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Safe House by Dez Burke

Prologue

The elderly judge banged his gavel on the stand and stood up, signaling the end of the court session. Public defender Flint Mason smiled and leaned over to shake his client’s hand, a young Hispanic woman whom the jury had found “not guilty” of charges of child endangerment. 

Like most of his clients, her verdict was based on how well the jury understood her desperate situation. Faced with the difficult choice of making her three small children walk two miles with her to the nearest grocery store or leaving them alone for an hour, she’d chosen what she thought was the least dangerous option. 

Unfortunately, her neighbor had called the police and now here she was, left to the mercy of a jury who was most definitely not made up of her peers. The young woman seemed slightly confused and Flint realized she didn’t understand she was free to go.

“It’s okay,” he said, taking her arm to usher her out of the courtroom. “You can go home now.” 

Relief broke across her tired face as his words finally sank in. “Gracias!” she cried, squeezing him in a quick hug before hurrying out the front door of the courthouse.

Flint rubbed the back of his neck and headed to the closest drink machine. Thankfully, Maria Lopez’s case was the last one on his docket for the day. He’d defended five clients in court since early that morning. Two were found guilty and got sent back to the county jail while the other three were free to go. He figured that was pretty good odds, considering the fact that he barely had time to read their files before representing them as their court-appointed attorney. 

The truth was, most of the time his cases fell into a gray area of guilt anyway. After two years of working for the Public Defender’s office, he really didn’t want to know if his clients were innocent or guilty. He’d learned things were much easier that way. Always assume the client was innocent, make sure they didn’t tell him otherwise, and do his job without asking too many questions. 

Some days Flint couldn’t remember the reason why he’d chosen to be a public defender. Years ago, he’d been young and idealistic; he thought he could change things and make a difference. Now he wasn’t so sure. The system was broken and he was just another spoke in its wheel.

He grabbed a soft drink out of the machine and checked his cell phone. The screen blinked with three missed calls and several voice messages. Flint swore softly. He never gave out his cell phone number to clients, and only a handful of people knew it. He quickly checked his voicemail and listened to the first message.

“Hey Flint, it’s Jesse,” the deep-voiced caller said, as if he wouldn’t recognize his own brother’s voice. “Call me. It’s urgent.”

The next message said the same thing. Flint checked the three missed calls...all from Jesse as well. With a growing dread, he played the last message. “Flint, it’s Jesse again. Listen man...it’s about Tommy. I hate like hell telling you this over the phone but since you aren’t returning your damn phone calls, I don’t have a choice.” Jesse’s voice cracked. “They got him, Flint. Those son of a bitch Liberators finally got him.” There was a long pause and Flint wondered if Jesse had hung up before he continued. “His mom set the funeral up for Sunday. You need to come home, Flint. Tommy would want you there. We all do.”

Flint clicked his phone off. He leaned his forehead against the cold cement wall of the hallway for a moment before rushing into the restroom and splashing water on his face. Breathing deeply, he struggled to get his emotions under control and failed. “Goddammit!” he yelled at his reflection. “Motherfuckers!”

He leaned over the sink and drew in several deep breaths.
Why did it have to be Tommy? 
Of all the members of the Steel Infidels motorcycle club, Tommy was the one Flint was the closest to. They’d grown up together as childhood best friends and then had ridden together side by side for years before Flint had left town.

He wondered if Tommy had ever forgiven him for leaving the motorcycle club. Now he’d never know. And now he would never have a chance to patch things up with one of the few people in the world he’d ever truly cared about.  

Once again, the Liberators had destroyed something dear to him. Anger rushed over Flint, filling him to the brim with an overwhelming desire for revenge. There was no way in hell he was going to let them get away with this. 

Thirty minutes later he arrived at his tiny apartment. Rushing inside, he quickly threw a few clothes together into a duffel bag. He searched through his closet until he found what he was looking for: an old pair of faded jeans, white t-shirt, leather boots, and a black leather jacket that he hadn’t touched in years.

Closing his eyes and inhaling deeply, he held the jacket to his nose. The smell of the leather brought back memories, so sharp and vivid he could almost touch them. Memories of home, family and friends, memories of good times and bad.

He stripped off his dark suit, blue tie, and long-sleeved starched white shirt. Carefully concealed underneath the business attire was the hidden link to his past; a large black ink tattoo covering his back and upper shoulders. 

It read simply in big bold letters: 

“Steel Infidels”

It was time for Flint to go home.

CHAPTER ONE

––––––––

Six months later...

Flint never looked back once the decision was made to return home to the Steel Infidels. Surprisingly, after the funeral, the motorcycle club accepted him readily back into the fold, breaking one of their firmest and most steadfast rules - if you left the club, you never came back.

He knew the vote to allow him back in wasn’t unanimous. Of the twelve remaining voting members of the MC, there were two votes against him: Rocco, a convicted felon and owner of a shady car repo business and Danny, his brother.

Flint wasn’t too upset about it. He suspected the main reason Rocco voted against him was because of his deep mistrust of anyone involved in the legal profession. Allowing a lawyer into the club’s most private and secret dealings would be a bitter pill to swallow. And unfortunately, Rocco wasn’t smart enough to appreciate how much the club could use Flint’s expertise in the legal field, especially considering some of their more recent activities. 

Flint hoped the brothers would eventually come around. The strength of the MC depended on the solidarity of its members. While the majority ruled in voting situations, every individual vote was still taken solemnly and seriously.

The other ten members had voted yes more out of loyalty to his older brother, Jesse, the current president of the MC, than to him. There was no doubt that at some point, the crew would demand Flint to prove his loyalty to the club. When that day came, he would be expected to do whatever task was given to him without question or hesitation. He was ready and willing though he knew the task might be brutal and would definitely be illegal.

He’d made the mistake of turning his back on the MC once. No matter what, he wouldn’t let them down again. 

****

The receptionist knocked gently on the door before opening it a crack and sticking her head inside. “Dr. Shaw, you have a phone call.”

“I’m a little bit busy here, Jan,” Dr. Kendra Shaw replied. She grimaced as the hawk she was holding tried to dig its sharp talons into her hand. “Squeeze in here. I could use another set of hands to help hold Malone while I examine him. He’s looking for any opportunity to shred my fingers if I let him.”

Jan moved quickly to the veterinarian’s side and held the hawk’s feet firmly while Dr. Shaw examined his wings. 

“The caller sounded panicked,” Jan continued. “He claims he has a bald eagle corralled in his shed with a suspected gunshot wound to his wing. He wanted to know if you can come pick it up.”

“A bald eagle?” Dr. Shaw replied. “That’s unusual for North Georgia. How much do you want to bet it’s really a vulture? He can’t bring it here himself?”

Jan shook her head. “No. He said it’s flopping around and he doesn’t want to risk injuring it more. He’s on hold since he insisted on speaking with you directly.”

Dr. Shaw let out a tired sigh. “They always do.” She carefully turned the hawk over and placed him back into his carrier. “There you go, boy. Jan, you can take him back out to the raptor aviary,” she said before washing her hands and picking up the phone.

****

Never in her life had veterinarian Kendra Shaw been able to turn away from an animal in need. This time wasn’t any different. After the phone call, she’d dropped everything, rearranged her schedule for the afternoon, and jumped into her truck to go pick up the eagle.

Usually, people brought the injured wild animals and birds into the Shaw Wildlife Center themselves. Occasionally, she had to go out and get them. Most of the time the pickups were animals people were afraid to touch for fear of rabies, like raccoons, skunks, or foxes. Every once in a while, she’d receive an oddball call about a baby black bear or orphaned coyote pup. 

A bald eagle wasn’t something she treated often, so she didn’t hesitate about offering to drive over herself for this one. She tried to think back. It had been at least a couple of years since she’d had an injured eagle come in for rehab. She hoped this one wasn’t hurt too badly. There would be hell to pay if she found out who shot him. Not to mention probable jail time and a huge fine as well. The phone number of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife was on her speed dial and she would be in contact with them the minute she returned to the clinic.

She downshifted the gears in the truck as the gravel road going up the side of the mountain grew steeper. Light sleet pelted the windshield. According to the weather report she had checked before heading out, a winter storm was due to blow in later. 

She wasn’t concerned. If things went well and the eagle was cooperative, she would have plenty of time to get him safely into the heated carrier in the bed of the truck and head back to town before the roads became slick. 

In any case, she hoped the cabin wasn’t too much further up the mountain. The male caller had given her very specific directions on how to get there, but she hadn’t expected it to be so far out in the middle of nowhere. 

It had been at least ten miles since she’d seen another house. The gravel road had first turned to dirt then gradually narrowed to one lane barely big enough for her truck. Like most of the mountain roads in rural north Georgia, there weren’t any guardrails preventing cars from sliding off the side of the road with a single wrong move. 

After carefully maneuvering the truck around a couple more tight switch-backs, she spotted the rustic log cabin tucked into a small clearing. She pulled up in front of the house and leaned over to grab her medical bag. Before getting out, she took a quick glance around the premises. She didn’t see a shed. Surely she didn’t miss it on the way up?  

The oak front door swung open before she made it to the top step of the porch. A tall, burly man with a scraggly beard in a black leather jacket stepped outside to greet her.

“Thank you for coming in such a hurry, Dr. Shaw,” he said, not meeting her eyes. “I appreciate it. Come on inside.”

“Where’s the eagle?” she asked, suddenly feeling uneasy. It occurred to her that in her haste to rescue yet another animal, she had agreed to meet a strange man in an isolated cabin. Miles and miles from anyone. Smart move, Kendra, she berated herself. “Is he still alive?” she asked.

“Yeah, he’s okay. Let’s go in by the fire and warm up a minute. I’ll tell you how I found him,” the man replied, motioning for her to walk through the door in front of him. 

Kendra smiled politely and tried not to show her irritation or unease. As a general rule, the Good Samaritans who found injured animals always wanted to tell her the whole story about the animal before they handed it over. They seemed to feel the need to tell her the tiniest details of everything they’d done for the animal so far as well as all the research they’d found on the Internet. When every minute counted to save an animal’s life, it could be a tad bit annoying at times. She always tried her best to be patient though, knowing their hearts were in the right place. 

“It’s probably better if you take me straight to him,” she said firmly. “There’s a storm blowing in and the sooner I can safely transport him back to my clinic, the sooner I can take care of his injuries and hopefully save his wing. You can call me later to check on him if you like. I’ll give you my cell phone number. I don’t mind if you do.” 

“Alright,” he said, stepping inside and shutting the door behind them. “Let me get my gloves.”

Kendra took two steps inside the small cabin and stopped dead in her tracks. “What the hell is going on here?”

CHAPTER TWO

It took her only a heartbeat to register the fact that she’d been lied to. A group of men in black leather boots and jackets stood by a small couch pulled close to the fireplace. One of the men she recognized as Tom Brewer, a member of the Steel Infidels, a well-known motorcycle gang in town rumored to be involved in several illegal activities. 

A few months back he’d brought her an abused pit bull that he’d snatched from a man’s backyard. The poor dog had been chained up in the hot sun for days without adequate food or water. 

Kendra hadn’t asked any questions at the time and had been grateful to Tom for bringing the dog in. It had taken a while, but eventually she’d been able to nurse the dog back to health and had even found a nice home for him with a couple of kids. 

Later she’d read in the town’s newspaper that someone had beaten the hell out of the dog’s owner in what the newspaper had called a “random act of violence.” She’d suspected Tom Brewer and the Steel Infidels had been behind it, and to be honest, she was glad. The man deserved much worse in her opinion. No punishment was bad enough for an abuser of innocent animals.

A closer look at the group revealed another man wearing nothing but jeans and steel-toed boots sprawled out on the couch. From what she could see, the bare-chested man was positively lethal when it came to the looks department...and seriously injured.

He was a mass of hard-packed muscle and looked to be in his late twenties with a dark tan and jet black hair. Blood spilled from a wound in his left arm, dripping through the makeshift tourniquet and onto the wood floor. A large black tattoo with the motorcycle gang’s emblem wrapped across his back and upper shoulders.

Kendra’s mind raced as she tried to get a handle on the situation. She couldn’t possibly imagine what had transpired in the cabin and didn’t want to know. Getting tangled up with the Steel Infidels was something only a fool would do. And nobody had ever called Dr. Kendra Shaw stupid.

“Well gentlemen, I guess I can assume there’s not an injured eagle in here after all,” she said before turning and heading back towards the front door. 

Damn! Too late. 

The heavyset man who had let her in was now blocking her exit.

Kendra drew in a deep calming breath before whirling around. “Okay, somebody had better tell me what is going on here. Who called me?” 

Tom Brewer cleared his throat. “I made the call, Dr. Shaw. I’m sorry for lying to you like that to get you up here. We didn’t know what to do and we needed help. Fast.” He waved a hand toward the injured man. “Flint took a bullet in the arm. We didn’t know who else to call.” He shrugged helplessly and looked away.

Kendra’s eyebrows shot up. “How about 911? That’s always a good first choice. Jesus Christ, Tom!  I’m a vet, not a doctor! You need to take him to Union General right now.”

She hurried to the injured man’s side. Not only was his skin unnaturally pale underneath his tan, his breath was also shallow and erratic. 

“When did this happen?” she asked.

“An hour or so ago,” Tom answered. “We were on a run to pick up some supplies over in Towns County. When we came back through the valley, an ambush was waiting for us. They opened fire and caught Flint in the arm.” 

Kendra held up her hand to stop him from talking. She had enough sense to know the less she knew about the details, the better. Getting involved in the Steel Infidel’s business was a very bad idea.

She turned back to the injured man and quickly assessed his injury the best she could. “The first thing we need to do is stop the bleeding and clean the wound to prevent infection. Then we’ll need to load him into my truck. Unless you guys have a vehicle parked somewhere that I didn’t see?”

Tom shook his head. “No ma’am, we all rode our motorcycles up here. Even Flint.”

Kendra couldn’t believe the injured man rode all the way from Towns County and up the mountain on a motorcycle with a bleeding gunshot wound in his arm. He obviously must have a high tolerance for pain. Or maybe he was drugged up. Probably high as a kite on something. That would explain it. Or it could be attributed to an intense flood of adrenaline hitting him when the shots were fired. She’d heard of cases where people didn’t realize they had been shot until much later due to the ability of adrenaline to mask pain.

A tall man with dark brown hair moved to the front of the group and knelt beside her. One glance at his worried face told her he must be related to the injured man. The resemblance was uncanny though this man was quite a bit older. She guessed him to be around forty because of the few grey hairs showing around his temples. 

“I’m Jesse,” he said, reaching out to shake her hand. “Flint’s brother. What do you need to stop the bleeding?” 

“Some clean towels or dishcloths if you have them.” She quickly removed the bandage around Flint’s arm. She knew the men probably didn’t realize the tight tourniquet they had applied would begin to cause irreversible tissue damage in another hour. Then again, bleeding to death was worse. 

She frowned when she saw the seriousness of the wound. “The bullet is still in there and it looks really bad. I’ll wrap it up as best as I can to stop the bleeding then we need to hurry. Someone should call the hospital to let them know we’re coming in with him.” 

Jesse laid a firm hand on her arm. “That’s going to be a problem, Dr. Shaw,” he replied quietly. “Flint can’t go to the hospital. You’re going to have to take the bullet out and stitch him up here. That’s why we called you.”

Kendra leaned back on her heels and blinked at him in confusion. “What are you talking about? Look, buddy,” she replied. “I don’t have to do anything. I don’t know who the hell you and your buddies think you are, but you can’t trick people then expect them to do whatever you tell them to. What do you mean he’s not going to the hospital? Are you crazy? He’s been shot! For the last time, I’m not a medical doctor! Do you want him to lose the use of his arm? He’s lucky the bullet didn’t nick a major artery or he’d already be dead. Honestly, I’m not qualified to treat him. That is the God’s honest truth.”

Flint groaned in pain and struggled to sit up before slipping back into unconsciousness. Kendra pushed her fingers through her long black hair and exhaled a breath. Being asked, or in this case, probably being forced to treat a person wasn’t a situation she’d ever been faced with before. As far as she was concerned, it wasn’t worth losing her veterinarian’s license over. The law was the law. Period. She wasn’t licensed to treat people. Legally, she shouldn’t touch him. If something went wrong, he could sue her. And rightly so.

“For God’s sake!” she said, pointing to Flint. “Take a good look at him. With friends like you, this guy doesn’t need enemies.” She glared at Jesse. “Or family.”

“Haven’t you ever treated an animal with a gunshot wound before?” Jesse asked. “Surely you must have. Plenty of times.”

Kendra sighed. “Of course I have. But it was under anesthesia with IV fluids and monitors going to keep the animal stable. It’s obvious your brother is in terrible pain. Explain to me why you aren’t willing to take him to the hospital? Is it because of insurance? Because if it is, they still have to treat him in an emergency even if he doesn’t have any. This is crazy. I’m calling an ambulance myself.” She pulled her cell phone out of her jacket pocket and started dialing. 

Jesse ripped the phone from her hands and turned it off before sliding it into the inside pocket of his leather jacket. “Sorry. Can’t let you do that. We didn’t want to involve you in the details, but it looks like there’s no other way to make you understand our position here. A rival motorcycle club, the Liberators, have put a hit out on Flint. Six months ago, they murdered one of our crew in a shootout over in Tennessee. So they mean business. They’ll have every hospital for miles around staked out watching for us to bring him in.” He shook his head. “It’s not safe. The next time Flint might not be so lucky. We can’t take a chance. Not with my brother.”

Kendra wondered if he might be telling the truth. She’d heard rumors of gang activity going on in the area but hadn’t ever paid much attention to the gossip. Occasionally, in the summer, she would see a group of motorcycles riding down Bardsville’s main street. As far as she knew, they weren’t doing anything other than making a lot of obnoxious noise. 

She stood up and dusted off the seat of her pants. “I don’t like this. I don’t appreciate being lured here under false pretenses and I don’t like being put in this kind of position. I’m not licensed to treat people and could lose my veterinarian’s license if I lay a hand on him. Besides, don’t you realize doctors are required to report gunshot wounds to the police department?”

“That’s only for doctors, right? Not vets?” Jesse replied. “Since you’re not a medical doctor, it doesn’t apply to you.”

He had a valid point. Dammit. 

Flint moaned again. The undeniable pain in his voice pushed Kendra into a quick decision. 

“If I do this, it has to stay between us,” she said. “Not a word to anybody. Not another soul. And you all owe me. Big time. Do you understand?” She looked around the room, slowly making eye contact with each man to let them know she wouldn’t be intimidated. Leather jackets and beards didn’t scare her. After glancing at Jesse for guidance, they all nodded. 

“Please,” Jesse pleaded quietly. “I’m begging you to help him. We’ll be in your debt if you do.”

“Alright, I’ll help him,” she snapped irritably. “But give me back my phone. I have other patients, you know. The clinic might need to get in touch with me. And don’t worry, I promise not to call 911. Not unless he takes a turn for the worse. Then all bets are off. I’m not going to let a man die on me because of some stupid gang war.”

Jesse reluctantly pulled the phone from his jacket and handed it back to her. “Tell us what to do,” he said. 

“First, we need to get his pain level under control before I try to clean the wound.” She rummaged through her medical bag and found only animal medication. Not even a bottle of ibuprofen. “He needs something stronger than what I have. These medications aren’t approved for human use.”

“We might be able to help you with that.” Jesse motioned to the big man who was still guarding the front door. “Get the stuff, Rocco,” he ordered. Rocco hurried out of the room and came back a minute later with two large grocery bags. He dumped the contents of both bags onto the coffee table. 

“Good heavens!” Kendra exclaimed as bottles of prescription vials rolled around the table. She picked them up and read the labels: codeine, hydrocodone, morphine, Percocet, Vicodin, Oxycotin, Ativan, Xanax, Valium. Upon closer inspection, she noticed the labels included names of people who obviously weren’t standing in the room. She recognized one name, Rosa Smith, a little old lady who called her a couple of times a year to come out and check her horse’s hoofs.

“Where did you get these?” Kendra demanded, knowing the answer before she asked. The black market for painkillers wasn’t exactly a big secret. 

Jesse had the decency to clear his throat and look away before answering. “Some of the elderly people on fixed incomes in the community need cash, so we buy their unused medications.” He shrugged as if it wasn’t a big deal. “They would just flush them down the toilet or throw them away anyway. It’s a win-win situation. For everybody.”

“You buy them to resell on the black market,” Kendra stated. She continued cleaning Flint’s wound while she talked. “To junkies? To people hooked on painkillers?” The thought was horrifying.

“No, not necessarily,” Jesse answered. “Quite frequently it seems we have a need for them ourselves.”

Kendra let out a short humorless laugh and rolled her eyes. “I can well imagine.” She chose the strongest painkiller in the pile and shook out three pills. “Can someone get a glass of water? I need to get these pills in him before I try to remove the bullet and stitch him up. It’s going to hurt like hell and he’ll need something strong to take the edge off.”

Kendra leaned over and placed the back of her hand against Flint’s forehead. She tried and failed to ignore the faint whiff of cologne that held a sexy hint of heat and leather. 

“His name is Flint?” she asked for clarification.

Tom nodded.

“Flint! Wake up.” She shook him gently, attempting to bring him to long enough to swallow the pills. “Come on buddy! You need to open your eyes so I can give you something for the pain. Then I’ll knock you out again the best I can.” 

His eyes flickered for a moment then closed again. “Flint! Open your eyes,” she coaxed. Suddenly, his eyes opened and she stared into the greenest eyes she’d ever seen; tantalizingly deep and penetrating. She hesitated for a moment, completely caught off guard. “That’s it. Now open your mouth. I’m going to give you some pills and then I want you to swallow a couple sips of water.” 

Beads of sweat popped out on his forehead and slid down his face as he fought against the pain to stay conscious. “Someone get me a cold rag!” she yelled. The men scattered, eager to do something to help. 

Kendra placed her hand behind his neck and propped him up a little. Flint opened his mouth wide enough for her to place the pills on his tongue. She held the glass to his lips and encouraged him to drink. “Don’t choke. Make sure you swallow all three pills. Trust me, you’ll be glad for it later.”

Flint opened his eyes again for a split second, making contact with hers for an instant before sagging heavily against her. 

“He’s out again,” Kendra said. “I need to scrub my hands and put on a pair of gloves. Then I’ll need a couple of you guys to hold him down in case he comes to again while I’m working on him. Let’s do this as fast as we can while he’s unconscious. It will be much easier on him that way.” 

She worked quickly to clean the wound and remove the bullet. He was lucky. The injury was bad, but it could have been so much worse, even lethal if the bullet had landed just a few inches lower. Flint twitched and jerked in pain while she worked, but he didn’t regain consciousness. Once the wound was cleaned to her satisfaction, she deftly stitched him up with the supplies from her bag. After bandaging his arm, she walked into the kitchen to throw away her gloves and wash her hands. 

Jesse followed behind her. “Someone needs to make sure he gets the painkillers every three hours,” she instructed him. “Don’t wait for the pain to hit him first. You have to stay ahead of it. Also, if at all possible try to get him to eat a few bites of something so the painkillers don’t make him sick. Give me your phone number and I’ll call to check on him in the morning. Obviously you already have my number.”

Jesse tucked his hands into his pockets before speaking. “Dr. Shaw, we have another problem,” he said. “While you were working on Flint, Tom got a call from one of our other club members in town. The Liberators hit us in two places at once. They threw a Molotov cocktail through the window of my younger brother’s tattoo parlor. Luckily, nobody was hurt. The authorities are there now asking a lot of questions that Sam doesn’t know how to answer. We need to get back to town to take care of it before things escalate further.” He let out a long breath. “We all have to go. Now.”

Kendra stared at him in shock then threw up her hands in disbelief. “You’re all going to go and leave him here by himself? What if he gets sick and throws up or goes into shock? He’s unconscious! Someone needs to stay here to look after him. I don’t think you understand how serious his injury is.”

“I was really hoping you might be able to do that. You know, just stay here for the night and take care of him. You would know what to do if something went wrong. And with your expertise, you could take much better care of him than we could anyway.”

Kendra’s mouth opened then closed. Was he insane? What the hell was he thinking? That she would be willing to drop everything and hang out overnight in a secluded cabin with a criminal she didn’t know? Yeah right, like that would happen in a million years. If they wanted someone to look after him, they could call one of their groupies.

Kendra was already shaking her head. “Look, this is not my problem and definitely not my responsibility. I did what you asked because it was an emergency situation. I fixed his wound and stitched him up. Any other person in their right mind would’ve called both 911 and the cops. You’re asking way too much from me.”

She glanced over at Tom, who was sitting silently at the kitchen table. “I know I owe you for rescuing that dog and bringing him in, but come on. This is crazy. You’ve crossed so far over the line here already. I’m not kidding when I say I could very well lose my license if someone found out about this.”

Jesse nodded gravely as she spoke. “I know what we’re asking. We all do. That’s why I’m willing to make it worth your while. Have you heard of the charity ride the Steel Infidels always put on in the spring?”

Kendra shrugged. “Not really, but go ahead.” Personally, she’d always wondered if motorcycle gang charity drives were scams. Or at the very least if the gangs were skimming most of the donations off the top. She’d bet good money they were.

“Our club’s bylaws allow us to choose any charity we want to donate the funds to,” Jesse explained. “Basically it’s a goodwill gesture on our part for the community. So I have a proposition for you. What if we agreed to donate the money from the ride this year to the Shaw Wildlife Center in exchange for your help?”

“Seriously?”  Kendra answered, suddenly much more interested. “How much money do you usually raise on a charity drive?”

“Twenty thousand minimum. Think of how far that would go in your center. Last year we wrote a check to the children’s burn unit for twenty-three thousand dollars.”

Whoa! Kendra’s mind started churning. Twenty thousand dollars would take the center out of the red. The wildlife rehabilitation center was currently funded solely by donations and by her vet practice that shared the same building. There were times when the center barely had enough money for raw meat for the carnivores, much less any specialized housing facilities. 

She thought of all the things twenty thousand dollars could do for the center. A donation that large would help build a huge outdoor aviary for the orphaned and injured raptors that came in every year. Plus the money might even cover the cost of a deer facility to allow the baby fawns to acclimate to the weather before being released back into the wild.

On one hand, she absolutely loathed the thought of getting involved with a motorcycle gang up to their necks in illegal activities. On the other hand, the money would help feed a lot of animals when baby animal season rolled around in the spring.

This wasn’t the first time Kendra had been faced with difficult choices where animals were concerned. And this time, like every other time, no matter the consequences, she chose the side of the animals. Right or wrong, it didn't matter.

She didn’t hesitate. “Okay, I’ll stay,” she said firmly. “How long do you need me?”

Jesse heaved a long sigh of relief. She noticed he was quite a handsome man in a bad boy sort of way when he wasn’t looking so strained with worry. Though he was not nearly as devilishly good-looking as his injured brother. Not by a long shot. Of course, Jesse was also a good ten years older.

“As long as you can spare,” he replied. “Flint needs to stay here where he is safe and out of sight for a couple of days at least.”

“You’re lucky it’s a Friday and I don’t have any big plans. A few of my staff are on duty at the clinic all weekend to take care of the animals, but I’ll need to be back at work on Monday morning. Three nights at the absolute maximum and that’s it. No more. Two would be better. One of you fellows better be back up here bright and early to check on him no later than Monday morning.”

Jesse reached out to shake her hand again. “Thank you so much, Dr. Shaw. You don’t know how much this means to us. Especially to me.”

Kendra shook his hand and dropped it quickly. “Let’s get something straight,” she interrupted. “I’m not doing it for you. I’m doing it for the wildlife clinic. As long as you come through with your end of the deal, we’ll all be fine. Don’t even think about screwing me over.”

“Don’t worry, my word is good,” Jesse replied.

“Good. Before all of you hightail it out of here, I need you to answer me one more question.”

“What’s that?”

“How do you know the people who shot Flint, the Liberators, aren’t going to come up here looking for him? If they knew your route before, wouldn’t it be plausible they would know where to find him now?”

“Don’t worry,” Jesse replied. “This is a safe house. Nobody outside our club knows about it. You’ll both be safe here, I promise. I wouldn’t leave him here unprotected if I didn’t believe that.”

“A safe house?” Kendra echoed. She didn’t realize such things existed in real life but then again, she didn’t make it a habit to hang around people who might need one. “Who owns it?” 

“A man who owes us a big favor. That’s all you need to know. Trust me, the least you know about our business, the better off you’ll be.”

“No doubt,” she agreed. 

Kendra followed the men out the back door of the house and watched as they climbed onto their motorcycles and roared off in single file. She waited until they were out of sight before walking back to her truck. After unlocking the glove box, she pulled out a pistol and the extra box of bullets she always kept stowed there. 

Kendra hoped Jesse was right about the Liberators not knowing where to find Flint. In any case, the pistol made her feel a little safer. On second thought, so would the shotgun hidden underneath the front seat. 

Looking like a gunslinger from the Wild West, she carried both guns into the house and locked the door behind her. After placing both guns on a table by the door, she sent up a small prayer that the weekend would go by quickly and without incident. 

CHAPTER THREE
 

Kendra’s cell phone beeped incessantly, waking her up out of a restless sleep and alerting her to the fact that it was time to give Flint his pain medication once again. She yawned and checked the time. Three a.m. She was already exhausted and the night wasn’t even half over yet. 

Thankfully, Flint had slept peacefully most of the evening and into the early hours of the morning. As for herself, sleep was harder to come by. Eventually she dozed off, curled up close by him in a reclining chair. 

She watched Flint’s sleeping figure sprawled out on the couch and couldn’t help but wonder how he got involved with the Steel Infidels in the first place. His brother Jesse would probably have been a huge influence on him. And she remembered Jesse mentioning a younger brother Sam, who ran a tattoo parlor. So there were at least three brothers in the gang, maybe more.  

Kendra had always been a person who tried not to judge others without knowing their circumstances first. For some reason, this time it was proving difficult. Sure, the economy was tough and jobs were hard to come by, but in no way did that justify breaking the law or selling drugs. 

She wondered how low Flint was willing to go to make money. Steal cars? Cheat old people? Sell drugs? Murder? Who knew? These were the kind of questions that were none of her business. 

Kendra stretched her tired muscles and walked into the kitchen. Leaning against the counter, she checked her cell phone for the hundredth time out of habit. No calls. Too bad she didn’t know Flint’s last name or she would already have checked out one of the numerous mug shot websites. She suspected they would be able to tell her plenty about how many times he had been arrested and for what. If she really wanted to know.

After eating a bowl of the butter pecan ice cream she’d found in the freezer, she walked back into the living room and turned on the lamp. Kneeling beside the couch, she whispered, “Flint, wake up. It’s time for your pain medication.” She gently touched his uninjured shoulder. “Flint.”

Before she had a chance to react, he grabbed her with his good arm, dragging her across his body and pinning her tightly underneath him. 

“Who the fuck are you?” he growled, using his body weight to hold her down. “Who sent you? The Liberators? Is that who you’re working for?”

“What? Get off me!” She pushed futilely against his chest and tried not to reinjure his arm. Oh dear God! He was probably hallucinating from the morphine. Maybe she shouldn’t have given him so many without knowing his medical history. Maybe she shouldn’t have agreed to this ridiculous arrangement in the first place. This was bad. 

“Flint, it’s me, Dr. Kendra Shaw,” she answered, trying to get him to focus. From her medical training, she knew people who were hallucinating or on drugs could be very dangerous. “Don’t you remember what happened? You were shot and I fixed you up. Your brother Jesse was here. Don’t you remember riding up here on your bike with Jesse and Tom?”

Flint’s green eyes glittered dangerously. He shook his head as if he didn’t believe her. “You’re lying,” he said, tightening his grip on her wrist, which he held above her head.

“Flint! Listen to me. You’re going to hurt yourself. And me. Let me go.” She stared back into his eyes, willing him to snap out of it. She couldn’t ignore the feeling of his hard muscles suddenly pressed against her breasts. She saw the uncertainty flicker in his eyes. She ought to do something to stop him, she told herself frantically. 

Kendra’s hands settled on his chest and instead of pushing against him, she grew conscious of the thudding beat of his heart beneath her fingers. She realized hers was probably racing just as fast. A tremor slid down her spine. She stared up at him with wide eyes, speared by the sudden burning gleam in his gaze. What she saw there unnerved her and yet still she couldn’t pull away. 

Damn! What the hell was wrong with her? One look into those damn green eyes and he made her feel weak with a longing that both shamed and excited her. Why was this man getting to her? Even as his head began to descend slowly on hers, Kendra made no move to protest.

“I don’t care who you are,” he added huskily, right before his mouth swooped down and crushed hers. 

Flint’s kiss hit her like a tidal wave. The taste of his lips gave her a mad rush so intense that for a second she forgot how to breathe. Without hesitation, she slid her open palms down his back, feeling the strong muscles underneath her fingers. She knew this was so wrong. Touching him, feeling his skin beneath her hands. But for one brief moment in her life, she wanted to simply feel without thinking about the consequences. 

Just one time.

What possible harm could come from that? 

Kendra’s eyes fluttered closed and she made the biggest mistake yet; she parted her lips for his probing tongue. She heard his throaty growl of pleasure as her tongue clashed with his and sensed how his muscled body hardened in response against her ample softness. She responded back with a fiery heat of her own, knowing he probably wouldn’t remember any of it in the morning.

This hot, sexy man wanted her. 

The instant the thought registered in her mind, he abruptly broke the kiss and rolled off her. Kendra stared blankly at him, her mind still muddled by the kiss and her reaction to it.

He sat up and winced in pain. “Jesus Christ! Why didn’t you stop me?” He rubbed a hand through his black hair. “For a moment there I was confused. I thought...I don’t know what the hell I thought. Shit! My arm hurts like a son of a bitch. Where’s my bike? And my crew? I need to get back to the clubhouse.” He tried to stand up and swayed unsteadily on his feet.

Kendra scurried off the couch and slid an arm around his waist. “Hang on, buddy. Sit back down before you fall and hurt yourself.”

He brushed her hand off him. “Where’s Jesse? I need to go.”

“Jesse is fine,” Kendra replied. “He left earlier this afternoon with the rest of the guys. Everybody is okay. You were the only one who was hurt. Now, sit back down. Please.” She guided him back to the couch and pulled the blanket up around his bare chest. 

Flint searched her face as if he was trying to put the pieces all together. “Are you a doctor?” he asked.

“Sort of,” she answered. “I’m a veterinarian. I own the Shaw Vet Clinic and the Shaw Wildlife Center in town.”

His forehead creased in a sudden scowl. “I don’t understand. Why are you here? Are you somebody’s old lady?” 

She laughed out loud at the absurdity of the question, knowing he wasn’t insulting her age but merely asking if she belonged to one of the other club members. “Old lady? Are you nuts?” She waved her hand down her full-figured body. “Do I strike you as the type of woman who would be some motorcycle guy’s old lady? That would be a quick way to throw eight years of college down the drain.”

After looking her over from head to toe, Flint frowned and shook his head. “No.”

“Well, that’s good, I guess,” she said. “You had me worried there for a minute. Here’s what happened while you were out cold.” 

Kendra quickly gave him a brief rundown of how Tom had lured her there under false pretenses. “You were injured pretty badly. So I’m your nurse for the weekend,” she finished. “Whether you like it or not.”

“I don’t need a fucking nurse,” Flint muttered before leaning back against the sofa cushions and closing his eyes.

Kendra sighed. Flint was hot and sexy as hell, but he was clearly going to be a royal pain in the ass. “I can see that, tough guy. Now, swallow these damn pain meds and go back to sleep so I can get some rest.”

He didn’t answer since he was already dead to the world again.

“The things I do for animals,” she muttered, shaking her head at the fine mess she was in.

CHAPTER FOUR

Flint opened his eyes and tried to focus. Shit! Why did he hurt all over like a fucking linebacker had thrown him against a brick wall? He pushed himself upright and breathed deeply to fight back the waves of nausea rolling over him. 

He tried to recall the previous day’s events, but his memory was a little fuzzy. The crew had ridden over to a neighboring county to discuss setting up a buy with a distributor for a huge shipment of alcohol. Shelby County, where the MC was based, remained one of the few two hundred or so dry counties in the entire United States.

Local politicians refused to approve beer, wine, or liquor licenses to any business inside the county limits. This opened up a golden opportunity for groups like the MC to become modern day bootleggers and make tons of cash - if they were willing to break the law in the process. The MC considered the rewards to be worth the risk. Over the years, they had grown the business and now kept a steady supply of customers stocked with their favorite alcoholic beverage. The customers never questioned it or even seemed to mind paying the fifty percent mark up. Considering the cost of gas and the fifty mile round trip to the nearest liquor store, the citizens of Shelby County were getting quite a deal. Or so the MC crew members always told them.  

Flint’s arm throbbed. The last thing he remembered clearly was riding alongside Rocco as the group cruised two-by-two back through the valley. Gunshots had come out of nowhere, with the loud booms reverberating off the sides of the mountains. Then a searing white-hot pain had exploded in his upper left arm, tearing through the muscle. 

Instinctively, they’d all sped up and kept riding, knowing to stop meant certain death. Flint hadn’t let on to the others that he was hurt until they’d made it safely through to the other side of the valley. 

Flint remembered pulling over and arguing with Jesse on the side of the road. Jesse wanted to take him to the hospital. Flint knew that not only would the emergency room personnel be required to report the shooting, but there was a chance whoever was after them would show up at the hospital as well. The last thing the MC needed was to be involved in a shootout in a public building where innocent people could be caught in the crossfire. 

For once in his life, Jesse had listened to him. Instead of taking him to the hospital, he had called in a big favor and secured the safe house instead. 

Everything was a blur after they’d arrived at the cabin. Flint didn’t remember stowing his bike away or even walking inside. Not being able to recall the previous night’s events made him uneasy. He didn’t like feeling vulnerable.

He glanced around the small room for his leather jacket, which held his cell phone and his gun. It was missing, along with his shirt. After taking another deep breath, he stood up and waited a moment for the dizziness to pass. 

Holding on to the furniture for support, he made his way carefully across the room toward the kitchen. He figured there had to be a phone somewhere in the cabin that he could use to call Jesse and find out what was going on. When he reached the doorway to the kitchen, he stopped in confusion.

“Who are you?” he asked, staring in shock at the full-figured curvy woman in tight jeans and an even tighter white sweater peeking into the refrigerator. 

Kendra whirled around and rolled her eyes. “Oh no! Don’t tell me we’re going to go through this again? Oh my God!” She threw up her hands in frustration. “I can’t believe I got myself into this mess! Jeez, you’d think I gave you a date rape drug or something the way you’re acting.” She put her hands on her hips. “Just so you know, we’ve been through all this once already in the middle of the night. Here’s the short version this time. I’m Kendra, your nurse for the weekend. Period. The end. Now stop asking the same old questions and wasting my time.” She turned back to the refrigerator and started moving containers around to see what was on the back shelf.

When he didn’t move, she glanced back over her shoulder. “And sit down! If you fall, I’m not sure I can pick you up. I can carry a small calf, but a full-size man, dead weight and passed out on the floor might be another story.”

Flint didn’t argue and instead sank down into a chair at the kitchen table. Little by little, bits and pieces of the previous day’s events were starting to come back to him. He reached up and winced in pain when he touched the thick white bandage covering his wound. Through the thick fog in his brain, he vaguely remembered Kendra being at the cabin the night before. “You patched me up?” he asked.

“Yep! Didn’t want to,” Kendra said. She walked over and pulled out a chair to sit beside him. “I was persuaded by your brother, Jesse. Personally, I thought you should’ve gone to the emergency room. Cleaning up a bullet wound is not something I do every day.” She put her elbows on the table and leaned closer to peek at the bandage. “Is there any way I can convince you to go see a doctor this morning? Maybe an urgent care facility would be willing to double check your stitches. It would make me feel a whole lot better if you would. My work will probably leave a big old nasty scar.”

Flint leaned back in his chair. “I can’t do that.”

“No surprise there,” Kendra muttered. “Thought it couldn’t hurt to ask.” She let out a tired breath and stood back up. “Do you want some coffee, Flint? The cabin doesn’t have any creamer so it has to be black.”

Flint nodded and gave her a small smile. “Thanks. The stronger, the better.”

Kendra poured him a steaming cup and placed it in front of him. He watched as she moved around the kitchen, gathering ingredients. Then she cracked a few eggs into a bowl and starting beating them. “Don’t worry, the eggs are still good,” she explained as if he might be worried she would feed him rotten eggs. “I couldn’t find much to work with in the pantry except for a block of cheese and a jar of mushrooms for an omelette. Do you feel up to eating a few bites? Pain medicine can make you feel pretty crappy on an empty stomach.” She chatted on nervously while she dumped the mushrooms and chunks of cheese into the eggs. 

It suddenly occurred to Flint that she might be afraid of him. He wondered how Jesse had convinced her into staying the night. His brother wasn’t past using strong-arm tactics to get what he wanted or needed.

“So do you want to try to eat something?” Kendra asked again. She threw a quick glance at him before looking away quickly.

To Flint’s surprise, he was hungry and beginning to feel a little better with the exception of the burning, throbbing pain in his arm. “Yeah, I can eat,” he mumbled.

“Really?” She suddenly smiled at him; a genuine smile that lit up her whole face and caught him by surprise. “That’s good. I hated pumping you full of all of that medicine on an empty stomach. I can’t take the stuff myself. After breakfast I’ll give you a couple more pain pills. After all, it’s not like we’re going to run short or anything.”

He caught the hint of sarcasm in her voice. “What do you mean?” he asked, afraid of the answer.

“Your pals left behind bags and bags full of prescription bottles for you.”

He closed his eyes and groaned inwardly at her comment. The club shouldn’t have involved her. No matter how badly hurt he was, there was no excuse for dragging an innocent woman into their problems. 

Even worse, what made them think she could be trusted? Jesse had better have a good explanation for bringing her into the situation. 

The sooner he got the hell out of there and back to town, the better.

“Where’s my bike?” he asked casually. “I hope it’s not outside in the sleet.”

Kendra poured the omelette mixture into the hot pan and swirled it around before answering. “It's in the back. It’s covered and should be fine.” She shot him a curious glance. “You aren’t thinking of leaving, are you?”

“Yeah, I need to get back to town. My crew needs me.”

She flipped the omelette over then slid it onto a plate. “Here you go.” She handed it to him along with a fork. She looked at him for a long moment. “Before you get any bright ideas, I’m going to go ahead and tell you that I’ve hidden your keys.” He started to protest, but she held up a hand to stop him. “I don’t want to hear it. I risked my vet license to help you. I also pumped you full of narcotics to take away your pain. I’m not letting you roar out of here on your bike with all those drugs that weren’t prescribed to you floating around in your system. Besides, how are you going to handle a bike with your arm in that condition? Not to mention the sleet. I’m sure the roads are slippery this morning.”

Flint was surprised, shocked really. He wasn’t used to being told no, especially after rejoining the Steel Infidels. Most people went to great lengths not to cross the MC. Maybe she didn’t realize what he was capable of. He slowly placed his fork beside his plate and fixed her with a cool stare, hoping to intimidate her into backing down. 

It didn’t work. 

She didn’t even break his gaze. Instead, all she did was look back at him with those big, brown eyes and blink with those long eyelashes of hers. 

Well hell! This might be harder than he thought.

“I’ll be fine driving,” he said. He shrugged as if it didn’t matter. “And I’m not going to take any more of the pain pills, so...” 

“So nothing. Wait until they start wearing off and we’ll talk about this again. You probably don’t remember, but I gave you the last one three hours ago. You’re going to be hurting very soon, but hey, it’s up to you, tough guy. Can’t say I didn’t warn you. Either way, you’re not getting your keys back until I feel like giving them to you.”

Kendra turned and went back to making another omelette. Flint smothered a grin at her unexpected sauciness and took the opportunity to admire her ample backside while her head was turned away from him. 

He didn’t understand all the details yet of exactly who she was and why she was there. The only thing he knew was that the weekend sure as hell wouldn’t be boring.

CHAPTER FIVE

After breakfast, Kendra ushered Flint back to the couch to check his wound for infection and to change the bandage. They’d settled into an uneasy truce. Kendra suspected it wouldn’t last long. Flint didn’t strike her as the type of man who would be happy hanging out doing nothing for the weekend, especially once he found out about the trouble at his brother’s tattoo parlor. 

Trying to keep him in the cabin was going to be a bitch. Considering his injury, she thought he would be conked out on the couch all weekend. The fact that he wanted to leave so soon undermined her chance of getting the money for the clinic, and that was a big problem. She’d made a deal with Jesse to stay and take care of him until Monday morning, and by God she meant to keep it - one way or the other. 

If it ended up being a battle of wills between her and Flint, she didn’t have any doubt as to who would come out the victor. Mr. Motorcycle Man didn’t have any idea how determined she could be when she set her mind to something. If push came to shove, she could always knock him out with pills.

A desperate action like that would be underhanded and low, her conscience argued. Then again, it would be better than letting an impaired man drive, her sensible side countered back. And if he left, the Steel Infidels wouldn’t have any reason to give her the donation for the clinic.

Not only was she fighting an inner battle with herself, she was also finding it almost impossible to concentrate on wrapping Flint’s bandage while he was watching her face so intently.

“Worried about my skills?” she teased. “If you’re not, you should be. I tried very hard to explain to your brother that I’m not qualified to treat you.”

Flint grinned. He was such a mix of angel and devil when he flashed that white-hot smile. “I’m not worried, darling,” he replied, letting the endearment slip off his lips as smooth as butter.

Kendra’s eyebrows shot up and she laughed. Aha! So he thought he could charm her into giving him back his keys. Oh yes. She’d met men like Flint before; the kind of men who women fantasized about when they were all alone. The type of man who merely needed to smile to have a girl reaching around to unhook her bra. Kendra didn’t doubt that Flint could have a woman unzipping her jeans before she even realized she’d fallen underneath his spell. If she wasn’t real careful, it could happen to her too. 

It had been a long time since she’d dated anyone special. Sure there had been a casual date here and there, always ending with a quick kiss goodnight and a pissed-off guy standing on her front porch with a closed door in his face. 

Casual sex wasn’t something she messed around with. To her, it wasn’t worth the time or effort to fall into bed with a man she barely knew or even liked. And if they weren’t willing to take the time to woo her, and they usually weren’t, then so be it. Like her grandmother always said, “there are much worst things than being alone.” After watching some of her girlfriends get cheated on or in miserable marriages, Kendra knew this to be true. 

And after all, she had the animals to keep her company and she was plenty busy enough at the clinic. Most nights she was so tired she hit the bed right after taking a shower. Lonely wasn’t a word in her vocabulary, which meant the sexy man flirting with her wouldn’t get under her skin, no matter how much she might be physically attracted to him. 

“The wound looks good,” she said. “You’re healing nicely and faster than expected. These stitches are a little crooked though.”

“Does that mean I’m free to go, Doc?” he asked, flexing his arm.

“Nope,” she replied firmly. “Not yet.”

“What does your husband think about you staying here with me?”

Kendra laughed. “Lucky for you, I don’t have a husband. If there was, I don’t think he would be pleased, do you?”

Flint gave her another rakish grin. “Probably not. If you were my wife, I wouldn’t let you out of my sight.”

Kendra rolled her eyes at him. “There you go again. Have you heard from Jesse?”

“I left him a message. I’m sure he’ll call me back as soon as he can.”

Kendra taped a new bandage to his arm and started to stand up. Flint grabbed her hand, keeping her on eye level with him.

“I need to ask you something,” he said, suddenly serious. “Did I kiss you last night or was that an erotic dream?”

Kendra’s face burned with both shock and humiliation. She couldn’t have been more mortified that Flint remembered their kiss. And even worse, her reaction to him. She had been so sure he wouldn’t remember it. God! This was so embarrassing. 

At first she thought about lying. Then she decided brushing it off would be the best thing to do.

“Yes, you did,” she answered. “But you were whacked out of your head, so it’s fine.” Kendra waved her hand as if it didn’t mean anything. “No big deal. It’s okay. I’m sure you thought I was someone else.”

Flint studied her face carefully for a moment then shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. I wouldn’t have thought you were someone else.”

“Oh? And why’s that?”

“Because there is no one else.”

Before Kendra could reply, Flint’s phone rang in his pocket, effectively cutting off their conversation.

“Jesse?” Flint answered. “What’s going on? Is everybody okay?”

Kendra grabbed her overnight bag from the table and headed for the bathroom to give Flint some privacy for his call.

****

Flint waited until Kendra was in the bathroom and out of hearing range. “Jesus Christ, Jesse!” he said tersely into the phone. “What the hell were you thinking bringing Dr. Shaw into this? We don’t even know her!”

“Calm down, Flint,” Jesse answered. “Look, we didn’t have a choice. You were unconscious and bleeding all over the place. What were we supposed to do? Tom wrapped your arm up the best he could but we didn’t know how to get the bullet out. We’re not a bunch of fucking nurses! What if we had nicked an artery? We couldn’t get the bleeding to stop and calling Dr. Shaw was the best idea we could come up with. You don’t realize how bad it was yesterday. You weren’t even conscious half the time. And don’t forget, you’re the one who insisted on not going to the hospital in the first goddamn place!”

Flint ran a restless hand through his hair. “I know, alright. I know. You don’t have to remind me. But come on, she’s a well-known veterinarian in town. Bardsville only has two vets, so you can bet everybody in the whole damn county knows her. Besides maybe the mayor, would there have been anybody with a higher profile you could have chosen to involve in our mess? And now that she knows about the safe house, you can bet it’s not safe any longer. ”

“She’s cool, okay? Trust me. I can read people. After all, she fixed you up and then agreed to stay. How bad could she be?”

Flint snorted. “She told me how you tricked her. The only thing I don’t get is how you convinced her to stay. I can tell by the way she looks at me that she thinks I’m a lowlife criminal. She might even be afraid of me. I make her very nervous.”

“Nervous? Really?” Jesse seemed surprised. “She didn’t strike me as the nervous type at all. Just the opposite in fact. What the hell did you do to her?”

“Me? Nothing!”

“I can tell you Dr. Shaw wasn’t the least bit intimidated by me and the crew, so you must be doing something weird to freak her out.”

Flint started to argue and decided to drop it. “So how did you convince her to stay?” he asked again.

“I offered to donate the proceeds from the charity run in the spring to the wildlife clinic. She wasn’t real keen on hanging around until I made it worth her while. If you take the time to think about it, you’ll see it’s a good deal all the way around. By giving Dr. Shaw the donation this year, we’re basically buying her help and her silence in the future. Understand?”

Jesse was right. The plan was a smart one. His older brother was president of the motorcycle club for a reason. “Yeah, I get it,” Flint said after a moment “That was a smart move. You want to tell me what I’m supposed to do here all weekend though? I need to get back to town and she hid my damn keys.”

Jesse burst out laughing. “She’s afraid of you, huh? Sounds like Dr. Shaw has your number, little brother. From what I’ve seen, you should be afraid of her. Seriously, you need to sit your damn ass in a chair and stay put. At least for a couple of days until we can figure all this out. I have enough on my plate right now without worrying about you. At least the Liberators don’t know about the safe house.”

“Did they do something else? What’s going on?” Flint knew his brother well enough to know he was keeping something from him.

“They tossed a Molotov cocktail through the tattoo shop window. The good news is they’re idiots and the bottle didn’t break on impact so there wasn’t a firebomb. The bad news is the front window was smashed and the cops were there all last night asking too many questions.”

“Fuck! Is Sam okay?”

“Yeah, he was in the back office with a customer when it came through the window. There’s some damage to clean up, but nothing we can’t handle without you. So I’m telling you to stay put. I’m not asking. Not as your brother, but as president of the MC. Do not leave the cabin until I okay it. You hear me?”

“I hear you,” Flint finally muttered. 

“Good. By the way, how is your arm feeling this morning?”

“Hurts like a motherfucker. Thanks for asking,” Flint added sarcastically.

“I figured. Don’t fuck this up with Dr. Shaw. We need her on our side, so play nice. I’ll call you soon.”

“You do that,” Flint answered before hanging up.

Don’t fuck it up with Dr. Shaw.

He frowned. The warning had come a little too late.

CHAPTER SIX

Kendra dropped her bag on the bathroom floor and dug through it for a fresh change of clothes. Luckily, she always kept a spare set or two in her truck. After years of delivering breeched calves, she’d learned an extra change of clean clothes could come in handy. After being up most of the night checking on Flint, she desperately needed a hot shower to help her unwind and loosen up her tired muscles. 

Minutes later, she stood under the shower spray, letting the hot water run over her body. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t shake the image of Flint’s face lowering to kiss her. Or the feel of his taut muscles under the Steel Infidels tattoo that stretched across his back and shoulders. Kendra closed her eyes as she replayed the kiss they’d shared in the middle of the night. 

Even now, she couldn’t understand her strange reaction to Flint. Had she no pride? How in the world had she given in so easily to Flint’s kiss...his touch? Maybe it was from lack of sleep, she reasoned. Or more likely the fact that she hadn’t been that physically close to a hot, virile male in a very long time. If that was the case, she seriously needed to get out more.

She had acted spontaneously and completely out of character. It was a mistake she wouldn’t be making again. After all, she was an educated woman and respected in the small community. What would her staff or clients think if they knew she was making out with a stranger in the middle of the night? And not just any stranger but a member of a motorcycle gang for heaven’s sake! 

As long as she kept her cool and didn’t let it happen again, it would go down in her mind as a temporary lack of judgement. It was understandable, she told herself, considering the stressful situation the MC had placed her under. Maybe she was having a touch of Stockholm Syndrome or something. All she needed to do was keep her distance from Flint and not let him get to her. Piece of cake. She could do it. 

Feeling a little bit better about everything and much more in control again, she stepped out of the shower and reached for a towel hanging on the rack.

Kendra bit back a loud yelp. 

“Flint! What the hell? You ever heard of knocking?”

Flint stood in the open doorway and appeared to have been there for a while. He was leaning casually against the frame as he regarded her with narrowed eyes. 

How had she not heard him? How long had he been standing there watching her through the sliding shower doors without saying one word? She hastily wrapped the towel around her body and tucked in the ends.  

He broke the silence at last with a mild-toned, “Need help drying off?” He straightened his lithe frame from the door. 

Kendra had no intention of responding and started to walk past him. She jumped back when his arm came up, but it was only to prop it across the doorjamb so that he blocked her exit.

“Do you mind?” she asked steadily, her eyes fierce as they held his. 

“No, I don’t mind,” he replied, intentionally misunderstanding her request to move his arm. “I’ll spend hours drying you off if you want me to. Not a problem. At all. I have all the time in the world.”

He smiled suddenly, a devastating smile that melted the hard lines of his jaw and made his eyes light up. Kendra really wished he wouldn’t look at her like that. She didn’t know what to think when those intense green eyes skimmed over her body, missing nothing. It took superhuman effort not to drop the towel right then and wrap her arms around his neck. To run her hands down his chest and over his shoulders. To trace every stroke of the Steel Infidels tattoo on his back with her tongue. 

Good Lord! She refused to even think about how much she wanted to be thrown down and taken hard and fast by him on any available surface, including the tile bathroom floor. 

It made no sense. She normally had a whole lot more self-control. He was making her insane. She’d made it to the top of her class in veterinary school and took great pride in being a structured, disciplined person in both work and her personal life. Now Flint was gazing at her and it was like he could tell exactly the effect he was having on her. And that made Kendra want to flee from the room and him as fast as humanly possible.

Maybe her raw desire showed in her eyes. Or maybe he was used to women falling all over him. It could be that he sensed the tingling shiver that went through her whenever he looked at her. 

“Why do I make you so nervous?” he suddenly asked. “At first I thought you might be afraid of me, but that’s not it, is it? Jesse said you weren’t the least bit intimidated by my crew and they’re much scarier than I am.”

A moment later, he lifted a hand to smooth a knuckle across her cheek. Kendra’s strangled breath caught in her chest.

“You’re very beautiful,” he murmured very thoughtfully, those eyes gliding over her face. “Eyes the prettiest dark brown I’ve ever seen.” His words were simply hypnotic. She could only watch, immobilized, as his head slanted low, aiming for her mouth. 

Kendra could not believe this was about to happen. Again. So much for resisting him.

But God help her, she couldn’t stop it. She couldn’t do more than melt into him as he devoured her lips. His tongue began a slow, sensual assault the moment she let him into her mouth. Kendra moaned and trembled when she felt his hands move under the towel and cup her ass. His touch was possessive, heated, famished. He cupped the curves of her ass and tugged her tighter against his hard, overpowering masculinity. 

Their lips crashed together so hard Kendra knew her lips would feel the bruises later. Her fingers dug into his hair and rifled through the silken strands. But then moments later her senses returned and she gasped, letting go of his hair and straining against him. He pulled away slowly, resting his hands on her hips as Kendra slowly opened her eyes. Her eyes were glazed and confused, her sensuous mouth even more swollen and enticing. Kendra was completely losing it. Her gut told her Flint was a man with the potential to lead her deep into forbidden territory, and he was proving her right with every passing second. 

He seemed to see right through her to her fears and worries, and he gently touched her swollen bottom lip as he said in a gentle tone, “It’s all right, doc. Relax. It’s not my style to force myself on women. Never needed to in the past and I’m not going to start now. Which means the next time I touch you or kiss you, you’re not going to want me to stop. When that happens, I’ll start here,” he murmured thickly. 

Kendra looked down and gasped as his fingertips grazed over her now rock-hard nipples through the towel. She’d never felt them get so big and stiff, aching with need. Her own body was betraying her. She arched at his barely-there caress across her breasts. 

She lifted widened eyes to his face and found his gaze fixed on her heaving breasts, heavy now and filled with want that she was sure he could detect even beneath the terrycloth towel. She met his gaze. She felt one thing, but her brain told her another. She couldn’t let this happen. Not now. Not ever. This wasn’t her style and he wasn’t her type of man.

“I’m sorry,” Kendra said before hurrying out of the room, embarrassed once again for giving in so easily. Whatever was happening between them, it was opening a side to her she’d never known; a submissive part that found it so easy to yield to a man with the will and passion strong enough to control her every response. Flint was that kind of man. She knew it instinctively. The knowledge both scared and thrilled her to the bone. 

****

Flint wondered if Kendra had any idea how difficult it was for him to let her go. The luscious feel of her ass in his hands as he’d kissed her had made his brain almost short-circuit. What was it about her? 

He hadn’t meant to be a peeping Tom and spy on her in the shower like a pervert. His intention had only been to ask her something through the door. But when he found it slightly ajar, he couldn’t help pushing it open. Once he’d caught sight of her naked body behind the shower doors, his feet refused to turn and walk away. 

All he could do was stand there completely mesmerized and watch as she soaped her heavy breasts and between her legs; all the places he would pleasure with his tongue if he ever got the chance. His reaction to her was immediate and overwhelming, his erection so painfully hard he thought he was going to explode.  

He’d wanted her the moment he’d opened his eyes, delirious with pain, and found her leaning over him. He’d already kissed her twice, and who the hell knew what else he was capable of doing if she kept looking at him the way she did? Hell, sex was all he could think about since he’d set eyes on her. When she had stepped out of the shower wrapped in only a towel, it took every bit of control he possessed not to rip it off her body, bend her over the bathroom counter, and take her from behind. 

There was no doubt that this woman brought out his primal streak, and holding back was making him feel like he could implode at any moment. She didn’t have a clue as to her effect on him. He’d meant it when he told her she was beautiful. She really was even though she was different from his usual preference, which leaned toward petite, blonde and thin.

He loved the way she wore her hair, the wild, long dark mane framing her features. There was a calm intelligence about her that turned him on along with that curvy, full-figured body of hers. Not to mention her heavy breasts and the wide hips that knew how to fill out a tight pair of jeans. She was tall for a woman but only barely reached his shoulder. He loved cupping her large ass. Damn, that was one piece of her he could certainly form an obsession over.

And Kendra wasn’t like any of the groupie bimbos that hung around the clubhouse. She didn’t mind letting a man know that she possessed a mind of her own. He’d noticed that first thing when she told him about the keys. He would never let her know it, but that single action turned him on as much as it pissed him off. She was most definitely a woman of strong character who wasn’t afraid to speak her mind. 

The more he thought about her, the angrier he grew inside. Whatever attraction he felt for Dr. Kendra Shaw, he needed to get over it fast. A nice, decent woman like her would never go for a man like him. Maybe she would have liked the man he was once striving to be six months ago. A man with integrity and principles. Certainly not the way he was now and would probably always be.

Nothing more than a common outlaw.

****

It took a while for Kendra to work up the nerve to join Flint in the kitchen. He was seated at the small dining table enjoying a second cup of coffee. He looked up but didn’t speak when she walked past him to the coffee maker. 

“Flint, about what happened earlier...” she began and couldn’t continue.

Flint raised his eyebrows. “You mean in the bathroom?” he asked innocently.

Kendra turned away from him to look out the window over the kitchen sink. Sleet was beginning to stick to the trees and power lines. The winter storm was turning out to be worse than predicted. 

Flint leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “So you want to tell me why you ran out of there like a bat out of hell?”

Kendra ripped a paper towel from the roll and nervously wiped down the edges of the sink. “I don’t know. I guess I was afraid of what might happen if I stayed,” she replied in a soft voice, unable to meet his intense gaze.

He drew in a sharp breath as if she had slapped him. “You’re afraid of me?” he asked incredulously. “Jesus!”

She let out a long sigh and turned to look at him. “No,” she replied. “No, of course not,” she said more firmly. “I’m not afraid of you, Flint. It was more a matter of being afraid of me...of my doing something rash and out of character.”

“And that’s a problem because...?” he asked, his voice calmer now and his eyes suddenly twinkling.

She shrugged, embarrassed by her admission. “I’m not an impulsive person and you caught me off guard. That’s all.”

He raised his eyebrows, clearly not buying her story.

“Listen, Flint,” she continued. “The bottom line is I don’t do casual sex. Ever. I need a mental and emotional connection first. And if that’s not happening and I’m not feeling it, then the physical part just isn’t worth it to me.” She smiled to take the sting off of her words. “After all, I’m sure you have plenty of pretty girls hanging around the clubhouse who would be more than happy to have you. What do you call them? Old ladies or something like that? They probably find the tough guy biker act of yours very appealing.”

“And what about you, Kendra?” he asked, suddenly serious again. “Do you find it appealing?” 

Kendra opened her mouth to lie. To make a joke and laugh it away as if that was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard. And normally it would be. She wasn’t into the whole dominant alpha male thing. Or had never been in the past. But if she was to be honest with herself, she would admit this time the answer was different. 

Hell yes, she found him immensely appealing. The thought of Flint being in control, persuading her to do things sexually beyond her normal comfort zone, was an erotic fantasy. A fantasy she couldn’t stop thinking about. It was driving her crazy. She shook her head to clear her thoughts.

“That’s not the point,” Kendra snapped. She had a feeling Flint knew exactly what she’d been thinking. 

He grinned. “What is the point then?”

“Admit it, Flint. You probably wouldn’t look twice at me if we weren’t holed up in this cabin together. It’s obvious I could stand to lose a few pounds and I don’t wear makeup or fix my hair in a fancy style. I’m here and I’m convenient. That’s all this is. And don’t try to tell me I’m your type because I’m not buying it. Not for a second. If we had met at the grocery store or in my vet clinic, I seriously doubt you would give me a second look or ask for my number. That’s all I’m saying. I’m not an idiot. And I won’t be used for sexual entertainment.”

Flint sprang from his chair with the sleekness of a panther and stood inches from her. His eyes flashed with emotion before he grabbed her with his good arm and pulled her close to his chest. She struggled in his grip, but he was too strong for her as he stared deeply into her startled face. Her heartbeat increased alarmingly at his closeness and Kendra wondered if she would ever be immune to his overwhelming magnetism.

“You really believe that?” he demanded angrily. “That I would sleep with you only because you’re stuck here with me? That I wouldn’t still want you if we’d met another way? How can you not understand how desirable you are to me? Do you know how incredibly difficult it was to let you walk away wrapped only in a towel? When I saw you in the shower, it took my breath away...you took my breath away.”

When she didn’t answer, he let out a long sigh and abruptly turned her loose. 

“I’m sorry, darling,” Flint said simply.

Kendra sent him a sharp look. “For what?” she asked.

Flint shrugged and looked away from her. “For getting you involved in all this. You’re a smart woman and seem like a really good person. I let Jesse have it over the phone for dragging you into this mess. It never should have happened. And I do wish we could have met in different circumstances. Like you said, in the grocery store or at your vet clinic. Normal every day circumstances.” He let out a short laugh and ran a hand through his hair. “Though I’m not sure normal will be showing up any time soon in my life.”

He stuck his hands in his jeans pocket and leaned back against the kitchen counter. “I know it could never work,” he said quietly before turning and leaving the kitchen.

Kendra stood there for a moment, stunned by his words. 

No, a relationship with a man like Flint would never work out.

Or could it? 

Did she dare to find out?

CHAPTER SEVEN

Flint hurried back inside the cabin and slammed the heavy oak door behind him. He shrugged off his leather jacket before slinging it over a chair by the door. “God! It’s cold out there,” he said, rubbing his hands together to warm them up. “From what I could tell, the road is completely iced over. Looks like you’re going to be stuck with me for a while longer. Even if I had my keys back, I wouldn’t make it more than a few feet.” He shook his head, sending a few snowflakes flying to the floor. 

Kendra was curled up on the sofa with a blanket, checking messages for the vet clinic on her cell phone. She finished typing a text message to one of her clients and hit send. “Or you’re stuck with me,” she teased back. “However you want to look at it. I have to warn you, I can be pretty cranky at times. Especially if I don’t get my morning cup of coffee. Or lunch. Actually, I’m at my most crankiest if I have to skip lunch. Must be low blood sugar or something. ”

Flint grinned. “Is that a fact? I’ll have to remember to feed you. Maybe I should make a sign that says “Don’t Forget to Feed the Tiger.” He walked past the table where her pistol and shotgun were partially tucked under her coat. “I’ve been meaning to ask you about this. Two guns, Kendra? Pardon my pun, but isn’t that a little overkill?”

Kendra looked up from her phone and shrugged. “Yeah, maybe,” she replied. “I feel better with the guns in here than in the truck. After all, someone shot you. Who is to say they won’t come here looking for more?”

Flint frowned, a flash of concern crossing his face before he quickly hid it. Damn! Why hadn’t he given more thought to keeping Kendra safe? He always knew there was a chance the Liberators would come after him, but until now the thought hadn’t occurred to him that Kendra might be in danger as well. All because of him. 

Kendra immediately picked up on his change of mood. “You’re worried too,” she said perceptibly. “Aren’t you?”

“Not really,” Flint replied. “There’s no need to be worried. Jesse assured me that nobody knows where we are except for our crew, and they can be trusted. Hopefully the temperature will warm up tomorrow and we can both leave. We need to get you back to town so that you can take care of all of those sick animals.”

Kendra nodded in agreement. “Isn’t that the truth! There’s always plenty of work to do. It seems like I never get caught up. There’s always another sick animal to examine.” 

“Mind if I sit with you?” Flint asked, plopping down on the other end of the sofa before she replied. He pointed to her cell phone, where she was rapidly typing another text message. “Is the vet clinic open on weekends?”

Kendra shook her head. “No. Technically, the vet clinic is closed on the weekends. I’m usually on call twenty-four hours a day for emergencies though. If someone needs help with a mama cow that’s having a hard time giving birth, they can’t wait around for business hours to call me. It’s the nature of the business. Long hours and low pay.”

“You go out to their house?” Flint realized he didn’t like the idea of Kendra going to a stranger’s house alone. Especially after seeing how easily she could be tricked into meeting a man about an animal in the middle of nowhere. Didn’t she realize there were bad people out there? He felt strangely protective of her but didn’t dare show it. 

“Barn usually,” she corrected. “Or pasture. It’s not like they can load the big animals up and bring them to me. It’s not so bad though. Spring and summer are the busiest months. In February and March the majority of the calves are born, so that keeps me busy. Then starting in mid-April, all of the orphaned baby birds and mammals start flooding in to the wildlife clinic. From April until the first of October, the clinic is crazy. We work fourteen hours a day, seven days a week.”

“Wow! Sounds intense. How do you get paid for that?”

Kendra laughed. “We don’t. Not for the wildlife rehab stuff. It’s all volunteer based. I have a terrific group of wildlife rehabilitators who come in several days a week to help out. We wouldn’t be able to keep the clinic open without them since the clinic survives solely on donations. I assume your brother mentioned he offered to give the clinic the proceeds from the charity ride in the spring?”

“Yeah,” Flint answered. “He told me how they practically strong-armed you into taking care of me. I really do feel bad about that,” he added sincerely. “We’ll make it up to you, I promise. The MC will deliver on the money for your clinic. You have my word. If it had been my decision, I would have found another way. What they did was wrong.” 

Kendra’s eyebrows shot up in surprise that he would go against the MC. 

“Jesse and I don’t always see eye to eye on how to handle things in the club,” Flint explained. “He’s more of an ‘act first, apologize later’ kind of guy, and I’m more strategic. Methodical. We usually end up in the same place, we just choose different ways to get there.”

Kendra quietly turned off her phone. “What about your other brother, Sam? What is he like?”

A shadow crossed Flint’s face at the mention of his younger brother. “Sam is stubborn, rebellious, and at times completely out of control.”

“Sounds like you two don’t get along very well.”

“We get along well enough, I suppose,” Flint replied. “Considering what we’ve gone through. Sam still harbors some hard feelings toward me over something I did many years ago. It’s taking me a long time to regain his trust. I understand so I’m willing to give him as much time as he needs.”

Kendra frowned. “What on earth did you do?”

“I left,” Flint replied simply. “I turned my back on my brothers, my dad, the MC, and left town. I moved to Atlanta for a few years and got a job. Started a brand new life. Basically, I abandoned everyone when they needed me the most. Sam never forgave me for that.”

“What made you leave? Did something happen?”

Flint let out a long breath. He honestly didn’t know why he was telling her all this. Normally, he didn’t share personal information about himself with anyone. With Kendra, it was almost like once he started talking, he couldn’t stop. The words flowed over each other in a hurry to get out.

“We’d lost our mom to breast cancer,” he began. “The years before her death were pretty rough on everybody. Watching somebody you love get sicker and weaker by the day...it was hard. Up until then, we had always been a close-knit family. When she passed away, it took a heavy toll on all of us. None of us knew how to deal with our pain. Before long, Dad was drinking too much. Jesse and I started hanging out with the motorcycle club to take our mind off the situation at home. We left Sam all alone to deal with an alcoholic who could be abusive at times. He was only sixteen and too young to join the MC. He felt abandoned when I left town.”

Kendra reached over and gave his leg a comforting pat. “I’m sorry about your mom,” she said. “And Sam.”

“I regret like hell not being there for Sam when he needed me the most,” Flint continued. “I was only twenty at the time and barely more than a teenager myself but still...I should’ve seen that Sam needed his older brothers. Needed me.”

“You’re being too hard on yourself,” Kendra said softly. “Like you said, you were young too. And going through the pain of losing your mom. Taking care of someone else’s needs probably wasn’t high on your list of priorities at the time.”

He shook his head. “That’s not a good excuse. Leaving Sam there to deal with Dad was too much for a kid to handle. Thank God for Jesse. When I left, he stepped up like a man and started helping out around the house. He was the brother I should have been.”

Flint had never told anyone his feelings of guilt where Sam was concerned. He’d never even admitted it to himself until after the phone call came about Tommy’s death. For years, he’d managed to keep a distance between himself, his family, and the MC. 

After moving to Atlanta, he’d eventually enrolled in college more as a joke than anything else. He never expected to do so well. Many years later, he found himself working for the Public Defender’s office and was quickly on his way to earning a name for himself. Not one time had Flint ever regretted the hard choices he’d made. Not until Tommy’s death. 

“So what’s it like now between you and Sam?”

“Strained.” Flint let out a humorless laugh. “Tense most of the time. He resents anything and everything I say or do.”

“Jesse said he owned a tattoo parlor.” 

“Yes, he does. The Liberators hit it last night as well.”

“Was there a lot of damage?” Kendra didn’t let on that she already knew about the attack. 

“Enough,” Flint replied. “The plate glass window on the front of the store was broken when they threw the Molotov cocktail through it. That’s about it. The bottle didn’t explode and ignite a fire, thank God. The Liberators were sending us a message. That’s why I’m so eager to get back to town. To help Sam repair the shop and put it back together. Plus it’s our primary source of income, so we need to open for business as soon as possible.”

Kendra blinked in confusion. “Wait a minute! You said “our” source of income. Are you a tattoo artist too?”

Moment of truth. 

In a split second, Flint realized he didn’t want her to know the truth about what he did, or used to do, for a living. He didn’t want her to know he had been a respected attorney who defended poor clients. For some reason, he felt a compelling need for her to like him as he was now. For what he was now.

Good or bad, it wouldn’t be fair to let her believe he was something better than he was.

“I dabble,” he replied, a smile playing around his lips. “I can do a pretty mean tat.” Which wasn’t an outright lie. He’d done hundreds of tattoos in his life. It just wasn’t what he had gone to college for four years and then on to law school to learn how to do. Though compared to the money he made as a public defender, he might have been better off doing tattoos from the beginning. 

“Have you ever thought about getting one?” he asked casually.

Kendra laughed and shook her head. “I can honestly say that no, I’ve never considered getting a tattoo. Don’t they hurt?”

“Not too bad if the person doing them is experienced and fast.”

Flint quickly slid over. Turning her around slightly, he tugged the hem of her sweater up. Kendra jumped when his fingers touched her lower back. He traced an outline slowly, delicately with both hands.

She gasped. “What are you doing?” 

“A hummingbird,” he murmured thoughtfully. “Small and colorful with its wings outstretched in flight. Delicate and beautiful.” 

“What?” she asked again as his fingers continued to draw the imaginary hummingbird. 

“Let me design a tattoo for you. I’ll do something special. And I promise to do it as fast and painless as possible.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” she replied hesitantly. “I don’t see myself as a tattoo kind of gal.” 

He caressed his thumbs over the small of her back once more before removing his hands and pulling the hem of her sweater back down. “Then maybe it’s time to start seeing yourself differently, darling,” he drawled in that deep Southern accent she was beginning to find irresistible.

****

Kendra didn’t show it, but she was secretly pleased with his suggestion of a hummingbird tattoo. How could Flint possibly know that hummingbirds held a special significance to her? Her recently deceased grandmother adored the tiny birds and had told Kendra to watch for her on the wings of a hummingbird after she died. In her memory, Kendra had hung at least fifty hummingbird feeders on her farm the previous summer, spread out among all of the flowering bushes and trees. 

Flint settled back on his side of the couch and stretched out his long legs. He tapped the toes of his black leather boots together. “Do you live close to the clinic?” 

Kendra smiled. “I own a place not too far from town,” she replied. “I live in an old farm house with a big front porch. The house is tiny, barely big enough for one person. I love it though. In the evenings, I can sit on my porch and watch the sunrise go down over the mountains. It’s relaxing.”

“Do you have a lot of pets? I bet you have about ten. Or twenty.”

“Believe it or not, I don’t have any pets of my own. The hours are so long at the clinic and I never know when I’m going to get called out on emergencies. There’s always a baby or injured animal of some kind that I end up dragging home with me most nights. What about you? Do you live close by?” 

“I live about ten miles away. In a big house with Jesse and Sam.” He laughed at her dubious expression. “I know, I know. I hate to admit I’m living with my brothers and about half of the crew on a temporary basis. We have what we like to call an open door policy. Their old ladies have a tendency to throw them out of the house occasionally.”

Kendra made a face. “I’m picturing a big frat house with keg parties and drunk sexy girls in tight shorts. Am I right?”

“Why don’t you come over some time and find out for yourself?” he challenged.

She shook her head slowly. “No, I don’t think so. The party scene isn’t for me. I like it quiet and peaceful.”

“Who says I don’t? Something tells me you’re making presumptions about me based on the MC.”

Flint was right. She had been making assumptions about him based on his involvement with the motorcycle gang. She was stereotyping him without giving him the benefit of getting to know him first. It wasn’t like her to be so judgemental. She wasn’t giving him a fair shake and he’d called her out on it. She respected him for that.

“You’re right,” she admitted grudgingly. “I probably have been doing that.” She shrugged, unsure of how to explain it to him. “You’re in a motorcycle gang and even though I don’t know much about them, what I do know isn’t great.”

Flint drew in a deep breath before explaining. “For starters, we’re a motorcycle club, not a gang. A big, big difference there. The MC is a way of life and more like a family to me than a club. They took Jesse and me in after Mom died and gave us a place to feel secure. Like we belonged somewhere. When I look back on those times, there were a million bad places I could’ve ended up if it hadn’t been for the MC. I owe them so much.”

She nodded. “I get that. I really do. But what about the other stuff? The illegal things?” There, she’d said it. The elephant in the room was now sitting right between them. She needed an answer to the one thing that had been bothering her since she walked into the cabin. “How do you explain that?”

A troubled, dark cloud came over his face. Instantly, Kendra regretted her words and wished she could take them back. She’d stepped over the line with him. 

“You know I can’t talk about any of that,” he answered regretfully. “All I can tell you is that the people on my crew are good guys.” He touched his chest above his heart. “Deep down inside. We’re not perfect by any means, and maybe not by other people’s standards. But they’re loyal and they would protect my back. I would do the same for them. That’s all I’m going to say.”

Flint stood and walked over to check the pile of firewood beside the hearth. “We’re running low. I’ll go get some more logs from the woodpile on the side of the house.”

Kendra started to offer to go help him and decided she would be better off not to. Flint had shut down the moment she mentioned the MC’s illegal activities. She felt like kicking herself. She was surprised at how he had really opened up to her about his brothers and his dad, especially since she got the distinct feeling it wasn’t something he shared with just anyone. There was so much more to Flint than she realized or expected. He had trusted her and she’d thrown it back in his face. 

After a moment’s hesitation, she reached into her pocket and pulled out Flint’s keys. She placed them on the table so that it would be the first thing he saw when he walked back in.
****

The remainder of the day passed quickly. Flint spent his time checking in with Jesse and Sam while Kendra counseled anxious clients through various animal emergencies. In between calls, they sat on the couch together and talked about anything and everything. Without the distraction of a television or books, there was nothing left to do in the cabin to ease the awkwardness of the silence but to entertain each other. 

By the end of the day, the thought occurred to Kendra that she hadn’t spent so much time getting to know another man in a long time. Most of the dates she had been on the past few years had been centered around movies, sporting events, or even dinner in a fancy but very quiet restaurant, none of which were conducive to intimate conversations. 

To her surprise, Flint was funny and had a wicked sense of humor that she found irresistibly attractive. He entertained her with stories of the crew and their various misfortunes with the old ladies in their lives. She could listen to him talk for hours with his deep Southern drawl with a touch of Tennessee twang.  

The time passed quickly. When nightfall came, Kendra realized they would need to discuss sleeping arrangements. The cabin was tiny, with only a bathroom, a small kitchen, and a living area. From the bare furnishings, it was obvious the owner only used it as a hunting retreat rather than a vacation home. 

After being forced to sleep sitting up in the recliner the night before, she wasn’t eager to try it again. Being the alpha male he was, she knew Flint would readily give up the couch for her to sleep on. 

She walked into the living room where he was busy stoking the fire for the night. “Flint, I hate to be a party pooper,” she began. “But I’m exhausted and need to get some shut eye before I fall over.”

“I’m sorry for keeping you up all night.” Flint moved toward the couch. “Here, let’s pull the sofa bed out for you,” he said. “I saw some sheets for it while I was prowling around in the closet by the door.”

A sofa bed? Well, that made sense, especially since there wasn’t a separate bedroom. “I didn’t know it made out into a bed,” Kendra said. “You would have been much more comfortable last night if I’d known that.”

He let out a rueful laugh. “Don’t worry, I was comfortable enough with all those pain pills. Or at least I think I was from what I can remember.”

Kendra sucked in her breath. Oh God! Please don’t let him bring up the kiss again, she prayed. Together, they took the cushions off the couch and pulled out the bed frame. After retrieving the sheets from the closet, Kendra made the bed up. 

“I’ll sleep in the recliner chair tonight,” Flint said to ease the awkwardness. “You’ve had your turn.”

Kendra was too tired to argue. After changing into a long flannel shirt that hung almost to her knees, she crawled under the blanket.

Flint turned off the lamp and pulled his chair closer to the fire. “What is your family like?” he asked in the dark.  

“They’re great,” Kendra replied. “My mom and dad dote on each other. He retired last year from the textile mill where he worked his entire life. My mom is a stay-at-home mother and she spent her life taking care of all of us. I have two older sisters who still try to boss me around. They all live right across the state line in North Carolina.”

“Sounds nice.”

“It is. My parents sacrificed a great deal for me to go to veterinarian school. They always encouraged me not to give up even though money was so tight. Many times I almost dropped out. My parents are the best. I wish you could meet them.” The thought slipped out before she could catch herself. Oh crap! Did she really just say that?

“Me too,” Flint replied softly. “Me too, Kendra.”

“My dad took a second mortgage out on their house to loan me the money to buy into the vet practice. Dr. Henson wanted to retire and he preferred someone local to take over his clients. There aren’t a lot of veterinarians willing to work in a small country practice so I got lucky. I went on every vet visit with Dr. Henson for two years before he trusted me enough to turn the business over.”

“I remember Dr. Henson,” Flint said. “He was a good man.”

“Still is. He comes by the clinic every so often to check on me.” Kendra tried and failed to stifle a big yawn.

“You’d better get some sleep. No more questions from me tonight.” 

****

Flint leaned back in the leather recliner and watched Kendra as she slept on the sofa bed. The fire had died down, and now there was only a soft glow bouncing off her hair from a few flickering embers. He reached over carefully and tucked back a strand that had fallen over her face. She stirred in her sleep but didn’t wake up. Instead, she mumbled something he couldn’t make out and pulled the blanket tighter around her.

He liked looking at her when she wasn’t on guard and defensive. Kendra was truly gorgeous in a natural way, without a speck of makeup and her hair a crazy mess. He knew she didn’t believe him when he’d told her that she was beautiful. She probably thought he was simply another scumbag trying to sweet talk her panties off.  

Which, if he was honest with himself, wasn’t too far from the truth. On both counts.

Kendra must have unconsciously felt him staring at her because she suddenly opened her eyes. “Flint?” she said sleepily. “Is something wrong? Are you okay?” She propped herself up on one elbow and blinked at him. 

He smiled in reassurance. “Everything’s okay. I’m fine. Go back to sleep.”

She sat up and pulled the blanket up around her neck. “Jesus! It’s freezing in here. Did the furnace go out?”

“We lost power about an hour ago,” he answered. He stood up and threw another log into the fire. “I heard a pine tree snap under the weight of the ice and then the transformer blew. I figured I’d better hurry and build the fire back up before the temperature started dropping in here, but I didn’t want to wake you.”

She frowned at his bare chest. “Where is your shirt? Is your arm hurting?”

“Some,” he admitted grudgingly, stretching his sore muscles. “The shirt was rubbing the bandage so I figured I’d feel more comfortable with it off.”

“I hope you took something for the pain,” she said with concern. “It’s barely been a little over twenty-four hours since you were shot. Trying to be a tough guy by suffering isn’t very smart.”

“You’re right, and I did.” He sat back down in the chair, crossed his arms over his chest to keep warm, and closed his eyes.

Kendra smiled and lay back down after fluffing her pillow. After a moment, she threw the blanket to the side and patted the space beside her. “Flint, I can scoot over. There’s plenty of room for both of us. You look miserable and cold sitting in that chair.”

Flint didn’t hesitate or give her time to change her mind. He gingerly stretched out next to her, careful not to take up too much of her space or accidentally touch her.

After a couple of minutes in silence, Kendra whispered hesitantly, “Flint?”

“Yes,” he replied.

“No hanky-panky, okay?”

Flint laughed out loud, a deep rumbling sound that shook the sofa bed. “Goodnight, darling.”

“Night, Flint.”

He knew she was smiling in the dark.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Kendra woke up some time later to discover Flint’s injured arm wrapped across her breasts, holding her tightly. His bare chest was pressed close against her back while his warm breath stirred the hair on her neck. She hesitated for a moment, unsure of what to do.

Kendra carefully lifted his arm in an attempt to slide out from under him without waking him up. When she shifted, he instinctively tightened the grip on her in his sleep. She sighed and closed her eyes, resigned to her fate. After all, being snuggled up with a hot guy in a freezing cold cabin wasn’t exactly the worst thing in the world, she reasoned. In fact, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so warm and safe. She didn’t see any harm in enjoying it while it lasted. 

A soft kiss on her shoulder stirred her awake a little while later. She smiled, certain it was an erotic dream until she felt another. Oh Jesus! Her stomach tightened as Flint slid the flannel shirt from her shoulder and continued pressing gentle kisses down her upper arm. She deliberately slowed her breathing and pretended to still be asleep while her mind and heart raced. 

Flint’s lips moved up and nuzzled the back of her neck. An uncontrollably delicious shiver slid down her spine. What on earth did he think he was doing? She had explicitly said no hanky-panky. A warm hand slid under the bottom of her shirt and rested on her waist. Kendra suddenly became distinctly aware of the heat and weight of his arousal prodding her hip.

Of their own will, her breasts swelled in aching need beneath the flannel shirt. Could Flint sense how hard and erect her nipples were? Did he know how much they needed to be pinched and sucked? To be rolled between his finger and thumb and tugged on hard until she cried out and begged for more? 

In the past, Kendra had never had the courage to tell a man what she needed and wanted in bed. She always hoped they would just know. Unfortunately she’d always been wrong. 

Until now.

Flint slid his hand, palm flat, up her stomach. He stopped right below her heavy breasts.

“I know you’re awake,” he whispered in her ear, sending chills through her body. “I can feel your heartbeat racing underneath my hand.”

“Flint, we shouldn’t...” she began before being interrupted by his hand moving up to cup her full breast and squeeze it hard. Oh God!

“Shh....don’t say anything,” he murmured in her ear. “I love your breasts. Full and heavy with big, fat nipples begging to be sucked. You don’t know how much I’ve wanted to do this every time I looked at you today.” She gasped as he circled his open palm around and around on her sensitized tit. An involuntary moan escaped her lips when he pinched and pulled on the elongated nipple. Just as she had wished. She moaned again when he twisted the nipple between his fingers. He tugged a little roughly, drawing the tip out and making her gasp in want and need.

“Your nipples are so very responsive,” he continued. “Exactly the way I like them.”

He suddenly removed his hand from her shirt and shifted her around so she was lying on her back. He sat up beside her. “Unbutton your shirt,” he said, his expression unreadable.

She hesitated, not quite sure where the situation was heading.  

Flint looked at her without saying a word, only watching and waiting. Kendra realized he was forcing her to make a decision...to stop or to go forward. It was her choice and he wasn’t going to make it for her.

She licked her lips hesitantly then reached up to undo the top button of her flannel shirt. Then the next. Flint watched her quietly with hooded eyes. When she suddenly felt shy right before undoing the last button, he urged her on. “ Don’t stop,” he said, his voice husky with desire.

When she undid that button, Flint reached out with both hands and pushed the shirt to her sides. He rubbed both nipples with the back of his knuckles until they stood up, hard and erect. Grasping locks of her hair gently, he fluffed them forward so that they fell in waves over her breasts, barely covering her nipples. 

He leaned back and stared at her exposed body.

“What?” she said self-consciously. “Is something wrong?”

“No, everything is perfect,” Flint replied. “I’m memorizing how beautiful you look so I can sketch you later when I’m alone.”

Kendra’s breath caught in her throat. Damn! That was the nicest thing anyone had ever said to her. 

Without warning, Flint swooped down to seize one hard nipple into his mouth. He alternated between breasts, sucking and nipping her tits, teasing and tormenting. Kendra held on tight to his silky hair. He captured one nipple in his mouth and after rolling his tongue around on the nub, sucked hard on the surrounding breast. Kendra gasped and slid her hands down over his shoulders and back. Jesus! She loved the feel of this man.

“You like that?” he said, more of a statement than a question, already knowing her answer.

“Yes,” she answered. “Oh, yes.” She knew he needed to hear her say it.

While his mouth sucked on one breast and one hand squeezed and massaged the other, his free hand slid down her belly. Her breath shortened and quickened as he touched the lacy rim of her panties. Flint ran his fingers along the edge and then moved them between her thighs. His fingers slid under the silky panties, first on one side then the other, never touching the heated mound in between. Kendra squirmed and writhed underneath him, begging him with her body to touch her where she so desperately wanted. Her fingers clenched in his hair and he growled in approval at her ferocious grip.

“Open your eyes, Kendra,” he commanded hoarsely, raising his head to look at her.

She opened her eyes to find his intense green eyes locked with hers. “I want to watch you,” he said. He slid a finger inside the rim of her panties then up into her pussy all the way to the knuckle.

“Oh,” she cried, raising her ass to meet his hand. She moaned again when he slid a second finger into her snug slickness. Her muscles tightened around his fingers, hungry for any form of penetration.

“God! You’re so fucking wet and tight,” Flint murmured against her breast. “Just as I knew you would be.”

He finger-fucked her hard, one...two...three times with her panties still on, each time more forceful than the last. She grabbed onto his arms with both hands and cried out with each thrust. She bucked into his hand and felt shamed by the sounds her mouth and body were making as he drove in and out of her with his fingers.

“Take off your panties,” he ordered.

Kendra quickly slid them over her ass, down her legs, and off her ankles. 

“Now spread your legs for me. Wide.”

Kendra quickly obeyed, spreading her legs wider to give him better access. The thrill of being dominated and controlled sexually was something she had never experienced before. She liked it more than she ever would have believed. To be told what to do and how to do it while being pleasured in return.  

Flint stroked her outer pussy lips with his fingers. He licked his thumb and sought out the tiny nub of her clitoris. He rubbed it hard. Kendra gasped and arched her back. 

“Tell me you want it, Kendra,” he coaxed. “Tell me,” he said again when she didn’t answer. He teased the opening of her pussy before shoving a finger deep inside. Her pussy walls tightened around him. “Is this what you want?” he asked again, thrusting into her with a second finger. “If you don’t tell me, I’ll stop,” he warned, momentarily stilling the movements of his fingers.

“Don’t stop,” she panted. “Yes, I want this.” She bucked up against his hand, drawing his fingers in as deep as they would go. He began roughly plunging in and out of her pussy, almost lifting her ass off the sofa bed with each thrust. Reaching up, he rolled a hardened nipple between his thumb and finger. Kendra gasped, her breath uneven and shaky. 

She gave up trying to hold back any more sounds of bliss. She couldn’t stop writhing and she suddenly felt him push her thighs wider apart. He withdrew his fingers and his tongue dived right into her slit, causing her to erupt in a series of moans. His relentless tongue lapped at her clit over and over. 

Oh God! She couldn’t wait another second. She wanted Flint inside her now, fucking her hard and fast. 

And as rough as he liked it.

If he liked it that way. 

She didn’t know. Didn’t care. 

Never had she wanted a man so bad and so urgently.

Kendra reached for his belt buckle and hurriedly undid it. She unzipped his jeans and slid her hand inside to wrap around his hard, velvety length. His cock bobbed and jerked at her touch. Kendra circled his cock firmly and stroked the full length all the way down to the base and back up. He groaned, straining into her hand. Damn! He was thick and long. And rock solid hard.

She caressed the slit at the top and felt drops of pre-cum moisten her thumb. She rubbed it all around the bulbous knob, causing him to close his eyes and groan in pleasure this time. 

“Kendra, what are you doing to me?” he murmured. “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked.

She tugged his jeans down even further in a hurry to get them off and replied, “Trust me. I’ve never wanted anything more.”

Things went crazy fast.

Flint quickly kicked off his jeans then pressed her down on the sofa bed, covering her body with his. He kissed her with a wild dangerous hunger, his lips lightly touching hers before he deepened the kiss, his tongue demanding entry. His masculine hardness nudged intimately into her soft spots.

Kendra’s breath caught as her hands rested on the unyielding hardness of his chest. She clung to him, feeling like the world was spinning around them. She parted her lips and he pressed her impossibly tighter against him, sliding into her mouth. 

Whimpering, Kendra curled her arms tighter around him, burying her fingers in his hair and pulling him closer as she kissed him back with equal abandon. Her breasts strained and tingled against his chest, her heart hammering in time to the drumming in her ears. Dazed with need, Kendra arched against his body. 

Reaching between their bodies, she encircled his cock with her hand and stroked his hard length. She could only imagine him inside her, filling her cunt, stretching her wide with his cock. She stroked faster, wanting him to feel the same desperate need she felt. His cock grew and hardened until it was pulsing with want. He moaned wetly against her mouth. 

“Do you feel what you do to me?” he whispered, his lips now trailing her ear. “I’ve never felt so hard. Never wanted anyone this damn much.” He continued whispering in her ear about how dripping wet she was and how he wanted to slide into her tight pussy and fuck her every way he knew how. They were both breathing fast. As soon as he began talking in her ear, Kendra had dissolved into a gooey mess.

He slid down her body and rained kisses down her stomach. At her parted legs, he stopped to raise his head.

“You can still say no. Just say the word.”

Kendra stared into the deep pools of his eyes. Wanting Flint might be wrong on so many levels, but none of that counted for a damn thing at the moment. Kendra had denied herself too many things for far too long. Denying herself Flint was one sacrifice she wasn’t willing to make.

“I want you deep inside me. Now. I can’t wait any longer.”

Flint moved at lighting speed. After quickly retrieving a condom from his jeans pocket and donning it, he gently grabbed her legs under her knees and wrapped them around his waist. Grasping his cock in one hand, he stroked the entrance to her moist, swollen pussy. 

“Ready, darling?” he asked one last time. He settled his lower body in the cradle between her thighs and Kendra felt the head of his thick, long cock probing against her pussy lips.

Kendra grasped his shoulders. “Yes! Goddammit! Yes!”

With a one long forceful thrust, he plunged into her pussy and embedded himself in her up to his balls. Kendra’s mouth opened in a soundless ‘O’ and for a fleeting second, she forgot how to breathe. Flint drew out slightly then pushed in again, deep and hard, with a loud grunt, stretching her pussy walls to their limit.

Kendra loved that he wasn’t gentle or hesitant. He had read her signals correctly and knew exactly what she wanted. This was what she’d always craved, a man who instinctively knew she needed it rough, wild, and primal. Giving it to her as hard as he wanted and needed without holding back for fear of hurting her. She could take it. She wanted it wild and crazy. During her dating days, she’d had enough dull boring sex to last a lifetime. 

She grasped his ass with both hands, clenching the firm, smooth muscles and pulling him in deeper if that was even possible. His thrusts were now rapid, rough, and intense. Her large tits jiggled with each stroke until they were swinging wildly between their sweat-slicked bodies. Unable to even speak, Kendra gasped out loud every time he rammed into her core. 

“You feel so fucking good,” Flint groaned, the sweat on his forehead and the tightness of his jaw revealing how much self-control he was exerting. “So tight and hot around my cock.” 

The thought occurred to Kendra that if this was controlled, she couldn’t imagine what fucking Flint would be like when he was out of control. She was eternally grateful she’d kept up her Kegel exercises. She deliberately clenched and unclenched her pussy walls around him, milking him. 

“Oh Jesus!” he said. “If you keep doing that, I don’t know how much longer I can last. You’re killing me.”

He leaned in close, his bare muscled chest rubbing against her heaving breasts.  He moved now with long, slow, powerful strokes, filling her completely, owning, claiming. Bending his head, he nipped her tit sharply with his teeth and she cried out, bucking her hips to meet his thrusts while her breast arched into his mouth. 

“Don’t hold back,” he said. His uninjured arm was braced close to her head and she could see every bicep tightening as he strained for control. 

He suddenly withdrew and flipped her over on her stomach. “Get on your knees, baby,” he said, hooking his hands underneath her and pulling her ass backwards. “Lean on your elbows.”

Kendra quickly obeyed. She leaned forward on her elbows and offered herself up to him for the taking. To do with whatever he wanted.

“You have a gorgeous ass,” he said before kneading the lush curves with both hands. Spreading her ass cheeks wide, he nudged the tip of his cock at the entrance to her pussy. She let out a long breath of anticipation. Before she had a chance to brace herself, he grabbed her hips with both hands to hold her still and thrust deep into her pussy with one long, powerful plunge.

In this position, his huge cock felt like it was splitting her apart. “Oh Jesus!” she cried out. “Oh God, that’s deep!” He pulled out almost all the way and slammed into her again, the force this time flattening her into the mattress.  

He lifted her back up again. “Try to stay on your knees.” She struggled to do what he asked, her walls screaming with bliss as he slammed into her with rugged thrusts, each plunge taking him as deep as he could possibly go. 

Flint didn’t say a word as he fucked her savagely, his fingers digging into her ass, his breathing ragged. She knew in the morning her body would be aching. She didn’t care. He was taking her to a place she’d never been before and she loved it. God! How she loved it. He penetrated her so deeply she could feel his balls banging against her ass.

On and on he fucked her mercilessly. She could tell by the tenseness of his body that he was close to orgasm. She hoped to God it felt as good for him as it did for her. Any moment now she would be unravelling.

“Come on baby,” he urged. “Come for me.” He reached underneath her and grabbed a swinging breast. He squeezed her nipple and the sweet mixture of pleasure and pain was enough to send her barrelling over the edge. 

“Flint! Oh God!” Damn, but he knew which buttons to push. Kendra felt a rush of overwhelming tightness before her cunt exploded in a series of contractions. The intensity of her orgasm was overwhelming and powerful.

He groaned and held perfectly still deep within her while she milked him with her contractions. “That’s it, baby,” he murmured. “I can feel you coming around my cock.” He pumped into her several more times before he exploded with a loud roar. He thrust into her one final time, shuddering as his orgasm took over him completely. 

****

Flint pulled Kendra onto his chest and wrapped his arm around her. After several minutes, their breathing finally began to slow. He stroked her arm idly and pressed a kiss against her forehead.

“I’m sorry I was so rough,” he said. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

Kendra smiled and traced a finger down his chest. “No, you didn’t hurt me.”

He let out the breath he’d been holding. “The instant I slid inside you, my brain went haywire. All I could think about was sinking deeper into your body. And once I started, I couldn’t get enough. I promise next time I’ll take my time and be extra slow and gentle.”

Kendra propped herself up on one elbow and pressed her finger against his lips. “Don’t say that, and please don’t change a thing. I liked it wild and crazy.” She hesitated a moment. “You made me feel wanted.”

He crushed her to his chest. “You’re wanted more than you’ll ever know.”

Kendra suddenly noticed the bandage on his arm had slipped out of place and was hanging half-off. “Oh no! Flint! I’m the one who should be apologizing! What about your arm? Did we hurt it?”

“Some,” he admitted. “But believe me, it was worth it. You can make it up to me though if you really want to,” he added teasingly.

“Oh? How’s that?”

“Since I probably shouldn’t be exerting my arm so much, next time you should be on top. Just the thought of watching you slide up and down on my cock is making me hard all over again.”

She laughed and buried her face in his chest. 

“If it will make you feel better,” she agreed. “We don’t want to hurt your arm any more than it already is.”

He brought her head closer to his and touched her lips gently this time before he finally said, “Oh, it would make me feel a lot better.”

****

Flint didn’t sleep a wink the rest of the night. After everything he’d been through the past several months, he was so afraid that if he closed his eyes, the one good thing in his life would disappear. As long as he stayed awake, he could still feel Kendra’s warm breath against his chest and her nude body snuggled close to his. It wasn’t worth a few hours of shut-eye to lose it even for a second.

Being with Kendra had been unbelievable. Mind-blowing really. One touch, one taste of her, and he’d lost all control. His brain had short-circuited until all he could feel was white-hot desire and an unquenchable thirst to be buried deep inside her. And she’d felt it too. Of that, he was sure. Instead of telling him to slow down or be more careful, she had taken everything he gave her willingly and eagerly, no matter how wild or rough it got. She was sexy as hell and didn’t even know it. Where Kendra was concerned, he was insatiable. 

He couldn’t let her go.

Not now. Maybe not ever.

He stared at the wooden beams lining the ceiling. How in the world would he ever convince her to give him a chance? A real chance, not just a one-night stand or sex every now and then.

He wasn’t a fool and knew exactly what he was up against. Kendra was educated, smart, and a genuinely good-hearted person. Not to mention being a well-respected veterinarian that probably ninety percent of the people in the county knew. 

Whereas Kendra thought he was a two-bit criminal...a bad guy. She didn’t have any reason to think otherwise. And sometimes he was. The MC knowingly broke the law every day. 

The only reason they’d met was because the Liberators had attempted to murder him. He couldn’t imagine what she honestly must be thinking about the whole situation. What if deep down she found him disgusting and repulsive? Doubts dogged him. There was no way what they had shared could last any longer than one night. It was over before it ever had a chance to get going. The realization filled him with a deep aching dread about the future. 

But something at the back of his mind kept niggling at him, saying “what if?” What if she was willing to take a chance on him? And then what? Would he even be able to keep her safe? The thought chilled him to the bone. What if the Liberators found out about Kendra and tried to get to him through her? They certainly wouldn’t be above hurting a woman to destroy him.

His thoughts and deepest fears went round and round in his mind. There had to be a way to have it all. He was a talented lawyer and had been known in the Public Defender’s office for being able to work through difficult problems methodically and analytically. He told himself this situation was no different. All he needed to do was calm the fuck down over potentially losing Kendra and think of a solution.

Eventually the answer became clear. If by some miracle he was able to convince Kendra to give him a chance, the threat from the Liberators would have to be eliminated immediately and permanently. No matter what the cost.

The MC would have to take them out. Every fucking last one of them. There would be no survivors. It was time for him to step up beside Jesse and take a leadership role. 

If Kendra stayed with him, the only way he could keep her safe was to not rest until every last Liberator was dead.

It was time for the Steel Infidels to go to war. 
CHAPTER NINE

The next morning, Flint stepped up behind Kendra, who was brushing her teeth at the bathroom sink. He wrapped his strong arms around her and leaned down to nuzzle her neck. 

He breathed in deeply. “You smell good,” he murmured into her ear.

Kendra laughed and rinsed out her toothbrush. “Like mint?” she replied. She caught his eyes in the mirror and stilled for a moment. Good Lord! She could get used to this - sharing bathroom space with Flint in the morning after a night of hot sex. His black hair was tousled where she’d run her hands through it so many times she’d lost count. She would never tire of touching him, of running her hands over his hard tattooed muscles. Not even in a million years. Being with a man like Flint could be dangerously addictive, and that thought scared the hell out of her.

“Kendra?” he said, his tone suddenly serious.

“Hmmm....”

He pushed the thick hair off her neck and kissed the sensitive spot behind her ear. “Do you want to be my girl?” he asked.

Kendra smiled teasingly at him in the mirror. “Your girl? You mean like in sixth grade, want to go steady sort of thing?”

Flint nibbled on her ear. “Sort of.”

Kendra leaned back into him and wrapped her arms around his. “I’ll admit I haven’t been active in the dating scene much in the past few years, but don’t couples usually date awhile first? You know, go out on a few dates, then eventually get around to talking about being in a monogamous relationship and only dating each other?”

“Probably,” Flint replied. “I suspect that would be how other people would do it.”

Kendra lifted her eyebrows. “And we’re not like other people?”

Flint turned her around in his arms so she was facing him. “I think you already know we’re definitely not like other people. I realize this is sudden and crazy fast. All I know is that the thought of you being with another man, like you were with me last night makes me feel...” He hesitated for the right word before finding it. “Murderous.”

He placed his forehead against hers and slid his hands down to cup her ass. “So I’m asking you again,” he said. “Will you be my girl?”

Kendra slid her hands up his chest and traced the beginnings of the tattoo on his shoulders. “What exactly does that mean? Your girl? I need more clarification.”

Flint laughed, the deep rumbling vibrating against her breasts. “It means it will be you and me, darling. Just you and me. You would be my girl and I would be your guy.” He placed a slow, warm kiss on her lips. “Your only guy,” he added for emphasis.

Damn, how she liked the sound of that. Flint. Her guy.

It was weird how her whole world had changed in a weekend. She’d spent a lifetime being the good girl, the responsible girl who made the best grades and worked harder than everyone else. Never letting go or being free with her actions because of how other people might look at her or disapprove. 

She needed something wild and crazy to shake up her comfortable and boring life. 

She wanted to live, and more importantly, to feel alive. 

She wanted Flint. And even more than that, deep down Kendra realized she needed him.

“How do you see this working out between us?” she asked, still a tad unsure and hesitant. “You have to admit our lives are so different. What about our families and our friends? How will we fit into each other’s lives?”

Flint shook his head slowly, rubbing his forehead against hers. “I don’t know, darling,” he replied honestly. “All I can tell you is that I play for keeps. All you have to do is trust in me and I will do whatever I have to do to make it work. Give us a chance. That’s all I’m asking.”

Kendra stared into his compelling eyes and realized that he meant every word. He was willing to try and by God, so was she.

Kendra placed her hands tenderly on both sides of his face. The green eyes that dazzled her from the very first instant looked back at her now, worried and waiting. 

“I’ll be your girl,” she answered with a smile. “Whatever happens, we’ll figure it out.”

****

Flint felt a dark and heavy load lift from his shoulders with her words. Kendra was giving him the chance he so desperately needed. He couldn’t imagine what he’d done lately to deserve it, but he was sure as hell glad. Maybe his karma had built up from his years as a public defender. He certainly wasn’t going to waste a second questioning why. 

Flint took her arms and linked them behind his neck before leaning down and claiming her lips. Her lips felt as soft and juicy as he’d remembered. His heart thudded as she opened her mouth eagerly to his ravenous onslaught. Kendra tasted like no woman he’d ever kissed before. It drove him mad and immediately had him so hard and thick he throbbed.

He wanted her. Desperately.

“Kendra,” Flint said with a groan as he tore his lips from hers moments later, his breathing ragged. “You’re making me insane. I don’t know how you do what you do to me. Please don’t ever stop.”

He slid his hands underneath her shirt and heard the quick catch of her breath. Instead of stopping him, she placed her hands over his and guided them up her stomach until her heavy breasts filled his hands. She closed her eyes and moaned.  

He felt her nipples peak into hard, tight tips as he grazed them with his fingertips. 

“The things I want to do to you, Kendra.” He nibbled her ear and told her how deep and hard he wanted to fuck her. How she drove him crazy with need. How she made him so hard and stiff he couldn’t get enough of her sweet, tight pussy.

Flint’s hands let go of her breasts to strip off his jeans, revealing every tight and hard toned muscle. Kendra stared in awe. There wasn’t a trace of fat; he was all ripped and rock solid. She was having a hard time wrapping her mind around the fact that this man...this incredibly hot, sexy male wanted her as his. For keeps, he’d said... 

He turned to step into the shower, leaving Kendra with a view of his broad upper back and shoulders covered from one side to the other with the Steel Infidels tattoo and his tight, perfect ass. All she could do was stare. His raw masculinity left her breathless. 

After turning on the water and adjusting the temperature, he turned and held out his hand to her. The look on his face spelled an intent that sent a coil of need tightening within her belly. Oh shit! Her hair would get all messed up and his bandage couldn’t get wet. All the reasons why she shouldn’t strip off her shirt and step into the shower with him ran through her mind. 

Screw it! No way in hell was she turning him down. A woman would be insane to even think about it. She tugged her flannel shirt over her head and took his hand. Flint smiled and drew her under the water with him. 

He pulled her close and turned her around so that he could leisurely soap her back, his warm hands lathering the slippery bar over her shoulders and down her arms. He drew her back against him and reached around to soap her stomach and down between her legs. Kendra closed her eyes and braced her arms against the tile wall of the shower for support.  

Flint put down the bar of soap and massaged her breasts, kneading their fleshy mounds and tugging on the nipples. “Have I told you how much I love your big nipples?” he mumbled into her shoulder.

“Yes,” Kendra gasped. “But you can tell me again.”

“Good,” he replied. “Because I love talking about them. There are so many ways to describe your nipples. Rigid...swollen... turgid...irresistible.” With each word, he squeezed the tips and rolled them between his finger and thumb. Kendra melted into him, afraid her legs were going to crumble out from under her.

Flint nibbled on her neck, moving one hand from her nipple and down her stomach. His hand slid further still and cupped her sex, pressing her back against him. Kendra whimpered when his fingers parted her swollen, wet pussy lips. He found her clit and rubbed it in circles. “Oh God! Flint,” she panted.  

Trapped between the tile wall and his rock-hard body, Kendra felt her senses swim, overwhelmed by his male dominance. Tucked between the globes of her buttocks was the unmistakable length of his straining erection and he felt even harder, bigger than she remembered. Kendra writhed against him. The carnal movement caused him to swell even thicker. She wantonly pushed and undulated her ass into Flint again.

“Are you wet yet, Kendra? Because I’m already rock-hard for you,” Flint growled with his lips in her ear. If her pussy wasn’t already soaking wet with desire, it would have been after his words. She loved it when he talked dirty. 

He moved her slightly to the side and out of the direct spray of the water. Kneeling down behind her, he spread her ass cheeks wide with his hands. His tongue settled over her slit before lapping up and down her wet entrance. Kendra’s thighs trembled and she was grateful when he tightened his grip on her ass to hold her steady. Flint stroked her cunt with his tongue like he couldn’t get enough of her. 

“Oh!” she cried out. “Flint! What are you doing?” 

Instead of answering, he buried his face deeper into her ass and worked his tongue into her pussy. Kendra’s mouth opened in soundless ecstasy as he swept his tongue from her pussy lips all the way up to her ass.

She gasped when he licked her there, not expecting something so carnal and wickedly taboo. Flint was driving her insane. She didn’t want it to stop. Kendra ground her ass into his face and moaned in appreciation.

Flint stroked a finger into her cunt and drew her hot juices up to lubricate her ass. He lifted his head and slowly inserted a finger into her tight anal ring, bit by bit, giving her time to relax and adjust before going all the way in. Kendra gasped at the delicious feeling of fullness. Damn! No man had ever done that to her before. She was amazed at how good it felt. Flint continued to take her places she’d never been sexually. She bit her lips to keep from crying out.

“Don’t hold back,” he gritted out. “Every sound you make drives me fucking insane.”

Everything faded except for the feel of Flint’s hands as he fucked her ass and pussy forcefully with his fingers. At that moment, nothing mattered to Kendra but the unbelievable sensations Flint was invoking in her. When she thought she couldn’t stand up a minute longer without crumbling into a heap, he withdrew his fingers and nudged her feet further apart.

Flint bent her slightly forward with her hands against the tile wall. “Spread your legs, sweetheart,” he said. “I can’t wait a second longer.” Before he finished his sentence, he had already thrust himself into her slippery, hot pussy with a loud grunt. With another short thrust, he was buried all the way up to the hilt.

Kendra cried out loudly this time at the deep contact, the sound echoing off the tile walls. Her pussy gripped his cock and Flint groaned deeply in appreciation. He began to move, fucking her hard with powerful, long thrusts. His arm wrapped around her stomach so she wouldn’t slip. 

Kendra closed her eyes, hearing nothing but the sound of Flint ravaging her pussy, his labored breathing as he fought to maintain control, and the loud smacks of his cock into her juicy wetness.

“I can’t believe how fucking good you feel!” Flint muttered, his thrusts becoming more primal and savage. “You’re driving me out of my mind.” He sank in as deeply as possible and they both gasped for breath. “Tell me what you need,” he said before leaning down and biting her shoulder sharply. “Anything you want.”

“Just fuck me, Flint,” Kendra panted out between breaths. “Hard and fast.”

He slammed into her roughly, causing her breasts to swing wildly. “Oh yes, that’s good,” Kendra gasped. “That’s it,” she babbled, almost out of her mind with the overwhelming sensations racking her body. “Oh God!”

Flint slid his hand down her stomach and parted her pussy lips to reveal her clit. Flint rubbed the sensitive nub vigorously while ramming into her from behind with loud grunts. He increased the pressure on her clit while murmuring in her ear. “Scream my name,” he urged, his hips moving faster. “Scream my name when you come for me.”

One more powerful thrust and her orgasm hit her. “Flint!” she yelled, unraveling in a pool of bliss. “I’m coming! Flint! Fuck! Fuck!”

That was all it took for Flint to become completely undone. He came deep inside her with a loud shout, his cock throbbing and twitching with each pulse. Kendra’s pussy walls clenched and unclenched around him, milking him until there was nothing left.

Instead of pulling out, he stayed deep inside her. “Don’t move,” he whispered. “I’m not ready to let you go.” Nuzzling her neck, he reached up to lovingly caress her breast. “Not ever.”

****

They remained snuggled tightly against each other until the water eventually became cooler. Kendra giggled. “You realize any second now we’re going to be hit with ice cold water,” she said. “We should probably get out and dry off before that happens. I’m not a fan of cold showers.”

“There may be lots of cold showers in my future,” Flint said. “Unless I can convince you to stay in bed with me all day long.” He rocked against her and she felt his cock growing hard again inside her. “I told you I can’t get enough of you,” he growled into her hair. “Seriously. I’m insatiable where you’re concerned.”

“The feeling is mutual,” Kendra replied. She yelped when the water suddenly turned ice cold. Flint laughed, finally withdrawing from her with a regretful sigh. He stepped out of the shower and she followed right behind him. Grabbing a couple of towels, he threw her one and wrapped the other around his waist. Droplets of water dripped from his hair and slid down his chest. Kendra stared, mesmerized. 

Flint’s cell phone buzzed in his jeans, which were lying on the floor. “Shit!” he said. “Ignore it.”

The phone buzzed again.

“It’s okay,” Kendra said, quickly towelling off. “You’d better check it. The call might be important.”

Flint sighed and pulled the phone out of his pocket. “Jesse?” he answered. He held the phone between his ear and shoulder while he tugged on his jeans. “What’s up?” He listened quietly for a moment. “When? Now? Jesus Christ! You know the road up the mountain is one way, right? How far away are you? We’re leaving now.” 

Flint clicked the phone shut and grabbed Kendra’s hand. He half-pulled, half-dragged her out of the bathroom. 

“We need to hurry. Put on your clothes and grab the guns. Does your truck have a four-wheel drive?”

Kendra looked bewildered. “Yes, of course, but why do you need to know?”

Flint grabbed his shirt off the back of a chair and slipped it over his head. “The Liberators know where we are. They’re on their way here now.” He shrugged into his leather jacket and patted the side pocket for the pistol he always kept there. “Jesse and the rest of the crew are heading this way, but they’re about twenty-five minutes away. We need to get off this fucking mountain before the Liberators get here.”

Kendra’s eyes grew wide. “The road is iced over. And it’s barely wide enough for one vehicle in some places.”

“I know. That’s why I asked about the four-wheel drive. Give me your keys, I’m driving.”

Kendra reached into her purse and threw him the keys. She already had her coat on and was heading for the door. She picked up the pistol and shotgun from the table. They hadn’t been touched since she’d placed them there.

Flint held the door open for her. “You know how to shoot both guns?” he asked. 

“Damn right I do,” she answered firmly. “My Daddy taught me how to shoot a gun when I was ten years old.”

“Kendra, if you need to use them, don’t hesitate.”

Kendra struggled to fight down the cold fear settling around her chest and threatening to choke off her breath. The Liberators were on their way to kill Flint.

Her guy. 

Though she had never knowingly harmed another living creature, she understood in a heartbeat what needed to be done. She moved the safety on both guns to the off position. She already knew they were loaded.

To protect Flint, she would kill. 

Without thinking or hesitation. 

She glanced around the cabin one last time. Things would never be the same again.

“Let’s get the hell out of here.”

––––––––

To be continued...
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Rage by Christa Wick

Maybe making the 911 call was stupid, but that’s just me—stupid Avery Watkins. My dad will tell you it’s true, only he’s more likely to say I’m a dumb cunt, followed by “just like your mother.” Only she’s a dead dumb cunt and has been for ten years. My high school teachers and the guidance counselor, Miss Rawley, will back up his opinion, only they prefer to sugarcoat it with nicer wording like “inattentive” and “doesn’t apply herself.” 

I doubt any of those ladies at Thunder Valley High could have applied themselves any better at school if they had grown up with a drunk dad making them fetch beers and light cigarettes until two in the morning, and then find it impossible to fall asleep because there was no telling if the old man would wake up and light his own smoke before promptly passing out with a burning cigarette hanging from his lips. I’m doubly sure none of them ever applied themselves after emptying puke buckets for the last three months of their mother’s life as the alcohol abuse finally finished her slow suicide of the last two decades.

But that’s all water under the bridge, more or less. I finished high school on time a good five years ago and I work two jobs in a town were a lot of people can’t even find one. I’m a server three mornings a week at the truck stop by the interstate and I fetch beers and light cigarettes for drunks who aren’t my dad four nights a week at a bar called Freya’s. 

Not a lot to lose, is it? Maybe that’s why I thought nothing about making the call when I overheard that the Thunder Gypsies, the local motorcycle gang, were about to kill one of their own members. It didn’t hurt that the soon-to-be dead Gypsy was Callan Tilley, someone always one grade up from me since I first noticed him when I was in fifth grade. 

I was bringing four beers and a whisky to the back room at Freya’s when I heard the low-voiced execution order.

“We have to take Callan out. He’s turning into his dad and brothers.”

I almost dropped my tray of drinks but somehow managed to round the table like I hadn’t heard a word of what they were saying. The speaker was Little Red, the club’s vice-president. His father, not one of the four men at the table, was Big Red and had been the Gypsies’ president since Callan’s father was sent to prison for thirty years on some kind of racketeering charge. 

Placing the drinks on the table, I did the mental math. Six years had passed since the cops slapped the cuffs on the elder Tilley. Callan had been a senior in high school and less than three years would pass before he was the last Tilley in Thunder Valley, one brother dead and the other in federal prison for the murder. 

Manslaughter, not murder.

A waitress, not a lawyer, I didn’t understand the difference or how the prosecutor had made a case against Lincoln Tilley without a body. But everyone in town seemed to agree that Lincoln had killed his older brother Boone. Everyone but Callan—and maybe me. 

Placing the whisky and beer Little Red had ordered in front of him, I felt the brush of his knuckle against my knee. My stomach lurched to the opposite side of my body. I was damn near invisible to everyone at Freya’s and the rest of Thunder Valley, but Little Red always touched me at the bar. He did it out of sight or in a manner his Gypsy brothers wouldn’t notice, but then he made a point of catching my gaze to let me know the contact had been intentional. 

Little Red downed the whisky then slammed the shot glass against the table. He wrapped one hand around the beer bottle and pointed it at Weaver, so named because everyone thought he was a basket case. Really, he was a crank monkey, the circuits in his brain fried by years of drug abuse. He was the only other Gypsy Callan’s age, but the two men were worlds apart. Callan, like the rest of the Tilley men, treated his body like a temple. Good food, plenty of activity, no drugs, no hard alcohol, and only the occasional beer as best as I could tell.

“You down with it happening?” Little Red asked Weaver as he continued pointing his bottle at the man.

I couldn’t believe the Gypsies were continuing the conversation while I was at the table serving their drinks. But if they thought I hadn’t heard the beginning, then they likely figured I wouldn’t put two and two together when Callan wound up dead.

Weaver offered Little Red a dopey smile, whatever drugs he’d taken earlier and the two rounds of alcohol I’d already delivered to the table clearly having an effect on the muscles of Weaver’s face.

“Whatever the club needs, brother.” He tried to tap his bottle against Little Red’s and missed.

Little Red looked at the two other Gypsies at the table. Both men nodded, their gazes more serious than Weaver could manage.

“Good.” Little Red reached out and snagged my elbow before I could leave. He looked at the men. “Because Bolo is back from Atlanta tonight.”

My lungs seized in my chest and I had to force myself not to gasp to restart them. Had Red just said Bolo would kill Callan tonight? I wanted to run from the table, find a quiet corner and whip out my cell phone. Only I didn’t have Callan’s number and Red still gripped my arm.

He brushed his thumb softly against my inner elbow. “Bring us all a round of whiskeys, baby. We’re celebrating.”

Tears threatened to well in my eyes, but I forced them down. Not only did I have to figure out some way to get a message to Callan before Bolo found him, but I also had to figure out this “baby” shit with Red and the way he had openly caressed me. And I had to do both without Red knowing or feeling insulted. I’d seen more than once what happened to women who crossed him or his dad. 

Skin crawling from the sustained contact with the biker, I nodded and extracted my arm from his grasp. “Four whiskeys coming up.”

With the Gypsies at one of the backroom’s three tables, the other two tables were empty. I practically ran from the room and ignored my four stations on the south wall of Freya’s main room. I blew past the pool tables, deaf to the slurred “honey, bring me another,” from one of my regulars. Every patron in the bar could have been yelling drink orders at me and I wouldn’t have heard a single word. My heart beat too heavily, the blood it pushed through my veins pulsing too loudly for other sounds to penetrate.

Down the narrow hall I went to the only refuge a woman could find inside Freya’s—the restroom. After making sure the door latched properly, I pulled my cheap pre-paid cell phone from my waitressing apron. With no Internet on the phone, I went old school and dialed information.

A recorded voice asked me for city and name.

“Thunder Valley, Callan Tilley,” I whispered, my gaze on the sliver of space between the bottom of the bathroom door and the floor to make sure no one had followed me down the hall.

“I’m sorry,” the mechanical voice prompted. “I didn’t get that. Please try again.”

“Thunder Valley, Callan Tilley, ” I said just a little louder. 

“I’m sorry...”

I waited, eyes closed, blood continuing to rush past my ears in a thick roar, for the machine to tell me whether I wasn’t loud enough or that Callan had an unlisted number.

“There’s no listing for that number,” the voice finished. “Would you like to try another listing?”

I hung up. My stomach see-sawed from too many emotions rolling through me and the permanent stink of vomit and piss that no amount of bleach or other disinfectants could wash out of the floor and walls of Freya’s bathrooms. Moving toward the sink, I reached up and pushed at the bottom of the rectangle of glass that served as a window. Like those in any other bar, the bathroom window was built high and was too small to crawl out of unless you were a toddler. But if I stood on my tiptoes, I could just catch a whiff of slightly fresher air. 

The window faced the back of Freya’s but on the opposite side of where the dumpster and recycling bins were placed. There were a few parking spots for the employees who actually had a car. Patrons were supposed to park out front, but the rules didn’t apply to the Gypsies. 

Little Red could have sat bare-assed on Freya’s face and she wouldn’t have whispered a single complaint. Mostly they parked out front like everyone else, kind of like marking their territory. But sometimes one or more of them parked behind the joint. That usually meant they were lying low, either from the cops, another club or their woman. 

So hearing the throttle of a motorcycle behind Freya’s as I stuck my nose to the open window didn’t surprise me. The sputtering cough of that throttle, however, hit me like a knife sinking into my already troubled gut. Only one bike in the Gypsies cavalcade sounded that bad—Bolo’s. I knew it by heart, just like I knew the sound of Little Red’s and Callan’s bikes. I knew Bolo’s because, as the club’s sergeant-at-arms and thus its enforcer, he scared the living daylights out of me. I knew Red’s because he made my skin crawl in other ways and I knew Callan’s because—

Well, because I’m stupid for him and have been since my freshman year of high school. Stupid Avery Watkins who can’t keep enough of her tips and wages from her drunken father so that she can move the hell away from Thunder Valley. Stupid Avery Watkins who has one foot on the toilet in Freya’s bathroom so she can peek out at a killer to see if he’s already wiping blood from his hands.

Arms shaking as I hoisted myself just a little higher, I saw Bolo shut down his bike and climb off. It was too dark where he stood to see the state of his clothes, whether there were any dark spots that weren’t grease from the bike or his last meal. 

I dropped to the floor, my brain running circles inside my skull. I couldn’t call Callan to warn him. I had to find him and do it in person—but I didn’t have a car. And my dad, if he was sober enough to remember, wouldn’t be at Freya’s to pick me up until midnight. Even then, he wouldn’t hand over the keys to his truck when he’d never taught me to drive. 

If I wanted to find Callan and warn him, it would be on foot. And I couldn’t start with Little Red at Freya’s, especially not now that he seemed ready to ramp up the attention he threw my way.

Trying to figure out how I was going to make it through the next three hours of my shift, I reached for the door handle. My hand stopped mid-motion as I heard another bike pull in behind the bar. My eyes drifted shut, a tear escaping each as I recognized the smooth running engine of Callan’s bike. 

Flipping the bathroom light off, I grabbed hold of the window ledge once more, put a foot on the toilet and pushed up so that I could see both men. My heart froze when I did. 

Callan was backing his bike into a spot. Bolo appeared to be waiting for him in a good natured way, one buddy standing by so the two could walk into their favorite bar side by side. But I knew that wasn’t the case—not just because of what I had overheard but by the way Bolo’s hand kept drifting to his back waistband. 

The bottom hem of his black leather vest with its Gypsies patch lifted, showing me the dull silver flash of metal. A knife maybe, or more likely a gun. Bolo wasn’t stupid or crazy enough to go after the taller, stronger Callan with a knife. Bolo would be eating his own steel if he tried. 

“Been looking for you,” Bolo shouted above the open throttle of Callan’s bike. “We need to hit the clubhouse for a talk.”

I felt the blood drain from my face. If Callan went to the clubhouse with Bolo, he was dead.

Revving the engine on his bike, Callan seemed to study the other Gypsy. “Thirsty, need a drink first.”

Callan moved to shut off the engine on his bike, but Bolo stepped forward and put his hand over that of the younger man. 

“No drink.” He ordered, his voice taking on the stern tone befitting his rank as the club’s enforcer. “Besides, your girl ain’t in tonight.”

Blood rushed back to my face. Callan had a girl? Great—maybe she should be the one spying from the bathroom and trying to figure out how to save his stupid ass from his so-called motorcycle brothers.

“Don’t have a girl,” Callan said and flung Bolo’s hand off his own to give the bike’s motor another rev. 

Bolo looked over his shoulder, the angle of his head making me feel like he was staring at the bathroom’s small window with me behind it instead of just the back of Freya’s bar. He gave a little shrug but didn’t drop the argument.

“Not what Little Red says.”

“Red needs to worry about his own dick.” Callan moved once more to shut off the bike, only to have Bolo stop him again. 

Ninety-nine-point-ninety-nine percent of the time, Callan looked like he wouldn’t hurt a fly despite the outlaw vest and steel-toed boots that could crack a human skull with one kick. But even in the low light behind the bar, I could see anger slow crawling across his features as Bolo blocked him a second time. 

“Four brothers inside, including the VP,” Callan said, his voice a tight knot. “If you’re calling Church, seems we’re riding a little light.”

Bolo dropped his hands to his sides for a second before he turned his open palms toward Callan and gave a full-bodied shrug. Seeing the false gesture of peacefulness, I knew I couldn’t wait any longer. Either Bolo was going to sweet talk Callan back to the clubhouse or somewhere along the side of the road where he could kill him without witnesses, or a deadly fight was going to erupt before they left Freya’s parking lot.

I dropped to the floor, pulled out my cell phone and dialed 911 as I crouched down so I wouldn’t be talking near the open window. Cupping my hand around my mouth and the speaker, I waited for dispatch to answer.

“911, what is your emergency?”

“Murder!” The word blurted from me as soon as she finished the question. “Freya’s, out back. The Gypsies—” 

“Calm down, miss.”

I heard the crackle of the dispatcher reaching one of the patrol units on their radio. She told them a disturbance was in progress at the bar.

“Murder,” I repeated. “M-U-R-D-E-R, not a fucking disturbance! The Gypsies are going to kill Callan Tilley, you dumb—”

I sucked in a calming breath. I needed the woman on the other end to be my friend, to send the cops here as fast as their super-charged cruisers would carry them. 

“Please,” I whispered, glad for the throbbing vibrations of Callan’s bike to cover my voice. “If they don’t kill him here, they’ll do it at the clubhouse or on the ride back. But it’s happening tonight.”

“Who is this?” the operator asked. 

I could tell by her tone that she had filled in the other half of “dumb” and didn’t give a rat’s ass that someone was about to die. But, before I could think about answering her question, I heard the patrol car’s response and the excitement in the responding officer’s voice. He gave his coordinates, the location less than half a mile away. 

That was all I needed to know. I snapped the phone shut, ending the call as I opened the bathroom door. If I wanted to live, I had to be back in the thick of the bar, slinging drinks when the sirens started or when Bolo proved he was as stupid as molasses is slow and shot Callan behind Freya’s.  

Halfway down the hall, Little Red stepped into view. His lips did a smirking dance as he walked up to me and put his hands on my shoulders. His head dropped to a conspiratorial angle and he smiled at me, the air issuing past his open lips rank with the smell of beer, whiskey and cigarettes.

“You’re late with the drinks, darling.” He brought his mouth closer to my ear, making my skin feel like I had a colony of ants crawling along my neck. “Now, what are we going to do about that, hmm?”

“I’ll bring them right away.” I promised, swallowing hard while I tried my damnedest not to look repulsed or give away the fact that I had just called the cops on him and his gang. Either sin committed against the vice-president of the Thunder Gypsies would earn me at least a beating. 

“That doesn’t fix them being late, does it?” His hands moved halfway down my arms and then he jerked me closer. 

His groin pushed against mine and I was half a heartbeat away from freaking out when I heard the sirens in the distance. Little Red heard them, too. He released me immediately, as if the police were on their way for his sickening, but minor, molestation of my flesh. 

Panic flashed across his face as his hands moved over his belt line and pockets. He bent quickly, his search for contraband continuing as he fingered the inside edge of his boots. Straightening, his gaze raked my body and then he jerked a thumb down the hallway toward the main room and the serving station beyond.

“Get me those whiskeys.” He turned, his head twisting so he could look back at me. “Teaching you to move faster will have to wait.”

I nodded, something else entirely racing through my mind.

Fine by me, asshole.

Squashing the urge to collapse against the wall in relief, I followed after Little Red, the flashing lights of the patrol car lighting up the front of the bar as the cruiser pulled into the parking lot. 

********************

A surreal, low-key circus erupted with the arrival of the police. Act one was Callan roaring through the front parking lot on his modified Harley as soon as the red and blue lights breached the dark behind the building. Thinking they had a rabbit to chase, the cops took off after him. 

Seeing Callan leave with the cops in pursuit, Little Red, Weaver, and the other two Gypsies from the back room barreled past me on their way to the front door. Bolo pushed into the bar at the same moment, his face a furious red and both hands clenched.

“Fucker kicked my bike over and took off!” Bolo uncurled one big hand long enough to grab the edge of Little Red’s vest and shake him. “He fucking knew what was going down!”

With the second act in full swing, the rest of the bar’s patrons and all of its staff looked for someplace to hide because a fight between the Gypsies’ vice-president and its sergeant-at-arms seemed certain. 

Little Red clapped his hands around Bolo’s head. “Don’t be paranoid, brother. Maybe Last Drop was carrying something he couldn’t have the cops find on him and that’s why he ran. He doesn’t know shit because no one in the club or out would cross us like that.”

“No.” Bolo shook Little Red’s hands away. His whole body vibrated with energy as he growled at his vice-president. “That pussy won’t carry a piece and you know he doesn’t have so much as a joint on him. I’m telling you he fucking knows!”

My hands balled into fists. I forced them to straighten then shoved them into the pockets of my apron as I edged my way toward the serving station. The way they were talking about Callan pissed me off. I found “Last Drop,” the club nickname for him because he was his father’s youngest, insulting. Callan Tilley was more man than all five of the Gypsies standing in front of me were combined. And to suggest he was a coward because he wouldn’t carry drugs or a gun was all kinds of messed up coming from someone who was trying to lure a “brother” back to the clubhouse so he could kill him.

Bolo and Little Red were the cowards and I wanted to tell them as much—walk my stupid ass right up to them, shake my fist under their noses and call each out as the piece of shit he was. 

I didn’t. Even if everyone thinks I’m stupid, no one has claimed I’m suicidal. I kept my head down until the Gypsies left the bar. With a smile plastered on my face, I kept working my shift, stopping only when a second patrol car showed up and started asking questions. 

Hoping they wouldn’t recognize my voice, I spoke in soft tones. A guilty sweat covered my top lip and brow even though I had taken the battery out of my phone and stashed it behind the bar. The police stayed about half an hour, questioning every female in the place until dispatch radioed and said there was a three-car accident on the interstate.  

Two hours later, I climbed into the cab of my dad’s rusted pick-up, my chest heavy with the knowledge that the last Tilley brother was gone from Thunder Valley. At least I hoped Bolo was right and Callan knew he couldn’t go back to the clubhouse or any other place he might run into a Gypsy. But the only way to make sure was to find Callan and tell him Little Red had an execution order out on him. 

“Lots of squawking on the scanner tonight,” my dad announced as I drew the seat belt across my chest. 

“Yeah.” The truck was about fifteen years too old for anything on it to be automatic, so I reached around to push down the lock on my door. Then I rolled down the window a little for relief from the smell of beer and cigarettes. 

He hadn’t put the truck in gear yet. I knew when I turned back, his eyes would be on me. Meeting his gaze, I shrugged. “Some pile-up on the interstate.”

“I was talking about the bar.” His gaze narrowed and then his mouth imitated the motion until it was a thin, angry line I knew too well. “Sounds like the cops were questioning just the whores.”

Wow!

My eyebrows shot halfway up my face. I knew better than to leave them there and I forced them down, another fake smile shaping my mouth. “Questioning the whores and me, dad.”

“Only whores work in bars.”

Okay. I guess that made him my pimp since he claimed most of my money.

I took a deep breath, my sensitive nose trying to gauge just how many beers had passed his lips before he remembered he had to pick me up from work. Anything after seven and he’d turn violent in a heartbeat. Since all I smelled was beer without the bitter mix of bile, I figured he was at four cans. Any less and his grip on the wheel would have been tighter.

Upping the wattage on my smile, I nodded at the insult but didn’t let it slide. “Only whores and me.”

“Don’t get mouthy.” He glared at me before putting the truck in gear and slowly pulling forward. “You didn’t call the cops on them bikers, did you?”

“Don’t have the minutes on my phone to waste,” I answered. 

He let the topic drop. Toeing a few empty cans out of the way, I made room for my feet on the truck’s floor and rolled the window down a little further. The act reminded me of being stuck in the bathroom at Freya’s, my nose to the window first so I didn’t have to smell the stench and then because I had to know what was going on between Bolo and Callan. The sense of déjà vu between my actions at the bar and in the truck was so strong, I could have sworn I heard Callan’s bike in the distance. 

My heart skipping a beat, I checked the side mirror then discreetly looked through the cab’s back window. I didn’t see headlights and the sound of a motorcycle’s open throttle faded like the ghost it was. 

“Anything else on the scanner?” I asked, trying to get my mind off the phantom sounds of Callan’s bike and maybe learn from my dad whether the police had caught up with him. 

He grunted, one hand reaching into his shirt pocket to fish out his pack of cigarettes. I reached forward and pressed the cigarette lighter for him like a good daughter would.

“Just them cars on the freeway and the shit at the bar.” He plucked a cigarette from the pack and put it between his lips. Making a show of counting how many cigarettes were left, he waited until the lighter popped before he returned the pack to his pocket.

“Do we need to stop on the way home?” I asked, already knowing the answer. He wanted me to buy him another pack and probably more beer. As drunk as he wasn’t, he had to be out of alcohol at home.

Exhaling, he picked at a loose fleck of tobacco that had fallen on his lip. “Could use some ciggies and a twelve.”

“Sure, I’ll run in and get them.” I tried to keep the disappointment from my voice at the familiar exchange. I hated that I had to work two jobs to help keep him in alcohol and tobacco, hated it more knowing that if I didn’t volunteer the money, he’d find another way to get it out of me. Like Callan, I needed to get the hell out of Thunder Valley, but I didn’t have a ride.

Callan...

Thinking about my dad and my own sorry situation, I had lost sight of the bigger picture for a second. Looking out the window and feigning disinterest, I tried to pull a little more information from my old man before I resorted to any direct questions.

“Hey, didn’t the cops chase one of the bikers, tonight?” 

“Didn’t catch him,” he answered before giving the knob on the stereo a hard twist. Country music blared over the truck’s tinny speakers, telling me any further conversation between us was unwelcome. 

Fine with me. I stayed silent until we stopped at the Kwik-Shop, where I dashed inside for the cigarettes, a twelve-pack of beer and a gallon of milk. Knowing all the city and county cops stopped at the little convenience store for the free coffee and fountain drinks the owner offered police, I tried to chat up the guy behind the counter. 

My dad gave an impatient honk of the truck’s horn before I could get anywhere with the clerk. I hustled back to the vehicle, my face a bland mask that hid my irritation. 

Five minutes later, the truck pulled into the driveway of our crumbling two-story house. Carrying the milk, beer and cigarettes, I got out of the truck and waited by the front door. Just as they did every night my dad picked me up, my cheeks burned with shame. I didn’t have keys to the house I lived in. I used to—when my mother was alive and my dad didn’t much care whether or not I made it home from school. He took the keys away about a month after she died. He left for work after I left for school and I waited on the front porch, through snow, rain or sunshine until he got home. The only thing that changed after high school was that I had two jobs and he lost his.

“You didn’t do the dishes before you left.” He slid the key into the doorknob, twisted it then stepped inside, his thin frame blocking me from entering. “Or take out the trash.”

“Right.” Holding back tears, I forced myself not to blink because I knew they would fall and he’d score his second victory of the night. I shifted the twelve-pack to my other hip. “Let me get these in the fridge and then I’ll take care of the kitchen.”

Granting my carefully phrased plea to enter the house, my dad stepped to the side. Just before the door slammed shut behind me, I thought I heard the beckoning hum of a distant motorcycle. I shook my head, flinging the foolish notion like drops of water after a cold shower. 

There was no bike. Even if my ears hadn’t been playing tricks on me, the bike wasn’t the one I wanted. Deep down, I knew—the last Tilley brother had left Thunder Valley and there was no way I could follow. 

Callan

Avery Watkins lived seven blocks from the high school we had attended as teenagers. I stashed my bike across the street from the school where nothing but acres of woods ran until the tree line broke onto the interstate. I used the trees as cover for three blocks as I traveled on foot to reach her house. For the last four blocks, I stuck to the streets with busted out lights. 

Exhausted, my body fought me every step of the way. Tired as I was, I had to force myself not to run the distance from the school to Avery’s house. I told myself she was still alive, that the Gypsies were too busy hunting me down to realize someone at the bar had called the cops on them. If we were lucky, morning would come and go before they figured out they had a snitch. Hell, it had taken me three hours to piece together what must have happened. And I still didn’t have the puzzle completely solved. 

I just knew that, if there was an angel in Thunder Valley looking out for me, she had red hair and sky blue eyes. 

And I couldn’t leave her to face the wrath of the Gypsies once they managed to get a copy of the 911 call that must have been made. They’d hear her sweet voice and Little Red would know it was her from the first recorded word out of her mouth. He’d been sniffing after Avery the last six months, only my warning to him that I wouldn’t let her be drawn into the Gypsies forcing him to back off. 

Hell, if I was okay with Avery being a biker’s old lady, she would be mine. 

Approaching her house, I rubbed at my eyes and tried not to think of her that way. I was here to offer her a ride out of town and enough money to start her life someplace new. Someplace without me or any of the baggage I came with. 

Seeing the lights on in her house at one in the morning, I stashed a bag I had carried with me then settled beneath the branches of a dying peach tree that ran along the border between her yard and the next one over. I hoped like hell there wasn’t a dog in either house that would start barking and alert the whole neighborhood to my presence. I needed to talk to Avery tonight. We needed to get out of Thunder Valley before the sun came up. Both our lives depended on it.  

Knotting one hand in my hair, I watched Avery clean the kitchen and wondered if I could convince her to leave with me. It’s not like we were friends even though we’d lived in the same small town our entire lives and been only one grade apart. I hadn’t noticed her until high school and who knows if she noticed me back then or now beyond what beer to bring me at Freya’s or how I liked my eggs at the diner. She probably had no clue that I only ate at that dive or drank at the bar when I knew it was her shift.

Then again, maybe she did and the quiet way she had about her was a mask for the disdain she felt about the Gypsies and, by extension, the disdain she felt for me. I couldn’t blame her. The MC wasn’t started as an outlaw club, but it had devolved to a group of one-percenters who hadn’t found a crime they weren’t willing to commit. That had happened slowly as Big Red moved up through the ranks to become the secretary-treasurer first and then the vice-president while my dad was still a free man. 

As best as I could piece together, he roped in a few Gypsies for protection runs—legitimate goods at first, but no one realized Big Red had put the squeeze on the companies, threatening the shipments with breakdowns and beat downs on their routes if they didn’t pay up. Then it was moving stolen goods, then drugs and guns. 

I started to pace beneath the tree, grateful for the branches’ dark shadows that sheltered me from the moonlight. I didn’t need to spend the pre-dawn hours ruminating how my family’s life had spiraled into hell because of Big Red or how, knowing what a piece of shit the man was, I had nevertheless become a full-patch member of the Gypsies to keep protection on my brother and dad in prison. I just needed to acknowledge that these were issues I’d have to get past with Avery if I wanted her to trust me or believe I could keep her safe long enough for her to start over. 

An extra body in the kitchen distracted me from my thoughts. I looked over to find that Avery’s dad, Joe, had joined her. Not to help her clean—that would be too much work for the old bastard. By the unsteady gait, I figured he was there to grab another beer from the refrigerator. I checked the time on the big wall clock behind his head to see that less than fifteen minutes had passed since Avery took a cold one to him.

Reaching into the refrigerator, Joe pulled out a beer, popping the tab and slamming half the contents down his throat before the door finished closing. Turning, he leaned against the refrigerator. All his weight seemed to rest against the appliance as he watched Avery work.

Her posture had changed from a relaxed fatigue to alert and on edge. Two feet away from her in the small kitchen, Joe put the beer to his mouth, his lips moving in speech before he took another sip. Avery reached into her pocket and took some money out. Placing it on the counter without looking at her father, she went back to cleaning the dishes. She hadn’t spoken to the old man since he entered the room.

I closed my eyes, tried to let the black behind my eyelids wash down the anger rising up inside me. Instinctively, I knew what would come next. The signs were there. Long sleeves on hot days, the occasional scarf knotted around her neck when she was not the kind of woman who added flare to her outfits. If anything, Avery Watkins tried to be invisible. 

Chest growing too tight to breathe, I opened my eyes.

Joe had his hand around Avery’s throat, just enough strength in his drunken arms to spin her. Her back hit the refrigerator door and then her head bounced hard against its surface. I stepped away from the tree and into the exposed area of the driveway, only Joe’s truck sheltering me from being seen by anyone out so late. 

Somewhere in the few steps I’d taken, my hands had gnarled into fists. They started shaking as the old man’s free hand—the one he wasn’t using to choke his daughter with—went under Avery’s shirt. I staggered from the truck to the side door, losing sight of Avery and what Joe was doing to her as I slid the blade of my buck knife between the door and its frame. The old wood gave way with a quiet groan masked by Joe’s yelling.

You don’t keep money from me, you dumb cunt!

My lips pressed tightly together, my teeth threatening to penetrate the flesh. I wanted to bellow from the doorway, to roar at the old man to get his fucking hands off her. But if he knew I was there, his fate was sealed. I hadn’t killed a man, not yet. But it wouldn’t take much for me to kill Joe Watkins. 

I don’t care if you got it down your bra or up your snatch—it’s my money!

Yeah, I could kill him for that alone. If he saw me tonight, he was a dead man. But I didn’t want Avery to see me coldblooded or in a rage. If I murdered Joe Watkins, she would be too terrified to leave with me.

The door between the kitchen and dining room slammed and I heard a small sob break from Avery’s throat. I eased into the dining room from the dark hall and silently pushed the kitchen door open. She stood with her back to me, her shaking hands once again busy with the dishes and beer cans littering the counter.

I crept closer, not wanting to startle her but knowing she might scream when she saw me. As near as I was, I could smell a mix of her flowery scent and the stale sweat and beer of Joe from how he had his hands on her. It was blasphemous for those two smells to mingle. 

She hadn’t stopped crying. Her rough breathing and the clatter of dishes and flatware as she rinsed the soap off camouflaged my footsteps and the rustle of my clothing. Without thinking, I quickly reached around and clamped my hand over her mouth.

I expected at least a small struggle, but the knife surprised me.

Avery

Back to dole out more abuse, my dad covered my mouth with his hand, his body behind me. Fresh tears stung my eyes and blurred my vision. It was too much—the words he’d said earlier, the way my throat still hurt from how he’d held me against the refrigerator, and the way his knuckles had grazed the underside of my breast as he rooted around the bottom band of my bra for my tip money. On top of all that, I felt more alone in Thunder Valley than I had since my mother died, maybe even lonelier. Callan was gone, without knowing or caring what I’d done for him. 

Every last drop of poison I’d ingested over my life bubbled like acid to the surface of my skin, the hiss and pop rising in a chorus of NO! No, I would not allow the old man to touch me again. No more punches, no hair pulling or slaps or pushing my face into a cushion until I passed out.

No!

My hands searched in blind fear through the water in front of me until my fingers closed around the handle of a steak knife. God help me, I wanted a bigger knife—one like the carving knife with its long blade and sharp point, but that was in the cutlery block a good three feet out of arm’s reach. 

The steak knife would have to do. I jerked it from the water, quickly transferred it to my right hand and flipped it so the tip pointed at me. Before I could jab at my father’s arm, he captured my wrist. 

“Damn it, Avery,” a masculine voice growled low in my ear. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

My fingers went numb, either from Callan’s hard grip or the realization that it was him.

Crap, I’d almost stabbed him! 

The knife dropped into the sink. I started to shake, my body’s reaction as violent and exaggerated as if I’d had gallons of ice water dumped on me or fallen in the lake mid-winter. 

Removing his hand from my mouth, Callan spun me then wrapped his arms around me. He pushed my face against his chest, muffling any chance I had of screaming had I wanted to. 

“Just listen to me,” he whispered. “If you don’t like what I’m saying, I’ll go.”

I nodded against his chest, his hand still pinning my head to his body. He relaxed slightly, his fingers knotting in my hair as a precaution. The decrease in his tension didn’t stop my shaking. If anything, I shook harder. 

Callan probably had the entire Gypsy horde out looking for him and he was in my house. 

Why?

“Shh,” he soothed. He released his light grip on my hair to run both hands over my back. 

I pressed closer to him. I clutched at his t-shirt. I tried to say something, to ask him why he was there, but my lips quivered too much to shape the words and I knew I couldn’t control the volume of my voice. Anything I said would come out as a shout and potentially draw my dad into the room if he was still conscious. 

Callan grabbed my face and forced me to look at him. “I would never hurt you. But if he comes in here, he’s dead. So you have to calm down.”

I nodded again, still not trusting myself to speak. Rage burned in Callan’s eyes, showing me the danger to my dad’s life was real. My cheeks heated as it dawned on me why Callan was threatening to kill him.

“You saw?” I whispered. 

“Saw...yeah.” His hands gripped my head a little tighter, scaring me for a second before he dropped them to his side. “Heard him, too.”

His gaze cut toward the kitchen door. Seeing the anger that reddened his skin and narrowed his face, I had a moment’s vision of Callan grabbing the carving knife from the block and going into the front room. He was at the tipping point of losing it, the assault he had witnessed just one component of a day that would send anyone else over the edge. 

Reaching up, I placed my palms flat against his massive chest. “Forget him. Tell me why you’re here.”

His eyes softened when he looked back at me. His mouth opened, then closed in reconsideration. I could see him talking to himself inside his head, maybe rehearsing what he wanted to say to me. 

“Please,” I prodded, my hands lightly rubbing at his chest. My body had stopped vibrating but the tension of needing to hear why he was standing in my kitchen would quickly prove too much for me to bear. I could feel my body starting to wind up again, the violent shaking just a few seconds away if he didn’t speak. “Tell me.”

Callan backed up a few feet, pulling me with him so that we were out of view of the windows and door into the dining room. 

“You called the cops out to Freya’s, didn’t you?” 

“Yes.” I gripped the collar of his shirt, wanted to rip it from him to ease my frustration. If this was just a “thank you and good-bye,” I might take the steak knife to him after all. When he said nothing, I pounded one impotent fist against his shoulder. “Bolo was going to kill you. I heard Little Red talking to Weaver and the others. He said ‘We have to take Callan out,’ and that Bolo was back from Atlanta to take care of it.”

“If they don’t know it’s you already, they will soon,” he warned. “They’ll get someone in the sheriff’s office to make a copy of the 911 call. Little Red is hot enough for you that he won’t have any problem recognizing your voice.”

I blushed at the reference to Red. There was only one man in Thunder Valley I wanted hot for me and he was standing right in front of me, his body like a granite mountain and his brain almost as dense.

“Yeah, they’ll know it’s me,” I acknowledged. 

His gaze went wide, like I was the dolt in the room. “You know what they’ll do to you, don’t you?”

Wanting to hide my fear, I looked down at the sliver of space between our bodies. “Kill me, I guess.”

“If you’re lucky, that’s all they’ll do.” Grabbing my shoulders, he pushed me further away from him until at least a foot of space separated us. Then he cupped the underside of my chin and forced me to look up at him. 

A gaze as green as a country meadow danced with so much light I couldn’t keep looking. I squeezed my eyes together, fresh tears spilling from their corners. “Yeah, they’ll do more than kill me, but I had to call.”

“I know. You don’t have it in you to let someone get hurt if you can stop it.”

I shook my head. The confession might be stupid, certainly I’d regret it later, but right then I had to tell him. “I don’t think I’m that good a person, Callan. I wasn’t protecting just anybody—I was protecting you.”

There, it was out. He could make of it what he would. 

He reeled me toward him, his hands suddenly on my waist and pulling me fast and hard. My body crashed into his and then he had his fingers threaded through my hair, controlling the tilt of my head as his mouth covered mine. His tongue, when he sought to part my lips, met with no resistance. I opened to him, surged up, licked in return when he stopped to allow me a short breath.

I wanted to devour him in that kitchen, to take him in small and big chunks, my legs and arms wrapped around him. Ragged moans raced past my lips and into his until he had to spin me around and clamp his hand over my mouth once more to silence me. 

He lifted me onto the counter, his hips pushing my knees apart. “You’re coming with me. Now.”

From the front room, my father bellowed. 

“Bring me another beer, girl!”

Callan tensed against me, his body moving like he was throwing it on a live grenade and I was the explosive. Knowing it was my turn to calm him down, I wrapped my legs around his waist. I sheltered his ear with one hand as I bellowed in return.

“On my way.” Lowering my hand, I brushed my cheek against Callan’s rougher one and whispered, “He’ll pass out before he can finish it. And then we’ll leave.”

A growl vibrated through Callan’s throat, but he didn’t forbid me from taking another beer out to my dad. Cautiously, I pushed him from me and stared into his face. The gaze was fierce, but I couldn’t tell if the passion burning through them was anger or something carnal. Moisture flooded between my thighs and I knew what I wanted it to be—pure, unadulterated lust.

He’d opened just enough room between our bodies that I could slide to the floor, my breasts and thighs rubbing against him on my way down. One of those moans I had shoved down his throat earlier bubbled back at me and I had to hide my smile. If I didn’t know better, I would think Callan, like Little Red, had been nursing a case of the hots for me.

I broke the seal on the refrigerator and reached in for a cold beer. In the hour we’d been home, my dad had already plowed through five cans. When I backed up, it was into the hard body of Callan Tilley. A sharp thrill raced through me and I wondered how the hell I could have mistaken him for my father when he first clamped a hand around my mouth. 

“If he touches you—” Callan warned.

“I know,” I answered softly. “He’s dead.”

**********

I took the beer out to my dad. He couldn’t keep his eyes open. I handed the can to him, the tab already popped. He pulled it slowly to his mouth, his eyebrows lifting like they were attached to his top lip and that was the only way he could get his mouth open enough to pour anything into it. He slurped some in, swallowed, then let out an exaggerated sigh as he melted into the ratty old recliner he’d had since before I was born. 

“I’m sorry about what I said.” He pushed the beer can between his thighs so it wouldn’t spill, and then he patted aimlessly near his chest for the pocket holding his cigarettes.

“I know,” I answered and leaned forward to pluck a cigarette from the pack. Knowing he was too drunk to light it on his own, I struck a match and puffed on the end a few times before handing it to him. “I’m gonna throw on a jacket so I can take the trash out.”

If he hadn’t been two sheets to the wind, he would have wondered why I wanted a jacket when the temperature hadn’t dropped below sixty all month. Instead, he nodded as if it made perfect sense. Surprising me, he captured my wrist and gave my arm a little jiggle.

“You’re a good girl, Avery.” Letting go of my wrist, he reached for his beer. “Not at all like your mom.”

I thought I was done crying for the night, but fresh tears swam along the bottom rim of my eyes and threatened to escape. He rollercoastered like this depending on where he was in his drinking cycle. Before tomorrow afternoon rolled around, I would once again be a worthless bitch. 

My head bounced in acknowledgement while I searched for my voice. “I know, dad.”

I fled upstairs as quietly as I could. No dummy, Freya made all her waitresses wear yoga pants on duty. No skirts, no jeans, just a well-hugged and high lifted ass that left nothing to the imagination. I stripped them off, shoved a clean pair in my backpack and slid on some jeans and a worn pair of low-heeled boots I’d purchased second hand. I slid a denim jacket over my t-shirt, tossed a few more tees into the bag, a pair of slip-ons, some panties and one bra, although I had so little up top I could get by without one. On my way into the bathroom, I stepped into my dad’s room. He’d trashed my room any number of times to see if I had hidden any cash. He never thought to check his own room, didn’t know about the loose board under his dresser or how the little space beneath held almost eight hundred dollars of my money.

One hairbrush, toothbrush and a tube of paste later and I headed downstairs. 

I peeked around the corner to find my dad passed out, his body miraculously upright in the chair. The cigarette I had lit for him five minutes earlier hung from his lips. Without him puffing on it, it had a few more minutes of life before it died out. I crossed the room, my backpack over one shoulder. I leaned forward, ready to gently remove the cigarette so I wouldn’t wake him and have to explain the bag. 

My hand hovered, waiting for me to decide whether I would take the cigarette and extinguish it or let it burn down. I dropped my hand to my side and turned, unsurprised to find Callan watching me. Like my hand, he’d been waiting to see whether I would protect the old man from himself one last time. Seeing that I hadn’t, approval lit his gaze and he gave a small jerk of his head toward the hallway that led to the side door and the driveway beyond it. 

Outside, I waited to see which direction he would take, but he opened the truck door for me.

“Climb in.” He waited while I obeyed, then softly shut the door. Instead of walking directly to the driver side, he went to the trashcan next to the back of the house, lifted the lid and scooped out a grocery store bag. He peeled the bag off to reveal another store bag wrapped around what looked like a brick.

“Put this in your backpack.” He opened the driver-side door and handed the bag across to me. “Then get behind the wheel and put it in neutral.”

Not asking what the bag contained, I did as I was told. My heart thumped hard against the back of my ribcage as I zipped my backpack shut. The brick was about six inches high and as wide and long as a dollar bill. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t drugs and the idea made me nervous. 

“This old heap can’t be trusted to go more than five miles at a time,” I warned as I scooted along the bench seat.

“Only taking it a few blocks,” he answered then nodded at the gearshift. “Get it in neutral then steer while I push it out of the drive. I want the front facing Monroe Street.”

Mashing my lips together, I forced the memory up of how to work the transmission. No one had been willing to teach me and I only knew a little from watching my dad and a couple of YouTube videos I had dug up while using one of the computers at the library. 

Stepping on the brake pedal with my right foot and the clutch with my left, I coaxed the gearshift into the spot I figured was neutral. Not only was it dark inside the pick-up, but the letters on the knob had worn off long ago. I just knew that when my dad picked me up from work, he never turned the truck off because half the time it would take an hour and a lot of tinkering and swearing under the hood for him to get it started again.

Standing at the front of the truck, Callan chuckled. “Take your foot off the brake, Avery.”

Heat fanned across my cheeks, making me glad that the inside of the cab was darker than where Callan stood and he likely couldn’t see the embarrassment coloring my face. Slowly, I eased off the center pedal. The weight of the truck and the driveway’s incline did the rest. The truck started to quickly roll toward the street.

My eyes went so big as the truck picked up speed that I couldn’t focus for a second. Then I heard the pounding of Callan’s boots on the drive and him laughing as he gave me directions.

“Counter-clockwise, baby girl.”

I jerked the wheel a hard left, almost panicking as the back wheel hit the curb and the truck bounced hard. Now I was on the street. The incline was even steeper and it only took a second before the truck started rolling forward in the new direction.

“Brake, Avery!” Callan’s hard whisper held no anger, just an urgency for me to act. 

I slammed my foot on the brake pedal, my body bouncing forward so that my chest hit the steering wheel. On my left, Callan opened the door. I looked at him, my mouth open as wide as my eyes. A grin stretched across the entire bottom half of his face.

“Keep your right foot on the brake and push down the clutch with your left.” He waited for me to do so then reached across my lap and pulled the gearshift all the way left then up. “Now slide that sweet ass over so I can drive.”

I stared at him another few seconds, my referenced ass and everything around it growing warm at the compliment. Seeing that I had become incapable of movement, Callan licked at his bottom lip. His eyes crinkled in a smile while his hands gave me an assist. 

“Seriously, baby, we have to limit our exposure out here.”

I nodded and scampered to my right, mentally scolding myself for being stupid. Even if Callan rendered me dumbstruck with a single smile or warm chuckle, I had to get it under control. We were in the truck and running away because an outlaw group of bikers wanted us dead. If I didn’t stop forgetting that fact, I would get both of us killed.

Still outside the truck with the door open, Callan gave the vehicle a little nudge then jumped in as it started to roll. He waited until we were a few houses down from mine, then turned the key over. I held my breath, waiting to find out if this would be the five in ten times it turned over or the five in ten it stalled out.

The engine rumbled to life like a rheumatic dragon. I exhaled, a small laugh of relief bursting from me. Callan’s hand landed on my knee long enough to give it a quick squeeze and then we were on our way to where he’d stashed his Harley. 

**********

We drove until we hit the outskirts of Atlanta, the last two hours without a stop. By the time we found a cheap hotel that didn’t ask for any identification, just cash, I wasn’t sure I could walk to the room on my own. Somehow, I managed to stumble after Callan, my body bouncing almost as much as my bag slung over his shoulder.

Stepping inside the room, he flipped the light on then proceeded to close the curtains that opened onto the parking lot. I followed him in, rubbing at my eyes and looking fondly at the bed. I hadn’t been to sleep since seven the previous morning and the lumpy mattress looked as good as a needle would to a junkie. 

I expected Callan to be just as tired, but he slammed the door, locked it then pushed me against the wall. Suddenly, I was afraid. My mind raced through the last few hours, searching for something I might have done to piss him off. I couldn’t think of anything, but my brain turned on its survival autopilot and the words came out before I could consider the need to say them.

“I’m sorry, Callan!”

His brow furrowed but he didn’t back away. He was all the way against me, the muscles that had been flexing beneath my hands for the last twelve hours as he drove the bike suddenly tight and unyielding. His gaze narrowed.

“What are you sorry for, Avery?”

I sucked a breath in. He didn’t sound angry, but then I didn’t have a lot of experience with an angry Callan Tilley. Even at Freya’s with the other Gypsies riding his ass, he’d never lost his cool. Only last night at my house had I seen the rage he was capable of and, even then, he had kept a tight rein on it. 

“For whatever I did wrong,” I stuttered.

He nodded and then his mouth puckered in a weird little smile. Unshouldering my backpack, he tossed it between the two beds then settled more of his weight against my chest.

“What you did wrong,” he explained, “was ride my back like you were dry fucking me for the last six hundred miles, baby.”

“Oh...” My mouth retained the shape of my answer and, before I knew it, Callan kissed me. He moved more slowly than that first kiss in my father’s kitchen and his hands ventured lower and harder than they had earlier.

“Dry fucking is fun, baby, but it’s just the warm up for the real thing.” He squeezed at my mound, the teasing pressure releasing a flood of juices from deep inside me. He let go to run his hands over my hips, a heavy sigh vibrating through his chest. “You can’t ride in those tight little yoga pants Freya makes you wear, but, damn, I’ve fantasized so many times about peeling them off you.”

My head bobbed as warm air staggered past my lips. “I can put them back on.” 

He smiled down at me, his green gaze glittering as our shadows danced on the wall behind me. “You think I’m that patient, baby?”

I didn’t have to think my way through the question at all, his eyes and the hungry way he bit his lip told me everything. I shook my head just as he unthreaded the button on my jeans. He pulled the zipper down then forced his hands inside, his palm flat against each hip. 

I took a ragged breath in as I realized this was really going to happen. Callan Tilley was going to strip me naked and...

The thought snagged inside my head. I didn’t want to think or care about whether this would be lovemaking or raw sex. We were on the run and any feelings we might have been nursing before yesterday we had kept to ourselves. Not once in all my fantasies of Callan had I forced the word “love” past his lips. He was an outlaw, even if he wasn’t anything like the other outlaws I had encountered. Keeping that word buried had kept me safe, not only from Callan but from my own need to please those I loved, or had once loved, at any cost. If I let that word in now, I would be powerless and I didn’t know if I could trust Callan beyond the next few hours or days.

Wrapping my arms around his neck, I pushed against him, my body cresting upwards as I sought his ear and gently bit at the lobe. “Fuck me, Callan.”

A groan shuddered through him and then he threw my arms off his body and spun me to my right. The dresser stood just a few feet from the doorway and he bent me over it. My jeans and panties were around my knees a second later. 

My stomach lurched at just how ready Callan was to bend me over and take me. Even with the words I had used to encourage him, I expected something slower.

He dropped to his knees, his breath curling along my exposed labia. With my flesh burning for his touch, the air felt cool and I jerked when it hit me. 

“Baby, you’re so wet.” His fingers traced a line down each hip, his hand never venturing toward the dripping center of which he spoke. He already had my knees weak from wanting him, but he traced a line along their backs, the gentle touch more than enough to make them bend.

When my bottom dipped down, I knew why he had done it—to bring my wet lips closer to his. I heard him inhale, then felt just the tip of his nose as it brushed against the red, silken hairs covering my sex. His mouth touched me at last, but not where I wanted.

He planted a kiss at the top of each thigh, just below the fold where they joined my bottom. I shifted my legs, hoping I could take a wider stance, but the jeans and panties around my knees kept my legs close together. 

“Impatient,” he teased.

I snorted. “This coming from a man who couldn’t wait while I changed into different pants!”

He kissed me again, both sides and just a little higher and closer to the center. “That’s before you let me see this, Avery.”

The back of his fingertips brushed the wet hairs, the flesh beneath so sensitive that I tightened immediately. Pinching my swollen labia, he separated them and blew softly against the melting flesh they had shielded from his view.

“This isn’t something a man should rush.” He punctuated his words with an open kiss against my sex, his lips wide and his tongue questing. The tongue found my hole while one of his thumbs found my clit. Gently rubbing that hard spine, Callan pushed his tongue into me as far as it would go. Firmly embedded, it began to wiggle.

What was left of my sanity popped like kernels in a microwave.

Grabbing the edges of the dresser, I pressed my face hard against the cool surface of the wood. I needed to scream, the pleasure was that great. I’d only had my own hand before this, my attempts frustrated as often as not because I didn’t want to be alone. 

I had wanted Callan those nights I touched myself, and now I had him. 

“Please,” I begged. I’d never heard a sound so plaintive or genuine pass my lips. I would beg him as much as it took to get him to finish, to make me orgasm and then fill me with his cock.

His tongue retreated and he returned to kissing at the periphery of my aching cunt. His hands moved down my body to help me out of the jeans and my bottom clothing. Then he had me spread my legs wide. I wondered then whether he would stand and unzip his own jeans, but he wasn’t done teasing me.

One thumb pushed inside my pussy. With his own legs spread to where he all but sat on the ground, he angled his face up, allowing his tongue to flick and slurp along my clit. I moaned another plea and he just chuckled at me.

“I’ve never been a fast eater, baby.”

My cheeks heated at the joke. He really was eating me, making a full meal, his teeth nibbling at the tender, swollen labia before his tongue would return to tracing a hard line up and down my clit. Keeping his thumb hold on my cunt, he made sure I couldn’t move or control the encounter. He made me his to devour and he was taking his sweet time, bringing me to the edge, measuring my gasps and moans and how hard and often my pussy tensed before he backed off, softly laughing at my wailing need.

My release ungranted, Callan stood. I waited, certain he would take me now, that I would hear the slide of his zipper any second. Instead, he scooped me up like a rag doll and took me to the bed furthest from the door. He placed me sitting at the edge. Taking a spot between my open legs, he drew my denim jacket down just enough to trap my arms against my sides.

His mouth covered most of one breast, the t-shirt and bra blocking the contact of our flesh but not the sensation. He bit, lightly, and brought my nipple to full attention. I squirmed against him, trying to free my arms while I rubbed my wet pussy against his chest. Our clothes grew saturated, my t-shirt from his sucking at my breast through the fabric and his shirt from the heavy flow of my juices as he made me want him more and more.

When his hands finally went down to his jeans to unfasten them, I impatiently stripped my jacket off and reached for the bottom hem of my t-shirt to pull it over my head. He stopped me with a growl and the upward, predatory slant of his gaze. 

I blinked, eyes watering with frustration. He wasn’t done teasing me—not by a long shot.

Callan stood, lifting me off the bed and molding my legs around his waist. His damn jeans were still on and the cotton briefs beneath, but I could feel the fat top knob of his erection poking at my sex.

“Is that sweet pussy going to drool all over my underwear, baby?”

I whimpered. If he kept talking like that, I would flood the damn carpet before he allowed my climax. 

Chewing lightly at my neck, he slid one hand under the back of my t-shirt and unhooked my bra before he braced both arms around me for support. 

“Take this shit off now,” he commanded.

All I had left were the t-shirt and bra. I stripped them away, my body completely naked while he had only removed his jacket and unzipped his jeans. 

He shifted me higher up his body, my legs hugging his torso. My pussy pressed hard against the top of his abdominal muscles while my breasts heaved level with his face. He captured one nipple and tugged at it with his teeth.

“Baby, I don’t know how to fuck other than rough,” he warned.

My eyes rolled back in my head at all the possibilities his words conjured. 

“I can handle it,” I whispered. My whole life had been rough, why should sex be any different? I knew whatever Callan did, I would enjoy it. Every nerve ending in my body was wide awake and screaming for more. There was no way I wouldn’t like what he was about to do.

His hand maneuvered under my bottom to push down his jeans and briefs far enough to free the head of his cock. He nestled the fat tip against the entrance to my cunt, his strong grip preventing me from pushing down onto him.

“Let’s find out if you really can.” He breathed the challenge into my ear then placed me gently on the bed.

Knowing my gaze was locked on his lower body, Callan made a show of exposing the entire length of his cock before he stripped his t-shirt off. I licked my lips as more moisture pulsed from my cunt to wet the bedspread beneath me. 

The Gypsies might call him Last Drop, but the women that hung out at Freya’s and the Gypsy clubhouse had another nickname for Callan Tilley.

The Tube.

“Let me see you again.” He moved his legs as he spoke, prodding my knees apart then using his hands to make sure I had my thighs spread wide. His gaze felt fierce upon my skin as he studied my wet pussy. With one thumb on my clit, he started a gentle exploration of the hole below. Two fingers in, a twist, a curling withdrawal. “How many men have you let in here, Avery?”

His tone was possessive without being accusatory. 

“I haven’t,” I answered. I wasn’t ashamed to admit it, not with the way he looked at me. I knew then my virginity wasn’t because I was undesirable to most men. I was invisible because I wanted to be—but not with Callan. He could see what I tried to hide and I didn’t want to hide from him anymore.

“Didn’t think so,” he said and dropped to his knees.

Seeing his cock disappear beneath the line of the mattress, I growled my frustration at him. “What are you doing? I want you in me!”

A cocky grin shaped his lips into the sexiest smile I’d ever seen. 

“I told you, baby girl, I’m a slow eater.” His lips parted but he didn’t place them against me. Instead, he slipped two fingers inside once more. “And I need this sweet pussy wet and stretched before I sink my cock into it.”

“Wet isn’t a problem,” I groaned, relaxing into the mattress and telling my brain to let Callan fuck me exactly as he wanted to fuck me.

“But tight is,” he agreed and slid a third finger in before his mouth descended to cover the rest of my sex. 

My fingers crept to my thighs then onto his head, their direction navigated by the need centered between my legs. I wanted to hold him tight to me, but his hair was too short to effectively knot my fingers in. But I could push and rub at his scalp, my hips lifting and squirming as he sucked at my clit and fucked his fingers deeper into my cunt. I froze, trembled, collapsed then tightened all over again.

He buried his digits down to the base knuckle, flexing to make them feel a whole lot thicker than just three wide. He twisted, the pads pushing up on some spot I could never hope to reach on my own. My pussy suctioned around him, wet joining with tight so that I could hear the slurp of my own juices as he pushed in and out. 

“Callan...” I let the points of my nails dig at the back of his head, my threat that of a clawless kitten. Screams, unmistakably erotic, began to leave my throat. My torso convulsed in slow rolling waves as he kept me right at the edge of release. 

Out came three fingers, in went four. Any more and his whole hand would be inside me. 

“Yes, Callan, please,” I moaned. “Please let me come so you can fuck me.”

His assent rumbled from his mouth to my clit. He sucked harder, flexed wider, pushed deeper. I brought my legs up, my heels digging into the small of his back. I couldn’t imagine so much pleasure rolled into one moment, one heartbeat. 

I exploded. I whipped my hands up to my face, my nails dragging at my bottom lip. My upper body tried to roll on my side in escape but Callan held on, forcing me to ride the crest of my orgasm, his mouth and fingers still lashing against and inside me.

“Callan!” Tears rolled down my cheeks—too much pleasure turned to joy that turned to salt I could taste on my tongue. 

Relenting, he released me and quickly stripped the rest of his clothes away. One arm cradling me, he lifted my body until I was center of the mattress and then he forced my legs apart and settled between them. 

“You come like a banshee in the rain, baby. All wet and screaming,” he teased as he positioned his cock to enter me. “Are you ready to come again?”

“Yes,” I whispered, throat raw from my cries of pleasure. “I need you in me. I need you to make it real.”

“It sure sounded real.” He pressed his chest against mine, flattening my breasts until I didn’t think I could draw another breath. 

“Real for you.” I ran my hands over the thick-muscled arms that could lift and control me so easily, then down to the powerful muscles of his thighs and ass. “I want it to be real for you, to have you wet and screaming.”

He still wasn’t in me, his hand positioned between us and blocking my attempts to wiggle onto his cock. I couldn’t understand why he would hold back. Doubt crept in. Had I done something wrong?

“Don’t you want me?” My lips quivered with the question. He shushed me in answer, his mouth moving over the skin of my shoulder and neck in a whisper of kisses. “Please, Callan—do you want me?”

“More than anything, Avery.” His weight lifted until he supported his body on one arm and could look at me. Shadows darkened his gaze. I didn’t know if it was the light in the room or if it was his mood and I had somehow placed those shadows inside him. 

“But what you said is right.” His hand stroked at and in my pussy, making sure I stayed lubricated and stretched. “Taking you, filling you...it makes it real. I thought I could get you someplace safe, give you half the money I took from the Gypsies and let you walk out of my life because you’ll be better off without me.”

I shook my head. Years of watching him from afar and I hadn’t known until that moment how badly I had always wanted to be a part of Callan’s life. 

“You’re not dumping me somewhere,” I told him. My whole life, I wasn’t sure I had ever had someone who loved me. Maybe my mother in small increments of time, rare seconds stolen between shots of booze and cigarettes. 

Not that Callan loved me, but he seemed to care for me, had risked his life staying in Thunder Valley to get me out. And concern over my well-being was definitely more than I had ever had from one person. It was too rare a thing for someone like me to just let it go, to hop off his bike in some town, accept a pat on the ass and walk into a train station with half a brick of hundreds. 

“You’re not,” I repeated when he continued to penetrate me with just his fingers. 

“This is something that can only be taken once,” he whispered against my throat.

“I’m pretty sure you already took it.” A harsh laugh erupted from me. He’d been four fingers inside me, all the way up to where his palm started. And it wasn’t like there was some mythical shield in place. Eighth grade biology had set us all straight on that fact.

“I pleasured you with my hands and mouth, baby.” He paused to suck just below my ear before biting at the lobe. “It’s different with my cock.”

I chewed at my bottom lip to keep from arguing. Callan was too big and strong for me to roll him onto his back and impale my cunt on his erection, riding him until he changed his mind and joined his efforts with mine. 

“I’m going in bare.” He slid down until he could tongue one nipple. “And even if I wasn’t, there is always the risk you could wind up with a baby.”

I released the lungful of hot air I’d been holding in to keep from climaxing as he continued to tease my pussy. “You’re wrong.”

Not about the risk of a baby, just about everything else—even if my brain was too clouded with need to know what those other things were. I just knew he was wrong, that he had to be in me and soon.

“Avery, it’s the first time you’re willing to risk changing your life forever.”

That was too much! I slapped the only part of him I could get a bead on—his cheek. Red flushed to the surface of his skin, its outline shaped like my center three fingers. His teeth took firmer hold of my nipple in warning. 

“My life changed forever yesterday, Callan Tilley.” I pushed at his head, ignoring the threat of his teeth against my flesh. He either needed to fuck me or get the fuck off of me. “Even if you do discard me someplace along the road, you’re always going to be a part of my future, baby or not.”

He disengaged from my breast, his body surfing up mine until we were face to face. He didn’t look mad, just dead serious. 

“I’m trying not to be selfish, Avery.” The words were a growl, the kind of growl a dog makes just before it bites. 

A rush of adrenaline shot through me. I blinked, not caring that the tears sliding down my cheeks made me look weak. My lips and tongue worked at something I couldn’t say. 

He kissed me soft on the mouth. “I want to be in you.”

Another kiss, a little harder than the first. 

“I wanted to take you to my senior prom, was going to ask you even though you were a grade younger and I’d never said a single word to you, but...”

I nodded. His life had been thrown in turmoil his senior year. His dad had been arrested and convicted during the school year. That was just the beginning of the end for the Tilleys in Thunder Valley. 

In mute apology, I ran my fingers softly against the fading red on his cheek. I trailed them over his chin until I reached the tattoo on his neck. A winged skull covered his Adam’s apple. Lincoln and his dead brother, Boone, had a similar tattoo. They had gotten it after their father was sent away. 

Instead of a tuxedo for prom, he had received this mark of loss, this twisted sign that freedom came only in death. 

“Baby...” He shifted and I felt the head of his erection pushing at my gate. “I wanted to throw you on my bike the first time I saw you working at Freya’s.”

He started to push in, my body yielding with mutual need. 

“Take you home and whip your daddy’s ass for letting you work at a bar full of bikers and drug dealers.”

I blinked, more tears wetting my face and obscuring my vision. I rubbed at my eyes. I wanted to watch his face, didn’t want to miss seeing the emotion I could hear in his voice. Straining my head up, I kissed him as I pressed my thighs against the solid muscles of his ass. My arms tangled around his shoulders. 

“We’re here now,” I whispered, desperate for the fat crown to slip all the way inside me. I was exposed, opened as wide as I could go but he had to be the one to sink into me, to surrender.

His lips skimmed across my cheek to find my mouth. “I won’t fuck you, Avery.”

It took me a second to realize what he was saying. He hadn’t retreated, I could still feel just the tip of the broad head wedging me open. But he wanted me to know exactly what this was between us—or what he thought it was.

“Not fucking,” I agreed and squeezed his shoulders. “I don’t want you to fuck me, either. But I do want you in me, Callan. I want to be filled by—”

He pushed in and I thought my chest would explode. I gave a soft cry, not of pain although it hurt a little to have him stretching me so suddenly. The cry was an acknowledgement of the word I couldn’t say and that he didn’t want to hear just yet. 

Callan mashed his lips against mine, robbing me of any chance of speech. His hips began to move, the head of his cock dragging heavily through me. I gasped for air, greedy for a lungful but accepting the small sip of oxygen he allowed me before the kiss continued, his tongue sweeping through my mouth with the same hard, questing nature of his cock. The bed started to creak as Callan’s pace increased. I could feel my climax building as my muscles knotted around the shaft and fat head. 

“Yes...” My nails scratched lines down his back and my vision began to collapse, a grey circle crowding its edges. “Yes, Callan...”

“No,” he teased, slowing down. Remaining inside me, he raised his torso, pushed his legs under mine and settled onto his heels. His hands wrapped around my thighs to hold me open as he stared down at where his cock disappeared into my pussy. 

“You’re going to have a hard time riding tomorrow, baby girl.” He chewed at his bottom lip as he slowly fucked back and forth inside me. The big head bullied my flesh as it dipped, retreated then slammed back in to batter the opening of my cervix. Slow again, his hips rolling to move a gentler circle inside me. 

He hit a spot, the swollen tip almost backed entirely out of me, and I cried out. 

“There?” He rasped. 

I couldn’t speak, couldn’t open my eyes to look at him in approval, could only grit my teeth and nod like a fiend. 

A small roll, a little dip. I sucked air in, refusing to release a single molecule of it until I climaxed. I would need it to scream his name.

His hand left my leg to tease at my clit. He teased me inside and out, the pleasure almost enough to turn my flesh inside out. My nails clawed at the bedspread. Another breath in. I could feel my face purpling. 

His fingers moved a little faster, up and down my clit while the head of his cock battered a small circle just inside me, keeping the mouth of my cunt stretched as wide as it would go. I jerked, inhaled my last breath and cried out.

“Callan!” 

He rammed into me at my scream, his arms coming under me to lift me up and impale me on his long, thick cock. He bit at my throat and the top of my shoulder as my body whipped along his shaft. I was coming, the contractions running through me making him feel even bigger as my cunt narrowed rhythmically.

Callan panted, his fingertips pressing hard against my spine. I couldn’t tell if I was even breathing. Surely I had to be. The mindless moans coming from me needed oxygen to take shape, needed my throat to squeeze them into sounds. But the only squeezing I was aware of, the only pulse of life I felt, was between my legs, my pussy contorting around Callan, milking him for that first jet of his release while my orgasm continued to roll through me. 

He seized and I felt it—just his cock moving as he held his breath. A violent jerk tugged at my pussy. Another one and then I resumed my bouncing to wring another thick string of cum from him. My hands wrapped around the side of his head and squeezed as I reached the very top of my climax and plummeted, my mind shattering when I hit the bottom. 

“Baby?”

I opened my eyes to find a soft smile playing along Callan’s mouth. I smiled back, the endorphins in my body making my face feel drugged and floppy. He rolled his lips, massaging my back for a few seconds before he said anything more.

“You’re never getting rid of me after this.”

Callan

The red display on the alarm clock read a few minutes past two when I smelled the intruder. He just might have been the quietest son of a bitch I’ll ever encounter, but his stink gave him away before he could place the gun to my head and pull the trigger.

I grabbed the hand holding the gun and shouted a warning to Avery.

“Get down!”

The return silence lasted long enough for me to fear that I had slept through his hurting her, but then I heard Avery’s small cry of surprise and felt the mattress move as she slid onto the floor. My free hand found the collar of my attacker and I rolled onto my side after she had cleared the bed. 

Despite the leverage he had standing over me, the man was too scrawny to resist. Now I had him on his back and the leverage was all mine. Holding him down, I squeezed at his wrist and prayed he didn’t release a round into the wall. At the moment, I didn’t care who was on the other side, I just didn’t want a gunshot drawing the police to our room.

“Let go or I’ll break your fucking wrist,” I hissed. 

The bedside lamp came on. Part of me realized Avery must have hit the wall switch, but I kept my concentration on the man beneath me. He hadn’t released the gun, so I squeezed harder, pouring every ounce of strength my arm possessed into my grip. 

A sick, wet snap rewarded my efforts and the gun fell onto the pillow. He started to scream from the broken wrist. I covered his mouth with one hand and reached for the gun with the other.  My heart hammered inside my chest. I tried to calm it, but the pounding wouldn’t slow down. 

I looked at the man’s face but didn’t recognize him. This fucker had been ready to kill us and he wasn’t even a Gypsy!

I swallowed a ball of oxygen, felt it travel in a clump down my throat and waited for it to feed my brain. When it did, I looked around the room in the feeble light cast by the cheap lamp. Avery stood at the edge of the bed, her eyes wide, the pupils almost nonexistent from fear. I glanced over my shoulder at the door. 

“Lock the door, baby.”

Terrified or not, she didn’t hesitate. Fear wasn’t going to freeze my girl. Under pressure, her brain worked better than mine because she thought to check the other side of the door. Outside, a key hung from the lock. She removed it, locked the door and hurried back to the bed, her hand in a tight fist around the key.

The man still screamed behind my palm, my hand only lightly muffling the sound. “Get me a pillow,” I barked.

Again, she didn’t hesitate. She whipped a pillow from the other bed and placed it over his face. I slid my hand away and she pushed down, keeping him quiet while I shifted position. When I was sitting on his chest, I took control of the pillow.

Instinct brought my gun hand up, the barrel of the cheap, compact 380 denting the fabric and stuffing beneath it.

Avery lightly touched my shoulder. “You can’t kill him. The clerk knows our faces.”

I nodded angrily at the key she held in her hand. “You mean the clerk who sold us out?”

“We don’t know if he threatened her—or whether she’s calling the police right now.”

Blood drained from my face like air leaving a popped balloon. Avery was right. The clerk might not even be alive. The piece of shit squirming beneath me for his life could have killed her. Or she was alive and the cops were on their way...

Or she sold us out and deserved a bullet in the brain to keep her from testifying.

Whatever the truth was, I didn’t have time to find out. Lifting the pillow, I slammed my fist with the gun in my hand against the man’s head, knocking him out. 

“Grab my knife,” I ordered.

Avery reached into my boot and unfolded the three-inch blade I carried. She swallowed and then she looked at me, an ugly suspicion clouding her gaze. She wasn’t certain I would listen to her and let the man live.

“Cut up the shower curtain. I need strips so I can bind him.”

Relief brought color back to her cheeks as she ran for the bathroom. I took the man’s limp form and started dragging him after her. I studied him as I put him into position, his arms wrapped around the base of the toilet.

He had a leather vest on, a prospect’s patch on the front and the top rocker for Cain’s Disciples on the back. I shook my head at the stupidity of it—his and mine. He had been stupid enough to believe he could sneak into the hotel room and execute me on his own, maybe because the Gypsies had spread the kill order to other clubs or maybe to speed along his probation period by taking out a Gypsy in Disciples’ territory. 

As for my own stupidity, I almost choked on it. I didn’t think I would be recognized so far away without my colors. Just me, some shades, a nice bike and a beautiful girl on the back of it. Nothing to recognize—except for the bike.

Frankenstein

I had picked that as the bike’s name for more than one reason. A modified Harley, the front came from a Suzuki 750, with a Harley Fat Bob slotted aluminum wheel that I had shaved about an inch of hub material from so it would fit between the front forks. The headlamp cowl was from a V-Rod and I had put a hinged V-Rod airbox cover over the gas tank.

Like the fictional Frankenstein, the modifications had been made from a graveyard of parts. But I had also painted the body a midnight blue and handcrafted chrome lightning bolts that ran along the sides and over the airbox cover. The lightning bolts complemented the bike’s name and the bolts on the Thunder Gypsies’ patch. 

There wasn’t another bike like it in the southern United States, and I received comments and envious looks wherever I rode. So it was fucking stupid that I hadn’t stopped once we had half a dozen hours between us and Thunder Valley and done something to disguise the bike. I certainly should have, but part of me was running scared and the other part was controlled by my dick and the soft body pressed against my back. 

I had fucked up and almost gotten both of us killed for it.

Growling, I finished binding the Disciple’s hands and feet. Since I didn’t want him screaming and I didn’t want a dead body, I wet a washcloth and shoved it in his mouth before tying a strip of the shower curtain around it. I wanted to do more, not to keep him in place but to hurt him. Only I didn’t have the time to bash his head against the toilet bowl until I felt better and I didn’t want Avery to see me do it. 

If I wanted to keep her, I couldn’t be the monster Big Red and the club had been trying to fashion me into for the last three years. I had to be the man my father and brothers raised me to be. Even if they were likely out of my life forever.

Avery

Callan hustled me out of the hotel room. We couldn’t just hop on the bike and ride out of the hotel’s single drive. Not with the cops potentially on the way and the loyalty of the clerk in question. Callan pushed his bike up the steep embankment on our side of the parking lot. As early as it was, there was no traffic on the other side of the small hill.  

He hadn’t spoken to me since telling me to cut up the shower curtain. Everything since then was communicated in grunts, curt nods and hard stares. I didn’t challenge him on it. I could see the tension that possessed his entire body. I could feel the sick shake of adrenaline that still infected my limbs and knew he had at least as much of the chemical pumping through his blood.

With the bike finally on the curb, I climbed on behind him and tried to hide the tremble in my hands as I fastened the helmet on my head. We had come up from Central Florida and had planned on heading north east from Atlanta until we got too close to the Washington DC area with its massive amount of surveillance. 

I didn’t have a clue whether that was still the plan until we hit the onramp of I-85. We stayed on the freeway until Greenville. In Greenville, we stopped at a mom and pop grocery store. Callan had me stay near the front of the store, positioned at a magazine rack where I could look out on the parking lot while remaining relatively hidden. Once he had cleared checkout and we were back outside, we crossed the small shopping plaza to a hardware store. This time, he kept me with him while he picked up black spray paint and some kind of metal filler. The last thing he did before we left the plaza and Greenville was pry the chrome lightning bolts off the bike and toss them in a dumpster. 

From Greenville, we took back roads, our direction more or less parallel to the interstate while avoiding it. He had filled the holes from the discarded bolts with the metal filler. The container stated a drying time of ninety minutes. We were a few minutes beyond that hour and a half when we stopped again, this time at a little roadside park commemorating some dead war hero. 

With me off the bike and holding my backpack and the store bags, Callan pushed the motorcycle into the trees until we couldn’t see the park and its buildings. Finding a small clearing, he put a flat rock under the kickstand and grabbed the bag from the hardware store. 

Shaking the can of spray paint, he nodded at the other bag. “You should eat.”

They were the first words to come out of his mouth since Atlanta and it bugged me. Someone had a gun to his head a few hours ago and he’d almost killed the man because of it. We left that man gagged with his hands tied behind the base of a toilet. And all Callan could say was that I should eat. 

I didn’t need him to tell me something my own stomach was perfectly capable of communicating.

“So should you,” I replied, my throat almost too tight for speech. 

He glared at me for a second then turned to the bike. He tucked the plastic store bag around the front of the seat and began spraying. Midnight blue turned to black. I gave up trying to stare a hole in his back and sat down against a tree. 

Opening the grocery bag, my eyes landed first on a bottle of water. I pulled that out, cracked the seal and took a long drink before returning to the bag. My stomach sank at the next two items to draw my attention—a box of hair dye and a pair of scissors. A deep brown, I knew the dye couldn’t be for Callan. He already had dark hair. 

“It has to be done, Avery.”

I looked up to find that he had finished painting the bike and was standing over me as I stared blankly into the grocery bag. Bending down, he grabbed a second water bottle and two packs of tuna and crackers. He took the bag from me, tossing it behind him so that it landed next to the bike. Sitting next to me, he opened one of the tuna tins and handed it to me. 

“Stop staring at the bag and eat,” he ordered.

I dipped a cracker into the meat and brought it to my numb lips.

“Baby, I could dye your hair vomit green and cut it an inch short and you would still be so beautiful it makes my body hurt.” Placing a finger against my hand, he gently guided the cracker into my mouth. “So stop worrying about how you’re going to look and get some fuel in you.”

I crushed the cracker inside my mouth then swallowed, shaking my head as I did so. “It’s not about vanity.”

His mouth quirked to one side, but he didn’t ask me why I didn’t want my hair cut or dyed. He probably knew my answer might change his mind. 

Tears sprang to my eyes and I pushed the rest of my food at him. 

Grumbling something about a crying woman, Callan pulled me into his arms. “Okay, tell me what it’s about.”

“No, it’s stupid.” I tried to wiggle off his lap but he wouldn’t let me. 

“If it’s making you cry, I want to know.” He gathered my hair around one side of my neck. Kissing one cheek, he tenderly wiped a tear from the other side of my face. 

I melted into his arms and wrapped my own around his shoulders as I angled my face upwards in search of his mouth. I couldn’t believe he actually wanted to know why I was crying instead of trying to bully me into stopping. Not that Callan was a jerk, just that I couldn’t recall ever seeing a man react to a woman’s tears with anything other than derision or violence. 

My father had backhanded my mother the times he caught her crying, the old cliché falling from his lips without fail.

I’ll give you something to cry about, bitch.

That wasn’t Callan. In between kisses, he coaxed me into telling him. “Come on, baby girl. Why does the idea make you sad?”

“Mama would brush my hair, sometimes for hours.” I buried my face against his neck to hide from his watchful eyes. “It was the only way she would touch me, and just my hair. If she wanted me to move, she would use the brush to guide me.”

It sounded awful, like maybe my own mother thought I was contaminated, but I couldn’t think of it that way. “She would tell me stories when she brushed my hair—about a fairy princess trapped in the mortal world and that the only way the princess could visit her people was with magic potions that put her to sleep.”

Callan smoothed his hand up and down my back, the soft, repetitive gesture hypnotically calming me. “She was an alcoholic, your mom?”

I nodded, my tears lubricating the skin of his neck. “She said every time the princess visited fairyland, she tried to find a way to go back forever and bring her half-human daughter with her. But the other fairies said humans are beasts and wouldn’t allow it. So the princess had to stay in the human world because she couldn’t leave her daughter behind.”

“But then the magic potions killed her, didn’t they?” Callan asked gently.

I sobbed into his jacket. Yes. The potions had killed the princess and they had done it slowly. In the end, she left her daughter alone in the mortal world anyway. 

Callan opened up a small space between us. Cupping my chin, he made me look at him. Slowly, he kissed the tears that kept falling and then my mouth, both of our lips salty. Taking a second, he stripped his jacket off and placed it on the ground, then guided me onto my back.

He kept kissing me, everything soft and slow. I moved against him, the direction and thrust of my hips becoming more obvious as my arousal grew. One hand wrapped in my hair, Callan pushed his other hand beneath the band of my jeans and panties. He didn’t stop kissing me as his fingers parted my labia and began to stroke my clit. 

With the gap between my jeans and my flesh almost nonexistent, he had to keep his strokes short. I whimpered, wanting both of us naked and to have Callan thrusting into me. 

“Come for me, baby.” He bit at my bottom lip, his finger and thumb pinching my clit between hard rubs. 

As if his words alone could command my orgasm, I began jerking beneath him. He kept rubbing and pinching until I went limp. Then he brought his hand up to cup my face.

“I’m not trying to take you to fairyland, Avery.” He ran his thumb against my lower lip. The scent of my juices on his flesh coaxed a fresh burst of cream from my pussy. “I’m trying to keep you alive.”

I blinked slowly then nodded. Right then, my mind was a million miles away from the bag with its dye and scissors. Callan had just wrung one hell of a climax from me and I wanted to return the favor. 

I palmed his cock, my cheeks coloring as I asked, “What about you?”

Laughing, he shook his head at me and eased onto his knees. “One thing is for certain. You’ll always blush like a redhead, baby.”

He stood and retrieved the bag. “We’ll worry about me later. Right now, let’s get your hair short enough you can cover all of it with the helmet.”

Pouting because I didn’t have his cock in me, I sat up and wiggled out of my jacket then brought the length of my hair behind my back. Returning to sit behind me, Callan took the first few snips. 

I felt the weight of almost a foot of hair fall away from my head, the loss momentarily making me dizzy.

“We’ll dye it at the hotel tonight.” He placed the hair he had just cut in my lap and kissed me on the cheek. “This way the clerk won’t see you come in as a redhead and leave as a brunette.”

“Okay,” I whispered and started fashioning the cut hair into a braid. “Are we still heading toward DC?” 

“Yeah, I want to hit Allenwood,” he agreed, more severed hair falling around my shoulders as he continued working the scissors. “Then decide where we go from there.”

“Isn’t that where Lincoln is?” Lincoln had allegedly killed their brother Boone as part of a gun trafficking operation across state lines and I knew Allenwood had a federal maximum-security prison. 

“Yeah.” The answer came as little more than a grunt. “He didn’t kill Boone.”

“I know.” 

The scissors stopped moving. I turned to look at Callan. He quirked one brow at me and I repeated what I had just said. “I know—it’s enough for me that you believe. We can find the proof together.”

“Fuck if I haven’t tried.” He pushed the blades of the scissors into the ground then started to dust the loose hair from my shoulders with his hand. “I wouldn’t have been a Gypsy if it wasn’t for trying to find proof and keep Lincoln and dad safe in prison.”

He must have seen the question lurking in my gaze because I didn’t understand what he was saying. I only knew a little about their dad’s case. He had owned a custom bike shop and had founded the Gypsies for local motorcycle enthusiasts, including Big Red. When the Feds brought charges against him, they claimed the shop was fencing stolen bikes and shipping drugs inside legitimate orders. Big Red, as the shop’s assistant manager, had been indicted, too, but the charges didn’t stick—not after a prosecution witness pinned it all on Dylan Tilley.

“It’s complicated,” he continued. “Lincoln and Boone were already Gypsies when dad was convicted. I know they suspected Big Red of using dad as a shield and they couldn’t dig around his business if they left the Gypsies. Plus, Red told them he knew people in prison who would make sure no one messed with dad if they stayed in the club and helped with certain club business.”

“And if they didn’t?” I asked. 

“Red never threatened that his jailhouse friends would hurt my father,” Callan answered. “But the implication was there. And it wasn’t anything illegal that he wanted them to do. Even when dad was in charge, the Gypsies provided security details for truckers and a few events as a way to pay for the hangout. That’s all Red gave them to do.”

His gaze dropped between us as his cheeks started to heat. “Not at all what he ordered me to do—I had two protection costs instead of the one Boone and Lincoln were splitting.”

His words hung in the air like a confession. I leaned forward and wrapped my arms around his neck. 

“I don’t care what you’ve done,” I said right before I kissed him.

Callan

Avery stood in the bathroom of the Charlottesville hotel room we had rented for the night. Dressed only in a t-shirt and panties, she held the scissors in her hand, trying to salvage something fashionable from the hatchet job I’d done out in the woods. A dark chestnut with auburn highlights replaced the deep red she could naturally claim. 

She turned to find me staring at her. The bright blue eyes, always beautiful, contrasted starkly with the new hair color and I felt my dick swell. The redhead of my fantasies had always had an innocent quality to her. Maybe it was knowing just how snugly Avery fit around my cock or that she liked to dig her nails in my back when she came, but the brunette in front of me had a smokier, deeper sex appeal. 

“How does it look?” 

For the first time since I showed up at her father’s house, she seemed to be studying my face for some kind of lie. I would have laughed at the idea but it took me a few seconds to find my voice. “A little punk rock,” I answered.

Her shoulders lifted in a lazy shrug before she dropped the scissors onto the sink. “Punk works.”

It was a La Femme Nikita kind of punk, dangerous with the laser-like blue gaze. My cock crept a few more inches up my stomach as I waited impatiently while she bagged any evidence that she had dyed or cut her hair in the bathroom. 

The wait became more than I could handle and I growled at her. “Baby, come here.”

She looked at me, her gaze wide and her lips parting in what I hoped was arousal. Even with the attack that morning weighing on my mind, Avery’s presence had kept me in a near constant state of need. 

“Come here,” I repeated when a few seconds passed and she hadn’t moved a step closer. I studied her face as she obeyed, her pace slow and seemingly hesitant. I wondered if she still wanted me or if the violence I had almost committed that morning had finally sunk in, making her think I was no better than the men we were running from.  

Certainly I’d acted like an ass before we reached the park. And that was before I’d literally cut one of her last, and clearly fondest, links to her mother. But she had climaxed at the end of my fingers, cupped my dick and offered herself to me on the forest floor. I still ached from putting aside my need. Maybe if I had fucked her then, she wouldn’t be so slow to approach me at this moment.

Coming to a stop between my spread legs, Avery placed a hand on each of my shoulders. Her body shook and I couldn’t surmise why. I mashed my lips, wondering once more if she now feared me. I looked into the blue eyes. Something dark skittered across her gaze. 

“You’re shaking,” I said. She closed her eyes long enough to bob her head a few times in acknowledgement. 

“Why?” I asked.

“You wanted to get rid of me yesterday, even before that Disciple showed up.” Her mouth quivered in a way that simultaneously pulled at my cock and squeezed at something deep inside my chest. 

“You wanted me to be safe,” she continued.

“And then I told you that you’re never getting rid of me, baby.” Was she afraid I had changed my mind or was she hoping I had? 

I shook my head, my frustration grinding at me almost as hard as the blood pulsing through my cock. I didn’t really know how to deal with a girl like Avery.  She wasn’t like the girls that hung out at the Gypsy clubhouse or Freya’s bar, their pussies available to any cock that wanted to fill them. After all the things I had done to Avery the night before, she had fucking blushed when she palmed my jeans-covered dick out in the woods. 

I didn’t know how much of the gentle suitor I had in me, if at all. 

“Spread your legs,” I growled. 

A surprised gasp escaped her but she complied. Her nails dug at my shoulders as I pushed the gusset of her panties to one side. My chest tight with need and the possibility of her rejecting me, I slid a finger between her labia.

Wet—just how I wanted her. 

I licked my lips, the beastly part of my brain wanting to consume every last inch of her. 

“Baby, sometimes I’m going to want to fuck you. Nothing sweet about it.” I looked up to find the blue eyes innocent once more. “Like right now. I want to boss this hot little pussy until you scream for mercy. I want to fuck you so hard you’re nothing but mindless whimpers and a tight, wet hole.”

The tremble that had gripped her before returned full force. Her knees would have knocked together if my hand hadn’t kept her legs separated. The shaking drew my attention to her face and the lips she kept wetting with her tongue. She absolutely couldn’t control the energy running through her right then.

But I could. 

I pushed three fingers into Avery, my free hand knotting the bottom hem of her t-shirt to keep her trapped in front of me. Her nipples pushed against the fabric, each hard bud swollen bigger than I could imagine. I nipped at one through the material as my hand fucked deeper into her pussy. 

“I will kill anyone who tries to take you away from me,” I told her. She pressed her breasts closer to my face. Her arms wrapped around my head as if she would smother me to her chest. The shaking hadn’t stopped and I knew it wouldn’t until I made her come a few times. 

I freed my head from her embrace and stared hard into the blue eyes. “I will maim any man who so much as thinks he can touch you. Your body and everything that comes with it is mine.”

It was a crap way to tell her I loved her, but I didn’t know any other way to say it. I half didn’t want to admit the sentiment to myself. Everyone I loved was either dead or in prison. And I had failed them, losing the protection the Gypsies offered without finding the evidence to free Lincoln and my father or avenge Boone’s death. 

I couldn’t tolerate the idea of ever letting Avery down. And if I loved her, it seemed likely I would do just that.

“Tell me you understand, baby.” I tugged hard at her clit, wanting to hurt her just a little for the way she had my guts all twisted into thick knots that would never come untied. “Tell me.”

“I’m yours,” she said, her voice cracking down the center of her reply.

“All of you,” I growled. 

“Yes,” she whispered. “All of me.”

I couldn’t take any more of the sweet trembling or the way her cunt wept from my touch. I pushed her stomach-first onto the mattress, one hand pressing down on her back to keep her in place while the other freed my cock.

With her panties pushed to the side, I entered her hard and fast from behind. “You’re going to come for me when I fuck you like this.”

“Yes.” 

The way the moan escaped her as a hiss, I knew she was just as aroused as I was. My cock sluiced through her, her pussy making wet, sucking sounds as I pounded deeper. I had told her last night she would be riding sore. This time I would make certain that every bounce in the road tomorrow made her achy and wet. 

“My pussy.” I chewed at her throat, my hand forcing its way between her body and the mattress to scratch lightly against her clit. “My sweet, tight cunt, open and ready when I want it.”

She whimpered, her ass and thigh muscles working to ride my cock. 

“Tell me, Avery,” I demanded, my hips lifting and pressing so that my cock traveled a long, hard line inside her. 

“Your cunt,” she gasped. 

She had one cheek pressed against the mattress and her eyes rolled up. Her pussy danced around my cock, squeezing and sucking, her interior so lubricated it slurped with her need to come. 

“Your cunt, just yours,” she cried again. “Coming no matter how you take me...”

My chest felt like she’d just stuck her fist through it. I pressed harder against her back, my strokes coming quicker and more fiercely even as my lips traveled gently against her throat. “That’s right, baby. I want your pussy to be in heat for me. But I promise—I’ll earn it.”

Her bottom lip quivered. The muscles deep inside her coiled around my shaft, the contractions running so strongly through them I felt like she had her fingers wrapped around me and was tugging the shaft and head with sharp jerks. 

Our breathing spiraled out of control, the raspy whispers we spoke in drowned out by the wet slap of my flesh against hers. Her fingers clawed at the bedding. Her knees came up, the way they were spread giving her just enough leverage that she could push against me, her ass moving in a tight bounce.

Raw, sensual, I couldn’t believe I had Avery beneath me, her body humbled in submission as I slammed roughly into her. A convulsion rippled through her, starting at her waist, rattling her chest and then shaking her shoulders violently. 

I spilled into her, my hips freezing but my hands gripping her sweet ass to wildly pull and push her the length of my dick. Her pussy kept squeezing, the contractions coming so close together it was one constant vise sucking at my cock. Another long spurt left me and then I pulled from her, dragging her into my arms as I collapsed onto the bed. 

**********

I woke with the flavor of Avery still on my lips. The lingering taste of her juices made me hungry for more. With her exhausted body cradled in my arms, I slid one hand beneath the blanket that covered us. Gently, I probed between her labia. Her body heat had kept liquid the cream we spilled into and against one another through the night. I rubbed some of it along her clit, my body tense as she slowly became alert to what I was doing. 

When her eyes flickered open, I pressed my lips to hers. She stretched, her mound filling my palm as she arched upwards. The night behind us had alternated between tender and rough, my approach depending on which direction I took her. From behind, I let my animal loose. But face-to-face and she subdued me with those blue eyes. 

My fingers knotted in the short hair. I had a moment’s regret that I had cut it before I had the chance to see those long red tresses spilling around my stomach as she teased my aching cock with her sweet lips. But then I remembered why I had to cut it. 

To protect her.

My chest tightened at the idea of losing her, of how that scumbag prospect had gotten the jump on me at the last hotel. I kissed her again, my chest relaxing when her tongue slipped past my lips to lick at the edge of my teeth. The little gesture made me want to sink into her, slow fucking her until she melted in another puddle of satisfaction. 

Breaking the kiss, I looked at the cheap clock on the scarred nightstand next to the bed. We’d stayed up late, slept late and now only thirty minutes remained until checkout. That wasn’t nearly enough time to do everything I wanted to do to Avery’s sweetly yielding flesh. 

I rolled to my side, smiling at her whimpered protest. Damn, after so many years fantasizing about her, it felt amazing to know she wanted me just as badly as I wanted her. 

“Patience, baby girl.” I reached for my jeans and sat up. “Just going to zip down to the front desk and buy us a little more time. You think they have breakfast set up?”

Avery snorted. “The room doesn’t even have a phone.”

Her nails gently scratched along the side of my stomach, my gut clenching as she hit a ticklish spot. She was different from the other women I’d been with in every way. The nails were her own and unpainted, her touch unpracticed but captivating. I wanted her to touch me, wanted to be gentle beneath her fingers and lips. I never wanted to rush exploring her or being explored by her. 

I slid my t-shirt over my head then bent down for a parting kiss. The way she submitted, her skin glowing and blue eyes luminous, I wanted to crawl back under the covers. 

Breaking the kiss, I growled. Standing, I slid my knife into my back pocket then checked the gun on the nightstand. “Safety is on, baby. You remember what I showed you?”

“Yes.” 

She answered with a whisper. She didn’t like the gun, but we were only two days out of Thunder Valley. Virginia had its own chapter of Gypsies, although I’d stayed west of Richmond to reduce the chance we’d run into anyone who would recognize me. Then there was the sketchy nature of the little fleabag hotel we had checked into for the night to worry about. 

“I’ll just be a few minutes, baby,” I promised, stealing another kiss before I had to leave. 

Avery

They caught me in the bathroom as I pulled my panties up and turned to flush the toilet. Two men that I wouldn’t have guessed were law enforcement, but they had badges.

And guns...

The bathroom door splintered inward. My high-pitched scream cut through both men shouting, “DEA! Get down on the floor!”

They didn’t give me time to comply. One yanked my arm, tossing me stomach first onto the bed and twisting the limb behind me. He held me down while the other, bald and with a beard that looked like it belonged on an outlaw and not a cop, quickly searched the room. When he turned to pick up my backpack, I saw the gun that Callan had left on the nightstand tucked into the back of his pants.

Baldie unzipped my bag, reached in and pulled out the brick of hundreds Callan had taken from the Gypsy clubhouse. Bringing it close to his face, he drew a deep breath and let out a whoop. 

“I fucking love the smell of money!”

His partner, holding me down, drew a similarly deep breath, only he had his nose pressed against my hair. His hands worked between us to cuff my wrists and then he slid down my body. Another hard inhalation and he groaned. 

“How much you want to bet that little shit has been fucking this bitch all night?”

They didn’t look like cops, didn’t sound like them either. 

“Where’s Callan?” Fear squeezed at my throat, the words little more than a croaking sound, but Baldie understood me anyway.

“Bleeding and cuffed in our car, sugar.” He nodded at his partner, who had both hands on my ass, his head still distressingly close to my body. “Get some pants on her.”

“Not yet,” the other answered as Baldie grabbed mine and Callan’s jackets and my shoes. “We have plenty of time.” 

Baldie dropped my backpack and the other items he’d picked up. Another bolt of fear shot through me like lightning. These men, DEA agents or not, were going to rape me. 

Surprising me, Baldie pulled his gun out, chambered a round and pointed it at the man behind me. “You really think Little Red is going to be happy to find out you had your dick in her?”

I pressed my face to the mattress, a sob breaking from my chest as I saw my future ahead of me. Little Red, maybe the whole damn club, using my body and Callan beaten and probably dead before they finished with me. 

Baldie laughed. “That’s right, sugar. You might want to rest up on the ride back to Florida. You’re about to become a very busy whore.”

Not trusting me with his partner, Baldie tossed my bag at the man. “Bring the car up to the door.”

When we were alone, he came around the bed to stand behind me. I felt the barrel of his gun push my panties to one side and then its cold tip slid between my labia.

“Look at me, bitch.” 

I did. 

Nothing lived in his dark gaze as he warned me. “I’m getting your pants on and gagging you. Do anything to attract attention and you’re gonna spend a long time dying. Understand?”

I nodded. He returned the nod then brought the gun to his lips. My stomach lurched as his tongue darted out to lick my juices from the metal. 

“I sure hope Little Red leaves some for me, sugar.”

**********

Baldie hauled me out of the hotel room in a surreal version of a perp walk, handcuffed with my jacket over my head so anyone watching wouldn’t see the cloth he’d shoved into my mouth to prevent me from screaming. I was roughly shoved inside the car. The door slammed shut behind me then I heard the front passenger door shut. The vehicle accelerated, tires squealing as we left the hotel parking lot.

Baldie reached into the back seat and pulled the jacket from my head. He had to pry my face in his direction to remove the gag as I searched for Callan. With the gag out, I jerked my head back and looked to my left.

“He’s quite a fighter,” Baldie chuckled. “Usually you slam a gun into a man’s face, you just have to do it once and he’s out.”

I could see by the blood and swelling that they had hit Callan several times. I worried over the fact he remained unconscious. Had the blows been too many? Too hard?

“Hey, how many times did you hit the fucker?” Baldie asked as he lightly slapped his partner’s arm with the back of his hand. “I think it was three from me. He sure as hell didn’t expect that first one.”

“Twice,” the driver answered, a nostalgic smile lifting the side of his face that I could see. “That’s when the desk clerk started screaming because I broke his nose and it got really bloody.”

I eased a foot in Callan’s direction and brushed it lightly against his leg to see if there was any response. Nothing. He was out cold, only the clogged breathing and shallow lift of his chest letting me know he lived. 

Trying not to cry, I looked out the tinted windows of the car. Callan and I had traveled side roads into town and it looked like we were being returned to Thunder Valley the same way. Maybe if I got them talking, I could figure something out that didn’t end with Callan and me dead.

“Are you really DEA?” I asked.

“Five more years and I’ll be collecting a federal pension, sugar.” Baldie turned in his seat to look at me. He jabbed a thumb in the driver’s direction. “Sprankle, here, he’s got ten to go but I don’t think he’s gonna make it after I’m gone. Too sloppy.”

“Don’t fucking use my name,” Sprankle growled. “Talk about motherfucking, sloppy assed...”

Baldie pulled a face, his eyes rolling to one side as he opened his mouth wide. When he finished mocking his partner’s reaction, he jerked his head in my direction. “Sugar here is as good as dead. Except Little Red wants to fuck her first.”

Sprankle snorted. “That dick better share. Bringing him back this bitch, over a hundred grand of his money and lover boy.”

Next to me, Callan began to stir. Baldie spotted the movement and reached into the back seat to slap at Callan’s knee. “Speaking of lover boy, looks like he’s finally coming around.”

Sprankle tensed and shot a glance in the rearview mirror. “We need to stop and shove his ass in the trunk. If we hadn’t blitzed him like we did—”

“Don’t be a pussy. He’s cuffed and Big Red wants him alive,” Baldie said. “Old man is scared shitless the kid figured things out and has evidence to back it up.”

He stopped talking long enough to crack his knuckles. “Going to be an interesting interrogation.”

“We can put one of the seats down,” Sprankle argued. “Asshole won’t overheat or die from fumes, but he’ll be out of sight. Windows aren’t so dark they’ll keep someone from seeing his fucked up face.”

Next to me, Callan started coughing. He leaned forward, spitting blood on the floor. His shoulder twitched and it took me a second to realize he was trying to hide his hands. I saw the knife he had used to pry the lightning bolts off his bike. The blade was closed. It would make an audible click when it opened and even more noise if he planned on trying to break the lock on his handcuffs. 

I leaned toward the center of the front seat, both shielding him from their view and trying to serve as a distraction. 

“Big Red is lying about why he wants Callan brought back alive.” It was a bluff, and I didn’t think it would work to get them to turn the car around, but if Callan was going to get his handcuffs off, I had to do something to divert their attention. “He wants the know where the rest of the cash is.”

The car swerved as Sprankle stopped staring at the road long enough to shoot me a hard glance. “What cash?”

I nodded at my backpack on the front passenger floor. “Nine more bricks, just like that.”

“Bitch is bluffing.” Baldie twisted in his seat to grab me by the hair. “If Red was missing another nine-hundred-k, he would have had us sit outside the little shit’s hotel until he could claim him on his own.”

He flung me back against the seat. “Like that stupid fuck would ever have that much cash anyway.” 

I risked a glance at Callan but he seemed to have collapsed into the corner. Neither man paid attention to him. 

Sprankle still wanted to talk about the money. “What if she’s telling the truth?” 

“Then we get a bigger cut, but, I’m telling you,” Baldie growled. “The bitch is lying.”

“Listen,” Sprankle argued. “We need to pull over, shove his dumb ass in the trunk. Then we can work her over a little, find out if she’s trying to play us.”

He lifted his hands from the steering wheel for a second before slamming them back down. “C’mon, we’re talking about a million fucking dollars!”

I let out a shaky breath, my attention half on the argument taking place in the front seat and half on Callan. The way he was breathing scared me. Deep raspy sounds mixed with clogged, sputtering coughs came from him. His eyes had rolled up into his head. His shoulders shook.

“Fuck me if he’s going to last that long,” Baldie said, staring at Callan. “There’s a turnout coming up, you better pull over.”

A sound came out of Callan that made me think of a death rattle. A sob broke from me in response and Baldie screamed at Sprankle to pull into the turnout. 

“Not time for you to die, chief,” Baldie said, his hand on the door handle as the car rolled to a stop. “Not yet.”

Intent on getting out of the car, he wasn’t looking at Callan. Neither was Sprankle. Callan lunged forward, each hand shooting in a different direction. He wrapped his left arm around the headrest and Sprankle’s throat as his right hand buried the blade of the knife in Baldie’s throat. He pulled it out, buried it a second time, arterial blood squirting from the first wound.

The seatbelt restraining him, Sprankle tried to unholster his gun. Callan jabbed the knife in Sprankle’s right eye. Sprankle’s jaw went slack and he stopped struggling, stopped moving at all.

Bile erupted in my mouth, not from the dead or dying cops in the front seat but as I saw what Callan had done to get one hand uncuffed. He had cut along his thumb, down near his wrist. The blood had served as a lubricant and the severed tendons had made slipping out of the cuff easier. 

The weird breathing, the shoulder shaking—it had all been part of mutilating his hand to give us a chance at escape. 

One handed, he stripped the guns from the men’s holsters, tossed one in the backseat and kept the other as he exited the car. I scooted across the bench seat, following him out of the vehicle. 

“Who cuffed you?” he barked.

“The driver.”

Callan rifled through the dead man’s pockets until he came up with the handcuff key. I turned my back to him, wincing in sympathy as he fumbled to unlock it. With my hands free, he directed me to the other side of the car as he wrapped his arms around Sprankle’s body.

“We need to dump these...” Seeing how I hesitated, he stopped. “Baby? Are you with me?”

I nodded and opened the passenger side door. We looked at each other over the dead men.

“They would have let Big Red kill us—”

“I know,” I interrupted. He didn’t have to justify killing them, not to me. “Let’s get them into the woods before someone else decides—”

Half out of the car with Baldie’s body, I jerked my head up at a faint whirring sound that was growing louder.

“Chopper.” I heard the air leave Callan for a second, then he shook off whatever feeling had gripped him. “Nothing to do with us. Just shove him back in and we’ll wait until they pass over.”

He stuffed Sprankle’s body behind the wheel and shut the door. Staggering as he walked, he rounded the vehicle to help me with the heavier body I wrestled with. Looking at his hand, I didn’t know how Callan remained on his feet. I wanted to faint and it wasn’t my blood or severed tendons. 

The whirring turned into the swooping sound of a giant mechanical bird. We both looked up, any hope that the helicopter was just flying over vanishing as it came into view. Dark blue, it had ATF stamped in big block letters on its tail. The side door was open, two men in tactical gear each holding a rifle aimed in our direction. 

“Out of the frying pan,” Callan started. His right hand grabbed my elbow and I had a moment’s impression that he planned on our bolting into the woods behind us. 

“I need time to figure a way out of this—”

I laughed, the sound bordering on hysterical. “You need a doctor.”

Without the helicopter hovering over us and the rifles targeting our heads, we might have made it back on the road. But Callan couldn’t see out of one eye. The cuts on his face had reopened from the exertion and I knew his head had to feel like a cherry bomb had exploded inside his skull. 

The last chance to break for the woods was cut off as a van swept into the turnout, its tires screeching as it came to a stop. The side door flew open and bodies poured out, all of them screaming for us to put our hands on the car’s roof. 

They threw Callan to the ground. I heard his grunt of pain, but he didn’t say anything, not even when they wrenched his left hand behind his back.

“What the fuck?” 

I stared at the ATF agent trying to cuff Callan. 

“I’m gonna need cable ties,” he shouted. “He’s about to lose his thumb.”

Fresh bile coated my taste buds. The tears I’d been holding back started rolling down my cheeks. Through my blurred vision, I saw another vehicle pull to a stop behind the van. A woman, somewhere in her early fifties, exited from the front passenger seat. All the agents from the van stopped talking to watch her walk around Sprankle’s car. 

“Both dead?” she asked the agent who had opened Sprankle’s door. 

He nodded and showed her the blade Callan had used to kill the men.

She smiled, the gesture sending a chill down my spine. This woman wasn’t someone’s grandmother who spent her Sundays baking cookies, even if she did. Seeing the quiet satisfaction on her face as she looked over the dead DEA agents, I wasn’t sure whether we had escaped one set of dirty cops just to get grabbed by a bigger group of them. 

The woman straightened and turned to us. Her gaze swept coldly over me before she looked at Callan. “Get him a doctor. No pain meds. I need him lucid when I talk to him.”

She stepped over Callan, then gestured for the other agents to load us into the van.  

“We’ll use the local sheriff’s office,” she said, returning to her car like she was leaving last night’s garbage on the side of the road. “Have the doctor meet us there.”

**********

A little over two hours later, I was yanked from the jail cell the ATF had parked me in to a room some ten feet by ten feet. There was a cheap conference table in the middle and bolts on the floor with chains attached to them. The agent retrieving me shoved me into a plastic chair and secured one of the chains to my cuffs. 

By that time, I knew the lead agent’s name was Gloria McCready and she was as cold a bitch as they came. She had stood outside my cell telling me about the drug and accessory to murder charges she was having drawn up against me. 

I hadn’t yet invoked my right to an attorney, but I didn’t take the bait of her threats. She was too much like the useless counselors back in school, always trying to scold and threaten me into more regular attendance and completed homework when they didn’t have a fucking clue what the real facts were. 

Same gray hair, same polyester skirt suit in dark colors with their low-heel dress shoes. Same holier-than-thou attitude.

I waited, chained in place, for about fifteen minutes before McCready entered. She carried a thick file and had some new guy in a suit trailing after her like a puppy. He waited for her to sit, but she slammed the file down and started pacing the floor. 

I watched the act, wondering what came next when the door opened and they brought Callan in. His face looked better—marginally. About half the swelling had gone down and he had stitches above his left brow and along the cheek on the same side. His left hand was bandaged, both hands secured in front of him with cable ties.

The guard placed Callan in the chair next to me with the same force he had used on me. Maybe the rough handling was because of the dead DEA agents or maybe the ATF just wanted us to know who was in charge. Like the cuffs didn’t tell us that already.

McCready’s gaze moved from me to Callan. She smiled, her eyebrows lifting with the phony gesture. “I wanted your girlfriend to be here when you sell her out.”

“You’re boring me,” Callan told her. “Get on with it.”

A small thrill ran through me at his insolence. I remembered all the times I had wanted to talk back—to my teachers, my father, the manager at the diner I waitressed at and Freya. I had always been afraid to rock the boat. I’d witnessed from an early age what my father did to my mother when she talked back. 

Callan didn’t know that kind of fear. I wasn’t sure he knew any kind of fear. 

McCready looked at me, her brows crawling higher. “I’m trying to discuss whether you’re even alive next week and I’m boring him. You should choose your lovers more carefully, my dear.”

I shrugged, but my chest drew a little tighter. The dark glittering in McCready’s gaze told me she could read the tension running through my body. 

Callan said nothing, just drilled a hole through the woman with his hard stare.

She blinked first. “You’re a lot like your brother, Mister Tilley. Lincoln wouldn’t listen to me either.”

He brought his hands up and placed them on the table. Next to McCready, the man scooted his chair half a foot from the table. The gesture provoked a smile in Callan. A few hours ago, he had been handcuffed and bloodied in the back seat of a Crown Victoria, the only destination given an early grave. Now the men who had put him in that vehicle were dead. The man in the suit knew that and Callan scared the shit out of him.

Not McCready. She didn’t flinch, but her gaze remained frozen on Callan’s hands even as he started talking. 

“That fuck driving the car testified at Lincoln’s trial.”

McCready looked at the man next to her. He nodded. She flicked her hand at the revelation. “What’s your point?”

“He’s on Big Red’s payroll. Both of them were.”

McCready folded her arms across her chest, her expression dripping with an oily smugness that made me want to retch. “Tell me something I don’t know?” 

That stopped Callan for a second. He gave a short shake of his head then laughed. “That’s good enough to get Lincoln a retrial.”

“How does that keep Miss Watkins alive when I drop her back in Thunder Valley to face charges for stealing her father’s truck?” Taking a piece of paper from the folder, McCready pushed it between us. “Or do you care more about your brother’s freedom than your own or Avery’s life?”

I glanced at the paper. It was a photocopy of a complaint with the Thunder Valley police department. My father’s drunken scrawl cut through the signature line. 

She shoved more papers in front of us. First, she showed us a statement from one of the ATF agents on the scene reporting how the brick of money in my backpack had tested positive for trace narcotics, indicating that it had recently been used in the drug trade. The second was another agent report, this one detailing how he had seen me from his position in the helicopter trying to stuff Baldie’s body back into the car.

“If the Gypsies let Avery live, we’ll indict her on federal drug charges and accessory to the murder of two federal agents.” McCready took the pages back before I could finish reading. “You might get off on the murders, but you either have to claim the drug money or admit to stealing it.”

Callan’s right hand clenched into a fist. He forced it straight, breath leaving his body in a slow, long stream as he fought for control. Callan looked at the man, glaring until the guy started to wiggle uncomfortably.

“Let me guess, you’re the prosecutor this bitch is keeping on a short chain?”

The man blinked, his uncertainty in how to answer evident in the grimace he pulled. McCready laughed, but the sound was thin.

“Mr. Jennings is with the U.S. Attorneys office,” she confirmed. She leaned forward and winked at Callan. “No chain, just a shock collar and a remote.”

Jennings took her reply as his cue to start talking. He had carried a briefcase with him into the room and he popped its locks. “The federal government is willing to grant both of you immunity in exchange for your testimony and assistance in investigating the criminal organization known as the Thunder Gypsies Motorcycle Club.”

The attorney nodded in my direction. “Full immunity for Miss Watkins on the federal charges and we have assurances from the county prosecutor that there will be no charges on the vehicle theft.”

My face started to heat in anger. This was American justice? This sadistic woman with a badge and her pet attorney were the good guys? Sprankle and his partner were dead in self-defense. The Gypsies had no legal claim to the drug money and weren’t about to press charges for its theft. About the only thing they genuinely had me on was my father’s car. But none of that mattered. I wasn’t an heiress with trust money to fund my defense, and I couldn’t imagine the Gypsies letting me live long enough to go to trial if the feds returned me to Thunder Valley. 

But I didn’t have information McCready wanted. The only criminals I could inform on were the dead DEA agents.

“And Lincoln?” Callan asked.

I looked at Callan, only a little surprised he hadn’t asked about his own immunity. 

Jennings started to answer, but McCready interrupted. “I’m reaching out to Lincoln based on today’s developments. Right now, we only have papers for you and Miss Watkins. Lincoln will have to cut his own deal.”

I looked at Callan, his expression unreadable. Would he push McCready for more? Did he have anything to bargain with? 

“What’s it going to be, Mr. Tilley?” Her mouth shaped a superior smile, as if she knew the answer before Callan did. “Your brother or your lover?”

In the Wind

Four months later, I was waitressing at a small truck stop in western Oklahoma. I had a new name and a new social security number. The salary from the truck stop and the meager tips helped pay for a one-bedroom apartment not far from work, which was lucky because there wasn’t enough money left at the end of the month to think about a car payment or even a used beater. At least not yet. 

Pushing the button for the elevator in my apartment building for the third time without the call light displaying, I pressed my forehead against the brick wall and let the cold emanating from it seep into my skin. Two waitresses had called in sick, leaving me to cover more than twice my usual number of tables. Beat to hell didn’t begin to describe how I felt.

“Elevator’s out again,” I mumbled and turned toward the open staircase and the two flights of stairs I would have to climb.

Hands wrapped around my waist, halting me. “You look exhausted, baby.”

“Nancy and Chloe were out,” I said, relaxing into Callan’s chest for a moment’s respite. “Didn’t get lunch, but I’m a full hundred ahead on tips from all the extra tables I had to cover.”

I felt him bend slightly and then my feet were off the floor as he scooped me up. I buried my face against his neck. “If you just got engine grease on my uniform—”

“Small price to pay to get your sweet butt hauled up two flights, baby.” 

I pushed at his chest, unsuccessfully coaxing him to put me down. I might have had a busier than usual day, but it didn’t compare to his lugging parts and semi-truck tires around in the garage affixed to the diner. 

“Put me down, Drew,” I said, using the new name witness protection had given him. 

He growled at the name’s use and hugged me tighter to his broad chest. “Don’t argue, baby girl. You’ll thank me later when my cock’s in you and you’re not too tired to ride it.”

My cheeks started to burn and I looked around his shoulder to make sure we were alone as he ascended the stairs. Even though I couldn’t see anyone, I still whispered my retort.

“I’m never going to be too tired to ride you.”

“That’s my girl.” He gave me a squeeze then stopped talking as he focused on the remaining steps in front of him. 

Reaching our apartment, he put me down and opened the door. “After you, Mrs. Connolly.” 

The name was fake, the marriage was real. We had insisted on a small ceremony before joining witness protection. It had occurred on the sixth floor of a federal building, my time as Avery Tilley lasting little more than an hour before we had new identities. 

Callan shut the door and set all three locks and the chain in place. With his hands on my hips, he slow walked me toward the bathroom. “Why don’t you take a soak while I get dinner started.”

I turned to look at him over my shoulder, eyeing him with the kind of suspicion only a wife could possess. “You weren’t flirting with anyone today, were you?”

Not that he didn’t help with dinner or the rest of the apartment on a regular basis. I just wanted to tease him for being so considerate. There were days when I felt like I didn’t deserve him and other days when I knew I didn’t. I just hoped Callan didn’t figure it out.

“Never, baby.” He turned my body then pushed me gently against the wall. He raised his left hand to stroke my cheek. His thumb had healed from the surgery, but the scar would always be there—a reminder that Callan Tilley kept his promises. 

He brought his mouth to mine, my lips opening to the gentle exploration of his tongue. 

“First dinner,” he teased, ending the kiss. “Then dessert. These legs are going to be wrapped around my shoulders.”

Finding the hem of my waitressing dress, he lifted it to caress my thighs. “I want you soft and pliant.”

I nodded, the space between my thighs growing moist in anticipation. 

“Good,” he turned me back in the direction of the bathroom and lightly slapped my ass before walking away. “You’ve got about forty minutes before I’m ready to feed you.”

I took thirty-five and emerged with just my bathrobe covering me. The apartment was too small for a dining area, so Callan had placed our plates and glasses on the coffee table. I went to sit next to him on the couch, but he pulled me onto his lap. 

Feeling a little weepy around the eyes, I pressed my face against his neck. 

“Don’t cry, woman,” he lightly joked, but I knew he felt my tears harder than I did. 

“I’m not crying,” I teased in return. “I’m just afraid to look at what you came up with in the kitchen.”

“Remind me to spank you later.” Leaning forward, he picked up one of the plates and balanced it on my knee. 

The smell of breaded salmon and asparagus tips clawed at my stomach, reminding me I hadn’t eaten since the two slices of peanut butter on toast I’d had that morning. I picked up the fork and brought the first mouthful to Callan’s lips. When he shook his head, refusing, I took a bite.

“Mmm...” My eyes closed in satisfaction. When I opened them, he wiggled an asparagus tip in front of me. I took a bite then maneuvered another piece of salmon onto my fork and offered it to him. This time, he accepted. 

We worked our way a nibble at a time through the contents of both plates, my bottom snugly planted on his lap throughout the meal. Finished, he held me to him, his hand stealthily finding its way under my robe. 

The tears that had threatened earlier sprung full force at his gentle touching. He shushed me, but that didn’t stop my crying. 

“I love you, baby,” Callan whispered against my throat. 

I slugged his shoulder. It had taken him a month after our marriage before he actually said such words. I had spoken them at least a dozen times by then, always feeling guilty after they left my mouth because I knew he wasn’t ready to utter them in return. I could have waited forever—I already knew he loved me from when he answered that bitch McCready’s question.

Your brother or your lover...

Without hesitation, he had stared the ATF agent down and ordered her to take the handcuffs off me. When she complied, he ordered her and Jennings from the room. With the cable ties still around his wrists, Callan had lifted his arms over my head to loosely hug me. 

We’ll do this together, baby. You and me. 

On the couch in our little apartment with its secondhand furnishings, Callan nudged me with his nose. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m happy.” I whispered my answer, afraid some outside force would knock on the door the instant I admitted my joy and take everything away, whether it was a Gypsy, some government agency or another dirty cop. 

He tilted my head up so that I had to look at him. “And being happy scares you?”

I nodded. Hell, after my father and being invisible most of my life, even compliments scared me. Being happy, loved and cared for terrified me. As working poor as we were in witness protection, I’d never had so much to lose in my life.

“Scares me, too,” he confessed. 

Callan wasn’t the type of man to cry, but I could see deep emotion shimmering in his gaze. 

“How do you keep from going crazy with it?” I needed to know. Some days I felt one kind word or kiss away from the loony bin. That in itself seemed certifiable.

Softly smiling, he eased me onto the cushion, stood and offered me his hands. “Let me show you.”

It wasn’t an answer—or maybe it was. 

I let him lead me into the bedroom and watched in silence as he pulled back the thin quilt covering the mattress. He stripped his t-shirt off then turned his attention to my robe. Slowly, he peeled the fabric off my shoulders and down my arms to expose my breasts. 

Taking a seat on the bed, he pulled me so that I stood between his spread legs. His hands cupped my breasts as his mouth slowly advanced on one nipple. My head dipped backwards as his tongue touched the tight bud. My arms curled around Callan’s head, hugging him to my chest. 

His fingers found their way between my pressed thighs. He took short, curling strokes against my clit, his tongue moving in the same pattern between small bites to my breast. The sensations had me straining on tiptoe to ease his access. My breathing became erratic, signaling how close he already had me to climax.

“Not yet, love.” He turned, taking me with him so that my back was against the mattress. He finished removing my robe, the fabric finding its way to the floor as he settled between my open thighs. 

Pinching my lower lips apart, he started to gently suckle at my clit. The tenderness he exhibited had fresh tears coating my cheeks. He had told me, back in Charlottesville, that sometimes he would take me roughly, but every night since our arrest it had been this loving intimacy.

As if each night might be our last together, he wanted me to know how thoroughly loved I was. And, no matter how much it had thrilled me that long ago night, I didn’t need the roughness, just the strength that was always present. 

Reaching down, I caressed the scar on his left hand. “Do you think we can ever have children?” 

The thought had been pushing at me all week, as if the happiness I felt couldn’t be spent on just one person without overwhelming Callan with my need.

His mouth moved along my hip, kissing the sensitive hollow on one side before moving to its twin on the opposite hip. For a few seconds, I thought he hadn’t heard me or didn’t want to hurt me with the answer. Moving back to my mound, he kissed the top split then looked at me.

“Yeah, baby. I think we can. When every last Gypsy is dead.”

He lowered his head, not waiting to see my reaction. I nodded even as his tongue began to explore deep inside my sex. I knew it wasn’t an idle answer or one meant to delay an inevitable denial. We were in the wind at that moment, gathering our bearings while McCready and her cohorts kept a watchful eye on us and prosecutors built the rest of their case against the motorcycle club. But Callan would carry through with the threat. He would do it not just for me and our future, but for his brothers and his father. 

“Baby, that wasn’t supposed to make you cry.”

I wrapped my fingers around the back of his head and tugged him upward. “I want you in me. Please, Callan.”

He surfed up the bed, his arms pushing between my body and the mattress so that he could hold me tightly against him as his cock slowly sank into me. He nuzzled my neck, whispering sweet somethings as his hips took up a slow rhythm. I could feel him hard and moving inside me. My knees hugged his hips and my breath came in wet gasps of pleasure. 

Callan wrapped one hand around my chin, forcing my mouth open. He kissed me, deep and twirling as his hips circled more tightly against me. Need whipped through me and my hands found his back. Fresh marks appeared beside fading ones as I dragged my nails against his flesh to keep from screaming.

Stopping the kiss, he panted against my ear, letting me know he was close. 

Together, baby. You and me...

I lifted against him one last time, the scream finally breaking from my throat as I came. He had repeated the words many times since leaving that interrogation room. He said it when we discussed how we would get out of Oklahoma, how we wouldn’t abandon his brother or father, and how we would get to the point where we could stop looking over our shoulders. He said it at times like this when our bodies were melded together, the many repetitions etching the promise in my flesh and in my bones.

Together baby. You and me. 
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Outlaw Kind of Love: Prairie Devils MC Romance by Nicole Snow

I: Backstabbing Bastard (Rachel)

I didn't understand why he was tearing up. It scared the hell out of me.

Dad never cried. One minute, we were having a perfectly normal conversation as I rode in his big shiny Escalade. We were talking about something or other, my intern plans in the Fall at the veterinarian's office, or maybe what he was going to get his new girlfriend for their six month anniversary.

For once, he wasn't berating me about putting college on hold or whining about the way I dressed. He was in a good mood, and happiness was rare for my father.

Then his face went dark. We pulled off the highway into an empty lot, an abandoned weighing station for big rigs that hadn't been torn up yet.

“Hey! What's up, Dad? Why are we stopping here?”

He shook his head. A slow, red faced shake, as if it took all his strength to turn the wheel, guiding the vehicle to the side of the road.

I looked out. A blinding orange summer sun was just setting over the distant ranches, sending us into an early North Dakota night.

“I'm...I'm so sorry, Rachel. If there were any other way to avoid this, I would. God, please forgive me.”

My heartbeat doubled. And that was before I heard the terrible roar up the road, the deafening blast of motorcycle engines. A lot of motorcycles.

“Dad? Dad! What the fuck!”

His face tightened. “Stop using that language. I don't care how hard things are about to get. You'll keep acting like a lady...no matter what they do to you.”

The last part croaked out under his breath. His face crinkled and lost a few of the tears pooling in his eyes. He wiped his wet cheeks as five or six hairy bikers encircled us, bringing their bikes to an abrupt stop.

They had us surrounded. Confusion and terror gave way to panic. I began to scream, pounding on the glass window and reaching for the handle.

Not that I could've outrun them. Big, powerful, and ruthless men like that?

Good luck. And all the luck in the world had abandoned me.

Fight-or-flight kicked in. Dad clicked the lock shut before I could pop the door, reluctantly lowering the window as a man who looked like a bearded gorilla appeared at his side.

“You got her or what?”

“Yeah. Don't hurt my Rachel. Please. I've given you everything you wanted and more.”

The stranger tipped his head back and laughed. It was a bawdy, harsh sound, almost as fearsome as he looked. He reminded me of a pirate captain from those cheesy old movies, but there was nothing lighthearted about this.

“Mister Mayor, we're the ones doing your ass a favor. And don't you forget it.”

Dad's face turned beet red. His head looked like a fat, wrinkled sac of gunpowder ready to go off.

“I won't forget,” Dad said with a sigh.

I blinked. Jesus, what was this?

Nobody ever got away with talking to my father, the mighty politician, that way.

“Good man. Now let the bitch out. Tell her not to run. Wouldn't want Blow's hands to rough up that pretty little face.”

I stopped pounding my thighs in panic. My arms, my legs, the very blood pumping through my veins went numb. I turned to Dad one last time, defeated and horrified.

“Do what he says, Rachel. This is...this is for the good of our family. You'll understand someday.”

I didn't move. On the driver's side, he punched the button for the lock. I heard the click and then the door flew open.

One of those big hairy apes was on me, unbuckling my seat belt, dragging me out of the car. My throat was already hoarse from crying and screaming, but I had plenty more for them.

“Mmmm! Got a real wild one here, Venom. You want to ride with her or should I?”

My little wrists flailed backwards, slapping at him pathetically. Dad's Escalade chugged to life, and I watched him drive away, beating a retreat from the horror show he'd directed.

“Give her here!” The bigger, older man who'd been talking to Dad snarled, reached forward, and picked me up by the waist.

He threw me across his shoulder like a caveman. I beat on his back until my hands hurt.

No effect. The ogre didn't let up as he carried me several feet to his waiting bike, and parked me on the backseat.

“You gonna shut up or am I gonna have to make you? I'm not listening to this shit all the way to Fargo.”

I ignored him, sobbing quietly in my seat. I couldn't make my limbs move anymore.

The four bikes up ahead thundered as the guys revved their engines. Venom threw his leg over the bike just in front of me, and told me to hold on tight.

This is fucking crazy! I'll go with you, asshole. But I'm not gonna touch you if it's the last thing I –

A resounding swipe to the side of my head silenced all my thoughts. He'd spun around and backhanded me. My whole body trembled in shock.

No man had ever hit me before. Let alone one who looked like an escaped con.

“When I talk to you, the answer is 'yes, sir,' or 'no, sir.' You give me the cold shoulder again and I'll rip it clean off, bitch. We're on a tight schedule. Got a quick meeting with some assholes and then it's a clean ride home to our clubhouse in Sioux Falls. You're Skulls property now.”

He paused, lighting up a fat, reeking cigar. “Put your little hands around me and get fucking used to it. I'm not telling you again.”

My brain locked up, scanning all its options. There was only one, and I did the sole terrible thing I could.

I obeyed.

Like a shaking animal, I leaned forward, grasping the demon's flabby body. Just then, I'd do anything to relieve the suffocating weight in my lungs, the agonizing certainty that this was bound to get a whole lot worse.

“Good girl,” he puffed, blowing his stinking tobacco back in my face. “Let's ride.”

I zoned out, somewhere between a waking sleep and a wide awake trauma. My hands stayed perched on his repulsive body, hovering near the place where his belt met his leather.

Venom shifted his hips occasionally. It didn't take a genius to realize he was fighting an erection.

When I noticed, I almost heaved, and it forced me deeper into my self-induced coma. I was alone with gnawing questions – almost as bad as the cold reality outside my head.

Why? Why, why, why had Dad given me over to these animals?

I knew he was into some shady shit. Shady was the middle name of our town, Cassandra, but he was the man who'd run on a platform of cleaning up the town, and never doing deals with the Prairie Devils MC like the last Mayor did.

Obviously, something horrible had changed his mind. He'd never been father of the year.

The Dad I knew was a cold, career driven man. Even holidays with him, the only times I really saw him, felt like carefully staged photo ops.

It only got worse after mother died. He hurled himself into politics, selling off the old family business, and dedicating his life to public service with a scary passion. He talked about it endlessly over those big family dinners, as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

I was only twelve when he revealed his grand plan to make me a Governor's daughter. First, the council seat, then the Mayor's office. With any luck, he'd get a state appointment or haul in some big cash from new friends, an easy bridge to North Dakota's lone Congressional seat and then the Governor's mansion.

When we were winding toward Fargo, I lifted my head, staring closely at my captor's back for the first time. I'd seen the Devils around town before – our little hamlet was home to their founding charter – but these guys didn't have the same winking devil and pitchfork patches I'd always known.

RAGING SKULLS MC, SIOUX FALLS was outlined in white banners on his leather in big blocky letters. The text patches surrounded a dark red screaming skull.

So much for those campaign promises, Dad. Looks like you've traded one group of crazy scum for another.

“What's so fucking funny?” Venom growled, his voice barely audible over the bike's roar and the nimble summer wind.

“Nothing,” I muttered. I hadn't even realized I was laughing.

Jesus. My marbles were really rolling right out of my head, and he hadn't even made me touch him yet. Not like that.

I didn't want to think about it. To think that I'd saved my virginity for nineteen years, only to give it up to this beast, old enough to be my own father.

Like it or not, it was coming. I saw the way he looked at me when we stopped for fuel. Not to mention the sour, ratty little laughs of his henchmen.

“Hope you're well rested for a wild ride when we get home tonight, little girl,” the man called Blow whispered into my ear when Venom was in the bathroom. “Our VP's gonna tear your sweet pussy up. Just hope there's still a little something left for the rest of us when he gets bored of you. The club needs new meat, and you're a very tasty looking cut.”

I should've run then, should've screamed, should've done anything to flag down the attention of the old couple who ran that little gas station in the middle of nowhere.

Shoulda, coulda, woulda.

I knew all about the biker gangs, though. Our local Devils and the men who came through every year on their way to Sturgis protected their interests like hungry wolves.

Resisting would just get others killed, and I wasn't okay with that.

Back on the road, Venom took the lead, driving the short distance into Fargo. Soon, we were sloping into what looked like the entrance to a city park. The motorcycle's roar became more noticeable at the slower speed.

Several shadowy shapes on other bikes were waiting. More than just his guys.

“Keep your fucking mouth shut,” he whispered behind me. “What goes down here is none of your business, and you're not gonna embarrass us in front of our new...partners.”

The last word came after a pause, like he didn't want to acknowledge the group of strangers. Venom lifted himself off the bike, throwing my hands toward me in a flurry.

He walked behind me and grabbed the small bag in the little compartment. His men flanked him as he carried it forward in the darkness.

I couldn't see much of the other group in the dull orange light streaming down from the park's lone functioning lamp.

“Evening, guys. Got your shipment right here. Your toll for letting us through through Devil's territory, as promised.” Venom's back was turned to me, but I knew he was smiling.

I'd seen his smile exactly twice. It was a big crooked grin with deep craters where several teeth were broken out.

Jesus. That's the smile you're going to see when he's got you under him, or somewhere even worse.

“Yeah, yeah,” a new voice said. “Jonesy, get up here! Let's count this shit and make sure everything's here. You can never tell with these bastards.”

The man came closer. I saw him in the faint light, a tall younger guy in his prime, maybe close to thirty.

He had a handsome face with medium sandy hair and long stubble. His bright eyes pierced straight through the pale orange fog. Broad shoulders, strong hips, the kind of man a girl would casually drool over if she was anywhere but here.

Venom's shoulders twitched. It was easy to see the stranger's bold defiance got underneath his skin. Mister Tall, Young, Dark, and Handsome had thrown disrespect in his face the same way that bastard had blown his cigar stink into mine.

A skinnier man ran forward, joining the young guy. They were both underneath the lights now, and I saw the trademark Prairie Devils patches on their leather jackets.

The two Devils began lifting big blocks in plastic bags out of the leather bag and counting. An older man with gray hair showed up behind them.

I'd seen him around town a couple times before. It was the President of the Devils, their founder, a man everybody called Voodoo.

“Hm. We're missing a couple, boys,” skinny Jonesy said. “Want me to recount, Throttle?”

“No,” the good looking guy said. “I counted right along with you, Jonesy. We're two short, Pop.”

“What the hell is this?” Vodoo said. He turned away from Throttle – apparently his son – back to a very pissed looking Venom.

“That's the price of our last trip up near Canada for you assholes,” Venom spat. “You wanted us to take that offbeat busted up road all the way to Montana...”

Venom stepped up, planting himself in the old man's face. “Well, one of my guy's got busted by a surprise border patrol pig about fifty miles from the border. Blew a couple tires on that shitty road too. You're lucky our whole fucking gun shipment didn't wind up in some sheriff's hands.”

Throttle cut between the two men, his big fists coiled at his sides.

“I don't give a shit. You wanna do business going through Devils' territory, then you're gonna play by our rules.” He raised one hand, planted it on Venom's chest, and gave him a shove.

Venom swung, but missed, and barely caught himself before crashing to the ground.

That claustrophobic ache in my chest was back. I couldn't breathe.

Jesus, if these guys are going to put me in the middle of a gang fight...I can't take it. I won't!

I broke down and started to cry. Loudly.

The rival gangs were circling each other beneath that jack-o-lantern glow, Raging Skulls and Prairie Devils ready to tear into each other like feral packs. My shrill sobbing seemed to give everybody pause in the stillness.

“Hold up, hold up. Let him get on his feet,” Voodoo said. “It's not worth breaking the truce, son. Just as long as these fuckers go back across the border and cough up our two missing keys of coke, plus interest. And I want them by tomorrow night.”

Venom glared, kept his hands up, holding his boys back. The men were still sizing each other up, one wrong move away from a fistfight. Or probably something a lot worse than a hand-to-hand brawl by the way some of them were fingering their pockets.

I lost it. My nerves were fried. The latest uneven sob I gave up to the night became a full on scream.

“Hey, what the fuck is this?” Throttle crossed right past the glaring Skulls and saw me for the first time.

We locked eyes. I watched his widen, and then narrow as he creased his brow, hatred filling every part of him.

“Fuck! They've got a girl back here, Pop.” He came closer, closer, until he was just a couple feet away. “Doesn't look good.”

He looked me over, saw the red mark on my face. It had started to swell since Venom backhanded me on the cheek.

“She's hurt!” He growled, turning back to the men behind him, before moving all the way over to me. “Come on, baby. Let's get you off that grungy excuse for a bike.”

I whimpered as his strong arms wrapped around me. More commotion among the group, threats and curses. They didn't stop him from pulling me off Venom's motorcycle.

“What the hell do you think you're doing, Voodoo? This is our god damned business. Not yours.” Venom tore himself away from the old President, staring at Throttle and I. My mysterious savior wasn't slowing down.

“Put her back right now, asshole! Right. Fucking. Now! I had to bust good balls to get my hands on that fresh meat. You take her away from me and I'll fuck up your whole crew.”

“Pop?” Throttle yelled over the Skulls roaring their agreement. “Still wanna keep that truce? Two keys of coke behind schedule is bad, but dealing with despicable fucks who beat up little girls...”

His words disappeared into a savage growl. Voodoo and Throttle stared at each other across the angry men lined up between us.

“Oh, God,” I sputtered, struggling for breath.

“Just breathe! Breathe, baby, and keep walking with me. None of these shitheads are gonna lay another finger on you. I promise.”

I saw Voodoo look from side to side, glancing at his boys. Then he gave them a slow, solemn nod. I threw myself into Throttle's side, burying my face, right as someone threw the first punch.

The sounds around me were terrible. Men screamed and swore, scratching and clawing at each other.

Throttle jerked away from me once. I screamed, suddenly all alone.

My eyes opened just in time to see him pick up Blow and throw him across the parking lot.

“Let's go!” His hand was on mine again, forcing me to keep moving. “See that bike over there? That's mine. That's where we'll be home free. Just keep on going and don't look at anything else.”

We went right past several guys on the ground rolling around. The metallic echoes on the ground were too sharp to be fists or belt buckles. Had to be knives, hammers, and brass knuckles slapping the concrete, sometimes making softer cracks when they impacted flesh instead.

A second later, he had me settled on the back of his bike, leaning close to whisper in my ear. “Stay here. I gotta finish this shit so we can take off.”

“No, don't go!”

I yelled after him, but he was already running into the fray. It looked like the Devils had the upper hand. I hoped so, anyway.

Several skulls were retreating toward their bikes. I saw Venom's big outline being helped up by another man. They helped him slow walk to the infernal machine I'd been forced to ride on.

“Voodoo! Voodoo!” He sputtered, over and over, dark blood flying from his lips. “Your MC just signed its death warrant! We're gonna rip all you Devil sons of bitches a new –“

A gunshot rang out. I flinched.

Throttle had his pistol drawn, breathing heavily. He fired the bullet across Venom's head – probably intentional.

I doubted a man like that ever missed. Jonesy was at his side, cradling a wound.

In a summer second, everybody packing heat had their handguns out and pointed at each other. Voodoo stepped forward, crossing the invisible boundary between the gangs.

“Get the hell out of here before I change my mind about letting you go with your lives. Truce is dead in another hour. Stay the fuck out of Devils' territory.”

The old President cleared his throat and spat, barely missing Venom's boot. I could feel the hatred between them, crawling beneath the white hot tension thickening the summer air.

“Come on. We'll be back to settle scores later. We'll have sharper teeth too...”

The Devils didn't move until their rivals roared out of the parking lot. Several men grabbed the injured Jonesy and fished a first aid kit from one of the bikes.

It was like being tossed into a battlefield. My stomach churned.

I tried to ignore the screams as his biker brothers applied pressure to the cut in his side.

A strong hand squeezed my shoulder. I looked up at Throttle's face, firm but friendly, staring into those deep blue eyes.

“See? I said you were gonna be alright. My word in this club goes, second only to Pop's.” He straightened his jacket, giving me a good look at the V. PRESIDENT patch on his left breast.

Father and son, thick as thieves. Even this crazy biker family isn't as fucked up as mine...

I should've done a better job controlling my thoughts. I started crying again, and then all over Throttle when he pulled me close, cradling me in his thick arms.

“Shhh. Don't say a word, baby girl. We'll sort all this shit out after we get you home.”

Home.

I didn't have one now. That made me cry even harder, but his gentle touch kept it in check, prevented my sadness from turning into a full hissing, screaming lunatic fit.

We'll sort all this out. His words echoed in my head. Guess we'll see about that.

Throttle held me until my sobs lessened. He slipped onto the bike ahead of me, helping curl my hands around him. I instantly noticed a huge contrast with Venom's flabby belly.

The Devils' VP was way more fit than the ugly ogre he'd run off. Throttle looked like the very icon of what a knight on this steel horse should be.

“You good to ride, Jonesy?” He shouted.

I looked up and the skinny man nodded. “I'll manage. This run's only a little under an hour. Frannie can patch me up at the clubhouse.”

“Hear that, boys?” Voodoo yelled over the roar of multiple bikes. “That's our cue to get ourselves out of this sorry shithole.”

“Thanks for helping me, Throttle,” I whispered just before we got on the road, my first real words to my savior.

“Anytime. And call me Jack. That's my real name.” He reached down with one hand and patted mine. “Never got yours, baby girl.”

“It's Rachel.”

“Rachel. Rach. I like that.”

Even after all the horror, the smooth way he said it made me smile.
II: Licking Everybody's Wounds (Jack)

Saving that angel took a lot out of me.

We sat around the big club table, unwinding with beer and whisky. I wasn't the only one who looked thoroughly whipped.

Pop was at the head, the gavel at his side. He sat up straight, but I knew his bad back was killing him.

He can't keep this shit up much longer, damn it. Makes me wish I'd given that bastard in Fargo more than just a warning shot. Would've saved myself some trouble down the line when I get the reigns.

“What's the story on the stowaway?” Creeper smiled at me across the table, his eyes totally hidden in the extra large shades he insisted on wearing in all but the darkest places.

“Quit calling her that, man,” I said. “Dunno yet. Frannie's cleaning her up and getting some food in her belly.”

“She'll live,” Warlock said. “My old lady fixes folks right. You guys should see the patch up job she did on Jonesy.”

“She's in good hands,” I agreed. I turned to Pop. “Now that we've declared war on the Raging fucking Skulls, shouldn't we make sure our equipment's in order? We need an attack plan.”

Pop narrowed his eyes. He did the right thing helping with the rescue and putting those assholes on the run. But he did it reluctantly, and I knew he blamed me for things going sour.

“We're gonna dig in and look alive. If there's one thing I learned in Nam, it's to keep on the defensive.”

“What about a good offense being a fucking awesome defense?” Bolt slammed his whisky shot and clinked his glass on the table so hard it almost broke.

“He's right, Pop. Why not hit those assholes hard before they call in reinforcements from the south? Sitting here isn't gonna do us any good while they're planning the attack.”

“You've got a lot to learn, son,” he growled back, revealing none of the pain shooting up as his spine as he sat up straighter. “Before all you hotheads in the room go charging forward, take a second and remember what happened in Sturgis.”

Everybody in the room cringed.

It happened just last year. Our charter was part of the honor guard for all the big groups flowing into the annual motorcycle rally. Along our route, we had everything from rowdy riding clubs to the most vicious one-percenter MCs under our wing.

Something was bound to go wrong. Sure enough, it did.

The Ontario Snakes, our old Canadian trading partners, got into it with the Grizzles from out West. I was riding with the Snakes on the road, trying to keep the two from tearing each other apart.

A Grizzly Prospect decided to swing his dick by running the Ontario Snakes VP off the road. Too bad that accident killed him, and then all hell broke lose.

Our MC stuck by the Snakes, our old allies. It was the right decision to keep our drugs and guns flowing across the northern border, but we let our buds take too much into their own hands to deal out vengeance.

We rode with them right into a Grizzly trap. Got both our Prospects killed and a whole lot of Snakes bit it too before the Grizzlies roared back to Montana licking their wounds.

I gritted my teeth. Nothing was worse than Pop being right. Nothing.

“Don't break your jaw, Throttle.” Warlock smiled at me. “Your old man's right. We can't risk another dust up like that. More Feds are sweeping the Dakotas since the local police are in MC pockets half the time. You know what those RICO laws can do. Any big blowouts could fuck over our whole business if it attracts the wrong attention.”

I didn't say anything. Warlock lived up to his name, a big man with bushy hair and a sick power to read faces. He was also our club diplomat and Sergeant at Arms, keeping our boys away from each other's throats and our associates too.

“I'm calling a vote,” Pop said. “Let's get this shit out of the way so everybody's on the same page. All in favor of going on the offense against the Raging Skulls, speak up now. We'll go with the Nays first.”

I stared at the table as he went around to the seven of us. Jonesy got a proxy vote while he was laid up.

Everyone was a Nay. I saw it in their eyes before they spoke their vote aloud.

Even Bolt voted 'nay.' He always voted the same way as his cousins Shady and Pounce. Didn't matter if he felt differently.

None of my brothers looked me right in the eyes during the vote. They didn't like disappointing me, or else they were afraid I'd remember one day when I finally took over the club.

“Now the 'ayes,'” Pop said, fixing his harsh stare on me.

Why the fuck did he bother? I raised my hand and loudly confirmed my vote anyway.

But Pop's reason ruled the day. Unanimous except for my 'aye' vote. And that stunk like hell.

“It's a 'no go.'” Voodoo slammed down the gavel. “If nobody else has any business, then let's lighten up and get our shit in order. It's been a damned long day.”

“Sounds good to me, Prez.” Bolt lead everybody out, heading straight for the bar to wet his whistle with more brain blasting poison.

The door clicked shut behind Warlock, last out.

Pop and I were alone. I looked up at him, holding in my fury.

“You didn't have to humiliate me like that. Are you trying to make me look like a reckless asshole to the whole club?”

“Yeah, matter of fact I am, son. That's because you're acting like one.”

If he wasn't my old man, I would've popped out of my chair and nailed him in the face. I dug my fists into my sides beneath the table.

“I did the only thing I could! Fuck, I saved us from a lot of trouble with those fucking jackoffs. Rachel can't be a day over twenty and she looked like a scared puppy. We don't need to be doing business with the Skulls when they're buying little girls.”

“Rachel? That's the name of this bitch we have to go to war for?” Pop glared at me, shaking his head. “Shorting us on coke is bad. But trading bitches – if that's what was happening – is none of our business.”

The holier-than-thou tone in his voice was really pissing me off. The older Pop got, the more righteous he sounded, and the less he really cared about much of anything.

It was a stupid fucking paradox. One that worried me too.

I bolted out of the chair and slammed my hands on the table in front of him, leaning into his face.

“This isn't you, Pop. This isn't our club. What the fuck happened to you? If you're really that tired of all this shit, then you ought to hang up your jacket and give the gavel to somebody with vision.”

He reared up like he was about to punch me. Hesitated at the last second. Typical Pop – all bark, no bite.

It bothered me more that everybody else was starting to realize that too, brothers and enemies alike.

“Vision? That's what's gotten a lot of good men killed over the years, son. Took me half my life to figure that out. Club business is business, Jack, and there's no room for chivalry in blood and money.”

My nostrils flared. A brutal heat throbbed through me, even as I held my gaze, staring into the eyes of someone I used to respect.

I tore myself away, walking past him, straight for the door. The big club banner with the pitchfork on it rippled on the wall with my movement, my burning need to get the hell out of here.

“Son, wait...” he called after me, weaker and softer than before.

“No.” I ripped the door open and stopped. “Fuck you and your business. And if that's what this club's all about from now on, then fuck it too.”

I slammed the door so hard the whole building shook. Several guys at the bar perked up at the noise, roused from their drunken stupor.

“She settling in okay?” I looked at Frannie, trying to ignore the killer rage dredged up by seeing Rachel with an ice pack tight to her pretty face.

“I think she'll make it, hon. I'd tell you it's a sure thing if I had a clean kitchen and infirmary to come to at the clubhouse...”

“Yeah, sorry about that. Prospects haven't been doing their job with all the excitement around here. Gonna have to have a heart-to-heart with them about all that.”

Frannie's kind sass brought a smile to my face, despite all the bullshit. Warlock landed himself one hell of an old lady, the kind of girl who just got better with age, even if her looks didn't hold up the best.

Easy for you to say, a voice said in the back of my mind. Let's see how well you look when you're pushing fifty.

“I'd like that. But only if you guys wanna eat on time and get your wounds licked without an infection,” Frannie said. “If it's not too much trouble.”

“What Frannie wants, Frannie gets.” I echoed the line the whole club used all the time, and that made her laugh.

“How 'bout you, baby girl?” I turned to Rachel. “Can you talk?”

She slowly drew the ice pack off her face. The swelling along her cheek looked redder than before, but going down. Good.

“Yeah. I appreciate everything...the rescue and the help here, I mean.”

“Where'd you come from? Is there anybody we should call to help you out?”

Wrong question. Rachel stared down at her dusty shoes, fighting back a whimper.

Shit. I just wanted to get some information. Don't want to make this angel's tough time rougher.

“Jack! This isn't the best time to interrogate the poor girl. Get out of my infirmary if you're gonna do that. This is a place for healing.” Frannie wagged her finger at me like an old mother.

She'd been a nurse before Warlock claimed her and moved her into the club full time. Good thing for the club that her sweet, but firm bedside manner didn't go when she quit her real job.

“No, it's okay,” Rachel sniffed. “I...I don't know where to begin.”

“Just tell me what happened,” I said gently, moving close to her. “We're here to help you out.”

I took her hand. Frannie eyed us with a skeptical wrinkle on her face, one beat away from swatting me away with the stethoscope around her neck.

“It was my father. He's the Mayor here, just elected...he drove me out to meet those other bikers. There was no warning. He just told me to get out the car and go with them. It was like he was giving up a stray dog!”

“Fuck,” I muttered under my breath. I increased my hold on her precious hand, doing my best to soothe her worries away.

How the hell can anyone wipe away something like this? Had a feeling the new boss was a bastard.

I'd heard about Hargrove's election. Pop wasn't happy about it either. Hargrove had always been a pompous little man who stuck out like a sore cock in Cassandra.

He did business and politicking different than everybody else in this little town, but it had obviously won him enough friends in high places to win the election.

“It's gonna be okay,” I told her. I was dead serious. “Why the fuck would he give you away to the Skulls? Did he say anything?”

She looked up, meeting my eyes. Soft starlight flickered through them as she struggled to remember the painful details.

“No, but the Skulls talked to him like he was their...”

“Their bitch?”

“Yeah.” Sadness and anger seethed in her, making her pale skin flush. “Said it was for the good of our family.”

“Shit. Those boys must have something on your old man.” My face hardened. Just thinking about that puke Mayor made me want to pound on the nearest brick wall. “That doesn't excuse what he did to you. What kind of sick fuck won't fight for his own daughter?”

“He never cared about me.” She shrugged. “I just never thought he'd do something like this.”

“Well, he can't hurt you anymore, baby girl. You have my word.”

It was hell holding back from touching her more. I wanted to bring her soft hand to my face, rub it gently across my stubble, then kiss it until I stopped all her tears cold.

What I wouldn't give to have Frannie in the other room.

“Listen to him, Rachel.” Warlock's old lady piped up, laying her hand on my shoulder.

Pretty strong for an old lady, but I guess years of fixing broken bodies will do that.

“Thank you so much. Nobody's ever given me this kind of attention...you're better than my own family.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she cracked.

I leaned into her, pulling her toward my chest. The shattered dove wept all over me and I let her.

Cry it all out. I'm gonna make Mayor Fuck-face pay a hundred times over, and the Raging Skulls too.

“Make sure she gets something good to eat, Frannie.” The old lady raised a warning eyebrow at me. “Didn't mean it like that. Anything that comes out of your kitchen is fucking awesome, and you know it. I'll get on those newbies and whip 'em with my belt if I have to. If anybody around here needs clean facilities, it's you.”

“You do that, Jack Shields.”

I started to let go, but Rachel grabbed onto the leather jacket around my shoulders, hugging me closer. Frannie turned back to sanitizing some medical gear in the corner of our little makeshift sick room.

Warlock's old lady didn't see how one hand crept to the small of my girl's back. I pressed it there. If we were in one of those sappy supernatural shows, I would've transferred some strength into her.

“Stay strong, little Rach. You're gonna settle in here and be just fine. If there's nowhere else for you to go, then you can stay here as long as you'd like.”

She answered by pushing her chin into my shoulder and sighing softly. Her breath wandered onto my neck, warm and sweet.

Rachel let go just in time for Frannie to turn around. Good thing too. I was getting harder by the second.

Inappropriate as all hell, but I couldn't help it. I turned, hiding my erection, annoyed with my body's natural response to that beautiful girl's touch.

I gave them both a quick wave goodbye and headed for the door.

I shut the door and walked down the hall to my room. Went right past the Purple Room on the way, where a couple of the club whores were spread out sleeping on plush burgundy.

I hesitated for a second. It had been months since I went to Rita and Michelle to blow off steam, and today I really needed it.

No. Keep moving.

Yeah, I could've barged in there and taken a girl to my room. Truth is, I didn't like fucking the whores much. I only used them when that pressure in my nuts became an ache that distracted me from everything else.

Didn't happen much. I usually had a real girl, the kind I liked to play up at the bars in every little biker hole from Cassandra to Chicago. They fell easy and often. I drove my dick hard and deep in their innocent little bodies, sometimes more than once, giving them the rough fantasy they all craved.

It came easy because they were exactly what I wanted: women outside club life. Pure, sweet, and corruptible, they offered me a touch I couldn't get from the whores, a little slice of the wide strange world outside MC life. The only life I'd ever known.

Some sweet merciful gods had given me a body women wanted since I bulked up like a man, and years in the club had hardened it to perfection. I should've been out fucking every night.

But casual hookups got old the older I got.

I'd never admit it to my brothers, let alone a hookup, but I was ready for something else. Pop wouldn't be around forever. His marriage with my junkie mom didn't last long, and he never went steady after that.

When he was retired and dead, I'd be the last Shields on earth. Not unless I found an old lady to claim, a beautiful baby girl to make lots of babies early and often.

Something about the idea of breeding like a tiger with the right mate turned my cock to steel. I stretched out on my old bed, patting the lump in my jeans with one hand.

Patience. Soon as this shit with the Skulls clears up, I'm gonna beat all these little personal demons cold.

I closed my eyes and tried to sleep. It wasn't easy with adrenaline and desire jacking up my blood, especially when I saw Rachel's tight young body every time my eyes twitched.
III: Rabbit in a Wolves' Den (Rachel)

I don't know how the hell I went to sleep that night, but I did.

Frannie's T.L.C. helped me more than I could've imagined. So did Jack's touch. The way he whispered to me and held me close took me far away.

In his arms, hell didn't burn so hot anymore.

I almost forgot about Dad's betrayal, and that messy ride with the Skulls. Almost.

I slept long and hard, way past noon. Remembering everything hit me in an awful rush.

Jesus. It's not a nightmare after all. What the fuck am I gonna do now?

Taking the pillows close to my face, I tried to blunt my crying and screaming, but of course I fell flat on my face.

Frannie was in the room across the hall, and she heard everything.

Next thing I knew, there was this big, kind lump sitting next to me, slowly stroking me back to sanity like I was her own flesh and blood.

“There there, young lady. Everything's gonna be alright. We won't let it be anything else when you've had two of the most powerful people in the club tell you you're gonna be okay.”

Her joke brought a ghostly smile to my face. I sat up, leaned into her, trying to get my head straight.

“I don't know what the hell I'm doing. I have nowhere to go.” I shook my head, already exasperated with being a nomad. “Half my friends are getting ready for college...they can't take me in. Extended family lives far away. And God! If anyone found out what Dad did...what if he sent them after me again?”

I wasn't certain what turned my stomach more; thinking about those greasy Skulls or my own father?

“Nobody's coming after you. I told you once and I'll tell you again: we won't let 'em. I'll keep telling you too, Rach, as many times as it takes to drill it into your pretty head.”

There wasn't a shred of doubt in Frannie's voice. My body wanted to lay down on the bed and sleep the other twelve hours of the new day away. Good thing the saner part of me wouldn't allow that.

“Put me to work,” I muttered.

“What?”

“Give me something to do around here. It's the least I can do with no way to pay rent.” I watched her make a face like I was saying something totally crazy. “I really need a distraction too.”

The lines in Frannie's face smoothed. She smiled, understanding at last.

“Come on. I'll let you get all cleaned up and start you something easy and mindless. Somebody will probably give me hell about having you doing Prospects' work, but I don't care.”

Frannie didn't catch hell after all. By the end of the week, my hands ached from polishing floors and organizing cabinets. I felt like I'd just been through the gauntlet in a big kitchen and a hospital backroom.

In a way, it was refreshing to do real labor. Dad always protected me from that, having an underpaid cleaning lady on hand at all times.

Work burned away the pain. And burning off all that evil energy made me the most peaceful I'd been since arriving at the Devils' clubhouse.

Moving my body smothered fires in my brain. I didn't have time to cry when I threw myself into scrubbing, sweeping, and organizing. I worked until I slept easy – or easy enough – each night.

Didn't have time to let stupid little fantasies about my savior Jack go crazy either. But my daydreams still came in spurts, as unsettling as they were beautiful.

He'd been away for several days on club business – something about picking up supplies from another charter in International Falls – and a big part of me was glad.

If Jack had been here, I might've shunned work in favor of a very different, far riskier distraction.

The Skulls and my asshole father did more than nearly steal my virginity. They made me fear losing it to the wrong man.

After nineteen years, I'd held out for Mister Right, going on a few awkward dates with boys from school. They were too boring to make anything last, and rewarding these skinny dullards with sex was the last thing on my brain.

I pushed sex in the background altogether. I'd built it up to be this perfect, unachievable wonder. And to think it might be thrust on me at any time, against my will...

My capture, rescue, and arrival at the club had rebooted my brain. That filthy creep Venom had almost had his chance to wreck me for life.

I thought about sex a lot, and that just made me work harder. When I got into the rhythm of my chores, I could push it out of mind, including that sweet, handsome man who delivered goosebumps just by standing next to me.

Hard work saved me from myself, and from Jack. Even when I heard the guys taking the whores in that room down the hall, moaning and grunting out their pleasure, I ignored it with labor, anything to take my mind off dangerous temptations.

I'd even made a few friends. Tank and Freak, the club's two Prospects, both gave me massive props for cleaning up the Devils' messes better than they ever could.

At least I'm a natural at something Dad wouldn't approve of.

Actually, all the guys treated me like a polite guest, giving me way more credit than I would've ever given to these big fearsome bikers in my old life. Surprisingly, none of them tried to hit on me either.

Warlock was the only one around with an old lady. The rest of the guys were old or divorced or just throwing themselves at the two whores. I wondered what the hell made the Prairie Devils so different.

These guys were rough around the edges, but they didn't make my skin crawl like being around the Raging Skulls did.

Everything would've been awesome if it was just the Devils and Frannie I was dealing with. But then there were the whores.

The two women slunk around like cats when they weren't in that huge room decked with pink and purple.

The room creeped me out. It was like something a High School play would piece together to represent a Sultan's bedchamber.

The whores watched me working from a distance when they weren't in there fucking or sleeping. They never returned my smiles.

I was all ready to avoid those stone cold bitches on the evening Rita came up to me.

The skinny floozy was around thirty, wearing a tank top that revealed even more than her ass length skirt. I was cleaning the frames on the old photos in the hall when she appeared.

I stopped to look at an old picture of Voodoo, amazed at how much he resembled Jack in his younger days. The old man had been cagey to me since I arrived, but he looked downright handsome in his green fatigues, grinning at the camera with a fat joint in one hand and a rifle in the other.

“Hey, Princess. Whatcha doin'?” The sickly sweet and sour voice caught me by surprise.

I looked up as a set of long nails tapped hard on the glass of another dusty photo next to me. I knew it was Rita by that dark wavy hair with the purple skunk stripe down the middle. The other whore, Michelle, was bright blonde.

Her over-painted face leered at me with a big stupid smile. She clicked her jaw, chewing that potent grape bubble gum I always smelled wherever she'd been. It followed her like perfume.

“What does it look like? Cleaning up this place. That's how I earn my keep around here.” I couldn't hide my irritation.

What the hell do you really want, anyway? I thought.

“Oh, so you think you're staying for the long haul?”

Pop!

Rita's big purple bubble exploded just inches from my face, flapping back into her mouth with a good tongue swipe. I wanted to punch her.

“Why wouldn't I?” I shrugged. “I kinda like it here.”

“It's okay, girl. No need to get defensive. You've got all the guys and the only old lady that counts taking a shine to you. I can live with that.”

“I hope so.”

“Don't get any bright ideas about Jack. I don't like the way he looks at you for a guy who's got a good decade on you. Don't let him get liquored up and drag you back to his bed.”

What the hell is this? A whore handing out advice about who I should sleep with?

I almost laughed at the irony. But Rita was really pissing me off, especially the steady chomp-chomp-chomp of those over-polished teeth.

“Care to tell me why that's any of your fucking business, and not my own?”

The waxy smile on her face melted. She stepped closer, shoving her big fake tits against mine. One accusatory finger shot out, its wicked nail pointed at my eye.

“Look, Michelle and I don't need another girl around here. Neither does the club. I get the fact that you're some little stray the guys picked up and want to nurse back to health like a wounded bird. If you want to stay, then you'd better learn your place. I don't like the way you're stepping outside of your cage, little birdie.”

“Sounds to me like you're pissed because Jack won't fuck you as much as the other guys. Guess he prefers a different kind of woman.”

Seething, I shook my hips for added emphasis. I lit a short fuse, and I knew it.

Rita flew forward, tackling me to the wall. She got a grip on one bicep and smashed her talon-like fingernails into me. I groaned, trying to shake her off, but she was taller and heavier.

“Listen to me, you nasty little bitch. You're too fucking stupid to know what's good for you. Michelle twisted my arm into telling you to back the fuck off the nice way. Now, we're going to do things my way.”

Her nails scratched deeper at my skin. I squealed.

The panic was back, the same claustrophobic adrenaline rush I had on Venom's bike. Except this time, it wasn't staying contained. Not against another girl.

A terrible energy welled up in my stomach and exploded. I lunged forward, throwing everything my motion, grabbing at her right boob.

I caught her nipple and squeezed. Twisted.

Shocked, Rita fell back and screamed, an uneven catcall that echoed down the lonesome hallway.

Success. I'd broken her grip, and now I ran past her, but she caught my collar by the scruff of the neck and hauled me to her.

I kicked at her shins. Slurring her curses, the bitch went down, tumbling against the wall I'd been working on and almost demolishing several photos in the process.

Good! I hope she screws up something. Voodoo will chew her ass out for fucking up his precious memories...

“Get the fuck away from me!” She shouted. “You're a crazy little orphan shit, aren't you? Okay, I get it. I'll leave your wildcat crazy alone just this once. But you better listen to what I said, girl, or you'll wish the Skulls had you down on a dirty mattress raping your ass.”

It took everything I had to keep my feet planted on the ground. It wasn't just the bitch fight. It was everything that had happened the past week welling up inside me, a powder keg going up in fire.

I doused them just in time. Rita flashed her hateful eyes at me one more time before turning smartly and walking back to her room. For the first time, the door to the whores' Purple Room slammed shut.

Still breathing heavy, I returned to work, studying the frames for any damage. No such luck.

Damn it. Guess I'll have to watch my back another way.

I brushed the whore's words off and tried not to think about them. But one thing kept nagging.

Is it really that obvious? This attraction to Jack?

I shook my head, muttering to myself. What little I knew about my savior told me those bitches wouldn't stand a chance of ever becoming his old lady.

Why, then, did they feel so fucking threatened?

A stupid crush like mine shouldn't keep them from banging their heads against the wall trying to get somewhere with him besides his bed. I was the one with the silly crush.

Not him.

It couldn't possibly be a two way street, could it?

I lifted the fifth heaping pack of thawed ribs onto the steel kitchen counter and sliced open the plastic. Frannie and I had a small army to feed, almost thirty hungry men between the club and its associates.

I wiped my brow. Who knew slamming cold meat around could be so damned exhausting?

“I'm glad your here, hon. Many hands make light work. Yours are a lot more nimble than Tank or Freak's too.” Frannie smiled at me as she applied more barbecue sauce to our little production line.

“What's the occasion?”

She stopped in mid-spoon. “Haven't you heard? Jack's back. Got himself a hell of a good deal with the allied club up in Canada. That means more supplies and someone else putting the sting in the Skulls in Minnesota and Michigan for awhile.”

My heart started to pound. Jesus, it had only been a solid week, but it felt like he'd been away forever.

“Will we get to join the festivities? Or is this for the boys only?” I asked sheepishly, checking the timer for the ribs still in the oven.

“You kidding? Some of the older guys will have their kids here tonight. The club's a family friendly place when it wants to be. I'm sure as hell going to be there when we're done with all this cooking. So are you.”

Her look said she wouldn't tolerate anything else. That made me grin. It had been so long since somebody really wanted me around.

Me, Rachel Hargrove, attending a gathering for fun. Not because it was my duty as a politico's daughter.

The rest of the cooking went smooth. The Prospects helped us haul out the finished buffet to a huge table at the end of the bar.

I'd never smelled so much meat in my life. It was totally different from the square diet of greens and whole grains Dad always forced on me. He always said he didn't want me getting fat, but what he really meant is that he didn't want me eating anyway different from him.

My stomach growled during a break in the silence. Freak turned around and smiled.

“Jesus, Rach. Have a taste test. We got all the major food groups here: meatballs, ribs, wings, corn on the cob, and chips. Guess you'll have to wait a few more years for the whiskey one, though.”

I couldn't help but smile back. Freak was almost as new as I was, a tall and heavily tattooed twenty-something year old guy. He was just a couple weeks into club life, bumped up to Prospect after being a hang around for about a year.

Not my type, but nice enough anyway. I took him up on his suggestion and loaded some meatballs onto my small plate. Frannie did too.

“Yep, we did the job right,” she said in between bites. “About time too. I'm half-starved.”

Everybody began streaming in about half an hour later. It was a strange carnival of big hairy men playing darts with their kids, arm wrestling for their turn at the bar's jukebox, in between stuffing their faces with beer and meat and then snoozing on the tables.

I fed myself and kept my distance. Watching Jack from afar kept me from falling asleep after all that work. For once, I didn't want it to lay me out too soon.

I wanted to go over and congratulate him. But fat chance of squeezing my way through the constant ring of boisterous brothers around him.

I think every man in that bar must've went by him at some point. Everybody except Voodoo, that is, who's absence was very obvious.

Didn't take a relationship counselor to know something was up between Jack and his old man. I only hoped it wouldn't weaken the club or lead to further drama. My arrival had already caused plenty.

“What's going on, girl? Why don't you get out there and join the games?” Frannie took my hand, stopping me when I tried to walk by her. “Half the guys are drunk off their asses. You could beat 'em all right now if you wanted to. There's even a little pot of play money on the line!”

“Thanks. Maybe some other time. I'm really feeling all that cooking in my bones.”

She frowned, wrinkles showing in her forehead.

“You really want to spend some time with Jack, don't you?”

I started to sweat. Jesus, that sly smile on her face told me she knew everything.

“I...I just wanted to thank him. Can't imagine where I'd be if he hadn't pulled me away from the other MC.” Actually, I could imagine it, and that made me want to thank him even more. “At least everyone else appreciates him around here too.”

“You know, I've been meaning to pat him on the back myself. Let's go tell him in person. Come on.” She stood and stepped forward, leading me on by the hand.

Frannie wasn't going to let me say no. Part of me thanked her persistence, and the other half coiled into an immature girl scared to death of coming face to face with the man she was crushing on.

We were halfway through the crowd when Frannie came to a dead stop.

“Wait, wait, wait. Maybe we should do this later, Rachel. He's got a lot going on right now...” The weird edge in her voice caught me by surprise.

Huh? Why the sudden change of heart?

I forced myself through the tight space between her and a big guy at the nearest table. Jack sat at the bar, completely surrounded by laughing bikers. He had the blonde whore on his lap, that slut they called Michelle.

She looked up from cooing in his ear and saw me. Her tongue poked out her gaudy red lips, teasing his earlobe.

Jack leaned back in rapture. His eyes opened, and he wore a shit-eating smile when his head rolled in my direction.

Time seemed to stop. Sound disappeared. His eyes went wide, swallowing me whole.

My heart pounded. The look on Jack's face switched from bliss to revulsion. A second later, Michelle looked pissed and disgusted as all hell as he stuck out his big hands, pawing her off him.

“Rachel! Rach, hey, wait. I need to talk to you...” I heard him say, his words faint and distorted over all the noise.

I wasn't doing anything consciously anymore. My feet turned, leading me back through the crowd, straight to a frustrated looking Frannie.

Breaking through the crowd, I knew he was coming after me, so I moved that much faster to the spare room they'd given me.

“What the fuck!” Jack shouted.

Frannie must've stopped him with a stern hand on his chest, but I wasn't looking over my shoulder to see.

“You just couldn't keep your hands to yourself for an hour or two, could ya?” I heard her say.

Next thing I knew, I was running straight to my room. I turned once to slam the door, and then again to crash down on the bed.

I buried myself there and cried myself to sleep.

“Hey, baby girl. Wake up.”

In my dreams, I forgot about the agony of seeing him with that trashy whore. His words made me happy. I glowed, wishing he'd say something else.

Then I felt his hands shaking me gently by the shoulders. The happiness faded as I opened my eyes and realized it wasn't a dream.

I rolled over. Jack was sitting right next to me, that devilishly shy smile on his rugged face.

Raw emotion ripped through me. I wanted to be in his arms, but I also wanted him the hell out of my room after witnessing what he'd done.

“Go away,” I sputtered.

“Not gonna happen. I need to know we're alright, Rach. I had a little too much to drink...never should've let that fucking slut on my lap. I regret it, even if upsetting you wasn't in the equation.”

He sounded sincere. That bound the knots inside me tighter, turning them into neat little lumps. Confusion reigned.

I summoned the energy to face him again.

“You're the last person in the world I'd ever want to hurt. You've taken a lot of bullshit, Rach. I want to make it up to you...”

“Stop trying so damned hard,” I snapped. “What you do is none of my business. If you want to sleep with blondie, be my guest. It's nothing to me.”

That's a lie, I thought.

Jack laughed. All the turmoil in my words had done it. I didn't know what the hell I wanted, and neither did he.

Or so I thought.

He laid his hand on mine, wrapping my small palm in those powerful fingers. His touch was strong and soothing, even when it shouldn't have been. I fucking hated the way my body gave me away.

“It's my business to make sure you're comfortable here.” He gazed into my eyes, never even stopping to blink. “It's near sundown. Do you want to go for a ride?”

“A ride?” I echoed, as if my brain refused to click to understanding his words.

“Yeah. On my bike. It's a beautiful evening. I'd rather blow out of here anyway before the kids go home and the guys get really rowdy. I haven't drunk myself so stupid I can't drive.”

I hopped up, releasing his hand. Yeah, I was still halfway pissed at him over Michelle, but passing up a chance to ride on his motorcycle without danger nipping at our backs?

“Count me in,” I said.

Jack gave me the biggest smile I'd seen. He pushed up off my bed and waved me to follow him. We wound through the party, blissfully unnoticed.

Michelle and the other whore must have retreated to the Purple Room. The door was closed, and muffled fuck noises were coming from behind it.

“Put your arms around me and hold on tight, baby girl. I'll take you through town and then we'll hit the open road for a bit. Feels good to get some of this fresh summer air.”

He pushed a helmet with a little earpiece inside into my arms. I quickly put it on. When he saw I having trouble with the radio thingie, he smiled, and adjusted it gently on my head.

“There you be. Use this so we can talk to each other over the roar of this baby.” He patted the bike for emphasis.

He wasn't kidding about that roar. I'd been too dazed and terrified during my first motorcycle ride to really appreciate how loud it got.

We left the garage and tore out of the compound, stopping just once so Jack could open and close the high automatic fence.

I was quiet for the first five minutes or so. Seeing Cassandra again brought mixed energy rushing through me, dark pasts colliding with my strange new present.

He guided the bike down the town's small main strip. I eyed the stores I'd been in a couple hundred times growing up.

Jesus. Did I really have a normal life once in this town?

“You seeing it yet, baby girl?” Jack's voice rang through the earpiece, surprisingly clear.

“Seeing what?”

“This town differently,” he said. “You've got a whole new life here now. This place belongs to us, the real residents, not your fuck-heel of an old man or anybody else. As long as you're in this town under the club, I won't let anybody else dictate your life.”

Anybody else? The possessive edge in his tone made me wonder if he'd be dictating my life from now on.

Something about that sent a warm current through my body. I wrapped my arms tighter around his waist, feeling his rock hard abs.

We blew out of Cassandra's little stretch in minutes, toward the prairie landscape I'd known my whole life. Nothing out here but hills and ranches, as far as the eye could see. We lived far enough from the oil boom so derricks and delivery trucks didn't taint our view.

“Hell of a sunset, isn't it?”

He wasn't kidding. A big orange fireball was halfway slipped beneath the horizon, hanging in the sky like a glowing pumpkin.

“It's beautiful. Been awhile since I really appreciated one like that.”

“You're young,” he pipped happily. “You're gonna see a lot of beauty, Rach. All the pretty things you need to outweigh the bullshit, long as you have somebody to keep them away.”

“Is that you?” I was feeling courageous. Curious too.

He paused. “Just might be. You'd make a hell of an old lady, Rach.”

I didn't say anything yet. Every surface of my skin lit with the same rosy warmth pouring from the sinking sun, crackling to the ends of my fingers, right where I touched his perfect body.

I wasn't ready to give up that easily. But the tighter I clung to Jack and the warmer his voice sounded, I thought I might one day.

“Tell me about the MC. I noticed some tension between you and your Dad at the party.”

Jack looked over his shoulder for a second. His face was a little darker.

“Pop? Him and I have had our shares of disagreements about club business. Lately it just seems like he's giving up on shit. I don't like it. Gotta look alive in this business and remember what really matters, or else you'll get eaten the fuck up.”

“This isn't because of me, is it?” I inhaled the cooling summer air slowly.

Another pause from him held the answer.

“I don't give a shit if it is. I don't regret taking you away from the Skulls for a single second. This club's had worse things happen before for far less noble causes. Maybe you're trouble, Rach, but only in Pop's senile brain.”

“You sure?”

“I doubled down on you, didn't I? You're the kinda trouble I like.” He laughed gently, a beautiful sound. “And I'm hoping to have a lot more of it soon.”

So am I.

Bitch or no bitch, he'd won me back the instant we were on his bike. Feeling him beneath my hands just confirmed it. I rubbed my way up his chest, stifling a soft purr in my throat.

The animal part of my brain wished he'd jerk the bike up a country road, throw me in a ditch, and tear off my clothes.

Yep. I wanted him that fucking bad. I wanted him like nothing else, even if my whiny sane side wanted to pretend otherwise.

Maybe living with these bikers would be good for me. I'd let the good girl rule for almost twenty years. Wasn't it time to let the other Rachel out, the one Dad had always suppressed?

My hands snaked down his body, slipping just beneath his belt. He was hard all over.

“Easy where you move those little fingers, baby girl.” His words were reluctant, heavy on his tongue, like he wanted to say the complete opposite. “Safety, you know.”

I laughed at that. But maybe it wasn't so crazy.

The last thing we needed was to end up in a wreck from me toying with the bulge I knew I'd feel if I just let my hands keep going.

We rode into the lengthening darkness, talking all about old times in Cassandra. He told me about biker rallies in Sturgis, how he'd been part of the club his whole life.

I talked about happier times at the county fair and the way I'd always admired the Devils whenever they drove by. I intentionally stopped short of saying anything about my asshole father.

He always looked at the Devils with disdain. Called them criminals and 'low life scum.' How ironic that he'd gotten into bed with a pack of bastards way nastier than any Prairie Devils member.

By the time Jack turned around and started to head to the clubhouse, the stars were showing in the sky, bathing us in their pale silver light. If riding with him during the evening was glorious, then nighttime on the Harley with this man was downright magical.

“I'm so glad it's summer,” I said. “Nice to be out at night admiring that view without freezing our asses off.”

Jack nodded knowingly. “Yeah. Funny thing about stars is they're pretty familiar on my trips. Saw the same clear skies up in International Falls last week. They've always reminded me of home, the clubhouse, usually some shitty disaster going on that needs fixing.”

“Oh...that's not very comforting.”

“Always a mixed bag before. But riding with you tonight's changed all that. Now whenever I look up and I'm not here, I'm gonna think about you, baby girl. These are your stars up above.”

He reached behind me and patted my thigh. I almost melted into a puddle behind him.

No man had ever talked to me like that before. I was starting to see why everybody called him Throttle.

His smile looked shy sometimes, but his words and actions definitely weren't. He powered forward. What Jack wanted, he laid claim to, and I had a feeling the next thing was going to be me.

Cassandra's antiquated lights went by in a blur. Before I knew it, we were pulling in through that high gate, unhooking our helmets in the hangar sized garage that housed all the club's vehicles.

I almost fell over when I climbed off the bike. Jack caught me, holding me close, guiding my eyes to his face with that gentle laughter.

“Sorry. Didn't think I'd be so dizzy.”

“Just a little beginner's vertigo. You'll get plenty used to it. Can't wait until I take you on a longer trip. Maybe something that won't involve club business.”

I'd like that. My heart throbbed, barely holding everything in.

The last thing I wanted to look like in front of him was the inexperienced blushing virgin I actually was.

“I'd better get inside. It's starting to get a little chilly.” I squeezed him tight as I said the words.

“Not without this first.” Jack leaned in, planting his lips hard on mine.

I never knew a kiss could burn. His heat started on my lips, hot and sweet and bright with electric desire, and then it swept south.

The wildfire blasted through me, setting all my nerves ablaze, every gentle movement in his lips quickening the fire. I went limp in his strong arms and moaned. My lips opened to the firm touch of his tongue, and then it was inside my mouth, raw and real.

The first time his tongue touched mine, I thought I'd die. He'd jolted me breathless and brainless. Parts I didn't want to acknowledge twitched with excitement, begging me to grind into him.

God, I almost did.

If it hadn't been for Warlock, I'm sure I would've given it up that very night.

“Hey, Throttle.”

Jack broke the kiss at the sound of his words, shooting the furry senior member the most annoyed look in the world.

“What the fuck?”

“Didn't mean to interrupt.” Warlock looked at me and I blushed, peeling myself away from Jack's warmth. “The Prez wants you in the meeting room to debrief on the trip. He really wants the skinny on whatever the fuck went down with the Canadians.”

“It's okay.” I whispered up at him. “I need to turn in anyway.”

“You do that, baby girl.” He ran his rough hand across my cheek one more time before looking at Warlock. “You coming, or what?”

“Nah, man,” Warlock said. “Told me he wanted to talk to you alone.”

“That just fucking figures. Okay, let's get her inside and get this shit over with.”

I walked behind Jack with Warlock trailing me as we re-entered the clubhouse. Old seventies music was blasting out the jukebox, and the voices had died way down.

The whole clubhouse smelled like beer, cigarettes, and barbecue sauce. The pungent smell whacked me in the face, making it a little easier to make my way to my room.

“Have a goodnight,” I said, stopping at my door.

Warlock nodded and kept going past me. Jack stopped and turned, aiming one more sultry smile my way.

“I already did. You rest up. Now that I'm back, I'm gonna do whatever it takes to turn things around here. And nobody's gonna fucking stop me, especially where you're concerned.”

I practically jumped into my room, slammed the door shut, and leaned on it. For the next hour before I collapsed in a dead sleep, I was in pure nirvana.
IV: Rightful Property (Jack)

I'd been close with bringing that heavenly angel to rock solid earth. So fucking close.

If it weren't for Pop, I would've had her in my bed, showing her how much I really cared. I wanted to back up my words with hard, sweaty action worshiping every sweet curve of her tight little body.

I wasn't sure what the hell I was thinking letting that slut get so close to me in the first place.

Both our whores have been eyeing me up and down for a good long while. Sure, I fucked them in the past when I was drunk and needed quick pussy.

What guy in this charter hasn't?

But seeing the razor sharp jealousy filling up Rach's eyes was something else. I didn't even feel bad about peeling Michelle off me like an old condom stuck to my shoe.

Seeing Rachel reminded me who I really wanted, who I fucking needed after everything that had gone down the last couple weeks.

I considered myself damned lucky that she'd taken me up on the evening ride. Having her hands pressed around my waist was hotter than a full romp with any woman I'd fucked before. And that kiss I stole on her plush young lips...fuck!

Just fuck!

My cock kept throbbing all night thinking about it. Too bad Pop pissed in my punchbowl.

Maybe it was good news for Rachel. Dealing with his shit was the only thing that held me back from breaking down her door and dragging her to my cave like my great-great-great-great-grandfather Unga-Bunga four thousand years ago.

Instead of having the best sex of my life, I was stuck in the stuffy meeting room, listening to Pop flapping his gums.

He wanted every little nitty-gritty detail. That's the way it looked, anyway, but I knew he was really just trying to keep me on my feet and remind me that he still held the gavel in this club.

“God damn it, son!” He bellowed at the climax of our meeting, slamming his huge wrinkled fists on the table. “Nobody controls what the Ontario boys do. They act on their own initiative, I get it. But you're a fucking idiot for egging them on, encouraging them to go after the Skulls south of the Maple Leaf.”

“The Snakes have always been more proactive than this club. You know that, Pop. The second I told them there was a threat to our cross border business, they told me they were gonna take matters into their own hands.”

“Bullshit.” Pop glowered at me. “You got exactly what you wanted – turning a skirmish with those assholes into a full on war. I hope you're ready to reap what you sowed, son.”

“Is there really any question? Seems like you're the only one who isn't ready to fight for our MC.”

He stood up. Pain rippled across his face as he stood. His messed up spine wasn't getting any better.

“You say that to me again and I will have your reckless fuckery brought up for a vote. I know you think this gavel's automatically yours when I step down. Hell, I want it to be, but people aren't gonna listen to you if all you do is put their asses on the line for no good reason.”

No good reason? Rachel's the best fucking reason for anything I've ever done on that bike.

Fuck you, old man.

I stopped just short of saying it to his face. Despite the bitter disappointment and exhaustion shining in his pale gray eyes, I loved him. What small shred of respect I had left saved me from saying the words that would guarantee he threw those old fists at my face.

“I told you about the deals, the Snakes, all the bullshit I saw up north. Is there anything else you want to know or what?”

Pop shook his head. Negative.

“Then I'm out.”

It was easier to talk about leaving that conversation behind than doing it. Almost as hard as forgetting Rachel, ignoring the soft sweet tang of her sugar I still tasted on my lips.

I headed straight for the bar. I knocked back that whiskey I'd been missing earlier, enough to keep me drunk and blasted off my ass for the next twelve hours.

“Hey, big guy. Watch what you're doing with my baby girl.”

I looked up from staring at the bar's scratched up countertop. Frannie slid into a seat next to me.

“I made it up to her. Told you she wasn't one to hold grudges,” I said, reaching for the half depleted Jack bottle next to me. “Fill you up?”

Frannie nodded. I filled her glass to the brim and she kicked it down in one gulp. She clinked it on the counter and smiled sweetly, not even batting an eye.

That old lady could take booze better than most of my brothers.

“I'm warning you nicely, young Shields. I can't stand to see her hurt again after all she's been through. I'm an old lady. It's not my place to keep tabs on who you're fucking or throwing aside.” She paused, sliding a little closer to me. “But if you're gonna fuck her, then it better lead to something.”

“That's good advice.”

It was. I wouldn't let on more than that, not to Frannie's face, and she expected as much.

“Hey!” I yelled and swatted after her as she ripped the bottle up into her arms.

“My old man needs to unwind after all this excitement tonight. Lord knows I do too.”

She shot me a wicked grin over the shoulder, slowly making the way back to the club room she shared with Warlock.

I drank alone. A bunch of guys and their girlfriends were slumped in their chairs, deep in a drunken sleep.

I stepped over the two Prospects on the way to my room. Both of them were laid out flat on the dirty floor.

Had a feeling Freak and Tank were going to go far in the years to come. That is, if they put as much effort into their work as they did their partying.

I crashed in bed. After so much riding and tension this evening, my bones were like brittle wood. The whisky nipped at the edges of my brain, blunting the urge to fuck each time it surfaced.

Exactly how I wanted it. Resisting the urge to do something stupid like stagger into the Purple Room for a quick lay was a lot easier with a bad case of whiskey dick.

Good. Keeping numb for a little longer will keep me smart and pure for her.

Yeah, Frannie, I'll take your advice. Just wish I could tell you how bad I don't need to hear it.

The thought of anyone hurting that baby girl I wanted to stake a claim to filled me with a blinding rage. My eyes rolled red and black, straight through hate and love, gateways to the dark peace in deeper sleep.

Hold on, Rachel, I thought to myself, just before losing control. Just a little bit longer. And then I'm coming for you, and you're never gonna have to worry about being lonely or unprotected ever again.

“Throttle! Wake up, VP. We gotta fuck of a situation out here!”

What the fuck? Who was banging on my door this early in the morning?

Wasn't even noon yet. I jumped up, spitting a few choice curses when I felt the hangover pounding in my skull.

This better be abso-fucking-lutely important.

I almost tore the door off its hinges. Bolt was in front of me, his lips quirked at their sides in amusement.

“What?” I roared.

“It's that jackass Mayor. He's showed up here with a couple jackboots. Says he wants what's his.”

That got me up. I shook off the hangover, suddenly light as a feather, stomping like a bull out of my room without even closing the door.

“Hey! Throttle!” Bolt yelled after me, racing to catch up as fast his lean legs would carry him.

“Where is he?”

“Out front. Main entrance by the garage. Figured you'd want to meet him where he can't add to the mess in here if things go sideways. Warlock's already out there with the asshole...”

I wasn't listening anymore. That horrible rage I had over anyone hurting Rachel before I drifted off last night?

Yeah, it was back, foaming up my body like lightning of an angry god.

I punched open the front door and ran down the steps. Mayor Fuck-face was waiting for me, looking all prim and proper in his dry cleaned suit and neat red tie.

Christ, how did such an ugly cocksucker create such a beautiful daughter? Rach must get everything from her mother.

Two guys in clean white uniforms were at his sides, standing like bulldogs. I recognized the stupid knock off patches fixed to their chests.

Hired mercenaries. Not real cops. Good, that should be less shit for the club if we ended up having to show the mercs who's boss.

“Mister Shields.” Hargrove nodded at me, folding his hands behind his back. “I believe you have something that belongs to me.”

I was about five feet away, and closing. Bolt stopped there next to Warlock, but I kept coming, and I had no intention of stopping either.

The Mayor jerked back just before I could ram my chest into his face. The two mercs threw their hands out, blocking my sorely needed progress.

“You better hope you don't say Rachel. If I hear you say her name, then I won't be able to stop what comes next. You've been warned...asshole.”

Shit, it felt amazing to call him that to his face.

“Fine, be that way,” he said, nervousness ringing in his voice. “Truth is, you have my daughter. I trust you've kept her well, but she can't stay. She doesn't belong here.”

“She sure as fuck doesn't belong with you!” I jerked against the burly arms between me and the Mayor.

The bodyguards pushed back. In a flash, Bolt and Warlock were at my sides, ready to flatten them if they were stupid enough to throw the first punch.

“You're wrong, Mister Shields. She belongs with her loving father. Yes, Rachel and I have had our little disagreements, but she's still my daughter. You have five minutes to bring her out here, or I'll have my associates call the authorities. Obviously, she's not a minor, but I think any man with a badge will be sympathetic to a girl from a wonderful family who's been drugged and carried off by Cassandra's chief crime syndicate.”

The venom in that prick's words...it cut deep and instantly set the wounds in my brain on fire. The fire in my fists and knees burned so bad I couldn't think straight anymore.

I started laughing. That got a quick look between Hargrove and his guards.

“I get it now,” I said, shaking off a few last chuckles. “You brought these assholes to do the dirty work. Can't have Rach talking to the police herself now, right? Or else she might say something that could skull fuck your political career. You've been Mayor for – what? – a couple solid months now? That's a long time to hold office and still have Sheriff Bills looking at you like you just got barfed out of the sewer.”

“I don't see anyone moving to get my daughter,” he said coldly.

“How about now?”

I charged forward, busting right through the guards' linked arms. They threw themselves on top of me.

I was laughing as their weight vanished a second later, yanked away by my brothers. Warlock and Bolt let their fists fly. I listened to them exchanging fists with the mercs.

Hargove stood like a living cartoon with an oh shit plastered on his face. He turned and tried to run, but I was too fast.

I slammed him to the pavement, rolled him over, and pushed his flabby arms away as he tried to cover his nasty face. The heavy stones attached to my arms started to avalanche down.

I savored every fucking punch. My knuckles were hot and red within seconds, and still hungry for blood.

“No, no, no, no!” Every protest from his mouth got louder with each blow.

Soon, Hargrove was gurgling his words through blood. I knew I'd busted his lip and probably several teeth too.

He jerked beneath me, weak and helpless as a washed up fish. If it hadn't been for the Prospects, I would've split his skull clean open.

“What the fuck!” I screamed, as soon as I realized my fists weren't connecting with his face anymore.

“Pull him back!” Pop howled behind me. “Come on! We can't kill this bitch, much as I'd like to.”

“Easy, easy, man. We're just trying to help, VP.”

No, you guys are just following orders. Only kinda help I need is for you morons to hold him down while I finish making our Mayor into a raspberry smoothie.

Freak was pretty skinny. I could've shaken him off me if he were by himself, but Tank was on the other side. I was strong, but not as big and strong as our new bodybuilder-turned-Prospect.

“This is on you, Pop.” I stopped thrashing. “I knew you wouldn't let me end this here. Too easy for you, old man.”

“Your brain's in your ass, son.” Pop didn't take his eyes off me as he lowered his face, moving his mouth near my ear. “What the hell do you think would happen if I let you murder the Mayor of our town at the clubhouse? Hm? You think you've got all the answers, Jack, but you don't know shit.”

I jerked once, fighting my own brothers to get on my feet. I couldn't. Tank roared, struggling with Freak to keep me down.

“Can everybody walk?” Pop was talking to Warlock and Bolt now.

I lifted my head, grinding my teeth as I watched them reluctantly help up the bodyguards they'd just knocked flat.

Hargrove's boys were both limping. Mayor Fuck-face stayed down, and that brought a juicy smile to my lips.

Pissed me off that he was still breathing. But at least I'd done a real number on him.

“Get up. I know you can hear me,” Warlock said. “We'll help you to your car, and then you're getting off our property. Don't be a dumb fuck, Mayor. You know what to do. Stay away from this club and don't ask about your daughter ever again. Understood?”

The Mayor groaned unintelligibly. Warlock and Bolt leaned down, picked him up, and slid him into the arms of the scratched up bodyguards.

All three men seemed to lean on one another for mutual support. Nobody looked worse than Hargrove with his hair messed up and blood smearing his face. A few fresh trickles had spotted the neat white shirt beneath the jacket, making it look like the tie in the middle was bleeding.

That's right, you fucking demon. Take a good look at me. Look at the man who's gonna finish the job he started if you ever show your ass around here again.

“Get them out of here and lock the place up,” Pop said with disgust.

Warlock and Bolt trailed the intruders to the open gate, ready to slam it shut.

“Wait! Don't go yet!”

The high feminine voice broke the eerie silence. Everybody looked up in shock as Rachel appeared, watching us like a phantom on the ledge outside the door. She was wearing some long white skirt Frannie had found for her.

She sailed down the stairs. I watched her walk right past me, and that set me struggling against the Prospects again.

“Easy, VP. The girl's gotta do whatever she's gotta do.” Freak tried to be soothing. He just ended up pissing me off.

Don't do it. Don't go up to your lunatic old man, baby girl.

The trio of Hargrove and his bodyguards stopped when they saw her. Warlock and Bolt stared at each other on both sides of the fence.

Everybody wondered what the hell was going down.

For a split second, I was horrified I'd have to break out and let myself get broken trying to reach her. Or, worse, let her do something stupid like follow that asshole to his Mercedes and climb in the backseat.

“Rachel? Come with me.” Hargrove blubbered, slurring his words. “Let me take you away from these animals...”

Nobody – and I mean nobody – expected her to fling spit right in his face. But that's exactly what my brave girl did, spraying him right in his fucking bloodied face with a big string of wet saliva.

Half my brothers roared. The rest laughed.

She ran back to safety, back to us, before the asshole could even think about ordering his goons to do anything.

The guards had to drag him across the boundary separating the clubhouse from the public sidewalk. Then my brothers wheeled the gate shut, a hell of a lot faster than the automatic closing mechanism could.

“You vermin just made a big mistake. Big, big mistake! Do you fucking hear me?” The Mayor shouted, flinging his body against the fence like a loose puppet, before his guards pushed him into the back of the car.

The Mercedes sped off. A very shocked Rach returned to my side, her eyes shining.

“Come on. He's gone, guys, let me up.”

Pop nodded. Tank and Freak peeled away and I hopped up on my feet.

“It's gonna be okay, Rachel. I don't give a shit what he says. He's never setting foot on this property again if he wants to keep breathing.”

She threw herself into my chest. I held her tight.

Even with all the brothers watching and my own father, I didn't flinch. With her there, so close and so sweet, my world began at her soft hair and ended where her skirt flowed out at her knees.

Nothing else mattered. Nobody else did either.

“You really upset him. You know that, Rach?”

“Yeah. I've never heard him swear like that in my whole life,” she said softly. “I just hope my spit burns those cuts you left on his face. I've seen him, and one last time is more than enough.”

We were all gathered around the table. Some of us were staring at Pop, and the rest were looking past the club President to the big black and white Prairie Devils banner hanging on the wall behind him.

The rough looking devil's face was neatly flanked by pitchforks on both sides. The old flag had hung in this room since I was a kid, something the boys threw up shortly after Pop and the original guys founded this MC.

“Hell of a way to start the morning, ain't it?” Jonesy gazed up and down the table at us, newly healed and back in action after his tango with the Skulls.

“Yeah, it is,” Pop said quietly.

His eyes weren't on Jonesy, though.

Here it comes, I thought. Asshole's gonna call a vote to have me struck down as VP. That evil eye he's giving me can't mean anything else.

“This shit's gone too far. Way over the line. If we're gonna do this thing, then we need to make some serious fucking changes around here to whip us into fighting shape. That's your job, Jack.” Pop raised one hand and pointed.

“What?” Color me genuinely surprised. I didn't know what the hell he was getting at.

“Get this club ready for war. Scorched earth. Nobody – and I mean nobody – comes crashing into my club with a list of demands out the wazoo. I'll wring Hargrove's fucking neck myself.”

I smiled. That's the good old Pop I remembered, the one I thought had been buried.

Prideful, vengeful, and ready for blood if anybody threatened what was his. Despite all his faults, he was on my side this time, and I was gonna take whatever bone Lady Luck had thrown me and run with it.

“You want us to go after him?” Warlock looked just as shocked as I did.

“Does this place still smell like beer, barbecue, and pussy?” Pop said rhetorically. “We're gonna do it, but we're gonna do it smart. We need to find out what the Raging Skulls had on him to turn him into their bitch. Whatever skeletons there are in his closet, they're big enough to bury him.”

I nodded. It was weird to find myself a hundred percent in agreement with Pop. It was the kind of weird I liked.

“Somebody did some research. Looked into his past. We need a guy to go after the right records, just like the Skulls, and hit that fucker in the face with his own dirty underwear.” Bolt's eyes were bright with excitement, the wheels in his head doing overtime.

“Congratulations,” I said. “Sounds like you just volunteered for book duty.”

“Listen to the VP,” Pop said. “Maybe the girl can tell us something that'll point us in the right direction. In the meantime, we need to get our defenses up and do patrols.”

Everybody groaned. When the club went on red alert, groups of three or four were circling the immediate neighborhood all the time, an advanced scouting party looking for any trouble around the clubhouse's perimeter.

“Stop your bellyaching! There'll be plenty of time for whiskey and getting your dicks wet when this shit's behind us. There always is.” Pop looked over, waiting for me to add to his wisdom.

“What about Rachel? We gotta keep her here for protection, but she can't stay in limbo forever. We need to make her an official part of this club.”

Pop's jaw tightened. I saw the reluctance rising in his face. Maybe I'd just pressed my advantage too far, taking advantage of the opening with him.

I didn't care. I had to try, for her sake.

“Has the girl got any brains?”

I folded my arms, trying to hide my irritation. “Of course she does. She can learn anything we throw at her. Why, what the hell are you thinking?”

“Frannie needs to train her in on some basic first aide, and then the more advanced shit. Who knows what the Skulls and hired mercs have in store for us as soon as Hargrove gets his pecker back up. That fucker's gonna come here with a wrecking crew, and an extra set of hands to patch people up won't hurt.”

The rest of the men glanced at each other coldly. They knew the stakes were high, just like I did, and it was all too easy to end up with a lot more than scrapes and scratches.

“I'll tell Frannie to train her in,” I said. No hesitation.

Keeping Rachel here and valuable to the MC would keep her safe. The club wasn't intended to babysit or shelter for too long, but she'd have a proper home if she was working for the org, same as the rest of us.

“Everybody in favor of the girl staying permanently?”

Hands went up simultaneously. All my brothers said “aye,” but nobody said it louder than I did. Pop's gavel hit the wood beneath it with a loud clack!

“Then it's settled. The girl's gonna stay on as an assistant nurse. Least she can do for stirring up all this shit.”

I shot Pop a bitter glance. Damn it, I knew he wasn't gonna keep his cool forever without saying something guaranteed to piss me off.

“You boys meet Jack in the garage to hash out patrols and make sure all our equipment works. Remember, brothers, our friends could show up here with guns blazing at any second. I can't have a single man slacking on the fucking job. Got it?”

Another round of 'ayes' and nods. Pop pushed back his chair, relaxing his back, a signal to everybody else to get moving.

I was the last one out. Just before I closed the door behind me, our eyes linked up, and I saw the stern trust in his eyes.

“Don't let me down, son. You're getting your way this time because it's the right thing to do. Show me and the club that you're fit to lead this MC.”

“When we beat Mayor Fuck-face and the Skulls, you're gonna see how wrong you were, Pop. You never had any reason to doubt me.”

I stepped away, slamming the door behind me.

It took all fucking day to get everything in order with my brothers.

By late evening, everybody who wasn't on patrol was in the bar, drowning their worries in liquor and tobacco. I saw Warlock and slid into the bench next to him.

“I told Frannie to get going on Rachel's lessons. You'll be happy to hear she was falling all over herself to learn. Don't think she's had a purpose like this for a long time.”

I smiled. My older and wiser brother was right.

Having some meaning felt good, and I knew giving Rachel a little responsibility would go a long way toward undoing the damage her sick daddy did. Everything I knew about her said he'd brought her up like sheltered eye candy.

Well, as far as I was concerned, the photo ops, arranged associations, and family secrets were over. Rachel belonged to the MC now, her new home, and soon she'd belong to me too. Once the club was open, it gave as much as it got.

We were brothers and sisters, fathers and daughters, with ties thicker than blood. Especially blood that turned on itself like Rach's demented old man.

I'd make sure this beautiful dove mended her wings and took flight. With me at her side, she'd rise up like a phoenix, so strong and bright it hurt to even look at her.

“Thanks. She's gonna be amazing,” I said, no longer hiding the smile creeping across my face. “How you holding together with all this?”

Warlock shrugged. “Nothing this club hasn't dealt with before. I remember the big war with the Ass Busters from Wyoming. Almost fifteen years ago now, back when you were just a little shit. We lost a lot of good guys busting their asses on the highway outside Minot...”

Warlock had that thousand yard stare. He'd never been in the military like Pop, but he'd seen more shit than most soldiers.

Those old photos in the hallway were a testament to how many good men the club had lost earning its place in the world. Guys I remembered, some only vaguely, haunted those photos like ghosts in black and white.

Truth is, clubs like the Devils can't be anything but wolf packs that look after their own and flip the rest of the world the fucking bird. We were modern knights, made to wade through fire, blood, and steel on those growling steeds we rode.

The older I got, the easier it was to understand why Pop had turned into such a no nonsense hardass. He knew if our club let down its guard, even for one second, a gang of upstarts would muscle in our territory and turn everything upside down.

I wouldn't let them piss on the graves of everybody who fell wearing our colors. Neither would anybody else who wore the Prairie Devils' patch.

We couldn't quit, couldn't relax for even a second. We had to keep riding straight into the storm, hardening our bodies with the same fearless, uncaring energy that powered our bikes.

“We're better off with your experience, brother.” I slapped Warlock on his meaty shoulders. He managed a small smile through the painful memories.

“Better old and useful than dead and useless,” he said. “Or too beaten up to do anything but suck booze through a tube and vote by proxy.”

“You'll never be obsolete, man. Hell, guys like you are the reason we fucking suffered and bled, but came out stronger today. It's no secret Pop gets under my skin a lot of the time...but he manages to come to his senses. You older guys are the hard nails keeping this ship together. We're gonna punch through all this latest shit, same as we always do.”

“No doubts here,” Warlock said, turning his half-drained vodka tonic in one big hand. “Just hope we don't have to bury more of our own after we've buried every last fucker on their side.”

“We won't. Trust me, brother. If any one of us ever dies on my watch in combat, then I haven't been doing my job.”

I really believed my words. I'd been through big skirmishes, but always under Pop's command until the last couple years, when he directed most of our battles from behind the lines.

All the responsibility for casualties had been his. Now that I was in charge in most of the big firefights, all that shit was piled up on my shoulders, heavy as a giant boulder.

I was damned determined to keep it from getting away and rolling over us.

Warlock wished me a goodnight, got up, and staggered back toward the room he shared with Frannie. Excitement flickered in my blood as I sat at the bar a little longer, knocking back my whiskey in one shot.

The warm glow bristled like fire in my almost empty belly. I needed that heat now for what I was about to do.

The day had turned out ten times crazier I than expected, but I wasn't done yet.

I still had something I absolutely, positively had to cross off my bucket list. I got up, blood burning like lava, and made a direct line for Rachel's room.

“Fuck,” I muttered to myself.

My baby girl wasn't there. I found her a couple rooms over, in the infirmary. At least Frannie wasn't wasting any time getting her up to speed on medicine.

I pushed the door open and lingered out of sight, listening to her sweet voice asking questions. She was going to do an amazing job when crisis hit. Rachel's interest burned bright, just like her instructor's.

“Let's go over it again, hon. How do you tell when someone's in shock?” Frannie sounded just like a pro.

“Weak pulse, shallow breathing, clammy skin, unfocused eyes and...um...vomiting sometimes?” Rachel rattled it off perfectly until the end.

“Only sometimes. Don't let the obvious things like bleeding and vomiting bog you down, girl. You need to jump right in and check the vitals. They tell the real story.”

“Got it.”

They both looked up when I stepped around the corner. I braced my hand on the big steel table we'd installed for serious shit sometime ago, courtesy of an old clinic that shut down a couple towns over.

“You done overloading her brain for one night?” I aimed a big smile in Frannie's direction.

She cocked her head, pushing her hands on her hips. “Give her a little more credit. For someone who decided to pass on college, she's got awesome focus.”

“Yeah!” Rachel piped up. “I'm not an idiot. It's easy to pay attention because all this stuff is really interesting.”

“I'm sure it is,” I said, raising my hands to my chest as mock shields. “I didn't even understand half the shit you guys were talking about. That's why we leave the medical nitty-gritty to you ladies. No brother here has the patience to sit down and sort this shit out.”

“Thanks for finally getting me another set of hands,” Frannie said. The smile on her lips said she really appreciated it.

“It was Pop's decision, but you better believe I supported it. Just watch out, Frannie. Only a matter of time before she's doing most of the leg work around here. I hear it's easier when you're young and spry.”

Rachel laughed. Frannie stuck her tongue out at me.

“She can have at it. I'm tired of getting my hands all covered in spit and blood every time one of you guys steps into it.”

“Spit?” Confusion crossed Rach's face.

“You wouldn't believe the way these big tough bikers blubber like babies when they're hurt. Sometimes for good reason. But usually they're crying over tetanus shots and a splash of alcohol on their scraped knees.”

Everybody laughed. Then that eager fire switched on again, filling my blood, spurring me to get on with what I'd come to do.

“Seriously, I need to have a chat with Rach. Can she break for the night?”

Rachel turned toward her mentor with saucer sized eyes. Frannie took one look at the excitement in her eager student's face and nodded.

“Go on. Just don't keep her up too late,” Frannie said knowingly. “We're gonna pick up on this again tomorrow in the early afternoon. I'll give her the night plus tomorrow morning to let some of the info sink in. Oh, and here!”

Frannie reached to the opposite counter. Grunting, she picked up four big textbooks and shoved them in Rachel's direction.

I instantly stepped in, giving Rach a no-you-fucking-don't look. “Help you carry these anchor weights to your room?”

“I'd like that,” she said softly.

Fuck, the smile on her face...pure heat throbbed inside me from the waist down. All my muscles were begging to lay into her, and I had to look away to keep my whole body from seizing up.

Soon, soon. Keep it the fuck together, man. Last thing I need to do is embarrass myself like a gawky fucking teenager.

I scooped up the books. We each wished Frannie a goodnight and left the infirmary, heading straight for her room.

Tonight, with any luck, the last little star was about to fall in this angel's life. Mine too.

I'd had it up to fucking here with all these crazy distractions. If I had to, I'd nail the door shut and throw boards over the windows to keep the rest of the world the fuck out.

There was no more room for anything else. Tonight, it was just me, Rachel, and an old bed I hoped would be able to take the pounding we were gonna give it.

Just a few more steps baby girl. Then you're mine, and I'm never, ever gonna let you go.
V: Like a Gritty Fairytale (Rachel)

My heart was pounding when I opened the door. My hand shook as I reached inside, switched on the lamp, and quickly threw myself inside to make way for him.

Him! Jack's in my room now, and for once it's not about some club bullshit or making up for dumb mistakes.

Today, the hungry glint in his eyes told me there was only one thing he was after.

The door clicked shut and I threw the lock. The mechanism had a loud finality, as if it meant to seal us inside another world.

“Over there,” I said.

I pointed to the small table where I kept a couple old romance books Frannie had given me. Jack leaned over the short table, giving me a lovely view of that rock hard ass he carried so well beneath his jeans.

He turned and looked at me, wearing his trademark shy smile. Or maybe not-so-shy today?

Old floorboards creaked beneath his feet as he stepped closer, bridging the last distance between us.

“Romance, huh? Didn't realize you were such a bookworm.”

“Just something to keep the mind busy. I like to read, but it isn't my favorite thing in the world.”

Jack was only inches away from me. I stared up into his big dark eyes. They completely sucked me in until I was lost in them. He left me awestruck, strangely curious about all the mysteries wrapped around this beautiful man.

“I had a feeling you'd say that, baby girl.” He pushed his forehead against mine, stamping my lips with his hot breath. “Reading's no substitute for the real thing. Aren't you curious what a real man is like?”

Holy shit, holy shit...

My brain just shut down. His hands went to my low back, and then sank lower. He cupped my ass and squeezed, pulling me into him.

The bulge tenting the middle of his jeans pressed close. Sweat sizzled on my brow. I temporarily forgot how to breathe.

“I'm curious, yeah. Especially if that man is you.”

I lifted my eyes slowly to his. Hunger steamed in the stars lining his pitch black pupils, tiny pinpricks as sharp and hot as lust itself.

“Don't you wonder any longer, Rach. Let me show you...”

He moved in for a kiss. I thought I was ready, but nothing truly prepared me for the hot, wet bliss of his wandering lips.

I moaned into his mouth, louder when his hands tightened on my ass. Jack kissed me deep, winding his tongue with mine, moving his lips in a steady, hypnotic pulse on my little inexperienced lips.

Excitement boiled up, bright and hot and addictive.

Through my daze, I noticed he was pushing me toward the bed, stopping to gently tap his knees on my legs when I reached the edge. He broke his kiss, sliding his calloused hand over my face, pouring more humid breath onto my cheeks behind it.

“Fuck. I can't wait any longer, baby girl. Let me unwrap you so we can do this thing. I've wanted to get you naked and tangled since the second I laid eyes you...”

More kisses. I was shaking in his arms, but he steadied me, a mountain of a man growing hotter by the nano-second.

His hands edged my shirt, lifting up. He rolled it halfway to my breasts, exposing my naked skin pocked with goosebumps.

I froze. There was something I had to tell him, before he really rendered me speechless.

“Wait. Wait, wait...there's something you need to know.” I swallowed hard.

I didn't want to tell him and expose my immaturity. But this rock hard man deserved to know what he was getting by taking me as a lover, even if it meant he might not want me at all.

But men like virgins, right? I hoped everything I heard was true. Like, really, really fucking hoped, sending a silent prayer up high.

“I've never done this before, Jack. I'm a virgin.”

The smile on his face melted. It scared me at first, but that deeper, much hotter heat on his skin didn't lie. It was like his body temperature had gone up a few degrees.

Would he burst into flames and take me with him? God, I wanted him to.

“No fucking way.” He shook his head.

“Are you serious?” He ran his hand to my jawline and stopped, spreading it to hold my chin.

“I wouldn't lie to you.” I nodded, loving the raw masculine feel of his palm on my softness.

“Baby girl, you just made my day, my week, my whole fucking year. I'm gonna teach you so much, and it's gonna be amazing.”

I moaned in agreement. The heat lining my skin developed into a full on blush. It was hell confessing to him, but heaven now that the big secret was out.

“Kiss me again, and then take off my shirt.”

The look in his eyes said he wasn't offering anything. This was a command I had to obey, however rough and pleasurable that might be.

I tensed my hands around his back, fingering the edge of the t-shirt he wore beneath his jacket. His shoulders rolled, pushing away his leather and letting it fall to the floor.

Jack pushed onto my lips for another kiss, and brought his hands to mine. He helped me lift his shirt away, high over his head.

I didn't dare look until he withdrew his lips. Just one glimpse of his bare chest and I was guaranteed to lose it.

And I did. My eyes wandered slowly up his rock hard abs, stopping at the devil's face tattooed across his breasts. It was just like the big patch on their jackets. On each bicep he had matching pitchforks.

He lived, breathed, and wore the MC's symbols. Now, it looked like they empowered him too.

He was a slab of total strength, muscles fused together into tight dark canyons, all the way from his abs to those bulging biceps on each side. He pushed himself into me, encouraging my hands to go higher.

Smiling, Jack turned, exposing his back. It was cut just like the rest of him, muscular and broad.

Between his shoulders, he wore one giant pitchfork. The words Prairie Devils MC were stamped in dark ink below it. So was another phrase.

The road forgets. Devils don't.

“What's that all about?” I asked, gingerly touching the ink. “The road forgets?”

“Yeah. You can hop on the nearest highway and become a whole new person. You'll be forgotten sooner or later by your shitty job, your friends, your family. But if you wear these colors or live under them, then you're part of the MC forever, and the club never forgets.”

“Never?”

“Hell no. That goes for our members, our friends, our enemies, and even our old ladies. You give respect, you get it. You shit on us, and we won't take the heat off until you're nothing but ash.”

A chill went through me. It was easy to forget that this handsome warrior was part of a group that was so feared.

Feared, and respected.

He was taboo in all the ways family and society warned me about. Off limits. Except just now, he wasn't. He was within my reach – all of him – the kind hearted Adonis and the violent outlaw.

“Is it the same with you?” I asked.

“Fuck yeah, it is. Except I can give a lot more than respect to those who deserve it. I can deliver love, and all kinds of good things with this body that won't ever stop.”

I steeled my eyes and took a good look at him. He wasn't lying. I reached out, reaching for his tats, the inks that invited me to slowly run my nails across his divine surface.

He exhaled hard, slowly, clearly enjoying my touch.

“Fucking A. You have no idea what you do to me, do you, baby girl?”

I was too deep in man candy to answer. He turned, faster this time, and wrapped me in a tight embrace.

Jack's moment of slow, sensual tolerance had ended. The beast inside him surfaced, and his fingers went for the shirt he'd started to lift before.

Oh, God. Please don't let my looks fail me now...

I tensed as he undressed me, guiding me down on the bed as soon as my shirt was off. Jack covered me, finding his place between my legs, planting more fiery kisses on my skin.

He started on my neck, flicking out his tongue for an extra tease, pushing his lips in a steady trail to my cleavage. When he reached the place between my breasts, he cupped them in both hands, pulling gently at the bra and sucking hot skin between his teeth.

I arched up into him, groaning like a cat in heat. Just then, I absolutely was, and I wanted him to finish what he'd started – even if it meant I was going to burn until I blacked out.

“Grab my shoulders and pull yourself up, baby. Time to show me those beautiful tits.”

I did as he asked. He slid his hands behind my back and popped my bra's clasp.

How many times had he done this? There was no hesitation, no fumbling like a younger boy would.

That made me burn even hotter, realizing I was with a man who had experience and real need behind his desire.

Jack flung my bra over his shoulders and released the breath he'd been holding in, bathing me in hot air again. “Oh, fuck. You're more perfect than I imagined.”

His hands roamed over my breasts. He caught my nipples between his thumbs and fingertips, squeezing them, plumping the hard buds for his mouth.

I started shaking when I saw his lips going to my right breast. The same wicked mouth that made me burn with his kisses sent more fire quaking through me when he sucked at my nipple.

“Jack! That feels...”

Fucking amazing, I wanted to say, but I was too deep in pleasure to finish my thought.

Lightning zipped up my spine. I'd never, ever felt anything like it, not in the naughtiest fantasies I'd had at Dad's house.

Probably because I never imagined a lover this hard, tattooed, and immaculate.

Jack rolled forward, pushing his bulge to my crotch. He rubbed me there, pushing me deeper into the bed, holding my nipple between his teeth and flicking his tongue across it again and again.

God! How embarrassing would it be if I came just from having him suck me like this?

I tried to keep the moaning, the shaking, the creaming under control. It was no use.

Sweat peppered every little corner of my body. My panties were ruined, and he hadn't even gotten my pants off yet.

Jack moved to my other nipple, working it over with the same wild energy as before. My body was learning, but it hadn't hardened to his touch. I gasped and moaned and shifted my hips all over again, flushing when I realized I was dry humping him.

Fuck! That's instinct taking over. Severing what little control I have left...

Something about that evil realization was wonderful.

My flesh was absolutely crawling by the time he finished teasing my breasts.

Jack tugged at my belt. I looked up, locking eyes with him, lifting my legs over his back as he tugged my jeans away.

Nothing between him now but those sopping wet panties. His eyes dropped, staring at the wet spot in the middle.

He bared his teeth. The beast behind all that tattooed muscle inhaled my scent, devoured my presence, totally driven to take me hard.

I shuddered. His fingers slipped beneath my waistband. He had a good grip and he pulled, tearing them down my legs. They hooked around one ankle and he balled them up, throwing them somewhere far away.

“Lift your legs, baby girl. Yeah, just like that. Keep 'em over my shoulders. You think you've felt what my tongue can do, but you've got no fucking clue...”

Nothing prepared me for the kisses on my thighs. His arms locked on my calves and held me on his shoulders, kissing his way forward, totally relentless.

I whimpered and felt my face turn scarlet. Oral sex filled me with a mad self-conscious heat, but nothing about the way he buried his face there said he was disgusted.

Quite the opposite.

Jack threw himself into me, right between my legs, sliding his tongue up my wet folds. He growled, sending a sharp vibration through my flesh.

The raw hunger turned me on even more, but it was no match for feeling his lips, his tongue, his teeth in my most sensitive place. His tongue shot out, fucking in and out my shallow opening, then glided up through my folds.

Holy, holy, holy fuck! I can't...take...anymore!

My brain was an oozing, overheated mess. His licks slowed, prolonging the delicious agony, making a slow and steady crawl to my clit.

I knew he was close. I started to pant like crazy. None of the oxygen I took in was satisfying my lungs, and my body knew there was just one cure.

“Oh, God! Jack, I –“

I fucking gave it up the instant his tongue flicked against my clit. One little tap became a full on smothering, wiggling lick.

Orgasm punched me above the waist. My womb contracted, convulsed, imploded on itself, shooting pinprick needles up my spine and into my head.

Screaming, I rocked against him, clawing at the sheets beneath me. My toes pinched against his tattoos, bent at an angle so unnatural it should've been torture.

Maybe this whole fucking thing was some depraved torment. But if it was, then it was the best pain I'd ever experienced in my life, the pain of becoming a grown woman and a barbarian's lover.

I came hard. Spasm after spasm wracked my whole body, pulling me deep into a special kind of darkness.

It was peaceful, warm, and alive with love. The kind of place where nothing could ever go wrong.

“Can't get enough of your sweet taste, baby girl,” he said.

It sounded like his voice was a million miles away. I cracked my eyes open, wondering how long I'd been knocked out in post-orgasmic bliss.

“Luck for you I've got other appetites. Come on, Rach.” He pulled me up by the hand, until I joined him on my knees. “I want to see your little mouth wrapped around my cock.”

Wet heat flared between my thighs all over again. He held me gently, pushed out his hips, and I looked at the massive bulge in his jeans.

“Do it.” He looked at me, then straight down, and nodded. “I'll help you.”

My hands were shaking as I reached for his zipper. God, I'd never seen a real penis before in the flesh, and Jack's promised to be overwhelming.

It was a strange pleasure undoing someone else's clothing. When his button and zipper were finished, I pushed his jeans down, exposing the sleek black boxers underneath.

Jack moved his hands down his hips. The boxers snapped down, and a great big cock popped out, hard and throbbing for attention.

“Put your pretty face here and suck. Just like you're tasting the sweetest sucker in the world.” His hand went behind my sinking head, guiding me to the tip.

I opened my lips wide and sampled his swollen head. It seemed as good a place as any to start. He tasted salty, warm, but mostly just hot, hot, hot.

I tried to go low, as far as I could. Actually, it wasn't very far at all, but on the way back up my tongue caught the ridges on his underside.

He stiffened, releasing a raspy growl. I pushed my tongue deeper in his flesh, following the groove around his crown.

“Ah, fuck,” he whispered. “Fuck! Do more, baby girl, a whole lot more. You're so fucking warm and tight. Every lick's getting me ready to slide inside you...”

Thinking about him taking my virginity put an extra spring in my tongue. I licked harder, deeper, bobbing my head and loosening my jaw to take more of him.

One hand cupped his balls, gingerly touching the soft sack. I imagined the potent sap churning inside and moaned.

Around and around and around I sucked, tongued, and swirled.

Jack grunted, fisting my hair. He started to thrust slowly into my mouth, controlling how much of him I took, just when I was afraid I'd screw up and choke.

Every time I heard him sigh, a new tingle ran through me, heightening the current in my blood. His pleasure became sharper, and I wondered if he was about to blow.

“That's good, Rach. Really fucking good.” He tugged me by the hair, gently moving my head off his cock.

Why did he make me stop?

“Get underneath me and spread your legs, little virgin. Now that you've got me all warmed up, it's time to fucking claim you just like I've been wanting to.”

I had to fight to shift into position. It felt like my arms and legs had become stone beneath his ferocious gaze.

“You ready to have me shoved up inside you?” His whisper poured into my ear, hot and energetic.

“Fuck! Yes!” I hissed the words, blushing as the F-bomb slipped out. His cock pressed against the thin landing strip above my slit, teasing away the last remnants of my sanity.

“Do it, Jack. Take me. I want this so, so bad.”

He nipped at my neck and then pulled away. I watched him bend beneath the bed, quickly gathering his jeans. When he returned, he had a condom packet in hand.

His strong fingers tore at the foil and lifted out the rubbery sheath. I appreciated his calmer head, especially when I'd been all ready to take him inside me bare without a second thought.

Lust did frightening things. I wondered what it would be like when I finally fucked him.

Jack rolled the condom onto his length and tugged it snug around him. Even cloaked in dark latex, his length still looked damned sexy, poised to burrow into soft flesh like mine and fuck deep.

His hips moved against mine. He planted his big hands next to my head, leaning down to me, touching his cock to my aching core.

This time was different. This time, he wouldn't stop, even if I begged.

This man promised to turn into a machine, an animal, as soon as he got inside me, and there was no off switch, no taming him. Not unless I was completely ravaged, leaving us both slick and exhausted and spent.

Jack bared his teeth, releasing a pent up growl as he shoved forward. My eyes and lips popped wide open at the same time, electrified by the sensation of his thick cock splitting me open.

His length tunneled in through my slickness, deep and filling. Something weak tore at my entrance. It didn't burn as bad as I expected.

Rather, all the discomfort was coming from his size. He tore into me, forcing my body to adapt to his hard thickness. My flesh was learning to match his, to grow wetter and softer and become completely open to him.

Jack slid low, until I felt his balls mashed against my ass. He held himself there for a moment, lowering his torso, blowing hot air across to my lips until I was completely smothered in every beautiful inch of him.

“I could make love slow and sweet, but neither of us want that right now,” he whispered. “I'm going to show you how to satisfy a man. Same way you set yourself on fire. Pay attention, baby girl, this is how you really fuck.”

His cock jerked back up and then slammed into me, harder and faster. My whole body shook. I whined loudly, instinctively wrapping my arms and legs around his muscular body.

Somehow, I knew this was going to be one wild ride, and I'd be better hold on for dear life.

He'd given me a minute to ease into it. But I understood, he couldn't keep the beast chained up forever. Now that demon was out, rampaging into me, slamming his hips into mine again and again with a savage tempo I was beginning to love.

“Yes! Yes, yes, yes,” I sputtered. “Use me rough. Teach me every dirty thing you know. Please, Jack.”

He grunted a reply. His face stretched, exposing his surprise. He was shocked at what a little whore I'd become wriggling beneath him. So was I.

I guess too many years of holding it in had ruined me. With this perfect man between my legs, I wanted to let it all out. I needed to unleash my beast and let it frolic with his.

Every thrust took away a little more of the initial pain. The fire shifted, becoming mostly pleasure, and it let me drive my hips up to meet his thrusts.

My small cunt sucked and swallowed his fullness. Our flesh slapped together, steady music punctured only by the shrill whimpers leaving my lips.

Holy, holy fuck. I knew it would be good, but I never imagined this, never anything this intense.

And the intensity was only growing. That fireball that always came before orgasm kept getting bigger and bigger near my womb, braising all the muscles around it.

It was like my whole body was being stretched the longer he fucked me.

His thrusts came quicker. Jack hammered all the way to my womb, making me massage every rock hard inch of him. He grunted with satisfaction when he slammed into me, seeing the aftershocks moving my breasts.

“Come on this cock, little angel. Come hard and free like a woman now. Let it the fuck out!” His eyes rolled in his head, bleary with obscene passion.

The words just amplified his thrusts. They kicked me over the ledge, releasing the heatwave in my belly to go nova.

I came. Hard and fast and lightning hot, everything imploded, sucking hard at his length as he kept fucking through the wet velvet constricting around his cock.

I pinched my arms and legs around him before ecstasy blacked me out. He pounded my soft body up and down into the mattress, smashing my breasts into his powerful chest.

Old springs creaked beneath us, but they were no match for the wild screams echoing through the room.

Halfway through coming, Jack reached to my hips and cupped them in his fiery hands. He held me even tighter, pulling my ass up to him, forcing me to really feel every wonderful twitch of his cock.

Without warning, he added an extra swivel to his hips each time he thrust deep. My clit ground on him, sending new lightning streaking through my nerves.

This man, this master, prolonged my climax. I literally believed it might last forever before the tsunami inside me waned to softer waves, leaving me sore and breathless.

I realized he was fucking me faster than before as ecstasy released me from its grip.

Men weren't supposed to last this long, were they? Would I be able to keep up with his insane stamina?

Jack showed no signs of slowing down. If anything, he was getting hotter, more frantic.

He released my ass, pummeling me into the mattress again. His breathing hitched, and I had a feeling he wanted to blow, but he was holding back, enjoying erasing every last trace of my virginity.

“You want me to come, don't you, baby girl? You're so fucking tight, so good, I just might do that.” His voice was tense. Strained.

“Yes.” He'd read my mind. “Show me what it's like, Teach. Let go and give me your beautiful come.”

I teased him with my words. Hell, I teased myself.

For a split second, I forgot he was wrapped up in that condom. Something deep and primal inside me ached to feel his come shooting up my womb.

Someday.

His hips shifted again. I gripped him tighter, locking my arms and legs around his muscular bulk. My ankles sank into his sides so hard they hurt.

Pleasure began ripping through me again at an alarming rate. He raised his pitch, his pressure. Neither one of us was going to last like this.

We were heading straight for meltdown, and it was fucking incredible.

“Kiss me goodbye, Rach. One last sweet little kiss before I –“

I nipped at his mouth. His lips smothered mine, pushing them back in their place. Adding teeth and tongue, he devoured, filling me at both ends with wicked desire.

I started panting as he broke the kiss. I couldn't move anymore, couldn't breathe. All I could do was hold on tight as he spiked deep one last time, planting his cock against my womb.

Feral notes ripped out of his mouth. Jack's head snapped back and his face contorted into a mask of pure pleasure.

His cock swelled inside me. I instantly came when he exploded through that latex.

Pumping, grunting, grinding, we came together. We shared our hearts, our souls, our bodies. In that beautiful moment, nothing – absolutely nothing – was held back.

Orgasm pulverized the walls between us, baring our hearts with such a wild openness it scared me.

I wanted to laugh and cry and hold him simultaneously. But all I could really do with his cock jerking inside me was clench with all my might, taking his explosion, sharing him like I'd never shared another human being.

I think I blacked out again when the heat became too much.

Next thing I knew, Jack's face was back to normal. He gingerly kissed the sweat and tears away from my face, rocking me against his powerful body. He stayed rooted in me, a little softer than before, pushing one hand through my tangled hair.

“How'd you like being claimed, baby girl? There's no going back after this.”

“No?” My words sounded like they were a million miles away.

“No fucking way. This hair, this soft skin, this pretty little ass,” he moved his free hand to one buttock and squeezed. I moaned. “It's mine. All mine, baby, and I'll keep leaving my mark on every inch so you never forget it.”

Fuck. I'm game for anything with you.

I didn't tell him that, but I knew my body betrayed me. I was already getting hot and wet just thinking about how bad he wanted me.

I sighed with sweet relief and more than a little regret when he pulled out. Jack tossed the used condom into the waste bin across the room and cradled me tight.

We kissed softly and made small talk.

Perfection upon perfection. I hooked my chin into his shoulder and moved my face against his, loving the way his long stubble scratched at my skin.

Before Dad threw me into this world, he'd raised me to be his little Princess. I was supposed to go away and marry some snot nosed shit who'd give our family's political connections a leg up.

Even in my wildest dreams, I never imagined I'd end up an old lady to an outlaw on wheels. 

But the years of fantasy were over the instant Jack Shields took my virginity and stole my heart. He carried me to a different kind of world, dark and rough around the edges, but beautiful nonetheless.

And no matter how sharp, how black, it was the one that was right for me because he was in it.

“Kiss me again, Jack. Just to remind me I'm not dreaming.”

He lifted his smiling face to mine and gave me what we both wanted. When he pulled back, he held himself close, running his lips over mine a second time.

“I'll do you one better than a kiss, Rach. I'll fuck you, and then again and again after that. I'll fuck your sweet body until you can't ever fuck anybody else. You'll only mold to me. When I get what I want, baby, I don't ever let go.”

And he was just as good as his word.

It was the longest, most sleepless night of my life. When the alarm on my phone bolted us up around noon, exhausted and red eyed, we just laughed.

What we'd only started sharing was completely worth it. I'd sacrifice sleep and a whole lot more for this man, this new keeper of my flesh.

The only man who deserved it.
VI: Slip Up (Jack)

“Throttle, man...you listening?” Bolt ran a hand through his hair, concern showing on his face that he was gonna have to repeat himself again.

Thinking about Rachel took every waking minute when I wasn't with her. Or it would've, if I didn't have all this shit to manage. Pop had me moving my guys around like a small army to lock down our clubhouse-turned-fort.

Fuck, I almost wish I knew I wasn't seeing her tonight. Almost. But she's coming to my bed for the first time, and I'm gonna drive her fucking scent into it.

I want to eat, breathe, sleep, and live my baby girl. That's all I want.

“I heard you. Just give me those details one more time about the new grenades.”

Bolt looked at me sideways. If I weren't the VP, he would've made a smart assed comment, and he would've been entitled to. But then I would've had to beat his ass.

He picked up a small black canister in one hand and held it out. “Yank the pin, hold this tab on the side, and when you're ready to let loose, throw that baby right where you want it!”

Bolt let the grenade go. I ducked for cover, grabbing the laughing idiot and flattening him to the ground.

I held him there and waited. After thirty seconds, there was no explosion. I sat up.

“Jesus Christ! What the fuck are you doing?”

“It's a dummy, Throttle. A little something those Russkies gave us for demonstrative purposes when we bought the latest cache through the Canadians.”

Bastard. I gave him a good whack in the arm. Hard enough to hurt, but not to do any serious damage.

“Ow!” Bolt jerked away from me and rubbed his bicep. “Guess I deserved that.”

“You're not shitting.” I helped him stand up and put some distance between myself the armory. “What else is on the agenda?”

“We're supposed to inspect the fallback point. Ready when you are, boss.” He gave me a big shit eating grin.

Fucking A. I need to get it together and put the baby girl on hold for a micro-second. Last thing I need is my own brothers losing respect for me over pussy...

But she wasn't just pussy. Even as Bolt and I fixed our helmets and started our bikes, she was on the brain, reminding me she was so much more than a wet hole to fill.

Delicate, fresh, and beautiful. Hauling her pretty ass to bed the last few days excited me like nothing else. Rach made me feel more alive in less than a week than I'd been in the last ten years.

“Let's go,” I said over the little radio clipped to my ear.

“Roger.”

We peeled out the gate, tearing through Cassandra's streets and heading for the small older neighborhoods on the other side of the highway.

Jonesy's house stood out with overgrown weeds and chipped paint. I shook my head when I pulled up. Damn it, I didn't want to tell anybody how to live, but we didn't need to draw attention to this place.

Bolt cocked his head and looked at me, climbing off his bike.

“What's up?”

“Our brother still hasn't cleaned up after himself. I get that he's been taking it easy and recovering, but this is too much.”

Shit. That was an understatement. This place was a fucking pigsty!

The front yard was even worse. Some miscellaneous tools and an old Harley without its wheels were lined up in the tall grass.

Bolt was at my side as I raced up the steps to his house. I started pounding on his door.

Come on, come on! Gotta get this shit over with.

Jonesy limped his way to the door. When he saw us through the screen, his eyes went wide. I heard oh fuck in his expression before he actually said it.

“Fuck me, guys. I'm really, really sorry. I didn't realize we were doing this thing today.”

I pushed my way in and slammed him to the wall. He didn't struggle. I took care not to hurt the stab wound on his side, tender and healing from the melee with the Skulls.

“I know Pop warned you once, brother. Clean up your fucking act. This is unacceptable when we're supposed to use this place if things ever get really fucked up. You understand?”

He shook his head.

“Jones? What's going on?”

My hands started to soften on his shirt the instant I heard the female voice. Fuck.

Lannie came around the corner. She hadn't been at the clubhouse in awhile. Her belly had grown huge with their first child, peeking out underneath the thin white gown she was wearing.

“Sorry, lady. Didn't know you were here.”

She paused in mid-step, staring at the three of us. I took my hands off Jones. Nobody deserved to be humiliated in front of his woman, even if he hadn't properly claimed her as an old lady.

“We're just having a discussion,” Jonesy offered. “Go back to bed, baby.”

Lannie kept staring, her eyes narrowing. She was a homely woman around thirty, but the pregnancy gave her something extra, improving on her looks in that mysterious way only a baby can. She shook her long blond locks.

“I don't think so. Not when these guys come rolling into our house and rough up my husband.”

“It's club business,” Jonesy said coldly. “Besides, this time I deserved it. We're supposed to clean this shithole up.”

“You're calling this place a shithole when I bust my ass around here?” Smoke practically shot out her mouth. “And what the hell's the hurry?”

Bolt's eyes went big next to me. He nudged Jonesy.

“You mean you didn't tell her?”

I had to restrain myself from smacking my forehead. Better yet, his. Dependable Jonesy had really let us down, and that sheepish smile on his face told everything.

“I was gonna do it soon...just as soon as things got more organized.”

Fuck. Only one way out of this.

I stepped into their messy living room, putting myself between my brother and his baby momma. I had to be quick and I had to be straight.

“Listen, the club's in trouble with another group. These fucks from a couple states over who've been moving in on our turf. They like to buy off politicians and use women as slaves. I know, it's none of your business, but I'm gonna make it yours.”

Lannie's mouth dropped a little. Her lips twitched, like she didn't know what to say.

“We need your house to regroup in case anything goes wrong. I know that's asking a lot, especially after my brother here already took a knife for the club last month. But if we don't have this place, a lot more people are gonna get hurt if the Skulls come around looking for blood. Will you help us out, Lannie?”

She looked at Jonesy. He sucked his lip. Probably hoping she wouldn't put up a fight.

“Alright.” Her face tightened. “Whatever! Just keep me the fuck out of it. And don't you dare bring anybody here who'll do us harm with a baby on the way...”

“I promise you that won't happen. That's why we need your house: the Skulls won't come looking for anybody here.”

Neither will the authorities and mercs under Mayor Fuck-face, I thought. Of course, I didn't tell her that.

Lannie didn't answer. She stomped across the room and headed upstairs, slamming the bedroom door behind her when she reached the top.

“Nothing's going my way today,” Jonesy said with a sigh.

I approached slowly, letting him wonder if I was gonna throw a fist all the way until the end. Truthfully, I'd decided to cut him some slack. But this was the last fucking time.

“You've got three days. If I come back and find this place looking like somebody turned over a garbage truck, I will clean this house out myself. Your place needs to look like all the others on the block and stop sticking out like a sore fucking thumb. Got it?”

“Yeah, Throttle. I do.” He looked down.

Bolt just shook his head. He was already heading for the door.

“And take some fucking pride in yourself, man,” I said, stopping when I heard the screen slam. “I smelled the old booze on your breath the second I got in your face. The Devils are at war, Jonesy. You should know your place as a soldier better than the other guys. Straighten up and fucking act like it.”

I was out. We hopped on our bikes and roared out of there.

I couldn't muster the energy to check the garage and backyard like we planned. Didn't need to. I knew they'd be debris fields just like the rest of the house.

Following Bolt back to HQ on the dusty summer road, I kept my radio switched off, preferring the sweet silence.

I thought about Rachel's tight little body. But I thought about Lannie too. She deserved better with a baby coming, even if she was the other half of Jonesy's fuckups. And I was gonna make damned sure that she got it.

A pregnant woman brought out every instinct I had as a man. She'd given him a child, for fuck's sake, the most precious gift a lady can give. Love didn't stop when you claimed an old lady, or just a steady girlfriend-slash-babymaker like Jonesy had.

Whatever Lannie was to him, he'd claimed her in a deeper way. I smiled into the sunlight reflecting on the steel handlebars in front of me.

“Someday, baby girl, I'm gonna take you just like that too.” I whispered the words into the warm wind.

Nobody heard them over the growl of the bikes. That prayer wasn't meant for human ears. I wanted to it to go high, straight to whoever the fuck ran things up above.

I wanted fate to throw me a bone. I needed things to settle down so I could possess my girl in the deepest way a man could.

“Hey! Rita, what the fuck?”

I tugged the whore backward by the hair. The animal in me wanted to throw her right through the wall, but club men didn't do that to women.

Even if the bitch had been in my girl's face, menacing her with those stupid long nails.

“We were just...chatting,” Rita said, flashing me that empty smile.

I suppressed a growl. I'd never really trusted her, but this really drove it home.

“That true? You okay, Rach?” I turned, still holding the whore by her long hair.

My baby girl's face was flushed angry red. Whatever was going on, it left her shaking, and that made me want to pummel the whore like nothing else.

It really, really did.

“She's right. It was just a chat. Glad you showed up when you did.”

“So then, if I let you go, are you gonna be a good girl and go back to your room?” I jerked her hair one more time for emphasis.

The whore squealed. “Sure,” she finally said.

“If I see you outside the Purple Room again this evening, I won't be so nice. And don't get any bright ideas about ever riding this dick. It's all going to the girl I've claimed, and that's the way it's gonna stay. Do you fucking job and mind your own business.”

“Didn't know you'd claimed an old lady!”

“Not your concern,” I growled again. I wasn't going to say it a third time.

Rita swallowed. Hard and flustered. I released her, and her heels clicked loudly on the wooden floor.

“Magus will be in shortly for some pussy. You better be warm and ready for him!” I yelled after her.

Rachel eyed me like I'd gone too far when I turned to her. Okay, maybe I had, but seeing anybody menacing my new girl unleashed a special kind of rage. And it wasn't gender friendly either.

“Let's go. My room.”

Rachel's eyes widened. My hand was already on her wrist leading her forward before she spoke.

“I'm supposed to finish up with Frannie...”

“She'll understand. We can fill her in later.” I lowered my voice. “But first, I'm gonna give you the filling of a fucking lifetime.”

That brought a grin to her face. A minute later, we were in my room, the first time her and I had been alone there and about to get busy.

Really fucking busy.

She leaned in for a kiss. Her lips were like candy, hot and sweet, so good I almost forgot what I was gonna say.

“Hey, hold up for a second, baby girl. What the fuck was that really all about?”

She rolled her pretty eyes and tossed her hair.

“Bitch still wants you. So does that other one, the blonde.” Extra venom came into her voice when she mentioned Michelle, the whore I'd stupidly let onto my lap the night I took her out riding.

“Did Rita threaten you?”

“Yeah.” Rachel pushed her hands against my chest as I snarled.

I had half a mind to turn and break down the door to their seedy little chamber. No, I wouldn't whip her ass bloody like I wanted to, but I'd kick her to the curb. Wouldn't even bother having Pop approve it.

“No, Jack. Don't.” Her eyes glowed. “I'm starting to understand what becoming an old lady around here means. Frannie filled me in. If you want me, I can't look weak.”

Fuck! The truth hurt like a taking a spill on the road.

“I need to stand up to those whores and defend myself. I know you want to beat them or expel them or something. Let me. Please.”

I smiled. The thought of my baby girl turning into a little spitfire was a little exciting. But I couldn't shake the worry that she'd get herself in a scrap she couldn't handle.

“We'll try it. But anytime you go after them, you better let me know, baby. I'll let you do what you need to do. Only if someone else is here to keep you safe in case shit gets out of control.”

“Don't worry. I'll break their stupid nails off before they stick 'em through my eyes.”

“That's what I want to hear. Right now, I'm more interested in breaking this fucking bed, though.”

She squealed with delight as I buried my face in her neck. I pulled her hair, only half as rough as I'd been with skank Rita, tilting her face back so I could have full access to her sensitive skin.

Every inch of her was amazing. I breathed deep and inhaled her scent as my tongue went to work.

She went slack against the wall, already moaning. My hand pushed apart her blouse, showing me her supple cleavage, tweaking one hard nipple on its way up.

Fuck yeah, baby girl. Let it all out for me. I want you to come over and over again.

All for me.

Just teasing her skin had her tensing and whimpering beneath me. Those sounds she was making – I could only take so much!

My free hand darted out, embracing her hard. Secure in my arms, I carried her to the bed and laid her down. I instantly got back to work on those clothes, eager to have her unwrapped in my big old bed.

Her blouse came off, freeing access to the bra underneath. Rach's jeans went down in record time, and I ripped her panties a little when they followed, straight down her gorgeous legs.

“Oh, Jack. Right. Fucking. There!”

Hearing her talk dirty made my cock rage like nothing else. I buried my face between her legs, teasing her clit with my tongue, stopping only to reach lower and shove it up her sweet cunt.

She loved it when I threw that corkscrew twist into my lips. It always drew her swollen nub deep between my teeth, all the better for lashing it in long, relentless strokes.

I paid close attention to her squirming and panting. When she sounded like a runaway train going off its rails, I sucked her clit harder, shifting my face so I could shove two eager fingers inside her.

Oh, fuck. Oh, hell yeah, baby girl.

She was hot and wet and ready. Her sweet puss gushed all over my hands. I knew I'd be tasting her rich cream on my fingers and face for a long, long time.

I couldn't take it anymore. The instant she stopped screaming and settled into a breathless pause, I rose, tearing my shirt off over my head and tossing it behind me.

Rach barely had her eyes open before my jeans and boxers were gone. I gripped my cock in one hand, halfway tempted to jerk it off and shoot my come on her pretty pale skin.

But spending my nut without sinking inside her would've been a crime. I'd gotten her hot, wet, and so fucking ready for me, and I wasn't gonna let that sweet pussy go to waste.

Hell no.

I leaned across her and reached for the drawer to my nightstand. Fuck, where were those condoms?

For a second, I hesitated. I knew I could've gotten away with going in her bare with both us on fucking fire like this.

Yeah, in the bedroom I was a wild man, a beast with a growing ache to plant my seed in her womb. But I wasn't reckless either.

Soon, baby girl. Just not today.

I rolled that latex on my cock and yanked her hair. “Turn over and get on all fours for me, baby. Hands on the headboard. I'm gonna watch your beautiful ass shake while you scream my name and grind all over this cock.”

“Yes!”

I smiled as she shifted into place. Could this crazy, beautiful thing we had get any more perfect?

My baby girl. My obedient little slut. My old lady.

I hadn't laid public claim to her yet with the club, but I think half the guys knew. It was coming, just as soon as we settled this bullshit with the Skulls.

Rachel shifted against me, rubbing her delicate ass cheeks on my rock hard shaft. She knew exactly how to get my attention whenever I let my mind wander, and now I was gonna give it back in spades.

“You need this, baby girl?” I leaned down and whispered into her ear, my breath hot and ragged and ready.

My cock was burning so bad it hurt, but still I wanted to tease her. Playing with her was half the fun. Taking her like a buck in rut was the rest of it.

“Yeah. Yeah!” She whined, a little more desperate the second time. “Fuck me, Jack. I need you in me bad. It hurts!”

Oh, I understood that fucking pain. Satisfied, I latched onto her hips, pressing my fingers into her supple curves as I threw myself forward.

She arched her spine and yowled like a cat when we fused together. I loved it, but I wasn't gonna stop to admire the scenery either.

My hips rolled, thrusting hard and deep, each time throwing a little more energy into my strokes. Fire leaped all the way to my balls and burst up my brain. I watched her writhing, grunting, screaming beneath me, and knowing I was gonna bring her off again just turned that fire into molten white waves.

The old bed hadn't had this kind of assault for awhile. No, make that never.

I'd been rough with my hookups in the past to blow off serious steam. But I hadn't felt anything like I did for the baby girl quivering and groaning beneath me.

I fucked hard to show her how much I loved her, what her sweet body did to me. I wanted every thrust to remind her that she was mine, and only mine forever.

She hissed her pleasure, struggling even harder for breath. If I could've seen her face, I would've seen her doing that thing where she sucked at her bottom lip, that criminally cute expression that never failed to set me off.

I knew it. Just like I knew I was gonna burn her down with the next orgasm.

“Come. Come on, baby girl!” I lifted one palm and smacked her ass.

She yelped, jumping deliciously on my cock when the sensation hit her. The heat around my cock increased, telling me how close she was.

Another spank. Another sweet yelp. And a whole hell of a lot more savage thrusts.

One more knee shaking push and she came. I reached for her thighs, lifted her clean off the mattress and hooked her legs to me.

The sudden sensation of coming in mid-air really made her scream. I allowed myself a feral grin, fucking her harder through her spasms, so close to coming myself I could fucking taste it.

Her little ass pushed hard against my pubic tuft. That hot, wet silk wrapped around my cock sucked harder, begging for my come, and I really wanted to give it to her.

“Fucking hell, baby girl. Don't let that sweet puss stop. Keep coming because I'm gonna join you!”

I curled up into her one last time. Cock nestled against her womb, I exploded. Electric heat started in my balls and shot up at once, straight through my shaft.

We twitched together as pure heaven descended over both of us.

Fucking, coming, sweating, rutting. Breathless and beautiful.

I loved her a little more with every spasm tearing through my body, every single ripple I sensed moving beneath her soft flesh.

Coming in unison was pure poetry. I wanted to stay there forever, buried deep inside her, enjoying the heat resonating in our bodies.

Sans the condom, of course. I tugged the used mess off and tossed it in the nearby trash, imagining the day when I'd be home free to go without one at all.

Someday.

“Hey,” I whispered softly, settling her beneath me and stroking her hair, bringing her back to consciousness. “You know you're beautiful, right?”

She tilted her head and smiled, answering me with a kiss. We rolled together. I embraced her tight, loving the feel of her skin on my muscular chest.

In this dim light, she looked snow white. The girl could use some sun, but she was beautiful to me all the same, and I was reminded of that even more when I saw her creamy skin contrasting with my dark inks.

Rach lazily ran her fingers over my chest, fingering the devil's head on my breast. “Do you think I can ever have a tattoo?”

I laughed, bent down, and kissed her head.

“Of course you can, baby girl. We'll find something awesome for you after I make the announcement about you being my old lady. How about something that'll be a permanent reminder about that?”

“I'd like that,” she said softly.

“Good. Freak's got the skills to take over ink duty, soon as he gets patched in. Man's sure got enough tats himself. I'll talk to him as soon as we've got this other shit under control.”

Her hand sauntered down my chest. Lower, lower, a couple inches away from squeezing me between the legs.

Hell, I was already hardening again. Wouldn't be long before I rolled her around and took her on top of me. I loved the way she rode until we both exploded.

“Is everything going okay?”

I tilted her head up gently with my hand, staring into her eyes.

“It's fine, Rach. Our friends from down south will go running like scattered crows on the open road the minute they come here and try to go head to head. We're just waiting for the fucks to make their move.”

If she wanted to know about club business, then I wanted to make it crystal fucking clear that this thing with the Skulls would be a bad memory soon.

She relaxed in my arms. Satisfied, she nuzzled into me, and I clasped her that much tighter.

I wasn't lying to her, damn it, even if everything was a little uncertain.

With this angel pinned to my chest, I was determined to beat those bastards back, and make it fucking certain they never returned to Devils' territory.
VII: Anarchy (Rachel)

I was busy doing my first patch up job with Frannie when Tank the Prospect burst in.

Bolt looked up from the table. A hard fall from his bike the other day had landed him in the infirmary. Nothing broken, but plenty of scrapes and bruises.

“Come on! Throttle's ordering everybody to the fall back point. There's been some kind of attack.”

“Shit!” Bolt nearly bowled me over in his rush to get up.

The pain in his knees instantly put him in his place. So did Frannie with a gentle shove to the chest.

“You're not going anywhere right now, Mister,” she said. “Just because you gave yourself a bunch of sprains and scratches doesn't mean you don't need rest.”

“Rest! This is fucking war,” he said. Unusually harsh for talking to Warlock's old lady.

Tank came closer, a hulking beast of a man who lived up to his name. If I were new to the club and not madly in love with Jack, he would've been welcome on the eyes any time.

“You heard the lady, brother. We can do this one man short, especially with the boys brought over from the Dickinson charter. Need a few to hold down this place.”

“Hold down this place for what?” Bolt winced when Frannie pushed on one knee. “Even those fucking Skulls aren't dumb enough to attack us here. Prez outta have everybody hauling ass after those clowns.”

“Don't have all the details.” Tank shrugged. “I promise you, I'll make up for it. I'm gonna fight as hard as three men and earn my patch.”

Bolt grinned. I smiled too, knowing he was the one man who could literally do what he claimed.

“That's the kinda bloodlust that wins. Okay, hardass. Go get 'em. I'll be here babysitting the ladies since I'm too precious to be doing my job. Besides, I – hey!”

Frannie poured extra alcohol on the nasty scrape he had on one knee. Guess he deserved it.

“Sounds like you're here to protect us. Not babysit,” she said coldly. “Rachel, finish up the bandage so we can get this guy out of here.”

“Yes, ma'am.”

Bolt wasn't the only one who was sore today. Every time I leaned down, I still felt the aftershocks of last night with Jack, the exhaustion he'd left tingling through my body.

We'd been up too late fucking. And it had been worth every single second of lost sleep.

My patient behaved himself as I finished dressing his wounds. Then he was out, heading off toward the bar to mingle with all the fresh faces from the Dickinson charter.

The MC had called in reinforcements from out West as things with the Skulls heated up. I overheard Jack and Warlock talking about Skulls riding through tone in ones and twos, scoping things out, and now it looked like they'd made their move.

How did they know about the backup place? I wondered.

The thought that Dad might've been involved in feeding the rival club information turned my stomach. They'd certainly pissed him off enough to do it. I just hoped rejecting my father wouldn't end up in spilled blood for everyone who'd taken me in.

“How are things going?” Frannie asked while she cleaned up, sterilizing a few metal instruments in the sink.

“Just fine.” I looked up. “Jack and I are getting along perfect. He's...going to claim me when all this crap with the other club blows over.”

Saying the words was strange. They made me excited, even a little giddy.

Something clattered loud in the sink. Frannie lost her grip, switched the water off, and turned around. She had a big grin plastered to her face.

“My, the boy listened to me. That makes me happy, and even happier for you.” She came close to check my work wiping down the table. “Looks good. Make sure that he keeps his word, Rachel. You have to hold him to it, and soon.”

“He's going to,” I said, total certainty in my voice. “Told me so himself. He's just busy.”

She shook her head furiously. “Don't let him pull that delay crap. Look, in this club, there's always something happening. If he really wants to claim you, he'll do it this week. War or no war. There'll never be a perfect time. This is the life.”

I smiled nervously. I didn't even know how to pour the heat on him with something like this, but wasn't that a skill old ladies needed?

Frannie reached out and squeezed my gloved hand with hers.

At least I've got a great teacher pointing me the right way, I thought.

My heart leaped with excitement when I heard all the bikes roaring into the garage. That meant the guys were back, and Jack along with them.

I threw down the burn care book I'd been reading and ran out of my room.

I was halfway down the hall when I heard the gunshot. After that, everything seemed to happen at once.

Men screaming, glass shattering, metal and footsteps filling the whole clubhouse with thunder. I froze in my tracks, too scared to move forward, or even rush back to my room.

The door to the meeting room burst open in front of me, and Voodoo stepped out.

“What the fuck's going on?” The old President wore a startled expression.

Another loud blast. I stood like a I was caught in headlights watching him fall to the floor. I thought he'd been shot until he moved, rising slowly off the ground.

He looked my way and his eyes went wide.

“Jesus Christ! Get down on the ground, girl! Down!”

I couldn't force myself to act. It was like all my bones and muscles had locked up.

Voodoo sprang into action, crawling toward me. Catching me by the knees, he threw me down, breaking my fall with his strong arms. They'd probably been just like Jack's when he was younger.

“Stay down here,” he growled, drawing his gun. “Don't stick your pretty face up for anything. I'm gonna find out what the fuck's going on here.”

Steady gunfire blasted out behind the door. One bullet slammed into the wood, cutting clean through it and showering us in splinters.

Shielding me with his body, Voodoo kicked it aside.

He crouched and fired into the bar, right over the tops of his men's heads. Harsh looking men I'd never seen were everywhere, and I knew by the logos on their jackets that they weren't the strangers from the Dickinson charter.

The Skulls had done the unthinkable. They were swarming in, overwhelming the Devils' skeleton crew at headquarters while Jack and the others had been lured away.

“Stay back!” Voodoo yelled at me.

The President sent out another hail of bullets. A man running across the glass strewn floor screamed and went down. I couldn't tell what side he belonged to.

Several Devils were crawling forward from beneath the overturned tables, Bolt among them. Behind me, the door to the Purple Room creaked open.

Stupid whores. They ought to know better than me to stay put when everything's going crazy out here.

Something jerked at my hair. Before I could scream, I was hauled backward, and dragged through the small opening.

Lilac perfume and burgundy assaulted my senses. I looked up into the Rita's nasty painted face, her nails locked around my neck, so sharp they could cut.

“What the hell do you want?” I coughed. Her grip tightened, and I grabbed onto her gross skinny arm.

I wouldn't be much match for her if nails were the only weapon of choice. But I was ready to get my bitch on if I needed to.

“Just helping your sweet ass to safety. It's dangerous out there, you know.” She smiled, blowing the scent of that sickly sweet grape gum in my face.

“Didn't know you'd be concerned.”

Heels stomped on the floor from the small bathroom attached to the fuck room. I looked over and saw blondie Michelle. Side by side, I wasn't sure which one looked more trashy.

“Make the little wench comfortable,” she said to Rita. “We'll have something to bargain when those barbarian find us. No fucking way am I going to some ratty club down south. Besides, I'm sure daddy would be real happy to have his little girl back.”

Michelle smiled. Rita laughed.

I lunged, throwing all my weight into Rita's fake tits. If it worked once before, then it ought to do the trick a second time.

She screamed when I pinched her nipples. I rammed my head straight at her throat.

Had to get down and fight dirty, just like the boys. I wasn't afraid anymore.

Or so I told myself, until Michelle grabbed me by the neck. Something cold and shiny hovered near my skin.

I had to crane my eyes to see the sharp metal glinting near my throat. One swipe with that big hunting knife would've been the end of me.

“Don't move, bitch,” she hissed into my ear. “You're our little bargaining chip now.”

Just then, the door burst open. Voodoo ran inside and turned, throwing his weight against the door, pressing it shut. More guys were right behind him, and I didn't think they were Devils.

The older man was breathing heavily. He had small cuts on his cheeks and he looked utterly fatigued.

When he finally looked in our direction, his face hardened. “Christ! Can't I catch a fucking break? What's this all about?”

Michelle blinked dumbly. She drew the knife away, moving it to her side.

“Nothing, sir. We were just...”

“Keeping this one in line,” Rita finished. “She was hysterical out there. All that screaming would've let them know we're in here.”

“Was not!” I yelled.

Voodoo stomped one boot on the ground. His face went bright red and he waved the gun in his hand.

“Everybody shut the fuck up! You whores are in deep shit. I wasn't born yesterday. We'll settle this later. Right now, all three of you just need to zip it before you get us all killed.”

Finally. I suppressed a vicious smile as Rita clammed up.

Sweet, sweet speechlessness.

Didn't have much time to savor my little triumph. The shots and pounding were coming close now, and they were nearly right on top of us.

“Who's in there? Fucking open up!” A rough voice outside rang out in between fierce pounding on the door.

“Get over here, you whores. Rita, Michelle, throw your fucking weight into it. Help me!” Voodoo roared, trying to hold back the tide with all his might.

The bitches weren't moving. They sulked on the ground as I got up, stepped past them, and leaned hard on his back.

It helped, but not enough. The door was bouncing open and shut like we were trying to contain a raging thunderstorm behind it.

“Come on! We need everybody to push! What the fuck is wrong with –“

Voodoo toppled backward. I moved out of the way just in time to avoid getting crushed.

Three of the nastiest looking men I'd seen since my capture rushed inside. The big one looked up. I recognized his greasy hair and ugly pot belly instantly.

“Well, well, well,” Venom said with a smirk. “Look what the mangy fucking cat dragged in.”

All the life drained out of me. I would've preferred to have caught one of those bullets instead.

I was so numb I barely felt him rush forward and crush me up against the wall. All the commotion outside the room had grown to a deafening roar.

Men were still rampaging through the halls, fighting and stabbing and shooting.

I looked over my captor's shoulder and saw Voodoo pinned to the ground by another Skulls member. The man had his boot right on the President's spine, sending horrific force through his screwed up back.

Voodoo screamed. My mind wanted to blank out the abominable sound, but somehow I still heard Venom's disgusting words through the bellow.

“Can't believe my sweet luck, baby. Looks like I'm gonna get a piece of your tight little ass after all. Just hope the shitheads here haven't loosened you up too much.”

His hips shifted forward. I had to choke back my nausea when he smashed his disgusting bulge between my legs.

“Try it!” I spat in his face. “I'll claw off your dick if you come any closer.”

His eyes flashed. For a second, it looked like he was stunned, but the shock didn't last long. A nasty smile rose on his face.

“Bullshit. You know talk like that just makes this cock harder, right? You might not be a virgin anymore, but I'll tear you apart, bitch. I'll sink it hard and deep and fuck away all the sweet memories you have of this place, just as soon as I –“

“Venom! We gotta go, man. Now! Somebody tipped the rest of these bastards off! The big crew's back! There's too many for us to hold 'em.”

He turned away from me, keeping one hand on my throat. I should've taken the chance to kick him right in the nuts. But I didn't.

“Fuck. We can't leave this shithole without a trophy. Alright, here's what we're gonna do.” Holding me by the neck, he choked me, spinning me away from the wall.

“Venom, we need to go. Like, now.” Another fearsome blast echoed in the hall. “Now!”

The gunfire was closing in, and it sounded like somebody had added a shotgun to the mix. A Skulls guy with a nasty cut along his face came crashing into the room so hard the door broke its hinges. In their corner, the two whores screamed, shielding their eyes.

Venom faced the cowardly duo. Dragging me forward, he replaced the other man's boot on Voodoo's back. He'd stolen my oxygen for too long, and my vision was starting to go blurry.

“There's only room for one little prize on our bikes. I'm gonna let you bitches choose which one I take. Who's it going to be? Your old man here,” he paused, jabbing his heel into Venom's spine. “Or this nasty little cunt?”

Stars danced around Rita and Michelle. I needed oxygen. I wondered if I was hallucinating as I saw them look at each other, and then smile slowly.

“Take him,” Rita said with a smile. “We know this old dog's more valuable to you anyway. Leave the bitch here. Jack'll never forgive her.”

Jesus, no. You can't do this, you lunatics! Jack will kill you.

Venom stared at me sourly, and then threw me down. There was a violent tearing sensation in one ankle, the world spun, and then my head collided with something very hard.

Blackness.

“Wake up, baby girl. Rachel! Do you know who I am?”

My head throbbed the instant I opened my eyes. Overhead, the brightest lamp I'd ever seen scorched down, hot and painful as a sunny day in the Badlands.

“Pupils are responding normally...pulse is good...I think she's gonna be alright.”

I recognized the comforting sound of Frannie's voice. She laid one hand on my shoulder and squeezed.

“Jack?” I breathed.

My eyes went wide. I sat up – too soon – and the blinding pain was back.

“Holy shit, take it easy, baby. Doctor's orders.” Jack looked at the club's matriarch. “You're gonna be fine. We're both gonna take the very best care of you...and then I'm gonna murder every last one of those assholes who did this. Nobody knocks out my girl and kidnaps my old man. Nobody.”

Frannie's face tensed. What little color I still had must've gone straight out of me.

They'd really done it. It wasn't just a nightmare.

Shit, shit! I wanted to tell him all about the struggle in the whore's room, the way that one bitch had stood up and turned over their President.

But if she hadn't, I'd be waking up somewhere a hell of a lot worse than Frannie's infirmary. Had that monster with the oversized nails and sour grape gum done me a favor?

“What happened?” I mumbled.

“It was a ruse. Fuckers had one guy come by our fallback point and take potshots at Jonesy's fence. One of our paid dudes in the Cassandra PD said there were a lot more coming. We hauled ass over there. Dug in, waited, and found nothing. That cop fucking lied. And then Bolt called and we found out about the real attack here...” Jack reached for his face and ran one hand over it, stretching his perfect skin. “Damn it, I'm so sorry, baby. I fucked up.”

“It's okay,” I assured him. Everything was light, and it felt like the pain and drugs were carrying me away.

“Lay your head back down, girl,” Frannie cut in. “Relax. I'm going to give you these to help you sleep.”

I mumbled something crazy and incoherent. Frannie placed the big pills onto my tongue and tipped a cup up to my lips.

I drank deep and swallowed. Jack never left my side, holding one hand. His smile was big and filled with love, even through the darkness recent events had left on his face.

“Sweet dreams, baby girl. I'm not going anywhere until I need to. I'll be here right when you wake up. I promise.”

Blackness. Again.

When I opened my eyes, the fiery drumbeat in my head had settled to a dull ache. I sat up more easily, without feeling like I wanted to gouge my own eyes out.

Jack was as good as his word.

His warm hand was on mine, pulled a couple inches over into the chair where he sat dozing. I noticed the bruise beginning around his right eye.

He'd taken a beating, just like everybody else in that battle.

Jesus, how many weren't even breathing anymore? The thought of any brothers being dead brought a terrible lump to the middle of my throat. I swallowed the bitter sadness, refusing to wake him up.

About a minute later, Bolt staggered in, dragging one leg behind him. I breathed a quiet sigh of relief.

At least that's one more familiar face above ground.

“Aw, shit. I didn't know I'd be interrupting...”

Jack stirred at the sound of Bolt's voice. He looked at me, nodded gently, and then turned to his club brother.

“What's up?”

“Got ourselves an update from Creeper's search party. Him and the Dickinson boys found something.”

Jack stiffened. He slid the chair away and let my hand drop. I slowly brought it back to my lap.

“What?”

Bolt looked past him, as if he didn't want to say. My heart began to pound, sending blood I really didn't need into my head. The pain intensified and redness flashed across my vision.

“You'd better come and see it, Throttle.” Bolt paused and swallowed loudly. “I'll lead the way.”

Bolt turned and headed out of the infirmary without stopping. Jack whipped around, facing me, his face wrinkled with confusion and something else.

Is that fear?

Seeing my rugged lover scared for the first time was like a punch to the gut.

“You wait here and go back to sleep, Rach. I'll send Frannie in to take another look at you.” He turned to go.

“Wait!” I screamed, forcing my legs over the table. “I need her now. I want to come with you.”

“What? You can't go anywhere!” His whole face darkened.

“I will. Whatever's out there...I want to be with you. I know I'm a not even an old lady yet,” I paused, praying I would be one day soon. “But all this shit that went down affects me to. The things that scumbag VP said to me, the way he threatened us...you don't even know.”

Jack studied me. It wasn't an outright no, and that brought a tiny prickle of satisfaction to my painful brain.

“We'll just see what Frannie says.” He sighed. “Don't know why the hell I'm even considering this. This is club business...”

“Because you need me,” I offered, moving closer to him. “You know I'm the one person you can count on right now. I won't meltdown or stab you in the back.”

“Yeah, baby girl.” He hugged me and planted a quick kiss on my lips. “Just wondering if you know a little too much, too soon. I'll go see about Frannie.”

I don't think I ever hugged Jack tighter on the ride outside Cassandra's borders.

A short check up later, and Frannie cleared me to ride with him, to be his support like no one else could. I sensed the fear flowing through him, thickening the entire atmosphere in the broken club with somber tension.

It was an unusually cool summer morning. Peaceful, almost, like the strange calm and dewy softness following a violent storm.

“Right over here,” Bolt said over the radio, motioning ahead of us.

A whole crew of the guys from Dickson were parked along the road. I'd seen these guys loitering around the clubhouse before, but this was different.

Instead of chattering, cracking loud jokes, or smoking like normal, nobody was moving. They just stood there like sentinels, solemn faced and huddled against their bikes, staring off across the open prairie, toward the distant hills.

Jack threw himself off the bike and helped me down. I took his hand, squeezing tightly as he walked toward the spot near a ditch where Bolt was standing.

“Show me,” Jack ordered.

“Wish I didn't have to, brother. Here he is.”

He? Oh, God...

Jack ripped away his hand from mine and started running when the pale, battered shape came into view. His loud, anguished screams exploded in my ears even before I caught up to him.

Voodoo's body was in the ditch, bloody and mutilated. I could only take one shaky look before I had to tear myself away. The savage pain in my head had returned, so fierce I feared I'd pass out.

I saw enough. Jack's father, the former Devil's President, had gaping holes all over.

They'd torn the patches out of his old leather cut and thrown them across his chest, defiling his colors. All his senses were gone too, demolished from his flesh.

Voodoo's eyes, ears, nose, and lips were all missing.

That rock I was supposed to be? Yeah...

I fell to my knees alongside Jack, sending my terrible screams after his, high into the heavens.
VIII: Crystal Clear (Jack)

Pop deserved better. Better than the closed casket funeral we gave him with reps from all six charters in the five state area.

I could hardly believe it when he was hauled to the cemetery in our motorcade and laid into the ground. I never loved my brothers more than when they smacked me on the back, a welcome pain to blunt the tears that came whenever I cracked.

At the big party we threw after – standard MC tradition for a fallen brother – I drank myself into a stupor. Tore the bottle of Jack from Warlock's hands, even when he didn't want to give it to me.

The old man and I had our disagreements. He'd gotten blunt, gray, and way too self-serving with age.

But he was my father, damn it, and I never expected to take the reigns of the Prairie Devils like this.

I killed him. Yeah, those fucking Skulls were the ones who took him prisoner and did the dirty deed, but it was my sloppy head-over-heels folly that led us into their trap.

Made me sick just thinking about it.

Then there was Rach. She'd been an angel through the week-long clean up at the clubhouse after Pop's send off. Shame I had to keep my distance.

My head was fucked. Every time I looked at her, I just saw my own failure. She was the last person I loved and trusted who saw him alive, and I still hadn't worked up the balls to ask her what the fuck had happened.

“Are you sure you're up for this, Jack?” Warlock sat at the side of the table, now the oldest active member of this club. “We don't need to do it today if you're not ready.”

“I'm ready,” I said coldly. “Let's vote.”

All eight old surviving members were there, including me, plus two new brothers who'd just earned their patches. Our prospects survived the clash with the Skulls. Tank and Freak had more than earned that CASSANDRA bottom rocker on their cuts below the Devils' face, and the pitchforks on their skin.

I looked at them all. These men were my family now. everybody in Cassandra plus our extended cousins in other charters, now that my last blood link in the world was gone.

One by one, they were behind me, about to make it more official than ever.

Warlock, Bolt, Jonesy, Tank, and Freak. Magus, Shady, Creeper, and Pounce.

Brothers. Family. My blood, even if they didn't share my DNA.

“Everybody in favor of me, Jack Shields, assuming leadership of this club, say 'aye.'”

I watched the chain start at Warlock. Everybody spoke swift and firm, without hesitation, making the whole vote one of the quickest we'd ever taken.

“Anybody opposed, let's hear the 'nays,'” I said.

Silence.

“Congratulations, brother!” Warlock leaned over and gave me a tight hug, pounding me on the back. “You'll make your old man proud. I know you will.”

The other guys made fists and pounded the table. When the clatter stopped, I picked up the gavel, slamming it to the wood for order.

The little mallet still felt odd in my hands, ever since I'd begun using it as acting President. But it was more familiar by the day, and now I'd earned it legitimately. 

“What's your first order, Prez?” Creeper grinned. He looked menacing and ridiculous at the same time wearing those oversized shades.

“Everybody at this table is smart enough to know. We're gonna give it back to the Raging Skulls as good as they gave it to us. Let's cleanse this town and all the Dakotas. I'm in the mood for a trip to Sioux Falls. How about the rest of you boys?”

Half my brothers showed their wicked smiles. The rest just gave ice cold nods.

“Then it's settled.” I slammed the gavel for emphasis. “Warlock, as the new VP, I want you to make sure we're perfectly coordinated with the Dickinson boys. We were good together when the Skulls attacked this clubhouse, but it wasn't perfect. We need to be fluid.”

“Will do.”

“Bolt, you're Sergeant at Arms now. You need to oversee the armory, and bring everything back here from that stupid fallback point. That fucking thing cost us dearly. I'm done playing defense. From now on, we're going after our enemies. Not waiting for them.”

Just like I always wanted. Sorry, Pop. It's not your strategy, but we're gonna use it to kick some ass and avenge your death.

My new Sergeant nodded. He'd be good in real fights, but I needed to make sure he was good handling other elements of defense too.

“Before you do that, there's something else. You're the cleanest looking guy here,” I said. He blinked in surprise. “You need to find out where we got that tip about the Skulls attacking Jonesy's place. I have my suspicions. I know our guy in the police wouldn't have turned on us.”

“Mayor's office,” Jonesy said. “Why do we need to waste our time gathering up evidence?”

“Because it's the right thing to do. There's no more room for mistakes here, brothers. We got fucked up once before on faulty information and little slip ups. Those days are over.”

Jonesy shrugged, but he didn't dare challenge me. He was shitting bricks when we pulled up to his house, expecting an attack anytime.

We thought we were smart, that we were setting a trap for those bastards thanks to the tip that came in over the radio. We were absolutely fucking wrong, and I should've seen it coming.

If I hadn't been too distracted getting my dick wet, maybe I would've. Pop might still be alive, sitting at the head of the table and wielding the gavel. Not me.

“Look, I already know Mayor Fuck-face had something to do with this. Probably had his mercs feeding info to the Skulls the whole time and sewing chaos. We just need to make it solid so we're not caught with our pants down again. Everybody good with that?”

I looked up and down the table. Nobody protested. Almost everybody genuinely supported me, and the ones who weren't fully behind me were feeling out the new regime. Now wasn't the time to blink.

“Good. Then let's get our house in order and finish what we started. We've got a lot of fucking work to do.”

“My room. Now.” The orders I barked echoed in the small infirmary.

Rachel looked up from cleaning. Frannie gave me the evil eye, but nodded her approval at the girl.

Nobody was going to challenge me at this point. Even if I was somewhere between rough around the edges to out-of-fucking-control.

She threw her cloth down on the table and followed me.

“What is it, Jack?” She asked, her eyes big and wide, as soon as I closed the door.

“Sit down on the bed. I need you to tell me exactly what happened that night with Pop. I have a feeling those whores were involved, and I don't want you to protect them. If there's a snake among us, I need to know about it so I can kick their ass out of this club.”

She clasped her hands tight on her lap. Rachel looked up, sickly and sad. She hadn't gotten any less beautiful to me, but that face brought pain. Confusion.

Fuck. I don't know what the hell I'm doing here, what I want to do with her.

My cock knew. The beast inside me wanted to throw her down on that bed, rip apart her clothes, and fuck her until everything was good and wholesome again.

But she remained my baby girl. I couldn't do her just to get off like one of the club whores.

“All hell broke lose,” she whispered. “I came out of my room, thought it was the club pulling their bikes into the garages. I froze up when I heard all the commotion. Your dad busted out of the meeting room with his gun drawn...”

“Go on. Tell me the rest.”

“It was that whore, Rita, who pulled me in their room. I thought they were doing me a favor, trying to get me out of harm's way.” Rach's beautiful face wrinkled. “The bitch said she wanted to use me as a bargaining chip. Then the fight spread and Voodoo came in. He tried to hold the Skulls off, and none of those sluts would help him.”

I took a deep breath and held it. It was like a stick of dynamite had been loaded in my gut. And the fuse was getting shorter with every fucking word coming out of her pretty mouth.

“I think you know the rest.” She swallowed, softening her throat so she wouldn't crack up. “I recognized the Skulls VP, Venom. He was with a few other guys...they held Voodoo down and threatened me. Said they were here to collect a trophy.”

She stopped. Damn it, my patience was wearing thin.

“Come on, Rachel. Get to the point. What the fuck did they do?”

She blinked hard. My harsh words were hurting her, and I knew it, but I was like a runaway train at this point.

I had to know what happened to Pop, the naked truth.

“The bitches picked him because they knew you'd be torn up. Rita – God! – she said you'd never forgive me as she pointed at him, hurting on the ground. That slut told them to take him...”

She started blubbering. I managed to throw a lid on the fire screaming inside me. I sank onto the bed next to her and yanked her close, holding her against my chest as she let loose the tears.

“You did nothing wrong. I'm the one who fucked up. I wasn't paying attention before the attack. We all paid for that.”

The more I thought about the whores betrayal, the angrier I got. I sat as long as I could, suppressing the killer instinct that would make Rach cringe. But I couldn't hold it in forever.

As soon as she stopped shaking and her sobs grew quieter, I was up and heading for the door.

“Jack!” She yelled after me. “Where are you going?”

“Purple room,” I growled back at her. “Those bitches are fucking done.”

She ran after me and started tugging on my shoulder as I planted my boot on their door. It was mid-morning and the place was locked.

From late morning through early afternoon, they were alone in there, napping and getting all prettied up to service the boys for another night.

“Open this fucking door before I kick it down!”

My wild motions forced Rachel to lay off me. Several brothers were running down the hall as the newly installed door completely collapsed.

I was in before anybody could grab me. I found them sleeping together in one bed, passed out drunk in low tank tops and matching pink panties.

My nose wrinkled. It smelled like sex – some brother had probably been fucking them both at the same time last night.

“Get up! Both of you!” I growled, grabbing their hair.

Their eyes flipped open. Michelle and Rita did a double take when they saw it was me, manhandling them over to the corner.

“Jack! Whatever you're doing, man, just ease up. Surely these pretty little girls don't deserve to be jerked around like that.” Creeper appeared and approached me cautiously, his hands stretched out, like he was trying to tame a wild animal.

“You have no idea. These whores betrayed us all.”

“What are you talking about? Just tell us what happened, Prez!” Magus was next to him, tall and wiry as ever. “If there's something they deserve...then we'll vote on the punishment.”

I snorted. Fucking democracy.

I'd only been President for a few days and I already felt just like Pop. He'd lived in constant frustration waiting around for crucial votes, especially when we needed action instead.

“They turned Voodoo over to those fucking bastards. That's what happened! Go on, whore, tell them yourself!”

I picked Rita up off the floor. She was shaking, looking up at me, and then past my brothers to Rachel.

“It's true.” Rach stepped into the room, taking her place in the middle when my guys cleared a spot for her. “Tell them.”

My brothers looked surprised, and suddenly more open to the strange twist. They were willing to doubt me in my blind rage, but nobody believed the baby girl in front of them who nursed their wounds would ever lie.

“Please,” Rita whispered, staring up into my eyes.

She was begging. The MC had been her home, and now she faced a dishonorable discharge. I didn't give a fuck that she had no place to go. Bitch was lucky she wasn't getting a bullet in the head.

“Spill it.” I nodded once, baring my teeth. “Or else I'll snap those fake fucking nails off one by one. And I should do a lot worse than that for damning my flesh and blood.”

I saw her throat twitch as she swallowed. Felt like fucking forever as she slowly craned her head away from me and at the trio in front of her.

“I did it. I had to. The Skulls weren't giving us any choice...they came for Voodoo and the girl here, but they could only take one.”

“And you chose him to hurt me, Jack, and this club.” Rachel's voice surprised me with its cold certainty.

Neither of us were offering the whore any mercy.

I watched my brothers. Magus' jaw tightened, and he turned away, oddly saddened. Maybe he'd been the one in here sharing them last night. For an older guy, he had a voracious appetite for fucking.

Creeper betrayed nothing. But I had a feeling his eyes were on fire behind those oversized shades perched on his nose.

“Get up!” I yelled.

The whores whimpered as I dragged them to their feet. My brothers didn't do anything as I smashed them up against the walls, both hands poised around their throats.

We don't hurt women. Not seriously, anyway. Not even when they deserve every last thing that's coming to them.

Fucking MC charter. What I wouldn't give to chance that part.

It took every fiber in my body to hold back and live up to the Devils' charter. The club code was painfully clear, and not even the President was above it.

“You sluts are done. Both of you. Have your shit cleared out of here by the end of the day.” Tears ran down their faces, smearing their makeup. “And don't think about taking anything that belongs to the club out of this room. If I find out you've hauled off as much as a roll of toilet paper, I'll have my guys track you down, wherever you are. You won't like what happens then.”

I released their scrawny necks. I hadn't choked them, just held them in place, but damn if it hadn't been tempting.

“Make sure they clean up this fucking mess,” I told my brothers.

“You're the boss,” Creeper said. “Sorry I doubted you. This kind of shit...fuck the vote.”

I nodded, satisfied, and pushed on. I was halfway down the hall when Rachel came running up to me, racing to catch up.

“You did the right thing,” she said. “I was scared to tell you at first...didn't know what you'd do to them. They're total vipers, but they don't deserve to die. This club's seen so much bloodshed...”

“Not my fucking problem anymore. They'll have to advertise their loose pussies somewhere else from now on. It won't be any charter under the Prairie Devils' flag. I'll make sure of that.”

Rachel smiled and reached for my hand. That made me stop near the bar's entrance.

“Look, I don't know how to help you with this.” She had that big, bright, beautiful stare that commanded all my attention as she spoke. “It's terrible. Worse than anything I could've imagined. I just need you to know I'm here for you...whatever it is you need. Don't push me out, Jack.”

I smiled. Her skin was milky, warm, inviting.

I squeezed her hand, leaned down, and landed a kiss on her perfect forehead. I needed that.

Anything to remind me I was still a human being, more than a walking time bomb ready to slaughter everybody who fucking deserved it.

“I won't, baby girl. Just hang tight. I'm gonna sweep this shit away or die trying.”

Worry creased her face. She knew I wasn't just speaking rhetorically, and there was nothing she could do to stop it.

“I haven't been here that long, but I don't think this club can handle two dead Presidents in such a short time. You better stay safe, Jack.”

“I'll do my best.”

One more kiss, and I was gone. For a second, she'd given me that little piece of heaven that seemed lost forever from the time I found Pop's mutilated body.

Maybe if I was wise and strong, one day I'd get it back.

“It's D-Day tomorrow,” Warlock said.

I looked at him sharply, more than a little annoyed. Damn it, did he need to give me another reminder?

We'd been frantically getting ready to attack this past week. The bikes reminded me of chariots, lined up side by side in the garages, their steel sparkling like ruthless diamonds in the light.

“You ready for this?” Warlock persisted.

I didn't blame him. Since the vote and the blowout with the whores, I'd thrown myself into logistics shit and kept my distance.

“More than ready,” I said. “We're going to kick their asses from here to Kansas City. Did you talk to the Snakes?”

“Yeah. They'll be hitting the Skulls in Duluth tomorrow, along with the Minnesota charter. Further East, they'll be taking out their little outpost in Michigan too. With any luck, the Raging Skulls will be ash everywhere but Chicago and Kansas City by this time tomorrow.”

“Good. You did your job, VP.”

I stared out the open garage into the big red evening sun. Tomorrow, we were really gonna set the whole Dakota prairie on fire, bathing it in blood.

“How about the girls?” I asked. “We good on closing this place up so that asshole Mayor doesn't try anything while we're gone?”

“Yeah. Bolt said his guys are definitely watching us. The police aren't helping him, though. If anything, they're plenty suspicious of their own boss since he keeps those hired goons around all the time.”

I nodded. Warlock flicked a cigarette at the ground and stomped it out.

“I want you to tell Frannie to keep my girl close. Don't let her slip away unattended, even at the hotel in Fargo.”

“You got nothing to worry about, Throttle. My old lady treats Rach like she's our own daughter. You know that.”

I did. I slapped him on the shoulder before I took off. No matter what happened, I was grateful that I had guys and gals I could count on.

I felt Warlock's eyes following me inside the clubhouse. And I would've been concerned if they weren't.

He was doing exactly what a VP should, making sure the club President didn't make stupid decisions that put people's asses at risk. I'd done enough of that for one lifetime, and I swore it was never happening again.

I hadn't seen much of Rach the last few days.

We'd been prepping like mad for the assault, leaving me little time to take her up on that sweet offer.

Whenever I laid myself down for a couple hours of sleep, I thought about her offer, spoken with love. She wanted to help, but how?

What the hell could she do for me?

That question nagged like a sharp little splinter in my heel. Then the answer came late one night, just after I returned from Jonesy's place.

We were unloading the supplies we'd piled up there when we were expecting an earlier attack. The fallback point hadn't paid off, and now we needed to put that shit to good use elsewhere.

Lannie was there, a little bigger and brighter than I'd seen her before. Wouldn't be long at all until she popped out that baby boy.

At least the stern talking to I'd given him earlier had made him clean up his act. And that made her happier. Jonesy's girl positively glowed as she served us waters and coffees.

Come to think of it, Jonesy himself was a lot lighter too. He moved his skinny ass around, loading up the moving truck faster than guys three times his size. After watching him racing around like his life depended on it, all with a smile, I had to ask.

“What's gotten into you, Jonesy? Never seen you work so hard for the club. Yeah, it's wartime, but is there something else I should know about? You're not using that pure shit we're sending up to Canada, are you?”

Drug abuse was a serious offense in this MC. We made more than half our income on lucrative runs to push coke north and west. But we were strictly delivery boys – never manufacturers who sampled our goods.

He stopped before picking up another ammo box. The dimples in his face pressed deep as he smiled.

“That little chat we had snapped me out of my stupor, Prez. Can't thank you enough. I don't know what the fuck I was doing before...nothing seemed real to me. But after you left that day, I sat down with Lannie and took a good hard look at everything that's mine.”

“Not sure I follow.”

“Her, the baby, a good clean house...I'm living the dream, Throttle. Yeah, shit's not perfect and there's always some monster breathing down our necks. You know what? It doesn't fucking matter. I've never been happier.” He paused, grabbing that box with his skinny hands. “This is dad strength, man. I want my boy to look up to me, and Lannie too. Really puts a spring in a guy's step.”

I watched him carry that heavy box up the truck's ramp and come back for another in record time.

Dad strength? I rubbed my chin, trying to get what the hell that was all about.

Later, everything clicked. I smiled so big and dumb a couple guys from Dickinson stared at me until I moved, probably wondering if I'd lost my marbles.

Yeah, dad strength. He's got the best thing worth living for short of this club.

Family.

Just like that, I knew exactly what I needed from Rach. And tonight, I wasn't gonna fucking stop until sunup, loving her the way a warrior should before he goes off to kill.

I was at the bar sipping a whiskey when I saw her come in. Even in those scrubs Frannie had given her, Rachel looked damned sexy.

“Hey! I didn't expect to see you here,” she gushed. “You've been so busy...”

“Yeah, it's been rough. I'm taking the night off before the big job tomorrow. Why don't you get all cleaned up and join me? Or do you want to do both at once?”

She flashed that big, hungry smile I loved to see when my words registered in her head. I never knew who reached for whose hand first.

Laughing, we speed walked down the hall, heading for the master bathroom fixed to my room.

“God, I've missed your kisses so fucking much!” The words hissed out her lips when we were inside.

I pushed her against the tiled wall and kissed her neck, smothering her in pure heat. I wanted her – needed her sweet body – just as bad as I always did. Except this was worse, a thousand times hotter and hornier with the mission burning in my brain.

“Throw those scrubs off, baby girl. Time for somebody to give your body some special attention.”

She moaned softly at my words. I sank lower, helping her push the nurse's outfit off her shoulders, then went to work on her pants.

When she was down to her panties, I started to undress too. I threw my cut onto the counter. Her hands were on my shoulders before I started undoing my shirt.

“Let me help,” she whispered.

I stood still and let her do exactly that. Fuck, it felt amazing to have her little hands on my body again. They were so soft and delicate, not yet hardened by all the hard work she was doing with them.

I unclasped my jeans, allowing her to pull them to the floor.

Rach giggled when she caught sight of my cock throbbing through my boxers. It was pressed tight to the fabric, swollen and ready to rampage, but I held it in check.

“Let's go, baby. Shower time.”

I helped her up and tugged on her panties, giving her ass a playful spank. I kicked off my boxers, chasing her into the shower.

One twist of the knob and warm steam rained down on us, caressing our skin like sweet peppermint oil. Our bodies collided.

I had her up against the wall again, playfully nudging my length against her soft belly. I ached like hell to slip inside her, raw and forceful.

Soon. That kind of fucking doesn't come quick and easy.

Or maybe it did, but I was sure as hell gonna make it irresistible first. I nipped at her bottom lip, stopping to swallow her sweet gasps.

Her breath and voice sang to me. Each purr vibrating from her throat made me hotter, harder, fuller, and so much fucking hungrier to possess her to the core.

“I love you, baby girl. You know nothing will ever change that.”

She opened her mouth to answer, but I sank to her breast first. One hard nipple slipped past my lips and she tensed, crying louder. The bathroom echoed with her pleasure cries, the sweet song that was just an opening act to our flesh melding.

I plumped her other breast while I sucked, loving the way her flesh pulsed against my tongue, a little softer and warmer with every lick.

And those sweet little buds were just the tip. Literally.

I kissed a trail down her wet stomach, urged on by the hot rain on my back. Rach gasped again, knowing what was coming. She braced herself on the wall and planted both her hands on my shoulders.

I licked my lips once and stared up at her. She had to share my hunger, this crazy fucking urge spiking through me.

Fuck.

I couldn't take it anymore. I buried my face between her legs, pushing against her thighs with both hands. I opened her up for the greatest pleasure of her life, running my tongue up through her folds.

Her cream, her scent, I could've buried myself in both for a small eternity. My tongue flicked out, deepening its strokes up her opening.

Each lick reverberated through her body. I enjoyed the aftershocks, never knowing which muscles would jerk in her arms and legs, becoming a little more unraveled as pleasure jolted through her.

Those moans up above became shrill chirps. Her hands moved off my shoulders, wrapped around the back of my head, and squeezed when I started going at her clit.

Fuck yeah, baby girl. Bring me home so I can bring you off.

Scream for me.

“Jack, that feels so good. Don't stop...don't!” One cluck of her tongue stopped her words.

I doubled my circular strokes around her clit, pulling it past my teeth, then holding it bare for my tongue. I smothered her sweet nub in wet heat, winding her up like the prettiest toy I could imagine.

When she came, her thighs convulsed in my hands, shaking along with her screams.

My lips quirked, smiling even as I kept licking her. Tonight, she was all mine, even if it was for the very last time.

Rachel's whole body went slack against the shower wall. My cue to pull away and look up.

“Hold still and kiss me, baby girl.” She obeyed like I knew she would.

I kissed her sweet lips as I turned her into the shower. Enjoying the view of her ass while I washed her skin. I soaped her skin up and massaged it, spending extra time on her nipples and between her legs.

I still tasted her sweetness on my tongue. Rach insisted on washing me too.

Turning my back, I let her fingers work all around my Devils' tattoo, scrubbing in deep. Fuck, that felt good.

She swept around me, hugging my whole body, pushing soap and water over my hard abs. And her hands weren't done – not by a long shot.

I lost it a little and tensed when she planted her hands on each muscular thigh. She washed up with her hands, circling closer and closer to my cock. It was raised and pointed like a dangerous arrow, so fucking ready to shoot.

“Ah! Fucking A!” I closed my eyes and bit my tongue when she wrapped one hand around it.

Hardest thing in the world to pry her mischievous little fingers off. I turned around, stifling a smile.

“Don't. Looks like we're all done here. Let's dry off and save it for the bed.”

She nodded. I never saw a girl dry herself so fast and run the towel up and down our wet bodies.

Mission accomplished: she was just as eager as I was. Time to spill the beans.

“Listen to me, Rach.” She looked up, toweling off my legs. “I've thought long and hard while my brothers and I have been getting ready for payback tomorrow. There's a way you can help me.”

Surprised, she dropped the towel and stood up, pressing her pretty cheek to my chest. “I knew it. What do you need?”

“I need you to give me what those fucking Skulls stole away from me.” I paused, searching for the right words as her eyes locked on mine. “You can help me rebuild the family I've lost, baby. Something to live for, something beautiful to cement our love.”

She shook her head softly like she didn't understand.

“A baby, Rachel.” I hugged her tighter, moving her up against the wall. “I want to fuck a baby into your sweet womb. Something that belongs to just you and I, our love made whole.”

I started to kiss her, needling her neck with my stubble. Fuck, I needed this so much. I needed to breed, to feed my primal instincts firing on every cylinder.

She moaned at first. Then her hands came out. Her breathing was hot, but why the hell was she pushing back against my chest?

“Oh, Jack...wait!”

She pushed. Harder. I threw myself off her and lumbered backward against the sink.

“We can't do it like this! This is way too fast. We haven't even talked about this.” Her eyes softened when she saw the flames blow up in mine. “I mean, someday for sure, but this is sudden...I need some time to think about all this. I'm only nineteen years old.”

“You're nineteen and beautiful. Shit, look at those hips!” I pointed, starting to get a little flustered. “You're built to breed, baby girl. Better to start early and often. You want to be a mother, don't you?”

My cock ached, swollen and tense as those nipples on her pretty body. I moved forward and tried to kiss her again.

“No, no. I want it when I'm ready. Not like this! This is crazy!” Her dismissal echoed off the walls.

I peeled back, giving her some space. What the fuck?

“Look, I don't know what you're going through since those assholes killed your dad. I really do want to help you. I just never imagined you'd want this...it's one hell of a shock!”

“Excuse me for trying to repair all this fucking damage,” I said. “If Pop's death taught me anything, it's how short and precious this life really is. We can be snuffed out anytime.”

Fuck. That boner of a lifetime was starting to deflate, and my lust was being replaced with pissed off anxiety.

“Pop gave up his fucking life for us.” I snorted, unable to hold the anger anymore. “I've turned this club upside down to accommodate you when nobody else wanted to. Damn it, Rachel, you would've been torn up dog meat if it weren't for me and this club!”

“Don't you think I know that!” She screamed, folding her arms to cover herself. “You're out of control, Jack...”

“Maybe that's true,” I said. She had a point. “I'm not a very good President if I can't even get my own girl to fuck me. Out of control is fucking right.”

“It's not that and you know it,” she said, opening her eyes. “Being your old lady doesn't mean becoming your slave. And you haven't even made me that yet. If you come back from this battle tomorrow and do what you promised, then we'll see about having a kid together!”

Fuck this! As soon as the words were out of her mouth, I reached to the floor, scrambling for my clothes.

Rachel's face softened. She regretted the words instantly, but I wasn't going to hang around and wait for hollow apologies. Life's too short for regrets, and for all I knew my life was shortening by the second, if fate wanted me to catch a bullet or a knife tomorrow.

I stumbled around the room, clumsily throwing my clothes back on. I grabbed my cut and slung it around my shoulders without looking at her.

Point or no point – and yeah, she had one – I was past giving a shit.

I didn't want this tonight. Not before my brothers and I crashed straight into hell.

If I come back...

Her words stung. Deep. How could she love me if she didn't care if I wound up dead?

“Jack, hold up,” she said, coming out of the bathroom a minute later, wrapped in a towel. “I didn't mean to say that...”

Hold up? Is she fucking serious? I've been holding all damned night!

I paused. Forced myself to look at her. If this was really the last time, then I wanted to remember her like the angel she was. I wanted her to remember me like a warrior, not a reckless fuck with real pain shining in my eyes.

“Stay safe and sleep in my bed tonight if you want. I'm fucking out.”

She called after me again, but I wasn't hearing it. I slammed the door to my own room and headed for a cot in the storage room, next to the bar where half the Dickinson boys were sleeping.

Fuck it. I'd rather lie with distant cousins tonight, mere mortals, rather than an angel who'd suddenly forsaken me.
IX: Sky High Doubts (Rachel)

The roar of the bikes woke me up the next morning.

I popped out of bed, and nearly tripped in my rush to run to the garages. But the sounds were fading before I'd even gotten my socks on.

Jack and the rest of the club rocketed away without even saying goodbye. I'd slept in his bed, stupidly inhaling his scent as I cried myself to sleep, wondering where right and wrong ended with the insane breakdown we'd had last night.

Later, in Frannie's car on the way to Fargo, I still thought about it.

“What is it, girl? I know something happened between you and Jack.” Frannie kept pressing me during the drive.

I wouldn't say anything. I just shrugged, staring off into the dusty summer landscape, sulking through my emotions.

“I'll live. Really, I just want to get this crap over with.”

Frannie looked over and raised an eyebrow. “You and me both. Whatever happens out there with the boys today, you'll be on his mind. Count on it.”

You can say that again, I thought.

Actually, I was sure Jack would have a lot more on his mind today than our stupid encounter. Seeing his handsome face in my mind made me want to cry and laugh and scream at once.

God, what if something really happened to him? Why did I have to lose my brain-to-mouth filter last night, and spit out the very worst?

Fight or no fight, I'd die inside if he didn't come home safe. I stared at the skeleton crew riding alongside our SUV to guard us. They were mostly older brothers from Dickinson and other charters who wouldn't fare well in the big fight.

Did any of these Devils from afar have old ladies? Did their women survive watching them going off to war and coming back time and time again? Did they give their men families, if only to have a piece of their man to hold onto forever, even if the unthinkable happened?

I closed my eyes and tipped my head against the lukewarm window. My stomach was churning all different kinds of violent, and I'd heave if I didn't stop letting the ride meld with my emotional venom.

“We almost there?” I whispered, turning back to Frannie.

“Yeah, we are. It's a decent place. Business has been good in spite of all the craziness. The club's putting us up at a good hotel.” She paused. “Seriously, Rachel. Take some time to relax and look after yourself. There's more to life than boys. Putting love on hold and sorting out the old lady stuff later isn't gonna hurt you. If it's meant to be, it'll happen. Don't you worry.”

“What if I don't get a chance to smooth things over?”

She squinted through the sun, studying the worry on my face. Very slowly, Frannie smiled.

“Jack always comes back safe. I've seen Buddy ride into danger and come home more times than I can count. You just get used to it after awhile. These men are tougher than you give them credit for. Count on it.”

I blinked at her use of Warlock's real name. It reminded me that he, too, was a real person like Jack, a man who loved the private life with his old lady when club business didn't call.

I smiled. Sage words from a wise old lady.

A few miles outside the city, we pulled in for gas. Frannie shut the ignition, stopping herself before she popped her door.

“Stretch your legs and grab a coffee. It's on me. Just don't go too far.”

Coffee sounded nice after a drive that felt longer than it really was. I stepped out into the balmy afternoon, yawned, and stretched.

Frannie stayed behind filling up the truck while our small guard checked their bikes. Half the guys went inside for a bathroom break or smokes. I was almost inside the gas station when something past the window made me stop.

“Holy shit. Isn't that...”

It couldn't be.

My legs moved, pushing me on. The woman who looked way too much like Rita wasn't at the register anymore by the time I made it inside. I stood near the snacks, furiously scanning the whole gas station.

What the fuck? Was I hallucinating? If I wasn't, where had she gone?

I took one look at the man behind the counter. He gave me a confused nod. I just turned and ran, heading behind the corner.

Maybe she'd spotted me and taken off to the restroom.

If there was even a tiny chance of having it out with that whore, I wanted it. If it weren't for her, none of this shit would've happened.

Jack's father would still be breathing, and he wouldn't be freaking me out with insane demands. Slut Rita and Blondie needed to pay, and making them would be so, so sweet.

I rounded the corner and jumped. Rita was standing right there, as if she'd been waiting for me. When she saw me, she smiled, and pulled me into her with those long, vicious nails.

I went nuts. Biting, scratching, anything to break this vile ambush.

Time wasn't on my side. She held on for the few seconds she needed.

I barely heard the van door sliding open next to me. Suddenly, Rita's scrawny arms weren't pinched around me anymore. They'd been replaced by two pairs of burly man hands.

I tried to scream. The man was fast. He covered my mouth with one palm, yanking me into the open black van with his partner.

“Toodles, bitch,” Rita called after me with a smile. Then her face went cross. “Hey! Any of you fucks going to give up my money?”

“Follow us to the house,” one of them said.

They threw me inside and the van door slammed shut. A man's shoes were underneath me. I kicked, and screamed, but the figure in the seat forced me up by the hair, once more covering my mouth.

“Welcome home, little girl. Did you really think I'd give up after your scruffy little shit of a boyfriend busted my lip?”

Dad's voice. Adrenaline overflowed into my system. I blacked out before I saw his evil smiling face.

“Wake up.”

I used to purr at those words, whenever they came from Jack. This time, I jerked awake in my old bed. Tough leather straps held my arms to the bedposts.

Dad hadn't changed a bit in the eternity since I'd been away. He leered over me, pacing up and down my bed like a tiger.

“You've been a very, very bad little bitch. To think, I once felt guilty about turning you over to the Skulls.” He sighed in that haughty way that made my blood boil.

“Bastard!” I spat. “Why haven't you turned me over to them? Why am I home?”

He pointed a stiff finger at me, trembling with rage. “Don't. Please don't make me stuff your mouth shut too, honey. I should wash your dirty little tongue with soap and put a muzzle on it. I'm graciously giving you this chance to see if we can have a civilized discussion.”

Hate flooded out my eyes as I watched him approach. He sat in the old rocking chair that had always been in my room.

At one time, it supposedly belonged to my mother. I think he left it there as a ghostly reminder, one more sterile artifact usually filled with way-too-clean stuffed animals. My toys, dresser, and neat little desks had always been arranged just so to remind me how alone I was, and how much I needed his all knowing hand.

“I'm going to give you something very special, Rachel.” He paused. Disappointment lined his face when I didn't indulge him by asking what. “My admission. I made a mistake with you.”

“We're way past fucking mistakes, Dad.” I was past surprise with this brute.

“Watch your mouth, you little slut.” He flexed his hands on the wooden armrests, bobbing the chair slightly. “Don't be stupid. I'm not apologizing. My mistake was giving you over so carelessly to those gross thugs, but I don't regret it. They wanted to ruin my career.”

Oh, what a shame that would be!

I stopped jerking at the restraints. Whatever was going to happen, the bastard had me locked down tight. He was just waiting for his little triumph to sink in, until I turned on the waterworks and melted on my knees.

I vowed that wouldn't happen. I'd been through more in several months than he had in all fifty years on this planet.

I was too hardened now to cry. I had no response for him except grim silence.

“Say something. I need to know you aren't going to fight me.”

I shook my head. I wasn't giving this asshole anything. God, I wanted Jack – even if thinking too about him would bring on the tears.

“Why are you such an asshole?” I finally asked.

He'd had it. I closed my eyes as he rushed to me, stiffened his palm, and slapped me across the face.

I started laughing, even as the fierce heat blazed on my little cheek.

“That's it? I've had club whores who hit me harder than you, Dad. Too bad it took me almost twenty years to realize what a limp fisted control freak you are.”

He shook his head. The rage I saw foaming in his eyes told me he wanted to do a lot more than hit me. But something held him back, and it wasn't love or kindness.

He was devoid of those qualities.

“Whore, yes. That's the right word for you. I know you've probably given some greasy biker scum your sweet virginity, but it's of no consequence.”

Curiosity softened my anger just enough to look up. What the hell was he talking about?

“No? I thought that mattered so fucking much to your business partners...”

Another crack across my jaw. This time, much harder than before. Raw heat jumped to my brain as the pain registered.

I jerked my hands, kicked my legs, and smashed his thigh with one knee so hard I was sure he'd bruise.

“Bitch!” He crashed backward, stabilizing himself on the wall.

Guess he regretted not tying down my legs too. Shame I couldn't reach his nuts.

“Stop using that language, Rachel, or I really will gag you. I ought to anyway. You're here to realize you have no more say in anything that happens. You're not my daughter anymore. You're my whore to trade away for the best deal I can get. And this time, I'm not being blackmailed.”

“Who?” I don't know why the question slipped out. Did it matter?

“The Skulls and I are finished. Whatever dirt they've got on me soon won't matter. Your friends are seeing to that today. The Mayor's Office knows plenty.” He gave me that nasty smile, as if I was supposed to be proud of him.

No, Dad. The days of pretending to clap like a pet monkey at your stupid speeches are over.

“A very wealthy businessman from out West has promised to finance my Congressional campaign next year. It's wonderful, Rachel, we'll both be leaving this dingy little town. I'm advancing my career by light years as soon as the voters give me their approval.” He shook his head with a smile, relishing his inner narcissist. “You'll be going to my benefactor's private dungeon in Seattle. Tomorrow. As for me, I'll be finding the best condo in Bismarck I can afford, and then DC. Big money goes a long way.”

“The Devils are going to kill you,” I said softly. “I don't know how or when, but they will. You want my congratulations? Okay, fine. Congratulations on signing your own death warrant.”

Dad stared at me for a long time, his eyes narrowed. His fingers twitched. He had to be thinking about choking me, slapping me, or maybe something a lot worse.

He'd always given me looks that were more than fatherly since I hit puberty. I quietly prayed he wasn't even sicker than I thought.

“I thought you might say something stupid like that.” Another of his trademark sighs. “It seems I won't be able to convince you how defeated you really are alone.”

He turned toward my bedroom door. “Bring her in!”

The door popped open, and one of his mercenaries entered, with Rita behind him. Finally, he'd done something that surprised me.

I never thought he'd let a genuine whore into his perfect home. But there she was, glowering over me, chewing that nasty grape gum.

“Bitch!” Rita spat sickly sweet purple juice all over my face.

One, two, three long jets of grape spit.

I pinched my eyes, ignoring the gross feeling. Too bad I couldn't ignore that stomach churning smell too.

“Skank!” I fired back.

Big mistake. The bitch's hands were on my throat, digging in deep. Her long fingernails really hurt, way more than the pressure from those bony fingers.

“Don't ever call me that again, you cunt. You ruined my fucking gig – my club!” The death grip increased, cutting off my air supply. “It's too late for me and the Devils. But you know what? I want you to remember all the shitty names you called me when you're down on some mattress with your new master, feeling his cigars scorching your tits while he fucks you raw. Remember, little bug, that I did this. I helped squash you.”

I coughed. Jesus, I couldn't breathe, my whole field of vision blurred.

“I helped introduce your dear old Dad to his new partner. Knew all about this guy from my old days in the underworld. You think you're hot shit just because you gave a badass MC Prez your cherry. Well, little bitch, you're going to learn all about how depraved and dirty sex can really be with your new owner.”

She laughed. Dad stood behind her, watching with glee. 

I thought the bitch was going to make me black out. Honestly, it would've been a mercy, but Dad intervened at the last second.

“That's enough,” he said coldly. “Our friend wants her shipped off tomorrow. Wouldn't be very nice to give him a girl with claw marks all over her neck.”

Rita let go. She showered me with one last stream of spit.

“Aw, come on. Richie likes beat up girls. It's no skin off his back, Mister Mayor,” she purred.

“That may be, but I'm sure he likes to...decorate his girls himself.” Dad reached into his pants and pulled out his wallet. He fished out at least five Benjamins and pressed them into Rita's sticky, nasty palm.

The whore squealed happily. “Pleasure doing business with you! If there's anything else you ever need...”

“Doubtful. Now, get the hell out of my house.”

Rita's stupid smile melted. The mercenary in the hallway came to her and escorted her out.

At least someone else gets to see Mister Hyde. I just wish it wasn't her.

As soon as Dad's mercenary returned, he walked near the headboard and began to untie me. When the second restraint was off, I let my arms fall, neither fighting or wiping the whore's disgusting spit off my face and neck.

“Why? Why are you letting me go?”

“Because I need you to get cleaned up.” Dad turned to the merc. “Bring this girl some clean clothes and makeup. Much as I'd like to leave her messy a little while longer, I don't think our client would appreciate that.”

I sat up, balling my hands in my lap.

“Rest up, Rachel. You've got a very long flight ahead of you tomorrow morning. My friend Mister Pinkton here will help you clean up.” He walked toward the door, but stopped near at the frame. “Take some time to think about what you did. If you'd been a good girl in Med school like I always wanted, maybe things would've gone down differently. You chose this, Rachel. Not me.”

The door closed. If it weren't for the grim faced man in the suit staring at me, I would've screamed and screamed until my old window shattered.

Last thing I ever thought I'd be doing after all that went down was taking Dad's advice. Then again, there was nothing else to do but think, not after I wiped away bitch Rita's spit and soothed the red marks she'd left on my neck.

Darkness had fallen outside. The guard dog in the suit now occupied the rocking chair. He'd moved it near the door, toying with his smart phone.

We both knew I wasn't going to make a break for it. Even if I somehow got past him, I wouldn't get past the other guys in the house. There must've been at least half a dozen patrolling every hallway if the voices I overheard through my guard's walkie-talkie were any indication.

And so, I thought.

I thought about Jack. My faith in him and the club hadn't wavered. Our argument last night changed nothing.

He'll come for me. I know he will.

And what then?

That last question echoed in my brain, over and over, a relentless and painful chatterbox. It just wouldn't shut up no matter how hard I tried to make it.

I'd betrayed him.

This house, this hellish life I'd lived before he saved me, was the real reason I couldn't have a baby with him. Maybe never.

How could I make a new life, a family, when the only one I'd ever known was fucked up and sick to the core?

For the first time since arriving at the house, the big wall I'd thrown up crumbled. I paced around the room and sat on the bed, facing the window instead.

The tears were coming, and I was going to make damned sure that asshole guarding the door didn't see anything.

Outside, the clouds had rolled in, smothering the landscape in pitch black Dakota night, dark as the black gold pumped from our soil. I didn't even have the moon and stars to keep me company tonight.

It seemed like the entire world had decided to put me in a box, wrap it up, and tie the string around it monstrously tight.

There was a good chance Jack wouldn't find out in time to come for me. Hell, and that was assuming they were winning against the Raging Skulls. Barring a miracle, I'd be on my way to misty Seattle, straight into the arms of another monster who'd do God knows what.

“I can't do this anymore,” I whispered.

“Ma'am?” The guard's voice startled me.

“Nothing,” I said loudly, annoyed at exposing my vulnerability like that.

Who was I kidding anyway? Yes, life with the club had toughened me up a little. I missed Jack, Frannie, and all the guys who helped show I could be more than a scared little girl.

But deep down inside, that's exactly who I was. This room reminded me of that, and so did the great blackness outside, painfully obvious manifestations of the shadow that had always loomed over my life.

I, Rachel Hargrove, was cursed to suffer. Doubly cursed to realize the inevitable too.

Sinking down on the bed, I thought some more. I thought about how much I missed Jack and Frannie. I thought about how fucking bad I wished I could take everything back, if only to leave them with sweet memories when I went away.

Mostly, I just thought about how I was screwed either way. If I wasn't spirited off to a whole new horror tomorrow, then I'd face disappointing Jack and Frannie all over again.

Especially if I went through with my deepest wish. I laughed bitterly when I imagined getting my way, becoming an old lady. If there was anything I was less cut out for...

“Ma'am? It's time for you to wake up.”

I hadn't even realized I fell asleep. I sat up, rubbing my eyes, shaking the bodyguard's hand away.

“What is it?” I groaned.

“Your ride to the airport leaves in half an hour.”
X: Merciless (Jack)

The sun had climbed high into the sky when we roared into Sioux Falls. It was a convoy of twenty altogether, eighteen bikes and two big vans, all my closest brothers, as well as cousins from other charters.

I gripped my Harley's handles tighter when we fanned out along those South Dakota streets.

Payback was so close I could taste it.

I visualized the Raging Skulls' ratty little clubhouse we'd seen in our intel photos. Those fucks had broken into our home, vandalized our daughters, killed our club's oldest and wisest.

Today, we were gonna bite down on our enemies until bitter, sticky revenge ran down our chins. Today, we were feasting on blood.

Both our MCs were founded by military men who returned to a country where nobody gave a shit. That attitude carried over to our wars, and unlike Uncle Sam's operations, Geneva rules apply here.

Just old fashioned, deeply primal codes of conduct fashioned in blood and steel.

“We're coming up on their HQ now. Got a couple big dogs at the gate.” Creeper's voice came over the radio. I'd sent him ahead of our convoy by several blocks to scope things out.

“Deploying sandman dust now.”

Fuck, I hoped the drugs in those sausages worked as fast as they were supposed to. We were ready for guys, but the dogs almost threw us for a loop. Having them barking and bringing out the bastards before we were ready – or worse – running around tearing at our legs was a complication we didn't need.

Thank God Warlock suggested the sandman idea before we left. The two bikes ahead of mine turned the corner, and their shithole came into view.

“They're going down!” Creeper yelled. “Everything's all clear for the van.”

Off to the sides, I watched the pit bulls go down behind the gates. The big dogs would be out during the whole battle. With any luck, maybe they'd wake up later and mop up what was left of their owners, assuming the Skulls were as big of assholes to those dogs as they were to everybody else.

“Let's go! Bolt, Tank, ram that fucker straight up their ass!” I yelled.

“You got it, Prez.”

I pulled my bike to the curb, and the brothers on their bikes behind me followed my lead. The first van sped up, turned the corner, and punched right through the gate with the well worn Raging Skulls logo on it.

Watching the van's back door pop open brought a smile to my face. Our boys with the big guns came running out, and there wasn't even one jackass to confront us yet.

“Go! Go! Go!” Warlock shouted through the radio.

My VP was right behind them, pressing his men on. I watched his frizzy hair and beard bounce as they went straight to the door.

“That's our signal, guys. Come on! Let's get right behind Warlock.”

I led the charge, slowing down when I went through the gate to make sure our second van was behind me. I was riding straight toward the big garage, and only swerved away at the last second.

The van didn't stop. Its reinforced bumper smashed right through the flimsy metal doors.

My brothers were in. Over the radio, everybody roared. In the van, Shady and Pounce backed up and pumped the accelerator, crushing the Skulls' bikes inside the garage against the wall.

Those assholes weren't going anywhere now. They were all ours.

Gunfire began to echo in my ears. Warlock and his team had switched on their radios. The din inside their clubhouse made me hop off my bike and move to the service door further back, the auxiliary entrance Warlock and his team hadn't taken.

“Let's go, brothers,” I called to my guys. They were right behind me.

I drew my gun. One swift kick felled the door, and we entered, staring down a long hallway winding toward what looked like an area with sleeping rooms.

I kicked open the first door. Creeper was right behind me. The place was so damned dark and smoky he had to pull off those oversized shades, letting his bright blue eyes shine through the darkness.

“What the fuck is this?” A skinny Skulls member looked up from a worn mattress in the first room.

He wasn't alone. I raised my gun and fired carefully over the whore, nailing him right between the eyes on the second shot.

The girl screamed. Who could blame her?

“Shit! Get over there and calm her down,” I ordered. “We're way past needing the element of surprise, but we don't need everyone in this area knowing where we are.”

I ran into the hall where my other brothers were waiting. They followed my lead, deeper into the complex. The roars of fighting were getting louder, and that told me were about to link up with Warlock's crew.

So far, so good, I thought cautiously, knowing how fast shit like this could turn in the opposite direction.

The hall tapered off in two directions. One on side, the Raging Skulls meeting room. The open door and flipped over tables said the fighting had already moved through there.

On the other, the main bar, with messy boxes of shot up beer and fallen stools littering the ground.

A bullet cracked past my head. I dove underneath the nearby counter, looking up after a couple seconds had passed.

“Go! Flank those fuckers. They've got Warlock and the guys pinned down.”

My brothers ran past like troopers. The little niche behind the bar turned into another hall, and I pushed on, straight toward what looked like a big kitchen area.

The place was filthy. Cigarette butts, old bottles, and even a few needles were strewn across on the dirty floor.

I turned my nose up. The Prairie Devils didn't allow that shit. Hell, maybe we'd caught them in mid-piss because half the Skulls were too drugged to fight our ambush.

Whatever. I wasn't going to sneer at anything that made the vengeance strike easier.

The door to the backroom was locked. I pushed, throwing my weight into it. I thought I'd have to peel myself away and kick when it fell open.

I tumbled inside, and barely caught myself by the knees before falling on my ass.

No, not a storage room after all. It looked like a small office, and the big man behind the desk was just as surprised to see me as I was him.

We recognized each other right away. I raised my gun, but Venom was faster.

He got off three shots. One missed, and two hit me square in the chest.

I rocked back, stunned by the bone breaking force. A second later, I was moving forward again.

He was too dumbstruck that I hadn't fallen to fire again. Gave me all the time I needed.

Thank God. Those vests we got from the Canadians on that last run up to International Falls did their thing.

I lunged, leaping across his desk and knocking him out of his chair. I punched the gun out of his hand in our struggled. A couple more twists gave me the leverage I needed to slam the butt of my handgun into his face.

One, two, three big smacks.

He wasn't squirming as much anymore, looking up at me all bloodied, the hatred in his eyes going blind with trauma.

“You fucked up for the last time, asshole. Your club belongs to us now, and we're gonna raze it to the ground.”

Venom blubbered, blood and spittle pooling near one corner of his lips. I thought about how I'd seen his face the first time I rescued my baby girl. This sick, twisted fuck beneath me had been holding her prisoner, and then he'd almost done it a second time, choosing my Pop instead.

The animal instinct to kill roared up. I saw bright red, and it had nothing to do with the blood pouring down his face from the spot where I'd ripped open his temple.

“I don't normally take joy in killing anybody, even an asshole who deserves it,” I growled, lowering my face to his. “But you're the exception. Get this through your puny skull, bitch boy: you will never, ever hurt my girl again. We're gonna bury every last one of you assholes deep for what you did.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” he blubbered, raising his hands weakly. “It's war, Throttle. You know that. I killed your Pop.”

Fucking monster!

My ears could barely stand this asshole talking, but my fists weren't listening to one more word. I punched him on the opposite side of his face two more times. Only held back because I hadn't quite decided how I wanted to kill him yet.

“Shut the fuck up. You've done unspeakable things to my family, and now I'm going to make sure you and your brothers are finished forever.” I lifted the handgun, planting it directly on his forehead. “Quiet, VP. I'm giving you one last chance to take it like a man.”

His face twisted. I'd seen it before: grown men tearing up and blubbering like babies when they knew they were about to die.

“No, no...please! I...I've got something you need.”

I blinked. Hard. He was really testing my patience now.

This asshole couldn't offer me anything. Certainly nothing that would bring back Pop or soften his near rape of the girl I loved more than anything.

I should've ended it then, but my fucking curiosity got the better of me.

“Spill it!” I screamed.

“You kill me, you'll never know what we had on that asshole Mayor.” Venom smiled, licking blood off his curled lips. “You want that, right? I'll tell you about it. Everything. Your MC can control that little bitch, just like we tried –“

I fired.

The gunshot filled the entire room, shattering my hearing for an instant. Thick blood spattered in all directions, and it was the first thing I heard pooling behind his blown out head.

Kicking myself upright again, I turned away from his body in disgust.

Shit! Just in time. Another shadowy figure was speed walking toward me. I raised my gun, ready to defense myself.

“Holy shit! It's Creeper, Prez. Don't shoot.”

My heart did a full 360 in my chest. I lowered the gun and wiped my face, waving him in.

“What's going on out there?”

“Warlock and the boys are just mopping shit up now. They're all dead. Turns out their President's been dead for a solid month, and this asshole's been filling in without telling anybody.” Creeper slipped past me and kicked at Venom's body. “At least, that's what this one Prospect we captured tells us. Only guy whose brains we haven't blown out yet. The rest all went down fighting, or were too high and stupid to surrender.”

“Jesus. Any casualties from our MC?”

“Two guys. Snuff and Cerberus from the Dickinson crew.” Creeper looked down.

“We'll tap the memorial fund for their families when we get home.” Without thinking, my hand covered my President patch, right across my heart.

I didn't really know the men from our sibling charter. Deep inside, I was secretly glad none of my immediate brothers had fallen. Still, it was never pleasant to lose guys, even veteran MC members who knew damned well what kinds of risks these missions carried.

“There's something else you ought to see,” Creeper said. “If you'll follow me, Prez...”

He led the way, back toward the row of dingy rooms. All their doors were smashed open and hanging on their hinges. I recognized the place where I'd taken my first kill. The man's blood stained that nasty looking mattress that filled the room, empty of everything else except junk food wrappers and used syringes.

“What a filthy fucking club,” I said. “These bastards are in bad shape. Can't believe there was a time when we thought about a truce.”

“I know this is gonna piss you off,” Creeper warned. “Next room. It gets worse.”

Bolt and Magus looked up when we entered. They stepped aside, revealing two crying young girls. One of them was around twenty, and the other couldn't have been a day over fifteen.

“What's this?” I folded my arms, trying to stifle that sinking feeling in my gut.

You already know...

“Found 'em in two of the rooms,” Bolt said. “You're looking at the Skulls' prized whores. Two little girls they added this past month, sold to them from somewhere in Indiana. Bastards were gonna add a third soon. You know who.”

“Enough.” I raised my hand. “Jesus, get them something to eat, and then let's get them out of here. We can drop them off with the police in Fargo.”

One of the girls looked up at me, tears in her eyes. Bruises lined her cheeks, the same dark purple hue matching several spots on her skinny arms. She had that dead eyed look I'd seen in junkies before.

I turned away and shook my head. She looked like a younger version of Rach.

My Rachel. Fuck, she's still mine. Nothing about that bullshit between us last night changes anything.

I flexed my hands. Every time I thought about how easily she could've wound up here, beaten and drugged and raped like these poor girls, I wanted to start driving my fists through walls.

Hold tight, baby girl. I'm coming home soon, and we're gonna set all this straight.

Just then, my phone rang. I didn't recognize the hysterical voice on the other end at first. Then a familiar tone cut through the screams.

“Calm down!” I said firmly. “Frannie? Is that you?”

“Jack, it's Rachel. She's gone.”

My heart dropped to my stomach like a dead weight, right through my intestines. I braced my hand on the wall, mad blood seething through my veins.

“What?”

“That whore, Rita. We caught her pulling out of the gas station near Fargo with a big van a little ways ahead of her. We followed her to the Mayor's house...”

My lungs died. I just about threw the phone at the wall. But I had to hear the rest of this, no matter how much I wanted it to shatter.

“You didn't...?”

“No, there were too many guards. He's beefed up his security since you rebuffed him at the clubhouse.” I heard her sniff back tears. “We couldn't get to her. We waited for the whore, though. A couple guys ran her off the road, found the money that rat had given her. She confirmed everything.”

I bit down, grinding my teeth. I should've murdered that trashy bitch in cold blood when I had the chance. The very thought that I'd ever had my dick inside her set fires raging in my head.

“I'll be there as soon as I can. Tell everybody to stay close in case he tries anything else. I want full intel in the next few hours.”

“You got it. But wait!” She got me just in time, before I snapped the cheap flip phone shut. “You bring her home safe, Jack. She was real torn up about last night...made her an easy target.”

“I'll die before I let her down again.”

I started to run and almost knocked down Warlock. He'd stepped outside for a smoke.

“Whoa! What the hell's going on?”

“Talked to your old lady. They've got my Rachel!” His eyes went wide, but I wasn't stopping. I had my eyes on my bike, and I wouldn't – couldn't! – slow down until the road to North Dakota was tearing up my mirrors.

“Holy shit! Let me come with you. Can't let you do this alone, Throttle.”

“Then hurry up!” I was already on my bike and starting it up while he was messing around. “Shit, I almost forgot...”

I jerked the bike to a stop next to him. “Go back and tell Creeper to look in that little office where I shot Venom. Tear the fucking place apart until you find anything about Hargrove. He told me had something on Mayor Fuck-face, and I want to know what!”

He nodded, then took off running to the shattered clubhouse, moving amazingly fast for a chubby old guy.

I didn't have time to wait. He'd have to catch up to me on the open road. I wasn't stopping until I was back in Cassandra and had my girl safe in my arms, with the asshole who'd really caused all this dead at my feet.

“Throttle! Are you sure you want to do this by yourself? I can be right there with you in another ten.” Warlock's voice crackled over the radio.

He was several miles behind me. At that distance, our little radios started to get hit with static.

“No time, brother. You and your boys can clean up the mess when I'm through with him.”

We'd been riding all evening, late into the night. I wouldn't slow down or stop, not even to let my VP and a couple other guys catch up.

My stomach growled. My bones ached from riding and kicking ass all day. My adrenals were totally overloaded, but they stirred every time I thought about the Mayor, torturing my girl by his very sickening presence.

You're dead, rotten meat, asshole.

I imagined his end in a thousand different ways on the six hour drive home. It kept my blood pumping as a late summer evening turned into night, bathing me in those bright prairie stars. They were the very same beautiful stars that showed the night I took her out riding, the night I opened my heart and swallowed hers.

And that made me very, very pissed off.

Letting my crazy urges and emotions come between us last night had been one thing. But letting some other asshole – especially that asshole – separate her from me and tarnish our sweet memories was fucking unforgivable.

Growing up, I'd heard Pop talk about bloodlust, the lunatic Kill Everything instinct he'd first seen in Nam. Sometimes, he came home after a big shootout in the club's early days, exhausted and sick to his stomach.

Violent itself didn't bother him. But turning into that unstoppable beast did, after the dust settled and whoever got in the Devils' way laid dead and buried.

Now, I understood.

I rubbed my bloodshot eyes, feeling raw hatred pulsing through them. A distant corner of my soul was a little scared at what I'd become when I burst into that house, praying I wouldn't be crazy and careless. If they didn't outnumber me, I would've pulled off the Kevlar vest to make sure I went into this whole, quick and flawless.

But this wasn't club business. This was deeply personal, do-or-die business, and the die part wasn't an option.

I reluctantly slowed my bike as I drove through town, heading for the better neighborhoods with land around them and neat picket fences. About a block from the Mayor's place, I pulled behind some bushes and hid my bike.

No need to alert those assholes with a roaring engine. If Hargrove was smart, he'd keep several guys stationed outside his house, ready to warn him about the first sign of trouble.

Thick sheets of clouds swept in, blotting out the stars. Darkness, my dearest friend.

I approached the house slowly, taking the binoculars out of my pocket. I hadn't needed them for crushing the Skulls in Sioux Falls, but now they came in handy.

Nobody was patrolling the sidewalks. I sped up, and then really pounded pavement when I saw the sleek black Escalade running in the long driveway. Its taillights flashed red, but it didn't move.

They're waiting for someone...

My insides did another roll when I realized this might be my last chance, my only chance. Of course, the Mayor wasn't going to wait long to get his daughter the hell out of town. He had to move fast while the MC was occupied, when we couldn't descend on him like a sledgehammer.

I crashed behind the nearest bushes, peeping up to look through the vehicle's windows. Didn't see any outlines except the driver.

She had to be inside. And so was Daddy.

I crawled on the ground like a soldier in a trench, quickly rounding the corner leading to the back.

Something was definitely up. The backdoor was unguarded, and I didn't see anyone at the windows.

I'd busted through glass doors a dozen times before, but I couldn't do that here. Instead, I fumbled with the latch, using the butt of my gun to pry the door open.

It popped, loud enough for me to freeze and make sure I hadn't been discovered.

Predictable. These rich assholes were all concerned about looks, not real security in their doors. I pushed the glass door open, gently closed it, and made my way inside.

The first merc I encountered almost smacked right into me. I was rounding a corner toward the long staircase going up, and he was on his way down. I slammed his head into the wall, covering his mouth, and jerked him inside the nearest bathroom.

He only struggled for a couple seconds. One more good skull-bang against the brass towel rack knocked him out. I fished the gun out of his pocket, grabbed his radio, and switched it on.

“Southeast wing reporting. All clear. The dove is ready to fly.”

“Bringing her out as soon as we hear from South. Charlie, are you there?”

Dead silence. The guy on the radio repeated the same request. I started to sweat.

“All clear,” I said, trying to dull my voice as much as possible. “Ready when you are.”

“Roger that. The boss will be making his way down in sixty seconds. He's coming to the airport to for the big sendoff.”

Airport? I started trembling with rage.

I knew they'd try to take her away from me. But where the fuck did they think they were going? I had to move.

Pressing my ear to the cool bathroom door, I held it there. Footsteps.

I waited until they were right outside, and then cracked the door as four shadowy figures crept past. Hargrove was surrounded by three goons, all making their way to the main door.

They didn't see me coming from behind. I knocked the rear guard out with a hard blow to the back of the head. The other two spun, guns drawn, but I was faster.

I had the Mayor in a choke-hold his scrawny arms couldn't hope to break. I pushed my gun to his temple. It was damned hard not to pull the fucking trigger and end this shit right there.

“Don't either of you two move a single muscle, or this asshole gets it. I'm not fucking around here. Back off!”

I took several steps backward, going deeper into the house. The mercs looked at each other, and slowly lowered their weapons when I jerked the gun harder into his head. Hargrove's groan was music to my ears.

“Remember me?” I whispered. “I'll wait until your friends are outside. You shouldn't have been such a cheapskate. I know you're not paying your guys enough to put their asses on the line coming after me. You're going to take me to Rachel, or I will send a bullet through your rotten brain. With pleasure,” I added.

I was breathing fire in his ear. He trembled in my arms, making tiny sounds like a whiny kid.

“Please...please don't. Anything you want. It's yours.”

Is it really that easy?

I jerked him backward, dragging him upstairs. The two men waited near the main door leading to the long driveway. When they didn't open it and go out, I fired at the chandelier above them.

One man screamed as glass rained down around them, grazing that neat suit, and probably some skin. They turned and ran out the door before I could get off a second shot.

“Rachel's room, or wherever the fuck you're holding her. Right now.”

The Mayor marched on. Warlock was only a couple minutes behind, and he had the firepower from the fight with the Skulls to pin down all three mercs by the vehicle outside. I just wanted to do what I had to do before any of my brothers joined me in the house.

“Here?” We'd stopped in front of a door.

Hargrove nodded. “I gave you what you wanted...can't we back off this? Just a little?”

I stared at him, resisting the urge to plant a bullet in his spine at the spot where I now had the gun against him.

“No, we can't. Last time I let you slip away with a slap on the face, you tipped off a rival MC and killed my father. You blew the second chance you never deserved, and I'm not making that fucking mistake again. Get in there!”

I stabbed the gun into his back. Hargrove jumped forward. He popped the exterior-only lock to the room and we were in. Behind another guard, I saw Rachel, and the man began reaching for his gun.

“Don't. I won't hesitate to kill this asshole. Believe me, it's rough just keeping him hostage. Go join your boys downstairs.”

The merc dug his feet into the ground and stared at me for several seconds. For a moment, I thought he was going to try something stupid, and then I'd have to fire – hopefully faster then him.

The death glare I always gave my enemies never failed.

He began to back off, lowering the gun to the floor. I let him slip slowly past me. I kept my gun trained on him over Hargrove's shoulder as he disappeared down the hallway.

Stepping back into the room, I kicked the door shut and lowered my weapon, holding one arm around the asshole. Rachel was on me in a heartbeat, falling into the embrace I offered with my free arm.

It was like a weird family group hug. On one side, the woman I loved most. On the other, her own flesh and blood, the man who'd tormented her, who deserved a special kind of death.

“I knew you'd come,” she purred, then turned back to the Mayor. “And I promised you he would, Dad. You should've hopped on that plane yourself and let me go. Now, it's too late.”

“Get on the bed, asshole!” I shoved my knees into the backs of his, knocking him flat on the floor.

Hargrove grunted, staggered up, and crawled to the bed. When he was sitting up and looking at us with his dark eyes, I passed the gun into her tiny hands.

“This is all you, baby girl. You should be the one to put a bullet between his sick eyes. Just say the word and I'll give you the space to do it.”

Her pupils shimmered like black pools when she looked at me, as if she couldn't believe what was happening. My girl knew me as the adjudicator of life and death, but this time, I was handing that power over to the one who deserved it most.

“Are you sure?” She asked, staring at me, and then taking a good, long look at her father. “If there were another way...I'd make him live in his own hell. A bullet seems too easy.”

“It is,” I said. “But I think we both know every second this asshole is still breathing means more problems down the line for us.”

“Will you two just get on with it?” The Mayor sneered, craning his face up.

Rachel turned toward him again. This time, all her uncertainty was gone, smothered the instant she heard his wicked, condescending tone.

“Do it, Rach. I'm right here with you.”

I smiled as she raised the gun. I squeezed her shoulder and let my hand drop, giving her the space she needed.

Just then, the door blew open. I spun, ready to send my fists flying into any guards who'd been stupid enough to try to rescue their master. I almost punched my VP instead.

“Hold it! Jesus, just a second, Throttle. There's something you should hear. Her too!” Warlock pointed past me at Rachel.

Shocked, she lowered her shaking hands. I gritted my teeth. Nothing worse than having the energy sucked out of you right when it matters most.

“This better be good.”

“Creeper got me that intel he found in Venom's office down in Sioux Falls. You're gonna want to hear this...”

I leaned in reluctantly. Warlock's big bushy beard tickled my ear as he whispered. I locked eyes with Rachel, and she watched me, wondering what he was saying.

“Okay, okay.” I sighed. “Give me that gun, baby girl. Believe it or not, there's a better way to deal with him.”

“Huh?” She stepped back, a little closer to the Mayor than I liked, her face tense.

“It's okay. If you don't like what I offer, I'll hand it right back to you and we can finish what we started.” I looked at Warlock and disappointment lined his old face.

Too bad. This was her decision.

“Come on. Just let me make the pitch.”

“Fine,” she said, jerking the gun toward me.

Rachel was irritated with the back and forth bullshit. I didn't blame her. I waited until she was right next to me before lifting the gun at the red faced monster sitting on the bed.

“Okay, asshole. This is how it's going to go. From now on, you're going to be looked after by my club. Surrounded, twenty-four-seven. Your office, your home, anywhere you go. The Prairie Devils are gonna be your second shadow. You'll serve us even more faithfully than that bullshit office you claim to serve, and you'll never move up the ranks. You're our Mayor now, and you have no second choices.”

He chuckled nervously. “You're really serious, aren't you? And just why the hell would I agree to this crap?”

“Because if you don't, it'll be a big con slitting your throat one dark night in a prison cell, rather than your own daughter sending hot lead through your skull.”

His face went white. “You...you know.”

“Yeah, I do. The shit in that report is enough to get you a death sentence if it were up to the MC or anybody else with a strict sense of justice. Most criminals don't take too kindly to scummy politicians who make their money off children.”

Rachel stepped forward, eyes like needles aimed at her father. “What's he talking about?”

Hargrove shook his head. I never thought the bastard would show any sense of shame. But he did.

He refused to answer her. I came up behind her, gently squeezing one shoulder.

“If you're not gonna say it, then I will.” I looked at Rachel. There was no easy way to deliver this news. “You're not the only woman this asshole's tried to sell off to advance his career. Just the oldest and most closely related. The Raging Skulls were blackmailing him because they hired a PI to dig into our friend here. Turns out that big fortune he funneled through the old business for campaign contributions originated in child trafficking.”

“Oh my God...” Rachel sputtered, and her face reddened.

Hargrove coughed, shifting uncomfortably. I couldn't take this shit anymore. I lunged forward, grabbing him by the neck. I intended to slowly choke him just to the point of passing out.

“Your dad goes a long way back with some serious criminal organizations. He likes to pretend he's miles above them, but we know the truth. Don't we, Mayor?” His hands wrapped around mine, desperately struggling to pry my fingers off him as I bent them into his neck. “Doesn't surprise me that he's tried to worm his way up in politics, where all the big crime bosses go.”

“Throttle...” Warlock looked at me, concern raging in his eyes.

“How 'bout it, Rach? I know you want to finish the job, just like me, but my VP here says there's a better way. We can keep this asshole under our control, never out of sight, and make sure he never hurts anybody again. The Skulls did a shitty job of blackmailing him because they were high and disorganized.” Baring my teeth, I leaned forward, until I was face to face with the Mayor. “That's not the case with our MC. We know how to use incriminating evidence the right way. And we will.”

I had to release him. He fell back, coughing, struggling for air.

“Well?” I turned to Rachel.

She looked at me for nearly a minute, thinking hard. “Okay. I like your way better. A quick shot to the head sounds too easy for him. This...it'll make him suffer.”

I nodded. So did Warlock, clearly relieved we were doing the smart thing. Not to mention the safe thing – killing Cassandra's Mayor would've invited more problems covering it up.

“Can you hear me, Mayor? I'm going to tell you exactly how it's going to go since your daughter's kindly decided to spare your shitty life. Answer me!” I grabbed his short hair and jerked.

Finally, he nodded. His throat was too damaged to speak.

“No more goons. You're going to let these men off your payrolls tonight. If we find out you try to bring in more bodyguards or pull one over on us in any way, then I won't hesitate another second to finish off what Rach and I started tonight. Understand?”

“Y-yes. I...understand.”

Rachel looked away in disgust. I twisted his head one more time, pulling him close. I wanted to see the terror in his eyes.

“From now on, the Prairie Devils are gonna be your permanent security detail in this town. Not to protect your ass, but to keep the rest of the world safe from you, and any of your fucked up associates. You'll pay us well too. No salaries. That filthy money's gonna get donated bit by bit to the charity of our choice, until it's all gone or you lose your next campaign.”

I shoved him back on the bed, grabbed Rachel by the hand, and stopped near the door to talk to Warlock. “Get a couple guys down here right now. This asshole's all seeing eye starts now.”

“You got it.” My VP smiled. I could tell he was enjoying this.

Having a puppet in the Mayor's office promised to bring a lot of good to the club. Shame it meant I had to reassure Rachel, and myself, that we'd done the right thing.

The front door was ajar. I opened it carefully, and instantly noticed the Escalade in the driveway was empty.

The little black car parked next to it was gone too. The mercs had fled, all except the one I knocked out in the bathroom. I'd make sure they got some small hazard pay in return for keeping this shit quiet.

Soon, we were out in the surprisingly cool night. I held Rachel's hand, preventing her from climbing on my bike like she wanted.

“What?”

“He's never gonna hurt you again, baby girl. Nobody ever will. All that shit that went down between us yesterday...I screwed up. Pop's death messed up my mind. Now that his ghost is satisfied with blood, I'll lick my wounds and regain my senses. I'm sorry.” I looked at her without blinking.

“So am I,” she said softly. “I shouldn't have been so harsh...the whole time he had me here, all I could think about was you, how the last thing I said might be you thinking I didn't want you to come home safe.”

Her lips twitched. Before she started to cry, I tugged her forward, embracing her tightly over my bike. Damn, I wish we didn't have that machine between us just then.

“Don't you worry about that. Crazy shit brings out a lot of emotions. Truth is, I'm in this for the long haul, and you're gonna be my old lady this week. I promise.” I looked away, loving the way the overhead stars reflected in her loving eyes.

The skies were clear again. If I were a deeper man, I would've wondered if it was a sign. But the only sign I needed was her sweet smile.

“I'm keeping my word, no matter what happens. Doesn't matter if you want to make a family with me next sunrise or next decade. I love you, Rach, more than I ever thought I could love a woman. Life in this club always has its worries, but I'm never gonna let them get between us again. That means my own bullshit too. You're too important for that, and so is this thing we have.”

“I love you too,” she whimpered, shedding a couple tears. Mostly, she was just smiling.

I held her tight, rocking her gently beneath the high night sky. Even when more brothers pulled up from the club and walked past us, I didn't let go. They'd better get used to it. Everybody was gonna know about us soon.

When she peeled away from me, I rubbed my arm into the spot where her tears had fallen. They christened several patches on my jacket, and I wanted them to. I wanted her tears to stain deep, to make me remember this night forever.

“Hold on tight, baby girl. Let's go home.”
XI: New Blood (Rachel)

Jack kept his promise. It took a few days to organize the big party for the guys, including the Dickinson charter who'd done so much to cleanup everything.

I wanted to help with the prep work, but Frannie wouldn't let me do anything. She just made me rest. I listened reluctantly. I knew it would help soothe the guilt she still felt over my capture.

The big night came. The club guys set up some grills in the big fenced in lot attached to the clubhouse.

Smokey meats of all kinds filled the air, melding with generous liquor into a spicy perfume. I never thought I'd love a smell like that. But I did.

Night wore on, and the bonfires roared high into the darkness. I sat near the head of the big table with Jack, sharing a huge steak he cut into pieces for me. I stole his glances and his smiles, all damned sexy, in between bites.

“You ready for this, baby? I think it's time, before everybody's too drunk off their asses to look at me straight.”

I laughed and nodded. God, I shouldn't have been the one so crazy nervous. He was going to be speaking in front of all these gruff men, old ladies, girlfriends, and kids, after all.

But I think I forgot how to breathe as Jack stood up, climbing onto the table and waving his arms. “Everybody listen up! I've got an announcement I want the whole club to hear. Dickinson too! You boys can send it out to all the charters.”

That got their attention. Too many eyes to count focused on their President. Intensity ruled.

“I appreciate the full measure every brother's thrown into this fight the last few weeks. In case anybody wondered about the change in leadership: don't. We've proven the Devils are gonna continue knocking down every last MC who rises up to get in our fucking way.”

“You tell 'em, Prez!” A voice roared.

“I will. And I'm also gonna tell you all how grateful I am to someone who isn't a brother, but is part of this MC. I'm really standing here tonight to tell you all about my new old lady.”

He paused. Several gasps rose from the crowd – mostly women – instantly followed by a few bawdy whistles.

“Stand up, Rach.” He stared at me, and I did as he asked, gulping the whole time. Jack took my hand. “Most of you know Rachel as your nurse and Frannie's right hand girl. Well, now the best old lady in the Cassandra charter's finally got an equal. I'm claiming this sweet, caring, intelligent girl as mine tonight, and only mine. And if anybody in this MC wants to give her shit or challenge that, then my fists are ready.”

Quiet. Then the loudest, wildest round of applause, hoots, and hollers I'd ever heard broke out.

Jack jumped down off the table and hugged me tight. Would I ever stop staining his leather cut, crying all over him?

Maybe one day, if this beautiful man stopped overwhelming me. But I couldn't imagine when that would happen.

“I love you, Jack,” I whispered in his ear. “Thank you so, so much.”

“Congratulations, baby girl. You're one with me and my club now. There's no going back from this. Once you're in this MC, you're here forever, and that goes for more than just full patch brothers.”

The men were already making the rounds. Warlock and Frannie were the first to come over, patting him on the back.

“I knew you'd get around to this one day. I could tell by the way you looked at her since we picked her up. She's gonna look gorgeous in tats.”

Jack broke our embrace to give his VP a big bear hug. Without even waiting for me to step forward, Frannie hauled me into her arms, planting a big kiss on my cheek.

“Congratulations, hon. We're all real family now. Just don't let big daddy walk all over you,” she whispered.

Good advice. As always.

A couple seconds later, and the old couple were pushed aside by more eager friends. Men and their families kept going like a long wedding reception line, shaking our hands and slamming Jack on the shoulders. If they weren't sore by the end of the night, I'd be amazed.

“Hey, what was that Warlock said about tats?” I asked, just as the crowd was tapering off to go back to their booze and ribs.

“As my old lady, you get the official seal. Come on. I know just the man to see.”

With as many tattoos as Freak had, I didn't have any doubt he'd do a good job. I held Jack's hand the whole time as he laid me down on the padded bench in the garage, a full set of inks in front of us.

“You want the standard old lady stuff or should I make it extra pretty?” Freak asked.

“Let's make it a small pitchfork, just above the wrist for the MC. For me, all I want are the words, fancy as you can make 'em. Property of Throttle, Prairie Devils, Cassandra. Is that all good for you, baby girl?” Jack smiled, a big wild grin surrounded by lips I wanted to get lost in.

“Yes!” I didn't even hesitate.

Freak went to work, pointing the needle gun at my virgin flesh. It wasn't as painful as I expected.

Over the next hour, I watched each letter come into view, glancing up at Jack and barely suppressing my giddy excitement as his brother engraved my arm.

I studied the sweet flourishes. Just like he said, it was tasteful, but bold. Like something you'd see on a fine bottle of bourbon – strength and elegance balanced together.

Just like him and I, I thought, looking up into Jack's gorgeous face again.

When it was almost over, he leaned in and laid a quick kiss on my forehead. I didn't need to read minds to know he wanted to get out of here as badly as I did. He'd given me both my special surprises tonight.

Now, I had one for him, and I was aching to turn it over.

“Are we finished?” I looked up at Freak after he pulled the needle gun away.

“You're all good to go. I'd let that shit settle and follow the after-care instructions on this sheet.” He pushed a piece of paper toward me, and then Jack tore it out of his hands.

“I'll take care of her, man. Not like I haven't gotten these myself a dozen times before. We've still got a long night ahead of us.”

Freak nodded, rolling his shoulders in submission to the President. “You're the boss. Between that speech and what I just slapped on her arm, everybody knows she's yours now.”

“Damned right.” Jack held out his arm to help me up.

He allowed a thin smile to line his lips. When I was on my feet again, he pulled me in close, wrapping his arms around me and kissing me in plain view of his heavily tattooed subordinate. His hands swept down my lower spine, spread along my ass cheeks, and cupped them through my jeans.

I purred, pouring honey sweet heat into his mouth, opening for his tongue.

God! I think he knows it, before I've even said anything...

Heat pulsed through me, winding through my core. I was shocked, a little embarrassed, but mostly just hot as all hell.

“Let's get going, baby. My room.”

Jack never eased up on holding my hand. He pulled me forward, shooting Freak a defiant look on the way out. The new member held his tongue and gawked, amused beneath all his ink and piercings.

We headed straight for his room. It was remarkably quiet inside the clubhouse with almost everybody else outside. The Purple Room remained vacant, though Frannie told me they were looking at some new girls to usher in next week.

“Will I get a chance to make sure the newbies aren't assholes?” I said.

Overcome by lust, Jack stopped and needed a second to realize what I was talking about. Then he motioned toward the whores' room and nodded.

“You'd better. This club can't stand anymore backstabbing bitches around here. You're gonna be screening the girls with Frannie for all the standard health shit next week. Interrogate to your heart's content.” That made me smile. “If anything puts you off, make sure I know about it.”

“You will.”

Jack wasn't having anymore delays. His hot, rough arm tightened around my wrist, jerking me into his room and slamming the door behind him with a quick jerk.

It felt like I'd been away from this bed for an eternity.

I collided with him instantly, flattening myself against his chest, digging my nails into his sweet bulk. I needed this, needed him to hold me, hot and bare, the kind of grip that said forever.

He cupped my ass again, harder now that we were alone. He squeezed my tender flesh in sharp, steady strokes, all the while circling his unstoppable tongue across my lips, reaching for mine.

I melted into him.

With this man, everything came natural, even if my sexual experience hadn't evolved much beyond a virgin's.

Not yet. But all that was about to change.

I raked my nails softly over his leather and began dropping to my knees. His eyebrows quirked in surprise when I went right for his fly, opening the zipper and searching for his cock.

It sprang out, straight into one hand. I pumped it several times, pausing my lips just over its surface to bathe it in hot steam.

“Fuck!” Jack growled. “Where the hell did you learn to tease like that, baby girl?”

I answered him by narrowing my tongue and running it along his base, gently massaging his balls in one hand.

He tasted good. Raw, earthy, masculine good.

I was horny for his touch before, but now nothing short of a nuclear blast was going to stop me. I tilted my head, applying one long wet kiss to the underside of his erection, flicking my tongue against his beautiful length on the way up to the head.

“Fuck! Nobody does it for me like you...”

More rough music to my ears rained down on me when I finally drew his tip into my mouth. I sucked low, sucked deep, urging him to push his fingers through my hair with little twists of my head.

It gave a nice corkscrew motion to my efforts as I went down. I had a lot to learn about giving head, but I already knew men liked it hard. I gave it to him just like he wanted, pursing my lips as tight as they would go.

Up and down, up and down. Jack's pressure on my head increased, and he yanked at my hair a little more for support each time I completed a new circuit.

“Yeah, those tight little lips look perfect wrapped around my cock. So does that new stamp.” My arm was twisted in a way where he could see Property of Throttle newly engraved on it.

The fire inside me rose. I worked even harder, shifting my thighs together to contain the inferno.

His body tensed a little more with every stroke. Part of me wanted to bring him off in my mouth, but I couldn't do that, not yet...

“What? Why'd you stop, baby?” Jack opened his eyes and looked down at me.

I wiped my mouth. “I need your seed for something else.”

Grabbing his stiff forearms, I helped myself up, rubbing my body on his. I kissed a long line up his neck, waiting until I reached his ear to speak.

“I've thought about the other night, and I changed my mind. Things are different now, Jack. I'm your old lady – your property.” His breath hitched when I said it, and I smiled. “Give me a baby. If I'm going to be claimed by you, I want to go all the way. Own me forever.”

When I peeled away and looked into his eyes, they burned brighter than before. Hell, bright was an understatement.

His beautiful eyes were positively glowing. He seized my wrists and pulled me close, breathing hot breath on my lips, less than an inch from devouring me in new kisses.

“This isn't a crazy tease? You're serious?”

“Would I lie to you?” I cooed, flicking my soft tongue against his firm lips. “That's a tease. What I just told you isn't.”

Growling, he lifted me off my feet and threw me over his shoulder. He stomped quickly to the bed and tossed me down on his mattress, landing on top of me.

His hands had never moved so fast to tear away our clothes. I helped him work off mine, and then his, until we were naked. Our bodies instinctively knew what was about to happen, and they were running all over themselves to fulfill that mating ache, that breeding fire.

Jack lifted my arms high above my head and pinned my wrists with his. He shifted forward, pushing his bare cock against my slit. I moaned loud, right into his ear, pumping my hips up.

His length fit wonderfully between my lips, hot and sweet and hard as warm stone. But I didn't want him between my weeping labia – I wanted him inside me.

“Now who's teasing?” I whimpered. Again he rubbed his swollen head on my clit, oiling his shaft in my cream.

“You're right. I think we've had enough play, baby girl. I just wonder who wants some real hard fuckin' worse. You, or me?” Smiling, he bent his head, scraping my cleavage with his stubble and taking my right nipple into his mouth.

He bit down, squeezing the sensitive bud. Pleasure exploded in my brain, so fierce I could barely speak.

My hips gyrated, grinding against him, working his cock up and down with my softness. God, he needed to give in and fuck me, and he needed to now.

Jack tilted his hips, repositioning his cock. In one jerk, he slammed forward, pushing up into me. Deep, hard, and so fucking hot.

I lost it.

I came instantly. Gushing, screaming, and convulsing all over him. My womb twitched, sending its shocks through all my muscles, sucking at the hard spike he held inside me, hard and unmoving.

Shuddering beneath him, he kept his head near my breasts, plucking at my nipples. My legs curled around him, and I'd barely finished coming as he began to thrust.

“That was quick, Rach. Fast, but beautiful. No worries. We're gonna make it happen again before I fill you up.”

“Yes! Yes!” I gurgled the word over and over, too drunk on hot ecstasy to say anything else.

Having him deep inside me every time before was downright exquisite. But I didn't have a clue how different going bare could be.

His length slid perfectly through my wet silk, just like nature intended. It was divine, total carnal perfection in every stroke.

I felt each layer in his movement when he thrust deep, stopping only to make sure I was still pinned down. My hips bucked back, swallowing his cock, lifting my body a little higher when my legs pulled on his.

“That's it, baby girl. Grind your pretty clit into me.”

Yes! I couldn't even say it anymore.

I just thought it, pushing up into him, loving the way his balls slapped against the soft curve underneath my ass. And he was fucking harder all the time, burying himself to the hilt.

Soon, he pinned me into the mattress, entangling me deeper in his thrusts. I only lifted up when he did, slamming hard against the squealing bed springs.

The fire that rushed through me before became ten times hotter. I wondered if I'd come without passing out the next time I spasmed, and that sweet surrender was coming fast.

“Come with me, Jack,” I panted out. “Give me your beautiful baby. I want a family with you.”

“Oh, fuck. Fuck. Fuck!”

Three times, he cursed, each one a little sexier than the last.

I knew he was getting close. I clenched everything beneath my waist, from the velvet wrapped around his cock to my legs moving with his like welded pistons.

Give it up, lover. Give me our baby. Give me part of your soul!

His grip on my wrists coiled so tight it hurt. The sharp bite was just the overload I needed, sending me spiraling into another explosive climax.

I screamed, trying to cry out his name, but failing. I wanted anybody in earshot through the walls to know who was owning me like this, who'd tamed my virgin flesh, and now my ripe little womb.

Then there was an explosion above me like thunder. I looked up through the blurry heat filling my eyes and saw him jerk, felt him turn to granite everywhere we touched.

Jack stabbed forward and gave me what I'd been pleading for.

His come shot deep. It burned like pure fire, racing up into me, lapping against my walls.

Jack grunted above me, his guttural pleasure timed to his spasms. I came even harder, drawing his seed into me, wishing we could stay locked together this way forever.

The raging fire exploded through my whole body, and then edged back. The fireball lost its wild temper and sizzled lower, into a pleasing afterglow. Our bodies stopped twitching and he collapsed on his forearms, holding himself over me.

I sighed softly. He remained buried in me, even as he touched his forehead to mine.

“Fucking incredible. Did you ever imagine it would be that good?”

Hell no! I shook my head.

What really amazed me was that he sounded just as surprised as I was. It warmed my heart to know my flesh brought him such pleasure, making an older, experienced man feel like a virgin all over again.

Nobody would ever love me like this. And after that crap with Dad, Jack proved that he loved me more than my own family. More than the entire world.

I held him close, taking one more kiss before he slowly pulled way. He laid next to me, bracing me against his chest. We stared at each other for a long time.

Just being with him was a pleasure. He made naked and lazy a guilty thrill.

“Have you gotten everything?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah. Best part is we're just getting started. We're gonna do it over and over again, baby, 'til I know the job is done.” He kissed me.

I smiled beneath his lips, knowing it wouldn't be long at all before he was ready for another round.

“Yeah? What about after I'm pregnant?”

“Then I'll make sure I find a place that's better than this club room. We need a real home outside the MC, just like the older guys with families.” He laughed a little and shrugged, staring at the ceiling, full of new dreams.

“ It's fucking insane. Never thought I'd be hatching plans like that. Not this soon, anyway.”

He reached for my hand. Twining his fingers with mine, he pulled me closer on his chest.

“No, that's great, but it isn't what I meant...will you still want me when I'm not so small anymore?”

Jack's head jerked to face me. He stared for a second, wide-eyed disbelief written everywhere.

“You kidding? You're gonna be beautiful to me forever, Rach. I don't get rid of things I love. Had the same Harley since I was patched in by Pop ten years ago. You're my old lady, and I'll love you even when you really are an old lady.”

I laughed at his emphasis on the words.

“It's not funny, and it isn't bullshit either,” he insisted. “Do I need to remind you? What does it say right here?”

He took my arm and held it up to my face. There in the slight red halo around the ink, I saw the words again, as if from a dream.

Property of Throttle, Prairie Devils Cassandra.

“Like it or not, you're mine,” he growled, squeezing my flesh in that possessive way that sent lightning through my nerves.

“Oh, I like it,” I said. I moved in for another kiss, reaching for the erection I felt rising against my thigh.

“Good. Because once something's mine, I never let up. Give me a couple years and you'll get all the house, jewelry, and kids you can handle.”

I laughed, amazed at the image. It was so real I could see it.

“As long as I'm above ground, you're my old lady. Nobody and nothing's ever gonna change that.” Jack stopped to kiss away the silly tear that trickled down my cheek. “We've had our fill with words. Let's get back to working on that baby...”

Smiling, I spread myself wide to receive him, ready for our forever.

Never again would I deny the badass I was spending the rest of my life with.
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Nomad Kind of Love: Prairie Devils MC Romance

NOMAD LOVE: OVERWHELMING, FREE, AND UNFORGETTABLE...

June Daniels watched helplessly as the Grizzlies Motorcycle Club destroyed everything she ever cared about. The ruthless gang controls her shattered life, condemning her to darkness without end...until she meets him.

Aaron “Maverick” Sturm doesn't know what it means to settle down. The President of the Prairie Devils Nomads charter is way too hardened, untamable, and dominant for any old lady.

But when he's sent West to establish a new charter, the beautiful woman he takes as collateral from the Grizzlies upends everything. Instincts Aaron never knew existed start to rage, primal desires to love and protect her in his bed, on his bike, and in his heart.

This bad boy loves a challenge. Claiming broken, mysterious June is his fiercest ever.

She can't forsake her need for vengeance on the Grizzlies. He can't let go, even when giving her what she needs most brings savage politics and blood war between MCs.

Will June find love and justice with her outlaw savior – or will her bitter determination ruin the man she loves and his club?

Riding Danger by Adriana Hunter

Chapter One

“We’ve got a pick-up tomorrow.” The brusque, raspy voice came at Jace Dawson with the scent of chewing tobacco and beer. He wrinkled his nose, both from the strong odor and because he wasn’t exactly keen on being a part of this deal in the first place.

Turning from the bar, he came face to face with Alec Stone, the president of the motorcycle club and the only man who held any real power over him. He wouldn’t give away his distaste for what gun-running had done to the Iron Soldiers Motorcycle Club until he could pull them out from under the hold the dealers had on them and finally get things back on track. Back to the way they used to be when his father was still alive and president of the club, a club he lived and died for.

“And what does that have to do with me?” Jace asked, clearly aggravated.

Alec drew his brows together as he spit into his cup, his dark eyes as ruthless as he’d always been after the dollar signs called to him, greed controlling his every move. 

“I can’t trust just anyone to take care of this, Jace. You know damn well the Haitians are bringing in over a half million in product, and we have to pull this one off without a fuck-up if we’re going to keep the agreement going. It will mean a good payout if we play our cards right. I need you there, son.”

Jace wanted to ask where Alec would be while he was risking his life in order to fulfill Alec’s agreement with the dealers, but he knew better. The man didn’t want the middleman seeing his face or to be part of a situation that could get ugly quick. He would rather put all the men who’d devoted their lives to his club in danger than to risk himself being vulnerable to a double cross. He claimed that the distribution of money to the club was fair, but Jace knew he was pocketing a great deal more than any of them were. He also knew better than to question it. Everyone did.

“And when is this supposed to go down?” Jace tossed a quick glance at the man he once admired, his fallen hero who now used the club to his advantage rather than standing behind it as they had once promised to do.

Alec threw back a shot of whiskey, his eyes never meeting Jace’s. “Hit the building at about ten. Your delivery should arrive within the hour. I’ll send you the inventory list to check over. Take Donnie, James, and Rafe with you. I don’t want to take any chances that something might go wrong, and they’ll be able to watch your back.”

Taking three men who were just as unhappy by the whole arrangement wouldn’t do a damn bit of good if Eliezer Pierre, the middleman, brought his own reinforcements and decided to open fire. But Jace could only clench his jaw to avoid saying something he might regret later. He’d handle this, and he’d find a way to kill the next deal so that they could unbury themselves from this disaster before the Bandidos caught wind of it and came after them for gaming in their territory.

“I don’t think Eli’s smart enough to try anything stupid,” Jace replied gruffly, reaching for the beer he’d been nursing. He was done with the conversation. At this point, he just wanted to finish his drink and get the hell out of the bar for the night. Most of his buddies had turned in early, and he had no more reason to be here.

“Good.” Alec clapped him on the back the way he always had, like an old friend. And they had been, good friends for nearly ten years now with Alec once taking on a father figure role after Jace had lost his dad to a deal gone wrong. But in the last year or so, since the little one-off side deals had turned into a full time illegal gun-running business that was bringing in millions of dollars, their friendship had gone to hell and the club had turned to a new, dangerous direction. 

Jace understood the lure of money and greed, but when the first brother had been sent back three months ago, bloodied and nearly dead, as a ‘warning’ from the local chapter of the Rogues, an opposing club, they had taken it seriously, backing off from further deals. Everyone, that is, except Alec. He’d simply paid the hospital bills and given the member extra money before throwing him right back into the business, sending him out to handle an even bigger exchange with greater risks.

Jace was beyond frustrated, but he had to tread carefully or he’d only get himself and anyone else who decided to go against Alec’s orders killed. These days, the man trusted no one and had a serious temper, reckless and uncontrollable. It would be foolish to incite that rage, especially without a plan in place. If there was one thing that Jace knew, it was that the club couldn’t get out from under this without him. Being able to see the future and predict someone’s next step had kept him alive more times than he cared to remember. But Alec was one of the few men that Jace had trouble understanding, much less be able to stay one step ahead of.  He was unpredictable and selfish and Jace knew just how much greed could change a man, leaving him unrecognizable even to his own mother.

Placing the empty bottle on the bar and sliding a fifty-dollar bill across to the bartender, he pulled his leather jacket over his shoulders and nodded goodnight to Alec. He stepped outside, breathing deeply, enjoying the fresh, light breeze of early summer as he straddled his Harley Seventy-Two and started her up.  He sat for a minute, engine purring beneath him, pulling hard and long on a Marlboro, before he tossed the butt to the ground and rolled onto the street.

His house was just outside of town and he cruised along, trying to let the stress roll off his shoulders and fade into the wind behind him. He wouldn’t be able to sleep knowing the real danger his men faced tomorrow, but there was nothing he could do to pull them out of it. He needed a plan and he needed it now.

Chapter Two

Piper Reece caught the knowing look that Carrie sent the orderly passing by and the twinkle in his eye as he smiled back. Shaking her head, she raised an eyebrow at her flirty co-worker.

“I take it you found your next conquest.”

Carrie nodded, a smile creasing the corners of her eyes. “Oh yeah, I sure did. And it was fabulous.” The tiny little woman with the perfect curves somehow managed to make her scrubs look as sexy as a little black dress. Carrie had made it clear that she had no qualms about hitting on patients or dating co-workers, especially new doctors.

Piper, on the other hand, couldn’t imagine using her job to pick up men, especially as hard as she’d worked to land the head nurse position at Parkland hospital. Her salary was finally climbing to a reasonable level, and she was looking at several private hospitals that would double her pay once she had a bit more experience under her belt. 

Nonetheless, there were times when she was jealous of the cute little nurse and her crazy love life. Piper had been so focused on school for so long and had jumped right into her career when she’d graduated that she hadn’t been on a date in over a year, much less have time for a real relationship. She was very ambitious; wanting to prove to her parents that she could be something on her own without needing them to foot the bill.

“Carrie, you’re really something else,” she responded with a giggle, printing out the last set of prescriptions for the resident doctor and the patient who was being discharged this evening before she headed home for the night. She had a date with her DVR, a frozen pizza, and a bag of microwave popcorn. It was the first real downtime she’d had in the last three months, and she wanted to enjoy every minute of it.

Carrie was headed home as well, her shift over, and she tapped Piper on the shoulder as she blew by with her usual flurry. “Hey, if you feel like it, I’m meeting some of my girlfriends at Grapevine for a drink. It won’t be a late night. You should join us. It’ll be fun.”

As much as she appreciated the invitation, Piper didn’t feel incredibly social. “Thanks, but I’m really tired tonight. Think I’m just going to chill at home.” 

Carrie shrugged and said goodnight as they both retrieved their belongings from the staff room and made their way toward the parking garage. Piper climbed into her car and considered what it might be like to meet up with Carrie and her friends, but then shook her head and turned in the other direction, heading toward her apartment in Addison. She wasn’t the party-girl type and she knew she never would be. She just didn’t fit in with those kinds of girls.

Her phone was ringing when she walked in the door, and she moved quickly to answer it.

“Hello?” she answered breathlessly.

“It took you long enough,” her sister, Sterling, quipped in an irritated voice.

Piper smiled as she dropped into a chair by the kitchen table to talk. “You know, if you would call my cell, you’d find me more easily. I just walked in the door from work. What’s up?”

“Oh, sorry,” Sterling replied. “Listen, word has it there’s FBI crawling around the area, a couple of agents from out of town. I just wanted to know if anything out of the ordinary had come through the hospital, any unusual shootings or stabbings or anything that may be considered... suspicious?”

Piper covered her mouth to keep from giggling. Her sister had just landed a job at a local news station and was determined to catapult her career with a breaking story before anyone else in the media. She was constantly calling Piper, asking her about patients, arrests at the hospital, and just about anything that may turn into a lead. Except each time Piper refused to discuss her patients or share any confidential information that could cost her the job. 

“Sorry, I can’t help you there, but I’ll keep my eyes open.” And she would. She knew better than to share the information should anything come her way, but she knew it was much easier to just let Sterling believe otherwise.

“Thanks, Piper. Oh, I was thinking of going to see a movie this weekend. Want to come?”

“Sure, I’d love to. Just text me a time and a place when you figure it out.” 

She said goodnight and hung up, finally ready to relax.  She got up and made her way into the bathroom, turning on the hot water, preparing her bath.  It was going to be a long, relaxing night and after a long week of endless shifts at the hospital, she was so very thankful for it.

Chapter Three

They carefully scoured the perimeter of the building in the old warehousing district of Dallas, looking for any sign of a setup or sting. James, one of their most loyal members, was posted as a lookout on the third floor that overlooked the truck docks and the main dock entry. He sweated inside his long leather duster, the early summer heat beating down from the sun high overhead, but he had two pistols buried in the back of his jeans and two more in the pockets of the coat for anything that might come up. He needed the duster as a cover.

Donnie and Rafe flanked Jace as the delivery truck backed towards them, and as it pulled in, Jace received a text from the man upstairs notifying him that Eliezer Pierre was on his way to meet them. He left his two men, who were carefully watching the truck, while he greeted Eli with a brief nod, trying hard to bury his suspicions. 

Eli smiled and extended a hand, his Haitian French accent just thick enough that Jace had to listen hard to understand him. 

“It is good doing business with you again, my friend. I’m sure you’ll find the delivery to be more than satisfactory, yes?”

Jace offered a hesitant smile and nodded. “We’ll see when the truck’s unloaded.” 

He signaled to the men that it was time to start unloading and watched them carefully as Rafe and Donnie checked the inventory to make sure nothing was missing. Once everything had been thoroughly checked, the men climbed back into the truck and Eli followed Jace to the temporary office set up for these sorts of exchanges. With his body shielding the combination lock, Jace opened the safe and pulled out the cash that had been set aside for the transaction. He threw it on the desk and waited while Eli eagerly counted the bills.

With a nod of satisfaction, Eli smiled at him again. “You are good business, my friend. When is the next run?”

Clearing his throat, Jace scratched the back of his neck. “I’m not sure, Eli. See, the guy who calls the shots hasn’t been overly enthusiastic about this whole thing and the service we’re getting in this business relationship, so I don’t know if he’s going to want to continue doing business with you and your guys.” It was a lie and it was certainly risky, but if he could get the middleman up in arms and concerned about the possibility of Alec turning tail and canceling the agreement, maybe he could break the trust built between the supplier and their club, which would put an end to the gun-running for good.

Concerned, Eli crossed his arms over his chest. “That would be an unwise move, my friend. I tell you, the men who have the merchandise, they don’t take kindly to broken contracts. And I understand your boss has a long-term agreement with the man who puts the supplies out there for you, my friend. I think you should honor the agreement for as long as it stands. For the sake of your club.”

Jace grinned, his gaze never leaving Eli’s face, unflinching.  “I’ll be sure to pass on the message, Eli, but like you, I don’t call the shots...my friend,” he added, using the middleman’s term before escorting him out of the office and back to his truck. 

After they pulled away and the other men sorted the piles for redistribution, Jace pulled out his cell and sent a short message to Alec to let him know the transaction was complete. He didn’t leave until all the other men were gone.

As he locked up the warehouse and set the alarm, he looked around and growled. This place was a dump, but Alec had insisted they needed a base of operations where no one would come asking questions about their meetings with a bunch of Haitians in a delivery truck. Certainly, between this looking like a legitimate warehouse on the outside and the fact that the cops in this part of Dallas were typically busy with drunk drivers leaving the strip clubs and vagrants begging for money, it was probably the safest option for such an incredibly dangerous set-up.

But Jace was less worried about law enforcement and more concerned with the rival motorcycle clubs, several of which were known for small-time arms dealing. Sooner than later they would find out what Alec had gotten them into, and they would come for blood to reclaim their territory and their major source of income.

Satisfied that his brothers had gotten out safe, Jace lit a cigarette and leaned against the side of the locked building, fingering the keys to his bike that rested in his pocket. He wasn’t sure why, but he had a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. He would blame it on the fact that he’d just finished a dirty deal, one he had no intention of repeating if he could find a way to get his club out of the game. But that wouldn’t cause the hair on the back of his neck to stand up as if he was being watched. He squinted through his sunglasses, looking around one last time, and saw nothing out of the ordinary.

Wanting to get the hell out of there, he squashed his cigarette and revved the engine on his bike, preparing to hit the road. But just as he started for the edge of the parking lot, the rumble from behind him stopped him cold, and he turned to see three large men on bikes headed straight for him. He wasn’t sure which club it was, but he knew they weren’t one of his. Not waiting until they were close enough for him to see the insignia they wore, he gunned his bike and took off, trying to put some space between them. Suddenly, he heard a thunderous roar, and a sharp, searing pain hit his side. He didn’t need to reach down to know the bullet had burned straight into him, and he could feel the heat of his blood soaking through his clothes as he rounded the corner.

Before he could get out of range, several more shots were fired and another struck home, grazing his shoulder and eliciting a foul curse from him as he gunned straight for the highway on-ramp, a shooting pain causing him to wince. With the quick loss of blood, his best chance now was to get to the nearest emergency room and get inside before they caught back up with him and finished the job.

Dammit, he was going to tear Alec apart as soon as he got back to the club. This situation was completely out of control and he was done with putting his club in danger in the name of greed. Whatever it took, this was coming to an end.

Speeding down the road and not even caring when he saw the flashing lights of police cars behind him, he headed toward Parkland, the hospital that asked the fewest questions and was closest to where he was. He was losing blood fast and knew that if he didn’t get there soon, he never would.

Chapter Four

As Carrie leaned over the counter at the nurse’s station, she was so bubbly with excitement that Piper thought she might spill over. “What on earth are you so giddy about?” she asked, slightly amused.

“Well, Tami was talking about this biker club where she and her friends were hanging out last night. Sounds like they had a lot of fun. Anyway, they just transferred a double gunshot wound from upstairs, and he’s just down the hall. Tami went in there and came out bright red in the face because he’s the one she was all dreamy-eyed about last night. She couldn’t tend to his bloody hip because they tore his jeans off.”

The story was outrageous. Piper bit her lip. “I’ll include him in my rounds. Tell Tami that she can take Mr. Colfax in 415.”

“I’d be more than happy to handle the biker, Piper. He’s drop dead gorgeous.” Carrie looked like she wanted a lot more left in her hands than just his medical care, and that was the last thing Piper needed to worry about managing right now.

“No, it’s okay. I got it.” She picked up his chart and walked towards room 440, where a Mr. Jace Dawson lay in wait. Knocking and entering, she stopped abruptly, eyes roaming over his tanned skin and gorgeous, dark features. While the man in the bed was a little haggard, looking like he needed sleep and a good shave, the angles of his face were sharp and alluring, and his mussed brown hair set off those perfectly brilliant eyes, a dark shade of grey, the color of the sea just before a storm. He lay there, shirtless, the hair on his chest doing nothing to hide the hard muscles underneath, trim and cut to perfection.

It was enough to send a powerful wave of uncontrollable desire through her body, and she let out a quiet whoosh of air between clenched teeth.

The man glanced over the room and his eyes landed on her. The intensity of his gaze was more than enough to make her pulse quicken and she blinked, evading the danger of getting lost in the perfection of his chiseled, masculine face. “Mr. Dawson?”

Jace stared at the nurse who’d just entered the room and somehow knew she was going to be trouble. Not that he cared. She was a sight to see, even with her long chestnut hair pulled back into a tight bun at the base of her neck and the scrubs that tried to hide perky breasts and a firm, round backside. Her glittering green eyes were filled with questions, and Jace really didn’t want to answer any of them.

With a nod, he responded, “Yes, ma’am.”

Piper narrowed her gaze at him. If this was a biker, he was certainly a charming one. Trying not to let her nerves – or her misplaced attraction to him – cloud her judgment or prevent her from doing her job, she moved toward the bed, setting down the chart and taking an assessment. He had a bandage on his left shoulder and, according to the chart, a total of twenty-nine stitches on his upper right hip. 

“My name is Piper Reece, and I’ll be your nurse today. I understand you were shot?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he answered, keeping it short. He wasn’t going to give her anything she didn’t ask for.

Pursing her lips at his short answer, Piper crossed her arms over her chest and eyed him carefully. “Mr. Dawson, how exactly did you get those bullet wounds?”

With a heavy sigh, he repeated the same story he’d given when he’d first arrived at the emergency room, which he knew was noted in his file. 

“I was running an errand downtown, and I was caught in the middle of a drive-by shooting. I have terrible luck, that’s all. I’m just glad they didn’t hit anything vital and didn’t damage my bike.”

He seemed to be trying to make light of the situation, but there was something off about his story. The strain in his voice was obvious as he told it. Piper wasn’t sure she believed him, but it wasn’t really her job to investigate. She was the medical consultant who would look after him in between doctor visits, and it was likely that he’d be out of here by tomorrow. 

“Okay,” she said, backing off. “So, does everything feel alright? I’m sure there’s a bit of discomfort, but on a scale of one to ten, how bad is your pain?”

He shrugged and winced, forgetting about his shoulder. “They shot me up with morphine, so right now it’s about a two. I’m pretty sure it’ll be tolerable without the pain meds though, so whenever the doctor gets tired of looking at me, I’m ready to get out of here.”

“I’ll let the doctor know, Mr. Dawson. In the meantime, is there anything I can do to make you more comfortable?”

Jace couldn’t help but chuckle. There were many things that he’d love to ask her to do to make him more comfortable, but he thought better of it and instead, he let his head fall back to the pillow, blowing air through his lips.

“No, thank you, ma’am. I haven’t spent much time in the hospital since I was a kid, but I assume these little red call buttons work the same way they always have. I’ll let you know if I need anything.”

“Very well. Try to get some rest, Mr. Dawson. You’ll heal faster.” She left the room, her face flushed and her heart beating wildly in her chest. The man in the room behind her was a dangerous biker associated with some sort of gang, and while he claimed he got caught in the crossfire of some random shooting, something about that didn’t sit right with her. There was more to the story, and she wanted to scold herself for the fact that, instead of being frightened, she was intrigued and curious. She was acting way too much like Carrie right now, and it made her feel careless and irresponsible.

Sighing, she returned to the nurse’s station, logged the notes, and went back to what she’d been doing before. But she couldn’t seem to concentrate and when two men in suits arrived, she looked up, her heart seizing. 

Offering them a shaky smile, she greeted them cautiously. “May I help you?”

The taller of the two nodded. “Yes, ma’am, my name is Paul Resner and this is Jason Morris. We’re looking for a Jace Dawson. We were told he’d been moved to this floor?”

Swallowing hard, her trepidation running rampant, Piper nodded. “Yes. He’s just down the hall, room 440.”

They simply nodded as they made their way down the corridor without another word. 

Anxious, she looked around for Carrie, but she was nowhere in sight.  What on earth is going on? she thought.  Picking up his file, she made her way down the hallway, posted herself just outside the door to Dawson’s room, and listened in.

Chapter Five

Alec Stone snarled into the phone. “If you threaten me again, you dirty Haitian pig, you’re going to find every member of your family missing before you can even blink.”

But the man on the other end of the line wasn’t fazed by the threats. “My middleman tells me you are backing out of the deal. We had an agreement. Six million dollars in guns and ammo. That’s what you agreed to. You fail, you see no more sunrises, my friend. This is business, not a threat. And next time don’t send your boy to carry your message or we’ll make him the first sacrifice of a broken agreement. You understand?”

Swallowing a roar, Stone countered, “I want the damn guns, you blackened fuck. I have no plans to back out of the agreement. Set up the next delivery and I’ll meet you personally with the money.”

“Two weeks, my friend. I set up for two weeks, and if this falls through, you and your club...it’s over.” He hung up the phone and Alec cursed, throwing his glass against the wall and watching it shatter as it fell to the floor, droplets of whiskey spraying all over.

Patty, his long-time girlfriend, came up behind him, running her long manicured nails through his hair. “What’s the matter, darling?”

He grunted but closed his eyes, enjoying the feel of her fingers massaging his scalp the way she’d done for the last twenty years. “I’m going to kill him,” he grumbled.

“Oh honey, don’t overreact.” She kissed his neck and moved to sit on the leather couch across from him.  “You always take care of business, my love...and you’ll take care of this, too.”

But Alec wasn’t overreacting this time. His trust had been broken, and in this business, that couldn’t be left unpunished. Otherwise, others would turn their backs on him and before too long he would find himself constantly watching over his shoulder for the moment when the club turned against him and he found himself running for his life. 

No, he had to take care of this now... no matter how far he had to go to make his point crystal clear. Alec Stone was the leader, and he would not be disrespected.

“No, Patty, I’m calling this one.” Pulling out his cell phone again, he scrolled through the contacts until he found Ron’s number, the perfect guy for the job. Ron was someone who was as hungry for money as Alec and who had never been a big fan of Jace’s. 

Dialing, he waited until Ron picked up. “Brother, we have a problem and I need you to get the word out on the street, but I need you to be discreet about it.” He waited a moment, trying to decide exactly how this was going to go. Finally, he told his buddy, “I need you to put out the word that there’s a price on Jace’s head. The man who brings him in gets $250,000, cash, no questions asked.”

That ought to take care of the son of a bitch.

* * * 

Jace looked up, eyes narrowed, at the two suits who came into his hospital room uninvited. “Can I help you?” he asked, eyes dark with anger. He knew instantly that they were either Feds or cops.

“That depends, Mr. Dawson. I’m Agent Morris and this is Agent Resner. We have some questions we’d like to ask you, and I’m really hoping you’ll cooperate and make this easy.”

“What agency are you with?” Jace asked, his suspicions rising. He wanted to see some identification. For all he knew, these were just clean-cut members of some rival biker club, coming to set him up and take him out while he lay there, practically helpless.

Agent Resner pulled out a badge. “We’re ATF, Jace.” 

Fuck.

Somewhere in his brain it registered. ATF must have been watching the operation for months now. Jace’s gaze landed on the door and he wondered if he could make a run for it, but he knew better. Instead, he looked cautiously at the men that stood before him, wondering how the hell he could get what he needed from them. 

“Look, we’re not accusing you of anything except for being a pawn in someone else’s game. Jace, we know there are a lot of guns being transported. When the word came in that you’d been shot, we were hoping that you’d be willing to help us.”

Fucking great, Jace thought. Now he had federal agents with implications that could put him in prison for the rest of his natural born life, and if he ended up there, he’d end up dead. Until the gun-running operation, he’d never had any kind of real trouble in his life outside of the occasional bar fight. This was not his doing, but he needed to feel them out and see what kind of offer or deal they were willing to make in exchange for information. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Agent Morris moved closer. “We’ve got a lead on a couple of guys who drove up from the coast with a shipment that was never logged at the docks, Jace. It ended up here, in the city, in the warehouse district off Northwest highway today. It seems your drive-by shooting report occurred right about that time, in that same area.” His brows furrowed. “That seems like quite the coincidence, doesn’t it?”

It wasn’t a question.  The agents knew everything. They just needed someone to confirm it on the record.

Before Jace could reply, there was a knock at the door and two people, a man and a woman, entered quickly. Jace looked up, confused. They were obviously locals, which meant they were DPD. The woman looked irate whereas the man, a Latino, looked stressed and exasperated. 

“Excuse me, gentlemen, I’m not sure who you are or why you’re here, but we’ve been called in to question a victim of a gunshot wound,” the woman told them, flashing a badge, “so we’re going to have to ask you to leave.”

Agent Resner looked amused at the interruption, and neither of them seemed the least bit surprised by the territorial claim. This was going to get hairy quickly. 

“This is a federal matter, which puts it in our jurisdiction.” Agent Morris replied, pulling out his badge. Jace watched the female cop’s eyes flash angrily. “Your business with Mr. Dawson will have to wait.”

The woman crossed her arms over her chest, and Jace didn’t miss the way the Latino stepped forward, interrupting before she could explode in what would likely be a fire hot enough to burn its way through the floor. 

“We weren’t made aware of any federal cases related to this shooting, agents.” He held out a hand in an attempt at a friendly greeting, sending his partner a sidelong warning glance. “I’m Sergeant Alvarez and this is Lieutenant Hargrove. As far as we know, this incident was reported as a drive-by shooting, and unless Mr. Dawson provides any information that leads us to believe otherwise, we’ll need to handle this on our end for now, and then you can talk to him.”

Morris opened his mouth to speak, but Resner held up a hand to stop him. “We understand you have a job to do. At the same time, we’ve got our own questions for Mr. Dawson, and I’m afraid we can’t just walk out of here until we have some answers.” He turned to Jace, who lay silent, feeling his blood pressure rising as his pulse throbbed in his temples. “I’m sure Mr. Dawson will be more than willing to cooperate.” 

Chapter Six

––––––––

Outside the room, Piper’s heart raced. This was far more complicated and dangerous than she could have imagined.  What kind of man was this Mr. Dawson? Would he put her staff in danger? And why were these people badgering him when he was barely out of surgery? Squaring her shoulders, determined to get answers, she took a deep breath before opening the door to Jace’s room. 

All eyes turned to her, all of which looked angry and ready for a confrontation.

“I know you all have business to attend to, but my patient is in recovery and his blood pressure is very high right now. I’m going to have to insist that you all leave this room. You can come back tomorrow when he’s had time to heal. Right now, he’s in no position to be questioned.” She moved toward Jace’s bed, avoiding his gaze.

Turning toward the agents, she motioned toward the door. “Please. It’s time to go.”

Piper waited patiently for the group to leave the room, staring them down until they were gone. Her shoulders slumping with relief, her anger took over the remaining fear.

“Alright, no more lies. I want to know why the hell everyone wants to question you and whether my staff and I have reason to be concerned.” She crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow at him, waiting for an explanation. Whether she was out of line or not, she wanted answers.

“I don’t know what is going on here, but I don’t want my staff in danger. I have a right to know what is happening in my hospital, Mr. Dawson.”

Jace was impressed yet surprised at the little spitfire who made his whole body burn with the heat that swirled in her eyes, a mixture of what looked like anger and passion. He found himself wanting to tell her everything – or at least, most of it – and hated that he felt anything resembling weakness toward her. But he also knew it would do him no good to lie to her.

Treading carefully, he began. “The locals were here because apparently, any time someone comes in with a bullet wound, your emergency room has to notify them.” She nodded with an impatient look, obviously aware of protocol. Taking a deep breath, he continued, “The other guys were looking for information on a gun-running operation that I tried to break up today.”

Piper’s eyes grew wide and she found herself sputtering. “Gun-running operation?”

Jace winced, his smoky grey eyes looking directly into hers. “Yeah. My club is in serious trouble. Our President allowed greed to cloud his judgment and now everything is messed up.” 

She watched him carefully, her hands on her hips, and he shifted, not from the discomfort of her stare but from the way she affected him physically, their eyes tangling together. “They’re with the ATF - Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives. They’re just following up on a tip they got regarding a gun smuggling organization in the area. They know my club is involved, they just can’t prove it. That’s why they want me to roll on them.”

Trying to process everything, Piper could only nod, disappointment clouding her eyes.

“Are you going to help them?”

“I’m really not sure. I have to think things through. Besides, it’s not like I had time to even talk to them with you barging in like you did.” He grinned up at her, all teeth, his voice so rough and sexy that Piper felt her knees weaken.

“You didn’t seem to know what you were doing and I wanted answers before they got a warrant for your arrest and you were taken in. I needed to make sure that your club...those kind of men wouldn’t show up here looking for you.” As soon as she said that, she knew she’d made a mistake, and she bit her lip to keep from saying anything else.

But it was too late, and Jace was intrigued. “You were listening in.” He motioned to his leather coat, slung over a chair off to the side. “You think because I’m a biker that I’m a criminal?” ‘Those kind of men’, as you say...they are like family to me. Most of them are good guys who just want to support their families, take care of their businesses.” His voice was a deep growl, and she felt herself tremble from both his intensity and how incredibly sexy he was.

But she had no way to answer him. When she had seen him for the first time, she figured he probably was a low-life hustler, and yet she was intensely attracted to him. Even when she’d dated, she had never gone for the bad boy type, and Jace Dawson was completely off the scale when it came to dangerous. But he had some sort of magnetic draw, a genuine charisma that drew her in like no one ever had before. And it terrified her.

“We don’t get federal agents in here very often, and I’m responsible for a staff of nurses up here. If something bad is potentially on the horizon, like something that could erupt in a shooting match on my floor, I’d like the chance to stop it from happening.” 

“Yeah, I get it.” Jace replied sharply, trying to keep the mirth out of his voice. “Look, I can’t stay here. When word gets out that agents showed up here looking to talk to me, every club including my own will come looking for me. How long before the doc releases me?”

Almost able to taste her own fear, Piper shivered. “We usually keep gunshot wound patients overnight just to make sure there’s no internal bleeding.” 

“I can’t stay overnight.” Jace replied with far more calm than he felt.

“You really should work with the ATF agents.” It was a simple statement, she knew, and despite the fact that it sounded like the right thing to do, she knew it wasn’t that easy.

He started to answer her, but Donnie walked into the room and Jace’s lips tightened, confusion taking over, his gaze narrowing. 

“Hey, Jace.”

“How did you know I was here?” Jace questioned.

“One of the Angels told my cousin that he hit one of our guys this morning, and I knew it had to be you. I knew that this is the only hospital you’d come to.” He moved closer to the bed, cutting his eyes toward Piper suspiciously, who stood trembling in fear. “We gotta talk, Jace.”

Jace met Piper’s gaze and nodded. “She’s okay. She already got the law off my ass, for the moment anyway.”

“It’s not the law I’m worried about,” Donnie told him, real fear in his eyes. “You’ve got bigger problems right now.”

Frowning, Jace knew exactly what he meant. “I’m assuming you aren’t referring to the ones who shot me.”

Again, Donnie shook his head. “Your problems are closer to home, if you know what I mean.”

Piper followed the exchange but didn’t understand. What could be worse than having federal agents and angry members of rival motorcycle clubs chasing after you? 

Donnie looked like he was going to fall apart, his voice low and gruff. “Word has it Alec got a pretty heavy phone call that pissed him off, with his source threatening to kill the deal because of you. He called for a price on your head, Jace. We’re talking six figures, brother. He’s not fucking around.”

“Fuck.”  The growl in his voice wasn’t fear. It was a reflection of the hard strike of betrayal he felt tightening his chest, clawing at his heart. He nodded to Donnie. “Thanks, brother.” 

“What does this mean?” Piper’s voice was strained.

“It means that I can’t stay here. Others will hear about this and they’ll come looking for me. With a price on my head, everyone will be out for blood.”

Jace turned to Donnie, and his lips parted as though to speak, but no words came out.

“Just me, brother.”

Jace nodded. Donnie knew exactly what he had been thinking. He only had Donnie left on his side - no one else could be trusted.

Donnie breathed out a deep sigh. “You gotta get out of here, Jace. You gotta disappear for awhile...until things cool down.” His voice held a note of warning.

Jace nodded in agreement. “Yeah, I know. Thanks, man. How long you think I got?”

Donnie shrugged. “Couple of hours.”

The word was spreading fast. He was sure there was someone on the inside besides Alec who’d sent the Angels after him and who knew this was all about to go crazy. He couldn’t trust anyone in his own motorcycle club. Men he’d known for more than a decade were suddenly strangers, people he had to be wary of. 

“Spread the word that I’m going home in the morning...that I’m still in surgery. That’ll give me time to get out of here and get a head start.”

Donnie nodded and reached out to pat Jace on the leg. “Take care, brother.” He left the room, closing the door behind him.

Piper rushed to Jace’s side, panic edging past logic. “You can’t leave. Your injuries...you can’t leave like this.”

“I don’t have a choice.  If I stay, I’m as good as dead anyway.” Jace tried to sit up, and the shooting pain in his side gave him a warning of what it would feel like when the pain meds that dripped through the IV finally wore off.

Piper understood, and the words spilled from her lips before she could stop them. “Then let me take care of you. I have an apartment not far from here. You can stay there for a few days.”

“That’s not a good idea.” Jace knew just how much danger he’d be putting her in, and there was no way he was dragging an innocent woman into this mess.

“If you go on the run before you’re fully healed, you could end up dead.” Piper’s voice was steady and she was surprised at just how serious she was.

Jace shook his head but noticed the flicker in her gaze. “I won’t put you in danger. You don’t even know me.” 

“I know that you’re hurt, that you have to recover, and that you just want to end all of this...right?”

He couldn’t believe that this woman cared so much, that she would be willing to risk so much for a complete stranger. 

“So you believe me?”

Piper nodded. “Yes, I do.”  

He could see that she meant it. He rapped his knuckles against the steel railing of his hospital bed and a feeling of reluctance stirred in his chest.  He knew that he shouldn’t involve her, but he simply nodded in agreement.

“I’ll be right back.” Piper quipped, rushing from the room.

She headed for the nurse’s station, intent on swiping a bottle of pain medication and bandages, everything she’d need to keep his wounds clean and healing. She’d have to find a way to cover her own ass, too, she thought. She didn’t intend to lose her job, not when she needed it so badly. She had to be careful and avoid the cameras in the hallway.

She made her way to the medicine cabinet, swiping a bottle of hydrocodone and pocketing it quickly. Suddenly, even with the adrenalin coursing through her veins at what she was about to do, reality hit her and she felt the weight of all that she was about to risk crash down on her chest like a ton of bricks. She leaned against the wall, sliding down to the floor, struggling to breath, to think rationally. Yet despite all logic and the incredible risk to her career and all that she had worked so hard for, she was still willing to help him. Nothing, not even the thought of losing her job or the possibility of being arrested seemed more important than helping this impossibly beautiful stranger with the steel-grey eyes. Pushing herself up to her feet, she gathered the rest of the supplies and took a deep breath to steady herself and focus.  

He needs my help, she thought. He needs me.

With newfound determination, she returned to Jace’s room where she found him sitting on the side of the bed in obvious pain. She quickly removed the IV as he started dressing himself. With trembling fingers, she acted silently until it was all done. “Don’t leave this room until I come back for you, alright? We have to leave through the back entrance or there’ll be questions.”

Jace merely nodded, and she ran back to the nurses’ station, waiting as she watched the time tick by until Carrie came back from her rounds. 

“Did you see him?” she asked, eyeing Piper.

Piper nodded and swallowed hard, not having to fake a sour face as bile rose in her throat. “Yes, I met him. He’s an interesting character, that’s for sure. He’s had his medication so he’s good for the night.” She motioned to Jace’s room. “He’ll probably get signed out tomorrow or the next day.” Piper knew that Carrie’s shift was about to end, and by morning when she returned she would just assume that the biker signed himself out.

“Oh.” She frowned. “Well, so much for nursing him back to health. It looks like you’ve already got it under control. Alright, have a good night. I’m going to head out now.”

“Take it easy, Carrie. See you tomorrow.”

Piper waited for Carrie to leave before heading back to Jace’s room. 

“Are you ready?” 

He nodded, his eyes searching her face. “Are you sure that you want to do this?”

“No,” Piper replied with a smile. “But I’m doing it anyway.  Let’s go, we have to leave through the back entrance to avoid being seen on camera. There’s an entrance to the parking garage across the sky bridge from the second floor. I’ll be a few minutes behind you. Just make your way to the garage and wait for me, okay? Stay out of sight.” 

He wanted to ask about his bike, but he realized it would be better to leave it where it was, at least for now. He didn’t need anyone seeing him on it and he was in no shape to be driving it anyway. So instead, he nodded and followed her instructions, not sure why she was doing all of this, but trusting in her judgment and her promise. 

He stepped toward her, his head lowered until his cheek was beside hers, his lips at her ear. “I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

Piper froze, feeling the heat of his breath on her ear. She felt herself melt, an intense ache stirring in her most sensitive areas. 

He still didn’t understand why she was helping him, but something about the way she had looked deep into his eyes with genuine concern told him that she knew what she was doing. And for the first time in Jace’s life, he put his trust in a woman. He only hoped that he didn’t live to regret it.

Chapter Seven

––––––––

He made it to the parking garage, hiding in the shadows, watching the entrance for any sign of Piper. As promised, within a few minutes she appeared, her face flushed, breathless, her fingers trembling as she struggled to slide the key into the ignition of her car. Within seconds they were pulling onto the highway, the flickering lights of the hospital disappearing into the backdrop.

They drove in silence for what felt like an eternity, Piper’s mind racing. 

What have I gotten myself into? 

It wasn’t until she was just a few minutes away from home that she decided she couldn’t take the silence anymore. 

“What exactly happened today, Jace? How did your club get involved in all of this?”

“There was a delivery of guns that came in today...a lot of money traded hands in the exchange. I found myself mixed up in it all, but I warned the middleman that the agreement was coming to an end. Tried to kill the deal. I just wanted to clean up the club, protect my brothers, and get things back on track. Our club president, Alec, well...he didn’t like my stirring up trouble for him, so he put a price on my head.” He paused, sighing deeply, his eyes suddenly finding their way to Piper. “And despite the fact that I’m trying to shut the operation down, some of the other clubs already know we’re treading on their territory, which is why the Angels came after me today.”

“Why are you even involved, Jace? If you think this is such a bad idea, why didn’t you stop it sooner?”

He shook his head. The same question had burned through his own mind, unanswered. As a low rumble of resignation tumbled from his lips, he told her, “I didn’t know about the first few exchanges. They were small-time, just a few thousand dollars. Alec didn’t share details about his operation until he was pulling in a hundred grand, and by then it was just too late. Rather than send any of my guys in and have them end up getting hurt, I took the heat. I’m the vice president, it’s my job, you know? These guys were my family, my responsibility.”

Piper nodded, noting the sincerity in his words even though she still didn’t understand why he’d put his neck on the line when it could cost him his life. His club obviously meant a lot to him, the members like family, but she didn’t know anyone who would risk so much for another. And where were they now when he needed them the most?

“And this Alec guy – why won’t anyone else go after him?”

“Because he’s the leader. He runs the club. You don’t question the President. And Alec’s ruthless. He’s made it very clear that if anyone crosses him, he’s not above taking them out. If he’s willing to put this kind of a price on my head, he’s showing other members just how serious he really is. No one will speak against him after this. Turning on me made sure of that.” His voice was dark, tortured.

The truth was, Jace still held out hope that he could find at least one or two other members like Donnie who would remain loyal to him since he didn’t think he could kill the operation by himself, but he knew the odds were stacked against him.

Seeing the frustration and concern lining his face as she pulled into her parking space, Piper was overwhelmed with both fear and understanding. By defying the code of honor that governed their club, Jace had alienated himself from everyone he had once trusted. He had cut the family ties and went against his own. It seemed like such a difficult thing to do and yet, if she let herself consider what she’d just done, she knew if her family ever found out, they would likely turn their backs on her as well and she’d wind up just as alone.

“Once we get inside, I’ll show you how to clean the stitches without tearing them. You probably want to take a shower or something. I don’t have any clothes here that would fit you, though. I haven’t exactly done much dating, especially guys your size, but...” she trailed off, suddenly embarrassed, knowing she was rambling.

Jace, however, was amused. “I’ll be fine, thanks. There’s no one looking for me over on this side of town so if I keep my head down, I’m sure I can grab what I need to get me through a few days and then I’ll be out of your hair for good.”

Piper nodded, disappointment knotting her throat. She forced herself to look away. 

“Sounds good.”

Jace hadn’t missed the way that her eyes dropped to the steering wheel, how she twisted her hair in her fingers nervously. Why this girl wanted to help him in the first place baffled him, but her reaction when he mentioned leaving in just a few short days surprised him even more. If times were different, if there wasn’t a hit out on him, he may have considered exploring this intense attraction that he felt towards the pretty, curvy nurse. But with so much on the line, it wasn’t their time...it just couldn’t happen.

“Let’s get inside,” he replied, his tone commanding. It sent a rumble of desire through her body and she could only nod in agreement. 

Chapter Eight

––––––––

Once inside of the safety of her apartment, she quickly locked the deadbolt and pointed down the hall. “The bathroom is just down the hall. I’m going to get the antiseptic spray and bandages from my supply closet.” She would help him clean and dress both wounds, and while he finished cleaning up, she’d get bedding and everything ready for him to stay the night. She tensed at the idea of a strange man sleeping on her sofa, something she hadn’t considered when she’d offered to help, but she’d already jumped in headfirst and couldn’t back out now. And she had to admit, she had never been so incredibly attracted to anyone before.

As she stepped into the bathroom and saw him standing in front of the mirror with nothing on other than a pair of low-slung jeans, her mouth immediately went dry and she forced herself to look away. As beautiful as he’d been before, now, as he stood semi-naked in front of her, she couldn’t help but appreciate the curve of his body, his tan skin highlighted by a series of tattoos, the bright light darkening the shadows of each line that defined his muscular build.

As Jace watched her approach, he caught the heat in Piper’s eyes and he had to grind his teeth together in an effort to remain in control and not lose himself in his hunger for her. He’d never been so desperate to put his hands on a woman, yet he couldn’t understand how she had such an effect on him. She wasn’t his usual type at all, but none of that mattered. She was still one of the sexiest women that he had ever met, and definitely one of the kindest.  

Maybe that’s why he felt such a strong attraction to her. She was different from the chicks that hung around the club, desperate to be made someone’s old lady so they could be taken care of. But Piper was the only one doing all of the caring, and he could see genuine concern in her eyes when she looked at him. She was beautiful. Damn, she was absolutely stunning. 

The flash of desire on her face only fueled his own sexual tension, heightening his awareness of all that he longed to do to her. If he wasn’t careful, he’d cross the line and pull her into his darkness where they’d be forever lost. He had to remember all that was on the line, the risks, the dangers.

Frustrated with himself, he pushed away from the counter and faced her. “So, what sort of torture are you going to put me through now, nurse?”

His tone sounded falsely irate and Piper’s eyes widened in surprise. What was he trying to hide? Suddenly nervous, she tried to force her hands to stop shaking as she carefully removed the old bandages. 

“We’re just going to clean the wounds, put some antiseptic on them, and cover them back up. It shouldn’t take long. Besides, I’ve got pain medication for you afterwards.”

Jace watched her as she began to work on him, her touch tingling when it should have been stinging. There was only the slightest discomfort with the pressure she applied. Her fingers were deft, leaving his body begging for more. “Where did you get the pain meds?”

She glanced up at him and then back to his hip, her gaze glued to the gorgeous curve of his body, and she longed to run her hand down to his cock. 

“I...I took what I needed.”

He couldn’t help but smile at her suddenly serious tone, her annoyance obvious, as was her attraction to him in the way her fingers lingered over his hot skin. 

“You’re quite the bad girl, after all,” he teased, something he rarely, if ever, did with women. But Piper was so different from the women he knew, the women who came looking for bikers. Most of them were hardened, not soft and gentle like this woman. And they sure as hell weren’t interested in tending to bullet wounds or stealing medication in order to ease his pain.

“Hardly,” she mumbled, smiling. But as she finished ministering to his hip, his hands slid to her waist, and she swallowed a whimper at how firm his touch was. As his male scent hit her senses, she felt the heat burn through her veins. She followed the line of his arm up to his gaze, and it nearly burned straight through her with a heated desire that left her trembling.

“I appreciate everything you’ve done,” he told her, his voice gruff, and she didn’t have to look down to realize he wanted her. Her heart pounded in her ears, and she knew she was helpless to hide how badly she wanted him as well. 

He looked at her with a mix of suspicion and curiosity. “Why do you want to help me?”

Piper didn’t have any more of an answer to that question now than she had at the time the words had spilled from her lips. 

“I don’t know, Jace. I really don’t. It just felt like the right thing to do.” It was the best she had to offer, and it was the truth. His stormy grey eyes met hers and refused to let go.

“The right thing to do...” he murmured, as if chewing on the thought.

“I...” she stammered, “I’ve never wanted to help someone like you before.”

Jace growled, and focused on her full lips, which taunted him viciously. “Like me?” He lowered his head, stopping inches from her lips, which were now parted and ready.

“Trust me. You’ve never met anyone like me.”

Jace tightened his grip on her waist, roughly pulling her to him, his lips crashing down on hers, the sweet taste of cherry lip-gloss tickling his tongue.  He groaned against her mouth, the desperate need to possess her taking over, causing him to forget his wounds, wanting to consume her, to make her his.

She was sweet and spicy all at the same time, and he raised one hand to cup the back of her neck, turning her head to the side so his tongue could delve deeper into her mouth, entwining with hers. Her sigh into his mouth made his desire erupt inside of him, and he drew Piper’s body even closer, her curves sitting snugly in his hands, his fingers kneading her delicate skin, wanting her to feel just how hard he was for her.

But as the material of her scrubs touched the spot on his hips where the bullet had been removed, he hissed, and she backed away instantly, averting her eyes in obvious embarrassment. 

“Oh God, I’m sorry,” she murmured, refusing to turn toward him.

Using his other hand, he rubbed her back, feeling her shiver in response. “You have nothing to be sorry about.”

She chanced a glance up at him and saw his eyes had darkened, his desire for her unchanged. “Let’s get this bandaged up so I can get back to kissing you.”

Piper laughed, though she couldn’t stop the trembling as she worked on him, her nerves and anticipation clashing within her. She was completely out of her comfort zone. The feel of Jace’s tongue in her mouth permeated her thoughts, and she had to stop what she was doing several times to get the dressing on his shoulder just right. When she finished, she was proud of her work and smiled up at him. 

“You should be good for the night. I’ll get your pain medication and you’ll be able to get some sleep. You certainly need it.”

Amused at her avoidance, Jace wrapped his fingers gently around her wrists. “Piper.”

The sound of her name as it rolled off his tongue delighted her, causing a ripple of goose bumps to crop up across her skin. She couldn’t help but obey, dropping everything she’d collected, her emotions rising. “Come on, Jace, this is crazy.”

He chuckled, seeing the indecision in her eyes even as he felt the blood heating in her veins, pumping harder where his grip remained, a swirl of desire ratcheting up inside of her, tensing. 

“What’s wrong with a little craziness in life every now and then?” He pulled her closer, laying her hands flat on his chest and running his fingers up her arms and down her back. She closed her eyes reflexively, and he couldn’t tell if the response was due to her internal conflict or the satisfaction of his touch. 

“You can’t tell me you’re not attracted to me, Piper. I can see it in your eyes.” He reached under her shirt, his hands just barely brushing against the bare skin of her lower back and making her inhale sharply. “You’re absolutely beautiful.”

A voice inside her insisted that she pull away and forget all about this dangerous stranger with the sinfully gorgeous face, but as his lips found that sweet spot behind her ear and left a kiss as soft as the flutter of butterfly wings, she couldn’t resist turning to him and letting him kiss her deeply, all warnings drowned out by the intensity of her desire for him. She was pliant and accommodating, too lost in the sensation of such a sensual touch, his masculine scent, his heat and stiffness suddenly pressed against her body. This time, he didn’t seem to mind the nearness, and before she knew what she was doing, her arms went around his neck, her fingers running through his soft hair.

His erection pressed against her belly and she felt the heat. It was full and thick, a subtle throb of lust pounding within. Piper wanted nothing more than to reach down and feel him through his jeans, but she didn’t dare to go that far. Instead, she fisted her hands where they rested in his hair, clinging to dear life as she thought about how easy it would be to just stay in his blissful embrace forever, hiding from the responsibilities of life as she allowed herself to get lost in his possession.

Jace wanted to taste more of her, wanted to feel her writhing beneath him, but he knew she was nervous and afraid. She clearly wasn’t experienced with men and he didn’t want to push her too fast or too hard. Not tonight. For now, he reveled in her heated touch and in the way she rose up on her toes and slid her body against his, allowing him to cradle her in his arms, to wrap himself around her, rubbing against her in a smooth, seductive stroke. 

She was soft and warm, the feel of her large, round breasts against the hardness of his chest only turning him on even more. She was incredibly curvy and if she had a flaw, he didn’t think he’d ever find it even if he stripped her naked and inspected every last inch of her voluptuous body.

Growling at the thought of having her spread out in front of him, naked, he fought the intense desire to slide between her thighs and take his fill of her. He forced himself to pull his lips away from hers, leaving her breathless and confused as she looked at him with bright, awe-filled eyes. She couldn’t move.

Jace smiled at her, gritting his teeth against the throb in his groin, knowing that he would go unsatisfied tonight. “Was that so bad?”

Piper simply shook her head, her ears buzzing and her body on fire. She’d never felt this desperate for a man before, and while so much of her wanted to abandon all caution and just let him to take her to the point of no return, she was far too afraid. She had never had a one-night stand before, and had certainly not been with a man like Jace. A dangerous man...the only guy who had ever made her feel this way. She knew she might never recover from a man like this.

“No,” she replied, her voice barely above a whisper, straining with her need for him.  

Jace chuckled. His lips feathered over hers once again and the taste of him intoxicated her. She felt his fingers brush against her neck before he cupped her chin, holding her face close to his.

“I better get dressed.” His voice was steady and controlled, but the wicked fire that danced in his eyes told her just how wild he was for her.

Quivering, she ached for the return of his touch as soon as he pulled away. The intimacy that she had felt in his embrace had all but consumed her, and she suddenly realized just how lonely she had been.

She sucked in a deep steadying breath before closing the door behind her.

Chapter Nine

Piper pulled blankets and sheets out of her linen closet, fluffed pillows as if she had a personal vendetta against them, and made up the couch with a fury she couldn’t comprehend. She tried desperately not to look up as Jace came out of the bathroom, but she caught sight of him, a towel wrapped even lower around his hips than his jeans had been, and she found herself attempting to hide the weakness she felt though she knew it was pointless. He was likely well aware she couldn’t keep her eyes off him.

“What’s your pain level on a scale of one to ten?” she asked, desperate to avoid the tension she felt building between them.

“I’m probably about a five, headed quickly to a six.”

She nodded, not looking at him. “I’ll get you two pills, then. That should get you through the evening, and I can give you one more before bed so you’ll sleep through the night.” She was rambling, but it calmed her down as she finished making up the couch. “Make yourself comfortable. The television remote is on the coffee table. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” 

She needed to put some space between them and figured a hot shower would help calm her so she could think about everything that had happened with a clear head.

Calm down, she thought to herself. Just calm down.

She wasn’t sure whether it was the unknown dangers of the situation that she now found herself in or the deliciously gorgeous man that had kissed her so passionately.

The kiss. Now that the pleasure of feeling his strong lips pressed against hers began to dim, reality took its place, forcing her to face all that had happened and all that she now stood to lose. The turmoil that coiled itself within her belly hadn’t been strong enough to drown out the strong desire to help Jace, and she had allowed herself to follow the voice inside of her heart rather than the one that screamed inside her head to be heard.

As she stood in the shower, she thought about the fact that just this morning, her biggest concern was whether she’d be late for work after she found herself stuck in a traffic jam. And somehow, in the course of no more than a few short hours, she’d become an accessory to a crime and found herself caught up in a crazy situation being kissed by a handsome bad boy. 

And if she were honest with herself, even knowing all that she now knew, she would still have offered her help to the gorgeous stranger, even if it cost her everything. Even if it left her with nothing but a broken heart.

* * *

Jace lay on the sofa and flipped through the channels on the television even though his mind wasn’t focused on anything but the woman in the other room.

Piper was becoming a distraction for him, one that made it difficult to think about the problem at hand and all that he was up against. At this very moment, everyone wanted him, and no one was going to stop until they had him in their sights. From local criminals looking to cash in on the jackpot being offered by Alec, to the police, and right up to the federal agency chasing him down. Where the hell could he go and hide out until the heat let up? 

He knew he had to withdraw money fast before his accounts were frozen. He’d need money to survive until he could figure out what his next move should be, though he had no idea where to go from here. His life was in real danger and he knew that he should be thinking about nothing else other than how to get himself out of the mess he had suddenly found himself in.

And yet, he let his mind drift to Piper and the unbelievable intensity he felt whenever she was around. Her touch left him burning for more, and he longed to taste her just as much as he ached to be tasted. He could feel the conflict rising up inside of him, tearing at his heart, leaving him confused and frustrated. It was stupid to care about anything but just surviving right now. With so much on the line and his club turned against him, he had little time left. Yet he couldn’t ignore the blazing heat that engulfed him when she had touched his skin, bandaged him, and finally kissed him back, hard and fierce. In those few moments he had found peace, warmth, and discovered a place in which he knew he could be truly happy.

But now wasn’t the time.

He had spent so many years focused on building up the club, taking on all of the responsibilities of a vice president, doing all that he could to bring peace and prosperity to his brotherhood. Somewhere along the way, he had lost his own sense of self. His own life didn’t matter, relationships weren’t important; everything could be put off for another day. All that had mattered was the Iron Soldiers and making sure that they became stronger than the years before and that they could leave an unforgettable legacy.

But here, hiding away in some girl’s apartment, he wasn’t so sure that anything he had done ever really meant a thing. Most of his club had turned their backs on him, that much he was sure of, and Alec, the man that was like a father to him, had put a price on his head. In just one day, he had lost nearly everything that had ever meant anything, and he had never felt so alone.

And now there was Piper.  

He knew nothing about her. For all he knew, she could be one of those broken women that needed to feel loved at all cost. Much like the desperate chicks who found themselves writing to inmates, perhaps he was no more than a broken animal which she felt the need to heal. 

Yet in the few moments when he had held her in his arms, he was certain that there was something real between them, and it was far more than just sexual attraction. Was it possible that he could really care about someone that he had just met, especially at a time like this? The heat of her desire had radiated through the barrier he had placed around his heart years ago and he felt himself caught off guard, not wanting to feel anything for this girl yet unable to ignore it.

When she came out of the bathroom wrapped in a thick robe, he couldn’t take his eyes off of her. She looked so damn sexy, her skin pink from the hot water, her hair wet and brushed back out of her face, revealing her sparkling blue eyes. If only he deserved someone like her, someone kind and gentle. Too bad he hadn’t met her years ago, although he knew that if he had, he likely wouldn’t have looked at her twice.

But with the mess he’d created of his life, he was sure he’d never find that sort of peace again. Rather, he needed to get the hell out of her life before she got dragged into a situation neither one of them could get her out of. It was a dangerous game that she didn’t deserve to be tangled in.

“So, do you know of anyone that you feel you can trust?” she asked, combing out her hair.

“Hmm, I don’t know. I think I can trust Donnie, but I’m not sure. Outside of the club, I have no one.” It sounded even worse when he said it out loud, but then, that had been the purpose of joining the brotherhood. They’d taken an oath to support each other, and he could see where Alec would feel he’d been betrayed, just as much as Jace felt their president had betrayed them all when his selfish greed got the better of him.

Piper sat down on the opposite end of the sofa, her eyes heavy with concern, her hair weaved between her fingers. “Well, I don’t have a lot to offer, but I was thinking about everything and...you can stay here for as long as you need to.”

Jace shook his head, surprised by the offer and by the compassion that edged through her voice.

“No, I can’t stay here. You’ve done enough.”

“I know what you’re up against, Jace.” Piper admitted softly. “And I still think you should stay here.”

“Look, I really appreciate what you’re doing for me, but I don’t want to drag you down a path that’s going to cause trouble for you. I’ve already brought you into this mess and it’s only going to get worse. I can be out of your hair first thing in the morning. I just need to get back to my bike.”

“I’m not going to let you leave just like that,” Piper bit back a little too quickly. “I mean, not with those wounds, especially when there are people hunting you down.”

She crossed her arms over her chest and faced him with a determined expression that let him know she was serious.

“Piper, I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“Listen, I believe you when you say you want to take down the operation, but you can’t do that if you’re on the run. You need a plan and a place to stay until you figure it all out. This is the safest place for you right now.”

The truth that flickered in her eyes, pleading with him to stay with her, stabbed straight through his heart. No one had ever looked at him like he mattered that much.

“You sure?”

“Yes.”

Jace nodded, holding back the smile he wasn’t certain what to do with. “Thanks, Piper. I mean it...thank you.” 

“But there is one thing...”

“Yeah?” 

“We share the remote.”

A smile curved on his lips before he roared with laughter. “You got it.” He looked at her intently, his cloudy grey eyes taking her in. Without another word, he slid over to her and pulled her close to him, leaning down for a kiss. The moan that escaped her lips set him on fire and he found himself pushing her back against the soft pillows, lowering himself down onto her until he could feel every inch of her soft and welcoming body beneath him.

Every protest escaped her mind and there was no turning back, the fever of desire burning inside of her. She let him kiss her, softly at first, and then with more force, her whole body tingling and welcoming the sensation of that unforgiving chest pressing against her, his thick, hard erection grinding against her thigh. She drank him in as his tongue and teeth grew more demanding, licking at her, nipping at her lips. She lost all reason and gave into her desire, shifting beneath him just to feel his body grind against hers. She looked up into his thickly lashed eyes and saw a wicked hunger in the dark grey irises.

“Don’t stop kissing me.” She barely recognized her own voice, consumed by the pressure of his hard, muscled body bearing down on her, his masculine scent reaching down to tickle her senses and fan the burning flames that threatened to overtake her.

The arousal that flushed her face left a sweet scent of femininity on his lips and she felt the blinding heat building inside of her stomach, burning into her skin.

“I have no plans to stop,” he growled against her mouth. She whimpered, her heart skipping a beat as his savage kiss fueled her need for him. 

His hands roamed her body, gently squeezing her curves, running his fingers down her sides to her waist and then drifting up her hips. He could smell her arousal and was mesmerized by the softness of her body.

“Jace...” she whimpered. Oh, God.

And then suddenly she remembered herself and the consequences should she give herself to this man. With all of the strength she could muster, she pushed against his chest until he pulled back, growling. He looked down at her with such intense longing that she almost gave in. How badly she wanted to feel him inside of her, to give herself to him. But she wasn’t that girl, and as desperate as she was to give herself to him, if anything was going to happen between them, it was going to happen when there was less tension and they weren’t in the middle of a crisis. When there was a chance for it to last.

“Jace, it’s not that I don’t want you to kiss me. It’s just...I’m not ready for all of this.”

“I know,” he cut in abruptly, his eyes suddenly filled with sadness. “I understand, Piper. Really...I do.”

He leaned toward her again and she was sure that he was going to kiss her, but he only rested his forehead against hers, his breath hot on her face. His eyes closed and he exhaled, turning his face slightly so he could whisper against her cheek.

“It’s so hard to control myself around you.”

His lashes lifted to gaze upon her face. He already missed the feel of her lips beneath his but he fought the desire to taste her against her will. He could never do that.

“I just...I can’t do this right now, Jace.”

“I know.” His head lowered again and this time he smoothed his lips across her cheek to her jaw before lifting away from her. He’d already vowed to himself he wasn’t going to push her any further than she wanted to go, and he knew above all else that she deserved better than what he could give, especially now. 

She slid out from under him and stood. “Your pain meds...” Before he could say anything, she hurried into the kitchen where she’d left the bottle. She shook out two pills and filled a glass with water to take back to him.

“Thanks,” he whispered, still sore and trying not to think about the smooth skin that was underneath that robe she had belted so tightly. “You’re a good woman, Piper.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” she smiled.

He nodded. “You are. I’ve never met anyone like you before.”

Piper blushed and laughed shyly. No one had ever made her feel this beautiful or had the power to turn her into a giddy, blushing schoolgirl quite so easily without even trying. She couldn’t make sense of the way she felt about Jace, as if she would do just about anything to keep the man safe despite the fact that she didn’t even know him. 

She handed him the remote. “Let’s watch something.”

He chuckled. “I hope you don’t expect me to put it on some chick flick or anything like that. I’m not quite that soft.”

She laughed before nuzzling her head against his shoulder tenderly. “Good. Because neither am I.” 

Chapter Ten

As the sun shone brightly through the windows of her apartment, Piper trudged into the kitchen to put on a pot of coffee. Surprised to see Jace already standing in front of the refrigerator, she smiled, happy to see him. She hadn’t slept well, tossing and turning through the night as she thought about the fact that she had a truly gorgeous man sleeping on her couch, one she’d like to feel curled up next to her through the night, yet she couldn’t let herself just give into her feelings of longing. Then there was also all of the unknown danger that he was facing.

“How long have you been up?” she asked as he reached into the fridge and pulled out a carton of eggs.

He shrugged. “Ahh, not long.” He didn’t even turn to look at her. “You like omelets?”

“Sure,” she replied, trying to ignore the fact that he stood there in nothing but boxers. She couldn’t pull her gaze away from his flawless back, taking in the line of tattoos and watching the muscles stretch as he worked efficiently, cooking breakfast for the two of them. No man had ever cooked for her before, and despite the circumstances, she rather liked it. 

“Is there anything I can do to help?”

“No, I got it. I wanted to show a little appreciation for everything you’ve done for me.” 

“You don’t need to do that,” she quipped as she sat down in a chair at the table, smiling. She could get used to having such a sexy man kicking around her apartment.

“I wanted to.” 

Within minutes, Jace presented her with a huge omelet stuffed with sausage, bacon, bell peppers, and cheese. It was absolutely delicious.

“Where did you learn to cook like that?” she asked, smiling.

“My dad. It was just the two of us for most of my life. My mom ran off when I was a kid so he was stuck taking care of me. Had to feed myself, so he taught me how to make a few quick meals, and omelets were one of those dishes that you could throw together regardless of what you had in the fridge.” He looked away with a slightly embarrassed smirk. “And there were times where there wasn’t much to put into the pan.”

“I’m sorry it was so rough,” Piper replied slowly. “Were you and your dad close?” 

Jace nodded, his eyes dropping to the table. “Yeah, really close. He was all that I had, you know? But a few years back he got caught up in a bad deal...” he paused, clearing his throat, his gaze returning to Piper. “Trusted the wrong guys and found himself without protection. How ironic that I repeated his mistake, huh?” He laughed with self-derision. “My old man thought he was doing the right thing for the club. The Iron Soldiers was like family to him, so I get it. He would have done anything for them, and well, he did. He lost his life for the club.”

Piper was staring widely up at him and he reached out, taking her hands into his. She shook her head sadly, squeezing his fingers gently.  “I’m really sorry, Jace. I can’t imagine.”

“Yeah, it wasn’t easy, that’s for sure. It was the first time that I felt truly alone.” He shrugged, forcing a smile. “But enough about that. It’s pretty heavy for a morning conversation,” he chuckled, but she caught him wince in pain.  “So, are you working today?” 

“I’m supposed to go in for a meeting this morning, but I’m technically off the clock. I shouldn’t be more than two hours, though. Do you need the car for something?”

Jace considered. “I need to figure out how to contact the ATF agents, see if I can talk to them about a deal.”

“One of the agents left a card at the nurses’ station. I’ll see if it’s still there while I’m at the hospital.” Getting up, she headed toward the bedroom to get dressed. She needed to be at the hospital in a little over an hour, and she just wanted to get it done and over with. 

* * *

Over the next couple of days, Jace spoke with Donnie, who kept him up to date on all that was happening. According to him, several club members were considering abandoning Alec and the club in order to stand behind Jace. Everyone but Alec wanted out of the gun-running business, especially now that there was so much heat on the club.

Jace agonized over calling the ATF agents, not sure what the best move would be. If he helped them nail Alec, it would ultimately destroy the club forever, but if he refused to help, he could be on the run for the rest of his life.

He had no choice.

With a heavy heart, he dialed the number on the card and was greeted by voicemail. Cursing under his breath, he left a brief message and hoped that Agent Morris would return his call quickly. 

Jace thought about everything that had happened over the last few days and how much his life had changed. In such a short time, he had lost the backing of a club he loved with all of his heart, turned on his friend and leader when the dirty deals became too risky, and met a curvy nurse who turned him on more than any woman ever had.

Her name rolled off his tongue in a whispered sigh...Piper. Always there to help him, tending to his wounds and willing to go the distance for a man she barely knew. That either made her desperate or crazy. He still wasn’t sure which, nor did he really care anymore. He enjoyed being around her, and despite all of the danger that stood just outside the door, Jace found himself caught up in his fantasies about her. They hadn’t kissed since the first night when she had brought him back to her apartment. He had respected her wishes and avoided getting too close, but last night his body had been so demanding he’d had trouble sleeping. All he could think about was how beautiful she would look sprawled naked across the covers on the bed, her hair fanned out around her, a sultry smile on her face inviting him to claim her as his own, her thick frame, curvy ass, and delectable thighs waiting for him to hold on tight and take her wherever he pleased. 

And when he’d finally fallen asleep, his imagination had been so vivid he’d woken up in agony.

Her voice shook him from his thoughts.

“Jace, you hungry? I was thinking about going out and picking up food.” 

He thought about the risk of being seen in public, about how many people could recognize him and cause problems, but there were parts of town where the brothers didn’t hang out. He was starting to go stir-crazy and needed to get some fresh air. He wasn’t used to staying put for too long. 

“You know what? Let’s go out to eat.”

“But what if someone sees you?” 

“I need to get out of here for a bit. We’ll just stick to this area. No one will see me.”

“You sure?”

Jace chuckled. “Yes, woman. I’m sure. You ready?”

Within minutes they found themselves in a little out-of-the-way restaurant, sharing a booth in the corner. As they ate, Jace watched her, noting a difference in the way she held herself. He would never have thought she could be more attractive, and yet he felt his heart racing just watching her. 

“I’ve never been to this place,” he said as he tried his first bite, “but it smells great.”

She waved her fork in the air, nodding. “It’s been around for like thirty years or something...pretty good food, huh?”

He was so enthralled with his meal and conversation that he didn’t notice anyone approaching until a voice behind him made his hackles rise. 

“Jace?”

He glanced up at Piper as the deep voice rumbled from just behind him. Turning, he came face to face with Ron, one of his old friends and club member.

Cautiously, he greeted his biker brother, his eyes narrowing. “Ron.”

Ron’s hand reached down to squeeze Jace’s shoulder in a friendly grip. “Oh man, it’s good to see you, brother. We’ve been worried as hell. Word has it you got shot, but no one knew if you were dead or what was going on. Alec’s been looking everywhere for you.”

Jace forced a smile. Clearly Ron wasn’t aware that Alec had put a price on Jace’s head. 

“I’m fine. Whatever rumors you heard was exaggerated.” He started to turn back to his food, hoping he could blow Ron off and just disappear after this.

“Who’s your friend here?” Ron asked, his focus now on Piper. He held out a hand to her as if he expected her to shake it.

Before she could introduce herself, Jace cut in, “This is my step-sister, Elaine. She came in from Atlanta for a week to visit me.” He caught the flash in Piper’s eye as she realized he wasn’t sure if he could trust Ron and nodded.

With a quick smile, Piper shook Ron’s hand. “Good to meet you. Any friend of Jace’s is a friend of mine.”

Eager to get back to the safety of her apartment, Piper returned to her food, ignoring Ron until he and Jace finished talking. Then they quickly slipped out of the restaurant and disappeared into the night.

Chapter Eleven

“I just got off the phone with the ATF,” Sergeant Tomas Alvarez stood outside Lieutenant Dian Hargrove’s office, looking anxious. She raised a perfectly sculpted eyebrow in anticipation of his announcement. “Those guys got a call from Dawson a couple of hours ago. He’s offering information on a bust, and they’re offering to cooperate if they can use our resources to bring in whoever he implicates.”

Hargrove was out of her seat in a flash. “When are we supposed to meet this guy?”

“That’s the problem. They don’t know where he is. They’ve been following the motorcycle clubs but haven’t caught wind of him anywhere. It looks like he went underground. I would imagine he’s got a contract out on him, especially if he’s getting ready to rat out his guys. I wouldn’t blame him for burying himself. But they’re planning to get back on the phone with him and set something up. We’ll be invited.” Alvarez wanted something more solid, but he wasn’t going to complain. It was difficult to get the Feds to offer any kind of respect or cooperation in something like this, so he’d take what they could get.

With a sigh, Hargrove sat on the corner of her desk and crossed her arms. “I want to meet with these agents right away. I want to know exactly what it is they’re looking for and who they’re hunting. If they have a specific agenda, that’s fantastic and they can have their jurisdiction, but we still have a right to throw the book at anyone small-time who gets caught in the net. I want to know how wide that net will be cast.”

“You got it, boss. I’ll give Morris a call back in about 30 minutes. I’m going to wait long enough that he has a chance to try to get in touch with Jace Dawson.” He headed back toward his desk, feeling satisfied that he’d managed to pull this together. At the same time, he felt a bit guilty about not giving his partner all the details. He’d learned a great deal about this gun-running operation the ATF wanted to take down, and he was more than willing to help the Feds do it. The more he could assist, the more likely he’d find himself a place out at Quantico. But that wasn’t the only reason he hadn’t shared the information with Hargrove.

His partner had a tendency to jump first and ask questions later, and if she knew the extent of the operation they were after, she’d try to work this out on her own and get the glory for the department. That wasn’t the way this needed to go down. The Dallas PD may have significant resources, but they didn’t have the same power, authority, and guns that the ATF did. It meant people in the department could get hurt or killed, whereas if they cooperated with the federal agents, they would get the use of all the cool toys those guys had at their disposal. Not only would it be more fun; it would be safer and much more professional.

For his part, Alvarez did have one other lead he wanted to follow up, but he wasn’t going to share that idea with anyone. If he could find Jace Dawson, he’d be the golden boy and none of them would have to wait for Jace to set his own terms. Picking up the phone on his desk, he called Parkland Hospital. It was time to see if a certain nurse was on duty.

* * * 

James sat around a back table at Stroker’s with Donnie, Butch, and Rafe, trying to talk quietly without being drowned out by the noise in the bar. “When is this next pick-up supposed to happen?”

Donnie gritted his teeth. “I can’t get the details, but up to now it’s been about every two to three weeks. I would guess it’s coming up pretty fast, probably sometime next week. I don’t know who’s supposed to be meeting the middleman, but I have a feeling Alec’s going to be on top of it himself. That’s going to make it difficult to break the deal.”

Donnie ran his fingers through his hair, glancing around nervously. “I should get in touch with Jace, see if he can help us out. He’s desperate to stop this whole thing. Ever since the first big transfer, he’s been looking for a way out. It’s what got him in this whole mess to begin with.”

“Man, if I had a hit out on me, I wouldn’t show my face anywhere.” Rafe shook his head and grumbled at the situation. “I don’t think he’ll come out of hiding until something happens to take Alec down.”

“Guess who I saw today.” All four heads turned as Ron approached, looking cocky. Rafe kicked Donnie under the table, stepping on his toe and making him grunt. As if he’d been invited, Ron pulled a chair up to their table, setting a beer on it as he lit a cigarette. “I ran into Jace last night. I have to say, I think this whole getting shot at thing is a bunch of bullshit. He looked great, was with some woman he said was his sister, but I don’t think he has a sister. I think she’s his old lady and for some reason he wants to keep it on the down-low.”

Donnie froze, warning bells going off in his head. Ron had been spending a lot of time with Alec over the past few days, and everyone could tell he had his eye on the vice president position. With Alec leveling a death warrant on Jace, the last thing they needed was for Ron to hunt him down before they had any kind of plan in place. Hoping he could throw Ron off, Donnie shrugged, “I’ve met his sister before. They’re pretty close.”

Chuckling, Ron replied, “I would say they were damned cozy. But that’s not the point I came over here to make. If Jace’s alright, I see no reason we can’t get together with him and see what he knows so we can shut this whole operation down. It’s getting a little too dangerous, and Alec’s temperature is dangerously explosive. I think he’s just going to step it up even more.”

Rafe narrowed his eyes at Ron. “What the hell makes you think we want to stop it? I mean, we’re raking in the cash, and I’ve gotten my hands on a nice piece. And if we grow the operation, we’ll claim more territory, shutting the Banditos out.” 

“Oh come on. I know that if I’m getting screwed on how much I get out of each deal, then you guys definitely are as well. And I know some of you have kids, families, and I’m willing to bet you’d rather spend more time with them when you aren’t worried you’ll get caught by the law or killed by the rival gangs. Trust me, the old lady is constantly on my back about my share.”

Something about his demeanor still resonated wrong with James, and he didn’t think anyone else felt the guy was trustworthy. “I think you need to re-think this, man. As for Jace, I suggest you not mention to Alec that you saw him and didn’t take him out of the picture. He might not find you in such high favor anymore.”

Ron just shrugged. “When this is all said and done, I won’t give a shit about what he thinks of me. Hopefully, he’ll be locked up for the next several decades.” Sitting forward with an intent look on his face, he continued, “We need Jace. I’m going to follow up on this sister of his, find out if she’s staying at a hotel around here or something. That’s the fastest way to find him, I think. And once we find him, we’ll have Alec by the balls.”

As Ron moved away from the table, Donnie reached discreetly into his pocket and sent a text to Jace. He wasn’t sure his friend would get it, but he had to try. Donnie had a distinct impression that the woman he was claiming to be his sister was actually a certain nurse who had seemed particularly concerned with Jace’s well being. Luckily, there was no reason for anyone to connect them or to be able to find her, but that didn’t mean the information wouldn’t accidentally come to light. He had to warn his friend and see if he couldn’t help him figure a way out of the hell he was in.

* * * 

Alec answered his phone with a growl, his eyes having just followed Ron out of the bar. “What’s going on?”

“I’ve got a lead on Jace, but you got trouble. The crew...you can’t trust them. I’m pretty sure they want you out, Alec. They’re loyal to Jace.”

It was pretty much exactly what Alec had expected. He could see the lines being drawn in his club, and he didn’t like it. The sooner he had Dawson’s head on a platter, the sooner he could take care of those who weren’t loyal and rebuild his club. How dare they turn on him, question his orders? With all the money he’d brought into the club, they should be singing his praises, not looking to cut his throat the first time they got the chance.

“Follow the lead, Ron. If you find him, kill him, or bring him to me so I can have the satisfaction of doing it myself.” 

Jace had been his best friend, but as he hung up the phone, all he could think about was betrayal. It didn’t matter whether Jace disagreed with Alec’s decisions or the direction that the club was taking. He should have remained loyal. Now all Alec wanted was to see him dead. 

He growled, slamming the phone down and reaching out to Patty, pulling her into his embrace. She smiled up at him curiously. “What’s going on, Alec, baby?”

He took a deep breath, trying to bury his anger and concentrate on the woman in front of him. “I was just thinking about our dream house in Italy. I just need one more month, Patty. I need one more month, and we’ll be on our way. And I’m putting a ring on that finger of yours.”

She blinked at him in disbelief. “But Alec, I thought you said you never wanted to get married. Don’t toy with me like that.”

“I’m not toying with you, Patty. You’re the only person I can really trust. Besides, what’s the difference between what we have now and signing a damn piece of paper? It just proves that I appreciate what you are to me, right?” He gripped her shoulders and kissed her hard on the mouth. “Once I finish this deal, I’m going to take us away from all of this.”

Patty laughed. “I think that sounds amazing, baby.”

Patty leaned in for another kiss, her lips brushing over Alec’s, leaving a red imprint behind with her bright lipstick.

* * * 

Carrie looked up from her seat at the nurses’ station and smiled pleasantly at the good-looking Latino standing in front of the desk. “Good afternoon, sir. How can I help you?”

Alvarez gave her a charming grin in return and pulled out his badge. “I’m with the Dallas Police Department. My name is Detective Tomas, and I just have a few questions for you about a patient who was here a little less than a week ago.”

Carrie was intrigued and held up a finger to ask him to wait. Picking up the phone, she paged Tami, and the other nurse joined her momentarily. “Tami, this is a police officer. He wants to ask some questions so I thought I’d take a walk with him if you wouldn’t mind watching over things here.”

Looking like a deer caught in the headlights, Tami nodded. “Of course. I’ll be here if you need me.”

Standing and coming around the desk, Carrie offered him a smile. “I’m Carrie. Follow me and we’ll see what I might be able to do for you.” She led him down the hall to a private room. Closing the door so they could have some privacy, she perched on a desk and faced him, crossing her arms to push her breasts up higher on her chest. 

“So, what do you need to know?”

Watching her and knowing exactly what she was after, Alvarez decided he would use it to his advantage. “You admitted a patient here. Jace Dawson. He was a gunshot victim.” She nodded. “See? I knew you were my woman.” He inched closer, watching her preen. “So when did he check out of here?”

She narrowed her eyes as she answered. ”You know, it was pretty strange. Several people were in and out of the room, and then before the doctor even came in to see him, he insisted on signing himself out. I didn’t even see him leave, he was out of here so fast.”

Alvarez nodded. That had to have been almost right after he and Hargrove left. 

“Okay, there was a nurse in there when I came to see him. She asked us all to leave and give him some time to recover. I had planned to see him the following day, but he was already gone. Would she happen to know anything about his whereabouts?”

Carrie laughed. “It’s extremely doubtful. You know, it would be good for Piper to do something a little exciting like run off with a biker. She’s the most upstanding, least adventurous woman I know, and I have a lot of respect for her. But pardon my language, she needs to get laid. She never even dates. And I know she had to have been attracted to your boy. He really was something to look at, even if he wasn’t exactly my type.” She raked a glance over him suggestively.

Alvarez nodded with a grin. “I see. So, Piper...you really don’t think she had anything to do with his release?”

“Oh, gosh no. Piper’s too much of a good girl to help a biker escape from the hospital.”

Alvarez nodded. “I see. ”

Carrie stood. “Listen, I’m supposed to work tonight, but I can be out of here by eight if you wanted to get a drink.”

Alvarez smiled at her. “I’d love to, but I’m really busy with a case. Why don’t you take my card and give me a call in a couple of days, or if you think of anything else unusual about that day you might want to share with me? And you can also let me know when your friend Piper is back at work so I can ask her a few questions.”

Looking disappointed but lighting up as she took his card, she gave him a suspicious look. “Piper’s not in any sort of trouble, is she? I wouldn’t want her to get caught up in all this when she’s got nothing to do with any of it.”

“No, no, not at all. It’s just that, as far as we know right now, she was the last person to talk to a key witness in an important case, and she may have some sort of idea where he is.” 

He thanked her and left. It was time to head down to the administrative office and get information on where he could find this Piper. If he could get her name and address, he was willing to bet he could easily track down Jace Dawson. Somehow, he’d talked an innocent woman into harboring a criminal, which meant he was smarter than they had counted on him being. And when he found his target, he’d talk to Hargrove so they could bring the man in, make the deal with the ATF, and take the credit. This was going to be his big break, his chance to get in with the FBI, and he’d do whatever it took to make sure it happened.

Chapter Twelve

Piper watched Jace with growing trepidation. After they’d finished eating, he’d insisted they go by the hospital and get his bike. He’d ridden back to her place in a fury, and as soon as she’d opened the door, he’d started packing his bag. It wasn’t taking long, and Piper’s fear grew. Whether it stemmed from concern for his well-being or from the idea that he might disappear and she would never see him again, she didn’t know.

“Why do you have to leave now?” she asked, wanting to understand. She wanted him to stay with her more than she had ever wanted anything.

He shook his head. “I have to keep moving. That guy, Ron? He’s bad news. I have a feeling that he’s working for Alec and if he finds me here...”

“But you lied about who I was,” she protested.

He rounded on her, his concern boiling over. “Listen to me, Piper, it doesn’t matter what I told him. He’ll add it up somehow. It’s Alec that’s put him on my trail, and he won’t let that trail grow cold. He’ll find me and I won’t put you in danger. I want you to pack a bag and stay with a friend for a while. Or I’ll get you a hotel room until this blows over and they know I’m not with you anymore.”

“You can’t just leave like this!” she exploded, panic rising like bile in her throat. But as she spoke, her phone rang, and she frowned as she saw the number on the caller ID. “Just wait a minute.” She picked up the phone. “Hello?”

“Hey girl, have I got some news for you.” Carrie’s voice was full of excitement and mystery.

“It’s really not a good time, Carrie. I’m in the middle of something.”

“Well, put it on hold because I have to tell you a couple of things.” Now she sounded serious, and it raised all sorts of red flags. “Listen, I have an amazing date. Well, actually, it’s not confirmed yet, but that sexy cop who came in a few days ago to talk to our gunshot victim came back in today and gave me his card. He told me to call him so we can have a drink in a couple of days.”

“Wait, which one?” Piper asked, her heart dropping to her stomach.

“The Latino one with the nice ass.” She laughed. “But anyway, he came in to see me and to ask about you and the gunshot guy. You know, the hot thing that signed himself out? He’s probably going to try to come in and talk to you in the next couple of days, see if the guy happened to tell you where he was in such a hurry to go. He said the guy just sort of disappeared, and he’s a big witness in some case they need to talk to and that you were the last person to talk to him. So if he comes by when you’re working, let me know. I’m sure he’ll probably ask for me.”

“Alright, Carrie. I’ll see you at work.” She hung up and turned to Jace. “The local police are looking for me to try to track you down.”

Jace cursed under his breath. “Like I said, you need to lay low for a while. You can’t be seen talking to the police just in case anyone looking for me is watching you.” He started to continue, but this time, it was his phone that went off. He cursed again and looked at it, a sinking sensation in his stomach. “Hold on,” he told Piper as he answered on what was likely the last ring. “Hello?”

“I assume you’re looking to make some sort of deal, Mr. Dawson,” Jason Morris sounded almost amused. “Why did it take you so long to call me?”

Jace grunted. “Oh, come on, Morris, you have to know I’ve got more than just you guys hunting me down. My own brotherhood wants me dead, not to mention other biker clubs. And by now, someone’s probably gotten word out to the fence and the supplier so they’re trying to find me, too. I had to bury myself where I couldn’t be found. I didn’t have time to call you.”

“Interesting. By the way, how did you get this number? I only left my direct line with a nurse at the hospital.”

Damn, he thought. He didn’t have a good answer for that. How did they overlook something so important?

“Dawson? I’m pretty sure I can guess. That nurse at the hospital seemed awfully sympathetic. Whether you knew her before or not, I think she might have found a way to help you out. Now, you can come talk to us, or we can hunt her down and question her, maybe charge her with accessory to a crime. I don’t think you want that to happen, do you?”

Grinding his teeth, Jace said, “I don’t need your threats, Morris. Remember, I called you. We just need to find a safe place and time, and I need to know that if I answer your questions, I’ll have immunity.”

“That’s a pretty tough order if you’ve been buried deep in this smuggling ring all this time. I might be able to get reduced charges for you.”

“Not good enough, agent. Think it over and let me know when you can help me out.” He hit the mute button and waited.

With a sigh, Morris came back. “Here’s what I can do. If we can get the information we need and use you to get us inside, I can guarantee you immunity. For now, I can tell you I’ll do my best. That’s all I’ve got until I know what you have for us.” There was another pause. “Come on, Dawson, work with me here. Give me twenty-four hours. I’ll get you a safe house and I’ll see if I can’t get you immunity. We’ll work from there.”

Jace growled, his expression twisted. “I’ll have my phone on me and I’ll be waiting for your call.” He hung up and shook his head, trying to clear his mind before he looked up and faced Piper, whose worried eyes burned a hole through his heart. 

“Do you have a backpack?” he asked her, his voice heavy with resignation.

Piper nodded. “Yeah, you need it?”

“No, you do. You’re coming with me.”

* * * 

Ignoring the vibration of her phone as it rang steadily in her pocket, Piper wondered what the hell she was doing on the back of a motorcycle, cruising down the road with the wind in her hair behind a man who both thrilled and frightened her. She had money, a family, an incredible job that she loved, and now, she was almost a fugitive herself.

There were dangerous men who had seen her face and would likely kill her on the spot if she didn’t tell them where to find Jace, and according to Carrie, the local authorities were tracking her down. In fact, she wouldn’t be surprised if they were the ones calling her phone right now.

And yet for some reason, she felt safer sitting behind this gorgeous biker, nuzzled against his back, her hands clutching his strong waist, than she ever felt with anyone else. She didn’t even know where they were going except that they were headed south on 35, but it didn’t seem to matter. Piper knew to the depths of her soul that Jace wouldn’t let anything bad happen to her. He would protect her with his own life.

When he finally exited the highway, she didn’t recognize the area. She only knew it was south of Dallas, and they had been on the road long enough that they might be as far as Hillsboro. Either way, he turned toward a quaint little motel, pulled into the parking lot, and shut off the engine. 

Turning to look at her over his shoulder, he smiled. “It’s just temporary, but it’ll get us out of town for a day or two until I hear back from the ATF.”

She smiled with all the encouragement she could muster. “It looks fine to me.” She hopped off the bike and he led her toward the front lobby to an older man who waited to check them in. He smiled patiently, and Jace pushed a hundred dollar bill across the counter at him. “We’d like a room with two beds for the next couple of nights.”

“Of course, sir. And your name?” The little man with thick glasses poised a pen over a page that looked like old-fashioned registration paper, which made Piper want to giggle.

“George Walker. George and Laura.” Jace’s lie was nearly her undoing, playing off the ex-president and First Lady, and Piper had to cover her mouth to keep from laughing as the elderly man wrote down the information without a questioning glance. Rather than presenting them with a key card that most places used these days, he handed Jace an actual key attached to a very large key ring containing a placard with the room number.

“Hold on one moment, Mr. Walker, and I’ll get your change.”

Jace waved him off. “Don’t worry about it.” Taking Piper’s hand in his own, he started toward the hallway in search of the room. When they were out of earshot, Piper giggled. 

“Liked that, did you?”

“I liked it very much...George.”

Jace chuckled. “He doesn’t remember me, but he was friends with my grandfather when I was a very little boy. I’ve been here a few times over the years just to get a little peace and solitude.” Twisting the key in the lock, he opened the door. Piper stepped inside and tossed her backpack on the small desk in the room, eyeing the two beds and trying to decide which side she wanted to claim.

Watching her shoulders as they slumped and tensed, Jace stood behind her, trying to figure out if he’d done the right thing. He should never have gotten her involved in this mess, but now that she was, he felt responsible for her. At the same time, he’d just taken her away from everything she knew when he probably should have sent her straight to the police station in Dallas to divulge every bit of information she had on him. It would save her from other implications.

On top of that, she was obviously tired and trying her best to hold up under the pressure. She could lose her job, even her nursing license, for the things she’d done, and yet she’d never questioned him at all. Before he could consider his actions and think better of it, he moved up behind her, placing a hand on her shoulders and squeezing, pulling her back against his chest and inhaling the scent of her hair, which was still mussed from the motorcycle ride.

She sighed, and he could feel her relax against him even as he turned his head and dipped his face into the crook of her neck, placing a kiss just behind her ear that sent a shiver down her spine. He hardened instantly, wanting to possess her, to have her pressed to him like this without any barrier between them, skin on skin. Jace ran his hands up and down her arms gently and she moaned, making him grit his teeth against his own body’s reaction as his groin tightened further.

Jace’s warmth seeped into Piper’s bones and she turned in his arms, feeling like she was unable to get close enough to him. Facing him was better. She threw her arms around his neck and pulled his head down to kiss her lips the way he’d kissed her neck. He tasted of wind and something wild, and she wanted to drink from him until she was drunk with pleasure. She threaded her fingers up through his hair, pressing his face to hers, and she sighed into his mouth as his hands swept up her back, lifting her and pressing her into his strong embrace. His passion was evident, rock hard against her stomach, which caused a fiery heat to build between her thighs.

“Jace?” she asked, her voice so breathy she didn’t even recognize it as she moved her mouth to the corner of his lips. He ran his tongue over her neck in response, his teeth nipping at her skin, and she moaned, clenching her thighs together. “Jace, wait.”

He growled furiously and pulled away, frantically searching her eyes. He knew she was as hot as he was; he could feel her desire. He ached with the thought that she might stop everything now, as desperately as they needed each other, as tangible as their desire for each other was in the air around them. 

“What’s wrong?”

Her heart and mind were racing at the same speed, and only one of them making sense. She shook her head. “Promise me this means something.” She didn’t know why she insisted on hearing him say the words, but she did. 

“I have every intention of keeping you,” he rasped, his lips once again at her neck, her chin. He caressed the sensitive skin before wrapping his hand around the back of her neck, pulling her in. “And of pleasing you...over and over again.”

Piper shuddered as the wave of pleasure washed over her. Jace’s fingers worked through her hair, pulling her face to his, his mouth covering hers in a possessive kiss.

He wanted her now, but he had wanted her since the moment they met.  His attraction to her went beyond the physical, beyond the need to find his own release. And he didn’t even have to think about it before he breathed his desire into her ear. “I want you, Piper, and I have from the moment I saw you. But you’re more than just a gorgeous body. You have heart and you make me feel like someone important, like you care about what happens to me. I’ve never met someone like you before.” 

His words melted what was left of her resolve and she found herself reaching out to pull up his t-shirt, exposing his muscled chest. She let her fingertips brush over the bare skin beneath as he kissed her, slow and tenderly. 

“God, how I’ve fantasized about you,” he whispered, nipping at her lips. “All I could think about was how good it would feel to have my cock deep inside of you...”

Piper felt her body grow tense as electric sparks burned along her veins, up her arms, and straight to her core. He stood there, motionless, letting her quiver beneath his touch, as if she were nothing more than his to claim.

“And your lips...I longed to feel them wrapped around my cock, sucking it hard.”

She couldn’t bear the agonizing heat that tore through her body, and when his tongue surged between her lips, forcing its way into her mouth, she let out a cry that was muffled by his powerfully hot kiss.

Begging him not to stop, she abandoned all caution, allowing herself to get lost in the blinding pleasure of his touch.

The cell phone in Piper’s pocket buzzed, and it made her jump. She wanted to ignore it, but slowly, Jace reached in and took it out. “Who is Sterling?” he asked, his voice gruff.

Cursing at the timing, Piper ground out between clenched teeth, “She’s my sister. I don’t have to answer it.” But he held it out to her, and with an angry gasp, she took the phone from him and answered it. “What is it, Sterling?”

“Thank God you’re okay!” Her sister sounded both relieved and enraged. “Do you know how many times I’ve tried to call you since this story ran? Piper, you could at least make a phone call to the people you care about to let us know you’re okay.”

Confused and irate, Piper threw her hands up in the air before responding. “Would you tell me what this is all about? I’m confused.”

“Your apartment has been burglarized. Dad heard it on the police scanner so I drove over and sure enough, the landlord was there looking for you. And so were the police. And it only got worse when I called you several times and you didn’t answer for over an hour. What the hell is going on? Are you okay? Talk to me!”

Piper’s heart raced with fear. “I didn’t know...it had to have been in the last couple of hours. I left town earlier today.” She turned her wide eyes to Jace, not knowing what to do. “Do the police have any leads?”

“I don’t know. I don’t have any contacts there yet, so I’m counting on a friend of mine to get me the information from the police. And then there’s this Sergeant Alvarez that called me about a gunshot patient of yours, asking me if I knew where you were. Said he needed to talk to you. Piper, what the hell is going on?”

Piper felt her stomach churn, and she was sure she was going to be sick. Everything was crashing down around her, and she worried that her sister would get involved in this mess not knowing just how dangerous the situation was. 

“I’m alright, Sterling. I need you to stay calm and let the sergeant know I haven’t been hurt but that I will call him, okay?”

“No, Piper, it’s not okay. Tell me what’s going on, or I’m going to trace your cell phone until I find you.” She wouldn’t have expected Sterling to get angry, but apparently she was livid. That was the last thing she needed. 

Closing her eyes, she felt the onset of a migraine and rubbed her temples. “I have a friend...he’s in trouble. I’m doing what I can to help him, and we’re talking to the police to try to work things out, but we have to hide out until it’s safe. Sterling, I need you to keep this to yourself. There are people...dangerous men who are looking for us. I don’t want you to come find me because you might lead them to us, or you might get hurt yourself. Do you understand me?”

There was silence, and Piper found herself gripping the phone frantically. “Sterling?” Finally, she heard a sigh. “Are you telling me all of this is about some guy? Seriously, you don’t date for years, and then you latch onto some criminal who’s wanted by the cops?”

Grinding her teeth, Piper shook her head. “That’s not how it is at all, Sterling. The lowlifes are the ones looking to hurt him. Look, if you can stay out of this, I will find a way for you to break a huge story when it’s all over. But for now, I need you to lay low and help me out here.”

Sterling cursed, causing Piper to wince at the fury in her words. “Can you at least give me some idea as to what this is all about?”

“My friend is trying to take down a gun smuggling operation. Now I promise, I’ll be safe and I will keep in touch. Just don’t get involved in this.”

“I love you, Piper. I hope, for your sake, that this guy can protect you.”

Piper eyed Jace, who stood with his arms crossed, his eyes full of concern. 

“Sterling, I’ll be fine.” She hung up and tossed the phone on the table, every ounce of energy she had suddenly drained as she dropped to the edge of the bed.

Jace took a step toward her, afraid she was going to black out. “I take it someone broke into your place?”

She nodded. “Apparently, not long after we left, they turned it upside down. It’s on the news. And your local cop friend who came looking for me at the hospital also called my sister, the reporter.”

Sitting next to her, Jace reached out and touched her face, tilting her head up so she would look at him. “I’m sorry about all this. If you want, I’ll drive you back to the police station right now and you can turn me in.”

Her eyes grew wide with a mixture of confusion and anger. “Why would I do a thing like that? I’m in this with you, Jace. I won’t abandon you now. I want to see this operation go down in flames and your president to go down right along with it. I’m here with you, and I’ll do whatever I can to help you make it happen.”

Jace reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, his fingers lingering on her neck for a moment before he pulled her close. Piper arched in his arms as he kissed a slow, fiery path across her neck down to her cleavage, abandoning the soft exploration he had started with. His lips were like silk, hot and possessive. Every time he touched her, kissed her, she had burned for him and she came alive once again, her eyes blazing hot with passion and need.

Jace had never met a woman like Piper before, and he wasn’t sure he ever would again. That was why it was so important to make sure nothing happened to her. Even if it meant he wasn’t able to stop Alec. Even if he had to turn himself in to end it all in order to protect her and those she loved.

It was a swift decision made under the spell of a breathlessly sweet kiss, and it was one of the most selfless decisions he’d ever made.

“Piper,” he whispered her name, so intent, so pure that she forgot where she was for a moment, lost in the emotion.

“Yes?” her voice was a whisper lost in the explosion of the exquisite taste of his lips.

“I love you.”  

And he did. Completely. 

Chapter Thirteen

Paul Resner threw open the door to Diane Hargrove’s office and Jason Morris stormed through it, slamming a file down on her desk so hard that she nearly jumped out of her seat. “Jace Dawson is off the radar, and the damn nurse who kicked us all out of his room just had her apartment torn to shreds by a bunch of goons looking for him. The man tells me there’s a price on his head, that his own club is trying to kill him, and I hear nothing from you or your people? What kind of bullshit operation are you running here?”

To her credit, the woman’s eyes grew large, but she didn’t appear otherwise ruffled. “I’m sorry, Agent Morris, I didn’t realize we were cooperating on a case that was related to yours. Can you tell me again how Jace Dawson falls under your jurisdiction?”

Morris looked like he was ready to explode, and Resner was willing to bet his blood pressure was through the roof. The man really needed to seek help for his anger management issues. “Don’t play that game with me, Lieutenant. None of us here are rookies. I got a call earlier today from Dawson saying he had information on my case, so I’m busting my balls trying to get him immunity so I can stop these assholes from bringing any more weapons across our border. Meanwhile, you sit here and pretend not to know a damn thing. I have guys who tell me your sergeant’s been sniffing around the hospital, so I’m guessing you knew the woman was involved. Why the hell didn’t you say anything?”

This time, Lieutenant Hargrove looked taken aback. “I assure you, if Sergeant Alvarez was following up on some sort of lead at the hospital, I wasn’t aware of it. Perhaps he came across that lead earlier today and hasn’t had a chance to report in yet. I’ve been swamped with paperwork. In case you haven’t noticed, Agent Morris, Dallas isn’t exactly void of criminal activity, and I have a lot of cases on my desk. If the B&E was reported, it hasn’t come to me because that’s not my department, so I wouldn’t have been able to make that connection, either. However, since you have, I’m quite sure you don’t need my assistance to follow up.”

Morris dropped the side of his fist on the desk hard enough to shake it and Resner winced, knowing that wasn’t going to go over well with the lieutenant. “Where the hell is your sergeant? I want to talk to him.”

Hargrove stood, straightened her suit, and stared Morris down. “You will not take that tone in my office. I don’t know how you run your operation, but we’re doing the best that we can here. My sergeant will return when he’s ready. If he has your number and any information that might be of use to you, I will make sure he contacts you. Now leave my office before I have you thrown out.”

Morris was seething and didn’t move, but Resner wasn’t going to try the woman’s patience any further. With a nod, he tapped his partner on the shoulder and directed him out of the room, through the station, and into the parking lot. Once they were out of earshot, he jerked the man around to face him. “What the hell were you thinking? Are you trying to get us thrown out of this precinct?”

“They’re withholding information, Paul, and if that’s what’s going on, I’m taking them down for conspiracy right along with the damn dealers.” Resner could almost swear he saw steam coming out of the man’s ears.

“You’ve got to calm down and be reasonable, Jason. If you noticed, Hargrove was telling the truth about not knowing what Alvarez is up to. And just because he’s following a lead doesn’t mean he’s stepping on our toes or withholding information.” Pulling a slip of paper from his jacket pocket, he presented it to his partner reluctantly. “Tomas Alvarez has been trying to get into the FBI in Quantico. I think he’s trying to find the break in the case that gets us our top dog so that he has a little glory and gets his welcome letter. If you’d taken the time to investigate the people we’re working with instead of bulldogging them, you would have known that already.”

The muscles in Morris’s jaw twitched, but his breathing slowed a bit as he stared at the paper, which detailed Alvarez’s history. Looking back up at his partner, he asked, “So what do you suggest we do now? Sit around and twiddle our thumbs?”

Resner shrugged. “I think we wait to hear back on fingerprints on the B&E, then follow up on that lead to see if we can get a hit on someone involved in the smuggling ring. In the meantime, I can almost guarantee you we’ll hear something from Alvarez. He wants his promotion to federal agent. And if we’re really lucky, we’ll get the go-ahead to offer Dawson immunity and pull him back above ground for questioning.”

Morris grunted. “I hate waiting.”

“I do, too. But let’s make the best of it and get something to eat while we wait. I’m starving, and there seems to be no end to good food in this city.”

* * * 

Tapping her fingers against the blue screen of her cell phone, Sterling debated calling Sergeant Alvarez. Taking a deep breath, she quickly punched in his number. She knew her sister was going to be furious, but Sterling was more concerned with Piper’s safety than her anger. This felt like the right thing to do.

He answered on the third ring. “Alvarez.”

“Detective, this is Sterling, Piper’s sister. I just spoke with her and well, she wasn’t even aware that her apartment had been broken into. She said she wasn’t there when it happened and has no idea who did it, but she did say she wanted me to stay out of danger.” Maybe that would be enough to get the detective to share a little information and back off all at the same time.

“I see.” His voice was low, gruff. “I’m glad she’s okay, but do you have any idea where she is? Or if she’s with Jace Dawson?”

Torn between protecting her sister from any kind of legal trouble and saving her from her own crazed behavior, Sterling hesitated. “I don’t know where she is, no. But I’m pretty sure she’s with the guy you’re talking about. She says there’s been a mistake and he hasn’t done anything wrong. But I’m really worried about her. She said there are men after him, and I’m a reporter. I’ve been hearing things from my sources, and I think this is a really dangerous place for her to be even if they’ve found somewhere to hide.”

“Well, that’s probably true. After all, they can’t hide forever.” She heard a heavy sigh. “Is there any way you could get your sister back on the phone so we could trace the call and track her down? I don’t want an innocent person like her caught up in a web of criminal activity, and I certainly wouldn’t want her caught in the crossfire and hurt.”

Sterling appreciated his concern, and she was more than willing to do whatever it took to make sure her sister wasn’t harmed. 

“Yeah, I can do that. Should I meet you at the station?” 

He gave her an address and told her to meet him there in half an hour. Grabbing her keys and cell phone, she rushed out the door.

* * * 

Jason Morris glowered at his plate full of bleeding steak and baked potato, disgusted. This was his favorite meal, and yet, with the bad taste left in his mouth over this whole case and how badly it was going, he couldn’t even enjoy it. Meanwhile, his partner sat across from him, devouring the same and looking like he savored every bite. He didn’t know how Resner could be so calm when everything hinged on getting to this one guy who seemed to elude them no matter what they did.

When his phone rang, he yanked it from his pocket and punched the button to answer the call. “Agent Morris.”

Paul Resner raised an eyebrow at his partner while he chewed on one of the best rib eyes he’d ever had. The exchange was brief, but a little of the tension seemed to drain from his shoulders. When he hung up, his expression had changed and he couldn’t hide the smile on his face.

“We’re authorized to give Dawson immunity, but we need him on the inside to bring down the entire operation.”

“That might be difficult with him being in hiding because they’re hunting him down,” Resner sighed as he cut into the steak, but the bite never made it to his mouth as his phone rang. “Resner.” He didn’t recognize the number.

“Agent Paul Resner? This is Sergeant Tomas Alvarez. We met a few days ago in Parkland Hospital when we were both looking to question Jace Dawson.”

Paul sat up straighter, a sly smile crossing his lips. “Yes, Sergeant, I remember. What can I do for you?”

“Well, that depends. I have a pin on a location for Dawson as well as the nurse who cared for him in the hospital. I’d be perfectly willing to share that information so you can get your questions answered if you can help me out with something.”

Quid pro quo, Resner thought. “I see. What do you feel I might be able to help you with?”

There was a short pause. “You’re a federal agent, maybe with a different agency than where my interest lies, but federal nonetheless. I just want some credit for the assistance I’ve given, something I can put in my portfolio that demonstrates my ambition and ability to track down even a vague lead.”

Resner had been sure the man was going to ask for a full recommendation or a guaranteed job, so he was impressed by how little the guy actually wanted in exchange for his help. 

“You got it. So, tell me where we need to go to find our boy.”

* * * 

“You do realize we still won’t know exactly where they are, even when we get there,” Sterling warned as Alvarez hung up the phone. “I mean, you said yourself you can only track within two miles. Do you know how large an area that really is?”

Alvarez smiled at her confidently. “That’s true. But we have a slight advantage.” At her confused gaze, he shrugged. “Well, you said your sister’s car was still at her place, which means they took another mode of transportation. I’m willing to bet they took his motorcycle, so all we have to do is look for his Harley and verify the license plate. It’s not that hard to spot that kind of bike.”

Sterling scoffed. “When was the last time you were anywhere near Hillsboro? I mean, it’s a not exactly a biker haven, but you’ll find plenty of Harleys around there.”

“We’re only looking at hotels, motels, and bed and breakfasts. It’s a limited search. Besides, with the ATF right there next to us, we’ll have another set of eyes searching. It’ll go twice as fast.” He touched her arm with a reassuring pat. “You’re worrying too much. It’s not like we don’t have a few hours to find them. I’m sure they’re hunkered down for the night, so we probably have all night to find them anyway.”

Unsure that she’d done the right thing, Sterling shrugged. “I guess I’ll trust you on that.” Although at this point, she admitted to herself that she had no idea whether or not she could trust him at all. She almost regretted having called him back, especially now that he was involving federal agents. Sure, she wanted the big story and would have tracked those men down eventually, but she wanted her sister out of danger, wanted her somewhere safe. Hunting them down like this was not what she’d expected.

Still, she didn’t have a choice now, and at least she’d be able to see with her own eyes that Piper was okay. “So are we waiting for them? Or are they going to meet us down there?”

“If you’re ready, let’s get going. I gave them the address of one of the truck stops in the area, so we’ll all meet there in about two hours. We’ll start the search from there.” She started toward the door, but he held up a hand to stop her. “Keep in mind, we’re trying to be discreet so we don’t have to involve the Hillsboro police or the sheriff’s department since we’re outside my jurisdiction. And unless the ATF agents agree to make any statements on the record, nothing that goes down tonight is fair game for a story.”

Sterling crossed her arms and stared him down. “Listen, if this turns into a big break, I’m not making any promises. But I’m not going to endanger anyone, especially my sister, by breaking news that doesn’t need to be broadcast. So stop worrying.”

“Then let’s go.” Alvarez started toward his police-issue unmarked car, Sterling on his tail. He shook his head. He had to count on the recommendation to get into the FBI now because this decision was definitely going to get him fired.

Chapter Fourteen

Patty watched Alec as he rushed around her apartment, gathering his clothes and getting dressed. “Why won’t you tell me where you’re going or let me go with you?”

“It’s too dangerous, Patty. I need you to stay here for now.”

“Then tell me where the hell you’re going at least so I understand.” She knew she was pissing him off, but at this point, she was desperate. Alec had become more and distant from her, not to mention angrier over the last couple of days. More so since Jace had disappeared. She understood he was feeling betrayed, but that didn’t excuse his violent moods.

Rounding on her, he leaned over, his nose inches from hers, a threatening look in his eyes. She cowered slightly, quivering at this confrontation. “I’m going hunting, and not for deer. Jace is going to ruin everything if the cops get to him before I do. I have to stop him, and that means I have to do whatever it takes to shut him up for good.”

She’d never seen him like this, and the wild look in his eyes frightened her. “You’re going to kill him, aren’t you? But he’s been like a son to you!”

Alec erupted in a rage, bellowing at the top of his lungs. “Son? My son would never turn his back on me like this. I’m going to teach that son of a bitch what happens when you turn on family. He’s done.”

Tearing up, Patty shook her head. “Please don’t, Alec. You’re scaring me.” She hesitantly reached out and touched his arm. He flinched so she pulled back quickly. “Please...I love you.”

“Then stay out of this if you know what’s good for you,” he growled. Without another word, he stormed out, leaving Patty alone and trembling. She couldn’t just sit here and let the man she loved go to prison for murder, nor could she let him hurt Jace. He had been like family to her, too. She wanted to call him to warn him, but if Alec found out, she was afraid of what he would do. She could only hope that Jace knew Alec well enough to know what was coming and prepare for it. 

* * * 

Showered and relaxed, Piper stared at herself in the mirror, her wet hair hanging limply around her face, which appeared a little haggard and tired. She wore a black tank top and a pair of jeans. She wasn’t sure why she cared about what she looked like at a time like this, considering she’d plodded through her own apartment fresh out of bed, not even taking the time to comb her hair. At the same time, she hadn’t slept in the same room with him up until now, and she sure as hell hadn’t seriously pondered sharing the same bed.

But her body sizzled at the idea of stretching out beneath him and wrapping her legs around his back as he pressed down on top of her.

Shivering as the thought produced a reaction between her thighs, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, forcing herself to open the bathroom door.

She found Jace seated on the edge of the furthest bed, wearing nothing but his pajama pants, and as he looked up at her, there was a fire in his eyes. He held out a hand and she went to him, stepping between his knees and letting him run his hands up her back, under her shirt, over the skin that was already tingling and begging for him. 

“Hi, baby.” he whispered, a low rasp that was primal and fierce. 

He raised his face to hers and she leaned down to brush her lips against his mouth, lips trembling, her pulse quickening as he pulled her down for a deeper, more passionate kiss. 

She fell into him, and he welcomed her against his muscular chest. Jace’s body flooded with desperate need, his groin straining, his shaft hardening painfully with his desire for her. He needed to feel her in his hands, hear the beat of her heart. 

Piper was soft, ready. He pulled his hands from behind her and cupped her breasts, massaging them until she sighed and gasped. He engulfed her in his strength and warmth, leaving her breathless, giving her a safe haven in which she could forget everything but the passion between them.

His lips were now against her ear, his tongue brushing over her lobe, sweeping down the side of her beck. She cried out as his teeth nipped at her sensitive skin, and he lifted her into his arms, pulling her onto him until she was lying on top of his chest

“You’re so beautiful.” 

Cupping the back of her head, he forced her to look into his eyes, wanting her to see how much he meant it. He refused to lower his gaze until he was certain she understood, and then with one swift motion he shifted her onto her back, pressing his body down onto her, his chest hard and firm against her soft curves.

His lips settled on hers once again, this time harder and with more intensity. She had no doubt that he wanted her more than he ever wanted anything, and his passion and desire both frightened and thrilled her. She felt her pussy pulse, sharp contractions forcing heat between her thighs, leaving her soaking wet.

She raked her fingernails down his bare back, the taut muscles tensing and relaxing beneath her touch in an erotic, sensual way that made her hot. His mouth remained on hers, kissing her roughly, his tongue lashing out, his teeth nipping at her lips and chin.

She felt his fingers make their way down to her stomach as he pulled her tank top up, lifting it over her head and throwing it to the side. Groaning, he licked his lips as he lowered his face to her swollen breasts. Piper’s clit pulsed with a powerful need that made her squirm beneath him. She wanted to squeeze her thighs together, to gain some sort of release from the torture of his touch. 

His mouth devoured one breast, then the other as his tongue swept over the sensitive nub, suckling her the light pink tip before moving to the other.  She wanted him to take her hard and fast, to strip her down, tear off her clothes so her naked body could absorb the heat of his desire. Her pussy was slick, ready. As if reading her mind, he pressed his cock between the vee of her thighs and she cried out when she felt his heat against hers even through the cloth that separated them.

She was warm, inviting, and she wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him closer against her body so his erection was nestled in the juncture between her thighs. It made him hiss in pleasure, and he growled with his desperation to be inside her. But he wanted to savor every moment, every taste, every touch. He refused to rush this, wanting to draw it out as long as possible.

Turning her head to the side, Piper broke their kiss, drawing him back down to her hard and ready peaks. He took one nipple in his mouth and she cried out as he suckled and licked with a force and hunger that nearly sent her over the edge, using one hand to pinch and roll the other nipple, creating a heady, pleasurable sensation. She arched her back, the intense sensuality washing over her and she held him close to her, meeting his thrusts.

When his fingers made their way between her legs and she felt her zipper being pulled down, she could only close her eyes in anticipation.  He quickly pulled her jeans down her legs until she was naked and within seconds he was back on top of her. She moaned at the feel of his broad, naked chest and stomach lowering to hers and when he planted his lips on her throat, she cried out his name, an overload of sensations flooding her senses.

His fingers were instantly between her legs, stroking her folds, feeling her hot juices trickle down his knuckles.

“You’re so hot...so tight,” he rasped, his lips at her cheek, lips caressing her skin. “God, baby...I can’t wait to be inside of you.”

She couldn’t hold back the cry that was torn from her lips that twisted into a soft mewl, nor could she stop her pussy from vibrating as he curled his fingers inside of her. She exploded with a blinding force, electric flares of wild pleasure whipping through her body, overwhelming her senses.

Watching her climax nearly sent Jace over the edge. She was so hot, so sexy, and when she let go it was almost too much.  He ached to taste her sweetness, to feel his tongue lapping at her wetness.

Suddenly, every touch was more intense, every breath more violent and heated, every lick or kiss more torturous than the last. She was so hot, her skin creamy and smooth but alive and responsive as he tried to take in every inch of her with his eyes, hands, and lips. He drew a line from her stomach up between the swells of her breasts, over the soft spot of her throat and up to her mouth, where he captured her in another heated kiss, driving her over the peak of ecstasy with every touch.

Desperate to feel him inside of her, Piper wrapped her legs tighter around his waist, desperate to feel him pump into her. Jace responded, gripping her hips as he bore down on her, the tip of his cock teasing her clit, running between her soft, wet folds. 

He pushed her knees apart, forcing her to spread her legs wide as the throbbing head of his cock moved closer to her entrance.

“Jace...please,” she begged, and he knew she was more than ready.

He buried himself inside of her, thrusting against her fiercely, fully, and a cry tore from her lips. The heat radiated through her body, causing her to spasm with possessive need. She could barely breathe.

The meeting of their bodies was hard and furious, the connection a fierce, primal desire that burned her tender flesh, leaving her helpless and vulnerable.  

“Fuck me. Oh God, please.”

She was delirious with pleasure as Jace’s cock buried itself inside of her, his muscular frame glistening with sweat as he relentlessly rocked against her pussy.

Clinging to her like she was his very last breath of life, he drove deep inside, filling her to the hilt. Piper shivered beneath him, moaning and wrapping her arms tight around his neck, holding on for dear life.

He found a steady, hard rhythm and maintained it, sliding in and out of her tight, wet cunt in slow, methodical movements, deliberate and fulfilling, and he could feel her responding to his movements, the sensations agonizing. Pumping faster and harder, he nuzzled his face into the crook of her neck, breathing in her feminine scent, a mix of honey and vanilla. 

The shuttling pleasure ravaged her body in a savage storm of desire until she could barely see or breathe. When Jace placed his hands on her cheeks, looking deep into her eyes as his cock filled her completely, she found herself struggling to find her way out of the blinding maze of pure ecstasy that he led her into. A flurry of emotions hit her and she wanted to scream and cry at the same time. Her body felt weightless, her resolve breaking into a million pieces as she lost all control, allowing herself to be his fully...completely.

“I love you, Jace,” she cried out as his lips pressed down on hers, the liquid heat of his mouth spilling into her, his cock filling her with long, hard strokes. He paused for only a moment, his stormy grey eyes studying her face, drinking her in, and when he found his safe harbor he held on tight, unleashing his release deep inside of her with one last desperate thrust.

He growled her name, his breath sharp and heavy, roaring with pleasure as he filled her with his seed. Piper reveled in the intensity of the explosion, feeling the deep quake of love and passion erupting inside of her, and tears of happiness and relief spilled from her eyes.

“I love you, too...” he whispered hoarsely, his chest rising and falling in deep, steady breaths. He rested gently above her, his head on her chest, his cock still nestled inside her, and listened to her heart beating wildly for him. 

Piper ran her nails lightly over his shoulders up to the back of his neck, then through his hair, up and down, raising goose bumps on his sweat-soaked skin. She smiled, basking in the afterglow and wishing they could just stay like this, safe and protected, away from the danger.

Jace shifted, lying on his back next to her, pulling her close to him. She let him embrace her for a few moments before reaching up and placing a sweet gentle kiss on his cheek.

It didn’t take long before she felt Jace’s breathing go steady and she knew he was sleeping. The sound made her own eyelids grow heavy, and she followed him into dreamland.

* * * 

“I told you not to come here!” Ron bit out at Alec as he sat down at the bar alongside him. Not only had he wanted to collect the reward from Alec, but there was no telling what he might do when he came face to face with Jace. Ron didn’t think Jace was armed, but he didn’t know for sure and didn’t want to take chances. 

Alec downed a shot of tequila, and Ron could tell it wasn’t his first tonight. “Shut your mouth, Ron. I don’t answer to you. I’ve got more than one bullet, you know. I wouldn’t mind using one of them on you.”

Ron knew he wasn’t bluffing. The man had become unpredictable in recent months, and while Ron would continue to follow him until he reaped his own reward, he couldn’t wait for the day when Alec was a distant memory. 

“Just think this through and take it easy. He’s not alone, which means either you have a witness, or you have to take care of an innocent woman at the same time.”

“I don’t care who he’s with, Ron. This will be finished once and for all.” He ordered and downed another shot, making Ron wince. “You can stay or go, but don’t get in my way.” He slapped a twenty on the counter and stormed out of the place, leaving a bitter taste in Ron’s mouth as he swallowed past the bile rising in his throat. This wasn’t going to end well, and as he paid his tab and stepped outside into the night, he growled. Alec was nowhere to be seen, but pulling into the parking lot across the street were four individuals, three of which looked very much like law enforcement. And they were headed his way.

What the hell did he do now?

* * * 

Sterling recognized the insignia on the jacket the man wore, but if she knew anything about her sister, this wasn’t the guy Piper had run off with. At least, she hoped the girl had better sense. This man looked like a thug. Grabbing Alvarez’s arm as they walked side by side in front of the federal agents, she leaned over and whispered, “He’s in the club.”

With a nod, Alvarez quickened his steps, moving ahead of the others, heading straight for the man. 

“Sir, could I speak with you a moment?” He held up a badge and saw the fleeting thought of running on his face, but to the man’s credit, he didn’t move.

“Sure, officer. What can I do for you?” His voice was hesitant, unsure.

“I’m Sergeant Alvarez with the Dallas P.D., and I’m looking for a man I think you may know. Jace Dawson. Have you seen him recently?”

The man’s eyes darted around the group as the others approached, and he appeared quite nervous. “What is this about?”

“Sir, that’s police business. Do you know where he is or not?” He faced the man down while Morris and Resner flanked him, menacing looks on their faces.

Swallowing nervously, the guy shifted from one foot to the other. Finally, he seemed to slump. “Listen, I came here to stop someone from going after him. So if you’re here to do something other than arrest Dawson, you might want to get across the street, because there’s an angry, drunk man about to storm into his motel room and kill him and his old lady.”

Almost feeling Sterling’s panic rising, Alvarez placed a hand on her shoulder to keep her calm and still. “What is your name, sir?”

“Ron...Ron Rickman. But you want Alec Stone, who is on the verge of shooting two people, probably in the head, right across the street.”

Alvarez wasn’t stupid; he knew the man was throwing the heat off himself. At the same time, he knew the agents had already moved over to the motel in preparation. Nodding, he told Ron, “I want you to stay right here in the back of my police car until I get back to you. Do you understand? You’re not under arrest. I just want to ask you a few questions.”

“Yeah, okay...sure.” Ron replied, looking away.

Morris and Resner were already headed across the street, running as quickly as they could. Holding up his hands as if in surrender, Ron followed Alvarez to the car, climbed into the back, and waited. 

“Stay back,” Alvarez called to Sterling.

But there was no way she was staying behind. “That’s my sister in there. I’m coming with you.” She was across the street just behind him before he could stop her, and she was adamant as she stayed right on his heels even as Morris and Resner positioned themselves outside the door in front of the bikes, prepared to shoot.

* * * 

A loud thud had Jace on his feet in a heartbeat, wide awake and staring into the eyes of his former best friend, barely recognizable as Alec’s face fell into harsh, angry lines. The man chuckled with a sinister smile. 

“Well, well, well. If it’s not the narc I’ve been hunting down.” His eyes cut to where Piper lay, the covers pulled erratically around her to cover herself, her eyes wide in the face of a gun pointed at Jace. “And his sweet new piece of ass.”

Jace held his hands up to show he wasn’t armed. “Look, Alec...I haven’t sold anyone out or betrayed anyone. If you leave now, all I want is out, and you can keep the money for yourself. I just want to walk away and have nothing else to do with the gun-running.”

“Bullshit, Dawson!” he exploded, his voice booming so loudly it made Piper cry out. “You’ve talked to the cops, asshole. You told Eli I wasn’t interested in the deal so his suppliers would shut it down! You’ve hung me out to dry, and here I thought you were my partner in all this. I had over a million coming in from this next order, half of which was headed straight to your bank account, and you had to go and fuck it all up. Did you even stop to think that if we weren’t running this operation, one of the other clubs would be banking on it? It’s just a matter of who claims the territory first.”

Jace shook his head, smelling the alcohol on Alec’s breath and recognizing the crack in the façade. “It’s not about the money or the guns, Alec. I have to walk away because I can’t watch another one of our brothers get hurt or killed. It was getting too dangerous, Alec. And just so you know, I haven’t told the cops anything yet, but the Feds are on your ass. They know what’s going on, and they’ll find you and book you with or without my help.”

Roaring wordlessly, Alec took a step toward Jace, touching the gun to his forehead. “Do you know who I’ve been relying on since you decided to turn on me? Ron, the sniveling fuck who thought he was worthy of taking your place. You screwed me over, Jace.”

Jace cast a sidelong glance toward Piper, whose lip was quivering as she fought the instinct to scream. 

“You don’t want to kill me, Alec. You don’t want to hurt anyone. What about Patty? If you kill me, you’re going to prison. You’ll never make it out of this motel without getting caught, and then you’ll lose the person who cares most about you in this world.”

“Shut up, Dawson!” Pressing the gun harder against his head, Alec turned his focus to Piper. “I do want to kill you. But first, I want you to experience betrayal the way I have. Maybe I’ll have a little fun with your old lady here...give her a taste of what a real man feels like. Make you watch, son.” Keeping the gun pointed at Jace, he took a step toward the bed, his hand gripping Piper’s ankle, pulling her to the edge of the bed.

Jace swung out, trying to knock the gun out of Alec’s hand. The gun fired and Jace tackled him around the waist, knocking the gun from his hand. It slid across the floor and came to rest beneath the small table. Alec fought hard, fists flying, hitting Jace in the jaw.

“I’m going to kill you!” Alec bellowed.

Jace growled, his fist slamming into Alec’s face again and again.

Alec reached out, fingertips grazing the gun until he had it in his hand once again, and he tried to fire it at Jace, who struggled to pull it from his hand, the barrel waving back and forth between them as they fought for control. 

Piper could hear the strangled breathing of the men, watched the blood streaming from Alec’s nose, a scream pouring from her lips. Frantic, she scrambled to her feet when the door to the room flew open. She instantly recognized the two agents from the hospital as they came into the room, guns drawn. She pressed herself against the wall as they focused on the two men fighting it out on the floor.

Piper heard a familiar voice call her name, and she looked around the corner to find her sister cowering in the doorway. “Sterling! Get out of here!”

The commotion was getting louder and louder, and another gun went off. Both agents hit the floor and Piper did the same until she heard a squeal of pain and realized it was her sister. Dragging the sheet with her as she crawled toward the front of the room, she saw Sterling slide down the wall, her hand covered in blood. 

“Sterling, don’t move!”

Alvarez hit the door, took one look at Sterling, and aimed his gun at Jace and Alec. Alec had Jace pinned down to the floor, and the gun was slowly turning toward Jace’s chest. 

“Please, no, please...” Piper prayed in a panicked whisper.

Alvarez fired his gun, and there was a split second of chaos before everything froze. Jace cursed, Alec grunted, and Piper knew she’d let out a cry of her own, fearing the worst as both men on the floor went stock still. Morris and Resner were on their feet and pulled Alec away from Jace as Piper watched in horror, seeing blood on both of them and trying to decipher whose blood it was.

When Jace sat up, the wave of relief was so strong she couldn’t stop the instantaneous tears from flowing. Wiping a streak of blood from his face, he glared at Alec, who hung limp from the two agents’ arms, before he moved over to Piper, pulling her into his arms, holding her tighter than he ever had before.

She squeezed his shoulders, noticing cuts, scrapes, and what she knew would later become bruises, but he seemed to be okay and she cried out in relief.

“I was so afraid I’d lose you...”

Jace kissed her forehead tenderly, his strong arms wrapping around her, protecting her.

“I know...but I’m okay. I love you, Piper.”

“I love you, too.”

Jace let out a deep breath, exhaustion settling in. “You should go check on your sister. Make sure she’s okay.”

Piper nodded before moving to where Sterling rested, her back propped against the wall as she winced in pain from the wild bullet that seemed, upon closer inspection, to have grazed her arm, skimming it rather than going through. 

“It burns like hell,” she laughed as Piper inspected the wound and tore the bed sheet to make a tourniquet for it.

Piper offered her a wavering smile. “I’m sure it does, but it could have been a lot worse. What the hell were you thinking coming here? You could have been killed.”

“I could say the same thing to you!” she countered, hissing as Piper tied the cloth tightly around the wound. “You should have just told me where you were and what was going on. You should have trusted me.”

Piper nodded, a small smile playing on her lips. “I know...I’m sorry, Sterling.”

Sterling smiled weakly, her head resting on the wall behind her. “Just don’t ever do it again.”

Piper smiled and then turned to the agents, who knelt next to Alec. “I can help him.”

Morris looked at her with surprise before shaking his head. “I called the paramedics. They’ll be here in a few minutes.” 

She nodded as she grabbed her backpack and headed to the bathroom where Jace was waiting. Inside, she collapsed against his chest, the tension leaving her body as his arms enveloped her in a comforting embrace. 

“Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked him, her voice muffled with her lips pressed to his skin.

“I’m fine, baby.” He caressed her hair before pulling her back so he could plant a reassuring kiss on her lips. “We’re going to be okay. Alec’s going to the hospital, then to jail, and with him out of the picture, no one else in the club will have the balls to come after me. Everything’s going to be just fine, Piper.” He ran his fingers through her hair and felt a shiver flutter down her spine. “Get dressed so we can get back out there. You need to be with your sister until the ambulance gets here.”

Nodding, she did as he told her to. She waited with her sister until the paramedics arrived and lifted her into the ambulance. 

“You’re going to be just fine, sis.” Piper kissed her sister on the cheek before jumping down from the ambulance. She made her way back to Jace, who wrapped a protective arm around her shoulders. 

“We’ve got Alec on breaking and entering, attempted murder, illegal possession of a firearm, and there will likely be a ton of other charges when this all comes out, even before the gun smuggling charges are laid. When we present the evidence that he’s a threat to you and tell the judge it’s going to take a few days to get you locked down somewhere safe, he won’t make bail, and no one’s going to be allowed in his hospital room except law enforcement. You’re safe now.”

Jace nodded, patting the agent on the shoulder. “Thanks, Resner.” 

Gathering his things, he guided Piper out the door and over to where his bike stood in the darkness of the night. “Let’s go to my place.”

She raised an eyebrow at him. “Are you sure it’s safe?”

“Yeah, I’m sure. Besides, we can get a cop posted outside the door.” Jace smiled that incredibly sexy lopsided grin that took Piper’s breath away. “I just want to get you in my bed.” His arms went around her and he lowered his lips to hers, kissing her with heated demand, a kiss of love and promise that went straight to her heart.

“There’s plenty of time for that,” she laughed, burying her hands in his hair. “Because I don’t plan to leave your side.”

His hands stroked lovingly over her back and she could feel his heartbeat against her chest.

“Good, because I don’t plan to ever let you go.” The words blew quietly across her forehead, his voice soothing as he tightened his hold on her. He brushed her hair from her face, kissing her long and deep, his hands holding hers, promising to never let go. When he finally broke away, she saw that there were unshed tears swimming in his eyes. 

“Let’s get out of here.” 

He swung a leg over his bike, revving it as she climbed on behind him and wrapped her arms around his waist. Before long they were cruising down the highway, the warm night air fueling their senses, and for the first time in a long time they felt truly free.
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When Lainey Matthews receives a frantic call from her brother who is being held hostage in a foreign country, she will stop at nothing to rescue him even if that means contacting a dangerous mercenary with a shady past. 

But when Lainey comes face to face with Gideon Wolfe, the only man who is willing to help her, it doesn't take long before she is left to wonder whether she might be the one that needs saving...from him. 

Swish by Marian Tee

Prologue

The trick to lying flat on the ground was to relax. Too tense could get you killed. If your back was too straight, that wasn't any good either. You'd be creating this tiniest amount of space between your spine and the floor. That space could be your COD if you had a drunk dad like mine. A former bike racer, my dad liked to perform stunts in our yard. One of his favorites was to run over me while I was lying on the ground. Shows off my perfect control, he liked to say in his usually slurred voice.

Another trick was to cut your hair short, like I did. Sometimes, that one strand of hair could get tangled in the wheels. It happened to me when I was thirteen. That was the first year James took it upon himself to use me as a prop for his DIY motorcycle stunts. It was an epic fail and got me ten stitches below my hairline. I chopped my own hair after that. Good thing I did since a week later we were doing it again.

Finally, you needed duct tape. 

“Where the fuck are you?” James roared from the garage.

“Coming,” I shouted back. My hands worked more quickly in wrapping the duct tape around my chest. My boobs barely existed, to be honest. But with stunts like this, even A-cups like mine were still suicidal. You had to be flat. Inhumanly flat. 

Pulling my shirt down over my handiwork, I ran out of the garage. My dad was already on his bike, the engine running. The sound of it was enough to make goose bumps pop all over my skin.

“I’m not going to wait forever,” my dad snarled. 

His voice caused me to stumble. The drawing on the ground, outlined in chalk, never failed to make me wince. That was where I was supposed to lie down.

Kneeling down, I said a quick prayer. If I die today, God, please let it be quick.

James gunned towards me, the roar of his old Harley Davidson making me scramble. He did say he wasn’t going to wait forever. Terror licked its way all over my body as I forced myself to relax on the ground. The sound of his motorcycle was so close. James was running circles all around me now, taunting me to move. If I did, that was when he’d fly over me.

Vroom, vroom.

Little boys made that sound all the time, and every time they did I wanted to cry.

“Ready?” James asked with a sneer and a laugh.

I didn’t speak. I knew if I did, he’d love to have the chance to cut my tongue with his bike.

Vroom, vroom.

I badly wanted to close my eyes but couldn’t -—I always had this powerful fear that having the lids folded over my eyes took me one extra fraction of an inch closer to death. 

So close now. Dear God, it was so close.

And then he was flying, so close that I could feel the air coming from the furious spin of his bike’s wheels as he soared over my body. 

SWISH. 

I wondered if that would really be the last sound I’d hear before I died.

****

It always took me forty-five minutes to stop throwing up.

No need for stitches today, but I did have a little discoloration on my cheek. James didn’t enjoy our father-daughter moments when there was no violence involved.

By the time I was done with my puke fest, the world had stopped spinning as well. The sound of a motorcycle whizzing past me had also stopped roaring in my ears. I pressed my hand to my chest, just to be sure I wasn’t suffering from PTSD. Shock, if left untreated, could get you killed. 

A sigh of relief escaped me as I felt my heartbeat slowing down. My brain had finally accepted I wasn’t going to die. Not today at least. 

Forcing myself on my feet, I grabbed my SLR from the table. It was my only prized possession. When I was looking through the lens of my camera, the world didn’t seem so bad or ugly. I liked the feeling of power it gave me. Adjust the brightness, sharpen the contrast, and find a unique angle – click. I had found a piece of world that was beautiful, and that moment would last forever.

Pressing my ear to the door, I listened for sounds of movement, any indication that James was still up. There was none. But I didn’t want to take my chances so I decided to use my other exit.

Jumping from a second-floor room window took guts when you had nothing to hold on to. But it wasn’t impossible. The first time got me a broken arm. The second time produced a twisted ankle. But nowadays, all I had were gashes, which were fine. I liked gashes. They kept me alive.

Thud.

I landed awkwardly on my side. I checked myself for wounds and saw I had grazed my elbow. The tiny rip of skin started to bleed. 

Money shot!

I lifted my camera and turned my elbow out even as I winced at the effort. 

Click. 

That should earn me another fifty. 

I belatedly remembered the slap James gave me and, twisting my face to the side, I lifted my SLR in the air for several selfies. I hoped one of those got a good shot of the discoloration on my cheek. You wouldn’t believe how much money gore shots made me on the Internet. You just needed to find out where to sell them. 

I checked my camera after. The shots were great. Like I said, I liked gashes. These little wounds got me my camera. One day, hopefully before my dad killed me, they could earn me my freedom.

****

It was very easy to think the world was a piece of shit when you had a life like mine. My mom did her best to protect me from James. He hated me for not being the son he had always wanted. When she gave birth to me, Madeline told James he had a baby boy. Since he was drunk that time and the blanket I was bundled up in hid the fact that I didn’t have a weenie, James swallowed it. By the time he realized he had been fooled, I was already home and Madeline threatened to kill herself if something happened to me. Since that meant there would be no one to look after him, James held off from killing me. But he made sure I paid for being a girl the moment I was old enough to understand his orders. By age seven, I was an expert pickpocket and by age ten, I could pretty much copy anyone’s signature. No surprise there since he told me he’d pull my nails out if he ever got caught for forgery.

But then Madeline died three years ago and everything changed.

I was scared he’d make me his personal punching bag, but that was apparently too easy. You could anticipate a punch, and you’d know which punches would kill you. 

James wanted me terrified. He wanted me not knowing whether I’d live or die the next second. That was when the stunts started. We’d practice a few times a week and then make a presentation for his biker pals. He always earned a couple of hundreds from those stunts. Good for him. Even at the risk of having myself punched, I’d always remind James of how much money he’d make from the stunts, just so he’d be sober while doing it. I never asked for a share. I just wanted to live another day.

So yeah, life was pretty shitty. But I liked to pretend it wasn’t. Every time we finished with a stunt, I’d slip out of the house the first chance I got. Then I’d go around our equally shitty small town. I’d look for something pretty, something happy, or something good to take pictures of. Something to remind me that life wasn’t so shitty after all.

****

An hour had passed before I heard it, a sound that I almost wanted to pretend I didn’t hear. Someone crying like he was about to die. I knew that sound. I used to cry like that, too. 

I hurried towards the sound. Darkness surrounded me, but I had no problems finding my way. I knew every inch of my town and the empty land that surrounded it. 

My heart beat faster even as I struggled not to make a noise. The crying sound came from the ghost town near our place, a 19th century sugar plantation that once belonged to a slave master. The slave quarters were gone now, but the dead spirits? 

I crossed myself as I got nearer. Dear God. If this is the day I’m destined to see a ghost – please make it quick, too. So quick I wouldn’t even know I had seen one. That quick. I know you can do it. You’re GOD. And yes, God, I’m flattering you. It’s working, isn’t it?

I liked babbling to God in my mind. It kept me sane, especially in those seconds when I didn’t really know if I would live. When I talked to God, everything would be silent, so silent even the sound of a big badass bike flying an inch over my sadly high-bridged nose would be muted.

The man was crying more loudly now, more desperately. It was the only sound that penetrated the night’s stillness. I wondered absently if James had already woken from his drunken stupor. If he did, was he looking for me? If he realized I was gone, would he be so pissed we’d have to do another round of practice when I got back home?

The crying was even worse now. I quickened my steps, one hand on my camera, another on my pepper spray. If he died before I got to him, I could take a photo of his killer. If he was still alive, then I’d...try to save him. It was a funny thought that didn’t really make me laugh. But it was a joke. I couldn’t even save myself and yet here I was, contemplating saving another person’s life. What a joke.

The half-crumbling walls surrounding the plantation were about five feet tall. Easy enough to scale and in seconds I was over it, landing quietly in a crouch. Leaves from an overhead branch were in the way, and I carefully pushed it away as I positioned myself. I lifted my camera, peered through the lens, and zoomed in.

My breath caught at the sight of a man on his knees. He seemed to be in his mid-twenties, his white shirt stained with dirt, like he had been rolling all over the ground in it. His jeans also had a stain. I bit my lip when I realized what that stain on his crotch was.

He was surrounded by boys – just boys my age. They were well-dressed and had ‘rich spoiled brats’ written all over them. Dangerously spoiled. They didn’t seem to be American – their skins were too dark. Maybe Mediterranean. They also looked like they were out of it, maybe a combination of booze and drugs. 

I inched closer to hear what they were saying, crawling nearly flat on the ground to avoid being detected. When I was close enough to hear them, I hid behind a rainwater well and listened. They seemed to be taunting the man about playing nanny to a bastard, and one of the boys actually spit on the man as he said the word.

“Consider this as a gift from the true heir of Andreadis,” another boy said as he slowly pulled out a gun.

My heart slammed against my chest in fear. What should I do now? Fat luck if my pepper spray could do anything against that. 

The boy took aim.

I prepared to scream. A distraction was all I could give him. I’d scream, tell them the police was coming, then hope they’d be fooled while I ran for my life. 

When he cocked his gun, I opened my mouth and screamed.

The sound died unheard. 

An enormous black bike had come out of nowhere, the rumble of its engine deafening to my confused mind. For a moment, it was like I was thirteen again, and James was telling me for the first time to lie on the ground. I’m going to drive over you, and you’re going to hope I don’t stop while I’m on top of your little body.

Gunfire broke out in the air, and I emerged from my nightmare with a gasp. You’re okay, you’re okay. I said the words over and over, reminding myself that I had survived James’ stunts 266 times now.

The rider had flown over the man kneeling on the ground. As he and his bike soared in the air, he held the handlebar with one hand while his other hand revealed a gun. 

Bang! Bang! Bang! Each shot landed an inch away from the boys’ feet, forcing them to skip and scream like those high-kicking dancers I saw on TV who kept throwing their skirts up.

The bike landed right in front of the man. He was still alive, but I wasn’t surprised when he slowly fell to the ground, passing out. My hand went to my throat. I felt like I wanted to pass out, too. 

The rider got off his bike, the gun still aimed at the boys. With his helmet still on, I couldn’t tell how old he was. But what I did know was that he was tall – the tallest man I had ever seen. His body cut a lean figure in his black leather jacket and jeans, but I would bet my life every inch of his body was packed with muscles. 

He gave off mean vibes, but somehow he didn’t terrify me at all. His mean was a good kind of mean. I’d-punch-you-for-shouting-at-an-old-woman kind of mean. 

“Were you saying something about me?” Bang. Bang. Bang. One shot at each boy, the bullet landing in the space between their legs. One of them started to cry. Another peed himself. The last one dropped his gun and threw his hands up.

“Your brother told us to do it!” the boy with the gun blubbered.

“Didn’t mean you had to follow him.” Bang. Bang. Bang. “I don’t give a fuck about being an heir to the Andreadis fortune, and you can tell that to my dear older brother.”

His voice hardened. “What I do care about is when you bring your shit into my territory. Every inch of land here belongs to Afxisi. You harm any of our people and we take it very personally. Enough to kill. So this will be your only warning. Go home to Greece and don’t ever think of coming back. If I ever see any of your faces again, you won’t have a second chance of coming out alive. Do you fucking understand me?”

None of the boys spoke.

Bang. Bang. Bang. 

“I didn’t hear you say yes. Did you fucking understand me?”

Yes. Yes, sir. Yes. They started sobbing the words out.

The rider started reloading his gun. “One last thing, too. Tell my brother that if he tries this kind of stunt one more time, I’ll come after him and he won’t be able to hide behind his mama’s skirts when I do. Understand?”

They couldn’t say yes fast enough this time.

“Now go.” He remained standing there, a lone figure in black, his gaze trained on the boys who hurried into their cars and drove off. 

A moment later, a dozen or so bikes roared into the scene. Each and every one of its riders radiated power and authority. Just looking at them made me swallow. These guys were the real thing, and their strength made me sick even though I knew they weren’t the bad guys. They were nothing like my dad—-

Oh my God, James! 

James could be awake now!

“You didn’t need backup at all,” one of them was saying as he clapped his hand on the rider’s back.

The rider who had scared the boys away took his helmet off.

Instinctively, I fumbled for my camera. Click.

And then I turned away and ran.

By the time I climbed back into my room, my heart was beating so fast it was a miracle it hadn’t cracked a hole in my chest.

The sight of the broken hinges on my door made me want to throw up, but that would be a waste of time. Swallowing back the bile trying to rise in my throat, I hurriedly pushed my bedside table aside. One of the floorboards was loose, and I hid my SLR under it before pushing the table back into place.

After that, it was time to face the music. 

“Dad?” I hated how my voice shook as I called out for him upon reaching the foot of the stairs.

Smash.

He answered me with a fist to my face, so hard that I hit the wall next to me with a loud thud. I bit my lip as he dragged me by the hair towards the garage. He threw me on the floor. “Where have you been, you spoiled piece of shit?”

He didn’t wait for me to answer. It wasn’t like I could anyway. He was kicking me everywhere, the pain of every kick making it impossible for me to speak.

When he stopped, I managed to crack one swollen eye open.

Oh God, he was getting on his bike.

Flat. Flat. I had to be flat. 

Relax. Relax.

Ssssh. Think of...

Oh God, I wanted to close my eyes and cry.

But I couldn’t. That would mean giving up. That would mean James winning. 

I had to survive.

Flat. I had to be flat. Relax. I had to relax. And think...I needed to think of that biker who saved the man. He was proof that there was good in the world. That life couldn’t be shitty forever.

So close now. The motorcycle’s rumble was getting louder and louder.

Sssh. Think. Dream. 

That man on the bike. He’d save me too if he knew I was in trouble. I knew he would. 

So for now I had to survive.

Flat. Relax. Eyes open. Sssh. Don’t breathe. Don’t make a sound. 

SWISH.

Chapter One

Two years later

Girls started to fan themselves as the president of Afxisi walked past them, flanked by his officers on each side. Just looking at Helios Andreadis was enough to have the girls cry his name out. How badly they ached to touch him. But they didn’t. No one touched the president without his permission. It was one of his many infamous rules. 

At nearly six foot seven, Helios Andreadis towered over everyone in his club. Aptly named after the sun god, Helios did look like one, with his long golden hair and eyes nearly the same color. 

Dressed plainly in a baseball shirt and jeans, he should have looked like an ordinary fourth-year student of Christopoulos University. But instead, Helios stood out like a pagan god amidst mere mortals, and everyone wanted to worship him.

“I conducted a survey yesterday,” the club’s vice president, Kellion Argyros, murmured in Greek. His green eyes flashed with amusement as he explained, “98.6% of this year’s female applicants were after the position of the president’s bedmate. It’s up by three percent from last year.”

“Congratulations, President,” the club’s secretary, Yuri Athanas, deadpanned, also in the same language. “It is a commendable feat, especially when considering your attempt to alienate the school’s female student population.”

“Fuck off.” These words were, on the other hand, spoken in accented English. The girls who heard him sighed. If only that one had ended with a ‘you’ and was addressed to them. 

Kellion smirked, but his voice was serious when he asked, “Have you heard from Andreus?”

Helios switched to his native language at his vice president’s question. “No. Not yet.” The delayed return of the club’s treasurer brought a hard look to his face. A smarter one would have known it represented danger. But the girls around him weren’t that smart. Seeing that look on Helios’ face only made them imagine being fucked by the president. Hard. Harder than they had ever been fucked.

“Shall we change our plans?” Yuri asked as they came to a stop in front of the steel gates of their club’s headquarters.

After a moment, Helios replied, “No. I don’t want to act preemptively and risk bringing a war into our territory.”

Kellion raised a brow. “We continue pretending then?” 

A green light flashed above the gate just before it slowly rolled up. The girls started to scream. The day they had long been waiting for had finally arrived – a chance to be a part of Afxisi, even if it meant year-long servitude.

All the girls cared about was being part of a club that the American media had adoringly dubbed as Heart Racers, mostly because the club’s real name was impossible to pronounce. All they saw were college heartthrobs with big bikes and even bigger bank accounts. 

None of them saw the truth. None of them saw past the good looks, the wealth, and the exciting and sometimes dangerous lifestyles the club’s members were known for. 

And that was exactly how the club wanted it.

Helios answered Kellion’s question simply by turning around to face the crowd, a cold smile touching his lips. “Let the auditions begin.”

****

MJ Cartwright burst out of the school building’s back doors with a gasp. Checking her watch, she saw that she still had about ten minutes before club auditions officially started. She was not much of a runner. Death-defying stunts were more her forte. But stuff that were more a test of stamina than strength? She was a total loser at it. Back when she was in high school, MJ would watch the cheerleading squad run laps around the football field in their teensy weensy uniforms without breaking a sweat. She had once tried to do the same and nearly expired from heat stroke and dehydration after just five minutes. 

She had never tried to run after that, but today she was going to make an exception. She had been at the dean’s office, waiting for her class schedule to be printed out, when she heard girls talking about Club Day. It was going to be a bloodbath, the girls had said. That one clinched it for her. MJ snuck out five minutes before her first class officially ended, determined to be one of the early birds for the audition.

By the time MJ spied the distinct red roof of the club’s headquarters, she was busy trying to catch her breath. Just a few more feet, she told herself. She would make it. 

Or so she thought, until she realized that the club’s automated steel gate had started to lower. 

“WAIT!” MJ ran as fast as she could and found herself bending back almost to her waist to slide past the gate. Behind her, the gate slammed down hard on the ground just as she skidded to a stop, landing on her knees like Michael Jackson finishing one of his dance moves.

Sheer relief had her eyes falling close even as someone started clapping his hands. 

When she opened her eyes, MJ expected to see sneering girls who probably thought she was being too full of herself, applying for a spot in the university’s most popular club.

But what she saw was worse.

There were no girls, no bloodbath, no anything.

All she saw were three pairs of eyes looking down at her, and one of them belonged to him. 

My name is MJ Cartwright. I’ve been wanting to meet you for two long years. You wouldn’t believe what I had to do just to be here, studying in the same school, just so I could be near you. But seeing you – just seeing you has made everything worth it. 

That was what she had intended to say to the man whose face she had memorized, the man whose every photo on the Internet she had saved in her hard drive and backed up in Dropbox. 

Meeting Helios Andreadis was a distant hope she had desperately clung to when she had nothing to hope for. This moment was all she had lived for, and in her dreams, serendipity would work its magic on the two of them. Their gazes would meet, their hearts would speak, and it would be a happy-ever-after.

But in reality...

“Ahh...gaaah...errr...uuurgh...”

At the garble that came out of her mouth, Helios Andreadis raised one eyebrow, an odd look on his gorgeous face. That look didn’t say, ‘Who’s this beautiful girl?’ No, that look on his heartbreakingly perfect face meant something more like ‘Should I call the police before this creature attacks me?’

Inside her mind, MJ knelt down and prayed. 

Dear God. Can’t you be like Morgan Freeman this once and rewind my life? I just want to start all over again and let him know I at least speak English. Please?

Chapter Two

As the silence inside the room lengthened, Helios found his friends slowly turning to him in askance. Kellion’s eyes were gleaming with amusement. Yuri’s face was inscrutable. But it was obvious both were of the same mind. He was the president. It was up to him to decide what to do.

Helios reluctantly returned his attention to the girl, who was still on her knees. She was a small one, with dark hair that brushed against her shoulders and its tips going in all directions. Her large violet eyes dominated her triangular face, which was completely free from makeup.

She looked like a kitten. A confused and out of place kitten, and one to be escorted out without delay. Everything about her told Helios that she did not belong in his club. She didn’t even belong in his world, and she never would. 

Her clothes were the least of her problems. Checkered polo, tank top, faded jeans, and worn-looking sneakers. Even the girls assigned to clean the club’s bathrooms still dressed themselves in Chanel and tottered around carrying buckets of water in stilettos. This girl might be the first one properly dressed for house cleaning, but that wasn’t the point at all.

Everything about her was the opposite of what his world represented. Money. Class. Bloodlines. She had none of those. In fact, the only thing she possessed of worth was the expensive camera slung around her neck. 

None of those would normally matter to Helios. Although he always made it a point to bed only women who belonged in the same privileged circles he enjoyed, he could never be accused of being a snob. But there was something about this girl...something that rubbed him the wrong way. 

Just looking at her made him...feel, too strongly for one who had trained himself never to feel.

Her hair was too unruly. He wanted to run his fingers through it to discover its texture.

Her eyes were too big, too trusting, too revealing. He wanted those eyes focused on him completely, and he hated every second those eyes did not linger on him.

Her body seemed too small and frail, even if she was dressed like a tomboy. He wanted to crush that body towards him, wanted to feel every inch of her trembling with passion and need as he possessed her with his cock.

That last thought stunned him, and he said abruptly, “I apologize, but you are too late. All the positions have been filled up.” Helios knew that the formality of his words would betray his emotions to his friends. But at that moment, he didn’t give a shit. All he knew was this girl, who was a mixture of odd and fascinating, had somehow gotten under his skin. 

She was now a complication, and Helios never wasted time getting rid of complications.

I apologize...

MJ didn’t really hear the rest of what he had to say. All she could think about was how Helios Andreadis’ voice was even more beautiful in person. He spoke like a...like a god. Slow, quiet, authoritative, with each syllable spelled out with the faintest Greek accent. He spoke like he would never have to do anything in a hurry because he was powerful enough to do whatever he pleased, whenever and wherever. 

Actually, he also looked more beautiful in person, too. MJ was already too nervous as she was, and she knew it would be better for her to ignore how good-looking he was. But it was impossible. That was like ignoring how bright the sun was.

Her senses fluttered like crazy every time she stole looks at him, which, embarrassing as it was to admit, were quite frequent. Enough for one of the other guys, the one with wicked green eyes, to smirk at her.

As he spoke, MJ couldn’t stop herself from staring. Tall, golden-haired, and lethally built, he looked more like someone who belonged behind a majestic chariot than a motorcycle. While he did not look older than his twenty-two years, he did feel more powerful than someone still in college had a right to be.

Looking at him was enough to have MJ tongue-tied. She had a bad feeling that if he made her speak right this very moment, she would do so in a weird mix of Yugoslavian and African that no one could ever translate.

When he stopped and looked like he expected her to speak, MJ turned red. “I...I’m sorry, come again?”

Was she a fucking idiot? What was so hard about what he had said? But when she only continued to gaze at him with genuine looking confusion, Helios bit out, “Auditions are over. You can leave now.”

The words were so unexpected it took MJ a couple of seconds to comprehend them. When she finally did, MJ immediately felt herself whitening. “Y-you’re joking, aren’t you?”

Yuri coughed. It was his first time to hear a girl – or anyone for that matter – contradict something the club’s mercurial and arrogant president said.

Kellion wasn’t as polite. He grinned, making him look even more devilishly handsome. 

Unbelievable, Helios thought with growing anger. Why the hell was she still here? He was tempted to shake her but controlled the urge. He had a feeling something unwanted would happen if he ever touched any part of her.

Maybe his Greek had failed him, MJ thought hopefully when Helios only glared at her. Maybe all those English interviews of his that she had listened to were scripted and he wasn’t really fluent at all. Maybe what he meant was the opposite, that she was actually super early for the interview rather than super late.

So she said very slowly, “I. Am. Here. To. Audition. For. The. Club.”

Yuri slowly bowed his head. It was the best he could do to keep his amusement from showing. He had been raised to be the epitome of chivalry and courtesy, but this strange funny girl was pushing him to his limits.

Kellion, once again, wasn’t as polite. A bark of laughter escaped him, and he didn’t even bother to try containing his amusement when Helios threw him a dark look.

Helios’ scowling glance snapped back at the girl. Why the fuck was she talking to him like he was an idiot?

The look on Helios Andreadis’ face made MJ whiten even more. What had she done? Oh no. Maybe she had still spoken too fast and now the other men were laughing at Helios for his inability to understand her? 

So she said again, more slowly, this time, “I....” She drawled the word out as long as she could. “Aaaaaaaam...Heeeeeeere...”

This time, even Yuri found himself defeated. He laughed with Kellion.

Helios snapped, “Shut up.”

She said automatically, “Yes, sir.”

Yuri and Kellion laughed harder.

Helios glared. 

MJ’s heart sank.

“Why the hell are you talking to me like that?”

Deeeeeeym. He spoke the words so wonderfully fast that MJ knew right away she had been wrong. MJ admitted weakly, “I thought you didn’t speak English very well.”

Helios Andreadis looked like he wanted to kill her now, and her heart sank even more.

“I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I do speak English perfectly.”

Confusion warred with misery. “Then I’m really late?”

“By about an hour,” Helios confirmed coldly.

“But I still had classes—-”

Yuri said gently, “The vacancies in our club are highly sought after. A lot of the girls simply chose to ditch their classes in order to be one of the first to apply.”

MJ’s shoulders slumped as all her hopes crashed down around her. She couldn’t believe everything would end just like this. After two long years of planning how she could be close to Helios, this had to happen.

Yuri’s gentleness sharpened Helios’ irritation. He did not want anyone to be kind to the girl, dammit. All he knew was the kinder Yuri was to her, the more he wanted to be cruel to the girl. 

Kellion observed the unusually contemptuous expression that had fallen over Helios’ face. It was not that Helios never held anyone in contempt. Like any Greek male, Helios was damn good at carrying grudges. All of them were. It was the fact that Helios’ face revealed any emotion at all that made Kellion murmur, “Just out of curiosity, moro mou, which spot are you hoping to apply for?”

The girl stole a glance at Helios before answering, as if seeking his approval. 

Helios’ face did not change, but Kellion knew his friend well enough to know that Helios did not disapprove of the girl’s actions.

“I...was hoping you’d have a need for a photographer.” There actually hadn’t been a list of vacancies on the club’s entry in the college paper. In fact, it was the only one that did not have any requirements, but MJ was banking on the fact that every club needed a photographer. Surely Helios’ org would be no different?

Even Kellion was taken aback by her answer. She did not really have a clue about their club at all, he realized with surprise. 

Everyone in Christopoulos University knew that their club only had menial roles assigned to the girls, which ranged from cleaning their rooms, taking care of the laundry, and preparing their meals.

Cheerleaders to heiresses to part-time models to groupies – all of them would die for a chance to serve Afxisi. All of them would do it for the same reason, too. Afxisi was a club that consisted of the world’s most eligible and fuckable bikers. Serving them increased the chances of having sex with any one of them, and being taken by one of the club’s members would mean bragging rights not just any woman could flaunt.

Kellion smirked. “You truly do not have a clue about our rules, do you?”

Instead of answering the question directly, MJ said weakly, “I’m a fast learner?”

Yuri coughed again. 

Helios disliked all the attention his friends were showering on the girl, and he demanded, “Why do you bother applying when you clearly have no understanding of what our club is about?”

Helios himself was the answer to his question, and the fact that he was the one asking it could only result in one thing.

MJ’s cheeks turned the deepest shade of red.

A flash of insight hit Kellion. “Well, fuck.”

Yuri came to the same understanding a second later. “I see.”

Helios frowned. “Can one of you explain what the hell’s going on?”

The impatient note in Helios’ voice only made Kellion want to laugh, but he successfully managed to rein in his amusement. He nodded towards the girl. “We know why she’s joined.”

Helios’ face became expressionless. “Is that so?” Something inside him intensely disliked the fact that Kellion and Yuri knew something about her that he did not know.

“She has a secret crush on one of our bikers, and that’s the only reason she wants to be a part of our club. She wants to be close to him.”

Chapter Three

“I still think this is a mistake.” Helios made the comment in a cold voice as he took a seat at the leather couch. The study was one of several places off-limits to everyone in the club except for its officers. It occupied the penthouse floor, together with the rooftop garden and the officers’ bedrooms.

Helios poured himself a shot of whiskey and tossed it back in one. He was hoping the liquid burning down his throat would at least calm him, but it only seemed to fuel the restlessness inside him.

Kellion didn’t answer right away. He stood next to the bookshelves, which housed a collection of books ranging from finance to technology. Unknown to many, the men making up Afxisi were intent on using their winnings from underground racing to build their own fortunes rather than depending on their family’s inheritances.

Helios was the reason all of them had a family here in the States, Helios the one who had gifted each and every one of them independence and freedom from the oppressive chains of their families. It was ironic then, that even as the bonds between all their members became stronger and closer, Helios had seemed to retreat further and further into isolation.

It was only when that girl had come along that Kellion had seen his friend come to life again. For that reason alone, the girl would stay. Yuri had thought the same thing, and the two of them had come to a silent understanding. 

Kellion turned to his friend with hooded eyes even as he said lightly, “You could have overruled the decision of the majority as president.”

“That is not my style and you know it,” Helios said stiffly.

He crossed the room and sat across Helios. Pouring himself a glass, Kellion suggested, “Why not give her one chance? If she doesn’t cut it after the first week, then I will be the first one to kick her out. I’ll even get Yuri to—-”

Helios frowned at the mention of his other friend. “Where is he?”

“Assisting her to her room.”

Helios did his best not to scowl. “He’s been gone for over twenty minutes. What the fuck’s taking him so long?”

Kellion shrugged. “Beats me.”

The image of Yuri seducing the girl had Helios cracking his knuckles. Yuri might seem angelic, but Helios knew the younger man was no innocent. He had heard the girls speak of how good Yuri was in bed, how his masterful side was a contrast to the courteous demeanor he presented in public. 

Out of nowhere came a thought that nearly had Helios cursing, a vision of Yuri commanding the girl to suck his cock.

No fucking way.

The door slamming shut was Kellion’s only clue that Helios had gone. He leaned back against his seat with a satisfied smirk. And so the games began. Kali tychi, Helios. You will need a lot of luck to make sense of that girl.

****

“Do you like it?” Yuri asked courteously. He had introduced himself as the club’s secretary. He had also referred to Helios and the other guy, Kellion, as the president and vice president of the club, respectively.

She nodded. 

“Please feel free to explore.” Yuri had light blue eyes and a very kind smile, like an angel’s. It was hard to imagine someone who looked like him loved to race bikes.

At Yuri’s urging, MJ warily stepped past him and went into the medium-sized room. It had wooden panels for walls and dark blue carpet tiles. A single bed was next to the window and across it was a study table and a floor lamp. It was a simple but charming room, and MJ awkwardly told the same thing to Yuri. 

“I’m glad you like it then.”

Silence.

When Yuri did not say anything else, she asked finally, “Do you need someone with an eye for interior design then? Is that the only vacancy left in the club?”

It took a few seconds for Yuri to understand what the girl was asking. Then he began to cough, his best way of controlling his laughter. Dio, this girl was too amusing by half, with her ability to misconstrue everything. She truly was perfect for the president, who on the other hand took himself – and life – too seriously.

Clearing his throat he said gently, “This is your room.”

MJ’s eyes widened. “My room?”

“If you are serious about volunteering for the club, then you should know that it’s an in-house position, which means you need to live here. I will get my younger sister to talk to you tomorrow. She’s in charge of managing the girls.”

MJ could only nod. She was still trying to get her head around the fact that she was supposed to live here – in the same place as Helios Andreadis.

When the girl didn’t speak, Yuri asked, “I hope it’s not a problem?”

She said weakly, “Not at all.”

“Then...good. I’ll see you tomorrow. No curfews here so you can come and go anytime. Just make sure you’re up tomorrow by six. My sister will come here to give you the official tour. Any other questions?”

“None, sir.” The words were out before she could stop them, and MJ grimaced. She didn’t really want to be so polite but these guys were just too formal! They seemed more like CEOs than college bikers.

Yuri’s lips twitched. “Goodbye.” He turned his back and reached for the doorknob.

MJ silently pumped her fist into the air. Yes. Yes. Yes! She was going to live—-

Yuri turned around, remembering something, and immediately caught sight of the new volunteer practically doing a happy dance on her own. He blinked.

Deeeeym.

Realizing that she was being watched, MJ slowly lowered her fist and pretended to start combing her hair instead. She looked at Yuri questioningly. “Er, yes?” 

His eyes twinkled with mirth but his voice was solemn when he said, “I realize none of us ever caught your name.”

“Oh. Umm...I’m MJ Cartwright.”

“A pretty name. Well, good night, MJ.”

This time, MJ made sure not to do anything until Yuri truly did leave the room and closed the door behind him. When she heard the door close, she started pumping her fist in the air again. Yeeeeeeees! Who would have thought she’d end up living under the same roof as Helios Andreadis?

****

Helios took his role as club president seriously. While he did not talk to every member or volunteer, he did make it his business to know everything that went on in his club. He knew, for instance, that one of the volunteers had been knocked up by a football player from another university. He knew that one of the younger bikers was struggling with doing a 360-degree turn in the air. He also knew that there was only one vacant room left in the club, and that would likely be where Yuri would take her.

And so he went one floor down and paused outside the door of Room 17. He heard voices inside the room and his stomach clenched in anger. He did not like knowing that Yuri was inside the room with the girl.

Against all thoughts of common sense, Helios slowly found himself leaning towards the door to better hear what was being said.

“A pretty name,” Yuri was saying.

Helios’ face hardened when he heard Yuri say “A pretty name”. He had not thought Yuri was the type to dish out empty flattery but perhaps he thought too highly of the kid. What the hell was so pretty about MJ? They were just two letters.

The door opened suddenly. 

Helios immediately straightened but it was too late, judging by the way Yuri’s lips were twitching.

“Do you have something to talk to me about?” Yuri asked.

“No.”

Yuri frowned. “Then you would like to talk to MJ?” 

And just like that, Helios realized he had trapped himself. If he said no as well, then Yuri might think he had only come here to eavesdrop. Worse, Yuri might even hit upon the truth and realize Helios had come here because he didn’t like the idea of the two of them spending too much time together. 

He hedged, “I do have something to discuss with her, but it is getting late so perhaps tomorrow—-”

“She did not seem sleepy at all,” Yuri assured him. He knocked on the door. “She’s very happy to be here, in fact, so I’m sure she will not mind any instructions you may have for her.”

“How do you know she’s happy? Did she tell you?”

Yuri said in his usual gently chiding voice, “Her secret crush is here, President. Of course she will be happy.”

Smartass, Helios thought as he looked at the younger man’s retreating back. He should teach that boy some manners sometime, talking to him like—-

“Helios?”

Fuck. He had forgotten Yuri had knocked on the door, and he had been so busy thinking thoughts of revenge that he hadn’t noticed the girl opening the door. Slowly, he turned to face her. This close, her eyes looked bigger, more trusting, and she was gazing at him with such wariness it made Helios grit his teeth. 

She had not looked at Yuri with the same wariness, so why was she wary with him?

“Call me President.” He snapped out the words before he could stop himself.

MJ flinched at the harsh tone and mumbled, “I’m sorry, President.” He was mad at her again. Why was it that she always made him mad? She couldn’t even think of anything she had done wrong.

She sounded scared of him now, which only made him more irritated. “I came here to warn you.”

MJ blinked. Warn her?

“Volunteers are here for one reason. To take care of the club’s needs. If the university had allowed us to hire outside help, we would have and there would be no need for volunteers at all. But we can’t and that’s why you are here. But I’m warning you – if I hear even one instance where you’re causing trouble or being a distraction to any of the club’s members, you’re out of here.”

His golden eyes lanced hers. “Are we clear on that?”

Extremely clear, MJ thought miserably. Just as it was extremely clear that for some reason, Helios Andreadis hated her.

And so all she said quietly was, “Yes, sir.”

Helios didn’t answer, and for one long moment they only gazed at each other. Tension vibrated from him, and if she had only been a little more experienced, a little less innocent, she would have known that one hint from her was all it would take for Helios’ tension to turn into passion. One hint, and he would have pushed MJ inside her room, taken her into his arms the way he ached to, and kissed her until she could no longer breathe.

But she was not.

All she knew was that the tension in Helios Andreadis meant he was furious. When he didn’t say anything else, she mumbled, “Good night, sir,” and slowly closed the door.

A second later, she heard Helios curse explicitly in English and in Greek.

Then came the sound of a fist smashing against the concrete wall.

He truly hated her, MJ thought numbly. But why?

Chapter Four

Task #1: Get everyone up for breakfast. 

As MJ headed upstairs, she pulled out her daily planner to check her schedule. Today was a Tuesday, which meant all four of them had morning classes. She started with the room nearest to the stairs, which belonged to Andreus Economou, the grumpiest of them all.

Taking a deep breath, she opened the door and said chirpily, “Good morning, Andreus!”

A pillow would have hit her smack in the face if MJ hadn’t been ready to catch it. Of course, the first few times, she had not been ready to catch it. Since even a groggy Andreus had perfect aim, MJ was grateful that the club’s treasurer only liked to throw pillows and not bricks.

Walking past the bed, she went directly to the windows and raised the blinds. “It’s time to wake up! You’ve got a class at eight!” She turned around and handily caught another pillow hurtling towards her.

Finally, she went to his private bathroom. Wetting one of the hand towels, MJ marched back to the room, pulled away the pillow Andreus had slammed over his head, and replaced it with the hand towel. Then she started rubbing his face, particularly his eyes.

“Fuck off, MJ.”

“You know I can’t do that. You’ve got classes today, and Hallie told me you have an exam first thing in the morning.”

Andreus, eyes still closed, muttered, “Hallie doesn’t know shit.”

She countered promptly, “Hallie knows a lot of shit because she taught me all the shit I know.”

It was enough to have Andreus smile. “You are too much of a nag. You know that, right?”

“It’s another kind of shit Hallie taught me.”

He threw another pillow at her. “Go on, I’m awake. I’ll just shower and head down.”

Next was Yuri, but as expected, Hallie’s older brother was already up and freshly showered. “I heard you and Andreus shouting,” Yuri said when she peeked inside his room.

She only smiled. “It’s nothing new. Do you need anything else before I go to Kellion’s room?”

There was a moment’s hesitation before Yuri said, “No. Nothing.”

That was odd. MJ puzzled over it as she went inside Kellion’s room next. His room was always the messiest, and the sight of what she had to clean up after class made her wince. “Good morning, Kellion.” 

No answer.

That was also expected. Kellion hated attending his classes, more so than the rest of his friends. There was something about authority he despised, and he liked flouting it as often as he could. Whereas the trick to handling Andreus was making herself too nice for comfort, for Kellion it was the opposite. 

After raising the blinds and letting sunlight blaze into the room, MJ headed back to the side of the bed. And then she started to sing. “Amazing Grace...” She sang as loudly as she could.

“Okay, I’m up, dammit,” Kellion growled when he couldn’t take any more of MJ’s God-awful voice. How a sweet-looking thing could have such a terrible voice was definitely one of the Devil’s greatest curses on mankind.

“Breakfast in thirty,” she reminded him.

Kellion didn’t answer.

She started to sing again, the national anthem this time.

“Okay, dammit,” he bellowed. “I’m up.” He cracked one eye open and muttered, “I hope Helios gives you hell.”

She gasped. “Helios will not give me hell. He’s the nicest among you all, you know!”

Kellion opened and closed his mouth several times. “Never mind.” It was too early to argue with a stubborn MJ. Helios, the nicest among them? Ha! Biggest fucking lie in the world.

A moment later, MJ was standing outside Helios’ door.

Three minutes later, she was still standing outside his door.

I can do this, I can do this, she chanted silently to herself.

Hand shaking a little, she knocked on Helios’ door. 

There was a muffled answer, which she took as a sign for her to enter. “President?” She never made the mistake of calling him Helios again since her first day in the club. She didn’t have the courage to, not wanting to have Helios Andreadis look at her like she was trash, someone unfit to say his name.

Quietly slipping into Helios’ room, MJ made her way to the window without difficulty despite the darkness. After raising the blinds, she turned to greet Helios good morning but the words died in her throat. 

It was going to be one of those days again then.

SWISH.

No sound of squeaking wheels, no rumbling engine, no mad laugh from James. No one hurting her, no one trying to hurt her, but it still felt the same. Sometimes, MJ felt like this hurt worse. This.

The woman in Helios’ room, in his bed...in his arms...stirred. The blanket lowered, baring one breast.

SWISH.

MJ forced herself to move. She stopped behind Helios, his back to her, his golden hair spread on the pillow like sun-kissed silk. Her hand hovered over his shoulder. It was hard to touch him during days like this. “President?”

MJ’s sweet voice, threaded with hesitation, reached him like a caress. Helios had woken up the moment she had entered the room. But he hadn’t said a word, hadn’t moved a muscle. He didn’t know why. There were so many fucking things he couldn’t understand about himself whenever she was around, and he loathed it. Sometimes, it was almost as if he loathed her, too.

Helios sensed her hesitating to touch him. It angered him, this hesitation. She had been with them more than half a month now, and yet she only displayed such reluctance with him. Why? Did she not find him attractive at all? He was the oldest member of the club, with Kellion the closest to his age at twenty-one. One-fucking-year difference! Did that matter to her so much?

Or perhaps, Helios thought grimly, it was because he was no fun. Kellion traded jokes with her. Yuri made her laugh. Even Andreus, notorious for his bad-tempered ways, could be made to laugh in her presence.

It was only him.

Only him that she did not—-

“Don’t touch me.” Helios knew the moment she was about to touch him, knew that she didn’t want to, and the knowledge enraged him. Her dislike for touching him infuriated him so much he wanted to hurt her in return.

One moment, Helios was lying on his side, then the next moment he was sitting up, the blanket falling to his waist, revealing a broad expanse of chest. His fingers encircled her wrist, and his gaze was cold as it fell on her face.

The fury on his face made her bite her lip. Hard.

Don’t look at me like I’m hurting you. How can I hurt you when you despise me? It was what he wanted to snarl at her, but he did not. To speak such words meant that he felt something for her, and that could never be.

He released her wrist. “What do you want?”

She could only look at him miserably. When he spoke so coldly like that, her vocal chords just gave up on her.

“What?”

“Ergh...urgh...argh...” She snapped her mouth shut and couldn’t help but glare at him. See? She couldn’t speak. Surely by now he should know that he could make her so nervous she just couldn’t speak in his presence?

Helios glared back. “I have no fucking clue—-”

A knock on the door cut him off before it opened, Yuri appearing at the doorway. “Hallie says breakfast is ready. You can start working on the rooms now, MJ.”

Without a word, MJ left the room, head bowed. Not caring if Yuri saw her, she then started to run towards the bathroom at the end of the hallway and locked herself inside it. 

She stared at herself in the mirror. Instead of seeing her reflection, she saw Helios with a naked girl in his bed.

SWISH.

She threw up.

Chapter Five

“Chat with us,” the younger bikers pleaded as MJ started serving them organic salad with roasted sesame dressing on their plates. It used to be that the club’s dining hall stayed empty. Although Hallie had always served as some sort of mother hen to the club, she was also notoriously bad at cooking and preferred to spend most of her time in the garage working on the bikes.

In MJ, everyone found what they didn’t get from Hallie – someone domesticated enough to make the kitchen a cozy place to hang out in. Of course, it also meant that they had to bear with her love for greens and healthy food. But since she was extremely amusing, the bikers were able to tolerate her mostly vegan diet.

“I’m not here to be your entertainer, you guys.” After checking to ensure that every one of the bikers had his salad, she grabbed her camera and started taking photos.

Everyone groaned.

“Oh come on, this is what I’m here for.”

“No stories, no photos.”

In one corner of the kitchen, Yuri stood next to the window and observed the scene with quiet satisfaction. MJ was a good addition to the club, probably the best since Hallie. He knew that MJ thought everyone was humoring her, but it was the opposite. She didn’t know it, but she was the one humoring the guys. 

Every member of the club hankered for family, secretly or not, and with MJ they had the little sister they all wanted. While none of them lacked for female company, they also knew that girls wanted to be with them for a reason. Money, power, fame, sex – there always was a reason.

But like Hallie, the members of the club were sure that MJ did not want any one of those from them. After all, MJ had...

“My secret crush then,” MJ decided after a beat.

Everyone groaned, but it was a good-natured sound. In truth, it was MJ’s secret crush that had everyone at ease with her. Most of the guys felt safe teasing MJ, knowing they would not be misunderstood. Some liked to flirt with her outrageously, knowing that she would not reciprocate. After all, she did have her secret crush, and the story of how she became part of the club was now legendary.

She made a face. “Well, what else am I going to talk about?”

“Yeah, yeah. Fine. We got it. Talk about him then while we eat your salad.”

Another one asked with a frown, “But he’s here? He’s really a part of the club?”

MJ turned red. Every time the question could be answered with Helios’ name, she just couldn’t help but blush.

The sight of MJ’s reddened cheeks had everyone laughing.

“And you haven’t made your move yet?” a freshmen member demanded. “You’re so slow.”

“I’m not slow. I’m...biding my time.”

The biker next to her snorted. “Does he even know you exist?”

“Of course he does.”

“I just don’t get why he doesn’t make the first move instead,” the biker on her other side muttered. “Maybe he’s got a girlfriend?”

****

Helios watched MJ shake her head almost violently at the question. “He’s not that kind of man! He’s gentle and nice...”

“Knock, knock.” A mocking voice said behind the door just before Kellion walked into the study.

Helios swiftly snapped his laptop shut and stood up. “What is it?”

Kellion only smirked. “No need to feel edgy. I know you’ve been watching MJ on the CCTV. Your laptop’s screen was reflected on the window behind you.”

Helios grimaced.

Kellion headed towards the minibar at the corner. He took out an energy drink from the fridge. As he tore the wrapper off its lid, he remarked casually, “I never knew you would last this long, you know.”

Helios did not answer, his face stoic.

“It’s been over two weeks. You’ve been watching her all the time. Why don’t you just take her?”

Helios said silkily, “Maybe because I would like to honor her ‘secret crush’?”

“Bullshit.” Kellion took a long gulp of his energy drink. “You’re never one to let anything stand in the way when you want something. What’s different now?”

Helios did not answer.

“Has it never occurred to you, the possibility that you could be her secret crush?”

Kellion’s words warranted a humorless laugh from Helios. “Have you heard her speak about him? I have. Because you’re right. Every goddamn day I watch her like a stalker. I am obsessed with her. I need to think about her just so my cock will get hard and when I fuck another woman, I pretend it’s her. That’s how low I’ve sunk, and I don’t even fucking understand why I want someone like her.”

The words were spoken with such harsh emotion that Kellion knew there was nothing he could say in return. He had never seen Helios feel so strongly about anyone...at least not since Helios had learned of his brother’s betrayal.

Everything had changed for his friend since then. 

Everything had become black, with seemingly no chance of light ever coming into Helios’ life...until one girl had skidded into his life and made Helios’ heart start beating again.

There was no redemption left for Kellion, but Helios was a different case, and he would do everything he could for his friend to start living again.

“It’s possible—-”

Helios cut his friend off curtly, “No. It’s not. You’ve heard her speak about him, too. She says he’s kind. The kindest man she’s ever known. Someone gentle.” His lips twisted and he asked mockingly, “Does that sound like me, Kellion?”

“No. It doesn’t sound like you. But you can be that person again. You were that person before.” Kellion gestured to the laptop. “Why be satisfied with just watching her from afar? For her, can’t you be that person again?”

Helios shook his head. “I will not be weak again.”

Kellion did not answer. When Helios spoke like that, he knew there was no changing his friend’s mind.

****

It was almost eleven in the evening when MJ made it back to the club’s headquarters. She was tired and hungry, and because of both, she was irritable, too. Why in the world did Helios Andreadis have to build his club’s headquarters so far from the main campus anyway? Did he know how many calories she had to burn just to cross the football field to get here? She hated burning calories. She hated it because that meant exercise, which was synonymous to training. The latter word reminded her of all the training she had with James.

Crossing the dimly lit living room, MJ made her way directly to the kitchen. Switching the lights on, she threw her backpack on the counter and prepared to cook herself a meal. Since it was a Tuesday, most of the bikers would probably be out racing and come home at around three in the morning.

MJ said a quick prayer.

Dear God, please let them eat out because right now I’m too tired to cook, but Andrea’s gone so now I have to take over and cook for them.

It was a selfish prayer, and feeling guilty about it, MJ decided to pray again.

I’m sorry God for being selfish. If they’re hungry after the race, of course I’m going to cook for them. Please just make it easy for me to wake up later?

There. That was better. With a happy smile, she started whistling as she cooked herself some mac and cheese. The real kind, not the one that needed to be microwaved.

“Mmm...” She couldn’t help sighing in pleasure when the aroma of mac and cheese hit her nostrils. She took a seat and as she started to dig in, her mind drifted back to her talk with Hallie earlier this morning.

––––––––

“Your secret crush is Helios, isn’t he?”

Hallie’s softly spoken words had an unexpectedly positive effect on MJ. She was so shocked by the other girl’s words that the urge to throw up stopped. Slowly, she opened the tap and rinsed her mouth. When she was done, she saw Hallie through the mirror, gazing at her with a look of sympathy on her face.

She whispered, “It’s really not a crush. That’s just something Kellion came up with. It’s more than that. I just...I just feel a connection with him.”

MJ allowed Hallie to lead her out of the bathroom and into one of the bedrooms. The other girl made her sit on the bed, and she did. Although she and Hallie were of the same age, Hallie was like a little general with the way she commanded people around her with such ease, using a gentle word or a look of chastisement to get everyone to do her bidding.

“I’m sorry about what you had to see this morning.”

“It’s okay. It wasn’t the first time.”

“Do you want another volunteer to trade tasks with you?”

She shook her head quickly, completely disliking the idea of yet another girl being able to enter Helios’ room.

“I’m not a girl who easily takes risks, MJ. But for you...for Helios...I will. Kellion, Yuri, Helios, and I, we’ve known each other for a long time. We’ve known each other the longest. Even when we were kids, we were all that each other had so you can say we’re a family and we’re extremely loyal to each other.” Hallie was gripping her skirt hard as she spoke.

MJ said hesitantly, “You don’t have to...”

“No. I want...I think I need to tell you. Helios wasn’t always so hard to reach. He wasn’t...as unfeeling. Once, he was like...Kellion. He was the most popular kid in school. Everyone liked him. Even though he was a bastard – a son of his father’s mistress – no one treated him differently because he was just...just like his name, you know? He shone. He was good at everything. And his older brother always came out second best. And it ate at Herod. Helios adored him as a big brother, but Herod hated him.”

Hallie took another deep breath. “Then Helios fell in love with this girl, Odessa. We all liked her. She was wonderful. Helios would do anything for her. He loved her so much. But she had all of us fooled. When it was his eighteenth birthday, she came to the party with Herod. And it was obvious for anyone to see that they were together. That they had just had sex. And if it wasn’t obvious, they took pleasure in telling everyone about it. Herod even went up on stage and...”

Hallie struggled to breathe.

MJ couldn’t breathe either. 

“He told us in explicit detail what Odessa had been able to make Helios do. It wasn’t dirty! Even I knew it wasn’t bad, wasn’t dirty, wasn’t wrong! What Helios did, he did it out of love. But the way Herod spoke of it...”

Hallie looked at MJ with beseeching eyes. “You understand now, right? He’s just afraid. That’s all. He’s just afraid.”

Chapter Six

It was when MJ started loading the dishwasher that she realized she was not alone in the kitchen. Heart jumping to her throat, she spun around, arm raised in a defensive stance, ready to beat the intruder to death in case he wanted to do something nasty.

But it was only Helios.

She let out a loud sigh of relief. “You scared me. I thought you were a bad guy.”

Helios raised a brow. “And if I were, would you have tried scaring me away with a...whisk?”

MJ glanced down at what she was holding. Oh. She was indeed holding a whisk. Deeeeym. She put it in the sink. Looking back at Helios, it suddenly hit her that it was just two of them in the kitchen. Her heart started beating faster again at the realization.

Helios still stood at the kitchen’s doorway, wearing only a pair of sweat pants and nothing else. He looked, as always, larger than life, and when he took a step inside the kitchen, MJ’s mouth went dry. Each step that took him closer to her made MJ feel more nervous and restless. His hair was unbound, which meant he had been about to sleep – or had already been sleeping. Helios only left his hair untied when he was inside his bedroom.

“D-Did I wake you up?” Logically speaking, that couldn’t have been possible if he had been in his bedroom, which was four floors above the kitchen.

Instead of answering, Helios closed the distance between them. He had paced his room endlessly while waiting for her to come back. It was her first time to stay out this late, and not knowing the reason for it ate at him.

“Where have you been?”

She did not even think of lying or asking why it was his business to know. There was something ominous in Helios’ voice, telling her she would be better off not arguing. And so she said quietly, “I joined a photography club. Tonight was a lunar eclipse...”

A photography club. Maybe that club was made up of yet another group of men?  

The words were out before he could stop himself. “And do you have a secret crush there, too?”

Helios’ snide question had her blinking in hurt confusion. “What are you saying?”

“You tell me.” His control had snapped, his mind filled with visions of MJ surrounded by men. And this time, those men were not of his club, men who were not under his control and did not owe him allegiance.

“I’m beginning to wonder if your secret crush even exists at all. Or maybe it’s all a product of a cunningly crafted strategy so you can flirt with everyone, have everyone’s attention, and nobody will think you’re a slut—-”

MJ’s slap cut the rest of his words off.

For a moment, they stared at each other. MJ’s eyes flashed with hurt anger. Helios’ gaze seared her with contempt...and something else that she couldn’t name.

And then he moved. 

The next thing she knew, he had her half-lying on the table and he was standing between her legs. “No one ever touches me.”

That was when she remembered Hallie’s words.

And her heart broke.

The pain his cruel words had caused left her, pushed away by the pain she felt for him. She whispered, “I’m sorry. I won’t ever touch you without your permission. I’m sorry.”

There was so much she wanted to say but knew it wasn’t the right time to say any of them. So she could only stay quiet and immobile, looking at him and yearning. She yearned to touch him. She yearned to touch him so he would know he wasn’t alone. The same way that she had thought of him all these years, all those times she had lain on the ground and told herself that she wasn’t alone because somewhere in the world, there was a person like him who could save her. Who would want to save her.

Just wanting to save her was enough.

“Don’t look at me like that.” His voice was raspy with need. With her soft and pliant body under his, Helios knew it would never be the same between them again. Now that he knew how she felt, how perfect she damn felt next to him, it would not be the same. He wanted to fuck her, wanted to possess her, wanted her to make him her world.

But something had changed, Helios realized. One moment, she was hurt and confused. The next moment, she wasn’t. Instead, she was...she was looking at him like she wanted to be kissed. Like she wanted to be touched. Like she wanted to be his.

His breath hissed out. She felt so fucking nice under him. He wanted to touch her skin, wanted to feel her hair curl in his hand, wanted to know the shape of her breast. 

He watched her brow furrow. 

And then she asked, “Is this okay?” 

A pained laugh escape him. He had told her not to look at him a certain way, and she had taken him literally. No one was like her. No one. And, Helios realized grimly, that was exactly why he wanted her. 

MJ’s frown had Helios looking grimmer, and she tried to scowl instead. At that moment, she would have done just about anything he asked her. Anything just to make sure he would never think of the time when he was made to feel alone and rejected. Screwing up her face in her most terrifying scowl, she asked, “What about this?”

The question, asked so earnestly, destroyed what little hold he had over his passion. Helios managed to say, “I don’t like how you look when you’re scowling either.”

“Then how do you want me to look at you?”

“Like you’ve had the best kiss in your life.”

MJ’s lips parted. “H-how do I even...”

“Like this,” Helios growled, and he finally did what he had always wanted to do the first time he saw her. He covered her mouth with his, and when she gasped in surprise, it only made him deepen his kiss. He drove his fingers into her hair, seeking her nape so he could hold her still and kiss her hard, wanting to brand her completely.

MJ knew she should have expected the kiss. She wasn’t dumb, and those words of his were a dead giveaway. But she had not expected the kiss because she had never dared hope he would want to kiss her. He was Helios Andreadis. He was not only out of her league, but most times, he had her convinced he hated her.

But maybe not, MJ thought dizzily as she felt Helios’ weight settle over her. His body was hard all over, and she had to clench her fists so she wouldn’t touch him.

“You taste sweet.” His growl tickled her skin as his lips moved down, licking his way to her neck.

She shuddered at the contact but she couldn’t help arching her neck at the same time, wanting more of his kiss. When he started to suck on her neck, MJ bit her lip to keep herself from crying out. It was so erotic, this kind of kiss. It was nothing like she had imagined, and just the thought of how much hotter, how much stronger and rawer it would feel when he kissed other parts of her body made MJ’s head whirl.

Helios’ lips were moving again, and when she felt his hands on the hem of her tank top, she gasped.

His hands stilled. “Do you want me to stop?”

She shook her head.

Triumph burst inside him and he slowly raised her tank top up, inch by inch, savoring the sight of her naked flesh. When he had it all the way up to her neck, revealing her cotton bra, Helios couldn’t help it. He bent down and, shaping one breast with his hand, he plumped it in preparation before taking one cotton-covered nipple into his mouth.

A little cry escaped MJ, her back arching, pushing her nipple into his mouth. 

“Do you like that?”

“Y-yes.” Her head twisted left and right on the table. Her legs dangled restlessly in the air. She wanted to touch him so badly now. A moment later, she had to bite her lip again as she felt him pulling her bra down. Cool air kissed her breast and then his mouth was on it again, sucking her already pouting nipple. 

Oh, God.

The sensation was incredible, more than words could express.

“Please,” she gasped. She could no longer keep silent.

“Please what?” he murmured against her nipple.

“Please...” She swallowed. “Please let me touch you.”

The words had him closing his eyes.

Touch him.

She wanted to touch him.

MJ wanted to cry when she felt Helios slowly reaching for her hands.

“Touch me.”

Slowly, she allowed her hands to move. She felt Helios’ head moving, and then his mouth was on her other breast, taking her nipple in. She gasped. Her fingers tightened on his shoulders, gripping him hard, and he, too, gasped.

She cried silently at the sheer pleasure of his kiss. Time moved indefinitely, but her world was centered on the point where her body and his mouth came in contact. 

“Please...” She didn’t know what she was begging for. All she knew was that she wanted more. So, so much more. And then she felt his hand beginning to dip inside her jeans. Inside her panties. And her breath caught. 

Oh.

She gasped and he groaned, the sounds blending together as Helios’ fingers came into contact with her wet flesh. 

“You’re so fucking wet.” He started stroking her and groaned again when he felt her pussy blossoming under his touch, drenching his finger even more. “You want this, don’t you?”

She could only look at him, gripping his shoulders more tightly.

He started stroking her folds faster, not letting himself penetrate her pussy because if he did, he knew he would not be able to stop. “More?”

Slowly, she nodded.

“Say it,” he demanded.

“M...more.” The word was barely out when his strokes became harder and faster. Something inside her tightened, bit by bit, the pressure building, making muscles she didn’t even know existed clench inside her. 

So, so tight...so, so hot...

Oh God, oh God.

And then he was touching her, that secret place of hers that she had never even tried to search for. He knew where it was, and oh, how wonderful Helios’ touch was. He stroked the nub lovingly then without warning, he pressed hard. 

She came with a cry, her first orgasm taking her completely by surprise, and she couldn’t stop her body from jerking under him.

Turned on by the look of pleasure that dawned on MJ’s face, Helios lowered his head and kissed her, taking her cries into his mouth. He felt her arms wrapping around him, her legs doing the same around his waist as she continued to come with little choking cries. 

He usually did not allow women to touch him in such a way, but with MJ it was all right.

In fact, it was more than all right.

When he felt her body slowly becoming lax, he lifted his head.

And what he saw on her face made his harden.

She looked like she cared for him.

Cared for him like he was her secret crush, when he knew he could never be the same person. He had heard her speak about her damn crush, had known she genuinely believed every word she said. And he hated it because he knew he could not be the man she had described.

Helios pulled away. 

“Helios?” The look on his face stunned her, made her scared, and his name slipped out of her lips before she could stop it. 

“I did not give you permission to call me that.”

She flinched.

The pain on her face made Helios want to hit somebody. His fists clenched at his side.

When she felt his eyes raking over her half-naked body, MJ felt tears stinging her eyes. She felt like a whore, and she felt even more so as she hurriedly rose from the table and fixed her clothes. Over her head, she heard him say, “I guess you don’t like your secret crush as much as everyone thinks you do.”

Chapter Seven

“Why are you still here?” Hallie burst out as she appeared on the kitchen’s doorway. Dark haired and blue-eyed, Yuri’s younger sister was always dressed femininely, with either frilly tops or lacy dresses. Today was no different, and MJ couldn’t help but smile when she saw the pretty pink bow on the other girl’s hair.

But her smile disappeared when Hallie dragged her out of her seat. “Wh-what are you doing?” MJ exclaimed.

Hallie didn’t stop dragging her towards the hallway leading to the club’s private yard. “Today’s maintenance day, don’t you remember?”

MJ frowned even as she tried to keep up with Hallie. “Maintenance Day?” She took out her daily planner from her jeans’ back pocket and flipped through the pages. Oh, there it was. MD. “I thought I had written this down.”

At Hallie’s confused look, MJ said sheepishly, “I thought it meant Menstruation Day.”

Hallie groaned. “MJ. For real?” She shook her head. MJ was the only volunteer that she really got along with, but even she had to admit that MJ’s brain pattern was not exactly at the same wavelength as everyone else’s. She was an adorable combination of innocent and mature, although in Helios Andreadis’ case, it was said that the club’s president found her more infuriating than anything else.

And that’s a good thing, Hallie thought to herself as she ushered MJ out of the back door and waved for the other girl to follow her into the garage. Located at the end of the club’s private yard, the garage was previously used by the university as a warehouse for its gardening supplies. When Helios founded the club in his first year, he had donated a huge amount of money to the school in order to acquire full ownership of the warehouse. It had since been transformed into a state-of-the-art lab where the club’s innovators could pimp their bikes. 

Helios had been sad and alone for too many years now. He deserved happiness of his own, and she and Yuri believed MJ was the key to that. The problem was getting Helios to give MJ a chance to make him happy.

She checked her watch and bit her lip worriedly when she realized they were already five minutes late. Helios was big on punctuality. Considering how he had been bad-tempered of late, he might just use this as an excuse to bite MJ’s head off.

Glancing at MJ over her shoulder, Hallie asked, “You okay there?”

“Yep.” Not. Everyone in the club seemed so fit. Even Hallie, who looked more like a real-life china doll, seemed to have more stamina than she had. The club’s yard was huge, and trekking it so unexpectedly already had MJ gasping to catch her breath. Hallie, on the other hand, didn’t seem to be winded. At all!

MJ sighed in relief when they finally reached the garage, a huge enclosure with brick walls and steel gates. But her relief was short-lived when, upon entering, the sight of dozens of motor bikes greeted her.

Everyone seemed to be having a grand time inside the garage, with the bikers high-fiving, laughing, and yelling at each other. All of the club’s volunteers were there, and they, too, were obviously having fun, flirting with the guys and wiggling all the body parts that could be wiggled as they helped with washing and cleaning bikes.

It was a happy, noisy affair but she didn’t truly hear any of it.

She was immobilized with fear, trauma throwing MJ back into her nightmarish past. And then one of the bikers started to play cops and robbers with a sexy blonde, pretending to be a cop as he revved his bike’s engine. “I’m going to catch you!”

Vroom, vroom.

MJ wanted to cover her ears.

VROOM, VROOM, VROOM. 

“Are you all right?”

It took MJ a shameful amount of time to come out of her nightmares. When she looked up, Kellion, Yuri, and Helios were in front of her. The two gazed at her in concern while Helios’ face gave none of his feelings away. 

It was the first time for them to come face to face after last night’s...encounter. It was the only word she could come up with that would not make her heart hurt. She had tossed and turned the whole night, trying to convince herself that Helios’ cruel words were only a result of the betrayal he had suffered from his brother and girlfriend.

He had not really wanted to treat her like a slut. He had said what he said, done what he had done simply because he had a hard time trusting anyone. That was all.

Helios had a hard time keeping himself still. MJ did not look okay at all, and he had the strongest urge to pull her into his arms and demand what was wrong so he could fix it. Just seeing her was more than enough to remember their time together, his imagination having no difficulty replaying it with explicit detail.

Jealousy and lust warred inside him. If he had thought having a taste of her would put an end to his obsession, he had been wrong. It had only fed his passion, and now he wanted her more than ever. Just looking at her was enough to have Helios hard and aching, and his cock became rigid under his pants at the thought of claiming her body as his. 

He wanted to claim her, now, right here, so that everyone would know she belonged to him.

“Are you all right?”

Yuri’s gentle voice had Helios clenching and unclenching his fists. Yuri was always the most courteous one among them, but wasn’t this fucking overkill? The other man was giving MJ too much attention, and he did not like it. Not one fucking bit, not when Yuri’s gentle treatment of her was making it more and more obvious who was her secret crush.

MJ felt so miserable. All this time, she had felt Helios’ eyes on hers, and it did not feel good. She had stolen a look at him, and the contempt in his gaze wounded her. Why did he hate her so much? Why, after last night, did he hate her still?

Forcing herself to smile, she told Yuri haltingly, “I’m sorry. I’m just...” She stopped, realizing that she didn’t want to share her horrible past. Back at home, everyone in town had known of the life she had with James, and they had responded by pitying her from afar. She did not want to experience the same thing with the club. That would kill her.

And so she said lamely, “I’m not that fond of bikes.”

Everyone gazed at her with disbelief at her answer. Finally, Yuri said, “I see.”

The note of understanding in the other man’s voice infuriated Helios. That was fucking it? Did Yuri like MJ then? Did he like her so much that he was going to let her get away with such a stupid answer? 

Looking back at MJ, he snapped, “Are you just playing cute or what?”

MJ swallowed. “I...I just don’t like bikes.”

“Then we have a fucking problem,” Helios said coldly, “since Afxisi, if you haven’t noticed, is a fucking club for bikers.”

Chapter Eight

The club’s garage had an open layout with an office set up on a raised platform in one end. It was there that the officers worked, the location of their workplace allowing them to oversee every member’s task. And it was there that Helios observed a couple who stood close together as they worked on a bike, so close that he wanted to fucking kill somebody.

“You know you were too hard on her, don’t you?” Kellion asked behind him.

Helios swiftly removed his attention from the two. It was no use, though. The image of Yuri and MJ working next to each other was indelibly etched in his mind, something likely to torture him with numerous sleepless nights. Every part of him wanted to snatch MJ away and hide her from all the men, especially Yuri. Gentle fucking Yuri who made Helios look like an asshole with every fucking word that came out of his mouth.

Helios’s fingers tightened unconsciously, and the pencil in his hand snapped into two. 

It was a very revealing action, and one that had Kellion’s eyebrows shooting up. 

“Not one word,” Helios warned as he threw the halved pencil away with a silent curse.

“Did something happen between the two of you?” Kellion insisted on asking in a quiet voice.

Something was not the right word to describe last night. 

The incredible feel of her body was not something. The sweetness of her kiss was not something. The beautiful curve of her breast, the moist warmth of her pussy, the lovely sound of her moans and gasps as he brought her to a climax...the sheer pulsating need of his cock for her pussy...that was not something. 

That was everything, and it was a damn shame that MJ did not feel the same way. She couldn’t, not when her heart belonged to someone else.

“It doesn’t matter if something did or didn’t happen. She has her secret crush.” He spat the words out. “I can make her come a hundred times, but I’m not the one who’s important to her.”

“You don’t know that for sure,” Kellion said impatiently. “This just isn’t fucking you, man. You’re not the kind to give up like a wimp.”

He used to think the same thing, too. But then MJ came into the picture, and Helios knew that some things weren’t worth risking. MJ’s rejection, if it ever came to that, would cripple him. And there would be no going back from there.

Helios grabbed another pencil and swung his chair around so he was back facing his desk. His sketchpad lay before him, a half-finished diagram for his bike’s upgrade drawn on the sheet. Ideas for upgrades usually came to him in an easy flow, but he found himself unable to concentrate at that moment.

“What kind of girl,” Helios muttered, “would bother applying to our club if she was so damn scared of bikes?”

“Someone who loves a guy so much she was willing to conquer her fears for him?”

Snap.

Helios threw his second pencil into the waste bin, hating the way Kellion’s words had turned his world upside down. He did not love MJ. He would not want to fall in love with MJ, but he would be lying to himself if he said that he did not want MJ to love him. He did. He wanted MJ to love only him, to want and need only him, to make him her entire world.

“Mr. President?” 

Helios took a deep breath, making sure he had a tight lid on his emotions before looking up. It was one of the senior volunteers, Cherry, and the strawberry blonde was smiling flirtatiously at him as she said, “My girls and I are wondering, President. Who are you taking as your date to tomorrow’s party?”

The question had every girl looking at him.

Every girl except MJ, who was determinedly staring down at the seat of Yuri’s bike. She didn’t stop polishing its tank, her movements mechanical. She knew without a doubt Helios would not pick her. He hated her too much.

Yuri bent his head close and said quietly, “If your secret crush doesn’t pick you, don’t let it matter.” His voice was low enough for only MJ to hear. “He’s not the kind to succumb to his feelings so easily.”

It took her a moment to understand his words, and when she did, her head jerked up, her stunned gaze flying to meet his. He knew who her secret crush was?

Seeing Yuri and MJ gaze into each other’s eyes had Helios’ teeth clenching together, and he said in a viciously charming voice, “I haven’t made up my mind, but it definitely won’t be MJ. Scared little girls like her leave me cold.”

Helios heard Kellion suck in his breath behind him, and he knew that such a reaction only meant he had taken things too far. But all the girls were laughing now, and he knew there was no way he could make it better. Not unless he could find it in himself to admit he had only said it to hurt her.

Helios stiffened when MJ finally looked up. He had prepared himself for anger, hurt, and confusion. But instead MJ’s eyes were...twinkling, her lips curved in a good-natured smile as she said simply, “I guess I have a lot of growing up to do. You girls are so lucky.”

And that was that.

She handled it with such perfect grace that the other volunteers were unable to continue laughing at her. MJ had her back to him now, knees on the ground as she started cleaning the wheels of Yuri’s bike. 

Helios wanted to go to her. He wanted to say he was fucking sorry for making fun of her. But he couldn’t. And when he saw Yuri kneel down beside her, he knew his pride would not let him say sorry to her anytime in the future. Not now, not ever. There was no need when she had Yuri by her side.

Kellion rolled his seat towards Helios. “Now you know what kind of girl she is, Helios. The kind who loves her guy enough to not walk out like any sensible girl would when an asshole like you shames her in public.”

****

“How do you know I like him?” MJ mumbled the question when Yuri followed her out of the garage. She had made her escape as soon as she could. Although she had tried her best to pretend that Helios’ taunting remark didn’t get to her, MJ knew she was in danger of breaking down. 

“I know a lot of things,” was Yuri’s mysterious reply. 

She glanced at him, trying to figure out his angle. Even though he had a mild unassuming manner to him, only a fool would have thought Yuri Athanas was a weak man. He was as powerful and as aggressive as anyone in the club. The only difference was that he preferred to be more subtle about it.

“May I be honest with you?”

She nodded.

“I had your background checked. It’s standard procedure for all members and volunteers of Afxisi.” When MJ paled, Yuri said flatly, “And yes, that means I know everything. I’ve seen your records as a juvenile delinquent, and I know about your father being in prison. But...there are a few things that I have not quite figured out yet.”

MJ didn’t speak.

“One. Why are you afraid of bikes?”

“Why does your father despise you so much?” 

“And lastly, what made you like Helios so much? Did the two of you meet in the past and perhaps he’s forgotten it?”

MJ could only answer the last question. “No.”

“And that’s all you are going to say?”

Slowly, she nodded.

“Then we’ll leave it at that...for now. I know you mean him no harm. But I also think you’re keeping too many secrets from us, and that can lead to trouble. I think you will be good for Helios, but my loyalty is to Afxisi first.”

Yuri’s last words dwelled in MJ’s mind as she crouched down and worked on the bike’s rear wheels. Yuri had been nice enough to excuse her from working with the rest, telling her she could come back to finish the last of her tasks when everyone was gone.

Was she a threat to the club, MJ wondered as she squeezed a drop of cleaning gel into her rag before moving on to the other wheel of Yuri’s bike. What kind of trouble could someone like her cause? She was no one. And though James did hate her, it was unlikely he’d come after her. He would probably be glad to know he was rid of her. 

A movement caught her eye and MJ froze, her hands tightening around her rag.

A shadow fell over her, followed by footsteps.

MJ whirled around, her hand raised in defense.

It was Helios.

MJ’s breath swooshed out of her, and she pressed her hand hard to her chest, trying to calm her heartbeat. “You startled me. I thought you were an intruder.”

The shocked look on MJ’s face had Helios gritting his teeth simply because he found it attractive. Practically everything MJ did had become attractive to him, Helios thought violently, and he didn’t fucking like it. He was like her stalker now. He – Helios Andreadis, the biker every girl wanted to have riding her in bed, panting after a little girl who had secret crushes like she was still in middle school!

Helios gazed disdainfully at what she was holding. “What would you have done if I were an intruder? Beaten me with a rag?”

She looked down at what she was holding. Oh. Drat it. She was holding a rag. MJ grimaced. Why did history have a knack for repeating the worst possible moments? Why couldn’t it be the best, like last night?

The thought, coming out of nowhere, immediately had her blushing.

Helios caught sight of MJ’s pink cheeks. “What is it?”

“Yuri...”

“Don’t say his name.” 

Helios’ icy voice took her by surprise. “Wh-what is it?”

In a few swift strides, he was standing right next to her, and MJ’s breath caught when Helios gripped her arms hard. “You’re hurting me,” she gasped.

“What do you think you’re doing to me?” Helios snarled. “You’ve turned my life upside down. You think you’re going to get away with it?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re saying!”

His hold tightened. “Why are you here?”

“Yuri—-” And then she couldn’t speak, Helios’ lips crushing hers in a punishingly hard kiss. Dimly, she knew it was not meant to give her pleasure, but it didn’t matter. This was Helios. The man who had given her hope all these years. His kiss, however it was given, would always bring her pleasure.

She did not even think of saying no, did not even think of trying to struggle or reject his touch. Instead, she opened her mouth to receive his kiss, her body shuddering when his kiss immediately became bolder, his tongue plundering her mouth as if he did not want to leave any part of her unclaimed.

When he lifted his head, his golden eyes blazed down at her. “Is he your secret crush?” Before she could answer, Helios shook her twice as he demanded again, “Is he?”

She wetted her lips. “Yuri...”

“I told you not to say his name,” Helios growled just before kissing her again. His fingers sank into her hair, gripping it, pulling her head back so he could kiss her more deeply.

It might only be fury fueling his passion, but she didn’t care. His kisses set her on fire, and she just wanted more. She wanted everything he wanted to give her, and so her arms went around his neck, tightening, her mouth soft and plaint under his, her tongue moving gently and sweetly against the fiercer strokes of his tongue.

“What are you doing to me?” Helios gritted out, the sweetness of her kiss undoing him. Guilt stabbed him at the way she gave herself to him so beautifully even after he had shamed her in public. Here he was, practically attacking her, and yet she was so wonderfully responsive in his arms.

“Look at me,” he commanded when he released her mouth. Breathing hard, he waited for her beautiful violet eyes to focus on him. “It doesn’t fucking matter if Yuri is your secret crush. You got that?”

She had a hard time understanding him. In the circle of his arms, surrounded by his heat and passion, all she could think of was how long it would take before he kissed her again. Before he touched her again and made her come.

“Answer me!” Unable to stop himself, he bent his head and sucked on her lower lip hungrily.

She gasped, her body shaking at the unexpected sensation that tore through her.

“Yuri will never be yours, so forget about him. He’s betrothed.”

The news stunned her, but she only looked at Helios, not really knowing what to say. Yuri’s betrothal meant nothing to her. It was Helios who mattered, but she had a feeling he wouldn’t welcome such a declaration. 

Someone knocked on the garage’s back door. “Anyone there?” It was Yuri’s voice.

Her eyes widened. When Helios only looked at her, she opened her mouth to answer but the next thing she knew, Helios had pushed her to the floor, his hand covering her mouth. His body would have crushed hers completely if he did not have the reflexes to brace for his fall, his weight resting on one bent arm.

Helios took his hand off her mouth but swiftly replaced it with his lips. 

Her eyes flew wide open. Yuri was about to come in any moment. Didn’t he know that? She started to struggle in earnest then, but it only made Helios kiss her harder. His hands made short work of her clothes, pulling her tank top up, her bra down, and then he was cupping both her breasts with his large hands.

She moaned against his mouth, her body bucking against his.

The doorknob rattled. “Anyone in there? I forgot something inside, and I don’t have my key with me.”

Yuri’s words had her regaining her senses. She tried to push Helios off, but he retaliated by moving his head down and taking one nipple into his mouth. MJ bit her lip to keep herself from screaming. His mouth moved expertly on her breast, knowing exactly how to play and kiss with her nipple until she was writhing against him.

Was Yuri still outside?

She knew she should care, knew she should stop Helios, but oh God, it was impossible when he was kissing her so. 

When Helios moved to her other nipple, worshipping it in the same addictive way, her surrender was complete. 

Helios almost growled with triumph when he felt MJ’s hands relaxing and then moving towards his head. When she gripped his hair and actually arched her body towards him, he knew that he had her bent completely to his will. In this moment, her secret crush no longer existed. Yuri no longer existed. He was the only one that existed for MJ, and that was how he fucking wanted it.

He rewarded her surrender by biting her nipple, just hard enough for the pain to cause pleasure, and she jerked against him with every bite. His extremely rigid cock knocked against his jeans, and Helios knew he had to have more of MJ before his cock drove him crazy. 

Reluctantly releasing her nipple, he bestowed one gentle kiss on each pink tip before kissing his way down. “Sssh,” he murmured when he felt her stiffening as he worked on the buttons of her jeans. Squeezing her thigh in reassurance, Helios unbuttoned her jeans and pulled it off.

When her legs were completely bare, he ran his hands over her silken thighs reverently, loving the feel of them. She was the sexiest little thing he had ever seen, and his cock ached more painfully at the sight. 

MJ inhaled sharply when she felt Helios nuzzling her cotton-covered flesh. She couldn’t believe this was really happening, but she wished at the same time it wouldn’t stop. 

She felt herself holding her breath again as he slowly pulled her panties out of the way. When he brought his face close to her sensitive flesh and took a deep breath, inhaling her scent, MJ hastily covered her mouth so she could scream against her hand.

And then she screamed and screamed because without any warning, he was suddenly licking her. There. Long, lush strokes. Swift, rough strokes. So many combinations that there was no way to predict how he would torture her next. 

She clutched his head as her legs parted wide open, shameless in her need for him. She wanted more of his tongue on her pussy. Oh, God, how she wanted more.

Her uninhibited response tempted Helios so badly. He was so close to forgetting everything and wanted to just sink his cock into her. But he managed to restrain himself, knowing this was not the right place. If he was going to claim her, it would not be on the fucking floor of his garage. He wouldn’t take her like she was just anyone. Because she wasn’t. 

She was everything he could not have – would not have. 

But for now, she was his.

Her tiny sensual gasps told Helios she was near. Pushing his hands under her sweet curvy bottom, his fingers dug into the cheeks of her butt to bring her flesh up. He tongued her harder now. Faster. Rougher. He wanted her wild. So fucking wild that she would forget about everything. 

Her hands dropped to the side.

She screamed, the kind of scream that only someone out of her mind with desire could scream, the kind that someone who no longer fucking cared about her secret crush could scream.

She was his. 

She was his now, and Helios moved up so he could give MJ her reward. His lips closed over her clitoris. And then he started to suck.

The orgasm came out of nowhere, exploding with such strength she could have sworn she had really seen stars. She gasped, screamed, and moaned, torrents of pleasure gushing into her body over and over as Helios didn’t stop sucking on her clitoris.

Her eyes drifted closed as the tiny tremors in her body slowed. She vaguely felt Helios moving, and she couldn’t help but shiver when he touched her sensitive flesh, even if it was only to clean her up. Her eyes opened when he started to dress her. He gazed back at her, his eyes intense but unreadable, never leaving her face even as he got her back in her underwear and jeans.

When it was over, Helios helped her to her feet.

And then he said harshly, “Never get close to Yuri.”

Yuri again. Did he think she was not good enough for Yuri? The same way he didn’t seem to think she was good enough for him except for a quick...encounter? She said without thinking, “Try to stop me.”

Chapter Nine

“Try to stop me.” She moaned the words out just before knocking her head against the table. Thrice. “What the heck was I thinking, saying that?”

Yuri had no answer. He was too busy laughing.

She glared. He was Yuri Athanas. He was supposed to be everyone’s knight in shining armor. He was supposed to help her, not laugh at her.

When he finally recovered, Yuri saw that MJ was giving him a nasty look. With her shoulder-length hair tied back in pigtails – her payment for losing a bet to his younger sister – she looked more like an angry preschooler than someone who had been able to enslave one of the world’s most popular and hottest bike racers. 

“I’m sorry.” His lips twitched as he spoke the words and he had to stop, feeling like he was about to be overcome with laughter once more. 

MJ knocked her head against the table for the fourth time. “What am I going to do, Yuri? He hates me even more now, and it’s all your fault.”

The childish accusation only made Yuri smile. It had been a long time since he and the others were exposed to such innocence. Even Hallie was not this open or honest, and it was probably why his sister was just as fond of MJ as the rest of them.

“It’s not my fault and you know it.”

“He thinks you’re my secret crush.” MJ was able to say it out loud since she and Yuri were alone in the garage. The rest of the club was out racing.

“You should have told him the truth.”

“No way! Can you just imagine how he’d react?” She mimicked Helios’ perfectly clipped tone as she said in a gruff voice, “Who the fuck do you think you are? I. Am. Helios. Andreadis. The President. El Presidente. Shachou. Zong Tong. Il Presi—-” 

Yuri shook his head and said severely, “You are making fun of him now. Are you truly sure he is your secret crush?”

She couldn’t help but laugh. Whenever Yuri allowed his guard to be completely down, his English would go from casual to formal, his accent thickening. It was quite cute, really.

Yuri frowned. “And now you are laughing at me.” He gave her a gentle nudge on the shoulder. “Enough wasting time. Go practice.”

“Tyrant,” she mumbled even though she was already heading back to Yuri’s bike. She had woken up early this morning with a brilliant idea: she would conquer her fear of bikes and this would be her big love confession to Helios.

But now that she was here, having to actually ride a bike, it didn’t seem that brilliant of an idea.

“Whatever you are thinking right now, stop it,” he commanded firmly. “You are the master of this beast, not the other way around.” He forced her hands to grip the handlebars. “Keep your hands there until you are used to all the sounds and vibrations this beast is making.”

Looking at MJ tremble as she tried to stay calm on an unmoving bike, Yuri acknowledged the fact that she was not, at first glance, what would seem like the perfect companion for Helios. He knew that by letting her into their club, he had taken a huge risk. If she ended up hurting Helios for whatever reason, Yuri would never forgive himself.

But what if it was the other way around? The chance of MJ healing the wounds in Helios’ heart was a risk worth taking, surely?

“I want to puke,” MJ whispered.

“Control it.” He knew he was being too tough on her, but he had a feeling it was the only way to help her get past her fears. She looked terrified now. Vulnerable. At that moment, it struck him that he was also taking a risk with her. What if Helios ended up hurting MJ? Was he doing the right thing, pairing someone so innocent with someone made dark and bitter by the past?

Did MJ even know who Helios Andreadis really was? Yuri wondered. Did she truly understand what kind of man Helios was, even when he was still a boy, to have found the courage to move halfway across the world and build a billion-dollar empire all on his own? 

Looking at MJ, Yuri knew that it didn’t really matter. MJ understood Helios in a way that none of them did, and she had a connection with the president that none of them could ever have. The only thing they had to work on was making Helios accept that MJ would not weaken him. Rather, she would be his greatest strength.

Easier said than done, Yuri thought a moment later when a customized silver Icon Sheene came roaring in, with a cold-looking Helios at the helm. A moment later, a bright pink Hubless Harley Davidson shot inside the garage, its driver expertly showing off as she made a 360-degree twist in the air before parking next to Helios’ bike.

Yuri slowly released his hold on MJ’s hands. 

This...was not going to be good.

Three days later, and MJ was of the same mind. 

“Horrible flirt,” she seethed out loud as she banged Helios’ pillows against each other, pretending it was Helios and Astrid Vergara’s heads she was knocking together. She hated them. She really hated them!

Unable to help it, MJ peered outside Helios’ bedroom window. All the officers were there, including Helios, and they were still practicing their routine with everyone’s favorite biker chick, Astrid.

Her teeth snapped together as she stalked away from the window. Astrid was so full of it! Did she really think she was the only one who could get her bike to do all sorts of tricks in the air?

MJ’s shoulders slumped.

Astrid might not be the only one who could perform tricks with her bike, but there was no way MJ could replicate those tricks. Not even one of them, and certainly not in time for the Sports Illustrated feature on the club.

MJ collapsed on Helios’ bed. If she didn’t do something soon, this was what she was doomed to do forever. Clean Helios’ bedroom and make up his bed so some other girl could enjoy it with him.

It was almost eight in the morning when MJ was done with all of the officers’ bedrooms. When she got to the kitchen, she found Leandro Christopoulos and Bobby Granger inside it, making out. The girl was seated on one of the counter’s stools while her boyfriend was on his feet, head bent down and kissing her very thoroughly.

The Greek biker, according to Hallie, used to be one of Greece’s most notorious playboys, being the son of a powerful politician and heir to a billion-dollar fortune. Tall, dark-haired, and blue eyed, Leandro Christopoulos was gorgeous by anyone’s standards, and MJ could see why girls in the uni were so enamored with him.

Bobby Granger, on the other hand, was just as popular but for the opposite reasons. She had recently been awarded Young Philanthropist of the Year and was known to be very snarky. A green-eyed redhead who wore glasses and had a preference for business-like clothes (she was the only one who attended the get-together party for first years in a three-piece corporate suit), Bobby was no biker chick, but she didn’t seem to have any trouble handling her man. 

“I’m sorry,” MJ gasped even though deep inside, she was wondering how Bobby Granger was able to do it. She did not seem to be anything like Astrid, but it was obvious to anyone looking that Leandro had it bad for her. What was Bobby’s secret?

“Please do not leave on our account,” Leandro said gallantly when he saw the club’s photographer backing away. Sensing her hesitation, he smiled and said gently, “I was just here telling my mégaira not to be too jealous while I practice my routine with female riders.”

His mégaira only rolled her eyes. “What he means is he would rather I stay here, away from other men, because he gets jealous sooooo easily.”

Leandro said simply, “That, too.” He caressed Bobby’s cheek with his knuckles. “So be a good girl and stay here, hmm? You will be amply rewarded later if so.”

Bobby turned red. “God, you’re so...” She threw her hands up. “Just go!” But she couldn’t stop herself from smiling as she watched her boyfriend leave. 

Turning back, she saw that MJ was still hovering uncertainly by the doorway. She grimaced. “Am I in your way here? Please be honest. I can just camp out in another room—-”

MJ hastily shook her head. “Not at all. I’m just here to, well...” She smiled sheepishly. “This is where I hang out when I don’t have stuff to do.”

“Then let’s hang out together,” Bobby said promptly, waving the shy girl to come and sit next to her. She was insanely curious about MJ Cartwright. Leandro had said the girl and the club’s president, the aloof-looking Helios Andreadis, had a thing. It was quite unbelievable. The two could not look more like opposites, but then, weren’t she and Leandro the same? 

“So...where are the other girls?” Leandro had also told her about the club’s so-called volunteers, which in Bobby’s mind translated to in-house groupies. No way was she going to let Leandro stay here, not even for a night.

“If they don’t have classes or tasks, they’re usually hanging out in the sun room.”

“And you don’t hang out with them?”

MJ shrugged awkwardly.

Bobby patted her hand comfortingly. “That’s okay. I totally understand. You’re probably too innocent for them, and just looking at you makes those girls feel ashamed of their sluttish ways.”

MJ choked back a laugh. Growing up, she never had a chance to have any friends from the same sex. No one in her school had wanted to be friends with her, knowing MJ’s background, and at home, all of the visitors she received were James’ biker pals.

Hallie had been her first female friend, and right now it seemed like Bobby could be the second.

She said shyly, “You and Leandro look very good together.”

Bobby seemed pleased. “Thanks for saying that. I’m sure you know we fight like cats and dogs all the time. But it’s not really that bad between us.” 

MJ hesitated, the other girl’s words reminding her of the time when the uni was rife with gossip about the two weeks Leandro had spent in Greece being photographed with numerous women while Bobby remained here, pining for him.

She said haltingly, “Do you ever worry...about Leandro liking another girl?”

A shadow fell over Bobby’s face, making MJ say quickly, “I’m sorry. You don’t have to...”

Bobby shook her head. “Nah, it’s cool. I know you didn’t ask it idly.” She chewed on her lip, considering her words carefully. “I worry, but...I like to think I’m worth worrying about, too. So you know, it’s his loss. I won’t go after him. And I didn’t go after him when that happened.” She looked at MJ. “I hope you know...you are worth worrying over, too.”

Chapter Ten

Helios was about to kill someone. He knew, of course, that he was the only one who felt like that. Everyone around him was in the mood to celebrate. For tonight’s party, the yard had been transformed into an outdoor club, with a professional DJ in charge of the music and strobe lights installed to create just the right kind of mood.

But he didn’t give a fuck. Tonight was said to be the hottest party of the year, as far as students of Christopoulos University were concerned, but Helios didn’t give a fuck. All he knew was that he wanted to kill someone. Right now.

It was a toss-up between Kellion and Yuri, with how they allowed MJ to fawn all over them. His teeth gnashed together. Just thinking about her was enough to make his mood worsen. She was the one he really wanted to kill. For days now, she had been ignoring him. She had the fucking gall to ignore him, and she had done it so subtly that Helios had thought he was going mad, wondering if it was all in his mind.

Yesterday, they had bumped into each other in the hallway and before he could say anything, she had been running away. “So late for school,” she had gasped over her shoulder without looking back.

Of course, he knew now that was a big fat fucking lie.

The other day, she had been trying to clean the top of the living room’s ceiling-high windows. He had asked her – he even had the generosity to ask her if she needed help, and what the fuck did she do? She packed her retractable ladder and duster out of the way and ran out of the room. “Vertigo,” she had gasped, also over her shoulder, and also without looking back. 

That one was a fucking lie as well, but he had fallen for it, enough to order one of the rookies to buy pills for her vertigo.

There were so many similar instances, but only now – only now, when there was no way for her to escape his company, that everything was coming together.

It was his fucking birthday, and she hadn’t even come to greet him. When everyone sang him a birthday song, he had watched her. And he had seen her fucking mouth the song, like he wasn’t worth wasting her voice over.

Who the hell did she think she was, not singing ‘happy birthday’ to him?

And now...

Rage enveloped him as he watched MJ smile, chat, and trade jokes while she took snapshots of everyone but him. This was his damn birthday party, and she was taking everyone’s photos but him. Was she fucking for real?

“You should have a photo too, moro mou,” Kellion urged.

Helios’ gaze moved towards his dessert fork. Would Kellion survive if he poked his eye with the fork? Kellion should know better than to flirt with a woman who belonged to him. And what the fuck was up with Kellion, calling his girl ‘moro mou’? MJ was not his love. She was...

Fuck!

He didn’t like where his thoughts were straying.

“Give me that cam,” Kellion said. “I’ll take a photo of you and Yuri as a souvenir of the old man’s party.”

Old man? Kellion was referring to him as an old man? Helios was just one fucking year older than him. Did that make him fucking old?

“I don’t want to have my photo taken.”

“Just one, come on. Be a good sport and pose.”

“Pose?” MJ repeated blankly. 

“Do anything except stand there like a zombie,” Kellion said, rolling his eyes.

Aware for some time now of the deadly glances directed his way, Yuri said solemnly, “How about sitting on my lap and pretending to be—-”

Before MJ could answer, she was suddenly spun around, and she found herself facing Helios. 

MJ gulped.

She gulped not because of the anger flashing in his golden eyes and not because the hard look on his face promised retribution. She gulped simply because it had been days since she had allowed herself to look at Helios – to really look at him and now that she did, it was like that first day all over again.

Helios’ long golden hair was tied back like usual, but for once, he wasn’t wearing his usual shirt and jeans. Instead, he wore a white blazer, a striped shirt underneath, and matching trousers. Most likely at Kellion’s insistence, since the vice president also happened to be the club’s unofficial fashion plate.

His sophisticated clothing drove home two essential facts: he was indeed the most gorgeous man in her eyes, and he would not be the kind – as Bobby put it – to “worry over” MJ. 

She said a quick prayer in her mind. 

Dear Lord, do not make me drool. Please Lord, do not! 

Helios was still gazing at her, which made her restless. Did he know that looking at her so intensely like that caused everyone to stare at them? 

Taking a deep breath, she said weakly, “Happy birthday.” She was guiltily aware of the fact that she had not greeted him the entire day. With so many people greeting him – it had not escaped her jealous heart the number of cards, flowers, and all sorts of gifts from his female admirers that had arrived since this morning – MJ knew that he probably wouldn’t have noticed that one of the volunteers in his club had failed to do so.

Instead of thanking her for the greeting then moving away, Helios said coldly, “I’d like to talk you in private.”

And then he was dragging her away with him, back into the club’s main building. She could feel everyone looking at them, but no one said a word, not one of them – not even any of the girls – tried to stop them. But then, Helios looked frighteningly intimidating right now. He might not be scowling, but the tension in his body was palpable, and it made her MJ feel nervous and tense in return.

She expected him to take her to the library, which was usually where infractions against the club’s rules were discussed, but instead he took her all the way up. 

To the penthouse floor.

Where his bedroom was.

He flung the door open and pulled her inside. The door slammed shut behind them, and the next thing she knew, he had thrown her on his bed, and he was looming over her.

“You didn’t greet me the entire day.”

Her eyes widened. “Y-you know?”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” he snarled. “I know everything about you. Everything. When I’m not with you, I’m watching you. I’m obsessed with you. I want you with me all the time. Every fucking moment.”

Her head was whirling at Helios’ words. She couldn’t believe what he was saying. 

“And you dare,” he said grimly, “you fucking dare to avoid me.”

“I didn’t think you’d notice.” With uncharacteristic bitterness, she said, “After all, most of the time you’re with her.” MJ’s voice cracked. “Astrid.”

Her words were entirely revealing, and it left Helios looking at her broodingly. She had been jealous. All this time, all these days she had driven him out of his mind with jealous fury, it had been the same for her. She was jealous. Did that mean she no longer liked her secret crush? No longer liked...Yuri?

Looking at her with hooded eyes, Helios finally started to notice the little things about her that changed. The hurt in her gaze that she tried to hide, the dark bags under her eyes that testified to sleepless nights, the wary note in her voice, and the trembling of her body, the effect of his closeness to her...even though she had tried hard to pretend she was indifferent to him.

“Astrid is nothing for you to be concerned of,” he said roughly. His body was beginning to stir. He tried to control it, but his cock was already erect and trying to burst out of his trousers. No surprise there when it was always how he felt when thinking about MJ.

MJ was gazing at him with unusual scorn on her face.

It took him aback, unused to anyone questioning him. Only she did that. Only MJ. He bit out, “I mean it, you distrustful little brat.”

She answered him in a roundabout way, muttering, “Astrid rides very well, doesn’t she?” Translation: Of course you’d like her more than you’d ever like me. She’s a biker chick. I’m...not even a chick.

MJ’s expressive face told him exactly what she was thinking, and Helios’ lips twitched. “She does ride well, probably better than you could ever ride in your lifetime.” 

She gasped.

He only gazed at her with a bland look on his gorgeous face.

But then she felt it.

Something hard and insistent, something that was rubbing and vibrating practically all on its own against her belly.

Helios was having a hard time concentrating now. The scent of MJ was getting to him, her softness seducing him. She was in his bedroom, alone. His blood heated at the thought, and it was all he could do not to tear her clothes off her beautiful body and take her. Claim her. Possess her.

MJ heard herself saying, “I don’t think so.”

He said hoarsely, “You don’t think what?” It was so fucking hard not to move, not to rub his cock against her sweet little pussy. Would it be moist, warm, and ready for him? God, he hoped so.

Oh my God, was she going to really do this? Was she really going to say this?

Slowly, she raised her eyes to Helios. He was staring at her with need in his eyes, and the evidence of his desire – of his need for her – gave MJ the courage to take the plunge. Mouth dry, she whispered, “I don’t think she’s better than me in every way...I think...I think I can ride you...better than she ever can.”

For one moment, sexual tension, powerful and silent, dominated the room.

And then with a hiss, Helios crushed her mouth under him, his body settling over hers. He growled against her lips, “No fucking way will I let you go now.”

Chapter Eleven

The swiftness with which Helios got rid of her clothes took her breath away. But she should have expected it, really. Helios was the type of man who, upon making up his mind, acted without delay. A man of action, and oh dear God, the kind of action their nakedness promised had MJ torn between running away and gasping in excitement.

There was no time to feel embarrassed at her nakedness. Helios was also naked now, and his nudity had completely taken over her mind. 

“Are you on the Pill?” Helios hoped to God she would answer yes.

She nodded. “The school nurse prescribed it for my period.” Her voice was distracted. She couldn’t stop herself from staring at Helios’ naked body. She had always known he would be sexy and muscular, but the reality of his body was way, way, oh my God, it was so much better than anything her imagination had been able to come up with.

He was tanned all over, and she couldn’t help but gulp at what that meant. Her heart twisted a little at the thought that other people had seen his naked body, but she pushed the thought away. That was before. What mattered was now.

Slowly, her gaze lowered, and she swallowed convulsively at the sight of his cock. That was what had been pressing against her belly a while ago. It was...large. Long. Hard. She tried not to measure it, but her mind was stubborn, and she bit her lip when she realized that his cock was past one foot. She tried to measure it again visually. Oh my God, it was past one foot.

MJ raised panicked eyes to Helios.

Her worry reached him, and he asked hoarsely, “What is it?” The way she had been staring at him with such innocent hunger had him wanting to just take her. No preliminaries, no foreplay, just his cock driving into her pussy to break past her hymen and claim her.

But he controlled the urge with inhuman effort. He had to take this slow. He wanted to give her everything because he was damn well going to be her only lover.

“You...” She waved vaguely towards his cock. “Are you sure?”

He chuckled hoarsely, understanding her question. “Hell, yes.” He crossed the room and felt her tremble as the bed dipped under his weight. He parted her thighs, and after a moment’s hesitation, she allowed her legs to fall to the sides.

Her courage pleased him, and he gave her a sweet short kiss for it. “You’re amazing, brat.”

When he lifted his head, she could only look at him with mute desire.

He settled between her thighs, and her body started trembling again. “Sssh...it’s going to be okay.” He started kissing her face, raining them softly and sweetly over her face until he could feel her relaxing, her arms shyly going around his neck. 

He kissed her lips, taking the time to woo her tongue into mating with his, and his body clenched with need when she started kissing him back, her tongue sliding against his. When he raised his head, she lifted hers, too, in order to suck on his lower lip.

He groaned. “That feels so good.” He nibbled his way down her throat, lingering on where her vein pulsed. MJ’s little cries of pleasure made him start rubbing and thrusting against her as he sucked on her neck.

MJ twisted under Helios’ wonderfully heavy body, unable to get enough of the friction caused by the rough and hard slide of his cock against the folds of her flesh. She wanted more, but how? It felt so good, but she had a feeling it could be better. But how?

She wound her arms more tightly around his neck. “Please...”

“Say my name,” he whispered. 

The words were unexpected, and she looked at him dazedly.

He remembered the last time she did, and this time his arrogance caused Helios to feel guilty. “I’m sorry, brat. I was an asshole then. But I’d love it if you say my name now.” He raised himself up and gently pressed a kiss on her forehead. “Please.”

His sweetness left her undone, and she whispered, “Helios.”

He shuddered. “I want you to cry my name out over and over, each time I please you.”

“Yes, Helios.”

She said it with such beautiful earnestness it was all he could do not to sink his cock into her. Gritting his teeth as he did his best to control his passion, Helios resumed building her pleasure with kisses and caresses. He worshipped her breasts one at a time, sucking her nipples, playing with them with his lips, teeth, and tongue until she was crying out his name like he needed her to.

Moving down, he slowly put her legs over his shoulders. “Trust me.”

“Yes, Helios.”

Those words were going to kill him. So fucking sweet.

He lifted her up to him and started eating her. 

She cried out, “Helios!”

But he didn’t stop. And she didn’t really want him to stop. It was incredible, the way he was thrusting his tongue in and out of her warmth. The pleasure had her gasping and crying, and her hands swept over his back restlessly. She felt so out of control.

But still he didn’t stop, his tongue working relentlessly against her pussy, as if its only goal was to make her come with the most powerful orgasm.

“Helios!” Oh God. His tongue had moved up, playing with her clitoris now, tip against tip, the same time he slid one finger into her. The sensation of being penetrated was unfamiliar but beautiful. She wanted more, and oh God, how he gave her more, with the way he started thrusting his finger in and out.

“Please!” Her hands went back to his shoulders, and her fingers dug deep into his back, marking him.

Her sexy little pleas were fast pushing him towards the edge. He had to make her come, had to make her come so hard that she would not be hurt when his cock finally owned her pussy.

He slid a second finger in the same time he started sucking hard on her nub. She came while screaming his name, and her legs tightened reflexively around his shoulders. Helios didn’t stop sucking, didn’t stop thrusting his fingers in. 

When he could feel the tremors of pleasure starting to slow down, that was the only time he lifted himself up. “It’s time,” he told her hoarsely. “You ready?”

She whispered, “Always.”

So. Damn. Sweet.

Taking her lips for a kiss that told her what he could never make himself say with words, Helios slowly guided his cock into her. She was tight, the tightest pussy he had ever taken, and he knew then he would never tire of her pussy.

He stopped when he encountered her hymen, and he broke the kiss to tell her rawly, “I’m going to have to hurt you a little.”

“It’s okay, Helios.” She said the words with a tremulous smile even though her nervousness was written all over her face.

Her braveness made him want her even more. Not wanting her to suffer from waiting, he pushed in, hard. He gasped as his cock broke past the barrier while under him, her eyes widened at the pain of his penetration.

“Helios.”

“Sorry, brat...it’s not going to hurt after this, I promise.” He waited tensely for the signs that her body was beginning to accommodate him, making sure to keep his body still while waiting. MJ was just as tense under him, and he tried to soothe her by raining more kisses on her face, murmuring words of comfort as he nibbled and sucked on her lips. 

All the while he thought of his cock nestled snugly in her beautifully tight little pussy.

Soon, the signs started to come. The flexing of her inner muscles, the loosening of her thighs, and finally, her hips started to move the tiniest inch.

He responded by delving his hands under her bottom. He pulled out and then pushed back in the same time he lifted her up by her bottom to meet his thrust.

“Oh.” She knew that having him thrust in and out of her would feel sensational, but she had not realized it would feel this good. There was no word for it, this magic he worked on her body as his cock slid in and out, claiming her body over and over with each thrust.

But soon, she realized she wanted more, and he seemed to know it right away. She heard him groan her name. “MJ.” It was his first time to say it, and then there was no time to think. His thrusts became more forceful, his chest rubbing deliciously against her bare breasts every time he pounded into her. 

The thrusts of his cock were so hard and powerful it had her sinking into the bed, but she wanted more. She wanted everything. His hips moved furiously over hers and she tried to keep up, as desperate as he was to keep building the pressure between them. 

The bed moved with each thrust, and knowing this only gave her a forbidden thrill. “Helios. Helios. Helios.” She couldn’t stop chanting his name. When he threw her legs over his shoulders, rising to his knees so he could thrust into her more deeply, that was when she lost it.

“HELIOS!” The scream of pleasure burst out of her, but it did not stop Helios from shoving in and out of her body.

In moments, he, too, started to come, and he gritted out her name as his seed burst out of his cock. He kept pounding into her even as he came, jetting out cum that filled her pussy to the brim, causing the liquid to slowly dribble down her thighs.

As Helios recovered from the most powerful orgasm he had ever experienced, he knew life would not be the same again. Slowly, he tipped MJ’s chin up. The dazed look in her pretty violet eyes pleased him, but he wanted more. 

He wanted all of her.

“Remember what I told you earlier,” he said in a voice as unbreakably hard as steel.

And in that same sweet earnest voice of hers, she said, “I’m yours, Helios.”

The impact of her words had his body jerking. She hadn’t even tried playing coy, and it pleased him as much as it terrified him. He asked curtly, “Your secret crush? What about...him?” He almost mentioned Yuri’s name but managed to swallow it back. 

She wanted to tell him the truth, but fear held her back. Telling him the truth would give Helios too much power over her, and she wasn’t ready for that just yet. So she said softly, “Does it matter? I’m yours now.”

“Fair enough,” he said grimly. “But I warn you, brat. I will kill anyone who touches you. So be careful of who you let close to you.”

Chapter Twelve

Task #1 for Thursday: All the officers except for Helios have morning classes. Get them up.

MJ nodded determinedly to herself as she closed her daily planner and stuck it back in her jeans’ back pocket. She couldn’t help smiling to herself, though. She did her best to fight it, but really she was too happy. Last night’s encounters (with an S, dear Lord, with an S!) were embarrassingly fresh in her mind. Just thinking about it made her cheeks pink, her mouth dry, and her body tingle all over. The memories were literally electrifying her body, and it was all she could do not to shiver, tap dance, and twirl around all at the same time.

She walked past Andreus’ door to check on Yuri. Andreus frequently travelled, more so than what should have been right for a college student. Just last night he had gone away again. MJ had a feeling he would have totally flunked out if Derek Christopoulos, the son of the university’s founder and chairman, wasn’t an honorary member of the club as well.

Upon peeking inside, MJ saw Yuri’s bed was already made up and the room empty. Yuri was the only one who did that, a curious thing for a billionaire’s heir. 

She knocked on Kellion’s door next, and when no one replied, she opened the door and poked her head in. “Kellion?”

No answer.

She walked inside and saw the club’s vice president lying on his back. Like the other officers, Kellion liked sleeping in the buff. Looking at his muscular half-naked body, MJ wondered why the sight of it didn’t do anything for her. But if this was Helios?

Her toes curled, and sighing dreamily, she headed to the windows and drew the blinds up. She said over her shoulder, “Good morning, Kellion!”

He didn’t stir.

MJ headed back to the bed, hands planted on her hips. “Good morning, Kellion.”

Nothing.

Since she was in a very good mood, she generously decided to give him another chance. “Gooooood morning, Kellion.”

Nope, still no reaction.

She took a deep breath.

“AAAH AAAH AAAH...”

Kellion jerked awake as the most terrible sound invaded his dreams. It sounded like a cross between a weeping walrus and a hiccupping hippopotamus, and the strange creature was singing, of all things, the lyric-less solo of The Little Mermaid.

He slammed his pillow over his head, trying to mute the God-awful noise.

MJ pulled the pillow away, singing more loudly. If she were honest, she was actually doing her best not to sing out of tune. Guessing by Kellion’s tortured expression, she had not succeeded. “Aaaaah aaah aaahh....aaah aaah aaah....”

Kellion threw his pillow to the floor. Cracking one eye open, he said with a scowl, “You know what? I think you sing better when you’re having sex.”

MJ gasped.

He smiled evilly. “I think you forgot how thin our walls are. Lemme see...I think you liked calling the President’s name out...” In a falsetto voice, he said, “Oh, Helios. Please, Helios.”

MJ covered her ears. “I don’t want to hear anything.”

He said more loudly, “Oh, yes, there...oh my God, I can’t...so good...”

Running to the door, she said without looking back, “Breakfast in fifteen minutes!” MJ slammed the door shut, breathing hard. She could feel her face burning. Why, oh, why had she forgotten that the others might be able to hear her?

Slowly, she climbed down the stairs and headed to the kitchen.

All the girls there were glaring at her.

MJ blinked.

“Oh, hi, MJ. You’re up,” MJ heard Hallie remark in a cheerful voice. The other girl bustled past her and caught sight of the glaring expressions on the other girls’ faces. 

Hallie made a face. “Don’t be petty, girls. You win some, you lose some.” She looked at MJ and, seeing the confusion on her friend’s face, she said with twinkling eyes, “They hate you because you’re the President’s girl now.”

Booooooo. The girls looked like they wanted to throw knives at her as they expressed their dissatisfaction.

MJ cringed. “Y-you know, too?”

Hallie laughed. “MJ, everyone in the club knows. The President left orders with Rayver...”

Hearing Rayver’s name mentioned made MJ groan silently. That one was the world’s most talkative biker. Anything that guy knew, the whole world knew.

“...and he told Rayver to have your stuff moved to his room by today.” Hallie beamed. “Isn’t that sweet?”

Boooooooooo. But this time, it was accompanied with lots of pots and pans banging, feet stomping, and trays slamming against the kitchen table. When MJ saw one of the girls sharpening a knife without a chopping board, she knew it was time to leave. 

In the dining room, MJ was stunned to see Helios seated in his usual place at the head of the table. Yuri and Kellion flanked him at each side.

His sleep-rumpled hair was tied back, and he had on a white undershirt and a pair of black board shorts. It was as if her heart stopped one full second as she looked at him, filled as she was with such awed pleasure. Even dressed plainly, Helios Andreadis had the kind of presence that made anyone sit up and notice.

Suddenly, Helios stopped talking to Kellion and turned to her, his gaze right away finding hers. His eyes were unreadable, his face expressionless. And then he crooked his finger towards her, a silent command that was clear as day. Come here.

Everyone turned in her direction.

MJ paled. Oh, drat. Had she done something wrong?

Helios impatiently waited for MJ, who seemed to be dragging her feet to get to him. This only made him even more irritable. He had hated waking up and not finding MJ in his bed, and his already erect cock had hated it even more.

MJ was already dressed for classes, in her usual combination of checkered polo, tank top, jeans, and sneakers. She was freshly showered, too, her hair still wet, making Helios wonder with a frown what time she had woken up. Did she really think things wouldn’t change now that she was his?

When she reached him, he said calmly, “Take a seat.”

Take a seat...where? MJ looked around for a vacant chair, but Helios tugged on her wrist, making her look back at him.

He patted his lap.

Her eyes widened.

Behind her, MJ heard Kellion choke, and she realized that the dining hall had gone silent.

Helios was still gazing at her. “Sit.”

Slowly, she...sat.

Her back was stiff, and only the edge of her bottom was perched on his lap. Helios tugged on her hair, and when she turned around, his hand curled around her nape to urge MJ to bend her head close as his mouth caught hers in a long, drugging kiss. MJ gasped, her eyes closing as the hairs of her skin stood up at the unexpected onslaught on her senses. His kiss made it impossible to think. She could only respond, her arms wounding around his neck.

“Give me your tongue,” he breathed against her lips.

Whimpering at the blunt request, she did as asked even knowing that everyone would have heard him.

Only when they heard dishes crashing to the floor, followed by a loud sob as one of the volunteers ran out of the room, did Helios slowly lift his head. 

“Poor girl,” Kellion murmured. “She really thought Mr. Sunshine here would have remained public property.”

MJ barely heard him, her head still clouded by a haze of passion. She saw Helios smiling at her, and it was a breathtaking sight.

There was another crash of dishes, another girl running away. 

Kellion shook his head in mock dismay. “So many hearts crushed.”

Helios ignored the others, his attention completely focused on MJ. Satisfaction, to the point of exultance, filled him at the knowledge that he finally had MJ on his lap, and she was his to command, his to possess...his to do whatever he wanted. And right now, all he truly desired to do was lock her in his room and satiate his lust for her beautiful body.

Helios pulled her against him suddenly, causing MJ to fall back, her breasts squashed against his chest. Immediately, she felt something stir under her. MJ turned red, realizing what it was. 

Helios didn’t seem to care. He bit the outer lobe of her ear, making her shiver, and MJ shivered even more as he whispered to her, “From now on, you do not leave my bed until I tell you to.” He cupped her chin and nudged her to look at him. His golden eyes blazed at her. “Got it?”

“G-got it,” she whispered even as her head whirled at the enormous change the club’s president seemed to have undergone. It was almost...almost as if he had been holding himself back all this time, but now that he had her, he wanted everyone to know she belonged to him.

She wanted to ask him why. Why had he suddenly changed? Did it mean that he loved her? But the words were stuck in her throat as she remembered Hallie’s story. It didn’t matter why he had changed. Claiming her so publicly was a risk in itself, and she should be content that he had decided she was worth the risk. 

Unbidden, her eyes sought Yuri’s.

Yuri only smiled at her, but he was unable to hide the unease in his gaze.

Unease that Helios also saw...and misunderstood. A part of him whispered insidiously in his mind that history was about to repeat itself. Even if Yuri had always been a good friend to him, could their friendship keep Yuri from betraying Helios once he also had a taste of MJ’s body?

He didn’t know the fucking answer to that, and the fact that the question had occurred to him in the first place made self-contempt rise inside Helios.

MJ was not Odessa. 

He had to remember that. 

Chapter Thirteen

“Where’s MJ?” Helios demanded a week later as he stalked into the kitchen, which was occupied by Kellion, Hallie, and Andreus.

Andreus said mockingly, “How fucking sweet. You miss her already?”

Helios spared his treasurer a cold glance. “Fuck off.”

Kellion made a tsk tsk sound. “I really thought you’d have better manners now that you’re with MJ, Mr. Sunshine. But nope. You actually seem worse.” He smiled slyly. “I just saw her this morning, you know. She was the one who woke me—-”

“One more word and I’ll kill you.” He meant it. The fact that MJ was still doing her usual tasks – which included entering other men’s rooms and seeing them half-naked – was still a sore point between them. She was the President’s girl now, dammit. She no longer had to work like an ordinary volunteer.

But MJ being MJ, with her extremely odd thoughts, she insisted on sticking with the same schedule. And when he had tried to accompany her, intending to kick everyone out of their beds just so they could get back in his, MJ had refused that, too. The only reason Helios hadn’t forced the issue was because MJ had been about to cry.

And why the fuck was that, Helios wondered grimly. Why did she feel so strongly about her stupid duties? Was it because she was still torn between him and her not-really-a-secret-crush? He watched her all the time when they weren’t together. She and Yuri were exceptionally close, but there didn’t seem to be anything going on between them.

But then, this was Yuri. The younger man was surely too smart to let himself be caught on CCTV trying to steal his girl. 

“I think she’s upstairs cleaning one of the rooms.” Hallie’s answer brought him back to reality.

“Thanks,” he said briefly before he took the stairs two at a time. Andreus’ room was empty and so was Kellion’s. Yuri’s room was locked, which for a moment tempted Helios to kick the door open. If he found Yuri and MJ together inside, what would he do?

The thought alone had his vision turning completely red for a second.

No.

He forced the traitorous thought out. MJ was his. She knew that. She wanted that. Even if she never said the words, it was clear with her every look, every word, every action that she wanted Helios and nobody else.

She would not betray him like...the other woman.

Helios forced himself to walk past Yuri’s room and headed to his. When he went inside, Helios’ breath hissed out at the realization that the room was empty. That only meant one thing then. She could be—-

The door of his bathroom opened. 

“Helios?” MJ’s shy voice curled around him like the most seductive caress. Relief and lust struck him at the same time.

MJ’s heart jumped to her throat when no one answered her. Oh no! What if it was someone else? What if Helios had asked someone to get something from his room? One look at her and anyone would know she had been intending to seduce Helios Andreadis.

She opened the door more widely, enough for her to see who had entered the room. MJ breathed a sigh of relief when she saw Helios. “W-why didn’t you answer me?”

Not wanting to answer that, he asked thickly, “What are you doing there?” Desire, raw and unquenchable, rose inside him at the sight of MJ in a teensy pink bathrobe, its deep V showing off the valley of her breasts and so short it barely covered the curves of her butt.

She smiled shyly at him. “Happy one week.”

The robe dropped.

Helios’ cock surged up at the sight of MJ’s nakedness. “Fuck.” In another second he was on her, his mouth taking hers, causing her to gasp.

The feel of her naked body against his when he was fully clothed was unexpectedly erotic, and his cock ached even more painfully under his sweat pants. “Fuck,” he said feelingly, causing her to laugh shakily even as she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back.

He was so hard it felt like his cock was taking over his mind and body, and all he wanted to do was fuck MJ over and over. This was her very first time to take the initiative in touching him. She was unbelievably shy even now, and Helios had a good idea what it cost her to do something like this. The fact that she conquered her inhibitions, for him, blew him away.

He kissed her hungrily, his hands sweeping all over her body. He stroked her back, squeezed her breasts, and shaped her buttocks, wanting to touch every part of her.

“You’re wearing,” she gasped out, “too many clothes.” It was hard to be coherent when Helios’ sweeping caresses had her body come alive in the most breathlessly exciting way.

Her words made Helios chuckle hoarsely. “You’re right. Want to take them off for me?”

She swallowed. “Yes.” Slowly, she reached for his shirt, her fingers fumbling with the hem before she could pull it off. She had to tiptoe as she did since Helios was so much taller than her. The sight of his beautiful hard chest had her swallowing again, and the temptation to kiss him was irresistible.

Helios groaned with surprise and pleasure as MJ bent down and tentatively licked his nipple. “That feels good, brat.”

Encouraged by his words, she made her tongue work faster at licking his nipple before starting to suck it. She was rewarded by Helios’ moan, and holding his waist, she moved to his other nipple and did the same. 

Eventually, MJ moved lower, kissing her way down until she had reached the waistband of his track pants. Slowly, she tugged it down, which immediately revealed his engorged cock. Even though they made love every night – and every day, more than once for that matter – the sight of Helios’ enormous cock still made everything inside her quiver.

It was so unbelievably large. It was more than a foot long, for heaven’s sake! And it was hers, MJ thought with wonder. She felt giddy and possessive at the thought. Oh dear Lord, his cock was hers. For as long as they were together, his cock would be hers alone.

Without thinking, she bent down, opened her mouth, and took him in.

Helios’ groan was raw with pleasure as MJ’s mouth closed over the head of his cock. His fingers slid into her hair as MJ slowly worked her magic on him, sucking the head ever so gently.

His fingers sank deeper into her hair and he applied the tiniest amount of pressure to guide and teach her what he liked. She responded eagerly, following his command, and soon her mouth was expertly sucking on his cock, taking nearly its entire length.

His head fell back, his eyes closing at the sheer magic of her mouth. “Don’t fucking stop.”

The words made her breasts ache with want, Helios’ own pleasure feeding her own. She tried to relax her throat, wanting to take him all the way in. 

Helios looked down, his arousal reaching a feverish point as he watched MJ’s head bob up and down his length. “I’m going to come any time now,” he said hoarsely. He meant it as a warning for her to pull away so he could deal with himself, but instead she only sucked him harder.

Damn.

He tried to pull away, but she shook her head without letting his cock go.

“MJ, it’s going to be messy...”

Her teeth scraped at the sensitive head of his cock ever so gently.

Ah, fuck.

Pleasure surged up from his balls, shooting into his cock, and Helios’ control snapped. Legs tense and taut, he gripped her tightly and began fucking her mouth hard. In seconds, he was coming, more than he had come with any blow job, and he looked at MJ in disbelief as she tried to swallow his cum as much as she could.

It was the fucking sexiest thing he had ever seen.

“You’re unbelievable,” he gasped when he slowly pulled out, his cock making a popping sound as it left her mouth. He pulled her up, and the sight of her slowly licking his come from the corner of her mouth had his cock twitching.

I...love...

The words burst out from nowhere, the emotions behind them terrifying in its power, and he shoved them away immediately. He would not let himself think that.

“Helios?”

MJ’s whisper brought him back to the present, and he saw her looking at him hesitantly. She licked her lips, and seeing it made him kiss her hard. Every fucking thing she did was so damn sexy!

When he lifted his head, she had a hard time remembering what she had been about to say. And when he smiled at her, the rare exquisite sight of it had her sighing. Oh dear God, he was so beautiful. Was he really hers?

“You wanna go to bed and continue it there?” Helios asked.

The question had her blinking, and she remembered what she had been about to ask. She shook her head quickly. 

Another enchantingly shy smile appeared on MJ’s face. “I have a better idea,” she told him. She held his hand and tugged. Following her further into his luxurious bathroom, Helios saw with surprise that she had filled the tub with foamy water.

She looked at him over her shoulder, her cheeks a becoming shade of pink as she asked, “Can I give you a bath?”

Helios said roughly, “Try to stop me.”

His unexpected words had her giggling, but she was still nervous as she made Helios sit in the tub. She sat behind him on the edge of the marbled seat and made Helios lean back between her legs. Grabbing the handheld showerhead, she wetted his hair and body before she slowly worked on shampooing his hair, taking the time to massage his scalp.

Helios sighed in pleasure. “That feels good.”

She began soaping him next, scrubbing his back and, after taking a deep breath, she slowly reached for his cock from behind. Her eyes widened and she exclaimed, “It’s already up.”

“It always is when you’re around.”

The words alone had her wet, and when she started stroking his cock with her soapy hand, she realized that doing so made her even wetter. 

Her caresses were a mix of sweet and painfully arousing. He gritted his teeth, trying to bear the exquisite agony of her touch. He made it as far as having her rinse him clean before his control snapped once more.

In one quick twist, he had pulled her into the tub and she tumbled into his lap. He flipped her on her back so she was leaning against him. She gasped as he lifted her up and gasped again, her eyes flying wide open as his cock slid into her when he brought her back down.

“Helios,” she moaned. He was lifting her up and down his cock in slow steady strokes. She wriggled her hips, wanting it to go faster, but he only laughed and easily controlled her movements by holding her hands down.

“Easy,” he purred into her ear.

Her whole body shuddered at his whisper. “Helios, please?”

He asked teasingly, “Please, what?”

It was so rare to hear such a light playful tone from Helios that she shuddered again, the knowledge that she was able to bring out such a side of him making her want him even more. “Please,” she begged. “Please...”

“Please what?” he insisted, driving her to the brink of insanity with his controlled pace.

“Please fuck me hard!”

The moment the words burst out from her, Helios did exactly what she said. With a growl, he began fucking her hard, his own hips pumping furiously, his cock shoving inside her pussy harder and deeper from behind.

She gasped as she found herself riding him wildly, her body bouncing on top of his cock.

Bounce, shove, bounce, shove, bounce, shove.

Everything was so raw and powerful MJ wasn’t surprised when she felt pleasure start to stir inside her body. He was so, so good at making her come so quickly!

MJ cried his name out with each thrust, and he knew the moment when MJ reached the point of no return. Her cries had taken a desperate note, her breath quickening, her body tightening, and the walls of her pussy closing around his cock like a warm vise.

His arm went around her so he could reach for her clit. “Come for me,” he whispered just before he started stroking her clitoris in rhythm with the thrusts of his cock.

She screamed, coming as he commanded, and she kept on screaming as the pleasure took her over the edge. Each wave was stronger than the last one, stimulated by the relentless strokes and thrusts. Soon, she heard Helios growling his pleasure behind her. When he bit into her shoulder and squeezed her breast hard, she cried out, the unexpected mix of pain and pleasure of it making her come again a second time.

It was around noon when she stirred from sleep. She was naked in Helios’ bed, her back against his chest, his semi-erect cock nestled between the curves of her butt. She blinked groggily several times before she remembered what had woken her up.

Her phone.

She reached sleepily for it on the bedside table. 

Yuri: Meet me at the garage as soon as you can. I’ve found out something about your father.

The words felt like a bullet ripping through her heart. The past few days had been the best days of her life, but those words of Yuri made it seem like it was only a fantasy, something that never really happened.

After deleting the message, she carefully extricated herself from Helios’ embrace before tiptoeing to his bathroom to change. 

When MJ closed the bathroom’s door behind her, Helios’ eyes opened.

Something made him turn and reach for her phone. He checked her inbox, and his expression became shuttered when he saw that there was no recent message.

She was hiding something from him.

Chapter Fourteen

Night had fallen and MJ could not concentrate, which was bad. She had exams tomorrow, and worse, she could feel Helios looking at her every so often. His face didn’t give anything away, but she instinctively knew that Helios was aware something was wrong.

The club had its own study hall, and it was open for use to both bikers and volunteers. It had rows of seats and tables next to each other similar to those in libraries, and MJ was seated at one end while Helios was across the room, standing quietly next to the windows. 

His presence in the study hall was rare, making most of the girls titter in excitement. It didn’t matter to them that he was dating MJ. He was Helios Andreadis, and girls would always pant after him.

The thought of what could happen if Helios found out about her secret made MJ’s hands shake, and her book slid out of her grasp. She bent down to pick it up and accidentally bumped into Mercy, the girl seated next to her, who then lost hold of her Starbucks coffee, which she accidentally spilled onto Girlie, who shrieked as hot liquid burned her skin, jumping to her feet and accidentally elbowing Bernice out of her seat.

All four girls turned to MJ with furious expressions. 

“Sorry,” she said in a small voice as she slowly lifted her book up to cover her entire face. She was tempted to laugh hysterically. Something was wrong? Heck no. Everything was wrong, and there seemed no way for her to solve it. 

Her conversation this afternoon with Yuri played over and over in her mind, and there was no escaping it. There was no escaping her past, and bleakly, she wondered why she ever thought it was possible to escape in the first place.

“Someone bailed your dad out from jail.”

It was not pleasant news, but MJ told herself it was not the worst news either. “Will you tell Helios about me? About...him?”

Yuri looked at her levelly. “It’s your story to tell. But you also have to know...word’s out on the street that your father is looking for you.”

MJ whitened. “I don’t understand. He...he doesn’t really care for me. And...there’s a restraining order...why would he want to look for me when it would mean he could go back to jail?”

Grimly, Yuri said, “I don’t know. I went to your hometown to check on loose ends. Keeping trouble out of the club is one of my responsibilities, and I take my responsibilities seriously. This club is my family – the only family I have. I know you don’t mean any of us harm. I know you love Helios even if you’ve not admitted it to yourself, but I also know something bad will happen if you do not confess—-”

She shook her head wildly. “Confess what? That I have an alcoholic for a father? That I was once jailed for petty theft? That I have a record as a juvenile delinquent a mile long?” When she looked at Yuri, she didn’t bother to hide the terror she felt. The terror over losing Helios.

“I don’t know if I really love him like you say I do, Yuri, and that’s the honest truth. But what I do know is that he matters to me. I don’t want...I can’t tell you why he matters to me so much. But he changed my life. He’s...everything. And I don’t know where I’d be if I lost him.” 

She grabbed Yuri’s hand and pressed it to her heart. “If I lose him, Yuri,” she whispered, “you might as well cut out my heart.”

That one moment had convinced Yuri to keep his discovery to himself even if he had never been the one to lie to his friends. No matter what MJ said, he knew that MJ loved Helios. 

It was ironic then that witnessing the same moment had convinced Helios of the opposite.

Dressing himself swiftly, Helios headed to his private study in the club and accessed the CCTV network to pinpoint her location.

When he saw her meeting Yuri in secret, he had told himself that it could be anything.

But when he saw her hold Yuri’s hand to her heart, his own had turned into stone.

History was indeed repeating itself.

Now, gazing at MJ with her shoulders slouched, looking so miserable and unable to hide it, Helios wondered bitterly how the fuck he had gotten it so wrong. 

Why had she even bothered hooking up with him if she wanted Yuri all along? Was it because he had been too aggressive and had not given her a chance to refuse? Or was it because she was an ambitious bitch who also happened to be such a good actress that she had fooled all of them into thinking she was entirely innocent?

Bitterness nearly drowned him, but it was not as powerful as his desire for vengeance. He motioned to one of the volunteers dusting the windows. “Jenny.”

The third-year brunette hurried towards him. “Yes, President?”

“Contact Astrid and have her come over first thing tomorrow morning.” He ignored the way MJ’s head snapped up at his words.

When Jenny excused herself from the room and Helios still didn’t look at her, MJ tried not to sound hurt and confused as she asked, “Wh-why are you calling Astrid?” The photo shoot was over. There was no need for Astrid to be here. Right?

When Helios’ gaze met hers, the coldness in it had her sucking her breath in.

“There’s something I have to practice with her, a bike stunt, and I can’t exactly do that with you, right?’ After all, you only know how to ride a man’s body and that’s it.” The words were laced with rigid contempt, Helios having no trouble remembering the sight of MJ and Yuri close to each other, the other man’s hand on her chest. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

Awkward silence fell over the room, and MJ realized sickly that everyone had heard their exchange. 

Helios stared at her unflinchingly, and it was obvious in his stance that he was not going to take it back.

Her fingers curled and uncurled as she tried to make sense of Helios’ sudden cold treatment. Surely Yuri hadn’t gone back on his word? She forced a smile on her lips and said brightly, “I’m just happy I’m good at that.”

Helios’ upper lip curled. “Did I say you were good? I simply said you knew what to do.” The moment he spoke the words, he knew he had gone too far. But even with the stricken look on her face, he couldn’t take it back.

With a silent curse, Helios stalked out of the study hall, leaving another bout of painfully awkward silence in his wake.

MJ bowed her head.

SWISH.

She tightened her hold on her book with shaking hands, feeling like Helios had managed to do what her dad had never been able to achieve. With just a few words, he had crushed her completely.

Chapter Fifteen

MJ did not sleep in his room last night.

Helios had lain awake in his bed the entire night, tense and furious with himself for caring so much for someone who was obviously playing him false. Why did he still feel so strongly about her? He had seen the evidence with his own eyes. She had lied to him, and she was meeting Yuri in secret. If he was smart, he should have thrown her out the moment he had discovered her betrayal.

Where the fuck did she sleep last night?

The question burned inside him like lava, making Helios clench and unclench his fists while watching the younger bikers practice their stunts on the twenty-foot custom-designed ramp in their backyard. While stunts didn’t make money, no one outside the club really knew that, making it a passable front for the club’s underground activities.

MJ stood with the rest of the volunteers, a part and not a part of them. Non-performing members stood at the opposite side, making the divide between bikers and volunteers distinctly clear. Across her, she tried not to look too often at Helios, who was dressed in full gear with his helmet on. He made a striking figure, and the lovely Astrid, with her clouds of blond hair and her voluptuous figure flaunted in a leather corset top, shorts, and knee-high boots, was a perfect complement.

Astrid’s gaze met hers, and the other woman’s eyes were filled with scorn. You don’t belong here.

MJ dug her nails into her palms at the look. Yes, she knew that now. In fact, it was what she had struggled to accept every minute of last night. She had remained in the study hall the entire time, her limbs frozen with the utter humiliation of Helios’ parting shot.

Only when everyone had gone and she had shut the lights off did the tears finally fall. He had hurt her. He had really hurt her, and she just couldn’t understand why. While neither of them had spoken of love in the week they had been together, MJ had really thought he at least cared for her. He couldn’t have faked it all this time. So what had changed?

It was that question which had given her the courage to face him again today, even knowing that she could be setting herself up for another dose of public shaming. It had already started when she had tried to approach Helios earlier. One of the rookie bikers stood in her way. In a shamed voice and without looking at her in the eye, the biker had mumbled, “Bikers only, I’m afraid. You need to join the volunteers at the back and watch from there.”

Those words hurt, too.

And without looking at anyone, MJ knew that everyone had heard it. Feeling their gazes on her was all she needed to know that everyone knew Helios had taken away the right for her to stand next to him.

It hurt. It...hurt.

“Serves her right.” The sneered words from one of the volunteers behind her jerked MJ back to reality. “She’s been acting too high and mighty while playing the slut in the President’s bed.”

Had she been acting like that, MJ wondered dully. All she could remember was that she had been happy the man who had changed her life wanted her to be in his. That was all she remembered. And then after that, it was just blackness.

She was so tempted to wish that she had her old life back. At least everything James did was predictable, even if there was no guarantee she would live another day. With James, she always knew what she had to do.

Lie flat. Don’t close your eyes. Keep your hair out of the way. Relax. Relax. And think. 

With James, she always knew where she stood, always knew that no matter how hard she tried, he just didn’t love her.

But Helios...

Her nails dug deeper into her palms. 

Helios was so damn unfair. 

He had made her think it was possible he could want her, and now...

And now it was obvious he hadn’t ever wanted her.

MJ looked down at her palms with almost numb fascination, wondering what she had to do to make herself bleed. Anything to distract her from the fact that Astrid was stroking Helios’ chest with her red nails while she whispered something in his ear, a naughty expression on her stunning face.

The sound of applause made MJ look up, and she sucked her breath in when she saw Astrid confidently walk to her own bike, hips swaying provocatively with each step. The crowd of bikers cheered when she swung one leg over the seat before settling down and making its engine roar.

And then she was off, speeding towards the ramp without warning, hair flying behind her. She was a sight to behold as she went up then down then up and down again, doing this several times to gain momentum for that perfect double spin in the air. 

Wolf whistles and roars of approval erupted from the crowd as Astrid executed the stunt perfectly. When she rode back to Helios’ side, she switched the engine off and looked over her shoulder.

At MJ.

“Your turn.”

MJ’s eyes widened. Surely Astrid couldn’t have been speaking to her?

But her doubts were soon dispelled when, after not receiving a response, Astrid walked towards her, stopping only when she was a step away from MJ.

Since Astrid was half a foot taller than she was, MJ was forced to look up, and the action had the other volunteers snickering behind her. MJ’s cheeks burned. 

One perfectly shaped brow lifted. “Well? Didn’t you hear me?” Astrid asked snidely. She gestured to the bikes behind her. “Take your pick then it’s your turn.” 

Astrid had thrown a magnificent fit in her own dorm when she learned that Helios Andreadis had taken a girlfriend of sorts. Being the President’s girl was what she had always aspired to be, and it made Astrid sick with rage that some small-town nobody had usurped her position.

Now, sensing the discord between Helios and the little slut, Astrid was determined to push the two further apart. 

She crossed her arms against her chest. “Come on, little girl.” Astrid deliberately used the same reference Helios himself had used the other time, having her own little birds informing her about everything that went on inside the club.

MJ flinched at Astrid’s choice of words, her gaze immediately seeking Helios in her pain, thinking that he was the one who had told Astrid about it.

Helios’ face hardened. It was obvious what MJ was thinking – what everyone was thinking. Even Kellion was looking at him with grim disapproval, and Hallie was glaring at him. He had an urge to strangle Astrid for her taunts, but he kept himself in check. 

She deserved this for daring to play him for a fool.

Astrid grabbed MJ’s wrist and dragged her towards where the bikes were parked. “I’m very competitive, but I’m not totally heartless. I heard you’re not so crazy about bikes so how about you just ride one until the end of this lane? No ramps. No stunts. Just one straight ride to prove that you want to fight for Helios.”

When MJ didn’t speak, Astrid asked with a smirk, “Or are you giving up on him?”

The surprisingly apt question had MJ paling, and she unconsciously turned towards Helios. Was she giving up on Helios? 

Before she could answer, someone said in a furious voice behind her, “Don’t do it.”

Helios stiffened, recognizing Yuri’s voice even before he saw his friend stalking towards MJ’s side. Yuri looked haggard. He had been missing since yesterday. Had the two been together last night, talking about him? Laughing at him? 

He had not used the CCTV to find out where MJ was, not trusting himself with the consequences if he did catch MJ in a more compromising situation with Yuri. 

But now, looking at Yuri’s haggard face and the angry concern in his eyes as he gazed at MJ, Helios knew that the two shared something special. Something he was not a part of.

It took a while for MJ to realize that someone was talking to her. Lack of sleep, stress, and the pain of Helios’ suddenly cruel attitude had made her especially vulnerable, and when she found herself surrounded by James’ favorite torture devices, she just could not breathe.

Relax, relax—-

“MJ? She felt someone shaking her and looked up, blinking several times before her gaze cleared. It was Yuri.

“You don’t need to do this,” Yuri gritted out again. He had just come back from another trip to MJ’s hometown and this time, he knew the truth about her. He knew everything about her. She was not going to be good news for the club, but she was good news for Helios. That was enough. Or at least it would be if Helios could get his head out of his ass before he ended up ruining everything for both of them.

The look on MJ’s face was that of a terrified child. Couldn’t Helios see this? When had he gone so fucking blind?

Yuri turned to the club’s president. “Why are you making her do this?”

Why do you fucking care? 

Helios wanted to snarl the question out, but to do so would be to admit that he knew the two of them had been fooling him, and that he still cared for...her. Pain made Helios unable to see the deep-etched fear in MJ’s eyes. All he saw was a woman who had betrayed him. Just like Odessa.

“It’s up to you.” His words were dispassionate. “If you want to prove that you want me, then ride a bike. You should be thankful to Astrid for being so generous.”

Helios’ words were like nails being driven into her own coffin, and that coffin was but a cage...of her own love.

Suddenly, everything became so clear.

She used to think that fear was the only reason she did things for James, but it wasn’t. It wasn’t just fear. Not at all. What drove her to lie on the ground, to risk doing everything James did was because...

She loved James.

And she had wished, by doing what he told her to do, there would come a day he would love her back.

Her gaze turned to Helios, but she didn’t really see him. She saw James. She saw a man she loved. Right now, they were one and the same. And they wanted the same thing, too. Her heart on a platter. Just because.

The tears on MJ’s face made Helios inhale sharply. He wanted to roar. Stop. He didn’t want her looking like that, dammit. 

But the words remained unspoken when he watched Yuri grabbing his girl’s wrist, Yuri trying to comfort his girl, and saying words that Helios knew deep inside he should be the one saying.

Yuri turned to him. “Don’t make her do this—-”

Helios cut Yuri off, saying in a coldly pleasant voice, “It’s her choice.”

MJ was already walking towards one of the practice bikes the club lent to rookies. It was obvious to everyone she was shaking. 

Something about it triggered alarms inside him, but Helios deliberately ignored it. If she wanted to fucking prove she wanted him, even if she wanted Yuri, then he hoped to God she suffered. He damn hoped she would suffer the way she so easily shredded him into pieces with her betrayal.

MJ looked down at the bike. 

James’ taunting voice echoed inside her head. Ready, MJ?

She slowly swung her leg over the seat.

I’m gonna do this fast.

She started the engine without any difficulties. It was ridiculous, the way she had been able to memorize everything she had to do to ride a bike just by watching what James did.

Here I come...

She let the motorcycle fly.

Helios’ blood turned cold when he saw MJ’s bike blast off. She was going too fast for a beginner, dammit. Too fucking fast.

“STOP!” He couldn’t believe she was heading for the ramp.  “STOP, DAMN YOU, STOP!”

And then she was soaring.

His heart stopped as she soared.

But everything went wrong after that.

There wasn’t enough momentum, and the bike went down fast, his heart crashing with it.

The motorcycle hit the ground with a loud smash, and Helios broke into a run as he saw MJ let it go with a scream and go flying like an unwanted doll hurled in the air. “MJ!” He ran as fast as he could, but he knew even before he reached her he would be too late.

MJ’s head hit the edge of the ramp first, and her body laid twisted on the ground, a doll broken by his cruelty.

“NO!” His chest was heaving and he could feel the blood leaving his face as he skidded to his knees next to her. “MJ?” he asked hoarsely, turning her around carefully.

Blood. 

It ran down the side of her head, and the sight of it turned his stomach upside down.

Yuri was the first to reach them. “Fuck,” he whispered, seeing the gash on MJ’s head. Behind them, Kellion was already calling 911 and Hallie was crying.

“Don’t touch her!” The words were torn out of Helios when Yuri tried to reach for MJ’s hand. Her head was cradled on his lap, but she still hadn’t stirred and her breathing was too shallow. 

He lifted his gaze to Yuri. “She’s not yours—-”

“She never was,” Yuri snapped. “It’s always been you.”

Yuri’s words ripped through the haze of jealousy in Helios’ gaze, and when he looked down at MJ, shame burned inside him. What had he done? What had he fucking done?

Chapter Sixteen

“She saw you on the day we saved Rick.”

The quiet words Yuri spoke was the only thing that made Helios move his gaze away from MJ. She laid on the hospital bed, unconscious, her head bandaged. She looked so small and pale on the bed. It killed him inside, knowing that he was the reason she was there.

He didn’t care if Yuri loved her or not, or if she loved him back.

That moment, that terrifying moment of almost losing her had made everything so fucking clear to Helios.

He loved her.

He loved her more than he had loved anyone, and this all-consuming love he felt for MJ made it so fucking obvious he had never loved Odessa at all. That woman had been an infatuation, a way of making him feel he had someone because his family had made him feel alone and unwanted.

But MJ...

Helios twisted unevenly to face Yuri. “Rick? Our old tutor?”

Kellion, Hallie, and Andreus were also listening now. They all knew Rick. He had been the only man in Greece who had been willing to stand against the might of Andreadis and act as Helios’ guardian in the States, protecting him until he was of legal age. 

Rick had been an outcast in Greek’s rich society, disinherited by his own family because he had been gay. But to Helios and the first members of Afxisi, Rick had been the perfect parent – one who had loved them unconditionally, one who had never given up on them even when he was made to suffer for it.

“That’s all Rick would tell me. That the day she saw you save him changed everything for her.”

It was just one shock after another. Helios shook his head in disbelief. “Rick knows her?”

“That’s not the most important thing I discovered. Nor the most painful...” Yuri glanced towards MJ. “Her father used to be a famous racer, but when an injury ended his career, he became an alcoholic. One of his favorite pastimes when he was under influence was riding his bike over...” Yuri gestured towards MJ, unable to speak of something so damn inhuman.

Helios felt sick to his guts as he listened to Yuri narrate the injuries MJ had sustained as a child because of her father’s stunts.

Several stitches to her head...

Hair needed to be cut, leaving her half-bald when she was thirteen...

Broken bones...

“Where. Is. Her. Father?” If he ever found out where the bastard was, Helios would tear him apart limb from limb.

“Her father was recently released from prison, and I hear he’s been looking for her. He has somehow managed to have a connection with Manolito Chavez.” Yuri spoke of a millionaire long suspected of earning ill-gotten gains from human trafficking.

Hallie asked shakily, “How did she manage to live all those years?”

“Thankfully, he still had her enrolled in school, and records show that she’s been quite dedicated. She’s also a damn good photographer.” 

Yuri paused. It was hard to say the next thing he had to reveal to the others. “The reason she was able to buy an expensive professional camera was by taking pictures of her wounds and selling it online...”

Yuri walked towards the table and emptied the contents of the brown envelope he had brought with him. Photos scattered on the table. Kellion, usually the most laidback, cursed when he realized what the photos were. Andreus pulled Hallie towards him as she cried out in horror.

All of the photos were of MJ.

And all of it were of her, bleeding.

He knew that part of her shoulder. And it was dislocated.

He knew that part of her arm. It had a mole. And on the photo, the skin was ripped red and raw.

Too much fucking blood.

Helios wanted to throw up. His agonized gaze went to MJ. 

How could he ever make it up to her? 

How?

****

It was dark when she first opened her eyes. Shadows on the wall seemed to be her only company inside the room. When she lifted her hand, MJ stared with numb curiosity at the IV strapped to her veins.

She was in a hospital.

She turned her head around, and her breath caught.

Helios.

He had his head down, sleeping on his arm, his golden hair left loose against his shoulders. She wanted to cry at the sight of it. So stupid, but she really did. She had a feeling she would never again feel how soft it was.

She must have made a sound, because the next thing she knew, Helios was awake, and too many expressions registered on his face all at once. Shock, relief, fear, and...something...something that seemed tender.

MJ didn’t want that last emotion. It was a lie. It had to be lie. 

She might have suffered from a nasty injury, but it did not come with amnesia. She remembered everything. No matter how much she wanted to forget and pretend it wasn’t true, she remembered that Helios hated her.

“MJ?”

It was so rare for her to hear him speak her name. Why now when there was no need for it? She whispered, “My father used to ask me to do this...thing.” She didn’t care if he didn’t understand her. This was the only time she would speak to him about it, the last time she would ever talk to Helios again.

“And I would do it. I used to think I was doing it out of fear.”

Helios had whitened at her words. He knew that MJ likely thought he didn’t understand her, but Dio, he did. He fucking understood her now, and he would pay for what he had done to her for the rest of his life. 

“MJ, don’t—-”

She shook her head. 

Relax. Lie down. And keep your eyes open.

That was how she had survived.

She would survive this, too.

So slowly, she made herself turn to Helios and meet his gaze. “I used to think...it was only because I was afraid of him. But I realized...it wasn’t that at all. I kept doing it because I wanted to show him I loved him—-” Her voice broke at the last word.

She looked at Helios, and unshed tears choked her voice. “I wanted to prove to you that I love you, but that’s wrong.”

“No, dammit, no.” Helios grabbed her hand and pressed it to his lips. He felt so fucking scared by how she was talking. It couldn’t be the end. She had to understand he had only been afraid, but now he knew the truth. It wouldn’t be like that ever again.

“MJ, listen—-”

But the pain in her eyes made him feel like he no longer deserved to speak.

She whispered, “I’m so tired of trying to earn someone’s love. I don’t want to do it anymore.” She forced a smile. It was so hard to smile when she felt like her heart had just died. But she had to. “So President—-”

That last term felt like a knife stab. He whitened even more, and he gritted out, “Don’t call me that—-”

“Could you let Astrid know I’m relinquishing the fight for you?”

The End of Part 1 of Helios and MJ’s Story
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Stone Cold by Olivia Rigal

CHAPTER ONE

“Where's my order for table nine?" I ask in the kitchen.

"Give me another thirty seconds, Lisa," the trainee answers. He's putting the final touch on a plate. When he's happy with the way he's nested the baby tomato in a tiny bouquet of pesto, he looks up at me and winks. "It's nice to have you back. How did the finals go?" he asks.

"It's nice to be back, too. Believe it or not, I find this lunch madness relaxing after two weeks of exams," I tell him. I realize I've not answered his question, but I'm not really sure how my finals went, and anyway, even if it's no longer the busiest time of the lunch service, it's still not the perfect moment to chat.

I bring the plates to table nine where a law professor is chatting with a man his age who's a partner in one of the most prestigious law firms of Manhattan. This is business as usual in this place. The restaurant is located between two law schools. The entire block is strictly office space rented out to law firms. It's no accident my boss called it The Law School.

I ask my two patrons if there is anything else that I can bring them, and just when they tell me they're all set, Lyv calls me. Her face is grim, which is unlike her. She looks mad or upset. It can't be with me because I've been away for two weeks, and I just came back today. She signals me to come to her office, and when I enter she asks me to sit down.

"Lisa, I'm so sorry," she says as she crouches in front of me and takes my hands in hers. I look into her big chestnut eyes and wonder what she's sorry about. Did she find out through her law school connections that I have flunked my year? No, it's too early—not enough time to grade our tests yet. Is she going to fire me? No, she always says I'm one of her best waitresses, and she'll be sad to see me graduate.

"I just got a call from the Point Lookout police," she says softly, holding my hands tighter. "It's your brother..." She stops for a second, shakes her head, and for one second I think I see tears pooling in her eyes. 

Now I know it's got to be really bad because Lyv's tough. Lyv doesn't cry; no matter what happens, she always smiles like life's a stupid toothpaste commercial.

"You've got to go back to the dorm and pack a bag, then I'll drive you to LaGuardia. I've made a reservation for you on the four o'clock flight to Fort Lauderdale."

I try to process what she's implying, but part of my brain is refusing to do so.

My brother, David, is larger than life and indestructible. He can survive anything. First he went through army training, and then he graduated top of his class at the police academy. David can't be dead.

“What happened?” I ask.

“I don’t know, they didn’t give me any details,” Lyv whispers.

"I need to call my mother," I say. I'll speak to Mommy, she'll confirm that it's been a horrible mix-up, and we'll laugh about it. I try to free my hands from Lyv's to reach for the phone on her desk, but she doesn't let go.

"You won't be able to speak to her before you get home," Lyv says. "I understand the doctors have given her something to put her out for twenty-four hours." She pulls our hands to her chest and sighs. "I'm so, so sorry, Lisa."

There's a knock on the door. It's Megan. She's the evening shift manager. What she's doing here so early? Why is she holding my handbag and my raincoat?

Lyv goes over to her, and they speak in hushed tones while Lyv puts on her own coat. She comes back to me and makes me stand up. She dresses me like a child and takes my hand. While we walk through, there's a strange silence. They don't know what's happening, but the look on Lyv's face is such that no one says a word. For an instant I feel like the world is in slow motion around me, but this changes the second we leave the restaurant through the kitchen door and hit the street. Life in Manhattan never stops. There are people passing by, and there's loud traffic. Everything seems normal.

Lyv walks me to the dorm. Once we're in the lobby, she asks for my unit number. I tell her, and we ride the elevator up to the tenth floor. After searching in my handbag, Lyv finds my keys and opens the door. I stand by the door and watch her efficiently get stuff ready on the bed. She turns to me and asks, "Is there anything you want that I didn't think about?"

I shake my head. I can't think, and anyway, I still have plenty of stuff left in my closet at home.

"Then I guess this will do," she says as she folds everything neatly in my suitcase. When we leave, she takes the key of my dorm room out of my key chain and puts it in her pocket after locking my door.

"I'll check with housing about the spring term moving deadlines..."

She probably realizes that I'm not really paying attention to what she's telling me, so she doesn't finish her sentence. Lyv is a hundred steps ahead of me, and in my haze, I wonder how I would have managed without her, so I say, "Thank you."

"Don't mention it." She shrugs. "That's what friends are for."

CHAPTER TWO

By the time the plane lands at the Fort Lauderdale airport, it's night already. I'm still on automatic pilot. It's as if I'm watching a movie of myself going through the motions. I get up. I carry my bag. I walk down the steps and then along the hallway. It's me but it's not really me. Somehow, despite the fact that I've checked out, my body keeps doing what it needs to do to get back home.

At the luggage carrousel, I find Uncle Tony holding my suitcase. He looks like he's aged ten years since I last saw him. When was that? Less than two years ago. He hugs me.

"I'm so sorry, Lisa," he says, and he lets me go without another word.

I just nod and follow him. During the ride to Point Lookout, he explains why he's alone. "Nancy's at the hospital with your mom.”

Just as I’m about to question him, he says, “We don't know how it happened. The police just called your mother, and she managed to get to our door before she lost it.”

He lets his words sink in before he says, “I'm going to drive you home, and tomorrow, you can go to see her. No use going there now to watch her sleep." 

We remain silent for the rest of the drive.

He parks in his driveway. I just need to cross a patch of grass to be home.

Tony and my father were identical twins that nothing short of death could have separated. They drove identical cars, wore identical clothes, and even purchased identical neighboring houses. The main difference between them was their choice in women. Mom is nothing like Aunt Nancy. Mom is a softy, while Aunt Nancy is a survivor.

Nancy survived foster care after being abandoned by her parents. At sixteen, she ran away and found shelter in a motorcycle club. They kept her on as a "sweet butt." She was such a lovely girl at the time that the VP's old lady, who was not the sharing type, ran her out of the club, but it was too late for Nancy's good. By then, she was already pregnant. She survived becoming a single mother at seventeen, and since then, she's survived all sorts of serious health issues.

Yep, a real survivor with a sunny personality because she's decided that she wants to be happy and that's the way it should be. 

Mom's just the opposite. Even before Dad died, she used to make mountains of molehills. So when a truck hit Dad's car, it didn't only crush my father to death, it also broke my mother. I'm so lucky that I had David to take care of me.

"Are you gonna be all right on your own?" Uncle Tony asks as I get out of the car.

"Yes. Thank you for coming to get me," I say.

"Sure thing. Now, you come on over here if there's anything you need or if you want company."

I nod, but the last thing I want is company. I haven't had a chance to be alone since Lyv broke the news to me. I need to be alone, because I'm about to crumble, and when I start crying, I don't want any witnesses around.  

The door is ajar. No need to look for the key to get inside. I climb straight up the stairs. Four doors open on the tiny landing—one for each of the three bedrooms and one for the bathroom. I open my bedroom door and drop my suitcase by my bed. As I turn around, I look into my mother's bedroom. The bed is unmade, and there are clothes on the floor. It's totally unlike her. The only thing she's got some sort of handle on is her home. It's impeccable. She's a neat freak.

I go into her bedroom, pick up her clothes from the floor, and make her bed.

That's more like it.

I turn around and brace myself as I step into my brother's room. He'd moved back in with her a few weeks after I started law school. He thought she shouldn't be left alone. We argued about it because technically she wouldn't really have been alone, with her in-laws next door. I thought it was time she learned to be by herself. David wouldn't hear of it, he is—he was—all about doing the right thing.

I sit down on David's bed and look around at the mess. Hugging his pillow in my arms, I start to rock back and forth fighting the tears that are threatening to come pouring out. His leather jacket hangs on the back of a chair, and his helmet rests on the floor next to his mud-covered riding boots. One leg of his pants, caked with mud, is spilling out of a hamper.

The mud is fresh, not totally dried out, like he's just come back from a ride and left to go to the Shamrock Bar and Grill. Yes, that's it—he went out for a drink, and he'll be back any minute. I'll hear his steps on the creaking stairs... and then I do.

I look out the door, and I'm ready to call my brother's name when I realize it's not David. The man I see is the same height, the same build, and he's got the same gait as he climbs the stairs. It's not David; it's my other childhood idol, Brian. From the torn look on his face, I now know for sure.

It's true. David's really dead.

Oh, God, no! David's dead.

Brian comes and pries my brother's pillow out of my arms. He picks me up from David's bed and carries me into my room. He sits on my bed and cradles me on his lap.

"Come on, Lisa, you need to let it out."

As always, when he asks me sweetly, I obey. So I wrap my arms around him, hide my face in his neck, and the dam opens. I cry hard, and the harder I cry, the tighter he holds me, as if I needed grounding, which I probably do. It takes a while before I realize that he's crying, too.

I'm stunned; my invincible hero can shed tears. Never have I seen Brian cry, and I've known him all my life. He was five when Tony married his mother. 

Legally, he's not my cousin because Tony never adopted him. I'm not really sure why. Maybe because Brian's biological father, the VP of the Iron Tornadoes MC never let go of his eldest son. Every so often during the school year and one month every summer he would come and take Brian. I’ve always wondered how his old lady felt about that. 

I think the adoption never happened because Tony must have felt he didn't need a legal document to know that, for all intents and purposes, he was the only real father Brian ever had.

I cradle Brian's face in my hands and wipe his tears away with my thumbs. His brown curls are all crushed, probably from the helmet he wore on his ride here; his incredible green eyes are red from the tears, and his chin is covered with two days' stubble. He looks like a mess, but in my eyes he's still the most handsome mess there is. He turns his head, kisses the palm of my hand, and then whispers, "Oh, Lisa, I still can't believe he's gone."

"I know. I want to believe that he's going to come up the stairs and barge into my room any second. When I heard you, for a moment I thought it was him," I say with a ragged breath, and then I smile as I whisper, "Boy, would he kick your ass if he found us like this."

"No," Brian says with a sad smile. "I think he'd be okay with this."

The leather of his weathered jacket is wet from my tears, and after wiping it off with the sleeve of my restaurant-uniform white shirt, I rest my head on his shoulder.

"What do you mean?" I ask.

"One night when we were roaring drunk, I confessed," he says.

I wish I had been a fly on the wall that day. David's always be extra protective of me. He felt he had to protect me as an elder brother and as a father. No one, not even his best friend and almost-cousin, was good enough for me.

"I told him I was your first and how clumsy and brief my single performance had been that night," Brian says, his tone almost light. "He laughed so hard he fell off his bar stool."

I close my eyes and imagine the two of them sitting at a bar and having this conversation. I can hear David's laughter. His laughter is—no, was—like a roar.

"How are we going to go on without him?" I ask.

"I don't know how, but for sure, life will continue, and you're going to be all right."

I'm not sure I believe him, but I don't say so because actually his presence has calmed me down.

He lays me down on my tiny bed and lies down next to me. The bed protests under our combined weight. Brian is no longer the skinny teenager he was the last time he lay next to me in this room.

That was so many years ago, just before David and he ran way to enlist. Army training filled out their arms and shoulders and sculpted the rest of their bodies; they were boys when they left and men when they returned.

I have wild fantasies about this man. I dream that now, since he's more experienced, it would be a stellar performance. Enough to erase the disaster of our first lovemaking session. It had been sweet but oh, so frustrating for me...

At any other time, having him holding me like he does now would be a dream come true.

But it's not a dream; it's a nightmare.

I can't rejoice at the warmth of his touch, at the tenderness of his voice, because David's dead.

"You need to get some sleep, babe," he says, stroking my hair. "The next days are gonna be very hard on you."

CHAPTER THREE

The sunlight wakes me up, and I'm disoriented. I become aware that I'm fully dressed in my restaurant uniform on my childhood bed, and reality hits me at full force. Better keep busy before I start thinking too much.

When I get out of my quick shower, the mirror shows me that my eyes are all puffy—I must have kept on crying in my sleep. I wet a washcloth and go downstairs to stick it in the freezer and get the coffee started. I run back up to comb and dry my hair, put it in a ponytail, get dressed, and come back down to the kitchen to drink my coffee and press my homemade ice pack against my eyes to reduce the swelling. I don't want to look like a wreck in front of my mother when I need to be strong enough for both of us—I'm the only one she has left now.

I think back to yesterday and wonder if Brian has any idea that he was not only my first but also, to this day, my only. Not that I didn't have opportunities. I'm not top-model quality, but I'm actually okay if you're into the very curvy dirty blond version of the girl next door. 

When I started college, a few guys showed interest despite my being a plus size, but I couldn't be bothered. I had no time to fall in love. I needed to get top grades to get into a top law school while taking care of my mother, who was left in my sole care by my runaway brother.

And then Dave and Brian came back on a short leave, and I saw how they had turned into real men. They were so grown up and mature that they made all the guys I knew look like boring kids. 

After that, I left for law school, and time just flew. They weren't kidding when they said the first two years of law school are marathon years. I got lost in my own world and barely took the time to speak to David... and now I'll never be able to speak to him again. I press my lips together to swallow the curses I want to scream. This is unfair. First my dad, and then my brother. What did my mother and I do to deserve that?

I never even asked David what had happened at the academy. How did Brian manage to get kicked out a few days before they were to graduate? 

I thought for sure Brian had outgrown getting into trouble. As a kid, he always got caught, because he was really no good at being bad. It didn't change when he grew up. I'm sure David did all the same silly things Brian did. I'm sure he too smoked pot, got crazy drunk, and went skinny-dipping in the ocean, but David never got caught. He always flew through life with amazing luck. Nothing can touch him... 

Nothing could touch him.

I swallow my coffee, and armed with my driver's license, a credit card, and my mother's keys, I lock the front and back doors of the house before going to the garage. I use to never do that since my mother never left the house.

One-half of the double garage is cluttered with David's bikes and biker stuff. The other, immaculate, is occupied by my mother's car. It's in pristine condition. It looks like no one has ever driven it despite the fact that it's at least ten years old.

I drive out and close the garage door behind me. Uncle Tony's car is in his driveway, and he's sitting on his front porch drinking coffee and reading the paper. That's what Dad and he used to do every day at seven. Now he does it on his own. Come hell or high water, I know I will find him on his porch every morning. It's kind of reassuring to know some things never change.

I wave at him and he waves back. Brian's ride is nowhere to be seen. I wonder where he lives now.

On my way to the hospital, I decide to delay the unavoidable. I drive to the beach instead. It's a pilgrimage of some sort. I kick off my shoes and walk under the pier. I want to go where we used to hide as kids. If there's an afterlife, I'm pretty sure that's where I'll find David's ghost sitting on an ethereal version of his cross-country bike.

There's no ghost but an empty bottle of David and Brian's poison of choice. I suspect Brian came here to mourn as well.

With my back to a post, I sit on the sand. This was my spot between David and Brian. How many times did we come here just to chill out and watch the waves?

"I miss you, brother," I say out loud to empty beach. The only answer I get is the sound of the surf and the distant squawks of the seagulls.

What did I think I was going to find here? Whatever I was looking for, it's not there. The place has lost its magic.

Back in the car I become responsible. Back in the driver seat I go where I should have gone in the first place.

The ride to Point Lookout's hospital is short. It's still early enough to get a parking spot right next to the main door. The receptionist lets me know my mother's room number. It's a semiprivate room divided in two by a curtain. In the first bed there's a woman with bandages over her face. She looks like someone has tried to turn her into a mummy and then given up halfway through. The color of the visible part of her face shouts “abuse victim.”

My mother is in the second bed, and Aunt Nancy is next to her in a reclining armchair. They're both fast asleep, but even in sleep Nancy seems more alive than my mom. Nancy's breath is loud, while my mother is perfectly silent. I touch Nancy's shoulder, and she opens her eyes and smiles at me. It's a genuine smile. She's happy to see me. But then her smile freezes. She remembers... David's dead.

She puts her finger to her lips, points to my mother, and then to the door. She gets up, and we step out of the room together. She hugs me.

"My poor baby," she says. 

"We're going to be fine," I tell her. I'm lying through my teeth. I don't believe that I will ever be fine again. "Why don't you go home get some sleep? I can stay with her until she wakes up."

She looks at me and shrugs. "No, there's stuff to be done, like organizing the funeral, and deciding if you want the wake at your house or at the bar next to his squad." She tilts her head, studying my face. "Do you want me to do it? I could, if you'd rather stay by your mother." I can guess from her tone that she would rather not have me stay here. "You know the doctor told me he's knocked her out for at least twenty-four hours, so there's no use for you to stay here and watch her sleep."

"Fine. I'll take care of things. What should I do?" I really don't have a clue.

She pulls out a piece of paper from her back pocket and hands it to me.

"Here's the address of the closest funeral home, and then the name of the person you're to ask for when you retrieve David's stuff at the station. Captain Steven Williams. They'll probably have papers for you to fill out. Maybe you can find out how it happened. No one would tell me anything when I asked. Take care of that and don't worry about your mother. I'll get her home when she wakes up, but I need a favor."

"Anything you want, Nancy," I say, and I really mean it. I'm happy to know there's someone staying by my mother's side even if it's probably useless while she sleeps.

"On your way back home, stop at the pharmacy on Pier Alley to pick up your uncle's meds."

"Sure. Anything else you need?"

"No, I'm good. You know me—I always have enough in the house to face a major disaster, and I guess this qualifies," she adds under her breath. She looks at her watch, shrugs, and then says, "Come on, it's way too early to do any of that. Why don't you let me buy you the worst coffee of the entire Gold Coast at the cafeteria, and keep me company at breakfast?"

I walk with her to the hospital cafeteria and indeed taste one of the worst excuses for coffee I've ever had. She eats what looks like a very stale donut and makes me talk about law school, my finals, and my job, and for a moment, I forget why I'm here. When she's done, I throw out the coffee that I barely touched, and Nancy walks me to the main door.

Just as I'm about to go, she says, "There's one thing I have to tell you." She puts her hands on my shoulders and sighs. "You'll probably hear horrible things in the coming days. When you do, I want you to remember that no matter what, I'm here for you and your mother." She turns around abruptly and walks away.

What was she trying to tell me? I remain standing there for a moment then shrug it off as I walk out. I'm puzzled, but I refrain from running after her and asking what she's talking about. Bad news always arrives soon enough.

CHAPTER FOUR

The funeral place is conveniently located next to the hospice section of the hospital. It makes me think of Lyv—she always says that in the restaurant business, the three first criteria are "location, location, and location." I guess the same holds true in the funeral business.

I have a long talk with the owner. He's so obsequious that I feel like slapping him. He's talking to me as if my brother's a member of his family, and he wants to share my loss. Do people fall for this type of crap?

He's very disappointed by my choice of coffin and my decision to have a reception at my mother's house after the funeral. I'm not sure what my mother's financial situation is, and I don't see the purpose of spending a fortune on a velvet-lined oak casket or a sophisticated parlor-room rental. Maybe it helps some people feel better, but I'm sure it won't do a thing for me, and my mother's going to be so out of it she won't know the difference.

When I'm done there, I drive to the police station. I introduce myself as David Mayfield's sister. The young officer at reception offers his sympathies and ushers me into a small, windowless room. It looks like an interrogation room. A minute later, an older man comes in and shakes my hand. He looks like a wrestler, and when he moves, I fear his suit is going to burst at the seams.

"Miss Mayfield, I'm very sorry for your loss," he says with a gruff voice. "Your brother was a fine young man. Let's go to my office so we can talk."

I follow him through a large room where a few men who have probably been my brother's colleagues are working, and then into a small office with a glass door. He invites me to sit in one of the chairs facing his desk. As he sits down in his armchair on the other side of the desk, I find the courage to ask him the question that has been torturing me since yesterday.

"How did my brother die?"

"He died a hero," the man answers. He suddenly looks very uncomfortable. I'm pretty sure he'd rather be breaking up a bar room brawl than talking to me right now, especially when I stare at him, daring him to give me more.

He runs his fingers through his salt-and-pepper hair and stares back at me with kind, sharp blue eyes. He's trying to decide what he should be telling me.

"You must know that right after the academy, your brother was asked to take part in a special task force to deal with a specific branch of organized crime." The man pauses, and I nod as if I had known, but the truth is that I'd had no idea what David was doing. On the few occasions I spoke to him during the past two academic years, he never talked about his work.

Picking his words with care, the man adds, "He got into the task force with his eyes wide open. He knew that his mission was very dangerous."

"Did he get shot?"

"Miss Mayfield, there are some things I cannot tell you about the specifics of your brother's work, and there are things you really don't want to know."

"Sir, please don't sugarcoat anything for me," I tell him. "I'm not a child. I'm a law student, and I want to be a D.A. when I graduate. Furthermore, I have a very vivid imagination, so what I imagine is probably worse than what really happened."

"I very much doubt that, young lady," he says.

"I need to prepare myself for what I am going to see," I insist.

He shakes his head and says, "You won't see him." My eyebrows shoot up. "What I mean is you don't have to see him. It's much better if you don't. I've identified the body, and for everyone, a closed casket is the best option."

He gets up and walks around his desk holding a large envelope. I stand as well, but he still towers over me.

"Suffice to say that his face was badly hurt, so you really don't want to see him as he is now," he says, sounding very adamant.

I understand he's not going to tell me more, so I thank him as he gives me the envelope with some paperwork I need to go through so my mother can receive some benefits. I ask him where I can retrieve my brother's belongings, and he accompanies me to the reception area and asks the young uniformed officer who had greeted me to get David's box. Big Boss shakes my hand and leaves.  

The officer comes back with the traditional cardboard box and offers to carry it to my car for me. As we reach the car, I open the trunk.

"I'm really very sorry for your loss," he says as he puts down the box. "I really liked your brother."

"Did you work with him? Are you a member of the task force?" I ask.

"No, not exactly. My forte is more administrative work. But still, we connected when we were at the academy. I was happy to see a familiar face when I was assigned to this station."

"So, you two graduated at the same time?"

"Yes, and we often ended up in the same team because he followed me in alphabetical order. My name is Michael Mayfair so Mayfair-Mayfield, we stood and sat together often," he says, and the smile on his face leads me to believe that he must have pleasant memories of David. "Call me Mike, please."

"Mike, can I ask you a question about your time at the academy?" I ask.

"Sure. What do you want to know?"

"What happened to Brian Hatcher? What did he do to get kicked out of the academy?"

Mike's face goes somber, and he says, "Honestly, at the time I had no idea. You know your brother and he were thick as thieves. They were friends, and yet they had that incredible rivalry. It was fun to watch them compete. They both had top grades, excelled in everything from criminology to precision shooting. They were our regular rock stars, and the only question we had was which one of them was going to graduate at the top of our year."

He stays silent for a moment, staring at his shoe and frowning as if concentrating on his recollection of the events.

"It was less than two weeks before we were done. I remember because that's when the final interviews were set up for those who had applied for special divisions. David and Brian had flown through the preliminary tests for the organized crime task force. They were looking for guys who were comfortable around bikes, so of course those two made the cut. That's when Brian just stopped coming. We were all flabbergasted when he didn't make it to the interviews and then was a no-show for the final exams. I asked your brother. He just said that he would rather not talk about it."

Mike hesitates, so I prompt him with a question.

"So you didn't know then but you know now?"

"Well, I did run into Brian in town," he says. "And it didn't make any sense. One day Brian's applying to the task force, and then, the next day, he's a fully patched member of the Iron Tornadoes."

The idea that Brian joined a motorcycle gang is so preposterous that I'm about to laugh out loud, but then it hits me. Brian's father has now become the president of the Iron Tornadoes. 

Aunt Nancy's warning is starting to make sense.

Before driving away, I thank Mike for his help and give him the information about the funeral and the wake.

In the car, I try to wrap my head around this absurdity. Brian can't be part of the Iron Tornadoes. They claim to be just another MC, but they do make the news way too often for me to really believe that. Many people claim they are a menace to society, and they may be right. I remember a few years back a young woman had asked for police protection after running away from the club. She had testified that the strip joints they run are actually whorehouses. At the time, I had even heard talk of underage sex.

This can't be. Brian, my childhood hero, the heartthrob of my teenage years, the sweet guy who rocked me when I cried last night and then held me until I fell asleep... No. He can't now be one of them.

I scold myself. As a future lawyer, I should know better than to listen to rumors. I will see him at David's funeral and I'll ask him.

CHAPTER FIVE

After I leave the police station, I drive to Costco. If I'm going to hold the wake at my mother's house, I need to stock up. I go through the aisles mindlessly, and when I check out, I remember I have an errand to run for Aunt Nancy. I park next to the pharmacy and go pick up Uncle Tony's prescription. On the way out, I walk by the "family planning" section of the store, which is the prude name given to the condom section. Three guys are looking at the selection and making crude jokes about the flavor of the gels on the shelf. As I'm about to open the door, one of them grabs my arm.

"Hey, sweet butt," he says with what I assume is his charmer's smile. "Give me your advice. Which of those flavors would you prefer if you had to lick my dick?"

I blink, wondering if this guy's for real.

"I'm not into popsicles, so I wouldn't know," I answer before my brain registers that these guys are wearing biker jackets with the Iron Tornadoes patches. 

Oh, me and my big mouth.

The one holding my arm strengthens his grip and looks stunned, as if I had just slapped him.

The other two turn around slowly to face me. There's a moment of silence in the store. I glance at the cashier and the regular customer by the register. They are both staring at me with wide eyes. There will be no help from them.

Then one of the bikers starts laughing and slaps his buddy's back.

"Hey, Waxer, your memory ain't what it used to be. Obviously you've done her and she was not impressed," he says.

Waxer is turning crimson. I can almost hear the wheels of his slow brain engaging. I'm not sure if he's going to hit me, hit his friend, or laugh with him. Before he's able to come to a decision, someone closes the door behind me and a hand lands heavily on my shoulder.

"Waxer, you let her go. This one's mine," says a familiar voice at my back. Waxer doesn't let go. On the contrary, his grip gets firmer, and he spins me around until I bump my nose into Brian's chest.

Brian's dressed like them, in full biker's regalia. I'm too close to have a good look at his jacket, but I'm sure he's sporting the Iron Tornadoes patches. 

"Well, if she's yours, you'd better teach her manners," Waxer growls.

"Yeah, I know. She's got a big mouth." He sighs, and then he grins and winks at his buddies as he says, "But then again, that's one of the things I really like about her."

Seriously?

Looking down from his face to his chest, I'm about to deny being his when he gives a harsh tug on my ponytail to make me look up at his face again. His stare is so cold I barely recognize him.

"Now you apologize to my brother," he commands me.

I stare at him and blink a few times, wondering if I've fallen into another dimension.

"Come on, girl, enough wasting our time," Brian says, pulling so hard on my hair that the elastic holding it breaks. "I told you to apologize."

I realize he's dead serious, and then it dawns on me that this is could be the gang that my brother went after. They're not just loud and obnoxious; they're dangerous. I need to protect myself before things get out of hand.

I turn my head around toward Waxer, cast my gaze to the floor, and mumble, "I'm sorry."

That's obviously not enough because when I turn around again, out of the corner of my eye, I can see Waxer shaking his head.

Brian says with a chilling voice, "You turn around properly, look at him in the eyes, and tell him what you're sorry for."

I do as he asks, raise my head, and stare at Waxer as I tell him, "I'm sorry I was not respectful."

I bite my lips to keep from saying something like, Yeah, I really am sorry for you because the only reason my stupid answer about the size of your dick got to you is that it must have hit too close to home. Seriously, his penis has got to be the size of a tiny pencil for him to react that way.

"That's better," Brian says. He catches a new handful of my hair and almost drags me out of the store. As soon as we're in the street, he pushes me back against the wall. He's in my space, breathing hard, and when the door closes behind us, he says between clenched teeth, "Are you out of your fucking mind?"  

He doesn't give me a chance to answer as his lips cover mine. With his hand still fisted in my hair, he tilts my head to a perfect angle for his invasion of my mouth. His kiss is violent and passionate, and there's something really wrong with me because I'm actually enjoying this. I can't believe how much I'm turned on by his caveman behavior.

I don't know if it's the adrenaline from the confrontation or just the fact that Brian's seriously improved since the last time we kissed, but my body betrays me completely and I melt against him. His free hand slides to the small of my back, and he pushes a knee against my crotch. It takes all my willpower not to grind myself against his thigh, but before I make a spectacle of myself, he pulls away.

I look in his eyes, and I can't read anything on his face. It's as though he's not the same man anymore. I catch my breath and shudder. Yep, there's something seriously wrong with me because I think Brian the badass biker is actually sexier than the sweet Brian who held me last night. 

But then I get hit with a cold shower when he says, "Now scram, sweet butt."

I'm no expert on the biker's lifestyle, but I know that a "sweet butt" is a girl that's passed around, and I resent him calling me that. But I'm so embarrassed by the way I just behaved that he doesn't need to repeat his order. I rush to my car as if I had the devil behind me.

Just before I start the engine, I see Brian's buddies come out of the store and hear one of them say, "Hey, Ice, remember I'm interested in your firecracker—you know, if you get into a sharing mood or when you get tired of her."

I can't hear Brian's answer but think to myself that Ice is a perfectly suitable name for the stone cold son-of-a-bitch I have just met.

CHAPTER SIX

It’s eight, and most of the guests have started to leave. My mother's already gone to her room. She held herself together much better than I expected. David's captain stood by her side at the cemetery, and then when we got back home, he talked to her for a very long time. Whatever he told her seems to have helped somehow.

I go to check on her and she's crying. I never thought someone could cry for so long. I give her a glass of water and one of the sleeping pills her doctor prescribed when she left the hospital. I'm keeping them hidden in my bedroom just to be on the safe side. I stay with her for five minutes until she falls into a deep slumber. I hope hers is a dreamless sleep because I've been having nightmares in which I see David killed in all kinds of horrible ways, and I can't imagine what it would be like if I was trapped in dreamland, unable to wake up when I have those dreadful dreams.

I go back downstairs and make small talk with a neighbor. She tells me things he remembers about David when he was a kid. Of course, it's a Dave-and-Brian story, since those two did everything together. The neighbor is smart enough not to ask about Brian, but I'm sure his absence has not gone unnoticed.

I half listen to the old lady's story. Through the window I see a few gruff-looking guys sitting on the porch swing. They were introduced to me as members of the task force David joined.

They're talking with the captain. His dress uniform has so many medals pinned to his chest he makes me think of a Christmas tree. He appears to be very well acquainted with everyone on David's team. I'm not surprised—the captain exudes the kind of physical power that does not sit well with a desk job. Maybe he had been part of the task force, too.

They're telling street war stories, and every so often they burst out laughing loudly. Their laughter doesn't sound natural. They throw their heads back, and it's clear what they're really doing is letting off some steam after putting up with a tense situation. Burying one of their own is probably one of the most stressful things they have to do. It makes them confront their own mortality.  

I go to the kitchen to get some more beer out of fridge and interrupt Tony, who's calling Brian a Judas and a bastard. Nancy is sitting on a kitchen stool crying. I'm shocked because she doesn't fight back. Usually when Uncle Tony raises his voice, Nancy gives him a run for his money. Not today. Today she's defeated; her shoulders are slumped like a rag doll.

Tony storms out the kitchen door. Nancy stands up a little straighter and wipes her tears with the back of her hand. She gestures toward the sink, which is all cleaned up.

"I've cleared as much as I could..." She can't finish her sentence. Her voice is too hoarse. The sad look on her face is so unlike her it breaks my heart.

"Talk to me, Nancy," I say.

"No." She shakes her head. "I'm so ashamed," she whispers and then starts sobbing uncontrollably.

I crouch before her the way Lyv did before me a lifetime ago, and I take her hands in mine.

"What are you ashamed of? That Brian didn't come to be with us today?" I ask her.

She raises her eyes and nods. I let go of her hands to frame her face between my palms. Looking her in the eye, I tell her with all the conviction I can muster, "There's nothing for you to be ashamed about. If Brian didn't see fit to come to my brother's funeral, it's on Brian, not on you. You raised him just fine. You and Uncle Tony did a really good job, and now he's a grown man. You're not responsible for his actions, and I will never—you hear me?—never blame you for what he does or did."

"She's right, ma'am," says a low voice behind me.

I jerk around. One of the task force guys has come in. I remember his name because I thought it was funny when he introduced himself as Ernest-something, and then I heard his buddies call him Everest—cool nickname for a mountain of a man, who apparently moves silently, since I never heard him come in.

"You can't be held accountable for your son's actions," he adds, and then he picks up two cans of beer from the ice bucket on the kitchen table and leaves.

I smile at Nancy and say, "There's something to be said for men of few words. They get straight to the point."

She smiles back at me and nods. "I'll go look for your uncle now. He's feeling even more guilty than I am."

We hug, and she leaves through the back door. I hope they're able to console each other.

I go back out to the living room with a tray, and the neighbors have gone. There's no one left besides Ernest and the captain. It's kind of incongruous to see those two macho men on the flowery cushions of my mother's swing. I let them be and go into cleaning mode.

For an instant I can make myself believe that I'm in New York at the restaurant, cleaning up after a very busy evening. I can dream that next week I'll start my summer internship in the law firm that hired me for their eight-week summer program. I would have made a bundle of money, had something to brag about on my resume, and learned what the life of a criminal attorney is like.

They were very polite and nice when I called to let them know that I had a family situation that would prevent me from joining them this summer; still, now I'm probably blacklisted for any possible future internship there.

I miss my life in New York; I miss Lyv. She's been calling me every other day to cheer me up. This morning she said that she had moved everything out of my dorm room. She's storing my stuff in the restaurant's basement, and she had spoken to the dean of the law school about my situation and asked me if I was considering a transfer to a Florida university.

I'm not sure what I need to do for my third year.

What's going to happen to my scholarship if I request a transfer? David used to say, "No need to worry when it's only about money."

Oh, God, no. David's dead.

I drop the tray on the counter in the kitchen and fall apart.

I've been holding my head up all day, and now all the tears I've held back are coming out at once. I lean against the wall and slide down to the floor. I cry my heart out until I hear the kitchen door open.

Captain Williams and Everest walk in.

"There you are," says the captain. "We were looking for you."

I want to scramble to my feet and apologize, but I just can't.

Everest says, "You can go, sir. I'll stay until she's better."

The captain thanks him and leaves. 

CHAPTER SEVEN

Everest grabs another beer from the bucket and sits on the kitchen floor next to me. He's close enough that my shoulder touches his arm. After a moment, I pull myself together and I stop crying. When my breathing is back to normal, he hands me a tissue. I wipe my eyes and blow my nose.

Everest's got amazing green eyes. It’s almost the same shade of green than Brian’s eyes. But Everest has blond hair trimmed by a buzz cut. Everest is sexy.

What's wrong with me? Brian's kiss has kicked my libido awake. It had been asleep for years, and it's coming back with a vengeance. Seriously, Lisa, you're thinking about sex on the day you buried your brother? Yeah, I guess I am, but then, is there a better way to celebrate life?

"How are you feeling?" Everest asks, compassion in his eyes, but not just that. There's a twinkle of something else.

"Lost... broken... sad... angry... and also scared," I answer slowly as I think about it, looking in the emerald sea of his eyes. He's got incredibly long lashes for a man.

"Wanna talk about it?" 

"No, not really," I say, but then, because there's something about him that makes him easy to talk to, I start thinking out loud. "I need to do the best that I can with the hand I'm dealt. I'm thinking about moving back here with my mother because she can't live alone. But that'll be okay as long as I find a way to finish school. I know in time I'll be fine... Oh, and even if I just hang around for the summer only, I need to find a job to keep myself busy until the fall."  

Everest chuckles when I stop talking, so I smile at him and ask, "What's funny?"

"Your version of not really wanting to talk. I wonder what it's like when you spill your guts," he says.

I mock-punch him in the shoulder and say, "You're not allowed to make fun of me today."

He tilts his head sideways to get a better look at me and says, "Then I guess I need to come back another day to get another shot at it."

"I would like that very much," I spontaneously say. I really like him. What's not to like? He's not handsome per se, but he's pleasant to look at, and he seems sweet and caring.

"The good news is that your mother won't be able to object to your going out on a date with a police officer," he says.

"Why not?" I have no idea why he's saying that. On the contrary, I believe my mother is going to tell me to stay as far as possible from anyone whose job can get them killed.

"Seriously?" he asks, and I nod. "I have the feeling you're going to be seeing a lot of Captain Williams. He seems quite sweet on your mother."

"Wow, I never saw that one coming," I blurt out. The idea of my mother dating or being the subject of a man's attention is so foreign to me that I have to ask, "You're sure?"

"Why are you surprised? Your mother's a fine-looking woman, and I think she's just about the right age for Steven." He laughs. "Anyway, it's time for me to go."

He gets to his feet and offers his hand to help me up. His hands are warm and strong. He's really a sweet man. I walk him to the front door, and he picks up a helmet that he had left on the porch. I notice a cool bike parked on the street.

"Nice ride," I say.

"You like it?" he asks stepping down from the porch. There's a spark in his eyes when he looks at his machine, as though he's really proud of it.

"Yeah, I don't know much about engines and stuff; I just love the feeling of freedom you get."

Memories of crazy rides on the beach with David hit me, and I fight the tears, which are threatening to come back.

"You have a safe ride now, you hear," I say as I retreat to the house.

I lock the door behind me and straighten the furniture in the main room. I'm thinking about picking up the rest of the stuff, and then I decide against it. I'm going to leave it there; it will be good for my mother to have something to do tomorrow. I'm just going to load the dishwasher and then lose myself in a good book.

The second I step back into the kitchen, the back door slams open. It's Brian. He's dressed just as he was when I ran into him at the pharmacy; he's got the total-badass look, and he's just as angry and sinfully sexy as he was that day.

But today I'm just as angry as he is. Perhaps more. I'm mad because he was a no-show at the service and at the burial. No matter what they fought about when David and he went their separate ways, it's no excuse for not coming to show his respect. And if he didn't care enough to bother attending the funeral, what is he doing here?

Before I have a chance to ask him, he grabs a beer from the cooler and sits on a stool.

Looking at the can as he cracks it open, he says, "I thought he would never leave."

I take a step in his direction to confront him, and then I think better of it. I just ignore him and do what I intended to do in the first place. I load the dishwasher with the dirty glasses. I throw side-glances at him. He's drinking his beer and watching me make a big show of acting as if he wasn't there.

I know it pisses him off because I've been doing it since I was a kid. Clamming up and sulking is my forte, and it's always driven him up the wall. It used to annoy the heck out of David, too. When I was a teenager, I would still do it every time I got raving mad about something. Instead of telling them what I was upset about, I would act as if they didn't exist until they figured it out.

Of course now that I'm an adult, I realize it's very immature behavior. It's a lot healthier to spit out what's eating you up instead of letting it simmer in you for days. However, today I don't think I'm being immature. If he can't figure out why I'm mad at him, then we really don't have anything more to say to each other.

Once the machine is loaded and closed, I take the few remaining cans from the cooler and place them in the fridge. The melted ice from the cooler goes into the sink. I leave it upside down to dry.

That's it. I'm done. I wipe my hands on the towel and glare at Brian then turn away and head for the door to the main room.

CHAPTER EIGHT

I shut off the light as if Brian weren't behind me in the room, and I hear him hiss. I'm starting to open the door when he springs from his seat and slams it shut with a hand flat on the door. I turn around. My back to the door, I give him the coldest stare I can muster, but when I do, my breath catches in my throat because deep down inside me there's heat soaring.

My eyes fall on his lips, and I so badly want him to kiss me as he did last time that it almost hurts.

"You don't want to talk," he growls. "That's fine because I'm not in a talking mood either."

And then I get my wish because he kisses me, and I let him until there's nothing left of me but a ball of need. I know I'm going insane because I urge him on with the crazy moans that escape my lips. My fingers thread in his hair, and I hold on to him as if my life depended on it. His hands go to my breast and then slide to my ass. He digs his fingers into my flesh and lifts me up. He's pinning me against the door, and it feels so good I never want him to stop. I wrap my legs around him as I need more, so much more, but we're wearing way too many clothes. 

When he pulls his mouth away we're both panting.

I look into his eyes. His gaze mirrors the hunger I feel for him. It's incredible because there's not a shred of restraint left in me. God, I'm game for just about anything. I let go of his hair and put one hand on his chest next to a patch that says "Future organ donor," and I don't find it funny at all. I move my hand and uncover the Iron Tornadoes patch. Seeing it, I crash back to reality.

I don't want to, but I need to push him away. I need to know what happened between David and him. I need to know, but I'm so scared of the answer that the question that pops out of my mouth is not the one I thought I would ask.

"How did David die?"

Brian's grip lessens on my butt, and I drop my legs from around his hips. My feet reach the ground, and there's more space between us, but he hasn't let go of me yet.

"You don't want to know," he says sounding like Captain Williams. He closes his eyes and takes a step back. 

"Yes, I do. It's eating me up. I have nightmares where I see him die a hundred deaths, and each one is more horrible than the last," I tell him.

"Did they let you see him?" The concern in his voice is tearing me apart. This means that he still cares about me, but it also means it had to be ugly.

"No." He lets out a sigh of relief but it's my turn to be adamant. "Brian, I need to know; it's driving me insane."

He stares at me, and it looks as if he understands that I really do need to know.

"He was at the wrong place at the wrong time. He got into a knife fight and he lost. The blade went right through his chest. He was dead before he hit the ground," he says, and he studies my face. I keep my expression neutral while I process this. It doesn't add up—a knife wound is easy to hide. No need for a closed casket because of a knife wound. I shake my head and frown at him. I'm not buying it, and he sees it.

"They did a number with his body after he died..." he explains.

I try to put on my best poker face, but I fail miserably. Bile is coming up my throat. I make it to the garbage can just in time. I'm so angry right now that, given a chance to do so, I would probably kill whoever went after my brother's corpse—so much for all my passionate pleas against the death penalty in moot court exercises. It's one thing when you're looking at the issue from the dispassionate view of a bystander; it's another thing altogether when your family is at stake. Right this second I feel murderous—I want blood.

"How do you know?" The accusation is unmistakable. For a second, I see the hurt in in his eyes. It's worse than if I had slapped him.

"I was told about it by someone who was there," he says, his expression and his tone almost indifferent. "You sure know how to kill the mood." He turns away and heads for the back door, waving over his shoulder as he says, "See you around, sweet butt."

I grab the can of beer he left on the table and hurl it at the door. Bad idea—he hadn't finished it, and now I need to clean up the liquid splashed all the way to the door. As I mop, I start crying again. I hate it—I'm turning into a fountain, or maybe my mother.

I resolve to stop crying and try to reason with myself. After all, he was dead by then, so it shouldn't really matter. There was nothing left but an empty shell. It's not as if they hurt him. Only animals go after a dead body like that!

Cold reasoning doesn't work today.

My mother must never know. If she finds out, it will push her over the edge. She's so fragile, I'm not sure I'm going to be strong enough to keep her together.

But what if Everest was right? What if David's captain was really sweet on her? Now that I'm wrapping my mind around the concept, I see my mother in a totally different light. Objectively, she's really okay. How old is she anyway? Fifty-five or fifty-six. When I was a teenager, I used to see her as ancient. Some of my law professors and some partners I interviewed with were probably older than she is, and I never thought for a second that their lives were over. I know they had rich professional lives, and I'm pretty sure their private lives were active as well, so why did I look on my mother differently?

It isn't hard to picture my mother and Captain Williams together since he was by her side most of the day. He's big and protective; he would surely make her feel safe. I play with the idea, seeing them sitting side by side on the swing and holding hands, maybe kissing, walking down the aisle in church. In my overactive imagination, she's wearing a pearl-colored dress and he's in his dress uniform, just like today. She looks delightfully happy.

Concentrating on that image, I go to bed with a smile on my face.

CHAPTER NINE

Everest was right. The week following the funeral, Captain "please do call me Steven" Williams comes around several times to our house. Officially, he's making sure my mother does the paperwork just right so she gets all the benefits she's entitled to since David died on the job.

Without Everest's warning, my normal reaction would have been to tell him that if I managed to get into one of the top law schools in the country, filling out their stupid paperwork shouldn't be a problem. But because I've been told, I play the helpless dumb blonde. I thank him profusely for helping my mother and let them both sit down side by side at the dinner table with the paperwork. I serve them iced tea and make myself scarce. He stays for a couple of hours, but they're not finished when he leaves.

The funny thing is that now I hardly recognize my mother—she's all chirpy, almost cheerful. I kept pinching myself to make sure I'm not dreaming.

Of course, the second she went to bed after his first visit, I returned to being my normal control-freak self and looked at the forms. There was nothing complicated about them, and yet they had only gone through one of the three pages.

Yeah, he's definitely into her, and the coolest thing is that she's into him, as well.

So much so that she's agreed to go out with him.

"Don't be silly, dear. It's not a date. I'm just accompanying him to a police social function," she tells me as she gets ready.

"Absolutely." What I really wanted to say was, Of course it's not a date, and it's true you're still wearing black. Black is black, but there's mourning black and sexy black.

I see her off, and I'm sitting on the porch swing reading a book when Everest arrives. I'm cooking dinner for him tonight and afterward he will help me decide what to do with my brother's two bikes. He'll check to see if they need any repairs first. The one David was riding the day he died was just released from evidence by the police. The cross-country one is much lighter, and I'm thinking about keeping it for myself.

Everest is all smiles, and I remember David's stupid biker joke.

"How do you recognize a happy biker?" I ask.

"All the dead bugs on his front teeth," Everest answers, and he laughs. "That's gross but close to home. I've eaten more bugs that I care to think about."

He kicks his bike stand down and opens a saddlebag.

"My confidential informant told me you like white wine, so I got a bottle," he says. "I'm a beer drinker myself, but the sales lady said Muscadet was good."

"Oh, I love Muscadet. Really, I do. I didn't know anything about wine either when I left for New York, and then I found this job in a good restaurant where the owner gives all her staff a basic lesson about which wine goes with what type of food, and then made us do a blind tasting. That was fun. I'm no connoisseur, but I do really like this one. It's great with fish, and it needs to be served chilled..."

I ramble on as I finish preparing dinner. I tell him about Lyv and the people in the restaurant and how it was so convenient because it was close to my dorm. When we sit down to eat, he's wearing an ear-to-ear grin.

"What's funny?" I ask.

"Now I know what it's like when you're really spilling your guts," he says. "So, the other day, that really was you being quiet."

I laugh. He's right. I'm very talkative, and maybe more than usual tonight because I'm nervous. I like him, and I would like him to stick around a bit, but then again I don't want him to get the wrong idea. I do enjoy his company, but I'm not on the market for a boyfriend. David's death has left me too raw emotionally to consider getting into a relationship. And then there's Brian. I'm not sure what the deal is with him, so I try very hard not to think about it, which takes a lot of work. The truth is that it's an impossible task because there's not a single corner of this house that I don't associate with a memory of David and him. 

I don't know how to tell Everest that if this is going anywhere, I'd like to take it really slowly. Perhaps there's no need to tell him anything—he could just want a friend, or a harmless no-promises-let's-just-have-fun fling. I stop talking.

"Stop fretting," he says. "You're safe with me. Tonight it's just dinner, and then maybe a little ride on the beach and possibly some light kissing."

"Do I look nervous?" I ask as I flush. The heat on my cheeks is overwhelming.

"No. Don't worry, you're not an open book to me... yet." He takes a drink from his glass and keeps on studying my face. "This is what I'm good at. I read people."

I raise my eyebrows.

"There are little gestures you're making that show you're not totally comfortable around me, which doesn't offend me since we barely know each other. But at the same time, you're also being very open, and telling me a lot about yourself, which means you've decided I'm somehow trustworthy. So I think you like me, but you don't want to be rushed into anything because there's been too much upheaval in your life lately."

I nod. He's drawing a pretty accurate picture.

"Did you leave someone behind in New York?" he asks.

"Nope. The only exciting things I've taken to bed with me for the past few years have been romance novels. What about you? Do you have someone in your life?"

"I've been a free agent for a while, but before that, I dated a girl for a couple of years. For a while I thought she was the girl."

"What happened to make you realize she wasn't?"

"I decided that my psychology degree would be put to better use if I became a cop instead of a therapist, and she dumped me." He doesn't sound bitter, just a bit sad.

"What's wrong with being a cop?" I ask.

"Officially, the danger. I think the truth was that she had issues with the social status and the pay. A few months after we split, she married some doctor," he says.

"If she really dumped you because of the pay, then you're better off without her," I say.

"Funny, that's word for word what my mother told me." He's clearly amused.

"A very wise woman, your mother."

We finish eating, and he helps me clear the table.

CHAPTER TEN

I leave all the dirty dishes in the kitchen for later, and we go to the garage, turn on the lights, and open the garage door to look at David's bikes. Everest tinkers with the big machine that just came back, and then he rolls it out of the garage and takes it for a ride around the block.

While I wait for him to return, a pack of bikers ride by. It's not unusual, since my street links two main roads, yet they startle me. Suddenly, I feel very vulnerable. I'm alone in the house, and the glaring lights of David's workshop make it impossible for me to see outside while making me a perfect target. It seems as though they're slowing down as they drive by the house, but it may just be my overactive imagination.

I shrug the uneasiness away. I've got to get a grip on myself.

Soon enough, Everest returns from his short test ride.

"It's in perfect condition," he says as he wheels the monster back in. "I can tell your brother took real good care of it, but I agree—it's too heavy for you."

He turns around to look at the other machine, higher and leaner, the one David taught me on, the one he never meant for me to ride alone. He taught me because he believed it was one of those things I should learn how to do, even if I never got any real use from it. At the time, he probably thought either Brian or he was going to be around forever to take me places.

Before he removes his helmet, I grab mine and get on the lighter bike.

"Come on, I'll take you for a ride," I say as I kick the machine to life.

The look on his face is priceless. There's so many different expressions colliding, but what remains in the end are surprise and amusement. He doesn't falter—he climbs on behind me, and I can't decide if he's brave, suicidal, or just a trusting soul. There's no tension in his body as he wraps his arms around my waist.

We roll down the street toward the beach, and I'm having more fun than I have in a long time. I love this feeling of freedom, but right now it's all about more physical sensations. There's the blissful state I get into after a glass of wine, the vibration of the engine between my legs, and then Everest's strong body against my back and his hand on my stomach... wow. This is getting distracting. I concentrate on the driving as we reach the sand, and I ride all the way to the pier, where I can lean the machine against one of the posts.

As Everest shifts his body to get off the bike, I realize this has been distracting for him as well. We remove our helmets and sit together on the sand. The swash of the waves is relaxing, and the moon is bright enough to let me study his profile as he looks at the ocean.

"That was interesting," he says with a sheepish smile. "I had never ridden behind a woman before."

"How is it different?" I blurt out before my brain engages. Oh, right, his dick, my butt, the vibrations... He turns to look at me and laughs. I turn a nice shade of crimson, I'm sure. "Forget I asked."

We both lie back on the sand, look at the stars, and stay silent for a while. 

"Are you gonna get the bastards who killed my brother?" I ask.

He reaches out for my hand before he answers.

"Surely you know I can't talk about an open case."

"I understand that, and I don't want details. Really, I don't. I just want to know that you guys are doing what you can to make sure it doesn't happen again."

And then I bait him to find out if there's any truth to my suspicion that the "organized crime group" the task force is working on is the MC. I say, "It would be nice if you cleared the street of those Iron Tornadoes."

"Someone's been talking out of turn," he says, falling right into my trap. He turns on his side to face me and asks, "Who have you been speaking with?"

I glance sideways in his direction, and he does look annoyed. But no one but him can really be blamed for my putting two and two together. Captain Williams just said something about a task force against organized crime. Mike simply mentioned the irony of applying for that task force just before joining the MC. Without Everest's reaction, I would only have my suspicions, but there's no way I'm telling him that. 

I decide the only way out of this one is to distract him, so I roll onto my side, facing Everest. I'm slightly buzzed. It's probably more the adrenaline rush from the ride than the wine. But who knows what's prompting me? I go for provocative distraction.

"Didn't you mention something about some light kissing, earlier?"

That wipes the frown from his face. He grins and says, "I sure did."

"The setting's perfect—you have the ocean, the half moon, and..."

He didn't need that much prompting because he's moved over to me, and he's sweetly covering my lips with his. He nibbles gently on my lower lip until I open up to him, and when I do, I'm pretty sure we're past the point of light kissing.

I get a warm and fuzzy feeling. It's sweet and nice and delicious. I’m not fired up but I feel a warm glow and I like it. He makes me feel safe, and right now, safe sounds like just what I need.

He wraps his arms around me and rolls to his back, bringing me with him. My head rests on his chest and he says, "You did sidetrack me for a while, but I haven't forgotten my question, you know."

I chuckle. "I'm not giving up my sources. I'll just tell you that I tricked someone into telling me what the task force was about. I don't want him to get into trouble, so I won't tell you any more than that."

"I'll find a way to figure it out," he says.

"No, you won't. I spoke to most of your colleagues after the funeral, so there's no way you can tell who spilled the beans," I say, hoping to get him as far away from Mike as possible since he returned to the station right after the funeral.

"We'll see about that," he says, and now I realize that he's going to make it a matter of principle to find the loose tongue in his group.

"What do you say we head back?" I ask. "And if you want, I'll even let you drive."

The ride back home is a lot smoother, but then he rides every day, and I was out of practice. Well, that's my excuse for tonight. I'll need another one for the next time—if there is a next time.

We reach the house at the same time as my mother and Captain Williams. There's an awkward moment as both men greet each other and then make a run for it.

My mother tells me she's very tired and wants to crash. This is so far past her bedtime; I never would have expected she'd stay out so late and not complain. I say goodnight and close the garage door.

I'm kind of wired, and I know I won't be able to sleep if I go to bed now, but I have just the right thing to keep me occupied: I still have the kitchen to clean up.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

My mother’s a light sleeper when she’s not drugged, so I keep the radio on low and try to make as little noise as possible as I load the dishwasher and clean up the pots. I need to take out the trash and I'll be done. Dragging the container to the street is a pain. I make sure the lid is well secured, otherwise the raccoons will come and pry it open. As I turn around, I see Aunt Nancy taking her own cans out, and I walk over to help her.

"How are you doing, Lisa?" she asks.

"I'm just fine. What about you?"

"I'm okay," she says, but her expression contradicts her words.

She's upset about Brian. I'm pretty sure most of our nice neighbors are wondering why Brian didn't attend David's funeral, and even if none of them had the nerve to ask her to her face, she's annoyed by all the gossip going around. It seems it's also taking a toll on her relationship with Uncle Tony. I don't know what to tell her, so I just hug her and say goodnight.

I return to the back door, and the light is off in the kitchen. Weird. I thought I had left it on, as I was only going out for a minute. I reach for the light switch, and Brian grabs my hand and tugs me inside.

I don't scream, because I know it's him the second he touches me. He holds me close to him and puts a finger on my lips. We wait until we hear his mother close her door behind her, and then he closes my door and takes me further into the room where we can't be seen by anyone. He's still holding me close to him, and I don't push him away. Just being next to him gets my heart racing.

"What are you doing here?" I ask, looking up at him.

"Checking on you," he says as he pushes my hair away from my face, and I can't help but relish the tender gesture.

I reach out to his face and touch the stubble on his jaw line with the tips of my fingers. All my questions start pouring out, "What happened to you? Why did you quit the academy? What went so wrong between you and David that you wouldn't even come to his funeral? What are you doing with your life?"

"Just shut up, counselor," he says, and he kisses me.

The idea of resisting crosses my mind, but when it does it's chased by this vision of all those ridiculous old movies scenes in which the girl ineffectively pummels the hero with her tiny fist until she surrenders to the guy's kiss. I decide to save myself the embarrassment and skip the pummeling part.  

As I thread my fingers through his hair I lose all sense of time and get lost in the moment, and when we come up for air, I beg him, "Please Brian—talk to me."

He presses my head against his chest and sighs, "This was a terrible idea."

He starts to push me away, and I grab a handful of his T-shirt to hold him back and whisper-shout at him. 

"Oh no. You're not doing this to me again. You can't barge in here, kiss me as if you were crazy about me, and then walk out."

He laughs and starts to walk out the kitchen door.

"Brian Hatcher, I swear this is the last time you're doing this to me."

"Whatever you say, sweet butt," he says as he just walks out.

This time I have nothing to hurl at him, which is just as well since I'm in no mood to mop the kitchen floor—unless it were covered in blood, preferably his. 

I walk up to my room in a really foul mood. What has Brian turned into? A bastard and a tease. So what's wrong with me? I'm sitting on my bed, ready to hit my head against the wall, when the door opens. My mother's in her bathrobe with her hair loose from the bun she jails it in every day. For a second I see the young woman she was when she was my age.

"What's up, Mom?" I ask.

"I couldn't sleep, and I heard you come up. I thought we could talk," she says tentatively.

I scoot to the foot of my bed and pat the mattress, inviting her to come sit next to me.

"Sure. What do you want to talk about? A charming police captain?"

It's funny how she blushes. Yet she sits down on the bed, puts her arm around my shoulder and pulls my head to her lap. I rest my cheek on her thigh and try to remember how many years it's been since she's done that. It conjures memories of early childhood, when she would read bedtime stories to me a life time ago. 

She pats my hair and says, "Yes, we could talk about that for a start, and then we could talk about Brian. I heard him leaving the house a few minutes ago." 

I nod, and she says, "I figured that even if he never visits Nancy anymore, there was no way he could resist coming to see you." I turn my head and study her face. Funny how I thought she was lost to the world, but she saw more than I suspected. "You know nothing good can ever come from stringing two guys along, right? You need to choose between Brian and that young officer. Ernest, I think his name is?"

"I know, Mama," I say. "Ernest is nice but Brian is..." 

I can't find the words to say it without hurting her. David and Brian were the two pillars of my life. I believed that no matter what they would always be there for me. Now that David's gone, I can't seem to let go of Brian. Not right away. He's the only anchor I have left. Even if it does look bad, even if everything points to his falling on the wrong side of the fence, I can't let go.

"Brian was your first love, and maybe you think you still love him, but that shouldn't prevent you from going on with your life," my mother says. 

She feels me stiffen and keeps on petting my hair. "When your father passed, I thought I had died as well. If not for you and your brother, I would have followed him the next day. I felt as if someone had ripped away my heart. I was empty, and I remained that way until David died. His death jolted me back. It made me understand that I had been wasting something really precious that we're given so little of: time. We have very little time to live, to be happy. As I was standing by David's grave, I decided I had to start living again. I resolved to grab whatever life had left to offer before I ran out of time, and then a miracle happened: there was this lovely man, standing right by my side."

A smile creeps across my lips because I'm not sure “lovely” is the adjective I would have picked to describe that man. 

"What are you smiling about?" she asks.

"Your description of Captain Williams," I explain. "I will agree that he's strong, powerful, possibly handsome in a rugged sort of way, and impressive. But lovely? Nope. That didn't make the list."

She laughs, and I realize I haven't heard her laughter in years. It brings tears to my eyes.

"Oh Mama," I say. "I'm glad you came back from wherever you've been hiding all these years."

"So am I, baby girl. So am I."

CHAPTER TWELVE

Another week has passed, and I'm becoming a bit anxious about money. I've interviewed with several local restaurants but without success. The issue is that I'm up-front with my situation. I explain they can work me to death all summer, but then in the fall I'm not sure I'll still be around and if I am, I'll only be available for evenings and weekends. That makes everyone reluctant to hire me. Work is quiet here in the summer. In Florida, the season starts after Thanksgiving, when the snowbirds start flocking in from up north.

I'm sitting at the kitchen table with my mother, arranging apple slices on a pie she's baking for dinner for Captain "call me Steven since we're practically family now" Williams when the phone rings, and my mother picks it up.

"Yes, sir. May I ask who's calling?" she says. "Just a minute; I'll go get her." She puts her hand on the lower part of the phone and says, "It's the manager of Les Délices."

I wipe my hands and take the phone. "Lisa Mayfield speaking."

"Hello, Lisa, this is Thierry from Les Délices. I'm calling to let you know you have the job. You can thank Lyv Clark. She gives a glowing recommendation. She practically ordered me to grab you while I had the chance." He laughs.

"I'll be sure to call her and thank her. When do you want me to start?"

"Sunday for brunch. Be there at ten."

"Thank you, sir. I'll be there."

I hang up, and I feel like jumping up and down. Looking at my ear-to-ear grin, my mother says, "I take it you got the job."

"I sure did, thanks to Lyv. I love that woman. I'll have to send her flowers or something," I say.

"I still don't understand why you didn't go back to New York for your summer internship, or at least look for one in one of the local firms," she says.

I've explained to her a thousand times how the summer internship programs work, that all slots are allocated almost a year in advance, but she still doesn't get it. The truth is that she's right—I could have tried, but I didn't. The real reason I went for a restaurant job is because I'm still not sure about her. She's fragile, and some days she still looks very lost. Just in case she does flip, I want to be able to quit my job to stay with her without jeopardizing my reputation in the local legal market.

I shrug and put the last slices of apple on the pie. I abandon my mother in the kitchen with her classic-rock radio channel blasting. She's singing Van Morrison's "Gloria." I rush out of the room just as she starts spelling the name at the top of her lungs. Sometimes I think a crazy alien possesses her.

Tonight, Everest's taking me to a rock festival. It's a huge event that will last the entire weekend with plenty of bands. I run up to my room to get ready. We're riding there with two of his friends from the task force.

I'm going for a total biker look. My nicely weathered leather pants, a white T-shirt, a pair of riding boots, and David's old leather jacket, the one he used to wear as a teenager. I know it's silly, but when I slip it on, I feel like he's not really gone. Can a spirit haunt leather? As I enter the kitchen, my mother does a double take.

"You look about eighteen tonight," she says.

"Thanks, Mom. Don't wait up for me. If the shows are any good, we're probably going to stay fairly late."

"Fine. Have fun!" She's smiling, and I can't believe how much she's changed in just a few weeks. It's as if she's absorbed all the joy that has been sucked out of Nancy. I feel sorry for my aunt, but there's nothing I can do for her. 

I hear the sound of engines roaring in the street, and I walk out through the garage door with my helmet. I love the wind in my hair, but not as much as having my brain inside my skull, so for me, it's safety first.

I can tell from the smile on Everest's face that he likes my bad-chick look, and I think he's not looking bad himself. I wave to the other couple, Thomas and Catherine. I press a light kiss on Everest's lips and hop on behind him. I really like him—he's sweet, and he's been very patient with me.

We get to the festival, and it's huge. I don't think I've ever seen so many people in one place. It's a bit overwhelming, but you can't make for a better escort than three police members of a special task force, especially because while wrapping my arms around Everest, I was able to feel that he's armed.

We find a decent spot for the bikes where the ground isn't too soft. Everest looks for a rock to slide under the side stand, just to be on the safe side. I refrain from making any comment because if there's one thing I learned from watching my brother and his bikes over the years, it's not to make fun of a biker's attention to his first love.

Looking around at all the couples on shiny machines, it's difficult to miss—if the guys gave jewelry to their partners every time they got another piece of chrome for their beloved Harleys, the poor women would probably be too loaded with gold and diamonds to walk around.

"Ready?" Everest asks.

"Yessir," I say. "Lead the way."

We get a spot not too far from the main stage as a band starts to play, and the music is good. We're surrounded by people in various stages of inebriation, but they seem to be happy drunk, unless they're high on something else. I take a big breath and smile at Everest, who smiles back at me.

Yes, we're going to have fun tonight. 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

After a while, Thomas and Catherine decide to get some food. We follow them to where the vendors have set up their kitchens-on-wheels. It's next to a picnic area with tables, chairs, and barbecue pits. Catherine and I sit down while the guys go get food.

"I really liked your brother," Catherine tells me. "We're gonna get the bastards who did that to him, and we'll all be able to sleep better at night."

"Thanks" is all I can come up with. It's not that I don't want to talk to her; I just don't know what else to say. I'm a bit intimidated by her as well. I'm sure it took a lot of guts and a strong spirit for her to make the task force. And Catherine's persistent because she does not get discouraged by my brief answer.

"I hear your mother is dating Captain Williams," she says. "I would pay good money to see him courting someone. What's his style?"

That gets me started, and I tell her how devoted and caring he is with my mother, and how it took them about ten hours to fill in three miserable pages of paperwork. The guys return with cold beer, fried chicken, and fries. The food isn't bad, and Thomas and Catherine tell me they started dating while on an undercover assignment.

"I couldn't believe my luck when I realized that her brains were just as fabulous as her looks," Thomas says.

Catherine rolls her eyes and looks at me when she says, "Right, because if you're kind of pretty, you must be either silly or shallow."

"You're more than pretty," I tell her spontaneously.

Catherine laughs and explains, "It use to drive me up the wall when most people spoke down to me like I was some kind of idiot, just because of the way I look. Now I take advantage of the stupid stereotype any time I can."

I'm wiping some ketchup away from the corner of Everest's lips when he freezes and looks right behind me with a frown. Thomas's expression changes, too, and I'm about to turn around to find out what's happening when Catherine puts her hand on mine and tells me, "Don't move, and keep on talking."

She looks at Thomas, who shakes his head and puts his hand down on the table, thumb folded. I try to think of something to say, but my mind stays blank. I search for inspiration around me, and my eyes fall on a festival flyer that someone's pasted to a vending stand.

"So how many bands are attending this event?" I'm actually talking to myself. It's fascinating to watch Everest turning from a cool, laid-back guy into this intense police officer. Under the pretense of scratching his back, I think he's taking the safety off his gun. Catherine shifts position and straddles the bench with her hand in the bag she's been carrying on her shoulder since we arrived, and I'm pretty sure she's holding her service weapon as well. I close my eyes and pray they're not considering a shoot-out; in this crowd, it would be a disaster.

When I open my eyes again, there are four guys standing by our table. One of them is Waxer, another is the friend who taunted him and then tried to calm him down during our encounter at the pharmacy, and the two others look just as fierce as Waxer. 

"Look who we have here," Waxer says, looking straight at Catherine and me. "I know you, right?" he asks. He's really not the sharpest knife in the drawer.

I ignore his question, but his friend answers for me. "Yeah, that's Ice's chick. You know, the one who guessed your dick was the size of a popsicle."

That gets a laugh out of Catherine. "I've got to hand it to you, you know how to sweet-talk a guy."

"What are you doing here?" Waxer asks me. "I thought you were Ice's sweetie."

Thomas looks as if he's about to say something, but before he does, Waxer says, "Let the chick talk."

"I'm just hanging out with friends to enjoy the music," I say. "There's no harm in that."

"Is that so?" Waxer's friend asks, looking directly at me. "We'll see about that soon enough, as he's meeting us here," says one of the other guys. "This will be very interesting."

"Come on, let's get some food," one of the other guys says, and they leave in direction of the taco stand.

"Fuck," says Everest, between clenched teeth.

"Who's Ice?" Catherine asks when she feels they're really out of earshot.

"Brian Hatcher, my aunt's son."

"Doesn't that make him your cousin?" Thomas asks.

"No. My aunt had him before she married my uncle."

"Who cares whether he's your cousin, or your step-cousin, or whatever it's called? Why do they think you're his girl?" Everest asks.

"That's what he told them to protect me from Waxer."

"You really told him his dick was the size of a popsicle?" Catherine asks. "You've got guts."

"He asked which lubricant flavor I'd like if I was giving him a blow job, and the answer came out before I got a look at him and realized what he was," I say. "I'm not suicidal."

"So what did Ice say to calm him down?" Thomas asks.

"That I was his, and that he was gonna teach me manners," I say, looking at Thomas.

Everest is staring at me and prompts me, "And..."

"He made me apologize, and then dragged me out of the pharmacy and told me to scram, which I happily did," I say, avoiding Everest's gaze.

"And..." Everest is relentless. There's something in my body language that's betraying me.

"He kissed me in front of them. I think he was trying to demonstrate that I was really his."

"I see." Everest looks away from me and frowns. "Fuck. Here he comes."

"Shouldn't we get out of here?" I ask.

"Oh, no, we're staying right here until we play this out."

I turn around and watch Brian arrive at the taco stand. His "brothers" tell him something, and he turns around to look in our direction. He turns his back to me, and they talk animatedly.

"I've got a hundred that says they're provoking him. He'll have no choice but to come over and claim her," Catherine says.

"What should I do?" I ask.

Everest keeps his eyes on Brian and ignores my question.

"You'll go with him," Catherine says. "You really have no choice."

Brian turns around and starts walking toward us.

I look at Everest and ask him, "Is that what you want me to do?"

He keeps on ignoring me, his gaze set in Brian's direction.

"Fine. If that's what you want, I can do that."

Really, I can—I'm pretty sure Brian won't hurt me. At least he won't be physically abusive. I'm starting to feel sick.

I'm so far out of my comfort zone that my heart is about to burst in my chest

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

When Brian reaches the table, he acts as if I'm sitting alone. He grabs my arm and says, "Let's go now."

Everest ignores me as I get up. He's watching the four other bikers coming toward our table. All I can read in Brian's eyes is determination. Catherine whispers behind me, but I can't understand what she's saying.

I grab my leather jacket from the bench and follow Brian. I don't really have a choice since his hold on my arm is strong. We reach the others, but Brian keeps walking, and as we move away, he says, "Don't wait for me. I need to remind her who's the boss."

We get a few catcalls, and I think I see the hint of a smile on Brian's lips. We keep walking until we reach a parking area where a younger guy is watching over the machines. His cut is almost bare except for the Iron Tornadoes logo and a "prospect" patch.

Interesting how a bunch of guys who are supposed to be rebelling against society and setting up new rules are actually recreating the most traditional initiation rites. They are no different from the army or religious orders or even college fraternities. Men are reinventing the wheel over and over again. MC prospects are just like the candidates for all those groups—they get to do all the grunt work for one year and get mistreated for another one or two until they've swallowed enough crap to be admitted as full members of the team.

The young prospect can't be a day over eighteen. When he spots Brian, he stands up taller, like a solider standing to attention. But then that's precisely what he is: a soldier of organized crime. Okay, maybe I'm being unfair. He's a soldier in a motorcycle club that harbors criminals. He probably has no idea what's really going on. He'd need to be higher in the food chain to know stuff.

That's when the million-dollar question pops into my brain. Did Brian skip the prospect trial period? Less than a year ago, he was in the police academy. I have no clue about rank insignia in general, but I'm pretty sure that some of the patches on his jacket indicate he's not low on the totem poll. What did he do that allowed him a quick rise through the ranks? As he starts his engine, I wonder if I really know him at all anymore.

"Helmet," he barks at the prospect, who hands him one from a pile at his feet.

"Get your sweet butt over here," he says, patting the saddle behind him and putting on his own helmet, which had been resting on the handlebar of his ride.

I roll my eyes but climb on behind him. When I'm settled, I sit as straight up as I can and grab on to the backrest. He turns his head and laughs. "Seriously, babe?" 

It takes me about five seconds before I give up on the uncomfortable position. I let go of the metal bars of the backrest and wrap myself against him. Right away, one of his hands comes to rest on mine for a second, and strangely, this simple gesture makes my heart flutter. The Brian I know, the one who's always taken care of me, is still somewhere in there. I rest my head against his back and close my eyes. Who cares where we're going? The instant is delicious.

But when we stop and I open my eyes, I become aware that I should know better.

We're in land, in the middle of nowhere, next to the club's main house. I've never been here before but I know. The property must have been a farm to begin with. There's a main house, a very wide A-frame, and then a few other buildings that must have been barns and stables. The doors of one of the largest buildings are open, and it looks like it's been turned into a motorcycle repair shop. We've stopped a few feet away from the house on a patch of concrete, which must have been poured to create a solid surface for parking. 

There are a few tables outside. About a dozen men, all sporting the club colors, are sitting or standing around the tables. They're having what seems to be a serious conversation. I'm not sure if I'm relieved or worried by the fact that reality doesn't match the fiction in my head. I would have sworn it would be like a permanent frat house orgy, but I'm the only female in sight.

"We're going to my crib," Brian says. "You stay silent till we get there." His tone doesn't leave room for discussion, and frankly, I'm so out of my comfort zone again that I'm at loss for words. I just nod.

As we get closer to the table, the guys interrupt their conversation.

"Hey, Ice, you've got luscious fresh meat!"

"Mind your manners, Lobster," Brian barks at him.

"Why? You're not gonna share that one? Come on, there’s enough of her for two!" Lobster's a chubby guy with red hair and tons of freckles. I'm not sure how tall he is since he's sitting at the table, but he's a beefy type of man. He's the sort of person who makes me understand why eighteenth-century doctors came up with bleeding as medical treatment—when I see people as crimson as he is, I feel this insane urge to prick them with a needle just to see what would happen.

"But if you don’t want to share, that’s fine with me. We could take turns. Maybe she would like to come visit me after you're done with her," he says to Brian, and then he looks at me and asks, "Hey, sweet butt, wanna know why they call me Lobster?"

I glance in Brian's direction, and with a very slight tilt of the head, he lets me know that I'm not allowed to answer, so I just shake my head.

"Because the sweetest and most impressive part of me is my tail," he says, and then he guffaws. The men sitting at the table laugh as well, but I have the feeling they're also laughing at him, and one of them looks almost embarrassed. 

Brian keeps on going, pulling me behind him. "See you later, brothers," he says as we enter the house.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The main room looks like a bar with one very large table and a few small ones, but before I can take a good look around, we start climbing one flight of stairs and then another. We walk down a short hall with half a dozen doors, and Brian opens the last one. He gestures for me to go in and then follows.

We're in his bedroom. I can tell because it smells like him. The furniture is nondescript: a dresser, a table, a chair, and a bed. Everything is cluttered with clothes and papers. That's not a surprise—chaos had always been Brian's natural habitat when he was younger. I guess the army didn't do better with him than it did with David when it came to changing that habit of theirs. 

There's a small open window overlooking the tables we just passed on our way in. I can hear the murmur of the conversation of the guys outside. There's another door in the room. It's ajar, and I pull it open—it's one of those bathrooms in which you can sit on the toilet while brushing your teeth and soaking your feet in the shower at the same time. But it's private.

"Wow, you scored a suite. You've done well for yourself; you've become MC royalty," I say.

Brian laughs. "This is my home now." He's in my space, but he doesn't touch me. "Tonight you're not spoiling my mood. I've got you where I want you, and I'm getting my rematch."

That's a funny way to put it. A rematch.

Our first time was sweet. Well, I enjoyed the intimacy, and I felt kind of wild just being naked in his arms, but then the act itself was a true debacle. A far cry from the fireworks and ecstasy I had heard about from more experienced friends. I felt so frustrated I could have screamed, but I didn't. I plastered a smile on my face and said it was just fine, because I didn't want to hurt his feelings. Yet he knew better, and instead of making the most of the moment with tender cuddling, he bolted.

So the truth is that I want that rematch, as well. I probably want it more than he does, because I have no doubt he's acquired tons of experience during the past years. Just the way he kisses me is enough to turn my blood into lava, so of course I want more.

I want to test the new and improved version of Brian; I want to see the man's body that was built on the boy's tender frame. In a perfect world, the boy's affection would have turned into a man's love... but I know this is not a perfect world, so I'll settle for what he's offering. Yeah, I'll take the rematch and ask my questions later.

As he closes in on me, I decide that I will forget that we're in the club house of his MC, and I will do what the biker's sweet butts do: I'll go along and enjoy the ride, no strings attached.

I let him remove my leather jacket, and then I push his down from his shoulder. He smiles at me as if this is a child's game, a clothing tit for tat. He pulls my T-shirt out of my pants and over my head. The bra I'm wearing is not the lacy black number I would have picked if I had known I was going to strip in front of him, but it's fine, presentable... but then again I don't think he's really noticed, since it's down on the floor already. My turn. I pull away his T-shirt and gasp. Not because of the tattoos—I was expecting them—but because of the scars on his chest and the fresh bruise on his shoulder. The tips of my fingers touch the most important scar. I count a dozen stitches way too close to his heart, and I bend over to kiss the damaged skin.

As I continue to explore the ribs and mountains of his torso, he somehow manages to get rid of the rest of our clothes until we're both standing naked in his room.  

He turns me around and presses his hard body against my back.

"Look," he says, directing my gaze to our reflection in the mirror over the dresser. He cups my breasts with his hands and whispers in my ear, "It's a perfect fit. Everything about you is just the right size for me now."

Watching him touching me is overwhelming. My eyes are glued on his hands, and I forget everything. My mouth is open, but I’ve stopped breathing. But then he pinches my nipples, and my gasp makes the machine start again. I feel more alive than I've ever felt in my life. I try to turn around—I want to touch him.

"Not done watching you like this," he growls, keeping me in place.

One of his hands leaves my breast and vanishes out of the mirrored image. Unseen but not unfelt. He's reaching the apex of my legs, and I catch fire. I close my eyes to concentrate on the sensations, but as soon as I do, his hand stops. I let out a moan of protest.

"Can't have you closing your eyes now," he says. "I want you to look at me as I make you come."

My eyes flutter open, and he pursues his exploration. My breath catches when he finds an especially sensitive spot, and there's a ferocious smile on his face when he notices my reaction. His caress centers on the reactive patch of flesh, and it doesn't take long before I'm panting. There's this incredible ball of heat growing inside of me. I fight to keep my eyes open, until I'm overtaken by this sunburst inside. I throw my head back and lean into Brian for support.

He catches me and lays me down on the bed.

"That's one," he says as he lies down beside me on the bed, looking quite pleased with himself. 

I nod and try to catch my breath. I put one hand flat on his chest and feel his heart beating as fast as mine. I raise my hand to his neck and pull his lips to mine. I want another mind-blowing kiss, and I get it. He's on top of me. I spread my legs and tilt my hips, but he ignores my invitation. He abandons my mouth to nibble on one breast and then the other. I want more than his sweet teasing, so I press my hand down on his head and his bite strengthens. My entire body jerks and I gasp. He goes for the other breast, and the ball of heat starts growing again.

I reach out for his waist and try to pull him to me, but he resists.

"Shush, Lisa," he whispers. "Relax and enjoy the ride." 

"Kiss me again," I say.

"I will," he says, but instead of coming up to my face, he goes for lower lips, and I shudder in anticipation. I'm finally going to experience what I've heard about so many times.

Oh my God, words don't do justice to the sensations. I understand why, since I don't have the words for them either. My entire universe is centered on Brian's tongue. I discover a new language that I would love to study for hours. I dig my fingers in his hair just before I reach heaven.

"That's two," I hear him say before lips and fingers join, and I realize that I was not yet totally undone. I come ablaze again, and every time I think I've reached a peak, he brings me higher. I'm breathing so hard I think my heart is about to explode, but it's not my heart; it's my entire body that shatters as I scream his name.

My voice is hoarse and my breath short when I steal his line from him and say, "That's three."

He laughs and scoots up the bed until his face is next to mine, and his lips burn my neck.

"Now that I've paid my debt, with interest..." he says while retrieving a condom from the nightstand's drawer.

"... it’s your turn again?" I ask.

"No. This time, it's our turn."

My heart melts when I see the look on his face. In the gaze of the grown man, I find the young boy I adored, and the tenderness he shows as he lowers himself into me brings tears to my eyes. I hide my face in his neck and blink to chase those stupid tears away. I need to protect my heart. This is just one time, one night with a half stranger, one shot of physical bliss with Ice, a stone cold member of the Iron Tornadoes.

I stop thinking and just feel.

He's slow and gentle, which is good, because I don't remember him being so big. I relax as my body adapts to let him in and his strokes become more powerful. I thought I was sated, but yet I react to his touch. There's a blaze inside of me, and just as I'm about to fly again, he freezes and asks bluntly, "How many since me, Lisa?"

I turn my head to the side and say, "Less than you've had since me, that's for sure."

"Answer me," he growls. 

I shake my head, and for an instant it looks as if he thinks I'm refusing to tell him, but then he understands that I mean none. I'm not sure he believes me, because he mutters to himself, "All those years and no one."

He watches me nod, and the expression on his face is indecipherable. Still, he must be happy with the answer since he starts moving again. He's more forceful now, and I savor each stroke as I lose myself a little more. Time stops, and the clock starts slowly ticking again after we're both spent and panting on the bed.

That's when he proves to me that I was dead right. It was just a one-time thing. This was not about love; this was all about pride. His pride demanded that rematch, and now that he's paid back his debt—with interest, as he so elegantly put it—he tells me, "I guess I should take you home."

There’s not a shred of tenderness left in his voice. As we put our clothes back on in silence I wonder if there never was any. Probably not. It was all an illusion. I only heard what I wanted to hear.  

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Getting back to work has done me a world of good, first because I'm a social animal and a team player. Staying at home with my mother was getting to me. Being part of a crew cheers me up. It took me all of one shift to realize my new boss was a strange character with unpredictable mood swings. Since no one ever knows when or why lightning's going to strike, the entire staff are really tight-knit. They all have each other's back. Whereas Lyv creates solidarity by creating a pleasant work atmosphere, this man does it by being the common enemy. I miss Lyv, and I miss New York, but I make do.

The other benefit of the work—aside from the money, which is not bad—is that when I get home at night, I'm so tired I don't toss and turn anymore. When my head hits the pillow, I fall into instant oblivion. I still have dreams in which David is calling to me, but they're becoming less frequent. I wish the same was true about the dreams I have about Brian.

It's been a month since he brought me home from the MC house, and I haven't seen him since. I now see members of his MC everywhere, however. I'm not sure there are more of them around than before. It might just be one of those things that I've been told pregnant women experience all the time: the second they find out they're expecting, they see big round bellies all around. So maybe it's just a question of awareness. The Iron Tornadoes is an old MC. Chances are they've always been around town, but I never saw them before, because their presence had no meaning for me. Now I can't help but notice, since they're Brian's family now and I'm pretty sure they're associated with my brother's death. Also, I can recognize some of them. 

I'm rolling my ride out of the garage when my mother catches up with me.

"Lisa, dear," she says as I put my small helmet on. "Since it's on your way to work, would you mind dropping this at the police station? Steven forgot his lunch when he left this morning."

Without waiting for my answer, she's already putting away a brown paper bag in my saddlebag.

"Sure, Mom." I wonder how Captain Williams will feel about having his lunch dropped off at the reception desk.

It's a short ride to the station. That's probably why my mother and the captain have decided that he will sell his home and move in with her when they're married. He proposed three weeks after David's funeral. I guess at their age, they feel there's no point in beating around the bush. Since my mother accepted, he's become a permanent fixture in our house. Watching my mother coming back to life is making him grow on me, but I'm still not comfortable around him. He's obviously not comfortable around me, either.

A few days ago, he asked me when I planned to return north.

"Not to rush you or chase you away," he explained. "It's just that we obviously can't do the wedding without you, so I want to get things organized before you fly back."

They've set the date for August first, and a few days later, I will return to school for my final year. I'm so glad he proposed before the law school administration had a chance to start preparing my transfer application.

Yeah, Captain Williams is not my favorite person, but he makes my mother happy, so I'll bring him lunch.

I leave the bike with the engine running and take the bag into the station. The morning shift staff are still on. Mike is manning the reception area.

"Hey, Mike. Your boss forgot his lunch in the fridge," I tell him with a wink.

He looks up at me with a big smile.

"Oh, good, maybe food will pacify him," he says, making a funny face. "It's been a horrible morning."

"Really?" Obviously, he's ready to burst. I'm sure he's so frustrated being stuck behind the desk that he needs to talk. Telling stories about his colleagues is the only way to vicariously become part of the action. I discreetly glance at my watch. I can spare him a few minutes and still get to work in time.

"Come on, tell me. You're such a great storyteller," I say. "It's a lot more exciting to hear stuff from you than from Captain Williams."

Comforted by the thought that I'm going to hear all about it in the evening from his boss, Mike starts talking.

"Last night we got word that the Iron Tornadoes know they've been infiltrated by an undercover cop, while we've just found out they have one of our own on the take," he whispers. "The task force have been called in for a special meeting with IA. Given the leaked intel, the corrupted cop is one of them. There were not so many people who new about the undercover assignment. Let me tell you, today I'm really happy to be down here. Heads are gonna roll, so I'm keeping mine very low."

"That's very wise," I tell him. 

"And of course you didn't hear anything from me," Mike says as the door opens behind me.

"What didn't you tell her?" asks a voice behind me. It's Everest. I haven't seen or heard from him since the rock festival day. It's good I've never fancied myself as a damsel in distress because he's just as fickle a prince as Brian.

Mike turns beet red.

"How many roses the captain ordered for my mom," I answer. I have no qualms about lying—I can make up stuff anytime. It comes spontaneously to me. "Not that it's any of your business anyway."

I turn my back to Everest and step toward the door.

"As always, it was fun talking to you, Mike."

Everest follows me outside. "Lisa, wait," he says.

I don't. I take a few steps and get on my bike. He's yet to begin saying something, so I raise my eyebrows. "What do you want?"

"I wanted to explain, you know...”

I watch him shifting his weight from one leg to the other, looking for words. I don't have time for his crap. If I wait for him to start talking, I'm going to be late for work.

"Yeah, right. Don't worry about it. It's not as if you'd promised me anything. I've got to get to work."

While I drive away, a smile creeps across my face, because thanks to Mike, the world looks a bit brighter today. My mind is on a "what if" rampage, and I'm loving it.

For a moment I will allow myself to dream: What if Brian has never been kicked out of the police academy? What if he's been recruited to participate in this operation before graduation? What if he's the undercover agent with the Iron Tornadoes?

Without a full-face crash helmet, one can't ride and smile—there are way too many bugs for that in Florida!

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Everything is beautiful. I have to hand it to Captain "what will it take for you to call me Steven" Williams—he knows how to get things organized. He's rented this beautiful pavilion in a posh golf club, and it's very tastefully decorated.

Chairs have been set up on the grass. The front row is occupied by Captain Williams's sister and her kids, on one side, and by Aunt Nancy and me, on the other side. Behind us sit many police officers in full uniform. I see Catherine and Thomas, as well as Mike and a few other familiar faces. No Everest. I'm sure of it, because he's so much taller than everyone else that there's no way to miss him when he's around.

Captain Williams is standing under a flower-covered arch, and one of his judge friends is next to him. I'm not sure if he's acting as best man or witness, but he's standing very erect. He's stiff, as if he's swallowed an umbrella. The music starts, and we all turn to look behind us.

My mother is walking down the aisle on Uncle Tony's arm. Am I the only one who realizes how weird this is? She's being brought to her husband-to-be by the twin brother of her deceased spouse. I'm watching my father's double giving my mother away to another man. I wish David were here to share the strangeness of the moment with me. I turn around to look at Aunt Nancy, and even though she's smiling, I see tears pooling in her eyes. Nancy looks happy for my mother, but there's something missing. Since David's death, something has broken in her. It's as if all her energy and joy had been transferred to my mother.

I reach out for her hand, and she holds on to mine. I wish I knew how to comfort her. I want to tell her about my suspicion, but I can't.

First of all, I'm not sure that Brian is the undercover cop that has infiltrated the MC. Since I spoke to Mike, I've read in the papers that there have been some arrests, but I haven't had any opportunity to get more information out of anyone. Captain Williams has erected a Chinese wall between the police station and my home. He never talks business at all.

Second, if it's true that Brian is undercover, telling Nancy would be putting him in danger. She's been carrying so much shame and guilt on her shoulders that nothing would prevent her from going around hinting to anybody who would listen that her boy hasn't really turned bad. Obviously, I can't let that happen.

So I hold her hand until Uncle Tony comes to sit next to her and wrap a protective arm around her shoulders. I'm so glad he's supportive of her. 

He's probably just as torn as she is.

The ceremony is short and sweet. The groom gets to kiss the bride, and I have to look away. The very fact that I'm here testifies to the fact that my mother is a sexual being, but that's something I don't like being reminded of. Her passionate kissing of Captain Williams is way too much for me. As everyone stands, applauds, and lines up to offer the new couple congratulations, I make a run for it. I enter the clubhouse and bump into Everest. He does look dashing in his uniform. Did I just think dashing? It's such a Gone with the Wind type of word, but it's fitting.

"You don't enjoy the crowd, or you're unhappy with the entire event?" Everest asks as he catches me.

"Neither," I say. "I'm uncomfortable with public displays of affection."

"Wanna talk?" he says.

"With you? Not really," I snap back. 

Actually I would. I would like him to tell me why he didn’t try to see me after he let me go with Brian. I want to know why he didn’t even check to see if I was okay. 

I’m conflicted about him. I didn’t want to string him along and yet I feel hurt that he gave up on me so easily. 

My bark doesn’t scare him because he says, "Well, I'd like to talk to you—can you give me two minutes?"

Without waiting for my answer, he takes me by the elbow to the corner of the reception room farthest away from the garden doors. I sit at one corner of a table and he takes the chair next to mine.

"I really like you," he says.

He stays silent while I look around and see that he's got me cornered between the wall, the table, and him. I look back at him without saying anything. It's probably what he was waiting for, because he continues.

"I really like you," he repeats, "but I understand you have unfinished business with someone else."

Since I don't owe him an explanation, and he's not even asking a question, I just stare at him, waiting for him to continue. 

"I know you're going back to finish your last year of law school, and you won't be back before next June to take the Florida bar." So much for the Chinese wall of Captain Williams—obviously home intel makes its way to the office. "So what I really want to tell you is that I'll still be around when you come back, and if by then you know where you're at, I would be happy to spend more time with you."

He's got the kindest eyes and the sweetest sad smile. It wouldn't be hard to fall for such a nice guy.

Yeah, but he's right; I have unfinished business with Brian, and one way or another, I need to find closure.

I remain silent as I don’t know what to say.

He gets up, pushes his chair back in, and then leans over to press his lips on my forehead.

"Goodbye, little one. I'll see you next spring," he says as he turns toward the bride and groom, who are now entering the room.

I watch him salute my mother and then Captain Williams. As Everest makes a discreet exit, I join the new couple and hug my mother. "I'm so happy for you," I tell her.

I turn to the man who is now my stepfather and add, "And for you, too, Steven."

The smile on his face shows me that he takes my finally calling him by his first name as a victory and he's right. It means I'll be giving him a fair chance. I truly wish for them to be happy.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The newlyweds have fled to Paris. Captain Williams—I need to remember to call him Steven—is making my mother's dearest wish come true.

Tomorrow I'll be closing the house and going back to New York. I'll have a couple of weeks to work full time at the restaurant before classes start again. There's a new dorm room waiting for me, and a final year of study. In the spring, I'll come home to take the Florida bar and finally become a lawyer.

Coming out of the shower, I go to my brother's room. It will be turned into an office for my stepfather by the time I come back. The dirty laundry hamper is empty. David's clothes are neatly folded on the shelves. My mother must have done it by force of habit. She's also changed the sheets. I hug his pillow, but the only thing I smell now is laundry detergent. I put the pillow back and pick up two of David's largest T-shirts. I will keep them and sleep in them. Is that morbid? I'd like to think it's not. I undress and slip into one. I also take his leather jacket from a hanger in his closet, and I bring it to my room and lie down on my bed using it as a cover.

I close my eyes and imagine that I hear him coming home and calling out for me... and it's déjà vu all over again, because I do hear steps on the stairs. I open my eyes, and Brian's at my door.

"I came to say goodbye," he says softly.

"How do you know I'm leaving tomorrow?" I ask.

"I have my sources," he tells me as he takes two steps forward and kneels by my bed. He takes David's jacket away from my shoulder and puts it on my desk behind him. I can see the sadness in his eyes as he does.

"I know you miss him, too," I say. "But I'm no longer mad at you. I think I know what you're doing." He looks at me as if he has no idea what I'm talking about. "You were never kicked out of the academy. You're undercover for the task force. Right?"

He smiles. "You're partially right. I didn't get kicked out; I quit. However, I'm sorry to disappoint you, but I'm not a member of the task force."

"I understand that there are things you cannot possibly tell me," I say. "But I need you to talk to me."

He gets up, and for a second, I think he's going to walk out the door but he doesn't. He kicks off his boots and removes his jacket. I scoot over against the wall to make room for him.

He lies down next to me and wraps his arms around me. My head rests on his strong shoulder and my hand on his heart. Its steady rhythm soothes me. I'm content just to be with him.

"There's so many things I would like to be able to tell you," he says after a little while, nuzzling my hair.

I send him a silent prayer. Come on, baby, open up a bit and let me in.

"The Iron Tornadoes are my family, too. I hate that Mom and Tony can't get that. I hope you will. When you come back... I'll be able to explain why."

"I can't wait that long," I say and sigh as I pull his T-shirt over his head.

"Yes, you can," he says, rolling on his side to face me and removing David's long T-shirt that I had just put on. "You've waited for me for so long already; a few months won't make that much of a difference."

I can't help but laugh at the self-confidence he's showing.

"What makes you think I waited for you? Did you ever consider the possibility that I just didn't have the time for a relationship and that as soon as I'm done with law school I'll go on a rampage?"

"Nah," he says. He kisses me, and I know it's true. I've never wanted anyone else but him. 

The only other man that ever appeared on my radar is sweet Everest. 

Brian pulls his lips away from mine and adds, his tone tender and possessive, "You're mine, and that's all there is to it."

I'm not sure how I feel about his arrogance.

"What about you?" I ask.

"Well, it's a bit different..."

"Oh please, don't give me the old 'men have different needs' line, because they don't," I say, cutting him short.

"That's not what I meant to say," he explains. "What I meant is that I knew I was coming back home and back to you, but we hadn't promised each other anything, so..." His first words made my head spin, and he kisses me again, and it's clear—I don't care who he's been with as long as he's with me now.

"I've got to admit I'm kind of glad you experimented," I say, as his hands deftly do away with the rest of his clothes.

"And I'm delighted you didn't," he says. "See, it worked out perfectly, baby. I know who I am now. I know what I am and what I want. There are many things I want to do with you, and the idea that I will be the only one ever to do them just blows my mind. I promise you will never regret it."

"You have a few hours to start your demonstration, professor," I say with a husky voice I barely recognize as mine. "I think you'd better get started now, because this will have to keep both of us sated for many months."

And he does get started and shows me how amazingly reactive my entire body is to his touch. There isn't a part of me that he doesn't explore with his hands. His lips burn my neck and torture my breast. I never want this night to end; I'm in heaven, and I don't want to leave. Just when I think it can't be any more perfect, he whispers in my ear. 

"You know you are mine, right?" And my universe bursts with millions of bubbles of happiness because I’m certain what he means is that he loves me.

As I fall asleep in his arms for the first time, I know that I've closed the first book of my life. David's death made its end very sad, but the time for sorrow will soon be over. It's time for the second book. I adore its first chapter; I can't wait to discover the next ones.

Tonight I had my first glimpse of what the rest of the nights of my life could be like when I come back.
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Ripped

Lyv is a curvy and optimistic girl who can't wait to finish high school and run away from her drunk mother. Emotional abuse is what that woman dishes out best in the family's Long Island diner.

Lyv's only support is her best friend Ten, a passionate guy from the right side of the track. But Ten has already moved on to college so there's only so much he can do to help her get through her senior year and then he'll soon be going away to study in Europe for a term.

When the Christmas holidays come around, Ten takes Lyv out for a night on the town.

That's how Lyv meets Alexander, a talented rising rock star. Spark flies during this chance encounter.

Just before the start of his first tour, Alexander shows Lyv how to welcome the New Year with a hot and heavy night of passion.

Life is finally looking up for Lyv ... That is, until she finds out she's pregnant.

With the two guys in her life out of reach, a baby on the way and an abusive mother, Lyv has some tough calls to make. Can she make the right ones

Fearless Curves by D. H. Cameron

“Brandy, would you come see me for a minute,” Vic called to me as he walked by my office. I looked up from the stack of folders on my desk, grabbed my coffee and followed my boss to his office. I wound my way through the boxes and stacks of papers, files and law books that sat in the hallway between our offices and found Vic shuffling through the mess that he called his desk.

“What do you need...besides someone to organize that rat’s nest?” I asked. Vic looked at me meaningfully.

“You volunteering?” he asked in return. Vic was middle-aged but you’d hardly know it but for the grey in his beard. His head was shaven and he wore a hoop in one ear. Vic worked out a lot and under his dress shirt and tie, his arms, and presumably his chest too, were covered in tattoos. As usual his sleeves were rolled up to his mid forearm, his tie was worn loosely and even though it was only nine in the morning, Vic looked like he’d been at work for ten hours.

“Um, no. Thanks anyway. You should really look for a bigger place, you know,” I advised him.

“Rents cheap and the clients don’t care,” he told me. That was for sure. Our clients weren’t exactly high class. Vic was a criminal defense attorney and I was his assistant attorney. This was the kind of job you got when you graduated from a state university with a law degree but that’s the best education I could afford without going into debt for the rest of my life.

Our clients were generally the dregs of society, potheads, bikers, strippers and escorts. It was glamorous...not! It was scary at times but I’d come to discover that our clients, Vic’s clients rather, respected a good defense attorney. They weren’t going to poison that relationship, especially if we could keep them out of prison and Vic was good at keeping his clients out of prison.

“Maybe a storage unit so I don’t trip and kill myself on the way to the coffee maker,” I suggested. Vic looked at me showing me his winning smile complete with the one gold tooth. He was a lawyer at least in part thanks to the Texas Department of Criminal Justice. He took correspondence classes serving time for robbing a series of liquor stores in the early nineties and then attended Texas A&M to finish his degree once he was released. Vic was reformed, sort of, and now he worked within the law here in Las Vegas and he was damn good at it.

“Yeah, I’ll get right on that. So, I’m taking Lacey to Hawaii next week,” he told me. Lacey, Vic’s wife, was a former stripper but she was sweet and very pretty even though her boobs were as hard as rocks. I mean, they looked as hard as rocks. I’d never felt them or anything.

“I know, you told me about the trip,” I replied.

“Yeah, well I tried to clear the schedule but Judge Sullivan was being a bitch as usual. You’re going to need to handle a hearing for me. It should be easy. The cops conducted an illegal search. Even Sullivan will see it and probably toss out the case,” Vic told me.

“Vic! I’m not ready for that,” I complained. I’d passed the bar the year before but I only went to court to assist Vic. I wasn’t experienced enough to do it on my own. Well let’s be honest, I was afraid of doing it on my own. Afraid I’d mess up, get someone thrown in jail and disappoint Vic.

“Kid, you’re ready. You’ll do fine. Just read over the file...,” Vic told me and then began rifling through the piles of folders on his desk. “Damn it, it was just...oh, here it is. Just read this over, present the evidence and he’ll walk,” Vic said as he located the file and handed it to me.

“Who will walk?” I asked wondering what type of client I was dealing with.

“Jack Anker. He’s a biker,” Vic told me and he must have seen the look on my face because he didn’t waste a second trying to sooth my concerns. “Look, he’s a rough character but he won’t bite the hand that feeds him. We’re meeting with him on Friday. I’ll make sure he plays nice. It’ll be fine,” he assured me.

This wasn’t what I expected when I decided to attend law school. I expected to find myself working in a law office with nice clients with normal problems. But instead, I was helping Vic defend criminals. I knew they deserved a good lawyer and that it was the State’s burden to prove they had broken the law, but many of the people we defended were obviously guilty and we got them off on technicalities. It didn’t always sit well with me.

Vic explained that the police and prosecutors had to follow the law and if they didn’t, our clients deserved to get off. I knew he was right and even Vic had refused to represent certain clients because of what they were accused of. Most of the crimes we dealt with were so-called victimless crimes. Disorderly conduct, solicitation, small time drug dealers and pot heads, violations of the entertainment ordinances, in other words strippers providing enhanced services, and stuff like that. We worked in Las Vegas and there were a lot of people trying to have fun or provide that fun to the people that came to town to party. Vic usually avoided the violent criminals and real bad guys.

“What did this Mr. Anker do?” I wondered.

“Cops searched him without a warrant, found a handgun. Look, he’s a biker but he’s not a criminal, well not a real criminal,” Vic told me and flashed his smile again. I rolled my eyes.

“Fine. I don’t want you and Lacey to miss out on your vacation,” I replied, the ever dutiful assistant.

“Thanks, kid. I’ll bring you a conch shell or something,” Vic told me.

“Wow, thanks!” I said with a hint of sarcasm. I needed to find a new job. I liked Vic but this wasn’t for me. I didn’t like the people we represented. Honestly, they frightened me. They lived lives that were foreign to me, that I couldn’t understand. I tried to stay on the straight and narrow, to stay out of trouble, but they seemed to enjoy living on the edge of lawlessness. I suppose what I did to defend them had merit but I always felt a bit grimy at the end of the day.

>>O<<

Friday arrived and since I had a meeting, even if it was with a biker, I dressed nice, a blue skirt suit, a pretty blouse, heels and all that. Vic was late but our meeting with Mr. Anker wasn’t until three o’clock. He probably had an impromptu meeting or more likely Lacey called him back to bed. That happened more often than Vic liked to admit but it was easy to tell. When he would finally make it into the office, he came in whistling. I didn’t blame him. Lacey was beautiful and had a great body. I knew her body wasn’t all real but I was still jealous of her fabulous body and that she had a loving husband even if he wasn’t really my idea of Prince Charming.

Vic was usually in by ten in the morning, however, it was after ten that morning when he finally called me. “Kid, I’m taking the day off. Lacey wants to go bikini shopping before we fly out tomorrow,” he told me. What?

“Vic, we’re supposed to meet with Mr. Anker this afternoon,” I reminded him.

“Oh shit! Slipped my mind. You can handle it, kid. You know the drill. I can’t disappoint the missus,” Vic told me.

“Oh, come on, Vic,” I complained and as I did I heard Lacey kissing on him and talking in that baby-talk I couldn’t imagine a man finding attractive. I guess Vic did, however, because he groaned.

“Sorry, kid. You’ll do fine. I’ve got to go,” he said and then I heard Lacey moan. Really? He couldn’t call me after they had sex?

“Yeah, have fun. You too, Lacey,” I replied, shouting so Vic’s wife could hear me.

“Uh huh! Thanks, Brandy! Oh God!” she replied as it sounded like she was about to climax.

“Later, kid,” Vic said and the phone went dead. Now I couldn’t get the vision out of my head of the bubbly blonde ex-stripper riding my boss. That wouldn’t have been so bad but I hadn’t had sex since...uh...um...had it really been since I was in college? Ug! But the vision faded as I remembered I had to meet with the biker all by myself later that day. Vic was a decent boss, easy going most of the time and he paid me really well but it was times like these when I wished I could have found a better job. Heck, right then I’d have taken a job as a legal secretary to get out of this meeting.

As expected, the day flew by. They always did when I was dreading something like meeting with this biker. I left to get lunch at about two that afternoon. I felt anxious and nervous as I walked down to the noodle place past the pawn shop, the two bail bond places and that seedy sex shop with the mannequin wearing the dominatrix gear. Yeah, I worked in a real nice part of town. I stayed and ate at the noodle joint among the mostly Asian patrons and then walked back, considering crossing the street to the liquor store and getting a bottle of something strong. I really wasn’t looking forward to this.

I must have missed the motorcycle parked on the street as I returned because in my office was a man whose appearance left no doubt that he was a biker. I stood in the doorway unsure of what to say as the man looked over my degree on the opposite wall. Finally, I cleared my throat and the man turned to face me. “Mr. Anker?” I asked.

“Fuck, don’t call me Mr. Anker. That’s my old man’s name,” he said and took a seat and threw his big, black boots and blue-jeans clad legs up on my desk. He was a tall man, with a narrow waist and broad shoulders. His sleeveless leather vest revealed muscular arms covered in tattoos. His golden hair fell just past his shoulders and his beard was worn short. His narrow gray eyes bore into me and I swallowed hard under his gaze.

“Jack?” I asked cautiously.

“Call me, Rogue,” he said. Rogue? Was that a nickname or something? It seemed kind of silly.

“OK, nice to meet you...Rogue. I’m Brandy. How did you get in here?” I said.

“I picked the lock. I figure you and Vic were at lunch or something. Where’s Vic?” he asked. Picked the lock? Nice!

“Um, he’s tied up,” I said and almost giggled. Lacey might have tied him up for all I knew. “I’ll be handling the hearing next week,” I told him.

“Yeah? Sweet!” he replied.

“Why is that sweet, Rog...are you sure I can’t call you Jack?” I asked. He looked at me and a sly grin crept over his face, a grin that made me slightly uncomfortable for some reason.

“For you, anything, doll. Jack’s fine. And sweet because I dig chicks like you in their little lawyer outfits,” Jack told me. I know I blushed and I hated myself for doing it. Suddenly, however, I’d wished I’d chosen something more conservative to wear. Not that the blue skirt suit wasn’t conservative but as Jack looked me over, it felt as if I was standing there in my underwear. The hem was just over my knees and my blouse had one to many buttons unbuttoned but it felt like he could see right through my clothes.

“Well, thank you but let’s stick to business, OK?” I urged the biker. He was exactly what I’d expected but nothing like I’d imagined. The jeans, the boots, the sleeveless leather vest, all fit my expectations. But this wasn’t the scuzzy, beer-bellied biker I’d envisioned in my head. Jack was all muscle and sinew, all rough and rugged, a bad boy with an attitude and everything a girl wants in a man even if she won’t admit it. Well, most girls anyway. Frankly, Jack scared the bejesus out of me.

“Sure, we can talk business. Let’s do it over drinks. Hogs and Heifers isn’t far,” he suggested. Hogs and Heifers was a biker bar in Downtown Vegas. It attracted tourists but most of them were bikers looking to hang out at the famous bar based on the original in New York. Las Vegas had its own versions of all kinds of famous places. I’d been there once with Vic and Lacey. It was rowdy and loud, not really my scene. I felt like I was about to get kidnapped or caught in a bar brawl at any moment.

“Gee, thanks but no thanks. Let’s just do this here. I’ve got a...date tonight,” I lied. Jack grinned again. He saw right through me and that worried me a bit.

“Whatever you say, Brandy,” he replied. I took a seat across the desk and took out his file. I asked him to explain the incident that brought him to us.

“Some cop with a stick up his ass pulled me over. Said my blinker wasn’t working. I had my 1911 with me. I’d been at the range practicing. It’s legal and all,” he told me.

“A 1911? That’s the handgun?” I asked.

“Yeah, a .45 caliber semi-auto. Anyway, he assumes I’m some kind of criminal and searches the bike. Finds the gun and charges me with carrying a concealed weapon. That’s bullshit. I was carrying it legal,” he said.

“You didn’t consent to a search?” I clarified.

“Fuck no! I got nothing to hide but he had no probable cause to search and I wouldn’t give it to him even if he asked. None of his damned business. He thinks because I look a certain way, that’s enough. Fuck him,” Jack told me, his anger and frustration coming out but not directed at me.

“Well, you’re right. That’s not enough. I think I can get this thrown out next week. You don’t even need to be there and honestly, it’s better if you weren’t,” I replied.

“Why’s that?” he asked.

“Look, I’m not judging but you...um...,” I began to say.

“I get it, doll. I look like a dirt bag and I might offend the judge’s delicate sensibilities,” he said finishing my thought though I wouldn’t have put it exactly like that.

“Look, Judge Sullivan is uptight. Let’s not give her a chance to make assumptions like that cop did. Chances are he won’t be there to counter my arguments and the prosecutor won’t have any hard evidence to challenge me. I’ll call you after and let you know what happened,” I said and then at the last moment added, “And you’re not a dirt bag.”

“Thanks, doll. You’re a saint. You sure you don’t want to go out with me and get fucked up?” he asked me. I felt bad for Jack. He was getting a raw deal. Didn’t matter what he was really doing with the gun, the cop didn’t have the right to search him. But, it wasn’t pity. It was professional. I was a lawyer and though I wasn’t always thrilled with the people Vic represented, I didn’t like seeing anyone get railroaded. Especially when it was just because of the way they looked.

I knew how that felt. I wasn’t ashamed of my body or the way I looked but plenty of people made assumptions about a big girl like me. I was lazy or lacked self-control, I was out of shape or ate like a pig, I was a loser. I wasn’t any of those things. I worked hard at my job and I took care of myself. So I wasn’t born slim and svelte. That didn’t mean I wasn’t in shape and it definitely didn’t mean I was a loser. So, I could identify with Jack. That didn’t mean I was going to go out with him and get fucked up as he put it.

“Gee, your quite the charmer but I’m meeting friends tonight,” I lied forgetting I’d already lied.

“I thought you had a date, Brandy?” Jack challenged me. Damn! That’s why I didn’t lie. I was horrible at it.

“Uh...that’s what I meant. I have a date with friends,” I said in hopes he’d buy it.

“Don’t bullshit a bullshitter. I’m a big boy. You don’t need to lie to me,” he said. He knew what I was about and it was a bit disconcerting.

“Sorry, I just didn’t want to...look, you’re not my type,” I replied deciding to be honest but gentle.

“How do you know if you don’t take me for a test ride,” Jack replied as that grin crossed his face again. He clearly intended the double meaning. Suddenly, I felt warm.

“Um...no. I think we need to keep this relationship all business,” I replied.

“So, were in a relationship? That’s a start. But one thing has been eating at me. Are those pantyhose or are you wearing stockings,” Jake asked and I know I blushed at that. I had the sudden urge to cover up, my conservative outfit feeling even less so suddenly. Why would he even ask that?

“None of your business, Mr. Anker,” I replied, my voice trembling.

“Ouch! Stop it with the mister crap, doll. I’m not a gentleman, I’m not respectable and I don’t treat women like ladies,” he told me and winked suggestively. I realized I wasn’t breathing any longer and exhaled finally. Why did that make me feel so aroused? I had no idea but I couldn’t help but ask the obvious question.

“What do you treat women like?” I wondered trying to sound a bit judgmental but failing miserably and sounding curious, which I was. Jack pulled his feet from my desk, set them on the floor and leaned forward. His gray eyes narrowed even further as he stared into mine.

“Why don’t you let me show you? Let me bring out the bad girl inside, Brandy,” he offered suggestively. Oh my!

“I...I don’t have a bad girl inside,” I told him laughing as if the idea was ridiculous. He scoffed at that.

“Every woman has a dark side. A temptress, a bad girl, a whore longing to get out and stretch her legs...or spread them,” he said. I went absolutely red at that, my whole body warming up, my inner thighs feeling prickly from the moist heat. I didn’t know what to say to this man. Nobody had ever talked to me like that and I was sure when I found a man that did, I’d slap him across the face and walk away. Instead, dirty thoughts flashed through my mind. Wicked, naughty things that a girl should only think of in the dark by herself so no one would discover her secret desires.

“You’re making me uncomfortable,” I replied, tore my eyes from Jack’s and looked down at my lap self-consciously.

“I can see that. You’re cute when you’re trying not to fuck me silly,” he said. My head jerked up and I looked at Jack but no words came to mind. I was dumbfounded by his forward manner and I just stared as he grinned back at me. I swallowed hard again and then one thought entered my mind. The one and only response I could think of right then.

“Stockings,” I whispered and bit my lip. My heart was pounding and my breathing shallow. Jack chuckled softly and stood up. What was I doing? I couldn’t help myself. I was afraid of the way Jack made me feel, out of control and far too adventurous, but I found I wanted to do exactly as he suggested.

“Let’s go get fucked up, you and I, and see where things wind up,” he said. I wanted to say yes but should I? Jack was cute, don’t get me wrong, but he was a biker, a trouble maker, an outlaw of sorts. I was a lawyer for goodness sake. I shouldn’t be cavorting with men like Jack. However, I wanted to meet this bad girl he spoke of, see if I did indeed have a dark side as he implied. This man was going to get me into trouble.

“I don’t have a helmet,” I said and a flush of excitement and shame came over me. I was really going to do this despite my half-hearted attempt to find one last excuse.

“Fuck it. It’s not far. You’re a lawyer. You can talk the cop out of the ticket,” Jack said and winked at me. Fuck!

“I’m in a skirt,” I said wondering how that might work but sure Jack had a solution. Jack just laughed as he offered his hand. I took it, feeling as if the gesture signaled some kind of major shift in my life, and he pulled me to my feet. He looked me up and down and I could barely endure his gaze. It was intense and I could feel the desire in his eyes as he drank my curvy figure in.

“Damn, I love me a girl in a little lawyer outfit,” he said and tugged me behind him as he bent and grabbed his helmet. I grabbed my handbag and phone then turned off the lights as we went. Jack barely stopped long enough for me to lock the office as we left. I closed the metal bars over the glass door that matched the bars over the windows and locked them too. When I turned, Jack handed me his helmet.

“I was kidding, you can wear mine. I’ve got a hard head, or so my old man says,” he told me. I shuffled along in my pumps, stuffed my phone in my pocket and my handbag under my arm as I tried to put the helmet on. Thankfully, I put my long, dark hair in a ponytail that morning so it wouldn’t look too bad after wearing the helmet. But as I cinched the strap tight I saw Jack’s bike.

“Maybe I should drive,” I said as I looked the bike over. It was a piece of junk. Faded, cracked paint, rusty chrome and worn leather. I wasn’t getting on that thing.

“It’s a rat bike, old school, doll. It’s supposed to look like that. I promise, it’s solid and it rides like a dream,” he said. I looked at him skeptically and then back at the bike.

“It’s supposed to look like that?” I asked.

“We could take your cage if you want,” he said and when he saw the confusion on my face he told me, “You’re car. I call them cages.”

“Oh, well...,” I began to say but then I decided I’d gone this far. “Yeah, let’s take your bike, I guess. It’s not far, right?” I told Jack and handed him my handbag which he stuffed into one of the worn leather saddlebags. He grinned and straddled the bike. At least it had a seat made for two and a bar behind to keep me from falling off. Jack fired up the bike and it roared to life, shaking the ground with its low rumble. I could feel the vibration to my core. I stood there trying to think of a lady-like way to mount the bike but I was beginning to believe that wasn’t possible

“Hike up your skirt,” he said. I looked around self-consciously.

“But people will see,” I complained.

“Yeah, give us a show, doll,” Jack said. I smiled despite myself and looked around again. I reached down and grabbed the hem of my skirt, took a deep breath and hiked it up over my stocking tops so I could straddle the bike. I did it quickly and reluctantly but it was a bit of a thrill. I felt naughty and I kind of liked that feeling. What was this man doing to me?

“Feet on the pegs, watch the exhaust pipe and hold on to something,” he said.

“Hold on to what?” I asked as a bit of panic set in.

“The sissy bar or me,” he said and I chose the sissy bar, which I assumed was the tall, rusty, U-shaped bar behind me made of ornately twisted metal tubing. Jack turned, revved the bike, popped the clutch and we took off like a shot, the bike growling loudly as we did. Immediately I grabbed Jack instead as the power of the bike surprised me, wrapping my arms around his torso and finding his body as hard as it looked. He laughed as we tore down the boulevard and I held on to him for dear life.

I’d never been so terrified in my whole life as Jack sped down the boulevard, weaving in and out of traffic and generally going way too fast. We turned a corner and I was sure we were going to tip over. I squeezed him even tighter pressing my face against his back and closing my eyes. We didn’t tip, however, and when we came out of the turn I felt a rush of relief mixed with excitement.

“You’re going to kill us!” I shouted, my words barely audible over the roar of the engine and the wind. Jack laughed, a maniacal kind of cackle, and twisted the throttle. The motorcycle reacted immediately and accelerated strongly.

“Oh shit!” he hissed suddenly and hit the brakes but it was too late. A Metro cruiser was lying in wait behind a building as we ripped past. I turned to see the lights and siren flare to life and the Metro officer pull onto the Boulevard to pursue. “Hold on, doll!” Jack said and turned down the next side street as I squealed in terror.

We weaved and dodged through the back streets of the industrial area near the freeway and soon the Metro cruiser was lost in the maze behind us. Jack slowed, took us into a parking lot and then hid the bike behind a delivery truck and shut it down.

“What do you think you’re...,” I began to ask.

“Shh,” Jack warned me. I let go of him and sat behind him seething at being shushed as much as being taken on that harrowing escape. I crossed my arms and waited, frowning indignantly. Then the Metro cruiser drove past, his lights off and the siren no longer blaring. I held my breath, sure we’d be seen and arrested. Jack’s hand rested on the starter button as if he was ready to run if we were seen. I couldn’t go to jail. I was a lawyer, an officer of the court, and I’d probably lose my license. The cruiser disappeared and for a moment Jack and I remained still.

“All right, he’s gone,” Jack said.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I demanded.

“What?” Jack asked all innocently as if he had no idea what I meant.

“You almost got me killed and then you almost got me arrested. I could lose my law license,” I told him angrily.

“You weren’t doing anything wrong. I was at the controls, you’re wearing a helmet. I’d probably go to the pokey and then you’d get me out,” Jack told me confidently.

“Don’t be so sure. Take me back to the office,” I ordered.

“No! You liked it and you know it,” he replied self-assuredly. I’d had enough. It wasn’t fun and I didn’t like it. That’s what I told myself anyway.

“Fine, I’ll walk back,” I said and started to get off the bike. Jack, however, reached back with his arms and pinned my stocking clad thighs to his sides. “Let go of me!” I told him.

“You’re not going anywhere unless it’s with me, Brandy,” Jack said as he looked over his shoulder at me. I stared at him with fire in my eyes but he wasn’t finished. “That was exciting wasn’t it? Dangerous and thrilling? You liked it. You’re turned on beyond belief. In fact, I bet you’re panties are soaked right now,” the bastard told me.

It wasn’t so much that what he said was offensive and crude, it was that he was right. I didn’t want to admit it. My pride dictated I not give him the satisfaction but I was afraid too. Frightened of admitting I liked riding behind him, of finding the brief chase and escape thrilling or the fact my panties were likely soaked through. So what did I do? I just stared at him but the edge had left my eyes.

“Uh huh. I’ll take your silence as an admission that I’m dead on,” Jack said as the roguish grin crept across his face. I wondered if that’s where the nickname came from. Still, I didn’t speak. I just looked into Jack’s eyes as his hands released their grip on my legs and moved towards the apex of my thighs. I stiffened and gasped. Then he found my garters and slipped his fingers under them, never taking his eyes from mine as he looked over his shoulder. Jack smiled, tugged on the garters and let them snap back into place.

“Ouch!” I said though it didn’t really hurt.

“If you’re through throwing your little fit, doll, let’s go have some real fun,” Jack told me. I didn’t reply or nod, only staring into his gray eyes unable to reveal my desire to do just as he suggested. He chuckled knowingly, sure of the effect he was having on me and then fired up the bike as I wrapped my arms around him again. We took off like a shot, roaring down the street without regard for speed limits or common sense. How did this biker see right through me, see my deepest desires, when I couldn’t?
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We had to park Jack’s bike down the street because there were so many biker’s parked in front of the bar. Hogs and Heifers was jumping with loud rock music pouring out of the front doors and leather clad men and women milling about outside as well as inside. It was spring but already like summer in Las Vegas. Inside, there was barely room to maneuver through the crowds of bikers and sightseers. I looked absolutely out of place in my blue skirt suit, though I’d left the suit’s jacket in one of Jack’s saddlebags so I didn’t look like a complete frump.

We made our way to the long bar, where several women danced on top wearing very little in the way of clothes. I wasn’t sure if they worked there or if they were customers. The band was playing classic rock, the singer a girl built like me and her band an eclectic mish mash of looks and styles. The banner behind them read “Silicone Wookie.” They were pretty good and the crowd seemed to appreciate their music.

“Here,” Jack said drawing my attention from the band and its curvy lead singer. He held a shot glass.

“What is it?” I asked. Jack raised an eyebrow and just stared at me. “It’s Jack Daniels, isn’t it?” I asked though I was sure I was right. Jack smiled and threw back his shot. I smelled mine and it burned my nose but I put it to my lips anyway and tossed mine back as well. “Fuck!” I said as the whiskey burned my throat and warmed by insides. Jack handed me another and clinked his second shot against mine. He readied his and I followed suit and we tipped back the shots together.

“Oh my God!” I said and Jack grinned at me. I could already feel the alcohol working its evil magic but it felt good. I usually didn’t act like this. I was always worried what people might think or that I’d get in trouble. It wasn’t like I didn’t have fun but I always held myself in check, made sure things never got out of hand. I was having a hard time stopping myself at the moment, however.

“Let’s dance, doll,” Jack said and grabbed my hand. I barely had time to set my shot glass on the bar before Jack was leading me through the crowd. There wasn’t a dance floor so much as an area in the middle of the cozy bar where couples danced amongst the other patrons. Jack stopped and turned to face me, his arms sliding around my hips as he began to sway against mine. I followed his lead as my head buzzed pleasantly.

“You’re a troublemaker, you know that?” I told Jack. He flashed that roguish grin at me and squeezed my round ass. I looked around wondering if anyone might be looking and the full-figured lead singer of the band was watching as she sang and winked at me. I smiled and blushed.

“I’m going to fuck you tonight,” Jack told me. I turned my attention back to him and frowned.

“What?” I asked. Jack pulled me closer and kissed me suddenly. The whiskey on his breath mixed with the whiskey on mine as his tongue slipped into my mouth. I went stiff as his hand found the front of my blouse and he undid another button exposing even more of my ample cleavage. Then he broke the kiss and I could feel his erection pressed against me through his jeans.

“You heard me. In a couple of hours, you’ll be down to your stockings, garter belt and heels, bent over and coming like a cheap whore,” he said. I gasped but his words sent a tingle through my body. I bit my lip and wondered why I wasn’t offended or angered. Maybe it was his gray eyes bearing down on me, the whiskey working its way through me or maybe just some long denied desire. Whatever it was, I imagined the scene he described and it warmed me to my core.

“Why not right now?” I asked brazenly. Damn it, I wanted Jack but I wasn’t sure why. He wasn’t my type, though I wasn’t really sure what my type was. I was raised to be a good girl, to follow the rules and avoid men like Jack. He was trouble but right then, I wanted trouble for some reason and in direct opposition to everything I’d been taught throughout my life. I needed to see where this went even though I knew it probably wasn’t a good idea.

“Patience, doll. Let it age. Let the embers smolder a while,” he said. Oh, he was good. Now that I’d made the decision, for good or ill, to give myself to him he was going to make me wait. Damn him! We danced through a few songs, Jack staring into my eyes and feeling me up boldly. I was forced to slap his roaming hands away a few times for fear he’d start undressing me right then and there. When he had me all worked up and breathing heavy, we headed back to the bar. On the way, however, a drunken biker approached.

“Who’s the bloody, librarian?” he asked and cackled, amused at his lame joke. He was missing a couple of teeth and reeked of whiskey and worse.

“Piss off, pal,” Jack said to him. I was just going to ignore him. I’d been big my whole life and I was used to stupid people saying stupid things. My skin had grown thick but I’d been called worse than a librarian, especially considering I was essentially dressed like one at the moment.

“Fuck you and your fat old lady,” the biker said and spit at Jack but missed him and his spittle landed on my blouse.

“You just wore out your welcome, fucker,” Jack said casually and then punched the ragged biker square in the face. The stinky biker dropped like a rock to the floor and laid there bleeding from his nose trying to figure out how he got down there. Some of the crowd turned to see what the commotion was all about and I was sure we’d have to run out like we ran from the cop. However, the crowd gave the whole scene a collective shrug. One tall biker wearing a bandana and sporting a big beer belly even complained that there wasn’t going to be a real fight.

“Oh my God! You just knocked him out!” I exclaimed.

“He had it coming. He called you...,” Jack said but paused half a second and I was sure he was going to say fat but he didn’t. “...a librarian. You’re a fucking lawyer not a librarian,” he teased and winked at me. I smiled back, grateful for the gallantry and not focusing on my weight. A couple of bouncers came and dragged the fallen biker towards the door as if this was all totally normal.

“I thought you were going to say...,” I began to reply but Jack interrupted.

“Fat? Well you are,” he said. I was big but I wasn’t...well, I mean I guess...what? So much for my gratitude.

“What?” I challenged him. I was fat, I suppose, but he didn’t have to say so.

“Sorry, doll. You’re a big girl and one of the sexiest I’ve ever seen. I’m going to fuck your fat ass and you’re going to love every minute of it...and so am I. I’m not ashamed that I find girls like you sexy as hell. You shouldn’t be ashamed of it either,” he said. I swallowed hard and then looked away and grinned like a fool. I found the courage to meet Jack’s gaze again, biting my lip and feeling that warm tingle between my legs again. I’d never let my weight bother me. Not really, I mean. Sure I wished I was thinner and all that but suddenly being big felt really, really good.

“You sure we can’t go now?” I asked, maybe pleaded. That wasn’t me. I wasn’t usually so...forward...or was it desperate. But there I was all but begging this biker to take me to bed.

“Nope,” Jack told me and walked past me towards the bar. I sighed and followed like an eager puppy. Girl, get a grip! I was acting totally out of character and the more I did, the more I wanted to. Jack ordered us a couple of shots and two beers. Another biker and the woman he was with vacated a couple of bar stools to go dance and we took them over. Several patrons had joined one of the female bartenders on the bar and danced to AC/DC’s “You Shook Me All Night Long” that the band was playing. I prepared to down my shot of Jack Daniels and noticed Jack looking up one of the lady’s skirts. She was looking down at him, encouraging him to do it and she wasn’t wearing panties anymore.

“What, you want a peek?” he asked when he noticed I’d caught him. The woman danced my way and lifted her skirt and stroked herself for my benefit.

“No! I mean...um...,” I stammered and Jack laughed as did the woman who then winked at me and danced away. “You’re a...a...a rogue,” I said.

“It’s not just a road name,” he said and suddenly turned towards me. His hand slid under my skirt and he stroked me through my panties. I gasped and looked around but it seemed nobody saw or maybe they just didn’t care. “Nobody wears stockings and garter belts anymore. What’s that all about?” he asked as he found my swollen nub. I sighed and tried to concentrate on the question as the warm pleasure spread from between my thighs.

“I hate pantyhose and stockings are so classy. I like the way they look and feel,” I said.

“So, you consider yourself a fancy girl, huh?” he asked.

“I don’t know, I guess,” I replied as I felt a rush of desire. Jack’s hand stroking me under my skirt might have been part of that.

“I thought only whores wore stockings,” he suggested. I frowned.

“Well, maybe I’m a classy whore,” I replied and slammed my shot and then took a big gulp of beer right after that. Jack grinned but he slipped his hand out of my skirt. I found I was severely disappointed he had but even more so when we licked his finger clean. Whether it was only to tease me or my essence was actually on his finger, I didn’t know or care. I reached out and grabbed the thick ridge in his jeans.

“Please?” I pleaded, almost ready to openly beg for Jack to take me somewhere and screw me silly. What the hell was wrong with me? I had no idea but I wasn’t complaining.

“Please what?” he asked playfully as he stroked my stocking-covered leg. I looked around and decided just to give in.

“Please take me out of here and fuck me, Jack!” I told him. I wasn’t sure what he was going to do, whether he would indulge me or deny me again. Then his eyes looked up towards the empty bar. “No! Really?” I complained. He just grinned and we both knew I was going to do it. I was going to get up on that bar and dance. I slapped his hand off my leg and squeezed his thick erection firmly before I slid off my stool and began to climb onto the bar.

I managed to get on top and stand up, swaying my hips. “Shake it, doll!” Jack shouted. A few bikers whistled and one even touched my leg. I kicked his hand away playfully and danced with a bit more confidence that had grown from somewhere deep inside of me. Jack stood and twirled his finger in the air indicating he wanted me to turn the other way. I did and his hands ran up the back of my stockings and over my tight skirt. Suddenly, Jack yanked the zipper down and then pulled my skirt down my legs.

I turned around and gasped. I was in a thong and my ass cheeks were bare for all to see. I should have been angry but the look in his eyes changed my attitude. He looked at me with such lust and desire that I bent my knees and shoved my panties against his face and held his head there. The crowd whooped and hollered at that. Why was I so eager to be so bad for him? Jack pulled away and lifted me off the bar as if I was nothing and set me on the floor in front of him. I was shaking and I felt hot, anxious, embarrassed and excited all at once.

“Let’s get the fuck out of here,” he said and kissed me. I eagerly sucked his tongue, more turned on than I’d ever been in my life. I stepped out of my skirt that had fallen to my ankles and tossed it up on the bar.

“About fucking time,” I told him, grabbed his hand and pulled him towards the front door. I barely considered the fact I wasn’t wearing a skirt anymore. The whiskey and my sexual arousal were clouding my judgment but at the moment, I didn’t care. We walked to Jack’s bike and once there it hit me. “I’m half naked,” I exclaimed.

“You’re going to be more naked pretty soon,” Jack told me. I turned, kissed him and squeezed his cock.

“Take me home and fuck me...Rogue,” I told him as I broke the kiss and pointed to the condo tower that stood on the opposite side of the freeway past the casinos of Downtown Las Vegas. Jack straddled the bike, fired it up and then I climbed aboard. The sun was down but it wasn’t dark yet as we rode off tearing through the back streets towards the freeway. We crossed underneath and Jack angled towards my building. It was one of the condo towers sprouting up around Vegas. The condo was expensive but Vic paid me well. As it turned out, people threatened with prison time paid top dollar for a good criminal defense attorney.

I pointed out the parking garage and then showed Jack my parking spot once we were inside since my car was still back at the office. Jack parked the bike and shut it down. We climbed off the bike and after Jack retrieved my handbag, we made out right there in the parking garage, Jack’s hands slipping down over my ass and squeezing. His fingers worked their way between my ample cheeks and I broke the kiss.

“What are you doing?” I asked him.

“This!” he said and yanked my thong from my hips and down my nylon covered legs. I stepped from them and Jack left them hanging from his handlebars. Jack then picked me up and set me on the hood of the Mercedes next to us. “Jack!” I exclaimed but then squealed and giggled as he spread my thighs and went down on me. His tongue swept up through my soft folds and then tormented my hot little button as his rough beard rubbed me. I looked around, sure we’d be caught but no one was there. I just hoped there weren’t cameras in the garage.

“You’re a...oh shit...a bad influence,” I said as I felt an insistent pleasure build within me. Suddenly, I crashed over the edge and I screamed despite myself. I basked in the delicious sensations until they passed and then modestly demanded he stop this. I pushed Jack from between my legs, reluctantly I assure you, and told him, “We’re going to get arrested.”

“You’re a lawy...,” Jack started to say.

“Shut up and take me upstairs,” I interrupted. Jack wiped my essence from his mouth wearing an evil smile and then helped me off the car. Two round patches of moisture where my ass had been began to fade from the black hood, the only evidence of the daring act. We walked towards the elevators, I pushed the button and we waited. Save my stockings and garter belt, I was naked from the waist down. The tails of my blouse covered me but just barely. The elevator arrived and the door opened.

“Hello, Brandy,” the Smith’s, a middle aged and seemingly conservative couple from down the hall, greeted me.

“Oh, hi,” I greeted them nervously and I hid behind Jack as they exited. They walked past and we scurried into the elevator as I giggled. I pushed the button to close the door before they turned to see my nakedness. I was sure they couldn’t see anything naughty but it was clear I wasn’t fully dressed. Mrs. Smith turned and looked back, a funny look on her face but the doors closed before she could see anything...I think...I hope.

“You’re going to get us in trouble,” Jack told me with that fucking amazing grin on his face.

“Me?! You’ve got to be kidding. Why do you make me want to be so bad?” I asked. My God, I was half-naked in my building’s elevator. I’d danced up on the bar at Hogs and Heifers in just my panties and stockings. I was taking a biker I barely knew to my condo for sex. This wasn’t me. I wasn’t a prude but I wasn’t usually impulsive like this. I couldn’t deny, however, I was enjoying myself immensely and at the moment, I wasn’t in the mood or any condition to analyze my behavior.

“Suck my dick!” Jack said suddenly.

“What?” I asked in shock.

“Get on your knees and suck my cock,” he said slowly and firmly as he reached over and hit the red button that stopped the car.

“Jack! Here? The alarm will go off in a minute,” I said. The fact I didn’t say no wasn’t lost on me or Jack. He just gestured towards the floor with his eyes. “Fine,” I said and dropped to my knees, powerless to deny this man. I worked quickly at his wide leather belt and vintage blue jeans. I pushed them down around his thighs and then quickly freed Jack from his boxers. I wrapped my hand around his shaft, my fingers unable to meet on the far side, as I stared at his length.

Jack was smooth, his shaft and balls shaven, with a small patch of trimmed golden hair above his broad erection. Oh my God! I’d never seen a man this big in person and I found myself longing to impale myself on Jack’s manly cock. Instead, however, I took Jack into my mouth and slowly sucked his length as I looked up into his eyes. He wore that roguish, self-satisfied grin as he watched me service him. For half a minute I pleasured Jack with my mouth. He was as hard as the iron that his bike was made from but soft as silk on the outside.

Suddenly, the alarm blared and I stopped. Jack said, “Not yet,” as he pulled on the red button to quiet the alarm and we began to ascend. I went back to pleasing Jack as he towered over me but only for a moment before I stood and somehow got his jeans up and his throbbing cock wedged inside of them. The door opened and I peered out to find the hallway empty. What if someone would have been waiting on a lower floor? How scary and strangely exciting was the thought of them catching us? I was the second door from the elevator and I led Jack to my condo.

“Nice place,” he said speaking about the tower in general.

“Thanks,” I replied in an oddly casual manner for a skittish woman taking a biker she hardly knew back to her place for wild sex. I unlocked my door and led Jack inside. Once inside, I closed my door and leaned against it facing Jack. He turned to find me unbuttoning my blouse. Jack responded by peeling his sleeveless vest from his torso. Holy moly! His chest, and back as it turned out, was covered in tattoos. Skulls, dragons, tribal designs, you name it adorned his perfect body. His chest was broad and his stomach rippled with muscle. He wore a gold chain around his neck with a crucifix dangling from it but I’m pretty sure Jack didn’t attend church on a regular basis.

As I stared at his body, I tossed my blouse aside and then undid the clasp on my bra between my breasts. My bra popped open and my big breasts spilled out as I slid it down my arms and tossed it aside as well. “Is this what you wanted?” I asked standing in my foyer in only my white lace garter belt, tan stockings and black pumps. Jack looked at me like a dog staring at a big, juicy steak. I took my breasts in my hands and lifted one to my mouth and sucked my nipple to tease him.

“You fucking sexy whore,” he told me and I took that as he intended it, a compliment. He wanted me and I wanted him despite my earlier apprehension and right then, I didn’t care why. I’d gladly play his whore if that’s what he wanted. Jack couldn’t get out of his boots and jeans fast enough as I walked by him. I left him hopping on one foot as he fought his boot and I headed to my bedroom. For whatever reason, I’d found the bad girl Jack insisted lived inside of me and she was in control of my actions now.

“I’ll be waiting,” I said. Jack growled as he finally got his boot off and peeled off his jeans. I barely made it to the bedroom before Jack was there. He spun me around, seized my arms and kissed me. I melted as our lips pressed together and our tongues mingled. After a magic moment, Jack pushed me away and spun me around again. Then he forced me to bend over and I didn’t resist, supporting myself on the bed with my arms. His foot pushed one leg wide and then the other before Jack knelt, spread my ass cheeks wide and slipped his tongue between my velvet petals.

“Ooh!” I exclaimed as Jack shocked me. His lips and tongue, not to mention that prickly beard drove me wild. I felt an orgasm approaching as Jack let go of my ass and raked his fingers up the back of my stocking-covered legs. That sent a chill up my spine but then Jack slapped my ass with both hands and I squealed for him.

“You remember what I told you?” he asked me as he got to his feet behind me and his impressive manhood flopped into the deep valley of my ass.

“What?” I wondered looking over my shoulder. The crown of Jack’s cock protruded from between the round globes of my ass and looked so delicious.

“In nothing but stockings and heels? Bent over? Coming like a whore?” he reminded me and then I remembered. I was just as he predicted except for that last part, which I was sure Jack was about to make happen as well.

“You’re a man of your word,” I replied breathlessly and bit my lip in anticipation. Jack grabbed his cock and rubbed it up and down over my sex, coating us both in my juices and his. I was shaking I was so eager to get that thing inside of me and Jack was all too willing to oblige. He paused and then his cock sank into my wet pussy without a bit of resistance due to my slippery excitement. “Oh fuck!” I shouted as Jack grabbed one of my arms and then the other, pulling them behind my back and holding my wrists like handlebars. He pulled from me and thrust into me forcefully once again and paused.

“Fuck, you feel good, you sexy bitch!” Jack told me. I whimpered as I waited for him to take me hard and fast but he didn’t. I was at his mercy, my legs spread wide, my arms pulled almost painfully behind my back. I couldn’t have stopped Jack if I wanted and I didn’t want to.

“Please, do it, Jack,” I pleaded. My desperation surprised even me. I wanted this more than I could have imagined when I found him in my office mere hours ago. I needed it. I needed this sexy biker to make me his, to make me his whore, his bitch. I needed to be a bad girl.

“Excuse me?” Jack asked and pulled from me again only to thrust back into me hard and pause once again. Didn’t he hear me or...oh, I saw what he wanted. He wanted me to beg and I was more than happy to submit to his will.

“Fuck me, Rogue. Fuck me and do it hard. Please!” I told him. I looked over my shoulder with some difficulty the way he had my arms stretched out behind me and saw his self-assured grin. Jack licked his teeth and then clenched them tight before he suddenly gave me what I needed. Abruptly, his hips began pounding against my soft ass as his manhood hammered into me fast and hard. His powerful thrusts sent waves though my abundant flesh as my moans turned to screams and then my screams became shrieks.

I absolutely erupted in sensation, seeing stars as a surge of untamed sensations consumed me. If Jack wasn’t holding me up by my arms, I might have collapsed. I bloomed under his rough attention, thrilled in his violent thrusts. I managed to look back again but Jack was watching his long iron pipe disappear into my all too willing pussy and enjoying the ripples that spread through my soft flesh. But the respite only lasted a moment and another harsh and satisfying climax tore through me like Jack’s bike tore down the boulevard.

My shrieks turned to frantic gasps as the crazy spasms stole my breath. Jack let go of my arms and wrapped his arm around my waist and took my ponytail with his other hand. He tugged it hard and bent my head back as he somehow fucked me even harder. I screamed, a primal, guttural cry, as I came once, twice, maybe three times in rapid succession. The intense and glorious waves of electrified honey coursed through me and threatened to steal my sanity. Jack took me through one more orgasm but when it had passed, he pushed me away from him roughly and I crumpled onto the bed in a heap of quivering, satisfied and tingly flesh.

“You’re right, I am a man of my word,” Jack said. I rolled over, still gasping and shuddering, and watched as Jack crawled over me and kissed me. I took his head in my hands and greedily kissed him back. I was drunk but not with whiskey. It was lust and passion and desire.

“Do that again?” I demanded.

“You’re a slut, Brandy,” he whispered and grinned at me causing me to melt a little inside.

“You bet your sexy, rock hard ass, Rogue, and I need you to fuck me like that again,” I told him. I was fully engaged in my new role as bad girl now. Jack’s cock found my pussy without any assistance and he impaled me with his rigid member. I sucked in a sharp breath and held it as Jack began to slowly tease me. The pleasure built within as he slowly fucked me and I finally exhaled, “Fuck, that feels so good!”

Jack pinched a nipple between his thumb and finger, pulling and twisting. “You want it hard?” he asked. I nodded frantically. He twisted harder and the intoxicating pain spread. Then he let go and slapped my face lightly before taking my jaw in his strong hand and kissing me again. His hips thrust into me more quickly as he fucked my mouth with his tongue and I sucked on it desperately. Soon, Jack was pounding into me as we kissed but when another orgasm breached, I screamed out.

I reached down and found Jack’s ass. It was hard and taught like the rest of him, flexing with each thrust. I dug my nails in. Jack growled and I dragged them up and over his back and then wrapped my stocking covered legs around him locking my high heels together behind him. My nails left red trails up his back and over his shoulders as one hand grabbed the back of his neck and the other his head.

“Fuck me, Rogue! Fuck me,” I demanded, all modestly and self-control left back somewhere with half of my clothes. Jack bore down, his teeth clenched as he sneered at me. He gave it everything he had as we rocked as one, his cock driving me mad. Jack let go of my face and slipped his hand around my neck as the fingers of the other hand dug into my fluffy breast.

“I’m going to come all over you. I’m going to drench those big fucking tits,” he warned and I shook my head in protest.

“Not yet, not yet,” I pleaded even as blackness threatened to take me, as the pleasure nearly overwhelmed me. Jack smiled, obviously enjoying how much I was enjoying him, and continued to hammer away at my slobbering tunnel. I was lightheaded and my body tingled but that pleasantness was shattered by a final climax that erupted from within and ravaged me. “Fuuuuck!” I shouted as the intolerable spasms took me. I could only sob as Jack let me feel the breadth of the orgasm before withdrawing and moving to straddle me. He took his massive member in his hand to stroke it as he grasped my jaw and caressed my lips with his thumb.

Suddenly, he erupted as I let his thumb slip into my mouth and sucked on it. His thick orgasm covered my breasts and face as Jack stroked himself and then let out a wild cry. One last surge landed between my big breasts and trickled down onto my throat. Then Jack slumped and let his cock rest between in my cleavage. I pushed them together and lovingly massaged his still hard shaft between my ample pillows.

“Oh my Lord! That was amazing!” I told the sexy biker between labored breaths. He grinned and took a deep breath himself.

“You’re so beautiful, Brandy,” he replied and I blushed, as much from his words as from the torrid sex.

“Hold me and make this perfect,” I told him. Jack climbed from me and gathered me into his arms. He reached down and undid the clasps holding one stocking and then bent my leg and pushed off my high heel. Then Jack tugged off my stocking and turned me over to face him.

“What are you doing?” I asked curiously. He didn’t answer but instead balled up the stocking and cleaned his orgasm from my face. I giggled and let him gently swab his amazing mess from my cheeks, then my neck and finally my breasts. When he was done, Jack kissed me and moved to toss the stocking away. I stopped him, took it and put it to my lips. As he watched, I sucked his glorious treat from my stocking.

“That’s sexy, just like you,” he told me. I finished, getting what I could from the stocking, and then tossed it aside.

“Why do I want to be so naughty with you? I’m a good girl,” I asked him wondering if he knew why he held such power over me.

“No, you’re a bad girl. All I did was give you an excuse,” he said. I looked back on the evening and I could hardly believe what I’d done. I wasn’t like this but maybe he was right. Maybe I was a bad girl and I just hadn’t found the right guy to bring it out of me. Maybe all I needed was an excuse. Whatever. I was swimming in a sea of bliss and the hows and whys just didn’t matter right then.

“You’re staying, right?” I asked.

“You bet your fat ass I am,” he told me. I giggled. I liked it when he said that though I wasn’t completely sure why. Shouldn’t a man calling my ass fat have been some sort of insult? In the moment, it was perfect though. He liked me for what I was and that felt nice. However, the light of day would surely change how I felt. Jack and I were different people and I knew nothing about him. But right then, I luxuriated in the aftermath of our dirty sex and reality was held at bay. If only we could have stopped time and stayed there forever.

>>O<<

I woke the next morning and found myself alone in my bed. However, I smelled what I was sure was French toast. I climbed out of bed and discovered I was still wearing one stocking. I guess I didn’t take it off before we climbed under the covers and fell asleep but the shoe was missing. I remembered what we did with the other stocking and the memory brought back the entirety of the previous night. My Lord, what had gotten into me?

I slipped the remaining stocking off and after looking about the room, tossed it on the floor with the rest of the clothes lying about. I dug a sleep shirt out of my dresser, suddenly feeling modest, and went out to see what Jack was doing in the kitchen. I found him in front of the range naked and making breakfast. The scene was a bit surreal. I had no doubt last night happened, but seeing the tattooed biker standing naked in my kitchen brought it all home.

“Morning,” I said. Jack turned and it was only then I noticed what he was wearing. I couldn’t help but laugh at him standing there in a frilly pink apron.

“Hey, it was this or risk getting burned,” he said.

“We wouldn’t want that but most of your clothes are right there,” I said pointing at the pile by the front door.

“I’m comfortable with my sexuality,” he told me and I laughed again but the carefree feeling of the previous night had disappeared as I slept.

“Have a seat. It’ll be a minute. I made coffee. How do you like it?” Jack offered. Well now. I suppose I could get used to this if it wasn’t for the feelings brewing inside of me.

“Um, there’s vanilla creamer in the fridge. Not too much,” I told him. Jack abandoned the French toast and made me a cup of coffee. He brought it to me and I thanked him. This was kind of nice. I’d never had a guy make breakfast and coffee before. I’d never had a guy satisfy me like Jack had the night before either. Too bad he wasn’t my type. I thought that as if I had a type in mind but I suppose I knew that whatever it was, Jack wasn’t it.

“Thanks,” I told him. I couldn’t help but stare at Jack’s butt as he worked. It was everything a girl dreamed of. Damn! Too bad he wasn’t the kind of guy I liked because I could have done last night all over again. I could do that every night. Whew! Coffee! Concentrate on the coffee. I turned and looked out the window over the city to get my mind off the biker I hardly knew and the feeling I had made a mistake. It wasn’t the best view, I couldn’t afford that, but it was nice enough. I liked watching the activity below and I could see Mount Charleston if I stood in the corner of my living room and craned my neck.

“Here you go,” Jack said setting a plate of French toast down in front of me. I was already wondering how to get him out of my apartment. Last night was fun but the way I let loose kind of scared me in the harsh light of day. Jack was a bad influence and I had a reputation to think about. Yeah, I might have worked for a somewhat sleazy defense attorney but I was still a lawyer and I didn’t plan on working for Vic forever. I couldn’t have a relationship with a man like Jack. I shouldn’t have done what I did either but I guess he was Vic’s client instead of mine, technically. In any case, what this biker might make me do next really scared me.

“Looks scrumptious,” I told him and tasted the French toast. It was good, better than I expected actually. Jack held his fork like a kid might, in his clenched fist instead of in his fingers. “So, what do you do for a living, Jack?” I asked to break the silence and be a good host.

“Dumpster diving,” he said. I wasn’t sure what to say to that. He was a bum?

“Like for food?” I asked cautiously. Maybe that’s why he was wolfing down the French toast like he hadn’t eaten in a week. It explained that rusty old bike too.

“What? No! I reclaim electronics, you know the gold contacts, some of the reusable parts,” Jack told me, a hint of annoyance in his voice.

“Oh, sorry. What do you do exactly?” I asked still a bit confused but glad he wasn’t a vagrant or something.

“You’d be surprised at all the electronic gear businesses toss out. They all have gold contacts. I reclaim those and sell the gold. Well, I keep a little of it for my retirement. I also take out the parts that I can sell like hard drives, lamps from projectors. People think that when the whole unit doesn’t work, its parts are worthless. They’re not,” he told me. I’d never heard of that before but I guess it made sense.

“So that’s like your job?” I wondered.

“It pays the bills and little more. My real passion is vintage bikes. I buy and sell old bike parts. The dumpster diving lets me do that. It’s a lucrative business but not exactly steady income, you know,” Jack explained. I didn’t know but I pretended to.

“So you’re like a junk dealer,” I asked. I admit, it might have sounded a bit condescending but that’s what it sounded like to me.

“You’re kind of judgmental, aren’t you?” Jack asked me. I didn’t mean to be but what he did was kind of foreign to me.

“Huh? No! I’m not. I don’t care what you do,” I replied defensively. Jack grinned that self-satisfied grin and then chuckled.

“Whatever. I’m used to it. I like you anyway. So, I was thinking we could go for a ride today. It looks beautiful out there,” he said. Was he just kidding or did I offend him and he got over it. I guess it didn’t matter.

“I’m a...busy,” I told him.

“Well fuck that. How important can it be?” Jack pressed.

“I’ve got some work and stuff,” I told him. Jack frowned and got up to take his dish to the sink. He untied the apron and I got a good look at him. He really was that big. Damn! He walked past and began to get dressed. “What are you doing?” I asked. He was leaving, I was sure, and I guess that’s what I really wanted so I should have just let it be.

“Look, I told you yesterday. Don’t bullshit a bullshitter. If you don’t want to hang with me, that’s fine but at least have the balls to tell me the truth, Brandy,” he replied as he slipped into his jeans and then began pulling on his socks and black boots.

“Jack, I really do...,” I began to lie again but he was right. If I didn’t want him to stay I should just tell him. “OK, look. You’re a nice enough guy but you’re not really my type. I had fun but that’s just not me. Sorry,” I said and waited to see his reaction.

“Good enough. It was fun,” was all he said. He finished tying his boots and slipped his vest on. He stood and checked his pockets for his wallet and keys and such. I couldn’t read him. Was he upset or was I just a one night stand? For some reason, either prospect bothered me.

“Look, I’ll take a cab back to the office to get my car and I’ll call you after the hearing to let you know how it went,” I told him. Jack nodded. Shit! Why didn’t he just tell me how he was feeling or something?

“Yeah, sounds good. It’s been fun, doll,” Jack said and walked out. I almost went after him. His nonchalant attitude made me think he was really upset and trying to hide it but maybe he really was that indifferent. Why that bothered me, however, I couldn’t say. I wanted him to leave, didn’t I? He wasn’t my type. He was trouble. Still, I felt bad. I didn’t want to hurt him. Then again, maybe I was just a night in the sack to him. Maybe I was just another one night stand.

The worst part of it was that either way I felt bad. I felt bad for possibly hurting him on one hand and I felt a bit used on the other. Why did I care? I didn’t promise him anything and I didn’t owe him anything either so if he got hurt, that was on him. And I enjoyed the sex so what did I care if I was just another notch in his bedpost. It wasn’t like I had guys built like Jack lining up to take me to bed. I should have been grateful, I suppose. Instead, I felt terrible.

And to top it all off, I didn’t have anything to do that day. It was all a lie. I heard a noise and looked out the window. I saw Jack tearing down the road below headed off to places unknown. Suddenly, I had a deep longing to be riding behind him. I hated that, didn’t I? It scared the bejesus out of me. I couldn’t help but think of the ride, hiding from the Metro officer, Jack punching that biker and dancing on the bar. I realized I was smiling despite myself as I reminisced. What the hell was wrong with me?

A year ago, I would have gone to my mom and talked to her but I couldn’t now. She and dad were RVing. They sold the house as soon as I graduated from college, bought a motorhome and left. I felt a bit abandoned for a while but I got over it. They worked hard raising me and my brother and deserved to enjoy their newfound freedom. I could have called her, I suppose, but what was I going to say? Mom, I fucked a sexy biker and now I’m confused? Help! Yeah, right.

I got up and did the dishes and then took a shower and threw on some shorts, a t-shirt and some hiking shoes. I stuffed some food and water into a backpack then called a friend to see if she wanted go on a hike with me. Maybe a long hike and some quality companionship would help pass the time and banish the previous evening from my mind. You know what? Fuck Jack Anker. I didn’t need to spend any more time worrying about him or how he felt. He was gone. Good riddance.

>>O<<

Trudy and I took a break along the trail after finding an old fallen log to sit on. We each pulled out water from our packs and each took a long drink. It wasn’t hot on Mount Charleston, but it wasn’t cool either and the water hit the spot. Trudy was a school teacher and my roommate in college for a couple of semesters. She was a perky red head with thick glasses, freckles and a plump, round body. She was also always swimming in men for some reason.

Trudy had always managed to make guys forget she wasn’t the prettiest girl in the room with her personality. She was flirty, a bit wild and not ashamed of telling a guy what she wanted or what she could do for him. Most importantly, she wasn’t afraid to actually do it either. She wasn’t ugly but she wasn’t a “10” either. That never stopped her though. I marveled at her ability to attract men and wished sometimes I had her confidence. I was usually, the previous night notwithstanding, a wallflower.

“So what’s been going on?” Trudy asked me after we caught our breath. I didn’t ask her to go with me to dish about my night with Jack. I pretended I wanted to forget him so I avoided all mention of him.

“This and that. Work, home, same ‘ol same ‘ol,” I told her vaguely. She nodded.

“Yeah, same here. Nothing too exciting,” she told me and then after a moment asked, “So what’s the matter?”

“Huh? Nothing’s the matter. Why?” I replied though I wondered if it was that obvious.

“Look, we’ve been friends for a while. You called me when your folks took off in that RV. You called me when that guy dumped you last year. You called me when you got your job and were so disappointed you didn’t find something better. Otherwise, I don’t hear from you much,” she said. Had I really done that?

“I...I’m sorry. I didn’t realize I did that,” I told her. I was sure I’d called Trudy just to hang out now and then but I couldn’t remember a single instance.

“No worries. I’m an empath. I get it all the time. People like to tell me their problems because I listen. Besides, you’re kind of quiet today. I can tell something’s wrong,” Trudy told me. I felt bad using her like that but she genuinely didn’t seem to mind.

“Well, I didn’t really want to talk about it,” I began but I was deceiving the both of us. Apparently, I wanted to tell someone about what happened with Jack because I told her everything. I had to stop once as I was detailing my tryst with Jack as a young family passed us as they walked along the trail. Trudy listened to the story but then she pressed me for details and to my surprise, I was all too eager to supply them. When I told her what had happened that morning, Jack walking out and leaving me feeling confused, Trudy smiled knowingly.

“Been there, done that,” Trudy told me and I looked at her skeptically. “You think you’re the only girl to fall for some slick bad boy?” she added.

“I didn’t fall for him. He’s not my type. I mean, last night was pretty...nice, I guess, but I didn’t fall for him,” I protested and a bit too strongly.

“C’mon, Brandy. Don’t bullshit a bullshitter,” Trudy said. I turned towards her suddenly.

“What did you just say?” I asked cutting Trudy off.

“Don’t bullshit a bullshitter? Never heard that?” she assumed incorrectly.

“No, I’ve heard it. Jack said that to me at least twice,” I told her. Trudy, far more experienced in affairs of the heart, or maybe the libido, smiled.

“So he’s not blind to it either,” Trudy replied.

“To what?” I asked feeling like I was the only one not in on the joke.

“You totally like him,” she said.

“No, I swear to you, I don’t. He’s crude and rude and abrasive. Jack’s trouble. I can’t see a guy like that?” I protested.

“Why not? He sounds like a dream. I’d beg him to slap me around and fuck me to tears,” Trudy told me excitedly. I was sorry I’d been so detailed in my description of the previous evening.

“Trudy!” I exclaimed.

“Please! Don’t act like you didn’t enjoy that. You told me you did and I could see it in your eyes. What, you’re a lawyer so you can’t like a biker? Is that it?” Trudy asked.

“Well, yeah. I have a reputation to uphold. I’m an officer of the cou...,” I began to explain but Trudy stopped me.

“Oh, come on. And I’m a school teacher so I’m supposed to be chaste and virginal, right? Please! I’m downright normal around the school. The kindergarten teacher’s husband is her sex slave, one of the third grade teachers is a swinger and the vice-principle dresses up like a woman on the weekends and hangs out in gay bars. Because you’re a lawyer, you can’t have fun?” Trudy pressed. Was she joking or was that all true?

“Well, he’s a client,” I argued but the idea of her vice-principle dressing up like a girl wouldn’t get out of my head. “He’s really a crossdresser? He told you that?” I wondered and only partly to change the subject.

“Yeah, he confessed to me one night,” Trudy told me.

“One night?” I pressed.

“Yeah, we dated for a while,” Trudy told me. I felt my jaw fall open.

“And he...you know?” I asked. Trudy rolled her eyes.

“No! Yeah, of course he did. He’s cute as a woman and it gets him so excited,” Trudy told me and licked her teeth.

“OK, T.M.I.,” I complained but part of me was still curious. Trudy changed the subject back to Jack, however. My little diversion hadn’t worked.

“Enough about me. We’re talking about you. He’s a client? Please! You think your boss met his stripper wife at ice cream social? You’re just making shit up to avoid facing the fact you like him,” Trudy argued.

“OK, so maybe you’re right. But he’s not my type. I’m not into that,” I said.

“Into what?” Trudy asked.

“You know, the whole biker thing. We almost got arrested. That’s not me,” I explained.

“I think you’re laboring under the assumption that you have to act a certain way because that’s how you were raised or it’s what’s expected. You don’t, you know,” Trudy told me.

“No, I...but...well,” I tried to explain but the words wouldn’t come out. Trudy giggled.

“I was raised catholic. My mom and dad are still devout and while they love me, they’re not happy I’m not a good catholic girl. I don’t live to please them or anyone else. I’m not always as self-assured as I seem, but I made a decision a long time ago to not live to please other people. I’ve seen how miserable that can make a person. I live without fear of what other people think,” Trudy said and it sounded like she was speaking of someone specific but I didn’t pry. I was pretty sure that person wasn’t me but I could tell she thought I wasn’t as happy as I might be.

“I’m not miserable. I like my life. Working for Vic isn’t my dream job but it’s OK. I like my condo and I love living in Vegas. I’m not unhappy,” I countered.

“But are you happy? Not being unhappy isn’t the same. Don’t settle for OK. Don’t let some sense of normal hold you back. I promise you, there is no normal,” Trudy told me. That hit home. Was I happy? I wasn’t sure. I wasn’t depressed but maybe Trudy had a point.

“So, say I’m not ridiculously happy. So what should I do about that?” I wondered.

“Do what makes you happy. Did you really get up on the bar and dance in your undies?” Trudy asked. I rolled my eyes and blushed.

“Yeah, I’m afraid I did,” I told her.

“Did you like that?” she asked pointedly. I thought about it. It was scary and bit unnerving but if I was being honest, it was fun. It was thrilling actually.

“Yeah,” was all I said.

“So, do more stuff like that,” Trudy said. Was it that easy? Just do what made you feel good? As I considered it, the question sounded so stupid. Maybe it was that easy. But then I had to ask the question even though I already knew the answer. I guess I just needed to hear it.

“What will people think?” I wondered.

“Do you really care?” Trudy asked. I knew she didn’t. Or maybe like she alluded, she made a point not to care even when her instincts told her otherwise. I guess it was a choice. “Look, I’m not saying you should go out, find a scruffy biker and marry him but if Jack made you feel good, be with Jack. If it doesn’t work out, so be it. If you like dancing half-naked on bar tops, do it. If people judge, fuck them!” Trudy said and it made me laugh.

I couldn’t deny that when we shared a dorm room I envied Trudy a bit. I wished I was more spontaneous, a little naughty like her sometimes. Hell, who was I kidding? I envied her more than a bit. I was confident enough in many areas of my life but I still worried how people might think of me. I was worried about how I might appear to other lawyers, to my parents and friends. Hell, I worried about how complete strangers might judge me. I wasn’t sure why, though. I guess I just wanted to fit in for some reason, for people to accept me. I guess I was afraid of being singled out. But as I considered that, I discovered it didn’t bring me a lot of joy. It just made things easier.

“You want to go out tonight?” I asked.

“I’d love to but I’ve got a date,” Trudy told me. Damn. I suddenly wanted a taste of Hogs and Heifers, a taste of my night with Jack. I sighed, disappointed but Trudy saved me. “It’s not really a date. I was going to meet Sarah, the crossdresser, for dinner and drinks,” Trudy said.

“What do you mean it’s not a date? I thought you were dating him...her,” I asked not sure what to call a man dressed up like woman.

“No, we only went out a few times, but we’re friends now. She’s cool. You want to go with us?” Trudy asked.

“Where?” I wondered but I don’t think I cared. Going out with Trudy and Sarah sounded fun. Suddenly, I wondered how many times I’d heard of something fun but didn’t do it. How many times had someone invited me to do something interesting or daring and I turned them down because I thought it wasn’t something people would agree with or I was sure it wasn’t for me. That was kind of sad.

“We we’re talking about just going out to a bar we like. Not really a gay bar but a bar that caters to all kinds, you know. It’ll be fun. You’re welcome to come along,” Trudy assured me. It sounded fun and a bit scary. It wasn’t me but suddenly I didn’t want to be me, or at least not the me I thought other people thought I should be.

“What should I wear?” I wondered, sure I was going now.

“Something hot. Wait till you see Sarah,” Trudy said excitedly.

“I want to go,” I told Trudy. She smiled.

“Cool!” she replied. We finished our water and off we went. I had butterflies but it was excitement as much as nerves. I wondered what was going to happen and discovered I hoped that whatever it was, it would be something nobody would ever expect me to do. Kind of like my night with Jack, I guess.

>>O<<

I got back home at around four that afternoon. Trudy took me to get my car after we finished our hike. I hopped into the shower as soon as I got home, excited about the upcoming night out with Trudy and her crossdressing friend. I meant to relax a bit after getting out of the shower before getting dressed as we weren’t going out until seven but I ended up dripping wet on my bed with my fingers buried between my creamy thighs. It felt so good but it wasn’t the physical sensations that made it special.

Talking with Trudy helped me see the previous evening in a different light, but it didn’t solve the Jack problem. I still couldn’t forget what we did and how he made me feel. Imagining Jack was with me and I was being his bad girl again drove me wild. I was doing things for him I’d only read about in those dirty books on my Kindle and immediately deleted so no one would know what I’d been reading. I felt a bit guilty for fantasizing about Jack like that, but I forced myself to ignore those feelings.

After a particularly wild orgasm, I stopped pleasuring myself and lay on my bed, still wet from the shower and breathing hard. Why wouldn’t I want another night with Jack? Who was I kidding? I loved the way he fucked me. I needed more of that. I wondered if he’d forgive me, assuming he was angry in the first place. I bet if I looked the part of the bad girl he brought out in me, he couldn’t resist. I got up and went to my closet and found something to wear that he might like. I wasn’t seeing him, but I wanted to dress up like I was. Once I found what I wanted, I finished getting ready.

“Girl, you look hot!” I said as I looked myself over in my mirror. Leather boots with spiked heels, fishnet stockings and a black lace garter belt, a way too short black skirt left over from a Halloween costume and to top it all off I found an old baby doll t-shirt that had “Princess” emblazoned across my boobs in rhinestones. I guess I wore my clothes tighter in college because that thing left little to the imagination. I also began to wonder if I didn’t have some kind of stocking fetish. I had like fifty pairs. Maybe that was the bad girl expressing herself.

For a moment, I almost took it all off. But something about this felt...I don’t know...right, I guess. I felt sexy and hot and excited. I felt alive. Then I had an idea. I left my dark hair down and I’d applied my makeup fairly heavy but I needed something else. I rummaged through my dresser and finally found what I was looking for. A black satin choker that had come with some outfit or another and I thought looked stupid. But now, it tied this whole outfit together and looked perfect. It made me look a bit naughty and a whole lot submissive.

I was having fun. I felt a bit wicked and I liked it. I’d seen girls dressed like this and wished I could too but I always told myself that it wasn’t me. That was always my excuse. It wasn’t me. I wasn’t that type of girl or whatever. But it was me and I was just afraid to admit it. I was afraid of what others might think if I strayed from the straight and narrow course. But deviating from the norm was sort of liberating. I grabbed my hand bag and left to meet Trudy and Sarah, excited to see where this might lead.

We met for dinner at a little Thai place in a strip mall. I was stunned when I met Sarah. She, as both women informed me was the proper way to refer to a crossdresser, was stunning. A bit tall and broad in the shoulders but Sarah wasn’t the man in a dress I’d imagined. I couldn’t help wondering what was under her slinky dress after Trudy told me they had slept together. The idea blew my mind, especially seeing how incredibly sexy she looked. Did that make them lesbians or what? I wasn’t sure.

Sarah had a on a tight red dress and pantyhose with matching heels. She had no issue explaining to Trudy and I all the tricks she used to look as good as she did while we ate. Her long, straight honey-blonde hair wasn’t hers and neither were those lush eyelashes or the round breasts, but you couldn’t really tell. Her voice was husky but feminine enough and kind of sexy too. She had a Kathleen Turner sound to her. Her long red nails gave her hands a feminine look as well. I wondered how many men checked out the tall crossdresser and had no idea they were really looking at a man. The idea was sort of amusing.

Trudy, on the other hand, was in black lace leggings and a cute green tunic that showed of her ample cleavage and matched her eyes. She wore black platform pumps but she still barely stood five-foot seven and Sarah dwarfed Trudy in her own heels. Once again, I couldn’t help but imagine Trudy and Sarah having sex. I forced myself to stop because it was kind of erotic. Sarah, however, didn’t seem ashamed of her crossdressing in the least.

“Damn, I’ve got to go to the ladies room. My dick is all bent and twisted in these pantyhose. The things I do to look this good,” Sarah joked and excused herself. I had to go to the restroom too and joined her. Trudy stayed behind at the table to watch our stuff. “So, you don’t seem too shocked,” Sarah said as we entered the ladies room.

“Trudy told me about you. Honestly, you look great. I’d never have known you were a...,” I said and stopped unsure of what I should say. Sarah looked at me and smiled.

“Don’t worry about it, Brandy. I’m a guy most of the time. I have a dick. You won’t offend me,” she said and then as an afterthought looked under the stalls to make sure we were alone. We were. If we weren’t some poor woman would be getting an earful.

“Sorry, I’ve never met a girl like you,” I said and Sarah hiked up her dress and shoved her hand into her pantyhose and bent her legs awkwardly a she adjusted herself. I looked away and found a stall to do my business. She kept talking as I did.

“I’m glad I don’t scare you. A lot of people just don’t get it, you know. They think I’m a weirdo, and I guess I am. But I’m just being true to me. This makes me happy. I’ve got a girl inside of me and she needs to get out and have some fun too. I was miserable before I embraced Sarah. Trudy is my savoir,” Sarah told me.

“Trudy?” I wondered from my stall.

“Yeah, she was the first person I told my secret to. We were dating and she dragged it out of me. She really helped me be OK with Sarah. In fact, she helped me pick out my name,” Sarah explained. I got it now. Sarah was the miserable person Trudy spoke of on our hike. I wondered how she knew. She said she was an empath. I assumed she wasn’t reading minds but Trudy did seem to have a knack for guessing how people felt and helping them work through it. She had done so for Sarah and she’d done it for me too on numerous occasions.

“I didn’t know that. Trudy’s a good friend that way,” I replied.

“Yeah, she is,” Sarah agreed. I emerged and washed my hands before checking my outfit in the mirror as Sarah did the same. She turned towards me and asked, “Can you see a bulge?” I giggled and looked her over.

“Nope, you look good,” I replied finding the whole scene a bit surreal.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to party,” Sarah said. I nodded.

“Me too,” I told her and I meant it. I wanted to go out with Sarah, the sexy crossdresser, and Trudy, the cute empath, apparently, and get into some trouble. We left the restroom and settled up with Trudy who had paid the bill. We left in a cab for The Kurtain Kall, a trendy club just off the Vegas Strip. We’d all taken cabs to the restaurant because it was likely we’d all be taking them back home later. That was the plan anyway.

As advertised, The Kurtain Kall catered to all kinds. There were rockers, gays, lesbians, hipsters, clubbers, ravers, you name it. Sarah wasn’t the only crossdresser either. Some were far more flamboyant, however, and I’m pretty sure some weren’t simply transvestites. Everyone fit in and at the same time, nobody did. It was an eclectic mix of people, a melting pot of lifestyles and cliques. We ordered drinks but we didn’t bother trying to find a seat. There weren’t any open tables or stools at the bar. There was room, though not much, on the dance floor and that’s where we ended up.

Trudy, Sarah and I danced together to the pounding dance music. We made quite the strange trio but who cared? We weren’t the strangest group of partiers in the place. Next to us a guy danced with two women, his hands all over both of them and all three of them wore wedding rings. There were couples of all types beyond that threesome, gay men, lesbians, straight people and more. You couldn’t help but wonder what went on behind closed doors as you looked around the crowd and I wondered which of the women in the threesome was stepping out on her husband and if he knew it or not.

We danced and drank and soon I was feeling a bit tipsy. I was having the time of my life, however. This was so much fun, just dancing, drinking and people watching. Then out of the blue, Trudy and Sarah began dancing together. Their hands roamed one another’s body and then Sarah bent and kissed Trudy deeply. I couldn’t help but stare at the display. Sarah caught me looking and broke the kiss and let Trudy go. “You’re turn, sexy,” she said and came my way.

I giggled despite myself as Sarah danced her way towards me, her hips swaying and a prominent bulge now showing in her dress. She slipped her hands around my waist and pulled me close staring into my eyes. Her bulge rubbed against me as we danced and then she kissed me. I was shocked and went stiff but I relaxed after a moment. “Go, Brandy!” Trudy shouted and I laughed breaking the kiss with Sarah. Sarah laughed too and I could tell she was just having a bit of fun, playing around.

“Your dick is showing,” I teased. Sarah looked down.

“Little fucker escaped,” she exclaimed and we all laughed at that but Sarah didn’t make any attempt to rectify the situation. Sarah and I danced a while longer and then Trudy joined us. As surprising as Sarah’s kiss was, it was fun. It was sexual but in a casual, friendly way. No pressure, no expectations, just playing around for the sake of playing around. I found I liked letting go and just doing what felt good. Yeah, I wondered what people might think if they knew I was kissing a man in a dress but I also discovered not caring made me feel good. Hell, it felt awesome! The song changed and this one was even faster and the three of us joined the crowd, jumping up and down and getting a bit crazy.

Then the DJ spoke over the music, “Don’t forget the wet t-shirt contest at ten. Ladies can win $500. Come see me to sign up.” Trudy and Sarah immediately looked at me.

“Oh no! I’m not getting up there,” I said wagging my finger at them but I already knew I’d do it if they pressed the issue.

“You danced half-naked on the bar at Hogs and Heifers,” Trudy reminded me. Sarah looked from Trudy to me and back again. I could tell that surprised her a bit.

“I’m sorry I ever told you that,” I said and scowled playfully at Trudy.

“Really? C’mon do it, Brandy. Show us your tits,” Sarah said. I rolled my eyes and tried to think of a reason not to do it.

“Brandy, you’ve got to do it. Come on. You’re boobs are fantastic. Not like my floppy tits,” Trudy said and I laughed as she grabbed herself. I had to admit, my boobs were rather perky for being so big and full.

“And these I bought at Amazon,” Sarah said and grabbed her own. All of us laughed at that.

“I hate you both,” I said but Trudy and Sarah were already leading me to the DJ to sign up.

“OK, hang out here and we’ll call you up in a minute,” he told us. Again, I had butterflies but they were a mix of nervousness and excitement. A minute later, a woman grabbed me, took me aside and handed me a white t-shirt. It was cheap, thin and two sizes too small.

“You can change back there,” she told me and pointed to a door behind the DJ booth. I went back there and several other girls went with me as well. Some of them seemed to have done this before. They immediately began removing shirts, tops and even dresses and pulling the thin, gauzy white t-shirts over their mostly thin torsos. Two other girls, obviously first-timers too, and I followed suit. I could barely pull my t-shirt over my breasts and when I did, it was nearly see-thru stretched over my big breasts.

Before I had the chance to reconsider my decision, the woman that handed me the t-shirt called us out onto the makeshift stage near the DJ booth. We followed her and lined up before the crowd. Trudy and Sarah were right in front cheering me on. I glared at them but they seemed to be enjoying my discomfort. I was second to last in a line of seven women. Some were thin and athletic with perky, natural boobs. Others were like human Barbie dolls with tits as fake as the dolls they looked like. The balance of the victims...I mean competitors, were pretty women with average boobs just having a good time.

But I, and a by quite a wide margin, had the largest breasts of the group. If big was the point, I would probably win but I suspected one of those Barbie dolls or the fit, workout queen with the perky B cups and the pencil eraser nipples would be more popular with the crowd. I was also the biggest girl on stage but I tried not to let that bother me.

“All right, Ginger. Let’s get these ladies wet,” the DJ called out and the woman that led us on stage began dousing cheap t-shirt-covered breasts in water and by the sound of the squeals and screams, it was ice water. She finally got to me but had barely two inches of water in her pitcher. She looked at me and then the pitcher. She gave the crowd and exaggerated frown, shrugged her shoulders and signaled to someone else to bring more. The crowd laughed and cheered. Lovely. Two perky girls walked over to help her out, each with a pitcher in hand.

The girls took up positions on each side and poured one pitcher of ice water over each of my boobs. I shrieked as the girls, obviously following a carefully crafted script rendered my already nearly see-through shirt all but invisible. My nipples immediately shrank and became painfully hard and I was left shivering as the girls bounded off stage. Bitches!

The DJ began the show, giving each girl a chance to introduce herself and then show off her assets to the crowd. I watched when I wasn’t glaring at Trudy and Sarah but they seemed to take delight in my dilemma. Each girl shouted out her name and then felt herself up or shook her breasts for the crowd who in turn cheered wildly. Then the woman who had led us on stage, Ginger apparently, put the microphone in front of me and winked. She‘d done this a thousand times before and was lending me a bit of courage. I sighed and did my duty.

“I’m Brandy,” I told the crowd and they cheered encouraging me to show off my boobs. Trudy and Sarah joined them.

“C’mon, Brandy. Shake those tits!” Trudy shouted. I couldn’t help but laugh but instead of shaking them, I lifted one breast to my mouth and sucked my nipple through the thin cotton fabric and then squeezed them both and licked my lips. That got a reaction from the crowd and my companions laughed and high-fived each other, proud of their work.

“I hate you!” I mouthed at them bringing even more laughter from my companions. The show moved along and soon we were being judged for the finals. The crowd cheered for each of us in turn as the DJ judged the relative volume of the cheers for each girl. When it was over, he called my name along with the workout queen and one of the Barbie dolls. I was in the finals. I moved over next to the other girls, each perfect in her own way and tried hard not to judge myself in their presence.

“OK, girls. This is winner takes all. Five hundred dollars is on the line. Show us what you’ve got!” The DJ announced and Ginger doused us all again with water that felt even colder than the first time if that was possible. The Barbie doll was sure she had it in the bag and simply felt herself up almost as if she was bored by the proceedings and just wanted her money. The workout queen was in nothing but panties and the t-shirt and she danced seductively for the crowd and boy could that girl move. I tried to figure out a way to top them but I ended up just shaking my hips and rubbing my nipples.

It was obvious I wasn’t going to win against those other girls despite the size of my breasts. I did my part, however, until Trudy leaned over and whispered something into Sarah’s ear. Sarah looked up at me mischievously and nodded in agreement to some plan they were hatching. They both turned towards the crowd and in Trudy’s boisterous voice and Sarah’s suddenly deep, booming voice, they began to chant, “Skin to win! Skin to win! Skin to win!”

Soon, the patrons near them had taken up the chant and it spread throughout the crowd like wildfire. Fists pumped in the air as the entire crowd chanted. Sarah and Trudy turned, still chanting and nodded at me. I looked at the other girls. The work out queen was shaking her head. She wasn’t willing to revel any more than she had despite her absolutely perfect body. The Barbie doll obviously didn’t think she had to show her boobs to win. She always got by on her looks, I could tell.

I looked back at my friends and they were nodding even more vigorously. I wanted to. I could use five hundred bucks and I’d have loved to show those two skinny girls a big girl like me could be just as sexy and alluring. Then suddenly, I thought about Jack and what he’d said about me. He loved my big, curvy body and my fat ass. He thought I was sexy as hell. I wondered how many men out in the crowd did too. It was a bit ironic that Jack became my motivation to win this damned contest and show those skinny bitches who was boss.

I reached up, took the flimsy t-shirt in my hands and tore it to shreds, revealing my big boobs to the crowd. They went absolutely nuts. The workout queen lifted her t-shirt to tease the crowd but she couldn’t do it. She was too self-conscience. The Barbie doll barely paid any attention, sure she could whip the fat girl with her fake tits and tiny waistline. Then the crowd’s chant changed as I began sucking my nipple again. That did it. Now instead of, “Skin to win,” they chanted, “Six, six, six!” That was my number.

Sarah and Trudy hugged and joined the crowd in calling out my number as they jumped up and down. I played with my big breasts and danced for the crowd as they shouted my number in unison. I’d never felt so good in my life. I’d never felt so alive. “Looks like the people have spoken,” the DJ announced and Ginger hopped on stage and shooed the Barbie doll and the workout queen off leaving me all alone. The workout queen congratulated me as she left and I saw a bit of envy in her eyes, almost as if she wished she had my courage. If she only knew. The Barbie doll scowled at me and I couldn’t help blowing her a kiss, to which she huffed and rolled her eyes.

Sarah and Trudy crawled up on stage to join me. Each took one of my breasts, lifted it and sucked on my nipple bringing a wild cheer from the crowd. “OK, ladies! There’s laws in this town, you know,” the DJ announced jokingly. Trudy and Sarah stopped as I laughed.

“You’re both in so much trouble,” I said as Ginger handed me a wad of twenty dollar bills. The lights that illuminated the makeshift stage went dark and the crowd went back to dancing and drinking, my moment of glory soon forgotten by my fickle fans. My time in the spot light was brief but despite my reluctance to get up there at all, I’d had the time of my life. I felt like I could do anything right then.

“Oh, I agree. We’re bad girls, Brandy. Make us drink and dance until we pass out,” Sarah said.

“Oh yeah, buy us drinks. That’ll show us,” Trudy added. I shook my head and rolled my eyes as I left them standing there to go get dressed again.

“You’re both terrible people,” I said jokingly and threw a twenty on the floor. “Get me a shot of Jack Daniels...no two shots,” I ordered as I went. The girls eagerly retrieved the money and did as I asked. I smiled to myself. I thought the previous night was crazy but this was off the hook. I was turning into a seriously wild bitch and I kind of liked it.

>>O<<

It was noon when I finally dragged myself out of bed Sunday morning. What a night. Two crazy nights in a row had me wondering what had gotten into me. The wet t-shirt contest was just the beginning but it was definitely the craziest part of night, or was it? I suddenly remembered what happened at Trudy’s house after we blew half the five hundred dollars buying drinks for cute guys as well as ourselves.

An hour or so after I’d won, we left the club and hit a gay bar. That was fun but uneventful for the most part. All I could think about was I’d never have guessed two good-looking guys kissing could be so arousing. Then it was off to Trudy’s house where she broke out the coconut rum and some pot. Yeah, I remembered now. Did I really smoke weed?

“Come on, Brandy. It’s harmless,” Trudy prodded me after she produced a bag of gray-green leaves and a pipe.

“I can’t do that? Go ahead,” I told her but Sarah wasn’t going to let it lie.

“Brandy, live a little,” she said and then Trudy handed Sarah the pipe and she lit it up and took a hit. Sarah held it in and then exhaled a puff of bluish smoke. “Oh, yeah!” she said, apparently enjoying the feeling it produced and handed the pipe and lighter to me.

“Don’t you two work for the school district?” I asked.

“I work there, but I’m not their property. Besides, the union negotiated random drug testing out of our contract,” Sarah said. I guess that made sense. Like Trudy said, just because she was a school teacher didn’t mean she had to be innocent and chaste.

“Yeah, what I do after hours is my business,” Trudy added. I looked at them both and snatched the pipe from Sarah. I did as she had and ended up hacking up a lung as I inhaled. Sarah and Trudy laughed but I tried again and the second time it was easier. I coughed a bit but managed to hold the pungent smoke in my lungs. “Good shit,” I managed to say and then we all laughed hysterically. Things deteriorated quickly from there.

It was all a bit fuzzy but I seemed to remember that Sarah ended up without her dress at one point and then I remembered Trudy gave her a hand job. My Lord! It all came back to me. Sarah was hung, not like Jack but for a guy who wears dresses, she was bigger than I’d imagined. I remember hitting the pipe pretty hard as Trudy stroked Sarah to a messy orgasm and feeling a bit wicked watching it all like some dude in a trench coat at the peep shows near Vic’s office. We all giggled when Sarah climaxed, oh hell, we giggled at everything last night.

What had gotten into me? I’d never done as much crazy shit as I’d done in the last forty-eight hours in my entire life much less all of it in one weekend. As I made coffee and tried to assimilate my memories, I wondered why suddenly, I was so adventurous. Maybe that’s how it happened. One day the good girl lost her mind and over compensated for years of repression. But that didn’t sound right. No, I knew what it was.

This all started when I met Jack. He’d talked me into going out and in retrospect I wasn’t sure why I did it. I wasn’t sure why I did any of it. Did Trudy’s pep talk during our hike provide the spark? No, because I went with Jack to Hogs and Heifers before that. I submitted to his advances and slept with him before I’d even thought to call Trudy. In fact, that was why I called her.

No, it was Jack. Trudy’s advice helped me see that but it was the night with her and Sarah that now made it all clear. I’d even said it to Jack. He made me want to be bad. He told me he’d bring out the bad girl and he did on Friday night and despite my reaction on Saturday morning, the bad girl was loose. Pandora’s Box had been opened and I couldn’t close it again. That was my theory anyway.

Maybe it wasn’t all that complicated or convoluted. Maybe I just had fun and wanted to have more. Maybe I did something out of the ordinary, out of my comfort zone and I liked it. I did like it. Sex with Jack was unlike anything I’d ever done. Participating in that wet t-shirt contest was so not me but winning it was so much fun. Getting high with Sarah and Trudy made me feel like I was getting away with something and maybe I was. But seeing Trudy pleasure Sarah, well that was just perverse, but in a good way.

But the common thread throughout all of it was that I loved every minute of it, the morning after sleeping with Jack being the lone exception. Being bad was kind of...good. I wanted to do it again. Not right away, however. My head was pounding and spinning despite my internal excitement. After the coffee failed to cure the hangover, I needed a nap. But the Jack problem loomed. Was he mad at me? Did I hurt him? I almost couldn’t believe that. He didn’t seem the type of man to get hurt that easily. It was more likely he had a good time in the sack and when I didn’t want more, he simply moved on. I guess guys could do that but women, well, we didn’t have it so easy.

But I did want more. More of all of it. I wanted to be bad. I wanted to do things that people would never think I would ever do, things that would shock people. Most of all, however, I wanted to get Jack back in my bed again. I wanted him more than anyone to show me how to be even naughtier. I wanted to show Jack Anker, just how bad I could be.

But my hangover needed attention and work needed to be done. Vic was in Hawaii with his ex-stripper of a wife, probably fucking like rabbits and having the time of their lives. I had to take care of the law office in the meantime. Jack’s preliminary hearing was the only court date on the schedule, but I had clients to meet with, briefs to write and I’d been thinking that maybe I could do something about the disorderly mess that was taking over the office.

Jack would have to wait but maybe that was a good thing. Some perspective couldn’t hurt. Maybe by the middle of the week, I’d decide this past weekend was just a fluke and not for me. Maybe the thrill would tarnish a bit and I’d come to my senses. Maybe I’d decide that I didn’t want to take the sexy biker to bed or go out with Trudy and Sarah again or be a bad girl. Well, it was possible, I suppose, but it didn’t seem likely.

I slept off the rest of my hangover that afternoon and then turned in early that night. As I lay there in bed, naked and touching myself, I suddenly had a thought. I stopped lazily stroking my bare mound and there it was. I felt different. I was still me but I was...I don’t know, more me. Maybe the real me was finally showing. Whatever it was, it felt good. Maybe a bit frightening but good nevertheless. I fell asleep with that thought swimming in my head.

>>O<<

“Yes!” I shouted a bit too loudly and pumped my fist as I walked out of the courthouse. Judge Sullivan dismissed the case against Jack without any trouble. The officer didn’t show up and the prosecutor couldn’t show any probable cause for the search that would satisfy the judge. Jack’s appearance just wasn’t grounds for a search of his bike and Judge Sullivan even scolded the prosecutor for wasting her time with such a case.

I knew I’d win. The prosecutors often pressed sketchy charges hoping for a plea deal so when they ran for Mayor or Governor they could show voters how tough on crime they supposedly were. They called it looking out for the innocent citizens. I called it harassing them. So did the judge, apparently. That’s why I loved the law. It could be used to harass people but in most cases it worked the way it should. Good thing to. Now, Jack wasn’t a client anymore and he wasn’t going to have to plea out or go to trial. He was all mine.

If he’d have me, that is. For all I knew, he had already found another girl on Saturday night. Maybe I had hurt him or he just wrote me off. Maybe I was already too late. I guess I was going to find out. I walked back to the office, it was only a few blocks from the new courthouse, and dug Jack’s file out of my briefcase. I promised I’d call him and let him know what happened. I found his number and dialed.

“Yeah?” he answered and my stomach was full of those damned butterflies again.

“Jack? This is Brandy,” I replied.

“Oh. So what happened,” he asked. I didn’t let the fact he didn’t ask me how I was or anything bother me. His freedom was potentially in the balance after all.

“The judge dismissed the case. No probable cause. Congratulations,” I replied. No need to drag something like that out, I figured.

“Fantastic. Well, thanks. Later,” he said but I jumped in before he could hang up.

“Jack, I want to talk to you about Saturday morning,” I said. He exhaled as if I was bothering him.

“Get it off your chest,” he replied. I took a deep breath before I began to tell him what I’d been rehearsing since Sunday.

“I want to apologize for what I said. I don’t know if I hurt you or what but I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve that. It was just...well, I was scared I guess,” I said.

“So, I scare you?” he asked.

“No! Well, yes. Honestly, you did. I just wasn’t used to being with a guy like you and I did things I usually wouldn’t. Look, I enjoyed it. I just didn’t know how to deal with my feelings. Then you talked about what you did and I freaked out and made assumptions. I’m sorry,” I explained.

“I appreciate that. Is that it?” he replied. Maybe I didn’t hurt him. Maybe I was just a one night stand and he really didn’t care. But I swallowed my pride and tried not to think that way. Even if he didn’t want to see me again, I wanted to see him. I wanted to give him another chance, or maybe I wanted him to give me another chance.

“No, I...I want to see you again, Jack. If you want, that is,” I told him but he didn’t reply right away. There was nothing but just silence for a moment. Then Jack finally spoke.

“Yeah, you sure about that?” he asked. I didn’t expect that question. Was I sure? Did I know what I was getting into with Jack? He might not have been a criminal but he wasn’t what most people would call an upstanding citizen. He dove into dumpsters but he did it to make a living, an honest living. He had a passion that he pursued. He was a bit rough around the edges, OK a lot rough, but he was a good guy, wasn’t he?

I guess I didn’t really know. I was pining after a guy I’d met less than a week ago and spent one night with. Was I really sure I wanted to start something with this guy? Yeah, I was. I barely knew him but I knew how he made me feel. Maybe he and I wouldn’t last more than one more night. That was fine but I needed to try. I needed to know. I needed a redo with Jack.

“Yeah, I’m sure. Can I see you again?” I asked him.

“Hogs and Heifers, Saturday night, be there,” he said and the line went dead. I hung up and for a moment, I was confused by his reaction. Maybe it was a test of sorts. Maybe he didn’t believe I’d really show or that I’d show up and decide I was wrong. Well, if Jack Anker was testing me that was a test I was going to pass. I had nothing to prove to Jack but I did have something to prove to myself. I was going to find out once and for all if my new adventuresome side was here to stay or not.

>>O<<

I called Trudy the next day and asked if she’d help me out. I needed to wear something that would catch Jack’s attention and show him I was serious. “Sorry, Brandy. I can’t get out of it,” she assured me. She had a family thing on Saturday and couldn’t go shopping with me. It’s not like she was some expert in biker fashion but she couldn’t know any less than I did.

“Damn, I guess I’ll go alone,” I told her. I could have called another friend but I wasn’t prepared to explain my sudden need for leather and fishnet and go through all that.

“Call Sarah. She’s more a of a mall diva than me anyway,” Trudy suggested.

“Yeah?” I asked. Take a crossdresser shopping? That seemed a bit strange but then again life was strange suddenly. Besides, she did look pretty fantastic.

“She’s the most girly-girl I know. You should see her closet. If you need to impress this guy, she’ll help,” Trudy told me. What the hell?

“OK, I’ll give her a try,” I said.

“No, worries, she’s right here,” Trudy said. OK, that was weird.

“Hey, Brandy, what’s up?” Sarah asked after Trudy handed her the phone. I told her what I needed and she was eager to help out. We set up a time and place to meet Saturday morning.

“Thanks,” I told her before I hung up.

“We’re going to have a ball, girl,” Sarah said and hung up. I wondered why she was at Trudy’s house. I decided it was none of my business but I couldn’t help but let my mind consider the possibilities. I’m sure it was totally innocent, right? There weren’t like doing it or anything. Why was the idea so arousing though?

The rest of the week went fast. I made a dent in the office mess but it would take me many more days to get the place straightened up completely, not to mention a storage unit to put some of it in. I met with some clients, both new ones and some Vic had been representing for a long time. I knew some of them weren’t exactly innocent but Vic kept them out of prison, most of the time. None of them hurt anyone. Even Vic wouldn’t represent violent people if he knew they were guilty.

Saturday, arrived and I woke up with the small flock of butterflies that had been breeding since Tuesday suddenly throwing a rave in my stomach. It was a pleasant feeling for the most part, a dull eagerness to see where things would go later with Jack. After getting ready, I met Sarah at the bagel shop near the Fashion Show Mall on the Strip. I felt a bit underdressed.

I’d worn a comfortable pair of leggings and a blouse, assuming I’d be in and out of dressing rooms and outfits all day. Sarah was in a black strapless dress with a pleated skirt and a boned top. Her blonde wig had been replaced with a jet black pageboy wig and her legs were incased in expensive black pantyhose. Black ankle boots with four-inch heels topped off her outfit.

“Uh, is that what you always wear shopping?” I asked as we met. She hugged me before we went to the counter to order.

“I only get to spend the weekends as Sarah. I don’t waste my time with frumpy clothes,” she said. I looked at my outfit and back at Sarah. “Oh, don’t feel bad. I dress comfortably as a man but I get my fill of drab sweats and t-shirts on weekdays. On the weekends, it’s Sarah’s time and she’s a diva,” Sarah told me and we giggled together. The woman in front of us in line looked back over her shoulder and smiled pleasantly but it was clear Sarah was freaking her out.

“Yes, honey, I’m a man,” Sarah told her and the woman frowned and turned around again. I giggled at that and Sarah smiled. We ordered bagels and coffee, ate while Sarah quizzed me about what exactly I was looking for and then we went to the mall. She assured me she had the perfect outfit in mind after I filled in the details, including Jack’s penchant for stockings as well as my own.

Fredrick’s was our first stop. Even five years ago, I couldn’t find anything in places like that but anymore it seemed they had embraced us bigger girls. Sarah complained they still didn’t always accommodate the taller girl, by which she meant crossdressers. We found what she was looking for, lace top black stockings and a faux leather garter belt.

“God, I wish I could wear these out,” she told me.

“Why can’t you?” I wondered. Sarah glanced down towards her crotch. “Oh, yeah,” I replied.

“Mrs. Winky needs more than some flimsy panties to stay out of site. Don’t worry, I indulge my love of stockings in the bedroom,” she said and winked at me. I blushed despite myself and she laughed at me. “You’re so cute, Brandy,” she told me before we checked out. That’s all we needed from a lingerie shop. Sarah convinced me that panties would only get in the way if my plan was to seduce the sexy biker and that after the wet t-shirt contest she was sure that putting my breasts in a bra was sacrilege.

We were done by one and I had what I was sure Jack would love in the bags I carried to the place we choose for lunch. I was excited to try it all on at once and even more excited to show it to Jack. “God, I hope this is the right thing to do,” I said after we ordered.

“Why?” Sarah asked. She knew me as the crazy girl who liked showing her tits. She didn’t really know I wasn’t really like that normally.

“I’d never done anything like that wet t-shirt contest or smoking pot or screwing a guy I hardly know,” I confessed. Sarah looked at me funny.

“I know. Trudy told me. I used to be like you until I met Trudy. I was a closet crossdresser. I longed to go out and be the real me but I was so scared of what everyone would say, of getting caught or outed in public or someone thinking I was gay. When Trudy caught me dressed up, I thought I would die. But she was so cool about it. She suggested I should go out if that’s what I wanted. Long story short, she really helped me to live without fear, without worry,” Sarah told me.

“She kind of said the same to me. She’s always been fearless, you know. Or she acts that way,” I replied.

“She’s not acting. Neither am I anymore. I just don’t give a crap and I’m so happy. I thought doing this would be a constant battle with my feelings and fears but it’s not. I’m so not afraid anymore. If people want to think I’m gay or a sissy or whatever...,” she said and paused for effect, “They’d be right!” Sarah winked at me and we both laughed but I knew just what she meant. She was who she was and she could either deny it or embrace it. I was in the same boat, I suppose.

“Are you gay?” I asked curiously.

“I like guys when I’m Sarah. I’d be lying if I told you I haven’t blown a guy or twelve in a parking lot at a gay bar dressed up like this. Am I gay? It’s just a label. I’m just me and if dressing like a girl and sucking the occasional guy off makes be gay, so be it. Look, Brandy, you need to be who you are. If you’re a bad girl, biker bitch deep inside, you’ll know. Embrace it. Be fearless, girl. Go get that man, be all you can be and all that shit,” she told me. I laughed as the waitress brought our sandwiches. Fearless, I liked that. We ate changing the conversation to lighter fare then paid and left. I had another appointment that afternoon at the salon so I said my goodbyes to Sarah and thanked her.

“You’re so welcome. I hope it works out with the biker. If not, give him my number,” she said and winked at me.

“We need to do this again,” I told her. She agreed and hugged me.

“Maybe, I’ll have you and that biker over to the house. Trudy too,” she offered.

“I’d like that. I don’t know about Jack, but maybe,” I told her. She gave me that look as if she knew what I meant. Jack might be fine with hanging out with a crossdresser but he probably wouldn’t be. Then again, who knew?

“We’ll see. Call me and let me know how it goes, OK,” Sarah said. I promised and we hugged again then went our separate ways. I wasn’t sure but I think Sarah and I were becoming friends. I kind of liked that. She was sweet and though I knew she was a man under all those clothes, makeup and wigs, I didn’t care. I considered her as a woman, I’d never seen her as anything else, and I liked her no matter what.

After my trip to the salon, I went home to relax before I headed out to meet Jack. Nerves gave way to anticipation. I could feel it in my core, the desire to be his again, feel him inside of me, to submit to him. I remembered his chiseled body covered in ink and his broad, hard shaft, that scruffy but sexy beard, the way he called me doll and his piercing gray eyes. Whoa, girl! Settle down.

I got up and went about getting ready. I trusted Sarah’s taste but I wasn’t entirely sure I could pull it off. The outfit wasn’t classic biker. No leather vest, no tight blue jeans and no black boots but Sarah assured me I’d look fantastic. I hoped so. I showered and fixed my hair, admiring the new shock of pink they added to my almost black hair at the salon. I considered a temporary color but I decided to just go for it. I left my hair straight but pulled it behind my ears.

In my ears, I wore dangling silver crucifixes. I did my eye makeup heavy and dark, applied dark plum lipstick that matched my nails after the pedicure and manicure and then put on the leather collar Sarah insisted on. It was kind of sexy, I had to admit. Then I went to put on the stockings, garter belt and then finally the dress. It was red with a faint snakeskin texture. The top was stretchy and skin tight with a low cut back and front that showed off my cleavage and long sleeves that went to my wrists.

The bottom was made of the same material but the skirt was pleated and hung loose. It left little to the imagination, including my stocking tops and garters. The fact Sarah demanded I forego panties made the short and loose skirt a bit...thrilling actually. I admired myself after slipping on the red platform heels with the wide ankle strap held about my leg with little brass padlocks. I looked like a hooker, a whore. Perfect!

Jack didn’t give me a time to meet him so I guessed about seven. It was close enough when I called a cab and met it down stairs in front of my building. The driver, an older Asian man, looked me up and down and smiled broadly. His eyes kept drifting to my reflection in the rearview mirror. I didn’t mind. It was kind of flattering. Besides, he weighed like a hundred and twenty pounds soaking wet. I could take him if he got fresh.

He dropped me off at the biker bar near downtown Vegas. I paid him and gave him a generous tip then turned to look for Jack’s bike. I would have thought his ratty bike would have stood out but I realized that a fair number of bikes looked like his, drab, rusty and faded. Maybe old school bikes were in now but I couldn’t fathom why. I searched in the evening light and then I felt someone behind me. I turned, expecting to see Jack but came face to face with the same drunken biker Jack punched the last time I was here.

“Where’s your old man?” he asked as his hands moved to touch me. I backed away.

“He’s inside. Get away from me,” I replied. He wasn’t listening.

“You’re going to pay for last week, bitch,” he said. He pulled a knife out of his leather Jacket. Oh shit! I could have screamed but the music pouring from Hogs and Heifers was loud and the cab dropped me at the end of the street. “Yeah, your old man thinks he’s pretty tough but he’s not here, is he?” the drunken biker said. Suddenly, my back was against the wall. The biker staggered towards me and began groping me with his free hand and held the knife menacingly. I had to do something.

“He’s not here but you are. How about I suck your dick and we play nice?” I said. I wasn’t in the mood for this loser’s bullshit. He looked at me and smiled revealing his missing front teeth. He folded the knife sure I was going to give him a good time. His guard was down and that’s when I balled up my fist and punched him square in the face.

“Aw, fuck! You broke my nose you fat whore,” he exclaimed. I walked up to him as blood was pouring through his hands as he held his face and put my knee in his crotch. The biker howled in pain and tumbled to the sidewalk.

“I might be a fat whore, but I’m not your fat whore. Fucking loser! Is that all you got?” I challenged him and then turned to walk away. I immediately saw Jack leaning against a street lamp as he began to clap his hands slowly in approval. “Get a nice show?” I asked slightly perturbed. Was he going to just watch me get raped or what?

“I would have stepped in but something told me you didn’t need my help. That was impressive and he didn’t even bleed on you,” Jack said and I glared at him but when he shot me that devilish grin, I smiled. I was shaking, however, as the adrenaline pumped through my veins. I looked back and could hardly believe what I’d done. The scuzzy biker was still lying there, moaning and but holding his nose with one hand and his crotch with the other.

“I’ve never done anything like that. I need a drink,” I said. Jack chuckled softy as he pushed himself off the lamp post, turned and offered me his arm.

“Remind me never to get on your bad side,” he joked as I took his arm and we headed to the bar. “You look hot, by the way,” he said as we walked.

“Yeah? So do you,” I replied grateful for something to take my mind off what I’d done. He didn’t look much different than the last time I saw him. He wore a black t-shirt instead of the leather vest and a red bandana around his head, but other than that it was the same blue jeans and leather boots, the same shoulder length golden hair and scruffy beard, the same penetrating gray eyes.

“You’re bleeding,” he said. I looked down and sure enough, my knuckle was cut but it wasn’t bad.

“I’ll probably live,” I said. We reached the bar and pushed our way inside. Hogs and Heifers was probably even more crowded than the last Friday night. A different band was playing, a thrash metal band, but the music was just as loud. We found our way to the bar to get drinks.

“Whiskey?” Jack asked.

“Of course,” I said playfully and Jack looked at me curiously. The rush of my encounter with the biker was wearing off and I felt a bit woozy. It would pass and a shot or two wouldn’t hurt. “A beer too,” I added. Jack turned and nodded. I looked around the place as he ordered. I hadn’t noticed all the stuff behind the bar the last time. I guess I was a little overwhelmed. Hundreds of bras hung from the ceiling above the bar and all manner of hats, stickers, signs and patches decorated the wall behind the bottles of liquor. Then I saw my skirt hanging there amongst the bras. I felt rather proud of that.

“My skirt,” I told Jack when he passed me a shot. Another biker let Jack have his stool and Jack invited me to sit on his knee. I was more than happy to accept sitting with my back to him. He slipped his arm around my waist and rested his hand on my stocking-clad leg. I smelled the whiskey and then tipped it back and relished the burning sensation as it slipped down my throat. Then I let the tiny bit left in the glass drip onto my bloody knuckle. Who knows where that dirty biker had been?

“Yep, that was quite a night. Too bad you ruined it the next morning,” Jack said. I looked back and frowned but Jack was frowning as well.

“I won’t ruin tomorrow morning, I swear,” I said. Jack’s hand slipped under my skirt and he caressed my bare mound.

“So, does that mean I’m your type suddenly?” he asked pointedly taking the fact he found me naked under the skirt in stride. That’s what I’d told him. He wasn’t my type. Hell, I didn’t have a type but if I did it would be Jack. I had no idea where this would go, but sitting there with him in that biker bar, I knew that’s where I wanted to be. Screw what everyone thought or expected of me.

“You’ll do for now,” I told him playfully. I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of a full on change of heart. I grabbed the other shot and slammed it. I let it linger on my tongue, enjoying the smoky burn and then swallowed.

“That’s all I can ask, I suppose. But while you’re tolerating me, I’m going to watch you ride my cock tonight after I fuck your pretty mouth,” he said. A tingle shot through my loins and I stood up and turned to face Jack, straddling his thigh. I squeezed his shaft through his jeans. Oh, that cock of his. Yeah, maybe it was shallow of me but he was big and I liked it. Jack leaned forward and kissed me. I savored his warm lips and his rough beard against my face until he broke the kiss. I exhaled and bit my lip, swooning from his kiss, as we stared into each other’s eyes.

“I’m sorry, Jack. You scared me. I wasn’t ready for the feelings you produced. I wanted to be so bad for you and I just didn’t know how to handle that. I worried about what people might think. You forgive me, right?” I told him. He frowned again.

“So, what changed your mind?” he wondered. Where to start? My transformation was fairly sudden but not entirely uneventful.

“That’s a long story,” I replied.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said. It was so loud though. I had to almost yell just so he could hear me.

“Dance with me then take me home and I’ll tell you,” I told him leaving the important part unsaid, you know, the part where we had sex. We stood up and he led me to the front of the stage where he slipped his arms around my waist. We slowly swayed to our own rhythm despite the grinding rock music the band pumped out. “So, is it a good story?” he asked. I laughed and smiled being coy and then lay my head on his shoulder. Jack’s hands found my ass and he kneaded my soft flesh as we danced.

We stayed through a few songs but it wasn’t long before I wanted to go. Sure Hogs and Heifers could be fun but that’s not the kind of fun I was interested in. Jack’s arms around me felt so good, so right. I still barely knew the man but there was something about him. He might have been a bad boy, a rogue, a biker, but he was a good guy in the ways that mattered. I could feel it when he held me and see it in his eyes when he stared into mine.

But I wondered what he would think of my new friend, Sarah. Would Jack accept her? I accepted Sarah for who she was without a second thought. Of course, I was curious about her and her lifestyle but I never judged. I’m not some amazingly tolerant soul, though I like to think I am accepting of others, I just saw the person beneath Sarah’s makeup and wig and I liked that person. But would Jack? I suspected he would even though most people wouldn’t suspect a biker like Jack would be so open-minded.

“Can we go?” I asked. Jack grinned down at me knowingly.

“I’ve wanted to get you alone since I saw you take down the biker outside, doll,” he told me. I liked that he called me doll again. I realized how much I missed it. It was a term of endearment filled with a bit of old fashioned sexism and a lot of feeling. I liked it.

“I took a cab so I’ll have to ride with you,” I told him, strangely looking forward to another frightening ride on Jack’s old school rat bike.

“I figured you’d end up riding bitch so I got you something,” Jack told me.

“Riding what?” I asked. Jack looked at me, not sure what I meant at first but then he understood. Even though I didn’t know what he was talking about, I didn’t miss the gesture. Maybe he was hoping this would all work out as much as I did.

“That’s what they call riding on the back of a bike,” he explained.

“Oh, that makes sense...I guess. What if you’re a man?” I wondered. Riding bitch. I kind of liked that for some reason.

“Men don’t ride on the back, or shouldn’t anyway,” he said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. I wondered about Sarah. Would it be acceptable if she rode on the back? I didn’t ask that of Jack, however.

“What did you get me,” I asked instead but I should have been able to figure it out. Jack offered me his arm and I slipped mine into his as he led me through the crowd and outside. We walked down the sidewalk, then crossed the street and found his bike. He pulled his helmet out of one saddlebag and then pulled my new helmet out of the other.

“Oh, it’s cute,” I said. Jack screwed up his face at my assessment. “Oh, it’s...um...bad ass,” I corrected and Jack chuckled. It was a helmet like his, a half-helmet, but instead of being all black, mine had a pink, Hello Kitty skull and crossbones on it. It was cute but in a bad ass sort of way...or something.

“I saw it and thought of you. You’re cute and kind of wicked,” he said. Then suddenly, Jack grabbed me, pulled me to him and kissed me. I absolutely melted in his arms as his tongue explored my mouth and his hands roamed my backside like he owned me. Then he broke our kiss leaving me weak and tingly all over and then took my helmet and put it on my head helping me fasten the strap under my chin. “We don’t want your pretty head getting smashed,” he said and winked.

“No, we don’t,” I replied as Jack let me go, donned his own helmet, then climbed on his bike and fired it up. He rolled the throttle back and his old school bike roared and rumbled shaking the pavement beneath my heels. I smiled and climbed on behind Jack. My arms slid around his broad torso and then I whispered, “Scare the hell out me, Jack.”

He looked back and grinned wickedly a moment before we roared off. I squealed despite myself as Jack roared to the end of the street, turned around, flew past Hogs and Heifers and then turned the wrong way. I didn’t ask where we were going, as if I could have if I’d wanted to. The rush of the wind and the rumble of the bike made that nearly impossible. We were near the interchange between the two major freeways in Las Vegas. I assumed Jack was taking the freeway back to my condo but he went the wrong way again when we got to the freeway.

I just let him take me wherever it was he wanted. I didn’t care. On the freeway now, Jack really opened up the throttle and we flew down the freeway at what I guessed was ninety miles an hour but was probably more like seventy. We weaved around cars as we went and I squeezed Jack tighter. He was doing what I’d asked. I was scared out of my wits but having a ball. Kind of like a roller coaster, thrilling and frightening at the same time but I could actually die on this ride. Jack stared straight ahead, focusing on the road ahead. Then after several miles, we took an off ramp and stopped at a red light at the cross street.

“Like that?” he turned and asked.

“Uh...yeah,” I replied as my heart pounded and I felt the adrenaline in my veins again. “Where are we going?” I asked, too curious not to ask now.

“My place,” Jack told me as the light turned green and off we went. We only went a block or so and then turned into a trailer park. I felt the feeling again, the same feeling I had when Jack told me he dived into dumpsters and collected junk, but I pushed it aside. So what if he lived in a trailer park? We rode down the narrow lane between single wide mobile homes and old travel trailers that had been converted to permanent homes. Then I saw what I instantly knew was Jack’s place.

We pulled into a narrow drive and parked next to an old trailer, an Airstream. I knew this because my parents were RVers. Airstream trailers were coveted among some RV aficionados, vintage trailers that people loved to restore to their former shining glory. In front of that, an old, red 1950s pickup was parked. Both were immaculate, the Airstream’s bare aluminum sides polished smooth and bright, the truck looking like it just rolled off the assembly line save for the low stance and fat tires. Astroturf covered the asphalt pad under the trailer’s red and white striped awning with two Adirondack chairs alongside a small table under it. There was even a pink, plastic flamingo and a small flag pole complete with an American flag lit from below.

“Home sweet home, doll,” Jack said as he shut his bike down and rest it on the kickstand. Then he climbed off and helped me off as well. He led me to the door on the side of the trailer, unlocked it and ushered me in as he opened the door. It was dark but as Jack followed me up the steps, he flipped several switches and the trailer came to life.

“Oh my Lord!” I exclaimed. I should have expected what I saw. It wasn’t anything like my parents’ motorhome but it was just as nice. On the near end was a big broad sofa, for lack of a better term, upholstered in worn, brown leather and adorned with soft fabric pillow but it was as big as a full-size bed. It looked perfect for lounging around on a lazy day. The walls were dark wood and brushed metal, the floor worn wooden planks. The kitchen area was lifted right out of some 1950s dream home. The counter was shaped like an “L” and at the end were two old stools like you might find in an old diner, black leather with chrome legs.

“Like?” Jack asked. I turned and nodded.

“You built this, didn’t you?” I asked.

“I pulled this old trailer out of a junk yard in Arizona and most of this stuff is scavenged from somewhere or another. The floor used to be barn in central Nevada. I restored it all,” he told me. I think that’s when I got it. Jack’s bike wasn’t a piece of junk; it was a piece of art. This trailer and everything in it was vintage, old, forgotten junk that Jack turned into beautiful, functional art. I understood what he did for a living suddenly and why.

“It’s beautiful. Does it have a bedroom?” I asked. My parents’ motorhome did and even though the trailer wasn’t as large as their behemoth, it wasn’t tiny either.

“I was just going to show you. I can wait to hear your story later,” he said as he took my hand and led me past the kitchen area through a short corridor and into his bedroom. Here, the wood floor gave way to soft shag carpet. The fifties feel of the living area gave way to a sixties free love vibe. The light wood paneled walls were covered in old rock concert posters. The bed sported a simple white bedspread and colorful throw pillows. Jack hit some more switches and the rest of the trailer went dark while the bright lights illuminating the bedroom were replaced with purple blacklights causing some of the posters to begin to glow.

“Ooh, I like that,” I said as I turned to face Jack.

“I like you,” he said as his hand found the hem of my dress and he began to pull it up. I let him, raising my arms so he could get it off. He pulled it from my arms and then tossed it into the corner of the small bedroom leaving me standing there in only my garter belt, lace top stockings and red heels locked about my ankles. Then Jack’s big hands slid over my shoulders and around my neck. He kissed me deeply for a moment but then he pushed me down forcing me onto my knees as he took off his t-shirt.

I knew what he wanted but he told me anyway, “Suck it, doll. Suck my cock.” I smiled up and then turned my attention to his blue jeans. I was all too happy to let Jack order me to do what he wanted. I was probably going to do it anyway. I unbuckled his belt, then unbuttoned his jeans and slid the zipper down slowly. But I left Jack like that as I caressed his denim-covered legs and ass. The thick ridge behind his boxers swelled. Oh my Lord, he was so big. I ran my hand over his tortured length, teasing him. Jack growled softly and he grew even larger as I grasped his jeans and suddenly yanked them down to his knees.

Jack chuckled as he watched me play. I softly traced his fat shaft through the thin cotton of his boxers as Jack shed his t-shirt. That caused Jack’s cock to jump. I teased and played for several moments before I yanked Jack’s boxers down to where his jeans rested. His manhood swelled even further as it came to attention and turned to iron before my eyes. I reached up and caressed his soft sheath. Jack exhaled as my soft hands met his velvet encased steel rod.

“Fuck!” he hissed as I more firmly stroked his broad shaft.

“You want to fuck my mouth, Rogue?” I asked seductively using his road name. His once silly nickname was growing on me.

“More than anything, doll,” he said breathlessly.

“Not yet,” I teased and pushed Jack’s shaft against his flat, rippled stomach and ran my tongue up between his balls to his swollen crown and back again. I made the trip once more, but this time with my lips, kissing his hard cock as I went. Jack shivered in anticipation and I loved the power I had to please him. Once back at his base, I took one of his jewels into my mouth and sucked on it hard. Jack groaned and I looked up into his eyes and traded that one for the other and sucked on it too.

I found it to be quite intoxicating, serving this tall, sexy biker. Giving him pleasure gave me a deep satisfaction. I let go of his shaft and slid my hands around his hips digging my dark nails into his hard behind as I took Jack’s crown into my mouth. I sucked and swirled my tongue around his purple head for a moment and then pulled him in deeper with my hands. I slid my dark lips up and down his shaft and then pulled him in even deeper. Soon Jack was bumping against the back of my mouth.

“Swallow it, you sexy whore,” Jack urged me. He was getting rather excited and my pussy ached for him but I could wait a bit longer. I inhaled deeply and then I pulled Jack’s entire length into my mouth and made him disappear as my lips kissed his torso. I held him there, deep in my throat, fighting the urge to expel him. “Fuck! You look sexy with my cock in your throat,” Jack said breathlessly as I stared into his eyes and then I let him go. I took his shaft in my hand as I fondled his soft sack with the other and sucked him for all I was worth.

See, I must’ve been a bad girl all along because I taught myself to do that with a banana back in high school but Jack was the first man to ever warrant me trying the real thing. I never took my eyes from his as I pleased him with my mouth as well as my hands, driving Jack towards the edge but keeping him from going too close. Jack reached down, grabbed handfuls of my dark hair and he took control. I let him, as my hands fell to my breasts and I pinched my nipples and kneaded my heavy pillows. Jack did as he promised, fucking my mouth hard and fast, using me to obtain his own pleasure. However, I was surprised at how much pleasure I found in letting Jack have his way.

I let Jack set the pace, just a plaything in his hands. He stared down at me, his teeth clenched, as he buried himself in my mouth. I slipped a hand between my legs and rubbed myself as Jack held himself there deep in my throat beyond the point I thought I could stand. I forced myself, however, to let Jack do as he wanted and the thrill was undeniable. Then suddenly, Jack pulled from my mouth. I gagged but I’d never been so turned on in my life. Saliva coating Jack’s big cock and tendrils still hung between it and my lips.

Without a word, he lifted me to my feet and tossed me roughly onto the bed. I landed on my back and watched Jack pull off his boots and slip out of his jeans. As he finished, Jack pushed my legs into the air, he knelt between my thighs and went about devouring me. His tongue, lips and teeth teased, tormented and tugged at my naked pussy. I squealed in delight as Jack roughly ate my sopping sex. His hands roamed the deep valleys and round hills of my body, kneading my flesh and drawing forth goose bumps in his wake. I felt a wild urge build within me and then Jack sucked my swollen nub into his mouth and slid two fingers into my honey hole.

I arched and screamed, wondering if this trailer would contain my cries and deciding I didn’t care. A wildfire spread from my core, consuming me in its wake and leaving behind a warm glow. Jack ravished me with a hearty enthusiasm as his fingers found that special place inside. He firmly massaged me from within as his teeth held my hot button and his tongue tickled it. I sat up and watched Jack do his work but as another climax took me, I flopped back onto the bed and desperately dug my fingers into the bedspread. A wild bolt of delicious lighting surged up my spine and throughout my body. I tensed and shuddered as the pleasure ravaged me. Finally, I surrendered control and I shrieked like I’d gone insane.

“Fuck me, Rogue!” I demanded but Jack ignored me. The biker continued performing magic between my creamy thighs. I sat up and ordered again, “Fuck me!” Jack ignored me once again and I felt another climax build but that’s not what I wanted. I wanted to come all over his magnificent manhood. I wanted him inside of me.

I placed my palm on his forehead and pushed his head back and growled, “Goddammit, fuck me!” Jack grinned and pushed my hand aside and dove back between my legs. What the...? Then I remembered his prediction. After he fucked my mouth he wanted to watch me ride him. Fine, I guess that’s what I was going to do as if I was going to complain or something. I slid out from under Jack but he grabbed my thighs and wouldn’t let me go. I pushed his head back again and playfully slapped his face.

“Get your biker ass up in this bed so I can fuck you,” I demanded. Jack laughed and hopped up and did as I asked finally. I shook my head as he did and then slapped his ass as hard as I could as he crawled past. I don’t think it hurt him a bit but my hand tingled with pain. He flopped on his back and his thick, wet, throbbing cock stood ready for me. I straddled him just like I climbed onto his bike and bent to kiss him.

“That was amazing but when I tell you to fuck me, you’d better fuck me. Got that?” I playfully admonished him and tugged his beard. Jack grinned at me but as I slid down his long, broad shaft his eyes rolled back in his head and he exhaled deeply. I did too as Jack filled me to the brim. Damn, that felt as good as I remembered. I put my hands on Jack’s broad chest and began bouncing on his fat shaft, working my lush body for Jack’s pleasure as well as mine. His hands grasped my hips and his fingers dug into my succulent skin.

“My Lord, that feels good!” I exclaimed as I built up a head of steam. This wasn’t going to last very long because I wasn’t going to slow down for anything, but it was going to be good.

“And you look amazing,” Jack told me. I smiled at that as an orgasm took me.

I sighed and whimpered as it coursed through me, “Oh, fuck! Yes. Yes! Yes!!” My body shuddered each time my forgiving behind met Jack’s unrelenting body, my breasts jiggled seductively as I went nuts on Jack’s cock. I reached between my legs and rubbed my swollen clit as Jack’s hands massaged my ass. Oh my Lord, this was crazy, absolutely hedonistic and utterly mind-blowing.

“Ride me, Brandy. Ride that big cock. You’re a bad girl, aren’t you?” Jack asked and I could only nod in agreement as I sobbed in complete delight. Then his hand hit my ass leaving it burning in pain. I shrieked but the sensation pushed me into overdrive.

“I’m a bad girl. A naughty slut, a wild bitch and your sexy fucking whore,” I told Jack as much for his benefit as mine. Then I hauled off and slapped him across the face. His devilish grin turned into an evil smile and I knew I’d just awakened the beast. He seized my throat and squeezed as he spanked me again and again leaving my ass glowing red. I lost my fucking mind, wailing and screaming as pleasure blotted out all else. I rode Jack with complete abandon as I rubbed my sensitive button. Jack left my burning ass alone and began slapping my big breasts and then pinched and twisted my nipples until I shrieked in blissful pain.

“C’mon, doll! Come for me. Come all over my big dick!” Jack ordered. I already was, the intense climaxes coming one after another. But Jack had plans for me I didn’t foresee. He let go of my neck and he took my jaw in his big hand and his finger slipped into my mouth. I sucked it greedily, indulging my long-suppressed and dirty desires. Then Jack took his finger from me and his hands disappeared behind my back. He spread my ass wide and that finger found my pink, rosy hole and he buried it inside.

I arched as the wondrous sensation of that finger mixed with the joy his cock gave me. I collapsed forward and wrapped my hands around Jack’s neck and held on for all I was worth. I could barely comprehend the overwhelming spasms. My breath caught in my throat as I struggled to express the emotions that coursed through me and then I simply cried out and began to sob. Jack would not relent, however. He continued to give me what I needed as I wailed against his neck and kissed him desperately.

“Damn, that’s beautiful,” he whispered. As I cried and released the pent up tension, I claimed some control of myself. I raised my head and took Jack’s face in my hands, staring into his eyes.

“Please come all over my face,” I begged him and then weakly slapped him again. Jack grinned warmly but that warmth was replaced with mischief and suddenly, I found myself on my back as Jack hammered into me as he held me tight. I exploded, every nerve, every fiber of my being, erupting in sheer ecstasy. I screamed as my body went stiff and my fingers found the bedspread again, digging in as I hoped to cling to something real as the ecstasy had its way with me. Then Jack withdrew as I literally saw stars and a moment later he knelt next to me.

I grabbed him and tugged, desperate for his hot treasure. Then suddenly, Jack gushed forth, his searing and generous orgasm pumping from his beautiful manhood all over my face. He made me a hot mess. I gathered his thick orgasm on my fingers and licked them clean as Jack finally expelled the last of his warmth. I found myself giggling as I continued to treat myself to slippery fingers covered in Jack’s thick, gooey orgasm.

Jack’s chest heaved as he relaxed. I turned and sucked his crown, coaxing even more of his salty-sweet treat onto my tongue. He laughed softly as he watched and then pulled free and moved towards my feet. He found the locks holding my red pumps in place. “Where’s the key?” he asked.

“I left it at home,” I told him. Jack frowned for a moment but then he nodded. He reached down and found his jeans and pulled something free. It was a multi-tool and he opened it revealing pliers but apparently they had some kind of cutting surface as well.

“Very resourceful, MacGyver,” I teased. Jack cut one lock and then the other, removed my shoes and set them and the tool aside. Then he undid my garters and peeled my stockings down my legs and off. Just like he did the last time we were together, Jack lay next to me and cleaned the mess he’d made from my face. Once I was cleaned up, he kissed me. I stroked his face as he cupped my breasts. I savored his warm lips and tongue for a moment and then pushed him away.

“Don’t you like your own flavor?” I asked playfully. Jack cocked an eyebrow and then brought my soaked stocking to his mouth and sucked the treat from it. I broke out laughing at that. “You’re a sicko!” I teased but then I pushed the stocking aside and kissed Jack, getting another taste. I don’t know why, but that was sexy as hell and more than a bit kinky. I lay back and waited for Jack to hold me but instead he got up and went to his small closet and pulled out a black t-shirt and I watched in confusion. He tossed it at me.

“It’s early. Sleep’s overrated. It’s warm and you own me a story. Put that on and meet me out in the front yard. I’ll get us some beers,” he said and retrieved his own t-shirt and then found some cargo shorts and put them on as he went to the living room. I did as he asked and went to join him. The t-shirt came half-way to my knees so I was covered well enough to sit outdoors in the dark though I really didn’t care. Jack was waiting on one of his chairs, two beers on the small table along with a cigar and lighter.

I sat in the other chair, grabbed my beer and took a sip as Jack lit up his cigar. It was dark but it was hardly ever really dark in Vegas. The street lights cast a pleasant glow and I was surprised at how quiet it was there. The soft hum of tires on concrete coming from the nearby freeway provided a white noise that drowned out most of the other sounds. This wasn’t where you’d expect to find an oasis in the city, but here it was.

“So, doll, I’ve got plenty of beer. I want to hear what changed your mind,” Jack said. I took a deep breath as I pondered where to begin. I guess the beginning was as good a place as any. I told Jack about my hike with Trudy and what she had told me about living to please others instead of myself. I told Jack how that made me think but that my talk with Trudy was just the beginning.

Then I told him about the night out with Trudy and her friend Sarah. I left out the fact Sarah was a crossdresser, unsure how Jack might react. I explained the wet t-shirt contest and what I’d done to win it from those other girls. Then I revealed what we did after, going to Trudy’s place and getting high but I’d painted myself into a corner. I couldn’t reveal the entire story without explaining Sarah to Jack.

“Um...Sarah, she’s not a normal girl. She’s a crossdresser,” I began. Jack nodded. He barely reacted to any of it, nodding now and then and raising his eyebrows once or twice but that’s all he gave me. I couldn’t read him. I told him about how Sarah became Sarah with Trudy’s help and their previous relationship. Then I revealed that I’d watched Trudy give Sarah a hand job, though it was all a bit fuzzy due to the marijuana. Jack simply nodded.

I continued, relating the rest of the story as Jack listened but gave me no hint of what he was thinking. The change in my attitude, my decision to live to please myself and forget about what others might think. I explained how Sarah and I seemed to be developing a friendship after going shopping earlier that day and how I really liked her, not despite the fact she was really a guy but in part because of it. That’s where he came in.

“So that’s it. I was just kind of afraid what people might think if they knew I liked you. I guess I thought they might judge me. Talking about it with Trudy helped but meeting Sarah and seeing how she lived her life really hit home,” I said. Jack nodded again and puffed on his cigar as he turned to look at me. I wasn’t sure what to expect.

“I don’t know. That’s quite a tale. You’re kind of scaring me and I’m just not sure you’re my type,” he said with a perfectly straight face. He was in range, however, so I reached over and punched him.

“Ha ha ha. Very funny!” I said and Jack laughed at his little joke. I couldn’t help but join him though. I took another sip of beer and found it was my last. I shook the bottle, Jack took it from me and got up to go fetch two more. He was gone a moment and I knew when he came back I had to ask about Sarah. I needed to know how he felt for some reason. I don’t know why but I felt like if he couldn’t accept her, then we weren’t meant to be.

It shouldn’t have mattered. It wasn’t as if dating Jack and being friends with Sarah had anything meaningful in common. I could have relationships with both no matter how each felt about the other but I didn’t want that. I needed Jack to accept her. I needed to know he was what I hoped. His lifestyle and his home made me think that he was but I needed to know for sure. Jack sat back down and handed me one of the beers but before I could ask Jack, he answered without me having to.

“Your friends sound cool. I’d like to meet them,” he said.

“Really?” I asked a bit surprised and Jack picked up on that.

“Yeah, why?” he wondered.

“I thought...well, I...,” I began to say but without much success before Jack smiled and jumped in.

“Look, I can’t live the way I do and not accept others for who they are. I’m used to being judged, even by you,” he said and I nodded accepting the truth. “I’m a scruffy, outlaw, dumpster-diving biker. Who am I to judge? I live the way that makes me happy. Sounds like your friend Sarah’s found what makes her happy. Good for her,” Jack said and I suddenly had a big smile I couldn’t shake.

“Thank you,” I said.

“No need. So, I have a question. Did I pass the test?” he asked. I was surprised at that.

“What test?” I asked innocently. I guess I was testing him but I was testing myself too.

“Don’t bullshit a bullshitter,” Jack replied. I laughed at that.

“Yeah, you passed. I passed the test too,” I said and then Jack really surprised me.

“I like you a lot, Brandy. You’re...fearless,” he said. Oh my Lord. That’s what Sarah told me too. Be fearless. What the hell was with everyone quoting each other?

“Do you know Sarah or something, she used that word too. Fearless,” I asked rhetorically but Jack answered anyway.

“Yeah, she’s my brother,” Jack said straight as can be leaving no doubt he was serious. I choked on the beer I was trying to swallow but as soon as I saw the grin on Jack’s face, I knew he was screwing with me.

“You’re an idiot. She’d be your sister anyway...I think,” I said and we both laughed at my confusion.

“So, I assume your cool being my old lady?” he asked but it was a statement of sorts. Old lady? I knew that meant I’d be his girlfriend. Yeah, I was more than cool with that.

“If you don’t mind being my old man, I could be your old lady,” I replied. Jack put his hand out, palm up and held it there. I looked at it, then at him and took his hand in mine.

“Good! I need a decent lawyer,” he said and squeezed my hand. I smiled and took a sip of beer as Jack puffed on his cigar. I guess we were dating and I couldn’t have been happier. No reservations and no worries. If people didn’t like it, fuck ‘em. I was Jack’s old lady and I was proud that he was my old man.
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Jack took us to get some burgers and fries after a bit. We took his truck so I didn’t have to get dressed for real. After we ate them back at his trailer sitting at the bar on those old stools, we cuddled up on his big leather sofa daybed thing and watched a movie. I slept over and we made love again that morning. OK, we fucked like bikers. Making love is for normal people. In any case, when I finally made it home the next afternoon, I was on cloud nine. I had to tell someone and there was really only one someone I wanted to tell.

“I’m so happy for you, Brandy,” Sarah exclaimed when I told her all about my night with Jack.

“Thanks. It’s partially you’re doing,” I told her.

“Meh, you would have figured it out on your own,” she replied.

“Um... can I ask you something, Sarah?” I replied.

“Yeah, sure,” she replied. I know what I wanted to ask but I wasn’t sure how to ask it. I wasn’t sure it wouldn’t sound stupid. But I had to be fearless.

“I like you a lot, Sarah. I know you’re a crossdresser and all but we can be like girlfriends, right?” I asked and it did sound kind of stupid. Sarah didn’t say a word for a moment and I wondered if I might have said something wrong.

“Really? You mean that?” she asked and her voice was a bit shaky.

“Yeah, I do,” I told her.

“I’d love to be your BFF, Brandy,” she replied. Now I was getting emotional too.

“Cool!” I replied but I had another question. “What’s your name? You know your dude name?” I asked. Again Sarah hesitated.

“Why?” she asked in return and I could hear that she was hesitant.

“If we’re going to be friends I just thought...,” I began to say but she interrupted.

You’d better just call me Sarah,” she said and I thought I’d offended her or something for a moment until she added, “It’s Jack. I mean it’s really John after my dad but everyone calls me Jack so there’s less confusion.”

“No shit?” I asked her.

“No shit. Besides, I want to be Sarah with you, you know. I don’t mind you meeting the male me but I don’t want to be him with you. I want to be your girlfriend, OK,” she explained.

“OK, but if I want to hang out on a Wednesday night, you might have to get all made up and put on something pretty,” I teased.

“Promise?” she replied and we both laughed. We talked for a while about Jack and stuff and agreed to get together soon and go shopping or something. I felt like everything was clear suddenly. I had Jack and now I had a best friend. This was so cool. Better yet, I didn’t feel like I was struggling to fit in or make everyone else happy. I was just being me, doing what felt good and right, what I wanted and I loved it.

The next morning, I went into work and Vic was already in his office back from his vacation. I’d had quite a week while he was gone and I looked it. The pink streak was still in my hair and instead of my usual skirt suit, white blouse and conservative heels, I wore something that I liked instead of what I thought I should wear. I wore a short leather skirt, a red blouse and matching heels. Underneath, it was all black lace including the garter belt that held my sheer black stockings with the seam up the back tight against my shapely legs.

“Morning, Vic,” I said as I stood in his door.

“Place looks nice. Thanks for cleaning...,” he began to say until he looked up and saw me. “You look...different, Brandy,” he told me as he looked me up and down with obviously inappropriate thoughts running through his head.

“Do I?” I replied being coy appreciating his wandering eyes.

“Yeah. So how’d everything go with Jack Anker?” he asked after shaking his head and forcing himself to look me in the eye.

“I got him off. I got him off good,” I replied and giggled to myself. Vic couldn’t figure out what that was all about but I enjoyed my little turn of phrase immensely.

“Uh...good. Anything else happen?” he wondered.

“Nope. Pretty uneventful week,” I told him but it was anything but. I was Jack’s old lady and my new best friend was a crossdresser. I’d danced on the bar half-naked at Hogs and Heifers, won a wet t-shirt contest and smoked pot. I’d found my inner bad girl and let a dumpster-diving biker have his way with her. Best of all, that fearless, curvy vixen was here to stay.

“Right,” was all Vic said. He knew something was up but for the life of him he couldn’t figure out what.

“How was Hawaii? You and Lacey have a good time?” I asked changing the subject. Vic’s expression changed.

“Yeah, it was a good vacation,” he replied.

“Well, how about I make us some coffee and you can tell me all about all the juicy details before we get to work,” I offered.

“Yeah, OK. You know, whatever happened to you, Brandy, I like it,” Vic told me. I smiled as he handed me his empty coffee cup.

“So do I,” I replied and went to go get us some coffee.
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Worthy of the Billionaire Biker by Krista Lakes

Worthy of the Billionaire's Attention

I sat admiring Mr. King's picture on the cover of a magazine in the waiting room of his company’s tower. Gregory King had aged little in the photo from when I saw him last. Would he even recognize me? I had met Gregory King back when he went by Tech and was a member of the Prairie Devils. He had been dangerous and cunning back then, and judging by the glare on the magazine cover, business dealings hadn't changed that. From the heat in those hazel eyes, he was still the same fierce man, just wearing a suit instead of leather.

Gregory King was frequently featured in both Forbes’ Magazine’s list of Richest Men and People Magazine’s list of sexiest men alive. He was the founder of a small software company that suddenly found itself the main security software for hand-held devices. There was speculation that he created the security software based on the holes he had exploited for the Prairie Devils. There were rumors he still exploited those holes for them. 

He had been good with computers when I met him, but I had always suspected he had more expertise than he had let me see. Being with him, and thus his motorcycle gang had been dangerous enough without me knowing exactly what he could do. When the company had soared above everyone's expectations he had changed his persona to that of a business man, but never forgot his roots with the motorcycle club. Most of his bodyguards and security teams were Prairie Devils. 

But that wasn't why he was a fixture in all the magazines. Every magazine enjoyed featuring him in pictures as his strong jaw and boyish blonde hair always made for gorgeous covers. His eyes were an odd combination of blue and brown that refused to be classified and held a smolder that threatened to light the pages on fire.

He kept a treadmill in his office that he used between meetings and a set of weights for when he was between clients. As a result, his body looked as though he spent hours in the gym instead of the office. When he wasn't in his office, he was out on his motorcycle.

I thought back to the first time I had seen him. I had met him when my car broke down in front of a biker bar. It was not a good place for a sweet little college freshman on summer break to have her transmission blow. He had basically rescued me and now I was applying for an entry-level job at his company. I hoped he could rescue me again. 

His eyes consumed me from across the table.

“You want to do this?”

“Yes”

I gasped with pleasure as he took me in his arms and pinned me to the table. Knowing that he would put me exactly where he wanted me, that I was at his mercy was intoxicating. My pussy dampened at just the thought of it. He bit my collar bone gently, and then sucked on the delicate skin of my throat, leaving a large sensitive red mark. It hurt in such a tantalizing way that I couldn’t wait for more.

I shook my head, clearing the memory. Gregory King was the best sex I had ever had. Our first time together had been an alcohol fueled passion in a crappy hotel room. I had known him for precisely three hours and four drinks, but I had invited him hotel room he had helped me find while my car was in the shop. There was something dangerous about him that I couldn't say no to. That I didn't want to say no to.

The next day, he tied me to the bed and gave me one of the most pleasurable experiences of my life. I stopped my road-trip to California and stayed in the Midwest town for the summer just to be with him. I got a job as a diner waitress in town with a tiny apartment instead of going to Hollywood. Despite the very non-exotic local, it was the best summer of my life. Every night was better than the last. It was spectacular, and I never wanted it to end. 

When summer ended, he told me to go back to school. “This is no place for a girl like you,” he had said. “You are going to do great things. You can't stay here.” I had been heartbroken, but I left.  My dangerous outlaw love had to end. I had to go back to school, back to real life, and back to my degree. I had worked too hard on school to just give up and be a waitress for the rest of my life. I often wondered, especially when I lost my job, if I had made the right choice.

Our last night together, he had tied me to a chair and taught me how well pain and pleasure could mix. I had tried to keep in touch with him, but his motorcycle didn't exactly come equipped with wi-fi for Facebook.  Not that he was the Facebook type to begin with. After I left, I got one phone message and then nothing. The next time I saw him it was on the cover of a magazine as an up-and-coming business man.

“Claire Vanders?” A mousy secretary brought me back to reality. I stood up, smoothed my skirt and picked up my resume. She brought me to a conference room and showed me to a seat. There was only one other person in the room, a tall wiry man, busy reading over papers scattered across the table. His grey hair was cropped short and he peered at me over thin wire glasses.

“Ms. Vanders? You are here to apply for the finance junior associate position, is that correct?”

I nodded and handed him my resume. He took it from me, but didn’t even look at it as he set it on the table. It disappeared into his conglomeration of documents. I swallowed into a dry throat. I needed this job. I was over-qualified for this job.

“My name is Mr. Jenkins, and I have been instructed to hire you, Ms. Vanders, but not for the junior associate position. King Enterprises would like to offer you a position in the finance department as liaison to Mr. King himself. He saw your name on the application list and requested you personally.”

I was pretty sure my jaw was bruised from it hitting the table. This was the best interview I had ever had and I hadn’t even said a word yet. I couldn’t believe my luck.

“A liaison to Mr. King? Would I be working with him personally?” I finally managed to sputter out after a moment of silence. My tongue tripped over most of the words and my voice cracked at the end. I am not entirely sure it even sounded like English.

The thin man nodded curtly, obviously wondering how someone so incredibly articulate had gotten this position. He slid a folder across the table with all the information. I read through the job description and a grin broke out as I saw my proposed salary. The man sat and patiently collected the documents as I signed them, then stood and had me follow him out the door.

He brought me to an elevator and up to the 69th floor where he deposited me at a giant desk with a tiny secretary perched inside. She motioned me to sit down and chirped into the intercom that I had arrived. A moment later, Mr. King came out to greet me.

He looked the same as I remembered him. A little wiser around the eyes, but the same intense gaze that made my knees feel like jelly. He still had the gaze of an outlaw. No wonder he was so successful as a business man; he commanded a room. He still had the air of danger clinging to him and I felt my insides heat. He shook my hand warmly and guided me into his office. I stood admiring the oversized mahogany furniture and giant glass window as he balanced himself on the edge of his desk.

“You look great, Claire. I'm glad I saw your name come up. This position has been vacant for a while- I have been looking for someone I can work with, someone who will give me what I want.” His eyes traveled up and down, appraising me. My dress suit seemed cheap in comparison to my surroundings. It was just a black pencil skirt with a matching jacket. I had paired it with a pale blue button up short sleeve dress shirt and shoes with just enough heel to look feminine but be able to walk quickly. I had felt professional this morning, but now I just felt nervous.

“I always was good at giving you what you wanted.” I replied before realizing the sexual implications of the sentence. I started blushing as soon as the words left my mouth, the room suddenly feeling warm. Mr. King just smiled and stood, offering me a chair. I quickly took it, glad for some movement.

He began describing the job and what he expected of me. It was going to be demanding work, but it was in my area of expertise. I would work closely with him on a daily basis and keep him apprised of all necessary financial matters. I could see why he would want someone he could work well with given the amount of time we would be spending together to coordinate his current projects. I shook his hand as he welcomed me aboard, his cool hand seeming to calm my nerves at having such an important job ahead of me.

The next week was filled with classes, some in groups, some as an individual. I had to be brought up to speed on the general workings of the company, the ethics policies, and the various computer programs. I took this training in groups with everyone from temporary employees to independent contractors.

For my individual classes, I worked closely with Mr. Jenkins, the tall wiry man from my initial interview. He told me all the things I would be responsible for keeping track of, who would report to me, what I should tell Mr. King and what I shouldn't waste his time with, and so on. Any time I asked a question that I thought was a pretty good question, he looked at me like he couldn't believe that Mr. King had chosen me for this job. He obviously thought I got this job by sleeping my way to the top, but I knew that I was every bit as qualified for this job as Mr. King thought I was.

The next Monday I was as ready as I was going to be. I met Mr. Jenkins, who gave me a daily summary and told me to memorize the key points by the time we got up to Mr. King's office. I did my best, but I knew I would stumble over some of the key points. When we arrived, Mr. King shook Mr. Jenkins' hand, and gave me a quick smile. Mr. Jenkins left, and we got straight down to business.

I was surprised at how quickly he jumped into the fine details of the company, asking questions that I was supposed to track down the answers to, and nodding at the different explanations for why different departments were having different issues. He read from one of the pieces of paper. “The third quarter revenues were ...When did you start hunching?” He interrupted himself as he walked around the desk. I looked up from my notes confused, but realizing that I was indeed hunching over my pen and paper. I shrugged and sat up straight, but within two minutes he caught me hunched over again.

“You have got to be fucking kidding me, Claire.” I looked at him, startled at his language. I had expected that side of him to be different now that he was a successful business man. The rough biker was still very much a part of him. He just wore Versace now instead of leather.

He angrily opened a desk drawer and fumbled around in it, finally finding a roll of duct tape. My heart skipped as I thought of him taping me to this very chair and having his way with me, like our last night together. I felt a heat surge between my legs. The same thoughts must have gone through his head, because he stopped and held up the tape to explain.

“I can't have my liaison slouching. At all. At any time.” The words left him harshly, as if he were surprised he even had to explain this to her. “I learned this in my earliest days of growing my business, before I was even a millionaire. If you put a line of tape down your back, any time you hunch, the tape will pull on your skin and remind you to keep straight.”

“Sure, I'll give it a shot,” I said.

“Sure? Are we back to being buddies in the diner? This isn't a request.”

I leaned forward, suddenly much less relaxed. “Yes, sir.” I took the tape and tore off a piece before realizing I had no way of putting it on myself. He reached over and took the tape, waiting for me to take off my coat. I hung it on the back of the chair, unsure how to proceed.

“Un-tuck your shirt, and I’ll slide it up your back.” He made it sound like it was the most normal thing in the world. I un-tucked my shirt, as he commanded, and turned my back to him. He pulled my shoulders back into the correct position and then starting sticking the tape up my back. I tried not to squirm as he maneuvered the tape under my bra and up my spine, but I could feel my skin tingling under his touch. His hand brushed my skin and I wanted it to just keep touching me.

He patted the tape firmly onto my back. I could already feel it pulling on the small hairs, keeping me upright. I turned and grinned at him, tucking my shirt back into my skirt. He was so close to me I seriously considered kissing him, wondering if he still tasted the way I remembered. We locked eyes, and for a moment I thought he would this opportunity to kiss me instead. I began to lean in...

A loud beep interrupted us as the secretary outside paged him to let him know his next appointment had arrived. We stood there, shocked out of our moment, the sexual tension still tangible between us. I don't think I imagined any of it, I was sure he wanted me right then. It was like we had stepped back in time to our last night together. He pulled back and scribbled something on a piece of paper and handed it to me.

“If you are interested, be there at 9pm. You will still have a job either way, so only come if you want to relive old times,” he said, very matter-of-factly. My blood was still pounding into my ears as he strode towards the door and out to the main desk to greet his next appointment. I hastily gathered my things and made what I hoped could pass for an organized departure.

I played with the piece of paper for the rest of the day. I wondered what I was getting myself into, but the memory of that moment when we locked eyes was still lingering within me. My body craved to be satisfied by him again. I stayed late setting my desk up and getting my space organized for work. At 8:30pm I finally decided to go.

***

I showed up to his mansion at 9pm sharp. It reminded me of an old castle from a Dracula movie. Massive wrought iron gates guarded his home. I buzzed the intercom to gain access. The noise of the buzz startled me with its volume, but the gates unlocked and swung open silently and I made my way up the drive. A lone motorcycle sat out in front of the main entrance. I parked near the front door, the yard quiet. Sweat was forming on my back, I could feel it condensing on the duct tape running down my spine. Deep breath and a knock that I hoped sounded confident.

Mr. King opened the door and ushered me into a lavish interior. I marveled in awe at the crystal chandeliers, the heavy wooden furniture, the expensive artwork hanging on the walls. There was classical music playing softly somewhere in the house, but other than that the building was quiet. I didn't see a single servant or housekeeper. He maintained his silence as he guided me up the main stairs and to a small room at the end of one of the halls.

There was nothing in it but a single plastic folding chair in the center of the room with a heavy wooden box behind the chair’s right shoulder, and a couple more wooden trunks in the corner. The room was dark except for the light in the entryway leaking onto the chair. It gave the room a grayed out appearance with the black of the chair looking ominous. I looked around curiously, tilting my head to look into the small room without leaving the light of the entryway. His jacket was tossed carelessly by the door but he still had his tie on.

“This room reminds me of my apartment when I first started out after coming to the city for the business. Please take off your shoes and jacket.” He spoke quietly and deliberately. I slipped off my shoes and folded my business suit jacket neatly on top of them. I stared at the chair, thinking of the amazing things we had done with a similar chair years ago.

“Sit down” he commanded. I instantly moved and sat on the plastic folding chair. He walked around me slowly, appraising what he saw. He loosened his tie, pulling it over his head instead of untying it. It dropped to the floor as he walked, and he stepped on it as he undid his shirt cuffs and collar. I perched on the edge of the chair, my knees pushed together to keep from knocking and my feet pointed up on my toes. I was concentrating on maintaining my posture, the tape pulling at the small hairs on my back, the sweat loosening the edges of the tape. I hoped he wouldn’t notice the sweat.

He pulled out two clothespins from his pocket as he walked in front of me, then set them on the box behind me. They were the cheap kind that my mother used when she dried sheets outside when I was a kid; I wondered what he was going to do with them. He rummaged in one of the boxes in the corner, bringing out some twine, scissors, and what looked like an egg, and he set them down behind me with the clothes pins. I kept looking obediently straight ahead.

“Put your hands behind you, Claire,” he asked, politely but with a tone that made it clear that it was an order. My hands flew back, hooking my elbows around the cheap plastic chair back. I felt a rough twine wrap my wrists and tie them to the bars of the chair as he knelt behind me. I tested the knots, finding that he had left the twine loose enough to rub against my skin but that I couldn’t break free. He leaned in and kissed my neck where the collar to my shirt ended. He stood and caressed the nape of my neck, tickling the small hairs that escaped my ponytail. A shiver ran through me, and he chuckled before grabbing my ponytail and forcing my head back.

I gasped, part with pain and part with pleasure. “You like that? Good.” He kissed my forehead gently and let my hair go. My heart was fluttering in my chest with excitement and a little apprehension. I rubbed my thighs together as I felt invisible strings of lust tightening through my body.

He stood in front of me, the light from the entry silhouetting his figure and shadowing his face from me. He reached out and undid the top button of my shirt, then ripped the remaining buttons open. My breasts heaved in their white bra, exposed as he tucked the two sides of my shirt over my shoulders and ran his hands down my arms. Goosebumps jumped up as he touched my skin, eliciting another deep chuckle.

He knelt down, and tied each ankle to the chair with the rough twine. Again, it was just loose enough for it to rub, but not to escape. His hand glided up my calf, around the inner side of my knee and up my inner thigh. He reached up and grabbed the scissors, and in a series of quick cuts made the demure slit in my skirt reach up my thigh.

I tried not to think of how much I liked this skirt, or how much it would cost to get a new one. I didn’t have much time to contemplate as he flipped my skirt open so I was exposed before him. I was really glad I wore the nice underwear today. He rubbed his finger along the edge of the fabric, right where my left leg joined my body. Anticipation was flooding my veins as he slowly slid a finger across the fabric to the spot right above my clit. He stroked it gently, and I couldn’t help but moan a little, feeling my panties dampen. He smiled and traced his finger down to the wet spot.

“You will not come until I tell you to.” He spoke quietly as he looked deep into my eyes. Again, a polite command. I nodded feverishly, wanting only to please him. He moved smoothly and grabbed something from the box behind me. A soft buzzing noise came from the egg-shaped device in his hand as it vibrated. He put it on my inner thigh, moving the vibrations up my leg and towards my eager sex. He slid it under my panties, right on top of my clit, and left it there.

I felt like my world was pulsing with pleasure as the vibrator shook my poor little clit into a frenzy. There was no doubt in my mind that I was going to come, but I was determined to please him, to wait until he gave me permission. I bit my lower lip, trying to think of other things as he smiled and stood up. He walked around me again, observing, smiling at my pleasurable discomfort. He put his hands on the back of the chair, and put his lips against my ear.

“Your posture is improving, Claire.” His breath caressed my ear, sending a shiver down my spine again. I was so proud I was doing what he wanted. He pulled back my collar and touched the duct tape running down my spine. Without warning he ripped it off, the tape pulling all the small hairs down to the middle of my shoulder blades, where my bra stopped him from pulling further.

I yelped with surprise. My skin tingled with pain as the hair roots screamed. I almost came. The pain was the perfect accompaniment to the pleasure in my nether regions- an added sensation to the growing bubble inside me. He brushed his fingers against the reddened skin, the soft touch zinging my nerves. I bit down hard on my lip to keep my orgasm in check, the vibrator merciless against me. He chuckled behind me as I heard wood scrape against the box.

Again he knelt in front of me. My lip hurt from biting it so hard, but I didn’t dare release it. The shadows highlighted a predatory grin as he reached around my torso and skillfully undid the clasp of my bra with one hand. “A trick I learned,” he murmured as he pulled his hand out. With the clasp undone, he pulled the bra down, sliding the straps down to my elbows and releasing my tits.

He reached out and touched the soft curve of one of them, following the underside and up the cleavage. My breath was ragged and harsh, every muscle in my body taught and waiting for him to tell me I could have release. Every fiber in my body screamed with need. He showed me one of the clothes pins, opening and closing it.

“When I put this on your nipple, you are allowed to come once. Only once until I say so. Do you understand?” His voice was like velvet in the gray of the room. I nodded vehemently, eager to please. He slowly pinched the ends together, the tip opening like a hungry mouth, and he grazed the open mouth up the outside of my breast. I held my breath waiting for him to place it as he slowly circled it around my areola. I was losing control of myself as he slowly moved the clothespin, perspiration beading on my brow.

He slowly positioned the hungry maw over my erect nipple. It snapped shut and my bubble of need popped. I screamed in delight as my nipple radiated electric pain through my body triggering an overwhelming orgasm. My insides quivered with bliss as my pussy clenched and vibrated. When I opened my eyes, I could see Mr. King sitting in front of me obviously enjoying the sight. I could feel another tidal wave of pleasure threatening my shores and I bit my lip again. He eyes glowed with lust as he played with the second clothes pin. I watched him with eagerness and a little apprehension as he squeezed and relaxed it in his fingers.

“Remember, you can’t cum this time.” He whispered playfully at me. The wood clenched onto my nipple. I whimpered, the pain shooting and mixing with the pleasure from the vibrator. “Good girl,” he praised me. I practically beamed, my back arching to display my new accessories to him. I could feel the bottom half of the duct tape pull on skin reminding me to keep straight. He dragged a finger across my breast, flicking the clothes pin when he came across it sending a sting through my core. He stood slowly and I could see the erection bulging in his pants.

He undid the leather belt at his waist, undoing the button, then lowering the zipper. He reached in and brought out his erect cock. The light from the entryway reflected off the smooth head, a drop of pre-cum oozing out. I licked my lips with anticipation as he moved forward and straddled my legs. His manhood was an inch away staring up at me as he brought the tip to my lips. I opened my mouth and he dragged the tip across my cheek to my outstretched tongue. A little shudder of pleasure floated through him as I flicked my tongue across the tip, tasting a sweet saltiness.

“You may cum again when I cum. Keep your posture” He guided himself deeper into my mouth. I started sucking, moving my tongue to please him, eager to cum myself. He groaned and grabbed my hair, using both hands to guide his cock in and out of my mouth. I fought my gag reflex as he pushed deep into my throat again and again. His rhythm increased as he began fucking my mouth. The tape on my back resisted my motions, giving tiny twinges as it slowly gave way as I leaned forward.

My whimpers only spurred him on, his cock massive in my mouth. I tried to cry out, but he made no room in my mouth for anything but him. I could feel him swell even more in my mouth, my body protesting the wait to release the tension in me. He forced himself deep into my throat, my hair tangled in his fingers. He thrusted again and again, until he finally released his semen into my mouth.

I nearly gagged as it hit the back of my throat, but upon tasting the salty slippery liquid my body seized. My body rocked with bliss, finally releasing the orgasm that I had been saving for these long minutes. The feeling was intense, but I knew I had to keep working to please Mr. King. I kept sucking and swallowing every ounce out of him. He kept fucking my mouth as I milked the rest of his seed from him. It wasn’t long before he grew soft and pulled out, leaving a line of white down my chin.

He reached out and wiped my chin with his thumb. His hand caressed my neck and down to cup my breast. He undid one pin, relief flooding my body to the point of pain. He rubbed his thumb across my abused nipple. I squeaked as he slowly rubbed it, sensation threatening to overwhelm me. He reached down and removed the vibrator. My clit ached from the prolonged exposure to the vibrations. I barely felt his fingers run across my underwear as he soothingly touched me.

He picked up the scissors and cut the twine releasing my ankles and then my wrists. I brought my hands in front of me, massaging the red lines like bracelets around my wrists. I had struggled into my bonds without realizing it; there would be bruises later. He undid the second clothes pin, the shock causing me to whimper. He put a hand to my cheek for a moment, before standing and letting me catch my breath. My body was throbbing with pain and the aftermath of pleasure, my mind lost on endorphins. He kissed me gently on my forehead before moving towards the window.

I sat for a moment collecting myself. I reached around and re-clasped my bra, and tried to pull my shirt together to cover my front. I looked down at my skirt wondering if I could mend the slice his scissor had made. I had a feeling I couldn’t, but a few clothes were a fair price to pay for this mind blowing experience. I stood on shaky legs and gathered my coat and slid on my shoes. I stood by the door for a moment, unsure if I should leave.

“Have a good evening Miss Vanders. Drive home safely.” He was just a dark silhouette as I opened the door, his back to me as he looked out the window. He radiated an emotion that I couldn’t place- a strange combination of contentment and heartache. I quietly closed the door behind me and returned to my car. I managed to make it to my couch before collapsing from exhaustion and launching into amazing sexy dreams.

***

I arrived the next day to find a box on my desk. Inside was a brand new designer dress suit. I knew it would fit perfectly. I smiled and held the jacket up admiring the color and stitching. It was beautiful and I knew it must have cost about two months of my salary. I suddenly wasn’t mad about my skirt being ruined anymore. I noticed a note tied to the box in Mr. Kings messy scrawl.

Claire,

It was great to see you last night. I hope you had as wonderful a time as I did. It was just like old times. If you are interested, I would love to have you for dinner at my place tonight. 7pm. 

-GK

I tucked the box under my desk and started in on my work.

***

As Mr. Jenkins and I walked into Mr. King’s office to give him his daily briefing, I hoped that Mr. Jenkins wouldn’t sense that anything was different with Mr. King and I. After all, he probably already believed I slept my way into this position, and anything that vindicated that thought could possibly work against me in the future. I needn’t have worried.

As we walked through the double doors, Mr. King was talking on the phone. As part of my training, Mr. Jenkins has made sure to let me know that if Mr. King was attending to other business, I was to wait. Mr. Jenkins left me in the room with him, to wait for him to be ready for me. I looked him over. He was as strong and confident as ever as he let the party on the other end of the phone know in no uncertain terms that this was his company, and that if he wanted to keep arguing the point, he could start his own company. My thoughts couldn’t help but flash to the night before, and how it had been his show then too. He hung up angrily.

“Hello, Mr. King,” I said, eager to get to my report. I had spent all morning working on it, putting extra emphasis on a department that had a time-sensitive matter that needed Mr. King’s attention.

Mr. King wasted no time. “What can you tell me about the antivirus department’s development on our efforts to become compatible with the latest mobile phone operating system?”

“Um, uh,” I stammered, searching through my notes. “I know I have something in here about them in my daily report, if you’d like me to start from the beginning.”

“No, Ms. Vanders, I want the information about them now. Are they up to speed or aren’t they?” Mr. King insisted, obviously growing impatient.

“Here, I’ve got something. ‘The antivirus department reports that they are working towards full compatibility with the new operating system.’”

There was a pause. “And...?” he asked.

I started to sweat as I shuffled through my papers. “That’s all I seem to have on them,” I said frantically.

“Well what the fuck do I pay you for then? I expect you to be intimately aware of many of the details of this company, not just regurgitate press releases. If I was happy with what you just told me, I could have got it from the asshole I just talked to.”

His anger was palpable, and I was starting to get pretty angry myself. Just who did he think he was, talking to me like that. He’s your boss, the voice inside me said, and I resigned myself to just taking the tongue lashing. I looked at him, unsure of what to say next. He finally broke eye contact with me and seemed to get angrier.

“Why are you hunching again?” he said, as if he could hardly believe his eyes. I sat up with a jolt, almost as if he had torn that piece of duct tape off my back again. He pulled off his shoes, and I was worried for a moment that he was going to ask me to do the same, to punish me right here in his office. Instead, he pulled a pair of tennis shoes from a desk drawer. He put them on, unbuttoned a couple buttons on his dress shirt, and jumped on his treadmill.

“I want you back up here at three o’clock, this time with a more detailed report. Don’t disappoint me again, and don’t hunch when you come up here. Do whatever it takes, and hopefully I’ll have cooled off by then,” he said, as he cranked the treadmill up to a full running speed.

I left his office in a hurry, mad at myself for disappointing Mr. King and disgusted at myself for being so sexually turned on by his dressing down. I was no longer sure I’d show up at his house for dinner as he requested, but I had a couple hours to decide.

***

I worked through lunch to make the report he requested, hounding Mr. Cirrus, the department head who was already mad at being yelled at by the boss. I talked with some of his managers and even some of the software production employees, and they walked me through it and explained some of it. From what little I understood of it, they were making good progress, and the department head had nothing to worry about, they would hit their deadline. One manager, Mr. Thayer, even offered to send me weekly progress reports personally, a courtesy that would make my job even easier. I thanked him and went to write up my report.

As I walked into Mr. King’s office for the second time that day, I was much more confident in my ability to impress him outside of the bedroom. Fuck him and fuck his dinner. I could do this job and I needed to prove it to myself and to him.

He was much calmer than he had been earlier as I made it to his desk. He saw the report in my hand as I walked up, and with no small talk held his hand out to accept it from me. He read it in silence, asking no questions. I managed to keep my posture correct through voluntarily reminding myself that it would set him off if I slouched for even a moment. I could see him making mental notes as he read. Suddenly, he hit his intercom button.

“Send Mr. Cirrus and Mr. Thayer up to my office, please.”

They continued to sit in silence as they waited for the two men to be summoned. Mr. Thayer was there almost immediately and sat down quietly. However, Mr. King had already read through the report and had started looking up a couple of things before Mr. Cirrus showed up. I watched as the scene unfolded in front of me, an observer to the real management of this company.

“Mr. Cirrus, Mr. Thayer here has offered me more operational details in an afternoon than you have offered me through the length of the project. Why is that?” Mr. King started off, seeming pretty calm.

Mr. Cirrus seemed taken off guard. “I’ve given you summaries every week, sir!”

Mr. King snickered. “Your one sentence blurbs are no longer going to cut it around here.” He paused. “Mr. Cirrus, Mr. Thayer, you’re both aware of how important it is we meet this deadline, correct?” Both men answered with an affirmative. “Then you’ll understand that I can’t afford a shakeup in your department right now. Mr. Cirrus, at the conclusion of this project, your role will turn into more of an advisory one. You will be teaching Mr. Thayer the ins and outs of your current job, and once he’s ready, I’ll be transferring you to a position in R&D.”

Mr. Cirrus sat there, with his mouth agape. “R&D? A demotion? Are you serious? After my department has hit all of its goals?”

Mr. King shot a glare back at him. “Yes, Mr. Cirrus, a demotion. You’ve disappointed me, even failed me, but you’re too valuable to fire. A few months in R&D will remind me why I hired you, and remind you of...”

Mr. Cirrus cut him off. “You don’t have to worry about giving me a job to cool my heels while I’m pushed into early retirement. I quit!” he yelled as he stood up and knocked his chair over. He gave a piercing glare at me, as if this was all my fault, before storming out of the room.

Mr. Thayer was clearly in shock from what had just happened. He was about to be promoted up about three levels and just watched his boss’ boss storm out in a huff.

Mr. King turned to him. “I know this is sudden for you, but I can’t have you take over the whole department immediately. The deadline is the most important thing right now, and so I’ll be bringing in an experienced executive to take over until it’s done. You’ll answer directly to him, and he’ll train you in how to run the entire department. You’ll still be expected to run your current team while doing all this, so there will be some long hours. I’ll be giving you the executive pay package effective today, and you can move into Mr. Cirrus’ office tomorrow.”

Mr. Thayer seemed overjoyed. “Thank you so much, sir! You have no idea how much this means to me.”

Mr. King smiled, the first genuine smile I had seen all day. “You’ve got a lot of work to do, so I won’t keep you. Just know that I’m expecting a lot of you, and that I hope you won’t disappoint me.” There was a bit of a steely edge in his voice as he spoke the last words, as if there was an implied “like Mr. Cirrus did” at the end of the sentence. Mr. Thayer excitedly picked up the chair that Cirrus had knocked over and quickly walked from the office.

Mr. King turned his attention to me. “You’ve managed to keep from disappointing me too, and I am quite pleased with this report. You may have changed the course of this company for the better, and I am already glad I hired you. I’ll see you tonight.” He turned back to his computer, not waiting for any response. As I walked out, I was happy to have pleased Mr. King, and decided I would go to dinner that night, if only to get the opportunity to please him again in a more personal way.

***

Dinner was delicious. Roasted tarragon chicken, chili green beans and with a risotto that would make a chef cry tears of joy. A dry white wine accented the dish perfectly. Then a sweet dessert wine and tiramisu for dessert. The conversation was as good as I remembered it from our summer together. He still had that irritating ability to find any hole in my logic and exploit it mercilessly. It made for a fantastic back and forth as we debated the merits of everything from football to politics. I managed to get him to laugh several times throughout the meal and every time it made my heart beat faster. When he smiled like that it was contagious, and incredibly sexy.

We sipped on the last of the wine in his study. He wanted to show me a project he was working on. He had me sit at his desk so that I could see the computer screen as he typed. I watched with interest as the next big thing in programming opened before my very eyes. With him hovering over my shoulder to point out what he was planning on doing, I couldn’t concentrate on the screen. I breathed in his cologne, a smell that reminded me of rushing water in a deep woods, and leaned back into his chest. He kept talking, the rumble in his chest soothing and intoxicating as the wine. His hand strayed to my leg, and I leaned into him. He nuzzled my neck and I knew neither one of us cared about the computer anymore. He helped me up and we quickly moved to the bedroom.

A big four-post monstrosity of a bed dominated the room. The door clicked quietly shut behind me and the room seemed to quiver with excitement. I walked obediently to the foot of the bed, turned around and waited for him to tell me what he wanted. He stood looking at me for a moment, a tender smile gracing his face. I had missed him.

“Take off your dress and bra. Then give me your hands.”

I sexily slid out of my black dress, the silky fabric falling to the floor. I made sure he got a show as I wiggled out of the bra. He didn’t say anything about my heels or lacy panties, so I left them in place presenting my hands out in front of me. He sauntered towards me, his eyes like storm clouds of lust. He had a long satin scarf in his hands that he wrapped skillfully around my wrists. The cool fabric felt soft against the bruises from the twine, a gentle caress of black satin.

He raised my hands above my head and tied the scarf ends to the top of one of the bedposts. He ran his fingers down my arms, down my cleavage, along the curve of my hip, and then along the top of my underwear. His touch was like fire, burning into my skin and turning my insides into an inferno of desire. He kissed me then. It started sweet, but became more powerful as our tongues merged. I bit his lower lip, keeping his mouth close to mine. His hands were strong on my shoulders, his body pushing mine into the bedpost.

I could feel his erection pushing against my hip, straining to escape its cloth confines. I rubbed my hips towards him, dancing along his body. He groaned into my mouth before pulling back and stepping to the nightstand. I could only hear him open a drawer and pull something out.

He came back into my line of sight with a bamboo skewer, like one a person would use to make shish-kabobs. He had a devilish gleam in his eyes as he loomed in front of me. He ran the small wooden stick down my arm. It felt sharp, but didn’t even leave a mark on my skin. A twinge passed through my stomach in excitement at the possibilities. He reached behind him, pulling a second scarf from his back pocket. With a mischievous grin he tied the silky black fabric across my eyes.

Darkness enveloped me, as I heard him chuckle. He kissed my neck, down to my collar bone, and gave a small kiss to the middle of my cleavage. A sharp line flared down my cleavage line. I gasped and puffed my chest out towards him, liking the razor-sharp sensation. He kissed a nipple, making it stand to attention. The pink nub went into his mouth, and then he blew a breath of warm air on it. I shivered and suddenly felt the tip of the skewer pointing into the upraised flesh. I knew that the stick was not sharp enough to hurt me, but it still felt as though he were pushing it through my skin. I whimpered and he pulled back, running it along the curve of my breast. He repeated the piercing sensation again, waiting until I whimpered to stop the pressure.

He backed away from me and I heard a rustling noise that could only be the sound of him removing his shirt. I could feel his warmth radiating next to me as I heard a click as the skewer hit the floor and I wondered what was coming next. A hand caressed my hip, tracing the outline of my panties. A single finger grabbed the waistband and slowly pulled them down.

I stood still as they lay around my feet, not trusting my balance in heels to remove them further. An appreciative chuckle filled my ears as he looked me over, blindfolded with my hands held high and naked but for a strappy pair of heels. I groaned as he tenderly touched my pussy lips, a light touch that made my juices flow. He fondled my lips, slowly opening me like a flower and finding my sweet clit. He pinched it between his fingers and grabbed my ass.

“Come for me. Come like a good girl” he whispered in my ear as he rubbed my clit between his fingers. I panted as my body ached to fill his command. A second hand reached up and began playing with my nipple, the dual sensations threatening to tip me over the edge. He kept chanting for me to come, and in a matter of moments my body tensed and released, a flood of color surging though my blindfold. As I swam in eddies of delight I could feel him back away and remove the rest of his clothing. Part of me was disappointed that I had a blindfold on and missed the show, but the thrill of not knowing what was coming next was worth it.

I felt his cock on my slit, lightly running up and down my opening, the only thing touching me. I leaned forward, but he stood his ground, keeping the only connection between us the tip of his cock. I moaned as my juices leaked onto his member and he slowly leaned into me, pushing on the entrance to my pussy.

I wanted to feel him in me, and I tried to move my hips to take him in, but he blocked every attempt and just kept himself on the edge. I could feel my lust and desire building inside of me, and I seriously considered begging him to fuck me. The words were forming on my lips when, suddenly he thrusted up, and railed his cock deep into my pussy.

I wasn’t expecting anything like that and I yelped, fighting my restraints. He grabbed my hips and penetrated me, pinning me to the bedpost as he took exactly what he wanted. He grunted with the effort as he slammed his massive cock deep into my tight pussy. I wrapped one leg around him, his skin hot against my leg as he dove deeper and deeper. I wished my hands were free to bury into his back, but I loved having them up in the air. I was helpless to his desire and I loved it. His mouth found my shoulder and he bit down, a surge of endorphins flooding my skin. My cries only spurred him on, my calf feeling his ass contract with each thrust upward.

He ripped off the blindfold, the light of the room momentarily blinding me, as he pulled out and stepped back. There was a delicious sheen of sweat on his brow, and his cock glistened with my wetness.

“Get on the bed” he growled. I put a knee up on the bed and crawled up, managing to be semi-graceful despite the lack of my hands. He stalked around and jumped on the bed, grabbing my hips and positioning me into a modified doggy style. My hands held the banister close to where they were tied, my ass pointing back into the bed where he was waiting. His fingers dug deep into my hips, grabbing my hip bones and he again began thrusting. I arched my back thrusting my ass up to meet him.

A sizzling hand print found my ass with a loud smack as he continued to rail into me. Another spank followed behind, a satisfying slap sound filling the air. I wanted every inch of him. I pushed my ass back into his abs with his every thrust, his balls bouncing on my ass. Our skin met with a carnal slap with every plunge, the sound filling the room and mixing with our cries of passion.

His thrusting was growing erratic and stronger; I knew it wouldn’t be long now. I felt him swell within me and then with a guttural roar, spray his hot seed deep into my loins. Hot cum seared into my pussy, filling me with white. He kept ramming his cock into my backside, his cum leaking out and making it slippery. He fucked me until he could fuck no more, and when he pulled out, I moaned with release, feeling empty and full at the same time.

He slapped my ass again, my ass-cheeks red with handprints from the previous spanks. I held still waiting for him to release me. Instead, he stood up and walked to the dresser, opening a drawer. He pulled out a delicate pearl necklace. He carefully undid the clasp and placed it around my neck, reaching around and closing it on me. He then reached up and undid the scarf holding me in place, my hands going to my throat once they freed themselves of their satiny bounds.

It was a strand of iridescent black pearls that just hovered above my collarbone. They were all perfect matches of each other, and so dark they seemed purple in the gleam of the light. I had never seen anything like it; it was simple yet absolutely stunning. He had a sheepish grin on his face as he watched me play with it.

“You like it?” 

“Love it.” I beamed at him.

His smile lit up the room. He looked like a proud child, happy to have pleased.

“Do you promise to keep it?” His brow crinkled a little at the thought that I might return it. I couldn’t dash the hope in those eyes. Besides, I knew whatever it cost he could afford it. I promised and he practically danced around the room. His happiness made me laugh as he did a happy dance.

He clicked the light-switch off and tackled me back into the bed, his grin contagious even in the dark. He deftly maneuvered me into the nook of his arm as he settled back onto the pillows. I played with the pearls, wondering why he had made me promise to keep it. He whispered into my hair as we snuggled down for the night. I felt safe and warm. I felt sleep tugging me with its sweet embrace, and I let it take me as I relaxed into his strong arms.

***

$6,000. That’s what a strand of similar pearls was going for on Ebay. My hand trembled as I stroked the beautiful beads. I almost took them off, feeling like something worth that much should not be gracing the neck of someone with $127.65 in their bank account. I was afraid I would somehow lose them, that they could magically fly off my neck the minute someone found out how much they were worth. I took a deep breath in, finding that it really didn’t help soothe me as much as I had hoped. So, with a shaky hand I collected my papers and went into my first meeting of the day knowing that I had a small bank on my throat.

As I walked into the boardroom, Mr. King caught my eye and grinned at me. He touched his neck and winked, making the gesture look random, but knowing that I would see he was glad I was wearing his gift. I shook my head and took a set my supplies down at an empty seat. The meeting hadn’t started yet, and only three of the five board members were present. Two older men stood by a coffee pot discussing a round of golf, while a stylish woman sat at the table glaring at her laptop.

My fingers shook as I shuffled my papers and tried to look calm. I was just being introduced to the board. I didn’t have to present anything yet or answer any questions, but the pit in my stomach apparently thought I was. The woman at the computer glared at me, waves of disdain radiating off her. I wondered what had her in such a mood.

The last two members shuffled in, deep in conversation that stopped as soon as they sat. Mr. King introduced me and the meeting began. The meeting didn’t pertain to me, so I began looking over the financial reports for the quarter. Something about the numbers felt off and I buried my nose into the laptop, trying to catch the scent of what bothered me.

The room was suddenly quiet. I looked up realizing that almost everyone had left. The angry woman slammed her laptop into a case and stalked out, silent fury dripping from her every pore. I looked after her for a moment, the funny numbers in my laptop forgotten. Mr. King shook his head at her as the door slammed behind her. He sat on the table next to my computer so he could look at me.

“What’s her problem?” I asked him as I stared at the closed door.

“No idea. Dinner tonight?” He managed to keep an innocent face.

I did my best impression of coy, as I slowly closed my laptop and pretended to think about it. He laughed at my pitiable attempt and ran a finger across my pearls. I shivered with anticipation.

“They look good on you.”He paused, obviously deciding if he should say more. My curiosity piqued at why he had chosen these pearls, and I resolved to ask him at dinner.

“Dinner’s at 7 sharp. I’ll give you a ride.” He winked and hopped of the table.

“Oh, and I was planning something special for dessert...” He let the sentence drift as he strolled out the door. I bit my lip and started counting down until dinner.

Worthy of the Biker: The First Meeting

My car made a horrifying noise and then sputtered to a stop as I frantically pulled to the side of the road. Smoke poured out of the engine. This was not what I needed. My roommate’s brother had promised this car would make it to California, no problem. The last state sign I could remember seeing was North Dakota. I was going to have words for him.

I turned off the engine and stepped out. The sky was darkening with thunderclouds. I could already hear the distant rumble of the approaching early summer storm. Great. Just what I needed. Rain and a broken car. 

I popped the hood and coughed at the acrid scent of burning metal and engine. I had no idea what I was looking for. The only thing I knew about cars was that you put gas in them. But, even knowing only that, I knew this car was in bad shape. It needed a mechanic.

I sighed. I had a nasty feeling the mechanic was going to use up most of my savings. I had planned on using the money to get to Hollywood, go on a couple of auditions, and see if I could make it big over the summer. It was something I had always wanted to try my hand at, and this would probably be my last opportunity. In the fall I was returning to college as a sophomore with junior credits and thus my program was going to accelerate. All my energy would need to focused on my degree and not pie in the sky dreams.

Thunder rumbled again as I slammed the hood down. Not a single motorist had passed by. I had taken the detour through North Dakota because I was promised the scenery would be worth it. I was regretting that choice. At least I had AAA. I opened the door and reached for my phone.

It flickered the red battery image and then died. I cursed- the damn thing had been plugged in! Or not, as I discovered. The connector was loose. A big raindrop splattered on the windshield. I wasn't sure what else could go wrong, but I wasn't about to ask. 

Pocketing the phone and grabbing a light jacket, I got back out of the car and locked the door. Not that there was anything worth stealing. I was a poor college kid in a crappy car. Another raindrop splattered on the roof of the car. 

Up ahead I could see the roof of a building. It didn't look like much, but I hoped it at least had a phone. I could call a tow from there and maybe even figure out a place to get the car fixed. With a deep breath, I started walking.

A row of shiny motorcycles were the only vehicles parked out in front of what was apparently a biker bar. The sign where the name should have been was worn away to the point where it was unreadable. Cigarette butts and empty beer bottles littered the ground around the drab building. I could hear loud music coming from inside. Apprehension prickled at the back of my neck. This was not the best place for a sweet little college freshman in jogging shorts and a tank top to be walking into. My dad would have flipped his lid if he knew I had even driven by a place like this, let alone was considering going inside.

But I didn't have much of a choice. I hadn't seen another building within walking distance of my car; I had no cell service, my car was busted, and it was about to start raining. I zipped up the jacket, trying to hide skimpy top, squared my shoulders, took a deep breath, and stepped inside.

Cigarette smoke curled around the edges of the room, the haze obscuring the neon lit bar. An older woman working the bar turned and frowned at me. She had long, dark hair and tattoos covering almost every inch of visible skin. Her nose was pierced. She looked like she could kick my butt without blinking an eyelash.

The rest of the patrons were even more intimidating. Two men with ZZ Top style beards turned to look at me. Their studded leather vests had some sort of emblem on it, but I averted my eyes. I hoped they were like wild dogs: if I didn't make eye contact they wouldn't attack.

Two men playing pool stopped their game to stare as I walked toward the bar. Three more in the back watched me with silent, dark eyes. Sweat dripped down the curve of my spine and my heart was pattering like a scared rabbit's. The tension in the room was palpable. They really, really did not want me there. 

“Hi,” I squeaked at the woman working the bar. “My car broke down, and my phone's dead. Can I use yours to call a tow?”

The woman stared impassively at me for a moment, as if deciding if I was worth the effort of speaking to. I swallowed on a dry throat. I was going to kill my roommate's brother. If I lived through this.

“It's just a phone call, Jenny,” a male voice behind me said. I tensed. I hadn't felt anyone come up behind me. 

“Whatever, Tech.” The woman rolled her eyes. “She's your problem, then. I'm not taking any responsibility.”

I frowned. What kind of responsibility would she need to take for me just making a phone call to AAA? I turned around slowly.

Tech, though I doubted that was his real name, was not what I was expecting. For one thing, he was barely older than I was. Boyish blonde hair fell across eyes that I couldn't pin a color on in the smoky room. He was tall with broad shoulders and the leather jacket adorning them wasn't hiding that he was pure muscle.

He gestured with his hand toward the back of the bar. I could see a grungy phone hanging on the wall by what I hoped were the bathrooms. Not that I would have used one of them if you had paid me. I wanted to make this phone call and get out of that bar as fast as humanly possible.

I took a tentative step toward the phone. One of the ZZ Top guys snickered slightly as I walked past. He wore dark shades, even though he was inside, but I could feel his eyes undressing me. I felt a little sick.

I glanced back at Tech before reaching a tentative hand for the phone. He nodded and leaned up against the wall next to me. He was going to listen to my conversation. His eyes never left me as I pulled my AAA card out of my wallet and dialed the number.

A shrill woman answered the other line. I gave my name, account number, and said I needed a tow to a mechanic.

“Address?” the woman asked. I had no clue where we were. 

“6999 County Rd. 7,” Tech answered. He was definitely listening to my conversation. 

I repeated the address and added that I was about half a mile away from the bar. 

“The tow-truck will be there in forty-five minutes,” the woman said. “Thank you and have a nice day.”

I hung up the phone. Thunder rumbled over the music in the bar. The storm must have hit. Turning, I glanced out a tiny, grimy window to see rain coming down in sheets. I was thinking about walking through it anyway, just to get out of the bar, but then lightning flashed. It hit a tree close enough for me to see blue sparks and smoke. Thunder shook every board in the bar. Nope. No walking through a lightning storm. I was desperate, but not stupid.

“Is it okay if I wait back here for the storm to slow down? The lady said it would be forty-five minutes for the truck, but I'm fine waiting at my car. Just once the lightning stops.” I turned to face Tech, his face impassive. “I don't want to cause any problems.”

Tech appraised me, his eyes capturing mine. He was about to say something when the bar door flung open and four, very large, very scary bikers walked inside.

“Fuck the fucking rain!” one of the men yelled. Even his voice was scary. Tech glanced their way and every muscle in his body tensed. He reminded me of a hunting tiger.

“You sure picked an awesome time to break down,” he mumbled, pushing me toward the back. The four other patrons stood from their seats to greet the newcomers. If the tension in the bar had been at a high before, it was fever pitch now. Something big was happening.

I didn't fight him as he herded me down the dark hallway. He fumbled with the door to the manager's office before pushing me into the room. “Whatever you hear out here, do not come out. Jenny'll be in here with you. You do whatever she says, understand?”

I nodded quickly, my eyes growing big as saucers. The man was serious as a heart attack. The corners of his mouth lifted in a confident smirk.

“Don't worry. You'll be fine.” And with that, he closed the door.

I stared at the heavy wooden door for a second. What the hell had I gotten myself into? I startled when the door opened and Jenny walked in. Through the open door I could see the four men coming in from the storm facing the four patrons. The lightning outside was nothing compared to the energy flickering between them. 

Jenny closed the door and went to the sole chair in the office. She sat down and stared at me. She wore black slacks and a black tank top that displayed her tattoos. I tried not to stare at her chest, but it was hard with the intricate designs all pointing at her cleavage. I guessed that was probably the point.

“You're lucky Tech has a thing for blondes,” Jenny finally said. Her eyes kept dissecting me like I was some sort of mutant.

“What's going on out there?” I asked. My voice came out as a whisper.

“Prairie Devils are negotiating with the Raging Skulls. No one is terribly pleased at the moment with current arrangements.” Jenny shrugged like it was nothing. She looked down at her hand and started playing with her fingernail. 

“Raging Skulls?” That did not sound like a friendly group. 

Jenny laughed. “Oh, you are a peach. So sweet and innocent.” She laughed again and went back to her nails.

Jenny had the only chair in the room, and she was giving off the aura that she was guarding the desk, so sitting on that was out. Besides, it was covered in neat stacks of papers that I didn't want to mess with. I hoped they were just the books for the bar, but I wasn't about to check. I leaned against a patch of bare wall and tried to calm myself. My knees were still knocking together, so I slid down and sat on the floor. I didn't want to think about what I might be sitting on.

I could hear angry shouts from outside. Men's voices rose and the fell. I couldn't make out the words but they didn't sound nice. Even with Tech's warning, there was no way I was going to open that door. If bad-ass Jenny didn't want to be out there, then neither did I. 

Thunder shook the walls and roared against the ceiling. I hoped I had remembered to close the windows off the car. More yelling. The sound of breaking glass. Something hard slamming into something equally as hard. I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to block it out. Jenny just sat examining her nails like this was usual. 

The office door opened and Jenny had a gun pulled and trained on it faster than I had time to blink. I didn't even see her pull it out, let alone know she had one. No wonder she had seemed so calm. She had a colt-45 backup plan.

“Easy, Jenny. We're done.” Tech's voice was low. 

“That was fast,” Jenny replied. The gun was gone. I had no idea where she was hiding it. 

The door swung open more to reveal Tech shrugging. He had a red mark on his cheek forming. “They saw reason pretty quick.”

Jenny rose from the chair and brushed past him. “Get her out of here. This is no place for a good girl like her.”

I looked up at Tech. In the fluorescent light of the office, his eyes were blue. Or maybe brown with blue? I couldn't decide anything other than that they were gorgeous. 

“You okay” he asked, reaching a hand down to help me up.

“Yeah,” I said shakily. His hand was strong and warm. “This has been a weird day.”

His smile lit up the room. When he smiled, he glowed with boyish charm that looked completely odd against the leather jacket and dangerous vibe. My heart started to beat faster and it wasn't because I was nervous. 

“Let me get you a drink for your nerves, and then we'll get you to your car,” he offered. 

“I, uh, forgot my ID,” I lied. I didn't want to tell him I wasn't twenty-one. 

Tech laughed. “Like Jenny cares about ID's?”

He let go of my hand. I hadn't realized I was still holding onto it, and I felt a physical pain at the loss. I liked touching him.

The atmosphere in the bar was almost jovial. The pool game was back in session and the two bearded guys were laughing and toasting with beer. Things must have gone well. Outside the rain was letting up and the thunder no longer shook the walls.

“Two whiskey shots,” Tech told Jenny. She blinked slowly at him until he put some money on the bar. She took his money and poured out two generous shots, which Tech than handed me one. “Cheers.”

I slammed it back, feeling the liquid burn down my throat. A little shiver passed through me, but I put the shot glass upside down on the bar. I had been to enough frat parties to make that easy. “Thanks.”

“Girl can take her whiskey,” Jenny noted. “Maybe not so sweet after all.” 

Tech laughed again. The sound heated my belly more than the whiskey. “Another?” he asked.

“Sure,” I said with a nod. “I'm not driving. The tow-truck is.”

“I'll take the bottle then, Jenny,” Tech said, putting a bill on the bar. Jenny handed him a glass bottle. 

“We should get you to your car.” He took a swig of the whiskey and offered me the bottle. I took it with a grin and took a gulp. The alcohol was certainly helping with my nerves. 

“It's just down the road,” I said motioning in the general direction. “You know a good mechanic and a place to stay for the night?”

“What's wrong with it?” Tech asked. He let me keep the bottle.

I shrugged. “Smoke coming out of the engine?”

Tech grimaced. “That's never good. You want me to take a look at it?”

“I figured you for a biker, not a car guy,” I replied. 

“I'm good with my hands,” he said with a silky voice. 

“I bet you are.” My voice came out far more husky than I was intending. I had no idea how he was doing this to me, but I wanted to bring him home. Maybe it was just the stress of the day, the excitement of being in a biker bar, or his pure animal magnetism, but I was incredibly attracted to him. He oozed danger and sex, yet I kept getting glimpses of something sweet underneath.

“Joker!” Tech called out, his eyes never leaving me. One of the pool players raised his head.

“Yeah?” 

“Would you make sure this young lady's car gets towed to Franks? She's had a rough day.” 

“Yeah, no problem,” the pool player responded and then finished his pool shot.

“What are we doing? Won't the tow guy need my card?” I asked. 

Tech smiled that heartwarming smile again. “I am taking you to Anna's Inn so you have a place to stay for the night. Joker will make sure your car gets to Frank's. His brother runs the tow service. I'll make sure it gets taken care of.”

“Thanks.” I took another sip off the bottle. “Why are you being so nice to me anyway?”

“He likes blondes,” Jenny cut in. Tech gave her a dirty look.

“You remind me of a friend of mine's little sister.” He got a sad, faraway look in his eyes. “If someone had done this for her...” He shrugged.

“I'm sorry,” I said quietly. He shook his head slightly as if he were freeing himself from spiderwebs of the past. 

“Let's go get you checked in,” he said, changing the subject. 

“Okay,” I said, standing up. My knees buckled slightly as I stood. Lunch had only been a protein bar and a diet soda, so the alcohol on an empty stomach was going straight to my head. 

“Whoa there,” Tech said, catching me easily in his strong arms. Wrapped up in him, I could feel just how much muscle there was under his jacket. There was a lot. He also smelled really good.

“I should probably eat something,” I murmured. 

“We'll get a hamburger on the way,” Tech said, letting me go once I had my feet. I thought about falling again just to get him to catch me again, but the look Jenny was shooting both of us told me not to.

“Sounds great.” I straightened my jacket and did my best to walk in a straight line to the door. I managed to mostly pull it off.

Outside, the rain was down to a light drizzle. It wasn't quite yet night, but with the dark rain clouds the lights outside the bar provided most of the light. Tech went to one of the motorcycles on the end and motioned me to get on the back. 

I wrapped my arms around his middle, my fingers brushing his belt buckle. He was warm and solid and making my insides heat just by holding on to him. He revved the engine, adding a vibration to my thighs that only fanned the flames growing in my belly. 

With a roar, the bike sped down the empty road, away from my broken down car and toward what I assumed was Anna's Inn.

***

Anna's Inn was the most pathetic excuse I had ever seen for a hotel. The pale green paint was peeling off the building and only half the sign lit up over the sagging roof. The sad little collection of buildings was on the outskirts of a small town. But, it was cheap and clean, or at least that's what Tech promised. 

Tech had stopped at a little McDonalds and gotten me a hamburger and fries. I could smell the food and it was making my mouth water. He handed me the bag. 

“You eat, and I'll go get you a room,” Tech said, handing me the bag. The rain had stopped and it was actually nice out, other than the mosquitoes that were starting to buzz. “I know the owner. It'll only take a minute.”

I nodded and dug into the bag. I was starving. I wolfed down the hamburger and fries and was licking my fingers by the time Tech came back.

“You were hungry,” he observed, eying the empty bag. I blushed slightly and he smiled. “You're in room 112.”

He put his hand on the small of my back and guided me forward. A thrill went through me at his touch. I was safe with him. I wanted him.

He pushed open the creaky door to reveal a very worn orange bedspread and banged up dresser. But, it at least smelled clean. I glanced around and closed the door. The room seemed suddenly very small with just the two of us in it. 

“Thank you, by the way,” I said slowly. “For the hotel, and dinner, and everything back at the bar.”

“You're welcome, Claire.” His voice was low and powerful, and the way he said my name sent heat straight to my core.

“What was going on there anyway? I get the feeling I picked a horrible time to break down,” I said. Tech pulled out the whiskey bottle and took a sip before offering me some. 

“You have no idea. Twenty minutes either direction and you wouldn't have had a problem,” he said, his eyes focusing on me. 

“I get the feeling I shouldn't ask more. That it's Prairie Devil business,” I said slowly, my eyes meeting his. He nodded.

“You don't want to get into this world, Claire. It's not safe.”

“Are you safe?” I whispered. I wasn't sure what I wanted the answer to be.

“No.” He said it simply. Looking in his eyes, I believed it. He was dangerous.

I took another swig of whiskey and took a step closer to him. The liquor was making me bold. He was tall and dangerous, but I wanted him. I wanted to feel his hands on me, I wanted to have that danger touch me and take me. Without stopping to think of the consequences, I leaned forward and kissed him.

His lips were soft compared to the burn of stubble on his cheek. He opened his mouth, kissing me back and taking charge. His hands went to my hair and his tongue entered my mouth. I moaned slightly at the invasion. He tasted like whiskey and desire. 

“Tech,” I whispered. “I want you.”

He pulled back on my hair, making me suck in a gasp as he pulled me back. His eyes went to mine and he searched them.

“Gregory,” he said. “Call me Gregory King.”

And then he made me his.

Worthy of the Billionaire Biker's Trust

I woke with a start, the room dark and unfamiliar. A warm presence to my right mumbled and hugged me in closer, and I slowly relaxed back into his soft embrace. The clock in Gregory King’s ornate bedroom read a little after 3am. I still had at least two more hours left to sleep before my day would begin. I knew I was going to want to stay in bed, the idea of playing hooky with Mr. King made me smile, but I knew he would never go for it.

Running his business was practically an obsession with him. I was very much his employee, not his lover, at work, so these quiet moments were precious and few. I snuggled back into Mr. King’s warm arms, letting his gentle breathing lull me back to sleep. My wrists ached from the cuffs he had me in earlier that evening, but the bruises were worth it. Every night spent with him was worth it. I let my thoughts wander as I closed my eyes to shut out the numbers on the clock.

My brain immediately tried to tick off the various meetings on the schedule that day; three development meetings, a payroll issue, lunch, a board meeting in which I was presenting the financial stability projections for the quarter, and the myriads of small issues I knew were going to pop up throughout the day. I let them all wash over me, letting each one have a second of my time before going on to the next. It was strangely relaxing to plan out my day in the safety of the dark morning. I loved my job.

I had been working directly with Mr. King for almost three months now, and I had found my rhythm. It had taken a few weeks to acclimate, but I was excelling and finding solutions to problems before they even registered as problems. It was also wonderful to be with Gregory King again. I felt him twitch in a dream, holding me tighter as he mumbled into my hair.

He was two separate people, and I found myself wanting to please both of them. The amusing, caring man that had rescued me at a biker bar only came out when we were alone. Tech was the man that I had fallen in love with years ago, and he filled my nights. The powerful businessman version, demanding and controlling Mr. King, filled my days. He made sure to keep the two identities separate, and I had learned quickly that despite our evening rendezvous, I could expect no quarter from him if I failed any of his business demands.

I could feel sleep slowly creeping up on me. My brain slowly let the sweet darkness envelope me and I drifted off, safe and warm in Tech's arms.

***

Something felt off. The office had its normal hum, the secretaries busily clicking at computers, the phones ringing, and sporadic chatter filling the office, but I felt a tension in the air. It felt like a thunderstorm was coming, the office mood heavy and jumpy. The interns seemed to be hiding more than usual, and the secretary’s voices seemed to squeak too brightly. Just as forest animals know when a storm is coming, the office knew something big was going to happen. I gathered my usual morning information, and went to find Edward Thayer, head of the antiviral department, to get the production updates I needed to brief Mr. King with that morning. Thayer was in panic mode when I found him.

“Oh God, Claire! I don't know how something like this could have happened! What the hell are we going to do? What am I going to do? I can't face him alone with this...”

I could almost see the life draining from him as he spoke. His skin was pale, except for flushed cheeks, and his hair looked like he had run his hands through it all morning. He was fluttering about his office like a frightened butterfly, never landing anywhere, but almost touching everything. He tried to pick up a folder, but it slid through his hands and fell to the floor. He stood for a moment and stared at the papers, his face crumpled like he might cry. I quickly bent and picked up the scattered papers and put them back in his shaking hands.

“Ed, you know I have your back in any meeting you might have with Mr. King. Now, what on earth is the matter?” I asked gently, putting a hand on his shoulder. His whole body seemed to be trembling.

“You haven’t seen it yet then? Oh Claire- it is bad. So bad... Mr. King isn’t going to just fire all of us- he is going to personally kill all of us. At least twice.” his voice drifted into a mumble as fear shook through him.

I knew that, since Thayer had gotten this job he sometimes had a crisis of confidence. I understood, since he had overnight jumped three pay grades and been put in charge of over a hundred people. Usually when he got like this, I could defuse him with humor. “Let me see. It can’t be that bad- at worst he will just kill you and make you zombie slaves. Saves on payroll,” I tried gently, but my humor went right past him. His hands shook as he opened his laptop and handed it to me. Up on the screen was a email file addressed to the head of the antiviral company.

Dear Mr. King,

I have hacked your system. You destroyed me and now I am going to destroy you. Attached you will find a portion of the antiviral source code to prove that I have it. I have the entirety of it and will be selling it to anyone interested in purchasing the information. I also have used to it to develop a virus that is implanted in every computer in the King Corp. building. 

If you wish to stop the virus, I want 5 million US dollars wired to an account in the Grand Caymans. If this is done by Wednesday at 5pm EST, I will disable the virus. For an additional 5 million I will not alert the media to the breach in your antiviral system. The last bit, the source code, will cost you 10 million for me to destroy all copies of.

You should never have fired me.

If you involve the authorities in any way, I will activate the virus and I will release this information to the public.

Sincerely,

Cirrus

I had to read it twice.

“I don’t understand. I know that the virus would be bad because our anti-virus software would have no way of finding or stopping it, and I know that the public finding out about this would be bad, but why would releasing the source code destroy the company?” I asked confused. In my mind the worst would be that people would use the information to get free anti-virus, and while bad, not the end of the world.

“If he releases the source code, we have no way to stop other people from building mal-ware that can hide from our system. Every one of our customers would be vulnerable to attacks. If it got out that this had happened, no one would buy our software. Lawsuits would occur. Did you know we supply the government with this? National security would be compromised. If the source code is released, the company would never recover. We would all lose everything,” Mr. Thayer explained.

I tried to wrap my brain around the concept and instead my thoughts flipped to when Mr. Cirrus had quit.

Mr. King snickered. “Your one sentence blurbs are no longer going to cut it around here.” He paused. “Mr. Cirrus, Mr. Thayer, you’re both aware of how important it is we meet this deadline, correct?” Both men answered with an affirmative. “Then you’ll understand that I can’t afford a shakeup in your department right now. Mr. Cirrus, at the conclusion of this project, your role will turn into more of an advisory one. You will be teaching Mr. Thayer the ins and outs of your current job, and once he’s ready, I’ll be transferring you to a position in R&D.”

Mr. Cirrus sat there, with his mouth agape. “R&D? A demotion? Are you serious? After my department has hit all of its goals?”

Mr. King shot a glare back at him. “Yes, Mr. Cirrus, a demotion. You’ve disappointed me, even failed me, but you’re too valuable to fire. A few months in R&D will remind me why I hired you, and remind you of...”

Mr. Cirrus cut him off. “You don’t have to worry about giving me a job to cool my heels while I’m pushed into early retirement. I quit!” he yelled as he stood up and knocked his chair over. He gave a piercing glare at me, as if this was all my fault, before storming out of the room.

I remembered him leaving the building, escorted by security. He had yelled out that Mr. King would be sorry, that he would ruin him. Everyone had taken it as the ramblings of an unhappy, disgruntled employee. The implications of this email slowly began to hit me. This would be disastrous. Destroy the company and everyone who worked here’s life disastrous.

Mr. Thayer sat at his desk, his eyes vacant and afraid. I had to salvage this. I had to get Thayer's confidence to the point where he would begin to work on this. If anyone could fix this situation it would be him. The man was a genius with computers. Since becoming the head of the department, the output and creativity of the whole company had skyrocketed. I stood up and grabbed his shoulders, shaking him gently.

“Look at me, Ed. We can fix this. Let’s go tell Mr. King- we have to. This isn’t your fault. He may be angry, but it will be at the situation, not you. He needs you to fix this. I know you can fix this. We will come up with a solution.” My little speech sounded like a bad sports movie, but it seemed to perk him up. His eyes lost the glazed expression and he stood, teetering slightly. He grabbed his laptop and headed towards the door.

I heard him mumble something about whiskey and I thought I could use a bottle too. 

***

To his credit, Mr. Thayer’s voice never shook as he presented Mr. King the problem. His hands only trembled slightly as he handed over the laptop with the message displayed. He managed to only look vaguely like he might throw up as Mr. King read it. I wondered what kind of whiskey he would like after this.

Mr. King sat at his desk staring at the computer, his face incredulous. With extreme self control he stood slowly and walked around to where Mr. Thayer stood.

“The public cannot find out about this. We have to get this situation under control now.” The cold fury in his voice frightened me. I had never seen him this angry, this cold. His hazel eyes burned with the fires of hell. If Cirrus had walked into that room, he would have frozen and died four horrible times in that sentence alone.

“Mr. Thayer, you have every resource at your disposal; Ms Vanders will be your point of contact. I want hourly updates.” He handed the computer back to Thayer, his body stiff with fury. Mr. Thayer nearly dropped it, but managed to save it and scurry out of the office. Mr. King turned to me.

“You are with me until we figure this out. Pull up all the financials. Figure out where we can pull the twenty mil where the shareholders won't notice it missing. Look into Cirrus’s financials. Look into anyone affiliated with him. I want information now.” He growled with frustration. I nodded a quick yes and started setting up my computer in the corner of his office that I considered “mine”.

I kicked off my heels, getting comfortable with my computer as I started to dredge through the reports and look for a solution. Page after page of reports flashed across the screen as I searched for the answer. Mr. Thayer called out to his secretary to cancel all appointments for the day. Mr. Thayer’s assistant started bringing up reports, emails flew between the three of us. Lunch came and went, and I only stopped for a moment to snarf a sandwich Mr. King’s secretary brought up for dinner.

I suddenly looked up and realized that I hadn’t moved in two hours, but that I was nowhere close to finding what I was looking for. The room had turned dark and gloomy as night set in. I realized everyone else in the building had probably gone home for the evening.

It felt hopeless. I looked through the reports again, hoping that one of them would magically change, that I had somehow overlooked the simple solution and that it would just pop out and asked to be fixed. Mr. King must have read the defeat written across my face, as he closed his laptop and slid it into a drawer of his massive desk. 

“I think we need something to clear our minds,” he announced as he stood up and stretched his arms above his head. I leaned back in my chair, and stretched out my arms as well, surprised at the stiffness in my neck and shoulders. He looked at me with disapproval as I rolled my shoulders and worked out the tautness. 

“Your posture is better, but you were still slouching. Are you wearing the duct tape now?” His voice betrayed nothing of what he was thinking. I rubbed my shoulder, thinking he was going to be displeased. I had been sitting properly, and I only ached because I had been sitting there for hours without moving. A small flare of indignation flared up, mad that he might be angry with me for something I didn’t have control over.

I stifled it and shook my head no, waiting for his temperamental wrath. Instead of snapping at me for my posture, he grinned and opened his desk, fumbling in a drawer until he found a roll of the silver duct tape. His smile was wicked and predatory as he set it on the table.

“I think you need a lesson in why good posture is important.” His voice held a heat that I never heard in the office. My panties suddenly moistened with anticipation. “Take your shirt off, Claire.”

I stood slowly and unbuttoned my white dress shirt, placing it on my laptop bag. He picked up the tape and moved to my side of the desk, stroking my shoulder with his fingers as he moved behind me. Goosebumps slid down my arms after his touch, desire flooding through me.

He carefully undid the latch on my skin-tone bra. He gently kissed the spot where my shoulders join my neck, tickling the small hairs peeking out of my bun. I shivered as he slid the straps off and let the bra fall to the floor. One hand reached around and cupped one breast, feeling its weight in his hand. A small shiver shot through me, as he gently felt my breast with his fingers, massaging it and kissing my neck. I moaned quietly, and he chuckled, pulling his hand away.

I heard the tape peel off and rip, and held still while he ran the strip down my spine. I flexed my shoulders forward, feeling the skin pull under the tape. I giggled and peeked over my shoulder at him. I could see an erection forming under his slacks and my body ached to feel it. I wanted to feel him in me, I wanted the pleasure and pain that he could magically bring to my body.

He stepped forward and caught my chin in his hand, guiding me into his mouth. His lips and tongue found mine and I turned and pushed my bare chest into his dress shirt, grabbing his ass with my hands. His erection pushed into my hip, and I ground myself against it, feeling it harden. His hands found the zipper running down the back of my skirt, and he deftly undid it, letting it fall to the ground. I stood barefoot and naked except for my sheer panties. They were already damp and getting wetter, my body ready to take him. I fumbled with his belt and the button on his pants, pulling them down to get at that marvelous piece of man that I knew could make my body sing.

A sharp rap on the door shocked me out of my current desire. Mr. King’s secretary called through the door that she had some more papers for him. He looked at me in nothing but my undies, and I knew I couldn’t get dressed fast enough. I grabbed my shirt, skirt, and bra and ran around to hid under his big wooden desk. It was solid in the front, so as long as she didn’t walk around, she wouldn’t see me naked and hiding. Mr. King was right on my heels, his pants open and an erection making clear exactly what he had been thinking about. I ducked under the desk as he sat down and scooted the chair in, making it appear as though he were simply sitting and working.

It wasn’t as cramped under the desk as I thought it would be, his knees spread apart to give me the most room he could while still covering himself with the desk as well. The desk was tall and I had a surprising amount of head room. I heard the door open and Ms. Aloutte walk in. Her heels clicked softly on the floor as she walked the file to the desk.

“Mr. Thayer wanted to make sure that you got these, there are some ideas that he wanted me to mention.” I heard her pull up my chair and sit, apparently not leaving yet. The only thing I could see under the desk was Mr. King’s erection, begging me to touch it. A naughty urge filled me, and I slowly reached out and caressed his bulging member. He jumped a little, but simply made it look as though he was shifting his weight. I kept touching him, and slowly worked his member out of his boxers so that it was free under the desk.

“Also, here is Mr. Cirrus’s work computer. It was the company’s, so he had to leave it. Mr. Thayer said he didn’t find anything useful, but that maybe Ms. Vanders might. Where is she by the way? ” Ms Aloutte chirped along, oblivious to what was going on under the desk. I wish I could have seen his face as I kept running my fingers along his shaft under the table. He responded to her question that I was in the bathroom, his voice struggling to maintain control.

The little imp in me decided to continue, wanting to push the envelope a little more. I leaned forward and ran my tongue slowly up his shaft, stopping to circle my tongue around the tip of his penis. A small salty pre-cum leaked out, and I licked at it like ice cream before taking him into my mouth and moving up and down. I could hear Ms. Aloutte’s twittering laughter as she relayed more information to her boss. His legs were tensed and hard as he concentrated on keeping a straight face. I heard a stack of papers hit the desk and her tiny footsteps move towards the door. I kept my tongue swirling against him, tasting his hard-on, as she opened the door. She paused in the doorway.

“Do you need anything else tonight, Mr. King?” She chirped as I sucked on him.

“No, thank you. Have a good evening.” He managed to keep his voice even as he thrust his hips up towards my mouth, urging me on for more. She tweeted a good night as she closed the door behind her. I felt Mr. King relax, and I released him from my mouth. He started to push back from the desk, thinking we were alone again, when the door opened again.

His knee banged against the desk as he pushed himself back under. The door opened and I heard her voice remind him about his appointment in the morning. The door closed again and we both held still, waiting to see if she was going to pop in again. After a breathless moment, he rolled his chair out and reached a hand down to help me stand. I giggled as I uncurled myself from the interior of the desk.

“You think that was funny? You are a bad, bad girl” he growled in my ear as he pushed me up against the desk, leaning me over the glossy dark wood. I could feel him pressing his raging erection, still wet with my spit, against my thin panties. My body ached with a desire that threatened to melt my core. I literally dripped with desire as he pushed me down against the cool surface of the desk, his hand hot against my back. 

“Bad girls get punished. Put your arms out on the desk.” His voice was low and quiet and for a moment I was afraid I had actually displeased him. My stomach dropped into my knees as I slowly put my hands flat on the desk, my arms circling my head like a ballerina dance pose. I didn’t dare look up to see his face.

I heard the unmistakable sound of the duct tape ripping, and then he pressed a strip against my wrist, pinning it to the desk. A second strip peeled off and secured my other wrist, taping me to his desk, my ass still hanging off the edge. A third and fourth strip screeched off the duct tape roll. The roll made a soft thud as he threw it on the ground and then carefully lined either side of my back with the last two strips of tape. I knew those were going to hurt when he pulled them off, the sticky tape already pulling at the tiny hairs with every breath I took.

I bit my lip, waiting to see what he was going to do. I was being punished for surprising him, putting him in a potentially embarrassing situation. I loved it; the thrill of surprising him and now the price of him getting even with me was turning me on more than I thought it would.

I heard the slap of his hand before I felt it, my ass suddenly on fire from his hand. I yelped with surprise at his spank, and he quickly followed it with another. My right butt cheek burned with each spank of his hand. His hand flicked my skin in just the right manner to make a loud crack sound that sent a jolt up my body. Each slap lined up perfectly with the last, and I knew there would be a perfect hand print size circle on my ass in the morning.

My skin buzzed with the electricity of him hitting me, punishing me for misbehaving as he spanked me five times in rapid succession. After the fifth zap, he stopped, gently rubbing two fingers across the blossoming red mark. My nerves screamed with sensation, the pain followed by the soft touch were almost unbearable.

Without warning, he ripped one of the outside strips of duct tape off my back. I screamed into the desk, hoping the room was soundproofed, my ass forgotten for the moment. He ran a finger down the red line forming on my back, ran it across the red welt on my ass, and then around the curve of my butt and in between my legs. My legs opened easily to let his hand slide between them, and he slowly caressed my clit through the lacy panties. I groaned and spread my legs wider, hoping he would do more, but instead he withdrew his hand.

I waited, panting on the desk, not knowing what was going to come next, my breath fogging the reflective gloss. He hooked his finger around my panties, and dragged them off my body. As they passed the growing red mark from the spankings, it made me gasp. He gently kissed the spot, then positioned himself behind me.

I could feel his rod hovering on the edge of my slit, waiting to dive in. I wanted him so badly, it seemed like all I had ever wanted was that cock inside me. I wanted him to fuck my brains out on that desk and give me my sweet release. I felt him push just the tip inside of me, and as he slowly pushed himself into me he ripped off the second outside strip of tape. The pleasure of him filling me combined with the sharp pain of the tape ripping down my back made my body arch and cry out for more.

He began rocking into me, filling me with his massive cock. He grabbed my hips, his thumb on the spanking welt, diving into me. Each thrust filled me with pleasure, my pussy trying to take more and more of him, while his thumb massaged my poor ass. I could feel my body responding to the double stimulus, the pleasure mounting inside of me with a force I had to release. I began to shake with the effort, my hands struggling against the tape as my world crescendoed into a ball of color and sensation. I heard myself cry out with joy as spasms of bliss racked my body. 

When I finished shaking, his hand slammed down onto the opposite ass cheek.

“I didn’t say you could come.” He growled, lust heavy in his voice. I rocked my ass in time with his thrusts, feeling him fill me with each plunge. I wanted to take every inch of him I could as deep inside of me as I could. He began to grunt with effort, his thrusts becoming less regular. He swelled inside of me, and then with a groan, let loose inside of me. I could feel his come cover my insides, coating me with his seed.

I whimpered into the table as he kept pushing in and out of me, sliding on his own river. With one final plunge, he then pulled out and cleaned himself up, leaving me exposed and dripping on the desk. I waited patiently for him to release me. Come dripped down my leg, and my ass throbbed as I waited. He took his time, but finally I felt him behind me again.

Without warning a final spank landed on my bruised ass, making me cry out into the room. I heard him chuckle as he pulled the tape off my wrists. I slid to the floor and onto my knees, rubbing my wrists. He reached down a hand, helping to my feet and I stood on shaky legs. He pulled me in close, grabbing my ass and making me squirm as pain shot through it.

“Don’t do that again. At least not without my permission” His voice held a threat, but it was softened by a smile. He let me go and handed me a box of tissues and I cleaned myself up and then redressed, my underwear cold and damp against me.

I sat gingerly back into my chair, a bruise forming that I knew would keep me from sitting properly for days. Mr. King grinned as a wiggled to find a comfortable position, knowing that I would have this reminder to behave myself. I pouted at him and he shrugged, opening his laptop and staring into it. With a sigh, I opened mine and began looking for a solution yet again.

***

Sunlight streamed in through the open windows and woke me. I had fallen asleep on my keyboard, and I could feel a funny red pattern of a space bar and several letters etched onto my face. Mr. King walked into the room with two cups of coffee and a box of doughnuts. The look on my face must have been priceless, as he nearly spilled the coffee giggling at my disheveled hair and keyboard face.

He of course looked perfect, his blonde hair spilling across his forehead with boyish charm. I scowled and grabbed the coffee as I headed to the bathroom to clean up. I heard Ms. Aloutte knock on the door and announce Mr. Thayer. I hurried back out to find Ed Thayer bouncing anxiously in Mr. King’s chair as he pulled up information on his computer. His eyes were too bright and his hair stuck out at odd angles. He was pointing animatedly to the computer screen, his voice cracking and rising an octave as he spoke.

“I found the virus! It was hidden in the back subcode...” Thayer beamed as he showed Mr. King how and where he found the virus. “My team already has a patch made and is administering it to the network. His virus won’t do a damn thing now!”

Mr. King clapped him on the back, a smile growing on his face. The two of them continued to speak in computer code as Thayer showed him the virus. From what I could understand, it was a pretty piece of work that would have caused the entire building’s computers to think they needed a restart, and that they would then be frozen in the reboot, effectively shutting everything down. I sat down and listened to them speak in their foreign computer language as I began sifting through the financial files next to my laptop.

“The best part is that he had to make it so that there was a remote switch to activate the virus. If he tries to activate the virus, then he has to communicate with the computers here to do it. I have a software program that I have been working on, that can help us trace his source when he does this. Unfortunately, it isn’t really finished, so it may not be perfect- especially if he is smart and tries to deflect us through mirrored servers...”

“Wait,” I cut him off as I finally understood part of the conversation not completely in computer-speak. “Would knowing what part of the world he is in help?” 

The two of them stared at me for a minute, Thayer’s mouth working but no words coming out. I took that as a yes and displayed a couple of files to them. “Between the accounts that he deposited his paychecks in, the bank that he wants the money deposited, his recent credit card usage, and a couple other things, I have a pretty good idea what part of the world he is hiding in. I actually think he is still in the country, which seems strange to me.”

“The firewall to the company for the files he hid the virus in will only allow United States access... How do you have his credit card information?” Mr. King looked a strange combination of proud and concerned.

“That was easy enough- he never cleared his cookies off his laptop. It is company property, so when I was looking through it, I was able to access his account,” I answered. Mr. King’s face contorted still further into a concerned look. “I just realized that what I did may not be terribly legal, but desperate times right?” I looked back and forth at them as they continued to just stare at me.

“He didn’t clean out his cookies? The financial person thought of a computer answer before the computer people. I knew I liked you!” Mr. Thayer’s face broke out in a grin as Mr. King nodded incredulous at my computer savvy. I breathed a sigh of relief and continued to show them what I found.

“He hasn’t used his card for a couple of days, but based on this information, I would put him in the southeast US. Probably Florida as it will have easy access to the Bahamas to get out of the country quick once the money comes in.”

The two of them beamed at me. Mr. King gave me the special smile that he only gave me when we were alone at his home and I basked in it. I suddenly frowned as a cold thought popped my sunshine bubble.

“So we have stopped the virus and can track it back to where he is, but how is this going to keep him from leaking the source code- if he hasn’t already?” The two of them surprised me with smiles. Mr. King motioned for Thayer to tell me the answer.

“The code he took is from last year- since he didn’t get to keep his work computer he had to use what was on his personal one. The sample he sent us is older code. It looks a lot like the current code, but as I looked at it I recognized it from the stuff Cirrus helped develop. When I was put in charge, we revamped much of the code. Most of the stuff made off of this source code would be stopped or easily patched in with the newer code I wrote.”

He tried to keep the pride out of his voice, but he knew that his innovations were saving the day. “It would still be pretty awful for the press to find out about this though, so we want to stop him before he can do any real damage. It isn’t quite all sunshine and roses- we need him to activate the virus but not the press.” He leaned back into the leather chair, his eyes still bright but some of the energy fading out of him.

“His version of the source code could still do some serious damage, especially in the PR department. We still have some serious work to do. Claire, see if you can’t pinpoint his location further and Thayer, I have a couple of ideas I want to run.” Mr. King’s smile was gone as he leaned back towards the computer, and started us back to work.

***

Wednesday arrived. The three of us had worked non-stop to prepare for the 5pm deadline; I never left the office during those three days. It was now 3pm and everything that could be in place was. I felt a nervous energy pouring through my system, and I couldn’t sit still or concentrate on my other work.

Unfortunately the crisis didn’t stop my other job responsibilities, and I had neglected them for the past couple of days. I filtered through my emails and to do list, trying to find something productive to do that could distract me from the tedium of waiting.

I found a note I had made towards the beginning of my career at King Enterprises. Some of the accounting numbers didn’t look right to me; I had worked with finances and bookkeeping for my entire adult career and as I looked at the books for King Enterprises something in my gut growled. I decided that this was as good a time as any to look for what was bothering me, as I couldn’t seem to concentrate on anything anyway, so I sat down at my desk and began loading the files up on my screen.

“Vanders.” A sharp female voice accosted me. “Why haven’t you emailed me the budget for next quarter? You missed the last two meetings and I need this done now. Good lord- what do we pay you for?” Olivia Robertson glared at me. I sighed and turned to her. She was always angry at me for some reason or another. The first time I had met her she had glared at me through my introduction to the board. I didn’t know what I had done to make her so angry then, and I still had no idea why she seemed to hate me so vehemently. 

“The proposal will be in your box tomorrow- I emailed you the original options and Mr. King still hasn’t approved them. I can’t make him do this any faster.” I tried to stay calm and put what I hoped passed for cheery on my face. She rolled her eyes and stormed off, her blonde hair swishing as she walked. She was quite pretty, I thought. Pretty awful. I looked over at the clock to see it click to 4:30. Finally, time for something to happen. I closed my computer and headed up to Mr. King’s office.

Mr. Thayer was already there, tapping his foot nervously, but confidence plastered across his face. He grinned up at me as I entered the room, Mr. King’s smile following right behind. I sat at my spot at his desk and waited.

Mr. King’s email pinged as a new message hit. 

Where is my money? 

Mr. King calmly hit reply and typed, It’s not coming. Send.

Ping. Your funeral.

Mr. King nodded to Mr. Thayer, and we stared at his computer screen. The screen flicked as Cirrus attempted to activate the virus. Thayer’s tracking program initiated and dominated the screen. 

“It found the IP address. It's part of a subnet that's licensed to a motel chain in Miami. In fact, only one motel in the chain doesn't require a credit card to rent a room.” He grinned, his excitement humming through the room at the success.

“Perfect. Inform our friends.” Mr. King relaxed into his chair, barely able to keep a grin off his face. 

Within ten minutes the local police had the only room in the motel rented by a single man who paid cash under surveillance. I imagined what it must have looked like, in a dingy motel room in Miami, Florida. Cirrus bent over his computer, angrily triumphant and releasing his revenge on King Enterprises, when suddenly the door is beat down and men in black suits storm the room.

I tried not to giggle as I thought of the look on his face as the FBI Cyber Crime unit took him down. He was going to go to prison for a long time, and King Enterprises was safe. We had won. Mr. King stood behind me as a phone call from the FBI came in saying they had caught him with all the evidence they needed. His hands felt warm and perfect on my shoulders and he squeezed them in victory.

***

I played with the pearl necklace he had given me a few months ago as I sat, Mr. King across the table staring at me. We had just finished dessert, a Sacher Torte. It was at least 3 layers of dark chocolate fudge cake, with apricot jam & chocolate ganache between the layers, and dark chocolate glaze on top. I had never tasted anything so delicious and decadent. He smiled at me and filled my wine glass up, his eyes dark with desire. I craved him. I wanted him covered in a dark chocolate glaze.

He must have been able to read my thoughts, because he stood and held his hand out for me. His hand felt warm in mine, and I carried my wine glass with us as he led me to his bedroom. As we reached the door, he paused at the door, his hand lingering on the handle. With a smile, he pushed the door open to reveal the bedroom bathed in candlelight. Tea light candles adorned the furniture, dozens of candles flickering with a soft golden glow. It was beautiful. I set my glass down and kissed him passionately, our lips meeting with joy.

The door closed softly behind us, as he kissed me again, taking me into his arms and questing his tongue deep into my mouth. I moaned into his kisses, his hands sliding up and down on my satin dress. He found the zipper and undid the back, letting the dress slide off and onto the floor. A sweet smile crossed his face as his hand grazed my pearls, obviously happy I had worn them to dinner. With gentle kisses, he crept down my neck, down my shoulders and down my arm to my hand. He brought my hand to his lips and kissed it like a gallant knight.

I wondered how happy silly my smile was as I slipped off my shoes and he brought me around to the bed. I noticed that he had a single black satin sheet on the bed and that it had a smattering of pink rose petals. I picked one up and twirled it in my fingers, trying my best to look coy.

“I thought you earned a romantic evening after this week’s excitement. I couldn’t have done it without you.” His voice was low and husky, making my skin itch with desire. I started to speak, but he placed a single finger over my lips, gently shushing me.

“Don’t say anything. Just enjoy this.” And then he kissed me. My heart fluttered with his kiss; it was so full of want, of need. His hand slipped around and undid my strapless bra, letting it fall to the floor. He then kissed down my neck again, my hands going to his beautiful hair as he kissed each nipple, making them stand hard and erect, ready for more.

He knelt before me and continued to kiss my breasts as his hands worked off my lacy panties. A shiver rippled through me as he blew gently on my wet nipples, letting his kiss marks cool my skin. He stood up slowly, and wrapped a black satin scarf around one wrist and motioned me up onto the bed. He loosely tied the scarf to one of the tall bedposts. It was loose enough that I could touch my face with the tied hand, but firm enough that he would always be in control. I loved it.

I stretched out on the bed, feeling the cool satin slip beneath my skin, the rose petals soft and fragrant. I looked over to see him slowly disrobing. He unbuttoned his shirt and took it off slowly, the firelight glancing off his muscles and creating beautiful shadows. His pants slid into a pool on the floor and he stood naked, his erection growing as he looked down on my tied to his bed.

He grinned his predatory grin, and picked up a candle from the nightstand. I raised my eyebrows as he approached with it, unsure what he was doing. He raised the candle high above my stomach and slowly tipped it, letting the wax drip and fall onto my stomach. The hot wax seared across my bellybutton, quickly hardening and the pain subsiding. My spine felt like a rod of molten metal, threatening to consume me with want.

A low chuckle rippled through the dark as he slowly climbed onto the bed and straddled my legs. He let the candle wax build again, and brought it closer to my skin, this time dripping a long line from my bellybutton up to my cleavage. The sudden heat made me squirm with delight, and he put his weight down onto my legs to keep me still. I watched the candle flicker above me as he waited for the wax to pool again, the waiting keeping tension tight within me. That predatory grin flashed as he poured the wax across the tops of my breasts, the wax splattering and dripping down across my skin; the heat searing through to my core, making me want more.

He set the candle onto the flat space between my ribcage and bellybutton, his hand holding it steady against my skin. With his free hand he slowly pet my vaginal lips, sending little shoots of pleasure at the soft touch. He slowly peeled me open, revealing my clit to his eager fingers. He began a simple two finger swirling motion, blood rushing to fill my clit, sensation pouring into me.

I arched my hips up into his hand, wanting more but the motion moved the candle and caused it to spill the hot wax onto my sensitive skin. I cried out with pleasure and pain, wanting to rock my hips into his hand but fearing the sear of the wax. I could feel the thrum inside me reaching a fever pitch, my body craving release, my core a ball of fire as I approached my release.

“Come for me,” he whispered as I slowly tipped into ecstasy. I couldn’t stop my hips from bucking upward, my body writhing with pleasure as my orgasm took me. Wax poured out from the candle, spilling across my abdomen, the heat scorching through me and adding extra sensation to my vibrating body. I screamed with pleasure as my orgasm didn’t stop, the pain pushing me immediately into a second, with no pause between. My lungs gasped for oxygen as pleasure made me forget to breathe, my body quaking with bliss.

As I slowly stopped shaking, and my body returned to me, Mr. King set the candle on the table. I looked up at him, the candle light flickering and making his eyes glow as he slid one knee between my legs, opening me further to his desires. His erection was full and hard, my orgasm obviously turning him on. He took it in his hand and ran it up and down along my pussy lips, letting my juices cover him before he entered.

He slowly pushed the tip against my opening, and forcefully pushed through the slight resistance to enter me. I moaned softly, pulling my arm against its restraint as he pushed deep into me. My body sang as he filled me completely, and then cried out as he slid back out again. He straddled my leg and continued to push deep into me, pulling out slowly only to fill me totally again. We found a rhythm, him pulsing into me and me rising my hips to meet him. I let myself get lost in our rhythmic dance, the soft light making me think I was in heaven.

He slowly pulled out, and moved off my legs, and growled softly to get on my hands and knees. I turned perpendicular to the bed, maneuvering my tied arm into position. I could feel his heat behind me as he slowly penetrated deeply into me. I screamed with pleasure, feeling him skewer me, his hands gripping my hips. He pounded his cock as hard as he could, and he spanked my ass in the same spot as he had abused the other day. A wordless cry filled the room as a spike of pain seared into my world. 

He put a hand on the middle of my shoulder blades and pushed my head down into the bed. I tucked my knees into my chest, my cheek pressed into the slippery satin. I felt his hand leave my back, and instead of feeling him grab a hold of my hip, I instead felt hot wax pour onto my back. My cry was muffled by the mattress as the wax quickly cooled on my hot skin. I could feel it harden and crack as he continued to stuff himself into me. 

I could feel his cock swelling, his pattern becoming erratic as I waited for him to come into me. The slight extra growth increased my pleasure, and the slight grunt and groan as he released, made my body respond in kind. I could feel my pussy contracting down on his cock as he released his stream of white into me. I squeezed with all my might, milking his cock for every drop I could squeeze. 

I sighed with loss as he slowly pulled out, both of us satiated and content. He ran his fingers down my spine, somehow still eliciting shivers at his touch. He carefully untied me, his fingers caressing my skin as he removed the satin. I kissed him, drinking him in as deeply as possible. He gave me the smile that he reserved for only me, the one I only saw when we were very alone and he was completely happy. I couldn’t help but feel pure happiness as I looked at him.

He kissed my hand again, and instead of letting go, pulled me gently to the bathroom. I followed him like a happy puppy. He hit several buttons, turning on the massive shower to the settings that I enjoyed; steam filled the room as he pulled me into the water, multiple jets pouring hot water onto us both. I sighed with contentment as he began working the soap into a lather on my body, happy to have the billionaire’s trust.

Worthy of the Biker: Saying Goodbye

Joker walked beside me through the Prairie Devil's club house. It was nice to be out of the hot late July sun. I liked the building. It felt comfortable, like the people here belonged to it. I knew I was an outsider, but I got the feeling that if I wanted, I wouldn't have to be. Joker turned left, heading toward the Purple Room. When Tech had explained the purpose of that room, I stayed away as if were on fire. I was on my way to see Frannie.

I followed the delicious smell of something cooking straight into the kitchen that was Frannie's domain. The older woman was busy giving giving Tech a stern talking to. She had a big kitchen spoon practically up underneath his nose and a frown that should have had him running for the door. Both sets of eyes went to me as I walked in. Frannie stepped back, but didn't lower her spoon.

“You listen to what I said,” she growled at Tech. “You know I'm right.”

“Frannie's always right,” I said, coming to stand next to Tech. I wondered what kind of trouble he could have gotten into to get a lecture from Frannie. 

Frannie raised her eyebrows at Tech and he nodded slowly. He put his arm over my shoulder, and started pulling me toward the door.“Come on, Claire. Let's go take a ride.”

“Okay,” I said, turning to wave at Frannie. “See you later, Frannie!”

She raised her spoon and gave me a friendly smile before returning to her cooking. The Prairie Devils were lucky to have her. Without her warmth in the kitchen and infirmary, those bikers would be a sorry state.

I winced at the brightness of the July sun. It would be August in a couple of days, but it seemed like the heat of July would never end. School would be starting in a week. I hadn't thought about it much, but I wasn't planning on going back. I liked being with Tech too much. It was strange. School used to be the center of my world, and now, I just didn't care. School could wait.

Tech got on his massive motorcycle and waited for me to get on with him. I loved this part. I wrapped my arms around his tight waist, pressing my cheek into the smooth leather of his vest. I could feel the pitchfork insignia against my skin. He started the engine, letting it rumble for a moment before urging his metallic stallion out onto the open road.

The wind whipped at my hair and the heat made my eyes water. I loved it. I loved the way his bike vibrated through me and massaged my soul. I loved the way I could cling to Tech and let the world fly by. Things were perfect when we were like this. 

I did exactly as he had taught me, leaning into the turns and keeping my weight center on the bike. I loved pleasing him. We worked well as a team, and he had even let me help a little with some of his less illegal computer projects. He loved that I would follow his specific directions and still suggest any ideas I came up with. It was as if the two of us had a psychic connection that let us work together seamlessly and easily.

We drove for a good hour, just soaring across the roads and watching the world go by. It was a little strange; Tech didn't usually go for aimless rides. It was as if he didn't want the ride to end, but finally he pulled up in front of the tiny apartment I was renting. He turned off the engine and waited for me to get off the bike.

I had my keys in my hand and was halfway to the door when I realized he wasn't following me. He sat on his shiny motorcycle, leather vest and bare arms, his sunglasses reflecting the bright sunshine. His face gave nothing away. I knew that face. It was the face he had when he didn't want to tell me something.

I had seen this face when he told me I had asked what he did for the MC. It had been a week or so after the initial dust-up with the Raging Skulls, and he had been busy for a couple of days. I had asked what he did. He was the Prairie Devil's tech guy, and thus the name Tech, but he was far more than just a computer repair man. He could program things. He had mad hacking ability. He was a computer guru. I hadn't thought much of it until a news story had come on the television about a computer virus that had somehow sent the top secret activities of the Raging Skulls calendar to the police. I hadn't asked, but I knew it had been Tech that had made it happen. It was slightly frightening to know I was dating a man that could bypass that level of computer security.

He was looking at me like that now. Like he had something to tell me that he didn't want to. Something important that I should know, but that could change everything.

“What is it?” I asked, letting my hand fall to my side. His face didn't change.

“Your classes start in nine days,” he finally said.

“So? I'm not going. I'm staying here.” 

“No, you're not. You need to go back.” His jaw tightened but his expression stayed the same neutral, unreadable one I hated.

“I'm staying here. I care about you, Gregory,” I said, using his real name. “I don't want to leave.”

He stood from his bike and came to where I was standing. He took off his sunglasses. He was so much bigger than me that I was in his shadow as he put his hands on my shoulders. His eyes were soft and full of emotion. This was as hard for him as it was for me.

“This is no place for a girl like you,” he said. “You are going to do great things. You can't stay here.”

“No,” I replied stubbornly, shaking my head. “I don't. I don't want to leave you.”

He swallowed and pressed his lips into a thin line. “Yes, you are. I already have it arranged. If you decide not to listen, then the Devils will force you out of town.” His shoulders slumped slightly. “I don't want to have to do that, but I will. This isn't the place for you.”

“So you don't want me anymore?” I tried to keep the sob that was building up in my chest from escaping. He touched my cheek, his calloused hand gentle on my face.

“I want you so badly. But, this isn't the life you were meant to have. I can't let you stay here and throw your life away. You have so much potential, and if you stay here, it will be wasted.” His voice held emotion that I didn't want to hear. This was hurting him.

“I don't care.” I knew I sounded like a petulant child. I knew he was right, though.

“You will. In a couple of years, this won't be glamorous and new. But you'll be up to your eyeballs in club business and won't be able to get out.” He sighed. “You know you wouldn't be happy as some diner waitress for the rest of your life. That's all this place has to offer you. You need to get out while you can.”

“What about you?” I asked. A lone tear rolled down my cheek and he carefully wiped it away.

“I made my choice a long time ago.”

I knew I couldn't fight him on this. When Gregory King made up his mind, it was made. There was no changing it. Deep down I knew he was right. I hated being a waitress. The only reason I wanted to stay was because of Tech. If he wasn't here, I wouldn't wait two seconds to pack. If I stayed, I would end up resenting him. I knew he was right, but I still didn't like it.

“Will you come visit me?” I asked quietly. 

“Of course.” I knew it was a lie as soon as the words left his lips. He wouldn't come see me. As soon as I left, I was out of his world. I needed to be in order to be safe. The cutthroat world of motorcycle clubs couldn't follow me to college. I appreciated the lie though. It made it easier to swallow.

I stared at his Adam’s apple as he swallowed. I didn't want to look up into his face. I didn't want to see the lie in his eyes and I didn't want him to see that I knew. 

“Come inside with me? Just once more?” I whispered. I didn't want it to end out here in the bright sunlight. I wanted one more night with him. 

He kissed my forehead and then stepped up onto the porch and opened the door to go inside. I looked at his motorcycle one last time before following him inside.

Worthy of the Billionaire Biker’s Love

I couldn’t sleep. I had tried for what felt like hours, even though the clock said it was less. My eyes were tired, but even when I closed them, I felt no relief. Every position I lay just felt awkward. like my joints didn’t fit right in my body. I finally gave in and just got up, thinking that maybe a hot shower would relax me enough to get some sleep tonight. I slipped out of bed, leaving my sleeping lover snoring softly tangled in satin sheets. I carefully closed the bathroom door before turning on the light, not wanting to wake Mr. King with the light. 

The marble floor was cold to my feet, but as I turned on the water the room began to heat up from the steam. I put in my settings on the digital display, setting the three shower heads to a toasty pulsating spray with the steam function turned to high. I stepped into the warm water, enjoying the heat and feeling the moist air in my lungs.

The water tinkled softly into the drain, and I could feel my worries going with it; I took the moveable shower head off the wall and set the water to a heavy stream, putting it on my shoulders. The water massaged them, the heat and pressure forcing my neck and shoulders to unclench. I didn’t even realize how tense they were until they started to loosen. 

My job was stressful. It was a good kind of stress, and I really enjoyed the challenges of working for King Enterprises. Gregory King, the blonde handsome prince of hand-held security software, was a good boss. Demanding, controlling, and exacting, but only because he truly cared about his company. He ran his company with a compassionate, yet iron fist. Mr. King insisted on perfection and I had to work hard every day to perform to his high expectations. It was a constant challenge to stay a step ahead of his desire, to make sure I had the information he was going to want, and problem solve to find solutions to any problem that arose.

I smiled, remembering the day the FBI cybercrime unit called Mr. King with the news they had arrested Cirrus, an angry ex-employee, for violating federal cybercrime laws. I had helped save the company from disaster and Mr. King had called me extraordinary that day. In public. The memory still made me glow with pride. 

I moved the shower head to my other shoulder, letting the hot water melt away the tension. It wasn’t his corporate side that I was in love with though. It was the side he showed outside the office, the side that only I got to see, that made my heart sputter in my chest. I spent most of my nights now at his mansion, enjoying his company. He found ways to satisfy my body, which let sleep come quickly to me when I was with him.

I was pretty sure I was in love with him, but I hadn't found the right time to tell him yet. I had a terrible fear that I would tell him how I felt, and he wouldn't feel the same. I wanted to hear him tell me he loved me, but I couldn't bear the thought of losing him. He was the center of my world, both privately and publicly. I couldn't afford to tell my boss that I loved him and risk losing my job if he didn't feel the same. I couldn't risk losing both my job and my heart. I needed him. His warmth at night kept away the nightmares, and I slept better knowing he was there. Just not tonight.

I moved the shower head off my skin for a moment, rolling my shoulders and working the lingering tightness. A naughty thought streaked through my head, and I considered moving the shower head between my legs, but a burst of cold air from the shower door opening caught me off guard.

“Can’t sleep?” Gregory asked. He slid behind me, wrapping his arms around me, the water bouncing off both of us. His voice had just a hint of sleep still in it, but his body felt solid and strong. I nodded, leaning into him, holding the moveable shower head pointed towards my feet. He kissed my neck, and released me gently, picking up the bottle of shampoo. He poured it into his hands and then began working a rich lather into my hair. It felt so intimate having him wash my hair, his fingers tangled in my soapy tresses massaging my scalp. I moaned a little, leaning into his magical fingers. 

“Careful, moaning like that might give a man ideas...” he whispered taking his hands out of my hair. I felt soapy fingers run down my back, and grab my ass. The soap added a new dimension, slippery and smooth as he worked his fingers into the muscle. I moaned again, and he moved his hands to my front, reaching around and grabbing my breasts. The soap made his fingers slide easily across my firm skin as he played with them, pinching the nipples and then fondling the curves. My body responded instantly to his touch; it felt like an ember deep inside of me was being stirred to life, like he was blowing gently on my coals to get a fire burning. 

I turned around, kissing him deeply, He kept working the shampoo lather into every inch of my skin that he could touch, my body quickly getting slippery against his. He reached down and stole the shower head from my fingers, bringing it up to my hair. He carefully cupped my forehead with one hand and began rinsing the shampoo from my hair and doing his best to keep the soap from my eyes. The tenderness of his face, the gentleness of his hands, and the earnestness that bound it all together made me want to cry with happiness. I suddenly felt very loved and wanted.

I kissed him softly, our lips meeting sweetly. He lowered the shower head from my now clean hair and spun me around so my back pressed into his body, his arm wrapped tightly around my waist. He suddenly put the shower head between my legs, the hot pulsing water pounding into my clit. I cried out at the sudden onslaught of pleasure, grabbing the shower head with both hands.

He let me take the shower head and I maneuvered it into the perfect spot, the water pulsing across my clit and pouring down my legs, the fire inside of me quickly growing into an inferno. My whimpers of pleasure echoed off the shower walls, mixing with the hum of the water.

He started grinding into my ass, an erection quickly forming as I worked my pleasure center. His cock was hard against me, his arms keeping me tight against him. The fire inside of me was threatening to explode out of me, only needing a final trigger. He positioned his dick at my opening, and slid into my wet pussy easily.

The combination of hot water pulsing on my clit with his hot, hard cock questing inside of me quickly made me reach my breaking point. I came hard, every muscle in my body clenching down and spasming, energy flowing through every fiber. I couldn’t breath, my body was so wracked with pleasure. I could only stand their frozen, held standing only by Mr. King’s strong arms, my world a kaleidoscope of heat, sensation, and pleasure. 

I let the shower head fall, water spraying at an angle into the wall, Mr. King’s cock working its way in and out in a glorious pattern. I put my hands out in front of me onto the wall, giving him leverage as I stood up on my tip toes and leaned forward. He released my waist from his arms, and instead grabbed my hips with his strong hands. I could feel him watching himself dive into me, our wet skin making a satisfying slapping noise with every connection. Water poured down both of us, our bodies sliding together in the steamy shower. My body ached for him, wanting him.

He began to grunt softly and I knew it wouldn’t be long before he came. I could feel him swelling inside of me, his urgency increasing. A small groan came from behind me as I felt him release inside of me. A primal happiness filled me as he coated my insides with his seed, his hips bucking into mine in his body’s desperate attempt to completely fill me. I straightened up slowly as he finished, and then picked up the fallen shower head. He took it gently and placed it back in its holder, letting it spray down on us once again. I leaned into his shoulder as he wrapped his arms around me, protecting me from the water spray. 

“Are you coming back to bed?” he murmured into my ear. I shrugged, unsure if I was going to be able to sleep. He held me closer, his arms tight around me. “I hope you do. I sleep better with you.”

I closed my eyes, feeling his warmth surround me. It was such a simple statement, but it meant the world to me. I pulled back smiling to look up at him. 

“Alright. I'll try and sleep.” I kissed him, feeling the water splash around us. He held me close for a moment before stepping out of the shower. I hit the dial to turn off the water, the room suddenly quieter as I stepped out. He had a towel waiting for me, and he wrapped it around me enveloping me in its fluffy embrace. I smiled at him and he grinned sleepily back at me. I motioned him with my head towards the door as I picked up a brush to run through my hair. 

I heard him climb into the big bed, and I followed quickly, slipping on an oversized t-shirt before diving under the covers. He had the sheets warmed up and was already half asleep again, but waiting for me to return. He wrapped me up in his arms, his heat soaking through the cooled sheets. It felt marvelous and I could feel my body relaxing enough that I might be able to sleep. 

“Close your eyes, go to sleep,” He whispered into my ear. I could hear his heart beating a lullaby, his breathing soothing as he drifted off into sleep. In a matter of moments, I followed and dreamed of only him.

***

“A Cinnamon dolce latte for the lovely lady,” William the butler said as he placed the steaming to go mug on the breakfast table. I thanked him, sipping my sweet caffeinated nectar. Upon learning my weakness for flavored coffee, William surprised me with a new flavored latte every morning. Today’s was especially delicious, the hot liquid waking me up nicely. I thanked him and hurried out to the car, sliding into the back seat with Mr. King. He had a grin on his face as he handed me an embossed card. It was high quality paper, with a small blue cloud design on the front and an account number on the back. I looked up at him quizzically as he began to explain.

“It's a new cloud storage company we just acquired. We are still working on some of the kinks, but it will be specifically for highly encrypted data or for people who want the convenience of cloud storage, but the security that only King Enterprises can provide.” He sounded just like a salesman.

“So I can upload files from my computer, they are saved on this online storage system, and then I can access them from any device I want?” I asked as I played with the card.

“Basically. This one has some extra bells and whistles for security, but I thought you might like to try it out. Let me know what you think. The account is all set up for you, all you have to do is set the security on it."

I nodded and opened my laptop, balancing it on my knees as I started the log on process for the cloud storage. “Oh, remember that I have to go to my apartment tonight- my landlord called again about the mail.” I told Mr. King. 

“You know I can have someone pick that up for you.” He looked at me over the top of his computer.

“Then what is the point of having the apartment if I never go there? I might as well just make your house my address then.” The words were out of my mouth before I could think of the implications. Just because he had given me one of the closets for my things and I stayed there most nights didn't mean he wanted me to move in with him.

He didn't answer me and instead stared at his computer screen. I could tell he wanted to say something, but we were already at work and he was quickly shifting into business mode. He kissed me before exiting the car, finishing his transformation into my boss as we entered the building. He was all business as we began the day, and I found myself wishing it was already time to go home and have my lover back. 

“Ms Vanders, I need this weeks earning reports. I need to know how the new acquisitions are integrating with our company, as well as your normal updates. I specifically want the entire accounting information for R and D.” He barked at me as we exited the executive elevator. I sighed, heading to my office to prepare for our first morning meeting.

I sat down and dug into my work, hoping that being busy would make the time go by faster. I pulled up accounts payable and received, going over the expenses for the different departments to report to Mr. King how his company was fairing financially. 

It was easy enough work, but something about the numbers seemed odd to me. I had noticed several irregularities before, but I could never put my finger on them. As I scrolled through the numbers, something in my subconscious screamed that it something wasn't adding up. I felt like I was getting close. 

“Vanders. I sent you the budget proposals last week. What the hell happened to getting back to me on the approvals?” Olivia Roberts glared at me over my desk. She looked like something out of a catalog; She was wearing a pin striped dress suit that accented her petite frame, her long blonde hair hanging perfectly around an ivory skinned face. She would have been pretty, with her perfect pink lips and blue eyes, but she wore a perpetual scowl that sucked the beauty right out of her. 

“I sent you the approvals three days ago, your department was actually one of the last ones in.” I replied sweetly. I was determined not to let her ruin my day. I had asked other departments if she was as evil to them as she was to me, and they always seemed shocked that she could even say a harsh word. I had no idea what I did to make her dislike me so vehemently, but she made it her daily job to try and bring me down. Nothing I did made her happy.

Olivia was responsible for payroll and her biggest accomplishment was getting nearly the entire company to invest in the retirement plan. She had created the King Enterprises employer matching program, where for every dollar invested by the employee, King Enterprises would match dollar for dollar up to 10% of their pay. I had signed up as soon as I found out about the program, but she still gave me the cold shoulder. If anything, after I signed up she managed to be even chillier. 

“Fine. I didn't get it. Send it again.” She growled as she turned to sashay off. I seriously thought about lobbing my stapler at her head, but I decided that it wouldn't be fair to the stapler. I looked at my computer screen, my concentration completely lost. I thought I had seen something, but her appearance had distracted me enough that I had lost my place. Mean names scorched through my brain as I emailed her the approvals again, and then tried to get back into figuring out the books.

***

“Are you sure you want to go to your apartment tonight?” Mr King asked as he checked his briefcase.

“Yes- I have a couple of things that need doing there. My poor plants are half dead and I need to pick up my mail. My landlord won't stop calling me about it.” If I thought Mr. King could pout, I would have called the expression on his face pouting. Instead he just twisted his mouth like he had eaten something bitter.

He glanced around the empty office before leaning over and kissing my head. I smiled up at him, earnestly rethinking my need to go to my apartment. I needed to check my mail and pick up some new clothes for the cooler weather. It suddenly struck me that I no longer thought of it as home. It was now “the apartment”; home was the King mansion. Mr. King checked his briefcase one last time, obviously stalling for time while he waited for me to change my mind.

“Go home! I have a few more things to do here, but I will text you when I get to the apartment.” I bent back towards my computer, trying to ignore him enough that he would leave. He sighed and turned to leave.

“Claire, I... I'll miss you tonight.” He walked slowly, his footsteps echoing in the empty hallway. I watched him walk out the door, a gray feeling of melancholy filling my soul. My feet itched to run after him, to make those hazel eyes light up with surprise and happiness, but I had work to do.

***

I worked for a few more hours, cross referencing numbers and accounts, tracing payments and practically redoing entire departments accounting records. I made little progress.

I sighed as I stood up, stretching my hands above my head, working my shoulders in circles. I was always mindful of my posture, but no matter how much I tried, my shoulders always hurt after working on a computer screen for hours.

An email message popped up on my computer. It was a company wide email from Olivia about the 401K plan. Apparently we were at 95% participation on the matching program. It reminded me to check my balance on my account. I had increased my own input to 10% of my salary and was curious to see if the changes had gone through. I downloaded the 401K file and prepared to go to my apartment.

I double checked to make sure I had saved all my work, and on a whim, uploaded my files to the secured cloud storage Mr. King had given me. I packed my laptop into my bag, grabbed my coat and keys and headed for the garage. I waved to the security guard as I entered the garage and found my little red car sitting in its spot. It felt strange to be driving myself home alone. I had gotten used to Mr. King or his chauffeur driving.

I started the car and drove out to the main road. It was a little after midnight, so the normally busy road was quiet and dark. I turned onto it, taking the curve harder than I intended; my phone slid across the passenger seat, just out of reach. I didn't worry about it, turning my radio up as a good song came on, singing along. I sang out loudly (and off-key), the deep bass rattling the windows. A car pulled out behind me, keeping pace. I stopped at a light, still singing along to the radio. 

I turned left onto the next street, the car behind me running the edge of a red light to keep up. Coincidence, I thought. I sped up; the car behind me sped up. I could feel my heart starting to pick up its pace, my nerves starting to take control. I decided to test it and see if the car was really following me or if it was just another lonely driver late at night. At the next stop light I turned right, the car behind mimicking my movement.

All I could see was the glare of headlights on a dark sedan body. I immediately turned right at the next intersection, the dark car right behind me. At the next intersection, I headed back towards the original road, the car right on my tail. I now had no doubt that they were following me. I reached for my phone, but it was too far out of reach. I took a deep breath, and smacked the radio button off, trying to concentrate only on the road and avoiding my tail. I knew of a police station just a few miles down the road where I would be safe from them. 

The car behind me must have known about the police station as well, because they stopped simply following me and began actively harassing me. The dark sedan surged up into my blind-spot on the left, pushing me towards the edge of the road. My knuckles turned white on the steering wheel as the car's headlights poured into my car. I sped up, trying to get away, but the sedan just kept trying to force me to pull over.

When I refused to go onto the shoulder, they took a more drastic step, swinging into the side of my bumper. The jolt made me shriek, my back of my car skidding across the road. I sped up, trying desperately to make it to the police station. If I could only make it there, I would be safe; I would make it through this. My little car's engine screamed with effort as I pushed the gas pedal into the floor, trying desperately to pick up speed.

The car slammed into me again, pushing me into the shoulder of the road. I hit a patch of gravel and felt the steering wheel lurch out of my hands. The headlights blinded me; I felt the car rotate, and suddenly my world was upside down. Everything seemed to move at half speed, my brain registering the smallest details with clarity: the speedometer at 58mph, the gas tank with less than a third left, the dust on the dash, the engine revving, the shadows changing as the car flipped. My world seemed to be made of crystal, delicate and shining. The crystal shattered as the airbags deployed and filled my vision.

All I could think of was that I hadn't told him I loved him. I knew it deep in my bones and I hadn't said anything yet. I prayed I wouldn't die, my only reason being that I hadn't told him.

***

I heard the gravel tearing into the roof of my car, the paint peeling off as I spun like a top across the pavement. The car finally stopped, the slow upside down spin coming to a halt. The seat belt dug into my shoulder, my head pounding as I hung suspended in the air. Time had no meaning as I struggled to breath, struggled to live. My vision was blurry, but I saw a pair of shoes by the passenger side window.

I tried to call out, my voice not obeying. Nothing in my body seemed to be responding to command as I watched a hand pull out my laptop bag from the broken glass. The shoes retreated, the gravel crunching loud in my ears. I could hear the sedan pull away, its engine purring softly into the night as it left me in silence. The car creaked a low metallic moan into the darkness. Somewhere a siren began its howl towards me.

I suddenly found my voice, wordless screams pouring from my throat. Flashing lights took control, men in uniforms asking my name as I tried to remember what language I spoke. Everything felt wrong. I let strong hands take me as my world went black and the angry cry of the ambulance wailed into the night.

***

I didn't want to open my eyes. If I held perfectly still, I could pretend that nothing hurt and that everything was okay. Unfortunately, my body felt the requirement to breathe. I felt so hazy and tired, like all I wanted to do was sleep but my body couldn't figure out how anymore; I could feel the IV in my arm pushing cold fluid into my veins, the medicine only taking the edge off. I remembered someone saying the words broken ribs- maybe that was why every breath felt like fire. I tried to put the pieces together of what was going on, but everything was so blurry and fragmented.

“Where is Claire Vanders? Where is she?” I heard Mr. King growl outside my door. He sounded like an angry bear looking for his cub. Someone must have pointed towards my room because I heard the door open. I didn't want to open my eyes, afraid he might not really be there, afraid of the look on his face.

He paused at the foot of my stretcher, his hand grazing my foot through the blanket. His soft touch didn't hurt; it instead felt so reassuring that I decided that I could open my eyes. It took so much effort to lift them, as if they were made of lead. Even just trying to open them somehow hurt. By the time I managed to get one eye cracked open, Mr. King was sitting by my head, his warm hand gently holding mine.

He looked so unlike his usual confident self I wondered if the medicine was affecting me more than I thought. His normally perfect blonde hair was disheveled, highlighting a face full of worry. His clothes were wrinkled and he had missed a button, skewing his entire shirt to the right. The only thing that convinced me that the flustered man sitting there was the illustrious Gregory King were his eyes. I could feel worry radiating out of their hazel depths. I tried to smile, but even that slight movement sent tiny spikes of pain shooting through me. I tried to speak, but my voice simply croaked instead.

“Shhh, Claire, you're safe here. I got here as soon as they called me” he shushed gently as he saw me waking. His hand brushed some hair out of my face, his fingers gentle. A nurse came in and asked if I wanted more medicine. I managed a nod, and she injected something into the IV. I could feel the pain slip away, never fully leaving, but something I could tolerate.

“How did I get here?” I asked. I am pretty sure it came out, “Hwdideyegtere” but Mr. King stroked my hair gently as he answered.

“An ambulance brought you here. They had to cut you out of your car. What happened?”

“That other car hit me,” I started.

“What other car?” His voice was quick and angry. I looked up at him frightened, and his face suddenly softened. “There was another car?” 

“It was dark and they were following me...” I tried again. My memory was fragmented, and the medicine kept the pieces from falling together and making sense. “Their headlights were so bright. I was upside down.” Mr King nodded encouragingly, his fingers softly playing with my hair.

“Then there were fire fighters. You should be a fire fighter. You would look pretty in their uniform.” My thoughts seemed to run straight through to my mouth. Mr. King's eyebrows raised, but he kept stroking my hair.

“Do you remember anything else?” He asked.

“I needed to tell you something. Something important, but I don't remember now...” I looked up at him, the medicine making me sleepy. “Maybe I'll remember in the morning...” I wanted to sleep so badly, but something was bothering me, something I needed to tell him.

“They took my laptop!” I sat up quickly, and instantly regretted the movement. Mr. King carefully laid me back down on the stretcher, whispering soft words until I was again comfortable.

“We'll find it. You rest now.” He resumed his gentle strokes through my hair.

“Will you stay with me? I don't want to wake up alone again...” I asked quietly. He smiled and softly kissed my forehead.

“Of course, I'll stay with you as long as you want me to,” he whispered. My drug addled brain wondered if he meant something more than just staying with me at the hospital, but I couldn't hold the thought. Sleep rushed up at me suddenly, and before I could answer I was lost to dreams.

***

Two broken ribs, one black eye, a split lip, 14 stitches on my calf, a concussion, too many bruises and scratches to count, and a partridge in a pear tree. I stayed the night in the hospital as they made sure I was safe to send home. Gregory never left my side. Every time I woke up, he was there, sitting next to me and holding my hand.

When they discharged me, he practically carried me to the car and drove me home himself. He wanted to carry me into the house, but I steadfastly refused. Instead he simply supported my lopsided hobble into the main room.

I looked at the stairs with dread, my leg protesting the use. Mr. King instead guided me to the conservatory, where among potted trees William had created a bedroom. There was a queen sized bed with a small nightstand on either side with the book I was reading sat at the ready under a lamp. One of the glass walls now was draped with heavy curtains, a large TV with an easy chair set up for my entertainment. A new laptop sat on the seat of the easy chair charging and awaiting me to claim it. I looked around in amazement, trying to take it all in.

“Thank you guys!” I finally sputtered out as I limped towards them.

“William gets all the credit,” Mr. King deferred. William turned a lovely shade of red, especially when I kissed his cheek. “The doctor said you were to rest today, so no work.” Mr. King said sternly, guiding me towards the big recliner. I put up no resistance as the comfy chair enveloped me, sighing with relief as I kicked out the leg rest and elevated my aching leg.

With a goofy smile, Mr. King handed me my phone with the text messaging open. “Text whatever you want to that number- William and I thought a bell would be a little too cliché, so we went with an electronic bell instead. I have to get to the office, but you have my number as well.” He paused like he was going to add on, but instead he quickly shut his mouth and instead kissed my forehead. “Feel better soon,” he whispered as he stood up and nodded to William on his way out the door. I wished he didn't have to leave.

“What can I get for you Claire?” William asked, approaching my chair.

“Something to eat, something to drink, and the remote for the TV,” I replied with a grin. I opened the laptop. He nodded once and brought me the remote from the table before heading to the kitchen. I loaded a movie from the TV menu, and began booting up my new computer. The laptop started quickly, and Mr. King had already loaded it with my settings, even replacing my music. It made me smile, and it let me get to work faster.

Despite his 'no work' mandate, I needed to look at my work files. Someone ran me off the road and stole my laptop, which told me they thought something valuable was on it. I had done some reasoning while waiting for my discharge, and even on pain meds, it made sense. I had downloaded something important the night of the accident. I knew it also had to be something about that particular collection of files, or they wouldn't have gone to all that effort for me not to get at it; I must have had all the pieces to the puzzle on that computer and just didn't realize it.

Luckily, whoever did this to me obviously did not know about my cloud storage space. I logged on and downloaded all the files, spreading them out across the monitor, trying to find a pattern. William returned with a bowl of homemade chicken dumping soup and sweet tea, giving me a wink as he saw me working. I started looking for a pattern, trying to figure out who was cooking the books and who had put me in the hospital.

***

I had been at those stupid files for three days and couldn't find their secret. Granted, I was still fairly medicated and slept more than usual, but I couldn't find the connection. I was getting frustrated. I still hurt from my accident, I was stuck at home, and I couldn't find the answer to something I knew had to be there. By the end of the third day I was ready to scream at someone. 

Mr. King returned from the office that evening, looking frustrated himself. I knew he was having a hard time without me there, and was more than ready to have me back at the office. I wanted to go back as well, but I was still weaning off the pain pills, and my face resembled something left too long in the fridge. The black eye was now a sickly green color, purple and green bruises still covering the rest of my body. At least all the swelling had gone down so my face worked properly again. We both thought it best if I waited to return until I no longer looked like I had gone ten rounds in the ring with my hands tied together.

“Rough day?” I asked as he collapsed into a chair. He simply rolled his head to look at me, the answer obvious in his posture. “I am going stir crazy. Let me live vicariously through you. Tell me how horrible your day was so I can pretend I was there.”

“Done. Here, come sit by me” said said patting his knee with a naughty grin. I couldn't help but smile as I put my laptop down.

I stood up too quickly. The simple movement shot waves of pain through my body; the stitches in my leg screamed with the addition of weight, and my cracked ribs created ribbons of agony. I crumpled to the floor, my body quivering with pain. He was on the floor with me before I even registered that I had fallen, his hands gentle and face concerned. I looked up into his eyes and got lost. His eyes were deep pools of blue and brown that swirled together in endless variations, a whirlpool of concern and color that I wanted to drown in.

“Not quite the image of elegance I was going for,” I gasped as he scooped me up. I didn't struggle against him as he lifted me and gently placed me on the bed. His arms felt so strong around me, holding me close. As he set me down, I held onto him, keeping him near me. His hair reminded me of sunshine, his scent masculine and musky. My body ached both physically and sexually, I wanted his touch. I reached up and kissed him softly, tasting his lips.

“I don't want to hurt you,” he whispered.

“You've tied me to a chair and used clothespins on my nipples” I whispered back teasingly.

“That was different. I could control that pain- this pain isn't of my doing.” He looked slightly distressed as he grazed his fingers along my side.

“So make it yours.”

He paused for a moment, then smiled. “I think you need some more ice. I'll be right back.” He sprang up and bounded out the door. I waited patiently, sitting up on the bed, and he returned after a moment. He had two ice packs, an elastic bandage wrap, a scarf, an ice bucket full of cubes, and a naughty grin.

“Take off your shirt. We need to ice those ribs,” he growled lustfully. I happily unbuttoned my shirt, and with his help slid it off my shoulders. I wasn't wearing anything underneath, my ribs and bruises made it too painful. He licked his lips, his hand caressing the under curve of my breast. His hand was cold from the ice packs and my nipple hardened at his touch. A low chuckle escaped his throat as he softly flicked the hard nub, sending a shiver through my body.

“Lay on your stomach.” he commanded, his voice low and lustful. I carefully rolled to my stomach. He grabbed each wrist, bringing them together above my head, where he then tied them together with the bandage. He then looped the remaining bandage around the headboard, trying me down. I tested my bonds, and while tight, the elastic bandage was comfortable and had enough give that I could position myself comfortably.

He then slid a satin scarf over my eyes. The fabric felt cool and slippery as it blocked out the light. With me tied to the bed face down I couldn't see much anyway, but the scarf seemed to heighten the experience. My skin prickled as he ran his fingertips down my spine, tracing the tops of my pants. He tugged gently at my sweats, pulling them off with ease. I lay in just my simple cotton underwear and socks. He pulled the socks off one at a time, tickling my feet slightly. I tried to kick him, but he was too fast.

Cool fingers pulled my panties off, leaving me naked and tied to the bed. I felt the bed shift as he joined me on it, and I could feel his eyes looking down on me. He pulled my hair away from my neck, and kissed me softly. His kisses were cold, like a fall morning frost. The temperature surprised me, but I wanted more. He continued to kiss down my shoulder, the ice in his mouth cold and wonderful. I shivered, not from the cold bur from excitement.

An ice cube touched the nape of my neck, the cold making me gasp. I ignored the pain in my ribs, the sensation of cold distracting me. He traced the ice to my shoulder blades, making small designs with the melting water. The cold felt wonderful against my skin. He picked his ice cube up and traced it down the length of my spine, from the nape of my neck to the curve of my lower back. I felt him lean over, and blow onto the trail of melted water. His breath was warm, but the water felt cold, making me shiver with anticipation. A throaty chuckle followed every shiver as he enjoyed himself. 

He traced a fresh ice cube across my shoulder blades, down to my lower back, along the upper curve of my butt, and then along the crack. Cold ice water dripped down between my cheeks, dripping onto the sensitive areas below. He left the remainder of the cube to melt on my lower back, the water pooling in the curve of my spine and the dripping down the sides of my hips. I moaned softly, my body heating despite the cold.

Cold fingertips ran the length of my back, his fingers barely touching me. I wanted his fingers to touch me everywhere, but he just drew in the water left from the ice, teasing my skin with his touch. It felt so gentle and sensual, I felt like I could die of arousal.

He picked up the ice cube again, running it along my uninjured ribs. He held it at the top, in line with the middle of my shoulder blade, letting it melt down towards my breast. An icy drop of water danced across the soft flesh of my breast, tickling and teasing me. I could feel each drop, like an icy rivulet of pleasure as he let the ice melt and drip down under my arm and find their way to my breast. I wanted to wipe them off, but I didn't struggle against my bonds.

“Roll over” he whispered into my ear. His breath was still cool from the ice, making my ear tingle. Very carefully I rolled over, the bandage stretching easily to accommodate the movement. When I was firmly on my back, my hands still overhead, he bent over and kissed me. He probed my mouth with his tongue, and when I opened mine, he slipped an ice cube in. The ice was cold and melting, his tongue hot and ready, both invading my mouth.

I took both in, the hot and cold thrilling my senses. He left the ice in my mouth, and I heard him pick up a second cube. His lips grazed my collar bone, the ice held between them. The cold seeped through my skin as he dragged the ice along my collar bone, pausing to let the hollows of my throat fill with melting ice. 

He picked up an ice cube, letting it slide from the hollow of my neck down to my navel. Cold water pooled in my belly button as he traced lazy circles around it. A second cube started large circles around my breast, slowly turning into smaller and smaller circles as they neared my nipple. The cold shocked through me as he pushed the ice directly onto my erect nipple, the skin pulled as tight as it could go.

The cold seared through me on tiny threads of frozen fire, feeding the flames growing within my core. His lips, still cold from ice, kissed my nipple softly, his tongue playing with the hardened flesh, his mouth slowly warming. As he released that breast from his mouth, he reached up with cold fingers and began to play with the other side. His fingers felt so cold at first, but the heated quickly. 

The ice clinked softly as he reached for another cube. This one he started on my inner knee, dragging the icy surface along my inner thigh. I spread my legs wide, letting him have full access as he played with the ice along my legs. I knew the ice was going to touch me in my warmest places, and he let the tension build, let me wait for the cold to quench my fires.

A new cube traced the lines of my hip bones, slowly angling towards the opening between my legs. He slid it along my slit, the cold water seeping between my lips. I felt like steam should be pouring out, my internal fires raging and ready, my body hot against the ice. The ice melted quickly in his hand, and I felt him lean forward and kiss the top of my slit. I moaned softly as he spread open my pussy lips, and began to taste me. I could hear the ice click against his teeth, his tongue cold then quickly warm on my most tender areas. He found my clit and began flicking his tongue quickly against it.

I could feel my temperature rising. It was as though I were a direct opposite to the ice, the colder it was, the hotter I became. My clit engorged, the new sensation of the cold too much to bear. Each flick of his tongue sent little frozen tendrils of pleasure into my core, wrapping around the inferno growing inside of me. I could feel the steam building inside of me, needing to be released. I exploded; my body releasing and tensing at the same time. Delicious waves of delight shook through me, my toes curling up and my fingers shaking with the pleasure coursing through me. 

I felt him pick up an ice cube, running it along my inner thigh. My heightened nerves sang with the Arctic chill, and then he quickly slid it inside of me. It melted so quickly, the heat of my dripping folds liquifying the cube almost instantly. He slid a second in after the first, gliding it on the liquid. The cold felt so strange, alien and wonderful.

Mr. King positioned himself above me, his cock hot at my entrance. His member felt like fire against the ice inside of me, and I spread my legs wider. He pushed gently at my entrance, feeling me resist at first but then absorb him. I could feel myself stretching around him as he slid in, an inch at a time.

He groaned as he slid in on the ice melt, my pussy wet and dripping. He filled me, threatening to burst me at my seams as he slowly began rocking in and out. He held himself above me, careful to not disturb my body. I wondered what I felt like, with the ice cooling my normally hot interior. It must have felt amazing, because he began to speed up, his hips digging into mine with a pleasure that made me cry out. Any lingering ice was quickly melted by our friction, my body heating again like a furnace, desiring more wood. I wanted him in me, I needed him in me, I needed all of him.

I pulled against the elastic bandage, but it held solid, keeping my hands above my head as he plowed deeply into me. I arched my hips to meet him, crying out as my ribs began to ache. I wanted to cry; it hurt and felt so amazing at the same time. He had managed to mix my pain and pleasure again in ways I hadn't ever imagined possible. He pulled out and put my injured leg up on his shoulder.

“Doctor said to keep this elevated...” he chuckled as he guided his massive cock back towards my entrance. He pushed himself deeper than I thought he could go, splitting me in two. I took a breath to cry out, and my ribs resisted. It hurt so terribly, but he began rocking in and out, penetrating my boundaries again and again. I could almost forget about the pain the pleasure was so great. He was so gentle, yet incredibly forceful; he made sure he was getting what he wanted, but at the same time trying to prevent me from pain he couldn't control.

I wanted to hold him close, dig my nails into his back and sides, but the bindings on my hands held fast. Each thrust was more intense. The blindfold heightened everything; I could smell his delicious masculine scent, taste his kisses still on my lips, hear his excited breathing and the gentle slapping of our bodies colliding. I reveled in it, letting my senses take control and forget the pain. 

I rocked my hips to his tempo, feeling the friction inside of me removing every trace of ice. My spine felt like it could melt from desire, a burning cord down my back, only surviving by the memory of the ice. Every thrust consumed me, my body racked with pleasure and pain at the same time. He put his fingers on my clit, rubbing them in a small circle as he plowed into me. The extra stimulation distracted me further from the fire in my ribs, the agony of every breath. I wanted to scream with pleasure as he touched me, but breathing deeply hurt, so I could only moan. My body hummed with sensation, his cock filling me, his fingers on my clit, the ache in my ribs. His pleasure combating my pain.

I could feel him swelling, his tempo increasing as he found his own rhythm. I urged him on with my hips, my ribs on fire, my insides aching for his seed. His breath caught, and he plunged deeply inside of me, pushing a thread of white hot liquid into my core. I cried out with release, my own fire quenched by his liquid. 

He lay carefully beside me, untying me from the bed. My hands were still bound together as he pulled me close to him, mindful of my ribs. We lay together, recovering slowly as our breath returned. He then untied me, helping me to sit upright. With my hands free, I grabbed his head, pulling him in for a kiss. I could taste my own salty tang on his lips, his mouth once again warm. 

“Raise your arms up,” he said gently. I looked at him warily, eying the headboard again. He laughed, and picked up the ice packs he had brought with him, pushing them gently against my ribs. The mass of cold made me gasp a little, and I held them in place while he wrapped the bandage around me.

“I have a feeling that wasn't part of my doctor's orders” I grinned at him as he finished and looked over his work.

“But I bet it made you feel better,” he said as he kissed my nose.

“Much! Now, tell me about your day...” I tried again. He wrapped his arms around me, his lips right at my ear, whispering the secrets of his day.

***

I have never felt so happy to go to work. The next day I practically skipped into my office, though with my leg and ribs being as sore as they were, it was more like a happy limp. Stack of paper covered my desk, stray get well soon cards popping out like affectionate mines. The thoughtfulness of my co-workers amazed me as I worked my way though my absence. It felt good to be back in the swing of things. I focused on catching up, ignoring the files burning a hole through my laptop. I wanted to work on the mystery of those files, but my job kept popping up. It took me a week before I felt like I had finally caught up enough to look at them. 

***

I looked at my desk. The inbox was empty. It was a little after 5pm, so most of the staff had gone home, but Mr. King was working late that night. He was my ride home, so I was working late too, but I had finally caught up. It was the perfect opportunity to look at my files. I pulled them up and began working on them when an email popped up on my phone. It was a system wide update about the 401K matching program again, reminding everyone to sign up to the full amount. It suddenly hit me that I had downloaded my statement the night of the accident. It was one of the files that had been on my computer, but I had never actually looked at it.

I opened it up, checking the balance. I had started out putting only 5% into the fund, but with Olivia constantly emailing about the matching incentive I had recently upped it to the full 10%. Something about the date stuck out to me, so I cross referenced it with the projected employee fund costs. Despite me upping my fund, the payment to the employee matching fund didn't increase.

It struck me as odd and I pulled up those files. The fund amount never seemed to change- it was always the full amount. I began pulling up employee pay records, looking for fund contributions. They didn't match up. I took a deep breath, a feeling of anticipation rushing through me in waves. This could be it. I looked at the other numbers for other departments, pulling up the pay stubs to match spending reports for every department I could think of. None of them matched properly.

I leaned back in my chair, my brain buzzing around in my head trying to focus on what I was seeing. I could even follow how clever it was, the safeguards in place to keep anyone from finding out, and because of that, who had done it. It was an incredibly creative way to steal money from the company without the company finding out, or even suspecting.

Whoever was doing this was making it appear as though almost every employee was donating at least 10% of their pay into the 401K plan, and thus being fully matched by the company. In reality, only about 75% of the company was actually at the full matching criteria, 20% had partial matching, and 5% weren't even actually enrolled.

Whomever had set this up had created imaginary accounts that the company was matching incentives into. The excess funds were diverted into a separate account, thus effectively siphoning off hundreds of thousands of dollars every month. The company expected to pay that much in matching incentives, so no one had looked into to see that it was actually matching real employee accounts. My head was still spinning around the concept, but I knew I was onto something big. I took a couple of screen shots, saving them immediately to my cloud storage, and picked up the phone.

“Mr. King, please...” I waited patiently as Ms. Aloute rang into his office. “Mr. King, I found it. I think I figured out who is stealing from the company. I'll be up in a moment to show you my work.” I barely registered his response as I slowly set the phone back in its cradle. It was all about the matching 401K plan.

“Very good Ms. Vanders. You figured it out. I'm afraid you won't be able to do anything about it though. Please get up slowly.” Olivia Roberts voice purred from behind me. I turned slowly in my chair to find her pointing a revolver straight at my head. Her perfect pink lips curled in a sadistic smile as I slowly stood.

“Good. Now, I need you to be the good little girl that I know you are; if you behave and do as you're told, you don't get shot. I don't want to kill you, Ms Vanders, but you are not ruining this. Now get your jacket. Pick up my keys on the desk there. You are going to drive me to the airport. I have a plane to Cape Verde to catch.” Her plastered smile never faltered as she slid the gun into her coat pocket, clearly keeping it pointed at me through the fabric.

“How did you do it?” I asked cautiously as I put on my coat. I tried to move slowly, hoping that too much time would pass and Mr. King would notice I was gone and call security. It was a thin hope, but still one I was willing to cling to.

“No stalling. Move faster and maybe I'll tell you.” She growled, waving the gun in her pocket to accentuate her point. I picked up her keys and she grabbed my arm and pushed the gun into my ribs. I was incredibly glad she had picked the side that didn't have the fractures, but it still hurt. I limped a little as we walked, my leg protesting the speed that she wanted me to go.

“Walk faster.” She growled, practically dragging me along.

“I can't- I got a little busted when my car rolled over, remember?” I hissed at her through clenched teeth.

“I'm sorry about that. I only meant to scare you, but you just hit that shoulder and flipped. You should be grateful I called the ambulance for you at all.” Her voice was cold and uncaring as we entered the garage. She waved to the guard and pushed the gun in my ribs until I waved to him as well. He waved and turned back to his newspaper, letting us head to the car. I wanted to scream.

“I want to know how you did it.” I gasped as we got to her car. I didn't open the door, just stood there with the keys in my hand until she finally rolled her eyes.

“Fine, you drive and I'll tell you all about it. Get in the fucking car, Claire.”

I slid into the driver's seat, my hands shaking as I started the engine and pulled the seat belt tight across my lap. She sat behind me, her arm snaking around the seat to keep the gun firmly in my ribs.

“It wasn't that hard actually. The people that are putting 10% or more, I don't bother with them at all. It's the ones who are putting less or nothing at all that made this possible. If a person is only putting in 8% of their pay, the company should only match 8%. I simply made it so that the company matches as if it were the full 10%, only the extra 2% goes to me. The accounts where they aren't even putting anything into their retirement are even easier. I get the full 10% off of those. Take the highway.” She spoke easily, as though this were the most natural part of the day for her.

“How were you getting away with it?” I asked as I merged onto the highway.

“It was easy enough. By reporting 95% of employees paying into the plan, the company expected that much money to go out the door. Hell, they encouraged it. I got a bonus for getting the participation up that high. They never questioned where the money was going. It is free money for employees, and if they are too stupid to take advantage of it, then I will. I made sure that the correct matching went to the employees. Besides, I am the director of the matching incentive program. If anyone had any concerns, they would have come to me. Any questions on any of the payments came through me, and I only had to authorize them to myself if there was a problem.” She laughed, but it sounded cold.

“How long have you been doing this? How much have you stolen?” I asked trying to do the math in my head. She answered like it didn't matter.

“Since I was appointed the director for the program, so about 4 years ago. I started slowly, convincing people to start the program, so my first year wasn't as much as now. It has been trending into the millions. And it isn’t stealing. I never took a dime from the employees. I just took what they were too stupid not to take advantage of.”

“It's still stealing” I whispered.

“You shut your fucking mouth. You had to come along and ruin everything. I still had three more years before I hit my goal, but now I am going to have to leave it half finished. You fucking whore. Mr. King's little accounting whore. You are nothing but his prostitute. Everyone knows you got your job by sleeping with him. You barely have a job. He doesn't care about you- he just likes tying your pretty cunt up.” Olivia sneered, pushing the gun into the tender flesh between my ribs. I squirmed away from the pain, both the physical and the emotional. I forced myself to concentrate on the road, to not listen to her words.

“Oh, does that hurt little princess? Too close to the truth? You know as well as I do that man loves only his precious King Enterprises. He just keeps you around because you feel nice on his prick. Though, as I recall, that prick does feel rather nice. A little long for my taste, I prefer them thicker, but he does know how to get the job done.” Olivia laughed cruelly as she dug the gun deeper.

I wanted to hit her so badly, to just turn around and slam her face into the seat for her lies. I must have shown the hurt from her words as she dropped her voice to a whisper, moving her lips next to my ear, “Oh, he didn't tell you about us then? I wonder what else he has kept from you? You should ask him about what we did in Vegas...”

Her giggle made red lines run through my vision. Rage and a need for violence surged in my core. We were almost at the airport and I had no delusions that she was going to let me get away. She might let me live, but she wasn't going to make it a pleasant existence. She wanted to hurt me. She leaned back, pulling the gun out of my ribs but still pointed at me. I made a split second decision that I was sure I was going to regret. 

I closed my eyes and slammed the wheel hard to the right, my foot hitting the gas pedal to the floor while I willed the rest of my body to go limp. Lights blazed through my vision, white and red flooding through my eyelids while the sounds of a gunshot, metal on metal, the engine's roar, and her terrified screams rose to a crescendo in an unholy music. My body floated through time and space, I willed it to be flexible, to roll with the car instead of fighting it. Drunk people survived car crashes all the time, I told myself as I floated upside down. 

Everything landed with a thud. The air was thick with white powder, the airbags hanging limply like forgotten children's balloons. I was pretty sure I had fractured another rib and definitely re-injured the other two, but at least this time I didn't lose consciousness and I didn't think I was bleeding. I felt for the door, still disoriented and dazed, my hands shaking from the adrenaline.

Fresh air filled my nostrils as I opened the door. The white powder was slowly settling, and I looked frantically around for Olivia. She wasn't in the car with me. For a horrible second I thought she would come walking up over the ridge with the gun pointed at my head, but I could hear people shouting behind me. I slowly unbuckled my seat belt, breathing in the fresh air from the open door.

“Hey Lady! Are you alright?” A worried young man stood at my window with a first aid kit in his hands. 

“I'm not sure. I think I broke another rib” I struggled not to cough as the airbag dust irritated my lungs. Just breathing was proving to be a slow form of torture, and the need to cough was unbearable. “Where's the woman who was in the car with me?” I asked as he slowly helped me out of the car. The air outside smelled so good.

“My wife is a nurse, she is looking after her. I'm really sorry, but she wasn't wearing her seat belt, and it doesn't look good.” He looked sad as he helped me sit down in the grass. An ambulance wailed up, followed by a firetruck. Two firemen ran over and began checking me out, trying to ask me questions, but I was distracted by the paramedics putting Olivia on a stretcher. It wasn't until the ambulance screamed off that I was able to answer their questions. A second ambulance arrived, and the firemen shuffled me into it and off to the hospital.

***

“She could have shot you! She had the gun pointed right at you!” Mr. King glared at me.

“I didn't think of that until after we were flipping over the guard rail. Oops,” I replied shrugging my shoulders.

“Oops? Claire, I almost lost you. Again. I don't like this habit of yours. I may make Charles drive you everywhere from now on.” He reached out and touched my hand, the limo slowing as it took a turn. I wished we could have been on his bike, but my broken body wouldn't have been able to handle it. He brought my palm to his lips and kissed it gently, tenderness in every motion.

He had stayed the night at the hospital again, my shield against the police that came about the accident, and then about what I had to tell them. It had been a brutal affair, but Mr. King had made sure that all the documents went to the correct investigators and that I never had to repeat my story.

He had become concerned when I didn't show up at his office and didn't answer my phone. Security footage showed me leaving with Olivia and he immediately knew something was wrong. He had called the police and they had actually set up a roadblock at the airport for me. Knowing that, it made my decision to crash seem pointless.

Olivia was in intensive care. The doctors thought that she was going to make it, but it would take months of rehab. On the one hand I felt horrible that I had caused pain to another human being, but on the other, she had tried to kill me. Twice. I decided it some of it had to be karma.

The car slowed as we approached the house. I stepped out gingerly, my ribs still sore. I had walked away from this accident with the same two fractured ribs, a new bruised rib, and a sprained ankle. Mr King wrapped his arms around me as he carefully guided me into the house. He felt so strong beneath me, so safe. I felt like I could fall a thousand times and he would always be there to catch me. 

The big main door opened and I gasped. The entire foyer was filled with flowers. Red long stem roses and lilies of every color filled every square inch of the entrance. The lilies were my favorite flower in the world. I wasn't even sure how he had found that out, but there they were just for me. It smelled wonderful. I turned to look at him, surprise covering my face.

“Welcome home, Claire.” He smiled nervously, taking my hands in his. 

“This is beautiful! You didn't need to do all this- I was only in the hospital a day!” I exclaimed.

“Actually, there is something that I needed to tell you, and William said I should have flowers. I think I may have been a little overzealous though.” he raked his fingers through his hair, obviously flustered.

“I have wanted to tell you this for a long time, but it never seemed like the right time. I was afraid that you were only here because of my money, but when you didn't show up last night, I was so worried. Seeing you in the hospital, it made me realize how much I need to tell you- how I should have told you so much earlier. I love you, Claire.”

Every color looked brighter. Every flower smelled sweeter. Every breathe felt like I was alive once I heard those words. His eyes shone down on me, calling me into their never ending patterns of blue and brown. I reached up and cupped his face in my hand, whispering, “I love you, Gregory King.” and I kissed him.

His arms wrapped around me, his hands pulling my face into his. I didn't want to break away to breathe, I didn't want this perfect moment, this perfect kiss to end. He kept his hands in my hair, our bodies pressed close together, both breathless and excited. I felt like a giddy teenager with my first love, the dizzy happiness better than any drug. Mr. King kissed the tip of my nose, smiling down at me. 

“Upstairs?” he asked quietly. I nodded emphatically, pressing my hips into him. I wanted to feel his body merge with mine, let our love take a physical form. His smile was all I could see as he reluctantly let me go and grabbed my hand, both of us sprinting for the stairs. He got there first, waiting step by step as I carefully made my way up, my ribs protesting my every breath.

Gregory led me to his bedroom, opening the door for a grand reveal. A vase with still more lilies on the dresser caught my attention first, followed by the beautiful corset laying on the bed. I went to touch the corset, all blue satin and lace and noticed the collar above it. It was a thick black leather collar, a silver loop at the top where a petite silver chain attached. My mind raced with all the wonderful possibilities this could have. 

“Let me help you,” he whispered from behind me, reaching out and picking up the corset. I grinned and stripped down to just my panties quickly, turning my back to him as he wrapped it around me. He began pulling the laces tight, the boning strong against my ribs. I expected pain, but the boning of the corset supported the injury and kept my breathing shallow. It was the best my poor ribs had felt since the accident. 

“Better?” he whispered as he tied the last lace into place. I turned slowly, letting him marvel at how well the corset added to my curves. My breasts were nearly popping out the top, soft pillows about to pour out of the silky blue fabric. 

“Thank you,” I said as I stood up on my toes and kissed him. He picked up the collar, his grin predatory and eager. It felt heavy and cool against my skin as he latched it shut, the silver chain running down between my breasts. I could feel goosebumps on my arms, my body quickening with excitement at what he could do to me like this. He picked up the chain, tugging on it gently as he walked towards a chair. He let the chain go slack, and raised his eyebrows with a smile. I knew exactly what he wanted. 

I undid each button of his shirt, slowly exposing the hard muscles underneath. He held out his arms and let me slide it off, where I carefully set it on the floor by the closet. I then undid his belt, his pants button, the zipper, and then bent down and untied his shoes. He slipped out of the shoes, and I was able to slide his pants off easily. I licked my lips, his erection showing under his boxers. I wanted to feel him in me, to feel his cock completing me, but I wanted to take my time and enjoy myself.

I bent to my knees, sliding the boxers to the floor and freeing his erection. I looked up, his massive rod ready in my face, his eyes bright with desire. I reached out, grabbing the base of his shaft and running my fingers along his length. I was rewarded with a low moan, his hands in my hair. I stuck out my tongue, running its wetness along the ridge of his head. I then pursed my lips and blew on the wet line, his hands clenching into my hair involuntarily.

I smiled, and kissed the very tip of his cock, then slowly, so slowly, lowered my mouth onto him. Inch by inch I took him in my mouth, my tongue swirling and pulsing against him until I could go no deeper. I backed out, then worked my way slowly down again, slowly increasing my pace with each motion. 

He widened his stance, giving me more access and I kept taking him deeply into my mouth. With a gentle hand, I cradled his balls, feeling his cock surge in my mouth. I ran my fingers along the ridge between his testicles, his world at my mercy. He simply held the chain in one hand, the other hand tangled in my hair, enjoying the sensation. I licked up and down his shaft, eating him like a lollipop. I moaned slightly as he pulled my hair, the vibrations moving up him in waves. He groaned and released my hair, stepping back and out of my mouth.

“I think I need to return the favor. Stand up and sit on the bed,” he commanded. I immediately obeyed, eager to please. He pulled the chain on my collar tight, forcing me to lay down, then tying the chain to the bedpost. I couldn't sit up, but my feet dangled off the edge of the bed. I could feel my core start to tingle with anticipation, knowing that pleasure was going to be mine.

With deliberate slowness, he stood before me and sank to his knees, putting him at the perfect height to eat me out. I moaned, spreading my legs and trembling with anticipation. He began at one ankle, kissing his way up my leg, and then jumping across my damped fabric to kiss down the other side. He placed two fingers on my panties, right where my clit was hidden. My body responded instantly, soaking through the thin fabric. I could feel him smile, as he slowly reached up to my hips and began working my underwear down and then tossing them behind him. I wanted to scream with impatience, but I couldn't sit up against the collar to hurry him on.

He placed his head between my legs, his tongue finding the slit of my gender and slowly licking up towards the top. He then pulled open my folds, revealing my innermost parts to him. He flicked his tongue like a snake against my clit, engorging my pleasure center with every motion. He then sucked and bit it, pulling it and teasing it as my pleasure grew. I could feel the tide rising within me, every flick a raindrop threatening to overwhelm the dam.

“Come for me,” he whispered slowly inserting a finger into my dripping pussy. The penetration pushed me over the edge, a flood of ecstasy pouring through every fiber of my being. I was paralyzed as he slid his finger in and out, fucking me gently while still sucking on my clit. I ached to have him in me, my body craving more than just a finger.

As my trembling stopped, he stood slowly, my body primed and ready for him. He placed the head of his cock, still damp with my saliva, on my precipice.

“Please,” I whispered without even realizing it. He pushed against me, stretching me as he filled my being. I cried out with satisfaction, my hips rising to meet him as he plunged into me. His hands grabbed my hips, forcing us together in a carnal delight. I screamed out his name, my body aching for more every time he left and singing with joy every time he filled it. I could feel him inside of me, like a steel rod, unbending and forceful, taking me for his pleasure. His grunts filled my ears, making me want him even more. I dug my fingers into the sheets, pulling them like I wanted to pull him into me.

He stepped back, the sudden loss of his cock inside of me making me ache. He walked over and untied my collar, keeping it tightly in his hand as he returned to his original position. 

“Stand up. Face the bed,” Mr King growled. I was up and facing the mattress before my mind even finished registering the command. I wanted him so badly. I leaned over the bed, my ass spread open and ready to envelope him once again. I could feel him aim and surge into me once again, his cock sliding easily back into my ready pussy. He thrust deeply, enjoying watching his massive member slide into my ready pussy. I arched my back, trying to take every inch of him deeper inside of me.

He yanked back on the chain, the collar pushing against my throat. I couldn't resist as he pulled my head back towards him, his free hand on my lower back keeping me pinned as he controlled my every movement. The collar constricting on my throat brought a new edge to my pleasure, the power he commanded over me, the pressure on my delicate neck. I relaxed and let him take complete control, his desires now my desires.

I could feel him swelling inside of me, his thrusts becoming stronger and more full of need. I wanted his come so badly, I needed it inside of me. Every fiber of my being desired his come, desired him to find his pleasure in me. With a wail of despair I felt as he pulled out and stopped, my collar going slack as he released my low back. His hand quickly grabbed my hip, flipping me around to face him. The look of sheer desire, of need and want filled his face. I wanted more than anything to give everything to him.

I leaned back into the bed, his cock questing feverishly for my whole. I felt a rush of excitement as he found it and filled me again, thrusting quickly after. His need was insatiable, as his face slowly twisted towards release. I held his face in my hands as he came, our eyes locked and souls merging. Worlds collided. Entire galaxies were born and died in that glorious moment. Time spun out of control and ceased to exist as I lost myself in his eyes. His eyes saw only me as we met in ecstasy, our bodies joining and crying out with joy.

He thrust the last of his seed, my hands grabbing his ass and holding him so that he couldn't escape. We stayed merged, a single being, until his body finished relaxing. He scooped me up into the bed, wrapping his strong arms around me, his fingers still holding the chain. I loved the way his body felt against mine, his scent filling my nostrils as we both relaxed and found ourselves again. He kissed me softly, whispering the only words I wanted to hear.

“I love you.”

And I was happy.
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Sandcastle Kisses

When Isabel Baker agreed to moonlight as a bartender at a private party, she never imagined she'd get anything more than tips. However, on this resort island, nothing was ever that simple.

After tending bar with the deliciously handsome Noah who was flown in for the party, Izzy realized that she was about to break her number one rule: never fall for a tourist. But with his quick wit, charming smile and passion for marine life, Noah was the kind of guy that she couldn’t resist. At the end of the night, she barely managed to turn him away from coming home with her.

Noah had only come to the island for one of Jack Saunders' famous parties. Yet once he met Izzy, he couldn’t bring himself to leave. After one steamy night together, he knew that he would do almost anything to keep her. 

Theirs should have been an easy love story, complete with a happily ever after. Except Noah was also moonlighting as a bartender that night and his true identity threatened Izzy’s research. When his billion-dollar company and her marine research project collide, their entire relationship crumbles into the sand. Will they be able to rebuild their beautiful sandcastle together, or will it be washed away by the rising tide, forever just a memory?

Bear Biker Love by Harper Ashe

Prologue

The young Guardian stood before the Council of Paranormal Creatures, nervously awaiting her first assignment. A Page handed her a scroll titled “Bear Biker Love”. When she finished reading it, he took it back from her and retreated.

“Do you understand what we need you to do?” the head Councilman asked, speaking for the collective.

“Yes, your honor,” the Guardian replied. The instructions on the scroll were very clear. “I must retrieve and deliver the scarf to the Elder, and make sure the Alpha uses it to find and claim his mate.” 

“Your assignment will not be complete until the Alpha and his mate have consummated their love.”

“Yeah, yeah. I get it.”

“We would caution that, while this mission may seem easy, there are many variables at play here, including humans with free will.” The Councilman’s disdain for mortal men was apparent. 

“I understand, your honor. Remember, I was mortal not that long ago. And I used free will to really screw things up.”

“Yes, of course. Your human misdeeds are why you are here, working as a Guardian for the Council of Paranormal Creatures.”

The Guardian stopped herself from disrespectfully rolling her eyes. Her ‘misdeeds’ weren’t that awful, especially when compared to the other Guardians. She may have been a wild child, but it’s not like she robbed a bank or killed someone. “I’m sure everything will be fine. But just in case, what happens if something does go wrong?”

“We will be watching over you, just as you will be watching over your charges. The locket you were given at graduation is a messaging device. We will send alerts as needed.”

The Guardian’s hand automatically went to the heart-shaped pendant that was suspended on a long chain around her neck. 

“Do we need to remind you of what’s at stake here?” the Councilman asked.

“No, your honor.” She had already heard the speech a dozen times. If she failed her assignment, survival of the planet’s paranormal creatures would be in jeopardy. Yada, yada, yada. She didn’t need to be told again, even though she didn’t fully understand how a silly scarf and a single were-bear mating could be so important to the fabric of paranormal society. 

What the Guardian did understand was this: if she wanted a chance to be reincarnated as a human again, she needed to redeem herself by successfully completing a series of assignments for the Council. That was the bargain she had struck. 

The head Councilman stood, which was her cue to get going. “We wish you well, Guardian.” 

“Thank you, sir.”

Chapter 1

Alex knew something was wrong. Despite the early spring freeze, he didn’t spot smoke rising from the treetops. The villagers had to be up and about by now. Why weren’t their cottage chimneys showing signs of that?

After waking up well before dawn, Alex had gone for a ride and ended up being gone for several hours. He had needed time to think, and riding his motorcycle fast and free was the best way to clear his head so he could contemplate his new role as clan Alpha.

In grand clan tradition, the ceremony had taken place three days earlier on his 30th birthday. It was then that Anthony had stepped down as Alpha and Alex, his first-born son, had taken his rightful place within the small clan of half-breed were-bears. 

From an early age, Alex knew what his role would be in the bear shifter clan. It was his birthright. His fate. But even at 30, he didn’t yet feel like the leader he was born to be. And he wasn’t sure if he was ready to seek out his mate and start a family to ensure that his lineage continued. But ready or not, his destiny beckoned, which was why he needed to clear his head with a long, lone ride.

Pulling back on the throttle, Alex slowed his bike to crawl as a sense of foreboding settled deep in his chest. His inner animal rumbled in response, but he managed to keep it in check.

The village was in sight now and not only were there no fires burning, no lights were on, and not a single clan member was out and about. His heart raced and his entire body tingled as his innate transformation from man to bear began. Swift, automatic shifting was a sure sign that danger was near, but he needed his human body. 

Alex cut the engine to his bike.  After taking a few deep breaths to clear his head and get his bear under control, he stripped off his leathers and hid his bike in the trees at the edge of the clearing. Making his way into the village on foot would give him stealth and agility, two things he might need under the eerie circumstances. 

As he entered the clearing, he crouched down low and used his heightened senses to assess the situation. Using his acute shifter sight, he scanned the area before him, detecting no movement. After listening intently, he realized an eerie silence permeated the village; the only sounds he could hear were his labored, adrenalin-infused breathing and the beating of his own heart. The absence of movement and sound told him that the pungent scent of blood that hung in the chill air did not belong to the enemy. 

By the time he reached the first cottage, Alex knew what he would find inside. One by one, he searched the small, sturdy houses, looking for signs of life. But all he found was death. From the looks of things, most of his clan members had been murdered in their beds, unaware that they were about to be slaughtered like cattle. The few shifters that had been awake appeared to be taken by surprise. Why hadn’t they sensed something was wrong? 

Alex’s stomach churned as he stood outside his family’s cottage, unsure whether he had the courage to enter, even while knowing that he must. He suppressed the urge to weep like a child when he found the bloody, lifeless bodies of his mother, father, sister, and brother. Rage bubbled up from his soul and he roared long and loud, his grief pouring forth as he vowed to seek revenge. Before his body could complete its change, he heard something.

“Alexander.” His name was but a whisper in the wind, so faint that he wondered if he imagined it. Then he heard it again. “Alexander.” 

There was one cottage left to search: the home of his grandfather, the clan’s Elder. With a final, silent good-bye to his family, Alex made his way to the Elder’s home. Entering without knocking, he found the old man in front of the fireplace and dropped to the ground next to him. The Elder’s breath was shallow and his pulse was weak and thready; it was obvious he didn’t have much time left. 

“Alexander,” the Elder whispered as his eyelids fluttered open.

“I’m here, grandfather,” Alex responded, taking hold of the old man’s frail, furry hand. “Who did this?”

“The Hunters.” 

Alex had never seen the Hunters, but he had been told of them. The small band of vigilante humans hated shifters, even the half-breed kind that were as much man as they were animal. Even though the Hunters were a well-funded underground network with significant resources, Alex’s people worked hard to blend into the background of rural Pacific Northwest life. How had they discovered that this small community was comprised of shifters? This was another question that would likely never be answered.

“This wouldn’t have happened if I had been here,” Alex said with anguish. He berated himself for going on such a long, selfish ride and leaving his clan to perish at the hands of the enemy.

“Nonsense,” his grandfather whispered. “If you had been here, you would be dead, too. Fate kept you away, my boy, so you could live to continue our lineage.”

“I will find the Hunters and make things right, grandfather. I swear to you!”

The Elder’s face contorted in pain as a raspy cough erupted from his blood-filled lungs. When the cough subsided, he spoke again. “Revenge is not your duty, Alexander.” His grandfather’s voice was so soft now that, even with his supernatural hearing, Alex had to lean close to hear what he was saying. 

“Tell me what to do,” Alex said, knowing that shifter law would require him to follow the Elder’s orders, even if he didn’t agree with them. 

“You must claim your mate before the Hunters find her. She has just enough bear blood in her veins to continue our line.” The Elder paused to catch his failing breath. “Once you have mated with her, head east to the Rocky Mountains of Colorado. There you will find another clan like ours. They will help you rebuild our clan.”  

Alex’s head was spinning. There was so much he still needed to learn about being an Alpha, and now there would be no one left to teach him. He knew that other small clans of bear shifters existed, yet he wasn’t sure how to find them once he reached Colorado. He wasn’t sure how to find his mate so quickly either. Most were-bears took their time searching for their true mate, time that he didn’t have.

As if his grandfather could read his mind, the Elder pressed a small strip of torn cloth into Alex’s hand. “This is from a scarf that holds your mate’s scent. The Hunters grabbed it, but I managed to keep hold of this scrap. It will take them a while to source a scent-locator. Use this to find her first, Alexander. Claim her, protect her, mate with her. Do you understand?”

Alex nodded. He brought the cloth to his nose and inhaled deeply, committing the scent to memory. “How did you get her scarf?”

The Elder’s eyes fluttered closed. “It was given to me by a Guardian who told me to give it to you when the time is right. That time is now. The Guardian told me that your mate resides just outside the heart of the city. Head toward the city until you pick up her scent.” 

As far as he knew, Alex had never seen a Guardian either, although they tended not to make their true presence known unless danger was near. The appearance of a Guardian was not to be taken lightly. 

“Alexander, you must approach your mate with caution. She has no knowledge of shifters and our ways. She will need time to come to terms with what you tell her. Your bear will want to rise up and take her fast, perhaps even by force. That is not the ideal way to claim your mostly human mate.”

“What should I do if she resists?”

“Give her space. Retreat, if needed. Then return and try again.”

Alex vehemently shook his head. “Retreating is a sign of weakness! Alpha bears never run away from a fight or challenge.”

The Elder coughed again, and Alex noticed that the wheeze in his lungs had increased. “True Alphas know the difference between running away due to a weak spirit and demonstrating their leadership through strategic retreat. Besides, what did your mother teach you about bees and honey?”

Thinking of his mother made Alex’s heart even more heavy. “That a bear will catch more bees with honey than vinegar.”

His grandfather nodded and smiled weakly. When the old bear’s eyes closed, panic welled inside Alex. “Wait, grandfather! Once I have claimed my mate, how will I find the Colorado clan?” 

“Trust your Alpha instincts, Alex, and let your bear lead the way.” With one final, ragged breath, the Elder slipped away.

Rising up to his full human height of six-feet-three-inches, Alex roared long and loud before dousing each cottage in gasoline and setting them on fire. He wasn’t able to save his clan, but he could ensure that their bodies wouldn’t be left for the Hunters to come back and desecrate. 

Only when the entire village was engulfed in flames did Alex allow his bear to rumble to the surface of his skin. Stripping off his clothes and tossing them aside, he threw his head back and released a mighty roar. The sound of his voice echoed through the clearing as his bones began to crackle, grow, and elongate. 

The ripple effect of shifting caused thick brown fur to erupt from his skin as his face flattened out. His nose transformed into a snout, his teeth grew large, long and sharp, and his ears became rounded and slid up toward the top of his mammoth head. His fingernails morphed into claws and the pads of each digit became tough and rough. All the while, his musculature tripled in size as his shoulders expanded and his height soared above seven feet.

When his transition from man to bear was complete, Alex raised himself up on his hind legs and clawed at the air, his voice rumbling up from the depths of his despair, filling his burning village with the raw sounds of grief, pain, and anger.

He heard the shot whiz through the smoke-filled air before he felt the bullet pierce his side with a sudden, sharp pain. Looking down at the blood that instantly matted his fur, he pressed a paw against the wound to try and stem the bleeding. 

Dropping to the ground so he wasn’t such an easy target, Alex assessed his wound. The bullet was a through and through. A few inches higher and it would have hit his heart. A few inches toward the center of his body and it would have hit one of his other vital organs. 

He needed to get away before the shooter got him back in his sights and before the fire department arrived to put out the fire he had started, which was quickly spreading beyond his village to the surrounding woods. Scooping up his clothes, he lumbered on all fours toward his hidden motorcycle. In the shelter of the trees, he retracted his bear, shifted back into human form, and quickly pulled on his clothing and leathers.  

With his mate’s scent firmly embedded in his memory, he hopped on his bike and rode, full throttle, away from his home and toward the city. 

Chapter 2

When the Guardian felt her pendant vibrate against her chest, she knew something had gone wrong with her assignment. She swore under her breath, which was probably not appropriate, but which felt acceptable considering the circumstances.  

She opened the locket and read the alert, which directed her to get to the were-bear village ASAP. Evidently, the enemy was about to steal the scarf from the Elder before he had a chance to give it to the Alpha. But nowhere in the alert did it say that she would be walking into a bloodbath.

She couldn’t stop the human Hunters from slaughtering the clan; free will was beyond her control. She could try to reason with them, but they didn’t appear to be reasonable types. And revealing her identity to a band of murderers didn’t seem like the prudent thing to do. So the Guardian went to the Elder’s cottage to warn him, even if she couldn’t save him. 

When the Hunter tried to wrestle the scarf from the Elder’s grip, the Guardian managed to energetically rip a small piece of the fabric from the enemy’s clutches from her hiding place. Then, when the Hunter left, leaving the Elder for dead, she had kept him alive until the Alpha arrived, at which time she ducked back out of sight. 

Watching the teary exchange between grandfather and grandson hadn’t been easy for the Guardian. But she had refused to leave until she was positive that the Alpha had everything he needed to find his mate. Only then did she slip away, relieved that her assignment was back on track, but sad that she couldn’t save the clan.

Chapter 3

“Happy Friday, ladies!” 

Nina heard the syrupy sweet voice before she saw Hannah, the petite, perky blonde it belonged to.

Her best friend Liz leaned closer to her and whispered, “Who invited her?”

“I have no idea,” Nina whispered back. “But happy hour is officially over, at least for me. I’m out of here.” 

“If you leave, she wins,” Liz warned, running a hand through her own dark blonde hair, which wasn’t nearly as thick and shiny as Hannah’s long locks. Liz was pretty, but her looks paled in comparison to Hannah. 

Nina finished her drink, threw enough cash on the table to cover her tab, and stood to go. “She already did.”

The curvy brunette held back her tears until she was out of the bar and inside her car a block down the road. After sliding into the driver’s seat, she allowed herself to cry, even though she was angry with herself for doing it.

As sobs wracked her body, Nina pounded the steering wheel with her palms. Life was so cruel. First, Hannah had landed a promotion that should have gone to her. Then the blonde bimbo stole Bruce, Nina’s boyfriend of two years, who then proposed to her after they had been dating for only three months. And now Hannah was trying to hone in on her small circle of friends? 

It was all too much to take!

Nina and Bruce met at work and had bonded over bad burgers in the Building 3 cafeteria. At the time, they were both new employees at the giant software company. She worked in the human resources department in Building 3. He was in sales, which was located on the other side of the city, but had stopped by HR to fill out some paperwork. 

When Bruce offered to cook dinner for Nina and grill her up a burger she’d never forget, she accepted. One thing led to another, and soon they were regularly dating. Although he wasn’t her first boyfriend, he was the first guy she had ever loved. 

So what if the sex wasn’t the ‘rock your world’ variety, and his wiry runner’s build and clean-shaven style was a little too metrosexual for Nina’s true tastes? Even though she would have preferred a rugged man with more muscles and chest hair, she appreciated Bruce’s well-groomed appearance, even if his trim, suit-wearing frame made her big-girl build and casual style look lumpy, frumpy, and just plain large.  

Bigger girls like Nina didn’t have the option to be overly picky. Even though she was a busty young woman with a pretty face, big brown eyes, and long lustrous hair, most guys couldn’t get past her thick waist and fleshy thighs. Maybe she was just being delusional, but Nina truly thought that she and Bruce would get married someday. But that dream had been shattered when Hannah was transferred from the Los Angeles office to the Seattle area and was given the cubicle next to hers in Building 3. 

Hannah was Nina’s opposite in nearly every way. She was a teeny tiny bubbly blonde with blue eyes, and she had an outgoing personality and a flair for fashion. Even though Nina hated to admit it, Hannah was also...nice...which made it hard to hate her. Still, she was surprised when a recruiting position opened up and the company gave the promotion to Hannah, even though Nina was more qualified.

Shortly after that, Bruce had applied for a different sales position and Hannah did his interview. To make a long sad story short, Bruce got the job, Hannah got Bruce, and Nina got dumped. 

In her car, Nina only allowed herself to cry for a few minutes. After that, she wiped away her tears, took a deep breath, and turned the key in the ignition. Her economy sedan sputtered before coming to life and the check engine light came on. She would need to have a mechanic look at her car before it died on her. Putting the automatic transmission into drive, she cranked the wheel and pulled away from the curb. 

Although the rush hour traffic had thinned out some, it still took her nearly 30 minutes to get home, even though she only lived a few miles from the technology corridor. “Great, just great,” she muttered as she approached the rental townhouse she used to share with Bruce. Some jerk had crashed his motorcycle in her driveway and had left it there for her to deal with. At least the idiot hadn’t smashed through her garage door. 

After pulling into the driveway far enough to get her small car off the street, she grabbed a pen and paper from her purse and got out to jot down the motorcycle’s license plate so she could call the police and a tow truck. That was when she saw the leather-clad rider pinned beneath the bike.

In the waning light, she hadn’t seen him there at first. His helmet was off, tossed aside. Dropping the pen and paper, she rushed to his side, hoping that he wasn’t dead. Kneeling down on the cement, she pressed her fingers against his thick neck. To her relief, her fingertips met warm flesh and she found a strong, steady pulse. Then, to her horror, she saw a pool of blood near the rider’s midsection.

“Hang in there, buddy,” Nina said softly, unsure whether the unconscious guy could even hear her. “I’m going to call 911. Help will be here soon.” 

Before she could get up and head back to her car to retrieve her cell phone, the biker growled. His arm shot out and his large hand gripped her wrist like a vise. “No cops,” he said without opening his eyes.

Trying not to panic, Nina tried to get her wrist free, but the biker held on tight. The guy must be in trouble with the law. Maybe he was even being chased by the police when he crashed into her driveway! “Okay, sure, no cops. You’re bleeding from the crash, though, so how about I call an ambulance?” 

“No ambulance,” the biker responded with his eyes still closed.

“Listen buddy, from the looks of things, you’ve lost a lot of blood. Unless you want to die, I suggest you see a doctor pronto.”

“Alex,” he said.

“What’s that? You want me to call someone named Alex?”

“No. My name’s not Buddy, it’s Alex.” 

The injured biker was about to bleed out in her driveway and he wanted to exchange pleasantries? The guy must be delirious from the loss of blood. “Nice to meet you, Alex. I’m Nina. If you won’t let me call an ambulance, at least let go of my wrist so I can drive you to the hospital.”

“Nina,” he said, his lids fluttered open.  

His eyes took her breath away. She had never seen eyes like his before. They were large and dark with flecks of gold that seemed to almost glow in the dim light of dusk. Surprisingly, his gaze was sharp and piercing rather than glazed over from blood loss.

“No hospital,” he mumbled, and his grip on Nina’s wrist tightened. 

A shiver went up her spine. What did he want her to do? “I can’t just leave you here to die in my driveway.”

“That’s not going to happen if you patch me up. Can you do that, Nina?” She nodded yes, although she wasn’t at all sure that she could. “Good. But before you do that, I need you to help me up so we can hide my bike. Is there room in your garage?”

“Yes,” she responded. The lease on the townhouse she had been renting with Bruce was almost up, and she couldn’t afford to stay there on her salary alone. Nina had been parking in the driveway because she was slowly boxing up her things and stacking them in the garage for her inevitable move. 

Alex shifted positions slightly and groaned as his pinned leg twisted in a painful direction. “If you promise you won’t run, I’ll let go of your arm.”

“I promise,” Nina whispered. Even though Alex was probably a fugitive from the law, there was something about him that stopped her from doing something logical, like running away or screaming for help. Maybe she was in the mood for a spontaneous adventure. Or maybe it was the way her name rolled off his tongue like a seductive caress. 

He released her wrist and she massaged it gently, smoothing out the indentations in her soft flesh left by his strong grasp. “Grab the handlebars and lift my bike up a few inches,” Alex instructed. 

Getting up from the ground, Nina did as he directed. The motorcycle was heavier than it looked, but she managed to lift it high enough and long enough for Alex to pull his pinned leg free. He grimaced slightly from the movement.  

Nina couldn’t help but compare the stranger’s tolerance of pain to Bruce’s whining over something as small as a paper cut. She only knew him for a few minutes, but she could already tell that Alex was tough as nails. Mmm...sexy.

Alex reached out his arm. “Help me up, Nina.” She bent down so he could wrap his arm around her shoulders for leverage. As he attempted to stand, she moved her thick legs apart for better balance and slid her arms beneath his leather jacket. She wrapped her arms around his waist to help steady him, being careful not to touch his wounded side. 

Nina wasn’t a small girl, yet Alex’s size and strength made her almost feel slight in comparison. Once he was on his feet, he towered over her five-foot-six-inch frame even though he was stooped over her shoulders. As he leaned against her, she couldn’t help but notice that every inch of him was hard as steel. He smelled divine, a rich mix of leather, oil, and the outdoors.  

“Are you okay?” she asked, noting that this breathing was rough and shallow and that the exertion from getting up had caused fresh blood to seep from his side. Alex was heavy and built. If he collapsed, she wasn’t sure she could hold on to him.

“Okay is a relative term,” he said with a half-smile that gave her stomach butterflies. Their faces were so close that, if he had leaned down just a few inches, their lips would have touched. “Let’s just say I’ll be a lot better if we can get my bike into your garage so I can go inside and lay down.”

“Right,” Nina responded. Her face was flushed and she felt a bit dazed. “The garage door opener is in my car.” She didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t drag Alex down the driveway and wasn’t sure if she should leave him standing all alone.

She was relieved when Alex took charge of the situation. “You open the garage and I’ll pick up my bike,” he said with an air of authority, removing his arm from around her shoulders and unlocking her arms from around his waist. 

Nina scurried to her car, pushing the button on the automatic garage door opener and grabbing her keys and purse. By the time she returned to the spot where she had first found him, Alex had somehow managed to pick up his motorcycle and move it out of sight by using boxes to camouflage it from causal onlookers. 

Who was Alex hiding from?

Chapter 4  

It occurred to Alex that he might pass out. “I think we should get inside now,” he said, swaying unsteadily in the middle of Nina’s garage. 

The red splotch under his leather jacket was growing. With an alarmed look on her face, Nina rushed forward to help him into her townhouse. Once inside, he removed his leather jacket and motorcycle chaps, and then his blue and red flannel shirt, which he wadded up and pressed to his side, hoping to stem the fresh bleeding. Then he kicked off his boots and collapsed on the leather couch. 

“I need you to get some clean towels, hot water, and something to help sanitize my wound,” Alex said. “Alcohol or hydrogen peroxide will work if you have it, liquor if you don’t.”

After Nina disappeared, Alex allowed himself to close his eyes and relax slightly. Full-blooded bear shifters healed more quickly than half-breeds. But if he could stop the bleeding and get some rest, his side would soon mend. 

Letting his mind drift, he smiled inwardly. His mate was not only beautiful, but curvy as all get-out and sexy as hell. After she had helped him up, it took tremendous self-control to tamp down his bear, which wanted to roar with approval. 

When she had been tucked under his arm, her body had fit perfectly against his.  He had been secretly pleased when she had instinctively molded herself against him and wrapped her arms around his hard body to give him the strength to stand. He couldn’t wait until he was well enough to have her soft, naked curves pressed against another hard piece of his anatomy...

When their bodies were close, he had inhaled her scent, which was sweet and alluring like honey, to make sure it matched the scent on the scrap of fabric that the Elder had given him. Up close and personal, there was no doubt in Alex’s mind that Nina was his mate. They would be good together, he was sure of it. Now all he had to do was convince her of it and claim her as his.

Convincing Nina that that she belonged with a bear shifter would be hard enough. But he also needed to talk her into leaving her current life behind to start a new life with him in Colorado, which he figured would be no small task.

Alex could already tell that she was a headstrong woman with a mind of her own. How would she react when he told her he was a were-bear and that he planned to make her his mate? It was possible that she would pick up the nearest object and crack him over the head with it. 

If he had to, he would force her to go with him, for her safety as well as his own. But he would only do that as a last resort. A better plan would be to seduce her.  

Alex had never met a woman who could resist his many charms. He had romanced more than his share of female humans over the years. His father had actually encouraged him to sow his wild oats while he was young because once he became the clan’s Alpha, he would be expected to settle down and become a one-woman-bear. 

He could think of worse things than spending the rest of his life bedding the lovely, voluptuous Nina. His cock twitched at the mere thought of having her naked curves beneath him as he spilled his seed inside of her. He imagined that she would be a passionate lover, one who was more than willing to satisfy his voracious animalistic appetites. 

When his hands caressed her ample flesh, would she moan softly, whispering his name while begging him not to stop? Would she allow her own warm, soft hands to explore his steely frame, working her way deftly down his chest and six-pack abs until she reached his throbbing member? And when she finally wrapped her fingers around his length, would she sigh at his impressive size before bending down and closing her plump lips around the rounded tip—

“Sorry that took me so long, I was looking for alcohol or hydrogen peroxide like you said but came up empty handed.” Nina’s abrupt return brought Alex crashing back to reality, and his cock twitched once more before softening.

Oblivious to his arousal, Nina dropped to her knees beside the couch and put the items she gathered on the coffee table, including a bottle of whiskey. She removed the lid from the liquor bottle and took a swig. “Want a drink?” she asked. Alex nodded, sitting up just enough to swallow without choking. 

“I’ve never taken a first aid class or anything, but I’ve had my share of cuts and scrapes,” Nina said as she got down to business. She gasped when she pulled the blood-soaked shirt away from Alex’s side. 

He winced when the ragged edges of his wound was exposed to air. “Did I forget to mention that I was shot?”

Nina looked horrified. “With a gun?”

“More like a hunting rifle.” 

With a scared look on her face, Nina inched away from the couch. “I’m not sure what you’re mixed up in, and I don’t know how to remove a bullet or stitch you up. Please, let me call a doctor or something.” 

Alex thought she might cry. “The bullet went all the way through, so there’s nothing to remove, Nina. And it’s little more than a flesh wound, really.” He kept his voice calm, even, reassuring. While he was in bear form, the bullet had left a gaping hole in his side. But now that he had shifted back to his human form, the injury appeared to be more of a gouge in his flesh. “I don’t need stitches, either. Just clean me up with that water, pour a little whiskey on the spot where I was shot, cover it up, and let me sleep for a bit.” 

Nina didn’t look convinced. “What if it gets infected or something?”

Alex knew that wouldn’t happen. “Then we can talk about a trip to the hospital, okay?”

Nina must have been satisfied by his response because she inched back toward him. With a shaky hand, she soaked one of the towels in water and cleaned the blood away. Then, after tucking another towel underneath him, she picked up the whiskey bottle and poured it over his wound. Despite the searing pain, Alex forced himself not to flinch. He didn’t want to spook her any further. 

“Am I hurting you?” she asked.

“A little,” Alex responded through clenched teeth. “But it’s not too bad. You’re doing great, Nina. Almost done.” Darkness threatened to envelope him, and Alex took a few deep breaths in an attempt to stay alert.

Nina blotted his wound with a dry towel. Then she covered his wound with clean gauze and used medical tape to hold it in place. “Do you want some aspirin for the pain?” she asked.

Alex shook his head. “No. But I’ll take another hit of that whiskey.” She passed him the bottle and he drank deeply. “Do you have a guest room? A little sleep would do me a world of good.”

“The only bed is mine and it’s upstairs. If you think you can make it, I’m happy to give it to you for the night.”

“I’m pretty sure I can make it up the stairs if you help me.” 

Together, they limped up the flight of stairs to the second floor of the townhouse. Without thinking, Alex stripped off his jeans, boxers, and socks before sliding between the sheets of Nina’s bed. In seconds, he was fast asleep. 

He didn’t even notice the look of surprise that crossed his mate’s pretty face. 

Chapter 5

Nina watched with surprise as Alex unabashedly stripped down to his birthday suit before climbing into her bed. Every inch of him was large and chiseled, and he had more body hair than any other man she had seen. He was also more endowed than any guy she had ever been with. Even though her sample size was relatively small, she was pretty sure that Alex’s equipment was well above average in size.  

She probably should have looked away while he undressed, but it happened so fast and he was just so beautiful that she couldn’t stand to look away. Besides, he didn’t seem to care about privacy. Getting naked in front of a stranger seemed like the most natural thing in the world to Alex. 

She scooped up his clothes and laid them over a chair before leaving him to rest with the bedroom door open so she could hear him if he called for her. Downstairs, she grabbed his blood-stained shirt and filled the kitchen sink with cold water to let it soak. Then she poured herself a very large glass of red wine and sat down to reflect on the evening’s crazy events.

What a night this had turned out to be. A couple hours ago, she had been crying her eyes out over the loss of Bruce to Hannah. Now, the hottest guy she had ever seen was sleeping in her bed! Liz would never believe it. Except that, if Alex was running from the law, she probably couldn’t tell anyone about him, not even her best friend. 

Damn! This was the most exciting thing to happen in Nina’s life ever, and she had to keep it to herself. At least until she knew what kind of trouble he was in. 

Once Alex was awake and more coherent, she was determined to get to the bottom of his mystery appearance in her driveway and find out why he felt the need to hide his motorcycle in her garage. He owed her a full explanation for taking him in and patching him up, didn’t he?

“No. NO! RAWR!” 

Nina spilled her wine at the unexpected sounds emanating from upstairs. The voice was definitely Alex’s, but his muffled shouts sounded almost animal-like. The eerie half-human sounds made her skin crawl. Grabbing the fireplace poker for protection, she crept up the stairs as quietly as possible, unsure whether an intruder had somehow found a way inside.

Peering into her bedroom, she was relieved to find that Alex was still alone. He had kicked the covers aside and was thrashing wildly in her bed, moaning, groaning, and...growling? A sheen of sweat covered every inch of his hard body. Nina wasn’t sure if the sheen was from the bad dream he was obviously having or if he had a fever. 

Did his dream having something to do with why he was shot?

She leaned the fireplace poker against the wall and approached the bed. Reaching out, she gingerly touched his forehead with the back of her hand. Crap. He was burning up. In the master bathroom, she grabbed a washcloth and ran it under cold water. Climbing onto the bed beside him, she pressed the cloth against his forehead.

“Shhh, it’s okay,” she whispered, hoping that her voice sounded soothing. “It’s okay, Alex. You’re safe now. Nobody can hurt you.”

Nina was surprised by the unexpected nurturing feelings that welled up inside of her. She had always been a kind and compassionate person but had never felt the desire to be an actual caretaker before. Bruce was a miserable person when he was sick and didn’t seem to appreciate anything she did to help. When he used to get ill, she left him alone and slept on the couch until he was over his affliction.

Why did she feel an innate desire to comfort this man, who was a virtual stranger?

Her words seemed to penetrate through Alex’s feverish haze, and his thrashing calmed as she continued to whisper sweet reassurances while using the damp cloth to cool his face and neck. Eventually, the rumbling animal sounds that reverberated from deep inside his chest quieted down and his breathing became deep and even.

Nina stayed beside him for a long time, periodically moving the cloth to keep him cool. Her eyes drank in the sight of his glorious, muscled body. She lingered a bit too long on the male protrusion at his groin. Even in its flaccid state, his manhood was a sight to behold. 

I bet sex with Alex would rock my world. 

Her body responded at the rather inappropriate thought. But she just couldn’t stop the tingling heat that surged between her thighs and made her hardened nipples long to be touched. A guy like Alex was probably amazing in bed, and her body knew it.

She let her eyes travel slowly up his torso, following the dark trail of hair that widened across his broad chest and continued upward toward his neck. His face was rugged and unconventionally handsome, with a prominent brow, strong jaw, and full lips that were framed by neatly-trimmed facial hair. She knew that when he smiled, his pearly white teeth and subtle dimples would make her feel like swooning.

An old, deep scar that was a couple inches long creased the side of his right cheek, running up and over toward the outer corner of his eye. She resisted the urge to reach out and trace it. On another man’s face, it might have looked out of place or even ugly. But on Alex, it looked hot...and dangerous. 

When his fever finally broke, she pulled the covers back over his body. After changing into pajama pants and a t-shirt, she slipped into the bed beside him. She told herself that she wanted to stay close in case his nightmares returned, but the truth was that she longed to feel the heat from his naked body next to hers. For some inexplicable reason, and despite his injury, Alex made Nina feel safe and secure. 

With a contented smile on her face, she slowly drifted off to sleep.

Chapter 6

Alex was dreaming. 

—

He and his mate were sleeping in their newly-built cottage, and the slivers of dawn’s first light were streaming through the window blinds. Nina’s belly was already swollen with child. His child. Their child.

Her backside was snuggled against his front, and he reached around her body to rest his large palm on her rounded womb so he could sense the baby’s heartbeat. There was a chill in the air, but he wasn’t quite ready to get out of bed. Oh, he was ready start a fire; just not the kind that required putting a match to the kindling he had built in the hearth.

He pressed his hardness into the small of her back, letting his fingers trail softly down the curve of her belly and into the warm abyss at the top of her thighs. She sighed in her sleep as he stroked her slyly, coaxing her plump lips to part for his entry. Once inside, his fingertips were met by the slick signs of her arousal, which told him that Nina was now partially awake.

With a soft whimper, she adjusted her hips to better align their bodies. As if by instinct, his cock found its way between her deliciously rounded buttocks, and one swift thrust was all it took to bury himself inside her. In perfect rhythm, their bodies glided together again and again, their mutual pleasure quickly reaching its crescendo.  

As his climax reached its crest, his thrusts became faster and more forceful. By his well-timed design, she reached her orgasm first, screaming his name as her body shuddered in release. “Alex! Oh, Alex!” 

But wait. Something was wrong. 

Her screams of pleasure had turned to pain. There was blood everywhere. So much blood. In that instant, her cries went silent and he held her against him, knowing that his love and their baby were gone, just like the rest of his family. 

His bear rumbled up from the depths of his soul, ripping through bone and tissue as the beast within overtook his human body—

—

Alex woke with a start, half shifted, fully aroused, and drenched in sweat. In that confusing place between dreaming and alertness, he momentarily forgot where he was. But the soft snores of the woman in bed beside him triggered his memory. In a flash, the events of the last 24 hours came rushing back to him. 

His clan was definitely gone, but his mate was alive and well. At least for now. She stirred slightly, wiggling her curvy, fully-clothed ass against him. He battled the primal urge to reach out and draw her toward him, just like in his dream. He knew that would be too much too soon. So he calmed his inner bear before getting out of bed and pulling on his boxers and blue jeans. 

He lifted the gauze taped to his side and assessed his wound. Not completely healed yet, although it was well on the way. In another day or so, he’d be good as new, with nothing more than a small scar to indicate that he had been shot by the Hunters who murdered his family. 

Closing Nina’s bedroom door behind him, he went downstairs to contemplate his next move. He wondered how much time he really had to safely get himself and his mate out of town. A day? A week? A month? 

A good scent locator was hard to find, so he probably had a couple of weeks or more to fully claim his mate and hit the road with her. Hell, that should be more than enough time to win Nina over, considering that it wasn’t uncommon for Alex to waltz into a bar and end up going home with the best looking woman in the place just a few hours later. He probably wouldn’t even need the full two weeks to woo her. After all, she had crawled into bed with him the night before...

Nervous energy hummed through Alex’s body, and he paced like a caged animal in Nina’s living room. It was early – not quite dawn – so he expected her to sleep for at least a few more hours. He had to do something to take his mind off things.

Grabbing Nina’s car keys from the counter, he went into the garage and flipped on the light even though he didn’t really need it to see. Night vision was a definite benefit of being a shifter. He opened one of the saddlebags on his motorcycle and pulled out a clean white t-shirt, which he pulled on to cover his wounded torso. Then he opened the other saddlebag and pulled out a small set of tools. 

Last night, Alex noticed that Nina’s car was running rough. Even though it was risky to work on it out in the open, he figured that most of her neighbors would still be asleep. He needed to get his hands dirty and her car needed a tune-up. He hit the button on the garage door opener and inhaled the cool morning air, which smelled of damp earth and cherry blossoms.

With a pang of sadness, he popped the hood of Nina’s car and took a look at the dirty old engine. Her sedan had seen better years. Good thing she wouldn’t need it once they were headed to Colorado. 

In his shifter community, Alex was the village mechanic. There wasn’t anything motorized that he couldn’t fix, from toasters, coffee makers, and lawnmowers, to motorcycles, scooters, and automobiles. While some of the bears had held down regular jobs in the nearby human towns, Alex had enough work in the village to keep him busy. 

Would he ever have another village to call his home and workplace?  

~~~

Nina stretched in bed without opening her eyes, reaching out to tentatively touch the mystery man she had taken in the night before. When her hand reached nothing but air, she opened her eyes and rolled over. Alex was gone.

Her first thought was that he must have slipped away after she had gone to sleep. Had he ransacked her house before leaving? That would be just her luck. 

Wiping the sleep from her eyes, she used the bathroom before opening the door to her bedroom and listening for sounds from downstairs. Silence. Yep, Alex was definitely gone.

With a sad sigh, she descended the stairs. Everything was just as she had left it the night before, including her glass of spilled red wine. She would clean that up later. His shirt was still soaking in the kitchen sink, and she rinsed it out so she could run water to put on a pot of coffee. 

Even though he had been nice to her, she knew deep down that he had only used her as a nursemaid out of desperation. Hunky, badass bikers like Alex didn’t go for nice girls. Especially when they were as curvy as Nina.

To cheer herself up, she decided to make herself something special for breakfast: cornbread muffins with honey. Nina used Marie Callender’s Cornbread Baking Mix, but her nana used to make the muffin batter from scratch. The mix was on a shelf in the garage. Opening the door off the kitchen, she was met by a cool blast of air from the open garage door. That was when she saw him.

Alex was bent over the front of her car with the hood up. Even though the temperature was about 40 degrees, all he had on were jeans and a t-shirt. He wasn’t even wearing shoes. What kind of man was comfortable being half-dressed in this kind of cold?

The scrumptious kind!

Nina couldn’t help but admire Alex’s backside. Broad shoulders, bulging biceps, narrow waist, tight butt, strong legs. If there was such thing as a perfect male specimen, she was pretty sure that he would qualify. Especially since she knew what he looked like underneath his clothes. Oh yeah, he would definitely qualify.

Some women preferred a man in a tailored suit. Not Nina. Levi’s worn low on the hips, not too loose, paired with a slightly fitted tee. That was what got her motor running. 

Wait a minute. What was he doing to her car? And shouldn’t he still be in bed, recovering from his bullet wound? In a flash, her mindset went from admiring to mad. She stomped through the garage and stood in the driveway with her hands on her hips. She cleared her throat. Loudly.

Alex turned, flashing a smile that made her knees go weak. “Morning, Nina.” 

She wasn’t about to let his sexy voice get to her so early in the day. “What are you doing out here?” she scolded.

“Isn’t it obvious? I’m fixing your car. When was the last time you had this thing serviced?”

Too long to remember; Nina wasn’t exactly rolling in extra money since Bruce had moved out. “Don’t you think that should wait until you’ve had some time to heal?”

“Not really. This thing’s in pretty bad shape. I’m pretty sure it needs nursing more than I do.”

Nina thought about her check engine light but refused to agree with him. “Couldn’t you at least put on a jacket?” Or socks? 

There it was again. That nurturing instinct that she didn’t even know she had.

Alex shrugged. “I don’t mind the cold. It’s invigorating.”

Invigorating? Nina hopped around on the cold garage floor, trying to warm her own freezing feet. She tried a different tactic. “What if someone sees you? I thought you were supposed to be hiding.” That wiped the smile off his face.

“I’ll be in soon,” he said with a somber demeanor. 

Nina felt bad for spoiling his good mood, but someone had to be sensible. “I’m going to get breakfast going. If you’re not inside in 30 minutes, I’m going to come back out here to drag you in myself!”

With that, she turned her back on him, grabbed the muffin mix, and stomped back into the house. 

Chapter 7

Alex couldn’t help but notice that Nina was already displaying characteristics of a female mate, bossing him around and making him food. His empty stomach rumbled at the thought. If he could keep them both alive, they would have a great life together. 

There was only so much he could do for her car without fresh oil, a new filter, and a few needed parts. But he tinkered with the engine enough to make it start up smoothly and idle without sputtering. For now, this would have to do. Besides, the delectable smells coming from inside the house were nearly as irresistible as his mate.

He closed the hood of Nina’s car and put his tools away before hitting the button on the garage door and heading back into the townhouse. Once inside, he paused to enjoy the scene unfolding in the kitchen. His mate had set the table and was busy heaping two plates full of the food she had just finished preparing. 

The smells wafting in the air made his mouth water. Crispy bacon, scrambled eggs, cornbread muffins...and honey? Alex licked his lips. Although his sexual appetite was voracious, he had to admit that the fastest way into this bear’s heart was through his stomach.

She glanced his way and gave him a stern look. “Get washed up because it’s time to eat.”

“Yes ma’am.” He walked into the small kitchen, brushing past her backside as he made his way to the sink. The incidental contact sent a bolt of energy surging through his system, and his inner bear growled.

“Is that your stomach?” Nina asked, her voice softening. “You must be starving.”

Starving for a taste of you. “I am,” Alex responded, soaping up his hands and letting warm water rinse away the grease and dirt from his skin. 

Nina put the plates on the table and took a seat, waiting for him to do the same before starting to eat. He devoured the bacon and eggs and saved his muffins for last. Splitting them open with his knife, he picked up the jar of honey and poured it over the freshly-baked cornbread, letting the sweet, sticky nectar run over the sides and onto his plate.

“Big fan of honey, huh?” Nina asked rhetorically, adding a bit more of it to her own remaining muffin. “I am, too. Did you know that honeybees are the only insects in the whole world that produce food for humans to eat?”

“I did know that,” Alex said as he picked up a muffin half and shoved it into his mouth. After swallowing, he leaned across the table and deeply inhaled Nina’s scent. “Did you know that honeybees use pheromones to find their way home?”

Nina nodded yes. She impulsively reached out and scooped up a dribble of honey from Alex’s chin with her finger, which she licked off with her plump, pink tongue. “Did you know that the queen bee is fed by the worker bees?” she said with a soft sigh.

“You mean like this?” Alex asked, picking up a gooey muffin half and bringing it to her lips. She opened her mouth and took a bite, making a mess in the process. Her sticky lips were practically begging to be kissed, and Alex leaned in even closer until their faces were just inches apart and he could feel her warm, sweet breath on his face. 

But just as he was about to devour the honey and crumbs on her lips, the oven timer went off, buzzing louder than a hive of honeybees. Nina jumped in her seat and grabbed her napkin to wipe her lips. A crimson flush rose on her cheeks. “I, uh, forgot that I had a second batch of cornbread muffins in the oven. Would you like a hot one?”

“More than you know,” Alex said, holding out his plate. The hotter the better.

~~~

Under her breath, Nina cursed the oven timer for ruining her romantic moment with Alex. He was going to kiss her, she was sure of it! Now he seemed more interested in using his hot muffin to mop up the honey on his plate than using his hot lips to lick the honey from her mouth.

It was probably for the best anyway. With his injury, he was in no shape for that kind of activity. Plus, she hadn’t even brushed her hair or her teeth yet! And, before she fell any harder for the guy, she really needed to find out how he ended up in her driveway.

She put their dirty plates in the sink and wiped down the sticky table. “I promised my friend Liz that I would meet her for a mani-pedi this morning. But when I get back, we need to talk,” she said. 

Alex stood, towering over Nina. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to go anywhere alone right now.”

Nina sucked in her gut and straightened her spine in an attempt to look taller and thinner than she really was. “I won’t be alone. Liz will be with me,” she said, her tone defiant.

“You know that’s not what I meant. My being here has put you in danger. It would be safer if you stayed put for now. Call your friend and tell her you’re sick or something.”

Was that a request...or a command? Nina didn’t appreciate being told what to do. But Alex’s agitated state convinced her to tread lightly. “Look, if I cancel on Liz, she’ll know something is up. She’ll come over here to check on me. I’m pretty sure you don’t want that to happen.”

“Tell her you need to go out of town on business or that you have a family crisis to take care of.”

Wow, he wasn’t giving up! Nina wasn’t happy about explaining herself to him, but he needed to know what she was up against. “Liz and I work together, so the business excuse wouldn’t fly. She knows that the only family I have here are my parents and they’re currently on an around-the-world cruise. She also knows that I have no social life and that I pretty much live for our Saturday mani-pedi dates. There really isn’t any way for me to get out of this.” She put her hands on her hips. “I’m going, and that’s that!”

Without warning, Alex reached out and grabbed Nina’s arms, nearly knocking her off her feet. His grip was so tight that his fingers left marks on her skin. The gold flecks in his dark eyes glowed intensely. “I don’t think you should go, Nina. But if you insist, trust no one, and promise me you’ll be careful.”

She smiled reassuringly, certain that he was overreacting even though her big breakfast was suddenly churning in her stomach. “I promise.”

Chapter 8

Nina walked into the nail salon five minutes late. Liz was already soaking her feet in the whirlpool basin and waved, motioning for Nina to pick a color and take a seat beside her.

“I wasn’t sure if you were going to make it,” Liz said. “It’s not like you to be late.”

“I’m sorry. Minor distraction this morning,” Nina said. She slipped off her flip-flops, pulled up the legs of her yoga pants, and flopped into the plush spa chair next to her friend. After a simple greeting, the nail technician filled the basin with water and turned on the jets so Nina’s feet could soak. 

“You met someone, didn’t you?”

Nina blushed. “Is it that obvious?”

Liz grinned. “Girlfriend, it’s written all over your face. Details! I want details!”

Trust no one. Alex’s warning sounded in Nina’s head. “There’s really not that much to tell.” 

“C’mon, Nina, you’ve got to give me something. What’s his name? How did you two meet? The sex must be good because you’re absolutely glowing.”

Nina hesitated. This was Liz, her best friend since college. Surely she could be trusted, at least a little bit. “His name is Alex and we just sort of bumped into each other. He did sleep over, but we didn’t have sex. Yet.” She intentionally left out the parts about him riding a motorcycle and showing up at her house with a bullet wound in his side.

Liz high-fived Nina. “Good girl. Make him earn it. I need more. What does he look like?”

Nina’s lips curled up into a dreamy smile. “This is going to sound cliché, but he’s tall, dark, and handsome, and so much more. He’s a really big guy, physically strong and tough and...rugged.”

“Sounds hot. What does he do for a living?”

Nina realized she had no idea. “I’m not quite sure. But he’s pretty mechanical, so I’m guessing he’s good with his hands, if you know what I mean.” 

Liz reached out and squeezed Nina’s wrist. “Oh sweetie, after the whole Bruce situation, you deserve a little fun. I’m so happy for you! So...when are you seeing him again?”

“Later today.” Unless he’s gone when I get back.

Liz winked. “I can almost see your freshly-manicured, fire-engine-red nails raking down his back as he’s giving it to you hard and fast.”

Nina blushed. “You are so naughty!”

“Not half as naughty as you’ll feel on Monday when you tell me all about the rest of your weekend over lunch. Pinky swear that you’ll share the deets.” 

When Liz crooked her little finger, Nina did the same. She looped her pinky with Liz’s while crossing her other hand’s ring and index finger behind her back. “Let’s just hope there’s something to tell,” Nina said. 

“Amen to that,” Liz said with a dramatic nod. “You know, if this guy turns out to be ‘the one’, Danny will be crushed.” 

“I would never risk our friendship by dating your brother, Liz,” Nina said, although she hadn’t always felt that way.

She had always thought Danny was cute in a lanky, construction worker kind of way. His sandy hair was the same color as Liz’s, and his blue eyes were dreamy. He was almost as tall as Alex, but not nearly as buff and bulky. She even had a crush on him in college, but he never seemed to give her more than a passing look. By the time Liz had told her that Danny was into her, Nina had met Bruce.

“I know,” Liz said. “But Danny seems to think you’re the one that got away. I doubt that he’ll give up on you until there’s a ring on your finger.”

“For Danny’s sake as well as mine, let’s hope that’s sooner rather than later.”

With happy smiles on their faces, both women sat back and relaxed while their nails were scrubbed, trimmed, filed, buffed, and polished to perfection.

~~~

When Nina returned from her mani-pedi date with Liz in one piece, the look of relief on Alex’s face was enough to rattle her relaxed state of mind. From the matted patterns in her living room carpet, it appeared that he had done nothing but pace while she was gone. 

She forced a smile. “See? Nothing bad happened. I’m back, safe and sound. Are you ready for our talk?”

He didn’t return her smile. “I’m not quite sure where to start.”

The anguish in his voice was concerning. She sat down on the couch and patted the leather beside her, but Alex remained standing. “Why don’t you start by telling me how, exactly, you got shot,” she prompted.

Alex paced, following the pattern he had already made in the carpet. After one long minute, he stopped and turned toward her. The gold in his eyes glowed bright. “The Hunters killed my family, and they tried to kill me, too.”

“Hunters? What kind of hunters?” 

“Bear hunters, although they also go after wolves, panthers, cougars, and other big game.”

Nina couldn’t wrap her mind around what he was telling her. But the pain in his eyes told her that talking about this wasn’t easy. Her heart ached for him. “Why would big game hunters want to kill your family?” 

“I suppose they didn’t agree with our secluded way of life. I grew up in a small rural community north of here. My family didn’t interact with outsiders very much.”

Nina’s emotions gripped her. “If what you’re saying is true, we should call the police so these hunters can be put behind bars where they belong!”

Alex sat beside her and took her hand. “That would only make matters worse. Besides, all the evidence has been destroyed. The village we lived in was burned to the ground.”

Nina covered his hand with hers. “Arson investigators might be able to uncover the evidence needed to find these murderers and bring them to justice. Please, Alex, let me call the police.”

He pulled his hand back and took a deep breath. “You can’t call the police because I started the fire,” he said quietly, holding her gaze. She noticed that the flecks of gold were gone from his eyes. In their place was a black, blank, empty stare. 

~~~

Alex regretted telling Nina about starting the fire the moment the words left his lips. The horrified look on her face confirmed that it was a mistake. 

“Why would you do that?” she shrieked, standing up and moving away from him as if he were just as horrible as the Hunters.

Alex rubbed his face with his hands. He felt like he was going at this all wrong, but he wasn’t sure how much should he tell her. His animal instincts told him to proceed with caution. “These Hunters aren’t your average everyday shooting enthusiasts, Nina. They’re savages. They would have ransacked our homes and taken...kill trophies. I couldn’t let them do that.”

Rage boiled just under the surface of his skin, and he felt a prickling sensation as fur threatened to sprout from his pores and his bones began to creak and groan. He couldn’t let his bear loose! Not here, right now, like this! He got up and crossed the room, turning his back on Nina and willing his body to remain under his human control. 

When he turned back around, he saw fear behind the tears that had pooled in her large brown eyes. But she hadn’t run screaming, which he took to be a good sign. He chose his words carefully. 

“I woke up before dawn that day and went for a bike ride. When I got back, I found them...all of them...dead. The only member of my family who wasn’t already gone was my grandfather. He told me what had happened and gave me this before he passed away.” He reached into the pocket of his jeans and pulled out the scrap of fabric that held his mate’s scent. Nina took it from him, and he watched as surprised recognition washed over her face.

“This looks like part of a scarf my nana gave me that I lost at work. Where did you get this?” she demanded.

“I told you, my grandfather gave it to me before he died. The Hunters took the scarf from him, but he managed to hold on to this small piece. He told me you were in danger and that I needed to find you before the Hunters did.”

“This isn’t making any sense! Why did your grandfather have my scarf, and why would the hunters that killed your family be looking for me?”

Alex hesitated. “Because I’m the Alpha and you’re my mate.” 

Nina laughed, nearly hysterical. “What in the hell are you talking about? Your fever must be back, Alex, because you’re not making a lick of sense.”

“You are my mate, Nina. The moment I laid eyes on you, I could feel it clear through to my soul. You can feel it too, can’t you?” 

Chapter 9

You can feel it too, can’t you?

No. What Nina felt was confused. Did Alex really just refer to himself as some sort of dominate alpha male? “Your mate...can’t say I’ve really heard that term before. Not outside the animal kingdom, anyway. Is that like some sort of arranged marriage thing where you come from?”

“I suppose, in a way.” Alex responded with enough sincerity to make her wonder if he had lost his mind. Did he really believe all of this nonsense? “But it’s so much more than that,” he continued. “Being together is our destiny. Our fate.”

“So what happens next? Do we run off to the Justice of the Peace and get married?” she nervously joked. 

“There’s no need for that kind of formality,” Alex stated without humor. “To claim you as my mate, I simply need to state my intention and mark your skin. You must agree to our mating, of course, and we must consummate our commitment by having sex.”

Nina was pretty sure that wasn’t going to happen. Not now. Why couldn’t she have met a nice, normal guy? Someone who would forget her birthday and leave his dirty clothes on the floor for her to pick up. Someone she could take home to her parents during the holidays. 

“Maybe that’s enough of a commitment for the women you grew up with,” she responded. “But I’m more interested in marriage than mating. In fact, when I finally meet the man of my dreams, I want an actual wedding, with an occasional ‘I love you’, a proposal on bended knee, and a big fat diamond ring. Definitely a ring.”

“I’ll buy you a ring if that’s what it takes to convince you that you’re my mate.” He closed the gap between them and reached for her hand. She almost expected him to drop down on one knee. Instead, he pulled her close and pressed her palm against the hardness at his groin. “I want you, Nina,” he whispered, touching his lips softly to hers. “I need you.”

She gasped when he jerked her curvy body against his hard frame, crushing her full breasts to his chest. This time when their lips met, there was nothing soft about it. He threaded his fingers through her hair to anchor her mouth firmly against his, devouring her lips with a passion she had never before experienced.

His tongue slipped between her lips, probing, searching, tasting. Her hands wrapped around his waist and she clung to him, her shaking legs threatening to collapse beneath her. He growled, a low guttural sound that both scared and excited her.

Releasing her hair, he let his hands roam freely down her body, teasing and taunting her fully-clothed curves until she was aching to feel his bare hands on her naked flesh. She whimpered when he wedged his hand between her hot thighs, stroking her need through the cotton fabric of her pants. 

She let her hands slide underneath his t-shirt, exploring the chiseled ridges of muscle and bone that she had previously explored with only her eyes. 

Still he kissed her. 

His lips – hot, wet, and possessive – stole her breath and clouded her thoughts, making her forget everything except the way he made her feel in this very moment. Beautiful, desirable, sexy.

“Mate!” he roared against her mouth, a single word that brought Nina crashing back to reality. She pushed her hands against his bare chest, breaking their kiss and separating their bodies. 

I want you, Nina.

Dear God, she wanted him, too, desperately...despite the crazy tale he was telling her. But her logical side wasn’t buying what Alex was selling, even if her body hadn’t quite come to terms with that. As she pulled completely away from his grasp, the tears she had been blinking back spilled down her flushed cheeks. 

She had so many unanswered questions, but it was clear that she wasn’t going to get any straight answers out of Alex. And if she wasn’t careful, she was going to end up in bed with him and then he would own even more of her heart. Better to cut her losses and move on. 

“I can’t do this, Alex,” she cried. “I don’t think there are any hunters, and I don’t think you burned down a village in the county. What I do think is that you’re some sort of stalker who snatched my scarf from my desk while I was at lunch one day and concocted this ridiculous story to try and get me into bed.”

“You’re wrong, Nina,” he said with a low, lust-filled voice. The molten heat from his body reached through the air like static electricity, trying to draw her back into his arms. 

She resisted the urge to submit to temptation, wiping at the tears that just kept coming. “I’m going to go upstairs and lie down now. I do believe that you were shot and that you’re in some sort of danger; that part of your story rings true enough. So for safety’s sake, you can stay until dark. But once the sun goes down, I want you gone. Go find some other pathetic, lonely woman to be your mate, Alex, because whatever might have been between us, it’s over!”

“Nina, wait. You don’t understand.” He reached for her again but she eluded his grasp, putting up her hand to stop him from coming toward her any further. 

“You know, Alex, if you weren’t going to be honest with me, you should have come up with a less outlandish lie. I might have believed you if you told me you were shot by a rival motorcycle gang during a turf war or by the husband of the last woman you tried to mate with. Good-bye, Alex. Have a nice life.”

With that, she turned away from him and slowly walked up the stairs.

~~~

Alex growled in frustration and slammed his fist into the wall, leaving a large gaping hole in the drywall that mirrored the one that the Hunters had torn through his side. He was frustrated by his unfulfilled sexual needs. He was frustrated with Nina for not believing in him. And he was frustrated with himself for thinking she would be as easy to win over as a common bar hookup.

He was the Alpha, dammit, and Nina was his mate, whether she was ready to believe that or not! He had half a mind to rumble up the stairs, break down her bedroom door, and take what was rightfully his.

Except the honorable thing to do was heed the Elder’s advice and give her space. Besides, he wanted Nina just as hot and willing as he was. He wanted her panting with desire and begging him to take her...begging him to claim her. That wouldn’t happen if he took her by force. 

A bear will catch more bees with honey...

If he had to retreat, screw danger and waiting for the sun to go down. He needed to jump on his bike, open up the throttle, and ride like the wind. He needed to feel the powerful hum of the engine between his knees, which always made him feel alive, energized, invincible.  

Grabbing a piece of blank paper from Nina’s desk in the corner of the living room, he scribbled a note to her and left it where he was sure she would find it: under the plastic bag on the kitchen counter that held the leftover cornbread muffins. “How’s this for a little honey,” he muttered to himself.

With one final look around, he headed for the garage, letting the door slam shut behind him.

~~~

In her bedroom, Nina heard the rumble of Alex’s motorcycle and listened as he rode away, the sound becoming fainter and fainter until there was nothing left but the normal noises of urban townhouse life on a late Saturday afternoon. 

Pulling the covers up to her chin, she curled into a fetal position and sobbed like a baby. She didn’t think he would actually leave, even though she had told him to. In her mind, she imagined him following her up the stairs and asking for another chance to tell her what really happened. Begging her for a chance to start over and put all this hunter and mating nonsense behind them.

She knew it was silly to be so emotionally invested in a guy she hadn’t even known for a full day. She didn’t even know his last name! But from the moment she saw Alex pinned under his bike in her driveway, she had felt a connection with him that she had never felt with any other man before, including Bruce. 

If she were the kind of woman to believe in such things, she might have called it love at first sight. When he kissed her, she had melted into his arms. Then his hands were everywhere, setting her entire body on fire, igniting a sense of longing inside her that she never knew existed. Why did he have to blow it just as things were heating up? 

Alex was different from other guys; he was the type of man she could easily fall in love with. At least she thought he was. Or maybe she just wished he was different. But in the end, he had proved that he was nothing more than a liar and a thief. In addition to weaving a tall tale, Alex stole a piece of Nina’s heart...and she wasn’t sure she could survive without it. 

~~~

Alex rode faster than he should have on the curving mountain road, twisting and turning as the elevation rose higher and higher. Even with his heightened animal senses, he almost lost control of his bike a time or two. But even that didn’t slow him down. In fact, the exhilarating rush of adrenalin spurred him to open the throttle just a bit more.

He had to get away from the city, away from Nina, and even further away from the burned out village he used to call home. Without thinking, he had ridden south toward the snow-capped peaks of Mount Rainier. At this time of year, the roads were clear but the cool temperature would keep most of the humans away. 

Eventually, he pulled back on the throttle and steered his bike off the paved road and onto one of his favorite hiking trails, a weaving, well-worn path that continued to climb up the mountainside. When he reached the snowline, he killed the engine of his bike, took off his helmet, and stretched his legs.

The smells of spring assaulted his senses. He heard the trickling sounds of a nearby stream, which was surely filled to overflowing by the melting snowpack. His bear rumbled in delight as he stripped off his leathers and boots, and then his clothes. He was going fishing. 

After shifting into the animal he was born to be, Alex lumbered into the nearly-dark woods and toward the bubbling water. He stopped periodically to nibble and taste the lush foliage of the forest, tasty appetizers before the main course. When he reached the stream, which flowed with the force of a small river, he forged ahead, splashing with abandon in the icy water and plucking out fish before popping them into his mouth. 

When his enormous belly was full, he pulled himself up on the bank and headed back into the trees to find a comfortable place to sleep for the night. 

Chapter 10

Nina woke up on Sunday morning, stiff and sore from sleeping in a fetal position, her eyes nearly swollen shut from crying. After taking a long hot shower, she felt somewhat refreshed, but she couldn’t quite shake the sense of sadness that had plagued her ever since Alex had left.

Although she was used to being alone, she had never felt more alone in her life. She couldn’t lean on her best friend for support because Liz would want details that Nina couldn’t share. She couldn’t call her mom for a pep talk, either, because she promised not to bother her unless it was an emergency. Her melancholy mood wasn’t exactly a crisis, and calling her mom would just put a damper on her parents’ trip of a lifetime. 

Right now, the only thing talking to her was her stomach. She hadn’t eaten since breakfast the day before, which seemed like forever, and her stomach was scolding her for making it stay empty for so long. Coffee and leftover cornbread muffins weren’t as delicious as having a naked man in her bed, but they would satisfy her stomach’s hunger. 

Downstairs, as she filled the coffee pot with water, her eyes landed on the colorful fabric of Alex’s still-damp shirt that was bunched up on the counter next to the sink. A sense of regret washed over her, just like the water that washed over the rim of the over-full coffee pot. Maybe it had been a mistake to send him away like that. But what was done was done.

While the coffee brewed, she decided to reheat the muffins. That was when she noticed the folded piece of paper under the Ziploc bag. With trembling hands, she picked it up, knowing in her heart that it was from Alex. Tears stung her eyes as she read his words on the page.

—

Dear Nina,

Thank you for...everything. I’ll never forget your warm smile, hot lips, soft curves, and what might have been. I swear to you on my grandfather’s fiery grave that nothing I told you was a lie, but I do understand that, sometimes, the truth is too painful to believe. Please know that I never meant to hurt you.  

Faithfully Yours,

Alex Andreas

—

A single tear fell on the note, smudging the ink on the paper. 

Oh, he was good. 

Nina blinked back the rest of her tears as she shoved a plate of muffins in the microwave. Well, at least she knew his last name now.

Andreas. Alex Andreas. Nina Andreas. She had to admit that that had a much more exotic ring to it than Nina Parks. 

“Ohhhh!” she yelled at herself for letting him get to her so easily and for falling into his well-played trap. Crumpling up the note, she threw it in the trash. 

Enough with the tears already! It seemed like she had cried more over Alex than she did when Bruce had left her for Hannah, which was ridiculous. Well, she was done with all that. Taking her plate of muffins and a cup of coffee to the table, she sat down to eat breakfast. 

Reaching for the honey that was still on the table from the previous day, she hesitated. Instead of wrapping around the jar, her fingertips drifted up to her lips as her memory flashed back 24 hours earlier, to the crumbling, sticky sweetness that was left after Alex had fed her a bite of muffin dripping with nectar. 

Honey no longer had the appeal it once did. So she ate her cornbread muffins dry and finished her coffee while doing her best to put Alex out of her mind. Tomorrow, she would have work as a distraction. Today, she would fill the rest of her waking hours with housework, grocery shopping, and more packing. Grabbing Alex’s wadded-up shirt from the counter, she headed upstairs to get the laundry going.

~~~

Nina crawled into bed Sunday night physically exhausted but not quite ready to sleep. It had been a busy day. She had cleaned the townhouse from top to bottom, ran a few errands, packed up half the kitchen, and did more loads of laundry than she wanted to count.

After pointing the remote at her bedroom TV and turning on the ten o’clock news, she slipped her hands under the covers and rubbed them over the soft flannel that caressed her curves, wishing it was Alex’s body instead of his shirt that skimmed over her flesh.

She wasn’t sure what had prompted her to sleep in his freshly-laundered shirt instead of her pajamas. After it was washed and dried, she had meant to put it in the donation pile, along with the few items of clothing that Bruce had left behind when he moved out. But when it came time to do that, she just...couldn’t. Against her better judgment, she decided to keep it, just like someone might keep a cherished memento from a past lover. 

Grabbing the pillow that Alex had used when he had slept in her bed, she pulled it toward her chest and inhaled deeply, her body responding to the faint scent that was uniquely his. She ached for what might have been, for what almost was, for what could never be. 

Not wanting to cry herself to sleep again, she put the pillow aside and turned her attention to the TV. A reporter was live on the scene of a suspected arson, summarizing the day-long investigation and explaining that, so far, the police and fire department had little to go on.

Nina’s stomach flipped and flopped as she turned the volume up.

—

“...Investigators say that a dozen or more homes were burned to the ground and the badly charred remains of countless victims were recovered from the scene. So far, there are no leads on who, or what, may have started this horrific blaze.”

The TV screen cut back to the weekend anchor, Paulette Samson, who had a very concerned look on her face. “Chet, have the authorities identified the owners of the property, which might provide vital clues to this tragic mystery?”

A split screen displayed on the TV to more readily show the conversation between the anchor and the field reporter. 

“Yes and no, Paulette. All they know at this point is that the large parcel of land is registered to an off-shore corporation and none of the nearby neighbors were familiar with the residents living there. So it will take some time to figure out who was actually in the homes that were basically burned to ash. This is Chester Case, reporting live from Snohomish County.”

The split screen faded away and the camera switched back to the news anchor. “Thank you for that live update, Chet. Whether this fire was just a tragic accident or a shocking crime remains to be determined. We’ll have another live update on this top story later in the broadcast. For now, our hearts go out to the unidentified victims and their families.”

The look on Paulette’s face slowly transitioned from serious to smiley and the corner of the screen displayed a wildlife scene of a bear frolicking in a river. 

“The Department of Fish and Wildlife would like to remind hikers, campers, and all the other outdoor enthusiasts out there to be on the lookout for hungry bears, which will soon be coming out of hibernation. Washington is home to nearly thirty-thousand black bears that primarily live in our state’s forested areas. For the Department’s complete list of do’s and don’ts in Washington’s bear country, visit www...”

—

Nina turned off the TV and huddled under the covers, her mind and heart racing. The fire on the news couldn’t be Alex’s fire, could it? If yes, that would mean he was telling her the truth. Well, at least the part about there being a fire. Only time and the investigation would reveal whether he was the one who started it, and whether the people that died were killed by hunters, like he claimed, or the actual blaze itself.

Either way, it didn’t matter now. Alex was gone and all Nina had left of him was his slowly-fading scent on her pillowcase and the warm flannel that was wrapped around her naked body.

Chapter 11

Nina eventually slept and woke up Monday morning feeling slow and groggy. After getting ready for work, she headed to her car, which started up without a sputter. The check engine light was still on, but whatever Alex had done made her car run a whole lot better. She guessed that was good enough payment for patching him up before sending him on his way.

She drove through her favorite espresso stand and grabbed a triple mocha with whipped cream before heading into the office for the daily grind. Just her luck, she pulled into the parking garage of Building 3 just after Hannah.

“Good morning, Nina,” the cute blonde said with too much cheerfulness. 

“Morning,” Nina grumbled, sloshing her mocha onto her white blouse. Great, just great.

“Here, let me help you,” Hannah said, grabbing Nina’s coffee cup and purse so she could blot at the dark spots with a napkin.

Nina blushed with embarrassment. “I guess I’m not quite awake yet.”

“I know the feeling!” Hannah said emphatically. 

Nina had her doubts about that. Perky Hannah never looked tired or disheveled or anything but perfect. When she had cleaned herself up as much as she could, she took her things back. “Thanks.”

“You don’t look so great, Nina. Are you coming down with something?”

Yeah, it’s called Broken Heart Syndrome. “Maybe. I might be getting a cold or the flu. It would probably be best if you stayed away from me for now. I wouldn’t want you to catch what I’ve got.” Actually, nothing would make me happier. 

“I have a really strong immune system, so I’m not too worried,” Hannah said with a bounce in her step, which made Nina want to douse her with her lukewarm, mocha-colored coffee.

Instead, she responded with a weak smile. “That’s good.” 

Luckily, the garage elevator was full, which allowed Nina to slink into the corner and avoid further conversation with her happy-go-lucky nemesis. When the elevator stopped at their floor, both women went their separate ways. Nina headed to her cubicle in the ‘losers’ area of the human resources department and Hannah went to her private office in the recruiters’ area, into the private office that should have belonged to Nina.

~~~

Nina spent her morning shuffling paper on her desk and reading her email, trying to look busy but not actually accomplishing any work. Her mind was too preoccupied with Alex and what she saw on the news the previous night. She was supposed to meet Liz outside their building at noon for lunch. By eleven-thirty, she couldn’t sit at her desk for another minute, so she headed outside for some fresh air. 

The sun was out, warming the cool spring temperature to the point where Nina thought about taking off her cardigan. But the t-shirt she had on underneath it was semi-fitted, and she wasn’t comfortable with the way it hugged her curves. Although Alex didn’t seem to mind the shape of her body, she preferred to keep it hidden under the loose sweater.

When Liz arrived, she snuck up behind Nina and threw her arms around her. 

“So, did you get laid Saturday night? You promised me details!” Nina turned around and her somber look turned Liz’s smile into a frown. “Yikes. From the look on your face, I’d say the rest of your weekend didn’t go as well as expected.”

“That would be an understatement,” Nina said sadly. “Do you want to eat at the pub?”

“Sure,” Liz agreed. “A greasy burger and fries cure all.”

Nina looped her arm through Liz’s and half-dragged her friend to the crosswalk. The pub was just a block and a half from the office building. When they were seated at a quiet table in the corner and had placed their orders, Liz reached out and patted Nina’s hand. “Spill it,” she said.

Trust no one.

“Really, there’s not that much to spill. When I got home from the nail salon, Alex seemed...different.”

“Different how?”

“I don’t know how to explain it, really. Moody, maybe? He wasn’t happy that I ditched him to meet up with you. Then he told me this long, sad story about how his family was murdered, although I think that was just a bunch of B.S.”

“Sounds like he was trying to use the sympathy card to get you to sleep with him,” Liz responded. “And if a guy gets overly possessive like that right out of the gate, it’s better to cut your losses and move on anyway.”

“Exactly,” Nina agreed, relieved that Liz didn’t push her for more details. “We argued a little bit, I asked him to leave, and that was that. Over. Done.” The server brought their lunch and the women dove into their heaping plates.  

When their burgers were half gone, Liz wiped her mouth with her napkin and leaned on the table with an expectant look on her face. Nina was pretty sure she wasn’t going to like what her friend had to say. 

“Look, Nina, I know how important our friendship is to you, and to me, too. But I’m going to suggest something crazy anyway.”

“How crazy?” Nina asked with a big bite of burger wedged in her throat.

“On a scale of one to ten? Maybe a seven or eight.”

Nina sipped her iced tea and swallowed hard. “Okay. Let’s hear it.”

“I think you should go on a date with Danny.”

“W-wh-what? I thought we both agreed that that was a very bad idea.” On the crazy scale, that was probably off the chart!

Liz shrugged. “We did. But the more I think about it, the more it makes sense. You’re happiest when you’re in a relationship, and he’s wanted to date you for years. What if the two of you were meant to be together? If you give it a try and it doesn’t work out, I promise not to take sides.”

Nina looked down and played with a French fry, dipping it in ketchup and drawing on her half-empty plate. What Liz was suggesting was crazy. Especially since her emotions were so raw. But she had barely thought about Bruce since meeting Alex. Maybe the best way to get over her motorcycle-riding hunk involved putting her focus on another guy. She looked up from her plate. “Okay.”

“Okay, what?” Liz asked with one eyebrow raised.

“Okay, I’ll go on a date with Danny. But you need to tell him to keep it casual and low-key. No pressure. I’m not sure I’m ready for a full-blown relationship.”

Liz clapped her hands like a little girl. “I will, I promise. Ohhh! This is going to be fun. I’ve never played matchmaker before. Danny is going to be so excited when I tell him. Does Friday night work for you?”

“Yeah, sure, Friday night works.” Nina looked at the time on her cell phone. “We’d better be getting back. Our lunch hour was over fifteen minutes ago.”

Nina was pretty sure that agreeing to a date with Liz’s brother would end up biting her in her rather rotund ass. But having something fun to look forward to at the end of the workweek did lift her spirits a bit, so maybe it would be worth it.

Chapter 12

Alex loved being in the woods. He loved exploring, interacting with the wildlife, foraging for food, and resting among the fallen leaves. The full-blooded black bears would be coming out of hibernation soon, but for now, he had the run of the forest. Even though it wasn’t possible, part of him wished that he could discard his half-human side and fully embrace his bear, never to return to the pain of his fairly-civilized human life. 

Some of his fondest childhood memories were of times spent in the woods. When he was very young, he and the few other children in his village would shift into cubs and play hide-and-seek in the forest surrounding their small community. Naturally, he would always win the game. Even then, he had been a leader. 

Later, during his preteen years, Alex’s father taught him to hunt, fish, and forage for food. In lean times, the Alpha was expected to feed the entire clan, but he could only remember that happening a time or two during particularly harsh winters. Still, he was skilled and prepared for the possibility. 

Now the only mouth left to feed was his own...

After several days had passed, Alex found that he was sleeping more and exploring less, and that the exhilaration he had initially felt had given way to unease. At first, he thought it was boredom or loneliness. He missed his family; that much was clear. And when he let his mind remember the feel of Nina’s lips against his and the curve of her hip beneath his hand, his body’s response was almost painful. Yet there was something else nagging at him, drawing him into a sleepy state, willing him to dream. 

He found himself waking from his many dream-filled naps with a feeling that something wasn’t quite right, but unable to put his paw on what, exactly, that was. He sensed that his dreams were trying to tell him something important. Yet no matter how hard he tried to remember the details of his dreams, they quickly faded away upon awakening. 

When he developed a prickling sensation that set his fur on end and made every muscle in his massive body tense, he knew it was time to find the magic berries. Alex didn’t know their proper name, but he knew what the berries looked like. When he was young, he had gathered them for his grandfather when important decisions needed to be made about the clan’s future. 

The Elder told him that the magic berries enabled him to have powerful psychic visions and seek wisdom from the spirits of other living creatures as well as those who had passed. He also told Alex that the berries were poison, and eating too many of them would be fatal. The problem was, Alex wasn’t sure how many berries were too many...

It didn’t take long for him to find what he was looking for. After munching on a clump of the small, reddish-purple berries off the vine, he lumbered drunkenly back to his sleeping area and burrowed into the leaves. If he ate enough, he would soon have the answers he was seeking. If he ate too many, he would join his family in heaven. 

Within minutes, his body was fully relaxed and his mind was pulled into darkness. 

—

Alex was flying through the air like a bird, which struck him as odd considering he was a 400 pound bear. But in his dream world, he soared as if he were light as a feather. The scenery flashed by so quickly that he didn’t even realize that he had arrived at his clan’s village. But instead of the cottages being burned to the ground, they were all as they used to be.

Except for one small detail: all of his clan members were gone.

He raced from house to house, calling out names and hearing nothing but the echo of his own voice. That was when he heard his grandfather call out.

“Alexander.” 

Alex entered the Elder’s cottage, expecting it to be empty like all of the rest. Instead, he found his grandfather sitting in his old rocking chair, gazing at the flames crackling in the hearth. He rushed to the Elder’s side and dropped to his knees. 

“Oh grandfather, I thought the Hunters killed you!”

The old man smiled. “What did I teach you about death?”

Alex searched his memory. “That’s it’s just an illusion. That a being may shed its earthly body from time to time, but that the soul, the spirit never truly dies.”

“Yes, that’s exactly right. But there’s something else that I didn’t have time to teach you during my incarnation as your grandfather.”

“What is it?”

“That a soul never sheds its earthly body if there is still work to be done. Go, my boy. Back to the human world. Back to your mate. Complete the task you were born to do.”

“But grandfather, I like it here. I want to stay with you, in this cottage, so I can learn to be a better Alpha.”

“Ah, but you are exactly the Alpha you were meant to be. You may feel as if you are a lone bear without a clan. But this feeling is fleeting. Nina needs you...and you need her. She’s your family now. Together, you will give birth to a new clan.”

Before his eyes, the Elder faded away. The empty chair rocked slowly before coming to a stop as the flames in the fire turned to ash. Alex stood with a powerful roar. “Nooo!” he bellowed. He ran outside, hoping to find his other clan mates and seeing nothing but the charred remnants of his village. 

With an anguished cry, he lumbered into the woods, the shrubs and branches beating against his fur. Soon he reached a familiar clearing.

“I wondered when you would get here. We have many more mouths to feed,” his father said, thrusting a fishing spear into his paws. 

Alex loved to go fishing. “Father, oh father,” he cried, swooping his human parent into his arms for a bear hug.

His father chuckled. “I’ve been watching over you, don’t you know?”

“You have?”

“Of course. That’s what fathers do. But I must say that I’m a little disappointed that you haven’t claimed your mate yet. Since when do Alpha bears take ‘no’ for an answer?”

Alex hung his head in shame. “I didn’t want to take her by force.”

“Who said anything about forcing her? I’m saying you gave up too easily. Andreas Alphas have never been quitters, Alex.”

“I’m NOT a quitter!” Alex roared. He dropped his fishing spear and reared back on his hind legs, stretching out to his full height. Gravity gave way around him and he was suddenly floating up, up, up.

He could hear his father’s laughter as the man who raised him became smaller and smaller. “That’s my boy! No matter what happens, don’t give up!”

Alex was falling, his stubby arms and legs flailing as his round, bear-cub body hurtled toward the ground. Instead of landing with a THUD, he was caught by soft furry arms.

“I’ve got you, sweetie,” his mother said, holding him tight. Like Alex, she was in her bear form. “How many times have I told you not to climb trees when you’re alone?”

“But momma, I wanted some honey.” 

“We can’t always have what we want when we want it, Alex. There are days when I would prefer to do nothing but snack on leaves and nap in the meadow. But when there are people who depend on us to protect them and provide for them, we need to cast our own desires aside and do the responsible thing.”

“But honey is so sweet,” bear cub Alex whined. 

His mother smiled and hugged him to her chest. “This might surprise you, dear, but there are some things that are even sweeter than honey.”

Without warning, Alex’s body expanded and grew, spilling forth from his mother’s arms until he was a fully grown bear standing in front of her. “I think you’re sweeter than honey, momma,” he said, his voice no longer carrying the high pitch of a mere cub. 

“I think you know someone else that’s sweeter than honey, too,” his mother said with a knowing smile.

“I do, momma. Her name is Nina. She’s beautiful and smart and curvy, just like you.”

“Then what are you doing here with me, sweetie? If I were you, I’d go get her before someone else does.” She blew him a kiss as he floated back up toward the clouds.

“Wait! I don’t want to go!” he cried, reaching out for her.

“We can’t always have what we want, Alex,” his mother replied with a touch of sadness in her voice. “Nina needs you and time is running out...”

Alex could feel the cool, damp leaves surrounding his body, but his muscles seemed to be paralyzed. He wanted to open his eyes and look around, but even his eyelids were weighted shut. He felt a small, delicate hand on his shoulder, shaking him with urgency.

“Wake up, Alex,” a whimsical voice whispered. “It’s time to wake up.”

Willing his eyes to open, his lids lifted just enough to allow filtered light in. Before him was an ethereal beauty with pale skin, long white-blonde locks, and a flowing white dress. A soft glow surrounded her body.

Surely she was an angel. “Have I died and gone to heaven?” he asked, his bear voice rough, gruff.

“Not quite,” the beauty responded. “But if you had eaten a few more of those berries, you might have.”

Alex tried to stretch, but his muscles and limbs were still immobile. “Who are you?

“I’m a Guardian,” she replied.

“I’ve always wanted to meet a Guardian,” Alex said, not quite understanding the gravity of her visit to his dream state. 

“I don’t have a lot of time, Alex, so you need to snap out of this magic-berry trance and get moving,” she said, brushing away the leaves that half-covered his hulking form and using her tiny hands to massage his muscles through his thick fur. 

Her movements brought him closer to the edge of alertness, but they weren’t quite enough to break through the barriers of sleep. “Why are you here?” 

“Nina’s in danger.”

He struggled to sit up, but couldn’t. “What kind of danger?” 

“The Hunters are closing in on her location. She needs your protection, Alex.”

“How close are they?”

“I wasn’t given that information. All I know is that I was sent here to warn you. If you don’t get to her soon, it will be too late.”

“To late for what?”

“For all of us.”

—

Alex woke up in his human form, naked and shaking in the bed of leaves his bear had made. His head ached and his mouth was dry, but at least he could move his arms and legs and open his eyes. The dreamy paralysis from the magic berries was gone, although the visions he had had while under their influence were still crisp in his memory. 

It occurred to him that, while he did dream of those who had passed, none of the messages he received seemed overly cosmic. In fact, instead of imparting some great wisdom, they seemed to mirror the thoughts that had been running through his own mind ever since he had hopped on his bike and ridden away from Nina. 

For days, he had been torn between his own selfish desire to let his bear roam free forever, the promise he had made to his dying grandfather, and the alluring scent of a curvy brunette beauty who tasted sweeter than honey. All of his visionary dreams had merely reflected this internal struggle. Well, almost all of them. The Guardian’s warning was different than the messages from his departed loved ones. Her message felt more urgent. Almost dire.

A gust of wind whistled through the trees, whispering the words he needed to hear. 

Trust your Alpha instinct, Alex.

He looked around, half-expecting his grandfather to emerge from behind a tree and somewhat sad when he didn’t. But in that moment, he knew what he needed to do. What he wanted to do. 

After standing up and brushing off the leaves that stuck to his skin, Alex hiked back to his motorcycle, donned his clothes and leathers, and pulled on his helmet.  

It was time to claim his mate.

~~~

The Guardian was so relieved when the Alpha finally woke up, got dressed, and headed back to the city. She wasn’t completely sure if he heard her warning through his very berry deep sleep. She would have laughed at her own pun except for one thing: this assignment was a disaster. 

She never imagined it would be so difficult getting two people who clearly wanted each other into bed! Heck, when she was human, she slept with whomever, whenever she wanted. Then again, her tendency to sleep around was what led to some of her misdeeds.

Alex and Nina belonged together, and it was her job to make sure that happened. Things seemed to be back on track. But the Guardian had a feeling that her locket wasn’t done with its alerts.

Chapter 13

Nina raced home from work on Friday, anxious to get ready for her date with Danny. Liz had arranged to have her brother pick Nina up at seven o’clock for dinner and a movie. Even though the night would be pretty casual, Nina wanted to look her best, which meant she needed time to primp, pluck, and prepare.

She was so preoccupied that she didn’t even notice that Alex’s motorcycle was parked in the driveway until she almost hit it with her front bumper. With a start, she looked up and saw him leaning casually against it, looking smoking hot and cool as a cucumber. His chaps and helmet were on the seat of his bike, but he was wearing his sunglasses and leather jacket.

She couldn’t see his eyes but she knew that, underneath his shades, they would be flecked with glowing gold. His full lips were turned up in a sexy smile and had her heart pounding in her chest. 

With every muscle in her body shaking, Nina put her car into park, hit the button on the garage door opener, and got out. On legs that wobbled like Jell-O, she walked toward him. 

“What are you doing here, Alex?” Her voice carried a hint of hopefulness.

“I came back to get what’s mine,” Alex responded, removing his sunglasses and tucking them into his pocket. 

Of course! Nina suddenly felt very silly. “No problem,” she said, blushing with embarrassment. “I’ll get your shirt and you can be on your way.” 

She moved past him to go into the house and he grabbed her arm, spinning her around to face him. “My shirt?” he asked.

She nodded. “I washed it for you and even managed to get all the blood out of it.”

“My shirt?” he repeated. “That’s what you think I came back for?”

Nina shrugged. “That’s the only thing you left here.”

“Not the only thing,” he said, yanking her toward him. She tumbled against his body as his lips found hers, his mouth consuming her, clouding her thoughts, thrilling her body. He wrapped his arms around her ample waist, pulling her close as she kissed him back, longing trumping logic, desire erasing her doubt.

Well, almost.

She stiffened in his arms and reluctantly ended their kiss by pushing away from him.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, a genuine look of confusion crossing his face.

“You’re kidding, right?” Nina scoffed. “Did you really expect to just show up here, looking sexy as hell, and pick up where we left off?”

Alex shrugged. “I suppose I did.”

His arrogant confidence was irritating, infuriating...and captivating. Nina threw up her hands in frustration. “Ohhh!” She stomped past him and went into the house. 

Alex followed, closing the garage door behind him. Once inside, he said, “I want you, you want me. I don’t see the problem here.” 

“The problem here is that you’re a liar, Alex. I can’t be with someone who isn’t honest with me.”

Nina watched as his eyes glowed gold and his nostrils flared. “I wrote in my note that everything I told you was the truth,” he said, his voice tinged with anger and...pain? “Why don’t you believe me?”

News of the fire, which had turned into an arson investigation as the week progressed, flashed through Nina’s mind, but she pushed it aside. She would give Alex one more chance to come clean. “Tell me how you ended up crashed in my driveway.”

~~~

Alex growled. He supposed it was time to tell Nina more of the truth. “I found your home by following the scent of your bear blood.”

He watched as Nina’s face went from irritated to surprised, and then to amused. 

“I have bear blood? Riiiiight.” She nodded slowly, and he wasn’t sure if she was going to laugh, cry, or scream for help. “That explains a lot. And all this time I thought I was just a big-boned girl. Turns out I’m part bear.”

“I think it would be best if you sit down,” Alex said, coming toward her as she backed away.

“I’d rather stand, thanks,” she responded, her eyes darting around as if she were a cornered animal looking for an escape. 

Alex gave her the space she seemed to need and watched as she relaxed just a bit. “I know it’s hard to believe, but somewhere in your lineage, one of your human ancestors mated with a were-bear. It was a long time ago, maybe even hundreds of years. But a touch of bear blood has survived through the generations and still runs through your veins.”

Nina laughed, sounding more hysterical than amused. “Does a touch of bear blood run through your veins, too?” 

“More than a touch. I’m a half-breed bear shifter.”

“Of course you are,” she laughed without humor. “So, do you morph into a bear every time there’s a full moon or something?”

“That’s a myth, and usually associated with werewolves. All full-blood and half-breed were-animals can shift at will, including wolves, cougars, foxes, panthers...and bears, of course.”

“Oh, I see. And were-animals are the kind of big game your ‘hunters’ go after?”

Alex nodded in agreement even though he could tell she was just mocking him. “There’s a group of underground humans that fight to eradicate shifters of all kinds. We call them the Hunters. When they discover a group of shifters, they systematically murder the entire clan, the entire family.”

“Are they like the white supremacists or KKK?”

“That’s one way to look at them. Except they’re a secret society hunting breeds that most people don’t even know exist. Breeds that most people don’t want to believe exist.”

She crossed her arms across her body, hugging her curves. “Let’s say, for the sake of argument, that you are a ‘were-bear’ and your family or ‘clan’ was killed by these ‘hunters’. Why not save yourself by running away from here? Why show up on my doorstep?”

Alex moved stealthily toward her, as if he were stalking prey that he didn’t want to spook. “Because you’re my mate, Nina. You’re in danger, and there’s no way I’m leaving town without you.”

“There we go again with that mate business,” she said, shaking her head in disbelief. She looked directly at him, holding his gaze with angry, tear-filled eyes. “Show me.” 

“I came back to get you. Doesn’t that show you enough?” He touched her shoulder and she jerked away. 

“You say that were-bears can shift at will. Show me how you shift into a bear,” she challenged.

Alex resisted taking the bait. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. You’re already upset. Seeing my bear will only upset you further.”

Nina had inched toward the front door. Reaching blindly behind her back, she unlocked the deadbolt and turned the knob, swinging the door open. “Get. Out. Now.” 

“We should both go. The Guardian told me that time is running out.”

“No, Alex, you need to go. It’s Friday night and I have a date with someone who isn’t you. Get out, get on your motorcycle, and forget you ever met me.”

“Wait. You have a date?”

Nina nodded. “And now I have less than an hour to get ready.” She pointed toward the front steps. “Please. Leave.”

Quick as lightning, Alex crushed her against the door, grabbing her hands and pinning them above her head, trapping her between the wood and his hardness. He leaned into her, making sure that she felt his entire length against her belly, and smiled when her eyes registered surprise.  

Wedging his knee between her thighs, he rubbed against her mound, stroking the need that he knew was there. She gasped softly and his sexy smile widened when her pupils dilated. With her breasts flattened against his chest, he could feel her heart beating wildly. But it was her scent that was almost his undoing. He could smell her fear...and her desire. The conflicting emotions oozed from her pores like honey from the hive. Warm, sticky, and so very sweet.

Even though she was ordering him out of her house and out of her life, she still wanted him. If he took her now, her body would respond to his touch, although her mind would still reject him once her passions were sated. For some bears, that would be enough. But not for Alex. 

Strategic retreat.

“I will leave, for now, because there’s something I need to do,” he growled, inches from her lips. “But we have unfinished business, Nina. You are my mate and one way or another, I intend to claim you before the night is through. I’ll be back later, after I bid farewell to my clan, so you had better cut your date short.”

“And if I don’t?” 

Was she daring him? “If you don’t, you’ll find out what happens when another man threatens a bear’s property.” 

With that, he released her and stormed out the door. Tossing his chaps aside, he pulled on his helmet, threw his leg over his bike, and started the engine. With a squeal of rubber on pavement, he tore out of her driveway and raced down the street. 

Chapter 14

When Alex left, Nina felt like a crushing weight was pressing against her chest, making it nearly impossible to breathe. She was so conflicted!

Alex’s stories sounded crazy, yet he truly seemed to believe them. He honestly thought he was a were-bear and she was his mate. Oh, how easy life would be if both of those things were true. She could agree to be his mate, they could have sex, he could...what did he say? Oh yeah, mark her skin. Then they could run away from the hunters and live happily ever after, even if she didn’t get a ring, a wedding, and an “I love you”.

Nina slapped herself in the head. Now she was the one making up crazy scenarios!  She truly cared for Alex and was strongly drawn to him for some unknown reason; one touch from him was all it took for her sensibilities to vanish. But she couldn’t allow herself to get pulled into fantasies. 

Danny!

The thought of her date popped into her mind. There’s no way I can go out with him tonight. She kicked herself for not getting his number from Liz. She would have to call Liz to call off the date and answer 20 questions in the process.

She went outside to grab her purse, which she had left in the front seat of her car. She saw Alex’s leather chaps in the driveway and stomped on them like a bratty five-year-old. “Damn you, Alex Andreas,” she stomped. “I was looking forward to my date tonight and you ruined it!” Stomp. Stomp. Stomp. Her tantrum made her feel only slightly better.

Back inside, she pulled her cell phone out of her purse and pressed the speed dial for Liz’s number. 

Liz answered on the first ring. “Hi, Nina. Are you ready for Danny?”

“About that,” Nina said. “Something’s come up and I need to cancel. I don’t have Danny’s number and was hoping you could give him a call for me.”

“Something or someone?” Liz asked.

“If you must know, it was someone. Alex showed up.”

“He did? Hang on, I’m coming over. Be there in ten minutes!” Liz hung up before Nina had a chance to protest. She arrived six minutes later.

“What did you do, run every red light between your place and mine?” Nina asked, opening the door. 

“Something like that,” Liz responded. “Hey, are those motorcycle chaps I saw in your driveway?”

Nina nodded. “Yep. Alex rides.”

The look on Liz’s face turned grave. “You never told me much about him, Nina. Are you hiding something about him?”

Nina flopped down on the couch and Liz sat beside her, holding her hand. “I think he’s a little unhinged. Mentally.”

“What would make you think such a thing?”

Nina hesitated. “Promise you won’t laugh?” 

Liz nodded. “Promise.”

“He thinks he’s a...bear.”

Liz put her fingers over her mouth to hide her smile. “A bear. As in ‘RAWR, I’m big and burly and strong’? Or, you know, as in he’s an animal that does his business in the woods?”

“LIZ!” Nina dropped her head into her hands, mortified that her friend would even say such a thing.

“I’m sorry, I couldn’t help myself. And I know I promised not to laugh, but I can’t help that either. If this guy, Alex, tried to make you think he’s a bear, he must be mental.”

“That’s what I thought, too. But then he had this long, drawn out, detailed story about how his clan of were-bears were killed by hunters and I was his fated mate and now we’re both in danger.”

“I think he’s the danger – to himself and you. Where is he now?”

“He said something about saying good-bye to his family.”

“Look, Nina, if he comes around again, you need to call 911. Speaking of calling, I never did call Danny to break your date. I kind of got sidetracked. Mind if I use your room for a bit of privacy so I can let him down gently?”

“No problem,” Nina responded. “You know the way.” She shouldn’t have told Liz about the whole bear mate thing. Not because Liz couldn’t be trusted, but because she had a big mouth and would probably throw this back in Nina’s face for the rest of her life. 

Chapter 15

The Guardian’s locket was blowing up! She had received half a dozen alerts in the last hour, including a broadcast message that was sent to all of the Guardians, and she wasn’t sure which one to act on first.  

Alpha and Mate argument. In need of mediation at home of Mate.

Broadcast Alert: Council of Paranormal Creatures security breach identified. Be alert for attacks by rogue Guardian.  

Alpha at village. Danger.

Hunters gathering for final kill. Time is running out to accomplish assignment.

Mate at home. Danger.

If Alex was at the village and Nina was at home, it was probably too late to mediate their argument. So the Guardian mentally crossed that off her list. The broadcast message was more of an FYI thing, so she dismissed that as well. That left Alex and Nina in danger in two separate locations and the Hunters gathering forces to off them both.

The Guardian decided to grab Nina first and stash her in a safe house before finding Alex and sending him to claim her. In the meantime, she would do her best to throw a wrench in the Hunters’ plans.

~~~

Liz was still upstairs talking to her brother when Nina heard a knock on the door. Was Alex back already? She opened the door to a surprise visitor.

“Hannah! What are you doing here?”

“I need you to come with me, Nina. You’re not safe here.” The bubbly, impeccably groomed blonde was gone and in her place was a disheveled, almost-frantic waif. 

Nina stepped outside and closed the door. She didn’t want Liz to come snooping into the conversation. “This really isn’t a good time for me, Hannah. Maybe we could go to lunch on Monday and talk about whatever’s bothering you.”

“This can’t wait until Monday,” Hannah said, grabbing Nina’s arm and tugging. Nina didn’t even budge an inch. “Nina, you have to trust me. I need to get you away from here. I need to get you somewhere safe.”

Nina planted her feet even firmer on the ground. “Why should I trust you after you stole my job promotion and my boyfriend?”

Hannah stopped tugging. “I don’t expect you to understand, but I did those things to help you. If you were still with Bruce, would you have ended up meeting Alex? And if you had a recruiting career rather than a low-level admin job, would you be willing to walk away from it without a second thought?”

Nina’s head was spinning. How could Hannah know about her and Alex or that he wanted her to go away with him? 

Trust no one. 

She pulled her arm away from the petite blonde, who continued to ramble. “Seriously, Nina, I can’t believe you wanted to marry that guy. Bruce has got to be the worst lover I’ve ever had. Plus, he’s so boring. I have no idea how that guy ever landed a job in sales because he has absolutely no talent for schmoozing. Pretending to be his fiancé has been painful, to say the least.”

Nina though Hannah was making some very valid points, but didn’t say so. “Who are you?” she demanded.

“Whether you believe me or not, Nina, I’m a friend.”

She took a chance by baiting Hannah with a dangerous question. “Are you a bear shifter, too?”

Hannah didn’t even flinch. “No, I’m a Guardian. My job is to help ensure that paranormal beings, like shifters, are protected.”

Nina laughed, but not with amusement. Alex had mentioned something about guardians, but she couldn’t remember quite what it was. “Guardian as in ‘Angel’?”

“Not exactly,” Hannah responded, “but if it helps you trust me, let’s go with that.”

“I’m not a shifter or any other type of ‘paranormal being’, so why are you interested in me?” 

Hannah looked exasperated. “I have an assignment to do, okay? If I fail, you and Alex probably die, and it won’t be pretty for me either. Every minute we stand here arguing is another minute I don’t have to get to him in time.”

Nina almost believed her. “Do you know where Alex is?” 

Hannah nodded. “He’s at the site where his village used to be. The Hunters are coming, Nina.”

Nina sighed in resignation. “Let me grab my purse and keys. I’m driving.”

“That’s good,” Hannah said, “because I don’t have a car. My mode of transportation is a little more direct.”

Nina threw a confused glance over her shoulder at Hannah’s comment before shaking her head and grabbing her purse from the house. Liz would probably wonder where she disappeared to, but she would explain later.

Once the two women were in the car, Hannah started barking directions. “Head toward the freeway. I need you to get on Interstate 405 heading east.”

When Nina took the Interstate 5 North onramp, Hannah grabbed her arm, making the car swerve dangerously close to the other lane. Thankfully, they didn’t hit another vehicle.

“Where are you going?” Hannah shrieked. 

“To Alex’s village.” Nina had watched every newscast about the fire and had read every article, including the one that had pointed out the exact location of the blaze. She had too many unanswered questions to blindly follow Hannah’s directives. 

It was possible that her coworker wanted to lure her to some remote location and do away with her permanently. Besides, if Alex was in trouble, she wanted to help. If he got the mental health care that he clearly needed, maybe they would have a chance to be a real couple someday.

Chapter 16

Alex rode to his clan’s village, partly because he had nowhere else to go and partly because he wanted to pay his final respects to his family before heading to Colorado. If he was able to return to the Pacific Northwest one day and rebuild his clan, he wouldn’t be able to homestead on this piece of land. His clan owned other property near the coast that would be a good place for a new beginning.

The village proper had been roped off as a crime scene. The investigators were long gone, as were the reporters who had previously set up camp to feed the 24-hour news frenzy. He hid his bike in the forest and walked toward the village, wading through the rubble, hoping to feel the energetic presence of those who had lived there. But all he felt was stillness.

Alex wandered back into the forest, absentmindedly plucking vines off bushes and weaving them together into a tight braid. His thoughts turned to his mate; beautiful, curvy Nina. What could he say to convince her that his intentions were true and that he would never lie to her? 

He had been hesitant to shift in front of her, even when she had challenged him to prove himself by doing so. Like his grandfather had said, she had no knowledge of shifters and their ways. Would she reject him once and for all after witnessing his transformation from man to beast? He couldn’t allow that.

When he told her he would be back and that they had unfinished business, he meant it. There was no way he was heading to the Rocky Mountains without her. He would use the direct approach first. If she still resisted him, he would seduce her. Once she gave him her body, he would find a way to win over her mind.  

Looking down at his hands and the braid of vines he had created gave Alex an idea. It was too soon to give Nina the “I love you” she longed for, but he could give her something else: his vow that he would do whatever it took to weave their lives together until they were one. With renewed resolve, Alex shoved the vine braid into his pocket and headed back to where he stashed his bike. 

“Alex! Where are you?” 

Smelling Nina’s scent and hearing her voice through the trees stopped Alex in his tracks. What was she doing here? 

“I know you’re here, Alex! Please come out, we need to talk.” 

He emerged from the trees and saw her standing in what would have been the village square. But she wasn’t alone. The Guardian from his berry dreams was with her, which made his bear burst to the surface of his skin. Despite sensing danger, he kept his animal in check.

“I wasn’t hiding,” Alex responded, loud enough for the women to hear. He watched them pivot in the direction of his voice as he walked toward them. “You two shouldn’t be here.” 

“It was her idea,” Hannah said, pointing to Nina. “I wanted to get her to safety but she insisted on finding you instead. The Hunters will be here soon, Alex.”

Nina turned toward Hannah. “Will you give us a few minutes? Alone.”

“Not again,” Hannah mumbled, reaching down her shirt and pulling out a locket that she had on a chain around her neck. She opened the locket, looked inside it, and made a hissing noise that sounded suspiciously like swearing. “Time is running out, for all of us. Have your talk, but make it snappy. We need to get out of here!” The tiny blonde turned her back on the would-be lovers and strutted away.

~~~

Nina was momentarily distracted by the locket Hannah wore. She had seen another one like it somewhere before, but she couldn’t quite remember where. Hannah disappeared from sight before Nina had a chance to ask her about it, so she turned her attention back to Alex.  

“How was your date?” he asked with a snarl. 

Nina bristled at his tone. “Not that it’s any of your business, but the date never happened. When Hannah showed up on my doorstep spewing as much nonsense as you, I decided to go with her to try and clear all of this up once and for all. How do you know her, anyway?”

“I wasn’t aware of...Hannah...until recently, although we both want the same thing: for you and I to be together.”

Nina snorted and put her hands on her hips. “Did Danny put you up to this so I would get freaked out enough to go out with him? Are you and Hannah working with him on this whole mating, were-bear, hunter, guardian scheme? Is Liz in on it, too?”

Alex took a deliberate step toward Nina, and then another, and she fought the urge to turn around and run. “There is no scheme, Nina,” he said. Her name rolled off his tongue, smooth like silk, and her insides melted like butter. With one more step, he was close enough to touch her. “There’s just you, me, and destiny.”

Her hands were still on her hips and he reached past them, winding around her waist and pulling her toward him. Her lips parted, as if to speak, but all that came out was a soft sigh. She was tired of fighting her attraction to Alex. She wanted to give up her need to know the truth, let go of her doubts about his motivations, and give in to her desire for him. 

“Why me?” she asked him.

“Because you’re my everything. You’re beautiful, smart, compassionate, stubborn, not to mention sexy as hell. Just as I was born to be Alpha, you were born to be my mate. You may not realize it yet, but our fate was sealed long before we ever met.”

She looked deep into his eyes, searching for some flaw in his façade yet seeing nothing but sincerity, an unwavering belief that everything he told her was the truth. Or, at the very least, the truth as he saw it. Was that enough for her?

She tore her eyes from his gaze and looked down. “Alex, I—”

“HUNTERS!” Alex shouted as a shot rang out. With a mighty roar, he pushed Nina to the ground, shielding her body with his. Except his body was now larger than before, his massive form tearing his clothing to shreds as it changed, morphed, shifted. 

Nina watched, wide-eyed, as his skin sprouted thick, brown-black fur and his face took on the distinct shape of a snout that was the color of cinnamon. Nina’s heart raced at the realization that Alex now resembled the black bear she had recently seen on the news. 

“Stay down!” the animal on top of her commanded in Alex’s voice. She trembled in fear and recognition, the fact that Alex was telling the truth about being a were-bear almost too much for her to comprehend. He was right; seeing him shift was upsetting! But the truth about the hunters upset her even more. She didn’t want either of them to die!

“What are we going to do?” Nina cried.

“We aren’t going to do anything,” Alex responded. “It’s me the Hunters want. I’m going to lure them away from you so you can escape into the forest.”

Nina grabbed his fur with her hands, holding on for dear life as he tried to pull away. “No, Alex! I’m not going anywhere without you!” 

~~~

This wasn’t how Alex wanted to introduce Nina to his bear, but he didn’t have much choice in the matter. When the sound of gunfire pierced the air, his bear had sprung into action. 

“You need to run, Nina!”

“I’m not leaving you,” she argued, her hands clutching his fur almost painfully tight.

“Then you better hold on!” A growling Alex scooped Nina up with one paw as if she were light as a feather and lumbered toward the woods, staying as close to the ground as possible. In his mind’s eye, he pictured the Guardian and requested her help, hoping that his animal’s telepathic message would reach her. 

Several yards into the thicket, he spotted blonde hair behind a large tree. “Over here,” the Guardian said, making her presence fully known. Alex dropped Nina unceremoniously at the Guardian’s feet with a loud thump! 

“I told you the Hunters were coming,” Hannah said snidely, “but you didn’t listen.”

“You can pout about that later,” Nina said.  She got up from the ground and brushed the leaves from her backside. “We need to figure out a way out of here.”

“There’s no way out,” a voice from the shadows stated. 

All eyes turned toward the sound, but it was Nina who spoke first. “Liz?”

“You couldn’t leave well enough alone, could you, Nina?” Liz said as she emerged from the shadows.

Alex flashed a questioning look Hannah’s way, but the Guardian just shrugged. She looked just as confused as he was. 

~~~

Nina blinked rapidly, wondering if she was hallucinating. “What are you doing here?” she asked Liz. She started to move toward her friend, but Hannah stopped her by grabbing her arm.

“I wanted to spare you the pain of watching...this. All you had to do was go on a date with Danny while I took care of business,” Liz responded. The voice sounded like Nina’s best friend, but something about it was a little off. “Although technically, the job I was hired to do is already done.”

“Job. What job?” Nina asked, her voice shaking. She was so confused!

“When the Alpha escaped the massacre, I was hired by the Hunters to find his mate. My job was to use you to lure the Alpha into the open so the Hunters could take him out. Using Danny’s attraction to you to stir up a bit of extra drama was my idea of having a little fun. ” Liz winked. 

“You’re the rogue,” Hannah stated, pulling Nina close. 

Liz laughed. “Very good. Bonus points for the blonde bimbo who almost foiled my mission.”

Nina’s head was spinning. “I don’t know what a rogue is, but if you’re not Liz, what have you done with her?” she demanded.

“She’s in here somewhere,” rogue Liz said, pointing to her head. “I only borrowed her body. When I leave, she’ll wake up with a monster headache and a memory gap. Unless one of you does something stupid to get her killed.”

Alex’s bear reared up on his hind legs, fierce and protective. He started to lunge at Liz, but Nina cried out to stop him. “Don’t hurt her!” she pleaded. He looked ready to shred the imposter to pieces.

“Down, biker bear,” rogue Liz said. “I have no interest in hurting your lady love. In fact, I almost enjoyed pretending to be her best friend for a while. She’s a feisty one, to be sure. Oh, you should have seen her face at the nail salon the day after you crashed into her life. It was lit up like the 4th of July.” 

Nina glanced at Alex and her eyes met his, the glowing gold flecks reminding her of the motorcycle-riding man inside the bear. 

“The Council posted a broadcast alert about you,” Hannah said to Liz. “It won’t be long before they bring you to justice.”

Liz reached down her shirt and pulled out a locket on a chain. “Oh, I got that alert, and every other one, too. I guess the Council forgot that I was a world-class hacker before I entered the Guardian program. My hacking skills didn’t die with my physical body. I will admit, though, that it took me a while to crack the Council’s ethereal communication code.”

Recognition washed over Nina’s face. That’s where she had seen a locket like Hannah’s before – around Liz’s neck! 

“Uh oh,” Liz said with a grin. “Looks like we’re getting another alert now.” She opened the locket. “Oh dear, the Hunters are closing in. That means it’s time for me to go. Since your bear is about to be slain, Nina, you really should consider Danny as an alternative. He may not be your fated mate, but he’s a decent enough guy. So long, Guardian and friends. It’s been fun.” With a dramatic wave, rogue Liz ducked behind a tree and disappeared, leaving behind a ghostly shimmer in her wake. 

A bullet whizzed past Alex’s head, missing him by mere inches. “Damn! Guardian, you need to get Nina to safety.” With that, the big bear lumbered away noisily, drawing attention away from his mate and her protector.

Nina tried to run after him, but Hannah stopped her. “Let me go!” Nina cried. “Alex, ALEX!” 

“He’ll be okay,” Hannah said.

“How do you know that?” Nina asked with a pained voice. 

“Because my assignment isn’t complete and I refuse to fail.” Hannah grabbed Nina’s arm and pulled her in the opposite direction of the Hunters. “C’mon. Once you’re safe, I’ll go back and help Alex.”

With tears blurring her vision, Nina followed Hannah blindly through the woods. She stumbled once or twice but managed to keep her footing. In the distance, she heard shouting and shots. When Hannah pulled Nina into the clearing, they were just a few feet from her car. 

“Give me something to write with,” Hannah said, opening the door to the car and shoving Nina into the driver’s seat. Nina reached into the glove box and pulled out a small notebook and a pen.

Hannah wrote down an address and driving directions and handed the notebook back to Nina. “These are directions to an old hunting cabin I located a while ago to use as a safe house if needed. I made sure it’s clean, well-stocked, and comfortable. The front door should be unlocked. Go there and wait for Alex.”

“What if he doesn’t show up?” Nina asked.

Hannah smiled unconvincingly. “He has to. Destiny depends on it.” 

~~~

The Guardian watched to make sure that Nina drove away. When the trail of exhaust from her car was no longer visible, she took several precious moments to gather ash from the burned-out village and placed it strategically in the Hunters’ vehicles. Then she grabbed one of their cell phones.

“911 operator. What’s your emergency?”

“I’d like to confess to a crime,” the Guardian said, using her powers to disguise her voice so that it sounded deep and masculine, just like the owner of the phone.

“Go ahead,” the operator stated.

“I’m at the scene of the Snohomish County arson. My hunting buddies and I did it.”

“Did what, sir?”

“We killed all those people and set fire to their homes to cover our tracks. I couldn’t live with the guilt anymore, but my friends don’t know that I’ve called you. Send the police! Hurry!” 

The evidence she planted was weak and probably wouldn’t hold up under scrutiny, but it would give the police probably cause to detain the band of Hunters long enough for Alex and Nina to consummate their mating. 

“What’s your name, sir? Sir?” 

The Guardian didn’t respond. She had set the phone down without disconnecting the call so it could be traced and was already gone. Back into the woods to help save the Alpha. If it wasn’t too late.

Chapter 17 

By the time Nina found the safe house tucked among the trees, the sun had gone down and her headlights provided the only illumination. The small log cabin was quiet and secluded, tucked away at the end of a gravel road a mile or so from the main highway. 

She left her headlights on and approached the door, tentatively turning the handle. Just like Hannah said, it was unlocked. She reached inside, feeling around for a switch and finding one. She flipped the switch and a warm glow filled the small and cozy space. 

After turning off her headlights, she went inside. In addition to electricity, the one-bedroom cabin had running water, a small bathroom, and a kitchenette with a well-stocked pantry. The living room furniture was well worn yet comfortable. Under less stressful circumstances, the cabin would have served as an amazing lover’s retreat. After putting some water on to boil for tea, Nina sat down to wait.

~~~

She must have dozed off because she was startled awake by a faint, far-off rumbling that shook the floorboards under her feet. 

Alex!

She opened the cabin door and darted outside, where she saw nothing but her own car and darkness. Yet the rumbling sound was getting louder and closer. She ran part of the way down the gravel road, looking, hoping, wishing that her bear biker would break through the trees.

When he did, her heart nearly burst with joy. 

“Alex!” she cried, racing toward him as he parked his bike and took off his helmet. She flung herself into his open arms and they clung to each other as their lips collided, unleashing some of the pent-up passion that had been building since the night they first met.

When she pulled back to catch her breath, she let her hands roam along his arms, across his chest, and down his torso, searching for injuries. “You’re okay,” she whispered, relieved and breathless. “I was afraid the hunters...”

“Shhh. I’m fine. Not even a scratch.” He smiled and pulled her close again.

“I shouldn’t have left you, Alex. I didn’t want to go, but Hannah made me.”

“She knew I needed you safe so I could focus on the enemy.”

“What happened?” Nina asked.

“After I led the Hunters away from you and the Guardian, she framed them for the fire somehow and called the cops. A dozen police cruisers showed up, but not before I managed to get my claws into one unlucky fellow before he ran away, screaming and bloody. I bet it’ll take a hundred stitches to close him up.” Alex chuckled. “After that, my bear hid in the woods with the Guardian until the commotion was over.”

“Your bear,” Nina said, hanging her head in shame. “I should have believed you, Alex. I’m sorry.”

He tilted her chin up and brushed his lips against hers. “You have nothing to be sorry about, Nina. If I were in your shoes, I wouldn’t have believed me either.” 

“What happens now?” she asked, her eyes shining bright.

“Now, if you’ll have me, you become my mate,” Alex said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the vine rope he had made earlier that day and tied it around her left hand ring finger. Then, he took Nina’s trembling hands and dropped down on one knee. “I can’t give you the wedding you want, Nina, at least not now. And I don’t have a diamond ring to slip on your finger. But I can promise to give you my heart, my soul...my everything.” 

Nina cried then, tears of happiness spilling down her cheeks. “Even though I have no idea what I’m getting myself into, for once in my life I’m willing to take a chance on fate. You are my everything, Alex, and I want to be your mate!”

With a powerful roar, Alex rose up from his kneeling position. He swept Nina off her feet and into his arms. She squealed in delight as he strode toward the cabin, carrying her over the threshold and using his foot to close the door behind them.

Without missing a step, he carried her to the small bedroom. Almost reluctantly, he set her down so he could discard his leather jacket and peel off the white t-shirt that kept her hands from touching his bare skin.  

Nina let her fingertips roam across his broad chest, the warmth of his body sending bolts of heat to her core. He slipped his large hands under her shirt and she gasped at the pleasurable sensation of skin on skin. He tugged her shirt off over her head before reaching around her back and releasing the clasp of her bra, which she let fall to their feet.

His palms, rough and hot, cupped her full, heavy breasts and she swayed slightly as his thumbs strummed across her nipples. His touch made her feel faint. “Your breasts are amazing, Nina. Beautiful, just like you,” Alex said, worshipping her with his hands, his eyes, and then his lips. 

His mouth, warm and wet, laved her breasts before trailing down her belly, licking, tasting, nipping, as his hands fumbled with the button of her jeans. Suddenly shy, she folded her arms across her nakedness. 

“What’s wrong?” Alex asked, his voice thick with desire. He gripped her hips and pulled her forward so he could bury his face in the denim fabric between her thighs. When he deeply inhaled her scent and then smiled lustily, her insecurities melted away.

She shook her head. “Nothing. Everything is...wonderful.” He slid her zipper down and she wiggled out of her jeans, kicking them out of the way. But before he could peel her panties off, she pushed his hands away. “Not so fast, mister,” she said, returning his lusty smile.

Her soft hands were shaking slightly as she let them trail over the enormous bulge behind his zipper.  She pressed her palm against his length through the denim fabric and smiled as he groaned. Emboldened, she undid his button and zipper, slipping her hands inside to push the material down the length of his long, strong legs. 

Nina sighed when she lifted the elastic waist of his boxers up and over his erection, freeing his enormous manhood, which bobbed proudly in her direction. She couldn’t resist wrapping her fist around the thick shaft, scaling its full length, down, then up, then down again.

Alex put his hand on hers, stopping her from continuing. “I’ve wanted you for so long,” he whispered, his voice husky, his breath labored. “If you keep that up, I’ll be done before we get started.”

Nina bit her lip to stifle a laugh. “We wouldn’t want that,” she said, giving him one more firm squeeze before releasing him.

His arms pulled her roughly against him as he captured her lips hungrily, his hands caressing her curves with urgency. She met his demand with her own hunger, their tongues sparring as she rubbed against him, teasing, taunting. Alex growled against her mouth, using his weight to guide her down into the soft mattress of the bed, their bodies fitting together perfectly, like two pieces of the same perfect puzzle.

Nina’s fingers threaded through his thick dark hair as his lips drifted away from hers to explore the gentle curve of her neck, the rounded flesh of her breasts, the taut peaks of her hardened nipples. 

All too soon – and yet, not nearly soon enough – his lips traveled down her body, stopping when they reached the narrow elastic at her hips. A mewling sound escaped from deep in her throat as he hooked his fingers around the sides of her damp panties and slid them down her thighs. 

She was already wet and ready for him, but he wanted to taste her before taking her. With his hands on her knees, he spread her wide, admiring the beauty before him. With little preamble, he buried his face between her legs, his tongue instinctively knowing where to lick and swirl to heighten her bliss.

With an abandon she had never known before, Nina panted and writhed, swept away by the most exquisite pleasure imaginable. Her hands grabbed fistfuls of bedding as her body soared higher and higher until it finally shattered into a million pulsing sensations. 

“Oh, oh, OH!” she cried out, her voice piercing the quiet night, sounding like music to Alex’s sensitive ears. 

Then his lips were on hers again and she could taste herself on his mouth, a heady reminder of how thoroughly he wanted her and how much she wanted him, too. She felt his hot, throbbing manhood nudge the center of her opening and she lifted her hips, giving him a silent invitation to enter.

“MINE!” he roared as he plunged his length inside her, stretching her slick channel, claiming her completely. She felt his sharp teeth on her neck as he marked her, hard enough to bruise but not deep enough to break the skin. In that moment she knew that they did belong together, that he was her everything.

He moved inside her, pulling out and gliding back in, over and over, their bodies dancing to a passionate rhythm that was as old as time. Nina lifted her legs and wrapped them high around his waist, meeting his thrusts as he called out to her. “Nina! Mate! MINE!”

She couldn’t, wouldn’t stop the whimpering cries that came forth as her body soared upward again as his pace became almost frenzied. Then, in explosive, synchronized waves, her inner walls pulsed around his rod as he reached his own peak, his climactic finish pulsing inside of her, hot, wet, sticky. 

When he was fully spent, Alex collapsed onto the bed, rolling over and pulling Nina on top of him, their bodies still connected in the most intimate of ways. They stayed that way until their breathing had evened out and Alex had softened inside her. They both climbed under the covers, and Alex tucked Nina under his arm. 

As they basked in the afterglow of their lovemaking, her fingertips played lazily on his chest. “Are we mated now?” she asked.

Alex smiled, bringing her fingertips to his lips. “Yes. Forever and always.”

“We probably need to leave the city so the hunters can’t track us down.”

Alex nodded in agreement. “My grandfather told me about another clan of were-bears that live somewhere in the Colorado Rockies. You interested in a road trip?

“Sure,” Nina said, yawning widely. It had been a long, yet ultimately satisfying, day. “I think my dad has some distant relatives in Colorado. Do you think that’s where I got my bear blood?”

“Maybe so,” Alex chuckled, closing his eyes and letting his mind drift. “Maybe so.”

~~~

In the morning, Nina woke up alone in bed, surrounded by the smell of freshly-brewed coffee. Wrapping the sheets around her naked body, she padded out to the main living area of the cabin where Alex, dressed in nothing but his boxers, was cooking breakfast. 

He pulled her into his arms and gave her a long, lingering kiss. “Good morning, mate. If we had more time, I’d drag you back into that bedroom for a repeat of last night’s performance. But the Guardian was just here and said we needed to hit the road soon.”

“I think we’ll have plenty of time for repeat performances,” Nina responded, grabbing a cooked sausage link and popping it into her mouth. It had been a while since she had eaten and she was starving. 

“The Guardian brought you a helmet and some clothes from your house,” Alex said, nodding in the direction of a small duffel bag. “She said to tell you that she’ll finish packing up your condo and will put all of your things into storage for now.”

“I wasn’t very nice to her when I thought she was nothing more than blonde boyfriend-stealer,” Nina said sadly, realizing that the only thing Hannah had really stolen was her scarf. “I wish I could have apologized to her in person.”

“Somehow, I think she knows how sorry you are, and how thankful we both are. Breakfast is almost ready. Have a seat and I’ll dish it up.”

Nina reached up and gave Alex a quick kiss on the cheek. “What’s that for?” he asked.

She wanted to say because I love you but wasn’t quite ready to say the words out loud, even if it’s what she felt in her heart. “For being my everything,” she responded, “and so much more.”

“RAWR!” Alex grinned, his bear finally content now that he had claimed his mate.

~~~

After breakfast, Nina did the dishes and tidied up the kitchen while Alex made the bed and stashed her extra clothes in his motorcycle’s saddlebag. Soon, they were ready to hit the road. 

Nina put on the helmet and climbed onto Alex’s bike behind him. She didn’t know where her bear biker would take her, but she did know that she would do whatever it took to hold on tight and never let him go. No matter what dangers they encountered on the road ahead, for now she was safe, content to have her arms wrapped around the man she loved. 

Chapter 18

The Guardian stood before the Council, nervously awaiting feedback about her first assignment. She felt like she had aged a hundred human years since she naively set out to ensure that an Alpha were-bear claimed his mate, a task that had proven to be a lot more complex than she expected.

“Congratulations, Guardian. We see that your mission was accomplished, although not without a few complications,” the head Councilman stated.

“Thank you, sir. I have to admit, your honor, human will is an unpredictable animal.”

The Councilman smiled. “Your first lesson has been learned then.”

“My only regret is that I wasn’t able to apprehend the rogue Guardian.”

“We have a feeling that another opportunity to do that will present itself in the future.”

The Guardian nodded thoughtfully. “What happens next?” she asked.

“We will be in touch when we have your next assignment.” The head Councilman stood, which was her cue to get going. 

“Thank you, sir.” 

The Guardian didn’t know what the Council of Paranormal Creatures would have her do next, but she was pretty sure that another personal lesson would be involved. Whatever it was, she hoped that her next assignment would be just as exciting as Bear Biker Love. 

-END-
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City Girl, Country Wolf by Aubrey Rose

CHAPTER ONE

Ruby held the phone tightly to her ear and frowned as a motorcycle rode by her office window, its motor revving loudly.

"Yes? Yes, Bill, I can hear you. What I'm saying is that the deal is already done."

The receptionist poked his head inside her office. She gestured at Seth to leave, but he shook the sheaf of papers in front of her. She sighed.

"No, I'm not going to go back there to talk to them. We already have someone onsite. I thought this discussion was over." Flipping through the sheaf of papers, she signed the bottom one and handed it back to Seth. He mouthed a silent thank you and closed the door behind him.

"Yes, Bill. But we can't justify the cost of flying someone else out to oversee this merger."

She looked at her watch. It was already two minutes past eleven and she was due to present the latest quarterly figures to the board of executives. Her mind shifted from the phone conversation to the past month's worth of figures, to the business deal in her division that was stalling badly. This merger was supposed to have gone smoothly, but apparently the person they had sent out to Omaha had fucked it up. Everybody always fucked things up. It seemed to be the rule of business in this company. If she was in charge—

"What do you mean, they want me to do it?" She stood up suddenly, her attention back to the phone. "I have things to do here!" Seth opened the door again and pointed at his watch. It was time to do the presentation. It was past time.

She nodded frantically and began to pack up her presentation materials to leave. "No, Bill, I—mmmhmm. Mmmhmm."

Seth handed her her coffee as she moved out into the hallway and took the papers that she held out to him. She glanced at the clock on the wall. Six minutes late. Pulling down at her skirt with one hand, she checked her folders one last time and tucked them under her elbow.

"Okay, Bill. Fly me out there. But if this takes me more than half a day to fix, I'm billing the overtime straight to your department Okay. Bye."

Putting her cell phone away, she looked up at Seth.

"Good?" she asked, baring her teeth in a wide smile so he could check for anything stuck in between her teeth. She had to look presentable for the board.

"Fabulous," Seth said. "Anything else you need?"He moved with her as she began to walk briskly down the hallway.

"Get Marie to cover my conference call tomorrow about the marketing review. And cancel my therapy session in the afternoon, I won't be able to make it. Oh, and Seth?"

"Yes?" he said, opening the door for her. She passed through still facing him and began to walk backwards in the hallway, her folders clasped tightly to her chest.

"Get me a plane ticket for tomorrow morning."

"A plane ticket?" Seth repeated.

"Yes," Ruby said, ducking into the elevator at the end of the hallway. She pressed the button with her elbow and tried not to drop her presentation materials. "A plane ticket. To Omaha."

***

Her heels clicked over the runway tarmac and she unbuttoned the top button of her dress shirt. It was unbearably hot and she could feel the sweat trickling down the back of her neck, the sun beating down on her head. As she walked through the glass doors and towards the rental car desk she felt the stare of every man in the airport lobby. She pulled at the hem of her tight skirt and tried to ignore their glances.

Nebraska. Jesus. Bill owed her big time for this one. She glanced at her phone. It was almost out of charge. Thirteen new emails, and one of them from her therapist. Probably berating her for cancelling yet another session. Well, she could check the messages later when her phone wasn't dying.

"I have a car waiting for me," Ruby said to the desk clerk. "For Ruby Thomas?"

The older clerk eyed her warily before rifling through a large stack of folders.

"Here ya go," he said, pulling out a set of keys. The key fob was a metal replica of an ear of corn, with a tagline printed along its side. Welcome to Omaha!, it said.

"Thanks," she muttered, grabbing the keys. She just wanted to get to the production building and get out of there are soon as possible. Hopefully it was a fast car.

"Third one from the end when you go outside," the man said. "Red 'un."

"Thanks," she said again, and tossed her hair over her shoulder. Stepping outside, she was blinded again by the sun. She brought her hand up to her eyes and looked down the row of cars. Third one from the end, third one from the end.

She stopped in front of the car and looked down. A red Mustang. It was by far the nicest car on the lot, and she gave a silent prayer of thanks for her receptionist who knew exactly what she wanted at all times, even if she didn't know herself. If Seth wasn't gay, she would have married him three times over for his organizational skills alone.

Sitting behind the wheel, she let her fingers slide appreciatively over the leather steering wheel before turning the key in the ignition. The motor roared to life, and she shifted the car into reverse. Pulling out of the lot, the car bounced over a pothole, tires squealing onto the hot tar. A cloud of dust rose up behind her, and she was off.

It had only been twenty minutes on the road before Ruby was bored out of her skull. There were cornfields stretching out—literally—in every direction, and nobody else seemed to be on the road; the only company she had were the crows perched on the electrical wires above. The radio stations alternated between country ditties and talk radio, and after trying in vain to find some kind of tolerable music she gave up and turned it off completely.

Corn.

More corn.

She tried to play the alphabet game, but the only signs around were mile markers, so she gave that up too.

"Nothing," she said to herself. "Nothing, nothing, nothing." The motor purred, and her foot pressed down more on the gas pedal. Corn whizzed by on either side of her. Another twenty minutes passed.

"Nothing happening, nothing happening," she said, the words coming out in a kind of sing-song. "Nothing, nothing, nothing—"

A loud POP from the engine interrupted her. The motor whined and made a horrible squealing noise. She lifted her foot from the gas pedal, but she could already smell smoke. As she slowed down, more smoke came from under the front of the hood. The car rolled to a stop on the side of the road.

"Shit." Ruby sat in the driver's seat for a second, collecting her bearings. She checked her phone. Dead. Of course. Why hadn't she plugged it in?

"Shit!" She punched the steering wheel and the horn sounded loudly, scaring a group of crows off of their perch. Ok. She could handle this. Deal with it, Ruby, she thought.

Smoke continued to billow from the car, so she popped the hood and got out, coming around to the front. She wasn't an expert on cars, but it looked like the smoke was coming from the engine, and it smelled like burnt rubber. That probably wasn't good.

She looked around, her hands on her hips. The sun beat down on her head. Her perfectly tailored skirt, tight around her curved waist, itched like crazy, and her white dress shirt was already turning damp with sweat. In front of her, the road stretched on, corn fields on either side. Behind her, the same. The sun burned down from overhead and a crow cawed at her, taunting her.

"Shit."

She couldn't remember the last time she had seen a call box, but it couldn't be too far, could it? She looked up and down the dusty highway. Well, she couldn't just wait for someone to come. There had only been one truck she had seen so far driving on this road, and she was supposed to be at the facility within the hour.

Turning in the direction she had been heading, she began to walk alongside the side of the road in the dust by the cornrows. After two minutes, her heels were bothering her too much, so she slipped them off. After five minutes of carrying her heels and walking barefoot, her legs were covered in dust and her pantyhose was beginning to tear at her soles. She was dripping with sweat and had decided that wearing a business suit to Nebraska was the worst idea she had ever had.

No, coming to Nebraska at all was the worst idea she had ever had.

The blue call box loomed on the horizon, and she forced herself to keep walking at the same brisk pace until she reached it. She was itching and sweaty and horrible, and things were about to get even worse. For when she picked up the phone, the line was dead. She banged the phone against the side of the pole. Nothing.

"Shit!" Somehow, just one swear wasn't enough. Not now. Not when she could die out here on the side of the road. Ruby tilted her head back and yelled at the top of her lungs to the clear blue sky. "SHIIIIIIIIT!"

The only answer was the cawing of crows in the distance. She was pretty sure they were laughing at her. Well, nothing to do but to keep going. Ten steps farther along the road her pantyhose tore straight up her leg, and she dropped her heels into the dust.

That's it, she thought, and began to tear off her pantyhose. She was balancing on one leg, her skirt hiked up and her stocking rolled down her thigh, when a motorcycle came roaring down the road. It screamed past her, churning up a cloud of dust in its wake. She tried to wave to the rider but the dust blew right into her face. She covered her eyes with her hands and was still coughing when the motorcycle slowed down in the distance and turned around back towards her.

As the bike drew closer, she realized that she must look like a wreck. Quickly she pulled up her torn stocking and rolled her skirt back down. Her hair was sticky with sweat and dusty with road dirt, but there was nothing she could do about that. She smoothed it down as best she could and smiled as the biker came to a stop in front of her.

He pulled the visor of his helmet up, and she squinted to see his face. Light gray eyes peered out from under the helmet, and a deep voice laughed.

"You look a little lost," the biker said, laughing all the while. She frowned deeply.

"My car broke down," she said. "I need a phone."

"Looks like you need a shower," the biker said. His eyes crinkled at the corners, and she could tell that he was teasing her. It was the last thing she needed right now. Hands on her hips, she raised one eyebrow and tried to look imposing.

"I need to borrow your cell phone," she said. "It's urgent."

"Sure it is, sure it is," the biker said, in a slow drawl that drove her crazy with every unhurried word. "Ain't got a phone though."

"You don't have a cell phone?" she asked, incredulous. He shrugged and looked down the road, then back to her. She stood in front of him, mouth agape. She really was having the worst run of bad luck.

"Could give you a lift to a phone," he said in his slow drawl.

"Is there another call box?" she asked.

"Sure there is," he said, and she sighed in relief before he continued. "Don't believe any of 'em work, though."

Her face crumpled in disappointment. Under his visor, his eyes crinkled again in laughter and she forced herself to keep from screaming into his face. How could he understand? He couldn't. She had a merger she needed to oversee.

"Where can I find a phone?" she asked, trying to keep her composure.

"Well, and I'm just down the road a ways," he said. "Got a phone there."

"Yes, please," she said, relieved.

"Alright then," he said, and motioned towards the back of his bike. "Hop on."

CHAPTER TWO

Swallowing nervously, Ruby approached the motorcycle and took the helmet he was holding out to her. She strapped it onto her head and tightened the clasp, then looked at the bike expectantly.

"Ain't gonna bite ya," he said, and scooted forward in the seat. "Just hop on over."

"Can you look away?" Ruby asked, suddenly self-conscious of her short skirt and torn pantyhose.

"Sure thing," he said, and looked towards the cornfield. Ruby quickly swung one leg over the motorcycle and shifted her weight onto the seat. She had never been on a motorcycle before, and she felt acutely imbalanced. The rider turned in his seat and looked back at her.

"Name's Josh, by the way," he said, holding out his hand. She shook it awkwardly, trying not to fall off of the bike.

"Ruby," she said. "Thanks for helping me out."

"No problem," Josh said, and put his hands back on the handlebars. "Hold on."

The motor revved and Ruby looked around frantically. There was no belt to buckle, no seat back, no handles that she could see.

"Wait! What do I hold onto?" she asked.

Josh looked back. His eyes smiled again behind the visor, and up close she saw that they were a bright, piercing bluish gray. Same color as the sky overhead.

He picked up her wrist and pulled it around his waist.

"Gonna have to hold on to me," he said. Again the engine revved. She brought her other hand around in front of him loosely, her face turning red in spite of herself.

As the bike pulled forward, she clasped his chest and gasped involuntarily, hanging on for dear life. He chuckled and shifted into second gear.

"Don't worry, you ain't gonna fall off," he said over the roar of the engine. He turned his head back towards her. "I'm very safe."

"Watch the road!" she cried. She could feel the rise and fall of his chest as he laughed at her, but he turned back towards the road. The asphalt sped by under their feet and Ruby realized after a few seconds that she wasn't breathing. Inhaling sharply, she pressed her hands against Josh's chest and silently recited the phrase her therapist always made her recite when she was feeling anxious.

Everything will be fine; I don't need to worry. The motorcycle jumped into a higher gear, and she clutched Josh tighter. Underneath them the road sped by in a blur.

Everything will be fine. The wind whistled by her ears, and she felt the bike vibrating under her.

I don't need to worry. They passed the rental car, and she craned her neck to look at the red Mustang which was quickly receding into the distance. How fast were they going? Were they going too fast?

"That your rental?" Josh yelled back to her. She nodded, then realized he couldn't see her.

"Yes!" she yelled back.

"That Mustang breaks down every other month, it seems," Josh said. "You okay if we go faster?"

Before she could answer, he pushed the motorcycle into the highest gear. She focused on her breathing, her legs wrapped as tightly as they could around the bike, her arms wrapped as tightly as they could around Josh. Everything will be fine.

"Heyo!" Josh yelled. "Now we're talking!" The rumble of the engine shook her entire body, and she couldn't hear anything anymore over the noise of the wind. I am not worrying.

The sun shone brightly and the wind whipped the ends of her hair as they sped down the road. She felt Josh's broad chest under her hands and she breathed in, her chest pressed against his back.

Everything will be fine.

***

They pulled onto a dirt road, and Ruby experienced another moment of extreme anxiety.  It was late afternoon, and the sun would be setting soon, and then she would be in the dark, alone with the guy on the motorcycle. What was his name? Josh? Her mind darted into one worst case scenario after another.

She was out in the middle of nowhere with no phone and no way to defend herself. What was she thinking, hopping on a bike with some Nebraskan stranger who claimed to not own a cell phone? He could be a psychopath. Or a rapist. He could be a serial killer planning to drag her off into the middle of a corn field somewhere and slice her into itty bitty pieces and bury her for fertilizer.

But then they turned into a driveway with a small cabin at the end of it and a Volvo station wagon parked in front of the porch. She breathed a small sigh of relief. Serial killers didn't drive Volvo station wagons, she didn't think.

Josh turned off the motorcycle, and it was a couple of seconds before she sheepishly realized that he was waiting for her to unclasp her hands from around his chest. She swung herself off of the bike, smoothing her skirt down over her thighs quickly before he could see anything. She scrambled to get the helmet off, but it wouldn't unlock.

"This won't come off," Ruby said, her fingers moving clumsily at the helmet headstrap.

"One sec," Josh said. He took off his own helmet and put it on the bike seat. Ruby couldn't help but stare at him as he stripped off his gloves and tossed them aside. With his tousled brown hair and strong jaw, he was the picture of a handsome country boy. And my god, those light eyes...

"Let's have a look," Josh said, moving closer to Ruby. She shook her head, trying to erase the image that had come to her unbidden of Josh taking off his leather jacket, then his shirt, and then everything else. His hands came up under her chin and she felt an almost electric shock as his long fingers grazed her neck. She tried to remember to breathe, but his eyes were inches away from hers, focused on the helmet strap. Just a hick, a Nebraska hick, she thought. Probably he's missing teeth. But Josh smiled a perfect smile, and she swallowed hard.

"There you go," Josh said, taking the helmet off for her. She smoothed down her hair, which by now had managed to become half limp with sweat and half frizzled from the wind. She could never do a company meeting looking like this.

The company meeting. Oh god.

"So, uh, your phone?" Ruby said, feeling acutely aware of how she must look, all breathless and disheveled from the ride.

"Right inside," Josh said, putting two fingers on her elbow to guide her in. She flinched nervously at the touch, but he didn't seem to notice. "Door's open."

Walking through the doorway, she looked around inside the small cabin. Bike parts and farm equipment littered the floor, and the bed—was this the bedroom?—was covered in clothes. But no, there was a stove here too, and a small table—was this the kitchen?—which was overflowing with half-dirtied dishes. She looked back at Josh, expecting him to apologize for the mess, but he just kicked aside the screwdrivers in front of the kitchen counter and slid the phone closer so that she could reach.

So that was that. She picked up the receiver and dialed her office.

"Seth? Hi, this is Ruby. Not so good actually." She leaned on the counter, then pulled her arm back. The surface was slightly sticky, whether with motor oil or something else. "Can you get me Bill? It's urgent."

Josh was standing in front of her, plainly listening to her conversation. It was off-putting, but what could she do? It was his house, after all. If you could call it a house. His phone. She turned away from him, hoping that he would get the message.

"Bill, the rental broke down. I'm going to be late to AgriCorp. I need you to smooth it over. I—" She frowned, listening intently. "So he's not even there? Should I hold off?" Her foot tapped anxiously on the wood floor, and she rolled her eyes involuntarily.

"Tomorrow? I have to stay in this hellhole another day?" Her eyes came up and met Josh's, and she realized that he was still listening in rapt concentration. She mouthed silently to him: I didn't mean... Josh shrugged it off. She couldn't believe him, standing in front of her, listening.

"Ok, Bill. I'll meet them tomorrow at AgriCorp, same time as planned. Tell Seth to reschedule my appointments. Yep. Mmmhmm. Thanks." She hung up the phone and looked up to see Josh's intent eyes fixed on her.

"I need a hotel."

"Need a phone, need a hotel. You're one needy lady," Josh said.

Ruby stared at him with a look of disbelief. She couldn't tell if he was joking or not until one corner of his mouth pulled back into a small grin.

"Look at how tense you are," Josh said "Lighten up."

"I am light as a feather," Ruby said, tossing her hair. "I just like to get things done. And I need a hotel."

"You're going out to AgriCorp? That's right close."

She raised her eyebrow. Was he getting at something?

"Hotels are all back by the airport," Josh said, leaning back against the wall. With one hand in his pocket, he could have been taken right out of a magazine catalog targeted towards rugged sportsmen. "You're welcome to crash here."

"I don't know if there's room for me," Ruby said archly, letting her gaze sweep across the cramped and messy quarters.

"Tiny thing like you? Plenty room," Josh said. "But we can call you a cab if you'd rather go back."

Go back. Ruby felt the weight of the past few weeks come crashing down on her shoulders. All of a sudden she felt more tired than she had in days. She didn't want to drive through cornfields for another hour. She didn't want to deal with finding a hotel. All she wanted to do was smooth over the acquisition and go home. Her fingers came up to her temples and she grimaced, rubbing her head.

"Hey now," Josh said, his voice suddenly softer, more gentle. He came over to her side and leaned onto the counter beside her. "Take it easy, everything will be fine."

"You don't understand." Ruby's voice was strained, small. "This is a half-billion dollar acquisition."

"I understand that you're stressing over something you can't do nothing about." He put his hand on her shoulder. "So tense."

She knocked against the table, flinching away from his touch. She couldn't. Not now, not here. She had to keep her mind straight, focused on business. No distractions.

"I'm fine." Ruby pulled out her agenda, looking through her schedule. There were so many things she had to get done...

"You don't look fine."

"Yeah? How do I look?" she asked, her voice hard. Immediately as she spoke the words she regretted them.

"You look," Josh said, a grin spreading over his face, "like a crazy person."

"I'm not crazy, I'm driven," she said, slamming her agenda closed.

"You're driving me crazy," Josh quipped. "Relax for two seconds, would ya?"

Ruby inhaled deeply, then exhaled, trying not to let her frustrations boil over. What did her therapist say again? Let the feelings wash through her. Deep breath in.

"I need a shower," she said, exhaling.

"Need, need, need," Josh said, the grin not leaving his face. "So that means you're staying here tonight?"

"I guess it does," Ruby said pointedly, and crossed the room, peering through the doorway. The only other room was a small bathroom with an old-fashioned porcelain tub. Country living. Better than driving another hour to a hotel, she guessed. And she wouldn't risk being so far away from AgriCorps. With her luck, any cab she took would break down on the way to the company.

"I'll be out in a couple minutes," she said, tossing her agenda planner on the table inside of the bathroom.

"Good luck!" said Josh, still grinning as she closed the door. She stepped into the tub, turning on the showerhead. The water came out in a hot stream, and she reveled in the feeling of the dust being washed away from her body. There was a single bar of soap in the bath, and she rubbed herself with it, massaging her tired muscles under the hot water.

Unbidden, the image of Josh rose into her mind. She shook her head, droplets of water flying around her. Usually her showertime was preoccupied with work, but even with all of the stress and blunders of the day, she found that she couldn't clear the thoughts from her mind. The motorcycle ride, as scary as it was thrilling. Having her arms wrapped around Josh's chest. It had been a long time since she had touched a man...

Ruby yelped as the water turned ice cold. Her fingers scrabbled to turn off the water, and for a moment she stood in the middle of the tub, unsure of what to do. She jumped again, startled by Josh's voice just outside the bathroom.

"Gotcha a towel. I'll just leave it by the door." She could hear the smile in his voice, and her eyebrows knit together in the center of her forehead. She should have driven to a hotel.

Turning the shower on halfway, she splashed the cold water over her body, rinsing off the last of the soap. Goosebumps rose over all of her skin, and her nipples hardened under her fingers as she washed herself clean. It was freezing, and she was tired and ready to go home. Country living, indeed.

She retrieved the towel and dried herself quickly. She hadn't packed for two days - only what she needed, she had said to Seth - and she rummaged through the small chest of drawers, finally pulling out a flannel shirt that looked like it would come down to her knees. She hoped that Josh wouldn't mind, but that was what country hospitality was all about, wasn't it? Pulling the shirt over her head, she combed her damp hair with her fingers and went out to the main room.

Josh was bent over the fireplace, and the room was heating up quickly.

"Sorry, the water heater's a piece of shit. Been meaning to replace it." He threw another log onto the fire and the flames licked over the fresh wood. "Thought you might like to warm up here."

"Thanks," she said gratefully. The fire was nice after the cold shower, and the flannel felt good against her skin. She looked around. Half of the mess was gone, and there was a mat laid out in front of the fire place. Josh gestured to it.

"There's the bed, and I was going to sleep here on the floor," Josh said. "But if you'd rather be closer to the fire, you're welcome to it." Josh rubbed the back of his neck and Ruby realized for the first time that he was nervous to have her stay over. The realization came as a surprise, and her heart swelled before she pressed the feelings back.

"This'll be fine," Ruby said. She plopped down onto the mat and held her hands out to warm them in front of the fire.

"You, uh, you want something to eat?"

"Sure," she said.

"Let me, um, here. I have steak and, well, corn. You like corn?"

Ruby smiled. "That sounds good. Can I help."

"No! No, please, let me. There's not a lot of space here by the stove either way."

He had that right. The tiny stove was only big enough for one person to manage. Ruby went through her presentation materials as Josh cooked dinner. Outside, the sunlight began to wane, and Ruby was grateful that she was inside from the chill.

Josh served up dinner. He only had one steak knife, so they had to share.

"This is fantastic," Ruby said, enthusiastically. Her steak was perfectly cooked to medium rare, and the corn was so sweet and fresh that she ate an extra ear without stopping to pause. She ate quickly, but by the time she was finished the sun had gone down entirely. She yawned, exhausted from her travel and from the day's adventures.

"Are you going to sleep soon, or do you have work to do?"

"Are those the only two options?" Josh asked. He picked up her plate and took them to the sink to wash.

Ruby laughed.

"Yeah, I guess that's all I ever do, work and sleep." She smiled. "And, of course, I love to take long leisurely walks by the side of the highway."

"Lucky for you I found you when I did," Josh said. "It can get dangerous out in the middle of nowhere."

"Rabid ears of corn? I think I read about that in the brochure for Omaha."

Josh chuckled.

"More like dangerous animals. Predators."

"I didn't see any."

"Lucky again. You're just one lucky girl."

His eyes flickered down to her body and back up in an instant. She was about to say something snide, but then he bit his lip and an ashamed expression came over his face. Something inside of her ached for him, for the sweetness in his gray eyes to stay fixed on hers. Most guys didn't even notice her. Short and fat, at least compared to the rest of her friends. Whenever she went out to bars, guys would look at her without looking at her. But Josh was just the other way around—he was looking at her when he thought she didn't notice. She noticed everything.

"Well, I was gonna read for a bit before bed," he said. "Hope the lamp doesn't bother you."

"What are you reading?" Ruby asked. Her eyes wandered over Josh's frame, and this time she let her thoughts roam freely. His body was built for the country, and his eyes shone clear, reflecting the flames of the fire.

Josh picked up a book from the table, and Ruby noticed for the first time that there were stacks of books piled up underneath the mess. Interesting.

"It's McCarthy," he said. "Blood Meridian. Really strange story, but I like the way he talks. It's almost like the Bible." The book looked small in his large, muscled hands, and he held it carefully, as though it was a priceless Faberge egg. He opened the book and took out the scrap of torn paper he had been using as a bookmark.

"Read some to me?" Ruby asked. As the words left her mouth she wanted to reach out and snatch them back out of the air. What on earth was she doing? But Josh simply nodded, came over and sat next to her on the floor in front of the roaring fireplace. She felt a shiver of anticipation as he thumbed through the pages.

"This is all mostly shooting people and things," Josh said apologetically. "Pretty violent stuff." He flipped back further. Ruby watched as his light eyes danced over the pages.

"Oh, here's something I liked," he said. He coughed, his finger on the printed words. He hesitated, coughed again. Ruby flexed her fingers in front of the fire and waited. When he spoke, his voice was low but sure.

"It's a mystery. A man's at odds to know his mind cause his mind is aught he has to know it with. He can know his heart, but he dont want to. Rightly so. Best not to look in there."

The flames flickered in the hearth and Ruby felt the warmth fill her. Josh's voice was mesmerizing.

"It aint the heart of a creature that is bound in the way that God has set for it."

The light of the flames played across Josh's face as he spoke the words. His face was grim, and the shadows turned the contours of his cheeks dark and menacing.

"You can find meanness in the least of creatures, but when God made man the devil was at his elbow."

Despite the warmth, Ruby felt a chill run through the backs of her arms.

"A creature that can do anything. Make a machine. And a machine to make the machine. And evil that can run itself a thousand years, no need to tend it."

He closed the book and looked up towards Ruby.

"Mean creatures. That's what you got to be looking out for."

"Not the most optimistic writer, huh?" Ruby said. She wished she had something more to say. She did, but it didn't have to do with the book or with the words that hung in the air between them. It had to do with his eyes and his mouth and her body aching to reach out to his.

Josh smiled.

"Guess not." He put the book down carefully and turned towards Ruby. "I suppose I'll turn in after all, let you get some sleep. Big day tomorrow, right?"

"Wait," Ruby said, and all of a sudden her hand was on his shoulder, his muscles taut under the fabric. She swallowed. She was torn between her desires and the nagging voice of practicality that whined in admonishment.

Josh was waiting for her to speak, but she couldn't say what she wanted to. She plastered on a fake smile and let her hand fall away from his shoulder.

"Do you have an alarm that I can set?" she asked.

"I wake up before dawn most days," he said. "Should be fine." He got up and went to his cot.

"Lights out," he said, and turned off the lamp. The only light in the room came from the flames of the fire licking against the back of the fireplace. Above her, the wood beams of the small cabin looked blood red in the firelight. Ruby settled down and tugged the blanket up to her chin.

Within a minute she could hear the soft and regular sound of his breathing, a slight snore coming from his cot.

CHAPTER THREE

When Ruby woke, the fire had died down to low embers, but she did not feel cold, not really, nor tired, either. Through the window, she could see the full moon rising.

She pulled the blanket around her shoulders, more for modesty than for the chill, and tiptoed across the room.

Josh wasn't on his cot. Strange. She hadn't heard him leave. She checked the bathroom, pushing the door open slightly.

"Josh?"

Silence greeted her. She poked her head in and looked around. There wasn't much room to hide in the small cabin, and Josh was definitely not there.

"Josh?"

She spoke softly, not expecting an answer. The low crackling of the embers in the fire was the only sound in the cabin. Well. He must have gone for a late night walk. Her heart swelled with an idea: maybe she would find him.

"Now that's the silliest idea you've had yet this trip," she admonished herself. She was here on business, after all. Images flickered into her mind of taking a walk outside in the fields with Josh. He would take her hand and kiss her, and they would fall down together to the ground under the moonlight. Their bodies would crush young seedling corn, him kissing her neck, moaning passionately. Them tumbling over each other, hands going all over each other's bodies...

"Stop it," Ruby whispered. "You just stop thinking about that."

But she tightened the blanket around her and opened the front door to go outside.

"Josh?"

The planks of the porch creaked slightly under her weight, and she stepped lightly across the porch, the wood rough against her bare feet. Then she was standing on the dirt and looking down to where the edge of the cornfield bordered the cabin. The motorcycle was still parked where Josh had left it, and the Volvo was there too. He must be around here somewhere.

"Josh?"

The moon was rising between the rows, and she walked forward, her hand brushing the stiff leaves of the corn. She walked to the edge of the first cornfield, where it met with a barbed wire fence, and more corn beyond. She paused next to the fence.

Her toes sank slightly into the earth, and the smell all around her was earth and corn and growing. It was a smell that she'd forgotten, living in the city.

She stopped and closed her eyes. One time in a book, she forgot which book, she'd read that you could hear the corn growing at night if you stopped and listened. Now, she let her hands hang at her sides and she heard a soft rustling. Was that the corn growing? Maybe it was the wind. She opened her eyes but the silken tops of the corn stalks were unmoving in the moonlight. Then it must be the growing of the corn. She closed her eyes again to listen to the crackle and murmur of the plants stretching themselves in growth.

Then, a growl.

Ruby spun around, clutching the blanket over her chest as though it would ward off whatever animal had made the noise. She didn't see anything in the corn rows.

Another growl. This time behind her.

"Josh?" The name came out as a whisper.

A wind came sweeping over the field as she looked around her, trying to find where the animal was. The heads of the corn stalks began to sway slightly and rustle against each other. She could feel her heart pounding against her chest and she edged in sideways between the corn rows, crouching down. Maybe whatever it was out there would miss her, go away. She peered out to where the barbed wire fence stretched down the field, and what she saw made her gasp.

Wolves. At first it was just one, leaping over the fence as easily as if it were only a foot high. The creature jumped across to the earth next to the cornfield, its paws making no sound as it landed. It growled, and Ruby felt chills run down her spine as the growl carried on the wind over to where she was crouched. The sound seemed to come from right next to her, but the wolf must have been fifty feet away.

Then another wolf leapt over and into the field, and another. Ruby leaned forward, unable to keep her curiosity from getting the better of her. She could see now the glint of their eyes beyond the fence in the cornfield. There must have been a dozen of them. Some of them yipped and began to play with each other, nipping at their heels. Some tumbled to the ground and arched their backs against the earth like puppies scratching their backs.

Then the first wolf raised its head and howled, and the pack of wolves began to run. Ruby watched as they leapt over each other, heading—thankfully!—in the other direction. She exhaled, realizing for the first time that she had been holding her breath as she watched the wolves. Finally they were gone, no hint of sight or sound remaining.

Ruby waited only a few seconds more before standing up and racing back to the cabin. She shut the door behind her as she came in and collapsed on the mat in front of the dying fire, catching her breath. She considered calling the police, but no. What would she say? Everything seemed like a dream already, now that she was inside in the warm, safe cabin.

She meant to wait up for Josh, to make sure he was okay. But tiredness overtook her as she sat there, and she drifted off into dreams of cornfields and wolves and Josh's strong arms around her.

***

Morning came and Ruby woke up to the sun shining in her eyes. She blinked hard, and then she was on her feet.

"Josh?"

"Right behind you."

Ruby started and spun to see Josh standing behind the small stove in the corner. The smell coming from the pan was incredible.

"Lord, you scared me," she said. "What time is it?" The presentation at AgriCorp.

"Enough time for breakfast before you have to go," Josh said. "Bacon and eggs okay?"

"No corn?"

Josh grinned at her.

"Eat up," he said.

She raced through breakfast in a hurry, running through her presentation in her mind. It was only as she was putting on the extra motorcycle helmet that she remembered what had happened last night. Josh revved the motor as he waited for her to snap on the helmet.

"Where did you go last night?" she asked Josh, swinging one leg over the motorcycle and pulling her skirt down to cover the skin that had been bared. God, it was so dangerous to ride on one of these things with a skirt on. She wished that she'd asked him if they could take the station wagon, but from the looks of it the car hadn't been started in months.

"Last night?"

"I woke up and you weren't there," Ruby said.

"Oh, just went out for a midnight walk," Josh said. "Check on the corn. You ready to go?"

Before she could ask him about the wolves, the motorcycle was moving under her. She grabbed Josh's chest tightly and ignored his laughter as he revved the motor and sped off down the dirt road toward the highway.

This time, she felt safer sitting behind him. Still not comfortable—there really wasn't a good way to be comfortable on the back of a bike, she guessed—but at least she wasn't worried about falling off. Turning her head, she saw the cornfields flying by. She rested her chest against Josh's back and imagined what it would be like to be pressed against him naked. The image was more than pleasant, and she let her mind drift off into fantasies. All thoughts of the presentation had evaporated with the wind and the loud howl of the motor underneath her, and her body began to ache, as much from the unsatisfied desires inside of her as from the tension running through her muscles.

As they rode on, she saw black cylindrical towers rise up over the horizon.

"That's Agricorps," Josh yelled back to her over the noise of the wind. She gave him a thumbs-up to show that she had heard. Then they went over a bump and she quickly clutched both hands back to his chest. Okay, so maybe she didn't feel so safe, after all. He pulled up into the field complex, next to a gleaming metal silo. A glass office building stood in front with a sign that said Headquarters.

"That's me," Ruby said. She hopped off of the motorcycle and almost fell over on her heels. Luckily, Josh caught her arm. Before she could even thank him, he was unclasping the helmet from her head and putting it back on the motorcycle. She smoothed down the front of her skirt, checking her blouse for any stains. He handed her the presentation materials from the motorcycle saddlebag.

"So...are you gonna need a ride back to the airport?" Josh asked, rubbing the back of his neck.

"Maybe," Ruby said. "I mean, don't worry about me. I'll find a ride with someone. It's okay." With him standing in front of her, waiting, she suddenly wanted to do something else, say something before he left for good.

"Can I...I mean, thank you for letting me stay with you. And for the ride." Ruby dug through her purse and came up with a few twenty dollar bills. "I don't have much cash, but here—"

"Hey, no," Josh said, holding up his hands in protest. "No way. I'm not taking your money."

"Come on. You did so much for me. You cooked me dinner! It's been years since any guy has done that for me!" Ruby laughed, pressing the bills toward him insistently.

"That's a shame," he said. "But hey, no. I'm not getting paid for entertaining a beautiful woman for a night. You have to let me show you that famous Nebraskan hospitality."

Ruby's breath caught in her throat at the compliment, and she didn't know what to say. It wasn't that men never complimented her. On the contrary, she was bombarded with it whenever she walked out the door. Those men, though, always seemed to have a hidden purpose behind their words. They wanted to take her home. They wanted to sleep with her. Looking at Josh, she didn't feel that same sense of being...hunted.

"Now go," he said, waving her off.

"Okay," she said. "Thank you."

"More than welcome," he said.

He smiled, flipped his helmet visor down, and took off in a cloud of dust before she could say anything else. Something like "please come back for me" or "why don't I stay the night again?" or "show me what you look like under that shirt."  Ruby sighed as the sun, rising, began to shine into her eyes. Time to get back to business.

A hand came down on her shoulder and she jumped at the touch.

"Can I help you?" a low voice asked.

***

Ruby turned, blinking hard, and suddenly wished that she had put on mascara before leaving for Agricorp.

The man standing in front of her looked like he'd just stepped out of a limousine after dining with the President. His hair was jet black, styled perfectly, and his shirt was a starch-stiff white button-down that reflected the sun so brightly Ruby had to squint. His tie was Armani, and she guessed that was the least expensive item he was wearing, at least if the gold watch and cuff links were any indication. She didn't know how he was wearing a suit in this weather.

"So this is the brilliant Ms. Thomas I've heard so much about," the man said, shaking her hand. His palm was cool and strong and she had the terrible sense that she was sweating into the handshake.

"Please, Ruby," she managed to squeak out. She caught her presentation materials before they started to slip from under her arm. "Call me Ruby."

"Of course," the man said, smiling. His teeth reflected almost as much sun as his shirt. "I'm Alex."

Her mouth went dry.

"Alex, as in Alexander Oliver?" Ruby blinked again and hoped she wasn't gaping. The head of Agricorp was there to deal with the merger? She'd thought that she would be dealing with the local managers, maybe talking to one of the heads of the district offices. But the CEO?

"I hope my reputation hasn't preceded me," Alex said. He slipped one arm under her elbow and then he was holding her presentation materials in one hand and leading her back to the Agricorp building with the other.

"I...I just wasn't expecting...the CEO..."

"Don't think of me as a CEO," Alex said, holding the door open for her. "Think of me as a friend. We're doing business together, aren't we?"

"Right, right," Ruby murmured.

She walked through the door, feeling acutely vulnerable. She had no makeup on apart from a little concealer—she hadn't wanted it to get messed up under the motorcycle helmet. Her only pair of pantyhose had torn, and she was barelegged under her skirt. Her hair was frizzed from the ride and uncombed. And the way Alex watched her move made her uneasy in a way she couldn't put her finger on.

It didn't matter. What mattered was the acquisition, and fixing all the mistakes that her company had made here.

"Where's the presentation room?" Ruby asked.

They walked across the gleaming tile floor slowly. Nobody else was in the headquarters office.

"I thought we could start with a tour," Alex said. "It's been a while since I've been out here. What do you think?"

He grinned and offered her a hard hat from the hanging rack next to the door.

"Sure," she said, plunking the hard hat over her head. At least she could hide her unruly hair.

She'd thought that one of the general managers of the plant would be taking them on the tour, but Alex intent on showing her around personally. They spent the next two hours walking through the factory. Alex pointed out all of the different manufacturing capabilities of the plant and made sure to mention the growth that was still possible.

He took her up the side stairs of a silo and she tensed as they walked up the grated metal stairs. She hated heights. But at the top, she looked out and saw the countryside for miles around. The view from the highway was pretty accurate, as far as she was concerned. Corn everywhere, stretching as far as the eye could see. She peered into the distance and tried to find Josh's cabin amid the green rows. Too far away.

Alex came to the rail and leaned on it next to her.

"Plenty of space here to grow. Lots of opportunity for petroleum. We're even considering solar retrofitting on these plants to reduce electrical costs."

"You've convinced me," she said. "Though, to be fair, we were already convinced. Now we just have to settle on a price."

"The guy you sent out to us earlier—"

"Was a moron. Apparently," Ruby said, flushing. "What happened?"

"I don't know," Alex said. "The team out here called me yesterday morning and said that the deal was going south. That I needed to fly here as soon as I could."

"Sounds familiar," Ruby said. "I'm sorry this merger isn't going smoothly. You could be back at home sipping mojitos right now instead of here in Nowhere, Nebraska."

"What, and miss this view?" Alex said motioning to the corn fields in front of them.

Ruby giggled.

"Don't worry," Alex said. He put his hand on hers and smiled. "I'm sure we can work something out."

***

They walked back to the Agricorp headquarters, where two other men dressed in identical black suits were waiting for them in the downstairs lobby.

"Ruby, these are my associates," he said. "Come to help with the merger deal."

"Pleasure to meet you," she said. She shook their hands, aware that they were looking her up and down.

"Ready to work out the details?" Alex said.

Ruby nodded. Her nerves were getting the better of her. She'd spent so much time putting deals together, but she'd never been in the front room when it happened. And to be negotiating with the head of Agricorp himself...

"Great," he said. "What's the game show phrase? Let's make a deal."

Two hours passed, then three. The men pored through the deal paperwork, picking out details and asking Ruby for explanations about all of the arcana included in the merger. She'd hoped that her predecessor would have worked the kinks out before she arrived, but it seemed like they had made the problems worse. Not that there were too many problems—she didn't want to overstate the issue. The small nitpicks of any deal would frustrated anyone but the most patient of negotiators. Fortunately, Ruby had patience in excess. She enjoyed tearing through the legalese of the paperwork.

Another hour passed, and they broke for a late lunch. When they came back to the table, Ruby was surprised to find the three men agreeing with all of the changes she'd made to the acquisition. It only took another forty minutes to finalize the paperwork, and then they'd come to the end of the merger negotiations.

Alex leaned back in his chair and smiled at her.

"You're taking us for a ride," he said. "Your boss should give you a promotion for making this deal."

"I think it's a fair deal," Ruby said calmly. He hadn't signed the final page yet. "And we gave you a stipulation for the solar once it gets installed."

"Fair enough," Alex said. He leaned forward and signed the merger deal, then stood up from the table and offered his hand. "Congratulations, Ruby."

She shook his hand, dizzy from the hours of negotiations.

She'd done it. By herself, and with no help, and with the freaking CEO of Agricorp himself! She suppressed the urge to grin widely. Instead she gave him a calm smile.

"Scan this up to send to Ms. Thomas," Alex said, handing the papers to one of his associates. Both men left the room.

"When are you flying out?" Alex asked. Ruby looked up to see him standing very close to her. She could smell his cologne, fresh and heady. She hoped she didn't smell too bad herself.

"I didn't even check," Ruby said. "I'll have to call my assistant and see if he can book anything for tonight."

"Good luck with that," Alex said, sarcasm in his voice.

"Why?"

"You're going back to New York, right?"

"Right."

"They don't have any flights until tomorrow morning."

"Argh!"

"I know," Alex said, a commiserating smile spreading over his face. "You sure you don't want to spend another night in the cornfields?"

"Hah! This place."

"Don't I know it." Alex leaned against the table and tapped her hand lightly with his fingers. "Say, you probably don't have a hotel booked for tonight, then?"

"I—" Ruby thought about Josh, and at first she hesitated, some part of her wanting to see him again. Then she thought about Josh's cabin. The single cot, the tub with freezing cold water. "No. I didn't have anything planned."

"Come stay at the Hilton downtown. It's the least rustic of the hotels around here. And there's a sushi place across the street."

"Sushi?  In Nebraska?"

"I was surprised, too. In fact, I had my assistants try it for lunch just to test it out, before I risked food poisoning."

"Food tasters for the king?" Ruby raised one eyebrow.

"Turns out I didn't even need them to taste it. The sushi's pretty decent."

"I—" Ruby's resolve was weakening. Why not go back with him? Why was she being so reluctant? She looked up to see Alex smiling confidently at her.

"Sure," she said, setting her face in what she hoped was a pleasantly professional tone. "As long as they don't serve corn."

He opened the door for her to leave, and she felt a thrill of anticipation as he touched her on the back to lead her to his car, a black Lexus. The air conditioning was deliciously cool and the seats were leather. She settled back into the plush seats and almost fell asleep at once. Raising her hand, she stifled a yawn.

"Long night preparing for the merger?" Alex asked. He revved the engine and pulled out of the Agricorp parking lot.

"Something like that," Ruby said. In her mind, she could see the wolves jumping over the fence. How on earth would she ever explain that to anyone? A pack of wolves, running through the moonlight...she was beginning to think that it was a all a dream herself. Or a nightmare.

"You did a great job in there," Alex said.

"Thanks," Ruby said. In an instant, all of her thoughts of wolves and cornfields were erased. She was sitting next to the CEO of Agricorp, for heaven's sakes! "Why don't you tell me more about your business?"

"Oh, it would bore you to tears. All I deal with all day are businessmen and politicians who don't know their heads from their asses. This is the most interesting thing that has happened to me in a long while."

"This? Cornfields?" Ruby asked, with not a small degree of skepticism.

"That too," Alex said, giving her a warm smile. "But I was mostly talking about meeting you."

A warmth flushed Ruby's skin, even with the air conditioner on full blast.

At the hotel, Alex insisted on paying for an upgrade for her room to the executive suite.

"Celebrate a little," he said when she protested. "Drink out of the minibar."

"I never drink out of the minibar," she said, aghast. "Do you know how much they charge for a bottle of apple juice?"

"Those bottles of apple juice make the best appletinis."

"I don't believe you," Ruby said, laughing.

"Why don't you come have a drink with me and let me prove it." His voice wasn't asking, it was telling.

A lump in Ruby's throat prevented her from answering right away. She knew what he was asking her, and it both thrilled and scared her. To go back to the hotel room of a successful CEO...that wasn't just an invitation to a drink. At least, she didn't think it was. She shook her head and settled her shoulders. She could always say no later. And the idea of picking the brain of the head of AgriCorp piqued her curiosity like crazy. Why not?

"Come on," he said. "Just to wind down. And celebrate your biggest successful account merger."

"How do you know this is the biggest account I've managed?" Ruby asked.

"I don't," Alex said, slipping his arm around her waist and turning her to the hotel elevator. "I'm just used to being the biggest a woman's ever seen."

Ruby rolled her eyes, but she let him lead her back to his room, making small talk all the way.

He fixed her a drink from the minibar—true to his word, with apple juice—and watched as she took a sip.

"It's good," she said. She stood awkwardly in the middle of the room as he poured a brandy for himself. "So how did you get started with Agricorp?"

"Oh, it was a long time ago," Alex said, waving his hand absentmindedly. "I started out in the tech development department in the agriculture sector. Trying to build better farms."

"How cute," Ruby said.

"What? Developing tech?"

"Yeah. It has something to it. Building a better farm." Ruby sipped her drink, feeling the cold liquid hit the back of her throat and turn warm on its way to her stomach. "How's that for a new ad campaign line?"

"Genius. We need something to get us out of the oil leakage shadow."

"Oil leakage?" Ruby turned her hip out, shifting her weight back against the counter.

"Do that again," Alex said. "No, wait."

"Do what?" Ruby asked.

"Just like that," Alex said, pulling out his phone. He held it up quickly and she realized too late that he was taking a picture of her. Her fingers flew to her hair to smooth it down, but he was already putting the phone away.

"That's a great picture to use for you in my contact list," Alex said, smirking. "Although it might distract me too much if you're always calling about work."

"Work," Ruby said, trying to regain the direction of the conversation. She didn't want things to get any more out of hand. "You were saying how you started out in tech development."

"Building better farms."

"Right. And...well, that's interesting," Ruby said. "What did you work on?"

"On the contrary. It was unbelievably boring. Hey, come on. No more work talk. Time to relax," he said, guiding her by the elbow to the bed. She sat a few inches away from him, cupping her drink with both hands.

He sipped his brandy. "Tell me more about about yourself. All I know about you is that you're a kickass negotiator. What do you do for fun?"

Ruby paused in the middle of taking a drink, the rim of her glass pressing lightly into her bottom lip.

"I...you know, I don't know what I do for fun!" She laughed and took another sip of her cocktail. The apple juice was so sweet she couldn't even taste the alcohol. "I work way too much."

"Sounds like a successful person talking," Alex said.

"Sometimes I just want to run away to the middle of nowhere. You know?" Ruby took another sip, and then her cocktail was gone and Alex was making her another.

"You mean out in the middle of, like, Nebraska?" Alex laughed. "You've arrived!"

"I guess so," Ruby said. "Do you like it here at all?"

"Do I like the cornfields? Is that what you're asking?"

They both chuckled. He handed her the second martini. This one was stronger.

"I don't mind being out in the middle of nowhere," Alex said. "Especially when there's a pretty lady out there with me. But I need my creature comforts. If I didn't have my minibar..." He shrugged.

"It would give me more time to read," Ruby said, sipping thoughtfully. "I'd like that."

"Ha! I don't remember the last time I cracked a book that didn't have P&L embossed on the front page," Alex said.

"Or whatever you do to relax," Ruby said. She swallowed the rest of her drink hurriedly, the alcohol hitting her harder than she'd thought it would. The back of her throat burned.

She stood up, trying not to let the room spin around her. He obviously wasn't in a chatting mood, and she was starting to think she shouldn't have come up to the room with him. Why hadn't she insisted that they drink at the hotel bar downstairs? She set her glass down on the top of the minibar counter.

"You know what I do to relax?" Alex asked. Coming up behind her, he slipped one hand along the small of her back. His other hand wrapped around her shoulder and began to massage her there. She tensed.

"I don't...I don't think..."

"That's good." Alex smiled at her—she could see his reflection in the mirror. "Thinking never helps me relax. You have to...feel..." His hand moved over her hip, to her stomach. She tried to step back, but his leg was behind hers, pinning her to the counter. She swallowed hard.

"How do you want it?" he whispered in her ear. "Do you want to play rough?"

"No!" Ruby shoved herself backwards and spun away. Her arm knocked her glass over and it tumbled silently to the carpet. She bent to pick it up. "No. Look, I'm sorry. I misunderstood."

"I don't think you misunderstood," Alex said. As she stood with the glass, he grabbed her wrist and stood close to her. She could smell the acrid fumes of the brandy on his breath. "A smart girl like you? You understood just fine."

"I don't know what you're talking about," Ruby said, yanking her arm out of his grasp. "I should go."

"We're not done here," he said, stepping forward.

"I am done here," Ruby said firmly. Although she'd gotten hints of Alex's overconfidence, she never expected him to be so brazen. She turned on her heel and strode to the door. As she pulled the door open, Alex's hand reached over to stop it from opening.

"Deal's off," he said.

"Excuse me?" Ruby whipped around, her heart pounding. "What deal?"

"Your precious merger," Alex said. He stepped back and leaned against the wall, crossing his arms casually. His eyes, though, burned a fierce black.

Ruby's heart skipped a beat.

"You can't...you signed the deal."

"Really?"

"Of course! We agreed—" Ruby stopped mid-sentence. The associate had taken the paperwork. Alex had claimed he would scan it in to send to her, but now a sunken feeling dropped into her stomach.

"Don't try and tell me you came here—alone—without having this all planned out."

"I didn't!" Ruby cried.

"Arriving at a business meeting with no pantyhose, smelling like sex—"

"Stop!" Ruby's legs were trembling. "I didn't—"

"I'm sure you did," Alex said. His face turned calm, sympathetic, but his words still stung. "Look, let's talk it over. We can figure it out."

He leaned forward to close the door, but Ruby pulled it wide open to leave.

"No," she said. She was not staying to talk. She wasn't staying a moment longer. To her surprise, Alex grabbed her with a strong arm and slammed her against the wall. He leaned into her face, his breath hot and strong with alcohol.

"Listen here, you little bitch—"

That was it. Ruby brought her knee up into Alex's crotch with one sure shot.

"Oof!"

Without hesitating for another second, Ruby shoved Alex away and ran. She was halfway down the hall before she looked back, but Alex wasn't following her. Tipsy and shaken, she made her way down the stairwell to the hotel lobby.

"Miss, can I help you with something?" the hotel concierge asked. "A dinner reservation, maybe?"

She looked at him, her eyes wild with fear. How strange, that he was acting normal. She felt as though the whole world should be shaking, broken, after what had happened. Her mind was whirling with different thoughts.

"A taxi?" she said.

"Of course," the concierge said. "I'll call one up and it should be here in twenty minutes or so."

"Twenty minutes?" Ruby's pulse was still beating hard in her ears. She couldn't wait twenty minutes to get out of here.

"I'm sorry," the hotel concierge said. "There's only one taxi company nearby, and they're a bit of a drive. If it's an emergency, you could borrow the hotel car."

"It's not," Ruby said. "I mean, I can't drive. I'm in no condition to drive. See?" She waved at herself, then wished she hadn't.

The concierge took the opportunity to look her over. She saw his eyes pause on her red-streaked cheeks, then move down her bare neck to her hips. She coughed, and he shrugged, looking away towards the back of the hotel.

"There's the hotel bar if you want to wait..."

"No," she said, too abruptly. "No, no thank you. I just...I just need to step outside for a while."

The concierge looked at her as though she was crazy, and maybe she was. Walking away from him, she felt his oily gaze slide down the backs of her thighs, down her bare skin.

She wished she could drive, but the world still spun around her. A pressure jolting through her head made her stumble. Her hand pressed against her temple, and she felt herself begin to cry. She bit her hand, bit back the aching sob that threatened, just now, at her throat, to betray her.

Taking out her cell phone, she was not surprised to see the battery empty, the screen blank.

The contract. He would never send it to her now. How stupid of her, to let them take the only copy. Tears stung her lips. She pressed her lips together, to block out the sadness. If she could not taste it, it wasn't real. Maybe he would pity her, and send them anyway...

"Stop it!" she hissed to herself. How low had she come, that she would even think about begging for another man's pity? She would never do such a thing again. And anyway, Alex had a picture of her holding a cocktail, leaning against what was obviously a hotel minibar. She furrowed her brow and shook the image out of her thoughts. No...no more of this. Please. I can't take any more.

"I can't take it," she said. She bit her lip and walked on.

Turning her head to check that Alex was not coming after her, she lost her balance and had to pause. The hotel shone brightly against the rapidly darkening sky.

She turned and let the hotel disappear from her sight and from her thoughts. She stood up as tall as she could. She began to walk.

Finding herself at the exit of the hotel's parking lot, Ruby looked out down the highway. The road stretched out into the dark blue night, the old white paint on the black asphalt shining still brightly with moonlight. Reflections of a reflection.

Rows of corn lined her path, and she stayed to the right-hand side of the road. In the direction of the airport, the only other piece of civilization she knew in this strange not-wilderness, she walked.

It might have been minutes later or an hour, she did not know. At the end of the road in the middle of the darkness, a pinpoint of light emerged. The taxi?

As the light grew bigger, she hesitated, pulling herself closer to the cornfield at her side.. Only one light. A motorcycle? Josh? Or someone else?

She was too far from the hotel to go back. If it was Josh, she would be fine. But if it was anyone else...

What had he said? Mean creatures?

The light was almost on top of her, closer, brighter, and she did not know what she would do until—

CHAPTER FOUR

"Josh!"

Ruby stepped out to the side of the road and waved her hand as she yelled. She recognized the helmet as Josh's as she did, and a hope rose in her heart. The motorcycle shot past her with a roar.

She stepped out into the road and watched the taillight wobble as the brakes screeched. The motorcycle slid to a stop.

Josh trundled the motorcycle around and revved the engine as he rode back a hundred feet to where Ruby was waiting.

All at once she felt the chill of the night hit her. She was drunk. She wrapped her arms over her chest and waited for him to take his helmet off. On his face was a look of concern.

"Josh?"

"Ruby." Josh jumped off of the bike and swept her into his arms in a strong hug. If it had been any other time, Ruby might have resented the intimacy. Now, though, she buried her face in his chest and choked back a sob. Her hands clutched at his broad shoulders.

"What are you doing out here?" he asked.

"I didn't want to stay... I was at the hotel..."

"I was talking to a friend who said that most east coast flights were canceled. So I went to Agricorp to tell you, but they said you had already left with someone. The head of Agricorp. Is that right?"

Ruby looked up into Josh's face. There was a bit of suspicion still in them, and it hurt her to see that in him. Even if it was justified.

"The guy...Alex...I thought it was just business, but he..."

Ruby gestured with one hand, but Josh stood patiently, waiting. A thickness in her throat made her scared to finish, but she pushed past it.

"...he wanted more."

Josh's brows furrowed.

"You shouldn't have gone with him."

"I didn't know he wanted to—"

"I don't mean that. Lord." Josh brushed one hand through his hair. "That's not at all what I meant. But that guy, Alex. I know him. Well, I know of him. He's not welcome here."

Josh was stammering through his short sentences.

"What are you saying?" Ruby asked.

"Look. Nothing. Nothing." Josh looked around. "He's back at the hotel?"

"Yes. Who cares? Let's just go." Ruby reached for the motorcycle helmet, but Josh stopped her.

"And you didn't know him from before?" he asked.

"What—why do you care?" Ruby was astonished. How could he care more about Alex than about her? But when she looked into Josh's eyes she saw a sternness that wasn't there before.

"I need to know exactly whose side you're on," Josh said firmly.

"What the fuck does that even mean?" Ruby threw her hands up in the air. "I'm not on anyone's side."

"You left me without saying anything. You went back with Alex—"

"To talk business!"  Ruby was near tears. "How could you even do this to me?"

"Do what?"

"Blame me for this! As though it was my fault he assaulted me! And I didn't leave you, I didn't!"

"Assaulted you?" Josh's face fell.

"I didn't leave you at all! You left me!" Ruby said, pushing a finger into Josh's chest.

"What?"

"Last night. You left me! And I was all alone and I tried to find you and there were wolves, and...and..." Something inside of Ruby shattered, and she broke down into sobs against Josh's chest. Still, she could feel him tense, holding back.

"What did you see?" he asked finally. His voice was low, and there was a threat of danger in it that made her pulse skip a beat.

"What?" She wasn't sure she understood.

"Last night. What did you see?"

"Who cares what I saw? The point is... the point is..."

She stuttered to a stop. What was the point?

"Ruby, I need you to tell me one thing." Josh was looking at her plaintively. "Last night. You saw wolves."

"Yes!"

"Did you see anything else?"

"What, like panthers? Polar bears? Penguins? No, I saw wolves. And it was scary. And you weren't there. That's the point." There it was.

Josh's nostrils flared slightly.

"You're not one of them, then?"

"One of them? Who's them?" Ruby was completely lost. All of the hurt, all of the pain inside of her burst into a fiery rage. She didn't want anything to do with this anymore. She wanted to fly back home and curl up with a cup of coffee and be done with this completely. Josh's face was hard, and he turned away from her and swung his leg over the motorcycle. How could she ever have thought he was attractive? He was a total jerk. Just like Alex.

"Okay. Never mind. Get on the bike. We're going home."

"No! I'm not staying with you. As far as I'm concerned, everyone in this entire state is certifiably insane. I want you to take me to the airport."

"I thought your flight was canceled."

"I don't care!" Ruby cried. "I don't care. I don't want anything to do with you. And if you're going to blame me for any of this, well, I don't need that kind of help!"

His eyes swept the cornfields. He was ignoring her.

"Get on the bike."

"No. I'll walk to the damn airport myself!"

She went to turn but did not take a single step. Glinting eyes shimmered from deep in the rows of corn. Terror froze her. Was she imagining the eyes? Or were there really wolves out there?

A low growl shuddered her body, but it was only the motorcycle revving. Josh's hand grabbed her arm and she spun to see him looking out into the fields.

"Get on. Come on!"

The eyes came closer, but Josh was already pulling her onto the back of his motorcycle. She barely managed to wrap her arms around his chest as he gunned the engine and sped off. Turning to look at the darkness behind them, Ruby could only make out the shape of dim shadows skulking in the middle of the road.

***

The road sped by underneath, and Ruby was dizzy. She wasn't even wearing a helmet, and the fear pounding through her veins sobered her up more than the cold wind on her face.

All along the highway she thought she saw animals, eyes in the cornfields. Then she would blink and they'd be gone.

She leaned forward and pressed her cheek to Josh's back, closing her eyes. The roar of the motorcycle purred through her entire body. Without a helmet, she could hear the sound of his heartbeat racing. Was he afraid of something? She felt horrible for insulting him, and tears leaked slowly out of the corner of her eyes. Horrible. This whole night had been horrible. When Josh pulled into the dirt road and came to a stop in front of the cabin, she got off of the motorcycle with trembling legs.

"Did you really want to go to the airport?" Josh said softly. He was still on the bike, waiting.

"No," Ruby said. "They wouldn't be open anyway this late."

"Okay," Josh said."I can take you there tomorrow first thing in the morning."

"I'm—I'm sorry."

Josh got off of the bike, saying nothing. She followed him up to the cabin and inside. He stood near the sink, as though uncertain of what to do. She came up behind him and touched his shoulder lightly.

"I'm sorry that I didn't trust you. I thought...I don't know what I was thinking."

"Ruby."

Josh turned to look straight at her.

"I should have trusted you, too," he said. "It's not... it's not your fault. None of this. Especially what happened with that asshole."

Ruby felt another wave of tears crash against the backs of her eyes. Remembering what had happened not an hour ago... the drinks... Alex's hand on her... She pressed her lips together and tried hard not to cry. Josh's face melted into compassion, and she leaned forward, wrapping her arms around his waist and hugging him tightly.

He hesitated for a second, and then his arms came up and he pulled her closer to him. She could feel his warm breath, and he kissed the top of her head softly.

"I don't want to be just another asshole," he whispered. "Not to you."

"You're not."

"I shouldn't drag you into all this," he said.

Ruby shook her head, too choked up to speak. She didn't know what he meant, but she only wanted him to hold her.

"Tell me now," he said, taking a step back, his hands gripping her arms firmly. She reached up to touch his face, but he caught her hand and held it.

"Ruby. Tell me." A profound indecision wracked his features.

"Tell you what?" she whispered.

"I can't— I don't know what you want."

"What I want?" she asked.

He breathed heavily.

"I won't touch you if you don't want it, but for God's sake, Ruby—"

"I want it," she said, understanding finally his hesitation. "I want it. Oh, Josh—"

Before she could decide what else to do, Josh had leaned over and closed the distance between them. His lips pressed against hers and the smell of his body flooded her senses, the earthy scent of leather mixed with his cologne, the smell of the country and his skin. She gasped and his mouth was on hers, taking away the last breath she had left in her.

His arms were around her and there was only a moment of hesitation before she let him take control, her practicality flung out into the wind and the cornfields. His hands were all over her body, his strong fingers stroking her hips, and flames of desire shot through her body.

She had not felt anything so intensely since - lord, she didn't know when she had felt anything this intense. The ache inside of her had leapt up to the front of her mind, and as Josh caressed her body she felt it respond to every touch. A small whimper escaped her lips as Josh's mouth moved down to her neck.

This. This was everything she'd wanted last night.

"Oh, yes," Ruby murmured. She felt his hard muscles under his shirt, and then he was tearing that off and his chest was bare. Her fingers moved over his skin greedily.

"Josh—"

"God, I've wanted to do this to you since I first saw you," he said. His hands moved quickly, unbuttoning her blouse as his lips pressed hot kisses on her neck. She was back against the kitchen counter, and he lifted her up easily to sit on top.

He kissed her hard, and she ran her fingers through his hair, her nails slightly skimming over his skin. She kicked her heels off and wrapped her legs around him just as he pressed forward. She could feel him now against her thigh, hard and insistent under his jeans. She had never wanted anything so much.

She moaned as he moved his kisses down her neck to her chest. His hands came around her back and unhooked her bra, then flung it to the side.

"Oh!"

His mouth was on her breast, sucking at her nipple. One hand still supported her back and the other moved to the front, his thumb sliding over her nipple, teasing it until it was hard as he was. Between her thighs she ached for him, and she felt her hips tilt forward toward him. His hand slipped under her skirt, holding her thigh, moving towards her most sensitive part. She was already wet, so wet...

"Oh, Josh, yes, please, please—"

He sucked hard and she cried out as the pleasure thrilled through her body, turning her slick with desire and making her squirm. Then he stopped and stepped back, deftly pulling off her panties from under her skirt. He stepped back between her legs before she had time to even take a breath.

Her fingers tugged at his jeans, scrabbling at the zipper even as he kissed her again. Hot lips, hot tongue. Oh, god, the pressure, the ache, the desire! She wanted him more than she'd ever wanted anyone. She wanted him to help her forget all that had happened today.  And then he was shucking off his pants and then he was naked. She gasped when she saw what he had for her. Long, thick, and pulsing with desire. He kissed her cheek softly and guided her hand to his cock. It throbbed under her fingers.

"Tell me you want this," he whispered in her ear.

"Yes. Please," Ruby said. "Josh, I want you so bad. I want you to take me. Please. I need it. I need you—"

His arm was around her in an instant, pulling her to the edge of the kitchen counter. She felt his hard cock slide between her thighs and she opened herself up for him, her mouth falling open in a silent gasp. He slid into her, not all the way, and in that first moment she writhed in his arms, the tip of his cock teasing her folds and turning the volume of her desire up to high. He smiled to see her writhe in his arms but held her back, his arms supporting her easily. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes, trying to keep control even then.

"More. Please. Take me." She was whimpering, begging, but she didn't care. She needed this. "All the way. Josh, take me—"

With one smooth motion, he plunged himself deep into her. Stars exploded into light behind her eyelids, and she felt her body buck against the hard cock that was stretching her.

"Easy, now," Josh said. He held her so that she was half-resting on the edge of the kitchen counter. He rocked himself back, then forward again into her. She bit down on her lip and tried not to cry out as he moved into her again.

"More. Please, more. Take me—"

"Ruby."

Ruby opened her eyes and saw Josh looking at her with fierce desire. Sweat glistened in a shimmer on his upper lip. One strong hand came up and caressed her cheek. She kissed the rough pad of his thumb as he moved his hand over her lips. His gaze fixed on hers, he rocked forward again, filling her, stretching her, his eyes locked on hers the whole time. Her breath burned hot in her throat as she felt his thickness push against her. His face was inches from hers, and he began to rock inside of her while watching her. She was transfixed.

"Now," he murmured. She was about to speak but then he thrust into her fully, and her words turned into a moan.

"Ohhhhh," she cried.

He rocked forward again, then again. His swollen length worked its way deeper and deeper into her oh-so-willing body, and she tightened her legs around his waist every time he rocked in. Desire crashed through her body with every deep thrust, the pressure building, oh God, building—

He was panting with the rhythm of their lovemaking, and she felt herself on the edge of climax, her body matching his rhythm and echoing it.

"Almost—almost there—" she breathed, her voice rasping through her throat. "God, harder, please, Josh, harder—"

He withdrew then, pulling her completely off of the counter. In a few quick steps he had carried her across the room and lay her down on the mat in front of the fireplace where a fire was already dying down to embers. The warmth enveloped her even as she struggled to breathe.

"Don't stop! Josh—"

He bent over her and kissed her.

"Harder?" he asked.

Her fingers tore at his hair, pulling him in. She was empty between her thighs now, and her body screamed for him to come back and fill her completely.

"Yes!" she cried out. "GOD, yes, YES!"

He was on top of her blindingly fast, his legs spreading her aching thighs. His cock touched the hot and anxious folds and she lay her head back.

"Please," she whimpered. "Josh. Please—"

He thrust into her, hard and thick as a tree's trunk.

"Ahh!"

Again he moved in a rhythm, slow at first, but quickening as she responded. The ache inside of her was tearing her apart.

"Harder. Harder—"

"Oh, Lord, Ruby," Josh panted. "If you want it—"

"I want it. Josh. Yes." Ruby was writhing on the ground, her body losing control despite herself. She needed him, needed him to push her, needed to come with him. Nobody had ever made love to her like this. And yet she knew that she wanted more, and that he could give it to her.

"Harder." Her voice rasped against the warm night air. "OH! JOSH!"

His full weight bore down on her, and her hands pulled at his hips. He jammed his cock into her and she gasped in pleasure. He bent back and thrust again, then again, harder and harder.

"Yes! Yes! YES!"

The rhythm was hard, insistent. His body pounded against hers, the impact shuddering her entire being, faster and faster until he was almost jackhammering her. The motion was fierce, brutal, and she loved it more than she'd ever imagined she could. It was the stuff of daydreams that made her blush. Here, though, with Josh, she did not want anything else.

At the last moment, she tilted her head back and groaned, her fingers scraping his back. He pushed into her fully and she exploded with pleasure.

"OHH!"

Her body tensed, clenching around him, and she felt him shudder inside of her even as she was blinded by the surging climax that tore through her.

"Yes! YES!"

"Ohh," he moaned, and he came with her, riding the same wave as she rode, their bodies arching against the floor in twin arcs of ecstasy.

Josh's body stiffened and she felt his heat inside of her as he thrust once, then again, and then relaxed. His head came to rest on her chest, his cheek pressed in the space just between her breasts. Her fingers reached up involuntarily and curled themselves through the tangle of his hair. She breathed.

All of her body was on fire, the slow shivers of the orgasm subsiding as she breathed in, then out. She caressed his head and tilted her head back against the floor, swallowing.

Now that it was done, she didn't know what had taken over her. Such an uncontrollable urge. Where had it come from? And the things she'd said to him were things she'd never said to any other man. Never even thought about saying. With this man, though, she'd known that he would understand what she needed.

"Nickel for your thoughts," Josh said.

She looked down to find his light gray eyes peering up at her.

"I thought it was a penny," she said, still catching her breath.

"Yeah, well, inflation's a bitch," Josh said. "Are you...are you okay? I kind of lost control for a second there."

Ruby laughed.

"You're not the only one!"

Josh rolled over onto his side, curling one arm under her head and pulling her into a side embrace.

"Pretty nice roll in the hay for a city girl," he murmured, his lips against her forehead.

Ruby's smile twitched at the corners.

"I have to leave tomorrow," she said.

"We all have to go sometime."

"I could come back and visit. If the acquisition goes well..." Ruby trailed off. She didn't want to make empty promises. She had no idea whether she'd be able to come back to visit. Despite the allure of Josh's strong arms and beautiful eyes.

"If you want to come back, you will," Josh said. He planted a kiss squarely between her eyes, then fluttered small kisses down to her nose, her chin. She giggled, but turned slightly away.

"It's not that simple."

"Really?" Josh propped his head up on his hand next to her.

Ruby felt her skin turn red with embarrassment.

"Really."

"You can choose to come back or not come back. It is that simple."

"How about you come visit me in the city?" Ruby asked, the idea emerging from the dizziness in her mind.

He laughed.

"I wouldn't do well in the city. I need to run around in the fresh air every once in a while."

Ruby eyed Josh. His strong, sunkissed shoulders. His coarse, unshaven chin. He wouldn't fit in at all in the city. And I don't fit in at all here, she thought sadly. Even as she thought it, she was fighting the thought. This...whatever they had. It was wonderful, beautiful. Real. She didn't want to give it up, not that easily.

"Okay," she said firmly. "Then I will come back."

"When?"

"You want a date?"

"I want to have something to look forward to." Josh arched a smile in her direction.

"Soon, then."

"Soon's not a date."

"Sooner than a month. Is that enough of a date?" As she spoke the words, she felt a stirring of nervous fear in her chest. Making promises...that wasn't something she normally did with men. And yet here she was, promising to fly across the country for a man she'd only known a couple of days. Then Josh kissed her softly on the lips, and she forgot every hesitation she had.

"I'll be looking forward to it," he whispered. "But for tonight, now that I have you here..." His fingers traced their way down her curves, over her hips, and she felt another thrill of desire begin to seep through her body.

She pulled herself closer into Josh's arms, and let herself melt into his embrace. Tomorrow he would take her on his motorcycle again. At the thought of it, Ruby shuddered with delight. Her arms wrapped around him, speeding down the countryside...it would be wonderful, just wonderful.

She had nothing to wear for tomorrow, and at that moment she couldn't even remember the details of the acquisition that had occupied her thoughts for the past months. Her cell phone was dead, and the deal's failure rested squarely on her shoulders. But it didn't matter right now.

Right now, in his arms, she felt as though everything would be fine.

CHAPTER FIVE

Ruby woke up cold and alone.

She rolled over, but in the dim light of the dying embers, she could not see Josh anywhere.

"Josh?" she whispered. There was no answer.

"Josh?" She pulled Josh's flannel shirt over her head and wrapped the blanket over her shoulders for warmth. She stood up. Josh wasn't in the bed. She peered through the doorway, but he wasn't in the bathroom either.

"Hello? Josh?" For some reason she was afraid to raise her voice. She stood in front of the fireplace and lifted her hands in front of her for warmth.

A scratching came from the door. Ruby whirled around.

"Josh?"

The noise came again. This time a light knocking.

"This isn't funny, Josh" Ruby said, approaching the door. She waited for a response, standing with the blanket wrapped around her, but there was nothing. Anxiety ran cold through her blood.

She bit her lip, torn with indecision. She wanted to throw open the door and confront him, but if it wasn't Josh...

But who could it be? Who, in the middle of the night, just outside his cabin?

She steeled herself and reached for the door, but just as she did she saw a shadow pass near the window. She bent to look through the window—

"AHHHH!"

The face peering through the glass was Alex's, his eyes black and predatorial. Ruby stumbled backwards into the room. Alex's hand shattered the windowpane.

"Help! JOSH!" Ruby screamed. Glass shards scattered over the floor, and Alex knocked out another window pane. His bare arm came through the window and reached for the door handle.

Ruby fled back through the only doorway, slamming the bathroom door behind her. Her fingers trembled as she moved to lock the door. The bolt snapped shut just as the bathroom door handle rattled. She fell backwards onto the floor, retreating from the door as though it was on fire.

"Hey, little girl. Let me in."

Alex was there. Right there. Just behind the door. She heard his fingers scraping down the wood frame.

"I'm calling the police!" she yelled.

"Hard to do when your phone is out here," Alex said, his voice oily and slick. "Nice try. Why don't you let me in?"

Ruby looked around the room. The only way out was a small window in the back. She moved silently to the window and unlocked it.

BANG!

Ruby screamed. Alex had thrown himself against the door. The whole wall shuddered with the force of impact.

"You don't want to make me angry before I get to you," he called through the door. "Come on, Ruby."

"Josh! Josh!"

She slid the window up as she screamed to mask the sound.

Alex hit the door again and the wood frame splintered at the side where the hinge was.

Ruby scrambled up and through the window, her leg scraping painfully against the side as she tumbled out into the darkness. She hit the ground with a thud, knocking the breath out of her. Behind her, Alex was slamming the door with full force. She pulled down the window behind her, turned, and ran.

She had no idea where she was going. She was naked but for Josh's shirt, and she knew only that she didn't want Alex to catch her. She zigzagged through the cornfield, sprinting as fast as she could. Her bare feet pressed deeply into the damp earth as she ran and ran and—

A piercing howl stopped her cold in her tracks.

It had come from behind, from the cabin. She was panting, her lungs burning with the effort, but at the sound of the howl she took off with renewed adrenaline. She ran and ran until she had no idea where she was. Stumbling down a row of corn, she ended up in the middle of a dirt road. Was it the same road she'd been on before? She had no idea. More importantly, she must have lost Alex. She began to walk quickly down the road. She would reach the highway, maybe, and she could find an emergency pay phone or flag someone down to call the police. Her face burned at the thought of waving down a car while wearing only a shirt, but if that's what she had to do, she would. She would—

Ruby gasped and froze.

A wolf had come out in front of her path, so quickly that she hadn't even seen it come.

The creature was jet black, its fur coat as slick as an oil spill. It eyed her fiercely and growled.

The sound of the growl was low. It ran through her nerves, making her shiver with fear. Then another wolf came out of the cornfield. And another. The three wolves advanced on her. She breathed shallowly. Her whole being wanted to turn and run, but there was something in the hypnotic look of the black wolf that turned her muscles to jelly. She could not move.

A rumbling started to fill the air, soft at first and then louder. She thought that it was the wolves growling, but no, the sound filled the air, too loud to be a growl. It was coming from behind her.

The wolf broke his gaze for a moment, but that moment was all she needed. Ruby spun and began to run away. In front of her, farther down the dirt road, there was a cloud of...dust? A tornado? Fear of a different kind seized her heart. Then the source of the rumble emerged from the cloud, and her eyes widened in surprise.

A motorcycle. Josh's motorcycle.

She angled herself out of his path, running to the side of the road. Josh roared by her and swung to the side, skidding to a stop between her and the wolves. He leapt off of his motorcycle.

"Josh!" she cried. "Watch out!"

The three wolves were approaching him, and she thought perhaps he would have a gun. Something. What she didn't expect was what actually happened.

Josh turned his head toward her, and in the moonlight she saw his light gray eyes shine with a sad look she didn't understand.

"Ruby. I'm sorry," he said. Then he turned back to the wolves, and—oh god—what was he doing? What was happening?

It was a scene from a late night horror movie, and Ruby struggled not to scream as she watched. His arms stretched, sprouted tufts of hair. She saw claws burst from his hands, and his face—oh god, his face—

He was a wolf.

His clothes torn and strewn across the dirt road, he fell back to the ground. This time on four legs. His face had stretched into a wolf's snout, and as Ruby watched, terror-struck, he raised his head and... and...

He howled.

The sound spiraled up into the cold Nebraska night and Ruby's limbs trembled. She would have run but she knew in her heart that there was nowhere she could run to. This was a nightmare unlike any other she'd ever had.

The black wolf leapt forward with claws extended, the sharp points glinting in the moonlight. Ruby screamed as Josh jumped to meet him, and they impacted in a crash of fur and fangs. Snarls ripped through the night air. Jaws snapped. Ruby ran forward and crouched behind the motorcycle, wanting with all of her being to run but equally certain that the two other wolves would chase after her if she left Josh. What had used to be Josh.

The two other wolves circled around the fighters, darting in whenever there was an opening. Their jaws nipped and tore at the fighter's haunches. Although Ruby was only ten feet away, the wolves moved so quickly that their motion was nothing but a blur for the most part, a blur of gray and black fur. Her breathing came fast and hard, and her heart pounded as she saw Josh slip and stumble on one of his legs.

One of the smaller wolves slipped in and bit down on his haunch, and Josh howled in pain. The noise stabbed through Ruby's head, and she clapped her hands to her ears to shut it out. Then Josh whirled around, snapped his jaws on the smaller wolf's neck, and whipped his body around, flinging the wolf over the head of the other fighters. The wolf landed with a heavy thud on the dirt road. Ruby thought it was dead, but it whimpered and kicked, struggling to crawl away from the fight.

Ruby could tell that Josh was tiring. With two wolves fighting against one, it wasn't fair. He was limping, the bite from the other wolf bleeding down his front leg. Ruby wished she had a gun, a knife, anything at all. There was nothing she could do to help him against these wolves.

They faced off and Josh was forced back, one slow step at a time. He retreated back to where Ruby was standing behind the motorcycle, snarling and snapping to keep the wolves from coming too close. But what would they do once there was no more space left to back up? Ruby glanced around. If she could run and distract them—

Both of the black wolves looked up, their ears perking at the noise. Josh—or the wolf that used to be Josh—swiveled his head slightly. Ruby's eyes widened. Would they pounce on her? She could almost feel the wolves' hot breath on her face, their sharp fangs on hers.

But no. It wasn't her that they were interested in. As she waited in fright, she heard the new rumble of something coming.

And then they came. Motorcycles roaring to life, coming out down the dirt road. Josh's bike had left a thin cloud of dust, but the motorcycles came together in a cloud the size of a sandstorm. They burst through the rows of corn, circling Ruby and the wolves. Ruby was frightened, but Josh seemed to stand up straighter, and the other wolves cowered on the ground, backing up to stand next to the injured black wolf. It was then that she knew they were safe.

One motorcycle came to a stop and the rider took off his helmet. He was an old man, grizzled, his dark hair streaked white. His eyes were the same gray as Josh's, and he looked over Ruby and the wolves calmly, as though this was a normal scene he saw every day.

"You're not welcome here, Alex," he said.

Ruby's jaw dropped as she saw that he was talking to the large black wolf. It snarled, barking only once. When it met her eyes she swore she could see Alex's fierce gaze looking out. Oh god, was that what it was?

"Get out of here and don't come back until you want a proper fight." The man on the motorcycle looked over the three black wolves dismissively. "Next time you might want to bring more of your friends. No more tricks. Just a fair fight."

He whistled toward the wolves and two of the riders gunned their engines, circling in right next to—Alex? Could it really be?

The old man met Ruby's eyes and in them she saw a hint of laughter. Then he put his helmet back on and revved his engine.

The black wolves took the cue and retreated down the dirt road, the one wolf limping hurriedly along as the motorcycles breathed hot exhaust and skimmed the back of its hind legs. Alex, or the wolf who was Alex, looked back with a stare of pure hatred. Then they were gone, escorted away by the motorcycle riders and the old man riding in the back of the whole procession. The chrome of his bike shimmered in the moonlight and then was gone amid the corn.

Ruby blinked. The night was silent again, and in the distance the cloud kicked up by the motorcycles was already dissipating. She would have thought she'd imagined the whole thing, but in the dusty ground there were bike tracks and wolf paw prints. As she struggled to regain her breath, a low whine made her look up.

The gray wolf.

It moved toward her, and now that the others were gone she realized how insane she was to feel safe near this...thing. She stumbled back, putting Josh's motorcycle between her and the wolf.

"Don't... please... stay away!"

Her voice sounded surprisingly quiet in the silence of the cornfields, after the roar and rumble of the motorcycles and wolves that had come and gone. Her heart pounded in her chest. The wolf paused mid-stride, his front leg bleeding. Then—oh lord—the wolf was standing, changing, somehow turning back into human form. The fur disappeared, the claws retracted, and in only a few seconds the wolf was gone, and Josh was standing in front of her.

Naked.

She swallowed. The world was spinning around her, and her vision began to blur. This couldn't—he couldn't—

"Ruby—" Josh held out his hand toward her and took a step forward. His arm dripped with blood.

"Josh, I'm going to faint," she said, matter-of-factly, and then the world went dark.

***

She woke up in the cabin. The windows were still darkened outside. For a brief moment she exhaled in relief. It had all been a dream after all. Then she sat up and saw Josh sitting at the table, pressing a washcloth against his bloody arm. He looked at her with apprehension.

"You alright?" he said.

She opened her mouth, then closed it. Then opened it again. And closed it. She didn't know what to say.

"Will you come here and help me with this cut?" he asked.

Ruby nodded mutely. She got up, her knees shaking, and walked over to the table. She realized her hands were dirty. She went to the sink to wash them, then came back. Josh was sitting with the washcloth against his wound, frowning. She gulped.

"What—what should I—"

He pushed a needle across the table toward her. It was already threaded.

"I just need you to sew it together."

"Sew it together?"

"It's a deep cut."

"They have doctors for that," she said, picking up the needle uncertainly.

"I don't want the doctors here to see this kind of bite."

This kind of bite. A wolf bite. Ruby gulped.

"I don't... I don't know how."

"Don't you know how to sew?" Josh turned his face to her, half-smiling. His calmness made her feel a little bit better. But only a little bit. Sucking in her bottom lip, she took up the needle as though it was a dagger.

"Right here," Josh said, pointing. "Stitch in, then out the other side. Just a quarter-inch or so apart. Sorry, I'd do it myself if I could reach."

Ruby pressed the needle against his shoulder until it pierced his skin. She pushed it through and pulled the thread tight. Blood welled up between the stitch and she swallowed down her disgust.

"This is so not what I got my MBA for," she said.

"Sorry you got into this," Josh said. "They must have thought you were part of this territory when I dropped you off the first time."

"Who were those guys?" And who... what are you? she wanted to ask.

"They're part of another nearby pack. They don't normally come this far north into our territory."

"Your territory?" She pulled hard at another stitch.

"Our pack's territory. You met the leader tonight."

Ruby sat back in her chair.

"The leader. Of a wolf pack?"

"That's right. His name's Henry. Great guy. Makes his wolves fight too hard, though, at least in my opinion. I'm sure he knew I was fighting a while before he decided to roar in and save the day."

Josh chuckled, but Ruby just shook her head.

"And you're... you're a wolf."

"Only part-time," Josh said, smiling.

"This is crazy."

"Crazy? Yeah, I guess so." Josh turned his arm to her again for the last stitch. "Monsters. Werewolves. Shifters. Whatever. I thought it was crazy when it first happened to me."

"When you...changed?" Ruby focused her attention on the needle going through Josh's skin, pulling the wound tight. She couldn't make sense of any of this.

"Shifted, yeah. I was a teenager, and I didn't have my parents around to tell me what was going on. And my foster parents, sweet as they were, well...they didn't sign up to have a teenage wolf in their house. I hid it for years."

"How could you hide something like that?"

"Here? Who you hiding it from, the corn?" He laughed. "I love it out here. Nobody to bother me. Until you came along."

"Me?"

"You with your big company acquisition and your businessmen who turn out to be a from rival pack."

"My businessmen? I had no idea! Alex was—"

"Just a joke." Josh put his hand on hers, and his warmth made her shiver with desire, despite everything. "I knew from the beginning you weren't one of them. You're not a shifter."

"Not like you."

"Right." Josh examined the final knot she'd made. "Thanks, this looks good."

"But you said—"

"What?" His gray eyes made her mouth go dry. She wanted him to kiss her, wanted nothing more than to throw herself into his arms. But he was a monster. He had changed, grown fangs and claws, and... She shook the thought out of her mind.

"You said you wanted me to come back to visit," she said.

"I do."

"Why? If I'm not a...a shifter. Why would you want me?"

"Well," Josh said, a twinkle in his eye. "Nobody's perfect."

Ruby swatted him on his good shoulder, unsure what else she could say.

"I didn't think about that too much, really," he said.

"Really?"

"It's not like I'm eating raw bunny rabbits for lunch every day, Ruby. It's just something that happens to me once in a while. Heck, I've come to like it."

"How?"

Josh turned and took her hands in his, and for a moment she could not even hear his words. The electric thrill of his touch on her skin was something so incredible that she couldn't even manage to stay frightened. How could he be a monster? He couldn't.

"When I'm a wolf," he said, "everything is more intense. My mind focuses on one thing only. My senses go crazy with input. Running through the fields, smelling the corn and the red good earth. Feeling the strength of my legs. It's like riding a bike, almost - wind blowing my hair back."

"Fur."

"What?"

"Wind blowing your fur back," she corrected.

Josh caressed her chin with his hand, and she closed her eyes. Her cheek pressed into the palm of his hand, and when she had her eyes shut like this, she could almost pretend that nothing at all out of the ordinary had happened to her. Then his hand fell back down and she felt empty without his touch.

"You're taking this better than I thought," he said.

"Yeah, well, I might still be in shock."

"That's probably for the best."

Ruby stole a glance at him and saw a smile bending the corners of his lip. They both burst out laughing. She could feel the relief seeping through her body, relaxing her muscles. The laugh went on longer than it should. Then there was silence in the small cabin.

"I'm sorry about your acquisition," Josh said, squeezing her hand. "That guy was a jerk anyway."

"They don't call them the wolves of wall street for nothing, I guess."

"You forgive me for not telling you?"

Ruby barked out a laugh.

"Do you honestly care one bit about my forgiveness?" There was so much more going on here. So much that was bigger than her or them. There were wolves, and territories, and a whole world she had never even suspected lurking just underneath the surface of everyday life. But Josh had a hurt look on his face.

"Of course I care. I like you, Ruby."

"Why?" It was her standard rejoinder, and most men didn't know how to respond. But Josh had an answer ready.

"Because you're spicy and cute and smart as hell. I don't expect you to come back, but I would hate for you to leave unhappy."

"You would?"

"What's that they say? When you meet someone, always try to leave them happier than you met them." He stared into her eyes, and she was so uncomfortable that she shifted in her seat and could not meet his gaze.

"I don't think any of those wolves is happier for meeting you," she stammered out eventually.

Josh leaned back in his chair.

"No, no, I suppose not. Some people don't deserve much of happiness, from what all they take. You deserve it, though."

"Well then. Yes. I forgive you for not telling me."

"Really and truly you forgive me?"

Ruby looked up into gray eyes searching hers.

"It's a pretty tough secret to tell someone. I can't really blame you."

"Thank you."

Silence filled the small cabin. Ruby ached to reach across and touch Josh. To explore his muscles again. Now that she knew he was...different. That's how she would have to think about it. Not a monster. But Josh stayed sitting, and she could not bring herself to make the first move. The tension between them crackled in the air.

"I should probably get you to the airport," he said, finally. He stood up.

"Yeah." Ruby sighed in disappointment, standing and turning to pack. God, she wanted him badly. Even now. Perhaps now more than ever. Looking out window, she saw the sky turning a light shade of gray. Almost dawn.

She turned around and found him standing right in front of her, his bare chest just inches away. She could feel the heat emanating from his skin, and she longed to touch him. She bit down on her lower lip. A painful indecision furrowed his face.

"I don't want to scare you, Ruby," he said.

"You don't scare me," she said, and as she spoke the words she knew that nothing else was truer. Despite everything, she felt completely safe with Josh, in his cabin. She wanted him, needed him, even though he was not quite human and she wasn't sure what would happen between them. She desperately wanted there to be a them.

"We still have a little time before we have to leave," Josh said. He reached one strong hand forward and touched her hip. Even the slight pressure was enough to send heat rushing down to where he stroked her, one slow finger pressing through the fabric. "Did you want to wash up, or...?"

"Or," she said decisively, and threw herself into his arms.

***

An hour later, she was on the back of his motorcycle. Her clothes were torn and crumpled, but she didn't care. The wind whipped her hair and rushed against her face, and she closed her eyes, enjoying the rumble of the motorcycle and the broad hardness of Josh's chest under her hands.

Then they rode around a slow curve and the sun broke over the cornfields. Ruby's lips parted as she watched the landscape before them turn fiery red and orange with the dawn. The sun's rays filtered through the leaves of the corn, and although the morning air was cold, all Ruby could feel was Josh's warmth against her. She never wanted the ride to be over.

Too soon, they pulled up to the airport. Ruby got off the motorcycle and slung her purse over her shoulder. It seemed impossible that she was leaving, but her plane was waiting. The city was waiting. She turned back to Josh, who was dismounting.

"Y'all come back now, y'hear?" He spoke with a thick country accent.

She giggled.

"Josh?"

"Yes, ma'am?"

"Thanks. I had a wonderful time."

A quirk of a smile danced across his lips.

"I'm sorry I didn't have a 5-star hotel for you to stay in. And sorry, you know, that wolves attacked you."

She laughed.

"That's okay."

"Really?"

"Really. You're leaving me happier than you met me."

She leaned forward to give him a soft kiss goodbye, but then he had swept her into his arms and she was spinning, not even on tiptoes. The hot pressure of his lips tore the breath from her lungs as he kissed her with more passion than she'd ever known. His hands crushed her blouse, pressing against her back, and she ached to stay that way forever. Then the kiss broke, and though the sky still spun, she breathed balance back into her body.

"Goodbye, Ruby," he said, putting her back on her feet and making sure she was steady.

"See you later," she said. Before she could change her mind, she turned and quickly walked away.

When she reached the airport door, she heard the motorcycle's engine rev. She turned to see Josh riding away, the new sun glinting off of his helmet. She watched him as long as she could, until he rode around the corner and disappeared from view.

Her phone rang in her pocket. She reached down and she turned it off without looking, walking into the airport.

No more phones. Not for now. She wanted to hold onto the peace inside of her heart for as long as she could. Until she could come back and be with Josh again.

The End
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