. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Tanner said. “You don’t get it. Real bad, blood fucking everywhere, man. Like, she needs help now, not later. You want a dead hooker on your hands?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably not,” the security guard grudgingly admitted. “Remember which room?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing,” Wilde said. “She’s down this way.” 
 
      
 
    Footsteps sounded softly as the two men came back down the carpeted hallway. 
 
      
 
    I pressed up against the wall of the hallway, trying to make myself as small as possible. I held the vase in my hands, ready to strike as soon as the security guard walked by. 
 
      
 
    “Get this kind of shit a lot?” Wilde asked as both men passed by, drawing the security guard’s attention from the hallway I was hiding in. 
 
      
 
    “A little bit. Some of the customers get—” 
 
      
 
    I stepped forward and brought the vase down on the back of his head. The ceramic container shattered like a clap of thunder, and the security guard dropped to the ground like a sack of potatoes. “Get his gun!” I hissed. “Get it!” 
 
      
 
    Tanner immediately dropped to his knees, began rummaging around in the security guard’s coat, and pulled a gun out. He looked timid as all hell with it. “What do I do with this thing?” he asked as he got back up to his feet. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t know how to use a gun?” I hissed. “I thought all men did.” 
 
      
 
    “I was raised in California, baby. Think I know how to shoot? That’s just for the movies.” 
 
      
 
    “Give it here, then. I was raised in Texas, and we have to know how to graduate high school.” 
 
      
 
    “Seriously?” he asked as we exchanged knife for handgun. 
 
      
 
    I hefted the weight of the pistol in my hand. It was a composite, nothing heavy duty, but still heavier than it looked. “No, Tanner. Not really. But I do know how to shoot. You point this end right here at whatever you want to hit.” 
 
      
 
    Tanner looked down at the knife in his hand, at the way the light reflected off the sharpened edge. His face was sickly, a light green to it. 
 
      
 
    “Everything okay?” I asked, looking back down the hall to the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been thinking, Micah,” he said, his voice suddenly more serious than I’d heard it all night. He looked at me dead on. “I don’t think I can do this. Knocking guys out, fighting sex traffickers? This ain’t my bag. I’m not the hero type. This is the kind of gig your man signs up for, not me.” 
 
      
 
    “Get a little too real?” I asked. “Because, believe me, I understand. If you want to back out, don’t worry about me. I’m just doing this because she’s my friend and she doesn’t deserve it. No one does.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled, looked back to the knife, then down to the security guard at his feet. “You know what? You’re right. What else have I been doing with my life, anyways? Besides, this has been a hell of a rush so far.” 
 
      
 
    “Coming with, then? ’Cause this is it. No backing out when we get down there. We get caught, we’re both screwed.” 
 
      
 
    Wilde nodded, grinned without any humor behind it. He gripped the knife tighter. “Yeah. Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and headed down the hallway. As I did, the realization slapped me in the face like a three-day old fish. Was I really about to go down there, gun in hand, half naked, so I could try and save Kessa, and maybe some of the other girls? All with some Hollywood agent to the stars who’d just found his backbone? 
 
      
 
    Jesus Christ, this was ridiculous. Why hadn’t I just run with Ford when Daddy gave us the chance? Why hadn’t I just taken off, like he’d originally wanted? 
 
      
 
    We got to the heavy door and unlocked it. 
 
      
 
    “Ready for this?” I asked Wilde. 
 
      
 
    He swallowed, nodded. “Yeah,” he groaned, his voice still nasally. 
 
      
 
    I pulled the door open and I immediately heard Kessa crying. Sobbing as the sound of a leather lash cracked across skin. “The more you cry, Kessa,” groaned a voice, “the more I enjoy this.” Another crack. “And the more I enjoy this, the harder I hit.” Another crack, with Kessa’s muffled sobbing even louder. 
 
      
 
    Quietly, we headed down the stairs with me in the lead, my pistol at the ready. The lashing, and Kessa’s not quieter sobbing, continued till we were almost down to the bottom of the steps. As my foot creaked on the middle one, though, the lashings stopped. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s there?” barked a voice. “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    Without looking back to Wilde, I headed all the way down. 
 
      
 
    There, naked except for a pair of tight leather pants, stood an older white guy, his slight belly hanging over the top of his waistband. Chained spread-eagle to a steel cross to one side of the room, Kessa stood, her beautiful body covered in bright scarlet strips, a ball gag in her mouth, tears streaming down her face. 
 
      
 
    He turned and looked back at us, mopping a hand over his sweet-sheened bald plate. “Who the fuck are you?” he sneered, looking from me to Wilde as he dropped the leather lash to his side. “What the fuck are you doing down here? That fat fuck Williams said I had the dungeon all to myself for the next hour.” His eyes shifted to me, creeping over my form like some sick predator. “Although, sweetie, if you two wanna join in, we got plenty of room.” 
 
      
 
    I gripped the pistol in both hands and raised it in front of me, getting a bead on him. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, hey,” he said, not even bothering to raise his hands. “You know just who the fuck I am, little lady? Huh?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t recognize him, not by his looks. But I sure recognized that voice of his. I took a deep breath, nodded. “I know exactly who are, asshole.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Ford 
 
      
 
    The office was only guarded by one guy, and he didn’t take much effort since I had the drop on him. I cracked him a few times on the head to make sure he wouldn’t be waking up anytime soon and grabbed his pistol from his shoulder holster, stuffing it down the back of my slacks. 
 
      
 
    I headed into the office. 
 
      
 
    Daddy Williams’ back corner was disheveled, with papers all over his big desk and piled up in the corners. Behind the desk was a huge safe with a digital keypad. The right-hand wall was more or less half a set of shelves, with videos lined up on every shelf, names printed nearly on the labels. Set up just across from the desk, within perfect view of Daddy Williams’ chair, was a monitor focused on the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    Curious, I went over and read through the names. They were all girls’ names with last names after, and the date listed. I recognized one as the chief of police, another as the mayor. 
 
      
 
    So, that was how he stayed in business. Blackmail. I glanced over to the safe. Micah had told me the combination, and I knew I could get in. As I went over to it, though, I glanced over at the dungeon monitor and got the shock of my life. Right there, in perfect color, were Micah and the Hollywood agent, who I guess had stuck around. Micah was armed now with a pistol. And who should she be pointing it at but Joseph Tambor, my loan shark? 
 
      
 
    “Dammit, Micah!” I yelled. “Just what we fucking need!” I glanced back to the safe, to my whole goal in all this. The money, of course. Whatever cash he had in there from the entry fee, I was sure to have enough to start a new life with Micah, somewhere else, somewhere far, far away from here. But as I glanced at the camera, as I glanced at Tambor approaching them slowly, easily, and Micah backing away and giving him ground, I knew she needed my help. And I realized as I watched the videotape, if she ever did make it big, that little performance we’d put on would be more than enough for some kinky blackmail. 
 
      
 
    I glanced over the rest of the shelf and was surprised to find one near the top right with two names I instantly recognized. Micah Ford, with today’s date. I pulled the tape down, stripped the magnetic tape from it, and shredded it with my pocket knife. 
 
      
 
    Frantically, I glanced up at the monitor. Tambor had backed off now, and Mr. Hollywood had started to get Kessa down from the cross she’d been chained to. I looked back to the safe, silently shaking my head. No, it would have to wait. Instead I turned back to the screen and quickly ripped the monitor from the wall, tearing the cables from the box. 
 
      
 
    No matter how the next thirty minutes went, I had a feeling no one would want any evidence hanging around. 
 
      
 
    I ran from the office, taking the twists and turns I remembered would take me back to the dungeon. I nearly stumbled across a security guard on the carpet of the hall just down the way from my destination, a halo of shattered pottery around his equally shattered head. I kicked him again and kept running. 
 
      
 
    I stopped at the top of the dungeon steps, drew my pistol, and headed down. I could hear them talking back and forth, Kessa quietly groaning as they pulled her down. 
 
      
 
    “Look, honey,” Tambor said. “I don’t give two shits about you. You can stay or you can fucking go. But, while you decide what you’re going to do, why don’t you point that little popgun somewhere else, huh? You’re making me fucking nervous.” 
 
      
 
    “Back off,” Micah said, her voice so cold she could solve global warming. “One more step.” 
 
      
 
    I slowly made my way down the steps, not wanting to startle anyone and throw sparks on this pile of tinder. 
 
      
 
    “And what?” Tambor asked. “You’ll shoot me, huh?” 
 
      
 
    I crept down into the room, barely making a sound. I got a good look at the four of them, at a beautiful but ragged-looking woman being held weakly in Wilde’s arms. Micah stood on one side, her handgun raised and ready; Tambor stood just a few feet from her between them all. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t make me do it,” Micah said. “Don’t make me fucking shoot you, Tambor.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t think you got the cojones, little lady. I think you’re chicken shit.” He took a step forward. 
 
      
 
    I stepped forward at the same time, the bottom step groaning loudly as I landed too heavily on it. 
 
      
 
    Everyone turned their attention to me. Kessa and Wilde both turned to me, eyes searching to see if I was a threat, and Micah’s gun wavered for a moment as her eyes shot to mine. “Ford!” 
 
      
 
    Tambor took the opportunity, though, and lunged forward, ripping the gun from Micah’s hands, knocking her aside. She flailed, tripped over her heels, and went sprawling on the floor. 
 
      
 
    I started forward to try and help her, to see if she was injured. “Micah!” 
 
      
 
    “No way, Ford!” Tambor yelled, the pistol leveled right at me. “No fucking way! One step forward, you all fucking get it! Wanna try me? You wanna try me and see who gets to go fucking first? Huh?” 
 
      
 
    I raised my hand and twisted the gun up and away so Tambor knew it wasn’t pointed his direction. “Hey, we’re cool, okay? We just wanna take the girl and get outta here, Joseph. That’s all.” 
 
      
 
    “You do, huh?” Tambor growled at me. “Without paying your fucking debt, I take it?” 
 
      
 
    I groaned. “I see you haven’t forgotten about it, yet.” 
 
      
 
    “No fucking way I’ve fucking forgotten about it, you motherfucker. You think I’d forget anything? Think that’s how I got to where I fucking am? By forgetting even small debts?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you want, then?” I asked, my vision completely focused on Tambor. “You want me? You wanna make an example of me and let everyone else go? Is that it?” 
 
      
 
    “Know what? Yeah, yeah, that’s a fucking start. You guys interrupted me while I was having some fun with sweet little Kessa here. Might as well enjoy some time with you, Ford. What do you think? A couple hours tied to the rack, with a whip, then we take a trip out to the desert? Find a nice fucking rock to bury your ass under. Even if someone comes sniffing after you, cops ain’t gonna do a damn thing. Sheriff Watts’s up to his gills in debt with me.” 
 
      
 
    “If that’s what it takes,” I said, nodding as I walked closer. “If that’s what it takes. You leave them outta this, you got a deal.” 
 
      
 
    “Drop the gun, Ford. Right there.” 
 
      
 
    I stepped forward a couple more steps than I should have, set the pistol down on the ground between us, stood back up, and raised my now empty hands. 
 
      
 
    “Good enough?” I asked, showing him my empty palms. “You want me, you got me. Now let them go.” 
 
      
 
    Tambor laughed. “I said that’d be a fucking start, you fucking muppet. I’m taking it out on both these whores, too, and this other fucking jerk off. What’s his name?” 
 
      
 
    I lunged forward as he glanced towards Wilde, my elbow flying into his temple, my other hand gripping the gun and pointing it at the ground, away from everyone. 
 
      
 
    Tambor pulled the trigger twice, discharging the pistol into the floor. “Ford!” Micah screamed. 
 
      
 
    I slammed him in the temple again, and he dropped as I ripped the gun from his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Nicely done, Ford,” Daddy Williams said, clapping his hands softly. With all the ruckus going on we must not have heard him coming the stairs. “Nicely done.” He heaved himself down off the steps, gun clutched in one meaty hand. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Williams,” I growled, putting the gun on the floor for the second time in less than five minutes. This shit was getting ridiculous. “Guess we’ll be going now, like you said.” 
 
      
 
    Daddy laughed. “Y’all leaving? Fuck, no. Fool me once, shame on me; fool me twice, fuck you, you piece of shit. You and Micah have caused me no goddamned end of misery in the last forty-eight hours. Nothing but a goddamn nightmare. And you, Kessa? You used to be my best girl. Look at what you’ve done. Can’t even line up for the cattle call right, you stupid bitch.” 
 
      
 
    Daddy saw Micah eyeing the pistol on the ground. “Whoa there, now. You two back away from them guns. I don’t trust you two.” 
 
      
 
    Micah and I grumbled and stepped away from the pistols on the floor. I put a hand around her waist, pulling her close to me. “Well,” she said with a sigh, “it was worth a try, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed solemnly as I squeezed her around the waist. “Right.” 
 
      
 
    He must have thought Kessa and Wilde were the lesser of the two threats, because the way he moved they were clearly out of his line of sight. “Know what I’m going to do to you two?” Daddy asked as he stepped up closer to us, his fat lips twisting and turning like writhing worms. “I’m gonna do exactly what Tambor was, but I’m gonna make a real show of it. Do it up right, right in front of everyone. Right there in the ballroom, front of all these guests, and make all the girls watch me. That way, Micah, they know exactly what crossing me gets them.” 
 
      
 
    Micah shrank back from his spittle-flying words, practically crawling into my side. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you, Don,” I said, accentuating his name, one eye watching Kessa behind him as she crept closer. “Fuck you, and fuck your Mansion. These girls know how big of a piece of shit loser you are. Everyone in town knows you’re a fucking loser, and you stringing me and Micah up in front of them isn’t going to change that.” 
 
      
 
    His face twisted more violently, growing redder and redder. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Micah chimed in. “You’re just a fat fucking has-been, Don. You’re lucky Tambor was able to loan you money, or else this place would have gone down the drain like your reputation years ago.” 
 
      
 
    His hand shaking in rage, Daddy raised the pistol and leveled it right at us. 
 
      
 
    God, I hoped Kessa could do it. I closed my eyes and Micah squeezed me more tightly, pushing the breath from my lungs. I drew her against me. If we were going to go out like this, I wanted to be holding her as tightly as I could while we did. 
 
      
 
    Micah and I both jumped as the gun fired, the shot filling the tight space like an explosion, sending my ears ringing. The smell of gunpowder filled the air. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you, Daddy!” Kessa screamed as I opened my eyes. 
 
      
 
    Don “Daddy” Williams just stared at us blankly, his eyes focused on no point in particular. A little bubble of blood came up to his mouth, burst wetly, and began to trickle from the corner of his lips as he fell to his knees, then on his face at our feet. 
 
      
 
    I looked past him at Kessa, still holding the smoking gun, her eyes alight with rage as she shook uncontrollably. Wilde had already come up behind her and was soothing her. “Kessa, baby, it’s all right, honey. It’s all right.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed with him, stepping forward and easing the gun from her hand. “It’s okay, Kessa. You did what you had to do.” I wiped down the trigger guard, the handle. 
 
      
 
    Fresh tears burst from her eyes and she turned to Wilde, throwing herself at him. He wrapped her up in his arms, held her close, and stroked her hair. “It’s okay,” he murmured in her ear. “It’s okay, baby. We’re going to get you out of this, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Micah piped up. “You’ll see. Everything’s going to be okay. Right, Ford?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course it is,” I said as I stuffed the pistol that had shot Daddy Williams into Tambor’s unconscious hand. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” called a man’s voice from the top of the stairs as they came rushing down the stairs. “Williams? You down here? I thought I heard gunshots!” 
 
      
 
    I glanced up over at the stairs, and who should be there but Sheriff Watts, gun drawn. From the mariachi costume he was wearing, he’d clearly been in attendance at the party. He swept his gaze over the four of us, then settled on Don’s corpse on the floor and the passed out and groaning Joseph Tambor. Before I could say anything, Micah was already swinging into action. 
 
      
 
    “Sheriff Watts!” she called, running to him. “Thank God you’re here! Kessa and I came down here with these two nice men for some, well, you know, and we saw them fighting it out!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Kessa said, wiping her tears away with the heel of her hand. “Just awful! They were fighting over money or something, that man saying Daddy owed him a lot for this place, and he was going to have to pay up. Daddy knocked him to the ground and went to turn away, and the man just pulled the gun from, uh, somewhere and shot him right in the back!” 
 
      
 
    Watts looked back and forth between the women, then looked past them to Tambor, who was trying to get up from the floor, pistol still in hand. “Joseph Tambor, huh? Well, no surprise on the money part; everyone in town owes the bastard money.” Watts looked to me and Wilde. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “Pretty much. I mean, I’d say it’s pretty open and shut. He shot Williams in the back. I’d say looks like murder to me. Bet there’s gonna be a lot of people happy Tambor’s going away, though. Like you said, everyone owes him money. Isn’t that right, Sheriff?” 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Watts smiled knowingly and scratched at a long sideburn. “Don’t I know it. And Daddy was a good friend, too. Sad to see him go.” 
 
      
 
    “Need anything else from us?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be in touch,” Watts said with a smile as he pulled his phone from his pocket. “You kids get out of here. I’ll get this locked down.” 
 
      
 
    The four of us headed up the stairs, without even a glance back over our shoulder. As I got to the top of the stairs, I heard Sheriff Watts say something. “Well, well, well, Joey, you little sack of shit. Looks like I got something to finally nail you to the fucking wall, you slimy sumbitch.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned and shut the door behind us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Micah 
 
      
 
    “Kid, you’re beautiful! Those headshots you sent over, they didn’t do you justice. I can just imagine how wonderful you’ll look on the screen, that shining smile of yours, those beautiful curls. And is that a natural red?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled from across the desk at the producer, nodding. “Natural, through and through.” 
 
      
 
    This was my first real audition that Tanner Wilde had set up for me, and I’d made it through the first round. The producer here had called me back for a second one. It was for a small part in some action film, but Tanner had been pretty adamant that I take it, saying that I needed to get my foot in the door somewhere. “Listen, baby,” he’d said, “you gotta hit every audition you can. That’s your job right now. You’re a beggar here, not a chooser.” 
 
      
 
    And so, here I was. 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t we get a little more comfortable, though?” the producer asked as he got up from his desk, walked around, and headed to the couch at the back of his office. 
 
      
 
    I got up from the chair and followed him over to the black leather couch. “Now, Tanner said I wasn’t an exact fit,” I said, settling down on the couch next to the producer, “but that I’d still be as close to perfect as you were going to get.” 
 
      
 
    He scooted a little closer to me on the couch, took off his glasses, and gave me a look. “Well, your agent’s mostly right. We’re really looking for a blonde for this part, but I think we can swing a redhead for it. What do you think? You got what it takes, sweetie?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, this would certainly be my first real role,” I admitted. “But I’ve been in all the classes Tanner recommended, and I feel like I’m finally ready for my first substantial part.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s great, sweetie,” he said, easing his hand down till it came to rest on my knee. “Real great. I’m sure you’d be great in the part, real great. But, you know, I got a hundred girls trying for this role, and they’ve all got the same chops you do. Which is to say, none.” 
 
      
 
    I looked down at his hand on my knee and cleared my throat uncomfortably. 
 
      
 
    He squeezed my knee a little. “So, you know, I might need a little encouragement to get you in this flick. You know what that means, right, sweetie?” 
 
      
 
    I tilted my head a little to the side and bit the inside of my cheek, just as someone knocked on the door. Loudly. 
 
      
 
    “One second,” he said, then leaned back without taking his hand from my knee. “Cheryl?” he called through the door without getting up from the couch. “Cheryl, I told you no visitors.” 
 
      
 
    “Ain’t Cheryl,” a man’s gruff voice replied. 
 
      
 
    The producer got a perturbed look on his face and hopped up from the couch. He opened the door and immediately stepped back when he saw the man on the other side. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry to disturb you, but I’m here to pick up Micah.” Ford popped his head in the door and looked at me on the couch. “Micah, you almost ready, babe? You got another appointment in thirty, and you know how traffic is.” 
 
      
 
    “Just a minute, Ford,” I sweetly replied. “Be out in two shakes, honey.” 
 
      
 
    The producer nodded and shut the door, swallowing so hard his Adam’s apple looked like it was bobbing like a cork in water. “That your boyfriend?” he asked, not returning to the couch. 
 
      
 
    I smiled. “Sorry, he’s just real protective. So, you said I’m perfect, right?” 
 
      
 
    The producer nodded. “Perfect.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” I said, smiling as I got up from the couch. “I’ll let Tanner know you’re not nearly as sleazy as he thought you were. Deal?” 
 
      
 
    The producer glanced back at the door as if Ford might come bursting through any moment like the Kool-Aid man. “Uh, yeah, sure, sweetie. You got it.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled, took his hand, and said my goodbyes, before slipping back out of his office. 
 
      
 
    Ford was waiting for me outside in the parking lot in his new car. Well, new to us, at least. It was a hell of a lot nicer than that old Pontiac of his. It had barely even made it into town. 
 
      
 
    I climbed into the passenger seat, leaned over, and kissed Ford on the cheek. “Which restaurant are we meeting Kessa and Tanner at?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Same place we always do, honey.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Epilogue I 
 
      
 
    Eighteen Months Later 
 
      
 
    Micah 
 
      
 
    It was late as I came off the set. Filming wasn’t nearly as easy as I thought it would be. You always imagine it to be catered lunches, pampering, fancy dinners, and glamorous parties. The reality was more like hard labor. Up every morning by four and out the door so you could be in and out of makeup by the time the sun was up. Then, you filmed till the moon hung high over the LA landscape. 
 
      
 
    The film wasn’t a big deal, but it was my first lead role. A small little indie picture, low budget, but the word from Tanner was that the director was going places. And, if I played my cards right, and the reception was good, then he’d be dragging me into the limelight right alongside him. 
 
      
 
    Acting was surprisingly brutal, and harder than any kind of work I’d had to do at Daddy’s Mansion. But I wouldn’t have traded it for the world, and I’d never go back to relive any of that time. Except for, maybe, the first night I met Ford Taylor. As rough and dirty as that had been, it was still the most magical night of my life when I looked back on it. Maybe it was just because I was looking back with rose-colored glasses and all, but it was still something special. The first night of the rest of my life. 
 
      
 
    A car honked at me as I reached the street, and a hand waved out of the driver side window. Ford, with his new car. This time it was new to everyone, not just us. A brand new BMW, one that made him look as successful as he actually was. 
 
      
 
    I walked over to him in my tennis shoes and jeans. Coming off a set this late, it didn’t matter what you wore. You could come dressed to the nines every morning, and wardrobe would just drop you into whatever was needed anyways. 
 
      
 
    I opened the passenger’s side door and climbed in. As soon as my butt hit the leather car seat, Ford had his strong, capable hands on me. He touched my cheek, leaned in, and gave me a kiss. 
 
      
 
    “How was your day, beautiful?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Long, hard, and I’m starving.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you’re in luck.” 
 
      
 
    “Luck, huh? Why’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “Look in the backseat.” 
 
      
 
    I craned my head and looked back at the picnic basket sitting right in the middle. “Oh, Ford,” I said. “You shouldn’t have. What’d you get?” 
 
      
 
    “Fried chicken, coleslaw, biscuits, some corn.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my God!” I nearly screamed. I was born in East Texas, and all I could get out here was vegan and gluten-free crap. “Ford! My favorite!” 
 
      
 
    He laughed. And, just like that, we were off. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Epilogue II 
 
      
 
    Ford 
 
      
 
    We sat there together on the blanket I’d spread out for the two of us, looking down over the perfect grid of the city of LA. It was so different here compared to the desert. Rather than having the millions of stars in the sky over our head, they lay spread out our feet as we looked down on them from this hilltop. 
 
      
 
    The last eighteen months had been good to me and Micah, even to Kessa and Tanner, who’d been together since that night. When it came to the case with Joseph Tambor, Sheriff Watts must have realized what kind of a powder keg he was sitting on, and what kind of opportunity he’d had. Tambor had “tried to escape custody” that night. Needless to say, none of us had to go back to that shitty small town to testify against him, and no one ever came looking for the money. 
 
      
 
    As soon as we got out here, I used Tanner’s connections to set up a personal security firm. The way it turned out, apparently, it was just who you knew in this town. With his contacts to start with, and my own reputation and professionalism, I soon had a staff of guys I managed. 
 
      
 
    Business was good. 
 
      
 
    Micah’s career was about to take off, too. Her skill as an actress spoke for itself, and she didn’t have any more problems with the casting couch, like she had early on. Especially not after they heard about me. 
 
      
 
    But, goddamn, just getting to see her happy every day, happy even with the early setbacks and minuscule successes, made it all worthwhile—all the shit we’d had to put up with back at the Mansion, everything we’d had to go through in the early days as we scraped by on her savings. 
 
      
 
    “See that down there?” Micah asked, half-eaten drumstick in hand, fried chicken grease shamelessly smeared on her fingers and chin. “We’re going to own that town someday.” 
 
      
 
    “Think so?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    She smiled at me and laughed a little. “Know so. The world is our oyster, Mr. Taylor. All we have to do is keep the good vibes flowing, keep a good outlook, and be prepared to work our asses off. Promise.” 
 
      
 
    I dusted my hands free of breading and laid back on the blanket with my hands beneath my head. Micah tossed her chicken bone back in the container and snuggled up next to me, her head on my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Ford?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, babe?” 
 
      
 
    “You still love me, right? My past, it doesn’t, you know, bother you?” 
 
      
 
    Sometimes she got like this. I imagined Kessa did the same thing to Tanner Wilde, too. They were both girls who were running from their pasts. But I always saw the past as something that was meant to stay buried. We left it behind for a reason. Sure, it was part of us, but only in the way soil was to a tomato plant. The plant grew in the soil, but it sure as hell wasn’t the soil, was it? 
 
      
 
    “Does it bother you that I used to beat the crap out of guys for a living?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Why would it? That’s how I met you, isn’t it? You saved me.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “If you hadn’t been you, we wouldn’t have met. So why worry about it?” 
 
      
 
    She kissed me on the cheek, squeezed me tighter, and made a noise. “Ouch. What was that? Carrying your gun again, honey? You know I hate for you to have that while we’re snuggling.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “No, the pistol’s in the glove box.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what is it then?” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you,” I teased, “reach in and find out?” 
 
      
 
    She giggled as she reached inside my coat pocket. “Oh? You’re not just happy to see me, are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Kind of.” 
 
      
 
    “Jewelry?” she asked with a raised eyebrow, the tiny ring box from my jacket in her small hands. 
 
      
 
    “Open it,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my God,” she whispered as she looked down at the open box, as she looked down at my mother’s wedding ring, the same ring that Micah had stolen from me those long eighteen months ago. “Ford!” 
 
      
 
    “Will you, Micah? Will you marry me?” 
 
      
 
    She threw her arms around my neck. “God, yes, you big goof! Of course I will! I love you more than anything!” 
 
      
 
    I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her on top of me. We kissed like teenagers, holding each other under the LA sky. “I love you, babe,” I whispered as we broke our kiss. “Always.” 
 
      
 
    “Always,” she said, grinning from ear to ear. “No matter what.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading!  
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    http://dl.bookfunnel.com/ogns2te7xi 
 
   
  
 



(GIFT #2) AFFLICTED: A Dark Bad Boy Romance 
 
    By Nicole Fox 
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    I’M AFFLICTED WITH THE NEED FOR CONTROL. 
 
      
 
    Koen 
 
    She chose the wrong man to beg for help. 
 
    I’m not the one she wants. 
 
    She’s looking for a saint, a nice guy. 
 
    But the closest I’ve been to a bleeding heart is when I ripped the organs from my enemies’ chests. 
 
      
 
    And yet, here she is. 
 
    She’s a queen of chaos spinning webs of lies. 
 
    But every time I try to dismiss her, she finds a way to stick around. 
 
      
 
    Fine. Have it your way, princess. 
 
    If you’re going to be here, you’re going to do things my way. 
 
    You’ll kneel when I order it. 
 
    Strip when I ask. 
 
    Moan when I command. 
 
      
 
    This is my world, and as long as you’re in it, you will do exactly as I say. 
 
      
 
    Jace 
 
    I didn’t ask for any of this. 
 
    I didn’t ask to be a working girl. 
 
    I didn’t ask to watch my pimp murder my little brother in cold blood. 
 
    Most of all, I didn’t ask to run away… straight into the arms of Koen Baldwin, the man responsible for this entire sickening operation. 
 
      
 
    But I never had a choice. 
 
      
 
    I belong to Koen Baldwin from the moment I meet him. 
 
    He’s a sinner, a bastard, a killer, a rogue.  
 
    He’s the reason I’m in this nightmare. 
 
      
 
    So, with nothing left to lose, I’ve got one mission in mind: 
 
    I’m going to do whatever it takes to get my revenge. 
 
      
 
    I’ll sleep with Koen. 
 
    I’ll help his business. 
 
    I’ll rally his men. 
 
    Hell, I’ll wash his goddamn laundry, if that’s what he wants. 
 
      
 
    But at the end of the day, I’m going to do just one thing: 
 
    Send Koen Baldwin to hell where he belongs. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter One 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    I twisted the knob of the hotel room door, my face, lips, and body already set in the “You're the most handsome man I've ever met, and no, I'm not just saying that because of the money” style I'd been practicing for the past four years. 
 
      
 
    I cocked my hips out to one side, arched my back, and pouted my glossy lips. My heavy eye lids dropped another fraction of an inch, making sure my John would get to fully experience my bedroom eyes before we even made it that far, and I ran a hand through my auburn hair to muss my tresses up a little more. Nothing quite like giving them that “just fucked” look before they even get you out of your dress. 
 
      
 
    “You're early,” I said with a smile as I swung the door open. “I wasn't expecting you for-” 
 
      
 
    “Jace? Oh my God, I knew that was you in the lobby!” My words caught in my throat as the boy on the other side of the door pushed his way past me and into the room. Dumbfounded, I just watched him as he came into my room. “I just knew it was you!” 
 
      
 
    Finally, I found my words, despite my shock. “Tommy?” I asked, my mouth finally working. 
 
      
 
    My little brother, Tomlin Spears, had just pushed himself into the hotel room where I was about to fuck a random stranger. I hadn't seen him in going-on four years, ever since I'd run away from the house the night of Momma's funeral. And, wow, he'd changed. He'd grown almost a foot, it seemed, and his face had started to really look like our Daddy's. Same cheek bones, same strong jaw, same dark brown eyes. Now sixteen-years-old, he looked down at me for the first time in our lives. 
 
      
 
    My heart leaped for joy even as it sunk deep in my chest. He had no idea who I really was anymore, or what I had to do to make it in this world. 
 
      
 
    Four years can be rough, especially when you start that time by living on the streets. I'll say one thing, though. Paying for rent by working on your back is a hell of a lot easier than living under an overpass. Especially when the rains start up in spring. 
 
      
 
    He looked around the room, taking the whole thing in. “Sis, you're doing real well here, ain’tcha?” he asked as he ran a long, graceful hand through his tussled brown hair. I'd gotten Momma's dark red hair, he'd gotten our Daddy's brunette. We'd both gotten her lips, though, the little cupid's bow. 
 
      
 
    “Tommy,” I said, going over to him, my legs wobbling a little in my high heels, “you gotta go. You gotta get outta here.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” he asked. “Think Jeremy's right behind me or something?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, yeah,” I said. Jeremy Brantley was our abusive stepfather, the one I'd been running from after Momma died, and the thought had occurred to me. But only mildly. My bigger concern, honestly, was that I was on a job just then. The next man at my door was going to be either my next John, or my pimp Sven. It wouldn't do to have either of them walking in while Tomlin was here, even if he was my little brother. 
 
      
 
    “Don't worry, sis,” he said, coming over to me, arms outstretched for a hug. “He's in jail, and he ain't coming back. Bastard's going to prison” 
 
      
 
    “What?” I asked, shocked for the second time that night, as my brother took me into his arms and gave me a huge hug, the type of hug I hadn't felt in years. It was the type of hug only a kid brother can give an older sister. Warm and strong, with no judgment or malice. The kind of hug that told you the hugger couldn't care less about your past, or that you may have let them down all those years ago. 
 
      
 
    It was just the kind of hug that said, “I love and miss you.” 
 
      
 
    I rested my painted-up face against his chest, felt some of my base and powder come off on his shirt. 
 
      
 
    “He was driving drunk,” he said, and I could almost hear the grin in his voice, “and hit a cop car.” 
 
      
 
    I stifled a laugh and pulled back from his chest. I looked up into those dark brown eyes of his, marveling at the way they matched mine so perfectly. Four years, come and gone. 
 
      
 
    “So, you can come home, Jace,” he said, squeezing my shoulders. “If, you know, you want to.” 
 
      
 
    I stepped back, breaking his grip, and turned away from him. “Tommy,” I said.  
 
      
 
    “Or, you know, you don't have. I could come out here, you know.” 
 
      
 
    For a moment, I realized how much I wanted to go home, to go be with him, or to bring my little brother our here to New Orleans with me. He was alone now, with our stepfather going to prison. 
 
      
 
    Sure, Jeremy was an abusive piece of shit and a total creep. The reason I'd left . . . let's just say a father shouldn't look at his daughter that way. They'd been bad before Momma passed, but were steadily getting worse even before we put her in the ground. But, with Tomlin, at least he'd just beat him. He'd still made sure he went to school, had a roof over his head. 
 
      
 
    Now, who was going to do that? Who was going to take care of my little brother? Me? 
 
      
 
    I bit my lower lip. Yeah. Me. I could do it. I just had to get away from Sven, first. Hell, I'd run from Jeremy four years ago. Why couldn't I just run from Sven, too? 
 
      
 
    “Jace?” Tommy asked from behind me. “You okay, sis?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said, smiling a little. My brother. I realized then how much I'd tried to stop missing him so much, and how I'd finally managed to. I turned around, that little smile still on my lips. “You're right. Let's go. Lemme grab my purse.” 
 
      
 
    “Just like that?” Tommy asked, grinning from ear to ear. His sister had just come back to him, of course, and he sure as Hell had a reason to smile that way. “But, you've got this room for the night.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled a little, shaking my head at my brother naivety. I went over and grabbed my purse, then put my hand in his and tugged wholeheartedly for the door. 
 
      
 
    “Why not just stay here?” he asked as I looked back at him. 
 
      
 
    “Because, silly,” I said. “If you're going to start a new life, why wait? Just go and do it!” 
 
      
 
    He laughed, his voice happy and full, echoing in the room. “Sure, Jace. Yeah, you're right, let's get going.” 
 
      
 
    My hand went for the door handle, but stopped half-way. I heard the lock's electronic tumbler disengage with a loud click as someone inserted a keycard into the room's reader.  
 
      
 
    “What's up?” Tommy asked.  
 
      
 
    “Bathroom,” I said, my voice a quiet hiss as I turned and began to shove him in the room's bathroom. “Get in the bathroom and don't come out.” 
 
      
 
    “Jace,” my brother said, his voice lower than before but still too loud. “What the fuck're you doing, sis?” 
 
      
 
    “Just stay in here and shut the fuck up,” I hissed again. 
 
      
 
    There was only two men who would be opening the door like this. My next John, or Sven, my pimp. Having Tommy in the room with me if it was the first one wouldn't be too bad, but having him here with the second would be suicide.  
 
      
 
    “Jace?” Sven asked from behind me as I shut the bathroom door on my little brother. His thick, Russian accent filled the room with its bravado. 
 
      
 
    “Right here,” I said, surprising him from being so close. 
 
      
 
    Sven was tall and lean, like an old fence post. Scars covered his hands and, even in the well-tailored suits he always seemed to wear, he looked like a thug. Something about the way he walked, the way he appraised a room or the men he met on the street, like he was sizing everything up to see what kind of threat you would be. And, if you weren't determined a threat, too bad. That just meant you were easy prey. Tonight, with his black suit and gray shirt, he looked even more like a predator than usual. Like a lean wolf, or a hungry shark swimming around the beach. 
 
      
 
    He took a step back and looked me up and down, like he was appraising me and my looks, determining whether I was up to his snuff. 
 
      
 
    Sven had picked me up from another pimp a year or so before. I wasn't sure of the exact details, just that he'd shown up at the apartment I shared with one of the other girls, and told us there were going to be changes. When Benji, my roommate and best friend, asked about what happened to Clyde, our old manager, Sven just told us not to worry. Clyde wasn't around anymore. He'd had an accident. 
 
      
 
    There wasn't a funeral, and nobody was ever found. We never reported him missing, either. Clyde had been kind of a dick, and hadn't exactly been gentle if you were short on money. Sven, though, made lots of threats. But at least he never beat us. 
 
      
 
    With his eyes poring over my body, I sucked in my stomach a little, lifted my chin higher, pushed my shoulders farther back. I knew I was hot, I knew I was dripping sex appeal. I just hoped it was good enough for Sven, good enough to satisfy him so Tommy and I could get out of here. 
 
      
 
    “You alone here, koshechka?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Sven,” I lied, “of course I am.” 
 
      
 
    “I heard a man,” he said. “No man in here?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said, furiously shaking my head. “My John hasn't shown up yet.” God, if he found Tommy in the bathroom, I didn't know what he'd do. Beat him? Toss him out? I'd probably get some of his fists, too. 
 
      
 
    His eyes bored into mine, seemed to reach into my soul. 
 
      
 
    Inwardly, I was sweating bullets. Outwardly, I just shrugged. I bit my lip a little, tried smiling to reassure him. 
 
      
 
    “Dah,” he said, nodding a little. He pushed past me and went to stand in the middle of the room, just like Tommy had a scant few minutes before. He turned to me and made a gesture with his hand, ordering me to turn around for him. He liked to inspect his wares before they were delivered. 
 
      
 
    I spun around for him, my skirt riding up a little on my butt. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” he said. “Very good. Want you pristine, perfect for The Boss when he get here.” 
 
      
 
    “The Boss?” I asked as I took a step forward, my curiosity piqued despite my nerves being on edge about my little brother hiding in the bathroom. “Who's the Boss?” 
 
      
 
    “Tony Danza,” he said, laughing. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, not getting the reference. “Tony Who-za?” 
 
      
 
    “Joke, joke,” he said as he shook his head and rolled his eyes. He took his phone out, fiddled with it for a moment as he spoke. “Old American TV show. Here, this the Boss.” He handed me the phone, a picture of a man pulled up on the screen. 
 
      
 
    I felt an almost unfamiliar tingle as I looked over the image in front of me. He was handsome, with chestnut hair combed back from his face and pale blue eyes. His beard was full, but trimmed well, and I could see how strongly defined his jaw was. Something about him just had a devil-may-care attitude to it, too. Maybe it was the way his full lips were set, almost like they were in a permanent half-smirk.  
 
      
 
    Whatever the reason, I immediately thought to myself that being a working girl sometimes had its perks. It might even be worth it to stick around one more night, if it meant I got to meet a man like the Boss for once. I could leave with Tommy in the morning, just as well as I could right now. Right? 
 
      
 
    Sven must have seen the look in my eyes, because he let out a deep chuckle as he pried the phone out of my hands and took it back. “Ready for the Boss when he come? Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Sven,” I said, crossing my arms across my chest. 
 
      
 
    He passed me and headed off to the door, grabbed the door's handle. “Good,” he said. “You my number one koshechka, Jace. Real good girl, eh?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Sven,” I said as I joined him at the door. “Number one,” I said, nodding. 
 
      
 
    Satisfied I was both alone and ready, he pulled the door open and went to leave. 
 
      
 
    “Home free,” I thought. One more night, maybe, but free after that. Now, all I needed was Sven to walk out that door, then I could push my kid brother out after him. 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath. Home stretch. We got this. 
 
      
 
    But then, it all came apart. Tomlin sneezed. There's nothing out there like a sneeze, no sound of plumbing or a fan coming on that could be mistaken for it. 
 
      
 
    Sven stopped in his tracks and released the door, letting it slam shut in only the way a hotel room door can. 
 
      
 
    My heart may have stopped in that moment. I pressed myself into him, screaming. “Sven! It's not what you think! It's just my brother in there!” 
 
      
 
    He threw me off him, pushing me back into the room. “Lying shylukha,” he shouted as I sprawled on my back on the thick hotel carpet. He reached inside his black suit coat and came back out with a pistol, a big, heavy looking automatic. 
 
      
 
    “Jace?” Tommy asked through the door. 
 
      
 
    “No, Tommy!” I screamed. 
 
      
 
    But, hearing the commotion, Tommy came bursting out through the door. 
 
      
 
    The sound of the gun going off was like a roar of thunder, so loud and so complete, it felt like the world itself was shaking at its roots. Eyes wide, my little brother stumbled back into the bathroom. He reached back out, into view, and gripped the edge of the door frame with a bloody hand, almost as if he thought he could pull himself back to the moment before he'd sneezed, back to that instant before the gun had fired and he'd had his whole life ahead of him. 
 
      
 
    Sven, his eyes distant, followed after Tommy and stepped into the bathroom, the look on his face almost one of disbelief. 
 
      
 
    My ears ringing from the gunshot, I climbed to my feet. I didn't realize I was screaming until I'd run into Sven as he came out of the bathroom, a look of shock on his face as he dropped the pistol between us. 
 
      
 
    I reached down faster than him, and he stepped back as I brought the gun back up, both hands clasping desperately to the big pistol. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you, Sven,” I screamed. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    “Still don't think this is a good idea, Koen,” Fed said as he leaned back against the elevator wall. We were riding up to the ninth floor of the New Orleans Sheraton, on our way to meet what may have been our new man on the inside. “This Sven guy sounds like he ain't offering us anything Bradley can't.” 
 
      
 
    Fed was my best friend, my confidante, and my second-in-command of the Fire and Brimstone MC. He was a real bruiser, but had as sharp a mind as any when it came to this kind of game.  
 
      
 
    “Look, man,” I said, running a hand back over my slicked back, brown hair, “this Sven guy's promising us a bigger haul from Volkov. Says he knows the routes, that he can make this a safer bet for us. Every time we go out and hit one of those trucks, we open ourselves. We get one of the drivers, though, a driver like Sven, we get a better, safer shot.” 
 
      
 
    We'd been ripping off Volkov Arms for almost the last year. We had a contact, Bradley, who worked in dispatch. They shipped the guns, we pulled 'em over. Then, we offloaded them to our contacts. Before, we'd been knocking over electronics shipments. But you just couldn't compare the price of a flatscreen TV to a clean semi-auto rifle, especially not when they hit the streets.  
 
      
 
    Between this little racket and Club Hellfire, we were pulling down a healthy income for me and all the members of the club. What we'd been making when my dad was in charge was chump change compared to the kind of numbers we were putting on the sheets, now. 
 
      
 
    The number on the elevator kept rising, and we followed with it as we ascended to our meeting in the sky. Fed glanced up at the numbers, at the bright digital 7 displayed, saying, “Still don't like this shit, brother. Seems too fucking easy.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at the floor and laughed, shaking my head. “Man, you got a fucked up idea of easy. You think knocking over semis full of guns is fucking easy, even if we got an inside man on it?” 
 
      
 
    “Guy’s gonna want a bigger cut than Bradley,” he said as the elevator slowed and that weird feeling of weightlessness entered my chest. 
 
      
 
    “Bigger cut of a bigger pie, though,” I said as we exited the elevator together. “Sven can have a couple more points than what Bradley took, as long as F&B is bringing in bigger shipments with less worry.” 
 
      
 
    “Down there, right?” Fed asked, pointing down the hallway. “923?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said, nodding. We headed down that way. 
 
      
 
    “Still don't like it,” Fed mumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Said the same shit when I first proposed this,” I reminded him. “And look where we are now? Same risk, more reward. Just remember who the boss is, here.” 
 
      
 
    “Nah,” Fed said. “I get it, Koen. You're the boss, man. Ain't nobody said different.” 
 
      
 
    “We'll make it work, man,” I said, my voice as confident as I felt. “We got this shit on lockdown, man. Trust me. Ain't no way we ain't coming out on top with this.” 
 
      
 
    We stopped outside 923. It was just a room in a hotel, same as every other room in this joint. Fed looked one way up the hall, and I looked down the other. 
 
      
 
    There was the sound of a gunshot on the other side, then a scream, a long, pained scream. I took a step back, reaching for the gun I had beneath my vest. Beside me, Fed did the same. We locked wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” Fed whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” I whispered back, nodding. 
 
      
 
    Another gun shot. 
 
      
 
    Fed took another step back, tucked his pistol away, back beneath it. “I say we book it.” 
 
      
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed. “This shit's tits-up on arrival, man.” 
 
      
 
    I tucked my gun back in my jacket, and we both turned to leave. 
 
      
 
    Room 923's door, though, came flying open. 
 
      
 
    A bare slip of a woman, not much older than her early twenties, ran out of the room on heels almost bigger than her, auburn hair flying out behind her. Her eyes were wild, scared, angry, in shock.  
 
      
 
    Before I could get out of the way, she slammed right into me, almost barreling me over, her handbag slapping me in the shoulder and side of my head. 
 
      
 
    Instinctively, I wrapped my arms around her and held her close. “Hey, hey,” I said my voice calm and soothing. “Chill out, lady. Everything's going to be okay.” 
 
      
 
    She looked up at me with terrified dark brown eyes that peered out from a ring of heavy mascara and dark eye shadow. 
 
      
 
    Something about those eyes, they did something to me. I didn't know what, or why, but they just looked right into me. 
 
      
 
    “Are you,” she started to ask, licking her lips in the most enticing of ways, “are you the Boss?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh,” I said as I looked at Fed, and he looked back at me, both of us shocked, “how'd you know that?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    “Please, please, please,” I babbled, “you gotta grab Benji, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Ain't grabbing your fucking dog,” the Boss said as he dragged me by the arm to the stairwell. Guests were spilling out of their rooms, the looks on their faces more concerned and confused than anything else. 
 
      
 
    “She's not my dog,” I protested as he threw open the door for the stairs and pulled me along behind him. “She's one of the other girls. When the cops find Sven, they're going to connect him back to her through the hotel. Then, they'll connect her to me and you! We gotta get her out of here!” 
 
      
 
    I wanted out of this hotel, badly. If I didn't get out of here, and I went up for killing Sven, I'd never get a chance to take my shot at the man holding my arm in a vice grip. It didn't matter if he was even sexier in person than he had been on Sven's phone, The Boss was my real owner, the one ultimately responsible for Tommy's death. Sven had just been a hired lackey. 
 
      
 
    But, if the cops got hold of Benji, she'd fold like a house of cards. There wasn't any sense in betting on her doing anything else. 
 
      
 
    Besides that, Benji was my friend. My only friend really. She and I were roommates, co-workers, confidantes. But she could be real soft, real sensitive. Like a flower that had to ask permission to bloom. 
 
      
 
    “Look,” I said as the Boss started to drag me down the stairs behind him, “I saw the way she handled Orleans Parish Jail. She ain't gonna last if the cops start asking her questions.” 
 
      
 
    The Boss and his friend stopped in the middle of the stairs, their breath heavy and their eyes searching around desperately for a clue as to their next step. They exchanged glances, and the Boss nodded to his buddy. He looked back to me. “What room?” 
 
      
 
    I gave them Benji's regular room number, the one Sven normally got her up on the eleventh floor, two above us.  
 
      
 
    “Meet you at the car, man,” the Boss said. 
 
      
 
    Boss's buddy took off, up the stairs, but stopped a few steps up. “Hey, you,” he called to us. “What's your name, girl?” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” I asked, eloquently. 
 
      
 
    “So Benji knows I'm on the up-and-up.” 
 
      
 
    “Jace,” I said. “Tell her Belle says to get the fuck moving.” 
 
      
 
    The Boss gave me a weird look, and I just shrugged back at him. “Inside joke,” I muttered as the other guy went sprinting up the stairs to retrieve Benji. 
 
      
 
    We, though, scrambled down the opposite way as fast as my heels would carry me without snapping in two. And, the whole way, I repeated my silent little mantra: Act normal, Jace. Act normal, Jace. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    I wasn't sure what to think about the whore beside me in the front seat, or the shit that was babbling out of her mouth. And she wouldn't stop fucking calling me “Boss.” 
 
      
 
    We sat there for a few minutes in the nondescript sedan we'd brought for the meeting, my hands wrapped in a death grip around the steering wheel as my eyes searched back and forth for signs of Fed and this new girl, Benji.  
 
      
 
    “Where we going after this?” she asked as she touched up her garish red lipstick in the mirror. I noticed her hand shaking, just the tiniest amount. She must have caught it, too, because she immediately snapped her lipstick back together and put it away in her purse. 
 
      
 
    “Where are we going?” I repeated back. “Bus station, maybe? You got somewhere you can hide out, get clear of town?” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head, pressed her lips together. “Nope, no place.” 
 
      
 
    There was something about the way she did it, too, that gave me a faint stirring in the front of my jeans. Sure, she was a sex worker, but I didn't really care about that. Long as she was clean, right? But, there was just a small part of her that I just couldn’t quite place my finger on. Something just purely sexual about her, like she had no concept of what it would be like to be uncomfortable with her sexuality, with her body. 
 
      
 
    She turned to me, smiled just the smallest amount. “You really gonna send your little investments away that fast, anyways?” 
 
      
 
    I blinked, shook my head as I laughed a little. “My . . . investments? What in the hell's that supposed to mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Means, you got your property back in one piece, Boss.” 
 
      
 
    My mouth dropped open in surprise, but I remained silent. This sweet little thing had just legitimately stunned me into silence, mainly because the words coming out of her mouth were so damned crazy. F&B may have done a lot of unsavory shit in our times but, unless I was missing something pretty big here, we'd never run girls before. That was a little outside our wheelhouse. 
 
      
 
    Before I could respond, though, I heard Fed herding along the other girl through the garage, towards us. “Come on,” Fed said, his voice exasperated. “Car's up here.” 
 
      
 
    Jace's friend was a real looker, too. She looked like she was a couple years older, maybe, but with all the makeup on both of them it was kind of hard to tell exact ages for sure. She moved with less sureness in each stride of her high-heeled leg, though, like she was less certain about what life was going to throw at her, and more wary of the various ways it could downright screw with us all. 
 
      
 
    “Swear to God, if Jace ain't here with y'all,” said the girl in a higher-pitched voice, “I don't know what I'll do.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed a little, despite the situation, at how ridiculous that statement had been. I mean, we were all in that “I don't know what I'll do” boat. At least she honest about it, right? 
 
      
 
    Soon enough, though, Fed had her stuffed in the backseat. “Got her,” he said, almost conversationally, as they both settled into the backseat. 
 
      
 
    I started the car up and pulled us out of the parking spot. The girls immediately began talking, but I just tuned them out as I ran through the drastic change of plans that had just been forced onto me and Fed. 
 
      
 
    Not only were we not able to find a better connection, now we had two real Pros dropped in our lap. And, maybe, just maybe, a murder the cops could involve us in. Great. 
 
      
 
    But, still, I knew we could overcome our problems. Sure, it was a setback, but just a minor one. After all, we had our regular leads in Volkov. So what if we had two girls on our hands? They were only wrinkles in the big scheme of things. Besides, the one who was riding shotgun with me had legs for days. 
 
      
 
    As we pulled out into the noise and traffic of a New Orleans night, with all its lights and humid heat, I turned slightly to Jace. “Alright,” I said. “Talk. What the fuck happened back there?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Benji asked from the back seat, her voice almost quavering, “what the hell happened back there? This guy pulled me away from a client.” 
 
      
 
    I watched as Jace tentatively licked her freshly-painted lips, as her eyes searched carefully around the car. “Okay,” she said after a moment, before getting up and half-turning in the seat so she can address all three of us. “I was in the room with a John, right? Then, Sven bursts in on us and starts trying to shake the guy down, okay? Sven's getting real mean with the guy, talking all sorts of crazy Russian shit to him, then my John pulls out a gun. Then, next thing you know, my John and Sven, they've shot each other, and I'm just standing there.” She turned to me as she finished, her eyes boring into the side of my head, like she was checking for my reaction to her story. 
 
      
 
    I'd been glancing her way while she spoke, trying to get a bead on her. Something about this whole thing didn't add up. I'd only heard one shot, but we'd just arrived on the scene. Clearly, we hadn't heard the whole thing, because we hadn't been there long enough. So, there was that. 
 
      
 
    I chewed on the inside of my mouth. All we had to go on was the word of his hooker we'd just met fifteen minutes before. But, despite my misgivings, there was something about her. Something about those cupid's bow lips, about those big brown eyes of hers, and the swell of her hips beneath that too- tight skirt. 
 
      
 
    It occurred to me then, as I followed the line of one long leg up to the hem of her skirt in the peripheral of my vision, that I didn't know anything about them. I shook my head, wiped a hand down my face. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” I said, “first thing's first. I'm Koen, Fed's my buddy. Now, Benji, where can we take you?” 
 
      
 
    Before Benji could open her mouth, though, Jace was already interjecting. “We ain't got nowhere, like I told you,” she said. “We're yours now, Boss.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and Fed just guffawed. “Ours? Y'all girls ain't ours!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, Sven made it seem like you were!” Jace said. “He said you were the Boss, and that we were supposed to listen to you. That you were our new owners. So, now we're your problem. You want the police to get hold of us?” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Jace,” Benji started to say, her voice worried, “I don't-” 
 
      
 
    “We can't go back to the apartment, Benji,” Jace said, cutting her friend off. “You wanna go back to Parish Jail again?” 
 
      
 
    Benji exhaled a frustrated breath through her nose. “No,” she said, quietly. “Guess not.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” Jace said, her voice sounding oddly satisfied. She slid a hand down onto my lap before I realized what she was doing, and warmly patted my thigh. “So, the Boss is going to help us out.” She squeezed me through my jeans. 
 
      
 
    Her tiny hand with its long, painted nails on my thigh suddenly reminded me that it had been a while, at least a couple weeks, since I'd been with a woman. And, something about the way this little thing handled herself told me she'd be quite the ride once I got her motor going. “Alright,” I said before I'd had a chance to think about the words, “you can hole up at Hellfire for a while.” 
 
      
 
    “Koen,” Fed said, his voice wary, warning. 
 
      
 
    I glanced up and caught his eyes in the rearview mirror. “Just for the night, Fed,” I said. “Till we can figure out what the fuck to do with 'em.” 
 
      
 
    Conversation died down after that, but we were soon pulling up near the club anyways. 
 
      
 
    We piled out of the car after I turned the car off, with Fed coming around to join me as the two girls embraced tightly in the yellow pool of light under the nearby streetlight. “Koen,” Fed said, his voice quiet and reserved, “we got a major problem here, buddy.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” I asked, even though I knew we did. But, I didn't want to admit it to him or myself as my eyes traveling up and down Jace's tight little body, still wrapped tightly with Benji's in a sisterly embrace. 
 
      
 
    “Dude, Koen, man, we don't own these girls, not now or ever. What the fuck we gonna do with 'em?” 
 
      
 
    Do with them? I could think of lots of things to with Jace, at least in the short term. But, in the long term? 
 
      
 
    I didn't have a fucking clue. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    Fed and I got the girls situated in a spare room upstairs. It wasn't the Ritz, or even the Hilton for that matter, but it at least gave them a place to take their heels off and have a moment of quiet. As I shut the door behind me, they began talking back and forth. 
 
      
 
    At least they weren't doing anything crazy, or making too much of a nuisance of themselves. That was good. Otherwise, this would be a hell of a lot more frustrating to handle. 
 
      
 
    “Koen,” Fed said as we headed down the hall and started getting the other guys' attention for a meeting, “this whole thing seems wrong, man. We ain't gonna start running girls, are we?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” I asked, surprised he even felt he had to ask. “Fuck no, man, we ain't gonna run girls. But, I gotta feeling that Jace chick ain't telling us everything. We gotta figure out what the hell she knows. Meanwhile, we figure out our next move.” 
 
      
 
    Fed nodded, seemingly relieved with my response. But, still, I could tell he had misgivings. “You need to be careful about that girl. Think she's got a thing for you, or something.” 
 
      
 
    “Or something,” I agreed as we stepped into the meeting room. “But, yeah, I know I need to be careful. But, damn if it ain't been a while. Maybe I could leverage that, though? Get in sweet with her.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey man,” Fed said, clapping me on the shoulder, “I get it. Been a while for me, too. But, you gotta pick the right head to think with, right?” 
 
      
 
    I laughed and shook my head. “I know, I know. But, man, what would it really hurt? We could get the info we need, and I could get my dick wet.” I shrugged. “What's the difference?” 
 
      
 
    Fed started to make his case, but the guys coming in shut him down. Good thing, too, because he probably would've made it well enough for me to reconsider. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, boys,” I said as the three other officers of the MC came strolling in. Ricky, Spike, and Happy all took a seat around the table. “We gotta problem.” 
 
      
 
    I laid out what happened at the hotel earlier in the night, down to the girls we'd been forced to bring back with us. “So, we ain't got that inside deal we wanted. We're gonna have to keep going like we have been if we wanna keep the money rolling in.” 
 
      
 
    “Shit, man,” Ricky said as he looked around the meeting room at all of us. “So, we got the Port Authority on our tails, and we still got those the Thunder Riders laying into us.” 
 
      
 
    The Port Authority was always going to be a problem, even if we'd gotten Sven on board with us. He was just going to mitigate some of that risk. Same deal with the Thunder Riders, even though our little turncoat would have given us better goods, and therefore better connections with other elements that could help us strengthen our position. 
 
      
 
    “More or less,” I admitted. “Back to square one. But, square one ain't exactly the worst place we can be, you know? We're still sitting pretty right where we are.” 
 
      
 
    The men scattered around the table, even Fed, grudgingly agreed. We'd been in a hell-of-a-lot worse position before I took over the MC, that was for damned sure. 
 
      
 
    “What about these hookers you picked up, man?” Happy asked. He was a skinny little guy, all sinew and gristle and bad prison tattoos, but he was tough and had a good head on his shoulders. If there was anyone I trusted to have my back in a dark alley, it was him. And Fed, of course, but that went without saying. 
 
      
 
    “Fed and I were talking,” I said as I looked around the table, my eyes falling on each man and boring a hole in their skulls. “I ain't running girls. No fucking way,” I said with finality. 
 
      
 
    A round of head nods.  
 
      
 
    “And if anyone in this room wants to get that idea in their head, we can have a conversation in the parking lot out back. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    A chorus of agreement went around the table. “Dirty shit,” Ricky said, speaking for them all. “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
    “These girls,” I continued, “saw something that we may or may not be related to. We heard their side of the story, but I don't know if it adds up. Fed doesn't think so, and I tend to agree. Now, that said, we gotta keep 'em around ‘til we at least figure out what the fuck happened in that room, and how much our asses are hanging in the wind ‘cause of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” Happy agreed. “Just wanted to make sure, man. Ain't none of us dreaming of getting hooked to that boat, Koen. That shit's just too slimy.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” I said. “Glad we're all in agreement then. Y'all wanna do a vote on holding onto them, then?” 
 
      
 
    Everyone looked back and forth between each other, with murmurs of, “Sure, why the fuck not?” going around the table. 
 
      
 
    “Keep 'em, and make sure they stay off the streets?” I asked the table. 
 
      
 
    “Aye,” we all said, our voice having a weird, harmonious resonance in the small room. The single word had a kind of wonderful, golden finality to it. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” I said, nodding once. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” a brassy, sensuous voice said from the entryway. All eyes swiveled that way, including my own. Who should be standing there, but Jace. A few inches shorter for lack of heels, but still sexy as ever. 
 
      
 
    “Glad y'all made everything official with your little club,” she purred, one hand on a cocked-out hip. “’Cause you better know we're all stuck together now. Unless you got some sort of hooker catch-and-release program y'all run on the side, Benji and I really ain't got nowhere else to go.” 
 
      
 
    Fuck my life. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    “Besides,” I said, taking a few tentative steps into the room, “Sven said I was supposed to be your girl from tonight on, Boss. Said I was supposed to be a surprise.” 
 
      
 
    I didn't have anything else to lose at this point, and I knew it. Aside from Benji, Tommy had been the one remaining bright spot in my life. But, Sven had went and fucked that up for me, hadn't he? Every time I closed my eyes, I saw my poor baby brother's face, with the blood running from his mouth. Dying, bleeding out, then dead. On a hotel bathroom floor. 
 
      
 
    I thought killing a man would tear me up more. I'd been wrong. Sven had bled out in the hallway like a stuck pig, and I'd barely flinched. I'd just numbly wiped the gun down, like they do in the movies, tossed it aside, and ran into the arms of the Boss. 
 
      
 
    Of course, the real question was, what was this sexy Koen guy really the boss of? It hadn't been me or Benji, that was for sure. They all seemed completely confused and put off by the two of us, and clearly we'd just dropped unexpectedly in their laps. Must have been that Sven had been running some kind of side deal with us girls, some shifty shit to bring in extra cash. 
 
      
 
    Whatever the case, Koen was still the dead Russian's boss. And, owing to that, he was responsible for enabling what had happened. I didn't care if Koen hadn't pulled the trigger himself, if it hadn't been for him, Tommy and Sven wouldn't have been in the same room together. 
 
      
 
    I'd fuck him. Hell, I even wanted to fuck him. I'd get him so settled in, so well-screwed, his defenses would be down. Then, when his guard was down, I'd put one between his eyes. After all, killing my first man had been easy. That probably meant killing my second would be even easier. 
 
      
 
    Besides, I'd felt his eyes on me all night long, felt the way they traveled up and down my curves when he thought I wasn't looking, or couldn't tell. I could feel the heat coming off him earlier in the car, when I put my hand nearly in his lap. He wanted me in his bed just as badly as I wanted him dead. 
 
      
 
    Koen, though, surprised me. He just sat back in his chair, laughing as he shook his head. “My girl? I don't need some hooker gifted to me. Especially not from some dead wannabe Russian gangster.” 
 
      
 
    My heart, at least what little I had left of one, sank. Did I just get rejected? Was that my only chance, gone out the window? But, then, I considered my other options. They had to keep me around, didn't they? They'd all said it, and all five of them had voted to keep me and Benji here. Until, of course, they got what they needed from us. 
 
      
 
    With my eyes locked on Koen's sexy, pale blue ones, I stalked into the room, rolling my hips with each step. Even though I was making bedroom eyes at the Boss, I could feel all his underlings shifting their gaze to my slinking body and what it was doing beneath my tight skirt. “Really?” I asked as I stopped next to one of the bikers I hadn't met yet, a short, wiry one with nasty-looking tattoos covering both arms in blackened sleeves. I felt his gaze as he traced my every curve and cranny. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Koen said, his voice a little less certain than a moment earlier, a little more breathless sounding, “really.” 
 
      
 
    Let's see how he liked this, then. Nothing quite like having what's been given to you taken away, especially in front of your buddies. I put my arm around the shoulders of the skinny little guy next to me, lightly raked my nails across his rock-hard muscles. He was tiny, not much taller than me, but I could tell he could still throw me around the bed like it was nothing. 
 
      
 
    “You know,” I said, trying to keep that purr in my voice, “a working girl like me, we develop certain appetites. Big, dirty, nasty appetites.” Which, honestly, was kind of true. I liked my sex hard and rough, with a good, strong man who could make me do what he wanted. I'd slept with lots of guys in my time, more than I could count even at my age, and I'd learned one thing: You know that soft, whimpering kind of fucking, where the guy worships the girl’s feet? 
 
      
 
    That ain't my thing. 
 
      
 
    “And,” I continued with a flash of teeth, and a tip of tongue running over them, “all your boys seem to really fit my bill, if you take my meaning. Y'all boys know what a girl likes, don't you?” 
 
      
 
    Koen shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Whether it was because I was getting to him one way, or another, I couldn't tell. He was either nervous in front of his men, at having me so quickly rebound from my earlier advances, or I was getting to him in another, more tangible, way. 
 
      
 
    “Now, I don't want you distracting the men,” Koen said, his voice getting a little more stern. 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” I said in a low voice, as my free hand slid up front of my top, pulling it up a little at the hem to show a bit of midriff, “I like it when you talk that way, Boss. He always sound like this, boys?” 
 
      
 
    The other men, even Fed, chuckled. 
 
      
 
    I saw my chance right then, as I moved the smallest fraction of power away from Koen. “How about you, boys?” I continued, going for broke with my hand sliding up under my shirt again, pulling it up a little farther as I smiled as invitingly as I could. “You boys wanna be firm with me, too? Teach me a couple lessons?” 
 
      
 
    The three men I hadn't met yet laughed, and one of them even gave a little hoot of enthusiasm. 
 
      
 
    I grinned as I went to pull my top off over my head, even though I knew I might have just bitten off more than I could chew. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    The air was electric, and my breath was coming short and fast. Jace's eyes burned into mine with an intensity of two suns, even as her lips twisted playfully. She knew what she could do to men, was well aware of what kind of strife and consternation she could cause us. 
 
      
 
    One thing was for certain. I wasn't sure exactly what it was about this Jace girl that did it for me. But, she sure was doing something. That much was damned sure. 
 
      
 
    At first, I thought it was those curves, and that soft, unblemished skin beneath her shirt. Then, I considered that it was the way she swayed a little to the barely-heard beat coming from the club below us, as she began to strip for me and the boys. 
 
      
 
    Whatever it was, I was as eager as the rest of the guys to see her lithe body stripped down to nothing. Even with just the lusty display in front of me, I was well on my way to being hard as a rock. This woman wanted to spend the night in my bed, but I'd turned her down. Now, I realized, she was willing to fuck every man in my MC to show me what I was missing. 
 
      
 
    That was when I realized, as she laughingly slapped Happy's hands away from her, that it was her brassiness that really got me going. Her boldness, her spunk, even that filthy mouth of hers. 
 
      
 
    But, as much as I liked it, I couldn't have her just hanging around, messing with my boys. Clearly, she could, and easily. 
 
      
 
    Then there was the fact that, if I took her up on the offer, I'd get a nice bed warmer out of this deal. A woman who was used to paying her way with fucking, a woman who was experienced. Not some club girl who'd get all attached once I dragged her back to my room the second time around. A woman like Jace would know the score from the get go. 
 
      
 
    Of course, a woman like Jace, I could learn to care about. She had a backbone, clearly, and wouldn't back down from anything. A woman like that, she could grow to be my equal, even, inside of bed and out. 
 
      
 
    A thought flashed through my mind, of her riding down the highway on the back of my bike, of us in my bed, the covers and sheet twisted around our legs as I gave it to her hard and fast, of what her lips would feel like when they were wrapped around my cock, how her hair would feel in my hand as I yanked her head back. 
 
      
 
    Damn if it hadn't been a long time, though, since I'd had any kind of companionship. Since I became top dog in this pile, Fed was really my only friend. Every other guy here, brother or not, I had to keep one eye on him. Shit, between my piece of shit dad, and the years I'd been here, I couldn't have told you the last time I'd been at ease with someone. Been more than lonely, even in a room full of people. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” I said forcefully, my hand raised for Jace to stop her dance. Her top was gone, revealing just a lacy red bra, and she was about to straddle Happy, a smile playing on her lips and a laugh tumbling out of her throat. 
 
      
 
    Clearly, she'd been getting into this. 
 
      
 
    But, still, she came to a stop at the sound of my voice. All the guys, even Fed, groaned at the interruption. 
 
      
 
    “I get it,” I said. “You need dick. Now get off Happy and go wait back in the room.” 
 
      
 
    She threw her hair back over a shoulder with a flick of her neck, still giving me that wide smile of hers. “One last thing,” she said, her eyes flashing with victory. 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes, my anger finally getting to me. This woman was already becoming more trouble than she was worth, far as I could see. “Fine,” I snapped. “What the fuck else?” 
 
      
 
    “Benji's off limits.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    The men around me, and the guy below me in particular, groaned in protest as I went to stand and grab my top from where I'd dropped it on the floor. “She'll cook, she'll clean, she'll do whatever. But she ain't a whore no more, and she ain't gonna fuck every Tom, Dick, and Harry to pay her rent. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    Koen shook his head, his eyes ablaze at my having thwarted him again. 
 
      
 
    I just couldn't help it. Something inside me wanted to keep pushing him, and pushing him, and pushing him. 
 
      
 
    His jaw worked as he ground his teeth. “Fine,” he growled. “Meeting's over, guys. Get out of here and go have a drink or something.” 
 
      
 
    But, his eyes were burning with something else, too. I had this fucker right where I wanted him. He'd do anything to get me in bed, now, and then I could put my plan into action.  
 
      
 
    All the guys groaned and got up to leave. Happy got up and put a hand around my waist, pulling me in for a hug before I had a chance to pull my shirt back on. His hands were rough on my soft skin, but he was surprisingly gentle. 
 
      
 
    I giggled and hugged him back, even kissed him on the cheek. “Sorry your boss is a party pooper,” I said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    “Koen's okay,” Happy said, slapping my ass, producing a playful squeal from me. 
 
      
 
    Of course, the squeal was more acting than anything else. I'd been in this game long enough that I knew what certain kinds of men wanted. 
 
      
 
    “Even me?” Fed asked as he got up from the table. 
 
      
 
    Koen nodded. “Close the door behind you, too,” he said as his buddy got up to leave. 
 
      
 
    I could tell from the way they interacted, both now and earlier, that they were actually friends. Koen and the rest of the guys, though, were more associates than anything else. Even if he was head of their little gang, he was wary of them. Not Fed, though. They were like me and Benji, buds till the end. If I ever tried anything on Koen with Fed around, the biker would kill me without a moment's hesitation. I knew it the same way I knew up was up, and down was down. 
 
      
 
    So, I'd just have to do it when Koen was alone, maybe while he lying in bed, asleep. 
 
      
 
    Fed left, shut the door behind him. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Koen said, his voice still harsh as I went to pull my top back over my head. It had actually started to get a little cool in the meeting room, especially considering I was just standing there in my bra and a short skirt, and I'd wanted to cover up a little. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Come here first,” he said, pushing his chair back and away from the table. I knew what that meant. He wanted to see how talented these lips of mine really were. 
 
      
 
    I raised an eyebrow and smiled a little, if only to myself. Yep, right where I wanted him. Putty in my soft little hands. The bigger, more burly the guy is, the easier it is to get them to do what you want. Still topless, I walked around the table to stand next to him. I looked into those eyes, a perfect image of what his corpse would look like flashing in my brain. “Yeah, Boss?” 
 
      
 
    Before I realized what he was doing, before I could even put up a fight of any kind, he'd snatched me down by the wrist and pulled me over his knees, like I was some bratty child that had gotten bad marks on a test. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” I screamed, trying to kick. “Fuck you!” 
 
      
 
    He grabbed a fistful of fiery red hair, though, and yanked my head back till I had to arch my back to keep from struggling to breathe. It cut my screams off and, surprisingly, felt . . . delicious. I felt his hand on my ass, felt it grab at the hem of my skirt and start shimmying it up my thighs and over my ass. 
 
      
 
    “Wh-what?” I sputtered out as I began to realize this son of a bitch had me at his mercy. This son of a bitch who'd been responsible for Tommy's death.  
 
      
 
    “Shut the fuck up,” he growled cruelly as he yanked my hair back. “Unless you want this to be harder than it will be already.” 
 
      
 
    I felt my hair begin to tear out at the roots, and I arched my neck to keep all my strands on my scalp as I swallowed hard and tried to stay calm. This was certainly not what I'd expected. I kept my mouth shut, though, even as the cool air caressed my naked ass. 
 
      
 
    “Now,” he growled as he ran a rough hand over the skin of my baby-smooth bottom, “this is what a slut gets for trying to distract my men.” 
 
      
 
    I'd played with guys like this before. Most working girls had, simply because we had a lot of guys who came to us because they couldn't have their tastes fulfilled by other people. I'll admit it, the first few times, I'd been a little scared. But, after a while I'd realized that most guys just wanted to play at it, and they really wanted a willing partner to pant and moan and scream as they smacked some ass.  
 
      
 
    This, though, was different. I didn't know this man. And, I could tell from the tone of his voice, that he was pissed. I nodded as much as his grip in my hair would allow. “Yes, Boss,” I said, my words almost frantic and choking from the way my head was pulled back. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” he said in a simple, flat voice. Then, he started to spank me. 
 
      
 
    Not in a gentle, sensual way like I'd experienced. Nor in a coy, playful way like I'd had other times, where they rubbed you a few times in between slaps to take away the sting. No, Koen spanked me like a naughty little girl who'd run off to become a hooker. 
 
      
 
    I was going to kill this fucker, I reminded myself. For Tommy, for this, for all the girls and people Sven had ever hurt. 
 
      
 
    Fuck. This. Guy. 
 
      
 
    “You will never strip like that for any of my men ever again,” he growled, his voice barely raised as he punctuated each word with a hard, openhanded slap on my bare ass. 
 
      
 
    Each slap stung like a thousand bees concentrated in one spot, and left a burning hand print behind like someone had painted me with lighter fluid and set a spark to it. I wiggled under the onslaught, straining against his hand holding my hair, but still unable to shift my bare ass out of the way. 
 
      
 
    Inside, I screamed. I couldn't believe he was doing this! This motherfucker, who'd ruined my life by getting my brother killed. I was going to return the fucking favor! 
 
      
 
    Outside, though, I whimpered, blinked back the tears as the pain continued blossoming on my back side and spread through my body. I knew I was going to have welts all over me, knew I wouldn't be sitting right all night. Finally, I choked out a cry, but quickly bit it back. 
 
      
 
    “Never,” he said, slapping my ass again, “again.” 
 
      
 
    To my embarrassment, though, and dismay, I realized something else was spreading throughout my body, and my ass subtly pushed back into his open palm, barely rising each time to meet his strikes. 
 
      
 
    “Do you understand, Jace?” he asked against, still slapping my ass with each word till he finally stopped. “Do you?” he asked again, slapping my ass twice when I didn't respond fast enough for him. 
 
      
 
    I groaned low, my eyes still watering from the pain, but my body aroused like it hadn't been since before I could remember. I don't know why I did it, but in response to his question, I just shook my head. “No, Boss,” I whispered. “I don't understand.” 
 
      
 
    He grumbled, and I could feel him shift a little in his chair to hide his erection. There wasn't any keeping it from me, though, seeing as how it was pressing into my bare belly. His hand came down against, at least half a dozen times. The sound of callused palm striking soft skin filled the room, along with my moans as I pushed back into his hand. 
 
      
 
    I couldn't remember the last time I'd been this wet, or any other time I'd been this horny. The thought of just the barest strips of cloth separating my sex from his hand set me to dripping. 
 
      
 
    I didn't care if I had to kill him afterward. From the way he was handling me, I at least knew it would be a good fuck. 
 
      
 
    He must have gotten tired of spanking me, or maybe he enjoyed it a little too much, because he pulled me back up off his lap by the hair and flung me away from him. “Get ready to go home,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I stumbled a little in my bare feet, but stayed upright as I pulled my skirt back down over my bare ass. Fuck it stung to cover it back up! Instead of slipping my hands beneath my skirt, or using them to begin unbuckling his jeans, I pulled my top back over my head. 
 
      
 
    “Go!” he barked. 
 
      
 
    I glanced down at his lap one last time before I left the room, if only to confirm to myself that hadn't been a phantom cock pressing into me. Oh yeah, he'd been as into that as me. I grinned slyly. “Sure, Boss. Anything you say,” I said as I turned on the tip of my toe and sashayed out of the room. 
 
      
 
    I never knew planning to kill a man would be this much fun. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    She almost looked peaceful, lying like that in my guest bedroom. I'd doped her up pretty well with the mickey I'd spiked her drink with, enough so that I wouldn't have to worry about her wandering around my house while I tried to conduct business, or sleep. 
 
      
 
    Relax, I didn't have any plans to take advantage of Jace. It was just that, whether she was walking the street or ending up in a hotel room with a dead pimp and a dead John, she seemed to have a knack for being where she wasn't supposed to. She proved that again when she showed up in the meeting room during the vote. 
 
      
 
    My hand still smarted from earlier in the night. Hopefully, I'd taught her a little bit of a lesson when I'd bent her over my knee. Of course, as I adjusted my half-erect cock, I also hoped she learned slow. There'd been something immensely hot about her form bent over my lap like that, having her submit to my hand the way she had. I liked the way she fought it, at first, but ended up relaxing and pushing back into it, by the end. 
 
      
 
    But, whether she needed another lesson later, or not, I had other work to do still. 
 
      
 
    I quietly closed the door to the guest room and headed back downstairs and into the small guest bathroom. I removed the lid from the ceramic toilet tank and reached inside to grab the bag, and the disposable cell phone it contained, that sat at the bottom. 
 
      
 
    When you do the kind of business me and the MC do, you get paranoid. You never use the same phone more than a few times, you always keep them rotating, and you certainly never use one that's registered under your name. You also follow the same rules when it comes to calling out on the phone. Just because your line ain't tapped, doesn't mean your buddy's ain't, too. 
 
      
 
    I dialed in the number for Fed's burner of the week once I'd pulled the phone from its waterproof bag and turned it on. As the phone began to ring, I pressed it to my ear and waited. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” Fed said when he answered on the fifth or sixth ring. We'd arranged the times before I'd left Hellfire, so I was a little surprised it took him as long as it did to answer. 
 
      
 
    I kept my concerns to myself, though, and tried to fight back any others I might have. Fed was my right-hand man, and questioning him would just lead to questioning myself. No good can come of that, no matter which way you looked at it. 
 
      
 
    “What'd we hear from our little buddy?” I asked. Fed was our point of contact for the guy in Volkov Arms. Early on, we'd discussed how it would be a bad idea for me to be involved on that side of things. When I'd brought Jace home with me, and set Fed to putting Benji to work, I'd also made sure Fed knew it was time to move on with our original plans. 
 
      
 
    Sven had been a bust, after all. But, you couldn't let a little kink in your plans fuck everything else up. It didn't matter if you got knocked down a hundred times, my old man used to say. What mattered is that you got back up a hundred and one times. 
 
      
 
    “One week, or thereabouts,” Fed said, his voice hollow and scratchy through the cheap speaker of the cell phone. “Got the numbers.” 
 
      
 
    “They gonna be what we need?” 
 
      
 
    “Mil-spec,” he said. Military Specification firearms, is what he meant, though. Full-auto, selective fire, high-capacity rounds, chambered for larger calibers. “Out on one of those bayou roads” 
 
      
 
    Those things would go for a pretty penny on the open market. A couple of the right deals, might even be enough to set us up good and pretty. Not enough for the rest of our lives, or anything, but enough that we wouldn't have to take such crazy risks going forward. 
 
      
 
    I looked at myself in the mirror, at the sleeves of tattoos covering my arms, at the beard covering my face, at the certainty in my eyes. This was what we needed, I reminded myself with a nod. This was what Fire and Brimstone MC needed to keep moving forward. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” I said, my mind starting to formulate a plan. “We'll take ten guys. You, me, and eight others set a stolen truck as a roadblock. Guy pulls over, we stick the guns in the window and yank him down. Pull around our pickup and unload everything. Easy-peasy, man.” 
 
      
 
    “I dunno,” Fed said. “I don't trust this whole thing, man. This Sven guy that got in touch with us? How the hell did he know we were involved?” 
 
      
 
    “He never said he thought we were involved,” I reminded him, even though, in retrospect, it did feel a little strange. “Said he thought we might be interested in the idea when he put his feelers out. He knew something was going on, Fed, and wanted a piece of the pie same as anyone else. I bet they got tons of drivers seeing that action, right now, and wanting in.” 
 
      
 
    “Damnit, Koen, think. Why the fuck was he running a prostitution ring, if he was a trucker? What kind of trucker does that shit? If anything, he'd be one of the damned customers, not the pimp.” 
 
      
 
    “Nah,” I said, shaking my head. “Just the mark of another greedy bastard, that's all.” 
 
      
 
    Silence on the other end. I walked out of the small hall bathroom and headed out into the living room, cocked my ear to the side to make sure Jace was still sleeping like a doped-up baby. 
 
      
 
    “You there?” I asked after a while. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Fed said quickly, “yeah, I'm here. Turn on the news, channel six.” 
 
      
 
    “What for?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Something about our favorite corpse, Sven. Might find it interesting.” 
 
      
 
    I found the remote and turned the TV on. I wasn't in time to catch the beginning of the news story. I was treated, though, to two pictures on the screen. 
 
      
 
    The first, on the left, was a picture of a young man that was clearly related to the hooker currently asleep in my guest room. It looked like the picture was maybe a high school baseball photo, the kind they took for yearbook. He was decked out in his uniform and trying to look serious, like he really knew his shit. Poor kid couldn't have been more than sixteen. Under the young man's smiling face was the name Tomlin Spears, with the word victim in parentheses after. 
 
      
 
    The second, on the right, was the photo of a man who could be a Russian mob extra in Hollywood. It was so stereotypical, I was amazed he wasn't wearing an Adidas track suit in the image. Under the picture of the mob extra was Sven Morokov. A voice over of a local crime reporter saying, “Authorities are still unsure why the young man was meeting with the Volkov Arms executive in the Hilton hotel room. If members of the public have any information that can contribute to the murder investigation, they are encouraged to contact local law enforcement.” 
 
      
 
    I wasn't exactly sure, but Tomlin Spears there didn't exactly look like the type to be renting an hour or so with a family member. 
 
      
 
    “You watching?” Fed asked after a minute. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” I breathed. 
 
      
 
    “Shit is right.” 
 
      
 
    I wiped a hand down my face. I couldn't believe I'd bought into any of that shit she was selling. I mean, I knew something was fucked up with her story . . . but that her own brother was involved? Of course the cops would come looking for her! 
 
      
 
    “How do we want to handle this?” Fed asked from the other end of the line. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “I dunno yet. I'll let you know tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Fed sighed. “Yeah. Alright,” he said before we both hung up. 
 
      
 
    Clutching the burner phone like my life relied on it, I let my hand drop to my side. 
 
      
 
    What was going on here? What had I dragged myself and the MC into? Whether this Sven guy had zeroed in on Fire and Brimstone as his culprits, or not, it was clear they were looking for us. Whether they would find us, or not, was another matter. These were businessmen, after all, despite their looks. I was pretty confident they wouldn't go to the police, or try to make waves. Otherwise, they would have already.  
 
      
 
    But, still, to know I'd gotten played so far by some amateur that was crashed out in my guest room, and that Fed and I had been that close to walking into the same room with Sven Morokov. That was too much. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the stress and the bullshit of it all was too much. “Fuck!” I yelled, forgetting myself. “Fuck fuck fuck fuck!” 
 
      
 
    When I'd stopped yelling, the silence of my house returned. Nothing stirred, nothing buzzed. No baby cried, no wife asked me what was wrong. Just solitude and emptiness. 
 
      
 
    Luckily, Jace was drugged up enough to keep a horse down. Should have been plenty for even a foul-mouthed hooker. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    I woke up in a comfy king-sized bed the next morning, fully clothed. I was a little groggy from the drinks I'd had the night before, but could tell I was in a strange room. I wasn't sure how strong Koen had been pouring them, but I reminded myself that I needed to stick to beer next time. The Boss had a heavy hand, it seemed, in more than one area. 
 
      
 
    I wasn't sure how I'd gotten to bed, but I was actually a little surprised to still be wearing everything. What with the Boss being a big biker type, I kind of figured I'd wake up naked with cum dripping from all my holes. Bikers weren't exactly known for their respectability around pretty, passed-out girls. 
 
      
 
    Although, as I rubbed a hand across my mildly-sore tits, I did wish he'd at least taken my bra off before he shoved me in bed. But, no sense in complaining about it now. I climbed out of bed and put my bare feet on the cold hardwood floor. I did a big stretch and, after wiping a hand over my made-up face, groaned. There was one more item I could add to the list on things The Boss needed to do before dumping me in bed: wash off my makeup. 
 
      
 
    I padded out into the hallway and found a bathroom to relieve myself. While I was searching the big upper floor, my mouth began to water as the fragrance of cooking bacon and eggs and fresh-brewed coffee hit my nose. I finished up and stopped before I left the restroom. I knew I shouldn't look in the mirror, at least not too closely, but I did anyways. My heavy blue eyeshadow was smeared off, my mascara was running, and my lipstick was rubbed off. I looked like a clown that had gotten into a back alley brawl, and lost. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes' unsuccessful search for makeup remover, I settled on the liquid soap Koen had sitting out. It was basic, but it was better than looking like one of those bad crying clown velvet pictures my Mee-Ma had in her double wide. 
 
      
 
    Scrubbed up, I stumbled downstairs and found the kitchen. Koen was in there, humming along as he finished up breakfast. I stepped up behind him just as the toaster popped its cooked bread out of the top slots. 
 
      
 
    “You're awake,” Koen said in a deadpan voice, not bothering to turn from the stove. “Coffee cups are over there,” he said, gesturing with his spatula to a cabinet. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I grumbled, my vocal chords feeling unfamiliar in my throat, and went to pull down one of the big ceramic mugs from the cupboard. I poured myself coffee. 
 
      
 
    “Food'll be ready in just a bit, Ms. Spears,” he said. “Have a seat at the table, I'll bring you your plate.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, not even catching that he'd used my last name. The coffee hadn't kicked in yet. I went and plopped myself down at the dining room table and, soon after, the Boss was bringing food out to me. A pile of bacon, a mound of delicious-looking eggs, and thick-cut toast arrived in front of me. 
 
      
 
    After a few bites of my food, and a few healthy slurps of coffee to wash it all down, I finally started to perk up. 
 
      
 
    Didn't matter, though, because Koen apparently wasn't much for breakfast conversation. He just sat there, scowl chiseled on that handsome face of his like he was the statue of some ancient king in the deserts of Egypt. 
 
      
 
    “So,” I asked, a forkful of egg halfway to my mouth, “what's the plan for today, Boss? You gonna take me upstairs and make me pay rent, yet?” 
 
      
 
    He grunted and stuffed a piece of bacon in my mouth, chewing it with relish. His jaw worked like a wild animal. Not in a gross way, or anything, but in a manly way. Like that bacon was his enemy, and he was the barbarian hordes. 
 
      
 
    “No, then?” I asked, giving him a little smile as I leaned forward and, reaching below the table, put my hand on his knee. 
 
      
 
    He ignored me and brushed my hand away as politely as I'd ever had it brushed. Not that I'd had it brushed away very often, of course. 
 
      
 
    I frowned and picked up a strip of bacon, biting the end off it. This nut was going to be a tough one to crack. 
 
      
 
    We finished eating in silence, getting down to just our orange juice and coffee. I got up before he had a chance and cleared the plates. He didn't say a word, or try to stop me. 
 
      
 
    When I came back to the table, I stopped behind his chair and put my hands on his shoulders. If my less subtle overtures hadn't worked, maybe I needed to get even more slutty. I rubbed his thick, muscular shoulders a moment before leaning down close to his ear. “You sure you want to keep turning me down, Boss?” I whispered, my lips close enough so I'd tickle his ear with my breath. 
 
      
 
    I felt him shiver a little, and saw the hair on his neck raise in response. He groaned a little, but I at least got a response. “We have errands to run today, Ms. Spears.” 
 
      
 
    He didn't get up, turn around, or remove my hands, though. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” I said, my lips still next to his ears, my fingers still kneading his rock-hard muscles, “all I've got is this slutty skirt to wear out, Boss.” 
 
      
 
    He cleared his throat and abruptly pushed back from the table, throwing me off balance and making me stumble back a couple steps. “I've got some stuff that should fit you, from an ex. We'll see if it fits.” 
 
      
 
    Fucker. Turn me down three times in a row, would he? I didn't care if I wanted him dead, or not. Rejection still sucks. If I'd thought about it in the kitchen, I would have grabbed a steak knife so I could have planted it between his shoulder blades. 
 
      
 
    I frowned hard and realized I was pouting. 
 
      
 
    He got up and left the room, not even bothering to look my direction or meet my eyes. 
 
      
 
    I stamped my foot. 
 
      
 
    Mother. Fucker. 
 
      
 
    But, then, I had a bright idea. I'd show him. I grabbed his mostly-full orange juice off the counter and darted into the kitchen. As spotless as this big, fancy house was, he had to have cleaning supplies just piled up. I set the glass on the counter and dropped to my knees, began digging through the under-sink cabinets. 
 
      
 
    Bottles of counter cleaners, wood polishes, waxes were set up like rows of soldiers. 
 
      
 
    I ransacked through them, finding what I thought would do the trick: Drain-O. Good, old-fashioned poison. With a grin, I scrambled up and poured a healthy dose of the plumber-in-a-bottle into his OJ and tucked the cleaning product back under the counter. I grabbed the juice and nearly ran back into the dining room, setting it on the table as close to where he'd left it as I could remember. Then, I returned to my own coffee and orange juice and began to drink it down. 
 
      
 
    As the still-warm coffee made its way down my throat, though, I began to think about what I'd just done. Benji was still with the Fire and Brimstone MC, with that Fed guy back on Bourbon Street. And I didn't even know where I was. Hell, even if I did know, how was I going to get my friend out of there? It was crawling with bikers, who wouldn't likely take too kindly to me showing up without their boss. 
 
      
 
    Shit. 
 
      
 
    And they definitely wouldn't be too keen on me when they found out I'd poisoned the bastard. 
 
      
 
    Double shit! 
 
      
 
    I slammed my coffee back down on the table and went to grab Koen's poisoned juice, but stopped in my tracks as he came around the corner, clothes draped over one arm. 
 
      
 
    He glanced down at my outstretched hands for a brief moment, then his eyes came back up and locked with mine. “Here,” he said, dropping the jeans and tee shirt over the back of the chair in front of him. “I think these will fit.” 
 
      
 
    Triple shit. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I mumbled as I grabbed the orange juice from the table and made like I was going to go pour it out. 
 
      
 
    “Throwing out my juice, Ms. Spears?” he asked my back. 
 
      
 
    I stopped in my tracks, took a deep breath. “No,” I said and shook my head. Then I thought better of it. Of course I was. “Well, yeah,” I said, with a nod. “Figured you were done with it, that's all.” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” Koen said as he came up behind me and took it away. “Waste not, want not. That's what my dad, old Gator Baldwin used to say.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed nervously, my eyes fixated on the glass in his hands. “My mom used to say the same thing.” 
 
      
 
    Time seemed to stop as I watched his hand bring the glass to his lips. 
 
      
 
    I held my breath. 
 
      
 
    His eyes locked on mine as his nostrils flared a little. 
 
      
 
    I bit my lower lip as I repeated the mantra: Please don't please don't please don't please don't please- 
 
      
 
    He stopped with the glass halfway to his lips. “Second thought, my stomach's feeling a little queasy. You were right, better pour it out.” 
 
      
 
    I exhaled a little and smiled. “Sure thing, Boss,” I mumbled as I took it away from him and went into the kitchen. I sighed as I emptied its contents down the drain and ran the faucet afterwards. 
 
      
 
    The whole time I was rinsing the sink, though, I was thinking about that look in his eyes. Had it been realization about my poisoning his drink? Or was it something deeper? 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Ms. Spears,” he called from behind me, “better shake a leg. We gotta long morning ahead of us.” 
 
      
 
    That was when it hit me. I'd never told him my last name. So, either he'd gone through my purse and found my ID, or something else was up. 
 
      
 
    The question was: what? 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    I had to give Jace credit. Of all the women who'd spent the night at my house, she'd been able to pull off two firsts: not getting laid and trying to poison me. 
 
      
 
    The first one, that was pretty understandable. After all, I'd drugged her and left her in the guest room, and didn't even bother to undress her. 
 
      
 
    The second one, I had to admit was a bit more surprising. Thank God she'd over-poured whatever it was she'd poisoned my drink with. She'd put enough in there to make it smell like the inside of a meth lab. 
 
      
 
    As she and I headed out to my grandfather's, with her riding bitch on my bike, I couldn't help but wonder why. Why try and kill me? Last night was the first time I'd met her, before that I didn't know her from fucking Eve. 
 
      
 
    Had it been the spanking? Inside my mind, I shook my head. Nah, no way. Unless, of course, she was real batshit crazy. A life on the fringes of everything could get into your head, though, make you do things no sane person would ever do. People like us, we lived by different rules than your suburbanite middle Americans. 
 
      
 
    Could she think I was responsible for something else, that I really did own her now? Like, she was going to be sold to me that night, and the only way to get her freedom was to off me? 
 
      
 
    Or, maybe, there was a more sensible option. One that, as she tightened her arms my waist and trailed her long nails over my six-pack, I didn't want to admit to myself. Not because it wouldn't make sense, but because it would show just how stupid and trusting I was when it came a pretty face. 
 
      
 
    What if she was sent by the Thunder Kings MC, our biggest rivals? What if they knew we were meeting with Sven, somehow, or they'd set it up to begin with, and she was meant to assassinate me? 
 
      
 
    Whatever her reasons were, though, her little plan hadn't worked. And, as we made our way up I-55, across the edge of Lake Maurapas, I aimed to make sure things stayed that way. After all, I still had some repair work to do around my Grandpa's place. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    As I shook Koen's grandfather's hand, I realized for the first time just how crooked a man could be. Honestly, I was surprised that the president of the Fire and Brimstone MC could even walk straight. 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” I said as I looked around the den, “all these FBI medals are yours?” 
 
      
 
    Xavier laughed a big belly laugh. Even for a man in his seventies, you could tell he liked to laugh and have a good time. And, from that belly that produced such a great, full laugh, you could tell the man liked his Cajun. Cap it all off with a shock of silver hair and great, big, bushy eyebrows, and you had the perfect picture of a doting grandpappy. “Yep, all mine,” he said, “earned 'em back in my prime, when I was just a little older than my grandson, here.” 
 
      
 
    I whistled low and gave him a winning smile. “Come on, Xavier,” I teased him, “you ain't even hit your prime, yet, and you know it.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed again and nudged Koen with his elbow. “I like this one,” he said. “She strokes the ego just the right way.” 
 
      
 
    But, as I watched the way the grandpappy and grandson got along, and as I looked around the den of the older man's home, I realized one thing: I couldn't ever go to the cops about my problem, or about the criminal organization I knew the Boss was running. As corrupt as the local cops were, and boy were they corrupt, I'd never thought it would go all the way up to Washington. Not like this.  
 
      
 
    Any whiff of trouble, and Koen's grandpappy would just yank him out of the fire before the cops even knew what happened. 
 
      
 
    Koen was protected, virtually a made man. 
 
      
 
    Which meant that, as nice as Xavier seemed, he was just as crooked as his grandson. There was no two ways about it. 
 
      
 
    That meant I'd have to stick with my original plan, after I'd gotten Benji out. Weasel my way in, get in under his skin, then strike. Cut the head of the snake and the body dies. Then, maybe, I'd have my revenge. 
 
      
 
    But, as I watched the two men interacting, it was hard to reconcile what I knew to be the truth with what I saw right in front of me. Just two men that seemed to love each other. 
 
      
 
    “Shoot,” Xavier said, snapping his fingers, “I sure am a poor host. Y'all two want tea or a beer or anything?” 
 
      
 
    “Tea for me,” Koen said. “Still gotta get to the repairs and stuff. You, Jace?” 
 
      
 
    “Beer?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Anything for you, sweetie pie,” Xavier said, then turned around and bustled off into the kitchen. I could tell from the way he was acting, he just seemed tickled that Koen had brought someone along with him. And even more tickled that someone happened to be a pretty girl. 
 
      
 
    “He's in a good mood today,” Koen said after his grandpappy was out of earshot in the kitchen. There was a certain satisfaction to his voice, and I could tell he was happy that he brightened the older man's day. 
 
      
 
    “It's because he thinks I'm your girlfriend,” I said in an almost sing-song voice as I sidled up next to him. 
 
      
 
    It took him a moment, but eventually Koen made a face as he realized I was right. “Shit,” he groaned. 
 
      
 
    “Ain't my fault,” I said, grinning as I twisted the knife, “I'm just along for the ride. I ain't the one breaking the old man's heart.” 
 
      
 
    “You like to cook, Jace?” Xavier called from the kitchen. “You should come in and see this kitchen, if you do.” 
 
      
 
    I raised an eyebrow at Koen, but he just shrugged. “It really is a nice kitchen,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I could barely make mac and cheese from a box without setting the whole block on fire. But, still, being a working girl meant being an actor. I headed into the kitchen and put on the proper face, one of astonishment and awe. In this case, it wasn't too difficult. The kitchen was all granite and chrome, with a great big professional-looking cooking range and a fridge big enough to store a dead gator in. 
 
      
 
    “Impressive, huh?” Koen said from behind me. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed as I walked further in. 
 
      
 
    “Take a seat,” Xavier said, gesturing to a set of barstools that were pulled up to the counter. “Take a load off.” 
 
      
 
    “You know, Gramps,” Koen said, “there ain't exactly a law saying every woman need to know how to cook nowadays.” 
 
      
 
    Xavier laughed that huge laugh of his again, filling the kitchen up till it felt like the windows were bowing out in their frames. “Oh, I know, Koen, I know.” He turned to me, smiling as he placed an open Abita in front of me. “You see, Jace, Koen's Grammy couldn't cook a lick. Not a dang lick. This was all for me.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned back at him and took a swig off my beer. It went down smooth and cool. 
 
      
 
    He slapped his belly and laughed. “See this? Liking food's the Baldwin curse.” 
 
      
 
    “Always figured the Baldwin curse was more about liking the food too much, Gramps.” Koen said. 
 
      
 
    Xavier Baldwin laughed again, and I swore I heard the window panes almost crack. 
 
      
 
    We talked a little more after that, going back and forth and dithering on certain topics. Xavier didn't pry too hard about my past, or my age, and I made up lie after lie about my childhood. It came out of my as habit, this need to protect my past, my privacy. 
 
      
 
    Finally, though, when there was a lull in the conversation, Koen added something that was a little unexpected. “Hey, Gramps,” he said after a moment. “Caught the news last night. You hear about that executive getting killed in the Hilton? That Sven Morokov guy.” 
 
      
 
    My ears perked up immediately. Sven Morokov . . . was an executive? What? I thought he was just some skeezy gangster-pimp, tied up with Fire and Brimstone! 
 
      
 
    The old, retired FBI agent's face went sour, like he'd bit into a bowl of etouffee expecting crawdad, but got a cockroach instead. “Yeah, I saw,” he said, almost spitting the words. “Serves the bastard right, I'm sure.” 
 
      
 
    Koen made a face as he took a sip of sweet iced tea. He set the sweating glass down on the granite counter. “You alright there?” 
 
      
 
    Xavier shook his head and waved it off. “Oh, it ain't nothing. Just that whole company that guy was tied up with, Volkov, it never should have been allowed to start in the first place. We told the State Department and the ATF not to let the licensing go through, but they wouldn't listen to me or my partner.” 
 
      
 
    I cocked my head to the side. Sven worked for some company I'd never heard of, but the government was involved somehow with it. That was interesting. 
 
      
 
    Koen clearly thought so, too. He leaned forward on his elbows, his eyes intently locked on the old man. “This is juicy,” he said, grinning. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Jace don't wanna hear any of my old stories from back in the Bureau,” he said, suddenly self-conscious. 
 
      
 
    “Sure I do,” I said, taking another big suck off my beer. If it was tied to the man who murdered my brother, I was all fucking ears. 
 
      
 
    Xavier sighed and looked up at the ceiling. He wasn't exasperated, or anything, but I could tell he was collecting his thoughts and getting all his ducks in a row. He leaned back on the counter behind him, perching his butt right on the edge. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” he began, “so back in the late 80s, early 90s, the USSR collapsed, right? Well, in all that chaos that happened, there was a big spike in organized crime. Russian Mob types. There'd always been underground crime, of course, cause there always is. That's just facts. But, the reds, they kept everything tamped down real tight, managed it. When the government collapsed, though, all that scum rose to the top, like when you're making a good chicken broth. 
 
      
 
    “Now, out of these, rose up a man named Aleksey Volkov, called him The Wolf. He made his money running guns into Chechnya, before and after the collapse. Eventually, though, this wasn't quite as lucrative anymore, not for how dangerous it was. So, he started running arms elsewhere, to little hotspots we might've had an interest in at the time, places like Central America-” 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” Koen interrupted. “So, the owner of Volkov is an ex-gun-runner?” 
 
      
 
    Xavier nodded and Koen whistled low. “But, don't interrupt, boy,” Xavier admonished. “Save all the questions to the end, so this old man don't lose his train of thought. Where was I again?” 
 
      
 
    “Gun running for the government?” I supplied, by way of a question. 
 
      
 
    Xavier nodded. “Right. So, eventually, the Russian government starts to rebuild itself, starts to pick up the pieces at the end of the 90s. Well, when it comes to well-connected men with lots of money, Russia's the place to be, right? They love their oligarchs, them billionaires, and they might as well be gods among men over there.” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” Koen agreed, nodding. “But, if that were true, why did Volkov come over here?” 
 
      
 
    “Remember that whole Chechnya gun running part of the story?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said, nodding along with him, completely enraptured in this little story about my dead boss's big boss, “back in the early 90s?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well, that. You see, the Russians just love a man with money, because money is power, but that Chechnyan independence thing is a real kicker. Their government cracks down on that hard. So, eventually, The Wolf had to flee Russia. He smuggled as much as he could out of the country and applied for asylum here.” 
 
      
 
    Koen laughed, shaking his head. I could tell it was in as much disbelief as anything else. “You're telling me, a Russian mob boss applied for asylum here, in the States? I think I've heard everything.” 
 
      
 
    “Not everything,” Xavier reminded him. “Cause, surprise, surprise, he got it. Despite all my warnings. Certain people in the government thought he'd be a useful asset.” 
 
      
 
    I didn't know the first thing about international politics, or any of that CNN crap. “A useful asset?” I asked. “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Xavier said, drawing out the word, “sometimes, when you gotta get certain things into corrupt countries, places with dictatorships, you need a man who specializes in that kind of thing, things like smuggling and hiring certain kinds of people.” 
 
      
 
    “So, people like Aleksey Volkov,” Koen added. “Sometimes, you don't want blood on your own hands.” 
 
      
 
    “At least,” Xavier said, “so as no one can see. But, that wasn't the real kicker. Real humdinger was that the ATF somehow rolled over and let him get a license for the manufacture of firearms. He took all that money he'd brought over and, right around 9/11, started investing it in Volkov Arms. The rest, as they do say, is history.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Koen said, taking another drink of tea. “Sounds like a pretty bad dude.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. I focused on my bottle, started working away with my thumb nail at the edge of the damp, colorful Abita label. “He ever get into other things, though? 'Sides guns and stuff, I mean.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “Sure he did. All sorts of stuff. Those mobs, girl, they do all sorts of frightful things not fit for a lady to hear about. But, I'm sure of it.” 
 
      
 
    So, guns, women, drugs, more than likely. But, still, Sven was meeting with Koen, and kept calling him The Boss. Whoever he answered to, though, I couldn’t interrogate Sven now. He was stretched out on slab somewhere, keeping cool as a winter night. 
 
      
 
    Of course, Koen had no idea about any of this. That, or he was a better actor than I assumed. 
 
      
 
    Whatever the truth was, I was gonna find out, though. And, when I did, someone was gonna pay. Tomlin deserved that much. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    That evening, Jace and I headed in through the backdoor of Club Hellfire. I feigned politeness, but it was really only so I could keep my eyes on her. Sure, she'd ridden on the back of my bike, but making a move on me in that situation would have been a losing proposition for her. 
 
      
 
    Nothing quite like killing the rider when you were stuck on the back. 
 
      
 
    The club was barely empty as we stepped into it, mostly just staff running around taking care of the incidentals, and we skirted the main area so I wouldn't get grabbed for any questions or “Hey boss!” interruptions. The place wouldn't really start bumping for more than another hour. 
 
      
 
    “Y'all get busy in here, don't you?” Jace asked from beside me as I led her up the stairs to the clubhouse. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “We move 'em through, alright. Lots of tourists coming through, wanna see a real biker bar. This place during Mardi Gras is something else. They even get me slinging drinks behind the bar.” 
 
      
 
    We made our way through the club’s halls, to the real seat of power for the F&B MC, and found Fed upstairs in one of the rec rooms, watching TV. 
 
      
 
    “Yo, Fed,” I called from the door to where my second-in-command was playing pool with a couple of the guys. “You got a sec, bro?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing, brother.” Fed passed his cue off to Happy and made his way over to join us. “What's up, man?” 
 
      
 
    I glanced from Fed to Jace, and back again. “Why don't you grab our girl Benji and join us in the meeting room? Four of us got some things to discuss.” 
 
      
 
    Fed frowned and nodded. I don't think he exactly liked bringing Benji into a meeting like this, but I knew he wouldn't say no. “Yeah,” he said, “coming right up.” 
 
      
 
    He turned and headed back down to the club, while I brushed past Jace and went to the meeting room. 
 
      
 
    “What're we gonna discuss?” Jace asked as I guided her into the meeting room and gestured to a seat at the table. 
 
      
 
    “Just how things are going,” I said, reassuring her as she took a seat. “Figured you ain't seen your friend since last night, and we still got questions about last night in the hotel.” 
 
      
 
    She made a face at my words as I took a seat next to her, and even that face was pretty as a picture. Something about her, even with all her makeup scrubbed off. And, Hell, the way she'd twisted Xavier around her finger so easily did make me wonder if she was pulling the same kinda shit on me. I mean, if the old FBI agent was that susceptible, what chances did I have? 
 
      
 
    But, one thing was sure. I knew she was dangerous, and still I kept her close. Sure, I kept my eyes on her, but there wasn't much to that. With a woman like Jace, keeping an eye on her was the easy part of the job. 
 
      
 
    “I already told you all I know,” Jace said as I settled in, her face annoyed at the prospect of more questions. 
 
      
 
    We both knew her words were lies, but she just didn't know I knew. I was kinda interested to see how far she'd push this whole thing, her hiding the death of her relative. Which was actually kinda funny because, for all the reasons I could think of killing a man, the death of a family member was top of the list. Easy. 
 
      
 
    Benji and Fed came in a few moments later, with Benji running around the table to hug Jace. The two women embraced warmly, clutching to each other like it'd been weeks, and not hours, since the last time they'd seen one another. 
 
      
 
    “You getting settled in, girl?” Jace asked her friend. 
 
      
 
    Benji nodded, grinning. “Yeah, hon. Been a while since I had to do any kind of real work like this, but it's been kind of nice not having to suck a dick all afternoon.” 
 
      
 
    Jace laughed, and they both took a seat. 
 
      
 
    “Men are treating you alright, then?” I asked Benji. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah,” she said, smiling. 
 
      
 
    “She's kind of a mascot already,” Fed said from across the table. “Happy threatened to start chopping fingers with the cleaver if anyone gets too pushy with her.” 
 
      
 
    Happy certainly had a way with words, and could feel downright fatherly when he wanted to. I kept my face neutral and nodded, even if I was laughing on the inside. “Good,” I said. “Alright, ladies, I gotta few questions about last night.” 
 
      
 
    “Can't say how much help I'll be,” Benji said, looking around the table. “I wasn't there and all, to see what happened. But I'll help y'all anyway I can. You guys have certainly helped me out.” 
 
      
 
    I listened to Benji's words, but my focus was on Jace's face as her friend spoke. It went through a range of emotions, all subtle. A tug at her lips here, a lifting of an eyebrow there. She didn't know what to think about us, I could tell. Whatever she'd thought originally that had caused her to try and poison my morning juice, I think she was starting to change that opinion. I'd begun to see it taking root like a stretch of kudzu at my Grandpa's house, digging in and tearing out whatever preconceived notions she had. 
 
      
 
    And, for whatever reason, I needed her to change that view. Not just for the information locked up in her head about what happened in that hotel room, but for something else. I couldn't quite put my finger on it, but I needed her to trust me, no matter how much I currently distrusted her. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” I said, trying to keep my voice reasonable as I glanced to Fed, “all we ask is you return us the favor. We need to know, from both you ladies, what the hell happened. We know Sven ran you girls, you told us yourself. But now, come to find out he was working for Volkov Arms, and a member of the Russian mafia.” 
 
      
 
    I folded my hands in my lap and leaned in close to Jace, my face close enough to where I could almost smell her, my face inches from hers. “Now, what do you know about this Sven guy? Was he trying to make contact with us on behalf of The Wolf? Or was there something else going on? And who is Tomlin Spears?” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    Benji and I looked at each other in pure, honest shock. She was surprised because she knew I had a younger brother I'd left behind named Tomlin. I was surprised because Koen knew who the hell he was. 
 
      
 
    I didn't know how he knew who my brother was, or that he'd been in that room. Maybe the cops had identified him when they did Sven. I wasn't sure, hadn't really thought about it, even when Koen had mentioned it back at Xavier's. I was more interested in the old man's description of Volkov Arms, and this Aleksey Volkov's ties to the international underworld. 
 
      
 
    A man like that, with that much power where entire government agencies bent over backwards to help him out, didn't seem like he'd be answering to a bunch of bikers who'd set up shop on Bourbon Street. But, maybe Sven had changed allegiances? Maybe he'd started working for Koen on the side, in exchange for a bigger piece of the pie? 
 
      
 
    “Who was he?” The Boss asked again, coming an inch or two closer to my face. 
 
      
 
    My eyes trailed down from his, flickered over that strong jaw, over the slight stubble, and down to a vein in his neck that seemed to throb bigger the more I looked at it. 
 
      
 
    Benji nudged me in the shoulder with her elbow, digging it in deep enough that I couldn't ignore her. “Tell him, Jace,” she said, her voice insistent. 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes and slunk down in my chair, like I was trying to hide from the world. Really, though, I slipped my hand, which was already beneath the table, into the slim pocket of my jeans and found the knife that had been poking me in the thigh since we'd left Xavier Baldwin's house. It was a short little paring knife, kinda cute in its own way, but sharp as all get out. Plenty sharp for what I needed, which was to only nick that big, pulsing vein in The Boss's neck. 
 
      
 
    I'd seen two guys get into a knife fight a couple years back. Blades flashing, cutting in the streetlights. One guy had gotten caught right in the jugular. He tried to apply pressure, and the crimson blood had just poured out around his fingers. They called 911 and all, but even in the best of cities an ambulance couldn't have gotten there fast enough to keep him from pumping his life out all over the sidewalk. 
 
      
 
    And New Orleans wasn't exactly the best of cities. 
 
      
 
    The look on that poor son-of-a-bitch's face, like he knew death was coming for him, was one of purest horror. And I couldn't think of a worse fate for the man responsible for my brother's death. 
 
      
 
    Yeah, all it would take would be a little nick of the skin, just deep enough to poke a hole in his neck. Fed would probably kill me, or, even worse, throw me to the gang to be a fucktoy for the rest of my short life, and Benji would be scarred for whatever time she had left. 
 
      
 
    But, if Sven Morokov was really working for Koen Baldwin, justice would be done for my poor dead Tommy. And that'd be worth it, I figured. 
 
      
 
    His eyes were boring into mine, those crazy blues of his even more intense when they were just inches from my face. I could feel them rummaging around in my head, trying to see what I was going to do next, see whether or not I was going to keep lying to him. 
 
      
 
    I wrapped my fingers around the handle and tried to judge how fast Koen would be. From the way he moved, I'd say pretty damned fast. But, the question was, would he be fast enough? 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Jace,” Benji urged. “Just tell him already.” 
 
      
 
    What would it matter, now, if they knew the truth? “Fine,” I said, exasperated. “Tomlin Spears is . . . was my brother. He showed up at the hotel last night, and Sven shot him in the bathroom because he heard a noise in there. Dunno how Tommy found me, but he did. I knocked the gun out of his hand, I guess, and then I picked it up and shot the Russian motherfucker.” I turned to Benji. “There. Happy?” 
 
      
 
    The look on Benji's face was like I'd just drop-kicked a bunny rabbit into a wood-chipper. “Tomlin . . . he was the other guy? Oh, hon, I'm so sorry.” 
 
      
 
    I sniffed a little as my eyes tracked back to Koen's face, who was still leaning in to me. I gripped the paring knife in my pocket tighter, steeled my nerves, and got ready. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” he said, nodding. 
 
      
 
    This was it. This was my chance. 
 
      
 
    “I believe you,” Koen said. “Now, one more question.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and grimaced as I subtly slid the knife out of my pocket and into my lap. “No,” I said. “I'm the one asking now.” 
 
      
 
    Koen wasn't as fast as I gave him credit for. He barely flinched, barely jerked his head back, as my hand shot up and wrapped around his neck and pulled him in like we were long-lost lovers. But, instead of my lips caressing his, the razor-sharp edge of my knife grazed over the skin of his neck. 
 
      
 
    “Now,” I said, “was Sven Morokov working for you as an inside man?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    I confess, I think that was when I really realized what I found so attractive about Jace. This girl just didn't give a fuck. Really. There we were, in the seat of my power, with my buddy leveling a gun at her head, and her poor friend looking like she about to cry from pure pants-shitting terror. 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” I said, trying to keep my voice as smooth and calm as possible despite the fact that I had a blade pressed to my throat. In the wrong spot, mind you, but still in one that would cause me some serious discomfort in the short term. “Hey,” I said again, “it's alright. I'd never even met Sven before in my life.” 
 
      
 
    “He had a picture of you on his phone,” Jace said. “Called you The Boss, Koen. Why would he do that if you two had never met?” 
 
      
 
    “I don't know,” I said, completely honestly. “I really don't know. If this is some sorta way to get back at the man who killed your brother, I ain't the guy responsible. And you know that.” 
 
      
 
    “How can I be so sure?” she said, pressing the flat of the blade into my flesh a little. 
 
      
 
    I winced and tensed up. “Okay, how about this. If Sven was my boy, which he wasn't, why would we keep you around, huh?” 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, Fed shook his head. He didn't like that line of thought, and figured she wouldn't believe me. He still had his gun trained on her, though, and wasn't going to budge even a fraction of an inch. Fed was a good man. 
 
      
 
    “So . . . so you could find who really did it,” Jace said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed, a little more sarcastically maybe than I should have. “And that's why I'd take you to go meet my Grandpa, right? So I could tease this information out of you? If we were so awful as to run with Sven's crew, don't you think we'd have been beating you by now, or chopping off bits of you till you told us the truth?” 
 
      
 
    I could tell she was thinking from the way those beautiful brown eyes of her shifted around. She was trying to judge how truthful I was being, and whether or not my logic held up. Also, I knew, she was taking the measure of me. 
 
      
 
    She was almost there, just sitting on the fence a little bit when it came down to the matter of belief and disbelief. I could tell that, just from her experience with me in the last day, she wanted to believe me. That was good. It meant I might not end up with a knife lodged in my throat. 
 
      
 
    But, if I was going to get her to believe me and the truth of the matter, I was going to have to nudge her a little bit. I was going to have to give her everything. Otherwise, none of this made sense. 
 
      
 
    “Look,” I said, pausing to lick my lips, “Sven was working for Aleksey Volkov. Fed and I, and the rest of the guys, we ain't got shit to do with them. Sven was probably looking for us. Fed, back me up here.” 
 
      
 
    Fed, across the table from me, furrowed his brow and nodded slowly. “He's right, Jace. We don't have any business with Sven, or Aleksy Volkov. Not like that, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of business is it, then?” Jace asked. 
 
      
 
    I sighed. “I'll level with you. We've been ripping Aleksey off for months, stealing guns from his trucks and selling them around town and out of state. Apparently, though, now he's looking for us. Well, he was till you put a bullet in his bloodhound.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled grimly, a tight, mean little expression. Oddly, I kind of liked it, despite knowing full well how I should have felt about a woman smiling like that as she held a knife to my throat. 
 
      
 
    “Fed,” I said, “why don't you put the gun down. Alright?” 
 
      
 
    “Koen,” Fed said in a warning, that's-not-a-good-idea voice. 
 
      
 
    “Jace, you gonna stab me?” I asked. “Or not? Cause the pearly gates are gonna be there in five seconds, or they're gonna be there in five minutes. For both of us.” 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Jace,” Benji said, breaking her silence. “These guys didn't have anything to do with Sven before last night. They weren't responsible.” 
 
      
 
    She groaned and lowered the knife. She tossed it on the table as I exhaled a deep breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding. 
 
      
 
    I looked down at the knife, checked the handle. “That Grandpa's?” 
 
      
 
    “You really need to keep a better eye on your prisoners,” Jace said. 
 
      
 
    I reached up, tentatively checked where the blade's edge had been pressed against the skin of my neck. “Well, you weren't exactly a prisoner.” 
 
      
 
    She shrugged and crossed her arms. “Whatever.” She slid down into her seat, a frown on her face. “Now what?” 
 
      
 
    “Now nothing,” Fed said. “We move on from Volkov and find a better deal, an easier one. You girls get to go do whatever, or stick around and work if you want. But, we're done.” His eyes shifted from Benji and Jace to me, the looking in his eyes questioning. “Right, Koen?” 
 
      
 
    I frowned. He was right. Volkov had gotten pretty dangerous all of a sudden. Either they knew who we were, or had a pretty good guess going. Moving on would be the smart thing to do. 
 
      
 
    But, shit, if the idea of that fat shipment coming along wasn't nice. It would be the biggest score yet, a real payday that would set the MC up for a long time. We could even take some time off and lay low with the kind of cash we'd make off a job that big. I mean, come on, military grade weapons? Anyone would give their mom, grandma, wife, and dog for that kind of firepower. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “Nope, we got that truck coming still. And it's gonna be the haul of the century.” 
 
      
 
    Fed shook his head and nearly spit on the floor in disgust. “Come on, Koen,” he said. “There's risks, then there's stupid risks like jumping out a plane without a chute. Then there's this shit!” 
 
      
 
    I raised a hand, though, as a plan began to form in the recesses of my brain. “I know, Fed, I get it. But, nothing ventured, nothing gained, right? We got this, man, and I even know how we can throw Volkov off the scent while we do it.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Fed asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well, normally something like what I got in mind wouldn't work. But, this time around, we got some help.” I turned to Jace and Benji and gave them my most winning smile. “Don't we, ladies?” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    Personally, I liked the plan. It was bold, decisive, and definitely not what the real Boss, the Wolf, would be expecting. 
 
      
 
    The other two, Benji and Fed, of course thought it was brash and too soon. Which, I suppose was just a little Debbie Downer way of framing my opinion. 
 
      
 
    Benji and I were gonna pretend to be teenage runaways, which was pretty easy for us both to pull off. Might say we'd been studying up on that role for a while. Once we got down the rode a little while, we'd dose the guy with some chloroform, knock him out, and set 'em for the steal. When the driver came to, there wouldn't have been any bikers from the Fire and Brimstone MC around, and no one to pin it on. Aleksey, not seeing any major culprit, would move onto hunt down another gang, leaving the F&B MC in the clear. 
 
      
 
    Of course, I also liked the plan for another reason: it would put me one step closer to the Wolf, Sven's real boss. Even if Koen wasn't in league with the fucker, and now I knew for sure that he wasn't, Xavier Baldwin had made it clear that Aleksey was untouchable by the cops. He was practically a national fucking treasure, far as they were concerned. 
 
      
 
    Figured I could use this heist to my advantage, but I needed someone else in the cab of the truck with me. Otherwise, Koen wouldn't go for the deal. Besides, when it was all said and done, and I was on my way to see Aleksey, Benji would be in the clear with the bikers. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Benji,” I whined, “you've done worse than this.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” she nearly shrieked. “I have not!” 
 
      
 
    “That one guy up in Shreveport, when you spiked his drink?” 
 
      
 
    Benji was a couple years older than me, and had been in the game a little longer, too. She hadn't had as rough of an upbringing as me, though, and was still a little soft in certain parts. But, Benji sure as hell wasn't the pure-as-driven-snow, hooker-with-a-heart-of-gold stereotype she played herself up as. 
 
      
 
    One time in Shreveport, a Louisiana city known for its shitty casinos and gambling boats, she'd dosed some guy's drink and took off with all his winnings, all five thousand of 'em, and came south to the city. It was how she'd gotten away from her first pimp and fell in with me. 
 
      
 
    She made a face and shook her head. Her little fists were clinched tight in her lap. 
 
      
 
    I put my hand on hers, held it tight. “One last job,” I promised, squeezing her hand. “That's it.” 
 
      
 
    Her face changed as she finally relented. “Okay,” she sighed out. “But this is it. No more. I just wanna be a bartender from now on.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, Benji,” I said. “I know.” 
 
      
 
    “So,” Koen said, “you two are in?” 
 
      
 
    Across from him, I could tell Fed was fuming. But, he was a good friend to Koen, and knew his place in the organization. If Koen wanted to do a job like this, even if it was crazy and risky, Fed would bend to it. The guys, I guessed, had voted Koen in. It wasn't Fed's place to second guess. It was just his job to make sure the heist went off right. 
 
      
 
    Benji and I nodded. “Yeah,” I said, speaking for us both. “Guess we're in.” 
 
      
 
    “Great,” Koen said, clapping his hands together before getting up from the table with a big grin on his face. “Let's fucking celebrate, eh?” 
 
      
 
    I looked at him with a blank stare. Didn't he realize I'd just tried to slit his throat? 
 
      
 
    “What?” he asked, clearly confused. 
 
      
 
    “I just tried to fucking kill you, Koen,” I said, pointing to the knife. I nudged the tip of the blade with my finger, sending it spinning in a lazy circle. “Like, five seconds ago.” 
 
      
 
    “Meh,” he said, waving it off like it happened every day. Which, for him, maybe that was the truth. “You thought I was responsible for your brother's death. I get it. I'd have done the same thing.” He shrugged. “But, you dropped it, right?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. Benji shook her head. Fed, even, shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Now who's up for some pool?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Then, he was out the door of the meeting room, with the three of us just watching him as he left. I realized my eyes were fastened to that perfect ass of his in those too-tight Levis. I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    I just didn't get this guy. He didn't want sex, but he'd been rock hard yesterday when he was doling out his punishment. He was too smart by half, but he still took crazy risks. He was the president of an outlaw biker gang that made money by stealing from the Russian mob, but his grandfather was a retired FBI agent. 
 
      
 
    Somehow, it didn't add up, at least not in a way that I could see. 
 
      
 
    Fed sighed and got up to follow his boss, leaving me and Benji alone together. 
 
      
 
    “Guess we better join 'em,” Benji squeaked after a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. 
 
      
 
    The next few hours passed by in a flash. We stayed up top in the clubhouse while the real club bustled below us, but I didn't mind. I was tired of the bar life, even after such a short time in adulthood. It just seemed too damned loud, sometimes, especially when you wanted to be able to hear your thoughts. 
 
      
 
    We played pool, drank beer, and even toasted to the beginning of a long, mutually beneficial relationship. I kept my eyes on Koen as I drank down my Jager, and he kept his on me. Afterwards, he showed me a couple moves when it came to pool, his big arms reaching around me to demonstrate the proper way to hold the cue. I didn't mind the pointers. Apparently, I'd been doing it wrong the whole time, which was part of the reason I'd always kinda sucked at the game. 
 
      
 
    As he helped me sink a stripe that had been in a tricky spot up against the rail, I heard snickering behind us. Koen and I both turned around, confused. Benji and Fed were sitting in the corner on their barstools, giggling like a gaggle of school girls. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I asked, my eyes flashing at them as they kept going. “Spit it out.” 
 
      
 
    Fed averted his eyes from my wrath. “Nothing.” 
 
      
 
    Benji stifled a giggle. “You two just look so cute together. You'd make a nice couple, is all.”  
 
      
 
    Koen and I exchanged glances. 
 
      
 
    I mean, sure, I wanted to fuck the guy, and I was pretty sure he wanted the same. Hell, I even wanted to back when cold-blooded murder was at the top of my To Do list. He was a total beefcake! And with that jaw of his, and those forearms, who wouldn't? But, anything else? 
 
      
 
    No sir. 
 
      
 
    We both shook our heads and laughed as we took a little half-step apart. 
 
      
 
    “No thanks,” we both said at the same time, then grinned a little. 
 
      
 
    “Jinx,” I said as I bent down to the pool table with my cue. This time, though, I bent down alone. “You owe me a beer.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed as I took my shot at the eight ball. 
 
      
 
    He laughed again when I missed. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    I reached into my fridge and pulled out two beers, one for me, one for Jace. We'd cut out of Club Hellfire earlier than I normally would have, owing my long day doing repairs at Grandpa's. I was beat, and today had been one Hell of a day already. 
 
      
 
    I took the beer back into the dining room and slid it across the table to Jace. 
 
      
 
    “So,” I said as I pulled out my chair and slid into it, “just so we're clear, here. You ain't gonna kill me now that we're away from my brothers, right?” 
 
      
 
    Jace laughed and took a swig of beer, her eyes nearly dancing in her head with mirth as she looked at me over the bottle. “Nah, I won't try again. Promise.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank God,” I said. “Don't think I could handle twice in one day.” 
 
      
 
    “'Sides,” she added, “we got the same enemy now, ain't we?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “The Wolf ain't really my enemy, though,” I pointed out. “He's just another criminal to me. He ain't gonna go to the cops on this kind of thing, in case they start looking into his other business interests. Hell, I could keep robbing the fucker blind ‘til doomsday, and he wouldn't say a peep.” 
 
      
 
    Of course, just because he was a mobster wary of the cops, that didn't mean he wouldn't take other avenues to shut us down. I knew it, and Fed knew it, too. If he was onto us, we'd just have to be more careful in the future. Like, for instance, the kind of precautions we were taking with this job. I just didn't want to tell Jace any of it. 
 
      
 
    At the end of the day, though, I didn't know which was worse: having the cops coming for you, or a Russian mob boss putting you in his sights. One might end up with you in prison three years from now, and the other might end with you dead in a back alley by the end of three days. 
 
      
 
    Then, there was the other thing to consider: Jace. 
 
      
 
    Here she was, living under my roof. Me and the guys had taken her and Benji in. We'd promised them a place with us when this job was over, a home forever if they wanted. And, a biker's word is his bond. Which meant they were as much under my protection now as any of my men. 
 
      
 
    Even though I was pushing her into harm's way on this job, I was worried. Worried about how I could keep her clear of future danger, worried how I could make sure she didn't go off half-cocked again like she had in the meeting room earlier tonight. 
 
      
 
    And, I'll be damned, but this girl knew how to get into danger. That much was for sure. 
 
      
 
    More than anything, though, I needed her to trust me, and I needed her to learn to follow orders. Because if she was going to be an honorary Fire and Brimstone member, she had to learn to be a soldier, too. And soldiers listened to their commander. 
 
      
 
    But, I knew deep down, you needed to break a girl like Jace. We did it to the prospects, but those were all guys. With her, it was going to take something a little more . . . inventive. 
 
      
 
    And, from the way she'd submitted under my hand the night before when I'd punished her for stripping in the meeting room, I knew just what kind of innovation would work. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    “Just so you know,” I said as I worked away at the label on the beer bottle, this time just a plain ol' crappy domestic, “I want the Wolf dead. Tommy's ghost ain't gonna rest till I put that man in the ground.” 
 
      
 
    Koen laughed a little, but not with his eyes. “Ghost, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” I asked. “You live in New Orleans and don't believe in ghosts?” 
 
      
 
    “Went to a voodoo thing once, when I was younger. Not my scene.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that ain't mine, neither. Biting the heads off chickens and drinking blood?” I shook my head. “Nah. But, still ghosts are real. Even if you don't believe in them, they still haunt you every day of your life.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you should just call them memories, then?” Koen asked. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” I admitted. “But ghosts or memories, might as well be the same thing to me. I don't really see how I could live with either, knowing I let Tommy just be a victim.” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Koen said, leaning forward at the table, “then help me. Help me hit Aleksey where it counts, in his pocket book. That'll hurt him a thousand times more than killing a thousand Sven Morkov's. Make him suffer, make him pull his hair out. I promise you, we'll take him down, one piece at a time.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled, my eyes going from the beer bottle to his face, then down to his hands that were clasped in front of him. Those strong, deliberate hands that he'd used on me the night before. 
 
      
 
    There was something about the intimacy of the moment, just then. A feeling that hung in the air, like an electric storm had come in from the coast and was filling the room with its unpredictability. 
 
      
 
    “We need to trust each other, though,” he said after a while, and I noticed a certain severity that had crept, unseen, into his voice. 
 
      
 
    I bit my lower lip as I glanced back up at him, met his eyes. 
 
      
 
    They'd hardened, like the irises had shifted from blue to steel gray. I'd seen that look before, not just in other men, but the night before when he'd punished me for stripping for the other bikers. 
 
      
 
    “You need to learn to obey me,” he continued, his lips set in a thin line. 
 
      
 
    I realized my breath had sped up, become more shallow, the moment his tone of voice had shifted. Butterflies fluttered in my stomach, and I realized I was nervous. 
 
      
 
    Me. Nervous. 
 
      
 
    I couldn't believe it. The last time I'd been nervous, I'd been in the back seat of a car with my first boy, Scott Taylor. He'd been fast, and it had hurt at first, but the deed had been done. That night, it seemed like my trepidation about sex had fled alongside my virginity. 
 
      
 
    But, tonight I knew more was on the line than just sex. This was as much about trust, and if I didn't perform exactly the way Koen wanted, I wasn't going in that truck with Benji. They'd find some other way to pull off the heist, and I'd be high and dry. 
 
      
 
    “Undress,” he commanded, his voice not too loud or too quiet. Just right. 
 
      
 
    I realized my hands were shaking a little as I took one more swig of beer and set the bottle on the table. I stood up and reached for the bottom of my shirt and tugged it up and over my head. I began to remove my clothes. Not slowly, or sensually, or erotically. 
 
      
 
    Koen hadn't ordered it that way. He'd said to undress, not strip. 
 
      
 
    Soon, my clothes were pooled at my feet. I could feel my nipples rising from the combination of cool air and excitement, could feel myself getting damp between my legs as I stood here in front of this total, commanding piece of masculinity. I arched my back a little and pushed my shoulders back, giving him the best view possible. Despite this being as much about proving I could follow orders, I realized I also wanted to please him, at least a little bit. 
 
      
 
    After all, I had insisted that he owned me, and that I was his to do with as he pleased. 
 
      
 
    “Now, come here,” he said, setting his beer aside. The whole time I'd been undressing, he'd just watched me like some kind of barely-contained wild animal.  
 
      
 
    “Ready for me to begin my duties,” I started to ask, my voice low and throaty like I hadn't had water for days, “as your property?” 
 
      
 
    His eyes traveled up and down my body, taking me in like a long drink. I nearly shivered under his appraisal. “No.” He shook his head and licked those kissable lips of his. He patted his leg. “Going to teach you about why you shouldn't try and kill your owner. Now, come here.” 
 
      
 
    I crossed the short distance and bent over his lap, the worn denim a combination of soft and rough as I slid my naked body over his legs. My tits hung into the air, my underboob pushing into the side of his thigh. His hardening cock pressed through his clothes and into my belly like a steel rod, and I could feel my mouth already salivating at the thought of it.  
 
      
 
    “Are you ready for your punishment?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    My breath was coming even faster, now. I lifted my butt in the air for him, thought about giving it a little wiggle, then reconsidered. My new owner might not appreciate it. I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Count for me,” he said, but didn't do anything. 
 
      
 
    I whined a little. This was even worse than last night. At least, then, I hadn't known it was coming. I couldn't prepare for it, or even dread it being about to happen. I was just suddenly bent over, screaming as he spanked my bare ass. I bit my lip and gave a little nod. 
 
      
 
    Then, he started to spank me. His first slap came down, harder than I remembered from the last time, then his hand retreated for a moment until I remembered my part of this arrangement. 
 
      
 
    “One,” I croaked out, my pussy already getting wetter as his other, non-spanking hand pressed me more firmly down on his lap. 
 
      
 
    He brought his hand down again on the opposite bare cheek. 
 
      
 
    “Two!” I cried out, struggling a little to move, but unable to. 
 
      
 
    Again, he slapped the first cheek. 
 
      
 
    I squawked in pain. “Three!” I called, my eyes already tearing up from the mixture of pleasure and pain. 
 
      
 
    Another time. 
 
      
 
    I spread my legs a little, centering my feet as I pushed my ass higher into the air, exposing myself like a wanton little hussy. I wanted his hand to slip down a little, to accidentally trail his fingers over my bare sex. Just his touch, that's all I wanted. “Four,” I called out. 
 
      
 
    Another swat.  
 
      
 
    More pleasure than pain blossomed now, like my head had moved into a special place where I craved his touch in any way I could possibly get it. “Five!” I yelled, my voice almost cracking. 
 
      
 
    He paused and brought his hand down and began to tenderly rub my back side, alleviating the burning pain I felt back there. I whimpered, whining as his attention set me to gushing again. 
 
      
 
    Then he started again. We got to fifteen licks before he stopped. 
 
      
 
    Thinking he was done, I went to get up from his lap, but the hand pressed into my back didn't budge. 
 
      
 
    His hands slid over my back, over my reddened ass, stinging even as they soothed. I whimpered again as his fingers began to explore the back of my thighs, the inner tops of my thighs where they met my hairless pussy. His touch was electric, like I'd been waiting for it my whole life. 
 
      
 
    I didn't say a word, just groaned a little as I spread my legs wider for him. 
 
      
 
    He grunted as I shifted on his lap and rubbed against his rock-hard cock still pressing into my belly. 
 
      
 
    I moved my hips, trying to somehow convince his hands to touch me, for his fingers to lower just a fraction of an inch and give me some relief. 
 
      
 
    “Is this what you're begging for?” he asked, his voice a strange combination of stern kindness, as he stroked a finger between my lips, opening me like a damp flower. 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir,” I said, nodding as pleasure rippled through my body. I'd never so willingly called a man sir like that in all my life. For some reason, it just seemed to come out naturally. 
 
      
 
    He slid his finger lower, found the hood of my clit. He circled around it, sending off a little chain of fireworks, pop pop pop, throughout me. 
 
      
 
    I bit my lip and groaned low, trying to control my urges to push back into his hand, to get more of him on my body. I was worried, though, that he'd suddenly refuse if I did. 
 
      
 
    “Do you like that?” he asked as he his other hand slid from my back up into my hair, his fingers entwining in my auburn tresses. 
 
      
 
    I nodded urgently. “Yes sir,” I said. “I do.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” he said, simply, continuing his rhythmic circling of my clit. I was drenched back there, completely gushing with my need for him. 
 
      
 
    My mind was fixated on the hard cock in his pants, filled with visions of Koen taking me on the dining room table. Bent over it, with my legs spread wide for him. It didn't matter, I just wanted him inside me, deep and hard. I just had an insatiable need to be filled. 
 
      
 
    His fingers, kept up their movements, and I began to meet them, grinding my pussy on his hand.  
 
      
 
    The pleasure was becoming too much, and I could feel myself about to cum. 
 
      
 
    His hand that had been in my hair snaked around in front of me, first grasping my throat, then traveling up over my chin and jaw. 
 
      
 
    As his rough fingers ran over my pouting lips, I opened my mouth and sucked them in, swirled my tongue. 
 
      
 
    “Just like a good girl,” he said, his voice approving as he withdrew his fingers from my clit. 
 
      
 
    I whined around his fingers, but continued to suck on them like a hard, ready cock. 
 
      
 
    “Such a good little slut,” he said. “Keep sucking, Jace, keep being a good girl.” He just readjusted positions, though, and soon his hand was back to working on me. I pushed back into him as he dipped two fingers into my honeypot for the first time, giving me a slight imitation of what a real cock felt like. 
 
      
 
    Pleasure flooded me again as I pushed back into him more violently than before. I gasped around his fingers, but quickly resumed sucking on them. For some reason I couldn’t quite pin down, I didn't want to disappoint. I couldn't disappoint. 
 
      
 
    His thumb dipped down, found my clit, and began to swirl around it. Then, his fingers hooked a little and found my g-spot. 
 
      
 
    My eyes rolled back in my head as pleasure seemed to briefly shove my consciousness into the back of my brain. 
 
      
 
    “Are you close?” he asked as he took his fingers from my mouth. 
 
      
 
    I squeezed my eyes tight and nodded furiously. “Yes sir, so close,” I said, my words tumbling from my mouth like an avalanche. 
 
      
 
    “How close?” he asked as he rubbed the tip of his fingers over my g-spot another time. 
 
      
 
    “So very, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Then he stopped. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” he said, stroking my ass with his now free hand. “Later.” 
 
      
 
    “Later?” I whined, my voice keening a little. “But, I want it now.” 
 
      
 
    “Later,” he repeated, his voice more stern. “Remember, I own you, Jace. You said so yourself. You belong to me.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded externally, while internally I was screaming at myself for letting this man have a hold on me like this. Even though, somehow, in a deeper part of me, I knew I craved it. In that place, I knew that if I submitted to him, really submitted to him, I wouldn't have to worry. He'd take care of me in the end. 
 
      
 
    “Up,” he said. “Off my lap.” 
 
      
 
    I got up off his lap and stood there, my legs wobbling. I grasped the edge of the dining room table, used it to stabilize myself. The world seemed to swim between my eyes, and the passion was still burning between my thighs. 
 
      
 
    “Trust me,” he said as he stood, his erection painfully obvious in the front of his jeans, “this hurts me more than it hurts you.” 
 
      
 
    I bit my lip and nodded, surprised at how I was going along with this. But, somehow, I'd felt something new and wonderful while I was lying under his grip, under his not-so-tender caresses. My cheeks still burned, but in such a sexy way. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” he said, nodding to himself. “Now, put your clothes back on and head upstairs. We've got another long day ahead of us tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, and my eyes followed him as he went to leave. I stooped to gather my clothes and began pulling them back on. 
 
      
 
    “Jace?” Koen said from the dining room, his voice sending a thrill through my body. 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir?” I asked, my voice still in that submissive tone from a few moments earlier. 
 
      
 
    “You can't take care of the problem yourself.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned and nodded. “I understand,” I said. Inside, though, I was nearly crying. 
 
      
 
    I mentally slapped myself, then, and reminded me of what I was supposed to be doing this for. I needed to convince him I was on board with his plan. That was all. 
 
      
 
    Orgasms would come later. 
 
      
 
    But, still, as I drifted off to sleep that night, I didn't relieve the pressure I felt building up inside of me. I listened to his order, and I took it to heart. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    Fed brought Benji out to the house the next morning so we could go over the plan a couple more times. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” I said as we were gathered in my upstairs game room, beers in hand, “this is the idea. Jace, you and Benji act like desperate teenage runaways. You flirt with the trucker we point out for you. Once you convince him to take you on down the road, you use some chloroform when you're in the cab of the truck. He passes out, you zip-tie him, we take over from there. Keep it simple, stupid, right?” 
 
      
 
    Fed slowly shook his head. “I don't know, Boss. This whole thing, I mean most truckers are bigger dudes. At least the ones I used to run with.” 
 
      
 
    “You saying we can't handle ourselves, Fed?” Jace asked, sidling up next to Fed. “We've been working the streets and hotels for longer than you think, big guy.” 
 
      
 
    He turned to address Jace. “Nah, I mean, I'm sure you can.” 
 
      
 
    “That's not what it sounded like to me, Fed,” Benji said, coming up beside him and pressing herself into his side. 
 
      
 
    He rolled his eyes and turned his attention to Benji. 
 
      
 
    I could see what was going down, but I didn't want to ruin the surprise. The trucker wouldn't have a buddy watching his back like Fed did, right then. Jace had the old rag we'd been using as a chloroform prop in one hand, just barely out of sight. 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” Jace said from Fed's other side, “that's definitely not what it sounded like. You think poor, meek little girls like us need big bad bikers to protect them.” 
 
      
 
    Fed gave an exasperated sigh and looked back to Jace. He gave a surprised yelp when his nose went straight into the fake chloroform rag, then a frustrated sigh. “Fine,” he said, his voice muffled from the cotton overlaying his nose and mouth, “I see your point.” 
 
      
 
    Both women burst out laughing and gave Fed, and each other, a hug. 
 
      
 
    This plan was perfect. I was grinning from ear to ear, and the way Jace had handled herself was almost effortless. 
 
      
 
    I hadn't been able to take my eyes off her all day. I kept wondering if she'd followed my orders the night before, or if she'd disregarded them the moment the door to the guestroom was closed. Either outcome was hot, as far as I was concerned. Somehow, though, I doubted she'd followed my instruction to a “t.” 
 
      
 
    I wondered, for probably the thousandth time, if she would ever come into my arms willingly, or warm my bed without it being her “job” or responsibility. The idea of having a woman like her, it was appealing. But, that gold lost its glimmer if I knew it was all just the same as her last career. 
 
      
 
    I sighed and drank my beer down. No matter my feelings for Jace, and whether I'd ever have her completely willingly, today allayed my doubts about the plan. This thing was solid, and the ladies could pull it off no problem. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    Koen's plan was solid enough to work, especially if Benji and I worked together like we were supposed to. That wasn't going to be a big deal, either. We'd seduced men together plenty of times, and we always knew we had each other's backs. 
 
      
 
    The only question hanging out for me was what happens next. I would have to figure out a way to get Benji moving, and away from the truck, so I could have a chance to “disappear.” Hopefully, in all that running around and other craziness, the bikers would forget about me. After all, I wasn't an important part of their world after this. It wasn't like they'd care if I disappeared, anyways. I was just another hooker to them. 
 
      
 
    I'd ziptie my own wrists, instead of the driver's. When the trucker came to, I'd tell him Benji stabbed me in the back and cut me out of the deal. I'd give him a chance to redeem himself in front of his higher-ups by offering to give the real culprits to the boss. Then, when we got in front of Aleksey Volkov, I'd play it by ear. 
 
      
 
    That'd be my chance to get the bastard who was responsible for Tommy's death.  
 
      
 
    Not a perfect plan. Hell, not even as good as the one Koen had setup. But, still, it was better than nothing. 
 
      
 
    A thought did occur to me, though. And getting it answered would be good in the long run. It'd make me look more invested in the job. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, Koen,” I said after I finished off my beer. “You got Fed on board with your plan. One last thing.” 
 
      
 
    “What's that?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Say Volkov's got extra security, someone watching the trucks. What do you guys do to get away?” 
 
      
 
    “Mean like if we're followed or something?” 
 
      
 
    “Or something.” 
 
      
 
    “Fed and me, Hell, any of our guys, we can lose anyone on those back roads. Most of the roads are halfway decent, and we can really open up on our bikes.” 
 
      
 
    I twisted my lips a little, giving him an unsure frown. 
 
      
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Don't believe me?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I mean, I just wanna be sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Benji spoke up, adding her voice to mine. “How can we be sure we'll be as free and clear as you guys think?” 
 
      
 
    Fed and Koen both laughed. “How about this?” Koen asked. “How about we go for a ride?” 
 
      
 
    Benji almost clapped her hands together, she was so damned excited. And, thing about Benji was, her excitement was damn-near contagious. 
 
      
 
    I grinned as I kept my eyes on Koen. “Sure,” I said. “Let's go for a ride.” 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, the four of us were ripping off down the back roads near the truck stop we were going to start the ripoff, the bike humming between my thighs like a vibrator big enough for King Kong. I gripped Koen tighter out of one part excitement, and another out of fear. 
 
      
 
    I could feel his wide, muscular chest and his rippling abs beneath his shirt, and I didn't mind one bit that I had to hold onto him for dear life as we rocketed down the blacktop. 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes as we rode, and I saw myself with a man like Koen, one who'd protect me the way he had already. And, of course, one who was sure of himself, the way Koen was. Sure, he had an ego. But, at least he knew what he wanted out of life. And that right there was more than you could say about a lot of men. 
 
      
 
    Too bad I was going to throw him away to get at Aleksey. In life, I'd realized, there was sometimes a price to pay. 
 
      
 
    But, when it came to revenge, there was always one. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    Benji and I stood outside the truck stop together. We'd dragged Koen to the shops with us the day before, out to a Target and Old Navy, so we could find just the right set of clothes for the two of us. New makeup specifically for this. We were both hookers by trade, and when you're a working girl you quickly learn that seventy-five percent of your job is playing a part. 
 
      
 
    Normally, that part was being a sexy seductress that hung on a man's every word, a pure fuck-kitten that even found his beer paunch and bad breath attractive. In short, you had to play at make believe a lot. 
 
      
 
    For this part, though, we had to come at it a little bit differently. We had to be teenagers, through and through. Lip gloss instead of heavy lipstick, lighter makeup, less trashy clothes. Even a new cell phone with a different case. 
 
      
 
    So, there we sat, looking out over the lot. And what should pull in, pretty much right on schedule, but the truck under the false name it was using? Just like Koen's guy had told him it would be. 
 
      
 
    I nudged Benji a little bit with my elbow till I got her attention, then gestured with my chin out to the truck driver hopping down from the cab and heading our way. “There's our man,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” Benji said, her voice low with nervousness. 
 
      
 
    “You gonna handle this okay?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    She nodded, her breathing coming a little bit faster than normal. 
 
      
 
    I reached down and grabbed her hand, squeezed it. “It'll be okay, girl. We got everything we need,” I said, holding up my little purse I'd picked up at Target the day before. “Everything, alright?” 
 
      
 
    She nodded and smiled a tight smile. “Let's just get this over with.” 
 
      
 
    The man crossed the brightly lit parking lot and headed into the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    We headed over to the bathroom door set into the outside of the building and waited for him to come out. He only took a few minutes, but soon came out, still wiping his drying hands on the front of his shirt. 
 
      
 
    “Hey mister?” I started as we approached. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” he drawled in some kind of accent I couldn't place. Maybe northern, or Canadian? It certainly wasn't from around here. 
 
      
 
    “We, uh, I hate to impose,” I said, purposely pushing my nervousness, using it to my advantage. I was a teen runaway, after all, and asking a strange man to let me and my best friend hitch a ride. “But, well, see, we're trying to get out of town, to head up north you know . . .” 
 
      
 
    He smiled warmly, his eyes flickering up and down our bodies in a very unfatherly kind of way. More like creepy uncle, to tell the truth. We were just wearing jeans, but we'd made sure our shirts were a size or two too small. 
 
      
 
    “Y'all need directions or something?” he drawled after a while. 
 
      
 
    Benji shook her head, giggling. “No, we was wanting a ride, far as you can take us.” 
 
      
 
    He looked from Benji to me, and back again as he scratched at the back of his head beneath the trucker gimme cap. “Well, I don't know. We ain't exactly allowed to do that kind of thing, girls.” 
 
      
 
    “Even for us?” I asked as I took a step forward. “Promise we won't touch nothing in the truck. Not unless, you know, you want us to.” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” he drawled in that strange twang of his, “rig's right over there. Y'all ready to head out?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Something about the man, and the way the word “y'all” seemed so forced in his mouth, made my skin crawl beneath my teenager attire. But, Benji and I had a job to do, especially if I wanted her safe, and I wanted Aleksey to pay. So, I nodded and we began to follow after him. 
 
      
 
    Benji stealthily grabbed my hand as we headed out into the truck stop parking lot, with all its pitch black shadows, exhaust fumes, and oil-stained concrete. “I don't like this,” she whispered as we headed for his truck. 
 
      
 
    “Why should you?” I whispered back out of the side of my mouth. “The guy's a creepy-ass trucker who's looking at us like we come with the legs-and-eggs special.” 
 
      
 
    “It's not just that,” she squeaked back at me in protest as we went around a big tractor-trailer and came upon his truck. “This is too easy, Jace.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we're gonna get a free lunch for once,” I said. 
 
      
 
    She made a face and pulled me to a stop. Uncle Trucker, too, came to a halt and turned his attention on us, his eyes shifting in the dim light beneath the brim of his gimme-cap. 
 
      
 
    I glanced from Benji to the man, and back again. 
 
      
 
    I needed to keep character, even while having an argument. Which, surprisingly, wasn't that hard. I'd been right here just a few years ago, hadn't I? “Look,” I said, trying to stay as a teenage runaway, “we ain't never gonna get away from your asshole stepdaddy if we don't catch a ride outta here. Right?” 
 
      
 
    She frowned, glanced sideways at Uncle Trucker, then nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Now, come on and smile,” I said, giving her a little, halfhearted grin as I squeezed her hand, “the road ahead's rocky, but at least we gotta ride. Right?” 
 
      
 
    She grinned a little bit more and squeezed back. “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    “Y'all girls ready?” he asked in that weird accent. “I'd hate to leave you behind because of scheduling conflicts.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Benji chirped as we both turned to follow after him. “We're coming.” 
 
      
 
    Uncle Trucker led us to the truck, and we climbed up on the passenger side. I hadn't been in the cab of a rig like this in years, not since I'd run from my own real-life abusive stepfather and had to catch a ride south. It looked and smelled a lot like I remembered, like stale man and a hint of body odor, with just a bit of added truck stop food spice. 
 
      
 
    Yeah, just as gross as I recalled. 
 
      
 
    Back, behind the seats, was a little sleeper cab area with the privacy curtain closed off. Benji and I, not wanting to get too far away from the man, stayed up in the front seat together, piled on top of each other like two kittens in a slightly ill-fitting basket. I didn't pay much attention to the back area, though, as we were both focused on Uncle Trucker coming around to join us. 
 
      
 
    As we settled in, I unzipped my little teenybopper purse. A pungent, sickly sweet smell filled the cab as I grabbed the chloroform-soaked rag I'd been hiding there. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” Benji asked as the driver crossed in front of the rig as he came around to the driver side. “It's not time yet!” she squeaked. 
 
      
 
    I hushed her as Uncle Trucker opened up the driver side and climbed in. He slammed the door shut behind him as he wiggled into the seat. “Y'all girls ready?” he drawled as he turned to face us. 
 
      
 
    The look in his eyes was wild as I stuffed the rag over his face. I didn't pull any punches either, because I knew he wouldn't. I crammed it down over his nose and face, covering as much of it as I could with the chemical-drenched cloth. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry!” Benji yelped from behind me as the man grabbed my wrists and tried to pull the cloth away. 
 
      
 
    “Don't apologize to him!” I yelled back as I struggled to keep the cloth over his face.  
 
      
 
    Behind the curtain, there was the sound of a gun cocking back its hammer. “Alright,” said a man with a Russian accent so thick you could slice it, pulling aside the drapery and led with his big, shiny automatic pistol, “that's enough. Hands off Petra.” 
 
      
 
    Benji screamed in surprise and fright, sending a chill up my spine. I tried to look around Uncle Trucker's eyes rolled back in his head, and he began to slump in the driver seat, but I didn't want to take my focus off him, or his grasping hands. 
 
      
 
    “Hands off!” the new guy screamed.  
 
      
 
    I glanced over at him. He was younger than Uncle Trucker, more thuggish. He wore an Adidas jogging suit, its bright white stripes shining almost as brightly as his handgun in the dimly-lit cab. I could tell, though, that he was less-experienced than the driver. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” Benji yelled, leaping at him from out of the seat. 
 
      
 
    “No!” I screamed as my best friend went for the man's gun. 
 
      
 
    The man stumbled back a little bit, and his finger must have slipped. The pistol roared, filling the cab with the smell of burned gun powder and the sound of a hundred peels of thunder. Benji reeled back into the foot well in front of the passenger seat, still yelling, but now mostly in shock. 
 
      
 
    My ears were ringing, my blood was pumping, my heart was racing. Benji had been shot! My best friend, just like my little brother, was lying in a pool of her blood in a strange place because of me! I screamed and leaped at the man, my chloroform rag held out in front of me like a deadly knife. 
 
      
 
    New guy looked at me, his face surprised as he, hunched over, took a step back. 
 
      
 
    I went for his face with the rag, trying to pull the same trick twice in a row. 
 
      
 
    He flailed with his pistol, catching me in the side of my head with its barrel. 
 
      
 
    My head exploded with lights and I tumbled to the floor of the cab, my vision fading as I heard Benji's surprisingly low-pitched sobs. “Oh god,” she repeated over and over as the man, maybe still surprised over what he'd just done, stepped over me and dragged Uncle Trucker out of the driver seat and took his place. 
 
      
 
    The rig rumbled and came to life at just about the same time as my world went black, allowing me to slip down into beautiful, wonderful nothingness. A sweet, sweet oblivion where I couldn't get anyone else I loved shot . . . or worse. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    The muzzle flash lit up the cab of the tractor-trailer and the gunshot echoed throughout the truck stop. Me, Happy, and two F&B MC bikers were parked on the other side of the lot, watching everything unfold. 
 
      
 
    We hadn't given either of the girls a gun, specifically because of this. Which meant it had to have been the Volkov truck driver. My heart caught in my throat as I realized what must have happened. 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit,” Happy yelled beside me. 
 
      
 
    A few moments later, the truck rumbled to life and began to tear out of the lot. In the opposite direction of our planned ambush. 
 
      
 
    “Let's go!” I shouted, visions of Jace hurt and bleeding out from a gunshot flashing in my mind as I kicked my bike alive and drove off after the careening semi. All thoughts of guns and profit were gone form my mind, shoved aside by my fear for Jace and Benji. 
 
      
 
    This was my fault, all my fault. I should have listened to Fed instead of my own stupid ego. I just wanted the job done, and I didn't give a damn about any of the people I was sending into harm's way. I'd made a gamble, and I'd lost. 
 
      
 
    Spectacularly. 
 
      
 
    Happy, the two other guys, and I whipped out onto the lonely highway, opening up the throttle and taking off after the truck. I sped up, outdistancing the rest and catching the draft behind the big truck, reducing my wind resistance. Once I'd gotten close enough, I cut to my left and came alongside the truck, close enough to touch the spinning, deadly wheels. 
 
      
 
    The giant beast of a machine towered over me like a diesel-powered beast of Hell that could chew up any in its path.  
 
      
 
    I realized if I wanted to pull this thing over and get to the girls, and the bastard driving the rig, I needed to do it from the inside. I opened up the engine and accelerated, pulling up alongside the driver’s side door. 
 
      
 
    My vision was tunneled, but my thoughts were singular and crystal clear: Get this motherfucker. I glanced up at the cab of the truck, at the guy, now without a cap on, frantically looking around him as we encircled his tractor. 
 
      
 
    Beside me, the trucker gunned it, moving it a little farther ahead. I wasn't sure about all his thoughts, only that he somehow thought he'd be able to outrun us. 
 
      
 
    Not a chance. 
 
      
 
    I glanced ahead, checked that there wasn't any traffic, then I shifted on my bike and got my feet beneath me. I'd been doing this kind of stupid shit since I was a kid, and old Gator Baldwin had put me on my first dirt bike, so it wasn't anything new. Of course, it hadn't gotten any less dangerous over the years, either. 
 
      
 
    But I didn't have any other choice. He might not have been able to outrun us, but there wasn't a chance we'd be able to force him off the road with just our bikes. That's what the plan with the broken down pickup across the road had been all about. But, with him heading in the opposite direction, we had about as much chance of stopping this thing as a one-legged man had of winning an ass-kicking contest. 
 
      
 
    With my feet beneath me, and one hand still on the throttle, I glanced over at the truck. It was just a few feet. I could do that, even with the face-ripping, skin-tearing, roadrash-inflicting asphalt racing by at almost ninety miles per hour. 
 
      
 
    I didn't hesitate. I couldn't. If the trucker realized what I was doing, he could just veer over and knock me from here to Hell, and then it'd be, “That's all folks!” 
 
      
 
    I leaped out, my boots kicking off the seat of my bike. My bike flew out from beneath me, veering off to the left at almost a hundred miles an hour. It hit the shoulder at the far side and went off into the bayou, disappearing in the gloom behind me as I sailed through the air, arms outstretched for dear life. 
 
      
 
    The world stopped for a moment, and I seemed to hang there in the air, my short, risk-filled life filling my mind. It had been a good life, I guessed. Not dedicated to fixing anything, or solving any big problems, but I guessed that I'd made my buddies' lives a little better while I was president of the MC. And, I'd had a shit load of fun doing it, too! 
 
      
 
    My hand met the truck handle and grabbed it tight, the chrome steel cutting into my flesh as the rest of my body followed and slammed into the side of the rig. I rebounded hard and almost went plummeting to the highway, just more meat for the grinder, but kept my firm grip on it as I flailed in the wind. 
 
      
 
    I desperately searched with the toes of my boots for firm footing as I hooked my arm around the side mirror and looked in the window at the young driver. I realized, then, that it definitely wasn't the same guy, that it must have been a trap set by Volkov. Beyond him, I could see Jace's legs entangled with the original truck driver's and Benji curled up on the floorboard in front of the passenger seat. 
 
      
 
    But, I didn't have time to worry about it. Especially not when I saw the big, chromed automatic pistol in the driver's hand. And its barrel was looking right back at me. 
 
      
 
    I ducked down low, getting myself out of its fatal path but managing to lose my grip with my boots, as the gun roared for the second time that night. Above me as I dangled from the creaking, wobbling side mirror, the glass cracked as the bullet sailed off, over my head and into the swampy countryside. I'd dodged the bullet, but I still wasn't home free. 
 
      
 
    The rig began to swerve, almost violently, slamming me against the door. I kicked out with my feet, regained my purchase, and crawled back up the window. 
 
      
 
    I watched from behind as the truck driver threw one of the girls off him with a shout. She came back up, pistol in hand, and I realized it was Benji! 
 
      
 
    Now was my chance, while he was occupied. I slammed into the glass with my shoulder, fracturing the window out from the bullet hole in a fractal spiderweb. I hit it again, shattering it as the truck suddenly began to slow. 
 
      
 
    I wasn't sure what was happening inside, it was too dark and the jackass wearing the jogging suit was blocking my view. I reached in and wrapped my arm around his neck, yanking him back as I choked him. The gun in his hand went off again, like a cherry bomb, and I heard glass crack. 
 
      
 
    “Pull over!” I screamed in the man's ear. “Pull over, motherfucker!” 
 
      
 
    “Da!” he screamed back, and the truck screeched as the airbrakes engaged beneath us. We lurched together, truck and girls and the driver and me, as we came to a stuttering halt, rubber laying down beneath us on the asphalt. 
 
      
 
    I choked the driver out, shutting off his carotid artery and the blood flow to his brain, then reached inside and opened the door. I swung around the side and got another firm hold on the Russian driver and yanked him out onto the side of the road, his head cracking on the asphalt. I didn't give a shit if he got hurt anymore, though. I was about to do far worse. 
 
      
 
    My mind was on fire, my brain going a mile a second. I couldn't see Benji's face, or even see if Jace was okay. Were they dead? I had no idea for sure, but I was pretty damn sure they were. 
 
      
 
    I pulled out my pistol, a clean one that hadn't been registered, had no serial number, and hadn't ever been used in another crime. 
 
      
 
    Towards the back of the truck, I heard the rumble of the pickup as it came pulling up with Fed and the rest. The guys on bikes, Happy and the other two, had already come to a stop and started to unload the trailer. 
 
      
 
    My breath was coming in ragged gasps, burning in my chest with each inhalation. I flipped off the safety and looked down at the passed-out mobster. He'd killed them. He'd killed them both. 
 
      
 
    I double-tapped him, popped two bullets in his head. Out here on the side of the road, they were like big fire crackers popping one after the other, and his head just bounced a couple times on the concrete. Then, he lay still. 
 
      
 
    Fed came running at the sound of shots. “Koen?” he asked. “What's-” 
 
      
 
    “Jace and Benji!” I shouted as went to climb up into the cab of the truck. “These fuckers killed 'em!” 
 
      
 
    Inside the cab, neither of the girls moved. My teeth gritted, my eyes narrowed, I shook my head and went to grab the other trucker, the one they'd first approached. I grabbed him back the back of his shirt and pulled him up from Jace, untangling his limbs from hers. I dragged him out, my body stronger than even I realized as the adrenaline pumped through my veins like PCP, and onto the side of the road. 
 
      
 
    The driver groaned as I dropped him there like a sack of manure, which was all he was to me. Human shit. Fuck this motherfucker. 
 
      
 
    “No!” Fed screamed, trying to pull me away from the guy. “Don't, Koen!” 
 
      
 
    I shook him off and went back to the man, drawing my pistol. The trucker cap he'd been wearing had come off, during the scuffle maybe, or when I'd yanked him from the tractor. What little hair he had was mussed, wild looking. The chloroform must have been in system still, because he didn't even look at me or register what was going on. 
 
      
 
    I brought my pistol up, leveled it. 
 
      
 
    “No!” Fed shouted again, one last time, but I strong armed him back beside me. 
 
      
 
    I pulled the trigger three times, unloading into the man's head like it was nothing. 
 
      
 
    “Get the pickup loaded,” I said to Fed, my voice as cold as my heart. The little spark Jace had started was gone already, and there was nothing but dead ashes left behind. 
 
      
 
    Aleksey was mine, now. For both Jace, and her brother Tomlin. 
 
      
 
    “I just . . .” Fed started, but trailed off. 
 
      
 
    “They killed them both,” I told Fed as I stuffed my pistol back into my shoulder holster and headed back into the semi. “They didn't deserve to live. Get 'em off the road.”  
 
      
 
    Fed didn't respond, didn't say anything. He just went to grab the two men and haul them off the shoulder of the highway. He'd dump them off in the weeds, far enough away that they wouldn't be seen until daylight. Unless, of course, the gators got to them before someone came looking. 
 
      
 
    I climbed up and into the driver side of the cab, my head feeling like it was full of wool or cotton, stuffy and disconnected. The sharp tang of gunpowder, with the sweet undercurrent of chloroform hit my nose as soon as I entered the cab. I looked down at the girls, at Benji's bloody wound, at the crimson surrounding Jace's face as she lay on the floor of the cab. 
 
      
 
    I sucked in a breath and groaned. She'd been so damned beautiful, it hurt to think of her this way, her face bashed in. I couldn't leave her like this, dead in some semi truck, dead because of my stupid fucking mistake. The state cops would end up getting hold of her if I left them here. I knew they didn't have any family or anywhere else to go. The Fire and Brimstone MC was the closest thing they had, and we'd known them less than week. 
 
      
 
    I realized I was holding my breath in anticipation of the carnage I was going see as I got down between the seats and grabbed her by the shoulder to flip her over. How bad would it be, I wondered. How destroyed was that pretty-as-a-picture face of hers? 
 
      
 
    She was light as a feather, and I rolled her over with ease. Thankfully, or ironically, her face hadn't been damaged at all. Just a big, heavy wallop to her temple, it looked like. I brushed the hair out of her face and, my stomach still bottomed out, I crushed her to my chest. 
 
      
 
    I couldn't cry over her. Maybe, years ago I could have. But not anymore. I'd seen and done too much to deserve to shed tears. Instead, the immensity of the task ahead of me, of the vengeance I would now have to seek, settled on me like a ton of cinder blocks. I crushed her to my chest and stroked her hair. “Oh, Jace,” I whispered as I pushed her long, auburn hair behind her ear and out of her face. “Goddamnit,” I mumbled. 
 
      
 
    I nearly dropped her when she woke up. “What?” she asked. “What's going on? Koen?” 
 
      
 
    “Holy fucking shit!” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Quit yelling,” she mumbled. “Fuck, is Benji okay? Koen, Benji's hurt.” 
 
      
 
    “Benji's dead, babe,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Jace cried. 
 
      
 
    “No, I ain't, you idiots,” Benji rasped from the foot well, her voice still high and squeaky. “Hurts like Hell, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Fed!” I shouted. “We need some help in here!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    “I told you,” Koen said to me, his voice more even and measured than it had any right to be, “we can't take her to a goddamned emergency room for a gunshot. Not unless you want the cops sniffing around. We've got a doc, she'll be fine. Shit happens.” 
 
      
 
    We were in his private office, now, back at Club Hellfire. They'd gotten us back in the pickup truck, along with the guns, and pulled us up here. Now, he sat there with his antique desk between us, just cool as a fucking cucumber, and I couldn't stand it. 
 
      
 
    This motherfucker almost got us killed with his high-handed, over the top bullshit with robbing rigs and trying to rip off the Russian mob. “Probably some goddamned washed up vet assistant!” I screamed back, ignoring how calm he was. 
 
      
 
    I was furious. Not just at Benji getting shot, or me getting hit in the head, or at Koen even for killing those men. Definitely not the last part. No, I was livid because my chance at getting close to Aleksey was gone, perhaps forever. There was no way in hell I'd be able to get into one of those trucks again. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” he said, his hands spread in front of him, fingers splayed, “he's helped us out more than once, and he knows the deal. He knows what's up and can actually be trusted.” 
 
      
 
    He was probably here already, closing up the hole in Benji’s shoulder. It had gone clean through, in one side and out the other. Once they'd gotten her out of the cab and examined the actual damage done, Fed had figured it was an easy fix. She'd be hurting for a while, but as long as she got sewn up and they put some fresh blood in her, she'd be fine.  
 
      
 
    It didn't matter if Benji was going to recover, though. What mattered was that we'd been in a position where we could have gotten shot in the first place. “You didn't tell us there might be guns involved,” I screamed at Koen, my blood pressure high. But I was into it, on a roll, and was being brash. And, as long as he was letting me scream at him, I just kept doing it. “She could have died in there! I could have died!” 
 
      
 
    “If you'd followed the plan,” he said, his voice cold as ice, “we wouldn't be in this position. You jumped the gun, didn't you? If you'd waited to make your move, waited till you got on the road like we'd planned, you would have seen there were two men in the truck, not just one. You could have bailed before one of you got shot and the other got pistol-whipped. Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Why what?” I yelled back, my voice pressing against the boundaries of the office. I didn't care how loud I was getting, though. I just needed to do it, to scream out my rage and frustration. 
 
      
 
    “Why'd you fuck up the plan?” 
 
      
 
    “You know why!” I screamed. I was so pissed I didn't even think things through. I just opened my mouth and the words came spewing out, like when you accidentally turn the faucet on too high and the water just goes everywhere. “Aleksey! I wanted to get close to him.” 
 
      
 
    His eyes went wide, his nostrils flared. He bared his teeth, but not in a pleasant, grinning way. “You,” he started, the anger seething into his voice, “what?” 
 
      
 
    Oh no. 
 
      
 
    He stood up from his chair and started to come around the desk. His eyes were lit like bonfires, his jaw locked, the muscles working away as the vein on his forehead began to stand out. 
 
      
 
    Shit. 
 
      
 
    I reflexively took a step back, shaking my head. “I'm sorry,” I stammered, the words broken before I could even speak them. 
 
      
 
    Double shit. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    “You,” I said, as I took another step closer, my hands clenching and unclenching at my side, “don't get to decide what to do anymore. You lost that option when you killed Sven and begged for my protection. You're mine now, Jace.” I kept my voice even and low, despite my rage. 
 
      
 
    Of all the people who would ever defy me, I never would have imagined it to be this little wisp of a woman that I could curl with one arm. Never in a million years would I think that this little lady would come into my club and disregard my explicit orders. Sure, I could have imagined it from one of the prospects. But her? 
 
      
 
    My eyes traveled up and down her body, her teenybopper clothes she had on that seemed so damned out of place with the intensity of her determination and will for vengeance. There was something about her that just drove me up the fucking wall, but also got me in all the right places. Maybe it was the ballsy-ness of it, of the idea that she could somehow dupe her way up the food chain to see Aleksey. Maybe it was how she'd ignored everything I'd already told her, even though she claimed to be mine. 
 
      
 
    She took one look at my face and took another step back. 
 
      
 
    I reached out and, fast as a snake, snatched her wrist up and pulled her into my arms. 
 
      
 
    She yelped in surprise as I grabbed her ass and pulled her closer to look down into her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You're my girl now,” I reminded her, my voice still cold and ragged at the edges. “You gave yourself to me, remember?” I pulled her closer. 
 
      
 
    “I know that,” she almost whispered, turning her face away. I could tell that, as pissed as she was at me, and herself I think, for the way things went down at the truck stop, my words cut even closer to the core. “I know that,” she repeated, her eyes still downcast away from mine. 
 
      
 
    “Then act like it,” I said, pulling her into me. I spun her a little to our left and pushed her back onto the desk, lifted her ass up onto the edge. 
 
      
 
    She spread her legs for me almost eagerly, pulling me in closer. 
 
      
 
    My hips spread her thighs farther apart as I kept her against me with one hand. I touched her cheek with the back of my fingers. Her lips had the barest of parts, and I could tell she was breathing faster. I needed to taste those lips, to see if she felt the same about me, to see if she wanted this as badly as I did. 
 
      
 
    I couldn't stand this whole “ownership” bullshit. If I was going to fuck her, I needed her to want it, to crave it. She had to really give herself to me, but not as a form of payment of some sort. That much hadn't changed at all. I hadn't ever needed to pay a woman to hop in my bed, and I didn't plan on changing now. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes danced as they peered into mine. There was a mixture of fear in them, of uncertainty.  
 
      
 
    I wasn't sure what she wanted, but there was only way to tell. I leaned down, pressed my lips to her. 
 
      
 
    She tasted like sweetish lip gloss, peach maybe, throwing me off for a moment. She didn't kiss back at first, didn't respond at all. 
 
      
 
    Finally, I opened my mouth and ran the tip of my tongue over her lips, encouraging hers to open. 
 
      
 
    She opened her mouth, invited me in. We explored each other, with her acting unsure of herself at first, testing the waters. Soon, though, we were making out on the edge of my desk. I could feel her warm, petite body in my arms, feel it trembling like a frightened bird. 
 
      
 
    This Jace was so completely unlike the one I'd first met. She was timid, unsure of herself. Soon, though, she seemed to relax into it, seemed to enjoy it a little more, like she was easing back into an old habit of hers. 
 
      
 
    I ran my hand over a small, perky breast. I honestly hadn't noticed before now, but she hadn't worn a bra for the heist. Probably to create the illusion of a slutty teenage runaway, the better to get in the cab of the truck. I passed my thumb over a pert nipple, teasing it through her tank top. 
 
      
 
    She groaned and arched her back into my hand, pushing herself into my palm. She bit my lower lip, groaning again as her tongue dove into my mouth. 
 
      
 
    We ground against each other, our hands wandering over one another's body. I may have seen her naked before tonight, but I'd only allowed myself to real feel her ass, to feel her sex. The rest of her was still so new, so exciting. 
 
      
 
    Just as things were getting good, though, and we were on the verge of doing something more than a little heavy petting, she pulled her lips away from mine. “So,” she asked, looking up into my eyes as she paused and bit her lower lip, “you ready to fuck me like you own me, Boss?” 
 
      
 
    Then, I realized what had happened. She'd been timid at first when I'd made my move, but then she'd slipped into her old “stage persona.” I'd seen it happen out there at the truck stop. She could do it in the blink of an eye, giving a guy exactly what she thought they wanted. I grumbled and pulled back a little. But, one problem, that hadn't been what I wanted to hear. If anything, it was the exact opposite. 
 
      
 
    “What?” she asked, a confused look passing over her face. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “Nothing,” I said. “Let's just go home. I don't want you this way. I'm sorry, Jace.” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes went wide like I'd slapped her across the face. She opened her mouth and went to say something, but instead looked away, averting her gaze down to the floor. “Fine,” she said and pressed her lips together till they made a thin line from the cute cupid's bow that was so kissably soft. “I get it.” 
 
      
 
    I went around and grabbed my vest and coat. “Meet me downstairs.” 
 
      
 
    I left her in my office, her face still downcast, her eyes still avoiding me. I stopped by the room we'd put Benji in with the Doc, checked up on her to make sure she was sleeping fine, then grabbed the keys to one of the spare cars from the rec room and headed down to the back parking lot. 
 
      
 
    I would have loved to ride my bike home, but the little riderless trip I'd sent it on into the side of the road hadn't exactly been healthy for it. Now I was stuck with four wheels instead of two, at least until I got home. 
 
      
 
    Jace met me down at the back door of the club. Things were in full swing in the front of the house, with the sound of beer bottles and shot glass hitting the bar, and the music pulsing and blaring. 
 
      
 
    Without a word, I pushed the crossbar on the back exit and headed out to one of the spare cars we kept on hand. Jace trailed behind me, her feet practically dragging with each step. 
 
      
 
    I beep-booped the car and unlocked it, then climbed in on the driver side. She got in on the passenger side, still quiet, and I started the car up. I pulled out of the lot and headed home. Silence hung in the air like a bad stench you couldn't get out no matter how much you cleaned, thick and clingy that seemed to invade every part of your body. 
 
      
 
    “Look,” she said finally as we drew closer to home, “I'm sorry. I know I'm damaged goods, and a man like you doesn't want a girl like that.” 
 
      
 
    My heart sunk. 
 
      
 
    It wasn't like that at all. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    My head jumbled and mixed up. I didn't say anything as we sped home the rest of the way. 
 
      
 
    She thought that was the way she needed to be, and she thought I didn't want her because of that. 
 
      
 
    I pulled the car into the driveway and got out without saying a word. I went over and keyed my pass code into the keypad on the side of the garage and pulled it up, revealing my spare bike and my blacker-than-midnight 1969 Camaro SS. 
 
      
 
    I looked back at Jace, who was still sitting in the passenger seat of the crappy loaner I'd had to bring home. She was just staring out the window, barely moving. If I'd passed by her in a department store, I would have thought she was a mannequin at first glance, as she unflichingly gazed out of the window. 
 
      
 
    It was like my insides were cut up with razors and switchblades, leaving my soul in ribbons and tatters. She thought I'd rejected her because she was some dirty slut, some piece of discarded trash I wouldn't dare to touch. 
 
      
 
    That couldn't have been farther from the truth. 
 
      
 
    At the same time, though, I was just pissed. Pissed that she'd think that about me, after she'd seen my life, the company I kept, the way that I'd spanked her bare ass in the dining room when I was punishing her. I wasn't exactly a saint here, and I was hurt and angry she'd misjudged me so much. 
 
      
 
    I couldn't just tell her she was wrong, that I did actually want her. She'd never believe me. 
 
      
 
    But, there was something I could do. 
 
      
 
    I marched over to the passenger side door and violently threw it open. 
 
      
 
    “What?” she asked, recoiling a little. 
 
      
 
    I reached in, grabbed her by the wrist, and yanked her out of the car. 
 
      
 
    “What are you-” 
 
      
 
    “No talking,” I said as I dragged her behind me and slammed my hand down on the garage door opener to set it on its downward trajectory. 
 
      
 
    “Koen-” 
 
      
 
    “I said no talking.” I pulled her over to my Camaro and turned back to grab her. 
 
      
 
    “Koen, I-” 
 
      
 
    I pulled her into me with one arm wrapped around her waist.  
 
      
 
    She tensed for a moment as I crushed her lips with mine, kissing her viciously. She was all peaches, still, sweet and sticky. I hadn't kissed a girl with lip gloss on in years, and after this second time I realized how strange that was. 
 
      
 
    I reached down, grabbed her ass with one hand, covering a petite cheek entirely, pulled her into me. 
 
      
 
    She moaned into my mouth and I took the opportunity to taste her again, pushed my tongue into her mouth. She swirled her tongue around mine, exploring my mouth like she wasn't just doing it for an extra twenty. 
 
      
 
    I growled and spun us around, pushed her back onto the hood of the Camaro. 
 
      
 
    She bit my lower lip as we both reached down for the snaps on the other person's jeans, our hands a rushed tangle as we tried to undress one another. 
 
      
 
    I could tell from how eager she was, this was gonna be one Hell of a night. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked, my voice low and rough, as our lips parted and he went for the side of my neck. 
 
      
 
    “What does it look like?” he asked as he began to shimmy the jeans down my hips, then returned to my neck. I never knew the feel of sandpapery stubble could be so wonderful, and my nose was full of cedar and manly musky, he lightly bit my neck and reached a hand up beneath my tank top. He ran a big paw of a hand over my stomach, sending flutters through my body and making me catch my breath. 
 
      
 
    With his belt unbuckled and jeans unfastened, I pushed his pants down around his hips. I slipped a slender hand inside the front of his underwear and grabbed hold of his already-hard cock. And, God, what a cock it was. Not too small, not too big. Cut, perfect, and just as excited to be held as I was to hold it. 
 
      
 
    One thing was for sure, this wasn't a pity fuck. Koen was the kind of man who took what he wanted, and he wanted me tonight. And, for what felt like the first time in a long time, I wanted him right back. It had been so long since I hadn't just used my body to pay rent, it was hard to remember what it had been like to sleep with someone because I wanted to. I still didn't know why he'd stopped back in his office, but I was sure of one thing: he was as excited about this as I was. 
 
      
 
    “You do want this, don't you?” I whispered as I stroked him, groaning as he bit me again and ran his tongue over my flesh. I rubbed my thumb over the head, sending a little, almost imperceptible spasm of pleasure through his body. 
 
      
 
    He pulled my lips back to his, kissing me deeply, biting my lip. He groaned into my mouth as my thumb kept circling his head, as I smeared his precum over it and slid my other hand beneath his shirt and over his abs. 
 
      
 
    I wanted him, and I wanted him bad. It didn't matter if it was on the hood of his car, or in bed upstairs. I needed to feel him inside me, needed to feel his hand on me as I came all over that hard cock of his. As we made out, I kicked my shoes off and lifted myself off the hood of the car to get my jeans off. 
 
      
 
    He grabbed a pant leg, pulled them off me, his hands working as frantically as his heavy breathing. Now I was just wearing a black thong, and the barest strips of cloth were all that separated us. 
 
      
 
    I tugged his underwear down the rest of the way, sucked in a breath as I saw him for the first time. “I'd felt it,” I said. “But I didn't believe how perfect it would be.” I wrapped my long fingers around his cock again and began to stroke him. 
 
      
 
    I was drenched, positively wetter and dripping more than I'd ever been in my life. I needed this, needed to feel him between my legs, needed to feel him slamming into me, pressing his weight onto me. 
 
      
 
    He pushed back between my legs, spreading them with his bare hips. His cock rubbed across the front of my satiny panties, sending another thrill through me. Almost there! 
 
      
 
    He put an arm behind me, grabbed my long hair and yanked my head back, almost painfully. “Hope you still want it rough,” Koen growled as he attacked my neck again. 
 
      
 
    Fuck yes, I did. I wanted to feel like I was the only thing that mattered in the world, like he owned me because he'd taken me. I closed my eyes, relishing the way his hand felt in my hair, the way I couldn't move even if I'd wanted to. “Please, God, yes, just fuck me like you mean it,” I panted, struggling a little against his wonderfully tight grip. “I need to feel you inside me, Koen. Please, please, please.” 
 
      
 
    He reached down between us and shoved my panties aside. He stroked two fingers up and down my slit, stopping at my clit to play with it. 
 
      
 
    Pleasure consumed me like a bonfire, its blazing heat subsuming everything. I craved having him inside me like a dying man needed water in the desert. “No, Koen, no teasing,” I moaned, my voice ragged from the way he held my head back. I reached down between us and grabbed him, his soft-hard heat feeling so right in my hand as I began to lightly stroke him. “Please don't tease me this time, you fucker. Either fuck me or throw me aside. I can handle either one.” 
 
      
 
    He thrust forward, passing through the palm of my hand and he guided himself into my drenched pussy. His head parted my lips like it was nothing, and I could feel him begin to fill me with his thick length. He went all the way down to the hilt, and I arched my back a little as the pleasure seemed to radiate throughout my whole body. He drew back out, and I had to bite my lip to scream at the loss between my legs. Soon, though, he was sliding back in to fill the void. 
 
      
 
    I'd never needed a cock so badly in my life. I lifted my hips up to meet his first, full stroke. “Oh fuck,” I groaned as I strained against his hand wrapped in my hair, “you feel so good inside me.” 
 
      
 
    He kissed my bared neck, bit me again, as he slid deeper into me, my body stretching to accommodate him wonderfully as he slowly stroked in and out. 
 
      
 
    I lifted my legs and locked them together at his lower back, urging him to go deeper. “Don't stop,” I said, my eyes tightly shut as he began to speed up. “Fuck me ragged, Koen. Show me I'm yours.” 
 
      
 
    His cock was like nothing I'd ever experienced. He’d been made just for me, and the way he filled me was intoxicating. It was like we'd finally grabbed hold of something worth holding onto, for once in our lives, and we weren't ever going to let go. 
 
      
 
    He pulled my lips back to his, sucked my tongue into his mouth, and really started to lay into me. 
 
      
 
    I thrust back into him, grinding my clit on the base of his cock every time he bottomed out in me. I nearly screamed into his mouth and begged with my hips for more. Please, just a little more. 
 
      
 
    He drove harder into me, pulled my hair tighter as his free hand came up and wrapped around my throat. He bit my lip and groaned as he kept fucking me on the hood of his muscle car. He tightened his hand around my throat, letting me know who I belonged to. 
 
      
 
    It was so deliciously dirty and rough. I knew he could crush me in a heartbeat, but he wouldn't. He couldn't. Not me, not ever. But just the idea of having this strong, beastly man having this kind of hold over me was too much. I groaned between my pants as I felt my first orgasm coming. It wouldn't be much longer, not at all with the way he was fucking me, the way he was owning me. 
 
      
 
    He slammed harder into me, and I met each thrust. He let go of my throat and pulled my low cut tank top down and in front, tearing the thin cloth till one of my tits was exposed to the air. He dipped his head down low, sucked one of my hard nipples into his mouth. 
 
      
 
    I leaned back, basking in the sensations, the pleasure of having his lips wrapped around me, of his tongue flicking at my hard nipple. Just the idea of having this man literally ripping my clothes off to get at me, just so he could taste every part of my body was so wonderful. I arched my back and pushed my breasts out, forcing more into his mouth. He groaned and sucked harder as I felt the orgasmic wave about to crest inside me. 
 
      
 
    Each thrust came harder and faster, sending my whole body shaking and convulsing with pleasure. He pulled my lips back to his and tweaked a wet, sensitive nipple with his free hand. 
 
      
 
    I cried out into his mouth, my whole body trembling and spasming as I felt myself latch onto his hard cock. I pulled him in tighter with my legs, locking my ankles at his lower back so he couldn't get away. I had to have him inside as I came, had to that long length of manhood filling me, and his strong arms holding me tight. I pulled back my lips, crying out again. “Oh, Koen, oh fuck. God, you feel amazing.” 
 
      
 
    He let go of my hair for the first time and crushed my lips with his again, his hands now tenderly cradling my face. His whole body went rigid beneath mine, and I swear I could feel him growing inside me. He was close, too, and his hips sped up as we ground against each other beneath the glaring overhead light. 
 
      
 
    “Oh Jace,” he groaned as he began to unload in me, filling me up. 
 
      
 
    At the first drop of his orgasm inside me, I felt my whole body release like I'd had a dam holding back everything. I nearly screamed as my world darkened around the edges, just like earlier tonight. I tensed up, then went slack, shaking as ecstasy filled my body. If pleasure was a liquid, I would have been filled to the brim with it, my whole body desperately trying to contain it all. 
 
      
 
    We clung to each other, our arms entangled around one another's sweat drenched bodies, holding each other close as we desperately moaned out our orgasms together. He leaned down and kissed me again, and our tongues swirled around one another as we began to come down from our raucous high. 
 
      
 
    He pulled me into his arms, my whole body slack and exhausted, and I could feel a tremor shake him. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck . . . I mean . . .” he said, his voice dry and breathless as he looked into my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed in a croaking voice as I returned that twinkling gaze of his. “Just . . . wow.” 
 
      
 
    We kissed again, this time more wetly, more intensely. It wasn't a kiss like we were just fucking on the hood of a car, but instead one like we were actual lovers who'd just shared a moment together. It was soft, tender, intimate. Somehow, even more intimate than what we'd just done. 
 
      
 
    “Think I need a beer,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Pretty sure I need one, too,” he replied. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    When I awoke the next morning, I found myself glancing up to check the top of Koen's dresser for the cash he must have left. I reminded myself that I wasn't in that line of work anymore. Instead, I closed my eyes and snuggled into his broad, warm chest, just listening to his deep, soothing breaths and the thumping of his heart. 
 
      
 
    I still felt amazing and so wonderfully sore from the night before. The way Koen had filled me, and held me afterward instead of just paying. It felt like it was close to, I don't know, acceptance. Like I had a shot at a somewhat normal life, had a chance at a healthy relationship that wasn't just with some John or some pimp. 
 
      
 
    I nuzzled into him and kissed his warm, tan skin. I may have even sighed. 
 
      
 
    I could get used to this, I realized. I could see myself living a life like this, with a man like Koen. So what if the sex was rough? I liked it that way. And maybe he was egotistical and a little possessive of me. But, what girl didn't want her man to be confident, or to really want her? 
 
      
 
    My eyes slowly closed again as I relaxed into him and his nice, warm, comfy bed. It occurred to me how infrequently I'd slept in a bed with a man. I mean, not a hotel bed or anything. 
 
      
 
    I could find happiness with Koen, I realized as I began to drift off. I could give up this stupid vengeance dream I had about Aleksey, just throw in the towel and call it quits. 
 
      
 
    But, then I'd be giving up on the memory of Tomlin, wouldn't I? He'd be just some poor dead kid in the big city, murdered in the bathroom of a nice hotel somewhere downtown. I couldn't do that, not to him. He was my baby brother, my only family left. Now he was gone, and someone needed to pay. 
 
      
 
    Besides, what I was feeling wasn't love. I knew that. It was just lust, the product of a thousand different chemicals in my body swilling together into some heady brew that was sending me off into La La Land about a man. 
 
      
 
    True, I still needed Koen to get to Volkov, especially after my last plan hadn't worked. But, maybe, just maybe, I could come up with something else. 
 
      
 
    I couldn't get too comfortable with this broad-chested biker boy, though. After I got Aleksey, what I had with Koen would be over. He'd never want to touch me again, no matter how intoxicating our bodies felt when we put them together. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    Jace stirred beside me, but I kept my eyes closed, just enjoying the feel of her warm body coiled up against mine. My body ached from the night before, every fiber of my being calling out for me to stay in bed. Who knew leaping from a moving bike onto a semi-truck speeding down the highway would take so damned much out of a man? But, still, the feel of her tiny form pressed into mine was the best excuse I'd ever come up with to stay in bed. 
 
      
 
    I'd fucked more women than I could count, even with my boots off. Fed once joked that I should just get a revolving door put on my bedroom or, better yet, one of those subway style turnstyles that kept count for you. I didn't even remember most of their names, to be honest. They'd always been a flash of blonde hair, or brown, a soft body pressed beneath mine that I could do with as I pleased. I'd pump 'em till I couldn't anymore, then I'd toss them by the wayside. 
 
      
 
    It was what I did. 
 
      
 
    Far as I was concerned, they couldn't leave my bedroom fast enough.  
 
      
 
    Which was what made it so damnably weird that I was thinking of what Jace and I were going to eat for breakfast. 
 
      
 
    A woman had never gotten under my skin like this before, I realized as Jace started to move beside me. I reflexively pulled her back down to my chest. I could feel her eyes fluttering against my skin, her eyelashes feeling like butterflies on my pecs. 
 
      
 
    Like fucking butterflies. Never thought I'd say that. 
 
      
 
    I just wished I'd met her a week earlier, before her brother Tomlin had died, before she'd set off on this stupid ass vengeance jag. Then, I could still have her. 
 
      
 
    But, no, she just had to try and double-cross me. She just had to lie to my face over and over. 
 
      
 
    In a game like the one I was playing — one where people ended up in the bayou with their heads and hands gone — Trust was spelled with a capital T. It was the most important thing you could have between two people. 
 
      
 
    In a relationship, too, it was just as important. You had to have it there to keep something strong and unbreakable. 
 
      
 
    But we didn't have it, did we? What little I had for her had been left on the side of that swamp highway, splattered with blood in the cab of that semi-truck. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    We took one of Koen's spare bikes back to Club Hellfire. The city was already alive and teeming with life as we rode through traffic and pulled up behind the bar on Bourbon Street. 
 
      
 
    Koen's face was stony, his expression set in granite as we rode. No smiles, no laughter. Of course, he had made breakfast for me. That was nice. It had been a while since a man had made me eggs after I'd spread my . . . well, you get it. 
 
      
 
    Koen didn't bring up what happened the night before, and I didn't either. He didn't lean in for a soft lover's kiss like the one from the night before, and I paid it no mind. Focusing on keeping him happy kept me from keeping my mind where it needed to be: Aleksey Volkov. 
 
      
 
    Together, we headed upstairs, into the center of the F&B MC operations. 
 
      
 
    Koen went around collecting Fed and Happy, and whoever else was around, while I stopped in and checked on Benji. 
 
      
 
    I knocked on the door and waited for her to call out. 
 
      
 
    “Come in,” she said after a while, her voice sounding a little lower than normal. 
 
      
 
    I pushed open the door and went inside, the smell of antiseptic hitting me like a subtle sledgehammer. She was sprawled out in her makeshift hospital bed, her skin pallid and the rings around her eyes so dark she looked like she'd pissed off the wrong John. “Hey,” she warbled at me, smiling widely. 
 
      
 
    “How's it hanging, girl?” I asked with a wan smile as I went over and propped one hip up on the edge of her bed, taking a seat. 
 
      
 
    “Tired,” she said. “Hurts like a sumbitch still, but other than that I'm good.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled at her, reached out to push some of her lank hair behind her ear. “Guess you can scratch getting shot off your bucket list,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” she said, laughing a little, “guess so.” 
 
      
 
    We didn't say anything else, not for a long moment. “So,” I finally began, purposely and slowly speaking each word, “I wanted to apologize for fucking everything up last night.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded as she listened. 
 
      
 
    “I fucked up. I fucked up real bad, and I almost got you killed. I'm sorry, Benji.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you're right,” she said after a while. “You did fuck up bad. I mean, like, horribly, awfully, astronomically bad.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed, my lips pressed tight together. 
 
      
 
    “Like, so bad, if I were to tell someone on the street what you did, they'd call me a liar. Because no one ever fucks up that bad. Never.” 
 
      
 
    “Yup.” 
 
      
 
    “So bad, in fact, we could probably call up Guinness World Records on the phone and get them out here.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled and shrugged. “But, it's kind of okay. I forgive you, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    “You guess?” I asked in a fake, unsure tone, taking one of her hands in mine and squeezing it. “Are you sure?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” she said, nodding and squeezing weakly back. “I love you like a sister, Jace. Even if you do some stupid-ass shit sometimes. Just don't ever forget that, okay?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, my eyes starting to spring a leak. I reached up with my free hand and wiped away the rain drop that had suddenly fallen from the sky. “Okay. I love you, too, girl.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” she said, smiling back with that same wan smile. “But, I'll be fine soon. Doc says I just need to rest.” 
 
      
 
    We stayed like that for a little while, just talking. Koen came by soon after, though, and knocked on the open door. “Jace,” he said. “Meeting time.” 
 
      
 
    “Coming,” I said, and had to suppress a little bit of a grin at my words. 
 
      
 
    “Oh no,” Benji said after Koen disappeared back into the hallway. “You fucking slut,” she said good-naturedly, her tone saying she was just messing with me. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I asked, trying to fake my innocence. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Jace,” she said, grinning. “How was he?” she asked, readjusting in her pile of pillows. “Big?” 
 
      
 
    I grinned. “No idea what you're talking about.” 
 
      
 
    “You're telling me you can get me shot with a harebrained scheme, but you can't tell me what his cock looks like?” Jace asked, shaking her head. “I thought we loved and trusted each other,” she squeaked lowly. 
 
      
 
    “Jace!” Koen called from the hallway again. He'd returned, and he looked more frustrated and impatient than anything else. “Let's fucking go!” 
 
      
 
    “Back in a few,” I promised as I got up off Benji's bed and headed for the door. 
 
      
 
    “Don't leave me hanging, woman,” Benji squeaked out at me, her voice sounding more like her own. “Just tell me!” 
 
      
 
    Koen gave us both an inquiring look as I approached. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” I assured him. Then I turned around and, grinning, gestured to her with my hands eight or nine inches apart, estimating about how long I thought Koen was. 
 
      
 
    Benji laughed. “You go girl,” she squeaked as she weakly pumped her tiny fist in the air. 
 
      
 
    Together, he and I headed through the halls, destination: meeting room. I had to fight the urge to just stare in awe at him as he stalked through the halls. Memories of the night before flashed in my mind. Memories of his hand entangled in my hair, of his grip on my throat, of his lips wrapped around a stiff nipple as he pounded into me on the hood of his Camaro. I pushed them all down, though, and tried to remind myself what I was doing here. 
 
      
 
    “Your friend doing okay?” he asked, his voice gruff and a little distant. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “She'll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “So our vet tech did okay?” 
 
      
 
    I almost laughed, but I kept it bottled in. Instead, I just nodded curtly. “Yep. He did fine.” 
 
      
 
    We went into the meeting room, where Fed and Happy were already waiting for us. 
 
      
 
    “Alright men,” he said as we took our seats at the table. “Where do we go from here?” 
 
      
 
    He seemed at first glance like he was open to negotiation, and input from his men. But, from what I'd learned with just my short time here, his mind was made up. This was all a formality to him. 
 
      
 
    “We need to lay off Volkov,” Fed said. “That much is obvious.” 
 
      
 
    “Why's it obvious?” Koen asked, settling back into his chair. “He doesn't know it's us.” 
 
      
 
    Fed laughed and shook his head. “You mean last night wasn't a tip off that he did?” 
 
      
 
    Koen dismissed Fed's concerns with a wave of his hand. “Look, if Aleksey knew it was us, we'd have guys kicking in our doors, wouldn't we? I, for one, didn't have any goons whispering in Russian outside my bedroom door last night. Did you, Happy?” 
 
      
 
    Happy shook his head, smiling a little. 
 
      
 
    “I think he knows it's one group ripping him off. But, I bet last night was just their new security. And, besides, no one got a good look at us. Least, not anyone that could say anything.” 
 
      
 
    A somber moment descended on the room as the two other men recalled what Koen had done the night before, the two bodies they'd tossed out into the bayou to be either discovered by the cops, or eaten by gators. 
 
      
 
    “Still say it's risky,” Fed replied. “Happy?” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Happy said, dragging the word out, “everything's pretty damn risky, when you get down to it, don'tcha think? I mean, we're ripping people off and shit, no matter which way you look at it. Back when we was doing electronics knock-overs with Koen's Pa, you still was worried about some trucker going all Shotgun Willie on you. Personally, if you might get shot either way, I'd rather get a fat payday for my troubles.” 
 
      
 
    Fed grumbled a little at Happy's support of Koen's plan, but he seemed to resign himself to it. The club was with their president, even if it was a bad idea. 
 
      
 
    But, strange thing was, I didn't think Fed was trying to wrench control away from Koen. At least not on purpose. He just seemed like he was cautious, and was trying to think of the safest way to keep the cash flowing in. No one wants to die, right? 
 
      
 
    Koen turned his attention to Fed. “How about we give it a month?” he asked. “Let things cool down, see if Aleksey picks up our trail or not.” 
 
      
 
    Fed grumbled a little as he considered his buddy's words. “Fine,” he said after a while, “a month. I'll agree to a month.” 
 
      
 
    Personally, a month was probably prudent. It would make Aleksey focus on other gangs, maybe, convince him to lower his guard a little. More importantly, though, I thought it would give me a chance to come up with another plan while I laid low and looked at my options. Of course, I had to make sure I didn't spend that month mooning over Koen's rugged face and hard body. Or, well, other hard things. 
 
      
 
    I had to remember to keep it all business from here on out. 
 
      
 
    “A month, then,” Koen said. “Jace, you got anything?” 
 
      
 
    I slowly shook my head. “A month seems reasonable,” I said. “Perfect, in fact.” 
 
      
 
    Just one more month, Tommy. Just one more month. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Koen said, nodding emphatically. “One month. And, we'll need it. I got a plan, and it might take a while to cook up. This time, though, we're gonna pull it off without a hitch.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Fed,” I said to my best friend as he rolled his eyes, “let's have a little optimism in the room here.” 
 
      
 
    Fed sighed and Happy grinned. Happy and I might not have been buddies, not the way Fed and I were, but he was at least always down for a good heist. 
 
      
 
    I'd come up with the plan on the ride into Club Hellfire, and I immediately felt ridiculous for not coming up with something like it sooner. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” I began. “This one's easy. Doesn't involve the girls as bait, so we ain't got any innocents in the mix. The plan was good before, but it wasn't flexible enough to deal with any unexpected twists. This time, we're going to go straight for the source. We take out a guard at the port, and the driver, and we just drive that whole goddamn thing out of there. Knock 'em out, no killing, nothing like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” Fed and Jace both said at the same time. They both looked at each other and shook their heads. 
 
      
 
    I glanced over at them, one eyebrow raised. “Problem?” 
 
      
 
    Before they could answer, though, there was a knock at the meeting room door. 
 
      
 
    “Happy?” I asked, gesturing to the door with a nod. 
 
      
 
    Happy got up and answered the door while Fed started to detail his objections to the idea. “Dude, the Port Authority ain't someone to fuck around with. Ain't we getting into Federal shit on that?” 
 
      
 
    “Koen?” Happy asked. “Your grandpa's on the line for the club.” 
 
      
 
    That was strange. Grandpa Xavier never called here looking for me. Normally, I guess, he would have just called my cell phone, but I had to leave that out in the hallway so we could keep the room free of anything that could be a risk of being bugged. 
 
      
 
    “Dunno what he wants,” Happy said, “but Slash is saying he sounds fucking pissed.” 
 
      
 
    I got up from the table and went to leave the room. “Alright,” I said. “I'll talk to him. Just a minute, guys.” 
 
      
 
    I grabbed the phone from Slash, one of the lower guys in the club, and stepped away from the meeting room as Happy closed the door behind me. 
 
      
 
    “Grandpa?” I asked as I took the phone. “What's up?” 
 
      
 
    “Get your ass out to the house right fucking now,” he said, his voice hard and brittle, the words clipped and devoid of any of the belly-laughing chuckle it normally had. “We need to talk, and I know your phone probably isn't safe.” 
 
      
 
    Then, he just hung up on me without waiting for my response. 
 
      
 
    I pulled the handset away from my ear and looked disbelievingly at the phone. Grandpa had just cussed at me like I was a naughty teenage boy that had been busted skipping school. He'd never spoken to me like that before, not in my life. I knew it was bad, then. Real bad. 
 
      
 
    I gingerly hung up the phone and went back into the meeting room. “Jace,” I said, “we gotta go. Now.” 
 
      
 
    I told the guys I'd explain later and rushed Jace out of the room. We hopped on my bike and sped out to Grandpa Xavier's house. Jace was smart enough to keep her questions to herself as I wove through traffic at a breakneck speed, my hands so tight on the grips I was amazed I didn't end up with diamonds in my palms when I came to a halt in the driveway. 
 
      
 
    “What is this about?” Jace asked as we got off the bike. 
 
      
 
    “Dunno,” I said. “Grandpa's got something to tell me, and he couldn't do it on the phone. And, he sounds pretty pissed, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Great,” Jace said. Clearly, she didn't feel like getting yelled at today, either. 
 
      
 
    I led her inside as we entered the house without knocking. “Grandpa?” I called out. 
 
      
 
    “In the kitchen, Koen,” he shouted back, his voice just as angry as when we'd spoken on the phone earlier. 
 
      
 
    Jace and I exchanged a glance, one that said she'd cover me if I wanted to make a run for it. I shook my head a little bit, frowned, and we headed into the kitchen to join Xavier. 
 
      
 
    “Sit,” Xavier said as we entered the kitchen, his voice tightly wound. “Now.” 
 
      
 
    We both silently took a seat, the stools scraping on the tile like wretched claws on a gravestone. All you could hear was the air-conditioning blowing in the other room, and the slight wobble of a ceiling fan as it shook in its mounting. 
 
      
 
    “Got a call from someone I still knowing in the Bureau. There's footage of you at the Hilton the other night, the night Sven Morokov was shot to death. Front and center.” 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to reply, but he just hushed me like a child. 
 
      
 
    “Don't you fucking say a word to me,” he said, his voice low and filled with unspoken threat, “unless it's to explain how in the goddamned fuck you got mixed up with the Wolf.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed, my mind already trying to figure out a way to explain this and keep Jace's hands clean in the whole affair. There wasn't any sense in her getting yelled at, or worse, so much worse, over this whole thing. “Okay,” I started. “I was there, with Fed, that much is true. But it's not what you think.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    I had to give credit where credit was due. Koen could hem and haw with the best of them. 
 
      
 
    “And, yeah,” he said, “we were on that floor. But, I've never like, you know, gotten myself wrapped up in something with the Wolf. That guy sounds too intense for me-” 
 
      
 
    I sighed loud enough to cut Koen off, then rolled my eyes. “Koen, stop fucking lying to your Pee-paw. He ain't gonna buy this shit.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Koen asked. “I'm just telling him-” 
 
      
 
    “Look,” I said, rest a hand on his arm, “I appreciate it. I get what you're trying to do, what with keeping me out of this and all, but you need to tell him the truth.” My eyes swung back to Xavier Baldwin. 
 
      
 
    “The truth?” Xavier asked, crossing his arms over that big, happy belly of his. 
 
      
 
    “I killed Sven. Xavier, I was a prostitute, and Sven was my pimp. My brother Tomlin found me at the hotel somehow, showed up at my room. Sven found Tommy after I tried to hide him in the bathroom, and shot him. He dropped the gun, I picked it up and killed him with it.” 
 
      
 
    Xavier appraised me and my words, slowly and carefully, taking the measure of what I was saying. 
 
      
 
    “And no,” I said, beating him to the bunch, “I don't regret killing him. He would have killed me if I didn't get him first, especially after he found who Tomlin was.” 
 
      
 
    Xavier's lips were pinched shut, tight. He sucked in a deep breath and puffed out his upper and bottom lips, the air escaping in a sputtering wheeze. “It was you then?” he asked, nodding as if I'd already answered him. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said. “It was self-defense, but I ran because I was scared. You're the first cop I ever met that I actually liked, Xavier. And when I ran, I bumped into your grandson out in the hallway, and he took me with him. That's how he got involved in this.” 
 
      
 
    The old, retired FBI agent kept nodding as if all the bricks were falling into place on this big wall of a case. “Still doesn't explain why my grandson's been lying to me about leading his daddy's old MC. Does it, Koen?” 
 
      
 
    Koen's face dropped and he sighed. “You know?” 
 
      
 
    “Know what? That you ain't just a goddamned bartender at Hellfire? That you're running the whole show?” He leaned forward, his eyes drilling into Koen's face. “Yeah. I fucking know.” 
 
      
 
    Koen sighed and looked away, his shoulders slumping a little bit under the admonishment. “Fine, yeah, you're right. Okay? I took over for Gator when he died.” 
 
      
 
    Xavier shook his head at his grandson. “And, I know you actually are tied up with Volkov Arms, but that you've been ripping them off for guns. FBI suspects it, at least, but I know it's true. Ain't it?” 
 
      
 
    Koen didn't say anything, just kept his stony silence. 
 
      
 
    My chest tightened a little as I watched the exchange unfold. 
 
      
 
    “Ain't it?” Xavier asked again, pressing him harder. More silence from Koen, and Xavier just sighed. “Well, since you ain't gonna deny it, guess I'll take it as truth then. I really wished you wouldn't follow after your father, Koen. Thought we'd done right by you, and got you raised right. Thought you knew no one ever got ahead by stealing from anyone.” 
 
      
 
    Koen sighed and looked away. Silence settled in over the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    I realized my shoulders were bunched up tight at the confrontation, my nerves wound and running thin. 
 
      
 
    “But,” Xavier said after a while, “the same person who told me about the video, they're looking at the Wolf right now.” 
 
      
 
    I perked up a little and leaned forward. “Looking at him?” I asked. “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    The retired FBI agent turned his attention back to me. “They're trying to take Aleksey Volkov down, knock him down a few pegs and bring him up on charges. Like they should've back when he first came into the country. But they need some help.” 
 
      
 
    “And?” Koen asked. “So what if they need help?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you seem like you're in a unique position, son, to help this Agent McKesson out. She needs someone to help nail this guy to the wall.” 
 
      
 
    Koen barked out a dry laugh, clearly not amused by the whole situation, or his Grandpappy's idea about helping the FBI take Volkov down. 
 
      
 
    I sure as hell was, though. I'd do anything if it meant getting close to the man and having my shot at him. Or, barring that, making sure he’d rot in a deep, dark hole somewhere. 
 
      
 
    “Wait, lemme get this straight,” Koen said, shaking his head and grinning in disbelief. “You want me to willingly incriminate myself to the FBI? To go in and help them take this guy down?” 
 
      
 
    “Son,” Xavier said, leaning back against the kitchen counter just like he had the last time we'd visited, “you're already on their radar as a person of interest. I told Agent McKesson I'd talk to you, give you a chance to cooperate.” 
 
      
 
    “Or what?” Koen asked. He and I both knew there was always a consequence. 
 
      
 
    “Or, they realize your connection to Fire and Brimstone and start investigating the whole thing,” he said, shaking his head slowly. “Ain't much I can do about it. You blipped up on their radar, son, and you look like an easy shakedown.” 
 
      
 
    Koen ground his teeth, his jaws working hard as his mouth clenched. “So, I'm fucked either way.” 
 
      
 
    “You ain't fucked, son. You just gotta go along to get along.” 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes for a moment, thought about it. I didn't know what the right choice was for Koen, but I knew what the right choice would be for me. I'd do anything I could to get close to Aleksey. 
 
      
 
    Just so I could put a bullet between his eyes. FBI be damned. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    I called Fed and told him to meet me at the house just before I hopped on the bike to head home. Jace climbed up behind me, and we took off for my place. 
 
      
 
    On the way there, I considered what my grandpa had told me. He'd known the whole time, and he knew what was going on inside my organization. I'd tried to keep it from him, but I guess I couldn't keep anything from the old man. He was good, even after he'd retired all those years ago. 
 
      
 
    The question now was, did I want to cooperate with Agent McKesson, and the FBI? Snitches got stitches, that was the rule. There was no way I could turncoat like that, and start working for the government as an informant. 
 
      
 
    Not only would it put me in danger, it would start raising questions about the whole club if it got out. That would put Fed, Happy, Slash, and all the rest in the firing line. And then, on top of that, no one would ever do business with us again. 
 
      
 
    But, if I didn't do anything, the Feds would come for me, and my crew. The moment they started poking around because of this Volkov Arms deal, they'd figure out just what kind of ant hill they'd kicked over. And then all the guys would be spending time in the pen. But, at least they'd be alive. That was something. 
 
      
 
    As things were laid out, there was just too much damned risk no matter which way I turned. On the one hand, I risked death. On the other, prosecution. There just wasn't a clear way forward. 
 
      
 
    Fed arrived at the house soon after me and Jace. He'd brought Benji along, despite her wounded shoulder. The four of us settled in around the dining room table, Jace at my side and Fed next to Benji. 
 
      
 
    Jace grabbed us all some beers and we settled in for the big talk. I laid everything out for my buddy and our newest confidante. Both asked questions at various points, asking for elaboration on certain points here and there. 
 
      
 
    Finally, my story was done, along with my first beer. 
 
      
 
    The words that came out of Fed's mouth next made me want to grab another. 
 
      
 
    “Koen,” he began, his eyes wide and fearful, “I got a confession to make, brother.” 
 
      
 
    I groaned, not even wanting to consider what it was about. I hoped it was like weird porn fetishes or some shit. That I could deal with. 
 
      
 
    “I didn't get the name Fed from being in the penitentiary like I tell everyone,” he said with a sigh. “Your grandfather put me here two years ago, when your daddy died and you took over. I'm actually an ex-agent, myself, one that was under deep cover.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you,” I said, not believing him. “I mean, seriously, fuck you.” 
 
      
 
    He sighed again and leaned back in his chair. “Xavier's a good man. He saved my sister's life one time, and he knew I owed him one. A real big one. So, he wanted me to watch your back. He knew you were going to take over for Gator after he passed, and he hoped I could keep you straight and on the right side of things.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you,” I repeated, shaking my head. “Just . . . fuck you, man.” 
 
      
 
    “Look,” he said, leaning across the table, “I might've come in here as a favor to Xavier, but I stayed because I love the club, man. I used to do real deep undercover shit with some really nasty people. I did and saw things, Koen. But, you guys at F&B, you ain't like those pieces of shit. You're all decent guys, and I wouldn't ever rat any of you.” 
 
      
 
    Yep, needed another beer. I sighed and looked away. 
 
      
 
    Jace just fucking laughed, earning a glare from me. 
 
      
 
    Fed, though, kept pleading his case. “Man, I prospected the same as anyone else, same as you. I'm committed to the MC. I just happen to, you know, have a different past than I said.” 
 
      
 
    I ground my teeth together. After all this shit was said and done, I was going to need to see a dentist. 
 
      
 
    “This is just too goddamned rich,” Jace said before sucking down the last of her beer. She got up to grab another one. Clearly, she was enjoying this. 
 
      
 
    “When have I ever given you cause to doubt me, Boss?” Fed asked. 
 
      
 
    “Other than now?” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I guess. Ain't I been there doing the same things as you? Look, I ain't on the job anymore. If the club goes down, I go down right beside you.” 
 
      
 
    He did have a point on that. But, shit, that was a big set of lies he'd been feeding me. Just one more piece of bullshit after the other. I looked across the table at him, tried picturing him in a black suit and tie, but I couldn't do it. He just looked like Fed to me. Not, you know, a fed. 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” I said. “Guess we all got a past.” 
 
      
 
    Jace, who was just on her way back into the room with two beers in hand, had a good laugh at that one. 
 
      
 
    Goddamn she was a thorn in my side, even if she was the most beautiful rose I'd ever seen. 
 
      
 
    Shit, I'd even started to think like a romantic asshole. Fuck. 
 
      
 
    “So, what do you think, then?” I asked Fed. “Since, you know the inner workings of this shit and all.” 
 
      
 
    “I think we go for it,” Fed replied, slapping the table for emphasis. “I trust Xavier. He ain't steered me wrong. And, besides, Volkov was a prime target, but only when we could get away with it. Looks like our luck's running thin on that front. Sooner or later, we're gonna catch a bullet, or even worse.” 
 
      
 
    “Worse than a bullet?” Benji asked, her high-pitched voice finally piping in. “I'd rather a bullet to the head than do time. Who's to say this McKesson bitch ain't gonna turn on us the moment we give them this Aleksey guy?” 
 
      
 
    “I think,” Jace added in her two cents from beside me, “we listen to Koen on this. He's the Boss, right? And Benji and I are in the club now, right? What he says goes, far as I'm concerned.” 
 
      
 
    Fed nodded along, agreeing with her. “She's right, Koen. It's your choice.” 
 
      
 
    I chewed the inside of my mouth and sucked down another gulp of my fresh beer. Decisions, decisions, fucking decisions. 
 
      
 
    Finally, though, the obvious choice stood out to me, presenting itself and spinning around just so it could sit in my lap. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, we talk to this agent,” I said, raising my hand to plead to Benji for quiet. “Just talk for right now. Let's hear what she needs, and what she can give us in return. If it's just me, that's fine. But, I think this is a good opportunity, maybe the only one we'll ever have, to get on the right side of the law. Maybe we can even get out of this shit for good.” 
 
      
 
    “For good?” Fed asked, his eyes brightening a little. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said, nodding before I turned to Jace. 
 
      
 
    She looked back at me, those beautiful brown eyes of hers drilling deep into my soul. I could see a life with her, maybe, some place out and away from the city. Just us, on some land, not having to knock over semi-trucks or sell guns to anyone just to make our daily bread. 
 
      
 
    “This could be the chance we need,” I said. “All of us.” 
 
      
 
    Goddamn, I thought. I was becoming some romantic asshole. 
 
      
 
    What the fuck happened to me? 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    Koen and I were dressed to the nines for tonight. He'd taken me to an actual adult boutique this time, and slapped down a wad of cash to cover any expenses I'd had. Benji and I had a field day, and I can honestly say I'd never had a pair of heels this sexy, or comfortable. To go with them, I'd picked up a pretty white dress and a new purse. Hell, Benji had even helped me put my hair up for the night. 
 
      
 
    Koen looked like he'd done a bit of shopping himself, or had at least dug to the back of his closet and found the sexiest suit I'd seen on a man in a while. It was tailored to him, slim but still showed off his impressive muscles in all the right places. He'd even shaved that perpetual five o'clock stubble from his face. 
 
      
 
    It was hard to believe this time last night we'd been putting the final touches on a gun heist against a Russian crime lord.  
 
      
 
    “Quit grinning so damned much at me,” he grunted as he swung open the door to the restaurant for me. 
 
      
 
    “Why should I?” I asked, my tone playful and poking. “Don't you want Agent McKesson to think we're in love?” 
 
      
 
    He just grumbled. “No, I want us to be believable.” 
 
      
 
    I slipped an arm through his and leaned against his side a little, letting him escort me along. “And nice couples like us don't look at each other that way?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” he said. “We're supposed to be simmering in mutual despair, angry that our love life died off years ago.” 
 
      
 
    I snickered. “Well we're not playing at being married, are we?” 
 
      
 
    “Suppose not,” he mumbled back. “But let's at least stop making it look like you've never seen me in a suit before, okay?” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “Fine, fine,” I said, faking a little pout. 
 
      
 
    We headed into the restaurant's lounge and Koen scanned the bar for the agent. 
 
      
 
    A young woman, maybe in her early thirties approached us. “Koen Baldwin?” she asked, hand extended as she looked us both up and down. 
 
      
 
     She was pretty, if a little severe, and had ashen blonde hair that was pulled back in a no-nonsense bun, the roots straining away from her face. Something about her just screamed tomboy, like she got up and ran ten miles every morning, and used the jog time to catch purse snatchers on her route. Her moves were all measured, tight, like she kept herself under constant surveillance, consistent care. She was tough, and she knew it, too. 
 
      
 
    “Agent McKesson?” Koen replied, trying to keep his voice neutral and guarded. 
 
      
 
    “Claire, please. I have a table near the back,” she said, jerking a thumb back over her shoulder. “It's a little more private than the bar.” And, with that, she turned on the heel of her no-bullshit business flats, and led the way to her back table. 
 
      
 
    I gave Koen the eye, and he gave it right back to me. This woman seemed like her lie detector was going to be pretty strong. She'd definitely been around the block a few times. Koen made an “after you” gesture and we followed after her, with me in the lead. 
 
      
 
    The back booth she'd secured was quiet, and out of the way. Everyone here was murmuring quietly to each other anyways, not like in Club Hellfire where one full booth could make the whole place feel like a biker rally hard parked inside the bar. 
 
      
 
    “Please sit,” she said with a sweep of her hand as she slid into the far side of the booth behind what looked like a gin and tonic. 
 
      
 
    I slid onto the opposite bench first, with Koen squeezing in after me. 
 
      
 
    “Your grandfather said you had some information for me,” Claire said, jumping right in with both feet. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Koen said, folding his hands in front of him on the table. “He mentioned that you were going after one of my business associates, a man named Aleksey Volkov, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Correct,” Claire said with a nod. “We've been looking into him, but so far there hasn't been anything solid to go on. Do you think you have something that we could use to broaden our investigation?” 
 
      
 
    “Not exactly,” Koen said, veering a little ways off from the truth. “You see, Mr. Volkov stiffed me on a business deal, but I've heard things about him from others in the industry. I think I can help you catch him in some compromising situations.” 
 
      
 
    I was surprised that he was diverting from the plan already, and shot him a sideways glance. 
 
      
 
    “What kind of business deals did he and you have a disagreement on?” Claire carefully asked. She was clearly weighing each word that came out of his mouth, and I had a feeling she wasn't going to like what he had to say. “Sorry, I have to ask. Your grandfather didn't mention that part of it in our phone conversation.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, well,” Koen said, foundering a little, “I can't really disclose that because of an agreement we signed. I'd be breaking the, uh, contractual obligation, you see, and open myself up to lawsuits.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Claire said, sitting back a little. “Okay. Well, what did you mean to do to help me, then, if you can't disclose these dealings?” 
 
      
 
    Koen leaned forward a little, hunching his shoulders like he was conspiring with her. “I think,” he began, “I can get him into a hotel room and get him to admit to illegally selling firearms, like the rumor that's going around.” 
 
      
 
    “You could, could you?” 
 
      
 
    I kept my smile up, despite the fact that I didn't think Agent McKesson was going to buy it. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Koen said. “I'd need certain assurances, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “What kind are we talking about?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “That you would leave me and my associates out of this. I don't want to be investigated before, during, or afterward. But, I promise you, I can get him to you on a silver platter.” 
 
      
 
    Halfway through his last statement, Agent McKesson rolled her eyes so hard, they looked like they were about unscrew from their sockets. “Mr. Baldwin, let me know just stop you right there. I don't know what your grandfather told you, but that ain't gonna fly. We need to know the full extent of your business dealings, and we have to know if there's any outstanding liability on you before we just give you a free pass on this.” 
 
      
 
    “But, I can get him for you,” Koen replied. “I'm telling you, we can send this guy up the river. Believe me, he's dirty as all Hell.” 
 
      
 
    I fiddled with my hands in my lap, itching to say my peace. Koen was just screwing this all up with his needless dodging. For once, we needed to be frank with someone, needed to actually tell the damned truth. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Baldwin . . . Koen.” The FBI agent leaned in closer, so close her lips were almost touching Koen's. “I fucking know he's dirty. It doesn't take a rocket scientist to figure that out. But, if you can't tell us what business you had with him, even a clue to it, then we can't talk turkey here. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    I leaned forward. “Koen,” I said, cutting him off as opened his mouth and went to speak, “cut the bullshit. Agent McKesson, let me tell you the truth. The whole truth. My name's Jace Spears, and I killed Sven Morokov in the hotel room.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    I don't know what the fuck Jace was thinking, or what she thought she'd accomplish by opening her big mouth, but there wasn't any stopping her now. 
 
      
 
    “Look,” she said, one eye on me and the other on the FBI agent, “I'm gonna be blunt. I ran away from home when I was sixteen and eventually ended up as a prostitute with Sven. I ran because my pervy-ass stepdaddy went from just beating me and my brother to giving me creepy looks the day my momma died, and I needed to get away from him before something worse than just looks happened to me. Sven was my pimp for years and years, and kept me as a prostitute.” 
 
      
 
    The shocked look on the Agent's face just grew and grew for the first leg of Jace's explanation, and my own mortification intensified. I wasn't sure where Jace was going with this, but I hoped it worked. Likely, though, it probably wouldn't. Of course, she wasn't the type of woman to take “no” for an answer. That much, at least, I'd learned over the last week. 
 
      
 
    “That night last week, it was me in the hotel room with Sven. My brother is Tomlin Spears, the boy that was found. He was my younger brother, and he somehow found me. Sven killed him, I shot Sven with his own gun. I'm willing to face the consequences for what I did, even though I don't feel a bit of guilt. So, if you gotta lock someone up, lock me up, alright? But, first, I want to help you make Aleksey pay for everything he's done. That man is a goddamn snake in the grass and deserves whatever he gets, especially after what happened to my brother.” 
 
      
 
    Agent McKesson's face had softened during Jace's rambling confession, enough so that I thought we even had a chance of convincing her to let us help. She took a deep drink from her cocktail and, crunching the ice, seemed to consider Jace's words carefully. 
 
      
 
    “Jace, let me start by saying, I can't even begin to understand what you've gone through, or are going through. I've met a lot of people with really tough lives, and this one's right up there.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, thanks,” Jace said from beside me. Her eyes were lit up a little from just getting to unburden herself to the agent, and I could tell she was hopeful for things to work out. 
 
      
 
    “However,” the agent said, then paused and took another drink. 
 
      
 
    I, on the other hand, was not nearly as optimistic. 
 
      
 
    “However,” she began again, reaching across the table to put her hand over Jace's, “I can't help you. I'm going to disregard what you just told me, as I'm not working the case. When you go through the proper channels with the local authorities, please don't mention me. At all. My relationship with your boyfriend's grandfather would make it look improper as Hell for me to be involved.” 
 
      
 
    My heart sunk. Not only had Jace just admitted to killing Sven, she'd also showed as completely unreliable. And, without any help from the FBI, we were pretty much fucked when it came to getting out of this. 
 
      
 
    Agent McKesson turned her attention back to me, a frown creasing her lips. “And you, Mr. Baldwin. When you're ready to discuss what business you had with Mr. Volkov, and how you can be of better assistance, please contact me. Other than that, I think we're done here.” As she closed her remarks, she began digging through the pockets of her slacks. She pulled out as wad of bills and tossed it on the table between us. 
 
      
 
    “So, you're just going to leave?” Jace asked, her face completely downcast. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Ms. Spears, I am.” And, with that, Agent McKesson was up and out of the little back booth. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” Jace groaned. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck is right,” I agreed as I turned to her. 
 
      
 
    “So, what now?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “What now?” I asked, laughing a little. “Now we change our plans up. You, little girl, just completely fucked us over. Your save-the-day balls-to-the-wall attitude might have just cost you your goddamn freedom. We better get out of town before the local boys come sniffing around for you after that little stunt you just pulled. We're going on the run, sweetie.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” Jace groaned again, this time drawing out the word as she planted her face in her hands.  
 
      
 
    “Yep,” I said. “Looks like we got all dressed up for nothing.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    “You fucking did what?” Benji screamed at me. Her eyes were wide, blood shot, and spittle flew from her lips. There we were, me and Koen both, getting reamed in the meeting room at Club Hellfire. 
 
      
 
    I hung my head in shame. There wasn't anything else I could really do. She and Koen were both right. I'd fucked up royally. 
 
      
 
    “What in the fucking fuck were you thinking, you fucking dipshit? You confessed to it, to a fucking cop?” 
 
      
 
    “I-” 
 
      
 
    “Shut the fuck up!” Benji screamed, cutting me off. “Everything that's happened in my fucked up life, in your fucked up life, for the last week has been because of you! We had a chance here, and you fucked it up with him. I don't know what's fucking going on with you, but you need to pull your goddamned head out of your fucking ass before you get all of us arrested, or worse!” 
 
      
 
    I kept my head down. She was right, right about all of it. The hotel had been my fault, us ending up as property of the F&B MC was my fault, the truck had been all me, and now this. All of it, every bit of it. 
 
      
 
    Fed put a hand on her shoulder, and she paused to glance at him. She took a deep breath, tried to remain focused. But, then she was back at it, just not as loudly as before. “You dragged me away from my life,” Benji said, her voice dripping with resentment as she ticked off the outcome of my decisions on one hand. “Sure, it wasn't a great life, but you got me fucking shot along the way, and now I might be going down for aiding and abetting your sorry ass. I don't know what the fuck happened to you, Jace, but you're not the girl I met years ago.” 
 
      
 
    She was right, too. I'd survived the streets for years, practically on my own. I did it by keeping a cool head, by never going ahead half-cocked like I had been. Maybe losing Tomlin had set something off in me. Like, if he wasn't around, what was the point? 
 
      
 
    I sighed and let my shoulders sag. “I'm . . . I'm sorry, Benji. I'm really sorry, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “I know you are,” she said, her tone cutting. 
 
      
 
    I groaned again. I didn't know how I was going to make this right. But, luckily, I knew the first step. Change my attitude, before everyone else around me was put in deeper danger. 
 
      
 
    “And, you,” Benji said, turning on the president of the Fire and Brimstone MC, “what the fuck were you thinking with that bullshit story?” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    “If this wasn't so goddamned awful,” Fed said, “I'd be laughing my ass off at how big of a fucking idiot you are, Boss.” 
 
      
 
    I groaned. “I know I'm an idiot. I just thought I could pull it off somehow, you know, that I could take down Aleksey and leave all you guys in the clear on it.” 
 
      
 
    “You thought you were going to somehow con an FBI field agent into thinking you were a mild-mannered business man, by insisting they not investigate you before or after you helped them?” he asked, slowly shaking his head. 
 
      
 
    Well, at least he wasn't screaming at me like Benji had screamed at Jace. Poor Jace was shell-shocked from it, barely even able to mumble after her friend's verbal assault. 
 
      
 
    “See?” Fed asked. “That right there, that's your fucking problem, Boss.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” I asked, blinking in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “That. You're fucking confident about everything, over-fucking-confident, if you ask me. You're like Evil Knievel trying to jump the goddamn Grand Canyon, but you want all of us to climb on the fucking bike with you.” 
 
      
 
    I almost laughed at his metaphor, but I kept it down. I'd always been bad about cracking up when I was getting yelled at, whether it was by Grandpa Xavier, or my father. Apparently, I was bad even when it was my best friend dressing me down. 
 
      
 
    “You got people depending on you, man,” Fed continued. “People who might go to fucking prison if you don't figure your shit out. I'm depending on you; these girls are depending on you. And, shit, look at the way you've been going after Volkov. I told you, dude, that we didn't need to go after the Wolf again, but you kept right on, didn't you? And you almost got us killed then, didn't you?” 
 
      
 
    I sighed and sat back in my chair, crossed my legs. “My plan almost worked,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Fed sat back, laughing and shaking his head. “See? That's what I fucking mean. Confident to a motherfucking T, man.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I should just go, then,” I offered, my words carrying more vehemence and spite than I meant. As soon as I spoke them, I realized I sounded like a spoiled little brat. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Fed asked, genuinely perplexed. “You think running away is going to solve this problem? Nature abhors a void, Koen. You can't go, or someone else is going to step in to fill your space. Maybe more than one person. And, while we're fighting, the Thunder Kings roll in, and God knows what other gangs in the area. When we found the girls, you told everyone you'd never run girls. You think whoever takes over the MC after you're gone is going to have the same scruples? If someone worse comes in here, I'm not going to keep my mouth shut like I did with you in charge.” 
 
      
 
    I wiped a hand down my face, groaning in exasperation. “Fine,” I said, patting my leg, “what do you think we should do, since I'm apparently shit at making plans.” 
 
      
 
    Benji and Fed looked to each other first, then back at me. “We've been talking,” Fed replied after a moment. 
 
      
 
    Benji nodded emphatically. “We think Agent McKesson is still the right way to go. But only with the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “The whole fucking truth,” Fed added, stabbing the air with his finger to punctuate each word. “And nothing fucking but.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed and nodded. “Fine,” I said. 
 
      
 
    It wasn't till Jace and I got home a little later that I realized I'd just experienced the most polite coup of all time. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    “Well, that was fucking brutal,” Koen said as we walked in from the garage. 
 
      
 
    Honestly, I was surprised we were walking straight after brutal verbal barrage we'd just received. Not that it had been unwarranted, or anything, because it hadn't. They'd been spot on with damn near every word, and we both knew it. Sometimes, the words another person can speak to you are so like your own thoughts, though, that they cut even deeper than they would otherwise. 
 
      
 
    Koen headed into the living room and collapsed on the couch, his suit jacket tossed aside on the back of a chair. 
 
      
 
    “We deserved it,” I replied as I headed into the kitchen and grabbed us both beers. I was starting to treat the place like I lived there, like I actually belonged. 
 
      
 
    “About what you told Agent McKesson,” Koen said as I walked back in and handed him his beer. 
 
      
 
    “What about it?” I grumbled as I slumped into the seat next to him. 
 
      
 
    “Was . . . was that all true?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. Then, I thought about it, and kind of shrugged. “Mostly. There was another guy in there before Sven. But, mostly true, yeah.” 
 
      
 
    We both sat there on his big, luxurious couch, quiet for a moment. He slid an arm out, wrapped it around my shoulders, and pulled me close. I relaxed into him, savoring the feel of a strong and protective arm around me. 
 
      
 
    He adjusted himself in his seat, turning a little so we could look at each other. Those steely blue eyes of his had softened, like ice on a sunny day. “I'm going to take care of you,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I smiled weakly up at him. I'd heard those words from so many men before. Johns and pimps, even my stepfather. Guys who wanted to rescue this little ole Southern damsel in distress. But, the look in his eyes told me his words were different. 
 
      
 
    It might not happen, but he was going to try his damnedest and least make the effort. It was that damn ego of his, coming back up. But, at least he was making promises like this, instead of putting me and my girlfriend in harm's way. 
 
      
 
    He took my beer from me and set it aside with his on the end table. 
 
      
 
    “Wha-?” 
 
      
 
    He wrapped his arm tighter around me and kissed me softly, sweetly. With my eyes closed, the feel of his cleanly shaved upper lip made him feel like a new man. Or, rather, a changed one. 
 
      
 
    “Koen!” I yelped as he stood and swept me into his arms, carrying me like a new bride he was about to carry over the threshold. I just hoped he wasn't going to treat me like I got married in all white. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” I asked, my legs kicking a little as I slapped his chest. I felt like a doll in his hands, a petite little toy that he had every ounce of control over. But, I didn't mind. Not one bit. 
 
      
 
    He silenced me with a deep kiss and headed upstairs to the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    I relaxed into his arms as he hauled me upstairs like a barbarian warlord taking home his spoils of battle. The door to his bedroom was almost closed, but unlatched, and he kicked it open with one booted foot. He carried me over to the unmade bed, placed me gently at the foot of it, then kissed me again. 
 
      
 
    His lips were soft as ever, but more intense than our first time. I could feel the passion there, but it was simmering below the surface. Soon, our hands were on each other. I ran mine over his chest, his abs, his arms. I stroked his face, lightly scratched his neck with my nails. 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to him, and our tongues danced together as he ran his fingers through my hair. A groan escaped my lips as he lightly pulled, shooting a pang of need through my body. 
 
      
 
    He began to strip me of my clothes. I went to help him, but he brushed my hands away as he began to work on the buttons of my top. Soon, I was bare to him, with just my black lacy bra I'd picked up for the occasion. 
 
      
 
    I kissed him again as my hands went to his tie and began to loosen it. 
 
      
 
    He pulled my top from my shoulders, and I disentangled my arms from the sleeves. I went to return my hands to him, just to get a taste of those hard muscles again, to feel him beneath my touch, but he swept up my wrists and pushed them aside. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” he whispered in a low growl. 
 
      
 
    I moaned softly as he took charge, as I knew that, as tender and caring as he could be, I was still his. My body belonged to him, and not just because I was renting space in his house. This was something deeper, more important. 
 
      
 
    He crushed his lips to mine, some of that tenderness disappearing in the heat of the moment. He ran his rough hands over my smooth skin as we kissed, his calluses and work-strong hands making me feel small in his grasp. One of them unsnapped my bra in the front, the other dipped down and found the front of my slacks and unbuttoned them. 
 
      
 
    I moved my head to the side as his lips went to my neck, his teeth flashing and biting, his tongue licking the tiny, intoxicating pain away. I stripped the rest of the way out of my bra and tossed it aside. 
 
      
 
    He slid his hand down the front of my slacks, skipping right over my panties, and I parted my legs for him. His fingers traced up and down my lips, sending jolts of lust through my body as they found my clit. 
 
      
 
    I lifted my hips a little, urging him to explore more thoroughly with my gentle thrusts. 
 
      
 
    His lips found mine again, and his free hand worked down the zipper on my pants. The touch of his tongue was light but insistent, and I bit him on the lip to let him know I could handle more. 
 
      
 
    I pulled back from his kiss, panting a little, and kicked off my heels onto his bedroom floor. I lifted myself off the bed enough that, together, we could shimmy my pants off. As my clothing pooled on the carpet at the foot of the bed, he knelt in front of me and hooked his fingers through my panties' side-straps and pulled them down over my long legs. 
 
      
 
    I watched as his nostrils flared, as his eyes burned with bonfires. 
 
      
 
    He wanted me. And I wanted him. 
 
      
 
    His hand shot out and grabbed my ankle, the tips of his fingers digging into me, and pulled me closer to him. 
 
      
 
    I slid down onto my back, putting my sex on display for him. I struggled back a little, unsure. It wasn't everyday a hooker had a man go down on her. But, despite my minimal effort, he held me there in place, ready for him. 
 
      
 
    I could feel his hot breath on me, felt his lips as he wetly kissed first one thigh, then the other. Each kiss brought him higher and higher to his prize, but it seemed he wanted to take his time. 
 
      
 
    I threw my head back and twisted my hands in the sheets, the anticipation killing me as I moved my hips lewdly to try and entice him to hurry. 
 
      
 
    He noticed what I was trying to do. “Not yet,” he grunted, then kissed my thigh again as he snaked a hand below me and grabbed a handful of my ass, his hand like a vice as he pulled me closer till I was nearly hanging off the bed, perfectly lined up with his mouth. 
 
      
 
    I whined low in my throat, his breath sending tingles throughout me. 
 
      
 
    Then, as I moaned low with unrepentant want, I felt his tongue as he traced up my lips, parting them. I moaned low again, moved my hips encouragingly. 
 
      
 
    He groaned as he tasted me, as his tongue moved up and down, teasing me. He reached the top, found my clit, and began to lick just below and above it, alternating. 
 
      
 
    Pleasure pulsed through my body with each flick of his skilled tongue, with each alternating circle of my tender clit. I twisted my head from side-to-side, moaning as my back arched and pushed my pussy into that beautiful mouth of his. I was so close, already, so turned on by the whole act. 
 
      
 
    He gripped my ass harder, moving my whole body to a better angle as he gently sucked my clit between his lips, sending fireworks off throughout me. 
 
      
 
    My whole body tensed like I'd stepped on the third rail, my insides and outsides electrified as I felt my orgasm bloom inside of me. Panting, I twisted my hands in the sheets of his bed and screamed and panted as I convulsed, my abs tightening, my whole body rocking with insane pleasure. If I'd been on the streets, someone would have called 911! 
 
      
 
    He rode it out with me, his tongue flicking over my clit, his hand dropping my ankle over his shoulder so his finger could now be inside me stroking my g-spot. 
 
      
 
    I convulsed again, another orgasm ripping through my body, my leg hooking over his shoulder and dragging him closer. I shook at the end of his tongue. “Don't stop,” I cried out. “Please, God, don't stop.” 
 
      
 
    He licked faster, at the spot just over my clit, until I finally had to tap out at the intensity of it. I just couldn't handle it anymore. I needed a break, and I needed to feel him inside me. 
 
      
 
    He took his lips away and released my ass, removed my leg that I'd draped over his shoulder and back. 
 
      
 
    I looked up at him from the bed, my eyes blurry from the tears I'd almost shed while I'd come under his tender attentions. I watched as he stripped out of his clothes, his burning eyes still on me. He dropped his formal wear on the floor, revealing his scarred and tattooed rock hard body. His beautiful cock stood out in front of him, proving to me just how excited he was. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to reach out and touch him, to run my fingers and hands over every marking that made his body so unique. I wanted to trace the scars that looked like knife wounds on his forearms, to run my tongue over his MC tattoo that marked him as property of the club. Unconsciously, I licked my lips. 
 
      
 
    But, I knew he wouldn't have let me do what I wanted. As tender and caring as he was, I knew he was still in charge. My eyes followed him as he moved around to the side of the bed. 
 
      
 
    Koen climbed onto the mattress, but stayed on his knees. I'd never been a fan of blowjobs, they'd been the least favorite part of my job, because of how intimate they felt to me. But, with him, I felt my mouth salivating at the thought of tasting him. 
 
      
 
    I sat up a little and reached out with my hand, glancing up at his eyes to ask wordlessly ask permission. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he said, moving a little closer. 
 
      
 
    I got up from my back and moved in front of him. I coiled my legs beneath me and reached a hand out to him. He felt hot and hard in my hand, like I'd grabbed a piece of steel from a warm fire. Precum dribbled from the tip. I moved myself closer, gave him a tentative lick, tasting him. 
 
      
 
    He was slightly salty, but not bad. I decided I even liked it, and I swirled my tongue around his head. 
 
      
 
    He groaned as I bathed him with my tongue, as I stroked his underside with my lips, as I sucked each of his heavy testicles into my mouth, all while slowly stroking up and down his shaft with my hand. I dipped a hand between my own thighs, circling my clit with my fingers to keep up the pleasure. I wasn't done yet with him, not by a long shot. 
 
      
 
    After I'd teased him enough, I pressed my lips together and slid them down over his cock, letting his head push open my lips as if they were the ones between my legs. I took him as deeply as I could, my tongue flicking along the bottom and sides, before pulling back and doing it over again. 
 
      
 
    I took my time with him, enjoying this slow, wonderful moment of intimacy I hadn't experienced in so long with any man. 
 
      
 
    Moaning, Koen reached down and entangled his hand in my hair, but left it there without any force or guidance. He squeezed a little, pulling at my roots, but it just felt tender in its own way. I knew he wasn't going to pull me onto him, to force anything down my throat. 
 
      
 
    I could feel his hips moving a little, and I slowed my pace, finally pulling his cock from my mouth. “Please, sir,” I whispered, the words coming from my mouth unbidden as I looked up into his cold blue eyes. “I know you own me, but I want you inside me first.” 
 
      
 
    He stroked a hand down my cheek as we gazed into one another's souls. Finally, like some kind of king, he gave me a nod. 
 
      
 
    I smiled a little as he went to push me back onto the bed, but I moved his hand away with a gentle push. “No. You already gave me enough the other night. Let me be on top.” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” he said, giving me a little halfway smile, “if you insist.” He let me guide him back onto the bed. 
 
      
 
    I got up next to him on the bed, kissed him again as my hands roamed over his body. He didn't flinch from my lips, and our tongues moved more sensually than before, tasting each other. I could taste myself on him, and the smell was simply heady as his fingers ran through my hair again. 
 
      
 
    I swung my hips over his, and put a hand on his chest. I reached between my thighs and grabbed his length, stroking it lightly. 
 
      
 
    He threw his head back, groaning as he moved his hips for me. 
 
      
 
    I angled the tip of his cock to my dripping opening. With a long, fulfilled sighing gasp, I lowered myself onto his cock, loving the way he filled me so completely. I arched my back to accommodate all of him, my nails dragging up and down his chest as he stretched me. 
 
      
 
    One of his hands found my hip, squeezed it firmly. The other came up, cupped my naked breast. He ran a thumb over my excited nipple. As I arched into his hand, pushing all of myself into his palm, he tweaked my nipple lightly and pulled it out and away. 
 
      
 
    The little sharp bit of pain went through me like an arrow, punctuating the pleasure I was feeling as he filled my pussy. I bit my lower lip as, finally, I settled all the way down to the base of his cock. “Oh, fuck,” I groaned. “You just make me feel so full,” I panted, moaning out the last word. 
 
      
 
    “You fit me like a glove,” he conceded, his voice filled with pleasure. “Perfect.” 
 
      
 
    I began to move on him, rolling my hips a little as I began to slowly stroke his cock in and out of me. I rose up and down, the sensation of emptiness followed by completeness so mesmerizing that I lost track of the world. The only thing that mattered was Koen's cock, and my pussy, and that we were both joined together by our most sensitive and wonderful of parts. 
 
      
 
    He let go of my hip and covered my other breast with his hand. Then, it traveled up, brushed over my throat. 
 
      
 
    I tilted my head back as I arched, giving him unspoken access to my body as I began to bounce more insistently on his hard length. Whatever he wanted to do to me, I was fine with it. After all, he owned me. And, with the sensations I was feeling, and my coming orgasm, he was more than welcome to it. If he could make me feel this way for the rest of my life, I'd gladly let him keep me. 
 
      
 
    His hands crept up over my throat, over my chin. He ran a fingertip over my lips, and I sucked him into my mouth, swirled my tongue around his finger as I groaned out my lust. 
 
      
 
    His cock hit all the right spots in me as I moved on it. I could feel it rub my g-spot, and the base even teased my clit with each stroke. I rocked my hips and gyrated on him as I sucked on his finger. 
 
      
 
    He pulled his finger from my mouth and grabbed my breast again as I sped up my movements. 
 
      
 
    Koen thrust his hips into me harder, began pounding into me as I rode him like a stallion. I nearly screamed as he grabbed my hip again, slamming me down harder onto his cock with each thrust. 
 
      
 
    I panted until my breath caught in my throat and another orgasm over took me. I could feel my pussy clamp down on him like a tender vice, milking him and convulsing around his length as he thrust harder into me. I stopped my movements, my whole body given over to the ecstatic relief that overtook my body.  
 
      
 
    He was close, too, I could feel it. He moved faster, grabbing both my hips and lifting on and off his cock. I was nothing in his hands as he pounded into me. 
 
      
 
    Even if I'd wanted it to stop, and I didn't, there was no way I could have. I was limp as a rag doll, and my only reality was the white light and white heat that seemed to blot out everything. 
 
      
 
    “Oh fuck,” he groaned, his whole body going rigid below me for a moment before he turned to a slow, steady fucking. 
 
      
 
    I felt him explode inside of me, and watched through watery, exhausted eyes as he shoved his head back into the pillow, his mouth open in a wordless groan. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Jace, oh fuck,” he groaned out again, a whole body shiver shooting through both of us. We shook together like that as he continued to fill me with his seed, as he continued to unleash and empty himself inside of me. 
 
      
 
    Another orgasm flooded my body, making me go weak. I let myself collapse forward so I was braced against his chest and, with his hard cock still buried inside me, kissed him. I sucked his tongue into my mouth, taking it for my own, as he continued to shudder in pleasure and fill me, my hips moving slowly up and down his almost spent manhood. 
 
      
 
    Finally, I felt him slip out of me, and I dropped onto his broad chest, curling up with him as we lay together in a jumbled heap. “That was amazing,” I breathed, a little shudder of post-orgasmic bliss sending my body trembling as I pressed my body into his. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” he groaned, a shudder going through his body as he grabbed a handful of hips and butt and pulled me closer into his side. “Goddamn that was good.” 
 
      
 
    I craned my neck back a little, kissed him again, this time like the other night. A wet, tongueless kiss. “Wonderful,” I said, then dropped my head back to his chest. I let my slowly close as I listened to the steady in and out of his breathing. 
 
      
 
    “About what I said earlier,” Koen began, one finger curling my long tresses around it. 
 
      
 
    “What about it?” I said with a content sigh, not expecting much. 
 
      
 
    “About taking care of you. I promise you, it's true. I'm going to keep you, and help you forget all the shit that's happened to you.” 
 
      
 
    Exhausted, both physically and emotionally, I closed my eyes and let myself drift off to sleep. I'd believe it when I saw it. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    Her head lay in the center of a pool of auburn red on my chest. I didn't even mind that the long strands kept poking me in the nose, or that her slight body was like a goddamned furnace laid on my chest. Strong, gutsy, brazen, mouthy. She was just so damned beautiful, inside and out.  
 
      
 
    As my wonderfully sore prick lay against my thigh, and the cool air from the fan hit my sweat drenched body, I couldn't help but think that the only thing that mattered in the world was that Jace was here in this bed, and so was I. And I wouldn't trade her for anything in the world, either diamonds or gold, or strength and power. 
 
      
 
    I pulled her closer against my chest and breathed in the smell of her hair, took it into my nose and sucked it down to my lungs, so it could become one with me through some mystical alchemy I didn't understand. 
 
      
 
    I knew right then and there, as I held her against me, as I rubbed the soft skin of her back, as my cock began to grow again even though it had been less than five minutes; she was what I wanted. Sure, we'd be old one day, but that wouldn't matter. She understood me like few women I'd met, and I hoped that spark inside would never fade. 
 
      
 
    I was falling for her, and falling hard. 
 
      
 
    I leaned down and kissed the top of her head, producing a mumbled response from her. She was already passed out from the stress of the day. I wasn't that far behind, either. 
 
      
 
    I knew, though, what I had to do. I had to make her mine. I had to make her mine in both name, and deed. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I fixed Jace breakfast. Then I took Jace to all the places I thought she'd want to go that a life like hers would have kept from. 
 
      
 
    We parked my bike down at Club Hellfire and headed down to Cafe Du Monde, a few blocks away, for coffee and beignets, their wonderful fried dough and powdered sugar practically melting in our mouths. We fought back through the crowds and strolled through the French Quarter, then, just window shopping as we walked by all the businesses throughout the neighborhood. 
 
      
 
    We pushed past a bustle of tourists and headed out to the river, down to the walk. We were side-by-side on the sidewalk, our hands just barely touching. 
 
      
 
    I'd never exactly been much of a hand holder, or anything like that. I'd never felt the need, especially since I hadn't ever really felt this way about a woman. Not before. 
 
      
 
    “Been down here?” I asked as we approached the Big Muddy. 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. Then sort of shrugged. “Kinda. Never really been down to the river just to, you know, hang out or anything. I grew up near it, though, back home, and we'd go down to the edge of it sometimes and get high, drink some beers.” 
 
      
 
    “Back home, huh?” I asked. “Up North?” 
 
      
 
    She nodded, bit her lip. 
 
      
 
    We looked out over the railing at the river, watching it churn and flow as it made its way out to the sea. “Your brother was there in that hotel to take you home, wasn't he?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” she said, nodding a little, “my stepfather went away on a DUI, so we were free from him. I could've gone home.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you have?” I asked. Had her brother not been there in that hotel room, she and I would have met under completely different circumstances. Sven would still be alive, and she'd still be one of the girls he was running. Would she have caught my eye? Or would she have just been some street-walker I would have turned down at the end of the meeting, then left forever? 
 
      
 
    The thought that it took her brother dying for us to meet was somehow disheartening. But, strangely, it somehow gave my feelings more import. Like, somehow, we were meant to meet. 
 
      
 
    “I was going to,” she replied. “Tomlin and I were about to leave when Sven came back. Then, well, you were outside my hotel room when I came running out.” Jace glanced down at my hand next to hers. They were the smallest fractions of an inch apart. 
 
      
 
    I looked down, followed her gaze, and smiled a little. 
 
      
 
    Without saying a word, she slid her hand into mine, and our fingers entwined together. 
 
      
 
    “I'll take you home when this is all done,” I said, the words leaving my mouth before I even realized I was speaking them. “Give you a shot at a new life.” 
 
      
 
    She laughed, the sound like the tinkling of bells to me. 
 
      
 
    “Who said I wanted to go home to that piece of shit anyways?” she asked, then laughed again. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    “I don't think you could pay me to live in a small town ever again,” I said, leaning up again Koen’s side and gripping his hand tighter. 
 
      
 
    He laughed. “Really? But that's home, right?” 
 
      
 
    “When Tomlin was around, maybe,” I said, the laughter leaving my voice. “But I realized just now, when you told me you'd take me home, that, well, Tomlin was the only thing tying me there. What would I do, anyways? Get knocked up and have a bunch of kids with some meth-head, then go to church on Sunday, while I'm working at Tilly's Diner every night?” 
 
      
 
    He grinned. “Nah, I guess not.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you picture me with grease stains all over my outfit?” I asked, returning his grin as a lopsided smile. 
 
      
 
    “So, what do you want to do, then?” he asked, emphasizing the first “do.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “Stay here with you, if it's an option.” 
 
      
 
    A look of shock passed over his face, one that was soon replaced with realization. “With me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said, bumping into his side with my shoulder. “Why not?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, first thing, you know I'm gonna be a hell of a lot poorer with Aleksey behind bars. No guns getting stolen means no money coming in.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes and turned my attention back to the water. “Koen, you know why I like you?” I asked after a while. 
 
      
 
    “Cause I'm a bad ass and great in bed?” 
 
      
 
    I laughed and shook my head. “Yes, Koen, you are. But, I respect you, too. I respect that you're trying to go after this guy, and trying to get him for me. Even though you know it's going to hurt the bottom line. That takes guts, especially when you're leading the men you are.” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” he said, putting an arm around me and pulling me close, “at least it's not just Fed that respects it. I just hope we come out on top.” 
 
      
 
    I let him crush me into his chest, the smell of him and the city filling my senses. “We will,” I whispered. “Don't worry, we will.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    Agent McKesson called me the next morning, bright and early, while I was fixing breakfast for me and Jace. Jace and I had spent another night together, with her practically moving from the guest room into mine. I'd never had the same woman in my bed twice, let alone three times, and the giddiness of it was going to my head. 
 
      
 
    So, when my phone rang and I didn't recognize the number, I decided to just take my chances. Even if it was a telemarketer, I was more than happy to run the risk. Damn the torpedoes, full speed ahead. 
 
      
 
    “Koen Baldwin?” Agent McKesson asked. 
 
      
 
    “This is he.” 
 
      
 
    “We met the other night, Claire McKesson from the Bureau? Did I catch you at a bad time?” 
 
      
 
    My heart sped up, and my mouth went dry with instant nerves. This might be my chance, I realized. I could put things right with this phone call, especially if she was the one initiating the contact. Maybe, just maybe, we'd get a second chance at this. 
 
      
 
    “No, no,” I said as I scrambled the eggs in my skillet and went to flip the bacon in the other. “What can I do for you this morning, Agent?” 
 
      
 
    “I got a call from a colleague in a local agency out in Elmwood who was looking for some assistance. I was wondering if, through your contacts with our mutual interest, you might know something about it.” 
 
      
 
    Elmwood was a local suburb, about twenty miles outside the city. I knew the Thunder Kings had interests out there, and had sunk a lot of time and money into securing their territory, to the point where I'd actually had to order my boys to steer clear of it in order to avoid an even wider turf war. 
 
      
 
    About that time, Jace came padding into the kitchen on bare feet, wearing just one of my old Sturgis tee shirts. It was so huge it nearly swallowed her, and, for some reason, the sight of her in it nearly made want to do the same. 
 
      
 
    “Elmwood?” I asked, my eyes focused on the little vixen I'd taken in. “I'm familiar with the town. How can I help?” 
 
      
 
    “Who is that?” Jace mouthed at me as she picked an almost-done piece of bacon out of the skillet. I nearly slapped her hand with my spatula, but she was too fast. 
 
      
 
    “McKesson,” I mouthed back. 
 
      
 
    “ . . . is trafficking narcotics, heroin to be exact, in there. Big players, and my buddy isn't getting any leads on his end. So, he asked me to reach out to my CI's, my criminal informants, to see if I could shake some information from the trees. While you're not one exactly, I just thought . . .” 
 
      
 
    “McKesson?” Jace mouthed back. She made a “well?” motion with her hand. 
 
      
 
    “One second,” I said. “Someone just walked into the room.” I put the phone against my shoulder, muffling the receiver. 
 
      
 
    “What does she want?” Jace whispered. 
 
      
 
    I explained to her what was going on, the short version. 
 
      
 
    “And do you know?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. I knew. Of course I knew. Everyone knew. 
 
      
 
    “Tell her,” Jace said. “Fucking tell her, Koen, and get us back in on this thing.” 
 
      
 
    It broke down like this: 
 
      
 
    The Russian mafia was heavy into drugs, and that would make Aleksey a prime candidate for helping anyone moving drugs in and out of the metro area. And, if I knew my Thunder Kings, they were responsible for the sudden influx. One, they wouldn't allow anyone else to traffic on their turf. And, two, they had zero qualms about moving that kind of shit. 
 
      
 
    But, there was still that unwritten code bikers followed, about not snitching, even on rivals. You never involved the cops, not on purpose at least. At the same time, though, I needed to prove I was reliable to Agent McKesson. I needed to show her that I had value, and that I could help her bring the Wolf down. 
 
      
 
    Jace narrowed her eyes. “You fucking tell her, or I will. What would Fed do?” 
 
      
 
    I sighed and rolled my eyes, then put the phone back to my ear. “Tell your friend to look into the Thunder Kings. They're an outlaw biker gang in the area, big on meth and H, and they're probably what he's looking for.” 
 
      
 
    She didn't respond for a moment, but I had the feeling she was writing the info down. 
 
      
 
    “Good to know,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Now give me the phone,” Jace said, clapping one handed at me as she chewed the last bite of bacon. “I wanna talk to her while you finish up breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    I grumbled and shook my head before hanging my phone over to the little wisp of a woman. Maybe having a brassy, half-crazy woman around the house wasn't such a good idea after all. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    It took some convincing, but I finally got Agent McKesson to meet with us again. This time in a less formal setting, and closer to Koen's home. We met at a little Starbucks in a nearby shopping center, some place we wouldn't know anyone from the city. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” McKesson said as she sat down with her plain black coffee that was so at odds with the half-fat mocha frappucino I'd ordered for myself. “Talk.” 
 
      
 
    Koen nodded. “Okay. I wasn't completely honest before.” 
 
      
 
    Claire snorted and kept her eyes focused on Koen like he might bite her if she looked away. “Yeah. I know. And your little tip this morning wasn't exactly the first indication, either.” 
 
      
 
    He shrugged and gave her a little grin, trying to be charming with her. “Okay, my associates and I have been stealing from Aleksey Volkov, not doing business like I said before. We've been knocking over shipments of guns for the last year or so and moving them through our channels.” 
 
      
 
    I hadn't exactly expected him to be that blunt, and from the look on Agent McKesson's face, I don't think she did either. She looked like she couldn't decide if she was going to burst out laughing or arrest him on the spot. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” she said after a moment, nodding. “Okay,” she said again. “How long, again?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe a year or more,” he said with a shrug. “We got some pretty good ones, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Funnily enough,” the agent said as she sat back in her chair, “you're probably doing more good than harm, overall. Not that the courts would see it that way, I think. But, there's irony that I think you might appreciate.” 
 
      
 
    Koen laughed and shook his head, disbelievingly. “What do you mean, 'more good than harm?'” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly that. Aleksey is a gun smuggler, you see. He was before, and still is one now. Most of his business interests lay in sending guns overseas to different groups, destabilizing countries. He's responsible for things that would make even Kim Jong Un blush. West Africa, Central America, Mexico. Hell, the Sinaloa Cartel probably has the Wolf on speed dial. Your thefts are cutting into his bottom line, which means you're hurting him where we can't. Not yet, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet?” I asked, leaning forward. “Does that mean you're trying?” 
 
      
 
    The agent held back a grin from her lips, but I could see it in her eyes. “We're trying right now, yes. But, we've needed someone on the inside that he'd talk to, so we could get evidence. A recording, you understand, otherwise it won't hold up in court.” 
 
      
 
    “But I'm not on the inside,” Koen said. 
 
      
 
    “Of course not. But, you're enough of a thorn, he'd still want to talk to you, wouldn't he?” 
 
      
 
    “Guess so,” he replied as he drummed his fingers on the table. “I mean, I'd want to talk to the guy pissing in my cereal, if I were in his shoes.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” she said. “You'd have to wear a wire, and you'd have to get a meeting with Volkov. But, we could get you the protection you want, if you go through it. Legal and physical, if we need to.” 
 
      
 
    This was it. This was the chance we needed. I reached over and put my hand on Koen's, squeezed it tight for support. 
 
      
 
    He entwined his fingers in mine, glanced down at them, then at me. He nodded when he saw my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I'm game, if it means we can protect the ones we care about,” he said after a moment, his eyes still on mine. He turned back to the Agent McKesson. “I'll do it. I'll wear a wire.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    We all met a couple days later at Grandpa Xavier's house, Benji, Fed, Agent McKesson, everyone. 
 
      
 
    Gathered around the kitchen table, we drank beers while Grandpa got steaks ready for the grill out back. Despite the reason for us being there, it felt strangely natural and . . . normal. Just my ex-federal agent turned biker buddy, my retired FBI agent grandfather, a working FBI agent, and two retired prostitutes. Oh, and me. The president of an outlaw biker gang. 
 
      
 
    You know. Normal. 
 
      
 
    “Your grandson and his girlfriend are cute,” Agent McKesson said as she popped a roast peanut into her mouth. 
 
      
 
    Jace perked up. “Girlfriend?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, she's not my girlfriend,” I said, almost reflexively. 
 
      
 
    We both looked down at our hands, which were entwined together. 
 
      
 
    Agent McKesson cackled at our expense, sending the blood rising to Jace's face in a bright blush. “Yeah, right. Keep telling yourself that, kiddos,” she said, popping the rest of the nuts into her mouth. 
 
      
 
    “It's kinda funny, isn't it?” Fed piped in, gently ribbing us both. “The way they both deny it at the same time?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Benji added in her characteristic squeak. “Almost like they're in sync, or something.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone got a good laugh at us, which made Jace just squeeze my hand tighter. Everyone except Grandpa Xavier, of course. I glanced over at him, and from the way he was beaming at us, I knew he didn't care one way or another. He just wanted us to be happy. 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” I muttered to Jace as I tugged at her hand and went to stand up. “You haven't seen the backyard yet.” Together, we disappeared out the back. Hopefully, their conversation would turn to something else that wouldn't include us, or our love lives. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    “So,” Koen asked as we looked out from Xavier's back patio over the green of the Louisiana landscape, “think we should take the plunge?” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “The plunge? What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “You know . . . make it official?” 
 
      
 
    I turned and put my arms around his waist, pulling myself into him. He looked down at me with those icy blue eyes of his, then leaned down and kissed me, the stubble lightly rubbing my skin. I closed my eyes and just enjoyed the moment, the feel of our skin together, of his strong arms around. I smiled as our lips parted, then opened my eyes and gazed up at him. “You asking me to go steady, Koen Baldwin?” 
 
      
 
    “Guess I am,” he said back, his voice so thick with sarcasm you could scrape it on toast, “Jace Spears.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, ask me then.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” he said, sighing as he rolled his eyes. “Will you be my girlfriend?” 
 
      
 
    I'd never seen him be so awkward, so unsure of himself, before. It was actually kind of cute. “Let's go with . . . partners in crime,” I offered. 
 
      
 
    He threw his head back and laughed, then shrugged a little. “Sure, why not. Partner in crime, then?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded then stood up on tiptoes to kiss him again. “Yes. That sounds lovely.” I grinned as I turned back to the landscape. I put my elbows up on the wooden rail and leaned on them. “So, what's next?” 
 
      
 
    “I dunno,” he said, and gave a little laugh. “Suppose we get to know each other better?” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “Sure. You go first, though. You know more about me than I know about you, I think.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” he said, stepping up next to me and leaning on the rail. The old wood sagged a little under the added weight, but it seemed sturdy enough. A good foundation was everything, it seemed. “Well, I grew up without my momma around. She ran off on my father when I was just a boy. And, well, Gator was off with the guys a lot.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded along, knowing a little bit about stories like his. My daddy had been gone for a long time, and momma had to struggle to make ends meet for years before she found Jeremy. And, then, well, that hadn't exactly been an overall improvement. Especially with the way Jeremy talked with his fists more than with his mouth. 
 
      
 
    “But,” Koen continued, “Gator, he brought me into the club when I was old enough to prospect. They'd been my uncles before that, then they became my brothers. When he passed a while back, I stepped in to his shoes, so to speak.” 
 
      
 
    “Big shoes, huh?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” he said and grinned a little, a lopsided smile that was half pain, half pleasure at the memory of his daddy. I knew that feeling, too. “Big fucking shoes, that's for damn sure. Just, he always took these wild risks, you know? Always seemed like he had things under control to all the guys around him, but I knew what kind of people were showing up looking for him. Gambling debts, loan sharks. He almost lost the clubhouse once.” 
 
      
 
    “Woah,” I said, taking a step back from the rail. “On a gamble?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep. He bet it like it was nothing, just to cover his ass. When I took over after his funeral, I promised myself I'd never make a stupid fuck-up like that . . .” He trailed off and looked down into the green belt behind the house, into all the trees running rampant through the wilderness. 
 
      
 
    I touched his arm, squeezed a big bicep. “You're not your daddy,” I said, my words as soothing as I could make them. “You're tough, and you're making the hard decision right now. We've all made mistakes, Koen. It's nothing to be ashamed of. As long as we fix them, that's what matters. But, right now, you're putting your club first, something Gator didn't do.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that,” he said, smiling a little, his eyes turning back to mine. “I just don't want to lose you in the process.” 
 
      
 
    “We'll figure it out,” I said as I pressed myself into him and wrapped my arms around his waist. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” he said, enveloping me in his embrace and holding my head to his chest as he stroked my hair. “Yeah, we will.” 
 
      
 
    “Definitely,” I promised. 
 
      
 
    Boy, were we wrong. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    “Cater to his ego,” Agent McKesson said as she set her beer down. “He's an arrogant asshole, surrounded by yes men.” 
 
      
 
    “Really pump it up,” Grandpa Xavier added. “Get him so puffed he feels ten feet tall and strong as Superman.” 
 
      
 
    “You gotta admit you never could've beat him,” Claire added, “and that's why you want to join him now.” 
 
      
 
    That last one stung a bit, having to admit that I would've lost in the long run. But, it was partially true, I guess. That'd make the lying easier. Lies are always easier to wrap up when there's a nugget of truth hidden inside. I nodded along with it all the same, though.  
 
      
 
    “And remember,” Grandpa Xavier added, “you gotta get him talking about everything, about all his dealings overseas. Enough that they can nail him on something when it goes in front of a jury.” 
 
      
 
    Saying I needed to get him to admit all his shit was one thing, though. Tricking him into doing it was something else altogether. “How should I get his confidence?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Here,” Agent McKesson said, getting up and going into the living room to pull a file from her briefcase. “Almost forgot,” she called from the other room, then came back in with a manila folder outstretched in front of her like an offering. 
 
      
 
    “What's this?” I asked as I took it. 
 
      
 
    “Details on a government contract,” she replied. “Bidding process, along with sealed bids from a couple other companies.” 
 
      
 
    I opened the folder and began looking through the papers. Looked official and on the up and up. I didn't know the first thing about federal contracts, though. “Explain why it's important?” I asked as I kept leafing through the papers. 
 
      
 
    “These are the bids from other arms providers to the state of Louisiana, to arm their SWAT and National Guard forces,” Agent McKesson said. “It basically gives Volkov all the information he needs to underbid all the competitors, but stay in a sweet enough spot to make sure he gets the contract.” 
 
      
 
    Fed whistled low as I kept flipping. I glanced up at him, but I still didn't get the significance. 
 
      
 
    “It's basically free, almost legal money,” Fed explained. “No one has those bids, so Aleksey gets a free payday when you hand him that folder.” 
 
      
 
    “And it's real?” I asked, incredulous. 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” Agent McKesson said, nodding. “Don't let anyone else see it, though. We needed it to look genuine, so I, uh, borrowed the file from a friend. We'll switch it out when we're done, so it doesn't make it into evidence. Luckily, though, if you get caught with it by a normal cop, there won't be any explaining to do.” 
 
      
 
    “’Cause they won't know what it is, mainly,” Grandpa Xavier clarified. 
 
      
 
    “So, I give him this,” I said, closing the folder and pushing it away from me, “suck up, play nice, get him talking. Then what?” 
 
      
 
    “Then we give you immunity on this,” Agent McKesson said, opening up a new beer. “You, the rest of the MC. Then, you move onto Witpro.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded along, my eyes focused on that manila folder in front of me. I'd seen some of the numbers in there, numbers with lots and lots of dollar signs and zeroes. Real money, not this crap we were pulling down with the MC. 
 
      
 
    But, I had to forget about all that. Because I was going into protection. My life was going to be gone, disappeared. I was going to be disappeared. But, at least I'd be taking Jace with me. I could live with that. 
 
      
 
    And besides, everyone else would be safe. 
 
      
 
    I nodded again. As long as the rest of the MC was able to stay clear of this, my biggest fuck up, I'd be fine. I wouldn't pull anyone else down with me, not like my father almost did all those years ago. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” I said, finally. “Let's do this.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    “I don't give two shits about what you think you gotta do!” Happy yelled right in Koen's face, flecks of spittle flying everywhere. His face was redder than a beet, and veins were popping out all over like he'd been shooting ‘roids for the last six months. 
 
      
 
    The look on Koen's face was calm though, collected, almost serene. 
 
      
 
    “Look,” my newly-minted partner in crime said, “I understand you don't want me to split from the club, but I have to. If I don't, we'll be having even worse things coming down the pike.” 
 
      
 
    Damn it was weird to call him that. Partner. It had a nice ring to it, though. I hadn't had anything like him since I was back home. All I'd had were all the men, and that didn't count for much of anything. 
 
      
 
    But now I had Koen. 
 
      
 
    Too bad I might have to lose him, too, when I went after Aleksey again. 
 
      
 
    “Happy,” Fed added in a slightly frustrated voice, “just sit your ass down and listen to some fucking reason for once in your miserable life.” 
 
      
 
    “You can't leave the club, though! We've always had a Baldwin in the lead!” 
 
      
 
    “And, maybe,” Koen said, pausing to take a deep sigh, “just maybe, that's been the problem. You guys can handle this just fine without me around. Probably better.” 
 
      
 
    Happy grunted and crossed his arms as he sat back down in his seat. He was still stewing, I could tell. 
 
      
 
    “What's the plan then? Why're we doing this?” 
 
      
 
    “To take the heat off you,” Koen reminded him. “Less y'all know, the better.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Fed said.  
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Happy said, harrumphing again. “What's going to happen, then?” 
 
      
 
    “You're gonna kick my ass at the big rally this weekend.” 
 
      
 
    Happy barked out a harsh laugh and shook his head. “Ain't no one gonna believe that, Boss.” 
 
      
 
    “They will if you make it look good enough. What's that old quote? No one believes a little lie, but everyone believes a big one?” 
 
      
 
    After that, we closed down the meeting. We kept what was going to happen to just the top three men in the club. The less they knew, the better. At least, that was the way Koen saw things. I tended to agree. 
 
      
 
    After that, we closed down the meeting. We kept what was going to happen to just the top three men in the club. The less they knew, the better. At least, that was the way Koen saw things. I tended to agree. 
 
      
 
    With Happy gone, Koen pulled Fed aside. “Alright,” Koen said, “here's the deal. I need you to set the meeting, but you gotta do it in person, up at his offices in Baton Rouge. Can't have this tracked back to us if things go tits up, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, Boss, anything. You got a place in mind? Like a hotel?” 
 
      
 
    “The Renaissance, downtown. Tell him one other person will be coming with me as backup.” 
 
      
 
    Fed nodded, scratched his chin. “Sounds good to me. When should I leave?” 
 
      
 
    “Today. Right now, even,” Koen said, clapping his buddy on the shoulder. “Should be able to make it there and back before any of the guys notice you're gone.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” he said, then turned and left without even a second thought. One thing about Fed I liked is that he always seemed to do what he said was going to do. And he did it when he said it, too. 
 
      
 
    I knew it was going to hurt Koen to have to leave Fed behind. I understood, because it was going to hurt just as much to abandon Benji this way, and to cut off what little life I'd already built up here. But, it was what I had to do. This meeting with the Wolf was my last chance. 
 
      
 
    “Koen, babe,” I said to get his attention after Fed left the room and shut the door carefully behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah? What's up?” he asked as he turned to me. 
 
      
 
    “I want to be in that room with you. When you meet with Aleksey.” 
 
      
 
    Koen eyed me carefully, measuring whether I was trying to pull a fast one on him. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “You need me there,” I said, licking my lips and thinking through my words carefully, “to make sure you don't go and get all cocky with the plan.” 
 
      
 
    “What makes you think I'd do that?” 
 
      
 
    I laughed, maybe a little bit too dismissively. “I saw the way you looked when Agent McKesson gave you that folder. It looked like you'd just seen dollar signs, a new opportunity.” 
 
      
 
    It was a shot in the dark I was taking, but I had a feeling I was right. 
 
      
 
    He leaned back a little, his brow furrowed in consternation. He went to say something, but I interjected before the words could leave his mouth. 
 
      
 
    “'Sides,” I continued, pressing my point, “you're an ornery biker. You need a smooth-talking pro, like me, there. I'll be a good distraction, keep him on his toes. And we need him on his toes. This guy's like a fucking Bond villain or some shit, babe. Besides, who do you want watching your back with the Feebs? Me, some streetwalker? Or an ex-agent?” 
 
      
 
    He sighed and drummed his fingers on the meeting table, his eyes turned away from me, but unfocused as he looked off into space. He was thinking my idea over, which meant I had him hooked. 
 
      
 
    I hated having to manipulate him like this, and I felt as gutted as catfish that took its last bait. But, I needed to be in that room. And, honestly, I think I needed him to hate me a little bit at the end of this. If he really cared for me when it was all said and done, the pain he'd feel would be a thousand times worse. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” he slowly said after a moment, dragging it out into almost two words, “but you gotta promise me something.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything,” I said, smiling that he'd let me convince him. “Just name it.” 
 
      
 
    “Give me your word me you won't do something stupid, like try to kill Aleksey while we're on tape.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded quickly, maybe a little too quickly, and held up right hand with its three fingers extended. “Girl scout's honor,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He nodded as he glanced at my fingers, a little smile turning up just the corners of his mouth. “Good. We'll see what Aleksey has to say, but you can come with me.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled a little, happy that he was bringing me along. Inside, though, I was reeling from the choice I'd made. This was my chance to finally get the Wolf for Tomlin's death. But, if I was going to take it, I was going to have to throw away the best thing that had ever happened to me. 
 
      
 
    Because, unfortunately, the joke was on Koen. 
 
      
 
    I was never a girl scout. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    We stuck around for a few more hours at Club Hellfire, finalizing a few mundane details on the upcoming rally, and my signing off on a few perfectly legal items. When Jace looked bored enough that she was about to cry, I grabbed her by the waist and led her out back to my bike. We hopped on and headed home. 
 
      
 
    The whole ride home, though, worry gnawed at my insides. 
 
      
 
    Aleksey Volkov wasn't the kind of man you robbed, or the kind of man you gladly wore a wire to meet with. Just walking into the Wolf's den, even at a place of my choosing, was like playing with matches while you were drowning in a pool full of gas. It was stupid, and liable to get you killed painfully in more ways than just one. 
 
      
 
    Pile on top of that Jace's fixation on vengeance, and you had the makings of a danger gumbo. True, I was pretty sure she'd dropped the whole murder angle, especially now that we had a viable way of putting him in prison and tearing apart his empire, but that still didn't eliminate the possibility that something else could go wrong. 
 
      
 
    After all, we weren't exactly batting .1000 here on schemes, not lately. 
 
      
 
    But, it was her choice, I supposed. And she'd lived a dangerous enough life before I'd come on the scene. Besides, she'd given me her word that she wouldn't try anything. 
 
      
 
    Still, though, as I pulled the spare bike into my garage, I was secretly terrified for Jace's safety. 
 
      
 
    And, that was when it really hit me. I was falling for her. Hard. Like out of a plane, no parachute, terminal velocity, here comes the earth and my impending doom, hard. I didn't know what I'd do if lost her, especially not to a man like the Wolf. 
 
      
 
    I'd agreed to her idea, though. And, no matter what I might have been, I was above all a man of my word. And that meant she was coming along with me, whether I liked it or not. 
 
      
 
    All this worry had had one other side effect, too. My back was a minefield of knots and cricks, reaching up into my neck and shoulders. 
 
      
 
    I stretched my neck, twisting it from side to side as I dropped my vest in the living room. 
 
      
 
    “You alright?” Jace asked as she flopped onto the couch, coiling herself up in such a way that was still sexy as Hell, even though I knew damned well that she wasn't trying. 
 
      
 
    “Neck's killing me,” I told her. “Stress and shit, that's all.” 
 
      
 
    “Go take a hot shower, then,” she suggested. “Call it an early night. We've got a crazy couple days ahead of us, anyways. Probably could use the rest while you can get it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed, nodding as I rubbed the back of my neck. “Probably right.” 
 
      
 
    I headed upstairs and into the master bedroom. I stripped out of my clothes and, naked, headed into the bathroom to start the shower. I cranked up the hot water as far as I could stand and, as the room filled with steam heat, I slipped beneath the water. 
 
      
 
    The surging droplets massaged my tired muscles as I hung my head beneath the stream of water. The rhythmic pulse didn't do much to wash away my concerns and misgivings, but it at least helped my back release its tension. I tried to focus on the good things that would come out of this, of how I'd be free of the criminal life, how Jace and I would be off on our own together. The MC would be free of any charges, and everyone would have a clean slate. 
 
      
 
    It even worked, briefly. My mind began to quiet, and I started to see only the good things that could come out of this. I lathered up my soap and cleaned myself from head to toe, washing away as much of my inner turmoil as I could. 
 
      
 
    Soon, my second-guessings threatened to crowd my thoughts again, and I turned off the water and hopped out to dry myself off. Maybe sleep would be a better hiding place than the shower, I decided. 
 
      
 
    I killed the water and hopped out of the shower stall, grabbed a towel and began to dry myself. I tossed the towel on the rack to dry and, naked, headed back into my bedroom. 
 
      
 
    Jace was already tucked in beneath the covers of my bed, her face turned away from the light of the bathroom. I flicked off the light and slipped into bed behind her, wrapping my arms around her and pulling her naked body close. She felt warm and small in my embrace. 
 
      
 
    As tired as I was, the feel of her skin on mine began to have its easily predicted effect. I felt my cock growing, rising to the occasion between us. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, you,” Jace nearly purred as she felt my cock slip up between her thighs. I felt her move beneath the covers, readjusting, and her hand was soon wrapped around me, stroking me. “Happy to see me, even after all the stress today?” 
 
      
 
    God, her hands. I'd never felt anything so soft, but so sure of themselves. She stroked me up and down, sending waves of sensations through my whole body. 
 
      
 
    I could feel it even in my scalp, and tingles shot up and down my spine as she worked her magic on me. I leaned forward, inhaled her smell, kissed her neck. My hand came up, cupped a naked breast, teased her nipple. 
 
      
 
    She pushed back into me a little, rubbed her cheeks over my hard and ready cock as she turned her head, moaning. Our lips found each other in the dark, and we kissed like long time lovers, like we knew every move the other was about to make. 
 
      
 
    She took her hand from my manhood and rolled over to face me, our bodies still beneath the covers. Her breathing was heavy, almost panting, and she bit her lip in the dim light. 
 
      
 
    “Koen,” she whispered as her hand found my cock again and my hands returned to her body, “I care about you.” 
 
      
 
    I didn't say anything at first. I just let her words, words I hadn't realized I'd been waiting to hear, soak into my psyche. “I care about you, too,” I said finally. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” she said, simply. Then, she was taking my hand and guiding it down her body and between her legs. 
 
      
 
    I slid my fingers over her wetness, rubbed up and down her mound. This close, I could see her eyes go wide at first as I touched her clit, then close in satisfaction as she bit her lip harder. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Koen,” she groaned again as I slipped a finger inside of her and she continued to work her witch's spells on my cock. “Please, I want you inside me,” she whispered, groaning out the last word. 
 
      
 
    I moved myself slightly, hooking an arm below her leg. We kissed again, our tongues like flames lashing at one another, as I guided myself between her lips and entered her. 
 
      
 
    It was like sliding myself into the personification of sex, all heat and passion. 
 
      
 
    She groaned into my mouth as I slowly filled her. She sighed when I couldn't go any deeper. 
 
      
 
    “Please,” she whispered again as our lips parted. “Make love to me.” 
 
      
 
    I began to slowly stroke in and out of her as her long nails etched their lines up and down my back. As much as we writhed together under the covers, as much as we entangled ourselves in the sheets, this wasn't fucking like before. This was tender in its own way, two bodies moving together in the night. 
 
      
 
    “God, you feel amazing,” she moaned, her voice raspy and low. 
 
      
 
    “You're perfect,” I moaned back. “Every inch of you.” 
 
      
 
    We kissed again, and I felt her shudder, and clamp down on my length. I could feel her muscles contract and tighten around me, massaging my prick as she came on me. That was all I needed, the moment my body wanted. 
 
      
 
    I stiffened and groaned for a moment, my whole body rigid as I just stayed inside her. Then, the pleasure flooded through me as I began to cum, too, along with her. I began pumping into her again, marking her as mine. I felt myself explode into her, like every ounce of what was left of my soul was emptying from my body and entering hers. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, babe,” she groaned, her arms tightening around me in a close embrace that wasn't just nail raking, “I can feel you cumming inside me. Please, fill me up.” 
 
      
 
    I kept pumping into her, groaning. Finally, I could feel myself begin to soften. But, still, I kept going, wanting to enjoy every second I might have left with her. We kissed again, this time more softly, as my softening tool began to slip from her. 
 
      
 
    She made a sound, almost like a growl, deep in her throat. “God, Koen, where have you been all my life?” 
 
      
 
    “Right here, Jace,” I whispered before kissing her again. “Right here, babe.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled off of her, spent, and flopped onto my back beneath the covers. Even during our previous escapades, I hadn't cum like that, to the point where I felt so drained. If I didn't know better, I'd say she was a succubus, or some other supernatural creature. But, she was just as much flesh and blood as I was. 
 
      
 
    She rolled onto her side, draped an arm over me, and snuggled up against me. 
 
      
 
    Together, we lay there, our arms entwined, our breathing heavy and full. 
 
      
 
    “That was amazing,” Jace whispered as she snuggled her face into my shoulder and kissed my chest and collar bone. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed, kissing the top of her head and taking another deep breath of her addictive smell. “Yeah, it was.” 
 
      
 
    It had never been like this before. Not with any other woman. 
 
      
 
    And I was about walk into the Wolf's lair with her by my side. What was I thinking? 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    Koen drifted off to sleep soon after we'd finished making love. 
 
      
 
    That's what it had been, too. I could feel it in the way he held me so tenderly, in the way I kissed him. Whores didn't kiss men like that no matter how much we got paid. We weren't good enough actresses. 
 
      
 
    Call it a woman's intuition, but I knew, too, from the way he'd held me, from the way his hands had been so tender on my body, that he was concerned about me. That I would be in danger if I went with him, or that I'd do something stupid. 
 
      
 
    He was right to be worried, of course. I was going to do something stupid. 
 
      
 
    Not for the first time, though, I wondered if that was the right choice. I could have a good life with Koen, a great one, even. What girl wouldn't want a smart, tough, sexy man by her side? I could even see myself having children with him. Maybe not a white picket fence, or anything, but maybe something kinda like it. 
 
      
 
    Silently, I lay there berating myself, even as I debated myself. 
 
      
 
    I only wanted two things in life, now. To be with Koen. And to see Aleksey Volkov dead. 
 
      
 
    However, those two things were completely mutually exclusive in each and every way you could conceive of them. One ended up with me happily ever after, maybe. The other with my ass rotting in a federal penitentiary somewhere with a first degree murder rap. That, right there, was a life sentence. 
 
      
 
    The strangest thing about all this, though, was that out of all the things Koen and I shared, the biggest and most important thing was our sense of allegiance to our families. His was to Xavier, and to the Fire and Brimstone MC. They were his life. 
 
      
 
    Mine was to Tomlin, and to his memory. And my baby brother deserved to have that memory avenged. I couldn't go off and have babies with Koen, couldn't go ride off into the sunset on the back of Koen's bike, so we could live happy ever after, forever and ever amen. 
 
      
 
    Not if Tomlin couldn't, too. Where would be the justice in that? 
 
      
 
    Every time that I picked up my child and saw Tomlin's eyes peering back at me, or the faintest similarity in the silhouette of their nose, I'd be reminded about how I did nothing. Because not only had Aleksey's man Sven killed Tomlin, he'd also killed all the nieces and nephews I'd never have, all the cousins my children would never have. 
 
      
 
    What was the point, then, of trying to live a life of regret and guilt with Koen? 
 
      
 
    Better to just enjoy the good times as they came, and love him while I could. 
 
      
 
    My mind settled, I let myself drift off to sleep, Koen's smell and the feel of his skin on mine filling my nose and distracting me from the future. It wasn't ‘til I was just about dozed off, though, that I realized what conclusion I'd come to. 
 
      
 
    Shit. I loved him. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    The next afternoon, we rolled into Club Hellfire. Despite my realization the night before, my mind was still set. Aleksey Volkov needed to pay in blood for what his business had done to my family. 
 
      
 
    Fed was there waiting for us when we arrived, and we slipped into the meeting room to maintain secrecy. I'm sure everyone in the MC knew something was brewing, but Koen and I hoped that this would all roll into the event we had planned for the biker rally. 
 
      
 
    “He'll meet,” Fed said, his movements a little twitchier than normal, like he'd just come back from dealing with Sauron or Smaug, “but he won't do it at the hotel. Public place only, so he can be sure there won't be any surveillance or bugs.” 
 
      
 
    Koen nodded. “Fine,” he said. “Probably thinks the authorities will be less like to bust us up in a park, too. Too many bystanders.” 
 
      
 
    I clenched my teeth and almost spat a few choice words at this chance of plans. The hotel would've been so much simpler. No civilians or innocents around, no one else to accidentally get caught up in this fucking mess. Now I was going to be out in a place with kids. Great! Even if I didn't accidentally hit one of them in the crossfire, I'd end up scarring them for the rest of their poor lives. 
 
      
 
    “We got the time and place,” Fed said. “Should be easy for us to prepare.” 
 
      
 
    Koen looked at Fed, his face blank. “Yeah,” Koen said. “About that . . .” 
 
      
 
    Fed looked from him to me, then back again. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Change of plans,” Koen said, his eyes glancing to me just barely. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I added, shifting in my seat so I could lean forward and better assert myself. “I'm going with him. Figure I'll be more of a distraction to Aleksey than another guy would be.” 
 
      
 
    “Also,” Koen added, “I want you with Claire, keeping our side of the deal in check. You know those kinds of people, understand how they work, and you can't help me with that if you're by my side.” 
 
      
 
    Fed took a breath, held it, seemed to consider whether or not he'd win this fight. He just shook his head and slapped a hand on the table with finality. “Fine, Boss,” he said, shaking his head. “Whatever.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled a little knowing smile, but was careful not to let either of them see it. That was two wins for me. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    Agent McKesson called a couple hours after I'd spoken to Fed. 
 
      
 
    “We need to kill the deal,” she said when I told her about the change in venue of the meeting. 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” I yelled into the phone, surprise and anger fighting it out like two dogs in my head, “what? Go fuck yourself, McKesson, this deal's going on.” 
 
      
 
    “This is my op,” the FBI agent snapped back, “and I say we kill it.” 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath, exhaled through my nose, counted to five. I'd have counted to ten, but I didn't think I'd have that much time before my window of winning her over closed forever. “Look,” I said. “Sorry for snapping. This is important to me, and it needs to go down. Look, like you said, Aleksey's a careful man, that's why he's been around so damned long, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” she tentatively agreed. I could hear the wariness in her voice, though. 
 
      
 
    “You see,” I explained, “this actually works in our favor. He thinks I'm not only a pushover by just agreeing to the change, but he also thinks that he's completely in control by throwing me off my game. He'll be even more likely to talk about his plans, now, since he doesn't think someone like me will be wired.” 
 
      
 
    I could almost hear her eyes shifting around as she tried to come up with a refutation of my plan, or a better one of her own. We all knew Aleksey had to go down, we just weren't all in agreement on how that was supposed to happen. I imagined her shifting in her seat, practically chewing her nails down to nubs. 
 
      
 
    The truth was, though, I was ready for this shit to be over. The last couple weeks had proven to me what I needed to do. I needed to leave the club, to disassociate myself from it. Jace was my life, now. She was what I wanted to be focused on. But, without the FBI taking me off to Witpro, I knew I'd never be free. If I tried to leave normally, I'd always be a liability to the club. Some guy may come along some day and decide, despite Fed and Happy's objections, that I needed to be silenced. 
 
      
 
    I was just ready. Ready to be out of the game. I loved Jace. Loved her more than anything else, including my club. Didn't mean I couldn't do right by Fire and Brimstone, of course. But she was more important. And I was just ready to start over. 
 
      
 
    Besides, I owed Aleksey to Jace. I'd promised her that night at the dining room table that we'd take him down, one way or another. I owed her that much for what Sven Morokov had done to Tomlin Spears. 
 
      
 
    And I keep my word. 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Agent McKesson said, her voice filled with worry and uncertainty. “But, we're still doing it by my rules, Koen.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, Claire. I know.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    “Don't you think you should slow down a little?” Fed asked as I slugged down the last of my beer. I wasn't sure what number I was up to, but I knew I was up there. 
 
      
 
    This was killing me, having to cut myself out of the club. It was better than the alternative, I supposed. But, still, it stung. I grumbled and just grabbed another cold one and cracked it open. 
 
      
 
    It used to be that I loved the rally. Every year my dad would bring me down here and show me around to his buddies for a few hours, before bustling me off to a sitter or my grandpa's. Live music, people hawking their wares, drinking competitions.  
 
      
 
    Sure, it wasn't Sturgis, or anything, with thousands upon thousands of bikers coming from all over the country. But it was ours, without any weekend warrior types coming in to dilute our fun, or trucking their bikes in from all over the country just so they could stop a mile outside city limits and ride them in. 
 
      
 
    And, because it was ours, we could hold court the way we were meant to. The only preening and posing we had to do was for ourselves, for our benefit. Not because of rivalries between us and other gangs. 
 
      
 
    Of course, there was always some guys from rival clubs who would slip in. It was likely some of the remaining Thunder Riders were here, on the outskirts of the rally, moving within their own circles. That was to be expected. They wouldn't make trouble or anything, not with the F&B MC out in full force and them being so weak from Claire's buddy's recent bust, but they were definitely here with at least a minor presence. It was, after all, a public place. Not much you could do, except for cutting a man's feet off, to stop a man from walking down the street, no matter what his colors were. 
 
      
 
    All our support clubs, all wearing red and black, with our patch on their vests, swirled around the area. These were the guys who rode with us on charity events, who gave us a good name in the press. They weren't into any of the illegal stuff, they were just guys who liked getting together with their ol' ladies and buddies on the weekends so they could ride bikes and drink some brew. 
 
      
 
    They were just guys being guys, sure, but they'd shut any kind of Thunder Riders action down in a heartbeat. Especially with how weak the TR had recently become. 
 
      
 
    But, like I said, I used to love the rally. It was a weekend of fun, loud music, girls hopping into your bed, beer, and loud bikes. What wasn't to love? 
 
      
 
    This year, though, it meant more to me. It meant more because I knew it would be my last. Simultaneously, I was trying to both savor every moment of it, but also dreading each one as we approach the appointed time. 
 
      
 
    “You're drunk,” Fed said. 
 
      
 
    “No, I ain't,” I said, checking the time on my phone. One o'clock, high point of the festivities. Time was riding on, and we were all stuck in its sidecar. I glanced around, half-expecting to see Happy's fist come flying out of the corner of my vision. 
 
      
 
    “Just don't get so boozed up you can't pull it off,” Fed said. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Fed,” I replied, a hint of a slur to my voice, “you know Happy couldn't take me sober. If anything, I should start doing shots to make this shit even more believable.” 
 
      
 
    Fed cracked a little bit of a smile on that stony face of his. “Yeah, well, you got me there.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned, looking around at the rally one last time. “Way past high noon,” I said to Fed. “We should get back to the club so we can make this break official.” 
 
      
 
    “You sure?” Fed asked. “We could give it another minute.” 
 
      
 
    “Nah,” I said, shaking my head, a sense of inevitability settling on my chest like an elephant. “We put it off any longer, I might change my mind.” 
 
      
 
    Deep down, though, I knew I wouldn't. This was the path I'd chosen for myself, and to slink away from my responsibility so I could just wait to have my presidency taken from me by the FBI or Aleksey Volkov wasn't the way I did things. This was a “nut up or shut up” situation if I'd ever been in one. 
 
      
 
    “Meet you there,” I told Fed as I slipped off into the crowd and found Jace. She was talking to one of the guys' ol' ladies, just laughing with the slightly older woman and drinking beers as they looked around at the assortment of men and women around them. 
 
      
 
    I grabbed Jace by the elbow. “It's time,” I grunted. 
 
      
 
    “Already?” she pouted. She turned back to her new friend and said her good-byes. Together, we headed off into the crowd and headed back to Club Hellfire, giving my drunken nod to everyone we passed that nodded first. 
 
      
 
    “You still sure about this?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Think I got this courageous for nothing?” 
 
      
 
    “Courageous?” she asked, laughing as I stumbled on a crack in the concrete and she put an arm around my waist for support. “You mean drunk, right?” 
 
      
 
    “All part of the act,” I said as I pulled into her an embrace and kissed her. 
 
      
 
    She grinned up at me. “Alright, Mr. President,” she said slapping my chest. “Let's go.” 
 
      
 
    We threaded our way through the crowd of bikers and soon ended up at the front doors of Club Hellfire. The place was packed, a complete circus of debauchery. Hoots and hollers filled the air, classic rock so loud it could have been either Buddy Holly or Zeppelin blared over the speakers. I shoved my way through the revelers, dragging Jace right along with me. We were headed for the upstairs, to the little railed-in balcony that circled around the top of the club like an old saloon. Happy and I were going to do it there. 
 
      
 
    I mounted the steps with Jace, one hand on the railing for support. I realized I was nervous, even with the liberal amounts of libations flowing through my system. I realized, too, that was I was marching to my future, to the ending of my old life. After this, there'd be just one more step: getting Aleksey on tape. Then, I could start my new life with my woman by my side. 
 
      
 
    My hand shook a little as I ran it over the rail and walked stiff-legged to my appointed spot where I would perform my downfall for the assembled crowd below. Up ahead, I could see Happy talking with some of the guys. Benji was with him and the others, laughing and carousing. I glanced back behind me, saw that Fed was coming along. 
 
      
 
    I stopped at the spot we'd picked out. All the bikers below us would be able to see everything we wanted them to see, ever stumble from grace that we'd planned. 
 
      
 
    This was heavy shit, I realized. Real heavy. Like if Julius Caesar had been in on the joke, just not as deadly. As Fed walked up, I glanced over at Happy, my Brutus. We exchanged a little nod. 
 
      
 
    It was time. 
 
      
 
    Happy broke from the crowd and headed our way. His group followed along behind him, their eyes a mix of surprise and trepidation as my third–in-command approached ahead of them. “You drunk already, Baby Gator?” Happy yelled when he got within ten feet of me. 
 
      
 
    “What, Happy?” I hollered back. “Fuck you!” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck me?” he said, looking back over his shoulder as if to say, “See this asshole here?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I yelled back, taking a step towards him. “I'm the fucking boss here, and I say go fucking yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Happy barked a laugh that was anything but his namesake. He took a step closer. “You know what, Boss? I've been thinking. I signed up to follow Gator, not his little fucking runt. Best part of you got left behind on your momma's asshole, you know that?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well, best part of you ended up in your momma's throat,” I screamed back, pitching my vocal range up so I sounded like a whining little prepubescent boy. I purposely balled my fists up in rage, having to fight even in my drunken stupor to keep them at my side and not catch Happy's sucker punch. “Fuck you!” 
 
      
 
    I saw the fist flying at my head, and I didn't do anything. I knew it was going to hurt, even if it was coming from a smaller guy like Happy. He had meat on his bones, even if he didn't look it, and he knew how to punch from his legs. I barely had time to register that it was coming, though. 
 
      
 
    I saw it. Then, the pain exploded through my nose and face as my head violently snapped back. I stumbled back, my hand coming up to my face. “Mother-” I screamed, but was cut off as Happy rabbit punched me again and again. 
 
      
 
    On cue, from behind me I heard a piercing scream from Jace that was guaranteed to get everyone's attention. 
 
      
 
    Jesus fucking Christ, I thought as I fell back under the onslaught. I threw a hand up, my fight or flight taking over for a second there, but my brain soon took over and made sure the block was weak enough to not stop Happy's next punch that clipped my jaw and stumbled me to my knees. I lunged at him, throwing a flailing fist at his head in a clumsy haymaker, but Happy just blocked it and slashed me to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” Fed yelled as he stepped in between me and Happy, then, as my vision blurred out for a moment. He grabbed Happy up and flung him back a step, but the guys behind Happy had crowded in and kept Fed from throwing him too far. “What the fuck, Happy?” 
 
      
 
    “Done with this piece of shit,” Happy yelled at Fed as Jace slipped an arm around me and helped me to stand. He glanced around, trying to garner support. He pointed past Fed, straight at me. “Koen ain't done shit for this club, all he's done is pull us down since Gator died. Right guys?” 
 
      
 
    There were mumbles of agreement, mainly because Happy was the last one that had spoken. People were funny like that, always picking the guy who got in the last word. Besides, he was a good actor. He even had me believing for a moment that this was a real mutiny. 
 
      
 
    I glanced down at Club Hellfire's floor, at all the sets of eyes staring back up at our little theatrical performance. “Know what?” I asked, loud enough for everyone to hear me over even the Buddy Zepellin blaring from the sound system. “I'm done with you pieces of shit! Fuck all y'all bitches, I'm out of here!” 
 
      
 
    “Good!” Happy declared as Fed took a step back. 
 
      
 
    I shakily stood up, stripped out of my vest, with its patches and runners and the colors I'd been swaddled in as a boy. I could feel my tears welling up, even, as I realized I was basically killing my old self, that I was shedding my old skin. I looked Happy right in the eye. “Take this shit,” I yelled, throwing my vest at him, “and shove it up your ass, traitor.” 
 
      
 
    I was careful not to throw it on the ground. I couldn't dishonor the colors for anything, not even for our little play. Besides, that kind of disrespect would get my ass stomped by every man in the MC before I even hit the door, ex-president or not. 
 
      
 
    Fed glanced back at me then, with a fake grimace twisting his face, he began to strip out of his vest. He shoved it into Happy's hands along with mine. He nodded to me, resolute to stand by my side. 
 
      
 
    “Traitor?” Happy asked as I turned to walk away, Jace under one arm giving me fake support. “Fuck you, Baby Gator! You're the only goddamn traitor in this club. We're true F&B!” 
 
      
 
    I just held up my hand over my shoulder, giving him the finger as Jace and Fed helped me to walk away. “Think everyone bought it?” I asked Jace under my breath as we headed for the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah,” she said, her voice a little excited despite the tense and somber situation. “If we weren't going into witness protection, I'd say you should move to Hollywood.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “Hollywood.” Forgetting how badly Happy had just banged up my face, I tried to give her a weak smile, but instead just ended up wincing in pain. 
 
      
 
    The alcohol might have given me plenty of courage, but it wasn't doing much to numb the pain. The adrenaline was still kicking high, slicing through the fogginess of all the beers I'd been drinking, and I could sense the tense undercurrent running through the crowd below. 
 
      
 
    “You did good,” Fed assured me, his face as downcast as I felt right then. “Real good, brother.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I replied, nodding. Jace and I headed down the stairs ahead of him, the old wooden structure wobbling a little as we descended to the crowd of bikers below, who were already parting like the Red Sea for Moses. 
 
      
 
    We made our graceless exit from Club Hellfire, leaving our whole world behind as we headed for the back lot. Stripped of our vests, of our protection, just more meat for the machine. Eyes followed us as we trudged through the center of the club, but just as many averted away from us. I glanced up one last time, my eyes settling on Benji and Happy. 
 
      
 
    Benji nodded, her lips drawn down in a tight frown. I watched her sigh. 
 
      
 
    We were on our own, now, I realized. Completely on our own, and out in the cold. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    Fed and I helped Koen to the back door, his weight pressing down on me like a ton of drunken, dead bricks. All eyes were on us as we shuffled through the silent, staring crowd, their eyes all big and saucer-like as they just watched us go. 
 
      
 
    We parted ways with the crowd and entered the back hallway. There were still a couple of people back there, mostly bikers from the support clubs for the F&BMC, or just weekend warrior types. 
 
      
 
    Koen looked bad, real bad, with blood streaming down his face from a cut just above his eye. We needed to get him out of here as fast as possible. I had myself wedged up underneath Koen's armpit, and I had to really struggle to carry some of his weight. The way he was limping, I thought he might have twisted his ankle when he went down from Happy's last punch, but I just knew I didn't want him to put any more weight on it than he had to. 
 
      
 
    “Christ, you're heavy,” I groaned as we approached the back door. 
 
      
 
    “Ain't my fault you guys wanted me to do a good job,” he said, his voice morose sounding. 
 
      
 
    This was hitting him hard, I knew. This was his family, and he was giving it all up to try and save them, to protect them from the mistake he'd made when he'd picked Volkov for them. He was the one shouldering all their responsibility, even if most of the MC, or the support clubs associated with them, didn't know it. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, sugar,” some guy said just as I felt a hand grab my ass, “what're you doing with a loser like this shitbird?” 
 
      
 
    We stopped and I disengaged myself from Koen and went to turn around. “Excuse me?” I said, my voice arching as I focused on the bastard who'd just grabbed my ass. 
 
      
 
    He was big, well over six feet tall, and looked like he spent most nights at the gym. Tattoos covered his toned, bulging arms, and both legs looked like goddamn tree trunks. 
 
      
 
    I started to tell this fucker exactly what he could do. “Why don't you go-” 
 
      
 
    Koen, though, was moving before I could even finish my sentence. I'd never seen a man move like that, never before in my life. He was off of me, and springing onto the asshole. He slammed his forehead into Butt Grabber McGee's face, shattering his nose in a bloody spray, and sending him sprawling up against the wall. 
 
      
 
    Before you could say “ass beating,” the guy was pinned up against the wall, desperately protecting his vitals as Koen wailed on him. He threw fists faster than I could see, easily slamming into the beefy Butt Grabber's body half a dozen times before Fed finally realized what was going on. 
 
      
 
    Fed tried to pull him off the guy, but he'd dropped to his knees and Koen moved in for the kill with a cold fury I'd never seen before. “Koen! Come on, dude! Stop!” 
 
      
 
    “Never. Ever. Touch. My. Woman,” he said, his voice low and intense, with every word punctuated by a fist to the face. 
 
      
 
    Fed finally managed to grab hold of Koen, to yank him off the guy and soothe him a little. “Dude,” Fed said to his best friend, “you're ruining the act.” 
 
      
 
    Koen just grunted in return, and we headed on our way. 
 
      
 
    I should have been terrified that a man I'd slept with could do something like that, just leave a man in a puddle of blood and spittle in a back hallway without a second thought. I loved this guy, and he'd just demolished a man right before my eyes without even blinking. 
 
      
 
    Maybe it was the way he'd stood up for me against this guy, protected me. Or, maybe it was the way he'd done it so efficiently. Or it was maybe even the way he'd called me his woman while he was doing it. Whatever the reason was, I just let him slump back down over me, his knuckles now bloody and bruised, the smell of fight-sweat filling my nose, exciting me. 
 
      
 
    And that was when I realized just how much I cared for this man. 
 
      
 
    “Gonna be able to ride?” Fed asked as we pushed out into the back parking lot, the bright light of day shining down on our faces like a flare. We blinked at the sudden brightness and looked around the lot, but it was more or less empty of people. 
 
      
 
    Koen righted himself, as if on cue. He put all his weight on both feet like nothing had happened, and his eyes somehow refocused like he hadn't had any beer that day. “I'm fine,” he assured his buddy. “Meet you at the crib later?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely, man,” Fed said with a nod. 
 
      
 
    It was actually kind of astonishing, to be honest. This whole time he'd just been playing opossum, letting Happy look like the complete victor. I should've known something was up with the way he moved on that guy, but he'd slipped back into character so fast I thought it had just been his instincts kicking in for a moment. 
 
      
 
    Together, we walked over to his bike. “You sure you're okay?” I asked. “We can call a cab, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “Am I okay?” he asked, then laughed and spit some blood off to the side. “Nothing but a flesh wound. Happy went easy on me, like we planned. He was damn good in there though, wasn't he?” he said with a hint of admiration in his voice as he climbed on his bike. 
 
      
 
    “He was good?” I asked, laughing as I climbed up behind him. “You deserve a damn Emmy.” 
 
      
 
    “Was thinking more Oscar,” Koen said. “But, I guess everyone's a critic these days.” 
 
      
 
    He kicked the bike alive, and its engine rumbled and vibrated its way through my body. We tore off, out of the parking lot, and headed for chez Koen's. 
 
      
 
    The ride was short and uneventful. No one had followed us, no one was waiting for us. It seemed that Koen's exit had been performed well enough, and Happy was keeping everyone in line. 
 
      
 
    We headed inside from the garage and he slumped back into one his customary chair at the dining room table. I slapped a bag of frozen peas I'd grabbed from the freezer down in front of him, along with a beer for the pain. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” he mumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome,” I said and slumped down with my own beer next to him. “Well, looks like we're in it, now.” 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” he agreed, closing his eyes. 
 
      
 
    We stayed like that for a while, just quiet. After the ruckus of the day, and all the pounding music and beer-drunk bikers, the silence was nice. Nice enough to the point that neither of us wanted to be the one responsible for breaking it. 
 
      
 
    A short while later, a yellow cab pulled up in front of the house. Soon after, Benji was knocking at the front door. 
 
      
 
    “Hey girl,” she squeaked as I let her in and led her to the dining room. “Koen doing okay?” 
 
      
 
    I gave a snort of laughter. “Oh, he's doing fine,” I said. “He was just putting on a show for all of us, apparently.” 
 
      
 
    “Thought we weren't supposed to contact each other for a while?” Koen asked as we entered the dining room. 
 
      
 
    “I know, I know. But, there's been a change of plans, or situation, I guess. Happy heard that some of the Thunder Riders are taking over security for Aleksey when he comes into town, something about him wanting to keep his hands clean.” 
 
      
 
    Shit. 
 
      
 
    I'd figured there'd be security when we met him, but just one or two guys. Not a whole gang of ornery, unemployed bikers who were gunning for Koen. This could upset my plans, maybe, make it more difficult for me to make my move on Aleksey. 
 
      
 
    “Security, huh?” Koen asked, taking a drink off his beer. He and I exchanged a glance. “Thanks. That's good to know.” 
 
      
 
    “What're they doing that for anyways?” Benji asked. “I mean, they're just bikers like you guys, right? They ain't security or nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “Nah,” Koen agreed. “But, I might've informed on them a little while ago. Most of their upper officers are sitting in Orleans Parish Prison right now because of me.” He grinned and set his empty beer down. 
 
      
 
    “We should probably let Claire know about the change,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Koen agreed with a groan, shifting the bag of nearly thawed peas on his head. “Lemme grab another ice pack, and I'll give her a call.” 
 
      
 
    He heaved himself up from the dining room table and stalked into the kitchen, bag of half-frozen vegetables dangling from one hand and an empty beer bottle from the other. “You doing alright?” Benji asked, raising an eyebrow at me. 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” I said. “Why wouldn't I be?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, Fed told me you were going to the meeting with Koen, and that it was your idea.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said carefully, suddenly very aware of where my eyes were and what my hands were doing. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” she asked simply, her voice low enough that Koen wouldn't hear in the kitchen while he was on the phone with Agent McKesson. “And don't fucking lie to me, girl.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. I didn't want to tell her the truth. She'd pitch a fit louder than the whole biker rally earlier today. But, I couldn't outright lie to her, either. Benji knew me too damned well for that to fly. “Look,” I finally said. “I just want to look that fucker in the eyes. Just once, okay?” 
 
      
 
    Benji watched me carefully as I spoke, her unflinching gaze taking everything in. 
 
      
 
    I nearly held my breath as she scanned my face for any sign of a fib. 
 
      
 
    Finally, she nodded, accepting my answer as honest. “Sorry I doubted you,” she said. “I just, after all this shit that's been going on, I want you to be done with all this shit. You and Koen seem like you could be happy together, you know? You make a cute couple, at least.” 
 
      
 
    She was right. We could be. And we did. I hated to admit it, especially with what I was going to do with him. I smiled a little, trying to mask the pain I was feeling, and turned away from her. “Alright,” I said, waving her off. “Tell me what's going on with you since I haven't been around as much.” 
 
      
 
    We spent the next few minutes just chatting about how her life had changed, how much she was enjoying working at Club Hellfire. Happy had given her the day off for the rally, even though he shouldn't have. But, he knew they might need a go-between no one would suspect. 
 
      
 
    But, overall, Benji liked her new life. She was even thriving for the first time in all these years. Which was a damned good thing. I was happy for her, that she could move on from our shit past so easily. I wished with all my heart that I could, too, even though I knew it was impossible for someone like me who had gone through what I'd gone through. 
 
      
 
    Koen came back into the room a little while later, while we were in the middle of Benji talking about a cute biker she'd just met. Her eyes were lit up for the first time in years, and I hated to have to turn back to this shitty business. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Koen said as he turned his phone off. “Claire's dropping some files here in a little bit, pictures of all the surveillance they've got on the Thunder Riders. We can look them over and be able to spot them in a crowd.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” I said, nodding. 
 
      
 
    And, it was good news. Damn good, even. This way I'd know where the first bullet was coming from before I pulled the trigger on Aleksey. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    The next several days passed in a blur of glossy photos and manila folders as Jace and I pored over the information Agent McKesson had dropped off for me the first night of the rally. Finally, though, we were almost there. One more night together for me and Jace, then we were off to our meeting in the afternoon. 
 
      
 
    I was a bundle of nerves. Both about the fact that I hadn't really left the house, even to ride my bike, in a few days. And also about the meeting itself, and the fact that I was bringing Jace along. 
 
      
 
    I slid into bed at the end of the night, nude and freshly showered, pictures of Thunder Riders flashing in my mind. Rodeo, Sidewinder, Skip, Paul, Hash. All of them just a quick cross-section of the men who might be gunning for me tomorrow if things went tits up on arrival. 
 
      
 
    Then, there was Jace. Some of the questions she'd asked had gotten me thinking. I was worried she'd go for Aleksey again. Even in our few moments when we didn't have the dossiers in front of us, and I'd mention what the future would hold, she'd dance around the subject and try to change it. 
 
      
 
    It was like she wasn't planning for the day after tomorrow. Instead, she was entirely focused on our meeting in the park like it was the last thing we'd do. 
 
      
 
    Of course, that might be true. But not to care about the future at all? Something just didn't seem right. 
 
      
 
    The cool sheets were a godsend, and they soothed me as I tried to close my eyes for just a moment. Maybe the darkness behind my eyelids would somehow wipe clear my mind of all those rival bikers glaring me down. 
 
      
 
    Jace crawled into bed a few minutes later, slid her long arms over my broad chest and curled up into me. I sighed at her touch, realizing just how much I'd come to crave it after such a short time. I wrapped my arm around her tiny waist and pulled her closer against my side. I needed the feel of her skin on mine. 
 
      
 
    “What're you thinking about?” she whispered in the dark, her words like a soft breeze. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow. What else is there to think about?” 
 
      
 
    “Not much, I guess,” she said. 
 
      
 
    I took a breath. “I don't think you should come tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    She didn't respond at first, but I felt her try to pull away, to try and avoid the argument. I kept my arm firm, though, and didn't give an inch. She didn't struggle, though, just settled into it. 
 
      
 
    “I understand how you feel,” she said, her words carefully measured, “but I need to be there. Benji is with the club and wouldn't be able to help, anyway, and Fed is working with Claire and the others. You told him you'd be bringing someone else, and I'm the only one that works to keep the plan going.” 
 
      
 
    I knew she was right, but I still couldn't shake that feeling that she was going to try something. She was too invested in this meeting and wouldn't take no for an answer, or accept any other reason. I turned a little on my side. Now that my eyes had adjusted to the darkness, I could see make out the shadowy silhouette of her body. The rise of her hip beneath the sheets, the way it covered up past her waist and her smallish breasts. I reached up, touched her face, her skin so smooth beneath my hands she could have been fashioned from silk. 
 
      
 
    “I know you're worried,” she said, “but things will be okay.” 
 
      
 
    “There's going to be children there, Jace. Families, innocents. Kids not much younger than Tomlin. People could get hurt, babe, if someone does something stupid. And that includes you and me.” 
 
      
 
    The room was so quiet I could hear her lick her lips as she nodded. “I know. I know it'll be dangerous, no matter how things turn out.” 
 
      
 
    “I'm just worried about you,” I said, my words trailing off. 
 
      
 
    “What?” she asked, her words soft and light. “You can tell me.” 
 
      
 
    I felt like I had to say it. I needed to tell her how I felt. Maybe that would shake her out of any stupid plans she had. She might reconsider if she knew the whole truth, everything that I was holding inside of me. 
 
      
 
    “I . . . I love you, Jace. And I'll love you till the stars burn out, and the world is nothing but darkness.” 
 
      
 
    She didn't say anything, but I saw her smile genuinely, her perfect teeth a slash of white in the darkness. She trailed her hand down my chest, and I felt her wrap around my soft cock as she leaned forward to kiss me. 
 
      
 
    Her lips were like rose petals as they brushed over mine, and I heard myself groan as she began to stroke me. 
 
      
 
    “This might be our last night together,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Don't say that,” I said. Despite the yelling Fed had done a week or so earlier, and the changes in the plan, and the increased security, and my concerns about Jace, I was still pretty confident that we'd be able to take down Aleksey. I didn't want to think about not seeing her again after tomorrow, didn't want to think about working towards this future we said we wanted to build together. 
 
      
 
    “But, still,” she said, kissing me again between words, her hand still soft and sure on my stiffening manhood, “we never know what the future will hold.” 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes, my mind focused on her hand and what it was doing beneath the sheets. My hips began to move against my will as her thumb circled the head of my cock, sending tremors through my body. 
 
      
 
    She bit my lower lip. “Do you love me for what I do?” she asked, her hand moving faster now. “Or who I am?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh God,” I groaned, my eyes rolling back in my head as she continued to circle the crown, the pleasure seeming to turn my body to Jell-O. “Both,” I said, my breath coming shorter as I leaned into kiss her, as my hands roamed over her body. “And because you belong to me.” 
 
      
 
    “I'm your woman, Koen Baldwin,” she whispered in a throaty voice as my hands brushed over her nipples, as my lips found her neck. “I belong to you, just like I said I did.” 
 
      
 
    Despite all my confidence in the plan, the idea that this actually might be our last night together filled my mind. I didn't want it to just be a stroke beneath the covers, then for me to get on top of her and pump till I was done. I needed to have her be my everything, to fill my world so big and bright that her mere presence pushed the darkness of my worries away. 
 
      
 
    Anything less, and I knew I'd somehow regret it. 
 
      
 
    I began to slide down her body, my cock coming out of her grasp as my lips trailed down her form. Over her neck, her collar bone, brushing over her sensitive, perfect breasts. 
 
      
 
    The covers slid off of us both as I moved down, bunching up around my waist. She arched into my mouth, moaning as I passed over her stomach, her groans filling my ears as my hot breath finally found her sex. 
 
      
 
    This wasn't just love, I realized. I needed her like I needed water or air. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    Koen's breath felt hot on the inside of my thighs as he pushed them farther apart. A big hand covered my breast, teasing my nipple as he his tongue found the spot just above my clit, just where I liked it, and began to pleasure me. 
 
      
 
    All the worries I'd had about not being able to tell him I loved him too had been pushed from my mind the moment I'd kissed him. Even though I knew what I had to do tomorrow, I still wanted to be with him. Every fiber of my being knew it, from my body to my soul. 
 
      
 
    And that was what mattered right now. The intention. 
 
      
 
    Pleasure continued to flood my body as I writhed on the sheets beneath his touch. I reached down, grabbed the back of his head, grasped him tightly and urged him deeper and faster. My hips ground themselves into that perfect tongue and mouth of his, one leg coming up and draping itself over his shoulder so I could pull him close like I'd never let him go. 
 
      
 
    I was already so close. Maybe it was how desperate this all felt, like we'd never see each other again. Whatever it was, I was already wordlessly moaning out to Koen, goading him on as I already started to approach my first orgasm. 
 
      
 
    He locked his lips around my clit and gently sucked as he slid two fingers inside me, found my special spot. My eyes flew wide and my hips bucked as I felt a supernova pleasure shred my body, my body trembling and shaking as I rose up off the bed, nearly screaming. I gripped him more tightly, my whole body shuddering as he continued working on me, continued sending me into the stratosphere. 
 
      
 
    “Oh baby, oh fuck,” I groaned, one hand flying over the back of his head, the other gripping at the sheets desperately. 
 
      
 
    I glanced down, still in the throes of pleasure, and I could see that wicked gleam in his eyes. He knew exactly what he was doing when it came to pleasuring me, and he loved to do it, loved to break down my defenses and make me melt into a puddle. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, shit,” I groaned again, another orgasm ripping through me like a bullet, “oh fuck, Koen. P-please stop, I can't handle any more.” 
 
      
 
    He pulled his lips back from my pussy, giving me one last lick right across my clit before he did. 
 
      
 
    It felt like a jolt of electricity shot through my body, and I bucked my hips one more time as he got up from between my thighs. I reached out for him, to pull him up to me. 
 
      
 
    He brushed my hands aside and grabbed me by the hips. “I want you from behind,” he growled. “Now.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Yes, sir,” I said quickly, that submissive part of me that seemed to exist only for him kicking in. I let him flip me over, then I climbed to my knees. 
 
      
 
    He got up behind me, his hands tight on my hips. 
 
      
 
    I felt his cock at my slick entrance, tracing up and down my begging lips. I reached under me and back between my legs. I slid my hand over my smooth sex, felt his hard and ready cock. God, I wanted him so badly, and I was wet enough to more than prove it. I parted my lips with two fingers, inviting him in. 
 
      
 
    Koen gripped my hips tightly and slid his cock into me from behind. 
 
      
 
    I moaned low as his tool began to fill me. The pleasure I felt was unreal, like his cock had become the center of my world, and nothing could ever possibly measure up to it again. I pushed back slowly, meeting him, enveloping him with my lips, sliding him into my warmth. 
 
      
 
    He groaned loudly as his fingertips pressed deeper into my flesh, hard enough that I'd be feeling the bruises tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    Tonight, though, I didn't give a damn about any bruises, or any tomorrows. I just wanted him to fuck me ‘til we were both exhausted, fuck me like he really owned me. 
 
      
 
    He began to slide in and out of me faster, his heavy balls coming up and rubbing my clit with each thrust. 
 
      
 
    I pushed back into him as I dropped lower on my hands, putting my ass further in the air. Every stroke of his cock passed over my clit, and I screamed out in what must have sounded like the wails of the dying. 
 
      
 
    He really started to really go at it, then. With one hand, he pulled me back harder onto his cock, going deeper than any man ever had. With the other, he slapped my behind, just like that first time in his office. 
 
      
 
    Pain flashed through my backside, but it was beautiful, wonderful pain that just seemed to punctuate the pleasure throughout the rest of my body. I thrust myself back harder into him, his cock rubbing my g-spot with each stroke in and out. I even bit down on a knuckle to try and stop the keening wail coming from my throat. 
 
      
 
    It didn't work. I just screamed out around the knuckle-sandwich, my eyes squeezed tight, tears nearly streaming down my face as my whole body disappeared in a river of mind-erasing pleasure. 
 
      
 
    Still, he drove into me, pushing my senses to their limits. 
 
      
 
    My arms wobbled and I collapsed to my elbows, my mind screaming for me to stop, that this was just too much to handle at one time. The rest of the body, though, answered with a resounding, “No!” I pushed back harder into him, another cry splitting my throat and filling the room. 
 
      
 
    He began to slow after a while, and I gasped in both relief and disappointment. “What?” I asked, confused as to what was happening. I hadn't felt him cum yet. 
 
      
 
    “I need to look into your eyes,” he said, his voice tight and gravelly, as he pulled out of me and flipped me over on my back. 
 
      
 
    I didn't even have time to respond properly before he had me on my back, with my knees up against my chest. His cock was already back inside me, testing my limits again, his thickness rubbing along my g-spot with each movement, the base of his cock teasing my clit, as we gazed into each other eyes. 
 
      
 
    We couldn't gaze for long, though. Soon, my eyes were tightly shut, tears nearly streaming down from them, as he began to fuck me again. Feeling tiny in his big hands, and with his cock buried deep inside me, I cried out as he pressed his lips to mine, covering my mouth. 
 
      
 
    He groaned low and sped up his pace. He was close, and when Koen was close, he gave it his all. 
 
      
 
    I screamed out again, another orgasm just on the horizon like a train speeding towards me. “Fuck me, Koen. Fuck me like this is the last time,” I yelled, that train still bearing down on me. I knew I'd be caught in its path as it raced towards me, but I didn't care. I pushed back against him, groaning and screaming into his mouth, my nails raking up and down his back.  
 
      
 
    His whole body went rigid and I swear he grew in size. His lips left mine as I felt him explode inside me, filling me to the brim. 
 
      
 
    I cried out, my whole body seizing and shaking as I clamped down around his cock. We came together like that, our limbs entangled, my mind empty except for the pleasure filling my body. I'd never had such an intense moment as this, where I'd felt so connected to another human being. 
 
      
 
    And, as I scratched my nails down his bare back one last time before Koen withdrew from me, I knew I might never again. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    I wasn't sure what was more uncomfortable: the wire beneath my top, the gun tucked into my boot, or having to watch the birthday party right next door to us as we met with Aleksey in the park. The three of us stood out like sore thumbs, but not quite as badly as the half-dozen Thunder Riders who weren't more than twenty paces away. 
 
      
 
    Aleksey wasn't what I'd expected. He was tall and slim, and seemed to keep himself in good shape. His face was hard, though, with the no nonsense look of a Cossack. Cold, uncaring, cruel when he needed to prove a point. But, unlike Sven, he had impeccable taste. His suit was well tailored, his clothes perfectly cut. No Russian mobster cliché, there. 
 
      
 
    The Wolf's gray eyes peered out at Koen from beneath a heavy brow, taking his measure with each word that left my partner-in-crime's mouth. Every so often he would flick his eyes towards me, but quickly would divert his attention back to Koen. 
 
      
 
    “So, now that you've broken from your little gang, you want to join mine?” the Wolf asked Koen before glancing my direction, maybe to see my reaction. 
 
      
 
    “Look,” Koen said, “I've been on the wrong side of things for years. I can help you on your little security situation.” 
 
      
 
    Aleksey chuckled, his eyes darting between the two of us. “Security situation? Tell me of this security situation you've heard about.” 
 
      
 
    Koen leaned forward. “Know you're having problems with people knocking over trucks. I can help you stop it, and even bring something else to the table.” He slid the manila folder containing the sealed bidding contracts for the state police and the Louisiana National Guard. 
 
      
 
    I glanced around as Aleksey opened the folder with terse movements and began to pore over it. I realized as I sat the park picnic table, with all those children playing around us, eating hot dogs and burgers and chips, that I couldn't do it. I just couldn't do it. 
 
      
 
    The death of my brother was awful, one of the worst things I'd ever experienced in my shitty life. I'd gladly have shot Aleksey to balance the scales. I'd have tortured him to death if I had to, burned him alive, electrocuted him. You name it. 
 
      
 
    But, at what point did my revenge become so much that it tipped the scales back the other way? At what point did I create more harm than good by my less-than-moral actions? 
 
      
 
    Sven had deserved, and so did Aleksey. But, if I injured a child while I tried to level justice on the Wolf’s head, I'd never forgive myself. This was where I had to draw the line. I'd keep my gun in my boot. That was the only way to go. 
 
      
 
    Like it, or not, I wasn't going to be killing Aleksey today. And, if things went right with the sting operation, I never would. Instead, he'd be locked up between foot-thick walls, and out of my reach. 
 
      
 
    The pit of my stomach ached. But, then, as I looked at Koen, I realized what I would have missed out on anyways if I'd gone through with the plan: the chance at actual happiness. Vengeance can't provide that for you, can't help you live a real life, and it certainly can't hold you close and keep you warm at night. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    I wasn't sure if Aleksey Volkov was biting, or not. He seemed twice as cagey as I'd imagined. And, Hell, he didn't even know about the disguised van full of federal agents just around the corner. 
 
      
 
    Beside me, Jace sighed, and Aleksey and I both glanced over at her. She just gave us a “what?” look and shrugged her shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Where did you get this?” Aleksey asked. “And why do you think I would care for it?” 
 
      
 
    “I think . . .” I said, searching for just the right words. “I think, every businessman alive needs an edge. That's why I want to work with you, Mr. Volkov. You have that edge, even if you're taking hits on trucks. Everybody out there whispers about you, about what you can really do.” 
 
      
 
    Aleksey laughed, his eyes switching back to linger on Jace for a bit longer this time. He seemed awfully focused on her, which I guess was a good thing. He smiled a little, his eyes tracing over her face and form before he turned back to me. “So, what is it that these people say about me, then?” 
 
      
 
    “They say,” I replied as I leaned in closer to him, “that you're running some serious firepower. And I want in on any organization that can pull that off.” As I spoke to him, though, his eyes drifted from my face and back to Jace's. He was distracted by her, that much was certain. 
 
      
 
    Aleksey laughed again, sitting back from me. “People say all sorts of things,” he said, making a dismissive gesture with his hand. “Want me tell you what I hear about you?” 
 
      
 
    Of course he'd heard about me, and definitely done some digging when Fed approached him. A man like Aleksey Volkov didn't get far in this world if he didn't do his research. But, still, it was disconcerting to know that a man like The Wolf was checking into your background. “Sure,” I said. “Shoot.” 
 
      
 
    “They tell me that you are a big biker,” he said as he shut the folder containing the sealed bid. “Real American bad ass,” he added sarcastically, “who is on the outs with his Fire and Brimstone buddies. I kid, of course. You have solid reputation, Mr. Baldwin, very positive.” He paused, made a face, and didn't continue further. 
 
      
 
    “So, that a problem or something?” I asked, a little confused by the way he'd phrased things. 
 
      
 
    “My problem, as you say, is that you seem a little too positive, Mr. Baldwin. A little too nice, from what I hear. I need ruthless men, men willing to do whatever it takes. I don't believe you have that.” 
 
      
 
    “That a no, then?” I grumbled. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head slowly, baring his teeth at me as he smiled. “I'm sorry, Mr. Baldwin, but I don't think any alliance would work out for my benefit.” 
 
      
 
    Frustrated, I shook my head. “Fine,” I replied, reaching across to take back the closed folder. “That's how you feel, guess we'll be leaving.” 
 
      
 
    He slapped his hand down on the manila folder, pinning it to the picnic table. “Not so fast, though,” he said, his attention turning to Jace. “Don't I know you from somewhere?” 
 
      
 
    Motherfucker. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    Volkov's eyes widened just a fraction of an inch as he asked Jace his question. 
 
      
 
    She feigned ignorance. “Who? Me?” she asked, laughing nervously. 
 
      
 
    A spike of fear immediately shot through me. I hadn't even thought about whether or not someone as far up the food chain as Aleksey would ever recognize Jace, just another girl working on her back. “This is over,” I said, my immediate focus on getting both my woman and myself out of there in one piece. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Aleksey said, standing up from the picnic table abruptly and stepping clear of the bench. “I believe it is. Have a good life, Mr. Baldwin.” And, with that, he turned and headed through the children to the six Thunder Riders who were assembled just a short distance away, glaring and pacing as they watched their boss approach them. 
 
      
 
    This didn't look good. Not at all. “We gotta go,” I said, grabbing Jace by the forearm and jumping up from the bench with the folder tightly gripped. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” Jace squalled as I bodily ripped her from the table and dragged her tiny frame behind me, her heels sliding through the grass as she tried to find purchase. “Koen! You're hurting me!” 
 
      
 
    “Move, Jace!” I said, my voice low and serious. I glanced back over my shoulder as she finally found her footing and started tramping through the grass beside me. 
 
      
 
    Aleksey had finally met with his Thunder Rider security. He looked back at us, pointedly, then turned back to his security detail and gave a sharp nod. Three of the Riders crossed after us. Not running, just walking quickly as we headed back to my bike, and away from innocent bystanders. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to head straight for Fed and Agent McKesson, who were parked with the rest of their team right around the corner, but heading that way would take me through a long expanse of empty park. At least, this direction led to my bike, and a reasonable getaway. I could meet up with the feds later, if we made it out of this without any new holes to breathe through. 
 
      
 
    “Three of them are following us.” I said to Jace under my breath. “When I tell you to run, I want you to run. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    Still rubbing her arm where I'd grabbed her, she simply nodded. She reached down, grabbed my hand tightly and squeezed harder. She was shaking like a leaf, and I couldn't blame her. Not one bit. 
 
      
 
    We broke through a line of trees, and my bike was finally within sight. I glanced back in time to see the Thunder Riders pick up their pace to close the gap. They were three abreast, maybe ten feet apart, and all ugly as sin. Big bruisers with necks tattoos, swastikas on their upper arms, and grimy oil-covered jeans. 
 
      
 
    Up ahead, though, I could see a New Orleans transit cop making his rounds. Sure, he wasn't Agent McKesson and her feds or anything, but he was at least a law enforcement officer. 
 
      
 
    “Run,” I yelled, pulling Jace along with me as I took off a breakneck speed. I glanced back over my shoulder as we sprinted off, saw the Rider on my right reaching inside his vest. 
 
      
 
    The three of them took off after us, with the one on the right dropping his hand from inside his vest so he could catch up. Beside me, Jace huffed and puffed, her long legs still having to work extra hard to keep up with me. 
 
      
 
    “Stop!” one of the Thunder Riders yelled. Whether it was at me, or the guy who'd gone to draw his gun earlier, I had no idea. 
 
      
 
    I looked back, my heart thumping so hard I worried it might rip out of my chest and just keep on running if I stumbled. 
 
      
 
    The guy on the right had drawn his pistol, stopped, and leveled the barrel at us. He had to have been more than thirty or forty feet away, but if he was a good enough shot that wouldn't matter much. 
 
      
 
    There's two rules a man should live by. Don't bring a knife to a gunfight. And, don't stay at a gunfight when you don't have a gun. 
 
      
 
    “Get down!” I yelled, pulling Jace to the ground with me as the loud pops of gunfire split the city air. The wire I wore beneath my shirt had been uncomfortable before, but now it was digging into my chest as I sandwiched it between my chest and the park. 
 
      
 
    I found a distant part of my brain wondering if the FBI would send me a bill if I broke it, just as I heard the bullets whiz over us like angry hornets, spinning through the air as they continued onto into the city street ahead. We buried ourselves in the grass, hands cradling the backs of our heads. 
 
      
 
    Another pop of a gun firing, another bullet flying by. This time, it kicked up grass just to my left, barely missing me by a couple feet. 
 
      
 
    That was about enough for me! If they got any closer, I was going to have to risk running, which was never a good idea. It just gave a shooter time to line up his shot.  
 
      
 
    I glanced up, saw the cop car stop with its lights on. A police officer was already out and came running from the passenger side, sprinting towards us. The patrol car took off, its lights still going, as it headed up to the other side of the park. 
 
      
 
    Beside me, Jace stirred in the grass, rolling over on her side. “Shit,” she groaned, her voice breathless. 
 
      
 
    Panic flashed inside me. “You hit?” I asked, my voice coming out more frantic than I'd intended. 
 
      
 
    “No,” she gasped out. “Wind knocked from me, that's all.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled over a little and looked back as the cop came running up to us, his walkie-talkie chattering like the whole department was on the horn. 
 
      
 
    “In pursuit,” he yelled into the crackle, pop, hiss as he gripped the radio on his shoulder. He went running past us, his boots tramping through the perfectly manicured grass. “Stay down,” he yelled at us as he headed into the park after the three Thunder Riders. 
 
      
 
    I looked at Jace as soon as the cop passed us, and she nodded immediately. We didn't have any intention of sticking around. Together, we climbed to our feet and went off at a run, angling towards my bike. 
 
      
 
    The moments trudged by as we ran to it, my head pounding, my feet slapping the ground. Every step we took was one that brought us closer to safety and took us farther from danger. We hopped on the back of my chopper and I started her up. We took off down the street, headed for our rendezvous point with Fed, McKesson, and the rest. 
 
      
 
    “That,” Jace shouted right into my ear, over the roar of my bike, “is the only time I've ever been glad to see a cop!” 
 
      
 
    I grinned back at her, my adrenaline finally wearing off. We'd made it out alive. But, the real question was whether or not we'd gotten enough to convict Aleksey Volkov. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    “None of it?” Koen, seated beside me, asked with a look of total dejection on his face. “You've got to be fucking shitting me! I ruined my fucking life over this!” 
 
      
 
    I silently shook my head, my fists resting on my thighs, balled up tighter than a whore's pussy on her first day. I couldn't believe this. All that trouble, all that effort, Koen ruining his life, me not taking my shot. 
 
      
 
    We were sitting in the back of the FBI's surveillance van, surrounded by radio transmitters and blinking screens. I might have even thought it was cool, like we were in an episode of CSI: New Orleans or some shit, but I was too damned pissed to think straight. 
 
      
 
    I just kept shaking my head, my teeth grinding away. 
 
      
 
    “There's just not enough there,” Claire explained. “We send that to a judge for a warrant to search his holdings, or even to get just a wiretap, we'll get laughed right out. The US Attorney's office won't take less than a complete admission by Volkov. You knew that going in, Koen.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddammit!” Koen shouted, pounding his fist on the desk he was pulled up next to. He bit his knuckle violently, his eyes wild. 
 
      
 
    Koen had thrown his life away for me. But I'd thrown away the last chance I had to kill Aleksey. 
 
      
 
    Children around, or not, I could have just taken the shot. The Russian's motherfucker's bodyguards couldn't have done shit to stop me. It would have just been pop-pop, you're dead. I looked up at Agent McKesson and caught her staring at me. “What else can we do?” I asked. “I want this fucker, Claire.” 
 
      
 
    “We?” she asked, shaking her head before leaning forward. “We don't do anything, Jace. You guys are out of it, at least for a while. The other agents and I will see what else can be done, though.” 
 
      
 
    And, with that, we were out of the loop. Koen and I rode home together, our bodies as tense as our minds. If I only hadn't stuck my nose into this, we would have been fine. If Fed had gone along instead of me, Aleksey wouldn't have been the wiser in any way. 
 
      
 
    This was my fault. 
 
      
 
    I'd blown my chance. 
 
      
 
    We were out of it for good. 
 
      
 
    At least, though, I got to keep Koen. That by itself was almost enough to soothe any wound. 
 
      
 
    Koen's phone buzzed as we pulled into the garage. He pulled the phone out, showed me that it was Claire McKesson calling already, then answered. “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Koen asked, his voice sounding confused and distant. “Why? Why would they do that?” 
 
      
 
    Koen paused, listening to whatever it was she had to say. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” he said, his face downcast. “We're on our way.” 
 
      
 
    “What's going on?” I asked as he turned the bike right back around and he went to start it up. “What's wrong, babe?” 
 
      
 
    “Grandpa Xaiver,” he said. “He's dead, baby.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    I ran a hand down my face, pulling at my cheeks and dragging out my lower lip. I couldn't remember the last time I'd cried, the last time I'd felt this much anguish and pain. My last living family member was gone, leaving a hole in my guts like I'd never imagined. 
 
      
 
    Gator had died just a few years ago. But, well, Gator had been an asshole. He wasn't half the father to me that Grandpa was. I don't even think I cried over Gator, to be honest. Maybe I did, once, when I was alone. But it was just a few tears shed after a bottle of Jack had worn my defenses down. 
 
      
 
    But now, as I stared down at the demolished face of my grandpa and simply nodded to identify him for the FBI, I realized what Jace had been feeling for all these weeks. 
 
      
 
    I turned around and walked back outside to rejoin Jace. 
 
      
 
    “You okay?” Jace asked as I came up to her. She threw her arms around my neck, hugging her small body against mine. It was a small comfort but, as I wrapped my arm around her waist and pulled her closer, it was better than I deserved. 
 
      
 
    After all, I'd just gotten my Grandpa killed. I felt the tears begin to build up behind my eyes, and blinked them away. I couldn't let anyone see me like this, even if it was over Xavier. 
 
      
 
    Business-like flats clicked on the sidewalk behind me. “Whoever killed him left a note,” Agent McKesson said to my back. “Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, you're a dead man.” 
 
      
 
    I released Jace and turned around to face the FBI agent. “Can't you bring this fucker in on killing one of your own?” I asked. “I mean, I've seen guys get brought down for way less than this shit.” 
 
      
 
    “Those guys weren't connected the way Aleksey is, Koen,” Claire said, taking a step closer. “This is the biggest of the baddest, right here. We never told you this was going to be easy. Your grandfather knew it, too.” 
 
      
 
    “But,” Jace started as her hand reached down to find mine, “you've gotta be able to do something, Claire. I mean, shootings in parks, killing retired agents. What's next for this guy?” 
 
      
 
    The agent shook her head, her lips pursed tight, her brow furrowed. “We're working on it. Best we can do right now is put you two in Witpro, like we discussed. Clearly, this guy knows who you are, and he thinks you've got dirt on him.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Jace said, squeezing my hand tightly. “If we've gotta go into hiding, I'm fine with that. We'll do whatever you need us to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed, squeezing her hand right back as I nodded at the agent. “Whatever you need, Claire.” 
 
      
 
    “About that . . .” Claire began, then trailed off. “My biggest concern right now is that you two are going to stick out if you're together, no matter where we put you. And, believe me, Volkov's got people all over.” 
 
      
 
    She'd said “together” with emphasis. I started shaking my head already, not liking where this was going. 
 
      
 
    “Together?” Jace asked, practically reading my mind. “What the fuck, Claire?” 
 
      
 
    “If I put you both under, they're going to find you no problem. We can't hide you both, you're too obvious.” 
 
      
 
    “Claire,” I said, “we were supposed to go together. That was the only way we agreed to this.” 
 
      
 
    “Look,” the FBI agent said, her voice harsh as she dropped all the decorum I'd begun to expect, “this guy just sicced a biker gang on you in a public park, then killed your grandfather when they didn't get the job done. Do you really fucking think he's just going to let this blow over, like he'll fucking forget about you or some shit?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I started, thinking about what I would have done in his shoes. I was going to say something else, but she was already continuing on, cutting me off. 
 
      
 
    “Men like this keep out of prison by tying up loose ends, Koen. And you two are some of the loosest goddamned ends I've ever seen.” Claire pointed back behind her at my grandpa's now empty house. “Now, do you want your girlfriend to end up like Xavier, but at the bottom of a bayou with her head cut off and her hands missing? Or do you want to keep your asses alive by doing what I say?” 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath and looked down at Jace for her input. I squeezed her hand and she looked up at me, our eyes locking. 
 
      
 
    I thought I could see the hurt in her eyes, the pain at how fucked up this all was. We were supposed to be doing this so we could be together, away from our dark pasts. But where had that gotten us? Now, we were just running from it, but in different directions from one another. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    This was all just too much. First my mom, then having to run. Follow that with hooking, Tomlin dying. Now, after I'd turned away from killing Aleksey and run into the arms of Koen, this shit happened. 
 
      
 
    I couldn't do it. I couldn't give him up, too. It was bad enough that I'd practically lost Benji already, and that we'd have to leave Fed behind when we ran. 
 
      
 
    But, to run separate, that was just the icing on this shit-cake life was feeding me. 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Koen said, touching my face and squeezing my hand, “we've got to. I need you safe, and they think we'll be better off split up.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck 'em,” I replied, smiling as I shrugged a little, trying to keep up a brave front. 
 
      
 
    Beneath that facade, though, my insides were crumbling like one of the old mausoleums outside New Orleans. All the death, all the mistakes we'd made. Death, at this point, would be an escape from the constant disappointments of life. I mean, what else did I have if Koen was taken from me, too? 
 
      
 
    “I can't lose you, too,” he whispered. “Not you and Grandpa, both.” 
 
      
 
    God, he really did love me. It took me a moment to let that sink in. He loved me, an ex-whore from bumfuck nowhere. And, now, he was getting taken away by Aleksey and the FBI, all because I showed up at the meet when I shouldn't have. 
 
      
 
    Something inside me almost broke at that moment, I think. Some little piece of me that had been strong enough to hold out against the world all by itself. Because I'll be damned if I didn't love him right back, even if I couldn't get my mouth to shape the words. 
 
      
 
    Despite not being able to speak them, I felt them in my chest. A warm, soft glow that seemed to fill me up from the inside. There was a soft, whispering voice in my heart that told me his living was what mattered. That I'd be able to live my life as long as I knew he was out there still stomping the earth. 
 
      
 
    I smiled a little, wiped away a tear that threatened to run down my cheek. “Okay,” I choked out, my voice tight. I nodded again. “Okay, yeah. Let's do it.” 
 
      
 
    He turned back to Agent McKesson. “Alright,” he said, “we'll split up.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    After what had happened with Grandpa, they wouldn't let me go home. Claire explained it was too dangerous, even to go for a moment. There were simply too many ways we could pick up a tail, or even have someone try to make a hit on us with an escort from an agent. 
 
      
 
    Instead, the FBI put us up in a motel that night, one way out in the boonies with a vibrating bed in every room. With its shitty paint job, dim lights, and ugly furniture, the place didn't exactly do much to improve my sense of well-being. 
 
      
 
    In the morning, Jace and I would be split up and sent our separate ways. Her to one side of the country, me to another, with no way of contacting the other. This was the way it had to be, McKesson explained. Otherwise, Aleksey and his people could find us. 
 
      
 
    Now, Jace and I lay naked beneath the covers in the dim light of the lamp, the cheap motel sheets scratching at our skin, but our bodies as warm and smooth as ever against each other. We didn't even bother turning the TV on to see if there was any news about Xavier. Even if there was, it wouldn't be the whole story. Who would run with that, anyways? The A/C blew cold, giving us some white noise for background. Other than that, we just kept to the silence of our own thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “I'm going to miss you,” I whispered to her in the dimness after a little while had passed. 
 
      
 
    “I'm going to miss you, too, babe,” she whispered back. 
 
      
 
    Neither of us, it seemed, wanted to disturb the quiet. Instead of speaking with our mouths, we let our bodies do the talking. 
 
      
 
    I leaned down, kissed her fully and warmly, her lips bittersweet and forlorn against mine. 
 
      
 
    We held one another as we kissed, our breathing heavy and resigned. Her small hands moved across my chest, her nails scratched down my arms and raked deep across my back like she was marking me. 
 
      
 
    I bit her neck, kissed her shoulders, sucked a pert nipple into my mouth. 
 
      
 
    She was so soft below my hands, so small, so frightened against the loneliness of the future. 
 
      
 
    Her fingers tangled in my hair, desperate it seemed as she pulled me back up to her lips. 
 
      
 
    This was it, we both knew without even saying a word. This was our last night together, even though we both knew we were meant to be each other's forever. 
 
      
 
    “Please, Koen,” she whispered, her hand encircling my manhood, “I just want you to love me tonight.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    My life hadn't been easy. First I had a single mother, then an abusive stepfather, then a life working the streets and making my money in bed. The last few weeks were the first time I'd ever been close to happy, or free to do with my time as I'd wanted. I hadn't had to worry about some John freaking out on me, or asking me to do something gross I wouldn't ever think of doing. 
 
      
 
    And now, as Koen's burning lips left trails of lust over my body, I realized how much I was losing with him leaving me. 
 
      
 
    “Just love me,” I whispered again, his warm hardness filling my hand like they nothing I'd ever experienced. 
 
      
 
    With our bodies still entwined like some modern piece of bizarre sculpture, he slid into me, his cock filling me like it was the only one in the world for me. 
 
      
 
    I cried out softly as I felt completed for the first time in forever. Every movement he made sent waves crashing through me, and I moved back against his body as we continued to kiss like these were the last kisses we'd ever exchange. 
 
      
 
    Because they were, and we knew it. 
 
      
 
    As wonderful as I felt right then, with my body shaking and shivering as we moved against one another between the sheets, I knew this was it. As his teeth flashed against my neck, lightly biting me again, as my nails scratched at his side, as his hard chest crushed my tits against me. I knew it was over. 
 
      
 
    This was the last we'd see each other. 
 
      
 
    I ground my hips against him, the razor-sharp pain blunting with the pleasure he was giving me. 
 
      
 
    With my arms tightly around him, holding him closer than I'd held anyone in my life, he began to speed up, his hips moving my whole body with each stroke. “Koen,” I half-whispered, half-groaned into his ear. “God, I love you,” I admitted finally after all our times in bed together. 
 
      
 
    He kissed me again and slid deeper inside. I cried out into his mouth, groaning as he continued those glorious rolls with his hips. 
 
      
 
    “I love you, too, Jace,” he whispered back. 
 
      
 
    “I'm cumming,” I whispered as my body tensed and shook beneath his. My eyes rolled back in my head, my mouth opened, and I groaned it out again. “Oh, God, Koen. I love you so much.” 
 
      
 
    We were still laying under the covers some time later. We were still pressed together, entwined like only two lovers can entwine.  
 
      
 
    The sadness had come back over me, again. It seemed sex could only push it so far when the loss was this huge and all-encompassing. 
 
      
 
    This was my last night with this man. This was my last night of relative happiness, and joy, and love. I didn't even have revenge to keep my fires alive, anymore. 
 
      
 
    There wasn't anything left for either of us. Certainly not me. 
 
      
 
    Finally, I drifted off to sleep. Dreams and fantasies filled my mind. Dreams of Koen and Xavier and Tomlin all getting to meet each other, of the five of us cooking out on the back deck at Xavier's house. I knew it would never happen, never in a billion years. But the moving images in my brain felt so real, so true, so possible. Which, in the end, only made them the more painful to experience. 
 
      
 
    I woke up the next morning with the tears still wet on my face. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    I woke up at seven in the morning every day so I could come here, to this used car lot in middle-of-goddamn-nowhere Indiana, and try to move used cars. I'd been doing it for the last three months, ever since Jace and I had left New Orleans. 
 
      
 
    Wherever she was now, I just hoped she was having a better time of it than me. 
 
      
 
    Now, Billy Lyons was sitting here, asking me about whether or not he should ask out the new receptionist, see if she wanted to go grab a drink with him after work on Friday. And all I wanted to do was eat my burger, finish the next chapter of the book I was reading, and get back to work to finish out this day. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Peter,” Billy said, slapping my shoulder with the back of his hand, “gimme some hints here, brother. Gimme some tips, or let me like, rub your head or something and get some of that lover-boy charm of yours.” 
 
      
 
    That was me. Peter O'Dwyer. Born in Washington, moved out here after high school. I'd been told by Claire McKesson to not make any friends, form any long-term attachments, or let anyone get too close, or too suspicious. 
 
      
 
    “Talk less about yourself, less about politics, or anything else,” she advised. “Your job is to stay insignificant. Eat most of your meals at home. Don't go to bars, don't get drunk.” 
 
      
 
    “So, don't have fun,” I suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. You're hiding in fear of your life, not going on vacation.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked slowly as I looked into Billy's eyes. “I got no idea what you're talking about, man. I haven't been laid in months.” 
 
      
 
    Billy rolled his eyes and guffawed an awful, braying laugh. “Ha, right, dude,” he said, braying again. “I've seen the way those MILFs look at you, dog, at the way they get their husband to even go for the clear coat.” 
 
      
 
    “That's because the clear coat protects your paint job, Billy.” 
 
      
 
    He brayed out another laugh. “Right, man, right,” he said, slapping my upper arm again. 
 
      
 
    It's a funny thing when you're playing roles. If you act a certain way long enough, like really put your mind to becoming that thing, sometimes it sticks and you start to think it's not just a role. Maybe because it wasn't anymore. 
 
      
 
    I'd followed Claire's advice, had kept my own personality down. I listened more than I'd used to, kept my mouth shut twice as often as I ever had, and tried to just be all around more humble and not accept a single bit of credit. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to be a fly on the wall, a shadow in the back of the room. And that's what I became. 
 
      
 
    I thought that, maybe, just maybe, if I could keep my ego in check going forward, I'd be a better man. It had been my ego, after all, that had gotten me into this mess. Somehow, I'd thought I could almost single-handedly rip off a Russian mob boss, then outwit him into proving his own guilt. 
 
      
 
    I was wrong, of course. 
 
      
 
    And everyone paid the price for my ego. 
 
      
 
    All those months ago, Fed had warned me where we were headed. He'd told me I'd bring this all upon myself. 
 
      
 
    Boy, was he right. 
 
      
 
    Too late to tell him now, though. He was long gone, just like Jace and the rest of my life. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” I told Billy, then wiped a napkin across my lips, “see you out there. Got some cars to move, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Pete,” he said. “See you out there, buddy.” 
 
      
 
    I ain't your buddy, Billy. That was what I wanted to say at least. 
 
      
 
    But, instead, I kept my mouth shut. No one wanted to hear that trash from me. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    Wanna be bored out of your mind? Go work in an indie bookstore that specializes in old history books. Then live above it. 
 
      
 
    The only people you'll ever talk to that are your own age are delivery guys from the deli down the street. They'll leer at you, their eyes traveling up and down your body like they want to own it or possess you. 
 
      
 
    And the whole time you'll know that, in your previous life, they never could have afforded you. And you'll also know, too, that they wouldn't have known what to do with you, even if they could. 
 
      
 
    God, I wanted to tell them to fuck off and die, just so I could watch their little, sad faced wither. Not because I was mean, but because it would have made my life a little less boring. 
 
      
 
    I woke up. I opened the shop. I waited on the handful of customers that came in each day. I closed the shop. I went home. 
 
      
 
    Sometimes, though, I went to the movies on a Friday night. That wasn't too often, unfortunately. 
 
      
 
    And the worst part about it was that this whole thrilling, exciting life was led under the constant gray of the Seattle sky. It was like God had specialized in, and truly gone out of his way when it came to making me lonely. 
 
      
 
    New Miserable Existence! Only $9.99! Now with extra drizzle! 
 
      
 
    As I sat there at the cash register, staring out the front window at the streaks of damp running down the glass, I sighed. This was my life now. And, if I wanted to keep it, I had to stay boring. No impulsive actions, no one night stands, even if I'd wanted them. No drinking. No friends. Because that kind of life had nearly gotten me killed, once upon a time. 
 
      
 
    The phone rang, the old handset's ringer loud enough to disturb the dust on the even older books, and nearly sending me jumping. Even after three months of this place, I still hadn't gotten used to that ring. 
 
      
 
    “Walter's World of War, this is Andrea speaking.” 
 
      
 
    “Hi Jace,” Agent McKesson said on the other line. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it's you,” I said. “Hey.” 
 
      
 
    I know I should have been more excited to hear from an old piece of my previous life. I should have been nearly ecstatic to hear about anything that wasn't old books about old wars my dead papaw wasn't old enough to have even fought in. 
 
      
 
    But, I wasn't. 
 
      
 
    Instead, every time Claire called it was just another sad reminder of the life I'd left behind back in New Orleans. It called up all those memories, too, of those mistakes I'd made, and the things I'd left undone. 
 
      
 
    “Any word on Koen?” I asked, not even bothering to whisper. If there had even been a customer in here, their hearing wouldn't have been sharp enough to hear me if they were in the stacks. “Can you at least tell me how he's doing?” 
 
      
 
    “He's alive,” she said, as tight-lipped as ever, “and that's as much as you're going to get out of me.” 
 
      
 
    I grunted. “Still won't let me call him, will you?” I asked. I'd spent the first month begging her every chance I could. Just to give me his number at least so I could talk to him. I even promised to just call and hang up right away. Anything to simply hear the sound of his voice asking who was calling, or who was there. 
 
      
 
    Even sound of his breath would have been enough to set my world ablaze. 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” she said. “Besides, I'm here to see how you're doing.” 
 
      
 
    “Today is a Wednesday,” I said. “So, it rained. Guess what it did yesterday, and what it's going to do tomorrow. Come on, McKesson. Guess.” 
 
      
 
    Claire laughed a little. “Your pessimistic attitude isn't doing you any good,” she said. “You know that, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “But, surprisingly, it makes me feel warm and cozy like my boyfriend used to.” 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Jace,” Claire said, a little bit of chastisement in her voice. “You both agreed to this. You knew what the deal was. You took your shot, it didn't work. That's life, and it sucks. But that's how it is sometimes. But, at least you tried, right?” 
 
      
 
    I didn't respond. I just let my silence do the talking for me. 
 
      
 
    “Right,” Agent McKesson said. “Alright, I was just checking up to make sure you're fine. You know the drill, right? You spot anyone crazy or weird hanging around, you call me alright?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma'am,” I said, rolling my eyes even though she couldn't see me. “If I see something, I say something.” 
 
      
 
    “You got it, Jace. Talk to you soon.” Then she hung up, and I was back to my normal, humdrum, boring life. 
 
      
 
    I blew out a sigh. “Great,” I said before laying my head down on the counter. “Just fucking great.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
     I closed up the shop a few hours after talking to Agent McKesson on the phone. Wally, who was in back cataloging some new arrivals, agreed it was time to shut the place down, since there weren't likely to be any more customers. 
 
      
 
    Wally was a good man, not cranky or mean, or anything, and he never looked at me the way my Johns or the deli delivery guys did. He just treated me like any normal young lady off the street who happened to work for him. 
 
      
 
    “You doing okay, Andrea?” he asked, his voice warbling a little in that old man kind of way. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said, giving him a strange look. “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “You just look a little,” he said, pausing to think of the word. “Distracted?” 
 
      
 
    I'd been thinking about Koen non-stop since Agent McKesson's call earlier in the day. The way his arms had felt around me, how his soft, full lips crushed mine into submission when he kissed me, how he'd smelled, how he'd felt inside me. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “Nah,” I said, trying to play it off as best I could. “I'm fine Mr. Wally. You have a good night, okay?” 
 
      
 
    I headed out for the night. I went out the front door, locking it behind me, and headed around to the entrance that led up to the small fully-furnished efficiency that I rented from Wally. I tramped up the damp smelling stairs, unlocked the deadbolts on my apartment, and popped inside. 
 
      
 
    After eating a frozen meal for one and watching some bad reality TV, I decided to call it a night. It wasn't even nine-thirty yet. 
 
      
 
    I did all my hygienic maintenance for the night, then stripped down to just my panties and pulled on the tee shirt Koen had been wearing that day in the park. It still had grass stains on it, but I could tell his smell was fading despite the fact that I'd refused to wash it. 
 
      
 
    I crawled under the covers, surrounded by the faint smell of my missing man. He filled my nose, and my mind, as I drifted off to sleep.  
 
      
 
    In my sleep, I dreamed of him. 
 
      
 
    Koen's hands felt like velvety soft vices where they gripped my naked body. I struggled against his grip, knowing he liked it when I tried to struggle, but I couldn't break free of him. He pulled me close, his lips tracing down my flesh like firebrands. I was like a rag doll in his grip, a tiny thing that he could do with as he pleased. 
 
      
 
    We lay on his bed together, where we'd spent so many nights, and I moaned and writhed under his touch, needing to feel his hands on more of my body. I pressed myself closer to him, begging for more. 
 
      
 
    “You like this, Jace?” he asked as he gathered up my wrists in one hand and pinned them to the bed over my head. With his other hand, he explored my body, his fingers circling my nipples, tracing over my belly button. “Do you like belonging to me?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, moaning louder. I pushed myself into his wandering hand, inviting him to touch more of me, to enjoy more of me. 
 
      
 
    “Say it, then,” he nearly growled. “Tell me you like it.” 
 
      
 
    “I love it,” I said, going one better, knowing he would appreciate it. “I love feeling your touch.” 
 
      
 
    “Good girl,” he said, gifting me with his lips on one sensitive nipple. 
 
      
 
    I moaned again as pleasure slowly spread out from where he touched, as it slowly spread from my sex. 
 
      
 
    He leaned down, kissed me again. “Such a good girl,” he growled again, his voice raw with passion as his hand dipped down between my thigh and roughly parted my legs. 
 
      
 
    I moaned a little more loudly as his hands found my sex, as they began to tease me. He stroked up my inner thighs, his nails just barely grazing over my skin. 
 
      
 
    I needed him, I knew. Needed him like plants needed water, or we needed air. I moved my hips invitingly, trying to entice his hand to move higher, to give me what I craved. 
 
      
 
    Koen slid his hand higher, the tips of two fingers just barely stroking up and parting my lips. “Is this what you want, Jace?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Yes, sir,” I said. “I want it, please.” I spread my legs wider for him, anticipating what he would want next. 
 
      
 
    He slowly, so slowly, traced his fingers around the hood of my clit. I bit my lip, not wanting to call out too loudly, even as the pleasure began to well up inside me. I moved my wrists a little, just because I felt like testing him, then gasped as he squeezed his hand tighter together. 
 
      
 
    “Try it again,” he admonished, sliding two fingers into me and finding my g-spot, “and I'll have to punish you.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded as well as I could with my head thrown back and moaning under this incessant pleasure, secretly relishing the idea of a punishment by Koen. The feel of his strong hands on my backside, spanking me till I cried out for more. Just the thought of being bent over his lap, with his hard cock pressing into my stomach as he smacked my bare ass was too delicious to pass up. 
 
      
 
    He squeezed his hand tighter around my wrist, securing them, as he rubbed my clit with his thumb. 
 
      
 
    My whole body quaked with the new stimulation, and I arched up off the bed. I felt like I was dissolving into a puddle of liquid, erotic heat, even though I knew my whole body had seized and begun to shake. I came almost violently, crying out as he mercilessly played with my pussy, making me a puppet for that strong hand of his. 
 
      
 
    I knew what I wanted, now, as the orgasm rippled through my body like a set of tiny flares inside me. I looked down at him as I came down from the high of my orgasm. We locked passion-hooded eyes. 
 
      
 
    What fun is having someone in control if you can't test the limits of that control? I struggled against the hands gripping my wrists. 
 
      
 
    “What did I tell you?” he asked, sighing like I was a wayward strumpet. 
 
      
 
    I cringed back a little, giving him what he wanted to see. “Not to struggle, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Come here, then,” he said as he rearranged himself so his back was against the wide, heavy headboard and dragged me across his lap. It wouldn't have mattered if I'd tried to struggle, he was just too strong. Besides, I was craving it. “This hurts me more than it hurts you.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    I spanked her, not so much for punishment, but to show her I could. She pushed back, meeting each open-handed slap with a sharp, moaning cry. After each set of five, I carefully soothed away the pain, rubbing her smooth, reddened ass. 
 
      
 
    Slap. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Koen!” 
 
      
 
    Slap. “Count.” Another slap. 
 
      
 
    “One!” 
 
      
 
    Another. 
 
      
 
    “Two!” 
 
      
 
    My hand came down, smacked her perfect ass again as she wiggled under the swat. 
 
      
 
    “Three!” 
 
      
 
    This continued for a while, till she reached ten. My slick cock was hard as an iron bar, digging almost painfully into her stomach. I readjusted myself as she pleaded for me to play with her. 
 
      
 
    “Please,” she whined, her voice higher than normal, “just touch me again. Please.” 
 
      
 
    I stroked her puffy lips from behind, slid two fingers into her. 
 
      
 
    Jace moaned, spread her thighs for me as I reached down and grabbed one of her small, pert breasts, rolled her nipple in my fingers, and pinched. She cried out again, her whole body arching backwards, nearly coming up off my lap as I fingered her. She pushed back into my hand, grinding herself on my fingers. 
 
      
 
    “Oh God,” Jace cried out, her whole body purring like a finely tuned machine, “use me, sir. I'm yours, I belong to you. I promise you.” 
 
      
 
    I was tired of this slapping and playing, though. I wanted in her pussy again. I lifted her off my lap and helped her straddle me. “Now,” I said. “I want my cock inside you, now.” 
 
      
 
    Facing me, her small, firm tits pressing into my chest, I gripped her tightly by the hips. Together we lowered her pussy onto my cock, my head splitting her lips wide. “Oh, Koen,” she groaned, her voice several octaves lower than normal as her eyes went wide. “God, you feel amazing.” 
 
      
 
    It was like sliding into pure, liquid heat. I threw my head back against the headboard, groaning as she took all of me inside her. I moved my hips as I raised and lowered her tiny frame, fucking her like it was the last thing we'd do. 
 
      
 
    Our lips found each other in the dim light, hers soft and begging for my touch, mine crushing and hard. I pushed my tongue into her mouth, groaning as she sucked on it greedily. 
 
      
 
    I felt her tighten and contract around my cock, milking me as I fucked her. Her whole body convulsed and shook as she cried out into my mouth. 
 
      
 
    I moved her faster up and down my pole, dragging her up and down the whole length like she was a feather. I moved my hips, rubbing her clit with the base of my cock. 
 
      
 
    She broke away from my mouth, gasping for air. “Koen,” she cried out again, her whole body shaking. 
 
      
 
    I kissed her neck, pushed her back, sucked first one tit into my mouth, then the other. The whole time, a litany of words came from my mouth. “Do you like that, Jace? Do you like having my cock buried inside you? Am I making you cum all over my cock?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Koen,” she said, “God, yes. Please, don't stop.” 
 
      
 
    She shook again and cried out as her nails dug into my shoulders deep enough to almost draw blood. 
 
      
 
    The sharp pain from her cuts and gouges must have sent me over the edge. I picked up my pace, feeling my orgasm swelling inside my heavy balls. It felt like it had been ages since we'd fucked, since she'd drained me. 
 
      
 
    I sped up, dragging her up and down my cock, bouncing her on my lap in a blur. 
 
      
 
    She buried her mouth on my neck, sucking and biting me, her moans and groans loud enough for the neighbors in the next state to hear. “Yes! Fuck me, Koen!” 
 
      
 
    Finally, my whole body stiffened. It might as well have been a volcano spewing pleasure and warmth that erupted inside of me. My hands tightened down on her hips, holding her in place as I fucked her hard and fast. I tensed and cried out in the most intense orgasm I'd ever experienced, my whole body seeming to empty into her, filling her, mixing with her. 
 
      
 
    She began to shake as I came inside her, her beautiful sex clamping down on me as I thrust into her, stroking me from the inside. She cried out, her head thrown back, her neck bared to me. 
 
      
 
    I kissed her neck as I slowly came to a stop. I realized then, that I wasn't going soft. In fact, I was just getting warmed up. 
 
      
 
    She pressed her breasts into my chests, took my face in both hands, and kissed me again. 
 
      
 
    “Ready for round two, big boy?” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    I grinned. “We can go all night,” I whispered back before kissing her and flipping her on her back. 
 
      
 
    I awoke with a start, my mind still filled with the smell of Jace, the feel of her warm body pressed against mine despite the chill of the cooling sweat that covered my chest. Goddamn that had been intense! I hadn't had a dream that felt that real since I was just starting puberty. And, even back then, it hadn't felt so real. 
 
      
 
    “Jesus,” I said, realizing I had a hard-on from Hell. It was almost painful. I lay there in bed, shaking my head against my pillow. I glanced over at my alarm clock and checked the time. Four o'clock in the morning. I grumbled and lay back. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” I began to say to myself, but didn't finish my thought. I just closed my eyes, instead, and brought up the memory of the dream, of Jace crying out as I spanked her ass, as she ground against me. I reached beneath the covers, found my manhood, and started to do the only thing I could. 
 
      
 
    I didn't know how much longer I could do this. 
 
      
 
    Living without Jace was Hell. If I was never going to see her again, I might as well just hop a bus down to New Orleans and get this slow torture over with. What was the point, otherwise? 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    The bell hanging over the front entrance to Walter's World of War rang violently, its brass clapper banging like crazy, as the door opened. 
 
      
 
    I was in the back stacks, sorting through some items that had been misplaced. I mean, really, who would put The Crippled Eagles in the World War II section? I tucked the book under my arm and came around the corner of the shelf. “Hey,” I called out. “How are-” 
 
      
 
    “Jace?” 
 
      
 
    I stopped in my tracks, nearly dropped my copy of the out of print book right there on the floor. I shook my head from side-to-side. “No fucking way,” I said, my voice almost gone from surprise. 
 
      
 
    There, in all her glory, stood Benji. Still thin as a rail, with her high-pitched voice. She'd dyed her hair black, pitch black, and had gotten her eyebrow pierced. But, yeah, that was her, grinning from ear to ear. 
 
      
 
    I ran to her, she ran to me, and we met in the middle like the Germans and the Allies at the Battle of the Bulge. I'd been doing some reading in my downtime, okay? 
 
      
 
    We circled around, our arms clasped around the other. “Oh my god,” I said, realizing there were tears squeezing out from the corners of my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I hardly recognized you without makeup,” Benji said. 
 
      
 
    “Me?” I asked. “You, with your black hair and piercings.” I laughed as we broke apart and looked her up and down. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well, I can wear what I want now, right?” she replied, still grinning. 
 
      
 
    We went in, hugged again, laughed louder. Loud enough that I heard Wally's chair shift in the back room. “Andrea? You alright out there?” he asked in his quavering voice. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Wally!” I called back. “Mind if I take my lunch early? Old friend just came by.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, go ahead. It's raining today, so it'll probably be slow. Take all the time you need.” 
 
      
 
    I grabbed my purse from behind the counter. I grabbed Benji's hand as I flew past her and dragged her out into the Seattle mist. 
 
      
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked, laughing. 
 
      
 
    “Coffee shop!” I said. “I haven't been able to talk to anyone in months unless it was about Napoleon's campaigns or the Civil War, girl!” 
 
      
 
    “Months?” Benji asked and sighed. 
 
      
 
    We got into the coffee shop and ordered our drinks. Despite how empty the place was, we still kept the really deep chit chat, like what was going on with the F&BMC to a minimum while we waited. I wanted to be somewhere quiet and secluded before we went into all that. 
 
      
 
    After our drinks finally came, we headed off into the back area, with its small coffee table and overstuffed chairs. I cradled my cappuccino between two hands and settled down. Benji took the seat across from me, and after a quick glance around to make sure no one was paying any close attention to us, our words came out in a mutual avalanche. 
 
      
 
    “How's the MC?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Have you heard from Koen?” Benji asked at the same time. 
 
      
 
    We both laughed. “Okay,” I said, “you go first. You're the one who came all the way up here, right?” 
 
      
 
    She grinned. “Yeah,” she said in that high-pitched voice of hers, “things are going great. You have no idea. I managed to get the info out of that,” she dropped her voice low, “FBI agent on where to find you. I just wanted to see how you were doing, and to say thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “She didn't happen to tell you where to find Koen, did she?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “You guys still haven't spoken?” she asked, making a face. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and took a sip of coffee. I set the mug aside, frowning. “Still won't let us even know where the other is. He could be in Oregon for all I know.” 
 
      
 
    “I just don't get it,” my friend said. “We're all safe. Volkov hasn't come after the club at all. I mean, Hell, I still work there.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah? How's that going?” I asked, wanting to change the subject from Koen. It was painful to even think about, especially after my dream the night before. 
 
      
 
    She smiled coyly, almost conspiratorially. “I started dating one of the guys.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned, my eyebrows waggling. “In the club?” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. 
 
      
 
    “He cute?”  
 
      
 
    She grinned wider and pulled out her phone. She flipped through, showing me the pictures. He was cute as Hell, but still looked like a nice guy. Thankfully none of their dirtier shots came up as we went through the images. 
 
      
 
    As we went through the shots, though, my mind wandered back to Koen. We couldn't have that, the picture taking, the smiles, the feel of our bodies against each other, the taste of our lips. 
 
      
 
    None of it. 
 
      
 
    Benji must have noticed the change in my expression. “Jace, honey,” she said. “You need to talk to that agent, see if there's a way for you guys to be together. Like I said, Aleksey hasn't come after us. Things are fine.” 
 
      
 
    I knew why he hadn't gone after them, though. It was because Koen took all the heat on the deal. Now, Aleksey was focused on him. I shook my head, saying, “With Aleksey still out and in control, we're not safe, girl. He casually ordered us executed in that park, had Xavier murdered. As soon as we set foot in town, we'll have bullseyes on our backs. Even if we found each other, somehow, and stayed away, we'd always be looking back over our shoulder.” 
 
      
 
    Benji sighed and frowned. “Yeah, you're probably right.” She reached across and grabbed my hand, squeezed it tight. “Still sucks, though.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled a wistful little smile. “Yeah,” I said, squeezing back. “It sure does.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    I was standing at the edge of the dealership's main building, staring out into the sun-beaten lot, sucking down bad coffee from a cheap Styrofoam cup. My starched dress shirt itched my skin, the collar dug into my neck, and my tie felt ugly, like it was choking me. Even my face was irritated from the fresh shave that morning. 
 
      
 
    This was bullshit. Absolute bullshit. 
 
      
 
    I was wasting my life, here. Not only did I not have Jace by my side, but I couldn't ride my bike either. I had to wake up every morning, work a shitty job I hated. And the only consolation I had was getting to rub one out after my subconscious delivered up a hot dream. 
 
      
 
    I could just leave, though. I knew I could. I could start searching for my woman. Go high and low, looking everywhere. Just take what money I had, buy a cheap, reliable car from the owner here, then take off. Start in one state and zigzag across the country. Start someplace like Maine, then come back down through the states, stopping at each one. 
 
      
 
    Better yet, I'd start in Washington, work my way down to Oregon, then through to California. Check in every coffee shop, tattoo parlor, bar, book store. You name it, I could search it. 
 
      
 
    I took another sip of coffee, the bitter brew filling my mouth. It had been on the burner since the early hours of the morning, and it had picked up that acrid flavor a while ago. 
 
      
 
    As I swallowed it down, though, I realized that finding her wouldn't accomplish a damn thing. What made me think I was so damned special that I could find her and outwit the Russian mob while we went into hiding? Why did I think I could get away with it, when no one else had? 
 
      
 
    All it would do if I found her was put a target around our necks. What use would it be to get her back, just to be torn apart again right after? And, that time, forever? How much more bitter it would be to watch as Jace was put in the ground? 
 
      
 
    If The Wolf found us, the one that died first would be the luckier of the two. The one that lived would be stuck and alone until the ground ate them up, too. 
 
      
 
    No, if we were going to be back together, I had to put that crazy idea out of my head. 
 
      
 
    I frowned and poured out the rest of my coffee. 
 
      
 
    Aleksey had to go first. No other way about it. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    Benji stayed with me for a couple days, both of us sharing the small efficiency. It was cramped, but it was just like the old days. It was funny to think how much things had changed in just the last few months. We'd gone from being roommates and hookers, to working as bartenders and bookstore clerks. 
 
      
 
    A few days after she flew back to New Orleans, I got a call. 
 
      
 
    “Wally's World of War, this is Andrea speaking,” I droned into the receiver as I twirled an old pen with my fingers. 
 
      
 
    “Hello Jace,” Claire McKesson's voice said from the other side. 
 
      
 
    “Fancy hearing from you,” I said with a sigh. “Didn't you just call a little while ago? Checking up on me to make sure I'm not out running around looking for Koen?” 
 
      
 
    Claire laughed. “No, I'm just calling to see if you wanna come home.” 
 
      
 
    I dropped the pen. “What?” I hissed. 
 
      
 
    “We've got a lead, and I need you and Koen back here.” 
 
      
 
    “When?” I asked, suddenly breathless from the news. 
 
      
 
    “Yesterday, if possible. Figured you'd say yes, so I've already got a ticket in your name at the airport. You leave tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    I nearly cried from joy as I hung up the phone, despite the fact that I might be walking into a death trap. Anything could go wrong. Anything. 
 
      
 
    But, at least I'd get to see my man again. No matter what happened, that would be worth it. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    The agents had picked me up from the used car lot and taken me right to the airport. They asked if I needed anything from my old place, but I told them not to bother. All of it belonged to Peter O'Dwyer, anyways. 
 
      
 
    I touched down at Louis Armstrong New Orleans Airport later that night. It'd never felt so wonderful to have my teeth snapped together by a shitty landing. We bounced down the runway as we began to slow, then taxied to the gate. 
 
      
 
    Agent Claire McKesson was waiting for me when I walked out of the jet bridge and into the terminal. She smiled warmly. “No luggage?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Why bother?” I asked. “How'd you get in, anyways? Thought no one was allowed back here?” 
 
      
 
    She grinned. “Perks of the job,” she said. “Got a car out front waiting for us.” 
 
      
 
    “Is she going to be there?” 
 
      
 
    I had to ask. Ultimately, she was the only reason I'd come home. I wanted to take down Aleksey, of course. But, if I could do it with Jace by my side, that would be even better. 
 
      
 
    “Who?” Claire asked, teasing me a little. 
 
      
 
    “You know who.” 
 
      
 
    “Benji?” she asked, shaking her head. “No, Benji has to work tonight, I think.” 
 
      
 
    “McKesson,” I said, my voice carrying a note of warning with it. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, don't get your big bad biker briefs in a bunch,” she said, laughing a little at my expense. “Of course she'll be there. She touched down just an hour or so ago.” 
 
      
 
    We got out of the terminal and climbed into the back of a big black Tahoe with heavily tinted windows that was waiting for us. We sped through traffic, headed for our destination. 
 
      
 
    The office space was small, but discreet. Just a simple office in a business district on the outskirts of the city. No sign above it, or lettering on the doors. I briefly wondered if Fed would be there. Claire and I got out and headed inside while the driver stayed with the car. As we walked, I scanned the parking lot, searching for his bike or any sign of a friendly face. 
 
      
 
    Nothing. 
 
      
 
    We entered the building and headed back through the small reception area, which was nothing more than a vacant cubicle, without even a computer or phone set up within. With Claire in the lead, we turned down a hallway and went into the third door on the right. 
 
      
 
    And there, as the door opened, she was. Her hair was a little longer, her makeup a little less heavy. But, still, just as pretty as I remembered. She was seated at the conference table, surrounded by Fed and several of the other agents who had been working the case. 
 
      
 
    I was stunned. This was real, right? I almost pinched myself. 
 
      
 
    Jace, though, must have been waiting for this for hours. “Koen!” She sprang up from the table like a puma and came running at me. “Babe!”  
 
      
 
    She was on me in a flash, and I caught her in my arms as she wrapped her legs tightly around my waist. “God I missed you,” I said, pulling her close to me as we spun in a circle in the doorway, her shoes knocking against the metal frame of the door. We both laughed frantic, half-sobbing laughs. 
 
      
 
    She released me from the death-grip of her thighs and dropped to her feet. I leaned down, pulled her face close, kissed her hard. Our arms went around one another, completely oblivious as we disappeared into our own little world. 
 
      
 
    When we came back up, both grinning as we looked into one another's eyes, I realized Fed and the agents, even Claire, were giving us a light, sarcastic round of applause. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, you two,” Fed said. “Get a room later, we got work to do still.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked as I looked at Fed. I recognized him, that was for sure. But he was so different, now. Gone was the facial hair, the earrings. He'd even started to let his hair grow back out. And, to top it off, he wore khaki cargo pants and, of all things, a bright red polo shirt. 
 
      
 
    “Fed?” I asked, my arms still tightly wrapped around Jace. 
 
      
 
    “You got it, brother,” he said, grinning wide enough to split his face as he came over to me. He grabbed my hand and shook it before pulling me into a big bear hug. “Good to see you, man,” he grunted in my ear. 
 
      
 
    We clapped each other on the back. “Damn, Fed,” I replied, “what the Hell these monsters do to you?” 
 
      
 
    He let go of me and held me out at arm's length. “Me?” he asked as he reached out and brushed a piece of lint from my shit. “Look at you, man. Dress shirt and slacks and shit. They reformed your sorry ass.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned and hugged him again, both of us laughing. 
 
      
 
    Instead of just three months, it had felt like three years. Longer, even. 
 
      
 
    Agent McKesson cleared her throat from the head of the table. “When you three are done,” she said, “we can get down to business. Then, all of you can go get married for all I care.” 
 
      
 
    The three of us laughed, then took our seats. Jace and I sat next to each other at the conference table, our hands tightly clasped together where no one could see. So tight, it seemed, we'd never again let go. 
 
      
 
    “Probably wonder why we brought back,” Claire said, dropping a telephone book sized file on the conference table. “This is the accumulation of everything we know about Aleksey Volkov. We've been going back through this stuff day and night since we sent you into Witpro, trying to find something we could use to put him away.” 
 
      
 
    Jace and I both nodded. We knew she'd been doing everything she could to bring us back home. 
 
      
 
    “The problem, it turns out, is that we'd been looking at it all wrong. We'd been looking for ways to prove that he was illegally selling his arms and somehow hiding it off the books, coming up with fake serial numbers, fake figures. All of that. Every time the Port Authority would do an audit on a Volkov Arms truck, we'd get jack shit, though.” 
 
      
 
    She picked up another much slimmer folder and tossed it on top of the yellow pages thick one. “That right there, guys, is the information we got from Fed and Koen when we first all came into contact. I was going back through the files and I realized something didn't seem right, so we started going back through the information we'd obtained from the Port Authority on the comings and goings. Turns out, the trucks he's using aren't his own. We didn't realize it, until we started to match the times and dates you'd given in your accounts of the robberies with the shipment dates that the PA had. None of the trucks you robbed were coming in marked as Volkov Arms, they were under a host of other subsidiaries and shell corporations.” 
 
      
 
    I cocked my head to the side. I hadn't ever really thought about it, before, since I'd just been knocking over the trucks Fed's contact had been giving us. We didn't really need to know which companies he was using to run them with. That part hadn't mattered to us. 
 
      
 
    “Which explains a whole lot of things,” Agent McKesson continued. “We think he's stamping guns with serial numbers he already has in product, and hiding the costs and proceeds off books. What you were stealing, guys, wasn't from the main stash, what he sells legally to wholesalers and governments. They were guns that manufactured illegally to be sold overseas. Nothing ever shows up on his audits, or in his tax documents for Volkov Arms as a loss, because they were never there to begin with.” 
 
      
 
    “So,” Fed asked when Claire paused for a moment, “you're telling us, we weren't cutting into his company's profits at all? Like zero? Zip? Zilch?” Claire nodded in agreement. “We were stealing guns specifically made to be sold to people under the table? That they all had serial numbers linked to honestly bought guns?” 
 
      
 
    “Precisely. You never would have noticed they were fake because you didn't have access to the ATF's database.” 
 
      
 
    Aleksey had a solid plan, I had to admit. I mean, if anyone saw the guns, they wouldn't immediately think something was up unless they had the numbers in front of them. I leaned forward, my chin propped up on a fist. “Alright, but what can we do to help you? What do you need from us?” 
 
      
 
    “We were hoping,” Claire said, looking around at the table of FBI agents, “that you could help us pick out some of the trucks he might be using. We've been able to dig through his finances and figure out a financial structure using public records, but we think there's still gaps in our information. That said, some of our CI's have let us know that he's moving something, and soon. Maybe as early as tonight or tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Lemme get this straight,” Jace said as she leaned forward and looked around the table. “You want us to go down to the ports and point out which ones we recognize?” 
 
      
 
    “Nail. Head. Got it,” Claire said. 
 
      
 
    Jace looked to me, and I just shrugged. “Seems simple enough.” I turned back to Claire. “When? Right now? Tonight? I'm down.” 
 
      
 
    Claire flashed a bit of a smile. “We can start as soon as you're able.” 
 
      
 
    The meeting convened after that, and Jace and I climbed back into the Tahoe with Claire. This time Claire hopped up front in the passenger seat, and left the back to me and Jace. She and I snuggled up together, not giving two shits about whether or not there were two federal agents playing chaperone. 
 
      
 
    About an hour later we were down at the docks, with Claire and her driver using their federal authority to muscle past the guards. The sun was low in the sky, but the port didn't look like it was close to shutting down. Ships were still loading and unloading, and would be all through the night. 
 
      
 
    We cruised around the lot, the windows up, blocking any outsider's view of it. The agent carefully drove along the roadway, careful of any intermodal haulers coming through. Finally, we came to a stop as we approached a ship Claire thought might be used for the shipment out. 
 
      
 
    “That's it,” she said as she handed me a pair of binoculars. 
 
      
 
    I rolled down the window a little and peered out from the back, the binoculars pressed to my face. The tractor looked familiar, but I still bit my tongue. I'd been so cocky in the past, so full of my own ego, and had made so many wrong decisions. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think?” Claire asked. 
 
      
 
    Without saying a word, I slowly shook my head. I just couldn't afford to be wrong. I lowered the binoculars and passed them off to Jace. “Here, babe, you take a look. You saw the truck as well as I did.” 
 
      
 
    Jace looked at me uncertainly. “You sure?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said, nodding. “Your memory's as good as mine, right?” 
 
      
 
    She nodded and bit her lip, put them to her eyes. She spent even longer than I had, finally agreeing with me. “Yeah,” she said, nodding. “I'm pretty sure that's the one.” 
 
      
 
    “You sure?” Agent McKesson asked. 
 
      
 
    I grinned. “Yeah,” I said, kissing Jace on the cheek, “she's sure.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    We were back in shitty motels with bad sheets. Jace and I had both petitioned Claire for something a little ritzier for our first night together, but it really didn't matter in the end. The scratchy cloth of the linens and covers might as well have been silk for all we cared as we lay beneath them, naked and covered in sweat. 
 
      
 
    “Goddamn I missed you,” I said as I stroked Jace's face. “Every night, every morning. I couldn't think of anything else.” 
 
      
 
    She leaned in, kissed me, and grinned. “I took up reading books on old wars to try and get you out of my mind.” 
 
      
 
    “Old war books, huh? Did General Sherman's march to the sea make you forget me?” 
 
      
 
    “Not for a second,” she replied. “Now, D-Day and the beaches of Normandy, though . . .” 
 
      
 
    I pulled her in and kissed her again, over and over. “How about now?” I asked between kisses. 
 
      
 
    As she laughed and squirmed in my grip, the room's phone began to ring from her side of the bed. 
 
      
 
    “Stop it, Koen!” she squealed under the barrage of my lips. “I gotta get the damn phone!” 
 
      
 
    I let her break free of my grip and roll over to pick up the handset. “Hello?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    My eyes traveled down the curve of her back, the swell of her hips. I was already getting hard again just looking at her, remembering how she'd felt moments before. 
 
      
 
    She put the phone against her shoulder. “It's for you, babe. It's Claire.” 
 
      
 
    I got up and padded around to her side of the bed, still completely naked. I put the offered phone to my ear. “Yeah, Claire?” 
 
      
 
    “There he is,” Claire said, her voice unusually chipper and upbeat, “the man of the goddamned hour. How you feeling? You guys enjoying yourselves, yet?” 
 
      
 
    I felt Jace's long fingered hand wrap itself around my length. I glanced down and saw her lick those full lips in their perfect cupid's bow as she slid across the bed and closer to my manhood. Apparently, she was ready for another round, too. “Uh huh,” I mumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Just calling to give you guys an update. We took the information with your statement up to our bosses, and they've authorized us to start putting together the information for a search warrant on the company that rig from last night belonged to.” 
 
      
 
    Jace was swirling her tongue around the crown, now, and I'd leaned back a little as the pleasure began to flood into me, muddling my thoughts. Still, though, I tried to focus on Claire's words without letting her know what we were doing. 
 
      
 
    “We're ninety-nine-percent sure that this is going to be it,” Claire said. “We'll put this fucker away with everything you two have given us.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” I said, my voice sounding ridiculous to even me, the owner, “that's real nice.” 
 
      
 
    “It's fantastic news! Don't you get that?” Claire asked. “Wait . . .” 
 
      
 
    I groaned low as Jace slipped her lips completely over the head, taking me into her mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Are you two . . .? Oh, Jesus fucking Christ. I'd say get a room, but for Chrissakes, Koen. At least don't do it while I'm on the phone.” 
 
      
 
    I cracked a grin. “Don't blame me, Agent McKesson. She started it.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever. It's almost over, Koen. Talk to you soon.” She hung up the phone, crashing it down loudly in my ear. On purpose, I was sure. 
 
      
 
    “Good news?” Jace asked as she stroked me and beckoned me back into bed. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I crawled into bed with my woman, pinning both of her thin arms to the mattress. “We'll talk about it later, though. After.” 
 
      
 
    Despite the tenor of the conversation I'd had with Claire, and how confident she seemed, I was still secretly worried. I knew this wouldn’t be the end of Aleksey. Not by a long shot. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    Koen explained to me what was all was going on, about the warrant, about the company they were now looking into. It all sounded great on the surface. A win for the good guys, even if we were anything but. 
 
      
 
    “You don't seem as happy as Claire did on the phone,” Koen said, stroking my cheek. We were still naked in bed, and I could feel the heat rolling off his body like a furnace cranked up to full blast. “You okay?” 
 
      
 
    I turned and kissed his fingertips, then sighed. It was so wonderful to be back in his arms, to be back in New Orleans. Even the smell of the place, which was fucking awful, seemed like a good thing. The river rising up, filling my nostrils. And the hot sun, with all the mosquitoes and muggy air, beat the Hell out of Seattle's drizzly weather day in and day out. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said after a moment, “I'm happy that they might have a chance at getting him. That's good, you know?” 
 
      
 
    “But, still . . .” Koen said, pulling me into his arms. 
 
      
 
    “Still,” I agreed as I laid myself against his chest. “Tomlin's gone.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” he said. holding me closer and tighter. “I know. Aleksey took a lot from both of us, didn't he?” 
 
      
 
    I turned my head, kissed his broad chest, took a deep breath of his skin and musky man smell. 
 
      
 
    “I love you, Jace Spears,” he said after a while. “I'll love you till the stars burn out, and the world ain't nothing but darkness.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled, tears forming up at the corners of my eyes. They were the same words he'd said the first time he confessed to loving me. I'd believed him way back then, but not quite as fully as I did now. 
 
      
 
    He brushed my long auburn hair with the flat of his hand, kissed the top of my head. 
 
      
 
    “We're gonna make everything right,” he said. “I promise you.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    “I fucking knew there was going to be a catch,” I said under my breath, shaking my head at how unsurprising this all was. “I just knew it.” 
 
      
 
    “What was that?” the FBI tech asked as he wired me up with the listening device beneath my shirt and light jacket. 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” I asked. “Oh, nothing, man. We almost done?” 
 
      
 
    “Almost.” 
 
      
 
    I was sitting in the back of an FBI van, inside the parking garage of Volkov Arms down in Baton Rouge, two days after Claire had given me the good news over the phone. 
 
      
 
    Turns out, the case wasn't as airtight as they thought it would be. At least, the US Attorney's Office didn't seem to think so. For something this big, with so much money and creative accounting going on, so many go betweens and no video of the Wolf touching the money, they needed proof. Real proof. 
 
      
 
    And that meant a confession, on tape. 
 
      
 
    I'd raised my hand to volunteer so fast you'd have thought I was Billy the fucking Kid. 
 
      
 
    There wasn't much of a plan, this time. No warning for Aleksey, either. Just a rough idea of confronting him, getting him talking, and get him to admit what had been going on. 
 
      
 
    “All set, sir,” the FBI tech said. “Just a few tests and we'll be go.” 
 
      
 
    “Good deal,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    We ran through the short set of tests to check the connection, and placement of the microphone for best pickup. This had to count, and had to be good. 
 
      
 
    “We've got him on visual,” one of the men up front said. “Agent McKesson's truck has him spotted.” 
 
      
 
    “Guess it's time,” I said and, with my chest wired up like some bad 80s sci-fi movie, I hopped out of the van. I walked around it and out into the lane between the parking spots. Up ahead, I could see Aleksey Volkov with his cellphone pressed to his ear. Flanked by two bodyguards, he was headed to his Mercedes with briefcase in hand. Looked like it was the end of the working day for the Wolf. 
 
      
 
    He didn't glance my direction, and neither did the guards. I still hadn't had a chance to swing by my house and pick up my clothes, so I'd had to stick with my used car salesman get up. Jace had mentioned she kind of liked it. Said it felt like she was getting a new man in her life. 
 
      
 
    I approached his car as he was just about getting into it and came to halt. At this distance, I'd be a sitting duck. “Hello Wolf!” I called out as he beep-booped the alarm off and unlocked the door. “Aleksey Volkov!” 
 
      
 
    Aleksey stopped, his hand hanging in midair. “Excuse me?” he asked with his thick Russian accent as he turned back to me. He glanced at the two bodyguards, who were watching him for instructions. He nodded. “Do I know you?” he asked as the two security guys started to walk quickly towards me, hands stuffed inside their jackets. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I asked, my eyes solidly on the two likely-armed men coming my way. “Don't recognize me from the park a few months ago? Came to you with a deal?” 
 
      
 
    Aleksey raised a hand as he barked a command in Russian. The bodyguards stopped in their tracks, not more than ten feet away. Just like attack dogs. “Yes, I think I remember you. Mr. Baldwin, correct? Koen Baldwin?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What can I do for you today?” he sneered as he looked me up and down. 
 
      
 
    “Came here to talk about my grandpa, Xavier Baldwin.” 
 
      
 
    He made a face and shrugged his shoulders. “I do not know this man.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure you do,” I said. “You sent some of your lackeys after him because you thought I was coming after you.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed. “Oh, yes,” he said, clapping his hands together a single time. “The fat FBI agent who hated me so much. I remember him, now.” 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth together and balled my fists at my side. “You had him killed as a message to me.” 
 
      
 
    The Wolf shrugged. “Why would I do that, Mr. Baldwin? What do you think I am? Someone like you?” He switched to his sarcastic American accent. “An outlaw Billy bad ass?” 
 
      
 
    I took a step forward, my fists still at my sides. 
 
      
 
    His bodyguards took a half step back and drew their pistols from beneath their coats. 
 
      
 
    “I know who you are,” I said. “I know you a hundred times worse than me, or I could ever be. I know you sell guns all over the world, I know you run sex smuggling operations, I know you sell to anyone willing to pay. But you're not going to fucking get away with.” 
 
      
 
    He shrugged again, his hands out in front. “So fucking what, Mr. Baldwin? Why do think I won't get away with it?” He laughed. “You think this is, how do you yanks say, my first fucking rodeo? I'm Aleksey fucking Volkov, Baldwin. I'm more connected than you'll ever imagine, with more people protecting me than you could ever conjure up in your tiny American brain.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned, knowing he'd said enough. “Know what?” I asked. “You're probably right.” And, with those words, I did the sensible thing. I turned around on my heels and walked away. 
 
      
 
    Behind me, the Wolf just laughed. “That's it, Mr. Baldwin. Scurry away to your little suburban home. See if I won't find you,” he said, before switching to Russian and speaking another command to his security guys. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    I grabbed Agent McKesson by the shoulder. “Something's wrong,” I said, “get him out.” 
 
      
 
    We were all in the security van at the other end of the parking structure from where Koen was squared off with the Wolf. A camera they had trained on the pair of them, though, showed in almost perfect resolution what was really going on, though. Between that, and the feed coming in from the mic on Koen, we saw and heard everything that was going on. 
 
      
 
    We sat there, crowded around the TV monitor, watching everything unfold. I'd kind of drawn the worst spot, I guess, sitting on a folding chair right behind the driver's seat. I could see the TV just fine, but the audio could have been louder. 
 
      
 
    But, from the what I could hear of Aleksey, I knew something was up. He spoke freely, without a damn care in the world. No way he would admit to all this shit just so Koen would just walk away. He must have had one last ploy left to play. 
 
      
 
    Claire looked back at me, her eyes narrowed and searching. She didn't believe me, I could tell. She just thought I was getting nervous. 
 
      
 
    “You got what you need,” I said. “Get him out, now, or I'll go up there and do it myself.” 
 
      
 
    She sighed and shook her head. “Fine, Jace. Have it your way.” She turned and nodded to one of the agents sitting near the back of the van. “You heard the lady. Go bring her boyfriend home.” 
 
      
 
    Before he could go for the door, or even say, “Yes, ma'am,” though, the audible click of the hammer being drawn back on a semi-automatic pistol filled the security van. There were only so many places it could have come from. It sure as hell hadn't been Fed, who was right next to me. Or Claire, or even the agent Claire had ordered to get Koen. 
 
      
 
    “Not so fast,” a voice said from my left. “Mr. Volkov wants all of you right where you are.” 
 
      
 
    I turned and looked at the source. The driver had his pistol out, with the barrel leveled at Fed, Claire, and the other agent. He had a big silencer attached to the end of it, like you see in the movies. At this distance, everyone but me was in the line of fire. 
 
      
 
    “Really Jenkins?” Claire asked, clearly disbelieving what was happening. 
 
      
 
    “You have to even ask me that?” Jenkins replied. “You don't even let me in the goddamn office when you're having meetings.” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Fed added in, “kinda makes sense now, doesn't it? The whole not letting you in.” 
 
      
 
    “Shut the fuck up!” Jenkins shouted, the pistol shaking a little bit from his nerves. 
 
      
 
    I glanced down, realized he didn't have his finger on the trigger. Instead, it was resting up against the side. If any of the other three tried something, like going for their gun or rushing them, he'd be able to fire off a few shots before they could get to him. Me, on the other hand . . . 
 
      
 
    “I still don't even know what the fuck biker trash like you is even doing here,” Jenkins continued. “That's half the goddamned reason I flipped and started working for-” 
 
      
 
    I lunged forward out of my folding chair, grabbing his pistol and forcing it upwards to the ceiling. He got his finger on the trigger, and the gun quietly popped as he fired into the roof of the van. 
 
      
 
    Jenkins fought back, nearly wrestling it away from me, but Fed was soon by my side. Together, we kept the gun up and Fed was able to twist the gun away. 
 
      
 
    The turncoat screeched and there was a loud crack as Fed ripped the gun from his hand. “My fucking finger!” Jenkins yelled as he cradled his hand and its broken finger in his lap, a look of complete disbelief on his face. “My fucking finger!” he screamed again, holding it up to shake it at Fed. 
 
      
 
    “Serves you right, asshole,” Fed replied as he stepped back a little, out of Jenkins's reach. 
 
      
 
    I glanced down at the TV monitor as Fed got the situation under control, just in time to see The Wolf's bodyguards draw their sidearms. 
 
      
 
    “Claire!” I screamed. “He's going after Koen!” 
 
      
 
    Claire's attention turned back to the monitor, her eyes as big as saucers. She turned to the agent who had just been about to leave before Jenkins stopped us. “Go go go!” she shouted. 
 
      
 
    Fed looked back behind him at the FBI agents leaving to help Koen. He turned back to Jenkins, who was still clutching his busted hand, and cracked him hard in the temple with the barrel of his gun. “Not sorry,” he muttered, then we were scrambling out the door as Claire McKesson's shouts filled the air. 
 
      
 
    “FBI!” McKesson yelled. “Everyone get down!” 
 
      
 
    A single gunshot pierced the air. From inside the van, I couldn't tell which side fired. 
 
      
 
    My mouth went dry, my stomach dropped, and my heart felt like someone had just mainlined meth into me. Please God, I think, don't let it be Koen. Don't let it be Koen! 
 
      
 
    “Gun gun gun!” shouted Claire's partner. The pop-pop-pop-pop of 9mm peppered through the area, the report of the gunshots echoing throughout the concrete structure. 
 
      
 
    I flew out of the security van, my eyes searching for my man. I saw him, just beyond Claire, Fed, and the other agent. He was leaning back against the trunk of one of the parked cars, staying low and out of the way of any crossfire. 
 
      
 
    Beyond him, I saw Aleksey, his hands in the air. If I'd had a gun just then, I don't know what I would have done. 
 
      
 
    I ran forward in a crouch, my body as small as I could make it, as one of The Wolf's bodyguards dropped to the ground, a pistol tumbling from his slack hand to the parking garage floor. The other bodyguard was smart enough to put his hands in the air, avoiding the same fate as his buddy. 
 
      
 
    Aleksey dropped to his knees, his face serene like this kind of thing happened to him every day. He put both hands behind his head, a wide grin spreading on his face as the FBI agents approached.  
 
      
 
    “Koen!” I yelled, running forward. 
 
      
 
    “So nice of you to join us, agents,” Aleksey said in his thick Russian accent. “I'd like to speak to my lawyer,” he added without missing a beat. 
 
      
 
    His smile widened as they yanked him to his feet and put his hands behind his back so they could cuff him. “You know,” he said, “my men were just responding to the threat.” 
 
      
 
    Koen winced as I slammed into him. “Are you hurt?” I asked. “Did they get you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Claire said. “Sure, they were.” She began reading him his rights. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing you can throw against me will stick,” Aleksey continued, his eyes set on me and Koen. “You have no concrete evidence against me.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Koen asked. “Nothing concrete?” He tore open his shirt, showing Aleksey the wire he'd been wearing. 
 
      
 
    “Babe?” I asked, looking down at Koen's chest, and the red, sucking wound in his side. I tried to push him down by the shoulders, but he wouldn't budge. He just kept grinning at Aleksey, savoring his victory, even as I watched his eyes begin to waiver and skin begin to grow paler. “Babe, you need to lay down or something.” 
 
      
 
    Koen turned back to me, the grin on his lips fading. “Told you we'd get the fucker,” he whispered before sliding down the back of the car till he was sitting on the bumper. 
 
      
 
    “Koen? Babe?” I tried to catch him, to keep him supported, but he slipped off the rear bumper of the car and landed on the concrete as his eyes rolled back in his head. 
 
      
 
    “Fed!” I screamed, shaking Koen. I turned back to the agents who were busy reading the Wolf his rights. “Claire! We need a fucking ambulance!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    Coming to in the hospital was like reaching the surface after being lost in a pitch black ocean and finally figuring out which way was up. One moment you're surrounded by brackish nothingness, an unending infinity of cool shadows, and the next you're bursting through, and sucking in great big lungfuls of air. 
 
      
 
    My eyes fluttered open and tried to take in the surroundings, even through my stupor. 
 
      
 
    “Koen?” a voice asked. “You awake, babe?” 
 
      
 
    “I'll go let them know,” I heard another voice say. 
 
      
 
    “Drink . . .” I whispered, my throat harsh and dry, as I looked around. 
 
      
 
    Then, I saw her. Jace. My north star, my guiding light. The woman I'd killed for, the woman I'd taken a bullet over. And I didn't regret it for one moment. 
 
      
 
    Not feeling anything didn't hurt, either. Pain meds in the hospital are good shit. 
 
      
 
    She offered me the straw from a glass of water. I drank, already feeling more refreshed. I coughed a little when she took the water away, clearing my throat. “We get him?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    She reached down and grabbed my hand. “Yeah, we got him,” she said with a grin on her lips as a doctor and some nurses came in to check up on me. “See you soon, okay?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and she disappeared outside to join Fed in the hallway as the doctors and nurses worked me over. Turns out I'd been unconscious since the day before. They were soon done, though, and they let Jace come back in for a moment, with the doctorly advice of “let him get some rest.” 
 
      
 
    Jace was still smiling from ear to ear as she shut the door behind her and came to my bedside. She wore a conservative top, more conservative than I'd been used to, at least, and a mid-thigh skirt with a floral print that matched the rest of her outfit. “You gave me a scare. Me and Fed,” she said as she climbed partially onto the bed with me, showing a little bit of leg. 
 
      
 
    And, Christ, what legs. A whole day asleep was apparently getting me excited. I smiled, already feeling better. “Didn't think I'd pull through, huh?” 
 
      
 
    She laughed. “Just . . . just don't do that again, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Square off with a Russian mob boss while I'm completely unarmed, you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” she replied, brushing my hair off my forehead and touching my cheek, “that.” 
 
      
 
    “You're no fun,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “No fun, huh?” she asked before leaning down to kiss me. 
 
      
 
    Her lips were like ambrosia as they touched mine. Sweet, beautiful, soft, wonderful as she groaned into my mouth. 
 
      
 
    “I thought I lost you,” she said as she broke our kiss. 
 
      
 
    “Lose me?” I asked, reaching out for her and pulling her up onto the bed. I felt weak, but not entirely helpless. “I was right where you left me.” 
 
      
 
    She tried to slap my hands away. “Doctors say you need to rest,” she said, giggling as I put my hand on her thigh. I noticed she didn't slap that hand away, though. Instead, she just spread her legs a little farther. 
 
      
 
    “I feel great,” I said as I pulled her on top of me, my hand still on her thigh, and climbing. “They've got me on a morphine drip.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddamn you, Koen Baldwin,” she said, her exasperation turning into tantalization as my hand slid higher and found the front of her panties. She sucked in a breath as my fingers began to tease her, leaned down and kissed me again. 
 
      
 
    We broke our kiss. “How about, instead of damning me, you just remind me why it's so wonderful to be alive?” 
 
      
 
    Jace giggled. “Fine,” she agreed, and kissed me again. I moved my hand around, grabbed her panties' waistband and pulled them down her slim, shapely legs. “I can't believe we're doing this,” she whispered as we tossed her underwear aside and went back to kissing as my hand slipped back up between her thighs and found her sex. 
 
      
 
    Whether she believed it, or not, my fingers could tell she was at least excited by it! 
 
      
 
    She threw a leg over me and straddled my waist. Her hair fell like a curtain around my head as we continued to make out, my hands running up and down her back, pulling her skirt up in back. 
 
      
 
    She reached down between us, got my gown out the way. She wrapped her hand around my already excited cock. “Don't go too crazy,” she whispered with a smile as she began to stroke me. “I don't want to pull out your stitches.” 
 
      
 
    “Only bitches need stitches,” I said, grinning with a little help from the pain medication. 
 
      
 
    With my gown out of the way, she lowered herself down my body. She redirected my manhood, parted her lips with my head. 
 
      
 
    I groaned, the pleasure already adding to the meds. My eyes rolled back a little from the intensity of it. “Fuck, Jace, just put me inside you.” 
 
      
 
    She pressed her lips to mine again as she lowered herself back onto my cock, consuming me with her hungry lips. 
 
      
 
    It was like a little piece of heaven as she slipped over me like the purest sex ever. I tried to move my hips, but she put a hand on my chest, making me stop. 
 
      
 
    “You try to get all rambunctious, babe,” she whispered with an evil look in her eyes, “and I'll go finish myself off in that chair over there instead. Promise.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” I groaned as she slid up and down my length. “Would you make me watch?” I asked, images of her playing with herself in the hospital chair flooding my mind. 
 
      
 
    “You wouldn't be allowed to touch yourself, either,” she said, kissing me again and pushing her tongue into my mouth. 
 
      
 
    I groaned into her mouth, my tongue swirling around hers. I fought and kept my hips perfectly still. She rode me like a champ, soft and slow and smooth, making sure I could savor every nook and cranny of her beautiful pussy. 
 
      
 
    Soon, her breath was coming faster, and we had to break our kiss so she could breathe. She worked her hips and legs, fucking herself a little faster on my tool, panting with the pleasure. She let out a loud, low groan as she ground herself on my cock. 
 
      
 
    I felt her tighten around me, massaging my length as she shook in my arms. 
 
      
 
    I was right behind her. I held her tighter, my arms refusing to release her ever again. I held her in place on my cock, my hips just barely thrusting as I emptied myself into her. 
 
      
 
    We kissed again, moaning into each other as our bodies shook in our mutual orgasm. 
 
      
 
    “God,” I whispered, “I do love you, Jace Spears.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    “I love you, too, Koen Baldwin,” I whispered back before dropping my head on his chest. “Till the stars burn out, and the world is nothing but darkness.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” her replied before kissing the top of my head, “stop stealing my lines.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned, my cheek still pressed to his chest. “Stolen line, or not,” I said with a sigh, “I'm serious.” I pushed myself up a little and got up next to him in the bed. “I'll ride or do whatever crazy shit you got in mind, forever. No matter what.” 
 
      
 
    “I think,” he said, one eyebrow raised, “we're gonna keep it to riding from here on out. I'm keeping the bike, but I'm putting the whole MC shit away. Definitely not running guns anymore, that's for damn sure.” 
 
      
 
    I reached up, put the back of my hand to his forehead. “You sure you were feeling well enough to screw?” I asked in a mocking tone. “Or is that just the meds talking?” 
 
      
 
    He laughed and batted my hand away. “Nah,” he said, “I'm serious, Jace. I wouldn't mind having a life where I don't get shot at, or have to worry about my friends getting murdered. First thing I need to do, though, is find some woman to make me an honest man.” He gathered up my left hand in his, squeezed it. 
 
      
 
    I couldn't help but widen my eyes in surprise at his words. My heart jumped like I'd stuck a fork in an electric socket. Was he . . . was he really asking me? 
 
      
 
    “So, how about it?” he asked, bringing my ring finger up to his lips and kissing it softly. “Will you marry me, Jace Spears?” 
 
      
 
    “Y-yes! Of course I will!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    Like most little girls, I daydreamed about what my perfect wedding would look like. I'd be dressed in white, it'd be in the little church mom dragged us to on Christmas, and all my family would be there. My bridesmaids would all be wearing light pink dresses, because I loved pink back then. The flowers would be everywhere, so thick and full in their bouquets that you'd think we were in an arboretum with how strongly the place smelled. The minister would perform our wedding, his voice perfect, his readings on point. 
 
      
 
    My man would be handsome, and tough, good with his hands, and a good kisser. Definitely a good kisser. 
 
      
 
    At least, I got the prediction on my beau right! 
 
      
 
    Together, Koen and I stood in our leathers on the balcony overlooking the barroom at Club Hellfire, the same landing where he and Happy had staged the coup six months before. Holding each other’s hands tightly, we stood in front of Happy, who was more proud than anyone to be officiating. Apparently, he'd handled all the weddings, and was a minister from some online church. But, hey, at least it was legal! 
 
      
 
    Behind me stood Benji, still my best friend. Behind Koen stood Fed, who'd rejoined Fire and Brimstone. 
 
      
 
    “Now, all y'all,” Happy called down to the crowd, “the bride and groom have written their own vows, and they'd like to say them to each other now. First, though, y'all got the rings?” 
 
      
 
    Jace and Benji both stepped forward and handed the rings to Happy. He looked down at them and whistled before holding them up for the crowd to see. “Rings are symbols,” he declared. “Symbols of love, of vows meant never to be broken. They're precious things, made from precious metals stronger than the bones of any man, as strong as the vows we make when we join Fire and Brimstone.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd murmured its approval. 
 
      
 
    “May these rings serve as a physical symbol of their word, of their bond between each other,” he said, handing the rings to each of us.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded to me. “Jace.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Happy, smiling. 
 
      
 
    I could feel the tears welling up in my eyes, threatening to spill from the corners and start ruining my mascara. I fumbled with the plain tungsten wedding band we'd gotten for Koen, but managed to slip it onto his finger. 
 
      
 
    I went to speak, but couldn't. There was just too much swirling around in my breast, and I had to search for my voice, for the words I'd written so many days before. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, girl!” shouted one of the bikers from down on the floor. “We got beer to drink!” 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” I yelled back, finding my voice pretty damn quick. “Give a lady a moment!” 
 
      
 
    The crowd burst into laughter and Koen grinned down at me, squeezing my hands in support. 
 
      
 
    I licked my lips as I looked back into his eyes. “Koen, you found me at my worst, at my lower point ever. You picked me up, you dusted me off, you made me whole again.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes began to water, began to swim as I watched his mist up. 
 
      
 
    “With this ring, I promise that,” I continued, “as you and I ride down this road we call life, I will never forsake you, will never abandon you, will never let you go. I will pick you up, I will dust you off, I will keep you whole.” 
 
      
 
    There, I'd said them. They were the truest words I've ever spoken. But, that's what love is, it's a kind of truth you carry in your breast. A kind of truth that can guide you to where you need to be, if you just let it. I'd been lost, acting wild and crazy. My love for this man had saved me.  
 
      
 
    And I knew in my heart of hearts that agreeing to marry Koen Baldwin was the best, and smartest, decision I'd ever made. 
 
      
 
    I glanced to Happy, and nodded to let him know I'd finished. 
 
      
 
    “Koen? You ready, brother?” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    I hadn't taken my eyes from Jace since she walked into the bar, just like I hadn't been able to take my eyes from her since we met at the hotel. 
 
      
 
    I took the wedding ring and slipped it over her ring finger. Smiling, we glanced into each other's eyes as it slid down her slender finger and settled in place. 
 
      
 
    “Jace, I'm a prick and everyone knows it,” I said, pausing for the hoots and hollers of agreement to die down a little bit. “My ego's so big I should probably have a wide-load sign when I ride down the highway.” More laughter from the crowd as I gripped her hands tighter. “But, since I met you, I realized something. For a woman so little, you sure know how to cut a big guy like me down to size.” 
 
      
 
    I watched as she blinked away tears. 
 
      
 
    “We've both lost a lot in our lives,” I said, my voice as even as I keep it. “But I know that your momma, your brother Tommy, my Grandpa Xavier, and even old Gator Baldwin are up there in Heaven-” 
 
      
 
    “Don't be so sure about where Gator's cooling his heels!” cried a voice from the first floor, and the whole place erupted in cheers and laughter. 
 
      
 
    I turned back to the crowd, shouting, “Daddy's heels probably ain't cold, that's for damn sure!” The crowd roared as I turned back to Jace. “Like I was saying, though. All our family's looking down, watching us, and hearing what we're saying. And I promise, as much to them as I do to you, you'll be my one and only ‘til the end of time. I'll be by your side as you look out at the sunset, and I'll be your companion as we ride through life. I love you, Jace Spears. You're my ol' lady.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd cheered as I finished up my vows. 
 
      
 
    “Settle down!” Happy yelled down at the crowd. “We're almost done here, then we can get to the beer and brown liquor!” 
 
      
 
    More cheers of agreement, that soon quieted themselves. 
 
      
 
    “Love's a goddamned beautiful thing!” Happy exclaimed. “And, by the power vested in me by the Fire and Brimstone MC and the State of Louisiana, I pronounce y'all biker and wife! Now kiss that bride!” 
 
      
 
    The whole bar erupted in cheers and roars of approval as I pulled Jace into my arms and kissed her. We pulled back, both grinning up into each other’s misty eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Folks!” Happy called from beside us, his voice barely rising above the thunderous roar of the assembled guests. “May I present to you . . . Mr. and Mrs. Koen Baldwin!” 
 
      
 
    Needless to say, things kinda devolved from there. Bikers love a good wedding. And the best biker weddings are the ones where the owner of your favorite bar's the one getting hitched. The party kept rocking late into the night. 
 
      
 
    As we mingled with the crowd down below, and Fed, Benji, Jace, and I did a round of shots to celebrate, we got a real surprise. And the best wedding gift ever. 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations, guys,” said a familiar voice.  
 
      
 
    We all turned around from our spot at the bar.  
 
      
 
    “Well, well, well,” I said, grinning as I looked the out of place visitor up and down. “Agent Claire McKesson. Just slumming, or are you here on business?” 
 
      
 
    “Little of column A,” she said, smirking, “little more column B. Got good news, and I figured you'd like it in person. Volkov Arms is finished, and Aleksey's going down with it. Just got confirmation that, after he's charged here, they're sending him to the International Criminal Court. He's going down for War Crimes, guys, and we got you four to thank.” 
 
      
 
    Fed cheered and clapped his hands. It was the most excited I'd seen him in months. “Well, this calls for an even bigger celebration!” He reached behind him and grabbed the bottle and an extra shot glass. He poured another round, including one for our favorite FBI agent. 
 
      
 
    “To never having to fucking work with you again, Agent McKesson,” I said as I held the shot up in toast. 
 
      
 
    “Here, here,” she agreed, with a wink. 
 
      
 
    Together, the five of us downed our shots and tried to put the past that much further behind us. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Forty – One Year Later 
 
    Jace 
 
      
 
    I don't why I thought it was a good idea to have an outlaw biker's baby, but I had. “Goddammit, Koen! You can't take me to the emergency room on the back of your fucking bike!” 
 
      
 
    “What?” he asked, his eyes frantic and wild as he looked up at me, his foot hovering where it was just about to stomp down and start up his chopper. “Oh, fuck! I'm sorry, babe!” He hopped off the bike and fumbled for his keys as I waddled around to the passenger side of his Camaro SS. 
 
      
 
    He let me in and I settled into the passenger seat while he threw all our stuff in the trunk. Soon, he was hopping into the driver seat. He started up the car and threw it in reverse. 
 
      
 
    “Garage door, honey,” I said before he slammed his foot down on the gas. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” he said, shaking his head. He punched the garage door button. 
 
      
 
    He threw the car in reverse as soon as it was safe, then laid down some burnt rubber as he took for the hospital. As he drove he peppered me with a thousand questions, all of them sounding frantic from the way he asked them. How close were my contractions? Did I need anything? Were the bumps too much for me? 
 
      
 
    “Koen!” I finally said, cutting him off. “Chill. The. Fuck. Out. We're having a baby, not trying to take down a Russian mob boss here. Just get me to the damned hospital, and we'll be fine. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    He reached down, grabbed my hand. 
 
      
 
    I squeezed the living shit out of it as I felt a contraction. 
 
      
 
    “We're gonna be fine,” I reminded him. “We're gonna be great parents, okay? Like we never had.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” he said, finally, still wincing from my hand squeeze. “Yeah, you're right.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
    Koen 
 
      
 
    As I looked into little Tomlin Xavier Baldwin's eyes, I realized that this was the dividing point in my life. The point where I'd be able to someday look back and point at it and say, “That's where I changed.” 
 
      
 
    My wife touched my side as I held little Tommy. “He's got your eyes,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “You think so?” I asked, grinning like an idiot as I turned to her. “He's got your nose, that's for damn sure.” 
 
      
 
    “The Spears nose,” she whispered, reaching up to tug at his toes. 
 
      
 
    I wouldn't be going back to work for a little while. Tommy's godfather Fed could hold down the shop, there. After all, we were just selling used cars. Wasn't like we were running guns, or anything. 
 
      
 
    But, still, as I looked down into my son's half-closed eyes, I knew that the road ahead was gonna be rocky. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” Jace groaned from the bed, pulling me from my thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I asked, worried that something was really wrong. 
 
      
 
    “Just realized we're gonna have to do PTA.” 
 
      
 
     Even with all the shit this boy's momma and I'd pulled off in the past, the future held the biggest challenge we'd ever faced: being ex-outlaw parents. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed the book. If you did, leave a review on Amazon! I would greatly appreciate it.  
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    Biker’s Baby: Devil’s Wings MC 
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    I can feel the biker’s baby growing inside me. 
 
      
 
    A whorehouse, a police raid, and a case of mistaken identity… 
 
    It’s a brutal recipe that’s left me tied up in the bed of a sexy, vicious biker. 
 
    Connor Ryan is determined to wring the truth out of me, by any means necessary. 
 
    I’ll resist all I can, but we both know the truth: he’s going to break me, and then he’s going to use me – in any way he wants. 
 
      
 
    When I promised my friend that she would never have to go back to whoring, I had no idea I would be forced to take her place. 
 
    But when she betrays me, I’m given to Connor Ryan… and my life takes a turn for the worse. 
 
    I’ve spent years running from my past. 
 
    But now, this bad boy biker is going to tie me down and make me do whatever he wants. 
 
      
 
    Connor knows I’m lying, and he’s determined to make me confess – or else. 
 
    The longer I defy him, the more determined he is to twist my body to its limits. 
 
    The sick truth is that part of me doesn’t mind this sinister game… 
 
    As long as it’s him I’m servicing. 
 
      
 
    But when I find out that my loved ones are dying while I hold out, 
 
    I’m forced to make a decision: 
 
    Do I keep up this charade… 
 
    Or do I submit and bear the biker’s baby? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Bad Boy’s Toy: A Bad Boy Hitman Romance 
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    I’ll put a baby in the escort’s belly. 
 
      
 
    She’s a whore on the run from her pimp. 
 
    I’m an enforcer looking for a new gig. 
 
    She thinks she can use me to help her climb out of her sh*thole of a life. 
 
    But I know how much her body is worth, and I’m determined to wring it for every last cent. 
 
      
 
    Micah 
 
      
 
    Don “Daddy” Williams is a sadistic bastard. 
 
    He painted a pretty picture of his business when I first arrived, desperate for cash. 
 
    But it didn’t take long before I realized his house was the farthest thing from legitimate. 
 
    He’s a pimp, a flesh trader – not a businessman. 
 
    And he doesn’t like taking no for an answer. 
 
      
 
    So when I tell him I don’t want to sleep with strangers for money, 
 
    He drops me off at a rough roadhouse with no protection. 
 
      
 
    I was about to get manhandled – or far, far worse… 
 
    Until Ford showed up. 
 
      
 
    The hired thug might be my only chance to escape. 
 
    And I’ll do whatever it takes to make it to Hollywood. 
 
    Even if it means letting him own me completely. 
 
      
 
    Ford 
 
      
 
    I was sick of my life. 
 
    Sick of hurting people. 
 
    Sick of stealing.  
 
    And most of all, sick of working for an old fox like Daddy Williams. 
 
      
 
    I want out. 
 
      
 
    But the future seems bleak, until a little gem named Micah catches my eye. 
 
    She’s in way over her head, and without me, she’s dead meat. 
 
    I lend a helping hand and get her out before something bad happens. 
 
    But she’s no fool – she knows I want something in return. 
 
      
 
    Her body. 
 
      
 
    I take her over the hood of my car, in a diner, in a filthy motel. 
 
    And when I find out she’s stolen from me, 
 
    I chain her up in a dungeon and make her beg for my forgiveness. 
 
      
 
    But when I learn that Daddy desperately wants his best working girl back, 
 
    I’m forced to make a choice. 
 
    Do I sell her back to the violent sex trafficker? 
 
    Or do I keep her for myself? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chopper’s Baby: Savage Outlaws MC 
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    He snatched me up and filled me with his baby. 
 
      
 
    I shouldn’t submit to him. After all, he kidnapped me. 
 
    I should do something – run, scream, fight back. 
 
    But one look into his icy eyes and I know the truth: I’m not going anywhere. 
 
    I’m going to stay here. Submit to his touch. 
 
    And I’m going to have his baby. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kelsey 
 
      
 
    I knew when I started that this was a dangerous game. 
 
    But I needed answers, and one of these bastards had to know who killed my sister. 
 
    I’d do whatever it took to find the murderer. 
 
    Even if it meant letting a hideous monster f*ck me like a dog. 
 
      
 
    Spike Lawler claimed me as his old lady before I even knew to resist. 
 
    Now, he says he’ll never let me go. 
 
    I’m trapped and drowning, a helpless victim to his disgusting wrath. 
 
      
 
    And when he finds out I’m pregnant, the last windows of opportunity to escape are slammed shut. 
 
    But here’s what Spike doesn’t know: 
 
    The baby isn’t his. 
 
      
 
    And the man who gave it to me is coming to claim his child. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chopper 
 
      
 
    I’m sick of standing idly by. It’s time to strike. 
 
    Spike Lawler is soft. Weak. Arrogant. He thinks I can’t do a thing to him. 
 
    But he doesn’t know that I’ve learned his secret: 
 
    His old lady, his most prized possession, is pregnant. 
 
      
 
    I’m going to hit him where it hurts the most. 
 
    The plan comes together perfectly, and before I know it, 
 
    I have his old lady tied up in my clubhouse basement. 
 
      
 
    I go down to interrogate her, only to come face-to-face with a stunning realization. 
 
    She’s not just some pawn in this power struggle. 
 
      
 
    She’s the mother of my baby. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



BROKEN ANGEL: Devil’s Route MC 
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    She was an angel when she met me. She was broken when she left. 
 
      
 
    One night in my bed ruined her for good. I left her with aching lips, dark desires… and a secret baby. 
 
    Eight years later, she’s back, and desperate for more of the same. 
 
    But there are shadows on her tail – an ex-husband thirsty for blood. 
 
    Well, he’d better come ready. I’ll die to protect what’s mine. 
 
      
 
    Halley Talin should have stayed in my past. 
 
    We had one night together – one hot, filthy night, a night where I showed her how pleasurable the shadows can be. 
 
      
 
    I knew she’d never forget it. 
 
    But I had to move on.  
 
      
 
    I had a club to ride with, and that was all the family I ever wanted. 
 
      
 
    At least, that’s what I used to think. 
 
      
 
    Then Halley came knocking on my door once more. 
 
    She was just as stunning, just as sweet. 
 
    But something dark lingered behind her eyes. 
 
      
 
    And when she stepped aside, she revealed something that left me damn near speechless –  
 
    A son I never knew existed. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know the first thing about being a father. 
 
    All I know is crime and violence and the craven thrill of making a woman beg and moan. 
 
      
 
    But for the first time in my life, I have something to lose. 
 
    Something to fight for. 
 
    Something to protect. 
 
      
 
    And I’ll be damned if anyone is going to take it from me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CAGED: A Dark Bad Boy Romance 
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    I’VE GOT HER CAGED AND DESPERATE FOR A TASTE OF THE BAD BOY. 
 
      
 
    The boss only wants Joey Banks straightened out, but I’ve got a different plan in mind. 
 
    I’m going to kill the man and take the smuggling route for my own. 
 
    No one else needs to get hurt. The plan is as simple as it gets. 
 
      
 
    Until I meet Joey’s daughter. 
 
      
 
    She might look like an angel… 
 
    but she f*cks like the devil.   
 
      
 
    And then I find out she’s letting me reel her back in so she can get her own revenge on her father. 
 
    Fair enough; I can respect a little deception. I’m no stranger to it myself. 
 
    We might even have made a good team – if she hadn’t turned on me. 
 
      
 
    Now I’ve got no choice but to call in a siege.  
 
    I’m going to have to fight my way out, but I’m not leaving empty-handed. 
 
      
 
    I’m taking that fiery b*tch with me no matter what. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



AFFLICTED: A Dark Bad Boy Romance 
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    I’M AFFLICTED WITH THE NEED FOR CONTROL. 
 
      
 
    Koen 
 
    She chose the wrong man to beg for help. 
 
    I’m not the one she wants. 
 
    She’s looking for a saint, a nice guy. 
 
    But the closest I’ve been to a bleeding heart is when I ripped the organs from my enemies’ chests. 
 
      
 
    And yet, here she is. 
 
    She’s a queen of chaos spinning webs of lies. 
 
    But every time I try to dismiss her, she finds a way to stick around. 
 
      
 
    Fine. Have it your way, princess. 
 
    If you’re going to be here, you’re going to do things my way. 
 
    You’ll kneel when I order it. 
 
    Strip when I ask. 
 
    Moan when I command. 
 
      
 
    This is my world, and as long as you’re in it, you will do exactly as I say. 
 
      
 
    Jace 
 
    I didn’t ask for any of this. 
 
    I didn’t ask to be a working girl. 
 
    I didn’t ask to watch my pimp murder my little brother in cold blood. 
 
    Most of all, I didn’t ask to run away… straight into the arms of Koen Baldwin, the man responsible for this entire sickening operation. 
 
      
 
    But I never had a choice. 
 
      
 
    I belong to Koen Baldwin from the moment I meet him. 
 
    He’s a sinner, a bastard, a killer, a rogue.  
 
    He’s the reason I’m in this nightmare. 
 
      
 
    So, with nothing left to lose, I’ve got one mission in mind: 
 
    I’m going to do whatever it takes to get my revenge. 
 
      
 
    I’ll sleep with Koen. 
 
    I’ll help his business. 
 
    I’ll rally his men. 
 
    Hell, I’ll wash his goddamn laundry, if that’s what he wants. 
 
      
 
    But at the end of the day, I’m going to do just one thing: 
 
    Send Koen Baldwin to hell where he belongs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



HELLFIRE: A Dark Bad Boy Romance 
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    He’s as hot as hellfire – and dangerous as sin. 
 
      
 
    Gunner Wilson is the human equivalent of a motorcycle – loud, dirty, and built to ride all night long.  
 
    He’s spent a night with damn near every girl in Texas.  
 
      
 
    Well, every girl except me.  
 
      
 
    I’m new in town, but I haven’t even been here for a full day before Gunner saunters over and starts tempting me towards his bed.  
 
    He’s hot as hell and I’m dripping wet just looking at him… 
 
    But I’m not that type of girl.  
 
      
 
    Silly me. 
 
    I might as well have just slept him.  
 
      
 
    But how was I to know the truth?  
 
    That, in just a little while, I’d be married to the bastard… 
 
    And pregnant with his baby. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Bearing His Baby: Fallen Knights MC 
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    I'll give him my body. I'll bear his baby. But I won't fall in love. 
 
      
 
    SARA 
 
    Ever since my parents lost everything, I've been dreaming of building a brand new future. 
 
      
 
    Danny Reynolds says if I have his baby, he'll give me enough money to start over again.  
 
    Sounds simple, but he's not a simple man. 
 
      
 
    He's rugged, tough, and a long-standing member of the Fallen Knights MC. 
 
    I knew at a glance that sleeping with him would change everything. 
 
      
 
    But I did it anyways. 
 
      
 
    Now I have what I thought I wanted – I'm pregnant with his child. 
 
    So why isn’t it enough? 
 
      
 
    Why do I want Danny, too? 
 
      
 
    DANNY 
 
    The last thing I need is a baby. 
 
    But it was my dad's dying wish and the only way to get my inheritance.  
 
    Fine.  
 
    I'll find some woman to have my kid.  
 
    But I will not settle down. 
 
      
 
    I've got my life with the Fallen Knights.  
 
    I don't need distractions.  
 
    I just need solutions. 
 
      
 
    Sara Taylor seems perfect for the job.  
 
    She thinks she's too good for the likes of me, which means she won't try to get too close.  
 
      
 
    The problem is, I can’t stop thinking about our nights together.  
 
    Her body, in my arms. 
 
    I’m not right for her in any way, shape, or form.  
 
    So why am I not satisfied? 
 
    Why do I keep craving more?  
 
      
 
    I bought her body. But I won’t leave until I’ve claimed her heart and soul. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Born Sinner 
 
    Available only when you sign up to my mailing list! 
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    Life ain’t easy for a born sinner. 
 
      
 
    Carter Prince wants an old lady like a house cat wants baths – in other words, not at all. So when the president of his MC hires him out as a bodyguard for the daughter of a local politician, he’s a little bit less than pleased. It’s not a completely horrible situation, though – he wasn’t expecting her to be such a stone cold stunner. He tells himself to keep his mind on the job, but the more time they spend together, the closer he gets to taking her as his own right then and there… 
 
      
 
    Angela McCarron is sick of rules. Go here, not there. Do this, not that. It comes with the territory of being the daughter of a city councilman, but after eighteen years of it, all she wants is a little freedom, just a taste of the carefree childhood she never got to have.  
 
      
 
    So imagine her joy when a mysterious threat in the mail prompts her father to hire a bodyguard for her. But there is a silver lining – Carter Prince might be the sexiest man she’s ever seen. If only he wasn’t such an icy bastard. She shouldn’t keep disobeying him, but then again, Angela’s never met a line that she didn’t wish she could cross… Especially not one this handsome. 
 
      
 
    As Carter and Angela clash and mesh and clash again, the danger around them draws ever closer. It only takes one mistake before both of them realize just how far they’ve gone down the rabbit hole. They just have to hope it’s not too late to save themselves – or each other. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



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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