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Chopper’s Baby: Savage Outlaws MC 
 
    By Nicole Fox 
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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. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter One 
 
    Chopper 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chopper preferred the war room when it was empty. Nothing but him, his plans, and the same four walls that had held the secrets of the Savage Outlaws for years. Much as he loved his Outlaw family, no one knew better than him that meetings could sometimes get a little rowdy, especially when they were talking expansion—like now. So, he always made a point to give himself some time alone to sort things out before inviting opinions. Not that it really mattered; he hadn’t gotten to the top by worrying about anyone else. 
 
      
 
    He stood over the big table in the center of the room with his hands planted firmly on either side of an unfurled map, his eyes tracing the familiar boundaries of rival territory. This was where old Spike Lawler and his Mongol boys were running their incredibly lucrative drug trade, an illicit business that was bringing money to the Mongols MC in spades. Chopper had had enough of standing on the sidelines. He wanted the prize for himself. 
 
      
 
    Picking up a marker, he outlined the territory in red, marking it as his next target. In his mind, the deed was as good as done. 
 
      
 
    But he still needed a plan. The beef between the Savage Outlaws MC and the Mongols went back to Chopper’s youth, and it only intensified when Spike took the reins. With so much animosity still hanging between them, Chopper knew this wouldn’t be an easy take. Lawler would fight tooth and nail to keep his precious livelihood from falling into anyone else’s hands, and for that, Chopper couldn’t blame him. It was a dog-eat-dog world out there. Once he broke the Mongols down, everything they had would be his for the taking. 
 
      
 
    It was easier said than done. Chopper was well aware of the prevailing opinion that the Mongols could win a scrap against anyone, including his own Outlaws. Many a fight had been started and finished over those words, and it still rankled him that the whispers had yet to cease. Every time he saw Spike Lawler’s ugly mug or heard his name, the spite grew. 
 
      
 
    Taking down the Mongols had long ago become an issue more of pride than of practicality, though. Chopper never turned down a profit. Fortunately, he had an ace up his sleeve. A week ago, he’d sent a mole to infiltrate the Mongol ranks and bring back any intel he might be able to use against them. 
 
      
 
    And that little venture had paid off real nicely. 
 
      
 
    Word was that Lawler had a new old lady. “A real piece of work,” the mole had said. No one knew exactly where this woman came from — she’d most likely just been one of innumerable conquests Spike had picked up while trawling the bar by his compound. But, he was reportedly proud of her, and from just a cursory description, Chopper understood why: tall, dark hair, blue eyes, legs for miles. Spike would be beside himself trying to keep a goddess like that by his side. He’d be crowing over her like a goddamn rooster. And as soon as he heard about her, Chopper knew he had to steal her away. Not for himself — the Outlaws had their fair share of beautiful women — but to shatter Spike’s spirit in one powerful blow. It was an old war tactic: crush the leader and the rest scattered. 
 
      
 
    Chopper scrutinized the map, crossing key locations with a red X. Spike’s compound, Diamond’s Bar, the ratty shop where the Mongols got their rides serviced, anywhere he might be able to find and nab the girl. Some of the locations were off the table immediately — there was no way in hell he or his boys could set foot in Diamond’s without an immediate brawl. And Chopper knew that, as much as he disliked the Mongols, they were tough sons-of-bitches. One wrong move, and he’d lose men. At this stage, it was not a sacrifice he was willing to make. So, he set his sights on other, slightly more vulnerable territory, looking toward the outer bounds of Lawler’s turf. 
 
      
 
    As he tried to plot a route, a frown took up residence on his face. He put the marker down. There wasn’t enough information yet. He needed to know more. Weaknesses, opportunities, the inner workings of the Mongols’ precious little kingdom. He sighed, rubbing a hand across his face and thinking for the umpteenth time that Lawler wasn’t worth the frustration. If only the Mongols didn’t have so much goddamn money … 
 
      
 
    Chopper pushed himself up off the table and fished his phone out of his back pocket. He dialed the number of his trusty mole. 
 
      
 
    “Chop?” The kid’s voice was friendly and expectant. She knew that whenever the head of the Savage Outlaws called her personally, there was serious work to be done. Chopper liked her. A real go-getter. And real good at getting into places he couldn’t. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Mickey,” Slater said. “I’m gonna need you to go undercover one more time.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing, prez,” Mickey replied. “What am I looking for?” 
 
      
 
    “This stays between you and me.” Chopper picked his next words very carefully. “Tell me how to get Spike’s lady.” 
 
      
 
    Mickey asked for a week to get the job done. Normally, Chopper might have told her to get her ass in gear, but this time he granted the request. The plan was too important to risk anything going awry. He swallowed his own impatience and focused on what he was going to ask of Spike in exchange for his old lady’s safe return. A cut of the drug money? A redrawing of the trade limits to include part of Chopper’s jurisdiction? So many possibilities… 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for Chopper to decide to do away with compromise entirely. His Savage Outlaw pride wouldn’t allow for the Mongols to come away with any remaining sense of superiority. On the bottom of the map, he wrote “ALL OR NOTHING” in big block letters, then hung it up on the back wall of the war room before he called his boys for a meeting. 
 
      
 
    When they strolled in, they took one look at the message and grinned. 
 
      
 
    “All right, Boss, lay it on us.” Red perched on the edge of the table, hands jammed in his pockets like always. The others clustered around, uncharacteristically quiet. Their eyes bored into Chopper with great trust and great expectation. Chopper had never before felt so much like a mastermind. 
 
      
 
    He shrugged, ever nonchalant. “I got Mickey in there as we speak,” he said. “Once I hear back, we roll.” 
 
      
 
    Red nodded. “We gonna burn ‘em out or what?” A murmur went through the group, followed by a flurry of excited fidgeting. Chopper couldn’t help but smile. If there was anything his Outlaws loved, it was some good old-fashioned mayhem. And he knew for a fact that they made a mean Molotov cocktail. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” he said. They grumbled, but he continued unfazed. “Truth be told, I’d rather not scrap with the Mongols. That’s why Mickey’s working. You want to die? Feel free to bust into Diamond’s. But I ain’t planning on burying any of you.” His smile came back. “Don’t worry. This time we’re hitting Spike where it hurts.” 
 
      
 
    As he detailed the plan, he saw grudging approval come into their faces. There was never a day that the Outlaws wouldn’t prefer a fight, but even they had to admit that this level of subterfuge was worthy of respect. 
 
      
 
    “What if he ain’t cooperating?” piped up Hoss, the Outlaws’ biggest and rowdiest member. “Can we fight ‘em then?” His question was met with general agreement. 
 
      
 
    “If Spike doesn’t cooperate, then we may be forced to take a more hands-on course of action,” Chopper conceded. The men whooped. “But I want to make one thing very clear.” He waited until they had more or less settled down and stared each of them in the face. “No matter what happens, no one lays a finger on the woman, you understand? This ain’t about her. It’s about putting the screws to Spike Lawler. She’s just our insurance.” 
 
      
 
    Deep down, Chopper understood that policies such as his were likely the reason behind the Outlaw’s reputation as “softer” than their rivals. Any other MC would probably throw Spike’s old lady to its own wolves — even if the bastard agreed to all their terms. But the women of the Outlaws were some of the toughest humans Chopper had ever known. It took some huge brass balls to be able to hang with the boys. He was only giving credit where credit was due. 
 
      
 
    And if this one was sleeping with Spike, she deserved credit for that, too. The guy had a face like a junkyard rat; Chopper didn’t want to think about what the rest of him might look like. He wondered yet again how a scum bucket like Spike had laid hands on such an alleged beauty. Was she stolen from someone else? He wouldn’t be surprised, but he still made his men swear not to harm her. Bikes and drugs were one thing — he would not manhandle a woman. 
 
      
 
    Not unless she begged him for it. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Three days after the meeting, Mickey came into the compound. She was a rare sight around those parts, and Chopper knew instantly that she must have something important on her mind. He invited her into the war room and shut the door. “What’s up?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    She fidgeted nervously, wrapping a strand of coppery hair around her finger. “You’re not gonna like this, Chop,” she said. “I got out of there as soon as I could.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper’s mind raced, conjuring up all kinds of crazy potential scenarios. He prepared himself to hear that Spike somehow knew about the Outlaw’s imminent attack, that he had drummed up an insurmountable defense. Or worse, that the tables were about to be turned, and Spike was coming for them. 
 
      
 
    “What do you know?” he demanded. “Tell me!” 
 
      
 
    Mickey took a deep breath, wrapping her long arms around herself. “Look, don’t shoot the messenger, okay?” she said. “But I heard Spike’s lady is pregnant. He’s keeping her pretty tight under wraps.” She looked like she wanted to say more, but clamped her mouth shut at the last minute. 
 
      
 
    “Shit.” Chopper turned away and began to pace the length of the room. This news was both better and worse than he had expected. If it was true, it might even increase the pressure on Spike to get his woman back, which all worked in the favor of the Outlaws. But if Lawler was keeping his eye on her at all times, Chopper knew it’d be a fool’s errand to try to wrangle her out of there. 
 
      
 
    He turned on his heel, heading back toward the spot where Mickey stood. She watched him warily. 
 
      
 
    “It’s none of my business,” she began. “I know that. But you’re not gonna do anything to her, are you, Chop? She’s got a baby in there.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper glanced up, momentarily jarred from his musings. Mickey’s face was a mask of worry. He sighed. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he muttered. “And unless you saw her yourself, she might not. But I’m still taking her. You said Spike’s watching her all the time?” 
 
      
 
    For half a second, Mickey’s face clouded with vague disappointment, as if she’d expected Chopper to call the whole thing off. Then she shook herself off and was back to business, mollified by his answer. “Not all the time,” she said, her voice tinged with disdain. “I don’t have to tell you that old dog is gonna make a lousy dad. And she’s gonna have to leave to go to her doctor appointments.” 
 
      
 
    “What if he goes with her?” 
 
      
 
    Mickey snorted. “Are you kidding me? Spike Lawler wouldn’t be caught dead anywhere near a baby clinic. No, I’ll bet a million dollars she does that all by herself.” 
 
      
 
    “All right. Thanks, Mick.” Chopper walked past her and opened the door, motioning for her to precede him. 
 
      
 
    She caught his eye as she went out. “You know,” she said softly, “I was studying to be a nurse before I got wrapped up in this scene. I spent a lot of time with babies and kids and stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh huh.” Chopper looked away. The sudden turn of the exchange made him uncomfortable for reasons he couldn’t really explain. 
 
      
 
    Mickey hesitated. The brief silence hung in the air while he waited for her to finish the thought. But then she threw up her hands and scoffed. “I don’t even know why I’m talking about this. Just don’t … don’t do anything stupid, Chop. That’s it; that’s all I’m gonna say. I’m out of here.” The last he saw of her was her back as he stood dumbly in the hall outside the war room, watching her leave. 
 
      
 
    Her words stuck in the back of his mind. Don’t do anything stupid. 
 
      
 
    He grimaced, pushing them away. What the hell did Mickey know? She was a good scout, but he didn’t care about her nursing, and he didn’t care about the pregnancy, except for how it affected his plans. So, Spike’s old lady might be pregnant — even more reason not to lay hands on her once he’d snatched her up, as far as he was concerned. Besides, he knew the whole thing could easily just be a rumor that got a little out of control. Motorcycle clubs weren’t immune to gossip. 
 
      
 
    He took a deep breath and told himself none of that mattered. He had what he needed from Mickey, which meant that his men could be mobilized. Full steam ahead. 
 
      
 
    On his walk through the compound to find Red, Chopper could feel the adrenaline already pumping through his blood. Despite the less-than-optimal new circumstances, it was a huge relief to do something other than sit around and wait. And it was always refreshing to know that even after years of duking it out with the Mongols, he could still feel the thrill of the fight. 
 
      
 
    He found Red in the game room, frowning over a game of pool. As he approached the table, Chopper grabbed a cue off the wall and lined up a shot. “We’re ready,” he said in a conversational tone, not even looking up from the felt. “Get some boys together for a Mongol stakeout.” His shot fired off, sinking a solid into the corner pocket. “Don’t know how long it’s gonna take, but as soon as you see her, grab her.” 
 
      
 
    Red stared at the table contemplatively. “She gonna leave for sure?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep.” Chopper didn’t know until that moment whether or not he was going to tell anyone else about the theoretical baby, and he decided not to. He knew that if it was real, eventually she would start to show, but maybe this would all be done by then, and he could wash his hands of the whole thing. “Remember what I said, man. No one touches her.” 
 
      
 
    “No worries.” Red turned away from the game and hung up his cue. “We’ll save that shit for the boss man.” He grinned, winked, and slipped out, the second person in less than ten minutes to leave Chopper alone with his thoughts. Chopper wandered over to the sofa and dropped himself onto it, the leather squeaking beneath him. 
 
      
 
    He ran his hands through his hair. This wasn’t really what he’d bargained for when he made the choice to challenge the Mongols. In fact, this kind of drama was exactly what he’d hoped to avoid by not confronting Spike directly. He shook his head. It never failed; in this life, complications always found him. 
 
      
 
    But who said it had to be complicated? Baby or no baby, all he was doing was transferring custody of Spike’s old lady to the Savage Outlaws for a while. As long as Lawler didn’t pull anything crazy, he could have her back, for all Chopper cared. He wasn’t interested in the girl, only in the price she’d command. And once Chopper got what he wanted, as he always did, he’d set her free. If she chose to go back to the Mongol leader, that was her problem, not his. 
 
      
 
    His phone went off, pulling him out of his fugue. He checked the caller ID and thumbed the green button when he saw his shop come up on the screen. Bike Out of Hell was his pet project, his pride and joy, his not-so-secret chop shop. Just seeing its name brightened his spirits. 
 
      
 
    “This is Chopper,” he said, getting to his feet. Even if they didn’t need him to come down, he thought he would anyway, just to look at the place. It soothed him to be there among the machines he loved most. Sure, some of them were stolen, but in his view, if a man couldn’t take proper measures to protect his ride, he didn’t deserve it anyway. Dog-eat-dog world and all that. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, boss. We got some new acquisitions this afternoon, if you wanna come take a look. Think they’ll make us a pretty penny.” 
 
      
 
    It was everything Chopper needed to hear. He felt himself grinning. “You just made my week,” he answered. Suddenly, nothing seemed half as gloomy as it had a moment ago. He whistled as he headed out for the shop. It was all going according to plan. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two 
 
    Kelsey 
 
      
 
      
 
    A week later, Kelsey still felt the same stomach-wrenching panic she’d experienced the first time she laid eyes on that stupid little stick as it showed her two lines instead of the one she had desperately hoped for. She still had the damned thing, too — she couldn’t risk throwing it out, in case Spike somehow found it before she got a chance to tell him. 
 
      
 
    He never went into her bathroom, but she wouldn’t put it past him to root through her trash. The nosy, jealous prick. Ever since he’d made her his old lady, she hadn’t gone more than a couple of hours without either seeing or hearing from him, and God help her if she didn’t reply in time. He’d already come bursting into her room in a rage more times than she could count, and she was only going on five months with the Mongols. She had no idea how he’d react once she told him she was carrying a baby — especially because she was almost positive it wasn’t even his. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey sat on the edge of her bed, holding her head in her hands. She massaged her temples gently, trying to stave off a massive headache. She’d just gotten back from a secret visit to the doctor, during which she learned that she was eight weeks along. 
 
      
 
    If only that was as bad as things would get. But it wasn’t so simple. There was more to the story, more than she was willing to confess out loud yet. 
 
      
 
    Eight weeks ago, on the one night she went to a bar other than Diamond’s, she’d had a one-night-stand with a guy whose name she never learned. He had taken her to a nearby motel for the best sex she’d ever had, and now there was a baby in her. 
 
      
 
    She wondered grimly if the sex had been worth it. Now, she had to lie to Spike about when it happened, lie to him about who the father was, lie to him about everything. If he knew the truth, she had no doubt he’d expel her from the Mongols, and that was something she just couldn’t chance. 
 
      
 
    She picked up her phone and pressed a button, staring at the image on her lock screen. Her sister Hannah had been twenty years old when she was killed on the street during a mugging. The case had gone as cold as ice in a matter of months. The police knew nothing, except that witness accounts placed a man in a jacket emblazoned with the Mongol club crest at the scene. There were no other tips, and in the four years since Hannah’s death, not a single person had come forward with information. 
 
      
 
    At the time, local news reporter Kelsey Jones was only tangentially aware of the existence of the two motorcycle clubs in the city. But as she watched her sister’s case slowly disappear under piles of new crimes, she decided to take matters into her own hands. Citing her overwhelming grief as the cause, she took a leave of absence from her station and dove headfirst into the underworld of the Mongol club without looking back. Her job, her life, her ties with family and friends — she had given up everything in her search for the truth. 
 
      
 
    And now she was in deep trouble. The pregnancy forced her to admit that she was one hundred percent reliant on Spike and the Mongols, ironically. When Spike took her on as his old lady, she had left her cozy little apartment to live with him at the compound. It was a change that had thrilled her in the moment. She’d thought that being so close to the inner workings of the club would guarantee her success in one way or another. But it was slow going; she had yet to do anything besides drink, smoke, and party with a horde of intimidating and often lecherous men, and now she couldn’t even do that. 
 
      
 
    Spike himself was the worst of them. He spent most of his days riding around with a posse, exerting his dominance over everyone within the bounds of what he considered his territory. At night, he returned to the compound to get blind drunk at Diamond’s and stagger back to their rooms at three or four in the morning for unfulfilling sex. Spike’s stamina was mediocre at his peak, and when he was drunk, Kelsey was in for five minutes of tepid penetration before he rolled off and started snoring. Once, she awoke the next morning to find that he had drunkenly pissed all over the bed. 
 
      
 
    As far as she was concerned, the big surprise was that it had taken her so long to have a one night stand in the first place. But Kelsey was quickly becoming of the opinion that if she’d seen one biker, she’d seen them all: grizzled men with beards and permanent scowls, often a beer gut hanging ponderously over their belts. Or, they were built like skinny, scraggly Spike, with beady eyes set deep into sharp, mean faces. Two months ago, she’d finally had enough, and she left the compound while Spike was out joyriding to grab a drink at another, hopefully quieter bar. That’s where she met the other man. 
 
      
 
    He was sitting on the stool beside her, his amber hair clean and combed. The golden stubble on his jaw seemed perfectly suited to his face, and when his eyes fell on her, he smiled warmly. Though Kelsey saw the tattoos spidering up from the backs of his hands into his shirt sleeves, though the beaten leather of his jacket looked awfully familiar, she found herself responding to him nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    He bought her a couple drinks and didn’t slip anything into them, something she’d caught a few Mongols trying to do. And despite the clarity of his sexual intentions, he made efforts to get to know her a bit before suggesting that she follow him back to a place he knew. By the time that suggestion was made, Kelsey was more than happy to go wherever he wanted. She realized as he took off her clothes that she’d been starved for male attention that didn’t leave her feeling like she needed an extra shower. 
 
      
 
    The sex was like nothing she’d ever experienced; it was like this sexy stranger already knew her body. He had taken her to places she never knew existed, and now that she was back with Spike, she feared she’d never get there again. If she’d known his name, she would have been screaming it — he was that good. And she knew he enjoyed himself, too. The experience was so mutually satisfying that for a moment afterward, she was afraid he might ask for her name and number. 
 
      
 
    But to her relief — and slight disappointment — he had simply given her another warm smile and put his clothes back on. She remembered his voice as he told her she could check out whenever she was ready, or even stay the night if she wanted. Then he leaned over the bed, kissed her one last time on the mouth, and walked out. The guilt had lasted less than a minute before Kelsey admitted that she had no regrets. Of course, she didn’t stay, and Spike was still nowhere to be seen when she got back to the compound. So, she thought the whole thing would be consequence free. What Spike didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. 
 
      
 
    Clearly, that wasn’t the case anymore. Kelsey squeezed her head and cursed herself for the thousandth time. All she could think about was how she’d just thrown away the best opportunity she had for finally solving Hannah’s murder. She was so close, and yet she couldn’t keep her pants on long enough to reach her goal. It was all so demoralizing, and she had no one but herself to blame. Spike? She could say it was his fault, sure. His fault for being so criminally bad in bed, for both neglecting and smothering her, for being a generally reprehensible human being. But she was the one who left Diamond’s and didn’t say no to that other guy. She was the one who couldn’t get a grip on her hormones. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey wanted to cry. She felt so selfish and horrible, completely undeserving of a sister as gentle and loving as Hannah had been. All of Hannah’s texts and voicemails were still saved on her phone, but since she found out about the pregnancy, Kelsey couldn’t bring herself to listen to Hannah’s voice. She wished so badly that she could call and ask for advice, but at the same time she knew that if she had Hannah, she wouldn’t be anywhere near this situation. No one asked her to risk herself to solve a hopeless case. But even in the depths of her despair, Kelsey couldn’t imagine turning back. It was unbearable to think that her little sister might lie in her grave forever without justice. No, she had to soldier on. 
 
      
 
    No matter what. 
 
      
 
    She was asleep when Spike came in that night, and for once, he didn’t wake her. He was just coming out of the shower as she awoke, and he actually smiled at her. “Mornin’, babe. You sleep well?” He leaned over to peck her on the forehead and she let him. He smelled strongly of his cloying cologne. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey rubbed her eyes. “Yeah,” she mumbled. She sat with the covers wrapped around her, watching him get dressed. “What are you doing today?” she asked. “Anything fun?” The small talk always sounded lame, but she made it anyway. 
 
      
 
    Spike laughed. He planted himself on the edge of the bed by her feet. “Everything I do is fun, dollface,” he said. “You don’t worry about it. Just sit in that bed and look pretty. That’s why I hired you.” He laughed again at his own bad joke and bent down to tie his boot laces. She shot a brief scowl at his back. It never took him very long to say something that rubbed her the wrong way, and he was in rare form this morning. She decided impulsively that she’d knock him down a peg. After all, she had ammunition this time. 
 
      
 
    “Can I tell you something?” she asked, adding a slightly sultry note into her voice to keep him interested. He sat up and glanced at her, a greasy smirk turning up the corner of his mouth. Kelsey fought the urge to roll her eyes and shove him off the bed. She bit her lip and his smile widened. 
 
      
 
    Then she dropped the bomb. “I’m pregnant.” 
 
      
 
    Spike’s face morphed from slimy expectation into genuine bewilderment. He glanced down at her stomach. “Pregnant?” A pause followed. “The kid’s mine, right?” There was an edge in his voice that Kelsey didn’t like at all, but she nodded and smiled, hoping to encourage a positive reaction. The last thing she needed was to deal with one of his notorious meltdowns. He scrutinized her face searchingly, as though trying to sift out lies with his naked eye. Then he made an unconvincing half smile with his mouth. “Great, babe. That’s great.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey frowned. “You’re not happy.” She wasn’t really surprised. Spike Lawler was hardly the fathering type; of course he wasn’t happy. What did a drug-dealing, hard-thieving lowlife like him want with a child? It would change his life if he cared, and even if he didn’t, it was one more life to support. 
 
      
 
    He sighed. “Look, I —” He ran his hand over the shadow on his jaw. “It’s not a good time. It’s never gonna be a good time, if I’m honest with you. But you’re knocked up already, so who gives a shit, right? You’re still my old lady.” He pecked her on the forehead. “Now, be a good girl while I’m gone. Don’t get into trouble.” 
 
      
 
    The condescension in his voice was enough to annoy Kelsey for a decade. It was clear that he blamed her for getting pregnant, conveniently forgetting that he was the one who was always too drunk to wrap it up, that he had told her months ago to toss her pills. “Come on, baby,” he had said. “That stuff’s a scam. I don’t want you polluting your gorgeous body with all that trash.” She should have called it quits right then, but the desperate search for any sort of clue into Hannah’s murder made her stay. Back then, she was still a bit afraid of him, so she really had thrown out her birth control, so he wouldn’t find it and kick her to the curb. 
 
      
 
    Now, she forced herself to smile and nod again as he got up and went to the door. “See you tonight?” she asked, in what she hoped was an alluring tone. 
 
      
 
    He chuckled. “We’ll see.” The door closed behind him and the smile slid off her face and broke into pieces on the floor. She hated that he always had to keep her guessing; it was part of his bizarre power play. She’d learned very early on that Spike wasn’t satisfied unless he was in control, even if it was an issue that didn’t impact him. And now, in roughly seven months, she was going to give him a child. 
 
      
 
    Great job, Kels, she thought bitterly. You nailed it. Not that he knew she was only two months along. He hadn’t bothered to ask for details, as she knew he wouldn’t. In a way, the relief that her secret was still safe alleviated her stress somewhat, but not much. The question of the baby’s parentage haunted her. Should she try to get in touch with the mystery man? It would be madness, but part of her felt she owed it to him to at least try. Maybe he’d be a great father. Or maybe he’s just another prick. It didn’t matter. Spike would go absolutely ballistic if he knew she had cheated. 
 
      
 
    In her heart, she knew Spike might make her give up a baby that wasn’t his. She shoved the thought away and lay back against the pillows. The rest of her pregnancy stretched out before her like a fever dream — thirty-eight surreal weeks. Eventually, and maybe sooner rather than later, the morning sickness would start. She told herself that maybe it would be cathartic to actually be sick instead of just feeling sick all the time. She could use the threat of vomiting to keep Spike’s hands off her. Was it optimistic to think that Spike Lawler, who couldn’t respect any human being outside of himself, might respect his pregnant girlfriend? Probably. But Kelsey had made a habit of hanging on to the dregs of hope, and she wasn’t about to stop now. 
 
      
 
    The doctor had advised her to return in two weeks. On the day of her appointment, Kelsey made herself get out of bed at a decent hour, did her hair and makeup, and dragged herself reluctantly out of the compound. She put sunglasses on before she got outside so that anyone she passed in the corridors wouldn’t be able to see the dark rings around her eyes that still showed through her foundation. Sleep wasn’t coming easy at night, and she didn’t want any weird questions. Spike had already told her that people were starting to ask where she was, why she hadn’t been showing up at Diamond’s lately. 
 
      
 
    His attitude seemed to imply that she should start going again, pregnant or not, but she knew that if she stepped foot into the bar, the pressure to consume alcohol would be very strong. And even though she was miserable, Kelsey knew she had to do as right as she could by the child growing inside of her. The baby was her insurance policy, her guarantee of safe passage among the Mongols. Any woman carrying the seed of Spike Lawler would be treated like she was made of gold once the news got out, as would inevitably be the case. But until then, Kelsey resigned herself to a fast walk, hiding behind tinted lenses. 
 
      
 
    The appointment itself went reasonably well. She peed in a cup, had her blood pressure taken, and answered an endless litany of questions about everything from her diet to her stress level. The questions about her family caused a great wound to open in her heart, but when asked if she had a sibling, she smiled shakily and said yes. Her blood was drawn for testing, and she was given a due date of early March. 
 
      
 
    She found the news to be strangely comforting, and on the way home, a little wave of excitement rolled within her. She was in no position to be a mom, and she knew as well as anyone that her current circumstances were all but prohibitive. But Spike was right, for once: the baby was already growing, and there was nothing she could do. Kelsey decided to do what she always did and hang on as tight as possible to the shreds of hope. 
 
      
 
    That’s what she was doing when she got off the bus and started the four-block walk to the Mongol compound. She was so deep in thought that she didn’t notice the car pulling up alongside her. 
 
      
 
    But the time she saw it, it was too late to get away. 
 
      
 
    The doors opened, and two men in leather jackets jumped onto the sidewalk and grabbed her. One of them clamped a huge hand over her mouth before she could scream. She was pulled into the backseat, the doors slammed shut, and one of the men barked an order to drive. Behind them, the bus she’d just disembarked was rumbling off in the other direction, too far for any of its passengers to have seen or heard her. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey sat up in the seat, her cautious optimism swiftly replaced with indignant rage and a healthy dose of fear. She clawed at the hand over her mouth until the guy glared at her. “Cut it out, missy,” he snarled. “I got a bag for your head, but I thought I’d be nice and leave it in the trunk. You want it?” Her heart pounded faster, but she refused to answer with anything other than her own furious stare. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, cut it out, Raff,” said the driver, glancing in the rearview mirror. “Take your filthy paw off her face if that’s what she wants. She ain’t jumping out on the highway.” As if to emphasize his point, he turned onto the ramp and stepped on the gas. “She doesn’t look that dumb.” 
 
      
 
    Grudgingly, the man named Raff removed his hand from over Kelsey’s mouth and made a show of wiping it on his pant leg. Traces of her lipstick smeared the fabric; she could feel it on her cheeks and chin, too. She wiped her lower lip brusquely, examining her dyed fingers. “Thank you,” she said, somewhat sullenly. In the close quarters of the backseat, she noticed that her abductors had patches on their jackets. There was something oddly familiar about them. “Where are we going?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “None of your business,” Raff replied. “You’ll find out when we get there. We could’ve blindfolded you, but you got lucky.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you shut up about that?” the driver snapped. A moment of irritated silence followed, and then he continued, catching her eye in the mirror. 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to Chopper,” he said. “He’s your new old man.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey swallowed hard. It looked like rock bottom might be a little deeper still. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three 
 
    Chopper 
 
      
 
    The call came from Red at four in the afternoon, while Chopper was tinkering with an engine in the garage at Bike Out of Hell. 
 
      
 
    “We got her, Chop. You want her in the room?” 
 
      
 
    He wiped his hands, a grin spreading involuntarily across his face. “Yeah. Lock the door, but don’t tie her up. She’s not going anywhere.” He’d had reinforced locking mechanisms installed on every door in the compound a while back. At the time, it had seemed like an extra precaution, but now, he was glad he did. No telling what a girl who’d been keeping company with Spike Lawler was capable of doing. 
 
      
 
    “You sure?” Red asked. “This one’s pretty feisty.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper chuckled. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll be there in a few minutes.” He smirked. “Just leave her in there to think things over.” 
 
      
 
    “If you say so,” Red answered. The line went dead, and Chopper left the shop immediately, not even caring that his hands were still covered in grease. As an afterthought, he went back and grabbed one of the cleaning rags out of the crate in the garage and wiped quickly at the worst of the smudges. Not great, but it would have to do. And besides, it hardly mattered what Spike’s woman thought of him. With that thought still prominent in his mind, he made his way back to the main compound building. 
 
      
 
    She was on the third floor, in a room at the back from which he knew she couldn’t see anything. In the hall, he passed Red and the boys who’d taken her. They exchanged nods, but Chopper didn’t want to stop and talk to them. He was focused on one thing only. 
 
      
 
    Standing in front of the door, he fished a keyring out of his pocket and selected the key with the number that matched the room. Without giving himself time to second-guess, he unlocked the door and threw it open so that it banged against the frame. Years of interaction with rival gang members had taught him that the element of surprise almost always gave him the upper hand in any confrontation, including simple conversations. Spike’s old lady was no exception. 
 
      
 
    Then he strode across the threshold and saw her, and the world came screaming to a halt. 
 
      
 
    Memories from three months before crashed into his head in full, vivid color. He remembered her creamy skin, the way her dark hair fell across her face, how her eyes caught the yellow light in the shitty motel he’d taken her to. But mostly he remembered how tight she was, and how she had grabbed his hair and lifted her hips against his mouth as he went down on her. Never in his life did he imagine he’d see her again, and definitely not under these circumstances. But there she was: the best one night stand he’d ever had. Hell, she might’ve just been the best sex he’d had, period. 
 
      
 
    Chopper could tell the shock was mutual. As soon as she saw him, the color drained out of her strikingly beautiful face. He watched her struggle to keep her jaw from dropping, and concluded that there must have been some kind of mistake. Either that or someone was playing a very nasty prank on him, and Chopper didn’t enjoy pranks. 
 
      
 
    He stood in the doorway and looked her over carefully, as if she might have some sort of indication of the truth on her person. One thing was for sure — she didn’t look pregnant. He felt sharp annoyance rising. This couldn’t be right. Before she had the chance to say anything, Chopper stepped back out and shut the door. 
 
      
 
    He turned around and went to get some answers. Red wasn’t known to make mistakes, but there was a first time for everything. 
 
      
 
    Chopper found him in the game room, feet on the sofa, watching TV. When he saw the look on Chopper’s face, he put his feet down and stood up. “What’s the problem, boss?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure this is the right girl?” Chopper fought not to sound too demanding. He trusted Red, but this was just too great a coincidence. 
 
      
 
    Red’s brow furrowed. “I’m positive, brother. We cased the place for a week. She’s the only one there who matches the description you gave us.” He looked like he wanted to remark further on the quality of Mongol women, but chose to hold his tongue. “If she’s fighting you, she’s lyin’. Has to be.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper sat down on the arm of the couch to consider his options. True, he hadn’t yet asked her about her own identity. He felt sure, however, that the girl would not be compelled to tell him the truth. 
 
      
 
    “How’d you get her?” he asked. As Red recounted the details of the kidnapping, he only half-listened. The wheels were turning in his mind. If she was really who he needed her to be in this situation, then she’d no doubt have some incredibly valuable information that he could use to his advantage if he got her to admit it. And if she was the other person he thought she was, then maybe he could get her to warm his bed a few times — if she forgave him for sending his men after her. 
 
      
 
    Still, the turn of events left him vaguely unsettled. Chopper wasn’t a superstitious man, but he wasn’t a fan of coincidences, either. To him, they always meant something weird. 
 
      
 
    He realized suddenly that Red had stopped talking and was awaiting a response. He waved his hand sheepishly. “Sorry, man. Guess I zoned out for a second there.” 
 
      
 
    Red frowned. “What’s the deal? Did we fuck it up somehow?” 
 
      
 
    Chopper clapped him on the shoulder as he strode past. “Nah, it’s all good. Maybe I’m just a little paranoid.” Red didn’t say anything, but Chopper felt his eyes on his back until he left the game room behind. Someday soon, when the Mongols were nothing more than a memory in this town, he’d tell Red the whole thing, and they’d laugh about it over beers. If it wasn’t so stressful, it would’ve been hilarious right that second. 
 
      
 
    But it was also maddening. Now that he knew the quality of the lays Spike Lawler was getting, Chopper couldn’t prepare himself for the sudden wave of resentment and envy. Lawler wouldn’t deserve a woman like that if his dick was made of solid gold — and he probably couldn’t satisfy her, either. What the hell was this girl playing at, messing around with a dog like Spike? Though their encounter had been brief, Chopper could have sworn she wasn’t the type to get involved with the Mongols. That was part of the reason he’d been so determined to have her. He knew there was more to the story, something she wasn’t telling anyone. 
 
      
 
    And he was determined to find out what it was. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    The second time he entered the room, she was ready for him, her face set into a stern, cold-eyed expression. He closed the door behind him and leaned against it, folding his arms across his chest. “My name is Chopper,” he said conversationally. “Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    Her glare was piercing. He thought the ambient temperature might have actually dropped a degree or two. “Kelsey Jones,” she replied coolly. Then, “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, pulling women off the street like that? I’ve never felt so violated in my life!” 
 
      
 
    He shrugged and turned the question on her. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, hanging around with Spike Lawler?” 
 
      
 
    She blanched, but only for a second. Chopper eyed her steadily, wondering if there was anything she could do that would make her less exquisite. “Oh, God,” she was saying now. He watched her lips form the words. “Is this about Spike?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re damn right it is.” Chopper straightened and took a step closer to the bed. He expected her to shrink away, but she stayed exactly where she was, shoulders squared and chin up. He had to respect defiance like that; it was the same thing he’d do if he were in her position. He stopped, and the two of them stared each other down for several seconds. 
 
      
 
    Her face was impressively unreadable. What could she possibly be thinking? Did she remember their meeting in the bar, and if so, could he use it to his advantage? He decided to de-escalate the situation and see how far diplomacy would get him. 
 
      
 
     “Relax,” he said, breaking the silence. Kelsey did not relax. He held up his hands, palms out. “I’m not going to hurt you.” Then he turned to the side and lifted his shirt a bit to show her his empty waistband. “I’m not even armed. I was in the bike shop before this, see?” He displayed his hands again, which were still streaked with grease after his poor cleanup job. “All I want to do is talk. Is that all right with you?” 
 
      
 
    She seemed unimpressed. “You kidnapped me so we could talk?” 
 
      
 
    Again, Chopper shrugged. “I thought you’d know that’s just how things work around here. Me and Spike, we don’t have a real great relationship. I can’t just call him up and say, ‘Hey buddy, you mind if I borrow your old lady? I swear I’ll give her back tomorrow.’ I don’t have to tell you, he wouldn’t take kindly to that.” 
 
      
 
    She snorted. Chopper continued. “But the fact is, he has a bunch of shit I want, and I had to find some way to put his balls in a vice, so to speak. That’s where you come in.” 
 
      
 
    “And what? I’m supposed to help you take him down?” She spoke flatly, her voice a far cry from the moans of pleasure Chopper remembered. He felt a little sorry for her, but at the same time, it couldn’t be helped. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I don’t want to be rude,” he said, “but you don’t really have a choice.” He thought about it for a moment. “That is, you do, but your other choices are shit compared to the one I’m about to give you. Get it?” 
 
      
 
    She sighed. “I got it.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.” He pulled over the only chair in the room and planted himself on it, a good eight feet back from her. There was no harm in giving her the space she clearly desired; if she felt more comfortable, there was a higher chance she’d cooperate without a struggle. His strongest move was to make himself look decent in comparison to Spike. Piece of cake. 
 
      
 
    He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and gazed deep into her icy blue eyes. “Let’s talk business.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four 
 
    Kelsey 
 
      
 
    She was sure it had to be a dream. First, the men yanking her off the street and into a car, threatening her with a bag over her head like some kind of leather-clad terrorist cell. Then, depositing her into a barren, depressing room with just a bed, a beat-up desk, and a chair. They’d locked the door and left her there to stew in her own thoughts, chief of which was simply, What the fuck? Kelsey had known that getting involved with the Mongols was the most dangerous thing she’d ever done, but somehow, kidnapping had never been part of her expectations before. She had a feeling she was about to get a whole new education on the poor quality of her life choices. 
 
      
 
    Then, the door opened, and who walked in but none other than her one night stand, the very man whose baby she was probably carrying. The man whose baby she’d just taken to the doctor, the baby that had just received a clean bill of health. The irony was so thick she could nearly taste it, but of course, he didn’t know that. She thought wryly that at least the question of contacting him had answered itself. Ever the optimist, Kels. 
 
      
 
    Curiously, upon the sight of him, much of her fear and uneasiness had fled. She recalled, almost automatically, the one amazing night they’d spent together, and things started happening down below. She had never been so glad to have a blanket bunched in her lap so that he had no chance of seeing her incredibly physical reaction to his presence. Apparently, the whole kidnapping thing hadn’t dulled her passions as much as she might have imagined. But she kept her face stony, even as her lady parts expressed a very different opinion. Her cool reporter’s head prevailed. It would not do to get flustered now. 
 
      
 
    Still, there was no denying that he looked as good as ever — maybe even better. She wanted to slap herself for thinking it, but there it was. His jacket and shirt had their sleeves rolled up past the elbows, and as he stared at her in obvious dumb bewilderment, she realized that the patches that had seemed so familiar on the other guys were the same as the ones she’d seen on him at the bar. Understanding clicked so forcefully in her head that she felt stupid for not realizing it sooner. The other motorcycle club. This, she assumed, was their leader. Already, they were miles ahead of the Mongols on that benchmark alone. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t stay, like she expected. Instead, he kept that deer-in-headlights expression trained on her a second longer, and then he backed out. She heard the lock engage on the other side, followed by his footsteps leading away. A little sigh escaped her. Was she feeling … disappointment? She was almost ashamed to admit that seeing him again was utterly thrilling despite the circumstances. Maybe now she’d learn his name. 
 
      
 
    Or maybe he’ll kill you and dump your idiot body in a ditch somewhere, snapped the logical side of her brain. Kelsey had to admit that this outcome was far more likely. Clearly, he had recognized her, but she was unable to determine whether that factor was in her favor or not. And there had been a definite trace of anger in his face right before he left, which didn’t bode well for her safety. Reflexively, she placed her hand on her belly. If worse came to worse, she could always tell him about the baby — but would he even care? She had no way of gauging his moral compass, and she suspected she wouldn’t until it was possibly too late to change his mind. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey took a deep breath, held it for a moment, and let it out slowly, letting the sound and sensation of her breath settle her mind. Hannah had been into weird, new-age stuff like meditation and crystals, and she had tried to teach her sister the ways of relaxation. But Kelsey — analytical, busy, high speed — had never picked up a knack for it. Her mind was always spinning, generating a thousand thoughts per minute. She could never get it to shut up. And after Hannah died, the mental noise got louder. But right now, her head felt emptier than it had in months. She had nothing to think about except the child in her womb and the man who was holding her captive. Maybe this was her new lot in life: permanent trophy. She rolled her eyes. No thanks. 
 
      
 
    But she couldn’t see a way out this time. None of the Mongols would know she was missing until Spike returned from his latest bender. And who knew when that would be? He’d likely remain blissfully unaware until at least tomorrow morning, and there was no guarantee he’d look for her once he did find out. Sure, he was a possessive bastard, but she didn’t need anyone to tell her he wasn’t thrilled about the pregnancy. If he saw her disappearance as a way out of an unwanted life, then she’d be forgotten in a matter of days. And then what? As sexy as this man was, he’d asked his people to kidnap her, and they had. She couldn’t pretend that didn’t raise all sorts of red flags. Her stomach filled with a heavy sense of hollow worry. What did he want? And what would he do with her once he got it? 
 
      
 
    The footsteps returned. Kelsey’s heart leapt into her throat and she swallowed it hard. The lock went back, and the door reopened. He looked a lot more composed this time, his face totally serene. He shut the door and leaned on it. God, he was so hot. She resented him deeply for it. 
 
      
 
    “My name is Chopper,” he said. “Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    Chopper? It figured that he’d use his dumb, hyper-masculine code name with her. She restrained herself from rolling her eyes and sat up a little straighter, putting on her practiced reporter’s mask. “Kelsey Jones,” she answered, icing over the emotion struggling to erupt in her voice. Then, she let a little of it come through. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, pulling women off the street like that? I’ve never felt so violated in my life!” She’d been scared too, but she wasn’t about to tell him that. 
 
      
 
    Her anger didn’t faze him. Instead, he asked calmly what she was doing with Spike, punching the inquiry up with a little of her unnecessarily foul language. Kelsey wanted very badly to tell him to shove that question up his ass, but even in the heat of the moment, she knew it was best to stay as much on his good side as possible. She decided to play dumb and let her face fall into shock. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, God,” she breathed. “This is about Spike?” Of course it was. She had no idea if she was fooling him or not, but it was worth a try. When he came closer, she held her ground as much as she could while sitting on the bed. She didn’t get vibes of violence or bad intentions from him, despite the way he’d chosen to engineer their little meeting. In fact, he said out loud that he wasn’t going to hurt her. 
 
      
 
    He was still a fair distance away, but she could smell him now, a faint scent of cologne marred by the hazy odors of a garage. It triggered another rush of erotic memories. She felt herself getting wetter, and clutched the blanket tighter in her lap. He said other things, and she replied, but the conversation seemed devoid of consequence. She couldn’t focus on anything except his face and body, at least until he sat himself in the chair and told her that he wanted to talk business. Those were words she had heard at work a million times, and they always triggered a sort of transformation in her. Instantly, her mind cleared, as if she was preparing for an interview. Her gaze sharpened. 
 
      
 
    “All right,” she said. She knew he would need to call the shots, and she was perfectly happy to let him lay out his terms; she wasn’t even sure she wanted to try negotiating at all. But it gave her some confidence to at least pretend that she had some agency. Escape lingered in the back of her mind; she knew that the odds of liking his proposition were likely very slim, and she’d have to fall back on finding a way to escape after she refused whatever deal he was about to give her. The thought of calling Spike for help made her feel physically sick. Kelsey would rather be destitute than rely on him for anything more than he’d already given her. If she allowed him to play the hero, he’d lord it over her for the rest of her time with him. She wouldn’t be able to stand that. So, she got ready to devise a plan, no matter how haphazard, that might give her a fighting chance at survival. After that, she’d need to find another way to get to the heart of Hannah’s murder. It pained her to think of leaving behind everything she’d put into this avenue of her investigation, but nothing was worth crawling back to Spike. 
 
      
 
    “I want information,” Chopper was saying, bringing Kelsey out of her moment of introspection. “I want you to tell me everything you know about the Mongols: what their chain of command is, how they do their meetings, how and when they decide where to get their drugs. And I want to know everything Spike has ever told you about his business. I know he’s a chatty asshole, and I know he must have let some stuff slip after getting what he wants from you. I’ve been told he treats you like a treasure, so you must have some of his secrets in that pretty little head, yeah?” 
 
      
 
    The comment made Kelsey bristle at first, but somehow, in Chopper’s voice, the condescension she always heard when Spike talked to her seemed to melt away. Chopper spoke like a biker, but he did it with a certain smoothness that soothed her ears. No wonder he’d been able to get her into bed so fast; he made negotiations sound like a love poem. Not that she was about to give up easily. If he thought he could just sweet talk her into submission, he was wrong, and Kelsey had never been more determined to show it. 
 
      
 
    “What makes you think he told me anything?” she retorted. “Spike thinks my brain is made of fluff. He thinks women are good for sex and looking good.” It felt good to say those things out loud, opinions she’d held unvoiced for months. 
 
      
 
    Chopper laughed. She hated him for it; the sound was like candy to her ears. “Sure,” he said, “but Spike is as dumb as a bag of goddamn bricks. I won’t believe for a second that he hasn’t told his old lady a single thing about that drug trade. He’s just too fucking proud.” He leaned back in the chair. “Look, Kelsey. I’m putting you on the spot right now, okay? I know that. And I know it’s not fair of me to nab you like that and expect you to rat on your boyfriend. But you know what else I don’t believe? I don’t believe that you actually like him. I don’t believe he treats you right, and I don’t believe he’s worth a sack of shit in bed.” 
 
      
 
    He was right. She could see in his face that he knew it, too, the cocky bastard. She tossed her hair defiantly, balling her hands into fists in her lap. “Say I tell you what you want,” she said. “What do I get? This has to be a two-way street, you understand.” 
 
      
 
    Pre-biker Kelsey would never have said anything like that to a man like Chopper, and as she said it, that placid, normal part of her nearly screeched in disbelief. But she had a sense that Chopper was expecting it from her, and even more so, that he appreciated it. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, darlin’,” he said. “You think I’m gonna go to all this trouble and not make sure you’re taken care of? That’s not how the Outlaws do things. You help us, we’ll help you.” He lapsed into silence then, thinking deeply for a minute. “All right,” he said finally. “How’s this? Give me what I want, and I’ll make sure you can get the fuck away from Spike Lawler at the end of it. I’ll buy you any ticket to anywhere you want — plane, train, bus, I don’t care. And, you can have a cut of the money we’re gonna take from him. Consider it payment for your services.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey chewed her lip. The deal was better than she’d expected —almost too good to be true. She examined Chopper searchingly for any hint of insincerity, and surprisingly, found none. “What’s the catch?” she said suspiciously, in a tone that made it clear she knew there was one. 
 
      
 
    “Aw, c’mon,” he said. But he winked. “Fine. Since you want one so badly, the catch is that you’re gonna stay here until we win. No ticket out until the fight is over. And while you’re here, I expect you to pay your dues, and I want you to do it by getting in bed with me. That fair?” 
 
      
 
    She didn’t answer right away. For some reason, the clause regarding Chopper’s bed took her a little bit by surprise. Information dealing, she could do, although she wouldn’t grant him total access to everything she knew. Her reporter’s instinct told her she had to leave herself a safety, a way to get back in with the Mongols in case the opportunity presented itself. This was a world rife with double-crossings; there was no reason for her not to participate, especially now that she’d gotten wrapped up with both sides of the rivalry. She couldn’t conceivably abandon the Mongols for good. They were too close to the heart of her original purpose. They knew too much. 
 
      
 
    But sleeping with Chopper would be crossing an invisible line — even she understood that. Technically, it was a line they’d already crossed together, but she’d had no knowledge of who he was then. Now, it would be a knowing betrayal of Spike and everything Spike stood for, a decision from which there would be no returning if the truth came to light before Spike was out of the picture. Was she willing to risk severing the Mongol ties that she was simultaneously vowing to preserve? If she lost favor with the Mongols, her chances of solving Hannah’s murder were all but gone unless she had some sort of miracle windfall. And if they blacklisted her — well, she’d get to see Hannah again. 
 
      
 
    The choice was surprisingly difficult, and Kelsey wrestled visibly with it for some minutes. In the end, her body won out over her mind and she nodded her consent. “Whatever you want,” she told Chopper, carefully keeping her tone neutral. Wouldn’t do her any good to inflate that already-enormous ego. “But if Spike finds out, there will be hell to pay.” This was something she did not have to tell him, but it made her feel better to get the issue out in the open. 
 
      
 
    Chopper laughed again, genuinely. “Who cares?” he said, grinning. “If Spike wants to keep you, he’s gonna have to fight for you. Besides, I want you to enjoy yourself while you’re here. And I know you enjoyed it the last time.” 
 
      
 
    So he did remember. Kelsey felt herself blush hotly. Her jeans suddenly seemed too tight, and she was hyper-aware of the dampness between her thighs. “I wasn’t going to bring that up,” she muttered. “I didn’t think it was relevant.” 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t,” he agreed. “Until now.” He got up, moved the chair back, and stood waiting. “Come on. Let’s go someplace a little more comfortable. This room is basically a cell.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey moved reluctantly from the bed. “Thanks for putting me in it,” she said dryly. With the acknowledgement of their hookup out of the way, it felt to her like the dynamic between them changed somewhat. She dropped some of her distance and allowed herself to begin to relax for the first time. Plus, now the promise of amazing sex lingered on the very near horizon. She told herself to forget about Spike, for now, at least. 
 
      
 
    Chopper led her to the other end of the floor, to a door that stood by itself, unmarked. “The master bedroom,” he intoned with a measure of endearing camp, as he unlocked it and swung it open. The inside was much more comfortable; it was more like an apartment than a room, complete with living area, kitchenette, and full bathroom. 
 
      
 
    “This is better than Spike’s,” she told him honestly. He grinned. 
 
      
 
    “You sure know how to make a man feel good,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey laughed. She couldn’t help it. The weirdness of their encounter had fallen away in the last thirty seconds, and she felt strangely as if she was on a date, seeing his place for the first time. All the reservations she’d had were still there, but they were further away, dulled by a bizarre sense of security. She felt safer with Chopper than she ever had with Spike. 
 
      
 
    He motioned for her to follow him into the bedroom. “This is the bed,” he said, gesturing. “I want to see you in it.” 
 
      
 
    “Now?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yep.” He turned his back on her to pull out a drawer of the bureau, the matter clearly settled. Kelsey sat down on the edge of the mattress and sighed slightly as she sank into it. When Chopper faced her, he had a box of condoms in his hand. “You’re not allergic to latex, are you?” he wanted to know. The question seemed so sweetly out of place that Kelsey giggled. 
 
      
 
    “No,” she said, still smiling. “But —” Suddenly, she stopped herself, nearly clapping her hands over her mouth. She had come within half a second of telling him about her pregnancy, which might have broken the deal. 
 
      
 
    Chopper raised an eyebrow. “But?” He smirked. “Listen, as hot as you are, and as much as I’m looking forward to getting in bed with you again, I don’t know where Spike’s been, other than in you.” 
 
      
 
    She wrinkled her nose. “Did you have to say it like that?” Relief flooded her system. A near miss, but a miss nonetheless. Sitting up straight, she pulled her shirt over her head and tossed it aside. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Chopper,” she said. “How did you put it before? Let’s talk business.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five 
 
    Chopper 
 
      
 
    Spike had started out dealing marijuana, but as business picked up, he escalated quickly into methamphetamines and cocaine. Now, he was getting into heroin, and the first shipment was due to arrive in three days at the Mongol compound, according to Kelsey. She didn’t know how much it was worth, but she knew the size, and Chopper figured the price to be half a million dollars. It was music to his ears. If he could deny Spike this very valuable haul, it would change the game right off the bat. Of course, Lawler would know immediately who had done it, but that was of no consequence to Chopper; the drugs were yet another bargaining chip in the simmering war between the clubs. A greedy bastard like Spike would do everything he could to minimize the loss, and if the drugs were in danger, his hands would be tied until he figured out a workaround. 
 
      
 
    Chopper planned the interception in less than a day. He put his biggest, meanest men on the job and told them to be as quick as possible, but not to back down in the event of a scrap. Using a map that Kelsey drew, they pinpointed the best point of attack and drew up a plan to lie in wait and ambush the drug mules when they arrived. It would be best if the Mongols didn’t see them at all, but Chopper knew that was almost an impossibility. He advised his men to arm themselves, but not to use their guns unless they absolutely had to. Even bad neighborhoods had nosy neighbors in them, and the last thing they needed was for the cops to be called. Still, he felt good, and as the adrenaline mounted over the next two days, he could tell his boys felt good too. They’d always been gluttons for even the possibility of a fight. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good luck, Hoss.” Chopper sent him off with a firm handshake, and Hoss was smiling as they pulled away from the compound in the dead of night. It was too bad that they couldn’t go in style on their bikes like they wanted to, but the nature of the mission demanded a car. Not even the Mongols were dumb enough not to notice a group of Outlaw bikes at the curb. 
 
      
 
    The boys with him were all a little younger, and all fired up. A couple were fresh blood, and Hoss could tell they were as amped as he had been on his first official club mission. This one was going to be easy as pie, but he didn’t tell them that. Their rambunctious excitement filled him with nostalgia. The darkened landscape of the city sped indistinctly past the windows, their headlights pooling on an empty road. It was a perfect night for a heist. Those jackasses wouldn’t know what hit them. 
 
      
 
    In a rundown neighborhood just outside of downtown, the driver slowed to a stop and let them out. Hoss, feeling like a school librarian, shushed his rowdy squad, but he was pleasantly surprised to find that they had their shit together. They followed him like shadows for a few blocks to the abandoned house where it was agreed they’d set their trap. The mangy lawn hadn’t been mowed for months; it stood knee-high in the deepest places. When the boys lay prone, Hoss couldn’t even tell they were there. As they waited, a bank of clouds rolled in to smother out the moon. Pitch blackness fell upon the desolate house. They couldn’t have manufactured better circumstances. 
 
      
 
    At a quarter past one, Hoss heard voices down the street, heading steadily toward them. He nudged his men, felt them bunch up into coils like snakes ready to strike. The voices inched closer, and when they were within range, Hoss and the boys fell upon them. The mules dropped like flies under the fierce assault, quickly rolling over and covering their faces. The one carrying the package fought back, but he was hampered by his unwillingness to leave five pounds of smack unprotected. Hoss dropped him with a swift, well-placed pistol whip, but his valor inspired the others, who rallied. It was a comically quiet fight, neither side willing to raise their voices, for fear that the police might be summoned. The drugs, encased in a nondescript black backpack, sat at the feet of the fighters, occasionally tripping them up. 
 
      
 
    Hoss was the first to hear the motorcycles. At first, it was only one, droning gradually into the foreground of his consciousness like some huge insect. Then he became aware of the others — many others. The engine voices seemed like a roar to him, so much so that he dropped the sad sack he was grappling and hissed at his compatriots, “Mongols!” They all looked toward the mouth of the street and saw it clogged with bikes. How many were there? Hoss couldn’t count exactly, but he saw at least eight. It made no difference that the headlamps were off; he knew they were grossly outnumbered. A single thought flashed through his head. Why hadn’t Chopper warned him? 
 
      
 
    The silhouettes of the bikes began to morph. Hoss realized the Mongols were dismounting, and soon they’d be heading toward the site of the impromptu service. “Come on,” he growled at his boys. “We need to get the fuck out of Dodge.” It pained him indescribably to retreat from a fight, but Hoss knew a lost cause when he saw one. If they stayed, the Outlaws would be full of holes in less than two seconds. 
 
      
 
    “Hold them!” a voice called out suddenly, the words cutting clean through the almost reverent hush of the deserted street. “Don’t let those fuckers get away!” 
 
      
 
    A pair of hands fell on Hoss’ arm and spun him around with alarming force. But he was a giant of a man, and putting his elbow backward, it landed on an unseen face, resulting in a crack and a howl. The grip loosened, something sticky dampened the sleeve of his jacket. Wheeling toward his men, Hoss bellowed, “What’d I fuckin’ say? Get out of here!” He lurched into a lumbering run toward the dead end of the street, and as he ran, he did a silent head count. Where there should have been three, he found only two. He turned around just in time to see one of the young ones dart forward, toward the phalanx of Mongols, for the drug bag. Playing the hero, Hoss thought wildly. The young ones always gotta play the hero. 
 
      
 
    The kid had one arm through a strap of the backpack when Hoss heard the bullet. It was a pithy, snapping sound, the kind produced by a high-end silencer. In the dimness of the street, he just barely made out the telltale bloom of blood on the kid’s back, but he did see the body spin, limbs flailing. The inertia flung the drugs toward Hoss, the backpack landing hard in the grass. Quick as lightning, he picked it up and ducked. Another bullet sang past him, and another, but it was too dark for the shooter to aim. Hoss headed for the shelter of the back of the house, wading through the grass. Somewhere behind him, he thought he could hear the kid gasping. He didn’t let himself stop. 
 
      
 
    The Outlaws — three of them — ran as soon as they drew level with the back wall of the house. Hoss was counting on the unkempt state of the lot to protect them from their would-be pursuers, and as he listened to engines revving in the street, he thought for a moment that he had read them drastically wrong. Then the sound of the motorcycles was interrupted by a familiar wail. Immediately, the Mongols turned tail. There was no way they could come out on top of a scene like the one that had just been left behind. 
 
      
 
    Hoss had never been so glad to hear the police. The trio of Outlaws hopped the decaying fence at the rear of the property and looped their way through the grimy backstreets of the neighborhood. No one here thought twice about the sirens — it was a daily occurrence. Were it light enough to see the patches on their club jackets, the three men might have looked out of place, but cloaked as they were by the dark, they passed unseen. Two miles or so from the abandoned house, Hoss called in for a pickup, and five minutes later, they were on their way back to the compound. The drugs sat in the empty spot where the dead kid should have been. 
 
      
 
    They didn’t say a word. 
 
      
 
    Chopper was waiting for them. The others balked when they saw him, and Hoss sent them away. “I’ll deal with it,” he said gruffly. They disappeared from his side, and he walked up to his boss alone, the pack slung over one shoulder. He put it down in front of Chopper. Then he said, “Ray’s dead.” It was the first time he’d ever said the kid’s name out loud. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Chopper’s eyes lingered on the backpack, but soon they moved to Hoss’ face. “What do you mean, Ray’s dead?” He craned his neck to look past Hoss, but the rest of the crew had long since dissipated — and Hoss knew Ray wasn’t with them anyway. 
 
      
 
    “Dead,” Hoss repeated. “Didn’t have a chance.” He frowned slightly. “The fuck didn’t you tell us there were gonna be so many, Chop? I woulda called it, and we could’ve come back another time. Ain’t like Spike’s gonna stop running anytime soon.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper’s face darkened. “How many were there?” he asked, his voice low. 
 
      
 
    “Beats me,” Hoss rubbed the back of his neck, trying to recall a number through the haze of fight-or-flight. “I think I saw eight bikes, but maybe there were ten. Twelve? Could’ve been a hundred for all I know.” He gave the black bag a sullen shove. “I told ‘em to beat it, stash or not, but Ray thought he could save it. You know how the little shits are.” Hoss made a gun with his thumb and two fingers. “Shot.” He was silent for a time. Then he said, “I had to leave him.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper nodded. He put his hand on Hoss’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. He did know how the new boys were, ten times as willing to put themselves in the line of fire if it meant they had a shot at winning their patches early. Sometimes those actions had deadly costs, and sometimes that wasn’t anyone’s fault but the one who chose to risk his life. This time, however, Chopper knew it was a needless loss. He knew there was someone to blame. Out loud, he said, “It was all you could do, Hoss. Did the cops show?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll get him home to his family.” Chopper wished he could step in and do something to ease the burden of the death, but he couldn’t risk incriminating everyone involved in the incident. He’d have to treat the murder of his club brother as though it had never really happened, and that made a sharp fury burn inside him. He felt betrayed. He had offered asylum to Kelsey, not to mention a no-holds-barred means of escape, and she had immediately held out on him. He told Hoss to get some sleep and started the walk back to his rooms, where he knew Kelsey was sleeping. In the minutes that it took for him to reach his door, his anger grew to frightening proportions. He stormed in and flipped the light switch in the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey emerged groggily from her cocoon of blankets, shielding her eyes from the sudden illumination. “Chopper?” she asked, her voice thick with sleep. “What’s wrong?” She put her hand down and blinked at him, rubbing her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Hoss just brought back the shipment,” Chopper said. “Five pounds, just like you said. It’s in a black backpack. You want to see it?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” She looked confused. “No. I mean, if you have it, then everything’s fine.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s all right,” Chopper said evenly. “Half a million dollars in the bank. But what I’m wondering is why the fuck you didn’t tell me one of my boys would have to die for it!” His voice rose slowly through the last sentence until he was shouting at her, hands curled into fists. “It would’ve been nice to know that they were sending a ten-man escort, Kelsey! It would’ve been real fuckin’ nice!” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes were wide, but they held no tears. If she was afraid, he could barely tell. “Who died?” she asked in a small, flat voice. 
 
      
 
    Chopper scowled. “What do you fucking care? All you need to know is that he’s dead now because you couldn’t be bothered to tell me the right information. It was the only thing I asked of you, Kelsey! The only thing!” 
 
      
 
    She gritted her teeth. “Listen, you asshole,” she hissed with surprising venom. “I don’t know why you keep assuming I know everything about what goes on inside that Mongol shithole. Your conclusions aren’t my responsibility. If I had known Spike was sending a platoon to pick up the drugs, I would have told you. But I didn’t. I didn’t know.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you, you didn’t know!” Chopper barked. He ripped the comforter off the bed and then pulled back the sheet, leaving her naked body exposed. “Get dressed and get out,” he commanded. “There’s no room in here for liars. You wanna act like one of the men, you can go and mingle with ‘em.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey stared at him like he was insane, but she did as he said. As she walked out of the room, she looked over her shoulder and said, “You’re a prick.” Then she was gone, the door slammed behind her. 
 
      
 
    Chopper threw himself back on the bed, still steaming with rage, but he could already feel it starting to ebb in the face of slow but inevitable regret. He still found it fucked up that she could draw him a map but not tell him the number of Mongols that were on pickup duty, but he knew that realistically, much of the fault was his own. It was stupid to think that Spike would leave such a large package to the care of only a few men; he certainly had more enemies than just Chopper and his crew. Hard drugs were a real tough scene — every exchange came with significant risk. Of course, he’d sent a small army. Wouldn’t Chopper have done the same? 
 
      
 
    He put his hands over his face and groaned. Kelsey was right, damn her. He was prone to jumping to conclusions on his own: years of holding iron authority at the head of the Outlaws had taught him that all his decisions had to be absolute, that there was no room for backpedaling of any kind. He’d trained himself to ingest the facts and go with his gut, and there was no denying that this time, his gut had simply been wrong. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey still wasn’t innocent. He couldn’t shake the feeling that there were things she kept from him, and things she’d continue to keep. But it had been wrong to take his anger and pain out on her. 
 
      
 
    He gave himself a while to calm down. Sure, he’d kicked her out of the cozy bedroom, but he had no doubt that Kelsey could hold her own in the clubhouse, and she probably wasn’t too keen on looking at him so soon anyway. After all traces of his outburst had left his system, Chopper went to find her. He’d half expected her to come back to the room demanding to be let in, but she hadn’t, and it quickly became apparent that she wasn’t in any of the places he thought she’d be. He checked the whole place, and then he checked it again. No Kelsey. He went into the security rooms and looked at footage of the outside cameras to see if she left. She didn’t turn up there either. On his third pass of the grounds, he noticed a light coming from under the door of one of the bathrooms, and he went up and knocked. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on a second.” Kelsey’s voice sounded strangely unsteady. Concerned, Chopper tried the knob, found it unlocked, and went in. She was huddled over the toilet, her long hair falling out of its tie. He could see beyond her shoulders that the bowl was full, and as he stood there, she retched and filled it some more. Her body shook with the force of throwing up, and so did her hand when she raised it to wipe her mouth. Her cheeks were flushed, streaked with tears. He had never seen anything more pitiful in his life. It made him feel like a monster. When he sat down beside her, and she turned to see him and whispered, “Sorry,” the effect multiplied by ten. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck it,” he said as he pulled her hair out of her face. “You’re right. I’m a prick.” Somewhat awkwardly, he refastened her hair tie, doing his best not to pull. Then he found a paper towel and a cup for water, which he held for her to drink. She puked twice more before she let him carry her back to bed. He stationed an empty wastebasket next to her, placed a fresh water glass on the nightstand, and decided that he wouldn’t leave her side until she was better. After his amazing display of classic asshole behavior, it was the least he could do. He reached over and stroked her hair gently, just once. She didn’t open her eyes, but her face turned toward him. 
 
      
 
    Chopper smiled. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Kelsey 
 
      
 
    It was hard to tell how much time had passed between being carried back to bed by a repentant Chopper and the next time Kelsey opened her eyes. She felt better, but weak. As her eyes passed around the room, she caught sight of Chopper on the phone, his face gravely serious. Remembering the cause for his earlier anger, Kelsey bit her lip. When he noticed that she was awake, he quickly ended the call and came over to sit by her. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Princess,” he said, somewhat teasingly. “How you feeling?” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey floated out a hand and touched his jaw. It was rough with stubble. “Okay, I guess. How long have I been out?” 
 
      
 
    Chopper glanced at the clock. “A good eighteen hours. It’s about time for dinner now.” He looked back at her. “Are you hungry?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really.” She sat up and ran her fingers through her hair, tugging absently at snarls. “Have you been here all day?” 
 
      
 
    He shrugged. “I can run the club from my phone,” he said, with a lopsided grin. “Besides, I wanted to make it up to you. Show you I’ve still got some redeeming qualities.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled gently. “You could just say you were worried about me.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed a little. “I was worried about you.” 
 
      
 
    She leaned up and kissed his cheek, touched by the sweetness in his voice. Her head still ached slightly, and her throat felt like a desert; she grabbed the water glass off the nightstand and drained it in one long gulp. It was warm and tasted slightly stale, but she could tell it was what her body needed. “Can you get me a refill?” she asked, offering the cup to Chopper. Dutifully, he took it and walked to the kitchen. She listened to the faucet run. The sound of the water made her have to pee. 
 
      
 
    As he reentered the bedroom, Kelsey went to the toilet and shut the door. She sat down, and as she started to go, the realization smacked her in the face so hard she nearly cried out. Sitting on the toilet triggered memories of a pregnancy test with two lines instead of one. Reality came crashing in on her. 
 
      
 
    Chopper knew she was sick. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey herself had been expecting morning sickness to start for a little while now; it was just her luck that it would happen at the worst possible time. She’d struggled mightily with lingering nausea, but last night was the first time it had ever culminated in actual sickness. She supposed that the stress of Chopper yelling at her might have played some part as well, but she was pretty sure that her episode in the bathroom was mostly due to the baby. Now, she was at a crossroads. No doubt Chopper knew how to recognize the early symptoms of pregnancy, and if her bouts of sickness continued, he would definitely figure it out. And even if he didn’t, her chances of leaving the Outlaws before she started to show were slim to none. 
 
      
 
    But she had just seen a side of him she’d never seen before. His anger had been ugly and spiteful; he had evicted her from a place where he had promised — no, insisted — she could stay, just to teach her a lesson. She didn’t like it, but she also knew that the thing to trigger his anger was a perceived lie. If she chose not to tell him of the baby, she’d just be doing it all over again. Since she thought he was the father, she owed him a warning, at the very least. If he was like Spike and wanted to bail, he’d have time to figure something out. And she’d have time to finagle some means of support. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey flushed the toilet and washed her hands, splashing some water on her face. She looked at her reflection above the sink. Hours of sleep had carved deep bags beneath her eyes. Her face looked sallow and thin. She wondered if she should start exercising, eating better, drinking more water. It was hard to think health-conscious thoughts in a place populated exclusively by people whose blood alcohol level was more or less permanently above the legal limit, but she was thinking for two now. She turned to the side and checked for any sign of a belly. There was none; in fact, it looked like she might have lost some weight. She let out a short, worried sigh. Not great. 
 
      
 
    Chopper was on the phone again when she emerged from the bathroom. She climbed up on the bed beside him and wrapped herself in the comforter, downing half the new glass of water. He’d put the TV on while she was indisposed, and she watched the muted images on the screen: some low-budget science-fiction thing. An alien saucer descended from a flatly painted sky as Chopper wrapped up his latest call. 
 
      
 
    “You can go if you need to,” she said after he hung up. “I’ll be fine.” The part of her that really didn’t want to have another I’m pregnant conversation hoped he would take her up on that. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t. “Nah, babe. If they need something, they can call me. I’m all yours tonight.” He leaned back on the pillows and put his arm around her, drawing her close against his chest. Kelsey rested her head above his heart and listened to the slow, solid beat for a few minutes. Then she turned her eyes up to his face. “I wanna tell you something, Chopper.” 
 
      
 
    He glanced down at her, half a smile tugging at his lip. “Shoot, baby.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey sat up. She held her hands together in her lap, twisting the ring on her middle finger that used to belong to her sister. She took a deep breath. Chopper had his eyes on her. “I’m pregnant,” she said. The words escaped into a vacuum of silence. At first, he displayed no reaction whatsoever. Then she added, “I think it’s yours.” 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” he said at last. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey felt her heart start to fall. “I took the test in Spike’s bathroom,” she told him. “Then I snuck out to see the doctor. Twice. I was coming back when your guys picked me up.” She hesitated, doing the math in her head. “I’m three months along, give or take.” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t say anything. His face was set in an unreadable, almost eerily blank expression. “Are you sure it’s mine?” he asked after a long period of quiet. 
 
      
 
    “No. But we met three months ago, Chopper. And I didn’t have sex with Spike for a few days before or after that.” Spike had been scarce then, which was why Kelsey had the confidence to cheat. “He was probably out dealing or something. I don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    “Fucking hell,” Chopper said. Then, more vehemently, “Fucking hell!” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey felt a twinge of frustrated irritation. She vowed not to let this discussion devolve into a screaming match. “What?” she said, as calmly as possible. 
 
      
 
    He held his head in his hands, running his fingers through his hair. “I can’t believe you’re actually pregnant,” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” Kelsey asked. “It’s not like you knew.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I knew.” Chopper dropped his hands and threw his head back in a gesture of exasperation. “I had someone infiltrate the Mongols before we took you, and they told me you were pregnant.” He scowled and threw back the covers. “Fuck this.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey sat stunned for a moment. It had never occurred to her that Chopper might have done any sort of reconnaissance on her, and she didn’t know how to feel about it now that she knew he had. Mostly, she was upset by the inconsistencies in his thinking. He headed for the door, and she vented some of her feelings at his back. 
 
      
 
    “Goddammit Chopper. If you knew I was fucking pregnant, why are you mad?” He stopped but didn’t answer, so she continued. “You know, at least Spike tried to be happy. He was shitty at it, and I didn’t believe him for a second, but he tried.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t compare us!” Chopper snapped. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey rolled her eyes. “Then don’t act like him!” As he stomped out, she picked up the remote and pointedly turned up the volume. She wanted to pull her hair out. Part of it was the pregnancy hormones, she was sure, but Chopper’s volatile temper was a real concern. She wasn’t sure she liked having such a hot-headed man as the father of her baby. She knew for a fact she wasn’t signing up to mother both of them. Either Chopper needed to get his act together, or she’d find out a way to do things on her own. A man in her life would be useless if all he could do was throw tantrums. She’d live off the money that came with her plane ticket if she had to. But they hadn’t set a definite amount, and she couldn’t stop herself from worrying about a potential future as a single mom. It was not the life she’d ever envisioned for herself. 
 
      
 
    At the next commercial break, the door opened, and Chopper came back in. He set himself down on the bed, and they watched TV together for a bit, neither of them initiating conversation. “I’m sorry,” he said suddenly. “I shouldn’t have reacted like that.” He sighed. “I guess I just … I don’t know. Things have been the same for years around here. I run the Outlaws, Spike runs the Mongols. When one of us has something the other one wants, we fight.” 
 
      
 
    “And you don’t want a kid to get in the way of your precious fighting?” Kelsey asked. 
 
      
 
    He rubbed a hand over his face. “It’s like this, okay? We’re part of this club, and that means that everyone close to us becomes collateral if we fuck up. It’s one thing if it’s a brother who knew what he was getting into. He took the oath, he earned the patch, whatever. We don’t want to see each other die, but there’s peace in knowing we’re all okay with it on some level. And maybe you could say the same about your girl or your wife, because chances are she’s part of the club too. But a baby? A little kid? They’re like sitting ducks. On one of us, they’re like glowing weak spots.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t think there’s any member of the Savage Outlaws who wants to be a dad?” Kelsey said. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. Some of us are already.” 
 
      
 
    There was that inconsistency again. But Kelsey was starting to get it. Chopper tended to think about things in ways that exclusively provided him with the most protection against the realities of the life he had chosen. He cultivated viewpoints that allowed him to avoid assuming responsibility for the death of a club member, or the life of a child. He constructed a vision of an ideal self that let him remain as detached as possible, while still being able to reap the rewards of things like sex and drugs and money. He was a machine for earthly pleasures. 
 
      
 
    And she was challenging his whole worldview. Kelsey reached over and took his hand. She was not without sympathy for Chopper’s problems. She’d only been part of the Mongols for five months before switching sides; she couldn’t imagine what years would do. She struggled to grasp the implications of what he was saying, and what she did understand seemed like an excruciatingly lonely life. 
 
      
 
    After Hannah died, Kelsey thought she was done with feelings of compassion. She thought she’d be okay on her own, that she needed to be alone if she didn’t want to be in pain. But she was learning through the rejection and acceptance of these men that those values still held weight in her heart. If she wanted to build a life again, she’d have to hold on to them. 
 
      
 
    “Look, Chopper,” she said, squeezing his fingers. “I’m not saying we need to get married and have some kind of blissfully idyllic life with a picket fence and a dog, okay? I just want to give you the chance to be there for this baby. I don’t think being a father will ruin your life, but I’ll also admit that I don’t have a clue about what your life is or what it means to you. If you don’t want to try to make this work, just tell me. I’ll take the money and the plane ticket when this is over, and you’ll never see us again.” She touched her stomach. “Either of us.” 
 
      
 
    “Hearing you say that feels like shit,” Chopper replied, staring fixedly at the mattress. “I think that means I do want to try. Or at least, I’ll never forgive myself if I don’t.” He lifted the back of her hand to his lips. “I’ve gotten used to always being right, but I mean, none of these assholes is ever going to question me, so how could I know if I was wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll tell you.” 
 
      
 
    He grinned. “I think I might learn to like it.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper ordered pizza that night, and when the food arrived, the smell of the cheese made Kelsey run to the bathroom and throw up. She managed to eat half a slice, but it came back up soon after. The only thing she kept down was water, and even then, the nausea persisted. 
 
      
 
    “Is it supposed to be this bad?” Chopper asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.” Kelsey lay curled up with her knees to her chest, eyes closed against even the soft light in the room. Her stomach turned restlessly. “I think I need to see the doctor.” It hadn’t even been two weeks, but she didn’t think she could endure six more months of such unrelenting misery. 
 
      
 
    Chopper rubbed her back. “I’ll go with you,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Really?” She looked at him. “Are you gonna wear your jacket?” She wasn’t sure how well a patched member of a known outlaw motorcycle gang would go over in the waiting room of a maternity clinic. He seemed to catch her meaning. 
 
      
 
    “What?” he said playfully. “You don’t think the doctor will want to join the club?” 
 
      
 
    She swatted him gently, laying her head in his lap. The feel of his fingers in her hair drove some of her nausea back, and she closed her eyes, willing sleep to come. If she could just sleep until March, she thought, that would be pretty much perfect. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
    Chopper 
 
      
 
    He didn’t wear his leather jacket to the clinic. He wore a different one, without his patches and the giant crest emblazoned on the back. Sitting in the waiting room with Kelsey, he looked like all the other fathers-to-be with their wives and girlfriends, hands folded in his lap as he listened to the easy-listening radio station being piped into the room. Inwardly, he felt incredibly out of place. He thought about his men back at the compound, about Red and Hoss and poor, dead Ray. He thought about the decisions he’d made, everything he’d done to bring him to this point in his life. And he thought about how all of that was so close to changing forever. 
 
      
 
    A year ago, he might have been livid. But now — now he wasn’t sure how he felt at all. When the nurse called Kelsey’s name, Chopper got up and walked back to the examination with her. When she smiled and asked him for his, he gave her his real one — Jesse—and nodded in response to her statement that he must be excited. He sat in a different chair as Kelsey told the nurse about her morning sickness. She’d been hunched over the toilet just thirty minutes ago, and had repressed the urge to vomit on their way into the building. The nurse took Kelsey’s vitals, wrote some things down, then smiled and told her the doctor would be right there. He and Kelsey sat alone in the silent, sterile room, no sound but the crackling of the paper on the table. 
 
      
 
    “This is weird,” Kelsey said out loud. 
 
      
 
    “What?” He’d been thinking the same thing. 
 
      
 
    “This.” She gestured vaguely. “This whole thing. Do people ever plan to end up here?” 
 
      
 
    “A lot of people,” Chopper said. “But I didn’t have a condom on me, so …” 
 
      
 
    She laughed and kicked him gently with one socked foot. “Stop. That’s only sort of what I meant.” Then her tone turned serious. “Are you happy, Chop? You can be honest.” 
 
      
 
    He blinked. He hadn’t thought about it since the week before, when he’d been so sure that he wasn’t. Since then, their relationship had reverted to the one he’d been expecting, the one much more reflective of that incredible one night stand. He felt a kind of contentment when he was with her, as if some piece he hadn’t known was missing had finally been found. Of course, it was too early to tell for sure. He knew as well as anyone that things could change on a dime. There was no question that Spike knew she was missing by now, and probably no question that he knew where she’d gone. It was only a matter of time before the Mongols made their move. Chopper, ever vigilant, was already drafting a plan. But in his downtime, he laid in bed and watched TV with Kelsey, or he took her to the bar on quieter nights. Or, more recently, he took her into the garage and had her sit and hand him tools, while he worked on one machine or another. Food smells always seemed to set her off, but for some reason she tolerated grease and machine oil like a champ. It filled his heart to look up and see her perched on the bench next to his toolbox, hair cascading over her shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I think I am,” he told her. “I can’t explain it. It just feels good, the way we are right now.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey smiled. “I think so, too. Except that I can’t stop puking.” As if on cue, the doctor opened the door at that exact moment. She diagnosed Kelsey with severe morning sickness, which had a technical name Chopper couldn’t remember, wrote a prescription for anti-nausea medication, and sent them on their way. They stopped at the pharmacy next to the clinic to pick up her medicine, and while they waited for it to be filled, Kelsey rested her head on Chopper’s shoulder. Without thinking, he turned and kissed her hair. She seemed to tire so easily, and he told himself that when they got home, he’d put her to bed and work in the other room so he could be near her. It was strange, the pace at which his life had transformed from an experience that was all about him to an experience that was all about her. Spike Lawler still lurked in the back of Chopper’s brain, but he had decided after that first fight that if Kelsey needed him, Spike could go fuck himself. He could feel his priorities shifting. 
 
      
 
    Yet, some things remained the same. Try as he might to acclimate himself to some aspects of a more normal life, the thought of going to an office job for forty hours a week made Chopper’s skin crawl. He’d always be an outlaw at heart, a man who preferred the quick and dirty methods of eking out a living. A baby on the way exacerbated his desire for money. Bike Out of Hell turned a steady profit, a good one, even, but the half-million payout of the drug bust that killed Ray was too alluring to resist. A single casualty wasn’t enough to dissuade Chopper from continuing his quest to conquer the Mongols. He needed to provide for his kid. 
 
      
 
    He wanted to provide for Kelsey, too. The income he’d earn off of Spike’s well-established drug routes could make it so that Kelsey didn’t have to work at all. That seemed like the ideal life to him, running an empire, while Kelsey cared for the baby. But in the middle of his little stay-at-home fantasy, Chopper realized that he had no clue what she wanted for herself. She had yet to make any sort of lifestyle requests, nor had she expressed an interest in going back to work. Did she work? Had she ever worked at all? He was sure she must have at some point, though he doubted that Spike would ever favor a working girl so highly. As the days rolled on and turned into weeks, Chopper began to see that he really knew very little at all about the mother of his child. 
 
      
 
    It bothered him, but there wasn’t a whole lot he could do about it right away. As soon as Kelsey’s meds started working, he went back to his role in the Outlaws in earnest. Mickey became almost as indispensable to him as Red. She was instrumental in helping him track drug shipments with increasing degrees of accuracy, mapping out every inch of Mongol territory, assessing exactly what kind of firepower Spike and his boys were routinely packing. Never again would Chopper’s outlaws be caught off guard. Never again would he lose a man because of negligence. 
 
      
 
    Mickey also brought him valuable tidbits from the grapevine that Chopper didn’t always get to hear himself. She told him Spike was pissed, that he knew Chopper had his girl, and that even though he was biding his time, he fully intended to get her back. She promised to keep her eyes and ears open for any developing battle tactics, any leaked sneak attacks. If Spike received weapons as well as drugs, Chopper would be the first to know. 
 
      
 
    He passed on the news of Spike’s intentions to Kelsey, who wrinkled her nose and said simply, “Ugh.” Her belly, though still small, was rounding unmistakably now, and Chopper derived a surprising amount of satisfaction from monitoring the baby’s growth. At fifteen weeks, she brought back her first sonogram, and together they marveled at the distinct shape of the baby’s nose and its tiny right hand. The pictures made things real for Chopper, whose instinct to protect only grew with his child. He poured even more of his heart into making certain that his machinations against the Mongols were perfect. The old beef wasn’t just about him and Spike anymore: it was about the future of Chopper’s baby. 
 
      
 
    But perfect things took time, and Chopper had never been an especially patient man. He was, like the members of his club, always ready to get something started. And now that more than his ego was at stake, his patience ran thinner than ever. After initial preparations were set in motion, there was nothing for Chopper to do but sit around and wait. He was fully confident that his men were the best in the city, and it was both a blessing and a curse. Their competence ensured that things ran smoothly, and it made him bored out of his mind. Suddenly, he had hours of downtime, and there were only so many times he could knock the old cue ball around. New parts came into the bike shop every day, but staying in the garage made him stir-crazy. The weather had started to slowly cool, and he wanted to be out in it. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey seemed restless too. Chopper was very aware of the infrequency with which she left the compound. He knew that she worried about being snagged by roving Mongols, and now that her belly was growing noticeably, she stood out even more. He was pleased to learn that some of the other club girls had taken her under their wings. They, like their men, were fiercely protective of each other, and they guarded their new pregnant charge like mother geese, shepherding her lovingly from place to place, dropping by the apartment with food or a movie when Kelsey wasn’t up to going out. She talked about them with real affection, and it made Chopper unspeakably proud to hear about the way his Outlaw family was taking care of her and the baby. 
 
      
 
    Still, he knew he could be doing more himself. Before the abrupt lull in his schedule, he had spent barely any time with her except at night. Their quality time together amounted to an hour of amazing sex, then maybe a few minutes together before Chopper left for the war room in the morning. Kelsey never complained, but he wondered if she was just holding it in because she knew the work was important to him. But every time he apologized, she just smiled that gorgeous smile and said, “Don’t worry. I understand.” 
 
      
 
    Each passing day filled him with more and more of a needling suspicion that he did not deserve her in the same way he knew Spike Lawler didn’t. That feeling became his driving motivation when the slower days began. He embarked on a new and personal quest to become worthy of Kelsey’s love. And the way he decided to start was with something they had never had — a date, 
 
      
 
    Beyond the reservoir outside of town, there was a patch of woods that Chopper knew about. He’d gone there a lot as a kid, growing up alone in the poor countryside, and the tranquil silence in the trees helped to soothe a lot of his young anger and mold him into the person he became. He wanted to share that with Kelsey, mostly because there weren’t a lot of places he could take her in the city that she hadn’t already been a million times. Any outing beyond the compound had to be quick and stealthy, full of constant checking for the presence of Mongols. But no one went to those woods. They’d be able to spend as long as they wanted there, and after the baby was born, they’d have a place to go and be a family, all by themselves. Chopper could hardly believe that he was getting so sentimental about a collection of trees, but the idea of a quiet domestic life was slowly growing on him. And if that was what he wanted, it was a damn shame that he barely knew a thing about the woman he wanted to share it with. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her eyes lit up when Chopper suggested a picnic in the woods. Then she laughed and said, “It seems like something you’d hate. Are you sure? We can always go see what’s playing at the bar.” Again, he felt the sting of unworthiness. She was always the one accommodating him, always reaching to compromise for his selfish desires. 
 
      
 
    “No, no,” he said, grinning. “I swear it was all my idea. I even packed us food.” He’d originally wanted to take her out on the bike, but he soon discovered the picnic basket wouldn’t fit in the storage compartment. Besides, he knew that riding made her anxious ever since her belly began to grow. So, he put the things in one of the cars, and they set off toward the reservoir. Driving a car was another one of those things he’d formerly avoided that was beginning to grow on him. There was still nothing like the wild freedom of his bike and an empty highway, but he found that something had to be said for the security of a proper car. If he’d thought like that a year ago, he would have also thought he was going insane. But his sense of importance had been changing ever since he met Kelsey — imperceptibly at first, and then practically all at once. 
 
      
 
    The leaves on the trees in the patch of woods were just starting to turn fall colors. Chopper found a nice level spot and spread out the blanket he’d brought, weighing the corners down with rocks. Then he set the basket in the middle and unpacked its contents. Plastic plates, plastic cups, an array of fancy sandwiches. It was all store-bought — Chopper knew he was no cook — but he hoped Kelsey would approve nonetheless. She stood at the edge of the blanket, looking around at the little spit of nature surrounding her. A tiny breeze lifted the edges of her hair. 
 
      
 
    “It’s so nice here,” she said quietly, her voice full of awe. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” Chopper finished laying out all the picnic things and leaned back to admire his handiwork. “I grew up not too far from here, maybe a mile south. I used to come here when I was a kid and just kick dirt around ‘til I wasn’t mad anymore.” He laughed. “Sounds stupid as hell now, doesn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    She stepped onto the blanket and folded her legs underneath her, surveying the spread. “I’m impressed, Chopper.” 
 
      
 
    He leaned over and pressed his lips to her temple. “Me too, honestly. I’d like to pretend I made it myself, but … I didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey giggled. “I don’t care. I’m just glad we get to be outside for a while.” 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking you could use some time out of the compound.” He picked a sandwich out of the assortment and bit into it. 
 
      
 
    She watched him fondly. “And some time with you. Not that I don’t enjoy the time we get together, but you know what I mean.” She winked. He grinned. 
 
      
 
    He felt like they were the only two people in the world. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
    Kelsey 
 
      
 
    She found the idea of a date both funny and endearing coming from Chopper, and the feeling was only magnified when she realized he’d planned a picnic in the woods. Sitting across the blanket from him, nibbling on a chicken salad sandwich and listening to him describe a rather stark childhood in the countryside, Kelsey felt as if she were starring in a work of period fiction. The notion made her smile to herself; he was hardly the stereotype of a dapper gentleman love interest, but if his sleeves were rolled down, he might be able to pass. 
 
      
 
    “What are you smiling at?” he asked her playfully. 
 
      
 
    “You,” she said. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head, a little chagrined. “Probably because you’ve been listening to me rattle on forever about an old farmhouse. Tell me something about you, Kels. Sometimes, I don’t think I know you very well, and I want to change that.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey tilted her head. “What do you want to know?” 
 
      
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know. Everything. How did you end up at the bar where we met? How did you meet Spike?” He paused. “Why were you so far into the Mongols if you hate him so much?” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey paused, a bite of sandwich halfway to her mouth. She felt foolish for allowing herself to be blindsided by that question; it was only a matter of time before Chopper asked. He had always seemed to know intuitively that she did not belong in motor clubs, that she had different reasons for being where she was. On the day he brought her into the Outlaw compound, she was sure he intended to get to the bottom of those reasons. She’d been prepared to fight him all the way. But he had chosen to focus on her connections to Spike instead, and then her pregnancy had sidetracked everything into a peculiar little eddy of self-contained happiness. Kelsey had almost let herself believe that he’d forgotten how strange it was that she’d turned up in close affiliation with Spike. 
 
      
 
    No such luck. And she was running out of ways to avoid the subject. The last thing she wanted was to reignite old flames of paranoia and mistrust. She’d really grown to care for Chopper, and she was willing to admit that she’d become accustomed to the idea of him as a father to their baby. Somehow, their awkward relationship, which had begun as a strictly-business arrangement, evolved into something more meaningful than that — how much more meaningful, she wasn’t sure. 
 
      
 
    Maybe after the baby was born, Chopper would realize how much babies cry, how hungry they were, how they needed their diapers changed. He might hand her a ticket and a packet of bills and say, ‘Remember our original deal? That’s the one I want. Good luck,’ and send her packing to some remote location. Or maybe whatever spell she had woven to charm him would simply wear off, and he’d revert to his old and dangerous ways. These were all things she thought when she was lying awake at night, staring into the shadows on the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    But in the daytime, when she could look into Chopper’s eyes, she had to believe that he was there to stay. Even if he kept the Savage Outlaw empire after the birth of their child, even if he ran drugs and stole bikes to feed into his chop shop, she had to believe that Chopper was in it to make a life with her, for better or worse. And if she wanted to help, she’d have to cast aside her own reservations and open up the way that he had. There was only one real dark spot in the center of Kelsey’s privileged life, and it had finally come to the surface. She had thought that when this time arrived, she would be hesitant at best, unable to articulate her pain at worst. But she scooted closer to Chopper, until he put his arm around her, and it was like the invisible chains around her heart just broke. 
 
      
 
    “I had a younger sister,” she began softly. “Her name was Hannah. She was my best friend.” Kelsey had never gotten into the habit of talking about Hannah in the past tense; every word stung like a fresh wound. Locking Hannah firmly in the past felt like killing her all over again, and Kelsey could barely bring herself to do it, for the sake of her grasp on reality. Once she solved the mystery of Hannah’s death, she thought that might make it seem more normal, but that hadn’t happened yet. 
 
      
 
    “When she was twenty, she was walking home from a party, and a man mugged her on the street. After she gave him her money, he shot her in the head.” Kelsey paused. The next sentence came out very quietly. “She died there, before the ambulance arrived. In the news clip, you can see them load her body into the back of the ambulance, and she’s already covered up. You know, like they do. But we still had to identify her.” She felt the familiar lump forming in her throat and did her best to clear it away. “Maybe you can guess the rest. The police were able to link the crime to a member of the Mongols, through numerous witness accounts, but the case went cold and an arrest was never made.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper looked down. “Most of them go like that,” he said. 
 
      
 
    She barely heard him. The words poured out of her, as if she was in a trance. “I was 23 at the time, barely out of school and working my first reporting job at a tiny local station.” Her eyes drifted to his face, a small smile on her lips. “You know what I was doing stories on? New swings at the playground. It was that caliber of news. But then I got transferred to a station in the city, and that’s when I started talking to crime reporters and hearing about their workload. I started learning about the statistics of solving crimes, and how the likelihood goes down every day. By then, we were going on a year with no progress on Hannah’s case, and I just got crushed by this wave of hopelessness and desperation. That’s when I started thinking I’d do anything to find the truth, or even just a lead to get things moving in the right direction. 
 
      
 
    “It took another year for me to actually make something happen. I was in the running for an anchor position at the station downtown — the big one. It would’ve been a life-changing career decision if I had taken it. But I was afraid of stability. I thought that if I let myself settle down and have a shot at happiness, my sister would fade away and be lost forever. And it seemed selfish of me, to stop looking for her so I could live the kind of life she’d never get to. The whole thing drove me a little crazy, I think. I ended up taking a leave of absence, and after that I started hanging around the biker bars, looking for an in.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey took a deep breath and let it out. “That was Spike. I thought that if I could get close to them and learn what they know, I could finally find out which one of those fuckers killed my baby sister. But I didn’t. I didn’t find out a single goddamn thing. And now it’s been another year, and here I am, pregnant and in the middle of a brewing club war.” 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit,” Chopper said. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey looked at him and realized she was crying. “I’ve never told that whole story before,” she said, wiping her eyes. “I always thought I wouldn’t be able to. It’s so hard to talk about Hannah. In some ways, it’s harder to talk about how I failed. I hatched this crazy plan because I really thought I would be able to help somehow. I threw away everything I had before. I’ve lost touch with the rest of my family, telling myself the payoff would be worth it.” She smiled grimly. “But the joke was on me. There is no payoff. Just a new life where nobody ever even knew my sister was real.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, now,” Chopper said. “And you know what else? I can make those bastards pay.” 
 
      
 
    She stared at him for a long time. A fresh wave of tears spilled over, rolling in great pearls down her cheeks. Chopper wiped them away tenderly with his thumb. “The fucked up thing is that I don’t even know if I want that anymore,” she told him. “I used to think a lot about what I’d do when I found the creep who killed Hannah. I used to have dreams about it. I used to tell myself that I didn’t care what happened to me afterward, as long as I got to avenge her.” 
 
      
 
    She put her hand on the rounded peak of her stomach. “But now that’s not true. And I’m relieved, but it hurts too, in a way. I can’t help but feel that there’s nothing I can do for her to make it right.” She sniffled. “It’s dumb. There’s never been anything I could do. Even if I found the guy and made sure he died or rotted in jail, she’d still be dead. I’m still going to live the rest of my life without her. That’s the part I can’t even imagine.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper pulled a napkin from the basket and handed it to her, watching her wipe the runny makeup off her eyes. He wanted to say something, to be of some comfort to this beautiful woman in the midst of the raw grief he had triggered, but there was nothing to say. All of his words, no matter how heartfelt, would ring hollow, because he had participated in the same vicious cycle. He and his men had caused uncountable griefs like Kelsey’s, and they had experienced them too. 
 
      
 
    For the first time in a long while, he thought of Ray, whose parents had been notified of their son’s murder the same way Kelsey had been notified of her sister’s. He knew for a fact that Ray’s murder was unsolved, because the cops never dared probe too far into MC affairs — or money made them turn a blind eye. He suspected there was a city cop somewhere who knew exactly what happened to Hannah Jones, but who would keep his mouth shut forever because some Mongol financed his new SUV. Many times, he and his Outlaws had raged against this system, then turned around and exploited it for their own personal gain. But never had he so clearly seen the reality of the pain it inflicted. It made him want to shrink away from Chopper and become Jesse Slater again, a country boy who’d only dabbled in pot and could never think of destroying another human being. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” he murmured gently, smoothing Kelsey’s hair. All his whirling thoughts remained unspoken, yet expressed in those two words. He didn’t think she would ever understand. He didn’t think she could. Nor would she get what it was like to know that everything he saw and felt was impermanent. Perhaps the guilt and resolve to be better would linger for another twenty-four hours, or maybe even forty-eight. Eventually, those moral revelations would fade into the background of the life he always lived. He’d sit in the war room with Red and Hoss and plan strategic attacks on Spike’s incoming drug shipments. He’d tell his boys to use whatever force they deemed necessary. He’d tell them not to worry if the Mongol they were beating didn’t get back up. Not because he didn’t feel for Kelsey and her family. Not because he didn’t think it was unfair that her sister happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. It was just a dog-eat-dog world, and those were the rules. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey blew her nose into a clean napkin, wadded it up, and rolled it toward the center of the blanket. Chopper hadn’t spoken for a long time. His eyes were trained on nothing; he was obviously far away. She wondered what he was thinking about. What kind of chord had her story struck with a man like him? It was impossible to tell, and she decided not to ask. Chopper could, at times, be brutally honest. She didn’t want to chance having to face that in her fragile state. But now that the crying storm was past, she felt like a weight had been lifted from her chest. She’d been carrying that burden for so long that she forgot it was there. Kelsey turned her face into the gentle breeze, closing her eyes as her hair rippled back 
 
      
 
    The spell was broken by the sound of erratic, muffled snapping. Chopper’s eyes snapped back into focus, and he looked at her. “Did you hear that?” he mouthed. 
 
      
 
    She nodded. Her stomach twisted on itself. The sounds came closer, and she began to make out voices above the breaking noises — twigs, she realized. Someone was walking toward them. Chopper beckoned her close. “Stay here,” he whispered. “No matter what.” He pressed a soft kiss to the top of her head and got to his feet, moving out toward the source of the voices. Before he reached the line of trees, two unsteady figures burst into Kelsey’s line of sight. She let out a yelp of surprise, and they wheeled toward her, weaving with every movement. She saw the Mongol patches on their jackets before she saw the knives in their hands. 
 
      
 
    “There you are, you bitch,” slurred the one closest to her, lurching forward. “Spike said he wouldn’t let us in if we came back without you, so you’re comin’ with us.” He was met halfway to the blanket by Chopper’s shoulder, and the two of them fell to the ground, grunting and struggling. Kelsey tried to keep track of the blade, but she couldn’t. She felt sick. 
 
      
 
    When the other Mongol fell on Chopper from the opposite side, she hurled one of the weight-rocks at him. The stone struck him in the leg and knocked him off balance just enough for Chopper to sweep him onto his back. One of the Mongols began to bray in a wild, fearful voice; the next time Chopper raised his arm, she saw blood running down his wrist. He had a knife of his own in his hand, and Kelsey couldn’t stop herself from imagining the sight of him plunging it into the chest of the man beneath him. “Stop!” she shouted. “Stop!” 
 
      
 
    By the time the scuffle finally ended, Chopper’s shirt and jacket were soaked with blood, and the two drunken Mongols had crashed off into the underbrush toward the reservoir, each coughing and spitting teeth. Kelsey got up and ran to Chopper. She thought that all the blood had come from his attackers, but to her horror, she discovered a long rip in the chest of his shirt. “Oh, my God,” she whispered. “Oh, my God, Chopper! You got cut!” She guided him toward the blanket, trying not to panic. 
 
      
 
    Chopper was calm as ever. “Relax, babe,” he said. “I’ve had worse. It’s no big deal.” 
 
      
 
    “Ugh!” Kelsey rolled everything into the picnic blanket and picked the whole bundle up in her arms. “Just shut up and get in the car. I’m driving us back.” He tried to take the blanket from her and she glared at him. “You’re not carrying shit, Jesse. Get in the car.” 
 
      
 
    He raised his eyebrows and did as she said, leaving his seatbelt unbuckled. Kelsey dumped the blanket in the trunk and got behind the wheel. She wasn’t used to being in the driver’s seat after years of city living, but once she pulled out on the road, it didn’t take her long to get the hang of things again. She tried not to look at his wound as she drove, gluing her eyes to the road ahead. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay,” Chopper kept saying. “I’m fine.” 
 
      
 
    “If that looks deeper than a scratch after I clean it up, I’m taking you to the hospital,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Chopper shook his head. “I’ll call my doctor and have him come out if he needs to. Safer that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you tell him you got in a knife fight in the woods?” Kelsey asked. 
 
      
 
    “He won’t ask. That’s why he’s my doctor.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Back at the compound, Kelsey laid Chopper out on the bed and went to work on him with a warm, damp cloth. She was intensely relieved to find that he was right; the cut was very shallow and needed only to be washed and bandaged. He wasn’t a fan of the disinfecting process, but Kelsey told him very firmly not to move, and to his credit, he did his best to obey. When she was done patching him up, she took a moment to admire both her handiwork and his chiseled physique. “Don’t ever scare me like that again,” she scolded gently. “I thought you were going to bleed out.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper feigned great hurt. “Come on, baby,” he said. “Have a little faith.” He put his hands on her shoulders and pulled her down into a deep, hungry kiss. The sensation of her hands on his body had ignited a familiar craving. He wanted satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    She pushed him away, very carefully. “No way, Chop. You’ve just survived an injury. These are not optimal circumstances.” Kelsey bit her lip. “But you do look good, even with that slash down your chest.” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t nurses supposed to be comforting?” he asked. She moved around to his side and he pressed his lips against her neck and collarbone. 
 
      
 
    She quivered slightly. Her resolve was weakening. “I think they take an oath that means they can’t do things like have sex with their patients.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” Chopper pushed up the hem of her shirt. “Guess it’s a good thing you’re not a real nurse then.” His fingers caressed the swell of her pregnant belly, then walked their way up to the lower edge of her bra. Kelsey sighed, relaxing into his touch. The hormones made her want him all the time, and she’d learned by now that if Chopper wanted something, he damn well was going to get it. She made a mental note to be careful of the bandage. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he got under her bra, Chopper pulled off Kelsey’s shirt and kissed her deeply, working his hands around to undo the band in the back. She pressed her bare nipples gently into his skin as the bra fell away. 
 
      
 
    “Be gentle,” she murmured. He cupped her in his palms, squeezing with infinite softness. She kissed him again. His hands dropped to her waist, pushing her waistband down over her hips. Two fingers slipped between her thighs, and Kelsey gasped as they rubbed her. She reached down and pulled her panties aside impatiently. 
 
      
 
    Chopper chuckled. “Not even gonna take them off this time?” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey pressed her pelvis against him. “Just put something inside me right now. I don’t care what part of you it is.” He slid his fingers in deep and moved them until she moaned his name. She gyrated rhythmically, but her stomach got in the way of the friction and she couldn’t quite get herself the whole rest of the way to climax. 
 
      
 
    Chopper leaned down and put his lips around one of her extra-sensitive nipples. Almost immediately, Kelsey went over the edge. Her whole body shuddered, back arched, feet planted flat on the mattress. The pleasure had been more intense during her pregnancy; it came in warm, enveloping waves that sometimes seemed to last for minutes. After, she rolled onto her side and took Chopper into her mouth until he gave up a hard, guttural growl. While she waited for him to be ready for a second round, he gave her another beautiful orgasm, with his tongue this time. She sank her fingers into his hair the way she knew he liked. 
 
      
 
    When he was ready, Chopper fit himself against her and entered Kelsey from behind. As her stomach continued to grow, comfortable sex positions had become increasingly elusive, but she liked the support she got from leaning back against him. Periodically, she’d remember that he had a wound on his chest and try not to put too much pressure, but Chopper didn’t seem to mind at all. He moved his hips in the same smooth cycles as he always did, reaching around to caress her with his fingertips. Kelsey had her third orgasm of the afternoon with her hands gripping the bedspread, eyes closed in ecstasy. Three was all she felt she could take; she sank into the bed with a contented little moan. “I’m so glad we can still do that while the baby’s in here,” she said. “I think I need that to live.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper laughed. “Anytime you want, baby.” He kissed her tenderly between her shoulders. “Thanks for patching me up. I gotta go check on some things.” He meant that he had to check on the status of the latest sabotage efforts on Spike’s shipments, but in light of the conversation they’d had in the woods, he didn’t want to bring up that kind of business. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Kelsey purred warmly. “I think I’ll take a nap.” She felt him pull the blanket up over her. The light clicked off, and the door closed quietly behind him, leaving her cradled in a soft, protective hush. 
 
      
 
    Her sleep was mercifully dreamless for the first time in years. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
    Chopper 
 
      
 
    The incident in the woods had been a small bump in an otherwise surprisingly smooth road. In the days that followed, Chopper and Kelsey settled into something that felt oddly like marital bliss. He had no personal plans to get married, even though his feelings for Kelsey seemed to deepen every day, but he knew in his heart that he wanted to make some kind of permanent arrangement between them so that she and their child would always be taken care of, no matter what happened to their relationship. Chopper’s own experiences in a broken home told him that his child, though yet unborn, needed to be the number-one priority in his life until they could fend for themselves. He sure as hell knew he could have used some more love and guidance. 
 
      
 
    He sat with his feet up on the table in the war room, listening to music on low volume and thinking pleasant, mostly empty thoughts. His missions for tonight were out and running, he’d received updates from all his teams, and everything was going as expected. Spike’s weekly shipments were once again in shambles. He had grown used to this turmoil-free peace, so it was only fitting that when it shattered, it did so in a spectacular fashion. 
 
      
 
    Chopper heard Mickey before he saw her, quick feet pounding down the hallway outside the war room. “Is Chopper in there?” she yelled as she ran. Someone shouted back an affirmative, and then she was pounding on the door. “Chop, open up!” 
 
      
 
    He bolted out of his seat and let her in. Her copper hair was all over her face, her cheeks bright red from running. “What the fuck’s with you?” he asked affably, but his guard was already up. Part of him knew what she was going to say before she said it, so the news wasn’t a total shock. 
 
      
 
    “Spike’s gonna attack the compound!” she gasped. “I’m not sure when, but soon. You need to get Kelsey and the baby out of here.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper froze. The world stopped around him. He had imagined this day for months, even looked forward to it. In the beginning of his plans, it was to be the day of reckoning between Outlaws and Mongols, the final test of their strength. If Spike Lawler had the balls to show up and try to reclaim his stolen girl, Chopper and the Outlaws would be waiting. He had envisioned an all-out brawl, the kind with dirty tricks and a body count. And he’d known that his men would be happy to die for the cause of the Savage Outlaws, if they had to. 
 
      
 
    Until he met Kelsey, Chopper was willing to send them to their deaths. He was a man of brutal principles before she came into his life. He believed in himself, in his club, and in the downfall of the Mongols. Nothing else. The relationships he fostered were forged on tenuous ties. There was an understanding that loyalty was inextricably linked with revenge. Every time, violence followed violence. That was how the MCs lived. That was what they knew. Dog-eat-dog. 
 
      
 
    But now, Chopper had a girl with a baby in her belly that was there because of him. For the first time in his life, he had a legacy that extended to his flesh and blood, and he was struck by how much that really meant. The child was an extension of himself, a physical representation of his impact on the world that he felt compelled to nurture and raise as best he could. And because of that, Chopper was forced to change his whole perspective. He could no longer view death in the line of fire as nothing more than honorable sacrifice. He had other things that meant honor, other duties to fulfill. Not only that, but he was starting to realize that everyone else did too. 
 
      
 
    The face of the Savage Outlaws was changing, but its goals had not. By continuing to carry out his campaign against Spike Lawler unaltered, Chopper accidentally put his own haphazard little family directly in the line of fire. He saw everything he’d worked to build crumbling away into dust, and the vision filled him with white-hot rage. 
 
      
 
    He turned to Mickey, eyes blazing. “Do you know what they’re bringing?” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head, eyes wide. “No. Guns. Knives. I don’t know what else they’ve got. Knowing Spike, it could be anything.” 
 
      
 
    She was right. Spike had been silent for too long not to have something special up his sleeve. Chopper racked his brain for possibilities. Bombs? Fire? Gas? He put his hand on Mickey’s shoulder. “Spread the alarm. Tell everyone you see that we’re gonna try to head them off before they get here. If the Mongols reach the compound, we could lose everything.” He was well acquainted with their slash-and-burn style of conquest, and he didn’t hold much hope that a Spike Lawler bent on vengeance would be willing to spare anything. 
 
      
 
    Mickey nodded and took off like a shot, shouting his message at the top of her lungs. Chopper went the other way, bee-lining straight for his apartment. He found Kelsey puttering around in the kitchen, trying to decide what to make for lunch. 
 
      
 
    “Kels!” He called her name as he popped his head around the corner of the doorframe. She jumped. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my God, Jess, what?” She turned to stare at him reproachfully, but the look in his eye clued her in very quickly that something was wrong. “Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “We have to go. And by ‘we,’ I mean you.” He went into the bedroom and started throwing things into a suitcase from the closet. “Grab what you need right now. I don’t know how much time we have.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey moved into high gear as fast as her pregnant body would let her. “What are you talking about?” she called. “What’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    “Spike’s coming,” Chopper answered tersely. “Soon.” 
 
      
 
    She didn’t ask any more questions. The stuff from the bathroom was dumped into the suitcase, then Chopper brought it and her out of the compound in record time. They peeled out of the lot with a squeal. 
 
      
 
    “I’m taking you to my house,” he said. “Spike doesn’t know where it is. You’ll be safe until this blows over.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey gnawed on her lip. “What if it doesn’t blow over?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “It will.” Chopper wasn’t sure who he was trying to convince. Mickey’s panic on delivering the message of Spike’s impending attack made him wonder if he had underestimated Lawler. If so, by how much? The thought of Kelsey and his baby in Spike’s clutches made Chopper’s stomach turn. He wouldn’t let that happen. 
 
      
 
    The house was an innocuous, two-story block with prim white siding and green-shuttered windows. All the shutters were drawn, as they had been for a long time. Chopper didn’t spend too many days in this house. He owned it outright, but its location remained a secret from any and all of his enemies. It was the closest thing he had to a safe house, under the circumstances. 
 
      
 
    He parked the car on the street and quickly trundled Kelsey and the suitcase up the driveway and through the side door. The interior was a little musty and cool, its corners heavily shadowed. Kelsey stood awkwardly at the kitchen table, glancing around. Chopper left the suitcase at the foot of the stairs and came to wrap his arms around her. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not much,” he said sheepishly. “I would have taken better care of it if I knew you’d be here so soon.” He kissed the top of her head. “The windows will have to stay closed up, just in case. But other than that, I don’t give a shit what you do in here. This place is gonna be yours when the baby comes.” He hesitated. “If you want it, I mean.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey looked up at him. “Will you be here too?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Chopper smiled. “If you want me.” 
 
      
 
    She nuzzled her head into his chest. “Always.” 
 
      
 
    He brought her things up to the master bedroom on the second floor and helped her get as comfortable as he could before he left to get back to the compound. 
 
      
 
    The whole way there, he worried about the woman he’d just left in his home. Did she like it? Did she feel safe? Was she scared? He didn’t know any of the answers, and not knowing was almost as bad as knowing that he had an undetermined amount of time to prepare a counterassault. If the Savage Outlaws were even five minutes too slow, it could cost them dearly. Kelsey had been told not to contact him unless it was an emergency, but he wished he could break his own rule just to make sure she was okay. 
 
      
 
    The compound was in a state of frenzy when Chopper reached it. He’d never seen it buzzing with so much excitement. Once again, he was thankful that his men thrived on conflict. This was like Christmas and a surprise party rolled into one for them. As he walked to the war room, he heard whoops and hollers over the rhythmic sounds of guns being loaded and cocked. If the Mongols didn’t land tonight, every member of the Savage Outlaws would be sleeping next to a pistol. 
 
      
 
    Within twenty minutes, every onsite member of the Outlaws was locked and loaded. The ones who finished early had gone around the perimeter, delivering extra weapons and ammunition to the guards on the compound border. All of the stolen drugs that had yet to be sold were consolidated in the deepest safe room Chopper had. He had checked every wall for weak spots, made sure all the possible breach points were covered. Once satisfied, he returned to the war room and sat at the table, flanked by Red and Hoss. 
 
      
 
    Security patched the camera feeds through onto the TV, and the three of them sat there and watched the video in silence. Anticipation hung thick in the air, but nothing happened on any of the screens. Chopper tried to remember to take deep breaths. He didn’t think about Kelsey. He couldn’t think about her. 
 
      
 
    All he thought about was Spike. 
 
      
 
    There had been a day when Chopper and Spike had been civil, if not friendly. Back then, Chopper remembered a lot more neutral areas between clearly marked territories, and he even recalled more than a few pickup ball games — without any trace of threatening subtext. At the end of the day, the two clubs would retreat to their respective jurisdictions, and when the sun came up in the morning, the dance began again. It was like this for a few years. Even at the time, Chopper remembered thinking there was no way it could last. 
 
      
 
    He was right. Around the time he started Bike Out of Hell, Chopper noticed a vast increase in shady dealings happening on and around the Mongol territory. He suspected drugs, but he never said anything, because the Mongols had their business, and the Outlaws had theirs. As long as they stayed separate, Chopper couldn’t give a rat’s ass what went on under Spike Lawler’s roof. But things did not stay simple. They never did. 
 
      
 
    One morning in spring, when Chopper was twenty-five, a Mongol died on Outlaw property. Chopper himself had no clue what happened; he was miles away from the site of the killing, at the house where Kelsey was hidden now. All he knew was that when he got to the compound that day, he was greeted by a declaration of war stabbed into the front door and signed by Spike Lawler. Those early fights were brutal; they were the reason Chopper always had a doctor on call. Many a Savage Outlaw had been dragged back from the brink of death, and there were others who weren’t so lucky. Their numbers fluctuated wildly during that time, as skirmishes ebbed and swelled. Two days would go by without a casualty, then three, then a week, only for the record to be smashed by a string of six killings one right after the other. The whole city was walking on eggshells, waiting for the next deadly strike. 
 
      
 
    Over the years, a pattern developed. The Outlaws and the Mongols reestablished their relationship, now as solid rivals instead of just casually competing gangs. And as the drug traffic through the city increased, so did the potential for moneymaking. The lure of profit caused Spike Lawler’s well-documented greed to rear its ugly head, and just like that, the delicate balance was once again upset. 
 
      
 
    Lawler’s rough and merciless tactics blasted him to the top, rolling over lesser organizations as if they were merely insects. He’d already garnered a heavy nest egg from an early lucrative weed trade, so in terms of resources, the Mongols stood head and shoulders above everyone else. Chopper had to admit that Spike had him beat in business smarts. 
 
      
 
    But where Spike excelled in money management and investments, he failed in leadership. Chopper long believed that Spike’s place at the head of the Mongol table was secured more by his willingness to kill his own brothers than his ability to unify them behind him. More than once, rumors of a shift in Mongol power would reach the Outlaw stronghold only for the would-be challenger to disappear. Such barbaric tactics weren’t upheld in the tacit MC Code of Respect, but no one ever seemed to last long enough to challenge Spike in any meaningful way. And now, Spike Lawler was an institution more than anything, a fixture in the scene. The Mongols couldn’t get rid of him if they tried. 
 
      
 
    Which brought him back to the present day. The Outlaws were like the rowdy resistance, up against a rich and powerful king. It was time to rush out and end the dynasty so that a new family could be seated upon the throne. 
 
      
 
    Or at least, that was what time it would be if Spike and the boys ever decided to show. The screens remained so pervasively empty that Chopper considered the possibility that Mickey had been tricked into spreading false information. But why spread meaningless intel? If the Mongols weren’t coming, then Chopper’s men were safe, and so were Kelsey and the baby. He’d be more than happy to take that. At this point, were it not for the money, he’d be happy never to fight Spike Lawler again. 
 
      
 
    The sun crept downward into mid-afternoon position, and still Chopper and his two men saw nothing. Hoss had drifted off at one point, and Chopper just let him sleep, knowing the old bull was always good for a quick awakening. In another hour, they could feel the compound getting restless, a sentiment the leaders shared. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe he got cold feet,” Red said. 
 
      
 
    “Lawler? Nah. Betcha he had some new stupid idea and is held up trying to make it work without ruining everything else.” Hoss leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. “Smart guy,” he muttered, “but a fuckin’ idiot.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper tended to agree. But he had a creeping sense of apprehension that was proving to be unshakeable. Mickey never let him down. 
 
      
 
    Something wasn’t right. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
    Kelsey 
 
      
 
    Without Chopper, the house felt surprisingly, almost deceptively normal. In a way, it reminded Kelsey of her life before the motorcycle clubs. She couldn’t believe how far away that all seemed now, as if it were some other girl who’d lived back then. She stood at the draped front window, staring idly at the thin crack of light between the curtains, one hand on her now-prominent belly. 
 
      
 
    Anxiety paced like a tiger in the back of her mind. Although she understood and appreciated Chopper’s decision to remove her from the compound pending a Mongol attack, it made her more nervous not to be at the center of things for the first time in months. She’d grown used to a constant stream of rumors, information, warnings, even threats — and suddenly, she was out of the loop. It worried her. Somehow, Chopper’s boys had become like family. To say nothing of Chopper himself. Kelsey wanted desperately to know that everything was all right. 
 
      
 
    She was nervous to be alone, if she was being completely honest with herself. Chopper had assured her again and again that no one knew where he lived outside of the compound, that his house was off the grid. She believed him — or at least, she wanted to. It was common knowledge that many of the Outlaws didn’t live in the compound full-time, and Chopper wasn’t exactly a new recruit. The odds of his home address remaining a total secret were pretty slim. Even if he didn’t think so, Kelsey’s reporter instincts told her otherwise. Information like that had a tendency to leak. 
 
      
 
    She checked the windows and doors of the house, testing each and every lock. She made sure all of the curtains were pulled tight. Then she went around and did it again. All the rooms were deadly silent in a way that felt heavy on her ears. As it turned out, Chopper Slater kept his home on a quiet residential street, far from the constant din of city traffic. Perching on the edge of the leather couch in his den, Kelsey wished she could hear something — anything. She couldn’t force herself to relax. When she closed her eyes, all she saw was Chopper’s face. 
 
      
 
     And a haunting vision of the compound going up in flames. Spike had always been a bit of a pyromaniac. How many times had he shown her his store of homemade Molotov cocktails, his crates of stolen fireworks? She’d never seen any “real” explosives on Mongol property, but she didn’t doubt for a second that Spike had them, if only to say he did. If he’d been waiting for an opportunity to take them for a spin, she was willing to bet that now would be the time. 
 
      
 
    The Outlaws would be totally helpless. Much as she loved them, the boys were hardly a bomb squad. Chopper made sure his men were each outfitted with Kevlar gear, but that single layer wasn’t much in the face of what Spike could be packing. Did they even have an answer? She didn’t know. The thought of Chopper and his men being caught so off guard made Kelsey’s stomach turn. She took a deep breath and leaned back into the sofa cushions, telling herself to calm down. This was all baseless conjecture off of Spike Lawler’s juvenile obsession with fire. He dealt drugs, not bombs. Still, a persistent little voice needled the back of her mind. His trades had been evolving at the time that she left, a trend that would’ve continued. By now, who was to say he wasn’t running everything under the sun? 
 
      
 
    Kelsey frowned. She told herself to stop making mountains out of molehills. Her meaningless worries were doing nothing to help the situation at hand — as it was, nothing she did could have any use at all. She just had to sit there and wait, reminding herself that she was carrying a baby, that she had to think with a mother’s fierce sense of protection. 
 
      
 
    For Kelsey, who’d stopped dreaming of anything but sweet revenge after Hannah’s death, it was easier said than done. She spent a lot of time avoiding the topic of her impending motherhood, even as her pregnancy grew more and more pronounced. Beyond going to the hospital, she barely had a plan. Her doctor’s appointments were up to date, but they always felt like going through the motions; she’d smile, nod her head, hold Chopper’s hand. Their child, invisible except on the ultrasounds, hardly felt real. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey found herself biting back an unexpected onslaught of tears. Desperate for a distraction, she searched around the sofa for the TV remote. There were three, and after some trial and error, she got Chopper’s television to blink to life. The moment the sound came on, Kelsey hurriedly turned it down, looking toward the front of the house, as if someone might have heard. She left it on the lowest possible setting and contented herself with watching the images flicker across the screen. Around her, the suburban silence continued unabated. Every so often, a car drove by, and every time, Kelsey tiptoed to the front window to peer out onto the street outside. She knew it was exactly what Chopper didn’t want her to do, but she couldn’t help it. Her nerves just refused to settle. 
 
      
 
    She pulled her phone out of her pocket and set it on the coffee table in front of her, hoping that having it just out of her reach would lessen the crazy urge to call him. It helped, but only if she closed her eyes, and closing her eyes added a whole new level of paranoia. Kelsey lay back on the couch. She fidgeted. She tossed and turned. 
 
      
 
    Wild thoughts thundered through her mind. What was happening back at the Outlaws’ compound? Was Spike there yet? Were they fighting? 
 
      
 
    Was anybody dead? 
 
      
 
    It was a stray thought, but it made her insides turn to ice. She had always known that death was an intrinsic aspect of the MC life; after all, Hannah had been a victim. But now, Kelsey was forced to admit that there was a cushion between her and all the danger. Chopper made sure of it. He made sure he kept her safe. She loved and hated him for it at the same time. She hadn’t joined up to become someone’s princess, to be sheltered and spoiled amid a notoriously volatile scene — that was the last thing she’d expected. But she hadn’t bargained on becoming a mother, either. 
 
      
 
    Her hand made its way to the crest of her belly. Just below her skin, she felt the baby turn a little bit, the smooth surface of her stomach bubbling for just a moment. Normally, she might have smiled, but she tightened her mouth and looked away. The possibility of a future without her baby’s father seemed to be looming on the horizon, casting her in a deep, dark shadow. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey couldn’t make herself comfortable on the sofa. Eventually, she got up and paced the house again, cradling her stomach in both hands. Each time she passed a window, she glanced at the covered pane for a split second, and a prickle of fear went up her spine. If she could just take a peek, she knew she’d feel better, but she also knew it wasn’t worth the risk. No matter how confident Chopper was, there could be someone out there. And if she was seen … She didn’t want to think about it. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey walked until she was tired, her feet aching with the strain of her extra weight. This time, the sofa felt good when she sat down, which she took as a positive sign. No word from Chopper, but that wasn’t necessarily bad either. He had warned her that she might not hear from him for a day or more. He had told her not to panic. This, Kelsey thought wryly, was easier said than done. 
 
      
 
    She propped herself up on the sofa pillows and turned the TV back on, flipping to the most mindless channel she could find. Finally, lulled by the drone of the television, her mind began to drift toward a comfortable doze. She put her feet up and closed her eyes. On the very edge of consciousness, she was just about to drop into sleep when a high, jangling sound tore her back into reality. Kelsey jumped up, heart pounding. She barely stifled a scream. The sound came again, and her brain recognized it as a telephone--but it wasn’t her cellular ringtone. 
 
      
 
    The land line, anchored on Chopper’s kitchen counter, rang a third time. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey felt sick. She pushed herself to her feet and padded into the kitchen just in time to hear the phone wail yet again. The screen on the base was lit. Kelsey bent awkwardly to read the number, hoping that it might be one she recognized. She knew, however, that it was a slim chance: no one even knew she was there, and if they did, they certainly would have been instructed not to call. Unless, of course, it was an emergency. Her stomach squeezed. She swallowed hard. But even then, why not still her cell phone? As she gazed down at the display, she saw that none of her worries mattered; the number was restricted. Kelsey wanted to feel better, but she didn’t. Her heart was still pounding. One hand reached reflexively for the receiver, and she saw that her fingers were shaking. 
 
      
 
    The phone rang one more time, then transferred the call to voicemail. Kelsey drew back her hand, twining it in her hair to give herself something to do. She jumped when Chopper’s voice filled the air. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve reached Jesse Slater. I’m not here right now, but if you leave a message, I’ll get back to you soon as I can.” He sounded almost like a different person, someone who didn’t steal drug money and deal out the back of his bike shop. Someone who wasn’t currently waiting to kill — or die. The sound of his real name gave Kelsey a feeling that was a little like homesickness for something she realized she’d never even known. 
 
      
 
    Beep. She jumped a second time. God, her nerves were fried. The tape ran for a few seconds in silence. Then, a woman’s voice began to speak. 
 
      
 
    “I know you’re in there, bitch,” is what she said. “Don’t think I haven’t seen you, creeping around behind the curtains. Jesse’s never been too much good at keeping secrets.” The woman let out a sharp, crackling laugh. “Even if he thinks he is.” She paused. “You can stay in there as long as you like, at least until we come and smoke you out. Won’t be too much longer now.” Kelsey could hear the cruel smile coloring the last words. “See you soon.” 
 
      
 
    The machine clicked off, leaving a deafening silence in its wake. Kelsey put her back against the counter and let herself slide to the floor. Her knees felt like Jell-O, her eyes burned with tears. The fear was replaced with humiliation and white-hot rage. She should have known better. She should have told Chopper that there was no way his house could still be a secure location. She should have made him double check, triple check. But most of all, she should have been looking out for herself. 
 
      
 
    In the months since she had fallen in with Chopper Slater, Kelsey had allowed herself to become complacent. She’d been lulled into a sense of security that had seemed more real than anything she had experienced since losing her sister. She had started to believe that she lived in a world where things might turn out okay. But all of that was a mistake. 
 
      
 
    She only let herself cry for a few seconds before she shoved her emotions into a mental lockbox and got to her feet. Her first instinct was to check the windows, but she knew that would be yet another mistake. She crouched awkwardly and made her way back to her cell phone in the den. As she reached for it, she hesitated. Maybe it was all some kind of cruel prank to keep her on her toes. Maybe the boys were testing her. But even as she thought it, Kelsey knew she was being stupid, trying to wish herself out of the situation. She’d been told not to call unless it was an emergency, and the phone felt heavy in her hand. Around her, the house was dead quiet. The message had been a threat, but at the moment, she couldn’t see anything more. Kelsey eased herself down onto the floor, her back against the base of the sofa, and dropped her phone between her knees. 
 
      
 
    Chopper had enough to deal with. She decided she could wait. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
    Chopper 
 
      
 
    Spike Lawler was nowhere to be seen. On one of his restless pacings around the perimeter of the war room, Chopper allowed himself a quick glance through the covered windows. The shadows were slowly lengthening outside, the late afternoon light deepening toward evening. He saw nothing out of the ordinary, except the extra guards he’d stationed earlier. They were still standing at attention, but even at a distance, Chopper could tell they were bored. The whole gang had been itching for a fight as soon as the news of a confrontation came, but now, hours later, the rush was gone. He turned away from the window and went back to his chair, throwing himself into the seat a little sullenly. Leave it to Lawler to pull a no-show after all that pomp and circumstance. 
 
      
 
    Chopper looked around at his boys. Hoss’ eyes were closed again. Chopper thought he’d drifted off . On the other side of the table, Red stared idly at a spot on the ceiling. When Chopper cleared his throat, they both roused instantly. He sighed, running a hand though his hair. “What do you think?” he asked. “Stand down?” 
 
      
 
    Hoss took a minute to think, tapping the toe of his boot on the floor. “I don’t know,” he drawled thoughtfully. “Sure, he ain’t showed yet, but that don’t mean he’s not comin’.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” said Red. “You know Lawler doesn’t play by no rules. And he’s too cocky not to get in your face if he thinks he beat you somehow. Even if it’s just a game you didn’t know you were playing. We oughta wait til we hear from him.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper decided they were right, although frankly, he was bored too. Both Red and Hoss had been with him since his early days at the top, and he trusted their judgement at least as well as he trusted his own. Still, he rubbed his face in mild exasperation, thinking that probably, Spike Lawler was sitting across town with a big smile on his face, knowing he’d played his rival for a fool. Likely as not, this was a little bit of petty revenge for the way his drug shipments had been manhandled. At that thought, Chopper let himself crack a small, satisfied grin. 
 
      
 
    He should have known that nothing Spike Lawler ever did was petty. It was nearly dark when one of the perimeter guards radioed in, his voice crackling over the receiver that was stationed in the middle of the table. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Chop? We just found a note stuck to the gate. I think you need to see this.” 
 
      
 
    Something in the guard’s tone sent a prickle of apprehension down Chopper’s spine, but he made sure his voice was level when he replied. 
 
      
 
    “Bring it in.” The three men in the war room exchanged glances. The long-faded adrenaline began to resume its course. By the time the guard appeared at the door, Chopper had been pacing for three minutes. He held out his hand without stopping, and received a folded slip in his palm, its surface marred by the puncture of a knife. He felt the eyes on him as he unfolded the paper. The scrawl inside, loose and jagged, was Spike’s. It made his blood run cold. 
 
      
 
    You’re not the only one with eyes. 
 
      
 
    Chopper’s hand immediately crushed into a fist, crumpling Spike’s note in his fingers. He looked up and saw Red and Hoss watching him, ready to execute any order. In his head, Chopper saw himself giving a concise-but-thorough list of everything that needed to be monitored, every entrance and exit that had to be secure, the patrol schedules, and the positions of all the guards. 
 
      
 
    Instead, he said, “I have to go.” The words were clipped with barely restrained fury, at himself more than anyone else. How could he have been so stupid as to think Spike Lawler wouldn’t engage in espionage? He’d known the guy for years and years, more than long enough to understand that Lawler was nothing if not a snake. If he wanted leverage on Chopper, the first thing he’d do would be to locate his safe house. It was the first thing any of them would do. 
 
      
 
    Chopper realized with sickening dread that he had given Spike more-than-enough reason to care very deeply about the inner workings of the Savage Outlaws. Spike’s drugs were disappearing, his money being siphoned off. Not only had Chopper stolen his prized possession, he’d kept her for himself. Spike had vendettas worth a hundred times less than that. 
 
      
 
    But Chopper was blinded by complacency. As he snatched his weapons off the table, he cursed himself. Locked and fully loaded, he headed for the door, determined to reach Kelsey before anyone else could get to her. He was more-than-prepared to spill blood. 
 
      
 
    The crumpled note lay forgotten on the tabletop. Hoss reached over and smoothed it out with his fingers, his eyes tracing over the words. A black expression descended like a thunderhead over his normally placid features. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, hell,” he muttered, passing the message to Red. “Shoulda known this would be about the old lady.” He put his hands on the arms of his chair and pushed himself to his feet, cracking his massive neck and shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “You go get her,” he said to Chopper. “Red and I can hold down the fort.” 
 
      
 
    “If there are moles in here, I want to know,” Chopper growled. “And I want them dead.” 
 
      
 
    Red nodded, stone-faced. “Don’t have to tell us twice.” 
 
      
 
    “Get out of here,” Hoss repeated, a tinge of impatience in his voice. “If I know Spike, you don’t have time to be lollygaggin’ around.” He picked up the radio and thrust it at Chopper. “Take this. We’ll sweep the place. Let you know what we smoke out.” 
 
      
 
    Without another word, Chopper put the radio on his belt and went for the door. Hoss was right; he had no time. But just as his foot crossed the threshold, the compound’s alarms began to wail, a high, piercing noise that he hadn’t heard in months. On reflex, he snapped around to look at the bank of monitors, searching the screens for the breach. A panicked voice came from his belt. 
 
      
 
    “Chopper, they’re here! They’re coming at the gate. I think they’re gonna ram it down!” Before the transmission cut, the sound of motorcycles revved, distant but growing rapidly closer. 
 
      
 
    “Fucking hell!” Chopper bellowed. His head spun, full of the noise of his thoughts. The compound was about to be under siege, and he had to choose between staying to fight beside his men and leaving to make sure Kelsey was all right. 
 
      
 
    The decision tore at him. He glanced at his phone. If she had called, then he would go to her. Red and Hoss could handle things here. 
 
      
 
    But the screen of his cell phone was blank, and in another instant, Chopper’s choice was made for him. A different guard crashed onto the radio. “All the exits are blocked,” he gasped. “They’re freezing us in.” This time, the background popped with unmistakable gunfire. Chopper thought he heard someone shout. 
 
      
 
    “How many are there?” Hoss demanded. 
 
      
 
    “Too many,” said the guard. “I don’t know.” Another gunshot cracked over the receiver, very close. Then, nothing. 
 
      
 
    Chopper seized the control for his security display and rapidly cycled through the camera feeds, looking for an angle that might show him some numbers. On the film rolling over the points of access to the compound, he could see a dark mass just outside the borders, punctuated by gleaming hints of chrome. He couldn’t tell exactly how many there were, but it was a lot — maybe more than he had stationed. He knew that if he tried to leave, they would shred him to pieces. And he suspected, in fact, that those were their exact instructions. 
 
      
 
    Spike was trapping him. 
 
      
 
    He turned to Hoss. “Forget the moles for now. We need to smoke these fuckers out first.” He motioned to Red as well. “Get the firebombs and get them out. I need you to clear me a path out the back.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper hadn’t always kept a store of unconventional weaponry. His younger self might have thought that he was better than homemade Molotov cocktails, or that he was above using raw gasoline or lighter fluid. But he had since learned that, sometimes, dirty fighting was as valuable as it was necessary, and he was prepared to do whatever it took to get to Kelsey. 
 
      
 
    He checked his phone again. Still no call. Briefly, he thought about calling her first, but decided it would be too dangerous to lower her guard by telling her to expect him. He contented himself with watching the video feeds and listening to the chatter that was now constant on the radio as his Outlaws worked to mobilize against the sudden threat. At first, confusion ran rampant, but it was soon replaced by righteous anger and aggression. 
 
      
 
    In a few minutes, he saw the first flames bloom bright at the front gate, splashing off the stone and iron. Immediately, Lawler’s gang drew back, as Chopper knew they would. Their gas tanks had become huge liabilities, and there were dozens out there, if not hundreds. Light one, and all the rest of them would go. That was a firework show Chopper Slater would pay to see. 
 
      
 
    His attention, however, was mainly focused on the back exit. As soon as threat of explosions had thinned Lawler’s crew there enough, he would make a break for the road. It was dangerous-as-hell to go on his bike: he knew they’d be shooting at anything that moved, but he had no hope of getting a car out unnoticed. He saw the shadowy biker army begin to recede from the back gate and turned away from the monitors, bolting down to the garage. Chopper hoped the roar of his engine would be drowned in all the others. 
 
      
 
    The air outside the back of the compound was still relatively cool, but he could smell the acrid smoke of the Molotovs. A haze lingered, and as he rode, it stung his eyes — he hadn’t thought to protect himself with even a helmet. He was taking a lot of risks, and he hoped it wouldn’t ultimately be too many. How much help would his custom helmet be against a bullet anyway? Chopper didn’t know, and it didn’t matter. 
 
      
 
    He left his headlamp dark on the way out. 
 
      
 
    Sure enough, the minute he drew out onto the road, he heard the pop of gunfire at his back. His heart raced, but he didn’t even look, except in his mirrors. The muzzle flashes looked like pinpricks in the full night. He was lucky; they’d pulled back pretty far. Then their engines gunned, and he knew that they were onto him. Chopper leaned down over his handlebars. No way in hell was he going to lead them to Kelsey and the baby. If they wanted a chase, that’s exactly what they would get. 
 
      
 
     There was something uniquely exhilarating about flying down the back road behind the compound. All he could hear was the wind screaming in his ears, the voice of his bike beneath him. Somewhere behind, Lawler’s men were in hot pursuit, but he didn’t know exactly where. He couldn’t even tell if they were gaining. Although, he suspected he might be losing ground, Chopper pushed his engine, careening around the corner so low that his leg nearly ran across the ground. A plume of rubber smoke billowed up behind him; his tires would be shot when this was over, but for now, he was even more invisible. The street ahead of him was dark, and Chopper hoped it would stay empty. The last thing he wanted was a confrontation with civilians that would undoubtedly lead him straight to the police. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, except for the wild caravan of bikers tearing through, the scene was still and silent. They’d left the cacophony of the Outlaw compound far behind — he couldn’t even smell the smoke anymore. Chopper had been half expecting to hear an explosion or two, but nothing came. He guessed that maybe the Mongols weren’t as foolhardy as he thought. This time, that was fine with him. He already had enough messes to clean up. 
 
      
 
    As he rode, Chopper tried not to think about how much time he was spending on distraction. He tried to tell himself that it was better this way, that the longer he kept the Mongols away from Kelsey, the safer she was. But in his heart, he knew he wasn’t really helping. He knew that Spike had gone for her himself. There was no time for diversionary tactics. In fact, he realized he might have played straight into Spike’s hands. 
 
      
 
    Chopper’s mind raced. It was too late to try and shake them off. They had seen him, and now they would follow him as far as he led. He was certain that if they caught up and overpowered him, he’d be killed. He didn’t even know how many there were on the road behind him. 
 
      
 
    Then again, what choice did he have? As much as he wanted to live and grow old with Kelsey and their child, Chopper understood that he would sacrifice everything for them. And if he had to die, what better way than defending the woman he loved? His decision made, he set his jaw and wrenched his handlebars, working the brake. The bike slid to a stop, dimly silhouetted in the middle of the street. Two smoking black treads marked the pavement. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t count how many Mongols there were. The headlamps blinded him as they drew nearer, but Chopper refused to look away. He stood silent, one foot on the ground, watching the approach. In the pocket of his jacket, his phone began to ring. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
    Kelsey 
 
      
 
    How many minutes passed in dense quiet as she huddled on the floor, her hands holding her belly? Her lower back began to ache; she could feel the hard base of the sofa pressing against her spine. Kelsey wanted to stretch out her legs, but she kept them bunch up underneath her, in case she had to get up and run. With her eyes closed, she found she could hear better, and her thoughts shut up for the first time in what felt like ages. It was almost a Zen state, a feeling of hanging suspended between utter calm and utter chaos. 
 
      
 
    It did not last long. 
 
      
 
    The first hit to Chopper’s front door jolted Kelsey back into reality so sharply she almost screamed. Reflexively, she clamped her hands over her own mouth as she scrambled to her feet. On the second hit, she heard something crack and splinter, and she knew that if the locking mechanism didn’t give way soon, the door itself would fail. It was time for her to go. 
 
      
 
    She grabbed her phone off the floor and made her way as quickly as she could toward the back door. If that was covered too, she’d be totally screwed, but she had to take the chance. The front came crashing in as she put her hand on the knob, and suddenly the house was full of a voice she recognized with disgust. 
 
      
 
    “Where you at, little lady?” Spike called. Kelsey fumbled with the door lock, resisting the urge to look back and gauge his progress. She hoped against hope that he wouldn’t notice her until it was too late, but at that moment, his familiar whistle pierced the air. 
 
      
 
    “I spy, with my little eye … a no-good-traitor bitch!” he roared. Then he was lunging forward across the living room, reaching out his hand to grab her. She jumped when she felt his fingers close on her wrist, but the door slammed open, and his grip loosened just enough for Kelsey to slide her limb free. 
 
      
 
    She ditched her zip-up sweater, leaving Spike hanging onto it as he stood gaping in the doorway for a second. She’d shocked him just enough to buy herself a tiny head start, but she could hear him ordering his men to cut her off. There was no way for her to outrun the Mongols, especially not while her pregnancy slowed her down. Desperate, Kelsey ducked into a thick hedge. The twigs scratched at her, but she barely felt it. She looked at her phone and called Chopper. 
 
      
 
    When he answered, she could hear something in the background, as if he was outside. “Where are you?” he said immediately. “Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Chopper, I don’t know what happened.” She talked as quietly as she could, fearful that Spike was just outside her makeshift hiding spot. “Spike came to the house. I ran, and now he’s looking for me.” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t answer right away. “Yeah, he’s looking for me, too.” He sighed. “Look, Kelsey, if I don’t get to see you again, I just want you to know that you changed my life. You changed my life forever.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Kelsey frowned. “What are you talking about? I don’t know what to do.” She brushed a lock of hair from her face, pressing the phone against her cheek to keep it from shaking in her hand. Chopper’s words scared her, and the noise in the background was getting louder. “What’s going on?” she asked. “What is that sound?” 
 
      
 
    “I gotta go, babe,” he said. There was an unfamiliar undercurrent of sadness in his voice. “Stay where you are if you can, or if you can’t, try to get somewhere safe. And when you get there, wait for me. I’ll come for you if I can.” 
 
      
 
    She wanted to ask him what he meant, but her thoughts were interrupted by footsteps approaching her hiding spot. “Okay,” she said breathlessly. “Okay. Chopper, I —” 
 
      
 
    “They’re here,” he said abruptly. “I love you.” The line went dead. 
 
      
 
    A thin shaft of moonlight pierced through the hedge as some of the dense twigs were pushed aside. Kelsey froze. The backlight on her cell phone hadn’t died, and she knew her face was lit from beneath, practically a beacon in the darkness. Sure enough, the next beam of light fell directly on her. She stared up into the man’s face for a moment. It wasn’t Spike. 
 
      
 
    “Well, well,” he crowed, obviously pleased with himself. Inside, Kelsey scowled. She tensed her body up, preparing to run or fight for her life. “Look what we have here.” 
 
      
 
    He turned away to call for Spike, and Kelsey took advantage of his momentary lapse in concentration. She sprang from the hedge, ramming her fist directly into his balls. A kick would have been better, she thought, but there was no way her stomach would allow that to happen. The only sound he made was a faint wheezing as the air left his lungs, and as soon as he collapsed, she leapt over his prone form and ran as hard as she could. The commotion alerted the other Mongols, who quickly gave chase. Kelsey cut through the open yards of Chopper’s neighbors. She knew her advantage wouldn’t last long. 
 
      
 
    Her only hope was to get to somewhere very public, very fast. As ruthless as the Mongols were, not even they would risk a kidnapping in view of an unmanageable number of witnesses. She struggled to get her bearings without stopping. They were gaining on her. She could hear them shouting threats and insults, their voices getting nearer and nearer. Kelsey’s chest burned. She’d been a runner in school, but the baby weight felt like a cannonball strapped to her abdomen. Only panic fueled her speed. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey burst out of the neighborhood street and onto a main road that she knew led into the city. She quickly looked left and right. A block down was a brightly lit local pub, the tables in front full of patrons. She bolted for it. Some of the cars that were streaming past honked at her, a few slowed down, but she didn’t dare stop long enough to say that she needed help. In the time it took for a driver to get out of their vehicle, Spike could kill her. She didn’t just need to be noticed; she needed to be surrounded. 
 
      
 
    The Mongols still hadn’t given up. The block before the pub was dark, its streetlights out. If they snatched her before she reached the light spilling out of the pub’s front door, they could still get away with her and the baby. Knowing this, Spike bent into his charge, pumping up his speed. He watched the distance between him and Kelsey Jones decrease incrementally. The bitch was getting tired; she had to be. But he too had noticed the crowded place ahead. He was running out of time. She could scream within earshot of them and everything would be over. Spike had learned over the years that he could count on motorists to turn a blind eye to something happening on the street. Pedestrians? Not so much. 
 
      
 
    Up ahead, Kelsey gasped for air. Any moment now, she’d falter and he’d catch up and grab her. Hell, he’d tackle her if he had to. This was her punishment for denying him, and Chopper’s for taking her away. For months, he’d let them think they got away with it. He lulled them into a false sense of security. He laid his trap. Now the trap was sprung, and it infuriated Spike to see that his prey might actually be getting away. 
 
      
 
    He clenched his teeth and forced one more burst of power from his screaming legs. Two packs a day weren’t doing anything for him at the moment. His lungs burned as though he had inhaled a spark from the fires set by Chopper’s bastard lackeys. He made a note to go back and properly express his “gratitude” once he had caught his prize. But the gap between them had stopped closing, and Kelsey was very close to the curb. 
 
      
 
    Spike stretched out his arm to try to grab at the back of her shirt or her long hair, but only succeeded in brushing the tips of his fingers against her back. This appeared to give her a second wind. She jumped into the street, toward the opposite corner, and he saw a few of the people on the sidewalk turn curiously toward her. Just like that, Spike’s chance was gone. He slowed to a stop, huffing like a steam engine, red rage coloring his vision. In anger, he balled up her discarded sweatshirt, which he still had in his hand, and pelted it at her. She heard him stop, and turned to see where he was. The metal zipper pull lashed across her smooth white cheek, leaving a thin line of red. Spike smiled as she recoiled in pain. That would have to be his consolation prize for now. 
 
      
 
    He turned around and motioned to his boys, who had caught up. They were all worse for wear, sweat beading on their faces and foreheads, chests in knots, but none of them acknowledged it. “What do we do?” one of them asked.” 
 
      
 
    Spike shrugged. “We go back for Chopper.” He palmed his phone and put it to his ear as they made their way back toward the street where they had left their bikes. When his second-in-command picked up, Spike Lawler told him to send reinforcements. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Chopper 
 
      
 
    The Mongols formed a semi-circle around him, completely blocking his path. They were a phalanx of machines that made the air heavy with the smell of exhaust. The thrumming of the engines formed a steady backbeat to the confrontation that was about to happen. In the center of the line, straddling his ride directly opposite Chopper, the largest, roughest looking goon sneered at the cornered Outlaw leader. Chopper thought he recognized the scrubby beard and the mouth full of crooked teeth, but he couldn’t quite recall the man’s name. Somehow, not knowing made him calm. 
 
      
 
    “We finally got you, Slater,” said the man. He spoke in jumbled syllables that sounded like his tongue was tripping over those teeth. “Been a long time coming, ain’t it?” 
 
      
 
    Chopper shrugged. Even at a distance, he could smell the reek of alcohol. He wondered if Spike knew that the man he’d sent to kill his rival was hammered out of his brain. “I thought I’d at least be taken down by someone I knew,” Chopper said. “Do me a favor and have a talk with Spike about respect, will ya?” 
 
      
 
    A murmur ran through the Mongols, underscored by a few quiet chuckles. Chopper sensed that whoever this guy was, he struggled in the popularity department. Logistically, it made sense that Spike hadn’t wanted to commit any of his top dogs to chasing Chopper down—he probably knew Chopper would play hard to get, and he refused to give any of his major resources up to be wasted. Besides, Chopper knew the level of esteem in which Spike Lawler held him; specifically, he knew it wasn’t very high. He felt no danger in having a little bit of fun with this particular Mongol. But it was clear that the Mongol didn’t share in his amusement. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you,” he slurred, spitting clear of the line of bikes. “Don’t matter if you know who I am or not. You’re gonna be dead real soon.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought it would’ve happened already,” Chopper said. He folded his arms. “Are you here to kill me or not? Get on with it.” Part of him was buying time, investing in the hope that if he waited long enough, he might think of a way out. 
 
      
 
    He had guns on him, sure, and he was heavy with ammunition. But he was still only one man, and if he was armed to the teeth, so were each one of them. The money that the Mongols had lost from their interrupted drug trade had not affected the enormous stockpiles that were already there. It was just a matter of finally opening fire. 
 
      
 
    The drunk man moved to dismount his bike. As he lifted his leg over, it wobbled dangerously, and some of the men around him flinched. He regained his feet and turned to look Chopper in the eye, his face lit with a slightly insane gleam. One hand disappeared into his jacket and came out with a revolver that wavered in his grasp. Chopper braced himself for the imminent pain of a missed shot to the shoulder or leg. Maybe Spike had known his executioner was drunk. Maybe he’d meant for Chopper to suffer before he died. 
 
      
 
    The man stretched out his arm, struggling to level the barrel at Chopper’s face. His thumb fumbled for a moment before finally finding the safety. Chopper heard it click off. Then he heard something else. His gaze moved past the gun aimed at his head. On the road behind the cluster of Mongols, he could just barely make out a shape speeding toward them through the darkness. There was a single loud report, and a cloud of red mist erupted around the drunkard’s head. The gun dropped from his hand, and he fell forward soundlessly. Half a beat later, another gunshot roared, and another, and another. Each time, a Mongol fell. Some of them fired wildly into the night, but their bullets couldn’t find a target. The gunman on the road kept shooting. 
 
      
 
    Chopper smiled. He didn’t know for sure who was driving, but he did know Red had always been a crack shot. He would have recognized the voice of that rifle anywhere. But he didn’t stick around to marvel at his good fortune. Red was there to do him a favor, and he wasn’t about to let it go to waste. 
 
      
 
    He jumped on his bike and gunned the engine, sweeping through the Mongols’ broken wall. They fired at him too, but they were in too much disarray to hit. That was another of Spike’s failings: his men just weren’t as good. The thought of Spike hearing how his forces got picked apart by a single Outlaw gave Chopper immense gratification. 
 
      
 
    He was on the road for a minute before his mind cleared and he realized where he was going. He needed to pick up Kelsey, but plans had changed. He remembered that she was no longer at his house. Chopper sent her a text. He was not a praying man, but he prayed that he would get a response, that she’d been able to find somewhere safe to wait for him. 
 
      
 
    “Turn your phone’s tracking on. I’ll come to you.” 
 
      
 
    Message sent, he opened the tracking app and waited. Her phone was one he’d given her not long after she arrived at the compound, and a tracking ID had been part of the deal. He remembered, with a wry smile, that she was less than thrilled to know he would be able to keep tabs on her at all times. But Chopper didn’t trust her back then. He had to make sure he knew where she was and that she wasn’t feeding information to Spike somehow. In truth, he’d never used the app to find her. He never had to. Now, he was glad he had it. 
 
      
 
    An incoming message came onto the screen. 
 
      
 
    “I think it’s on. I’m at a pub near your neighborhood. I’m safe.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper exhaled a breath he didn’t know he was holding. At the same time, a blue dot popped up on the tracking map. He knew the place she was at; he’d gone there himself, before the Outlaws. For some reason, it gave him comfort to know she was sheltered, outside of gang territory. As he started up his bike again, his thoughts swirled. She was safe, but Chopper didn’t need to be told how close of a call it must have been. No one knew better than him that Spike was dogged in pursuit of things he thought belonged to him. And he certainly thought that about Kelsey. 
 
      
 
    But Chopper was more concerned about what Kelsey thought now. Could he blame her if she thought he had betrayed her, that he’d struck a deal with Spike for reasons she wasn’t told? That sort of thing happened all the time in Chopper’s world — or it had before he met Kelsey. Did she think that he had done it? He felt a burst of anxiety. What if his own arrogance had caused him to lose her? How could he be so stupid? 
 
      
 
    Chopper tried his best not to be consumed with his worries before he reached the pub, but he had no idea what to expect as he walked through the door into the brightly-lit foyer. The hostess behind the front counter smiled brightly. “Just one?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Uh, actually, I’m here to pick someone up,” Chopper told her. He felt suddenly awkward and out of place. “My girlfriend.” He paused. “She’s pregnant.” Briefly, he entertained the terrifying fantasy that this girl would tell him she hadn’t seen a pregnant girl, that he must be confused. “She’s got long dark hair,” he added. 
 
      
 
    A look of understanding came across the girl’s face. “Oh, I just saw her,” she said. “I think she went to the bathroom. You can feel free to wait for her up here if you want.” She hesitated. “Uh, by the way … I don’t want to alarm you, but some of the other customers said she looked like she was running from someone when she got here. She came in alone, so I’m not sure what happened, but … I hope she’s okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, she — she told me about that. That’s why I’m here.” Chopper looked down. “Thanks for looking out for her.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, no problem.” A couple walked in behind Chopper and the hostess turned her attention to them. She walked away into the seating area, and Chopper backed up to stand beside the door, scanning the place for signs of Kelsey. He pulled out his phone. 
 
      
 
    “I’m here, babe.” 
 
      
 
    A minute later, he saw her moving toward him from the back — where the restroom was, he assumed. Her face was pale and he could see a few scratches on her arms and hands. Chopper felt anger smoldering in his chest, If Spike had touched her, there would be hell to pay. He reached out to her when she got close enough, and she gave him a small smile. Her hands were firmly planted on her stomach, Chopper hugged her. “Are you okay?” he whispered. “Tell me that son of a bitch didn’t do anything to you.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” she said. But her expression was tense and unhappy. She glanced at him. “You didn’t go back to the house, did you? They might still be there.” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “I figured they would be. We’ll just get a room or something for tonight. Whatever they do to that place can be fixed.” He grinned. “Best part is, technically Spike will be paying for it.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled back, but it was strained. He felt a pang of sympathy. “Let’s get out of here,” he said quietly, taking her by the hand. Kelsey followed him out to the sidewalk, but when she saw his bike, she balked. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know if I should get on that,” she said uneasily. Her hands seemed to tighten on her belly. 
 
      
 
    Chopper grimaced, annoyed with himself even though he knew he had no choice. “I’m sorry, Kels,” he told her. “I couldn’t get a car out of the garage, with them all blocking me in.” In retrospect, he supposed a car might have vastly simplified his confrontation on the road, but that hardly mattered now. “Come on,” he said, urging her gently forward. “I know a place that’s close to here. I’m friends with the guy who owns it. We’ll be safe.” 
 
      
 
    She remained reluctant. “I think —” Suddenly her voice cut off into a whimper of pain. Kelsey doubled over, both hands clenching. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?” In his panic, the question came out sounding more like a demand. All she could do was shake her head. He brushed a piece of hair from her face and, seeing that her eyes were wet with tears, started to feel the first inklings of an unfamiliar emotion: fear. 
 
      
 
    “I need to see a doctor,” she gasped. “Now. We have to go to the hospital.” 
 
      
 
    “Then we’re going to have to take the bike, and you’re gonna have to hold on real tight, okay?” He guided her over to the motorcycle and helped her get her leg over the back. Once she was perched on the seat, he saw where her concerns came from; even to him, she looked precarious. But she didn’t protest, her worries overridden by pure survival instinct. Chopper didn’t waste another second. He jumped on in front of her, made sure her arms were wrapped securely around him, and peeled away from the curb. Kelsey huddled behind him, silent except for the occasional moan. He wanted to say something comforting, but he didn’t even know where to start. All he knew was that he blamed Spike, and Spike was going to pay. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Kelsey 
 
      
 
    On a normal day, Kelsey might have cared that she, pregnant as she was, sat wedged on the back of Chopper’s bike, held there only by the firmness of her own grasp on him. She might have cared that neither of them had a helmet, that the back seatbelt didn’t fit around her belly. Hell, even an hour ago, she might have cared. But at that moment, as they sped toward the hospital, all she could think about was breathing through the pain. 
 
      
 
    Deep breaths, she told herself, eyes squeezed shut against Chopper’s shoulder blade. The wind whipped through her hair. In…out. The doctor had suggested at her last appointment that she think about attending Lamaze classes. Kelsey had smiled politely in response, but hadn’t felt any desire to follow through. Now, she sort of wished she had. 
 
      
 
    She angled her head down so that she could see the curve of her stomach pressing awkwardly against Chopper’s back, and prayed that she wasn’t actually in labor. She didn’t think her water had broken—she would have noticed that, right? But fear and pain were dulling all of her perceptions, so she knew she couldn’t be sure. She couldn’t trust anything she was feeling. 
 
      
 
    The ride to the hospital seemed to last an eternity. Kelsey thought dimly that maybe Chopper should have called an ambulance instead. She was starting to feel lightheaded, and when the motorcycle finally slowed to a stop, she nearly fell onto the asphalt. Chopper caught her in his arms, swearing like a sailor. He half-carried her through the emergency doors. She heard him shout for assistance, then dimly saw a circle of faces swim into her view. There were voices all around her now, talking at her, trying to get her to respond. Kelsey did the best she could, but even in her addled state, she knew it wasn’t much. 
 
      
 
    Immediately, the nurses put her on a gurney and started to wheel her away. With her head back, the vertigo seemed to subside just a little, and Kelsey’s vision cleared. She became aware that Chopper had not been permitted to accompany her, that she was alone with a posse of nurses. One of them was holding her hand. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” the woman was saying, in a low and gentle voice. “Everything will be just fine. Can you hear me? Just fine.” 
 
      
 
    A pinprick pierced the inside of her elbow. Kelsey felt something heavy but strangely removed trundling along beside her. She turned her head to see what it was, and the comforting nurse smoothed her hair tenderly. “It’s all right, baby,” she cooed. “You’re all right. We’re just taking you somewhere to rest.” The hand that wasn’t holding Kelsey’s pushed an IV stand on which was hung a bag of clear fluids. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey closed her eyes. When she opened them again, the bed had been parked in a room, and the nurses were bustling around her. Moments after she had arrived, a female doctor came into the room, her hands already gloved. She smiled at Kelsey reassuringly. “Hi, honey,” she said. “I’m here to check you out, is that okay? Make sure everything is fine.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey nodded. She didn’t know what else to do. Her insides felt numb. Quickly, the nurses stripped her from the waist down, and she sat in stunned silence while the doctor performed the exam. It ended with an ultrasound, and after the ultrasound, an ugly quiet descended on the room. Kelsey stared fixedly at the crisp hospital bed sheets. She tried to find words, questions, anything, but it was all too surreal. 
 
      
 
    She wanted to beg them to save her baby. She wanted to let them know that without her child, she didn’t know how she would survive. She thought about her last glimpse of Chopper’s face as she was whisked away, how worried he had seemed. 
 
      
 
    What would he do if the baby was gone? Sitting there in the cold confines of the hospital, Kelsey realized she didn’t really know, and that terrified her. She hadn’t ever stopped to consider the possibility that her baby would not be born, yet … here she was. What if, when she left, she was no longer pregnant? Chopper would have no real reason to support her. He’d been determined to take care of his own, but if his own was dead, then she had to assume that things would change. She put her hands on her stomach again, hardly noticing the ultrasound gel that smeared across her palms. For the first time, she lifted her gaze to look at the team in the room. 
 
      
 
    The doctor who’d examined her pressed her lips together. “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “I’m so, so sorry.” Kelsey looked at herself and realized there was blood in the bed. She felt empty. 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” she said. Her voice wavered slightly. The doctor and two nurses reached forward for her hands, and she let them hold her for a minute. Then she said. “I — was it a boy or a girl? I never —” She’d meant to say that she never asked, but the words wouldn’t leave her. 
 
      
 
    “A boy,” came the doctor’s reply. 
 
      
 
    Chopper’s son. Chopper’s son, who was gone, and who would never meet his father. “I don’t have a name,” Kelsey murmured, staring at nothing. It was brutally true. She had thought that she would have so much more time. 
 
      
 
    The team busied themselves with cleaning her up, and then they all seemed to vanish, leaving her with her thoughts. It was a moment that Kelsey both needed and dreaded: the moment when all the noise around her ceased, and reality had a chance to set in. She glanced over at the spot beside the bed where the ultrasound machine had been, before one of the nurses tactfully wheeled it away. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey herself hadn’t looked at the image, and she found herself experiencing a regret that was hollow and raw. The only time she ever laid eyes on her child was through machinery, and she hadn’t taken the time to take her last look. She wanted to tell herself it was because she hadn’t known it would be the last — but she’d known, deep in her heart. She had known as soon as she staggered into emergency that she had lost her child. 
 
      
 
    What she had not known was that it would hurt. The nurses had given her medication for the pain of her cramps, but they could do nothing to treat the ache in her heart. Kelsey felt tears build up behind her eyes and spill slowly down her cheeks, dripping from her jaw and chin to the white sheets. She touched them with her fingertips, as if she didn’t know what they were. She felt betrayed by her own emotions. The pregnancy had never really been anything more than a grand inconvenience, a huge wrench in her elaborate plans to uncover the truth. But now that it had ended this way, she felt like a failure. And she didn’t know how to deal with the onslaught of unexpected grief. 
 
      
 
    The doctor returned with a box of tissues, which she presented gently. Kelsey took one and blew her nose, took another and wiped her eyes. Then she took the whole box, just to have something to occupy her hands. She listened as the doctor began to tell her about what would happen next: something about having a procedure, staying overnight, bed rest. None of it stuck in Kelsey’s mind. She felt herself nodding whenever there was a pause. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll need to sign papers,” the doctor said. “Can you do that?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” Her own voice sounded distant and unfamiliar. 
 
      
 
    It was the doctor’s turn to nod. She paused, her warm blue eyes trained on Kelsey’s face. “Your husband is still in the waiting area, honey,” she said. “Do you want me to tell him?” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey held up her left hand to show that there was no ring on her finger. “He’s not my husband.” The words were flat. “You can tell him, but then he has to leave. I don’t want to see him.” 
 
      
 
    The doctor’s eyebrows knit in subtle skepticism. “You’re sure?” she asked. “He seems … distraught.” 
 
      
 
    “He can’t come back here,” Kelsey answered, a little more vehemently than she meant to. Her emotions bubbled abruptly, and she struggled to keep her voice level. “I don’t want to see him.” 
 
      
 
    “All right.” Her hand was squeezed, and then the doctor was gone. Once more, Kelsey was alone with her racing mind. She didn’t have any idea what she was feeling, but in the midst of emotional chaos, she fell back on her reporter’s instincts to make a plan. 
 
      
 
    Except this time, there was no plan to be made. She had no money, nowhere to go, no friends to call upon. By rejecting Chopper, she had rejected all of the Savage Outlaws, and that meant she could no longer rely on them. And besides, with a gang war on, who knew if any of them would even be left when it was over? That thought brought more tears. Whether she had meant to or not, Kelsey had cultivated a life with those men, and leaving it behind hurt almost as much as losing her baby. She hadn’t realized how much she’d taken for granted, how she had started to look forward to a future that was now shattered. 
 
      
 
    It was, in some way, like losing Hannah all over again. And now she wouldn’t even get to finish her original mission. Congratulations, Kelsey, she thought bitterly. You have fucked up so badly that you couldn’t even accomplish one single thing. You have nothing to show. 
 
      
 
    She was alone a lot that evening, except for the times when nurses would pop in to check on her. Kelsey suspected that they thought she was a suicide risk, and she couldn’t blame them. Every time they looked in on her, her face was streaked with tears, the mountain of tissues slowly growing in the wastebasket. They probably thought it was like nothing they’d never seen before; another deeply unfortunate young mother trying to cope in the wake of a miscarriage. But the pain went so far beyond that. The Savage Outlaws had begun to grant Kelsey something she hadn’t really thought possible. She could have had a second chance with them. Sure, maybe it would have been a little bit unsavory, a far cry from the place where she used to be, but she could see Chopper warming up to family life. It was a little spark of hope in a world that had become so bleak for her. 
 
      
 
    Now everything was bleak again. Before, she had been certain that she could find some way to persevere. She was driven first by love for her sister, then love for Chopper, and then, budding love for the small being growing inside of her. In the space of a few hours, all of that evaporated. Knowing it was all over, the harsh sterility of the hospital felt like a bastion of comfort compared to the rest of her life. She closed her eyes and saw herself homeless and destitute on the street, too humiliated to go crawling back to the family she’d abandoned so long ago. There were too many mistakes, and too much shame. She’d gone beyond the realm of their understanding long ago, 
 
      
 
    The doctor put Kelsey to sleep for her procedure. When she awoke, she remembered nothing but the harsh lights of the room as they blurred and swam together just before she lost consciousness. Her body looked and felt different; more than that, she could sense the change within her. The absence was shockingly palpable. Alone in her room yet again, Kelsey cried. 
 
      
 
    The night turned into morning, and the nurses did a shift change. The new ones must have been told about her, because no one intruded on her solitary grief except to give her more water, take her vitals, and refresh her tissues. 
 
      
 
    Her fresh tears lasted until late morning. When they stopped coming, she turned her back to the door and willed herself down into the comforting, empty darkness of sleep. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Chopper 
 
      
 
    A small eternity passed with no word from either the emergency team or his men. Chopper sat in the hard, plastic waiting room chair with his head between his knees. He felt sick. Thoughts of the ongoing fight at the compound — he was sure it was still happening — nagged at the back of his mind, but he could focus only on Kelsey. Chopper didn’t know too much about childbirth, but he did know that pregnancies could sometimes turn bad in a way that was very dangerous to the mother. His own mother had once told him a story about how she had almost lost him, and almost lost herself in the process. He prayed that this was not the case for Kelsey. 
 
      
 
    After who-knew-how-many more long, empty minutes, Chopper sat up and forced himself to lean back in the chair, exhaling a long breath. He looked around. There wasn’t much to see. A couple of vending machines stood blinking in the corner against the wall, and other than that, the room was empty. To him, it was ironic, since he knew that only a few miles away, his men and Spike’s were likely slaughtering each other. Maybe the fires were out by now, but maybe they weren’t. 
 
      
 
    But he knew there was no way any of those men would turn up in the emergency room for treatment. Nobody, even the members who were gravely wounded, wanted to face searching questions about their injuries that would likely lead to a hefty prison sentence. For that reason, Chopper had long ago hired a private medical professional, one who was willing to practice with discretion. He patched up Chopper’s boys, and as long as he was properly compensated, he never said a word. How Chopper wished he could have brought Kelsey to him instead, to a place where she was comfortable. But taking her back to the compound right then would have been like throwing her straight into hell. And at this point, Chopper was quite sure he’d done enough. 
 
      
 
    In any other situation, being in such a regulated location would have made Chopper’s skin crawl. He would have been constantly looking over his shoulder for things like law enforcement officers, or anyone he could possibly know. He would’ve been worried about maybe being asked for ID. Now, his anxiety was for totally different reasons. He barely thought about those things as he waited restlessly in the cold and empty room. He almost wished that someone else would come and make things busy again, so that he could be distracted by the storm in his own mind. It seemed, however, that the MCs were the only ones hurting themselves that night. Chopper smiled wryly to himself. It figured. 
 
      
 
    He was dozing uncomfortably when the doctor finally emerged, but as soon as he heard her voice, he snapped back to full alertness. “How is she?” he asked, his impatience again transforming the question into a demand. He made a mental note to watch his tongue around the people who were currently helping Kelsey. 
 
      
 
    “She’s … okay.” The doc’s tone was not convincing. Chopper couldn’t put his finger on it, but something filled him with unease. He scrutinized the woman, from her messy blonde bun to the scrubs on her feet. She had bags under her eyes; he guessed she’d been woken up in order to do this job. 
 
      
 
    “Can I go back to see her?” Chopper took a step forward even before he finished his sentence, but to his surprise, the ER doctor held up her hand. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, sir,” she said, and she sounded like she meant it. “I was told to inform you that she won’t see you.” 
 
      
 
    It didn’t register. “What? Just let me talk to her.” He took another step, subconsciously, and the woman moved to block his way. She was thin, but tall, and her presence was surprisingly arresting. She gave him a level glance from behind her glasses. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t let you in there, sir,” she said. “She says that you are not her husband, and she doesn’t want to see you. I am bound to make sure her wishes are honored.” 
 
      
 
    “She wouldn’t say that,” Chopper protested. But there was no hint of a lie in the doctor’s face. “She’s pregnant with my kid. I brought her here.” 
 
      
 
    The doctor looked at him. This time, her voice was softer when she spoke. “I am sorry to have to tell you this.” She sighed. “The baby didn’t make it.” 
 
      
 
    It took a moment for the words to hit him, and when they did, Chopper stepped back. He searched for words and didn’t find any. “Oh,” he managed finally. Then, “And she won’t see me?” 
 
      
 
    “That is what she said.” 
 
      
 
    “Well …” He had to stop to gather his splintered thoughts. “Tell her I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be here when she gets out. I don’t care how long that takes.” 
 
      
 
    The doctor pursed her lips. “Sir, I’m not sure that’s wise.” 
 
      
 
    “Good thing I’m not a wise man.” Chopper backed up and planted himself into the same seat as before, holding his head in his hands. He had a throbbing headache in his temples now, and his mind spun wildly out of control. What was happening? Why wouldn’t Kelsey see him? He thought to ask the ER doc when she thought Kelsey might be released, but she was gone by the time he looked up again. Chopper rubbed his face. He felt lost. His heart hurt. He didn’t understand. 
 
      
 
    All he really knew was that Kelsey Jones had come into his life in a whirlwind and flipped everything upside down. She’d started out as a bit of a thorn in his side, but then she’d shown him a side of life he had forgotten years ago. She unearthed a side of himself he had forgotten. Hell, if it weren’t for the money, he might quit the Outlaws, marry her, and settle down. Maybe they’d even move somewhere that they could start over. Whatever she wanted. 
 
      
 
    The day before, his life had seemed as close to perfect as it had ever been. Now, he could practically see it unraveling. Something clenched in Chopper’s chest, and he shoved it down and locked it away. Now was not the time to feel things. He’d have plenty of room to do that once he and Kelsey got past this — or, said a small voice in the back of his head — after it’s all been torn down. 
 
      
 
    Chopper felt like he was going crazy. He needed a distraction. For the first time in a few hours, he checked his phone, feeling a sudden pang of guilt. Kelsey’s plight had left him so consumed that he had forgotten to check in on the war that was raging. He was relieved to see no major news, just a text from Red to let him know that the Mongols had finally beat a retreat about an hour before. Chopper walked to the far end of the emergency room, near the door, and called Red. 
 
      
 
    “Where you been, Chop?” Red drawled. “We were startin’ to think they might’ve got you.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” said Chopper. He was too tense for levity. “Kelsey had a situation. We had to go to the hospital.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, shit.” Red drew a breath. “I didn’t think she was that far along.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s not.” Chopper didn’t let the words linger for more than half a second. “Give me a report, real time. What’s happening?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, we’re just playing fire brigade now. ‘Bout an hour ago, all the Mongols up and left real quick. Pulled out like … the tide.” 
 
      
 
    That was weird. Chopper filed it away in his brain. “You see Spike?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Negative. You?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. He went after Kelsey, but by the time I found her, he was gone.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm.” Red pondered. “You think he’ll be coming back today?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe. But I don’t even want to give him the chance.” A plan was forming in Chopper’s mind. It was aggressive, but he wasn’t in the mood to take anything else lying down. “Listen. I’m not about to give that bastard any time to regroup. We’re gonna put a force together, and we’re gonna storm their goddamn rat’s nest and kill every last one of them if we have to. You get me?” 
 
      
 
    “I get you,” Red said mildly. “Are you coming?” 
 
      
 
    Chopper didn’t answer right away. Part of him wanted desperately to say yes—to shrug off the hurts of this new situation with some good old-fashioned violence. He was sure that giving Spike the beat down of his lifetime would be cathartic, at the very least. But even in the wake of cold rejection, he couldn’t bring himself to leave his girl. 
 
      
 
    “I have to be here for Kelsey,” he said. “She needs me right now. Besides, I trust you and Hoss to go there and get shit done.” 
 
      
 
    “As you should.” Red sounded pleased. “Tell us what you want. We’ll do it for you.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s simple,” Chopper said slowly, relishing every word. “Make him pay.” Everything that Spike had done to him, to Kelsey, to the Outlaw compound, needed to be avenged. And ultimately, Spike Lawler needed to die. Chopper could see the vicious cycle in his mind’s eye, spinning on and on, uglier and uglier, for the rest of his life. 
 
      
 
    With or without Kelsey, he decided in that instant that he was done. In a perfect world, he would be there to deliver the final blow himself. But right now, there was something even greater to him than exacting vengeance on Spike Lawler. He had to try and salvage the life he realized he wanted. 
 
      
 
    “Take your time,” he said to Red. “And remember everything. I’m living through you right now.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have a full report.” Red was smirking. 
 
      
 
    “All right. Go rally your troops. Move out as soon as you can.” 
 
      
 
    “Roger.” The line went dead. Chopper’s world fell back into brooding silence for a few moments. Then his phone went off. He answered automatically without looking, knowing it wouldn’t be Kelsey. 
 
      
 
    It was Hoss. “I want to tell you something I’ve been sittin’ on a long time,” he said, his voice heavy and laconic. “And before you get on my ass, I been ready to raid the fuckin’ Mongols for twenty years, but I gotta wait for Red to get everyone together. So, there’s a little time right now.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper chuckled slightly. “You got me,” he said. 
 
      
 
    In the background, a lighter flared. Hoss inhaled slowly, then exhaled even slower. “I lost a kid once,” he said finally. “Years ago.” A pause, during which he took another drag. “I didn’t know that they could have freak accidents before they was even born, but … mine did. Only time I ever met him was after.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Hoss.” Again, Chopper was speechless. He decided it would be most prudent not to say anything at all besides for his condolences. 
 
      
 
    “That first month was fuckin’ hell,” Hoss said. “Didn’t even know I wanted to be a dad ‘til I couldn’t be one anymore.” He laughed flatly. “Few months later, I became an Outlaw. Never looked back. But maybe I should have. Y’know, once in a while.” Another pause, this one longer and weightier. 
 
      
 
    “Anyway, Red told me. So I thought I should tell you.” His voice was undercut by the drone of an approaching bike. “Here comes the posse,” he said, his voice wry. “Guess I’ll be seeing you.” 
 
      
 
    “Good luck,” Chopper said quietly. It was not what he had wanted to come out of his mouth, but anything else seemed even cheaper. Before he had the chance to amend himself, Hoss terminated the call. Slowly, his heart thudding in his chest, Chopper slipped his phone back into his pocket and made his way tiredly across the waiting room to the chair he was beginning to view as his own. He watched the doors to the back rooms for as long as he could, but after he couldn’t take it anymore, he looked away. There was something comforting and painless about the bland, featureless walls, marked only by a simple pain chart on a scale of one to ten. Chopper’s body was starting to feel heavy with exhaustion, but his soul felt even heavier. 
 
      
 
    When was the last time he had felt so alone? 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Kelsey 
 
      
 
    The room was dark when she opened her eyes, and Kelsey swallowed a sharp stab of panic. In a moment, the memories came rushing back. She sagged against the pillows, rubbing her eyes. Everything she did seemed to be in slow motion. She looked to the left, then to the right, taking in the tall silhouette of her IV pole, the bright numbers denoting her vital signs. The clock on the wall, just barely illuminated, read shortly after nine. From her prone position on the bed, she could see stars dotting the black sky. 
 
      
 
    She sat up, shaking the remnants of sleep from her head. She had a headache, but not a bad one — just a stuffy feeling behind her eyes. The door was open to the dimly lit hall, which was apparently empty. Kelsey yawned. She scratched the back of her head. Did she have a plan for this? No, she didn’t. As far as she was concerned, she was renouncing Spike and the Outlaws — her whole way of life — for good. The best she could hope for was a clean start. 
 
      
 
    A soft knock at the door jolted her back into reality. Kelsey turned and saw the same nurse who held her hand when she’d arrived in the ER standing in the threshold. She crossed to the side of the bed and sat down, examining Kelsey’s face with an air of maternal tenderness. 
 
      
 
    “You look a little better tonight,” she said cheerfully. “How do you feel, sweet pea?” 
 
      
 
    “I feel okay.” Her voice came out scratchy and hoarse from disuse. The nurse handed her a cup of water with a straw. 
 
      
 
    “Poor thing.” She looked at the display on the vitals machine. “Well, your signs look like you’re back to normal. Are you feeling any discomfort?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really.” It was mostly true. Every so often, she felt a dull pain between her hips, but mentioning that would mean acknowledging the things that had happened in the last day. Kelsey didn’t think she was ready to do that. Instead, she made herself smile. 
 
      
 
    “How about your heart?” asked the nurse. 
 
      
 
    The question caught Kelsey so off guard that tears sprang to her eyes before she knew what was happening. She tried to say something, but ended up only covering her mouth to keep from sobbing. Her heart was in shreds, for a lot of reasons. She felt hollow. 
 
      
 
    The nurse scooted over and wrapped Kelsey in a warm, tight hug. “I don’t know how you got here, honey,” she said softly. “But don’t give up. I can tell you’ve made a few mistakes, and I’m here to let you know it’s still going to turn out fine as long as you keep your chin up high. You understand?” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey nodded and swiped at her eyes. She sniffled. The nurse gave her a tissue and continued. 
 
      
 
    “Now, you’ve got one thing going for you that I don’t see with a lot of girls who come through here, and that’s a good, steadfast man. Do you know he’s been out there the whole time you’ve been in here?” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey blinked. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “I just saw him before I came in here,” said the nurse. “He’s sleeping on the chairs. He’ll probably need a real good chiropractor when he gets up.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey’s face tightened. “I don’t want to see him,” she said. “I told him that already.” 
 
      
 
    The nurse arched an eyebrow. “Well, he doesn’t seem to have gotten the message, honey.” 
 
      
 
    The tears threatened to erupt again. Kelsey bit them back. A wave of frustrated anger momentarily eclipsed her sadness. She should have known Chopper would be too bullheaded to do what she asked. It was just like him to keep on being an incredible pain in the ass. Why couldn’t he just make it easy for her? She let out her breath and turned away, mumbling, “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
      
 
    She could feel that the nurse wanted to say something, maybe guide her gently toward a more charitable mindset, and she braced herself for it. But a voice called from the hallway, and she heard the woman go out. After a second, Kelsey looked over her shoulder. The door was still open. As far as she could tell, the corridor was empty. Another second of thought was all it took. Kelsey gritted her teeth and pulled out the IV in her arm, leaving the tube neatly on her bed tray. She got up and grabbed her bag, and the clothes that were laid on the visitor’s chair. They smelled like medicine and laundry soap; someone had washed them while she was sleeping. She thought about scrawling a quick, apologetic “thank you,” but she had no writing utensils and no paper. Instead, she just put her feet into her shoes and crept to the doorway, peeking around it like a stowaway. 
 
      
 
    The hall was quiet and empty — she could see the nurses’ station at the end was dark. Just beyond that were the set of doors leading out to the room where Chopper was. Kelsey didn’t want to go that way, but she didn’t think she had a choice. The hospital was huge and sprawling, and she couldn’t take the risk of getting lost or caught, or accidentally setting off an alarm. Plus, she just didn’t have time to really think about what she was going to do. If she waited too long, the nurse would come back and her window of opportunity would disappear. So, she slipped through the door and scurried down the corridor, trying to keep her shoes as quiet as possible on the tiled floor. When she got to the big double doors out to the waiting area, she took a deep breath to steel herself and pushed them open. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t there. The chairs were mostly empty except for a scared-looking woman sitting alone, huddled under a blanket. Kelsey felt a pang of sympathy, but she kept moving, walking quickly without daring to look back. Her ears were tuned for the sound of the doors swinging open behind her, of someone calling her name. 
 
      
 
    It never happened. Before she knew it, she was stepping out into the cool dark night. The sign above the door splashed red light onto the asphalt, and as Kelsey walked away from it, she could feel the shadows descending around her. She shoved her hands in her pockets, kept her head down. Her stomach felt strange and flat beneath the strap of her purse. 
 
      
 
    Where would she go now? Even if she could bring herself to face Chopper, she was sure he wouldn’t forgive her for the little stunt she had just pulled. She thought about the place she’d given up to live with Spike, and wished she had exercised just a bit more forethought. But back then, she’d been riding almost exclusively on hope and the confidence that things would somehow work out. She was empowered by her determination to seek justice for her sister. And now, all that was gone. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey had failed in everything she set out to do, and she had burned every bridge that would bring her back to the world she lived in before. Ironically, either the Mongols or the Outlaws could have helped her get new documents if she wanted to change her identity, but it was too late for that. She was stuck being Kelsey Jones, bereaved and fallen from grace. 
 
      
 
    She walked as far as the edge of the lot, where she paused to assess the situation. The hospital sat near an entrance to the freeway, which was preceded by a moderately busy two-lane road. If she followed that road, eventually she’d end up back in the city. On foot, the trip would take hours. Kelsey shrugged to herself as she turned onto the sidewalk. It wasn’t like she had anything else to do, or anywhere else to be. 
 
      
 
    She’d barely gotten twenty feet when a car came rushing around the nearest lane of parked vehicles, its headlights blaring directly into her face. Kelsey threw up an arm to shield her eyes, and because she did that, she didn’t immediately see who was there. All she heard was a voice, which filled her blood with ice. 
 
      
 
    “There you are, little lady.” Someone grabbed her roughly by the waist, lifting her off her feet. Kelsey tried to scream, but hands clamped firmly over her mouth. A blindfold snaked its way around her head. She felt it knot tightly at her nape. 
 
      
 
    “We been lookin’ for you for a while. Ain’t Spike gonna be pleased.” 
 
      
 
    She didn’t say anything in response. The men swung her around so that she was suspended on her back in the air, and then they put her down—into what she quickly realized was the trunk of a car. “Don’t you look pretty lying there,” one of them said. “Now be a good girl and open wide.” Kelsey’s skin crawled. She kept her jaw firmly locked closed, and when she felt them prying her mouth open, she fought as hard as she could. A few fingers were bitten, some curses were uttered, and she was hit across the face, hard. Stars popped behind the blindfold. Her neck and jaw went slack. Something bitter poured onto her tongue. 
 
      
 
    Then everything faded away. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    The two Mongols exchanged a glance, standing over the girl’s unconscious form in the open trunk. The one on the right nursed a couple of bleeding fingers, scowling down at the mark he’d left on her smooth white cheek. “Didn’t want to hurt ya, sweetheart. Wasn’t going to.” 
 
      
 
    “Spike said she was pregnant,” said the other. “She look pregnant to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, who gives a fuck,” came the answer. He reached in and tucked one limp hand clear of the trunk lid before bringing it down. “We got her, don’t we? If she ain’t knocked up, he’s got one less thing to bitch about.” 
 
      
 
    The men walked around to the front of the car and got in. As he turned the key, the one with the injured hand punched a number into his phone. “Tell Spike we’re on our way.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Chopper 
 
      
 
      
 
    He didn’t hear anything from anyone for over nine hours. The whole time, he sat in the waiting room with his hand on his phone, watching the ER traffic ebb and flow. In the early afternoon, a young man came in with bullet holes riddling his chest, blood soaking the front of his shirt. Chopper looked surreptitiously for a sign that he might be an Outlaw or a Mongol, but he found none. The kid’s face was all but covered by an oxygen mask, and if he had a jacket, it had been stripped away. He went back for emergency surgery, and three hours later, the surgeon emerged to tell the family that their son, brother, nephew had died on the operating table. Chopper tried not to watch as the woman he assumed to be the boy’s mother collapsed in despair. He tried not to listen to her wailing cries. Eventually, they too went back, and then they filed out into another part of the building in a solemn, tearful procession. 
 
      
 
    He still hadn’t heard from his boys. 
 
      
 
    It was not uncommon, especially back in the day, for some missions to go unreported until completion. Chopper used to send his men out with instructions in the morning, and often he wouldn’t hear back from them until they returned to the compound at night. This was due to a lot of things, mostly ease of communication during things like fights or negotiations. But as time and technology advanced, he had become accustomed to hearing status updates via text or call throughout the day, no matter what was going on. His men knew that he liked to be kept abreast of all situations, even peaceful ones, and they were generally very good about indulging that preference. 
 
      
 
    But today, when his best were out on the most important and potentially deadly excursion they’d ever had, they gave him nothing. Chopper told himself that they were busier than usual, that raiding the Mongol compound took a thousand times more concentration than, say, intercepting a shipment of drugs. He knew, however, that if things were going well, someone would have found a second to let him know. Either Red or Hoss would have shot him a text, or a photo, or something. Total radio silence wasn’t their style. If Chopper was honest with himself, he was worried, enough that Kelsey wasn’t the only thing on his brain. At least he knew where she was, and that she was safe. If she hated him, he could find a way to deal with it. He could talk her down, or spoil her with gifts — whatever it would take, he’d do it. But if he lost everything he’d built with the Outlaws, where would that leave him? He didn’t want to think about it. 
 
      
 
    Days ago, he’d seriously contemplated the idea of leaving the Outlaws behind, in Red or Hoss’s capable hands. He and Kelsey and the baby would move back into his house and have a real, normal life without violence and drugs and danger. Even at the time, it seemed a bit farfetched, and he had laughed at himself for having such domestic dreams. None of that mattered anymore. It was all gone. The baby, Kelsey’s love — gone. Chopper was shocked at the intensity of the pain he felt, as if that theoretical future was already real. As if he’d lost tangible things instead of just fantasies. He couldn’t bear to imagine it any longer, so he let his thoughts fill with the Savage Outlaws. Not better, but manageable. He had faith. He could always have faith in them. 
 
      
 
    A woman with a broken leg came into the ER. Chopper checked his phone again. Still nothing. He thought briefly about trying to get in touch himself, but there were too many scenarios in which an ill-timed call or even text could cost an Outlaw his life. Even though he was the boss, Chopper knew there were times when it was definitely better just to wait. So, he folded his hands and leaned his forehead on his knuckles, closing his eyes. He hadn’t slept well in what felt like days; was it days? His head hurt, and so did his joints, from sitting in that shitty chair. 
 
      
 
    Damn, Slater, you’re getting old, he told himself, in an attempt to lighten his own mood. It didn’t work. Finally, he just gave up and spread himself awkwardly out across the row. As uncomfortable as he was, the exhaustion won. 
 
      
 
    Chopper opened his eyes to hard fluorescent lighting and the constant scent of medicine. He groaned and pulled himself upright, feeling his back and shoulders pop in protest. His tongue and teeth tasted awful; he was willing to bet he didn’t smell that great either. Outside the window, the sky was dark. Chopper looked around for a clock. Half past eight. He’d passed out for five hours. If he didn’t still feel like shit, he’d be impressed. 
 
      
 
    His cell phone showed three missed calls, all from Red’s number. The sight of the contact triggered Chopper’s short term memory, and all of a sudden, he remembered everything leading up to him sitting in the emergency room. He got to his feet and strode quickly out into the nearest hall. A placard on the wall pointed him toward the food court. He went, and on the way, he called Red. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” The voice on the other line wasn’t one he immediately recognized. 
 
      
 
    Chopper paused before he replied. “It’s Chop,” he said. “Sorry I missed those calls. It’s been a tough day.” 
 
      
 
    There was a long inhale. “It’s about to get rougher,” said the voice. 
 
      
 
    “Who is this?” Chopper sat down at a table in the corner, across from the burger place in the opposite wall. “Why do you have Red’s phone?” A burst of sick apprehension gnawed at his stomach. He wasn’t sure he wanted to hear what was coming next. 
 
      
 
    “It’s Dean, Chopper. Red’s dead.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper was silent. He remembered Dean, a fresh-faced kid who’d come into the Outlaws under Red’s wing. Chopper had long suspected that the two men were somehow related, but he had never gotten the chance to ask Red either way. Nor had he ever seen Dean without Red, not even once. Yet, Dean had just told him that Red was dead. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” he said finally, startling himself with the intensity of his own words. “They were weak. He said they pulled back. We should have had the upper hand.” 
 
      
 
    Dean spoke carefully, measuring out his emotions. “They knew we were coming. It was an ambush. The whole front line just …” He swallowed. “They never had a chance.” 
 
      
 
    None of it felt real to Chopper. He ran his hand through his hair, staring blankly at the tabletop. “But Hoss—” 
 
      
 
    “Hoss is dead too. Everyone who was leading got wiped as soon as we hit their territory. They were ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” Chopper whispered. He wanted desperately to find a way to get Dean to say another answer, to tell him that there was a colossal mistake. If he was telling the truth, then the whole upper echelon of the Savage Outlaws had just been taken out. Chopper was the only one left. 
 
      
 
    “I’m positive, Chop. I saw it. I saw everyone.” Dean paused. “I tried to call you right after, but I couldn’t get through. The whole place was booby-trapped.” 
 
      
 
    “Shit.” Chopper put the phone on the table and held his head in his hands for a moment. Then he pulled himself together. There would be time for all his grief and anger later. There would also be time for revenge. 
 
      
 
    “All right,” he said quietly. “What do you think? You’re the man in charge now.” 
 
      
 
    “Me?” Dean seemed surprised, but he didn’t protest, something for which Chopper was thankful. Dean took a minute or two to think. “You know,” he said slowly, “now that I think about it, I’m not sure there was really anyone there.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you mean?” Chopper asked. It seemed ludicrous that Spike would leave his compound unmanned, but these were uncharted waters. There hadn’t been a beef this big in years. Who knew what Spike would do? 
 
      
 
    “We fought some of them, but the thing that caught us was the traps,” said Dean. “You know, like real primitive, homemade kinds of shit. Tripwires with bombs. Stuff like that. And I remember wondering why the hell Spike would do that. He’s always been a hand-to-hand kind of guy, right? He’d rather see you die himself.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” That was something Chopper understood very well about Spike Lawler. 
 
      
 
    “So why would he even set traps, unless he wasn’t going to be there? We thought they were all just waiting for us to try to break into the compound, but maybe …” He trailed off and picked up the thought again. “Maybe he just left a squad to slow us down and packed up shop.” A frown colored his next words. “I doubt Spike’s above sacrificing his own men, the son of a bitch.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s not.” Chopper found himself impressed. So, this was why Red liked Dean so much — the kid was smart as a whip, and a quick thinker. “What does this mean, then? You think the compound’s empty?” 
 
      
 
    “Now? Just about. The ones who came to fight us after the traps went off are dead, and I’m thinkin’ they might’ve been the only ones left.” Dean paused. “But there’s no way to be sure unless we go back and check.” 
 
      
 
    “What happens if we don’t?” 
 
      
 
    “If we don’t, then we’ve just lost a lot of real good men for nothing, Chopper. I know you don’t want that, and neither do I. If there’s even a chance that we can get Lawler back for this, it’s worth the risk to me. Red was like my older brother, I can’t let him die like this.” The emotion ran high in Dean’s voice, and he stopped to push it back. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t do anything without your blessing, Chop. The first thing Red ever taught me was to respect you no matter what, and I swear I’ll do that. But this … we can’t let this slide.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper sighed. He felt for the kid, and he agreed with him. But the thought of making any more decisions like that made him feel as though his brain was going to start leaking out of his ears. “How many you got left?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” Dean said. “It’s enough. We can make it work.” 
 
      
 
    “Do me a favor, and at least do a head count before you roll out, okay? You don’t even have to tell me the number. In fact, I’m gonna say I don’t want to know. But you need to know exactly what you’re getting into here, at least on your end.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll count,” Dean said. “We have to go soon if we want to make the most of this. You want me to call with the plan?” He hesitated. “I’ll use my own phone.” 
 
      
 
    “You know what?” Chopper said. He wanted to put his head on the table and sleep for the next hundred years. “No. You don’t have to call me. I’m gonna trust you like I always trusted Red and Hoss and all the others who died today. I’m gonna trust you to do the right thing, and I’m gonna trust you to succeed. That all right with you?” 
 
      
 
    As he said it, he knew it was probably a mistake, but for once in his life, Chopper felt like he couldn’t take anymore. And this poor kid was the one who had stepped up to shoulder the burden. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine, sir.” Dean said. “And it’s an honor, too.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re good, Dean. Red is proud of you.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper ended the call right then, before Dean had a chance to reply. He was talked out, and he still hadn’t fully processed the new situation. Somehow, after decades of service without anything more than some bruises and maybe a few broken bones here and there, his two best men had been taken from him — by what? Some viciously simple mechanism hidden somewhere they couldn’t see? All the Outlaws knew that Spike Lawler was notoriously cruel and blunt. They had no reason to think he would turn suddenly to subterfuge. And they had paid dearly for it, just like he had. 
 
      
 
    The burger place was still open, staffed by a host of kids no older than twenty. Chopper wondered what he looked like to them, dark circles under his eyes, hair messed up and unwashed, clothes wrinkled from two nights in the waiting room chairs. The fatigue weighed heavy on him, like a physical object. He paid for the food, mumbled a thank you to the cashier, and brought it back to his table. The burger disappeared, bite by bite, but he couldn’t taste anything. The whole world seemed like a dream — or a nightmare. How could he have gone from the top of the world to a desolate pit of pain and loss? It didn’t make sense. Chopper thought he’d be prepared if a day like this ever came to the Savage Outlaws. Too late, he realized he had no idea. 
 
      
 
    And to some extent, his grief and the grief of his men wasn’t the worst of it. Whenever he returned to his duties at the compound, he would have to locate Red’s and Hoss’s next of kin. He’d have to deal with their last wills and testaments, if there were any. Maybe he’d have to track down Hoss’s ex-wife, whom he now knew had already lost a child. The enormous responsibility threatened to crush him under its weight, to say nothing of the other club members who’d been lost. 
 
      
 
    Chopper still believed that Dean and the remnants of his Outlaw army could bring Spike Lawler’s compound down. Once that happened, the road would be considerably smoother; they’d have resources, money, new territories, anything they could want. At the moment, though, all Chopper could do was eat his food court hamburger and wait. Wait for news of his boys at Spike’s compound, wait for news of Kelsey. Who knew when he would be getting either? 
 
      
 
    Chopper stayed at the table with his head resting on his arms for a while longer, falling in and out of an uncomfortable sleep. His neck and back were starting to hurt, but at that hour, it was quieter in the mostly deserted seating area, and no worse than the plastic chair. At ten-thirty, according to his phone, he got up and threw out his trash before taking a trip to the men’s room. The man in the mirror above the sink had sallow skin roughed by two days of stubble. Chopper ran his hand over it, staring at himself. If Kelsey were there, she’d say he looked like a hot mess. He splashed some water on his face. God, he missed her. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    The first thing he saw upon arriving back in the waiting room was one of the nurses who had tended to Kelsey after she’d been brought in. The woman was standing just outside the double doors leading into the back, and she appeared to be looking for something. As soon as she saw Chopper, she hurried over to him. Up close, he could see the deep worry in her face. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Kelsey?” she asked. “Is she with you?” 
 
      
 
    Chopper bristled. “What are you talking about?” She had no accusation in her voice, only genuine confusion, and somehow that only made him more uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    The nurse let out a slightly haggard sigh. “I left her alone in the room about an hour ago,” she said. “When I got back … she was gone.” 
 
      
 
    “Gone?” Chopper repeated dumbly. Here was yet another thing that didn’t make sense. “She said she didn’t want to see me.” His thoughts started racing before he could get control of them. Was she seeing another guy? Had there always been someone else? Did Kelsey find a way to sneak off and start a brand new life in the space of an hour without telling anyone? It all seemed unlikely, but Chopper didn’t know what to believe. 
 
      
 
    “I’m aware of that,” said the nurse, her voice mildly edged. “That hardly stops a lot of girls from going back. 
 
      
 
    “Well, she didn’t.” Chopper felt an unfair resentment swell in his chest. It wasn’t the nurse’s fault that Kelsey had done a runner on him. She knew nothing about either of them, only that Kelsey was currently her patient. “Is she in trouble for this?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    The nurse just shrugged. “We’re not allowed to keep her if she doesn’t want to stay. I wish she would have at least let someone look at her one last time, but if she just wanted to get out, then …” She trailed off. 
 
      
 
    “What condition was she in?” Chopper tried not to imagine Kelsey, distraught and no longer pregnant, wandering the city alone in the dead of night. He doubted she was even dressed properly; the seasons were changing, and now the night wind had a bite. 
 
      
 
    “Generally, she was fine.” The nurse looked down at the chart on her clipboard. “I can’t tell you the details of her procedure, but it was routine. She is expected to make a full physical recovery.” 
 
      
 
    “But she ran.” Chopper went to the window and looked out on the lot. The high, bright lights dotted the asphalt with white pools of illumination. He could barely see into the shadows. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, sir,” the nurse said softly. She paused, as if she was trying to think of the right words to say. Finding nothing else, she said, “I hope you find her,” before she turned and disappeared into the back to tend to other patients. Chopper didn’t look after her. He walked out the entrance into the lot, his eyes searching the dark corners for any sign of her. 
 
      
 
    “Kelsey?” he called hesitantly. “Kels, where are you?” 
 
      
 
    No answer. He supposed it was foolish to think she might have stayed around the lot, but that depended on when she had left, which he didn’t know for sure. He decided to spend some time combing the lot, just to be sure. He felt like he had taken too many chances lately, and not a single one had paid off. He walked to the corner to give himself a starting point and began his search in the same way he used to search for missing Outlaws: slowly, methodically, and relentlessly. Chopper didn’t care if he was out all night, or if he never slept again. All he wanted was to find Kelsey. 
 
      
 
    His phone rang minutes later as he stood beneath one of the lights. The number came across his screen as restricted, but he answered anyway. As soon as the line was connected, the caller initiated video, and Chopper was treated to a view of the barren inside of a warehouse. The dim illumination of a few bare light bulbs showed him the vague outline of an occupied chair, and as the person holding the phone began to walk closer, Chopper recognized Kelsey’s shoes and jeans. 
 
      
 
    “Who is this?” he demanded. “What the fuck?” The camera began to pan slowly up Kelsey’s body in an infuriatingly suggestive way, though he was relieved to see that she was fully clothed. Her arms were bent behind her, around the back of the chair, and her head lolled heavily to one side. She was clearly unconscious, but alive. 
 
      
 
    The video cut out. An instant later, Spike Lawler spoke into Chopper’s ear. “So, what do you say?” His voice was smooth and smug. “I think we could make a deal.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper snarled. “Where are you? If we’re doing this, it will be face to face.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad we’re on the same page,” Spike said. “Come to the warehouse by the fishing docks. It’s Mongol territory but don’t feel the need to watch your step. I already told them you’d be good.” 
 
      
 
    “Told who?” Chopper didn’t like to be played for a fool, and he suspected that that was exactly what Spike was trying to do. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll see, Slater. Just get here. I’m as ready to finish this as you are.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper didn’t like the sound of that, but he had little choice. “Fine.” As he pocketed his phone and ran for his bike, it occurred to him over and over that this might be another trap, and he knew he didn’t care. If there was a chance he could get Kelsey and make things right, he’d try anything. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Kelsey 
 
      
 
    The first thing she noticed was the smell seeping into her nostrils — a vague but persistent stench of fish and salt. Kelsey opened her eyes slowly. Her neck was stiff and so were her shoulders, and when she tried to rub them, she found that her hands were bound. The light in the room was dim, but as her eyes adjusted, she noticed that the room around her was strangely empty except for some long metal tables with a few boxes underneath. She shifted in her chair. Her feet were tied too. As the reality of her situation sank in, Kelsey’s heart began to pound. She searched her memory for an answer, but found only fog. She’d been walking out of the hospital parking lot, and then what? 
 
      
 
    The chair, a metal folding type, was cold against her skin. At some point, someone had stripped her of every piece of clothing except her underthings. She stared for a moment at the plain of her stomach, already so much flatter than it had been not-so-long before. If nothing else, she remembered losing the baby. She remembered sneaking out of her hospital room. But after that, she didn’t know. She pulled at the restraints on her wrists to see if she could maybe work herself free, but the rope was rough, and it chafed at her skin. She shivered. It was so cold … was the place abandoned? Had she been left alone in there? 
 
      
 
    Her questions were answered when she heard footsteps drawing closer, echoing through the high, empty spaces. The door at the other end of the room unlocked and swung open. She recognized the figure even before it drew close. Kelsey’s face set into a stony frown. Of course, it was Spike who had kidnapped her. And of course, he had taken off her clothes. 
 
      
 
    Pig, she thought savagely. If she hadn’t been convinced he was out to hurt her, she might have spat on him. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, darling,” he said, smirking. He towered over her, his lean frame almost spidery. She thought he must have lost weight in the months since her departure; his face had gone from lean to gaunt, and there was a creepy, skeletal quality to his limbs. When he stretched out his fingers to touch her face, his knuckles bulged under the skin. Kelsey wanted to shrink away from his touch, but she couldn’t bring herself to give him the satisfaction of her discomfort. Instead, she stared defiantly into his face. 
 
      
 
    “You’re looking as lovely as ever.” He gave her a lingering once-over. The sensation of his gaze on her skin made her want to vomit. “It’s too bad we had to meet this way. I was hoping it could be under better circumstances.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey rolled her eyes. “Yeah, right. You never gave a shit about me.” She’d meant to sound cool and dismissive, but whatever drugs she’d been given had made her tongue thick. The words slurred coming out of her mouth. Spike laughed. 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t heard you sound like that in months,” he remarked, leaning down close to her face. He smelled like sweat and grease and cigarette smoke. Kelsey felt her gag reflect threatening again. She clenched her jaw, refusing to flinch. “We had some good nights, didn’t we, Kelsey?” he asked. “But you decided to throw everything away.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey moved her tongue in her mouth, hoping that exercise would give her slightly better control. “Actually, I didn’t,” she said. “I was kidnapped back then too, remember? Kind of like right now, except Chopper didn’t throw me into a freezing empty building.” 
 
      
 
    Again, Spike laughed, and this time the sound was edged with bitterness. “Ah, yes. Chopper Slater is quite the gentleman, isn’t he? That why you decided to stay with the Outlaws?” He began to circle her like a hungry tiger. Kelsey knew she would have to watch her words very carefully from that point forward. 
 
      
 
    She cleared her throat. “You never gave me a choice,” she said evenly. “You never came to get me.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a big girl. Can’t you take care of yourself?” 
 
      
 
    “Not when I’m used to being someone’s spoiled old lady.” The words sounded utterly ridiculous to Kelsey’s ears, but she knew they would strike a chord of truth within Spike Lawler’s chauvinistic world view. He always treated her like a prize instead of a human being, a delicate, fragile thing who was too weak and stupid to ever get along in the world without him. He had used her to validate his own sense of self-worth, and she knew he would believe it had worked so well that now she was totally lost without an alpha male to guide her. 
 
      
 
    “True,” he said. “But you didn’t even try to get back. Chopper kept you, and you let him.” A hint of petulant jealousy crept into his voice. Kelsey was hit by a wave of repulsion to think she’d ever allowed herself to be subjected to the every whim of this man-child. All of this was just to spite Chopper, and to punish her for her desertion. 
 
      
 
    Anger swelled within her. Spike couldn’t know exactly what she’d been through in the past few days, but she blamed him for it anyway. He had known she was pregnant when she left, and he had thought the child was his. That didn’t seem to matter to him. 
 
      
 
    “What was I supposed to do?” she demanded sharply. The residual effects of the drugs were starting to wear off. Her mind was clearing. “You think yours is the only gang that kills for insubordination? I had more than myself to think about, you know.” 
 
      
 
    He glanced at her stomach. She wondered if he could tell that things weren’t right, or even that she looked different than she had when he chased her down the street. She held her breath, anticipating her secret to be uncovered. But he only turned away from her, resuming his slow, menacing circle around the chair. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, okay,” he said. “I get it. It’s not your fault.” He passed behind her. “That leaves only Chopper to blame, which is fine by me. I guess you and I will just have to find a way to make him suffer.” Spike stepped closer, slid his finger underneath the strap of her bra, and snapped it smartly against her back. Kelsey bit her lip to keep from whimpering in pain. “Or,” Spike said, drawing out the word, “do you think he’d like to watch?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re disgusting,” she spat. “I hope he kills you.” 
 
      
 
    Spike’s laugh was hard. She could tell she’d made him angry. He came around to the front of the chair and caught her face in his clammy hand. 
 
      
 
    “A bitch like you doesn’t have no right to talk like that to me,” he growled. His civilized façade fell away, and with it, his polished language. “I’m the only reason you’re even here at all.” He jabbed a finger at her belly. “I’m the reason you got that baby in you.” Once again, he leaned close, and she could smell his rancid odor. “And I’m gonna get my respect any way I can.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey pressed her lips together. When she had been Spike’s old lady and he’d been on top of the Mongol world, she might have been afraid of him. But through Chopper, she’d seen Spike Lawler get dismantled, torn down into the man who was standing before her now. He didn’t look dangerous — he just looked crazy. After months spent running with the Outlaws, it would take more than that to faze Kelsey. She pulled up a thick wad of spit and launched it into his face. It stuck to his cheek with a satisfying splat. 
 
      
 
    For an instant, Spike was too stunned to do anything except stare at her. She stared back, her eyes cold. Then he reared back and slapped her so hard her vision blurred. She rocked back in the chair. 
 
      
 
    “You think you’re so funny, you fucking bitch!” he bellowed. “I wanted to give you another chance. I’d hate to see such a beautiful woman go to waste. But, no.” He picked up her face, admiring his handiwork as it bloomed into a dark splotch across her cheekbone. “I’m gonna make sure I’m the last man you ever have. And when I’m done with you, you’re as good as dead.” With that, he turned and stalked out of the room, his heavy boots thunderous on the floor. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he was gone, Kelsey sat up straight, shaking the hair from her eyes. She tasted blood on the inside of her cheek, but her heart was full of triumph. No woman had ever spit in Spike Lawler’s face before; she was sure of it. That was a wound he hadn’t expected to feel. Maybe he had thought that he could sweet talk her back to his side of things, that he could convince her to team up with him against Chopper. Maybe he’d envisioned a future with her by his side at the head of the Mongols. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey had been told that before she knew Spike, he’d been notoriously fickle with his women, sometimes swapping them out every week. Yet, he was willing to pour enormous amounts of his resources into tracking her down. She didn’t know what it was that made her valuable, but she knew it gave her power. If she could hurt Spike even a little bit, then that would have to be her legacy. Because really, even if Chopper did turn up, why would he save her now? She had done so much to hurt him. The best she could hope for was to be pardoned after it was all over. 
 
      
 
    Her face began to throb slowly, in time with the beating of her heart. Kelsey let her head fall forward onto her chest and closed her eyes. She saw, in the darkness behind her eyelids, the expression of shock on Spike Lawler’s face just before it exploded into rage. 
 
      
 
    She smiled. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Chopper 
 
      
 
    The fishing docks were way across town on the coast of the bay, a good thirty-minute ride if he went at a normal pace. Chopper thought he could make it in fifteen if he really tried, but he knew it would be more like twenty. What with the raids, the shootings, and the firebombs, he couldn’t afford to be pulled over by the cops on his way. Kelsey needed him now more than ever. Still, he let his foot rest heavy on the gas as he sped down the highway, cruising at eighty in the left lane. 
 
      
 
    The time was coming up on eleven now. He resolved to have his girl in his arms by midnight, no matter what Spike had to say about it. Chopper reached into his jacket and felt the comforting weight of his handgun in its holster. He was more than ready to use it if he had to. 
 
      
 
    His headlamp drenched the road in pale but unrelenting light, and the sight of the road opening up before him soothed Chopper’s raw nerves, as it always did. The road, the steady sound of his engine, the feel of the wind on his hair and face — those were the things that had led Chopper to choose life as an Outlaw, more than anything else. Even now, when he was up to his neck in blood money and drugs, Chopper knew that the bikes themselves were his real passion. Sure, he’d been seduced by wealth and power. But he’d also been able to live his dream with Bike Out of Hell. And he had found the love of his life in Kelsey. Chopper did not fear many things, but he was afraid of losing her. He inched the speedometer up to eighty-five, promising to keep an extra sharp eye out for hidden cops. 
 
      
 
    Halfway through the trip, the clouds slid over the moon and it began to rain, a light, cold mist on Chopper’s face and hands. He welcomed the water; as pumped as he was to finally confront Spike, his body was crying out for sleep, and the rain refreshed him. He focused his mind on Kelsey and felt sleep leaving his thoughts. It just wasn’t an option, not yet. Not until this was all over, one way or another. No matter how things turned out, Chopper thought wryly, he could sleep when he was dead. 
 
      
 
    Five miles out from his exit, the bay seemed to come up out of the darkness alongside the highway, and Chopper knew he was close. He tried not to think about what he might find when he turned up at the warehouse. He tried not to think about what Spike might already have done. Chopper knew damn well that Spike didn’t believe in promises, or in honoring codes of respect. He would lay hands on another man’s woman if he wanted to — and Chopper was pretty sure he wanted to. By the time he saw the sign for the off-ramp, he had crept up to 90. The wind howled in his ears like an animal. He could barely hear himself think, but maybe that was for the best. 
 
      
 
    After the mad dash of the highway, forty felt like a crawl. Chopper breezed down the gritty street leading to the docks, steering deftly around potholes the size of melons in the crumbling pavement. The waterfront hadn’t always been such a shitty part of town, but shifts in technology and business had rendered large parts of it obsolete. It was common knowledge that Spike Lawler set up shop in some of the derelict buildings. The cops could barely be persuaded to care that he was there. Chopper had no idea what he used these places for, if anything. Perhaps he had intended to store the profits of his drug trade there, or expand his operations. Thanks to Chopper, that would have to wait. 
 
      
 
    Chopper slowed to an actual crawl as he neared the warehouse Spike had specified on the phone. It was a huge, ramshackle thing that seemed better suited to the middle of a bleak field somewhere. The boards, unpainted, were weather-beaten and beginning to warp, their silhouette crooked against the night sky. Chopper parked his bike in the untended lot and walked toward the door. He kept his eyes peeled for any sign of an ambush; though Spike had sworn amnesty, Chopper knew he wouldn’t be a match for any group of Mongols at the moment. His adrenaline was the only thing keeping him solidly on track. That, and his love for Kelsey. 
 
      
 
    He’d expected the door to be locked or at least guarded, but to his surprise, it was neither. Chopper stepped through into the dim, cold confines of the warehouse and took a moment to let his eyes adjust. The bulbs he had seen in Spike’s brief video turned out to be very high above his head, such that the ground was still filled with shadows. He felt like he was walking through a strange and barren jungle. Each footstep echoed, unless he paid attention to exactly where he laid his feet. Instinctively, he placed his hand on his gun. 
 
      
 
    The sound of a voice floated out to Chopper’s ears, and he came to a dead stop, listening. It sounded almost like it was coming from underwater. He couldn’t quite distinguish the words, but he knew the tone well: anger, bitterness, spite. It faded away, and he resumed his progress toward the source. Then a shout burst forth. 
 
      
 
    “You think you’re so funny, you fucking bitch!” 
 
      
 
    It was Spike, and Chopper knew he was screaming at Kelsey. Who else could inspire that kind of emotion in him? Who else could humiliate him so intensely? Forgetting his footsteps, Chopper broke into a run. Spike Lawler was a man of legendary rages. In the midst of one, and alone with a woman, he could not be trusted. 
 
      
 
    The next door that Chopper encountered buckled beneath the force of his shoulder. On the inside of the near wall was a massive bank of switches. Over his rapid breathing, Chopper could now hear someone approaching him from the other direction, the heavy boots reverberating throughout the whole building. Seizing an immediate instinct, he grabbed for the switch plate, pressing it down with two smooth motions of his palms. The room he was in went dark. A humming sound ceased in the background. 
 
      
 
    At the other end of the chamber, Spike Lawler said, “What the fuck?” He had just come through from the room where Chopper assumed Kelsey was being held. That door was much heavier, judging by the way it had sounded when he swung it shut. It would block sound—or at least, Chopper hoped it would. He did not intend to let Spike go without experiencing his share of pain. 
 
      
 
    A thin beam of piercing white light shot through the musty darkness, illuminating a constant fall of dust particles in the air. It skittered across the room before finally coming to rest on Chopper, zipping up his body as Spike realized what had happened. Chopper had to squint to keep the flashlight from hurting his eyes. Spike chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Thought you could catch me off guard, eh Slater?” he asked. “Well, I admit you did that somewhat, but only ‘cause your little pet’s a real goddamn piece of work.” He gestured with his head. “I don’t think she’s got too much more to say, though.” 
 
      
 
    “You better keep your hands off her,” Chopper growled. Their conversation on the phone had been civil enough, but now that they stood face to face, Chopper found he had no patience for Spike’s fake diplomacy. “If you don’t, I’ll cut ‘em off.” 
 
      
 
    “Relax,” Spike said, in a voice that made Chopper want to hit him. “All I did was remind her of her place. You know how bitches are. Sometimes they forget.” He curled the bony fingers of his right hand into a tight, cruel fist. 
 
      
 
    Chopper ground his teeth together. “You want to make a fuckin’ deal or not, Spike?” What he wanted was to beat Lawler into the ground, but he couldn’t afford to lose his temper. He had no idea what shape Kelsey was in. One wrong move could make things worse for her. 
 
      
 
    “Right.” Spike strolled toward him nonchalantly. “The deal. I got some terms I’d like to propose.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper grunted. “I’m listening.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.” Spike uncurled his fingers, laced them together, and cracked his knuckles. “One: You give me back my place.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper was about to ask what the hell Spike was talking about when he remembered that Dean and the rest were on a salvage mission. He folded his arms, wishing privately that he had thought to check for news from them before he rushed into his meeting with Spike. He didn’t like the fact that Spike could have more information that him. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” he said sullenly. “What else?” 
 
      
 
    “Two: You get your doll.” Spike shrugged and spread his hands as if he was being particularly magnanimous with this offer. “Look, Slater. I don’t care about the money you stole. I don’t even care about the men you killed, I can make more money. I can hire new recruits. I just want all of this to be water under the bridge so that we can go on as we were.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper knew the smart thing to do was to accept the terms of Spike’s deal, get Kelsey, and figure out the rest when she was safe. But old habits die hard, and before he could stop himself, he heard his smart mouth running. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a pretty tall order, Lawler. You killed some of my best men today.” 
 
      
 
    “So what?” Spike sneered. “Maybe the boss made a bad fucking call. Ain’t my responsibility.” He shrugged again. “You want money for ‘em? You already took it. My trade routes are fucked, Slater. I don’t have anything else to give you.” 
 
      
 
    It sounded like the truth, and from his knowledge of the state of affairs before the war had begun, Chopper guessed that it probably was. But part of him couldn’t stand the thought of giving up that which Red and Hoss died for. 
 
      
 
    “What happens if I say no?” he asked, knowing full well that he wouldn’t. 
 
      
 
    “If you say no, I kill her,” Spike said. He pulled out his firearm, as if to prove that he was serious. “And then I kill you, and the whole goddamned city belongs to me.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper nodded. “Fine. It’s a deal.” The mention of killing Kelsey had twisted his guts into a knot even though he knew it was coming, and he refused to give Spike any more time to entertain that notion. “She’s in there?” he asked, pointing toward the closed door. 
 
      
 
    “Yep.” Spike backtracked to it, disengaged the lock, and turned the handle. The door swung inward with a heavy creak, and Chopper could see part of a chair and a pair of bare legs in front of it. At first, he felt relief, but it was quickly followed by confusion. Kelsey had been wearing jeans in the video. 
 
      
 
    He stepped closer, and the rest of her body came into full view. She was leaning back, her eyes closed, hair trailing almost down to the dirty concrete floor. One strap of her bra had slipped off her shoulder. Chopper’s sight went red with rage. “I told you not to touch her!” he roared. The sound of his voice roused Kelsey. Her head snapped up, and he saw the vicious bruise Spike had left on her face. 
 
      
 
    “Chopper?” she mouthed. 
 
      
 
    In that instant, Chopper’s fury boiled over. He put his head down and rushed hard at Spike, bellowing like an injured bull. The top of his shoulder made sound contact with Spike’s stomach, driving him back into the wall. He thought he felt something break in Spike’s torso. Without removing himself, Chopper shoved his shoulder deeper into the Mongol leader’s body. Spike groaned and squirmed, but he couldn’t free himself. “Deal’s off,” he croaked. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t give a fuck about your fucking deal!” Chopper shouted. He straightened, letting Spike crumple in a heap to the floor, and put the sole of his boot up against Spike’s throat. “Give me one reason I shouldn’t just kill you right now.” 
 
      
 
    The Mongol tried to laugh, as was his custom, but the pain of whatever had snapped inside him was too great. He took a few laboring breaths, and then his thin face fell to the side. Chopper knelt and felt for a pulse. Not dead, but also not a threat. He decided that was good enough. 
 
      
 
    And as soon as he turned away from Lawler, all thoughts of him left Chopper’s mind. He went straight to where Kelsey sat in the metal folding chair and again dropped to his knees. His hands caressed her face tenderly. “Are you all right?” he whispered. The sight of that ugly mark still made him seethe, but he pushed the emotion down. She was more important than his feelings right now. She would always be more important. 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine,” she said stoically. “Except for these ropes. Can you give me a hand?” Her bravado made him want to smile, but he sensed something fragile underneath it. Carefully, he cut her free. She massaged her bare wrists, laced red with chafing. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks.” Then Chopper pulled her into his arms, and she began to shake. “I lost the baby, Jesse,” she said softly. “I’m —” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t apologize,” he answered. “Please don’t apologize. It’s not your fault.” He had never heard his real name on her lips before. On another occasion, he might have loved it. At the moment, he just felt guilt and sorrow. He could hear Hoss’ voice echoing in his head, a phantom of only a day or so before. Didn’t even know I wanted to be a dad ‘til I couldn’t be one anymore. 
 
      
 
    She was crying, and he wanted to let her, but they had to get out of the warehouse. “I don’t know where my clothes are,” Kelsey said, lifting her head from his shoulder. “They might be around here somewhere. I bet he just threw them wherever.” She frowned. “Pig.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper felt a swell of pride for her strength. He dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “You stay here and keep an eye on that son of a bitch. If he moves, just kick him in the rib I broke.” A little smile flitted across her face, which gave him the strength to get up and search the area for her clothes. He found them balled up in the corner and brought them to her. She shook them out and put them on. “Come on,” he said, once she was dressed. 
 
      
 
    They started to walk past Spike, who still lay out cold on the floor against the wall, and Kelsey paused. “What are you going to do about him?” she asked, her tone anxious. 
 
      
 
    Chopper looked at her. “What do you want me to do?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    She held his hand tightly. “This is stupid,” she said, sighing, “but please don’t kill him. I just … I hate him, but I don’t want that on me. Even if he deserves it.” 
 
      
 
    “Done,” Chopper said. “We’ll get out of here, and if he doesn’t die on his own right there, I’ll figure out a way to deal with him later.” 
 
      
 
    “You think he’ll be back?” She sounded tired, exactly the way Chopper felt. 
 
      
 
    “A guy like him always comes back,” Chopper said. “Now come on. I got a sweet ride with your name on it.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey was very quiet as she followed him out to the lot. Chopper sat her down on the back of the bike and let her lay her head against his back for a few minutes. He listened to her breathing in the near-silent night. The engine would drown that out, and he didn’t want to just yet. Instead, he checked his phone. There was a text from an unknown number: Dean. 
 
      
 
    “We took it, boss. It was empty. Don’t know where they went. Be careful.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper looked up from his phone and glanced around, his eyes roaming over every visible window on the warehouse. There was no sign of movement, and he was sure that if Spike had had backup, he would have received it during the struggle. “Hey, Kels,” he said softly, not wanting to disturb her. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm?” She already seemed half asleep. 
 
      
 
    “Did you see anyone else here with Spike?” 
 
      
 
    “Mm-mm.” He felt her shake her head. “The guys who grabbed me brought me in, but then I think they left after. I heard the car drive away.” 
 
      
 
    So, he had been truly alone with her. Even after the ordeal was over, Chopper shuddered at the thought of his princess at Spike’s mercy. “Okay, baby,” he told her. “Let’s go find a hotel. I’m ready to sleep for a damn decade.” But before he started up the bike, he sent Dean a text. 
 
      
 
    “Lawler’s down, not out. Take care of yourselves. I’m off the grid for now.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty 
 
    Kelsey 
 
      
 
    The first thing they replaced in Chopper’s house was the bed. Kelsey slept alone in the new one on the night she moved out of the Outlaw compound, a week after the encounter on the docks. She lay quietly in the dark, staring up at the shadowed ceiling, and tried to sort out the mess in her heart. Her body was healing quickly; she had always been healthy, but she had nightmares now, and the color seemed to be gone from her days. She told herself that it was because of Red and Hoss, because the Outlaws had lost so much in Spike’s pursuit of her. She knew that was part of it. But there was more to the truth. The baby was gone. 
 
      
 
    How had it been only days since she lay in the hospital, consenting to surgery? It felt like a lifetime, as much as it felt like no time at all. Kelsey was in a constant state of fluid emotions — at once relieved and full of sorrow. The child she would have borne did not need to live a life at the center of such a vicious world. She was sure there would have been pain and fear that now, her baby didn’t have to feel. But there would also have been so much love. 
 
      
 
    She fought it for days. But on the first night that Kelsey spent in her new home, she admitted it to herself. She wanted the baby. The thought made her cry. It made her feel foolish. All around her, Chopper’s house was in ruins. The Mongols had smashed windows, torn up furniture, broken everything they could break. The outside was covered in ugly graffiti that would need to be power-washed away. It was so bad that at first, Chopper balked at the notion of allowing Kelsey to stay there. He didn’t want her living in the middle of such a harsh reminder of her ordeal. But she insisted, because she felt that it was what she needed. She needed to never forget. She needed to be the one to pick up the pieces of her little world and try to put them back together. 
 
      
 
    In the end, Chopper gave that to her. He helped her move her things into the house, then he kissed her and left her there to sit in the living room and cry. He wanted to do more, but she told him there was nothing more to do. So, he retreated to the part of his life where he felt safest — sitting at the head of the Savage Outlaws. For the first time in the months she’d been with him, they slept apart. Kelsey tried not to look at the gulf that was slowly opening between them, but it was there. If she wanted to stay where she was, with Chopper, with the father of the baby she never had, she’d have to figure out what she wanted. And that wasn’t going to be easy. 
 
      
 
    The days that followed were a haze, a blurry routine of tears, sparse meals, and half-hearted housework. Kelsey moved around a lot just to keep herself busy, but she quickly realized that she wasn’t actually doing anything that mattered. Things got picked up and put down, garbage was taken out, floors were swept and vacuumed. By the weekend, the house looked normal on the inside. Some guys from Bike Out of Hell came by with a power washer and sprayed the graffiti off the walls. They tried to check on her, but Kelsey hid in her room until they left. She couldn’t handle being with anyone but herself. If she engaged with visitors, eventually they would leave, and she’d be forced to realize how empty the house really was. 
 
      
 
    Around the time that she finished cleaning up the inside, Chopper started coming home regularly. He always kept in touch with her during the day, but they hadn’t shared a bed since before Kelsey moved in, and the distance between them felt like a wall. He tiptoed around her as if she were a bomb. Kelsey supposed that in some sense, she was. There was pressure building up inside of her, pushing hard on her heart. She knew one day she would explode. But she didn’t know when, and Chopper didn’t either. The only time they ever got within arm’s reach of each other was when they went to bed, and then, the one night that he reached for her, Kelsey gently but firmly refused. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not ready,” was what she said. I’ll never be ready again, was what she felt. 
 
      
 
    Chopper looked at her for a long moment. She wondered if he would challenge her, and what she would do if he did. But he just let out his breath and said, “Okay.” Then he rolled over, and they didn’t speak again. 
 
      
 
    The tension continued for another two days before it finally broke. Kelsey sat by herself next to the window in the bedroom, looking out onto the little backyard and imagining what her life would look like if she was still going to give birth. She put her hand on her flattened stomach and blinked back a fresh onslaught of tears. When was she going to stop crying at nothing? When was it going to hurt less? There were no answers. She was beginning to think that there wouldn’t be for a long time. And maybe she could learn to live with that, because she had no choice. But Chopper did. She was afraid he was going to choose something other than a woman who was very clearly broken. 
 
      
 
    He came into the bedroom quietly, as was becoming the routine. This time, instead of letting the silence rule the room, Chopper coughed slightly and said her name. 
 
      
 
    “Kelsey?” She didn’t answer. She had no words for him. Her suffering seemed to be something that was beyond his reality. “Kelsey,” he repeated, his voice firm. Her heart began to beat a little faster, but she still couldn’t bring herself to do anything but shift slightly in his direction. This was the final straw — she understood. The camel’s back was breaking. 
 
      
 
    Even though she’d always experienced Chopper’s love far more intensely than his hate, Kelsey still found herself expecting violence from him. She had seen what he was capable of doing to other human beings, hadn’t she? And now, as far as she could tell, she was on the wrong side of his knife. No pretty little home life, no child. She had nothing to give to him anymore. Before the unexpected sorrow of her loss eclipsed all other feeling, Kelsey had been very afraid of this scenario, and in that way, the pain was a blessing. She couldn’t fear him when she was too badly hurt to care. His shadow passed over her as he came to the window. She barely moved. 
 
      
 
    “Kelsey,” he said for the third time. His voice was soft now, almost gentle. He sat down on the side of the bed closest to her and reached out for her hand, closing his fingers around her palm. “Tell me what’s happening. I’m not going to lose you.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey swallowed hard. Her mind raced to come up with a coherent string of words. She wanted to tell him the truth immediately, to unburden herself of the new emotional weight she’d gained over the past week, but faced with the stress of an impending confrontation, the only thing she could bring herself to do was try to put a happy face on it. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. The sound of her own voice was the most unconvincing thing she’d ever heard. She hoped he understood what she was really saying: that she needed him to help her through this. 
 
      
 
    He looked at her like he was trying to figure out what game she was playing. “Look,” he said finally, “I’m not stupid, all right? I know things haven’t been great. I know they’re not the same. I want to fix it before it’s too late.” He pulled gently on her hand, turning her to face him. “I wasn’t there for you,” he murmured. “I wasn’t there when you needed me, and —now this is where we are. But we’re here together, and I want it to stay that way.” 
 
      
 
    She looked at him for the first time in what felt like years. Her eyes traced the familiar contours of his face, and she noticed that he seemed tired. The spark in his blue gaze was dim, smothered by concern and sadness. He had a beard — when did he stop shaving? Kelsey realized that she hadn’t even really seen him since she left him at the hospital, and the tears overflowed. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” she sobbed, clutching his hand with both of hers. “I’m so sorry. I lost everything.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” She was crying too hard to get anything else out, so Chopper simply gathered her into his arms and held her for a long time. “It’s not your fault,” he said, over and over, like a mantra. “It’s not your fault, baby. It’s not your fault.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey wished she could believe him, but she could only soak his shirt with her tears as she gasped for breath like a drowning woman. All the pain she had so carefully bottled up came exploding out at once. She felt it all over again: running from Spike, being told she lost the baby, waking up from surgery with an empty body. But this time, she let everything wash over her instead of shoving it away. She cried for herself, for her poor, dead sister, for the life she left behind in order to seek vengeance. She cried for Chopper and the men he’d lost. And, as always, she cried for the child she hadn’t known she wanted until it was too late. 
 
      
 
    By the time the storm finally passed, Kelsey’s whole body ached. She curled up with her head in Chopper’s lap and tried to take deep, slow breaths. Her throat was raw, but her heart felt better. She began to breathe a little easier. Above her, Chopper traced his fingers through her hair in silence. She wondered what he was thinking about, but had no voice to ask him. 
 
      
 
    “I should’ve killed him before we left,” he said suddenly. Kelsey rolled over and saw that his face was set in deep shadows, anger etched into his eyes. “Might have been better than he deserved, but at least I’d know where the son of a bitch is now.” 
 
      
 
    She frowned. The question of Spike’s ultimate fate had faded into the background with astonishing quickness once she’d returned to her “normal” world. It was only now occurring to her that maybe he survived the beating he got in the warehouse. Just because she hadn’t seen any Mongols after her kidnapping didn’t mean there weren’t some left, hiding out like roaches in one of Spike’s other satellite bases. 
 
      
 
    The research that Kelsey had done before she joined the Mongols showed her a network of deep, far-reaching roots. It was both foolish and naïve to think that they could be wiped out after one big raid, no matter how prolonged and bloody. And if they somehow got word that their leader was alive and in need of help, Kelsey had no doubt that help would be provided. 
 
      
 
    “You think he’s out there?” Her voice was weak and raspy. 
 
      
 
    Chopper glanced down at her, placing his fingers tenderly over her lips. “If you come down to the kitchen with me, I’ll make you some tea and tell you what I know.” He leaned down and pressed his mouth to her forehead. “Think it’s about time I got my old lady back, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey smiled slightly, but the smile didn’t last long. “I don’t know if I want to go back to that,” she told him honestly. “Not yet.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” he said sadly, “and I’m sorry. But it’s the world you live in now. It’s what you chose when you chose me.” Chopper’s jaw tightened. “I won’t ever put you in danger again, I promise, but there’s only one way to fix this.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey didn’t like it. If it weren’t for Chopper, she knew she’d be done with motorcycles and motorcycle clubs, but that man was one thing she couldn’t leave behind. She took a deep breath, let it out, and nodded slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Spike Lawler killed our baby,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” Chopper squeezed her hand, his eyes dark. “I’m gonna find him, and he’s gonna pay.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Chopper 
 
      
 
    The thought was a constant murmur in the back of Chopper’s mind, even when a million other things demanded his attention: He should have made sure Spike Lawler was dead for good. During his rare and precious quiet moments, he shut himself into the war room and thought about how to carry out a hit on the one man who’d been playing the game just as long as he had. But not just any run-of-the-mill hit. No, this one was personal. Chopper wanted to be there. He wanted to do it with his own hands. Such an attitude was in violation of his acquired sensibility — he’d learned long ago that it was unwise to mix emotions with business, but he didn’t care anymore. Kelsey threw that particular policy straight out the window when she walked into his life the second time. It was far too late to backpedal now. 
 
      
 
    Still, a small voice piped up from the back of his mind, urging him to be careful. After all, he was lucky he still had her to come home to. As she’d cried in his arms that night, Chopper became painfully aware of how close to the edge she was, how close he’d come to losing her forever. That was when he made his promise to her, fueled by rage and pain, that he would not rest until he knew Spike was gone. In the moment, it felt like the right thing to say, and Chopper had every intent of following through. But in the still clarity of an empty room, he understood the magnitude of what he set out to do. He had no information, so even just finding Spike again looked like a problem. The Mongols were like roaches. He was sure they were still around, hiding out … but where? 
 
      
 
    Fortunately for Chopper, the main Mongol stronghold now lay in Savage Outlaw hands. He began to put together a crew to go over and sift through the ruins of Spike’s compound for anything that might assist in locating the fugitive leader. Then he reconsidered. His own forces were severely depleted, and the numbers that remained needed time to rest and regroup. He couldn’t ask them to spend long hours preparing him for his grudge match. This was something he had to do himself. Chopper crumpled his paper, dropping it in the trash on the way out. For the first time in years, he was about to go behind enemy lines. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    The land around the Mongol compound was bleak, charred black by fire. The smell of smoke permeated everything from the ground up, and it gave the whole place an eerie, haunted feeling. The ghost of the Outlaws’ last fight lingered in the air. Chopper felt the hairs prickle on the back of his neck. He tried not to look as he passed over the place where Hoss and Red died, certain that he would still see their blood staining the dirt. The anger, ever-present now, smoldered in his chest. If nothing else, this compound was his victory. He hoped it was worth the steep price he had paid. 
 
      
 
    He hid his bike behind some large debris a short distance from the main building, just in case some straggling Mongols decided to scope out their former headquarters. The front door, once a heavy barricade, wasn’t just open — it was broken, pieces of the iron lock bars lying in a heap on the threshold. Chopper stepped over them and into the compound. He pulled the door shut behind him, but it swung back on its hinges. Whatever, he thought. It didn’t really matter whether or not he met anyone here. All the Mongols in the world couldn’t stop him now. 
 
      
 
    Spike Lawler was ex-military, and the inside of his place reflected his way of thinking. It was Spartan, and if it weren’t for the myriad of evidence of battle-born panic, it would’ve been neat as a pin. Chopper moved slowly through the ground floor rooms, checking each corner for nasty surprises. He half expected the whole thing to be one big booby-trap, but so far, all he found was silence. He supposed that if there were traps, he would’ve heard about it from Dean, but still. At this point, there was no such thing as “too cautious.” 
 
      
 
    Having cleared the first floor, he found a set of stairs and climbed them. The second story housed the administrative areas where Spike did his business and kept his files—Chopper located a meeting room, a library, and an office space with one wall covered in cabinets. Inside the office was a functioning server room for an impressive bank of computers. All the machines were still on, but when he woke one of the displays, it showed him an input screen for a long and complicated password. He made a mental note to keep an eye out for anything written down, but knew he’d probably need to find an expert if he wanted to crack into those computers. 
 
      
 
    Even so, Chopper was willing to bet real money that whatever he was looking for was buried in those filing cabinets. Spike was old-school; he did things his way, and when he assumed control of the Mongols, digital technology hadn’t been anywhere near the level of server rooms and coded passwords of today. Maybe there were digital backups, but Chopper knew that a man as business-savvy and meticulous as Spike never threw anything away. 
 
      
 
    He left the server room and stood for a second in the middle of the office, staring down the huge bank of cabinets. Up close, he saw that the drawers were labeled with numbers that looked like some sort of weird cipher. Chopper rolled his eyes. Was there no end to Lawler’s paranoia? In light of the current situation, he guessed he couldn’t blame him. These were probably the very circumstances for which his security systems were designed. 
 
      
 
    Before committing to the monumental task of tackling Spike’s physical files, Chopper decided to finish exploring the compound. No doubt that Spike himself knew everything about this place like the back of his hand, but it was worth investigating to see if Chopper couldn’t find something that might make his life a bit easier. A legend for the filing code, perhaps? He knew Spike was no cryptographer, and there were so many cabinets that it seemed impossible for him to have committed the whole code to memory. As Chopper walked into the library, he found himself wondering who had created the filing system. Between that and the computers, how deep did Spike’s connections run, and how varied were the fields of their expertise? He was beginning to suspect that while he ran his club on a foundation of strength, loyalty, and respect above all else, Spike Lawler sat on the throne of an intelligence empire. 
 
      
 
    A random, unbidden thought flashed across his mind: Did Kelsey know? 
 
      
 
    Spike trusted no one, least of all his trophy girlfriends, so probably not. Even if she did, it was water under the bridge. Chopper would have chosen the hand-to-hand fight in any case. It was what he knew best. He didn’t need anyone to tell him that he was slightly out of his depth, or that it could be weeks before he unearthed something useful. He tried to focus as hard as he could on the things that were driving him forward. His love for Kelsey. His desire for revenge. That was enough to sustain him until the end of time. 
 
      
 
    The library was a small labyrinth, and Chopper thought a few times that he might actually be lost. He wandered aimlessly through rows and rows of unlabeled stacks. The more he saw, the greater his frustration grew. How was it possible that Spike could have so much information? Where had it all come from? Chopper had always seen the Mongols as a bunch of dumb, rowdy thugs — and he was sure that many of them still were — but clearly, there were a lot of things happening behind the scenes. If he wanted to deal with it all, he’d need more people, people he didn’t currently have. In some way, although the Outlaws had won the battle, the immense burden of their gains felt like a punishment. Chopper had no idea what was in those books, or if he would even be able to make sense of them. He decided quickly to leave the library alone unless he absolutely needed it. 
 
      
 
    Tearing his thoughts away from the books, Chopper kept walking. His plan was to start at the back wall and case the perimeter of the room, searching for a hidden exit. Soon, however, he saw that there was no need for any of that. One of the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves stood at an angle, revealing a hidden staircase. Chopper’s heart beat faster, but he made himself pause. 
 
      
 
    As chaotic as the fight over the compound had likely been, and as fast as Spike needed to evacuate, leaving the secret door wide open seemed like too big an oversight. Had he not been planning to return at all? The notion that he might have somehow been tricked made Chopper’s stomach turn. He glanced over his shoulder at the books crammed in behind him. What if none of them were real? He resisted the urge to open one, unsure of what he would do if he found empty pages. Instead, he took out his phone and sent Dean a text. 
 
      
 
    “Did you go up the stairs in the library?” 
 
      
 
    The reply was almost instantaneous. Chopper smiled. Red had always known how to pick his recruits. 
 
      
 
    “They’re clear, and so is the third floor. Don’t worry, Chop. We got you.” 
 
      
 
    If anyone was in dire need of a promotion, Chopper thought, it was this kid. His smile turned wry. Good thing there were plenty of advancement options now. He mounted the staircase, thought about closing the shelf behind him, chose not to take the risk of locking himself in. Spike ciphered the shit out of his files; who knew how he worked his doors. The steps led up around a tight corner, and then Chopper found himself emerging from the floor into an expansive, high-ceilinged chamber. It was nothing like the barren halls of the first and second floors, and he recognized instantly that he was in Spike Lawler’s personal quarters. 
 
      
 
    Chopper had to chuckle to himself as he looked around. It was so much like Spike to push one set of ideals onto his men while he followed another entirely. The rest of the compound was dressed down like a barracks, but up here there was art framed on the walls, pieces of furniture that Chopper guessed were probably worth more than one shipment of drugs. He crossed the central living area and found two doors, leading to a bedroom and a study. He chose the study. 
 
      
 
    The first thing he saw was that the big desk in the middle of the room had been completely ransacked, its drawers pulled out and left in a pile on the floor. Papers lay scattered over everything—Chopper picked one up and saw that it was a partial list of names with dollar amounts printed beside them. The figures were massive, some of them in the range of hundreds of thousands. He furrowed his brow. Money Spike had gotten — or money he was owed? The thing he found resting on the desk itself provided all the answers. 
 
      
 
    It was a plain black binder with a three-inch spine, and he could tell from the wear that it had once been stuffed to bursting. Now, most of its contents were shredded, charred bits of paper curled among the rings. The burn job was messy and incomplete, clearly done in a hurry. It gave Chopper no small sense of satisfaction to know that he had caught Lawler so off guard. Some of the papers on the bottom had barely burned at all, and he saw that they were recordings of Mongol finances, written by hand in red ink. Chopper knew what that meant. He shook off the burned paper and paged quickly through what was legible. And then he understood. 
 
      
 
    The Mongol empire was secretly floundering. According to the binder, Spike had been making enormous payouts for years in order to keep his firmly-established support network, and when Chopper and the Outlaws began to disrupt the drug trade, the money ran out quickly. He’d been living off the club’s reserves, which couldn’t hold up the lavish lifestyle he was used to. By the time the Outlaws and Mongols finally clashed, there was almost nothing left. 
 
      
 
    Chopper recalled how the attacking Mongols had withdrawn so suddenly, and how he had seen none at the warehouse where Kelsey was taken. At some point, Spike must have realized that he needed to conserve the manpower he still had, if he wanted to have any hope of coming back. Now, it appeared that one of the most longstanding motorcycle clubs in the city might be on its last legs. 
 
      
 
    It was good news for Chopper — great news, in fact. If Spike had truly disappeared without contact, there would soon be a massive manhunt underway as his connections sought to claim more bribes. And if the Outlaws could capitalize on that, then Chopper would have it made. He could take care of Kelsey forever, and they could build a life in relative peace. No rivalries, no kidnappings, no danger. He’d make her his queen. 
 
      
 
    Further inspection of the room yielded little more than a set of keys, empty bottles, and some truly impressive receipts. Lawler had spared no expense when he thought he was untouchable. Chopper pocketed the keys, took the half-burned binder off the desk, and went into the bedroom next door. He stood for a moment just inside the threshold, preparing himself for a whole host of worst-case scenarios. He’d never come this close to looking into Spike Lawler’s undoubtedly twisted private life—hell, he still didn’t want to. He was only doing this because he had to now, for Kelsey. For revenge. 
 
      
 
    He took a deep breath and stepped forward. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Kelsey 
 
      
 
    Inexplicably, time was marching on. The hurt in her heart was no longer as prominent as it had been even a few weeks ago, though Kelsey still felt it every day. She felt it strongest whenever she saw a woman with a stroller, or a bassinet, or trailing children behind her like ducklings. She felt it when she passed the aisle in the grocery store with all the formula and the diapers. And she knew that no matter how bearable it became, how well she healed, the scars of her loss would always be there. But sometimes, other things happened that kept her mind in other places, and right now, she was worried about Chopper. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey knew the hunt for Spike Lawler had been going on full force ever since Chopper resumed his place at the head of the diminished Outlaws. She knew, too, that he continued to utilize the Mongols’ drug routes, and that the money kept rolling in. The part of her most wounded by her losses wanted to object to the whole thing, but this life was the life that had always sustained him. She felt that ultimately, she had little right to demand that Chopper leave behind the ways he’d known for so much longer than he’d known her. So, she kept her head down, stayed in the shadows. She hadn’t set foot in the compound even once since her encounter with Spike at the warehouse on the docks. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t go back there,” she said to Chopper. “Not right now.” And he had just looked at her and nodded, his eyes full of sadness and something like regret. That was when he started spending hours away, presumably locked inside his war room, plotting. Kelsey worried privately, but in some sense, she found she didn’t mind. The solitude was nice, and it gave her time to process some of the worst of her grief, in her own time. There was no one to burst in on her crying in the shower to ask frantically if she was all right, no one to interrupt her gloomy but therapeutic hours spent gazing out the window at nothing. All her thoughts were inside, and for Kelsey, it felt good to be able to work through them on her own, without someone trying to force them out of her. By the time he came home to her, often late at night, she was usually ready to interact with another human being, to smile and kiss him and ask about his day. 
 
      
 
    They were having good sex again, too, although that had taken longer. Kelsey was wary of his touch at first, afraid that it would bring back memories of her trauma and make her remember the horror of losing the child she and Chopper had made. But he was patient and gentle, and she gradually discovered that having him in bed with her felt like an escape to a time before everything went sour. Now, she relished those moments with him, the feel of his skin against hers, his lips on her body. It made her feel like a different person, which was sometimes exactly what she needed. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey stood at the kitchen sink, her arms submerged up to the elbows in hot soapy water. She grabbed a handful of silverware from the bottom of the sink and scrubbed absently with the soft side of her sponge. Her brow was furrowed in concentration, her gaze far away. She was thinking about the way Chopper had lain quietly beside her last night after sex, one arm tucked behind his neck, staring up at the ceiling. She’d watched his chest rise and fall softly with each breath, his sculpted torso half hidden by the sheet. It was clear that he’d been spending more time in the gym, and normally she wouldn’t have dreamed of complaining, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that he was getting ready for something. And the last time he’d gotten ready, they had both lost so much. 
 
      
 
    “What’s up?” she asked, tracing her index finger along his sternum. Chopper didn’t answer right away, but his arm came down around her. She felt his fingers contract and relax against the small of her back. 
 
      
 
    “We need to go back to the Mongol place,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey frowned in the dark. “Why?” That was the last place she wanted him to be, and, she suspected, the last place he wanted to be himself. 
 
      
 
    “Need to look around and see if there’s anything valuable. Something that’ll tell me where he went.” 
 
      
 
    She put her head on his chest. “Is it safe?” Even now, weeks after the confrontation was over, it seemed like a stupid question. To her, the Mongol compound would never be safe—at least not while Spike remained alive. “What if he went back there?” 
 
      
 
    Chopper glanced at her, his expression inscrutable. “Then I’ll find him there, and I’ll kill him, and this will be over for good.” His words weren’t as comforting as they might have been a month ago. Kelsey didn’t look back at him. 
 
      
 
    “Kels, I know you don’t like it. I don’t like it either. I sent my best men there once, and look what happened to them. But there’s no way around it.” She remained silent, knowing that it would be hard to debate this point with him. “It’s all right, I promise. We had Outlaws there before. They cleared it.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t promise me things you don’t know,” she said softly. “I’ll trust you, because what else can I do? But don’t promise.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” His hand traveled up her naked back and into her hair. She finally turned her eyes to him, and after a moment spent gazing into his face, their lips met. “I love you,” he said gently, so close that she felt the words on her mouth. 
 
      
 
    “I love you too.” Kelsey hesitated, then swung her leg over his hips. “Let me give you a little something for luck.” Her hands worked their way between his legs, rhythmically pulling and stroking him. Chopper smirked for a second before sighing and closing his eyes. She pushed her hips against him. “Should I save it for the morning?” she asked teasingly. 
 
      
 
    He opened his eyes. “No. Give it to me now.” His big hands gripped her waist; she could feel the calluses on his palms. 
 
      
 
    Her cadence picked up. She felt his pressure on the soft skin between her thighs. “Tell me you want it,” she whispered. Her hand floated out to caress his face. 
 
      
 
    Chopper nipped the tips of her fingers. “I want it,” he answered. His voice was low and husky. “More than anything.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey smiled. She rubbed circles on him with the pad of her thumb as she lifted her pelvis and let him slip inside her. He tensed, let out a quiet groan. She let a moment of warm silence pass before she began to ride him, deep and hard, the way he liked. Her breath quickened. She braced herself against his rock-hard chest. 
 
      
 
    Chopper moaned again. “Kelsey…” His hands found her breasts. She arched her back. “Kelsey!” He leaned back on the headboard, straining against her. These were some of the moments she liked the best, when Chopper’s well-guarded emotions were laid bare in a moment of raw intimacy. Kelsey sank her fingers into his hair and pulled him against her, pressing as hard as she could. A sound escaped her mouth, more of a whimper than anything else, as she peaked rather suddenly. Her toes curled. Beneath her, Chopper released a guttural growl. His body tightened viciously, and then he relaxed, panting. 
 
      
 
    She kissed the top of his head, not moving, drinking in the sensation of having him connected to her. He put his lips lightly to each of her nipples. She giggled. After she had dismounted him and laid down at his side, the afterglow began to fade and her thoughts became serious. 
 
      
 
    “Be careful, Jesse,” she murmured, using his real name so that he knew she meant it. 
 
      
 
    He rolled onto his side, facing her, and wrapped his arms around her, drawing her in for a long goodnight kiss. “I’m always careful,” he said. 
 
      
 
    The belly of the sponge caught on a fork and ripped a little bit, pulling Kelsey out of her trance. She looked down and put her fistful of cutlery under the faucet, watching the edges gleam in the light from the window above the sink. I’m always careful, he had said. But she worried now, because she knew he wasn’t. 
 
      
 
    Her phone sat on the table in a way that reminded her of when she’d been hiding from Spike in the den. Kelsey picked it up and slipped it into her pocket, hoping to cut off the memories before they started flooding back in. Sometimes it was hard to believe that it hadn’t been years since that happened, since she lost her baby. She could only think of it as part of the distant past — otherwise, it just felt too close. On her way out of the kitchen, she spotted the grocery list tacked to the front of the fridge. She grabbed it. Maybe some shopping would keep her mind at ease. Mundane chores had a way of drowning her sorrows. 
 
      
 
    She walked to the store, ten minutes of sunshine and fresh air that she discovered she sorely needed. She took the long way, letting herself soak up the sunshine. Inside her mind, the dark thoughts began to scatter to the corners where they lay in wait for moments when her guard was down. That, Kelsey could handle. She’d been handling it since the day her sister died. 
 
      
 
    Still, she paused on the curb just before the automatic doors. She was getting better, but sometimes crowds were still a problem. Too many people, the sound of crowds, bright interior lights — all those things tended to remind her of running through the front door of the pub down the street, going straight to the restroom, and puking her guts out. And that was a gateway memory to the hospital. Kelsey shook her head slightly, drawing in her eyebrows. None of that was going to plague her today. She was good. She was feeling strong. There was nothing to worry about except Chopper. 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, Kelsey walked into the grocery store. She was relieved to see that it was pretty empty on a late weekday morning, and as she wandered the aisles in search of the items on her list, she felt herself slipping into a comfortingly regular routine. There she was, a normal person doing her shopping. To all these strangers, she might as well be a housewife. Or a stay-at-home-mom. The thought sent a pang through her chest, and she quickly dismissed it. Just a housewife, she told herself. That’s all. She tried to stop the next thought from forming, but she couldn’t. If I had kids, I would’ve brought them with me. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey swallowed hard, focusing all her attention on the display of polished apples in front of her. Suddenly, picking out the perfect fruit was the most important task of her life. She inspected each apple with the eye of an art critic as she wrestled her emotions into submission. It took six apples to get her through the storm. But once she reached the other side, she was able to sigh, rub her eyes, and print out the barcode sticker. A small victory, but one she cherished nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    “Kelsey!” 
 
      
 
    She was headed to the checkout lines, but the voice calling her name made her stop dead in her tracks. Her heart hammered as she tried frantically to conjure a corresponding face before she turned around. 
 
      
 
    “Kelsey, is that you?” it said again. She turned very slowly, keeping her face averted for as long as she felt was humanly possible. A woman’s voice … the one who’d left that message on Chopper’s answering machine? No — she would have known immediately. Finally, she couldn’t keep from looking anymore, and she dragged her eyes to the stranger’s face, her stomach heavy with dread. But all she saw was a bright, surprised smile on the face of a girl she’d known briefly at the news station. Kelsey began her struggle anew, this time to remember the poor girl’s name. Bethany? Beverly? She hoped the inner embarrassment wasn’t showing on her face. 
 
      
 
    “Hi,” she said, offering a timid smile in return. Becca? Still nothing. Her past had never felt so damned far away. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my gosh, it’s so good to see you!” The girl’s smile turned apologetic. “I’m sorry. Maybe you don’t remember me. I’m Brittany, from the station. We only worked together for a few weeks, I think.” 
 
      
 
    “Right, of course.” Kelsey’s own smile immediately became more genuine once she’d been relieved of the burden of Brittany’s name. And now, she really did recall her, hired three weeks before Kelsey took her leave of absence. In fact, her first day had been Kelsey’s first day back at work after Hannah’s death, and Kelsey remembered the fog of her grief being pierced by Brittany’s sunny smile. She’d thought back then that Brittany would make anchor in record time. 
 
      
 
    “How are you?” she asked. “Still at the station?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” Brittany laughed slightly. “They asked me to anchor, but I said no. I think they’re a little mad at me now.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey raised her eyebrows. As far as she knew, no one had ever refused a promotion that big. “I don’t think that’s ever happened before,” she said. “I’m impressed.” 
 
      
 
    “Well …” Brittany waved her hand modestly. “It’s weird, and maybe it’s kind of lame, but … I wanted to stay on the crime beat. That’s where I feel like I’m helping people the most, you know?” She tucked a stray lock of strawberry blonde hair behind her ear. “The anchor pay grade is definitely nice, but I mean, I know what they do, and I’d rather not do it myself.” 
 
      
 
    The crime beat? Kelsey’s growing admiration for her former coworker took a backseat as soon as she heard those words. She’d spent the weeks before she left the news trying to get in with the homicide team, but they’d been strictly instructed not to speak with her except as a member of a victim’s immediate family. She’d always suspected that they knew more than they told her. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” she heard herself agreeing weakly, unable to formulate much more of a reply. Her mind raced. It had been so long since she’d called for an update on Hannah’s case, and even longer since they had anything useful to tell her. She wondered if it would be weird to ask Brittany if she knew anything, right there in the middle of the store. 
 
      
 
    “How are things with you?” Brittany said. She smiled again. “I know we weren’t like, best friends, but I just moved to this neighborhood and it’s so nice to see a face that I recognize. I’ll go away soon, I promise.” Something about her gentle self-deprecation pulled at Kelsey’s heart. How many times had Hannah said things like, I’ll stop bothering you, I swear, or I promise, this is the last picture? 
 
      
 
    “No, no, it’s okay.” Kelsey stepped off to the side and put her shopping basket at her feet. “I’ve been … all right. You know how it goes.” This was likely not an answer that would satisfy a reasonable acquaintance, let alone a crime reporter. Kelsey rushed on before Brittany could say anything. “Um, I was wondering … can I ask you something?” 
 
      
 
    Brittany’s face changed, no doubt her news senses tingling. She, like all good reporters, had the ability to smell a bombshell waiting to be dropped. “Of course,” she said carefully, keeping her expression pleasantly neutral. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey breathed in. “Have you heard anything about the Hannah Jones case? I mean … do you know what’s going on with it?” She sounded dumb at best, suspicious at worst, but it was the best her brain had managed. She held her breath in anticipation of Brittany’s reply. 
 
      
 
    “Hannah Jones …” Brittany placed a hand on her chin, gazing off to the upper left. 
 
      
 
    The ensuing silence was more than Kelsey could handle. “She’s my sister,” she blurted. “It’s a cold case now. I just …” She trailed off, unable to articulate her feelings. Instead, she gazed helplessly at her companion, hoping that she would understand. 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” Brittany’s look brightened, but only for a split second. Her eyes, a few shades off from the color of Chopper’s, filled with warm compassion. “I’m so sorry for your loss, Kelsey. I had no idea.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Kelsey said, meaning it. She tried not to fidget. 
 
      
 
    Brittany continued. “I haven’t heard anything about that one in a while. Bu t—” She reached out and touched Kelsey’s hand. “When I go back into work tomorrow, I’ll check the cold case file for you, okay?” Reaching into her purse with her other hand, she drew out a notepad and a pen. “In fact, let me write it down so I don’t forget. Hannah Jones, you said?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” Kelsey’s heart leaped. “Hannah with an H at the end.” She didn’t know exactly why, but this chance encounter had given her more hope than she’d felt in ages. Her chest tightened, and she willed herself not to start bawling in public. 
 
      
 
    “Got it.” Brittany flashed Kelsey another brilliant smile. “What’s your number? First thing tomorrow, I’ll check and give you a call.” She wrote down the number Kelsey gave, then flipped the notepad shut. “Okay, I’m sure I’ve tied up enough of your time. I’ll let you get back to your day.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you so much,” Kelsey said. “I mean, for looking into Hannah’s case.” The smile on her face was so wide it hurt her cheeks. “I’m so glad I ran into you today.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too!” Brittany took her hand again. “Listen, I live like, right around the corner from here. If you’re nearby, we should definitely get together sometime. There’s a neat little pub up the street. Maybe we could get drinks or something?” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey’s smile almost faltered. “Yes,” she said, her voice brimming with false confidence. “Definitely.” 
 
      
 
    “Amazing.” Brittany paused, then swooped in for a brief, tight hug. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, Kelsey. Bye!” She waved. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey watched her move away down the aisle and disappear. Her heart was like a jackhammer in her chest. Did that really just happen? Had she somehow found a way to get the answers she thought were lost for good? With slightly shaking hands, she picked up her basket and made her way to the checkout. The anxiety that had threatened her morning was nowhere to be found. In its place, there was a glimmer of light. And for the moment, Chopper slipped her mind entirely. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Chopper 
 
      
 
    The ransom note was the first thing he found, drafted in Spike’s handwriting on a page torn from a composition notebook. In the margins, he had actually written the words, “Use cutouts — old school.” Chopper didn’t know whether to laugh or rip the paper to shreds, but a morbid curiosity drew his eyes to the contents of the note. The more he read, the deeper his frown became, until he held the note clenched in two fists, his fingers punching through the paper. 
 
      
 
    CHOPPER SLATER— 
 
      
 
    YOU WANT TO SEE YOUR LITTLE PRINCESS AGAIN? WE HAVE HER. 
 
      
 
    BRING THE STOLEN DRUG MONEY TO THE DOCKS BY 12AM TOMORROW AND SHE WILL BE RETURNED TO THE OUTLAWS UNHARMED. 
 
      
 
    A COUNT WILL BE PERFORMED. IF YOU HAVE STOLEN FROM US, WE WILL KNOW, AND SHE WILL PAY THE DEBT. 
 
      
 
    THE MONGOLS 
 
      
 
    It was crude and simple, rather unlike the flair for the dramatic that Chopper had come to expect from Spike. Still, the tone of the letter got under his skin, and after he had read it, he gave into his fiery urge to tear the thing into ribbons. Then he crumpled the pieces and let them fall to the ground in a ball, which he stepped on with his heavy boot. Finally somewhat satisfied, he turned away to inspect the rest of the room. So, Spike’s grand plan was to hold Kelsey for ransom? A smirk crossed Chopper’s face as he thought about how well that had ended up working out. Kelsey was safe at home — and where was Spike? That was the million-dollar question. 
 
      
 
    The silence in the bedroom seemed thicker than in other areas of the compound, for reasons Chopper couldn’t really explain. He knew in his soul that Spike Lawler must still be alive, but the atmosphere of his room felt haunted. The hairs on the back of Chopper’s neck prickled, and he sped up his search, wanting to be out of there as soon as possible. He hoped the unease wasn’t some sort of bad omen; that was the last thing he needed. 
 
      
 
    The desk and bureau were filled with bottles and vials and other drug paraphernalia. In the interest of being thorough, Chopper swept them clean. He found more bottles stashed under Spike’s enormous bed, plus a small safe with its door open, the padlock hanging. On top of the bed was a pile of debris strikingly similar to the one he had found in the office: a mix of cinders and half-burnt things littering the bedspread. He saw what looked like part of a day planner underneath some ashes, and he dug it out and brushed it off. The flames had eaten through part of the open side, but a good chunk of the book near the binding was still intact. Chopper flipped it open. Another smirk leapt onto his face. 
 
      
 
    Addresses. Dozens and dozens of addresses—and one of them was circled. This time, Chopper did laugh out loud. How could Spike have been so stupid? It was almost comical. But Chopper knew he had to give himself and his boys some credit too. He could just imagine Lawler, watching as his empire crumbled around him, scrambling to take the things he absolutely needed. Probably, he was also suffering from withdrawal; it would explain the half-assed burn jobs and the way he’d looked at the warehouse. If he wasn’t out to kill him. Chopper might have felt sorry for the guy. It had to hurt to see his life and legacy fall at the hands of his oldest rival. But it didn’t matter anymore. Chopper had what he needed, and soon, he’d be able to solve the Outlaws’ biggest problem for good. 
 
      
 
    He made one last sweep of the room for good measure before he left. There was a picture of Kelsey tucked into one of the bureau drawers. Chopper took it out and slipped it into his jacket, next to his heart. Nothing of Kelsey would be left in the compound if he could help it. He knew she was trying to cut her ties with the club life, or at least lessen its influence, and he couldn’t find it in his heart to blame her. After all, the clubs had never brought her anything but heartache, himself included. He glanced at his reflection in the mirror above Spike’s dresser and scowled, turning away. Was there anything else in here that he needed? No, he decided. Not now. He could send his men back here to clean up the place once he’d routed out its exiled king. If nothing else, he knew it was safe. 
 
      
 
    On his way out, he passed through the office on the second floor again, and out of curiosity, he tried one of the cabinet drawers. To his surprise, it came open immediately, and it was full of nothing but air. When he tried the others, he found that many of them were also empty, and the ones that weren’t were stuffed full of documents dating back to even before Spike assumed command of the Mongols. Chopper made a mental note to have one of his bookkeepers sort through this mountain of paperwork, but for the moment, he let it be. He should have known that the massive bank of cabinets was largely a ruse to intimidate whomever happened to venture into Spike’s record room. Almost none of the Mongols would have wanted anything to do with the club’s filing system—Chopper was sure of that. 
 
      
 
    He walked out the busted front door and went around to where his bike was hidden. The documents he’d pilfered from the compound went into his side bag, and then he threw his leg over the bike and started the engine. Its low roar filled the stale quiet with a comfortingly familiar sound. Chopper felt himself relax as he pulled off down the drive toward the road. Mission accomplished, he thought. 
 
      
 
    When he got back to his own compound, he found Mickey waiting for him outside the door of the war room, her face etched in worried lines. He hadn’t seen her much at all since the last confrontation with the Mongols, and he was surprised to find her presence somehow reassuring, as if she was the true indicator of normalcy returning to his world. He smiled at her as he approached the room. She smiled back, but nervously. 
 
      
 
    “What’s up?” he asked, opening the door. He let her sidle in first. “Haven’t seen you in a while.” 
 
      
 
    “Been laying low,” she said. “Keeping my head down. You know.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” he agreed. He dropped the binder and the planner on the table. Her eyes darted questioningly between the books and his face. “Just some souvenirs from Spike’s place,” Chopper told her. “Money shit. Don’t know if I understand it all.” He decided not to tell her about the addresses, or his plans regarding them. 
 
      
 
    Mickey hesitated, brushing some of her flyaway copper hair from her eyes. “I might be able to help you with that,” she said. “Or, I might have someone who can.” 
 
      
 
    “Really.” Chopper leaned on the edge of the table, crossing his arms. “How soon?” 
 
      
 
    She pursed her lips. “Right now. One of Spike’s girls got in touch with me this morning. At least, she says she’s one of his girls. I told her to meet me here. She’s downstairs.” 
 
      
 
    “How long’s she been waiting?” Chopper asked. 
 
      
 
    Mickey shrugged. “An hour, maybe? I told her you weren’t in, but she said she didn’t care. She wouldn’t tell me what her deal was, only that Spike hung her out to dry.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper chuckled wryly. “Send her in for me.” He paused. “And remind me to give you a bonus.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, whatever,” Mickey said. But he caught a glimpse of a grin on her face as she breezed out of the room. Her quick footsteps echoed down the stairs, and then he heard different ones coming back up. They were slow and deliberate, and they made a noise that he recognized as sharp-heeled shoes. He braced himself. 
 
      
 
    The woman who appeared in the doorway was one he would have described, pre-Kelsey, as a classic beauty. Her smooth, rounded figure spoke of pinup girls and sailors’ tattoos. She had red hair like Mickey, but hers gleamed in the light like flames instead of pennies. A pair of sunglasses obscured her eyes, but when she saw Chopper, she took them off, revealing piercing hazel irises. A bitter little smile quirked her lips. 
 
      
 
    “Chopper Slater,” she said. Her voice was low and sensuous, with more than a drop of poison in it. 
 
      
 
    Chopper kept his arms folded across his chest. “Who are you?” he asked evenly. 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” She arched an eyebrow. “Your little puppy didn’t tell you?” She walked over to a chair and lowered herself into the seat, crossing her long legs primly, one over the other. “My name’s Dahlia. I used to be Spike’s old lady.” She paused, eyeing him. “I take it you don’t remember me.” 
 
      
 
    “To be fair,” Chopper said, “he’s had a lot of ladies.” He grabbed a half-spent pack of smokes off the table and offered it to her. “Here. You look like you need one.” 
 
      
 
    She laughed, plucking a cigarette from the pack. He lit it for her. She didn’t speak again until she had taken a long drag and let it out in a plume around her head, her gaze steady through the screen of smoke. “He has,” she agreed. “And I was foolish enough to think that I would always be the queen.” 
 
      
 
    “Who dethroned you?” Chopper asked. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, please. As if you don’t know.” She inhaled again, the tip of the cig glowing bright. The smoke left her lips in rings. “The moment he laid eyes on her, he was lost to me. And when you took her away, I thought he’d die right there. Die, or kill someone.” She turned her head to stare out the window, thinking. “I should have known,” she continued. “But I held on for a long, long time. Don’t ask me why. I don’t know that either.” She tapped the cigarette delicately, and a long cinder of ash fell to the tabletop. “Sorry,” she said. “Ashtray?” 
 
      
 
    Chopper passed her one. “So, what? You finally realized he’s a scum bucket and came to me to atone for your sins?” 
 
      
 
    She looked up from brushing the ashes into the tray. “Something like that.” Her eyes hooded themselves as she watched him. “I have a confession to make, if that’s what you mean.” 
 
      
 
    He masked his interest as best he could. “The priest is in,” he said. 
 
      
 
    For the first time, her hypnotic gaze dropped to her lap. She put down the cigarette and began to turn the gold ring on her finger. “I’m the one who told Spike where she was hiding.” She took a breath and pressed on. “I watched her. I told him when he could go in and scare her out. I don’t know what I thought would happen.” She sighed. “Right before, I called her. There’s a message on your voicemail machine. I suppose you’ve heard it by now.” 
 
      
 
    He had heard the message, and it had made him furious. Now, he didn’t know what he felt. “That was you? You sound so … different.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I was hysterical,” she said. “Who knows.” The ring kept turning. “I saw her run out the back, and I think as soon as she was gone, I knew I’d done something horrible.” 
 
      
 
    “Because she was pregnant?” 
 
      
 
    Dahlia hesitated. “Yes.” Her voice hitched just slightly. She cleared her throat. “She was running very, very hard.” Those eyes met Chopper’s. “But I told myself it didn’t matter, that I was doing it for love. Because …” She trailed off for a second. “I loved Spike, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Chopper couldn’t help himself. He clamped his mouth shut as soon as the word left him. 
 
      
 
    Dahlia let out a short, harsh laugh. “Good question.” She ran her fingers through her fiery hair. “I can’t stop thinking about her running for her life, away from a man who loved her more than he loved me.” She stared at her ring. “What’s her name?” 
 
      
 
    “Kelsey.” 
 
      
 
    Dahlia nodded. “I knew that. I just didn’t want to.” She picked up the cigarette and put it between her lips again. “I have information for you,” she added. “Call it penance, or payment, or whatever you want. I can tell you where he is.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper pushed the binder across the tabletop toward her. “Can you help me with this?” 
 
      
 
    She opened it and rifled through the pages. A tiny grin crept onto her face. “What happened to it?” she asked. “He tried to burn it?” 
 
      
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. “Idiot. He should have taken the papers out.” Her eyes scanned the number columns. He could practically see her doing calculations in her head. Clearly, she was a lot smarter than Spike had taken her to be. “What do you need?” she said. “I was there for all of this. I can tell you anything.”  
 
    “Can I trust you?” 
 
      
 
    She shrugged. “As far as I’m concerned, you can. I have nothing to gain from this except revenge.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper thought it over. He had no doubt that Dahlia was capable of being a very dangerous woman, but that almost worked in her favor this time — if she had wanted to fight or kill him, he was sure she’d have at least tried to by now. It was possible that what she really wanted was a way into Outlaw ranks now that the Mongols were on their way to becoming defunct, but he could hardly blame her for that. They both knew it was a dog-eat-dog world. “One last question,” he said. She raised her eyebrows. “Why are you here?” 
 
      
 
    Dahlia didn’t answer for a long time. At last, she looked at him and said, “Kelsey lost her baby, didn’t she?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Chopper said softly. 
 
      
 
    The breath she took was deep and shaky. “I lost mine, too.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Kelsey 
 
      
 
    That night, Kelsey went out for a walk as twilight descended on the neighborhood. The shadows were long and soft, and for once, she wasn’t afraid of them. Her meeting with Brittany in the store had changed her perspective drastically. She wondered how long it would last. Right now, the world seemed much less scary than it had only the day before. She had an ally other than Chopper for the first time since she’d led a normal life. She felt like progress was being made. 
 
      
 
    Most importantly, now she knew that Hannah wasn’t forgotten. Mixed in with all her other grief was a crushing sense of guilt for letting Hannah’s murder fall by the wayside. A good sister would never have allowed her life to get so screwed up in pursuit of something so important. She should have kept her focus pinpointed on the thing that mattered most, but instead she’d let herself get sidetracked by a sexy man … and it was all downhill from there. Well, not completely. Kelsey reminded herself that things had somehow made themselves almost right again. And all she’d had to pay for it was a bleeding chunk of her heart. 
 
      
 
    The night air refreshed her. She might have stayed out for hours if her phone hadn’t gone off with a message from Chopper. 
 
      
 
    “Where you at, babe? I’m home.” 
 
      
 
    Her face lit up with an extra dose of happiness. She jogged the remaining block back to the house, practically bounding up the steps to the door. She hadn’t had this much energy in forever—it made her want to throw herself into Chopper’s arms. She found him stretched out on the sofa in the den, lazily flipping through channels. He sat up when she came into the room. 
 
      
 
    “There you are,” he said. “I was about to send out a search party.” It was a joke, but only halfway. 
 
      
 
    She smiled and gave him a kiss on the neck, squeezing his broad shoulders. “I went for a walk,” she said. “It was a good day today.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah?” He lay back again and pulled her with him, holding her head gently against his chest. “Why’s that?” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey didn’t know where to start, so she just launched into the story of Brittany at the store, telling him in a tumbling waterfall of words how she might finally have found someone who could help her close Hannah’s case. She was so excited that she couldn’t sit still, even in Chopper’s arms, and she fidgeted restlessly beside him. He watched her with an affectionate smile on his face, his fingers drawing shapes on her back. Eventually, she stopped and looked at him, her cheeks flushed. “Sorry,” she said. “I don’t even know if you could understand any of that. I just — I can’t believe it’s finally happening.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad, honey,” he said. “Been a while since I’ve seen you so happy. I missed it.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey leaned down and kissed his forehead. “You look tired,” she said. “How did it go at the compound? Did you find anything?” 
 
      
 
    It was Chopper’s turn to talk. He had debated extensively with himself over how much he wanted to tell her, and in the end, he decided to tell her everything. Kelsey wasn’t just his girl; she was his partner, and he was resolved to treat her as such. It was the only way he felt he had a chance of keeping both her and the club. So, he told her about the binder, and the day planner, and the ransom note, which made her scrunch up her face in disgust. She wanted to know how much he asked for. “He said all the drug money,” Chopper answered. “By now, that’s at least seven figures.” 
 
      
 
    “I guess that’s okay,” she muttered. 
 
      
 
    He laughed. Then he told her about how he’d put a new girl on the Outlaw payroll, and when she asked for details, he told her about Dahlia. “Did you ever see her?” 
 
      
 
    “Dahlia? Yeah, I saw her. She never talked to me, though.” Kelsey thought for a moment. “What are you paying her for?” 
 
      
 
    “Bookkeeping.” Chopper said. She gave him a look, and he added, “Really. She knows more about that shit than I ever have. When she’s done auditing the books, I’m gonna have her go back and pick through the whole compound. Told her she could take whatever she wants when she’s there.” 
 
      
 
    “Was she satisfied with that?” 
 
      
 
    “Seemed to be. I think she’d rather see the whole place go up in smoke, but it might be useful as an Outlaw location. What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey smiled at him. “Why are you asking me? I don’t know anything except what you like for breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “Come on, babe. That’s not true.” Chopper sat up and kissed her lips. “Look, maybe I wasn’t planning on telling you this now, but since it’s come up, what the hell. I want you to have a part in this. All this stuff that’s mine, I want it to be yours too. We’re in this together, as long as we’re alive. Right?” His eyes, burning into hers, were equal parts lighthearted and deadly serious. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey didn’t know what to say. She returned his gaze for as long as she could, and then her eyes wandered a little. She could still feel him staring at her. “Jesse…” She let his name hang in the air between them for a minute while she searched for the words. “I don’t know what I want. I love you, but … we’ve lost so much.” She took his hands and squeezed them. “If I can be safe with you, I’ll follow you wherever you go.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper was quiet for a while, studying her face. When he finally spoke, his words were soft and deliberate. “I have one more bad thing I need to do.” He brushed the hair back from her face. 
 
      
 
    “You know what.” She nodded. 
 
      
 
    “After that, this town is gonna get a whole lot safer. It’ll just be you and me, baby, and we don’t have to run it the same as it’s been run. We can make things better. We’ll make it quieter.” He touched her lips. “But I need your help to do that, because I’m always gonna be a Savage at heart.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey rolled her eyes. She sighed. “Fine.” Then she shook her head. “Jesse Slater, you lucky son of a bitch.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper grinned. He palmed her left breast through her shirt, drawing a circle around her nipple with his thumb. “How lucky?” he whispered in her ear. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey got to her feet and started to back toward the stairs, pulling him along by the hand. “I’m about to show you.” 
 
      
 
    They fell into bed laughing, already pulling at each other’s clothes. Chopper took a moment just to admire the perfection of her body underneath him. He ran his fingers over her stomach and couldn’t keep himself from remembering when it was rounded, her navel pushed out like a button. Faint lines on her hips were all that remained of the little life that had been growing inside her for so long. He glanced up at her face and knew she was thinking the same thing. Chopper pressed his lips against her skin. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Do you want me to stop?” 
 
      
 
    She stroked the back of his neck. “No. Keep going.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Kelsey woke up naked, her body pressed warmly against Chopper’s in the bed. She could feel him breathing, his heartbeat steady as a drum in her ear. When she moved his first instinct was to pull her closer, and so she stayed still for an extra few minutes, until her need for the bathroom drove her out of his arms. She thought about returning to sleep afterward, but at some point before she got back into the bed, her brain began to think about the call Brittany had promised to her today, first thing in the morning. 
 
      
 
    And then she knew she couldn’t sleep, even if she wanted to. She slipped into some clothes and went downstairs, making sure not to disturb Chopper on her way out. The clock read quarter to eight—probably still too early for Brittany to call. Kelsey put her phone on the counter and went about the business of making coffee, trying to distract her hyperactive mind. She had to keep telling herself not to get her hopes up, to prepare for more disappointment. The most likely scenario was that no progress had been made at all, and the police were still unwilling to justify pouring resources into a cold case. Kelsey knew that in her heart, but it was almost impossible to fight the rising swell of hope. 
 
      
 
    At five minutes after nine, as she sat staring at a copy of the day’s paper spread out before her on the kitchen table, her phone went off, shattering the undisturbed stillness of the room. Kelsey jumped out of her seat and snatched the phone off the counter. She answered without even looking at the screen. “Hello?” 
 
      
 
    “Kelsey? It’s Brittany. I hope I didn’t wake you up.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey twined a lock of hair around her finger. “Nope. I’ve been up for a little bit.” It was something of an understatement. She felt like she was going to burst out of her skin. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, good. Well, I tracked down your sister’s file.” Papers shuffled in the background as Brittany transferred the phone. “Guess what?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Kelsey didn’t guess. She couldn’t. She could barely even think straight. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to petition them to reopen the case.” Brittany paused. “There’s just too much that wasn’t looked into here. I don’t think I can tell you specifics, but I mean … let’s just say that this was closed preemptively, at best.” 
 
      
 
    “I …” Kelsey grasped frantically for a way to convey her thanks. She didn’t find one. 
 
      
 
    “I know it’s probably not what you were hoping to hear,” Brittany said quickly. “And I’m sorry I don’t have better news for you right away. But I know a very good detective in the homicide unit who wasn’t on this before, and I bet I could convince him to take it. If there’s anyone who can solve this, it’s him.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s amazing,” Kelsey said softly. She blinked back tears. “Thank you so, so much. I thought …” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll push this through to him today, okay? And I’ll tell him to let me know as soon as possible. Either way, I swear we’ll find a way to get this done.” Brittany sighed. “Kelsey, your sister was beautiful. She looked so much like you.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey’s voice trembled when she said, “I know.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Forty-five minutes later, Chopper came down to find her crying into a tea towel, the pages of her forgotten newspaper splashed with tears. “Kels?” he asked, his voice heavy with concern. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?” He expected her to be inconsolable, but she had a smile on her face as she turned to him. She spoke, and the smile turned fierce. 
 
      
 
    “You find Spike,” she told him. “I’m going to find the asshole who killed my sister.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Chopper 
 
      
 
    Dahlia was a good worker. Once Chopper laid out his expectations, she seemed perfectly happy to come into the Outlaw compound, subject herself to a security search, and then sit down at the table in the war room and pore over the binder full of Spike’s financial transactions. Many names and dates had been left intact, but great sections of the book were blacked out by charring, or simply missing altogether. Dahlia used her incredible memory, and sometimes her own journals, to fill in the blanks. When Chopper asked why she kept such detailed records of her time with Spike, she answered nonchalantly, “I guess I never really trusted him.” Then she added, “And I thought some of this money would be mine someday. Little did I know, right?” 
 
      
 
    On her first day, she’d brought in a list of locations where Spike could potentially be found, ordered from most to least likely. The first few were outposts belonging to allies; he could expect to meet resistance if he went there. Those further down were family homes, places he would seek refuge as a last resort. Depending on how many Mongols Chopper and his men had killed, Spike’s favored hideouts might already be defenseless or severely weakened. This was both good news and bad news. Good news, because it meant that he had fewer places to go. Bad news, because Chopper knew he’d prefer not to deal with family members at all. He knew Kelsey wouldn’t like the involvement of potential innocents. He wasn’t too sure how he felt about it himself. 
 
      
 
    Needing time to think, he retreated into his personal quarters and lay on the bed, staring at Dahlia’s list like a teenage boy with a picture of his first girlfriend. Many of these places were shockingly close by, but he supposed that made sense. Spike had to have expected a violent confrontation with him sooner or later, and his contingency plan needed to mesh with the possibility of severe injuries—which, Chopper noted, Spike had indeed suffered. There was no way he could get very far at all without the use of an airlift, and that would’ve attracted too much attention. So, it stood to reason that Lawler the rat was hiding more or less in plain sight. 
 
      
 
    Chopper went through the list yet again, mapping each address on his laptop and striking off the ones he judged to be too far for Spike to reach in his injured state. Then he marked out the area encompassing those that were left and sent his altered map to Dean. Thirty seconds later, a call came through. 
 
      
 
    “What am I lookin’ at, Chop?” Dean asked. “New drug route?” 
 
      
 
    “Better,” Chopper said. “You see those pins in there?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “I got it from a real good source that those are all the places where Spike Lawler might be. I need you to get some boys together and ride on by. See if you can catch anything, you know what I mean?” 
 
      
 
    “How good is this source?” Dean said. “No disrespect, but we haven’t seen a hair of Lawler in weeks.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper grinned. “Did Red teach you how to backtalk, too? The girl was Spike’s old lady before he got fixated on Kelsey. She knows everything.” 
 
      
 
    Dean whistled. “I guess he really fucked up, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Chopper said. “I guess he did.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    From his seat at the workbench in the garage at Bike Out of Hell, Chopper heard his boys peel out onto the road. He got up and wandered out just to watch them ride away, their outlines shrinking into the distance. It felt just like old times, except that in old times, he’d be the one at the front, not Dean. And he was always flanked by Red and Hoss. Chopper stood quietly in the early afternoon sun, hands shoved in his pockets, squinting into the light. 
 
      
 
    His chest felt tight. There was something lodged in his throat. He swallowed, blinked, ran his hand across his face. All of a sudden, emotion had leapt upon him like a tiger in the night. He didn’t know what to do. The losses he had suffered before were understandable, justifiable even. But this time, Spike took two of the greatest friends he had ever known, two men he’d naively considered among the ranks of immortals. Never had he thought to envision a future without them. Now, that future was his reality, and the weight was so great that he needed to be alone. 
 
      
 
    He went back into the garage, told the mechanic on duty that he was taking off for a bit, and walked back out. On any other day, he wouldn’t have thought twice about taking his beloved bike for a spin, but on this afternoon, Chopper Slater decided to walk. He knew he made an awkward, perhaps even suspicious figure ambling down the side of the street, but he didn’t care. For once, he needed to separate himself from the identity that had defined him since he was a young man. He had to take a step back and see what Kelsey saw — a vicious cycle that only claimed lives. 
 
      
 
    Would it be enough to keep him away forever, or even for more than a few hours? No, that was too much to ask. Chopper knew himself better than he knew anyone or anything else. He was set in his ways now, too far gone to ever really come back from the choices he’d made. Sometimes, late at night, he tried to imagine himself doing other work, and he couldn’t. Even the shop would seem hollow if he gutted it of its true nature, and what would happen to the money? He could not deny that most of his living came from activities that were not legal. Did he know how to make an honest living? Chopper’s guess was as good as anyone else’s, and that was not something he wanted to discover as he began to sneak up into middle age. 
 
      
 
    Some people were just bad apples for life. Chopper supposed he was one of them — even if he wasn’t rotten to the core, even if Kelsey had picked him up and polished him a little bit. She was the best thing that had ever happened to him, but she could only do so much. He hoped she knew that. 
 
      
 
    As he walked toward town, kicking rocks on the side of the road like a surly teen, cars flew by him without a second glance. He, Chopper Slater, who had long been notorious within the city limits, was no more than a rough-looking man with grease on his shirt and hands, tattoos splashed across his arms and crawling up into his rolled sleeves. How many passing motorists would even know who he was if they stopped to look at his face? How many would care? Maybe that number was less than he might have previously believed. The thought was oddly freeing. Chopper found himself smiling, walking slower, listening to the crush of his boots on the graveled shoulder. In that moment, he was no one except the person he wanted to be. And who he wanted to be was a friend in mourning. 
 
      
 
    His feet eventually took him to the cemetery, a serene but badly overgrown plot of land hovering on the outskirts of downtown. It had grown some in the years since Chopper took his place at the head of the Outlaws’ table, and vast tracts of it still stood empty, waiting to receive the dead. Some parts, the richer ones with tombs and mausoleums, were meticulously cared for by families whose loved ones lay in the ground, but most of it grew fairly wild. Off the path, the grass came up to the middle of Chopper’s shin. He wondered idly if the caretaker’s old mower would even work on grass that long, or if the machine would simply choke and die. 
 
      
 
    Red and Hoss were buried beside each other, their graves marked with simple stones that stood out only because of their newness. Chopper sat down between them. He looked for a long time at the way the granite gleamed. Over time, it would become dusty and dull just like all the other markers around them, but for now, the stone was as fresh and bright as the wound in Chopper’s heart. He turned his eyes away. 
 
      
 
    Hoss had a flower on top of his grave, a long-stemmed thing with a yellow blossom. Chopper thought maybe it was a daffodil, but he couldn’t say for sure; he’d never been good with that sort of thing. Kelsey would know. He almost took a picture to send to her, but the very action seemed somehow sacrilegious. Instead, he just sat in the grass and wondered who left it there, who was missing Hoss besides him. The only family Chopper had ever known him to have was the one he’d spoken of in their last phone call — his estranged wife and their lost baby. Chopper smiled mirthlessly at the parallels he drew between them now. But he was alive, and he still had Kelsey’s love. He had not died a quick, yet brutal death. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Hoss,” he said. “I don’t know what you deserved, but it was better than this.” He wasn’t surprised to feel a tear tracking its way down his cheek. This was, after all, the first time he had taken to grieve for real, possibly in his entire life. So much of Chopper’s existence had been treated as a given, a gift that could not be taken away. The dead were inferior, the living either lucky or skilled. It was a view that could be charitably described as ignorant. He was paying for it now. This much, Chopper understood, was not Spike Lawler’s fault. 
 
      
 
    But that didn’t mean that the Mongol was absolved of all his debts. Chopper just needed a minute to get his shit together, and then he’d take the walk back to the shop and wait for his scouting posse to give him the news. A vengeful fire still burned inside him. He was still the same man he’d always been. 
 
      
 
    Spike Lawler would never be safe from him. Not even in hell. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Kelsey 
 
      
 
    Brittany’s second call came in later afternoon, jolting Kelsey out of a restless nap. As soon as she realized who was calling, Kelsey felt the anxiety come rushing in. She took a useless moment to check her reflection in the screen of the shut-off television, fixing her hair as if it mattered. Finally, she took in a huge deep breath and answered her phone just before it went to voicemail. “Hello?” She hoped that she didn’t sound sleep-addled. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, it’s Brittany again. Do you have a second?” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey’s heart skipped. “Of course.” Nervously, she pulled her feet back up underneath her body, hugging her legs like a child. She faked a smile even though Brittany couldn’t see her, just to try and make her voice sound a little more natural. “What’s up?” 
 
      
 
    “I have some really good news!” Brittany said brightly. Kelsey could almost see her perfect white smile, the smile of a should-be anchorwoman. She continued on before Kelsey could say anything, perhaps sensing her nerves. “I spoke with the detective I mentioned earlier — his name is Emmett Wilde — and we are going to confer with the chief tomorrow about reopening Hannah’s case.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey thought she was all cried out, but the sound of those words sparked another upwelling of tears. “Okay,” was what she managed to get out without sounding like she was about to bawl. 
 
      
 
    “I wish I could expedite this for you,” Brittany answered apologetically. “I really, really do. It drives me crazy sometimes that it can take so long.” She sighed softly. “But especially for cold cases, they tend to want to make sure it’s going to be worth it, you know? Allocation of resources and all that.” The tone of her voice made it clear that Brittany had some opinions about police resources, but she didn’t elaborate. 
 
      
 
    “So, I might have more for you tomorrow, or it might be a little while. We will definitely be on them about it, though. I can promise you that much.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey laughed a little. “That’s all I ask,” she said. The tears in her eyes shimmered on the edge of her eyelashes, but somehow, miraculously, they did not fall. “I’ve been trying to get this done for over a year, so … it’s almost surreal that it’s even starting to move again at all.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I’ve seen these kinds of things stay put for decades,” Brittany said sadly. “I’ll do everything I possibly can to make sure that doesn’t happen here.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Brittany.” Kelsey didn’t know how to articulate the bottomless depth of gratitude she felt toward this woman whom she’d only known for a matter of weeks, but who was now going out of her way to find the answers that had eluded Kelsey for so long. “I owe you one. Or two. Or a hundred.” 
 
      
 
    The other woman laughed. “You’re sweet, but this is my job. I’m so happy that I can do this for you.” She paused. “I should tell you that if and when the case is reopened, they’re probably going to want to redo some interviews, see if anything’s changed, re-examine some evidence. So be prepared for that.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” Kelsey agreed automatically, but a cold fist of apprehension had clenched hard around her spine. Stupidly, she hadn’t really thought about what reopening the case might mean for the rest of her family, or for her relationship with them. Would she have to go back and face the people she’d systematically cut out of her life months before? Would she have to explain herself? Her head spun until she felt faint and had to lie back against the arm of the sofa. 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine,” she heard herself saying, as if from a distance. 
 
      
 
    “I figured you’d say that. I just wanted to warn you, so you weren’t caught off guard.” 
 
      
 
    “I appreciate it,” Kelsey said. “I appreciate everything.” 
 
      
 
    A voice sounded in the background, and Brittany shuffled the phone. “Oh, shoot,” she said. “I’ve got to go. I’ll call you as soon as there’s an update.” Then she was gone, disappeared into the constant jet stream of media work. Kelsey remembered the feeling. Did she miss it? She didn’t know. There were a lot of things she didn’t know at the moment. 
 
      
 
    She closed her eyes and pressed her hands over her eyelids until she saw splashes of color in the dark. Her dizziness wound itself slowly down in conjunction with her calming heartbeat. Kelsey made herself breathe slowly, counting to ten in her head. The knot in her chest loosened up, and she felt her limbs relax. But every time she thought about returning to her family, that feeling of dread coiled up again, like a snake inside her ribs. Before, when Hannah was still alive, they’d been a dream family, a perfect representation of happiness. But her death had shattered all of that like a hammer to a mirror. And no one picked up the pieces. 
 
      
 
    In her mind’s eye, Kelsey could see herself behind the wheel of her car, speeding to her parents’ house in the middle of the night. She hadn’t been able to see much of anything on that drive, and at the time, she’d thought it was raining. It was only when she got there and her vision failed to clear that she realized she was crying. She remembered lying on the couch in their living room in much the same way as she was doing now, listening to her mother screaming. The issue of murder had come up almost immediately with the police. There was no doubt about it. Hannah had been killed. And from then on, Kelsey’s whole life was haunted. When the investigation began its slow grind to a dead halt, those leftover demons nagged at her brain. How could she, the big sister, just let this sit and gather dust? Hannah could not have died for no reason. She was too important. She was too loved. 
 
      
 
    The whole thing had come together to drive Kelsey just a little bit crazy. Just enough so that she started grasping at straws, trying desperately to find a path toward closure. It didn’t help that she wasn’t the only one cracking under pressure. After the numbness of their initial shock wore off, her parents’ grief gave way in large part to helpless fury, which ended up directed at each other. Within a matter of months, Mom and Dad were sleeping in separate rooms. By the time Kelsey joined up with Spike, her father had moved himself out. So, it was just Mom, alone now in that house that had once been for a family. Kelsey tried not to think about it, because every time she did, she ended up feeling as though she really abandoned her mom. 
 
      
 
    Not that her mother was perfect. Kelsey distinctly remembered the day she’d gone over to the house to clean, and found an empty pill casing while she was making the bed. She’d taken a picture and used it to search the internet, and that is how she discovered that 51-year-old Suzanna Jones had a burgeoning narcotics problem. At the time, Kelsey had been too shaken to confront her mother about it, nor had she wanted to get her father involved. It had seemed as though the death of their younger daughter was already going to cost them their marriage. Kelsey had seen no point in throwing something else on the fire. 
 
      
 
    Maybe I should have, she thought, somewhat bitterly. Maybe I should have just laid everything out on the table. But their lives had become fractured so fast, that it was like sliding down a mountain made only of gravel. Kelsey tried to picture her parents, once the epitome of an ideal marriage, now embattled in their own private wars. Did she owe it to them to return? Or did she owe it to herself to stay away? 
 
      
 
    This was the question she posed to Chopper when he walked through the door. It took him longer than usual to formulate an answer; Kelsey felt as though she might have abruptly brought him back from somewhere far away. Finally, he looked up at her and said, “It depends on whether or not you think you can help them.” 
 
      
 
    “What if I don’t know?” she said softly. “What if I have no idea at all?” Silence fell in the kitchen, and she noticed as she gazed into his gorgeous, sea-colored eyes, that he seemed horribly, heavily sad. Kelsey walked over to him and wrapped her arms around him, resting her cheek in the hollow between his neck and shoulder. “Never mind,” she whispered. “You know what I really want to know? How did we get here?” He glanced at her quizzically. “Look at us,” she said. “We’re so hurt.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper turned in the chair and pulled her into his lap. “Yeah,” he said, the trace of an ironic smirk on his lips. “I guess we are, aren’t we?” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    There was no sex that night. Kelsey was a little surprised when he got into the bed without reaching for her, but she was content simply to lie next to him and feel him breathing. His hand rested in the curve of her waist, his thumb tracing the line of her body. No one spoke. She swore she could hear his heart beating in his chest. 
 
      
 
    Then the spell was broken by a light in the shadows and a single clear tone from Chopper’s phone. Kelsey laughed before she could help it, and then he laughed too. She pressed her lips to his bare chest, thinking that perhaps it would be that kind of night after all, but he reached over to the nightstand and examined the message he’d received. A second later, he sat up. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” She touched his arm lightly. Her fingertip skated along the bottom edge of his wrist. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t say anything right away. She watched him type out a response. Once it was sent, he leaned back into the pillows and looked sidelong at her. His palm settled against her thigh. “I sent Dean and the boys out to do some scouting for me,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “What are they looking for?” 
 
      
 
    Chopper gave her another little smirk. “Guess.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey was about to say something when she was struck by a thought that drove all other things from her mind. It was something she had considered before, but not in a long time, and certainly not in all the context she had now. She chewed her lip. “Can I ask you something, Jesse?” 
 
      
 
    His face sobered instantly, as it always did when she called him by his given name. “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey glanced at him. His eyes were very pale in the moonlight from the window, almost ethereal. She held that gaze as she voiced her question. “Do you think Spike killed my sister?” 
 
      
 
    He frowned. “I mean…it’s always going to be possible. But I would bet that if he did, you’d know by now — either ‘cause you found out, or because he told you himself.” It was a valid point. Spike Lawler was exactly the kind of person who would brag about murder. “Does it matter?” Chopper added. “I’m gonna get him either way.” Too late, he realized how callous that sounded, and he prepared to apologize. 
 
      
 
    But she didn’t even seem to notice. Her eyes glittered in the dark. “It matters to me,” she said softly. “Because if it was him, then I want to be there when he dies.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper blinked. “Are you sure?” he asked carefully. This was the girl who still had yet to return to the club compound, who hadn’t even gotten on the back of his bike since the warehouse. Her sudden embracing of violence worried him a little bit. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey nodded resolutely. “This isn’t a club thing for me. It’s personal.” She looked at him. “And when it’s over, I want to know it’s over for sure.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper’s phone pinged again. They both looked at it. A message from Dean. 
 
      
 
    “I think we found him.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    Chopper 
 
      
 
    He could feel Kelsey’s eyes on him as he put his phone down onto the bedspread and sat back against the pillows, a million thoughts racing through his brain. He glanced at her, and the look on her face was unreadable. She didn’t say anything, but they both knew what was coming. Chopper sighed, tossed the covers back, and swung his feet down onto the floor. She gathered up the blankets around her, watching him. 
 
      
 
    “I gotta go, babe,” he said, his voice a mixture of resolve and regret. “I’m sorry.” When he leaned down to kiss her, she raised her hand to his cheek, tracing the contours of his face with her fingertips. Chopper lingered for a moment on her lips before reluctantly pulling away. Everything in the room—the light, the air, her skin—was warm, and the things he was going to do were so cold. He turned away from her as he pulled on his clothes, but he knew her gaze was still there. 
 
      
 
    “Be careful, Jesse,” she said softly. He stepped into his boots. She was a dream, and right now he was waking up. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try,” he said. Kelsey didn’t answer. He stole one last look at her on his way out the bedroom door, and she was staring at her own hands clutching the sheets against her body. Maybe that was the wrong thing to say. Maybe he should have given her more, something to hold on to until he got home safe. But he couldn’t. 
 
      
 
    Chopper locked the front door of his house behind him, the night air slapping him in the face. It smelled like rain, heavy with uncondensed water, and he wondered for a moment if his trusty leather jacket would be enough in a potentially torrential downpour. The sky was too dark to gauge the clouds, so he just shrugged and jogged across the driveway to his bike. Another message from Dean popped up, casting him in the white glow of the screen. It was an address. Chopper swung his leg over the seat of the bike and made his reply. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t go in without me. 10 minutes.” 
 
      
 
    He drove away without looking back at the house, afraid his convictions would falter if he did. The image of Kelsey sitting up in the bed, blankets gathered around her like a dress, stuck in his mind no matter how hard he tried to dislodge it. She hadn’t stopped him, but that inscrutable expression was nothing short of haunting. What had she been feeling as she saw him get up and get ready to commit murder, no matter how justified? What had she been thinking? He was almost surprised that she hadn’t asked him even once if he would stay, but then again, no one knew better than she did that Spike deserved everything he was about to get. 
 
      
 
    Chopper told himself to stop worrying about the situation he’d just left behind and focus his energy on the one he was riding into. He leaned into the damp wind, easing toward the upper reaches of the speed limit. The hungry creature inside of him who fed off his Outlaw exploits was beginning to pull on the chain, igniting a fire he hadn’t really felt since Kelsey’s rescue. Her fear had tamed him somewhat, but now he was hot in the trail of vengeance. Pieces of his old self emerged from the depths. His mouth settled into a grim line. Someone was going to die tonight 
 
      
 
    The address from Dean was in a slum, on the end of a row of dilapidated houses that were practically collapsing under their own weight. All the run-down buildings were dark as tombs — abandoned, Chopper bet, as well as condemned. It was not beyond the realm of imagination that Spike was squatting there with the ragged remains of his crew, hiding in squalor until they could scrape together some kind of plan. Chopper smirked to himself as he parked up the block, far enough away that the voice of his motorcycle couldn’t reach their ears. Whatever plans they had managed to drum up were about to go straight in the trash. 
 
      
 
    He approached the house on foot, keeping his head low so that he wouldn’t be easily identified by anyone standing watch. On the way up, he passed a few bikes that he recognized, dotting the curb inconspicuously. They were not the custom rides favored by Outlaws on joyrides, they were junkers taken from the back of the chop shop, cobbled together out of old, shitty parts. He had to laugh. Some of those rust buckets probably weren’t even road-safe; maybe when this was over, he’d have them towed back rather than let his boys take their chances. 
 
      
 
    As he neared the side of the old house, he made out a figure half-hidden in the overgrown brush, signaling at him. Chopper double-checked the front windows to be sure he hadn’t been spotted, then moved stealthily to join Dean in his hiding spot. They both dropped to a crouch, the coarse grass scratching at their faces. 
 
      
 
     “Tell me what we’ve got,” Chopper whispered. 
 
      
 
    “We’re not a hundred percent sure he’s in there,” Dean replied, “but there’s definitely someone who knows where he is, at least. All the Mongols we followed ended up coming back here. I don’t know how many there are. I’m guessing five, tops.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know if they’re armed?” 
 
      
 
    “Not with anything big.” Dean made a vague gesture toward the street. “This neighborhood is technically city property. They can’t do anything to any of these buildings without being charged.” He raised an eyebrow. “And they are not in a position to be inviting legal scrutiny.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper chuckled. “To be fair, neither are we.” He glanced around. “Where are the rest?” 
 
      
 
    “Around the back. There’s a broken glass door on that side.” Dean pointed. “I figure we’ll just go through there. It’s the easiest way.” 
 
      
 
    “Traps?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper nodded. The adrenaline began to race through his veins. “Call ‘em. Let’s go.” He and Dean stalked through the grass to the far corner of the house, where Dean paused to alert someone Chopper couldn’t quite see. Three more shadows came out of hiding and drew into position around the door, which stood crookedly off its track, a star-shaped shatter punched into the center. The five Outlaws held their breath for a few seconds, listening. After they were met with nothing but silence, they all turned their eyes to Chopper. He motioned them forward. 
 
      
 
    The broken door didn’t make any sound as it was lifted away and set carefully to the side. The Outlaws filed in one-by-one, checking the corners of the room and scanning for threats. The air inside smelled stale, thick with decay. Even in the pale moonlight, Chopper thought he could see mold climbing the walls. No wonder these houses were abandoned—they were a hazard. If Spike’s beating hadn’t killed him, Chopper was willing to bet that living here sure would. 
 
      
 
    No one said anything. They stepped carefully through the debris-filled living room and into a hallway with stairs on one side and a severely neglected kitchen on the other. Just as two of Chopper’s men made to split off into the kitchen, footsteps sounded from the floorboards above. They all froze, their bodies tense, ready for anything. The footsteps came closer and closer to the top of the staircase, until Chopper caught a brief glimpse of someone peeking over the top banister. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, shit,” said a voice. “I think it’s Slater.” The voice did not belong to Spike. 
 
      
 
    “You’re damn right it’s Slater,” Chopper said loudly. His words seemed to shake the very foundations of the house. “And I think you know what I want.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s not here,” came the reply. 
 
      
 
    Chopper folded his arms. “Bullshit.” He leaned against the railing, causing the whole thing to creak ominously. “Don’t make me come up there. I’d rather not even deal with you, if I’m being honest.” 
 
      
 
    “Really, man. Spike’s not here.” There was a tinge of desperation in the Mongol’s tone now, which gave Chopper enormous satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    “Then where is he?” Chopper put on an air of great patience as he exchanged glances with Dean, who rolled his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper sighed. He climbed one step, making sure that the men upstairs knew exactly what was happening. In the old days, he might have simply shot through the floor and made his point that way, but he was serious about not wanting to deal with them—and besides, he didn’t trust the integrity of the house’s construction to withstand the force of even one bullet. All he wanted was to find Spike Lawler and kill him. Was that asking so much? 
 
      
 
    “Wrong answer,” he said out loud. “I’m starting to feel like my time is being wasted.” 
 
      
 
    “We swear, we don’t know! We’re the only ones left here. Everyone else has been sent away.” A pause, during which Chopper climbed another step. “Spike said he wants to put down new roots, so he’s spreading us out to do it.” The Mongols sounded like they were slowly backing away. 
 
      
 
    Now Chopper was three steps up, and moving for a fourth. He could see the top of the first landing. 
 
      
 
    “He thinks he can do that before I find him? We have a score to settle, and it’s gonna happen sooner rather than later. You guys know how many of my boys died because of him?” 
 
      
 
    The second pause was longer. When the Mongols spoke again, it was in hushed tones, as if they feared that Spike himself might somehow hear them. 
 
      
 
    “We think he might be crazy,” they said. The Outlaws looked at each other. Chopper stopped on the fourth stair. “He’s out of it. He’s been meeting with a doctor in some clinic out of town, and we don’t know what he’s getting there, but…” The sentence wasn’t finished, but it didn’t have to be. Chopper got the picture. 
 
      
 
    He went back to Dean. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” he asked quietly. 
 
      
 
    “What, that Lawler’s off his rocker on drugs?” Dean looked more confused than anything. Chopper couldn’t blame him. 
 
      
 
    “And he might be getting ready to do something insane. What’s he been saying to make his own men spend days hiding upstairs in this goddamn hellhole?” 
 
      
 
    Dean shrugged. “What do you want to do?” 
 
      
 
    Chopper glanced at the semicircle of serious, expectant faces. “Bear with me,” he said, and before they could voice any sort of dissent, he called up to the Mongols. “Hey, come down. We’re taking you with us.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t,” was the answer, but it wasn’t very convincing. “If Spike gets back and we’re gone, he’ll lose it.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you care?” Chopper asked nonchalantly. “You won’t be there to see it.” He put his hand on the faded banister, letting a note of impatience creep into his voice. “Look, it’s not really a choice, all right? Come down, or I’m coming up after you.” As an afterthought, he added, “No one here wants to hurt you. We won’t complain if you turn out to be bait for your glorious leader, but you’re not gonna die today. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    Silence for thirty seconds. Finally, two men appeared at the top of the stairs. They looked like ghosts, their faces gaunt, pale faces sheathed in days — or weeks — of grubby beard growth. Chopper signaled for his men to back away as the two Mongols descended into their midst; soon, he didn’t have to tell his boys to give them space. The Mongols stunk oppressively from such a long time spent in a place without the luxuries of running water. “Sorry,” the shorter one mumbled, his head hung low. “We been here a while.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper took one of the Mongols back to the compound himself, ahead of his crew. He sent the guy to the showers, with instructions to meet him in the war room as soon as he was done. As he sat waiting in his chair, Chopper propped up his feet on the table. They were playing chess now, and he had just captured two of Lawler’s pawns. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Kelsey 
 
      
 
    She woke up alone and fuzzy-headed the next morning with a dim recollection of Chopper giving her a kiss and walking out the door. Kelsey ran her tongue over her teeth, blinking the sleep from her eyes. She’d taken a sleeping pill after he left, because she knew that otherwise her restless thoughts would keep her awake for hours, and now she felt as though she’d just come out of heavy sedation. It reminded her of the short, awful time she had spent in the hospital, what seemed like eons ago, now. Almost by reflex, she put her hands on her belly. It was flat, as always. Kelsey looked down at her fingers overlapping each other and sighed deeply. She’d come a long way since then, but the pain still found ways to make itself known, lurking in the depths of her mind and heart. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey shook her head briskly and reached over to the nightstand for her phone. Ten o’clock in the morning, two missed calls—one from Brittany, and one from a number she didn’t recognize. Each had left a voicemail. She listened to Brittany’s first, hoping the girl’s infectious enthusiasm would clear her foggy brain. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Kelsey! It’s Brittany. I’m calling to let you know that Detective Wilde received permission from the chief this morning to reopen Hannah’s case file! Obviously, this is very exciting, and he’s extremely dedicated to the cause, but there’s a lot of work to be done, so he’ll be calling you soon to fill you in on some details. Like I said before, he may need you to come in again and speak with him, or he may need you to resubmit some things.” She paused, as if she wanted to say something else but thought better of it. “Don’t worry, he’s really nice. Okay? Call me if you need anything or have any questions. I should be here all day.” The voicemail ended, and Kelsey sat still for a moment, still holding the phone to her ear. 
 
      
 
    Then, she started the next message, before she could give herself time to get lost in thought. A man’s voice, practiced and professional, flowed into her ear. “Hi, this is Detective Emmett Wilde, calling for Kelsey Jones? I wanted to notify you that we are reopening the investigation into your sister Hannah’s murder, effective this morning.” 
 
      
 
    He cleared his throat. “I’m interested in following up with you for a secondary interview, just to make sure the information in the file is accurate. As I’m sure you understand, it’s extremely important for us to make sure everything is in order going forward. Please feel free to call back whenever is convenient for you. I’ll be here.” He wrapped up with his contact number, which Kelsey wrote down on a scrap of paper from her nightstand drawer. She looked at it for a long time. This moment was one that had shaped her life for months, and almost led her to ruin. But now that it was finally here, she found herself hesitating to move forward. A realization had begun to dawn in her mind. She needed a moment. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey put the phone number down and got up to take a shower. Standing naked in the clouds of steam, she closed her eyes and thought about the crossroads where she was standing. When she had joined the Mongols so many months ago, her only goal was justice for Hannah, any way she could get it. And when she’d switched sides at Chopper’s behest, the same was still true, even if her methods had to change. But today, she washed a body that had held and given up Chopper’s child, with hands that had spent so much time intertwined with his. The bed she slept in was no longer hers or his—it was theirs. She loved him. He was her future, he had spilled so much blood, and she suspected that before the day was out, he’d spill yet more on the city streets, or wherever he finally found Spike Lawler. 
 
      
 
    How could she protect him if she let a police detective into her life? How could she sleep well at night if she never knew who had killed her sister? Kelsey was just now understanding — perhaps too late — what a great conflict of interest she’d managed to construct. She would have to be very careful around Detective Wilde; one slip-up could cost her everything she had come to know. 
 
      
 
    Part of her, the old Kelsey who was so wracked with grief and vengeance that she joined a motorcycle gang, said that it’d be worth it to see Hannah’s murderer jailed, that she’d just start over again. But a bigger part wasn’t willing to throw it all away. There was no conceivable scenario in which she’d get to keep any of Chopper’s assets, especially not if she was found to be complicit in whatever crimes could be charged. It was a real possibility that she’d be trading her freedom for prison. And if that happened, she could kiss all her ambitions goodbye, as well as consigning herself to live with the knowledge that she’d ruined Chopper’s life because her own selfish motive ultimately outweighed their love. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey turned her face up to the showerhead, letting the water sting her cheeks. That wasn’t true. Chopper, that sexy, hard-edged one-night-stand she’d met in a bar, somehow taught her everything she now understood about love and commitment. Through her darkest days, he stood by her side, often without really knowing what she was thinking, or whether she’d ever come back to him. He kept vigil over her in the hospital, despite being told that she didn’t want him there. And after that, he literally saved her life. Jesse Slater was the one man who had never left her. It would be unthinkable to turn around and abandon him in return. Still, she refused to choose him over her beloved Hannah. A sigh escaped her. These were going to be hard times. 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, Kelsey sat on the edge of the bed, running a towel over her damp hair. Her phone, set on speaker, lay beside her, calling Detective Wilde’s number. She tried to keep her heartbeat steady, tried to make sure her voice wouldn’t tremble when she spoke. On the other end of the line, a telephone began to ring. 
 
      
 
    “Detective Wilde here.” Like in the voicemail, he spoke mildly, his tone completely neutral. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey’s heart still kicked into high gear. “I’m Kelsey Jones,” she stated, hoping she sounded at least a little bit composed. “You left me a message earlier. I’m sorry I missed it.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, right.” Papers shuffled in the background. “Thanks so much for calling me back, Miss Jones. I wondered if there was a chance we might be able to meet in the near future? As I said before, I just want to make sure that what we have in the file is correct.” His tone turned slightly apologetic. “Unfortunately, there’s really not much here, so I need to go over what we do have with a fine-toothed comb.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. You can call me Kelsey.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled. “Kelsey, then. When is a good time for us to meet? If you’re not comfortable coming to the station, I’m more than happy to meet you somewhere else, either at your residence or a public location. Your choice.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey flinched. The address they had on file for her was her old apartment, the one she’d given up to live at the Mongol compound with Spike. Would they ask her to confirm it? She shook her head, grateful that he couldn’t see her. Too late to worry about that now. She’d have to take her chances. 
 
      
 
    “I can come to the station,” she said cheerfully, pasting on her biggest, brightest smile to mask whatever emotions might be bubbling up behind her words. “In thirty minutes? I just got out of the shower.” 
 
      
 
    “Take your time,” Wilde replied. “I’ll be here. See you soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” Kelsey felt simultaneously relieved and anxious as she watched the call terminate on her screen. He had probably meant for his last words to be comforting, but to her, they sounded a little bit ominous. A stone settled itself in the pit of her stomach as she started to get ready, but she knew it didn’t matter. There was no going back anymore. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Kelsey took a cab to the police station, and as she walked up toward the front door, she imagined the last time she was there: a grieving sister with a broken heart, being told for the hundredth time that there was no news or progress to report on Hannah’s case. On her way across the threshold, she wondered idly if the staff at the front desk would remember her. Kelsey took a deep breath. She wanted to stop, but she forced herself to keep going. One foot in front of the other. Then the door was swinging shut behind her, and she was in. She swallowed hard. A smile found its way automatically onto her face. 
 
      
 
    “Can I help you, hon?” The lady behind the glass was the same lady Kelsey had seen every day for weeks, back when she was a station regular. There was no recognition in her bright blue eyes, which somehow made Kelsey feel better, or at least less conspicuous. Kelsey’s smile became a tiny bit more genuine. 
 
      
 
    “I have an appointment to speak with Detective Wilde,” she said, in the same tone of voice she used at the doctor’s office, or the bank. This is normal, she told herself. Totally normal. Nothing is wrong with this. Nobody knows who you are. 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing,” said the woman. “Let me page him down for you.” She nodded toward the collection of chairs sitting opposite the counter. “Feel free to have a seat. He won’t be long.” 
 
      
 
    Obediently, Kelsey sat. She wanted to stand — it made fidgeting easier — but remaining on her feet seemed suspicious, for reasons she couldn’t explain even to herself. It was better to blend in and act like she belonged there. You do belong here, she reminded herself firmly. You were invited. Relax. 
 
      
 
    The minutes ticking by felt like individual eternities, but there were likely only a few before the elevators to her left dinged their arrival, opening to reveal a tall, lanky man in a grey blazer over jeans. He stepped out of the car and smiled when he saw her. “Kelsey?” he called, one foot planted in front of the elevator doors to keep them from closing. She glanced up, and he waved her over. “Come on up. No point in giving up the elevator, right?” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey glanced at the receptionist, who chuckled and shrugged. She grabbed her bag and trotted over to Detective Wilde. “I guess not,” she agreed, shaking his offered hand. He let her in ahead of him and thumbed the button for the seventh floor. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for coming in on such short notice,” he said. “Follow-ups are always tough. I appreciate it.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Kelsey said. The elevator stopped at their floor. He led her out through a maze of divided cubicles, toward a narrow hallway in the back. Once she realized where they were going, Kelsey had to consciously keep herself from stopping. 
 
      
 
    Wilde seemed to notice her apprehension, though he didn’t look at her. “We’re going to do this in an interrogation room, but only for reasons of space and privacy, okay? Obviously, you are not a suspect at this time, and you are not in trouble.” He gestured around the open office. “It’s just … this is not an ideal space to be conducting interviews.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine,” Kelsey said, her voice a little smaller than she wanted it to be. Wilde stopped in front of one of the heavy, windowless doors. He fished a key ring out of his pocket and stuck one of them in the lock. The door swung open with a creak that echoed throughout the rest of the room. Kelsey felt a few of the officers raise their heads from their desks for just a second, but long enough to make her cheeks start to burn. 
 
      
 
    The detective frowned. “One of these days, we’ll get that fixed,” he muttered. Then he ushered her in, offering her a seat on one side of the metal table. There was a folder on the tabletop, and a ring on the wall behind her chair, for handcuffs. Kelsey tried not to look at either. “Do you want anything?” Wilde asked. “Coffee, soda, snacks?” He was still on his feet. She didn’t like having to look up at him. 
 
      
 
    “I’m okay,” she said. 
 
      
 
    He nodded and slid into the chair opposite her, pushing it away from the table and leaning back. His eyes, an oceanic shade of green and grey, scanned her briefly. 
 
      
 
    “All right,” he said, after a few moments. “Let’s start at the beginning.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    Chopper 
 
      
 
    He had a pizza brought into the war room as a kind of peace offering, because as much as he wanted to tell himself that the Mongols he’d found in that squalid house weren’t hostages, he suspected they all knew better. Not that any of them expected Spike to come to their rescue; in fact, as soon as he had laid eyes on the condition of the building they were in, Chopper knew that Lawler had most likely left them for dead, or was seriously thinking about it. How a man who called himself a leader could treat his men with such indifference was totally beyond Chopper’s capability to imagine. He found himself feeling more than base pity for the two men sitting at his table. He watched them tearing into the pie like wolves, and he understood the struggle of their fierce, misplaced loyalty. If he were in their shoes, wouldn’t he do the exact same thing? 
 
      
 
    Chopper didn’t eat. His mind was focused on the impending interrogation, trying to predict what he might learn from them. He prepared himself to be told that here was a secret faction of Mongols that was waiting in the wings with a fresh arsenal of guns and bombs, that Spike had planned for this exact scenario. He prepared for the possibility that the Mongol collapse was all some sort of elaborate prank, and that the advantage he’d gotten by fighting tooth and nail meant nothing. If the Outlaw victory was hollow, Chopper could take it. He was strong enough for that. He and his boys would simply regroup, and come back stronger. Hell, he’d send Kelsey away if he had to, just to keep her safe. He smirked to himself as he imagined her reaction to that kind of news. She’s gonna be pissed. But he would do it. He would do anything for her. 
 
      
 
    One of the Mongols finished off the last of his third slice of pizza and pushed the plate away, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. Up close, Spike’s boys looked even worse than they had in the unflattering light of the ruined house, free shower notwithstanding. The circles around their eyes were so dark they looked like masks, their faces almost skeletal. He glanced at his brother-in-arms, who was still eating, then back at Chopper. His dull eyes were grim and resigned. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Slater,” he said. “I guess we owe you one, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “How long were you in there?” Chopper asked. He did his best not to sound like an enemy. These boys were potentially valuable resources, and he couldn’t afford to screw up diplomatic relations if he wanted to make any significant headway toward locating their leader. Showing even nominal concern seemed prudent. And besides, Mongols or not, they didn’t deserve the treatment they’d gotten. Chopper’s morals were straight enough to know that, at least. 
 
      
 
    The Mongol shrugged. “Since you caught Spike at the warehouse.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper raised his eyebrows. Weeks. That explained their haunted, starving looks—and the smell. “Long time,” he said casually. 
 
      
 
    The kid laughed tonelessly. “Don’t have to tell me. We weren’t even s’posed to be there. It’s just that everyone else was dead.” His gaze shifted to the left. “Well, almost everyone. I don’t think he —” He stopped then, suddenly, as if realizing what he was saying. His lips clamped shut. Chopper saw the color draining rapidly from his face. 
 
      
 
    His friend, finally full, stared anxiously between him and Chopper, apparently trying to decide if he should step in or not. He opened his mouth, only to close it when nothing came out. Chopper held up his hands. “All right, hang on. Let’s back up for a second. What do I call you?” 
 
      
 
    The first one said, “Snow.” At the same time, he ran a hand unconsciously across his nose. Chopper didn’t press for details. He got it. He turned to the other one expectantly. 
 
      
 
    “Alexei.” A faint accent colored his words. He seemed reluctant to say anything else, which Chopper noted before proceeding. 
 
      
 
    “And where do you guys fall, in the grand scheme of things?” he asked. The boys looked at him dumbly for a second. 
 
      
 
    Snow spoke up. He was starting to emerge as the brains of the operation. “If you mean like, chain of command, we’re as close to the damn bottom as you ever wanna get.” His face clouded bitterly as he said the words. “The only reason we were ever allowed to look at Spike is because he has no one left. That should tell you all you need to know.” 
 
      
 
    “I find it hard to believe that Spike Lawler is alone in the world,” Chopper answered patiently. “A little while ago, he was at the top of the second-biggest club in the city. You telling me it all went downhill that fast?” 
 
      
 
    Snow and Alexei exchanged a worried glance. There was something below the surface, but neither of them wanted to bring it into the light. Snow licked his lips. He scratched his nose again. “Look man, I don’t know what you heard, but after our place got raided, Spike was …” He trailed off as he attempted to choose the right word. “He was different.” 
 
      
 
    Alexei scoffed. “Crazy, you mean.” 
 
      
 
    They’d thrown around that allegation before. Chopper was interested. “I’ve heard people say a lot of things about Spike, but no one’s ever called him outright crazy before.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well, maybe no one’s seen him like this.” Alexei grabbed a napkin and began to tear at the corners, piling the shreds neatly in front of him. As he talked, he avoided Chopper’s gaze. “He had us bring him back to that shitty house, and for probably the first week, he was normal. Talking all kinds of shit, saying he was going to get you back, whatever. He acted real pissed that he lost the girl, but I think it was more that you beat his ass, you know?” 
 
      
 
    Chopper smirked. He couldn’t help it. “Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “No, you ain’t,” Alexei retorted without looking up. He paused to rearrange his pile of napkin bits. “There was a doc who came around pretty regular, doping him up. No clue what he was givin’ him, but after a while he stopped making sense.” For the first time, he looked to Snow for validation. “Right?” Chopper heard the unspoken sentiment. Back me up. 
 
      
 
    Snow chewed his lip. His eyes darted around the room as he weighed his options. Soon, he let out a heavy sigh. “Yeah. He’d be lying on the bed upstairs, staring at the ceiling, ranting to himself about who fucking knew what. When he needed more drugs, he’d holler for one of us and we’d go up and give it to him, and sometimes he’d make us stay and listen to him. It was okay until …” He trailed off again, his face uncertain. 
 
      
 
    Chopper sensed that he was right on the precipice of something very important. “Until what?” he prompted, like a dad coaxing the truth out of his surly teenage son. “Trust me man, no matter what you’re about to say, Spike can’t get to you now. Maybe we’re not friends yet, but for now, you belong to us, and he is never gonna get his hands on Outlaw property again.” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t exactly comforting, but it did the job. Snow nodded slightly. When he spoke, his voice was very low. “He started talking about killing us instead of killing you.” 
 
      
 
    At first, Chopper thought he heard wrong. “He what?” he said automatically. “Why would he want to kill his own men?” Nothing about it made sense in his head. He’d heard of mutinies before, but not self-inflicted extermination. From Spike especially, it seemed counterintuitive. Thinning his own ranks was the last thing he needed to do to get the Mongols back on their feet. 
 
      
 
    Snow moved his shoulders up and down, slumping in his chair. “He thought the Mongols betrayed him somehow, and that was why we lost. He said all his best men turned out to be nothin’ more than cowards. So, he wanted to burn everything to the ground and start over.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper whistled. “Jesus.” 
 
      
 
    “We thought it was the drugs talking.” Snow, empowered by his own voice, pushed on before Chopper could get any more of a word in edgewise. “We just kind of sat through it and agreed with him, y’know? Like, we didn’t know what would happen if we challenged him. He was high as hell, but he still coulda gotten rid of us.” He shook his head. “Then he started getting better, and the doc started weaning him off of that shit. We thought he’d stop talking about killing everyone, but he didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “He talked about it more,” Alexei interjected. “Fuckin’ psycho.” Chopper could see that finally relating this story was getting them both worked up. Alexei’s eyes glinted with barely-suppressed rage. 
 
      
 
    “So then what?” Chopper asked, hoping that his even tone would stabilize the atmosphere somewhat. He knew their anger was directed almost entirely toward Spike at this point, but the three of them remained on opposite sides of the fence, technically speaking. He still had to tread carefully, in case things went south. 
 
      
 
    “So then he started to leave.” Snow folded his arms and narrowed his eyes. “We had to stay in that shithole, of course, but he started leaving all the time. First it was only for an hour or two at a time, while he was still on the drugs. Then we wouldn’t see him for days.” 
 
      
 
    Alexei cleared his throat and spat into a new napkin, folding it up in an oddly fastidious manner. “He’d be AWOL, but he called us a ton, and he made us keep our phones on so he could track them. It was like bein’ on house arrest.” 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t he want you to leave?” 
 
      
 
    “Paranoia.” Alexei said the word in a tone that implied he didn’t believe the condition even existed. “He said we had to lay low until he told us it was okay, because he had some work to do and he couldn’t risk getting found out before it was over. He snorted derisively. “Whole lot of good that did us, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “What, you didn’t like the pizza?” Chopper feigned offense, and the kid laughed grudgingly. “Don’t worry about it,” Chopper added. “We would have found you anyway. I got people.” 
 
      
 
    “No kidding,” Alexei said. “That’s why you won.” He took a deep breath and shoved his hands in his pockets for a split second. “Fuck it,” he said suddenly. “You wanna know what Spike’s been doing since he got good enough to walk again?” 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Chopper noticed Snow’s whole body tense up. He glanced at him, and Snow looked away. There were vestiges of loyalty there, even though they meant nothing now. Mentally, Spike Lawler was a one-man show. The rest of the Mongols could be damned. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Chopper steeled himself for the answer he thought was coming. 
 
      
 
    Alexei looked him in the eye. “He’s been killing every Mongol he can find.” 
 
      
 
    There it was. Chopper felt curiously deflated, as if Spike’s own cruelty had lessened the impact of any vengeance against him. Chopper had been wrong before — it wasn’t a game of chess. It was just an all-out hunt for a madman. But either way, Spike had to be stopped. 
 
      
 
    “Except you?” he said now, his eyes moving between them. 
 
      
 
    Snow grinned fiercely. “Maybe. Or maybe he was saving us for last.” 
 
      
 
    A silence fell inside the war room, hanging thickly over the table like fog. Chopper sliced through it with the all-important question. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know where he is now?” 
 
      
 
    “He thinks we don’t,” said Snow. He threw his phone down on the table. “But that tracking thing goes both ways. That’s how we figured out what he was doing while he was out. We know where he sent the survivors of the fight, and that’s where he was going. It’s taking him longer now because he has to travel farther.” He pushed the phone in Chopper’s direction. “Go ahead. No point in stopping you.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper picked up the device and unlocked it. He navigated to the tracking app, and stared at the screen as it loaded, trying to stifle the adrenaline that was beginning to pound through his veins. If Snow was telling the truth, he was holding a map that would literally lead him straight to Spike—or at least, straight to Spike’s phone. 
 
      
 
    The image pulled up. Chopper’s eye settled on a pulsing blue dot, zipping down the highway at vehicle speed. Spike Lawler was heading out of town. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty 
 
    Kelsey 
 
      
 
    Kelsey was working late on the night Hannah died, scrambling to get a sudden new project in under the wire. She’d left her phone on silent in her bag, and so it wasn’t until almost eleven that she finally checked it and realized she had missed several calls from her mother. Somewhat reluctant, but feeling that it was just about quitting time anyway, Kelsey packed up her things and called her mom back on her way out of the building. For some reason, she always remembered that the phone rang four times before anyone answered. 
 
      
 
    Then her mother was there, half screaming, half sobbing into the receiver, inarticulate, frightening sounds. 
 
      
 
    “Mom?” Kelsey asked as the blood drained from her face. She didn’t have to be told that something was horribly wrong. An icy hand gripped her spine. “What is it? What happened?” Her mother tried to form words, but nothing intelligible came out. At last, someone took the phone from her and her crying faded into the background. 
 
      
 
    “Kelsey?” Aunt Marian, her mother’s sister. There was something peculiar about her tone. It took Kelsey a second to recognize that she had been crying. “I’m so sorry, sweetie.” 
 
      
 
    “What? What’s going on?” Kelsey made a beeline for her car in the office parking lot. Her heart beat in her throat. 
 
      
 
    Aunt Marian took a deep, shaky breath. “Your sister is dead,” she said softly. Behind her, a piercing wail broke through. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey froze with her hand on the car door handle. “What?” she whispered. The world began to waver around her, and she leaned on the door so that she wouldn’t faint. “What do you mean, she’s dead? I just talked to her this morning.” Nothing made sense. She was reeling. 
 
      
 
    “The police just left,” Marian said. “She was murdered.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey’s knees buckled before she could get into the car. She struck the pavement hard, nearly fumbling her phone. The pain from impact was negligible compared to the searing ache in her chest. She could barely breathe. 
 
      
 
    “Murdered?” was what she tried to say, but it came out as only a whimpering gasp. She wanted to lay down on the asphalt and stay there until the nightmare was over, until things had returned to normal. Surely, this was some kind of horrific prank. Or maybe she was having a psychotic break, and none of it was real. “Are you at Mom’s house?” she finally managed, her voice a weak caricature of itself. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” Marian hesitated. “You should come.” 
 
      
 
    “I am.” Neither woman spent the time to say goodbye—it was implicit. Kelsey clambered awkwardly to her feet, brushing invisible dirt off the hem of her jacket. Her legs still felt like Jell-O, but she was determined to reach her family. She barely remembered the drive, except that her windshield seemed to be streaked with misty rain. 
 
      
 
    “What time was this?” Detective Wilde’s voice, though gentle, jolted Kelsey out of her memories. “You left work at eleven, you said? How long did the phone call last?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh …” Kelsey thought back. “I’m not exactly sure, but it was probably less than a minute. My perception of time got kind of screwed up between that and driving, but I can tell you that it’s a fifteen-minute trip from the office to my mom’s house. So, I got there at about 11:20.” 
 
      
 
    “How fast were you driving?” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey shrugged apologetically. “I’m sorry. I really don’t know.” She laughed a little, wryly. “I was probably speeding. We’ll say it was 11:15.” Wilde nodded and marked something down on his yellow legal pad. He gestured for her to continue. 
 
      
 
    She told him how, when she entered the familiar house on Crescent Street, the one in which she and Hannah had grown up together side by side, she found her mother sprawled on the living room floor, sobbing inconsolably into one of the couch pillows. She’d been covered with a blanket, and Marian knelt helplessly at her side, clutching onto one of her hands as if for dear life. Marian glanced up at the sound of Kelsey’s entrance, and her eyes filled with a mix of relief and anguish. 
 
      
 
    “Kels,” she said, stretching out her free arm. “Come here, baby.” 
 
      
 
    So, Kelsey had gone to her aunt’s side, on her knees on the hardwood floor, and as she was enveloped in the warmest embrace Marian could muster with a single arm, she felt the shock begin to peel away. The tears came quicker than she expected, and the only thing she remembered about the pain was that it took her breath away. 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t know what happened then?” Wilde asked, in that same gentle voice. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey shook her head. Recounting the scene inside her mother’s house had caused a lump to grow in the back of her throat, and she had to pause to swallow it down again. 
 
      
 
    “All I knew,” she said, a little haltingly, “was that Hannah had been killed. At the time, that was enough for me, you know?” 
 
      
 
    Wilde nodded. He did know. He had seen families resist details for as long as they possibly could, often until the interviews began. Some truths, he had come to understand, were simply too terrible to be faced head-on. 
 
      
 
    “When did you learn about the incident?” he said now, as a means of carefully pushing Kelsey along. He had judged that she was often at risk of getting bound up in her feelings, and he was committed to making this interview as painless as possible for her. The girl’s eyes were haunted. She’d been through enough. 
 
      
 
    “Not until the next day,” Kelsey said. Her gaze wandered aimlessly around the room. “An officer called me and asked if I would come downtown to be interviewed about what I knew.” A tiny smile quirked the side of her mouth. “I said I wouldn’t unless he told me exactly what he knew.” 
 
      
 
    Wilde consulted the file. “This would have been … Officer Berkley?” 
 
      
 
    Her brow furrowed in concentration. “I think that was his name.” She made a face like she wanted to say something else, but balked at the last second. 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead,” Wilde prompted her, hiding his amusement. He had a feeling he knew what it was. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t like him,” Kelsey admitted. He got the feeling that she was stating it mildly. He waited for her to continue, but that seemed to be the extent of her denouncement. He raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “No one did,” he said mildly. “That’s why he got transferred, and why the case fell in my lap.” In fact, Wilde had harbored personal suspicions that Berkley was corrupt, suspicions that only grew as his single murder case remained unsolved. But if that was true, Berkley had one hell of a cleanup crew; there had never been one shred of evidence against him, and in the end, Wilde had to let it go. He contented himself by jumping onto the abandoned cold case, vowing to finish what his colleague had so haphazardly started. 
 
      
 
    “Short guy?” he said to Kelsey by way of an identification. “Wide? Big, dark mustache?” She nodded. “Yeah, he’s been gone for a few months now. Didn’t leave me much to go on here.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think he cared,” Kelsey muttered bitterly. It still hurt to think of how much time had been wasted by Officer Berkley’s apathy. If he had only put in a little more effort, she and her family could have been spared so much pain. She tried valiantly not to go down that road of thought, but sometimes she couldn’t help it. How different her life could have been, if not for him. Suddenly, she became aware that Detective Wilde was speaking to her, and she immediately snapped back to full attention. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I do.” The detective was examining her closely. “It’s my job to care, Kelsey. And it’s my job to make sure that whoever did this to Hannah — to your sister — is ultimately held responsible.” He removed Hannah’s picture from the folder and slid it across the table. Kelsey picked it up gingerly by the edges, gazing almost reverently at her sister’s face. “We have to work together,” Wilde told her. “This is an old and frozen case. I need all the help I can get.” He stopped talking then, as he realized whatever words came out of his mouth would be momentarily lost on her. A few tears slid down Kelsey’s face, and then she returned the photo, wiping at them with her sleeve. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” she said, “I’ll do whatever I can.” 
 
      
 
    The interview didn’t last too much longer. Soon, Kelsey found herself standing at the curb in front of the building, waiting for her cab home. On one hand, the meeting was a harsh reminder that after all this time, her understanding of the circumstances surrounding Hannah’s death was still as vague as ever. All she really knew was that somehow Hannah had gotten caught up in the crossfire between some street thugs and a roving band of Mongols. The one cold consolation was that the bullet that pierced her heart killed her instantly, so that she knew no suffering. Kelsey had clung to that knowledge to get her through the hardest days. But it wasn’t enough. 
 
      
 
    Now, at long last, the gears were moving. Kelsey believed in Detective Wilde. She couldn’t say exactly why, but she trusted him, and when she shook his hand, she’d given him her hope. 
 
      
 
    Even so, Chopper was on her mind. She still hadn’t told him about possibly cooperating with the police in any capacity, and she certainly hadn’t told him she’d be going for an interview at the station. In her heart, she knew it was none of his business, that he had no authority over whatever she chose to do regarding Hannah’s murder case, but she couldn’t help worrying about him. Was she endangering him by bringing the police so close to her own personal life? Would she come home one day to find their house raided and ransacked, Chopper stuck firmly behind bars? 
 
      
 
    No, she told herself. Chopper was too smart for that. He’d been in the business far too long to be slipped up by a couple of nosy cops. She liked to think, too, that he was able to appreciate her struggle, that he could understand the agony of never having answers. 
 
      
 
    But she couldn’t say for sure that he would get it, and that little bit of uncertainty nagged at her. He was still gone when she got out of the cab at their front door. Her thoughts flashed back to her hazy recollection of the night before. That kiss goodbye was the last interaction she had with him. Since then, radio silence. Kelsey hated it. She wanted to text or call, just to check up on him, but she knew the stakes were too high. What would she do if her moment of selfishness undid a perfect stakeout or provided a badly-timed distraction? She’d just have to sit and wait for news. 
 
      
 
    The hours crept slowly by. Kelsey’s phone was silent. She lay on the sofa with her feet propped up on the arm and watched muted commercials flickering across the screen. Late morning light brightened into a sunny afternoon, then dimmed to pleasant dusk. Kelsey made herself dinner. She acted like everything was normal. She even put on music and danced around the kitchen a little bit while she waited for her food to cook. It was mostly an act. What she wanted was news of some kind, any kind. She wanted to hear that they’d found Spike, and that the issue had been taken care of. Hell, she’d accept it if they never found the son of a bitch, as long as Chopper found his way back home. 
 
      
 
    By the time her dinner was ready, Kelsey had just barely convinced herself to push the encroaching negativity from her mind and focus on something else. She brought her plate into the den where her laptop was. It had occurred to her, somewhere between the police station and dinner, that she had left a very important task unfinished, and she figured that now was as good a time as any to see it through. Kelsey opened her computer and began to type in the address bar of her browser. 
 
      
 
    She was finally ready to name her baby. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    Chopper 
 
      
 
    It was the quickest decision he had ever made in his life. Within minutes of realizing that Spike was making a run out of town, Chopper had rounded up a small posse and dispatched them on various routes designed to head off all possible means of Lawler’s escape, should he attempt it. Chopper knew the city and its surroundings like the back of his hand. He didn’t need to look at the map again to know exactly where they were headed, although he instructed Snow to keep it handy and let him know if Spike changed course. 
 
      
 
    After a lightning stop at Bike Out of Hell to pick up loaner motorcycles for the two Mongols, Chopper blazed toward the highway leading out of the city, the roar of his bike slicing through the otherwise tranquil pre-dawn. He was flanked by Snow and Alexei, looking for all the world like his dutiful right-hand men instead of the prisoners of conflict that they were. The three of them made an unlikely trio, but they were all united by a common goal: Find Spike Lawler and stop him. 
 
      
 
    The sky was just beginning to lighten at the very eastern edge when Snow announced that they were closing in on Spike’s location. Spike had apparently slowed down significantly since they started tracking him. Chopper wondered if he was planning to turn and fight once they got close enough. He prepared himself for the possibility. Of course, all his men, including Snow and Alexei, were armed, and this time he made sure they were outfitted with vests as well, just in case. As long as Chopper had anything to say about it, the Savage Outlaws would never lose another gunfight. Hell, if he could help it, he’d never lose another man at all. His best friends had paid the highest price. He had to make sure it wasn’t all in vain. 
 
      
 
    The wind whipped against Chopper’s helmet, yet more protection against a surprise bullet, if Spike chose to open fire. His headlamp lit up the road before him in a long white cone. At this hour, the highway was still sparsely populated, but Chopper still ran through his options in his mind, trying to preemptively minimize the likelihood of civilian casualties. A high-speed chase would do no good; he might as well just call the cops out and turn himself in. He knew from experience, also, that motorcycle chases had extreme potential to get out of hand very quickly, and in the dark, would most likely end in disaster. So, that was out. He could simply tail Spike until he got to wherever he was trying to go, but Chopper had no idea what destination he had in mind, and he didn’t much feel like putting himself at the mercy of a possible very long road trip. 
 
      
 
    Which left, what? Chopper frowned. He could run him off the road, if he did it very carefully in a spot where there was a wide shoulder and no dangerous guardrail. Chopper had to admit that the longer he spent pursuing Spike, the less appealing it seemed to just kill him right away. There was something morbidly fascinating about his descent into madness. Chopper wanted a chance to see where his old rival was, to try to understand what he was thinking. Whether or not he’d actually get that chance, he didn’t know. But the old strategy of “murder first, question later” hadn’t really served the Outlaws well as of late Chopper reckoned that he’d gotten way more out of Snow and Alexei with pizza and civil conversation than he would’ve through a good old-fashioned beating. 
 
      
 
    Not that good old-fashioned beatings were off the table. He and his men were still Savage Outlaws at heart, and old habits die hard. He could not be faulted for any non-lethal injuries Spike Lawler may or may not sustain in the course of his apprehension. And if he fought back, which was nearly a given, then all bets were off. Chopper didn’t necessarily want to kill him, but he still would, if that’s what it came down to. 
 
      
 
    “We’re gaining,” Snow hollered over the sound of the engines. “Keep an eye out. Phone says he’s just up ahead.” 
 
      
 
    Since they were alone on the road for the moment, Chopper flicked on his high beams, drenching the highway with hard white light for a split second. He shut the beams off as quickly as he had activated them, but in that instant before the light receded, his sharp eye caught a glimpse of a silhouette further up the road. Too far away to say for sure, but Chopper’s instincts told him it was Spike. He motioned to Snow and Alexei that he was going to gun it, then dropped his foot down on the gas. The custom-built machine beneath him, lovingly pieced together from the best parts acquired over his years at the top of the Outlaws, surged forward, devouring the pavement. The lights along the side of the highway became a steady stream, the dark trees running together in one great mass. There was nothing in Chopper’s world except the sound of his bike and the invisible target ahead of him. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t long before Spike’s cloak of shadow fell away in the face of Chopper’s headlamp. Chopper could see him clearly now, clad only in a dirty t-shirt and a pair of torn up jeans, his long, scraggly hair streaming jaggedly behind him. He glanced back once, and his face was almost unlike a human’s face: two wild eyes set deep into an impossibly fragile frame. The beard on his chin and jaw looked mangy and unkempt. Spike’s expression didn’t change when he saw who was following him. He turned around and leaned into his ride, spurting ahead a bit. Chopper kept pace easily. He was perfectly happy to run Spike into the ground; he was quite sure he’d win any endurance test hands down. He guessed that Spike’s bike, though it was a fine piece of work in its own right, hadn’t been held to the rigorous standard of maintenance that Spike had insisted on in better days. This game was Chopper’s to lose. 
 
      
 
    Spike knew it too — there was no way he couldn’t. He was no longer Chopper’s equal. His only advantage was in sheer desperation, the fierce strength of a trapped and wild thing. Whatever substances were coursing through his system had equal opportunity to be a blessing for him, or a bane. A slim chance existed that he could pull one over on Chopper by invoking the element of surprise and outwitting him outright, but that was only good if it mattered. 
 
      
 
    Spike had no idea how many Outlaws were screaming down the road at him. Could be one. Could be a hundred. His addled mind spun in circles, trying to gain purchase on an idea — any idea. What he wanted right now was not to fight Chopper Slater. He had decided weeks ago that it would be fine if he never laid eyes on Slater again. No, he just wanted to tie up the one remaining loose end so that he could start over as if nothing ever happened. Mongols? What Mongols? The bastards were dead to him now. And if he could get to where he was going, they’d all be dead for good. 
 
      
 
    Chopper fell back, temporarily satisfied with the knowledge that Spike could not escape by speed alone. He glanced at Lawler’s former allies as they drew abreast of him, lifted his hand, and made a pinching motion with his fingers. They nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s rush him,” Chopper called. “Before he has time to think.” 
 
      
 
    At once, the three men gunned their engines, and their bikes leapt forward into the slowly dissipating darkness. Spike came into view, still doggedly rushing on, and his former compatriots pulled out ahead of him on either side, preparing to cut him off. Chopper couldn’t tell from behind if Lawler knew what was coming, but it was of no consequence either way; he made no move to stop it. 
 
      
 
    Chopper eased up into Spike’s lane, gradually closing the gap between them until their knees came within a few inches of touching. Spike, lost in his own little world, was startled to find Chopper so near, and automatically attempted to get clear of him. But Snow and Alexei were there to pinch him off, forcing him to slacken his speed and allow Chopper to catch up. Slowly, methodically, Chopper nudged his quarry over until Spike was riding on the very edge of the road, the grass slapping against his wheels. The two leaders exchanged a glance, and in that instant, Chopper saw something he had never witnessed before in Spike Lawler’s eyes: fear. 
 
      
 
    “Back off, you sonofa--!” Spike yelped impotently. He threw a wayward punch in Chopper’s direction, but all it did was unsettle his balance. The bike wobbled ominously, and so did Spike. “Fuck!” He grabbed the handlebars with both hands, wrenching the vehicle straight again. “Get the hell out of here!” he shouted. His voice was high and strained, a far cry from the sneering composure in which he’d always taken so much pride. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t give a fuck about you, Slater! You know that? Keep Kelsey. I don’t care. Fucking marry her if you want!” His front tire slipped off the pavement entirely, and he put on his brakes, panicking a little. “Just leave me alone! Leave me alone!” 
 
      
 
    Chopper knew no such mercy. He braked too, keeping Spike effectively corralled between him and the strip of brush that ran parallel to the roadway. Up ahead, Snow and Alexei waited, watching for Spike to try and make a run for it. But Chopper understood that it was too late for that. The game was almost finished. All he had to do now was secure the kill. He shifted on his motorcycle and kicked Spike in the leg, causing him to topple over into the grass. The bike skidded for a few feet, and Chopper was sure it didn’t feel nice, but if it were an accident, Spike could get up and walk away. As it was, he lay underneath his bike, his body limp, eyes open, staring at the sky. Chopper parked. He walked slowly toward Spike Lawler’s prone form, and for a brief moment, wondered if he had actually managed to die like that. But when he leaned over to peer into Spike’s face, the glassy eyes blinked. Spike’s sunken chest heaved with each breath. 
 
      
 
    “I am going to keep Kelsey, as a matter of fact,” Chopper said conversationally. Spike’s eyeballs swiveled in their sockets. “But you still have to pay for your sins, Spike.” He gripped the handlebars of Spike’s ride and lifted it off of him. 
 
      
 
    Lawler didn’t move. He lay in the exact same position, staring up at Chopper from the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Just do it,” he growled. “You won, didn’t you? This is winning, isn’t it? So kill me.” An eerie smile made its way onto his mouth. “There’re no more Mongols left, except one. I did that work for you. In a way, you owe me.” 
 
      
 
    Chopper laughed. “I don’t owe you shit.” He reached inside his jacket and pulled out his gun. His thumb cocked the safety back. “You ready, Lawler?” 
 
      
 
    Spike’s grin widened. “Does it matter?” 
 
      
 
    Chopper raised the pistol, steadying its barrel right between Spike’s eyes. But as he prepared to pull the trigger, a splash of familiar blue and red lights in the distance stopped him, backed by the wails of sirens. He lowered the gun, and after a second of assessment, he replaced it inside his jacket. “Look at that,” he said casually. “Guess my plot’s been foiled.” 
 
      
 
    Spike craned his head around to get a glimpse of the fast-approaching police cars. “I’d rather die,” he told Chopper. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, really? Then maybe you deserve to live after all.” Chopper moved away, back toward his bike. He was a little surprised that it had taken the police so long to show, given how much time he’d spent flying at breakneck speeds down a regulated roadway. By the time they were close enough to see the scene in front of them, he stood with his hands in his pockets beside his bike. An unfortunate witness, as far as they knew. Snow and Alexei were nowhere to be seen; Chopper assumed they’d split as soon as the cops became a factor. That was fine with him — he’d gotten what he needed. They owed him nothing else. 
 
      
 
    The first car pulled up fast, the door opening almost before it stopped. Chopper watched calmly as a tall, lanky man emerged from the passenger’s seat, hand on his gun. “Police!” he bellowed, his voice surprisingly authoritative. “Put your hands where I can see them!” Dutifully, Chopper raised his hands. He let them pat him down. He made no fuss when they found and took his gun. They turned him away from Spike before he could see him apprehended, but he could hear it, and that was just as good. 
 
      
 
     Chopper was placed in the back of the first police car. He waited quietly. Outside, the scene seemed surreal as it moved around him. Chopper leaned back in the seat. They hadn’t cuffed him, so he really had nothing to complain about. He felt a sense of peace growing within him. One way or another, Spike Lawler had gotten himself taken care of. It wasn’t the way Chopper might have chosen to go a few months ago, but that was all right. Now there would be no case against him. He had no extra blood on his hands. He could go through the motions, and at the end of what was promising to be a very long day, he’d go home to Kelsey and everything would be in order. 
 
      
 
    The car door opened, and the lanky cop slid into the driver’s seat. “Good morning, sir,” he said, his voice smooth and affable. “My name is Detective Wilde. Can I ask you to come down to the station and give me a statement?” The two men locked eyes in the rearview mirror. 
 
      
 
    Chopper smiled. “Yes, sir,” he answered. “I got nothing else to do today.” 
 
   


  
 



Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Kelsey’s phone rang in the late hours of the evening, a week or so after Spike Lawler’s arrest had been plastered all over the front page of the newspaper. She’d been as shocked as anyone to hear of the multitude of direct murder charges, but slightly less shocked by the story of how he was captured on the side of the highway after a non-lethal crash that was witnessed by Jesse Slater. Slater had given his statement willingly to the police over a period of nearly fourteen hours, detailing his lengthy relationship with the suspect and disclosing what limited knowledge he had of any such murder plots. At this time, no connection could be found between Slater and the “Mongol Murders,” as they had already been dubbed by the press. It was all Kelsey could ask for, really. 
 
      
 
    Chopper had walked in the door around nine at night, ragged around the edges, but as serene as a Buddhist monk. He smelled like stale sweat and cigarette smoke, which he attributed to the room in which his interview took place. He got in the shower, Kelsey heated up some food, and over a belated dinner, he told her everything that had transpired from the moment he left the bedroom in the wee hours of the morning. The police were keen on finding out if he had participated in the killings, if he had signed off on them, if he and Spike Lawler had struck some kind of crazy deal. The answer to all of these questions was a firm “No.” As hard as they tried to press him, each time they came up with nothing, and so eventually, they had to let him walk. 
 
      
 
    This was about when Chopper described the interviewing officer, and Kelsey realized that it was Detective Wilde. She’d ended up telling him about the renewed investigation into Hannah’s murder as a result. And now, Detective Wilde’s number was lighting up her screen. She answered. “Hello?” 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Kelsey, this is Detective Wilde, from the precinct. Do you have a minute?” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey blinked. “Sure. What’s up?” Beside her in the bed, Chopper shot her a quizzical glance. She shrugged. He turned the TV down. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sitting down?” Wilde asked. There was an audible smile on his lips. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey hesitated. “Yes …” She dared not get her hopes up, but she could feel them rising in her chest. Unconsciously, she reached for Chopper’s hand, wrapping her fingers around his and squeezing tightly. 
 
      
 
    “We were contacted by an individual with links to an unrelated case earlier today.” Wilde paused. “He just confessed to the murder of your sister.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey almost dropped the phone. “What?” she asked hesitantly. “Is that true?” Her hands shook so much that Chopper gently reached over and held the phone for her. 
 
      
 
    “It’s true,” Wilde confirmed. “I was there. Congratulations, Kelsey. We got him.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey wanted to say something; she wanted to say a lot of things, but all her words ended up smothered by a torrent of tears. Somehow, she choked out a thank you that wasn’t nearly as heartfelt as Wilde deserved. The detective promised to let her know about trial dates, and he promised to send her a picture of the killer, at her request. 
 
      
 
    The man’s name was one she recognized from the media coverage of Spike Lawler’s killings: Henry Rawl, the last Mongol standing. He had fled the city, or so he claimed, to avoid the fallout that he was sure would come after word of the killing got out. And when his old leader Spike Lawler turned up captured, it changed something in Rawl’s hard heart. He began to grow a conscience. 
 
      
 
    Kelsey was positive some of that was just Rawl attempting to capitalize on the pitying impulses of the public, thinking that if he came back and showed remorse for his crimes in the shadow of Spike’s atrocities, he might be let off easy. At the beginning of her journey, that might have bothered her a lot. But now, basking in the glory that came with finally knowing as much of the whole story as she possibly could, Rawl’s confession was enough. She felt some restless shadow within her settle down to sleep at last. A great weight lifted itself from her heart. She had done right by her little sister at last. She had done everything she could, and she had received her answers. When the call was over, she turned toward Chopper and buried her face in his chest for a minute, breathing in the comfort of his presence. He rubbed the back of her neck until she lifted her head and looked up at him. 
 
      
 
    “Now what?” she asked, a little smile tilting the corner of her mouth. 
 
      
 
    He kissed her forehead. “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Well…” Kelsey shrugged. “Spike’s in jail. I know who killed my sister. Who are we now? What do we do?” She meant it half as a joke, but the more she thought about it, the more she realized how much her relentless pursuit of the truth had defined her. With that chapter finally written and tucked away, she had no idea where to go next. As painful as Hannah’s death had been, it provided her life with a structure that was suddenly missing. 
 
      
 
    “Here’s an idea,” Chopper whispered, his lips against Kelsey’s neck. She shivered, resting her hands on his strong forearms. He slid his fingers teasingly under the hem of her shirt. “Why don’t we celebrate?” Before she could say anything, their lips met, and Kelsey decided it would be okay to stop thinking for a while. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    The buzz of the tattoo gun was like a fly droning around Kelsey’s torso — a fly that stung like crazy. She lay on her back in the parlor chair, trying to keep her mind off the pain. “Hey,” she said, running her finger along the outside of Chopper’s wrist. “Tell me something.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell you what?” he asked, looking at her with mild bemusement. 
 
      
 
    “Anything. Just say words so I don’t have to think about how many needles are poking me right now.” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled, lifting her hand to his lips. “How about this? The Outlaws are expanding.” 
 
      
 
    “Really? How much?” Since Spike’s incarceration, Kelsey had allowed herself to drift back toward club business just a little bit, but not enough to get back in over her head again. She had briefly considered asking Chopper to step down so that they might be able to live a slightly more normal life, but she quickly ditched that idea. Chopper provided for both of them, and he did it well. Who was she to tell him how to spend his time? Still, she wondered what an expansion could mean. More drug routes meant an increase in revenue, but if she’d learned anything from this experience, it was that a drug-fueled peace never lasted too long. 
 
      
 
    “I want to buy up some of those houses in that area where Spike was hiding,” Chopper said. “You know, fix ‘em up, turn ‘em into places where people could actually live.” He paused. “I think it could be good for single moms, or kids who don’t have anywhere to go.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey’s heart swelled. She had always known Chopper could be sweet, but their hard times together seemed to have transformed a part of his spirit. The bitterness over his own rough start was gone, replaced by a desire to help others like him overcome their own. No words existed to express the depth of her pride in him. Even if he didn’t see it himself, he’d come so far. They both had. And there was so much farther to go. She took his hand and held his palm against her cheek, suppressing a wince as the tattoo needle dug into the skin below her breast. 
 
      
 
    “I love you, Jesse,” she said softly. 
 
      
 
    He smiled, a genuine, gentle smile. “I love you too, gorgeous.” 
 
      
 
    The buzzing stopped. “You know what I love?” the tat guy said, carefully wiping over his finished artwork. “I love this piece. Check it out.” He held up a mirror so that Kelsey could see. Her eyes widened as she gazed at it, the pain immediately forgotten. She’d wanted her first tattoo to be simple—a small, fiery flower standing vigil over the name she had chosen for her fallen baby boy, inked directly underneath her heart. 
 
      
 
     “What do you think?” she asked Chopper, turning her eyes to his face. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t say anything, but she saw the gleam of tears in his eyes, and she sat up gingerly, wrapping her arms around his neck. Graciously, the artist turned away to afford them some privacy. “It’s perfect,” he whispered finally. “Like you.” 
 
      
 
    Kelsey smiled. She nuzzled his neck. “And there’s plenty of room there for the others … when they come.” She knew that there would be a time when the hole in her heart could be filled, when she could carry and deliver a little soul into the world. Maybe she wasn’t ready just yet, but someday, she would be. And when she was, there was no question in her mind that Jesse would be standing by her side. 
 
      
 
    She pulled back and looked at him, soaking in the magic of his sea-blue eyes, the warmth of his touch. She’d come to him from such a dark place, and he had helped her create the vision of a beautiful future. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she said, running her thumb over his bottom lip. “You saved me.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed, his eyes tender. “Kels, the only reason I could save you is because you saved me first.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not true,” she protested, her features lit by a smile. “As if Chopper Slater needed saving.” 
 
      
 
    “Just because I wasn’t lost yet doesn’t mean I wasn’t getting there.” He pressed his lips against her temple. “I needed someone to come in and challenge all my idiot ideals. Show me there was somethin’ beyond bikes and money and hating Spike. Call me by my real name.” He ran his hand through his hair. “That was you, and that’s why we’re here right now.” He reached across her and picked up the mirror, and together they looked at the name inscribed on her body. “That’s why we have this.” She had never spoken it out loud, but she didn’t need to. It was a secret, hers to keep until she chose to release it. 
 
      
 
    The name of their unspoken love, carried in Kelsey’s body and heart for as long as she could bear it, and even after that. 
 
      
 
    The beginning of their legacy. 
 
      
 
    Aiden. Their little fire. 
 
   
  
 



Bonus Content – HELLFIRE: A Dark Bad Boy Romance 
 
      
 
    As a gift to you, enjoy this exclusive bonus content! 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “You’re killing me, Gunner.” The woman in the white tank top ran a hand through her thick, platinum blonde curls and stuck her ample chest out a little. “Sure you can’t just patch it?” 
 
      
 
    Cam “Gunner” Wilson straightened to his full height of six-foot four inches, forcing his gaze up from the woman’s chest to her face again. He wiped his hands on a greasy rag and then flashed the woman — Peggy? Patty? Something with a P — a grin. “Gotta be replaced. That crack’s too deep and too wide. The whole thing could fall in on you if you so much as hit a pothole.” 
 
      
 
    Her expression was exaggeratedly horrified. “Jesus. How much is it gonna run me?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner leaned against the woman’s bright yellow Mustang, broad, tattooed arms folded across his chest. He glanced at the web of cracks in the windshield. “Depends. Anywhere from two hundred to a thousand.” He could feel Durango eyeing him. They’d never done a windshield replacement for more than four hundred. 
 
      
 
    The woman sucked in a breath, and Gunner met her pretty blue eyes once more. He recalled a wild night last year — the two of them, half drunk, fully loaded, soaking her twelve hundred thread-count sheets in their mutual sweat. “Shit.” 
 
      
 
    He tossed the rag aside. “Tell you what. I’ll try my damnedest to make sure you’re not looking at more than three hundred.” 
 
      
 
    Peggy-Patty’s face positively lit up. “Omigod, Gunner, that would be incredible.” She had a hot smile—full lips stretching back to reveal gleaming white teeth. Gunner almost wished he could recall the details of their encounter. Had those straight, perfect teeth latched onto his skin? Had her long pink nails raked down his back? Had she screamed his name? Probably. They all did. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t seem to keep her gaze off his chest. His once-white sleeveless shirt was smeared with oil stains and clinging to him with the Texas humidity and was ripped in strategic places to show his ink. 
 
      
 
    He heard Durango snort, and tossed the fucker a glare. 
 
      
 
    He grinned back at the woman, unable to resist the temptation to flirt, even with a woman he’d already bedded. Hell, looking at her now, he was almost tempted to go in for round two. Except that wasn’t the way he played. And anyhow, she was a bit older than he liked them — had a kid who was in high school, he remembered suddenly, so she was likely in her late thirties. Still, she’d been a tiger in bed. Probably had some flabby-gutted loser of a husband who couldn’t give her an orgasm. Gunner was recalling more details—the way those firm, round breasts had bounced as she’d ridden him. Those legs that went on for days. His own deep growl as he came inside her… 
 
      
 
    Shit, he really was hard up if he was thinking about pissing on the same tree twice. But he’d made it with every available woman in this town. If Romedo didn’t get some fresh blood soon, he was gonna have to start going back for seconds. 
 
      
 
    “Gunner?” 
 
      
 
    Shit, she’d been saying something, and he hadn’t been paying a lick of attention. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d really like to say thank you for this.” She nodded at the Mustang. “Maybe a drink sometime?” 
 
      
 
    Ah, shit. “Maybe sometime,” he agreed casually. 
 
      
 
    “You still have my number?” 
 
      
 
    Not a chance. “Sure. I’ll call you.” 
 
      
 
    “All right.” She winked at him. “Looking forward to it.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded, pulling a battered pack of Camels from the pocket of his worn jeans. He stuck a cigarette between his lips and tipped his head toward the car. “We’ll need a couple of days to replace that windshield. You got a ride home?” 
 
      
 
    “A friend’s picking me up. Well … more of an acquaintance. My new neighbor has a daughter — lovely young lady. We just met yesterday when she was moving in. She agreed to pick me up if the car had to stay in the shop.” 
 
      
 
    A lovely young lady, huh? How young we talkin’? He dug out his lighter and lit the cigarette. 
 
      
 
    Gunner didn’t go in for barely legal, but twenty and over, and he’d have to figure out a way to meet this girl. “New in town? Or just new to your neighborhood?” 
 
      
 
    “New in town. The father doesn’t say much, but he’s nice enough. The daughter — I get the impression she’s a bit lonely. Certainly was eager to talk to me.” 
 
      
 
    “She in school?” A neutral enough question. If Peggy-Patty was like,Yes, she’s finishing her junior year at MacArthur High, Gunner would know to quit sniffing around. But if this ‘young lady’ was at the University … fair game. 
 
      
 
    He got started on Peggy-Patty’s paperwork, trying to play nonchalant. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t answer, and he glanced up to find her eyeing him. “She’s a nursing student. Good Lord, you got a one track mind.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed and ashed his cigarette. “I didn’t say anything, ma’am. Just curious.” 
 
      
 
    “Ma’am?” She shook her head. “You’re making me feel like an old lady. Listen, I knew all about your reputation before I screwed you, but this poor gal’s still getting her bearings. Don’t go pouncin’ on her like a horny tom cat, you hear?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner wanted to ask what the girl looked like, but he had a feeling Peggy-Patty wasn’t about to give him measurements. “Fair enough.” 
 
      
 
    She looked him up and down, and her gaze rested just a little too long on his crotch. She shook her head again, a little ruefully, but with an amused smile tugging her lips. “You’re more trouble than you’re worth, Gunner Wilson.” 
 
      
 
    He grinned and dragged on the cigarette as he went back to work. He tried to keep an eye on Peggy-Patty so he could see when her ride came, but he got distracted doing some detail work on a Chrysler and trying to ignore Durango’s whispered jibes. Durango was his — well, it wasn’t like he had best friends; he wasn’t a fucking thirteen-year-oldgirl— but his closest pal. They were both members of the Horned Devils Motorcycle Club, working at J&J Auto by day, going out on whatever missions Silverback had assigned them by night. 
 
      
 
    “You fucked her, didn’t you?” Durango whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I did, maybe I didn’t,” Gunner muttered around the cigarette, trying not to smirk. 
 
      
 
    “Aw hell. How old is she? Forty? Forty-five?” 
 
      
 
    He pinched the cigarette between his thumb and forefinger and blew out a stream of smoke. “Jesus, she’s thirty-two if she’s a day. Look at the rack on her.” 
 
      
 
    “How was she? A screamer?” 
 
      
 
    “They all are.” 
 
      
 
    “You dog.” Durango laughed. “Seriously, you fuckin’ ass-sniffing, tit-humping old dog.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner snickered and stubbed out the cigarette. “Shut up.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, man,” Durango said after another minute. “Did you think something was weird about Silverback last night?” 
 
      
 
    Cesar “Silverback” Ortiz was the Horned Devils’ president. A gruff old curmudgeon — hard to tell when something was up with him, since he always had a bug up his ass. But yeah, Gunner had noticed the old man had been particularly grim last night when they’d all been over at the clubhouse shooting cans in the backyard. 
 
      
 
    Gunner shrugged. “Dunno. Figured it was just the heat.” 
 
      
 
    Durango rubbed the back of his neck. “You think it could be Jaws’s boys again?” 
 
      
 
    “Better not be.” He glanced over at the woman, who was waiting by the curb. Kept his voice low, just in case she had good ears. Gunner and Durango tried not to discuss club business at work, but sometimes it was necessary. “We made it damn clear last time where the turf lines are.” 
 
      
 
    “You know Jaws, though. Like a dog hurling itself against a chain. He’s gonna keep testing us.” 
 
      
 
    “Well. If the dog keeps biting, we’ll have to put him down.” 
 
      
 
    Durango shook his head and grabbed a socket wrench. “Any excuse to pull out the big guns, huh?” He got on a backboard and rolled himself elegantly under the F-150 he was working on. 
 
      
 
    “What can I say? I like my toys.” 
 
      
 
    They worked for another few minutes in silence before Durango spoke again, from under the truck. “Ought to go for a ride soon. Maybe next weekend. Up into Three Sisters.” 
 
      
 
    “What for?” 
 
      
 
    “What d’you mean? Just to ride.” Durango sounded surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Not a bad idea,” Gunner agreed. “Who do we take?” 
 
      
 
    “Chev, if he wants to come. Anyone who wants to come, really.” He paused. “Or it could be just you and me.” 
 
      
 
    Man, he and Durango hadn’t gone off on one of their rides together in a couple of years. The Horned Devils had gotten busy with local mission, and they’d let the more innocent aspects of the club fall by the wayside. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s do it,” Gunner said. “We can leave the others a note.” 
 
      
 
    Durango rolled out from under the truck and grinned. “Ran off together into the sunset.” 
 
      
 
    “So long, suckers.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll send you a postcard.” 
 
      
 
    Durango got up just as a baby blue Chevy Camaro — 2004 or 2005, by the look of it — pulled up. Peggy-Patty got in. Gunner strained to see the driver but couldn’t around Peggy-Patty’s big blond curls. But as Peggy-Patty shifted forward, Gunner caught the briefest glimpse of long, dark hair. 
 
      
 
    Durango barked twice. Gunner whipped him in the arm with a greasy rag. 
 
      
 
    The Camaro pulled away. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “So this horn dog,” Durango said, jerking his thumb at Gunner. “He’s mackin’ on this chick who’s like forty, right?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner choked with laughter as he swigged his beer. “She’s not forty.” He wiped his mouth. 
 
      
 
    “And I mean, yeah, she looks great. Tits out to here.” Durango gestured. “But he’s so hard up, he’s goin’ cougar hunting now.” 
 
      
 
    Chevy, the Horned Devils’ Vice President, laughed so hard that beer nearly shot out of his nose. He slapped the seat of the booth. “Man, you’re a wild son of a bitch, ain’t you?” Chevy was short, lean, and hungry looking. He seemed to exist in a perpetual fighter’s crouch. Ugly mug — scarred to hell from a knife fight when he was twenty — but actually a pretty cool guy. Little, needy for Gunner’s taste. The Devils all joked that Chevy could nag and cling like a woman. Gunner preferred riding with Durango, who, for all that he gave Gunner a hard time, was loyal as hell, and as even-tempered as a tattooed biker could be expected to be. 
 
      
 
    Gunner shrugged, trying for his usual cocky grin. “She’s got a set on her.” 
 
      
 
    Silverback shifted, looking unimpressed. He was built like his namesake — a hulking, hunched-shouldered, broad-armed man who was gruff but docile most of the time, yet he wouldn’t hesitate to beat his chest and roar when threatened. The furrows in his leathery brow deepened, and his dark eyes flashed. “My wife is fifty-five. Stunner. And you’re saying a forty-year-old woman’s too old to be a decent fuck?” 
 
      
 
    “Naw!” Chevy backtracked quickly. “Too old forGunner, I mean.” 
 
      
 
    Silverback didn’t answer. But when Gunner glanced down, he saw the old man was drumming his fingers rapidly against his thigh, the way he used to do sometimes when Gunner was younger and getting on his nerves. 
 
      
 
    Durango apparently noticed it too. “What’s goin’ on, old man? You been acting weird since yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    Silverback shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Turf wars? Need us to move something? Bust a few heads? What?” 
 
      
 
    Silverback gave a half sigh, half grunt. “There might be some missions in the coming days. Nothing to concern yourselves with now.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner’s heart beat faster. Just the thought of a mission could do that to him. Roaring down the open highways with his brothers, guns strapped to him, speeding toward his target. Nothing in his head but the roar of a dozen or more bikes. Dust in his teeth and coating hiss throat, gnats going kamikaze against his forehead. The stares they got as they blazed through town, the horizon opening up to them on those occasions where they left civilization and headed out into the desert. 
 
      
 
    Silverback looked away from them. If he didn’t want to talk, it was best not to press him. 
 
      
 
    Silverback’s personal history was still something of a mystery to the Horned Devils. Gunner gathered that the man had been raised in San Antonio. That he’d spent at least part of his youth on the streets. That he’d been married, once upon a time. There’d been a stay in prison, which Cesar never gave details about. The guy had scars — long, thin, ropy bands running from his upper chest along his right arm. Hell, all of ’em had scars, somewhere or another. But Silverback’s and Chevy’s were the most obvious. 
 
      
 
    Gunner glanced at the door. He was antsy tonight too, for some reason. Normally he loved hanging out here at Hammered and Nailed, shooting the shit with the guys. But tonight, he was distracted. Maybe it was having Peggy or Patty or whatever the hell her name was show up at the shop. Maybe it was news of the new girl in town — Gunner hadn’t even gotten her name. Maybe it was the fact that something was definitely weird about Silverback. 
 
      
 
    “Gunner!” Durango snapped his fingers. “Earth to Gunner. We’re talkin’ about the bike Chevy’s getting. Once he’s rich.” 
 
      
 
    “When pigs fly, in other words,” Silverback said drily. Everyone knew that whatever cut of the profits Chevy got from club business, he spent it all on weed and porn subscriptions. And bells and whistles for his current bike, a scuffed up Yamaha that sounded like a dying cat when it started. 
 
      
 
    Chevy laughed. “Hey, I’m well on my way, all right? One more shakedown…” 
 
      
 
    “What’re you getting?” Gunner asked. 
 
      
 
    “Low rider S. Dark red. Silver trim.” 
 
      
 
    Durango grinned, taking a gulp of beer. “You’ll look like you’re riding a giant candy cane.” 
 
      
 
    “Hell no. They come in blue now. I’m gonna—” He stopped dead, gaze on the front of the door. “Ho-lyfuck.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner turned. A woman had just walked into the bar. A young brunette, with pale, smooth skin and carefully shaped black brows. She had full lips, wide, dark eyes, and a hint of a flush in her cheeks visible even in the dim bar light. Her rich brown hair was twisted up and pinned, but a couple of long, dark curls spilled down and brushed her slim neck. And damn, if she wasn’t just Gunner’s type — short, but not too short, with curves in all the right places. She was wearing a high-cut, sleeveless burgundy dress that hugged her breasts and ass, and black strappy heels. That ass — she turned around anddamn, Gunner would’ve gone to his knees for that ass. 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t that fake kind of beautiful like a lot of Texas girls, with their poofy, dyed blond hair and silicone tits. She was a natural beauty, with a gentle air about her that made Gunner forget how to speak. Probably a first. 
 
      
 
    Durango whistled softly. “Gunner, there’s your new girl in town, I’m guessing.” 
 
      
 
    Silverback had turned in his seat and was eyeing the young woman almost suspiciously. He turned back to the group. “That’s Kelly Powers. Her father bought up the general goods store on DeWitt.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re like some little old porch lady, you know,” Durango said. “Keepin’ tabs on everyone in town.” 
 
      
 
    Silverback grunted. “Can’t get a read on him.” 
 
      
 
    “Who cares about a read onhim?” Chevy asked. “I wanna readher all night long.” 
 
      
 
    Durango snorted. “That makes no sense, dude.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s a ten, man. No, fuck that — she’s like a fifteen.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner was staring at Kelly again. She was up at the bar, scanning the beer list on the chalkboard. 
 
      
 
    Durango clapped him on the shoulder. “What the hell? Why aren’t you up there buying her a drinkyesterday?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner’s heart thudded.Seriously, what the hell?He’d never been fuckingnervous around a girl before. But Kelly Powers really was a fifteen. She didn’t ooze sexual energy like most of the girls Gunner went for. In fact, she seemed reserved — the kind of girl who was just waiting for someone to unleash her inner freak. 
 
      
 
    He wanted to be that someone. 
 
      
 
    He stood, sliding his chair back. “Gentlemen. Watch and learn.” 
 
      
 
    He grinned with a confidence he didn’t quite feel and strode up to the bar, heart still pounding. Kelly was sitting now, talking animatedly with Rex, the bartender. Gunner leaned into the space beside her, placing his forearms on the bar. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t even glance at him. Just kept talking to Rex. 
 
      
 
    Huh? 
 
      
 
    He waited patiently, like a good boy. When Rex finally turned to him, shooting him a dirty look, he ordered a beer and threw Kelly a smile. She offered a brief smile back, but didn’t drop her gaze to his chest or his crotch. Didn’t eye his tattoos or admire his muscled arms. She just turned her attention to the TV behind the bar. 
 
      
 
    Well, this was new. 
 
      
 
    “You need another beer?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “No thanks,” she said, without looking at him. Even her voice was hot. Low, a little smoky. Like she ought to be speaking to him over a long, silver cigarette holder. 
 
      
 
    He noticed her little … purse? Was it still a purse if it was that tiny? She was a Reds fan, apparently. “You from Cincinnati?” 
 
      
 
    “I was born there.” 
 
      
 
    He edged in a little closer. “Yeah? Is Ohio as bad as they say?” 
 
      
 
    “Who’s they?” 
 
      
 
    He accepted his beer from Rex. “You know.They. They say you should get eight hours of sleep a night. They say eat your veggies. They say alcohol’s bad for you.” 
 
      
 
    She finally turned to him. “Dothey also say you shouldn’t bother someone who’s trying to watch the game?” It wasn’t a cold rebuke, though. She sounded amused. 
 
      
 
    Touché. 
 
      
 
    “Actually, I’m pretty sure they say live with no regrets.” He took a swig of beer. “And I’d regret it for the rest of my life if I didn’t come talk to you.” 
 
      
 
    She rolled her eyes, but laughed. “What a charmer.” He couldn’t tell if it was a compliment or not. 
 
      
 
    “So who’s winning?” Baseball was the most boring-ass sport of all time, but he could pretend to be interested. 
 
      
 
    She checked the screen again. “Orioles.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t sound happy about that.” 
 
      
 
    She faced him and his stomach did a dive at the sparkle in those hazel eyes. “I don’t care much for either team.” 
 
      
 
    “So why are you watching?” 
 
      
 
    “To avoid talking to you.” 
 
      
 
    He gave a surprised bark of laughter. “Why do you want to avoid talking to me?” He was aware of Rex still giving him the side-eye. 
 
      
 
    “Because you look like trouble.” That sparkle again. She might be a quiet one, but she had a sense of humor. Good. 
 
      
 
    “Haven’t seen you around before.” 
 
      
 
    “I just moved here yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    “Seriously?” he feigned surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Seriously.” 
 
      
 
    “How’s Romedo treating you so far?” 
 
      
 
    She shrugged. “Not too bad.” 
 
      
 
    He slid onto the stool next to her. “What do you do?” 
 
      
 
    “For work or for pleasure?” 
 
      
 
    “Both. Either.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m here for school.” She glanced slightly to the side when she said it, and a hint of sadness came over her expression. Or maybe Gunner imagined it. Shit, he wasn’t great at emotional stuff. “I graduated from a pre-med program last spring. Now I’m gonna start a nursing program.” 
 
      
 
    “Up at the University?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Classes start in a month. Crazy, right? Haven’t even unpacked our boxes, and he’s already set up shop, and I’m enrolled in school.” 
 
      
 
    “You must be tired.”Looking for a little stress relief? He bit his tongue before he actually said it. She wasn’t the kind of girl he could go full throttle with, not right away. 
 
      
 
    “I’m all right.” 
 
      
 
    You’re more than all right. 
 
      
 
    He glanced round as the bar door opened — Silverback was leaving. It shouldn’t have been much of a surprise. The prez rarely hung out drinking with the whippersnappers for long. Except that a quick glance back at his table conformed Silverback had barely touched his beer. Chevy and Durango were laughing at something on Chevy’s phone. They didn’t seem concerned. Gunner let it go. 
 
      
 
    Kelly asked, “Are your friends missing you?” 
 
      
 
    His attention snapped back to her. He grinned and purposely shifted so that the arm closest to her flexed. “You tryin’ to get rid of me?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe.” She gentled the tease with another smile. 
 
      
 
    Damn. A man might do just about anything for that smile. “Most people find me charming, you know.” 
 
      
 
    She took a good look at him for the first time. “I’ll bet they do.” 
 
      
 
    He could feel something between them, something electric and crackling. Could smell her shampoo, the slightest hint of perfume, and something else, something indefinable that made him lust in a way he never had before. 
 
      
 
    She took a sip of her drink and leaned a little closer. God, he wanted to bury a hand in that thick, dark hair, kiss the crook of her pale shoulder until her head tipped back and she sighed. A predatory feeling rose within him. He had no interest in forcing her or wearing her down. But he wanted toseduce her. Wanted to see those hazel eyes lit with pure pleasure, wanted to see those full lips part to let out a helpless moan. Wanted to see that perfectly smooth skin shining with sweat, those flawlessly arched eyebrows knitting together as she whimpered his name and begged him to go deeper, harder, faster. 
 
      
 
    Shit. He had it worse than bad for this girl. 
 
      
 
    “That your bike out there?” she asked, with a nod toward the door. The front tire of Gunner’s Cruiser was just visible through the glass. 
 
      
 
    “What makes you think that?” 
 
      
 
    “It looks big, loud, and dirty.” 
 
      
 
    “Like me?” 
 
      
 
    “Like you,” she confirmed. Her gaze fell on the tattoo on his right bicep. A skeleton, trailing fire from its skull, riding a flaming motorcycle through a cavernous heart. A curling banner draped across the heart read: BROTHERHOOD. She looked suddenly less sure of herself. The smile was gone. 
 
      
 
    He shifted. “I ain’t so bad when you get to know me.” 
 
      
 
    “I never said big, loud, and dirty was bad.” She offered another smile, this one closed-lipped, demure. His chest clenched. 
 
      
 
    “You like bikes?” he asked, feeling dumber than a cow patty. 
 
      
 
    “I do, actually.” 
 
      
 
    “You ride?” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head, a little wistful. “My dad won’t let me.” 
 
      
 
    “Won’tletyou? How oldare you?” One look at her expression and he knew he’d fucked up. “Sorry. Just…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m twenty-three,” she said, tone suddenly cool, almost defensive. “But my dad and I are close. We’ve had to rely on each other ever since…” She trailed off, shaking her head. Clearly, she didn’t want to get into it. “I respect him,” she finished firmly. 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” Gunner nodded. “Me and my old man were close too.”Before he went and drank himself stupid and put his truck through a guardrail and left me alone with the raving bitch from hell. No point in coming out with the whole sob story now. This was already way too deep for a barstool conversation with a chick he was hoping to bang. 
 
      
 
    She seemed to warm again. “Does your family live around here?” 
 
      
 
    “Been here for generations.” 
 
      
 
    She looked at him with those penetrating hazel eyes, and he was reminded once more that she wasn’t just any girl. He got the feeling she was looking right into his soul, if he had one. 
 
      
 
    “So if you could ride,” he said. “You would?” 
 
      
 
    She gazed evenly at him, her chin tilted slightly. “You’re damn right I would.” 
 
      
 
    That electricity between them grew unbearably hot and forceful. He could almost feel her soft lips brushing his, hear her moan as he teased her with his tongue, kissing her harder and deeper until they were both fucking lost in it. He tensed, his dick hardening. 
 
      
 
    He was just about to go for it — just about to ask if she wanted to go riding, when suddenly Durango was at his side. 
 
      
 
    “Gunner?” 
 
      
 
    Jesus Fucking Christ. Cockblock much? 
 
      
 
    Except Durango wouldn’t be here, speaking in that low, urgent tone, unless it was … urgent. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Gunner tried to keep the irritation from his tone. 
 
      
 
    Durango dropped his voice so low Gunner could barely hear it. “Silverback’s got a mission for us.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Unsanctioned drug deal outside of town. Near the border. He wants us to stake it out. Run ’em off.” 
 
      
 
    “Aw hell.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s already back at the clubhouse. We gotta go now.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner glanced at Kelly, who was watching him sharply, as if the appearance of this new tattooed biker confirmed what she’d suspected all along — that Gunner was bad news, and she was better off not getting involved. 
 
      
 
    Hell. This little assignment of Silverback’s sounded easy enough. Maybe he’d be back in time to make an actual pass at Kelly. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” he told her, forcing a grin. “Gotta run.” He wanted to ask if she planned on sticking around awhile, but he didn’t want to sound too desperate. 
 
      
 
    Kelly simply nodded. “Well, it was nice meeting you.” 
 
      
 
    That was it? 
 
      
 
    What’d I expect? We’ve known each other all of ten minutes. 
 
      
 
    She glanced back at the screen. Gunner followed her gaze, watched the Orioles score a run. Damn, she was a tough nut to crack. He’d definitely stop in again later, see if she was still here. 
 
      
 
    For now, he said, “Yeah, you too,” and headed back to the table to grab his leather jacket. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “I’m home!” Kelly called as she entered the one-story stucco house. Their home was deceptively modest; looked almost small on the outside. But inside it was furnished elegantly and expensively — natural wood furniture, stainless steel appliances. It had a very different feel from their condo in Ohio, but Kelly thought that, given time, she could learn to love it. 
 
      
 
    She was a little nervous about school. The nursing program at UR was rigorous, but she’d made a couple of friends on Facebook who were going to be in her program. And, naïve as it might sound, she believed she was doing worthy work. Her mother’s nurses at the Cleveland Clinic had been wonderful — the only people capable of reassuring Kelly without it sounding false or overly optimistic. And they’d brought Jess Powers so many thoughtful little things that had made her more comfortable — puzzles, magazines, extra blankets, books. Kelly wanted to help people. Make them more comfortable. Get them on the road to wellness or else ease their transition from this world into the next. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” she called, checking the kitchen. Usually her father called a greeting as soon as he heard her come in. 
 
      
 
    The house felt empty. She rapped softly on his bedroom door. No answer. 
 
      
 
    He must not be home. 
 
      
 
    She went back to the kitchen, made herself some tea, and slumped at the table, waiting for the tea to cool. Her mind wandered to the man she’d met at the bar. Gunner, his friend had called him. She shook her head, smiling slightly. She knew the type — overgrown boy, obsessed with his big, loud toys. Probably saw Kelly — demure, buttoned-up Kelly — as a challenge. Had probably slept with every woman in Romedo. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t need to waste time with a guy like that. 
 
      
 
    Except… 
 
      
 
    God, he’d been hot. And honestly, she’d never really had a chance to explore her sexuality. Never had a one night stand, had never done anything even remotely kinky… 
 
      
 
    She made a face.Explore her sexuality. That sounded like something from some sex-ed video. She’d just … there’d been one guy when she was eighteen — a handsome but bland poly-sci major. Shortly after that, her mother had been diagnosed, and Kelly had thought of nothing but caring for her for the next four years. She’d spent those years in and out of school, driving four hours up to Cleveland every weekend when her mom was at the clinic. 
 
      
 
    She closed her eyes. She didn’t want to think about that right now. She wanted to think about Gunner. Those bulging, tattooed arms. Faded jeans, worn almost thread thin at the creases near his groin. His cocky grin, the smile lines around his blue-grey eyes … okay, so he’d sort of been an arrogant, entitled asshole, but she’d dealt with worse. And she couldn’t deny that one look at him had made her pussy clench, had gotten her dripping wet. 
 
      
 
    And the fact that he had a bike… 
 
      
 
    God, she wanted to ride. 
 
      
 
    What she’d told him was true: Her dad wouldn’t approve of his daughter on a motorcycle. Too dangerous. To loud, too … improper. Her father did have some mildly old-fashioned notions about gender roles. He was far from a perfect man, but particularly after Jess’s death, Kelly had needed him. And he’d needed her. 
 
      
 
    She glanced at her phone. A text from Jenna, one of the Facebook friends. Kelly had promised to go out with her sometime once she got to town.You doing anything tonight? 
 
      
 
    She wished she’d gotten Gunner’s number. Then she’d be doing something tonight, that was for sure. Riding that big, gruff biker like the machine he was. What had all that stuff been at the end there? When his friend had come over and said something that had made Gunner hightail it out of there? She knew she hadn’t imagined that current in the air between him. She genuinely believed he’d wanted to stay, wanted to take things further with her. 
 
      
 
    But the brotherhood had called. She rolled her eyes. She didn’t know much about biker gangs, except that some of them could be damned scary. 
 
      
 
    Think I’ll just stay in, she texted back.I’m pretty beat. 
 
      
 
    Okay. A bunch of us are going out dancing if you wanna come. 
 
      
 
    Not tonight. She’d already taken Rex from the bar up on his offer for a welcome-to-town drink. And she’d already survived a chat up from Gunner. That was enough socializing for one day. Besides, she couldn’t dance; she just flapped around like a chicken. And people made extra fun of her, because, as her best friend Maddy back in Ohio put it, “someone as elegant as you shouldn’t look like a one of those inflatable thingies outside car dealerships when you dance.” 
 
      
 
    Ah, well. People surprised you. 
 
      
 
    Maybe, if she’d gotten Gunner’s number. If she’d spent the evening with him, he’d have surprised her. 
 
      
 
    She jerked as the back door opened. Her dad walked in. 
 
      
 
    “God, you scared me!” she cried. 
 
      
 
    Russell Powers was carrying a stack of empty cardboard boxes. He grinned when he saw her. “My girl! How’d it go today?” He set the boxes down, nudged the backdoor shut with the toe of his worn cowboy boot, and came over to the table to hug her. 
 
      
 
    “Pretty good,” Kelly said into his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    He straightened. “What’d you get up to?” 
 
      
 
    She shrugged. “Went to Hammer and Nailed to take Rex up on that welcome to town drink.” 
 
      
 
    She didn’t miss her father’s slight frown. He didn’t mind her going to bars, exactly, but he’d been less than thrilled when Rex had told Kelly yesterday to stop by sometime for a drink. Rex was an old acquaintance of her dad’s — he had come to visit a couple of times in Ohio when Kelly was little. Kelly had always gotten the impression her father didn’t like her interacting with Rex, which was strange, since she’d simply been trying to be polite to her dad’s friend. 
 
      
 
    Her dad quickly replaced the frown with a grin. “Rex didn’t try to put the moves on you, did he?” 
 
      
 
    “Put the moves on me? Seriously? What decade are you from?” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, sorry. But your old dad likes to know.” Russell went to the cabinet to grab a glass and filled it with water from the tap. “I gotta look after my gal. Keep you safe.” 
 
      
 
    He’d been this way for nearly a year, ever since Kelly’s mother had passed.You’re all I’ve got left. I’d die if anything happened to you. Take care of yourself. Stay with me. Stay with me, even though you’re a fully-grown woman, even though you have plans and dreams of your own. Stay with me — let me protect you even if you don’t want to be protected. 
 
      
 
    “Rex didn’t put the moves on me.” She hesitated, wondering if she should divulge this or not. “But someone did.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Russell raised his brows, grinning over the top of his glass. “And who was this?” He drained the rest of the water. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t get his name. But his friend called him Gunner.”Gunner. She wasn’t sure if the nickname gave her a thrill or made her want to roll her eyes. 
 
      
 
    That frown was back on her dad’s face. “Gunner?” He set the glass by the sink “You mean Cam Wilson?” 
 
      
 
    “You know him?” Kelly asked, surprised. 
 
      
 
    “I knowof him.” 
 
      
 
    She knew her father had connections in this town — he’d acquired his new general store, Pete’s Goods, through Rex — but it still surprised her that he knew Gunner. 
 
      
 
    Her dad folded his arms and leaned on the counter. “He’s a biker?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she said hesitantly, unsure what her dad’s reaction to that would be. 
 
      
 
    He laughed. “So my baby’s got it bad for a bad boy, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Dad!” She could feel herself blushing. “I’m not … all we did was talk.” 
 
      
 
    “You said he put the moves on you. That sounds like more than a friendly chat.” 
 
      
 
    She laughed too. It felt good — to find these happy moments they could share. There’d been too few of those since her mother had died. “It was just a chat. He’sreally not my type.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm. Yes sir, I’d say my grandbaby’s finally on the way.” Russell drummed his fingers on the counter. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my god, Dad.” There was a genuine edge of irritation in Kelly’s voice, beneath the playfulness. Her dad had wanted a grandchild for ages, but he’d become especially fixated on the idea after Kelly’s mother had died. As many times as Kelly told him she wasn’t ready yet — that she wanted to focus on her studies first — he continued to talk about the day he’d finally have a grandkid. He’d gotten really obsessive about it, to the point where Kelly no longer felt comfortable with the topic of conversation. 
 
      
 
    Russell held up his hands, still grinning. “I’m just happy for you, that’s all. I’m glad you’re getting out, making friends.” His expression grew serious. “That’s important, you know. You’ve been too reclusive these past few months.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” she said softly. It was true. It been hard, pulling the pieces of her life back together. 
 
      
 
    “Just be careful,” Russell warned. “I don’t want you getting anywhere near a motorcycle.” 
 
      
 
    “Dad.” 
 
      
 
    He came to the table again and kissed the top of her head, like she was a little girl. “Those things are dangerous.” He took a step back, studied her just a moment too long. She wondered if he was seeing traces of Jess Powers in Kelly’s wide, hazel eyes, in her arched black brows. Her small, straight nose. People had always said Kelly was the spitting image of her mother.If only I had more of her personality, Kelly often thought.Her sense of adventure, her ability to make friends with anyone. People look at me, and they want to see her. Instead, they see me. 
 
      
 
    “I have to get ready,” her dad said abruptly. 
 
      
 
    “For what?” She was surprised. She’d assumed he’d want to stay in and finish unpacking. And then maybe they’d watch a movie or something. 
 
      
 
    “I have a little errand to run. Nothing too serious. I’ll be back in a little while.” 
 
      
 
    She wanted to ask what sort of errand, but Russell was already heading down the hall to his bedroom, humming to himself. Probably he wanted to go do some more work on the store. He was determined to be open early next week. 
 
      
 
    She stayed at the table, staring at her phone, wondering if she should go out with Jenna. 
 
      
 
    What she really wanted to do was go back to Hammer and Nailed and look for Gunner — Cam Wilson — again. 
 
      
 
    But that was just silly. 
 
      
 
    Girls like her didn’t sleep with guys like Cam. 
 
      
 
    Girls like her stayed home and played nice. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Chevy let out a whoop as they dismounted in front of the clubhouse — an old brick building that had once been a slummy pub. It had originally been sandwiched between two drab, vinyl-sided houses, but the house on the right had been condemned and eventually bulldozed, leaving the Horned Devils with neighbors on only one side. And the neighbors did so many drugs that the Devils had managed a pretty good live and let live arrangement with them over the past few years. 
 
      
 
    The Devils jostled one another through the door. Chevy headed straight for the gun case and pulled out his black Ruger. Gunner reached past him for his Glock. 
 
      
 
    “We ain’t gonna need the big guns,” Durango said. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Gunner agreed, loading a new clip. “But they sure do look purdy.” He stuck the Glock in the back of his waistband. 
 
      
 
    Durango punched his arm. 
 
      
 
    Silverback entered from the back room. “Good, you’re here,” he said brusquely. 
 
      
 
    “Man, how’d you even hear about this anyway?” Chevy asked Silverback. “Gunner was just about to get that girl’s drink thrown in his face. ’Rango and me was lookin’ forward to seeing it.” 
 
      
 
    “Bullshit,” Gunner said. “She was totally into me.” 
 
      
 
    Silverback ignored them. “It’s the old patrol hut. I’m sending you three, plus Mica and Bones.” 
 
      
 
    Great. Bones was all right, but nineteen-year-old Mica felt like a tagalong kid brother sometimes. Silverback swore Mica worshipped Gunner and Durango, but all Gunner saw when he looked at Mica was a sullen teenager, sent here to make his life hell. 
 
      
 
    “Been a while since we had to do a shakedown.” Chevy shrugged into his battered brown jacket. “We takin’ any money? Am I finally getting my new bike?” 
 
      
 
    Silverback glanced at him. “Stop the deal before any money changes hands. Give both parties seven kinds of hell, and then get out of there.” He turned his gaze on Gunner. 
 
      
 
    Gunner stuck a cigarette between his lips and flicked on his lighter. “Sounds easy enough.” He lit the cigarette and took a drag. 
 
      
 
    Silverback gave him a long, hard look. “Be careful.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner blew a stream of smoke toward him. “I always am.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m serious, Cam. Don’t get reckless.” 
 
      
 
    Only Silverback could call him by his real name and make him feel about eight years old. Gunner tried not to bristle. “Thought you said this was a simple shakedown.” 
 
      
 
    “It is. That doesn’t mean it’s okay to let your guard down.” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be reckless, Cam.”He’d heard that enough at age seventeen to last him a lifetime. “You’ve got potential, but you’re too brash. Learn some patience, some humility. It’ll serve you well.” 
 
      
 
    Silverback thought he was some combo of Yoda and that old dude fromThe Karate Kid. And all right, maybe he’d been a better mentor to Cam than both of those combined. But Cam hadn’t heeded Silverback’s words, not at that age. He’d gotten into every mess he could find — drugs, fights, petty theft. Not just to give himself a rush, but to dare Silverback to get pissed, to kick him out. 
 
      
 
    He’d been so sure — so fuckin’ sure — that if he pushed hard enough, Silverback would snap and beat the shit out of him. Put him out on his ass. Hell, there were a couple of times he’d half expected Silverback to march him out to the bike shed and take his belt to him, the way Gunner’s mama had done all those years. But he never had. He’d lost his temper and snapped at Gunner every now and then, but he’d never raised a hand to him. And eventually Gunner had gotten it through his thick teenage skull that he wasn’t doing anyone any favors by acting like this. Especially not himself. 
 
      
 
    Maybe that was why he wasn’t a fan of Mica — too much like being followed by a shadow of his old self. A dumb, reckless kid who thought the world owed him something. Mica had been a stray like Gunner, like most of the Devils. And while Mica was his brother, and Gunner’d do whatever it took to defend him, sometimes he wished the kid would stay out of his way. 
 
      
 
    Out on the open road, Gunner tried to concentrate on the hum of the machine beneath him. The warm steel of his gun against the small of his back. But all he could think about was Kelly Powers.God, that smile… 
 
      
 
    Jesus, what was wrong with him? He’d never gotten sappy about a girl’s smile before. If he couldn’t bang her tonight, he’d bang her some other night. Simple as that. 
 
      
 
    Eventually the sense of freedom overtook him. The desert flashed past, deep purples and blues in the dusk. He loved it out here — nothing but scrub and cacti, coyotes and owls. Durango rode up beside him. The sand kicked up by his Harley stung Gunner through his jeans. Durango revved his engine, and Gunner revved back. They raced across the sand, Durango pulling ahead, then Gunner, then Durango… Bones and Chevy were off to the left somewhere, and Mica brought up the rear. Gunner was never happier than when he was riding with his brothers. 
 
      
 
    The Horned Devils had run Romedo and the surrounding towns for the past twelve years. And Silverback had guarded this territory even further back than that. Romedo had once been a hotbed of corruption — cocaine, weapons, massage parlor brothels… Silverback and a few buddies had run the worst of the riffraff out of town, leaving behind only themselves and the other crims who might come in useful to them. 
 
      
 
    They’d formed the Horned Devils — a close-knit group of six that had expanded quickly. At the same time the Devils worked their magic, gentrification was beginning in Romedo. Pretty soon, the Devils didn’t have much to worry about except a little shit here and there from rival gangs. Jaws’s boys were still trouble on occasion, but mostly the Horned Devils owned this town. Over the past year or so, that had shifted again. Crime was making a comeback around Romedo, and the Devils had to work hard to ensure that they controlled the crime industry here. 
 
      
 
    They eventually reached the abandoned border control hut where Silverback had said the deal was going down. Statewide budget cuts had meant a few hundred feet of border went unmonitored. This spot had been a hotbed of drug-related activity ever since someone had mowed down a section of barbed wire border fence last month. The bikers skidded to a stop. Gunner leapt off his Honda, and the others dismounted too. 
 
      
 
    They stashed the bikes in the hut and took up positions in and around the rundown building — Durango and Gunner at the front, and Chevy at the back. Bones and Mica had taken up posts behind some scraggly shrubs outside. 
 
      
 
    “Ah.” Gunner stretched out on the floor of the hut, head near the tire of his cruiser, hands laced on his stomach. “Feels like home.” 
 
      
 
    Chevy snorted. “Lazy bastard. Some stakeout.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey. Tell me what to do and I’ll do it.” 
 
      
 
    Chevy snorted again. “You ain’t ever done what I tell you a day in your life.” 
 
      
 
    That was actually true. Chevy was no Silverback when it came to commanding respect and obedience. Gunner spied a small stone near his head and batted it in Chevy’s direction. 
 
      
 
    “Nothin’ to do,” Durango said, flashing Gunner a grin. “Except wait for our boys.” 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    After two hours, Gunner’s ass was numb and he was about to crawl out of his own skin with boredom. “Jesus fuck,” he muttered to Durango. “You think Silverback got his shit mixed up?” 
 
      
 
    “Relax,” Durango said. “Silverback ain’t senile yet.” 
 
      
 
    No, he wasn’t. Silverback was as sharp as the day Gunner had met him. 
 
      
 
    He had an uncomfortable memory of himself at seventeen, bristling with rage — at his father, at his teachers, at anyone who dared come between him and his carefully cultivated teenage angst. 
 
      
 
    Silverback had been as quick with a cuff to the back of the head as he was with a compliment, and eventually, Gunner had settled down. Getting his first bike had helped. A beat-to-crap old Yamaha, but a bike all the same. Freedom. An escape route. Something to take care of. He’d worked his ass off at the auto shop — and part-time at McDonalds — to pay for that thing. It was still in the clubhouse garage. Still ran okay too. 
 
      
 
    “He’s just sayin’ he could be balls deep in pussy right now.” Chevy’s voice. He was standing over Gunner and Durango, who were seated on the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Chev, what’re you doing here?” Durango demanded. “Get back to your post. We need a lookout in back.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m bored as fuck. And my post is only about fifty feet from yours.” 
 
      
 
    “Jesus, you’re an idiot,” Durango muttered. 
 
      
 
    “What, you wanted some space to make out?” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up,” Gunner said, whacking at Chevy’s calf. 
 
      
 
    “You two, thick as thieves, and me always getting sent off to the corner to play by myself. You know it’s true.” 
 
      
 
    Durango leaned his head back on the wall. “What is this, middle school?” 
 
      
 
    “Aww, Chev, we love you.” Gunner laughed, tugging Chevy’s pant leg. “C’mere and get a noogie.” 
 
      
 
    “Get off!” 
 
      
 
    “We’re definitely not inviting him on our ride next week,” Gunner said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, for sure,” Durango agreed. “We’re not even gonna tell him about it.” 
 
      
 
    Chevy shook his head. “I’m leaving you two ladies to your sleepover.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?” Suddenly Mica was there too. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, kid.” Gunner’s voice was sharp. “Get back to your post.” 
 
      
 
    “Gimme a smoke.” 
 
      
 
    Chevy laughed, wheezing slightly. “Listen to him. ‘Gimme a smoke.’” 
 
      
 
    Gunner handed him a Camel. “Keep it out of sight.” 
 
      
 
    “No shit.” Mica knelt. Stuck the cigarette between his lips and accepted a light off Gunner. Took a drag and choked. Chevy couldn’t stop laughing. 
 
      
 
    “Aw, kid.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not a kid,” Mica snapped, leaning back against the wall. The effect of his glare was kinda fucked up by the coughing fit. “So what, you guys are thinking about a ride?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” Gunner said. “You’re too young, though.” He liked getting under the kid’s skin. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck off.” 
 
      
 
    Chevy and Durango oohed. 
 
      
 
    “You need to respect your elders,” Gunner said mildly, lighting his own cigarette. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” Durango hissed. “Someone’s coming.” 
 
      
 
    A rust-colored pickup approached. They ducked and stubbed out their cigarettes as the headlights flashed in their eyes. They slowly rose again as the lights were killed. In the moonlight, they could see several dark figures leap from the truck. The figures were speaking Spanish in low voices. They had duffel bags and guns. 
 
      
 
    Big guns. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” Chevy said. “This is serious.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner watched grimly as one of the guys opened a duffel and started counting bricks of cocaine. 
 
      
 
    “Think we should call for backup?” Chevy asked. 
 
      
 
    Gunner’s answer was “no.” The more dangerous the situation, the more he loved it. But he wasn’t about to endanger his brothers unless they all agreed to it. 
 
      
 
    Durango shook his head. “No. I wanna party.” He signaled Mica to stay still. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Chevy agreed. “You’re right. We got this. Just gotta wait for the rest of the party to show up.” 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, another car pulled up. A sleek black BMW. It stopped and shut off. A tall, slender white man got out. He dusted off his old but elegant suit jacket and surveyed the situation, then went over to talk to the Mexicans. He glanced inside one of the duffel bags, then the conversation continued, too low for the Devils to hear. 
 
      
 
    “All right, cowboys,” Durango adjusted his holster. “Let’s go set these amigos straight.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner yanked his weapon out of his pants. Chevy had drawn his smaller Ruger, and Durango had one hand on the butt of his Smith & Wesson. Yeah, Gunner’s Glock was bigger than what the other two were packing. So sue him — he liked big toys. He felt the familiar rush of power and righteousness as he approached the group. They all turned as a unit, and a couple of them stumbled back. Others reached for their guns. “Easy fellas,” he called. “We don’t want any trouble.” 
 
      
 
    Mica and Durango fanned out behind him, weapons drawn. Durango trained his on the white man, who seemed to be in charge of this show. 
 
      
 
    Two of the guys shouted in Spanish. 
 
      
 
    Gunner went on. “This is Horned Devils territory, and we won’t hesitate to defend it. I would suggest all of you get in your vehicles and leave before things get ugly.” 
 
      
 
    Instead of turning tail, the Mexicans became more agitated. 
 
      
 
    “C’mon!” Mica had appeared with his Colt. His voice was tense. “Get out while your kneecaps’re still intact.” 
 
      
 
    “Jesus, kid,” Gunner muttered to him. “Take it easy.” 
 
      
 
    “Whose fuckin’ side are you on anyway?” Mica shot back. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” Chevy said. 
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen,” the white man said calmly. He fixed his gaze on Gunner. “Is there a problem?” He asked in a low, pleasant voice. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Gunner said. “There is. This is Devils’ territory.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that so?” The man sounded more curious than anything. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, asshole, get your hands up where I can see them.” 
 
      
 
    “Gunner,” Chevy warned in a whisper. “I don’t like this.” 
 
      
 
    The white man simply cocked his head, staring at Gunner. The moonlight gave his silver hair a ghostly glow. 
 
      
 
    Gunner cocked his gun. 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” the white man said amiably. 
 
      
 
    “Why the hell not? I’ve given you plenty of warning.” 
 
      
 
    The white man nodded at something behind Gunner. “Friend of yours?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner whirled to see Durango in the clutches of two men Gunner hadn’t even noticed before. One had a gun against Durango’s temple. Gunner whirled back to the white man, who now had a pistol trained on Gunner.Fuck. 
 
      
 
    The white man took a step closer. “Allow me to introduce myself.” He held out his free hand. “Cam Wilson? I’m Russell Powers. I believe you know my daughter.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Kelly was nearly finished unpacking her last box. Night had fallen, and outside, she could hear the chirps and whirrs of the desert at night. She gazed out the window for a moment, at the velvet, dark-blue sky. So different from industrial Ohio, out here under all these stars. 
 
      
 
    Her father had wanted a fresh start. Couldn’t stop talking about Texas. About the opportunity Rex had set up for him there, with the general goods store. Russell had run a shop back in Ohio too. He’d worked long hours, and a few nights he hadn’t come home at all — claiming he’d fallen asleep behind the front counter. 
 
      
 
    “You work too much,”she’d tried telling him when she was in high school.“Mom misses you. I miss you.” 
 
      
 
    Her friend Maddy had asked,“You sure your Dad’s not in the CIA? I mean, the store’s not even open twenty-four hours. What’s he doing sleeping there?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s always something to be done around there,”she’d replied. But she’d wondered too. She didn’t doubt that her father loved her. But sometimes he seemed distant. Off. He’d answer a question a beat too late. He’d look at Kelly as though he’d never seen her before. It had happened more often after Jess died, but it had happened before too. 
 
      
 
    She lifted the last of her books out to put them on the cherry wood bookshelf her father had brought home from the general goods store. Underneath the books was a small photo album — floral print, almost granny-ish. Kelly had gotten it for her eighth birthday. 
 
      
 
    She smiled as she opened the album. There were pictures of that eighth birthday — a cake with little plastic collie dogs on it. Kelly grinning broadly, face smeared with icing, dark hair wild. Her mother and father on their honeymoon — a beach in the Caribbean. She’d loved that photo so much they’d had a copy made just for her. 
 
      
 
    Kelly and her dad posing with Goofy at Disney World, when Kelly was ten. Another Disney photo of her dad talking animatedly with Mr. Smee. That was her father — making friends everywhere he went. She turned the page and saw a photo of her and her mother in matching Disney sweatshirts. Her heart ached, and her eyes stung. 
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath. 
 
      
 
    No point in crying. You’ve done enough of that. 
 
      
 
    She thought instead about happy things. Thought of the day she might have a family of her own. A little boy or girl to take to Disney World. 
 
      
 
    A twist of fear in her gut.What if something happens to me? What if my baby has to fend for herself? 
 
      
 
    And even worse… 
 
      
 
    What if something happens to my baby? 
 
      
 
    A photograph slipped out from between the pages of the album. Kelly’s mother, in uniform for her baseball league, the Cin City Crushers. Jess Powers had played right up until her diagnosis. Had joked she was going to become the first female player for the Cincinnati Reds, at the ripe old age of forty-eight. 
 
      
 
    Kelly studied her mother’s familiar expression — one of cheerful determination. Her mother had always been the strongest person she knew. Cheerful even in the worst of times. But she hadn’t been able to hold onto that optimism in the end. Kelly remembered all too well the way she’d looked the day of her diagnosis — like someone had ripped the world right out from under her. Like the doctor, with those few simple words, had drained all hope from her. 
 
      
 
    Kelly remembered her mother in the hospital bed years later. Frail and already gone — even if she was still breathing. Remembered her own failure to get there in time to say goodbye. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you won’t come to the library?”Maddy had asked. They were walking across the quad at U of Cincinatti. “Finals are two weeks away. I need to drink fifteen cups of coffee and then study for the next two days straight.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly had forced a smile.“I think I’m just gonna study in my room.” 
 
      
 
    She’d been doing that more and more lately — locking herself in her bedroom in her off campus apartment and worrying over her mother. Maddy knew something was going on with Kelly’s family, but no one at school knew the details. It was her last year here, after four long years of trying to balance school with caring for her mother. 
 
      
 
    She’d gone back to her apartment and sat at her kitchen table, staring out the window and willing herself not to cry. She didn’t know what to do. Every time she talked to her mom on the phone, she told her not to leave school. That her studies were the most important thing right now. That she had to graduate. But Kelly couldn’t shake the feeling that she should be home with her mother, taking care of her. She caught a glimpse of her reflection in the window — face thin and drawn, eyes shadowed. Not at all the happy, healthy young woman who’d arrived at the university last year, shy but eager, thrilled to at last be carving a path for herself in the world. 
 
      
 
    She’d been just about to lose the battle against tears when a knock came at her door. She opened it to find Maddy standing there, holding a box from LuLu’s bakery.“I brought cake,”she said.“We’re going to eat it, and you’re going to tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
      
 
    Over the next two hours, Kelly had poured out the whole story to Maddy: her mother’s diagnosis, the weeks of tests and theories and unsuccessful treatments. Her mother’s insistence that Kelly return to school each semester as though everything were normal. Kelly’s struggles to pay attention during class, her falling grades, her insomnia… Her mother’s voice sounding weaker every time Kelly spoke to her; her father sounding strange, broken. 
 
      
 
    “Kelly,”Maddy said.“You need to go home. For as long as it takes.” 
 
      
 
    It had been such a relief to hear those words. To know that she wasn’t crazy for wanting to be with her family right now. No matter what her parents said, finals could wait. Her familyneeded her. 
 
      
 
    But then the call came that very night. It was her father, sounding happier than she’d heard him in months. Going on about how well her mom was responding to a new treatment. How the doctors were optimistic. How Kelly could stay at school and complete her finals. 
 
      
 
    Kelly cancelled her plans to drive home, though she still felt uneasy, guilty. She called home every day after that. But most times, when she called, her mom wasn’t around to talk. She was sleeping off the effects of radiation, or was in the hospital for another test. The few times Kelly did talk to her, her mother sounded tired but optimistic. 
 
      
 
    Except for one evening. One evening, she’d called, and she could hear at once that something was wrong. Her mother sounded agitated, nervous.“Mom? Is everything okay?” 
 
      
 
    Her mother had gone silent. Then she’d said,“Your father’s out. He’s been gone for hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Is he at the store? Have you been able to call him?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s not answering.”Her mother took a deep breath.“Honey, there’s something…” 
 
      
 
    Kelly waited, holding her breath, her heart pounding. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Never mind,” her mother said eventually. 
 
      
 
    “Mom, what is it?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m just tired. Anxious. These medications, they do strange things to my mind.” 
 
      
 
    “I should come home. I should be there.” 
 
      
 
    “No, honey. You focus on exams. I’m sorry to have worried you.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly had stayed and taken her finals. They hadn’t even gone that badly. And on the evening of her last exam, some of her fellow nursing students had invited her out for drinks. 
 
      
 
    It had been on the tip of her tongue to say no.No, I should leave tonight. I need to be home as soon as possible. But she’d been giddy with relief at exams being over and her mother’s health improving. She’d agreed to go out, planning to start home early the next morning. 
 
      
 
    Late that night, she’d gotten the call from her father. Her mother was in a coma. Unlikely to wake again. 
 
      
 
    Kelly had been too stunned to speak. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, she had to process it. She would be coming home, not to wrap her arms around her mother and tell her how proud she was of her for beating this — but to say goodbye. 
 
      
 
    Maddy had offered to drive her home, but she insisted on doing it alone. Hands shaking on the wheel, she’d set off from her apartment, driving north to the Cleveland Clinic. 
 
      
 
    In Kelly’s pre-med program, there’d been a whole course senior year on interacting with the families of patients, and with patients themselves. The idea was that anyone who wanted to be a nurse or a doctor needed to start learning about bedside manner now. How to be calm in horrible situations without seeming callous. How to deal with parent sobbing over the death of a child, children terrified over the loss of a parent. Elderly patients who had no one left in the world but their caretakers. 
 
      
 
    Kelly had excelled at remaining calm and collected. If only she could draw on some of that strength now. 
 
      
 
    She’d arrived at six a.m., thoroughly sobered by the drive, and stumbled into the hospital. She knew its labyrinthine halls well by now. Into the elevator — the fluorescent lights made her nauseated — and up to the fourth floor. 
 
      
 
    She checked in at the nurse’s station and was directed to room 408. 
 
      
 
    Nothing could have prepared her for the sight of her mother. She was small and frail, her hair gone, her lips cracked and dry, her skin tinged blue. Tubes in her nose. Body unmoving. 
 
      
 
    What happened? She was fine. She was doing better. What thehell could have happened? 
 
      
 
    Kelly emerged from the memory gasping, like she’d surfaced in a chilly ocean. 
 
      
 
    There were still days where the grief was all consuming. Days where she could barely get herself out of bed. And other days where shecould get out of bed, but felt guilty because of it. Guilty, because she enjoyed a day out on the town. Because she felt determinedly ready to continue her studies and go to nursing school. Because she fantasized about a wild night with someone like Gunner, someone hot as hell and uncomplicated. 
 
      
 
    Gunner. 
 
      
 
    She set the photo album aside and closed her eyes. Allowed herself to sink into a fantasy. A fantasy where Gunner wasn’t just some asshole hitting on her in a bar, but a strong man, a good man — underneath that cocky attitude. A man who could make her feel safe. Who could take some of this pain away. 
 
      
 
    She recalled his face as he’d leaned over the bar next to her. He was movie star sexy. Bad boy sexy. Close-cropped, light brown hair. Blue eyes — they’d been vivid even in the bar’s murky light — a nose with a slight bump at the bridge. A strong jaw, sharp cheekbones. The kind of guy she’d never even pictured herself with before. 
 
      
 
    Now she pictured it. Gunner, with his head between her legs, making her squirm, making her scream. She’d never screamed during sex. She’d only ever had quiet, polite sex, like the good little girl she was. She wanted to have wild sex, loud sex, bent-over-the-back-of-Gunner’s-motorcycle sex. In theory, she couldn’t stand guys like Gunner. 
 
      
 
    But if she wasn’t looking for boyfriend material, just a one-night stand… 
 
      
 
    Stop. 
 
      
 
    It’s too late. You didn’t give him your number, and that was the right choice. You don’t need to get mixed up with a guy like that. 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. This was exactly the kind of thinking that made her feel guilty as hell. 
 
      
 
    Because she was moving on. 
 
      
 
    Mom would want me to. 
 
      
 
    She stared down at the photo of her mother. At Jess’s grin, the light in her hazel eyes, the fullness of her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    I was too late, wasn’t I? 
 
      
 
    You kept telling me not to come home because you didn’t want me to see how bad it was. But I could have helped. I could have done something. 
 
      
 
    She blinked back tears. Took the photo over to her desk and propped it against the wall. She’d buy a frame for it later. 
 
      
 
    Actually, no, she had a frame that would fit the photo nicely. She just hadn’t come across it yet in her unpacking. She frowned over her shoulder at the box. That was the last of her stuff. So where was the frame? 
 
      
 
    Then she remembered she’d had to throw a few items into one of her dad’s boxes. She walked down the hall to his bedroom and pushed open the door. 
 
      
 
    His room was mostly tidy, except for several large bins in one corner. And his closet door was open a crack too. 
 
      
 
    She went through the open bins, but couldn’t find the frame. She noticed another box in the closet, some of her dad’s work shirts piled on top of it. The box was sealed with plenty of packing tape, and had KEEPSAKES scrawled on it in black marker. This might have been the box where she’d put some of her stuff — she couldn’t remember. She pulled out her metal nail file and made a slit in the tape. Then she sawed through it and pulled the box open. 
 
      
 
    She removed several wads of packing paper and discovered her mother’s salt and pepper shaker collection. Her chest constricted sharply, but she smiled. The shakers had passed from Kelly’s grandmother to her mother, and Jess had added to the collection over the years. There were dancing penguins, droopy-faced hound dogs, a pair of quant cottages, a kissing Dutch boy and girl… She lifted up one of the hound dogs and paused. Underneath there was something long and olive green. She pulled up more of the shakers to reveal the object. 
 
      
 
    An assault rifle. 
 
      
 
    Kelly was half afraid to touch it at first. Was this a joke? A costume piece? She removed all the shakers and set them on the floor, and carefully lifted the gun. 
 
      
 
    There were more underneath. Weapons of all shapes and sizes, with at least two assault rifles in the mix. 
 
      
 
    Kelly was too stunned to know what to do. She glanced at the matched cottages, and noticed something of sticking out of the bottom one of them. She lifted the shaker and turned it over. The plug was missing, and there was a roll of cash in there. She picked up all the other shakers one by one and pulled the plug from the bottoms. Money in every one of them, right rolls of hundreds. 
 
      
 
    Kelly sat back, heart racing. 
 
      
 
    What the hell was her dad doing with guns and cash? 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” Gunner growled. Glancing around, he saw he’d made a huge miscalculation. Powers had henchmen everywhere. The Devils were outnumbered at least two to one. 
 
      
 
    “Put the gun down, Mr. Wilson, and we’ll talk.” Russell was soft-spoken, but Gunner could hear the steely edge to his voice. 
 
      
 
    Slowly, Gunner and the others lowered their weapons. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right, that’s right. Very good.” Russell motioned. “Down on the ground.” 
 
      
 
    Mica and Bones both looked to Gunner for guidance. Gunner didn’t move. Giving up their weapons meant giving up their last shred of power. 
 
      
 
    Russell wasn’t having it. “Now, please. Or I’m afraid I’ll have to have my men put a bullet through our friend’s head.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner glanced at the others and gave the slightest of nods. The Devils put their weapons down. A couple of henchman went around and collected them. 
 
      
 
    “Now then.” Russell smiled almost cordially, still focused on Gunner. “I have a few questions for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Fire away.” No one seemed to appreciate the pun. Shame. 
 
      
 
    “Did you, by chance, chat up a pretty brunette this evening? Slim, brown-eyed, a bit shy…” 
 
      
 
    Good fucking God. 
 
      
 
    Sweet, demure little Kelly had neglected to mention that her dad worked for a fucking cartel. 
 
      
 
    Gunner would have killed for a cigarette right now. 
 
      
 
    “Sound familiar?” Russell pressed. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like half the girls I’ve gone to bed with in this town,” Gunner replied coolly. 
 
      
 
    Russell smiled. “Oh, I don’t think so. I think you remember this one. It was only a few hours ago, after all. And she certainly remembers you.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner’s chest tightened. Why did some part of him hope that was true? 
 
      
 
    I remember her. God, I remember her. Sweet smile. Quiet, husky voice. Those curves that could give him a hard-on right now, even standing face to face with her fucking weirdo of a father. 
 
      
 
    Russell went on, “She came home talking about the handsome local boy who’d chatted her up.” 
 
      
 
    “I saw her in a bar. I went over to say hi.” 
 
      
 
    Russell laughed. “I’ll bet you did.” 
 
      
 
    Jesus, what was goingon? Had Russell staged all this just because he was pissed at Gunner for hitting on his daughter? Kelly hadn’t been kidding about the guy being overprotective. 
 
      
 
    “What exactly do you think I did to her?” he demanded. 
 
      
 
    Russell’s grin broadened. “Oh, I don’t think you did anything to her.” 
 
      
 
    “Then what—” 
 
      
 
    Russell cleared his throat. Gave his pistol a spin around his finger and held it back up to Gunner’s chest. “Cam, I’m going to tell you and your friends how things are going to be from here on out. I’d like you to listen very carefully.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t take orders from assholes.” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, I think you will. I think you’re going to do exactly what I say. Otherwise you’ll all be exterminated.” 
 
      
 
    Exterminated. This guy had seen way to fucking many James Bond movies. Gunner’s blood heated. “Here’s another idea. You can fuck off.” 
 
      
 
    Russell signaled to the henchmen behind Gunner. 
 
      
 
    Gunner heard the sickening sound of a fist meeting flesh, and a grunt from Durango. 
 
      
 
    Gunner whirled to see Durango’s nose dripping blood. One of the henchmen raised his gun and brought the butt of it down on Durango’s head. Durango slumped, spitting blood. 
 
      
 
    “Jesus Christ!” Gunner snapped, turning back to Russell. Okay, he was sweating a little now. “What the fuck do you want?” 
 
      
 
    “First,” Russell said calmly, handing Gunner a phone. “I’d like you to call your president.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner glared at him, “The fuck do you mean, my president?” 
 
      
 
    He heard Durango take another blow. Then another. 
 
      
 
    Gunner couldn’t watch. Couldn’t look at his brother in pain. During their first raid of a minor drug cache downtown, years before, Gunner had gotten himself in a bad situation. The Horned Devils hadn’t known there was someone guarding the cache, and when the guard had shown himself — all six foot seven inches of himself — Gunner had gotten into a pissing contest with the guy, which had resulted in him being beaten half senseless. Durango had come charging in like some fuck-ugly, out of shape superhero and bashed the hell out of the guys who’d worked Gunner over. 
 
      
 
    Gunner couldn’t let Durango get hurt now. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Okay. What the fuck do you want him for? Why not just settle this you and me?”The old-fashioned way. No guns. Just fists. I’ll punch your fucking stomach up into your throat. 
 
      
 
    Russell gave a thin smile. “I’m afraid that’s not possible. Now make that call. I don’t have all night.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner took the phone. He wanted to hurl it to the ground and stomp on it until it was nothing. “I don’t know his number.” He knew he needed to quit getting in this guy’s face, for Durango’s sake, but he couldn’t help himself. 
 
      
 
    Russell raised a brow. 
 
      
 
    “I’m serious,” Gunner growled. “He’s in my contacts. If you let me getmyphone out, I’ll call him. I don’t have people’s numbers memorized.” Except hedid know Silverback’s. He’d known it since he was seventeen. He had once dialed it from a payphone outside of San Antonio, shaking with adrenaline and fear, his bloody knuckles gripping the receiver tight. 
 
      
 
    A horrible crunch and a groan behind him. Fuck. “Okay,” he snatched the phone from Russell. “Look, I’m dialing. What the hell am I supposed to say?” 
 
      
 
    “Tell him to come to this spot, alone and unarmed. If he disobeys those instructions, things will go very badly for your entire club.” 
 
      
 
    “He won’t recognize this number. What if he doesn’t pick up?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I think he’ll recognize it.” 
 
      
 
    That slugged cold fear into Gunner’s gut. The phone rang once, twice. He could hear Durango spitting blood behind him. 
 
      
 
    Silverback answered. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Cesar? It’s me.” 
 
      
 
    “Gunner. What the fuck?” Silverback sounded instantly alert. 
 
      
 
    “I need you to come out here. To the drop spot. Alone, and—” He met Russell’s eye, giving him another steely glare “—and unarmed.” 
 
      
 
    A second’s silence. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be right there.” Silverback hung up. 
 
      
 
    So Silverbackwasn’t surprised to get this call. What the fuck? 
 
      
 
    This made no sense. What was Russell Powers doing here? Why would Silverback recognize that number? What the hell did Russell plan to do once Silverback arrived? Line the Horned Devils up to face the firing squad? 
 
      
 
    He heard harsh breathing to his right and glanced to the side. Mica was starting to lose it. He was paler than usual in the moonlight, and looked like he was about to hurl. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, kid,” he said gruffly, hoping he wouldn’t get shot for saying it. 
 
      
 
    He met the gazes of each of Russell’s henchmen in turn. The Mexicans didn’t say a word. The duffel bags of cocaine lay at their feet. 
 
      
 
    They all waited. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    At first it was just a faint purr in the distance. Then, the sound of Silverback’s KTM 1290 grew louder and louder, until Gunner could see it through the moonlight, kicking up a spray of desert sand. He didn’t know whether to feel relief or dread. Some part of him — that dumbass, seventeen-year-old part of him, hoped Silverback could fix this somehow. 
 
      
 
    The twenty-five-year-old part of him knew something damned shady was going on. 
 
      
 
    Ride together, die together. Silverback had come alone, even knowing this might be a mass execution. 
 
      
 
    Unless Silverback knew itwasn’t going to be an execution. 
 
      
 
    Silverback dismounted, looking intimidating in his thick leather jacket. He wore a fierce scowl, and his eyes glinted as he surveyed the scene. “Russell,” he said, turning his focus on the white man. “What’s going on here?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner’s stomach plummeted. It sounded as if Silverbackknew Russell. Had communicated with him before. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Cesar,” Russell Powers said mildly. “Glad you could join us. I was just having a chat with your boys here.” 
 
      
 
    “I see that.” There was tension in his tone. 
 
      
 
    Russell stepped forward, his gaze on Silverback but his pistol still trained on Gunner. “I have a set of rules I’d like to convey.” 
 
      
 
    “We were going to work out a deal, Russell,” Cesar said harshly. “You can stop with the dramatics.” 
 
      
 
    “But it’s so much more fun this way. AndI am going to set the terms of this deal, Cesar. Something you seemed to have trouble understanding when we spoke the other day.” 
 
      
 
    Jesus. Gunner looked back and forth between the two men. A deal? Silverback had actually been trying to cut a deal with this psychopath? 
 
      
 
    “So here’s the plan.” Russell glanced around at the assembled Devils. “From now on, I’ll be controlling business in this area.” 
 
      
 
    Chevy sputtered something, but the henchman nearest to him raised his gun. 
 
      
 
    “The Horned Devils are certainly welcome to lend theirservice for a small cut of the profits. But any unauthorized transactions, any failure to comply with these terms, and I’ll be forced to eliminate all of you.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner felt rage snake through him.Keep your temper. Don’t let your brothers get hurt. 
 
      
 
    “You think we’re gonna bow down quietly?” Chevy demanded. “You’ve just declared war, asshole.” 
 
      
 
    “Quiet!” Silverback barked. The Horned Devils fell silent. The Mexicans shifted uncomfortably. 
 
      
 
    Russell turned to Gunner. “And you, Cam.” His closed lips curled into another disconcerting smile. “You’re an integral part of my plan.” 
 
      
 
    This guy seriously thought he was a supervillain or something. “Drooling all over myself here,” Gunner said. “Can’t wait to hear this. 
 
      
 
    Russell cocked a brow. “Tell me … did you enjoy talking to my daughter tonight?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” he said with a bravado he didn’t feel. “Nice girl.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s beautiful. Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
      
 
    What the fuck? Did this guy have a hard-on for his own daughter or something? 
 
      
 
    Russell cocked the pistol. “Cam?” 
 
      
 
    She’s the most beautiful goddamn woman I’ve ever seen. But I’m not gonna stand here and dance for you all night. 
 
      
 
    More fists meeting flesh. Durango made a few noises of pain, then went silent as the beating continued. 
 
      
 
    “She’s beautiful,” Gunner ground out. 
 
      
 
    The words seemed to set something free inside him. Kelly. God, Kelly. That thick, dark hair, those wide, expressive eyes that held a deep sadness. Lips you could kiss all night, a body any man would die to touch. That sadness somewhere deep inside her, a sadness Gunner recognized, even if he was afraid to get too close to it. 
 
      
 
    Russell nodded. “She’s a very sweet girl. Even-tempered. Obedient. Mostly quite intelligent.” He said it all breezily, as though he were describing a horse to a potential buyer. “But she’s got a rebellious streak too. She’s got … spirit. Really, Cam, in spite of your many vices, I think you and she would be a good match.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    Russell twirled the pistol again. His grin returned. All he needed was a fuckin’ mustache he could twirl. “Mr. Wilson,” he said, with supreme satisfaction. “You’re going to marry my daughter.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Kelly’s heart continued to pound so hard it drowned out every sound in the room. What the hell was her father doing with assault rifles? With fucking rolls of cash stuffed inside peppershakers? She searched the bin again to see if it offered any further clues. Nothing but the weapons and the money. 
 
      
 
    She forced herself to rise, to take a step back. She kicked over one of the penguins. The room felt small and airless, and she struggled to breathe. 
 
      
 
    Her father had never expressed any particular interest in guns before. He had a small handgun and a permit to carry it, and he’d kept it on him when he was walking around Cincinnati late at night. Kept it behind the counter at his shop. But these were military-level weapons. And that amount of cash — you didn’t get it running a general goods store. 
 
      
 
    My father’s a … a… 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t let herself think it. 
 
      
 
    There had to be an explanation. She’d just wait until he got home, and then confront him about it. 
 
      
 
    But if he was a criminal … if he were someone she didn’t actually know at all, would he hurt her, if he learned she’d discovered his secret? 
 
      
 
    It was hard to imagine. He loved her. An unconditional, almost obsessive love. If she asked for the truth, he’d tell her. And she’d… 
 
      
 
    She’d stand by him. Of course she would. He was her father. The only parent she had left. 
 
      
 
    But what if he was the kind of man who hurt people? Killed people? 
 
      
 
    She closed her eyes, calling on memories of her mother. 
 
      
 
    What do I do? 
 
      
 
    Who is he? 
 
      
 
    Sometimes she swore she could feel her mother’s presence in the room, speaking to her, guiding her. There was nothing now. 
 
      
 
    Did you know? 
 
      
 
    She flashed back to the last time she’d spoken to her mother.“Honey, there’s something…” 
 
      
 
    And Kelly had waited. 
 
      
 
    “Never mind.” 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t stay here now. She had to talk to her father at once. She texted him.Are you at the store? 
 
      
 
    What had her mom been trying to tell her. 
 
      
 
    She waited a few minutes, staring at her screen, willing him to text back. No answer. 
 
      
 
    Dammit. 
 
      
 
    She went to the garage and got in her Chevy. Pulled out of the driveway a little faster than necessary, and sped off toward the general store. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    Kelly pulled into the parking lot of Pete’s Goods, out of breath and still shaking. The store was closed — it’s Opening Soon sign hung proudly across the front of the building. A light was on, and someone was moving inside. But her father’s car wasn’t anywhere in sight. She shut off the car and hurried toward the door, her heels clacking on the pavement. 
 
      
 
    Rex was in there. What the hell? Wasn’t he supposed to still be tending bar at Hammered & Nailed? She knocked on the glass. Rex spotted her, smiled, and came over to let her in. 
 
      
 
    “Kelly. What’s up?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have any idea where my father is?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Rex’s brow furrowed with concern. “Something wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “I just need to talk to him. I thought maybe he was here.” 
 
      
 
    Rex studied her carefully. “He’s out on a delivery. He’ll be back soon.” 
 
      
 
    A delivery? At this time of night? What kind of delivery? 
 
      
 
    “He’s not answering my texts or calls,” she said pointedly. 
 
      
 
    Rex’s eyes flicked. He was nervous. 
 
      
 
    Shit. Shit shit shit. What had she gotten herself into? 
 
      
 
    She could play dumb. People always assumed pretty girls weren’t too bright. And she could find out what Rex knew. 
 
      
 
    She softened her voice, widened her eyes. “He’s … I think he might be in some kind of trouble.” 
 
      
 
    She didn’t miss Rex’s slight frown. “Why do you say that?” 
 
      
 
    How much to reveal? She gave her voice a little quaver, for good measure. “I found some things … I think he might be caught up with some bad people.” 
 
      
 
    Rex’s jaw twitched. Whatever her father was involved in, Rex was at least peripherally aware of it, if not involved outright. She was sure. “What kinds of things?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t go into detail. But I need to talk to him. If you know where he is, then please, Rex, tell me.” 
 
      
 
    “I can call him,” Rex said finally. “He might be more likely to answer if he thinks there’s an emergency with the store.” 
 
      
 
    More likely than if he thinks there’s an emergency with his daughter?Kelly was still half numb. Whowas this man they were talking about? It couldn’t be the same man posing with Goofy in that Disney World photo. The same man who told her not to ride a motorcycle because it was too dangerous. 
 
      
 
    Rex went in the back room to make the call. So he didn’t trust Kelly to hear what he might say to her dad. That told her a great deal. She looked around. Pete’s Goods was a small, unassuming shop, only a little larger than a gas station store. It sold a small selection of hardware, toiletries, and food essentials. Once it officially opened, her dad said he planned to partner with a local bakery to sell a few baked goods. 
 
      
 
    He’s my father,she reminded herself, despite the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach.How can the man who’s treated this store like a labor of love, who wants to sell Bundt cakes, for Christ’s sake, be … bad? 
 
      
 
    There was no proof he was. 
 
      
 
    Except that Rex is back there having a private call with him. Except that I found an AK-47 in one of his moving bins. 
 
      
 
    She could run. Leave the store right now, and go … where, exactly? 
 
      
 
    She had to see this through. Had to learn the truth. 
 
      
 
    Keeping an eye on the door to the back room, she crept behind the counter. In the store her dad had run in Ohio, he’d always kept that handgun behind the counter, on a shelf under the register. Hopefully he kept it here too. She didn’t trust Rex, didn’t trust anyone at the moment. 
 
      
 
    She was feeling around under the register when Rex emerged from the back room. He took one look at her, and his face went dark. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
      
 
    She straightened, struggling to remain calm. “I could ask the same of you.” 
 
      
 
    Rex rubbed his balding head. Smirked. 
 
      
 
    Shit. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s my father?” she asked coldly. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, honey.” Rex grinned. “He’s busy.” 
 
      
 
    “With what?” She didn’t like the way Rex was looking at her. She wanted to demand to know about the guns, the money, wanted to order him to put her on the phone with her father. 
 
      
 
    To her horror, Rex lifted his shirt slightly, revealing the butt of a revolver. He let his shirt drop down, the gesture casual, as if it wasn’t even intentional. But of course it had been. 
 
      
 
    “Hang tight, Kelly.” He pulled up a folding plastic chair and motioned to it. “Why don’t you have a seat right here? Your daddy will be back soon. And he’s got plans for you.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “Marry her?” Gunner fairly spat the words. “The hell are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a bit slow, I’m afraid, aren’t you?” Russell’s eyes glinted. “Marry her. In a church. Before God and all your little friends. Marry her, and then give me a grandchild.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner wanted to burst out laughing. This was the craziest thing he’d ever fucking heard. He was pretty sure Russell was just doing it to humiliate him — train the gun on him, make him say he’d marry Kelly, and then laugh at him for taking the plan seriously. Because, crazy bullshit aside, what father would let his daughter marry someone she’d barely met? Let alone demand that the guy she’d barely met get her pregnant? 
 
      
 
    But Russell looked dead serious. 
 
      
 
    Gunner curled his lip into a half grin, half sneer. “That’s insane. You’re insane.” 
 
      
 
    “Am I?” Russell waved the gun slightly. Gunner refused to flinch. “Then I guess you’d better not push me, hmm?” 
 
      
 
    Oh, I’ll do so much more than push you, you fucking— 
 
      
 
    “You’d better do it, Gunner.” Silverback’s low, tight voice. 
 
      
 
    Gunner turned to him, stunned. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Say yes.” 
 
      
 
    No way. No way would Cesar “Silverback” Ortiz go along with this for any fucking reason. Gunner’s hands clenched at his sides, and he prepared to protest, to fight. The look Silverback gave him was nearly inscrutable, but Gunner suddenly understood.You have no choice. Do this for your brothers. Give him what he wants … for now. 
 
      
 
    Gunner turned back to Russell. “DoesKelly want this?” 
 
      
 
    Russell brushed some imaginary piece of lint from his suit. “She seemed quite taken with you when she spoke about you earlier. I imagine she’ll come around to the idea without too much fuss.” 
 
      
 
    “You haven’ttold her?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t want to spoil the surprise.” 
 
      
 
    Jesus Christ. This guy was a bona fide lunatic. 
 
      
 
    Somewhere, a coyote howled. Others answered it, a chorus of yips and wails that made the nearly non-existent hair on the back of Gunner’s neck stand up. 
 
      
 
    Then there was another sound — one Gunner didn’t recognize at first. A frantic, huffing sound that Gunner suddenly realized was coming from Mica. He glanced at the kid. Mica was half doubled over, shaking with near hysterical laughter. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up,” Silverback snarled at the kid. “Shutup.” 
 
      
 
    But Mica straightened, still laughing, and looked directly at Russell. “That’s your evil genius plan? You want a grandkid so bad you’re gonna make Gunner marry your daughter? Dude, that’s … that’s lame as fuck.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner’s heart pounded. He could see that Mica’s hysteria was a cover for his terror, but he wanted to congratulate the kid for saying what was on everyone’s mind. He couldn’t tell if Mica was stupid as hell, or a whole lot braver than Gunner and Silverback and the others combined. “Kid, don’t,” he hissed. 
 
      
 
    Russell took a step closer to Mica — thought not before gesturing to a henchman to take over guarding Gunner. “What’s your name?” he asked Mica quietly. 
 
      
 
    “Russell,” Gunner called. “This is between you and me. Leave him out of this.” 
 
      
 
    Mica bit his lip, but huffs of laughter kept escaping. He leaned forward, never breaking eye contact with Russell, and enunciated each word: “Fuck. You.” 
 
      
 
    Russell raised the pistol and fired once. Mica went to the ground, clutching his shoulder and screaming in pain. 
 
      
 
    Russell turned back to the group, pretending to scan it before his gaze landed once more on Gunner. “Now, where were we?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner tried to drown out Mica’s cries, his jaw set tight. This was serious. This was dead fucking serious, and Gunner wasn’t feeling very confident anymore. Still, he squared his shoulders and faced Russell. “You were blackmailing me into marrying your daughter.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes.” Russell gestured at him with the gun. “I’m not going to get down on one knee and offer you a ring, Cam.” His voice softened. “Say yes.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner had a sudden vision of his mother — her brittle, bleached hair as wild as her eyes. Her bony fingers were clasped around his wrist, and she was staring at him, tears tracking down her cheeks.“Say you’ll stay with me. Say you’ll stay no matter what.” 
 
      
 
    He was sixteen years old. Old enough to drop out of school, if he wanted to. Old enough to get a job. To leave this house and this woman behind. But the way she looked at him… He was afraid to disobey her. Afraid of what she’d do to him, to herself, if he didn’t say what she wanted him to say. 
 
      
 
    “Say yes, Cam.” 
 
      
 
    He’d sworn he’d never let himself feel that helpless again. 
 
      
 
    “Promise me.” 
 
      
 
    And after all those weeks of waiting for his sixteenth birthday, saving money, dreaming of the day the authorities couldn’t make him go back to her… 
 
      
 
    “Yes,”he’d said, voice cracking.“I promise.” 
 
      
 
    Now here he was, in a stare-down with this fuckhead, and everything in him wanted to fight. He didn’t even care if he went down, just as long as he got a chance to physically tear that smirk off this asshole’s face before he died. 
 
      
 
    But Silverback’s words came back to him from seven years ago.“You have potential. But you’re reckless.” 
 
      
 
    “So when do I get a spot in the club?” he’d demanded once, a studied sullenness covering up his need, his desperation to be allowed into the Horned Devils. To have a family he could fucking rely on. 
 
      
 
    “When you learn to put others’ needs before your own. When you learn you’re not the center of the universe.” 
 
      
 
    He stared at Russell. Mica’s groans had turned to soft hisses. 
 
      
 
    What other way out was there? For the sake of his brothers, he had to bow down. It was temporary anyway. As soon as they were out of here, they’d regroup at the clubhouse and start strategizing. They’d find a way to get Russell Powers to back off. Hell, if Gunner was lucky, maybe Silverback would assign him to personally “exterminate” the bastard. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he said through gritted teeth, glaring defiantly at Russell for another moment before dropping his gaze. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” Russell said, and Gunner could hear the grin in his voice. “I’ll bring the happy news home to my daughter.” 
 
      
 
    Love to see how she handles that. 
 
      
 
    He felt another ache as he thought of Kelly. 
 
      
 
    Russell’s henchmen began loading the truck. Russell grinned again. 
 
      
 
    “Cesar? I’ll be in touch.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner watched Silverback. Silverback wouldn’t look at Russell. Wouldn’t look at Gunner. Gunner felt a stab of betrayal.You let this happen. I thought you’d come here to help us fight. Not bend over and let this dog fuck you. 
 
      
 
    There had to be a reason.Hadto be. 
 
      
 
    Silverback went with Chevy to hoist Durango up, while Bones went to help Mica. Durango was conscious, but barely. Silverback put Durango on Silverback’s own bike, on the bitch seat. He growled at Durango to hold onto his waist and not let go. 
 
      
 
    A few feet away, Mica gave a groan through gritted teeth as Bones pulled him up. 
 
      
 
    Russell still had his pistol on Gunner. “Cam? This goes without saying, but don’t even think about running. I have friends in high places. And I know you’re not a coward. Are you?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner narrowed his eyes. “I’m no coward.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. I’ll be in contact about wedding arrangements.” Russell gestured toward the hut. “Go ahead. Mount up.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner guessed he wasn’t getting his Glock back. 
 
      
 
    He walked numbly to the hut, aware of Russell watching him. All this reckless rage, and nowhere to put it. So he thought instead about Kelly. Those eyes. No girl’s eyes had ever pierced him like hers. Had made him want to … to know her. 
 
      
 
    Shit. He’d never wanted anything like that before. Had never needed anything but his bike, the open road, and his brothers. The idea of being with Kelly filled him with a combination of fear and resentment and something else, something deeper, wilder, something he didn’t understand. 
 
      
 
    Holy fuck. 
 
      
 
    He was getting married. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Kelly stood in the backroom of the church, staring up at a stained glass window depicting the Ascension. She was praying for the first time since her mother’s illness. Nothing coherent about the prayer, just a stream of random pleas under her breath. 
 
      
 
    She was shaking. 
 
      
 
    She looked down at her floor-length white strapless gown, with its beaded bodice, lace detail, and long, swooshing train. The sort of dress she’d spent hours staring at in a catalogue when she was little. Imagining the day she’d be grown up enough, lucky enough to wear it. 
 
      
 
    Lucky. 
 
      
 
    It had been four weeks since her father had come to retrieve her from Pete’s Goods. She’d been sitting in a chair by the register, trembling with rage as Rex puttered behind the counter, whistling, his revolver in one hand. She imagined rushing him, imagined grabbing the gun and fleeing the store. Fleeing this town, jumping in her car and driving back to Ohio, back to Maddy and her memories of a happier time. 
 
      
 
    She’d known Rex probably wouldn’t shoot her. Rex had said Russell had “plans” for her. Clearly those plans didn’t include her being shot — at least not right away — or she’d be dead already. 
 
      
 
    But she was scared. Scared of a man with a gun. Scared of what her father would do when he turned up. 
 
      
 
    Rex had seen her eyeing the door. “Don’t even think about it, girlie.” 
 
      
 
    So she’d waited, clinging to a shred of hope that this was all a mistake. That her father would show up and demand to know what Rex was doing, holding her hostage. That he’d have an explanation for the guns and the money she’d found in his room. 
 
      
 
    Like what? Holding them for a friend? I don’t trust banks? Personal protection? 
 
      
 
    There was no explanation. 
 
      
 
    It occurred to her that maybe he’d left those things in the bedroom on purpose. Hoping she’d find them. 
 
      
 
    But why? 
 
      
 
    Her father eventually showed up. Asked her if she was okay. Acted like nothing was wrong. 
 
      
 
    No. I’m not fucking okay. 
 
      
 
    Then he’d thanked Rex for keeping an eye on her. Keeping an eye on her — like he hadn’t showed her a fucking gun and told her to stay put. 
 
      
 
    The drive home had been tense. When she’d opened her mouth to speak, her father had cut her off.“It’s best not to ask any questions.” 
 
      
 
    “How can I not?”she’d demanded, too furious and scared to keep quiet.“I found your guns, I found the money. Whoare you?” 
 
      
 
    A long silence. 
 
      
 
    Russell had turned onto their street, keeping his gaze on the road.“In a way, my dear, I suppose it’s good that you found those things. Now you’ll understand how important it is to do precisely as I say.” 
 
      
 
    Was hethreatening her? 
 
      
 
    “Dad.”Kelly’s eyes were full of tears of anger and despair.“What are you talking about? Please, whatever this is about, you can tell me.” 
 
      
 
    He’d gotten that distant look that she saw on him sometimes. That look where he didn’t even seem to recognize her.“Your life is about to change. Kelly. It’s about to change very much indeed.” 
 
      
 
    And then he’d explained what he intended her to do. She’d been so stunned she almost wanted tolaugh. 
 
      
 
    “But that’s absurd. You can’t — you can’t order me to marry somebody. This isn’t the 1800s.” 
 
      
 
    “Do as I say, darling. It’s what’s best for you. Trust me.” 
 
      
 
    Was it possible? Was it possible that he was doing all this to protect her from some greater danger? Possible that her father was actually a hero, rather than a villain, and that the truth was simply too dangerous for her to know? 
 
      
 
    “But why?”she’d asked again and again.“Why do you want me to marry him? I barely know him!” 
 
      
 
    “All you need to worry about is following my orders.” 
 
      
 
    Oh, that was a laugh. All she needed toworry about? 
 
      
 
    She’d spent the past few weeks thinking of any possible way to get out of this. She’d followed Maddy on Facebook for a few days, wondering if she could get back in touch, ask Maddy for help. But they hadn’t really spoken since she had left, and she had no idea how to explain this situation to her friend. Plus, Maddy had her own troubles: her financial aid had been revoked; she wasn’t sure she’d be able to continue with school. One of her best friends had recently been injured in a car accident. Kelly couldn’t add to her stress. She thought about confiding in Jenna, but she’d never met Jenna in person. 
 
      
 
    She could have fled on her own, but she wasn’t surehow. She’d led a sheltered life, and had no money of her own. What little she’d made at her campus jobs in Ohio had gone toward rent and food and tuition for her new nursing program. She had no savings. And besides, she didn’t know where to go, didn’t know who would take her in, keep her safe. Wherever she went, she was sure her dad would find her. He was a more resourceful man than she’d ever imagined. 
 
      
 
    And so she’d gone along with it. Hadn’t seen her husband to be since that night in the bar, but had been assured by Russell that Gunner wasvery interested in getting to know her better. Kelly was terrified to think what that might mean. 
 
      
 
    She was interrupted by the arrival of the very sweet old lady from the church who’d been wrangling guests all afternoon. The old woman smiled gently at Kelly. “It’s time.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly nodded numbly. 
 
      
 
    “Such a pretty dress,” the old woman said, looking her over. It was the third time she’s said it today. “You’re such a beautiful girl. And the church looks so lovely, the way you’ve decorated it.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t decorate it. 
 
      
 
    Or, she had, but under duress. Her father had sent her links, the way he’d once sent her links to funny videos online. He’d stood over her while she selected various decorations. 
 
      
 
    He’d come with her to the bridal store and watched her try on dresses, finally choosing the one he liked best on her. 
 
      
 
    This wasn’t how this was supposed to go. She’d always thought if she were to get married, it would be on her terms. A small yet elegant ceremony. Guests she’d invited. Centerpieces she’d chosen, on her own. A man she loved. 
 
      
 
    Instead she was marrying some tattooed asshole who thought she was another notch for his belt. 
 
      
 
    God, she wasscared of him. He could be anyone. If her father was a criminal, if that was how he knew Gunner, then Gunner could be someone ten times worse than Russell. Someone her father was paying to get her out of the way — marry her, then kill her and make it look like an accident. 
 
      
 
    You never let me ride a motorcycle. But you’d force me to marryhim. 
 
      
 
    She stopped herself. She’d been down this rabbit hole too many times in the past few weeks. She needed to get herself together. She had to be strong now. For herself, and for the memory of her mother. 
 
      
 
    She was eleven. Her mother had just started playing for the Cin City Crushers. She was the only woman on the team. Said the guys were mostly good about it, but gave her some crap once in a while. She’d told Kelly:“Nobody else dictates where you go in this world. The world is as much yours as anybody else’s, and if anyone tries to tell you otherwise, prove them wrong.” 
 
      
 
    Yet here Kelly was, going dumbly along with her dad’s plan. She ought to be embarrassed to call herself her mother’s daughter. 
 
      
 
    I’ll figure something out. I will. I’m not gonna be other people’s pawn forever. 
 
      
 
    She swiped her thumbs under her eyes to get rid of any smeared makeup, and followed the old lady to the door. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    Gunner threw back another slug of whiskey. “It ain’t working.” He passed the whiskey bottle to Durango. 
 
      
 
    “Mm.” Durango took a swig. Coughed. “You just need to keep drinking.” He handed the bottle to Gunner, swiping at his burning eyes. 
 
      
 
    They were in an alley behind the church. Gunner was trying to delay the inevitable for as long as possible. Trying to numb himself to this outlandish reality. 
 
      
 
    He stared at the bottle. “This isn’t gonna help. I mean, it’s not gonna change anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. But it’ll drown your fuckin’ sorrows if you drink enough.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner didn’t take another drink. 
 
      
 
    When the Horned Devils had returned to the clubhouse after that night in the desert, Gunner had rounded on Silverback, expecting an explanation, expecting aplan. 
 
      
 
    But Silverback had simply helped Bones guide Mica to the bathroom to clean and bandage his shoulder. The wound was a graze — it bled a lot, but wasn’t serious. Bones set Mica on the toilet and cleaned the wound with some whiskey. Mica was already furiously insisting that they track Russell Powers down so Mica could personally rip his head off. 
 
      
 
    Gunner had looked after Durango. And “looked after” meant “handed him the remaining whiskey and asked, ‘Does your face hurt? ’Cause it’s killing me.’” 
 
      
 
    Durango wheezed out a laugh and took a long drink.“Fuck, man. I must look pretty badass, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “You look like you stuck your fucking face in a blender.”Gunner peeled off his bandana and threw it at Durango.“Wipe some of that off, man.” 
 
      
 
    Durango spat in the bandana and started wiping the dried blood from his face. 
 
      
 
    Once Mica and Durango were both tended to, Cesar gathered everyone in the main room. Durango and Chevy took the old sofa that reeked of cigarettes and had stuffing coming out in all directions. Mica sat on the pool table, his left arm in a sling made from an old shirt. The others sprawled on various pieces of furniture, or leaned against the walls. Gunner paced, restless as a panther. 
 
      
 
    “Cool it,”Silverback said to him.“You’re gonna want to stay still and listen.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner let out a hollow laugh.“Hope you got a miracle up your sleeve. Because I’m pretty sure I just got saddled with an old lady and a baby.” 
 
      
 
    Silverback addressed the room.“Brothers. What happened tonight in the desert was unfortunate.” 
 
      
 
    Mica snorted. 
 
      
 
    Silverback ignored him.“Russell Powers is not an ideal ally. However, he is a very, very powerful man, with a lot of connections. Particularly across the border. He’s offered us a way to double, even triple our profits.” 
 
      
 
    Bones whistled. Gunner raised his eyebrows.Shit. Triple our profits? No wonder Silverback was hopping into bed with this psycho. Still, that didn’t change the fact that Gunner was pissed. 
 
      
 
    Silverback looked at Gunner.“This doesn’t have to be permanent. As far as I’m concerned, we work with Powers and his boys until we start reaping the benefits, then we drive them out.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh,”Chevy said.“This guy’s powerful enough to triple our profits, and you think we’re gonna be able to just … run him out of town when the time comes?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re gonna use some of those profits to strengthen our own brotherhood. To build up the Devils, so that when the time comes, Powers’ll know he has no choice but to tuck his tail and leave.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner fumed.“And in the meantime, I gotta get married and knock some girl up?” 
 
      
 
    “Hey man,”Chevy said.“There’s worse girls you could be forced to marry.” 
 
      
 
    No kidding. 
 
      
 
    Silverback stared evenly at Gunner.“Gunner. I’ve never known you to refuse to do something for the good of the brotherhood.” 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t for the good of the brotherhood. This is foryour own good. You thought you could make more money, so you jumped in bed with this guy without knowing who he was. Am I right? Who’s rash now?” 
 
      
 
    They stared at each other, hackles raised, teeth practically bared. 
 
      
 
    “It’s temporary,”Silverback repeated. 
 
      
 
    “A baby,”Gunner growled.“You really think it’s okay me bringing akid into the world just to appease some psychopath?” 
 
      
 
    Something flashed across Silverback’s face. Something Gunner couldn’t read.“It won’t get that far. Say you’re having problems conceiving. Say she’s barren, say you’re shooting blanks. Delay until we can get the fuck out of this.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner just stared. Then he laughed harshly.“He’s got us by the balls, hasn’t he?” 
 
      
 
    Silverback didn’t answer. 
 
      
 
    “You’re afraid of him.” 
 
      
 
    Silverback’s jaw tightened.“We don’t have a choice any of us.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner nodded and started pacing.“Great. Just fuckin’ great.” 
 
      
 
    Delay until we can get the fuck out of this, Gunner reminded himself now, passing the bottle back to Durango. He checked his phone. “Shit. Shit, I’m supposed to be in there.” 
 
      
 
    “Hang on, hang on.” Durango dusted off Gunner’s rumpled suit. Gunner’d had to borrow it from Silverback; it was too short in the legs and sleeves. Gunner felt ridiculous. 
 
      
 
    He stepped inside the church and was immediately set upon by some random woman who hustled him into position, straightened his tie, and positioned him at an aisle entrance. The organ music fired up. 
 
      
 
    Okay.He let out a long breath. Go time. 
 
      
 
    The walk down the aisle was interminable. Surreal. He was barely stumbling, which was something, he supposed. It was like the alcohol hadn’t done a damn thing for him. 
 
      
 
    God, why was he so alone here? Weren’t there supposed to be other people? A flower girl, and a ring bearer and some shit? And where was Kelly? He looked around but couldn’t see her anywhere. He had no idea how weddings were supposed to work. But the usher got him on the altar, standing where he was supposed to be. He had nothing to do but try not to make awkward eye contact with the priest. The other option was to look out into the pews, which was disturbing as hell. The Horned Devils sat on one side of the church, wearing their grubby Sunday finest. Their expressions held a mix of discomfort, anger, and anxious amusement. 
 
      
 
    Powers’ men sat on the other side, looking far more put together, but far blanker.Bunch of garbage-faced goons. 
 
      
 
    Gunner decided to distract himself by thinking about Kelly. Thinking about those curves. Thinking about kissing her, hearing her soft exhales as he worked his way down her body. Her cry of pleasure as he entered her. In his fantasy, she wanted him. They were both in doing this willingly. They were fucking like animals, and she was the hottest, wildest woman he’d ever slept with. 
 
      
 
    He was snapped out of it by more organ music. 
 
      
 
    Shit. 
 
      
 
    It was time. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Kelly was nervous enough to throw up as she stared down the aisle. Some part of her, disconnected from her rational mind, was excited. Excited to see Gunner again. Excited because this was her wedding, whatever the bizarre circumstances, and so many little girls dreamed about their wedding day. Kelly had been one of those girls, once upon a time. 
 
      
 
    Her father was suddenly beside her, linking his arm with hers. She felt that increasingly familiar wave of sickness. She didn’t want him anywhere near her. But the organ music blared, and she walked side by side with him down the aisle, her heart pounding. She tried to focus straight ahead, but she kept sneaking glances at her audience. She didn’t know any of these people. There were bikers on one side, and her father’s … associates on the other. No one was here forher. No friends. No family. Her throat tightened. This wedding was a sham. It was a … a kidnapping of sorts. And she was too weak to escape it. 
 
      
 
    She stepped up onto the altar and her breath caught. Gunner looked… 
 
      
 
    Handsome. 
 
      
 
    His suit didn’t fit very well, his shirt could use an ironing, but he was still possibly the hottest guy she’d ever seen in person. But his expression… He looked horrified to see her. Which didn’t bode well. 
 
      
 
    She blinked back tears as her father let go of her arm and stepped away. She tried not to look Gunner in the eye. Wished she’d insisted on a veil, so that her face could be at least partially hidden during this travesty. 
 
      
 
    Just get this over with, she willed the priest. 
 
      
 
    She tried to listen to what the priest was saying, but she couldn’t focus on anything except the heat that was prickling across her skin. Being this close to Gunner, even in these awful circumstances, was doing something to her. She could feel him staring, and she blushed furiously, aware of how the bodice of the gown pushed her breasts up so they rose just slightly above the scalloped neckline. Aware that the dress cinched her waist and hugged her ass. 
 
      
 
    All right, Gunner, look your fill. Because if you think I’m sharing a wedding bed with you tonight, you’re wrong. 
 
      
 
    Cold fear gripped her gut for the umpteenth time. It wasn’t like she could stop him. 
 
      
 
    The priest droned on and on. Held the rings out in a small velvet box. Gunner fumbled picking up the ring. But when he touched her hand to put the ring on, clumsy as the gesture was, a jolt went through her. She met his eye for just a second, and he gave her a wan smile. 
 
      
 
    My God. He looks as terrified as I feel. 
 
      
 
    Was it possible that Gunner wasn’t one of her father’s associates? That he had been forced into this just like she had? 
 
      
 
    When it came time for her to put the ring on his finger, her own hands were steady. Inside, she was falling apart, but she was determined to stay strong on the outside. 
 
      
 
    Gunner’s hand was large, callused, and warm. She slid the gold band onto his ring finger and stared at it for a second. It caught the light so beautifully. Made her ache with longing for a life that had never gotten a chance to come to pass — a life where her wedding day was joyous, where the thought of living with her husband for the rest of her life made her feel safe, happy, proud. 
 
      
 
    She flushed further as she realized she was still holding Gunner’s hand. She let it go like it was burning her and listened to the priest finish up. 
 
      
 
    “Do you, Cam, take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife? Do you promise to love, honor, and cherish her as long as you both shall live?” 
 
      
 
    Kelly almost snorted. Did this guy even know he was officiating an abduction? 
 
      
 
    Gunner swallowed visibly. “I do.” 
 
      
 
    The priest turned to her. “And do you, Kelly, take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband? To love, honor, and cherish him, as long as you both shall live?” 
 
      
 
    This was her chance to be her mother’s daughter. To refuse to say I do. To turn and bolt. To denounce her father here, in this house of God. 
 
      
 
    But then that little spark of hope was back, the voice that said maybe her father was doing this for her own good. Maybe this was part of some larger plan. 
 
      
 
    The silence was growing all around her. Everyone was waiting. 
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath. “I do.” 
 
      
 
    “I now pronounce you husband and wife.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner looked slightly green. 
 
      
 
    Kelly flinched as the words she’d been dreading arrived. “You may kiss the bride.” 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    Well damn. Seriously damn. 
 
      
 
    Those were the only thoughts that had been running through Gunner’s head as Kelly had approached the altar. 
 
      
 
    Once Gunner had been able to pick his jaw off the floor, he’d realized that his brain was never gonna work right again. The only thing fully functional right now was his dick, which was changing the fit of his suit even more. 
 
      
 
    Kelly was hot as hell. 
 
      
 
    That dress was … Gunner didn’t know jack shit about dresses, he just knew this one was hugging everything exactly the right way. And her face … subtle makeup accenting those wide hazel eyes. She didn’t even need lipstick or anything — those lips were plump and pink, and unless he was mistaken, the blush in her cheeks was natural. 
 
      
 
    He had a feeling he was blushing too. How was it possible he was marrying a woman this gorgeous? 
 
      
 
    He barely heard a thing the priest said. Made a damn fool of himself trying to get the ring on Kelly’s slender finger. Had nearly come in his pants when she’d slipped the ring on his. God, this was not the time to be thinking about… 
 
      
 
    Except he couldn’t stop thinking about it. And this was embarrassing, because neither of them had consented to this, and because he ought to be furious, ought to be thinking of ways to cut Russell Powers’ limbs off and feed them to him — and instead he was… 
 
      
 
    Speechless. 
 
      
 
    He was still speechless a few minutes later when it came time to say I do. But somehow he swallowed and made himself say it. 
 
      
 
    Kelly looked right at him when she said the words. She looked afraid, but strong. So fucking strong. And in that moment, he realized he was getting way more than he bargained for. Not just the marriage and the baby, but … her. 
 
      
 
    This woman who had layers. This woman he didn’t know, didn’t understand, but who made him feel like maybe, just maybe, they’d get through this together. 
 
      
 
    Then the priest said, “You may kiss the bride.” 
 
      
 
    And Gunner froze. 
 
      
 
    Could he? 
 
      
 
    He had to, didn’t he? Or the jig was up. Russell would surely have something to say about it if Gunner refused the kiss. Gunner was still standing there wondering how the hell he could do this to Kelly if she was an unwilling participant, when she leaned forward and tilted her chin up, that same blazing strength in her gaze. 
 
      
 
    And before he knew it, she was kissing him. And he was kissing her back. And the surge of desire he felt was probably inappropriate as fuck for this wedding, for any wedding, but he couldn’t help it. Her mouth was hot and wet, the kiss fierce but oddly chaste. He didn’t want it to end, and yet it was over so quickly. 
 
      
 
    There was a smattering of applause. A whoop from Chevy that made Gunner want to smack him upside the head. Gunner and Kelly pulled back, both of them breathing hard. Her lips were parted slightly, and she looked sort of shell-shocked. Gunner ran a hand quickly over his scalp. He gazed at her dark hair, elaborately pinned up, and wished he could take it down, run his hands through it 
 
      
 
    She was his wife. She was his wife, and he had no idea if he was allowed to touch her. If he’d ever be allowed. 
 
      
 
    After what seemed like forever, they left the altar. Kelly walked quickly in front of him, not speaking to him, and disappeared into some side room. He didn’t try to follow her. 
 
      
 
    He had no idea what to do now. Where to go, what to say to Kelly, whether or not he could get away with going to the clubhouse to smoke and drink and plot revenge against Russell. 
 
      
 
    Was there any way he could make the best of this? Find a silver lining? His club’s funds were gonna triple, and he had a gorgeous wife. Things could be worse. 
 
      
 
    Before he could do anything, Russell Powers approached. Gunner tensed. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Wilson,” Russell said in that same, smooth polite tone he’d used the night in the desert. 
 
      
 
    The night he’d shot Mica. Beaten Durango. Ruined Gunner’s fucking life. 
 
      
 
    Gunner didn’t answer. 
 
      
 
    Russell held up a set of keys. “These are to your new home.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” This shit just kept getting more and moreTwilight Zone. 
 
      
 
    “Your new house. It’s on the edge of town. 5621 Blessing Way. A very nice, comfortable place. I think you and Kelly will be quite happy there.” 
 
      
 
    “I already have a home.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but you’re married now, Cam. Surely you don’t intend to live in your little clubhouse while your wife lives with her father?” 
 
      
 
    That had kinda been the idea, yes. 
 
      
 
    “Just remember, Cam. This can be very easy, if you cooperate. And I can make your life very, very difficult, and very painful, if you don’t.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner snatched the keys from him. “Did you get me a car too?” 
 
      
 
    Russell grinned. “Don’t be silly. You have your bike.” He waved a hand. “I’ll drop Kelly off in about an hour. I have a few words for her before she embarks on this new life.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure she can’t wait to hear them,” Gunner said savagely. He turned and started to walk away.” 
 
      
 
    “Cam?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner turned. 
 
      
 
    “Treat her right.” 
 
      
 
    The irony of that was almost too much to handle. 
 
      
 
    Cam went outside. Durango was waiting for him. “Jesus dude.” Durango clapped him on the shoulder. “I can’t believe that really happened.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner looked at the keys in his hand. 
 
      
 
    “What’re those?” Durango asked. 
 
      
 
    “Keys.” 
 
      
 
    “No shit.” 
 
      
 
    “To my new house.” 
 
      
 
    Durango stared at him. “That creep bought you a house?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Shit this is … this is too weird for words.” 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Kelly?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner shook his head rapidly, his panic and anger rising. “Who the fuck knows? Her dad wants to have a few last words with her, then he’s dropping her off at the house. Our house. Fuck, I can’t do this. I really can’t.” 
 
      
 
    “You gotta.” Durango slapped him on the back. “You’re still my brother, man. No matter what.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner nodded. “You too,” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    “Take this. You’ll need it.” Durango handed him the whiskey bottle. 
 
      
 
    Gunner glanced at him. “That’s my wedding present, huh.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn straight. Enjoy.” 
 
      
 
    “Coulda got me a new bike. Or a new gun. How about that?” 
 
      
 
    “I think you’re gonna need booze more.” Durango’s cheek had the last yellowish traces of bruising on it. Gunner looked sadly at his friend. This really did feel like being forcibly separated from his family and forced into some strange new life. “Take care,” he said quietly. 
 
      
 
    “I got your back. You know I do.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” He knew it. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll find you a way out of this.” Durango grinned. “Unless you take to married life.” 
 
      
 
    “Hell no!” 
 
      
 
    Durango’s grin widened. “Gunner Wilson. Biggest player in Romedo. A married man.” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up.” Gunner tried not to grin as he brushed past his friend and headed for his bike. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    When Kelly’s dad dropped her at the door of her new home, she was shaking. Whatever illusion of cool she’d managed during the wedding shattered as they approached the house and pulled into the drive. 
 
      
 
    She said goodbye to her father in a hollow voice. He turned his cheek to her as though expecting a kiss. She didn’t lean over and give him one. Instead she quickly let herself out of the car and hurried toward the front door of the two-story ranch house. 
 
      
 
    The house was beautiful — white and gleaming, with rust-red shutters and a tidy front porch. But Kelly barely noticed. She was distracted by the motorcycle in the driveway, and then by the bike’s owner, who was standing on the front porch, looking large, imposing, and grim. 
 
      
 
    She tried to avoid looking at him as she walked up the steps. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t go in yet,” he said, stopping her in her tracks. 
 
      
 
    She gave him a quick glance, then looked down at the ground again. 
 
      
 
    When he spoke, it was with an almost charming nervousness — he wasn’t at all the cocky bastard who’d hit on her at the bar. “I, uh … I know I’m supposed to … the guy’s supposed to carry the girl over the threshold.” He jammed his hands into the pockets of his ill-fitting suit pants. “You probably don’t want me to carry you. But I thought we ought to go in together.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. That was almost … gentlemanly. She refused to look behind her, but she knew her father’s car was still there, knew her dad was watching her. “Yeah,” she said quietly. “Let’s do it.” She tried not to notice Gunner’s massive biceps. The tilt of his hips as he leaned against the porch rail. The way his chest muscles seemed the strain the too small suit. She wanted to rip it off him — every article of clothing. Wanted to lie on the bed while he showed himself to her, while he turned at her command and displayed his broad chest, his muscular shoulders, his tight ass… 
 
      
 
    Jesus, nerves were making her restless. Horny. She needed to calm down. Gunner turned and pushed the key into the lock, then opened the door and motioned for her to go in first. She saw him pick up a duffel bag and a whiskey bottle from beside the welcome mat before he followed her in. 
 
      
 
    Nice. A drinker. What sort of bastard had her dad married her off to? 
 
      
 
    Gunner shut the door behind him, and instantly, Kelly was afraid. Afraid, because now he could do anything to her. And while he hadn’t shown himself to be a bad guy so far, there was no telling what sort of act he might have put on. She hadn’t felt safe with her father, but she felt even less safe with this massive, tattooed stranger. 
 
      
 
    But to her surprise, he didn’t say a word. He looked around the house. Examined the provided furniture — it all looked drab to her. Drab and formal. There was a small office on the first floor, and some of Kelly’s things had been delivered there. She nearly laughed at the ridiculousness — just when she’d finished unpacking at her dad’s house, he’d had it all boxed up again and sent here. 
 
      
 
    She went to the living room and found Gunner standing there, staring at the wall. 
 
      
 
    “Do you…?” she started. She wasn’t sure what she wanted to ask. Something stupid maybe, like What do you want to do for dinner? or Do you need any help unpacking? 
 
      
 
    Apparently, all he had was the duffel bag. And the whiskey. 
 
      
 
    Mostly she wanted to make conversation just so she could get a sense of where they stood. This man was so different from the lively smooth talker she’d met at the bar last month. And while the memory of their wedding kiss still burned on her lips, while the mere sight of him made her panties damp, she knew she had to be cautious. Gunner could be incredibly dangerous. 
 
      
 
    But if he’s going to hit me, going to rape me, going to … to kill me … I’d rather know that now. 
 
      
 
    Before she could find a way to finish her question, Gunner took the whiskey bottle and stalked off through the kitchen. She heard the back door open, then shut. A few moments later, she crept into the kitchen and peered out the window. Gunner was sitting on the back porch, drinking straight from the bottle. She turned and pressed her back to the wall. Slid down it and sat on the floor with her train spread out around her and her arms wrapped around her knees. 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t going to cry. She was done crying. And she wasn’t going to let Gunner do anything to her. She might not have a gun of her own, but there was a knife block on the counter. Some of the decorations the house had come with looked big and heavy enough to be used as weapons. She’d do whatever she had to in order to keep herself safe. 
 
      
 
    She glanced around the kitchen. White wallpaper with light blue diamonds. Lacy, baby blue curtains. An elegant, round glass table with high-backed chairs. There was even a centerpiece on the table — a tall, thin vase of fake lilies. 
 
      
 
    She stood up and walked around, opening various cabinets. Everything she could possibly need was here. Mugs, plates, drinking glasses, wine glasses, beer glasses … a food processor, a juicer, all sorts of baking tins… 
 
      
 
    Dad really expects Gunner and me to live here together, like husband and wife. 
 
      
 
    The fridge was fully stocked. Eggs. Orange juice. Veggies. In the freezer, various meats. 
 
      
 
    She slipped a knife out of the knife block and continued her tour of the house. A dining room with a small chandelier and an antique buffet. A den with a huge, flat screen TV. 
 
      
 
    She wandered upstairs. There was a small bedroom, with pale yellow walls. It would make a good nursery, she realized. Her father had been cheerfully hinting over the past couple of weeks that she shouldn’t wait too long to start a family with her new husband. She’d been too appalled to respond. Her father actually thought she’d have some stranger’s baby? Nothing was too crazy for her to believe anymore. 
 
      
 
    She moved on to the master suite. A spacious beige bedroom with generic paintings on the walls. A massive attached bathroom. Large glass-and-wood shower stall. Sparkling white granite countertops. His-and-hers sinks. 
 
      
 
    She turned away.I can’t do this. This is insane.Some of her boxes had been brought up here. She needed to get organized. She set the knife on the nearby windowsill, letting the curtains hide it. Then she painstakingly got herself out of a gown it had taken two helpers to get her into. She hung it in the empty closet and searched her boxes until she found a pair of cotton pajama pants and a T-shirt. She dressed, then went to the bathroom to wash off her makeup. She stared at herself for a moment. At the wet mascara remnants under her eyes. Her pale, washed-out face. 
 
      
 
    What would you do, Mom? 
 
      
 
    Would you run? Would you give him a chance? 
 
      
 
    Her mother didn’t answer. 
 
      
 
    Kelly returned to the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    She started unpacking, just for something to do. She kept an ear out, half dreading the sound of Gunner’s footsteps, half wishing he’d come in so they could talk about this. 
 
      
 
    Clothes. Books. Orientation packets from the nursing school. Classes started tomorrow, but she wouldn’t be there. She tried to find shelves or hanger space for everything, but some of the stuff she just consolidated into one box and shoved it in the closet. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t find the photo album. What had her father done with that? She searched for it frantically, but it was in none of the boxes. Tomorrow, she told herself.Tomorrow I’ll go downstairs and check the boxes in the office. 
 
      
 
    Eventually she was too exhausted to unpack anymore. The stress and anxiety caught up with her, and she knew she had to go to bed. 
 
      
 
    She retrieved the knife from the window and placed it between the mattress and the box springs. Turned out the light, crawled under the covers and pulled them up to her chin. 
 
      
 
    The house was silent. 
 
      
 
    How was she supposed to sleep, knowing Gunner was outside? That he might come in at any minute, and might expect to… 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t think about that. She had to try to sleep. 
 
      
 
    She closed her eyes and immediately found herself thinking about the kiss. Gunner’s rough lips, the scrape of his stubble, the slight taste of whiskey and cigarettes in his mouth. The moment he’d started to kiss her back, and the way her whole body had responded to him… 
 
      
 
    She slipped a hand under the covers and ran it tentatively between her legs while replaying the kiss in her head. 
 
      
 
    She stroked herself, making gentle circles around her clit through her panties. Her breathing roughened. She imagined the kiss going further — imagined Gunner pulling her against him, running his hands down her back to cup her ass. Kneading her closer, his tongue plundering her mouth… 
 
      
 
    She let out a little gasp and opened her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Footsteps on the stairs. 
 
      
 
    She lay still, trying to calm her breathing. Moved her hand to the edge of the mattress and let it dangle over, so she’d be able to pull out the knife if necessary. Through half-closed eyes, she watched Gunner’s shadowy figure teeter in the doorway. Her throat was tight with fear. 
 
      
 
    He watched her for a moment — or maybe he was just staring into space, who knew — then crossed the room unsteadily. He stank of alcohol and cigarettes. She heard him undressing. Then silence. 
 
      
 
    What was he doing? 
 
      
 
    The bed creaked. The mattress dipped slowly as he lowered himself onto it. She held the covers close to herself as he crawled under them beside her. His breathing was harsh. She only hoped it drowned out hers. 
 
      
 
    But hers got shallower and louder as her terror grew. She squeezed her eyes shut.Stay strong. Stay strong. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not gonna touch you.” 
 
      
 
    His low, rough voice startled her into silence. She swallowed. Didn’t answer. 
 
      
 
    “I promise. I won’t do anything to you. I’m not like that.” 
 
      
 
    What did a promise mean from a criminal? 
 
      
 
    He didn’t say anything else. But he also didn’t touch her. After a while, his breathing slowed and evened out. Was he really asleep? 
 
      
 
    She stayed up well into the night, waiting. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Gunner’s stomach was growling when he woke. For a second he felt confused, disoriented. He’d been dreaming. He realized. He just didn’t remember about what. He pulled himself upright, and immediately regretted it. He had a killer headache. He closed his eyes for a few seconds until the worst of it passed, then blinked around the room. 
 
      
 
    Shit. That was right. He was in Russell Powers’ marital fun house. He glanced at the space beside him. Empty. And that side of the bed wasmade. Christ and the fuckin’ Apostles. He sighed, rubbing his temples. He didn’t remember much about last night, but it was slowly coming back to him. He recalled leaving the empty whiskey bottle on the front porch, and staggering inside. Up the stairs … into the master suite. 
 
      
 
    And then he’d lain down beside her. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t touch her, did I? 
 
      
 
    No, no. He wouldn’t have done that. 
 
      
 
    He remembered the warmth of her body. Her rapid breathing, telling him she was still awake. That she was scared. Of him. 
 
      
 
    That used to feel like a victory, that ability to make people afraid. With words or guns or sometimes just his presence. Now it made him feel scummy. 
 
      
 
    He got up slowly, padded into the bathroom and pissed for about five minutes straight. Then he got in the shower and turned the water on hot as he could stand. Like he was trying to burn away the memories of the past month. The shower stall was big. Lots of shelves. On the outside, the house had looked almost old-fashioned. But on the inside, everything was stark and modern. Gunner hated it. He wanted a place that felt like it had been a home for a long, long time. A place with history, character. 
 
      
 
    Like the clubhouse. He’d go over there for a while today. Give Kelly some space. As long as Russell Powers wasn’t stalking him, keeping track of how much time he actually spent in this house with his new “wife.” 
 
      
 
    When the water started running cold, he got out of the shower and searched around for towels. The bathroom closet was full of them — color coordinated, soft, expensive, and neatly folded. 
 
      
 
    Aw, thanks Russell. 
 
      
 
    He dried off, then left the towel on the floor and walked back into the bedroom. His suit from the day before was crumpled in one corner. He went to his duffel bag and pulled out a T-shirt and jeans, pausing for a few seconds to actually look at the room — he’d barely noticed it last night. Beige walls, blue curtains. Bedspread and pillows a sort of shiny slate gray with gold trim. The bed was in an alcove, and had a swirly, gold metal frame. The whole place felt completely foreign. 
 
      
 
    He had to get out of here. 
 
      
 
    He rummaged around in the duffel for some boxers, and was startled by a creak behind him. He straightened and whirled to find Kelly in the doorway. She threw a hand over her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Oh God.” She backed out of the room. “Sorry. Sorry…” 
 
      
 
    “That bad, huh?” he couldn’t resist cracking. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll come back when you’re finished.” 
 
      
 
    He heard her hurry across the hall and down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    Okay, so it wasn’t a great sign that his wife’s reaction to his naked body was to cover her eyes and run away. Maybe it was the tattoos? He grinned to himself, looking down at his inked body. 
 
      
 
    His smile faded. He hadn’t imagined that charge between them at the bar, had he? The heat that coulda given a Texas summer a run for its money. Or yesterday, thatkiss. The fierceness in her when she’d kissed him, like she wasn’t sure whether she wanted to kill him or fuck him. He ran a hand absently over his mouth. 
 
      
 
    Yeah. Definitely had to get out of here. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    Kelly was making breakfast. Aggressively. Chopping peppers and onions for an omelet with a strength and speed she hadn’t known she possessed. She heard Gunner come downstairs, and worked faster. Cracked two eggs into the tiny skillet. She was makingone omelet. If Gunner thought she was going to fix breakfast for both of them like a good little wife, he had another think coming. 
 
      
 
    But he walked right past her. Went to the fridge and pulled out the carton of orange juice. 
 
      
 
    She was still trying to get the image of his naked ass out of her mind. Okay, so she wasn’t trying that hard to get it out of her mind. If anything, she was purposely replaying it on a loop. Pure muscle, that ass. And those long, furrowed thighs, the depressions when he’d flexed his shoulders… 
 
      
 
    And then he’d turned, and she’d covered her eyes, but not before she’d glimpsed his dick. 
 
      
 
    The guy was hung. 
 
      
 
    Gunner opened the carton and began drinking from it. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” she said, turning. “Don’t do that.” 
 
      
 
    He raised his eyebrows. Brought the carton down and smacked his lips. “Why not?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s gross.” 
 
      
 
    He shrugged. “I’m uncivilized. Get used to it.” 
 
      
 
    All right. So he was purposely trying to piss her off. Go figure. 
 
      
 
    He stuck the carton back in the fridge. Found coffee in the cabinet and started making a pot, while she pretended to be completely uninterested in what he was doing. 
 
      
 
    “I promise. I won’t do anything to you. I’m not like that.” 
 
      
 
    And he hadn’t. Probably because he’d been passed out drink. But still. It was getting easier to be around him without panicking. She wasn’t about to let her guard down. But she didn’t want to live in complete fear of him, either. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow, I have errands to run,” she said brusquely, using a spatula to scrape egg from the side of the skillet. She didn’t really have errands. But she’d find some. And then she remembered she didn’t have a car anymore.Shit. “And you… Do you have a job?” She could see him bristle. 
 
      
 
    “Matter of fact, I do. Work at J&J Auto. Be there eight to six tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “So we won’t see much of each other.” Was it her imagination, or did he look stung by the relief in her voice? 
 
      
 
    “Listen,” he said, leaning against the counter. Kelly looked up. Her gaze immediately went to his crotch, before she managed to pull it back up. “Are we gonna keep avoiding each other, or are we gonna talk about this?” 
 
      
 
    Kelly chewed her lip. “What is there to talk about?” 
 
      
 
    “Look, I ain’t happy about this situation either.” 
 
      
 
    Part of her felt a little hurt. What the hell was wrong with her? And part of her was furious. “You’renot happy?Igot married off to a criminal. My dad picked out my goddamn wedding dress. I have no idea what you’redoing here, whether you’re—” 
 
      
 
    “I’m here becauseyourdad made me marry you.” His voice rose. “You said you and your dad were close. Close, huh? You just didn’t notice that he was a complete fucking psychop—” 
 
      
 
    “Were you in on it?” She demanded. “Did you … plot with my father?” 
 
      
 
    “Hell no!” He sounded insulted. “He pointed a gun at me, beat the shit out of my best friend, shot one of my brothers, and told me how this was all gonna go down. Not exactly my choice.” 
 
      
 
    She flinched. Her dad hadshot one of the Horned Devils? 
 
      
 
    They were both breathing hard again. Kelly had a bizarre urge to kiss him. Then the energy left her and the tension seemed to drain out of him too. 
 
      
 
    “You on the other hand.” He gave her a shadow of his cocky grin. “I thought maybe you were so hot for me you got your daddy to arrange all this.” 
 
      
 
    She tried to glare at him, but ended up huffing out a nervous laugh. “You sure think a lot of yourself, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    He shrugged. “No one’s ever given me reason not to.” 
 
      
 
    Bastard. “I’ll work on that.” 
 
      
 
    He splayed his hands. “Tough crowd.” 
 
      
 
    She paused. They were almost bantering. Like a … like a real couple. 
 
      
 
    He glanced at the stove. “Your omelet’s burning, by the way.” 
 
      
 
    “Shit.” She turned and tried to scrape it up, but it was unsalvageable. She braced her hands on the counter for a moment. Tried to breathe. 
 
      
 
    Finally, she threw the burned omelet in the trash and sought out some cereal. She poured them each a bowl of Honey Bunches of Oats with milk and carried the bowls to the table. She sat, and after a moment he came and sat across from her. She stirred her cereal anxiously for a moment, then decided to try talking to him. 
 
      
 
    “I just wish I knew who he was. My dad. I kept thinking … all these weeks, I kept thinking maybe he really was doing this for my protection. Maybe he was a good guy who got involved with the wrong people. They threatened his family, so he decided to stash me away somewhere…” She eyed Gunner. “That’s not true, is it?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner met her gaze. “He may have gotten involved with the wrong crowd. But I think that was intentional.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded, trying to ignore the pain his words brought her. How could she have been so wrong about someone for so long? 
 
      
 
    Gunner leaned back, looking uncomfortable in the high-backed chair. “He wants to own the drug trade around here. He claims he’s gonna work with my club, triple our profits. But I don’t trust him.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” They were getting somewhere. “So he’s a … a what, a druglord? A kingpin? Shit, I thought this stuff was only on TV.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s a businessman,” Gunner said. “That’s how my brothers and I think of ourselves, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Her jaw dropped slightly. “You’re not like him, though. Are you? Do you ... do you kill people?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner shook his head. “We’re not like him. We rough people up sometimes to get them off our territory. But your dad, he’s playing a bigger game than we ever did.” 
 
      
 
    She didn’t answer. She felt sick again. 
 
      
 
    Gunner took a bite of cereal. “You realize I’m taking a risk telling you all this? For all I know, you’re his spy.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not!” she said indignantly, meeting his gaze. “I’m as confused as you are.” 
 
      
 
    He gave a lopsided grin. “Relax. I don’t really think you’re a spy. You’re too innocent.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m a lot less innocent than you think.” Her face immediately heated. 
 
      
 
    “Really?” He raised a brow. “It’s always the quiet ones, as they say.” 
 
      
 
    She felt like her face might burst into flames. But she was almost relieved to have the cocky guy from the bar back. “I didn’t mean it like that,” she muttered. 
 
      
 
    He looked away, shrugging again. But she could see him trying not to smirk. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    This was officially the weirdest breakfast of Gunner’s life. Not the breakfast itself — the cereal was fine, if maybe a little too healthy for his taste. It was just… 
 
      
 
    Sitting across from Kelly. 
 
      
 
    Being married to her. 
 
      
 
    Listening to her talk about her father. 
 
      
 
    Now that she’d started letting lose, she couldn’t seem to stop. 
 
      
 
    “I just don’t get how he could come here and after one day, be in charge of the … the drug trade or whatever,” she said. “He must have been doing this back in Ohio too. I just don’t see how. I mean, here, it makes sense. We’re close to Mexico. But up there…” 
 
      
 
    Sweet, innocent girl. “When drugs come across the border, you think they all stay in Texas? No, sunshine, they get distributed. Your dad probably oversaw the moving of drugs up North, and used his shop as a front, just like he’s doing now. Only now he’s in a position where he can be more directly involved in the trade. He’s got more power, more resources, and more connections.” 
 
      
 
    She glared at him. “Are you saying I’m stupid for not realizing before?” 
 
      
 
    He softened his voice. “Your dad’s good at what he does. He’d have to be, to get as far as he’s gotten.” 
 
      
 
    “I hate him.Hate him.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner wanted to snap at her that this wasn’t the time to act like a petulant child, but he was struck by a pang of empathy. He’d hated his mother — or believed he had — on so many occasions. When she was passed out on the couch, track marks on her limp arm. When she was screaming at him, throwing him against walls. Taking him out to the shed and whaling on him until he was covered in bloody welts, back when he was too young to defend himself, too stupid to run. Yeah, he’d hated her. And it sucked, to hate someone you needed. Someone you would’ve done anything for, even though they didn’t fucking deserve it. 
 
      
 
    “I know.” He said quietly. “But we can’t waste all our energy hating him. We have to think about solutions.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah? What’s your idea for a solution?” 
 
      
 
    “We wait it out, for a little while. Live here together, pretend everything’s normal.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not.” 
 
      
 
    “No shit.” 
 
      
 
    He saw her flinch. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry. Sorry, I know. But it really is too soon to tell what the next move should be. Give me a chance to talk to my brothers. We’ll figure out what to do about your dad.” 
 
      
 
    “Gunner?” She suddenly looked so vulnerable. So scared. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “What if I don’t want you to hurt him?” 
 
      
 
    Shit. 
 
      
 
    She swallowed visibly. “He’s … he’s still my dad. And he’s the only family I’ve got left.” 
 
      
 
    “Kelly, listen to me.” He almost wanted to reach across the table and take her hand. She was staring at him with those wide, hazel eyes, ready to run or fight, he couldn’t tell. “I’ll do what I can, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Why should I trust you?” Her voice was fierce, but cracked just a little. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Why should I trust you? Maybe you and your brothers, they’re the real criminals. And you’re just trying to make my father sound like the dangerous one.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner stared at her for a long moment. Until the heat left her gaze, and fear replaced it. “Ride together, die together.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Ride together, die together. That’s our motto. My brothers and I, we’re family. We’d die for one another.” He paused. “You’re … you’re my family now too. I promise, I’ll do what I can to protect you.” 
 
      
 
    She didn’t look convinced. But her gaze softened. 
 
      
 
    She ate her cereal in silence. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    They set some ground rules. They’d sleep in the bed together, but they wouldn’t have sex. They were each responsible for their own meals during the day, but they’d alternate who cooked dinner each night. Except Tuesdays and Thursdays — those evenings, Gunner would spend with the Devils. Kelly wasn’t going to get saddled with all the cleaning and laundry either. Gunner agreed. 
 
      
 
    The first day was agony. Agony because Kelly wanted to trust him. Wanted to believe that ride together die together bullshit now applied to her. Because there were moments she could almost imagine that being married to him wasn’t the worst thing in the world. Then she’d get a glimpse of his tattoos and wonder how many were decoration and how many signified the number of people he’d killed or the number of women he’d fucked and her imagination would run wild all over again. 
 
      
 
    Agony too, because Kelly wanted to touch him. Every time they brushed by each other in the kitchen, every time they passed each other on the stairs, every time she freaking laid eyes on him, sparks shot through her. And she could see the way he looked at her too — practically consuming her with his gaze in a way that made her feel both anxious and horny as hell. How much longer could they live together like this before the tension killed them both? 
 
      
 
    It was easier the next day when Gunner went to work. Then Kelly could breathe. Then she felt like she could actually explore the house without creeping around, trying not to catch his attention. There was a laundry room in the basement. A big backyard with no neighbors around. She sat there for a while, listening to the birds and trying to imagine her life from here on in. Yesterday, she’d thought it would be terrifying. Now, she realized it was going to be boring. Without school, without a job, she’d have nothing but days of staring at this backyard. 
 
      
 
    So she needed to take action. Gunner had said wait it out, but that wasn’t enough. They had to create a life that worked for both of them. 
 
      
 
    She went inside and got on her computer. She emailed the university to ask if there was any coursework she could do online. If her loans would apply to online classes. She also looked up work from home job. If she could start bringing in an income, she could start saving, and eventually she’d be able to strike off on her own. One of the sites asked for her bank account information. She entered it, but it came up invalid. 
 
      
 
    That was weird. 
 
      
 
    She tried it again. Same deal. 
 
      
 
    With a sinking stomach, she called her bank. And was informed that her account had been closed two days ago. “Then where’s my money?” she demanded. 
 
      
 
    “Your father withdrew it. His name was already on the account, and as long as he provided the necessary documentation…” 
 
      
 
    Kelly hung up. 
 
      
 
    Her dad had taken away her bank account. What else had he done, or did he plan to do, in order to keep her under his thumb? She stood up, furious. She hadn’t even learned whether he planned to give her the Chevy back. That was her car — her mother had bought it for her on her sixteenth birthday. Without it, she was trapped here. Cut off, friendless, jobless. 
 
      
 
    Alone. 
 
      
 
    She sat down at her laptop again. Took a couple of deep breaths, then googled the Horned Devils. The Wikipedia article wasn’t very helpful. Just said the Devils were a motorcycle club in Texas and Oklahoma, suspected of some outlaw activity. No word on who they’d killed or whether they removed their enemies’ eyes with razor blades, or scalped them, or raped women just for fun, or what. 
 
      
 
    There was one article about a shootout where the suspected parties were a band of Horned Devils and a rival gang, but the article was spare on details. 
 
      
 
    Who is he? 
 
      
 
    Is everyone in my life a liar? A criminal? 
 
      
 
    Can I trust anyone? 
 
      
 
    Was it something about her that attracted these people? Some kind of karma? Some defect of personality. All her life, she’d wanted to be good. To do good things. And look where it had gotten her. If she was going to survive the coming weeks, she might have to prepare to get her hands dirty. Prepare to deceive others the way she’d been deceived. 
 
      
 
    Maybe she could help Gunner take back his territory from her father. Maybe they could both fight this thing together, and at the end of it, they’d go their separate ways. Gunner back to his brothers, and Kelly into a new life whereshe called the shots. 
 
      
 
    But Kelly didn’t have a clue where to start. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    “It’s not that bad,” Gunner said. 
 
      
 
    Durango cocked a brow. “Not that bad, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, she’s … I mean, she’s been forced to marry a guy she doesn’t know. It’s weird for her, obviously.” 
 
      
 
    Durango turned down the radio as he passed. Went back to work on a tire rotation. “Did you two … you know.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner shrugged. “A gentleman never tells.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you, you always tell.” Durango grinned. “So I’m guessing you didn’t make it with her.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner didn’t answer. 
 
      
 
    “She an ice princess?” 
 
      
 
    “No!” Gunner surprised himself with how quickly and angrily he answered. “I just told you, she was forced to marry me. Maybe that’s why she doesn’t feel like fucking.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, man, sorry.” 
 
      
 
    They each worked in silence. Part of Gunner just fucking wanted to tell Durango the truth. That he was confused. That he didn’t know what to do to help Kelly feel safe, to get them both out of this mess. That there was no way in hell he was gonna have a baby — Russell powers could threaten to blow his dick off for all he cared; he wasn’t gonna knock up some girl who didn’t even want to be with him. That all he wanted was for him and Durango to jump on their bikes right now. Take that ride up to Three Sisters. And never fucking come back. 
 
      
 
    “Did you ever want to get married?” he asked Durango. Christ, listen to him. Like a thirteen-year-old girl at a sleepover. 
 
      
 
    “I dunno, man. Probably not. I don’t want anything to tie me down.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” Gunner rubbed a scuff off the bumper of a Taurus. “Me neither.” 
 
      
 
    His mom had married young — eighteen. His dad had been twenty-five. His dad had once told Gunner he hadn’t been prepared for the responsibility of marriage. Not at all.“It’s not just about you anymore. You’ve got this other person who’s needs are just as important — sometimesmore important — than yours.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner’d always gotten the impression his dad had been a decent husband. Certainly he’d been a decent father. He just hadn’t known what to do about Gunner’s mom’s drug addiction. No one had. And he’d chosen to go out and play poker with his buddies rather than stay at home and protect Gunner from his mom’s tirades. 
 
      
 
    Durango cleared his throat. “Silverback’s gotta get you out of there, man. We all gotta find a way to cut ties with Powers’ men. Powers called Silverback last night, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep. Told Silverback he needed to borrow a couple of our guys for a pickup.” 
 
      
 
    “And Silverback said yes?” 
 
      
 
    Durango didn’t answer. 
 
      
 
    “Christ. Powers really is leading us all by the dicks, isn’t he?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll find a way. Silverback’s as tough as they come.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner wasn’t sure he believed that anymore. “Yeah. Let’s hope sooner rather than later.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    There was nothing romantic about married life. 
 
      
 
    Nothing. 
 
      
 
    Gunner left his socks on the floor. He kicked the covers to the floor each night, leaving Kelly shivering on her half of the bed. When it was his night to cook, he brought home takeout — either from the crappy Chinese place on 4th Street, or burritos from the Mexican joint notorious for its food poisoning potential. She, on the other hand, tried to keep the house tidy and cook healthy but low-labor meals — without actually doing too much work. If she did too much work, it would send the message to Gunner that it was okay for him to abandon his own duties, because she’d pick up the slack. But it was difficult to watch the dishes pile in the sink, to watch the floor of their bedroom become progressively littered in dirty clothes, to watch Gunner slurp down multiple bowls of her homemade chili when she’d picked an unidentified hair out of her takeout burrito the previous night. 
 
      
 
    And the thing was, she wasn’t sure whether Gunner was actually a slob, or whether he did this stuff to get on her nerves. Maybe he resented her. Maybe he was steadfastly avoiding anything that might be termed a workable partnership. She knew she sometimes caught herself glaring at him, hoping he’d notice, hoping he’d say something. Kelly had never raised her voice to anyone in her life, but sometimes, around Gunner, she found herself itching for an argument. 
 
      
 
    Kelly settled into an uneasy routine. Days while Gunner was at work, she’d get online and obsessively look up information on the U.S.-Mexico drug trade. She was never sure whether the information she got was accurate or what she planned to do with what she learned, but she wanted to know all she could. She found Reddit threads designed for people who suspected a loved one might be involved in illicit activity. Hotlines you could call. But she never called the numbers or posted in the forums. She never felt any closer to understanding why or how her dad had gotten involved in this shit. 
 
      
 
    He was a good man. He used to love me. I know he did. 
 
      
 
    Eventually she knew she had to give up trying to understand and focus on utilizing what few resources she had. She set up a new email address and linked it to a PayPal account, then started doing freelance medical transcription and copyediting. It gave her something to pass the time, and ensured she wasn’t completely financially dependent on her father or Gunner. 
 
      
 
    Gunner, who was going out for rides every few nights. Not saying where he was going or when he was coming home. Gunner, who could suddenly afford new gadgets and toys for his bike. 
 
      
 
    What are you doing, Gunner? Don’t let him lower you like this. How cozy were Gunner and her father getting? She didn’t ask, because she and Gunner barely talked. Mostly they just worked on avoiding each other. Except when they found themselves in close proximity. When Kelly lay in bed listening to Gunner undress and change into pajamas. When they were both in the kitchen grabbing beer or a glass of water. Every time she was within a few feet of him, sparks crackled through her and her skin seemed to buzz. She’d lose focus; her heart would thud like she was still in middle school, sneaking glances across the aisle in biology at Dustin Faber. She’d find her gaze drawn inexorably to Gunner’s arm muscles, his lean hips, his ass, and she’d forget how to breathe. 
 
      
 
    Goddamn it. Why do I want him so badly? 
 
      
 
    Best to try to forget he lived with her. Best to focus on building her new life. 
 
      
 
    She was on the computer one day when her father called. She stared at the phone screen, her heart pounding, sweat breaking out under her arms. She almost didn’t answer, but decided that would cause more trouble than she needed. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” she said, keeping her voice steady. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, dear.” Her father’s voice was warm, and she closed her eyes for a second, wanting to believe that he really did want to talk to her. “How are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” she answered stiffly. 
 
      
 
    “How is life with your new husband?” 
 
      
 
    What the hell did she say to that?He leaves his dirty socks everywhere, but every time I see him all I can think about is getting his dick inside me? “We’re surviving,” she said flatly. 
 
      
 
    He chuckled, and the sound made her sick. “Glad to hear it.” He paused. “And tell me, darling — are you happy?” 
 
      
 
    She nearly barked out a laugh. Was hekidding? 
 
      
 
    She steadied her voice. “Of course I’m not happy. I want to go to school. I want to be able to leave the house.”I don’t want to be a hostage. 
 
      
 
    Another pause. Then a soft cluck of his tongue. She couldn’t tell if it was meant to be concerned or mocking. “I see no reason why you couldn’t enroll next semester. And I’ll see about getting your car to you.” 
 
      
 
    She closed her eyes for a second, relief and gratitude flooding her before she caught herself.Don’t you dare feel grateful to him. He’s the reason you’re trapped like this in the first place. 
 
      
 
    His tone grew soft and serious. “But my dear, there is a request I’d like to make of you.” 
 
      
 
    The nausea welled up in her, and she focused on breathing.What? What else could you possibly want from me? Haven’t you destroyed me enough? 
 
      
 
    “What?” she asked, trying not to let her voice break. 
 
      
 
    “You see … part of my arrangement with Cam was that he would father a grandchild for me.” 
 
      
 
    Her heart dropped to her stomach. Bile rose in her throat and for several long moments, she couldn’t even think about replying. Her father had asked Gunner to get herpregnant? 
 
      
 
    “Dad…” She hated how timid and fractured her voice sounded. “Dad, what are you … what are youtalking about?” 
 
      
 
    “Kelly. My sweet girl. I know this is a lot to take in. But you’re married now. Surely you understand that this is the next step.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t be serious.” Her voice was gaining volume now, but it seemed like hysteria rather than strength. “What makes you think I’d even let him touch me — a man I never asked to be married to? Let alone…” She couldn’t bring herself to say it. 
 
      
 
    Her father let out a soft sound of surprise. “Don’t tell me you haven’t even … Oh, Kelly. I thought you liked this guy.” 
 
      
 
    “Dad, I don’t even know him!” 
 
      
 
    “You seemed happy when you told me about him hitting on you.” 
 
      
 
    She let out an incredulous gasp of laughter. “I thought he and I wereflirting. I thought it was harmless. I never wanted to bemarried to the bastard!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, my dear, I’m sorry to tell you this. But I’m going to need you to do as I say.” 
 
      
 
    Tears streamed down Kelly’s cheeks, but she refused to let her father hear that she was crying. “You’re a monster,” she said fiercely. 
 
      
 
    Her dad made a soothing noise than made Kelly’s skin crawl. “Perhaps you’re angry with me now, but once you’ve fully settled into married life, and once you have a baby to take care of…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not some broodmare you can breed to a stud you found in your network of criminals.” She wiped her eyes furiously. 
 
      
 
    “Kelly. Please. Try to look on the bright side—” 
 
      
 
    “I hate you,” she choked out. “I’ll never forgive you. Mom would beashamed of you.” 
 
      
 
    She hung up. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    She didn’t come out of the office when Gunner arrived home. She listened to him putter around in the kitchen, then eventually heard him go out to the garage and start working on the bike. 
 
      
 
    She’d been numb since the phone call with her father. But now she felt angry. Angry and hopeless and terrified. 
 
      
 
    Get up. Get out there and start dinner. Focus on the routine. This battle isn’t over yet. 
 
      
 
    She made herself get out of the chair. Walked to the door one step at a time. 
 
      
 
    “Part of my arrangement with Cam was that he would father a grandchild for me.” 
 
      
 
    She walked slowly down the hall into the foyer. 
 
      
 
    I’m so scared, Mom. So scared. 
 
      
 
    And suddenly she heard her mother’s voice, clear as if it were coming from right beside her.You’ll be okay, Kelly. I’m here. I love you. We’ll get through this. 
 
      
 
    But how, Kelly wondered. 
 
      
 
    You knew, Gunner. You knew, and you didn’t say anything. 
 
      
 
    In the kitchen, she drank a glass of water. Then she got to work, wiping down the counters, cleaning grime off the stove burners. 
 
      
 
    She was taking the trash out, struggling to haul the overly full bag out to the garage, when she bumped into Gunner on his way into the house. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, excuse me,” she said, as though they were two strangers who had bumped into each other on the sidewalk. 
 
      
 
    He put out a hand to study her. “Here, let me take that,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “No, I’ve got it.” She gave the bag a tug. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, that’s way too full. Let me get it.” 
 
      
 
    She sighed, panting a little. “Well, if you don’t mind.” 
 
      
 
    He reached for it, and his hand brushed hers. She tensed, feeling a fluttering in her stomach, a rush of heat between her legs. 
 
      
 
    What’s wrong with you, she chided herself,you ought to feel sick just looking at him. Her face heated further. 
 
      
 
    She handed the bag over, trying to pretend she hadn’t felt that spark of electricity. Even he had some color in his cheeks. 
 
      
 
    So he’ll take the trash out if he sees me struggling, but he won’t put his dishes in the dishwasher or do his laundry? She went back into the house and tried to find ways to busy herself. Damn if she was gonna tackle the dishes in the sink. That was his job, and she’d gladly let them stack up to the ceiling before she’d do them for him. 
 
      
 
    She heard his footsteps approaching outside. The back door opened and he came in, smelling just slightly of motor oil and the outdoors. His T-shirt was damp around the neck, the sleeves rolled up to reveal his bulging, tattooed arms. He caught her eye for a second, then they both looked away. 
 
      
 
    Even if I want to fuck him — and God help me, Ido want to fuck him, that’ll just be playing right into my dad’s plan. 
 
      
 
    I get sick just thinking about it. 
 
      
 
    It was too early to start cooking dinner but it was her night, and she couldn’t think of anything else to do. She got out some pots and pans and pulled some veggies out of the fridge — Gunner had salvaged a junker from his auto shop so they had a more efficient way to grocery shop than him going on his bike. And to his credit, he had done the grocery shopping the other day when she’d asked him to. Except he’d gotten all the wrong things. He’d bought a chili pepper instead of a bell pepper, instant rice instead of a bag of long-grain, dish soap instead of dish detergent…How did he survive before this? she wondered privately. 
 
      
 
    She started chopping veggies for a stir-fry, using the giant chef’s knife from the knife block. The same knife she’d hidden under the mattress her first night in this house. She heard him go to the fridge. 
 
      
 
    If you even drink our juice out of the carton… 
 
      
 
    But he just grabbed a bottle of water and some string cheese and stood there chugging the water. She was inexplicably irritated by his presence, but whether because she actually wanted him out of the way or because she thought she’d come in her pants if she caught one more glimpse of those tattooed arms, she wasn’t sure. 
 
      
 
    “You should wash your hands,” she said finally, dicing the onion more quickly than was strictly necessary. “Since you touched the trash.” 
 
      
 
    She heard the crack of the plastic bottle as the suction stopped. He let out a satisfied sigh and turned toward her. “You think I’m dirty?” It was said teasingly, but there was an edge to the words she didn’t appreciate. 
 
      
 
    God help me, I don’t know how much longer I can survive this “marriage.” I’m either going to fuck him or stab him. 
 
      
 
    She tried to lighten her tone. “I do. Totally dirty. Go one, wash up.” 
 
      
 
    She gestured to the sink with the knife. 
 
      
 
    “Whoa. You look dangerous with that thing.” 
 
      
 
    You have no idea. 
 
      
 
    He passed a little too close behind her — deliberately? She wasn’t sure which got on her nerves more — when they both acted formal and polite toward each other, avoiding being in the same room as often as possible. Or when he started making bids for her attention. Because she didn’t know how to treat him when he tried to engage her. Like a friend? Like a fellow hostage? 
 
      
 
    Like a husband? 
 
      
 
    He made it sound like we were in this together. Him and me against my father. But we’re not, are we? He’s my father’s pawn. And given what kind of money he’s making, he probably likes it that way. 
 
      
 
    He washed his hands, shaking them dry and flinging water everywhere. She held her tongue. 
 
      
 
    She thought he was going to leave the room. Instead, he hovered for a moment. “Need any help?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    She was shocked. Pleasantly shocked. He was actually offering to help her cook? “Actually, yeah. If you want to chop those mushrooms, I’ll get the sauce going.” 
 
      
 
    They worked side by side in companionable silence. Gunner seemed a little unsure how to chop veggies, but he did his best, and soon dinner was well underway. 
 
      
 
    “Kinda early isn’t it? For eating?” He reached past her to add some cabbage to the skillet. That jolt again. Kelly could have grabbed him right there, ripped his shirt off, and started licking him everywhere. 
 
      
 
    Not appropriate, not appropriate, not appropriate… 
 
      
 
    “Uh, Kelly?” 
 
      
 
    Dammit. She shook her head, trying to clear it. “Oh, um, yes. A little early. But I was … hungry.” 
 
      
 
    When he didn’t respond right away, she glanced at him. He raised an eyebrow, but then went back to monitoring the rice. 
 
      
 
    Great choice of words, Kelly. 
 
      
 
    Focus, she needed to focus. 
 
      
 
    “I, uh…” She wiped her forehead with her arm. Why was she so hot? It wasn’t that warm in here — they had the AC on, and the kitchen was well ventilated. “I’m gonna run to the bathroom. Just … keep stirring that.” 
 
      
 
    She nearly bolted from the kitchen. In the bathroom, she splashed water on her face. Stared at herself in the mirror, watching the water drip from her skin. 
 
      
 
    Get ahold of yourself, girl. 
 
      
 
    What would Maddy think if she could see Kelly now? Maddy had always teased her about her prudishness. It was easy to make Kelly blush with a sex joke or a tease about which guy at the bar she should go hit on.And now here I am, sharing a house and a bed with a giant, tattooed biker with the hottest body I’ve ever seen. He’s helping me cook for God’s sake. He may be a criminal; he may be a reminder of the corner my dad’s got me backed into, but goddamn. Maddy, I need to share this with you. 
 
      
 
    For a second, she fantasized about texting Maddy. She’d gotten a couple of texts from her in the weeks since the wedding. But she always replied with only vague details about how she was doing.I should call her. Message her. Something. 
 
      
 
    But if she asks, it’ll be too tempting to tell her what’s going on. And if my dad finds out I’m getting in touch with old friends… 
 
      
 
    She felt queasy again. Her father had never explicitly stated what would happen if she went against his wishes. But it didn’t take much imagination. 
 
      
 
    I’ll get out of this. I will. 
 
      
 
    She heard Gunner whistling in the kitchen, the tune loud enough to be heard over the sizzling of the stir-fry. 
 
      
 
    What if I don’t entirely want out? 
 
      
 
    What if there is some good in this whole mess? 
 
      
 
    She pictured Gunner’s dirty socks n their bedroom. The way he spent hours a day sometimes tending to his bike. Her resolve hardened once more. 
 
      
 
    Just because he’s hot as hell doesn’t mean we’re at all compatible. I’ll be out of here at the first opportunity. I’m not going to stay and get fuckingbred to him. 
 
      
 
    She wiped her face on the hand towel and left the bathroom. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Gunner was dying. He had a serious case of constant blue balls, and it was only gonna get worse if he kept sharing a house with Kelly. Kelly and her tight skirts and blouses that made her look like a sexy librarian or some shit. Kelly who wore pumps with low heels, even though she wasn’t in some office somewhere – she was just walking around the house. Making dinner or watering the plants or checking her phone… He could hear her coming a mile away just by the sound of those heels on the hardwood floors. And he got hard each time he heard the sound. 
 
      
 
    Sometimes she went barefoot. She had these small, perfect, elegant feet. Toenail polish that was, like, some kind of light purple. Lavender? Whatever it was, it was flawless, never a chip in it. 
 
      
 
    And God, sharing a bed with her … it was torture. He’d lie there sometimes after she’d gone to sleep, erection tenting the covers, fantasizing that she’d suddenly wake up reach for him. Tell him she’d been dying to fuck him for weeks. Sometimes he’d get up, go to the downstairs bathroom — so there was no chance of her hearing him — and jerk off to the fantasy. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t help that the rest of his life was all up in the air too. Every club meeting, there seemed to be more and more tension among the Horned Devils. Some of Powers’ contacts across the border had proven useful, and the club’s bottom line had increased significantly. But no one was happy. Powers cast a long shadow, and he’d started sending his men on ride-alongs with the Horned Devils. Chevy had been particularly pissed about that, but since Silverback hadn’t objected, he’d kept his mouth shut too. 
 
      
 
    The brotherhood was nervous, and Gunner wasn’t sure what to do for them. At the auto shop, Durango was often quiet, his usual spark gone. There was no more talk of riding up to Three Sisters. The only one who really seemed okay with the whole situation was Mica, who was getting to go on more and more missions despite his inexperience. He was thrilled about the increased profits, and openly sneered at the others when they expressed doubt over whether it was all worth it. 
 
      
 
    When Gunner stepped into the clubhouse for Thursday night’s meeting, relieved for the chance to get out of the house, where Kelly was walking around in a particularly tight pencil skirt, he nearly did a double take. 
 
      
 
    Russell Powers was sitting in Silverback’s usually chair, surrounded by goons. A few of the horned Devils were hanging around the walls, looking uneasy, not sure where they should sit. 
 
      
 
    Russell met Gunner’s gaze and smiled. “Ah, Cam. Good to see you. It’s been a while.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner glowered at Russell Powers. He couldn’t stand this fake chummy shit Powers pulled. He continued to stare at Russell, who finally looked away, tapping his fingers on the arm of the chair. “Where is everyone? This is a rather … important meeting.” 
 
      
 
    Silverback leaned against the wall, looking older and more haggard than Gunner had ever seen him. “They’ll be here. We don’t usually have a set time for meetings. Just whenever people can get here.” 
 
      
 
    Russell checked his expensive watch. “I don’t have a lot of time this evening,” he said imperiously.” 
 
      
 
    “Too bad,” Chevy muttered. 
 
      
 
    Russell ignored him, though Gunner thought he saw the man’s jaw twitch. “I suppose we can get started. Do fill your absentbrothers in later.” He said the word “brothers” with a slight sneer. 
 
      
 
    Russell leaned back, hands on his knees. Yeah, this guy had read all the self-help books about how to take up space in a room and assume a “CEO stance” and whatever the fuck. He just looked like a pathetic douche. For the thousandth time, Gunner cursed himself for going along with the guy. For not knowing his own fucking enemy. For not knowing how far Powers’ reach extended, how many men he had at his disposal. 
 
      
 
    If we cut the head off the beast, does it grow a new one? Or does the body flop around and eventually die? 
 
      
 
    Powers straightened one pant leg. “I have a large stash coming in. The first part arrives tomorrow. It’s only a fraction of the total goods. Some of you will go pick it up. If all goes well, you’ll accompany my men when they pick up the much larger haul in a couple of weeks.” He glanced around the room, finger under his chin as though giving this deep consideration. “You.” He pointed at Mica. “You’ll go.” 
 
      
 
    Mica preened little. 
 
      
 
    You little fucker, Gunner thought.Have you forgotten that he fucking shot you? 
 
      
 
    “And you two.” Russell indicated Chevy and Hap, another club member. 
 
      
 
    Chevy glared at Powers. “I got club business to take care of here tomorrow. I ain’t going riding.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh my. I’m so sorry to hear that.” Russell didn’t sound sorry at all. “Unfortunately, you’ll have to put all that on hold. Any ‘club business’ is now my business, you understand. And this shipment takes precedence.” 
 
      
 
    Chevy’s jaw literally dropped. He turned to Silverback. “Boss?” He said the word pointedly, emphasizing to Russell that he still considered Silverback his leader. Or challenging Silverback to actuallybe a boss and stand up to the fucker. 
 
      
 
    Silverback’s expression remained stoic. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Kelly couldn’t take it anymore. The sink was full of dishes. Plates covered in congealed food. The chef’s knife. Mugs with coffee-stained bottoms. The dirty dishes were blocking the drain, and so everything sat in several inches of murky water full of food chunks. 
 
      
 
    God damn him. 
 
      
 
    She’d been telling him for days to do the dishes. That she wasn’t going to do them for him this time. She hated, hated sounding like a nagging wife — that wasn’t the life she’d envisioned for herself at all, and she resented him for forcing her to sound like one. And every time she asked — politely as she could — he replied that he’d do them soon, that she didn’t have to worry. 
 
      
 
    I can’t do it, can’t be shut up in this messy house all day with nothing but my own thoughts. I either need him to be a partner to me — he doesn’t have to be a husband, he doesn’t have to be a lover; just a platonic partner who helps shoulder this burden — or I need to get out. 
 
      
 
    The freelance jobs were going okay, but the work wasn’t consistent, and it didn’t get her out of the house. Instead she was caught in a vicious cycle — nightmares each night where Gunner came home covered in blood and wouldn’t tell her where he’d been. Where her father came into the house and tried to kill her. Where she gave birth to a malformed baby with her father’s face. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t get in bad moods often, but when she did, she spiraled quickly. In this case, she felt she had good reason. She’d let too many things slide recently. Not least of all, the fact that Gunner apparently knew about her father’s plan to coerce Kelly into having a child. And he hadn’t said a damn word about it. No, “Say, Kelly, do you know what your dad asked me to do? What do you think we should do to avoid bowing to his ridiculous fucking wish?” No, he’d known that was part of the deal and he’d married her anyway. Without even checking to see if it was something she’d go along with. 
 
      
 
    There were easy enough ways to avoid it, obviously. She could tell her father they were having trouble conceiving. That Gunner was infertile. Maybe they could even use some of Gunner’s club profits to bribe a doctor somewhere to say that having children would be an enormous risk to her health. 
 
      
 
    Except she wouldn’t put it past her dad to have them both examined by medical professionals of his choosing. 
 
      
 
    How far are we going to go to keep him satisfied? How much longer are we going to play this game? 
 
      
 
    Those questions were on her mind every single day. And Gunner — Mr. Gallant Gentleman, Mr. “I Won’t Do Anything To You. I’m Not Like That.”— was being a real coward about helping her figure out the answers. 
 
      
 
    She heard the bike roar up the drive, and the sound of it gave her a headache. Boys and their toys. He entered the kitchen with a quick hello, and tossed a greasy fast food bag on the counter. “Got us dinner. The burrito place is closed — some kind of repairs — so we’re stuck with Wendy’s tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly didn’t answer. A despair like nothing she’d felt since her mom’s death overtook her.I have no allies. No one I can trust. She heard Gunner go upstairs. Heard him thumping around up there. 
 
      
 
    After a minute, she followed him. She found him in the bedroom. He’d changed from his shop T-shirt into a slightly fresher T-shirt, and, as usual, he’d peeled off his socks and left them in a corner of the room. 
 
      
 
    He saw her standing in the doorway. Went back to searching out some sweatpants. “Why are you looking at me like that?” 
 
      
 
    “Like what?” Kelly asked hollowly. 
 
      
 
    “You look like I ate a kitten in front of you. What’s wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?” Her voice came out meek, hoarse. She cleared her throat. “What’s wrong?” she repeated. And this time, her voice sounded fierce, reflective of what she was actually feeling. 
 
      
 
    He looked at her again, expression wary. 
 
      
 
    “This house is a mess.” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t respond. 
 
      
 
    “This house is a mess, and I’m cooped up inside it all day.” She motioned to the socks on the floor. “What is this? What’s so hard about throwing your socks in the hamper? It’s right there, in the closet.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, calm down.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t tell me to calm down. Don’t act like I’m crazy for not wanting to live in a pigsty.” She threw her arms up and let them fall to her sides. “The dishes. You’ve been telling me for days you’ll do them, but they’re all piled in that disgusting, crud-filled sink.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do them.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what you keep saying! Seriously, you’re a grown ass man, not a teenage boy.” She kicked the sock. It didn’t go very far across the carpet, which only made her madder. “Act like it!” 
 
      
 
    Oh my God. They were fighting like an actualmarried couple. 
 
      
 
    Gunner’s face went red. “Look, I didn’t ask to be in this situation, so—” 
 
      
 
    “Neither did I!” 
 
      
 
    “—if you think I’m gonna change to fit your—” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not asking you to change, I’m just asking you to act a little more like a grownup. Is that too much?” 
 
      
 
    “Becauseyou’re perfect to live with?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m a hell of a lot better than you!” 
 
      
 
    “The way you stare at me all the time like you’re just waiting for me to fuck something up, so you can add it to your mental tally…” 
 
      
 
    Her mouth fell open. “I never—” 
 
      
 
    “You do. You look at me like I’m dirt under your shoe. I got news for you, princess. This ain’t no fairy tale.” 
 
      
 
    She laughed harshly. “Oh please. Nobody knows that better than me.” 
 
      
 
    He glowered at her, and for a second she was almost frightened, but anger overrode it. “You think I want to be here, walking on eggshells in the house some psychopath bought me? Before you came along, everything was great. ’Rango and me were gonna drive up to Three Sisters sometime, just the two of us. Get the hell away from this town for a while. I wish we’d done it. Wish I hadn’t even been in Romedo the night this all went to hell.” 
 
      
 
    “Wish you’d left your brothers to deal with the fallout?” she shot back. 
 
      
 
    His eyes narrowed, and for a second she thought she’d gone too far. “Keep your mouth shut about what you don’t understand.” 
 
      
 
    She walked right up to him and very nearly jabbed him in the chest with one finger. “Don’t’ tell me to keep my mouth shut. I’m not asking you to fall in love with me. I’m not asking you to give up your brotherhood. All I’m asking is that when you’re here in this house, you do your laundry and your dishes.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine!” He sounded like a sulky, overgrown toddler. He bent over and grabbed the socks and T-shirt, went to the closet, and shoved them in the hamper. “Happy?” He demanded as he strode past her and pounded down the stairs. She heard the sink turn on, the clink of dishes, and all she could do was stand there, stunned. Gunner was a lot of things, but she’d never considered him a jerk, or a fucking child. 
 
      
 
    She went downstairs after him and found him at the sink, furiously rinsing dishes and tossing them loudly in the dishwasher. 
 
      
 
    “Gunner—” she began, not sure whether to be angry or amused. But before she could continue, Gunner yanked his hand out of the sink with a string of curses. 
 
      
 
    “Motherfucker!” 
 
      
 
    Kelly saw that his hand was dripping blood. Her gut plunged. 
 
      
 
    “Jesus Christ!” Gunner snapped. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, hey,” She stepped forward. “Calm down.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s bleeding like a—” 
 
      
 
    “Stick it under the water,” she said, keeping her voice calm and authoritative. 
 
      
 
    Gunner placed his bleeding right hand under the faucet. “The fucking knife.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly resisted the urge to point out that if he hadn’t left the knife in the sink in the first place, this wouldn’t have happened. Instead she placed a hand on his shoulder, ignoring the jolt that went through her at the contact. “Good,” she said. Just let it run.” 
 
      
 
    “It feels deep.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll look in a minute.” She let him flush the cut out a moment longer, then turned off the water. “Let me see.” 
 
      
 
    He showed her his right hand. There was a cut across the meat of the palm — shallow, but a bleeder, for sure. Blood dripped into the sink while she grabbed some paper towels and laid them over the cut. “Hold those there. Keep pressure on it.” She led him over to the table. He followed meekly and let her push him gently down into a chair. “Stay put. I’m going to get my first aid kit.” 
 
      
 
    She went to the pantry, where she’d put the kit — most accidents happened in the kitchen, after all. She brought the small plastic case back to the table and opened it, then took out some gauze and tape. 
 
      
 
    Blood had soaked through the paper towels, but when she gently moved the wad of towels away from the skin, she saw the bleeding was already starting to slow. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” she said quietly. “Hold out your hand.” 
 
      
 
    He did. She wiped some blood away, then began to wind some gauze around his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t we need to … sterilize it or something?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Back in the day, the medical community recommended iodine or rubbing alcohol for cuts. Now we’ve realized that flushing with water is often all you need. Alcohol and iodine kill the good bacteria that will help your skin heal.” 
 
      
 
    He looked white as a sheet, but he nodded. “Glad you know your shit.” 
 
      
 
    The sound of her voice seemed to calm him, so she kept on. “My mom used to use iodine. When I was little and got hurt. The smell of it used to fascinate me. And the way it looked — the way it dyed my skin yellow.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen iodine.” He kept his gaze on her as she deftly bandaged him. “Man, you don’t lose your cool, do you? Blood makes me kinda … queasy…” 
 
      
 
    She half smiled. “Well, I’m gonna be a nurse, remember? So it probably wouldn’t go great for me if I didn’t have a strong stomach.” She picked up the tape and began winding it over the gauze. She was suddenly uncomfortably aware that the front of his sweatpants was tented. And she was even more uncomfortably aware of her own reaction to his proximity, to touching him. She was close enough to hear his breath, a little shallow, the way he breathed sometimes in his sleep, in the midst of a dream. And his hand was warm and rough… She swallowed. 
 
      
 
    “What happened to your mom?” he asked very softly. 
 
      
 
    Kelly barely flinched. “She died. Last year.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh God. I’m sorry. I didn’t … I wondered how it ended up being just you and your dad, but I didn’t realize…” 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay. I miss her. But I know she’s still with me, every day.” 
 
      
 
    He shifted. “I’m sorry too, about the … I’m sorry I was such a jerk.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “Thank you. Sorry I yelled too.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do a better job with the house.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d appreciate that.” She finished taping and stepped back. “There.” 
 
      
 
    He flexed the hand tentatively, still gazing at her. 
 
      
 
    She met that gaze, and her heart began to pound. Something was happening between them. His stare wasn’t … wicked, exactly, but it was hungry, blazing with need. It pulled at something deep within her. She didn’t move as he rose, towering over her, arm muscles flexing. He extended his uninjured hand gently toward her face, and she shivered in anticipation and desire. He stopped before he touched her. “May I?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    She nodded mutely. He cupped her jaw — the lightest of touches, his thumb ghosting over her cheekbone. She inhaled softly, closing her eyes. She tilted her head slightly, so that her lips brushed his palm. 
 
      
 
    He leaned down, and she strained upward, and suddenly they were kissing. Kissing like they had at the wedding, except now it was different. Now they were alone, and she wasn’t afraid. She wanted this, wanted it with everything in her. 
 
      
 
    She cupped the back of his neck with one hand, drawing him closer. He teased the seam of her lips apart with his tongue, then slipped his tongue inside her mouth. It swiped over her own, and her pussy tightened with a pleasurable thrill. She backed up, drawing him with her, until he was pressing her against the wall, until his hand swept down to her hip, guided her ass away from the wall so he could cup it. 
 
      
 
    He squeezed until she moaned into his mouth, then gave her a light pinch. Her eyes flew open in surprise at the slight, delicious sting. Then she thrust her hips forward, grinding her crotch against his, feeling wanton, free. 
 
      
 
    He pulled his tongue back and they stood there for a moment, panting with their foreheads pressed together. She whimpered against his lips, and he hissed as he moved his injured hand to her breast. Though their mutual passion, their need, hadn’t dulled in the slightest, Gunner was gentle as he stroked her breast, careful as his thumb grazed her nipple through her shirt. Back and forth, back and forth until her nipple stiffened, until she arched her back, longing for more of that touch. She wanted to rip off his clothes, wanted to drink in that body she’d only glimpsed before. Knead that taught ass as she guided him deeper inside her, scream her pleasure as he drove into her, his big arms pinning her in place. 
 
      
 
    She gasped as he pinched lightly through the fabric. She took his hand and set it at the hem of her shirt, guiding it up and underneath until it rested on the cup of her bra. The gauze and tape felt strange on her bare skin as he stroked her, and she laughed, half nervous, half breathless with excitement. 
 
      
 
    “You want this?” His voice was low, rough. 
 
      
 
    All she could manage was a nod. Then finally, she managed to get words out. “So much.” He slid one knee between her legs, let it travel up her inner thigh, drawing her skirt up. She gasped as the course denim of his jeans rubbed against her soft cotton panties. Panties that were rapidly growing wetter as his knee moved back and forth over her pussy, sometimes putting just enough pressure on her clit that she gasped. “Please,” she whispered. “Please.” 
 
      
 
    “My pleasure,” he growled, brushing his lips along her cheek. Then, without warning, he spun her so that she faced the wall. Her breath left in a rush, and her back arched automatically, thrusting her ass out so that it met his crotch. He flipped her skirt up and ran his left hand between her legs, using two fingers to pet the damp fabric. She spread her legs, moaning, welcoming his caress. He circled her clit with his fingertips, and she bucked her ass further out, wishing he’d yank her panties aside and plunge his fingers into her, that he’d rub her clit with his thumb until she was wild with desire, and then throw her over the table and ram his cock home. 
 
      
 
    But he took his time. Teased her slowly, rubbing her pussy with one hand, kneading her ass with the other. He leaned forward and kissed her shoulder, using his teeth to pull the collar of her blouse aside for better access. 
 
      
 
    She dipped her head, sighing her pleasure. The room was going fuzzy, so she let her eyes close, sinking into the ecstasy. She began to ride his hand, her legs trembling, until he had to hook one arm underneath her to keep her upright, to keep her where he wanted her while he slowly, inexorably, tugged down her panties. 
 
      
 
    When they were around her thighs, the fabric stretched taught by her spread legs, his hands disappeared for a moment, and she was left there, trembling, her ass and pussy bared to his gaze. 
 
      
 
    “God,” he said, voice low. “I’ve wanted this since I first laid eyes on you.” 
 
      
 
    “Then get to it already,” she said impatiently. 
 
      
 
    She heard his laugh, a deep rumble that sent shivers through her all over again. Then he spun her to face him again. Her panties dropped to her ankles, and she stepped out of them. He tugged her skirt down, and she kicked it off, simultaneously reaching for the hem of his T-shirt. They got tangled for a moment as she tried to pull the shirt over his head while he was in the process of unbuttoning her blouse. They laughed, then moved in for a kiss, their shirts still half on and half off. Gunner nipped her lower lip and fumbled with her last button, reaching up to yank the blouse down her arms. She deftly shrugged out of it, still kissing him, then gave him a light shove back. He staggered a little, and she grabbed his shirt and nearly ripped it off of him. 
 
      
 
    She stood there in just her bra, and he stood there bare chested, a trail of light brown hair leading from his belly button down to the waistband of his jeans. She took a moment to study the tattoos — intricate, colorful designs that wound their way across his chest, down his sides. It was hard to separate the designs in some instances — like these were a lifetime of stories twining, overlapping, getting lost in one another. 
 
      
 
    “Take your pants off,” she ordered softly, her voice hoarse. “I want to see you.” He didn’t laugh. Didn’t even crack a grin. His face looked more naked and vulnerable than she’d ever seen it — more so even than their wedding day. His hands moved slowly to his fly. She watched as he popped the button. As his injured hand tugged down the zipper. He slid the jeans past his hips, down his lightly-furred, muscular legs. Then he stepped out of them and let her look at him in his gray boxer briefs, let her take in the telltale bulge, the damp spot, the hard flesh poking out from the slit. 
 
      
 
    “Turn around,” she commanded, voice warm, silky. She was enjoying herself. 
 
      
 
    He did. His ass was just as taut as she remembered, stretching the gray fabric. She stepped forward. Placed her hands on his hips and teased her thumbs along the waistband. She felt him shiver. 
 
      
 
    She kissed his shoulder, moving slowly down the ridge of muscle toward the center of his back. Then she pulled down his briefs, careful as she tugged them over his erection. 
 
      
 
    When he was fully naked, she leaned against him, her breasts pressed to his back, her crotch pressed against his hard ass. She moved her palms forward across his hips, down over the coarse hair until her fingertips touched his cock. Sighing against his bare skin, she gripped his shaft gently in one hand. She wanted to feel it before she got a good look at it — wanted to learn it with her touch before she guided it inside her. His breathing roughened; his body quivered. 
 
      
 
    “Kelly…” 
 
      
 
    “Shhh.” She kissed his shoulder again. Pumped his cock lightly, rubbing her thumb along the ridge under the head. Circumcised. The skin incongruously silky over the hardness of his erection. The tip was damp, and she spread the moisture with her thumb, making his thighs bulge and his ass clench. 
 
      
 
    This was so much different from the quick, awkward sex she’d had in college. She felt powerful this time, hungry and sexy as hell. Ready to own this man and let him own her. She nuzzled the side of his neck. “Turn around.” 
 
      
 
    She let go of his dick so he could turn to face her. He was flushed, breathing ragged, pupils huge. She reached around behind her and undid her bra clasp, letting the blue satin garment fall from her body. 
 
      
 
    He took in her nakedness, gaze lingering appreciatively on her full breasts, then sliding down to her wide hips, and finally to the dark thatch of her bush. 
 
      
 
    “Gorgeous,” he murmured. “You’re more gorgeous than I ever imagined.” 
 
      
 
    Their eyes locked again. “Take me,” she whispered. “I want you to fuck me.” 
 
      
 
    His breathing paused for a moment. Then a weak grin spread across his face. “Gladly, sweetheart.” 
 
      
 
    He closed the gap between them and swept her into his arms. Lifted her off the ground and placed her on her back on the kitchen table. He grabbed one of the cushions off the chair and slid it under her head. Then he took another one and slid it under her hips. He guided her legs apart, sweeping his broad palms up and down her inner thighs, leaning down to lavish her breasts with kisses. He placed his lips around her right nipple and sucked, making her arch and squirm. When the mad desire was back, when she was panting and had her legs hooked around him, urging him closer, he spread her pussy lips and dipped his ring finger inside her. With his other fingers, slick with her juices, he began to rub her clit. Quick, concentrated circles that had her whimpering and writhing, trying to impale herself on his finger. 
 
      
 
    He scraped her nipple lightly with his teeth, and she almost came on the spot. Then he let go, straightened, and took her by the hips, his erection nudging her pussy as he stepped closer. She gazed up at him — at his firm, tattooed chest, his washboard abs, his gorgeous eyes. She felt dizzy and wonderful, taking him in, craving more and more of him. He trailed the back of his hand along her stomach, making the muscles flutter. 
 
      
 
    “Condom,” she whispered, trying not to get queasy at the memory of her father’s phone call. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” he whispered back. “I’m … not sure I have one.” 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    He laughed softly, still stroking her skin. “There are other things we can do, you know.” 
 
      
 
    Her breathing slowed; she squirmed again on the table. “Oh yeah?” she clenched her jaw as his hand made its way up to her breast again, pinching her nipples into stiffness. “Like what?” 
 
      
 
    His hands swept down again, fingertips tickling her inner thighs, drifting down to the ticklish sides of her knees, making her jump. 
 
      
 
    He bent over and kissed his way down her body, his stubble scratching the sensitive skin of her belly. He touched the tip of his tongue to the spot under her navel. He met her gaze again, grinning up at her as he licked lower. She shuddered, stifling another moan. She shifted on the pillows, trying to lie still as he knelt between her legs. 
 
      
 
    Oh God … Oh God, should she tell him she’d never done this before? Never had a guy… 
 
      
 
    But then she felt his breath against her pussy lips, and she couldn’t think about anything else. Could only lie there, helplessly in thrall to pleasure as the soft wetness of his tongue swiped between her legs. 
 
      
 
    Oh God, oh god, oh god… 
 
      
 
    He licked her gently at first, his tongue sliding over her opening, then forward to lave her clit. She gave a soft, surprised whimper, and her breath hitched. Pleasure spread from her core through the rest of her as he continued on that same path, holding her legs spread and then exploring her most intimate area with his tongue. She could barely breathe as he swirled his tongue around her clit; nearly bucked off the table as he began lapping — as quick, furious motion that had Kelly writhing, sighing. 
 
      
 
    Gunner stopped for a moment. Wiped his wet chin with the back of his hand. “God, you’re gorgeous like this. I’m gonna give you the best orgasm of your life.” 
 
      
 
    And before she could say anything, he plunged back down, licking her pussy in long, firm swipes. There was a spot on the right side of her clit that felt particularly good, so when he started licking there, she couldn’t help but put a hand on his head to keep him in place, while she rode his tongue the best she could. 
 
      
 
    How have I never tried this before? I’ve been missing out! 
 
      
 
    Suddenly Gunner’s tongue moved away from her clit, and his fingers parted her gently. His tongue slipped inside her, and she gasped, crying his name. The wet muscle thrust inside her, and she twisted her hips, trying to get more of that sensation. She felt so close to him. Truly, for the first time since they’d moved in together, she felt connected, soaring on the pleasure of being here with him, of feeling him inside her. He placed his hands just below her knees and ran them down her shins. He tickled her feet lightly as he continued tongue fuck her. She laughed and jerked. 
 
      
 
    And then his tongue was gone, replaced by two probing fingers that moved slowly inside her, pressing gently, finding that spot that brought her breathless pleasure. When he found it, he crooked his fingers, and at the same time, flicked his tongue against her clit. 
 
      
 
    “Gunner!” She was trying to clutch at his head — dammit, if he’d had hair, she would have been pulling it for all she was worth. The intensity was nearly too much; heat flooded her entire body, and the room blurred. She rocked her hips, forcing his fingers deeper. He flicked his tongue again and again against her clit, a motion like butterfly wings, while he continued to crook his fingers every few seconds against her sweet spot. 
 
      
 
    She came in a rush, pussy clenching hard around his fingers, her clit throbbing and her chest heaving. She’d never in her life had an orgasm this intense. Afterward all she could do was lie there trembling while he cleaned her with his tongue. He swallowed every drop of her juices, soothed her tingling slit with a couple of gentle licks that nearly made her purr. 
 
      
 
    He told her softly to stay put. 
 
      
 
    She heard him go to the bathroom and clean up. She drifted, and wasn’t sure how long she’d been out of it when he came back. She gazed up at him while he gazed down at her. He wasn’t hard anymore, she realized. 
 
      
 
    She shifted up onto her elbows. Glanced again at his cock, then up at him. “Want me to…?” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head, smiling at her. “I took care of it.” 
 
      
 
    And with that he reached down and scooped her up in his arms. He carried her to the staircase and then up the stairs, depositing her gently on their bed. He climbed in beside her and pulled the covers up over both of them. She curled against him, feeling suddenly more vulnerable than she had when she was spread open before him on the kitchen table. She hadn’t allowed herself this kind of pleasure before; since her mother’s illness, she’d felt guilt about any desire for sex, for a relationship. Because there had been someone who’d needed her. There’d been something more important to worry about. 
 
      
 
    But now… 
 
      
 
    God, it had felt so good. She was still dizzy from that sex, still riding a high she wasn’t sure she’d ever come down from. She was reveling in Gunner’s closeness, in the slow, steady movement of his hand up and down her naked back. 
 
      
 
    Is it okay? Am I allowed to want this? Especially when he’s … when this was all set up by my father? When this wasn’t a choice for either of us. 
 
      
 
    But tonight had been a choice. The marriage wasn’t, but this was — being here, listening to each other’s breathing. Kelly choosing to trust Gunner. Gunner choosing to be here with her instead of at the clubhouse, or out on a mission. 
 
      
 
    They did have agency here. 
 
      
 
    And tonight, at least, they had chosen solace in each other’s arms. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
      
 
    Great. Exactly the words Gunner was hoping to wake up to. 
 
      
 
    Kelly was sitting up in bed, looking wide-awake. Her hair tumbled down over the straps of her tank top, and there were small, sexy smudges of yesterday’s eye makeup under her eyes. Gunner would rather make use of his morning wood than talk, but what the hell. 
 
      
 
    He rubbed his eyes blearily. “Do we?” He yawned, half-stifling it with the back of his wrist. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry,” he murmured, eyes fluttering as he fantasized about sinking back into sleep. “I’ll call you.” 
 
      
 
    She swatted his shoulder lightly. 
 
      
 
    He grunted and pulled himself up so he was halfway sitting. Was she still mad about the messy house? Regretting last night’s sex? 
 
      
 
    He guessed he was about to find out. “What’s up?” he asked, trying to keep the covers situated so they hid his boner. For some reason, that seemed like the polite thing to do. 
 
      
 
    “My dad wants us to have a baby.” 
 
      
 
    Ah, fuck. Russell Powers’ name was still the most effective boner killer Gunner knew. But as hard as Gunner tried to play it cool, his heart was pounding. Did Kelly know something he didn’t about Russell’s orders? “Uh, yeah. He mentioned that.” 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Now he really was confused. 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me that was part of his plan?” She didn’t sound angry, but she wasn’t breaking eye contact with him, and her voice was very, very firm. 
 
      
 
    “I assumed you knew. He’s your father. I thought he’d filled you in on all the details of his evil plan.” 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t funny.” 
 
      
 
    “Who’s laughing?” 
 
      
 
    She sighed. Leaned back against the headboard. “No, Gunner, he didn’t. I didn’t know he planned to breed me like an animal. And I find it kind of weird that at no point during our time together did you bring it up. Did you say, ‘Don’t worry, I won’t impregnate you. You know that really crazy part of your dad’s plan? Well, here’s how we’re gonna fight it.’” 
 
      
 
    He furrowed his brow. What the fuck? Why was her dad’s bat shit scheme suddenly his fault? “I thought it went without saying. Of course I’m not gonna knock you up. Of course I don’t want a baby. Obviously, when your dad asks, we’re gonna tell him we couldn’t conceive.” Did he imagine it, or was there a flash of sadness in her eyes? 
 
      
 
    No. Oh hell no, don’t tell me she wants a fucking baby… 
 
      
 
    “And what about when he has us checked by his own doctors? What happens when he finds out we’re lying?” 
 
      
 
    “So what are you saying? That we should have a baby just to keep him happy?” 
 
      
 
    “No. But I’m saying we should have a plan.” 
 
      
 
    “The plan is we don’t have a baby.” He yawned again. “I need some coffee.” 
 
      
 
    “Gunner. I need you to take this seriously.” 
 
      
 
    “I am taking it seriously. It’s just … this whole thing is so genuinely crazy that half the time I don’t know what to say. Or do.” 
 
      
 
    Her expression softened. “Me too.” 
 
      
 
    “Look.” Gunner reached out to take her hand. She seemed startled, but then squeezed back lightly. “He hasn’t come knocking on the door demanding his grandbaby yet. We keep him at bay for as long as we can, and by the time we’ve reached a point where he’s asking doctors to examine us, we’re long fucking gone. We’ve found a way out of here.” 
 
      
 
    Her brow knit slightly. “What do you mean, out of here? I mean, are you planning to leave your club? Are you … are you striking off on your own?” 
 
      
 
    Hell if he knew. He’d take Durango, sure. And the others … shit, there was no way out of this without killing Powers. And killing Powers was only cutting the head off the beast. There were still the goons, the shadowy associates on both sides of the border… 
 
      
 
    And then it occurred to him that she was probably asking if he intended to leave her. If he planned to run away with her, or just help her get a fake passport and see her safely to the airport. He had no idea. No goddamn idea. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to get out of this.” Even he could hear how empty the promise sounded. Why should she believe him when he couldn’t even keep a promise to do the dishes? 
 
      
 
    And yet he meant it. The depth to which he meant it startled him. He’d protect her. He had to. 
 
      
 
    She’d folded her arms under her breasts. Was clutching herself tightly, like she was cold. “I might have made things worse.” 
 
      
 
    “How?” he asked quietly. 
 
      
 
    “When my father called to tell me what he expected of me — of us — I told him I’d never do it. I called him a monster. Hung up on him.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow.” He whistled, impressed. “Good for you.” 
 
      
 
    “But what if I’ve just pissed him off more?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe. But he needs to hear that from you. Him knowing how much he’s hurt you…that might be the only way to get him to come to his senses.” 
 
      
 
    Privately, Gunner didn’t hold much hope for that. Russell Powers didn’t have any senses to come to. But some of the panic left Kelly’s gaze. 
 
      
 
    He put an arm around her. She leaned against him. “What a mess.” She sighed. 
 
      
 
    “What a mess,” he agreed. “But it’s okay. We’ll be okay.” 
 
      
 
    She tilted her head, peering up at him. “Last night was amazing.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed. “Hell yeah, it was.” 
 
      
 
    “We ought to do it again sometime.” 
 
      
 
    He leaned down and kissed her. “I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
      
 
    She placed a hand on his chest. Made him shiver as she ran her fingers back and forth between his pecs. “I think we should get condoms. See what else we like doing.” 
 
      
 
    His dick hardened. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll pick some up on my way home today.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm.” She glanced at the clock. “You’re going to be late for work if you don’t get up now, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, I guess—” He broke off the sentence as her hand snaked under the covers. Her fingertips brushed his stomach, and his dick twitched. “Shit…” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have just a few more minutes?” Her voice was low, almost a purr. “I think I could make it worth your while.” 
 
      
 
    Her hand closed around his shaft, her palm warm. She used her thumb to spread a little pre-cum around his dick, and then she pumped gently, just as she had last night. 
 
      
 
    “Oh God.” He threw his head back. 
 
      
 
    She pumped harder, tugging gently on his dick, making him move his hips for her. He was panting hard, so close to the edge, his balls drawing tight, when suddenly… 
 
      
 
    She stopped. 
 
      
 
    He opened her eyes. Stared at her. “What … why…?” 
 
      
 
    She smiled. A more salacious smile than he could ever have imagined on a girl so demure. “I want you thinking about me all day. When you get home, I promise this’ll be worth it.” 
 
      
 
    And she got up and went to the closet to dress. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    Now what? 
 
      
 
    Gunner worked quickly, almost manically, on a Subaru that needed a battery replacement. He’d slept with dozens of women, dozens, and detaching himself afterward had never been a problem. He remembered some of them, but for the most part, they all blurred together. He enjoyed sex, liked having some no-strings-attached fun, but he wasn’t necessarily looking to make memories that would last a lifetime when he went down on a girl. When he fucked her. 
 
      
 
    But he couldn’t treat Kelly that way. Couldn’t push her away, couldn’t detach himself from her life, because when he was done here in the shop today, he was going home to her. This unbelievably beautiful, kind woman who shared his home. Whom he’d had sex with last night. 
 
      
 
    Incredible sex. 
 
      
 
    Gunner wasn’t used to sex where he didn’t come — or where he only came during a quick trip to the bathroom to jerk off afterward. But it had felt so right last night, to focus on Kelly’s pleasure. To watch her body respond to his every touch. Usually when he went down on a girl, it was to show off his own prowess, to get her to scream his name. But last night, he’d genuinely wanted to give Kelly the best orgasm of her life. Not for some ego trip, but because she deserved it. Because she’d needed it. 
 
      
 
    Damn, the moment she’d come … the moment she’d lost control, been helpless against the waves of ecstasy that had crashed over her… He’d remember that forever. 
 
      
 
    “Gunner?” 
 
      
 
    He looked up at Durango. “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re putting that battery in backwards, buddy.” 
 
      
 
    He looked down. So he was. All right, so his focus wasn’t the best today. Because he was still breathing in Kelly, still tasting her, still feeling her tighten around his fingers… 
 
      
 
    He switched the battery’s angle. 
 
      
 
    “You missed a good meeting last night,” Durango said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “Eventful, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner rubbed the back of his neck. “Sorry I wasn’t there. Got busy at home.” 
 
      
 
    He could feel Durango’s gaze on him. Not judging; Durango never judged. But serious, missing nothing. 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Gunner pressed. 
 
      
 
    “A couple of Powers’ goons were there. They were hinting again about how big this next shipment will be. Sounds like we’re gonna make bank.” Durango didn’t sound happy about it, though. 
 
      
 
    “You’re worried?” 
 
      
 
    “I dunno, man. I like the profits, I really do. So do the other guys — Chevy got his new bike, by the way; you gotta see it — but it’s just not right. You saw the way Powers was ordering us around last time. He’s not gonna be satisfied with sharing. He wants to own us. That’s what I think.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s Silverback say?” 
 
      
 
    Durango shrugged. “Nothing, man. Silverback’s been fuckin’ useless. Just keeps saying listen to Powers.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner shook his head. “That ain’t the Silverback I know.” 
 
      
 
    “No shit.” Durango tossed a grease rag on the pile and glanced at Gunner. “You remember when he came to get you up in San Antonio?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner’s gut clenched a little at the memory. Bloody fist, clutching a payphone. Jaw nearly too swollen for him to speak… 
 
      
 
    He tried to grin. “You weren’t even there.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but you told me all about it,” Durango said. “Silverback, man. Used to be he’d do anything to protect us. Now he just shows his belly and pisses himself whenever Powers walks in the room.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad I’m not the only one who thinks so.” 
 
      
 
    “Not sure how long I wanna spend waiting to see how this all plays out.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” Gunner’s mind was wandering to Kelly again.“When you get home, I promise this’ll all be worth it.” 
 
      
 
    What if I don’t make it till the end of my shift? 
 
      
 
    His balls hung heavy and swollen in his boxers. His ass flexed every time he thought about having sex with Kelly. Imagining her tight pussy around his dick… 
 
      
 
    “Gunner?” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    Durango was looking at him funny. “You’re weird today, man. Everything okay with the missus.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner felt himself flush. “Oh, yeah. Fine.” 
 
      
 
    Durango wasn’t looking away. Suddenly his face split in a wide grin. “Dude. No way.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “It finally happened huh?” 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” Gunner said unconvincingly. Normally he bragged to Durango about every chick he slept with. But something about what had happened between him and Kelly … he wanted to keep that private. 
 
      
 
    “Oh man. You did.” Gunner was practically crowing. “You fucked her. Was she a good lay?” 
 
      
 
    “Cut it out. She’s my wife.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner’s smile slipped a little. “Dude. Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Just … have a little respect, okay?” 
 
      
 
    Durango shrugged. “Sure. Didn’t realize you were, uh … actually getting attached.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not, just—”liar “—just, she’s my wife, and I’m trying to treat her that way.” 
 
      
 
    Durango shrugged again. “Sure, dude. Your call.” He was grinning again. 
 
      
 
    Smug bastard. 
 
      
 
    But Gunner couldn’t help grinning too. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    When Gunner got home, he couldn’t find Kelly at first. She wasn’t in the kitchen, or in the front office. Maybe she was napping? Or reading in bed, the way she sometime did in the afternoon after she finished her freelancing work. 
 
      
 
    He made his way upstairs, the pharmacy bag rustling. He smelled something sort of cinnamon-y as he crossed the hall and opened the bedroom door. 
 
      
 
    Kelly was on the bed — reading, as he’d predicted. But she was on her stomach, propped on her elbows, with her head at the foot of the bed. Two scented candles were lit on each bedside table. Kelly’s long, loose dark hair shone in the candlelight, and her skin glowed gold. 
 
      
 
    So much skin. 
 
      
 
    Because she was wearing the skimpiest dress he’d ever seen. 
 
      
 
    It was fire engine red cut low in the front, so that he could see the full, round tops of her breasts — a shade lighter than the rest of her suntanned skin. The dress hugged her ass and hips, and her legs and feet were bare and smooth. 
 
      
 
    “Hotdamn,” he murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, honey,” she purred, rising up on her elbows so that her arms pushed her cleavage up. “Welcome home.” 
 
      
 
    “Well this is certainly a surprise,” he said, stepping into the room. 
 
      
 
    She got up on her knees. She looked a little nervous, but it was the good kind of nervous, he was pretty sure. She was giddy. 
 
      
 
    So was he. “That’s some dress.” 
 
      
 
    She blushed. “Well, you didn’t defile me on our wedding night. And I’d rather get defiled in this than a white gown.” 
 
      
 
    “So you’re wanting to get defiled?” 
 
      
 
    She smiled shyly. “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 
      
 
    “I think that can be arranged.” He swallowed. He was gonna come before they even got started if he kept looking at her body in that dress. 
 
      
 
    “Been thinking about you,” she said softly. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” He set the bag on the nightstand. “What were you thinking about?” he tugged off his greasy T-shirt. Tossed it aside. She didn’t appear to care that he hadn’t put it in the hamper. He walked to the bed, and she leaned back on her hands, dress stretching across her thighs. He wanted to push that skirt up and see what panties she was wearing underneath. Wanted to smell her, lick her, make her cry out like she had last night… 
 
      
 
    “Just…” Her lips parted. She seemed to have lost her train of thought. 
 
      
 
    He sat on the bed beside her and brushed her thick, silky curls over one shoulder, baring the side of her neck. Her head tipped to the side slightly, and she gave a little sigh. 
 
      
 
    “I want you to fuck me,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    He leaned in so that his lips brushed the crook of her shoulder. “Gladly,” he whispered back. 
 
      
 
    He kissed her again, sucking lightly on the side of her neck until she gasped. At the same time, he placed a hand on one of her knees and slid it up, under her skirt, until his finger brushed lace, until she trembled. He stroked her lazily through her panties, teasing her the way she’d teased him this morning. Her eyes fell closed, and she rocked back and forth. 
 
      
 
    He kissed down to her exposed cleavage, nipping the top of one breast. He cupped it with her free hand, circling her nipple with his thumb until the outline appeared in the stretchy fabric. Slowly he eased the strap of her dress down. Pulled the fabric down to below her breast. She was wearing a black strapless bra, which he made short work of. Then her bare breast hung out of the dress, its stiff, rosy nipple begging for attention. 
 
      
 
    He kneaded her breast, and she threw her head back so that her hair swept down almost to the bed. He lifted that heavy breast a little higher so that he could lean in and lick her nipple, teasing it until it was so tight he couldn’t help but bite it — gently, but firmly enough that her back arched. 
 
      
 
    “Get on all fours,” he whispered. “I’m gonna show you what you get for teasing.” 
 
      
 
    She obeyed with a breathless laugh, getting on her hands and knees, her breathing roughened from his attentions. Her bare breast dangled, the other one still tucked tight in her dress. The skirt rode up over her perfect, round ass. He ran his palm over that delicious curve. Pinched lightly. She jumped and gave a little whimper. 
 
      
 
    “You’re gorgeous. You know that?” 
 
      
 
    She ducked her head, candlelight dancing in her hair. He reached up under her dress and tugged her panties down. Black lace. Wet with her arousal. 
 
      
 
    He pulled the bottom of her dress up, exposing her ass. She wiggled it slightly in anticipation. Damn, he wanted to give her all the pleasure in the world. 
 
      
 
    He started by stroking her pussy. One finger, back and forth, occasionally nudging her clit. She rocked slightly against the touch, making her exposed breast swing. 
 
      
 
    Gunner slipped two fingers inside her, stroking her deep. Her breath hitched, and then she let it out. She moved with him, the dress strap falling from her other shoulder, baring both breasts. 
 
      
 
    “Beautiful,” he murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Please,” she whispered. “Please, Cam…” 
 
      
 
    He started at the use of his real name, but recovered quickly. “Please what?” 
 
      
 
    “I need you … in — inside me…” 
 
      
 
    “All right sweetheart,” he murmured, withdrawing his fingers. He undid the zipper in back of her dress. “Lie back.” 
 
      
 
    She did, and he positioned her with her lower back at the edge of the mattress, her legs, dangling down. She lifted her shoulders as he peeled the dress off her. 
 
      
 
    He studied her perfect, naked body for a moment. Then stripped off his jeans and socks. Then his boxers. 
 
      
 
    He went to the nightstand, opened the box of condoms, and rolled one on. 
 
      
 
    She spread her legs as he approached the bed again. He ran his hands down her sides, leaning down to kiss every inch of her he could reach. Worked his way to her lips, and they kissed hungrily, moaning into each other’s mouths. 
 
      
 
    When she was so aroused that she kept lifting her hips, trying to rub her pussy against him, he positioned his dick between her legs, then pushed slowly inside her. Her breath caught as he slowly filled her. Her body stretched to accommodate it, and she gasped a little. But she was wet enough that it slid in fairly easily, and she whimpered, seeming desperate for him to begin thrusting. He drew back and pushed in — not hard, but firmly, letting her get used to his girth. She scissored her legs, apparently wanting to control her own pleasure — but she was at his mercy now. He began to pump faster, trying to find her G-spot with each stroke. She arched off the bed, moving her hips to try to control the rhythm, gasping with soft laughter each time he thwarted her. 
 
      
 
    He was toying with her, teasing her. Grinning down at her as he delivered arrhythmic thrusts, some slow and tender, some rough and sharp. “Yes,” she panted. “Oh God, yes, yes.” 
 
      
 
    She hooked her legs once more around his hips and pulled him deeper into her. 
 
      
 
    “Kelly…” He thrust harder. “Kelly…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Her voice got higher, and her pussy clenched around his cock, over and over again. “Yes, yes, Cam, oh, yes…” 
 
      
 
    He bucked suddenly, the pleasure more intense than anything he could have imagined as he came deep inside her. 
 
      
 
    He withdrew, and she pulled him down onto her, kissing him — a single, long kiss that made warmth surge through his body. He brushed her sweat-dampened hair behind her ear. “Do you feel properly defiled?” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    She nodded hazily. Then she rolled him off her and straddled him, gazing down at him with that half-shy, half-seductive smile. “How soon until you can go again?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    They spent the rest of the evening having sex in every nook and cranny of the house. On the kitchen counter. On top of the washing machine. Over the edge of the bathtub. In the shower. Even, when it got dark enough, out on the porch. Kelly loved every minute of it. Loved how Gunner’s body responded to hers. Loved how he lay with her afterward, holding her and whispering about how beautiful she was. 
 
      
 
    In those moments, she could almost believe he was a man she truly loved, not just someone who’d wound up in an impossible situation with her. 
 
      
 
    The next few days passed in a haze. She ran her errands, did her freelance projects, and waited for Gunner to get home so they could get back to fucking. One day, she’d run into Penny, her neighbor from when she’d lived at her dad’s house. 
 
      
 
    Penny had given her a huge, enthusiastic greeting and had asked a million questions about what she was doing now. “Is it true you’re married to Gunner Wilson? Oh, honey, I warned you he was trouble, didn’t I? How did you finally tame him? How come I never see you around your dad’s anymore?” 
 
      
 
    Kelly hadn’t known what to say.My dad arranged for me to marry Gunner and now my dad’s basically keeping me a prisoner in a house he bought on the edge of town. It’s great, thanks. 
 
      
 
    But the thing was, itwas great. And not just the sex. The way they were around each other — laughing, joking, watching TV together in the evenings… It felt very companionable, very domestic. It was almost possible to forget sometimes that they’d been forced into this life. Gunner was letting his guard down, and so was Kelly. Together, they were building something out of something that Russell had tried to build for them. They’d crushed the life that Russell had forced on them, and now they were creating something new and beautiful. 
 
      
 
    But how long could it last? 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    She could tell it would be one of those nights. One of those nights where the memories of her mother took over and she couldn’t sleep. She stayed downstairs for as long as she could, drinking decaf tea and reading. Waiting until she was fairly sure Gunner was asleep, because she didn’t want to explain to him why she didn’t want to have sex tonight. 
 
      
 
    Why not?she asked herself.You have no problem fucking him six ways from Sunday, but you can’t just say, “I don’t feel like it tonight?” But what if he sensed something was wrong and wanted to know what it was? She wasn’t sure how much to tell him about her mom. 
 
      
 
    And worse, what if he didn’t notice anything was wrong? What if the only thing he wanted from her was sex? She needed to be careful not to rely on him too much, not to trust him to comfort her or actually be … a husband. He wasn’t her husband, not really. 
 
      
 
    At two a.m., when her eyes felt strained from reading and her butt numb from sitting, she made her way quietly upstairs. Gunner was breathing heavily — not snoring, but close. She smiled. Stood there for a moment, watching him sleep. He sprawled like a big cat, one arm dangling over the edge of the bed, the covers kicked off. He was wearing just a pair of black boxer briefs that hugged his ass. The moonlight coming through he slats in the blinds gleamed along the ridges of his thigh muscles. Beautiful. This beautiful man was hers. 
 
      
 
    But for how long? And is he really mine, if he was forced into this? 
 
      
 
    She undressed and crawled into bed beside him. Fought to get the elastic out of her hair, and ran a hand through her dark curls, massaging her scalp as she did. She rested her head on the pillow and tried not to stare at the bedside clock. 
 
      
 
    Mom, I need you. Where are you? 
 
      
 
    She tried to close her eyes. They flew open again after a few seconds. 
 
      
 
    Mom, I’m scared. 
 
      
 
    Her throat tightened as she remembered her mother’s face, her smile. Her mom used to take her to the regional baseball park when she was little. They’d watch the local team play. One game, Kelly’s favorite player hit a foul ball that flew into the stands. Kelly had seen it coming toward her, had extended her small hands, ready to catch it. It had dropped straight toward her, like this was fate, meant to be — and then at the last second, the guy with the beer belly sitting behind her had leaned forward and snatched it away from her. 
 
      
 
    She’d stood there, stunned and angry, unsure what to do. Her mother had turned to the man, and said, very calmly, in a voice that was firm but without rancor, “You ought to be ashamed of yourself.” 
 
      
 
    The guy had called her mom a bitch, and Jess Powers had said, just as calmly as before, “I feel sorry for you.” 
 
      
 
    Then she’d turned and gone back to watching the game. Had taken Kelly’s hand and squeezed it. Kelly hadn’t said anything. Had decided that if the man wasn’t worth her mother’s time, then he wasn’t worth Kelly’s either. It was just a stupid baseball, after all. 
 
      
 
    But after the game, as they’d made their way between the bleachers toward the exit, Kelly had felt a tap on her shoulder. She’d turned, and there was the man with the beer belly, grimly holding out the ball to her. “Here,” he’d muttered. 
 
      
 
    She’d gazed at him, at his salt and pepper stubble, his milky blue eyes. “You can keep it,” she’d said. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “It’s yours.” 
 
      
 
    So she’d taken it. It was still warm from his hand. 
 
      
 
    Later, in the car, her mother had said, “Well, he did the right thing in the end.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Kelly had agreed. “He was probably just having a bad day.” 
 
      
 
    She hadn’t missed her mom’s strangely sad smile. “A lot of times, if you’re kind to people—firm, but kind—they’ll fix their mistakes on their own. Gentleness is usually better than anger. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Kelly had said, turning the ball over in her hands. It was dirty from the field — the red stitching brown in some places. 
 
      
 
    “But sometimes…” Her mom had let out a long breath. “You have to know when to fight.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly glanced at her again. “You didn’t fight with the man.” 
 
      
 
    “No. I didn’t need to fight with him. But there will be people who…situations where…” Another sigh. “Just remember, you don’t always have to be nice. If someone hurts you, fight back.” 
 
      
 
    She was staring at the clock, but the red numbers were blurry. She was crying. Silent tears streaming down her cheeks, wetting the pillowcase. 
 
      
 
    What if the person hurting me is someone I love? Dad’s all I have left in the world. 
 
      
 
    Maybe not. 
 
      
 
    She rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling instead. Now the tears ran along her temples, getting lost in her thick hair. She tried to stay quiet, but a couple of soft sobs broke from her throat. 
 
      
 
    Gunner shifted beside her, and she fought harder to stop crying. But after a moment, she heard his voice in the dark. “Kel? You okay?” 
 
      
 
    Kel. Like they knew each other. Like they were friends, or lovers, or both. That made her cry harder. 
 
      
 
    He rolled over to face her. “Kelly?” He sounded concerned. “Kelly, are you all right?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine,” she managed between sobs. “I’m sorry. I just … can’t sleep.” 
 
      
 
    He edged closer to her and wrapped an arm around her, tugging her against him. She resisted for a moment, then buried her face in his chest. He didn’t say anything, just held her for a long while. Stroking her back, kissing her hair. 
 
      
 
    Finally, she drew back enough to see his face. She half laughed, half sobbed. “I need some tissues. He reached for the nightstand on his side of the bed and grabbed a wad of tissues. She took them and wiped her face. 
 
      
 
    He held her again. “Is it something … I mean, is there anything I can do?” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. “Just missing my mom,” she said, taking a chance on honesty. 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” he said quietly. “I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head again. “Nothing to be sorry about. Sometimes I just need her, and it’s hard not having her here.” 
 
      
 
    He stroked her back absently for a moment. “What’s your favorite memory of her?” 
 
      
 
    Kelly tensed a little in surprise. “I’m not actually sure. There are so many.” She paused. “I remember her taking me grocery shopping when I was five. She’d let me inspect the fruit to make sure it was good — no bruises or rotting spots.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled at her in the dim light. 
 
      
 
    “But really,” she continued, “I just remember how brave she was. How smart and kind…” 
 
      
 
    Gunner reached out and stroked a tear from her face. “You’re definitely her daughter, then,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    She tried to swallow around the lump in her throat. She finally choked, ducking her head. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, hey…” he murmured. “I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” she said. “No, that was so nice of you. I don’t always know if I’m … if I’m doing her proud.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course you are.” Gunner sounded very certain. She wanted desperately to believe him. 
 
      
 
    “When she was dying, I was in school.” Kelly let out a shuddering breath. “She kept telling me not to come home. That my studies were too important. I wish I’d come home.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner gathered her even closer, until she was crushed against him, feeling his warmth and solidity. “It’s not your fault,” he murmured into her hair. “It’s really not.” 
 
      
 
    “I know.” Her voice was muffled against his chest. “But I could have been there.” 
 
      
 
    “Shh. It’s all right now. You didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
      
 
    It was such a relief to hear those words. Even from someone who couldn’t possibly know whether she’d done anything wrong. Even from someone who didn’t really knowher. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “Sorry for waking you up.” 
 
      
 
    “My God, Kelly. Of course you can wake me when you feel like this.” 
 
      
 
    She drew back again, wanting to see his face. His eyes glinted in the fragmented moonlight. But he looked so tender — that expression was one she’d never have imagined him capable of based on their interaction in the bar. But he did care about her. He was, in many ways, a very kind man. 
 
      
 
    “What was your mother like?” she asked softly. 
 
      
 
    She thought she saw his expression darken. She hadn’t meant to drag up bad memories for him, but she wanted to know him. Wanted to know him the way he was trying to know her. 
 
      
 
    Gunner didn’t speak for a moment. Then he said, “Nothing like yours.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to tell me,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    “No. I can… I just try not to think much about her.” But something in his voice told Kelly he thought about her quite a lot. “She was a drug addict. Heroin. That made it hard to have a meaningful relationship with her, sometimes.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh God.” The room seemed hushed, waiting. “That’s so hard, Gunner. I know. In my pre-med program, we met patients who were addicts. It was heartbreaking.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well. She was hooked and didn’t want to get better.” He shifted. “My dad died when I was ten. Which sucked. I really needed him around.” 
 
      
 
    She placed a hand on his shoulder. He almost seemed to flinch. 
 
      
 
    “Ten years old.” Her voice was soft, hoarse. 
 
      
 
    “Guess it kind of fucked me up, huh?” he said tightly. 
 
      
 
    She ran her hand down his arm. Slow, steady movements. “I don’t think you’re fucked up.” 
 
      
 
    “Then you don’t know me that well at all.” But there was no harshness in the words. Just resignation. 
 
      
 
    “I know you well enough.” As she said it, she knew it was true. She didn’t know him intimately, but she knew him enough to see that there was a good man underneath the flaws. 
 
      
 
    She stroked his face, thumb running along his stubble. “You needed someone there for you.” 
 
      
 
    He seemed like he was fighting the urge to pull away. She didn’t let him. “I had the club,” he mumbled. 
 
      
 
    “How old were you when you found them?” 
 
      
 
    “Sixteen.” 
 
      
 
    Six long years without a family. With a mother who couldn’t take care of him. “They’re my family,” he said firmly, as if reading her thoughts. “They’re all I need.” 
 
      
 
    What about me? Could you ever see yourself needing me? 
 
      
 
    “You’re brave,” she told him finally. “You’re strong. You matter, Gunner.” 
 
      
 
    He swallowed. Eyes blazed for a moment with what looked like anger. She knew the feeling: the certainty that you were to blame for every bad thing that had happened in your life. 
 
      
 
    Could you ever trust me with your secrets? Ever trust me to know how to make things better. I may seem like a good little girl. But I can fight, when I need to. I can fight for you. For both of us. 
 
      
 
    Neither said anything for a while. Eventually, the twined their arms around one another and fell asleep in an embrace. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Gunner was happier than he’d been in a long time. 
 
      
 
    Despite his uneasy feeling that he’d revealed too much to Kelly when he’d told her about his mother, he continued to open up to her, and she to him. Some part of him trusted her. Trusted her more than he’d ever trusted anyone. Even Silverback. Some part of him missed her when he went to work. When he came home to find that she was out running errands. 
 
      
 
    Some part of him felt that, against all odds, this marriage was … working. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t know what to make of that feeling. 
 
      
 
    “How did you fall in with the Devils, exactly?” Kelly asked one evening as they lay in bed together. 
 
      
 
    Gunner tensed, then made himself relax. This was the hardest part of his new relationship. The sex, he could do. All day every day. This getting-to-know you stuff? Terrifying. 
 
      
 
    “I was sixteen. A real punk-ass kid.” He swallowed. 
 
      
 
    C’mon, just tell her. This shit’s all in the past. If you’re still getting sentimental on it, that’s your problem. You need to grow a pair. 
 
      
 
    He continued. “I finally left my mom’s house.” He didn’t tell Kelly about the promise. About the way his mom had gripped him and begged him to stay. “I left her a note saying I’d send some money when I could.” He could still see her face, pale and hollow. Her wild, desperate eyes. 
 
      
 
    Kelly squeezed his hand. “That must have been really tough.” 
 
      
 
    He shrugged. “Yeah, well. I did it. I left. I didn’t have anywhere to go, so I’d couch surf for a while. Just find people in my area and pretend I was a backpacker. Spent most of my time in bars. Getting drunk and looking for fights. Got my nose broken more times than I can count.” He grinned, but Kelly didn’t. His smile faded. Damn the pity in her expression. He didn’t deserve it. “Anyway, one night, I picked the wrong bastard to mess with. Middle-aged, black hair, porn star mustache. Tons of tattoos. I just started slurring stuff at him. I don’t even remember what; I was drunk off my ass. He stayed quiet, ignored me—until I came at him.” He shook his head and shifted on the mattress. “Shoulda known something was up. The bar had gone quiet—none of the whoopin’ and hollerin’ you usually got if a fight was goin’ down. But little prick that I was, I just kept going. Took a swing at him.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly’s brow had furrowed with concern. “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “He had me on my ass so fast I didn’t even have time to blink. I got up, came at him again, and he spun me around, and pushed me over the pool table. Twisted my arm up like he was arresting me. Told me to think carefully before I took this any further.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me guess. You took it further.” 
 
      
 
    “Hell yeah, I did. Fought like a wildcat. He just kept blocking my blows, shoving me away. And finally, he got me in a headlock. Drove a fist right into my stomach. I couldn’t get away. He was strong as fuck, and I was drunk as fuck … and I started to panic.” 
 
      
 
    “You thought he was going to kill you?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner shrugged again, trying to be nonchalant with his next words. “It was more than that. I guess I kinda… It reminded me of my mom. Just … she used to beat the shit out of me. Hold me down, and just… I know it makes me sound like a pussy, that I didn’t fight back. But I didn’t want to — to fight her.” 
 
      
 
    “Gunner.” Kelly sounded shocked. “Not wanting to hurt your mom doesn’t make you a pussy. I hate that word, first of all. And second of all, you were a child. You shouldn’t have had to fight back against the woman who was supposed to be taking care of you.” 
 
      
 
    He stared at her grimly. He didn’t want to think about this shit. He couldn’t believe he was telling her all this. Pouring out his fucking feelings like some teenage girl at a sleepover. “Well, at any rate. I went nuts. This guy was holding me down, and I didn’t — I didn’t beg or anything; thank God I hadn’t lost my balls completely. But I guess he could tell I was panicking. That I wasn’t fighting out of anger anymore. I was fucking terrified. He said, ‘If I let you go, are we cool?’ I nodded. He said, ‘will you come outside and have a smoke with me?’ 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t answer. But he let me go. I staggered back, yanking my shirt straight, doin’ all this punk fronting. But I did go out with him for that cigarette. He pulls his smokes out of the saddlebags of this giant Harley. Introduces himself casually as Cesar Ortiz, and suddenly I get why everyone in the bar thought they were about to watch a slaughter. This was Silverback Ortiz, President of the Horned Devils motorcycle club. And I’d just fuckin’ tried to fight him.” Gunner laughed in disbelief at the memory. “A notorious criminal, with a whole gang at his disposal. I mean, these guys were legends. I just kept thinking, ‘Even if I make it through tonight, I’m gonna get taken out in the next few days. No fuckin’ doubt about it.’” 
 
      
 
    Kelly smiled, looking more than a little nervous. “But you didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t. Silverback gave me a cigarette. Clapped me on the back. Told me I ought to go home and sober up. I made some dumbass comment, like ‘the night is young.’ He saw right through me. Asked if I had anywhere to go. I guess I waited just a second too long to answer.” He rubbed a hand over his chin, caught up in the memory. “So he took me back to the clubhouse. At the time, it wasn’t much. I mean, it still ain’t much, but back then, it was pretty much one big roach nest. Still, part of me felt like I’d just been invited to Buckingham fucking Palace, you know? I crashed on a couch there. The other guys, they gave Silverback some crap about bringing a kid in there. ‘Don’t expect me to change his diaper’ — all that. But Silverback told them to back off, and they did.” 
 
      
 
    “And you stayed?” Kelly asked. 
 
      
 
    “Sort of. Silverback said I could stay as long as I needed, as long as I pitched in with chores and stuff. Found myself a job. I didn’t much like being told what to do, so I’d wander away, stay gone for two, three days at a time. Turn up stinking drunk with my face busted up. Finally, Silverback took me aside. Said if I stuck around, he’d teach me to ride. But if I kept going out and drinking, getting in fights, then he wouldn’t hesitate to kick me out on my ass.” He sighed. “So I buckled down. Started kicking in around the clubhouse wherever I could. Got a job at a fast food joint. Silverback taught me bikes. Chevy taught me guns. They took me to this tattoo parlor where the guy didn’t give a shit how old I was; just started inking me up.” 
 
      
 
    “And things were better, after that?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Things were better. Until I turned seventeen.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened then?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner didn’t particularly want to get into this next part. He took a few seconds to get a handle on the anger that coursed through him at the memory. “Got a call from my mom on my birthday. Begging me to come home. She sounded so bad. I mean, just … sick, and…” He swallowed again. 
 
      
 
    Did you go to see her?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I hung up on her.” His throat tightened. “I guess that call stirred up some shit. I went out drinking. Came back with a split lip. Silverback said that was it. That if I really valued the brotherhood, I wouldn’t keep jeopardizing myself. Said I could pack my stuff and I had two days to find somewhere else to go. 
 
      
 
    “I packed and got out that night. Stole one of the bikes from the clubhouse garage. Stole a gun from the safe. And rode to San Antonio.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly gave a slight inhale. 
 
      
 
    “Bummed around there for a little while. Almost started to imagine I could start a new life there. Away from my mom, away from the club, away from anyone who was gonna tell me how to live my life.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve thought about doing that too,” Kelly said softly. There was a quiet intensity in her expression. “After my mom died. Get away from my dad. Start somewhere fresh — somewhereI chose, not him.” 
 
      
 
    Instead you’re stuck here with me, Gunner thought ruefully. Listening to the tale of my emo years. Wanting me without really trusting me. Needing me without actually wanting me. Because the alternative is to strike out on your own. And that can be a cold and lonely path. 
 
      
 
    “I thought it would change everything,” he said quietly. “But I was still the same old me. One night I picked a fight in the alley behind a local bar. The other guy pulled a knife. Fucked me up pretty bad. But I eventually pulled my stolen gun. Shot him in the shoulder. Self-defense, but still, I was scared out of my fuckin’ mind. I left him there bleeding. Found a payphone — I’d lost my cell somewhere in the fight — and called Silverback.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly exhaled. 
 
      
 
    “I said ‘I’m in San Antonio. I’m hurt pretty bad. I can’t go to a hospital.’ He didn’t ask questions. Drove up there, drove all through the damn night. Brought me home.” 
 
      
 
    Gripping the payphone. Shaking, trying not to vomit. Covered in blood — he wasn’t sure whose. Wasn’t sure if the other guy was gonna live or die. Silverback’s low growl telling him to stay put had been a lifeline. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad he was there for you,” Kelly whispered, stroking his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Gunner tried to grin. “He ripped me about four new assholes once I was patched up. But he took me back.”You’ve got potential, but you’re too brash. Learn some patience, some humility. It’ll serve you well. “I stopped fighting after that. Well, until I was made an official member of the Horned Devils. Then—sanctioned fights.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly was quiet for a moment. “When did Durango join?” 
 
      
 
    “He joined about three years later. He was a couple of years older than me, but we hit it off. Been inseparable ever since.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly’s expression grew sad. “Until now.” 
 
      
 
    He captured her hand in his. Kissed it, and met her gaze. “I still see him. We’re still brothers.” 
 
      
 
    “But it’s not the same, is it? With my father in control?” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. It wasn’t the same. Russell had cast a shadow over everything. 
 
      
 
    She sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s make a deal,” he said, voice low. 
 
      
 
    Hazel eyes regarded him intently. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s not talk about him anymore tonight.” He kissed her hand again. “Let’s not bum ourselves out. I just told you my sob story. Now let’s focus on something better.” 
 
      
 
    She half smiled. “Like what?” 
 
      
 
    “Liiiike… I don’t know. What do you want to tell me?” 
 
      
 
    She pursed her lips. “Mmm. I don’t know. I feel like I still have a million questions about … you.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt I have any good answers.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled. “It’s just … strange that I never really got a chance to know you.” She touched his buzzed hair. Brushed her fingertips softly over his temple. “Normal couples, they get to date. They get to learn each other.” She blushed. “Not that we … I mean, we were forced into this…” 
 
      
 
    “Still. I’d have liked to take you on a romantic first date.” Well, not bullshit. Just something he hadn’t really thought about. 
 
      
 
    Her smiled returned. That sexy, warm smile that drove him wild. “Yeah? Where would you have taken me?” 
 
      
 
    Crap. 
 
      
 
    He thought for a moment. “If we’d had a chance to date, I’d have taken you…” He swallowed. He really didn’t have any practice with this. He’d wined and dined a few girls, sure. But just to get them into bed, not because he actually cared where they ate or wanted to go to a museum or a play or whatever. He was a McDonald’s and Netflix guy. Had no idea where he’d take a girl for a romantic evening. There was the amusement part out by the Harris County border. Chicks liked shit like that, right? Holding hands on the Ferris wheel? Guys winning them stuffed animals? 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’d have started by takin’ you out to dinner. That Italian place downtown. Split a bottle of wine. Eat our weight in pasta. And we’d have to get dessert too — no skipping dessert.” 
 
      
 
    He’d taken a couple of girls there when he’d had a little extra cash. Some girls didn’t hop into bed on the first date, and he’d liked a challenge. So he’d taken them out a couple of times first, always to the Italian place where the snooty manager eyed his tattoos with disdain. 
 
      
 
    Yeah, a real romantic hero — taking girls out to dinner whenever I scored some cash in a drug deal. 
 
      
 
    Kelly laughed softly and nestled closer to him. Damn, she smelled so good. How did girls smell like this? He was pretty sure even if he used her shampoo and body wash and perfume, he wouldn’t smell this good. “What would we have for dessert?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, chocolate, obviously. Chocolate cake, maybe? Girls love chocolate, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Some do, some don’t. We’re not actually all the same model, you know.” 
 
      
 
    No kidding. She was — God, so fucking different from anything he’d expected. He stroked her hair, almost tentatively, half afraid she’d pull away. But she closed her eyes. Let him touch her. 
 
      
 
    “Do you?” 
 
      
 
    She smiled, keeping her eyes closed. “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so chocolate cake. They have a really good one there. You ever been?” 
 
      
 
    A furrow appeared in her forehead. “No.” 
 
      
 
    Right. Because she’d gotten to town and then literally been taken hostage the next day. Probably not a lot of time for fine dining. “Well,” he went on, “It’s got that chocolate sauce — chocolate gaucho or whatever.” 
 
      
 
    “Gaucho?” 
 
      
 
    “Gancho? Garnish? I forget what it’s called.” 
 
      
 
    “Ganache?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s it.” 
 
      
 
    She laughed incredulously. “Gaucho?” 
 
      
 
    “I knew that wasn’t really it.” But he did feel a stab of genuine embarrassment. No, he didn’t know what fancy shit was called. His mom hadn’t exactly had a lot to teach him on the subject of ganache. 
 
      
 
    “All right, so we have the chocolate cake with ganache. Then what?” 
 
      
 
    Then … we head back here and fuck like animals? Okay, a first date had to be more romantic than that, right? He remembered something Durango had told him once, and grinned suddenly. “Then we go to the planetarium.” 
 
      
 
    Durango swore up and down that chicks loved the planetarium. Romedo had a nice one, with an observatory and a movie theater that showed science documentaries. Durango said you could take a girl to one of the nighttime constellation sessions, feed her some shit about your sign and how it suggested you were compatible with her, buy her a Saturn keychain from the gift shop… “Girls are all about Saturn. Prob’ly because there’s a ring on it.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly tilted her head back to look at him. “The planetarium?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Don’t you like … planets?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. They’re fine.” 
 
      
 
    She placed her head back on his chest. He stroked between her shoulders. “All right,” he teased. “You seem less than thrilled with my first date plan.” 
 
      
 
     She lifted her head again, giving him that inscrutable half smile. “It’s fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine, huh?” He shifted. “All right. What would you want to do instead?” 
 
      
 
    She propped herself on one elbow. Pursed her lips and pretended to think. “Hmm. How about a motorcycle ride?” 
 
      
 
    He jolted. Then slowly grinned. “A motorcycle ride?” 
 
      
 
    Her smile became shy, and she nodded slightly, her cheeks pink. “Yeah. A motorcycle ride. Way out into the desert, where there’s no one else around. We could take a blanket. Maybe some chocolate.” She grinned at him. “Chicks love chocolate.” 
 
      
 
    He grinned too. “That’s what I’ve heard.” 
 
      
 
    “We could lie out there and watch the real stars together.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn. Why didn’t I think of that?” 
 
      
 
    She placed a hand on his chest. Let her fingers drift back and forth. “Then we could fuck until we’ve got sand in all the wrong places.” 
 
      
 
    He whistled. “Damn, girl. You’ve got a dirty mind. On a first date?” 
 
      
 
    Her cheeks colored further, but she laughed. “Oh, like you’ve never had sex on the first date?” 
 
      
 
    “Touché.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
      
 
    “To be fair, though, I haven’t had many dates, period.” 
 
      
 
    “You just love ’em and leave ’em?” 
 
      
 
    “I just—” 
 
      
 
    “See women as objects rather than human beings.” 
 
      
 
    He felt genuinely stung by that. “For your information, the girls I sleep with want to have sex with me. I’m not tricking anyone, or — or taking advantage…” 
 
      
 
    “You make it clear it’s no strings attached?” 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t tell whether she was teasing or judging him. He breathed deep, making his chest rise under her hand. “Most of the time.” 
 
      
 
    She twisted her mouth to the side and raised her brows, clearly unimpressed. “Uh-huh.” 
 
      
 
    “Look, nothing I can do about it now except change my ways, right?” 
 
      
 
    She was quiet for a moment. He wished he could tell what she was thinking. “Look, if you want to sleep with other girls, I won’t stop you.” All the playfulness was gone from her tone. She didn’t sound angry — just serious. “It’s just, we have to always use condoms, and you need to get tested regularly.” 
 
      
 
    He practically had to pick his jaw up off his chest. “What are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    She shrugged. “I know you were forced into this. I know you don’t actually want to be my husband. And since we don’t know how long this is for, I just want you to know I’m okay with you seeing other people. I kind of assumed that’s what you were doing already.” 
 
      
 
    He sat up too, so their faces were level. He caught her hand as it fell from his chest. Held it in his own. Looked directly into her eyes. “I’m not sleeping with anyone else. Aside from the fact that your dad’s most likely spying on me everywhere I go, I don’t … I don’t want to be with anyone else right now.” 
 
      
 
    She eyed him a little suspiciously. “You don’t have to lie to me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not lying,” he said firmly. “I know these are strange circumstances, but I…” He couldn’t make himself say it. I really like you. “I’m your husband,” he finished gruffly. “I plan to honor that.” 
 
      
 
    She continued to gaze at him firmly. “I don’t want a marriage that’s a sham. I want us to be honest about what this is. Loyalty isn’t really loyalty if you think you don’t have another choice. Then it’s just obligation.” 
 
      
 
    He swallowed. Where did he stand on this? The marriage was a sham. He had some feelings for her, sure, but they were … mostly sexual, weren’t they? If it had been up to him, he wouldn’t have chosen to marry her; wouldn’t have married anyone. Wasn’t loyalty out of a sense of obligation better than no loyalty at all? And it wasn’t obligation, exactly — he wanted to protect her, wanted to care for her. Maybe not ‘til death do them goddamn part, but… 
 
      
 
    Shit. He was losing it. “I’ll do what I can,” he said finally. “I can’t promise I’ll be the perfect husband. But the part of this where I want to protect you? That’s not a sham.” 
 
      
 
    She closed her eyes briefly. Gazed at him and offered a fraction of a smile. “I trust you. I don’t always know why, but I do.” 
 
      
 
    That made Gunner’s chest uncomfortably tight. 
 
      
 
    “I like your vision of a first date,” he said after a moment. He trained his fingers up her naked belly to the underside of her breast. Watched her nipple stiffen, little goose bumps rise on her skin. 
 
      
 
    She sighed, arching her back slightly. “That’s what I’d most like to do. I mean, I’ve never … maybe it wouldn’t be as romantic as I’m hoping. But I think I’d love it.” 
 
      
 
    “We could go on that date,” he suggested. 
 
      
 
    She perked up, studying him with her head cocked like a dog. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, yeah. What’s stopping us from going for a ride? Stopping somewhere in the desert to check out the stars. Then coming back here to…” 
 
      
 
    He saw her blush deepen and grinned to himself. “Fuck like bunnies?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “That sounds about right.” 
 
      
 
    “What if I…?” She bit her lip. “What if I suck at riding a motorcycle?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s not much to it,” he replied. “You just hold on tight.” He shifted a little at the thought of Kelly’s arms wrapped around him as he roared down the highway. His dick started to harden. 
 
      
 
    “And when do I get to try driving it?” 
 
      
 
    He raised his brows. “You wanna ride?” 
 
      
 
    She grinned, eyes lighting up with mischief and excitement. “Someday.” 
 
      
 
    “You need a motorcycle license, first of all.” 
 
      
 
    “What if we’re out in the desert, and there’s no one to check whether I’m properly … licensed?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, in that case, I guess I could put you behind the handlebars.” 
 
      
 
    Her grin grew more teasing. “You’re gonna teach me how to drive?” 
 
      
 
    “We call it riding, not driving.” 
 
      
 
    “Then what’s it called when I’m sitting on the back instead of steering?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner thought for a moment. “I’d call that ‘ridingon a motorcycle.’” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. Are you gonna teach me to ride? Really?” 
 
      
 
    He gazed at her for a moment. “I’d like to.” 
 
      
 
    Her smile slipped and she gave him that soul-searching, slightly quizzical stare. “But…” 
 
      
 
    “But nothing. Let’s go.” He climbed out of bed. 
 
      
 
    “Now?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” He turned to her. “I’m asking you out on a date. Our first date.” 
 
      
 
    Shit, if anyone had told him he was one day go in for corny romantic shit like this, he’d have laughed in their face. But something about this woman made it feel not corny at all. He wanted to give her the romance she’d never experienced before. Wanted the two of them to discover together how to navigate this marriage business. 
 
      
 
    She hesitated, then her face lit up with another smile. She climbed out of bed after him, her long dark hair falling to almost cover her breasts. She didn’t look shy, embarrassed. She looked happy, fearless. “All right. Let’s go.” She began pulling on clothes — tight jeans, a tank top, a hoodie. He watched her dress. She glanced up and caught him watching. She smirked and made a little shooing motion with her hand. “Go on. Get dressed.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Gunner led the way down to the garage. Kelly followed, heart racing.It’s happening. It’s really happening. She watched as Gunner found one of his old jackets in the box Durango had given him. “Here, uh—” he handed it to her. “It’ll be too big for you, but it’s better than nothing. Gonna be cold out in the desert.” 
 
      
 
    She took the leather jacket. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t have any gloves small enough for her, but he did have an extra helmet. It felt comically big on her. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t get the strap—” she fiddled with it. 
 
      
 
    “Here.” He tilted her chin up with one of his broad hands. She froze. Let her own hands fall to her sides. God, even a touch like this made her wild with desire for him. 
 
      
 
    He tightened the strap, the gesture surprisingly intimate and gentle. That familiar heat coiled between her legs, making her thighs tense. Her panties dampened as she stared at him, as she imagined his cock inside her. The way his neck corded and his arms bulged as he fucked her. 
 
      
 
    Don’t lose your head, Kelly. He might be hot, but this is still hardly an ideal situation. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t want to think about that right now. Didn’t want to think about her father or her lie of a marriage, or even about Gunner’s dick. Instead she wanted to focus on her first motorcycle ride. 
 
      
 
    “Where’syour helmet?” she asked him. She knew he didn’t wear one, and she’d never felt it was her place to nag him about it before. But if they crashed… 
 
      
 
    “Oh, uh…” He grinned a little sheepishly. “I’ve had a lot of experience.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh.” She flipped the visor up on her helmet so he’d be able to hear her more clearly. “And all it takes is one drunk driver, or one patch of loose gravel… You think I want to see you splatted on the side of the road?” She flushed, a little taken aback by her own vehemence. She really didn’t want to lose him. Not on this ride, or any other.When did I start caring? Not that she’d ever have been okay with anything bad happening to him, but this feeling was … different. Protective. As though he really did belong to her. 
 
      
 
    He hesitated like he might protest. Then he reached reluctantly for the other helmet. Put it on. “Happy?” he asked with a grin. 
 
      
 
    She grinned back. “That’s better. Safety first.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner mounted the Honda, keeping the bike steady so she could straddle it behind him. She tried for a second to keep a polite distance, but she immediately slid forward so that her crotch was against his firm, jean-clad ass. Great. 
 
      
 
    He turned his head to speak over his shoulder. “Put your arms around my waist.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” she replied, her voice muffled by the helmet. 
 
      
 
    “When you get more comfortable, you can try keeping your hands on my hips. But for now, hold on tight.” 
 
      
 
    She wrapped her arms around his waist, feeling his hard abs flex under her arms. She swallowed. Jeez, what if she did fall off? What if Gunner crashed? 
 
      
 
    I’m ready for this. I’m so ready, she thought, as Gunner faced forward and then walked the bike closer to the garage entrance, and Kelly’s heart rate ratcheted up. She placed her feet on the pegs and laced her fingers together. 
 
      
 
    Gunner started the bike, and it rumbled to life under them. A thrill went up Kelly’s spine, and she grinned inside the helmet. “You okay?” Gunner called over the roar of the bike. 
 
      
 
    “I’m great,” she shouted back. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on!” 
 
      
 
    Gunner gave the bike three revs, then started down the driveway. Kelly tensed reflexively, then forced herself to relax. No way was she going to let on that she was nervous. 
 
      
 
    They went over the curb and started down the residential street. Kelly glanced over Gunner’s shoulder at the speedometer. They were only going thirty, but Kelly’s heart was still pounding. She leaned into Gunner’s warmth, watched the streetlights in front of the neighbors’ houses flash by. The breeze was chilly on her bare hands, but the jacket — and Gunner — kept her warm. The sun was just slipping below the horizon as they exited the neighborhood and turned onto Deveare Street. Kelly leaned into the turn, surprised by how smooth the ride was. At the traffic light, they pulled up beside an SUV. The kid in the passenger seat — a boy, maybe ten — was staring down at the bike. Kelly gave him a brief wave, then clung to Gunner once more as the light turned green and they roared ahead of the SUV. 
 
      
 
    There were a couple of times when the bike accelerated and Kelly felt her heart leap into her throat, but for the most part, she grew comfortable quickly with the motion of the bike, with the way it turned and the feel of it humming between her legs, all power and sleekness. 
 
      
 
    Then they turned off onto the highway, and their speed climbed. And climbed… 
 
      
 
    She held tight to Gunner as the wind slammed her helmet and chafed her hands. She peered at the speedometer. Fifty miles an hour. Sixty. Soon they were blazing down the open road at seventy miles an hour. Kelly’s stomach clenched slightly at the thought of what would happen if they crashed at this speed, but fear soon gave way to pure adrenaline. She wanted to laugh. She wanted to cry, because she’d never experienced freedom like this, the sense that the world was wide open to her, that she could go anywhere. 
 
      
 
    Oh God, they were going fast, so fast, and she was clinging to Gunner — Cam — her husband, and they were flying. The highway was empty before them, the sky a tremendous deep velvet blue with streaks of waning light along the horizon. 
 
      
 
    Gunner started to swerve — long, snaking movements that made the bike lean from side to side. The first time he did it, Kelly grabbed him, stomach plummeting, afraid he’d lost control. Then she realized he was doing it on purpose and began to lean into each serpentine, terrified and alive, grinning like a maniac as the wind chapped her hands and bugs splatted against her visor. She risked taking one hand off Gunner’s waist to punch him gently on the shoulder. She could almost feel the grin in his body. 
 
      
 
    As they moved farther away from town, houses grew increasingly intermittent. What she saw instead were patches of scrub catching moonlight; tall cacti casting shadows to her left and right. Rocky hills off in the distance, turned purple by twilight. 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t sure how long they rode, but her butt was numb by the time Gunner pulled off the road and drove them to a patch of land near the base of a plateau. He shut off the bike, and the sudden silence was overwhelming. Kelly could still hear the thundering of the engine, still feel the buzzing between her thighs. They took off their helmets. She dismounted after Gunner and staggered a few steps away, setting her helmet on the ground. He laughed as he put down the kickstand. “You’re walking a little bowlegged, Ms. Powers.” 
 
      
 
    She felt a flash of sadness, so sudden it overwhelmed her. Her father had insisted she take Gunner’s last name, legally. No matter that even if she’d been marrying the man of his own volition, she’d have wanted to keep her last name. So technically, she was Ms. Wilson — Mrs. Wilson — but she appreciated Gunner respecting her wishes. 
 
      
 
    Even though she sure as hell would have liked to be rid of her father’s name too, right about now. Still, Kelly Powers was who she’d always been, and who she’d always be. 
 
      
 
    Maybe it’s just because he doesn’t want to acknowledge me as Mrs. Wilson. But still, I appreciate it. 
 
      
 
    She was overthinking this. She grinned at him. “Shut up.” 
 
      
 
    He left the bike and came over to her. She froze, unsure what to do now. The ride had made her hotter than ever, her panties wet, her lips hungering for his mouth to claim hers. But all he did was put his arm around her shoulders, and together they gazed up at the sky. The stars had come out in full force, glittering like diamonds, stretching as far as the eye could see. The bands of light at the horizon had faded, and they were there, the two of them, in the chilly twilight, surrounded by the kind of beauty she’d only ever been able to imagine. 
 
      
 
    “My God,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Something else, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you ever come out here alone? Without your brothers?” She was curious. 
 
      
 
    He hesitated. “Sometimes. I’ve gotten used to riding with them, but I used to ride alone a lot. Sometimes just me and Durango go out.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly thought guiltily of the ride he’d had planned with Durango, up through Three Sisters. 
 
      
 
    He spread out the thick blanket. “C’mon. Don’t be shy.” He plopped down on the blanket on his butt, arms around his knees. Groaned a little. “I’m not as young as I used to be.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh please. You’re…” She paused. “Oh, my God. How old are you?” 
 
      
 
    He laughed. “Twenty-five.” 
 
      
 
    “When’s your birthday?” She couldn’t believe she didn’t know. She remembered wondering several times early on, but then she’d reached a point where she was so freaked out by the whole situation that she hadn’t wondered anymore. Her father had handled all official paperwork concerning their wedding, and she couldn’t think of a single document she might have seen Gunner’s age or birthdate on. 
 
      
 
    “April sixth.” He grinned up at her, his face pale in the moonlight. “Now you know my darkest secret.” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head, stepping closer and taking a seat beside him. “There’s just so much we don’t know.” She wished she could explain to him how strange it felt. 
 
      
 
    He placed an arm around her shoulders. “We’ll learn. We are learning. That’s what tonight’s for, right? To make up for the dates we didn’t have — the ones where we learned each other’s birthdays and favorite flavors of ice cream and the worst things we ever did as kids…” 
 
      
 
    He was right. She shouldn’t let herself get so freaked out. They had time. And he’d told her about San Antonio. About his mom. About the guy he’d shot. That all had to count for something. It proved he trusted her. 
 
      
 
    She still wasn’t sure how to feel about Gunner’s past. He was a violent man in some ways. But so gentle in others. Was the worst of that violence behind him? Or did he still fight? Still kill when necessary? 
 
      
 
    Don’t think about it. Not tonight. Tonight, we’re thinking about better things. 
 
      
 
    “What’s your favorite ice cream flavor?” she asked, stretching out on her back. 
 
      
 
    He stretched out beside her. “Moose Tracks.” 
 
      
 
    She laughed, the sound soaring up to the stars. “You really are an overgrown kid, you know?” 
 
      
 
    “Ohh, Ms. Powers. Don’t make that mistake.” He walked his fingers up her leather jacket. “I’m all grown up. You can be sure.” 
 
      
 
    She smacked his hand away playfully. “Perv.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed. Kept walking his fingers up to her zipper. “This would be more fun if this—” he tugged the zipper down “—weren’t in our way.” 
 
      
 
    He helped her out of her jacket. She leaned back with him, fitting her body to his, kissing him. Feeling his lips against her own, the way he tilted his head to find the perfect angle, so that they fit together like puzzle pieces. The strength that coursed through him even in the quietest moments. 
 
      
 
    He rolled so he was propped on one elbow — not quite on top of her, but sheltering her with his warmth. When she looked up, she could see his eyes — dark, but glinting with moonlight. And beyond him, that sky rich with stars, the velvet blue silhouettes of cacti, the striations of sand and scrub. A whole universe that had been there long before them, and would continue long after they were gone. But for now, they were part of it, their hearts pumping as one, blood coursing hot through their veins, their gasps and soft moans carried away on the night breeze. 
 
      
 
    Gunner took off his jacket. Then he unsnapped Kelly’s jeans. 
 
      
 
    She lifted her hips so he could tug her jeans down. Stroked his thumb over the front of her lace panties, making her tremble. 
 
      
 
    She already had sand in awkward places and they’d barely even gotten started, but she didn’t care. She wanted this. She lifted her hips again — an invitation. 
 
      
 
    He fumbled in his pocket, eventually withdrawing a small foil packet. “I came prepared,” he said with a grin, leaning down to kiss her. 
 
      
 
    “Mmm.” She smiled against his mouth. “Smart boy.” 
 
      
 
    They made out for a few minutes — like teenagers, in love with the newness of each other, alive and free. Then Gunner eased her panties down. Ran his fingers gently through the wetness between her legs. Undid his own pants and put the condom on. 
 
      
 
    The exhilaration of doing it outside, in the middle of the desert, was unlike anything Kelly had ever known. The breeze was a balm to her hot skin; the sensation of Gunner’s lips and teeth against her neck had never been so intense. The sight of the stars over his shoulder filled her with wonder and with wildness. She bucked under him, begging him, craving him more with every thrust. 
 
      
 
    When at last they were both spent — gritty with sand, relaxed and boneless, their limbs tangled — Kelly took a moment for the blessing that did still exist in her screwed up life. 
 
      
 
    She removed Gunner’s condom, intending to toss it inside. She was surprised by some fluid on her fingertips. Holding the condom up so that the moonlight caught it she saw that there was a split in the latex. 
 
      
 
    Her heart stopped for a few seconds. 
 
      
 
    She held the condom up further, trying to get a better look. Couldn’t tell for sure. She tossed it aside. 
 
      
 
    What should she do? Should she tell Gunner? His eyes were closed, and he seemed oblivious, nearly asleep. 
 
      
 
    After a moment, her breath slowly evened out. There was nothing they could do right this second. No guarantee that anything had even happened. The tear had been small — maybe even nonexistent. Maybe she hadn’t seen properly in the dark. Maybe the fluid had been hers. 
 
      
 
    She said a silent prayer to any god that might exist to help her out here. 
 
      
 
    I can’t have his baby. 
 
      
 
    But what if I did? The thought kept sneaking in. She did want kids, just — maybe not right now. And not like this. Trapped in a loveless marriage, planning to go on the run… 
 
      
 
    She glanced again at Gunner.How do I tell him? If I am pregnant, he’ll want me to get an abortion. I don’t want to have that conversation. Not when I might not even be pregnant. 
 
      
 
    Gunner’s breathing had slowed and become soft snores. Gradually, she snuggled closer beside him, pulling her jacket over her and staring over his sleeping form at the stars beyond. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Kelly made another black X on the calendar with her Sharpie. There were five of those Xs in a row, looking ominous. Normally, she marked off the days of her period this way. But this month, she was marking off how many days late her period was. 
 
      
 
    Five days. 
 
      
 
    No. No, no. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t face this. Not right now, not with everything else she already had to worry about. 
 
      
 
    No need to panic yet. Maybe you’re just late. 
 
      
 
    That’s what she’d been telling herself for days, despite knowing that she’d always been regular. 
 
      
 
    That night in the desert. The broken condom.... 
 
      
 
    What if she was actually pregnant with Gunner Wilson’s baby? 
 
      
 
    What would she do? 
 
      
 
    Abortion was out of the question. She believed firmly in the right to choose, but she also knew abortion wouldn’t be her personal choice. But she couldn’t imagine carrying a baby to term and then giving it up for adoption. One look at her child and she’d never be able to let go. She could raise the baby, but the idea of being a single parent was terrifying. She was alone in the world, had been dependent on her father’s money and now was only able to scrape up a few bucks here and there freelancing. If she had a kid, she could kiss nursing school goodbye for good. And what if her dad insisted on visiting rights? She shuddered. 
 
      
 
    The only other possibility was Gunner raising the baby with her, which was a laughable. He hadn’t even wanted a wife, let alone a kid. 
 
      
 
    “Of course I don’t want a baby.” 
 
      
 
    Her throat and chest went tight. I don’t have any options here except to not be pregnant. 
 
      
 
    But she was. No matter what foolish hope she wanted to cling to, she knew the truth. 
 
      
 
    She changed from her pajama pants and oversized T-shirt into a fresh blouse and brown pencil skirt. Put on a pair of brown leather kitten heels. Did he hair up in a twist. Took one last look in the mirror and sighed. All right. 
 
      
 
    Let’s do this. 
 
      
 
    She got in the junker. Listened to it sputter to life. She rattled down the road, past the few neighbors on this long, mostly-deserted street. At the pharmacy, she bought a pregnancy test kit. Tried not to blush as the cashier — a pimply teenage boy, rang her up. 
 
      
 
    She lingered for a while in town. Watched the people walking around downtown. Young men and women from the university. Parents and children. An elderly couple with ice cream cones. 
 
      
 
    Her heart ached. 
 
      
 
    Could that ever be her? Would she ever have the chance to grow old with somebody. 
 
      
 
    She wished she could say she couldn’t picture it happening with Gunner, but the truth was… 
 
      
 
    No, don’t even go there. 
 
      
 
    It’s time to go home, Kelly. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    Gunner felt like shit. He’d had trouble sleeping last night. Part of it was that he’d kept waking up with his arms around Kelly and hers around him, thinking what a lucky bastard he was to have a woman like this in bed beside him. Not just in a physical sense — he’d meant what he’d said about Kelly being her mother’s daughter. Brave, intelligent, kind. But part of it was that whenever memories of his mother got dragged up, he slept like shit. He’s dreamed of being cold — of lying in bed shivering because the heat had been shut off. His mom had refused to pay the bill, using the money for drugs instead. 
 
      
 
    He’d dreamed of pain — of the crack of a belt over his hipbone. The leather lashing around his upper arm. 
 
      
 
    Bullshit. 
 
      
 
    I don’t think about that anymore. I shouldn’t have fucking stayed as long as I did. That was just asking for it. 
 
      
 
    Durango wasn’t at the auto shop. Gunner asked Emmett, one of the other workers, but Emmett said he didn’t know where Durango was. Gunner waited forty-five minutes, then texted.Where u at? 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Durango texted back.I’m ok just playing hooky. See you at the club meeting tonight. 
 
      
 
    Gunner slipped his phone back in his pocket. This was strange. For the first time in memory, Gunner wasn’t looking forward to a club meeting. Things were only getting shadier with the club. Sure, Gunner was enjoying the extra profits. And the missions the Horned Devils were being sent on weren’t particularly difficult or dangerous, but Gunner couldn’t shake the feeling of impending doom. 
 
      
 
    He finished his shift at five fifteen, called goodbye to Emmett, and rode over to the clubhouse. 
 
      
 
    Silverback was out. So were Durango and Chevy. Mica and Bones and a few others were there though. They had a massive, half-destroyed plate of nachos — ground beef, congealed cheese sauce. Gunner flopped into a ratty armchair, helped himself to the nachos and pretended to watch whatever crap they’d found on Netflix. He fuckin’ wished Durango were here. 
 
      
 
    “’Bout time you spent some time here,” said a sullen voice. 
 
      
 
    Gunner looked around. Mica was glowering at him from the couch with the stuffing coming out of it. 
 
      
 
    “Aw, leave him alone,” Bones said. “He’s got an old lady now. He can’t be bothered with us.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner ate another nacho and tried to laugh. “Yeah, hey, I got actual responsibilities now.” 
 
      
 
    “You got responsibilities here too.” God damn. The kid was actually pissed at him. Self-righteous little shit. 
 
      
 
    “And I’ve been fulfilling them.” 
 
      
 
    Mica’s stony gaze didn’t budge. “We’ve needed you here.” 
 
      
 
    Chevy turned to Mica. “Yeah, what are you ragging on Gunner for? You’re the one who’s crawled up Powers’ asshole.” 
 
      
 
    “I havenot.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, he sends you on all his big important missions, doesn’t he? What do you do in return? Blow his old wrinkly dick?” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck off; not my fault if I like making money.” Mica’s chin was thrust out, his eyes cold. “You’re the one who’s too blinded by your girl’s titties to make a—” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t be talked to like that by some snot-nosed punk.” 
 
      
 
    “Looks like all the pussy’s gone to your head, old man!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m doing what I have to in order to keep us all alive,” Gunner snarled. “You want to challenge my decisions, go ahead. Let’s do this. Man to man.” He assumed a fighter’s stance. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, man, no,” Chevy said, but it was a halfhearted protest. All the Horned Devils were desperate enough for a release of tension that they simply gathered around to watch as Mica and Gunner circled each other. 
 
      
 
    So much like me, Gunner thought, taking in the anger in Mica’s eyes. Lashing out at the whole damn world. 
 
      
 
    He knew infighting wasn’t going to solve anything. He knew this wasn’t how the brotherhood was supposed to work. He knew it would make him the bigger man to stand down, to refuse to fight a kid. But in that moment, he hated Mica. Hated him for being so much like a younger version of Gunner. Mica was that ghost Gunner couldn’t kill, the boy who’d left his mother to destroy herself, to die alone on her kitchen floor, next to a trashcan full of needles. The kid who’d run away to San Antonio instead of staying and working through the tough shit and learning to be a man. Right now, Gunner wanted to punch Mica’s nose right through the back of his head. 
 
      
 
    Mica took the first swing. It was a little clumsy, but not nearly as clumsy as Gunner would have expected. The kid had had some practice. The blow glanced off Gunner’s jaw, and Gunner retaliated, landing a solid punch to Mica’s gut. 
 
      
 
    The kid doubled over, but was right back up again, swinging now with a blind fury. Gunner punched him on the left cheek, sending him reeling. 
 
      
 
    There were no cheers from the bystanders. The room was eerily silent except for Chevy, offering another halfhearted, “Christ, you idiots, that’s enough.” 
 
      
 
    But Mica was panting, rapid with fury. He lunged at Gunner, and Gunner kicked his legs out from under him, sending him sprawling. He kicked the kid in the stomach. Over and over again. 
 
      
 
    That’s where you belong, boy. Crawling on the ground. On your belly like a dog. You’ve never been worth anything. Never done anything good for anybody. 
 
      
 
    Mica spit blood. His lip was split, and his nose was bleeding. When had that happened? Gunner stared down at Mica, chest heaving. 
 
      
 
    Stop. Stop it. This is your brother. 
 
      
 
    He thought about Kelly’s words.“You’re brave. You’re strong. You matter, Gunner.” 
 
      
 
    No one had ever been that willing to believe the best in him. Even Silverback. Silverback had believed Gunner could be trained to be useful. He’d believed Gunner could be loyal. But the potential he’d seen in Gunner was the potential to contribute to a gang of part-time criminals. 
 
      
 
    Only Kelly seemed to believe that there was a good man hidden somewhere beneath all the scars. 
 
      
 
    Mica let out a low groan. Tried to sit up. 
 
      
 
    Slowly, Gunner leaned down and extended a hand. 
 
      
 
    Mica spit at him. 
 
      
 
    “What, exactly is going on here?” A low voice growled. 
 
      
 
    Gunner turned to see Silverback standing in the doorway. 
 
      
 
    Mica collapsed on his stomach, like he didn’t have the energy to go on. Which left Gunner to explain. 
 
      
 
    “We had to sort something out. We’re cool now.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you,” Mica muttered from the floor. 
 
      
 
    “He doesn’t look cool.” Silverback nodded at Mica. “What the fuck, Gunner? He’s a mess.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner had no excuse. He’d lost time. Lost control. Had been seventeen again, or else had been fighting a seventeen-year-old ghost. He wasn’t sure. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Gunner muttered. 
 
      
 
    “Is that how you treat a brother?” 
 
      
 
    Rage flared in Gunner.You sanctimonious prick. After all the times you’ve sat up and begged when Powers snapped his fingers…“What about you?” Gunner shot back. “Maybe if you were actually in charge here, we wouldn’t all be on edge.” 
 
      
 
    Silverback’s dark eyes narrowed. “Are you blaming me for your lack of control?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I’m blaming you for not being able to take your mouth off Powers’ dick long enough to be our goddamn President.” 
 
      
 
    The tension in the room ratcheted up about fifteen notches. Gunner could feel Chevy flinch. Mica had gone completely still at Gunner’s feet. 
 
      
 
    Silverback stepped toward him, eyes blazing. “What did you just say to me?” 
 
      
 
    “You heard me,” Gunner replied through his teeth. 
 
      
 
    “I hope to God I didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “I told him.” Mica’s voice was hoarse. “I told him, he thinks he’s too good for us now. Takes his cut of the money and spends it on his piece of ass.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner nearly kicked him again. 
 
      
 
    “Quiet!” Silverback barked at Mica. 
 
      
 
    “It’s true.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner whirled. “And you,” he shouted at Mica. “You’re just as bad. You see a chance to play with some new toys, so you buried your nose between Powers’ asscheeks like a damn dog.” 
 
      
 
    “Enough,” Silverback roared. “Gunner, if you can’t control yourself, then leave.” 
 
      
 
    “I was just going.” He checked Silverback hard with his shoulder as he passed. “Just make sure you don’t choke on Powers’ balls,” he snapped as he went. 
 
      
 
    He stormed out, slamming the door so hard the house rattled. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Kelly stared at the test. Two blue lines. 
 
      
 
    She was pregnant. She was actually pregnant with Gunner Wilson’s baby. 
 
      
 
    She sat down on the toilet lid and buried her face in her hands. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t ignore this anymore. Couldn’t hope for the best. She had to tell Gunner, and they had to work out a plan of action. 
 
      
 
    What the hell would happen when her father found out? The thought made her queasy. She could already hear the faux tenderness in his voice: “Congratulations sweetheart. Looks like I’ll finally get my grandbaby.” 
 
      
 
    No. No, I have to protect this child, whatever the cost. I can’t let my father know. 
 
      
 
    She unburied her face and took her phone from her pocket. She should call Gunner. Tell him right now. But she didn’t want to break news like this over the phone. She needed to see his face. Needed to know if he’d really be as devastated as she feared he’d be. 
 
      
 
    So she’d wait until he came home. She’d go back to her freelancing project, and when he got home, they’d figure out what to do. 
 
      
 
    Except when Gunner got home, there was something different about him. A cold fury that radiated from his body. A tension in his neck and shoulders, a warning in his gaze. 
 
      
 
    “Gunner,” she started, leaning against the counter, watching him fairly slam his jacket onto the laundry room coat hook. 
 
      
 
    He stepped into the kitchen. She saw that his knuckles were abraded, that there was blood on one leg of his jeans and on one of his boots. 
 
      
 
    Her mouth fell open. “Gunner, what happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Fight,” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    “With who?” 
 
      
 
    He glared at her. She was starting to recognize that expression. I dare you to judge me, it said. “One of my brothers.” 
 
      
 
    “Jesus,” she breathed, looking at the blood again. “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Kid got too big for his britches. I put him in his place.” 
 
      
 
    She inhaled sharply. “Gunner!” 
 
      
 
    “I just got an earful from Silverback. I don’t need you lecturing me either.” His gaze was stony, hollow. 
 
      
 
    How could she tell him now? When he was like this? 
 
      
 
    She went to him and tentatively put her arms around him. At first, he tensed, and she worried he might push her away. But suddenly he sagged, wrapping his arms around her and hugging her so tightly it almost hurt. 
 
      
 
    “I need you,” he whispered against her neck. “You’re all I have now.” 
 
      
 
    Something about the vulnerability in those words broke her heart. She held him tightly, wanting him to know it would be okay. 
 
      
 
    Tell him. You have to tell him. 
 
      
 
    “Shh,’ she murmured. “It’s all right now.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not all right,” he said savagely, pulling away and striding across the room. “I might have just cut ties with them for good.” 
 
      
 
    “But…” She didn’t know what to say. 
 
      
 
    “Except your father. Your father still owns my sorry ass.” 
 
      
 
    She stepped toward him, determination rising in her, her voice firm. “No, he doesn’t. Don’t say that.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner laughed humorlessly. “Why not? It’s true.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to figure out what to do.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner whirled. “We keep saying that. Both of us. And yet we don’t do anything. We’re like figurines in his little dollhouse.” 
 
      
 
    “So let’s do something. Let’s make a plan. Let’s decide when we’re going to leave. Figure out what it’ll take to get new identities. And then let’s do it.” 
 
      
 
    It was like holding a match to the wick of a candle — she could see the moment her determination lit his, the way the flame slowly rose in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Okay, let’s do that. We’ll need money, but I can get that. Give me three days.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll finish this transcription assignment tomorrow. Then we’ll have a couple hundred extra from that.” 
 
      
 
    He gazed into her eyes. Cupped her face in his hands. “We’re really doing this, huh?” 
 
      
 
    She placed her hands over his. “We’re really doing it.” 
 
      
 
    Her heart pounded with fear — for the two of them. For her unborn child. But on the outside, she was steady. 
 
      
 
    He leaned down, and she pushed herself up to meet him. Crushed her lips against his. It was a long, passionate kiss, one she felt in every nerve of her body. 
 
      
 
    Three days. Three days, and they would find the freedom they both desperately sought. 
 
      
 
    “Together,” he whispered, looking into her eyes again. 
 
      
 
    “No matter what,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    It was the eighth text he’d gotten from Durango that day. This time Durango wasn’t mincing words. 
 
      
 
    Get your ass over to the clubhouse. 
 
      
 
    The first three texts had inquired as to why Gunner was absent from the auto shop. The next four told him in progressively more insistent terms that he needed to go make things right with Silverback, with the other Devils. 
 
      
 
    What was the point? The Horned Devils were fucking doomed. Russell Powers owned them now, and Gunner ought to cut ties with them for good. Ought to leave with Kelly, right now. Three days, he reminded himself. Three days to get as much cash as he could. 
 
      
 
    They had a little saved, but they needed more if they were going to truly and effectively hide themselves from Russell’s watchful eye. 
 
      
 
    Gunner?More texts.Talk to me. Please. 
 
      
 
    Damn, you’re worse than a woman, he texted back, then felt a stab of guilt. He needed to quit saying shit like that. 
 
      
 
    I’m serious, buddy. This is important. 
 
      
 
    Ok, he texted finally.Be there soon. 
 
      
 
    Gunner rode to the clubhouse, still feeling out of sync with the rest of the world. Everything looked strange — sort of shadowy and gray. He’d slept uneasily last night, both excited about the possibility of sweeping Kelly off into a new life, and terrified that he could never really be what she needed him to be. 
 
      
 
    His heart sank when he saw Powers’ car parked outside the clubhouse. 
 
      
 
    Motherfucker. 
 
      
 
    He hopped off the bike in the driveway. Propped it up and went through the back door. 
 
      
 
    Immediately, he could tell something wasn’t right. It was like the first time Powers had made an appearance at the clubhouse, but worse. Everyone was tense. Bones had an expression like someone had died. 
 
      
 
    Durango stepped forward to greet him. Clapped him on the back. “Hey, man. Glad you made it.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?” Gunner asked. 
 
      
 
    Durango led him into the hall. Nodded at the closed door to Silverback’s office. Low voices sounded from within. “They’ve been in there all morning,” Durango said. “Talking. I think something big’s about to go down.” 
 
      
 
    A couple of the Devils gave Gunner uneasy looks. A couple of others greeted him like he still belonged here. That was something, he supposed. 
 
      
 
    They waited. Gunner was about to fucking nod off by the time the door opened. Russell and Silverback walked out together. Gunner was immediately alert, looking at Silverback’s face for any indication of what was going on. Silverback’s expression gave away nothing. 
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” Russell said, giving the Horned Devils an insincere smile. “Your president and I have an announcement.” 
 
      
 
    Those who had been in other rooms made their way into the hall to listen. 
 
      
 
    Gunner’s heart beat wildly. 
 
      
 
    What are you playin’ at now, you sick bastard? 
 
      
 
    “You see, tonight is the night the rest of my shipment comes in. It’s the largest shipment you’ll have ever dealt with. I’ll need several of you to join my men in collecting it. 
 
      
 
    The Devils were silent. 
 
      
 
    Silverback nodded, looking weary. “There’s big profits, you guys.” 
 
      
 
    Russell pointed at Mica. “You, Mica. I’ll need your help. This time Mica didn’t preen at all. He looked nervous. 
 
      
 
    Powers indicated Durango. “You. You’ll go as well.” 
 
      
 
    He named a few more club members. 
 
      
 
    Jesus, that’s practically all of us, Gunner thought. 
 
      
 
    Finally, Russell turned and nodded politely at Gunner. “And you, Gunner. You’ll lead.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be in charge of the mission.” 
 
      
 
    What the fuck? Powers hated him. Why would Powers trust him with a mission this huge? Why not put one of his own men in charge? 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you need me home impregnating your daughter, asshole?” 
 
      
 
    “This is a very serious mission. You leave in two hours. You’ll go down to Mexico. Once it gets dark, my contacts will meet you there with the shipment. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you not to screw this up. I can’t emphasize how much you’ll regret it if you do.” He looked right at Gunner. “Are we clear?” 
 
      
 
    Not now. Not when Kelly and I are so close to leaving… 
 
      
 
    But here was the perfect chance to get the money they needed. 
 
      
 
    Gunner nodded grimly. “Crystal.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent. Be ready to ride out at precisely six.” 
 
      
 
    He left. 
 
      
 
    The silence that descended then was eerie. 
 
      
 
    Mica lurked nearby, glowering at Gunner. 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Gunner said. “If we’re gonna ride together, we need to have each other’s backs. No more of this bullshit.” He held out a hand. “I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Mica grudgingly shook his hand. “Me too,” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    “Brothers,” Gunner reminded him firmly. 
 
      
 
    The kid nodded. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    Kelly was ready when Gunner arrived home. She’d spent the day rehearsing what she wanted to say. 
 
      
 
    There was a hard, frantic energy about her husband again today. But she ignored it. She had to tell him. As he stepped into the kitchen, she opened her mouth to say she had something to tell him. But before she could, he spoke. 
 
      
 
    “Kel. I have to go on a mission tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Her blood ran cold. No. Not a mission. Not now, when they were so close to escaping. Was he crazy? “Gunner, no,” she said softly. 
 
      
 
    “I know it’s not ideal but—” 
 
      
 
    “We’re leaving.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. This is a way to get some money before we leave. A lot of money, Kelly.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t care how much money. I don’t want you risking your life. Not now.” Her voice was growing increasingly frantic, but she couldn’t stop it. 
 
      
 
    “Sweetheart, it’s just one more mission.” 
 
      
 
    She went to him, placing her hands on his shoulders and looking into his eyes. “Gunner, you don’t understand. You can’t. I’m—” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t understand.” His voice grew hard. “I have to.” 
 
      
 
    “No. Gunner, listen to me—” 
 
      
 
    But he was already pulling out of her grasp. 
 
      
 
    “Did you meet with my father?” she asked desperately. “What did he say?” 
 
      
 
    “Just this last mission, Kelly,” he repeated, not answering her question. “Then we’re free.” He handed her an envelope. “If anything happens to me, I’ve written down some contacts. Places you could go.” 
 
      
 
    Her jaw dropped. “What are you—” 
 
      
 
    “Just take it. Keep it hidden. Nothing’s going to happen to me, but just in case—” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want you going anywhere you might not come back from.” 
 
      
 
    “Please, take it.” 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t. 
 
      
 
    He set it on the table behind her and started to walk away. 
 
      
 
    “So he says jump, and you jump?” She demanded, wiping her stinging eyes. She wasn’t going to cry. Couldn’t cry. 
 
      
 
    He rounded on her. “It’s my choice, Kelly. Mine.” 
 
      
 
    “It ought to beour choice now.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” he snarled. “You think just because we fucked few times, we decide everything together?” 
 
      
 
    “You said we were in this together. You promised you’d protect me,” she said through gritted teeth. 
 
      
 
    “And that’s exactly what I’m doing.” He strode toward the door. 
 
      
 
    Kelly’s heart sank with horror. The selfish bastard. And yet, as furious as she was, she was still terrified of losing him. The father of her unborn child. 
 
      
 
    “Gunner please. Look at me.” 
 
      
 
    He stopped but didn’t turn. 
 
      
 
    “Look at me,” she repeated, voice raw. 
 
      
 
    He turned. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t go,” she begged, tears streaming down her face. “If you care about me at all, you’ll stay here tonight.”You’ll listen to what I’m trying to tell you. 
 
      
 
    He gazed at her for a moment, and she felt that spark between them — the spark that had been there the night at the bar. That was there every time they made love. Every time they held each other afterward. 
 
      
 
    Please, she begged silently.Don’t do this to me. To us. 
 
      
 
    He lowered his gaze. “I’m sorry,” he said grimly. “This is the way it has to be.” 
 
      
 
    He walked out the door, shutting it firmly behind him. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    It was a waiting game. These missions usually were. But tonight, Gunner couldn’t settle down. Being out here in the desert reminded him of the night he’d first encountered Russell Powers. 
 
      
 
    They were on the Mexico side of the border this time. Russell Powers had assured them they wouldn’t have to wait long. 
 
      
 
    All the Horned Devils were on edge. Having Powers’ men here was throwing everyone off their game. Even Mica looked miserable, surrounded by Powers’ goons. 
 
      
 
    Gunner looked around, trying to recall the night he and Kelly had ridden out to the desert and embraced beneath the stars. Trying to feel her warm body pressed against him, to hear her soft voice. 
 
      
 
    I shouldn’t have left her like that. 
 
      
 
    But it was too late now. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so bored I’m about to poke this anthill, just to see what happens,” Durango said beside him, waving a stick at a small dirt mount. 
 
      
 
    Gunner tried to grin. “Good luck with that, asshole.” He gazed around again. “Where are these damn Mexicans? I wanna get back home to my wife.” 
 
      
 
    “You really do, don’t you?” There was a serious to Durango’s tone that made Gunner look around at him again. 
 
      
 
    Gunner nodded slowly. “Yeah. I really do.” 
 
      
 
    Durango clapped him on the shoulder. “Good man.” He sounded like he meant it. 
 
      
 
    Gunner ever wondered if he could be. Be a good man. For Kelly. 
 
      
 
    “You’re brave. You’re strong. You matter, Gunner.” 
 
      
 
    You don’t know me. 
 
      
 
    Finally, one of Powers’ men stood up. “I think I see something.” 
 
      
 
    The others got into position. 
 
      
 
    Gunner’s pulse raced. He looked around, but didn’t see anything. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the Powers goon who’d first stood up whirled and fired his weapon. 
 
      
 
    The bullet whizzed past Gunner and struck Durango in the center of the forehead. Durango collapsed backwards, eyes blank, a dark hole between them. 
 
      
 
    Gunner stared for an instant in shock and horror, then spun around, gun drawn. All around him, weapons were being fired. Powers’ men were massacring the Horned Devils. Gunner saw Bones go down, then Hap. He fired at a couple of the goons, who collapsed. 
 
      
 
    Nearby, a shape he recognized as Mica’s stood and fired round after round at the man who’d killed Hap. But two other goons turned on him. 
 
      
 
    “No!” Gunner shouted. But it was too late. 
 
      
 
    Mica’s thin body jerked under a hail of bullets, and he collapsed to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Gunner ducked behind a tall cactus. There was no shipment. Powers had set them up. Powers wanted to own the drug trade in this town, and to do that, he had to get rid of the Horned Devils once and for all. How could Gunner have been so stupid? 
 
      
 
    Did Silverback know? 
 
      
 
    No. Gunner would never believe Silverback had willingly sent them to their deaths. Silverback was a lot of things, but he was no monster. 
 
      
 
    He sent you out that night Powers came to town. Knowing Powers might step in. Might try to get involved in club business. 
 
      
 
    He stepped out briefly from behind the cactus and fired at a goon, then ducked back behind the cactus again. He heard a grunt, but wasn’t sure if the guy was down for good or not. 
 
      
 
    Heart pounding, Gunner looked around. His bike was several yards away. He needed to make a run for it. The gunfire was winding down. He had no idea how many of his brothers were dead. 
 
      
 
    He counted to three and bolted for his bike, zigzagging. He heard gunfire, heard a few bullets zing past, but he was almost there… 
 
      
 
    Something slammed him hard in the shoulder, and he doubled over. The pain was white hot. His gun fell from his hand. 
 
      
 
    I’m hit. 
 
      
 
    He staggered on toward the bike, but found himself suddenly staring down the barrel of a gun. 
 
      
 
    The goon grinned at him and took aim at Gunner’s forehead. Just then, two shots rang out, and the goon dropped. 
 
      
 
    Gunner glanced in the direction of the sound and saw Mica, still on the ground, but with his gun raised. He smiled weakly at Gunner. Blood was running down his face and chest. His leather jacket was riddled with holes. “Brothers,” he gasped out. Then collapsed. 
 
      
 
    There was no time to mourn. Not for Durango, or Mica, or any of the others. He had to keep going. 
 
      
 
    Gunner staggered the rest of the way toward the bike and mounted. He could barely turn the engine over, weak as he was, but he managed. 
 
      
 
    “He’s getting away!” A goon yelled over the roar. Gunner put the bike in gear and zoomed off across the sand. He had to warn someone. Silverback. Chevy. Hell, if anything had happened to them, even Jaws’s boys might help out in a pinch. They were rivals, sure, but they’d stand with the Horned Devils on this one, Gunner was pretty sure. 
 
      
 
    But most of all, he thought, leaning low over the handlebars and trying to ignore the blinding pain in his shoulder. Most of all, he had to get back to Kelly. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    The junker began to sputter as Kelly neared home. She sighed, eyes filling with tears of pure frustration. She’d gone to the grocery store because she’d needed something to do. Something to give herself some sense of normalcy, and to keep her mind off Gunner. So she’d roamed the aisles for close to three hours, taking things off the shelves and putting them back, reading the ingredients list on a box of Mediterranean Herb Triscuits, and watching parents with their children, imagining herself standing her someday, patiently explaining for the tenth time why they couldn’t get cookies. 
 
      
 
    She’d pushed her cart through the baby aisle, where she had stared at the shelves of diapers and wipes, pacifiers and bottles. She had felt such warmth, such joy inside of her — a joy that had quickly been crushed by the knowledge that she had no idea how to keep this child safe. 
 
      
 
    And now here she was with a trunk full of perishable food and a car coughing like it was on its last legs. Wheels. Whatever. Pregnant with the child of a man who might not survive tonight. For all she knew, when she stood in this aisle with her child someday, it would be as a widow. She pulled over and flicked her hazards on, then sat for a moment in the shuddering car. She pressed her fists to her eyes and breathed in. 
 
      
 
    Damn her father. Damn him. And damn herself for being too weak to defy him. 
 
      
 
    And yet, if I had defied him, would I have Gunner? This man I… I’m starting to care for. 
 
      
 
    To lose him now would kill her. 
 
      
 
    God, whether or not her relationship with Gunner went anywhere, it terrified her to think of losing the father of her child. To think of raising this baby alone. To imagine spending the rest of her life wondering what might have been. If he’d lived, would they have made a life together — a life that would last, not one built on lies and blackmail? 
 
      
 
    She inhaled again and slowly let the breath out. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t exactly picture having a happy family with Gunner either. Couldn’t picture him picking out baby names and clothes with her. And yet the image of Gunner cradling a swaddled infant in his muscular, tattooed arms made her melt. Seeing him on his knees in the nursery, trying to assemble a crib, cursing the instruction manual. The idea of a world where she could come home from class at the university to Gunner and her baby — to a life free of her father, free from grief and fear — was so tempting that she ached for it to be real. 
 
      
 
    What could she do about caring for someone as reckless and free as Gunner? You couldn’t chance people, right? Couldn’t tell them not to be who they were. But she knew — sheknew— that so much of Gunner’s brashness came, not from who he was at his core, but from fear. From a lifetime spent fighting to survive when his father was gone, when his mother not only couldn’t keep him safe, but was an actual danger to him. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t want to tame Gunner, exactly. Didn’t want to bind him to a home and a kid and a wife he’d never wanted. But she did want to help him make peace with himself. 
 
      
 
    A fine person I am to help him with that. I’m just as messed up as he is. 
 
      
 
    The car was still growling and wheezing, but she needed to keep going. Both right now and in the days to come. She needed tokeep going. 
 
      
 
    She put the car in gear and drove it slowly the rest of the way to the house. 
 
      
 
    When she pulled into the drive, she was surprised to see a dark shape huddled on the front porch. Her heart began to pound. What on earth…? 
 
      
 
    She turned off the car and yanked the key from the ignition. Leaped out and raced up the steps to the porch, her worst fear gradually solidifying into a terrible reality. 
 
      
 
    Gunner was lying there, surrounded by a pool of blood. 
 
      
 
    So much blood. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t even tell where it was all coming from at first. Then she saw it still oozing, bright and slick, from a circular wound in his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Gunner!” she cried, dropping to her knees beside him. She shrugged off her jacket and pressed it to the wound. He groaned, but his eyes were rolled back, his face was far too pale. 
 
      
 
    “Gunner — Cam — stay with me,” she murmured. “Stay with me. Look. Look at me, into my eyes. Good.” 
 
      
 
    He’d made an effort to focus on her face. He was hearing her, at least. 
 
      
 
    Damn, she’d kill him. She’d wait until he was fully conscious, and then she’d kill him. Hadn’t she told him not to go? Hadn’t she warned him it was— 
 
      
 
    No time to think about that now. She focused on putting pressure on the wound and getting her husband to focus. 
 
      
 
    “Cam,” she whispered. “You’re gonna be all right, but you have to stay with me.” 
 
      
 
    He let out a soft groan. 
 
      
 
    “Shh. You don’t have to talk right now.” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head very slightly. “Keh … mmh … Kel…” 
 
      
 
    “It’s me. It’s Kelly.” 
 
      
 
    “Your f…” He stopped, wincing with pain. Kelly checked discreetly under the jacket. The bleeding was slowing, but it looked like he’d already lost far too much blood. 
 
      
 
    “Cam, I think you need to go to the hospital.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” he slurred emphatically. “Da—dangersss…” 
 
      
 
    “Cam, what happened?” 
 
      
 
    “You father.” His voice was still unsteady, weak. 
 
      
 
    “My father?” Kelly’s heart pounded harder. “Did my father do this to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Was a … a trap. He…” Gunner grunted, sucking in a breath as he tried to sit up.” 
 
      
 
    “Cam,” she warned, but he was already pulling himself upright. 
 
      
 
    “The bike is … in the garage. We gotta…” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t care about the bike right now. I care about you.” 
 
      
 
    “We gotta go.” 
 
      
 
    “The only place we’re going is inside to clean that wound.” 
 
      
 
    “Listen,” he insisted. Kelly winced at the bloodstains on the porch, but helped him support his back against the house. “He never … and then … betrayed us…” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. We don’t have to talk about that now. I need to get you into the house and cleaned up.” 
 
      
 
    “No!” His whole body shook, and his mouth worked for a moment without any sound coming out. “No time.” 
 
      
 
    “This is non-negotiable,” she said, in her firmest voice. “You can’t go anywhere until you’ve been taken care of. Come on.” 
 
      
 
    She helped him up. He was heavy, but adrenaline was on her side, and she supported him as they walked into the house. She sat him on the toilet lid in the downstairs bathroom and stripped his jacket and shirt off to get a better look at the wound. It looked like the bullet had made a fairly clean entry and exit. Thank God. Prying a bullet out of flesh went beyond her limited training. 
 
      
 
    She fetched the first aid kit and cleaned the area carefully, remembering the first time they’d done this, the night he’d cut himself with the chef’s knife. 
 
      
 
    Look how far we’ve come, she thought ruefully. 
 
      
 
    He looked into her eyes as she bandaged him. “Thank you,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    She smiled softly. “You’re welcome.” 
 
      
 
    He had some color back in his cheeks now. “Kelly. Your father…he’s he’ll know I got away. We have … have to go…” 
 
      
 
    “So he’s behind all this?” she asked, anger rising in her. 
 
      
 
    Gunner nodded. “Ambush. We got out to the desert, and … and his men…” He hissed sharply as she swabbed the wound’s ragged edges. “Just started shooting us like dogs.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly’s breath caught. “Are the others okay?” 
 
      
 
    “’Rango’s dead.” The words clearly pained Gunner more than any wound. 
 
      
 
    She felt lightheaded. “Cam. I’m so sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Mica too. More. Didn’t see…” 
 
      
 
    “So they’re looking for you now?” Kelly’s heart pounded so hard she thought her chest would burst. What was she supposed to do? With Gunner incapacitated, how would she defend them both from her father’s men? 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” He took her hand. His was slick with blood. “We gotta get out of here, darlin’.” 
 
      
 
    She swallowed hard. “I don’t see how you can go anywhere in this condition.” 
 
      
 
    He gave a shadow of a grin. “Back together five … minutes … already … bickering like a … an old married couple.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled too, her face flushing.Like an old married couple. That ache was back. She brushed a hand over his scalp. “You’re a stubborn man.” 
 
      
 
    He gazed at her with such tenderness that her throat tightened. “And you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known.” 
 
      
 
    “Flatterer.” 
 
      
 
    “Mean it.” 
 
      
 
    She leaned forward and softly kissed him. “I’m gonna go get fresh clothes for you. Don’t move.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    She’d barely stood up when glass shattered somewhere in the vicinity of the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “Oh God!” Kelly stumbled backward. Gunner pulled her down next to the toilet and got unsteadily to his feet. Even in tremendous pain, he still tried his best to shelter her. “Kel. Stay still.” He was already pulling on his blood-soaked jacket over his bare chest. Kelly grabbed her jacket too — it was soaked with Gunner’s blood, but she shrugged into it anyway. 
 
      
 
    More glass shattered. Someone was knocking out the panes in the back door. 
 
      
 
    “Powers,” Gunner growled. “He’s sent someone to finish what his goons started.” 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” Kelly whispered, zipping the jacket over her tank top. 
 
      
 
    “We need to get out.” Gunner was still wheezing, but adrenaline seemed to have taken over. He no longer looked like he was about to He got to his feet, flinching as they heard the back door burst open. “We have to go. The bike’s in the garage.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t drive like that,” she whispered fiercely, nodding at his damaged shoulder. “Ride,” she corrected herself. 
 
      
 
    She could see that Gunner knew it was true. He was still weak, and every time he moved that shoulder, more blood seeped through the bandages. 
 
      
 
    He met her gaze. “Wanna learn to ride?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you—” 
 
      
 
    But there was no time to discuss it. They could hear voices now, footsteps in the kitchen, heading into the hall. Kelly looked into Gunner’s eyes, more terrified than she’d ever been in her life. 
 
      
 
    “On the count of three,” Gunner said, with surprising calm. “We run for the laundry room. Into the garage. I’ll…” He sucked in a breath, face contorting with pain. “I’ll start the bike. I’ll tell you what to do. Just trust me.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly was scared — how the hell was she supposed to learn to ride a motorcycle under this kind of pressure? But she knew there was no time to debate the merits of this plan.I have a responsibility to both of us.Allof us. She thought of the baby inside her. 
 
      
 
    “One,” Gunner said. 
 
      
 
    She gripped his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Two.” He squeezed hers. 
 
      
 
    “Three,” they said together, and burst out of the bathroom, running full speed down the short hall to the laundry room, just as they heard the shouts from her father’s men, the goons’ confused footsteps, and the sound of weapons being cocked. 
 
      
 
    They bolted into the laundry room, shutting and locking the door behind them. Then they went out the connecting door into the garage, locking that door too. They could hear the goons firing bullets into the laundry room door. Kelly tried to keep breathing. Only two doors separated them from death. 
 
      
 
    Don’t think about that now. 
 
      
 
    Kelly climbed on the bike, kicking up the kickstand. Gunner mounted behind her. His breathing was shallow, and she worried about his ability just to hang onto her on this ride. 
 
      
 
    She turned the key, and he reached around her to handle the clutch. 
 
      
 
    “Shift it into first!” he called. 
 
      
 
    She blanked for a few seconds, but then saw what he meant. These were the same controls she’d stared at over his shoulder the night he’d taken her for a ride. The same controls she’d seen in pictures online when she did private research, fantasizing that one day Gunner really would teach her to ride. 
 
      
 
    Well, that day is here. 
 
      
 
    The garage was already filling with fumes. She hit the garage door opener on the side of the bike’s tank. Even over the roar of the bike, she could hear the bullets entering the door behind her. 
 
      
 
    “Go!” Gunner called. 
 
      
 
    She was a little thrown by the weight of the machine under her — by the knowledge that this time she had to control it. Gunner helped her slowly release the clutch as she walked the bike forward, and then he was telling her to go, go, go… 
 
      
 
    She hiked her feet up, saying a quick prayer, and let the clutch lever the rest of the way out while yanking back on the throttle. 
 
      
 
    The bike roared out of the garage, Kelly clinging to the handlebars for dear life, Gunner’s hands on her hips. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on!” she shouted at him, as she struggled to figure out how to shift her weight to keep the bike balanced. Four men burst through the door behind them, weapons aimed. Kelly nearly screamed as they started firing. The bike blazed down the drive, over the curb, and then they were weaving down the street, toward the highway. 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit!” Gunner shouted. “That was close!” He sounded exhilarated. 
 
      
 
    Terror still had a death grip on Kelly’s throat, but she managed to smile. Was glad Gunner couldn’t see her. Okay,maybe she could understand what appealed to him so much about his lifestyle, with all its high-octane craziness, the sense that danger was always chasing you, biting at your heels… 
 
      
 
    She saw a neighbor look up from watering his garden as they blew past. She kind of wanted to give him a thumbs up. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Gunner called. “Try to stay on the right side of the road, yeah?” 
 
      
 
    She was still weaving. “Working on it!” 
 
      
 
    She was going as fast as she dared, not wanting to risk an accident, but needing to put as much distance as possible between them and her father’s goons. The bike swayed beneath her, but she was doing a good job counterbalancing now. She could feel Gunner behind her struggling to stay upright. He must be in such terrible pain. 
 
      
 
    Just hang in there a little longer. 
 
      
 
    There was a turn at the end of the road. She thought she remembered something from her online research about not braking during a turn. You had to slow down, then take the turn, rather than pumping the hand brake She released the throttle and braked slightly, holding her breath. Looked in the direction she wanted to go, and let her weight shift naturally. She swung a little wide, nearly into the path of an oncoming car. The car blasted its horn, but they made it through, and Kelly sped up toward the highway. 
 
      
 
    There was a grinding sound as the clutch engaged. She shifted into second gear, and things smoothed out. 
 
      
 
    Holy shit. I can do this. I can actually do this! 
 
      
 
    A car appeared in her side mirror, roaring up behind them. 
 
      
 
    Okay, maybe I spoke too soon. 
 
      
 
    Gunner had noticed too. He gripped her hips and called, “Swing left!” 
 
      
 
    She didn’t think, just obeyed and swerved into the left lane. There was no oncoming traffic, which was a blessing as far as not having to worry about smashing headlong into a car, but a curse, as it gave the people tailing them an opportunity to lean out of their car and fire at them. 
 
      
 
    “Shit!” she shouted, swerving right. 
 
      
 
    “It’s all right, baby!” Gunner didn’t sound like he thought it was all right at all. “Keep moving. Don’t give them an easy target.” 
 
      
 
    She did, swerving wildly amid the hail of bullets. She felt one strike the tailpipe, sending the bike skidding slightly. She managed to straighten it out. 
 
      
 
    A line of three cars was coming toward them, and the men behind them held their fire temporarily. Kelly used the opportunity to gun the engine, the speedometer’s needle climbing. Eighty … ninety… 
 
      
 
    The cars passed, and once they’d disappeared from sight, the men started shooting again. Kelly saw an upcoming turn onto a residential cul-de-sac street. She gripped the handlebars tightly, the wind whipping her hair, chapping her face, adrenaline rising in her like a whitecap. Praying there were no children at play, she waited until they were nearly at the turn, then slowed and yanked the bike into the turn. The bike skidded wildly, flinging up bits of gravel from the street. She thought they would go over for sure; could almost feel the pavement stripping the denim from her calves, but by some miracle, she got the bike upright and continued on. She heard the squeal as the car behind them braked to take the turn. 
 
      
 
    She leaned low over the handlebars, aware they didn’t have many options here. In fact, pretty much the only option was… 
 
      
 
    Dear Jesus. Please, protect me. 
 
      
 
    The cul-de-sac was coming up. It was now or fucking never. 
 
      
 
    As the car gained on them, Kelly gunned the engine and let the bike fly, leaping up the curb and through some poor suburban family’s lawn. She shot between the two-story yellow house and a line of pine trees — an aisle too narrow for a car. They rattled through another household’s lawn, smashed through a vegetable garden, shattered a garden gnome, and emerged onto another residential street. 
 
      
 
    For a second she was too stunned to do anything but just keep going straight, slowing the bike to a somewhat reasonable speed. Then she whooped, loudly, startling two kids playing catch in their yard with their golden retriever. 
 
      
 
    She heard a strange sound behind her, and realized Gunner was laughing, whooping along with her. “That was amazing!” he shouted. “Fucking amazing!” 
 
      
 
    She grinned and immediately got bugs in her teeth. Worth it. 
 
      
 
    She turned out of the residential neighborhood and headed on toward the highway. Once they’d taken the ramp onto the highway, it was easier to go fast without losing control. She privately hoped they didn’t pass any cops — the one high-speed chase was enough for the evening. She began to relax into the glorious liberty of the ride. Into Gunner’s hands on her hips, his warmth behind her. Her thin jacket didn’t offer much protection from the cooling desert night, but she didn’t care. 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t sure where exactly they were going — just that they needed to get out into the desert. She wasn’t in a hurry to leave the smooth highway for the rough terrain beyond, but sooner or later, she’d have to. 
 
      
 
    The wind slammed her face and whipped back her hair, chilling her. She felt frightened and exhilarated — wishing she had a helmet, wishing she were wearing something on her legs besides thin flats and jeans, but relishing the freedom of being out here, unhindered, wild, swallowing gnats and feeling the vibrations of the machine beneath her. 
 
      
 
    She rode until they were about six miles from Romedo, out where the highway became a narrow county road. She tried to call to Gunner, asking if he was okay, but received no answer. Fear seeped into her again. What if he didn’t make it? After all this, what if… 
 
      
 
    No. We’ll be fine. Wehave to be. 
 
      
 
    Though the moonlight was faint and there weren’t vehicles to illuminate their surroundings with headlights, she could see that the terrain to their left was ideal for hiding out — low, rocky plateaus that might lend them shelter. Shit, she couldn’t believe she was really about to do this, but… 
 
      
 
    “Hang on!” she called back to Gunner. 
 
      
 
    She was relieved to feel him tighten his grip on her. She accelerated, jolting off the highway and onto the scrubby desert sand. She headed for the plateaus, realizing as she approached that she wasn’t sure exactly how to stop the bike. 
 
      
 
    She applied the handbrake tentatively, but there were other things she needed to do—with the clutch, the throttle, something… 
 
      
 
    Gunner reached around her and put his hand on the lever. Good, so he was still with her. She braked gently, and the bike slowed near the base of a plateau. She killed the headlight. They came to a halt, the bike juddering beneath them for a moment before she shut the engine off. Looked around in the sudden silence at the night that stretched all around them, lonely and wild, a sliver of moonlight spilling down on them. 
 
      
 
    She dismounted and put down the kickstand. Gunner had climbed off the bike too, but he swayed dangerously. She caught him, offering her shoulder for support. As they hobbled toward the rocky incline that at the very least might shelter them from the chilly breeze, Kelly looked up at the magnificent array of stars. 
 
      
 
    Well, Daddy,she thought grimly.Good luck finding me here. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Gunner didn’t want to let on how much he was hurting, but holy shit. Every step was agony. Several times during the ride, he’d come close to letting go, to giving into the blackness that swarmed the sides of his vision. But he’d held on becauseshewas holding on. Because this brave-as-fuck woman had climbed onto a motorcycle and gotten them through a high-speed chase withguns. Because she wasn’t giving up yet, even though they were between a rock and hard place, for sure. 
 
      
 
    They reached the base of the plateau, and she eased him onto the ground. 
 
      
 
    He grinned up at her. She knelt close enough that her body was nearly touching his, and shivers of desire went through him. 
 
      
 
    “You ride hard, darlin’,” he said softly. 
 
      
 
    She smiled back. “I’ve picked up a thing or two, living around you.” 
 
      
 
    His smile faded but didn’t disappear completely.Damn, what a woman. Knew it from the moment I saw her. 
 
      
 
    “You gonna say I told you so?” he asked, thinking about how she’d begged him not to go to the border last night. 
 
      
 
    She shrugged. “I’m not that petty. Though…” 
 
      
 
    “Go on. Say it.” 
 
      
 
    “Cam.” Her expression was serious. “I don’t want to joke about this right now.” She placed chilly fingers against his forehead, as though checking to see whether he had a fever. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry.” He didn’t know what else to say. He’d gotten them into a hell of a mess.Sorry seemed a little inadequate. 
 
      
 
    But if I’d refused to go, Powers would’ve had me killed anyway. Sooner or later, the shit would’ve hit the fan. 
 
      
 
    His gut clenched guiltily.Maybe I shouldn’t have gone home. Maybe, if I’d disappeared out here on my own, Powers would have sent his men searching for me and left her alone. Now she’s stuck in this too. 
 
      
 
    But when he’d gotten back to town after the bloodbath in the desert, the only place he’d been able to think to go was home. 
 
      
 
    Home. It wasn’t his home. But it was whereshe was. And that made it a kind of refuge — the place he was drawn too even as his mind grew increasingly foggy, his vision increasingly black. 
 
      
 
    She pulled out her phone. Wiped the screen with her sleeve and swiped to unlock. “No service out here.” 
 
      
 
    He tried to prop himself up on the elbow of his good arm. “Did you really think there would be?” 
 
      
 
    She shot him a dirty look that played just fine even in the near-darkness, but she seemed amused too. “It was worth a try.” The blue glow of her screen was eerie out here in the middle of nowhere. 
 
      
 
    “Know what I think?” 
 
      
 
    “Do I want to know?” 
 
      
 
    “I think you liked that, back there. Not the almost-getting-killed part, but the speed, the chase…” 
 
      
 
    “No comment.” She slipped her phone back in her pocket. 
 
      
 
    Gunner shifted. “Actually, some of the hills out here have service. But I’m not really in the best shape for climbing right now.” He grunted in pain as he shifted again, trying to get comfortable. “Besides, who’re we gonna call?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. I guess it depends on what we’re going to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Camp out here until I come up with a genius plan.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” she said drily. 
 
      
 
    He closed his eyes for a few seconds. Damn his fucking shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “You okay?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, just peachy.” He let out a long breath. Winced, his head tipping back. God, that ride really had taken it out of him. “There’s … stuff … in the saddlebags,” he panted. “’mergency kit. Some food, water. Blanket. First aid.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go bring the bike over.” 
 
      
 
    As she walked away, he took the opportunity to study their surroundings as best he could. He spotted something. 
 
      
 
    She walked the bike over to where he rested. They were far enough from the road that they were unlikely to be spotted even when the sun came up, but he nodded approvingly as she hid the bike behind a nearby boulder anyway. 
 
      
 
    “Look,” Gunner said as she approached him with the saddlebag slung over her shoulder. He pointed. 
 
      
 
    She squinted through the moonlight. “Oh. Well isn’t this our lucky night?” 
 
      
 
    There was a small cave in the rocks several yards away. “We can camp there,” he said. 
 
      
 
    She turned to him. “What if … I mean, are there … predators?” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled. “Well, never say never. But no, I think if there were coyotes or mountain lions hanging out in there, we’d smell them.” 
 
      
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
      
 
    “Seriously. A puma would’ve bolted by now, and coyotes would be howling up a storm. I’d say we’re safe.” 
 
      
 
    “All right,” she said skeptically. “I’m gonna trust you.” 
 
      
 
    He gazed at her, wishing he could put what he was feeling into words. Wished he could tell her how close to impossible it had been to turn his back on her when she’d begged him not to leave that night. How jumbled things had become in his brain — the memory of his mother begging him to stay with her, making him promise. The knowledge that sooner or later, he hurt the people he loved. 
 
      
 
    Wished he could tell her about the faces of his dead brothers. How it cut through him like a white hot blade, the image of Durango falling. Of Mica using his last moments to help Gunner escape. How it chewed on him, to know that they were dead because of him. Because he should have recognized sooner that they were sitting in a trap. Because he never should have gone along with any of this in the first place. 
 
      
 
    Every relationship had power dynamics that were established within the first few minutes of an introduction. The question was always, were you gonna be the dog that put its paw on the other’s throat? Or the dog that rolled over and wiggled and pissed itself? He ought to have stood on Russell Powers’ throat the first moment they met. Let someone take advantage of you once, and they’d do it again and again. Same with his mother. Why, when she’d begged him to stay, had he rolled over and pissed rather than showing his teeth? 
 
      
 
    And yet, as he grew older, it got more and more difficult to want to fight. Fighting was exhausting. It was such a surface-level interaction to have with somebody. He craved something deeper. A relationship that wasn’t about struggling for the upper hand, that wasn’t about taking advantage or exploiting weakness. A chance to know somebody, trust somebody. Be equals. 
 
      
 
    That was what scared him so much about Kelly. He wasn’t looking for a way to be right, with her. He wasn’t looking to be in control. He simply wanted to be around her, to feel her warmth, her gentleness. The hope she carried with her despite the awful things she’d faced. 
 
      
 
    But how the fuck could he tell her any of that? 
 
      
 
    “It really was amazing, what you did,” he said softly. “Never seen anyone ride like that.” 
 
      
 
    She knelt beside him. “Oh, please. That kind of stuff’s probably just a typical Tuesday night for you and your brothers.” 
 
      
 
    He ignored the stab of sadness at the phrase “your brothers.” “Still. You’re a natural.” 
 
      
 
    “Well. I’m just glad we’re both alive. For now.” She hesitated, then leaned forward and pecked him on the lips. And damn if he didn’t start getting hard. Adrenaline rush plus smokin’ hot woman? One boner, coming up. 
 
      
 
    “Mmm,” he murmured. He tried to shift closer, lifting his hips. 
 
      
 
    “Down boy.” She patted his knee gently, then grinned, her teeth flashing in the moonlight. “I’m gonna go get our new home set up.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Kelly crouched in the shallow cave. She opened the saddlebags and took out the flashlight. Turned it on. It flickered for a moment, but stayed lit. She took the saddlebags over to the cave. Swept the dark hollow with the flashlight beam, afraid she’d suddenly see the glinting eyes of a coyote or something. But the cave was empty. 
 
      
 
    She took out the blanket and spread it over the cave floor. Searched the supplies — a flint striker, matches, dehydrated meals, trail mix, a couple of canteens of water. 
 
      
 
    She looked up as Gunner limped to the cave entrance. “Hey. You should have stayed there. I would have come back to help you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine,” he said gruffly. 
 
      
 
    She gazed at him tenderly as he supported himself on the cave doorway. She was still a little drunk on his praise for the way she’d handled the chase. “You’re not fine. I need to look at that shoulder.” 
 
      
 
    The grin was back. “You wanna play doctor with me?” 
 
      
 
    She cocked a brow. “I want you to lie back and let me look at that shoulder.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re no fun,” he grumbled, going to his knees and then stretching out awkwardly on the blanket. 
 
      
 
    She unzipped his jacket. She’d forgotten that he’d had no time to put his shirt back on. The poor guy was gonna freeze. 
 
      
 
    His muscular body sprawled before her, the ink especially beautiful in the gold glow of the flashlight. The bandages were bloody, but it wasn’t as bad as she’d feared. “You heal quickly,” she remarked. She met his gaze. “Good thing.” She brushed the backs of her fingers across his cheek, heart clenching a little when he closed his eyes and tilted his head slightly toward her hand. “Troublemaker.” Her voice was barely a whisper now. 
 
      
 
    His eyes opened, and the naked longing she saw in his gaze made her swallow hard. He was a gorgeous man. Infuriating, at times. But gorgeous. 
 
      
 
    “You’re good to me,” he whispered back. “I know I don’t always show how much I appreciate you, but … I do.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly searched for the words she needed. She could tell him now. Tell him he was going to be the father of her child. Find out whether or not she could count on him to be there for her, for the baby, if they made it out of this. 
 
      
 
    How do I spring that on him now? When our lives are in danger? When he needs to rest and heal? When I don’t even know if we’ll even survive tonight? 
 
      
 
    She glanced out over the desert. Had anyone followed them? If they had, surely, Kelly would have seen them somewhere out on that lonely road. She looked back at Gunner, whose expression had hardened. “It’s my fault,” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    “What is?” 
 
      
 
    “All of this. They’re dead,” he said coldly. “They’re dead, and it’s my fault.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly’s heart rate picked up. At first, she thought he meant their pursuers, and she wondered how he knew. But then she saw the anger in his expression give way to grief, and she realized that of course — he meant his fallen brothers. The men her father had killed. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “Sorry for your brothers. I know what they meant to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Durango…” His voice was gruff, but she could hear the emotion in it. 
 
      
 
    “I know.” She paused. “We have to stop my father. We have to make sure Durango and the others didn’t die for nothing.” 
 
      
 
    The flashlight flickered as she spoke, and her breath caught. That light wasn’t going to last much longer, but for now it illuminated the strong angles of Gunner’s face, turned his skin gold, set fire to his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to kill him,” Gunner said, his voice calm, almost casual, on the surface, but with an underlying fierceness that sent a chill through her. 
 
      
 
    He means it. He absolutely means it. 
 
      
 
    She hesitated. What did she say to that? She thought he was entirely justified in wanting revenge, sure, but … this was still her father they were talking about. Her last remaining blood tie. 
 
      
 
    She placed a hand on her belly, closing her eyes briefly. Not her last. If they survived this, she’d have her own family. Even if it was just her and the baby. No Gunner. 
 
      
 
    She caught Gunner’s eye again uncertainly. “Maybe there’s another way?” 
 
      
 
    “There isn’t. That man’s a psychopath. He killed my brothers. He owes me his blood.” 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t the 1800s, Cam,” she said, surprising herself with the sharpness of her voice. “There won’t be pistols at dawn. There are legal channels…” 
 
      
 
    Gunner barked a laugh. “I’m not exactly on the right side of the law, Kel. I don’t think turning Russell in to the police is gonna go well for me. ‘Why yes, officer, I was at the border to grab a massive shipment of cocaine and carry it back to town for distribution, but then these assholes startedshooting—” 
 
      
 
    “But we need to think—” 
 
      
 
    “The time for thinking things over is done. If we let him go, he’s gonna go on killing people. We’ve already waited too long, let him get completely out of control. I should have nipped this in the fuckin’ bud; I should never have gone along with his plan to have us married—” 
 
      
 
    “Well thanks,” she snapped, startled by her own vehemence. Why was she angry? Sheagreedwith him. They shouldn’t have gone along with her father’s crazy scheme. She’d likely been a fool to ever let herself get this close to Gunner Wilson. And yet… 
 
      
 
    What if I don’t regret it? What if I can’t stop seeing the good in him? Can’t stop imagining the man he’ll be when we’re out from under my father’s thumb? 
 
      
 
    Gunner sighed. “I didn’t mean it like that.” 
 
      
 
    “How did you mean it, then?” 
 
      
 
    “I just… If I’d put my foot down then. If the guys and I had driven him out of town, instead of showing our bellies like dogs…” 
 
      
 
    “Then I would have been driven out of town with him,” Kelly said coolly. “We’d never have gotten to know each other. And that’s not what I want.” 
 
      
 
    His eyes flickered sharply. “You’re saying you want to be here? In this mess?” 
 
      
 
    I want to be here with you. 
 
      
 
    She hadn’t realized how true it was until this moment. But she meant it. No matter how disastrous things were, she’d fallen for this man. This man who’d been broken as a child, but who had pieced himself back together as someone who was trying to do right, trying to protect those he cared about. He was wild, he was obnoxious, he was dangerous. But underneath that, there was beauty, there was hard-won wisdom. There was a man who might make a damn fine father, if he got his shit together. 
 
      
 
    “We’re heretogether, aren’t we? That ought to be something,” she replied. “So yes, I do see some good in this ‘mess.’” 
 
      
 
    He sighed and sank back. “Goddamn, Kelly.” There was no heat in the words. “When I saw you, all I could think was good Christ, I wanna go to bed with that girl.” He paused. “Sometimes I wish I’d just kept it at that.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly flinched. The words stung, enough to make her angry. Every time they started to open up to one another, he pulled back. It stopped here. 
 
      
 
    “God, Gunner. You really want to go on being that guy? That’s the kind of man you want to be?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not what I said.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, maybe life would be simpler if I hadn’t been Russell Powers’ daughter. If you’d just fucked me and gone on your way. But we’re here now, and I’m trying to tell you that I care about you, that I’mgladI’m here, and you’re acting like you miss being the guy who thinks women were just put on this earth for his amusement. That guy’s a sham. You know it, and I know it. So stop pretending.” 
 
      
 
    “It ain’t about women.” 
 
      
 
    “Itis about women.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner’s jaw tightened. “You wanna tell that bitch who raised me that her fucking kid wasn’t put on this earth for her amusement?” He shook his head, teeth gritted. “You want to pretend chicks are all these innocent fucking victims of big bad wolves like me? You didn’t know her. Fuck her. Seriously, fuck her.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly didn’t waver. “She was wrong, Cam. Wrong to treat you the way she did. But that’s not an excuse for the way you treat women.” Kelly’s temper rose. “What if you have adaughter someday? What do you want to teach her?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I don’t have a daughter, do I? So it’s a moot point.” 
 
      
 
    “But if? You want her to grow up thinking she’s a piece of meat? That if she’s lucky enough, maybe a hot guy like you will spend one magical night with her?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I’ll respect her fucking adult decisions. Maybe I’ll trust her to know whether she wants a night of fun with no strings attached. Casual sex isn’t a crime, Kelly. I thought we’d been over this.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly tried to ignore the disappointment that flooded her at his answer. Maybe she’d been a fool to think this man could ever make a decent husband or father. “It’s not about the casual sex. It’s about — it’s about entitlement. Thinking you own the world because you’ve got a big bike and a big gun. I’ve seen a better side of you, Cam. A side that truly cares aboutpeople.”That cares aboutme. 
 
      
 
    He grimaced. “Your point?” 
 
      
 
    “You need to take a good hard look at your life. You’re mired in the past, licking old wounds. There might never be justice for the wrongs you’ve suffered. It’s time to move on.” 
 
      
 
    His eyebrows slanted downward. “Thanks for the lecture, sweetheart. But I don’t need your opinion on my life choices.” 
 
      
 
    Condescending prick. 
 
      
 
    “I’m trying to help.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah? Well what about you? Jumping whenever Daddy says jump?” Kelly recoiled, stung. Gunner went on, “Why do you still defend him? Because you feel guilty about your mom?” 
 
      
 
    She rounded on him, furious. “You have no idea what my life’s been like since she died. No idea!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well, what’d you tell me? Time to move on. Grow up, little girl. Get out of Daddy’s pocket and try living your own life.” 
 
      
 
    She leaned forward, stunned and nearly spitting with anger. “You are such a — such an—” 
 
      
 
    “Go on, say it. Let it out.” 
 
      
 
    “An asshole!” It felt good. Damn good, to say it. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah” He’d leaned forward too, eyes lit with something that didn’t quite look like anger. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me how much of an asshole I am.” 
 
      
 
    “The biggest fucking asshole. You’re a confusing, infuriating, crude—” 
 
      
 
    His lips were on hers, and she was ready, heat roaring up through her body, her spine arching, her breasts pressing against his body. She claimed his mouth with hers, then took his lower lip in her teeth, nipping sharply. 
 
      
 
    He gasped, and she placed a hand on his chest, pushing him back gently, mindful of his shoulder. She was about to show him exactly who owned who here. When he was on his back, she straddled his hips, crossing her arms in front of her and pulling off her T-shirt. She gazed down at him, her breath quickening, heat pooling deep within her. His eyes widened slightly. She reached behind her and unhooked her bra, freeing her breasts, and let it fall from her body. The cold was a bit of a shock, but she didn’t care. She’d be warm soon enough. 
 
      
 
    She urged him up so she could slip his open jacket off and then she tossed the garment aside. Her hair, still tangled from the motorcycle ride, swept over her bare shoulders as she leaned down to kiss Gunner. Her hardening nipples grazed his chest, sending shivers through her that had nothing to do with the chilly desert night. 
 
      
 
    The flashlight flickered again. Gunner’s tongue pressed into her mouth, eager, needy. She sucked hard on his tongue until he moaned, trying to squirm under her. She placed her hands on his pecs, her thumbs circling his nipples, tracing the circles of light brown hair around them. Her pussy was already clenching hard, desperate to feel his cock. She arched backward slowly, keeping her hands on his chest and then tossing her head back, rising onto her knees once more to unsnap her jeans. 
 
      
 
    Gunner fumbled, trying to help her tug her pants down around her thighs. She un-straddled him for a moment and stood to finish undressing. She gave him a show, toeing off her shoes and then bending to slide her jeans all the way to her ankles, then slipping out of them. She stood there in nothing but a pair of purple cotton panties. She grinned down at him wickedly as he drunk in the sight of her. 
 
      
 
    She pouted her lips and said, mock-kittenishly: “Should these come off?” 
 
      
 
    He nodded frantically. 
 
      
 
    Then she hooked her thumbs in her waistband and sent the panties the way of her jeans. She kicked them away and stepped toward Gunner, ignoring the rocks that bit into the bottoms of her feet. 
 
      
 
    She knelt on the blanket again. Gunner had already toed off his shoes and unsnapped his fly, but she brushed his hand away and finished tugging down his worn jeans. She breathed in the scent of his arousal, leaning down to mouth his gray boxer briefs. He inhaled, his thighs flexing, his head tipping back. The muscles in his neck bulged, creating cords as she breathed on the bulge in his underwear. 
 
      
 
    She undressed him slowly, pausing to caress nearly every inch of him. By the time he was naked, he was panting heavily, his cock thick and flushed, nearly touching his belly. She straddled his hips again, tossing her hair away from her face. She smiled down at him. “Gonna ride you harder than I rode that bike of yours.” 
 
      
 
    Okay, so she hadn’t had much experience with dirty talk. But it felt natural, to talk to him like this — to let this be playful, sexy, to offer herself to him and take what he offered in return. 
 
      
 
    He let out a strained laugh. “I’m not gonna last thirty seconds, you keep on like that, honey.” 
 
      
 
    “You’d better.” She bit her lower lip and smiled again. “Because I’m not gonna stop until I’ve had my fill.” 
 
      
 
    He groaned with what sounded like a combination of pleasure and agony as she took his cock in her fist. “Kelly…” 
 
      
 
    “Hmmm?” She feigned innocence, stroking his thick shaft slowly. 
 
      
 
    His head dipped back again, and she watched his Adam’s apple move as he swallowed. He tried to raise his hips, but she sat back on him, keeping him in place. She pumped him, and he reached up with his good arm and cupped his hand around her left breast, kneading it softly. Her breath hitched. He ran his thumb gently back and forth across her nipple, until she was dripping wet, until she couldn’t stand the anticipation anymore. 
 
      
 
    She lifted up and positioned herself over his dick, then lowered herself onto it. She gasped as it breached her, the friction driving her wild. She let gravity do its work, until she was seated on him and he was groaning, twisting his hips, shaking with the apparent effort of holding back. He was as deep inside her as it was possible to get. “Oh God,” she whispered. She could feel every inch of him. That hot, smooth shaft, the hair of his balls against her pussy lips. 
 
      
 
    She started to move, rocking back and forth at first, then lifting and lowering herself, whimpering as she found an angle that rubbed her G-spot with every stroke. The pleasure built inside her, and the sight of Gunner straining not to come, the feel of him rolling his hips in an effort to add to their mutual desire, made Kelly soar. She rolled her pelvis, sitting back hard on his dick, making herself cry out with the intensity of the pleasure. 
 
      
 
    Gunner placed both hands on her hips, and while she could see him gritting his teeth in pain, apparently pleasure overrode it, because he dug his fingers into her sides and pulled her down on top of him, thrusting his hips up sharply to meet her. She cried out again, every nerve in her body lighting up. 
 
      
 
    A gust entered the cave, meeting the heat of her skin, and suddenly the flashlight went out. She made a startled sound, and then they both laughed. From there, it was just their harsh breathing in the pitch darkness, the sensation of skin against skin as Kelly rode Gunner toward orgasm. His fingertips trailed down her hips, and then strong, warm hands cupped her ass, pulling her closer. In the dark, every touch became an unexpected delight, and she found herself paying closer attention to his body, trying to sense each movement before it happened and use her own body to harmonize with it. 
 
      
 
    He began to use short, sharp thrusts to stroke her G-spot. Her cries grew higher and breathier; his groans deeper, and finally she went over the edge, bucking as waves of pleasure overwhelmed her. Just when she thought she’d gotten a handle around the sensation, she jerked as a new wave hit her and she rode her way to a second, even more powerful orgasm. She let out what was almost a sob, contracting her pussy around the length of velvet steel within her. 
 
      
 
    She gasped, collapsing on top of him. He pumped twice more and came. “Holy shit,” he whispered. He whispered it over and over as she slid off of him and stretched out beside him on the blanket. She was panting so hard she couldn’t hear anything else but the harsh echo of her breath against the cave walls in the dark. 
 
      
 
    Gunner was panting too, still swearing under his breath. He rolled slightly. Stroked her hair with his uninjured hand. His touch stilled after a moment. 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t use a condom.” His voice was hoarse. 
 
      
 
    She went rigid, all of that wonderful post-orgasm relaxedness leaving her in an instant. This was her chance. This was where she told him she was already pregnant, that a condom only mattered if he wasn’t clean. 
 
      
 
    But did the fact that he didn’t seem upset that he might have just gotten her pregnant…did that mean it was safe to tell him? 
 
      
 
    A memory came to her of her mother — just after Jess had been diagnosed. She’d come into Kelly’s room. Sat on the edge of Kelly’s white-and-lavender bed and told Kelly what the doctors had said. 
 
      
 
    Kelly had been stunned — even more stunned to learn that she was the first person her mother had told. 
 
      
 
    “What about Daddy? You’re going to tell him, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Eventually.” Kelly’s mother had given a long, pained sigh, closing her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “But why haven’t you told him?” Kelly had been able to feel the panic welling up inside her, tightening her throat. Her father would know what to do. They needed to tell him, so that he could help. 
 
      
 
    “A woman’s body,” her mother had said, gazing at the floor, “has a right to its secrets. Throughout all of history it has been displayed, scrutinized, regulated, commodified.” She looked up at Kelly. “If something is happening with your body, and you’re not ready to talk about it, then don’t. Not until you know it’s safe. Not until you’re sure that any choices you make will be yours and no one else’s.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly hadn’t quite understood at the time — though something about her mother’s words did make sense to her, deep down. “Do you not trust Dad?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not a matter of trust. I just … need some time to be alone with this.” 
 
      
 
    “But you toldme.” Kelly struggled to keep her voice from breaking. The thought of anything being wrong with her mother was too devastating for words. 
 
      
 
    Her mother took her hand and squeezed it. “I’m sorry. About all of this.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be sorry,” Kelly whispered. “There’s nothing to be sorry about.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s going to be okay.” Her mother half smiled. “We’re going to fight this.” 
 
      
 
    We? Kelly had thought.Just me and you? 
 
      
 
    A week later, Jess had told Kelly’s father. Kelly had been listening from the stairwell. Had heard her father cry for the first time in memory. 
 
      
 
    I just … need some time to be alone with this. 
 
      
 
    To make sure it’s safe. 
 
      
 
    She sought Gunner’s hand in the dark. Tugged it to her lips and kissed it. 
 
      
 
    “I know. I wanted it,” she whispered. “I wantedyou.” 
 
      
 
    He wrapped his arms around her. Held her safe in that strong embrace until she fairly melted into him. “I wanted you too,” he said against her hair. “I’m sorry,” he said after a while. “For earlier.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too. I shouldn’t have pretended to know your story. Your situation.” 
 
      
 
    “Same.” He squeezed her hand, and though she couldn’t see him, she heard the smile in his voice when he said, “Though I do think I’m starting to get to know you pretty well.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah?” She smiled too. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Some nights, I feel like…” He paused, and she waited, breathless, for whatever he was going to say. She cherished these moments when he spoke to her honestly, intimately. 
 
      
 
    “Like your snoring is music I could sing along to.” 
 
      
 
    She gave a loud, surprised laugh and slapped his chest lightly. “I donot snore.” 
 
      
 
    “You sure do, darlin’.” 
 
      
 
    “You sound like a train applying the emergency brake.” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled. “You’re not the first person to say that.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly felt an unexpected flare of jealousy, thinking about all the women who’d listened to her husband snore. That’s in the past now. He says he’s faithful to you now. 
 
      
 
    Do I believe him? 
 
      
 
    She did. She’d seen how loyal Cam could be to his brothers. She believed he was capable of being faithful to her. 
 
      
 
    But if I’m wrong … I don’t want to tell him about the baby unless I’m sure. 
 
      
 
    She pushed the thoughts aside. Ran a hand lightly over Gunner’s chest. “I know you pretty well too. Even in the dark, I know what your body looks like. I can see it in my mind. All your tattoos.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “Mm-hm.” She traced lightly around his nipple. Felt him shiver. “I’ve been studying.” She leaned over and kissed his shoulder. “But I don’t know what all of them mean.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
      
 
    She outlined an area on his left pec. “Right here, there’s Darth Vader on a Harley.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed. “Yeah. No regrets.” 
 
      
 
    “When did you get that?” 
 
      
 
    “I was twenty-one. ’Rango dared me.” 
 
      
 
    She swept her hand down his side, tracing what she imagined was the outline of the long, winding highway inked along his ribcage. “This is my favorite one. There’s a speed limit sign, mountains in all these … subtle greens and browns. A sun sinking behind them. I think about this one a lot. The empty road, and the mountains.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s Three Sisters. My favorite place to ride. To escape.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you need to escape from?” she murmured. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t answer right away. “I love my brothers. But sometimes I still need time alone. Or with just Durango. And the mountains there are incredible. Just feels so quiet and peaceful.” 
 
      
 
    She moved down to his hip with one finger. Felt him twitch a little. “Ticklish?” she asked with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “I dunno. You’re the expert on my body.” 
 
      
 
    She laughed and traced the same path again. He jerked. “Youare. How about that?” 
 
      
 
    “Why do I have a feeling you’re going to use that against me?” 
 
      
 
    She giggled. “Never.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh. So what’s there, Miss Smartypants?” 
 
      
 
    “A meat cleaver. Which I don’t understand.” 
 
      
 
    “Me either. I was drunk.” 
 
      
 
    “Were you sober for any of these?” 
 
      
 
    “Hell yeah. The scales, for sure.” 
 
      
 
    She ran her hand across his chest and then up, seeking his collarbone. “Right here,” she murmured, tracing the shape of the scales. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I was goin’ for something deep.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a justice man?” 
 
      
 
    “It ain’t even about justice, necessarily. It’s about balance.” 
 
      
 
    “How so?” she was genuinely curious. 
 
      
 
    “I guess I’m always kinda lookin’ for balance in the people I hang with. Silverback’s calm balanced out my mom’s crazy. Durango’s sense of humor, it balances out Silverback’s seriousness.” He paused. “And you … maybe you kinda balance out me. And how rough I am.” 
 
      
 
    “Rough?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Just, like … I know I can be a dick. And I know I do a lot of stupid shit. But when I’m around you, I try to be less of a dipshit.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s kind of sweet.” 
 
      
 
    He held her closer. 
 
      
 
    “But I don’t think you’re a dipshit,” she whispered. “You help me survive, Cam. I … I need you.” 
 
      
 
    A soft hitch in his breathing. “I need you too.” 
 
      
 
    Warmth flooded her. She snuggled closer to him, trying to stave off the fear that was trying to creep in again. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow…” she murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” he whispered. “Don’t think about that now. Let’s just have tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly closed her eyes. Beside her, Gunner’s breathing gradually slowed, and she drifted in a haze of wonder and desire and a hope that probably should have been killed a long time ago, but that still burst through her, growing stronger with each soft breath. 
 
      
 
    It’s going to be okay. We’re going to fight this. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Gunner woke in pain. His shoulder throbbed with agony, and he was disoriented for a moment — overheated and aching. Then he realized he was twined with Kelly in the emergency blanket, in a cave in the desert, and he smiled. 
 
      
 
    There were worse places to wake up. 
 
      
 
    That had been hot as hell last night — watching her ride him, watching her lose herself in pleasure, watching her full breasts bounce and feeling her clench around him as she experienced orgasm after orgasm. He wished they could go for round two — his dick was certainly up for it — but he knew they couldn’t hang around here much longer. Not with limited food and barely any water. 
 
      
 
    He stretched, and immediately wished he hadn’t as rays of pain shot up his injured arm. He felt strange as hell today. Probably because he knew he had to figure out a way to confront a fucking psychopath without devastating said psychopath’s daughter. 
 
      
 
    Kelly blinked awake beside him. Stretched, kicking the blanket off. It was early, judging by the light outside, but it was already hot. 
 
      
 
    “Mornin’,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Morning.” She smiled sleepily, rubbing her eyes with the heel of her hand. “You okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” he lied. “My shoulder’s better.” He sat up. With the natural light coming in, the cave looked different — desolate, with its gray floor and scraps of rock and the dust that hung thick in the air. “I should go into town and try to find some help.” 
 
      
 
    She blinked and propped up on her elbows. “Are you going to look for my father?” 
 
      
 
    He glanced at her. Saw the concern etched in her beautiful face. He’d done this to her — made her worry, put her in unsafe situations. No more. He would end all that today. He would make Romedo a safe place to bring her home to. 
 
      
 
    But he couldn’t look her in the eye and tell her he was going to kill her father the second he saw the bastard. Couldn’t tell her that, depending on what he found when he got into Romedo, this could turn into a dangerous revolt. That if he and the surviving Devils fought back against Powers, they’d almost surely die. 
 
      
 
    So he said, “I’m not making any moves yet. I’m just going to check the clubhouse and see if I can get some weapons. Find out how closely your father’s men are guarding the place.” 
 
      
 
    “And if they’re guarding it pretty damn closely?” She stared at him, arching an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “Then I won’t do anything stupid,” he promised. He stood and stretched, more carefully this time. Grabbed his clothes off the floor of the cave and started to dress. 
 
      
 
    She began packing things back into the emergency kit. 
 
      
 
    “You can stay here and relax. Eat something.” 
 
      
 
    “No way. I’m riding with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-uh. No way am I dragging you into this.” 
 
      
 
    She looked up. “You could barely stay on the bike last night. You can’t ride now.” 
 
      
 
    “Kel, I’m fine. I know what I’m doing. I don’t want you to get any more involved than you have to.” 
 
      
 
    She sighed, half laughing. “You’re so stubborn.” 
 
      
 
    He grinned. “Get used to it.” He snapped his fly. 
 
      
 
    She leaned back on her hands. “I’d rather go with you. I can help. It’s pointless having me stay out here alone.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner yanked his jacket on, trying not to grit his teeth as he moved his shoulder. “I’m just going to scout things out. Then I’ll be back and we can plan our next move together.” 
 
      
 
    He knelt and kissed her, relishing the sweet taste of her mouth, the lingering scent of shampoo in her thick hair, the softness of her body as she leaned into him, their bodies melting together. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he said when they parted, feeling a stab of guilt at her anxious expression. “I’m going to get help, Kel. You know we can’t stay out here. And I’m not gonna put you in danger when it’s not necessary.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “I know. But I ... I don’t think we should separate.” She gave a smile that looked forced. “I’ve seen horror movies, you know.” 
 
      
 
    He returned her smile with a confidence he didn’t feel. “This isn’t a horror movie. Promise. I’ll go see what’s up in town, and then I’ll come right back.” 
 
      
 
    He turned and started toward the bike, but she caught his arm. “Gunner—” 
 
      
 
    He turned back to her. Her lips parted like she was about to speak. He waited, sensing this was important. But then she shook her head. “Sorry, I ... I just hate this.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” he said softly. “Why don’t you eat some of the food from our stash? Keep your strength up.” 
 
      
 
    He gave her another quick kiss then got up on the bike. His shoulder throbbed like fuck, but he’d live. He started the bike, and programmed the GPS to remember their current coordinates. Then, with a last glance at Kelly — beautiful, with her long dark hair whipping in the breeze, her arms crossed under her breasts — he roared off across the sand, toward the road. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    He was exhausted by the time he reached Romedo. Man, the blood loss really was fucking with him. He felt woozy as shit and not at all ready for whatever he might find waiting for him at Horned Devils HQ. 
 
      
 
    He grimaced as he dismounted behind a church a couple of blocks from the clubhouse. He knew he needed to prioritize getting weapons. If he could somehow make it into the clubhouse — fat chance of that; it was the number one place Powers would be guarding — he’d look through some of the secret caches there, see if there was anything left. If not, he’d hit up the gun shops in town. He wasn’t thrilled about that prospect — who knew how deep Powers had his claws into the business owners in this town. He whistled softly as he approached the clubhouse from the back, making sure to stay in the cover of the trees and bushes. 
 
      
 
    The place looked dead empty — dark windows, the garage closed, and a ghostly air of abandonment. Gunner crept up to the side, behind some yew bushes, and stood on the central air until to peer through a window. No sign of life. 
 
      
 
    He opened the window as slowly and quietly as he could. Hoisted himself up on the sill, nearly shouting in agony at the strain on his shoulder. He could feel the wound starting to seep again, but he ignored it. He pulled himself into the filthy bedroom Bones and Hap shared. 
 
      
 
    There were beer bottles and dirty socks all over the floor. A pile of something unidentifiable in one corner. He smiled wryly. And Kelly thought he was bad? 
 
      
 
    He crawled a few feet across the floor, then got to his feet and headed out into the hall. If he could just get to the basement, he ought to be able to scrounge up some weapons. 
 
      
 
    He tried not the think too hard about what this silence meant. Did it mean all the others were dead? Where was Silverback? Had he known about the set up? It was hard not to blame Silverback for leading the Horned Devils into this mess. Gunner allowed himself a few moments for another pang of grief to wash over him. Durango — always smiling, good-natured, going with the flow. Ready with a quick joke or a word of advice. 
 
      
 
    Gunner’s world had changed when Durango arrived at the clubhouse. Gunner had finally felt like he had abrother— as opposed to a group of men he was supposed to trust, supposed to work with, but whom he frequently treated with all the contempt of a sullen teenager. Once he’d felt that brotherhood with Durango, it had opened him up to bond with the other Horned Devils. To truly allow his club to become his family. 
 
      
 
    He remembered Durango walking into the clubhouse — tall, lanky, with an easy smile on his face. Gunner had been at the kitchen table nursing a beer, shoulders hunched defensively, not at all sure he wanted to meet this newcomer. 
 
      
 
    Silverback had introduced them, and Gunner had barely looked up. But Durango had slung himself down at the table across from him and started talking up a storm. Shooting the shit, easy as you please. Then he’d taken out a deck of cards and started dealing, and before Gunner quite knew how, he was playing Texas Hold ’Em with the bastard. 
 
      
 
    Rage flared in him, twining with his grief. How many of those brothers were left? Had the only family he’d ever known been destroyed before his eyes? He debated, not for the first time, texting the others — the ones who hadn’t gone on the mission last evening. But there was a strong possibility Powers had either killed or imprisoned the remaining club members. If Powers had control of their phones, Gunner risked giving himself away. 
 
      
 
    He ought to at least text Silverback. Or call. But how could he be sure Silverback hadn’t had anything to do with Powers’ plan? 
 
      
 
    He was startled by a sound from the back of the house. He crouched, heart pounding. Someone was coming through the back door. Multiple people. They were loud, laughing. Glass shattered. He heard the sound of items hitting the floor, breaking. 
 
      
 
    “Nothin’ good here!” someone shouted. “The boss already checked.” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” said another voice, “He told me we’d better fuckin’ check again. Thoroughly.” More glass breaking. The crash of pans in the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “You feed the dogs yet?” asked a third voice, deeper than the others. 
 
      
 
    What the fuck? Dogs? 
 
      
 
    “Why feed ’em?” asked the first voice. “When we’re just gonna put ’em down?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner felt queasy. He had a not-so-funny feeling these guys weren’t talking about actual dogs. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, there’s Doritos,” someone said. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t need Doritos, asshole,” said the deep voice. “We need their guns and their fuckin’ drugs.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner listened as the voices moved into the meeting room. He heard something — a crowbar, probably — smashing against the gun safe. Then the whoop as the men finally got the safe open. He could hear the guns being passed around. 
 
      
 
    Shit. He was now in this house with who knew how many men who had, not just their own weapons, but the Devils’ main stash as well. Should he try to go back out the way they came? He didn’t stand a damn chance of confronting them and winning, not without a weapon. 
 
      
 
    Before he could decide, footsteps approached the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    Shit. Shit shit shit. 
 
      
 
    Gunner looked around frantically, searching for a place to hide. 
 
      
 
    “I’m gonna check back here,” yelled one of the goons. Y’all get the prisoners ready for transfer.” 
 
      
 
    Prisoners? 
 
      
 
    Gunner’s heart leapt. Did that mean some of the Horned Devils were still alive? But if so, for how long? He needed to find out, but now he was trapped like a fucking animal. 
 
      
 
    The man outside the bedroom door had paused to laugh at something his buddies were saying, but now a floorboard creaked and the knob started to twist. There was no time to think. He had to get out of sight, now. 
 
      
 
    Feeling ridiculous, like a little kid playing hide and seek, Gunner got on his knees and crawled under one of the beds. 
 
      
 
    This was awful. This was so fuckin’ stupid. He’d be found within seconds. But it was too late to change course now. Just had to pray. 
 
      
 
    He froze as the door flew open and the goon barged in. All Gunner could see were dirty jeans cuffs and a pair of dusty leather work boots. The man stormed through the room, pulling out dresser drawers and hurling them on the floor. He ransacked the closet, tossing clothes onto the bed. Gunner figured he only had thirty seconds at best before the asshole hunkered down and peered under the bed. He prepared to attack. At the very least, maybe he could knock the fucker out, then bolt out the window. 
 
      
 
    But …the prisoners. 
 
      
 
    There were prisoners somewhere in the house. And who else would Powers’ men be holding hostage besides the remaining Devils? Gunner needed to find his brothers, help them. He could hear the goon shifting, grunting, breathing hard. 
 
      
 
    He flinched as the goon pulled up the mattress and shoved it down one side of the box springs. It landed with a massive thwap on the floor, obscuring Gunner’s vision out one side. 
 
      
 
    He jolted as the blade of a knife pierced the fabric of the box springs near Gunner’s head, then made a giant slash. For the love of fuck, what was the guy expecting to find here? Gunner curled away from the slashed place, holding his breath and praying the guy couldn’t see him. Blood pounded in his head, and it was all he could do to keep from panting in agony as the new position wrenched his injured shoulder. 
 
      
 
    The goon slashed again, tearing the fabric nearly right above Gunner. 
 
      
 
    There was nowhere else to go. Next slash, and he’d have to try to grab the guy’s wrist and take the knife. 
 
      
 
    And then what? You think he ain’t got guns, too? He’ll blow your fucking brain out before you can say Jack Robinson. 
 
      
 
    In the couple of seconds of inaction that followed, he felt a strange connection form between himself and the goon. Both of them breathing hard, predator and prey sensing one another, preparing for the bloodbath. 
 
      
 
    Then, one of the other men called from down the hall, “Doyle! Van’s here, c’mon. We gotta go.” 
 
      
 
    The van? 
 
      
 
    Gunner heard Doyle shift and call, “All right. Christ.” Doyle remained in place for a couple more seconds, and Gunner wondered if he was going to finish tearing the bed apart. 
 
      
 
    But Doyle stepped away and crossed to the door, calling, “Nothin’ good back here anyway.” He left the room. 
 
      
 
    Gunner breathed out a long sigh of relief. As soon as he judged that Doyle was far enough away, he rolled out from under the bed, brushing off dust and lint and old condom wrappers. Doyle had ostensibly destroyed the place, but really, it didn’t look much different from before. 
 
      
 
    Gunner made for the window and crawled out, landing in the side yard. He crept toward the front, hiding behind a yew. A windowless white van had pulled up to the garage, its engine running. And as Gunner watched, one by one five Horned Devils members were led to the van, their wrists tied behind their backs. Gunner could make out Silverback, Chevy, Crusader, Jones, and Spider. Chevy looked like he was about to try to break free from the goon who accompanied him and launch a rebellion, but given the amount of heat the goons were packing, he must have decided it wasn’t worth it. 
 
      
 
    Good call, Chev. They got you cornered. 
 
      
 
    Chevy got into the van when it was his turn, but not before spitting at one goon’s feet. The goon clobbered him in the side of the head and shoved him into a seat. 
 
      
 
    The garage was too full of bikes and gear for the van to have pulled inside, but the loading process was taking place close enough to the garage that the action was likely hidden from the neighbors. Not that the neighbors would have questioned anything they saw going on at the clubhouse, at this point. 
 
      
 
    Doyle had come outside too to supervise the loading. But once all the Horned Devils were in the van, another good said to Doyle, “All right. You and Marquez finish searching the place. Then meet up with us when you’re done. You got one hour, or we start the party without you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Doyle waved a hand dismissively. “I’ll be there.” 
 
      
 
    “Cool.” The goon clapped Doyle on the back. “Find us somethin’ good, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “See ya at the boss’s house,” Doyle said. 
 
      
 
    So they were going to Powers’ house. Gunner wasn’t sure exactly where that was, but Kelly would know. 
 
      
 
    Kelly. He had to get back to her. He only had an hour to get her out of the desert and somewhere safe before he had to make a decision, once and for all, about what he was going to do. 
 
      
 
    He watched the van pull out of the drive. Watched Doyle and another guy — Marquez — go back into the house. 
 
      
 
    Shit, this was hopeless. 
 
      
 
    He could have taken two guys on his own, if he’d been armed. But he wasn’t, and between the two of them, Doyle and Marquez had enough firepower for a small army. But if Gunner didn’t at least try to stop them from ransacking the house completely, then they might find the Horned Devils’ secret weapons cache — and Gunner needed that cache if he was going to try to launch a one-man assault on Powers’ entire empire. 
 
      
 
    Right. Because I stand a chance of succeeding there. 
 
      
 
    A thought came to him, one he’d had many times before. 
 
      
 
    Why not just take Kelly and go? Ride away, far away from Romedo? Most of the Horned Devils were dead, and those who weren’t would be soon. Did it make him a shitty person if he chose to protect his wife before his brothers? 
 
      
 
    Silverback’s voice came to him then:“You’ve got potential, but you’re reckless. Learn some patience, some humility. It’ll serve you well.” 
 
      
 
    Yeah? Well a fat fuckin’ lot of good patience has done for me these past few weeks. Maybe if I’d been more reckless that first night in the desert, we wouldn’t be in this mess. Maybe if I’d fuckin’ pulled the trigger the second that skinny white dude got out of his BMW, the Horned Devils wouldn’t be enslaved by a madman. And what about you, Silverback? You wanna talk about reckless? You haven’t thought about protecting your men, my brothers. You’ve thought only about money. 
 
      
 
    The anger boiled up in him — age old. Kelly was right, he was mired in the past. But only because the past had been such a raving bitch to him. 
 
      
 
    So now it’s time for me to think about something that’s important to me. Something outside of the club. 
 
      
 
    He straightened. 
 
      
 
    I’m going back to Kelly. And I’m gonna take her somewhere safe. Somewhere she’ll never have to be afraid again. 
 
      
 
    I’m done with this bullshit. 
 
      
 
    I survived, didn’t I? That’s always been my specialty—surviving. Not playing the hero. Not saving the say. 
 
      
 
    Just fucking surviving. 
 
      
 
    With one last look at the van retreating down the road, he took off through the backyard and onto the side street, heading for the church where his bike was parked. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Kelly stood at the base of the hill. She didn’t feel like climbing. The heat was making her dizzy and she’s already thrown up the handful of trail mix she’d eaten for breakfast. 
 
      
 
    Apparently, morning sickness didn’t waste any time making your life hell, once you got pregnant. 
 
      
 
    Still, she wanted to do something useful. Wanted to try to climb a hill and get a cell signal. 
 
      
 
    Who would we call? Gunner had asked last night. 
 
      
 
    While it was true they didn’t have many options in Romedo — no one they could fully trust with the story about her father — there was still Maddy. Maddy, whom Kelly had put off contacting even though she should have gone to her right away, back when this mess started. No, it wasn’t like Maddy could rush down here, pick Kelly up from the top of a hill in the desert, and whisk her away. But if Maddy could start driving south, and if she and Gunner started riding north, maybe they could meet somewhere partway between Ohio and Texas. They could book rooms and transport on Maddy’s card and pay her back later in cash, and Maddy would do whatever she could to help Kelly and Gunner get new lives, new identities. 
 
      
 
    And if Gunner tried to insist on staying in Romedo, on staying and trying to fight her father’s empire, she could put her foot down. Tell him she had their escape all planned out. 
 
      
 
    It was so fucking confusing. She kept telling herself she was going to be her own person, wasn’t going to docilely obey the instructions of the men in her life. And yet, was it right to give Gunner an ultimatum? What if she was wrong, and escaping with Maddy wasn’t the best solution? What if she got them killed with her insistence on escape rather than resistance? Trusting others rather than relying on themselves. What if all they did was drag Maddy into something horrible and dangerous from which none of them would ever escape. 
 
      
 
    She started to climb. Her skinny jeans were too tight to make this a fun endeavor, and her flats offered zero support as she stepped over rocks and through patches of sand and prickly scrub. 
 
      
 
    A few yards up, she pulled out her phone and checked. One bar. Her heart leapt hopefully, in spite of the knowledge that a phone call was unlikely to solve her problems. 
 
      
 
    What if she used her phone to call the police instead? She knew Gunner wasn’t okay with that. But was there any chance they’d understand? That they’d do their best to protect Gunner in spite of his involvement with her father, and in spite of his various questionable activities as part of the Horned Devils? Would she be blamed for her role in all this? For going along with her dad’s plan, for not reporting it sooner? She’d always thought of the police as a source of aid and protection. Now she had no idea who she could trust. 
 
      
 
    She climbed around a small boulder, scrabbling a little, then rested for a moment, panting. One hand on her belly. 
 
      
 
    She hated feeling helpless. She hated feeling like she had no say in whether she would be protected and how. What did Gunner think he’d accomplish by going into town in search of “help?” What he meant was that he wanted to look for a means of perpetuating the same violent cycle. He wanted to find weapons. He wanted to confront her father, find his missing brothers, play the hero. It was frustrating as hell, and it was exactly that mentality that made her nervous to tell him about the baby. 
 
      
 
    Because he’ll never leave that life behind, will he? He’ll never stop putting himself in danger, never stop prioritizing adventure over domestic life. And I want adventure too, but I also want my child to grow up safe. I’d rather have my baby grow up with no father at all than a father who might not come home one night because he’s been killed in a gang fight. 
 
      
 
    She climbed some more, breathing hard. This was taking more out of her than she’d expected. She paused to throw up again on the rocks. The sun was beating down hard on her. She took out her phone, took a deep breath, and dialed Maddy. 
 
      
 
    The call was dropped immediately, and a No Service message appeared. 
 
      
 
    Shit. 
 
      
 
    She pocketed her phone and started to climb again. She was almost to the top of the hill. 
 
      
 
    She stepped onto a rocky ledge. Wobbled for a second, then started to take another step. Part of the ledge gave out from under her, and she let out a startled cry. She scrambled as pebbles showered down the side of the hill. She reached for any handhold she could find, but there was nothing. As she started to fall, a ray of sun caught her side of the hill, nearly blinding her, and she thought, for just a second, that she heard her mother’s voice, somewhere far away. Out of reach. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    When Gunner arrived back at the desert cave, Kelly was nowhere to be found. The blanket was still spread out on the cave floor, and there was a half empty pack of trail mix next to the saddlebags, but no sign of Kelly. His stomach plummeted. 
 
      
 
    Jesus, tell me she didn’t do anything stupid. 
 
      
 
    Or, more to the point: Tell me Powers didn’t get to her before I did. 
 
      
 
    He left the cave and searched the surrounding area. The bike was still there. Kelly’s jacket was slung over the seat. His gaze landed on a small hill nearby, a light-colored shape huddled on the side of it, nestled amid some rocks. 
 
      
 
    He raced for the hill, heart thudding. “Kelly!” he shouted. “Kelly!” 
 
      
 
    He climbed the hill, calling her name until his throat was raw, ignoring the agony that ripped through his shoulder as he attempted to find holds on the rocky embankment. He picked his way around stones and shrubs, and finally he saw her — lying on her back, one hand flung up over her head, her dark hair matted and fluttering in the warm breeze. Blood stained her jeans — a small patch of it around her crotch, spreading down her left thigh. The fear that took him then was unlike anything he’d ever felt. 
 
      
 
    “Kelly,” he croaked, scrambling over to her. “Kelly, are you…?” 
 
      
 
    She was breathing. Thank fuck for that, she was breathing. Her head shifted slightly to the side, and she murmured something. 
 
      
 
    “You’re alive.” His voice shook with emotion. “Can you answer me, darlin’? Please?” 
 
      
 
    She murmured again, but didn’t say anything he could understand. Her lips were cracked and dry from the sun. A canteen of water lay nearby. He looked at the blood on her jeans, trying to determine the source. He didn’t want to move her in case she had a back injury, but he needed to figure out what was wrong. 
 
      
 
    “Cam?” Her eyes fluttered open. 
 
      
 
    “Kelly, it’s okay. It’s gonna be okay; you’re gonna be okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Cam, I … I’m so sorry…” 
 
      
 
    “Shh. It’s all right. Just relax.” He glanced to the side and saw her phone lying a few feet away. 
 
      
 
    She followed his gaze, her eyes narrow, forehead furrowed in pain. “I was trying to get service. I wanted to call for help. I slipped.” 
 
      
 
    “You were gonna call…?” he started, confused. “Who were you gonna call, babe?” 
 
      
 
    Her mouth worked, and she tried to swallow, eyes fluttering again. “I don’t know. Maybe my … my friend. In Ohio. Thought someone should know where we were. Thought maybe she’d know what to d—” she coughed, sucking in a harsh breath at the end. “I couldn’t just sit here and do nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay,” he said again.Why, Kelly? I would have come back for you. I wouldn’t have let anything bad happen to you. Couldn’t you just wait?“How badly are you hurt?” 
 
      
 
    She raised her head slightly, looking down at her stained jeans. 
 
      
 
    “Careful,” Gunner cradled her head, supporting her. 
 
      
 
    “I’m…” She looked up at him, eyes wide and desperate. As Gunner watched, those eyes filled with tears. “I have to tell you something.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner’s chest clenched. “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m pregnant.” 
 
      
 
    A fist slammed Gunner’s gut. 
 
      
 
    She continued, “I don’t know if — if the fall—” 
 
      
 
    Gunner went cold with fear. She waspregnant? He searched for some explanation, his brain moving crazily through questions he already knew the answers to. Was the baby definitely his? When had this happened? And how? They’d been safe. Until last night. Sweet Jesus, this couldn’t have been from last night, right? She’d have no way of knowing. No, this was something she’d known for some time. But why hadn’t shetold him? He thought back to the past couple of days — that look in her eyes, like she longed to confide something to him, but he’d pushed her aside. 
 
      
 
    But why not last night? 
 
      
 
    Why…? 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t wrap his mind around this. He might have been a father. Would still be, as long as she hadn’t miscarried. He’d never imagined himself as a father, never thought it was even a possibility. When Russell Powers had told him that part of the plan, he’d dismissed it as sheer madness. And yet some part of himhadthought about it, on nights when he couldn’t sleep. Evenings on the porch of the clubhouse, whisky bottle beside him, he’d tried to picture himself with a kid, and the fuzzy image in his mind had eventually taken on some clarity. 
 
      
 
    I’m not responsible enough for a kid, he’d thought.I’d be a shit parent, just like my mom. 
 
      
 
    And yet some part of him had hoped that wasn’t true. 
 
      
 
    Now staring down at Kelly, he knew those were just excuses he’d made because he was scared. Kelly’s news filled him with anxiety, sure. But also withjoy. And a sense that, if she had miscarried, he’d be devastated. He’d do anything to protect this woman, and now that he knew about the baby, he felt ten times that fierce protectiveness. 
 
      
 
    I’d move heaven and earth for them, he realized.To make the world safe for them, I’d do absolutely anything. 
 
      
 
    The ferocious surge overtook him, and he had to will himself calmer before he stroked Kelly’s hair back from her sweaty brow. “Oh Kel. God, I had no idea…” 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to tell you.” She cracked her eyes open, reaching out to touch his face. “But I didn’t know if you’d be happy.” 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t speak. Couldn’t breathe. He didn’t know what to say, how to help her understand how much he needed her. How much he loved this kid already. 
 
      
 
    “I am happy. So fucking happy.” He smiled at her. “Kel, I … I love you.” 
 
      
 
    The truth of the words hit him at the same time as a wave of nerves. Whoever thought he’d be saying those words to a woman? Whoever would have thought he’d mean them so much? But he did. He’d known that first night, and then watching her stay strong through her father’s tyranny, through the impossibility of their situation, he’d slowly realized that denying it wouldn’t make it any less true. 
 
      
 
    She smiled back up at him, tears still glistening in her eyes. “I love you too.” 
 
      
 
    He let out a half laugh, half sob. “This is so crazy. I don’t even know what to say.” His smile faded. “But the baby … how will we know if…?” 
 
      
 
    She glanced down at herself. “It’s not a lot of blood. It looks like a lot, but it’s mostly stopped. I can’t be sure, but I think it might be fine. I’m not feeling any cramps. That’s a good sign.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to get you out of here. To a hospital.” 
 
      
 
    She gazed at him steadily, her eyes taking on a focus that hadn’t been there before. “That’s not safe as long as my father’s still out there, Cam.” She sat up, leaning back against a rock. I don’t want to be trapped somewhere he could find me.” 
 
      
 
    “But why would he think to look for you in a hospital?” 
 
      
 
    She eyed him. “You’ve said it yourself — we don’t know how far his reach extends. He might have plants in hospitals. Might be friendly with corrupt agents in the police force, in the government. I thought for a while, as I was climbing up here — I thought maybe we could go to the police. Go to some outside agency. But now I get it. It’s just us, isn’t it? No allies except your club. And they’re…” She clearly didn’t want to say it. 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “It’s true. We’re not safe anywhere while he’s still out there.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “There’s nothing a hospital could do for me anyway. If I miscarried, I miscarried.” The slight quaver in her voice was the only indication of how scared she was. “If I didn’t, I didn’t.” She let out a long breath, swiping at her eyes. “What’d you find out in town?” 
 
      
 
    He sat back on his heels. “Your father has taken the remaining Devils prisoner.” She flinched. He continued, “I saw his men lead them from the clubhouse into an unmarked van. They were going to your father’s house.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded grimly. “We don’t have much time then.” 
 
      
 
    “I overheard one of them say the ‘party’ starts in an hour.” 
 
      
 
    “Then let’s be the first guests.” She started to rise. 
 
      
 
    “Kelly, listen.” He took her hand. “My first responsibility is to you and the baby. My brothers … they all knew there were risks when they signed on to be part of the Horned Devils. They’d understand.” 
 
      
 
    She frowned slightly. “Understand what?” 
 
      
 
    He gazed into her eyes. “Say the word, and I’ll take you away from here. We’ll ride off together, go somewhere far, far from all of this. And I promise you, I will make sure we’re safe. To make sure he can never find us.” 
 
      
 
    Her frown deepened. Those hazel eyes held both compassion and determination. “No, Cam.” 
 
      
 
    He raised his brows. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought at first we should leave too. That’s why I climbed that hill, to help us plan an escape. Like I said, I thought about the police. I thought about my friend from Ohio. But what he’s done, Gunner. Taking your brothers hostage. Terrorizing us. He won’t stop! Even if we disappear, he won’t stop. And I’m tired of running. I’m tired of living in fear of my father. He has your brothers, and he means to kill them. You need to do whatever you have to in order to free them.” 
 
      
 
    He hesitated. Part of him thought she was right. But the baby … the baby was more important than anything else. 
 
      
 
    “Kelly, it’s not that I want to abandon my brothers to die. But there is nothing—do you hear me—nothing, more important to me than this kid.” 
 
      
 
    “Then make our lives safe for our baby,” she said firmly. “Your brothers matter to me, Cam.” Her gaze softened. “They gave meyou. They made you all the best things you are.” Her voice softened. “I want to help them. And I want to stop my father once and for all. Even if it means…” She clearly couldn’t finish. 
 
      
 
    “All right,” he whispered, a renewed sense of determination growing within him. He could do this. Put an end to Russell Powers’ reign, free his brothers, and then settle down with his wife and child. It wouldn’t be easy, but he’d been in tough scrapes before. 
 
      
 
    Just, maybe not this tough. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be right there with you,” she assured him. “Helping any way I can.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” he said immediately. The thought was too terrifying for words. “I can’t let you help. It’s too dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    “Christ, Cam. Riding that bike was dangerous. Holing up in a cave in the middle of the desert was dangerous. I think that ship has sailed.” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “But this is something else entirely. I’ll take you into town and we’ll check into a motel. Fake names. I’ll leave you there, where you’ll be safe.” 
 
      
 
    “Cam—” 
 
      
 
    “Kel, please?” He wasn’t sure how to convey to her how important this was to him. “Please, sweetheart. I know nothing is completely safe right now, but I need you as safe as possible. I can’t risk losing you or the baby. I just can’t.” 
 
      
 
    Not after everything else I’ve lost. 
 
      
 
    She seemed to hear the unspoken plea. 
 
      
 
    She gazed at him evenly for a long while. Then she sighed resignedly. “All right.” She started to get to her feet. “Let’s go, then.” 
 
      
 
    He checked his phone. “Your father’s goons said the party would start in an hour. That was thirty minutes ago.” He helped her up. “It might be too late by the time we get there.” 
 
      
 
    She shrugged. “Then let me come along.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” he said again. “I can’t let you do that. I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    He thought he’d never forget the mingled pain and resentment in her expression, as long as he lived. He wished he could tell her it was okay. That she could come with him. Help on his mission. But she was pregnant. She’d just had a fall. She might have miscarried. He had to make sure she was as safe as possible. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” she muttered, starting down the hill, holding her shoulders rigid — a 
 
      
 
    posture he’d learned meant she was frustrated but trying to make the best of things. “You probably won’t be too late.” She threw a glance back over her shoulder. “I get the sense my father likes to play with his food before he eats.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    The ride back to Romedo hurt, but Kelly wasn’t about to complain as she clung to Gunner’s waist and tried not to wince at each bump in the road. The only ill effects from the fall were some aches and scrapes. The bloodstain on her pants was worrying, but she knew, with growing confidence, that the baby was all right. She could feel her mother’s presence with her now, stronger than it had ever been. And she knew that this was the way things were meant to be. Jess had passed from this world, but her legacy lived on in Kelly, and would live on too in Kelly’s child. God wouldn’t take this baby away from her. Not when she had already lost so much. She could feel her mother all around her, protecting her and the baby — and Gunner — from harm. 
 
      
 
    They found a small motel on the outskirts of town and gave a false name. The clerk looked too bored to give them much scrutiny, but Kelly was still anxious to get into the room. 
 
      
 
    “That’ll be fifty-six fifty-three, the clerk said.” 
 
      
 
    And that was when Kelly remembered they had no money. 
 
      
 
    “Listen,” Gunner said. “My wife’s not feeling well. She just had a fall. We just need a place for her to rest until I can bring someone back to help her. 
 
      
 
    The clerk finally glanced up from his iPhone. Looked Kelly up and down. “Shit. What happened to you? You okay? Want me to call, like, the hospital or something?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Kelly and Gunner said together. 
 
      
 
    “Um…” Kelly put on her most charming smile, trying not to think about what she must look like to this guy. “I can’t. No insurance. But we have a friend who’s a doctor. If I could just rest in a room here, my husband will come back with our friend, and with some money. I promise.” 
 
      
 
    The clerk looked at them both suspiciously. “Uh, I’m not allowed to rent rooms unless you pay.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there a way you could comp our stay? Just for now?” Gunner asked. 
 
      
 
    “Uh … what?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner sighed. “I promise I’ll come back with the money. But please, for the love of God, just give my wife somewhere to lie down.” 
 
      
 
    So much for not attracting attention, Kelly thought. 
 
      
 
    But eventually, the clerk agreed, though he still seemed troubled by the whole situation. He gave them a key to a corner room that — thankfully — had a good view of the motel entrance and parking lot. 
 
      
 
    The small room was too cold — the AC was blasting. It looked like it hadn’t been more than cursorily cleaned in sometime. The bedspread was rumpled, and the TV remote’s buttons looked like they’d been nibbled by mice. 
 
      
 
    “Your luxury resort, ma’am,” Gunner joked, making a sweeping gesture with his arm. 
 
      
 
    “Wow, very nice,” Kelly said. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be all right?” Gunner asked as Kelly sat on the edge of the bed. “You’ll call me if there’s trouble.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “Don’t worry about me. Go rescue your brothers.” 
 
      
 
    “All right.” He leaned down and kissed her softly. “Keep an eye out.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded, her eyes widening slightly. “That clerk. He’ll remember us.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think he’s in Powers’ pocket. I think he just wants to get back to Candy Crush. But be aware all the same.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    Then they kissed again, more passionately. Kelly put all the love she felt for him into that last kiss. And she could hear her mother’s voice: I’lllook after him too. Don’t you worry. I’m here for both of you. 
 
      
 
    I know, Mom, she said silently.I know. 
 
      
 
    When they parted, he looked deep into her eyes. “I will come back.” He looked as if he needed her to understand this. As if he needed her permission, approval. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” she said again, a little lightheaded. 
 
      
 
    Gunner left then, and Kelly felt a coldness in her gut. Even her mother’s warmth couldn’t quite fend off the restlessness she felt, the sense that she ought to be helping. That taking down her father was her destiny too, not just Cam’s. 
 
      
 
    Come back soon. Please. Please, Cam. Come home. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    Gunner roared down the residential streets toward the clubhouse. By this time, Doyle ought to have gotten his ass the fuck out of the Horned Devils’ HQ, and Gunner would be able to swing by and pick up some weapons on his way to Russell’s house. Kelly was right —Russell did like to toy with people. And it would have taken some time for the van to get to Powers’ house. But Gunner had used up quite a bit of time tending to Kelly in the desert, and then getting her checked into the motel. He had no idea if the remaining Horned Devils would still be alive. 
 
      
 
    But he had a funny feeling that Russell Powers had planned to use his brothers to bait him. Rather than turn the whole town and surrounding desert upside down looking for Gunner and Kelly, he’d wait until Gunner came looking for him. 
 
      
 
    Which was why Gunner had to be especially careful returning to the clubhouse. As much as he wanted to roar right up the driveway, he parked a couple of blocks away again, and slunk onto the property. 
 
      
 
    It looked completely deserted. Doyle’s vehicle was gone. Gunner let himself in the side door, pausing to grab a knife from the kitchen. Then he made a quick search of the house. 
 
      
 
    No one on the first floor. He opened the basement door quietly and listened. Didn’t hear anything but the furnace. He made his way down the steps, pausing every few seconds, wondering if he’d suddenly come face to face with Doyle, or another goon. Nothing happened. 
 
      
 
    He headed for the loose floorboards at the far side of the basement and pried them up. 
 
      
 
    Bingo. The goons had missed this stash. Gunner helped himself to a semi-automatic and tucked a Colt revolver into his waistband for good measure. He grabbed a couple of grenades too, for good measure. Go big or go home, right? 
 
      
 
    He tried to think whether there was anything else he needed to do to prepare, and realized this was it. His moment. His destiny. The only thing left to do was to get to Powers’ house and get this show started. 
 
      
 
    He raced back up the steps and into the demolished kitchen. Paused suddenly. 
 
      
 
    Had he just heard a laugh coming from the back of the house? He listened again, but didn’t hear it. 
 
      
 
    But for a second, that laugh had been so clear, so familiar. Had brought up memories of late nights, passing a whiskey bottle back and forth. Of early morning rides up to Vulture’s Hill to watch the sunrise. Or long, hot afternoons at the auto shop, shooting the shit or blasting music to make the time go by faster. 
 
      
 
    I can’t believe I ever thought about leaving my brothers behind. There won’t be justice in this world until Powers is dead. 
 
      
 
    He hurried to the back door and burst out of the clubhouse. 
 
      
 
    Hang on, Durango. I’m gonna do you proud. 
 
      
 
    He ran the two blocks back to his bike, guns ready. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    Kelly paced the small motel room, unable to relax. She’d called the front desk and was relieved to discover that it must have been shift change — a woman answered, not the sullen man who’d checked them in. She tried to ignore the irrational fear that the man had known who she was and had taken off to go tell her father she was here. 
 
      
 
    She explained she’d had a minor injury that had resulted in some blood on her clothing but didn’t have a chance of clothes. The desk worker had invited her to come up and look through the lost and found items that had been there two weeks or more. With her jacket tied around her waist to hide the worst of the blood, she went up and searched. There, she found a light blue sundress that looked like it would more or less fit. She thanked the woman, who was appraising her curiously, and went back to the room to change. 
 
      
 
    Then she paced some more. 
 
      
 
    Maybe it was strange that she wanted to be out there where the action was instead of cooped up in here. Maybe she should have been more concerned about her life and the life of her unborn child. But she truly hated the thought of letting Gunner face this danger alone. 
 
      
 
    She was a different woman than she’d been when this whole crazy mess had started. She didn’t wait in the shadows to be told what to do. She wasn’t interested in living in Daddy’s pocket, as Gunner had put it. She’d experienced tragedy and grief, and she’d survived it. Now she wanted to help Gunner overcome his past, wanted to fight the obstacles that faced both of them. Together. Just as they’d faced that frightening wedding day — neither sure how the other felt; neither able to trust the other. She recalled the first time he’d offered to help her cook — how much better things had felt when she’d started workingwith him, rather than avoiding him. The night they’d first made love, their bodies learning one another, Kelly’s fear dissolving as she’d realized this man wanted to make her happy. 
 
      
 
    They had so much left to face as a family. As the parents of this life that was taking form inside her. Why not start now? 
 
      
 
    There’d been a day long ago when Kelly had gone to one of her mother’s baseball games. The Crushers had lost after a tense, tied ninth inning, due to a bad play by one of Jess’s teammates. 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you mad at Lauren?” Kelly had asked afterward. “She lost you the game.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” her mother had replied with a small, private smile. “A loss belongs to all of us. Just like a win belongs to all of us. No individual player wins or loses the game.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly hadn’t been sure at the time that she bought that, but as she’d grown older, she’d begun to see. 
 
      
 
    And now, she understood so clearly. 
 
      
 
    She stopped pacing, suddenly calm, collected. Certain that she knew what had to happen next. 
 
      
 
    Our lives are intertwined now. A victory belongs to both of us. So does a loss. 
 
      
 
    She slipped her room key in her pocket and headed for the door. 
 
      
 
    So let’s make sure it’s a victory. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    Gunner dismounted in a cul-de-sac. He vaguely recognized the street from his smoking hot afternoon with Peggy-Patty a couple of years back. He walked quickly past her house, then slowed as he approached the next home, several yards away. 
 
      
 
    Russell Powers’ house didn’t particularly look like the home of a criminal mastermind. Or the house of a man who’s gotten rich off the drug trade. It was one story, stucco, almost quaint. He tried to imagine the nights Kelly had spent here, waiting anxiously for her wedding day. Had she tried to get out of it? Begged her father? Packed a bag and fantasized about running away? 
 
      
 
    He remembered the tenderness in her eyes as she’d told him she loved him. How crazy was it that she could have gone from a virtual stranger to someone he couldn’t live without? 
 
      
 
    He made his way around the side of the house, holding the semi-automatic close to his body. The front windows all had their blinds down. A movement in that backyard caught his eye. Pressing against the house, he crept around until he could peer around the stucco wall and into the backyard. 
 
      
 
    The yard was privacy hedged with an array of desert-faring shrubs. There were hardly any neighbors anyway — the nearest was an adjacent lot a few hundred yards away. Occupants would have had a hard time seeing anything going on here. 
 
      
 
    This house had been selected for privacy. To keep its occupants in, and others out. 
 
      
 
    And yet … Kelly had made friends with Peggy-Patty after only a day in town. She hadn’t let privacy landscaping stop her, hadn’t let her father’s words of warning that the world was a cold, dark place, keep her from making friends. Her bright spirit shone through any attempt to keep her imprisoned. He felt a pang of tenderness as he pictured her. 
 
      
 
    Hold on, Kelly. This is almost over. 
 
      
 
    He crept around the corner, searching for the source of the motion he’d seen moments ago. He finally spotted the action, around the other side of the deck, by the attached garage. 
 
      
 
    Chevy, Silverback, Crusader, Jones, and Spider were all tied to the deck chairs and gagged with strips of cloth. They looked like they’d been beaten to within an inch of their lives. Gunner’s gut clenched, and rage blazed through him at the sight of Chevy’s bloody clothes, Silverback’s swollen, purple eye socket. 
 
      
 
    This wasdefinitely bait. How purely stupid was it to leave the hostages outside, apparently unsupervised? The only reason Powers would have done that was because he was putting them on display for Gunner. But the fact that these five were alive filled Gunner with a massive gratitude. 
 
      
 
    He wanted to go right to them. Free them and gun down anyone who tried to get in his way. But that was probably the kind of recklessness Silverback had always cautioned against. He needed to find out who was in the house. 
 
      
 
    He crept around to the front. A couple of goons were sitting out on the porch, in the fucking rocking chairs, with assault rifles. 
 
      
 
    Only in Texas could you sit on your front porch with AK-47s and attract zero attention. All right, these two were gonna have to go. But taking them out meant announcing his presence, and he wasn’t sure whether that was wise. 
 
      
 
    Here’s the thing about recklessness. Sometimes it’s the only option. Make a big enough racket, and maybe they won’t know it’s just li’l ol’ you. Maybe they’ll think Judgement Day is actually here. 
 
      
 
    He grabbed a grenade from his pocket. 
 
      
 
    Here goes nothing. 
 
      
 
    He pulled the pin, threw it onto the porch, and scrambled backward. It took a few seconds, but then the guards started shouting and clamoring, yelling at each other tokick it away, kick it away… 
 
      
 
    Gunner decided to put them out of their misery and shot them both just before the grenade went off. 
 
      
 
    Mm. Felt good to have a gun again. 
 
      
 
    The explosion wasn’t enough to bring the house down, or anything, but it blew out the front windows and made some impressive noise. And judging by the shouts from inside, had created a considerable amount of chaos. Footsteps thundered, crunching over glass. Someone threw open the front door. Gunner took them out. “Sorry about that,” he said mock-politely to the dead goon, stepping onto the porch. 
 
      
 
    Then he stepped over the pile of corpses, and walked inside. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    Kelly would really have preferred to hitchhike with a woman driver. But beggars couldn’t be choosers. Out of the corner of her eye, she surreptitiously studied the bearded, Ducky Dynasty castoff who’d pulled his pickup over in response to her outstretched thumb. So far, he hadn’t tried to hit on her, which was good. But he was a talker. He’d already told her all about his job installing car radios, his sick cat, and his dream of becoming a crime writer. 
 
      
 
    “—gonna clean up that carnage!” the man, Darryl, was saying now. He coughed a little, rubbing the potbelly half covered by a stained Texas A&M shirt. 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” Kelly asked, immediately alert. 
 
      
 
    “Girl, don’t tell me you ain’t heard!” He slapped the wheel. “You ain’t got a TV? Ain’t watched the news? What?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, yeah, actually, I don’t have a TV.” she said, heart beating fast. “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “I was saying, they found a body out in the desert last night. It had been dragged off by coyotes, but what was left of it was filled with bullet holes. And they think there’s more where that came from. Some kinda gang shootout, they think.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh my,” Kelly said, not quite able to feign surprise. “Do they know who’s involved?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, they got their suspicions.” He wiped his brow. “You heard about these motorcycle gangs around here? Romedo’s full of ‘em. Bunch of ’em across the border too. Big gangs of tattooed guys on bikes.” 
 
      
 
    “Mm. I’ve heard about it.” 
 
      
 
    He busted up laughing. “Don’t seem like the crowd you run with, huh?” 
 
      
 
    You have no idea. 
 
      
 
    “You just gotta stay out of their way,” Darryl said. “They’re pretty live and let live, from what I understand, but you don’t wanna cross them.” 
 
      
 
    No shit. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Kelly said drily. 
 
      
 
    They were approaching Pete’s Goods. Kelly glanced at it as they passed, wondering if Rex was in there. If Rex was still helping her dad with the drug business, or if her dad had decided Rex was expendable, just like all of Gunner’s brothers. How many people had her father killed, or ordered killed? Kelly couldn’t bear to think about it. 
 
      
 
    Am I ready? To see him again? To help get rid of him once and for all. 
 
      
 
    Her gut roiled slightly, but for the most part, she was calm. 
 
      
 
    They crossed the town, Darryl still going on about gangs. When they reached the sparsely populated area on the outskirts near her dad’s house, she said to Darryl, “You can let me out here.” 
 
      
 
    “Out here? Ain’t nothin’ out here!” He chuckled, scratching his belly again. “You sure?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    “You live somewhere around here?” 
 
      
 
    “Not exactly.” The truck had slowed to a stop. She opened the door and hopped out. “Thank you, Darryl. You’ve been a huge help.” 
 
      
 
    Darryl gazed at her like he couldn’t quite figure her out. “All right, young lady. You stay out of trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “Will do.” She shoved the truck door shut. Daryl waved in the rearview as he pulled away. 
 
      
 
    Kelly straightened her jacket. 
 
      
 
    All right. Time to fight. 
 
      
 
    She started walking. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    Gunner charged through the mess and the rubble, gun raised. He took out a couple more goons, who were flapping around like headless chickens, trying to figure out who’d just tried to blow up the fucking house. One of them was Doyle — ah, poor Doyle. Gunner hurried on through the house, searching for Powers. 
 
      
 
    He was almost too startled to react when he rounded the corner into the kitchen and saw Russell limping across the decimated tile. Russell turned and tried to fire at Gunner, but Gunner was faster, firing round after round at Powers. Powers ducked behind the counter, popping up every few seconds like a damn whack-a-mole to take a shot. Gunner charged at the counter, in no mood to play games. 
 
      
 
    But as he reached Powers’ hiding place, something crashed hard into his shin, nearly bringing him down on one knee. Powers had thrown a fucking glass mixing bowl at him. The Pyrex was heavy as shit, and his shin blazed with pain. Powers used that moment to race out from behind the counter — faster than Gunner would have thought possible for an old guy, and bolt out the back door. 
 
      
 
    Shit. The hostages. 
 
      
 
    Gunner stumbled forward, bursting out the back door after Powers. He had his gun level, ready to blow a hundred holes right through that fucker’s head … when he saw Powers standing with his pistol pressed to Silverback’s temple. 
 
      
 
    “Drop the gun, Cam,” Powers said smoothly. 
 
      
 
    Gunner hesitated. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s not go through all this again.” Powers smiled almost sadly. “Surely you remember what happened last time you found yourself in a similar predicament? With … who was it, your friend Durango?” 
 
      
 
    Rage flared in Gunner at the mention of Durango. 
 
      
 
    Powers pinched the end of his tongue between his teeth. “You ended up doing exactly as I said, like a good boy, because you knew how dire the consequences would be if you didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner didn’t lower his gun. “I’m through playing your game. This ends now, you asshole.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I suppose it does. You see, I’m about to put an end to the Horned Devils once and for all.” He jabbed the muzzle of his pistol hard against Silverback’s temple. 
 
      
 
    Silverback grunted, but made no move to look at either Gunner or Russell. 
 
      
 
    “That’s your super villain plan? First it was to marry your daughter off to a stranger, then it was to kill everyone in my club… Make up your mind.” 
 
      
 
    Russell’s grin grew broader. ‘Plan is such a strange word. Did you know it comes from the Frenchplant, meaning, plane surface? Referring to blueprints. A surface to build upon.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t. Thank you, Professor Nutjob.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, now. No need for name-calling.” He glanced at Gunner’s weapon. “It really is time to put the gun down, Cam.” He cocked the pistol. “Unless you’d like your president to go the way of your friend. Frankly, I wouldn’t blame you if you let it happen. After all, wasn’t it this gentleman who sent your brothers to their deaths two nights ago? Some president, hmm?” 
 
      
 
    The words hit a nerve. 
 
      
 
    Silverback looked directly at Gunner and shook his head, his meaning clear:Don’t give in. Let him kill me. 
 
      
 
    Powers slammed the butt of the pistol into the back of Silverback’s head. “No phone a friend here,” Powers said to him. “Gunner makes his own choices. Your fate rests in his hands.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner clenched his jaw. 
 
      
 
    No pressure, huh? 
 
      
 
    The other Devils were shifting nervously. But no more goons were in sight, so either Gunner had killed them all, or they were showing some surprising strategic abilities and waiting for the right moment to spring. 
 
      
 
    He met Silverback’s gaze again. Jesus. Shit. No matter what the guy had done, Gunner couldn’t let him be killed. He was still Gunner’s mentor. Still the guy who’d picked Gunner up in San Antonio and given him a second chance. 
 
      
 
    Gunner slowly lowered his semi-auto into the dirt. Still had the pistol tucked in the back of his pants. Russell didn’t seem to have figured that out yet. He’d wait for his moment. 
 
      
 
    “You know, I actually trynotto plan,” Russell went on. “I much prefer to seize opportunities as they come. Like you, Gunner. Such a fortunate opportunity, when you caught my daughter’s eye. Just when I was looking for someone to take her off my hands.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that worked out well, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, amazingly well. You see, I never cared about a grandchild, or getting to dab my eyes with a hankie at my daughter’s wedding. What I needed was her out of the way.” 
 
      
 
    Well, that was kind of a surprise. Kelly had made it sound like her dad was baby-crazy. Literally. Gunner consoled himself with the thought that he’d make sure this man didn’t live to see his grandchild. “Jeez, why not just let her go to school. Wouldn’t that have been easier? Or, let me guess, not as much opportunity to pull your patriarchal, borderline-incest bullshit with her?” 
 
      
 
    Russell’s eyes blazed for a second. Fuck. Gunner’s mouth always got him in trouble. Ah well. It felt good to speak truth to Powers. 
 
      
 
    Russell began to speak more quickly, biting off his words. “I never intended to let your little brotherhood live for long. But I needed to secure my place in the business here, and you all were useful for a little while. Now you’ve become disposable.” 
 
      
 
    “So that’s all you want? To be kingpin around here, or whatever the hell?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, now Iam kingpin — or whatever the hell. And yes, it’s rather nice.” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet, you’re not,” Gunner said. 
 
      
 
    Silverback gave him awhat the fuck are you doing?Look. 
 
      
 
    “You’re right.” Russell looked down at Silverback disdainfully. “There are still a few more hindrances I need to dispose of.” He jostled Silverback. “You, Cesar, have been particularly helpful. A dog I didn’t even need to train; who just came to me knowing how to roll over and beg.” He yanked Silverback’s gag off. “Anything you want to say to me?” He traced the muzzle of the pistol in a little circle around Silverback’s temple. “C’mon! It’s your last line. Make it a good one.” 
 
      
 
    Silverback’s eyes flashed. “You won’t get away with this, Russell. Karma is a bitch.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Cesar.” Powers pressed the gun even harder against his head. “That was weak. Let’s get this maudlin Scooby Doo episode over with, shall we?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner had to think fast. “Kelly doesn’t want you dead,” he blurted. 
 
      
 
    Powers snapped his head away from Silverback and met Gunner’s gaze. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
      
 
    “After all you’ve done to her, she still cares about you. She says you’re the only family she has left.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, isn’t that sweet.” Powers was trying to maintain his sneer, but Gunner saw something flicker in his gaze. This was it. The way to get to him. Through Kelly. 
 
      
 
    But dammit, what did he say now? Hadn’t he watched enough of this hostage negotiation shit onLaw and Order to pull something out of his ass? 
 
      
 
    “I think you care about her. In some weird, twisted way. Or you would have killed her and made it look like an accident, instead of trying to keep her safely out of the way while you did your dirty work.” 
 
      
 
    “Well aren’t you perceptive,” Russell fairly growled. “Where is my lovely daughter, by the way? I heard about your daring escape from my men. Even heard that she was the one up front on the bike.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner half grinned, but without any mirth. “Bet you loved that.” 
 
      
 
    Russell grimaced. “I always told her to stay away from those things. They’re dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    “So true. But you might be interested to know that Kelly’s pregnant.” 
 
      
 
    Powers’ eyes widened slightly. “Excuse me?” 
 
      
 
    “Your wish came true. You’re gonna be a granddaddy. How exciting, right? Cigars, balloons…” 
 
      
 
    Powers glared. “You’re lying.” He sounded uncertain. 
 
      
 
    “Nope. Dead serious. So you might want to consider putting the gun down.” 
 
      
 
    “And why would I do that?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner took a deep breath. “Because. Put a bullet through my president’s head, and I will destroy you. Put a bullet through my head, and my fucking ghost will destroy you. Either way, you’re not going to last long.” 
 
      
 
    Powers laughed. “I do like your determination. You know, there really was something I saw in you the first time we met. I believed you truly could be a good match for my daughter. And you’re quite right, I did want to keep her safe from all this. She was getting curious about what I did and where I went. I didn’t want to have to send her the way of her mother.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner’s chest tightened. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Her mother,” Powers said it casually. But it was a forced casualness. He was becoming agitated, his free hand clenching and unclenching. “Started snooping around. Asking questions — not of me; no. She asked around behind my back. Suspected I was lying to her.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you were,” Gunner pointed out. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but only to protect her,” Powers snapped. “A sorry excuse, perhaps, but it was the same sorry excuse she used on me when I discovered she’d been diagnosed with terminal cancer and hadn’t told me.” His gun hand shook. “She was waiting for the righttime.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner had a sick feeling that Powers was about to reveal something he wasn’t going to want to hear. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds to me like that was her business,” Gunner said coldly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Powers mused. “And this is mine.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened to her?” Gunner was stalling for time, trying to figure out if he could draw the pistol in his waistband and get a shot fired while Powers was distracted doing all of his “this was my master plan all along” posturing. He knew he couldn’t risk it. Powers still had the gun to Silverback’s head, and was about to pop off a shot any second, by the looks of it. But what other choice was there? If he didn’t allow Silverback to be a possible sacrifice, they’d all die, unless Gunner could think of something quick. 
 
      
 
    Powers rambled on, “I didn’t want to hurt her. All I wanted was for her to stop asking questions. Stop digging in my affairs. We could have had a good life together, if she’d just left it alone. I would have taken care of her, bought her anything she wanted…” 
 
      
 
    The sick feeling in Gunner’s gut increased. Jesus fuckingshit. “Did you kill her?” 
 
      
 
    Powers offered a feral grin — wolflike, terrifying. “She had to be hospitalized, suddenly.” His gun hand was shaking out of control now. “She was doing better, and then, all at once…” He took a breath, his eyes red rimmed. “I couldn’t deal with that, not again. It was an impossible situation. I couldn’t stand being jerked back and forth between hope and despair. Hope, every time it looked like she’d beat the cancer, and despair each time she had to return to the hospital. But if she were to recover, she’d find out what I was up to. I decided the easiest thing to do would be to simply … let her go.” 
 
      
 
    Oh hell no. Every time Gunner thought this bastard couldn’t get crazier, he came out with another gem that made Gunner want to puke. Silverback seemed to have slipped into a sort of trance, as though he didn’t particularly care what happened from here. Time was almost up. 
 
      
 
    “So you did?” Gunner tried to keep the contempt from his voice. Powers was losing control over himself, which could either work in Gunner’s favor, or could ruin everything. “You killed her?” 
 
      
 
    “I had her put in a coma.” Powers’ voice was flat. “And from there, she slipped away. No pain.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner opened his mouth to tell Powers just what a piece of shit he was, when something caught his eye. 
 
      
 
    Jesus Christ on the fucking cross. 
 
      
 
    Kelly stood at the edge of the yard. She wore a light blue sundress that ruffled in the breeze. Her dark hair was tangled. Her cheek still bore a scrape from her fall, and her mouth was set in a grim, determined line. He could see from the absolute fury in her eyes that she’d heard her father’s confession. Gunner’s gaze traveled down, to the large, sharp rock she held at her side. 
 
      
 
    Gunner wanted to yell at her to run, to get the hell out of here. But he couldn’t do that. He could only watch as she crept closer, and then he had to pull his gaze away before Powers noticed he was distracted. 
 
      
 
    But Powers wasn’t looking at Gunner. He was focused on Silverback, dragging the barrel of the gun from the old man’s temple down to his throat. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t want to, you understand,” Powers said. “But circumstances left me no choice. Just as I had no choice but to eliminate your brothers. You would have stood in my way. Nobody has the sense to just get out of my way when they should.” He positioned the muzzle under Silverback’s chin. Silverback closed his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Gunner saw Kelly approaching. She moved silently, until she was almost directly behind her father. A couple of the other Devils also seemed to be having a hard time not looking or making a sound. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to do this,” Gunner said gruffly. “You’ve won. You outnumber us. You could let us go. We’d leave town; you have my word.” 
 
      
 
    “No.” Powers smiled slightly, still looking at Silverback. He turned to Gunner. “No. You see, you’re the sort of man who wants reparations when he’s been wronged. I knew this about you, Gunner. It’s why I waited for you to come find me here. I knew you’d come. To avenge the deaths of your men.” He was shaking badly, but he looked oddly euphoric, as though he’d reached a moment he’d been waiting for. “I also knew you’d do anything to keep the survivors alive.” 
 
      
 
    Behind him, Kelly raised the rock. 
 
      
 
    Gunner’s heart pounded wildly.God, Kelly, please let it work. Please. 
 
      
 
    Powers noticed that Gunner’s gaze had flicked away. He started to turn, but it was too late. Kelly brought the rock smashing hard into the back of her father’s head. 
 
      
 
    Powers’ eyes widened for a moment. Then he collapsed forward onto his knees. Gunner could see the dark patch in his silvering hair — blood and flecks of skull. Kelly smashed the rock down again, this time into Power’s temple. The gun fell from the man’s hand, and Gunner whipped out his own revolver and fired two bullets into Russell Powers’ mangled head. 
 
      
 
    The man’s body jerked, then went still. Spider whooped through his gag. 
 
      
 
    Gunner looked at Kelly, breathing hard. She stared back at him, looking surprisingly calm. He flicked the safety on the revolver and threw his arms around her. The bloody rock fell from her hand, and she wound her arms around him too. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here,” he whispered against her neck. “I wanted you to stay safe.” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t going to let you do this alone,” she murmured. “I wasn’t going to let anything happen to you.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner glanced down at Powers’ body. Felt Kelly start to follow his gaze. He shielded her. “Don’t look.” 
 
      
 
    “I want to,” she replied firmly, stepping back and looking down. Her voice started to shake. “I didn’t know he’d killed Mom. I didn’t know that.” 
 
      
 
    “Shh.” Gunner put an arm around her again. “It’s over now. He’s a fucking bastard, but you don’t have to deal with him anymore.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded, pulling herself together with visible effort. “Let’s go free the others.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner reached down and grabbed a utility knife off of Powers’ corpse. Then he and Kelly walked over to where the Horned Devils were tied. He freed Silverback first. The old man didn’t say much, just rubbed his wrists and the corners of his mouth where the gag had been. Then Gunner freed the others. 
 
      
 
    “Jesus fuck,” Chevy said, standing. His swollen eye made him look vaguely lizard like. He slapped Gunner’s back. “I thought we were goners for sure. You sure do like to keep us in suspense, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “I knew he’d come through,” Crusader said through lips cracked and bleeding. 
 
      
 
    “Wasn’t him,” Spider pointed out. He motioned to Kelly. “If it weren’t for this one, we’d all have a face full of bullets. 
 
      
 
    Gunner glanced at Kelly. “Gentlemen. My wife.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly smiled shyly and nodded at the men. “Nice to finally meet you all, formally. I know there … there wasn’t much time for introductions at the wedding.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner’s brothers all appeared speechless as they stared at Kelly. Chevy was actually gaping like a fish working hard to keep his gaze above the chest. 
 
      
 
    “It’s, uh … yeah. It’s really nice to meet you,” Crusader said. “Thanks for, you know…” 
 
      
 
    “Saving your asses?” she supplied. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Spider mumbled, wiping some blood from his hand onto his jeans. “That.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled up at Gunner. “Well, I know how much trouble this man gets into. I had to check up on him.” 
 
      
 
    Silverback stood and approached her slowly. Gunner felt Kelly sink back a little — he didn’t blame her; the man looked like the five hundred pound ape he was named for — but then she stepped forward. Silverback put out his hand, and Kelly shook it. 
 
      
 
    “You’re part of our family now,” Silverback told her. “A Horned Devil.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly laughed. “A dubious honor, but thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner nudged her. “Well, youcan drive a motorcycle now.” 
 
      
 
    She raised a brow at him. “I believe it’s called ‘riding.’” 
 
      
 
    He grinned. “Smartass.” 
 
      
 
    She leaned against him. “It’s true. I’ll have to start thinking about getting a bike of my own. Once the baby comes, of course.” 
 
      
 
    The other Devils exchanged glances. 
 
      
 
    “Uh, Gunner?” Chevy said. “Were you serious about the … the baby thing?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s true.” Gunner couldn’t keep the grin off his face. “I’m gonna be a father.” 
 
      
 
    “God help us all,” Silverback said, looking up at the sky. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Gunner mock-protested. 
 
      
 
    “Come on.” Silverback shook his head. “Let’s get out of this wreck and go back to the clubhouse.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is also a wreck,” Chevy pointed out. 
 
      
 
    Silverback shrugged. “Eh. It’s home.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
    Later, after they’d ordered and scarfed down six meat-lovers’ pizzas, they sat in the shambles of the clubhouse’s meeting room, the guys talking excitedly. As though what had just happened was an adventure; something that had taken place on a movie screen. Kelly had joined in at first, but now she felt distanced from them. On the outside looking in. Did they even understand the gravity of what had happened? Or was it all a game to them? 
 
      
 
    Kelly had killed her father.Killed him. Okay, maybe Gunner had officially ended his life, but Kelly had done the bulk of it. And not with a gun. With her hands. 
 
      
 
    She tried to concentrate on the conversation, which had turned to Powers and what the club would do to protect themselves from any attempts at revenge. 
 
      
 
    “He eliminated a lot of his own minions toward the end there,” Chevy explained. “He really wanted to be the man in charge. And he was paranoid other people would take that from him. We heard him inside, taking out a whole bunch of them. Lining them up, and just…” 
 
      
 
    “Seriously,” Spider said. “I don’t know where exactly he did it, but there’s at least one room in that house that’s full of corpses.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think he ever had many loyal followers,” Silverback agreed. “Just people who were either greedy or scared.” Guilt flickered in his gaze, and Kelly wondered how he was justifying his own role in this to himself. “Still, we’ll have to be cautious in the days to come. There may be another wave.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly tuned the conversation out again. Part of her couldn’t believe that these men intended to carry on as usual, after all that had happened. Part of her wanted to get out of Romedo as fast as possible. Go somewhere and start fresh. 
 
      
 
    But look how that turned out last time. 
 
      
 
    She excused herself and went to the kitchen. She chugged a glass of water, but still felt a little sick. The clubhouse was a mess — broken glass everywhere, overturned furniture, ripped up floorboards. 
 
      
 
    It’s home, Silverback had said. 
 
      
 
    Kelly wandered out to the clubhouse’s front porch and stood facing the street. An ugly, run-down street, in the kind of neighborhood her father had warned her was a “bad neighborhood” when she was little. 
 
      
 
    Didn’t greed often come from fear? Fear of the “bad neighborhoods,” a desire to have as many safe guards in possible so that no one would ever pity or look down on you. So that you could sleep safe each night in your gated community. A fear of bad places that was so pervasive it eclipsed your fear of becoming a badperson. 
 
      
 
    She placed her hand on the railing. 
 
      
 
    Strange, to know that her father was finally dead. That she’d had a hand in that. She couldn’t stop reliving the moment she’d brought the rock down on his head. Part of her was detached, watching the memory from a distance, like it was playing on a movie screen. And part of her was right there, feeling the weight of the stone in her hand, seeing her father crumple. She’d stood there without flinching as her father twitched on the ground. As Gunner finished him off with two bullets, spraying her with blood in the process. Could she ever be the same after that? 
 
      
 
    What would she tell her child, if the kid wanted to know who his grandpa was? 
 
      
 
    You’ll know, said a voice.When the time is right, you’ll know what to say. How to best tell this story. 
 
      
 
    Kelly crossed her arms under her breasts.I’m scared, Mom. Scared I’ll never really trust anyone again. 
 
      
 
    You already trust Cam, don’t you? The voice was soft and sweet. 
 
      
 
    Yes. But I don’t always know if I should. You trusted dad, and he— 
 
      
 
    Kelly. You can’t live your whole live closed off from love. Cut off from all the possibilities love has to offer. I don’t regret falling in love with your father. I pity what he became. But I don’t regret. 
 
      
 
    How can you not?Kelly was shivering though it wasn’t cold.If it weren’t for him, you might still be alive. 
 
      
 
    The world is full of might-have-beens. I wish people spent more time on the yet-to-bes. 
 
      
 
    “God,” Kelly whispered, wiping her eyes with one hand. “What is that, some inspirational calendar quote?” But she felt the words, the weight of their meaning, deep within her. 
 
      
 
    It’s not easy, Kelly. Love. It’s not clean, or pure, or simple. It might never look quite the way you want it to. 
 
      
 
    Kelly nodded, placing a hand on her belly.She’s going to change everything, isn’t she? This … this life inside me. 
 
      
 
    Yes, sweetheart. She’s going to open your heart in a way you can’t even dream of yet. 
 
      
 
    The voice was gone, and Kelly stood on the porch, watching daylight fade to twilight. 
 
      
 
    Her mother was right. Love was messy. Imperfect. It was reckless. It was sometimes a high-speed chase. Sometimes a quiet night in the desert under the stars. She didn’t get to cherry-pick the best parts. She had to survive all of it. And that meant opening her heart to Gunner. Truly letting him in. 
 
      
 
    She took a shuddering breath.It’s going to be okay. I can heal from this. I can. 
 
      
 
    As she watched, the first star appeared in the sky. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    Gunner stood up with a loud belch that the other guys laughed heartily at. He hadn’t seen Kelly for a while. He’d thought he should let her have some time alone, but maybe that hadn’t been the best approach. Maybe she needed someone now. 
 
      
 
    He searched the clubhouse but didn’t find her in any of the rooms. Then he caught sight of her silhouette through the front door. He opened the door and slipped outside, closing the door quietly behind him. She didn’t turn. He stepped up beside her and leaned on the porch railing. 
 
      
 
    “You doing okay?” 
 
      
 
    “As okay as can be expected, I guess.” She glanced at him, but didn’t smile. “I don’t want you to think I’m grieving for him. I’m glad he’s gone. I really am.” 
 
      
 
    “But it couldn’t have been easy. To do what you did.” 
 
      
 
    She shrugged, but he could see her jaw was trembling. “I’ll get over it.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to pretend to be tough, you know? I already know you’re tough. It’s okay to have mixed up feelings about all this.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “I know. But I’m trying to focus on the future.” 
 
      
 
    His gut clenched. The future. The baby. He was so damn excited and nervous. He didn’t know what to say. 
 
      
 
    She turned to him suddenly. “I was never free,” she told him. “Until now.” She inhaled and let the breath out. “I want to give myself to you. I don’t want to hold back. I love you. I do. And if you meant what you said about wanting to be with me, with our baby…” 
 
      
 
    “I did,” he said quickly, voice rough with emotion. “I want us to do this, Kelly. Trust each other. Love each other. I don’t want to be afraid anymore. And I don’t want to be alone.” 
 
      
 
    She managed a shaky smile. “Good. Me either.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never been in love before. I worry I’ll … get it wrong, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    “But I guess we can figure it out? Together?” he offered. 
 
      
 
    “Together,” she agreed softly. 
 
      
 
    He stepped over to her and put his arms around her. Held her for a long time. She turned and nuzzled him, then stepped away. “You can go back to the guys. I just … want to be out here a little longer.” 
 
      
 
    “You sure you’re okay?” 
 
      
 
    She smiled at him, that beautiful smile that had left him speechless the first time he’d seen it. “I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    He started toward the front door, but had to turn back one more time to look at her. Her borrowed blue sundress was fluttering, her dark hair still tangled, her profile regal, her lips slightly parted. She was staring at the horizon as though she could see their whole future there. 
 
      
 
    He realized he no longer felt any fear about loving her. About spending his life with her. 
 
      
 
    He was ready. 
 
      
 
    He went back inside. The guys had dispersed. Spider was in the downstairs bathroom with the door open, trying to clean his split lip. Crusader and Jones were trying to get the smashed TV working in the den. Silverback stood in the kitchen, drinking a glass of water. He turned when Gunner entered. 
 
      
 
    The two men stood amid the broken glass and overturned appliances — the toaster oven lay in pieces on the floor; the microwave had been overturned — and stared at each other for a moment, Gunner trying to get a handle on his emotions. He was incredibly fucking glad Silverback was alive. The man meant enough to Gunner that Gunner had set down his weapon back at Powers’ house, ready to die with his mentor and president. But Silverback had also made some pretty questionable decisions over the past couple of months. 
 
      
 
    “Is your wife all right?” Silverback asked. 
 
      
 
    “She’s a little shaken up. Understandably.” 
 
      
 
    Silverback nodded and gulped his water. Set the glass down. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “For all of this. Long ago, I promised I’d look out for you. And I did, even though you were an ungrateful little shit. But these last few months. I stopped being your mentor. I stopped being your brother. And I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner swallowed. “We’re cool.” 
 
      
 
    “Are we?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner shrugged. “I didn’t get why you rolled over for Powers. But I benefited from the extra cash, same as everyone else. My hands ain’t clean.” 
 
      
 
    “If I’d known what he had planned that night, I never would have let you all go.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner shrugged again. Seemed a little disingenuous for him to suggest he didn’t have an inkling that a psychopath might not be trustworthy, but hey. He’d gone along with the mission too, despite the red flags. 
 
      
 
    He scratched the back of his neck. “I know you done a lot for me, man. And I know I ain’t always been grateful — or deserved your help. But I know you put up with a lot. I know you didn’t want any of us getting hurt. 
 
      
 
    Silverback nodded slowly. “What will you do now?” 
 
      
 
    Another shrug. “Find somewhere to settle down with Kelly. I do love her, you know. At first, I wasn’t sure … everything was so crazy. But now…” Now shewashis home. 
 
      
 
    “Kelly’s a good woman. Treat her right.” 
 
      
 
    “You know I will.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you still be … in the club?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner raised his brows. “If there’s still a club, I’m in it. I mean, it’s kind of … our numbers are down. Way down.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” Silverback looked as old and tired as Gunner had ever seen him. But there was still an old familiar spark in his eye. “But they’ll climb.” He dragged the corners of his lips up into a smile. “I’ve got a plan. I just need some time to put it into action.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner returned the smile. “All right. Yeah. I’m intrigued.” 
 
      
 
    He started as Silverback stepped forward. The old man’s boots crunched on the broken glass, and Gunner tensed as Silverback came right up to him, then put his arms around Gunner in a long, fatherly hug. Gunner relaxed slowly, then, with a surge of emotion, threw his arms tightly around Silverback. 
 
      
 
    Silverback slapped Gunner’s back lightly and stepped away. Looked up at Gunner with kind, patient eyes. “I’m proud of you,” he said. “I think you’ve finally reached your potential.” 
 
   


  
 



Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Nine months later 
 
      
 
    Kelly looked down at the bundle in her arms. Her daughter was wrapped in a dark blue blanket that matched her eyes. Kelly was certain she’d never been happier in her life. The baby shut those ocean blue eyes and drifted off again, her tiny mouth working slightly, then going slack. 
 
      
 
    “Man, she’s so bald,” Chevy said. “Is that normal?” 
 
      
 
    Spider smacked his arm. “Shut up, dude. Of course it’s normal.” He met Kelly’s gaze, flushing slightly. “Don’t mind him. She’s beautiful.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t say she wasn’t!” Chevy protested. “I said she was bald.” 
 
      
 
    “She takes after her daddy,” Crusader said. 
 
      
 
    Gunner grinned and rubbed his shaved head. 
 
      
 
    “They’re supposed to be,” Jones put in. “They get hair when they’re older and their heads fuse and shit.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly rolled her eyes. She wasn’t sure how wise it had been to let the entire Horned Devils Motorcycle club into her hospital room right after giving birth — she was exhausted and sweaty, and part of her just wanted to sleep. But she appreciated the show of support. 
 
      
 
    Silverback was gazing down at the baby like she was a wonder. He looked up at Kelly, then at Gunner. “And you’re really gonna do it? The name?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner grinned broadly. “It’s already on the certificate.” 
 
      
 
    “Man, that’s badass,” Spider said. 
 
      
 
    Gunner reached out to brush his daughter’s cheek with the back of one finger. “Durango Rose Powers-Wilson.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly smiled. She’d expected the nurse to look at her strangely when she’d said she wanted to name her little girl Durango, but he hadn’t batted an eye — just wrote it down on the certificate. That was Texas for you, she thought. 
 
      
 
    “Kind of a mouthful,” Crusader said. 
 
      
 
    “You’re kind of a mouthful,” Spider said, elbowing him. They started to wrestle, but Silverback gave them a death glare, and they stopped. Silverback looked at Kelly. “She’s going to be very much like her namesake. Brave. Bold. Kind.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly felt a surge of emotion. She tried to reply to Silverback, but the words caught in her throat. 
 
      
 
    Gunner placed a hand on her shoulder. “Like her mother, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” Silverback said gruffly. 
 
      
 
    Kelly managed a laugh. “You two. Cut it out.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s true,” Gunner said. 
 
      
 
    Kelly focused on her daughter.Like her grandmother, too. 
 
      
 
    Mom, I wish you were here. 
 
      
 
    And the voice came to her, sweet and rich as the sunlight that filtered in through the window: 
 
      
 
    I am. 
 
      
 
    I am, Kelly. And she’s beautiful. 
 
      
 
    Kelly closed her eyes briefly.Thank you. She looks so much like you. I see you in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    She’d worried a little about what this day would feel like — if it would be lonely, giving birth without her family present. A foolish worry. Her family was here. Noisy, fumbling, a little rough around the edges, but good-hearted all of them. Her brothers. 
 
      
 
    “So when you gonna teach her to ride?” Chevy asked. 
 
      
 
    “Dude, she was just born.” Gunner said. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. Gotta start ’em young.” 
 
      
 
    “And whose bike it she gonna learn on?” Jones asked. “Yours, or Kel’s.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly grinned. “I don’t know if I trust anyone on my bike.” 
 
      
 
    The guys laughed. “You sure are attached to that thing,” Chevy said. 
 
      
 
    “How could I not be? You’ve seen how fast that baby goes.” 
 
      
 
    She and Gunner had picked out her Suzuki V-Strom 1000 ABS a couple of weeks after the showdown at her father’s house. Kelly had spent hours online comparing different models, asking Gunner questions, chatting with people in biker forums before she’d decided on the Suzuki — sleek, built for speed, good off road. She’d managed to get a good few weeks of riding in before her doctor had tactfully suggested she back off a little and focus on getting bed rest. Mostly she’d ridden it to and from the university. But sometimes, on her way home from campus, she’d gotten an itch that wouldn’t leave her alone, and she’d pulled off into the desert, laughing at the wind in her face, the sand stinging her calves as she blazed across the unspoiled land. 
 
      
 
    She and Gunner had purchased a little house in town, not too far from campus. They’d used only money from Gunner’s auto shop, the sale of her father’s house, and Kelly’s freelancing for the down payment. None of Russell Powers’ dirty money. Kelly had enrolled for a semester of nursing school. She’d be taking the summer off for maternity leave, but she hoped to be back at school in the fall. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know if I want her anywhere near a motorcycle,” Gunner muttered. “Those things are dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, dude, don’t be sexist,” Spider said. He looked at Kelly as if for approval. 
 
      
 
    Kelly looked at Gunner. “That’s right. Our daughter will do just fine on a bike.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d say the same if she were a boy!” Gunner insisted. “I never realized how terrifying motorcycles are until I started picturing my kid riding one. 
 
      
 
    They all laughed. 
 
      
 
    Silverback shifted. “Maybe we ought to let mama and baby rest.” He glanced around at the others. “We’ve got club business to discuss, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “Um, excuse me,” Kelly said with a laugh. “I want to hear the club business.” 
 
      
 
    Silverback grinned at her. “Sure you don’t need a nap first? This is pretty big news.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not need a nap,” she said firmly. Like hell she didn’t. But the boys had been hinting for a couple of days now about some big news involving the club. She wouldn’t miss it for the world. 
 
      
 
    Silverback sat back in his chair. “Well. Basically, Chevy and me have been talking for a while now about rebuilding the Horned Devils.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly nodded. This wasn’t news; they’d already accepted a couple of new members, and had been working for weeks to renovate the clubhouse. Which had needed some work anyway, but particularly required some sprucing up in the wake of her father’s men’s raid on it. The guys had done a deep cleaning, and had even picked out new furniture — mismatched though it was. 
 
      
 
    Silverback ran a hand through his hair and went on. “So, the plan is to rebuild it as a legitimate business organization. He looked from Gunner to Kelly. “No more drugs. No more turf wars. Nothing shady.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Kelly said. “That’s fantastic.” She meant it. She’d been trying to reconcile her own role as a Horned Devil with the club’s shady history. She liked the idea of a new start. 
 
      
 
    “So we’re gonna start a repair shop of our own,” Chevy added. “Gunner, we’d be most appreciative if you’d oversee that aspect. Give the rest of us any training we still need.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Gunner said. 
 
      
 
    “Thinking about a motorcycle licensing school, too,” Silverback said. 
 
      
 
    “Awesome!” Kelly said. “I have some friends from school who’d sign up in a heartbeat to learn to ride.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, steer them our way, please!” Chevy laughed. “We don’t have much experience being legit.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure that’s true,” Kelly said. “From what Gunner’s told me, your club always tried to do right, for the most part.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah!” Spider said. “Right ain’t always the same as legal.” 
 
      
 
    “Words to live by.” Jones clapped him on the back. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” well now we’re gonna be both,” Chevy said. “Right and legal.” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Kelly said, amused. “Then I’m particularly thrilled to be part of the club at such a monumental time.” 
 
      
 
    “We are, of course, honored to have you.” Silverback smiled kindly. “Glad that your family is a part of our family now.” He stood slowly. He hadn’t recovered from his time as her father’s hostage quite as well as the others. Some of it was old age, but he might always carry the vestiges of the beating he’d taken at her father’s hand. “Well,” he said. “We really should give you some time alone with your daughter.” He motioned to the others, and they shuffled to the door, calling out congratulations. Silverback gave them one last smile and a nod, then the door shut. 
 
      
 
    They were alone at last. They gazed at each other. Kelly wondered if her smile was as goofy as Gunner’s. “So, we did it,” Gunner said. “You did it, I mean.” 
 
      
 
    “We did it.” She cradled Durango closer to her. The baby was sound asleep. Very bald, Chevy was right — except for one tuft of dark hair. 
 
      
 
    Kelly looked back at Gunner, her smile fading. “Is it hard not to have Durango here?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner shrugged. “Yeah. I mean, it’s always rough. He would have loved to see her. But I think … maybe he can.” He smiled softly at her. “What about you? How are you holding up?” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “Same. I believe my mom can see her. See us. I feel Mom here with me. I don’t know if that sound silly…” 
 
      
 
    “Not at all.” Gunner stroked her hand, then tucked the blue blanket up more closely around little Durango’s chin. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad the club’s getting a makeover,” she said after a while. 
 
      
 
    “Me too.” 
 
      
 
    The nurse came in to check on them. He offered to take Durango to the nursery so Kelly could sleep, but Kelly said she’d rather keep her baby with her a while longer. The nurse left. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” Kelly told Gunner shyly. “Maybe I’d like to specialize in prenatal nursing.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I’d like to help other people through the process of — of this miracle. You know?” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “I think that’s awesome.” 
 
      
 
    She gazed at him for a long moment. “It’s gonna be quite a future, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    The grin stretched across his face. “Oh yeah. Lots to look forward to.” 
 
      
 
    She adjusted the bundle in her arms so she could reach out and take Gunner’s hand. “I’m glad you’re sharing it with me.” 
 
      
 
    He looked at her quite seriously. “I am…” He shook his head. “The luckiest man alive.” 
 
      
 
    She squeezed his hand. “They’ll be here with us. To help us. Won’t they?” All of them: Kelly’s mother, Durango. The other fallen club members. Even the man her father had been before he’d become corrupt. The man posing with Goofy at Disney World. She believed he was still out there somewhere. 
 
      
 
    Nobody was ever all one thing. You needed balance, like Gunner had said. Someone to bring you to the light when you were battling your own darkness. Someone to make you laugh when all you could see was despair. Someone to remind you of what was real and serious when you’d tried your best to numb yourself through sarcasm and feigned levity. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Gunner said quietly, running his thumb along her knuckles. Durango let out a small, sleepy sound, and Gunner smiled down at her, then back up at Kelly. “We’re a family. All of us.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly tried to swallow the lump in her throat. They’d both finally found what they were looking for. A place to belong. People to care for them. 
 
      
 
    Gunner squeezed her hand again. “Now try to get some sleep. Maddy’ll be here later, and you know she’s a whirlwind.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly smiled. She’d been back in touch with Maddy over the past few months, and had even visited one another a couple of times. And when Kelly had texted Maddy after going into labor last night, Maddy had immediately gotten into her old Camry and started driving south. 
 
      
 
    “All right,” Kelly murmured, closing her eyes. “You might be right for once. 
 
      
 
    She could hear the answering smile in his voice. “Go to sleep, darlin’. I’ll be right here. Always.” 
 
      
 
    She knew he meant it. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
   
  
 



Bonus Content – CAGED: A Dark Bad Boy Romance 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Lydia 
 
      
 
    Buck's Diner on Highway 65 was the type of shit-hole stop-over you could get a cup of coffee for 99¢, a bowl of chili for a couple bucks, and the toughest cut of meat you've ever had for just under ten. The gas station next door kept a steady stream of truckers and travelers, all going to some destination other than the nearest town, and most of them just looked like they were passing. 
 
      
 
    It was the perfect place for a woman like me. Drifting, trying to fly below the radar, just wanting to make it from day to day, and stay one step ahead of my past. Because that's all you had out here, really, on this lonely stretch of road. Your day-to-day, and your past. Futures were for rich folks and people who didn't have anything they were running from. 
 
      
 
    Today was slow. Achingly slow. Even the lunch rush had been as sparse as the desert land I was looking out over from where I sat on an overturned milk crate next to the fire exit door, trashy paperback folded up in my hands, the smell of old, stale cigarette butts filling the air. 
 
      
 
    My book was one of those old bodice rippers, the type my mom would get into back when she was alive. The clerks at the truck stop next door kept them rotated and well-stocked for the truckers that came in. The older drivers were insatiable in the way some of them read these. I guess I could be, too, on slow days like these. 
 
      
 
    Out of all the types I read this was one of my favorites. The bad boy, a good-for-nothing rugged type with the secret heart of gold. Didn't matter if he was the noble savage type, or the Scotsman, or just a trashy biker. I loved them all. Because, when you're stuck out in the middle of nowhere with a bunch of drunk rednecks and truckers as far as the eye could see, what else were you going to do? 
 
      
 
    “Amy!” Buck called to the back of the house, his voice rebounding through the clatter of dishes and kitchen work before it reached me. “You got a table, one top! Number five!” 
 
      
 
    Number five, the corner booth. 
 
      
 
    Buck didn't use my real name because, quite frankly, I'd never given it to him. He paid my tips under the table, kept my names off the forms, the works. I wasn't altogether sure if he knew I was working under an assumed name, but he knew something was up, I was sure of it. Why else would a pretty girl who could read be working in a place like this, especially when she wasn't knocked up with her third baby from her high school prom date? I had the feeling Buck had seen his fair share of desperate cases like me, though. 
 
      
 
    I leaned my head back into the fire exit door as I closed my bent-up romance novel and stuffed it in my apron. “On it, Buck!” I shouted back, then heaved myself up from the plastic crate to head back inside. 
 
      
 
    I'd had dozens of gigs like this one, all over the west and south, all in the kinds of places you don't see a new face very often. At least not one that sticks around. Places like these, you start to realize, are the kinds of places that people go when they want to disappear. If you weren't born around here, then you were probably trying to stay away from something else. Sometimes the law, sometimes bad decisions, sometimes just their past in general. 
 
      
 
    Me? I'm Lydia Banks, and I was running from my pops, Joey Banks, one of the biggest movers and shakers in in the Tri-State area. Richer than sin, and twice as deadly to your health. I learned that the hard way when I watched him beat my mother to death in a paranoid rage because he thought she was working with outside forces to bring him down. I high-tailed it out of there and kept to the shadier side of life ever since that night. No social media, no emails. Hell, not even a phone. 
 
      
 
    It's amazing how easily you can hide in a country this big. Just don't tell anyone your real name, and you're set. 
 
      
 
    I grabbed a towel as I walked through the kitchen, slapping it down over my shoulder. Here, at least, I didn't have to pretend I was some kind of trashy waitress that was one step away from stripping, like I had at the last joint. They made me crawl into the booth with customers and flirt with them no matter how gross the guys were, my skirt was short enough I might as well have not even been wearing one, and the managers always had a nasty tendency to get a little too handsy. 
 
      
 
    Buck kept out of my way as long as I did a good job, and he let me wear whatever I wanted. Normally that just amounted to a decent top and some jeans I didn't mind smelling like a greasy spoon at the end of the day. Throw an apron over it all, put my hair back in a ponytail, and you've got a work uniform. Or at least enough of one to keep him happy. 
 
      
 
    I pushed through the kitchen's swinging doors and headed out onto the floor. Without even glancing to my table, I grabbed a menu off the counter and swung back around to head to my customers. What I saw sitting at the table almost made me stumble. 
 
      
 
    He was tall, with short and shaggy dark hair with auburn notes that shone in the brilliant sun streaming in through the windows. His shoulders were broad, and he had an easy way about him that told you he could handle himself in a fight. I briefly wondered if he could handle himself, or me, in something other than a fight. Something about the way he sat there, relaxed, but still aware of his surroundings as he waited for me to bring him the menu. 
 
      
 
    And he was looking right back at me. 
 
      
 
    His eyes flickered up and down my body, returning the favor I'd given him. His full lips curled up a little at the edge, like he knew exactly what I was thinking. 
 
      
 
    “Start you off with anything, handsome?” I asked as I handed him the menu. 
 
      
 
    “Water, and a coffee.” 
 
      
 
    “Room for cream?” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head, waved a hand dismissively. “Nah, I'm fine. No cream. Sugar I like it sweet.” 
 
      
 
    “Makes two of us,” I replied, my lips curling into a little smile of invitation. “Be right back with your water, handsome.” I turned and headed back to the counter, my mind already imaging all the things he could do to me. I could practically feel his eyes on my ass as I sashayed away, my hips moving seductively as I crossed the floor. 
 
      
 
    I poured his glass of ice water and cup of coffee, visions of us already dancing in my head. A man like that didn't show up every day, let alone at a greasy spoon diner in the middle of nowhere. He might never come back. I glanced up as I grabbed the sugar shaker from beside the tray of coffee cups ad caught him watching me. 
 
      
 
    He didn't glance away. His eyes just followed me as I brought his drinks to the booth and set them down on the table in front of him, leaning forward as far as I could, my face just inches from his. “You're not from around here, are you?” I asked as I pulled back a little, my lips still close. 
 
      
 
    He smirked, his dark brown eyes smiling along with the rest of him. He glanced down at my full, unmarked lips, then back up my eyes. “Aren't I supposed to have some big, burly trucker ask me that out here, and not some young and pretty waitress?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, if you need to mark it off your bucket list,” I nearly purred, “I could go next door and grab a couple to come ask for me, instead.” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled, still not taking his eyes from mine. “You're right. I'm just passing through on my way to LA. Something tells me you're not from around here either . . .” He paused and looked down at my name tag, his eyes lingering as they passed over the swell of my breasts. “ . . . Amy.” 
 
      
 
    “Not exactly,” I admitted with a little smile. “Been around long enough that all the regulars know me, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, of course. Who wouldn't want to get to know a pretty face like yours?” 
 
      
 
    I blushed and glanced away, licking my top lip and biting my lower. I looked back to him as I straightened up a little. “Decide on what you want to eat, yet, mister?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” he said, his eyes still locked on to mine as his finger blindly pointed to the wrong item on the menu. “The steak.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-uh,” I replied as I shook my head, my pony tail waving back and forth like a flag. “You don't want the steak, handsome. It's awful. Go with the meatloaf or burger. Mario does a good one, and you definitely won't be disappointed.” 
 
      
 
    He eyed me curiously, seeming to decide whether my advice was good or not. I guess I measured up, because he finally nodded. “Cheeseburger with fries, then. No onions.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled as I pulled out my order pad and scrawled down his selection. “Anything else?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. I figured he’d catch the implication. 
 
      
 
    The handsome stranger looked like he was about to take me up on my offer, but stopped himself and shook his head. “Gotta be somewhere, so I should probably just get the burger,” he admitted. 
 
      
 
    I smiled and shrugged. “Your choice, handsome, kitchen's still open.” I turned around and went back, shouting his order to Mario as I came around the counter. 
 
      
 
    “Coming up!” Mario shouted back through the kitchen window as he started to get to work on the order. 
 
      
 
    There was just something about this guy, about how his eyes seemed to bore into mine with that dark, penetrating gaze of his. There was a measure of cockiness there too, that was almost charming. For a moment, I'd almost thought he was going to take me up on my implied offer. 
 
      
 
    Alas, like I said, I'd been living on trashy romance fiction for months. With a life like mine, spent always on the run, you can't exactly bother to get close to anyone. With the jobs I was working and the bars I could afford, I didn't exactly get the pick of the litter on who walked through the door either. It had been awhile, I realized. Too bad he was like all the rest who passed through here and had somewhere, anywhere, else to be. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Kort 
 
      
 
    From the description Milo had given me when he first found her, that was definitely Lydia Banks waiting on me. Long blonde hair, legs you wanted to kiss, and the deepest blue eyes any man had ever fallen into. She was thin but still curvy, and she could move those hips when she wanted to. 
 
      
 
    Had to give credit where credit was due. Joey Banks popped out one beautiful woman when he had her. Fiery, too, I could tell. Just the way she looked at me made me want to tear her clothes off and see how high up those legs really went. I wondered mindlessly about what her nails would feel like as they scratched up and down my back, and whether she'd mind if I pulled on that pony tail of hers. I had a feeling she wouldn't. 
 
      
 
    Honestly, I was impressed, too. Not only was she gorgeous, and sassy, but she'd been on the run for a while. Not everyone had the determination to go underground like she had for the last five years. Cutting yourself off from family was one thing, but friends too? Most people wanted a life, or got tired of the run. Not Lydia that much was for sure. This girl had an iron will inside her, one I wouldn't have to take lightly. 
 
      
 
    And the way she’d flirted with me while taking my order? Milo hadn't mentioned how much she liked bad boys... He'd had to force her out of the place he'd caught her in, drag her all the way back to his car and stuff her away before she could make a run for it. She finally managed to which was how Milo had gotten in trouble with her daddy in the first place: Joey Banks. 
 
      
 
    Milo's death still fucked me up inside, especially with the way things had gone down. Word was, Joey had just snapped when Milo told him the bad news and beat my friend to death with his fists. Just his fists. They had to pull the drugged out, crazed asshole off my buddy's bloody corpse, even keep him from going back for a second round on poor Milo's face. 
 
      
 
    Milo’d been so close, too, to getting inside the operation like our boss wanted him to. Bringing Lydia home would have nearly set him for life, put him in a real position to start moving up through our organization. If he'd managed to deliver the Warehouse, the middle-man clearing house of the region, to our boss, he would have been in the clear. He'd have been a prince among men, a king among princes. 
 
      
 
    Too bad Lydia brought him down that way. Not that she meant to, of course. She had no idea what was going to happen to Milo, just like Milo didn't have a fucking clue either. If he had, he probably wouldn't have gone back to Joey empty handed. He would have just cut and run and told him to find another way in. 
 
      
 
    I reached down, took a sip of my coffee, and watched as Lydia started up her side work. 
 
      
 
    She glanced back at me as she brushed a stray blonde hair back behind her ear, a light smile on her lips. Something about that smile reminded me of a shark. Not in a scary way, or anything. But something about a shark's smile always said, “I'm going to eat you for lunch.” 
 
      
 
    Of course, given a choice between Jaws or Lydia, I'd take Lydia any day of the week. 
 
      
 
    I had to remember that sweet body, or that inviting smile, of hers, wasn't what I was here for. I was here for some coffee and a burger, then to follow her back to her place. 
 
      
 
    I'd make the grab tonight when she got home from her shift, before she got suspicious and started to go on the move again. Shove her in the car, then head for the Warehouse before anyone got alerted and called the cops for an abduction. I hated to drag her back to her psycho dad, but if I didn't have Lydia I didn't have shit. No way Joey or his men were letting me through the doors of that fortress without some sort of offering to pave my way forward. 
 
      
 
    And, if I couldn't make it through the doors and past all the guns surrounding that place like a ring of steel, then there was no way in hell I was going to get to Joey Banks. 
 
      
 
    I had in my mind the different ways that motherfucker was going to pay. One way or another, I was going to get my pound of flesh from his old psycho hide before I delivered him over to the boss. That was the promise I'd made over poor Milo's grave, and it was the promise I meant to keep. 
 
      
 
    All I had to do was make sure I didn't spook the girl. She was like a deer in the forest, and I had to approach this carefully. I'd stay, I'd finish my burger, then I'd keep an eye on her from afar. No more, no less. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Lydia 
 
      
 
    A few minutes after I'd put the order in, the stranger got up and headed to the restroom. I still hadn't been able to take my eyes off him, even while I was refilling the saltshakers and cutting my lemons. I'd noticed, too, he couldn't seem to take his eyes off me. 
 
      
 
    I heard the table at the booth move a little and glanced back to watch him go to the bathroom, his great ass moving perfectly in his tight jeans as he went. Maybe it was the steamy, trashy book I'd just been reading, or the fact I’d been in a long dry spell, or maybe it was just extreme boredom, but I took off my little half apron and got up to follow him, even when all my instincts were ringing out a warning. 
 
      
 
    I'd seen the way he looked at me, had felt the connection we had, even if it was just physical, a momentary and tenuous moment between strangers. I knew he was leaving right after this, but I didn't give a shit. I needed something more than what my books had been giving me, something to shake up the ennui of life on the run. I disappeared around the corner from the dining area and propped myself up right in front of the men's restroom. 
 
      
 
    A few moments later I heard the flush and then the faucet running. He dried his hands and came back out and stopped when he saw me. His eyes narrowed as he looked up and down the hall. 
 
      
 
    I looked up at him and fluttered my long lashes as I took a step closer to him. “You said you were just passing through, and had an appointment to make in LA. I was wondering if you might be alright with a slight delay?” 
 
      
 
    “You and me, huh?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    I raised my eyebrows a little, gave him a smile and bit my lip. “Two strangers? You barely even know my name? My shift ends soon, and I could use a little company. What do you think of that?” 
 
      
 
    He took a deep breath and looked up and down the hall. He took a step closer to me, his unexpected closeness pushing me back in surprise. Suddenly, I could smell him, a warm, musky smell like cedar and incense. Manliness, and a touch of hard sweat. “Look,” he growled as slammed a palm into the wall beside my head, “I don't know who you think I am, but I don't think a girl like you should get involved with a guy like me.” 
 
      
 
    I gasped a little at his sudden intensity, even felt myself get a little excited at the rush of adrenaline. I glanced up at his eyes, then back down to his lips, then returned to his eyes. “You have no idea what kind of girl I am,” I said as he reached forward and clutched at his crotch through his jeans, lightly grabbing his package as I bit my lower lip again and gave him a wicked smile. 
 
      
 
    His nostrils flared as I groped him. I could feel him beginning to harden in my hand. He reached down and grabbed my arm that was cupping him. His fingers hurt as they dug into me, but some twisted part of me begged for more. I liked it rough sometimes, and there was something rough about him that told me he had a similar taste. 
 
      
 
    “I could take you right now, right here,” he whispered low and menacingly, his words threatening in any other context as he leaned close enough to my face that I could feel his hot breath. “What would you think of that, Amy? You want me to fuck you right here, huh, so your boss can hear you screaming my name?” 
 
      
 
    I was feeling a little turned on by all this, especially when I felt his grip on my arm intensify. And, from the way he was filling my hand, he was getting pretty excited by the whole thing too. 
 
      
 
    “I don't know your name,” I replied as I began to slowly stroke his cock through his jeans. “Remember?” 
 
      
 
    He closed his eyes as I moved my long fingers up and down his shaft, as I thumbed over the head through the jeans. I could feel his pre-cum soaking through his pants, and I could tell how excited he was as he let out a little sigh. 
 
      
 
    “Storeroom,” he growled, pulling me by the arm to the little storeroom at the end of the hall where we kept all the maintenance products. He pulled open the door and shoved me inside. I flipped the light on, wanting to see this hunk I'd managed to land on such short notice. Stacks of can liners and toilet bowl cleaning fluid and rolls of paper towels glared down at us from all side in the cramped confines of the room. 
 
      
 
    It all seemed so dirty, so slutty, and I loved it. I hadn't felt like this about a guy in ages, and I couldn't wait for his body to be pressed against mine. Our hands and mouths were on each other in a flash, his big, callused hands already on my ass and lower back, mine already beneath his tight shirt as I yanked back from the forceful kiss, pulling it up to show me his washboard abs. Tattoos covered his torso, but one in particular stood out to me. A skull wreathed in flames, with a dagger through it. It didn't register at first and I just kept going, attaching my lips to his nipple, grinning as he slapped my denim-clad ass hard and grabbed a tight handful of it. 
 
      
 
    He grabbed me by my long ponytail and forced my lips back to his, shoved his tongue into my mouth. I groaned in pleasure as he invaded my mouth, his tongue swirling over mine. I closed my lips around him, sucking his tongue tightly, nipping him as he pulled away. 
 
      
 
    He pulled my shirt up and over my head, his hand already on my breasts, roughly massaging me through my bra. I pushed myself into him as we continued to kiss. 
 
      
 
    My panties were drenched. I wanted to feel his lips around my hard nipples, wanted to feel his cock inside me. I needed to, I realized, as I reached forward and stroked his cock through his jeans with one hand, and deftly slipped unsnapped my bra from behind with the other. 
 
      
 
    His hand immediately came up to my breasts again, crushing them in his firm hand. When I groaned appreciatively at his manhandling of me, he tweaked my nipple hard, producing a sharp cry into his mouth, and a twinge of fire between my legs. He reached down to the top of my jeans and unsnapped the top. 
 
      
 
    I raked my nails up and down his sides and back with one hand, and continued to stroke him with the other. I didn't want him too excited, though – I wanted this to last as long as it could. 
 
      
 
    “Turn around,” he growled as he grabbed me by the shoulders and flipped me around so I was facing the metal racks on one side of the wall. He pressed himself against my back and, his arms encircling me as he kissed my neck and shoulders. I could feel his glorious manhood pressing into my lower back, and I knew, right then, how badly I wanted this man to fuck me, to put his hands all over me. His palm slipped down to my waistband again and unzipped the front of my jeans. Together we shimmed them and my jeans down my hips, down to my knees. 
 
      
 
    “Bend over, slut,” he groaned in my ear, a ragged edge to his voice as I felt him fumbling with his belt and jeans, desperate to get them off. 
 
      
 
    “Anything you say,” I cooed as I bent forward, bracing myself on one of the shelves full of cleaning supplies. I pushed back into him with my ass, wiggling it enticingly. 
 
      
 
    He slipped a hand down between us, stroked it over my gushing sex. He pushed his finger into me, producing a loud, guttural groan from my lips. “You want this bad, don't you?” he taunted as he pulled his finger out and traced up me, my lips parting around him. 
 
      
 
    “What gave you that idea?” I whimpered as I pushed my hips back onto his hand, encouraging him as I looked back over my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    He shimmied his jeans and boxer briefs down his hips, his cock springing into view. A solid eight inches balanced in midair, as big around as my wrist, and I moaned again in anticipation. He grabbed himself and pointed his purple crown right at me like it knew right where it was going. 
 
      
 
    I bit my lower lip, groaning as I urged him on. He pushed forward, his cock spearing me. He didn't ease himself in, he just plunged into my dripping slit, groaning himself as I gripped him tight with my greedy lips. 
 
      
 
    My eyes rolled back in my head at the intensity of the sudden fullness. “Fuck!” 
 
      
 
    He reached up and grabbed my tightly bound pony tail, yanked my head back around so I was facing away from him. He pulled tight on my hair, pulling my head back as he started to slam his hips into me. 
 
      
 
    I'd never felt anything like him before. “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I moaned as I pushed back into each thrust, the zipper teeth of his jeans grasping at the back of my thighs, both edges of his belt slapping against my skin. “Oh God,” I cried out. “Fuck me, please.” 
 
      
 
    He gave my pony tail another tug as he kept fucking me. I must have been too loud for him because he dropped my hair and clamped his hand down hard over my mouth. I screamed silently into his palm, tasted my own moisture on his skin. There's nothing quite like a guy who knows what he wants, even if it's for you to shut the hell up. I pushed back harder onto his cock, gyrating myself so that I could get all the good spots as he continued to move against my ass. 
 
      
 
    He jack-hammered into me, one hand gripping my hip hard enough to leave bruises from his fingertips. Every stroke he laid into me seemed to hit my g-spot, and his balls slapped my clit with each swing, driving me toward a deeper ecstasy. 
 
      
 
    I stopped moving for a moment, seizing as my whole body shook around his cock, milking him with my spasming insides. I screamed out triumphantly around his hand, licking his palm. He moved his hand, but figured out a better way to keep me occupied. He stuffed his finger in my mouth, pushing them in so I was forced to gag and suck on them as he kept fucking me from behind. He was close, I could tell, from the way he kept pounding into me, his pace becoming rapid. 
 
      
 
    I groaned in delight as another orgasm rocked me, the dirtiness  of what we were doing have its desired effect. I shook hard on his length, my whole world dissolving as I sucked on the fingers shoved into my mouth and clung desperately to the metal shelves in front of me. 
 
      
 
    “Where do you want it?” he groaned after a moment, popping his fingers from my mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Inside me,” I gasped. “Fuck, I want to feel you cum inside me.” 
 
      
 
    “Then put a hand over your own mouth,” he barked lowly as he grabbed hold of my hips with both hands. He started to pound into me hard, the shelving unit I was clinging onto thundering and shaking as he gave it to me the only way he knew how. 
 
      
 
    I clapped a hand over my mouth and screamed, a final orgasm wracking my body. 
 
      
 
    Behind me he screamed too, his words inarticulate as he rammed into me, his cock stroking in and out. I felt him swell, felt him explode inside me, filling my insides. I didn't care that I didn't know his name, and I didn't care that I never would. I hadn't felt like this in months, years even, and everything came crashing down around me. 
 
      
 
    He lurched forward, grabbed a handful of my tit, his cock still pumping into me, his groans still low and throaty. Hunched over, he pulled me up till he was laid across my naked back, his hips still humping into me. He growled again, his words almost completely inarticulate in my ear. 
 
      
 
    As I thrust back onto his softening rod, I realized something. He hadn't just been moaning and groaning as he came. He'd been moaning words. 
 
      
 
    “Oh fuck,” he repeated, his hips finally coming to a slow, easy, sweaty stop. 
 
      
 
    I realized then, that this time around, he'd dropped the third word. That third word had been my name: Lydia. 
 
      
 
    Panic overcame me. I'd had to run before, in the past, had to drop everything and flee if it meant surviving. I'd had to do this plenty of times in the last five years. Of course, I'd never had to fuck and run. Not like this, at least. Old habits die hard, and instincts kick in fast. The easiest way to get out of this, I knew, was to play it like I hadn't heard him mutter my name. 
 
      
 
    “That good enough for you?” he asked, slapping my haunch as he licked lips, smacking them a little in satisfaction. His cock, almost completely deflated now, slid from me, and retreated and began to pull his pants back up. 
 
      
 
    I licked my own lips as I turned around and pulled up my own panties and jeans. “Wonderful.” 
 
      
 
    “Guess I should tell you my-” 
 
      
 
    I cut him off with a finger to his lips. “Nope,” I said slyly. “Knowing your name would spoil half the fun, handsome,” I continued as I put my arms around his neck and pressed my naked chest into his shirt. 
 
      
 
    He wrapped his arms around me and leaned down, kissing me one last time. “Too bad I know your name . . . Amy,” he said after our goodbye kiss, and flicked at the name tag on my shirt. Good cover, thought. But I’d already heard him mention my real name. 
 
      
 
    “Oh well,” I replied, pulling back from him and reaching down to grab my bra and shirt. “Just remember to leave a good tip.” 
 
      
 
    “Thought I gave you my best one already,” he joked. 
 
      
 
    “It was pretty good,” I admitted as I pulled my clothes back on. “But even one that nice doesn't pay the rent. Now, you give me a second so my boss doesn't get suspicious, okay? Buck probably wouldn't approve of me fucking patrons in his store room.” 
 
      
 
    “Good point,” he said. “I'll wait here for a second.” 
 
      
 
    Dressed, I slipped out of the storeroom door, saying, “I'll bring you a slice of pie, too, on the house. You like apple, handsome?” 
 
      
 
    “Love it,” he replied, grinning like a well-laid idiot. 
 
      
 
    “See you in a sec, then,” I replied, blowing him a kiss before the door could close all the way between us. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” he replied, still grinning. 
 
      
 
    My face instantly hardened as the door shut behind us. Sexy, or not, a great lay, or not, I wasn't going anywhere with this man. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Kort 
 
      
 
    Broads sure are stupid. That was the first thought that went through my head as I shoved out of the storage room and headed back to my corner booth. Not only was I going to get Lydia Banks and drag her home, but I'd gotten a little piece of her on the side before the plan came together. 
 
      
 
    So what if I'd accidentally moaned her name? I'd practically growled it when I said it. Either she hadn't heard me, or hadn't understood what I said. Hell, she'd even offered me a slice of fucking pie afterward. 
 
      
 
    If I had known the job would have been this easy, I probably wouldn't have tried to push her away like I had. But, it seemed, little Ms. Banks enjoyed the rough stuff more than the average woman. Not that it mattered much. That was both the first and last time I was going to fuck her. Especially after I got her stuffed away in the car. 
 
      
 
    I took my spot back at the booth and immediately got Xander on the phone. My boss answered after a couple rings. “How's it hanging, Kort? You got her?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” I whispered, looking around the restaurant to make sure she wasn't within earshot. “Got her in my sights and about to scoop her up. Just wanted to give you a progress report.” 
 
      
 
    Xander laughed on the other end of the line, a sound like rocks being pulverized. “Alright, big guy, you call me again when you got her. And, remember, you be careful with that one. Joey would probably like her in one piece. And, don't forget how slippery she is. Like a fucking eel, that one.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah, boss,” I assured him, “I know, I know. Call you when I got her.” 
 
      
 
    I hung up the phone, laughing at my boss's paranoia, shaking my head. I dropped the phone on the table and drank a big mouthful of the shitty coffee, so shitty no amount of sugar in the world was ever going to make it decent, and laughed again. 
 
      
 
    “Cheeseburger and fries?” a gruff voice asked from beside me. 
 
      
 
    I turned and looked at the man who'd run my food out to me, a big, burly guy who looked like he'd been around the worst blocks. “Yeah, that's me.” 
 
      
 
    The man set the plate roughly down in front of him. “Bon appetite,” he said, the French words sounding like fancy garbage coming out of his mouth. 
 
      
 
    I pick up the burger and dug into it, completely oblivious, not even wondering why Lydia hadn't run the food out herself. The burger was good. Real good. She'd been right. The old man who'd run the food went behind the counter and began to wipe things down. I sat there thinking, wondering about my post-coital apple pie. Something about that sounded really nice. 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” I called to the older gentleman after I finished swallowing down a bite of delicious meat patty, “Amy said something about getting me a slice of pie?” 
 
      
 
    He stopped his counter wipe mid-sweep and looked at me, the gears in his head turning. Then, it was like it clicked, and he suddenly snapped his fingers and pointed to the ceiling. “That's right! Sorry, Amy mentioned it on her way out, and I completely forgot. You wanted a slice of pie to go with your burger.” 
 
      
 
    “No big deal, chief,” I said cheerily back as he cut a slice of pie from one of the ones displayed beneath a glass dome on the counter. He brought the little piece of dessert around to me, apologizing again. 
 
      
 
    Burger forgotten for the moment, I leaned down and took a bite. 
 
      
 
    “What d'you think?” the older man asked as he planted himself next to the booth. “Was my wife's recipe before she passed.” 
 
      
 
    “It's great,” I replied, my mouth full of pie and crust. I cut another slice off and stuffed it in my mouth, closing my eyes as I enjoyed the flaky crust and the crispness of the cinnamon covered apples. As I continued to chew it hit me. He'd said something about her telling him on the way out the door. I put the fork down on the little saucer beside the pie and turned to him slowly. “Did you say she told you about my pie on the way out the door?” 
 
      
 
    The old man nodded. “Yep. She said, 'Hey, Buck, I'm outta here. Give the guy at table five a slice of apple pie. Throw his tips in tomorrow.'” Buck shrugged and just looked at me. 
 
      
 
    I slowly shook my head. “Anything seem off about her?” I asked as I stood up and pulled my wallet out. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Buck said as he looked at my unfinished plate. “Not particularly. She wasn't in a rush or anything. Why?” 
 
      
 
    “No reason,” I said with a shrug. I looked back to Buck and nodded as I dropped a fifty on the table. “Sorry, Buck. Pie was great, but I gotta run.” 
 
      
 
    “But your pie!” Buck called out from behind me as I headed for the parking lot. “And your burger!” 
 
      
 
    Maybe there was still time. Maybe she didn't know who I was, and she was trying to ditch out on me after a quick and rough fuck. On the other hand, maybe my slip had caught her attention, and she was ditching on a different account. Either way, if Buck thought something had been up with the way I was acting, he might give her a call before I found wherever she'd been staying. 
 
      
 
    I stopped by the car and looked around, scanning the immediate area. Buck had mentioned she'd walked out the back, but I hadn't seen a car parked out there when I'd cased the joint before parking. Without any other cars missing from the parking lot, that meant she was within walking distance. 
 
      
 
    Two motels were around the area, catering to truckers and general lowlifes, both offering weekly and monthly rates. My money was on her being in one of the two if she was able to walk to Buck's Diner each day. Which meant, if she made me, there was about a fifty-fifty chance of her being gone before I had a chance to find her again. 
 
      
 
    I crossed my heart, kissed my two fingers, and hopped into the driver’s seat of my '68 Camaro SS. Hopefully, luck was on my side for once. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Lydia 
 
      
 
    I whistled an upbeat tune and nearly hopped and skipped back to my hotel room. I'd left that sucker so well fucked he probably wouldn't even remember what day of the week it was, let alone realize I'd left as soon as I walked out of the closet. 
 
      
 
    Too bad I was going to have to blow this joint. I liked Buck, and I even liked the guys over at the truck stop next door. They looked out for me in their own ways, and I never really had to watch my back around them. But now that handsome creep had figured out who I was, I knew he'd try and drag me back to Pops like all the other idiots who had come along. 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t ever told Mario and Buck about the real me, and for good reason. Firstly, it would put me in danger. The more people know a secret, the less secret it becomes. Secondly, I knew Mario and Buck were the types that would try and stand up for me. 
 
      
 
    Luckily, after five years of practice, I'd gotten pretty good at this little act. 
 
      
 
    I stopped in front of the door to the motel I paid for by the week, keys jingling in my hand. I heard a car, and old hot rod like my mother used to love, growling its way through the lot at low speeds. Curious about what kind it was, just for old time's sake, I glanced back over my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    I nearly dropped my keys in surprise. Whoever Mr. Handsome was, he sure was smarter than I'd given him credit for. He drove by slowly in an old Camaro SS, a late 60s, his eyes searching around the motel but not in my direction. 
 
      
 
    A sudden shot of adrenaline entered my veins when the shock of seeing him at the motel wore off. Frantically, I shoved my key in the lock, threw open the door, and bolted inside. I closed the door behind me, slammed the chain in place, and collapsed back against the thin piece of wood. I took a series of deep breaths as I looked around the motel parking lot. 
 
      
 
    I needed to be calm. I needed to think. He hadn't seen me, I figured. Which meant I still had time to pack up and get out of here, either slipping out the back, or backtracking to Buck's and borrowing Mario's car for the time being. If worse came to worse Pops had taught me a few tricks for a bind like this. Lockpicking, how to jimmy a car door, how to hot wire older vehicles. 
 
      
 
    I didn't bother with packing. I just changed my top so I'd have a better chance of not being recognized at a distance, took my hair from its pony tail and pinned it up with some bobby pins, and grabbed a thick hoody for when the sun went down and the air went from damned hot to too damned cold. I needed to move light, which really meant grabbing my clutch-sized run bag. I always kept one packed, something with a roll of cash, a couple hundred bucks worth of prepaid Visa gift cards, and a few fresh changes of underwear, and some clean socks. 
 
      
 
    Everything else, changes of clothes, sunglasses, food, whatever, you could get on the road, no questions asked. Every shop sold the basics. No reason to carry a whole suitcase of easy to find items. They'd just weigh you down. I'd learned after my second or third run that almost nothing was irreplaceable. And the only thing that wasn't? That was you. 
 
      
 
    I tied my hoody around my waist and grabbed my little run bag from the bottom drawer of the motel room's nightstand, really nothing more than a purse, and hit the door, keys in my hand. I unchained and unlocked it, then was out onto the walkway, letting the door slam behind me as I headed back to the diner. I stepped into the parking lot between two older sedans, hoping to stay low as I made my way out of there. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” said a voice behind me, “fancy seeing you here, Amy.” 
 
      
 
    I grumbled as I stopped and turned around, my curled lips transforming into a seductive smile as I did. 
 
      
 
    There he was in all that cocksure glory, his thumbs hooked in his hip pockets, his heavy boots clumping with each step on the walkway as he approached me. There wasn't anything menacing about his posture, but I could tell from the way he moved, he could outdistance in me in a heartbeat and bring me to the ground no problem. Fighting would be my last resort with Handsome. 
 
      
 
    “Well, hello, Handsome,” I said, playing his game and smiling as widely as I could, hands on my hips as I cocked one out to the side. “Sorry I ducked out like that, but it was the end of my shift, and I'm not much for long good-byes. Besides, I thought you were just passing through on your way to LA?” 
 
      
 
    He laughed. “Got a call saying my audition was pushed back,” he said, moving his head from side-to-side as if was weighing the possibilities of life, “so I decided I might as well call it a night and not leave till the morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Audition?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “Really, you had an audition out there?” 
 
      
 
    “Just a small role,” he said, badly faking embarrassment, “but it could lead to something bigger on a TV show.” 
 
      
 
    This was almost laughable, but I could see what he was doing as I glanced around the lot. It was getting close to evening, and the motel was fairly busy for once. If he made any kind of move on me, out here in the open, someone would be on the phone to 911 in a heartbeat, especially if I screamed. But, if he was betting on my being oblivious to who he was, he might be able to get me back into my room, or his, and stow me away for the night. 
 
      
 
    Of course, two could play at this. 
 
      
 
    “But it's been pushed back?” I asked as I approached him, a knowing smile on my lips. I could act this guy into a corner any day of the week. “For how long?” I asked as I stopped within arm's reach of him, showing him I wasn't scared. 
 
      
 
    Inside, of course, I was shaking like a leaf. But, sometimes being a little scared can be a lot of fun. 
 
      
 
    “Just one day,” he said, looking around the parking lot. “But, like I said, I'm not leaving till the morning. What about you? Stay around here?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded past him to my motel room. “That's my place. I was just going out to grab a bottle and call it a night. Want me to pick you up something and swing by your room?” 
 
      
 
    “How about I drive you over,” he asked as he came a step closer, looming in front of me with bulging muscles, and that musky smell of him, “and we pick something up for the both of us?” 
 
      
 
    If I gave in and hopped in the car with him, that was it for me, and I knew it. But, also, if I objected and let him walk with me to the liquor store, chances are I'd still end up out of view of bystanders and open myself up to an attempt. No, the best thing to do was to get him somewhere on my terms. And, from our one short interaction, I knew exactly how to do that. 
 
      
 
    “Hmmm, only reason I was grabbing something was because I was going to be all lonely tonight,” I said as I stepped closer and slipped my arms around his neck, standing on tip toes as I let my body melt into his. My fingers danced through the back of his air, over an earlobe, as he closed his eyes briefly and smiled. “Not much sense in getting one now, don't you think?” 
 
      
 
    Handsome didn't seem to need much convincing. He reached down and grabbed my ass with both hand, his big mitts covering both cheeks easily through the fabric of my hoody, squeezing hard, pulling me into him. “I see your point,” he growled in that surly voice of his, sending a shiver up my spine as he lowered his lips to mine. 
 
      
 
    His lips and tongue were like fire, burning me with their intensity as we kissed in the parking lot, our bodies entwined like two longtime lovers. 
 
      
 
    Guys like these think with only one of their heads, and I knew exactly which one was in the driver seat right now. I shoved my tongue into his mouth as I ground my hips into his crotch, noticing I was already getting a reaction. I groaned into his mouth and ran the tips of my fingers up and down the nape of his neck as his tongue danced around mine, playing with me. 
 
      
 
    We broke our kiss, both of us panting. 
 
      
 
    “Said your room's right back there?” he asked, his voice less excited than what was happening in the front of his jeans. 
 
      
 
    “Mmhmm,” I replied, grinning. 
 
      
 
    He lowered his lips to mine again, and I returned the kiss like my life depended on it. Which, I suppose, it did. Handsome was a good kisser, too, his lips soft and full, and I was still loving how wonderful his well-defined arms felt around my body. I guess it was a good thing Pops didn't send some gross, sweaty dude after me. This probably would have been easier to pull off with a guy like that, but not nearly as much fun. As it was, my knees were weak from his hands and lips on me. 
 
      
 
    We broke our kiss and I reached back behind me, grabbed one of his hand off my ass, then pushed past him and lead him as I spun back to face him. I walked backwards between the cars towards my room, my hands grasping his. “Come on, Handsome,” I purred, licking my lips. “Let's make your stay a little more eventful.” 
 
      
 
    Maybe dragging him back into my room wasn't the right decision at the time, but I didn't care. Either I was going back to Pops, or I wasn't. On the one hand, I was going to have to start a new life all over again, which meant I wasn't going to get laid for a while. Or, on the other, I was going to get dragged kick and screaming back home. 
 
      
 
    Our hands were on each other as soon as we got into my room. His hands lightly grazed my skin with his blunt nails, his calluses wonderfully rough as his hands stroked over my body, my cheek and jawline. 
 
      
 
    I tossed my little bugout bag aside, onto the TV stand, and tugged at the hem of his shirt. I pulled it off him, up over and his head and threw it to the floor, my hands roaming over his washboard abs, his defined pecs, his tattooed skin. Yeah, this was going to be way more fun than just trying to run. 
 
      
 
    He pulled my top over my head and dropped it on top of his, his hands finding my naked stomach and sides as he kissed me again, his tongue slipping into my mouth. 
 
      
 
    I groaned as he ran his hands over me, loving how possessed he made me feel. I didn't care if he was some thug or not, I wanted him inside me again. I wanted him over me, behind me, his lips and hands on my flesh. I unsnapped my bra and shrugged out of it, throwing it aside before my hands found his belt and tugged at it. 
 
      
 
    He found my breasts, his hands covering them, his palms sliding over my sensitive nipples. He pulled my lips to his again, kissing me hard as he backed me up to the bed. I pressed them into his hand as I worked the fastener on his tight jeans and began to unzip him. 
 
      
 
    Handsome pushed me roughly back onto the edge of the bed, his eyes raking over my half-naked body like a starving man. He quickly unlaced his boots and pulled them off. As I watched him finish undressing, unconsciously licking my lips, I kicked off my shoes and socks and began to take my jeans off, my hips lifted off the bed. He reached down and tugged at my pants legs, helping me out of them, but yanking me closer at the same time as he stepped up to the side of the bed, his jeans hanging invitingly open as he brought his manhood closer. He stroked the side of my face, entwined his fingers in my bundled up hair. 
 
      
 
    Sitting on the edge of the bed in just my bikini cut panties I took one look at his eyes and knew exactly what he wanted. My hands eagerly went to his waistline, began to pull his jeans and boxer briefs over his hips. I raked my nails over his firm naked ass, squeezing the muscles there with delight as I licked my lips again in anticipation. 
 
      
 
    “Think you can get it all?” he growled. 
 
      
 
    “Is that a challenge?” I replied, my voice low and throaty with lust, as I pulled his jeans the rest of the way down, his cock springing free. I tugged at his jeans, dragging them down past his strong thighs, letting them pool at his feet. 
 
      
 
    It was just as beautiful as I remembered. Big, hot, slightly purplish, with a manly crown atop it. He stepped out of the tangle of denim around his ankles, bringing his rod closer to my waiting lips. 
 
      
 
    I swept my eyes over this spectacular piece of man who I was finally getting to see naked for the first time. I didn't even know his name, but I didn't give a shit. I just wanted him to fuck me, to make me scream out in ecstasy a few more times, before I figured out a way to slip from his grip. I felt my mouth being to water in anticipation. His hand tightened its grip in my hair, urged me forward to his cock 
 
      
 
    I gazed up at him as I leaned forward, ran my tongue around the head, groaning at the feel of him on my tongue. I reached between his legs, hefted his heavy balls in my hand, squeezed. I took him into my mouth, my lips over my teeth, loving the way his spongey hardness seemed to over-fill my mouth. He tasted wonderful, a mixture of his own sex and my own scent still on him from earlier. He groaned, his fingers tugging at my air as his hips began to move already, shoving his cock deeper into my mouth, towards the back of my throat. 
 
      
 
    I gagged a little as I took more of him, my eyes watering. I loved the way he was making me feel, pushing his cock into my mouth and commandeering my body, not even knowing who I was fucking. I pulled him from my mouth, ran my lips along the underside of his cock, stroking him as I gently massaged his balls. His moans filled the room as I played with him, his hand pulling at the roots of my hair. He reached down between my legs with his other hand as I sucked him, found the front of my panties. He stroked crudely, his hand roughly moving up and down my slit, sending fireworks off behind my eyes. 
 
      
 
    I spread my legs for him, liking where this was heading as I pulled him deeper into my mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Give me your hand, slut,” he groaned, pulling my hand from between his thighs. He stuffed it down between my legs where his had been, pushing it in through the top of my panties. He forced my fingers over my dripping pussy. “Show me how much you're enjoying my cock.” 
 
      
 
    I groaned at the sound of his voice, at how powerful it was, how he growled his commands at me. I'm a strong woman, but even strong women want a man who can take charge sometimes. I rubbed my clit furiously, groaning around his cock as I circled the hood with the pad of my fingers. I could still feel a little of his cum inside me from earlier, and I couldn't wait to have more of this hunk of a man. 
 
      
 
    I lifted his shaft, stroked him as I tongued his smooth sack, sucking first one into my mouth, then another. He threw his head back, grunting as I took his head back into my mouth and began to bob on his shaft. I wanted him well-sated, relaxed, and, more specifically, exhausted. My hands reached up behind him, grabbed his ass and pulled him to me, my mouth working on his cock like it was the last thing I'd ever do. I drooled a little as I took more of him, my mouth really working, my tongue massaging the bottom side and swirling around him as much as I could. 
 
      
 
    More than anything I wanted to feel him explode in my mouth. I wanted to see what he tasted like, see how sweet or how salty he would be. I was betting sweet, with how much sugar he used in his coffee, but I wanted to know for sure. I struggled to lock my lips around his shaft and bobbed my head faster. 
 
      
 
    “Enough,” he said, pulling his cock from my gasping mouth. 
 
      
 
    “But, I wanted-” 
 
      
 
    “No,” he said forcefully, pushing me back on the bed. 
 
      
 
    When I went onto my back, my hand was dragged out of my panties. 
 
      
 
    He reached down, grabbed my panties and pulled them off, leaving them to dangle around one dainty ankle. He lifted my legs up and over his shoulders, producing a squeal from me as he lowered himself on top of me, pushing my knees to my chest. 
 
      
 
    “Guess you're on top this time,” I groaned, feeling his tracing up and down my lips. “You're still inside me from before, by the way.” 
 
      
 
    “Let's see if we can add some more, then,” he replied, shoving his cock into me. 
 
      
 
    This time didn't hurt nearly as much as before since I was already accustomed to him. My eyes rolled back in my head and I moaned low as he began to fuck me. Each stroke hit my g-spot with my ass off the bed in this position. My knees pushed into my chest, crushing my breasts beneath them. 
 
      
 
    He leaned forward, crushing me even more with his menacingly comforting weight, his giant cock filling my insides to bursting. His lips found mine, his tongue shoving its way past my lips and into my mouth. I groaned and sucked on his tongue, biting it lightly, moaning louder as he continue to try and impale me to the bed, his hips driving me into the mattress as my body roared with pleasure. I reached out, grabbed the sheets in my tightly balled fists, screamed into his mouth as my first orgasm ripped through me, sending shudders through my contorted body. 
 
      
 
    He pulled back from our kiss, raised his body a little as he propped himself on one hand. With the other he gathered up my hands from the sheets, put my writs together and pinned them above my head with his vice-like grip. “Do you like that? Do you like getting fucked by a complete stranger?” 
 
      
 
    “Not quite a complete stranger,” I gasped out between moans as I struggled against the hand holding my wrists, “if I've fucked you twice, are you Handsome?” 
 
      
 
    “Guess you're right,” he admitted with a groan, his hips moving faster into me, his lips assaulting mine again. 
 
      
 
    His tongue was hot and wet, as forceful as his cock and hands. I groaned out again, my body exploding from the pleasure he was pounding into it. I spasmed against him, arched my back as I felt him release my hands. 
 
      
 
    He lifted his body from mine and pulled his cock from inside me, leaving my body suddenly empty and wanting. He reached down and flipped me over onto my stomach and dragged me onto my hands and knees. Before I could properly react, his cock was back inside me, his hands gripping my hips hard enough to leave purple and black bruises in my flesh, his pelvis slamming into my firm ass, bounding my swaying tits with each powerful thrust. 
 
      
 
    I screamed in pleasure, dropping to my elbows as the bed shook, slamming the headboard against the wall. I came again as his balls slapped into my clit, my face burying itself in the rumpled covers. I yelled out as my orgasm, shouting it into the sheets as I pushed my ass back, fucking him as much as he fucked me. 
 
      
 
    Handsome kept going, using my body, but giving it more pleasure than I'd ever experienced. Years with other men hadn't prepared me for anything like this, anything like the sensory overload of this thug fucking me. Again I came, my body going into overdrive and collapsing entirely. I felt my thighs give out and slump under the pleasure, my mind completely blank except for the pleasure-chemicals in my brain firing nonstop. 
 
      
 
    I didn't drop to the bed, though. He just held me in place and kept fucking me. “Do you like that, slut?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “God yes,” I groaned back. 
 
      
 
    Eventually he pulled his slick cock from me, his hand stroking up and down the shaft. He roughly slapped my ass to warn me, and pulled me around to face him. 
 
      
 
    I curled my legs up below me, my eyes focused on his slowly stroking hand as it moved up and down his cock. “You said you wanted to taste me,” he panted. “You ready?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, too gone to smile, and took his hands from his cock. I reached around and grabbed his ass again, this time with both hands, and took him into my mouth, stroking him with my lips. Quickly, I could feel his cock growing in my mouth, his hips moving as he drove it into me. 
 
      
 
    His whole body went stiff as a board, and he grabbed the back of my head with both hands as he erupted in my mouth, his creamy salty-sweetness hitting my tongue as I choked on him, a little cum and drool slipping from the corner of my lips. A moan escaped my lips from around his cock as an aftershock from a previous orgasm tremored through my body. I swallowed him down greedily, sucking hard as I dragged my teeth lightly on the underside. 
 
      
 
    He swore and tightened his fingers in my hair, panting as he pumped into my mouth till he went soft. 
 
      
 
    I pulled him from my mouth, letting his slick, soft tool slide past my lips. I grinned wearily up at him. “How was that?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    He slumped, his whole body relaxing as he stroked my face. “That was fucking amazing.” 
 
      
 
    “When can you go again?” I asked, stroking his flaccid manhood as I rose from the bed. 
 
      
 
    “Goddamn you're insatiable,” he growled as he batted my hand from his cock and pulled me to his sweat-slick body. He grabbed my ass and pulled me closer, our sexes grinding wetly and wonderfully as he kissed me again. 
 
      
 
    He was wrong. I wasn't insatiable. I was actually about as sated as I'd ever been. My pussy was sore, my jaw hurt, and my body desperately needed a rest. But that didn't matter. I needed him to pass out so I could make my break. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” I whispered with a grin when we broke our kiss, we only have tonight, right?” I pressed my lips to his, attacking him with renewed gusto. 
 
      
 
    I slipped my hand back down between us, smiling as we continued to kiss. I could already feel him getting in the mood, and beginning to press his stiffness against my belly. 
 
      
 
    “You know, Handsome,” I said. “Since you just finished in my mouth and all, maybe I should finally know your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Kort,” he said as he pushed me back down on the bed by my shoulders, his eyes burning with desire. “Name's Kort.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned up at him. “Nice name, Kort,” I said just before taking him back into my mouth. 
 
      
 
    This was going to be a long night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Kort 
 
      
 
    I awoke naked in the motel room. The sound of the shower still going in the bathroom made me groggily shake my head as I craned my neck to listen. Lydia had just drained me for the third or fourth time, then whispered that she was going to disappear into the shower and rinse off before crawling back into bed with me so we could go again. She'd offered to scrub my back if I wanted to join her, but I was so exhausted I could barely move. 
 
      
 
    Apparently, Lydia hadn't figured out I knew who she was. Maybe my slip-up at the restaurant hadn’t registered. She just wanted me, as much as I wanted her. She and I had fucked every which way a man and woman possibly could. It had been amazing, the best night of wild sex I'd ever had. Apparently, Joey's little girl could get down like a dirty slut when she wanted to. 
 
      
 
    I wiped a hand down my face, my head still fuzzy from sleep. Hadn't she just taken a shower last night? Wasn't that what she was doing when I finally drifted off to sleep? I glanced over at the alarm clock on the night stand, checked the time. It was late, right around midnight. I had no idea what time she'd slipped into the shower. 
 
      
 
    I got up out of the bed and padded around to the bathroom. My little nap had given me a burst of energy, and even though I was sore down there I thought I could enjoy another little piece of action before I had to drag her kicking and screaming back to daddy. 
 
      
 
    “Amy?” I called, remembering to use her fake name. She didn't respond immediately, so I opened the door and pushed inside, a cloud of hot steam rolling out to coat my naked body. “Amy?” I asked the drawn shower curtain. 
 
      
 
    No response. I yanked it open. Empty. 
 
      
 
    “Son of a motherfucking bitch!” I cursed, then rushed back into the room and started to pull my clothes back on. 
 
      
 
    Of course she’d known. I felt like a total idiot. The bitch played me like a fucking guitar, strumming me this way and that like it was nothing. She knew exactly what she was doing and waited for the perfect moment to get away. 
 
      
 
    Dressed, I hit the door at a run. Out on the walkway, I stopped, glancing around. “Think, Kort. Think, what would you do in her shoes?” 
 
      
 
    First thing, I'd steal a car. My keys were still in my pockets so she hadn't gone that route. What else? She lived around here, so maybe she was able to get a ride somewhere, or was able to borrow a car. The motel manager or the night clerk might know if she'd had any friends or acquaintances. I'd check there first. 
 
      
 
    I headed off to the little office I'd checked in at originally. As I got closer I realized there were two state troopers outside interviewing people. One of the troopers was talking to a couple guests, an older couple, the other talking to the desk clerk who'd checked me in earlier. I could see their white and black squad car parked a short distance away. No lights on, or anything, but I could tell they were here on a call. 
 
      
 
    “We were just putting our bags up in the room,” the man they were interviewing said with a shrug, “so I left the keys in the ignition.” 
 
      
 
    I walked closer, close as I dared without making either of the troopers suspicious that I was eavesdropping. 
 
      
 
    “…can't believe it's Amy. Maybe someone that looks like her?” the clerk was saying. “She just seemed too sweet, was never any trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “But she does match that description? You're sure?” 
 
      
 
    “Not many that would,” the clerk admitted with a sigh of resignation and a shake of his head. “Not many I guess, not around here. Amy sure is a real knockout. Can't imagine there being more than a couple girls that pretty in the entire county.” 
 
      
 
    Yeah, I silently agreed. That sounds like Lydia, alright. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the older man's wife said, “it was a gray 2004 Toyota Camry with a white scratch on the rear bumper.” She went onto say the license plate number, but I was too busy sprinting to my own car to hear the rest. 
 
      
 
    The question now was, which was did she go? East? Or West? 
 
      
 
    I hopped in my Camaro and fired it up, the engine roaring to life. I pulled out of my parking spot and drove up to the parking lot. East was back towards Xander’s place. I knew that. West? West was towards California, and further away from her father. She'd spent her entire life running away from him, what would make her suddenly change her mind and start running towards him? 
 
      
 
    Yeah, she'd definitely head West. Probably stop before she got to the state line, with was only about ninety miles, then hop a bus for the rest of the way. That's what I'd do at least. Getting busted with a stolen car was one thing, getting busted with it while crossing state lines was another entirely. 
 
      
 
    I floored it and pulled out onto Highway 65, my rear end fishtailing all over as my tires laid rubber. She wouldn't be speeding, in case she drew more notice that way. If I was lucky, I'd still be able to catch her before she hopped a bus or hitched a ride. 
 
      
 
    That is, of course, if I was lucky. But so far Lady Luck hadn't exactly been favoring me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Lydia 
 
      
 
    The highway lights zipped by and the whole Milky Way spread out in front of me like a banquet of stars, a thousand points of light that lit the sky like the Christmas of my childhood memories. The road was peaceful, the humming of the tires like a sweet lullaby. 
 
      
 
    In the midst of all this beauty and calm had to fight to keep my head clear. My eyes seemed to flicker to the rear view mirror every other second, a sign of my paranoia as I drove half-expecting to be pulled over by the troopers. I couldn't believe I'd stolen those old folks' car. I felt awful, and hated myself, but at the same time what choice did I have? 
 
      
 
    That transgression didn't fuck with me nearly as much as having to leave again so soon. This was the fifth or sixth time, and it felt like I was close to running out aliases. I was exaggerating, of course, but it was still frustrating to have to pick up and leave Buck's. He was a sweet old man, and he'd been genuinely nice to me. Plus, the tips had been decent, and it was within walking distance of the motel I'd been living at. 
 
      
 
    And then, of course, there was Kort. Handsome, sexy, brutal Kort. My jaw, my pussy, my tits, my arms and legs. Everything was so deliciously sore because of him. I'd showered and cleaned up so I didn't have that constant reminder of our night together. 
 
      
 
    It was crazy, but I’d had to stop myself from crawling back into bed and waking him up with my mouth in some other, more delicious ways. Maybe I could have stuck around? Convinced him to run far, far away with me, to a place Pops would never find us. I would have liked that. He seemed like the kind of man that it would be good to keep around, especially if the sex was always that great. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, saying aloud, “Get him out of your thoughts, girl. Keep your head straight.” 
 
      
 
    The sign for the next town flew by in my headlights. Ten miles, it said, just ten miles to go. 
 
      
 
    I spent the next few minutes trying to piece together my plan. I didn't have much of one, to be honest. As tempting as it was to commit Grand Theft Auto while crossing state lines, I had no desire to go to prison over something that stupid. The way my life had been going from the beginning that was probably what would happen to me. 
 
      
 
    No, what I needed was a ride. Anyone would do, I figured, but long haul truck drivers were preferable. If I'd had the time, I would have gone back to Buck's and waited for one to come in, then hitch that way. But, as it was, time was a valuable, and dwindling, resource. 
 
      
 
    I pulled over at the first supermarket I saw and parked the Camry near the back of the lot. I hopped out, stretched quickly, then stuck the keys in the visor and ditched it. I locked the car when I got out, hoping the cops would manage to find it by morning. The parking lot was desolate, with just a few cars parked here and there, mostly clustered near the front where the lights shone. The ones near the back had either been busted out, or their bulbs had died, giving the whole place an ominous feeling. 
 
      
 
    My stomach growled insistently as I headed inside the store, my pale skin and hair looking pallid under the neon. I hated places like this. They were so vapid and stale, like all the originality and life had been sucked out of them. The people who worked here looked as miserable as I felt. 
 
      
 
    I wandered up and down the aisles, finally finding the sodas and chips. I grabbed a big bag and a twenty ounce store brand cola and headed up to the checkout. I figured the chips would sate my hunger for a little while, and the drink would at least give me a shot of caffeine to keep my dragging ass going through the evening. There was only one checkout still going at this time of night, and the cashier looked dead inside. A local kid, by the looks of it, who had no hopes of ever leaving. Maybe he had, at one point, but they'd probably dried up long ago. 
 
      
 
    I hopped into line and put my two items down on the belt in front of me. The cashier just looked at me, not even asking how I was doing. As he began to ring up my items, another guy stepped into line behind me and began to place his items on the belt. I glanced back at him, sizing him up real quick. He looked like he might just be passing through. Medium size, not too skinny, not too bulky. Maybe he worked out, but he wasn't too serious about it like Kort clearly had been. He looked alright, about college age, and the belt in front of him was full of road trip food. Beef jerky, potato chips, water, soda, and candy bars. Most importantly, I figured he looked somewhat safe. 
 
      
 
    After the cashier rang up the two items, he gave me the total in a flat monotone. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I got a question. You know anyone who I could catch a ride with?” I asked as I pulled out my pocket cash, the smaller amount I kept for basic things. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” the cashier monotoned back, “no.” 
 
      
 
    The guy behind me in line spoke up. “You need a ride?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said as the cashier bagged my items, “out West. My car broke down and I can't afford to fix it. Why? You headed out that way?” 
 
      
 
    He nodded, smiling. He looked me up and down again, something I should've taken as a warning sign. “Yeah. Me and my sister and my, uh, mom, we're headed out to LA. You wanna catch a ride with us? We're parked right out front.” 
 
      
 
    Sister and mom? That was music to my ears. No guy would try something with his mom and sister in the car, would he? 
 
      
 
    “I mean, if it wouldn't be any trouble,” I gushed as I grabbed my plastic grocery bag from the cashier, “that'd be perfect! I can chip in gas money or whatever you need.” 
 
      
 
    He just laughed and waved off my offer. “No worries. Don't look like you'll add much to the gas bill or anything.” 
 
      
 
    I stuck around for the few moments it took for the cashier to finish ringing up my unexpected savior's groceries. 
 
      
 
    The guy grinned at me, his look drifting a little to leering, as he walked past. “Car's out this way,” he said back over his shoulder to me. 
 
      
 
    I fell in behind him and we headed out of the store, bags of road trip food dangling from our hands. My stomach grumbled again as we went through the automatic sliding doors and I dug into my bag of chips, tearing them open right there as we walked through the foyer where they kept all the shopping carts and began to munch on them. 
 
      
 
    He looked back over his shoulder again at me, smirking. “Don't normally see pretty girls eating potato chips,” he told me. 
 
      
 
    I smiled and daintily wiped some crumbs from my chin as we stepped outside. I glanced around one more time, looked around the lot for signs of Kort's muscle car. Sure, I'd left him exhausted and well-fucked back in the hotel room, but I knew your problems always had a way of catching up to you. 
 
      
 
    Together this new stranger and I headed out to the parking lot. He'd parked nearer to the back, on the edges of one of the intermittent pools of light. It was an older minivan, maybe a Dodge. The interior of the van wasn't lit very well, but I could see that the passenger side seat was laid back into a reclining position. 
 
      
 
    “Car broke down, you said?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I lied. “Engine went bust on me when I got to town.” 
 
      
 
    “Well that sucks. Ain't got anyone to call that could help you out?” 
 
      
 
    I frowned as a range of emotions rattled me. Even though my car wasn't actually broken down, and all I was doing was telling lies to help fabricate some fictional story, the question hit home. I didn't have anyone to call. My mother was dead. My father was psycho and had men hunting me down. My only friends were Buck, Mario, and the guys at the truck stop, and I'd had to leave them behind when I fled the motel, just like I'd had to flee all my other friends in all the other small towns and truck stops I'd lived in for the last five years. Even so, could I actually call them friends? Could you call someone who didn't even know your real name a friend? 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said simply, flatly, trying to hide the unexpected turmoil inside me. 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” he said, his voice seemingly a little more upbeat. “Well, guess you just gotta depend on the kindness of strangers, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said as we got to the van. I peered in through the heavily tinted windows but couldn't see anyone else in front or in back. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry. Mom's riding up front, so you'll have to ride in back with Danielle,” he said as he led me around the back of the van to the other side with the sliding door. “Hope that's fine.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged, my eyes still straining to see inside. Something about this whole thing seemed off. Had I been more awake and less fucked, maybe my instincts would have alerted me to the danger. 
 
      
 
    He pulled open the sliding door without triggering the dome light and ushered me in with one arm. The smell of grain alcohol rushed out of the car, filling the air. Old bags of beef jerky, fast food wrappers, and empty liquor and beer bottles were strewn all over the back. 
 
      
 
    “Run a still in there or something?” I asked, wincing at the stench as I backed up a step. 
 
      
 
    He laughed, a little nervously, I thought, then put his hand on my lower back and tried to nudge me closer to the van. “Don't mind the smell. That's just my mom.” 
 
      
 
    I stopped at the edge of the van and didn't climb into it. I looked down, saw a drunk guy in his mid-20s, unshaven, occupying the laid back passenger seat. Realizing that definitely wasn't his mom, I scanned the backseats for Danielle. 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” he said, his voice losing the soft bit of kindness, and gaining a hard edge of anger and frustration. “We've got to go soon!” 
 
      
 
    My breath caught in my throat. I couldn't believe I’d fallen for this. Clearly, nothing good was going to come from me staying here. What did he think I was? Some kind of runaway, someone no one would come looking for if I disappeared? A girl the cops would have trouble identifying, or listening to when I told them I was raped? 
 
      
 
    I turned and went to run, but he was ready for me. His hand cracked across my face with a hard, open-handed slap that whipped my head to the side. Stars exploding behind my eyes and a hot, stinging pain on my cheek I stumbled back, the gravel crunching beneath my shoes, and hit the back of my legs against the van. 
 
      
 
    “I said,” he growled as he made a grab for my wrist, “get in the goddamn van!” 
 
      
 
    I panicked, swung the bag of chips in my hand at his face, tearing open the bag. Salty, greasy, deep-fried potato slices filled the air like snack-fetti, flying everywhere. We both stopped and looked at the aftermath of the explosion on the concrete and inside the van. 
 
      
 
    It didn't slow him down, of course. He just shook his head and chuckled in disbelief as the sound of a roaring engine filled the air and tires crunched on gravel. He didn't pay the approaching car any mind, just came at me, pulling me into his grip and tried more forcefully to get me in the van. I threw up my hands, trying to defend myself, but he just grabbed hold of one of them and slapped around my other hand, knocking my head to the side. “Get in the fucking van, bitch! Stop fighting it!” 
 
      
 
    Dazed from the second slap, I reeled around. Even though I was confused and feeling the effects, I leaped at him, the fingers of my free hand curled into claws. 
 
      
 
    Clearly surprised by the sudden attack, he flailed and tried to get my striking hand. My hand slipped through and he screamed as I raked my nails down his face, over his left eye and down his cheek. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” a man bellowed from behind my attacker. “Get the fuck off her!” 
 
      
 
    My attacker, blood seeping out from between the fingers of the hand covering his mauled face, turned to see who was coming at him. “Fuck you!” he growled like a dog, dropping my wrist from his grip and balling his hand into a fist. 
 
      
 
    I got up and ran from the van as the two men collided, headed back to the Camry I'd ditched earlier. I didn't care if the troopers picked me up in it, at this point, I just wanted away from this place, from this nightmarish parking lot. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Kort 
 
      
 
    The only two things I hated more than Joey Banks were men who beat women and rapists. And this stupid motherfucker was both. 
 
      
 
    He threw a sloppy right cross at me that he telegraphed loud and clear with his shoulders. I saw it coming from a mile away and just wrapped my left arm around his and twisted it up into my armpit, hooking my arm around it as I let loose three quick jabs with my right fist into his jaw and the side of his head. His head whipped back and forth, his eyes wide in surprise. They went even wider in surprise, when I brought my arm up, using the leverage to snap his humerus. 
 
      
 
    The rapist fuck-face screamed like a little girl, so loud and high I was surprised he didn't shatter the windows of the van. His knees buckled and I let him drop to the gravel-covered parking lot. “My arm!” he screamed. “My fucking arm!” 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” his buddy mumbled, clamoring up from his spot in the passenger seat. 
 
      
 
    Before he could even climb from the seat I'd laid into him. His head rebounded back off the headrest, my fist splattering his nose. His eyes shut again and he was out like a light. 
 
      
 
    In the maelstrom Lydia had taken off, lit out like a jackrabbit across the parking lot, heading for the stolen Camry. I was after her in a flash, my arms pumping, my legs launching me across the blacktop like a freight train. Lydia had long legs, and was keeping a good lead on me but I was still closing it with each stride. 
 
      
 
    Adrenaline flooded my veins. I was so close. Just a little bit farther and I'd have her. Then we'd be headed back to the Warehouse and I could get work on bringing down Joey Banks. She slammed into the side of the stolen car, pure anger on her face as she looked back at me. She turned back to the driver door, slamming her elbow into the window, trying to shatter it. 
 
      
 
    I tackled her to the concrete before she could get going again. I wrapped her in a bear hug, twisting her body around so it was on top of mine as we slammed his the parking lot together. I took the brunt of the impact, but I didn't get care. Gravel dug into my arm, into my shoulders and back, but I barely felt it. All I knew was that her warm, kicking, yelling, biting body was in my arms again, and she was going to stay there till I got through her daddy's front gates. 
 
      
 
    “Let me go!” she screamed, slamming her head back into mine. 
 
      
 
    I twisted my face away, and her head cracked into my forehead. 
 
      
 
    Enraged at the sudden pain to the back of her head, she yelled for help as she continued the fight to break free. 
 
      
 
    I struggled to my feet, dragged with me till we were both standing. I picked her up around the waist, leaving her legs flailing and kicking in the air, and started to carry her back to the car. I had cuffs in my back pocket, but I knew trying to get to them now would just cause more problems. I needed her at the car before I tried something like that. 
 
      
 
    “Help!” she screamed. “Help me!” 
 
      
 
    No one came, though. We were in a podunk parking lot in the middle of the desert. Nobody gave a shit about anyone out here. After what seemed like ages, I managed to get her back to the Camaro. I dropped her to her feet and promptly grabbed her arm and twisted it up behind her back as I slammed her as gently as I could into the steel Detroit body like I was auditioning for a 70s cop show. I grabbed the cuffs from my back pocket. 
 
      
 
    She oofed in surprise, the wind knocked from her. All she could do was groan in muted pain as I slapped the restraints on first one wrist, then grabbed the other and finished the job. 
 
      
 
    She struggled again, but I grabbed hold of her hair and yanked hard, producing a stunned yelp. “Listen,” I growled as I threw the passenger side door open, “I saved you from getting raped just now. Least you could do is show me some goddamn gratitude.” 
 
      
 
    “I don't want to go back to that madman,” she replied through clenched teeth. “You don't understand, Kort. I can't go home to him.” 
 
      
 
    “Doesn't matter if you think you can or can't,” I growled as I shoved her into the passenger seat and bent down to strap her in with the seat belt. “Because you don't get a fucking choice in the matter. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    She growled at me in frustration as she tried to struggle against her cuffs. I straightened up, dusted some of the dust and gravel from my clothes. Lydia's eyes locked with mine in a death stare as she looked up at me from the passenger seat. “I'm going to get away, Kort. I promise you I'll get away,” she promised. “Just like I have with all the other assholes he sent after me.” 
 
      
 
    A flash of Milo passed through my mind. My best friend who had ended up sacrificing everything to try and take her home to her daddy. He hadn't deserved what he got, and I don't think she even knew what had happened to him when he got there empty handed. I wondered briefly if she cared. 
 
      
 
    Right now, I didn't need to talk to her. Instead, I needed to get back on the road. We had more than twenty hours on the road still to go, and the night wasn't getting any younger. I just looked at her, my face transformed into a grimace.  She flinched back as I slammed the door shut. I went around to the driver side and got in, started up the car. 
 
      
 
    “Please, Kort,” she nearly whispered as I went to pull out of the parking lot, “you can't take me back to him. I'll do anything.” 
 
      
 
    I just laughed. “I got business with your old man, Lydia, which means I need you. So, either you can ride up here with me in your cuffs, or you can ride in the trunk with your cuffs.” 
 
      
 
    She groaned and sat back in the seat, twisted her arms and shoulders to try and get a little more comfortable. She turned and stared out the window as we pulled out of the parking lot, watched as the men in the minivan started to move and tend to their wounds. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” she whispered after the grocery store was just a memory in my rear view mirror. “For, you know, saving me.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “You're welcome. Figured you didn't deserve to get hurt like that.” 
 
      
 
    She just chuckled and went to looking out the window again. “Irony, much?” 
 
      
 
    I just shook my head and turned on the radio, trying to find something to keep the silence at bay. We needed to find a place to sleep for the night, and the nearest motels were out of the question after the stunt she pulled tonight. Meant we'd be lucky to find a place in less than a few hours. 
 
      
 
    We had a long drive ahead of us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Lydia 
 
      
 
    We drove through a chunk of the night and finally ended up at another shitty motel just like the one I'd been living at for the past few months. Only difference was that this one was about a hundred miles farther West. 
 
      
 
    He stopped and leaned in through the driver’s side, jabbing his finger at me as he spoke. “Just remember, you get the cops called on me, they're gonna find out about you and that car. Gonna be as bad for me as it is for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Pretty sure kidnapping's worse,” I replied, sticking my tongue out at him. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe so, but I think I can pull down a couple years. You, girlie, you'd end up stuck, and your daddy would end up knowing exactly where you are. Just remember that.” He slammed the door shut and left me alone in the car as he went into check us into a room. 
 
      
 
    With him gone, I mentally went through what I could do to get away. I had my bobby pins in my hair still. When he'd yanked me back by the hair in the parking lot, he'd sprung a couple loose, but most of them had stayed put. I could use those, I figured, to get out of the cuffs. Provided, of course, that I could see them. But that meant I had to have my arms in front of me. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, I'd lost my run-bag when he captured me in the parking lot. All that money, all those credit cards, gone. Poof, up in my smoke. Some bag boy was going to be in for quite the surprise when he swept the lot tomorrow morning. What I needed to do, now, was to get his trust. And keep it. I knew one surefire way to get him to lower his guard, too. Only way I'd get it to work, would be if I didn't pull the same scam on him a third time. 
 
      
 
    He came back out from the little office, motel key dangling from his hands. He climbed back in the car, started it up, and pulled around to our room for the night. He climbed out of the driver seat, grabbed a bag from the back, then came around and got me. 
 
      
 
    “I'm going to unlock these cuffs,” he told me as he pulled me up from the passenger seat. “You get any ideas, and you make me chase you down, or you do anything else that's all fucky and bullshitty, I'm gonna make you sleep with your hands behind your back, alright?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I replied as he unlocked my cuffs. Absently, I rubbed my newly freed wrists, with angry red memories of where the bracelets had been tight against my skin. “Don't worry, Kort, I won't try anything. Like you said, I'm screwed if the cops find me. And where am I going to go this far out in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled as he stuffed his cuffs back in his rear pocket and grabbed my arm. “You know, I lied about going to Cali to become an actor earlier, but should be you going out there. You can act like nobody else, you know that?” 
 
      
 
    I flashed him a sweet smile as he led me from the Camaro to the motel room. He pulled the key from his pocket and thrust it into my hand. “You do it,” he ordered. 
 
      
 
    Just another order from another asshole who was trying to control my life. I made a face as I took the keys from him and unlocked the door. It swung open and I turned on the light, revealing a small, tidy motel room with a queen sized bed and headboard, and an older flat screen TV. Sure, the place wasn't fancy or new, but it was at least clean. Honestly, it kind of reminded me of home. My most recent one, of course. 
 
      
 
    “Mind if I use the restroom?” I asked as he shoved me inside and shut the door behind us. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing fucky, Lydia. Remember what I told you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “I remember. So, you mind if I take a piss, or what?” 
 
      
 
    He waved his hand. “Nah, go ahead. But I swear to God, if you come at me with a plunger or some shit, I'm gonna make you sleep in the fucking bathtub.” 
 
      
 
    I put both hands to my cheeks and made a surprised face. “Oh, Kort,” I said in a false falsetto, “I can't believe you've figured out my clever escape plan already!” 
 
      
 
    “Just go piss,” he said as he sat down on the edge of the bed and groaned in exhaustion. 
 
      
 
    I knew the feeling. I went into the bathroom, pulled down my jeans and panties, and had a seat on the toilet. I'd been holding it since sometime around the time we passed Buck's diner, and it was a relief to be able to finally go. I wiped and flushed, then got up and washed my hands. 
 
      
 
    He was pulling off his boots and placing them to the side as I walked out. “You take the bed,” he said groggily. “I'll sleep in the chair.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “Kort,” I said, “I've fucked you twice today. I think we're past the sleeping apart phase.” 
 
      
 
    The look he gave me was one part glare, one part search for truth. 
 
      
 
    I just shook my head and sat down on the bed next to him, began pulling my shoes off. “Seriously. I couldn't seduce you tonight if I tried. I'm fucking wiped, and I'm sore as all Hell.” 
 
      
 
    “Sore?” he chuckled. “From what?” 
 
      
 
    I blushed crimson, suddenly embarrassed that he called me out on that. “You know exactly what I'm sore from,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He chuckled again. “Fair enough. I'd probably turn you down, anyways. Not sure if I could go that many times in one day, even if I was a Viagra salesman.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “Bed then?” 
 
      
 
    “Bed. Still gotta cuff you, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Figured,” I replied, even though I had secretly hoped he'd forget. There was nothing I could do about it now. “Well, let me at least get undressed. Hope me sleeping naked isn't a problem.” 
 
      
 
    He grinned. “Like I said, I ain't a Viagra salesman.” 
 
      
 
    “Cute,” I replied as I stood and started to undress. Tonight was going to be interesting. 
 
      
 
    We both stripped. He only went down to his boxer briefs, but my view was still as spectacular as before. For his part, he looked me up and down with those burning eyes of his. As much as he'd gone on about him not being able to go again tonight, I had a feeling that was all talk. His eyes lingered on me like a starving man looking at a steak. 
 
      
 
    As sore as I was, I could still my heart rate climbing as his eyes raked over me, as he came around the bed with two sets of handcuffs. 
 
      
 
    “More than one pair, huh?” I asked as I looked at the silver cop bracelets in his hand. 
 
      
 
    “If you buy 'em in bulk,” he said as I offered him my wrists, “they give you free shipping. Now lay back so I can get you to the headboard.” 
 
      
 
    I lay back on the bed, my handcuffed wrists in front of me. I put my arms back over my head. He stood over me and secured one end of the second cuff to the headboard, then locked the other side to the chain connecting my hands. He loomed over me like a hardened criminal, determination in his eyes that almost hid the smoldering fires. The handsome thug licked his lips a little as he looked me over. 
 
      
 
    My breath came a little faster as he stood over me, as I realized how much I was at his mercy. Even though we'd done so much together, I knew he could have had his way with me right then and there if he wanted. And, honestly, I didn't find the realization too unappealing. 
 
      
 
    “You're gonna have to tuck me in, you know,” I purred. 
 
      
 
    He just grunted, a little smile forming on his lips. Sleeping in a bed with someone new is always strange. Will they toss and turn? Will they snore? Are they a cuddler? Or do they just steal the covers? It had been a long time since I'd shared a bed with someone other than a one night stand. When I'd spotted Kort earlier today in the diner, I'd had no idea I'd end up sleeping in the same bed as him, and definitely not while I was wearing handcuffs locking me to the headboard. 
 
      
 
    I sucked in a breath as he pulled the blanket back up to tuck it under my chin, the fabric brushing over my excited nipples. 
 
      
 
    “Sleep tight,” he grunted as he left my side and went around to climb into bed. 
 
      
 
    He turned off the lights and hopped in. 
 
      
 
    It certainly spoke to my utter exhaustion that I fell asleep, even in that nearly tortuous position. I was out like a light in no time, with Kort's soft, deep, even breaths lulling me along to the land of the Sandman in no time. 
 
      
 
    I slept a dreamless sleep, then. Which, by itself was almost a blessing. Most nights I dreamed of my Pops and my mother, and that day five years ago when he'd murdered her, beat her to death. That night in the hotel room with Kort I didn't have any. 
 
      
 
    The next morning I awoke to a heavy, solid arm draped over my breasts, and Kort's soft, rhythmic breathing my ear. His well-built body pressed against mine, and I would have been covered in a patina of sweat if the covers hadn't pulled back from my naked body in the middle of the night. 
 
      
 
    My body reacted on some piece of autopilot, and I groggily licked my lips. I don't know if it was my memories from the day before, of the two times I'd already been with him, or if it was the cuffs locking me into place. Whatever it was my body reacted rather inappropriately for the situation. 
 
      
 
    I bit my lower lip as I pushed my ass back into his crotch, feeling his morning erection through his cotton boxer briefs. I moved my hips again, stroking him through the thin material, relishing the way he felt between my cheeks. 
 
      
 
    He groaned a little, his hand sliding over to my breast, cupping it. 
 
      
 
    “Kort?” I whispered, still rubbing myself on his underwear-clad cock. “You awake, handsome?” 
 
      
 
    “Lydia,” he groaned, half-awake. “What are you-?” 
 
      
 
    I shushed him with my motion and a soft whimper. 
 
      
 
    Kort's breath came faster in my ear as his hand realized where it was, squeezed gently. His lips brushed my ear as he moved closer, pressing his body more fully into mine. A moan escaped my lips as his rough palm rubbed across my sensitive nipple. I turned my head, tried to look back at him. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he said harshly, his voice a firm whisper. “I like you there.” 
 
      
 
    His command sent a shiver through my whole, trussed up body. I struggled against the cuffs around my wrists as I nodded, my breath coming faster, the metal of my bindings biting into my skin. His other hand forced its way beneath my body, snaked up around my chest, pulled at my nipple. 
 
      
 
    I threw my head back as much as I could in this restrained position, my hands still cuffed above my head, a low moan escaping my lips. “Oh, Kort,” I groaned. 
 
      
 
    His hand on my breast slid down my outstretched form, over my ribs, over my flat stomach, brushing just the top of my well-kept blonde thatch, a trail of fire in its wake. I panted and bit my lower lip, whining low as I moved my hips forward, tried to encourage his hand to take that final plunge. 
 
      
 
    He smiled against my ear as he took my lobe between his lips, his breathing hot on my neck and in my hearing. He groaned a little in appreciation of my desire. “Do you like that?” he growled as his hand came up from between my legs, scratched over my stomach. 
 
      
 
    I could tell he was enjoying this just as much as I was. “God yes,” I groaned, pushing back into his now fully engorged manhood. 
 
      
 
    “Beg for it, then,” he replied. “I want you to beg for me to play with you. I want you to beg me to cum.” 
 
      
 
    I gasped and nodded, playing along with him. For a moment, I even began to believe this was a game, and not a deadly serious test of sexual wills. If I could get him to trust me, if I could get him to indulge me more in this, I could gain his confidence. And, like all men, if he was overconfident, he would begin to make mistakes, mistakes that I could use to my advantage. 
 
      
 
    His hand dipped down to my hips, roughly pulled me over so I was more on my back. He gripped my thigh and pulled my legs apart, easily fighting my token resistance. I still couldn't see him, could only feel his hot breath on me, his hands roaming my nude body. Not being able to see him just seemed to add to my passion, seemed to urge it to a greater flame. Finally is fingers traced up and down my dripping sex, finding my clit. 
 
      
 
    Pleasure shot through me, spreading out to my sore limbs, my sore body, pushing all the pain away. I groaned again, louder this time, my heart beating like a drum. I licked my lips, closed my eyes, panted louder. “Oh, please,” I groaned, “please fuck me again. I want to feel you inside me.” 
 
      
 
    His fingers continued to strum me like a harp, dancing over my sensitive little nub. 
 
      
 
    I pushed my hips into his hands, encouraging them to go faster as I bit my lip harder. I breathed hard and fast, so much I felt like I was hyperventilating with the urgency of it. I struggled against the handcuffs, tried to grasp something, but my fingers only grabbed thin air. 
 
      
 
    He continued to play with me, but more urgently. 
 
      
 
    I arched my whole body, something about my being bound sending me over the edge even faster. My sense of helplessness, my lack of control as he forced pleasure onto my willing body, made it seem all the more taboo. My orgasm was almost here already, and my body felt like I'd stepped on the third rail. 
 
      
 
    “Cum for me, slut,” Kort whispered roughly in my ears as his fingers worked on me. “Cum for me.” 
 
      
 
    I pushed my legs wider, ground my hips on his hand as his teeth bit down hard on my shoulder. A flash of light brightened my world, exploding between my legs and taking my whole body with it, as I screamed out my orgasm to anyone who could hear it through the walls. “Oh fuck!” I half-moaned, half-yelled as my hips bucked and my whole body contracted and spasmed under the flood of pleasure. 
 
      
 
    My body went slack and Kort removed his hand. I felt him move, the whole bed shaking as he stripped off his briefs. He grabbed my hips and flipped me over, forcing my face into the pillow as he spread my legs wide with his knees. 
 
      
 
    I knew what was coming. He was going to shove that giant cock into my still-sore pussy again, and I was going to love every moment of it. I moaned again, this time in anticipation. With how lewdly wide my legs spread, he didn't even try to open my lips. I was already on display for him. He shoved his cock into me, going halfway in with one thrust. 
 
      
 
    I screamed into the pillow, my body wracked with mind-altering pleasure as he slid out and pushed back into me, not stopping till his heavy balls were resting against my clit. A sense of fullness took over my body, unlike anything I'd experienced. My body shook again as I came on his hard cock. 
 
      
 
    With my hands still over my head, and my face buried in the cushion, he fucked me harder, slamming the headboard into the wall with each thrust of his hips against my ass, pushing me forward into the mattress. Every stroke seemed to hit my g-spot, seemed to bring me to a new level of the darkest vision of Heaven anyone had ever conceived. 
 
      
 
    I don't know if it was the cuffs, or the position, but this was somehow even more intense than the first two times I'd been with him. The whole hard fucking he gave me felt like one intense orgasm after another. He slapped my ass, hard. 
 
      
 
    My brain and my pussy lit up like it had just met its new best friend. I shoved back hard onto his cock, gyrating as I ground myself against him. He spanked me harder, his hand alternating back and forth between my cheeks as his other grabbed my hips and yanked me back onto him. I was like a faucet stuck on hot for him, my steaming love pouring over his driving cock. I didn't know how much more pleasure I could take before my whole body just shut down. I screamed again, my insides massaging his cock like an Asian masseuse. 
 
      
 
    He gripped my hips with both hands and picked up the pace, somehow, slamming into me harder and faster. I screamed louder, my body going lax with the intensity of the fucking. “Kort!” I moaned. “Please, please cum in me. I need to feel it inside me.” 
 
      
 
    His whole body seemed to freeze at my words, went entirely stiff as a board, and then I could feel him inside, his manhood exploding as he began to slowly, thoroughly fuck me. I felt him inside, his cream filling me, his manhood painting my insides. I squeezed hard around him, trying to get more as I panted in more pleasure than I'd ever thought possible. 
 
      
 
    Finally, he pulled himself from me, and I could feel our excitement on the inside of my thighs as I collapsed completely to the motel mattress. I continued to pant, even as he kissed my back and shoulder sloppily. I closed my eyes as he jumped from bed and hopped in the shower. 
 
      
 
    As I lay there, his cum still dripping from my well-used, well-fucked, well-pleasured pussy, I realized something. I still hadn't even seen him this morning. My whole body shivered again as another orgasm, this time mentally stimulated, tremored through me. 
 
      
 
    As I lay there waiting for him to finish his shower, drifting in and out, I realized how much I hated that I had to leave him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Kort 
 
      
 
    Lydia was under my skin, and I knew it. When we left the motel that morning, I couldn't get the feel of her warm body pressed against mine out of my head. She was so soft, so firm, so untamed.  Having her on the road with me like this, I knew she was a recipe for disaster. As amazing as the sex was, I knew no good could come of this. But what other option did I have? I couldn't just show up at Joey Banks' Warehouse empty handed. I'd never get through the front gates, and I knew it. 
 
      
 
    But, as much as playing with Lydia was like playing with nitroglycerine, it was all I had. She was a necessary evil in this game if I meant to avenge Milo, a two edged, razor sharp sword that could cut me just as well as she could help me. Maybe there was a way I could harness her hate for her father? Maybe, if she knew I was trying to bring him down, she would go along with my plans, and help me get through the front doors? 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Kort,” she said from the passenger seat, bringing me back from my musings. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Can we do something about the handcuff situation?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    I just frowned as I glanced at her. 
 
      
 
    “Please?” she asked as she rotated her shoulders, trying to loosen them up. “It's killing me to sleep like that, and I know we still have a couple days.” 
 
      
 
    “You've already run on me once.” 
 
      
 
    “Look, I'm not saying you can't still lock me up,” she cajoled. “Just saying we could maybe come up with something more comfortable. I just don't want to spend tonight sleep with my arms over my head again, that's all.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. Perhaps, I reasoned, if I made things a little more comfortable for her, she'd loosen up a little. More flies with honey than vinegar, or whatever that shit phrase was. I considered for a moment what my options were, going through the various ways I'd seen people chained up. Even with my decently long stretch as a career criminal, I hadn't seen too many. After a minute or two of thought I was pulling over into the Wal-Mart on the outskirts of town. 
 
      
 
    “What're we getting here?” she asked as I parked the car in the back of the lot, as far away from the other shoppers as possible. 
 
      
 
    “Supplies for fixing your situation. Like you asked.” I got out and went around to the passenger side. I undid her cuffs and helped her from the car as she rubbed her wrists and massaged her shoulders. “Now, remember,” I said as we headed through the lot and up to the store, “you get the cops called on us, you're in just as deep shit as me. Grand theft auto ain't a small crime.” 
 
      
 
    She grumbled. “Don't have to remind me, handsome. I'm well aware.” 
 
      
 
    Inside, we headed back to the hardware section. I grabbed a length of chain, one long enough to give her some more freedom of movement, and a padlock. The idea was, I could use the chain to connect the cuffs on her wrists to the cuffs on the headboard, or the rails on the bed if it didn't have one. This way she could sleep with her hands in a more comfortable position than stretched over her head like the previous night. 
 
      
 
    That done, we swung by the woman's clothing section and grabbed her several pairs of new panties. “Look,” she whispered, “I dropped the ones I had when you tackled me in the parking lot.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” I grumbled as she picked up a few. 
 
      
 
    On the way up to the checkout, kidnapper gear in hand, she stopped me. “Hey, Kort. Can we do something real fast?” 
 
      
 
    I growled. “What now? I'm already doing this shit, what else do you fucking want?” 
 
      
 
    “Just a few books, okay? You're not exactly a great conversationalist, and I like to read while I'm in the car.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Fine,” I said as I grabbed her by the arm and dragged her over to the books section. She immediately squealed and started digging through the huge selection of romance novels, pulling each book out and reading the back cover. “You know, you ain't exactly stellar in that department either.” 
 
      
 
    She pulled her eyes away from a cheap paperback and eyed me. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Fucking exactly,” I replied, sneering. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever, Kort. You're just lucky you're a great fuck.” 
 
      
 
    “Great, huh?” I mused. 
 
      
 
    “Don't let it go to your head,” she replied as she went back to browsing. “Buck's wasn't exactly a meat market or anything. Before you, it was months since I'd seen anything other than an overweight trucker in that joint.” 
 
      
 
    In a sense, she was right. I wasn't exactly much for talking to begin with, especially not with someone who could use anything I told to try and get at me. I laughed and shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” I asked. “What makes you think you're so damn special and anything more than a piece of ass?” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” she replied as she decided one book was good enough for her stash and tucked it under her arm. “For one, I can read.” 
 
      
 
    “Think I can't read?” I asked, a little upset. I could read, I just didn't like to. They're two different things. “Think I'm just some dumb thug? I found you, didn't I?” 
 
      
 
    She sighed. “Finding me at that gas station wasn't exactly you writing a dissertation on quantum mechanics or anything, handsome.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I can fucking read.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” she replied, tucking another book under her arm. “What was the last book you read?” 
 
      
 
    I looked to ceiling, searching my memory banks. Damn, what was the last book I'd read? Had it been all the way back in high school? That one about the lawyer and the little girl in the south? Shit, it had been in high school. I growled and shook my head. “I can fucking read,” I repeated. 
 
      
 
    She chuckled and went back to browsing. We stayed silent as she grabbed another book and we headed to check out. 
 
      
 
    “What's that say?” she asked, pointing to one of those cheesy black and white newspapers as we stepped into line. 
 
      
 
    “Bat Boy Escapes Again?” I said, before I realized she was making fun of me. I muttered under my breath as she snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Just checking,” she said. 
 
      
 
    We finally got through the line. The cashier, a middle-aged woman with mousy brown hair, gave us an amused smile as she saw our check out selection of chains, locks, new panties, and romance novels. “Just got together, or trying to rekindle that old flame?” she asked as she bagged our items. 
 
      
 
    I just glared as I pulled my money clip and handed her the cash. 
 
      
 
    “Brand new,” Lydia replied, a saccharine-sweet smile on her lips as her hand went down to my ass and gave a little pinch. 
 
      
 
    I jumped in surprise, breaking my glare and shifting it to Lydia. We headed outside, and back to where I'd left my car in the back forty of the lot, the chain jingling in the bag like a menacing jester as we crossed the burning hot blacktop. 
 
      
 
    “Get in the car,” I said as I pulled the cuffs from my back pocket. I locked her wrists up behind her back like before, then got her into the passenger seat, then buckled her back in. With her secure, I pulled the chain from the bag and bent down between her legs. 
 
      
 
    “Woah there, handsome,” she purred. “Thought you might wanna wait for tonight before an encore.” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up, Lydia,” I growled as I wrapped the chain around one of the chair supports below, then stretched it up in front, padlock in hand. With the chain outstretched, I unbuckled her. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked as I switched her cuffs around to the front, then locked the chain around the connector in the middle of the bracelets. 
 
      
 
    “Figured you'd want to read,” I replied as I shut the door. 
 
      
 
    When I climbed in on the other side, I glanced over at her. She had a look of bitter sweet happiness on her face. 
 
      
 
    “You didn't have to do that,” she told me. 
 
      
 
    “Well, figured this would give me a little bit of quiet time, and you'd get to read. Plus, it still keeps you from jumping out of the car. Win-win for everyone.” 
 
      
 
    “Quiet time? What are you?” she asked, laughing. “Fucking five?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head at the barb and started my Camaro up. We pulled out of the parking lot and, soon, were back on the road. I figured we could clear another seven hundred or so miles today, maybe more. 
 
      
 
    Only a couple more days of this bullshit, and I'd be done with Lydia. 
 
      
 
    The only problem was, I didn't know if I really wanted to be. 
 
      
 
    After a couple pit stops along the way, we finally made it to our destination. The previous nine or ten hours of driving, had been quiet, marred only by the constant rustling of pages as she turned from one page to the next in her first trashy romance. 
 
      
 
    We pulled up in a shitty motel and I hopped out, just like before, to get us a room. I was groggy and wiped, my body and mind numb from the constant driving with no stimulation. I went back to the car, climbed in and silently drove around to the room. 
 
      
 
    “This the place?” she asked as we pulled up. 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” I said wearily before climbing out the car and going around to unlock her. With our bag of shopping items in hand, I led her to the room and we promptly got situated. This room, just like the previous rooms, was bland and nondescript. We were in any hotel west of the Mississippi, and it showed. 
 
      
 
    She stripped down and I got her naked form shackled to the bed. I couldn't help but look longingly at her body, remember how wonderfully inviting it had been the last three times. After the long boring drive, my brain was fried. I went around, stripped down, and crawled into bed next to her, her warm body like a beacon of heat and warmth beneath the cool covers. We crashed instantly that second night on the road. 
 
      
 
    That night, I dreamed of the future. Of me kicking Joey Banks from his golden throne, of my taking his place at the head of the Warehouse. The world burned around me, and I just laughed as the flames lit the sky with yellows and reds and oranges as the tongues licked the heavens. 
 
      
 
    I woke to Lydia's lithe body pressed against mine. She pushed back into my cock like the morning before, her body wiggling. “Kort?” she whispered just like before. “You awake?” she asked as she slid her slick entrance up and down my cock. 
 
      
 
    I didn't think twice, even though I knew I should have. I pushed forward into her channel, my hand on her hips, my fingers digging into her flesh as we lay on our sides, spooning. 
 
      
 
    She groaned as I slid deep into her in just a couple strokes, her cries muffled by the pillow she'd planted her face in. 
 
      
 
    I fucked her hard and fast, her body wriggling and squirming as she came on my length again and again. I slapped her ass like before, my cock driving deep into her from behind. She called out my name, and I bit into her shoulder to stifle my own yells as I emptied into her. 
 
      
 
    Gasping, we pulled apart, my cum dripping from her, my cock flaccid and well-used. She turned around with a jingle of chains, the individual links clinging together and we kissed. “Good morning,” she purred as I folded her into my arms. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said, kissing her again, my tongue pushing into her mouth. “Want a shower?” I asked like we were just another honeymooning couple, instead of our actual status. 
 
      
 
    “Together?” she asked with a little grin. “Not afraid I'm going to try and push you over in the tub?” 
 
      
 
    “I think you'd run,” I said honestly, my fingers trailing up and down her back as I pulled her thin, curvy form into mine, “but I don't think you'd murder me.” 
 
      
 
    “What makes you so sure?” she asked with a grin, kissing me again. 
 
      
 
    “How about I just take my chances, then?” 
 
      
 
    We showered together, with her getting my back, and me getting hers. Her soapy hands felt amazing as they scrubbed my back, and her skin was silky smooth as I ran mine over her. We kissed again in the shower, like actual lovers and not like whatever the fuck we were pretending to be. As we toweled off, I made a decision. When we got close enough, I was going to tell her what I was really after with her father. First I wanted to watch her a little more closely. 
 
      
 
    Fully clothed, we headed out for the day. We pulled out onto that lonely stretch of highway and headed west, the early morning sun burning our eyes as it rose into the sky like a Greek god of old, or a burning angel rising to heaven. 
 
      
 
    After an hour or so the silence of the drive started to get to me. I glanced over, saw that she was near the end of her book. “Lydia?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” she absently asked as she flipped to the last page of the first book we'd purchased. 
 
      
 
    “When you start the next book, can you read it out loud?” 
 
      
 
    She laughed, the tip of her tongue sticking out between her teeth as she snickered at me and my question. “You can't be serious.” 
 
      
 
    “Why not?” I asked. “There's nothing to listen to on the radio but crazy conspiracy nuts and political shows. Read to me.” 
 
      
 
    She shook head, laughing again. “Fine. Next book. You want a western or crime?” 
 
      
 
    “Western?” I asked. “Like cowboys and shit?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” she said, her eyes sweeping out over the desert vistas. “Figured it was appropriate for out here.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted. “Yeah, western I guess.” 
 
      
 
    She laughed. “Got it. As soon as I'm finished with this one, okay?” 
 
      
 
    I drove for the next eight or nine hours, and she read to me. Beat the hell out of the silence and the singing of my tires on the asphalt, that was for sure. 
 
      
 
    At the end of the night, we pulled into a smaller college town and found a place to pull over to sleep. Like the other places before, this was another skeezy motel. This time we were both more awake than the previous night. Her reading to me had kept both of our minds occupied as we'd laughed, gasped, and panted a little in the steamier parts, the whole way down the road. 
 
      
 
    I got her chained into place at the bed when she grumbled about being hungry. “We ate on the road,” I said as I cinched her cuffs into place on the headboard and locked the chain around the cuffs between her hands. Neither of us were tired, so we hadn't stripped down yet for bed. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” she said, “but my stomach won't stop grumbling.” 
 
      
 
    “How about we just order a pizza or something?” 
 
      
 
    “I don't want pizza” she pouted on the bed. “I want a burger, or some friend chicken. Oh, fried chicken sounds good. With mashed potatoes and gravy.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed as I straightened up. This was worse than having a goddamn girlfriend. “Fine,” I growled. “Fried chicken if it'll get you to shut up.” 
 
      
 
    “Yay!” she cheered, waving her cuffed together hands over her head. “I think I saw a place just up the street.” 
 
      
 
    With a shake of my head I scooped up my keys and turned on the TV for her. I dropped the remote in her lap. “Remember,” I said, raising a finger. My ultimatum had become rote, and she knew it. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” she said. “Fried chicken, handsome. Feed me and make me a happy woman.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “Fine. Whatever.” 
 
      
 
    She stopped me as I went to leave, my body half out the door. “Kort! Dark meat. I like thighs and legs.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” I replied as I shut the door. 
 
      
 
    I should have known something was up when I couldn't find a fried chicken place anywhere near the motel. After finally getting directions to a local place, I finally met Lydia's demands and was able to return to the motel room with dinner. 
 
      
 
    The TV blared through the door as I unlocked it with my key and pushed in. “Alright,” I growled. “Not sure what you saw down the road, but it was a-” 
 
      
 
    I stopped dead in my tracks, the words in my mouth tasting like ashes as the boxes of fried yard bird tumbled from my hands and spilled out over the dirty motel room's floor. 
 
      
 
    “Lydia?” I asked as I looked around, completely dumbfounded. 
 
      
 
    On the bed were the handcuffs, the chain connected to them. But there was no Lydia Banks. The TV blared on, seeming to taunt me. How had she gotten out? How had she managed to get the cuffs off her wrists? 
 
      
 
    “Lydia!” I shouted, despite knowing full well she wasn't here. “Motherfucking Lydia!” I shouted, kicking the fried chicken all over the floor. 
 
      
 
    Bitch had done it to me again. I couldn't believe I'd been suckered like that for the third fucking time. 
 
      
 
    “Lydia!” 
 
      
 
    I knew she couldn't have gone far, not even in a larger town like this. She was still a wanted woman across state lines, even if it was under an assumed name. I balled my hands into fists at my side, punched the wall. When I finally found her this time around, she was going to learn some fucking respect. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Lydia 
 
      
 
    My long legs had always made me a natural runner, and that didn't change even when I was in this position. My first thought when I used the bobby pins from my hair to pick the locks on my handcuffs was that I was finally in a town where I might be able to get clear of Kort. 
 
      
 
    Not that I hated Kort. He actually wasn't half bad. Things might have actually been good between us if he hadn't been working for my father. I'd even enjoyed reading to him all afternoon, the way his brow furrowed as the story twisted and turned and took us on its wild ride. I almost felt bad that I'd had to betray him this way, but survival took precedence. I mean, he deserved to get screwed over by me. He was a thug who'd kidnapped and dragged me fifteen hundred miles east already just so he could deliver me to my pops. 
 
      
 
    But that didn't mean I couldn't feel bad about him actually getting screwed over. He hadn't been mean to me, or awful in anyway. If anything, he'd indulged me and been kind of sweet. That's what got him into this mess, with me running away and all, but still. 
 
      
 
    I'd ended up at Lucky Lou's, the first shitty dive bar I'd come across. I'd seen the sign as I rambled down the sidewalk, and ducked down the stairs into the little basement bar, trying to get off the street as soon as possible. Besides, with my go-bag gone, I needed a little fiscal capital to stay on the run, and bars were great for that kind of thing. 
 
      
 
    What do you get when you mix alcohol, men, parlor games, and a pretty blonde? A bunch of suckers and fools, at least after their third drink. And, like Pops would always say, suckers and fools were soon parted from their money. I pulled open the door and headed inside. The smell of old, stale cigarette smoke filled my nose, followed quickly by a waft of fresh tobacco haze. The bar itself was divided into two levels. The first one, at a glance, was the main area, a shotgun style bar that went all the way back to the rear wall. The second, slightly lower level, was larger and had pool tables in one area and dart boards along the back. Bad classic rock was blaring, the speakers popping like corn kernels on a stove with each bass beat. 
 
      
 
    Lined up and down the bar were men of all ages, sizes, and shapes. Bikers, truckers, young hipsters who were there to somehow ironically soak up the scene and the cheap booze. As I glanced up and down the bar I realized none of them were my type. None of them caught my eye. The last man who had was presumably still out trying to find me fried chicken. 
 
      
 
    I, on the other hand, definitely drew a few interested looks from the men. And some irate ones from the women who were pissed that there was new meat horning in on their territory. All in all, Lucky Lou's was a dive bar, through and through. It was definitely my kind of place. 
 
      
 
    All I had in my pocket was the change from the grocery store where I'd bought the chips and soda before that jackass tried to rape me. That amounted to just under twenty bucks. I hope it was enough to get a cheap stiff drink to steady my nerves. 
 
      
 
    “Bourbon and coke,” I called to the bartender as he came over to me. “Well.” 
 
      
 
    My drink was cheap, only a couple bucks, and I tipped the barter a little extra to help with my waitress karma. Figured I'd need it when I got out of this town, and got clear of Kort. 
 
      
 
    Drink in hand, pouty lips taking a sip from the straw, I headed down to the billiards area. Here, there were about half a dozen pool tables, all occupied. Most of the guys here looked pretty intent on their games. Besides, with just over ten bucks, I barely had enough to cover an opening bet for a game of pool. 
 
      
 
    Glancing over at the dart board I saw my chance. A couple guys exchanging money on the sly as they finished up their game. 
 
      
 
    I'd worked in a little dive bar like this shortly after I'd gone on the run from Pops. On slow nights, some of the old men would teach me how to play darts and pool. And, as slow as that place was, that made for quite a few nights of practice each week. Eventually they stopped playing with me because I was taking all their drinking money. In no time flat, I had a game going. I lied about the amount of cash I had to start, betting on my luck and skill, and soon ended up with three-hundred bucks more in my pocket, give or take. 
 
      
 
    Then, another drink in hand, I took my winnings and headed over to the pool table. A little while after that, with a fresh wad of cash in my pocket, and a couple irate men who I'd just bilked out of their money, I saw Kort walk in and glance around. 
 
      
 
    You took too long Lydia, cursed myself. 
 
      
 
    “Look,” I said to the drunks around me, “I didn't lie to you guys, did I? You saw me play earlier, didn't you?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah man, nah. This is fucking bullshit,” said a younger guy who had a little blonde rat mustache on his face that looked one step above some dirty skin. “You just ran that fucking table like it was nothing, bitch, like you were in the cup or something, some professional bullshit. Fuck you, girlie. I want my money back.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” I asked, my head pulled back, my eyes squinted. “You want a fucking refund cause you sucked?” 
 
      
 
    I glanced up towards Kort, who was at the bar talking to the bartender, his back turned to me. The bartender leaned around the ways and pointed my direction. Maybe my handsome thug showing up was actually a blessing in disguise. 
 
      
 
    “The fuck you just say, bitch?” the guy said, taking a step towards me. 
 
      
 
    I turned around a little, putting my back to the short set of stairs that led up to the next level. I backed up slowly as I replied, my words equally slow and even paced. “I. Said. You. Suck.” 
 
      
 
    “Lydia!” Kort called from behind me. 
 
      
 
    “Look, you want your money back,” I said, jerking my shoulder back over my thumb towards the bar as I took another step towards the exit, “you talk to my man, Kort. He's the one who taught me everything I know. Half of this is going to him, anyways.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” Rat Mustache asked, his eyes getting small and beady as he came up on me, towering over my much shorter frame. “Let's go talk to your boyfriend, then,” he said as his hand shot out and grabbed my arm, yanking me off balance as he dragged me towards the bar, and Kort. 
 
      
 
    “Lydia! We need to go!” Kort boomed as he came to the top of the landing and looked down at me and Rat Mustache. Then, I guess, he realized the guy had his hands on me. “What the fuck you doing with her, asshole?” 
 
      
 
    I wrenched my arm free of the guy's grasp as Kort came down the steps. Now was my chance. 
 
      
 
    “Kort,” I said as I went to stand by him, “meet asshole. Asshole, meet Kort. He thinks you owe him money.” 
 
      
 
    “Asshole?” Kort asked. “I owe him fucking money?” 
 
      
 
    I couldn't answer. I was already up the stairs and out the front door. The guys from the bar were after me a heartbeat later, their boots and shoes pounding loudly on the concrete floor as they came up the stairs after me. I slammed into the exit and took the steps two at a time, not really sure where I was going to go with this. All I knew was that I needed to get away, and do it fast. I just hoped none of these guys could move like Kort. 
 
      
 
    A cacophony arose behind me as the three guys from the pool tables hit the door behind me and chugged up the stairs. I sprinted around the building, down the street. I broke right, knowing that I needed to lose them without somehow alerting the cops. If they saw a young woman getting chased by three guys down the side of the road, they'd definitely stop. And I didn't want to see them anymore than the men chasing me probably did. 
 
      
 
    I hung a right down a dark alley, praying it would have an exit. I skidded to a halt in front of an old, worn out chain link fence and quickly realized how wrong I was. Feet sounded behind me at the mouth of the alley, and I spun around to see who it was. Rat Mustache and two buddies. No Kort, though. 
 
      
 
    My mouth tasted sour with fear, my heart beat a wicked, cruel tattoo as I realized this might be it. My flight reaction kicked in and I spun around, leaping on the chain link fence. If I couldn't get through it, I figured, I'd just have to go over it. 
 
      
 
    The posts holding the fence upright wobbled, and the sheet of linkages fell back away from it, making my legs shake and my grip to become unsure. I had to struggle with making it up and over. I gasped in fear, then screamed, as they grabbed me by the waist and yanked me from the clinking, clanking chain link fence and threw me to the gravel and mud, my body rolling, my shirt climbing up around my back and sides. 
 
      
 
    “Know what, girlie?” Rat Mustache said as he and his buddies closed in on me. “We got a way of dealing with hustlers and sharks around here, especially pretty ones. Thinking I know a guy who'd give me a cool grand, maybe two, for a fine little piece of ass like yours.” 
 
      
 
    Realization set in as I scrambled back from them. They were going to fucking sell me off. First, they'd probably rape me, then they were going to sell me like a piece of meat. “Please,” I begged as I crab walked backwards on my hands and feet, the gravel and rocks biting into my skin, “I'll give you your money back, okay? I'll give it back, no problem. My bad, alright? Just let me go, and we're fine, I won't tell anyone.” 
 
      
 
    Rat Mustache lewdly rubbed the front of his jeans as he laughed with his friends from the bar. “Nah,” he said. “You ain't gonna tell anyone, anyways. Shouldn't have come to Lou's, baby girl. Shouldn't have come into our fucking bar.” 
 
      
 
    A crunch of gravel behind me, back at the alley's opening to the street. 
 
      
 
    Please let it be Kort, please let it be Kort. I glanced back, my breath catching in my throat as I realized it was him, chain in hand. “Kort!” I screamed. “Help!” 
 
      
 
    He just laughed. “Why should I bother? You're nothing but fucking trouble!” 
 
      
 
    My face sunk as I turned back to the men and tried to scramble away faster. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Kort 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Kort!” Lydia called again as I walked down the alleyway, chain in hand. 
 
      
 
    These three guys were all light weights, just a bunch of vultures who were swooping in on her because she screwed them out of their money fair and square. Now they saw what they thought were some easy pickings and some nasty bit of fun. Like I said before, I hate men who beat women, and I hate rapists. But, still, I wanted her to stew in her decision for a moment. Wanted her to suffer contemplating the consequences. 
 
      
 
    “You know, I don't exactly need you,” I called back as I stopped about fifteen feet from the scene. 
 
      
 
    The guys, now, were shifting their attention to me as I let the end of the chain with the padlock still attached drop to the alley floor. 
 
      
 
    “Your daddy probably doesn't trust you worth a damn, anyways. You probably got more reason than anyone to kill him.” 
 
      
 
    “Kort, you motherfucker!” Lydia spat. 
 
      
 
    “See?” I asked. “It's that attitude that's gotten you here in the first place. You're a real pain in the ass, even if you're a great lay.” 
 
      
 
    “Feeling's more than mutual, asshole!” she snapped. 
 
      
 
    The guys were all looking at each other now, confused by the whole interaction. The blonde skinny kid who seemed to be the one with the most beef, just looked flatly at me. “We gotta fuck you up, dude? Or what?” 
 
      
 
    I ignored him and moved a step closer. 
 
      
 
    “Help me get in to the Warehouse,” I said to her. “Warehouse, or whorehouse. Your pick.” 
 
      
 
    She gritted her teeth and growled in frustration. “Fine,” she finally said, realizing she didn't have any other options left. No real ones, at least. 
 
      
 
    “Fucking finally,” I growled as I struck out with the chain and whipped it around at the head of the guy on the right, knocking him off his feet. I bared my teeth at the other two as I slinked the chain back into my grip, shortening it into a closer quarter weapon. 
 
      
 
    They fell on me in a drunken rage, their fists flying at my head. I ducked the first set of fists and danced away, twirling my chain to gather momentum. I swatted the middle one, the tiny blonde guy with a bad mustache, across the knee first, then wrapped it around his neck, the weight of the weapon throwing him completely off balance and knocking him to the alley's floor, gasping, clutching desperately as it closed off his throat. 
 
      
 
    I turned to the other, dipping my forehead to take his poorly punched fist, then closed in on him as he yelped and shook his hand in surprised pain. I kick-stomped his extended knee, following through with a shattering, satisfying crunch that resounded like a snapped tree limb in a storm, the crackling break bouncing off the brick walls on either side of us. His stunned scream rose above his buddy's gagging as I cut him to the ground with two quick slashes of my fist. One to the chin, the other to the nose. 
 
      
 
    He went down like a bag of misshapen rocks, blood streaming from his face and pulling beneath his head as he rolled sideways onto a discarded aluminum can. 
 
      
 
    “Jesus,” Lydia gasped. “Holy shit, what did you just do?” 
 
      
 
    “Saved your fucking life,” I said as I went over and offered her a hand up. 
 
      
 
    She looked warily from me to my extended hand, then back again. She grasped it, finally, and I pulled her to her feet. 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” I said as I yanked her along. “Cars around the side. Let's get out of here.” I stopped in my tracks as I heard the gasp from the man around whose neck I'd wrapped the chain. I bent down next to him and loosened it. He gasped for breath, his face beat red as I slapped his cheek. 
 
      
 
    “Let me give you a piece of advice,” I said as I stood up and coiled the chain back in my hand. “Don't play pool with pretty blondes. They always got an advantage over you types.” Then, I kicked him in the side a couple times to drive my point home. Then a couple more on top of that. Like I said, I hated rapists. 
 
      
 
    “Kort,” Lydia said, finally grabbing at my arm and tugging me away. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I growled as I turned and followed after her. “They were going to rape you.” 
 
      
 
    “Doesn't mean you need to kill them,” she muttered. 
 
      
 
    As we walked back to the car, I decided I needed to come clean with her. I needed to tell her that I hadn't been working for her father - I was actually trying to get my own revenge. The only question now was, had I been lying so long that she wouldn't believe the truth, even when she finally heard it? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Lydia 
 
      
 
    He took me into the motel and made me sit down on the edge of the bed. “Alright,” he said as he tossed the cuffs on the bed next to me. “I've decided I'm going to come clean with you. This isn't exactly what it seems like.” 
 
      
 
    I turned my head and gave him the side-eyes. “What do you mean?” I asked sarcastically. “Am I on candid camera or some shit?” 
 
      
 
    He sighed and shook his head. “I don't work for your father,” he replied. “Not yet. My boss wants me to get in good with him so I can figure out a way to start stealing his business.” 
 
      
 
    I was suddenly pissed. Somehow, this was even worse than what I'd originally thought was going on. I narrowed my eyes at him. “So I'm a fucking pawn? Some piece of bartering? And you've been lying to me this whole time? Why have you been lying? You think it makes a difference to me one way or the other why you're taking me back to him?” 
 
      
 
    “Let me finish,” he said. “I'm not following my boss's plan. I'm just working for him. Do you remember a guy named Milo? Last one, I think, who came after you?” 
 
      
 
    Yeah, I remembered him. He was kind of goofy. Not as nice as Kort, and a little more timid but in the realm of kidnappers he'd been alright, even if he'd stuffed me in his trunk. I nodded. “Yeah. What about him?” 
 
      
 
    “Milo was my best friend growing up,” he replied, running a hand back through his short hair. “He and I got into this business together, whatever the fuck you want call it. Know how you got away from him at the last minute?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Well, he still went to your daddy, but he went empty-handed.” He paused, licked his lips, seemingly unsure of how to continue. “Joey Banks beat Milo to death and they dumped him in the river.” 
 
      
 
    I put a hand to my mouth. Pops had murdered Milo? I knew at least theoretically he was capable of it, but to be confronted with that fact so bluntly felt like someone had poured cold water over my head. I shook my head. “Why?” I asked. “It wasn't his fault I got away! He didn't do anything!” 
 
      
 
    “I dunno,” he said with a shrug. “All I know is I'm going to kill your daddy.” 
 
      
 
    I rocked back a little at his words. 
 
      
 
    “And I'm going to take his whole business for myself. But,” he continued, now pointing at me, “I need you to get me through the door.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you, Kort,” I sneered. Now it was his turn to rock back on his heels. “Why didn't you just fucking tell me in the first place?” I yelled. “You think I wouldn't be up to it to go back there? To face him with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Because,” he replied, trying to keep his voice down, “he's still your fucking father!” 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath and looked down at the floor. I took another deep breath, trying to fight back all the turmoil inside of me, before glaring back up at him. “You think I don't want him dead, too? That I've been running for so long because I just can't bring myself to do it? Fuck you!” 
 
      
 
    The look on his face was like I'd just slapped him. Good, I thought. He'd been lying to me, even with all the sex we'd been having and the time we'd been spending together, and he deserved to feel like shit about it. Little white lies were one things – this was entirely different. 
 
      
 
    “You want revenge for Milo?” I continued in a growl. “I want revenge for my fucking life.” 
 
      
 
    He stepped closer, went to put his hand on my shoulder. “I just couldn't be for sure,” he tried to explain. 
 
      
 
    I jerked my shoulder away. “Fuck you for underestimating me, just like every other goddamn man has.” I got up to walk away, to go into the bathroom, just to be out of the same room as him. 
 
      
 
    His face twisted up as I turned from him, and he grabbed my wrist in his bear-trap strong grip, his fingers biting into my skin. “Hey,” he barked, his tone of voice instantly sending a shiver down my spine as he yanked me back around to him. “You in or out?” 
 
      
 
    I looked down at his hand, then back up to his face. “What do you think?” I said. “But one condition.” 
 
      
 
    “What's that?” 
 
      
 
    “I want to kill the son of a bitch myself.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed till he saw the look on my face. “Fuck,” he said. “You're serious, aren't you?” 
 
      
 
    “Think I'm not?” 
 
      
 
    He looked her up and down, some sort of new found respect in his eyes. He licked his lips, subtly. “No,” he growled. “You are. I’ve seen that look in your eyes before.” 
 
      
 
    He stepped towards me as he pulled me closer, bringing our bodies almost up against one another. He and I locked eyes, our gazes like a tug-of-wills. 
 
      
 
    I don't know if it had been the way he'd spoken, or just the heated passion of the moment, but I knew as I stared up into his eyes that he wanted me in more ways than one – and that whatever he saw reflected back told him I wanted him likewise. He pulled me into his strong capable arms, his lips crushing mine as I wrapped my arms around him and began to tug at the back of his shirt. 
 
      
 
    I needed to feel his skin against mine, needed to feel his lips on my body, needed to feel his mouth everywhere it could every possibly be. I raked my nails across his back as I opened myself to his tongue, to his flashing, biting teeth. 
 
      
 
    We broke apart, our hands flying to each other's clothes. We tore at each other like people driven mad with lust. “Lying piece of shit,” I growled as he pulled my top off. 
 
      
 
    “Pain in the ass,” he replied as he undid my jeans. 
 
      
 
    “Asshole,” I said as I worked at his belt and rubbed furiously on the front of his jeans, loving how hard he already was. 
 
      
 
    He groaned at my touch. “Bitch,” he growled as his hips ground his manhood into my hand. 
 
      
 
    “Keep talking like that,” I said as I unsnapped his jeans and pulled down his zipper, “and I won't let that filthy mouth anywhere near me.” 
 
      
 
    He pulled his shirt off, tossed it aside as he kissed me again. His hands wrapped around my back and undid my bra, pulled it from my shoulders and threw it on the floor with his tee. I arched into his hand as ran a thumb roughly over my nipple, tweaked it hard, and pulled my body into his. I growled at the pleasure mixed with a drop of pain, loving how dirty he made me feel. 
 
      
 
    “You know you like my mouth filthy,” he said before kissing me again as I kicked off my shoes and he began to pull at the waistband of my jeans. He shoved them down over my hips and ass, and my panties became of pool of cloth around my ankles. 
 
      
 
    “Good point,” I replied, smiling as I dropped to his feet and began to untie his boots. “But you're still a fucking liar.” 
 
      
 
    When I finished with his boots he stepped out of them and I helped him get his jeans and briefs off. His cock pressed against my belly as I crushed my body to his. He reached down behind me, grabbed the cuffs as we continued to kiss. He took first my left hand from his body, put it behind my back and snapped the bracelet down. 
 
      
 
    I bit his lip, loving the way the cold steel felt on my hot skin. God, I wanted him to fuck me. I thought I'd wanted it before, all our previous times, but not like this. He groaned as he grabbed my other wrist and twisted my arms behind my back, joining it with the other. He snapped the bracelet down over it, his hands running up and down my arms as we continued to kiss standing next to the bed. 
 
      
 
    I struggled against the cuffs, my chest forced out in front of me with the way I was forced to now hold my arms. He broke the kiss and sat down on the edge of the bed. He pulled me down by my waist, forcing me to my knees in front of him, my head between his tree-trunk thighs as he gently brushed my cheek with the back of his hand. 
 
      
 
    I looked his cock dead on, my mouth watering in anticipation as I eyed its throbbing length. I wanted him, but I wanted him to tell me what to do. I looked up to his eyes, my lips half-parted, my tongue snaking out to caress them. 
 
      
 
    “Suck me, slut,” he groaned, his voice so subtly powerful and full of desire. 
 
      
 
    I shivered again like before, and lowered my lips to his cock, taking him into my mouth as he threaded his fingers through my long blonde hair and grabbed a firm hold of my locks. His smell and taste filled my senses as I swirled my tongue around him and I fucked my mouth on his length. 
 
      
 
    His hips began to move almost immediately, his murmurs and groans more than enough encouragement for me as I worked his shaft with my tightly pursed lips, stroking him with my mouth as I bobbed my head on his cock. Soon, my saliva was running from the corner of my lips, dripping off my chin and onto his thighs and balls. He pushed to the back of my mouth, gagging me as he pushed into my throat. I opened my mouth wider, tried to swallow and relax as I desperately strove to take more and more of him. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” he groaned as he thrust faster into my mouth, “such a good cocksucker. You love that cock, don't you, slut?” 
 
      
 
    I moaned a ‘yes’ around his hot shaft, suddenly desperate to please him as he stroked a hand over my cheek and brushed the hair from my eyes. I looked up at him, my eyes tearing up around the edges as I gagged on him. 
 
      
 
    “That's enough,” he growled, yanking my head from his crotch. “Stand up.” 
 
      
 
    I rose shakily to my feet, my jaw popping as he roughly grabbed me by the hips and spun me around. He pushed my legs apart and pulled me onto his lap as he spread my sex. I arched my back and readied myself for entry. Between gravity and his strong forceful hands, I slid inexorably down his massive organ, screaming as I took all of him in one go, my thighs shaking with pleasure, my toes curling as I felt him bottom out inside of me. “Oh, Kort,” I groaned. 
 
      
 
    He wrapped an arm around me, pulling me back against his chest with one hand pulling and tugging at my nipple, twisting it with a hardness and cruelty that offset the pleasure from my pussy. With the other on my hips he lifted me all the way up and down like a feather. I threw my head back onto his shoulder, my back arched, my breasts pointed to the ceiling, as my voice broke into a keening wail as an orgasm ripped through me. 
 
      
 
    He leaned down, bit my neck, his hips moving his cock in and out of me in time with his arms, as my body spasmed under his attention. When I'd finished shaking he pulled us back onto the bed and lay back. My arms twisted behind me uncomfortably, somehow thrilling me even more. He reached one hand down between my legs and grabbed my thigh hard, pulling me apart for him as he began to fuck me long and hard from behind. 
 
      
 
    I panted through dry lips, licking them desperately to try and keep them moist. I cried out again as his other hand forgot my breast and found my clit instead. I bucked against his hand, my eyes rolling back in my head, as I cried out his name again. “Don't stop, Kort! Please don't stop!” 
 
      
 
    He fucked faster and I was completely helpless and at his mercy, his strong arms holding me in a place, but his cock making sure I never wanted to go anywhere else. “You love my cock, don't you?” 
 
      
 
    “God yes,” I groaned as I gyrated my hips and ground myself into his hand as he each of his strokes hit my g-spot. I cried out again as he stood up with me still on his cock and turned me around so I was bent over the bed. My mouth hung open in pleasure as he continued to use me for his pleasure. 
 
      
 
    He picked me up my legs, shoved them onto the bed so I was still on my face and my knees were propped on the mattress. He shoved my face forward, burying it in the covers as he grabbed my long blonde hair from behind. He pounded me hard and fast from behind, my ass and thighs shaking with each thrust. I pushed back into him, wishing there was somehow a way to get more of him into me, to somehow fill me even fuller. 
 
      
 
    His hands grabbed my thighs again, his thumbs on my ass cheeks, spreading them lewdly. He began to rub me on my pink little hole. I knew what he was going to do next. It was almost instinctual. Normally, I didn't like that kind of thing, but with Kort, I'd suddenly never wanted anything more. He pushed a finger into my ass as he drove into me harder from me behind, and it was like I'd been riding a lightning rod dildo and a bolt of electricity had struck my insides. 
 
      
 
    I clenched up around his cock as I screamed in ecstasy, my whole body contorting and shaking against my handcuffs. I grabbed at the air, trying to feel him with my hands and his finger slid inside me. I pushed back like a whore for him, trying to get more than just the barest amount. 
 
      
 
    “You ready for the real thing, Lydia?” he growled as he pulled his cock from me. 
 
      
 
    Was I? After all my years, I'd never done anything like that, not with any man or by myself. Although, I'd always been a little curious. And now, with my pussy figuratively on fire and Kort behind me, threatening to mount me, I wanted to be stuffed by him more than anything. Oddly, it was like there was nothing else that would ever bring us this close. This was my first time, and I wanted it to be with him. 
 
      
 
    I nodded fervently into the cushion. “Be gentle, please,” I said, my voice coming out as unexpectedly urgent whine. “I've never . . .” 
 
      
 
    “You've never, huh?” he said as he pushed his massive cock against my asshole. “Never what?” 
 
      
 
    I didn't reply at first as he moved his hands to stroke my slit and toy with it. I just closed my eyes and moaned, knowing how exposed and at his mercy I was with my ass and pussy in the air like this for him. He scooped up some of my juices with his fingers, spread them on my puckered hole. “You have to say it, Lydia. You have to say it for me, or I won't do it.” 
 
      
 
    I made a whining noise, secretly loving the humiliation he was making me feel. “Fucked in the ass.” 
 
      
 
    “Beg me for it, then,” he ordered as he put the head of his cock against my back entrance and began to draw my hips onto him. 
 
      
 
    It hurt at first. It felt like I was a virgin all over, and I was being torn apart for the first time. But it was such a good, intense feeling like nothing I'd ever experienced before. I cried out a little, panting into the covers. “Please, Kort, please fuck me there. Please.” 
 
      
 
    He swatted my ass hard as he pushed deeper into me. “Good girl,” he growled as he released my hair and grabbed hold of the link between the cuffs, his fingers grabbing the chain tightly. “Now stay steady. This may hurt a little.” 
 
      
 
    I gasped as he pushed deeper into me, stretching me around him. He'd been huge everywhere else, but here he felt awesomely gigantic. I cried out as he pushed deep into me, my whole body shaking from the intensity of it. I felt myself shake around his cock, and I began to cum before he could even start to fuck me. He slid out of me, then back in, then out. Over and over. 
 
      
 
    Time seemed to stand still, the motions of the clock replaced only by the motions of the bed, the ticks and tocks nothing more than alternating waves of pleasure as my whole body seemed to explode because of him. He picked up his pace, swearing loudly as he started to pound into me harder, truly using me. I felt his balls slapping against my exposed pussy, each time like a light smack that sent my pleasure higher. I pushed back against him as his balls tightened. 
 
      
 
    “I'm going to cum,” he groaned. 
 
      
 
    “Please,” I cried out, shaking around his tool, as I came again and felt its warmth trickle down the inside of my thighs, “cum in me Kort.” 
 
      
 
    He roared as he began to fill me, his cock seeming to grow inside, pulsing with each surge he sent a tingle deep inside me. We trembled and shook on the bed like it was vibrating, our calls weaving together like some lusty, sexy symphony that echoed throughout the whole motel. Then, as I felt him slowly wilting inside me, and his hands dropped from my body, I let out a long, low sigh of relief. I didn't know how much more I could cum after that. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, the upstairs and next door neighbors pounded on the ceiling and walls, with additional screams for us to shut the fuck up. Laughing from their objections, he quickly had the keys for my cuffs out, and he undid both sides of the bonds. I rolled over to my side, and he flopped down onto the bed with me, pulling my sweat slick body against his, his hands roaming all over my breasts, stomach, and ass. I rolled over and draped an arm over his damp, tattoo-decorated chest and kissed him squarely on the lips. 
 
      
 
    “Seemed to enjoy it,” he said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    “So did you,” I replied as I scraped my nails down his chest and ran one fingertip around his nipple. I kissed him again, sucking his tongue into my mouth for just a moment. “God, that was amazing.” 
 
      
 
    He grabbed a big handful of my ass and pulled me even closer as I dropped my head to his chest. 
 
      
 
    “Round two?” I asked as I settled into his strong, dominating, masterful embrace. 
 
      
 
    “Gonna have to give me a second,” he groaned. “Besides, the night's still young.” 
 
      
 
    “It sure is,” I agreed, my hand dipping down between his legs and grabbing his cock. “And tomorrow's going to be a long one.” 
 
      
 
    Even as he began to stiffen in my hand, I knew I was right. Because, even though I realized I was beginning to feel something beyond just my intense physical attraction to this man, I knew I was going to have to betray him if I wanted Pops dead. It wasn't going to work any other way. 
 
      
 
    I kissed Kort's chest again and snuggled up to him, sighing, just trying to enjoy this brief moment of happiness. It was going to be sad to have to let this one go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Kort 
 
      
 
    With our destination so close, and both of us set on our goal of dethroning Joey Banks, we set out early the next morning. It seemed the air was electric with possibilities as I gassed up the car and we lit out of town, headed for the Warehouse, pushing ninety the whole way. I hadn't wanted to speed like this before with Lydia in the car, since I hadn't been sure of what she'd do with the cops if I was pulled over. At least I knew she was on my side. 
 
      
 
    By late morning, the expanses of the plains had become dotted by trees. By early afternoon, the stands of trees had become forest of pines and evergreens that swept out as far as I could see. The air seemed heavier here, more humid the closer we came to the gulf. Soon, the pine trees were replaced by oaks and elms, Spanish moss hanging low from their limbs. We were in Louisiana, and you could almost hear the Jazz if you strained your ears enough, or smell the jambalaya and boudin cooking if you sniffed the wind. 
 
      
 
    I pulled over to gas up the car for the last stretch of the drive. The Warehouse was in the middle of nowhere, and I didn't know how long it would be till I saw another station. I left Lydia in the car, unshackled, and went inside to pay. Soon as I was finished, I gave Xander a call to let him know I had Lydia Banks and I was going in. Of course, I didn't tell him about anything else I had planned. 
 
      
 
    “Ready?” I asked Lydia as I climbed back in the car. 
 
      
 
    Her lips formed a firm, thin line, pressed together so hard they were almost white. “I think so,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    I grabbed her hand, squeezed. “We'll get through this,” I told her. “Together. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “Yeah,” she said, seemingly forcing a smile as she squeezed back. “Together.” 
 
      
 
    By evening, we were within spitting distance of Joey's little fiefdom, his own private expanse of land where he lived like a depraved king, a place where the only law was his private whim. Here, where the woods bordered the bayou, and people lived on the edge of poverty, no one cared as long as you had money, and the cops could be easily paid to  look the other way. 
 
      
 
    We turned off the main highway and took to the backroads, following the directions Xander had given me some weeks back. We threaded through the trees, over back creeks, and through a small, deserted town Joey Banks had bought and cleared out. 
 
      
 
    The road leading up to the Warehouse was unmarked, and we took the turn in silence. Then the trees broke, and we saw Lydia's father's kingdom for the first time. 
 
      
 
    “Jesus H. Christ on crutch,” she whispered in awe. 
 
      
 
    “You said it, babe.” 
 
      
 
    The Warehouse rose fifty feet in the air from the soil like a monstrous concrete monolith, its gray surface stained with water runoff. Each side was at least as long as a football field, maybe longer. No windows were cut into the sides, so it looked like some massive mausoleum plopped down on the edge of the Louisiana bayou. 
 
      
 
    The Warehouse was Joey's point of import from all places anywhere. South America, the Caribbean, Central America, Mexico. Even Europe and Africa, some whispered. A private air strip crossed one edge of the land, and small planes came in and out all the time with their smuggled goods. One side of the compound even had docks, a place where smugglers could bring their drugs and guns up off the coast, then secret them away in the Warehouse and get them ready for distribution to the rest of the country. Finally, along the backside of the building, there were tractor-trailers lined up for bringing in and taking out goods, distributing overland to all forty-eight continental states. 
 
      
 
    On the land side a perimeter fence stretched nearly twenty feet high, with razor wire strung across the top, split the Warehouse off from the world outside. A guardhouse stood next to the one entrance in, and it was always manned, day or night. People in our organization figured some of them were ex-military, private contractors just looking for an easy buck. Others were men who had been with Joey from the beginning. 
 
      
 
    Banks shipped other items in and out, of course. He had to have something to make everything look nice and legal. But, shipping normal dry goods wasn't where he made his money. Far from it. And, over it all, swarmed armed men like ants crawling over a carcass. Men walked the security fence, worked the security gate, and there were even snipers on top of the building. How much money was this costing the old man each day? Private security like this didn't come cheap. Neither did the men who were needed to watch the security cameras that dotted the building, cameras I could see even from this distance. There must have been dozens and dozens, covering the whole landscape from every angle possible. 
 
      
 
    “Never seen it before?” I asked as we slowly approached the gatehouse. 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. “Think my mom would have wanted me raised in this kind of place? Hell no, I've never seen it! Just heard Pops talking to the guys about improvements and all that kind of stuff. I hadn't imagined it'd be this big!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “Makes the Branch Davidians down in Waco look like amateurs.” 
 
      
 
    I pulled the Camaro up in front of the gatehouse, with its cross bar down across the road and spike strips laid out. A man with a big fiery red beard and arms as big as mine came out from the gatehouse and approached us with an assault rifle slung at his side. He wore camo fatigues, the kind you'd see in the military. He came around to my window as I began to roll it down, his hand on the rifle's grip. 
 
      
 
    “What can we do ya for?” he grated in a thick accent as he came to a stop about four feet away from the window, far enough away that I couldn't surprise him by slamming the car door open. 
 
      
 
    “Got someone your boss would probably like to see,” I said as Lydia shifted around to be able to see past me. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah? Who might that be?” he asked, slightly amused as he hunched down and looked in through my window. His eyes widened in shock. “Holy shit!” He grabbed a walkie talkie off his belt and hit the button. “Got a car coming up. You aint't gonna believe who's in it, either. Lydia fucking Banks.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced back at Lydia and gave her a wink. She didn't return it, though. Her face had gone almost ashen with bad nerves. 
 
      
 
    “The prodigal daughter?” crackled the voice back. “Xander came through, then, just like he said he would.” 
 
      
 
    “The one and only, Mr. Maxwell,” Red Beard said. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Maxwell? I shook my head a little, trying to remember who was who from what Xander had told me before I got sent to retrieve Lydia. The man on the radio, if I remembered correctly, was Tyson Maxwell, Joey Banks' second-in-command, his right hand man. 
 
      
 
    “Send 'em on up, then,” Tyson replied over the radio, his voice full of static. “I'll let Mr. Banks know she's returned.” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Red Beard said as he put the radio back on his belt, “y'all heard the man. Let's get y'all on up there.” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” I said, nodding as he went over and pulled away the spike strips from the road, then went into the guard house and hit a button that raised the crossbar from the roadway. 
 
      
 
    I pulled through the gatehouse area and drove up the road to the main structure. There was a large parking lot area, not much more than an expanse of packed and reinforced earth, off to the side and I pulled the Camaro around and found a spot. 
 
      
 
    “Ready for this?” I asked Lydia again. 
 
      
 
    She swallowed, clearly nervous. “Yeah,” she rasped, nodding. “Let's go.” 
 
      
 
    We climbed out of the car and headed up to the warehouse. I wanted to put my arm around her, to reassure her that everything was going to be fine, but I didn't know who was watching. I didn't want to give anyone the impression that we'd been sleeping together. Somehow, it just seemed that might give them more leverage. 
 
      
 
    “What's your plan when we get in there?” Lydia asked as we got closer to the front entrance. 
 
      
 
    “Plan?” I asked with a shrug. “No plan, yet. No one knows anything about the way the Warehouse works, so I don't have one.” 
 
      
 
    Lydia stopped in her tracks and just looked at me. I stopped and turned to her. 
 
      
 
    She leaned in closer, her eyebrows narrows. “You mean you fucking dragged me half-way across the country, and you don't have a fucking plan yet?” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” I said, grabbing her shoulders, “you're the starting point of the plan. It's just going to take some time. That's all.” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. “Fine, Kort, fine.” She brushed my hand from her shoulders, wiggled away from my grasp, then started back up the path. “Whatever.” 
 
      
 
    I thought she knew that I hadn't had a concrete plan once I got in – we were both playing this thing by ear. She was the biggest stumbling block to getting to her father. She knew that. “Lydia,” I growled as I came up behind her. I went to grab her shoulder, but as I did, the metal double doors of the warehouse clanged open. 
 
      
 
    A solidly built man in his late forties, early fifties, came out. He had a jaw line beard and dark, slicked back hair with hints of gray at the temples. His clothing was plain, run of the mill jeans and a t-shirt. A gun holster with a 9mm in it was tucked at his side. 
 
      
 
    “Lydia!” the man boomed boisterously as he came down the little path towards us. 
 
      
 
    “Uncle Tyson,” Lydia replied, her face surprised as he swept her into his arms and kissed her on the cheek. 
 
      
 
    “Lydia, baby girl,” Tyson said as he hugged her tight. “Damn it's been a long time! I'm so glad Xander could find you and send you along home.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Lydia said, patting his shoulders, clearly a little uncomfortable at the hug. She pulled back. “This here's Kort.” 
 
      
 
    Tyson looked her up and down again, a gleam in his eyes that I didn't quite trust, or like, before turning to me. “Kort?” Tyson said. “You Xander's man he called about just now?” 
 
      
 
    I cocked my head to the side. “Yeah. I'm the one who went and found Lydia for him.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Xander said, looking back and forth between me and Lydia. “Xander said you picked her up from him a little while ago, that he had business and couldn't drop her himself.” 
 
      
 
    I clenched my fists. The motherfucker was trying to take credit from me, trying to get me in on a lower rung, probably so he could look better for Joey Banks, have something to hold over his head during future negotiations. Lydia caught my eye and shook her head, tried to get me to drop it. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “That's not how-” 
 
      
 
    “No worries, though, son,” he cut me off with a wave of his hand. “We'll take care of you, I guess, like Xander asked us to.” He turned back to Lydia and put his hand on her lower back in a possessive gesture, began to guide her up to the doors he'd just appeared from. “Now, come on up, baby girl, your pops has been waiting for you forever! He can't wait to see you!” 
 
      
 
    I grumbled silently to myself as I followed them inside the building. The twenty by twenty room inside was stylized like normal offices, with a Louisiana twist. Just in front of the door was an empty reception desk with a small potted plant on the desktop. A big, stuffed gator head sprouted from the wall over the heavy reinforced double doors on the opposite side of the room. One glance at those doors told you that it was the portal to the true Warehouse. 
 
      
 
    “Not too impressive is it?” Tyson asked as he guided Lydia around the desk and deeper into the Warehouse with his hand on the small of her back. “The real show's on the other side of them doors, there.” 
 
      
 
    A sudden image of Tyson's wrist snapping like a twig, along with every single bone in his creole hand flashed into my mind. I could use a hammer to do it, maybe some tongs to hold it in place. 
 
      
 
    “How about you, Quart?” Tyson asked as we came to stop in front of the doors. “You impressed yet?” 
 
      
 
    “Kort,” I growled as I stepped up beside them. “Name's Kort.” 
 
      
 
    Tyson shrugged and laughed as he pulled open the door and led us inside. “Welcome, everybody, to the Warehouse.” 
 
      
 
    I whistled low as I stopped on the other side of Lydia from Tyson. He was right. The Warehouse was damned impressive. I'd never been in a cathedral before, but standing in the Warehouse was what I imagined standing in one would be like. Only instead of it being a monument to God and the audacity of man it was a temple to greed. This was a place drugs had built, drugs and filthy lucre. 
 
      
 
    Goods were stacked high on shelves, reaching nearly fifty feet up to the ceiling. A wave of vertigo passed through me for a moment as I looked up at the towering structures and imagined what this would all look like if it came crashing down. Men worked with forklifts, taking down product and putting up product, a hurricane of ordered chaos, all dedicated to moving goods, drugs, money, and cash to the wider world. 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Lydia gasped beside me. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, lady. You said it.” 
 
      
 
    Tyson turned back to me. “Alright, Quart, this is your stop.” 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth and had to keep my fists from balling at my side for the slight of him misremembering my name again. 
 
      
 
    “Xander and I discussed it on our call, and we got some work you might be built for. Go talk to the foreman, Theodore, and he'll get you setup for your stay here.” 
 
      
 
    Work? That's now how this was supposed to go. Not at all. I looked past him, to Lydia, but she just turned her eyes from me. My heart sunk when she glanced away. She was in it, fully back in it, wasn't she? She'd just used me as her ride back, knowing full well what my plans were. I opened my mouth, went to say something, but shut it immediately. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, knowing I'd lost my shot. At least for today. There'd be other opportunities, though. The hardest part of this job had been getting in, hadn't it? 
 
      
 
    “Theodore?” I finally asked. 
 
      
 
    “Down yonder,” he said, pointing off down the way. “Tell him you're the one I told him about, he'll get you started.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Uh, thanks.” 
 
      
 
    Tyson nodded and I turned, began my meandering path through the huge Warehouse, boxes and goods swirling all around me as men moved the lifeblood of the underground economy. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head again and glanced back to Lydia and Tyson, but they were already gone, disappeared into the bowels of the Warehouse like so much drugs and money. I still couldn't believe she'd betrayed me like that. So easily, so quickly. I hit a stack of good with my fists, rocking it back and forth. 
 
      
 
    That was fine. I could bring down Joey Banks' empire all on my own, if I had to. This was just a setback. Who cared if Lydia had abandoned me at her first opportunity? Who cared if she'd already forgotten how I pretty much saved her life. Twice. Who cared that she'd never cared about me? 
 
      
 
    Who cared if I actually cared about her? 
 
      
 
    Fuck Lydia Banks. 
 
      
 
    I worked better alone anyways. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Lydia 
 
      
 
    I knew I had feelings for Kort. Last night in the motel room had become about more than just sex, and we both knew it. But sometimes you have to push away those you care about when you need to accomplish a greater goal. I'd learned that much from Pops. I turned back to see if I could catch one last glimpse of him before I walked into the lion's den beside my adopted uncle, but the handsome thug had already disappeared into the stacks of God only knew what. My shoulders sagged with the pain of having missed one more glimpse. 
 
      
 
    “Now, come on,” Uncle Tyson said as he led me deeper in, up to the building, towards the nerve center of the whole operation, “your father is waiting.” 
 
      
 
    I threaded my way through the mess of men and equipment and inventory, hot on the heels of Uncle Tyson as he took us to a set of industrial steel stairs that led up to a darkened management office overlooking the whole operation. Uncle Tyson swept his eyes back over me as we made it to the landing, a wide grin on his face. His eyes seemed to linger on my breasts a little too long, and I crossed my arms over my chest, turned away from his gaze. 
 
      
 
    Tyson Maxwell had been with my pops since before I was born. A few years younger than him, Uncle Tyson had always been a strong voice of reason in his ear, and a doting parental figure in my life. He and my mother had been close, even dated for a little bit before she and my pops got together, even though it went nowhere. Tessa, my mother, had always been a strong woman, and Uncle Tyson just hadn't done much for her, I guess. 
 
      
 
    Tyson had always been like the uncle I'd never had. A shoulder to cry on when I scraped my knee, or a guy who would give me and man's point of view when I had trouble with my boyfriend. I trusted him, even if he had stayed by my father’s side after he'd killed my mother. I knew he had loyalty to my family, and that was important. 
 
      
 
    But there was still something I needed to know. I'd seen the security coming in, the cameras, all of it. This was costing a fortune, and I knew it. This was the kind of money you spent when you were head of a third world country. So, why was he doing it, then? Why was he spending this kind of money for this kind of security? 
 
      
 
    “Uncle Tyson,” I said as we stood up on the landing, looking down at all the worker drones loading and unloading product, “I want you to be honest with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, baby girl, anything you want.” 
 
      
 
    “All this? This building, and buying up that town, hiring the soldiers? Why did he do it?” 
 
      
 
    His eyes shifted a little, as if he was looking for an acceptable answer he could give me. “Joey, he's got enemies. You've known since before you left that he had enemies, lots of 'em, people who wanted to get at him.” He sucked air through his teeth, an unpleasant sound. “This is his way of protecting himself from them.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced from his face to the men below them. “Uh . . . huh. You believe that?” 
 
      
 
    Tyson chuckled. “Why wouldn't I? Joey saved my life, didn't he? He's taken care of me, hasn't he? This is just me letting him feel safe, baby girl. That's all.” 
 
      
 
    “It's expensive, though, Tyson. Isn't it? How many guys do you have here?” 
 
      
 
    “Just fifty or so of the soldiers,” he replied, trying to shrug the numbers off. 
 
      
 
    I tensed up as, together, the three of us went inside. 
 
      
 
    The lights in the office were shut off, the only illumination coming from screen after screen after screen of security camera footage. A stink of old cigar smoke filled the air, permeating the walls and carpet. My pops sure did love his cigars. Their stale smell had always clung to my clothes, wrinkling the noses of all the other kids in school. 
 
      
 
    I suddenly realized I could end this thing, right then and there. I could give him what he deserved for hurting mother. I could just finally end my five years of non-stop running and hiding. But could I really? Did I have it in me to kill him, like I'd told Kort I did? Having your potential victim right there in front of you is something completely different from just talking about it in some abstract way. 
 
      
 
    “Who's that?” asked an old and decrepit sounding voice. 
 
      
 
    “I brought Lydia,” Tyson said eagerly as he pulled me along next to him. “She's come back to you, Joey!” 
 
      
 
    I took a step back as a sunken, yellowed face emerged from the shadows like the villain of a child's scary story, the sallow muscle and fat hanging from his bones. “Lydia? My girl? You're back from your trip?” 
 
      
 
    Pops was barely a man, nothing like I remembered. Before, he'd been strong and sure of himself, with thick arms and a barrel chest, a long mane of hair hanging to his shoulders. Now his hair was long gone, his shoulders thin and wracked with a weak cough, his eyes glassy and barely focused. He wore a yellowing wife-beater, and the sour smell of death and body odor mixed with the cigar smoke that hung around him. 
 
      
 
    “From your trip?” he asked again, his voice weak and tinny. 
 
      
 
    “Jesus,” I said as I tentatively stepped forward, my nose wrinkling at the smell. “What the fuck happened to you?” 
 
      
 
    “You came back from New York, dear!” he said, stepping closer to me, that smell of long overdue death just growing stronger. “Oh, dear, it's so good to see you! Your mother will be so happy to hear you're home. Tessa's been talking about you nonstop for days now, weeks even, wondering when you'd return.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Uncle Tyson in the darkness. “Mother?” I asked uncertainly. “What does he fucking mean?” 
 
      
 
    Tyson smiled sadly and shrugged. “He's, well . . . his memory ain't what it used to be.” 
 
      
 
    “Pops?” I asked as I took a shaky step closer. “I haven't been on vacation. I was hiding from you, don't you remember?” 
 
      
 
    “Hiding?” he asked, laughing and shaking his head, then coughing wetly. “You haven't been hiding! You and I haven't played anything like that since you were a little girl. You're practically a woman now, Lydia.” 
 
      
 
    Had he really lost it? Or was all this some stupid act on his part to put me off my game? Or, did he really not remember? I felt my face harden, my teeth gritting together, my jaw muscles clenching. “Mom’s not around anymore,” I growled. “You killed her-” 
 
      
 
    Beside me, Uncle Tyson tried to step in, to interrupt me, but I kept going. 
 
      
 
    “You beat her to death!” 
 
      
 
    He staggered back into the shadows, a look of confusion on his face as he shook his head. “No, no, no, no. I didn't do that. Why would you say that about your old man? Why would you lie about me like that?” 
 
      
 
    There was movement behind him, I realized. Before I could do anything, two men rose up out of the shadows, from behind desks and came up to flank my father. Both were massive, built almost as big as Kort, and they walked with a confident, deadly ease. 
 
      
 
    “You're with them,” he said, the last word almost a hiss. “Aren't you, girl? You're with the men trying to get at me!” 
 
      
 
    Now it was my turn to be confused. “What?” I asked as I shook my head and took a step back. “No, I just want you to admit what you did, that's all. You can't act like it didn't happen!” 
 
      
 
    “The only thing I did,” the old man roared unexpectedly, flecks of foam flying from his lips as he seemed to bite at the words like a mad dog, “was spoiling you too damned much by sparing the rod! Pork Chop, get hold of her!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir, Mr. Banks.” One of the security guards darted forward through the shadows and snatched my arm, pulled me close. 
 
      
 
    I struggled away from him, fighting to get my nails at his face, to put a finger in his eye. Pork Chop was too strong, though, and he twisted my arm up behind my back as he jerked his face away from my grasping hand. “Stop struggling,” he growled in my ear, “or you'll find out what a dislocated shoulder feels like.” 
 
      
 
    I struggled again, then grunted as pain shot through my arm and shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “I said stop,” he said, twisting my arm higher. Beside us, Uncle Tyson was trying to talk some sense into him, but I could tell he wasn't having much luck. 
 
      
 
    I whimpered softly, knowing I wasn't going to win this fight. 
 
      
 
    “You're gonna learn some respect, Lydia,” he roared. “And you're gonna stay in there till you do, you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    “Now, Joey, come on,” Uncle Tyson tried to soothe, his voice sounding hurt at the way I was being treated, “I think you might be taking this a mite far.” 
 
      
 
    The old man whirled on Uncle Tyson. “Who in the fuck do you think you are to tell me what's good or bad for me? Or my daughter? You wanna go in the cage with her, you ungrateful piece of shit?” 
 
      
 
    The cage? What the fuck? I'd been on the run for five years, I reminded myself. No contact with friends, no contact with family. Shitty jobs, shitty people, shitty men. And more than a few who'd try to come and collect me. I knew I could stand up to whatever my deranged pops could throw my way. 
 
      
 
    I struggled against Pork Chop again, but he just yanked my arm higher, producing a whine of pain from me. I swallowed hard, realizing that my adopted uncle might be my only way out of this, especially with the way I'd had to ditch Kort down on the floor of the Warehouse. “Tyson!” I said, a pained edge to my voice. “Uncle Tyson, it's okay. I'll take my punishment like a good daughter. Alright?” 
 
      
 
    Uncle Tyson looked at me and shook his head, a look of resignation on his shadowed face. “Fine. I'll take her down there myself.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. Pops looked him over with a distrusting eye. “You take Pork Chop with you, though, Tyson. You always been soft on her.” 
 
      
 
    “Come on, then,” Tyson said, grabbing my other arm and turning me and Pork Chop around to follow him. “Let's get on to the cages.” 
 
      
 
    We left the foul smelling manager's office. I glanced at Tyson's face, trying to catch some glimpse of his intent, of whether or not he'd help me, but his face was just as unreadable in the light as it had been in the dark. Together, the two men marched me down the stairs and through the Warehouse. When one worker stopped to glance over at me, to look me up and down with his knowing eyes, Uncle Tyson barked at him to get back to work. 
 
      
 
    Almost frantically, I looked around for some sign of Kort, hoped beyond hope that he would come to my rescue like some knight in darkly shining armor. But, he wasn't anywhere to be found. Maybe he was at his new job, somewhere else within this monstrosity? I had no idea. 
 
      
 
    The farther we walked through the building, the less men we saw. We disappeared down a side hallway that had a short set of stairs branching off it. “Where are you taking me?” I asked as we began to descend into the basement. “What's down here?” 
 
      
 
    “The cages,” Pork Chop said without any feeling in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Uncle Tyson said with a sigh, “Joey wants you down here in the cages, so it's the cages it's gotta be, baby girl.” 
 
      
 
    The temperature didn't change, but the feel of the air seemed to change as we descended the stairs. It became thicker, damper. Off in the distance, I could hear water dripping. Uncle Tyson, still in the lead, opened a sturdy metal door and took us into some kind of access tunnels. Water-stained concrete walls surrounded us on all sides, and a smell of mildew crept into my nose as our footfalls echoed down the underground passages. 
 
      
 
    We walked a short distance in the tunnels, following a set of pipes till we reached a heavy metal door virtually identical to the one we'd just passed through. He threw open the door and paused as he pulled the string on a single, bare bulb that hung from the ceiling by a long wire. Along the right side was a door that led to, I guessed, more and more cages. The smell of human sweat and waste was heavy here, the acrid smell making my stomach churn. 
 
      
 
    Along the wall across from us stood a row of cages, maybe half a dozen, all about four feet tall by four feet wide, and six feet deep. A bucket sat in the back corner of each one. Dog kennels, from the looks of them, but reinforced. Heavy locks hung on the latches of each one. 
 
      
 
    His hand was on his gun as he turned, and I held my breath, hoping he'd do the right thing and turn on the hired dog holding me. But, he didn't. Instead, he just looked me right in the eye, a grim, forced smile on his lips. “Sorry, baby girl,” he mumbled. “But, the boss's word is law here. You know that.” 
 
      
 
    I returned the resigned smile. “I know,” I said. “Pops has always been an asshole.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded, but said the exact opposite. “Now, you know he's just doing this outta some misguided love.” 
 
      
 
    Pops had always been fucked in the head. He'd never spoiled me, or my mother. Towards the end, things had gotten even worse, too. I rolled my eyes. “Yeah. I know.” 
 
      
 
    Tyson sighed and stepped past me, grabbed a ring of small keys from the wall, then went over to the cage on the far left. He unlocked the padlock and opened it up, the door creaking as it swung open. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the cracked pen padlock hanging from the door. I figured I could spring it open in just a few minutes, if I was left unattended. 
 
      
 
    My uncle saw my eyes, though, and just shook his head with a sigh. “Pork Chop, get those bobby pins out of her hair. She's got her pop's magic fingers when it comes to that kind of shit.” 
 
      
 
    I slumped as Pork Chop just began to pull the remaining pins from my hair. There went that chance. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, baby girl,” Tyson said as he stepped aside. “But this is the way it's gotta be for now.” 
 
      
 
    Pork Chop wrenched my shoulder up as he guided me towards the cage's opening, forcing me into an awkward, bent over position. He released my arm finally as he shoved me forward into the metal enclosure, then my uncle shut the door and locked it back in place. I was numb, except for the fire in my belly. Now, more than ever, I wanted him dead. I wasn't sure how I was going to do it, but I was going to do it. I had to play it safe while I was in here. I had to keep my true emotions to myself. 
 
      
 
    Tyson squatted down in front of the cage and leaned forward, his fingers grasping through the metal bars. “This'll blow over,” he whispered. “Don't worry, baby girl. It'll be like nothing happened. You'll see.” 
 
      
 
    I just shook my head. “I know, uncle. I just hope it does soon. I don't want to spend the rest of my life pissing in a bucket.” 
 
      
 
    He made a pained face and looked away, then stood and patted the cage's front gate. Then he and Pork Chop turned and left. At least they left the light on. 
 
      
 
    Well, that hadn't worked. I just hoped Kort would find me. But then, why would he? I’d just abandoned him. I just shook my head and settled back against the cage's wall, my knees pulled up to my chest, my arms wrapped around them and tried to rock myself into some sense of security. 
 
      
 
    Miracles weren't real. And miracles never happened. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Kort 
 
      
 
    I'd watched as the security guy and Lydia's uncle marched her through the Warehouse. I'd even slipped away and followed them as they disappeared down the stairs and into the basement levels. I had to slip off back to work, though. Theodore seemed like a real hard ass, especially after I told him I'd been sent as a special worker. He demanded absolute respect for his authority, with no slacking, and no talking out of line. I guess, with what I was handling, that was expected. You didn't want men you couldn't trust to unload bales of cocaine and weed or huge bags of methamphetamine. 
 
      
 
    My eyes stayed open for Lydia, to see if she'd reappear around the Warehouse, but I didn't have any luck all afternoon. It wasn't until that night, when I heard she'd been sent down to some cages down in the basement. Cages they used for some less frequent kind of cargo. 
 
      
 
    “No shit?” I asked as the guy next to me as I sat around in the meeting area outside the big bunkhouse that was next to the compound. A lot of the guys, not having any real families to go home to at the end of the workday, just stayed there as part of their payment. It was just easier for them to live in the dorms, especially with the commute being so far from any other place to live. 
 
      
 
    His name was Riley, and he looked like a mean son of a bitch. Scraggly beard, bad jail house tattoos of the number 1488 on his knuckles. I figured he had a lightning bolt or two somewhere on his body. He seemed the type. 
 
      
 
    “No shit,” Riley replied, taking a hit off his beer. 
 
      
 
    Rage welled up inside me, but I kept it tamped down. What kind of man would do that to his daughter? What kind of daddy would lock his own flesh and blood up in a cage? This man was even more sick and twisted than I thought he had been. Still, undirected anger wouldn't make getting closer to him any easier. 
 
      
 
    “You were the one who brought her in, right?” he asked, pulling a pack of smokes out and offering me one. 
 
      
 
    I waved it off at first, but changed my mind. I took the smoke from him, leaned in and let him light it. I took a long, soothing drag, the first one I'd had since I was a punk teenager. The nicotine immediately began to smooth out my nerves, helped me to get a sense of myself. 
 
      
 
    That raw anger stayed with me, though, like a ball of fire in my belly. Not only was he doing it to his daughter, he was doing it to a woman I cared about. I needed to find a way to get her out, and a way to get to Joey. Maybe, though, I could pump the guys here for information. They'd been around long enough, knew the way this place worked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said, ashing my smoke. “That was me.” 
 
      
 
    Riley waggled his eyebrows and got a dirty grin on his face. “Guys say she's a looker. Like, big city ten.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, my eyes narrowed as I looked out over the bayou. “Yeah. She sure is something, alright.” 
 
      
 
    We lapsed into a little silence that last a long moment. After a while I spoke up again. “What's with this Banks guy, anyways?” 
 
      
 
    “Joey Banks?” the guy asked, shaking his head. “Dunno, he just stays up in that office all the time. Word is, he don't even come down, even at night. Reckon I seen the guy once, and that's it.” 
 
      
 
    I ashed my smoke again. “Even at night? He some kinda recluse or something?” 
 
      
 
    The man shook his head again. “He's something, alright. Big kingpin, but don't make any difference to me. Been in and out of state so many times, I can't get a job to save my life.” 
 
      
 
    After that I steered the conversation over to sports and the like, not wanting to sound like I was just pumping him for information. I didn't want to come off as an informant or something. A couple beers later, and a friendly shot of bourbon from the bottle a couple of the guys showed up with, and I was heading into my little dorm room. I laid down in the Spartan accommodations and stared at the moldy ceiling. 
 
      
 
    I waited till the sun tracked down the western sky, and the crickets and frogs came out to make their night music. I slipped out of the bunkhouse and back into the Warehouse, which was pretty easy. There wasn't much security inside the fence, just on the outer perimeter. I backtracked to where I'd seen Tyson and the other man take Lydia, then slipped down the concrete stairs, into the basement. 
 
      
 
    With the cool, damp air enfolding me, I slipped through the metal door and into the hallways below the Warehouse, my head cocked to the side. I thought I heard something. Soft crying, like desperately contained sobs, drifted down the hallway from my left. I followed the sounds to a solid metal door, opened it up. Cages in front of me a door to the right. And, of course, Lydia. 
 
      
 
    The crying stopped abruptly, replaced by sniffles. “Tyson?” Lydia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Jesus Christ,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Kort?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Shit. What had I dragged her into when I brought her back here? This was my fault, all my fault. I carefully shut the door and crossed over to her in the cage, squatting down next to her. “Lydia, are you okay?” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “No I'm not fucking okay,” she replied, sniffling again as she crawled over to me, put her hands on the gate. “My pops locked me up in a fucking cage. Why would you think I'm okay?” 
 
      
 
    I reached down to the gate, grasped it with my fingers over hers. “What the hell did you do?” 
 
      
 
    She snorted as she grabbed at my fingers. “I didn't give him the respect he thought he was due.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, can't you just do that? We need you close to him to make this plan work.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck him,” she said, wiping the back of her hand across an eye, trying to dry the tears from it. “I thought about trying to make this work when we came in, but I can't do it, Kort. Not after what he's done. Not after this,” she growled. 
 
      
 
    “I know-” 
 
      
 
    “He locked me in a fucking cage,” she nearly hissed, cutting me off. “A cage, Kort. I've pissed twice in a fucking can since I've been in here.” 
 
      
 
    I just didn't understand. I shook my head. “What did you do? And what did he do to make you-?” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up,” she hissed quietly, cutting me off, not answering my questions. “Listen. You hear that?” 
 
      
 
    Footsteps. I nodded. “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Go,” she said. “They find you here, we're both fucked. Take the side door.” 
 
      
 
    “Where's it go?” 
 
      
 
    “Away?” she hissed. “I don't fucking know.” 
 
      
 
    The footsteps came closer, clearly coming towards us down the outside tunnel. I got up and walked quickly, quietly for the door that was off the side. I thanked God it was unlocked as I pulled it open and slipped within the darkness, closing it behind me just as the door I'd previously entered through swung open. 
 
      
 
    “Dinner time,” said a man's grating voice. “Brought some water, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Lydia said, her voice much louder than it needed to be. She was giving me cover to slip away. 
 
      
 
    I carefully shut the door behind me till the latch clicked, holding my breath as I pulled my cell phone out and turned on the flashlight feature, shining it around the room. Cages, at least twenty like the one Lydia was imprisoned in, lined the left wall, all thankfully empty. There, in the wall on the right, was another sturdy metal door, identical to the ones I'd already come through. It would lead me, I figured, out to the tunnel I'd entered when I'd first descended the stairs. I could just backtrack my way as fast as possible and avoid the guards. 
 
      
 
    I made my way carefully across the room, but clearly not carefully enough, kicking a stray can, sending it clattering across the floor. 
 
      
 
    “The fuck?” the guard in Lydia's prison room asked. “You fucking hear that?” 
 
      
 
    “An opossum, I think,” Lydia said on the other side of the door. “Been hearing creepy noises like that all day. Or this place is haunted or some shit.” 
 
      
 
    I picked up the pace and moved to the exit, this time more carefully than before, as footsteps sounded behind me in the cage room. 
 
      
 
    The guard laughed as he came closer. “Haunted my ass. Keep that hoodoo bullshit to yourself around here. Most of these fuckers are so backwoods they'd probably believe you.” 
 
      
 
    I put my hand on the knob and turned the latch just as I heard the guard begin to twist the door knob on his side. My breath caught in my throat. I was fucked if he caught me down here. I was either going to have to kill him, or make him disappear some other way. And, if I had to do that, how was I going to get into Joey Banks' management box? I needed Lydia safe and sound and unsuspected, or else I didn't have a chance. I was screwed every which way from Sunday, and I knew it. 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” Lydia said suddenly, her voice quivering a little in fear. “Maybe it really is ghosts? I heard Marie Laveau was buried on this stretch of land. And, I mean, look at this place. How many people has my father killed?” 
 
      
 
    The knob stopped turning. “You serious? Or you just fucking with me?” 
 
      
 
    I pulled my door open while he was distracted and slipped out into the tunnel, closing it gently behind me. 
 
      
 
    “See?” I heard the guard ask Lydia. “No fucking ghosts. Probably a rat or something, like you said.” 
 
      
 
    I carefully made my way down the dimly lit corridor, nearly tiptoeing as I crept past the door and headed back to the stairwell. 
 
      
 
    “Here,” the guard said, his words more muffled the farther I made it, “eat up.” 
 
      
 
    Just like before, I carefully made my way through the door to the stairs and headed up the stairs, less careful now about being heard. I got back into the Warehouse proper and then headed out to the bunkhouse. As I went, I tried to get that vision of Lydia out of my head, but I couldn't. I mean, I'd seen some shit in my time. Corpses, even one or two I'd made myself, disfigurements, examples we'd had to make of people. But torturing your own flesh and blood? And what had happened between them for her to hate him so much in return? Other than the obvious, of course. 
 
      
 
    I got back into the bunkhouse, was greeted briefly by the same guys as earlier, the ones I'd shared some beers and whiskey with. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Kort,” Riley said, pushing out the chair beside him with the toe of his boot, “have a seat man, grab another beer.” 
 
      
 
    I almost turned them down, at first, but quickly reminded myself that I had to act natural. And turning down beer in this line of work sure as Hell wasn't natural. “Yeah,” I said, taking the offered seat and accepting the beer that was pressed into my hand, “sure thing.” 
 
      
 
    I drank another few beers with the guys, until things started to get late and everyone had to turn in. My eyelids were starting to get heavy, too, from the long day on the road, and the work in the warehouse. Still, I couldn't get Lydia from my mind, even with the help from the beer. The vision of her crowded into that dog cage, the hurt look on her face at the betrayal by her father. What little bit of heart I still had ached for her like nothing I'd ever felt. 
 
      
 
    “You was asking me about the boss earlier, right?” Riley asked after a while, like he was trying to fill in the empty spaces of the conversation as he leaned down to the ice chest between us and grabbed another beer. He was pretty drunk already, I could tell, and he was looking for an excuse to keep me around so he at least had a drinking buddy. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, sure, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    “You hear about what happened to his wife, yet? His daughter's momma?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and finished off the last of my beer. 
 
      
 
    “The boss,” he said, his words slurred and heavy, “he figured she was a plant, had informed on him somehow. He'd just started expanding this place, and he thought somehow the feds or some other organization had gotten her to roll over on him. He beat her to death, in front of his little girl, that Lydia. His daughter, she run off after, till you brought her back.” 
 
      
 
    “Beat her to death?” I asked, leaning forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “Jesus. Guess I can see why Lydia hates him so much.” 
 
      
 
    He belched, blew out his stinking beer breath as he nodded forward and caught himself. “Now, that's what I hear, at least. Whispers and shit around the campfires, you catch my drift. Happened before my time, course, so I can't say for sure.” 
 
      
 
    Something about what he told me it rang true. Like the way you can hear a story about someone's past, and as unbelievable as the store is, it just makes sense in the grand scope of things. What would I have done in her shoes if I saw my father do that? Turn him in to the cops? Not in this part of the world, they'd just ignore it, or turn Lydia back over to her father. He was that powerful back then, maybe still was. Lydia had done the only thing she could: she ran. No telling if she'd be next, or if he'd want to silence her after what she'd seen. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head as the codger next to me glugged down the last of his beer and slammed it noisily on the rickety table. “Another?” he asked, still swaying. 
 
      
 
    I laughed and shook my head. “Nah, man, I'm fine. You want a hand back to your bunk, though?” 
 
      
 
    He waved it off. “Nah, man, I'm fine right here.” He leaned forward and lay his head on his forearms like a pillow. “Fine right here, man.” 
 
      
 
    I pushed back from the crappy table and stole back to my room. I lay there a little longer, staring up at the moldy ceiling, thinking of how I was going to get Lydia out, and how I was going to make Joey Banks pay for everything he'd done. 
 
      
 
    Now, more than ever, I wanted to see him dead. The killing time would come, if I was patient and didn’t lose my cool. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Lydia 
 
      
 
    The hours went by slower than I'd ever imagined possible. With no clock, no sun, no change in temperature, time seemed to stand still as I waited in the cage. What would pops do to me? Beat me to death like he'd beaten my mother? Sell me like the other people he'd probably put in these cages? I shivered, knowing that the man who had raised me had become this creep. Earlier, he'd looked like a child's monster in a faerie tale when he'd come from the shadows. The longer I sat in that cage, though, the more I realized the similarities were more than just skin deep. Finally, footsteps came down the hallway towards the door. A single set. The door pushed open, and the visitor came into my jail. 
 
      
 
    “Lydia? You awake?” 
 
      
 
    It was Tyson. The man who let me be sentenced to this hell hole. 
 
      
 
    “Lydia?” he asked more urgently than before. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I finally said, “I'm awake uncle. What do you want?” 
 
      
 
    “I . . . I brought you some water.” He gestured feebly with the big, cold-looking bottle of spring water in his hand. Across his shoulder was draped an ugly orange and purple beach towel. “And, I wanted to see if you'd like to get out, maybe take a walk?” 
 
      
 
    Get out? Of course I wanted to get out! I turned, suddenly desperate to stand upright for the first time in hours. If I was ever able to settle down somewhere and get a dog or a cat, I decided, they were never going to get kennel trained. No fucking way, not in a million fucking years. “Out? You're going to let me out?” 
 
      
 
    “Now, hold on,” he said as he grabbed the keys down from where they hung next to the door. “I can get you something to drink, and a shower, but you gotta get back in afterward.” 
 
      
 
    A shower sounded like the next best thing to a king-sized bed at this point. And If I couldn't have the second, I might as well take the first. “Fine! Whatever! Just let me out of here.” 
 
      
 
    He came over and knelt down, unlocked the door, then helped me climb out from the cage. As I stood and stretched, my back crackled and popped all the way up and down my spine. He caught my shoulder and kept me from stumbling as a rush of blood went to my head, disorienting me for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my God, that felt good,” I groaned. 
 
      
 
    A concerned look came over his face as he offered me his hand. “You okay to walk?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said, taking his hand anyways as we headed out of the small room. “What time is it?” 
 
      
 
    “A little past midnight,” he said as he took me left down the hallway, away from the stairs we'd first entered the tunnels through. “There's some showers down this way, and a bathroom you can use.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, baby girl. Anything.” 
 
      
 
    “How bad are things? Really?” He sighed and bit his lip, and I could tell he was trying to think of how he was going to answer without betraying my crazy pops' trust. “I'll take that as 'not good,' then.” 
 
      
 
    We rounded the corner and stepped into the bathroom and toilet area he'd mentioned earlier. In here, four or five shower heads sprouted from the mildewing white, clinical tiles. It looked like I imagined prison showers would be. I didn't even ask why this stuff had been installed in the bowels of the Warehouse. I didn't want to know the answer. I glanced from the showers to him, then back again. I hope he didn't think he was going to stand here and watch me shower. 
 
      
 
    “I'll stand over here,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said in a clipped tone, “how about stand outside in the hallway, instead.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed uneasily. “Sure, baby girl, anything you want.” 
 
      
 
    I realized for the first time how creepily he used my nickname. I'd always felt something about him was a little off, back before I'd run, but I'd never thought much of it. I was pretty sure I'd just been naïve to the looks he was giving me. Now, after years of experience, I knew what his eyes on my body meant. 
 
      
 
    I stripped down after a minute or two, tossing my clothes off in a dry looking corner, and turned on the shower. I slid into the stream, making sure my back was never to the door. If my adopted uncle was going to try and sneak a peek I wanted to know. 
 
      
 
    The water turned hot right away, the boiler kicking in quickly. I basked under the water, not even caring that I didn't have any soap or shampoo. I just let it soak into my sore muscles, my cramped legs, my strained arms, and my knotted back. I must have been under the stream of water for ten, fifteen minutes, silently mulling things over in my head. What was Tyson doing down here, if it wasn't to set me free? Did he know something I didn't? And had Kort made it back upstairs alright? 
 
      
 
    I missed him. Even after our short time apart, and the brief moment we'd had in the cage room, I still missed him. What the fuck was happening to me? Did I really have deep feelings for this guy? More than just the good fucking he'd given me? I shook my head, trying to dislodge my thoughts of him, sending a spray of droplets from my flailing hair. It didn't work. Those strong arms, that chest, those tattoos I wanted to trace my fingers over, the way he smiled, the way he listened to me as I read to him. I shook my head again. 
 
      
 
    Nope. Apparently, Kort was harder to get rid of than I'd given him credit for. 
 
      
 
    Shit, I did care about him. Finally, I turned around and shut the water off, my skin pink as a salmon in some places, red as a steamed lobster in others. 
 
      
 
    “You done, baby girl?” Uncle Tyson asked from out in the hallway. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” I paused. “Just hold the towel out around the corner, I'll come get it.” The towel popped out from around the corner, and I padded over in my bare feet, took it, then dried off and wrapped it around my body. 
 
      
 
    “Decent yet?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet.” I went over, found my dirty clothes, and began to pull them on. This would have to do. I doubted Tyson was going to find me clean underwear on such notice. I wrapped my hair up in the towel, figuring a blow dryer would be asking a little much, too. “Alright, you can come in.” 
 
      
 
    His footfalls echoed as he walked in to the open shower. “Feel better?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    I looked him right in the eye, my toes splayed out on the damp tile beneath my feet. “Yeah. Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything for you, baby girl,” he replied, staying a little distance away from me, but still wanting to come closer. 
 
      
 
    “Anything? How about you tell me about this shit show with my father, then? What the hell has really been going on?” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head, looked away. 
 
      
 
    “If you want to help my pops,” I lied, “you need to tell me everything's that been going on since my mother died. I need to figure out how to help him, no matter what he did to her, and I need your help to do it. He's my blood, Tyson, no matter what he did. I don't want to see him put away, but I don't want to see him like this, either.” 
 
      
 
    His jaw was working like crazy, as he ran a hand back through his long hair and started to pace the length of the prison-style showers. “Fine,” he said, clearly not liking that he needed my help, or that he had to burden me with this. “Things have been going downhill for a while, since before he killed Tessa. I shoulda put a stop to it back then, but I just couldn't.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me,” I pressed. 
 
      
 
    “He's going bankrupt, baby girl. All these soldiers? He thinks he needs them! Actually needs them! His suppliers, they don't give a shit, they're just shorting him anyways. All his power is wound up in this place, tied up here, stagnant. No one'll work for him from outside the Warehouse, saying he's too erratic.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair point on their part.” 
 
      
 
    He stopped and looked at me for a moment, but immediately returned to his pacing. “I don't know what to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you fix it?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Fix it?” he replied, stopping in his tracks and looking at me. He nodded, a gleam in his eye. “Yeah. I could fix it. I think. Why?” 
 
      
 
    “This place is my inheritance, ain't it? Why wouldn't I want it fixed?” 
 
      
 
    “You mean . . . you'd wanna . . .?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it's the family business, after all,” I lied. “Why wouldn't I?” 
 
      
 
    Of course, I wanted nothing to do with this. I'd just taken a shower after being locked in a fucking cage reserved for human trafficking victims. And drugs, money, guns? I might hustle a pool game here and there, steal a car, maybe. But doing all these things? Knowing my luck, the Feds would be up my ass farther than Kort. I smirked a little at the thought. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Uncle Tyson asked. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” I replied quickly, waving away his question. I took a step closer to him, my posture relaxed and more trusting than before. “Look, how can we . . . how can we get you installed at the top . . .” 
 
      
 
    He looked away as I came closer, shame from even considering this on his face plain as day. 
 
      
 
    I soldiered on, though, despite his reaction. “. . . where you belong?” 
 
      
 
    He looked back to me, his chin held a little higher. Flattery works wonders sometimes, I'd found. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Kort 
 
      
 
    I woke up early in the morning, my head clear, my senses on high alert. What was I hearing? Talking? Rambling? Sounded like the drunk from before just outside my door. 
 
      
 
    “Shut the fuck up, Riley!” bellowed a voice from across the room. “Some of us got a shift in the morning!” 
 
      
 
    Riley? That was definitely the drunk from before, the guy who'd been handing me beers all night. I strained my ears to hear what he was saying. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck that slut,” he yelled. “Gonna go down there, get my fucking pickle wet.” 
 
      
 
    I knew exactly what he was talking about. Who he was talking about. My eyes opened wide, the anger rising in my chest as the adrenaline kicked in. I leaped out of my bed, pulled my clothes on in a flash, didn't even bother to lace up my boots. 
 
      
 
    “Shut the fuck up!” called the same voice as before. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck that slut!” Riley yelled back. 
 
      
 
    I hit my bunkhouse door at a run. Riley was there, at the rickety table, a couple more beer bottles than before out in front of him. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow,” he yelled as he went out the front door. “No, tonight! Gonna make that little whore scream my name!” 
 
      
 
    I stomped down the hallway and out into the little courtyard. By the time I got outside, he was already half-way to the Warehouse. I wasn't going to hurt him. I was going to get him to apologize for calling her what he had. He was rip-roaring, shit-canned drunk, and I knew it. Everyone knew it. 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” I barked as I got closer. “Hey, Riley!” 
 
      
 
    He lurched back around till he could see me. He wobbled a little on his feet, stumbling in that way some drunks do to keep their footing. “What?” he slurred. 
 
      
 
    I kept on my warpath, didn't stop till I got right up in his face, my teeth bared like a rabid dog. “The fuck you say about Lydia?” 
 
      
 
    He didn't even try to push me away or reply, he just swung a fist. His muscle memory was good, too, from years and years of fighting. He knew how to throw a punch, and it came at me like a city bus. I was better, and more sober. My instincts kicked in, same as his, and I blocked his punch with my forearm, slamming it out of the way. Before I could take it back, I was slamming my elbow into his temple. 
 
      
 
    His eyes rolled back and he crumpled like a tin can, folding in on himself as he dropped to the ground. Just above his ear, his head cracked hard on a rock, and it sounded like a melon landing after having been tossed off a second story. Blood trickled from his ear immediately, and I knew he wasn't going to wake up anytime soon. Maybe never. Head injuries like that were traumatic. My stomach turned immediately as I looked down at him. Not because I abhorred violence, but because I knew I'd just fucked up. They'd be looking for whoever did this, and who would be a more likely suspect than the new guy? No one. I glanced back over my shoulder, at the bunkhouse door. 
 
      
 
    No one was coming. They were probably just happy Riley had shut the fuck up. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck!” I hissed under my breath. I nudged Riley's motionless body with the toe of my boot, tried to roll him over. 
 
      
 
    He didn't respond and didn't flip. There was too much dead weight there for me to move with just my foot. I ran a hand down my face, growled low. I couldn't run and leave Lydia behind. Even if I had to give up on my goals, I wanted her with me. I needed her with me. And what kind of man would abandon her with motherfuckers like these around? Less than twenty-four hours here, and there were already drunks threatening to rape her. 
 
      
 
    And I couldn't go, especially not when I was so close to Joey Banks. I'd been working towards this for months, trying to hunt Lydia down, trying to get myself into the Warehouse. And besides, there were too many guards surrounding the place. I'd never get out at this time of night, definitely not unquestioned, and likely not full of bullet holes. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck!” I hissed again as I looked to the Warehouse, and my eyes settled on the door. I nodded at them, the wheels turning in my head. 
 
      
 
    The tunnels below the Warehouse. They'd seemed practically abandoned when I was down there just a little while before. I could hide out down there, till Lydia and I could figure out a way into the manager's office. Then, with her daddy dead, we could sneak out together and figure out our next move. I left Riley's unconscious body in the middle of the courtyard and headed for the Warehouse. As I went through the door, I heard a startled shout from direction of the bunkhouse. 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit!” called the voice. 
 
      
 
    I found the access stairs I'd used earlier to get down to Lydia's cage and slipped into the tunnels. I could hear murmuring voices, and I tip-toed down to the room where they were keeping her. It sounded like she and one of the men were discussing something in a hushed tone. 
 
      
 
    As they were speaking, though, I heard the crackle of a radio. “Tyson?” called a static-filled voice from inside the room. “You there, boss? You awake?” 
 
      
 
    A pause. 
 
      
 
    “I'm here,” Tyson replied. “What's wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “We got a problem. Riley's been beat up real bad. Think we got someone in the compound that ain't supposed to be here.” 
 
      
 
    Shit. I took off down the hallway as quietly as I could, not knowing where I was headed. A half-dozen men? I could handle that. A small private army? I might as well have just killed myself right then and saved them the trouble. I darted around the corner from Lydia's cage room and pressed my back against the wall as I tried to control my breathing, just listening. 
 
      
 
    “I'm on it,” I heard Tyson say as he came out of the cage room. Soon, his footfalls receded as he headed back to the access stairs, then headed upstairs. “Get security on high alert and lock down the fence. No one in, no one out till we figure this out. And make sure Mr. Banks has plenty of guards!” 
 
      
 
    I leaned my head back against the wall, still out of breath. Well, this was going well. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Lydia 
 
      
 
    I knew as soon as Uncle Tyson got the call that Kort had decided to make his move. He always had seemed kind of impulsive. It was one of the things I really loved about him. I frowned as I sat in my cage, staring at the six wired walls that had become my prison. Is that what these feelings were? Love? 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and leaned against the gate of the kennel, nearly yelping in surprise as began to swing open. “Holy shit!” I breathed, pushing the gate open all the way. 
 
      
 
    Tyson must have had so much on his mind with what he and I had discussed that he'd forgotten to lock the gate back up when he left. It seemed too good to be true, though. I hesitated. I didn't leave the cage. I stayed there, crouched down, wondering. Maybe it was a trick on my uncle's part. I couldn't rule that out, either. Maybe he'd just been humoring me when we speaking earlier, and this really was part of some sick and twisted plot by him and my father, to see how loyal I was? He might have been just waiting right outside the room, ready to spring on me when I went to leave. 
 
      
 
    I chewed at my lip, mulling my options. Even if it was a trick, I figured, maybe I could use it to my advantage. Nothing ventured, nothing gained. I nodded to myself, and pushed the gate open the rest of the way, crept out into the dimly lit cage room. I rose to my feet, stretched again with my hands on my lower back. Even a short amount of time in the cage was hell on the body. 
 
      
 
    Holding my breath, I crossed over to the hallway door and pressed my ear to it, listening. Nothing on the other side. I closed my eyes, sighed, and grasped the door knob, pulled it open. I poked my head out, looked both ways, but I couldn’t see anything. I snuck out into the hall and took a left, heading down towards the showers. The lights here were distantly spaced, but at least they were on. Little pools of yellow dotted the floor every forty or so feet, lighting my way. 
 
      
 
    While Tyson and I had been talking about everything, I'd asked him about the layout of the Warehouse, how deep these tunnels went. He'd told me they were huge, almost as big as the whole complex. My father had his home down here, connected by an elevator in the manager's office I'd seen earlier. An elevator connected the two, but the old man’s room was accessible from these tunnels. 
 
      
 
    That was my chance, I realized. If he was down in these tunnels, I could find him and have my shot at him for what he did to my mother. If he was up in the manager's office, then I could find the elevator that led up to it. I turned the corner and headed down towards the showers, my footfalls echoing up and down the concrete walls, their only accompaniment my breath and the steady drips of falling water. I stopped at each intersection and listened, trying to get some sense of what was ahead of me. At each juncture I didn't hear anything other than my own low breath and the sound of shifting earth and rushing water. 
 
      
 
    My thoughts turned to Kort as I wandered the subterranean halls of the Warehouse. Was he safe? Had they caught him? Would I ever see him again? If they caught him, and he was the culprit, they'd kill him for sure. Hell, even if he wasn't the culprit, he'd probably be killed anyways, just on suspicion. 
 
      
 
    I came to a T intersection and stopped. “Left or right?” I wondered aloud as I looked both ways. My eyes settled right, and I followed them. 
 
      
 
    About halfway down the passage I stopped and cocked my head to the side. I thought I heard something up ahead, on my right. I pressed myself against the wall and crept slowly forward. As I drew closer, I realized it was an open door, the sound of soft breathing coming clearly over the background noise of the underground. I didn't have any weapon, and even though I’d been in scraps before I didn’t trust my luck against some of the solidly built goons I’d seen running guard duty. My heart raced, my mouth went dry, and I swallowed nervously as I continued to creep forward to the edge of the open door. 
 
      
 
    Then it happened. A man in the room sprung out at me, his arms faster than I could see, yanking me into the room and clamping a hand over my mouth. I struggled and kicked at him, screaming against his palm, but it was no use. He was bigger and stronger than me, easily outweighing me by a hundred pounds, and he dragged me deep into the room. He kept saying something over and over, but my blood was up, and I was panicking and couldn't tell at first what he was saying. 
 
      
 
    “Lydia!” he hissed. “Calm the fuck down!” 
 
      
 
    I recognized those strong arms that were around me, remembered even his smell as he took his hand from my mouth. “Kort?” I asked, my eyes blinking in the darkness. “Oh Kort!” I threw my arms around his neck and pulled him close, my lips planting on his in a long kiss. 
 
      
 
    He wrapped his arms around me again, this time more gently, as he returned my kiss, his lips as passionate and insistent as my own. Even through the wire of the cage, I hadn't realized how much I wanted him by my side for this, or how wonderful his embrace felt. 
 
      
 
    We pulled apart from each other, and he stroked my cheek, cupped my face. “How you doing? You holding in there?” 
 
      
 
    I turned my face into his hand, loving the way it felt on my skin, kissed his palm. I sighed as I closed my eyes, just enjoying this moment of peace before I went and did what I had to do. “Yeah,” I whispered. “I'm holding in there.” 
 
      
 
    “You look good,” he said. “Better than I would have thought.” 
 
      
 
    I told him about my Uncle Tyson coming down and letting me walk around a little and shower. “I think,” I said, pausing to lick my lips, “I think we can get him on our side. At least to kill Joey. He knows that he's gone off the deep end.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “I heard about what happened with your mother, about why you ran. I had no idea. I would've told you about what I was planning sooner.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. “Well, it's partially my fault. I don't exactly advertise what happened.” 
 
      
 
    I told him about the elevator, about how pops lived down here. “Tyson says it’s all a part of these tunnels. We can get to him from here. I can get to him and finish this.” 
 
      
 
    He took a step back and shook his head. “That's a fucking suicide mission, Lydia. And you know it.” 
 
      
 
    “I don't care! The man took my mother from me, and my life! He stuck me in a fucking cage, Kort!” 
 
      
 
    “But,” he countered as he stepped towards me, pulled me into his arms, “if something happens to you, I don't know what I'd do.” 
 
      
 
    I looked away, a faint smile on my lips. I shook my head, wondering how I'd ended up here in life. In the dungeons beneath a madman's modern day castle, some kind of 21st century princess returning to avenge the queen's death at the hands of the insane king, in love with the knight in shining armor. 
 
      
 
    “Don't get me wrong,” he said, squeezing me a little to make his point, “I want your daddy just as dead as you do. He took my best friend from me, same as he took your mother. But, I still want you, too.” 
 
      
 
    The smile on my lips grew as my heart swelled a little. “You do? Even after all the shit I put you through?” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled, his hands sliding down to my denim-clad butt. “Probably because of it. You're just . . . you're not like any woman I've ever met, Lydia. You're tough, and sexy, and smart. You can run a pool table or throws bullseyes every time, even pick locks.” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” I admitted, “you're not too bad yourself. You're handsome, can fight and act, and you're funny, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Don't forget great in bed,” he suggested, moving his hips against mine. 
 
      
 
    I purred a little as my eyes tracked down to his mouth and I licked my lips. “You wish. Don’t get cocky.” 
 
      
 
    He pulled me closer, his lips lowering to mine. “I guess I'm just trying to say . . .” 
 
      
 
    “You don't have to,” I replied when he didn't finish. “I understand. I . . . I need you, too,” I said as I stood on tiptoes and pressed my lips to his. I opened my mouth to his tongue, welcoming it with my own. He tasted like beer and cigarettes, but I didn't care. 
 
      
 
    Our hands moved over each other's bodies, pulling at our clothes. I knew we were in the middle of enemy territory, and this was the worst possible time do be doing this, but I knew too that I may never feel his hands on me again, his hot breath might not ever grace my neck after we made our move on my pops. 
 
      
 
    We threw ourselves at each other in the depths of that place. We'd been playing with fire this whole time, why let a little more danger stop us now? Besides, we'd be dead no matter who found us down here. Might as well go out of the world the same way we’d lived in it. His scruffy five o'clock shadowed lips were pressed to my naked breasts, his teeth flashing as they nipped at my tender, excited nubs. I raked my nails across his naked back as he wrapped me in his strong arms, his hands on my butt and hips, squeezing, gripping at me for dear life. We clung to each other, trying desperately to be nearer to one another than we'd ever been to any human being alive. 
 
      
 
    My body was on fire with my need for him, the man I loved. I had to feel him inside me before we faced our next, and final test. And I could tell from the way his exceptional manhood pressed into my belly he felt the exact same way. 
 
      
 
    “Lydia,” he growled me in my ear just before nipping at my ear lobe. 
 
      
 
    I arched my body into, pressed my breasts flat against his chest as I writhed under his touch. “Fuck me, Kort,” I whispered, my voice raspy with lust as I slipped my hand down between us and grabbed his cock. “I need you right now. I need you more than anything I've ever needed.” 
 
      
 
    He groaned in my ear as I swirled my thumb around his head, as I smeared his excitement all over and began to stroke him. He grabbed my ass in both hands, lifting me into the air and pushing me back against the cool concrete wall, pinning me with his body. I shivered as the damp, rough stone touched my skin. My hand still on his cock, I guided him to my dripping entrance and wrapped my legs around his waist. He moved his hips forward, thrusting his hard length deep into me, as his lips found mine. 
 
      
 
    My whole body shook as I took him in one go, sliding down his member as I screamed into his mouth. He fucked me hard against the wall, his hips and pelvis slamming into mine as I groaned into him, took his tongue into my mouth, sucked him hard. 
 
      
 
    He'd manhandled me in the past, had kept me tied to the motel bed as he used my body, had pressed me hard into the mattress as he took the last thing I had to give any man. But this was so different, so raw and primal as our hands tore at one another, as he held me like a doll against the concrete wall, his body roughly grinding against mine. My clit rubbed against the base of his hard cock as he drilled into me, making the world seem like one ball of never ending infinite pleasure that would soon expand to fill the whole universe. 
 
      
 
    I cried out wordlessly as my orgasm overtook me, my body massaging his prick as he continued to bounce me on it. I rotated my hips, screaming into his mouth as I felt myself become small, like an insignificant mortal in the grasp of his giant hands and towering frame. He bit my neck and shoulder, and I screamed out again, my call echoing through the room as he continued to pound into me. 
 
      
 
    “I'm close,” he groaned, louder than he meant to, his hips moving faster and faster as he dragged me up and down his cock. 
 
      
 
    The concrete scraped my back painfully, but it just seemed to add to the fun as another orgasm ripped through me, making the world brighter than I ever imagined possible as fireworks exploded behind my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Kort!” I called, forgetting myself in the passion. “God, you feel amazing!” 
 
      
 
    “Lydia!” he joined me as his whole body tensed and I felt him go off inside me, his cock buried as deep as it could as he began to unload his seed. “I love you, too,” he growled as he thrust faster. 
 
      
 
    I shook one last time on his length as he continued to cum inside me, my body shaking like I was on a rollercoaster as I trembled in his strong arms. I cried out again, but bit it off by planting my teeth in his shoulder. I moaned a few more times as his cock began to soften inside me before taking my mouth from him. Our breath heavy and exasperated, he pressed his lips to mine, panting between kisses. 
 
      
 
    “I do,” Kort whispered as he dropped me slowly to the floor. “You know that, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Love me?” I asked as I put a hand on his chest and brought myself close to him. I looked up into his dark, brooding eyes, touched his face, brushed my fingers over the scratchy scruff on his chin and square jaw. “Of course I know, handsome.” 
 
      
 
    We kissed again, sighing into our lovers' embrace as our bodies melted into each other's arms again. 
 
      
 
    We both froze suddenly as the door to the room opened. 
 
      
 
    “I knew it! I just fucking knew you were fucking him,” growled a man's voice as he stepped into the room, pistol in hand. “You fucking whore!” 
 
      
 
    It was Tyson. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Kort 
 
      
 
    I stepped between Lydia and him, my arms spread as I covered her naked body with mine. Behind me she stooped and picked up her clothes, tried to cover herself as best she could with them. I didn't even bother to cover up. If some motherfucker wanted to pull a gun on me while my cock was hanging out, then it was his fault. He barely had his eyes on me, though - he was more interested in Lydia. 
 
      
 
    “Look,” I said, “this isn't what you think. We're here for Joey, not you or anyone else.” 
 
      
 
    Tyson laughed bitterly. “You gonna stand there naked, with your dick covered in the daughter of the woman I've always wanted, then tell me it ain't what it looks like? But, instead, you just wanna kill my best friend?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “Tyson, listen to me. I can keep things straight with Xander. Give us Joey, and you can have everything you've ever wanted! We could even take this place over together!” 
 
      
 
    “Ain't buying it!” he barked as he waved the barrel of the gun for me to move. “Now, outta the way.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you,” I spat as I squared my shoulders and put a hand behind me, grabbed hold of Lydia and pressed her to my back. “You ain't touching a hair on her head!” 
 
      
 
    “Want me to blow out your fucking kneecap, punk? Huh? See how much baby girl here likes you limping with a gimp leg? Or how about I just shoot your fucking cock off, huh? You like that instead, baby girl? Huh, Lydia? You wanna man who's gotta piss in a bag for the rest of his life and can only fuck you with a strap on?” 
 
      
 
    Lydia stroked my back. “Kort, do what he says,” she whispered. “I'll try to fix this, okay?” 
 
      
 
    I growled and stepped aside, moved into the back corner of the room. I didn't like having to give into this asshole's demands, and I certainly didn't like leaving my woman at his mercy. 
 
      
 
    When I got into place he fished a pair of cuffs from his pocket and tossed them to me. “Cuff yourself to that pipe, pretty boy Quart,” he sneered as he nodded to an exposed metal pipe that stuck out six inches or so from the wall. It was as big around as my wrist and ran from floor to ceiling. Grudgingly, I cuffed myself in place, the clicking of the bracelets sounding to me like nails in my coffin. Lydia kept her top to her chest with one hand, the other covering the triangle of blonde hair between her legs. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I'd secured my wrists, Tyson's attention turned to Lydia. His eyes raked up and down her body like a perverted old man. “You really have filled out, ain't you?” he whispered as he stepped close to her, his lips practically smacking. “I'd seen you in your clothes and all, but damn, baby girl, you're looking good.” 
 
      
 
    “Uncle Tyson,” she plead as she took a tentative step back. “This is crazy. You don't understand.” 
 
      
 
    “What don't I understand?” he asked as he reached up and stroked her cheek. “This? You two fucking down here in the tunnels? That man, over there, beating my workers half to death?” 
 
      
 
    She closed her eyes and turned her face away, her lower lip trembling. 
 
      
 
    “You keep the fuck away from her!” I roared, struggling against the cuffs, the metal banging against the pipe as I tried to lunge for him. 
 
      
 
    Tyson whirled on me, his gun out in front of him. “You shut your mouth, boy! This is between me and Lydia, and I don't need you sticking your nose where it don't belong!” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you, Tyson!” 
 
      
 
    He stepped quickly over, cracked me across the mouth with the barrel of his gun, the cold steel knocking me to my naked ass on the bare concrete. “Told you to shut your fucking mouth!” 
 
      
 
    Dazed and bleeding, I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    He was already back over to Lydia, though. He tore her clothes from her hands, throwing them aside as she screamed in protest. His hand shot out, grabbed her by the jaw, pushed her back against the wall. “Bet you like it rough, don't you little baby girl? Bet you like a strong man to show you what's what, tell you where to put your hands, make you beg for his cock, don't you?” 
 
      
 
    “Lydia!” I yelled, trying to get back to my feet. “Lydia!” 
 
      
 
    Lydia shut her eyes tight, thrashed her head from side to side as she struggled to get away from him. He got her by the throat and kept her pinned to the wall. Standing on just her tiptoes she choked and gagged, her face turning red. He dropped her from the wall and spun back to me. I watched as she dropped to her knees with a grimace, her hand coming up to her bruised throat. 
 
      
 
    “Lydia!” 
 
      
 
    He came back over, cracked me across the face again with his gun, the iron site tearing across my cheek, sending a stream of warm blood down my face. “Settle down, boy! You keep acting up, I'm gonna have to show you how a real man fucks a woman! You wanna see that? You wanna see me balls deep in your little honey pot over here? Watch her gagging on my cock while I put a gun to her head?” 
 
      
 
    “Kort,” Lydia gasped out from just past Tyson. I could see her face, but he couldn't, and she flashed me a pained wink. “No! Uncle Tyson, you don't understand, that's all. I wanted Kort here to kill my father, so your hands would be clean. You'd be able to step in when the job was done. That's all!” 
 
      
 
    Instantly, I knew what she was doing. What she had meant when she told Tyson he didn't understand. Now, it was time for me to play the fool. The only question was, would he believe our little charade? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Lydia 
 
      
 
    Never in a million years would I have imagined that Tyson would be doing this to me, not even after the way he'd looked at me in the shower down the passageway earlier in the night. The look in his eyes was murderous, and I could practically here his teeth grinding themselves to pulverized chalk dust from across the room. The things he was saying, the threats he was making. Rape? This man was my uncle in every way except blood. Clearly he'd gone off the fucking deep end. But there was still a chance we could use him to get us into the sanctum, to allow us access to him. All I had to do was win him to my side. I just hoped Kort had caught my earlier wink, and that he'd know I wasn't trying to hurt him with my betrayal. 
 
      
 
    Kort nodded at first, but then slowly shook his head. “What are you saying, Lydia?” he asked, a little dejected whine creeping into his voice. “You . . . you used me?” 
 
      
 
    Perfect. We'd been playing so many parts these last few days, trying to convince the other we were on their side I figured he'd be good enough to play his little role in this. Tyson stayed over Kort, glanced back and forth between the two of us as I began my tale. 
 
      
 
    “I didn't know if you'd come back for me, Tyson,” I rasped as I settled back against the wall, my hand still trying to rub away the soreness from my throat. “And I thought, even if you did come back, we'd need some more muscle when we went in there. After you left, he slipped down to the cages and broke me out, tried to drag me away from the Warehouse like some caveman because he'd been a dipshit and beat up some guy and had to run. I convinced him to stay, though, so you and I could pin it on him when we took this place from Pops.” 
 
      
 
    Tyson glared at Kort, seemingly gauging the level of hurt he was feeling at my betrayal. Blood coursed down the side of his head where he’d been hit, and his lips were bloody from being smashed in the teeth with the pistol. He frowned and closed his eyes, turned away from Tyson in shame. 
 
      
 
    Tyson turned and came back over, his demeanor more subdued. He bought it, I figured. He stooped down and began collecting my clothes, handed them to me and turned around. “I-I'm sorry,” he said as he turned his back to me and allowed me to get dressed in a little privacy. Kort, for his part, kept his face turned into the quarter. 
 
      
 
    I stood up and began to put my clothes on. “It's okay,” I whispered after my panties and bra were back on. “You didn't know. He came to me, and I had to think on the fly, that's all.” 
 
      
 
    “You're so much like you mother,” my uncle said after a while, “you know that? She was smart as a whip, too. Way smarter than your pops ever gave her credit for.” 
 
      
 
    Not smart enough to keep her from marrying a psycho, or dating a piece of shit like you, I wanted to say. Instead, I just mumbled a thanks as I slid into my jeans and pulled them up snugly around my hips, fastening them tight. I grabbed my top and pulled it on, suddenly very grateful to be fully clothed. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think it'll work?” Tyson asked as I stepped up next to him and glared down at Kort with my best haughty bitch impersonation. 
 
      
 
    “Why're you asking me?” I replied with a grim smile. “You're the real boss around here, aren't you?” 
 
      
 
    He puffed up a little, standing taller at my compliment. “Yeah,” he said. “You're right, baby cakes. I am.” He nodded. “It'll work.” 
 
      
 
    My skin crawled at his nickname for me. I felt like I needed another shower, and it had only been a few hours. “Have the keys?” I asked my uncle. “I say we get this show on the road before it's too late.” 
 
      
 
    Together we unlocked Kort. I undid the cuffs on both sides and Uncle Tyson covered him for me, to make sure he wouldn't make a move on either of us. Now free, Kort dressed himself, his hard body disappearing back beneath his clothing again. I always hated it when that happened, but right now there were important things to be concerned with. 
 
      
 
    My adopted uncle kept his gun trained on Kort the whole time. Of course, my handsome man wasn't going to make a move. Why would he? Tyson here was our ticket through the front door so we could get to his boss. We ushered Kort out of the storage room and back into the tunnels, turned right to continue down the way I'd originally been walking. He stayed a few feet ahead of us, his hands behind his head. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Tyson said quietly after a few silent moments of the three of us just walking, his voice breaking the sound of echoing footfalls as he wrapped his arm around my shoulders and pulled me into his bulk. “About earlier, I mean. All the stuff I said, baby girl. I didn't really mean it.” 
 
      
 
    Sure he didn't, I thought. Because that's the kind of shit you say to your niece when you don't mean it. “Don't mention it,” I said, pressing myself into his side with a creeped out shudder as his big, creepy hands squeezed my shoulder and upper arm. “I wasn't worried,” I lied. 
 
      
 
    His hands stroked my bare arm as we continued to make our way through the tunnel, sending a wave of nausea through my stomach. He'd been bad before with the way he'd looked at me like a piece of meat, but this was even worse. I wanted to slap him in the face, steal his gun, and pump him full of lead for what he'd threatened to do to me back in that room. This man was human filth. 
 
      
 
    We walked the rest of the way in silence, twisting and turning through the tunnels beneath the Warehouse. “Don't shoot” Tyson called out as we rounded a corner and saw two security guards flanking a secure door. “It's me. Got a prisoner is all.” 
 
      
 
    One of the men was Pork Chop, the guard who had grabbed me earlier when I was in the manager's office. “Mr. Banks says he doesn't want to be disturbed,” he said, stepping forward. He had a big shotgun hanging across his chest by a strap. “That means even you, Mr. Maxwell.” 
 
      
 
    “Pork Chop!” screamed my father through the intercom next to the door. “Who in the fucking blue skies is that, boy?” 
 
      
 
    Pork Chop frowned and sighed, visually displeased at our having awoken the beast. I sure hope he was getting paid well for all he the bullshit he had to deal with. Pops had been a handful even before he went crazy. “It's Mr. Maxwell.” 
 
      
 
    “What in Christ's name he want, Pork Chop?” 
 
      
 
    Uncle Tyson walked closer. “Joey, I got the guy that beat our boy Riley just a little while ago. And Lydia, too.” He looked to me pointedly. 
 
      
 
    I made a face as I stepped closed. “Hey,” I said. “I'm here to, um, apologize for the way I misspoke earlier.” 
 
      
 
    The radio crackled off and on a few times, its pops and static hollow and distant in that passage below the earth. Finally, he spoke. “Well come on in folks!” 
 
      
 
    There was a loud buzz, and then the sound of locks releasing on the security door. I looked pointedly at Tyson, and he returned my gaze as the door came slightly ajar, letting out a crack of soft yellow light. 
 
      
 
    “Now,” Tyson muttered as we began to march Kort into his so-called punishment, “you've seen your father up in the office. Here, though, um, you'd best prepare yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it worse down here, where he's living?” 
 
      
 
    Tyson just swallowed and nodded. “Much.” 
 
      
 
    Kort pushed through the door, swinging it wide. It was like a bunker down here, the kind of place you'd imagine they would have built for the government during the 50s to stop atomic bombs. Candles lit the room like some sick, science fiction version of Phantom of the Opera, the warm yellow light throwing dark and twisting shadows onto the walls all around us, shadows made by the piles of raw cash and giant bales of white powder and bags of methamphetamine crystals. There, in the middle of it all, sat two giant, high-backed chairs, virtual thrones. 
 
      
 
    Kort walked in first at my adopted uncle's prodding, his gun digging into my man's ribs. He walked in and stopped in his tracks just ten feet through the door as Tyson slammed the door shut behind us. “My fucking God,” Kort said in disbelief as the door hummed like before, this time sealing us in with the old man. 
 
      
 
    My father sat on the right wearing soiled boxers and the same dirty wife-beater undershirt as before, his old trucker hat with a Skoal label printed on the front perched atop his balding head. He grinned at the three of us, his yellowing, stained teeth like a row of tombstones in his mouth. “Howdy y'all. Lydia, honey, welcome home. Your mother's missed you something fierce.” 
 
      
 
    I stepped to the left, my eyes adjusting to the gloom of my pops' private residence. As I came out from around Kort, I sucked in a sharp breath, my eyes wide, my heart immediately pounding. 
 
      
 
    “Mother!” I screamed as my chest immediately felt like an elephant took a seat on it. 
 
      
 
    There she was. Seated on the throne next to my father. Her skin desiccated, her hair falling out, the pearls she'd always loved hanging from her corpse neck, her Sunday church dress pulled crudely over her body. My father really was insane. His memory wasn't simply gone, his mind was broken like a dry twig. I dropped to my knees, my breath seizing as I felt my chest close up. I couldn't handle this. Was this my father? 
 
      
 
    “Now, come on, Lydia, baby,” he said as he leaned over and stroked the back of his hand on my mother's cheek. “Give momma a kiss. She's awfully sore about not getting to see you yet.” 
 
      
 
    I slumped forward, bracing myself with my hands as I dry-heaved onto the concrete. I just hoped Kort could fix this. Because I sure as hell couldn't. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Kort 
 
      
 
    This was just too much. This man was fucking nuts. Like Charles Manson, Jeffrey Dahmer, and the Texas Chainsaw Massacre all wrapped up in one. How could a man like this actually exist in a day and age like ours? Running drugs? Sure. Sex-trafficking? Alright, I knew it existed, even though I couldn't stand it. Rapists, wife-beaters, murderers, all the others? Yeah, I hated it, and I punished it when I saw it. 
 
      
 
    But digging up his own wife and dressing her like that? Propping her up as he sat in his own filth, surrounded by his money and drugs?  Tyson had known about this, about this descent into insanity, and he'd allowed it to continue, enabled it even. He deserved no sympathy from me, or any other human being alive. This wasn't going out and doing a line of blow at the bar on a Saturday night, or getting a hooker for a business meeting while you were at a business convention. This was evil at its worst, the kind of thing that ate away at societies from the insides, leaving just a hollow husk behind as the rest crumbled and fell away. 
 
      
 
    I heard Lydia drop to the floor behind me, heard her gasp out my name as she panicked. I could practically feel Tyson's gun on me as well. Feel the barrel lining up with my spine, the back of my head. Adrenaline kicked in, my years of living on the edge of the law taking over. I stepped backwards till the gun hit my back. 
 
      
 
    When you moved like this, no one had reason to pull the trigger. You'd just bumped them, but you hadn't moved your hands, which is what they were tracking with their eyes. Most people didn't have the tactical training to know they needed to step away and keep a safe distance. 
 
      
 
    Tyson didn't move. Didn't say anything. He was too stunned. “Lydia?” he called out from behind me, the barrel of his gun massaging my spine. “Baby girl, it's okay.” 
 
      
 
    In front of me Joey Banks cackled like a madman, clapping his hands gleefully as his daughter fell to the ground. Now was my chance. I needed to keep the barrel away from me. A bullet has less than inch across where it can enter your body, and it's like a mini cannon. If you're going to get hit, it's because you're standing in front of it. I spun around quickly to my right, whipping my hand out as I went, hitting the gun that Tyson had briefly held against my back. 
 
      
 
    Tyson, slow on the uptake, pulled the trigger too late. The gun discharged, firing its shell out into the concrete enclosure, zinging as it ricocheted around the creepy-ass bunker before it embedded itself in a bale of cocaine. The muzzle flash burned my shirt, and the skin beneath, but I didn't care. I grabbed the gun with one hand, trying to twist the barrel away from me, even as I grabbed him with my other and tried to take him down to the ground. 
 
      
 
    He fired again, almost on reflex, as he struggled against me, the muzzle flashing again as another bullet went ricocheting around the room. Still, old man Banks' cackle echoed in my ringing ears. 
 
      
 
    “What're you doing?” Tyson asked as I took him to the ground, a surprised tone to his voice. 
 
      
 
    “Making Lydia safe,” I growled in reply, “from you.” I twisted the gun back to him, pointing it at his chest as we wrestled on the concrete. 
 
      
 
    He twisted the gun away from me for a moment, got the barrel pointing towards Lydia, where she still rested on her knees in panic-mode. With my other hand, still tied up with his, I grasped forward, letting go of the gun. I stabbed my thumb into his left eye, digging in deep. 
 
      
 
    He screamed and thrashed, his hand trying to drag mine away, the gun jerking up to the ceiling in his pain. “My fucking eye, you fucking piece of shit!” 
 
      
 
    I bared my teeth and pressed deeper into his socket as I twisted the gun around in his grip, pointed the barrel back into his chest. And still, all around us, Banks' cackle swooped over the room like the calls of a murder of crows, taunting us, calling us nothing and less than human. Tyson struggled, but I kept the gun pointed to his chest. He was a good grappler, solid all around, but I was better. 
 
      
 
    I tried to get his finger out of the guard, tried to disarm him. I didn't want to kill him anymore than I wanted to kill any man, no matter who they were. Finally, as Lydia gasped beside me, and Joey Banks cackled all around us, I realized I had no choice. Tyson had to go. I got my thumb in with his through the trigger guard, the barrel pointing right into his chest. I pushed my thumb, pressing the trigger down. 
 
      
 
    The gun leaped in his hand, thundering loudly again, as it fired into his chest, two bullets entering with a wet thud. His good eye flew open wide, stared aimlessly at me, losing its focus as it looked through me and past me. He tried to speak, but all that came out was a wet gurgle as blood dribbled from his lips. He blinked, gasped again. His body spasmed and sagged, the life gone from his eyes. 
 
      
 
    I grabbed the hand from Tyson's lifeless corpse, prying it from his dead grip. I rose and spun on Joey, leveled the barrel at him. Joey just grinned at me with those nasty teeth of his, his teeth and gums pulled back from them like they wanted nothing to do with that dental work. He held up a black device, about the side of a small cellphone with a red button on top. “Nah ah ah! You drop that gun, son, or we're gonna make the Fourth of July look like a backyard tire fire,” he said, holding up the device. 
 
      
 
    I kept my pistol on him as I glanced towards Lydia, who was still on her knees gasping for breath, her face red, the veins on her neck standing out as she continued her panic. I swung my head back to Joey, licked my lips. 
 
      
 
    “This whole fucking place is wired to go,” he said with a cackle. “You shoot me, son, and we all go up together. Gotta enough ANFO and C4 rigged around this place, they won't even be able to use our dental records to identify the bodies. Between that and all the diesel and ammo we got stored here, we'll be crispy critters in no time.” 
 
      
 
    ANFO. I knew the stuff. It was what had been used at Oklahoma City to destroy the Federal Building. The blast had been strong enough to shatter windows fifty-five miles away. 
 
      
 
    “Now lower the goddamn gun, boy. Do it.” 
 
      
 
    I licked my lips, lowered my gun, and pointed the barrel at the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Drop it, son!” 
 
      
 
    I tossed the gun aside, sending it clattering into a bale of white powder. I turned and knelt down beside Lydia, put my arm around her shoulders. 
 
      
 
    She flinched and shook as I touched her, but soon relaxed as I whispered in her ear. “Everything's going to be alright,” I said. “It's going to be okay.” 
 
      
 
    The words sounded empty and hollow even as they left my mouth. I knew it was a lie. We were both going to die here. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Lydia 
 
      
 
    Looking back, I should have realized my father had been going downhill for a while. The accusations, the screaming, the sudden fights with mother at all times of day and night. The day he killed her, I came home a little before four in the afternoon, same as always. He'd been down the street in the old Cadillac of his, slumped down in his seat, his trucker cap pulled low like neither mother or I would recognize him as he tried to keep a watch on the house. 
 
      
 
    “Mom?” I called when I got into the house. “Mom, you here?” 
 
      
 
    “In the living room, honey.” 
 
      
 
    I went in and joined her in the front living room, the one that was reserved for when guests like the preacher or his wife came over to visit. She stood there like a vision. Tall, shapely, her long blonde hair flowing down the back of her sundress. She was peering out the blinds at the street. 
 
      
 
    “Mom, why is dad down the street like that? 
 
      
 
    She pulled her hand from the blinds, let them snap back into place. I could tell from her face she was troubled, but she put on a brave face anyways. “Lydia, honey, he's just, um, keeping an eye on the house, that's all.” 
 
      
 
    “He didn't come home again last night, did he?” 
 
      
 
    Pops had been doing that a lot, lately. Staying out at the new construction site he and Uncle Tyson were working on. And, whenever he actually was home, he and mother fought like cats and dogs. Always, it seemed, he started the argument over the smallest thing. She'd spent too much money, she'd been late coming back from the grocery store. Who was the man she'd been talking to? 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” mother chirped, “he's just working with your Tyson. You know that. A lot of people are depending on him.” 
 
      
 
    Since I'd been thirteen or so I'd had an idea of what they did for a living. He and mom said it was an import-export business, but people who ran companies like that didn't carry a gun on them all the time, or have envelopes full of cash in their briefcases. They also didn't know how to hot wire a car or pick locks, or any of the other nifty tricks he'd taught me. But my mother always wanted me to live a safe life, one full of delusion, where the world was a safe and happy place, and my father was just your run of the mill business man. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, mom,” I said. “But, doesn't that seem a little weird to you?” 
 
      
 
    She laughed, her voice like the tinkling of a bell. “Oh, honey, why would you think that was weird? He's just a man protecting his castle, that's all.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. Well, I have some homework to get done. What time's supper at?” 
 
      
 
    “Just a couple hours, so six o'clock? How's meatloaf sound?” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds great,” I replied as I went to leave the room. “Call me when it's ready?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, honey.” 
 
      
 
    I heard my mother moving the in living room behind me as I headed down the hallway. I'd made it all the way to my bedroom door when she called out to me. “Lydia?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “I love you, honey. I just wanted you to know that.” 
 
      
 
    I gave her a lopsided smile and confused look. “Yeah, I know you do. I love you, too.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled again, the shadows of the hallway playing on her features. There was a certain pain in her eyes, a resignation that I wouldn't realize until weeks later. She'd known what was coming, or had at least been worried about it. I went into my room and pulled out my books, went to work. The time flew by as I buried myself in my math homework and reading assignments. Time that I could have spent with my mother, time that I could have savored, if I'd only known what was coming. 
 
      
 
    Pops didn't come in for supper. He just stayed out on the street, still keeping a watchful eye on the house. 
 
      
 
    “Think he's going to stay out there all night?” I asked finally, speaking the unspoken question she and I were both asking ourselves. 
 
      
 
    “I hope not,” she replied with that same wan smile as before. “I mean, he needs to rest. He's a busy man with a lot on his mind.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. 
 
      
 
    “How's school, honey?” my mother asked, changing the subject. 
 
      
 
    We didn't mention him after that. She kept everything focused on my education for the rest of the meal. After we finished eating, I cleared the table and did the dishes. She came up behind me and gave me a warm hug, pressing her body into mine and laying her cheek against the back of my shoulders. “You're a wonderful daughter,” she said. “I do love you.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, thanks? Everything okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Just wanted to hug you, that's all. Any crime against that?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled and laughed. “No, of course not, mom.” 
 
      
 
    After the dishes were finished, I went back into my room and hit the books again. A couple hours later, after kissing my mother on the cheek goodnight, I was out like a light. Another long day of school work finished. Soon I’d graduate and I could get out of town on my own. Just a few months and I'd be off to NYU in the big city. No more Louisiana, no more country, no more just watching life on TV or reading about it in books. I'd be out of here for good. 
 
      
 
    The front door slamming shut woke me up instantly, wide-eyed and gasping for air. I looked around my bedroom, at its posters of girl and boy bands I still hadn't taken down from my teenybopper years, the moon light filtering in around the curtains covering my window. My parents were screaming at each other again in the living room, just like they had been for the last few months. 
 
      
 
    “You saw them again, didn't you, you double-crossing cunt?” he yelled, his voice piercing through the walls like the bass on a sound system. 
 
      
 
    “I don't even know what you're talking about!” she screamed back. “Who? Who am I supposed to be talking to?” 
 
      
 
    “You know who I mean! Them! The ones that have the lines wired, the ones that been following me!” 
 
      
 
    “No one's fucking following you, Joey! No one!” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes and tried in vain to go back to sleep. Things hadn't escalated before. He'd never laid a hand on her, not that I knew of it, just these screaming fights. Then I heard the glass shatter as it flung against the wall. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck, Joey? Are you fucking high?” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you, cunt! Fuck you and your fucking friends that are out to get me!” 
 
      
 
    “I don't have any fucking friends, Joey! All of them hate you!” 
 
      
 
    I climbed out of bed when the second glass shattered. I thought that, maybe, just maybe, them seeing me there in the room would somehow calm the situation down. They'd realize they were screaming with their daughter in the house, and I could keep things from escalating any further. Wearing my oversized t-shirt and pajama bottoms, I padded out of my room and down the hallway. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you, you two-timing whore!” he screamed just as I was about to enter the family room. “Fuck you!” Then the sound like a meat tenderizer slapping a steak, followed by a weak cry and the glass coffee table shattering. 
 
      
 
    That sound made me sick. He’d slapped her. I ran into the room, expecting the worst. I learned that night that my imagination couldn't predict the worst. I learned that blood is darker in real life than on television. It was everywhere. On the carpet, on the coffee table, on the hammer in my father's raised hand. My mother's blood. He stood over her, his feet planted on either side of her chest, the coffee table flipped over on its side, its glass top as shattered as Humpty Dumpty. 
 
      
 
    My eyes drifted down to my mother's face. I was numb all over, couldn't process what was happening. My mouth opened and closed like a fish as my brain tried to piece together what was right in front of my eyes. She lay there, her face turned to mine, blood from her head wound matting her beautiful blonde hair to her left cheek. The right side of her, from the cheek bone down, was caved in, along with the back of her head. Her eyes stared at nothing. Nothing. 
 
      
 
    My father, hammer reared back for another swing, stopped in his tracks and looked at me, his eyes blood shot, wild. Specks of my mother's blood covered his face like gruesome glitter, crimson on his skin. 
 
      
 
    “She was working against me!” he growled. “But, don't worry, honey, I took care of her!” 
 
      
 
    I took a step back, my breath caught in my throat. I watched as he went back to swinging. It sounded like a melon being smashed, the sickest most unimaginable thing I'd ever witnessed. I backed up through the living room, away from the atrocity in front of me, not stopping till I was pressed flat against the front door. 
 
      
 
    He kept smashing into her face. More blood covered him and had begun to form a congealed pool beneath her. “We're going to be safe, honey, you and me, now that they can't spy on us no more! Safe forever!” 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to scream, but no sound ever came. I reached behind me, grabbed the door knob, twisted. He didn't stop as I ran out the front door. He just kept destroying the most beautiful woman I'd ever seen. I ran. I stole a car, hotwired it, then I ran some more. I couldn't go to the cops. They were all friends with the madman who was my father, and I knew it. That had been the last time I saw him for nearly six years. The nightmares began to go away finally or maybe I just got used to them. 
 
      
 
    Whatever the case. This was why I was here. This was why I'd come back with Kort. Joey Banks needed to die. This thought brought me back to the world from my panicked state, a single kernel of truth my mind could latch onto in the face of the horrors I'd seen, and was still seeing. I felt Kort's arm around my shoulders as I snapped back to reality, felt his hand squeeze, trying to reassure me. 
 
      
 
    I knew what I had to do, now. I had to make my pops drop his guard. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Kort 
 
      
 
    Lydia lurched forward in my arms, her body shaking and convulsing as she fell against my arm. 
 
      
 
    “Lydia!” I cried out, grabbing her, trying to hold her upright. 
 
      
 
    Her body thrashed loose of my grip and she flung herself to the concrete floor. 
 
      
 
    “What in blazes is happening to her?” Joey asked. “What's wrong with my daughter?” 
 
      
 
    “She's having a fucking seizure or something!” I yelled, trying to flip her over onto her side. With my back blocking her face from view, she quickly opened one eye and winked at me. 
 
      
 
    Seemed like every time we got into a scrape, she had some wild plan to manipulate the situation. “Lydia!” I screamed again, shaking her shoulders as she continued to gurgle and convulse. 
 
      
 
    “Is she okay? What's happening?” 
 
      
 
    I looked back at him. “She's having a fucking seizure! Of course she's not okay!” 
 
      
 
    “Honey!” Joey Banks yelled as he jumped up from his throne, detonator still in hand as he ran to us. “Honey, you okay?” Her jaw locked together and foamy saliva came out from between her lips. “You get the fuck away from her!” he roared as he pulled a cruel knife from a sheath on his hip, began to wave it at me. 
 
      
 
    My martial arts instructor used to have a saying. In a gunfight, the loser dies on the street. In a knife fight, the winner dies in the ambulance. Knifes are just as deadly as any other weapon, no matter who has one. I backed off from her, giving him room as I scrambled back on my haunches. “Do you have a doctor here?” I asked in a frantic voice. “Someone who can help her?” 
 
      
 
    “Back up further,” he said, waving the detonator menacingly. 
 
      
 
    I got up, backed away slowly as he approached her twitching form. Had to hand it to my woman. She was doing a pretty believable job. She would have been a shoe-in at the Oscars for Best Epileptic Fit in a Feature Film. I stopped when I was about eight feet away, my back against a bail of crushed crystal meth. 
 
      
 
    He crouched down next to her, knife still in hand. He glanced my direction before bending down to her still shaking body. “No,” he said, going to put away the knife. “But we can fly one in.” As he glanced back, the knife almost back in its sheath, she made her move, reaching for the detonator. 
 
      
 
    I lunged forward, tried to make a grab for the hand with the knife. Joey Banks was fast for a geriatric psycho. He pulled the detonator from out of her reach, his knife hand flailing wildly as I tried to grab hold of him. Three slashes later and I had blood running down my right arm and leg, and a slash down my ribs. 
 
      
 
    “Kort!” Lydia screamed as I reeled back from the blade, falling on my ass as the blood started to gush from my wounds. My eyes stayed on Joey Banks as he grabbed Lydia by the ankle and yanked her behind him and he took off down a hall that split off from the main chamber, dragging her across the concrete floor. 
 
      
 
    “Kort! Help!” Lydia screamed again, her voice echoing weirdly as her daddy lurched down the hall, cackling like a mad man. 
 
      
 
    I heaved myself to my feet, my right leg almost going out from under me. I could feel the blood flowing down my leg like a waterfall, pooling in my boot as I stumbled after him in a fog of pain. I was in more pain than I'd ever felt, and each step felt like I was jamming a red-hot poker in my thigh. He had to pay for what he'd done to Milo, and he still had that detonator in his hand that he could set off at any moment. 
 
      
 
    More importantly, he had Lydia. He had the woman I loved. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Lydia 
 
      
 
    “Bunch of fucking assholes,” my father jabbered, his voice going high, then low, as he dragged me down the passageway. “Trying to make me look like a fucking fool, they are!” 
 
      
 
    I struggled against his grip my ankle, kicking and screaming as he dragged me down the passageway, but it was no use. When that didn't work, I tried to slow him down by grabbing hold of the edges of the tunnel, the floor, anything. But they'd done too good of a job on the concrete work down here, and I didn't have anything to latch onto. 
 
      
 
    “Bunch of assholes and snitches! Snitches get stitches though, Tessa! Snitches get stitches!” 
 
      
 
    We zigzagged down the halls, the concrete floor pulling my shirt up as he dragged me. Every so often we'd hit a rough patch, and the surface would tear over my skin like fire. Already my back was slick with blood. I kicked at his hand, but it was no use. He just seemed to ignore the pain. 
 
      
 
    “Snitches. Get. Stitches! Even Tyson knew that! Tyson got what he deserved!” 
 
      
 
    “Lydia!” Kort called from down the hall. “I'm coming, babe!” 
 
      
 
    He was still alive – a faint glimmer of hope returned to my brain. He was coming for me. “Kort!” I shouted back. “Hurry!” 
 
      
 
    “Not much longer, baby,” the old man sneered as he looked back at me. “You smell that? That's my boat, baby! We'll be out there before long, Tessa, and then we'll find a new life, a place where they can't get to us. And, when Lydia gets home to us from New York, it'll be just like it was before. You'll see!” 
 
      
 
    His madness felt viral, like if I was around him any longer I’d succumb to it too. I sniffed the air, trying to understand what he was talking about, and then I realized I could smell it. The river! We were close to the river. He must have had an exit to a private dock. 
 
      
 
    “We'll be down at the Gulf before you know it, honey! Down at the Gulf and on our way to freedom!” 
 
      
 
    I realized I was going about this the wrong way. Maybe I didn't need to stop him physically at all. “Pops? Pops, I'm your daughter Lydia, not your wife. Tessa's still inside. You left her in her chair, remember?” 
 
      
 
    He stopped and cocked his head to the side, confused. “Lydia? That's you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I came back from school. Do I really look that much like Mom? Do you not recognize me?” 
 
      
 
    He grinned, his lips spreading back in that horrible mockery of a smile. “Lydia! You're back! You're mother's been looking forward to seeing you again, she can barely stop talking about it!” He dropped my ankle and tried to help me to my feet. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” I said loudly, my voice echoing back down the way we'd just come from. “I know. I can't stop thinking about her, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Now, listen, honey,” he said, his knife gleaming wetly in the dim light as he stepped towards me. “I need you to go down to the dock. My boat is down this hall here, and I want you to get ready.” 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” I asked as I glanced away from him and tried to catch sight of Kort. 
 
      
 
    “I'll take care of them,” he said, bringing the knife up so it was just inches from my chest. He wasn’t after me, but it was a cruel reminded of what he could do to me while I was unarmed. “You, now, honey, you get that boat ready so we can leave together.” 
 
      
 
    I began to back slowly away from him. “Okay, ” I said carefully. “You do that. I'll get the boat ready, like you need me to. I promise.” 
 
      
 
    Pops nodded his head fervently as I headed off down the tunnel, out towards the docks. When I rounded the corner to my right I pressed my back against the passageway and gasped. Kort would be on his way soon. Hopefully, between me and him, we could take down the monster together. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Kort 
 
      
 
    I'd lost a lot of blood already, I could tell – my reflexes were slower, my muscles felt like sandbags. I'd taken my belt off, used it as a tourniquet on my leg, then pulled off a strip of cloth from my shirt and bandaged my arm, but I was still losing too much blood from the wound on my side. 
 
      
 
    With Tyson's pistol in hand, I headed down the hall after them. Lydia's cries for help had ended, but I could still hear her speaking loudly to her daddy. I hoped she was somehow convincing him to turn over the detonator, or better yet, magically convincing him to lay down his weapons and let us kill him. That was crazy talk, though. I knew there was no way he was going to do that. This wasn't going to end without more blood being spilled. 
 
      
 
    I hobbled through the tunnels, stopping at each branching intersection to listen for voices. I followed them for a while, their voices clear as day as they yelled back and forth. Soon, though, they seemed to quiet, like they were having a conversation I could only distantly hear. Then, the voices stopped altogether. 
 
      
 
    They had to be close. These underground passages couldn't go on forever. Up ahead, there was a bend in the tunnel. My boots scuffed as I walked up to the wall, my whole body tense and aching as I put my back against the concrete wall. Ragged breath after ragged breath came from my body as I fought to keep myself calm. He had Lydia. He had the bomb detonator still. I held the gun down low in front of me, my sweaty palms wrapped tight around the grip. I took a deep breath, raised my pistol, turned the corner. 
 
      
 
    Joey Banks lunged at me as soon as I cut around the turn, his bloody knife cutting the air in front of my face. My eyes went wide as I jerked back, bringing the barrel of the gun up to deflect his slash and turn the edge away. The blade scraped down the barrel, cut across the back of my fingers. He cackled as the gun dropped from my hand and clattered on the concrete. 
 
      
 
    The bastard had been waiting for me. I gripped my hand tightly, blood welling up between my fingers, as pain flashed through my mind. I sprang back and away from him, trying to keep as much distance as possible between us. Banks waved the knife at me, keeping the tip pointed at my chest. In his other hand he still clutched the detonator. “You ain't gonna take my women folk, you piece of shit,” he slurred, that parody of a grin still on his face. “You ain't gonna get me, neither.” 
 
      
 
    I had to think fast. The pistol lay on the ground between us. If I went for it, I'd have to step within reach of his blade. He'd be able to get me with his knife, no problem. The only thing I could think about was the fact I didn't see Lydia. Had he done something with her? No, if he'd hurt her in the tunnel, I would have her screams, at least seen the blood on my way here. Had she somehow gotten away from him, then? 
 
      
 
    He made another lunge at me, the knife swiping low, across my belly. I jumped back and sucked in my bulk as much as I could, the tip of the blade barely slashing open me shirt as it dragged across. Too close – I was getting sloppy, and my wounds were taking their toll. The old man was fast, way faster than he should have been. No, playing a defensive game with him wasn't going to work. The longer this lasted, the more blood I lost. And fighting with Joey was just going to make it worse. I needed to go on the attack, something he wouldn't expect, and get the knife and detonator from him. 
 
      
 
    He lunged again, cackling as he stabbed at me. I stepped out of the way, the blade whizzing past my side, as I went for him again. He cut back with the blade, barely missing my neck by a razor margin, and tried to attack a third time. I fell back as he cut again and again. My reflexes were slowing from the blood loss, and I knew it. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly he stabbed for my chest. I dodged to the side, but had to bring up my arm to block it from skewering me outright, and cried out as I took another jagged cut. I shook my head, the world seeming to move in slow motion, my stomach churning and nauseous. 
 
      
 
    “Just a matter of time, son,” Joey Banks growled. “Before long, there's gonna be more blood outside than in, and you ain't gonna be no one's problem ever again.” 
 
      
 
    He was right. I might not be able to take him, but maybe I could protect Lydia, make sure she could get away. I shook my head again and, before I could change my mind, I rushed him. He fell back, surprised at my sudden attack. He tried to get at me with the knife, but I caught him by the wrist and kept the blade under my control, forcing him back against the wall as I grappled for the detonator. 
 
      
 
    He growled in my face, his breath full of the smell of cigar smoke and rot as we struggled against the side of concrete passage. I slammed his hand that held the detonator backing into the wall, knocking the device free from his grip. It fell to the ground, bouncing away from both of us. He ignored the dropped detonator, instead bracing his knife hand and bringing it down at me again as he kicked at my knees, trying to break my stance. The old man knew his stuff – if I had tried to go up against him man-on-man back when he was younger I wouldn’t have stood a chance. I blocked his kick as best I could, protecting myself at the expense of my balance. 
 
      
 
    He was on top of me in an instant, forcing me back onto the ground with him on top, forcing the knife down to my throat, his teeth bared like a wild animal as the tip of the blade inched closer and closer with every moment. My muscles quivered and shook as I struggled and strained against him, desperately trying to the tip of the knife from my throat. I wasn't going to hold out, and I knew it. The blade inched lower, slowly moving to me. He grinned, knowing it would be just a matter of time. 
 
      
 
    My muscles were so fatigued. I was losing, and in my mind I silently apologized to Milo – the thought of my best friend dying at the hands of this creep suddenly fired me up. “No!” I growled. “This is for Milo!” 
 
      
 
    “And this is for mom!” Lydia screamed from the darkness as a lead pipe came down out of nowhere, cracking him hard across the shoulders and the back of his neck. He shrank beneath the blow, roaring in pain and anger, but still the knife came at me. She hit him again and again, each time rearing back farther than before, the pipe slung back over her shoulder as she screamed with each swing. 
 
      
 
    With a final burst of strength, I threw him off me, flipping him over on his side. Lydia followed after him, pipe in hand, beating his head and arms. “Lydia, honey!” Joey screamed in agony. “Lydia! Stop helping them!” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you!” she screamed, hitting him again as he curled up into a ball. 
 
      
 
    My vision faded out as I rolled over and tried to rise to my feet. I stayed on all fours, my breathing ragged as I struggled to stand. Lydia came to my side. “Kort, are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    I waved her off as I slowly rose to my feet, my whole body screaming in agony as I swayed back and forth, floaters forming in my vision. “Get the gun and the knife, the detonator. Get 'em away from him.” 
 
      
 
    She tossed the pipe aside and picked up the pistol, then went over to her daddy's discarded blade. She kicked the knife to me, then stuffed the detonator in her pocket before going and standing over him, gun in hand. 
 
      
 
    “Do it,” I rasped, blinking long and slow as I watched her beautiful form aiming the pistol at her own daddy's head.  “You wanted to do it yourself, now's your chance.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded, her eyes murderous as she glared down at her cowering father from behind the big pistol. She put her finger to the trigger. 
 
      
 
    I held my breath. “Do it,” I whispered. “Do it for Milo, for your mother. Do it for all the lives he ruined.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Lydia 
 
      
 
    “Please, honey, please, Lydia. Don't. Your mother will be real upset if you do.” 
 
      
 
    He looked so pathetic laying there. Beaten, whimpering, no longer a monster or a psychopath. Just a beaten, wounded old man, hiding in fear from his daughter. Crazy? Sure. But sick, too. His brain rotted by drugs, by paranoia, by age. 
 
      
 
    Memories of growing up, of him bouncing me on his knee, giving me my first taste of beer, and his laughing at my disgusted face when I tried a sip. Being fourteen teaching me to drive, even though mom didn't want me to learn for another year. His bad jokes over the years. Holding me as I cried after my first boyfriend, Randy Simmons, broke up with me, telling me Randy didn't deserve me. Him kissing the scrapes on my knees after I fell off my bicycle, then putting me back up on the seat, because strong girls got up and kept going. The three of us – mom, me, and him – all taking the boat down to the coast, sailing the gulf. 
 
      
 
    He'd been a decent man once. Not necessarily a good one. Probably never that. But he'd been a good father for a long while, for whatever that was worth. I remembered that much, at least, from the time before the craziness rotted his brain and turned him against me and my mother. I growled. I tried to pull the trigger, tried to murder him. But it wasn't who I was. Even after all the hard years I'd been through, with all the swindles I'd had to pull off, all the men I'd outwitted, I'd never had to kill anyone. 
 
      
 
    I wasn't a murderer. I wasn't like him. I never would be. 
 
      
 
    “I can't,” I said, tears forming in my eyes, blurring my vision. The barrel of the gun wavered before I let it fall loose at my side. “I just can't.” 
 
      
 
    Kort stumbled up next to me, pulled me into his arms. 
 
      
 
    “We'll just leave him,” I said. “Leave him so the men can have their go at him, take his money, his drugs. They'll pick him apart now that Tyson is dead and can't control them. They'll see how weak he is.” 
 
      
 
    Kort nodded slowly as I pulled back from him. He turned to leave, to go back into the Warehouse. Beside us my father tried to get up, to crawl to us, but he stumbled and fell in a heap, wheezing. He rolled over to his back, his eyes just staring blankly at the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” I said, pulling at his shirt. “We can't go back up there!” 
 
      
 
    “Where should we go?” he asked, his face pale, a dazed look in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Down to the dock,” I said, pulling back the way the old man had been taking me originally. “His sail boat is down there. We can just slip away.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “Yeah. Let's go.” 
 
      
 
    I got up underneath his arm and he put as much weight on me as I could bear. 
 
      
 
    “Lydia, honey!” he called out from behind me. Kort and I stopped in our tracks. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I growled as I turned back to him. “What?” I realized then that he had something in his hand. I patted my pockets, checking to see if I still held the detonator. 
 
      
 
    “You know I was a boy scout, honey,” he said as he held up a second detonator, his thumb already on the trigger. “Always come prepared.” 
 
      
 
    Together, Kort and I watched, helpless, as he cackled and pressed the red button. A second later his wicked laughter was drowned by the sounds of explosions from deep within the compound. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Kort 
 
      
 
    The ground shook as the ANFO and C4 went up somewhere, probably on the far side of the compound. More quakes as more explosions went off, shaking me and Lydia both as dust fell from the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    “The boat!” Lydia screamed, grabbing my hand and dragging me off, down the tunnel. 
 
      
 
    I glanced back over my shoulder, my head woozy. I thought I was hallucinating – I saw a ghost, Milo standing over the madman Joey Banks' body, nodding to me in approval as Lydia and I made our way from those tunnels. My friend’s ghost followed after me as we left, whispering to me how happy he was that I was getting away from there in one piece. That he was happy I'd found a woman I could care for, and that I was getting out of this racket. 
 
      
 
    “Xander'll think you're dead,” Milo told me as we rounded another corner and light began to show at the end of the tunnel. “He'll never figure it out.” 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Lydia screamed as more explosions rocked the tunnels. “Just a little farther, baby! We can get out right there!” 
 
      
 
    I stumbled over my feet, almost went down. Milo and Lydia dropped beside me, helped me struggle back up. “Thanks, Milo,” I grunted. 
 
      
 
    “Milo?” Lydia asked, then abruptly shook her head, clearly deciding it didn't really matter right then. “Kort, let's go!” 
 
      
 
    We hit the rear door at a shuffling run, the bright light piercing our eyes as more explosions went off behind us, rolling like the most insane thunder I'd ever heard. The ground shook again. 
 
      
 
    I glanced around at the little dock that poked out into the tributary, at the boat there. “Can you . . . can you sail this thing?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” she said. “He taught me how.” 
 
      
 
    She got me on board as she untied the boat from the dock and pushed it off. I collapsed onto the deck, my face staring up to the sky. Plumes of smoke rose hundreds of feet in the air, so high into the sky that no one would ever be able to ignore this place ever again. Milo's face came into view one last time, leaning in over my vision. 
 
      
 
    “Don't worry,” he said as more explosions went off in the compound we were quickly leaving behind, “you'll live. And, Kort?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah Milo?” I asked the sky. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I can rest easy now.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “You're welcome.” 
 
      
 
    “Kort?” Lydia asked. “Are you talking to me?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Just a friend.” 
 
      
 
    And then I closed my eyes. 
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Lydia 
 
      
 
    Six months sailing on a boat ought to drive anyone a little crazy. And yet, six months later sailing with Kort and I felt like I could live my whole life with her on the water. As I dropped anchor in the little cove for the evening, I knew I'd made the right decision. No more running, no more hiding. Just living and sailing. Kort and I still checked in on dry land every couple weeks, and we'd followed the news after the Warehouse went up in a ball of flames, but no one ever mentioned us, and no one from his outfit ever came looking for him. 
 
      
 
    I relaxed in the cockpit of the boat now, a romance novel spread on my lap while Kort rummaged around below deck. I didn't need the romances the way I used to, I'd had enough adventure to last me a lifetime. But they were still fun to read. My man came clomping over the deck on his bare feet and came into the cockpit, bottle of chilled champagne in one hand and two flutes in the other. He'd switched to just board shorts with no shirt, and his tan was rich and dark, making his smile somehow even brighter. Scars crisscrossed his body. A few old were old, but many were new – still purple, and reminders of what we’d escaped. 
 
      
 
    “Champagne for the lady/” he asked, a smile dancing on his lips as he began to pour a glass of bubbly for me. 
 
      
 
    “Well, don't mind if I do,” I said, putting my book aside and taking the offered flute. 
 
      
 
    “You know,” he said as he finished pouring his glass and set the bottle aside, “it's amazing how this boat seems to have everything we need.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” I asked with a grin. “Because I can think of one unnecessary thing here, especially since I got my new load of novels.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh really?” he said, leaning back against the cockpit wall, his eyebrow raised. “What that might?” 
 
      
 
    “You,” I teased, rising from my seat and pressing my body into his, running my hands over his naked chest and abs. “You can still barely sail, and you eat more than twice your body weight.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed as he pulled me into his arms, his hands finding my lower back and beginning to massage my sore muscles. I lay my head against his chest, just listening to his even breathing and the thump-thump of his heartbeat. 
 
      
 
    He reached into his pocket and rummaged there for a moment. “One thing I did find down there, in a secret compartment,” I leaned back a little and looked up at him, then down at his hand, at the little box resting in his palm, “was something that might not be absolutely necessary.” 
 
      
 
    I looked back to his smiling face, then back to the box as I covered my hand with my mouth. 
 
      
 
    He opened it up, revealing a diamond ring. It was beautiful, a solitary stone on a band of gold, at least a carat. 
 
      
 
    “Would you?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Do you even need to ask?” I grinned up at him, threw my arms around his neck. “Yes! I'd love to!” 
 
      
 
    He pulled my lips to his, kissed me again, long and deep. As we kissed, he pulled first one hand behind my back, then the other. I wasn't sure what he was doing, but I didn't struggle or fight his strong arms. He reached into his pocket, and there was the sound of metal rubbing on metal as he reached back behind me, his tongue now pushing into my mouth. 
 
      
 
    I felt the cuffs as they locked over my wrists, securing them together. I shivered a little at the memory of the first time I'd had these on, of those nights in the motel. 
 
      
 
    “Found one other thing down there, too,” he replied with a sly grin. 
 
      
 
    The cove grew darker as he stripped me of my clothes. The quarter moon rose as we made love. We weren't finished till well after it went back down. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    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. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



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. 
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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. 
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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. 
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