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Who’s the Redhead?

Rush

Rush, his dad walking by his side, made his silent way to the two men standing by the edge.

Hawk was turned at the waist to watch their approach.

His man, Mo, had binoculars held up to his eyes and they were trained down from where they were on the roof of an office building next door to one of the parking garages at Cherry Creek Shopping Mall.

“What we got?” Tack, Rush’s father, asked as they arrived at Hawk and Mo and stopped.

“Take a look,” Hawk replied, and as if he’d given the order, Mo handed his binoculars to Hawk who gave them to Tack.

Tack took them and trained them where Mo’s gaze had been aimed. It took him a couple of seconds but eventually he honed in.

“Who’s the redhead?” he asked.

“Her name’s Rebel Stapleton.”

Rebel.

Kickass name.

Rush turned the way his dad was looking, but even if the garage was lit, he couldn’t see much from their distance through the dark.

Tack took the binoculars from his eyes and handed them to Rush.



Rush looked through them and scanned the parking structure.

“There a reason why it was urgent we show on this roof to watch Harrietta Turnbull talkin’ to some redhead with a kickass name?” Tack asked.

Rush felt his lips curl up when his dad said what Rush thought . . .

And then he froze when he saw them.

Illuminated by the lights in the parking garage, she was in full color, and with the high-powered binoculars, it was like he was standing five feet away.

She was definitely a redhead, but even if that described the color of her hair, that huge mane of wavy auburn deserved a lot more words to define it.

She was tall.

She was built.

And fuck.

She was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

“Rebel Stapleton’s been makin’ a name for herself in Denver for a few years now,” Hawk answered his dad. “Started with weddings. Parties. But she was ambitious. Took some risks. Did some stuff with bands. Some DJs. Clubs. Bloggers who post to YouTube, mostly fashion shit.”

Rush could tell his father was losing patience. “What are you talkin’ about, Hawk?”

“Made some waves with her style. Won a few awards,” Hawk went on like Tack hadn’t spoken. “Small ones. Local and online, but that shit is new and she was on the cutting edge.”

Rush vaguely noticed Harrietta Turnbull was gesturing wildly.

But Rebel Stapleton was cool as shit. The expression on her beautiful face was set one step up from bored. Her body language was closed with arms crossed on her chest, torso swayed slightly back.

While dozens were rushing out of Turnbull’s mouth, he hadn’t noticed Rebel open those full lips once to form a word.

She had fantastic lips.

And man, the woman had fucking amazing cheekbones.

“Now,” Hawk continued, “she’s an executive producer and the exclusive director and cinematographer of all movies made by Luxe Films.”

At Hawk’s announcement, acid filled his throat.

Rush dropped the binoculars and sliced his eyes to Hawk.

“Say what?” he asked.

Hawk looked to him. “Benito Valenzuela’s new line of porn. He’s goin’ legit. Higher budgets. Better production value. Actual storylines. Actors who can kinda act, not just fuck. Apparently, women are gettin’ their porn groove on but they want love stories attached to their closeups of blowjobs.”

“We know what Luxe Films is, Hawk,” Tack told him. “You’re tellin’ me that woman is in bed with Valenzuela?”

“Not literally,” Hawk replied.



Rush turned his head back to the parking garage, but he didn’t lift the binoculars.

His thoughts were that Rebel Stapleton working with Valenzuela was a waste.

But what made him uneasy was just how sick that thought made him after only seeing the woman through a set of binoculars.

“Her name on the credits appears as Tallulah Monroe,” Hawk kept talking.

“So she’s not all in,” Tack murmured.

“She’s not putting her name on porn,” Hawk replied. “But Valenzuela actually has a bona fide payroll for Luxe Films. He’s turning a new leaf. Reporting to the IRS. And her salary is being paid to Tallulah Monroe.”

“Unravel why that means dick to us,” Tack demanded.

“Tallulah Monroe with a false social security number, Tack,” Hawk shared and got Rush’s gaze again. “Though I figure the IRS knows what’s goin’ on considering she’s an on-file confidential informant for Lieutenant Hank Nightingale of the Denver Police Department. It’s just Valenzuela who does not know what’s goin’ on.”

Rush’s eyes cut back to the parking lot and this time he lifted the binoculars.

He did this still feeling sick.

But for a different reason.

He also did this clipping, “Jesus, shit.”

“Why the fuck does Nightingale have a CI in Valenzuela’s business?” Tack asked. “He’s not on that case. Slim and Mitch are.”

Turnbull was now in Rebel’s face, finger lifted and jabbing.

Rebel hadn’t moved a muscle, but she no longer looked one step up from bored.

She looked like that red hair was not just a product of genetics, and she was about to let loose what it said about her personality.

“It’s my understanding, this coming from Slim and Mitch, that Hank didn’t have a choice. Either he sent her in, and she reported to the police what she dug up, or she went in on her own and took down Valenzuela by herself,” Hawk answered.

“Jesus, fuck,” Rush growled, and watched as all Rebel had to do was uncross her arms and lean into Turnbull, her gorgeous face hard with anger, and Turnbull paled and retreated a step.



For what it was worth, at least Turnbull thought she was a badass.

The problem with that was, Benito Valenzuela was a psychopath who had a pastime he exercised to take him away from dealing drugs, producing porn and pimping whores, and that pastime included exploring the various extremes of his pathological misogyny.

He’d not think Rebel Stapleton was a badass even if she actually was a badass.



And if he found out she was playing him, and informing on him to the cops, he’d slit her throat.

But only after he and his boys gang raped her to the point she begged him to bleed her dry.

Fuck.

“Hank, Eddie and Jimmy decided that if she was gonna go in, at least she should have the cops at her back however they could be that way,” Hawk finished.

“What’s her beef with Valenzuela?” Tack asked.



“I’m not sure her beef is with Valenzuela,” Hawk told him.

Rush listened closely and watched closer as Rebel Stapleton declared she was done with her conversation with Harrietta Turnbull.

She did this by simply turning on her boot and walking away.

And wasn’t that just fantastic?

She also had a spectacular ass.

Not to mention a way with dressing like she was a 70’s rock groupie who would catch the eye and become the muse of Jim Morrison himself, wearing low slung jeans, a thick belt, a flowy flowered top and cowboy boots, and she rocked it all.

Rush lowered the binoculars and looked to Hawk. “Who’s her beef with?”

Hawk shrugged but his gaze was sharp on Rush’s dad. “My guess? Arthur Lannigan.”

Rush went solid and felt his father go the same at his side.

Christ.

And this just got worse.

Way fucking worse.

“Chew?” Tack asked.

“Chew,” Hawk confirmed. “For Stapleton, Valenzuela will just be icing. From what we got on her, she’s not a big fan of Valenzuela. Even so, she’s all about taking down Lannigan.”

Rush turned his body fully to Hawk. “Does she know women are droppin’ like flies around Valenzuela and Chew?”

“She knows at least one woman has lost her life to this mess,” Hawk said, and the way he said it made Rush’s neck get tight.

“She know Natalie?” Tack guessed.

Hawk shook his head.

“Camilla Turnbull?” Rush asked.

Hawk shook his head.

His dad lost patience and bit out, “Spill, Hawk, Jesus.”

“I got a file,” Hawk told him. “I’m givin’ it to you. You read it. Then you get that redhead’s ass out of her porn set director’s chair and back in her bohemian wasteland pad in north Denver. Hank’s troubled. Eddie’s pissed she tied their hands. Jimmy’s considering retirement. They all want her out. She won’t budge. I figure Chaos will have the touch.”

Yeah.

Chaos was gonna have the touch.

Hawk kept talking.

“I don’t have to tell you that ugly has been gettin’ uglier and uglier. What we haven’t considered is that all this bullshit has been touching the lives and breaking the hearts of people not directly associated with Chaos. And Rebel Stapleton is one of those people. She’s just made of stuff that isn’t gonna let her take it lying down. Mo, get the file,” Hawk ordered his man.

Mo moved.

Rush looked back to the parking lot at the spot he’d last seen Rebel.

“I know you got a lot on your plate. I’d intervene, but you both know why I can’t,” Hawk continued.

Yeah, they knew.

Rush looked back to Hawk when he kept speaking.

“But someone has to get her out. Valenzuela or Lannigan catch on she isn’t who she says she is, she won’t be delivered to Chaos and laid out on your picnic table. She’ll disappear. And she’s not tight with her family in Indiana, but she’s got a brother in Phoenix who will go apeshit something happens to his sis. I’ve seen pictures of that guy, and his partner, and if those two come tearing into Denver, we might not recognize it after they get done. Makin’ matters worse, those boys got ties to a fixer I know who’s currently outta the game. Something happens to a woman that means something to someone that means something to this fixer, she’ll get involved and we’ll miss the old days of dead women turnin’ up on picnic tables with notes stapled to their foreheads. You boys don’t talk Rebel Stapleton down, this shit is gonna split wide open. And this shit is already serious shit. It gets any more serious, they’re gonna have to evacuate the city.”

Mo showed with a manila folder in his hand.

He started to hand it off to Tack, but Rush reached in and took it.

He dipped his chin, flipped open the folder and saw an eight by ten closeup of Rebel’s face.

She was wearing Ray-Bans and lip gloss. It was black and white, but he knew she had on gloss not only because her lips were shiny but because strands of her hair had been caught on them seeing as it appeared the snap had been taken when she was turning her head while on the move, that phenomenal mane of hair flying out at the back.

It looked like a goddamned ad for sunglasses.

Or lip gloss.

“You got this in hand?” Hawk asked.

“Yeah, we got this in hand,” Tack answered.

“Good. We’re out,” Hawk muttered.

Rush didn’t look up as Tack said, “Later,” and he felt the other men leaving.

He flicked through the file, seeing a lot of shit typed out that he’d read later.

He was looking for more pictures.

He had no idea if it was a second or ten minutes before his father remarked, “My bead, considering your fascination with that file, you intend to take lead.”

Rush looked at his dad.

“I need Shy, Joke, Snap, Dutch and Jag.”

Tack shook his head. “Dutch and Jag are recruits.”

“I need them.”

“I promised Keely—”

“I need them.”

Tack closed his mouth.

“They won’t be in danger and they gotta do more than work the store and clean up biker bunny puke to earn their patches.”

Rush knew Tack saw the truth of this when he nodded shortly and offered, “You want Chill?”

“I only need six bikes to surround a car.”

Rush watched the slow smile spread around his dad’s ragged-bottomed goatee.

Then Tack slapped his son on the shoulder. “Don’t scare her too bad, son.”

He wouldn’t scare her.

Not too bad.

That would fuck with his plans to get her ass in his bed.
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Shallow

Rebel

Nine months earlier . . .

I sat in my car like the officers told me to do, only ungluing my eyes from Diane’s run-down, piece-of-shit house to look at my dash and check the time.



The first squad car had arrived about nine minutes after I made the call to 911.

The second squad arrived about sixteen minutes after they went in.

The 4Runner arrived twenty-one minutes after that.

Now it was seven minutes after that, a van had arrived, a black Ram truck was pulling up, and one of the first officers who showed, the one who came to my car and told me to stay right where I was before he went into the house, was walking out of the house toward my car.

I didn’t get out. He told me to stay in.

I did stop watching him when the dark-haired guy who came out of the 4Runner, who had the body of a linebacker and a way with wearing a pair of jeans that even pierced my terror about whatever was happening with Diane, came out of the house on the same trajectory as the uniformed officer.

I was so intent on the tall one in jeans that the officer knocked his knuckles on my window before I knew he’d arrived at my car.

I hit the button to roll it down and looked up at him.

“I stayed in my car,” I said inanely.

He gave me a tight smile and muttered, “Good, ma’am. Can I ask you to get out of it now, please?”

I nodded. I did this a lot and fast, then he stepped out of the way as I pushed open my door.

“You might wanna turn off your car,” he suggested.

It was winter.

It was cold.

I’d kept it running to stay warm.

I also kept it running just in case someone in this awesome neighborhood felt like coming by and saying hi, even with cops around, and before they did I could peel the hell out of there.

But there were cops right there, so I reckoned now I was safe.



I switched it off and straightened out of the car just in time for the linebacker to join us.

His face was better than his body.

He was also wearing a very wide, gold wedding band.

Of course.

“Ma’am,” he said to me.

“Uh, hey,” I replied, slamming my door behind me and stepping up on the curb.

“Got it from here, Leahy,” the linebacker said.

“Right, Hank,” the officer muttered and loped off.



The linebacker turned to me.

His eyes were the color of whisky.

“You dialed 911?” he asked.

I nodded.

He jerked his head backwards. “You know the woman who lives in that house?”

Lives.

Okay, he said lives.

Present tense.

So . . .

“Yes.” I had a frog in my throat. I cleared it. Nodded again and repeated, “Yes. Diane. Her name is Diane Ragowski. She’s a friend of mine.”

“Can I ask your name?”

“I’m Rebel. Rebel Stapleton.”

He took a step closer to me.

In a club, I’d take a step back and find some words to remind him he was wearing a wedding band.

Right there, my heart slammed in my chest and my stomach heaved.

He’d said lives.

Lives, lives, lives.

“I’m sorry, Miz Stapleton, but I have to inform you that your friend has been killed.”

Has been killed.

Not, has passed.

Not, is no longer with us.

Has been killed.

Which meant someone did the killing.

That was when I took a step back, looked to the house, my feet, my car, my phone on the passenger seat, Diane’s house again.

Then him.

But he’d said lives.

I swallowed the saliva that had all of a sudden filled my mouth and asked, “Killed?”

“Do you have time to come down to the station and answer a few questions?”



I didn’t.

Who did?

Who had time to go to a police station and answer questions about their dead friend? Questions they didn’t have answers to because their friend should not be dead.

But I wasn’t surprised.

God.

Diane.

Why did you make me not surprised you were dead?

Worse.

Why did you make me not surprised you’d been killed?

“Yes,” I said.

“Are you okay to drive? Or would you like an officer to take you?” he asked.

“I-I . . .” I stammered. “I just need to breathe.”

He gave me a smile. It was also tight. It didn’t reach his eyes. It was still attractive but that wasn’t the reason it soothed me.

His eyes were kind.

It was his job to be here.

But somehow I knew, even if he saw this every night, he knew precisely what I was feeling and he didn’t like it.

Not at all.

And he wished I wasn’t feeling it.

Not feeling it at all.

“Breathing would be good,” he said on what sounded somewhat like a brotherly tease. “Do that. Coupla big ones for me, yeah?”

I nodded again and did as told.

It was really hard. There seemed to be something obstructing my lungs.

“It’s not easy,” I whispered.

Oh shit.

Something was happening to my eyes.

With a practiced hand, a dark-blue handkerchief was out of his pocket and he was offering it to me.

I shook my head.

“I’m not gonna cry,” I told him.

“Then breathe, Rebel. You with me? Breathe.”

I breathed. In. Out. Shallow. In. Out. All shallow. Try again. In. Out.

There it was.

I drew a long one in.

Then let it out.

“Good,” he murmured, stuffing the handkerchief back in his pocket. “Again.”

I did it again.

Okay.

I had it together.

“I’m all right to drive,” I told him.

“Right. I’m Lieutenant Hank Nightingale. You go in,” he was pulling his wallet out of his back pocket, “you tell them I asked you to come talk to me. I’ll call it in. They’ll be waiting for you. They’ll take care of you. But I won’t make you wait long. Okay?”

I nodded and took the business card he offered me.

“Hank Nightingale,” he repeated.



“Hank Nightingale,” I parroted.

“See you soon, Rebel.”

More nodding and, “Yeah.”

He was waiting for me to make a move, either his cop-handling-a-shocked-and-newly-grieving-friend schtick or he was a gentleman.

Or both.

I turned to my car. Got in. Switched on the ignition. Looked up at him through the window and did more nodding.

He nodded back and I saw him mouth, Breathe.

In. Out. In. Out.

Big ones. Deep ones.

I was good.

I put the car in gear.

He turned and moved back to Diane’s house.
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“Rebel?”

I looked up from the black coffee mug that said Denver in white on the side with some white stripes under it, through which there was a gold badge, to see Lieutenant Hank Nightingale striding toward me.

I grabbed my bag, shoved the strap on my shoulder and popped up out of my seat. “Hi. Uh, hi. Hi.”

Goddamn it.

I waved.

Goddamn it.

He gave me another smile, this one partially amused, partially pained, partially forced. It appeared he wasn’t a big fan of women made nervous due to the fact they were sitting in a police station at four in the morning due to another fact, that one being their friend had been killed.

He still thought I was funny.

Shit.

“Would you come with me?”

I nodded.

I forced myself to stop doing that and said, “Yes. Sure. Yeah.”

He swung his arm out and I moved toward him, but he didn’t lead. He fell in step beside me.

He also didn’t take me to an interrogation room, which was what my mind, for the last fifteen minutes I’d been sitting in the waiting area being brought coffee by a nice Hispanic cop in a uniform and assured “Hank” wouldn’t make me wait too long, had conjured was the next step.

But of course I didn’t have anything to be interrogated about.

He took me to a large room with a lot of desks, some offices that had walls of glass on one end and rounding this out there were a bunch of file cabinets and whiteboards and one couch.

It wasn’t teeming with people, but it was bustling more than I would think it should be at four on a Thursday morning.

Then again, Denver was a city, not a Podunk town. Crime happened in cities.

It just never involved me.

And then there was Diane.

He took me to a desk another Hispanic man was sitting on. This Hispanic man was in civvies, and if I was in another frame of mind, I’d happily turn that mind over to trying to decide which of them looked better in their jeans: linebacker sweetheart who carried handkerchiefs or edgy Latin hottie who some might say needed a shave, but I would not.

“Have a seat.” Nightingale gestured to the chair sitting next to the desk.

I sat, tucking my purse in my lap and setting my mug of coffee on his desk.

“This is my partner, Lieutenant Eddie Chavez,” he introduced.

“Hi,” I said.

“Hey,” Lieutenant Chavez replied.

Nightingale sat in the desk’s swivel chair, not close to me, but turned to me.

“We’re not gonna take a lot of your time. We’re gonna ask some questions. I’m gonna take notes,” Nightingale stated, reaching a long arm out for a worn leather-bound pad and the pen sitting beside it on the desk. “And we’ll get you home as soon as we can.”

“Who’s gonna tell Diane’s folks?” I asked.

Both Chavez and Nightingale focused on me.

Whoa.

I had a hot flash I didn’t quite understand, outside the fact these two men could focus in such a way half the energy in a room was sucked into their effort.

“Do you know Diane’s folks?” Chavez asked.

I nodded to him. “And I should . . . we’re . . . I know them. We’re close. We worked to try to get Diane . . .”

I trailed off.

“To try to get Diane . . . what?” Chavez queried.

“To uh, stop what she was doing.”

“What was she doing?” Nightingale asked.

I drew in breath.

Then I looked him in the eyes. “Drugs. Porn. And I mean starring in porn movies. Not watching them. Chantilly. Chantilly and porn. Google those words. You’ll see a different picture of Diane than whatever you saw tonight.”

Nightingale’s jaw got tight, and when I looked to Chavez, I saw his stubbled one ticking.

“So I should . . . I feel like I should be there when they’re told. Diane’s folks, I mean,” I finished my earlier statement.

“We’re locating next of kin. That was next on our list. To do the notification,” Nightingale shared. “If you’d come, and you think it would be of comfort to them, we’d appreciate you being there.”

“I’ll do that.”

Nightingale nodded.

Chavez cleared his throat and spoke.

“You were at her house tonight. Can you explain why?”

“I got a call,” I told him.

“From who?” he asked. “And what did they say?”

“I don’t know. It was a female. Her voice sounded familiar, but I don’t remember how. She also sounded really scared. She called on my landline.”

“Your landline?” Nightingale asked, having an uncanny gift of being able to write in his notepad even as he was looking at me.

Cop skills.

I nodded to him. “Yeah. No one uses that. I only have it because I got it in a bundle with cable and Internet, and then I told my brother about the bundle and he said I lived alone, do I keep my cell by my bed when I’m sleeping? And I said no. And he said he wanted me to keep my cell by my bed. And I said I didn’t want ugly cords around my bed and I charge my cell at night. So he said to get a regular phone and have it by my bed. And I said why? And he said because I live alone and he’d feel a lot freaking better if I had a phone close in case anything happened in the night, I could—”

I cut myself off.

Both men watched me patiently, and I made the decision to stop babbling about Diesel, my protective brother, and definitely stop talking about things happening to women alone in the middle of the night.

I went on, not babbling this time. “So I think, I mean, thinking on it, maybe I’m listed. And obviously my cell isn’t. So whoever it was, was trying to find me and that’s how she found me.”

“What did she say?” Nightingale queried.

“She said, ‘If you still care about Chantilly, you better come and see to Chantilly.’ Then she hung up. And that creeped me out not only because it was two in the morning and I had a call on my landline, or because she said that, and it was clearly a warning. But she called her Chantilly. No one calls her Chantilly.”

“Even at work?” Chavez asked.

I shrugged, shook my head. “I don’t know. I’ve never been to her . . .” I swallowed, “work.”

“Of course,” Nightingale muttered. “So you went to Diane’s after the call?”

“I called her,” I told him. “She didn’t answer. I called her again. She didn’t answer. I was creeped out enough to get up and go. So I went. I called her again on the way.”

“She didn’t answer,” Chavez finished for me.

And again I was nodding to Chavez.

“We’ve listened to the 911 call,” Nightingale stated. “You didn’t go inside?”

I shook my head. “I got to her house. The lights were on. But when I got up to the door, it was open.” I shook my head again. “Not open, ajar. Not much, a few inches, but it freaked me. She doesn’t live in a good ’hood. No one leaves their door ajar in the middle of the night. I looked into the window, you could see light through the blinds, one blind was not all the way down. I saw a lamp that was lit, but it was on the floor, the shade off, but still, it was lit. It tripped me out. I got worried, Diane didn’t keep good company, and not just the porn variety of not-good company. So, I ran back to my car, got in and called 911.”

“That was the smart thing to do, Rebel,” Chavez informed me.

“Was she . . . was she, I mean,” more swallowing, goddamn it, “should I have gone in?”

“No,” Nightingale said. “Like Eddie just told you, what you did was right.”

I looked in his eyes again. “What I mean to ask is, could I have helped her?”

Nightingale leaned back in his chair, sorrow filling his eyes for a second before he blanked it and answered gently, “No, Rebel. She was gone before you arrived.”

“You’re sure?” I asked.

It was his turn to nod. “I’m sure.”

“You’re sure,” I pushed.

“I’m sure, Rebel,” he said quietly.

I looked to my purse in my lap and tried deep breathing again.

It came shallow.

And more shallow.

Then came my eyes feeling funny.

“Rebel—” Nightingale called softly.

I aimed my gaze at him and snapped, “Why is it so hard to breathe?”

“We’ll give you a minute,” he offered. “You want more coffee?”

“I want my friend not to be dead,” I told him.

He glanced at Chavez.

“She was going to be a goddamned therapist,” I shared.

Nightingale looked back at me.

“She didn’t know, physical, occupational, even speech. She was leaning toward physical. She already had her psychology degree. But she wasn’t into it. Her folks and I thought she just wasn’t coping. You know, not having the challenge of school. Getting good grades. Working hard at something. Then she took that bad fall. Playing volleyball. Fucking volleyball. She was into sports. So fit. God. Always running or hiking or playing tennis or volleyball. Goes up for a spike, runs into the other chick, bam!”

Nightingale and Chavez were silent.

“Docs give her Oxycontin.”

“Damn,” Nightingale murmured.

“Yeah,” I spat. “Next thing you know she’s on oxy, on meth, smoking pot, and starring in porn movies as Chantilly.”

I shuffled my ass back in my seat, tucking my purse deep into my abdomen. So deep, I could feel the clasp digging into my flesh.

Neither man spoke.

So I did.

“You know, I watched one. I watched her have sex and give blowjobs to four different men in forty-five minutes. She took it everywhere. And the whole time she was gone. Diane was not in her eyes. She was spaced out. Doped up. So damned high, my girl, my Diane had left the building. I don’t even think she knew what was happening to her. Like a trained dog, going through the motions, moving and moaning, just to get her fix. It made me sick. Literally. I haven’t vomited in years. That DVD ended, I ran to the bathroom and threw up.”

After offering that morsel, it happened.

I dropped my chin into my neck and there was no holding it in by pressing my bag to it. The pain tore up my stomach, burned through my lungs and forced its way out of my mouth laying waste to my throat as it came out on a ragged sob.

My purse was gently pulled from my hand and a dark blue handkerchief was pressed into it.

I bent forward, lifted it to my face and pushed it hard against my mouth as my shoulders shook with silent sobs.

“She was . . . she . . . she was . . . sh-she was gonna be a physical therapist,” I whimpered into the blue cloth.

“I’ll get her some water,” Chavez murmured.

“Yeah,” Nightingale murmured back.

Eventually, I saw the toes of his boots close to mine. I sniffed, wiped the cloth on my face, tipped my head back and saw Nightingale had wheeled himself close, elbows on his knees, not in my face but encroaching my space.

This was soothing too.

Shit, he had this down.

“You hear these stories a lot,” I whispered.

“Yeah,” he whispered back.

“How do you do it?” I asked.

“Someone has to do for them what they can’t. Make things as right as they can get after they’ve gone so wrong. Find justice. And someone has to find answers for people like you.”

“I couldn’t do it.”

“Most people surprise themselves with the stuff they can do,” he told me.

“Both the good and the bad.”

He did a slow nod. “Both the good and the bad.”

“She was good,” I told him quietly. “Honest to God, however you saw her tonight, that wasn’t the real her. She was good. She was sweet. She was funny and smart and hard working. She was a great friend. She loved her folks. God, she loved her folks so much, Lieutenant Nightingale. They were so close. I was jealous of that until she gave me them too.”

“Hank.”

“What?”

“Call me Hank, Rebel.”

“Okay.”

“I’m not sure you should go with Eddie and me to see them.”

I straightened and shook my head.

He straightened with me.

“I’m not certain they should learn this at all if I’m not there when they do,” I returned.

“So, you’re tight with them too.”

“That happens when you wage war against addiction,” I educated him, though I reckoned he probably knew that a lot better than me. “We did interventions. All the shit. But they’d already adopted me before.” It surprised the hell out of me when I felt myself grin shakily. “Her mom and I’d sneak a flask of mojitos into her volleyball games. Made them a lot easier to watch.” I tipped my head to the side as I did a one shouldered shrug. “Neither of us are into sports.”

He grinned back. “Mojitos help make a lot of stuff a lot less boring.”

“Word on that, policeman.”

His grin got bigger.

“I see Hank has worked his magic,” Chavez remarked as he re-joined us carrying a paper cup of water.

He handed it to me.

I took it, thanked him, and took a sip.

Then I held Hank’s handkerchief to him.

“Keep it,” he said.

Yeah, I should keep it. We weren’t quite done with our thrill-a-minute night and I had a feeling the best was yet to come.

“How many of these you lose in a year?” I asked.

“Enough my wife keeps boxes of them in the linen cabinet next to the toilet paper she’s obsessive about never running out of, due to her mother’s decree we’re always prepared for a blizzard.”

I hoped his wife was awesome.

I had a feeling he deserved awesome.

Really, freaking awesome.

“We live in Denver, not Alaska,” I noted.

“We just stock toilet paper. Trust me. It’s better than rubbing up against Trish,” Hank replied.

Chavez settled back down on Hank’s desk and I looked to him before I said, “We probably should keep going. There are, um . . . things to do that need to get done.”

“You’re right,” Chavez said. “You good to go on?”

I nodded.

“Just the routine questions left, Rebel. Like do you know anyone that would want to hurt Diane?” Chavez asked.

I shook my head. “Not that I know of, but I wasn’t a part of her world anymore. I don’t know what she was into, outside of what I told you. But she was so deep into what she was into, who knows what else she got herself into.”

“This voice on the phone,” Hank put in. “You think you might remember who it is?”

I shook my head again but said, “I hope so. If I do, I’ll tell you. But it isn’t coming to me now.”

“It might,” Chavez said. “Things are extreme now, Rebel. Your head clears out, it might happen. My advice, don’t try too hard. Just take care of you, Diane’s parents, and let it come if it comes. No pressure.”

“Right,” I replied.

“You see anyone come, go, anything around Diane’s house when you pulled up, walked to the door, sat in the car waiting for the police?” Hank asked. “Anything, Rebel. A car, someone walking by, movement in any of the other houses?”

I had to shake my head again. “No, and I was looking. I was freaked. I was freaked sitting in my car in her ’hood and waiting for the cops. I was freaked about what might be happening with Diane. So I was hyper-alert. I still didn’t see a thing.”

Hank and Chavez glanced at each other before they looked back to me.

“That’s all we have now, Rebel,” Hank said. “Drink your water. Freshen up in the bathroom. Eddie and me need to have a chat. Then we’ll head out to see Diane’s parents.”

I looked between them both and stood up.

But I ended my look on Chavez.

“I’ll tell you what I told Hank. That wasn’t her, what was in her house tonight. She was good. Diane Ragowski was a good person. A good woman. A good friend. A good daughter. Until she wasn’t. But that part was always with her. It was just who she was. It was the drugs that made her something she wasn’t.”

“She doesn’t have to be good for me to work my ass off to find out what happened to her, Rebel,” Chavez replied. “But I’m glad to know she had people who loved her and at one point in her life, earned that.”

She had that.

People who loved her.

Okay, time to deep breathe again.

“Thanks,” I mumbled.

And having said my piece, I decided to let them have their chat so we could move on to the next bodacious part of this fabulous late-night party.

“Bathroom?” I asked.

“I’ll show you,” Chavez said, pushing off the desk again.

He showed me. I drank my water, threw the cup in the trash in the bathroom, freshened up as best I could, went out and met them again at Hank’s desk.

Then I led them to Paul and Amy’s house and we moved on to the next bodacious part of this fabulous late-night party.

It was seven million times worse than what had come before.

It was also a time I’d never forget.

And then there’d come a time I was glad for that.

Because I would need to remember just how hideous it was in order to make sure I got the job done.

Hank had been right.

I surprised myself with the stuff I could do.

The good.

And the bad.
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You Got Balls After All

Chew

Seven months later . . .

He stood with his shoulders against the back gate. She’d come out. He’d watched. She always came out, pissed off and grumbling to herself because her man did not keep things the way she wanted them kept, and that was somehow her man’s fault.

Chew did not get that shit.

If a bitch wanted something her way, she should just fucking do it. Don’t ride your man’s ass about it. He doesn’t want it that way. He doesn’t give a shit the trash was taken out every night so you wouldn’t smell it. Who gives a fuck?

You don’t like the smell, haul the trash out your own self, bitch.

Well, she did. And there she was, looking ticked as shit and grumbling about what a loser her man was.

Sure, it was the middle of the night after a long shift at a roadhouse. She was probably tired. And her man hadn’t shown for work, as usual. Chew had staked it out and he’d seen. So she was probably seriously tired since she had to do her shift and his.



But it was her that wanted the trash out, for fuck’s sake.

She’d run a bar for decades.

It didn’t take her but a couple of steps down her walk to sense him in the shadows.

Her outside light had a motion sensor, but it didn’t kick in because the bulb had blown. Something else Chew had noted when he’d scoped out where this was going to go down.

She was probably ticked at her man because he hadn’t changed that too, when the woman had two working legs, two working arms, and all ten fingers were functioning, and she could change the damned bulb.

She stopped and looked through the dark, right at him.

“Well fuck me,” she said snidely. “You got balls after all.”

Okay.

He was done.

He lifted the gun in his hand, aimed and pulled the trigger.

She fell flat on what was left of her face. Dead before she hit the ground, the barely filled white plastic bag of garbage drifting to the ground at her side like a big, sad, deflated balloon.

Chew pulled out his little Maglite, searched the ground, found the casing, picked it up with his gloved hand and palmed it. The metal was too hot for him to pocket just yet.

He’d dump it somewhere nowhere near there.

He saw a light go on next door, doused his Mag, shoved the flashlight in his back pocket, turned and slipped through the gate.

He stayed close to the shadows cast by the back fences in the alley until he hit the street where Harrietta’s car was parked.

He got in, started it up and drove off like he had nowhere to be.

And he did all of this not thinking of the body he’d just left behind.

Not that first thought.


[image: ]



Harrietta

Harrietta Turnbull listened to the phone ring.

Then she listened to what she’d heard a fucking million times over the last coupla months.

“You got Rush. I know you, leave a message. You’re tryin’ to sell me something, fuck off.”

Beep.

“You want to talk to me, asshole,” she bit into the phone. “Call me back.”

Then she took it from her ear, hit the button to disconnect and threw it across the room.

The phone slammed into the wall and dropped to the floor.

Tarantulas all over the place scattered.

She shivered at the sight despite having seen it a fucking gazillion times over the last too many fucking years.

“Where is that asshole? It’s fucking four in the morning,” she snapped at her phone on the floor.

Goddamn it, it had to be Chaos that took Chew down.

If Chaos was behind it, the years he’d rot in prison would eat him alive.

He’d hate it, motherfucking hate it, if she gave him to that girl. That Tallulah. It’d drive him crazy if some pussy turned him over to the cops.

And it was getting tough to string that bitch along.

She wanted done with porn, Valenzuela, the whole gig.

Harrietta didn’t blame her.

She wanted done with all that shit too.

But it had to be Chaos.

Harrietta didn’t think on the fact she took it in stride that not only had Chew been stepping out on her, stepping out with a girl that was only slightly older than Harrietta’s own daughter, a daughter Chew helped raise (if you could call it that) then got murdered, but also, he’d ended up getting rough with her (his norm, the sick fuck) and killed the snatch.

No, she didn’t think about what it meant, taking that in stride.

She had to admit, it sort of stung the bitch was a porn star junkie with a cunt so used, half the skeeves in America had seen it in close-up.

But even if he didn’t do it, he was going down for Cammy’s murder.

He was also going down for that other bitch, Natalie’s murder, and he didn’t do that either.

And he was going down for the porn junkie’s murder, something he did do (she was relatively sure seeing as those two cops that kept showing at her other place told her his fingerprints and DNA were all over the scene, cripes, how stupid could the dickhead be?).

Last, he was going down for killing whoever those two skulls belonged to that had been in the body bag with that Natalie chick, and Harrietta didn’t even know who those sad, dead fucks were. She just knew Chew did and it had something to do with his years with Chaos.

Oh yeah.

He was going to go down for them too.

Harrietta was going to see to it he took the fall for all of it, went away for good, not that first shot at getting out.

And she was going to see to it that not only Chaos took him down, but in the end, he’d know it was her that brought him low.

So, Rush fucking Allen had to return her fucking calls.

Or she was going to have to figure something else out.

The door opened and she turned to see Chew walk in.

Christ, she couldn’t even stand the sight of him.

She thought that, but she didn’t think about the fact he now had to hang in this pisshole, what he called his “safe house,” but she actually didn’t have to hang there.

Her name was the only one now on the lease at the old place they still had.

Her name was the only one on anything now.

That said, she had no idea whose name was on this place. She just knew no one had found them there.

Though her name was not on the apartment they used to have across the street from Chaos. When shit went ballistic, Chew had done the same and she’d paid the price with her flesh. But after years of her using that place to spy on Chaos, with the cops and Chaos all over it trying to find him, they’d had to let the apartment go.

That hadn’t made Chew happy either.

And she’d paid for that too.

Harrietta could attest to the fact that Chaos was also not super pleased to learn the news that Chew had eyes on their island of motorcycle club wonder for years.

She could attest to this because she’d spoken directly to the big man himself.

Kane “Tack” Allen, the mighty president of the Chaos MC, had come calling with five men at his back.

Not one of those men had been Rush.

It took no time at all before Tack Allen had seen right through her.

This was why he’d said approximately one point five minutes into their chat, “You want him taken out maybe more than we do. All you gotta do is give him to us.”

But Tack was tight with a coupla cops, and Harrietta had no screaming desire to wear orange for whatever they might wanna pin on her. Even if she’d done dick. Chew would drag her down with him without a blink. And the animosity clouded the air, those Chaos boys were so choked with it (it was probably the spying, she really couldn’t blame them, she still had no urge to wear orange and be made somebody else’s bitch, so fuck that).

She needed a slice of Chaos she could manipulate, and Tack was absolutely not that.

It had to be a young one.

Icing on the cake was that it would be an Allen.

Chew detested Tack.

If Tack’s golden boy son led to Chew’s downfall, Chew’d choke to death on that, but it would be a slow death since he’d be choking for the rest of his days.

Harrietta liked that idea.

With two sets of cops after him for a variety of crimes, Valenzuela wanting his ass, Chaos wanting his ass, and the Bounty MC wound up in this mess and maybe finding out it was Chew who got their asses swung out there, he had to lay low. His movements were seriously hindered.

He still went out at night because he was a dumbfuck.

And she still was at his safe house when he got there, as ordered.

Harrietta didn’t think on this, so she hadn’t come to the realization it came from years of conditioning.

She could run.

This time, he could not follow. He had some money left from what he thought were the “Glory Days of Chaos.” The days before Tack cleaned up the Club, when they pimped and ran guns and sold pot. But he had no leverage left with the players he used and left hanging to try to bring down Chaos.

What he did have was cops and criminals alike wanting him taken out, one way or another.

But she did not run.

She stayed instead, because that was what she’d always done.

But now she did it while she plotted.

He’d taught her that. The plotting.

He’d lived years for vengeance, and Harrietta had lived them with him.

So she’d learned that real good.

But now it was her who was living for vengeance.

Vengeance for Cammy.

Vengeance for years of putting up with his fucking creepy spiders.

Vengeance for years of taking his shit.

“Bed, bitch,” he ordered, slamming the door shut behind him. “I’m in the mood to fuck.”

She stared hard at his face.

Shit.

He’d done something fucked up.

He only got that worked up when he’d done something psycho.

This was gonna hurt.

In the end, he took her ass unlubed.

When he was done and snoring, she was in the bathroom, bleeding.

Not the first time.

Yeah, it hurt.

But she was used to it.

And in the end—Harrietta vowed to Christ—he’d hurt worse.

Way worse.

Those boys in orange might not bother with raping some washed-up biker.

But maybe, just maybe, they would.

And when they did, maybe, just maybe, he’d think of her when some big built guy with a huge dick was driving up his ass, tearing him apart, making him bleed.

Or maybe, just maybe, he’d think on Cammy. On whoring her out. On all he made her do.

On how he got her dead.

No, Harrietta didn’t think about the fact she’d put her daughter in that position, not when the abuse started, also not when Chew breathed life into his revenge fantasy, not ever did she protect her girl.

She didn’t think on that at all.

She thought about Chew taking it up the ass and the pain he’d feel that she knew all too well and how he’d hate, absolutely hate, being made someone’s bitch.

And on that thought, like only that kind of thought could do for her, Harrietta Turnbull smiled.
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Rebel

The next day . . .

Everyone had gone home and I was sitting in my director’s chair on the quiet set, script in my hand, going over my notes for the shoot the next day when my phone binged.

It was in my lap.

I picked it up.

The bold text was a bogus name I’d made up in case someone who shouldn’t see my phone saw it.

The text under it ticked me off.

I opened the message just because I was in the mood to be pissed.

Not tomorrow. I’m working on it. Give me time.

Harrietta.

Useless.

“Stupid bitch,” I muttered then jerked when my phone rang in my hand.

I also felt my heart squeeze when I saw the name of who was calling.

After swallowing mountains of their vitriol, all of it I hid from D, I really, really wished I could block them all.

Except her.

I couldn’t do it to her.



I didn’t know why.

Maybe it was because she was my mother and I held hope, since she was Diesel’s mother too, that she’d come around.

God, she would just love it if she knew I was taking a call from my director’s chair on a porn set.

“Hey, Mom,” I answered.

“Rebel, I need you to speak to your brother,” she snapped.

That snap indicated she was not calling to ask me to speak to D so she could pave the way for our mother to make things right with her son.

Nope.

It was the same old shit.

God.

Again.

This time, she was on about a family Thanksgiving.

That being the “family” she would accept for Thanksgiving.

Shit, it wasn’t like she didn’t know. She couldn’t not know.

The denial was ridiculous.

When would this end?

My back went up. “Mom—”

“Your father and Gunner are all set up to drive out to Phoenix—”

Shit, fuck, shit, fuck, shit.

That could not happen.

“Mom, do not let them do that.”

I could actually hear her lifting her chin in obstinacy when she said, “I’m at the point where I don’t mind they beat some sense into my boy.”

I blinked at the floor in front of me.

Did I hear that right?

Beat some sense into her boy?

Beat some sense into him?

“Rebel, did you hear me?” she called. “It shouldn’t be me who has to ask my son to come for Thanksgiving. He hasn’t been home in years.”

Oh God.

That would not go well.

“Mom—” I tried.

“You know,” she whispered, and I tensed at the way she did. “It isn’t like I don’t know. A mother knows.”

Oh my God!

“He needs to come home,” she carried on. “He needs to be away from that man. He needs to be with his family. He needs to talk to our pastor. I hear there’s programs—”

Oh no she didn’t.

“Shut up right now,” I snarled.

We weren’t going to go where we needed to go about fifteen years ago and do it like this.

No fucking way.

And it wasn’t me who could do this. It was Diesel’s to do. I didn’t get to do this for him.

I wanted to do this for him. I wanted to take this from him.

But it was his, and I couldn’t jump that line.

Though with Mom harping on Thanksgiving, I had to give him a heads up. I had a feeling this was going to come to a head and he had to be in the right place to deal with it.

It was time.

Long since time.

But I wasn’t going to share with my brother about programs or any of that whacked-out shit.

That’d cut D to the bone.

As usual, I had to finesse this. Take my brother’s back how I could and soften whatever blows they might land . . . however I could.

And last, hope at least Mom came around. I was a woman. I hoped one day I’d be a mother. And I hoped when I was, the kind of mother I’d be was one who might not agree with everything their child did in their lives, but she’d love and support her children no matter what.

“I . . . what did you just say to me?” my mother asked, sounding shocked, pissed and wounded.

“You tell them not to do that, Mom,” I warned, my voice vibrating with fury. “You tell them not to get anywhere near Diesel. He might take it. He might. He’s that guy who’d have trouble lifting his fists to his father. Gunner, he probably wouldn’t mind taking Gunner out. But Dad, he’d have a problem with that if only because he’s old. But either of them laid a finger on Diesel, Maddox would tear them apart.”

“Do not say that man’s name to me.”

“Maddox, Maddox, Maddox,” I fired back, immature and not giving a shit. “It is how it is. You have two choices. If you know, then you accept him and love him or bow out of his life. I made my choice a long time ago, but just saying, it wasn’t a choice. It’s just the way it is. In case you haven’t noticed, I love my brother and always will. But I swear to God, Mom, if you don’t stop calling me and harping about this shit, I’ll be forced to choose sides and I’ll choose Diesel.”

“I’m not losing my son and daughter over this insanity.”

Insanity?

“Yes, you are, you don’t lay off,” I returned. “This is my final warning. Leave Thanksgiving alone. Think on all of this. You call one more time and mention this kind of shit, I’m blocking you, Mom. And we’re done. No going back. No making amends. Find your way to being all right with this or shutting up about it or you no longer have a daughter. Your choice. But hear me on this and believe it. They go down to Phoenix and cause trouble and it gets physical, Maddox will lose his mind and it will not be pretty. And just to say, either of them lay a hand on Maddox, all bets are off. Diesel will come undone. Trust me on that. And save your husband and at least one of your sons a world of hurt.”

And with that, I disconnected and glared at my phone.

“That seemed like an unpleasant conversation.”

I jumped in my chair and turned to see the dark-headed man wearing an expensive suit standing beside me.

Shit.

Fuck.



Really, considering I was undercover in this gig, I needed to keep my shit a whole lot tighter.

“Benito.”

“You wished to speak with me?”

I didn’t.

Ever.

He pretty much made my skin crawl.

But he was my boss.

So . . .

“I wanted to talk to you about a script Meryl gave to me,” I told him.

“You have full script approval, Tallulah,” he reminded me.

“Well, this one is outside the general scope of Luxe’s focus.”

He nodded, turned, walked four steps, then dragged another director’s chair over to mine.

Fabulous.

He was going to settle in.

He sat in the chair, knit his fingers and rested his elbows on the arms of the chairs so his hands stood suspended in between.

“Share,” he urged, an attentive look on his face, a warm look in his dark eyes.

I was not fooled.

“It’s m/m,” I said.

“I’m sorry?”

“M/m, man on man.”

His face twisted.

Yup.

I was not fooled.

“Please listen, Benito.”

“I do not do gay porn,” he bit off.

“These are, uh . . . erotic love stories we’re doing. Right?”

“Your talent is indisputable, Tallulah. But as you know, your first film was not received as we’d hoped. But the second one caused a stir, which sent our female clientele to the first one, and even though there’s been very limited time for customer discovery, both are performing better than the top performing title I’ve ever produced.”

The power of the woman-centric dollar.

Had no one learned from the romance novel, fashion and cosmetics industries?

I tried to put some enthusiasm behind my, “Yeah. I know. And that’s great.”

“The crew is very attuned to you. Your production rate is exceptional, especially considering the quality you achieve. We’re about to imprint the DVDs of our third film in six months, and I’ve seen it, as you know. It’s surpassed the other two, and the other two were outstanding. You have a gift. This next film will only increase interest and uptake. I’m considering lightening your schedule, giving you more time for editing, and providing a budget for pre-release marketing, maybe even organizing a premiere, if this continues as it has done.”

This would excite me, if it wasn’t coming from him.

And it wasn’t porn.

And considering the fact I was undercover and I could not be out in the real world with this, for more than one reason, so there was no way I could go to a premiere or do any interviews or shit like that.

Benito kept talking.



“I already know one competitor who’s scrambling to produce films of like quality to ours. Before he even finds the capital, we’ll corner the market.”

“I’ve read the business plan, Benito.”

“And it doesn’t include gay porn.”

“Your target audience is women,” I reminded him.

“As you said, you’ve read the business plan and outside your obvious talent, my target audience is one of the reasons you’re sitting in that chair.”

“Right. So trust me on this. Women want m/m love stories and more, they want m/m sex scenes.”

He stared at me.

“They’re hot,” I said.

He stared at me longer, and I was about to say something when he said, “You have interest in them?”

I had no interest in porn on the whole. I didn’t judge, it just didn’t do anything for me.

But porn wasn’t about reality.

Porn was about fantasy.

In most cases, it didn’t really have anything to do with what you got off on in the real world.

I mean, I had no doubt men wanted to have sex with the slutty nurse with lots of lip gloss and her uniform undone down to her navel.

Or three slutty nurses done up like that.

But he knew it was never gonna happen.

So it was about what you got off on mentally.

And right now, either way you swung it, gay or straight, it was produced for the mentality of dudes.

Now a hot guy going at a hot guy and make that hot, but also a love story?

“Absolutely,” I answered.

He again stared at me.

I took it.

Finally, he nodded.

“Make it a ménage,” he declared.

Oh shit.

That was too close to the bone.

“I—”

He slithered off his stool in the only way a slimy reptile could.

“Have the script rewritten, make it a ménage. I’ll read it and consider it.”

It hurt a lot to say it.

But I had to say it.

“Thanks, Benito.”

He stilled and studied me in that way that creeped me out. Partially because I was worried he’d figured me out, as in, I was there to inform on any little thing I’d seen or heard that might put him behind bars, and partially because I worried instead that the asshole actually liked me.

“Please do not ever hesitate to bring your ideas to me, Tallulah. I mean no offense when I say I honestly had not expected this, but I find our collaboration very rewarding, and not just monetarily.”

Yeah, it was the second.

And yeah, that totally creeped me out.

“That means a lot, Benito.”

Damn, but I was proud of myself I got that out without choking.

“I’m glad it does. Now I hope whatever that distressing call was about you get it sorted out.”

I wondered how much he heard.

I really had to be more careful.

“Family stuff,” I muttered.

“Always difficult,” he muttered back.

If he had family, that would surprise me. He seemed the type to kill his mother and eat his young.

“Sadly, I have things to do,” he went on. “Perhaps we can have dinner some night?”



Oh God, no.

“That’d be cool.”

He smiled his oily smile, tipped his head to me and slunk away.

Gulk.

I decided to come in early the next day and go over my notes.

In other words, get the hell out of there.

I didn’t take this work home with me.

I lived alone, so it wasn’t like anyone would see it.

I just didn’t want it at my house.

I was on my way home trying not to think of my chat with my mother, my chat with Benito or the fact that I somehow had to pull off a tender “first time” sixty-nine scene the next day when my car rang.

I looked at the dash, closed my eyes, opened them because I didn’t want to kill myself in a car accident, and instantly decided after this was over to take a vacation somewhere there were no phones, no Internet, no television (so no porn channels), just a beach, a hut and mai tais.

Lots and lots of mai tais.

Then I took the call, feeling guilty that I didn’t want to take the call.

“Hey, Amy.”

“Hey, doll. Dinner this week?”

My mother was a lunatic who thought she could “reprogram” my brother.

And Amy was using me to fill the shoes of the daughter she’d lost to drugs, pornography and a clearly very dysfunctional relationship.

And there I was, unbeknownst to Amy, directing porn films.

Undercover.

But still.

“You name the night and the place, I’m there,” I said.

“Excellent. How’s Friday? But just so you know, Paul won’t be joining us. He has other plans.”

Yes.

I knew that already.

This was mostly because Paul would have a date with the bottom of a vodka bottle.

“Friday’s great. And that’s okay about Paul. Tell him I said hi, though, and want to see him next time.”

“Yes. Of course. I’ll tell him you’re missing him.”

I was.

In a variety of ways.

“You having a good week?” she asked.

I was having a shit week.

Nope.

I was having a shit seven months.

And it was worth a repeat.

I had to direct a tender “first time” sixty-nine scene tomorrow.

It wasn’t likely to get better.

“It’s been great.”

“You haven’t given us a YouTube link to tune into in a while,” she fished.

“I’m working on a few things. Soon,” I lied, feeling crap about it.

“You’re so talented, Rebel. I’m calling it now. I get to help you pick your dress when you win an Oscar.”

Like the Academy would give a woman a director’s statue. It seemed almost made up that Kathryn Bigelow scored it. Barbra hadn’t even gotten a nod for Yentl.

Though at least Jane Campion got to buy a suit in 1993 and nabbed screenplay for The Piano.

I pulled down the alley that led to my back drive.

“We should start a binder, get ideas,” I suggested.

“I’d love that!”

Amy couldn’t wait to watch something I did, and that had been the way even before Diane had died.

I wasn’t sure my mother had even watched the DVD I sent them of the first wedding I did solo.

“Waste of your fuckin’ time,” Dad had said when I did that video in high school and I’d asked them to watch. “Not gonna waste mine.”

“Mm-hmm,” Mom had agreed.

On that happy memory, I pulled into my back drive.

“I’m home now, Amy. Gotta get some food then pop next door to check on Essence.”

“Right. Okay. I’ll text with where we’re going and the time. I’m thinking Mexican. No! Thai! You love Thai.”

Diane did too.

“Sounds awesome.”

“It does. Look forward to it. See you, doll. Tell Essence we said hello.”

“Will do. ’Bye, my lovely.”

“Goodbye, honey.”

She disconnected, and I stared at my dash for I didn’t know how long.

Then I got out of my car.

I weaved my way through five cats and had no choice but to let Ashes in, since he scooted by me when I opened the back door that led to my colorful kitchen.

The paint job was Essence’s idea. It was whacky as all get out.

But I dug it.

At that moment, though, it did not make me feel what it usually made me feel: the warm welcome home of Essence’s whacky goodness.

I just wanted to get in my car and drive.

And drive.

And drive.

And then when I got to the end of the earth . . .

Scream.

My phone in my hand rang.



I dug it out, saw it was again Mom, took the call irately and put it to my ear.

“Mom—”

“This is your father. I’m using your mother’s phone since I can’t get through to you on mine. And let me tell you, missy, it is not all right you speak to your mother the way you did. Your position in this family drama is unhinged. I’ve a mind to—”

“Go fuck yourself,” I bit out, disconnected, found her contact, blocked her and stood there staring at the phone.

Though I’d probably unblock her in a week just because I was me.

It wasn’t weak.

It was the fact that if I blocked them, they’d turn to Diesel and I could not let that happen.

Okay then.

Well that was that.

At least for now.

The rest?

I had a dead friend.

And really no father, and that wasn’t because of this latest shit. He’d never been a good father to me (or D).

Also, really no oldest brother, because Gunner had always been an asshole.

Now I had a feeling, if she didn’t get her head out of her ass, I might be losing my mother.

And somehow I had to find a way to protect Diesel from all this shit.

But I was a stand-in daughter to grieving parents, one of whom, if what his daughter went through was anything to go by, was on a one-way trip to unrecovered alcoholism.

And every day I took my life in my hands, directing porn and trying to take down a drug dealing pornography producer and get some slippery woman I did not trust to finagle a confession from a killer.

So yeah.

Great day.

Great week.

Great last seven months.

Awesome.

But I had D.

And Mad.

And Molly.

They just were hundreds of miles away and had no idea all this was happening to me.

Not even Diane.

“Meow?” Ashes called.

Translation: Where are the treats?

I should not feed him.

He wasn’t even mine.

And Ashes was getting fat.

I went to my huge-ass stash of cat treats.

It seemed I was incapable of not doing bad things.

Especially if, in the end, they had some slim chance of making someone happy.
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Mr. Allen

Rebel

Present Day

It happened when I was on Speer Boulevard, about to take the bridge over I-25 to get to my place in the Highlands.

First, two bikes passed me on either side, moving in together in front of me and slowing down.

Then, I saw movement to my left and sensed it to my right.

Looking side to side, I had a bike at both.

“Shit,” I whispered, lifting my foot from the accelerator while taking in the identical patches on the backs of the leather jackets of the riders in front of me before I glanced in my rearview.

Two more bikes behind me.

“Shit,” I hissed.

I should have known. Hank was not all in with what I was doing, and Eddie was definitely not in.

Not to mention, I’d heard talk on the set. Something was going down with Benito and the Chaos Motorcycle Club, and it’d been going down for a while. There were even some folks who’d been there when it all kicked off years ago, when the Club had interrupted production to save some girl from her porn debut.

Benito would not like something like that.

And apparently, he didn’t.

Also apparently, they didn’t like that he didn’t.

And word was—flying in the face of all that was holy with motorcycle clubs—Chaos being true to their name was tight with certain cops.

Shit.

I looked left and caught the sunglassed eyes of the biker beside me. He took his hand from the grip and made some motions.

I was not paying attention to the hand motions.

I was staring at his face.

I grew up with bikers. My dad was a biker. My oldest brother was a biker. They were not in a club.

What they were, were assholes.

But not a single one of Dad or Gunner’s friends were that flat-out, drop-dead gorgeous.

Shit, shit, shit.

He looked forward and he was no less fabulous in profile.

Great.

He also edged his bike toward my car so I had no choice but to pay attention to the road, and not his handsome face, and move from the center lane into the right lane.

Then I held my breath in order to stop myself from screaming when the two bikes at my sides forced me into the exit lane and onto the exit ramp to I-25, both of them riding partially on the shoulder (on one part of this journey, one side of that shoulder being narrow with a short wall protecting a drop off to a freaking highway), but mostly tight to my sides.

They were going to kill themselves with this shit.

Once safely merged onto the highway, I turned my head left and pounded on my window, doubtful he could hear it over his pipes.

Somehow I got his attention, and when his sunglasses fell on me, I shouted, “I got it, asshole! Just lead!”

My window was closed. His bike was loud.

He still jerked up his chin.

What he didn’t do was stop caging me in.

Motherfucker.

In this manner, they guided me onto 6th Avenue and all the way down that long, heavily trafficked, three-lane bastard into the foothills. I lost my side bikes on the small mountain town roads that led to back country roads, the guy to the left going forward to lead the pack, the guy to the right falling back.

It did not make me feel cozy and happy when we hit a gravel road, in the middle of nowhere, that was winding and ended at a remote cabin that did not look like it was set up to play its role as a vacation relaxation station.

More like where Jason might show with an ax.

The bikes stopped.

I stopped, cut the ignition to my Subaru, tossed open my door, hauled myself out, slammed my door and advanced fast on who I was guessing was the leader of the pack.

The guy who’d rode to my left.

He was off his bike when I got there.

He was also taller than I’d have guessed.

He definitely rocked that leather jacket.

And he had a great head of thick, dark hair that was overlong. So long one side of the front was tucked behind his ear and it was flippy messy in the back in a way that practically begged a woman to grab hold.

I did not grab hold.

I got up to the toes of my boots and shouted in his face, “You could have killed yourself, asshole!”

“Calm down,” he growled.

Oh yeah.

Growled.

His voice was deep and gravelly, rumbling up his chest and out his mouth in a way I could almost trace that shit.

I ignored this additional nugget of awesomeness that made this biker and yelled, “Calm down? Calm down? Are you insane?” I took a step back and threw out both arms. “I’m in the middle of nowhere at Jason’s Lodge o’ Ax Murdering Fun with a pack of bikers when I should right now be home, meditating or some shit.”

His head tipped to the side. “You meditate?”

I didn’t answer that.

I said, “Newsflash. When a bunch of dudes on bikes wearing leather jackets with patches surrounds a woman’s car, she’s not gonna go Thelma and Louise on their asses on the exit ramp off Speer Boulevard to I-25, which is right in the heart of the city, which means right in the heart of Denver traffic. She might hurt them. More, she might hurt herself. But most, she might hurt some unsuspecting single mom on her way home from work to feed her kids and later, lament her choice of their deadbeat dad who’s off banging his secretary.”

“It gonna sink in we’re here safe, so you can be done yelling at me?” he asked.

“Am I safe?” I asked back.

“You gotta ask that, you don’t know Chaos,” he retorted.

“Well, another newsflash, stud, I don’t know Chaos,” I shot back.

He leaned into me.

I smelled leather, fresh air, and the remnants of some sharp, tangy aftershave that I kid you not, actually tightened my clit.

Damn.

“Well, you’re about to know Chaos, so let’s get on to that,” he rumbled at me. “Get inside.”

“I want your promise right here you’re not gonna ax murder me when I go inside that cabin,” I snapped.

He sighed.

From around us, I heard a deep chuckle, actually a few of them.

“We’re not gonna ax murder you.” He sounded beleaguered.

He sounded beleaguered.

Right.

I was delaying getting home and meditating (and boy, did I need to meditate now) by yelling at this guy.

So I turned and cut a glance through all of the men, vaguely noticing they were all various forms of insanely good-looking (how did I not know this about the Chaos MC until now?) and stomped toward the cabin.

“Door’s the other way,” the leader of the pack called.

I shot a kill look over my shoulder and switched directions.

Once I rounded the corner I saw the cabin had a porch, no furniture on said porch, some cobwebs—totally ax murderer’s home sweet home material.

When I got to it and tried the knob, I found the door was locked.

I was hit with the scent of leather, fresh air and tang as the leader of the pack leaned into me.

I was also forced to endure the thrill caused by him murmuring close to my ear, “Key,” as he reached in and unlocked the door.

He turned the knob and pushed in.

I bolted in the open door to get away from him.

The place was dark and smelled musty.

The darkness disappeared when one of the guys switched on the single, exposed, high-watt, overhead bulb.

I turned on the pack.

Six of them.

Totally overkill.

“So, who put you up to this?” I asked, crossing my arms on my chest. “I know it wasn’t Hank. He’d consider it, but he wouldn’t do it. So my guess, it was Eddie. Wildcard Jimmy. He’s fed up with ‘crazy females who don’t think straight.’ And even though I know Jimmy’s a good guy, and I don’t know the stories, I do know they were crazy enough there were books written about them and still, that shit pisses me off because I know what I’m doing. But more importantly, I’ve got reason to do it.”

“Sit down, Rebel,” the leader ordered.

I looked behind me to see a basic wooden chair.

There were a couple more scattered around but that was the extent of the décor of the one room cabin, unless you counted the fact it had a sink, a small fridge, and a narrow two-burner stove.

I did not sit down.

I also didn’t ask why they locked this joint when there was nothing to steal, unless someone was emotionally attached to that scary, dusty stove.

I looked back to the leader and declared, “Let me share how this is gonna go. You’re gonna say a lot of stuff. I’m not gonna agree. Yadda, yadda, yadda. A lot of time wasted. We’ll part ways. I’ll do my thing. And like it is now, it’ll be none of your business. The end. So, let’s save a lot of time with you just letting me go and then you can run off and tell Hank and Eddie I was a good girl and listened.”

He got close while I was talking and stayed close after I finished.

So close, I lost track of what I was saying because I could smell him again.

And was again reminded how tall he was.

I was kinda tall, so him being so much taller than me meant he was tall.

It got worse when I noticed he’d taken off his glasses.

He had clear, light-blue eyes. Crystal clear. It was like staring into two shining gemstones.

Holy Mother of God.

“Sit down, Rebel,” he said quietly.

I felt it prudent to retreat from those eyes, so I took a step back, two, my leg hit chair and I sat.

One of the other bikers skidded a chair toward him, he caught it and set it facing me, close, almost where our knees might brush but not quite, and he sat.

I was right. Our knees didn’t brush.

I found this disappointing.

The others fanned around and stayed standing.

Okay, I had to admit, even though I felt in no danger since I knew Eddie (or Jimmy, or outside chance, Hank) was behind this and they might be ticked at me, but they liked me, the biker circle was intimidating.



“My name is Rush Allen,” the leader of the pack said.

“Well, you already know my name, so consider us introduced,” I returned.

He nodded once. “We need to talk about what you’re doing with Benito Valenzuela.”

“This is where we disagree, Mr. Allen.”

He leaned forward, his leather creaking, putting his elbows to his knees, and he tipped his dark head back.

This was a bad position. His legs were spread, his faded jeans tight on his knees, I could see their formation, and like everything about him, it was sexy. Especially them leading into thick thighs. More on the especially with his long-fingered, rough, veined hands. And adding to all that, with the arch of his neck, the column of his muscled throat was exposed above the collar of his cream thermal, and if his hair demanded your fingers buried in it, his throat demanded your lips trailing down it.

I wouldn’t allow myself to let my eyes roam to his package. If it was as good as the rest, shit might go south for me . . . fast.

Man, I was in trouble.

“I know about Diane,” he said softly.

My gaze shot from his throat to those crystal eyes, and my breath lodged in my chest because of his tone.

It was beautiful, full of warmth and sadness and understanding.

So much of all that, if he’d been there when Diane had died, and he’d cooed to me in that voice (perhaps while he held me in his arms and I smelled leather and tang), maybe things would have been different. Maybe I wouldn’t have let that fire ignite in my belly. Maybe I wouldn’t have fanned those flames until it was an inferno that had built out of even my control.



I straightened my spine.

“You need to pull back so you don’t become Diane, Rebel,” he advised.

“Benito Valenzuela didn’t kill my friend,” I informed him.

“You don’t know who did that,” he informed me.

“I do know. And it was not Benito Valenzuela.”

“You think it was Arthur Lannigan.”

I leaned toward him. “No. I know it was Arthur Lannigan.”

“Let Hank and Eddie prove that,” he urged.

Oh yeah.

He knew Hank and Eddie.

Shit.

“They have.” (Uh, mostly.) “They just can’t find him.”

“And you think you can.”

“I know I can.”

“By playing Valenzuela and Harrietta Turnbull to get to him?”

“By doing whatever I have to do.”

“So you get dead, your neck snapped like Diane’s, what’s Diesel gonna do?”

I abruptly leaned back in my chair.

Damn Eddie Chavez.

He gave this guy everything.



“Diesel and Maddox and Molly,” he went on. “They’ll lose their shit. Even sweet Molly. Get caught up in all this crap. And then one, two or all of them are taken out. You good with that?”

“They don’t know anything about this,” I snapped.

“They will, you get your neck broken or your throat slit.”

I looked to the side, right into a pair of attractive green eyes owned by one of the other bikers.



He looked alert, but also concerned.

The concern was sweet.

Shit, Chaos boys were sweet.

How was that even possible?

I turned my attention to the dirty, rough, wood-planked floor.

“Rebel,” Rush Allen called.

I did not lift my eyes to him.

It didn’t matter to him.

He kept talking.

“I get it. I get what you had with Diane. With Diane and Amy and Paul. I’m tight with my dad. He’s a great dad. A good man. I’m tight with my sister. She’s the best little sister a guy can have. My mom dug me, but she hated my sister, my father, treated them like trash. I had to watch that, getting her affection and watching her abuse the two most important people in my life. I was torn. Until she took it too far and I wasn’t torn anymore, and now I don’t have a mom. I don’t fully understand how it would be not to have something with either of my parents. I do understand having issues with a parent. And I understand having a sister and loving that sister but wanting a brother.”

I caught his arm swinging out in my line of sight before he continued.

“So I found brothers. You didn’t have a sister. You found a sister and with her came two parents who got you. Who loved you. Who filled the spaces your parents didn’t fill. And then your sister got hurt, which hurt them, and you want to do something about it.”

Well, one could say something about all of that.

It sucked he didn’t know me even a little bit, but he still had me figured out.

“I don’t get this part of it, but I could twist it and see how it is,” he went on. “Your dad and brother, both racists. Both bigots. Both so narrow minded, they’re practically blind. Which means both of them are assholes. Your mother toeing their line. I’m a biker. It’s in my blood, but even if I wasn’t born to it, I got it so deep in me I figure I’d be that anyway. I had people around me who didn’t get it, that’d cut deep. You’re creative. You got that as part of your soul. And I bet they didn’t get that. I bet the way they are, who they are, how they are, they didn’t get that part of you at all.”

Yeah.

He totally had me figured out.

I pulled my shit together, blanked my face, turned my head and stared him in the eyes.

But I said nothing.

“It was worse, though, wasn’t it?” he asked.

I still said nothing.

“Your other brother’s bi.”

I clenched my teeth.

“You knew it, probably even before he came out to you about it,” he carried on.

I glared at him.

How did he know all of this?

Even Hank and Eddie didn’t know all of this and I told them everything (well, obviously not everything, but most of it).

“You lost Diane,” he said quietly. “You had to witness Amy and Paul losing Diane. Then things blew up with your folks and Diesel and his partners when he finally came out to them and you lost your family. Not a big loss, but your heart doesn’t know that, does it? You took your brother’s back, and they’re done with him but because you took his back, they’re also done with you. Two big blows, Rebel. Two big losses. Tough.”

“You don’t know me,” I spat.

“Baby, the love you got for the people in your heart is written all over you,” he whispered.

God, that felt good.

I couldn’t let it feel good.

Not that good coming from this guy.

I looked to the floor on my other side and hauled in so much breath, I felt my own chest rise.

“You gotta stop this shit with Benito Valenzuela, Rebel,” he said.

I looked to him. “She had a thing for older men.”

He pressed his lips together.

“You know so much, Mr. Allen, did you see? Did you see the pictures of her? Of her house? What she was wearing? Did you see what happened to her there?”

“Rebel—”

I sat back and drawled, “You know, my favorite part is that the coroner couldn’t quite call it. You know. The business she was in. He couldn’t say. The results indicated that she’d been brutally raped prior to her death. But, you know, considering she was a porn star, that could have just been part of the day job. Or considering she was a drug addict, that could have been what she was willing to give up to get her fix.”

Rush Allen flinched.

And oh yeah.

That was worthy of a flinch.

I hadn’t flinched when I read that.

It tore me apart.

So I wasn’t done.

I couldn’t be done.

There was too much left to do.

“But I saw. Hank left his desk and it wasn’t right. I’m not sure it was even legal. But I looked at the file, I read and I saw. And I know she fought it. I know she was raped. I know she endured that and being beaten to shit before, during or after being brutally raped. Before he either accidentally or very on purpose snapped her neck. And then, done. No more chances to get her out of that mess. No more shots at getting her clean. No more opportunities to do something more with her life. Get her back on the path to her dreams. Find a good guy who loved her, yeah even one who was older.” I shrugged. “Who gives a fuck? He could still give her babies. Let her share more of what made Diane awesome with the world for generations to come.”

“That’s gotta suck,” he murmured.

“You have no idea just how much it sucks, my man,” I bit out.

He pushed up from his knees to sit straight in his chair and asked, “Do you know Natalie Harbinger?”

I shook my head, confused at this change in topic. “No.”

“She’s dead,” he shared.

“Okay,” I said slowly.

“Benito Valenzuela killed her.”

Here we go.

The recitation.

I rested my back against the chair, settling in for him to tell me what I already knew.

Benito Valenzuela was a monster.

“She was Tabby, my sister’s best friend,” he said. “Best friend for as long as I can remember.”

Oh shit.



“Which meant she was in my life too, for a long time,” he told me. “They drifted. You know all about that. That kind of thing happens when one of you gets addicted to blow. So addicted, she’s up to her neck in debt to her dealers and has to turn to porn.”

The girl Chaos rescued.

Now dead.

Too bad Chaos didn’t know Diane.

Then again, it seemed the results would have been the same.

I said nothing.



Rush Allen carried on.

“Tore Tabby apart. Blames herself. She let them drift. She wasn’t the only one but she’s the only one left alive to feel guilt and make up ways she could have made a difference. Could have changed history. She’s certain that if she continued to try to intervene, she could have saved Natalie.”

He stared into my eyes.

“She couldn’t,” he finished, his point not even vaguely disguised.

“Your friend is not my friend,” I returned.

“Do you now Camilla Turnbull?” he asked.

I felt my shoulders tighten up.

“Do you?” he pushed.

“No,” I forced out.

Turnbull.

Something to do with Harrietta?

“She’s Harrietta’s daughter,” he informed me.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

“Sent in to play Valenzuela for Lannigan,” he continued. “Got played and ended up with her throat slit, laid out on a picnic table at our Compound on Chaos with a note stapled to her forehead.”

Yikes.

“Mr. Allen—”

He leaned toward me and dropped his voice in a way even his men, all standing close-ish, could probably not hear.

“You can try to distance yourself from me, sweetheart, by using that bullshit. But we both know what’s happening here. I’m Rush. You call me Mr. Allen again, I’m clearing the room and we’re gonna have a different kind of lesson.”

And again, he did not try to disguise his point.

And his point did not set my clit to tightening.

It set my nipples to tightening and my clit to tingling.

He leaned back and I told my nipples (and other) to behave.

“You know Scruff’s Roadhouse?” he asked.

Goddamn it.

“No,” I snapped.

“Natalie’s body was put in a body bag and dumped behind it. Woman who owned it is called Reb. Anyone call you Reb?” he asked.

“If they’re not my brother, his man or his woman, not if they want to keep their teeth.”

Suddenly, he grinned.

It transformed his face from angled and hewn and gorgeous, to playful and almost boyish.

And gorgeous.

His grin disappeared.

“Well, Reb was a tough nut. And she wasn’t a big fan of having a body dumped behind her bar. She’d never been a big fan of Chew’s. You know Chew?”

It seemed I didn’t know anything.

And he knew it.

Which blew.

But whatever. I couldn’t hide something he already knew so I didn’t try.

“Chew?” I asked.

“Chew. Biker name for Arthur Lannigan because the man has a thing for tarantulas.”

Tarantulas?

Oh God.

“Now Reb, she never liked Chew. There were tarantulas in that body bag with Natalie. Reb got it in her head that Chew tossed that body behind her bar, rather than Valenzuela doing it that way to frame Chew, and Reb ran her mouth to the police. Coupla months ago, takin’ out her trash, on her back walk in her own backyard, she lost that mouth when she took a bullet to the face. Now that,” he leaned into me again, “that was all Chew.”

I stared at him, feeling my heart accelerating.

I knew nothing about any of this.

“Women are dying, Rebel,” he stated. “Now I’ll be even clearer about what I’m tryin’ to get you to understand. There’s another club messed up in this shit, and a woman was informing to us on what was happening with them. She was ours. She had our protection. And we fell down on that job and she was left on a cement floor, beat to shit by an entire club of bikers, having to be hospitalized, broken bones, left with scars. Another woman, another one of our own, was kidnapped. She wasn’t hurt but she witnessed Valenzuela order the murder of two of his own men, she also witnessed their deaths. She’s okay now, but only after a lot of lookin’ after and some serious counseling. Do you see a pattern here?”

Oh, I saw a pattern.

I didn’t confirm that.

I continued staring at him.

“That’s all pussy, baby,” he said quietly. “Not one dick in that mix. Now you can take all of that as a warning to our Club, which is how we’ve taken it, and I can promise you, we’ve also taken steps to look after our women. You can also take it as what it definitely is. There are those who are expendable. And pardon me bein’ coarse about this, I’m doin’ it to make a point, but the expendables got snatch.”

“Are we done?” I asked.

It was his turn to stare at me.

Then he glowered at me.

Finally, he sat back and sighed.

“We’re done,” I announced and stood up.

I’d taken one step to the side of his chair when he spoke.

“You can’t bring her back.”

I looked down at him.

He was gazing up at me.

“Honey, you can’t bring her back,” he whispered.

I stood still, looking deep in his crystal-blue eyes.

They were concerned too.

It was sweet.

I didn’t have time for sweet.

Or hot.

Or my nipples tightening, my clit tingling or men who could soothe hurts by cooing in beautiful voices and looking at me with sweet in their eyes.

“My goal is not to bring her back,” I educated him.

“It says a lot about you. You got grit. That’s commendable. And it’ll be commendable, until you end up dead,” he went on.

Now that pissed me off.

“Don’t patronize me.”

It took some effort, but I stood still as he straightened from his chair, getting on his motorcycle-booted feet, now very much in my space.

He tipped his chin down to keep a lock on my eyes.

“That’s not patronizing.” His voice was deteriorating, sharing he was losing patience. “That’s askin’ you to be smart, which infers I think you’re bein’ dumb. And Rebel, I’ll not infer dick with that. I’ll say it straight. You’re not bein’ dumb. You’re bein’ really, fuckin’ stupid. So like I said, that’s not patronizing.”

All right.

Great.

So he was sensitive, insightful, honest and hella smart.

But even if he thought I was stupid, I knew better.

“Are you and your brothers doing something about this?”

“Yeah, Rebel, and that’s a promise.”

I nodded tersely, once.

“And you’re all . . . what? Former law enforcement? Veterans? Trained commandos?” I asked.

His mouth grew tight.

“That’s what I thought,” I snapped, rolled slightly up on my toes and bit, “Patronizing.”

“You know about those women bein’ dead?” he asked.

“You know I didn’t.”

“So you don’t know what you’re dealin’ with. We do. We got history. We got time on the streets. Not havin’ either of those, you can’t know what they mean, but trust me, they mean a lot more than some videographer getting her panties in a bunch and goin’ undercover in the dealings of one of the most disturbed criminals Denver has ever seen.”

I ignored the “panties in a bunch” comment, as well as the “videographer” comment since I was a goddamned filmmaker, both so I could prevent my head from exploding, and instead suggested, “Then help me out, take my back, and we’ll work together to get this done.”

More growling. “That is not gonna happen.”

“Why? Because I have snatch?”

“Well . . . yeah.”

“Sexist,” I spat.

“Realist,” he shot back.

I looked around, feigning like I’d forgotten the train of conversation. “Didn’t I say we were done?”

“Rebel—” he rumbled.

I looked back at Rush Allen.

“Toodles,” I said chirpily.

And with that, not looking at a single member of his silent posse, I bounced out of Jason’s Lodge, booked as fast as I could without running to my Subaru, got in, fired her up and got the hell out of there.

I got lost on my way home.

And I did not meditate when I eventually got there.

Instead, I slammed tequila and fought the urge to call Diesel and Maddox and spill all before I asked them to come up to Denver and take my back.

But they would, in a shot.

Which would put them in danger, which was not okay.

They’d also try to talk me out of doing what I was doing, and they wouldn’t go as gentle (huh) as Rush Allen did.

They might even kidnap me and imprison me in their guestroom, which would mean I’d have to listen to their sexcapades since all three of them (Molly included) were utterly incapable of not going at each other on a more than healthy basis, and I’d already accidentally heard some of that and I barely survived it.

So it was going it alone.

I had Hank (even though he was pissed at me) and Eddie (even though he was livid with me) and Jimmy (even though he wanted to shake some sense into me).

And as an aside, I was now pissed at all of them.

Why hadn’t they told me about Natalie and Camilla and the woman called Reb?

Dammit.

But whatever.

I’d be okay.

I would.

And Diane and Paul and Amy would get what they deserved.

Justice.
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The Boy Who Was No Good

Beck

Two months earlier . . .

Beck sat with his “brothers” at their club meeting.

“So it’s official. They’ve yanked our charter. And fuck them,” Web grunted, tossing a letter on the big folding table, which was one of three bunched together that made their club table.

Folding tables.

Total shit.

Okay.

Right.

The mother charter had spoken.

His motorcycle club was no longer Bounty.

They were nothing.

They’d pretty much always been nothing but a bunch of guys who liked to ride and pretend they were badasses.

They could do the first.

They sucked at the last.

“We have to come up with a new club name. And new by-laws. And shit,” Web went on.

The asshole had no idea what he was doing.

Beck studied him and wondered, not for the first time, how he’d let himself get played by these losers.

He liked to ride.

He’d lost his brother in Afghanistan.

He’d loved his brother.

His mother had lost her shit when her favorite boy got dead in the sand and she took that out on Beck.

So he’d done what he’d been doing since he was about two.

Fulfilled her prophecy of That Boy Is No Good, linked his shit to a wannabe one-percenter MC and completely ignored his gut when it fucking screamed at him to cut loose and get free.

Of that fucking club.

Of the grief his brother died way too fucking young, way too far away from people who loved him.

And from his mother.

In his stint with this band of assholes, Beck had learned he understood lemmings.

When everyone around you was going in one direction, running flat-out for that fucker, even if it meant you were going in a dangerous direction, if you didn’t run with them, you got trampled.

He’d run with them.

He still got trampled.

And that was on him.

All on him.

“Throttle, you got any ideas on a name?” Eightball asked him.

Throttle.

His biker name.

He fucking hated that name.

He came into the room and saw all the men’s attention on him.

He’d earned their respect. He was like some elder statesman or something, even if he was one of the younger ones.

And that made the acid in his stomach churn because he’d done this by getting arrested.

Big man.

Badass.

Getting arrested.



Jesus fucking Christ.

He’d also done this by handing Rosalie over to them. His old lady. The woman who’d shared his bed. The beautiful, sweet woman whose love he earned, and he’d pissed it away when he didn’t listen to her concerns about where his club was going, what it was doing to him, to them—him and Rosalie—and then she’d set about doing something about it.

The man in him and the biker in him could not come to terms with the way she’d betrayed him. How she’d used him and informed on his club to another one.

It was not okay.

He understood he’d given her no choice. He hadn’t listened. He hadn’t let her in.

She knew their world though.

So it still was not okay.

Even with that truth, it did not make the bent of his retaliation okay.

He should have told her about his mom. His brother. The shit that fucked with his head.

She would have listened.

She would have been great with all that.

She would have gone all out to help him heal, find the right way to aim his life, and she would have been with him on that ride.

He didn’t give her the shot.

And he hadn’t listened.

Instead, The Boy Who Was No Good handed her over to his club, but he’d been the first to land his blows.

It was no defense, it was stung pride, which was no defense at all, but he’d thought she was in love with another man.

He’d found he was right about that, just wrong about which man.

He’d also found it was him who drove her to that man.

But bottom line, the shit he pulled, the pain he’d landed on her was not right.

Christ, he hadn’t slept in months.

Christ, he could not get the taste of her fear when he’d taken her to them out of his mouth, the sight of his brothers going at her, the feel of his hand wrapped around her neck, the look on her face when she saw the monster in him.

If he kept being a pussy, he could blame that monster on his mother.

If he kept being an asshole, he could blame that monster on his club.

If he kept being a dickhead, he could blame his grief and the knowledge he felt down to his soul that it should have been him who died young, who was wiped from this earth and it wouldn’t be a loss, and not his brother, who was a loss, for bringing out that monster.

But it was him who let that monster free.

So that was all on him.

“Throttle?” Web called.

Wind, Ride, Fire, Free.

Chaos’s motto.

“We gotta have some kind of mission,” he grunted. “We set what we’re about, a name’ll fall outta that.”

“He’s right,” Rainman said.

“Do we need a kinda . . . committee to come up with a mission statement?” Griller asked.

He’d said mission.

Not mission statement.

They weren’t a bank, for fuck’s sake.

Jesus, these guys were lame.

“Throttle, me, Spartan, Eightball, Muzzle on that committee,” Web declared. “Everyone’s got ’til Friday to hand in their ideas.”

Hand in their ideas.

Like it was homework.

Totally lame.

Fuck, if they didn’t know what they were about already, no committee was gonna lay that out for them.

And they didn’t know what they were about.

They had no clue.

With these assholes, this was gonna take a year. They’d bicker about it, end up with some loser name they thought was badass and some statement they thought kicked ass, but didn’t. It’d say nothing, mean less, and they’d all be just as lost as they were when they found the club.

Wind, Ride, Fire, Free.

What did that say?

Everything.

We like to ride.

We like to raise hell.

We are who we are and no one can say dick about it.

We do what we do and no one can stop us.

We stand strong, together, and let no one fuck with us.

Four words.

Back those words up with action, and they said everything.

“We done?” Beck asked.

“Got something to do?” Muzzle asked back.

“Someone,” Pacino snickered.

Beck cut Pacino a look.

Pacino looked away.

Little weasel hadn’t been laid probably in years. Even a shitfaced biker groupie steered clear of that pencil dick.

’Cause the man had a pencil dick and that was known wide (not to mention, he actually looked like a weasel).

He probably laid in bed jacking off to what he made up about Beck getting himself some.

That acid churned deeper in his stomach.

“We’re done, Throttle,” Web said. “Meet on Saturday to discuss the statement?”

Discuss the statement.

He’d wear a suit.

Fuck.

“Yeah,” he grunted.

Web planted his stupid fucking gavel in the table and announced, “Adjourned.”

Beck pushed back, and he was about to get up before his eyes fell on Digger.

Digger was staring at the table like a naked picture of a woman was etched in it.

An ugly one.

Seeing that guy, the way he was and had been for months, Beck’s gut screamed at him.

Something was not right with the man, and it wasn’t about them getting busted doing that transport for Valenzuela. Or getting busted for landing that beatdown on Rosalie. Or half their guys serving time or making deals or court-ordered not to associate with members of Bounty, or whoever the fuck they were.

The guy was a skeeve.

Live and let live. Trying to find his way clear of the expectations of his mother (or her lack of them), that was what Beck had been looking for when he’d searched for what he needed and ended up screwing that pooch and finding Bounty. So that guy, deep into his fifties, drooling over any biker bunny who looked underage, Beck should just let it go.

But underage was underage, man.

You were fifty-five or twenty-five, you waited until that pussy hit majority.

Then you hit it.

Digger had always given him a shiver.

Rosalie had avoided him.

Beck had learned that Rosalie listened to her heart and her head and her gut.

He had no right to take anything from her, not anymore.

But that lesson he was gonna learn.

And Beck had shit he needed to do with these guys. He wouldn’t be anywhere near the fuckers if he didn’t.

Amends needed to be made.

What he’d done, he’d never scrape off The Boy Who Was No Good.

Rosalie didn’t hate him. He made it so he meant so little to her, she’d just moved on from him and didn’t look back.

But if his brother had lived to know what he’d done, he’d never speak to Beck again.

He had to find a way to be able to look at himself in the mirror, and that was not about coming to terms with the scar brother Hound of the Chaos MC had carved into his face after he’d been the man behind laying Rosalie low.

It was about finding a way to live with himself.

Or at least sleep.

He didn’t have time for whatever fucked-up shit that had a perv like Digger acting even weirder.

But his gut was talking.

And he’d learned what it meant when he didn’t listen.

But mostly, he’d learned that even if everyone around him was running one way, if he stopped, fought against the tide and got trampled, that was all right.

Because it would be his choice.

His.

So Beck was going to listen to his gut.

It’d make a nice change.
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Beck sat with his back against the headboard, his knees cocked, legs spread, and watched her go down on him.

She wasn’t real good with her mouth.

But she wanted to be, gave it her all, and her mouth had to get tired with all the effort, but she didn’t give up.

All her blonde hair all over his crotch and her pretty face with her eyes closed in concentration, her mouth full of his dick helped.

She eventually got him there and he slid his hand along her cheek and cupped her jaw to share where he was at.

She didn’t like to swallow.

So she slipped him out, jacked him to finish with a tight fist (she was better at that) and he came all over his stomach.



It wasn’t the best orgasm he’d ever had.

But she tried.

When he came down, he saw she was searching his face hopefully.

That hope wasn’t about getting hers.

It was hope she’d given it to him like he liked it.

“C’m’ere, baby,” he murmured.

She crawled up into his lap.

He kissed her as he slid his fingers into the front of her panties and started to finger her clit.

She sighed into his mouth.



It was sweet.

It was also sweet she was shy about getting naked for him.

He could coax her out of her bra but only after he got her in the zone.

Unless he was fucking her, the panties stayed.

It was wild, considering her job was handling costumes, makeup and that kind of shit for Valenzuela’s porn biz. She was around sex and nudity all the time.

Even with that, she had a hint of square in her.

Beck found it cute.

He kissed her, sucked her tits and worked her clit, finger fucking her a little when she got close so he could draw it out, make it more intense.

She went for him and he watched. She was pretty, but she was a lot prettier when he made her come.

She slid her cheek against his, pushed her face in his neck, and against his better judgement and the guard he’d put up to protect her, Beck allowed himself to feel that. Allowed himself to absorb her cuteness. Her lovability. The indication she wanted to be loved. And for once he ignored her aversion to his cum and wrapped his arms around her, held her to him, stroking her back as she came down.

Her hair smelled like honey and coconut. This meant she smelled both sweet, and like a vacation.

He dug that about her.



He’d always been about brunettes. Exclusive.

Rosalie had been a brunette.

So he was done with brunettes.

“Good?” he murmured.

“Yeah, Beck,” she whispered into his skin.

“I’ll clean you up,” he said.

“I’ll do it.”

He twisted his neck and dipped his chin in a way she had no choice but to slip her head to his shoulder.

He caught her eyes and slid his hand up to her face.

He pulled the hair out of her lashes, smoothed it back, then again cupped her jaw.

“I’ll clean you up,” he repeated.

He’d learned this too with Rosalie.

Or after Rosalie.

You take care of your woman.

However that came about.

Even if that woman wasn’t really your woman.

If she was giving you something—her time, her body, her heart, a not-so-great blowjob—you took care of her.

She looked into his eyes, sadness in hers.

She knew she was getting the good after he’d done his last woman so wrong.

He’d wondered about her at first, why she’d take him on after what he’d done to Rosalie, seeing as everyone, even her, knew what he’d done to Rosalie. He thought she was gonna be about pain, push it with him, get off on the abuse.

It shocked the shit outta him it had not gone down like that.

She did not want to get near his club. Not that he’d let her, but that was the only thing she was weird about. She liked being with him (really liked it), but she didn’t want anything to do with his club.

That was not a surprise.

Not after Rosalie.

But he was the instigator with that, and that he did not get.

It worked in his favor, so he didn’t question it.

She also knew she wasn’t gonna last. He didn’t often spend the night. He showed. She fed him. They both came one way or another. And he was out.

What she didn’t know was that making it clear they were temporary, and they were definitely temporary, was Beck doing her a favor.

She deserved better.

“Okay,” she said.

He bent in and gave her a light kiss.

Then he set her aside, yanked the sheet over her and headed to the bathroom.

It was later, after he persuaded her out of her panties, ate her to another orgasm, then fucked her to another one for both of them, and she asked him to stay the night, he relented for once.

Now she was asleep.

He got out of her bed, tugged on his jeans and went to her living room.

He made sure to close the bedroom door.

He stared out the living room window after he made his call.

Brock “Slim” Lucas of the Denver PD answered.

“It’s late, Beck,” he growled.

“It’s the way it is,” Beck sighed.

“You got somethin’ for me?”

Beck thought about Digger.

But Beck said nothing about Digger.

“Bounty lost their charter. They’re not disbanding. They’re gonna form their own club.”

“Not sure we give a shit about the organizational ins and outs of that MC.”

“Well you should, since they aren’t gonna take that hit and go quiet into the night,” Beck replied. “They’re not done. And they’re morons. So who knows what they’ll dream up to do next.”

“Word on Valenzuela?”

“Nothing out and out. Only smart thing those fuckers have done is grow cautious about Valenzuela. Before and after he disappeared, he let us swing, all that went down. But someone’s still in with him. Something’s still happening outside the club, I feel it in my gut. And I’m on the team,” he was not gonna call it a committee, “to dream up our new charter. Web is too, so I’ll start with him and dig into him about that.”

“You know whose strings Lannigan was pulling?” Lucas asked.

Again, Beck thought about Digger.

But he said, “That’s harder to hit, man. Told you the club blew up when it came out an ex-Chaos was behind our intro to Valenzuela. No one is copping to it.”

He heard Lucas sigh then, “Anything from Janna?”

The girl in his bed.

Costumes and makeup for Valenzuela’s porn biz.

He went after her for intel, part of his plea agreement, the reason he didn’t do but a coupla weeks for that beatdown on Rosalie and was able to get his “brothers” let loose with minimal time so they could fuck up and then really go down.

He was an informant.

What he’d jacked up Rosalie for doing.

His penance.

His contrition.

He’d targeted Janna because she’d been into him.

And she’d seemed weak.

He was fucking her for info.

But then he found he liked looking at her. He liked how hard she tried to give a good blowjob. He liked that she didn’t let him take off her panties unless he got her seriously hot, making him work hard to earn something good for the first time in his life. He liked how she fried him extra crispy crinkle cuts because she knew they were his favorites and smiled all shy, but happy, when he walked in her house for her to feed him and him to fuck her.

So he hadn’t pushed.

But she was a good girl. A good girl who somehow got sucked into the porn business, but still a good girl.

So he’d need to set her loose.

This meant he needed to get what he could out of her and then let her be free to find a real man who’d do her right and deserve those crinkle cuts.

“Workin’ on it,” he muttered.

“Work harder, Beck. Our agreement stands only if you give us good shit. You aren’t givin’ us dick.”

Beck did not get wound up at Lucas’s threat like he would have done just months ago.

Pride one hundred percent goes before the fall.

He was standing, but he was the lowest of the low.

And he knew it.

“I’m on it.”

“Right. So I can expect more from you soon?”

“Yeah.”

“Fantastic. Later.”

The man didn’t say goodbye.

Beck went back to Janna’s bed, put his phone on her nightstand, took off his jeans and slid in beside her.

He settled on his back and curled her into him.

She stayed there.

She was warm, soft and smelled like honey and coconut.

So he kept her there.

He was about to hit sleep when she twitched, it was not gentle, and his eyes opened.

She twitched again, stiffened, and jerked even more violently.

No way she could stay sleeping through that.

“Babe?” he called.

“God,” she breathed, sleepy but sounding freaked out.

He drew her closer and looked down through the shadows at her hair all over his chest.

“You okay?”

She shivered.

What the fuck?

He gave her a squeeze.

“Janna.”

“Just a bad dream, honey.”

“Wanna talk about it?”

She hesitated.

Then she settled into him and said, “No. I’m okay. Go back to sleep.”

“Sure?”

Another hesitation and, “No. I’m good.” She tightened the arm she had around him and snuggled into him. “All good.”

She was lying.

He knew it not only with the hesitations but also with the fact she didn’t go back to sleep.

And Beck lay on his back in her bed with her draped on his chest, not sleeping, knowing she was not sleeping, struggling to find the man inside that could handle a pretty woman who fried him crinkle cuts and didn’t mind showing she liked he came through her door, who right then had his cum inside her but was troubled with a bad dream and it was his job to make it all right.

She fell asleep before Beck found that man.

And this meant Beck did not sleep at all.
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Pope

At the same time in Boulder, Colorado . . .

Pope sat at his club table, the one with the emblem of the Range MC carved into its wood in the middle, and watched the door open, Spooks coming in.

Spooks looked around, his mouth tightened, and he closed the door, walking to the opposite end of the table from Pope and crossing his arms.

“Late night meet, not even one other brother?” Spooks asked.

“This is just gonna be you and me,” Pope told him.

Spooks’s eyes narrowed.

“You know this shit ain’t right,” he said.

“Get shot of her,” Pope ordered.

Spooks’s whole face got tight. “You cannot tell me who to fuck, brother.”

“You love her?”

A muscle ticked in Spooks’s cheek.

He didn’t love her.

Not a surprise, the bitch was a bitch.

“She mean anything to you at all, man?” Pope asked.

“Yeah. She’s a great fuckin’ lay.”

“She’s radioactive.”

“And we give a fuck . . . why?”

“She’s a cunt. In a perpetual bad mood that she excels at spreading around. All the men hate her. All the old ladies can’t stand the sight of her.”

“And I give a fuck . . . why?”

“You’re fuckin’ her to get back at Taz, who she fucked over, doin’ this after you fucked Taz over and she got shot of your ass, and you felt like a dick but want Taz to pay for that.”

Spooks opened his mouth, but Pope raised a hand to him and kept talking.

“I don’t give a shit about your love life, brother. Fuck who you want. Fuck over who you want. You know how I feel about Taz. She was good for you. She was good to you. That didn’t work out, not my business. Generally, I don’t care where you put your cock. You do somethin’ with it that might get our brothers dicked over, that’s when I care.”

“No one gives a shit about Naomi Allen.”

“Right, Spooks. Three women dead who did not have a direct association with the Chaos MC, but had ties to the Chaos MC. A pussy is takin’ a Chaos cock, she’s covered. Any pussy who has shit to do with Chaos past, present, or just in case these motherfuckers made a deal with the devil and can read a crystal ball, future, should run for the hills. I’ll tell you this, Naomi is banned from Chaos. Not a single Chaos brother would squeeze out a tear she got whacked. But Rush Allen and Tabitha Cage would lose their momma, and that’d cut. So that would cut Tack. Which means that bitch has a target on her back.”

“Sounds to me, that mess in Denver drags Naomi in it, you won’t care.”

“She’s fuckin’ one of my brothers. Any woman who’s takin’ Range dick has Range protection. You make it so I gotta care,” Pope clipped.

Spooks shut his mouth.

Pope did not.

“Word is, Chaos is stavin’ off Armageddon down in Denver. That mushroom cloud ain’t gonna land here in Boulder, Spooks. Get . . . shot . . . of . . . that . . . bitch.”

Spooks gave it long enough his pride could handle it before he forced out, “Not really a loss. She fucks like a pro, but she’s a pain in the ass.”

“Tonight, Spooks. Go home and send her packing.”

“Whatever,” Spooks muttered and turned to leave.

“As your brother, you got my love, man, so I’m gonna add, make shit right with Taz,” Pope called to his back.

Spooks couldn’t hide the pain behind the pissed in the look he shot over his shoulder at his president before he repeated, “Whatever,” and slammed out the door.

He missed his old lady.

Dumb, proud fuck.

But Pope sighed.

After burning her bridges to ash in Denver, Tack Allen’s ex-wife, the dread Naomi had been making her way through the bikers of Boulder for God knew how long, raising Cain, causing mayhem and breaking as many hearts as that soulless bitch could manage.

But outside Spooks, who was working through some issues the wrong way, no Range brother would touch her.

So now that was done.

Which meant if that sick fuck Valenzuela or that revenge-fucked-in-the-head Chew had turned their eyes north, their focus would be narrowed.

So now Pope could sleep.
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His Queen

Valenzuela

Present Day

Benito Valenzuela walked in at the back of the set, his eyes on Tallulah, who was standing with the blonde, who Rodrigo, his other director who managed his other line, had wanted to hire as a fluffer, but she’d insisted she was a licensed cosmetologist and had been a stylist at some upscale department store, so she did makeup.

Or something.

Shanna?

Dana?

“That works, Janna,” he heard Tallulah say.

That was it.

Janna.

The blonde stood there holding some outfit on a hanger and smiled at Tallulah like she was the leader of her cult.

Benito respected this.



He admired it.

Tallulah Monroe had gone through his other operation, cherry-picked what she wanted (all of it gash), brought them to their new production facilities and set up her little queendom with her acolytes who were all panting to do her bidding.

Oh yes.

Benito respected this.

He admired it.

He wanted to own it in more ways than he already did.

He wanted to fuck its face, yank its hair while it was on its hands and knees in front of him, taking his cock, making it beg.

As he headed to a chair at the back of the set, he took the nods and the scuttling near-bows of the crew while they made their way around him, giving him plenty of room.

He moved slowly.

This was to hide his limp.

Sucking his dick, that little cunt Camilla had sliced his femoral artery.

But the stupid piece of trash didn’t have the balls for it. Got sick, puked right on the bed that was soaking with his blood, and she took off before she’d made sure the job got done.

Pretty much anyone knew how to fashion a goddamned tourniquet.

And anyone in his business had a direct dial to Dr. Baldwin.

The man made house calls.

An extra five grand, he provided transport to his extensive facilities.

Ten grand a day, they brought fresh flowers once a week and you ordered off any menu in town for breakfast, lunch and dinner in your recovery room.

An extra twenty grand, and the good doctor was a master at keeping his mouth shut.

Camilla had sent his own men to come and clean up after her.

Dr. Baldwin’s staff were a font of information, if the price was right.

He’d gotten word and was in the middle of a transfusion and battling passing out due to the pain meds when he’d brokered those deals.

It’d taken more money (a great deal of it) to make sure he’d regained their allegiance, and when he did, he’d had them tell her they’d taken care of business and the body would not be found.

It ended up money well spent.

And since they’d first turned for Camilla’s snatch and whatever promises she’d given them, although she was currently resting eternally in a marked grave, now that he was fully back, they were not.

Their bodies would never be found.

Benito was not a man who refused to admit making mistakes.

If you could not make those admissions, you learned nothing.

He’d made mistakes.

Not instilling loyalty in his army was one of them.

He relished greed, was filled with it. It fed him, and he had no problem with those around him worshiping at that altar.

But if he didn’t want another bitch to cut him, he needed more.

Now, he was getting more.

He took his seat watching Tallulah rise from hers.

She moved to the “actors.”

They both wore serious faces as they listened and nodded while Tallulah spoke to them, like they were about to film an Oscar-winning performance, not go at each other in a room filled with people until they both came, loud and obnoxiously.

This set had none of the feel of Rodrigo’s set, and Benito found he liked sitting in that chair at the back that was reserved for him.

Being there calmed him.

Watching Tallulah work stirred him.

It also instructed him.

Now Tallulah, she knew how to instill loyalty.

Attention.

A listening ear.

Caring about what people had to say.

Benito understood his weaknesses.

As you’d get nowhere if you did not learn from your mistakes, you’d get nothing if you did not understand your weaknesses.

He could not do any of what Tallulah did.

But he could fake it.

His phone in his breast pocket vibrated and he took it out.

He engaged it and studied the text.

He smiled.

Common enemies made good friends.

Harrietta.

The woman was even more stupid than her daughter.

How she could think he could stomach the sight of her after what Camilla had done to him, Benito honestly could not fathom.

But she did.

And since she did, it served his purpose.

He’d gotten played by her daughter and played by Arthur, which was humiliating, but a fact was a fact.

He had underestimated them.

Fortunately, they’d done the same thing.

Now it was his turn to play.

And if Chaos would just understand that common enemies made good friends, all the playing he was enjoying with Harrietta, and through her Arthur, they could enjoy too.

Benito had pushed at Chaos. He’d been ambitious. He’d wanted it all. All of Denver. All in his control.

Which meant he had to convince Chaos to give up their patch.

Really, was it too much to ask? They were a motorcycle club. They wouldn’t allow whores and dope on their little island?

It was absurd.

Apparently, they wouldn’t.

But Arthur had assured him they’d back down. Arthur told him, to protect his brothers, to protect their families, Kane Allen would retreat.

And to offer further assurances, he’d shown Benito where the bones lay.

Those bones. Bones Chaos had buried.

Very important bones.

Bones no one was meant to find.

Kane Allen did not retreat.

Benito had learned after the fact that Arthur Lannigan did not know dick about what made Kane Allen.

Benito had learned after the fact, Kane Allen would never retreat.

When she had Benito’s operations under her control, Camilla had retreated from Chaos.

Since Lannigan was pulling her strings, that said a lot about what he actually did know about Kane Allen and the Chaos MC.

Yes.

Humiliating.

When he got control back, Benito left it that way.

It was too exhausting and really, just not worth it.

Further, if this new enterprise continued to be as promising as Tallulah was making it, Benito would consider a new future.

He saw that future and it was very bright.

They could go to conferences.

She could give workshops.

His actors could sit at tables and sign autographs and pose for pictures.

Put her in a glamorous dress and have her on his arm as they went to the AVN Awards.

Class that fucker up.

But to do that, he’d have to leave the dope and whores behind.

They’d served him well.

So well, with the porn monies continuing to come in, he could live the life he’d grown accustomed to even retiring that day.

And this would mean he’d not have to take another meet with a cartel (all of whom were lunatics and so paranoid it was ludicrous), deal with another gang or MC or whatever societal detritus that had firepower and vehicles to handle transport or listen to the whining of another dealer or pimp.

He was tired of it all.

But he could retire and keep making money.



With Tallulah.

And when he had her, she’d come home from the set and he’d force her to her knees and make her suck his cock.

Yes.

That future was bright.

Then he’d make her sleep naked, probably tied to his bed so he could do whatever the fuck he wanted to her.

In the morning, he’d let her get up and make him more money.

Oh yes.

He liked that vision of his future.

Sadly, he might have to show her his respect.

Pay attention to her.

Pretend he was listening.

Act like he cared about what she said.

But when he had her, he’d bring her to heel.

And he’d own her.

Without answering Harrietta, Benito slid his phone back in his pocket and watched Tallulah gesturing to the actors, both fully clothed for some reason, and it appeared whatever they were going to be doing, it would happen against a wall.

Wall sex.

Gash probably liked it.

And the man would no doubt at some point be on his knees.

Yes, gash probably liked that.

Benito fought curling his lip, and to do this, he took in Tallulah’s set.

She had very high budgets for her films (for pornography).

She still brought them in under (another reason he respected her).

Even so, she had an eye.

Or her set designer did.

But she’d hired the set designer, so Benito gave her credit.

It looked like an attractive apartment, one you’d see in a real movie.

He was impressed.

Benito lost interest in the sycophantic attention of actors to their director and considered what was next for Arthur Lannigan.

Murder had no statute of limitations.

And Arthur was lazy. He hadn’t worked in years and his money was running out.

So he got greedy, and he was a user, and he used what he had to try to take what was not his.

But the dumb motherfucker . . .

Good God.

It defied belief.

The man had left the bones.

Now Benito had the bones and he could do what he wanted with them.

He could lay out Chaos.

Or he could lay out Arthur.

He was leaning toward Arthur.

Chaos hadn’t sent gash to cut his femoral, and she’d also cut some tendons while she was at it, leaving him with a slight limp he’d have the rest of his life.

Except for dragging that junkie off his set, in truth, Chaos had done nothing to him.

So he was feeling beneficent toward the MC.

On this thought, Tallulah turned from her actors and caught sight of him at the back.

Not missing a step, she lifted her chin to him.

She was not afraid of him.

Everyone feared him.

She did not.

He liked that.

Respected it.

Admired it.

He wanted to own it.

In the end, he might not bring her to heel.

It might be interesting to have his equal at his side.

Or at least treat her like that for a time.

He wondered what she’d do if it was Benito who was tied up.

On that thought, intriguingly, he felt his cock start to get hard and watched her hips in her jeans as she moved back to her director’s chair.

She sat and called, “Ready when you are. Give the sign.”

The actors were up against the wall, the woman with her back to it, the man facing her, one hand against the wall over her head.

Benito fought rolling his eyes.

They were chatting like colleagues, eye contact, deference.

Jesus, they were porn stars.

Not even porn stars.

Tallulah had wanted virtual unknowns.

So he’d allowed her to cast virtual unknowns.

Clean ones.

No dope.

She’d drawn the line there.

In fact, the entire set was clean—cast, crew, space. It was a no-drug zone.

He had no idea why, but he didn’t care.

He gave her what she wanted.

The actress nodded to Tallulah.

“Sharon,” Tallulah said loudly, and a heavy-set woman who needed a stylist for hair and wardrobe jumped in front of the couple, holding a sign with writing on it and spoke.

“The Reason You’re the One, scene eleven, take one,” she yelled.

Scene eleven.

For fuck’s sake.

He’d seen a lot of porn.

He hadn’t watched any that had eleven scenes.

Sharon jumped out of the way.

“Ready?” Tallulah called.

She got nods.

“Roll,” Tallulah said.

Cameramen . . .

Strike that.

One cameraman and two camerawomen came alert.

“Action,” Tallulah ordered.

They said a lot of words, and to get them like Tallulah wanted them, did five takes before the man finally dropped to his knees and ate the bitch out.

It did nothing for Benito.

Watching Tallulah alternately watch them and the monitors at the side of her chair got Benito hard.

He enjoyed the ache of his erection.

He’d take care of it that night. He had a redhead with blue eyes, a whore, who looked just enough like Tallulah he could pretend.

It was nearly time to get her out to dinner.

Not now.

He had a feeling he needed a reason and the wrap of their fifth film would serve that purpose.

He liked the idea of becoming a bona fide Porn King.

And he knew who would be his queen.
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Rebel

“Rebel.”

“Hank, I was blindsided.”

He sighed in my ear.

“I mean, you know what I’m doing. And women are dying?” I asked.

“Okay, listen to me, Rebel.”

Uh-oh.

He had that tone I knew he didn’t use on his wife because I’d run into Roxie one day at the station and no way would he use that tone on his wife.

A tone he sometimes used on me.

Like I was his baby sister who needed her big brother to teach her an important life lesson.

“I do not want you in that mess. Eddie does not want you in that mess. Jimmy does not want you in that mess. We want you nowhere near that mess. You aren’t getting dick. We told you Valenzuela is not sloppy like that. He’s not gonna give you dick. So you need to pull out of that mess. And heads up, Rebel, a big part of why we want you out of that mess is because women are dying.”

“And maybe you could have shared that with me?”

“How freaked are you right now?” he asked.

“Pretty freaking freaked,” I answered.

“And you think Valenzuela won’t smell that?”

I shut up.

“You said he comes to the set often,” Hank noted.

He was coming more often than he used to.

That I didn’t find fun.

Though it was useful since I was there to take his ass down.

“Yes,” I confirmed to Hank.

“We do not want you there. We really don’t want you there, freaked, Valenzuela gets a whiff of that, digs deeper into you, and we covered you. But this isn’t exactly a CIA operation. DPD doesn’t have the resources to create a false identity that would sustain a deep dive. So workin’ on you to pull out while keeping you safe while you’re in by keepin’ shit from you that would freak you out and get you made was the way we decided to go. And if you don’t like it, Rebel, I’m not gonna apologize. I’m just gonna hope Chaos’s way of dealing with things got in your head and you’re rethinking this death wish you got goin’ on.”

“It’s not a death wish, Hank,” I snapped.

“It isn’t?”

Oh boy.

Trusty sweetheart with the warm whisky eyes was losing patience.



Eddie, that had happened about eight months ago (approximately point one two five seconds after I got wind through the grapevine that a new, more tasteful line of pornography was getting heavy funding and they were looking for a driving creative force to lead the way, I got my idea and shared with them my Plan o’ Vengeance).

Hank tried to work with me at the same time he tried to talk me out of it (with that latter having more of his efforts).

Now he wasn’t feeling the love.

“Hank—”

“Valenzuela doesn’t break necks, Rebel. He slits throats. Until my dying day, I’ll have flashbacks of Diane. It comes with the territory. How you gonna feel when I add flashbacks of you lying in your own blood? Oh wait. You’re not gonna feel shit. ’Cause you’ll be dead.”

Yikes.

“Get . . . out,” he clipped.

I thought of Hank.

I liked Hank. He was a good guy.

I thought of Eddie.

He was a little more abrasive, but it was because he wanted me safe.

So I liked Eddie. Because he was a good guy.

I thought of Rush Allen.

I stopped thinking of Rush Allen.

“I’ll consider it.”

“Thank fuck,” Hank muttered.

“I know you want me out, but it isn’t cool you gave what you guys gave to Rush Allen, Hank,” I shared.

“We didn’t give dick to Rush or Chaos. But whoever got the idea to land Chaos on your ass, I find out, I’m buying them a beer.”

With that, he hung up on me.

Oh yeah, sweetheart Hank was over it.

Shit.

It was the day after my hijacking.

Benito had come to the set.

I’d had that fun chat with Hank.

And now I was in my house, trying to chill out, my life was a mess . . .

And all I could think of was that I wished I’d met the man with the great hair and the crystal-blue eyes under different circumstances.

I went to my room, changed out of my jeans, shirt and boots into a jean skirt and a comfy top, and I wrapped a funky silk scarf around the top of my hair because I was going to go over to Essence’s.

Essence practically demanded you go funky in some way.

And she could chill anyone out.

I was about to head out when my phone rang.

I snatched it from where I’d tossed it on my bed, smiled, sat my ass on the end of my bed and took the call.

“Yo, D,” I said to my brother.

“Yo, sis. How’s it hanging?”

It was hanging low and saggy.

“Awesome as ever,” I lied.

“Cool, listen, Mol made her decision and . . . no bridesmaids. She doesn’t want anyone on the hook for a dress.”

That was Molly.

She wouldn’t put anyone on the hook for anything.

“If she wants attendants, it’d be my honor and I don’t mind buying a dress,” I told him.

I did, but my brother didn’t need to know that.

And I only did because money was running low.

The good money that was.

The porn money was not.

But I wasn’t buying a dress to stand up with my soon-to-be sister-in-law at her commitment ceremony in a dress bought with porn money.

If Molly changed her mind, maybe I could sell plasma.

“Rebel, baby doll, I think she just wants something simple,” D told me.

“I dig it, D. Whatever Molly wants.”

“Yeah,” he murmured, happiness in his tone.

He’d kill and die to give Molly what she wanted.

I closed my eyes.

I liked that.

I liked that he was looking forward to this. Free. Nothing holding him down.

Just love and joy and a good time to be had by all as we celebrated all the beauty they’d found.

Finally.

“So what’s goin’ down with you?”

I opened my eyes at Diesel’s question.

And thought again about Rush Allen.

Women were dying.

And I couldn’t bring Diane back.

Hank was now pissed (or more pissed).

And I’d met a guy I was attracted to, who I couldn’t go for because I was undercover and because he was very against me being undercover.

Not to mention, during our interview, he had not asked me out.

Bluh.

Oh!

And my brother had no idea this was all happening, and the longer it lasted, the more it felt like a lie, and not just me keeping something from him that would worry him.

“Not much,” I answered.

Yup.

A lie.

“Work good?”

“I’m keeping busy.”

“You should be in LA, not Denver.”

“Kevin Smith filmed Clerks in New Jersey.”

“Please do not aspire to Clerks,” he begged.

I grinned. “It’s funny.”

“Please do not aspire to Clerks,” my brother repeated.

“Okay, Blood Simple was filmed with cobbled-together funding in Austin and Hutto, Texas. Have you ever heard of Hutto, Texas?”

“Better,” Diesel grunted.

I kept grinning.

“You good?” he asked.

I felt my brows knit.

I wasn’t sure, but I thought I’d already answered that.

“Yeah,” I answered.

“You good, Rebel?” he asked.

Oh shit.

“Yeah, D,” I again answered.

He fell silent.

Okay, okay, okay.

My big brother was reading the sitch all the way from another state.

He put it out there.

Or part of it.

“Mom and Dad and Gunner leaving you alone?”

“Yeah, D,” I repeated, this time softly, but did not share this was because I’d blocked them.

And deleted all their email, unread.

And blocked that.

Oh . . .

And threw away the letter Mom sent, unopened.

“You do not have to take their shit for me.”

“I’m not,” I assured.

At least that wasn’t a lie.

Not really.

“You should come down,” he said.

I should.

And stay.

Far, far away from all this insanity.

But then who would give treats to Essence’s cats?

And how would I possibly run into Rush Allen again in Phoenix?

Right.

Reminder.

Not thinking about Rush Allen.

“I am. For the ceremony,” I reminded my brother.

“Earlier.”

“I got work.”

“Yeah?”

Ugh.

“Yeah.”

“You got a guy?”

He sounded like that hurt to say.

“Dude, I heard Maddox going at you and Molly. Do not sound like you’re about to hurl at the thought your sister might be getting some.”

“Okay, forget I brought it up.”

Another grin then I gave him a quiet, “I’m fine, Diesel.”

“Molly worries.”

Bullshit.

I was sure she did.

But that was also him.

“I’m good,” I promised (lie). “Essence is crazy. And crazy lovable. I got work that’s interesting. The cats are all getting fat and they have her wonderland of a house and garden to hang in, but they all want to be here, so I got company most of the time, even if it’s feline. But cats kick ass. So I’m happy.”

Except for Essence and her cats, that was all a lie.

I was going to hell.

“All right,” he gave in.

“And tell Molly no worries about the bridesmaid gig. I’d rather not stand in front of a yard full of people and bawl with happiness. I can do that sitting next to Erin.”

“I’ll tell her.”

“And give her a hug from me. Maddox too.”

“I’ll hug Molly. But I don’t hug Mad. I fuck him.”

I could hear that big brother tease.

I also had never got that openness from Diesel, until recently. The love he had for Maddox (and all the rest) had always been shrouded in Dude.

It was not a secret that they fucked.

It just was not out there that they fucked.

But now, he gave that love to Mad openly.

And the love he had for Mad to everybody.

So I didn’t want my brother teasing me about his sex life. If I didn’t mind it, it wouldn’t be a tease.

I was still happy he was finally at one with it.

And really, you got down to it, I didn’t mind it.

So I teased back on a cried, “Oh my God! Just shoot me!”

“I fuck Molly too.”

“Stop!”

“Need to get you a man,” he paused, “and another man.”

“I can’t even take care of a cat, D. You’re the one with the big heart. I’m the one with the desire for a kickass wardrobe.”

“My baby sister is so full of shit.”

Totally teasing.

“Go away. I need to meditate.”

“Say what?”

“Meditate.”

“When’d you start doing that?”

Around about the time my best friend was murdered.

“It clears the mind. Centers you.”

“Did you move to Boulder and not tell us?”

More grinning. “No.”

“Christ, don’t let Essence get into your head.”

“She’s the bomb diggity.”

“She’s a nut. Give her our love. I gotta go. Mad’s home. And Mol’s got dinner ready.”

“Okay, bro. Love you. Love to them. And can’t wait for the celebration.”

“Me either, baby doll. Love you back.”

“Yeah!” I heard Molly shout through D’s phone. “Love you, Rebel.”

Then I heard jostling and Maddox’s deep, rough voice came at me. “Hey, babe. You good?”

I plopped back on the bed and looked to the ceiling.

I also smiled.

“Yeah, Mad. I’m good.”

“Work good?”

I started laughing.

Nope.

Not a beach and mai tais.

I was moving to Phoenix when this was done.

I needed love, the functional kind, and theirs was the only kind of that I had.

And there was a lot of it.

“Yes, Maddox. Work is good. You?”

His voice rumbled at me.

Diesel and Maddox and Molly, they’ll lose their shit.

Hank didn’t get in there.

Eddie didn’t either.

Neither had Jimmy.

But Rush Allen, his hair, eyes and the smell of leather and fresh air and tang . . .

Damn.

I stared at my bedroom ceiling and listened to my brother’s man share his love for me.

I needed it.

So I absorbed it.

But somehow, after I’d been hijacked by a biker, I realized I needed more.

And I’d probably have to be alive in order to get it.

So yeah.

Damn.
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Chew

The cunt was dead.

Dead.

Chew watched Harrietta watching Millie walking out of LeLane’s with her cart full of groceries.

The bitch was playing him with Valenzuela, with that porn director snatch, and now she was watching Millie.

Her trashy eyes did not get to watch Millie.

Oh no.

Fuck no.

The cunt was dead.

He’d only kept her around because she cooked and cleaned and didn’t mind taking his cock however he gave it.

She didn’t think he knew she was pissed at him Cammy got her throat slit?

Was she stupid?

Yeah. She was stupid.

He knew she was making moves.

Passed out after sucking back her vodka, it was all in her fucking phone.

And he was good at a follow, rarely got made, but he didn’t think she even looked to see if she had a tail.

Dumb cunt.

She was gone.

But he’d find someone else.

Women liked doing that shit for a man who provided for them.

So, his resources were running low.

He’d bounce back.

He just had to get his shit together.

He would.

He’d find a way.

It’d all be golden again once he got those bones and got Tack out of the way.

Chaos would pay big for those bones.

Huge.

And he had plans.

Crank knew where it was at.

He’d just been stupid enough to get snatch involved.

Snatch fucked everything up.

Snatch got Crank dead.

Or Tack did it, and Crank’s own brothers.

Mutiny.

It made Chew sick.

It had been near-on two decades, and if he let himself think long on it, he still could barely stop himself from hurling.

Now Chew would use Crank’s way, do it smart, all him, no snatch, tear that Club apart, fuck them up, send them reeling.

He knew just the way.

So . . .

Yeah.

Soon, it’d all be golden.

But that bitch was gone.

Millie?

No one followed Millie.



No one, but him.
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Cats Sensed Her as Their Queen

Rush

That same night . . .

Rush pulled his bike up across the street from the house that shared a number with the house where Rebel Stapleton lived.

Except Rebel’s number had an added “¾.”

He’d never seen an address like that.

Now he was getting a feeling he understood it.

The house was about five blocks from the huge pad where his brother High and his woman Millie lived.

This house was like theirs, huge and on a massive lot.

It was also Pepto Bismol pink with white trim, and the entire lot looked overgrown with masses of greenery like it belonged in Florida, not the arid climate of the Mile High City.

He swung off his bike, moved across the street and jogged up the steps to a porch suffocatingly decked out in planted pots and a variety of furniture, some of that (the tables) covered in more pots or candlesticks, lanterns or other knickknacks, some of it (the chairs and lounges and swings) swathed in scarves or blankets or bright-colored pads.

He hit the bell and his body automatically jerked in surprise when he heard the loud, long, slow succession of different notes sounding like they were banged on gongs coming from inside.

He stared at the window in the door that was covered in something printed in paisley.

He waited.

He did not want to ring that bell again, but no one was answering the door.

He looked left, saw some steps down from the porch that led into the overgrown bush that was the side yard, and was about to head that way thinking it’d lead him to ¾, when he sensed movement.

He turned back to the door, looked down, and saw a short elderly lady had pulled back the paisley.

She, against what even he would advise, instantly opened the door to a tall, fit man in a Club cut that she did not know.

But once the door was opened, it was Rush who fought taking a step back.

She was wearing an I Dream of Jeannie outfit, but all in purples and greens, and instead of harem pants, the bottom was a skirt made of filmy scarves.

What the fuck?

“Howdy!” she cried.

“Uh, hey,” he replied. “I’m looking for Rebel St—”

He didn’t get that out.

Her blue eyes brightened, her mouth spread in a huge-ass smile, and she lifted both hands.

Cha-ching!

Christ, she had finger cymbals.

“My Rebel girl’s got a hot one!” she exclaimed. She then narrowed her eyes at him. “Please tell me you’re sleeping with her.”

Again.

What the fuck?

“Uh—”

She cut him off, not that he knew what to say. “Or want to sleep with her.”

Rush shut his mouth.

She brightened again and another cha-ching!

“Excellent!” she shouted.



“I take it she lives here,” he noted in order to move this along.

She nodded. “Out the back.” Cha ching. “I’ll show you.”

Before he could tell her he could find his own way (even if in that green tangle he wasn’t sure he could), she moved out onto the porch on bare feet, toes painted varying shades, all of them from a rainbow, shutting the door behind her and forcing Rush to get out of her way.



She then hustled to the side where Rush had seen the steps.

Without a choice, he followed her.

“Okay, I’m assuming with your Club cut that you aren’t into trad, you know, convention, or judgment, but it’s important to me, especially with my Rebel girl, not to be a cock blocker, so don’t judge her by me.”

While he processed a woman in an I Dream of Jeannie outfit who looked like a grandmother saying the words “cock blocker” and knowing what a cut was, she stopped one step down toward the wilds and looked up at him.

“I’m seventy-three, I bet you wouldn’t have guessed that.”

He stared into her cute, but very lined face framed by a big head of long, thick, curled, attractive but very gray hair on her tiny body, and he could see with the flesh exposed, sagging skin, and decided not to reply.

She swiveled her hips. “I stay young and supple belly dancing, among other things. I also participated in an orgy at Woodstock.” She leaned up to him. “The Woodstock. I was tripping. Primo LSD. I don’t remember all of it. I do remember elephants watching, though I’m pretty sure they weren’t real. The sex was still rad.”

This was way too much information.

“In other words,” cha-ching, “I’m a dyed-the-wool hippie,” she declared.

“Right,” he muttered, deciding not to tell her the finger cymbals and rainbow toes had already communicated that.

As well as a lot of other shit.

She turned and skipped gracefully down the steps, and that made her seem like she was sixteen years old.

She did this talking and with him following her.

“Now, Rebel girl’s got a far-out aura. She’s all pink and orange and blue.” She looked over her shoulder at him. “And tons of red.”

She winked like he knew what the fuck she was talking about and again turned forward as she moved him through a path made of wide, randomly set stones that led through a jungle, which grew direct from the earth and a shit-ton of pots, huge to small.

This was punctuated with a variety of seating areas from either furniture or blankets or pads or pillows or poofs on the ground.

There was also a variety of shit hanging from branches: wind chimes, candle holders, beads, stained glass, dream catchers, Chinese lanterns. And other shit peppering the earth: gnomes, goddess statues, laughing Buddhas, Kokopelli, sun dials. And more shit tacked to tree trunks: green men, a tie-dye sign that said Peace, Love and Fairy Dust, a portrait of Frida Kahlo.

Christ.

She stopped to hold a low hanging branch out of his way as he passed her, then he stopped so she could lead again, all the while she babbled.

“She lost the green she used to have, and there’s been a lot of gray for a long time, which I must admit, I find concerning, but nothing can diminish her multi-hued wonder.”

“Right,” he muttered again.

She again stopped, this time abruptly, and on the narrow path fenced in by vegetation, he had no choice but to stop with her.

“But even though she’s a lot of pink, she’s no flower child.”

“Okay,” he said.

Her eyes went up and down his length. “I could totally see her as a biker babe.”

Rush said nothing.

She leaned toward him, this time conspiratorially even though, as far as he knew, no one was anywhere near. “Can you imagine the wind in all her gah-lor-ee-us red hair?”

He could imagine something in that hair, but even as much as he’d like her on the back of his bike, he wanted to start with his fingers.

“Yeah,” he answered.

She smiled again. “I bet you can.” She recommenced walking. “I love her. Adore her. Not only is she an awesome tenant, she’s my yin.”

“Your what?”

She halted again and turned back to him. “Yin to my yang. I’m fairy dust. She’s curls of steel. Still delicate, and beautiful, but slivered from strength. Not magic. I’m air and water. She’s earth and fire. I’m a petal. She’s the root. I’m a sunbeam. She’s a moonbeam. Opposites attract, my boy.” She wagged a bony finger complete with one side of a cymbal up at him. “Remember that.”

She started walking again, and fortunately not too much farther they hit a low, white picket fence that wouldn’t contain a three-year-old, was wound with some green-leafed vine and randomly every few slats, at the top, a rainbow-colored peace sign was painted on it.

Beyond that, more of the stone path that led to another house, this one much smaller, surrounded by greenery. It was painted turquoise and had boxes filled with trailing plants and flowers in each window.

“Here she is!” she cried.

She skipped through a low gate that was hanging drunkenly open and useless and not only because it was overwhelmed by vines, to the front door Rush would swear he saw in a Peter Jackson movie.

It was then he saw the cats roaming around.

A gray one slinking over a window box.

A black one snoozing in the lap of a large meditating gnome.

A black and white one sitting, tail twitching, in the shadow by the door.

“She’s not a cat lady, I am. I have twelve. They know I’m their minion. So they gravitate to Rebel because they scent her as their queen,” the woman declared before knocking on the door and shouting, “Rebel girl! Open up. And I hope you have condoms!”

Jesus Christ.

The door opened and Rebel stood there looking like she belonged there wearing a colorful silk scarf wrapped around the top of her head, the rest of her spectacular hair flowing out under it, a big misshapen tee in a dark pink that fell to her hips, made sexy because it was falling off one shoulder, and a tight, faded jean skirt, its ragged hem hitting her at her upper thighs.

Bare feet with toes painted one color.

Red.

Great legs.



Tanned.

Long.

No surprise.

All gorgeous.

“If you don’t have prophylactics, darling, I have plenty,” the woman announced.

Rebel tore her pretty blue eyes off Rush and looked to her landlady.

“Jesus, Essence, did you trip him out with all your hippie shit?”

“Of course I did, dear. Trial by fire,” the woman replied.

“Please tell me you didn’t share your Woodstock orgy story,” she begged.

“First thing I shared,” the woman, apparently called Essence, bragged.

Rebel pointed a finger, in what Rush suspected but couldn’t be certain after the winding route they took was toward the Pepto Bismol house, the sight of which had long since been lost to the jungle. “Go find Major Nelson.”

Essence threw her head back and roared with laughter.

While she did, Rebel smiled at her.

And the earth stood still.

He didn’t know her. He’d seen her twice, been in her actual presence once, and flipped through a number of pictures of her.

He had no idea the weight she carried on her face.

Not until then.

Not until it lightened and grew incredibly more beautiful with humor and the clear and unhidden affection she had for this crazy old lady.

Oh yeah.

If his first meet with this firebrand hadn’t clenched it (and it had), that did.

He was definitely fucking her, more than once.

If she was even a decent lay and she ever smiled at him like that, he was keeping Rebel Stapleton for a long time.

Essence stopped laughing and started to move toward where he’d stopped midway up Rebel’s walk.

“I’ll let you two young ’uns commune.” She halted at him, looked up, and he braced because hippie dippie was gone. She might be made of petals and fairy dust, but the woman had her brand of steel. “You hurt her, I know some Hell’s Angels and they’ll tear you apart,” she warned low, rearranged her face, threw a smile over her shoulder at Rebel and called, “Peace out,” before she skipped to the gate, through the opening, and was swallowed by the city wilderness.

“Could you find your way out of here?” Rebel asked, and he twisted back to her. “Or if I shut the door in your face, will you be lost in Essence’s fairy garden forever and become a biker gnome?”

He moved the rest of the way up the walk, saying, “I don’t wanna find out.”

She didn’t get out of the door, so he had to stop at it, feeling vines drifting in his hair.

Jesus.

“Is this surprise visit going to annoy me?” she asked.



“Probably,” he answered.

She started to shake her head. “Rush—”

“Baby, unless you got an oven in there you cook kids in, let me in so we can talk without me strong armin’ your shit to get you to do what I want you to do.”

That was when it happened.

She smiled at him and it didn’t have the affection she gave the crazy old lady.

But it had humor.

He felt it in his chest and his dick.

So it definitely worked.

Enough he put his hand in her belly and pushed in.

She let him, turning to the side so he could get all the way in.

Sadly, this meant his hand had to drop and was no longer connected to her warmth.

He’d deal.

For now.

She shut the door.

He looked around.

He did it remembering Hawk’s words.

Bohemian wasteland.

He wondered if Hawk, or whoever did his recon for him, had actually been inside or if this assessment had been made just from Essence’s pad and her run-amuck garden.

He was guessing from what he was seeing that was a yes, they’d been inside.

“Please tell me this place came furnished,” he begged.

“I’ve lived here six years. This is all mine,” she replied, on the move. “Want tea?”

Tea?

He followed her, trying not to slam his head into the low lintels.



The big house was probably built in the 1800s.

This place seemed like it was built in the 1500s.

“You do meditate, don’t you?”

“Yup,” she said, putting a butter-yellow kettle on the gas burner of a stove that had to have been crafted in 1932, and if he didn’t see her light it and hear the clicking of the flint to catch the gas, he might have thought it was wood burning.

He stood in the small kitchen with its cupboards painted in flamingo pink and sky blue with a few red drawers thrown in, had cobalt-blue tile on the walls, and a double window over the farm sink that was opened wide and filled with vases of all sizes containing cut wildflowers.

This was not a woman who directed porn films.

Doing that was probably slowly killing her.

Another reason to get her ass out.

“Essence told me you weren’t a hippie,” he said.

“I’m not,” she replied, pulling down mismatched coffee mugs. “I’m one with my Chi.”

He stared at her.

She stared back a beat before she busted out laughing, arms wrapped around her middle, doubled over, the whole bit.

Her head came up, even if her body didn’t, and she was still laughing.

He took in her face.

And oh yeah.

Fuck to the yeah.

He was keeping her for a long fucking time.

“Your face,” she spluttered.

He leaned his hip against a cabinet and crossed his arms, feeling his lips twitching.

She straightened, pulled her shit together, and admitted, “I’m not sure what Chi is. I still meditate. It’s relaxing and it clears the garbage out of your head.”

“Right.”

“You should try it,” she suggested.

“Not gonna happen.”

Her eyes twinkled and she shifted to another cupboard to grab some tea.

“Babe, I don’t drink tea,” he told her.

She held up a baggie of what looked like herb, the kind you smoked, except more colorful. “This is more caffeinated than Starbucks.”

“Rebel, baby,” he said low, “I do not drink tea.”

She took him in with a look on her face he liked, tipped her head to the side, causing her hair to glide over her bare shoulder and down her arm, something else he liked and felt in his dick, and she asked, “Coffee?”

“Sure.”

Her lips turned up and she turned back to the cupboard and came down with an aqua-colored ceramic French press.

He watched her move to a fridge that looked old fashioned, was the color of a tangerine, but he knew it wasn’t vintage to the house because it was shiny-new, very orange and had letters that spelled SMEG on it.

She came out of it with a flowered tin of what he hoped was coffee.

“You do know, even not strong arming, this convo is going to go the same as the other one,” she told him, not catching his eye now, the words coming out like she didn’t want to say them, but she had to.

“Still gonna try,” he said softly.

“Right,” she whispered.

He gave her a minute before he went on.

“And you know why I’m here taking another shot at that, Rebel.”

She looked at him then.

She started to open her mouth, but he beat her to it.

“And don’t deny it.”

She shut her mouth.

“You felt it,” he declared.

She turned back to the tin and wrested off the top.

While she was scooping coffee into the French press, he repeated, “Rebel, admit it, you felt it.”

“Felt what?” she asked the coffee.

“The need to jump my bones.”

Her head jerked his way.

“You think a lot of yourself, stud,” she snapped.

But there was pink in her cheeks.

Totally wanted to jump his bones.

“You shot outta your car and got right in my face, pissed as shit I’d put myself in danger, hijacking you on Speer. Not pissed we hijacked you and not putting you in danger, me,” he pointed out.

“Fuck,” she muttered, going back to the coffee.

Yeah, she’d given it all away with the first words she’d spoken to him.

“And what woman gets hijacked and lectures the man who hijacked her about precisely how to hijack, seein’ as she was not goin’ Thelma and Louise on his ass because it might hurt him and his brothers?”

She carefully put the top of the tin back on and said nothing.

“You knew you weren’t in danger from the start,” he continued. “You were worried about me. No woman worries about a man she just met, he hijacked her or not, if she doesn’t want to fuck him.”

“It was a stupid, strong man, biker stunt, Rush, when as you can see,” she said as she moved back to the fridge, “Essence would have led you right to my door and offered condoms.”

“I couldn’t know that.”

She opened the fridge door but looked around it to him. “So you forced me to go to Jason’s Lodge? I mean, it was at least thirty miles away. How could you be sure I had enough gas?”

He controlled his smile at her “Jason’s Lodge” mention just like he had to do when he’d heard it before and shared, “We watched you fill your tank on the way home.”

She made an annoyed noise in her throat and disappeared behind the fridge door.

She reappeared and moved back to her spot at the counter, saying, “And so you were totally okay with the possibility of scaring the shit out of me?”

“Honey, I know you come from a family of bikers and you went undercover as the executive producer, exclusive director and cinematographer of a new line of porn that might be classy porn, but it’s still porn. Correct me if I’m wrong, but I figured you were made of tougher stuff.”

She made a “huh” noise that was really fucking cute.

To stay on target, he had to ignore the really fucking cute.

“We connected in that cabin, babe,” he reminded her.

She scooped tea in a narrow, cylindrical silver thing that had holes in it.

What she didn’t do was speak.

“Rebel, you know we connected at the cabin,” he said low.

“Okay, so maybe I felt a spark.”

A spark.

Twice he thought she’d rush him.

Or maybe it was three times.

That made him smile.

He doused it before he declared, “We’re exploring that spark.”

She turned her head his way again. “Not if you think you can tell me what to do.”

“Right, sweetheart, exploring that spark means talking, getting to know each other, and fucking. You think I’m gonna take a woman to bed and then let her get out of it to go to work on a porn set?”

She turned fully his way, “Do you think I’m going to go to bed with a guy who thinks he can let me do anything?”

He added to his statement. “A porn set owned by a stone-cold criminal who will rape, torture and eventually kill her if he finds out what she’s up to?”

“Rush—”

“Rebel, put Molly where you are.”

She clapped her mouth shut.



“You’ve been investigated, I think you get that,” he told her.

She opened her mouth at that.

“Yeah, I talked with Hank and neither him nor Eddie or Jimmy gave you all of that, so we’ll also need to be talking about where you got it.”

“A man called Hawk gave it to me. I’ll explain him to you later. But first, I know who Molly is to you. I know what she means to you. I know she means more because your brother is head over heels in love with her and is going to spend the rest of his life with her. So she’s family. And I know if Molly lost someone she loved and went all in to find the killer in the way you are, you’d pull her shit out without taking a second to think about it.”

The kettle began to whistle so Rebel moved to it to turn it off.

Advantageously, it brought her closer to him.



So Rush reached out, caught her wrist, and pulled her even closer.

She didn’t fight it until she decided she was close enough, dug in, and he stopped pulling.

But he didn’t let her wrist go.

He held it and stroked the inside with his thumb as he said, “I know a lot about you, but you don’t know dick about me, and that isn’t fair. So let’s level that playing field, yeah?”

“Yeah,” she tried to snap but it came out breathy.

She liked his touch.

Good to know.

He fought back the smile that caused too.

“I told you about my mom,” he reminded her. “How she was a bitch to my dad. Well, he’s remarried.”

“Okay,” she said when he said nothing more.

“Her name is Tyra. She’s beautiful. She treats him like gold. Busts his chops but he loves it, and honest to Christ, never seen a woman love a man like she loves my dad.”

“That’s cool,” she said softly, relaxing into his words, his touch.

Rush liked that too.

“Yeah,” he agreed. “Loved it that she gave him that after the shit he had to eat with my mom. Fell in love with her, she gave him that and just because she’s a lovable woman. She was good to my sis, treated her right after years of havin’ a mom who did her wrong. She made our family whole. Gave me two baby brothers. And Dad loves kids. She made him happy, just her, but she gave him even more happy, givin’ him Rider and Cutter.”

“Good,” she murmured, staring into his eyes.

“And some shit her friend was messed up in caught her up in it. She was kidnapped, tied to a chair and stabbed repeatedly. Almost bled out. It was a miracle she survived.”

Her body strung tight, her hand twisted in his grip, but he kept hold.

“I had to endure that,” he told her. “I had to watch Tabby wait hours for news of a woman who, after taking emotional abuse from our mom her whole life, treated her with love and kindness and even toughness and strength when Tab was doin’ stupid shit, but that was filled with love and kindness too. But worst of all that, I had to watch my father wait for word, it not lookin’ good, seein’ a man who never admitted defeat stand in defeat thinkin’ he’d lost the only woman in over forty years that he ever really loved.”

“Shit, Rush,” she whispered.

“It sucked,” he told her.

“She’s okay?” she asked.

“Totally okay,” he answered, but he didn’t let up on her. “Don’t put Diesel through that. Not Diesel or Maddox or Molly, those last two who love you like blood.”

She pulled at her wrist.

He let it go.

She moved to the kettle and took it to her place at the counter.

“Baby, I barely know you, but I know I like you,” he shared. “So don’t put me through that.”

She poured water into the French press, steam rising up into her face.

“Rebel, are you hearing me?” he called.

She poured water onto the steel thing in her tea cup.

“Rebel?”



She put the kettle back on the stove then took up the handle of the steel thing and made circles in the cup.

He was about to call her again, or go to her and get her attention another way, when she spoke.

“It’s too late. I’m in too deep.”

Thank Christ.

She’d been thinking about it.

“Just walk away.”

She turned her head to face him. “You don’t just walk away from Benito Valenzuela.”

Damn, but she had that right.

“Then we’ll strategize your out.”

“I’m close.”

“Close as in, this thing will break at eight o’clock tomorrow morning?” he asked.

“No,” she said shortly.

“Then not close enough.”

“I need him to admit it, on tape, and Harrietta is gonna get that for me.”

Now he was getting somewhere because this was shit he had to know, how deep she was in, so he could dig her out.

He crossed his arms on his chest and demanded, “Explain.”

She turned her body to face him and leaned a hip to the counter. “She was seeing two guys. Diane was. One was Arthur Lannigan. This Chew guy. One was another dickhead who came up in the system with prints and DNA all over her pad. His name is Wayne Benson.”

Rush felt a shiver trace down his spine.

He knew a Wayne Benson.

But he knew him by the name of Digger.

He had to be older than Rush’s dad.

And he was a member of Bounty.

“Apparently, he’s some older guy who lives in Aurora,” she continued.

Fuck.

Bounty ran in Aurora.

This was not a coincidence.

He didn’t share he knew about Benson. That might not be wise to keep it from Rebel, but he had to talk to his dad about this info before he got Rebel riled up about it.

Instead, he asked, “How do they know it’s not Benson?”

She shifted back to the counter to push down on the press. “He says he has an alibi. But since that alibi is someone Hank and Eddie don’t trust, they’re not buying it. Unfortunately, although they have both men’s DNA in her place, it’s known they were both seeing her and whoever raped her that night used a condom,” She gestured to the press. “You take cream or sugar?”

“Black,” he stated. “Now, babe, you know that Harrietta is Chew’s old lady.”

She nodded, pouring his coffee. “She comes around. She’s in with Valenzuela. Working both angles. Something I now don’t understand, considering you told me Valenzuela killed her daughter.”

Rush didn’t understand that either.

And he didn’t like it.

Rebel kept talking.

“Unless she doesn’t know that.”

Rush figured of all the players in this fucked-up game, Harrietta knew everything.

Rebel kept sharing.

“He’s paying her to do whatever it is he wants done because he isn’t a fan of Arthur’s either, but I’m getting he likes to play with his prey. I overheard some shit. Made an approach. Shared her old man was stepping out on her with Diane. She didn’t seem surprised. She also didn’t seem surprised he’s wanted in connection with her murder. But she’s also not feeling the love, and I felt that before I mentioned the murder. And this might be why she’s in with Valenzuela. Because by her not feeling the love, I mean she really doesn’t feel the love. So she said she’ll get him to admit it, confess, on tape, so I can give it to Hank and Eddie. And that’s why I think it’s Lannigan.”



She took the steel thing out of her tea, grabbed both the cups, and walked to him.

She offered him his coffee.

He took it, asking, “Why did you get in with Valenzuela?”

She shrugged, blew into her tea, and answered, “His name was in the file I read. I knew he was the man behind the porn and the man behind the drugs, the root of all evil that befell Diane, so he was my first target. It was just luck Harrietta was coming around and Valenzuela mentioned Lannigan’s name. I thought I’d hit the lottery.”

She took a sip.

Rush did not.

“You didn’t, sweetheart, you know that, right? This shit is all tangled and it’s totally fucked up. You stepped into a vipers’ den that also has a pissed-off lion.”

“If she gets me that confession on tape, I’ll Indiana Jones and Gladiator that crap until I can spring free.”

“This isn’t a movie.”

“Yeah, it’s a lot worse seeing a real-life person, one you know and love, with her neck broken. Have you ever seen that, Rush? It’s not a good look. Valentino won’t be asking his models to take that off for the ad campaign for his spring line.”

“Babe,” he said low. “I thought we were going to strategize your way out.”

“We are. I can get free from Valenzuela, and Harrietta can still get me that confession. He doesn’t know anything about that.”

Rush wasn’t so sure.

“How long you been workin’ this?” he asked.

She shut up and sipped tea.

He set his coffee aside. “How long, Rebel?”

She swallowed and demanded, “That Hawk guy’s file on me didn’t include that info?”

“Five months, he thinks.”

“Hmm . . .”

“It’s been longer,” he muttered, watching her closely.

She sipped more tea, aiming her eyes anywhere but him.

It had been longer.

“Babe.”

She took the cup from her mouth, swallowed and asked, “What?”

“This woman is stringing you along. She’s also tellin’ the cops, and Chaos, that she has no clue where Chew is.”

Her face lost some color. “What?”

“We think he’s bailed.”

Her eyes got big and her voice got louder on her repeat of, “What?”



“He’s wanted in connection with six murders, he has four cops working those cases, and except for Reb getting dead, there’s been no sign of him in Denver for months.”

She set her cup beside his on the counter, stared at it, then yelled, “Goddamn it!”

“Rebel,” he called.

She turned to him, eyes flashing.

And there was his firebrand.

“That bitch has been playing me,” she snapped.

“You give her money?”

She closed her mouth.

“Fuckin’ shit,” he hissed.

“You can say that again.”

“Baby, so far, everyone thought you were playin’ this smart. Or as smart as someone like you could play it.”

“I have been,” she spat.

“Not if you gave Harrietta Turnbull money,” he told her.

“Except for that,” she shot back. “I didn’t think she was a woman of God, but I swear, Rush, she gave no indication she felt anything for that man but pure hatred. I think she hates him even more than me.”

“She can hate him and bleed anyone dry who wants to take him down until she feels she’s pushed that as far as it’ll go, and then she’ll sell him to the highest bidder.”

“Which would be Chaos,” she stated.

“I don’t know. He did Valenzuela dirty and the man is pissed. He’s been fucking with Chaos for years. Chew maneuvered him out, set up his own player in Valenzuela’s business as a takeover, that player being Harrietta’s daughter, but Chew was being his usual fucking stupid and didn’t make sure that out meant out. So Valenzuela came back, and did it pissed enough to offer to ally with Chaos to see the end of him. Valenzuela is also loaded. If it comes to a bidding war, we might be outbid. And that can’t happen because Chew should pay by rotting while breathing, not doing it dead and in an unmarked grave therefore it’d be painless.”

“Word on that,” she bit out.

“Well, fuck, honey, we agree on something.”

She glared at him.

He wished like fuck this was not a totally inappropriate time to kiss her.

Unfortunately, it was.

“Are you gonna drink your coffee? Because that’s a shit-hot roast, it costs some cabbage, and it’d suck I have to pour it down the drain.”

He narrowed his eyes on her. “How much you been giving Turnbull?”

“Too much,” she snapped.

“You hurting?”

“No, ’cause, you see, directing porn pays well,” she forced out like it tasted bad. “The thing is, I refuse to use any of that money except to give some of it to Harrietta, and since I haven’t had any paying gigs where the money isn’t dirty for six months, the gold in my coffers is running low.”

“We gotta get you out,” he growled.

“I gotta find Harrietta and slap some sense into the bitch to get her to get a fuckin’ move on with this shit,” she countered.

“Rebel, first, Chew might be in Mexico by now. And second, and more importantly, she can’t know you had any conversations with me or anyone Chaos,” he warned. “Chew used to be Chaos. He renounced the Club. It’s a long-ass story, but all this shit cycles around to him having some vendetta against my brothers, thankfully screwing that pooch, but directly and indirectly landing dead bodies all over the place that continue to drag Chaos in.”

Her pretty blue eyes got big as he talked and her voice was shrill when she asked, “That fuck used to be Chaos?”

“Sweetheart,” he murmured soothingly, smoothing a hand over her hip.

“How deep are you boys in this?” she demanded to know.

“Deeper than you. Deeper than Diane. Maybe even deeper than Harrietta.”

“Explain that.”

“I can’t. I can just tell you we’re diggin’ ourselves out and that’d be a whole lot easier if we didn’t have to worry about a beautiful redhead starring in an unfilmed snuff movie along the way. Or worse, knowing Valenzuela and how much he digs money no matter how he can make it, a filmed one.”

Her lips twisted on an, “Ugh.”

He lifted his brows. “No shit?”

“I’m not gonna star in a snuff film, Rush.”

“Let’s make sure of that, yeah?”

She gave him a glare then a demand in the form of, “You’re not drinking your coffee.”

He left his hand on her hip and used his other one to nab the mug and take a sip.

She was right. Whatever that roast was, it was shit hot.

He used his hand on her hip to pull her closer and he was pretty fucking pleased she didn’t fight it.

“You’re right, babe. This coffee is fuckin’ great.”

Her hand landed on his chest telling him she was close as she was going to get.

But she left it on his chest.

“I know.”

“Now about us connecting,” he muttered into his mug before taking another sip, but his eyes were on her.

“You can’t jump from snuff films to us connecting, stud.”

He dropped the mug, swallowed and grinned.

Then he asked, “What’s with ‘stud?’”

“My original thought was ‘stud muffin,’” she shared. “I shortened it.”

“Obliged.”

“Alternate was ‘dreamboat,’ but at the time I nicknamed you, I felt the need to sound badass.”

He started chuckling and pulled her closer.

She didn’t press into his chest to indicate he stop until her hips hit his.

He’d had a point to make, but at this juncture he was regretting his mention of snuff films.

“I wanna take you out,” he whispered.

“Do bikers date?” she whispered back.

“Let me rephrase. I wanna take you to my place, feed you, then spend however long it takes for us to pass out seeing how many times I can make you come.”

It was delicate, but he felt her shiver.

He took that as a yes to his proposal.

“When are we gonna do that?” he asked.

“I have a scheming bitch who’s been playing me to slap into submission. So sometime after that.”

“Rebel,” he said low.

“Uh . . .” she mumbled as her eyes trailed away.

“Babe,” he called.

She looked back at him. “I’m uncertain I can . . . perform considering recently I’ve watched so much performing. I mean, I start my workday walking through a sea of fluffers fluffing.”

“Are you serious?” he asked.

“It’s kinda gross, Rush,” she whispered.

“Baby,” he murmured, sliding his hand to the small of her back.

“I demand that they be, well . . . lucid. You know, professionals. And it knocked me back when we did our first casting, there were serious folks in this biz who are serious about what they do. And kinda, you know, genuinely get off on it, outside basic biology for the dudes. And they’re super hip that Benito’s pouring money into it to make it more class. Still, I’ve lost track of the amount of fellatio and cunnilingus I’ve not only witnessed . . . but directed.”

He grinned at her and pulled her closer. “You gonna boss me while I got my mouth between your legs?”

Another shiver, this one less delicate, even though she replied, “It could happen.”

“Baby, trust me, it’s not gonna happen.”

She stared into his eyes and asked quietly, “How do you know?”

“I just know.”

“You are full of yourself.”

“Honey, don’t say that kind of thing if you don’t want the appropriate comeback.”

She grinned up at him. “Appropriate says you.”

He grinned back. “Yeah. Appropriate says me.”

“Are we gonna strategize my exit from the porn industry?” she asked.

“It never even crossed my mind I’d say this, but I’m gonna talk to my dad about the woman I intend to see’s exit from the porn industry.” He gave her a squeeze through her amused smile and assured, “He’s a sharp guy, knows all the players in this mess, babe. Between us, we’ll find you a way out.”

She nodded.

Just nodded, no pushback, no denial.

Thank fuck.

Time to move on.

“Have we distanced ourselves enough from talk of snuff films for me to kiss you?” he asked.

“No,” she answered.

He watched her mouth form that word.

“You’re gonna kiss me anyway, aren’t you?” those pink lips breathed.

“Yeah.”

“Rush,” she whispered.

He took her mouth on his name.

She was ready for it, didn’t even make him work, just parted her lips, fuck, so goddamn sweet.

He slid his tongue inside.

And there it was.

Sweeter.

Christ.

Better than he expected, and he expected her to be damn good.

She slid her hand up his chest to his neck and curled it around tight, pressing close.

He wrapped both of his arms around her, pulling her in deep, and took the kiss deeper.

He did that until she made a little noise he liked too much, that noise filling his mouth and he liked that even more, before he broke the kiss.

Her eyes came open slowly.

He liked that too much too.

“Tomorrow night, I’ll pick you up. Six. Dinner at my place. Pack a bag.”

“Full of yourself,” she said softly.

He grinned.

She was in his arms. She knew good coffee. She’d agreed to get out from under Valenzuela. She had a crazy landlady she clearly loved. She dressed great. Her oven was big, but not big enough to roast children. Cats sensed her as their queen. She would be in his bed the next night.

And she had a sweet mouth.

Last, it was worth a repeat, she was in his arms and she felt good there.

He could ignore the meditation.

So there was only one answer to her question.

“Yeah.”
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An Adventure

Rush

The next day . . .

“Yo, you wanted to talk?”

Rush turned his head from the engine he was working on to see his dad moving toward him in the bay he was in at the garage at Ride.



So he pulled his body out from under the hood and reached for the rag he had draped on the fender.

Tack stopped at his son and looked down at the car.

“Nice.”

Rush looked down at the Hemi ’Cuda next to him.

The last owner should have all his fingers broken for how he treated that baby.

But Rush was gonna make her all better.

He looked back to his dad.

“Yeah,” he agreed then asked, “You got a few minutes?”

Tack settled in, arms crossed on his chest and answered, “Always.”

That was his old man.

He always had a few minutes. For Rush. Tabitha. Ty-Ty. Rider. Cutter. Any of his brothers. Any of their women. Any of their kids.

Anyone in his heart.

Rush had no idea how the man did it. It was like there were ten of him to give all he gave to the people in his life at the same time running a Club, being the operations manager of a huge business and dealing with all the extraneous shit that was pure shit.

But he still managed to find time to throw back a few with his brothers in the Compound and make it so his woman looked at him like she wanted to rip his clothes off.

Yeah, even after all these years.

It was his dad and stepmom, but Rush couldn’t find it in him to think that was gross seeing as it also was what it was. It was the way of life, if your life was good and you’d made the right choices.

Rush might have his name because he’d always been in a rush to get what he wanted or get where he wanted to go.

But that didn’t mean he didn’t pay attention.

Especially to his dad.

You had to know what you wanted to get it. You had to know it was right before you went for it. You had to pull out all the stops to make it yours. And you had to treat it right when you got it.

Tack had taught him all of that.

And on those thoughts . . .

“I had another conversation with Rebel Stapleton, this time one on one,” he told his father.

Tack’s lips in his ragged goatee quirked before he muttered, “Why does that not surprise me.”

Rush ignored that.

“She’s ready to get out.”

Tack got serious and his tone was the same when he said, “Good.”

“But she doesn’t know how.”

Tack leaned a thigh against the fender of the ’Cuda and drew in a breath before he replied, “I see her concerns. Word is, that line of porn is doin’ well. Valenzuela won’t want to lose her.”

“Yeah.”

“But as far as we know, she’s not been made, Rush. She’s an employee. She can just quit.”



He’d never known anyone who “just quit” Valenzuela.

“You think it’ll be that easy?” he asked.

“Valenzuela’s a criminal and a sick fuck, but he’s also a businessman. This isn’t about dope and it isn’t about whores. This is a legit business. He whacks a director because she wants to bail, he’ll find it hard to hire another director. Far as he knows, she’s got nothin’ on him to give to a competitor or the cops that might make him wanna keep her under his thumb or take her out to keep himself safe. It’s a professional relationship that can be severed.” He shrugged. “She gives notice, plays that part, it’ll suck she’ll have to work out that notice and stay close before she’s fully out.” Another twitch of his goatee. “But I reckon you’ll have her covered.”

He’d have that.

“So just resign,” Rush said.

“Might not be that easy, but she can start with that. We’ll keep watch. That goes south for some reason, we’ll have her back.”

Rush nodded.

They’d start with that.

“Talked with Shy,” Tack noted. “He said she’s a spitfire.”

Rush quit rubbing his hands on the rag and tossed it on the fender. “She’s a spitfire all right.”

“I read Hawk’s file too, Rush,” his father said quietly. “It’ll take a certain kind of man to take on a woman like that.”

He looked into his dad’s eyes. “Wanna explain that?”

Tack did because he didn’t hesitate.

“Went balls to the wall for a dead friend. Drew a line in the sand with her family to take her brother’s back. This is a woman who goes all in, son. Those situations are extreme, and for her, I hope she never has to face somethin’ like them again. But a woman like that, it could be anything. A kid she meets who isn’t bein’ treated right. A dog on the street foraging for food.”

Tack slid closer to his son and kept talking.

“A woman who can love that deep, who’s got that kinda steel in her spine, the man who gets it, it’ll feel good to earn that love, keep it and have it. But he’ll have to understand what makes her and that he’ll have a lifetime of puttin’ out fires, dealin’ with emotional fallout, and proppin’ her up when the loads she takes on get too heavy.”

“You warnin’ me off a woman I haven’t even taken out yet?”

“You gonna take her out?”

“Makin’ her dinner at my place tonight.”

Tack nodded. “Just wanna make sure you know what you’re gettin’ into.”

“She’s funny.”

“Good to know she’s got that as well as bein’ easy to look at.”

“And she’s more.”

Tack stared in his eyes. “I know, Rush. She’s a lot more.”

“Right. So what I wanna know, Dad, is would you want me to have anything less?”

“Absolutely not.”

At the clarity of his father’s response, Rush’s back straightened.

Tack kept talking.

“You got years on you, son, and you got experience. But you’re still young. And it wouldn’t take a father who loves and knows his son to see this one is different. Straight up, if I could plan out your life, both you and your sister, I would want you to have more time and more experience before you settled in. That way did not happen for your sister. She knew what she wanted, landed it, and she’s all kinds of happy. So I’m good. But I see where this is goin’, Rush, and I just want you to be prepared.”

“We haven’t even had a date yet, Dad.”

His father’s head snapped to the side. “Am I readin’ this wrong?”

He never read anything wrong.

“No,” Rush told him.

Tack righted his neck. “Not tellin’ you what to do. Just wanna make sure your eyes are open.”

“I want a handful.”

Tack said nothing.

“It’s just the way, and it’s a good way, and you know what I mean, Dad. I want a handful,” Rush went on. “I wanna wake up and not know what the day is gonna bring, mostly because she’s gonna make it an adventure. I want kids, and I want the woman I choose to make them with to be about them. To have all the love in the world for them. To make it so they know that and never doubt it. And you know why I want that.”

“Yeah,” Tack whispered, and Rush knew he knew all about making babies with a woman who did not give that to her children.

“And I want her to have more. I want her to have kids and me and a life. Drinks with her girls or making movies, or I don’t know and I don’t give a fuck, just as long as she’s the kind of woman who needs it and goes after it and gets it. I wanna get pissed and I wanna be challenged and I wanna be surprised and I want my balls busted and I want my mind blown and I wanna laugh a lot. I want it all, Dad. I want what you got, but I want it my way and I want it to be all mine.”

“Not thinkin’ Rebel Stapleton’s not gonna be an adventure,” Tack murmured.

“Exactly,” Rush replied.

Tack got intense.

And even though Rush was used to it, he braced.

“Your stepmother got kidnapped, twice. Once gettin’ stabbed nearly to death, lookin’ after her friend and hookin’ her star to me.”

“I haven’t forgotten that, Dad. And I’d erase that for you and Tyra if I could, but I can’t. That said, bottom line with that, if she washed her hands of Lanie when Lanie made stupid choices, or you because what she felt for you couldn’t survive the life you lead, you wouldn’t have wanted her and obviously you wouldn’t have gone on to build the life you have with her. In other words, you wouldn’t have it any other way and you went in knowin’ just that. I don’t know what’s gonna go down with Rebel. We haven’t even had a date yet. But just so you know, I’m goin’ in knowin’ what I’m getting into. And if the promise of her is real, heads up. Because I already know I want just that.”

Tack studied him for a few beats.

Then he nodded.

Right.

Rush knew his father.

His father knew him.

It had been Tack who’d nicknamed him Rush in the first place.

That was done.

Time to move on.

“She’s givin’ money to Harrietta Turnbull, seein’ as Harrietta told her she could get Chew to confess to her friend’s murder.”

Tack’s mouth tightened.

Yeah.

That had been his reaction.

“She knows she’s bein’ played now and that’s gonna stop. But she says Harrietta is also in with Valenzuela,” Rush continued.

That made his father’s eyebrows rise. “Seriously?”

Rush nodded. “Rebel thinks it’s also because Valenzuela wants Chew, and Harrietta is dangling him at them both.”

“Just when you think this shit can’t get more fucked up, it does,” Tack muttered.

“And there’s another suspect in Diane Ragowski’s murder. It’s Digger Benson of Bounty.”

“Shit, fuck,” Tack growled.

“Yeah. That’s not a coincidence, Digger and Chew both goin’ at that woman.”

Tack shook his head. “Bad blood between those two, Rush. Back in the day, Chew was taken on by Chaos, Digger was a huge pass. They were tight. Chew scraped him off for his new Club. Digger wasn’t a fan of that.”

“Stands to reason they’d make amends after Chew renounced the Club, wanted to see us hurt and set about doin’ that.”

Tack lifted his chin but said, “Doesn’t jive, Rush. Wouldn’t put it past Chew not to mind sharing. But the reason Digger was a pass for Chaos was that even back then, with Crank in charge, he was not Chaos material. Man’s a deviant. I had to call it, straight-up pedophile. Saw pictures of her. Diane Ragowski would not be his thing. She was beaten down by drugs, but she was very much a woman.”

“She was dressed in a school uniform when she died, Dad,” Rush reminded him.

His father’s mouth twisted as he said, “School uniform and schoolgirl are two different things, Rush.”

“Can’t say I know how a degenerate’s mind works, but maybe he took what he could get. But bottom line, there’s the link between Bounty and Valenzuela and Chew. It’s Digger, and they got more in common than twisting Digger’s club up in this shit.”

Tack drew in breath and replied, “I’ll tell Mitch and Slim.”

“When Rebel’s out, we need to hand all of this shit over to them.”

“Rush,” Tack sighed.

“Valenzuela is off Chaos. We can retreat from the ten-mile radius back to the five-mile radius we claim as ours and hand criminal shit off to people who get paid to deal with criminals. Then when it’s all done, we can quit with that vigilante gig altogether and just run Ride.”

“How ’bout we table this until we see the end of it by finding Chew?”

“How ’bout we let Slim and Mitch or Hank and Eddie find Chew, we get Rebel out, and see the end of it?” Rush returned.

“Son—”

“Dead bodies on our picnic table, Dad?” Rush pushed.

Tack leaned back and aimed a staredown at his son.

Rush was no longer eleven.

His father’s staredowns didn’t work anymore.

So he kept at him.

“Natalie dead?”

“Not our doing,” Tack growled.

“Valenzuela’s got the bones of two men Chaos took out. Every brother who was a brother back then is on the line for that. Especially Hound.”

“It’s been nearly twenty years and those bones have been moved, Rush. They won’t have the crime scenes. They don’t have the weapons. They have no witnesses. Fuck, son, they haven’t even identified those skulls.”

“One of those skulls being Crank, they find that out, they’ll look to Chaos. And Chew knows who they are, where they were done, and they’ll eventually have him.”

“He wasn’t there. He doesn’t know dick. And even if he leads them to the scenes, they’ve been scrubbed. There’ll be nothing to find.”

“We’re vulnerable.”



Tack uncrossed his arms, straightened from the car and put his hands to his hips. “As much as this sucks, Rush, it’s a fact and you gotta learn it. You can be tough. You can be badass. You can be armed to your teeth. You can be trained. You can be vigilant. But in one way or another, you’ll always be vulnerable. It’d take a goddamned abacus to count all the ways I’m vulnerable. But I’ll share five right now. Tyra. Tab. Ride. Cut. And you. Only choice you got is to protect your vulnerabilities and still get the fuckin’ job done. You could pull back, do nothin’, let someone else take care of it, but that way you couldn’t know the job got done and done right. We are not pullin’ back, doin’ nothin’, and lettin’ someone else deal with our problem. We’re gonna make sure the job gets done.”



“At what price?” Rush clipped.

Tack leaned back. “I can’t see the future. I can only do what I can do. Protect my vulnerabilities and get the fuckin’ job done.”

They stared at each other.

This was not the first time they’d had this chat.

It probably would not be the last.

His dad’s voice lowered when he said, “You were a kid. You had no stake in this. No say when it all went down. I can see you needin’ to pull out and lettin’ the men—”

Oh . . .

Fuck no.

“I’m Chaos,” Rush bit. “It’s all in or not at all. This is the way the Club goes, I go with it. But I don’t have to like it and I don’t have to keep my mouth shut about not likin’ it.”

Another lip quirk before, “Nope. You don’t have to do that.”

Rush was finished with this conversation.

“Right, I gotta get on what I wanted to get done on this car today and then get to the market to get food for Rebel. We done?”

“We’re done.”

Rush turned back to the car.

He felt his father didn’t leave so he looked to him.

“Best thing I’ve ever done,” Tack muttered when he did.

“What?” Rush asked.

“Or one of the best, but it’s in the top five.”

“What?” Rush repeated.

“Give that to me. Tyra. Tabby. Your brothers. All of ’em, blood or patch.”

Rush turned fully to him and bit off, “What?”

Tack stared at him a beat before he said, “I made you selfless and unrelenting.”

And on that, his father turned on his boot walked away.
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Rebel

Lunch break from the porn set with Amy and Paul at their house.

Why had I agreed to this?

Probably because Amy had sounded desperate.

And when I showed, what I feared was proved to be true.

She was desperate.

It was noon and Paul was drunk.

So she was that kind of desperate.

I sat at their kitchen table with the delicious-looking turkey, jack and roasted chile panini in front of me and stared at Paul.

“I got this panini maker and we’ve been having such fun with it,” Amy babbled. “Haven’t we, Paul?”

Paul stood at the kitchen sink, staring out the window over it, his face totally blank.

God, he killed me.

He just freaking killed me.

“Haven’t we, Paul?” Amy asked louder.

“Yep,” he said, and I knew he had no idea what he was agreeing to.

The panini maker was the excuse behind why I just had to come over for lunch.

Why I really had to come over for lunch was because Paul was wasted, it was noon, and Amy only had a part-time job, but Paul had a full-time one and he was not at his job. He was at home. Wasted. At noon.

“Paul?” I called.

It was my voice he turned to.

And his face got soft when his eyes semi-focused on me.

“What, honey?”

I wondered if he saw me.

Or if he saw his daughter.

“You good?” I asked.

You good?

Lame!

“Yeah, Rebel.” His eyes listed to his wife. “The bird feeder needs filling. I’m gonna go do that.”

And then he moved unsteadily to the back door.

“But your lunch is right here,” Amy said to his back. “And Rebel is right here.”

“Later,” he muttered. “I’ll be right back.”

He disappeared out the door.

He so totally would not be right back.

And Amy’s gambit of asking me to lunch did not sober up her husband.

I gave it a moment before I said, “He looks like he’s losing weight.”

“Yeah, well, there’s a lot of calories in booze but apparently, if that’s your sole caloric intake, you lose weight,” Amy snapped, staring down at her panini.

I watched her, a little stunned she put it out there when she’d been not talking about it for months, but totally at a loss as to what to do about it now that she had.



Before I could come up with anything, her attention came to me.

“They have to find who did that to Diane,” she bit out.

“Amy,” I said softly.

“What are those two detectives doing?” she spat. “Probably out at donut shops or diners, flirting with the waitresses.”

“They’re both married, Amy. Happily,” I told her.

“So? Men who look like those two do? They probably step out on them.”

Boy, she did not know Hank and Eddie.

“You know, I’ve kept in touch with them,” I thought it safe to share. “And they have not lost interest in Diane’s case. They just need to, you know, track down one of the suspects so they can interview him. The thing is, frustratingly but not surprisingly, he’s not feeling like being found.”

“Well, get this,” she demanded. “Lieutenant Nightingale has a brother who’s a private investigator and from his listing on Yelp, he’s really good at it. I bet Hank Nightingale will light a fire under himself if I hire his brother to do his job for him.”

Hmm . . .

I wasn’t sure that was a good thing.

“How about you let him do what he’s got to do without interference?” I suggested.

“I want the man who hurt my daughter to pay, Rebel,” she clipped.

I shut my mouth.

“I want my husband to have closure, so he can . . . whatever it is he needs to do,” she went on.

I said nothing.

“I lost her, now I’m losing him and I’m barely surviving losing her. How will I survive if I lose him?”

I reached out and took her hand, squeezing it. “You’re not gonna lose him, Amy.”

Lying again.

Maybe.

Totally going straight to hell.

Amy pulled her hand from mine, looked away, took in a breath, and I prepared for it.

Then I got it.

“I miss her,” she told the wall. “I miss those stupid volleyball games. I miss standing at the finish line in the freezing cold after she’s run some race to raise money for fibromyalgia or breast cancer or whatever then taking her to brunch. I miss her trying to convince me we’d be the perfect team for Amazing Race and scheming how to make the best video so they’d take us.”

She looked back at me and I had to press my lips together at the stark longing in her eyes.

“I miss my baby girl. I miss her, Rebel. I miss her,” she whispered.

I reached out again, took hold of her and whispered back, “I miss her too, Amy.”

Her voice was broken when she announced, “I can’t do this without him.”

It was time to jot a chat with Paul down on my list of things to do.

I’d have to catch him sober.

Or close to it.

Shit.

“How about I find a time to talk to him?”

She brightened.

Oh yeah.

Lunch at Amy and Paul’s had not been a good idea.

Shit.

“He doesn’t listen to me. He barely looks at me. But I think he’d listen to you,” she said.

I wasn’t so sure.

But for her, for Paul, and for Diane, I’d try.

“Maybe breakfast, Sunday?” I suggested. “You guys can come over, you step out, we’ll talk.”

She nodded. “I think . . . yes. No time wasted. Too much time has already been wasted.”

She was right.

I still feared this would be a waste of time.

But for her, for Paul, and for Diane, I’d try.

“Okay. We have a plan. Now let’s just eat these amazing-looking paninis and then I have to get back to work.”

She drew in a ragged breath and forced some curiosity into her, “Work?”

“A little video. It’s kinda confidential,” I lied. “But it’s fun.” Another lie (mostly).

Her face fell.

She wanted her mind turned.

“But I met a guy.”

She brightened again.

God.

Why did I tell her I’d met a guy?

“Really?” she asked, genuinely interested.

Damn.

“Yeah. He’s . . .” I smiled at her (that was genuine too). “He’s really cool, Amy.”

“Yes?”

I smiled bigger at her and leaned her way. “And he’s a really good kisser.”

And for once, that was the truth.

Though it wasn’t the truth, it was the truth.

Rush Allen could kiss.

And he could take a tease.

And he could listen, be gentle, be firm without being a dick, and he didn’t run a mile when Essence told him her Woodstock orgy story.

The kiss was the best.

But the Essence thing said a lot.

Amy giggled a little, it wasn’t much, but I’d take it.

We chatted minimally about Rush.

We avoided chatting about why Paul was not at work or the fact he had not returned to his panini.

And we ate our paninis chatting more about Essence and Diesel, Molly and Maddox’s commitment ceremony, what dress I’d wear to their festivities and then what kind of dress I’d wear when I was nominated for an Academy Award.

Then I left, giving Amy a hug goodbye and telling her to extend that to Paul since he was nowhere to be found.

And I drove back to the set thinking Amy was right about one thing.

They needed closure.

I also needed closure.

I had not lied about the fact that Hank and Eddie had not given up on Diane.

But something had to give.

And soon.

And maybe Harrietta was playing me.

The woman might be weaselly but she was weak, and if I put the lean on her, she might deliver.

And Valenzuela liked me. He was hanging around more and more these days.

It made me sick to my stomach just at the thought, but I could finagle more time with him, maybe get him to trust me, overhear phone conversations, I didn’t know . . .

Something.

Anything.

What I couldn’t do was get any of that if I pulled out.

So maybe I shouldn’t pull out.

The very idea of this was going to tick Rush off.

Big time.

But maybe he’d get it.

Maybe I could talk him into getting it.

He was into me.

Maybe he’d get it.

But everything was falling apart even worse than it’d already fallen apart, and someone had to do something about it.

And since there was no one else to do it (but Hank and Eddie) . . .

There was no way around it.

That someone was me.

It was kind of exhausting, the fact that someone seemed to always be me.

But that didn’t make it less true.

That someone was me.

So I couldn’t pull out now.


[image: ]



Snapper

It was an itch.

And not a good itch.

And it wasn’t the first time he’d felt it.

It’d been happening off and on the last couple of days everywhere he went.

But when Snap parked, cut the power to his bike and swung off his ride, he looked around.

And as usual, saw nothing.

Cars parked on the street.

No people walking.

No one in a car hanging and watching him.

He pulled out his phone as he swept his surroundings while moving into the pizza parlor.

He engaged it, found Rosie the minute he entered, shot her a smile, got hers in return and headed to the bar.

“Yo,” High answered.

“I’m being followed.”

“Say what?” High asked.

“I’m being followed. Haven’t made him yet. But I know it’s happening. I’m being followed.”

“Fuck,” High muttered.

“I’m at Rosie’s work, havin’ a slice before she gets off and I’m takin’ her home. Send someone to do a scan?”

“On it.”

“Thanks, brother.”

High said nothing. He just disconnected.

“Pepperoni and mushroom, honey?” Rosalie said at his side.

Rosie was in work mode.

He didn’t mind.

He still was gonna give his woman shit.

“Hello to you too, babe,” he replied, sliding a hand along her waist and pulling her to him where he sat a stool.

She leaned into him, gliding both her hands into his cut to round him and tipped her head back.

He gave her a kiss.

And felt that itch.

So he lifted his head and looked around.

There were a couple of folks looking at them, probably because Rosie was gorgeous and worth watching, maybe because he was in a Club cut and a curiosity, but none of them were the ones behind the itch.

His attention went to the windows.

“Snap?” Rosie called.

He looked to her.

“Everything okay?” she asked.

“Yeah, baby. And yeah again. Pepperoni and mushroom.”

Her eyes roamed his face before she pressed in, smiled, kissed his jaw then pulled away to get him his slice.

He turned to watch her.

Then he got up, moved stools, taking the last one against the wall.

“You moved,” she said, behind the bar now, sliding a bottle of beer his way.

“Better people watching.”



And that was the truth.

She grinned. “I won’t be long. Join you in the slice after I clock out.”

“Okay, babe,” he muttered, reaching for the brew.

She bounced away.

He watched her ass while she did it.

Then he turned his attention back to the restaurant, the windows and beyond.

The itch was gone.

But he was being watched.

He fucking knew it.
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Beck

Beck moved out of the bar sliding his shades over his eyes.

He’d had to take off from work early to hit it before maybe Digger hit it, since Digger had a day job and could only go out and tie one on then do whatever depraved shit that perv did to fill his time after quitting time.

He moved to his bike, swung a leg over, powered it up, took off, but only rode four blocks before he turned into the parking lot of a strip mall, cut the ignition but stayed on his bike and pulled out his phone.

He made the call.

“Beck,” Lucas answered.

“Lucas, you got a minute?” he asked.

“You got something, I got a minute.”

“Right, just left Smitty’s. A dive in Commerce City.”

“Heard of it. Don’t know it. And?”

“Talked to a man called Pickle. And it won’t tax your brain to figure out why he’s called that.”

“Not familiar with the lushes in Commerce City, Beck,” Lucas told him.

Beck went on like Lucas didn’t talk.

“Few conversations, had to be cool about it, took time, but eventually got the history that Pickle, Digger, a brother in my club and Chew all used to run together, and they were tight.”

“Now I’m interested,” Lucas said low.

Yeah.

Beck knew he would be.

“So, just havin’ a chat with Pickle, who was clobbered before I even showed an hour ago, found out, back in the day they all hung with Chaos, hopin’ to be taken on, become prospects.”

“The link,” Lucas muttered.

“Yeah,” Beck confirmed. “Chew got in, Digger and Pickle were a pass. And just to say, this was not popular with Digger and Pickle. Digger, my guess, got over it. Pickle still sees Digger, but he thinks Chew is a fucktard. His call, said that straight, and full of bitter, though we both know he’s not wrong. Pickle was all about not bein’ surprised Chew pulled out of Chaos. Said he knew firsthand the man knows shit about brotherly love.”

“Gotta tell you, got a call from Tack today and Chaos has put this together,” Lucas informed him.

“Gotta tell you, personally don’t give a fuck how Bounty, or whatever the fuck we are right now, got tangled in that mess. I went after this for another reason.”

“What’s that?”

Beck drew in breath and watched the cars go by.

“Beck?” Lucas prompted.

“All right, listen, yeah? ’Cause I got dick on this, except a feeling in my gut.”

“Lay it on me, Beck,” Lucas said quietly.

“The man ain’t right,” Beck told him. “Digger. He’s a skeeve. Never liked him. Never hang with him. He just ain’t right.”

“Keep going,” Lucas urged.

“Recently, he really ain’t right. Somethin’s up with him and it’s not the shit his club got into.”

“But you don’t know what it is,” Lucas surmised.

“No, I don’t. But I can tell you it doesn’t make me feel good at all that he’s starting to relax. He was wound up. Took a long mental hike. There at meetings. When the brothers were hanging out. But his mind was somewhere else. Now, he’s comin’ back to the fold. And now he’s even more not right. Like . . . relieved or proud of himself or something. And that guy feelin’ good about anything gives me the shivers.”

Lucas was silent.

“Okay, you may not know this guy, but my take is, it’d take somethin’ seriously sick to make a guy like him freaked. Now he’s not freaked. And I’m not sure that’s a good thing.”

Lucas was silent again but before Beck could break it, Lucas spoke up.

“A woman named Diane Ragowski was murdered nine months ago. She’d gotten into drugs, turned to porn to earn her fix, but the investigation turned up two suspects, both she was carrying on a sexual relationship with outside work. Wayne Benson was one of those suspects.”

Wayne Benson.

Digger.

“He did her,” Beck stated.

“He has an alibi.”

“He got someone to lie for him,” Beck returned, and he had to think on it a half a second before he said, “Let me guess. Pacino?”

“Considering Karl Sanderson’s street name is Pacino, and Sanderson is the alibi, yes.”

“Fuck,” Beck bit. “That guy’s a weasel, but he’d do anything for a brother. He lied, Lucas.”

“You can prove that?”

“Right now? No. But I will.”

Lucas sounded even more alert when he said, “Beck, you be careful with this. This isn’t your remit. You’re there to inform on the club formerly known as Bounty and their dealings with Benito Valenzuela. Not catch a killer. That is a different case and it has nothing to do with your deal.”

“Does it matter I catch a killer while I do that other shit?”

“When Bounty lost touch with Valenzuela, your deal changed, so I gotta remind you that you’re not exactly goin’ into WITSEC after this all goes down. Deal is, they get tight with Valenzuela again, you went down with them, did your time, they didn’t know, you got out early, court-ordered to steer clear of your former brothers, you move on with your life.”

“Well, now I got something added to my agenda.”

“Beck—”

“You seriously not okay with me handing you a murderer?” Beck asked.

“I’m serious in telling you there’s a difference between a biker informant who is never gonna be known for informing and sticking your nose into a murder investigation. Digger is getting loose because a good amount of time has passed, and he thinks he got away with it. A man will do a lot not to find his shit in Sterling Correctional Facility. He kills a porn star who half the men in that joint probably have convinced themselves they were in love with, he’ll really shy away from that being his future. And you won’t wanna find out all he’ll do to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

“I got this, Lucas.”

“Beck—”

He changed his wording to give it the honesty.

“I gotta do this, Lucas.”

Lucas was again silent.

“I’ll keep in touch,” Beck promised.

“Beck,” Lucas said. “Didn’t think I’d ever say this, but it says a lot about you, the motivation you have to right a wrong, especially a wrong as mammoth and fucked up as you perpetrated, and the risks you’re takin’ to do that. But you’re doin’ that. Focus on that. I need you for that, man. I can pass this shit you gave me to the detectives on the case and they’ll run with it. But it’s important to point out, you’re on the righteous path. But you can’t enjoy earning salvation if you’re dead.”

“Trust me, a man like Digger won’t best me.”

“A man like Digger with what he’s got to lose can surprise you.”

His phone sounded with a text as he said, “I’m doin’ this.”

“Fuck,” Lucas growled, giving in. “I want more contact.”

“You got it.”

“Anything you find, you feed to me, and I’ll feed to the detectives on that case. You don’t dig further.”

“You got it,” Beck lied.

“I don’t have a good feeling about this,” Lucas muttered.

What did it matter?

He got Digger, a murder was solved.

He got fucked in the effort, who cared?

Lucas didn’t.

Beck didn’t either.

But at least he’d go out doing something that would have made his brother proud.

It might make Rosalie think he was something more than a total asshole.

And it’d make Janna think she was fucking a man who might be slightly worthy of her.

“I’ll be careful,” Beck said.

“That’s something, but it doesn’t make me feel a whole lot better. Now act surprised. Because Sanderson is gonna be pulled back in to go over his alibi and they’re gonna go at him hard. If you hadn’t heard about this, they’re keepin’ it on the downlow. The way my colleagues are gonna take this, those men are gonna feel the heat, likely bitch about it, but my brothers might spread that love and go through the club formerly known as Bounty. Unless you find yourself in an interrogation room with nothin’ but cops around you, you don’t know dick. Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

Lucas sighed then asked, “You got anything on the club?”

“Web’s acting really cagey. Give me a few days. I’ll find out why.”

“Right.”

“That’s it.”

“Right.”

“Later, Lucas.”

“Later, Beck.”

He hung up.

Went to his texts.

Saw he got one from Janna.

Want me to start dinner?

He felt warm hit his chest he should not feel.

OMW, he texted back.

Then he fired up his bike and headed to Janna’s.

He’d pulled back since that night she’d had her bad dream. He did this rethinking tangling her up in all this shit.

Her response was to dig in.

With this new shit with Digger, he should set her loose altogether.

Even thinking those thoughts, he walked in her back door instead of riding right by and never going back.

She was at the stove, but she turned instantly to him.

Her tender brown eyes melted and she smiled.

Yeah, that was why he’d walked in the door.

A man paid attention, saw that melt, he’d walk through an inferno to get that look.

“Hey. I made guac to tide you over. Dig in. We’re having enchiladas. They’re not ready to go in yet and they need to bake awhile,” she greeted.

He looked down at the counter and saw a huge-ass bowl of guac next to a huge-ass bag of corn chips.

She took care of him.

Loved feeding him.

Loved him walking through her back door.

“Can I start the night with a kiss?”’

Fuck.

What was wrong with him?

Those pretty eyes in her pretty face melted more, and she moved to him.

That was what was wrong with him.

He pulled her into his arms, bent his head and took her mouth, going gentle and slow.

She pressed against him and coaxed out harder and deeper.

She was losing the shy.

Digging in.

And Beck was weak, so he was letting her.

He lifted his head.

“Hey,” she whispered.

“Hey,” he whispered back.

“Want some guac, honey?”

So fucking weak.

“Yeah, baby.”

She smiled, big and bright, and pretty turned beautiful when it filled with happy.

He gave her that.

He had no idea how.

But he gave it to her.

And he found giving it to her was like an addiction.

Near impossible to kick.

Totally weak.

He bent his head and touched his mouth to hers before he let her go and gave her what she wanted.

He swung off his jacket. Threw it over the back of a chair at her kitchen table. Went to the bag of chips, tore them open.

And dug into her guac.

After they ate, then fucked, he spent the night.

Totally fucking weak.

She had another nightmare.

He didn’t think about being weak about that.



He just didn’t like it.

And he lay with her, stroking her back, murmuring shit he didn’t pay attention to but whatever it was, it relaxed her and made her go back to sleep.

He did this thinking he had a lot on his plate. None of it good. And at the end of it, if he succeeded, he’d be incarcerated for a while.

He should cut her loose.

But now . . .

Now, he thought, not before she told him about her dreams.

He’d help her through that.

At least give her something worth something.

And after he did that he’d set her free.
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Superwoman

Rush

Earlier that night . . .

Rush didn’t chance hitting the buttons to bang the gongs at Essence’s house when he pulled up that evening to pick up Rebel.

But he’d only taken a few steps along the stones at the side of the house when he heard the sound of an opening window.

He stopped, looked to the house and saw Essence hanging out, a garland of flowers wrapped around her forehead.

“Peace, brother!” she called.

“Hey, Essence,” he called back. “Here to pick up Rebel.”

“Do not have her home for bedtime!” she yelled, stuck her hand out the window, gave him a peace sign, then ducked back in and shut it.

He didn’t fight his grin or the shake of his head as he moved down the path and through the bush to Rebel’s house.

The greenery brushed his hair again as he knocked on her door.

He not only stopped feeling it, he lost the knowledge it or anything else existed when she opened the door.

Hair down and stylishly messy. Makeup heavy. Body barely covered in a tiny black silk dress edged with lace at the top, but also slashes of it under her tits hinting at skin, the dress hanging on her but the brevity of it, including the high hem, meant it didn’t need to be skintight.

At her neck, a tangle of delicate chains with equally delicate pendants. She had so much hair, he couldn’t see if she even wore earrings. But on her feet were square-toed, black, girl motorcycle boots with high, chunky heels, their kickassedness playing off the sexy, ultra-feminine flimsiness of the barely-there slip dress.

Fuck, he was not going to be able to control his hard-on and she hadn’t even said hello to him.

“It didn’t occur to me you might have the bike.”

She was speaking and it took him a second considering he was concentrating on controlling his cock to process her words.

“I can put leggings on or something,” she continued.

He’d make a deal with the devil just to make sure that didn’t happen.

Fortunately, he’d thought ahead and didn’t have to.

“I brought my truck.”

She took in his face, nodded, didn’t invite him in, but turned away from the door and disappeared in the shadows.

He walked in anyway.

She had a very small foyer painted a dark and rustic yellow, which had a tall, freestanding coatrack that was covered in hats, and a short, heavily-carved dark wood bench that now had a chunky gray cardigan on it, a little black purse, and small black leather tote.

Rebel grabbed the cardigan and tugged it on.

It was long, went down to her knees, which he was not a big fan of considering her skirt just covered her pubis and he was a biker. He seriously got off on her show of skin.

Especially the way she showed it.

There was lots of it.

But it was all class.

The sweater immediately dipped off her shoulder, opening up to expose the dress anyway, so he had nothing to complain about.

“This your shit?” he asked, going to the tote and grabbing the handles while she dropped the long, slim strap of her purse on her shoulder.

“Yup,” she muttered.

“You ready, baby?”

Her eyes came to him. He processed the red lipstick he hadn’t quite noticed due to the dress, also how much he liked it, and she nodded before ducking her head and digging in her miniscule purse.

She came out with a key.

He preceded her out of the house.

She followed, shut the door, locked it, bent to scratch a fat ginger cat that was rubbing around her ankles before she straightened, and her gaze came back to him.

“Let’s go,” she said.

He reached out for her hand and no words were spoken as he guided her through the hippie-fairy jungle land to the front of the house.

They were in his truck and on their way when she noted, “If you go down the alley, there are two openings in the gate behind Essence’s property. One leads to Essence’s crib. The other to a space behind my house. It isn’t large, your truck won’t fit with my car, but if you’re on your bike, that’ll fit. You can avoid the trek by pulling in back there. And I don’t think Essence would mind if you parked behind her place if you have your truck. Her space is larger and the path between houses is shorter, and you don’t have to have Jane Goodall’s mad skills to make it through.”



He would have laughed at her last comment or felt the goodness she was making note he’d be back to her place in the future if all that hadn’t been recited to him like she was reading it from a pamphlet.

“Thanks, babe,” he replied.

“No problem,” she muttered.

It was that said in the same tone that made him turn his head to look at her.

When he did, he saw her head was turned to stare out the side window.

He looked back at the road. “Today go okay?”

“Sure,” she said, he knew, to the window.

Time to start a conversation. Draw her out.

“I talked to my dad. While I cook, we’ll chat about his thoughts about getting you out of the porn business.”

“Right.”

He drove.

And in the ensuing silence, he felt the mood in the car.

It was so damp and low an alligator could glide by and he wouldn’t be surprised.

“Everything cool?” he asked.

“Sure,” she said again.

He glanced at her.

Still looking out the side window.

“You sure?” he pushed.

“Sure, I’m sure.”

No humor. No inflection. Not even any impatience.

Dull and flat.

The first time he’d met her, she’d run hot. Understandable. He and his brothers had hijacked her car with her in it and taken her to a dirty, one-room cabin in the mountains.

Still, she’d been funny, brave, open and disarming, the last in a good way.

The second time he’d been with her, she was again funny but also sweet and talkative and engaging.

Blindsided by that fucking great dress, it was only now he was realizing how remote she was being.

Rush was not super hip on moody women. He was less hip on having to drag whatever shit out of them that was making them moody. And he was completely not hip on women with multiple personalities, where you never knew what you were going to get to the point you ended up walking on eggshells, wondering when one you didn’t like was going to come out.

Maybe she was nervous about what the bag she’d packed meant.

She gave no indication she wasn’t up for it, and that was not only the fact she’d actually packed the bag.

But he wasn’t exactly taking this slow.

He wasn’t called Rush just because he’d never been known to waste time getting what he wanted.

His dad gave him that nickname seeing as, since he was a kid, if he wanted something, he went for it, didn’t waste time . . .

And took no prisoners.

But she didn’t know that.

Not yet.

And if it was worth taking time, and putting in the work, he’d learned to do that too.

He reached out and grabbed her hand, squeezing it with his.

“You know, nothin’ is gonna happen tonight you don’t want to happen,” he assured.

Her fingers lay limply in his hold. “I know.”

He gave her another squeeze.

And got nothing back.

He let her go and she didn’t hesitate to put her hand back in her lap.

Shit.

He decided to let her start any conversation she might want.

His silence was reciprocated all the way to his place.

Not good.

He took the alley, pulled into his parking spots at the back of his place next to his bike, cut the ignition and climbed out.

He grabbed her bag and met her at the hood of his truck.

She was looking up at his pad.

It wasn’t much. A narrow two-story Victorian wedged tight between two other narrow two-story Victorians just a couple blocks off Colfax in Capitol Hill.

It was a hip neighborhood like a lot of hip neighborhoods in Denver were.

Partially rundown. The odd showplace with a great yard and a paint job that had five colors, which probably meant some gay dudes lived there. Established trees and shrubs that made it shady and nice in the summer, gave it character in the winter.

He’d picked it because it was in walking distance to some great hole-in-the-wall restaurants, coffee shops, book and record stores. It had been a score at the bitter end of the recession they’d come out of, before real estate hit the stratosphere after Colorado legalized pot. And there was just enough that needed to be done on it, he could make it his own, but it wasn’t going to be a money pit.

It was also big enough to put his old lady in, when he found her, and start a family.

His goal was to eventually get a place in the mountains like Tack and Tyra had. A lot bigger. Surrounded by nothing but nature. Quiet. Private. Something his woman would love where they’d finish making and raising their kids.

But he’d keep this place because he’d be in town a lot, and she’d probably want somewhere she could crash when she went shopping or hung with her girls and shit.

In his time there, he’d refinished the floors, reskimmed and painted the walls, stripped and re-varnished the fireplace mantels, and put in a new master bath.

Except for the walls and floors, the kitchen—the room at the back he led Rebel into—hadn’t been touched.

She barely glanced around and didn’t hide she had no interest after she walked in.

He narrowed his eyes on her. “You sure you’re good?”

“Yeah,” she said distractedly, staring at the back door he’d closed like she wanted to use it.

“Rebel,” he called.

Her eyes drifted to him.

“You don’t seem yourself.”

“I’m fine, Rush. Maybe a little hungry.”

“I’m makin’ hamburgers.”

“Great,” she said like she didn’t give a shit they ate hamburgers or cow patties.

Right, he’d asked her if she was good more than once.

She wasn’t, but she wasn’t giving him dick.

He wasn’t going to ask again.

But he was no longer fired up about the night and if the woman didn’t snap out of it, he’d feed her and take her home.

“I didn’t get a chance to do much but shop,” he muttered, dropping her bag by the opening to the dining room. “Store bought potato salad and chips with the burgers. And I got beer. You drink beer?” he asked as he moved to the kitchen.

“Yeah,” she answered.

He’d opened the fridge and turned to her, seeing her standing there looking infinitely fuckable with that sweater drooping off her shoulder over that dress. But the expression on her face was vacant, like she was posing for a photo to hawk the outfit in a magazine.

“You actually want a beer?” he pushed.

Her gaze slid to him. “Sure.”

If she said “sure” again, he might take her to McDonald’s, that before he took her ass home.

He got her beer, opened it, handed it to her, got out the beef, tossed it on the counter, and shrugged off his cut, beginning to get pissed.

He liked her.

A lot.

Too much when he was realizing he didn’t know the woman except for a couple of meetings and what he read in a file.

And too much when he was realizing just how pissed he was getting because he read into the promise of her something that might not be there, and he was right then feeling how bad it would suck if he found it was not.

He went to his dining room, threw his cut around the back of a chair and came back into the kitchen to see her standing in front of the framed concert poster on the wall.

Rush went to the beef. “You like the Gypsies?”

“Pong’s a riot,” she murmured.

At least that was something.

He shot a glance to the poster. The local-band-made-huge, the Blue Moon Gypsies, was on it, all posing in rock poses, cool as shit, but the drummer, Pong, was on his knees at the front holding his drumsticks in a V under his jaw, sticking out his tongue and widening his eyes in a crazy Ozzy expression that almost beat Ozzy.

“Let’s get the talk I had with Dad out of the way,” he suggested.

She floated to stand opposite him at the jutting countertop that faced the double opening to the dining room. Her side had stools.

She didn’t take a stool.

She set her hands, one wrapped around what looked like an unsipped beer, to the counter and looked to the side, apparently vaguely fascinated by the row of unopened potato chip bags he had stacked up against the wall.

“If you’re hungry, sweetheart, make yourself at home. Open up and dive in,” he said quietly.

She lifted her beer to her lips and swung her eyeballs around in a way it was clear she was avoiding looking at him, standing right in front of her, tearing open a package of hamburger meat.

What the fuck?

Whatever.

He was not fucking asking again.

“Right, you in the middle of one of the movies?” he asked when she’d dropped the beer.

“Always,” she answered.

“Okay. Give notice. Tomorrow.”

That made her look at him. “What?”

“Dad reckons Valenzuela considers this a professional relationship,” he explained. “The legal kind. And we can hope that’s true. So, give notice. Say you’ll finish the film you’re doing now, but once that’s done, you’re out. You realized porn isn’t for you and you got an offer of a job you couldn’t turn down.”

She turned her head to stare at the potato chip bags again.

“You got a contract that says you can’t do that?” he asked.

“I have a contract that states what my credits will be on the films I make, and I don’t use my real name, so it doesn’t matter anyway. I didn’t want royalties for obvious reasons. Valenzuela was suspicious of that, but considering it’s porn, he let it go. I’m employed by Luxe Films, Limited, I’m salaried, not hourly, I get paid a shit-ton of money I don’t use, and that’s it.”

“Okay, then give notice tomorrow. In writing.”

She reached out and touched the potato chip bag with the tip of her middle finger like she was carefully stroking the cheek of a sleeping infant.

Okay.

What in the fuck?

With fingers gunked to shit, he stopped forming a hamburger patty.

“Rebel—”

Her focus cut to him, and when it did he knew instantly she was back.

And just as instantly, he wasn’t sure that was a good thing.

He’d find he was wrong.

But first he was right.

“Don’t be mad,” she said fast. “Rush, please don’t be mad. But I’m not pulling out.”

She could ask.

But she wasn’t going to get that.

He wasn’t mad.

He was pissed.

“We decided this,” he growled.

“I can’t pull out.”

“You can’t stay in,” he bit off.

She shook her head, sharp and fast. “Really, really, baby,” she slid a hand across the counter toward him, “I have to keep at it.”

Oh no.

Fuck to the no.

She wasn’t gonna call him “baby” for the first time trying to get her way to keep doing something that might get her dead.

“We’ve been together twice, had two conversations about this, and came to a decision. I’m not talkin’ about this every fuckin’ time I see you, Rebel.”

“Maybe we can discuss how we can work together to bring down Valenzuela and Chew,” she suggested, sounding desperate, looking it too, leaning toward him across his own fucking kitchen counter.

She sat in his car trying to decide how to broach this with him.

She walked into his house, not the least curious where he fucking lived, working that through her head.

And now she was trying to play his ass to get him to agree not only to let her risk hers but help her do it.

“I’ve answered that question,” he stated, dropping the meat and going to the sink to clean his hands.

“Rush—”

“Rebel, this is dinner. Talking. Getting to know the woman I thought I might like. I thought was interesting and cute and sexy and funny. The woman who is not all about Diane Ragowski and Benito fuckin’ Valenzuela and shit-for-brains Chew Lannigan and all that other garbage—”

“Diane isn’t garbage,” she snapped.

He tore the dish towel off the hook and swiped his hands, turning to her and firing back, “You know what I mean.”

“I’m sorry I’m all about my dead friend, Rush,” she said sarcastically. “My raped and murdered friend.”

“First, don’t lay that fuckin’ guilt trip on me. And second, it’s been nine fucking months, Rebel. It’s time for you to find a way past it.”

She leaned over the counter and spat, “I am!”

“A healthy way.”

She reached out to the purse she’d put on the edge of his counter.

“Maybe I should get a Lyft home,” she suggested.

“Maybe that’s a good idea,” he agreed.

Her head snapped up from looking in her purse, something moved over her face he felt sear low through his gut, then she turned her back on him and walked quickly out of this kitchen, by his dining room table, and into his living room, her head again bent to her purse.

Rush tossed down the towel and followed her.

“Babe.”

She whirled on him, and he stopped.

That look was not moving over her face.

It had settled there.

And the weight he saw there was heavy.

So heavy it was a wonder it didn’t rip the flesh from her skull.

Seeing it, he froze to the spot.

“This isn’t going to work,” she declared.

“Rebel,” he whispered.

“Maybe if . . . maybe if . . .”

He watched her look around, seemingly randomly. The wall to her left. Her boots. Behind him into the kitchen. Her boots again.

Then her eyes came back to him.

And he was at once glad they did and hoped like fuck he’d never see that look in them again.

Jesus, fuck.

“You have a beautiful voice,” she whispered.

Why did she tell him that?

Where was she now?

Wherever it was, he had to get her the fuck out.

“Baby, come here,” he whispered back.

“Maybe if—”

“Rebel, please come to me.”

“I got that call.”

“What call?” he asked when she didn’t keep going.

“In the middle of the night telling me if I cared about Chantilly, I needed to go to her.”

Chantilly was Diane’s porn name.

That he knew.

But . . .

She got a call?

Hawk’s file didn’t say dick about a call.

Rush had a different feeling in his gut, one that tightened his chest and the muscles in his neck, but Rebel kept talking.

“I went. The door was . . . I went. And called the cops. And waited as they went in. Sat there in my car and waited. And then to the station. And Hank. And Eddie.”

She wasn’t making any sense.

He didn’t say a word.

He just stood there, holding her eyes, and listened.

“We went to Paul and Amy. We told them.” She nodded her head. Shook it. Nodded it again. Christ, she was gone. “We told them,” she repeated.

But her voice cracked.

That he got, without her words making much sense.

He couldn’t imagine being there when cops told two parents their daughter had been murdered.

Raped and murdered.

He didn’t want to imagine.

But Rebel didn’t have to imagine shit.

She’d been there.

“Sweetheart, come to me or I’m comin’ to you. Serious.”

He didn’t move when the new look hit her face. The wet hit her eyes. Hovering there.

“You have such a beautiful voice, Rush. Maybe if you’d been there. Maybe if you’d been there to go to. Maybe after we told Amy and Paul that Diane had been killed, if I could have gone to—”

Fuck it.

He took the three steps to her and yanked her into his arms.

He was just in time.

She dropped her phone and purse to the floor, face-planted in his chest and lost it.

He gathered her closer.

She clutched his shirt into her hands and pressed it to her cheeks like she was trying to hide from him.

But she did this sobbing and begging, “Talk to me.”

His voice.

He dipped his head to put his lips to her ear and tightened his arms further, using one hand to stroke her back.

“I’m right here,” he murmured. “Get it out.”

“I can’t stop.”

“Then keep crying.”

“No,” she wailed. “Valenzuela.”

Goddamn it.

“Just feel what you’re feelin’ now, baby. We’ll deal with that later.”

“Mom a-sked us t-to Thanksgiving. It w-was after that. A-after I’d started my p-plan o’ vengeance,” she stuttered. “I w-was d-deep in my p-plan o’ vengeance.”

Say what?

“Honey, where are you goin’ now?” he asked.

She threw her head back, pounded his shirt into his chest and snapped, “Mom! She couldn’t leave well enough alone! She had to ask us to Thanksgiving!”

“Okay,” he said carefully, “I’m not following.”

“Fabulous,” she snapped.

“Reb—”

“You’re going to think I’m a nutcase, and I like you.” Another chest pound. “You have a beautiful voice, you don’t mind being teased and you’re a really good kisser.”

He beat back a grin.

Good to know.

But not where they needed to be right now.

“How about you cry it out then we’ll talk about Thanksgiving and after that, we’ll talk about Valenzuela again.”

She shoved her face back in his chest. “You don’t want to talk about Valenzuela.”

“That was before I knew how much you liked my voice.”

She made a sound like a laugh that ended like a sob and slid her arms around him.

He held on, and he held on thinking it was freakishly uncanny how his father could read shit.

It took less time than he thought it would before she turned her head, rested her cheek on his chest and let out a big sigh that he heard and felt.

He lifted one hand to wrap around the side of her neck and used his thumb to stroke the skin there.

“You good?” he asked.

“Not really,” she answered.

“Rephrase. You done cryin’?”

“I think so.”

“You think you can let me go so I can cook and we can talk?”

Her arms squeezed tighter. “No.”

“Babe—”

“I think I cried my makeup off.”

He smiled and bent his neck to say to the top of her hair. “You’re beautiful, Rebel, probably just as beautiful or even more without makeup.”

“Not with raccoon eyes.”

“Let me see.”

“No fucking way. Just close your eyes and point me to the bathroom.”

He removed his hand from her neck and took hold of her chin.

“Let me see, honey.”

She fought it a few beats but then tipped her head back.

Jesus.

“Bathroom’s through that door, behind the stairs.”

Her lips twitched “That bad?”

He bent his head again, this time to brush his mouth to hers.

He pulled away. “You look better than the girl who did that look for Hole.”

She started giggling.

He smiled down at her, cupped her face and this time ran his thumb through a big black smudge of melting mascara.

“Go. Clean up. I’ll make hamburgers,” he murmured.

Something new moved through her face, it didn’t freak him, what it made him feel was good, but he still braced.

“I don’t think my dad’s ever been to the grocery store,” she declared.

Right.

He was fucking ecstatic she was being open and talkative again.

But it’d be good she started to make sense.

“Baby, I’m not gettin’ you,” he said gently.

“He never bought my mom potato chips.”

Ah.

Right.

“Not four bags.”

He didn’t share that he didn’t expect her to eat them all.

But he did buy all four for her because he didn’t know what she liked.

“Or hamburger meat,” she went on.

“I’m not your dad, honey,” he reminded her.

“Yeah,” she whispered, rolled up on the toes of her boots and touched her mouth to his. “Be back,” she said before pulling out of his arms, strutting to her tote, grabbing it, and moseying to the hall where she disappeared.

Rush nabbed her phone and purse from the floor and went back to the kitchen.



He had four huge hamburger patties formed and the skillet on the stove heating up when she returned with her eyes a little bloodshot and her makeup a little less heavy, but she was back together.

Something in him missed the raccoon look.

“Still beautiful,” he murmured.

“You’re just trying to save a night where you end it getting laid,” she teased, sliding her ass on one of his stools and reclaiming her beer.

There it was.

Now she was really back.

“And she sees right through me,” he muttered, grinning and seasoning the patties.

“Those look boss,” she declared.

“My mom cooked because she had to, and her food tasted like it. My dad cooks because he loves food, and his food tastes like it. I cook like my dad,” he shared.

“I’m hoping I’ll get to meet this dad of yours,” she said softly, hesitant and almost shy.

Yeah.

He had not read her wrong.

Rebel Stapleton had promise.

Which meant she was going to meet his dad.

He put the hamburgers in the skillet, saying, “Talk through the shit that’s weighing on you, sweetheart.”

He heard her take in a breath before she said, “I’ll preface this by saying I saw Amy and Paul today.”

He turned from the stove to fully face her. “That explains a lot.”

“They have no idea what I’m doing,” she informed him.

“How would they feel about it?” he asked.

“They’d be super, extra, double, mega pissed.”

“Right,” he muttered and moved to the drawer to get his spatula.

“I’m mad at myself,” she said softly.

Spatula in hand, Rush turned back to her.

“Why, baby?”

“Because I think I’m Superwoman. Because I think I could have saved Diane. Because I think I can make it all right for Amy and Paul by catching Diane’s killer, when nothing can make it all right ever again. And I think I could have done something to cushion the blow for my brother, and I’ll admit, maybe also my mom when she called Diesel to ask him and Molly, and expressly not Maddox, to Thanksgiving dinner, necessitating him coming out to her that he was bi. Because I called him to warn him she was going to call about Thanksgiving, and I should have told him she wasn’t there, wasn’t ready to hear that. But I heard he was struggling with knowing, after years of being with Mad and Molly, that the time had come to officially commit, and it was freaking him. And I thought I had the power to make it all better for him. For everyone.”

That explained Thanksgiving.



“Because after that went way south,” she carried on, “and Dad and Mom and Gunner couldn’t call and land their shit on Diesel because he’d cut them out, they landed it on me. And it was heavy. And I didn’t want Diesel to know they kept at me after it was all over, and how ugly it got, and how much it was, and how I started to hate them. I mean really hate them, Rush. They were shoving their hate at me and I just absorbed it, and it grew, and I started shoveling it back. Hate is a burden. And it’s so fucking heavy.”

He moved to the counter opposite her, keeping hold on her eyes, and when she stopped talking, he agreed quietly, “Yeah it is.”

“So I cut them out and it hurt. I’ve totally blocked all of them. And I didn’t have . . .” She shook her head. “I have friends. I have Essence. I could have unloaded. But back in the day, I’d unload on Diane. Or if I needed a mom unit, Amy. And I didn’t have them to unload on with this shit.”

You have a beautiful voice.

Christ, she’d been all alone.

“Sweetheart,” he whispered.

“I’m directing porn. I don’t want to direct porn. I didn’t come to the realization that I wanted to make films and my first thought was, ‘Great! I’ll do porn!’”



He chuckled, and she shot him an amused look, but she kept talking.

“And Valenzuela is creepy. And Harrietta is even more filled with hate than my brother Gunner is. To the point she kinda scares me. Even more than Benito does. And I’d gone down to Phoenix to be with Diesel because I was worried about his frame of mind and they were all tight. Tighter than ever. And I’d lie in bed in my hotel room down there, knowing they were all piled together in their big bed. And, Rush, there is absolutely nothing conventional about what Diesel has with his man and his woman. But it’s so beautiful. They just fit. From the start. D does the yardwork. And Mad fixes shit around the house. And Molly does the laundry. And they all tangle up together to watch TV.” She grinned. “And they fuck like bunnies.”



He grinned back.

Her grin died.

So his did too.

“It should have made me happy that my big brother, who’s so awesome and so loving and so protective, had that back and he was out and real and himself and happy, and at least the weight he’d been carrying for years had been lifted. But it just made me feel lonely.”

“You felt that way because you were going through some big shit,” he explained.



“I was feeling that way because I was going through some big shit and I thought I was Superwoman. I could do it all. I could do it all by myself. Take care of everybody. Get justice for Diane and Paul and Amy and bring down the bad guys. Take D’s back and give him support while he decided to keep the family that was good for him and scrape off the one that made him feel like dirt. I meet you, and you have your brothers with you. You talk about your dad and your sister. You’ve worked through not having your mom.”

“I still miss her,” he admitted.

“But you have people.”

“You have people too, honey.”

“I do.” She shrugged. “I just didn’t let them have me.”

He leaned into his elbows on the counter toward her. “You learn your lesson about that?”

“Not to let it all overwhelm me and then melt down in front of you again, and thus eventually make you get shot of me because you think I’m a psycho?” she asked back.

He just smiled at her.

“Yeah, I learned my lesson.”

His smile faded before he said, “Valenzuela.”

She waved her hand in front of her face like she was shooing a fly, and he started to get ticked at that casual response.

Then she spoke.

“I was having a moment of temporary insanity. After dinner, if you have a computer, we can type out my resignation letter together.”

This gave him great relief.

But after dinner, he was going to have his hand up the skirt of that dress and his tongue down her throat, so maybe after he tired her out and she was unconscious, he’d get up and type it out for her himself.

He didn’t share that.

“Don’t think I’m crazy, but I’m gonna miss the cast and crew. They’re good people. It’s not as skeevy as you might think,” she told him.

“I don’t think that’s crazy.” He reached his hand out and caught hers. “Sweetheart, you live with a screaming hippie who shares Woodstock orgy stories within two minutes of meeting someone. Your brother has committed his life to a man and a woman and you went balls to the wall so he could have it, at least emotionally, free and clear. And you’re dating a biker. I’m not sure you have it in you to judge, unless a person is an asshole.”

Something beautiful—gratitude, relief, and something else that was deeper and even more meaningful, shone from her eyes before she said, “True that.”

He squeezed her hand. “And you don’t have to lose them. Get numbers. Throw parties. They’ll be welcome at Chaos hog roasts.”

“Chaos hog roasts?”

“Chaos is not immune to get-togethers. And if someone has it in them to think ahead, we roast a hog.”

“Sweet,” she whispered.

He was glad she thought that.

“And they’d be welcome?” she asked.

He shrugged. “Sure.”

She squeezed his hand back. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

More relief, gratitude and that something more beautiful came at him before he pulled her hand to his lips, touched them to her fingers, and let her go.

He went back to the stove to flip the burgers.

“Can I do something to help?” she asked.

So she wasn’t one of those women who sat around thinking a man had to earn his hand up her skirt and wait on her to earn a place in her heart.

Which meant the man he was would go all out to earn his hand up her skirt and a place in her heart.

“I got you,” he muttered.

“I can slice tomatoes or something.”

Shit.

He turned his head to her. “I didn’t buy tomatoes.”

“Good, ’cause I hate tomatoes. But if you liked them, I’d slice them for you,” she declared before sucking back more beer.

And more promise.

“I have pickle slices,” he told her.

“Awesome,” she said, hopping off her stool. “I’ll get them out. Condiments?”

“Fridge, babe.”

She got the shit from the fridge, including the potato salad, and wandered around him, opening drawers until she found a spoon she could shove into the salad after she busted off the top.

She also tore open two bags of the chips, got down the plates and opened the bag of sesame buns.

“Do you toast?” she asked, standing in his kitchen close to him in that killer, sexy-as-all-fuck outfit with all that hair, holding two big hamburger buns up and out to her sides.

Rush took her in.

No.

He was wrong.

Not promise.

Not keeping her for a while.

Hell no.

She just might be a keeper.

Full stop.

“Am I making dinner, or are you?” he asked.

She shot him a playful smile and asked back, “Am I cramping your style, stud?”

He dropped his eyes before he lifted them again. “Is my hand gonna be up that skirt later?”

“If you let me toast buns.”

He started laughing, saying, “Toast away, baby. No way I’m gonna stop you.”

She smiled to herself as she headed toward the stove.

He caught her on her way, pulled her into his arms, and took her mouth.

He made it wet and deep and long, and when he ended it, she followed his mouth for an inch, showing she didn’t want it to end.

He was there with her.

But first, she’d mentioned she was hungry.

And he bought potato chips for her.

So he had to feed his girl.

“More later,” he murmured, staring into her soft, gorgeous face.

“Tease.”

“Toast, woman.”

Her lips curved up, she pressed into him for a beat then she pulled out of his arms.

“Before hanky-panky, I want a tour of your sweet crib,” she declared as she hiked a dial on his oven.

Yeah.

His Superwoman.

He had a feeling she was gonna be a keeper.
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Cock Blocker

Rush

“And we’re back in the living room.”

Dinner was over.

He’d given Rebel a tour of his place.

And it was proved she had shit jacking with her head when she arrived, because she was far from disinterested and hid just how interested she was by giving him shit about his interior decorating abilities from practically the beginning.

“That couch is very queer eye,” she declared, standing in front of it and staring at it.

“Babe, you do know you don’t have to like ass to pick a decent couch,” he retorted.

She gave him dancing eyes. “You don’t like ass?”

“Rephrase.”

She busted out laughing.

Rush caught her waist, sat his own ass in his couch with its soft, supple black leather seats, so wide they were almost beds, and cushions so yielding, he barely had to stretch out on it before he was taking a nap.

A phone rang somewhere, not his, but he ignored it because he was pulling her into his lap as he went down.

It was Rebel who adjusted while he was doing that so she was straddling it.

Sweet.

“Someone’s ready to get busy,” he teased, gliding his hands inside the cardigan and up the silky material of her dress at her sides, his head tipping back to catch her eyes.

She put her hands light on either side of his neck and dipped her chin to look into his.

“Thanks for not freaking out about my meltdown, baby,” she whispered.

“Not a problem,” he whispered back, rubbing his thumbs across her ribs.

“I don’t make that a habit.”

Right.

Instinct was shouting at him that he needed to nip this shit in the bud right away.

So he set about doing that.

“Sweetheart, this is important, so listen. I want you to just be you with me. The part I didn’t like was when you held it inside. Truth. I didn’t mind at all when it came out.”

She tipped her head to the side, watching as she rubbed her knuckles along his jaw.

Her touch was a different kind of sweet.

“Are you for real?” she asked like she wasn’t talking to him.

And that was a different, even better kind of sweet.

He dug his fingers into her flesh gently. “Do I feel real?”

Her gaze came back to his. “Physically, yes. Other ways, it’s like I made you up.”

Jesus, that just plain felt good.

Christ, it felt good.

Fuck, it felt even better than having all the beauty that was her straddling his lap with it being her that put it there.

He slid his hands back and pulled her closer. “You didn’t make me up.”

“Did Essence’s fairy magic do it?”

He smiled at her as his hands made her shoulder blades. “Maybe.”

“I hope it lasts awhile,” she whispered, her focus on his lips.

She was being cute.

But he was done with this.

And the cock she was sitting on was so done with this.

To share that, he slid one hand up to her neck, the other around her and muttered, “Babe.”

He hadn’t noticed the phone stop ringing until it started again.

She turned her head toward the kitchen.

Shit.

“Rebel,” he called.

She turned her head back.

He slid his hand up into her hair.

She took the hint and dropped her mouth to his.

He angled his head.

She tipped hers the other way.

He was going to go gentle.

But she rolled her hips on his dick.

Oh yeah.

She was ready to get busy.

So he went in fast and deep.

Her fingers slid up into his hair.

His fingers slid back to shove the cardigan off her shoulders.

He lost her hands in his hair when she pushed her arms back for him to pull the cardigan down them.

He did and tossed it away.

She tangled her tongue with his, pressing her hips into his, her chest to his, her hand cupping his jaw, her other back in his hair.

He wound an arm around her hips, the fingers of his other hand he drove into her hair.

Rush held her to him and took her mouth and she gave it, fuck. All that sweet was phenomenal.

She liked to kiss. She liked contact. She liked claiming touch, giving and taking. She liked tongue. And if those sounds she was making were any indication while she rubbed against his now-hard cock, she fucking loved what she was doing to him.

And it went without saying, he loved it too.

He’d find he was right when he whipped her to her back on the couch, covered her and she breathed, “Yes.”

Fuck yes.

He took her mouth and she wrapped a leg around his thigh.

Her leg free to do that, serious as fuck, he liked this dress.

His hand went to the hem, in and up.

Silky skin. Smooth. Warm.

He wanted more.

She lifted her hips into his crotch.

Rebel wanted more too.

He growled into her mouth and guided his hand toward her tit.

Her phone rang again.

He tore his lips from hers and scowled toward the kitchen.

“Baby,” she whispered.



He looked down at her.

Christ, her face.

His dick twitched.

She was right there with him and she didn’t want to be anywhere else.

“Your phone ring this much?” he asked.

“Rush—”

“Does it?”

She shook her head, coming out of her haze and studying him.

He said what he very much did not want to say when his hand was finally up her dress and two inches from her tit.

“I think you need to get that.”

Before he could change his mind, Rush extracted his hand, knifed off her and moved to her phone.

It had stopped ringing by the time he got to where it was sitting on top of her purse on his kitchen counter.

But he caught the screen that had three of the same notifications on it: Essence Missed Call.

Shit, shit, fuck.

He looked from it to see she was walking toward him in nothing but that dress and those boots, and he could not believe he was hoping this was just some hippie cock-blocking joke and this would be done in five minutes so they could say goodbye to his couch and he could take them right to his bed.

“Who?” she asked.

“Essence,” he told her, handing her the phone when she stopped in front of him.

Her expression showed nothing but concern as she bent her head and started swiping at her phone.

“She fuck with you on dates?” he asked.

“No way,” she whispered, put the phone to her ear and her attention to his face. “Essence?” Pause. “Wait. Slow down. A what?”

Her gaze drifted away as all the color left her face.

Rush growled and put a hand to her hip, using it to guide her to his body.

Her eyes shot back to his. “Did you call the police?”

“Fuck,” he clipped.

“Okay. Good. Stay inside. Wait for them. You’re inside, yeah?”

“Fuck,” he hissed, letting her go and twisting to grab her purse.

“Right. Okay, honey. Right. Right. Essence, darling, slow down. Listen. Rush and I are coming.”

And they were.

He had her hand in one of his, her purse in his other, and he was dragging her to the back door.

“We’ll be there as fast as we can. Stay inside until the police get there. Promise me?”

They were out the back door and taking the steps down to the walk and they were doing it fast.

“Okay. Be there soon.”

He turned his head to look at her when he sensed her off the phone.

“What?” he asked.

“She heard a screech of tires.”

He stopped them at his back gate and stared at her face.

“A long honk,” she went on. “Another screech of tires. She looked outside, a car was taking off. But she saw something in the street. She went out.” She shook her head and then chanted, “Rush. Rush.”

She was losing it, spasmodically pumping his hand hard.

“Baby, get it out.”

“She said it was a dead body. A woman.”

“Fuck,” he bit, lifted the latch and yanked her through the gate.

He did not wait for her to climb up into his truck.

He lifted her ass into the seat and dropped her purse in her lap.

Then he jogged around the hood and hauled himself in the other side.

He had an arm on the back of her seat, looking over his shoulder, ready to back out before he put the truck in reverse.

They’d hit 13th when she asked, “How freaked should I be a dead body was dumped in front of Essence’s house?”

About as freaked as him.

Which was to say pretty fucking freaked.

Rush grabbed her hand and held tight. “Don’t freak until you know. It could be a coincidence.”

“I’m not thinking it’s a coincidence.”

He wasn’t either.

“Essence told me she knew some Hell’s Angels. She got a bad element she hangs around?” he asked.

“She told you she knows some Hell’s Angels?”

“Yeah, when she was threatening me.”

Her voice was rising. “How much did you two talk before you hit my house?”

He gave her hand a squeeze. “Answer the question, baby.”

“Essence probably totally knows some Hell’s Angels because, hear her tell it, she’d party with just about anyone, back in the day and now. But they’d be devoted to her. Or as devoted as a Hell’s Angel could get to a being with a vagina.”

Right.

“That fake name you’re workin’ for Valenzuela under, it come with a fake address?” he asked.

“Fake address. Fake social. Fake everything. Hank and Eddie set it up for me.”

“How do you get paid?”

“Direct deposit.”

“Fuck,” he muttered.

“In a bank account under Tallulah Monroe, Rush. I have a fake ID I used to open it. Got an ATM card. The whole thing. Outside me accessing that money personally, it isn’t linked to me at all.”

He let out a breath and turned right on Speer.

“Rush.”

His name came out shaky.

“It’s gonna be okay,” he told her.

“Rush.”

Now it was trembling.

He pulled her hand to his thigh and pressed deep. “It’s gonna be okay, honey.”

He drove as fast as he could without freaking her out with too many lane changes.

They hit the lights almost perfectly and were at her pad in fifteen minutes.

And there were three squads already there, one uniform rolling crime-scene tape.

The squads were blocking the body.

He parked close to the bumper of one of the cop cars, got out, and another uniform yelled, “You can’t park there!”

“She lives here!” he shouted back, jerking his head to Rebel.

The cop’s eyes went that way, and such was the power of the dress, he froze and his face blanked for a second, probably so he could control himself from growing wood.

Maybe Rush didn’t like that dress so much.

He took long strides following Rebel who was racing up to the house.

Essence was on the porch with another cop, garland still in her hair, but fortunately she was wearing some huge, gauzy, white hippie top that fell off her shoulder, bell bottom jeans and shoes with massive platforms.

She still was tiny.

Then Essence was in Rebel’s arms when Rebel made it to her and tucked her close.

And Rush had to watch the cop on the porch transfix on her legs, his body jerking, totally fighting growing wood.

Christ.

Rush barely put a boot to the top step before Rebel was jerking Essence around his way and ordering, “Baby, find out who it is.”

“He can’t go near the body, ma’am,” the cop said.

She jerked Essence back toward the cop.

“Nine months ago, a friend of mine was murdered,” she declared.

“A friend of yours was murdered?” Essence breathed, her head tipped back, big eyes on Rebel.

Scratch another talk about letting people in on their conversation list.

Rebel ignored Essence and kept her attention on the cop. “Call Hank Nightingale and Eddie Chavez. Tell them what’s happened and that Rebel Stapleton lives here.”

Understanding something serious just got more serious, the cop put his cop mask on, nodded, and started to take a step back.

“And let my boyfriend take a look at the body,” she added. “Please.”

Boyfriend.

This was going fast.

He didn’t give a shit.

He looked at the cop.

The cop jerked up his chin. “Not close.”

Rush nodded, cut a glance to Rebel then turned and jogged down the steps.

“I said it’s okay!” the cop shouted.

Rush moved down the walk.

It was on its side, at an awkward angle, maybe three feet from the curb.

The back of the body was to him.

It was a woman.

She had hair the same color as Harrietta Turnbull.

Shit.

“Not close, bud,” a cop met him and warned.

Eyes glued to the body, he nodded again, skirted it wide and came to a halt.

He drew in a deep breath.

He’d never met her in person. Just seen pictures.

But he knew she didn’t live easy.

She also didn’t die easy.

She’d been beat to shit.

But it was Turnbull.

Turnbull dumped at Rebel’s.

Which could mean Chew.

Or Valenzuela.

Goddamn it.

He dug his phone out of his back pocket.

“You know her?” the cop asked.

He hit the buttons to call his dad.

He looked at the cop as he put the ringing phone to his ear.

“Her name was Harrietta Turnbull.”
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“Accidentally, I was a cock blocker!” Essence exclaimed.

“Did that hippie granny just say she was a cock blocker?” Joker whispered.

“I’m so sorry, Rush, I didn’t mean to be a cock blocker!” Essence cried.

“Essence, it’s okay,” Rush murmured.

“Cock blocking is never okay,” Shy muttered.

“You two can shut up or I’m gonna knock your skulls together,” Hound growled.

Joker grinned at his boots.

Shy put his hands to his hips and pressed his lips together.

Boz sneezed.

Everyone looked at him.

“What?” he asked. “I’m allergic to macramé.”

“He’s allergic to hippies,” High murmured.

“She’s a sweet old lady,” Snapper said.



“She’s a cock blocker, nothin’ sweet about that,” Hop put in.

“Are you men really fuckin’ jokin’ at a time like this?” Tack growled.

“It’s okay, really, Mega Rush,” Essence declared. “It breaks the tension.”

“Mega Rush?” Dog asked.

“I’m Tack, Rush’s father,” Tack introduced himself . . . again.

“Yes.” She looked him up and down. “Mega Rush,” Essence replied.

“I think I love this woman,” Brick stated.

“Can we actually talk about the dead body in the street?” Eddie asked irately. “Anyone mind we get back to that?”

They were all in what Essence called her parlor, which was a room painted the color of the flesh of cooked salmon and stuffed full of shit. Some of it was plants, a lot of it macramé. And now, outside Essence curled protectively in Rebel’s arms on a sofa that was upholstered by someone who was obviously inspired by Russian nesting dolls, the room was stuffed full of men.

Mostly Chaos with Hank and Eddie thrown in.

“Does the make and model of that car or the description of the driver sound familiar to you, Rebel?” Hank asked.

Rebel shook her head.

“Taught you how to spot a tail, you been looking?” Hank kept on.

Rebel nodded her head.

“Nothing?” Hank pushed.

“I’d tell you, Hank,” she said quietly. “Nothing.”

Hank didn’t look pleased.

Eddie took over.

“The last few days, either of you see anyone around the house or the ’hood that you don’t know?” Eddie asked. “Anything suspicious, or weird?”

“Eddie, you think I wouldn’t tell you if I noticed something like that?” Rebel asked back.

“Woman, a long time ago I quit wondering what shit you’d get up to,” Eddie groused, never happy with another dead body, also obviously not happy that Rebel was caught up in more shit.

On the other hand, his Chaos brothers looked at each other and it was clear they found this an admirable trait.

“I wouldn’t put Essence in danger,” Rebel snapped.

“That I believe,” Eddie muttered.

“Anyone see anything?” Tack cut in to ask the detectives.

Hank shook his head. “Canvass brought up a couple of neighbors that looked out at the last squeal of tires, but they didn’t see much more than Essence did. Gray Ford Taurus. Man with dark hair in his thirties or forties driving. Not much more than that to describe the driver. One caught a partial plate, so we might be able to track the car. But Chew has no cars registered to him, just a bike, and Valenzuela would not have his name or any of his dealings associated with a vehicle used for that.”

“Turnbull killed elsewhere, we get a lead, it’ll be something from the results of the autopsy, if we’re lucky,” Eddie added.

Hank turned to Rebel. “Your CI status is now officially revoked.”

“Hank!” Rebel shouted, like she was going to protest.

That made Rush cut his eyes down to her.

“Babe,” he growled.

Rebel looked to him then to Hank and stated, “For your information, I was gonna resign tomorrow.”

“Well, now you’re gonna call in sick tomorrow and no show for the rest of your life,” Hank shot back.

“You’re also going into Lee’s safe room,” Eddie declared and looked to Hank. “I’ll call him.”

Uh.

No.

“She’s staying with me,” Rush announced before Rebel could blow, and he didn’t even look at her, but he felt she was about to do exactly that. He looked to Boz. “And you’re staying here.”

Boz turned eyes that were beginning to get red at him. “Say what?”

“Millie and me’ll take her in,” High offered.

“I got her. I’ll take a Claritin,” Boz said then muttered, “Or seven.”

“I’d put away my macramé, dear, but it’d take a year,” Essence said to Boz, clearly not having a problem with hosting a biker bodyguard. Also clearly deciding now was not the time to ask what the fuck was going on that bodies were being dumped outside her house necessitating her needing that bodyguard.

“I’ll be good,” Boz told her and looked to Rush. “But I gotta hit home. Get another gun. Some ammo. A few more knives.”

“And a boatload of Claritin,” Dog added.

“Jesus,” Eddie mumbled.

“And I want drive-bys,” Rush went on. “Chaos and cops. Boz’ll have Essence and the property, but I want to know if anyone has eyes on it and I want him to have backup.”

“You know, Rebel girl, I never thought I’d say this, but at this point, I’ll be happy for some attention from the fuzz,” Essence whispered to Rebel.

Rebel gave her a reassuring smile and touched her cheek then tipped her head back to look up at where Rush was standing right by where she was in the couch.

“Can we talk?”

He couldn’t read anything on her face, so he had no idea what this would bring, but he was in no mood for her to get stubborn or change her mind (again) and piss him off.

He still nodded.

She started to push up and he grabbed her hand to help her out of the couch.

He kept hold of her hand as he guided her to the door.

He did not miss his brothers catching Rebel’s hand held in his, particularly his father, but he ignored it and moved them into the foyer and out of eyeshot of the parlor.

Rush turned to her, boots to boots, and tipped his head down to catch her eyes.

Her head was back and she added a hand to his abs.

She also didn’t fuck around.

“I don’t want to be far away from Essence.”

This was not a surprise.



But it was a problem.

First, someone dangerous knew she was a player in this game and decided to make certain she knew she’d been made. So, she was absolutely not safe.

Second, he lived in Capitol Hill, Rebel lived in the Highlands, and that was not close.

Third, it was him that was going to make her safe. So she was going to be with him.

Fourth, her pad was not safe. It was tucked in an urban forest, and he wasn’t even sure Boz would have eyes on it from the house. He hadn’t noticed, but doubted, it had security. And even if he could be there with her, his place was a better bet because it wasn’t secluded, and he had a security system.

And last, Essence wasn’t coming with them because he not only intended to keep Rebel safe, he intended to get in her pants and he wasn’t hip on doing that with a seventy-three-year-old flower child down the hall.

“Boz’ll keep her safe,” he assured.

Rebel shoved in at his stomach. “But—”

He lifted his hand and wrapped his finger around the side of her neck, dipping his head so his face was closer to hers.

“Chaos has got her.”

She bit her lip, stared in his eyes, and nodded.

That was easy.

Thank fuck.

Rush felt him before he arrived, turned his head and saw his dad approaching.

So he dropped his hand from Rebel’s neck, but slid his other arm around her waist, pulling her front into the side of his front, his body partially turned toward Tack.

His father showing at a body dump that happened on the street outside his woman’s house, this was not the meet he would have picked between his girl and his dad.

But Rush had long since learned that life didn’t give you a lot of choice, so you just had to roll with it.

He glanced beyond Tack to see members of Chaos moving into the foyer and looked back when his father started speaking.

“Boz is takin’ off to get provisions. I’m gonna stay with Essence until he gets back,” Tack told him.

He knew Rebel found this acceptable when her body relaxed into his.

“Cool,” he muttered to his dad.

Tack took in the hold Rush had on the woman at his side then looked at Rebel. “Wish we’d met under better circumstances.”

“Yeah,” she muttered, and he felt her relaxation didn’t last long.

She was tightening up.

“Get that outta your head, darlin’,” Tack said quietly.

Rush looked from his dad down to Rebel.

Shit.

The heavy was hitting her face.

“Baby,” he whispered.

She tipped that face up to him.

“Harrietta,” she whispered back.

He turned so she was curled fully to his front.

“She was playin’ two dangerous men against the middle,” Rush reminded her. “She should have run a long time ago, honey. It’s not her fault she got dead. But that doesn’t mean she wasn’t playing with fire.”

“It still sucks,” she replied.

She was not wrong.

“And they dumped her at Essence’s,” she continued.

That sucked too.

“This is good. It was a warning. And we’re gonna heed it,” he told her.

“But Essence didn’t need to see that. Be dragged into this,” she returned.

“I think Essence is a lot tougher than you know.”

“She thinks she’s a fairy. That is, when she’s not practicing to be a belly dancer.”

“She lives in the world she made up that helps her deal with the world as it really is. A world that a lot of the time really fuckin’ blows,” he retorted.

“I still wish she wasn’t dragged into this,” she murmured.

He lifted his free hand to cup her face and again dipped his head to hers.

“Baby, you can wish that all you want. It didn’t happen that way. It happened the way it happened. Now you just deal and move on. Yeah?”

Her eyes searched his before they slid away, she slumped into him, and muttered, “I suppose.”

He grinned at her.

His dad cleared his throat.

Rush dropped his hand from Rebel’s face as they both looked his way.

Rebel remained slumped into him, but Rush felt his throat get thick at the look on his father’s face.

He’d seen that look.

Once.

When his father had turned away from Tabby after he’d kissed her cheek at the altar and put her hand in Shy’s.

Rush shouldn’t be surprised it didn’t take long for his dad to get that look on his face.

He’d already shared he dug Rebel’s courage and show of loyalty. Also, it took Tack about a millisecond to read just about anyone, and Rebel wasn’t hiding the way she felt about Essence, the way she was with Hank and Eddie.

Or the way she was with Rush.

And she was a redhead.

But Rush couldn’t say it still didn’t feel good that his father read Rebel the same way he did.

More than a promise.

She was a keeper.

“I’m sorry, Mr. uh . . .” Rebel started.

“Tack, darlin’. I’m Tack,” his dad said to her.

“Tack,” she murmured timidly. “That was rude to get in our own conversation when you were standing there.”

“Shit’s extreme, girl. I get that,” Tack replied.

“It was still rude,” she muttered.



His father grinned at her then looked at Rush and got serious.

“We got a problem considering Benito’s big on sending messages and Chew never minded mess. This shit is either of their MOs.”

“I thought the same thing,” Rush told him.

“The description of the driver could be Chew, outside the age. And he had a way with hotwiring. If the car is stolen, though, it still could be either one.”

Rush nodded.

“Priority one is still finding Chew,” Tack declared.

“Agreed.”

“But I’m thinkin’ a sit down with Valenzuela is in order.”

Rush did not like that.

But his father wasn’t wrong.

When he repeated, “Agreed,” the word came out tighter.

“Other shit is goin’ down too. We’re gonna have to have a Club meeting.”

Rush nodded again.

“I’ll get on that,” Tack said.

“Right.”

Tack looked between Rush and Rebel and murmured, “Now we should all get on with our nights.”

“Yeah,” Rush said.

“See you again, Rebel. And look forward to it bein’ for a better reason next time,” Tack said to his girl.

“Me too,” she replied.

Tack turned his eyes to his son. “Later, Rush.”

“Later, Dad.”

His father gave him a chin dip and gave Rebel a soft look of the variety Rush knew he reserved for old ladies in good standing with the Club (these being Lanie, Carissa, Millie, Sheila, Rosalie and Keely, all there were left after a lot of drama, except Arlo’s old lady, who Tack liked but Arlo treated like shit, so she didn’t come around often to get Rush’s dad’s soft looks).

Then Tack moved away.

“Later, brother.”

“Later.”

“Yo, later.”

These words his brothers called out as they moved out.

Except Hound, who caught his eyes and declared, “Drive-bys at yours too. Can’t be too safe.”

Rush lifted his chin to Hound as Hound took off.

Tack had turned into the parlor.

Rush turned to Rebel.

“Best be packing a bigger bag,” he advised. “Then we’ll get home.”

She looked into his eyes, something working in hers.

She didn’t give him whatever was working in hers.

She started to pull away, saying, “I’ll get on that.”

He wrapped both arms around her and kept her where she was, regaining her attention.

“What are you thinking?” he asked.

“It’s getting late and—”

He gave her as squeeze and a warning, “Babe.”

She stared up at him, huffed out a breath, then admitted quietly, “I fucked this up.”

His arms tightened and repeated his father’s words, “Get that out of your head, Rebel.”

“I shouldn’t have—”

He let her go with his arms but caught her with both hands at her jaw then put his face in hers again.

“Baby, you did. You just did. There’s no goin’ back and undoing it. And I’ll add this, what you did was loyal and brave. It was beautiful, Rebel. It just didn’t work out. Not because you didn’t know what you were doin’ or the reasons behind what you were doin’ were stupid. Just because this is jacked-up shit that even Chaos, who’s been dealin’ with this kinda garbage for decades, can’t unravel. You are not responsible for the actions of assholes. You didn’t get Harrietta dead. You didn’t get her body dumped on the street in front of your house. Harrietta didn’t even buy that. The men on the other side of this war are pieces of trash. They do what they do and there’s no explaining it, no understanding it. The only job we got right now is to survive it.”

She gazed into his eyes and said nothing.

So he prompted, “You with me?”

“Are you sure you’re real?”

He smiled at her.

“Yeah, sweetheart, I’m definitely real.”

She tipped her chin, forcing her way to press her forehead into his collarbone.

He moved both his hands to curl around the back of her neck and tipped his chin to kiss the top of her head.

“Um, not to creep you out, but you look a lot like your dad, and if you grow older and still look like him, this would be far from a bad thing,” she said into his chest.

That was when he grinned into her hair.

“You have prettier eyes though,” she mumbled.

His grin in her hair got bigger.

Then he said there, “Let’s get you packed.”

She nodded, her forehead rolling against him, before she pulled away.

This time, it was Rebel who took his hand.

And Rush would find the journey to her pad was not a lot easier, meandering through Essence’s hippie-practically-hoarder house.

But once they’d bested the quagmire, the path at the back between homes was a lot easier to navigate.
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The Real Deal

Rebel

Rush led me in through the door at the back of his house.

It had been clear when he gave me the tour that he’d done a lot of work on his place. And it looked really good.

But I kind of hoped he kept the kitchen like it was, with its brick-red walls and light wood cabinets.

Sure, the 80’s almond-colored appliances could go. And some kickass lighting wouldn’t hurt.

But his kitchen was homey and cozy, and with those red walls and the BMG poster and the unbelievably cool David Mann print of the biker on the chopper with the clouds behind him forming a woman’s face, blowing wind at his back, it was edgy cool too.

All of that a lot like Rush.

He closed the door behind us, locked it, and I watched him do something he didn’t do when we came in before.

Go to a pad I hadn’t noticed by the door and punch in a code.

Not taking any chances.

He then turned to me.

“Want a beer?” he asked.

I wanted tequila.

Without me saying a word, but watching me closely, he amended, “Want a beer with a tequila chaser?”

Okay, his apparent ability to read my mind was just freaking me out.

“Door number two,” I told him, moving to his freestanding counter before asking, “I know we left her twenty minutes ago, but do you mind if I call Essence? Check in. Make sure she’s groovy? I haven’t had the chance to fully explain things and it’s kinda time I did that.”

And seeing as a dead woman was shoved out of a car in front of her house, that was the understatement of the year.

“Not at all, baby,” he muttered, having dumped my (latest) bag at the door, his head was in the fridge.

I pulled my phone out of my purse, tossed the purse on his countertop, then slid my ass on one of his stools as I watched him twist the top off brews while heading my way.

He put one in front of me and I murmured, “Thanks, Rush,” got a gentle look from those amazing crystal-blue eyes and then he moved to a cupboard.

I gave my attention to my phone.

Rush had a bottle of Herradura on the counter with two shot glasses and was standing opposite me when Essence picked up.

“Hey, Rebel girl,” she greeted. “Good timing. Boz got back and me and him were just about to light up a spliff.”

My back went straight and my eyes shot to Rush’s face. “Essence. Do not let Boz smoke pot. He’s there to protect you, not get stoned.”

Rush caught my gaze, his amused, but I didn’t think anything was funny, so I narrowed my eyes at him.

He grew more amused and set about pouring shots of tequila.

“Calm down, darling. I have a feeling Boz could perform neurosurgery stoned,” Essence said in my ear.

I watched Rush’s attractive hand pour a healthy shot and suggested, “How about just this first night you encourage him to keep all his wits about him?”

“You’re freaked,” Essence correctly guessed.

After a woman had been shoved out of a car outside my home, my home, Rebel Stapleton’s home, indicating someone out there knew who I was and what I was doing?

“Uh, yeah,” I confirmed.

“And you feel guilty.”

I shut my mouth.

Rush slid a shot glass toward me.

I lifted my gaze to his just as I picked up the glass.

Then I shot it.

I slid it back his way.

He looked amused again.

“Uh,” I began. “Yeah,” I repeated more quietly.

“Who was murdered, darling?” Essence whispered.

“Diane,” I whispered back.

Now Essence didn’t sound gentle.

She sounded pissed.

“Say what?”

“Essence—”



“I thought she ODed.”

“Well—”

“You let me think she’d ODed. I went to that girl’s funeral and no one talked about her being murdered.”

“That isn’t really, uh . . . funeral discussion.”

“Well, let me share something with you, Rebel girl, that’s friend discussion. I’d known that girl for years.”

I tapped my finger on the counter, staring at my empty shot glass.

Rush filled it.

“And from what I could gather with all the discussion tonight, you got yourself messed up in some serious business thinking you’d find her killer,” she stated.

“Listen, Essence—”

“And you didn’t share that with me either.”

I shut up.

Rush slid the shot glass my way.

I wrapped my fingers around it and stared at it.

“You know,” Essence said in my ear, “Diane was a good girl. A sweet girl. I liked her. She was likable. I was heartbroken she lost herself in drugs. I was heartbroken she was gone. I was heartbroken watching how heartbroken you were, she was gone. And I was right next door and you didn’t say bupkus to me.”

“I thought I was Superwoman,” I admitted. “I thought I could handle it.”

“Well, you wouldn’t have been there to handle my heartbreak if you got yourself dead doing some fool amateur detective baloney,” she retorted.

That made me shoot the tequila.

“Listen, Rebel, and listen good,” Essence snapped in my ear. “You suffer from an affliction most the females in America suffer from, though yours seems worse, so it’s essential you learn this from me now. You aren’t Superwoman.”

“I know. I’m getting tha—”

Essence spoke over me.

“They have a baby, in months they fight their way to a size two again so their husband won’t step out on them. Or their girlfriends won’t talk behind their backs. Or whatever fool thing makes them think they can pretend they didn’t give birth to a child. A woman’s body changes when she has a child. I know. I’ve had three. My hips got wider so I could push them out. My boobs got bigger so I could nurture them. It’s as nature intended. It’s the order of things. It’s the way it is so human beings can remain on this earth, for the Goddess’s sake,” she lectured. “And guess what? All curvy, she looks like a woman. What’s wrong with that?”

I had no idea why she was talking about women having babies, but it was clear she was going on a tangent, probably because she was flipped out (my fault), so I had to talk her down and soothe her flip out.

“I know, honey, but—”

My attempt at soothing failed.

She kept talking over me.

“And if a man steps out on her because she’s had his child and lost what he thinks was her figure, good riddance. I mean, if he has that in him, bad choice from the start, but how would she know? But that happens, she’s better off without him because he’s just a plain old asshat.”

She’d get no argument from me on that.

“Right, Essence, but—”

“She gets a job, and she has kids, she busts her hump to be all she can be at work, then at home, and still she’s probably expected to make dinner and buy all the Christmas presents and wrap them. Topping that, she puts up with the judgment of the women who stay at home and raise their kids. If she decides to stay home and look after her children, she feels she has to be Supermom to prove to the women who decided to work that she made the right decision. ‘Look how great I am, I made a birthday cake in the shape of a tyrannosaurus rex and it’s so lifelike.’”

Oh God.

Now she was talking about T-rex cakes.

Before I could slide in there while Essence let out a disgusted snort, she kept right on talking.

“Who cares? All that matters is that it tastes good. Kids care for about two seconds their cake looks like a stupid dinosaur. Then they want to eat it. The woman made that cake to prove to her friends how great a mom she is. She’s a size two and makes a dinosaur cake and that means she’s a great mom? A worthy woman? It’s ludicrous.”

Okay, she’d clearly been wound up about all this on behalf of womankind for a long time.

Still.

“You’re so right. So, right, Ess—”

“You know who doesn’t worry about all that stuff?” she interrupted me to ask.

She didn’t wait for my answer.

“Men!” she exclaimed.

“Right,” I muttered, grabbing my beer, taking a sip and finding Rush’s gaze.

He lifted his brows.

I gave him big eyes.

He turned his head, but I still didn’t miss his smile.

I took another tug of beer so I wouldn’t throw the bottle at him.

I also settled in.

I bought this. I had to take it.

Even Rush’s amusement.

“You know what’s important to a kid?” she asked.

I had a few guesses.

I still said, “What?”

“That they get love and guidance and time. That’s what’s important to a kid. And Rebel, part of that love you give a kid is you teach them how to self-love. You do not run around trying to make everyone else’s life easier and better and just right without looking after yourself. Women find themselves at a time when their kids don’t need them, and working or stay-at-home, they don’t know who the hell they are. They don’t have any clue where the last fifteen years have gone. They’ve been so damned busy trying to prove that they can do it all, they forgot to do one of the most important things in their life. Live it.”

Okay.

I was beginning to see her point.

Suffice it to say, I’d known Essence a long time. I loved her. I admired how she lived her life how she wanted to live it and didn’t give a damn what anyone thought. I knew her children. I knew her grandchildren. Only one family lived close, but they all came to visit her as often as they could. They were great, and even though they’d all chosen more conventional paths, they loved her too.

But I’d never realized she was so damned wise.

She kept at me.

“So little boys go on to be like their fathers who’ve had their wives look after them and buy the Christmas presents and wrap them, and those boys grow up and sit back and watch football. And little girls go on to be like their mothers, busting their booties to be everything to everyone and forgetting to look out for themselves. And it’s not their bad. It’s not their wrong. It’s how their mommas showed them how to be.”

“You’re right,” I whispered.

“You cannot be all to everybody, Rebel. You can’t right all the wrongs. You can’t cushion all the blows. You gotta learn to look after you. And I’m seeing you, especially you, have got to learn to do that and you’ve got to learn it now. You put yourself out there for a friend like you have, when you have a man, when you have kids, all the glory of you will fade to dust.”

I was still whispering when I said, “Yeah.”

She was silent a beat and I thought I could get in there and maybe calm her down and wrap this up, but she spoke again.

And I braced when she did because her voice was again gentle.

“Now you need to keep listening to me, Rebel girl, ’cause I’m gonna tell you something you think you know, but it’s clear you don’t. Murdered or not, Diane died of an illness. Addiction is an illness. People do not get that. They can’t see a mutated cell or a lesion or whatever it takes for them to believe, but as sure as cancer, if you don’t fight it, it’ll eat you alive. It ate her alive, darling. And you and her parents tried to fight it, but it was up to her to wage that war and like cancer, like diabetes, there are just some who won’t win. She didn’t win. And that’s not your fault.”

I dropped my head.

God, God.

I should have walked to Essence’s place and unloaded months ago.

God.

I was such an idiot.

I only lifted my head when I felt Rush’s hand curl around the back of my neck.

He was reaching across to me, his beautiful eyes soft and sweet.

“Okay?” he mouthed.

I wasn’t.

But I had a feeling I was getting there.

Essence was helping.

But it was mostly about those beautiful eyes across the counter, soft and sweet on me.

I nodded.

Rush’s hand gave me a squeeze and he let me go.

“You’re a beautiful soul,” Essence cooed in my ear. “And I sure am glad I know what’s put that gray in your aura that hasn’t gone away. Now I can help you bring back more pink, add some yellow and get you some green. But I want you to promise me you’ll call on me no matter what comes for you, you’re in my little cottage, or not. I love you like one of my own, Rebel, and it eats me you didn’t lean on me. I might no longer be young, but my heart’s working just fine, and you’re in it and just like you wanna take care of the ones in yours, others feel the same about you. So let us take care of you. Okay?”

“Okay, Essence.”

“Now go get your brains banged out by that beautiful biker,” Essence bid. “You come home, I want details. All that’s him, I’m sure the Goddess gave him a beautiful member. Be good to it, it’ll be good to you.”

I started giggling.

“Right. This little mama’s gonna light up a doobie,” she told me. “If any day deserves some good reefer, today is that day.”

“Don’t let Boz get too stoned,” I warned.

“We’ll be just fine. You hear that, Rebel girl? We’ll be just fine.”

“Love you, Essence,” I whispered.

“Love you back, child. Don’t be good,” she replied, then rang off.

I put my phone down and picked my beer up.

“My take from your end of that, which wasn’t much, she read you and good,” Rush remarked.

“Hmm,” I hummed, swallowing beer, wishing it was more tequila.

He grinned at me and slugged back more of his own beer.

Then he leaned into his forearms on the counter across from me.

Okay.

Straight up.

I could simply look at this man for eternity.

He was that amazing.

“You wanna take our beers in and watch TV?” he asked.

Okay.

Straight up.

I could kiss this man for eternity, not only because he was a fantastic kisser, but because he was just that sweet.

Things had been extreme, but he had not once made a mention, or even assumed a look like he was ticked about what was interrupted on his couch.

And I felt him hard against me, we were going fast and it was getting intense and all that had been outstanding, and then he was racing us across town to look at a dead body.

Not a word.

Not a look.

And now he was offering me beer and TV.

No pressure.

Just unwinding.

In his house, where he’d moved me in to look after me.

On our first date.

“You know, I can probably call Diesel. Head down to Phoenix. Put up with their sex noises, and D and Mad will look after me, and Molly will feed me, and I’ll be safe. You don’t have to move me into your awesome bachelor pad to look out for me.”

“You stay, am I eventually gonna get laid?” he asked.

But it was a tease.

Still.

I gave it to him straight.

“Yes.”

His gaze grew gentle on me, not heated.

He wanted that, but he wasn’t going to push it and he liked my honesty and showed it.

I mean, seriously?

This guy really could not be real.

“I like my space, Rebel,” he said quietly. “But I also like you. Lived twenty-nine years waking up mostly alone. Spent the last ten coming home to an empty house. I figure I’ll get off on the change.”

That was nice, him continuing to be so sweet.

But I was staring at him.

“What?” he asked.

“You’re twenty-nine?”

“Yeah.”

How could he only be twenty-nine?

He didn’t look twenty-nine.

All right. Riding his bike, sun and wind explained those little lines by his eyes.

But he did not act twenty-nine.

He acted far older (read, far wiser) than that.

“What?” he asked again.

“I’m thirty.”

“Yeah?”

That yeah was more so?

I was staring at him again.

I was one year older than him.

Maybe not even a year.

Why did I instantly jump to the thought he might not be all right with that?

The way he was looking at me, he was all right with that.

Something else struck me as I kept staring at him.

Which made me continue to stare at him.

Essence had told him her Woodstock orgy story on first meeting, and he’d grabbed my hand and dragged me out the door to get to her not even knowing there was a dead body that involved me on the street outside her house.

He just thought something was wrong with Essence, he grabbed me, and he booked.

“Rebel?” he called.

I said nothing.

Just kept staring at him.

Because it wasn’t even just that.

When he and his brothers took me to that cabin, he’d told me he knew Diesel was bi.

He’d talked of Diesel and Maddox and Molly since. So had I.

He agreed hate was a burden.

He was a biker dating a woman whose brother loved and intended to commit to a man.

And Rush hadn’t said anything. He hadn’t even given me a facial expression to share he was not down in some way with that.

It was what it was. It was how Diesel was. Essence was how Essence was.

And for Rush, that was it.

I grew up in Indiana, and one could not say every citizen in that state had some prejudice, great or small. A lot of folks were awesome.

One could say it was far from the most tolerant state in the union.

And my house was one of the least tolerant ones I knew.

I grew up listening to vile, venomous shit about blacks, gays, Mexicans, Muslims, hippies, and it went on. Hell, my father and Gunner had written off the entire state of California as liberal losers and wouldn’t have a problem if they seceded from the union.

Rush didn’t just buy his date potato chips and fry fantastic hamburgers for her. (And not once had I seen my father cook a meal for my mother, even though he refused to allow her to grill steak because she “ruined meat,” even though she never ruined his chops, burgers, cutlets or meatloaf, just that grilling was “man’s work”—the asshole.)

Rush was more.

So much more.

He was the real deal.

I came out of my thoughts when Rush’s hand wrapped warm around mine and gave it a squeeze.

When I focused on those eyes—those insanely beautiful eyes—he asked, “Where are you now?”

“I don’t wanna watch TV,” I whispered.

His hand tightened further on mine.

I twisted my fingers so I could tighten them on his too.

Then I slid off my stool, holding on to him, but now tugging him.

He came around the counter.

It was me who led us to his stairs.

Up them.

To his bedroom.

He’d admitted during the tour that not only were the framed photographs of his family and his brothers that were dotted around the house the product of his little sister and stepmother interfering with his décor, but together they’d picked his bedclothes.

When I met them, I’d congratulate them on a job well done.

The sheets were a slate gray, they had a sheen, so they not only were masculine and attractive but looked expensive.

His comforter was swirls of dark blues and grays with some chocolate brown thrown in, and it was manly but smart and crazy appealing.

They’d given him euros with shams that were on the floor. And the comforter was askew because he clearly didn’t make his bed, just threw the covers back.

But on that low, contemporary, mattress-only king-size bed with its short headboard that looked covered in black python, those sheets were the shit.

I thought this during the tour.

After I walked him into his own room, I just turned to him, ready to get busy in that bed.

He put his hands to my hips and kept me walking, just backwards.

Toward the bed.

And all of a sudden, I felt weird.

I didn’t have hang-ups about sex.

I did, back in the beginning. A woman didn’t grow up in the house I grew up in and not have hang-ups about sex.

I left two days after my nineteenth birthday, and although I’d gone back, I never looked back, and after I found a few good lovers who guided my way, I found my way past that.

But there were women (and men) who would say I could stand to take off a few pounds.

And it had been a while, what with Diane being killed and me going undercover in the porn industry.

Then there was me going undercover in the porn industry.

But most of all . . .

This was different.

I knew it.

This wasn’t just sex.

This wasn’t taking on a new lover.

This was Rush.

And I knew from what I’d already had of him this meant something.

And if this didn’t go well, if I did something to make it not go well, that would be very, very bad.

He was still walking me backwards to the bed, his hands smoothing over my dress at my hips, his eyes aimed there.

Okay, that was hot.

“Rush,” I whispered.

It was hotter that, at my call, his head snapped right up and his eyes, already starting to haze over with the promise of sex, snapped to attention.

On me.

“Okay?” he asked.

I could stop what we were doing, what I’d promised when I led him there, and tell him I changed my mind. I wanted to watch TV.

I could have another meltdown.

Another dead body could turn up.

Whatever.

He’d be with me, however it went down.

I hesitated a step, he didn’t, and I did this so our bodies could collide.

When they did, I wrapped my arms around his shoulders.

“Okay,” I answered.

Those gemstone eyes flared right before he bent his head and kissed me.

This was right before my calves hit the bed and we went down.

I rolled him, still kissing him, and straddled him.

The pads of his fingers dug into my waist.

I dove my fingers into his thick hair.

I’d been right that first night when he’d hijacked me.

That hair begged for my fingers to be buried in it.

I broke our kiss and went after his throat.

He had a beautiful throat and I’d wanted my mouth on it since I’d first noticed it.

So I took that, gliding my lips down, and up, then my tongue along it, to the dent in his collarbone.

I did this unbuttoning his shirt.

He’d worn a nice, dark-blue button-down that highlighted his eyes.

Biker date gear.

I liked it. I liked the effort he took to look nice for our date in a way he was still Rush.

But that shirt had to go.

Two buttons in, I let my mouth trail down.

Another button, and down.

His skin was warm and sleek and firm.

Another button, I spread him open and took him in with my eyes.

Swelling pecs. Fabulous quarter-size brown nipples adorning the bottoms.

I wanted my mouth on those nipples.

But I had more to uncover first.

I yanked the tails of the shirt out of his jeans.

More buttons.

Down.

I spread the shirt wide.

He didn’t have an eight-pack.

But he had a four-pack and a flat belly and nice dents at his V.

Delicious.

I kissed his navel and looked up.

Okay.

Um.

That.

The hungry look on his handsome face that still managed to seem satisfied.

Now that was delicious.

“My biker takes care of himself,” I whispered.

I got that out, the hunger sank deeper in his expression, and then I had his hands under my arms and I was up, rolled, and he was on me. His mouth on mine, his tongue in my mouth, his hands pushing up my skirt.

Right, now this was delicious.

I was disappointed when one of his hands went to my back so he could put his weight into his arm in the bed, and not to my nipple, the trajectory he was taking when we were on his couch.

I was not disappointed when the other went down, into my panties, and he cupped my ass, lifted me, and ground his hardness into my hips.

I moaned into his mouth.

Rush kissed me, and he kissed me, and he kept kissing me as he ground into me and I squirmed into him, already wet and getting wetter.

Finally, he broke the kiss.

And he was such an amazing kisser, I chased it.

He slid his hand out of my panties to tug the hem of my dress.

“I want this gone,” he growled.

Okay, we could stop kissing to do that.

“Get rid of it,” I breathed, lifting my arms to help with that effort.

Using both hands, he pulled up, then tossed it aside.

He planted a hand in the bed, arm straight, and dropped his head to look down at me.

I was wearing a bandeau-style, black, strapless lace bralette that didn’t do much but give a little lift and support, but it was better than nothing.

Rush stared at it like he wanted to rip it off with his teeth.

And that made me even wetter.

I lifted a hand high and slid it over his hair, tucking a thick shank of it that had fallen into his eye behind his ear, murmuring, “Baby.”

He dipped down in a one-armed push up that didn’t go back up and sucked my nipple in over the lace.

I arched up and whimpered, “Baby.”

I should have known with the way he kissed, his mouth would be magic.

It was.

I held his head to me until I was done with that and put the fingers of both hands to the bralette, tearing it up.

He lifted his head just long enough to let me do that and catch my eyes. The blue fire raging in his had me catching my breath before he bent back to my nipple and pulled it deep.

I squirmed.

His hand came up to palm my other breast then roll and squeeze that nipple.

I writhed.

Then I caught his shirt at the shoulders and he kept at me with his mouth even as I shoved it down his arms and he tore it off.

He switched nipples with his mouth but not his hands because his other hand trailed over my belly, in, down, and . . . oh yeah . . .

In.

He hit my clit with a finger and rolled.

Oh man.



My back arced off the bed.

His head came up and he took at my face.

“Rush,” I panted, my hips undulating with his finger.

He took one look at me, slithered low, spread my legs, then his mouth closed over me through my black lace panties.

I cried out, my nails scraping his scalp as I reached down to cup his head with one hand and that was as much as I got before he rolled to the side flipping my leg over his head.

I did not protest like I intended to protest when I lost the magic of his mouth between my legs when he dragged my panties down those limbs. He tugged off my boots, yanked off my little socks, flipped my leg back over his head as he rolled back in and then he lowered his mouth to me and went at me.

Oh God, did he go after me.

I held his head with both hands as he sucked and nibbled and tongue-fucked me.

“Rush,” his name rushed out on a breath as I pushed his face hard into my pussy, my head digging back, everything arching so the crown of it was in his comforter, my heels finding his shoulder blades and plowing in . . .

I cried out sharply before my orgasm became just a very long, very lush, very amazing, open-mouthed, silent moan.

I was floating down very slowly, my fingers no longer curled into his hair but into his back and his mouth was at my ear.

“I want inside,” he growled.

“Then come inside,” I panted.

He kissed the skin beneath my ear.

My collarbone.

The space between my breasts.

Then he was gone.

I was still catching my breath when he came back, positioning between my legs. I barely focused on the burning, determined look in his eyes before he took my mouth again, kissing me deep, wet . . . hot.

I felt him glide the tip of his cock over my clit. My hips jerked and I gasped against his tongue, rounding his hips with my calves.

Rush kept kissing me.

Somewhere in the depths of my brain that wasn’t about my body, his cock, the staggering orgasm he just gave me, or the fact we were about to connect, I realized I liked that.



Loved it.

I loved that Rush kissed, so intimate, so generous, so beautiful, while he fucked.

To me, it said everything.

To me, that just was Rush.

As deep as these thoughts were, they flew away when the tip of his cock caught at me and he slid in an inch.

I clutched at the back of his neck with one hand and dragged my nails down his spine with the other.

He slid in another inch.

I was being stretched, widened.

His kiss deepened, and he went in another inch.

I whimpered.

He broke the kiss and lifted his head.

“Yeah?” he asked.

“You’re—”

“I got some heft.”

Heft.

I hadn’t seen him and I didn’t know how long he was.

But he was thick.

“Yeah, baby?” he prompted, and I felt him straining to hold back.

He wanted inside.

But he was holding back, making sure I was good.

God.

Rush.

“Yeah,” I whispered.

He slid in another inch.

And stopped.

“Baby,” I breathed.

“Fuck, you’re tight. Sweet. Tight. Slick. Fuck,” he groaned.

I lifted my head and nipped his lips.

His face darkened and he slid in another inch.

“Yes,” I panted.

“More?” he grunted.

“Yes,” I hissed.

He slid in all the way.

I clutched his neck and slipped my other hand down to find my nails digging in the bare, molded, muscle of his ass.

Nice.

But he’d gotten naked and I missed it.

Next time, I would not.

“Rush.”

“Good?”

“Rush—”

“Honey, you good?”

I twisted my hand to glide my fingers up into the flips and curls of his hair, cup his head and lifted mine off the bed until my lips were to his, my eyes looking right into his, and I begged, “Fuck me, Rush.”

His lids lowered (sexy AF), he slanted his head, took my mouth and moved inside me.

Slow.

Gentle.

Sweet.

His hand went to my breast, teasing my nipple.

Oh yes.

I grabbed his ass in my hand, holding tight, pulling him to me, sliding my calves down to wrap around the backs of his thighs and holding on.

He kept kissing me and went faster.

I broke the kiss, went after his neck, fisting my hand in his hair to pull his head back so he’d expose his throat to me.

“Christ,” he groaned.

And went faster, deeper.

I opened my mouth over his throat and took him with lips and tongue, like I’d suck his cock, all the way down.

“Christ,” he grunted.

His hand at my breast slid down, in, and his finger was at my clit.

Oh . . .

Yes.

My head fell back.

He took my mouth.

And went faster, harder.

“Rush,” I breathed into his mouth, finding his rhythm with my hips, trailing my other hand down so I had two handfuls of his ass, pulling him into me.

“Find it,” he grunted.

“Baby.”

His finger pressed tighter, rolled harder, as his thrusts inside went even faster.

“Find it,” he growled into my mouth.

I gripped his ass with my hands, lifted my knees, pressed my thighs to his hips and closed my eyes, bowing up into him as he gave it to me again.

God, how could the second one be better?

I didn’t know.

I just felt it.

And it was fabulous.

“Thank Christ,” he muttered then bucked, once, twice, three times, four, grunting through each before he planted himself inside, shoved his face in my neck and groaned into my skin.

I melted into the bed.

Rush collapsed into me.

When I came to, his mouth was moving on me.

My neck.

My chest.

Over the swell of my breast.

I wound my limbs tight around him as he rolled my nipple with his tongue.

I tipped my chin down and watched through half-closed eyes his dark head against my light skin, his strong glistening tongue swirling my sensitive nipple.

“Honey,” I called.

His head came up, his gaze came to me, before he shifted over me and put his mouth to mine.

I expected him to kiss me.

He didn’t kiss me.

And I only had the barest second to process the intensity in his look, the possession stark there, hunger slaked, satisfaction a given. I knew before he even said it I had hold on a man who was about to stake his claim.

“I’m keeping you,” he said against my lips.

He was keeping me.

I was going to belong to somebody.

And that somebody was Rush Allen.

I was pretty sure in that moment I’d start crying.

Rush didn’t give me a shot.

“And do not think I’m gonna let you be lazy. I get rid of this condom, baby, round two. I don’t know how it’s gonna go, but part of it’s gonna include you blowin’ me, so warm up that mouth while I’m gone. And get ready. With that brilliance as an intro, we’re gonna go all night.”

Only then did he kiss me, wet and rough and deep.

When he pulled away, he caught my lower lip in his teeth and took it with him, necessitating me going with it, and pretty much every inch of my body quivered.

He let it go, gave me a wicked, biker-boy-who-had-a-big-dick-and-knew-that-he-knew-how-to-use-it grin and he slid out of me and bed.

I watched him walk to the master bath he told me he’d redone.

I hadn’t seen much of him during our session, but I’d felt it.

It definitely felt nice.

But to his fantastic chest, now I could add visible proof of a great back, incredible thighs and an amazing ass that seemed even more amazing with my scratch marks and nail dents.

I turned to my side and hugged my legs into my chest.

I did not warm up my mouth.

First, I had no idea how.

Second, I couldn’t stop smiling.

“You want me to go get the tequila?” he called from the bathroom.

We’re gonna go all night.

“Yes,” I called back.

I was going to get my brains banged out by a beautiful biker.

So yeah.

Oh yeah.

I was still smiling.
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Free and Easy

Rush

The next morning . . .

His phone ringing woke him.

Rush immediately smelled Rebel’s hair since his face was in it.

It smelled nothing but clean and felt nothing but good.

They were both naked, he was at her back, partially pinning her to the bed.

He had his arm around her, but it was Rebel who had his hand held loosely in hers, tucked between the bed and her chest.

The comforter had slid off somewhere along the way last night, so it was only his sheet that was up to their waists, tangled in their legs.

After a wild date that was good and bad, they’d had a spectacular night.

Tequila.

Getting loose.

And lots of phenomenal fucking.

She was a great lay.

Fuck, when bodies weren’t being dumped and she didn’t have shit jacking with her head, Rebel Stapleton was a great everything.

He’d learned a lot from his dad.

One of those things was, you find a redhead who did it for you, even if it was early in your relationship, if you knew in your gut that it was right, you didn’t let go.

So yeah.

He’d made his decision.

He was keeping her.

His phone kept ringing and he liked where he was so much, he didn’t want to move.

Rebel didn’t even twitch.

He grinned into her hair thinking this was not a surprise.

After the fifth time, he’d lost track of how many times she went.

And she’d wrung four out of him.

He didn’t think she’d get that fourth, but watching all that hair, that beautiful face, and those full, firm, sweet tits bouncing while she rode his dick with her tight, sleek pussy milking him, his body had no choice but to blow.

So she’d gotten her fourth.

And he had no problem giving it to her.

He could tell by the way the sun was hitting his bed it was not early and unfortunately shit was wired, so he couldn’t ignore a call.

On that thought and a sigh, he carefully slid his hand from her hold and rolled.

When he made the other side of the bed, the phone had stopped ringing.

Rush still reached to his jeans, dragged them to him, dug his phone out of the back pocket and rolled back into Rebel.

She moved then, making a little noise in the back of her throat and shifting against him.

He cocked a leg into hers, giving her some weight at her back to keep her where he wanted her, and pressed his morning hard-on to her ass.

She wriggled into it.

Nice.

Smiling, he turned his head, touched the screen on his phone, and saw it’d been his dad calling.

Shit.

The meeting.

He moved his thumb over the screen and put his phone to his ear, pressing more of his chest into Rebel’s back and resting his biceps on her arm.

“Rush,” his dad greeted.

“Hey, Dad.”

Rebel’s body went solid against him.

He grinned.

“Was leaving you a voicemail.”

Wasted effort and his dad knew it.

Somewhere along the line, his cell number had been fed into a marketing pool. He had more blocked numbers on his phone than miles on his bike. He didn’t even answer if he didn’t have the caller programmed in.

But if someone he knew left a voicemail, he didn’t listen to it. Though he did take that as indication they needed to talk so he’d call back instead of texting.

If it was someone he didn’t know, he either ignored it or deleted it without listening.

“What’s up?” Rush asked.

“Brother meeting. Noon. You want a sandwich, text that shit to Dutch or Chill.”

“I’ll be there.”

“Great. Later.”

“Later, Dad.”

They disconnected and Rush looked at the time on his phone.

There were a lot of good things that came with being a member of the Chaos MC. Brotherhood. Family. Good times, when they weren’t dealing with assholes. And they made a shit-ton off their auto supply stores, more from their garages and more from their custom car and bike biz. The brothers split the profits equal and his monthly take rocked.

But also, hell would freeze over or someone would have to be in mortal danger before his father would call a brother meeting anytime before eleven o’clock in the morning.

It was now nine past.

He hadn’t clocked it, but he guessed he and Rebel passed out around three.

They’d had a full night’s sleep.

Chaos style.

Rebel’s voice came at him.

“Did you really just phone your father while pressing your dick into my ass?”

He started laughing and through it said, “Babe, I’m a dude. It’s morning. You’re naked. You got an amazing ass. It would probably bring on extreme pain not to press my dick into that ass after waking up, even if I was chatting with the Pope.”

She turned to face him, and Rush didn’t move a muscle, so she ended this taking his weight at the front with his leg hooked over her hip and his dick brushing the curls of the pretty trimmed bush between her legs.

If he hit the lights right, it took twenty minutes to get to Ride from his place.

This meant, to be on time, they had half an hour to get ready and head out.

He was totally gonna be late for this meeting.

He tossed the phone on the bed behind her and pulled her deeper into him.

She hadn’t washed her makeup off last night. She didn’t look like a Hole album cover. She just looked thoroughly fucked, a little sleepy and totally beautiful.

“Hey,” he murmured.

Her eyes got lazy but her mouth said, “Don’t be hot when I haven’t brushed my teeth.”

“You don’t have to have fresh breath to blow me.”

She smacked his hip but then smoothed her hand over it and pressed closer.

“Last night was great,” she whispered.

Last night wasn’t great.



It was fucking phenomenal.

He hoped he still had her nail marks in his ass.

If he didn’t, he’d earn more.

On that thought, Rush rolled farther into her, covering her, and aimed his mouth at her neck.

She turned her head, giving him better access, saying, “I’m not sure I can go down on you in this position.”

This was a loss. Rush had learned she excelled at blowjobs.

Then again, one taste and he’d become addicted to her cunt.

He slid his lips to her collarbone and said there, “Then I’ll go down on you.”

She trembled under him.

He grinned against her skin.

“Shit,” she whispered.

He started to lift his head.

“Shit!” she cried.

He totally lifted his head but didn’t even catch a glance at her before she shoved him away and scuttled off the bed.

“Babe?”

“It’s after eleven!” she yelled, rushing around the foot.

“Uh, yeah. And I got a meeting to get to, so we need to get down to busi—”

She yanked on her panties. “I’m late for work!”

Say what?

She bent, grabbing his shirt and turning to him.

“Where’s my phone?” she asked.

“Rebel—”

“Kitchen!” she shouted, shrugging on his shirt and racing out of his room.

He growled, tossing off the sheet and throwing his legs over the side of the bed. He snatched up his jeans, dragged them on and buttoned them as he prowled out of his room.

By the time he made it to his kitchen, she was standing in panties, his shirt on but unbuttoned, gaping open a couple of inches to show a path of skin from the tangle of delicate chains at her neck to the lace of her panties, head bent to her phone.

He really wanted to take a moment to appreciate the view, but Rebel freaked because she was late for work, which they had decided, repeatedly, was no longer her precedence.

The second he walked into the room, hair flying, her head came up to look at him.

“I’ve got four calls from my AD and one from Benito,” she said with alarm, turning her attention back to the phone. “I set call for nine o’clock. They’re probably freaked. I need to phone Meryl.”

“Babe—”

“God, shit, I overslept,” she mumbled, moving her thumb over her phone.

He snaked his arm out and pulled it from her fingers.

Her head snapped back. “Rush!”

He sought patience.

“Rebel, you officially quit that job yesterday when a body was dumped in front of your house,” he reminded her.

“Yes, but my AD doesn’t know that.”

Okay.

She’d said yes.

At least that was good.

“AD?” he asked.

“Assistant director,” she answered. “We had three big scenes we were filming today. The first one was intense, and not sexually intense, emotionally intense. My actors are good at orgasms, not so good at emotions. They need me. We usually have a powwow before big scenes. They’re probably ticked.”

“That job is done for you, you get that, right?” he asked just to confirm.

She nodded.

Then he stifled a growl when the nod turned to shaking her head.

“Benito’s a monster, but my cast and crew have no idea about that and they look to me for everything, Rush. God, I was so busy fucking you, I totally did not come up with a plan to handle bailing on them.”

Well, all right.

He reached to her, slid an arm around her waist and pulled her up against his body.



“Can anyone take over for you?” he asked.

She gave him a look that said she thought he was crazy.

He was not crazy.

She was bailing on that job and she had to come to terms with that.

“Can they?” he pushed.

She did that thing where her eyes darted around before they came back to his.

“It’s mine,” she whispered.

Ah.

He was getting it.

She pressed up against him, latching on to his neck at either side.

“It’s porn but it’s mine. The stories aren’t exactly Pride and Prejudice, but they aren’t Dude, Where’s My Virginity? either.”

He wanted to laugh.

But he didn’t.

Because she was proud of them.

They were porn, but she’d put her time and talent in them and she was proud of them.

He didn’t give a shit they were porn.

She cared about what she did. She cared about the people she did it with.

He gave a shit about that because that said a lot about her.

He shouldn’t have been surprised.

He still was.

“Just phone, baby,” he said quietly. “Tell them something urgent came up, you’re shutting down the set for now, you’ll explain more later. We’ll come up with something and when it’s all done, you can tell them how it went down.”

She drew in a big breath but said nothing.



“Call this Meryl, yeah?” he prompted.

“What about Benito?” she asked. “Obviously he got wind I didn’t show. He doesn’t get involved but it’s his show. He comes ’round, he’s a presence. Meryl probably freaked, since this is not me, and called him.”

That was when it hit Rush.

“He’s calling you, wondering where you are, he did not dump Turnbull at your house.”

“Whoa,” she breathed, her eyes getting big.

“Yeah,” he said.

“We need to tell Hank and Eddie that.”

“We will. After you call Meryl and stop her from freaking.”

“Right.”

He put enough space between them to hand her the phone.

She stayed close even as she used it.

And then he found something affecting about the fact she made the call on her speakerphone, holding the phone against his chest when it was ringing, which meant she was totally down with him hearing.

“Tallulah!” a voice cried in greeting. “Thank God! Are you okay?”

“Meryl, I’m so sorry. I got news of something yesterday and everything else just slipped my mind. I . . .” her eyes lifted to his, “it’s serious. I have to deal with it. I need to shut things down and I don’t know when I can start it up again. I’ll know more later today and call you. I’m so sorry.”



“Oh honey,” Meryl replied. “What’s going on? Do you need anything?”

She dug her cast and crew.

And obviously, they dug her too.

“No, not right now. I’ll let you know though,” she lied, took a deep breath, kept hold of his eyes and he knew it cost her when she asked, “If this is gonna take a while, do you think you can take over?”

Yeah.

It was porn.

But it was hers and she didn’t want to let go.

“What?” the assistant director’s voice was breathy over the phone.

“I’ve got notes. I can email them to you. You can . . . you can . . .” she pushed into Rush, “take my chair.”

The voice on the speakerphone was stunned. “Ohmigod.”

Rebel was looking sick now. “You’re on the ball, Meryl. I think you’ll do great.”

“This is, I mean, from you . . . that means a lot, Tally.”

Tally.

At the nickname, Rebel winced.

She liked these people.

So she did not like lying to them.

“But it also means whatever’s happening is rough. Are you sure you’ll be okay?” Meryl continued.

“Yeah. I mean, it’s probably going to take some time, but I’ll be all right.”

“Okay, I’ll . . . just let you go. You obviously have stuff to deal with. But just so you know, I called Mr. Valenzuela. You didn’t show, that’s not like you, I got worried you were in a car accident or something. I’ll call him and—”

“No!” Rebel cried hurriedly.

Rush gave her a warning squeeze.

She nodded to him and pulled it together.

“He called. I’ll, uh . . . call him. You deal with the set. I’ll handle that.”

“Right. Okay.”

“Thanks, Meryl. For everything. I’ll be in touch.”

“Okay, Tally. Hope it all works out okay.”



“It will. Later, Meryl.”

“’Bye.”

She disconnected and focused on Rush.

“I need to call Benito.”

He didn’t like it.

But he couldn’t disagree.

“Yeah,” he grunted.

“Do you think he at least knows that Harrietta’s dead?” she asked.

“I think he finds ways to know a lot of shit. But cops are not his biggest fans. Not sure anything has ever leaked from the DPD to him. And since it’s lookin’ like Chew did this, and no way Chew would drop a line to Valenzuela to share he offed his old lady, my guess is no.”

“So if it was Chew, how do you think he knew to dump Harrietta at my place?”

“Probably knew she was playin’ him, he followed her, she was meeting you, he decided to follow you.”

“But Hank taught me how to spot a tail. And I promise, Rush, I was looking.”

“I’m glad Hank looked after you,” Rush said carefully. “But this guy has been doin’ fucked-up vengeance shit for years. You’d probably have to be Jason Bourne to spot his tail.”

Or a Chaos brother.

“That isn’t good,” she muttered.

“No, but that also doesn’t mean he made you. Following her and you, all he’s got is you work for Valenzuela and you live where you live. You workin’ for Valenzuela is enough for him to know you two meeting up was fishy. But even if he did a trace on the property, got so far as lookin’ at names on mail in the mailbox, he might not link Rebel Stapleton to you. You could be crashing there, a roommate,” he grinned, “a lesbian lover. Whatever. But Chew is not gonna get close to a mailbox and get himself made. And if the guy has the brains to do a trace on a property, it’d surprise the fuck outta me.”

“So he doesn’t know I’m Rebel. So maybe to fuck with me, or get under Benito’s skin, he wouldn’t be able to share with Benito that I’m Rebel.”

“Just another guess, but no. All he knows is you were in with Harrietta, Harrietta is in with Valenzuela, and he’d just assume you are too. No way he’d dump her and court gettin’ seen at Valenzula’s. You were the safer bet to make his statement.”



She seemed to relax into that and Rush liked the feel, he still hoped he hadn’t just fed her a line of bullshit.

“Now make your call,” he urged. “But you make it on speakerphone too, baby. I wanna hear how he reacts when talking to you. Same shit you said to Meryl.”

She bit her lip and nodded.

He gave her a squeeze. “You good to do this?”

“Harrietta deserves justice just like Diane does. So if we can focus Hank and Eddie, she might get it. And my crew deserves to keep getting a paycheck even though I’m backing out. So Benito needs to keep that going for as long as he’s in the game to do it. So . . . yeah. I’m good.”

He bent his neck to touch his lips to hers, and when he pulled back, said, “All right. Get it done so we can move on.”

Her nod was a lot less hesitant this time.

She bent to her phone and he got her eyes back when he heard it ringing.

Valenzuela’s deep, slimy voice came at them, gliding over, “Tallulah.”

Rush immediately went still.

He wanted to fuck her.

“Are you all right?” Valenzuela asked.

“Benito, I apologize,” Rebel said. “I had a personal situation happen that was extreme and I didn’t call in to production to explain I wouldn’t be in today. I’ve called Meryl. She’s up to speed. We’re halting production for the day, but we’ll be back, hopefully tomorrow.”

“Just as long as you’re okay.”

Fuck.

He totally wanted to fuck her.

“I’m all right and all will be fine, I just need to give it some of my attention.”

“Whatever you need.”

Rebel gave him a stretched-lipped, skeeved-out look.

It almost made him laugh.

But Benito Valenzuela wanted in his woman’s pants.

So he did not laugh.

“I’m on it now, Benito. I might need to take some time, but I’ll get Meryl sorted out and the schedule won’t feel it, outside today.”

“Is there anything you need?”

“No. I’m good. It’s personal. A family issue. I’d rather not explain. But it’ll get taken care of.”

“Family,” he muttered then, “All right, Tallulah. Take the time you need.”

“Thanks, Benito.”

“And if I can do anything, you’ve got my number.”

Rebel gave him another one of her skeeved-out looks even while saying, “Thanks, that means a lot.”

“Take care,” Valenzuela said.

“You too. Thanks for understanding.”

“Of course. Goodbye, Tallulah.”

“’Bye, Benito.”

She disconnected. “He totally doesn’t know about Harrietta.”

“I got the same take.”

“So, okay, well . . .” more of her eyes darting around before coming back to him, “that part’s done.”

He slid his other arm around her. “Yeah. And you did great, sweetheart.”

“I kinda got Tallulah Monroe down,” she muttered.

She was proud of her work.

She wasn’t proud of that.

“They’ll get it,” he told her.

She focused on him. “Sorry?”

“That you lied about who you are.”

She put both her hands on his chest, even the one that still held her phone, her gaze on him intense.

“Can’t say I’m in the know with who occupies the porn scene,” he went on. “But if it’s like anything else that rides the fringe, they’re tight. If they know someone killed Diane, one of their own, and you went all out to make them pay, they’ll get it.”

She studied him a beat before she asked, “How do you read my mind?”

“Baby, hate to tell you this, but if you’re goin’ for a poker face, you’re failing.”

“Fabulous,” she muttered to his throat.

He gave her a gentle shake and regained her attention. “Don’t know, didn’t see you in action, but my take on what I just heard was that you were you, you just used the name Tallulah. That’s probably why it worked. You didn’t play at anything. You gave them you and you’re awesome. They just know you by a different name.”

“Yeah, that’s how I played it only because I didn’t know better.”

“Well, it worked so it doesn’t matter you didn’t know better.”

She pressed her hips into his and asked, “I’m awesome?”

He grinned down at her. “Insight into me, I don’t move a woman into my pad on the first date after enduring a meltdown and a body dump if she’s not awesome.”

She was grinning up at him, but in the middle of it the look in her eyes changed.

“You ever move a woman into your pad?” she asked.

“No,” he answered.

“Mm,” she hummed.

He liked that noise but now they had no time to get busy.

He had to get to Ride.

“We need to get dressed. You need to come with me and hang while I meet with my brothers.”

“Right,” she said.

He started to move away but did it taking her with him.

He stopped when her hand went from his chest to cup his package.

“Rebel,” he said.

“I’ll be quick,” she whispered.

“Rebel,” he growled.

But he did not move when she floated down to her knees in front of him.

And he absolutely did not move when she freed his stiffening cock from his jeans.

He did move when she slid him into her warm, wet mouth, and he did this to glide his fingers into her hair.

He watched her suck him off and he loved every stroke, especially when it got better after she tucked her hands in his jeans at the back and dug her long nails in at his ass.

Fuck, her draw.

His woman had power in her pulls and with the pain in his ass of her nails making her marks in him, telling him she loved his dick in her mouth, it didn’t take long for her to get him where she wanted him to be going.

“Babe,” he grunted in warning when he was almost there.

She kept at him, just lifting those pretty blue eyes up to his face, his wet dick sliding in and out of her mouth, and Jesus.

His hand fisted in her hair and his head fell back.

“Fuck yeah,” he groaned, beginning to blow.

She took one hand from his ass and dove in at the front, cupping his balls and squeezing.

Rush started fucking her face and grunted, “Fuck yeah,” as his mind blanked of everything but Rebel’s hot, sweet mouth and the mammoth orgasm she was sucking out of him.

The night before when she’d gone down on him, before he’d blown, he’d shoved her to her hands and knees, took her pussy and did it inside.

This time, as he came down, righting his head, he felt her gently licking his dick, massaging his balls. Before he could tip his head to watch that action, she let him go, floated back up to her feet, and moved her hand from his balls to his dick to hold it in a warm, but assertive grip as she kissed the base of his throat.

Rush curled his arms around her.

“Is my biker good?” she asked quietly.

“Were you there two minutes ago?” he asked back.

He felt her smile against his skin. “You’re good.”

She nuzzled his throat and stood in his arms, her fingers wrapped around his semi-hard dick like they had all day to stand there just like that.

“You claimin’ that cock?” he asked.

Slowly, she tipped her head back.

He saw the caution in her face and it made him put a hand to her jaw.

“Yes?” she asked back like it was him that could answer that question.

Rush loved it when she got like this.

She was ballsy and confident and sweet and funny and open, but she could get shy, vulnerable, and show it.

The biker in him, and the Allen in him, needed a woman who was ballsy and confident.

It was the Allen in him that needed her to be sweet and funny and open.

The man Rush was, he needed her to have times she was vulnerable, so he could cover her in those times. He didn’t care what that said about him. He was a man who needed to be needed by his woman.

Not too much, not all the time, but enough he got to fill that role and give that to her.

Rebel didn’t believe he was real.

Rush was beginning to believe she was made for him.

“You give great head, Rebel.”

She kept looking in his eyes but said nothing.

“And you swallow.”

Her mouth quirked but she remained silent.

He bent his head to hers. “Baby, we’re doin’ this.”

“What’s ‘this?’” she whispered.

“This is me not mindin’ standin’ in my kitchen with my jeans about to fall off my hips ’cause my girl is claimin’ my junk, and I got no problem with that and not only because she just dropped to her knees and blew me.”

His girl’s hand claiming his junk gave him an involuntary squeeze that made him grunt so she let him go altogether, which eventually had to happen, but it still sucked.

He took a hand from around her to tuck himself in, hiked up his jeans, did up enough buttons to keep them from falling down, but left the rest open when she stayed pressed to him.

“You good with the, um . . . ?”

She didn’t finish so he asked, “What?”

“Ball, uh, action.”

Right.

Here it was again.

The vulnerability.

So he had to do this gentle.

He wrapped his fingers around the back of her neck and kept his face close to hers.

“Right, I don’t do blow by blows, honey. The fact I did blow, hard, down your throat gave you the answer to that. I do something that you don’t like, I wanna know, at the time, even if it takes us out of the zone. You do somethin’ I don’t dig, I’ll be cool, but you’ll know. We get off on what’s happening, we roll with it. What we don’t do is dissect it after the fact. You don’t have to assume I liked it. If I didn’t stop you doing it, I liked it. There’s no guesswork with me. I want it to be what we already got. Free and easy. We hit a snag, we’ll work around it. But no reason to go searching for snags that aren’t there.”

He tightened his fingers on her neck and it wasn’t like he didn’t have all her attention, but as he was communicating what he wanted from his touch, she gave him more.

“I mean that with fucking and I mean that with everything,” he told her. “No guesswork. Free and easy. We hit a snag, we work on it. Are you getting me?”

She nodded.

“You okay how I said that?” he asked. “I don’t want you to get hung up I laid it out like that.”

“I’m okay, Rush. It’s good. I just can get carried away and some dudes aren’t big on that.”

He wasn’t thrilled at the thought of her being with “some dudes” at all.

So he didn’t think on that.

He said, “You can get carried away with me.”

She smiled.

“And just to confirm, this once, you wanna force me to shoot harder down your throat, you claimed my cock, my balls come with it, I’m not gonna complain you drain me.”

She squirmed in his hold.

He tipped his head to the side, muttering, “She likes dirty talk.”

“Don’t you have a meeting to get to?”

He grinned. “Yeah.” He then touched his lips to her mouth, pulled away, dropped his voice low and promised, “I’ll take care of you later, sweetheart.”

That made her grin, roll up on her toes and touch her lips to his.

He’d let her go but took her hand and began guiding her to the stairs when she tugged on his arm.

He stopped and looked at her.

“Thank you.”

He was confused. “For what?”

“How many do you want?”

He was more confused, but asked, “How many you got?”

“Well, there’s looking after me. Moving me in to protect me. Being cool with my meltdown. Listening to me. Understanding. Not running a mile when Essence told you her Woodstock orgy story. Looking after Essence. Being honest. How you’re honest. Asking if I’m good with how you’re honest. Giving great head. Having a big dick and knowing how to use it.” She gave him a wicked grin. “And liking your balls squeezed.”

He yanked on her hand, she fell into his arms, and he landed a deep kiss on her.

When he lifted his head, he said the only thing he could say.

“You’re welcome.”
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But That Did It

Beck

Much earlier that same morning . . .

Beck opened his eyes and smelled bacon.

He then rolled to his back and stared at the ceiling a beat before he lifted his hands to his face and rubbed.

He also counted.

Five times.

Five times in the five months he’d been seeing Janna he’d spent the night.

And every morning, she was up before him, even if he had to get up early to get to work, and she made him breakfast.

He rolled out of bed, moved to her bathroom and stood at the sink, scowling at the toothbrush she’d opened for him the morning after the first night he’d stayed. A toothbrush that was in her little, ceramic toothbrush holder with dots that formed designs that looked like henna art on it.

Digging in.

He used the toilet. Washed his hands. Splashed water on his face. Brushed his teeth. Moved out. Nabbed his jeans. Dragged them on. Same with tee, socks and boots.

Then he prowled out toward the kitchen of her little two-bedroom place to have a word with her about breakfast.

But he stopped in the living room.

They didn’t spend time in it, so he’d never really paid attention.

The kitchen was a galley kitchen with cheap, fake oak cabinets.

The bedrooms were small and all anyone could say about the bathrooms (except the way she decorated them) was that they were functional.

But the living room had a slanted ceiling that had beams and bead board. The walls were painted one step up from white to be a light shade of gray. The floor had that tile that looked like wood, hers was gray. There were big square windows set high enough you could see out, but they still gave privacy. Leading to the yard, a sliding glass door out to a deck with a pergola over it. All these windows giving a lot of sun to the room during the day.

There were also two cool light fixtures hanging down, matching sconces on the wall, and gray velvet couches facing each other she probably got from that Z Gallerie place. Two armchairs pointed at the TV rounded out the place that someone (not him) would probably describe as azure or something, but they were a kickass blue. There was a square coffee table in the middle.

Toss pillows.

Nice fifty-five-inch TV on the wall. A low modular cabinet under it that had an Xbox, but other than that, nothing in it but what looked like sponges or something, painted silver.

It felt like it wasn’t a living room in Aurora, Colorado, but in a house at the beach.

It was clean.

It was classy.

It was calming.

It had personality.

And it was obviously the only room in the house she’d had the time, or the money, to really put herself into.

But Janna had concentrated on it, and he had a feeling now that it looked like it was done, she’d probably move on to another room when she had the cash.

Patient.

Smart.

Hopeful.

Beck stood there not knowing what to feel.

He’d grown up in a decent place, but his mom and dad struggled. They both worked a lot, but with two growing boys and a factory that sustained the distant suburban Denver town constantly changing hands and eventually closing down, it wasn’t easy.

He’d never had velvet couches.

He’d never had personality.

His father was a presence in the house, not a force.

His mother tolerated her husband, raised her sons and ran her house and sons like she was a single mother, and the idea of silver sponges (or whatever) that had no purpose and were a little weird (but Beck had to admit they looked cool), would not cross her mind.

He did not think of his place with Rosalie.

But if he’d thought about it, he’d realize she brought her life to it, not adding anything from their lives together. And he’d brought shit. So when she’d left him, she’d taken it all.

And if he’d thought on it, he’d realize they’d always been temporary. She’d always had her foot aimed to walk out the door.

Now he knew that wasn’t about Rose still being in love with Shy Cage.

It was that he never gave enough of himself for her to fully give herself to him.

And somewhere in her, she knew she deserved better.

She’d been right.

Now he had a bed. A couch. A TV. A set of plates and forks, knives and spoons he got at Walmart. And an overflowing trash bin since he always ate takeout.

He had shit before he had Rosie.

He had shit now.

Except when he was with Janna.

He turned the corner and saw Janna standing at the stove wearing a tight, little cami with tiny pink flowers on it and short, pink pajama shorts with a little frill at the edge.

She curled that mass of blonde hair so that now, in the morning, after sleeping and fucking, it was a messy mane of curls and tangles that dropped down in a V nearly to her waist at the back.

Her profile was makeup free.

She had the top of her hair pulled back in a little pony that made her look like Pebbles Flintstone, except hotter.

And the toes on her bare feet were painted an insanely girlie shade of pink.

His cock started to get hard.

Something pulled in his chest.

It was the smell of bacon, as it would do, that cut through.

“Babe, you shouldn’t make me breakfast.”

She turned her head, got that melty look and a smile, and replied, “Good morning, honey.”

Beck ignored the melty look.

“I gotta be at work at six thirty. You don’t.”

“It’s a trek into Denver.”

“It’s five o’clock in the morning.”

“So?”

“When do you normally get up?”

She looked to the skillet.

Right.

It was time.

It was time months ago.

Now, those legs, that Pebbles hair, her living room, the toothbrush, her going for a deep kiss, bacon . . .

It was definitely time.

“We don’t have this.”

She jerked her head to face his way again, emotions chasing across her expression until she settled on just one, and that one was a look he’d never seen.

Stubborn.

It was cute.

Fuck.

Her eyes scanned him up and down and she retorted, “Funny. It looks like we do.”

“Janna—” he started, beginning to move into the kitchen.

“Beck,” she snapped, making him stop.

She’d never snapped at him.

Never showed backbone.

That was hot too.

They held each other’s eyes.

And as they did, he decided to use this to his advantage.

“Okay, if we do, you had another bad dream last night. Wouldn’t tell me what that shit was about. Didn’t tell me about it when you had one before. So if we got this, tell me what it was about.”

The stubborn shifted out of her face. It closed right down. And she looked back to the skillet.

“Janna,” he growled.

She slid the skillet off the burner and turned full body to him, announcing, “You don’t trust yourself with me.”

Beck stood frozen still.

She wasn’t done.

“You’re the gentlest man I’ve ever met.”

“I am not that,” he bit out.

“No. You weren’t. Now, you are.”

He did not believe that.

She couldn’t believe that.

And if she did, he really had to end this.

“We’re not doin’ this. Any of this,” he stated, throwing out a hand to indicate the food cooking on the stove as well as her.

And them.

“You start to trust yourself with me, Beck, I’ll start to trust you and tell you about my dream,” she said quietly.

He did not process the fact that Janna, his sweet, timid Janna (not his, but his, Christ) was using emotional extortion to get what she wanted because he focused on one thing.

She said dream.

Not dreams.

She was not someone who was afflicted with bad dreams.

It was one dream.

And his gut was telling him there was something there he had to pull out.

“Babe, you got somethin’ fuckin’ with your head, you need to let it out.”

“Beck, you’re a good guy. You’re a smart guy. You’re a sweet guy,” she returned.

He was not good.

He was all kinds of stupid.

And he was far from sweet.

He didn’t get a chance to challenge her.

She kept talking, gentling her tone.

“Saying all that, I don’t want to sound mean, but you really need to learn some self-awareness, honey.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“Ask yourself, why do you care I have bad dreams?”

And again, he froze solid.

Fucking fuck, but he was giving himself away.

“If all you want is a guaranteed uh . . . lay . . .”

She couldn’t even say “lay” without hesitating.

How did she work on a porn set?

“ . . . you wouldn’t care about my dream.”

“A guy would have to be a real tool not to give a shit the woman he’s banging has a dream so bad it jerks her awake.”

“Yes, well. Progress. At least you realize you’re not a real tool.” With that, she turned to the stove, picked up a red scraper, put the skillet back to the burner (she was making eggs) and started scraping, saying, “Now sit down. I’ll bring you your coffee.”

“I can get my own coffee,” he grunted.

She turned her head and shot a smile at him.

Shit, she was playing him.

With all that hair, those shorts, those pink toes, velvet couches, food and sweetness, she was fucking playing him.

Beck moved to the cabinet to get a mug, muttering, “Don’t read anything into this.”

“Oh, I won’t,” she said to the eggs. “Like I won’t read anything into you coming back to me again and again for months.”

Right.

He was done.



He pulled the mug down and turned to her, a lot closer in her small kitchen, which was a much more dangerous position for him, but he couldn’t let that in.

Because he knew he’d been fucking shit up since the minute he realized she was not with him for some fucked-up reason. But instead, she was a good woman who thought she’d found herself a good man.

“Why’d you start with me?”

“Because you’re handsome.”

“Janna, I’m carved up.”

She turned to him again, handle of the skillet in her hand, eyes to the scar that still had a lot of angry red slashing across his face.

But when she’d met him, it had only been months since he’d earned it and back then, it was a fuckuva lot uglier.

“Everyone’s carved up, Beck. Somehow,” she said softly. “You can just see one of yours.”

Oh shit.

His gut tightened up.

“And how are you carved up?” he asked.

“You keep forgetting to pretend you don’t care.”

He put the mug down on the counter, clipping. “Janna, this isn’t a game.”

“No, you’re right.”

“I’m protecting you from me, you know it, and you need to let me.”

She tipped her head to the side and some of that fantastic hair fell down her arm.

Shit.

“Are you gonna hurt me?”

“Yes.”

She blinked.

“I got that in me, babe, and you know that too,” he reminded her.

“You won’t hurt me,” she whispered.

“I bet Rosalie thought that too,” he returned.

She flinched.

He’d never brought Rosalie up.

He’d never brought it up.

He kept at her.

He had to.

“You wanna serve me breakfast now?”

“Beck—”

“Tell me about your dream,” he demanded.

“Come for dinner tonight, spend the night, and I’ll tell you tomorrow during breakfast,” she shot back.

“Janna, you need to look out for yourself,” he growled.

She lifted her chin. “You’re not going to hurt me, Beck.”

“One way or another, that’s gonna happen.”

“It isn’t.”

“Why are you with me?”

“Spend the weekend with me and I’ll tell you Monday.”

“Goddammit, Janna.”

She leaned toward him and there was a mix of desperation and determination on her face.

“I’m not giving up on you, Beck,” she snapped.

He again stood still.

His mother gave up on him at around two, probably before, he just didn’t have much cognition before that.

Rosalie worked hard at it, but he made her give up on him in the worst way he could do that.

But he’d given up on himself way before that.

“You’re gonna give it, I’m gonna take it and use it and eventually let it go,” he bit out, low and ugly.

“I’ll take that chance,” she replied.

“You’re bein’ stupid,” he told her.

“It’s not the first time,” she returned. “Now get your coffee. Breakfast is done and I don’t want it getting cold.”

And there was another new thing.

Boss.

He liked it.

So it gutted him.

She scooted past him to the table where, when he shifted to watch her go, he saw there were plates and forks already laid out. A stack of toast on the table. Jelly and butter. And a paper-lined plate piled with bacon.

Goddammit.

“I wanna look after you,” he said quietly.

She stopped scraping eggs onto a plate but stayed bent over it, only tilting her head back to face his way.

“I know,” she whispered, that melt in her eyes that he felt in his chest. “Get your coffee, honey.”

“Be smart, baby,” he whispered back.

“I am.”

“You know I’m gonna have to end this,” he warned her.

“I’ll take that chance.”

“For fuck’s sake, sweetheart. Why?”

She straightened, gave him the blast of her full attention, and laid it out.

“Because you make me happy.”

Shit.

Fuck.

Christ.

Nothing else would do it.

But that did it.

Fuck.

That did it.

“Come have breakfast,” she urged.

Since he was stupid and weak and selfish and fucked up, Beck turned to her coffeepot, poured himself some joe, then walked to the table to sit in front of a plate full of eggs, serve himself some bacon and toast.

And he had breakfast.

With his woman.
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Naomi

“Call me, you stupid, fucking motherfucker!” she shouted into her phone.

She stabbed the screen, threw the phone down on the dinged table in front of her and glared at it.

“Dumbfuck. Asshole. See who’ll suck your cock now, motherfucker,” she ranted at her phone. “Scrape off Naomi before she’s done with you, earn yourself a world of hurt, dickhead.”

She slammed back into the chair she had been sitting in and looked out the grimy window of the motel she was in outside Thornton.

How had this happened?

How had this fucking happened?

Her shit, and there wasn’t much of it, was in a storage garage in Boulder.

And her ass was in a hotel because, after Spooks kicked her out, she didn’t have anywhere to go or anyone who would take her in.

This was the only place she could afford, it was a shithole, and it was a killer commute to work in Boulder every day, where she made dick and was paying through the nose in gas to get there.

She needed an apartment.

She had to have a deposit for an apartment.

She snatched up her phone, ran her thumb over it, checked her bank balance.

It would cut. And she’d have to move her own shit, no way she could afford movers.

And she didn’t have anyone to help.

But as much of a shithole as this was, it was eating away at her green.

She had to get out.

Spooks was not taking her back, that much was clear. He wouldn’t even take her calls. So she had to cut her losses with that.

She was stuck.

“How did this fucked-up shit happen?” she snapped, still glaring at her phone.

She needed to get her shit together. Get to work.

She didn’t.

She went to her voicemail. Scrolled through all the marketing messages (stupid motherfuckers), the only ones she got. She found the single voicemail not from a marketing person. One from months ago.

She hit play and speaker.

“Naomi,” his gravelly voice came at her, “Tack. You’re gonna hear about Natalie. Other shit’s goin’ down. It isn’t pretty. You gotta get your ass down to Denver. Chaos will cover you, you have to take leave from work. We’ll put you in a safe house. You’ll have our protection. Détente, Naomi, until this shit is handled. I’m not sure what’s gonna give with this, but I got a feeling it’s gonna get worse before it gets better and I want my children’s mother covered. Call me. We’ll set up a time to meet.” Pause. “Don’t be stubborn, woman. Take care of yourself. If not for you, for Rush, and any feeling you got for Tabby.”

The voicemail ended.

I want my children’s mother covered.

Like she cared dick what he wanted.

Stupid, fucking Tack, her ex, fucked shit up again.

He just had to clean up that Club.

He just had to oust Crank.

He couldn’t just take the huge piles of dough they were making off guns and drugs and broads and sit pretty.

Nooooo.

Not high and mighty Kane “Tack” Allen.

He had to have something good and right to offer his fucking children.

God, but she’d hoped he’d fall flat on his face. She’d soooo fucking hoped that Club would implode and kick his ass out.

But no.

Oh nooooo.

They now had Ride Auto Supply stores and garages in five cities. People actually thought it was cool just to hang there. Cool to buy their air filters and anti-freeze from a member of the Chaos MC. No one in Denver or Fort Fun or C Springs or Boulder or Grand Junction got their wiper blades anywhere else. It was whacked.

And they’d found that brother, the one called Joker, who was a master at custom bike and muscle car design. Got themselves a spread in a goddamn, up-its-own-ass magazine, for fuck’s sake. In it, a picture of all the brothers spread out around a kickass chopper, looking badass and total cool.

They were making money hand over fist with that shit.

No guns. No whores. No dope.

Clean and clear and good and right.

Fuck.

He’d worked hard at it. Earned it through sweat and blood and loss and brotherhood.

And he and that skank were up in their mountain home, raising two boys, that bitch shimmying around Ride in her tight skirts like she ran the fucking joint.

That was Naomi’s.

It should have all been hers.

Now Chew—that asswipe piece of shit . . .

She bet Tack didn’t see that asshole coming.

Then again, Naomi wouldn’t have called that either. Never would have thought Chew would have the balls for it.

She was wrong.

And the only thing that made her lips twitch was that Tack hadn’t called it.

But now women were getting dead.

Reb.

That bitch was hard as nails and about as fun to be around as typhoid, so Naomi liked her.

Shot in the face.

By Chew.

Jesus.

Naomi closed her eyes but opened them again when her ex-husband filled her vision.

She remembered.

She remembered the beginning. Seeing him. That ass. Those blue eyes.

It had all been tequila and downing beers and smoking weed and fucking each other blind and good times and crazy parties and piles of money.

And then . . .

She would never forget, not ever, the look on that man’s face when she’d told him she was carrying Rush.

God.

Joy.

Pure joy.

And when she’d pushed their son out?

Fuck.

Really, she’d lost him then. The minute he held Rush in his arms.

But then came Tabitha.

More joy.

Even Tabitha coming right after Tack’s sister ODed. ODed under his watch.

But a little girl?

Tack was lost.

Lost to Naomi forever.

She remembered.

She remembered calling his name when he first held his baby girl, his fingers wrapped around her little baby throat like it was him making her pulse beat, not Naomi who gave that kid life.

He didn’t even look at her.

It was like she’d disappeared.

He was lost.

He had his son and he had his baby girl, and so he had it all.

Where was she in that mix?

She’d wanted what she should get.

His cock, his attention (all of it) and his money.

Really, kids grew up. Moved out.

It was her that should be his life.

Her.

But it wasn’t her. It was his kids. His little girl. Cleaning up the Club. Taking over.

He just couldn’t rest easy and let things lie.

It had been good. Fucking great.

Why did he have to fuck with a good thing?

She’d gone back to Tack’s name after her second husband, that deadbeat loser, bit it. She did it so Tack would hear about it and get pissed, or that stupid cunt he married would hear about it and get livid.

If he even knew, he didn’t care. Or if she knew, she didn’t care either. Naomi hadn’t heard word one about it and she spread that news wide.

They probably didn’t think about her at all, Tack so busy raising his second family and fucking his bitch and making tons of dough.

Now he wanted her to come down to Denver so he could say to Rush, to fucking Tabby, that he was looking after their mother?

Fuck him.

She could look after herself.

“Yeah, fuck yeah,” she spat. “I can look after my fuckin’ self.”

So she couldn’t move that shitty sofa in her storage unit alone.

She’d find some guy’s cock to suck, give it to him good, and before he spurted the last of his cum, she’d tell him he was helping her move and he should bring a friend.

First, she had to find an apartment.

She’d take the day off and find a place. She didn’t care where she lived, anywhere was better than here.

“I can take care of my own fuckin’ self,” she whispered, staring at her phone but seeing her ex-husband.

Remembering.

Remembering that joy in his face when she told him she was carrying Rush.

And trying not to remember that it lasted a split second before she was in his arms, he was twirling her, goddamn twirling her, his face shoved in her neck, holding her so tight, making her feel precious, making her feel like she was about to hand him the whole world.

“Thank you, baby,” he’d whispered in that rough voice of his. “Fuck, fuck, thank you, baby. We got it all now, Naomi. We got everything we’ll ever need.”

He had everything. Everything he’d ever need.

Rush worshipped his father, and Naomi hadn’t heard from her boy in years.

Tabby was the light of his life, didn’t lose that even when Tack had picked up that nasty skank.

Didn’t lose it.

Had all the love in the world for his girl.

All the love in the world for his wife.

Both those women, sitting pretty, basking in the glow of all the love Kane “Tack” Allen could give.

And that was a lot.

We got it all now, Naomi. We got everything we’ll ever need.

Naomi turned her head to look out the window, a stabbing pain hitting her in the gullet.

She ignored it.

She was good at it.

She’d been doing it for years.
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This Was Not Free

Rebel

That same day, 12:17 . . .

“Well, uh . . . this is awkward,” I said.

The beautiful, redheaded woman with the cute blouse and tight skirt and classy, but oh so fuck-me heels—dressed like she worked at a fashion magazine, not a garage—stopped glaring out the window in her office and turned her eyes to me.

Oh boy.

I was going to kill Rush.

He said I was going to go to Ride to hang while he had his meeting with his brothers.

He did not say he was going to take me to Ride, dump me in his beloved, adored stepmother’s office, and go off to have his meeting with his brothers.



Well, looking at her, one could say the Allen men had a type. And that might skeeve me out, if she wasn’t a more sophisticated, more gorgeous, older version of me (with green eyes).

If I looked like that in twenty years, I’d count my lucky stars.

Hell, if I looked like that in ten, I’d be golden.

“Yes,” she said softly, looking me up and down, and I really wished I’d had the time at least to do something with my hair, maybe suss out a decent outfit instead of standing there in a Saliva baby-doll tee, ripped jeans and cowboy boots, or, say . . . have a freaking shower. “Yes. This is very awkward.”

Yup.

I was gonna kill Rush.
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Rush

“Where’s Punk?”

When he realized Hop was talking to him about three seconds after he walked through one of the double doors to their meeting room at the Compound, he asked, “Punk?”

“Pretty Punk Princess with her lace dress and clod-hoppin’ motorcycle boots,” Hop explained.

Fucking shit.

“Get her to tell you where she got that dress,” Shy put in. “Gotta get one for Tabby.”

He was going to be sick.

“Fuck off,” he said to his brother, and brother-in-law, pulling a chair out from the table with the ratty Chaos flag (the first one ever stitched) set under Plexiglas in the middle.

He planted his ass in the chair.

Shy grinned at him.

“Gotta say, outside the Rock Chicks, never seen a woman shovel attitude at Eddie Chavez. Impressive,” Dog grunted.

“Too bad I missed that,” Big Petey muttered.

“Multi-tasker, givin’ a good cuddle to her hippie-chick, freaked-out, old-lady landlady and throwin’ ’tude at Chavez, all this wearin’ underwear as outerwear. Full package,” Brick said.

“Why you late for the meet, Rush?” Arlo jumped in to give him shit.

“We can stop talking about Rebel now,” Rush growled.

“I wanna talk about her some more.” Even High was getting in on the act. “I mean, I know you got yourself some speeding tickets, brother. Physically incapable of going slow. But movin’ a girl in on a first date?”

“Maybe you need a reminder of that dress,” Joker said to High. “Someone should have taken a picture.”

“When’s your wife due?” Rush asked Joke. “Like, pretty much any day now?”

“I got my girl,” Joker replied. “She’s givin’ me a family. My baby loves bein’ pregnant. She’d keep our kid in her belly for a full year, she could get away with that. But she still practically asked me to draw a picture of that dress when I told her about it.”

Rush shot him a kill look.

He turned that look to his father who was sitting at the head of the table. “Don’t we got important shit to talk about?”

“Sure we do,” Tack agreed amicably. “Though, life’s way too short not to fully explore giving shit. And we might as well wait until the sandwiches get here.”

Rush sat back in his chair, setting his jaw.

His father smiled at him.

Fuck.
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Rebel

“I can go, you know, hang out in the store,” I offered Tyra Allen.

Her green eyes strayed back to the window.

“This is not good,” she said to the window. “This is indication of years of hurt. Maybe I need to start taking Valium now.”

I decided not to respond.

“Tab, well, with Tab, I screwed up.” She looked back at me. “She’d lost Jason in that car accident right before their wedding. So young, too young to sustain a loss like that. Got hooked up with Shy. Good guy. Good brother. He still had to build a new pitch, he’d played the field so much.”

Before she found her husband, Rush’s sister had lost a fiancé in a car accident?

Man, these people had been through a variety of circles of hell.

And they were still together, tight, loving.

All my mom and dad and brother had to do was accept Diesel for who he was.

And we fell apart.

“I shared my feelings about that, how I thought she might not be making the right decision about Shy after her loss. She let me know. Boy, did she let me know,” Tyra went on.

Hmm . . .

I bet that hadn’t gone so good.

Her gaze moved back to the window.

“Miz Allen,” I murmured.

“This,” she whispered. “I don’t know how, but this is worse.”

I shut up.

“He’s moved you in,” she stated to the window.

“Temporarily, until the danger has passed,” I said swiftly.

Her eyes cut to me and I braced.

“You know, Benito Valenzuela targets vulnerable girls. Gets them hooked on drugs. Takes payment in pussy. Whores them out or does it a different way, filming it.”

“I know,” I told her.

“He did that to your friend?” she asked.

I nodded but said, “She was already gone on drugs when his people got their hooks in her.”

“And you thought it was a good idea to go work for him?”

I shut up again.

She moved from where she’d been standing in front of a couch that was in front of her window to behind her desk.

But she remained standing.

“I have three boys,” she declared.

Three?

I thought Rush said he only had two little brothers.

Oh God.

Their circles of hell.

Did some horrible thing happen to one of her kids, making him not there anymore so Rush wouldn’t talk about him, but a mother would always claim all her kids, even if one was gone?

“And I thought it would be easier,” she continued. “You worry about the girls. You worry about what man they’ll choose. Will he play around on her? Will he take out the garbage? Will he pitch in with the kids? I didn’t think it’d be so much worse, learning I needed to come to terms with letting go of one of my boys.”

Oh.

When she said she had three boys, she included Rush.



That was sweet.

“We’ve only had one date,” I told her.

“You’re living with him.”

“Temporarily.”

“You read the Rock Chick books?”

I really needed to read those books.

Hell, Hank and Eddie were heroes in those books. They each had their own one.

Though, I had been kind of busy risking my life to find a murderer.

I shook my head. “No.”

“Temporary is a non-existent word to certain kinds of men. The kind who find what they want at the same time find themselves in a position they have to protect it.”

Why did that make me super freaking happy?

And super freaking freaked.

“You’re the one,” she declared.

More super freaking happy and just . . .

Well.

Super freaking happy.

“Maybe not,” I replied.

God.

Why was I assuring her I might not be the one?

“Chaos has safe houses. If you weren’t the one, Rush would move you into one of those, and if he was still interested, come visit.”

“Oh,” I mumbled.

“How do you let go of your boy?” she asked abruptly.

“You don’t,” I answered instantly.

She stared at me.

“I mean, he adores you. He talks about you all the time. And his dad. His sister. His little brothers. He loves you guys.”

She said nothing.

Then again, she knew all that so there was nothing to say.

“And I’m out of that thing. The one with Valenzuela,” I assured her. “I was acting crazy. Thinking I was Superwoman. I just missed my friend and I was sad and mad and I’m tight with her parents, so I got it in my head I could do something good to wipe out the bad. But I get it now, that was the wrong thing to do. I just forgot to tell my AD.”

I remembered Rush’s question earlier and explained.

“My assistant director. So I had to call her and Benito had called me because I didn’t show on the set this morning, and I’m usually the first person there. And Rush and me thought it would be good to call him and see how he reacted considering we thought he might be behind the, uh . . . events of yesterday evening. He wasn’t, by the way. Or at least we think he wasn’t. So . . . well, we slept in late and with all the calls, and, um . . . such, I didn’t get the chance to take a shower and find a killer outfit.”

She again did not speak.

So I kept babbling.

“Though I gotta say, he said I’d be hanging while he had his meeting. He didn’t share I’d be hanging with you. I totally would have swiped on mascara and at least found a decent blouse if I knew I was going to meet his beloved Tyra.”

She had no reaction to my wording, but I still lifted a hand and went on quickly.

“And I don’t call you ‘his beloved Tyra’ to be snarky or blow sunshine or anything. You just are. I mean, beloved. By him. Rush. And now I met his dad after the, uh . . . not-so-fun events of last night, and you, in my Saliva shirt. They’re a rad band. But, you know, he could have warned me so I’d put on a flipping blouse.”

I decided to shut up.

She kept standing there in her awesome outfit, staring at me.

And for some reason, this made me keep blathering.

“I’m not tight with my folks. Not because I’m difficult or anything. I mean, I’ve blocked them on my phone so I won’t get any daughter-of-the-year awards.”

Oh God!

I needed to quit talking.

I kept talking.

“Just that . . . family stuff,” I decided to leave it at that. “And my brother, well, he’s unconventional, so his commitment ceremony is coming up and when it’s done . . . but it’s already kind of the way, they’ve all been together for years, but anyway . . . when it’s done, he’ll have two sets of in-laws and I kinda was looking forward to that. For me. Though just one set. When I found my guy. NotthatRushisthatguy.”

I said that last all together, I was talking so fast.

Then I kept doing it, just not as fast.

“I mean, I’m not sure he’s for real. He’s, like, the coolest guy I’ve ever met. He’s sweet. And he listens. And he gets me. And he’s super smart. And he . . . he . . .”

I could only think about how good he was in bed.

I cut my losses on that and continued freaking jabbering.



“But you know that. So, it’d be cool if he was that guy. But anyway, I was looking forward to that. Having in-laws. You know, having a family that’s cool rather than one that’s like mine, and that’s a long story. If you wanna hear it one day, I’ll share. It’s not a secret. But just to say, I’m glad Diesel has all of that. Diesel’s my brother, by the way. It’s really beautiful, what he has. But I’m jealous of him a bit too.”

I shut up again.

She didn’t say anything.

Again.

So my mouth kept running.

“So you know, if I’m that person for him, he won’t lose anybody. But I’d get some good folks. And that’d be sweet.”

I petered out and stood there, thanking God I had enough time to spray on some deodorant and do something about my sex hair.

Finally, she spoke.

“Your brother is going to have two sets of in-laws?”

“He’s, uh . . . bi,” I said quietly. “There’s three of them. Maddox and Molly and Diesel. They’re very much in love.” I shrugged, watching her closely, and finished, “It’s gorgeous really.”

“Does he look like you? Your brother?”

“No, he’s kinda big. Like,” I made a hulking gesture with my arms in front of me (Lord help me), “tall and huge and has light-brown hair. We kinda have the same eyes, though.”

“Where did you get your hair?”

“I don’t know. No one in my family has red hair. My dad’s a bigoted racist, so I’m kinda hoping I have another dad somewhere who voted for Obama, marched on Washington for gay marriage and has red hair.”

She burst out laughing and the tight ball that had formed in my stomach loosened.

Then she sat her ass in her tight skirt in her desk chair, asking, “Did Rush feed you?”

I shook my head. “We had a kinda busy morning, the hour of it we’d been awake before we got here.”

“Chill’s getting lunch. Did Rush order sandwiches for you?”

I shook my head.

“Right,” she muttered, reaching for her phone. “Go,” she waved across the office. “Get a donut. Pour yourself some coffee.”

Coffee.

Thank God.

“I’ll get Chill to get you a sandwich,” she declared. “What do you want?”

My stomach had not quite recovered from meeting the gorgeous, beloved, class-act stepmom and being shoved, with no warning, right on the spot (it seemed to be going okay now, I was still gonna kill Rush).

“A Reuben?” I asked like she knew what I liked.

“Excellent choice,” she said to me then in her phone that was now to her ear. “Chill. Hey there. Can you add two Reubens to the order? And a roast beef and swiss on sourdough, grilled. Three more bags of chips, a selection. Don’t let them forget the pickles. And three of their big cookies. Chocolate chip. Snickerdoodle. And oatmeal. Got that, darlin’?” She waited, nodded, and finished, “Good. Thanks, Chill.”

She hung up and looked up at me.

“Donut, coffee, Rebel, and sit down. We’ll chat later about your folks. I want to hear about this landlady of yours. Tack says she’s a stitch.”

I stood where I was.

Her eyes softened (a little) and she said quietly, “It’s okay, Rebel. Rush took us both by surprise. Men often think if they’re good with something, everyone is just going to toe that line. I had a moment. I’m over that moment. Get a donut and we’ll get to know each other.”



“You’ll never lose him, you know. If it’s me or anyone. He’d lose any woman who would even try to make him lose you.”

Her whole face softened (a lot) and she said quietly, “You give your love to a kid, every cell in your body becomes about hoping they’ll find someone to make them happy.”

“I’m kind of a lunatic,” I admitted.

“Then you’ll fit right in,” she replied. “Now, Rebel, get a donut.”

I looked across the way to a little table that had a coffeepot half full of coffee and a big pink box that had two donuts in it.

My stomach rumbled.

So I walked across Tyra Allen’s office to get a donut.
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Rush

“Rush?” his father called him.

They’d shot their wad giving him shit.

Now they were killing time wondering if Boz was gardening and waiting for Chill to show with their sandwiches (he should have thought to text for one for him and Rebel, he’d send Chill out to deal with that when he showed) and generally just blowing off steam after all the shit they’d been hit with before they had to settle in and deal with more.

He looked to his old man.

“Where’s Rebel?” Tack asked when he got Rush’s attention.

“I left her in the office with Tyra.”

All conversation ceased.

“You what?” Shy asked, sounding tweaked.

Rush looked at Shy.

The man also looked tweaked.

“I dropped her in the office with Tyra before I came here,” Rush mostly repeated.

Tack kicked back his chair and booked toward the doors.

Rush knew that was not a good thing.

“Dad, what the fuck?” he called, swiveling his chair toward the doors.

His father stopped at them, turned to his son and stated, “You left two redheads alone together, neither of them knowing each other, one of them your stepmother, one of them the woman you moved in with you after a dead body was dumped outside her house.”

Shit.

What was he thinking?

“Holy fuck,” Brick muttered.

Rush shot out of his chair and booked after his father who’d pulled open one of the double doors and moved through.

He heard the sounds of men, a lot of them, on the move behind him but he didn’t look back. He just caught up to his father.

They prowled through the common room of the Compound, out, hit sunshine, and his dad actually broke into a jog as he went across the forecourt.

Fuck.

Rush jogged with him.

Boots hit pavement behind him.

His father took the steps up to the office two at a time.

Rush did too.

Boots hit cement behind him as he did.

Tack threw open the door and stormed in.

Rush followed him.

“What on earth?” Tyra asked.

Rush was crowded as men shoved in behind him.

But all they saw was Tyra at her desk, leaning into her elbows toward Rebel, who was in a chair opposite her, those long legs of hers in her faded jeans stretched in front of her, her cowboy boots crossed at the ankles, her elbows to the arms of her chair, both hands held up. One had a coffee mug, the other a half-eaten donut.

Rebel glanced through the guys and settled on him.

“Hey,” she greeted calmly. “Everything cool?”

“You tell me,” Tack growled, but he wasn’t talking to Rebel, his eyes were on his wife.

“Tack, I’m not going to eat her,” Tyra said.

Rush watched his dad’s jaw grow tight.

His eyes swung to Tyra when she spoke, but she was looking at Rebel.

“Just FYI, I was a little distraught when Tack got home last night. We’ve been dealing with this Valenzuela thing for a while. I wasn’t happy there was another dead body. I thought you were being reckless. Just an overprotective stepmom thing. No biggie.”

“You ranted at me for an hour,” Tack bit out.

She rolled her eyes. “It wasn’t an hour.” Again she looked at Rebel. “Maybe forty-five minutes. Though I will admit it was ranting. The boys went down to the basement to escape it. Tack cooks. He was late home. I was low blood sugar.”

Rebel was casually chewing a bite of donut.

She swallowed and said, “Understandable.”

Then she took a sip of coffee.

“I didn’t get off this easy,” Shy put in.

Tyra looked at her stepson-in-law. “Rebel hasn’t slept with half of Denver.” She looked back at Rebel. “Have you? Not that I’d mind, of course. No judgement for the sisterhood. A woman has needs the same as a man.”

“No judgement for Rebel, but me . . .” Shy muttered irritably.

“I haven’t,” Rebel looked to Rush. “I haven’t, baby. It’s low threat of awkward run-ins if you ever take me out to eat somewhere other than your kitchen.”

“Our Punk might not have that low of a threat,” Hop muttered.

Men chuckled.

Rush took in a calming breath so he would not lose his mind.

“Are there any donuts left?” Big Petey asked.

“Just one,” Brick answered.

“Lenny’s in the building,” Joker added.

“You really need to bring more donuts, Cherry,” Dog grunted, gazing across the office at the mostly empty bakery box.

“Punk?” Tyra asked.

“Rebel has a nickname,” Snapper answered.

“Already?” Tyra asked.

“A lot like Rush, we don’t let grass grow, woman,” Hound said.

And now Hound was in on the act, giving him shit.

“And it’s Punk?” Tyra asked.

“You didn’t see her outfit yesterday,” Brick told her.

Tyra looked to Rebel. “I thought Saliva was metal.”

“I don’t know what they’re talking about. My outfit was rocker chic yesterday,” Rebel said.

Tyra nodded like she was forming a mental picture.

“It was somethin’, don’t know if it was rocker chic,” High muttered.

“Don’t you men have important business?” Tyra asked the group, her eyes narrowing. “You know, women to keep from being killed, criminals to bring to justice?”

“Everybody out,” Tack ordered.

“Rush, FYI, I ordered you a sandwich. And one for Rebel. So that’s handled,” Tyra told him. “But maybe next time you might think about feeding your woman.”

“Yeah, next time, think about feeding your woman,” Speck spoke up.

He was now officially done with that shit.

So, slowly, Rush turned and leveled his eyes on Speck.

“Goin’ back to the Compound,” Speck announced, then shoved through the wall of men and out the door.

Rush turned back and looked at Rebel.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Perfectly fine. Though later, you’re dead,” she answered and stuffed the last bite of donut in her mouth.

She was fine.

He looked to Ty-Ty. “Be nice.”

Her brows went up. “When am I not nice?”

“Don’t make now the time you start,” he ordered.

Tyra rolled her eyes at Rebel.

Rebel smiled at Tyra.

Then she took another ship of coffee.

It was all good.

He moved to the door.

His father fell in step beside him as they made their way across the forecourt back to the Compound.

“You wanna talk about how you want a handful again?” Tack asked.

“She really rant for an hour?”

“Don’t believe her bullshit about forty-five minutes. It was more like an hour and a half.” His dad heaved a big sigh. “We need to get this Valenzuela shit finished.”

Rush couldn’t agree more.
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“So I’ll run this shit down,” Tack said an hour later.

The waste of sandwiches, chip bags, cellophane from cookies, spent bottles of beer and cans of pop littered the table as all the men around it kept their eyes locked on their president.

“I’ll call Valenzuela. Set the meet. Hop and Shy with me. Hound, High, Snap and Rush ride with, peel off, stay close to the meet location. Everyone else on alert when that goes down,” Tack went on.

No one said anything, which meant everyone got it.

“Join forces with Valenzuela,” Tack continued, now talking like he had rocks in his mouth he wanted to spit out. “Find Chew. Priority one. In the meantime, we shake down anyone who might have a lead on where Chew is. Slim told me they’re haulin’ in Digger and Pacino from the club formerly known as Bounty, and they’re gonna lean on Digger to get him to give up Chew, as well as other fucked-up shit.”

His dad’s eyes came to Rush before he kept talking.

But all the men had been briefed.

Digger was a suspect in Rebel’s friend’s murder and Hank and Eddie were going to further explore that option.

And also push the man on if he knew the whereabouts of Chew.

“It might end there, Digger gives him up,” Tack said. “I don’t have good thoughts about that. So we keep lookin’, find that asshole and shut shit down.”

No one was gonna disagree to any of that so again, no one said anything.

“Now, Snap’s bein’ followed,” Tack carried on. “High and him didn’t see anything, but from now on, sucks, brothers, but if you can, ride with a man at your side. Do it armed. Keep vigilant. And let someone, brother or old lady, know where you’re going and check in when you get there.”

There was shifting at that. Not uncomfortable, ticked.

They were who they were.

They did what they did.

They didn’t even have a schedule at the shop or in the garage. The only ones who had to make sure the shop was covered were the prospects. Everyone else pitched up when they felt like it and did what they felt like doing. It was commitment to the brotherhood that got their asses where they were needed to get any job done.

Riding with a brother and checking in was not going where the wind took you.

It was not doing whatever you wanted when the spirit moved you.

This was not the life they’d signed on for when they’d earned their patch.

This was not free.

Snapper sensing a tail . . .

It was now unavoidable.

And not a man in that room liked it.

But they liked it less Snap sensing a tail.

“We all good?” Tack asked.

There were grunts, “yeahs” and other shit indicating they were all good.

Rush scanned the table.

No one was good, but they were all on the same page.

Except Joke.

Something was bugging Joke.

Rush studied his brother as his dad said, “Good. We’re done.”

Men started to move, including Rush, but his gaze swung from Joker to his father when he heard Tack call his name.

“Hang a minute,” he ordered.

Rush nodded and settled back in his seat.

“Joke,” Tack called. “A word.”

Of course, his dad didn’t miss Joke not being right.

Joker moved to Tack as the rest of the men moved out.

Rush leaned back in his seat and kept his eyes on his dad and his brother.

Tack stood when Joker made it to him.

“You’re pissed,” he remarked.

Joker laid it out.

“Should be ridin’ with the guys to the meet.”

“Carissa’s gonna have your baby any day now,” Tack pointed out.

“Keely’s knocked up too and Hound is ridin’ with you.”

“Keely’s not that far along,” Tack replied. “Carissa is due next week. If that goes down, you need to be free to get to her and your brothers don’t need to be in a position you have to take off, we’re down a man.”

Joker looked to his boots.

That meant he agreed.

“This is gonna be done soon,” Tack told Joker.

Joker lifted his head. “I fuckin’ hope so.”

He jerked up his chin at Tack, dipped it at Rush, then he rounded the table and walked out the doors.

Tack sat down and looked at his son.

“Bud, I need you to phone your mother,” he stated.

Rush sat up straight. “Why?”

“I called her a while ago. Left a message. Told her to get down to Denver. We’d cover her, keep her safe while bodies are dropping. She didn’t call back.”

Fuck.

He hadn’t thought of that.

Naomi was so not Chaos anymore that it hadn’t crossed his mind.

“Spoke with Pope,” Tack shared. “He says she’s up in Spooks’s shit to take her back, so I know she’s still breathing. She’s not my biggest fan, but she might pick up, you phone. Get on that. Get her down here. Get her covered.”

Rush nodded. “I’ll phone.”

Tack nodded back.

“Tab’s gonna be pissed as shit everyone’s met Rebel but not her,” Tack continued. “I’d get on that, I was you.”

Rush nodded again.

He also needed to check in with his sis. She’d gotten it together after losing Natalie, but she was still struggling. He had to keep his finger on that pulse.

“I’ll call her too,” Rush told his dad, then said, “Heads up about Valenzuela, he’s into Rebel.”

Tack was visibly unhappy. “Come again?”

“Told you all about the convo with him and Rebel this morning. What I didn’t say was that he didn’t mind at all she was shutting down production. Offered to help out if there was anything she needed. He’s totally into her. The man wants in my woman’s pants and I do not have a good feeling about it, and not only how I’d naturally not have a good feeling about it.”

Tack nodded. “I hear you.”

“He finds out who she is, what she was up to and that she’s taken up with a brother of Chaos, he’s not gonna like it.”

“He doesn’t have a choice. But hopefully by the time he learns all that, he’ll be outta commission to do anything about it.”

Yeah.

Hopefully.

That made Rush nod.

“Right. We done?” Tack asked.

“We’re done,” Rush told him.

“Later, son,” Tack said, pushed out of his chair on a sigh, came to Rush and wrapped his finger’s around his son’s shoulder for a squeeze before he strolled out.

Rush dug out his phone.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d phoned his mother.

He still didn’t hesitate to make the call.

He got her voicemail.

“Mom? Rush. I know Dad called, you didn’t call back. You need to call back, Mom. Shit is happening and I want you safe. So call me as soon as you get this. Yeah?”

He took in a big breath as he disconnected.

Then he moved down on his contacts and found his sister.
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A Successful Afternoon

Valenzuela

He was going to come.

And he was going to do it hard.

Interesting.

His fingers tightened around the leather straps binding his wrists, his arms spread wide and stretched so he felt pain in his shoulders. His toes curled, digging into the bed, pulling at the straps around his ankles, furthering the pain at his inner thighs that were overextended. His breath came heavy through his nose since his mouth was gagged, his forehead digging into the mattress.

And his hips moved uncontrollably, humping his aching cock against the silk sheet under him until everything stiffened, strained. His balls drew up so tight, he felt piercing pain before he bucked violently against his bindings, his head jerking back, and he experienced the sweet release, grunting against the silk in his mouth, warm wet suffusing the area at his stomach.

It kept coming, that release. His body beginning to jerk, the bindings digging into his flesh, the noises from his mouth escaping around the cloth as he saturated the sheet under him, his movements almost desperate, the rubbing of his cock against that warm, sodden silk that felt almost like a pussy and getting more of all the rest.

All of it.

And it went on so long, in some small part of his brain that was not about his orgasm, he actually felt genuine fear it would never stop.

It stopped and his body sunk lax into the bed.

He set his face to the sheet, eyes closed, and drew deep at his nose.

It took some time to register what was causing the gratifying feeling he was still experiencing.

His eyes opened.

“Like that?” her voice purred at him.

He stared up close at the red sheet.

“They always think they won’t like it,” she murmured victoriously. “But they always like it.”

His fingers tightened again on the straps.

“Wonder if I can make you go again that hard if I keep doing this,” she said, continuing to glide the large, rubber phallus in and out of his oiled ass. “But sad to say, your time is up. You’ll have to book me again. Double up. I’ll keep this goodness going and we’ll see.”

He gritted his teeth on his gag as she slid the cock from him.

He felt her move from where she was kneeling by his hip on the bed and turned his head.

He watched her saunter into the bathroom, her short, shiny pleather skirt looking cheap, because it was. Fishnets held up by suspenders. Thigh-high, shiny red leather, spike-heeled boots. Pleather bustier with a variety of thin straps that led to a thick one around her neck, the whole garment dotted with studs. Gauntlets with more studs that ran from wrists to elbows.

A good deal of auburn hair.

He’d told her no ridiculous outfit.

When he’d arrived, he’d seen that she had defied his instructions, but he’d been interested enough at what would result from their session to allow that defiance.

He’d also told her no ass play.

She’d gagged him, and he had been fine with that.

What he had not known at the time was that she’d done it so he could not verbally protest.

He had not read the handbook, but it was his understanding that was against the rules.

Benito did not have a lot of use for rules.

However, he was feeling them right then, lying in his own ejaculate, gagged and strapped to a bed, his cock spent, his ass used.

This had been a tryout. Just to see. And if he enjoyed it, practice for Tallulah.

He assessed his condition.

He would do this again.

Absolutely.

All of it.

Though with one minor change.

She came back after cleaning the black rubber cock, set it on a blood-red towel she had laid out on the black lacquer nightstand by the bed and then her eyes came to his.

Hers were blue.

He thought he’d chosen wisely.

And in a sense, he had.

In another one, he had not.

She sat with her hip brushing his outstretched arm.

He looked at the cock.

His first time, and she knew it, she’d given him length and girth.

He’d be feeling that up his ass, probably for days.

He’d relish the feel then the memory of it.

However . . .

She slid her hand down his spine, over his ass and reached to stroke his spent balls.

“I’m gonna let you go now, pet,” she purred.

At her last word, Benito felt the stillness seep through him as the biting cold swept in.

He had long since learned that he felt much less than others did, save the satisfaction at besting an interesting challenge, or his enjoyment when one of his concerns rendered exceptional dividends.

He also felt that frigid cold.

It was by far his favorite.

Yes, it would appear that he’d relish the memory of this session for some time.

His eyes slid up to her to see she had a supercilious smile curling her over-glossed, red lips.

She had used him as he had not asked to be used.

This was her mistake.

A mistake, considering what came of it, he could have let slide.

He could be reasonable.

He wasn’t a monster.

But calling him “pet?”

She stopped stroking and shifted to the knot that bound one of his wrists.

When he was free, he moved away from his cum to sit on the side of the bed and pulled off the gag himself, dropping it to the sheets.

She was up and four feet away, standing at a podium that held an open book, her back to him.

“I accept gratuities,” she declared, the purr gone, it was business now. “And if you want more, we can schedule you again before you go. I suggest a double booking. You liked that. I’ll blow your mind if we have more time to play.”

Unhurriedly, Benito got up from the bed.

He walked to her.

Then he lifted a hand, cupped the side of her head and enjoyed her shocked gasp before he slammed it against the wall.

He used her hair to pull her back, turn her, then he backhanded her.

She cried out, stumbling to the side.

He caught her by the throat, held her there, that hold needing to tighten as he planted his fist in her face.

Once.

Twice.

A third time.

Blood came from her mouth and nose as she took her fourth and fifth.

He moved his fingers from her throat, curled them around the side of her head again and smashed it into the wall, pulling back, and again, before he turned her to face the wall.

He held her there with an arm at the back of her neck, shoving her cheek against the garish, flocked wallpaper, and he reached down to yank up her skirt.

“No, please, no,” she begged, hands slipping on the wall as she struggled ineffectively against his hold.

She was wearing a G-string. He snapped it with a brutal pull then kept her where she was as he reached for her cock on the nightstand.

“No!” she cried. “No! Please!”

He pulled her back by her hair and slammed her face first into the wall.

That quieted her.

Her head lolled in his grip and he pressed against her, kicking her legs wide. She wobbled on a high heel but with his hold on her, had nowhere to go.

“Please, you gotta do it, not dry,” she pleaded, her words slurring.

“My instructions were simple,” he stated dispassionately. “Elegant dress. No ass play. Did you heed either?”

“Sorry,” she said quickly. “I’m sorry. It’s just that clients say that and I know what they’ll—”

“I’m not a client. If I pay for you, I own you for however long I’ve remunerated you for your time, and during that time, you do as I instruct. You did not do as I instructed.”

“I’m sorry. Really sorry. Really,” she said, weeping now, tears mingling with blood on her cheeks.

“I’m afraid that doesn’t help,” he replied, pulled her back and slammed her face into the wall again.

When he was done, he left her at his feet, her face already swelling.

He stared down at her and ordered, “Do not move. You leave it inside you until they take it from you. Have I been heard?”

“Y-yes,” she pushed out weakly.

He walked to the bathroom. Calmly washed her blood from his hands. Equally calmly, used one of her washcloths to clean his cum from his stomach.

He moved back into the room and tossed the wet cloth on the bed.

She lay where he left her, curled on her side.

The cold was gone.

He missed it.

But he knew it would come back.

Benito leisurely dressed.

Coming to stand close to her again, he adjusted the French cuffs under the sleeves of his suit jacket.

“Who will you be sharing this with?” he asked.

“N-nobody. Confidential. M-my services are c-confidential,” she stammered, eyes aimed at the wall.

“I hope so,” he muttered.

She trembled at his feet.

It was too bad he’d come as hard as he had and her face was that fucked up.

He found the trembling intriguing.

It was something he had a feeling he’d enjoy exploring.

Perhaps another time.

With someone else.

“One last thing,” he said. “Perhaps most important for you to learn,” he told her unemotionally. “I’m nobody’s pet.”

With that, he walked to the door, opened it and looked to his men who were standing outside.

“Clean the room,” he ordered. “Burn the sheets and what’s been left on the bed. Retrieve the toy from her. Clean it thoroughly. I wish to keep it.”

His men nodded then moved into the room.

Benito walked out.

He left the building, going directly to his waiting car.

He opened the door himself and slid in the back.

“Home,” he said after he shut the door.

His driver eased them onto the road.

He shifted in his seat, turning his head to look out the window, feeling his mouth soften and his cock get semi-hard at the reminder his movement gave him of that afternoon’s pleasant discovery.

He pulled back his cuff, saw the red marks on his wrist, righted his cuff and sat back on a sigh.

He’d have to find another one.

That was, until he could train Tallulah.

Red hair.

Blue eyes.

Tall.

Curvy.

He’d likely have to buy her the clothing he wished her to wear, but that was no matter. And he was further surprised he was looking forward to that possibility.

But no gags. He had a feeling he’d enjoy his own noises.

He was mildly intrigued, having the way Tallulah was with him, her confidence, her lack of fear, had opened this pleasurable avenue to explore.

He’d have to suggest a film of this nature to his director.

He extended his fingers and savored the ache in his knuckles.

All in all, a successful afternoon.

His phone vibrated against his chest.

He took it out, looked at the screen, and his mouth spread in a smile.

Unexpected.

All of it.

But yes, it seemed this was going to be a very successful afternoon.

He put the phone to his ear.

“Tack,” he greeted.

A rough voice sounded from his phone.

“We’re makin’ a meet.”

Again, Benito smiled.

Yes.

A very successful afternoon.
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Clara and Rhodes

Rebel

“If this doesn’t work out with us, heads up, I’m going after the bearded one,” I teased Rush as I sat beside him in his truck on the way from Ride back to his place.

“That’s Joker and just sayin’, his wife, Carissa is gonna give birth to his kid any day now. He’s pretty much living for that day, though mostly he lives for her. He’s been in love with her since high school.”

Sweet, I thought.

“Ah,” I said then I kept it up. “Right, then the blond one.”

“Snap’s old lady is called Rosalie and she’s all sugar, no spice, but she’d still be all about the catfight, you looked at him in a way she didn’t like.”

I reckoned any old lady had a catfight in her in such an instance.

“Then the one who looks like a lunatic from an asylum where you’d definitely want to be an inmate so you could keep him company,” I said.

There was a smile in his voice when he replied, “Hound’s woman is also knocked up and she’s a biker babe to the core. She’d wipe the floor with you.”



Hmm.

“The one with the biker version of a Fu Manchu that’s only one shade down from scorching hot?” I tried.

“Property of Lanie. And she wouldn’t risk breaking a nail. But she would hire a hit on you.”

I turned to look at him. “Property of?”

“MC culture. Traditionally, that swings only one way. The way Chaos rolls, it swings both.”

I liked that.

“And don’t even think of High,” he added. “Millie’d drag you around the Compound by your hair.”

“Are they all taken?” I asked.

“Dutch or Jag might give you a go, but you’re probably too old for them.”

And the man turns my giving him shit back on me.

I looked forward. “Just thirty and already a cougar.”

Rush chuckled.

“You do know, it takes the fun out of busting your chops after you left me with your stepmom like you did when you don’t play along and get insanely jealous I find all your brothers hot.”

“You might want to be not so obvious you’re just busting my chops, then,” he replied.

I hmphed.

Loudly.

He reached out and took my hand.

He linked his fingers in mine, saying softly, “I fucked up, babe. A lot on my mind. I didn’t think. That wasn’t cool. For you or Tyra.”

I looked at him, relatively stunned.

The relatively part was that this was Rush. All the goodness I got from him was beginning not to be a surprise.

He was still a man, so him understanding what he did was not cool, copping to it and kind of apologizing for it, even if he didn’t use those exact words, was the part that was stunning.

“Now you’re screwing with my ability to remain marginally pissed at you by admitting you fucked up,” I shared.

He smiled at the windshield and moved my hand to rest on his thigh.

“It seemed okay,” he noted.

“We had a rocky start,” I told him, and his fingers in mine squeezed. “We smoothed it out. She’s nice.”

“She’s awesome.”

“Yeah,” I murmured, drew in breath and asked, “You guys get things in hand?”

“As best we can.”

I turned to look at him again. “Are you okay?”

He shrugged a shoulder and gave my fingers another squeeze. “As best I can be.”

“Let me guess, brother business is brother business. I quit Benito, I’m in the dark?”

He glanced at me before looking back at the road. “Yes and no. There’s shit you won’t know because it’s brother business. There’s other shit I’ll share.” He hesitated and announced, “At the end of the meet, I didn’t just call Tab like I told you about. I had to call my mom.”

Oh, he’d told me about dinner with his sister the next night.

But even with that scariness at hand, what he said grabbed all my attention.

So it was me squeezing his hand before I asked, “Why?”

“Women are getting dead, Rebel. She has ties to Chaos. They’re historical but all this shit is historical. Dad contacted her, offered Chaos protection. She didn’t take him up on that. So Dad asked me to follow up. I’m hoping she’ll call.”

She didn’t sound all that nice.

Harrietta dumped in the street, how something like that would affect Rush if it was his mother, I hoped she called too.

“Right, of course,” I murmured. “I . . . does she not know what’s happening?”

“It would not surprise me she’d be okay with getting dead just to make Dad feel like shit and fuck with Tabby’s head.”

All right then.

She really didn’t sound all that nice.

“Whoa,” I whispered.

“Yeah, she’s pretty stubborn and holds a mean grudge.”

I knew all about that kind of thing.

“I’m sorry, honey.”

He pressed my hand to his thigh. “It is what it is.”

“I’m still sorry.”

Another glance and a soft, “Thanks, baby.”

I shut up and looked forward.

“We’ll hit the market before we hit home,” he changed the subject. “Make a mental list of what you want in the house.”

“You want me to cook tonight?”

“If you want.”

I thought about making him dinner.

I thought about making him breakfast.

I thought about all the time I would now have on my hands that would probably be mostly filled with cooking for him, hanging with him while he did important stuff and maybe catching some TV.

These thoughts didn’t make me happy.

I was not big on having nothing to do.

It was then I remembered about brunch.

“Oh shit,” I mumbled.

“What?”

I looked at him again. “Brunch. Sunday.”

“What?”

“I asked Amy and Paul over for brunch on Sunday. That’s three days away.”

“Okay. So brunch for them on Sunday is on the agenda,” he replied.

“Um, I’m not sure that’s wise.”

“No worries. Boz or someone will have the main house. And I’ll be there with you.”

Oh boy.

His fingers tightened in mine and I was unsurprised he read my vibe.

He just read it wrong.

“You don’t want me there with you?”

“Well . . . uh . . .”

I didn’t finish that.

“Babe.”

That was a growl.

And he wasn’t done growling.

“You’ve met my dad and my stepmom, and Tab’s pretty much made it command attendance at her and Shy’s pad for dinner tomorrow.”

Eek.

I was ignoring the fact I was meeting his sister the next day.

A girl could only take so much.

It hadn’t even been twenty-four hours since we started our first date, for God’s sake.

“And you don’t want me to meet Paul and Amy?” he pushed.

“It’s not that.”

“What is it?” he demanded.

“I just . . . they’re not good after what happened to Diane,” I shared.

“I didn’t think they’d show throwing glitter and singing ‘Jeremiah was a bullfrog,’” he returned.

That was kind of funny.

He still sounded like he was getting pretty pissed.

Shit.

I had to come out with it.

“Well, it’s more about the fact that Paul is having a slight problem with his alcohol intake,” I admitted.

Rush was silent.

“And I might have promised Amy I’d talk to him about it.”

“Might have?”



“In the sense I promised Amy I’d talk to him about it.”

I waited for Rush to get ticked I’d gone all Superwoman again. Even if this particular bit was grandfathered into the whole thing about me taking care of everyone’s business before my meltdown, after which I learned my lesson to stop trying to take care of everyone’s business (maybe).

But he just sighed before he asked, “How slight is this problem with his alcohol intake?”

“He’s pretty much always wasted, not going to work. I had lunch with them this week, showed at noon, he was home and he was shitfaced.”

“Fuck,” he muttered.

“Yeah,” I agreed and looked forward.

“What are you gonna say?” he asked.

“I have no idea.”

“How about, ‘You getting slaughtered isn’t helping you or anybody, especially your wife. Sober up. Get to an AA meeting. Get your ass to work. And look after your woman.’”

I again turned to him. “As succinct and to the point as that is, honey, I’m not sure that’s the way to go.”

“Babe, this is what you got, so prepare for it because it’s all you got. Two things could happen with this, only two. One, no matter what you say or how you say it, he’ll listen, get his head out of his ass, straighten up his act and find a path to carrying on with his life even though he’s got a wound that will never heal. Or two, he’s gonna get pissed as shit, take that out on you, or his wife, cut you out, and maybe do that to his wife since it won’t be hard for him to figure out she put you up to this, even if he’s trashed, and you’re gonna lose him or them.”

Fear gripped my heart.

I actually felt it gripping my heart.

“Rush,” I whispered.

His hold on me tightened. “It’s gonna be either of those, sweetheart, and what you got to take from that is they’re his choice. You did what you did out of love and concern, and if he doesn’t get that, it’s on him. Not you. If he doesn’t get it’s hard for you to watch what he’s doing to himself and even harder for you to confront him about it, fuck him. I get the need to numb the pain with booze. But if he hasn’t realized by now it’s not gonna work, and you try to point that out and he throws it in your face, that’s him. All him. Not you.”

“I’m worried, Rush.”

Another hand squeeze. “I know you are, baby.”

“They say addiction is hereditary and we both know what became of Diane.”

“I’m no doctor but I see why that would tweak you even more than you’re already tweaked, but that also has dick to do with you. You gotta let others take responsibility for their actions and decisions or you’ll get buried under them and they’re not even yours.”

“You’re right,” I muttered.

“I know.” He did not mutter.

“And that sucks,” I said.

“I bet.” That, he muttered.

I examined his profile. “Are you pissed I took this on?”

“Rebel, I get pissed you do this shit, I might as well get pissed your eyes are blue.”

I stared at his profile.

“It’s you. I could try to change it, but I don’t know why I would. I would not be lookin’ forward to fucking you senseless after we get home from the store if this wasn’t a part of you.”

I continued to stare at his profile (but I did it squirming a little).

“Strike that, I probably would. You got a great ass, great legs, great hair, a beautiful mouth and you’re a great lay. But I heard what you were up to, baby. I read in the file why,” he said quietly. “And I was way interested before you got in my face about how I hijacked you and definitely way before I got your nails curled into my ass.”

Wow.

“Do not take that as encouragement to keep jacking your shit up in everyone else’s,” he finished on an order.



“I’ll try to stop jacking up my shit in everyone else’s,” I said softly.

“You’re totally gonna fail at that,” he murmured.

I probably was.

“Who I’m pissed at is Amy,” he declared.

Now that surprised me.

“Why?”

“Landing that shit on you?”

“She lost her daughter, Rush,” I reminded him carefully.

“I know. She’s still a grown-ass woman. You got sensitivity to her because she lost her daughter. She has no sensitivity to you that you lost a friend. There’s take and no give, that shit ain’t right.”

“I think maybe in this scenario I need to have more sensitivity than she does,” I told him.

“I think you bein’ you, that’s the way you see it. What you gotta get is, it’s not my job to look after Amy and not just because I haven’t met the woman yet. Because it’s my job to look after you. And someone lays the heavy on you, it makes that hard to do.”

And he just couldn’t help being all . . .

Rush.

I strained the limits of the seat belt to lean his way and kiss his jaw.

He kept his hand tight in mine when I sat back, and he changed the subject again.

“What are you making me for dinner?”

“If I’m gonna be fucked senseless, all I’ll have in me is dialing in our Chinese delivery order.”



“Works for me.”

Just that easy.

I’d had a lot of hard. Not struggle, just hard.

My parents didn’t get me. They’d never understood me. A creative soul was like the workings of the mind of Stephen Hawking to them. And it went without saying, what they didn’t understand, they abhorred, and they didn’t mind acting on that.

And I had to watch Diesel bear the burden of knowing they totally would not get him.

Not to mention, generally, I grew up among the strains of small-minded hate couched vaguely in religion and patriotic loyalty.

I left home, struggled with money and paying dues and kissing ass until I made enough of a name for myself, I could strike out on my own.

Then my friend was murdered, and I allowed myself to get pulled under.

“What are you thinking?” Rush asked.

“That I like that you get me.”

He said nothing.

Just held my hand.

“Molly is gonna love you,” I shared.

“Good,” he murmured.

“Though Molly loves almost everybody,” I added.

“I see why you two get along so good.”

Nice.

“D and Mad are totally gonna put you through the wringer,” I told him. “You’ll have to prove your salt.”

“Nothin’s worth it, you don’t have to earn it somehow.”

Oh, he was earning it all right.

I pulled his hand to my thigh.

He released my fingers to curl his on my leg, claiming my flesh.

I just rested my hand on top of his.

Because that felt good.
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“Go.”

God.

“Go.”

God.

“Go, baby,” Rush growled in my ear.

Fingers wrapped around the top of his low headboard, the fingers of my other hand curled around the back of his neck, on my knees, ass tilted, taking Rush’s cock, with one of his hands between my legs, finger circling my clit, the other at my breast, rolling my nipple. My head fell back to his shoulder and I went.

A couple of seconds later, I heard and felt Rush go too.

Yeah, he was the coolest guy I’d ever met.

And he was really good in bed.
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“Eugenie?”

“Cole?”

“Eugenie?”

“Cole?”

“Cole’s a kickass name, Rebel. But Eugenie?”

“I didn’t give myself that middle name, Rush. And we’ve already established my parents are losers.”

He grinned at me.

Meryl had been briefed. I was sending her my notes tomorrow morning.

There were Chinese delivery cartons all over the floor.

And beer bottles.

But we were naked, tangled up together on our sides, facing each other in bed.

“No one calls you Cole?” I asked.

“Mom used to, when she was pissed at me. Dad sometimes. Tab on occasion,” he answered. “But mostly no.”

I pressed deeper into him, so his arms got tighter around me.

“That’s kind of a waste. Cole is a kickass name, honey.”

He grinned in my face. “I know.”

“Is your dad’s real name Tack?”

He shook his head on the pillow. “Nope. Kane.”

“That’s a kickass name too.”

“Yeah. Tab and Shy named their boy after him.”

“Sweet,” I whispered.

But secretly, I was kinda ticked they got to it first.

“Though everyone calls him Playboy,” he shared.

That was surprising.

“How old is he?”

“He’s a baby, but he’s still a flirt.”

I smiled at him and said, “You boys are into your nicknames.”

“Biker names. Street names.” He gathered me closer. “Old lady names.”

“Tyra is Cherry,” I told him what he knew.

“To the men. Dad calls her Red.”

It wasn’t original.

But it was cool.

“I’m not a Punk,” I announced.

“Babe, don’t fight it. It lands on you, no getting rid of it. Speck’s been trying to get us to call him Doomsday for years now, and that shit is never gonna happen.”

I giggled. “Doomsday?”

He smiled at me. “Yep.”

“How’d he get the name Speck?”

Rush shut up.

Oo, this was going to be good.

“How’d he get that name, Rush?”

“You don’t wanna know.”

“I do.”

“Trust me.”

I pushed into him until he fell to his back and I was lying down his side, my face in his. “Tell me.”

He gave in.

I knew he would.

Easy.

“He was a recruit, goin’ at a biker bunny on the couch in the Compound. Hound walked in, surprised him. He pulled out and kinda came, but didn’t, shooting a little on her shirt. Wasn’t there. Not in the know about what his normal wad is. Don’t wanna know. But Hound was there. And he became Speck.”

I giggled more.

“So don’t bitch about Punk. At least you’re not Speck.” He paused. “Or Spunk,” he finished.

Gulk.

“Totally not gonna bitch about Punk after that,” I told him.

His hands moved over my ass, his eyes doing the same over my face, and he murmured, “Things get kinda wild with us, babe.”

“This is not a surprise, babe,” I replied.

“You gotta roll with it.”

“I’m down with that.”

His gaze kept roaming my face.

Then he turned me and covered me.

“I’m not gonna fuck you on the couch in the Compound,” he promised.

“Thanks for that,” I teased.

“Might feel you up.”

I grinned up in his handsome face as I moved my hands on his warm skin.

Thus I caught his beautiful eyes going lazy.

“Gonna eat you now, though,” he told me.

My hands stopped moving as I trembled beneath him.

He touched his mouth to mine then he slid down my body.

It was Rush who spread my legs.

But I didn’t fight him.
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I had both hands flat to the headboard over my head, pushing my body down rhythmically, my ass cradled in the V of Rush’s thighs, my focus hazy, my eyes on him as he knelt between my legs, thrusting inside.

His eyes were on me, all over me, both hands gripping my hips, yanking me into his cock.

“You ready to get busy, sweetheart?” he crooned.

This wasn’t getting busy?

“Yeah,” I breathed.



I gasped as he lifted up to just his knees, taking my hips with him.

He powered in harder, holding me to take his drives, dropping his head to watch me do it.

God, that was hot.

“Sweet pussy,” he murmured.

Hot.

“Rush,” I whimpered, pushing harder into the headboard to get more.

His eyes came to mine. “Clit, Rebel.”

I did as bid, moving one hand to roll my finger on my clit.

Awesome.

My neck bent back and my knees lifted.

“Yeah, baby,” he grunted.

I rolled into his quickening thrusts.

His hands went behind my knees, holding them high, spreading them wider.

My head straightened and my gaze caught his.

“Rush,” I whispered.

His attention locked on my face.

And he fucked me.

Hard.

My back arched, my hand between my legs flew behind me, slamming into the headboard. I flattened it and pounded into him, my lips parting and my eyes closing as it overtook me.

“You down?” he asked thickly as I started slowly skidding out of my climax.

My eyelids fluttered.

“Rebel, you down?”

I licked my lips.

“Babe, look at me.”

I fought to focus on him.

“Rebel, watch me fuckin’ you,” he growled.

I focused on him.

God.

His face dark. His eyes shadowed. The muscles in his chest and biceps bunching. His abs and hips surging with a rhythmic beauty that was power and maleness and grace all rolled into one.

Okay, maybe I was beginning to understand the concept of porn.

“You’re beautiful,” I whispered.

“Baby, you got the wrong view,” he returned roughly.

Nice response.

“Fuck me,” I urged, even if my body was already bouncing, taking his thrusts.

He did as I urged, but harder.

I slid my hand back between my legs and with the tips of my fingers felt in another way him taking me.

We felt great.

“Fuck me, Rush.”

He let my legs go, bent over me, gathered me in is arms, lifted me to him, then pounded me down as he drove up, grunting in my neck where he’d buried his face.

I rounded him with my legs at his hips, my arms at his shoulders, and held on for the ride.



His hand fisted in my hair as he ground me into his cock and tagged my earlobe in his teeth before he let it go and groaned heavily in my ear.

I clutched him with everything I had as his hips twitched up into mine a few times before he settled back on his calves and held me to him, still connected.

His lips moved on my neck, but I did nothing, just breathed him in, his tang, the hint of leather, and held him back, tight to me.

He eventually pulled his head away and I took my cue, giving him my mouth.

He kissed me, deep and long, before he broke it.

“Get rid of this condom, be right back,” he whispered.

“Okay,” I whispered back.

He touched his mouth to mine again before he pulled me off him, set me gently in bed, then exited it and walked to the bathroom.

I watched.

I stretched after he disappeared.

And I smiled when he came back.
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“Green, you.”

“Red. So . . . coffee.”

“Cream, no sugar. You.”

“Black, no sugar. Food.”

“Tacos. You.”

“My dad’s pancakes. Alternate, steak. Now movies.”

“Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon. You.”

“The Way of the Gun.”

Good choice.

“Song,” he said.

“Vintage, ‘Life in the Fast Lane.’ Not as vintage, ‘Elderly Woman Behind the Counter in a Small Town.’ Somewhat recent, ‘White Trash Millionaire.’”

“Babe.” He grinned. “Black Stone Cherry?”

I grinned back and said, “You.”

“Vintage, ‘Midnight Rider.’ Totally bad but still good, ‘Party Hard.’ Underrated, ‘Play Guitar.’ Inspired, ‘Bittersweet Symphony.’ Love song, ‘Where Dirt and Water Collide.’”

“The White Buffalo,” I whispered.

“‘Wish It Was True.’”

“‘The Observatory.’”

“‘I Got You.’”

We stared at each other through the shadows cut by moonlight, finding ourselves connecting in new ways that were not as exciting as giving each other orgasms, but they were just as important.

“Vacation,” he said.

“Beach. You.”

“Long stretch of road, my girl on the back of my bike.”

How did that sound better than a beach?

“Mountains or city?” he asked.

“Mountains. You.”

“Totally. Girl name,” he said.

That came as a surprise.

A sweet one.

I melted into him.

“Clara,” I said softly. “You.”

“Amity. Now boy.”

“Boone. You.”

“Rhodes. So, how many?”

“Two.”

“Two.”

God.

We so worked.

And Rhodes was a cool name.

Not as cool as Kane.

Still.

He fell to his back, pulling me on top of him.

I settled in.

He slid my hair back and held it in both hands.

“Winter or summer,” he whispered.

“Essence’s garden is pretty in the winter, but only if there’s snow. It’s magical in summer. So summer. You.”

“Can’t ride a bike every day in the winter.”

“Yeah,” I replied.

He kept my hair held back in one hand and moved his other so he could wrap his arm around and hold me at the waist.

“Never cut your hair,” he murmured.

“Never cut yours,” I murmured back.

His face got soft, he used my hair to guide my mouth to his and then he kissed me.

I just lay on top of him and kissed him back.
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“She wanted to be a therapist.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. Physical therapy, she thought.”



His hands moved on me, light, soothing, but he said nothing.

I burrowed closer.

“We’d have binge nights. Buy a bunch of junk food. Watch entire movie series. Star Wars, Empire, Return. Godfather one, two and three. Kill Bill. Lord of the Rings. Harry Potter was a whole weekend gluttony sort of thing.”

Rush remained silent.

“She liked Whoppers and Doritos. I’m a Milk Duds and Fritos Honey Barbeque girl.”

Rush started playing with the ends of my hair.

“I sprained my ankle once, the day before one of her charity runs. She showed that morning with a wheelchair. To this day, I have no idea where she got it. But that was Diane. She came up with the wildest ideas and had it in her to see them through. She pushed me in that chair through the whole race. She came in last. Everyone thought there was something wrong with me and we got this huge ovation when we came over the finish line. We didn’t know how to tell hundreds of people I’d just sprained my ankle, so we went with it. Did it up big. Diane took bows. I blew kisses. We made a big show. Amy stood on the sidelines laughing herself sick. It might not have been nice, but it was funny, and I don’t think I ever laughed that hard or that long in my life.”

Rush kissed the top of my head.

I closed my eyes.

“I miss her,” I whispered.

“Yeah,” he whispered back.

“And what sucks more is, I started missing her way before she died.”

Rush quit playing with my hair and just held me close.

“Yeah,” he repeated.

I pushed my face in his throat and thought of Whoppers, Fritos, Han Solo, Uma Thurman, Legolas and how good it felt when your sides hurt because you were laughing so hard.

Then in Rush’s arms, after nine months of holding on way too tight, I let the bad of Diane go.

But I held on to the good.
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“She sold you?”

My voice was rising.

“Babe, I told you she wasn’t a great mom.”

Not a great mom?

“She sold you.”

“Her man had some money troubles.”

“I don’t care.”

“These troubles involved the Russian mob.”

Holy shit.

The Allen Circles of Hell.

Yikes.

But even so . . .

“I don’t care.”

“It was good, baby,” he murmured. “We wanted the break from her. Tab needed it. Dad paid for it. He didn’t mind.”

“But . . . your mother sold custody of her children to their father.”

“I don’t remember how it went,” he muttered. “But I think Dad ended up not havin’ to pay seein’ as Mom’s old man got dead . . . or something.”

Apparently, there were so many of them, he couldn’t even fully remember one of his Circles of Hell.

“Oh my God.”

“Before that went down, Tyra beat the snot out of her in the forecourt.”

I stared down at him and caught his grin in the moonlight when I did.

“Wearing her heels and one of her tight skirts,” he added.

A mental image immediately formed, and I didn’t even know what his mother looked like.

Still, the image was priceless.

“No shit?” I breathed.

“I wasn’t there, but think the story goes that it took two, three brothers to pull her off.”

I smiled. “Go, Tyra.”

He fell silent.

It didn’t feel good.

My smile died.

“Rush?” I called, even though I was mostly laying on him, my hips to the side, my chest to his.

“I hope she calls me.”

I rubbed his stubbled jaw with the backs of my fingers. “I hope she does too.”

“You know, it’s been a wild ride, especially the last decade, but before that too. Big ups. Serious downs. Tyra getting stuck not counting, considering that’s in a league all its own, the worst for me was givin’ up on my mom ever bein’ a real mom.”



I hated that for him.

Really hated it.

If there was ever a son who deserved a fantastic mother, it was Rush.

Well, and Diesel.

But also totally Rush.

“Yeah,” I whispered, ducking in to touch my lips to his throat.

He kept my head there by turning it and tucking it under his chin, my cheek to his collarbone.

“I was seventeen when I met Ty-Ty. Wish she’d have come earlier,” he muttered.

“Yeah,” I whispered again, shoving my arm under him to hold him to me.

“At least we got her.”

“She loves you as if you were her own, you know,” I told him.

He said nothing for a second.

Then he said, “Yeah.”

I lifted my head to look down at him. “You’re a good son, honey, with all that, still trying to look out for your mom.”

He slid his knuckles across my cheekbone, watching them go.

Then his eyes came to mine and he repeated without much believability, “Yeah.”

“You can only do what you can do. You reached out. Now it’s her choice.”

“Swallow my own medicine?” he asked.

“Sorry,” I said softly.

“But you’re right.”

I didn’t reply.

“Still, call her again, she doesn’t get in touch, go up to Boulder and haul her ass down here kicking and screaming if I have to.”

And he’d totally do that. I knew it.

“A good son,” I told him. “Even if being that requires kidnapping.”

He smiled up at me and it appeared genuine.

And he again said, “Yeah.”
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Rush held my hair back in both hands, and even if he only had moonlight, I suspected he was watching my mouth take his cock as he fucked my face.

He was standing at the side of the bed.

I was on all fours on it.

He pulled out, growled, “Pussy,” and slid his hands out of my hair, along my jaw before they fell away.

I switched positions, knees at the edge of the bed, hands in it.

While I was doing this, I heard foil tear.

A couple seconds later, he was inside.

God, I loved having his big dick inside.

My head went back.

He reached out and caught my hair in a gentle grip.

Totally never cutting my hair.

Ever.

He fucked me and he kept fucking me, and then more, and I took it and I loved it until he jerked back on my hair, curled over me, went at my clit and I came for him.

And I loved that more.

He let my hair go, pressed between my shoulders until I went down off my hands and he kept at me until he came for me.

I loved that too.

He glided inside, running his fingertips over my ass until he pulled out.

He pressed me to my side, righted me in bed, tossed the sheet over me and went to the bathroom.

He came back, got under the sheet with me, curled into my back and rounded me with an arm, pulling me close.

“Clara,” he murmured.

I smiled into the pillow.

“Rhodes,” I whispered.

He pulled me closer.



“Sleep, Rebel.”

“’Night, Rush.”

“Goodnight, baby.”

I closed my eyes and, held to the warmth of Rush in all the ways he gave that to me after the single best night of my entire life, I fell asleep.
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Balance

Rebel

The next morning, Rush and I walked into the parlor at Essence’s.

And there we saw a burly man with dark hair and glasses sitting in a chair with a cat on his lap, one on the arm of his chair, one batting at a stray thread at the ragged hem of his jeans and one on the back of the chair, paws at his shoulder, kneading his tee.

“Yo, Roscoe,” Rush greeted.

“Yo,” the brother called Roscoe I had not yet seen replied, then his eyes came to me, before they dropped to my legs.

Even though we spent most of the night talking and fucking, we had to get up early so I could get to my place to scan and email my notes to Meryl and Rush could get on with his day, which might possibly include kidnapping his mother if she didn’t reply soon to the second voicemail he’d left her that morning.

So I’d had a shower. Blew out my hair. And with the way things were going, I’d carefully selected an outfit.

A short, faded-out, tight, black jean skirt. A sloppy plaid shirt over a Ramones tee. A fall of chains and pendants, short and long, at my neck. Hair down and messy. Big hoops in my ears that could be seen through the strands. High-heeled bootie sandals, toes peeking out. Enough makeup, it kinda hid I had about two hours of sleep.

And red lipstick.

It might seem OTT, but a smart girl only got caught out once, and I liked to think I was smart (most of the time), so that shit was not happening to me again.

“Yo,” Rush barked, and him repeating that, but mostly how he did, had me jumping and turning my head to look at him.

My biker did not look super pleased.

“Wanna scrape your eyes off my woman’s legs before I do it for you?” he rumbled his non-suggestion.

Hmm . . .

Interesting.

So he didn’t mind me thinking his brothers were hot.

But he did mind one of them looking at my legs.

Before I met Rush, if someone had asked me philosophically how I’d feel about being involved with an alpha possessive guy, in all honesty, I’d have said it was A-OK with me. I mean, if he didn’t take it to the limit, how sexy was that?

Now that I had indication I had that, it would seem I’d been correct in my opinion.

“Dude, she has good legs,” Roscoe replied.

“I know,” Rush bit out.

“Well, I got eyes, I can’t not see them,” Roscoe returned.

“You can not stare at them, or I’ll dig those eyes out and shove them down your throat,” Rush retorted.

Right.

That was taking it to the limit.

So I was also wrong in my opinion.

It was still sexy.

“Where’s Boz?” I butted in so they didn’t come to blows.

“He’s allergic to macramé . . . and cats,” Roscoe said. “He was a mess. There isn’t enough Claritin in the country to sort his shit. So I took over.”

Ah.

Okay.

“Where’s Essence?” I asked.

“My guess. Sleepin’ it off,” Roscoe answered, and it was then I noticed his fingers were scratching the cat in his lap’s ruff.

How sweet.

His gaze swung to Rush. “Apparently they had a nonstop party.”

This did not make me happy.

However, I was impressed.

“Boz can party through a severe allergic reaction?” I asked.

“Boz could party through Armageddon,” Roscoe told me and again looked to Rush. “I got her. And chill. Not gonna make no moves, brother. Yeesh.”

Bikers said “yeesh?”

I didn’t get a chance to ask.

Rush was issuing orders.

“I gotta go. Rebel’s gotta go to her place and do some shit on her computer. You’re walkin’ over there with her.” Roscoe started to get up, but Rush muttered, “Give us a minute to say goodbye.”

Roscoe nodded and settled back into his impression of a biker Bond villain.

Rush took my hand and led me to the front door.

Then he took my body in his arms, tight to his, and kissed me.

He used that full minute he told Roscoe he had, and then some.

Nice.

“If I can’t swing around for lunch or something, I’ll be back around five thirty to pick you up for dinner,” he said after he broke it off.

This worked for me. I could get a nap in and then have my whole wardrobe to select from to meet his sister that night.

“Cool,” I replied.

“You need anything, Roscoe’s on guard duty, not run duty. Get him to call Dutch, Jag or Chill.”

I nodded.

His arms around me got tighter.

“Last night was awesome,” he said quietly.

That’s right.

He just put that right out there.

I melted into him. “Yeah.”

His eyes fell to my mouth then his lips fell there, and we made out some more in Essence’s foyer.

All too soon, he broke it off, touched his lips to my cheekbone, gave me a squeeze and let me go.

After that, he took off.

I stared at the closed door, grinning like an idiot.

Then I went to the parlor to get Roscoe.

I had dinner with the little sister ahead of me and dark under my eyes.

Once I sent my notes, it was naptime.
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Rush

Two hours later, Rush stood in the September sun next to Hop outside his mother’s work in Boulder and put the phone to his ear.

It rang.

It went to voicemail.

He disconnected.

Hit her contact again.

It rang.

Went to voicemail.

He made a noise in his throat, disconnected, and hit her contact again.

It went to voicemail two more times before she picked up, snapping, “What?”

“Mom, it’s Rush.”

“I know.”

That was when he stood in the September sun, taking in a deep breath, knowing she knew it was him calling after years of not speaking to him, not seeing him, and she answered the phone like that.

His father was the best father a man could have. Rush loved him. Respected him. They disagreed, and they disagreed about important shit. But Rush admired his dad, and he had no problem at all with people telling him he looked like his father, and also acted like him.

The one thing his dad gave him that wasn’t the greatest was his explosive temper.



After Tack got Tyra, he learned to put a clamp on that.

At least with Tyra.

But that hold leaked out into life.

Rush had seen that. Learned from it.

It didn’t mean, for them both, that disposition didn’t run latent, and with the right stimulus it could be unleashed.

So he took the time he needed to lock it down before he again spoke.

“I’m outside your work,” he told Naomi. “You’re not here.”



“You’re right. I’m not there,” she agreed nastily. “You call me for the first time in, oh, I don’t know, about a fuckin’ decade to tell me somethin’ I know?”

The phone worked both ways.

He did not share that.

“Mom, left you two messages. I know Dad tried to get hold of you so you know what’s goin’ down. I’m here to take you to Denver.”

“Well, I’m not goin’ to Denver so you wasted the gas.”

“Mom—”

“Piss off, Rush.”

Rush stood still.

Not unusually for his mother, she started ranting.

“God, you’re so much like your father. Think you’re some kinda white knight in an MC cut. Well let me tell you, man, you are not. You’re an outlaw, born and bred. Newsflash, Rush, a law-abiding citizen doesn’t kick the shit outta some dealer who’s invading his patch,” she spat that last word like she hated the taste. “That’s still a crime and the type of crime that is, is spelled like felony.”

Rush had to force himself to speak.

“I’m not calling to debate what the brothers do. I’m calling to find out where you are because women are getting dead and I don’t want you to be one of them.”

“Yeah. I heard. And in case you twisted that shit in your brain to think it’s something else, let me tell you, it’s not. That’s on your father. All this shit is on your father. That psycho Valenzuela’s dead snatch. Reb biting it. Natalie in a body bag. Chew run amuck. He did that. The almighty Tack created that. It’s all on him. Like Black getting dead was on him. Like Crank biting it in the most hostile kinda takeover you can get is on him.”

“None of that shit’s on Dad,” he growled.

“Swallowed the blue pill, did you, Rush?” she taunted.

He had to keep it together.

“This is not getting you safe and I’m here to make sure you’re safe, Mom.”

“You don’t give a fuck about me, man. Don’t try to feed me that shit. You’re here because you’re your father’s dog and he said go, and you panted all the way down here, hopin’ to get your treat.”

Rush stopped staring blankly at the street in order to drop his head and stare blankly at his boots, focusing on breathing in.

Deep.

But his mother wasn’t done injecting her venom.

“So, let me tell you where I’m at with this, Rush. I don’t give a fuck shit’s layin’ heavy on Chaos. You want the truth, I hope they all get their throats slit. Bleed Chaos all over the streets. Make it dead. Like Natalie. Like Black. That’s where I’m at, man. Fuck your father. Fuck his Club. And you here to do his bidding, not reaching out to me, not lookin’ after your mom when she needed you, not for years, Rush, fuck you.”

She disconnected and he was left breathing heavily.

He dropped the phone from his ear and concentrated just on breathing.

“Let me guess, that bitch didn’t invite us over for tea before we got her ass safe,” Hop bit out.

Rush couldn’t look at him.

“Rush,” Hop called.

Rush stood completely still, just breathing.

He felt Hop get closer.

“Brother,” Hop said quietly.

“She said she hopes Chaos gets our throats slit. Bleed out all over the streets,” he told his boots.

The wall of rage that came from Hop and slammed into Rush might have knocked him over if he wasn’t focusing everything on standing there rather than finding a baseball bat and destroying something.

Anything.

If he had it in him to notice, he’d have sensed Hop retreating.

But he didn’t notice until he heard Hop talking.

“Yeah, Tack. We’re in Boulder. Naomi isn’t at work. Rush called her. All I got from him after their chat is that she told him she hopes we all get our throats cut, bleed out on the streets. I’m not givin’ that gash another second of my time. Wouldn’t have done it in the first fuckin’ place, but I’m here for Rush and Tabby. That shit comes outta her mouth, I’m out, my brother. And Chaos should be out. You want her protected, call a marker with Pope. She’s ceased to exist for Chaos.”

Slowly, when he could manage it without flying apart, Rush turned his head to Hop.

He had his neck bent, looking at his own boots, phone held to his ear.

Hop glanced at Rush then looked again to his boots.

“He’s pissed as shit, Tack, but he’s holding it.” Hop was silent a second before he started nodding. “Yeah, I’ll get him home.” Another moment of silence then, “Right. Later.”

He lifted his head, dropped his phone and looked again to Rush.

“We’re heading back,” Hop declared. “You gotta pursue this, come back with another brother. I’m sorry, Rush. But I’m done.”

“Hang a minute,” Rush grunted.

Then he looked at his phone. Hit the screen and put it to his ear.

It rang.

He got voicemail.

Then he spoke.

“Any love I had for you, and newsflash,” he bit, “there was still love, Mom. You killed it. You. Bonus info, reaching out goes both ways. After you sold me and Tab to Dad then spread that fucked-up brand of love you have for Tab instead of telling us we lost a grandparent not long after she lost her fuckin’ fiancé, you didn’t reach out either. Now, if you survive this, and this shit is serious and the threat is very real so that not happening is a possibility, you’re still dead to me. Forever. No turning back. I’ll have kids, and you won’t know them, like you don’t know Playboy. I’ll make a woman mine . . . a woman, Mom, who is not a fucking thing like you, and you’ll never meet her. I have no idea who shoved that stick so far up your ass it tore through your heart, makin’ you unable to give love, and not worthy of anyone lovin’ you. My advice, not that you give a shit, pull that stick out. Not for me. I’m gone for you. But in the years you have left, you’ll need somebody. Not someone to use. Not someone to abuse. Someone who cares enough to make sure you eat your Jell-O at the old folks’ home. Let go of the hate, Mom, before it buries you. And get outta Colorado. If you got it in you to do one thing for me and Tabby, save us from you bein’ delivered to Chaos under a sheet.”

He disconnected.

Shoved the phone in his back pocket.

And looked to Hop.

“Let’s roll.”
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Rebel

“So tell me about his member. He has a beautiful member, am I right? All the rest of him carries through to his crotch?” Essence asked.

It was after I sent Meryl what she needed.

After naptime.

After a late lunch delivered by Jag (one of the brothers, a recruit who’d helped hijack me, and yes, you guessed it, he was gorgeous—young, but hot).

We were hanging out in Essence’s kitchen, drinking fresh-brewed tea we’d poured over ice and shooting the shit, both of us standing, leaning full body on our forearms into the massive butcher block she used as an island.

My kitchen was a riot of color everywhere, à la Essence.

Essence’s kitchen was enormous, but nearly all white.

That was except for the butcherblock, the sky-blue paint on the walls behind her glass-fronted cabinets, little button knobs on her cabinets and drawers that were all different colors and styles, and a cornucopia of bright, mismatched, square tiles that covered the floor in front of the work area, the rest of it was wood.

“One could say God likes him,” I answered on a smile.

“Far out!” Essence shouted.

One of her cats, a poofy ginger one with a smushed face called Groucho, even though she was a girl (Essence was into gender-neutral naming) jumped up, sat, swished her tail on the block and stared at me.

We both ignored her. Cats anywhere—island, counters, enjoying the show when you went to the bathroom—was the way it was anywhere near Essence.

“He’s great, Essence,” I told her.

“I was getting that impression.”

“I really like him.”

“Not much not to like,” she said, lifting her glass to take a sip.

I shook my head. “He’s more than handsome, honey.”

“I hope so. Though he’s really, really handsome, and I wouldn’t normally say this, but he’s so handsome, back when I was in my prime and I could land a cutie like that boy, it’d probably take me a whole year to get over him if he was a jackass.”

I grinned.

“Well, he’s not a jackass . . . at all,” I said as my phone binged with a text.

I looked down.

It was from Rush.

I opened it.

Not gonna make lunch. Pick you up. 5:30.

I wasn’t surprised he wasn’t going to make lunch, considering it was coming on two thirty.

Still, it was sweet he touched base.

And it was cool having my first-ever text from him.

Cool. Hope you’re having a good day. See you later, honey. I texted back.

“Him?” Essence asked.

I lifted my head to look at her. “Yeah.”

“I knew because your aura turned all red and green and lots of pink.”

I totally had to download an aura chart.

“With some white,” she said softly in a way I knew that was more significant than the others.

“What’s white?”

“Balance.”

For some reason, that took the breath out of me.

“I like this for you, my Rebel,” she told me.

“I like it too,” I whispered.

“And you know, if he grows up to look like his father, you got years of goodness ahead of you.”

I grinned again. “I know. I mean, seriously. Talk about a DILF.”

She grinned back but noted, “Not to be a wet blanket, but this means, Rush becomes your old man, all the girls’ll think he’s a DILF.”

I did not care even a little bit.

If Rush became my old man, he’d be mine.

We both turned from staring giddily in each other’s eyes when Roscoe strolled in.

He was followed by a cat.

He stopped.

The cat stopped.

“Fuck, you’re drinkin’ tea,” he muttered. “Got any beer?” he asked Essence.

“You need to be on your game, keeping us safe,” I reminded him. “Not downing beers.”

“Babe, I drink beer with breakfast,” he retorted.

“You lie,” I said.

“I’d suggest you spend the night with me and find out, but Rush’d have my balls, so you just gotta trust me.” Back to Essence. “Beer?”

“I think Boz left some brewskis in the fridge,” Essence told him.

He went to the fridge.

The cat went with him.

He got his beer and left.

The cat went with him, as well as Groucho jumping off the butcher block to follow.

“I think you’ve been dethroned,” Essence remarked, staring at the doorway Roscoe disappeared through. “There’s a new cat king.”

This kind of bummed me out.

I loved her cats.

My phone binged again.

I looked down at it.

Amy.

I opened the text.

Sorry, doll, we can’t make it Sunday. Raincheck?

Oh boy.

“What?” Essence asked.

“Amy,” I told her, picking up my phone to text back.

“And this is why your aura went gray,” Essence mumbled.

Everything cool? I texted to Amy.

“We were having brunch on Sunday. She’s cancelled,” I told Essence.

“From your aura, and the expression on your face, I’m guessing this is not a good thing,” Essence noted.

My phone binged again.

Fine. All fine. I’ll call soon and we’ll chat. Love you!

“She’s so lying,” I murmured and texted, Okay. I’m here if you need me. Love you back!

“Lying about what?” Essence asked.

Off the hook for brunch. Not sure that’s a good thing, I texted Rush and looked to Essence. “Paul’s kind of been hitting the bottle a lot since we lost Diane.”

“Ah,” she mumbled.

“I’m worried,” I told her.

“You would not be you if you weren’t.”

“Okay, when I said ‘kind of,’ I meant he’s maybe borderline alcoholic, with about a week until that’s minus the ‘borderline,’” I admitted.

“Ah, hell,” Essence mumbled.

“I was going to have a chat with him at brunch.”

Essence’s face wiped clean.

“I promised Amy,” I defended myself. “She says he won’t listen to her.”

My phone binged.

Text from Rush.

They cancelled?

Yeah, I texted back.

“Rebel, child,” Essence called.

I looked to her.

“If the borderline gets ixnayed, Amy needs to step up.”

“She says she can’t get through.”

“Well then,” Essence replied, “she has to try harder.”

It appeared Essence was in Rush’s camp when it came to this.

I should not be surprised. She had the wisdom and experience of age.

He had what I was sensing was an old soul.

My phone binged.

Rush.

Not your gig. Let it go, he said.

See?

We’ll talk later, I replied.

I turned my attention back to Essence. “Wanna help me pick out a ‘meet the sister’ outfit for tonight?”

She allowed my subject change, God bless her.

“So you’ve met the dad. And the stepmom. And now you’re meeting the sister?”

I nodded.

“Well, dear, his unusual name doesn’t need explaining.”

I grinned at her again.

My phone sounded.

And when we talk later, I’ll tell you it’s not your gig. Let it go. So, babe, let it go.

Hmm . . .

It was a text, and Rush and I had precisely eight bubbles on our text string, so I couldn’t really know.

Still, that tone didn’t seem like him.

Essence yelling, “Roscoe!” made me look again at her.

She looked at me.

“I like having an escort everywhere, even to your cottage. It makes me feel regal. I wish we had some crowns.”

I didn’t think Roscoe would dig on escorting two chicks wearing crowns.

He came in, neck of the beer bottle in the fingers of one hand, Groucho upside down purring loudly cradled in both arms.

Okay.

He was a cat king.

Maybe he wouldn’t mind crowns.

“We need to go to Rebel’s to pick out an outfit,” Essence announced.

Roscoe scowled.

Nope on the crowns.

Essence snatched up her glass. “Let’s go!”

She bounced toward Roscoe not missing a step even when it looked like he wouldn’t get out of her way.

At the last minute, he got out of her way.

I grabbed my glass and followed.

I also decided not to text Rush back. I would be talking to him in person in a couple of hours. I’d suss out his mood then.

Now, I’d spend my afternoon being girlie with Essence, Roscoe and the cats.

And maybe get online and order crowns.
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We ended up deciding I’d wear my maxi dress with the V-neck, long sleeves and deep side slit that was robin egg blue with a hot pink, pale pink and green pattern on it that was busy but cool. Cowboy boots. Some necklaces.

The dress was pushing it, since we were coming out of summer, but I figured the cowboy boots and long sleeves evened it out.

And we both did a mani and pedi. Me, ballet pink all around. Essence, red and yellow for fingers, purple and blue for toes.

Needless to say, when Rush showed at my place to pick me up (I added text nine to tell him we were there, I didn’t explain it was because I had the footbath and all the nail polish at my pad), Roscoe practically tossed Essence in a fireman’s hold to get the hell out of there.

This made me giggle as I followed them to the door, shouting after them, “Tomorrow! Facials!”

“Groovy!” Essence shouted back, being guided almost forcefully down my walk.

Roscoe just made a noise.

But it as an unhappy one.

I turned my smile on Rush.

“Hey,” I said.

No “hey” back. No kiss. No touch. No once over of my kickass dress. Not even a glance at my hair, and I’d gone big for him.

He just said, “Ready to go?”

Okay.

Well, suffice it to say, I read that text right. He was ticked I was worried about Amy and Paul.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Great,” he replied shortly. “Ready to go?”

I studied him.

He had not shaved that morning, or the one before. And since I’d seen him every day that week, I felt I could safely say he hadn’t shaved since I first saw him. His stubble was heavy and full, but hot.

I could still see his jaw was tight, as was the skin around his eyes.

“Are you angry with me?” I asked carefully.

“No,” he answered shortly. “Now, babe, you ready to go?”

“Are you sure?” I pushed.

“Jesus, Rebel!” he suddenly exploded, and I froze. “I answered that. Now are you fucking ready to go?”

Okay, so him losing it like that I did not like.

And okay, our first date lasted thirty-eight hours and included a dead body, lots of sex, meeting both his parents, and knowing what he wanted to name his son.

But I did not know him.

And first, I was not going to his sister’s house with him being in a shitty mood.

Second, unless he was an exceptionally good actor, this was not him.

So I slowly closed the door.

“Goddammit,” he clipped.

“Talk to me,” I ordered.

“It’s rush hour, Rebel. We gotta go or we’ll be late.”

“I’m not leaving this house with you in this mood,” I informed him. “Now tell me. Are you pissed about Paul and Amy? Because I didn’t push them about brunch. I didn’t ask Amy how things were. I didn’t put myself out there for them. I waited so I could talk to you about it. So there’s nothing to be pissed about.”

“I’m not pissed about that,” he said tightly.

“Then what are you pissed about?”

“Right now, you not getting your ass out that door,” he bit.

“Rush—”

“God fucking dammit, if you don’t wanna go, I’ll take you to the big house and I’ll go.”

“I want to go. No. Honestly, I’m worried about meeting your sister. But I still want to go.”

“Then let’s go.”

“Not before you tell me what’s bothering you.”

“Nothing’s bothering me.”

“Rush, you can’t imagine for a second I don’t know something’s bothering you.”

“Jesus fucking Christ, nothing is bothering me!” he thundered.

I stood solid, staring up at him.

Belatedly, his plans for the day hit me.

“Your mom,” I whispered.

“Fuckin’ fuck me,” he growled, glowered at me, dropped his head, swiped his hand over the back of his neck, lifted his head, and his hair fell into his eye.

Impatiently, he tucked it behind his ear.

A hank of it fell back into his eye.

I’d never seen him do that. It was somehow cute. And sexy, even done while he was in this foul mood.

“Let me guess, you had to kidnap her,” I said.

“No, babe. But I did talk to her and after all this time apart she shared her love, Rebel. Covered me in it. It’s a wonder I don’t got rainbows shooting out of me, I’m so full of my mother’s love.”

I didn’t like what his words said, or the sarcasm he used to say them, but . . .

This was good.

Not good.

Absolutely not good.

But still in a way, good.

He wasn’t perfect.

He wasn’t going to be that side of our relationship that was about understanding and support and acceptance and tolerance and wisdom. It wasn’t going to be one-sided and eventually get to the point where I wondered why he bothered, then worried he was bothered, then did shit that fucked us up and made him bothered enough to get shot of me.

He needed me too.

And it already had been established I was a girl who needed to be needed.

I had a feeling my aura was white AF when I moved into him and put a hand to his abs.

“Tell me,” I whispered.

He gave me a look, which I’d have to check and make certain didn’t scorch off my eyebrows, before he spoke.

“She refused Chaos protection. Said she hoped we all got our throats slit, that being the end of our Club.”

I stepped back in horror, my hand dropping.

“Yeah, got that blood in me, sweetheart. Isn’t that awesome?” he asked, again with the sarcasm.

But I could oh so totally forgive the sarcasm.

“Rush—”

“We had a brother, long time ago, I was a little kid. He was like an uncle to me. Straight up, somethin’ ever happened to my dad, he’d come in, take on Tab and me, raise us like his own. Good man. The best. Club was fucked up with shit they should not be doin’, Dad was getting them clean. There was someone in the Club who wasn’t down with that. So Black got his throat slit to stop it from happening.”

“Oh my God,” I breathed.

“So yeah,” he ground out. “That cut close to the bone. She knew Black. She knew precisely what she was saying. And she still said that to me. And that wasn’t all she said.”

“What else did she say?” I whispered.

“She called me my father’s dog and told me I was there to get my treat. And she blamed Dad for everything that’s happening. Everything that’s ever happened. Including Black. And she threw in Natalie. Reb. All of it.”

“She loves him,” I told Rush. “She misses him.”

“Who? Dad?” he asked, looking at me like I was crazy.

“Trust me, honey, a woman doesn’t hold on to that kind of anger unless it’s rooted in love.”

“That’s whacked.”

“Who wanted the divorce?”

He shut up.

Tack had.

I moved to him again, putting my hands on either side of his waist.

“I want to say that you should shake this off. But it’s your mom. Even being distant from her, you can’t shake this off. I don’t know how to help you feel less anger than you’re feeling now. But I’m not sure I want to. That anger is justified. What she said is hideous, and it’s hideous even without a man you loved having died that way. The rest was salt in a wound. But your anger will burn out eventually, and that’s when I’ll feel sorry for her.”

Again, looking at me like I was crazy. “You’ll feel sorry for her?”

“Yeah. Because when you stop feeling this deep about shit she said to hurt you, she’ll have lost the power to hurt you, which means she’ll have lost your love. And when she does that, I’ll definitely feel sorry for her.”

Rush stared down on me.

Then I let out an, “Oof!” when he yanked me roughly in his arms and held on way too tightly.

I slid my arms around him and did my best to breathe before he came into himself and loosened his hold, but he didn’t let me go.

“Was a dick,” he muttered in my ear.

“It happens.”

“It’s not cool.”

“Maybe not, but in this instance, it was understandable.”

He lifted his head and I pulled mine back so I could find those crystal-blue eyes.

They were troubled.



“Honey,” I whispered.

“I got a bad temper.”

I didn’t miss that.

“This may make me sound like a freak, but I’m kinda glad. You were wearing me out by being perfect.”

His brows went up and his chin jerked back before his face relaxed and his lips twitched.

“Now I know,” I told him.

“Know what?”

“That you’re for real.”

A beat went by where his face froze.

It unfroze when he growled.

I lost sight of it after that because he kissed me.

I went up to the toes of my boots to kiss him back.

When he broke it, he murmured, “Ready to go?”

I gave him a big smile.

“Absolutely.”
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Still Giggling

Rebel

With the way things were going, I totally should have known.

Even so, I was unprepared for when Rush and I stood at the door of a nice house with a great yard, plump balls of rust-colored mums planted in some pots on the front porch, Rush hitting the doorbell and then promptly pulling open the storm, pushing open the door, and hand in mine, guiding me in only for the first thing we saw to be two dark-headed boys racing up to us.

I lost Rush’s hand because he was a big guy, and he was built, but no man could be tackled by two boys without at least going back on a boot.

He went back on that boot as both boys shouted, “Rush!”

I stared down at them, trying to come to terms with the fact that his sister had a baby, not young boys who looked maybe seven and nine (or around there), before I realized these weren’t Tabby and Shy’s.

They were Rush’s brothers.

His freaking baby brothers.

Of course.

I wasn’t having dinner with Rush’s sister, brother-in-law and their baby.

I was having dinner with the Allen family.

I processed that about a nanosecond before I processed Rush getting them both in a headlock and demanding in his rough, deep voice that was now filled with brotherly affection that they, “Give.”

That voice would sound like that, except better, when he had Rhodes in a headlock and he was demanding he “give” with fatherly affection.

On that understanding, my heart squeezed, my belly fluttered, and I had to remind myself it would not be appropriate to pounce on him mere seconds after entering his sister’s house with his baby brothers right there.

“Never!” one boy, the taller of the two, who I could just about see had blue eyes, shouted.

“Give!” the other boy who had green eyes shouted.

He was let go.

The tall one twisted around in the headlock, wrapped his arms around his bother’s hips and made adorable grunting noises as he tried unsuccessfully to heave Rush off his feet.

Upon a moment’s reflection, I saw Allen stamped all over the both of them.

They were totally Tack’s.

I then gave up any hope of passing on my red hair.

Or, say, anything.

The one with the green eyes definitely got those from his mother.

But other than that, they were all Kane Allen.

Like Rush.

It was then I turned my head and saw walking our way a female version of Tack, including his sapphire-blue eyes.

And apparently like Tabby.

Man, she was a knockout.

“Ride, kid, stop. I want you to meet my girl,” Rush said.

“Whoa,” the green-eyed one muttered.

This made the one who had not ceased his assault on his big brother do just that, step back and look up at me.

Then he went still.

“Rebel, baby, these are my little brothers, Ride and Cut,” Rush introduced.

“Hey,” I said on a smile.

The green-eyed one, Cutter, stared at me.

The blue-eyed one, Rider, blinked.

“What do you say?” another rough, deep voice came.

Not Rush’s, Tack’s.

I looked to see the gang all there. Tack. Tyra. Tabby. And Shy.

Shy was holding a baby to his hip.

Serious.

Good-looking men and babies.

Melt.

I turned my attention back to the boys when there was a clamor caused by them cutting and running.

They disappeared at the back of the house, which was kind of impossible, considering it looked like the whole main floor of the house was one big great room.

One big fantastic great room.

The living area had black-painted walls with some kind of treatment that made them look like velvet. A caramel-colored leather chesterfield. Black leather club chairs, four of them, allowing for lots of seating. Brass, iron and distressed wood. Great spot lighting. And a sepia print over the sofa that was an enlarged copy of a patent that had a drawing of an old motorcycle on it and was dated December 23, 1919.

The Harley patent.

Awesome.



The large open kitchen at the back was a cave of black cabinets, marble countertops, clean gray subway tile and chrome fixtures, lighting and fittings, with a glass bowl of green apples on the island that gave a pop of color and granite-colored countertop appliances.

To the left was a dining table and the area was so awesome, with the rest of the awesome, I couldn’t take it in.

The whole place was kickass.

And it smelled of good food cooking, which made it even better.

“My sons have no manners. I blame it on their father,” Tyra declared, coming to me and giving me a hug.

I gave it back, replying, “Anything wrong with children is always the man’s fault.”

“Takin’ the blame. Our lot,” Tack muttered, moving in after his wife, looking in my eyes and saying, “Hey, darlin’,” before he gave me a one-armed hug around my shoulders that included an affectionate jostle.

I liked that they hugged.

I liked it a lot.

I smiled at him when he let me go only to have Shy come in and say, “Hey,” before he gave me a one-armed hug, his around my waist, this necessitated by him having his son on his other hip.

When that hug was done, Rush cut in front of us in order to take possession of his nephew.

Oh shit.

“This is Kane,” he told me something I knew before he shoved his face in Kane’s neck, blew a raspberry, making the boy giggle and clutch at his hair. Rush then pulled him away and grinned in his adorable baby face.

Totally a natural.

Like he handled babies every day.

Okay.

I pretty much knew I was gone for this guy.

But watching that, and him with his little brothers, I was now officially gone.

I jolted out of my fascinated study of Rush with a baby when a woman’s voice said, “And I’m Tab.”

I turned to her.

Tyra was in one of her tight skirts, with blouse and heels.

The men were in jeans and various forms of tees (Rush, a washed-out blue Henley, Shy, a gray thermal, Tack, a black thermal).

Tabby was wearing black skinny jeans with the knees frayed, a dark-red, slouchy V-neck sweater that fell over her hips and down her shoulder, a black tank under. Bare feet. Burgundy toes.

Outside Tyra, who had obviously come from work, I was overdressed.

And I was okay with that. It said I’d made an effort, this was important. And I had made that effort because this was important.

Tabby put me right there. “Rad dress.”

“Thanks,” I replied.

“Want a beer?” she asked.

“That’d be great.”

She gave me a cautious smile, turned and moved to the kitchen.

“Please tell me you didn’t cook,” Rush called to her back.

“We like Rebel so we want her to survive the night,” Shy declared.

“I would care about the stick you’re giving me if I gave a crap about cooking,” Tab called back as she opened the fridge.

“I cooked,” Shy shared.

This surprised me, even with the smell.

Not him cooking and Tabby not.

The kitchen was pristine.

“Thank God for that,” Rush muttered then called to his sister, “I’ll take a beer too, you’re getting them.”

“Whatever,” Tabby replied, but came out with two beers.

“For God’s sake, give that child to Rebel before he sprains something,” Tyra ordered.

I looked to Rush to see Kane, aka Playboy, arching my way.

There was Allen in that child for certain.

But Shy was stamped all over him.

So maybe I stood a chance.

“Hey, kid,” I whispered, putting my hands to him and gently taking him from Rush’s hold.

He instantly latched onto my hair, grunted as he used it to pull himself up, and I ignored the pain in my scalp when he landed a sloppy wet kiss on my lips.

He came away with my raspberry lipstick around his mouth, bobbled in my arms with excitement and screeched his victory.

I started laughing.

Totally a flirt.

“Take a load off,” Shy invited. “And if he gets too much, hand him to whoever or put him down. He’s motoring now and he hasn’t found his quota of trouble today so we’ll need to give him his shot.”

I grinned at Shy, moved to the chesterfield and sat in it with Playboy in my lap, using a thumb to swipe my lipstick from his mouth, something he turned his head this way and that to avoid, clearly liking that mark of triumph.

The minute I got my ass to the seat, though, Playboy immediately showed everyone a healthy dose of the lace of my pale pink bra by yanking down my neckline.

I burst out laughing.

He started giggling with me.

I straightened my top then put him up to my face.

“You’re a little bugger, aren’t you?”

He dove in for another kiss.

I kept laughing.

“That’s it,” Tack growled, pulling him out of my arms and tucking him, belly down, at his hip.

I was disappointed Tack grabbed him until I saw Playboy reach out his arms like he was flying.

Too cute.

Okay, this family rocked.

My purse rang.

I looked up at Rush, who’d planted his ass on the arm of the chesterfield by me, and I shrugged the thin strap of my purse off my shoulder.

“Here, Rebel,” Tabby said, offering me the beer.

I turned her way, took it on a, “Thanks,” then opened my little bag enough to see that my phone said Diesel was calling.

“Gotta take that?” Rush asked quietly.

I looked up at him and shook my head, tucking my purse by my thigh in the arm of the couch.

D would leave a message.

“So, you’re a videographer?” Tabby asked.

She was in a club chair, Shy sitting on the arm.

Tyra also was in a club chair.

Tack was standing, keeping an eye on a “motoring” Playboy.

Good father.

Good grandfather.

I looked to Tabby, thinking it was sweet she went around my foray into porn.

“Kind of. I’d like to be a filmmaker,” I told her before taking a sip of beer.

“What’s the difference?” Tyra asked.

“Now, I do some weddings, birthday parties, anniversaries. Other events. Not my favorite, but it pays the bills.” Or did. “I also do videos for local bands. Some stuff for companies. Vloggers. I get to be more creative with those so those are better. But I’d like to make films. I have a script, I think it’s good. I just need to get organized. Find some funding. Maybe do a teaser trailer and—”

“You have a script?” Rush asked.

I looked up at him. “Yeah.”

“What’s the script?” he inquired.

I shrugged and muttered, “Just something I put together. Before I get serious, I’ll need a real screenwriter to take a look at it. It’s rough. It needs cleaning up.”

“Baby, you wrote a movie?”

I sat in the chesterfield and stared up at him.

Diesel.

Mad.

Molly.

Diane (when she was alive).



Amy.

Paul.

Essence.

Maybe a little bit from some other friends.

I would get it from all of them.

Easy.

But I’d never had the kind (or amount) of pride I saw in his face aimed at me.

It felt really good.

And he hadn’t even read the thing.

My parents and Gunner never looked at me like that. Not even when I won an award in high school that had my teacher telling me I should try to get into UCLA film school, sending in the video I made of our cheerleading squad and how hard they worked to get to state with my application.

“It’s rough, Rush,” I whispered.

“You finish it?” he asked.

I nodded.

“Most folks don’t type that first letter, Rebel. You finished it. That’s fuckin’ cool,” he replied.

“What’s it about?” Tyra queried.

I tore myself away from basking in the glow of Rush’s handsome, admiring face and looked to his stepmom.

“It’s about a band. Kinda like The Commitments, except set in Denver. They’re a rock band with a female lead. Very Blue Moon Gypsies, except the lead falls in love with one of the guitar players. It’s a romance with heavy elements of women in rock and the music industry, and band dynamics and dysfunction. But it’s funny, I hope. And has a message, I hope. And unlike The Commitments, it has a happy ending.”

“Cool,” Tabby whispered.

My phone rang again.

I shifted a bit so I could open my bag and look in.

It was Diesel again.

“Maybe you should get that,” Rush said.

“It’s rude,” I told him.

He gave me a look.

I read his look, pulled my phone out and pushed up out of the couch, saying, “Sorry, my brother’s calling. I’ll just be a second.”



Setting my beer on a coaster on the coffee table, I took the call, put the phone to my ear and moved to the other side of the room that had a dining room table over which hung a huge chandelier made out of what looked like crystals formed from ash.

It was awesome.

“Hey, D,” I answered quietly.

“Where are you?” he asked irately.

I stopped by the table, surprised at his tone. “What?”

“Where are you? Right now?”

Right now?

“I’m out to dinner,” I told him. “What’s going on?”

“Where at dinner?”

Where?

Why did he want to know?

“Diesel, what’s going on?”

“Where, Rebel?” he bit out.

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

“Where the fuck are you?” he clipped.

Whoa.

What was this about?

“I’m at dinner,” I snapped. “Now is everything okay?”

“Tell me where you fuckin’ are, Reb,” he demanded, and my back went straight.

“Where are you?” I asked.

I didn’t get his answer because my phone was slipped out of my hand.

I turned stunned eyes to Rush who was looking at me with my phone to his ear.

“This is Rush, Rebel’s man. What’s happening?” he said into the phone.

There was a pause.

Then, “Yeah, that’s what I said. Now what the fuck is happening?”

Another pause, a nod.

Then, “Unh-hunh.”



Pause and his eyes swept from me.

Uh-oh.

Rush was an eye contact guy.

This could not be good.

“Yeah,” he said to the dining room table, then he gave an address that I was pretty sure was the address where we right then were. “Right. Later.”

He took the phone from his ear and looked back at me.

“Your brother is coming over,” he declared.

My voice was three octaves higher when I asked, “From Phoenix?”

“No. He’s in town.”

In town?

Diesel was in town?

No, this was not good.

Generally, I’d love a visit from Diesel.

With his tone, I was thinking this one would not be enjoyable.

I just couldn’t imagine why.

“I—”

“Babe, I think you probably should have told him you went undercover as a CI,” he said.

Oh my God.

My internal organs stopped functioning.

“He knows?” I pushed out.

“He knows,” Rush informed me.

It was a near screech when I asked, “How does he know?”

“We didn’t get that far. But to say he’s pissed is a pretty mammoth understatement.”

Oh shit.

Oh my God.

Diesel knew.

Oh shit.

Oh my God.

He couldn’t come there.

Not at all, but not pissed.

I’d barely said a few words to Tabby. I hadn’t had the time to win her over yet.

And now my brother was coming over, from Phoenix, and he knew I’d been a confidential informant for the police.

Definitely yes.

This was not good.

“He can’t come here,” I said.

“Too late,” Rush replied.

“But, Rush—”

“Babe, you should have told him.”

Oh no he didn’t.

He didn’t get to make this decision.

“Give me my phone,” I demanded, holding out my hand.

He didn’t give me my phone.

He said, “It’s not gonna stop him.”

I put my hands on my hips. “I can’t believe you gave him the address.”

“Tab did something like you did, she didn’t share, I found out, I’d want the address.”

Was he crazy?

“Rush, you don’t know Diesel.”

“I’m gonna meet him pretty soon.”

God!

“This is not good,” I snapped.

Our discussion was interrupted when two boys rolled into the room, wrestling, kicking and shouting, “She’s gonna be my girlfriend!” and, “No! She’s gonna be mine!”

Rush and I turned toward the fray to see Tack sauntering over to his sons.

He separated them by means of curling his fists in the backs of their tees, dangling them in the air for a second, then planting them on their feet but holding them apart, yes, with his fists still in the backs of their shirts.

“We do this shit in front of company?” he growled.

“Cutter’s a loser,” Rider declared.

“Rider’s a jerk,” Cutter declared.

“We do this in company?” Tack repeated, his voice now deadly.

Hmm . . .

Tack might be a great dad, but he had his limits and they were short.

“No,” Rider pushed out.

“No,” Cutter mumbled.

“We act this way in your sister’s home?” Tack kept at them.

He got two grumbled, “No”s.

“Rebel is Rush’s, and she’s too old for you and you’re both too young to like girls yet, so cool it,” Tack ordered.

Boy.

The Allen men liked redheads.

“I’m gonna be big like Rush one day,” Rider told his father.

“And Lord help us all,” Tack muttered then gave them both a gentle shake. “You gonna cool it?”

They glared at each other.

“I asked my sons a question,” Tack said low.

“I’ll cool it,” Cutter forced out, not very convincingly.

“Me too,” Rider grunted, totally unconvincingly.

Tack let them go.

They both looked to me.

Rider froze to the spot and blushed.

Cutter raced again to the back of the house and disappeared.

Rider jerked out of his freeze and followed him.

“Yep,” Tyra said loudly. “Time to start taking Valium.”

I turned to the adults in the room and was saved from having my dress yanked down when Rush swooped low in front of me to scoop Playboy up from the floor.

Eyes on Tabby, I said, “I’m so sorry. This is ruining dinner.”

“I didn’t slave over the beef casserole right now in the oven that’s gonna knock your socks off. But even if my man did, you dress great and you’re obviously super cool. I was all geared up to disapprove and throw shade. I’m not gonna get to do that so the night was gonna be boring.” She was looking at me over the back of her chair and I saw her shrug at the same time smile. “Now I figure it won’t be boring.”

Tabby liked how I dressed and thought I was super cool.

I wished I could be super happy about her thinking I was super cool.

Instead, my ticked-off brother was showing out of nowhere at a family dinner, so I could only feel super freaked.



I still shot her a grateful smile.

Shy got up from the arm of her chair, saying, “Best make more salad and get Chill to go out and buy more rolls.”

Oh no.

They were going to ask D to stay for dinner.

“You really don’t have to do that,” I assured him. “I’ll talk to Diesel outside and get him to leave. We’ll connect later and I’ll explain everything.”

“And spoil the show?” Tabby teased.

“Well, yeah,” I said.

Her face gentled and she replied, “It’ll be okay, Rebel. We’re kinda used to drama. If you didn’t bring it, you would so totally not fit in.”

“That’s the fuckin’ truth,” Tack muttered.

Rush tossed an arm around my shoulders and led me back to the grouping, carrying a screeching-with-joy Playboy under his other arm like the baby’s grandfather had held him.

I looked up at Rush and said under my breath, “I think for the first time I’m really freaking mad at you.”

“You’ll get over it,” he replied nonchalantly.

Okay.

Now super really freaking mad at him.

Though I had to admit, he probably wasn’t wrong.

I huffed.

He took me to the couch, handed me my beer and put Playboy on the floor.

I sat.

Rush sat too.

“Need tequila?” Tabby asked.

“Do you have case?” I asked back.

More smiling and, “Sadly, no. But if Chill is going out to get rolls, we can get him to get us one.”

“I’d say with how pissed your brother sounded, it might be a good idea you stay sober,” Rush advised.

I glared at him as I lifted my beer and guzzled down a huge swallow.

Now he was smiling at me.

Jerk.

“Good you got a brother who loves you so much, he hears you’re up to something that worries him, he hauls his ass up from Phoenix,” Tack said, and the way he said it made me realize why his children were so devoted to him.

It was firm, but gentle and kind.

It said he got I was feeling freaked, but I needed to get over it and just deal with the problem that I created my own self.

“Yeah,” I muttered.

To say I didn’t enjoy the next ten minutes of chatting was an understatement.



So when the doorbell rang, I leapt from the couch, even if it wasn’t my door to answer.

I still didn’t get to the door before Rush, who had longer legs and a shorter distance to lift his butt off a seat.

I felt them all gathering behind me as Rush opened the door.

And it got worse.

Because it wasn’t just D.

Mad was behind him.

And Sixx stood next to Mad.

What was Sixx doing there?

And D had already opened the storm door.

Not wasting a second.

Shit.

D glanced at Rush then his eyes swept to me and narrowed.

Shit!

Rush opened the door fully, stepping back, an indication my brother could come right in.

Goddamned shit.

I started to move forward, saying swiftly, “Diesel—”

He stepped in, and his angry energy was so pervasive it made me stop moving.

“Have you lost your mind?” he asked quietly.

“D, just listen—”

“Have you lost your goddamned mind?” he roared.

“How did you find out?” I asked.

“Not from my sister,” he answered.

“D,” I said low.

“Sixx knows people,” he shared. “A body dump in the middle of some sick-ass shit involving death and picnic tables and porn and MCs, people in her biz buzz about. Your name came up as to where the most recent dump happened. She looked into shit. Some of her people know some cops. They shared. She told Maddox and me.”

I turned accusing eyes to Sixx.

I didn’t know her very well. She was friends with D, Maddox and Molly, and to my understanding the relationship was relatively new. But I’d had dinner with her and her man when I was down in Phoenix last month.

I liked her. She was cool.

Still.

“Sister, with this mess?” She shook her head. “No. I had to tell them.”

She might be right.

I still glared at her.

“Do not give that attitude to Sixx,” Diesel ordered. “And I asked a question. Have you lost your mind?”

“Can we talk about this elsewhere . . . later?” I requested. “I’m in the middle of something.” I paused. “And where’s Molly?”

“Bodies are being dumped, Rebel,” Diesel reminded me. “Do you think we’d bring our woman here when bodies are being dumped?”

They would not.

She might be in Australia, they’d want her so far away from something like that.

Probably where they intended to send me.

“Whoa, you’re huge.”

I looked behind me and down and saw Rider standing there, gazing up at Diesel like he was a superhero.

“And you’re like, ripped,” Rider went on. His dazed-with-little-kid-admiration eyes strayed to Maddox, those eyes got bigger and he whispered, “Whoa.”

I looked to Maddox.

Pitch-black hair. Full black beard. Black eyes. Not as tall as Diesel or as big, but he was a seriously fit guy. Wicked nasty handsome face in the sense he looked like a classic villain from a comic strip, the one you wanted to win over the good guy, mostly because he was the one you wanted to fuck.

Another world that didn’t have D or Rush, I’d totally do him. And it didn’t make me feel queasy to think that. Maddox was just that hot.

He turned his angry gaze from Rider to me.

Angry, he went from looking villainous to murderous.

That was hot too.

I couldn’t appreciate the hotness in that moment.

Oh boy.

“We’ll talk later. You’re done here, you come right home, Rebel. Then you’re packing and we’re taking you to Phoenix,” Maddox said.

Uh-oh.

I didn’t get the chance to get justifiably uppity that Maddox was treating me like a naughty little sister.

Rush moved to stand to my side, but partly in front of me.

“We got her covered,” he declared, his voice very growly.

“That’d make me feel a whole lot better if I knew who the fuck you were,” Diesel returned.

“Diesel,” I snapped. “Kids.”

D looked to Rider who had now been joined by an equally admiring Cutter and said, “Sorry, kid.”

“Dad uses the F-word all the time,” Rider shared.

“To my everlasting frustration,” Tyra mumbled.

“Rebel and I are together,” Rush stated. “And I get you’re concerned, man, but she’s not going anywhere.”

Diesel’s brows went up at me. “So you also got yourself a man and didn’t share.”

“We met on Tuesday,” I bit out.

Diesel’s torso swung back and he looked around, taking it all in, and with the Allen clan being obvious about coming from Tack’s loins, it didn’t take a genius to see what was happening.

But my brother was sharp, intuitive, empathetic and I’ll repeat, sharp.

He saw what was happening.

“Yep, I’m the sister. Those are our baby brothers. That’s my kid crawling around. This is my husband. And that’s my dad and stepmom,” Tabby confirmed Diesel’s look.

He turned back to me. “Meeting the family, Reb? Already?”

“How about this,” Tack pushed in. “You come in. Have a beer. Eat. We’ll talk. You can get to know us, know we got Rebel covered, feel better about the situation. She’s out. Not doin’ what she was doing anymore, but we’re not taking any chances. We’ll explain more over food. That work for you?”

Diesel looked behind him at Maddox.

Maddox settled in and crossed his arms on his wide chest.

That meant, “It’s up to you.”

My brother then looked back at me before doing a top to toe scan of Rush and swinging his eyes through the group.

“We’ll eat,” he grunted.

I let out a breath thinking this might be good.

It might be bad.

But at that point, I had no choice but to let it be.

And that was on me.

I should have told him.

Shit.

Rush looked over his shoulder at me. “Straight up, sweetheart, you got off easy.”

I narrowed my eyes at him.

“Word.” Diesel was still grunting.

“Who wants a beer?” Tabby asked.

“I have things to do, no dinner for me,” Sixx declared, gave Diesel and Maddox a meaningful look and then said to me, “Rebel, good to see you.” And to all, “Enjoy dinner.”

Then she was smoke.

I didn’t even see her use the still open door.

I had no idea what “biz” she was in or why she was there.

But yeah.

She was totally cool.

Tyra moved in and closed the door.

I again planted my hands on my hips, my attention on my brother.

“Are you even gonna hug me?” I demanded.

He gave me a look that would melt steel.

After I successfully avoided becoming a puddle, he moved to me and gave me a bear hug.

“You’re a goddamned lunatic,” he murmured in my ear.

“I know,” I said, holding on.

I saw Maddox watching us over D’s shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” I mouthed to him.

His cruelly handsome face got soft and he smiled at me.

Right.

There it was.

It’d be okay.

I knew that already.

But I was glad to have it confirmed.
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I lay on my back in Rush’s bed, staring through the dark at the ceiling.

Rush was lying on his back beside me.

I knew he was awake.

The sounds were distant, and muted, but unmistakable.

In the room down the hall, Diesel and Maddox were fucking.

“You awake?” I asked to confirm.

“Yep,” he answered.

Great.

“This is rude,” I declared.

“It’s late, Rebel. They probably thought we were asleep.”



He was right, it was very late, and I had been asleep.

Until my brother and his man woke me up with their fuck noises.

The grunting got louder, and it sounded like a bed was being pounded into a wall.

“Christ, they’re really goin’ at it,” Rush muttered.

“Ugh,” I pushed out, turned to my stomach and wrapped a pillow around the top of my head.

I felt Rush’s hand glide over the small of my back and the edge of the pillow pulled up.

I kept the rest held down.

“They probably heard us earlier,” he told me.

Gulk.

Suffice it to say, I forgave Rush.

Mostly because he and his family were so cool with D and Mad throughout the dinner they’d crashed, to the point the men lazed around the table for hours chatting and chuckling and drinking beer after it while the women did the dishes then hung around the bar in the kitchen, also chatting and chuckling and drinking beer.

I could not say that even with a rather thorough explanation of what was going on, they’d totally put Diesel’s and Maddox’s minds at ease about me. Mostly because what they had to share wouldn’t make anyone easy.

I could say when we left, my big brother and his man were no longer pissed at me.

“I hope not.” My words were muffled by the pillow.

“You come silent, babe, but you make a lot of noise before I get you there,” he shared. “You like panting my name . . . a lot.”

Gluh.

“And I like that a lot,” he continued. “Enough not to make you stop doin’ it.”

“Stop talking.”

I heard his chuckle as his hand slid fully around and he pulled the side of my body into the front of his.

I kept the pillow where it was.

Rush stopped chuckling.

“They’re free, and I like that,” he said quietly.

I lifted one side of the pillow and tipped my eyes up to his shadowed face.

“What?”

“At dinner, after the drama, they sat down, your brother got tense. Maddox doesn’t give a fuck what anyone thinks about him, that’s clear. But your brother does. Because he loves you. And he knows you wouldn’t be at that dinner with my family if things weren’t the way they are with us. So he slid right on edge, probably tweaked we’d figure out where he was at with Maddox, not knowing we already knew. That didn’t go away until Tyra asked about their commitment ceremony and he got it that not a soul there judged. Then he relaxed. Now they’re here, down the hall, fucking. Free. And I like that.”

I pushed off the pillow, got up on an elbow and he got up on his to come face to face with me.

“You like that?” I asked.

“Everyone should be free. Even if Maddox doesn’t give a shit, Diesel does. At least when it comes to you and the people around you, and what they might think of him and how that’d affect you. So he’s not. But he got that from us. He’s good. If he feels free to go at his man down the hall, he feels free around me. So yeah, I like that.”

God, this man.

I lifted my hand to his face, ran my fingers over the thick stubble at his jaw, and rested it curled around his neck, palm at his throat, murmuring, “What am I gonna do with you?”

“You missed the obvious blowjob, babe, still asleep. They got distinctive voices, could call it, and by the sounds of it, your brother gives good head. You could share that family talent about now.”

“Bluh,” I moaned, dropping my head and shoving my face in his chest.

“My cock is south of there, baby,” he teased.

“I can’t have sex while my brother is having sex.”

“Why?”

Pounding sounded.

And grunting.

So I didn’t answer a question that had such an obvious answer.

Because . . . gross.

Instead, I declared, “And I’m gonna have a word with him about having sex while they’re staying with you.”

“Why?”

I yanked my face out of his chest. “Rush, it’s rude. Especially being that loud. The neighbors are probably up and listening.”

He slid his hand up my spine and pulled me to him. “Rebel, babe, he was worried sick about you. I think we got him to the point he’s good about you bein’ safe. But he still felt that, and trust me, those feelings do not go away easy. He’s gotta work that emotion out somehow.”

Rush stopped talking.

The rhythmic pounding was getting faster.

“He’s workin’ that out,” Rush finished.

“This is why when we go visit them, we’re staying at a hotel.”

“So you won’t hear it?”

“That, and so they won’t hear us. We should have told them to stay at a hotel tonight.”

“That was never gonna happen and you know it, honey,” he said. “Until he knows he can completely trust me, you’re not out of his sphere.”

That was so true.

“Or Maddox’s,” he went on.

That was so true too.

“And since, until this shit is over and I know you’re safe, you’re not out of mine, this is how it’s gotta be,” he concluded.

And this was also true.

“What biker has a guestroom?” I groused.

“One that regularly has Chaos poker games and got sick of Speck getting loaded and crashing on my couch, making me wake up and find him there, snoring, with his hand down his shorts.”

That would drive me to setting up a guestroom too.

An unmistakable noise sounded along with low, gruff indistinct but distinctly encouraging murmuring, and I shut my eyes tight.

“Well, Diesel just got his emotion out,” Rush muttered with amusement.

I decided not to respond.

Some slow rolling bed pounding and then quiet.

I stayed tense listening to the silence.

“Maddox blew earlier, during the blowjob. So you can relax,” Rush informed me.

“Gah!” I cried, dropping to my back.

Rush chuckled.

I loved he was cool with this.

I really did.

And I loved that he dug it that D and Mad could be free with him, his family, even feeling very free down the hall.

But seriously.

I gave it some time.

Not much.

I was a little sister.

“We could hear you!” I shouted.

“No shit!” Diesel shouted back. “We could hear you!”

Fantastic.

“Do it on the floor next time!” I yelled. “Gagged!”

“Wait ’til we fall asleep next time!” he yelled back.

“You suck!” I hollered.

“Yeah, I do!” D hollered back.

“Ugh!” I bellowed.

Diesel had no retort.

Silence prevailed.



Rush broke it.

“So . . . this talk about sucking?”

I turned to him and shoved hard at his chest.

He fell back, wrapping both arms around me, taking me with him, and doused the noises of his laughter by burying his face in my neck.

When his mirth left him, his arms gave me a squeeze and he said, “You got a good brother and he found himself a good man. I like them.”

And I loved that.

But I settled into his body feeling more.

Because it was then I realized that the careful smile Tabby gave me earlier might not have been about her not knowing if she liked me yet, but her worried if I would like her.

When it meant something, and this meant something, and everyone knew it, it had to be right all around.

I liked Tabby.

And Rush liked Diesel (and Maddox).

So it was right all around.



Not surprising.

But still awesome.

I turned my head, kissed his neck and said there, “You’re a good man, Rush Allen.”

One of his hands slid up, the other slid down, and he murmured, “Thank you, baby.”

I snuggled into him.

“Now about that blowjob,” he carried on.

I stilled.

Then I started giggling.

After that, I slithered down my man’s body and sucked him off.

He fingered me after until I came.

Take that, Maddox and D.

After we were done, Rush tucked us into a spoon and we’d barely gotten there before D shouted, “Christ!”

I again started giggling.

And shortly after, I fell asleep.

So shortly, I didn’t know for sure, but I think I did it still giggling.
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Inflation

Chew

Around that same time . . .

“What a waste,” Chew muttered, staring down at the body.

Damn Tack.

If it wasn’t for that asshole, Chew wouldn’t have to do shit like this.

Then there was Harrietta, that dumb bitch.

And Valenzuela, that stupid fuck.

But mostly it was Tack.

High and mighty Tack who thought he was king of the goddamned world.

Chew moved to her cheap skirt and dug in the back pocket, where he saw her shove the money he’d given her.

The fifty for the blowjob became two-fifty, seeing as she was good giving head, so he wanted all in, and before he blew in her mouth (or in the condom she was blowing, couldn’t leave that DNA), he paid to fuck her.

She was good with all the rest.

A pro.

That thought made a snarky smile hit his face as he retrieved the money and saw she hadn’t yet connected with her pimp that night to do any handovers.

She had an additional eight hundred bucks.

Sah-weet.

He pocketed the cash, went to his jacket, pulled out the surgical gloves and snapped them on as he moved back to her body.

Of course, he’d had to kill her. He couldn’t just rob them.

After he did, he couldn’t have her opening her mouth to anyone.

She had a gold necklace with a delicate chain and a little gold cross around her neck.

Like God was with this bitch.

She was lying there, very dead, but outside looking dead, she looked forty but probably was barely in her twenties, proof positive that religion shit wasn’t true.

That necklace wouldn’t bring much, but Chew needed all he could get. It wasn’t safe to find a fence, not with all those fucking cops sniffing around, Chaos up in everyone’s shit to find him, Valenzuela all over his ass. But just in case shit went south (though no way it’d go south, he had it all covered—but he wasn’t stupid, plan for all eventualities), he had to have whatever stash he could get.

He snapped the chain, pocketed it, checked her ears.

Cheap hoops. A bunch of studs up the lobe. Nothing worth anything.

Her wrists and fingers, the same.

He left her lying on the floor with her head in the pool of blood that had formed after he’d smashed it into the edge of the nightstand.

He moved to the bed.

He gathered the sheets and pillows and took them to the bathroom. He tossed them to the floor and nabbed the small cake of soap by the basin, threw it in the bath, plugged it and set it to running with hot water.

He moved back to the room and his jacket, reached in, yanked out the plastic packet of anti-bacterial wipes and went over the room. Anything he touched. Even her body. Anything he didn’t touch. He went through the whole packet of wipes.

Done with that, back to the bathroom. He flushed the wipes. Made sure they went down, as did the condom he’d flushed earlier before he’d dressed. Turned off the water to the tub and shoved the sheets and pillows in, being thorough, not leaving until they were saturated.

Back to the room, he swung on his jacket, tugged down the baseball hat and didn’t take off the gloves until the door latched behind him.

Head down, he moved along the outside walkway of the motel to the sidewalk, down three blocks and around the corner to his car.

Well, not his. It was someone else’s.

But now it was his.

He reached under the dash, sparked the wires and the car started running.

It sucked he had to do this shit.

But the guy he wanted to partner with had assessed the situation, followed the brother Snapper, looked into Benito’s operations and shared that a hit on Snapper would cost a quarter of a mil, and retrieving the bones from Benito an extra one hundred large.

A quarter of a mil.

Chew could not believe that garbage.

When Crank had taken the hit out on Black, it only cost ten grand.

It had been years, but inflation wasn’t that fucked up.

Then again, that guy who did Black was a moron. Chaos had found him in a fucking blink and then no one saw him again.

Apparently, Chew’s partner didn’t want that to happen to him.

You could make a pretty guaranteed getaway, you had a quarter of a million dollars.

The problem was, Chew didn’t have a quarter of a million dollars.

Back in the day, he didn’t have an old lady so he didn’t have a lot of expenses.

Now, if he’d had Millie, he wouldn’t have treated her like High had. Put her ass in some row house and let her keep working and going to school.

He’d have put her in a mansion.

Showered her with diamonds.

But since he didn’t have Millie, or anyone, his overhead was low. Consequently, he’d been able to hold on to a lot of his take from the days when Crank was in charge and they were raking in the cake from guns and whores and transports.

Not to mention, Chew took a little extra on the side from the whores, and not just his normal freebies.

He’d been able to conserve over the years, Harrietta working, living off what she brought in, Cammy getting into the act when he sent her in with Benito.

Man, he missed that girl.

She’d do just about anything to stop Chew from landing the beatdown on her shit-for-brains mother.

Nope.

That was wrong.

She’d do anything.

And she did.

Good kid.

But he had some dough left over. Not much.

Not three hundred and fifty thousand dollars.

He pulled out into the road to find another locale, pick up another hooker, and take care of more business. He had enough time before the sun started to come up, and since he’d already shot his wad, there wouldn’t be any delay. He could hit maybe two, three more. Four, if he was fast.

Eight hundred dollars a pop wasn’t going to get him where he needed to be as quick as he wanted to get there.

But this wasn’t about finding that three-fifty.

This was about the fact he had expenses.

A man had to eat.

And he had other irons in the fire.

Digger was gonna pay huge.

Man’d sell even his bike to get around what Chew had on him, and Chew was gonna take it to that.

And all the whores he was gonna plug were Valenzuela’s.

So . . .

Bonus.

He had only one night to pull this shit though. No one would find the bodies for hours. But tomorrow, they’d be all over his ass.

Or, more all over his ass.

But once he had those bones . . .

Yeah.

Once he had those bones, Chaos would fund his retirement.

Beach.

In Mexico or Panama or Costa Rica, or some shit where he’d be able to stretch his dollar a long way and live like a king. Get himself some brown-skinned pussy to suck his cock.

Maybe two of them.

It was all gonna work.

Put the hurt on Chaos in so many ways, stitching a black slash across their patches for a brother brought low—the quiet one, the solid one, the one everyone liked, everyone got along with, everyone respected—and living the rest of their lives knowing it was their money, money they earned clean and fucking legit, that set Chew up.

Chew parked, pulled another packet of anti-bacterial wipes and set of rubber gloves out of his glove box, and he did it smiling.

Because when all this shit went down . . .

It was gonna be epic.
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Knight

Six o’clock the following morning . . .

Knight Sebring’s phone rang, and his arms automatically tightened around his woman, Anya, where she was draped on his chest before he let her go with one to reach to his nightstand to get his phone.

He looked at the screen, took the call and put the phone to his ear.

“Rhash,” he greeted quietly.

Anya stirred.

He further tightened the arm he still had around her.

“Need you to come into the office, Knight,” Rhash said.

Knight’s body grew taut.

Anya’s head came up.

“Why?” he asked.

“Office, man,” Rhash replied.

Dammit.

“Right. Soon,” Knight said, disconnected and looked to his woman. “I gotta go into the office, baby.”

“Hmm . . .” she murmured, staring sleepily at him, but still doing it closely.

Fuck, she was beautiful.

Stunning.

He pulled her up his chest, kissed her while rolling her to her back, and when he was done, he moved down to her belly and kissed her over the soft satin there.

She’d carried his two girls in that womb.

She’d given him her love.

She’d given him their babies.

She’d given him everything.



So she was everything to him.

Anya and their girls.

He slid back up and touched his mouth to hers.

When he pulled away, her beautiful face was soft, and she whispered, “Come home and make breakfast?”

It was Saturday.

He worked nights.

Anya had her own salon, working Monday through Friday. Her other girls took weekend duty, she spent weekends with her daughters.

Their girls were now both in school.

So actually, weekends were theirs.

He had no idea what Rhash was going to tell him.

He still said, “Absolutely.”

She smiled, lifted up and then they were kissing again.

He ended it but only so he could get whatever this shit was done and get back to his babies.

Knight rolled away, made sure the covers were over Anya and hit the bathroom.

In fifteen minutes he was dressed and had swung back by the bed for another lip touch.

He moved out of their room, down the hall, around the corner to the girls’ room.

He ducked in, looking at them sleeping in their bunkbeds in a room so girlie, if it hadn’t been him who had given them that, he might feel his cock shrink just being in its proximity.

There was a filmy canopy enveloping the bunkbeds. A thick cascading fall of silk flowers was the backdrop. And the room was full of fur, feathers, poofs, tassels, ruffles and crystals.

Knight did not give that first fuck he spoiled Kat and Kasha (and Anya).

He was going to do it to his dying breath.

He ducked out of their room and left their apartment, remembering what had happened when he’d suggested that they move from what had been his bachelor pad—even if it was a nice one, twenty-five hundred square feet, sunken living room, elegant master, study, TV room, fantastic kitchen, big balcony, views of the city—to a home so his daughters could have their own rooms.

The reaction from his babies to that suggestion had been volatile (particularly Kasha, their youngest, loudest and most stubborn—Kasha was his princess, his serene Kat was his little queen).

This was probably because, if they were in separate rooms, the girls could not stay awake late, talking, giggling, sometimes bickering, and all the time driving their parents crazy.

He’d given in.

If they changed their minds, he’d find something and build the perfect bedrooms for them there, however they wanted.

He rode the elevator down to the garage, got in his Maserati, drove to the club, parking in the back. He let himself in, moving through the large space the cleaners were now cleaning, down the back hall to the stairs up to his office.

When he arrived, he saw only Rhash was there.

“Talk,” Knight ordered, going to the Nespresso maker on the low cabinet at the side of the room.

“Five of Valenzuela’s girls got dead last night,” Rhash reported.

Knight looked from selecting his pod to his lieutenant.

“I’m sorry?” he asked quietly.

“Same MO, multiple ways of dying. All found in motel rooms. One got her head bashed in. Three got stuck, two through the heart, one through the jugular. One got her neck broke. All had been robbed of money and any valuables they had on them.”

Knight stood immobile, staring at Rhash.

Knight’s mother had been a prostitute.

She’d also purposefully gotten pregnant by a john for the sole reason of having a savior.

A protector.

A knight to keep her safe.

It did not take a psychologist to understand why Knight now not only ran a successful nightclub, he provided vetting and protection for a stable of call girls.

Some called him a pimp.

Knight Sebring didn’t give a fuck what anyone called him or thought of him.

But anyone small-minded, unobservant or uninformed enough to call him a pimp, he really did not give a fuck about.

If the women had to do it—and some of them did, some of them liked doing it—and they came to him, he kept them safe.

The end.

Valenzuela’s girls were not his.

But it was coded in his DNA to keep an eye on any woman (or man) who took that path in life, if they had to, or they chose to.

And if he heard they were not treated right, he stepped in.

If he heard they really weren’t treated right, he was fine with his interference coming ugly.

“They’re worried there might be more,” Rhash went on. “And it’s all preliminary, but I made a few calls, and it appears only one of them serviced her client before she was killed.”

Rhash paused, likely to assess Knight’s reaction.

He gave it a moment.

Then he stated, “They think it’s Chew Lannigan.”

“Get me a meet with Tack,” Knight growled.

“On it. Called him. He already knew. He’s got a meet with Valenzuela on Monday, you’re now invited.”

“Monday is not soon enough.”

“The meet was today. Not surprisingly, Valenzuela was also on the phone with Tack this morning delaying the meet. He’s got different priorities right now.”

“Tack share Valenzuela’s vibe?” Knight asked.

“He’s pissed.”

Knight turned to the coffeemaker, ordering, “I want our men blanketing Denver, looking for that fuck.”

“On that too. If they’re not mobile already, they’re getting that way.”

Rhash.

Good lieutenant.

Good man.

“Coordinate that with Chaos,” Knight directed.

Rhash nodded.

“Call them in,” Knight said.

Rhash knew exactly what he was saying.

“Man, Sylvie just gave birth,” Rhash reminded him. “No way Creed is gonna come up here, and I can’t even tell them. He’d have my balls, because if Sylvie knew this shit was goin’ down, she’d be up here and all over it, even nursing every two hours.”

Fuck.

“Raid and Deacon,” Knight pushed and finished, “And Nick.”

Rhash nodded.

He shoved the pod in the machine and it started to do its magic.

He stared at it as it did and said softly, “Chew Lannigan redefines the word stupid. The man should have left town when he had his shot.”

“Yeah, he should’ve,” Rhash agreed.

Knight watched the rich, frothy dark fill his glass cup.

“We’ll find him, Knight.”

They would.

Or someone would.

Chew Lannigan’s days of freedom were over.
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Lee

Seven thirty that morning . . .

Lee Nightingale stood in his office at his private investigations firm with his men Luke, Vance and Hector.

“We need to get in this,” he growled.

“Knight’s mobilized. Hawk’s already in it. Valenzuela. Chaos. The cops. We join in, we’re gonna be bumping into each other looking for Lannigan,” Hector noted.

“Eight women dead, Hector,” Lee reminded him.

“I don’t like it either, Lee,” Hector bit out. “But any uncoordinated operation is clumsy, it could be dangerous and last, it could work in that fuckwad’s favor. More important, this motherfucker targets women. And I’ll be the first to say I don’t want my wife in his sights.”

Lee felt his jaw go tight.

He didn’t want his wife in Lannigan’s sights either.

Not to mention Luke’s, Hector’s or Vance’s.



They’d already had their fill of that.

Lee looked to Luke. “Call Knight. Call Hawk. Call fucking Valenzuela. Hank. Mitch. And last, call Tack. Tell them, we got anything to offer that doesn’t include boots on the street, we’re on it.”

Luke nodded and stepped away, pulling out his phone.

Before Luke made his first call, Lee gave his last order.

“Rock Chick shut down. Any of them know this is happening, they’ll apply pressure and we’re all fucked.”

On that, without a word, just three looks, he knew he had total agreement.
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Iustitia, Tribus, Honoris, Observantia, Fidelitas

Rush

That morning, a quarter after eight . . .

Rush’s eyes opened and all he saw was Rebel’s hair.

He was just awake.

But he was still wiped.

Not a lot of sleep the night before, interrupted sleep last night. He was running on empty.

But they had a lunatic to find and he had two protective men in his house, so he couldn’t wake his girl, fuck her, and pass out again.

He had to get his ass up.

He did it, but he did it carefully, so he didn’t wake her.

He made sure the sheet was over her before he hit the bathroom, took care of business, washed his hands, brushed his teeth and went back in to wet his hands, pulling his fingers through his hair three times.

That’d keep the front back.

For about five minutes.

He needed a haircut about four months ago.

But Rebel didn’t want him to cut his hair.

And she’d gone for Joker, “the bearded one,” first when she was giving him shit about which brother would be next.

So his hair was gonna stay that way and the beard he’d unintentionally started growing when he didn’t shave on Sunday (or Monday, or since) was gonna come in.

He walked out, tugged on the jeans he’d worn yesterday, a fresh tee, then on bare feet, glancing at a sleeping Rebel, her hair all over his pillows, his lips turned up and he left the room.

He moved down the stairs, along the hall and stopped dead when the doorway to the kitchen was in his sights.

Diesel was sitting on a stool, turned to the side, wearing a loose tee and cutoff sweats, his feet to the rungs, long, sturdy legs spread wide so Maddox, in worn-out pajama pants and his own tee, could stand between them.

Maddox had a fist full of Diesel’s hair, using it to tug his head back, and he was going at his man’s mouth.

Rush really could not call it with these two. What he’d heard last night and the goliath Diesel was, even if Maddox was far from a slouch, he’d have said Diesel was top.

The dominant hold and position Maddox right then had, not to mention his overall manner, he was top.

Maybe they swung both ways in all ways.

Whatever.

They stayed long, just from the noises, he’d have no choice but to find out.

Rush was about to back away when Maddox sensed him, broke the connection, took his hand from Diesel’s hair and looked right at Rush.

Diesel looked over his shoulder, and Rush almost laughed because the man had his eyes open, but he still looked asleep.

Rebel’s brother caught sight of him, though, he immediately looked away.

So Rush walked right in, saying, “Yo,” caught a glance at the mugs on the counter in front of them and went on, “Cool. You made coffee.”

He rounded the counter and went right to the pot.

“Hope you don’t mind we made ourselves at home,” Maddox said while Rush pulled down a mug from the cabinet over the pot. “D doesn’t kickstart until after his second cup.”

“Don’t mind. Glad you did.” Rush went after the pot, asking, “You guys want breakfast?”

“Food’d be good,” Maddox answered.



“Bet it will,” Rush muttered, smiling at the joe he was pouring into the cup.

“Should apologize,” Maddox remarked.

Rush looked to him. “Why?”

“We thought you were asleep, brother,” Maddox told him.

“I was. Rebel was. You woke us up.”

“That wasn’t cool,” Maddox replied. “And it was unintentional. Things just got . . . outta hand.”

Rush shook his head, putting the pot back and reaching for the sugar. “I don’t give a shit, man.” He shot them a smile. “Now, Rebel. Skeeved her out.”

Maddox’s mouth was quirking. “Sounded like she got over it.”

“Thanks for the payback blowjob,” Rush muttered.

Diesel made a before-hurling noise.

Maddox chuckled.

“She still asleep?” Diesel grunted.

Rush nabbed his mug, turned and leaned a hip to the counter. “Yep.”

“We need to talk,” Maddox declared.



He figured that.

He took a sip and registered that he liked strong coffee, but they drank coffee strong, before he invited, “Hit me.”

“Anything you all left out last night?” Maddox asked.

There was a shit ton they left out.

But it was a shit ton they’d never know.

He liked these guys.

But they were not Chaos.

“Not that I know. It’s a mess. I’ve been in it for years and I can’t keep up,” he said.

Maddox went on the move, rounding the counter and doing it talking. “We thought we’d come up, get Rebel, leave. That isn’t happening. This shit is going down, we can’t leave.”

Rush got out of his way for Maddox to commandeer the coffeepot and watched the man move to their mugs at the counter, still talking.

“We got personal days we can take. That’d bring us to Tuesday. After that, we’d have to take vacation. We got some,” he was pouring coffee into Diesel’s mug, “but we also got a two-week honeymoon that’s comin’ up soon and that shit is happening. In other words,” he shoved the pot back into the maker, “you got a week.”

“Before what?” Rush asked as the man moved back around the counter.

“Before we take her and go,” Diesel forced out then sucked back more joe, a lot of it, hot, and Rush was impressed he didn’t run directly to the freezer to suck on an ice cube.

He thought this instead of allowing his back to get up when they mentioned taking Rebel.

“There’s no timer on this situation,” Rush informed them.

“There is now,” Maddox replied, planting his ass on a stool but lifting his hand toward Rush. “You’re solid. Your Club sounds solid. Nothin’ but good vibes, brother.” He dropped his hand. “And not sayin’ dick about your ability to look after her. It’s clear you’re more than into her. It’s clear she’s more than into you. And you look like a man who can handle himself. But we wouldn’t be movin’ her to Phoenix. We’d be taking her there and she can come back when this is done.”

“She does have a say in this,” Rush pointed out.

“She does not,” Diesel muttered into his mug.

Maddox gave his man a look before turning back to Rush. “I hear that. We’ll talk to her. But she’s safer down there.”

“I got fourteen brothers who’ll look after her here, there’s two of you and you got work. You also got a woman. I’m not sure how long the arm is on these assholes, but I’m thinkin’ none of us want to find out,” Rush returned.

“You don’t give a fuck,” Diesel said.

Right.

Now he was getting pissed.

Maddox was correct. He could handle himself.

One of them, he played it smart, he might be able to best.

Both of them, he was fucked.

And no way he wanted Rebel to wake up to her man fighting her brother and his man in the kitchen.

“I do give a fuck.” His voice was tight trying to rein it in.

“No,” Diesel said, putting his mug down. “We got a woman. You just said that. I fucked my boy hard last night, you heard it. And you don’t give a fuck.”

“Why would I give a fuck?” Rush asked.

“What biker doesn’t give a fuck a man’s fuckin’ his man up the ass down the hall?” Diesel asked bluntly, and the blunt had a purpose.

It was a challenge.

Rush didn’t need a challenge.

But Diesel did.

And for Rebel, Rush had to put this to bed.

“This biker doesn’t.”

“Your family doesn’t either, and there were two patched in sittin’ that table last night, and they don’t either,” Diesel remarked.

“No, they don’t.”

Diesel stared at him.

Then he shook his head again, looking down at his mug as he lifted it up, muttering, “Trust Rebel to find the likes a’ you,” and he sucked back another enormous swallow.

“Are we done with that shit?” Maddox asked impatiently.

Diesel’s massive shoulders shrugged. “Sure.”

“You wanna weigh in on where you’re at with your sister bein’ up here or down there?” Maddox prompted.

Diesel looked to his man. “We got a week. After that week, this shit isn’t done, we’ll reassess.” He turned to Rush. “Work for you?”

Rush nodded and sipped his own joe before putting it down on the counter. “Works for me.” He then moved to start getting the shit to make his father’s pancakes, saying, “Now you two wanna share who that chick was who was with you?”

“Sixx,” Maddox told him. “She’s an investigator down in Phoenix.”

“She’s also a badass,” Diesel mumbled.

One look at her, Rush got that impression.

“Seems a significant show of friendship, she escorted you guys up here,” Rush noted.

He got nothing to that.

So he set the bowl he’d been getting out on the counter and looked to them.

“What?” he pushed.

“Sixx is good at what she does,” Maddox shared.

“And?” Rush prompted.

“This Valenzuela guy fucked up a Domme yesterday,” Maddox told him.

“Jesus, fuck,” Rush bit out.

“Yeah. Beat her to shit. Raped her ass with a dildo. Left it inside her and her lyin’ on the floor while his people came in, took the sheets, even sent cleaners in to wipe the place down and vacuum around her lying there,” Maddox said.

“I should not be surprised at more evidence this guy is a sick fuck, but I’m surprised he’s that big of a sick fuck,” Rush clipped.

“Yeah, well,” Diesel chimed in, glanced at Maddox, then back at Rush, “we’re in the life.”

“The life?”

“We’re Doms,” Diesel told him. “Got one sub, Molly. But we play. And I’m head of security for a sex club down in Phoenix.”

Well, that explained who was top.

“Right,” Rush replied.

“Sixx is also a Domme,” Diesel continued. “We’re a community. We look after each other. This woman who got worked over, she didn’t want to talk. Someone gave her protection and got her to talk. Word filtered, Sixx heard, she’s too classy to go batshit crazy. But under that class, man, trust me, she’s going batshit crazy. She’s here for us. For Rebel. But she got word of that when she was sharing all that’s been going down and we were buying tickets to get up here yesterday, so she tagged along because now she’s here to see to shit with this Valenzuela guy.”

Fuck.

“That’s not a good idea,” Rush told them.

“Sixx unleashed, not sure anyone can control that,” Diesel replied.

“She’s a switch, she’s got her own Dom. He’s possessive, protective and a man with some serious means. If he even thought he could lock her down, he would. But she’s up here. So that says it all,” Maddox added.

“I’m not sure you both caught the fact that it’s only women who are made to stop breathing with all this shit,” Rush pointed out.

“Not sure any of those women got dead are like Sixx,” Diesel returned.

“A bar owner, who’s the toughest broad I know, got shot in the face in her own back yard,” Rush shared.

“Sixx doesn’t wear a mask and cape, but don’t be fooled,” Maddox advised.

“I see you got mad respect for this woman, but I saw with my own goddamned eyes, a woman laid out on a table, throat slit and a note stapled to her forehead. I didn’t even meet your friend, but I know I don’t want that to happen to her,” Rush shot back.

“So you did hold shit back,” Maddox growled, and Rush focused on him.

Well, Christ.

He liked the man, was getting to know him, good guy.

But his normal look could give you the shivers.

Him pissed, Jesus.

“Your girl Sixx didn’t give that to you?” Rush asked.

“She had that and didn’t, we’ll be chattin’ with her next.” Maddox was still growling when he answered.

Rush gave them a nod. “Going into specifics over beef casserole, with two boys who’re eating down in the basement in front of a PlayStation but could come up at any minute and anyway, they’re big on listenin’ in when they shouldn’t, and women around the table, wasn’t the way to go,” Rush said. “You want it all, the other body was my sister’s best friend, dumped behind a bar, and keeping her company in her body bag were two skulls and some tarantulas. This shit is fucked up. This isn’t about women’s liberation. This is about women getting dead.”

Diesel and Maddox stared at him a beat before they looked at each other.

“I’ll call her,” Diesel said.

“Right,” Maddox replied.

Rush drew in breath and went back to pancakes.

“That gonna take a while?” Diesel asked about breakfast.

“You got at least twenty,” Rush told him. “Probably thirty.”

“Imma gonna go up, get my phone, chat with Sixx, shower,” Diesel said low, and Rush knew he was talking to Maddox.

“Okay, bud,” Maddox replied.

Rush heard movement and knew when he was alone with Maddox.

“Bacon?” Rush asked.

“A man says no to bacon, he’s got a pussy and he’s on a diet,” Maddox answered.



Rush chuckled as he went to the fridge to get bacon.

“You fuck her over, you know, Club or not, we’re gonna fuck you up,” Maddox noted casually.

Rush tossed the bacon on his counter and gave the man his eyes.

“I fuck her over, I deserve that.”

They stared at each other, not coming to an understanding, coming to the understanding they were alike.

“She’s the second-best woman I’ve ever met,” Maddox said quietly. “And I got a sister I love and so does Molly, though the love for Molly’s sister is harder, still got it.”

“This isn’t going fast because of circumstances. It’s going fast because Rebel is Rebel,” Rush explained.

“I hear that,” Maddox muttered.

Rush got out a knife to slice open the bacon.

“Way down with you givin’ us the honesty, brother,” Maddox said.

Rush looked back at him. “Works out, it’s all in the family.”

Maddox smiled a nasty smile, which even Rush knew got his man hard and his woman wet, before he lifted his mug and drained it.

They heard the shower go on upstairs, and that gave Maddox a nasty look that didn’t hide shit.

Maddox still shared.

“Time to shower,” he muttered, sliding off his stool and strolling out of the room.

Rush grinned, turning back to what he was doing.

He had the batter resting and the bacon frying when he heard, “They’re fucking in the shower.”

He turned to see Rebel in his Henley from yesterday, the arms too long, the hem not quite long enough (but it worked for him), barely covering her ass, her hair wild from sleep and sex, her face sleepy and pouty, and he immediately wished he hadn’t offered breakfast.

“They’re men. Men fuck. If they can, they do it often. If they could, they’d do it all the time,” he returned.

“This is like, Fuck Central,” she grumbled, moving toward him.

Check that.

She passed him moving toward the coffee.

“Babe,” he called.

“What?” she asked, reaching for a mug.

“Babe,” he repeated.

“What?” she asked, looking his way.

“You don’t kiss me, I caught Maddox goin’ at Diesel’s mouth when I came down. They’re gonna catch you bent over my counter, takin’ my cock, your ass red when they do.”

Her eyes flashed, his cock twitched, then she moved into him, pressed close, went up on her toes and offered her mouth.

He took it.

She’d brushed her teeth.

So he went at her.

His phone ringing at his ass stopped them.

He broke it off, touched his lips to the apple of her cheek then shifted away.

She went back to her coffee.

He pulled out his phone and looked at the screen.

Shy.

He took the call.

“Yo,” he greeted.

Shy didn’t ease into it.

“Can’t know at this point, but the working assumption is that Chew went on a rampage last night. Took out five of Valenzuela’s girls. After he killed them, he robbed ’em of everything they had.”

Rush stood solid.

Shy kept going.

“He’s either desperate, and if he was, he’d get the fuck out of town. Or he’s gearing up to pull some shit. Knight’s mobilized. Nightingale has offered resources. Hawk’s got some Dominatrix, who got seriously roughed up, that he’s sitting on with the threat to press charges against Valenzuela to get his head in the game. And brothers are heading out in pairs. You and Snap. He says noon. You two figure it out from here. I got shit to do.”

“Right,” Rush pushed out.

“Later.”

“Yeah. Later.”

They disconnected.

“What?”

He stared at the bacon frying until he felt Rebel’s hand low on his back.

“Baby, what?”

He turned his head and looked into her eyes.

“Chew murdered five prostitutes last night.”

Those pretty blues got huge.

And it was then, the memory of Rebel sitting on the couch with Playboy came to him. Playboy doing his usual flirting, doing it giving everyone a good look at Rebel’s sweet bra.

She didn’t get embarrassed. Or upset. Or ticked.

She laughed and teased Playboy, looking disappointed when Rush’s dad swooped in and claimed him.

If they had kids, she’d give that to their children. That natural ease. That humor. That “kids will be kids” and then you let them be kids.

You let them be free.

He’d spent years watching his mother try to kill the spirit in Tabby. Break her and force her to be something she wasn’t so that Naomi could shine.

These thoughts came and Rush made a decision.

“Your brothers want to take you down to Phoenix,” he shared. “I want you to think about going.”

“Rush,” she whispered.

“My dad found Tyra when he was forty-one. I found you at twenty-nine. I’d give about anything to give him twelve more years with the woman he loves. That isn’t in my power. But it’s in my power to protect that time with you. I know where this is heading, and you know where this is heading. I want us to get there.”

Her face grew soft, but she didn’t respond.

He took her expression as confirmation they were on the same page and kept talking.

“Maddox and Diesel got enough time off to be up here with you for a week. So you got time to think about it. But if Chew even knows you’re mine, he’d have other targets first and probably doesn’t have the resources for long-distance operations. And Valenzuela just sustained a full-frontal attack. He finds out what you were up to, you wouldn’t be a priority. So, this shit won’t filter down there and I want you to think hard about going to Phoenix.”

“If they won’t be focusing on me, then I’m safe up here too,” she pointed out.

“Maybe. But it goes without saying you’d be safer down there.”

She registered that but didn’t give up. “I have to get back to work, Rush. I checked my emails. I have jobs I can take on and need to take on. Molly says no gifts for their ceremony, but I’m so buying them something, and Essence loves me, but I love her too and the way I do means I’d never ask her to deal with me being late on rent.”

“I hear you and we’ll cover you, whatever it is you think you gotta do. But, baby, listen to me. The more we gotta cover, the less energy and manpower we got to put an end to this shit. And it’s lost on no one this is heating up, fast, so it’s gonna boil over, soon. And then it’ll be done. So think about Phoenix. Please.”

Her gaze moved over his face before she asked, “Who’s gonna look after you?”

“My brothers.”

“Not that way.”

Fucking hell.

His girl.

He pulled her into his arms.

Her arms went around him and held tighter.

“We’ll talk on the phone,” he said in her ear.

“It isn’t the same.”

She was right.

He didn’t confirm that verbally, just held her to him.

“I like our marathon getting to know you,” she said.

“Me too, sweetheart. But we can do that over the phone.”

“Not with interruptions of you fucking me with your big dick.”

Rush started laughing and through it said, “Phone sex.”

“Again, not the same.”

She was right about that.

“Babe.” He gave her a squeeze.

She squeezed back harder.

“I’ll think about it,” she whispered.



Rush closed his eyes.

Thank fuck.
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Beck

Eleven forty-five that morning . . .

Pissed about whatever “emergency” meeting Web had called when Beck knew these men had nothing urgent to discuss, outside arguing by-laws and whatever ridiculous name they thought the club should be called because they thought it was badass, Beck put his hand up to push the door open to their meeting room.

The only reason he was just pissed and not furious was because Janna had to work that day. Production was halted for some reason one day that week, they were using that day to make it up.

If she was home, and he could be with her, eating her food, fucking her in her bed, sitting on her gray velvet sofa with her watching TV, finding some way to get her to share about her dream, he’d be really freaking ticked.

On this thought, he pushed through and was instantly pulled to the side with a hand wrapped around his biceps, the door slammed shut behind him, and he heard the lock go.

He angrily shrugged off Eightball’s mitt with a kill look then turned his attention to the table.

All the men were standing around it, knives resting on the table in front of them, except Eightball, who’d pulled him in, and Griller, who’d shut and locked the door.

Jesus, Digger and Pacino had shared they’d been pulled in by the cops.

Well then . . .

It was showtime.

His eyes went directly to Digger.

“Appears you were hauled in by the cops, brother,” he declared.

Hostile shifting of bodies from everyone, but it was Pacino who spoke, “Yeah, you’d know all about that. You were fucking big-mouth snatch, must have worn off on you, brother.”

He kept his shit, he did not know how, at the reference to Rosalie and locked eyes with Pacino.

“You get pulled in too, Pacino?” he asked quietly.

“I’m sure you know I did,” he sneered.

“I don’t know, got first-hand knowledge Pickle likes to chat, can’t know who he likes to chat with. Do you know, Digger?” he asked the sick fuck.

Digger didn’t quite hide his flinch before he responded, “I know he said you came sniffin’ around.”

“Yeah, you see,” Beck started, moving toward the table, “I’m in this club. I got brothers in this club. And somehow, we got messed up with some big deal asshole who promised us easy money. Now I know, my old lady fucked that shit for us. I also know Valenzuela let us swing. All his money. His hotshot attorneys. We still got boys sittin’ behind bars. Where was Valenzuela then, he was gonna take such good care of us? We’re partners? The big man promises he’ll see to our brothers, promises opportunities of payback and jobs that’ll make life sweet, then he disappears. When he comes back, though, we don’t fuckin’ exist.”

He paused, no one said dick, so he kept going.

“So I had a think about it. Thought on it a long time. How’d we get messed up with this big deal asshole who left us swinging? This club, good club but no experience, never done shit like that, how suddenly is he all good to come to us and offer us lots of cake for taking care of an important part of his business? How did we earn that nod?”

No one said anything.

Beck did.

“Out of the blue, Valenzuela comes to us? It didn’t jive. So, like I said, I had a long think about it because, I don’t know about the rest of you, but I wanted to know. Delivered my old lady for a beatdown. Got my face carved up after. We got a beef with Chaos. Brothers in the joint. Lost our charter. I wanted to know. I give a shit about my club. So I asked around. Wanna know what I found out?”

Pacino looked to Digger.

Digger’s mouth was working, and it wouldn’t have surprised Beck if he’d pissed his pants.

Beck took the last steps to stand at his place at the table and kept his eyes locked on Digger.

“Seen Chew Lannigan recently, brother?” he asked.

More shifting, it was even more hostile, and he knew Digger had everyone’s attention.

“What’s this shit?” Web growled.

“We weren’t called on by the great and fucked-up Benito Valenzuela because he saw promise in our club and wanted to cut us in on his empire,” Beck announced, still staring at Digger.

He turned his attention to Web.

“Digger ran with Chew Lannigan back in the day. They’re still tight. Chew has a beef with Chaos and he allied with Valenzuela to work that beef out. And to firm up his position with Valenzuela, offer him an army, he offered us up,” he told Web and looked again to Digger. “Am I right?”

You could actually see the wheels turning in the motherfucker’s eyes before he spat, “It was a good opportunity, until your gash fucked it all up.”

Beck slammed his fist on the table and shouted, “This club is about honesty! Brotherhood! Loyalty! You thought this was a good opportunity, why didn’t you share how we got that opportunity?”

“You’re tryin’ to put this shit on me when it’s your fucked-up cunt who put us where we are,” Digger sneered.

“I think I handled that situation, asshole,” Beck fired back. “I found that shit out. I told my club. I went and got her ass. I brought her to my brothers to be taught a lesson.” He tasted bile in his throat, but he had no choice but to keep going. “And it was me who landed the first blows.”

Christ, was he gonna be able to get through this shit without throwing up?

He had to try.

“Half the pigs in the DPD are after Lannigan. Chaos wants him. Valenzuela is panting for him. We’re vulnerable, we got a link to that crazy fuck we don’t even know about, and you don’t share he’s the reason why we’re caught up in this shit in the first place?”

“I couldn’t know your bitch was gonna give us up,” Digger returned.

“Well she did. And when shit happens you deal. But you can’t deal if you don’t have all the info. And now we got brothers bein’ pulled in by the cops because they want Lannigan’s ass in the joint before Chaos or Valenzuela tear him to shreds, and we’re even more vulnerable. No charter. No backup. No allies. No money. Not dick,” Beck shot back.

Pacino looked to Digger, confused, mostly because he hadn’t been pulled in about Lannigan.

He’d been pulled in about being a bogus alibi for a murder.

“Why they just bring in Digger and Pacino?” Rainman asked.

Beck threw an arm their way. “You gotta ask that?”

Spiderweb, Muzzle, Griller, Eightball, Spartan, Rainman, Hardcore, if he wasn’t done with this club, if they hadn’t put the hurt on Rosalie, called it, demanded it (though Pacino was the one behind that, rabid about pushing it through), he might stick with those brothers.

Muzzle, Eightball, Hardcore and Griller were decent-looking, built guys Beck’s age or a little older. They had brains in their heads, but they used them mostly to find ways to get laid. If he’d been asked before all this started to go down, he’d have said all four of them, as well as Beck, just wanted someone to ride with, drink beer with, raise some hell with and have wingmen to find pussy with.

Rainman and Spartan were in their forties, Web in his fifties, softer, but even mostly clueless, wannabe outlaws who were that basically because they didn’t live large by any stretch of the imagination and they wanted to give more to their families but had zero opportunities to do that, they were still solid.

Pacino was a weasel, weak of body and mind, and that was written all over him, but it got verified any time he talked.

Digger was just a deviant.

So Beck didn’t have to explain further.

“You in with Chew Lannigan?” Web asked Digger.

“Don’t eat his shit,” Digger answered Web. “He knows we all think he’s a dumbfuck pussywhip for gettin’ us fucked over.”

“I don’t think that,” Hardcore said. “Rosalie was cherry. I’d be a dumbfuck I was dippin’ my wick into that regular.”

Beck’s torso swung back, and it did in shock not jealousy Core would want a go at Rosalie. She was gorgeous. Any man with a dick would.

Just what he said.

“And it was you, Pacino, pushed we fuck her up, which got us all arrested, that bein’ after we all got our asses kicked by Chaos and Throttle got his face carved up,” Muzzle, standing next to Beck, noted. “She was informing to fucking Chaos. We all knew, we touched her, they’d move in. It was insanity we beat her down.”

“You voted for that,” Pacino snapped.

“Yeah, because I was tweaked and thinkin’ with my balls, that bein’ folks deciding I didn’t have any if we didn’t make a statement,” Muzzle returned. “Havin’ some time to ponder this shit, that brother Hound actually got started with his knife, and didn’t limit his good time with Throttle’s face, I wouldn’t have any balls at all, so maybe it’s time to think with somethin’ else.”

“I’m not Throttle,” Beck declared.

“What?” Eightball asked on his other side.

Beck turned to him. “I’m not fuckin’ Throttle. I’m Beck.”

He put his hand to his belt, undid the snap on his own knife, yanked it out and everyone went alert.

But he just took it to the edge of the patch that had the name Throttle on it, which was stitched over his heart, and shoved it through enough he could toss his knife on the table in front of him and tear off the second patch he’d torn off his cut in the last two months.

He threw it on the table.

“I’m Beck,” he stated. “Throttle is dead. This club is dead.” He looked to Web. “This becomes about brotherhood and loyalty and respect and goddamned fucking honesty, I’m still in. We’re Resurrection. And to be brought back from the dead, we gotta carve out the weak links, and I want those two fucks gone.” He pointed across the table at Digger and Pacino. “We don’t get saved, it’s me that’s gone.”

“Resurrection,” Griller muttered, “Kickass.”

“True that,” Rainman agreed in his own mutter.

Jesus.

Web held Beck’s gaze before he looked to Digger.

“Digger, answer. Valenzuela call us because Lannigan came to you to offer us up?”

“I wasn’t called in by the cops to talk about Chew,” Digger returned.

Total lie.

It was written all over him.

They wanted a murderer.

But they got up in his shit about Chew.

“Then what’d the cops call you about, brother? ’Cause we ain’t done dick in months, Valenzuela forgot we existed, so there’s nothin’ to haul you in about,” Web pushed.

“You called your president,” Spartan added when Digger didn’t chime in, “tellin’ him we gotta deal with Thro . . .” he glanced at Beck then back at Digger, “Beck ’cause he was runnin’ his mouth to the cops. Seems to me, he was just askin’ questions to your drunk-ass, waste-of-space bud, Pickle. You and Pacino still got pulled in. What’d the cops talk to you about?”

Beck wondered why they didn’t ask that question before they called an emergency meeting and got their knives out.

But at least they were asking it now.

Digger looked to Beck, the table, and his attention stayed there.

Pacino’s eyes were pinging around the room.

“Pacino, what the cops haul you in about?” Spartan pressed. “You’re all in for us to crawl up Beck’s ass, he’s a rat. What’d we do the cops were so interested in? What’d Beck run to them and share? Having an argument about how long a term is for president?”

“It’s a year, everyone knows it’s a fuckin’ year,” Pacino muttered.

A loud boom sounded when Eightball’s huge fist landed on the table and he thundered, “Answer, goddammit!”

“Digger’s up for whackin’ some porn junkie,” Pacino said fast. “He needed an alibi, I gave him one. I took my brother’s back. That’s why they hauled us in.”

There was a very long moment of very heavy silence.

Then Muzzle pulled out his chair, sat in it and leveled his eyes on Pacino, saying quietly, “Not takin’ his back now, are you, brother? Just laid him out. Eightball makes some noise, you spill. Nice.”

“It’s about brotherhood, loyalty,” Pacino pointed at Beck, “honesty.”

“You got one down,” Eightball said, pulling out his own chair and sitting in it. “Though, sayin’ that, you knew this and convinced us to lay the hurt on Beck, he ratted us out. So honesty seems sketchy too.”



“You kill this junkie?” Web asked Digger.

“What?” Digger asked back, looking so damned shifty, considering his normal level of shifty, it was nauseating. “No way. Just was home alone. Cops don’t believe dick, a man’s home alone, mindin’ his own business.”

Web gave up on Digger and looked to Pacino. “He kill this girl?”

“How do I know?” Pacino spat.

“Brotherhood, loyalty,” Griller muttered, taking his own seat. “Warms the heart.”

“I’m on record with the pigs sayin’ he was with me,” Pacino snapped. “That’s both.”

“Either a’ you geniuses think to bring this to the club?” Spartan asked. “You know, seein’ as we’re so solid right now, can withstand a hit, like one of us a suspect for murder without the other ones knowin’ about it. My old lady woulda lost her mind, I was hauled in by the cops again. I woulda lost mine, I was hauled in and I had no clue what it was about. Already nearly lost my job over goin’ down, what we did to Rosalie. My boss’d can my ass, cops showed and pulled me in again. And I kinda like my kids. So I’d kinda like to make sure they keep getting fed.”

“We thought we had it covered,” Pacino muttered.

“Well, you didn’t,” Web clipped.

Pacino focused on Beck. “Anyone think to ask Beck why he knew all this shit, he didn’t bring it to the table?”

Because he was waiting for it to implode.

He could not say that.

“Because I had a woman I didn’t pay enough attention to, and that fuckup led to fuckin’ my club up. I got somethin’ happenin’ with my woman now that needs attention, I made that call. The damage was already done. It couldn’t get any worse, I took a coupla nights and looked after my woman. I was gonna make another call to have a meet when I got the call to come to this meeting. I knew what it was about. What I didn’t know was that two of my brothers were gonna lay me out.”

“Convenient, you were gonna call,” Pacino said snidely.

“No. Just truth,” Beck lied.

“Enough,” Web sighed, taking his own seat.

Anyone left standing did the same.

Except Beck.

But Digger and Pacino went to take their seats.

“Feet, brothers, do not sit,” Web growled.

Both their eyes shot to Web, but he was looking at Beck.

“Beck, you sit,” he ordered.

“But—” Pacino began.

“First meeting of Resurrection has just begun,” Web announced, cutting Pacino off. “Beck sits, we can discuss our first order of business, revoking the patches of brothers Digger and Pacino.”

“You’ve gotta be fuckin’ kidding me!” Pacino yelled.

“Second,” Spartan said loudly.

“Aye,” Hardcore said.

“Aye,” Griller said.

“Aye,” Rainman said.

“Aye,” Eightball said.

“Aye,” Muzzle said.

“Beck?” Web prompted.

Beck took his seat, focus on Pacino, and said, “Aye.”

“I’m gonna fuckin’ kill you, motherfucker,” Pacino threatened, attention glued to Beck.

“You look at him funny, I’ll set you on fire,” Hardcore growled.

Pacino glanced nervously at Hardcore, because Hardcore was called Hardcore for a reason, before he turned back to Beck.

“Better keep close watch over that pretty porn snatch you’re bangin’—”

That’s all he got out.

Because he started retreating when Beck’s chair hit the wall behind him and he prowled swiftly around the table.

Pacino tripped over his own feet, but what took him down to his back was Beck’s fingers wrapped around his throat.

He planted a knee in the asshole’s chest, got in his face and squeezed.

“What were you sayin’?” he whispered.

“Thro . . . Beck,” Web murmured from close.

Pacino kicking his feet, his fingers digging into Beck’s wrist, Beck asked, “What was comin’ outta your mouth?”

Pacino opened and closed that mouth, unable to get anything out, or any oxygen in, his face getting red, one hand went from Beck’s wrist to beat the floor as his body jerked viciously, fighting for air.

He should never have told them he was with Janna. She wanted nothing to do with the club, he should have made sure the club didn’t know she existed.

To keep face with them, show he was moving on from Rosalie, earn trust with sharing, keep them thinking with their dicks he was the big man, he got in with a girl in the porn scene, he’d shared.

Another lesson learned.

And time to right that mistake.

“You don’t even remember Janna exists,” he whispered. “You got me? You walk outta this room, she’s not even a memory. Confirm I’m heard.”

Frantically, Pacino nodded.

Beck gave it another five seconds.

He counted it out.

Slow.

When Pacino’s eyes started bugging, he put his weight in the man’s throat to push up.

He stood over him. “You better’ve just given me the honesty, brother. Anything happens to Janna, I swear to fuck, you’ll beg me to drag my knife from your balls to your gullet to end the pain I’ll bring.”

Pacino got on his ass and scrambled away, doing it until his back hit wall, grabbing his throat and sucking in air.

Beck didn’t move anything but his eyes, and he did that to follow him.

“Think that’s your cue to get the fuck outta here,” Eightball noted, and Beck tore his gaze off Pacino to see Eightball leaning a forearm into Spartan’s shoulder, boots crossed at the ankles, Spartan’s arms crossed on his chest, eyes on Pacino like he was fascinated by the workings of an ant.

Spartan was not a small man.

Jesus, Eightball was one tall motherfucker.

He hadn’t paid any attention to these men at all.

Lost in grief, his own mindfuck, like he’d done with Rosalie, he hadn’t paid any attention to his brothers at all.

Maybe, they were a lot like him. Maybe, dead-end jobs and kids wanting the latest smartphone and even shit dicking with their heads Beck had not made the effort to know, they’d looked for a brotherhood and found themselves on a path they didn’t want to be on and didn’t know how to get off.

Just like him.

But he didn’t know.

Because he hadn’t paid a lick of attention.

Beck looked back when Pacino struggled to his feet, drew in a big breath, two, before he sneered, “You bunch of big dumbfucks will be disbanded in a year. You don’t got what it takes to be an MC.”

“Funny, feels to me like the heavy that’s been weighing us down has just been lifted,” Griller remarked. “I feel like a flower blossoming.”

“The poet speaks,” Muzzle muttered with humor.

“Swaying in a light breeze,” Griller went on.

“Crazy fuck,” Core mumbled, but that mumble held amusement.

“Losers,” Pacino said under his breath as he moved to the door.

“Fucktard,” Eightball replied.

“Asshole!” Pacino shot back, standing at the door.

“Man, you aren’t gonna win this because, first, your ass ain’t out the door yet and it’s still out the door. Second, I’ve sunk my dick in pussy in the last decade, to be precise, this morning before I came here, I came in her, and you can’t get pussy unless you pay for it, which I think is half the definition of a fucktard. And third, you actually just are a fucktard,” Eightball returned.

Pacino scowled at Eightball before he gave his parting shot.

And it was the parting shot of a fucktard.

“I hope you all rot in hell.”

“That’s somethin’ a girl would say,” Rainman remarked.

Pacino slammed out the door.

“Digger, door works for you too,” Web noted.

That was when Beck turned to see Digger was standing, rooted to the spot.



“Digger, Resurrection meetings are for brothers only. You need to leave,” Web pushed.

“I don’t have my brothers, I don’t have dick,” Digger whispered.

“You shoulda thought of that before you offered us up to Lannigan,” Web returned.

“It was supposed to go good. It was supposed to be money. Bitches. Brothers. Outlaws,” Digger said.

“Maybe coulda been that, if we’d known what the fuck we were takin’ on and why. Lannigan has a beef against Chaos. He fucked you to get in that Club. Then he renounced that Club. Then he fucked you again to get back at that Club,” Beck reminded him. “That motherfucker doesn’t know what brotherhood is. He probably doesn’t even know how to spell it. He’s proved repeatedly he doesn’t know how to live it. And you laid us out for him.”

“I don’t have you, I don’t got dick,” Digger whispered.

“Think Pacino is lookin’ for a playmate,” Hardcore suggested.

Digger looked at Core with an expression on his face like he was about to get sick.

Then he hung his head and slowly walked to and out the door.

“Take the table, my brothers,” Web murmured.

They all moved to the table.

“Resurrection,” Web said after they all settled in.

Men cast glances at Beck.



Beck stared at Web.

“Righteousness,” Beck stated. “Clan. Honor. Respect. Allegiance.”

“Iustitia, Tribus, Honoris, Observantia, Fidelitas,” Griller muttered. “Though there’s a bunch of ets in the middle of those.”

“You havin’ a seizure?” Muzzle asked.

“Took Latin in in high school,” Griller returned. “Shit stuck.”

“We got our mission, brothers, we got our club,” Web announced, and his attention went back to Beck. “That tat you got on your arm, Beck, the one with the eyes staring through a helmet and mouth grill of flame. You think your artist would be down with designing our patch?”

She got paid enough, she’d be down for anything.

“Sure,” he answered.

“Get on that, brother,” Web ordered but added, “And check those translations. Not that I doubt Grill. But we’ve fucked up enough. Let’s at least get our motto right.”

Instead of sighing, Beck lifted his chin.

He had no idea how Lucas was going to take this.

He’d weakened a murderer.

But it seemed he’d accidentally strengthened his club.

It would go down how it went down. He couldn’t change it.

And he’d never been assured of not doing more time.

If he didn’t give the cops the club, and something they could use on Valenzuela, he’d just probably have to do more of it.

He’d always been down with that option.

He’d earned it.

But now there was Janna.

So now, for the first time, he hoped he didn’t get fucked.

Not for him.

Because if he did, she would too.


[image: ]



On his way home . . .

No.

On his way back to Janna’s, he pulled into the parking lot of a grocery store to a spot at the far end of the lot and stopped.

Not to call Lucas.

Because Hardcore had been following him since he left the old Kiwanis or Rotary club or whoever they’d bought that piece-of-shit, cinder-block nightmare from to make it their clubhouse.

Hardcore pulled in at the open spot in front of Beck and kept rolling until he’d stopped at Beck’s side.

He shut down his bike.

So Beck shut down his bike.

“Not a big fan of the tail, man,” he growled.

“Shit we landed on Rosalie was fucked up, brother,” Hardcore returned.

Beck stared at him.

“Lost Kiki ’cause a’ that,” Hardcore shared.

Beck knew Kiki was gone. But Hardcore went through pussy like water.

That said, Rosalie had told him she thought Hardcore would keep Kiki. She’d said he was “gone for her” or some shit.

She’d been right a lot.

It was obvious she was right about that too.

“She lost her fuckin’ mind,” Hardcore went on.

“You’re tellin’ me this . . . why?” Beck asked.

“Honesty, Thro . . . Beck.”

“And you want me to do what with it?”

“I know that cut you, man,” Hardcore said low.

“Yeah, landin’ your own blows then watchin’ your brothers beat the fuck outta the woman you were gonna make babies with cuts. That a surprise?”

“Pacino is a piece of shit,” Hardcore muttered.

“He called for it. But we all voted on it. And you said aye, Core. So did I. We gotta live with that. But we don’t gotta do that processin’ it.”

Core gave him a close look. “You should bring Janna to the clubhouse, we party, Beck.”

Starting how he started, then going to that, was he insane?

“I’m not bringin’ another woman near that club until I know the club is tight and the woman is tight,” he returned.

“I get you,” he mumbled.

Beck didn’t care he got him.

“We done?”

They weren’t, and Hardcore wasn’t close to finished laying it out.

“Janna okay?” he asked.

“She’s my business, not yours.”

“Just sayin’, you need anything, brother.” It was an offer.

This was him reaching out.

Beck wished Core had reached out before.

Beck wished he’d reached out to Core before.

Maybe he wasn’t the only one learning lessons.

Even so . . .

“Last time you were with a woman of mine, that didn’t go too good, so no offense, Core, but I wouldn’t wait for me to call.”

“Yeah,” Core looked off into the distance. “I get you.”

Jesus.

He felt the mantle of shame for what was done to Rose suffocating him, he didn’t need his brother to lay his guilt on him.

Core looked back at him. “Web ain’t young and he held the gavel when all that shit went down. It happened on his watch and—”

“One,” Beck cut him off, “seems you’re a big fan of layin’ blame elsewhere that rests on all our shoulders, brother. Two, you got problems with leadership, you bring them to the table, not tail me to a parking lot to scheme some fucked-up mutiny.”

“I’d tell Web this to his face,” Core ground out.

“Then why you tellin’ it to me?”

“Because I think you should be president, and I’m not alone. Muzzle, Eight and Grill agree. This shit has worn Web out. He feels it. You can see that every time he sits the table. He was our leader when that went down, and if you’d let me finish what I was sayin’, I feel it for him. We all went along for the ride, but you sit in his chair, it’s gonna lay heavier on you. Think he’s good to hand over the gavel once we got our new charter sorted. And I want you to think about taking it when he does.”

Beck stared at him.

“Once the club is solid, we can make him Chaplain. He’d dig that,” Hardcore continued.

Beck said nothing.

“Just think on it, brother. We fucked up, and we were fallin’ apart. But you’re a big part of what kept us together, even after you took the hit of losin’ Rosalie the way we made it so that happened. That loyalty has not been missed. So just think. Yeah?”

“Yeah,” Beck grunted.

“Seriously beautiful, you goin’ the extra mile to answer questions none of us thought to ask and ousting Digger and Pacino. They were both patched in before our time, and I do not get how that happened. Pacino was just a nuisance, but he was a big one. Digger,” he gave an impressive, fake, full-torso shiver, “that guy’s never been right. He did that porn girl, I would not be surprised. Kiki fuckin’ hated him. Took a lot not to go out and buy champagne, we saw the back of him.”

Hardcore grinned a grin that Rosalie used to call his Hollywood smile and Beck never got that, but now he was seeing the guy was pretty good looking.

“And I fuckin’ hate champagne,” he finished.

Core lifted a fist and Beck automatically lifted his.

They bumped them, then hooked thumbs, wrapped fingers around and held tight before they let go.

It wasn’t a secret handshake.

But all of Bounty did that.

He hadn’t done it in a long fucking time.



You asked him five minutes ago if he’d missed it, he would have said no.

Now, honestly, he’d have to take a second to think.

“Bring Janna around,” Core said quietly. “We’d like to meet her and not why you’d think. Just be good to have some decent babes around for a change.”

With that, he jerked up his chin, fired up his bike and took off.

Beck looked forward and sat there, staring at the empty spot in front of him for a minute before he did the same.

Spooked by the tail, he didn’t pull off and call Lucas.

Seeing as she was out, he’d call the man when he got to Janna’s.

And when she got home, he’d try to pull info about her dream out of her.

She was still holding it over him as emotional extortion.

He was hitting her pad not only because her pad was a whole lot nicer than his, but also because he was giving her the weekend in order to try to help her sleep easy.

But if she didn’t give him what was troubling her sometime that weekend, even if he had to tie her to the bed and play with her, not letting her come for days until he got it out of her, that was what he was going to do.
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Misfits

Beck

That evening, ten after eight . . .

Beck sat on his ass with his back to the headboard, feet in the bed, legs spread, eyes glued on Janna, trying hard not to come.

Jesus, what was happening?



She had a hand wrapped tight, working his shaft as she sucked hard at the head, alternately circling it with her tongue.

But anytime she got close to taking it to the limit, she backed off, stroking him deep with her mouth, full throated, working him up, taking her time, making it almost painful to stop himself from fucking her face.

And she wasn’t glancing up at him, checking his reaction.

Part of the brilliance of what she was doing was that she was all about his dick. Like sucking his cock nourished her or something.

It was phenomenal.

It was rocking his fucking world.

So much, that was all he could think about.

And not the weight in his gut.

“Babe,” he growled.

She didn’t even look at him.

She went from head action to doubling up, jacking him and stroking deep with her mouth, hand tight and draws wet, warm and heavy.

His hips started moving.

“Babe,” he warned.

She kept at him, tightening her fist and sliding her other hand down the inside of his thigh right to his balls, cupping them in her hand.

She’d never touched his boys.

It was like they didn’t exist for her.

Fuck.

He lost both her hands when she had to plant them in his thighs when his hips came off the bed and he started fucking her face.

Shit, she took that, her expression turning enraptured.

It was goddamned beautiful.

He fucked her faster.

It was then she lifted her eyes to his, and she was so there, so in the zone, so fucking getting off on this, Beck had no choice but to reach down to her, grasp her under her arms and drag her up his chest.

She straddled him, breathing heavily, and he shoved in at her back until it arched toward him.

He hadn’t managed to get her bra off before she started sucking his dick.

And he didn’t bother with getting it off then.

He just used both hands to tug the cups down, bunching the stretchy material under them which forced them together, high and tight—an invitation.

He bent and sucked a nipple hard.

She made a noise he felt draw up his balls and ground her pussy into his rock-solid cock.

She still had on her panties and they were drenched.

Saturated.

Jesus.

Totally fucking getting off on this.

And her doing that ramped him past reason.

He switched nipples and she dry humped him (or wet humped him, as the case was) until he couldn’t take it anymore.

He gripped her hair, forced her mouth to his, drove his tongue inside, then her lower body jerked and she gasped sweet and hot into his mouth when he tore her panties at the side.

Beck broke the kiss and shoved them out of the way so they were hanging useless on her thigh, looked into her dazed eyes and demanded, “Inside.”

Panting against his lips, Janna grasped his cock. He felt the head slide through her soak, gritting his teeth as it went, that felt so goddamned good.

He caught, and she bore down.

Both of their heads went back, his hitting wall, and he felt hers fly, his hand still in her hair.

He kept her head back as he righted his neck and watched as she rode him, her big, pretty tits bouncing in his face.

He latched on her nipple as best he could with his mouth through her movements and drew as deep as possible.

She whimpered, holding his head to her, riding him wild, slamming into him.

“Beck,” she whispered.

He let her tit go. “Yeah.”

“Beck,” she gasped.

He brought her face to his, trying to catch her eyes, but they were unfocused.

Fucking hot.

“Yeah, baby.”

She rode him rough.

“Beck,” she cried out.

He twisted her to her back and took over the ride, pounding into her as she came, sliding his hand between them and going at her clit.

“Too . . . too . . . can’t,” she forced out.

“Keep coming,” he demanded.

Her body bucked under him, legs wrapping around his thighs, nails dragging deep up his back and he bowed away from a pain that felt fucking good and went at her harder.

“Beck!” she yelped, jolting now, nails digging into his scalp, “Yes. Yes, honey. Don’t stop,” she panted, still coming.

He kept at her and he kept at her, and he kept doing it until the straining arch of her pressing into his torso felt desperate, her head was so far back, all he had was her throat, and he’d lost her noises.

Only then did he stop at her clit, bury himself inside and sink his teeth into the flesh at the side of her tit, exploding, coming apart, shooting deep into Janna.

Christ, unbelievable.

Fucking amazing.

But yeah.

Unbelievable.

Her fingers were sifting through his hair when he came down.

He licked at his mark before he moved up.

Her pretty face was satisfied, triumphant as she stroked his cheek and along his jaw with the backs of her fingers.

He disregarded the triumphant.

And the satisfied.

And focused on something else.

“Think you got something to share,” he remarked, his voice lower, rougher, his balls drained, his cock spent, and that was magnificent.

This shit still wasn’t right.

“What?” she purred.

The woman, his woman, his bashful, prissy Janna who’d ignored his balls and put on pajamas, got timid and wouldn’t meet his eyes even after he’d eaten her out straight to an orgasm while fucking her ass with a finger . . . purred.

“Seems you’ve had some practice, and not on me.”

She blinked.

“Think you might wanna share how all of a sudden you give really great head?” he asked.

How he did wasn’t nice.

But it was honest.

“I-I’m,” she stammered in apparent disbelief, “I’m not stepping out on you, Beck.”

“We fuck ungloved. You are,” he did a one-shouldered shrug, “we’re not exclusive. I still gotta know.”

“We’re not exclusive?”

“You’re the only woman I go at. But not sure with what just happened that I got that comin’ back to me. You said you had to work today. Make up for a day of lost production. You at work today, Janna?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

He stared at her, still semi-hard inside her, trying to deny the way he was feeling.

Torn up.

Raw inside.

A woman did not give mildly enjoyable head one day and become an expert the next.

He handled her so carefully, he hadn’t even offered training.

And it went without saying, his last woman not only informed on his club right under his nose but fell in love with another guy. He’d pushed her to that, it still happened.

And maybe he pushed Janna to the same kind of thing.

So yeah.

This shit was not right.

“Not bein’ a dick, but I think we both know suckin’ me off was not your strong suit.”



Her eyes slid away.

“Look at me,” he demanded.

Her eyes slid back, and she said swiftly, “I talked with Dryden.”

Say what?

“Who the fuck is Dryden?”

“He’s our lead in the movie we’re doing. He . . . he and Shaughnessy, she’s the female lead,” she explained. “Well, everyone is buzzing about it on the set. They’re so getting together. They have like, crazy good chemistry. It’s like, when they’re in a scene, whatever that scene is, unless Re . . . that is, Tally calls cut or something, it’s just them.”

Beck stared at her and said nothing.

“So today was a . . . Tally’s on leave and Meryl’s directing and she’s not as good as Tally, but now it doesn’t matter because Shaughnessy and Dryden are in a groove and they filmed, uh . . . today they filmed an, um . . . blowjob scene.”

Well, shit.



Beck relaxed into her.

“I watched,” she whispered.

“Right,” he whispered back.

“I don’t normally watch,” she told him something he could have guessed.

“Right,” he repeated.

“And then I . . . well, it was awkward, but after, I asked Dryden what, I mean, what worked for him.”

“My guess, he was pretty thorough,” Beck remarked.

“Well . . . yeah. But he said the most important thing is that Shaughnessy doesn’t get into her head. It’s just them. Not on a set or anything. Just them. She doesn’t want it to be good for him, even though she does. She doesn’t want it to be good on camera, even though it is. She gets into what they’re doing . . . together. What they both get out of it. Shaughnessy just likes sucking, uh . . . cock. That is, his, uh . . . cock. And he gets the good out of it, but she also gets the good out of it, so that makes it better.”

She swallowed, looking pained, before she finished.

“I just had to get out of my head and be about you and me and just feel what was happening. Oh, and not rush it. Dryden said to draw it out. He said the, well . . . climax is better that way.”

She had that chat with this guy.

For him.

She put herself out there.

Just so she could give him a better blowjob.

It was time to do this.

“You went pretty far out of your comfort zone to make sure you give a good blowjob, Janna,” he stated impassively.

“I . . . yeah,” she muttered miserably.

“Why are you with me?”

Her focus grew acute on him.

But she didn’t answer him.

“Why are you with me?” he pushed.

“I told you. You’re a gentle man and you make me happy and—”



A gentle man.

Yes.

It was time to do this.

“There were conditions to me getting out of jail after me and my club beat the shit out of my last old lady. I’m not meeting those conditions, so I’ll probably have to go back in,” he told her.

Her eyes got big. “Wh-what?”

“So probably good for both of us to know, since you’re so all in with this, go that extra mile, why the fuck you’re with me.”

“We’re the same, Beck.”

“We’re not the same, Janna.”

“Yes. We are. We’re both misfits.”

Beck stilled.

Janna kept talking.

“We both found ourselves in places we weren’t meant to be, with people we weren’t meant to be with, doing things we weren’t meant to be doing.”

He stared at her.

“You are not what you did to Rosalie,” she told him. “And I’m not makeup, hair and costume for the porn industry. But we are.”

After she said that, she paused.

Beck remained silent.

She kept going.

“You . . . well, I think you’re the only person I’ve ever met who would get me.”

“What would I get?” he asked.

“I don’t want to be in the porn industry,” she whispered. “I wanna be a stylist.”

“Okay,” he said slowly. “So how’d you get there?”

She shook her head but said, “My mom kicked me out when I was seventeen.”

Jesus.

“She . . . I did bad,” she went on.

Beck did not have a good feeling about those words and how she put them together.

“What’d you do that was bad?” he asked, with those words and how she put them together, taking his tone to gentle.

“I, well, I had a boyfriend and I wasn’t allowed.”

Yeah.

This was not good.

“You weren’t allowed to have a boyfriend at seventeen?”

She shook her head. “Mom was kind of religious.”

The panties. The shyness. The prissiness. The inability to come right out with the word “cock.”

“God communicated through her . . . and her, well . . . wooden spoon,” she shared carefully, watching him just as carefully.

But not careful enough.

Beck grew solid and it felt like something was burning in his throat.

“What?” he asked low.

“If I did wrong . . . if I, you know, didn’t fill the dishwasher right, or something like that, God wanted children to mind. He wanted them to listen. So I’d fill it right with her hitting me with her wooden spoon.”

Beck lay on top of her, Janna wrapped around, his dick having slid out, his cock resting against her through his cum and her juices, and he breathed very, very deep.

“When she found me with my boyfriend, it didn’t go well,” she whispered.

His words were guttural. “She beat you?”

She nodded, and it didn’t register she was holding Beck tighter than she had been.

He just knew something was holding him together because he managed to hold his shit.

“And she threw me out, just . . . after.”

“At seventeen.”

“At seventeen,” she confirmed.

His Janna, alone, at seventeen.

“What’d you do?”

“Anything. Hostessing at a restaurant. I got a paper route. So their parents wouldn’t turn me into Social Services or something, my friends would sneak me in their bedrooms and I’d sleep on their floors, get up early to steal a shower and get out.” She slid her hand to his neck and said quietly, “I managed to finish school. Save some money. Get into a studio apartment. It wasn’t a nice one, but it was mine and I could take showers as long as I wanted. It was hard and it wasn’t fun, but I like to think about it, making my own way, you know, since she never let me come back, though I tried. My dad was scared of her too, so he wouldn’t go against her. So I like to think about it because in the end, regardless of her, I made it, Beck.”

He thought of her gray couches and silver sponge things.

Thrown out at seventeen.

And now she was twenty-seven.

Yeah, she made it.

“But I don’t have my cosmetology license,” she admitted. “It’s phony. No way I could pay to go to school. I just wanted to do what I do. I’d always been good at hair and makeup, even though in the beginning I had to do it in the girls’ bathroom at school, hide it from Mom. So I was able to fake it. And I make good money with what I’m doing. I’ve never made this kind of money. And it was experience. Experience in what I really wanna do. So I lied to get my job. They didn’t look too close and I’m not stupid. I know that other director, Rodrigo, wanted me around because he thought he could groom me for, uh . . . other things. But I used that to my advantage. And thank God, Re . . . I mean, Tally came. It’s better on her sets.”

Beck rolled so he was on his back and she was on him.

And for a second, when her hair fell down around them, closing them both in, he felt nothing.

Nothing but her soft body on his, her face in his, her searching eyes, the smell of her perfume and their fucking, the feel of them gliding out of her onto him, the realness of her in his arms.

Then suddenly he felt like he could do anything. Like he had power he did not have. Strength that was not his. Wisdom he hadn’t learned.

But then she lifted a hand and caught back her hair and all that was gone.

He moved his gaze beyond her to stare at the ceiling.

“Beck,” she whispered, stroking his neck.

“My brother died in Afghanistan.”

The hair came back down as both her hands came to cup his face and all he felt came slamming right back.

He looked at her.

And when he did he knew he could do this.

Because he could see her pain.

She’d known for a second about a dead man she’d never meet, and she looked like she’d had years for that pain to etch in deep.

For him.

All of that, for him.

“Honey,” she whispered.

“I never told anyone that.”

“Beck, oh honey, oh baby,” she crooned, pressing into him.

“I got issues with my mom,” he told her.

“I know all about that.”

“She didn’t beat me. She just thought I was a piece of shit.”

Tears filled her eyes.

She closed them, and one fell and hit his jaw while she moved in, touching her lips to his.

God.

Christ.

Fuck.

She moved away but not far.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “And you’re not a piece of crap. She was very wrong.”

His girl.

She couldn’t even say “shit.”

How’d he earn this beauty?

“I don’t sleep, what I did to Rosalie.”

She nodded. “I know.”

“My brother knew, I’d be dead to him.”

She moved her thumbs across his cheeks, staring in his eyes, getting hold on the wet in hers so she could be there for him.

So she could be there for him.

No one had ever been there for him.

No one, but his brother.

“He’s lookin’ down on me, baby, and he’s seein’ the piece of shit my mom knew me to be.”

“No, he’s not,” she said intensely. “He’s seeing his brother lost his way, made mistakes, but is getting back on track.”

“I was a follower.”

“That happens when you’re lost, you don’t know which way to go, and you think you found someone you can depend on to show you the way.”

“You make it sound like it’s not on me, when it’s all on me,” he pointed out.

“It is. And it’s terrible what you did, Beck. Awful.”

He stared up at her, feeling that burn inside again, but it was bigger, threatening to consume him.

“And your penance is that you’ll never forgive yourself,” she continued. “You’ll never forget what you did. You’ll have to live with it forever. But you still have to move on. Use that to become a better person. Find ways to right that wrong even if it can’t ever be righted. Just do good.” She pressed into him. “And I believe you have that in you.”

Turning his eyes to the ceiling, he drew breath in through his nose, a lot of it, so much, Janna raised up on his chest as he did it.

“You need to apologize to her, honey,” she advised.

“I already did.”

“You did?”

He looked at her again. “Yeah.”



“Then that’s all you can do. I don’t think it’d be good you push that. Or at least not for her.”

Yeah.

The best thing he could do for Rosie was disappear from her life.

But right then, with Janna . . . this was happening.

They were doing this, whatever this became and however long it lasted.

She had to have it all.

“I choked her, kicked her and spit on her.”

Janna winced, he felt it pierce his heart, the pain was excruciating, stealing his breath, then she cleared her expression and pressed even closer.

The woman pressed even closer.

“Be a better man,” she whispered.

It was that easy for her.

Because she saw in him not who he was, but who he wanted to be.

So . . .

Right.

That was what she wanted?

That was what he’d do.

Starting now.

“Tell me about your dream.”

She shut down, completely, to the point she tried to shove off him.

So he rolled them again, trapping her under him.

A better man would do this.

A better man would take this from her so she didn’t have to live with it, whatever it was.

And he’d do that even if she didn’t want to give it.

“Janna,” he warned.

“Beck, I—”

“Talk,” he ordered.

She shook her head. “I don’t think—”

He got in her face. “Tell me.”

She stared in his eyes.

Then she said fast, “Okay, you can’t be mad.”

Oh fuck.

“What?”

“And you can’t . . . do anything about it.”

Fuck.

“What?” he clipped.

“Okay, right well . . .”

She trailed off and said nothing.

“Janna,” he growled.

“Okay,” she breathed, got it together and began. “I had a friend. A girl. A girlfriend. She was sweet,” she said swiftly. “She was messed up, but she was sweet. I knew it. I . . . she was like you. Like me. She was somewhere she didn’t belong doing things she shouldn’t be doing. A misfit.”

“Keep goin’,” he kept growling when she stopped.

“I was like, you know, trying to help her.”

“Help her what?” he pushed.

“Help her get clean. Help her get back to the life she should be leading.”

Jesus Christ.

Janna and her misfits.

“Janna—”



“There was word . . .” Back to talking fast. “She was seeing two guys. This wasn’t good. They were . . . if they found out about each other, it would not go well. Everyone was talking about it. They were like, not good guys. Both of them old enough to be her father.”

Beck felt a weird sensation prickling at the back of his neck.

“They said . . .” She shook her head but kept going. “I could tell she was tweaking more than she normally tweaked. Even when she was high, she was upset about something. I went to her house when it was late and I thought she’d be home because she partied a lot. She was there but she was really gone. She was stoned, but it was more. She was acting super funny. I tried to talk to her, but she just wanted me to go. I should have known something was up because she was kind of . . . frantic about me going. We fought. I didn’t want to give up on her and she was mad I just wouldn’t go. But, I had a feeling. I had a feeling with the way she was acting that something had to give. And soon.”

Yep.

Janna and her misfits, not giving up.

“And then someone knocked on the door,” she said.

Fuck.

Shit.

Fuck.

Shit.

Fuck.

“That’s when she lost it, pushed me in the closet and told me not to make a noise. Told me whatever I saw, whatever I heard, just sit there and be quiet and do not move.”

His girl.

In a closet.

He knew what came next.

“Jesus, fuck, Janna,” he ground out.

“I know.” She nodded like she couldn’t stop doing it.

Then she looked like she was going to start crying.

She got control and kept talking.

“He came in. He knew about the other guy. They fought, Beck, right away. It was bad. Like . . .”

Her voice broke.

He slid off her, took them to their sides, gathered her close, twisted his fingers light in her hair and held her tight around the waist with his other arm.

“But she wouldn’t talk about that with him,” she continued. “All she wanted was drugs, you know, before they started. He said he didn’t have any. That was when she got angry. Got into his face. Said things to him, really ugly things, worked him up.”

“All right,” he said gently.

“But I . . . it was getting bad. He was really mad at first. Then suddenly, he wanted to get things started. You know, have sex. It was creepy, I can’t explain it. But, it was not right, not normal any way you looked at it. She wanted drugs before they did it, he was single-minded about just doing it. He got over the other guy like it was nothing. And I wondered if that was their, you know . . . thing. How they, well . . . played. Not even having a drink first, or I don’t know . . . something. They just fought and then . . . did it.”

“Yeah, sweetheart,” he whispered.

“It was weird, and wrong and so incredibly ugly,” she said. “And it made me sad for her because I don’t think that was her. I just think that was what she’d do to get her fix.”

“Yeah, baby.” He kept whispering.

“I had my phone,” she told him. “She had this friend. I’d met her once, briefly. So briefly, I probably wouldn’t even have remembered her name, but it was unusual. She was not in the life. She was trying to pull her out too. I found her number. Looked up the directory on my phone in the closet. I called her. I . . . I didn’t want her to know who I was, but I wanted to, I don’t know, maybe scare her into doing something. I was scared, Beck. It wasn’t like anything I’d ever experienced. I was in a closet. And it just didn’t feel right.”

“Safe now, baby,” he murmured gently. “Keep goin’.”

“I . . . I don’t know. I couldn’t really tell. The way she was. She was . . . dressed up for him. Ready for something. In, you know, schoolgirl clothes.”

Jesus.

“But I . . . Beck, I think in the end he actually was mad about this guy and I think he . . . he might have raped her.”

Shit.

Fuck.

Shit.

Fuck.

Shit.

“I listened. So weak. I listened and did nothing. I was terrified. At first he was shouting. Destroying the house. But they stayed in the living room. I couldn’t get out without being seen. And she told me not to move, not to make a noise, and I wondered if she thought he might hurt me and was trying to protect me. Then they were doing it and I couldn’t tell. It didn’t sound right. It was rough. But she didn’t shout ‘no’ or anything. It was just not . . . not . . . not like it should be.”

“Why didn’t you call the cops, sweetheart?”

“I didn’t know if this was their normal thing,” she cried, her voice going higher. “And she would . . . she would . . . she would hate me. I’d never get through to her if I called the cops. She would cut me out. This guy gave her drugs. If he got in trouble and he couldn’t do that . . .” She let that lie but kept talking. “Her friend seemed really together. She knew her before she got hooked on drugs. I thought, if she came, she could intervene. She wouldn’t be scared. Not like me.” Her eyes got haunted. “It was all loud and ugly and then,” her voice got throaty, “nothing. Nothing, Beck.”

He fucking knew it.

Jesus Christ.

Janna.

“He killed her,” he guessed.

She nodded, then shoved her face in his chest and sobbed, “He took off and I came out and she was . . . oh God, it was so hideous. And I sat in that closet and did nothing!”

She pushed into him, her body overtaken, shaking violently with her sobs.

He leaned into her, giving her his weight and warmth . . . and time.

But they didn’t have a lot of that last.

Because she was talking about a drug addict in the porn scene.

He needed her to get it together so he could take care of her.

And he could take care of business.

Digger was out on a limb, no one at his back.

Who knew what that fucking guy would do.

“What’d you do then?” he asked.

“I go-got out of there,” she bawled. “I d-didn’t know if he’d come back. So weak,” she whimpered her last.

“Did you see him?” he asked.

She shook her head against his chest. “No. Th-the closet d-door was closed.”

“Did she use a name?”

Her head shot back.

“Beck, you promised!” she cried.

“Promised what?”

“You wouldn’t do anything.”

“Baby, have you been to the cops?”

More shaking of the head, terrified. “No way.”

That was so not Janna.

“Why?”

“Because Rebel came.”

“What?”

“I . . . this guy, these guys . . . they were both tied up with my boss. My big boss. Benito Valenzuela. And if I snitched, Beck, if you do anything, say, now, he’d . . . he’d come after me. Come after you and me.”

Fucking shit.

“They were like, allies or something,” she told him, her eyes getting wild. “Beck, it was . . . one of them . . . one of those men was in your club.”

Yeah, he was.

“That’s why I don’t . . . ask about your club,” she explained haltingly. “I don’t know how it goes. I stay out of that. If you weren’t . . . who you are, how you are with me, I’d never . . .”

She let that lie but didn’t stop talking.

“But everyone knew about it. Both the men she was seeing were wound up with Valenzuela. If one found out about the other, Chantilly would pay. If Valenzuela knew she was messing with things, Chantilly would pay. So everyone was worried. But she was getting drugs from both and she . . . she did that. She just did that. She couldn’t help herself. Anywhere she could get them, from anybody. And everyone knew it was bad. It was dangerous. So I tried to stop her, talk some sense into her, and that happened. That happened to her, she got killed, and then Rebel came.”

“Who’s Rebel?”

“She’s Tally.”

He was confused.

“Your director?”

She nodded. “So I knew someone had sent her in, like, you know. Undercover. Because she was Chantilly’s best friend and I knew they’d get him. Rebel would get him. She’s so together, Beck. She’s not even afraid of Mr. Valenzuela like everyone else is. And I’d . . . I didn’t have protection. Like Rebel has to have, you know, since she’s working with the police. She has to be. But me? I don’t have any family. I have friends at work, but no one would go against Valenzuela. Help take care of me. I was alone. And I’d be like . . . like . . . one of those women laid out for Chaos. Just a dead girl caught up in a lot of ugly stuff.”

She drew in a heavy breath and her expression turned tortured.

“I was weak. Rebel totally didn’t even remember me, and I didn’t remind her. She’s undercover and looking after her friend who’s dead and I didn’t say anything. You have to live with what you did and I have to live with being weak. Sitting in that closet and thinking that was maybe just their way and doing nothing.”

He didn’t know about anyone named Rebel or Tally, or anything about a woman undercover.

What he had to know was who killed Chantilly.

“Did she use a name?” he pushed.

She went stiff in his arms. “You can’t do anything because I don’t want you to get dead either, Beck. The people involved in this all have ties to Valenzuela and that includes your club. And that man is crazy. I’ve heard the stories, but I’ve also been around him and you can actually see the crazy.”

“My club is not tied to Valenzuela. Not anymore,” he told her.

She blinked at him. “It-it’s not?”

He shook his head. “And I’m not gonna get dead, baby, but I gotta know.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m a police informant.”

She grew completely still and stared at him.

“Did she say the names Digger, Chew, Arthur or Wayne?” he pressed.

“Wayne,” she whispered, eyes huge on him.

Fucking fuck.

He knew it.

“I gotta call this in.”

“Okay,” she whispered, still staring at him with big eyes.

Beck held onto her as he reached over their heads off the side of the bed for his jeans.

He got his phone, dialed Lucas and continued to hold her close as he put the phone to his ear.

“Seems you’re havin’ a busy day,” Lucas remarked in greeting.

“Wayne Benson killed that girl. There was a witness.”

“Say again,” Lucas demanded, his tone now alert.

“There was someone there. In the closet. Heard it all. And they heard this Chantilly woman call him Wayne.”

“How’d you get this?”

“I’ll get into that after you haul him in.”

“They willing to testify?”

“I’ll get on that after we get off the phone and you haul that sick bastard in.”

“This person needs to come in and make a statement, Beck,” Lucas shared tersely. “We can make an arrest based on the physical evidence and his sketch alibi, but seeing as she was carrying on a sexual relationship with him, explaining why his DNA is at the scene, we got nothing else, so no DA is gonna push this through without more.”

“You do your job, we’re off the phone, I can do mine.”

“You got good thoughts you can back this up?”

Beck looked down at Janna.

“That isn’t my call to make. But I’ll state the case and it’s up to them.”

“Eddie and Hank can at least lean on him with this info. Maybe he’ll break. We’ll send someone out. And we’re going after Sanderson, Beck. He’s obstructed an investigation. Provided false information to the police. He’s got a record. He’s fucked.”

“I do not give a shit.”

“Figured that,” Lucas muttered. “He retracts his alibi, we got more on Benson and more to break him. But we still need that statement.”

“I’ll do what I can do.”

“Right. Gotta go.”

“Later.”

“Later.”

He made sure the call was disconnected before he tossed the phone on the bed.



“You’re a police informant?”

He gave his attention to Janna.

“The deal was, I got something solid on anything beyond Valenzuela, the big catches, I get immunity and WITSEC. But I made that deal and then Valenzuela dropped off the face of the earth. He got back, broke ties with our club. The deal changed. I get something on my club, or anything on Valenzuela, I plead guilty and get a reduced sentence for assault and battery on Rosalie. Coincidence, and this fucked-up shit that is life, the man who killed your friend was a brother in my club. Until today. He was one of the guys I told you about earlier. One we jacked his ass out. I never liked him. He was acting cagey. I looked into things. Felt in my gut he was the one who hurt your friend, though I didn’t know she was your friend. I had no proof. But you just confirmed it.”

“You were with me to get at Valenzuela.”

She put that right together.

Shit.

Shit.

Fuck.

“Baby,” he whispered.

She stared at him.

Fuck.

“You know,” she said quietly, “this fucked-up shit that is life, sometimes the more fucked it gets, the less fucked it is.”

He’d be shocked she dropped the F-bomb, repeatedly, if he knew what the fuck she was on about.

“You’re not making any sense, sweetheart,” he said.

“You were going to use me.”

He wanted to tighten his hold on her.

He forced himself to loosen it.

When he did, she wrapped her arm around him.

His chin jerked into his neck.

“But you couldn’t do it because you’re a good man trying to do right. You weren’t after immunity. You were after atonement.”

“Babe.”

“You like me.”

He pulled in another big breath that set his chest to pushing against hers.

“You like me a lot,” she whispered.

They were doing this?

Time to do it.

“Yeah,” he confirmed.

Light hit her eyes.

“They need me to come in, don’t they?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he said softly.

“Okay, we should get dressed.”

That was when he tightened his hold on her.

She focused on him. “We should get dressed, Beck.”



“You kept this secret for months, scared shitless about Valenzuela, and babe, you should have been. That guy is a whackjob. But now it’s, ‘okay, we gotta get dressed?’” he asked.

“I didn’t have you before. Then even when I had you, I didn’t. Now I have you. And it was killing me, not saying anything. Not doing my part. Not helping them find who hurt Chantilly. Now I can do my part. So yes. Now it’s ‘okay, we need to get dressed.’”

Well, shit.

She trusted him.

Trusted him to keep her safe.

He looked in her eyes.

She was all in.

All in with him.

And it was all out there.

All out there for the both of them.

But getting it out didn’t force a bunch of shit in between.

Having it out brought them together.

So he had to get it all out there so she knew what she was getting.

“I loved her,” he shared.

Her expression went soft.

“I know,” she replied.

“I hurt her,” he said.

“I know,” she repeated.

“I let them hurt her,” he kept at it.

“I know,” she whispered.

Beck slid his hand to her jaw. “I won’t let anything hurt you.”

Janna, pressing close, her face growing gentle, her eyes going warm, slid her hand to his throat.

“I know.”

She knew.

Fuck.

He kissed his girl, his woman, wet, but light and soft, making it sweet.

When he pulled away, the melting look was in her eyes.

He gave her that.

Beck made her happy.

He took that in.

Then he said, “All right, baby. Let’s get dressed.”
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While Janna sat with a cop named Jimmy Marker, giving her statement, Beck stood off to the side, out of earshot but not out of sightline of his woman, with Brock Lucas and his partner, Mitch Lawson.

“As I told you, Bounty is now Resurrection, we ousted Digger and Pacino. Straight up, the guys who we have left are the decent ones. The guys in the joint kinda sucked. As evidenced by them refusing to swing deals and instead live off the state because they think it makes them badass to serve time. Way the club is going, not sure they’ll be asked to patch into Resurrection when they get out. So there’s nothing there,” he said to the detectives, eyes not leaving Janna.

“So what you’re saying is, you’re not gonna be able to get anything on Bounty or Valenzuela,” Lucas noted.

He turned to look at the man. “Aurora charter of Bounty is dead. They’re Resurrection, man. They’re into that shit. Valenzuela dropped us, and without Digger or Lannigan pulling the strings on that, he’s not coming back in. But it doesn’t matter. They’re not hyped up to get caught up in shit again. Not any shit. At all. So yeah, there’s nothing to get.”

Lucas looked to Lawson, but Beck looked back to Janna.

“I gotta go in, do the rest of my time, let’s get on that, yeah?” he muttered.



“We’ll talk to the DA, see what’s happening with that,” Lawson said.

“I got a choice, I’d rather it be done sooner than later,” Beck shared.

“You do realize you caught a killer,” Lucas declared.

Beck looked back at him.

“As far as your brothers know,” Lucas went on, “your woman shared shit that happened before you hooked up with her. Then you did what anyone with a soul would do. You got her to the cops so she could unburden her mind, and the man who killed a troubled woman could pay for doing that. Coincidentally, your club got shot of him that same day. But I figure you can spin that.”

“What are you saying?” Beck asked low.

“I’m saying the DA is going to like this,” Lucas told him. “They tend to get off on putting criminals behind bars. We would never have Janna if it wasn’t for you. And you linked Lannigan to Benson, leading us to the known associate we didn’t have of a man who last night murdered five prostitutes.”

Holy fuck.

Beck turned fully to Lucas. “You’re shitting me.”

Lucas shook his head. “No. That situation is hitting crisis level and we thought we already hit it when Valenzuela reentered the game. Benson might not have rolled over on Chew, but now we got something heavy to lean on him with, and a man like that, he’ll split open. If Sanderson knows dick, he’ll also split open. Topping that, seems you single-handedly cleaned up an MC who was dicking shit up. They keep their noses clean, not wasting the time or resources of the local police force, that would be good. And through all this, if they found you out, one of us would be identifying you at the morgue. So, you swung your shit out far. I think the DA will look favorably on all that.”

“Rosalie—”

“Diane Ragowski was Rebel Stapleton’s best friend,” Lawson entered the conversation. “Rebel Stapleton is in Rush Allen’s bed. Which we all know means she’s claimed as Chaos. What you did to Rosalie Holloway, it’s for her to say. What I can say is that Chaos will be torn, not able to fucking hate your guts and think you’re a total piece of shit since, in a roundabout way, you did something important for one of their own.”

“They know you’re a CI, Beck,” Lucas said quietly. “We’ll feed them this and like Mitch said, it’s up to Rosalie. But she might be moved to drop the charges. Regardless of what happens, I’ll share with you right here I think it says a lot about the man you hope to become you went the distance with this and were good to do your time when it didn’t work out like we’d hoped.”

Lucas was a decent guy, so Beck could not deny that felt good to hear.

Still.

“If Rosie wants me to—”

Lawson cut him off. “There will be no pressure. Just an information exchange. The DA isn’t in a good mood, we’ll be in touch.” He glanced to the side. “Now I think you best see to your woman.”

Beck looked her way to see Janna had her head turned toward his.

Marker jerked up his chin, so Beck moved through the desks as Janna put the strap of her purse over her shoulder and straightened out of her chair.

The minute he got close, he slid an arm around her waist and pulled her to his side.

“You good?” he asked his woman.

She nodded.

“You got what you need?” he asked the cop.

“Yes. If he doesn’t confess, we might have to ask Janna back to see if she can do a voice identification. But for now, we’re good.”

“I’d never forget that voice,” Janna told him, and he looked at her.

“That’s good, Janna, but hopefully we won’t need that.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t come in earlier,” she said in a small voice.

“You’re here now and that’s all that matters. Now, I’ll go get that printout of your statement, you can sign it and then you two can go,” Marker replied.

He got a nod from Janna before he took off.

Beck curled her so they were front to front.

“Still good?” he asked.

She gave him a little smile. “Yeah. Still good since the last time you asked half a minute ago.”

He just glided his hand up her spine into her hair and tucked her cheek to his chest.

“Shouldn’t you call someone in your club?” she asked.

“About what?”

“Well, this guy was in your club,” she pointed out. “Shouldn’t they know?”

He dropped his hand to the back of her neck and she tipped her head to look at him.

“Babe, I’m gonna have to step outta the club.”

She appeared confused. “Why?”

“Because I made a deal to inform on them.”

“But there was nothing to inform on, except one of them was a killer, and they got rid of him so why would they care?”

“It doesn’t work like that. In a brotherhood, it’s about honesty. I’ve been lying to them for months.”

“Lying to the other them. You told me earlier tonight you have a new name, a new charter.”

Well, damn.

He stared down at her.

“So you didn’t do anything to this club,” she finished.

Shit.

“Do they have to know you were set to inform on them?” she asked. “Or, the old them?”

He hoped not.

“No,” he answered.

“Okay, then, do you want to be out of that club?”

Yes.

No.

Fuck.

“I think they’re goin’ in a good direction,” he shared.

“So, don’t step out.”

“I watched every one of them go at Rosie.”

“Ah,” she murmured.

“Core asked after you,” he said, though he had no fucking clue why.

“Core?”

“A brother. He wants me to bring you around to party.”

Something slid over her face he couldn’t read.

Then she breathed, “Oh my God, my mother would absolutely lose her mind if she knew her daughter was partying with bikers.”

Beck again stared down at her.

“Porn costumes and makeup and partying with bikers,” she said, now something happening to her face he’d never seen. “She’d . . . she’d . . . totally freak.”

That was when Beck found himself grinning because she burst into uncontrollable giggles.

“I think . . . I think I want to try a reconciliation just so I can bring you over and introduce her to you,” she said through her cackling. “That would be, like . . . hilarious.”

And that was when Beck found himself smiling down at her.

“You c-could b-be all big and hot and s-scarred and b-b-badass and stare her down. Share about your record. Wear your knife on your belt. Oh my God,” she bent to the side, still in his arms, “I c-can’t breathe.”

He hated to say what he had to say.

And he gave her some time to laugh, get it out, and that time he gave was selfish, since he got to watch her do it and it was really freaking cute.

But then he had to say what he had to say.

“You do know you’re losin’ it ’cause you’re letting some serious shit go,” he murmured.

She straightened in his arms and looked into his eyes, lifting her hands to rest them on his chest.

“Oh, I know, honey, and isn’t it awesome?” Her attention shifted over his shoulder then back to him. “Call your club. Don’t cut ties until you’ve had time to decide. Lieutenant Marker is coming back. I’ll sign this thing. Then we’ll stop and get ice cream on the way home. My mom was mean, and my dad was pretty much a non-entity. I think he was more scared of her than I was. But he had this great hot fudge recipe he got from his mom. And sometimes when Mom was at choir practice, or prayer circle, or whatever, we’d make it. I’ll make it for you. You’ll love it.”

Her dad sounded like a limp-dick motherfucker.

But Janna being bossy was all kinds of cute.

That said, he was not a chocolate and sweets kind of guy.

He was a beer and nachos kind of guy.

“Sounds great,” he muttered.

She beamed up at him, rolled up on her toes and touched her mouth to his.

Then she pulled out of his arms and turned to Marker. “Is it all ready?”

Beck moved away, pulling out his phone but keeping his eyes on her.

He made his call and put his phone to his ear, eyes still on her.

“Thro . . . sorry, man, Beck. What’s up? It’s late,” Web answered.

“Brother, I got somethin’ you need to know that you won’t believe.”

He was wrong.

Web believed it.

So Beck could look after Janna, Web said he’d spread the word with the club.

Janna and Beck left, got ice cream and went back to her place.

And Beck would find he was not a chocolate and sweets kind of guy.

And he did not want to like something her dickweed dad who did not protect her gave to her.

But she loved it.

So Beck loved it too.
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The Future Is Now

Valenzuela

One seventeen, Sunday morning . . .

He could not believe he was reduced to this.

But his driver slid up to the curb in front of her house and there she was, as usual. Sitting on the porch in the dark.

It was whispered she never slept. It was whispered she was God’s dark angel and she wasn’t even mortal.

The whispers were wrong.

That didn’t mean she didn’t hold power.

His driver exited his seat, came to Benito’s door and let him out.

His man got out the other side.

Benito moved up the walk then up the steps to the house.

There was a chill in the air, so she was wearing a webby, black wool shawl around her shoulders. Prim, black silk, expensive blouse, perfectly creased back slacks, black pumps, face made up elegantly, attractive silver hair perfectly styled.

Throwing dancing light, Mexican sanctuary candles were lit on the table beside her wicker rocking chair, seven of them. A tall iced glass that looked like it held tea, but everyone knew that iced tea had two other words in front of it: Long Island.

It was all very incongruous. The rundown, bright yellow house behind her with the turquoise-painted railing around the porch. The rickety slats under that rocking chair, both of which creaked as she rocked slowly, her eyes glued to him. Not a soul in sight, but he knew they had eyes on them everywhere. And the stylish, sophisticated, costly clothing and flawlessly executed appearance.

Mamá Nana.

Mother grandmother.

He made it to the top step and stopped.

Bowing low, his man moved around him and set the briefcase on the wood by her moving chair before he backed away and went down the steps to the car, as he’d been instructed.

Through this, Mamá Nana didn’t take her eyes from Benito.

“I’d appreciate it if we could talk,” he said, the words sticking in his craw.

“The great and omniscient Benito Valenzuela stoops to chat with me,” she replied.

That had been the expected response, but not the one he’d hoped for.

“That’s double your usual fee in that briefcase,” he told her.

She didn’t even glance at it.

She said, “Things have gotten very difficult for you, Benito.”

“I’m fully aware of that, sadly,” he returned.



“This should make me feel many things, you, the child I held in my lap, bounced on my knee. But I must admit, it doesn’t surprise me I feel nothing.”

Benito made no reply.

That had been expected too.

“Your mother was a good woman, a kind woman. When your father left, she worked so hard to give you a home. Unfortunately, as hard as she worked, you had little. But she had so much love to give, it was a thing of beauty, it should have been enough.” She paused as if pondering something. “You always troubled her. And it would seem she had reason to be troubled.”

Benito felt his face tighten. “I took care of her before she died.”

She nodded. “You did. Most gallant. Then again, you were her son. It was your duty. Sadly, you did not take care of her when she lived.”

Regrettably, that was expected too.

Mamá Nana, the matriarch of the neighborhood who traded in information, somehow establishing a balance over the years, nearly clairvoyant with knowing who to share what with, but most importantly when, depending on the changing tides of who controlled Denver.

She’d been instrumental in coups. She’d played her part in the downfall of kings.

All this living in her ramshackle home that looked like a merrily painted crack house on the outside, a Mexican souvenir shop on the inside.

Every man, woman and child in that neighborhood would lay their lives down for her, because if your son needed school supplies and you couldn’t afford them, they’d show up on your doorstep.

From Mamá Nana.

And if your grandfather had been taken in, even if he’d lived in the country for thirty years but he was illegal, a high-priced immigration attorney would arrive.

Courtesy of Mamá Nana.

And if some white man raped your daughter, that man would be found, garroted.

Again.

Mamá Nana.

So if you heard any word from anyone about anything, and you certainly were listening, you told Mamá Nana.

Then she decided with her singular genius who to sell that information to . . . and when.

He should have learned from this.

Benito should have learned how to earn loyalty from Mamá Nana.

He had not.

However, right now, he didn’t have time for this.

“Mamá Nana, I need information,” he told her something she knew.

“You need a number of things, Benito.”

He clenched his teeth.

“That girl,” she flipped her hand, “the young one. You gave her opportunities. She warmed your bed. Then she betrayed you.” She rested her hand back in her lap. “This, I understand.”

That surprised him.

And at least it was something.

“The other one.” She drew in a breath. “Very sad. But messages have to be sent.”

That surprised him too.

“Yes,” he gritted out when she didn’t continue.

She turned to her tea, took it up, brought it to her lips, had a sip, put it back down, then again gave him her attention.

“It is God who judges,” she declared.

Fucking hell.

“It is,” he agreed.

“We have our wants, our desires,” she went on. “Even those that seem deviant to me, it’s not for me to judge. It’s for God.”

Benito felt stillness invade.

“And I have long since learned that a woman must do what a woman must do to get along in this world,” she continued.

“Mamá Nana—”

She interrupted him.

“She saw to your needs. Debased or not, she saw to your needs, Benito, and you disrespected her as you did?”

“It was her who showed disrespect,” he bit out.

She inclined her head. “I see. Understandable to teach her a lesson then. About the face, of course. But rape?”

Benito glowered into her eyes.

“That’s unacceptable, mijo.”

He was not her son.

He did not remind her of that.

“I’ve watched your career with some fascination,” she shared. “I even found at times I admired you.”

He put his hand to his chest and sieved the sarcasm out of his words when he said, “I’m humbled.”

“Nothing humbles you,” she replied softly. “This is your problem, muchacho.”

Benito dropped his hand.

“Make peace with this motorcycle club,” she demanded. “It was foolish to declare war on them. They are righteous warriors in a sea of wickedness. Their leader in other times would be a king. Give them what they desire, Benito.” She leaned toward him. “Everything they desire.”

Of course.

She knew about the bones.

She sat back.

“And rid yourself of the things that made your mother’s heart so weak,” she carried on. “Oh, the years she lived, the wear on her knees, worrying her rosaries, praying for your soul. You must put behind you the drugs, Benito. The whores. The guns that through you invade our streets. And then come back to me. We will talk again. We will find this man you seek.”

“I’m afraid that I’ll need your assistance sooner.”

She used the toe of her fifteen-hundred-dollar pump to slide the briefcase across the rough, warped, notched slats his way.

“And my regular fee will be triple,” she concluded as if he had not said a word.

“Mamá Nana—”

“I’ve spoken.”

He took a step toward her but stopped when her gaze got sharp.

“I have spoken,” she repeated.

He held her eyes.

Then he took more steps toward her, but to retrieve the briefcase.

He then turned his back on her and walked to the steps, down three, but stopped and turned when her voice came again.

“They say, mijo, these millennials who think they know all. The young. So brash. It’s amusing. But they say the future is female.”

He waited for it.

She didn’t disappoint.

“Learn this as you go forth in your endeavors, Benito.” Her voice was like a blade. “The future is now.”

She did not understand his actions with Camilla or Natalie or even the whore he’d beaten.

The man stood by his wife, the father his children, Mamá Nana would be there.

He did not, for him, Mamá Nana was a ghost.

But the woman with no husband, the children with no father, Mamá Nana was always at their side.

And if a man took his hands to his wife, his children, he was not found garroted.

But he left the neighborhood and he didn’t return.

Benito knew this before. He knew she would not make this easy and even thought she might not speak to him at all.

But he was reduced to this.

And it was worse.

He’d allowed an imbecilic, deadbeat, outcast biker to reduce him to this.

Perhaps he was actually learning a new emotion.

And experiencing it, he preferred only having the few he already felt.

He dipped his chin, tasting acid on his tongue, turned away, finished going down the steps and back to his car.

His driver was waiting at the open door for him.

He folded his body into the back.

His driver shut him in.

He tossed the briefcase on the seat between him and his man and faced forward, his expression stony, refusing to look out his window as his driver set them moving.

He detested being back in his old neighborhood and because of this, for years, he’d not returned.

The squalor. The ridiculous peasants laughing and cooking and celebrating Cinco de Mayo and meticulously planning their daughters’ quinceañeras and doggedly trudging to church on Sundays to worship a God who long-since had forgotten they existed.

They might have wanted more, but the white man would never allow that, and they were too stupid to know that if they really wanted it, they’d have to take it.

He’d wanted more.



And he’d taken it.

But he knew that Mamá Nana was wise.

And she was right.

He had few emotions, so he had no idea how to be humble.

He would have to learn before he lost everything.

Hawk Delgado had that stupid snatch he’d taught a lesson in her ludicrous red room.

With Delgado’s protection, even Benito could not find her to silence her.

Yes, he’d have to learn to be humble.

Or he’d lose everything.
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Sixx

When the black Mercedes was out of sight, Sixx moved from the shadows, up the steps, and leaned against the turquoise pole.

“Have I said how much I like your outfit?” Mamá Nana asked.

“Not yet,” Sixx replied, not looking down at the close-fitting black net sweater over the skintight black cami that topped skinny camo pants and glossy ankle boots with their narrowed square toe and chunky, three-and-a-half-inch heel.

“It confuses them when you care about what you wear,” she declared. “It makes them underestimate you. Like our minds are so frail, it’d overtax us to see to our appearance, put together an attractive outfit, and be able to recite that two plus two equals four.”

Sixx really liked this woman.

So she smiled.

“His mother,” Mamá Nana said quietly. “Una santa. His father, un cabrón. Though he was simply useless. Their boy was just born bad.”

Sixx knew little about Benito Valenzuela.

But she was catching up.

And from what she was learning, the woman couldn’t be more right.

“I need to know where those bones are, Mamá Nana,” she told her.

“This, I will tell you. If our agreement stands.”

Sixx nodded. “I’ll give them to that Club.”

Mamá Nana nodded back. “I will send mis hijos with you. They will be heavy. Soiled. It would be a shame if you ruined that outfit.”

Sixx shook her head. “I have some men who’ll help me.”

“You can trust them, mi loba,” she said softly. “And they will guide your way. Not to mention, these bones are considered treasure. They’ll be guarded.”

Sixx thought of D and Mad, but also Molly and their upcoming ceremony.

She couldn’t go to them.

Though, Carlo was in town, and him being in town was the reason Sixx was in town and standing right there with Mamá Nana.

Last, but most important, she thought of Stellan and her promise to be careful, not take any unnecessary risks, and get home safe to him.

“I’d appreciate the help of your boys,” she decided. “But just so they know, Carlo will be backup.”

“Carlo, such a good boy,” she murmured.

Sixx almost laughed.

She didn’t, but she did file that away to give Carlo shit about later.

Mamá Nana lifted a hand with two fingers extended.

Within seconds, two men showed on the porch.

Yes.

Sixx really liked this woman.

“It will frustrate him greatly, not having that treasure to bargain with,” Mamá Nana noted.

From what Sixx knew, she was not wrong.

“And weaken him tremendously,” Mamá Nana continued.

It would do that too.

Though, before he even got to the point of bargaining, Sixx was going to strip him of anything he could conceivably bargain with.

And not just bagging those bones.

The woman’s voice was vibrating when she said, “He should not have hurt those girls.”

She’d been waiting for this opportunity.

Sixx was glad she was the one to give it to her.

“No, he should not,” she agreed.

It took a moment before she straightened her back in her rocking chair but kept on rocking.

“When you return to Denver, you must come see me,” Mamá Nana invited. “I’ll make my albóndigas soup. You’ll like it.”

“I’m here.”

“It was nice to meet you, Sixx.”

Sixx moved to her, bent and touched her cheek to the woman’s, saying in her ear, “You too.”

She moved away and gave the woman a wink, which made Mamá Nana explode with laughter.

Sixx looked to the men.

Then she walked down the steps with them following.
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Rebel

Two thirty-seven that morning . . .

I woke when the bed moved because Rush joined me in it.

It did not surprise me he shifted in right behind me. He was a spooner. He could pull off a spoon all night.

It was awesome.

His arm slid around me as I murmured a drowsy, “Hey.”

The surprise came when he turned me around to face him.

Okay, maybe he wanted to get busy.

I’d been dead asleep.

I still was totally down with that.

“Hey,” he replied.

Any sleepiness I had evaporated, and not because we were about to get busy.

Because I felt his hold and I heard his tone and I knew something had happened.

I pressed my hand against his bare chest and whispered, “Is everything okay?”

“Rebel, baby, a witness came forward.”

I held myself tense because he didn’t go on and that could mean anything.

“And the guy who gave his alibi retracted it.” His hold on me grew taut. “Wayne Benson killed Diane. They picked him up. He’s confessed.”

I lay there, in Rush’s hold, feeling his warm skin against my hand, the beat of his heart, and stared through the dark at his shadowy face I could not really see.

“A witness came forward?” I whispered.

“Don’t know much about that. But yeah.”

“Why didn’t they come forward before?”

“Sorry, sweetheart, I don’t know about that either.”

I fell silent.

“You okay?” Rush asked.

“I don’t . . .” I pulled in a breath. “Rush, I don’t know what to feel.”

“Relief?” he suggested.

“Yes, of course, but . . .” I trailed off.

“Baby,” he murmured, his other arm digging under me so he could wrap me up in both and hold me close. “Some part a’ you thought, if you knew who did it, if it was handled, it’d make it right.”

“Yeah,” I muttered.

“And it didn’t make it right.”

“No.”

He stroked my back with one hand and played with the ends of my hair with the other.

I ducked my head and rested it against his collarbone.

“They’re leavin’ it until the morning to tell her parents. If you want, I’ll take you to them so you can be with them when they hear.”

My forehead rolled against his skin when I nodded and said, “I want.”

“Done,” he replied softly.

Of course it was “done.”

That was Rush.

I was guessing, with this guy, even if he had a million irons in the fire, he’d be there for me.

“Maybe it’ll help Paul start healing,” I suggested.

“Maybe.” He didn’t sound like he held a lot of hope for that.

Truth be told, as sad as it was, I didn’t either.

“I was wrong about it being Lannigan,” I mumbled.

“Yeah,” he said.

“All that, getting into porn, putting myself in danger, and in the end, I didn’t do dick to help Diane.”

His fingers at the ends of my hair slid up and tangled in it fully. “Babe. Stop. Just stop. You did what you had to do. That’s it. No one got hurt. It’s done. Move on.”

I took in a shaky breath.

“And if you didn’t do it,” he said softly, “I wouldn’t have found you.”

I closed my eyes and melted into him.

“Yeah,” I replied.

“Things have a way of workin’ out as they should.”

I pressed even closer and whispered, “Yeah.”

“Though, again, I think it’s pertinent to add that isn’t permission to get involved in jacked-up shit,” he finished.

I opened my eyes and through a smile I said, “Permission?”

“That’s what I said.”

“Don’t tick me off when you’re being so sweet.”

“Right.”

I kept pressing close.

His arms gave me a squeeze.

We both fell silent and this lasted for some time.

Rush broke it.

“You gotta let go, babe,” he whispered, “just do it, yeah?”

“I think I’ve cried all the tears I’m gonna cry for Diane.”

“Okay, sweetheart,” he murmured, sifting his fingers through my hair, going back, doing it again.

That felt insanely nice.

I didn’t say anything more. Rush didn’t say anything more.

I didn’t fall asleep. Rush didn’t fall asleep.

I sensed even with news that was good, something wasn’t right.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

He didn’t make me push for it.

“Enemy of the Club knew this guy and the man thought something was screwy with Benson. Went after him. He’s the reason they found the witness.”

“An enemy of the Club?”

“Yeah. He did something seriously fucked up. Bought some significant displeasure from the brothers. We took care of that then he took care of that.”

“He took care of what?”

“Went all in, risking his ass to make amends.”

“Oh,” I mumbled.

“You’re mine. Means you’re Chaos. Getting this guy is good for you. Means he did us a good turn.”

“Oh,” I mumbled again, though I did it feeling warm and fuzzy he was considering me “his” and that I was “Chaos.”

“I liked hating his ass better.”

“No one is all good or all bad, Rush,” I said quietly.

“Says Rebel Stapleton, protector of just about anyone who crosses her path,” he returned. “Though just to say, my guess is Wayne Benson is total filth.”

I could not argue that.

He fell silent.

“You want—?” I started to offer.

“Fuckin’ kills me to say,” he cut me off. “But I’m worn out. I’ll go at you in the morning.”

He hadn’t had a lot of sleep.

“Need to take care of you better,” I muttered.

He kissed the top of my head. “You take care of me fine.”

“I’ll make breakfast in the morning.”

“You keep promising to cook, this has yet to happen.”

“I kill in the kitchen,” I bragged. “I’ll make my egg and bacon sandwiches on cheesy buttermilk biscuits. We tell D I’m making them, he’ll be his normal half-asleep, and he’ll still get in his rental to go get the ingredients if we don’t have them.”

“Sounds perfect.”

I smiled, pressed close, brushed his skin with my lips, then turned in his hold so he was spooning me.

He gave me some weight at the back, tucked my hips tighter into curve of his and buried his face in my hair.



Oh so totally awesome with the spoon.

I was almost back to sleep, Rush’s breath had evened, when a low, ragged groan split the air.

Diesel.

My eyes popped open. “You have got to be kidding me.”

Rush’s arm got tight and he chuckled into my hair.

“I’m gonna kill them,” I announced.

“Just chill.”

“You need your sleep.”

Rush said nothing. There was silence. No bed pounding. No grunting.

Okay, maybe D was just making really loud sleep noises.

“Yeah, bud, that’s it. Love that draw. Suck me,” Diesel could be heard encouraging.

“For fuck’s sake,” I snapped, lifting up my head, seizing my pillow, dropping my head to the mattress and slamming the pillow over me.

Rush’s body rocked into mine with his laughter.

My “Men!” was muted too.

Rush’s body kept rocking into mine.

Whatever.



The pillow worked.

And around about the time Rush relaxed into me, I fell asleep.
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Chew

Four forty- five that morning . . .

Dragging the bags up the stairs, Chew checked the numbers on the doors as he went down the outside walkway until he saw fourteen.

He used the key with the big, diamond-shaped, plastic medallion that had the same number imprinted on it, let himself in, dragging the bags behind him.

He closed the door.

Locked it.

Went to the curtains hanging at the front window.

He slapped them closed.

Only then did he feel his way to the light on the nightstand and turn it on.

He went back to the three plastic bags, heaved them across the room and up on the bed.

Then he stood there, staring down at them, feeling his whole body shaking.

How?

How did they know?

How did they find him?

Going home after his work of the night, feeling good, feeling fucking awesome he hadn’t lost his touch.

A little time staking shit out. A little more time watching.

Two liquor stores and a convenience store.

This time, he didn’t leave them dead since they didn’t even see the tire iron before it slammed into the backs of their skulls.

They’d have headaches when they woke up, and Chew had some mild concern that last guy was bleeding more than he should.

But whatever.

He got their cash bags.

Their daily takes.

And thank fuck he kept his stash in his car. If he didn’t, now he’d be screwed.

Fuck.

How had the cops found him? All over his safe house when he got home. Lights flashing. That fucking do-good fuckwad Mitch Lawson and that fucking asshole ex-DEA fuck Brock Lucas standing at the front of his safe house chatting.

Tack’s friends.

Tack’s buddies.

Chew did not give one single fuck those men were at Tack’s side when they took the house where Tack’s old lady was inside, stuck to shit, bleeding out.

They were fucking cops.

Tack was an outlaw.

What the fuck?



More importantly . . .

How had they fucking fuck fucking found him?

He stared at the bags.

Grew still.

“Digger,” he whispered.

The only motherfucker alive, now that Harrietta and Cammy were dead, who knew where his safe house was.

He turned, about ready to grab the TV and throw it across the room.

Instead he skulked to it, snatched up the remote, turned that fucker on low so if he had neighbors in this shithole, he didn’t wake them so they’d complain.

He found a local channel, turned back to the bed and yanked open the bags.

One bag: fives, tens, twenties, some fifties, a few hundreds, even some ones.

One hundred and seventy-seven thousand dollars and some change.

What was left from his score from the glory days of Chaos.

The second bag: Cammy’s jewelry Valenzuela gave her, same thing from Harrietta not given to her by Benito but by her ex (not that there was much of that), Harrietta’s grandmother’s silver, Chew’s dad’s watch, the Rolex one of Chaos’s whores stole from a john that Chew claimed as his, and three guns, a .38, a .22 and a 9mm.

Third bag: the envelope with his take from the whores last night (thirty-two hundred measly dollars and some jewelry that wouldn’t bring much), the three cash bags from tonight (seventeen thousand and some change) and fucking seven fucking pairs of Cammy’s designer shoes and five designer handbags, which Benito bought her.

He’d been reduced to shoes and handbags.

But fuck, those bastards were worth a mint.

He’d have to find a fence. One who wouldn’t dial the cops or Chaos the minute he got a whiff of Chew.

Which meant he’d have to leave town for a while.

His take from Digger was out. He knew that sick asshole had whacked Chantilly. Now the cops knew, so he couldn’t blackmail his ass.

Chantilly. Total waste. Even high and used to shit, that bitch was tight.

And since they caught his ass, Chew couldn’t go and steal his bike.

His bike.

Chew’s bike was at his safe house.

The motherfucking cops would seize his bike.

Chew sat on the edge of the bed, his face falling in his hands.

“Jesus, shit, my baby,” he whispered.

It was then he thought of his other babies.

His tarantulas.

All eighteen of them.

He felt his throat get thick.

What would they do with his babies?

What if those pig cops opened the door, and they got out? They’d been born in captivity. He’d had some of them for fifteen, twenty years.

Without him, how would they eat?

“Early this morning, Denver police arrested Wayne Benson . . .”

His head shot up and his eyes went to the TV.

“ . . . a suspect in the murder of Diane Ragowski, a twenty-eight-year-old Denver resident, found murdered in her home last January.”

Denver resident.

Unh-hunh.

Porn fucking snatch.

Guess your sins got washed away, some asshole ends you.

“After the arrest, police found stashes of illicit drugs and a variety of child pornography in Mr. Benson’s home.”

A chill spread through Chew, making him shiver.

“Police report that Mr. Benson has been charged with one count of first degree murder, three counts of possession of controlled substances with the intent to distribute and multiple counts of sexual exploitation of children. He’s been remanded into custody and will await a bail hearing on Monday.”

“That sick fucking fuck,” Chew muttered.

Christ.

Well, his time in prison would be fun.

Chew found the remote, punched the TV off then tugged the bags off the bed, reached in and got the .38. He checked it’s load and set it on the nightstand.

He turned out the light and stretched out on top of the covers.

He closed his eyes.

He was almost asleep when they popped open.

Digger was talking.

Digger led them to him.

Digger was a sick fucking fuck tied to Chew.

“Shit,” he whispered, his mind turning, turning so fast, he started getting a headache.

He needed to find a fence.

He needed to find a goddamned fence.

And he needed insurance.

He stared through the dark before dawn at the ceiling.

His mind stilled when it hit him.

And when it hit him, his lips curved in a smile.

Well then, he guessed he was going to Vegas.

And after that, heading to Boulder.
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Tack

Eight oh five that morning . . .

“Police report that security video shows the man who murdered the owner of a liquor store in the early hours of the morning, as well as the man suspected in two other attacks that left another liquor store owner and a night manager of a convenience store in the hospital, is one Arthur Lannigan.”

Tack sat at the bottom edge of his and Red’s bed, elbows to his knees, staring at the TV.

“Arthur Lannigan is the same man suspected in the deaths of Natalie Harbinger, twenty-six, and Camilla Turnbull, twenty-seven. Both women’s bodies were found on the same night in different locations in Englewood earlier this summer. Mr. Lannigan is also the man suspected of a rash of murders Friday night, when five prostitutes were found dead in motels throughout Denver. They’d been robbed.”

The door opened and even though Tack knew with the swift way it closed that it was his wife, he didn’t take his eyes off the TV.



“Police raided Mr. Lannigan’s residence in Littleton early this morning to find he had already fled.”

“He hadn’t fled. Spooked him,” Tack grunted. “Slim told them not to go in fuckin’ hot.”

Footage of the cops outside Chew’s safehouse switched to a picture of Chew sitting in an armchair with his leg thrown over an arm and a bottle of beer in his hand. It had to be recent. He was older. Looked haggard. But he had a sly expression on his face that, considering Harrietta or Camilla took that snap, Tack found sickening.

“Police are asking if anyone sees this man to contact the authorities immediately. Do not approach. The suspect is considered armed and dangerous.”

They started another story and Tack lifted the remote in his hand to turn off the TV.

Tyra sat next to him, doing it close and running her hand down his back.

“Honey,” she murmured.

“He needs money,” Tack said, staring at the blank TV.

“Yes,” she replied, pressing close to his arm and rubbing circles at the small of his back.

“He’s gearin’ up.”

His wife said nothing.

“Take one of us out.”

She pressed closer, running her other hand down his forearm to hold one of his hands tight.

“Kane—”

“Snap,” he bit out.



“Oh God,” she whispered.

“And history repeats,” he said.

Her voice was solid when she replied, “No it won’t.”

He turned his head and looked into his wife’s beautiful green eyes.

“No,” he growled, “it won’t.”
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Humility

Rebel

Nine fifteen, Sunday morning . . .

“You think I should be relieved?”

Rush stood next to me at Paul and Amy’s while Amy stood across the room, her hand pressed to her stomach, a stricken expression on her face, and Paul stood next to her, giving the ugly to Hank.

And it was ugly.

He was also slurring.

Which meant it was morning and he was either already drunk, or he hadn’t sobered up from last night.

“Mr. Ragowski,” Hank murmured.

“My daughter was carrying on a sexual relationship with a pedophile, who’s old enough to be her father, who ended up raping and murdering her. And I should be relieved about that?”

It was important to note that Hank had not told him he should feel relieved. Hank had just shared the news the man had been caught, as well as relevant details, which he’d kept minimal, though admittedly none of them were good. Even so, they’d eventually find out anyway, since it was all over the news, so someone had to tell them.

I felt for him, but that someone was Hank.

“Paul,” Amy whispered.

“This is it. This is what Diane left. An obscene footnote buried in history, the junkie and the pedophile,” Paul spat. “My one child and all her promise, that’s what’s left.”

I bit my tongue, not literally, figuratively, trying to give him some space to get out the poison.

But just to say, doing that was really freaking hard.

“Paul,” Amy said brokenly.

Paul turned to Rush and me. “And again, who’s this guy?”

“It’s Rebel’s young man,” Amy said hurriedly. “You know that. You met him ten minutes ago.”

Paul switched his attention to his wife. “Yeah. And like I want a man I met ten minutes ago to watch me be humiliated again by my dead daughter.”

I felt my mouth get tight.

Amy paled and reared back, but did it saying, “We couldn’t leave him out in his truck.”

This was arguable, and I knew at this juncture which side I’d argue.

Incidentally, that was where Rush had intended to stay.

Getting the call from Hank sharing this was imminently going down, a call that woke us both up, Rush having had about five hours of sleep, he did not get my egg and bacon on cheesy buttermilk biscuits. He did not get the chance to “go at me.”



We’d gotten out of bed and Rush went downstairs to make coffee, telling me there was a note from the boys that they were off somewhere doing something with Sixx.

We’d taken a quick shower, pulled on clothes, grabbed some travel mugs of coffee and headed over to Paul and Amy’s. And so they could have a modicum of privacy in this emotional moment, he was going to wait for me out in the truck.

It was sweet.

Until Amy opened the door to me, saw Rush in his truck, Hank’s 4Runner pulling up, put things together, and when I told her Rush was my new boyfriend, she insisted he come inside.

I couldn’t talk her out of it.

And with the haunted look in her eyes, I didn’t have it in me to push too hard.

I really needed to learn.

When I ran down to tell Rush, he gave me a hassled look, but as I was sensing was oh so Rush, he got out of the truck and came inside.

Cue quick intros that led into Hank sharing the news.

Bringing us to now.

“Yeah, we actually could leave him in his truck,” Paul retorted.

“I’ll step out,” Rush murmured.

“Oh no you will not,” Amy snapped at him then to Paul, “He’s Rebel’s man. Rebel’s family So he’s family.”

“That’s insane,” Paul bit out.

Considering Rush and I had been seeing each other for less than a week, and they’d never met him, although I was so totally falling in love with him (I mean seriously, how could I not?), it kind of was.

“It is not,” Amy returned. “And further, it can’t be easy for Lieutenant Nightingale to share this with us.”

“He gets paid to do this kind of thing,” Paul shot back.

Oh boy.

Amy’s face got red and she returned, “Yes, on a Sunday morning, away from his family, sharing the delightful news our daughter was involved with a pervert who killed her, I’m sure to do that he gets paid handsomely.”

“Perhaps we should leave you two to—” Hank started.

“Yes,” Amy bit out. “You should. You should go home to your wife and try to forget you know any of this, and if you have any children hold tight to them and enjoy the rest of your Sunday. Thank you for coming. Thank you for not giving up on Diane. I know what you had to share this morning wasn’t easy, but I’m grateful you took the time to do it and I’m also grateful to know this is finally done.”

“It’s not done,” Paul muttered. “It’ll never be done.”

“It seems it won’t,” Amy clipped at him. “Considering, after experiencing my daughter succumbing to drugs, you feel the need to force me to watch my husband succumbing to alcohol.”

“Shit,” Rush said under his breath.

That was when Paul got red in the face.

I really should have pushed it with Amy to let Rush stay out in his truck.

“Now we’re gonna do this in front of two guys I don’t even know?” Paul asked irately.

“Yes, we are, Paul, because I’m a mess. My only child is dead. My husband is slowly killing himself. But none of that negates the fact we have a mortgage to pay and only a part-time income coming in to pay it since you feel the need to be inebriated twenty-four hours a day, like you are right now. So you’re on an unpaid leave of absence that needed to end, oh, I don’t know,” she leaned toward him, “three weeks ago.” She leaned back and tossed out both arms in exasperation. “You’re off, drunk, buying panini makers for goodness sakes! Driving drunk, I might add. This has gotten completely out of hand. The Diane I raised would be ashamed of us.”

Paul leaned toward her. “The Diane you raised became a porn star.”

Uh-oh.

Now I was getting mad.

Rush’s hand came out and held tight to mine and somehow, with that, I didn’t lose it.

Amy had no one to hold her hand.

So she reared back again, and after she did, she shouted, “Tell that to your vodka bottle, Paul!”

I gave Rush a squeeze, pulled free, moved furtively to Hank, put my hand on his arm and whispered, “Thanks, Hank. You can go. Tell Roxie I said hi.”

He looked at me, and the warm, whisky-eyed sweetheart was back.

His fingers found mine, held tight for a beat, and he murmured, “Talk to them about victims’ assistance again.”

I nodded.

He shifted his attention to Paul and Amy. “Mr. and Mrs. Ragowski, try to take care of yourselves,” to which he received a heated glare (Paul) and an apologetic look (Amy).

They deflected off him (or at least I hoped the glare did) and he moved to and out the door.

When it closed behind him, I looked to my friends. “Paul, Amy, Rush and I are gonna take off too.”

Amy’s back went straight, her chin came up, and she announced, “I’m leaving him.”

God dammit.

“You’re what?” Paul asked.

She turned to her husband. “I’m moving in with Barbara. It’s all set. And if you don’t get to a meeting and get yourself dried out and get back to work, we’re putting the house on the market and I’m filing for divorce. I’m not going to end this living nightmare having a dead daughter, an alcoholic husband and bad credit. You have a week, Paul. Life’s too short. I’m not wasting another second watching you waste away.”

Paul stared at her, his mouth open, his face blank.

Amy turned to me. “I’ll be in touch, doll. I love you.” She looked to Rush. “I’m sorry. I should have let you stay in your truck. I’ve leaned too heavily on Rebel and you got caught up in that. That ends now. I hope you understand the extenuating circumstances and I hope to meet you again under better ones.”

With that, she flounced to the hall and we heard a door slam.

I gave my attention to Paul.

“Paul, you two need to chat. We’re gonna go.”

“My daughter died,” he muttered toward the hall Amy had just gone down.

“Yes,” I whispered.

“And that bitch,” he lifted a hand to the hall, “treats me to that?”

I clenched my teeth so I wouldn’t say anything stupid.

Rush did not do the same.

“Man, get your head outta your ass or you’re not only gonna lose your daughter, you’re gonna lose it all.”

Paul was searing a look at Rush, but Rush was grabbing my hand and pulling me to the door.

“I’m not sure you’re welcome back,” Paul spat at Rush.

“I’m pretty sure, you keep acting like a moron, I don’t care,” Rush muttered, opened the door and pulled me out, turning back and saying, “Goodbye.”

He reached in, shut the door and moved me down their walk.

“I’m sorry, baby,” I whispered, holding tight to his hand.

“Good that happened. Amy needed to lay it out,” Rush did not whisper back.

“You didn’t have to witness it.”

He stopped me at the passenger door to his truck and looked down at me. “Would you still be in there, playing referee to those two, if I was out in my truck?”

I slid my eyes away.

“Right,” he muttered, yanking open my door. “So it’s good I went in. Now we can go home, fuck, I can crash, we can find out where the fuck your brother and his man are, get them home to you, and I can go back out and shake down more people who have no idea where Chew is. Another perfect day.”

Oh man.

He was tired, done with this mess, probably hungry, had to deal with that ugly with Paul and Amy, and, well . . . tired.

I did not delay climbing into the truck.

Rush closed me in, rounded the hood, then angled in the other side.

After he started it up and pulled out into the road, I asked, “Do you want my cheesy biscuit breakfast sandwiches?”

“It’ll take too long. We’ll grab something from a drive thru, eat it on the way home, I’ll finish breakfast eating you out, then I’m gonna sleep.”

“That’s a plan,” I said, though I hated fast food (all but Arby’s, their beef and cheddars and curly fries were crack). The rest of it, I was totally down with, and one part of it, I was seriously down with. I dug my phone out of my pocket and told him, “I’ll call D.”

“Good idea,” he muttered.

Diesel didn’t answer so I left a message.

Rush was taking our order from a drive thru window at Taco Bell when my phone binged with a text.

Doing some shit with Sixx. It’s gonna take a while. Covered?

“D says he’s doing something with Sixx and it’s gonna take a while,” I told Rush as he handed me the bag.

“They’re not back when I wake up, I’ll drop you at Essence’s,” Rush replied, pulling out of the fast food lane.

And there it was again.

Plans change, Rush just found a new flow.

Covered, I texted D. Then followed up with, I might be at Essence’s if you’re gone long. I’ll text.

Right, sis. Later.

I dug in the bag to get out Rush’s breakfast burrito.

“Thanks for taking me,” I said.

“Not a problem,” he replied.

“Thanks for being awesome.”

His lips quirked, he glanced at me, took his burrito and looked back at the road.

“Not a problem.”

I pulled out my own burrito, set the hash browns and cinnamon balls where Rush could get at them, then crunched up the bag and threw it to the floor.

I unwrapped enough to take a bite, chewed, swallowed and announced, “You’re right.”

Rush did not swallow his bite but asked with a full mouth, “About what?”

“Diane gave me one last thing after she died.”

He knew where I was leading and that was why I got a gentle, “Babe.”

“I wouldn’t want it to happen this way. But it did. So that’s what I’ve got. And I’m good to take it.”

He switched burrito hands to reach out and give my thigh a squeeze.

He nabbed a hash brown on the way back to the steering wheel.

“I’m glad Amy did that. I’m not so worried anymore,” I shared.

“Yeah,” he replied.

“They’re really not that awful,” I told him.

“Amy’s not,” he replied firmly.

Hmm . . .

It would seem Rush wasn’t as easygoing with men who treated the women in their life like dirt, even with extenuating circumstances.

I understood Paul’s extenuating circumstances (to a point).

I still liked that.

We ate.

We made it back to his house.

We fucked.

And Rush passed out.

But I lay naked in his arms, watching Rush sleeping, marveling that he still looked badass doing it, thinking about our morning and about what D and Mad were doing with Sixx and about going to Phoenix.

I’d had his dad’s pancakes (and they were amazing).

Rush really needed to try my cheesy biscuit breakfast sandwiches.

And he might not know it because he’d never had it, but he really needed someone around to look after him.

I wanted to be that someone.

Bad.

The question was, was it more important I look after him by going to Phoenix?

After his losing it when his mom was such a bitch, and that day, him dragging me around, putting a good face on it even though he was dragging, I was uncertain.

What I knew was, we could talk about it more, he’d be open to my thoughts and concerns, and we’d come to a decision.

Together.

And knowing that would be how it went down was awesome.
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Valenzuela

One twenty-eight, Sunday afternoon . . .

His head snapped back, he heard a low but sharp cry of pain as his teeth dragged flesh, and he found it an odd but alluring sensation that he was not able to move his hips when he spent himself magnificently into the condom.

“Finish him,” the gruff voice came from behind him.

The order was for him.

And hearing it, his orgasm ended almost harder than it began.

His mouth was again forced full, the plastic not to his liking, but he had his limits.

As did they.

This time, the rules would be followed.

However, perhaps next time he’d convince them to try something different.

Even if he was done, it was not unpleasant to listen and participate as things concluded fully.

He found it also wasn’t unpleasant to have his hair seized and his thigh abused, the harsh noises of a hand landing on flesh bringing pain mingling enjoyably with the sound of flesh pounding into flesh when things culminated.

He turned his head, freeing his mouth, and declared, “Now leave.”

He allowed himself to enjoy the release, and when the bed shook with their exit, he turned, dropped to a hip, then to his ass, and slunk up to lie naked in his own bed with his back against the headboard.

He approved of what he saw.

Big. Built. Hung.

The future was not female.

His lips curved.

After they both visited his bathroom, they came back and dressed lazily, knowing his eyes were on them, but even so, they didn’t waste time.

He should have thought of men.

However, it would never have occurred to him. The very idea was repugnant.

Until, of course, what he’d experienced in the red room.

But now, after some thought, he’d come to the understanding that men would be so much less trouble.

The tall one with the larger cock who’d taken his ass strolled to the chest under where his TV was mounted and swiped up the envelope that he had left for them there.

Well-tailored trousers of exceptional material, superbly-tailored dress shirt, dark blond hair groomed perfectly.

Just as he’d ordered.

Yes, he should have thought of men earlier.

Men understood authority, the importance of money and what it bought, and how to take orders, even if taking them was being ordered to give them.

They would simply provide a necessary service and not be a problem.

“My wallet. Trousers,” he demanded.

The other one snatched up Benito’s pants from his valet.

He was also quite tall, and had a superlative physique, but was shorter, leaner, and less endowed, though, he had a great deal of grace when he moved and a deep voice Benito found he appreciated, especially during the act.

The man dug out his wallet, draped the trousers as he’d found them and brought the wallet to Benito dressed in his own tailor-made slacks and shirt.

Benito approved of the man draping his trousers. Those trousers cost seven hundred dollars.

Yes, men were much less trouble in a number of ways.

Benito took it from him, slid out two hundred-dollar bills, and tossed them to the bed before placing his wallet on the nightstand.

“Gratuity,” he stated magnanimously.

They looked at each other, then the tall one moved forward and grabbed the bills.

Next time, he’d have the short one fuck the tall one while he watched before he let the tall one have him.

Though when that happened, he would wish to be tied down.

“Again. Monday evening. Eight o’clock. Allocate two hours,” he ordered.

“You got it,” the gruff voice of the tall one muttered.

His voice was appealing too.

They left the room, the shorter one closing the door behind them.

They’d given him their names, he just hadn’t bothered to take note of them.

He’d do that next time.

On that thought, Benito sighed.

He had the rest of the day to contemplate that memory and prepare for his meeting with Tack, and apparently Knight would be joining them tomorrow morning.

Not a surprise, though a nuisance, but Knight Sebring was the hero of every working girl in Denver. So after Lannigan cut a swath of vengeance using Benito’s whores to do it, some intervention from Sebring was expected.

However, Knight would be easily enough handled. It wasn’t Benito who’d murdered five prostitutes. Such a thing was bad for business in a lot of ways, and Sebring knew Benito was all about business.

Benito was pleased to note there wasn’t much to prepare for the meeting.

That morning, enjoying a leisurely late breakfast before his scheduled guests arrived, doing it giving considered thought following the foul day he’d had yesterday, Benito had come to the conclusion that, in the end, it would be just as he’d decided he wanted it to be anyway.

He’d offer the bones as immunity for past lapses in his better judgement. He’d promise to continue to stay off Chaos’s patch and explain it would soon no longer be an issue as he’d be focusing solely on his filmmaking enterprises (something that would assuage Sebring). And they would band together to find Lannigan, his other offerings allowing him bargaining power to have some time with the asshole before Chaos did whatever they were going to do with him if Chaos found him first.

And perhaps them allowing him to watch whatever they were going to do with him.

With Knight in the mix, someone would find Lannigan.

He hadn’t even really needed to go to Mamá Nana, though he wanted at that motherfucker first.

Not to mention, months of looking, both him and Chaos, it would have been advantageous if he’d been the one to find Lannigan, one-upping the Club. It would also go a long way not only with relations with the Club, but also to repair some of the chinks in his reputation that Camilla and Lannigan had left after they’d played him.

But after visiting Mamá Nana and the feelings he felt through that he didn’t like much, he’d reassessed the situation and reminded himself he was already flirting with the idea of streamlining his operations.

Recent events just solidified that.

Whores refusing to go out.

Angry pimps invading his space.

Sitting down with police to explain he had no understanding of what was happening as he ran no stable of prostitutes, so he could not imagine why they were wasting his time. And further, he had utterly no idea who might murder five poor wayward women or who Arthur Lannigan was. He hadn’t even heard of the man.

That police interview alone had cost him fifteen hundred dollars in attorney fees.

He couldn’t continue to bleed this kind of money on attorneys and doctors and informants and securing the loyalty of his own men.

In normal times, he wouldn’t think of it.

Whores refusing to go out, and because of what Lannigan was doing, even dealers getting fidgety, if his earnings continued to take a hit, and he kept having massive expenditures, his resources would begin to run precariously low.

It went without saying, he’d worked too hard to earn them. He absolutely was not going to allow the likes of Arthur Lannigan to destroy all he’d built.

Absolutely not.

Yesterday had not been a good day.

The last several months had not been good months.

Today was much better.

What a difference a good sleep, a good think and a good fuck made.

Yes, he should have considered men long before this. They got off, they left and got off with someone else. Those two men wouldn’t think of him again until tomorrow night. No scheming and conniving and emotional tangles. He paid them for their services, gave them a healthy gratuity, the end.

Benito was fine with that.

With a smile, he moved from the bed and went to the bathroom.

He disposed of the condom and grabbed a plush, deep-blue washcloth to clean his cock and wipe the lube from behind.

He then went into his closet and found some lounge gear, royal-blue pants and matching shirt in a soft, stretchy material that was warm, but breathable.

It was the best money could buy. His loungewear. His washcloth. His apartment with the view of the Front Range. And everything in it.

He’d let loose his ambition, his greed, and he’d been extremely successful.

It had been exhilarating.

Now he would have to scale back to keep it, however Benito liked to think of it as a sort of semi-retirement.

The result would be no more whining pimps and twitchy dealers and unnecessary attorney fees and visits to Mamá Nana.

And he was fine with that too.

Very much so.

He pulled on his loungewear, his mind on the best, he started thinking about Tallulah.

He had not given up thoughts of her.

She would not be an emotional tangle.

Unafraid of him, she would be his equal. He would watch her work, give her the resources to grow their brand and it’d be his next great success.

And when, or if, she ceased being useful, he’d scrape her off.

In the meantime, they’d had that discussion about m/m for his films.

He’d been averse.

She’d said it was “hot.”

He’d give her free rein on that to see what she’d come up with.

And he decided, between the two of them, if that was something she liked, he’d order some for her, those to her liking, and let her watch.

And perhaps play with her while she did.

Finding this prospect intriguing, he moved back through the bathroom into his bedroom and stopped dead.

He did this because an enormous man with longish, light-brown hair was throwing himself on his bed.

“Could get used to digs like this,” he stated in a voice Benito liked better than either of the other two.

“Yeah. I hear that.”

Benito’s eyes moved to the man who was joining the large man on the bed, his swarthy features, thick beard and gravelly voice, Benito liked even better.

He would cancel his Monday plans with the others.

And order up these two.

And he wouldn’t even ask for them to change out of their jeans and tees so they could arrive as he required.

They clearly were rough trade and that would be an interesting change.

They also obviously had the words he’d given to the agency to get by his men at the door.

So this was another mistake Benito could forgive.

“The agency has made an error,” he said, gaining both their attention. “I’ve already been serviced.”

“Oh, we know,” the large one said, his bright blue eyes on Benito, and he tipped his head across the room.

Benito looked that way and froze to the spot.

He did not fully take in the tall, slender woman with short, brown hair, form-fitting black leather pants, a silk shell under an army-green blazer with deep, feminine lapels, a delicate platinum choker around her neck and high-heeled, strappy, platinum sandals who was leaning insouciantly against the doorjamb of his room (though obviously he did take in her clothes).

His television was on.

And on it was a video of him at the beginning of the proceedings with the men who left not fifteen minutes go.

He was on his back, his cock being sucked, his knees forced high and wide, while the tall one straddled his head, fucking his face.

The angle was perfect, to the side, you could see everything.



He did not search the room for the camera.

Because he felt the cold invade.

And he relished it.

“Might have to give you a rest, bro, watchin’ that,” one of the men on the bed said, revulsion unhidden in his tone.

“I don’t know, the guy at his mouth has got talent,” the gravel came. The dark one.

He looked to the bed only to see the big one had his gun out of his nightstand.

He was tossing the clip to the bed. He then palmed the bullet he released from the chamber and shoved the gun into the back of his jeans.

All this he did smiling irreverently at Benito.

That chill dug deep.

“Hey there,” a female voice sounded.

He cut his eyes to the woman.

She lifted up his remote.

“Should we fast forward to the good parts?” she asked.

“Dude, you gotta check the teeth,” the big man on the bed advised, and Benito forced his gaze back to him. “Felt for that fucker, you nearly ripped his dick off when you came.”

They’d watched.

“FYI, my man, some dude named Knight bought the Dusk Agency. Boys who just drilled you?” the dark one said. “They’re his.”

He had not been made aware of this.

This did not make Benito happy.

Yes, it was time to streamline. It felt like everything was falling apart.

“Can you explain to me how I can help you three?” he asked coolly.

“Well . . .”

The brunette oozed into the room with a sensuality that even in the current situation Benito had to take a moment to appreciate.

She slithered onto the bed and tangled herself with the two men in a way that Benito immediately made the decision to order that ménage film from Tallulah. She’d have to revise her schedule. But it was going to be their next film.

“We’ll start with ten million dollars,” the brunette finished.

He stopped thinking about Tallulah and ménages and narrowed his eyes on the woman, his insides pure ice.

“I’m sorry?” he whispered.

“Ten million,” she repeated. “And you’re paying for my ticket up here, and D’s and Mad’s. We came first class, of course. And I’m staying at the Halcyon. It’s tremendous. So with incidentals, rental cars, gas, etcetera, and as I intend to go shopping after this, how about we round it up to ten million, ten thousand?”

“Fifteen,” the big one grunted. “Honeymoon, Mistress girl.”

She was their Domme.

And Benito found it very annoying and not at all convenient that thought made his cock twitch.

“Ten million, fifteen thousand,” the brunette amended.

He ignored his physical reaction.

“You think I care people know that about me?” he asked, tossing an arm to the TV.

The woman lifted the remote and the mute went off the TV.

They listened to the noises for moments before those noises stopped, which made Benito look at the television.

She was fast forwarding.

“I think it’s around here,” she murmured, hit play, and the noises came back.

It took some time, and it was excruciating time, watching and listening to him on his hands and knees, taking it at both ends, but then they heard, “You like that? You like taking daddy’s cock?”

His mouth was freed and he heard himself grunt, “Yes,” and he’d done this while the other one was twisting his hips and slapping his face with his hard dick.

“Tell me you like taking daddy’s cock,” the man at his back demanded.

The woman hit mute again.

But he’d said it.

As ordered.

And got a reward.

The best handjob he’d ever experienced, that being one with a cock moving up his ass.

“I like taking daddy’s cock too,” the dark one noted.

“Daddy’s not feelin’ it anymore, bro,” the big one said.

The dark one smiled a cruel smile at Benito.

“Now, let’s talk about what you care about what people think,” the brunette invited.

“You do know I’m going to kill you all,” he remarked.

He understood they might consider that bravado, seeing as just the big one could break him in two, but by the looks of the dark one, he’d enjoy making Benito feel pain and not in a good way.

He also didn’t care.

All three of them were dead.

“Oh no, we don’t know that,” the brunette purred, shifting to rest her head on the big one’s chest, but not taking her eyes from Benito. “I think you’re going to have ten million, fifteen thousand dollars waiting for us when we say we’re ready. You’re going to deliver it to where we say we want it delivered. And then you’re going to have your meeting with Kane Allen and Knight Sebring and share with them you’re leaving Denver, for good this time. Not for a retreat at Dr. Baldwin’s Hospital for the Criminally Fucked Up.”

He wished he was not impressed with how much this woman knew.

But he was impressed with how much this woman knew.

If they’d met under different circumstances, he would recruit her, even if she was gash.

She continued speaking.

“But before you leave the city, you’ll deed over the entirety of the film production facilities you own to Ride LLC. Once this is all done, you’ll leave, never to return. You’ll have to the end of the week. And then you’ll leave all this behind,” she swung out an arm, then pinned him with her eyes, “including Tallulah Monroe.”

Tallulah?

“None of that will be happening,” he stated.

She shrugged, shifted, planting both elbows into the big one’s flat stomach.

He grunted, then grinned, lying against Benito’s pillows, his head up on the headboard, shoulders on his euros, hands crossed behind his skull like he lazed on Benito’s two-thousand-dollar comforter every day.

She put her chin in both her fists as the dark one covered her back, resting his chest there, his bearded chin in her neck, his eyes on Benito, but his hand curled fully around the big one’s thigh, close to his groin.

“Well then, you leave me no choice but to give Mamá Nana this tape,” the woman declared.

Good fuck.

“Now don’t go getting any big thoughts you can start yanking any chains,” she advised. “Our next stop is Chaos. We’ll be giving them the bones.”

Oh God.

The bones?

Benito’s midsection jerked.

Her eyebrows shot up. “You didn’t think we’d show without being thorough?”

“Bro,” the dark one rumbled low, and he shook his head at Benito like he thought Benito was simple.

“Now, just to say,” the brunette carried on, “that ten mil, that’s for Mistress Fury.”

Something moved over her face that made Benito’s balls draw up, a curious sensation he’d never felt outside sex.

But this sensation was not sexual in the slightest.

“She’s not feeling the love, Benito,” she whispered. “Delgado had her looked over, you know, by professionals. Pictures taken. And there were three other Doms at work in that building that day, two of them saw you enter, one saw you leave. Rape carries a sadly short sentence, but I don’t think it’d be enjoyable for you once Mamá Nana shares this tape with the underground video library in the big house. It’s one thing to get it when you want it. You can ask Mistress Fury, it’s an entirely different thing to have it taken from you. Are you understanding me?”

He said nothing, just stared into her eyes.

“Oh, I forgot to cover something,” she stated, assuming a false contrite expression. “You’re probably worried about your men at the door. You should know, we’re very fair. They didn’t rape anybody. So, while you were being played with, we had a chitchat, as well as shared some live entertainment.” She tipped her head on her fists. “Is the phrase ‘rats leave a sinking ship’ familiar to you?”

He felt his mouth get tight.

Not surprisingly, she needed no response.

“Now,” she said brightly, “just in case we haven’t fully communicated your situation to you, we have another friend. He’s delightful,” she breathed. “Oh so much fun. If your devious little mind is thinking payback, or how you can get yourself out of this mess you created, really, in all fairness, I feel I must advise you to let that go. We’ll leave you intact, at least physically. We unleash him, you won’t just be walking with a limp. The last man he went after for hurting a Domme bit off his own tongue during the festivities. Let’s make that not happen to you. Are you with me?”

“I’m with you,” he said between his teeth.

“Good,” she agreed cheerfully, shifting, and the men shifted with her.

They got off the bed and moved to the door but stopped, and all three turned back.

“You can keep that one,” she said, tipping her head to the television. “We have the master. And just to say, added insurance you can carry out orders when a cock is not fucking you up the ass, before your meeting with Allen and Sebring tomorrow, they’ll be getting a copy too. Everyone you’ve been spending years not making very happy will have you by the balls.”

He thought of Kane Allen viewing that tape, hearing that tape, sharing it with the brothers of Chaos and even the feeling of his cold changed.

It didn’t feel empowering.

It just felt chilly.

The brunette regained his attention by speaking.

“Pussy really causes problems, don’t we?” She smiled. “But I guess dick does too. We’ll be in touch. Ciao.”

Then with additional grins from the men who tossed their arms around her shoulders, attached, they walked out.

Benito stared at the door.

Then he looked to the TV just in time to watch himself climax.

Ten million dollars would nearly wipe him out.

He had investments. Real estate. But he’d had to sell a number of them in order to finance his comeback, and having to give up his production facilities would be a massive blow, not only to future income that he was counting on, but to his current assets.

Liquid, once he paid that money, he’d be nearly penniless.

Strike that.

It was ten million, fifteen thousand dollars.

Yes.

Nearly penniless.

He watched himself get fucked at both ends with a spent condom on his shrinking cock.

And it was then, Benito Valenzuela learned how to feel humility.
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Legacy

Rush

Five fifty, Sunday evening . . .

“You got her?” Rush asked into his phone, walking into the Chaos Compound.

“Yeah, we’re hangin’ at Essence’s for a while,” Diesel told him. “But I think we’re gonna be movin’ it to Rebel’s. Feelin’ my sis needs some home time. One of us will text you if we’re over there before you get here.”

“Right. Thanks,” Rush muttered.

“Just to say, we got a room at the Halcyon tonight. You guys need some alone time. And after today, we could use some space to let loose.”

Rush stopped by the bar because that was big shit.

They trusted him with Rebel.

“You know I don’t mind,” he reminded Diesel.

“I know, bro,” Diesel replied. “But we’re crampin’ your style, her style, and doin’ it’s cramping our style.”

If they’d been holding back, he didn’t want to know.

“The night. We’ll hook up again tomorrow to take the day shift. Yeah?” Diesel went on.

“Yeah. Thanks, Diesel.”

“You gonna be long?” he asked. “Rebel’s asking. She wants to know if we should go out, buy shit so she can make you dinner.”

Rush thought of the phone call he got from his dad, asking him to meet him at the Compound. So he was at the Compound, but he didn’t know what this was about.

“I don’t know. I’ll text when this is done,” he told him.

“Cool, later, man,” Diesel said.

“Later. And when I get there, don’t plan to leave right away. I’d like to hear what you two got up to with Sixx.”

There was deep humor in his, “You totally wanna hear it. Figure it’ll make your year.”

He could use his year made.

Then again, meeting Rebel, even with all this shit swirling, it felt like that already happened.

“Great. Later, Diesel.”

“D.”

“What?” Rush asked.

“Good friends, family call me D, brother,” Diesel said low.

He had no idea how he earned that.

Then again, he didn’t hide he was into their sister, wanted her safe, and was totally down with who and how they were.

So maybe he did know.

“Right, D. Later.”

“Later, bro.”

They hung up and Rush moved to the door that would lead him to the meeting room.

When he hit that room, he saw his father at the end of the table in his usual seat with a laptop open, a bunch of papers spread out, an opened bottle of beer and a spent one in front of him, head down.

Shit happening, business still needed to be seen to. Five stores, five garages and the custom shop, books had to get done, bills had to be paid, checks had to be cut. Tyra was a big help, but when it came down to the final business, the eyes on it had to be directly Chaos.

His dad.

Tack looked up at him, putting a pen down. “Yo, Rush, wanna grab a beer before we talk?”

Rush shook his head, moving to the chair next to him, Hop’s normal place.

“Not to be a dick, wanna get this done. Got some extra shuteye this morning, but Diesel and Maddox are hittin’ a hotel tonight. Means I can have some quiet time with Rebel. We haven’t had any of that, and I want some of it.”

Tack nodded, reaching out to nab his own beer as Rush took his seat.

Tack threw back a swallow, put the beer down and leveled his eyes on Rush.

“Meet tomorrow with Valenzuela, you’re goin’ in with me,” he announced.

Rush instantly went alert.

“It’s taking place in Ally Nightingale’s conference room,” Tack carried on. “Neutral ground. Knight, Rhash, Valenzuela, you and me. In case Valenzuela plans to do something stupid, Hound’ll have the underground parking garage covered. Snap and High’ll be on their bikes, riding the perimeter of the building. Hop’s comin’ up but standing sentry outside the offices. Shy’s got the lobby. The other brothers will be close and on alert.”

“Why’m I goin’ in with you?” Rush asked.

Tack sat back. “Because it’s time, son.”

“Time for what?”

“We’ve got the bones.”

Rush expelled a long breath like someone had landed one in his gut, but the blow had hit slowly.

And letting out that air felt good.

“Your girl’s brother, his man and their friend delivered them to us a few hours ago. They’re now in a pit with lye. It’s done,” Tack declared.

Apparently, D and Maddox did have something to celebrate.

They all did.

Good Christ.

Christ.

Rush allowed the relief of that to filter for a beat before he asked, “How’d they pull that off?”

“It was her way, I’d ask that woman to recruit the Club. First female to wear a patch. She’s somethin’ else.”

The little he saw, what Diesel and Maddox said, he was getting that.

Still.

“That doesn’t explain how she pulled it off.”

“She made friends with Mamá Nana.”

There it was.

Slowly, Rush smiled.

“So she’s a miracle worker,” he noted, having met Mamá Nana twice in his life.



Once when he was a kid, and she’d given him a warm smile and a bag of Mexican candy.

Once when he was a patched-in brother, and she’d stared at him like she knew he’d fingered Donna Winters to an orgasm in the janitor’s closet at school his junior year, and she did not approve of that behavior even a little.

“No, she’s just got a vagina. Mamá’s partial to women. And finally, Valenzuela made an enemy of someone who could outmaneuver him.” He paused. “Make that two.”

“Righteous, Dad,” he murmured.

“Gets better, Rush,” Tack said. “Apparently Sixx, Diesel and Maddox made a sex tape starring Valenzuela that he’s not gonna wanna get out. I don’t know what that’s gonna show, but she says she’ll be burning us a copy. Consequently, he’ll be sharing with us tomorrow he’s leaving Denver. And Sixx investigated his finances. His payoff to that Mistress he worked over will cripple him. He’ll have enough to get out of Denver and then it’s done.”

Holy fuck.

Years of dicking with this motherfucker were over?

“It’s done?” Rush asked.

“With Valenzuela it is,” Tack confirmed.

Jesus.

Well okay.

Right.

Back to business.

“In other words, he’s no longer a problem, so you don’t need both your lieutenants with you,” Rush deduced about the meeting.

“In other words, we find Chew, it’s finally done and it’s time for you to take over.”

Rush’s head jerked before his whole body stilled.

“Puttin’ it out there so you get it,” Tack went on. “Hop’s battle fatigued. This gets done, he wants it to be about Lanie and Nash, Mol and Cody. He’s earned that. He should get it.”

Still in shock, Rush forced himself to nod.

Tack kept going.

“Shy says, soon, he and Tab are gonna try for my second grandchild. Two little ones at home, Tab wants to go back at work, he’s gonna have to pitch in more because he doesn’t want his kids to spend all their time with Big Petey, ’cause they’re gonna start thinking Pete’s their daddy. He won’t have the time. But he’ll make a good Vice President.”



Rush just stared at his dad.

“Joke is about the builds, Carissa and knockin’ her up again as soon’s it’s safe seein’ as she wants about fifteen kids. Snap’ll be a good Sergeant at Arms, but he’ll be putting a ring on Rosalie’s finger soon and they’ll be starting a family. Hound doesn’t have the temperament for it, or the diplomacy, but it doesn’t matter. He’s all about Keely right now in a way that won’t change for around about eternity.”

That was definitely right.

All of it.

But Hound especially.

Tack kept at it.

“Zadie and Cleo are gettin’ old enough to appreciate what they’ll get out of it, so High wants to start takin’ them and Millie on trips. They enjoyed the fuck outta Paris. Italy’s next. Then Australia.”

Rush sat immobile, kept his mouth shut and his mind focused on his dad’s words.

But it couldn’t help but leak in, how much life had been put on hold for fucking Benito Valenzuela.

And motherfucking Chew.

“We all know why Arlo can’t have the gavel,” Tack said.

“Yeah,” Rush pushed out.

“Brick’s goin’ back to the western slope. Stella’s good to be here while this is going down, but she wants to go home. And Brick’s president of that charter now Dog’s back in Denver. He needs to see to his crew. You know Dog and Sheila been havin’ problems conceiving.” His voice dropped. “Sheila’s not getting any younger, Rush. She’s begun to give up hope. They’re gonna be starting some new treatments. Dog wants his focus on gettin’ his woman through that with hopefully a baby at the end.”

“Right,” Rush said when his dad didn’t go on.

So his dad went on.

“Roscoe and Speck aren’t ready. You do a couple of terms, my grandkids get older, Shy might be on board to take over. Or Snap. Maybe Joker. Though I see Dutch in the future, he just has to earn his patch, and we both know he will. But you’ll have your time to take the Club where you want them to be.”

“Dad—”

“For me, I want to give Tyra and Ride and Cut what I could not give you and Tabby.”

These words were so heavy, Rush did not interrupt them when they kept coming.

“That was what cut the worst, Rush. I wanted a certain life for my babies, and it was not in my power to give it to them. They had to watch me fight for it. They had to feel the loss of a man they loved dying for it. I got a second chance, son, and I wanna take it.”

Rush sucked in a big breath to hold in just how much he wanted his dad to have that.

Tack kept going.

“I want to give a life to my woman where she doesn’t have shit hanging over her head, and her man’s called down the mountain, leavin’ her to look after our boys and watch them grow up and fight and pull shit and be funny and be sweet, all of that, I’m gone so fuckin’ much taking care of business, I’m missing. I want my phone to stop ringing. I want my Sundays not to be this,” he tossed a hand over the papers in front of him, “but instead kicking back in front of the TV with my wife and making my family big Sunday meals.”

Rush was glad most of the feeling he had sounded in the words when he said, “I want that for you too, Dad.”

Tack nodded, his face warming.

“It won’t be a dump and dash,” he assured. “I’ll show you. I’ll teach you. I’ll help you. And no way Red is gonna give up what she does. If she doesn’t have something outside our home, she’d lose her mind. So you’ll have her and it goes without saying, you’ll always have me.”

“Right, but Dad—”

“This gets done, we’re focusing on Chaos.”

Rush’s entire frame turned to stone.

Was he saying . . . ?

“No more patrolling,” Tack declared.

Another blow to the gut.

And this one felt twice a sweet.

Tack carried on.

“Benito’s mortally wounded and soon to be gone. When Chew’s neutralized, my vision will finally be realized. Chaos can be about custom cars, bikes, auto supplies, hog roasts, havin’ a good fuckin’ time and lookin’ after our families. It took a fuckuva lot longer than I thought it would, but I’ll be leavin’ you the Club I wanted you to have. I wish you didn’t have to earn your place in it the way you did, but that didn’t happen. You got what you got. And in the end, the way you got it is good. The men will trust you. They’ll follow you. I know this because they already respect you. I have no doubt when the vote comes, it’ll go your way. In fact, when I step down and the nominations come, your name will be the first one out of every brothers’ mouth.”

Rush felt his heart thumping at all his father was saying, all it meant, how colossal it was, as he watched Tack’s gaze go even more intense before he said his next.

“It’s important you know, son, that it isn’t about the others not wanting it. It’s about you earning it. I just shared all that shit so you’d know you weren’t steppin’ over a brother to have it.”

Tack drew in a breath.

Rush stared in his father’s eyes.

His father finished it.

“Bottom line, Chew’s gone, I can finally give you what I’ve been working nearly three decades for you to have. My legacy.”

Processing as much emotion as it was, he couldn’t hold it up any longer, so Rush dropped his head and stared at his lap.

“You’re a good son. You’re a good man,” his dad whispered. “I have no idea how, through all the shit you had to wade through that was not in my power to protect you from, you turned into the man you are.”

Rush tipped his head back to again catch Tack’s eyes.

“But you did and I’m damned proud, Rush. You’re the man I wanted to be. You’ll have the Club I wanted to make. And I did more. I made Tabby. I had a hand in makin’ Ride and Cut. I earned the love of your stepmother. I debate it every day, what makes me the proudest. And I gotta tell you, son, havin’ that to debate is the best place a man can be.”

His voice was hoarse when he said, “Dad.”

His father’s voice was thick when he continued, “No pressure, Rush. You don’t want it, we’re surrounded by good men. The best. The Club will survive.” He leaned toward Rush and put his elbows to his knees. “The Club will survive.”

He did that.

Against crazy odds, his father did that.

He made it so the Chaos Motorcycle Club would survive.

Rush leaned toward him and put his elbows to his knees.

“I’m the man you wanted to be. You’re the man, Dad, I worked hard to turn out to be.”

What came at him next was rough.

But it felt good.

“Son.”

They held each other’s gaze, Chaos’s Club table with its first flag in Plexiglass the only thing between them.

In other words, there was nothing between them.

“Hog roasts,” Rush whispered.

“And family,” Tack replied.

“Rebel’s the one.”

Tack nodded then slowly grinned. “I was feelin’ that. Felt the same with Red. The minute she threw her attitude at me, that red hair, those eyes, I was gone. Saw that in you the first time you saw your girl. She’s beautiful, got a heart of gold, and she’ll give you a run for your money. I like that for you, Rush. I like it a fuckuva lot.”

He already knew that the first time his dad met Rebel.

He still liked getting the words.

“We need time,” Rush told him.

“Chew’s on the run, he has nowhere to turn, and he’s made it clear he doesn’t have money. He needs to gather his resources. Sucks, but I reckon he’ll give us that.”

“It isn’t over,” Rush pointed out.

“No, but we’re at the end of that tunnel, Rush. I feel it. That fucker was long, and it got tight along the way, but we’re gonna get there. Intact. Save Black, but at least we got his sons so he’s with us. We reach the end, it’s all sunshine and we got a future that’s bright.”

“You did that,” Rush said.

“Nope.” Tack shook his head. “No war worth winnin’ is won by one man alone. We did it. And soon it’ll be done. Then it’ll be time for the next chapter. And when it is, like I’ve done, I want my son to be the scribe.”

“I’m in.”

Rush watched his father close his eyes, look away, and Rush forced himself to breathe steady.

That meant everything to him.

He’d done all of this.

For Rush.

His dad opened his eyes and looked back.

“I knew you would be.”

Through the thick stubble he was growing for his girl, Cole “Rush” Allen smiled at his dad.

Through the ragged goatee he kept for his woman, Kane “Tack” Allen smiled back.


[image: ]



“I can’t believe you called in a pizza order on the way here,” Rebel grumbled, wandering back into her living room after she said goodbye to Diesel and Maddox, who made moves to take off practically before Rush got his boot over the threshold.

Seemed it was time to celebrate their fun day.

Since Rush already knew what made it fun, he didn’t hold them back.

Rush was sitting on her sofa that was shaped like a kidney and had a dizzying pattern of burnt orange against a backdrop of olive.

This rested in front of a coffee table with a triangular glass top, the points of the triangle curved, and it had a space-age, blond wood base of two pieces that seemed to defy the laws of physics holding up the top.

Copious throw pillows that did not match the couch. Lime green chairs with thin metal legs that looked good but did not ask you to sit down and stay awhile, but get up and get the fuck out. Poofs on the floor made of green, gold and blue velvet that did invite you to plant your ass and have a brew. Wild lamps. The wall behind a fireplace filled with fat, rust-colored candles painted a dark cerulean blue. The space behind two inbuilt bookshelves painted lime green. Those bookshelves couched multi-paned windows around a window seat lined and stuffed with cushions the shade of moss.

The rest of the walls reflected the clash of colors, but they were painted white.

It had a certain style stamped all over it.

And that style was sheer insanity.

She plopped down beside him on her kidney couch.

“I was hungry, and I didn’t wanna wait for you to cook,” he told her.

“I’m never gonna cook for you,” she muttered.

She was totally going to have ample opportunity to cook for him.

Just not that night.

“Babe.”

“What?” she asked, glaring at the coffee table.

“Babe,” he repeated.

She looked at him. “What?”

“This situation gets done, my dad wants me to take over the Club.”

Her lips parted and her eyes got big.

He loved it that she got how massive that was.

“Really?” she breathed.

Yeah, she got how massive it was.

“Yep.”

“Isn’t that, like . . . huge?” she asked.

“Considering we had the sit down a few months after Playboy was born, when Dad explained to me why he and Ty-Ty were changing their paperwork so Tab and Shy’d raise Ride and Cut if something happened to them, instead of Hop and Lanie doin’ it, so I didn’t get that honor, it’s the biggest thing he’s ever asked of me or could ask of me.”

“How long has your dad been in charge?”

“Over two decades.”

Her hand came out to rest on his abs as she whispered through a smile, “Wow, honey.”

“That vote comes, Rebel, I’m gonna do it.”

“Of course you are.”

Jesus, that came easy.

He stared at her.

“A lotta pressure for a guy your age, but you’re like, twenty-nine going on one hundred and fifty,” she stated. “Your inner child has a white beard and carries a staff. He’s totally Gandalf the White. Except hotter.”

He had to laugh, then he had to stop because she had to get what he was saying.

“This works with us, you’re gonna have to put up with that.”

“Put up with what?”

“I’m gonna hafta be on top of the business. I’m gonna hafta be on top of everything that has to do with the Club. A brother’s got a beef, I’m gonna need to get involved. We got four other charters, we’re the mother charter, they fuck up, got a question, a dispute, that’ll be on me too. And we’re growin’. We’re thinkin’ Pueblo, Durango, Telluride, Aspen, Steamboat Springs. Not all at once, but all of that eventually. That’s not just new stores and garages. Brothers run those shops. That’s new recruits and new charters.”

“And?” she asked when he quit talking.

“That’s a lot of responsibility, baby.”

“Is your father just going to hand you the books and say ‘have at it,’ then go grab a Big Mac?”

His lips twitched. “No.”

“So, I don’t see the problem.”

She didn’t see the problem.

“Come here,” he murmured, his gaze dropping to her full lips.

“I’m not starting anything before pizza gets here. I’m hungry too and I’m a chick. We don’t consider cold pizza a delicacy like dudes do.”

“Babe, I said come here.”

She gave him a look.

“You know, it’s a serious bummer you’re still hot when you’re being bossy,” she groused.

But she came there.

He wrapped his arms around her, twisted her back so it was to his lap, bent over her and took her mouth.

It got hot and heavy and stayed that way until his phone rang.

He broke their kiss and kept their positions even as he reached behind him to get his phone out of his back pocket.

He didn’t know the number.

The way shit was swirling, he still took the call.

“Yeah?”

“Sir, this is your pizza delivery. I’m at, um . . . a hippie garden gnome in a tie-dyed shirt holding a sign that says, Keep on the grass, but I think I’m lost.”

He looked at Rebel. “Do all paths in Essence’s jungle lead to your cottage?”

“Not even close.”

“Gnome that says keep on the grass,” he told her.

“He hooked a left when he should have gone straight on.” She started to push up. “I’ll get him.”

He twisted her and planted her in the seat. “I’ll find him.”

He pushed up and moved to the door with her calling behind him, “You’ve got ten minutes then I’m sending up a flare.”

He grinned, lifting his hand behind him and walked out to find the pizza guy.

She had beer, plates, napkins, forks, knives, a tub of fresh grated parmesan cheese and a shaker of crushed pepper on her futuristic coffee table when he returned.

He dumped the pizza on the table and unceremoniously ripped open the bag of mozzarella sticks sitting on the top.

“Moz sticks,” she breathed. “You weren’t for real, now you’re the man of my dreams.”

This she gave him before she tore open the top of the little tub of marinara, tossed it to the glass and grabbed a stick.

Rush sat his ass down.

Rebel slid to the floor in front of the coffee table, apparently the better to be more in line with the food as she shoveled it in, and she handed him a beer.

Rush lifted the bottle to take a swig.

“So, apparently Benito is free-wheeling. Sixx caught him on tape takin’ it at both ends from two working men,” she shared.

Rush choked on his beer.

Rebel looked up at him. “You okay?”

“What?” he wheezed out.

“I thought he was a bigot,” she thankfully told him instead of repeating herself. Then she unfortunately went on, “But it seems I was wrong. Who’s your daddy will never be the same.”

Any appetite Rush had, and he’d been starving, vanished.

“You’re shitting me,” he said.

She shook her head at him, biting into a marinara-covered mozzarella stick.

Holy fuck.

She chewed, swallowed, then totally double dipped, stating, “They assure me I don’t have to worry about him anymore. He’s leaving town.”

“That’s the word,” Rush confirmed, and it went without saying he was glad for that just for it to finally be done, but also he didn’t have to dick with the complication that Valenzuela wanted down his girl’s pants.

Though him taking it at both ends . . .

Maybe Rush had been wrong about that.

She grinned up at him, the rest of her stick held up in front of her. “One down.”

He looked at the food on the table but didn’t move. “Yeah.”

“Why aren’t you eating?” she asked.

He turned his attention to her. “Babe.”

She giggled and reached for another stick. “I know. He’s so creepy, it’s gross. Though Mad says the two guys sent in were hot.”

“Can we stop talking about this?”

She turned back to him and grinned a closed-lip grin to hide the food she’d shoved in her mouth.

Then she garbled, “Sure.”

Rush took another pull of beer to wash the sick taste down his throat.

It helped.

“I don’t wanna go to Phoenix.”

This was quieter, her eyes aimed at the table, half a stick held up in the air.



He bent to her, putting his hand on her back. “Rebel, baby, look at me.”

She twisted to face him, and he kept his hand on her back when she did.

“I want this,” she whispered. “I want you on my couch and I want you rescuing the pizza guy, and I want you to get to know Essence better and I want you to spend time with Amy when she’s not receiving another emotional blow, and I want to play with Playboy even if he tries to undress me and I want to go shopping with Tyra because she has cool clothes and I just want more of,” she tossed out a hand, “this.”

He noted that she did not say she wanted to get back to her work or her life.

She wanted more of everything to do with him.

That felt fucking good.

And she was not alone.

“I do too,” he replied quietly.

“I can’t have that in Phoenix.”



“We got a week to see how things go.”

She shook her head. “Mad and D aren’t good for long without Molly. The Benito thing is done. Sixx is gonna leave. They won’t be having any fun. We need to send them home.”

He put his beer down, grabbed a stick, dunked it and sat back.

“Rush,” she called.

He took a bite and looked down at her.

After he swallowed, he shared, “Priority for me is I want you safe.”

“I know. But Essence is feeling bad she’s taking the Chaos boys’ time, and I think it messes with her belly dancing mojo to have someone hanging around. She still sees all three of her three children’s fathers. They just don’t live together because she doesn’t want to be tied down. I don’t get how it works, but in hippie-chick world, it works. She loves people, she just likes her alone time. So she told me she’s having security systems put in at the house and out here.”

“That’s something, sweetheart, it’s just not enough.”

She got a stubborn look, but she didn’t say anything.

She turned, slid the sticks off the pizza box and flipped it open, no delay with digging in.

She tore off a bite, chewed, swallowed and mumbled, “I can hang out with Tyra at the office. Do filing or something. Film the guys. A build. I’ve been thinking about it, looked you guys up on Google today, there’s a lot there. It’s all cool. Now I’ve got something forming in my head.”

“What?”

She turned her attention to him. “A documentary. About your builds. The garage. The store. The communal way you run all of that and how simpatico it is. Tyra and Tab were sharing stories at dinner. How Hop was in a band before the Club. How Joker used to watch the brothers when he was younger, wanting to be Chaos for years before he was old enough to be a prospect. How the Club descended from selling grass into deep shit but then cleaning up. It’s really extraordinary.”

Tyra and Tabby shared a lot.

It went without saying that meant Rebel was in with them too.

“It’s not just a Club,” she continued. “It’s not even just a family. It’s a huge business that’s got a crazy-good reputation that’s getting bigger, spreading wider. But it’s fascinating. How you guys came together. How much history you share. How well you fit. How well you work together. How you look out for each other. I could hang, fly on the wall, film. Put something together. Even if it’s just for you and your brothers when it gets done, I’m doing what I love to do. I’m on sacred ground, having a chance to get to know your brothers better, meet the old ladies. And it’d be cool to give that to you all in the end. Kind of like a professional home movie.”

“I’m not sure all the guys would be down with you filming.”

His words shared he was thinking about it and her face brightened.

Fuck.

“If they’re not, I won’t,” she said fast, then got up on her knees excitedly. “But Rush, this way, I wouldn’t tax your energy. No one would have to look out for me. And you’ll be around, so you probably wouldn’t even have to come and get me after your day. I’ll be where you are. Or where you’d eventually be. And I could have some fun.”

“Babe, don’t get excited about this,” he advised gently. “Even if I’m down, I’d have to bring it to the brothers and they might not be.”

“I’ll be cool whatever, Rush. Even if I’m just filing for Tyra, I’ll be cool.”

He stared into her face and he saw it.

She wanted to do this.

She wanted to be close to him, and she wanted to get back into what she did when it wasn’t about filming two people fucking.

Jesus, shit.

He was fucked.

Because seeing that in her face, he could not say no.

“I’ll talk to the brothers,” he muttered.

Her slice flew back into the box and then she was all over him, kissing his face, his neck, his mouth.

He put his hands to her waist and said, “Babe.”

She planted her hands in his chest and beamed into his face. “This is so awesome!”

“You’re gonna have to get it past D and Maddox too,” he warned. “There’s still danger and they’re not gonna like that.”

“They dig you. You won them over with pancakes and not shouting down their middle-of-the-night fucking. If they know I’m on Chaos, and when I’m not I’m with you, they’ll be totally cool.”

“We’ll see.”

She smiled at him, came in for a lip touch, pulled away and dropped back to her ass on the floor, reclaiming her slice of pizza.

“This is fantastic,” she declared as she munched. “We can have Amy over for dinner and check her pulse. I can teach you how to meditate. I can finally cook for you. Wind-down-after-a-day-of-trying-to-find-bad-guy blowjobs whenever you need them. Awesome.”

The only one of those he was down for was the blowjobs.

And depending on her skill level, the cooking.

Rush didn’t say that.

He reached for a slice.

“Rush,” she said before he sat back in his seat.

He turned his head and caught the look on her face.

And suddenly he was down for everything she said.

She liked him. They were starting something.

And it was wired in her to take care of the people who meant something to her.

It’d kill her to be in Phoenix when he was up here not getting enough sleep and coming home to an empty house and an empty bed.

She needed to be right there, by his side.

And having that from her did not suck.

“Thank you, baby,” she whispered.

He grinned at her, sat back, and tore off a bite of pizza with his teeth, hoping he wouldn’t regret this.

But his father thought they were in the home stretch and that Chew had retreated to prepare for his final attack.

Tack was rarely wrong.

And whatever it would be, they knew it was coming.

So maybe he wouldn’t regret this.

Regardless, he’d just made Rebel really fucking happy.

And he knew already he’d never regret that.
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Proper Procedure

Rush

Seven forty, Monday morning . . .

“Jesus, sis, chill.”

Diesel’s voice rumbling through the wall, Rush opened his eyes.

He was in Rebel’s bed, which was essentially a cave tucked under an arch in a room painted yellow and the same lime green that was in the bookshelves in the living room.

Like everything else Rebel, her bedroom coincided with her name.

There were no normal pillows, just a stupid amount of toss pillows of varying sizes in patterns of pinks, blues and purples. No comforter, but fluffy blankets and embroidered quilts. The mattress was shoved in, butting against three walls, windows at the head, foot and side. And the arch was decorated in a leafy, flowery garland with some wavy stars and what looked like pink and purple Christmas balls hanging down.

He didn’t even want to get into the garnet-colored chandelier hanging so low in the tiny open area of the room, he ran into it when he’d first entered.

Antique chests set at slants, closing the arch in even further.

Flowered chairs stuffed in.

He had no idea how she made that bed seeing as she could only get to one side of it. But when they’d hit it last night, it had been made.

All this bizarre, he still had to admit that warm, dark cocoon, filtered with moonlight coming in from all around with its comfortable bouncy mattress was a great place to fuck.

And obviously sleep.

He felt like he’d slept for a year. Refreshed, his brain settled.

He heard some murmuring coming through the wall, female, Rebel, and then from Diesel . . .

“Just make them for him tomorrow. We brought donuts. We didn’t commit murder.”

Rush grinned and swung out of the bed.

Avoiding the chandelier, he yanked on his clothes, including his boots.

He left the tiny room to go into the tiny bathroom, which looked like it was paneled in barn wood that had been painted cream a hundred years ago. A short claw footed tub with a distressed gray side. Pedestal sink. Big window at the foot of the tub he thanked fuck was obscured by Essence’s jungle because it looked right into the bath. Shelf under it on which she had an antique oval standing mirror and a bunch of bottles with some conch shells. Tall wicker basket beside it stuffed with an enormous amount of dried wildflowers.

There was a wall partitioning the toilet, which weirdly was at the front of the room. That wall, as well as the walls in the bath area, had some stenciling in the upper corners.

He would have thought the room was a total wash. That small room that gave a feel of a funky outhouse with that little tub you couldn’t even stretch out in (even if he took baths, which he didn’t) if there wasn’t a shower room tucked off to the other side of the toilet. It had obviously been added on because it made the shape of the room wonky and it explained a weird wall in the living room.

That was all of Rebel’s cottage. A decent-sized living room, big kitchen, small foyer, tiny bedroom, diminutive bathroom. All of it surrounded by greenery, stuffed full of personality and mystifying style.

And Rush had to admit he liked it. He’d felt last night like they were alone in more ways than simply being alone. They had privacy. They were on their own little island, tucked in a forest away from people and traffic and the shit of life.

It was what he wanted in his mountain house when he got to that point.

It was another thing Rebel offered him now.

And having it, he decided, with Valenzuela out of the picture and half the threat gone, this was where they’d hang until it was all over.

He used the toilet, washed his hands, splashed water on his face and found some mouthwash to rinse.

Then he walked out, going into her headache of a kitchen she’d told him last night Essence had decided the paint job.

At least there was that.

The minute he walked in, he saw Rebel wearing a strapless cream, what looked like a bikini, top that had a tie in the middle of her tits that was cinched to show even more skin, low-slung, wide-leg pajama pants in a muted pastel paisley and a see-through cream—he didn’t know what the fuck it was—but it was a robe-like thing with little balls on the ends.

She turned to him and snapped accusingly, “D and Mad brought donuts.”

And they did.

There was a big LaMar’s box open on the kitchen table. D was biting into a chocolate-covered Bavarian cream, the cream oozing out the side, and Maddox was taking a swallow from a coffee mug, a half-eaten cinnamon twist in his other hand.

Rush knew his girl wanted to cook for him and was not pleased her shot was thwarted again, but he was glad for the quick breakfast.

He had to get home, shower, put on clean clothes and meet his dad and brothers at the Compound to roll out for the sit down with Valenzuela. A sit down he was looking forward to, seeing that asshole cowed and listening to him share he was slinking away.

That said, he’d prefer it if they were alone so he could explore that top and the stretch of flesh from the valley of her tits to lower belly it exposed. At least for a few minutes.

He figured fifteen of them would do it.

His mind went off all of this when he took in the look on Rebel’s face.

“Baby, I’ll eat your biscuit sandwiches tomorrow,” he assured.

“Yes,” she spat, turning her glare to her brother and his man, “you will.”

“Yo, bro,” Maddox greeted, completely unaffected by Rebel’s snit.

“Hey, man,” D said with his mouth full, also obviously unaffected.

He tipped his chin up at them and went to Rebel.

Sliding his arm inside the robe-like thing, he stopped with his hand at the small of her back and pulled her to him.

“I gotta go anyway, babe. Slept in. Need to get home, shower, get to the meeting.”

She glared up at him a second, then lost the glare and nodded.



After she did that, she rolled up on the toes of her bare feet and touched her lips to his.

When she rolled back, she muttered, “I’ll make you a travel mug of coffee.”

She went off and did that.

He went to the box of donuts and selected a cinnamon roll.

He ate it while she made his coffee. Rebel then wrapped up a chocolate-covered in a napkin for his second course and followed him to the front door where they made out too briefly before he lifted his head.

“Talk to them,” he ordered.

“I will. Be careful,” she ordered.

“I will.”

She smiled up at him, pressed close a second then pulled away.

He took the donut, he already had the coffee, and he walked the much shorter path to Essence’s back drive to get to his truck.

He ate his second donut and drank Rebel’s kickass coffee as he drove home.
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Rush wasn’t thinking good thoughts as he rode his bike into the forecourt of Ride, heading toward the Compound and seeing Mitch Lawson and Slim Lucas standing with his dad, Hop, Shy, Snap and Hound.

He parked and swung off his bike, getting stiff chin jerks from a pissed-off-looking Mitch and a grim-looking Slim before they got in their unmarked cop car, started it up and pulled out.

He made his way to their huddle and stopped at his brothers, seeing their faces looked grim too as they watched Mitch and Slim pull away while High rode in.

“What’s goin’ on?” he asked.

Tack turned to him. “Cops got an anonymous phone call yesterday identifying those skulls as Crank’s, the other one Tyrone Spader, the man the police suspected of killing Black.”

Rush could not believe this shit.

“Valenzuela?” he asked.

Tack shook his head. “This stinks more like Chew.”

Rush glanced back to the forecourt before turning his attention again at his dad.

“Mitch and Slim didn’t look happy,” Rush noted.

“That’s more about the fact they know we took those two out, and they’re not fans of that,” Tack said. “But both of them were done before DNA matching was prevalent, so they don’t have any on file to confirm the IDs. Neither had kids. Crank’s ex hated him almost more than we did, think she burned everything that was his after he was taken out. But both have relatives. They could find them, take some DNA, make IDs that way. The issue with that is, even if they do, and they can tie them both to the Club with motive, there’s nothing else they got and nothing else to get. They can’t even know who to press charges against. The only brothers out are the brothers who weren’t in back then. They now know who’s dead. But it ends there.”

“That’s it? It ends there?” Rush asked.

“Mitch and Slim say we can expect to have search warrants served, Ride, Compound, probably our homes,” Tack replied.

“Shit,” Rush muttered.

“Nothin’ to find, Rush. A waste of everyone’s time,” his father assured.

“In other words, Chew did this to be a nuisance,” Rush remarked.

“In other words, yeah,” Tack replied. “That.”

“What a tool,” Rush muttered.

“Lawson and Slim gonna get over it?” High asked, having been briefed through murmurs while Tack and Rush were talking.

“Not thinkin’ this is a huge surprise for them. Havin’ it confirmed doesn’t make them happy, but they know what they’re dealing with.” He looked around his brothers. “Now let’s not give Chew what he wants from this. Wasting our time. We got a meet. Everyone’s got their job. We need to roll out.”

Rush turned in order to do that, but he stopped when Hop caught him by the shoulder.

He looked into his brother’s eyes.



He got a squeeze, and that was it.

Hop moved away.

But the minute he did, Hound moved in to do the same thing.

That was when the heat started to drift through Rush.

Hound let go, High moved in.

The old guard done, Shy moved in.

Then Snap.

The same weight landing on his shoulder, the same eye contact.

They knew he was sitting that meet with his father, they knew why, and they were all in.



Rush felt that heat remain, warming him through along with a weird sensation in his throat as he moved to his bike.

Both were sheer beauty.

He swung on his bike. Fired it up.

And then Chaos rolled out.
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When they arrived, Ally Nightingale, Hank and Lee’s little sister, was in the conference room of her private investigations offices chatting with Knight, Rhash and Daisy Sloan, Ally’s receptionist, but more importantly on the Denver scene, Marcus Sloan’s wife.

Ally had her feet up on the table, ankles on those long legs crossed, a pair of high-heeled shoes on her feet even the most committed man would feel in his dick, and she was laughing her ass off.

She was older than Rush, taken, as in married with children, but if she wasn’t and there was no Rebel, she’d have been his type (barring the fact she was a brunette) and he’d have gone for a go. Ballsy. Smart. Knew what she wanted. Badass. And she had a heart bigger than Colorado.

The minute his father and Rush walked in, her eyes came to them.

“Have you seen it?” she asked.

“What?” Tack asked back.

“Valenzuela’s sex tape.”



Rush felt donuts grumble in his gut.

“Not yet,” Tack answered.

“It . . . is . . . priceless. I sent a choice snippet to Luke’s phone,” she shared, lifting up her cell in her hand. “He said he’s not talking to me for a year.”

Rush chuckled, though he thought she got off easy. Luke Stark, Lee’s righthand man, seeing that, could have threatened much worse and carried it through.

Knight got up with a smile on his face to shake Tack’s hand, then his eyes came to Rush. He did a thorough scan, read the situation, and the smile was different when he took Rush’s hand.

Rush held his eyes, returned the firm grip and let go.

“Good to see we can hit a meet that’s gonna include Valenzuela with a smile,” Rush muttered.

“Dawn of a new day, my man,” Knight replied.

“Marcus and me made a sex tape,” Daisy shared as she got up, and Tack and Rush shook Rhash’s hand. “Though, that gets out, it’ll make my honey bunches of love even more of a legend.”

That might be true.

Rush still didn’t want to see it.

“Have fun dethroning the pretender,” Daisy bid as she strolled out on her own brand of fuck-me shoes, but hers would be proudly worn by a stripper.

“You guys want coffee?” Ally offered, pulling her heels from the table. “We’ll DoorDash some from Fortnum’s. Tex hates DoorDash. He’ll have something to bitch about. It’ll make his day.”

“Not sure we’ll be here that long,” Tack replied, taking a seat.

Rush took a seat at his side.

Ally got up. “Righty ho then, boys. Have fun.”

And with that, she strutted out.

“You got the tape?” Tack asked Knight when the door closed on her.

“It was messengered this morning to my office,” Knight answered.

“You share it with Ally?” Tack went on, pulling his phone out of his pocket.

“Too good not to share,” Knight replied. “Though that depends on you understanding the various nuances of the words ‘too good.’”

Rush watched his dad’s lips twitch as he hit his screen then put his phone to his ear.

It didn’t take long before he was saying into it, “Red? You’re gonna get a messenger delivery. You can open it, but trust me, you don’t wanna play it.”

He paused, grinned.

Then, “Yeah, baby. Love you too. Later.”

He took the phone from his ear just as a voice came from a box on the table.

“Showtime, badasses,” Daisy said through it.

They all looked out the wall of windows.

Valenzuela came in, looking dapper, his usual, and pissed as fuck, not his usual. They’d gotten mostly smug with healthy sides of superior and asshole for years.

Rush fought breaking out in a huge motherfucking smile.

This was going to be righteous.

But Valenzuela had no man with him.

“No second?” Rush muttered.

“Sixx is meticulous,” his dad muttered back.

Jesus.

Serious respect for that woman.

Daisy made a show of letting Valenzuela in the conference room.

He didn’t even glance at her as he stalked to the table, sat at the head and barely made eye contact with a single man in the room.

“I’m sure you all will be gratified to know I’ll be exploring prospects outside Denver for the foreseeable future,” he declared, now deciding to scowl between the men, as if winning a staring contest would bolster his flattened rep.

He took a lot of time doing this, which was annoying.

Finally, he settled on Tack. “I’m having the paperwork drawn up. You’ll have to sign it and I’ll leave you to deal with the titling agencies. But by the end of the week, my production facilities will be switched into the hands of Ride LLC.”

“Say what?” Tack rumbled.

Valenzuela’s gaze had drifted away, but at Tack’s words he focused on him again. “I’m deeding Luxe Films and Bang Productions to the Chaos MC.”

Tack swung his head to Rush.

Rush shrugged his shoulders.

Tack swung his head back to Valenzuela.

“Wanna tell me why you’re doin’ that?” Tack asked.

“A gesture,” Valenzuela forced through his teeth, “of restitution for any trouble I’ve caused.”

Sixx.

And D.

And Maddox.

Holy fuck.

“Chaos doesn’t wanna get into the porn trade,” Tack told him.

“They’re moneymakers,” Valenzuela shared tightly. “Particularly Luxe.”

“I’ll repeat,” Tack said. “Chaos doesn’t want anything to do with the porn trade.”

“Then don’t produce porn,” Valenzuela spat. “Sell the equipment and the buildings. I don’t care.”

That last was a lie.

He cared a lot.

Fuck, this was totally righteous.

“We don’t want shit to do—” Tack started.

“Dad,” Rush said low.



Tack swung his head back to Rush.

Rush gave him a look that said, Rebel.

And this was about Rebel.

This was about Sixx and D and Maddox giving Rebel a huge fucking present.

“Right,” Tack murmured. Back to Valenzuela. “Lookin’ forward to that paperwork.”

Valenzuela made a move with his head that looked like a spasm.

Rush clenched his jaw to stop from laughing.

Valenzuela moved to stand. “Now I think we’re done.” He dipped his chin. “Gentlemen.”

“A second, Benito,” Knight called.

Valenzuela paused.

“You got a delivery to make. Mamá Nana’s. By noon tomorrow,” Knight told him.

This made Valenzuela look sick to his stomach.

“Consider it done,” he bit out.

“I’ll consider it done when I hand that money to Fury,” Knight replied.

Another head spasm before Valenzuela jerked around, stalked to the door, opened it with more force than was necessary, and they heard Daisy call, “But, Benito. I haven’t popped the popcorn yet for movie time.”

Rush had to hand one thing to the man.

He didn’t miss a step as he disappeared out the door.

Daisy’s distinct laughter that sounded like bells was not drowned out even if the glass door to Ally’s conference room had swung shut.

“Well, that was short, but fun,” Rhash remarked.

Rush shot him a grin.

Tack turned to his son.

“Rebel feelin’ continuing her career in porn?” he asked.

“No,” Rush answered. “But she’s got a script she wants to make. She also wants me to approach the brothers about a documentary she wants to do about the Club.”

Tack’s expression didn’t change on that, except to look faintly curious.

“And she likes her crew,” Rush continued. “I think if she’s got the facilities, she can put them to work. I also think it’s obvious Sixx maneuvered that for her.”

“Need capital to make movies, Rush.”

“Chaos can shut down Bang, sell that space, the equipment and invest, Dad.”

“I’d watch a documentary about Chaos,” Rhash commented as he straightened his big body out of his chair.

“I would too,” Knight said, already up.

Rush and Tack followed suit. More handshakes. Farewells. Then Knight and Rhash took off.

When the outer door closed on them, Hop opened it back up and came in.

Tack gave him a chin jerk and turned again to Rush.

“A documentary about the Club?”

“She’s gonna hang on Chaos while this all goes down so I know she’s safe, but we don’t have to have a man on her to make that so. Her brothers need to get home to their jobs and their woman. And Rebel wants to be up here with me so she doesn’t want to go with them. She’ll film shit when she’s hanging around.”

“Safer down there,” Tack muttered as Hop walked into the room.

“Nowhere is safer than Chaos,” Rush replied.

“That didn’t take long,” Hop butted in.

“Brief when we get back,” Tack told him.

Hop nodded.

Daisy stuck her head in.

“Anyone wanna watch a movie?” she asked.

“Hell no,” Rush answered.

“Fuck no,” Tack answered.

“What movie?” Hop asked as answer.

Daisy let out another of her ringing-bells laughs.
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Eight thirty that night . . .

“Come back, bring your man, hit a hog roast,” Rush invited Sixx as they all stood outside the security area at DIA, Rush saying goodbye to Sixx, giving Rebel time to say her goodbyes to Diesel and Maddox.

“Seems I’ll have an active social agenda when I’m back in the Mile High City,” Sixx replied with an amused smile.

“Club’s indebted to you, Sixx,” Rush said in all seriousness. “Way he’s used women to get fat and sassy over the years, poetic justice he got taken out of the game by two of them. Only way it doesn’t hurt, Chaos didn’t get that honor. Still, it’s a relief it’s done, so anything you need we can get you, you call on us.”

“I’m mostly out of the game, Rush. Only take on special jobs like this one. But I’ll bear that in mind.”

“Good.”

Sixx moved closer. “You get to tell her.”

“Sorry?” Rush asked.

“The gift the boys wanted her to have. They haven’t shared. They want you to tell her.”

Slowly, Rush smiled.

Sixx smiled back.

They shook hands.

Then Sixx moved to Rebel as Maddox and Diesel moved to him.

More hand shaking, this time with some shoulder pounding, though through it Diesel growled, “We’re trusting you, bro.”

“I take that serious,” Rush replied. “Only thing I take more serious is lookin’ after her.”

D stared in his eyes and gave him another shoulder blow that almost took Rush a step to the side. Then he let him go for Maddox to move in.

“This gets done, come down,” Maddox said, his hand holding Rush’s in a monster grip. “Molly’s put out, she hasn’t met you. Don’t make our woman wait long.”

“Do my best, man,” Rush promised.

They let go, Rebel came in for one more hug from her brothers before Rush claimed her and they moved into the chute for premier passengers.

“This part always sucks,” Rebel muttered.

He held her tight and did it awhile, lifting his chin after they’d fully moved through security and the men looked back before they lost sight of them on the escalators down to the train.

He guided Rebel out to the truck and held her silence but kept alert to their surroundings as he did it.

Rush and Rebel had followed their rental cars in, did that whole rigmarole for the drop off, loading their bags in the back of his truck, Rebel and Sixx in the back of his cab, crunched in with Maddox, D riding shotgun as he drove them up to DIA.

There’d been a lot of chatter and ribbing on the way there.

Right then, he felt Rebel’s gloom that the energy in his cab wasn’t as animated as the last time they were in it.

“Gonna be okay?” he asked, guiding them to a kiosk to pay for parking.

“Glad I got to introduce Sixx to Las Delicias before they left town, still pissed I couldn’t make you dinner.”

She wasn’t pissed she couldn’t make him dinner.

She was upset all the family she had left was about to get on a plane and fly eight hundred miles away.

He paid for parking and they were on Peña Boulevard when he shared, “They left you something.”

He knew she was looking at him when she asked, “What?”

“And the brothers had a sit down this afternoon. Talk about the state of play with Valenzuela out of the game. I brought it up and they’re cool with you filming if you don’t open any closed doors. And don’t even knock, babe. And if one of them sees you comin’ and warns you off, you don’t get close. Yeah?”

“You’re kidding me,” she breathed.

He glanced at her before putting his eyes back to the road.

She was fucking beside herself.

He liked that.

He liked he gave her that.

“No,” he answered.

“Seriously?” she cried. “Ohmigod, Rush! That’s amazing!”

He grinned at the windshield, advising, “Buckle up, babe. It gets better.”

“What?” she asked.

“Sixx, D and Maddox maneuvered Valenzuela into deeding Bang and Luxe to Chaos. We’ll have title on the premises and all the equipment and property in them. The brothers voted to liquidate Bang. They wanna chat with you about what you wanna do with Luxe.”

He got nothing from that.

He skimmed his gaze her way, saw she was looking out the side window, which he thought was weird, so he called, “Babe.”

Nothing.

“Rebel.”

Nothing.



He opened his mouth to call her again when he heard a hushed sob.

He closed his mouth.

Gave her time.

She took it.

When they were on I-25, nearing his exit, she said softly, “I wanna finish the film I’m doing as Tallulah Monroe. Then close down the porn part and use the proceeds to fund the Chaos documentary and my indie.”

“We’ll need a plan, budgets, info on royalties,” he replied in her tone. “And we’ll need your script.”

“I’ll take my laptop into Ride tomorrow and draft something.”

“Okay, sweetheart,” he muttered.

He pulled off and negotiated the city streets toward her cottage.

Rebel broke the silence.

“You did that,” she whispered.

“Sixx and D—”

“Chaos would liquidate it all. They want the Club clean. It was you that engineered that.”

He didn’t confirm.

But he had.



“For me,” she finished.

He reached out to claim her thigh, but he didn’t get there.

She claimed his hand in both of hers and held tight.

“Thank you, Rush.”

“Make good movies, baby.”

Her hands tensed around his.

Then she said, “I will, honey. Promise.”

Rush figured that was a promise she’d keep.

But he also figured, with Rebel, she didn’t make any that she wouldn’t.


[image: ]



Fifteen minutes later, they pulled in Essence’s back drive, and it didn’t strike Rush as a good thing that he hadn’t even gotten the truck stopped when Essence was flying out the back door, her face set to panic.

Or maybe it was ticked.

One quiet night.

That was it.

Now they had . . .

What?

“No,” Rebel breathed, and her fucking door opened.

“Rebel!” he shouted, his heart jumping, his mood rocketing instantly to pissed as fuck when her seatbelt slammed back, and she was out before he got to a full stop.

She slammed the door and was racing to Essence when Rush cut the ignition, threw open his door and angled out, seeing Speck had followed Essence.

Well there was that.

And Speck looked ticked.

But he didn’t look bloody.

Rush prowled to Essence and Rebel, his focus on Speck.



Speck just shook his head.

“What?” Rebel shrieked.

He barely made it to her before she was flying toward Essence’s back door.

“God fucking dammit,” he bit out, glancing at Essence, reading from close the woman looked far from happy before he took long strides to Speck, checking the jog when Speck opened his mouth.

“Her mother and brother are here,” Speck snarled, and Rush took from that, however long their visit had lasted, they hadn’t made a good impression.

That was when he broke into a jog.

They were in the parlor and he knew that because that was where he tracked Rebel’s shouting.

“You don’t get to do this!”

“Fuck you, Reb,” a male voice said. “Where is that fuck?”

“That fuck, your brother, is not here,” Rebel snapped back as Rush entered the room.

Her oldest brother, a man who looked a lot like Diesel, but smaller, less in shape, nowhere near as good looking (all of which could explain a lot of things) with spiteful eyes and an ugly twist to his mouth was facing off on Rebel.

“We know he’s here, Rebel,” a woman who didn’t look like Diesel, or this man, or Rebel, all she looked was small and . . . nothing else.

If she walked out of the room, he couldn’t have told a soul what the woman who was Rebel’s mom looked like.

“He’s not,” Rebel bit.

“Who’s this guy?” her brother, Gunner, bit back, yanking a thumb Rush’s way.

Rebel looked behind her then turned back to her brother. “Get out of here.”

“I want to talk to my son,” the woman said, and if he remembered rightly, her name was Verna.

“He’s not here,” Rebel fired back.

“We know he’s fuckin’ here. Fuck. What a goddamned homo. Sending his baby sister to protect him,” Gunner sniped.

Rush felt something stab in his chest.

“He’s not here,” Rush growled. “We just put him on a plane.”

“Again, who the fuck are you?” Gunner demanded.

“Not sure you got call to ask who the fuck I am, asshole. You’re the one’s standing in a room where you’re not welcome. And now I’m givin’ you five minutes to say goodbye to your sister, then you’re out.”

Gunner sized him up, wrongly, finishing it stating, “Bring it on, douchebag.”

“How did you find out he was here?” Rebel cut in their exchange to ask her mother.

“As humiliating as it was, in order to find a time to see my own son, I had to ask a friend to call Molly and pretend she was an old acquaintance in town and wanted to have lunch. We were going to Phoenix, but Molly shared Diesel was visiting his sister. So we came here,” Verna answered.

“Is Dad here?” Rebel asked.

The woman lifted her chin. “Your father is done with your brother. Completely. We’re here to try to salvage the situation.”

“Well that works, since D’s done with him too,” Rebel retorted. “And just to say, there’s no situation to salvage. You’re you. He’s him. You’re fucked up. He’s happy. The end.”

Well . . .

Shit.

He was falling in love with her.

Yeah.

He already knew he was doing that.

But he was doing it hard.

“Right, we got that hashed out,” Rush said as her mother stared at Rebel like she had no idea who she was. “Now you both are gone.”

“I need to speak with my daughter,” Verna spat.

He looked to Rebel.

She took a step back, shaking her head.

He looked back to her mother. “She’s not feelin’ that. That means time to go.”

“Fuck you, assho—” Gunner started.

He didn’t finish that.

Rush had him by the collar of his tee. He jerked him, snapping his head back, then whirled him around and took a grip on the back of his shirt, another on the waistband of his jeans, and he frog marched him out of the room.

“Oh my God! What’s happening?” Verna shouted.

Gunner tried unsuccessfully to twist out of his grip. “Get your hands off me, motherfucker.”

Speck raced by them so he could open the door.

Which was good. Once Rush got him there, he tossed him right out.

He then barred the door, hands on his hips, legs planted wide, Speck at his back, as the man stumbled, righted himself and shot forward, bumping chests with Rush.

When Gunner got in position, he didn’t step back.

“We on, asshole?” he asked in Rush’s face on another bump.

Rush felt cold sting the back of his neck.

Another chest bump.

This was Rebel’s brother. He was a piece of shit. He still was her brother.

So with some effort, Rush held his shit.

“We on? You got somethin’ for me, fuckwad?” Gunner asked.

“Go,” Rush rumbled.

“Mom, go. Just take Gunner and go,” Rebel encouraged urgently from behind him.

Another bump and taunt. “You got nothin’ for me. All talk. You take cock too, dipshit?”

“Get out of the way,” Speck growled. “I want this asshole.”

“No! No fighting!” Rebel’s mother yelled.

“Peace, love and all things rainbow, but I’d like to see a fight,” he heard Essence call.

Gunner got tight in his face, brushing his nose.

“You and that guy there, yeah? Boyfriends?” Gunner asked, a snide smile in his eyes. “That patch you wear, is that a homo MC? You suck his cock, or he suck yours?”

“Rush, get out of my fuckin’ way,” Speck warned.

“Take . . . your . . . mother,” Rush said low and slow, “and go.”

“Faggot,” Gunner bit, stepped back, wound up to swing, and took his shot.

Rush ducked, the punch whiffed over him, and he came up with a blow to the ribs that sent Gunner back half a foot.

Rush followed.

His next was an overhead roundhouse to the cheekbone that sent Gunner staggering down to a hand.

Rush caught his face with his boot and that had Gunner flying to his back.

Verna screamed, “No!”

Rush moved to stand over him.

“You gonna go?” he asked.

“Stop fighting!” Verna screeched.

Gunner rolled to his side, spat at Rush’s boots and answered, “Fuck you, motherfucker.”

Rush glanced to the street, then bent to Gunner, jerked him up by his tee, landed another to his cheekbone. One more.

Then he dragged him to his feet, his head rolling, and half marched, half towed him down Essence’s steps to the rental at the curb.

He slammed him over the hood, making the man’s forehead ricochet off the metal. He reached into his front pocket, yanked the key fob, beeped the lock, then hauled him off the hood, opened the door and shoved him head first into the car.

He tossed the key on his back.

Gunner rolled to get his ass in the seat, the foot of one leg still out the door.

Rush slammed it and Gunner howled.

He yanked open the door and bent in.

“You gonna go?” he asked.

“Blow me,” Gunner groaned.

Rush landed a punch right to the nose, feeling the cartilage break. Gunner grunted. Blood streamed. Rebel’s mother again screamed.

“You gonna go?” he asked.

Gunner was blinking.

“Are you gonna go?” he pushed.

“Yeah. Fuck you. Yeah. Get out of my face, asshole,” Gunner slurred.

Rush stepped back and turned to see Speck close, Rebel in Essence’s arms on the sidewalk, her mother racing around the hood.

“You’re an animal!” Verna yelled at Rush.

“Do not come back,” he advised.

She stopped at the driver’s side door and threatened, “We’ll come back with the police!”

“Try that. See how it works for you,” he invited.

“You do that, Mom, I swear to God.”

Rebel was now at his side.

He shifted her behind him.

“You swear to God what?” her mother taunted.

“Nothing. Not a thing. You’re already dead to me,” Rebel replied.

Shock registered on the woman’s face, and Rush couldn’t believe that emotion from that stupid bitch considering the recent insanity, before her expression turned nasty.

“You and that son I refuse to claim deserve each other,” she spat.

“Yeah,” Rebel agreed. “We do.”

“Now we’re all done. Hear this, Rebel. Done,” her mom declared.

“Sayonara, Mom. Thanks for the memories.”

She gave her daughter a glare, opened the door, got in the car, scrambled to grab the key fob from the floor while Gunner slammed his door holding his face with his other hand.

Five seconds later they peeled away.

Rush took huge air through his nose.

He let it out, turning to Rebel to see her staring down the street.

“Baby—”

Her gaze sliced to his.

“You are oh so totally getting a blowjob that’s gonna scramble your brain.”

“Sweet,” Speck muttered.

“Anyone want iced tea?” Essence called.

Rebel stared up into Rush’s eyes.

Rush pulled her into his arms, felt hers close around him, looked at Essence and said, “That’d be great.”

Essence beamed at Rush.

And she wasn’t beaming about iced tea.

Guess flower children were down with using force on bigots.

Good to know.

She then turned and practically skipped up the walk.

“You good?” Speck asked.

“Yeah, brother,” Rush murmured.

Speck nodded and followed Essence.

Rush held on to Rebel.

Rebel held him back.

This lasted long beats before she mumbled into his chest, “He can’t know.”

Rush tightened his hold on her.

“They can’t know,” she amended. “They can’t know, Rush. They can never know.”

His Rebel girl, protecting the ones she loved.



He dropped his lips to her hair.

“They’ll never know, sweetheart.”

She pressed harder into him.

He breathed in her hair.

They stood like that for a while.

He ended the moment, saying, “We need to have a chat about the proper procedure for exiting a vehicle.”

He heard her giggle.

And that was when he knew it was good.

She tipped her head back and totally ignored his words.

Though he didn’t mind the subject change.

“Let’s go get iced tea. I need the caffeine rush for your blowjob.”

Rush looked into her pretty blue eyes.

And he smiled.






[image: ]

Tawny Kitaen

Rebel

Seven thirty-seven, Tuesday morning . . .

We were kissing.

I was on top, Rush inside. I was moving slowly, enjoying the feel of him filling me, gliding him out, taking him again, while his arm rested almost casually around my waist, the fingers of his other hand tangled in my hair, our mouths connected.

That morning, in my bed, it was just us. No drama had just occurred. No imminent nightmare was on the horizon. No relatives down the hall or about to show with donuts.

We could kiss. We could fuck. We could take all the time we wanted. We could be as loud as we wanted. We could be together, as close together as we could get, and get to know each other even better.

And after, I could make him my egg and bacon cheesy buttermilk biscuit sandwiches.

It was already shaping up to be the perfect day.

And we could use that.

For certain.

I knew Rush was ready to get busy when he rolled me. Linked my fingers in his. Lifted my hand over my head close to the crown and pressed it into the bed. His other hand going between us so he could roll my clit with his thumb.

I slid my hand down his spine and grabbed his ass.

We kissed through it, my fingers tensing in his, his tensing in mine, his rhythm speeding up, the force of his thrusts ramping, the pressure of his thumb increasing.

Until I broke the kiss and whispered, “Rush.”

Then my eyes closed, my neck arched, I clutched his flesh and it rolled over me, lazy and long and beautiful.

His came before mine was over, but I got to hear and feel and watch a bit before he tucked his face in my neck and gently sucked me there.

He didn’t let go of my hand and he didn’t stop moving inside me until he couldn’t do it anymore.

But he still didn’t let go of my hand or stop his lips working my neck.

“Happy anniversary,” I said.

His head came up. “What?”

“We met a week ago today,” I reminded him.

He stared down at me, those gemstone eyes a little hazy with residual sleep (I woke him up to get down to business), fucking, coming . . .

And being with me.

“That seems impossible,” he muttered.

“Well, it’s not official until later. You and your brothers hijacked me in the evening.”

“Babe, that is impossible.”

“No, it isn’t. A week ago today.”

“If you’re counting the hijacking, we met last Monday.”

“Oh,” I mumbled.

Shit, he was right.

Damn.

We missed our anniversary.

He gave me a sweet smile, rolled us to our sides and took our linked hands to his chest, pressing in and not letting go.

“Yeah,” he said.

“Okay, well then the anniversary of the first time we kissed,” I amended. “And now that phase one of celebrating is done, we’re going on to phase two and I’m making breakfast.”

His smile got bigger. “Babe.”

I made a move to pull away, saying, “I’ve gotta get on that. The biscuits take a while.”

His hand tightened in mine and he rolled slightly into me, preventing my exit from the bed.

“Babe,” he repeated.

I looked back into those eyes. “What?”

“Hate to remind you of this, but you’ve been off set for days. Your cast and crew just lost their funding. We don’t yet hold the title, but when we do, the brothers did not vote to fund one final porn film. And they won’t. Since they don’t want them, they’ll be down with taking the proceeds of Bang and infusing them in Luxe. But again, we don’t own that yet and it’ll take time to liquidate. You still need to convince the brothers about your plan, so you gotta write it. This means your crew needs to know the state of play. There’s a lot of shit to do and I’m thinkin’ breakfast sandwiches don’t factor into that.”

I stared at him, thinking about my cast and crew and the fact they were out of jobs until I could sort stuff out.

And some of them would be out of jobs until we got through post production, distributed the last film, and got cash flowing so we could start up again.

Further, I wanted to do the Chaos film first, and the way that was forming in my head, that would not take much crew, if any at all, and it definitely wouldn’t need a cast.

My eyes drifted to the window behind Rush as the realization this insanely cool boon was also a burden.

“Rebel,” he called softly.

I looked to him. “My Benito money.”

“Say again?”

“All that money I made for the last eight months. There’s a lot, Rush. I’d have to go over the figures, but I think, with that, I can keep production going with payroll for at least a week. I can call a meeting today with the cast and crew, share what’s going down, close production for this week. Start back up with my cash. The stuff gets signed over, we can begin the liquidation process, feed that money in to keep things rolling. We only have two, maybe three weeks left on production. I can bank any further monies. I do the cuts myself. Editing, laying over music, bringing the cast back for any reshoots needed, I’ll use that bank. Get the DVDs burned and distributed, the last film gets done, proceeds go into the coffers for my indie, and in the meantime, I can start on Chaos.”

“You got that all planned pretty quick,” he murmured.

“I need to call Meryl,” I told his scruffy jaw. “Get her to call a meeting this morning. So I need to get in the shower.”

I’d pulled free, rolled, but didn’t make it when an arm hooked at my belly, hauling me back in.

“You need cover, Rebel,” Rush said into my ear.

Oh shit.

I twisted my neck. “Anniversary present?”

When he looked harassed I went on swiftly.

“The only time I’ll ask. Promise. And I’ll try to make it fast. Though there’s a lot to go over. Me being Rebel, not Tallulah. Why I was Tallulah. The fact they’ll have to take a week off without pay.”

He sighed.

“Outside of, you know, having to ask when I get back to work, if this situation hasn’t settled yet,” I finished carefully.

He stared at me before he sighed again.

Then said, “You’re lucky you’re a great fuck.”

I grinned.

“And got great hair,” he went on.

I grinned bigger.

“And fantastic legs.”

My grin got seriously toothy.

“And beautiful cheekbones.”

That surprised me. “Beautiful cheekbones?”

Another sigh.

“Baby, you pretty much got beautiful everything, which means I’m fucked.”

I did not grin at that.

I turned in his arms and laid a wet, sloppy kiss on him.

He rolled to his back, pulling me over him, and let me.

We went at it for a while before Rush broke it and reminded me, “Production meeting?”

“Shit!” I cried, then in a flurry of pillows and limbs flying, I jumped out of bed.
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Nine forty-five that morning . . .



I stood in front of my cast and crew in the cavernous space that was the studio for Luxe Films, the area behind them dressed as a romantic dinner set, all of their eyes on me.

“So there are no guarantees,” I continued laying it out. “We feel good the handover will go smoothly, but further funding is dependent on the liquidation of Bang. If the handover happens, however, I’ll be personally funding production until assets can be sold. My hope is, we’ll finish this film. But I have to be honest with you, after that, things are up in the air. So I’d ask for you to stick with me, even though I understand it will be a hardship. But I do it with forewarning that you’d be advised to get your resumes out there because once we wrap, I don’t know what the future holds.”

“Mr. Valenzuela is out?” Sharon called.

“It’s my understanding he will be by the end of the week,” I told her.

“Fuckin’ brilliant. That guy gave me the willies,” Darinda, one of my camerawomen muttered.

“You’re gonna fund it yourself?” Janna asked.

I’d gone over the figures. Benito had not been stingy with my salary. If necessary, I had enough to keep us rolling for two weeks.

That said, it would clean me out, and since this was mine, mine, mine, and he didn’t factor in anymore, I considered that money mine. So I was hoping for a week because I needed that extra to actually eat.

“Yes,” I answered.

Glances were exchanged through a general shifting of feet.

“And you’re not Tallulah Monroe, your name is Rebel Stapleton, but you were Tally because . . . what? You weren’t down with putting your real name on a porn film?” Dryden asked, sounding unhappy.

I looked behind me to where Rush was standing wearing his cut with his arms crossed on his chest, scowling at Dryden.

I looked back at Dryden.

“My best friend was Diane Ragowski. Some of you probably knew her and if you didn’t know her by her real name, you knew her as Chantilly,” I announced.

There was a lot more glancing around, shifting of feet, and I felt them focus more fully on me and they’d already been giving me a lot of focus.

A lot of them knew her.

Or of her.

And what happened to her.

“I loved her,” I carried on. “I wanted justice for her. I’ll be honest with you, a foray into pornography wasn’t part of my hoped-for career trajectory. But my friend was murdered. I’m not going to explain what I was doing, you can probably figure it out. I’ll just say I had to do it. But the worst part of doing it was lying to all of you. You’re talented professionals. I’m proud of my team. I’m proud of the work we’ve done. This is why I haven’t bowed out. I want to finish what we started. I want our work to be seen and appreciated. And in future, even if my future is not in this branch of the industry, I hope to work with you all again.”

No one said anything when I stopped so I kept going.

“That’s what I’ve got. My understanding is any contracts you had with Mr. Valenzuela will also be transferred to our new owners. But I’ll say if you don’t feel you can carry on considering all of this, you can speak to me and I’ll let you out of your agreements and find a way to replace you.” I looked to Shaughnessy, then to Dryden. “Unless you’re principals. And I’m sorry to say the pressure is on you because if you back out, this film is done, and everyone will be done with it.”

“I’m not backing out,” Shaughnessy called out then looked at Dryden. “And you aren’t either.”

“I didn’t say I was backing out,” Dryden returned to Shaughnessy. “Just wanted to be clear we’re all in this because we believe in it.”

“I believe in it, Dry, I assure you,” I told him.

He nodded. “Works for me.”

Thank God.

I turned to Rush and mouthed, “Another hour?”

He jerked up his chin.

I turned back to my team. “I’ll be here for an hour. If you feel you need to move on, we’ll talk in my office. Everyone else, shut down and someone will be in touch. If all goes well, we’re back up, Monday at nine o’clock. I’ll send scene and script notes through email on Thursday.”

I got nods, more shuffling of feet, but again, no one said anything.

“We’re done. Thanks, everybody. And if I don’t speak to you, see you Monday,” I concluded.

People broke into huddles and started murmuring.

I went to Rush, got his hand on my waist the minute I got close, and he muttered, “Did good, baby.”

“Come to my office?” I asked.

“You bet,” he said.



We went to my office.

I sat behind my desk, an old metal one (Benito’s generosity didn’t extend to office furniture) and Rush stretched out in the sole tatty chair that was across from me.

There was a square window that looked out into the space.

I stared through it, my body tense.

But all I saw was folks moving around, covering equipment and monitors, turning off makeup mirrors, rolling garment racks.

“None of them are gonna quit.”

I looked to where Rush was sprawled in the chair. “Sorry?”

“None of them are gonna quit, Rebel. Things might be up in the air, but they wanna see this through and they believe in you. You tell ’em production is gonna start again in less than a week, they believe production is gonna start in less than a week. They got a job. They got a paycheck coming. You’ve given them warning they’re gonna have to sort themselves out after that, but they got some time to do that. So they’re all gonna be here on Monday.”

I looked back out the window in time to see Dryden, his arm slung along Shaughnessy’s shoulders, strolling by calling. “See you Monday.”

I lifted a hand to wave. “See you guys Monday.”

“Later, uh . . . Rebel,” Shaughnessy said.

“Later,” I replied.



Shaughnessy smiled at me. “Rebel’s the only name more kickass than Tallulah.”

I smiled back, relief—real relief this might work—starting to invade.

Over the next ten minutes, this happened with half a dozen more of my cast and crew, before I noticed Janna making an approach.

I drew in breath, though this didn’t surprise me. Janna was really good at what she did. She did all hair and makeup and costuming. She had a way with hair and makeup, but her real talent was in putting clothes together, making them look good but doing it in a way it subtly but assuredly helped to define a character. Half the class of the films we’d done so far was about her making the actors look classy.

She could easily get a job elsewhere. A stylist at a store. Starting up her own shop. Moving to another production.

She was one of the few who really didn’t have to hang for a week without pay then come back only to be let go in a couple of weeks.

It still would suck without her, and I wondered if I could pay her to draft boards for the rest of the scenes that needed filming so we could at least dress our actors.

I forced myself to seem light and casual when she hit the door.

“Hey, Janna,” I greeted.

“Hey, uh, Rebel. Can I have a minute?” she asked.

I looked out the window.

More folks were passing by, waving, nodding, but now also looking curiously at Janna.

I turned my attention back to Janna.

“Sure,” I said.

She gave Rush a careful look.

I smiled at her. “He doesn’t bite. Let me introduce you. Rush, this is hair, makeup and costume, Janna Adrian. Janna, this is my boyfriend, Rush Allen.”

They looked to each other, and Janna didn’t appear any less careful, in fact she was more so, when Rush stood, held out a hand and muttered, “Nice ta meet ya.” Then he offered, “Take my chair.”

Something new.

My man.

A gentleman biker.

Nice.

“I . . .” she took his hand, let it go, “okay, sure.”

She then took his seat, sitting on the very edge of it.

Rush assumed his position with shoulders against the wall behind her, watching her attentively.

“I understand, Janna,” I assured in order to make this easier on her since she seemed so nervous.

“I’m not licensed,” she blurted.

I stared at her.

She kept blabbing.

“I didn’t mind pulling one over on Rodrigo. Rodrigo was a jerk. So I didn’t mind lying to him, or Mr. Valenzuela, though I kinda did with Mr. Valenzuela since he’s scary. But I was small potatoes to him. He wouldn’t care. But since they’re gone, and it’s you, I don’t want to lie to you. I don’t have my cosmetology license. In hair or makeup. And I didn’t work as a stylist at Nordstrom for three years.”

“I . . . uh . . .” I mumbled, surprised at this news, and in light of it, wondering where she got her mad skills.

“I’d like to . . . like to . . . stay. Finish the movie. But I understand if you want to let me go.”

Well, thank God.

I leaned into my forearms on my desk and smiled at her. “I don’t wanna let you go. You’re really good. I’m not sure we could finish without you.”

“I curl hair.”

“You give a feel to the production no one could imitate.”

Janna’s head jerked.

“You’d be a loss and it’d mean a lot if you stayed,” I told her.

“I . . .” she seemed to get stiffer, move more to the edge of her seat to the point I thought she’d teeter off, then she declared bizarrely, “Your man might not want me.”

I felt my brow furrow. “He’s just here to—”

Her voice was pitched high when she declared, “Beck’s my boyfriend.” She woodenly twisted to Rush and repeated, “Beck’s my boyfriend. Throttle’s my boyfriend. Though he’s not Throttle anymore. Throttle is gone. But he’s my boyfriend.”

I felt something beating out of Rush that made me look at him, see the tight in his jaw and around his eyes, so I started to get up.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

Janna jerked around to me.

“You need to know it all. I was there. I was,” her voice cracked but she pushed through it, “I was there. When Chantilly was killed. I was in the closet. I . . .” She shook her head, all her blonde hair floating around her, but when she lifted her eyes again to me, they were tortured.

I sat my ass back in my chair, unable to keep my feet, even in a squat. It felt like all the air had been forced out of me.

My hair, makeup and costume person was the witness who came forward for Diane.

How could that be?

“It’s all totally messed up,” she announced. “They were allies of Mr. Valenzuela. Both of them. And I was there to try to get her to end things with them. It was bad. She had to get out of that. At least that. Everyone was worried. He . . . he hurt her. I heard it all. It was terrifying. And I knew . . . I knew . . . if I said anything, I knew Mr. Valenzuela would—”

“You’re the one who called me,” I whispered, and Rush’s bad vibe ratcheted up about fifteen notches.

“I did,” she forced out, looked like she was going to make a break for it, but then she lifted her chin, even if that chin was wobbly. “We met. Briefly. At her house once. You didn’t remember me.”

I didn’t.

Anytime I went to Diane’s house around that time, I didn’t pay any attention to anything but her.

Though that solved the mystery of why the voice sounded familiar, but I couldn’t remember why.

“I know it won’t make you understand,” Janna went on. “But I lived with my weakness. I lived with the fear and how it made me weak and what I was doing to Chantilly’s family for months. It wasn’t easy. Those women were killed and everyone was whispering it had to do with Mr. Valenzuela coming back, and those two guys Chantilly was seeing, and I just got more scared. But that’s no excuse. I should have come forward. I should have—”

“If you had, it wouldn’t have made her any less dead.”

Her head twitched.

“Janna, that whole thing was one massive clusterfuck,” I pointed out. “It was as messed up as something could get. But there’s no moratorium on doing the right thing. So it took some time.” I shrugged. “In the end, you did the right thing.”

“You’re not furious at me?” she asked.

I thought of Paul’s descent into vodka. The truth of Diane’s death and who was behind it. The fact that knowing might bring closure, but it didn’t bring healing and it certainly didn’t bring peace.

And I thought none of that would be any different even if we knew the truth of what happened months ago.

Outside my sojourn into porn, of course.

But if I didn’t take that path, I wouldn’t have met Rush.

“I’m not furious at you,” I told her.

Her shoulders sagged with relief.

Then they shot back up with tension and she turned to Rush.

“He’s trying to be a good man,” she told him strangely.

“He’s got a long way to go,” Rush growled.

You had to hand it to her, even with Rush’s obvious bad mood, she braved the contradiction.

“Not as far as you think.”

“Warning, he’s not real good with women,” Rush stated.

“You’re very wrong,” she whispered.

I sat silent through this exchange, and when they started just staring at each other, I chimed in.

“Right, Janna, we’re good. I really appreciate you sharing all this with me. It means a lot. It truly does. But now it’s all done. Totally done. Let’s just make it that and I’ll see you Monday.”

She twisted back in her seat to face me.

“She was good.”

I sat solid behind my desk.

“She was a good person. It cut her up, what she was doing, who the drugs made her. I saw that in her. When she was alive, I tried . . .” another shake of her head, “I failed.”

“You didn’t fail. I didn’t fail. Her parents didn’t fail,” I said gently, thinking about what Essence had told me. “She was ill. She was very, very sick. And then she died.”

That was when Janna and I started staring at each other and we did this a few beats before she nodded.

“Thanks, Rebel. I’ll see you Monday.”

With that, she got up and only glanced at Rush while she quickly walked out of the room.

I gave my attention to Rush.

“What was that about?”

“Her boyfriend and his MC beat the fuck outta Rosalie, Snapper’s woman.”

“Holy shit,” I whispered.

“Yeah. She was informing on his club to Chaos. Doesn’t make it right.”

Informing to an MC on another MC?

“Holy shit,” I breathed.

“Doesn’t make it right, Rebel.”

“I know. But, whoa. That would take balls.”

“She’s sweet as sugar, but born to be an old lady, so yeah. Wouldn’t read that on her you looked at her, but she’s all in to go to the wall for someone she loves or something she believes in.” His expression changed. “Chaos seems to attract that kind of thing.”

Wow.

That felt nice.

So nice, I had to cover it by giving him shit.

“In your case, it’s your big dick.”

His expression changed again as he started chuckling.

“And your eyes. You have pretty eyes,” I shared.

He just kept laughing.

“And your hair. Love your hair. And totally digging the beard.”



“You need shades,” he said.

“What?”

“On your window. You need a blind or something. You don’t have one means I can’t show on your set, make you take fifteen, and fuck you on your desk.”

“A further delay in you dropping me at Ride so you can go out and hunt your final enemy since we’re going to Lowe’s,” I announced.

He burst out laughing.

“’Bye, Rebel!” I heard and turned to see Meryl walking by my office. “I’ll email to tell you how far we got while you were gone, and I’ll see you on Monday!”

She called me Rebel.

She’d see me on Monday.

God, both those felt good.

I lifted my hand her way.

“See you on Monday!”
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Two thirty-eight, that afternoon . . .

“I’m feeling very Tawny Kitaen right about now,” I announced as I walked through the garage to where Rush was bent over the engine of a one hundred percent kickass car.

My guy: hot.

My guy kicking my asshole brother’s ass: hotter.

My guy bent over the engine of a fucking sweet muscle car: hottest.

Okay, so Rush wiping the floor with Gunner was the hottest, I just didn’t have that visual right then.

I had this one.

And it was good.

He tipped his head back and grinned at me. “Hold that vibe, the others go home, we’re workin’ it out.”

I stopped opposite him. “No way. The others go home, since you aren’t hunting your enemy, we’re going to my place and I’m making you an anniversary dinner.”

He retracted himself from the engine and declared, “We’re goin’ out for steaks.”

My brows flew up. “We aren’t goin’ out for steaks.”

“No way in fuck I’m havin’ my first anniversary with my girl and making her cook.”

Hmm . . .

My stomach felt melty.

“We’re goin’ out for steaks,” he decreed. “You can cook me an anniversary dinner next Monday,” he paused, “or Tuesday.”

I put my hands to my hips. “I’m not waiting until next Monday to cook for you, Rush.”

He looked beyond me then back at me, ignoring my words to ask, “You get your proposal done?”

“No. But Tyra is reading over what I’ve got so far.” I looked down at the car then at him, “Why aren’t you out hunting?”

“No leads.”

“Bummer,” I muttered.

“We have to wait for him to make another move.”

Oh boy.

That was sure not to be good.

“Bummer,” I repeated.

“Yeah,” he agreed.

Then his head turned.

After that it tipped back so he could look to the steel-raftered ceiling.

He did that for a beat, and during that beat I heard the sharp staccato of heels hitting cement. But I didn’t glance in that direction because Rush shifted his attention to me.

“Brace,” he said right before . . .

“Yo! What the hell?”

I turned to the female voice only to see a black woman in a swank dress and fantastic shoes, for some reason glaring at Rush like she was super pissed at him.

The dress was awesome. The shoes more awesome.

But I’d taken on Benito Valenzuela on the hunt for a murderer, and her expression still scared me.

“You claim a biker babe, you don’t run her by me?” she demanded to know.

“Elvira . . .” Rush muttered.

My focus went back to the black woman because Tyra and Tabby had talked about her and the way they did, I’d wanted to meet her.

It also explained the ’tude.

“Hey,” I greeted.

She turned narrowed eyes to me. “You, the girls, me, Club, tonight. Cocktails and girl talk. Though you gotta be cool when you’re giving us the skinny. Tyra and Tabby don’t need to be hearin’ how your man gives you the business. And I can’t handle knowin’ a man’s place on the scale of givin’ pleasure. I like Rush. I wanna be able to look him in the eyes for the next six months. You with me?”

I wanted to start laughing.

I didn’t because Rush butted in.

“We’re going out to dinner tonight, Vira. It’s our anniversary.”

“Anniversary of what? You’ve known each other like, four days,” Elvira shot back.

“It’s been a week,” Rush returned.

“Well, shit, boy, a whole week,” she fired back and again looked at me. “Tonight. Martinis.”



“Um, how about tomorrow?” I suggested.

“Um, how about not at all,” Rush put in. “She’s not anywhere without a brother at her back.”

“So come with,” Elvira returned.

“I’m not going out for martinis with the girls,” Rush growled.

“Sit at the bar,” Elvira retorted.

“I’m not sittin’ at the bar at Club,” Rush kept growling.

“Havin’ your ass on a stool in a class joint isn’t gonna give you the unshakable urge to wear a suit, Rush,” she pointed out.

“I am not . . . sittin’ a stool . . . at Club,” Rush said slowly. “My woman is not . . . goin’ for drinks . . . with the girls until this shit is done. And tonight, we . . . are . . . having . . . steaks.”

Well then, the badass had spoken.

Elvira didn’t care the badass had spoken.

They went into staredown.

I was mildly surprised Rush won.

He did this when Elvira did a scan and asked, “Who you beat up?”

He’d split a couple of knuckles handing Gunner his ass.

See?

Hot.

“Rebel’s brother,” he answered.

Her eyes got huge and she turned them to me. “Say what?”

I ran it down for her.

“He was in town, escorting my mother to talk to my other brother, who’s bi, about getting him into a ‘program’ back in Indiana. Fortunately, by this time, my brother and his man were on their way back to their woman in Phoenix. Things got ugly. Rush intervened.”

“A program?” she asked.

I shrugged.

Her expression warmed, she turned again to Rush and crooned, “Well, you go, boo. Good on you.” Back to me. “We’ll come over. Tomorrow night. I’ll be making boards so you don’t got anything to worry about. Seven. See you there.”

Apparently, I wasn’t cooking for Rush tomorrow night either.

This was slightly frustrating, but mostly I wanted to know what boards were.

“Elvira,” Rush had returned to growling, “that anniversary? It’s been a week. We got time, we’re spending it together. You and the girls can have Rebel next week.” He paused then amended, “No. The week after.”

“Oh, Rush,” she clucked. “You know it don’t work that way.” Again to me. “See you, girl. Tomorrow. Seven. We’ll also bring the booze.”

Then she pivoted, and on a sashay, she clacked away.

“Well, she didn’t disappoint,” I muttered, grinning.

“She’s a pain in the ass,” Rush muttered back.

I looked to him to see him not grinning but scowling her way. “She called you ‘boo.’”

He switched his scowl to me.

“‘Stud’ is out. I’m totally calling you ‘boo’ from now on,” I declared.

His eyes moved again to the ceiling.

They didn’t stay there very long.

His attention turned to look out the bays.

I looked that way to see three cars driving in, two of them were squad cars, the lead one screamed “Cop!” but without the lights on top.

“What on earth?” I asked.

“They got their search warrants,” Rush murmured.

I shifted my gaze to him. “Search warrants?”



His gaze shifted to me. “Long story.”

“Rebel!”

I whirled to see Tyra hanging out the door to the office.

“It’s great!” she cried. “Come back! I have some ideas.”

“Um, Tyra, it seems the police are here with search warrants,” I informed her.

She didn’t even look out the bays when she replied, “Oh, that won’t take long. Let’s dig in this. We’ll have a preliminary to give to the boys by the end of the day.”

With that, she disappeared.

And suddenly, I had no worries about search warrants.

I twisted back to Rush. “Seems I have work to do.”

“Go, baby,” he muttered.

I smiled at him then started toward the office door.

“Babe!” he called.

I kept walking but looked back.

“Tawny Kitaen,” he reminded me.

I shot him a smile.

Then I skipped up the stairs to the office.


[image: ]



Nine twenty-nine that night . . .

One, two, three, slow glide.

One, two, three, slow glide.

God, he was killing me.

Watching Rush on his knees, fucking me.

Stroke, stroke, stroke, then that chest, those abs waving in a powerhouse glide, I couldn’t help but feel every inch of his thick cock filling me.

And it was seriously doing a number on me.

“Baby,” I panted, beginning to drop my feet to the bed.

“High and wide,” he grunted on a glide.

“Rush,” I whispered.

Thrust, thrust, thrust, glide.

Oh my God.

I kept my knees back, where they were.

“Rush, honey,” I whimpered.

“Beautiful, the way you love to take my cock,” he rumbled, that rough voice I loved so much shivering through me, his gaze hot, moving all over me, hair having fallen in his eye.

Amazing.

Fast, fast, fast, slow.

I moaned, lying opened to him, spread out for him.

All for him.

Punch, punch, punch, roll.

God.

“Anniversary fuck,” he growled.

Bam, bam, bam, bam, bam, bam . . .

I gasped.

Bam . . . float.

God, watching him fuck me like that, his beautiful body moving, his big dick owning me, him slamming against my clit.

“Rush,” I forced out urgently.

The wave and glide, and then he reached in and tweaked my clit and he did it hard.

That did it.

I flew.

Flew.

He caught the backs of my knees when my legs started to drop automatically with my orgasm and he thumped into me, encouraging, “Give it, Rebel. Give it, baby.”

I exhaled.

He let one knee go and pinched my clit.

I gasped and resumed soaring.

“Yeah,” he groaned, fucking me hard. “Give it, baby.”

Then he went, joining me, doing it slamming into me.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he grunted with each thrust. Then I cried out in surprise when I was hauled up, lifted in his arms, and driven down on his cock with one last, “Fuck.”

My forehead drifted to his shoulder.

A couple more thrusts, fainter.

Then I whinnied when I lost his dick and I was again on my back on the bed between his knees, my legs cocked and spread wide.

“Rush,” I whispered.

His eyes moved up from between my legs to my face.

“This mine?” he asked.

Oh God.

This was big.

No.

I knew this was huge.

“Honey.”

He slid his hand down the inside of my thigh and covered my sex lightly.

“This mine, Rebel?”

There was only one answer to that.

“Yes.”

He slid his thumb over my clit, I jerked, then he buried it inside and I sighed.

“This mine?”

“Yes, Rush,” I whispered.

He slid his thumb out, his hand flat going up, over my belly, up, to where he had to feel my heart beating.

“How about this?”

I pressed my hand against my belly.

Oh God.

Yes, this was huge.

Colossal.

Everything.

“Rush.”

“Not too soon. Give it, Rebel.”

I stared right into his eyes, the moonlight from the windows filtering them silver.

He was so beautiful.

So, so beautiful.

“I can’t give something you already own.”

I barely got the words past my lips before I cried out again when I was up, Rush was down, my thigh was thrown, two hands on my hips tugged me down, and then he was eating me.

My head fell back and it was my body waving, rolling on his mouth.

I planted a hand on the window in front of me and rode his face.

Rode him and rode him and rode him . . . desperately.

“Yeah,” he growled against my clit, before eating out my orgasm.

Then he was out from under me, on his knees behind me, and I had both hands to the widow, his fingers tugging at my nipple, two from the other hand between my legs, fucking me.

“Rush,” I gasped.

“How often can you come?” he asked my neck.

My hips jerked as he stroked deep. “I . . . I don’t know.”

He slid his tongue along my ear.

“Let’s see.”

I mewed.

His fingers left me and his cock slid inside.

His hand went to the middle of my back, pressing in, arching me.

“Ride that, Rebel,” he growled.

I gave him what he wanted and got some of my own when I reached behind us and squeezed his balls just as he was coming, the rough, beautiful bark of his climax beating into my shoulder.

Coming down, rooted on his cock, he wrapped a hand around my throat, the pads of his fingers digging in gently.

“This, baby, is free,” he grated in my ear. “And no matter what goes down, that’s always what we got. That’s always gonna be you and me.”

“Always,” I whispered.

His grip eased before his hand moved so his fingers stroked my throat.

“Always.”
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Rush

Seven thirty-three, Wednesday evening . . .

“This is not the way it’s done!” Elvira’s voice could be heard from the kitchen.

“Bring us a board!” Hound shouted back from the living room.

“Come and get your own board, Hound!” Lanie was also shouting.

“I can’t go into that kitchen again! I still got a headache from the last time I went in!” Hound bellowed.

Women could be heard laughing.



Rush heard Rebel’s come the loudest.

A cat jumped on Shy, who was sprawled on the floor, Playboy on his chest, and Playboy squealed and reached to claim fur.

The cat jumped away.

“Shouldn’t he be in bed?” High asked.

“Tab and I have learned he’ll pass out when he passes out,” Shy replied.

“And I’ll get to deal with that tomorrow,” Big Petey, Chaos’s Chaplain, and de facto biker nanny, sitting in one of Rebel’s uncomfortable chairs, grumbled.

“Don’t put him down with Travis until he’s out,” Joker said to Shy, referring to Carissa’s son, who was right then snoozing in Rebel’s bed. “Last three times, he woke T up.”

“He doesn’t go down, I’ll go home,” Shy replied. “Someone will drop Tabby.”

“Got her, Shy,” Tack put in.

“Snap, do you boys have enough beer?” Rosalie called.

“I think so, baby,” Snapper called back.

“I could use another beer,” Hop muttered then yelled, “Lanie! Beer!”

“Are you serious?” Lanie yelled back.

Hop grinned at Snapper.

“Playboy out yet, honey?” Tabby shouted.

“No! And if everyone keeps shouting, he won’t get that way!” Shy shouted back.

“This is not the way it’s done!” Elvira shrieked.

Keely wandered in with a platter filled with finger food.



She put it on the space-age coffee table.

On her way out, she bent to the back of the couch to touch her lips to Hound’s where he had his head bent back to get just that.

Done giving her man some love, she strutted out of the room.

The men fell on the food like vultures.

When it was mostly decimated, Hop got up from the kidney couch and muttered, “I’ll get us more beers.”

He left and Rush looked from where he was sitting, his ass on a poof, back against the wall, knees drawn up, High next to him in much the same position, except his legs were straight and crossed at the ankles.

He caught his father’s gaze across the room.

Tack held his eyes, lifted his beer toward his son then he drained it.

Rush smiled.

Hop came back in with three beers dangling from one hand, another board balanced on the other.

“I’ll go back for more beers if anyone needs ’em,” he said.

“That one was let go under duress!” Elvira shouted.

“Don’t listen to her,” Millie also shouted. “I made that one especially for you boys!”

Playboy jumped at the shouting.

Shy muttered, “Shit, he was almost out. Snap, hand me the bottle again.”

Snap handed the bottle over from where it was sitting by his boot, his ass on a poof on the floor, back to the bottom curve of the kidney couch. Shy took it, curled up, cradled his son and gave him his bottle.

Big Petey leaned into the new board offerings.

There was a truncated squeal from the kitchen.

Then silence.

The air hung heavy in the living room as the men sat unmoving and observed the silence.

Tyra sauntered into the room, eyes on Joke.

“You might want to bring your truck around, honey. Carissa’s water just broke.”

Joke was up from his lime green chair in a millisecond.

Then he bolted out of the room.

“We can have it here!” Essence yelled. “I helped birth a baby at the nineteen seventy-seven Rainbow Gathering and two in nineteen eighty-four. We just have to fill the bathtub!”

All the men got up and followed Joker, not one of them to fill the bath.

Tack didn’t move.

Rush didn’t either.

Tack sat on Rebel’s kidney couch.

Rush sat with his ass on a poof.

They were looking at each other.

And they were smiling.

For that moment . . .

Free.
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As they knew, it wouldn’t last.

And it didn’t.
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Amends

Beck

Nine thirty-seven, Wednesday evening, one week later . . .

Core’s fist in his, thumbs hooked, holding strong, chest to chest, partially holding him up, he handed Beck a wet towel.

Beck took it and slopped it across his face, the blood from his nose and the tear in his lip staining the white crimson. He should have ice. He could already feel his eye swelling.

He didn’t ask for ice.

Core had been the last. The man hadn’t held back.

And now he was holding Beck up.

“Done, over,” Web said, landing a hand on both Beck’s and Core’s shoulders.

Web looked hard into Beck’s eyes.



Then he nodded.

And with that, Web moved away.

Beck turned his head and got Core also staring in his eyes and not letting go of his hand.

“Good?” Core asked.

Beck drew in a breath, gave his head a shake, lifted the towel back to his bleeding lip and nodded again.

Core swayed him by their hands, held another few beats then let him go.

When he did, Grill was right there, grinning, “You are one serious hardass and one crazy fuck. I love it.” He got close and slapped Beck on the back, causing a wave of pain to roll through his torso. “Glad that’s done, brother.” And he too looked right in Beck’s eyes. “Resurrection, Beck,” Grill finished on a whisper.

Yeah.

Not quite.

But it was coming.

Beck nodded at him too.

“Table, brothers,” Spartan called.

His first few steps were unsteady, considering, to make amends to his club, he’d just endured each member delivering two full minutes of a beatdown on Beck, and he couldn’t swing a fist.

But he got it together and saw the brothers had laid the tables back out after they’d concluded their last round of business.

It wouldn’t be a priority, but it wouldn’t be too down the line, Beck got them a better fucking table.

He headed to his usual seat, but Web called out, “Brother. Vote was cast.”

He looked to Web.

Shit.

They were all crazy fucks.

With the towel held to his mouth, he went to the head of the table.

He couldn’t beat back the groan as he sat.

And sitting there didn’t feel good.

Even after the brothers got theirs back, each one of them, cleaned the slate, put him through that, he took it. But before that happened they voted to give him this if he could stay standing, and he’d stayed standing. It didn’t feel good.

He wondered if it ever would.

They had work to do.

“Get ’em, Rainman,” Spartan said.

They were all sitting. Rainman got up, went to his saddlebag that he’d thrown on the floor by the wall and pulled something out.

A plastic bag weighed down with what was inside.

He came back to the table, and like he was tossing Frisbees, patches went flying.

Beck’s hand shot out when one skidded toward him.

He stopped it, turned it on the table and stared down.

More patches came sailing.

A top rocker. A bottom rocker.

The top said Resurrection. The bottom said Colorado.

And the first patch was a biker with long black hair flowing straight back and a maniacal grin on his face, sitting a bike riding out of a wall of flame.

Another patch came sailing, a lot smaller, and he trapped it under his hand.

He lifted his hand and saw it said Beck.

And another he caught, read, and it said Original.

One last one came sailing his way.

When he lifted his hand, he saw it said President.

Right.

They had work to do.

He pounded his fist by the patch and everyone looked at him.

“We know our next order of business is how we earn this patch,” he announced. He then pounded the biker riding from the flames with the side of his fist. “We don’t stitch this on until the work gets done, brothers. But we have to be all in. Unanimous. Now vote.”

It had been a long meeting.

They’d talked about a lot.

It hadn’t been easy.

But it surprised him that it also hadn’t been hard.

Except the part they beat him to shit.

But he’d stayed standing.

They knew what they were now voting on.

They knew the path Beck was leading them on.

They knew it was long and they knew it was far reaching, and they knew it would be grueling.

And when he demanded the vote, not a one of them hesitated.

“Aye,” Web said.

“Aye,” Rainman said.

“Aye,” Grill said.

“Aye,” Eightball said.

“Aye,” Spartan said.



“Aye,” Muzzle said.

“Aye,” Core said.

Shit, but he’d underestimated these men.

And they’d underestimated themselves.

That ended tonight.

Beck nodded, took the towel from his mouth, slammed the side of his fist on the table again and announced, “Passed.”
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Tack

Five twenty-eight, Sunday evening, one week and three days later . . .

“Pass the roast.”

“More potatoes, please.”

“What’s for dessert, Dad?”

Tack looked at his daughter who was seated at his right. “Tyra’s on top of dessert.”

“Pudding parfaits!” Tyra declared victoriously.

He grinned at his plate.

He’d made pot roast, mashed potatoes, gravy, caramelized carrots and fresh rolls.

His woman had opened a tub of readymade pudding and Cool Whip and layered them in some glasses.

And all he could think was he hoped there was some Cool Whip left.

He then looked to his left.

“Pass the rolls, darlin’.”

Rebel grabbed the basket of rolls and handed it to him.

“Thanks, sweetheart,” he muttered.

“No problem, Tack,” she muttered back, nabbing her own roll after he got his then reaching for the butter plate.

She offered it to him.

“Go first,” he ordered.

“You grabbed your roll first.”

He looked in her eyes. “Go first, Punk.”

She rolled her eyes at him. She rolled her eyes at Tyra. She grinned at Tabby.

Then she grabbed her knife and sliced into the butter.

Perfect fit.

She was a perfect fit in his family.

His boy done good.

“I like this new Sunday food trannition,” Cutter declared through a mouth full of mashed potatoes.

“Tradition,” Tyra corrected.

“Whatever,” Cutter muttered.

“Bud,” Tack grunted. “Respect.”

Cut glanced at Rebel then stared fixedly at his plate.

Rider was over it.

Cut’s crush had remained.

Tack sighed.

“I like it too!” Ride piped up. “Dad says he’s gonna teach me how to make his stuffing next week.”

“Stuffing next week? Righteous,” Tabby murmured, alternately eating and shoving food in the mouth of Playboy in his highchair next to her.

“I’m not sure you can get more righteous than this pot roast,” Rebel remarked before forking some of it covered in potatoes and gravy into her mouth.

“Babe,” Rush, sitting at Tyra’s left, caught his girl’s eyes down and across the table.

After she swallowed she said, “The stuffing? Really?”

“Serious,” he replied.

“Whoa,” she mumbled.

“Hey, have you managed to cook for Rush yet, Rebel?” Tyra asked.

“I made him toast this morning,” Rebel answered.

“Toast,” Cutter snickered.

“It had melted butter and cinnamon and sugar. It was da bomb,” Rush looked after his girl.

“It was toast,” Rebel replied, staring at her man, looking peeved.

“Yeah. And it was great toast,” Rush retorted.

“Can I have cinnamon and sugar on my toast, Dad?” Rider asked.

“Note how my son asks his father about nourishment,” Tyra stated. “I can safely say my work is done.”

Tack growled.

His wife shot him a bright smile.

He growled again even if his dick twitched at the smile.

“Now that we’re done filming, maybe I can get some time,” Rebel noted. “It’s been hectic. I had no idea how much the, uh . . . past management saw to now that I have to do it.”

None of her team left her.

All of Valenzuela’s team vaporized.

Their Rebel had been a busy girl.

And Tyra had shown him some dailies. Tack had never been into porn. The real deal was a far better use of a man’s time.

But he could see her talent and the pride she took in her work. It wasn’t hidden at all.

And it was impressive.

Even being porn.

“I can’t believe I can’t watch Rebel’s movie,” Rider grumbled.

“You are absolutely not ever fuckin’ watching Rebel’s movie,” Tack declared.

“F-bomb one of the night,” Tyra whispered to Shy on her right. “All I can say is thank God it’s not a drinking game.”

“Why not?” Rider hollered at his father, ignoring his mother.

“Ask me when you got a nine-year-old son,” Tack returned.

“That’ll be next century,” Rider complained.

“We can only hope,” Tyra said under her breath.

He shot his wife a grin.

Her eyes closed a little as she watched his mouth do it.

Yep.

Felt that in his cock too.

His phone on the kitchen bar rang.

His eyes on her meant he did not miss his wife looking to it or her face falling even if she covered that shit up almost immediately.

Knife through the heart.

Every damned time.

Tack dumped his napkin and pushed out of his chair.

“Can I take calls at dinner?” Cutter asked.

“Sure, when you’re payin’ for your own phone plan,” Tack told him.

“And you got a phone, bud,” Rush added.

“Which will happen when you’re sixteen and I can activate the GPS and stalk you,” Tyra declared.

“Dad says eleven!” Rider shouted.

“If you can talk your father into waltzing his badass self into a phone store, I’ll let that happen,” Tyra replied.

Since he told his sons they could have phones at eleven, but he had no fucking intention of entering a goddamned phone store so they could suck three hours of his life away doing shit to a five by three-inch piece of glass and plastic, he felt mildly bad they’d have to wait until sixteen and their mother would get them a phone.

That was his last thought before he saw who was calling him on his.

He took it up, connected the call and was taking long strides down the hall back to his and Red’s room when he answered, “Yo, Raid.”

“Hey, Tack. Sucks to say, but from what we could find out, he left his latest flophouse this morning,” Raid said.

Tack turned into his room, got two steps in and stopped.

The day after Carissa had her baby, Lee Nightingale called with the news that his computer genius, Brody, had tracked the sale of a gun registered to Arthur Lannigan to a pawn shop in Cheyenne.

Four days later, another gun sale in Reno.

Four days ago, a Rolex that was reported stolen twenty years ago turned up at a pawn shop in Vegas.

On the Cheyenne run, Rush, Snap, High and Hound went up.

They got the Reno news, Knight stepped in, sending Deacon, Raid and Nick with Rush and Snap joining them (half the reason Rebel hadn’t been able to cook for her man yet).

Knight’s men followed him to Vegas, but Knight and Tack had a chat and decided the writing was on the wall with Chew’s activities, so Chaos needed to see to business at home.

This meant Rush and Snap headed home.

They’d clipped through three motels and missed him by hours each time.

“He’s gotta have an MO with his choices,” Tack noted. “You got a guess as to where he’ll turn up next?”

“No, considering management didn’t get it when the cleaning staff saw it, but we did, seeing as he wrote in soap on the bathroom mirror, ‘Fuck Chaos.’”

Tack closed his eyes and dropped his head.

“Doing the rounds,” Raid kept up in his ear. “He’s dropped some silver, some jewelry, and a local fence took some designer shoes and purses off him.” His voice dropped. “Sorry, Tack, but Nick’s out. Olivia’s in Tennessee by herself and he’s not a fan of that. And Deacon is getting antsy. He wants back home to Cassidy. And probably goes without saying, I wanna get home to Hanna. We don’t like the news he knows someone’s on his ass. His message, not sure he made us. But our women home alone, none of us wanna take that chance.”

Tack opened his eyes.

“Understandable. You think he shot his wad and is heading back?” he asked.

“My guess, yeah.”

“His take?”

“Maybe thirty, thirty-five K.”

“Enough for a hit,” Tack muttered.

“An amateur one.”

“Got seventeen large from his last robberies in Denver.”

“And I can’t say we tracked everything he unloaded across two states,” Raid added. “Which sucks, and makes us feel like dicks, we’re pullin’ out. But we got women and kids—”

“Not your fight,” Tack muttered.

“We dropped our names, numbers and some cash on people. On our way back, we’ll drop more and his picture at motels and pawn shops he might hit. He pops, we’ll get calls then you’ll get calls. But just to say, from soap on a mirror to you, I wouldn’t waste resources sending brothers to Vegas. Gut tells me he’s heading home.”

Tack turned and saw Shy stepping in, Rush leaning against his doorjamb.

He shook his head.

Shy’s mouth went tight, the skin around Rush’s eyes did the same.

Playboy could be heard shouting, “Da, Da, Da!”

Tack looked at his son-in-law.

His mouth was no longer tight.

Playboy talking wasn’t new. His grandson had been picking words up for months.

But that particularly never failed to put his father in a good mood no matter what shit was going down.

“Family dinner, Raid. I gotta get back to it. We owe you men. You got call to do it, you come to us.”

“Just feed us at a hog roast, we’re in town, Tack. This is for you. This is for Knight. But mostly this is for five dead women and one dead guy.”

“Yeah,” Tack grunted.

“Later, and hope this is over soon for you, man.”

“I do too, Raid. I fuckin’ do too,” Tack replied.

They hung up.

“Let me guess, he was one step ahead of fuckin’ Raid Miller, Nick Sebring and Deacon Gates,” Rush bit out. “Again.”

“He’s a man on the run with cops and heat on his ass. He’s not gonna take time to sit by the pool. It isn’t their fault,” Tack returned.

“I’m not saying it is.” Rush yanked his hand through his hair. It went back, fell again into his eyes, then he scrubbed his fingers along his bearded cheek and muttered, “Just way done with this jackhole.”

“I hear that.”

“Da, Da, Da, DaDaDa!” Playboy shrieked.

“Best get back to my son,” Shy said, and Rush moved out of his way so he could leave the room.

Father and son looked at each other.

“You want me to grab Snap, head to Vegas?” Rush offered.

“I want every brother packin’ and on guard. That asshole’s heading home. It’s showtime, Rush. We just don’t got the playbill.”

Rush was not happy about that.

He still nodded, turned and disappeared from the doorway.

Tack drew in a heavy breath.

Then he followed his son.
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Snapper

Six twenty-seven, Monday evening . . .

Leaving the Compound, on his way home to Rosalie, Snapper pulled to the curb, cut power to his bike, slammed the heel of his boot on the stand, swung his leg over the saddle and prowled to the bike that had just parked behind him.

Jesus, the fucker didn’t even try to hide the tail.

“You’re shittin’ me, right?” he clipped.

“Man—”

“You’re fuckin’ shitting me, right?” he repeated.

“Amends, Snapper,” Throttle muttered.

“Fuck you, Throttle.”

“Not Throttle anymore,” he said.

“You’ll always be Throttle, asshole. And you know why.”

The man flinched, and when he did, Snap caught the fading shiner and the cut in his lip.

He recovered, kept his seat on his bike and held Snapper’s eyes.

“Word’s all over the street, Chew’s comin’ back.”

“And this is your business because . . . ?”

“Because, like it or not, Snapper, Resurrection has got your back.”

Snap’s body shot straight.

“This is me tellin’ you,” Throttle said. “Hopefully Chew won’t notice us. But the boys voted, we know the slate can’t be cleaned, we still wanna make amends so we’re gonna have your back.”

“We do not need Bounty’s bullshit protection.”

“Not Bounty and not protection. More eyes, Snapper. That’s it. More eyes. More ears. We aren’t asking, but we’re listening. And you won’t see us. He won’t see us. We won’t be in our cuts or on our bikes. We got jobs, women, kids, we can’t be everywhere all the time. But we’ll be where we can and when we are, no one can tail your ass without you knowing if he’s got a tail on his ass.”

“We do not want this shit, Throttle, and I’ll put it out there, I particularly do not want this.”

“I get that.”

“Then back off.”

“No.”

Snap stood immobile and stared at the fuck.

Then he tried something else.

“This guy is dangerous and desperate and you and your brothers don’t know dick about doin’ what you’re doin’. He makes you, who’s gonna protect you?”

“That’s our lot.”

Snapper blew out a breath.

“We bought that, that’s our lot,” he reiterated. “We’re not askin’ for forgiveness—”

“That’s good,” Snap bit out.

“We’re just doin’ the right thing.”

“It isn’t right if it isn’t wanted.”

“I’ll point out, man, you’re ridin’ home alone to Rosalie.”

“I’m armed and alert and know Chew’s probably back in town.”

Throttle shook his head. “Man, we fucked up Rosalie—”

“Don’t have to remind me.”

Throttle kept going like Snapper didn’t talk.

“We had a fuckin’ pedophile with a patch.”

“Can’t say that surprised Chaos.”

“Snapper, you can turn on the dick and I’ll take it,” he growled. “I earned it. But you aren’t callin’ us off.” He threw out an arm indicating their current chat. “Courtesy. After this, you won’t see me. Core. Grill. Eight. Muzzle. The rest. But we’ll be there. It’s done. You can get pissed. Get in my face. You can lay me out right here, I won’t land a punch. Then I’ll get up, clean up, and we’ll still do that shit.”

“For Chaos?” Snapper asked incredulously.

“No, man,” Throttle said low. “For Rosalie.”

Goddamned shit.

“She heard what you did, she dropped the charges, Throttle. Move on.”

“That can’t happen ever, Snapper, not fuckin’ ever,” he bit out. “You can’t know how that is and that’s good for Rose. But this is what I bought. What we bought. Our lot. And we’re doin’ it, you like it or not.”

“Hear Web stepped down,” Snapper remarked.

“Club needed new blood.”

Word on the street, Snap knew that new blood was Throttle.

Snap jerked his chin toward Throttle. “And you lead your club on a death mission?”

“Amends.”

Christ.

“They know you CIed their asses?”

His threat was not vague.

“Suffice it to say, a brother just kicked out of the club turns out to be a murdering pedophile, Resurrection wasn’t too upset about one of their own workin’ with the cops to try to take down a slimy, drug-dealing, porn-producing pimp and ending up getting a predator off the streets. They got my honesty and they meted atonement.”

They’d beat him down as atonement. That black eye. Cut lip. He’d taken his brothers’ fists to make amends.

And now it was done.

“And they made you their president,” Snap finished for him. “Fuck, you guys are nuts.”

Throttle shrugged.

Snapper tried something else.

“I hear you got a woman.”

Throttle went more alert.

Snapper continued, “Chew makes you, takes you out, what about her?”

“She’s beautiful. She’s sweet. She’s smart. And she’ll be able to move on, knowin’ her man died doin’ the right thing.”

“Fuck, you’re crazy,” Snapper whispered.

“I was, now I’m very sane. I know what I’m doin’. I know what I’m about. I know what my club’s about. I know the kind of club it’s gonna be. And I know the man I wanna be. And I’m gonna be that man, Snapper. That’s just the way it’s gonna be.”

“You won’t get any gratitude and you won’t get any allegiances.”

Throttle nodded his head in acceptance.

“We aren’t askin’ for that. But while you’re not offering it, just a heads up. Before he left town, Chew got a quote on a coupla jobs. Digger’s feelin’ the lost love. Web threw him a bone with a visit in the clink, he got chatty. So we’re not only covering your asses, we’re lookin’ for this guy. More for you, this lunatic goes by the street name Sparkle. I do not get that shit, but Digger spouted that Chew crowed this motherfucker likes the sparks that fly when he’s sharpening his knife. Find him, that threat is no longer shadowing you ’cause Chew’s a dickless user and he knows he gets anywhere near a Chaos brother, you’ll tear him apart.”

Snap felt a chill race up his spine.

He had a very bad feeling about this.

“Chew hired a hit?” he asked.

“This guy’s expensive, man. Chew’s reign of terror was about making that payment. Further heads up, according to Digger, he already had a stash. So he might have needed to make up the shortfall, but my gut says, since he’s headed back, he’s achieved that goal.”

Shit.

“Do not look for this guy, Throttle,” Snap warned.

“Amends,” Throttle replied.

On that, they were obviously done because Throttle fired up his bike, pulled it off the stand, kicked it up with his heel and looked to Snapper to get out of his way.

Snapper moved out of his way.

But Throttle didn’t ride off.

Fuck.

Rather than shout at him over the pipes when he knew it would get him nowhere, Snap stalked to his bike, got on, and rode home.

Throttle followed him, idling at the foot of the drive after Snap turned in.

“Jesus, fuck me,” he muttered as he waited outside the garage for the door to open.

He rolled in, got off his bike fast, and stood staring out at the dark beyond the bay as the door went down.

Only when it was closed did he hear Throttle’s pipes as he rode away.

Then he pulled out his phone.

He called Rush and shared they had a new ally and they had a new lead.

When he was done, he left that shit with his bike.

Rosie would not know any of it.

“Jesus, fuck me,” he repeated.

Then he opened the door to get to his woman.
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Millie

One thirty-seven, Wednesday afternoon . . .

I was sitting at the light at 32nd and Federal, almost home, when I heard someone lay on their horn behind me.

I looked in my rearview and saw Roscoe and Brick on their bikes, their heads turned to look behind them.

The car behind them jumped as if it had been bumped.

“What on—?”

It wasn’t only the fact that Brick whipped out a gun that silenced me.

Or that Roscoe threw down his stand and jumped off his bike.

“Oh my God,” I breathed in panic, and I stared when the car behind the brothers jacked the wheel, went up on the curb and rode half on, half off the road.

My body jolted and I ducked down when I heard the gunshots.

Close to hyperventilating, tipping my head way back, I looked out my side window when the shots stopped, and I heard cars honking and skidding as clearly that car ran the light.

I saw a truck following.

Then thankfully I saw Brick alive and well with no bullet holes on his bike following the truck.

But I sat frozen stiff in my car.

Chew had been in that first car.

Chew.

Following me.

And firing at Chaos.

Roscoe.

I sat up just as Roscoe rapped on my window.

Thank God. Thank God. Thank you, God.

I turned to stare up at him.

“Turn off. Pull over. I’m drivin’,” he ordered through the window.

I nodded and somehow got it together to turn off on 32nd when the traffic started rolling again and then I found a place to pull over.

Roscoe pulled in behind me, abandoned his bike and as he was jogging toward my car, I hit the locks, undid my seat belt and jumped seats.

He yanked open my door, folded in, took nary a second to adjust the seat and check the mirrors.

Then he roared onto the road.

I did not remind him to put on his seatbelt.

I just put mine on.

He had his phone to his ear.

“Tack? Yeah. Chew, fuckin’ Chew was following us following Millie. Had a Bounty or whatever the fuck, think it was Eightball, on his ass. Eightball made him. Think he pulled in behind us on Twenty-Ninth. Know we didn’t have him before that. Doesn’t matter. He fired on us as he took off. Brick’s on him. Eightball’s on him. Federal, just past Thirty-Second. I got Millie. Going to Chaos.” Pause. “Right. Yeah. Later.”

He dropped his phone in his lap.

“He’s following me,” I whispered.

“You’re safe.”

“He’s following me.”

“Get ready to move into the Compound, darlin’,” Roscoe muttered.

I closed my eyes and turned to the side window.

I opened my eyes and looked forward. “That was brash, you two with me.”

“Desperate man. Desperate deeds.”

I turned to Roscoe. “Why’s he following me?”

Roscoe didn’t say anything.

I knew what his silence meant.

Chew used to have a thing for me.

“That was years ago, Roscoe.”

“Babe, love never dies. Fucked-up, loser, unrequited love apparently burns down deep.”

I shut up.

My phone rang.

I grabbed my purse, took it out and then sucked in a huge breath before I took the call.

I tried to make my voice calm. “Hey.”

“Compound,” High ground out. “Do not leave.”

Like I was ever leaving Chaos again.

Bullets were flying.

“Okay, honey,” I whispered. “Please be safe.”

My Logan did not promise to be safe.

He hung up.

Chew was even more screwed than he’d been before.

But I didn’t care.

My man was pissed.

And bullets were flying.

I pulled it together. “You okay, Roscoe?”

“YouTubin’ how to scalp a guy soon’s I can.”

I shut up again.

But I did it hoping YouTube didn’t offer that kind of instructional video.

“We’ll get him, Millie,” Roscoe muttered, turning onto Speer.

I knew they would.

But still . . .

That was what I was afraid of.
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Rush

Six forty-three that evening . . .

The beer shattered against the wall, foam flying, right before High stalked out.

Eightball had sustained a shattered windshield due to the bullets going through it, glass flying in his face, slugs flying by his head. He got cut up from the glass, but fortunately not hit by a bullet, but he swerved, this taking him out of the chase.

Chew cutting Brick off and sending him into oncoming traffic, which nearly got his neck broken, took him out the pursuit.

No other brother was close enough to join the hunt.

Chew had gotten away.

No one was happy.

Though High took top of that heap.

At least for that night.

“I’ll get Jag or Chill on that,” Speck muttered, referring to the beer dripping down the wall.

Like anyone gave a shit about the beer dripping down the wall.

“Hop, men on High,” Tack growled.

Hop got up to do it himself.

Dog followed him.

His dad looked at him.

“Everyone locked down?”

“Women and kids are all here,” Rush told his father.

Tack nodded. “Call Throttle. Find out if they got anything.”

“I’ll do that,” Snapper put in.

“Not for you,” Tack grunted.

“Yeah it is.”

Rush didn’t get that.

Snapper did, and he wasn’t in the mood to discuss. He got up from the table and walked from the room.

“Someone get Dutch or Jag or Chill to order pizza or Chinese, or some shit. Delivery. We’ll regroup tomorrow. Everyone’s here for the duration,” Tack ordered.

Shit.

Fuck.

Tack pushed his seat back and prowled out of the room.

Rush caught some eyes, noted grim looks on faces that he felt down to his gut, and he followed.

He found Rebel in his room, sitting cross legged on her ass in the middle of his bed, hands upturned, thumbs to her middle fingers.

Her closed eyes shot open when he came through the door.

“Meditation doesn’t work in an MC Compound,” she declared.

God, his brothers got fired on, one nearly got dead in a car chase, and she made him want to laugh.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Hell no,” he answered.

“Come here,” she whispered.

He closed the door and went there.

Climbed in the bed.

She took him in her arms.

He dragged her up his chest, fell to his back, and claimed her in his.

“We’re getting Chinese or pizza or something,” he muttered.

“’Kay.”

“Essence with her son?”

“She checked in. She successfully distributed her cats and she’s with Beau. He named himself Beau, incidentally. She named him Dharma.”

God, he loved Essence. The woman was just her and he liked that.

Still, he said, “Jesus.”

“He’s ex-military. Former marine. He fell far from the tree. But he’ll know how to look after his mom,” she assured him. “She’d have gone to him weeks ago, if she wanted him freaked out a dead body was dumped in front of her house. Needless to say, now that he’s in the know about what’s been going down, he’s hip on evicting me.”



“Rebel—”

She gave him a squeeze. “Do you think Essence would ever evict me?”

He did not.

“Cool, baby,” he muttered.

She pressed closer. “It’s gonna be fine.”

His brothers dodged bullets and broken necks and one of their women was followed.

Rush was not feeling that optimistic.

She gave him a shake.

“It can’t be anything else, honey,” she whispered.

It could be.

It absolutely could be.



Rush closed his eyes and deep breathed.

He opened his eyes and reminded her, “Got a brand-new baby down the hall who’s not safe to be in his own home.”

“It’ll be okay.”

“Millie ducked in her car through a hail of gunfire.”

“It’ll be okay.”

“Brick nearly hit an SUV head on.”

“It’ll be okay.”

“How do you know?” he growled.

“Because it has to be.”

He shut up.

Rebel shut up.

She let the silence flow.

Then she stopped doing that.

“Do you want me to teach you to meditate?” she asked.

“Hell no.”

“You want me to go order you some General Tso’s chicken?”

With her shooting schedule, and the cleanup after Valenzuela’s exit, they got the takeout thing down.

She knew his preferences in Mexican, pizza, Italian, Thai and definitely Chinese.

He also knew hers.

“Yeah,” he muttered.



She kissed his bearded jaw, pulled from his arms and crawled off the bed.

He watched her ass in her jeans as she moseyed to the door.

His eyes lifted when she stopped and turned to him.

“It’ll be okay,” she whispered.

“How do you know?” he whispered back.

“Because it’s time for you all to be free.”

After she gave him that, she gave him a small smile and went through the door, closing it behind her.

He scrubbed his face with his hands.

And he hoped his girl was right.

He was about to get up and follow her when his phone rang.

He dug it out.

Stared at the number.

And with brows furrowed, considering the state of play, even though he didn’t know who it was, he took the call.

If it was a marketing person, he’d hunt them down and strangle them.

“You got Rush,” he greeted.

“Cole, muchacho, it’s Nana.”

He sat up.

“Mamá Nana,” he murmured.

“I hear you’re next up for Chaos.”

Of course she’d heard that.

“Maybe,” he replied.

“Mm . . .”

He held his patience.

She didn’t make him wait long.

“I’m sorry, Cole, my people have been paying attention, but this one is slippery.”

Goddammit.

“I hear, I’ll share with Chaos,” she offered. “Not a freebie, jefecito. A marker.”



There was never a freebie with Mamá Nana, unless your skin was brown.

He respected taking care of your clan.

“Thanks, Mamá Nana.”

“El gusto es mio,” she murmured and hung up.

Christ, Chew wasn’t even on Mamá Nana’s radar.

“Shit,” he whispered. “I hope we’re not fucked.”

Now he had more reason to go out and get a beer, needing to share this not-so-good news with his father.

So he angled off the bed and did that.
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Beck

Seven seventeen, Friday evening, a week and a half later . . .

Beck stared out the sliding glass doors in Janna’s living room, seeing nothing and not just because it was dark.

Her hand lighted on his back.

“Honey, come eat something.”

He didn’t move, just stared out the window.

She pressed her hand in at his back just as she pressed her front down his side.

“Beck, honey, please come eat something.”

His phone in his hand rang.

He looked at it, took the call.

“Yeah?”

“Throttle?”

Fuck, he hated that fucking name.

“Who’s this?”

“Tack Allen.”

He closed his eyes.

“Honey,” Janna called pleadingly.

“Amends made, Throttle, blood for blood, you boys’ asses swung way out there. Now step back,” Tack said.

He opened his eyes.

“Not gonna happen.”

“You lost a brother, Throttle. Wear the black. Stitch the patch. Step back. Heal. Stay healthy.”

Griller.

Throat slit.

Got too close.

Gone.

Fucking gone.

“Club’s already voted, Tack.”

“Do not do this to your brothers,” Tack growled.

“We already did it to ourselves and we did that way before the latest vote.”

“Throttle—”

“We got close.”

“Let us handle this.”

“We’re in, Tack. Now we’re in more than we were in and you know it. Even if I tried to talk them down, I’d fail.”

There was a moment of silence.

Then a sigh.

Yeah.

Tack knew Beck would fail at that.

“Be smart,” Tack bid.

Too late for that.

“Yeah.”

Another moment of silence then, “Sorry, my man, know too well how much this cuts. Especially for you, sitting at the head of the table when it happened.”

Beck shut his eyes again.

He opened them.

“Right. Thanks. Later.”

“Later, and Throttle?”

He caught himself from shouting “Beck!” and grunted, “Yeah?”

“Chaos, Resurrection. Brothers sat down. We’re solid.”

A Club like Chaos, what his club had done, Beck wished that could feel good.

He didn’t feel anything.



Strike that, he didn’t allow himself to feel anything because when he did, it fucking killed.

Tack disconnected.

He barely got his phone lowered when Janna had his face in her hands and now she was pressing up to his front.

“Please, Beck, come eat something.”

He looked in her sad, troubled eyes.

He couldn’t have that.

But he couldn’t get rid of the sad. She felt what he felt. It was the way she worked. He knew it because she gave him that, but he also felt what she felt.

If it was right, he was guessing that was just the way of things.

So he couldn’t get rid of the sad, but he could get rid of the troubled.

On that thought, he bent and touched his lips to hers.

After he did that, he took her hand, led her to the kitchen and he ate something.

It tasted like dirt and made him feel sick to his stomach.

But she looked relieved.

So he kept eating.
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Pope

Seven o’clock sharp, two weeks later . . .

Jesus, these fucking Chaos brothers.

Pope sat at the cheap-ass folding tables shoved together at Resurrection’s clubhouse, his vice president at his side, watching the Chaos brothers file in.

There was noise outside the room, women’s voices, kids.

They’d brought their families.

Pope did not blame them.

Resurrection’s families were out there too.

Bad times.

Total shit.

Beck sat at the head of the table, no gavel in front of him, that wasn’t how this brother rolled.

Hardcore stood behind him, not a second, a sentry.

These brothers in this newly formed charter were all about the loyalty and making a statement.

Pope had to admit, he was impressed.

And Beck and Core stared down at the table as the Chaos brothers rounded it, each one burying a knife in the cheap particle board at the corner of the table, walking behind Beck, circling the table and walking out.

Except Rush, who, after he buried his knife with the others, he rounded Beck and took a seat.

Tack buried his knife then set a patch in front of Beck.

Pope looked at it.

It said,

Some will walk through the pearly gates . . .

Some will ride.

Griller

Now every time they sat that table, the knives would be gone.

But the scores stabbed in meant Griller would be at that table until they got rid of it.

Pope suspected even as shitty as that table was, in some capacity, it would always remain.

Christ, Resurrection beat down one of their women, they went balls to the wall, one of them falling in a war that wasn’t their own as contrition, Chaos offers mercy.

Yeah, those Chaos brothers were something else.

Pope didn’t know if he could do that.

Though, some biker brother got his throat slit in penitence, he’d find a way to try.

Tack sat next to Rush as the door shut on the last of Chaos.

So word was true. Tack was grooming his son to take over.

Pope knew Rush. Watched him grow up. Partied with him at rallies and on joint rides.

It was a good choice.

“Pope, you called this meeting,” Tack prompted.

“Got word from Sparkle,” Pope started, felt the blast from Beck and Hardcore as their attention focused on Pope, but he kept looking at Tack. “Says this job isn’t worth it, gonna take his pay and have a very long vacation. Put some ears to the ground, the guy has ghosted.”

“Fuckin’ fuck,” Beck bit out.

He turned to Beck.

“I understand your anger, Beck, but this guy ain’t stupid,” Pope shared carefully. “He had one MC lookin’ out for him, that’s one thing. Three, Sebring’s local boys and a shit ton of cops?” Pope shook his head. “He’s gone.”

“How gone?” Beck clipped.

“Chew paid him a quarter of a fortune, he wasn’t exactly kicked back with his feet up before that, no one in Colorado will ever see him again,” Pope answered. “Fuck, probably no one in the US of A will see him again.”

Beck covered the patch in front of him with his hand.

Fuck, Pope felt that.

He felt it.

Then Beck took his hand off and sat back in his seat.

Pope looked at Tack. “Sparkle shared he thinks Chew used everything he had for that hit. And it’s so hot for Chew along the Pueblo to Fort Collins corridor, if he has any brains left in his head, he’s gone. And we already know, you don’t got a pussy or it ain’t dark and you got your back to him and he’s got a tire iron, he doesn’t have the balls to do dick.”

“We can’t take that chance,” Tack replied.

Pope nodded. “Not surprised. Just want you to know, Sparkle himself has communicated he’s out. Don’t know this fuck. He could be lying. Asked around. He’s a professional as in, professional enough to cut and run when shit gets stupid and he wasn’t paid enough for the headache. Almost as much heat on him as Chew, he took out Griller and the way he did. And he ain’t dumb, like Chew.”

Neither Beck nor Tack spoke.

So Pope finished it.

“Just here,” he looked to Beck, “to offer condolences from Range and needed you both,” he looked back at Tack, “to know that state of play. Range is still at your back. Eyes open and ears to the ground and cover if you need it. Send boys down from Boulder, you just say the word.”

“We don’t need any other bikers dead ’cause a’ Chew’s shit,” Tack rumbled.

This was why he hadn’t pulled in their boys from other charters.

Pope understood that.

Those new charters weren’t around when this shit started, so a man like Tack wouldn’t drag them in to finish it.

But even if an apocalypse hit Denver, the work and sweat and blood he put into that Club, Tack would want someone in Chaos left standing.

“Offer stands,” Pope replied.

After Tack nodded, Rush entered the conversation.

“Griller got close, you got anything else?” he asked Beck.

“Only on Sparkle,” Beck grunted, eyes still on the patch. “But all leads to him dried up after he did Grill. Digger’s tapped out on news about Chew, though from what he knew, it confirms Pope sayin’ Chew used everything he had for one last shot at whatever the fuck he’s trying to accomplish with all this shit.” He lifted his eyes to Rush. “But Resurrection is not out. We’re still at your backs when we can be, we’re still on the hunt for Sparkle and we’re still on the hunt for Chew.”

“I’ll say it again, you should bow out, regroup, heal,” Tack advised.

Slowly, Beck turned his attention to Tack.

“You’re right. We should. But that’s not what we’re doin’.”

“Web, Rainman and Spartan got kids, man,” Tack reminded him.

Beck said nothing, just stared in Tack’s eyes, the memorial patch for his brother sitting on the table in front of him.

Pope didn’t have a lot of interest in this club, not when they were Bounty.

Pope was paying a lot of attention to Beck now that he was president of Resurrection.

“I don’t wanna have to have another patch made up, Throttle,” Tack went on.

“Respect. But it’s Beck,” he ground out. “And I don’t want that either. So this has to end. And to do that, we got bounties on Sparkle and Chew. Everything we got left. Everything we could round up. Everything every brother could pour into that pot. We don’t get him, every hunter in eight states lookin’, someone will.”

“Makin’ a desperate man more desperate, you doing that and word gets to Chew,” Tack replied.

“You want us to rescind the bounty on Chew, it’s done,” Beck returned. “But the one on Sparkle stands.”

Tack stared at him, looked over his shoulder at his son, Rush tipped his chin, Tack looked back to Beck.

“The one on Sparkle can stand,” Tack decreed.

Beck’s jaw ticked but he said nothing. He didn’t like that, Chew behind Sparkle killing his brother. But he’d do what he promised.

Tack sat back and rested his linked hands on his stomach.

“Last few weeks, brothers have had tight security systems installed, or tighter ones if they already had them. We’re movin’ our families back home. Appreciate anything you see or hear fed to us.” He looked to Beck. “You boys do what you gotta do.” He looked to Pope. “Time to resume our lives and fuckin’ hope.”

“Hate this for you, brother, and believe it that Range has got that hope with you this ends soon,” Pope said.

“Yeah,” Beck put in.

“Beer before we go?” Pope asked.

“Rosalie out there?” Beck asked Rush, straight up.

Shit.

“Yes,” Rush answered.

“No beer,” Beck grunted. “She needs to get safe home.”

Tack studied Beck closely.

It was uncanny, but Rush was studying him the exact same way.

So Chaos wasn’t going to get a new president.



Just a younger version of the same one.

“Guess we’re adjourned,” Beck decreed.

He then pushed back his chair, yanked out a knife from the table, walked to the brand-new Resurrection flag draped on the wall behind him, held that patch against it and drove the knife through.

He turned, crossed his arms on his chest.

Hardcore went to stand by his brother, assuming the same position.

“Ride safe, men,” Beck bid.

Handshakes were exchanged and the minute Pope opened the door, Range and Chaos were brushing shoulders with Resurrection as what was left of that club filed in.

They closed the door behind them.

Pope did not take that as disrespect.

He just gave his respect to Chaos and the old ladies he knew, and he and his VP got the fuck out of there.
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Rush

Three and a half hours later . . .

“God, it’s good to be home,” Rebel mumbled against his chest.

Everyone was home. Kids getting back to schedules. Old ladies getting back to work.

Except Millie.

For weeks, Millie as well as High’s girls by his ex, Zadie and Cleo, and his ex, Deb, were down in Phoenix, hanging with Millie’s parents.

D, Mad and Sixx had all promised to keep an eye on them.

High still called down there seven hundred times a day.

Rush tightened his hold on Rebel, staring at the moonlight dancing on the Christmas balls hanging from her ceiling.

Her body relaxed into his as she fell asleep.

He did not sleep.

Could not sleep.

Because Pope made sense. Chew was out of resources. He was out of options. And he had to be running out of luck.

But Rush knew . . .

This was not over.

Because Chew knew all of that.

And because if it, Chew knew he was running out of time.
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Free and Clear

Snapper

Six fifty, Saturday evening, two weeks later . . .

It was raining hard.

He was soaked.

His throat was choked.

His hair was straggling in his eyes, eyes that were blinking away the hair and the wet.

And the blood.

His hands were in fists, including the one with its fingers curled around the butt of his gun.

And Everett “Snapper” Kavanagh stared.

This was it.

The end was near.

And by what he was right then seeing, what had just been done, something that had already been hideously nasty was going to get seriously . . . fucking . . . ugly.

Chew wasn’t going to give up.

That fucking guy was not gonna give up.

The red staining the rainwater was pooling at his boots.

It was Black again.

The asshole had tried to pull the same thing on Snap that his mentor had succeeded in doing to Black.

Just like they thought he’d do.

Take out the brother that everyone liked. The even-keeled one.

The calm in the storm.

Take out the brother that would light a fire under the whole Club that was already a powder keg in an attempt not to blow it sky high, but to force them to scramble to put the light out then toe the line.

Do whatever it was that lunatic wanted them to do.

Eat whatever shit he wanted them to eat.

And mostly, make them mourn.

But this time, seriously fucking fortunately, they’d failed.

“I am the master of my fate,” he whispered, head unbowed, blood and water and sweat mingling as it trickled down his neck, into his cut, drenching his tee, the adrenaline that had suffused him as the life he wanted to share with Rosie nearly went black on the stroke of a blade, staring, damned staring, unable to tear his eyes away. “I am the captain of my soul.”

Fuck, he’d killed a man.

It took a lot but he broke eye contact and walked away, sliding up the safety and shoving his gun in the back waistband of his jeans before pulling out his phone, ignoring the pizza he was picking up for him and Rosalie, moving to his truck.

He’d killed a man.

He had to make decisions, and fast.

He made them.

Fast.

So his first call was Rush.

His second call was Throttle.

His third call was Tack.

His last call was Rosalie.

He got in out of the rain and sat in his truck, stared at the steering wheel.

He’d killed a man.

He lifted his phone again and made one more call.

To Mitch Lawson.
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Rush

Seven hours later . . .

It was Eddie Chavez who escorted Snapper out. Mitch and Slim wouldn’t get this one, not with their known relationship with Chaos.

Rush stood from the seat he’d been sitting in for six hours.

His dad got up from where he was sitting beside him.

Hound closed in from where he was standing, scowling at some notices on a bulletin board across the room.

Rush’s eyes fell on Snap, and the minute they did his dad’s voice came to him, rolling like slow thunder. “Stay cool, Rush. Stay fuckin’ cool.”

Thin line of a knife blade across his throat, breaking skin, not too deep, thank fuck, but there had been blood. His entire throat jacked to shit, purple bruises already forming. Angry red running along his left cheekbone. Speckles of watery bloodstains were also on his neck, his tee. Probably from the bullet hitting at close range.

“Hound,” his father rumbled in warning.

Hound’s fury clogged the room and it didn’t much die down when Snapper muttered, “I’m good.”

“Right,” Eddie chimed in. “There’s gonna be a review. Snap cannot leave town. But we aren’t holding him. The scene, his injuries, the identity of the dead guy, writing’s on the wall this was self-defense. Snap’s gun is registered, he’s got a permit to carry concealed. And no one in law enforcement in the state of Colorado is not in the know about the shit dogging Chaos.”

“And the dead guy?” Tack demanded.

“Karl Sanderson. Club name, when he had a club, Pacino. He’s ex-Bounty and I think in the current climate it’s important to note he was not ex-Resurrection. Known to be tight with Wayne ‘Digger’ Benson. Search of his home tonight found five K in a lot of bills, all the way down to ones, a gold crucifix friends of hers reported was taken off one of the prostitutes murdered that night, a Swatch watch, for fuck’s sake, another working girl was reported to be wearing. And next to all of that, and this is my favorite part, an unopened fifth of Jack with Arthur Lannigan’s fingerprints on it.”

They had Chew.

They could link this right to fucking Chew.

“So Chew hired some cast-adrift biker to kill a member of Chaos?” Rush asked disbelievingly.

“I can see the silver lining won’t be apparent to you boys for a while,” Eddie said as answer. “But considering the fact he was an idiot just taking the job, Snap has fifty pounds on the guy, the guy was armed with a knife, Snap with a gun, and this night ended with Snap blowing a hole through his jugular and not another way, it has a silver lining. And when Chew gets found, he has another charge landing on top of the two hundred and fifty we’re already prepared to lodge against him.”

Another thing they knew from this, Chew was not getting close to Chaos personally.

And he was tapped out.

“It’s gonna take some time to have the higher-ups sign off on this, but not a man or woman, even the DA, has a knife to his throat and a gun on his belt and is not gonna take that shot. From Snapper’s injuries and the disturbances at the scene, Snap tried to end this a different way. Out of options and with a man intent on ending him, he used deadly force,” Eddie said then turned to Snap. “You’ll be good. Just don’t leave town.” Eddie’s eyes swung through them all. “Or do anything stupid.”

He got no promises for that.

Eddie didn’t wait for them.

He flicked a hand and walked away.

“Keely’s already with Rosalie,” Hound said. “I got Snap. We’ll get his truck. We’ll stay with them tonight.”

“Rebel’s with her too,” Rush pointed out.

“And so is Roscoe, Dutch and Jag,” Tack assured Snapper. “She’s covered, brother.”

“Me tonight,” Hound declared.

“I got my woman,” Snap spoke.

“And see to her. I’ll see to the doors,” Hound replied.

“Let him, brother,” Rush said low to Snapper.

Snap’s jaw bulged before he nodded. And Rush got that, him wanting just Rosalie after tonight, not a house full of people. But safe was far better than sorry.

Rush gave his dad a look.

Tack read the look, corralled Hound and they shifted away.

Rush moved to Snap.

“I don’t wanna talk about it,” Snap clipped.

“Right, okay. You do . . .” Rush said no more.

Snapper’s eyes drifted to Hound. “Keely’s gonna be fucked up by this.”

“You think Hound’s hanging tight at your house with Keely there, and you know Dutch and Jag won’t leave, just to show you the love?” Rush asked.

Snapper looked to him.

“He’s showing you the love,” Rush said quietly. “He’s also making it crystal this was not history repeating. You’re alive, upstairs in bed with your woman. Keely’s downstairs, on your pullout with her man. This sitch has had an entirely different ending. You keep them close, brother, you’re doin’ Hound a favor.”

Snap’s chest heaved with the breath he took.

And Rush thought that him being able to stand there and do that was the best thing he’d seen in a decade.

“Go home,” he urged. “Rosalie’s probably worried sick. Get your truck. See to your girl. I’ll ride behind Hound. You’re covered.”

Snap took a second before he nodded.

Then he made a move.

Carefully, Rush reached out and grabbed his forearm, taking his hand away the minute Snap turned back just in case he was still jumpy.

“When you’re ready to talk, brother,” he repeated his offer.

He again left it at that.

Snap looked in his eyes.

“I am the master of my fate, I am the captain of my soul.”

Hell yeah.

“You fuckin’ are, brother,” Rush growled.

Snap jerked up his chin.

And only then did they move out.
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Naomi

Around seventeen minutes later . . .

She heard the crash, opened her eyes and lay still in her bed.

That moment of stillness was her undoing.

She did not get her hand to the gun that was resting on her nightstand.

Instead, she was dragged out of bed and beaten about the face, mostly pistol whipped, until he switched just to fists.

She felt two teeth go, her nose go, and she was glad she was barely conscious when he ripped her panties from her.

“Tack’s had this. Tack’s been all up in here. Now this snatch is mine,” he grunted.

There was still love, Mom.

Her eyelids fluttered.

If you got it in you to do one thing for me and Tabby, save us from you bein’ delivered to Chaos under a sheet.

She should have listened to her son.

She should have listened to her beautiful boy.

Now she was going to go.

And her two babies would mourn her.

She’d given them nothing to mourn.

But they just would. That was them.

They had so much of their father in them.

Her lids drifted fully closed.

And her last thought before she passed out was that she would never meet Playboy.
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Tack

One hour, fifteen minutes later . . .

He swallowed the moan of her orgasm down his throat as he felt it throb around his cock.

Tack kept her head turned with his hand at her jaw as he took his finger from her clit but thrust inside from behind in the spoon, whispering against Red’s lips, “Love you, baby.”

“Love you, Kane,” she breathed.

He felt his lips smile.

Then he growled against her mouth as his cock exploded.

He kissed her gentle as he came down, his cock buried.

When he broke the kiss and opened his eyes, he was looking into hers. “Clean up?”

“I’ll do it, honey. You’ve had a long day. Pass out.”

She lifted her head to press her lips to his and he pulled out.

She rolled in his arms so they were front to front, shoved close, stroked his jaw, tugged at the long whiskers at the end of his goatee, gave him the squinty eyes of a soft smile, then she rolled away and he watched her bare, curvy ass stroll to the bathroom.



He fell to his back. Bent his head forward to relieve the tension at the back of his neck. Dropped it to the pillows.

His phone clattered on the nightstand with its vibration.

His eyes went to the bathroom as he grunted, “Jesus fucking Christ.”

He nabbed his phone, checked the screen, and saw he had a video text from Naomi.

His innards seized.

He sat up, swiping, pulled up the video, watched three seconds, and stopped it.

Cole.

Tabitha.

His phone vibrated in his hand.

He looked down.

Another text.

An address.

And the words: Alone. Now.

Another text: One single brother, she’s dead.

Cole.

Tabitha.

That was how it was going to be?

That was how it was going to be.

Not another brother would die.

Not another brother.

They’d lost one on Tack’s watch.

Resurrection had lost one to Chew’s shit.

This was going to get done.

Tonight.

He angled off the bed.

“Where are you going?”

He looked up at Tyra standing in the bathroom door as he pulled up his shorts. “Back out, baby. It’ll be a while. Be back soon.”

She looked to the bedroom door and back to him as he tugged up his jeans. “Is a brother coming up to get you?”

“Meetin’ ’em down in the city,” he lied.

He yanked on his tee he’d taken off half an hour ago, walked to her, grabbed her by the front of her neck and she stood solid, staring at him with big eyes.

“It’s over. Tonight,” he declared. “I love you. And I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“Kane—”

“You love me?”

“Yes.”

“You trust me?”

“Yes.”

He pulled her to him gently, using her throat, and he took her mouth.

She gave it.

He went at her hard.

She allowed him.

Then he let her go and tore off his shirt.

He handed it to her.

Her hand was shaking when she took it and put it on.

That would soon be over for her.

That fear.

It would soon be over for all of them.

He got a fresh tee, pulled it on, his socks and boots, and stalked to the door.

“Tack,” Tyra called.

He twisted to her.

“Come back to me,” she whispered.

He stared right in his wife’s eyes.

“Absolutely.”

He left the room.

Grabbed his cut.

And he was gone.
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Rush

Twenty minutes later . . .

The call came first.

Rush opened his eyes.

He was in Rebel’s bed.

They were naked.

After what happened that night, coming home to a quick, rough, awesome fuck, they’d passed out.

He reached over his head to get his phone from the little ledge under the window there.

Rebel’s head lifted.

He looked at the screen.

It was Ty-Ty.

Middle of the night call from his stepmom.

Shit.

He took the call as Rebel scooted up his body.

“Hey, Tyra.”

“Your father is gonna kill me.”

Not shit.

Shit.

He sat up, taking Rebel with him.

“What?” he barked.

“He left,” she said fast, and a chill crept into Rush’s bones because since his father told him he wanted Rush to take over, he didn’t do dick without Rush. “I don’t know why. He took off. He did it fast. He lied to me about meeting a brother in the city. And he told me it was over tonight.”

“Goddammit,” Rush growled, pushing from Rebel and throwing back the covers.

“I don’t know where he went. I don’t know anything.”

“I’m on it.”

“Rush.”

He stilled, standing by the bed, hearing Rebel scurrying out, just because Tyra’s tone held so much fear, and he felt that fear shrivel his insides.

“I’m on it, Ty-Ty,” he whispered. “Promise. Believe me?”

He hoped like fuck he didn’t just lie.

“Yes, honey,” she whispered back.

“You’ll see him soon.”

He hoped like fuck that wasn’t a lie either.

“Okay. Later, Cole.”

She never used that name.

She used it now for a reason.

He was now not a Chaos brother.

He was his father’s son.

“’Bye, Ty-Ty,” he said gently.

Then he hung up.

“What?” Rebel asked, already in her weird see-through robe with nothing on underneath, but holding it closed with a hand at the front.

With her other hand, she was offering him his jeans.

He took them and tossed his phone to her.

“Code thirteen twelve, call Hop first. Then High,” he ordered and tugged them on. “Tell them Dad’s taken off and find out if he’s called them.”

She bent her head immediately to it.

The loud knock on the front door came second.

Both their heads whipped that way.

“Get dressed,” he growled, bending to snatch up his tee.

He pulled it on.

Another knock came.

Louder.

He reached across the bed to the ledge to get his gun.

Safety off, he stalked to the door.

She hadn’t had a peephole.

When they put in her security, she got a covered one that worked with her door.

He did not put his face to that fucker.

He stood with his back to the side of the door and shouted, “Who is it?”

“Core!” was shouted back. “Tack’s comin’ down the mountain! Beck’s following him. No other brothers we were watching mobilized. Including you. Something’s going down. Let’s go!”

Jesus, shit.

Thank God.

Throttle was following him.

They’d probably heard about Snap.

Headed out.

Covered Chaos.

Jesus, shit.

Thank God.

He looked out the peephole, saw Core standing there glaring at the door, no one behind that Rush could see. He hit the security code, unlocked and opened the door.

“Gotta get my boots on,” he said after scanning behind him. “Be out, one minute.”

He walked back into the bedroom to see Rebel now in a little nightie and the robe thing.

She was holding out his phone.

“It’s High.”

He nabbed it. “High?”

“What the fuck is goin’ on?”

“Dad left the house. You get word?”

“No.”

“Make the rounds. Find out if he’s talked to anyone. Core’s here. Throttle’s on dad. We’re gonna be on Throttle.”

“Rush—”

“I’ll keep in contact.”

He hung up on a shouted, “Ru—!”

“Rush,” Rebel whispered.

“You’re going to Essence’s. You’re taking my extra gun. And you are staying awake with the gun close and your phone in your hand.”

She nodded.

“Shoes, baby. And a sweater at least.”

She rushed to do as told, yanking on a pair of jeans under her nightie, switching out the robe for a cardigan and tugging on some beat-up red Chucks while he dug his 9mm out of his bag.

It probably took her two minutes to do this.

It felt like it took her two years.

Core and him got her to Essence’s.

He heard the locks go.

Then Core got in his truck, Rush in his, and they rolled out.
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Fifteen minutes later . . .

He knew.

He fucking knew.

They were heading to Boulder.

His body felt like it was made of lead.

He called High.

“What the fuck!” High roared as answer.

“We’re on the road, on the way to Boulder. I don’t know why he went alone. But I figure we gotta roll cool with this, High. We gotta go in soft.”

“Your mother,” High grunted.

He had to push it through the lump in his throat when he confirmed, “Mom.”

“I’m on it,” High said. “Brothers have already moved out, headed to the Compound since we didn’t know where the fuck we needed to be going.”

“I’m calling the cops.”

“No fucking way,” High bit.

“We need cover for our women while the boys move out, High. They’ll send squads. I’m calling Mitch.”

Apparently High saw the wisdom of this because he said, “I’m on Hawk and Sebring.”

“I’ll report in. Just get it done and get on the road to Boulder.”

“Play it smart, Rush,” he warned.

“Both my parents are on the line, High. You don’t have to say that shit.”

“Both your parents bein’ on the line is why I gotta say it,” High fired back. Then, “I’m out.”

He disconnected.

Rush made three more calls, the first one to Mitch, who was less interested in sending out squads than what Chaos was doing and why they were doing it, so he wasted precious time pushing it, which meant Rush hung up on him, knowing he’d still send the squads.

The other two calls were to brothers to brief.

And then he decided word would make the rounds.

So he was going to pay attention to what was happening.
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Tack

Thirty-three minutes later . . .

The door to the apartment was ajar when he got to it.

Gun in his hand, standing to the side, slowly, Tack pushed it in.

“Don’t worry, oh Holy Tack, got a show for you before we end this,” Chew called. “Come on in, brother.”

Tack moved around slowly, carefully, hitting the open doorway, eyes adjusting to the light in the room after being in the dark.



She was tied to a chair. Beat all to hell. Nightgown ripped and hanging on her. One breast showing.

The mother of his children.

Exposed.

Beat to hell.

The fury boiled.

He clamped hold on it.

“We had fun before I texted you, Naomi and me,” Chew taunted.

He was standing beside her with a gun to her head.

Tack looked to Naomi.

She could barely focus, he’d beat her so badly, but she did.

She did.

He saw it there.

Fear.

Gratitude.

And she’d made peace.

So whatever happened, he could put their kids at peace.

Or try.

But she knew.

It was her, or him.

And she was down with it being her.

He nodded even though he was going to do what he could to make that not have to happen.

“Got my cum up her snatch,” Chew told him, and Tack’s eyes moved to his former brother.

Too thin.

Hair greasy.

More years than he’d lived etched in his face.

“Yeah, we had fun, Naomi and me,” Chew sneered.

He’d raped her.

Tack stared at Chew, the last of the filth that had been Chaos, and breathed, slow and steady.

But he said nothing.

“Put your gun down,” Chew ordered.

If Tack killed him before he blew a hole in Naomi’s head, he might do time.

He would not do that to Tyra, his kids.



“Put your fucking gun down!” Chew exploded.

He had to shoot at the gun in his hand.

A gun that was close to Naomi.

“Put your motherfucking gun down!” Chew screamed.

Tack looked in Chew’s eyes.

“Right,” he spat, turned to Naomi.

Tack lifted his gun quickly.

Then Tack’s body jerked when Chew’s head exploded.
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Beck

At that same moment . . .

Beck took the rifle from his shoulder.

Swung the strap there instead.

He turned from the back window of the apartment Tack went into.

And he booked.

He was in his truck, carefully driving six miles above the speed limit as he took a circuitous route out of the shitty apartment complex and another circuitous route to 36.

It was close range so it would have been lame if he’d missed.

But still.

It was really good he and his brother used to go target shooting.

Really fucking good.

His brother would be proud of that shot.

Really fucking proud.
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Tack

Twenty-two minutes later . . .

“Have you lost your goddamned mind?”

“Son.”

“Have you lost your goddamned mind?”

“I need to call Red,” he said quietly.

Rush shut his mouth.

“Get to the hospital, see to your mother,” he ordered.

“You cannot even imagine how pissed I am with you,” Rush rumbled.

Tack looked among his brothers who were all standing close, illuminated by a shit ton of cop cars, their lights flashing, and he could easily imagine how pissed they all were at him.

He pulled out his phone to call his wife.

It rang in his hand.

A number he didn’t know.

Christ.

“What?” he snarled when he took the call.

“Free and clear. Chaos is free and clear. Now Resurrection and Chaos are solid, Tack,” Beck said.

Disconnect.

Jesus.

Tack stared at his phone.

“What?” Rush clipped.

Tack smiled at his phone.

“What?” Rush barked.

He ignored his son.

And called his wife.

Suffice it to say, she was pissed as shit too.

He still knew he was going to get a blowjob that would rock his world when he got home.

Because that was the way Red rolled.
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Naomi

When Naomi opened her eyes, she saw a woman, her head tipped down, her red hair hiding her face, and she thought that woman was herself for a second.

But she wasn’t.

Naomi’s red had faded.

Now she had to dye it since it was all gray.

That wasn’t her sitting there.

The woman’s head came up and her blue eyes turned to Naomi.

Naomi’s own eyes were kind of fuzzy.

Hell, one she couldn’t even see out of.

Shit.

She’d survived.

Good Lord.

She’d survived.

Good God.

Tack had come and saved her.

The woman looked across the room then got up and moved to the bed.

“Hey,” she whispered, bending over Naomi. “He’s passed out. Do you mind if we let him sleep?”

Slowly, and not without pain, Naomi turned her head to see her boy sprawled in a chair right beside her.

Right beside her.

“Tab’s in the hall,” the woman went on, and Naomi’s head came back.

Faster.

And that hurt worse.

The woman’s head jerked when she got Naomi’s face.

Then hers got soft.

“She’s talking to Shy,” she shared. “He’s got Playboy. She’s checking in. She didn’t want to disturb you.”

“My baby girl is here?”

Her words were slurred. Her lips felt funny. Maybe because they were swollen all to fuck and cracked to shit.

“Yeah, Naomi, she’s here. Just down the hall. She’ll be back in in a second.”

She felt the wet glide over the swollen flesh of her eyes.

“Who’re you?” she asked.

“I’m Rebel. I’m Rush’s.”

Looking at her, all she could think was, got his daddy in him, that boy.

All Tack.

All good.

Oh God.

“I do-don’t think . . . I don’t think I can—”

“Yes, you can,” Rebel said.

Naomi shook her head. “I c-can’t be—”

“Yes, you can.”

“I—”

“And you’re going to, Naomi.” Her voice was still quiet, but it was also steel. “Tabby’s pregnant again. You’re gonna get better and you’re gonna deal with what happened to you and you’re gonna sort your shit and you’re gonna make it worth his while to be sitting right there, Naomi. You’re gonna make it worth Tab’s while she rushed down here in the wee hours of the morning to be with her mother. You’re gonna do that, Naomi. And I’m gonna be with you every step of the way to make sure you don’t falter. Are you hearing me?”

Shit.

This bitch was kinda scary.

“Whatever,” she muttered.

Rebel smiled at her.

And the bitch had amazing cheekbones.

“Tabby’s pregnant?” she asked.

“You tell her I told you, I’m stealing your Jell-O cup.”

There was someone there to feed her Jell-O.

She turned her head and there was her boy.

“I won’t say a fuckin’ word,” she mumbled.



She felt Rush’s girl move away.

They let her boy get his sleep.

It was the first kind thing she’d done for him in ten years.

And when her daughter walked in, such beauty, the instant she saw her the wet came back to Naomi’s eyes.

And that was the first kind thing she’d done for her daughter ever.
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Rush

Six twenty-seven the next morning . . .

Rush opened his eyes to the smell of bacon cooking.

He got out of Rebel’s bed, pulled on a pair of pajama bottoms, and headed out of the room, not hitting the bathroom, going straight to her crazy-ass kitchen.

She was in a pair of pajama bottoms in a wild print, a tight pink cami, a sloppy green cardigan falling off her shoulder. Her hair was wild with sleep and sex.

And she was bent over the open oven, pulling out a cookie sheet covered in fluffy biscuits with golden brown tops.

“Hey,” he called softly.

Those pretty blues came to him and she beamed.

“I’m making my bacon and egg cheesy buttermilk biscuit sandwiches!” she declared triumphantly.

“Wanna get married?” he asked.

She stood there, oven mitt on her hand, cookie sheet held aloft, eyes huge.

Then the cookie tray clattered on the counter and she was in his arms kissing him all over his face and neck.

He was taking that as a yes.

She jerked back and looked in his eyes.

“We’ve known each other, like, three months,” she noted.

“So?” he asked.

“Not even,” she said.

“So?” he repeated

“Elvira’s getting married next month. She’ll kill us if we steal her thunder.”



“We don’t have to get married today,” he pointed out.

Though he’d be totally down with marrying her that day.

She melted into his arms.

She knew he’d be down with marrying her that day.

“I wanna get hitched in Essence’s garden,” she whispered. “In the summer. When it’s green and full and pretty.”

“We can make that work,” he told her, though he had no idea how.

His brothers, their women, their kids, her brothers, their woman. It’d be a tight fit in that jungle if they wanted anyone to see them take their vows.

He just knew, if she wanted that, he’d make it work, somehow.

“So you love me?”

At her question, Rush focused on her beautiful face.

“No, I fucking love you.”

That face shone.

And she melted even deeper.

“I fucking love you too, Cole ‘Rush’ Allen,” she replied.

“That’s good, since you’re my old lady.”

Rebel giggled.

He loved that. He loved she could be vulnerable and badass and funny and smart and infinitely loving, and she didn’t laugh.

She giggled.

So she could also be girlie.

Serious, he just loved everything about her.

“We’ll get a ring today,” he murmured, “before we go up and visit Mom.”

“Okay,” she murmured back.

“Baby, you need to turn off the bacon.”

“Oh! Right!” she cried before she pulled out of his arms.

She turned off the bacon. Took the skillet off the burner and started to get busy finishing making his breakfast.

But he caught her hand, pulled her out of the kitchen, into her bedroom and they got busy another way.

When they got back to them, the biscuits were stone cold, and the bacon had sat in its grease for an hour and a half.

So she chucked it out and started fresh.

It took a while for him to sink his teeth in her egg and bacon cheesy buttermilk biscuit sandwiches.

But when he did, they were awesome.
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Rebel Yell

Tyra

Two days later . . .

“What?” Rebel shrieked.

I stood at the top of the stairs outside my office that led into the garage and watched Rebel and Rush across the bays.

I heard Rush rumble something, but not what he said.

“But I can’t!” Rebel yelled.

I had a feeling she could.

Another rumble, and as it was happening, I felt him press up against my back, his chest to my shoulder blade, his hand lighting on my waist and gliding around to my belly.

In that position, me and my husband watched as Rebel, bouncing with excitement against Rush’s body, kissed him all over his face and neck.

“Just so you know, that’s how I felt when you gave me my baby,” I told Kane.

Done with the rain of kisses, Rush’s arms closed tight around his girl, he turned her, pressed her against the driver’s side door of the shiny indigo-blue ’Cuda he’d just given her, and the kissing got focused.

The boy done good. That princess-cut rock on her finger was even Elvira-approved.

“And just so you know,” Tack’s own rumble tumbled in my ear, “that’s how I felt when you got excited when I gave you your ’Stang.”

I twisted my neck to look at his face.

From the very first moment I saw him, I loved looking at Kane Allen.

After all these years, I wouldn’t have believed it if you told me, but I loved looking at him now more than ever.

Finally, my man was free.

And he’d given me goodness since the moment I’d let him in my heart. He’d given me a beautiful home and his beautiful children, and he’d helped me make two more. He’d kept me safe. He’d given me his love. And we’d had a ton of good times, heart-warming family holidays, loud raucous biker parties, truckloads of his amazing food, and astronomical amounts of great sex.

But in all our years together, seeing that in his face, in his eyes, I’d never been happier.

Not even when I had my boys.

That last was hard to admit.

But staring into my husband’s eyes as they were now, I had no choice to admit it.

Because it was true.

He put pressure at his hand at my belly and I was shifted, turned, then marched with Tack still at my back through the door into my office.

He shut it behind us. Flipped the blinds so they were closed. Then hit the lock on the door.

He turned me in his arms.

“You ready for me to soup up a new baby for you?” he offered.

Because he could.

He could now.

He could work in the garage, tinkering with a car, blowing time being close to me and doing something he loved to do.

Yes.

He could do just that.

Finally.

“You take my baby away from me, I’m not speaking to you for eternity,” I threatened.

He grinned.

Then he pulled me closer and he kissed me.

This got relatively hot and heavy until we heard an engine roar and a squeal of tires.

Only then did Kane raise his head and smile down at me, the crinkles by his beautiful blue eyes deep, the light in them dancing.

“That girl,” he murmured. “Perfect.”

He was right.

“Glad I passed that goodness of knowin’ how to spot the one, and then not dick around in winning her, to my son,” he finished.

I tipped my head to the side and reminded him, “You do remember you fucked me then kicked me out of your bed the first time we met, don’t you?”

“Doesn’t negate the fact you turned out to be perfect, ’round about the very next day, and I went all in to win,” he returned.

“You also know you’ll get laid without flowery compliments,” I went on.

He was still smiling as he shuffled me back to my desk.

“Think you’re the one gettin’ laid, Red.”

“Whatever,” I muttered.

He kept smiling even as he kissed me.

Then I got laid. On my desk. In my office.

That desk had seen some action.

God, I loved coming to work.

More, I loved my husband.

And he loved me.


[image: ]



Tack

The day after that . . .

His phone rang.

When he saw the caller, he really did not want to take the call.

But he had to take the call.

So he stopped walking across the forecourt and took the fucking call.

“Naomi,” he greeted.

“Thanks,” she spat.

Tack drew in a big breath.

“Rush’s girl is a bossy bitch,” she declared.

Now, wait a fucking minute.

“Naomi—”

“And she’s a pain in my ass.”

Christ.

He knew it.

He shouldn’t have taken this call.

“She’s it for him, isn’t she?” Naomi demanded to know.

“She’s it for him,” Tack confirmed shortly.

“Right,” she clipped. “Did you hear me?”

“Which part?” he asked.

“The gratitude part, Tack,” she bit out.

“I think so,” he sighed.

“You didn’t have to do that.”

Tack said nothing.

“Sat in that chair, he was ranting, said he was texting you, you were gonna come, didn’t think you’d do that,” she said tersely.

“Nao—”

“Didn’t want you to,” she whispered.

Tack closed his mouth.

“What would they have done without you?” she asked quietly.

Tack looked down at his boots.

“They would have mourned me, but they’d be lost without you,” she went on.

Tack closed his eyes and said nothing.

She cleared her throat and shared, “I met Playboy today.”

“I know,” he replied, opening his eyes and lifting his head.

“He’s a cute little fuck,” she muttered.

Tack decided to go back to silence hoping she’d get him, she’d know he’d heard her and got her, and this would be over.

Naomi joined him.

He was about to put an end to it when she spoke.

“Only gonna spout this shit once, and I figure I’m doin’ it because I’m tripped out on drugs, so listen up, motherfucker,” she said to start. “I fucked up. You were right. We had everything. Then I blew it. Was so pissed you were right, I kept blowing it. But I learned. Boy, did I learn. Now I know. Happy?”

“Not even a little bit,” he growled. “You are what you are and you’ve done what you’ve done, but we made two fuckin’ great kids and you’ll always be the woman who gave me that. So I don’t want you suffering. I absolutely do not want you beat to shit and violated. So right now, I’m not happy. But if you give our boy and girl something good, Naomi, I’ll be grateful. They miss you, even Tabitha. I hope you find it in you to put what happened behind you and earn your place back in their lives. I hope that like fuck, Naomi. For them and for you.”

This time she said nothing.

So he finished it.

“But I reckon you’re tough as nails. Always have been, so no way a strong woman like you is gonna let a useless piece of shit like Chew best you. Make that not happen, Naomi. Heal and then find a good life.”

With that, he hung up.

She didn’t call back.

Tack didn’t expect her to.

So he put that out of his mind and kept walking across the forecourt to get to the Compound to see who was around to share a beer with while he waited for his wife to decide she was done with work.
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Beck

One week after that . . .

Beck tapped the fuck on his forehead with the end of the barrel of his gun.

His eyes opened, and the man went still in his bed.

If that was him, even with a gun in his face, the men standing at his back, the drug still coursing through his system, Beck would hope he’d at least go for his gun.

Not that his gun was there.

Man, Shaughnessy was something else.

Honeytrap. Slip a little mickey.

He didn’t even get to kiss her.

But when the man started to get sloppy, Dryden moved in and got him into his hotel room.

Muzzle was on the hotel security cameras. All through this they’d experienced a technical glitch.

He had no clue Muzzle had that skill. But apparently, whereas most of the men worked as mechanics or HVAC techs or shit like that, and messed around with cars, bikes, or their trucks as a pastime, Muzzle had a garage full of wires and computer boards and tech and he fucked around with that.

It sure as hell came in handy.



Beck stared down at the man in bed.

Shit, men got stupid for pussy.

Only way to get smart was find a good woman to offer you her compass.

“You underestimated us,” Beck told him.

“Listen, I got money—”

“Griller.”

That was all he said before he pulled the trigger.

The suppressor muffled the noise.

The blood shot back into the pillow, not on Beck.

Eightball snapped on gloves, moved in and took the fuck’s wrist.

Only when he dropped it and nodded at Beck did Beck put away the gun.

The only brothers not with them were Spiderweb, Spartan and Rainman because they had families.

The job done, they didn’t hang around.

They moved out.

Time to grab a beer.

They were in Florida. They’d take the night, soak in a little of the local flavor, then get home.

Miami was a shit-hot place. Beck wished he could have brought Janna with him. But she was in cosmetology school. She couldn’t skip classes.

And anyway, they were down there to assassinate someone.

He’d bring her when she could let loose.

Up next when they went home was gathering all they had left of club money and getting it to Mamá Nana.

It had been worth every penny.

Right.

Now Sparkle was off the list.

One more down.

One to go.

Then they could stitch on their patches.
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Rush

One week later . . .

“So there, I did it. Yes, I did it. And I don’t even care I shouldn’t do this because of why I did it,” Amy, sitting at Rebel’s kitchen table, announced before she shot her tequila.

“I don’t know if I should say I’m proud of you that you filed for divorce and forced Paul to put your house on the market or not.” Rush, standing with his hips to her counter, his boots crossed at the ankle, arms on his chest, watched Rebel say as she sat opposite her friend and didn’t shoot her tequila, but instead studied Amy closely.

Needless to say, Paul had not gotten his head out of his ass.

Rush was unsurprised.



Rebel was upset, but she was dealing.

And apparently, Amy was dealing too.

“Well, I’m proud of myself,” Amy declared. “Because I know my daughter. I know right now, if she hadn’t had what happened to her happen at that volleyball game, she’d be getting her PT degree. She’d be kicking PT degree butt. She’d be running 5K races and snowboarding and finding some guy who, okay, maybe he’d be older, but he’d treat her right and she wouldn’t stand for anything less.”

“That’s the truth,” Rebel murmured.

“And she wouldn’t expect anything less from her mother,” Amy went on. “So it’s a crutch. I’m leaning on that crutch. I’m going to think of how Diane would be, not what she became. It makes it easier. And that house of cards may fall, but I’ll deal with that if it happens. Now, it’s working. Now, I can move on. So I am.”

“Good for you,” Rebel said, finally lifting her shot, tipping it to Amy, and drinking her tequila.

“Okay, I can’t drink much ’cause I’m driving, so should we switch to wine?” Amy suggested when Rebel was done.

Rebel started to get up.

“Got it,” Rush muttered. “Red or white?”

“White, Rush. Thanks,” Amy said.

“Yeah, honey,” Rebel agreed.

He got them their wine.



Then he got the fuck out of there.

But as he was walking out, he heard Amy whisper, “I like him, Rebel. At first he scared me a little. But the way he looks at you, you’re his world. I love that for you, doll. I really do. I just wish Diane had lived to see it.”

This meant Rush was smiling when he hit her living room.

Not a shock, Rebel was all about Christmas and the tall narrow tree in the corner of her living room screamed it. Stuffed full of bright decorations, you could barely see the needles. So many, there were some sticking out. Precisely little branches that had small, bright-colored pompoms at the ends.

She had a huge wreath in the same theme on her door. Fluffy pompom garlands leading from foyer to living room through bathroom, bedroom, kitchen and back to the front door. Colored lights everywhere.

On the other hand, Essence’s pad was decorated for what she called “Yule.”

But it was a lot of the same shit. Just a boatload more of it.

He snatched his phone from her coffee table that had three doves in different patterns of purples, reds, pinks, blues and oranges sitting on it. It also had a big box wrapped in silver paper and tied with a big silver ribbon that was not for Christmas, but for that weekend. Elvira’s wedding.

He was supposed to wear a suit.

That shit was not happening.

He went to the bedroom and nabbed his headphones.

He had no idea how long it was before he watched her come in from where he was on his back on her bed under her pompom garlands and Christmas lights and year-’round ornaments, his stocking feet up on the back of one of the chests that wedged in the bed.

She just smiled at him as she collapsed on his chest and popped out one of his earphones, plugging in her ear.

And then he watched the beauty of her face get even more beautiful when she heard what he was listening to.

It was the song Hop was going to sing when she walked through the garden to him in six months.

The wedding was hers. He’d give her whatever he wanted. He’d told her that.

That song was the only thing he’d asked for.

And although the words might not be what someone would want for the first day of the rest of their lives together, Rush had learned pretty much since he could cogitate with his dad as the example that every day was the first day of the rest of your life and you had to live it that way.

But he wanted her to know, when it was all said and done, they would not live the time they had together as vampires.

He was going to hold her hand.

And give her every second he had to give.

His Rebel had immediately agreed.

When Jason Isbell and the 400 Unit ended “If We Were Vampires,” Rebel shoved her face in his neck and whispered, “I hope we have more than forty years.”

He’d take forty minutes if Rebel was with him.



“We will,” he whispered back.

She snuggled closer.

“Amy said goodbye,” she said.

“Hope you said goodbye from me,” he replied.

“I did.”

He was sure she did.

He then replayed the song.

They didn’t get through it before her phone rang.

She popped out her earbud, pulled the phone out of her back jeans’ pocket, looked at the screen, didn’t look at him, and because she didn’t, he knew what this was, so he turned his gaze to the ceiling and sighed.

His Rebel, of course, took the call.

“Hey, Naomi,” she greeted. “Unh-hunh. Unh-hunh.” Pause. Then, “Well, she has done this before. And she’s a nurse. So I’m pretty sure Tab’s taking her prenatal vitamins. But, uh, you know, you could just call her and ask.”

Rush looked at his girl.

She pressed her lips together, gave him big eyes, then unpressed her lips.

“Unh-hunh. Okay. I’ll call her and ask. Are you still going to the group?”

Within seconds, she sat up abruptly.

Shit.

“Naomi, we agreed you’d stick with that group,” she snapped. Paused to listen, then snapped on, “Okay, so during the sessions, all the rest of the women bitch about being raped. It’s a sexual assault support group. That’s supposed to happen. You’re supposed to be there for them and listen. And you are supposed to let your shit out.”

Her eyes cut down to Rush and they were squinty.

“Yes,” she bit out. “Misery loves company. That’s the point. You aren’t alone. They get you. For God’s sake, woman, let them get you.”

Her eyes got squintier.

Fuck.

“That’s it, Naomi. I’m coming up next Wednesday and taking your ass myself.”

Jesus.

His Superwoman.



“You don’t think I won’t track you down?” she threatened. “I’ll track you down, and if I have to sit on you to stay in that session, I fucking will. Am I understood?”

She looked pissed another beat before her face cleared and she went on.

“Cool. We’ll go out to dinner after. Rush can meet us. And I’ll ask Tab if she’s free to come.” Pause. “Yeah.” Pause. “Yeah. Mexican rocks. That’d be perfect. See you then. Later.”

With that, she hung up, more than likely knowing that all that bullshit from his mother was to get to the end of it and what she really wanted.

Rush coming up for dinner.

And Tab coming too.

But Rebel would do what she had to do to make beauty happen for the people she loved.

Even taking on Naomi Allen.

Doing that, giving him and his sister their mother.

“I have to call Tab and make sure she’s taking her prenatal vitamins,” she declared.

Rush stared at her a second.

Then he busted out laughing.

Doing it, he tossed his phone to the side, caught her in his arms and pulled her to him, rolling on top of her.

“You can do it after we fuck,” he told her.

“No. Naomi’s waiting for me to confirm Tabby’s doing something we all know Tabby’s doing. We can fuck after.”



Rush sifted his fingers into her hair, using it to pull her to him and saying, “Baby, I think your watermark is fading. We gotta get on that.”

She knew exactly what he was saying.

Which was why she tossed her phone to the side and kissed him.

Forty-five minutes later, her nail marks on his back and in the flesh of his ass, Rush hauled that ass to the bathroom to get a washcloth to clean her up.

Half an hour later, holding her in his arms, his chill playlist Bluetoothed to her speaker playing low, she called his mother back and assured her that her daughter was taking her vitamins.

After they talked for five minutes, she handed him her phone.

And Rush talked with his mom for twenty.
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Valenzuela

Two months later . . .

Benito was not in a good mood.

He’d selected Santa Fe because the cost of living was cheaper, and he wasn’t too far away, so he’d be ready to head right back up after he recouped his losses and strategized his reentry into Denver.

But this city was a wasteland.

He didn’t hike. He didn’t mountain bike. He didn’t ski. He had absolutely no interest in Native American markets, jazz festivals, river rafting, rodeos and folk art.

Christ.

Total wasteland.

His plan had hit a snag almost immediately, considering Rodrigo got some muscle, and Benito had none. Before he’d even left Denver, Rodrigo had paid him a visit and strong-armed him into signing documents that gave up rights to all the films produced at Bang.

So, Benito could understand that Rodrigo perhaps wasn’t thrilled with the low royalties he earned on his “creative endeavors.” It wasn’t as if he hadn’t made this known already. The man had complained about it bitterly over the years. It did Benito’s head in, and if he wasn’t so good at what he did and did it without taking too much time (unless he was bitching) or money, Benito would have had him shot.

He still didn’t have to force Benito at gunpoint to sign away monies he needed to live his life as he preferred to live it and help finance his comeback.

Rodrigo had not pushed the Luxe rights demanding claim to Tallulah’s films, mostly because Chaos had, so Benito didn’t have them to give.

No.

Not Tallulah’s.

Rebel’s.

He’d learned that from Rodrigo too.

She was not Tallulah Monroe. She was Rebel Stapleton and she was Tack Allen’s son’s gash.

The very thought made Benito feel nothing but frigid.

So he had his list.

Rodrigo first, as he’d be easy.

Some unknown shooter had taken out Lannigan, so he didn’t have to bother with that.

Though he could say he was delighted Chaos hadn’t gotten him. Tack Allen stood there and watched the man’s head explode and then . . . nothing. Every Chaos brother was riding hellbent to Tack so they all had alibis seeing as they arrived minutes after the cops came to the scene. And so far, the slaying had gone unsolved.

It was small consolation Chaos did not get him, but Benito still relished it.

Back to his list . . .

Mamá Nana would be next, simply because she should learn to show more loyalty to her people.

Then whoever that woman was who had come to his home and her two handsome toys. Benito had no idea where she came from, or who she was, but he suspected Mamá Nana knew and she’d certainly be moved to share before Benito was finished with her.

After that, Daisy Sloan because she’d been foolish enough to speak of what should not be spoken of, and regardless, even if Marcus was out of the game, the man could use being taken down a peg.

And finally, Chaos.



Starting with this Rebel.

Fooled once more by a woman.

Never again.

Which meant the only sex he fucked (or rather, let fuck him) was male.

He let himself in his apartment with his groceries, very much looking forward to the day when he could again afford a man to see to these menial chores for him. Including cooking. And cleaning. Benito detested cleaning. But he liked his space to be just so. So he did it.

It would be good when he was back.

In a number of ways.

But at least he’d found a nice place. His liquidation had gone well, considering the real estate market in Denver and the wisdom of his investments. So it was fake adobe and even had those ridiculous beams in the ceilings. It had a good view, lots of light, quiet neighbors, a great deal of space, a fabulous pool area and he’d selected exceptional furnishings.

He entered, flipped on the lights and stopped dead.

This was because the place was devoid of anything, not a painting on a wall, not a stick of furniture.

Except one of his handsome armchairs had been left.

And in it a man was lounging, wearing jeans, a leather jacket, his dark hair overlong and tousled, his features striking barring the scar that ran along his left cheek, which only served to make him look more interesting. And even from across the room, Benito could see the fullness and length of his eyelashes.

In other circumstances, Benito would be looking at him for different purposes.

In this circumstance, Benito did nothing but stare.

The man had a leg slung over one arm of the chair, his other leg with its motorcycle boot on his foot resting negligently on the floor, his back to the opposite arm of the chair.

He lounged there like he owned that chair, that apartment, the whole luxury complex.

Benito had never seen this man in his life.

He still knew who he was.

The Bounty brother who got his face sliced because his club had been foolhardy enough (though perfectly right, in Benito’s mind) to teach a Chaos woman an important lesson.

“We got your shit,” his deep voice came at Benito. “We got your safe.”

Benito felt that different kind of chill pervade. The one he hated. The one he felt when that woman came to visit him with her two toys.

He’d used most of his money to make a risky investment, that risk necessary as, if it panned out, the dividends would be astronomical.

But he’d been playing it smart. He’d kept some back just in case.

And that some was in his safe.

“Take us a while to crack that motherfucker, but I reckon what’s in it, as well as dumping all your shit, will at least buy us a new table,” the man went on.

It took a good deal for Benito not to shiver at the words “dumping all your shit” considering it was all nearly brand new and top of the line.

He hadn’t moved his things from Denver.

He’d sold them, and attempting to get into the spirit of things, had embraced a new southwestern design scheme.

“Who are you?” Benito demanded.

“Now that,” the man growled, taking his leg off the arm of the chair, putting his boot to the floor, and standing to a rather impressive height, “is your problem. You don’t know who I am. You got me and my brothers all jacked up, and you don’t even know who the fuck I am.”

“I know you’re Bounty,” Benito fired back.

“And there you’d be wrong,” the man murmured.

He then moved.

Right to Benito.

He was not only tall, he was broad, and Benito was not fooled.

The space felt empty, but this man would not be there alone.

So Benito got out of his way.

Benito shifted around to watch the man stop, hand on the knob to the door of an apartment that, until his investment came through, he could no longer afford to lease.

“It was us who fucked up by listenin’ to some shit-for-brains puppet who was being controlled by a shit-for-brains asshole. But it was you who fucked up, thinkin’ you could lay us out like that and then walk away,” he said. “Figure you’re learning a lot of lessons about loyalty these days. Just glad we got our shot to let that shit sink home.”

With that, he closed the door.

And Benito stared at it, adding Bounty to his list.

Right at the top.
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Beck

Two months after that . . .

The floor had been covered in carpet. Not industrial. A nice plush in a color called buckskin.

The cinderblock walls had been built out and lined in a nice wood paneling, the stain called moleskin.

Spartan’s old lady got the large shadowbox done with the torn off edge of their old table with the Chaos scores in it. Griller’s cut folded just right. The memorial patch Chaos had made.

It was on the wall next to their flag.

On the other side was a picture of them all together before Griller bit it. A selfie. Around those old, pushed-together tables, their new patches scattered on the top, Beck’s face beat to shit, all the men lifting beers, expressions ranging from determined scowls (Beck, Web, Spartan, Core, Rainman) to shit-eating grins (Muzzle, Eight and Griller).

That was all that was on their walls.

For now.

They’d build on that.

“There,” Beck ordered.

“Thank fuck,” he heard muttered.

The six men holding it put the table down centered in the room.

Mahogany.

Christ, the veins in that, the edges inlaid with two different grains, it was spectacular.

And the middle was etched with a biker wearing a maniacal grin riding from a wall of flame, a rocker at the top spelling Resurrection.

Totally the shit.

That was more like it.

“We done here?”

Beck looked to the mover who he figured was the foreman.

“Yeah,” he said, going to him, yanking the wad of cash out of his pocket.

He handed the tip to the man.

The man nodded, “Thanks, bud.” Then they took off.

It was Beck himself that moved to the executive swivel chairs, tall-backed, and done in a dark chestnut leather, with special casters that moved on carpet that were pushed up against the walls.

He rolled the seven chairs around the table.

Only then did he grab the cut off the back of the chair he’d wheeled to the head of the table.

It now had patches stitched on the back.

He swung it on and walked out into the common room that was no longer a bunch of shitty couches and card tables with folding chairs.

It was gutted.

The carpenter would be putting in the bar first, work starting next week, the rest would come later.

He went out, got on his bike, and rode home.

He parked, got off, let himself in and as he took off his cut, he walked to the plastic covered velvet couch to sling it down, surveying what got done that day.

The wall between the kitchen and living room had been torn down, making a great room that was gonna rock. The finishes had been done on the demolished wall days ago.

Now the island and cabinets had been put in, as had the backsplash tile. Warm wood. Chocolate subway tile. The low-backed, bucket-seat stools in coffee leather with chrome legs were under plastic in the living room, ready to go around that island when it was done.

They had the black granite countertops and stainless-steel appliances to put in, also the handles on the cabinets.

Then Janna’s kitchen would be done.

It didn’t match her gray velvet beachy living room. But she’d wanted her kitchen warm and the two spaces to be unique.

So that was what she got.

“Hey, honey.”

He turned at her call to see her bouncing down the hall toward him.

His gaze fell to her left hand where there was a rock that he could see, since that fucker could be seen from outer space.

“They got the tile done today!” she cried excitedly about two seconds before she threw herself at him.

Beck caught her.

“Yeah,” he muttered and kept doing it when he demanded, “Kiss.”

She got up on her toes and he felt her hair brushing his hands at her waist when she gave it all up for him.

After he got done plundering her mouth, he lifted his head.

“Where you wanna go for dinner?” he asked.

She scrunched her face. “It’ll be good when this is done so I can cook. Feels like I haven’t made you crinkle cuts in a year.”

He grinned at her.

Then repeated. “Where you wanna go for dinner?”

“Monsoon?”

He wasn’t a big fan, though the samosas and rice and kebabs didn’t suck.

But his woman loved Indian. That was her favorite restaurant.

“You got it,” he replied.

She beamed at him.

“Get your coat, baby. Weather’s good, we’re on my bike,” he told her.

Another beam then she pulled out of his arms to bounce away.

Ten minutes later, Gerard Beck was on his bike, his woman pressed to his patch at his back, and he was taking her to get her some food.

He could not say he didn’t have a care in the world.

He’d murdered two men.

He’d beat down a good woman.

He’d also aimed his club to an honorable path as well as righted three wrongs, and even if one of those wrongs was not erasing the fact he’d beaten down a good woman, he’d earned the love of another.

So he suspected he was doing all right.

And his brother might be proud.

But he knew his woman was.

So that worked for him.
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Rebel

Six weeks later . . .

The cheer could probably be heard in China.

I was right there with them.

Tack was best man.

Rosalie gave the bride away and stood as maid of honor.

It was done outside Tack and Tyra’s place, up in the foothills.

In the end, it was Big Petey who looked like he was glowing the whole day.

But I couldn’t say his new wife Renae didn’t look all kinds of happy.
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Rush

Two weeks later . . .

You really couldn’t give Hop shit that a vine of jasmine was brushing his hair as he sat on the edge of a bench stuffed with bright cushions, with his guitar on his knee.

Rush, with his father standing next to him, wouldn’t have thought to give shit anyway when she rounded the path and moved toward him with Diesel on one arm, Maddox on the other, while Hop sang that song.

It’d be a lot later when he’d notice the dress, which was a pale shade of pink Elvira would tell him was blush, with pretty lace at the top that dripped down into the filmy, wide skirt. He didn’t even notice the cleavage from the deep V or that she had her hair all bunched up in braids at her nape with a fat one framing her face.

All he could see was that face.

His girl’s beautiful face.

And the love for him that shone there.

Also, she was smiling like a huge fucking goof.

It was Molly, standing opposite him, that let out the first sob.

Essence kicked in with the next.

Amy’s came after that.

He couldn’t tell after that because Rebel had kissed Maddox’s cheek, then D’s, and D was putting her hand in his.

And that was when Rebel became his.

He didn’t have to say the vows.

But he said them.

He didn’t have to listen to her saying them.

But he listened to every word that came from her glossy lips.

That gloss got all over his mouth when he kissed his bride.

And it was crazy fucking surreal, bending with his girl and laughing in each other’s faces as they walked through a magical wonderland in north Denver, surrounded on both sides with really good people who loved them as pink flower petals rained down so thick they could barely see five inches in front of them.

But Cole “Rush” Allen knew, that surreal moment, with her hand tucked tight to his chest, her beautiful face laughing in his as they walked through petals was the best goddamned moment of his life.

And he knew it would be until the day he died.

It’d take a really long time.

They’d have way more than forty years.

But his last thought on earth was that in that moment . . .

He’d been right.
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Two weeks later . . .

“That, boy, that. See it?” Essence whispered in his ear, where they lounged close to where he and Rebel had been married two weeks earlier in an alcove in Essence’s garden, which he hadn’t noticed on the day but noticed now, was lush with green and bright with black-eyed Susans and crawling with deep-hued lobelia and smelling of jasmine.

Rebel had been right.

Essence’s garden was magical in the summer.

But he’d helped her string her yule lights through it last winter (along with Roscoe, Speck, Dutch, Jag, and Chill, the last three now patched in, so Jag bitched at length about the whole process and the fact he no longer had to do this “lame-ass shit”). So that place could be magical in the winter too.

Rush had no clue, but it had to be two thousand strings of those bastards they’d wound around branches and trunks.

Apparently, Essence’s hippie environmentalism that meant she’d lost her mind when he’d pulled out a Ziploc in her presence, didn’t extend to Yule.

Then again, she’d made a shit ton of mead, virgin mead (whatever the hell that was, he’d taken a sip of the non-virgin shit and then switched right to beer) and she’d had her three men, her son and his family, all of Chaos, and everyone in a three-block radius over to wander her wonderland, eat homemade cookies and drink mead (and beer). So he reckoned with that kind of fellowship, she could get away with burning her part of the hole in the ozone layer.

It was no hog roast.

But it pretty much rocked.

Right then, Rebel had her ass on a poof, her back to some bark, and Tab and Shy’s brand-new, sleeping daughter in her arms.

Playboy was out on a blanket next to her, taking his afternoon nap.

Tab and Shy were passed out in Rebel’s cottage, getting a breather.

Rush and Rebel had just gotten back from their honeymoon the day before.

A honeymoon that had been on a beach.

“She’s all pink and green. All pink and green and white,” Essence shared.

Rush lazed back on the bench with all its colorful cushions, his ankles crossed on an ottoman in front of him, Essence against his side, her legs curled up behind her, resting in the curve of his arm.

And he looked.

But he didn’t see dick.

Little Tyra Wren’s eyes fluttered and Rebel cooed to her, “Auntie Essence has a loud whisper, doesn’t she?”

Wren pursed her lips and Rebel’s entire face shared how cute she thought that was.

Fuck, he was knocking up his wife as soon as he could.

“Now she’s all pink,” Essence declared happily.

He had no fucking clue what that meant.

But he didn’t care.

He had nothing to do but sit with the woman he loved, the niece and nephew he adored, and a crazy old lady who had a piece of his heart . . . and chill.

So life was good.
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That night . . .

Rush was bent toward his laptop, looking at mountain home listings close to his dad and Tyra’s pad, when Rebel wandered in.

He didn’t like the look on her face or the way she plopped onto the kidney couch next to him.

“So?” he asked.

“It didn’t take.”

Fuck.

“Tyra’s with her. So is Lanie. Keeley’s headed over. I think I should go,” she continued.

Of course she did.

“Want me to take you?” he offered.

She shook her head, leaned in, put her hand to his chest and touched her lips to his. “I got it.”

“Millie should go. She gets this,” Rush advised.

“Yeah, that’s what Tyra said. She’s giving her a call.”

“Talk to her about adopting,” he murmured.

She nodded. “Maybe not tonight. But I’ll broach it when this latest loss isn’t as fresh.”

He nodded back. “Give Sheila my love.”

“I will, honey,” she whispered, touched her lips to his again, started to pull away, but stopped when she saw what was on his laptop.

“I thought we weren’t moving up until next year,” she noted.

His wife didn’t want to leave Essence.

Speck was renting his pad, a home Rush owned, and they were paying rent to Essence.

It was stupid.

And he didn’t care.

She wanted to be there, and he’d grown immune to her kitchen, so they were there.

Anyway, she was cute as fuck when she was meditating out front next to the meditating garden gnome, and banging his wife in that cave she called a bed was awesome.

“Doesn’t hurt looking,” he said.

She grinned at him. “Don’t wanna miss the perfect place, not keeping on top of that.”

He grinned back.

He wanted a place in the mountains, so if he found it, they’d be there.

“Go so you can come back,” he prompted.

“Right,” she muttered, another lip touch then, “Love you, Cole.”

“Love you too, baby.”

He watched her walk away.

He gave it fifteen minutes, clicking through listings.

Then he called Dog.

Five minutes after that, he’d texted his wife and he was on his bike to go throw some back with his brother whose woman had just lost the last shot they were going to take at making a baby.

In the end, Dog and Sheila didn’t adopt.

They became foster carers.

But the first baby they got who didn’t get returned home . . .

They made her their own.
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Rebel

Two months later . . .

The credits rolled on the 70-inch TV they’d brought in, and after the memorial dedication to Graham Black and then the brothers’ names slid by overlaid on a Chaos insignia, I lifted my hand with the remote to switch off the TV.

I’d been standing at the back, ignoring Rush’s eyes sliding to me frequently (mostly because he wanted me to take a seat, but I was way too nervous to sit down), throughout the whole ninety-seven minutes.

It was just the brothers in their meeting room, no old ladies. If the guys okayed it, the women would see it next.

That said, Tyra and Tabby had already seen it. And loved it.

They’d also given their go ahead that I could show it to the men.

So now I was there, watching a movie I’d watched approximately five thousand times while editing it.

A movie I called Blood, Guts and Brotherhood: The Story of the Chaos MC.

The title was long.

I should shorten it.

And a colon in a documentary?

Wasn’t that cliché?

And the montage on Black. Maybe it went on too long.

I mean, the man was photogenic and any picture he was in alone or with his brothers—hot, but the ones with Keely and his sons—total melt. Those pictures told a thousand words of the man called Black.

But using “Spirit in the Sky” to lay over that was totally cliché.

I should have used “Wish You Were Here.”

But it’d probably take a fortune to get the rights to “Wish You Were Here,” and even though Chaos had made it so that me and my cast and crew got all the monies earned from the films we’d made at Luxe, so I had some cake, that would for sure be shooting a huge wad of it.

And I had more films to make.

Not to mention that song was about Sid Barrett, and it wasn’t about him dying. It was sadder, and the words didn’t put him in a good place because, well, the rumors were, it was about him being mentally ill.

“Spirit in the Sky” had a much better vibe.

And Keely would see that (and Dutch and Jag just had).

Keely had given me all the pictures, with Dutch, Jag and Hound going through them with her, and I’d filmed them doing it. Her sons’ eyes gentle and alert on her, Hound close.

But Keely had such a beautiful, peaceful smile the whole time she did it.

And the way she handled those pictures with love and reverence. I was beside myself how that translated to film.

But there was so much of that coming from Keely (and Hound), it was impossible for it not to.

That scene was one of my favorites.

Outside, of course, the one of High watching Millie watching TV with her cat, Chief, tucked close to her belly, purring. Unable to have babies, she had furry babies and gave all her mammoth love to them. And what was so cool about that was, big, bad High gave those fluffballs the same, probably mostly because it made his woman happy.

I’d caught that footage when Rush and I were over for a movie. I didn’t even know (until right then, of course) if High knew I got it.

And then there was the one of the backs of Joker and Carissa walking out of garage, one of Joke’s kickass builds mostly done off to the side, Travis up on Joker’s shoulders, Clementine Elvira on Carissa’s hip.

Carissa was talking, looking straight ahead.

Joker had his head turned to watch her as she did.

And the look on his face as his wife chatted to him.

Oh man.

Also, there was the one of Snapper falling to his knees to kiss the growing baby bump protruding from Rosalie.

God, that moment had been priceless. Totally unplanned. And super sweet. I was psyched I was there with my camera when he did that. It was cute and sweet and so, so biker and so un-biker, which was so Snapper, it was perfection.

And the footage of Tack sitting out at a picnic table, throwing back some brews with Hawk, Mitch and Slim, that bond outside the brotherhood etched in all four men’s faces, even when they were all laughing.

And the stuff with Hop’s face changing when Lanie walked in the Compound in her trendy, stylish business lady’s clothes, looking like a model who’d wandered into an MC clubhouse.

But he’d slipped right off his stool so she could slip her ass right on it, and suddenly, she belonged. She was his, she was Chaos. She was a reflection of these men who loved who they loved, and fuck anyone who thought it didn’t fit.

I adored how the both of them smiled at each other through the seat exchange like they hadn’t seen each other in months, rather than rolling out of the same bed together that morning.

And of course, there was the film of Tab shoving Shy in the chest with both hands when he was laughing uncontrollably and she was in some snit. Then he’d caught her up in his arms and held her tight, laughing into her neck. That scene was about how her face changed, unable to hold on to the snit when she was in her husband’s arms.

The Chaos princess and her prince, the brothers’ VP. Attitude and affection and love.

It defined the whole movie.

And I especially adored the last shot of the film.

The one of Tack and Tyra taking off through the forecourt, Tack’s hands on the grip of his bike, gazing forward, Tyra on the back of it, her hair beginning to whip around. She was twisted toward the Compound, a huge smile on her face. Waving.

No.

The best was the footage at the last hog roast.

It was the money shot. The one, a still from it, I’d put on the poster.

They were all congregated around a steel drum filled with fire in the forecourt. Every last brother. Some of them had hands held to it. Some of them had their fingers wrapped around brews (though Hound had a bottle of tequila in his hand). Some were looking at others. Some were looking at their boots. Some were looking at the sky.

Big Petey had just said something.

So they were all laughing.

Yeah, that was my favorite.

The men and old ladies had dug up a bunch of pictures and I’d had pretty intense chats with all of them, so the movie wasn’t just fly-on-the wall footage, but also Ken Burn’s style stills with narration.

They’d trusted me with a lot. I knew I didn’t have it all, but they trusted me with so much. It meant the world to me.

And I hoped I’d done them proud.

“Babe?”

I came back into the room at Rush’s call to see all the men’s eyes on me.

Fuck.

I focused on Rush sitting at the head of the table.

And the relief washed through me in a wave.

“Babe,” he repeated.

His voice was thick.

My throat started to feel funny.

It was Boz who started to pound his flat hands on the table.

Arlo joined in.

Speck. Roscoe. Jag. Chill.

Snapper. Joker. Dutch.

Then High, Hop, Hound.

Big Petey was the first to get up while he did it, and all the men left their seats, bent over the table, pounding on the top.

Tack.

And finally Rush.

They all beat their hands on the table, the sound thundering through the room.

Rush’s head was tipped back at me and he was smiling.

I hadn’t let him see even a minute of it.

I was glad for that now.

I let out one of those laughs that was also a sob when the first tear fell just as Boz let out a war whoop.

All the men started whooping.

Then they started chanting, “Punk, Punk, Punk.”

I guessed I had their approval.

I’d get more.

That movie took medals at three indie film festivals, the top one at two.

And it got picked up for limited distribution across the US.

The Chaos MC got even more famous.

And I’d done them, and my husband, proud.
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Rush

Two years later . . .

“Babe.”

“What?”

“Babe.”

Rebel, just coming home, bent over scooping up Rhodes, plopped their son with his legs wrapped around her belly and looked to her husband at the stove.

“What?”

“Kiss, first. Then you feed him before I feed you,” he ordered.

“Well hello to you too, boo. Have a nice day?” she replied.

“You’re half an hour late. Kiss. Feed. Then I give you food,” he returned.

She looked down at their boy. “Bossy, boss, bossikins, that’s your daddy,” she shared as she bounced him on her belly.

But she did this coming Rush’s way.

Aiming Rhodes to the side, she gave him a kiss, a promise with her eyes he’d get laid later (not unusual), then she moved to the cupboard to get jars of baby food.

She was over it.

Then again, she was home with her boys, her favorite place to be, so that happened if she got in a minor snit, and it happened fast.

A major snit?

That took an orgasm.

“Shooting go okay?” he asked.

“Shaughnessy’s losing it. She’s freaked out about going legit.” She put the jar of baby food down, their son’s diapered tush to the edge of the counter, covered his ears and turned to Rush. “She can’t act without a blowjob imminent, or at least she doesn’t think so. But if I get her out of her head, she’s really good, Rush. She’s even surprising me.” She looked down at Rhodes who was giggling and pulling at her fingers, thinking this was a game. “Though she only gets out of her head when I give her a take fifteen so she can go off and blow Dryden.”

Rush started chuckling.

Rebel took their son and his food to his high chair.



She put the food on the tray, their son on her hip, and dragged the high chair toward Rush so she could stand close and feed Rhodes while he cooked, all in the family.

Every night the same.

Unless he had the food ready when she got home. Then it was all in the family at the table.

“Come ’round, check dailies with you tomorrow morning,” he murmured to the spaghetti sauce.

“Cool,” she murmured to their son in his high chair then made faces at him and smiled when she made him giggle.

Jesus to the fuck.

He loved his woman.

“Things good with the Club?” she asked, spooning food into their kid.

“Yup,” he answered.

And that was all there was to that.

They’d opened up in Pueblo, it had gone good. Roscoe overseeing that operation and starting the charter.

They were opening up in Durango next year, Speck was going across.

Rebel asked nothing more. She knew it was good. He told her if it wasn’t.

But it rarely wasn’t.

His dad left him a Club that was thriving.

A crazy-cool legacy.

And Rush got off on the growth, the good times, the hog roasts and brother strategy meetings, Sunday night dinners with his dad, Tyra, Ride, Cut, Tab, Shy, Playboy, Wren, his wife and his son, taking his time not with his family rebuilding cars with his dad, going over books, and otherwise generally living the good life with his award-winning wife who was a talented filmmaker, an exceptional mother, a loving wife and a fantastic fuck.

No man could ask for more.

And Rush wouldn’t.

He had it all. Knew it. And he was grateful.

The end.

“Cole, baby, bake up an extra garlic bread. I’m starved. I didn’t have lunch,” she said, back to making faces at their boy while pushing food into his mouth.

Rush didn’t hesitate.

He went to the freezer, hacked apart another two pieces of garlic cheese Texas toast, and threw them on the cookie sheet with the four he already had laid out to shove in the oven.

“Daddy’s totally getting himself some tonight,” she crooned at Rhodes, shoving carrots or peaches or some shit in his mouth. “Yes, he is,” she singsonged. “He knows I love his spaghetti. So it’s all about the goodness for Daddy later when you’re all snug in bed.”

Rhodes bucked back into his chair, slammed his fists on his tray and giggled so hard, carrots (or peaches or some shit) dribbled out of his mouth.

Expertly, Rebel scooped it up with his baby spoon and shoved it back in.

“Babe,” he called.

“What?’” she asked their son.

“Babe?”

“What?”

“Rebel, baby.”

He knew that would do it.

It did.

Her head turned to him.

“What, Cole?” she whispered.

“Love the fuck outta you,” he told her.

Her beautiful face got soft.

Then she pretended to be pissed. “You need to stop F-wording it right now in front of Rhodes.”

He started laughing. “Sweetheart, you just told him we were gonna get busy later.”

“He can’t reason. But he is starting to talk, and I don’t want him to add to muh-muh-muh, dah-dah-dah, tah-tah-tah,” that last was for both Tyra and Tabby, “and gah-gah-gah,” that was for Tack, his granddaddy, “with fuh-fuh-fuh,” she finished.

Rush just smiled at her.

He’d wanted it.

He got it.

Every day an adventure.

Even when, sometimes, it was all the same shit.

“This isn’t funny, stud,” she told him.

He looked back at the stove. “Sure it is.”

Rush put the bread in.

Rebel told their son how annoying his father was.

They ate with Rhodes motoring around the legs of the table.

Rebel gave him his bottle.

After Rhodes was down, they sat out on their deck, stared at the pine trees swaying gently in the night mountain wind, talked about nothing, but did it holding hands.

When they were done with that, they checked on their son, went to their bed . . .

And got busy.
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Valenzuela

That same night . . .

He wondered if this was what they all felt, as he hung there on his knees on the bed, his arms over his head, lashed high, wide and taut with leather straps at his wrists connected to the high posts.

Even after the man slipped Benito’s cock out of his mouth that he’d been instructed to keep hard so she could watch it slapping against his stomach as he took the fucking from behind, he wondered.

He wondered if they’d endured so much, his whores, in the end, they felt as he did.

Nothing.

The man at his back, her husband or something, reached around and grasped Benito’s dick, pumping it while Benito gritted his teeth, knowing how this would end and it wouldn’t be in a good way.

He was right.

Starting to tug savagely on Benito’s cock, something that brought mild pain, but no culmination, then latching onto his balls and yanking them down, which brought more than mild pain, the man spent himself inside Benito loudly while she watched with the man who’d been sucking his cock now eating her out.

Through eye contact or some stupid shit, they came simultaneously.

He assumed that was supposed to be romantic.

Outside relief it was done and knowing the abuse would linger in his dick, balls and ass, something he was used to, Benito felt nothing.

The man didn’t give much thought as he pulled out at the back.

They rarely did.

Fuck, come, done.

He was a hot hole and some dangling junk to play with.

That was all.

“Let him loose and you both can go,” the woman ordered, getting up from the chair that had been positioned for her to watch and gathering her silk robe around her as her husband went to her.

They necked unashamedly and rather sickeningly the minute they got in each other’s space.

Christ, even softening, that man’s dick was mammoth, and the load he spent that was in the condom was huge.

Thank fuck he’d been liberal with the lube.

The other one hired for the night let him go, and Benito didn’t fuck around with gathering his clothes.

“Gratuity,” the husband’s deep voice came.

Benito watched as he tossed a hundred-dollar bill on the bed for the other guy and walked two bills over to him.

Benito took them and then grunted from the unexpected pain when the man took hold of his blue-balls, still-hard dick and gave it a vicious tug.

“Again next week,” the man said to him. “You’re tight and she likes you.”

Then he released his grip on Benito, reached for his own silk robe, shrugged it on and, linked together, they both strolled out.

“Give me one of those hundreds, I’ll follow you somewhere, suck you off in your car,” the other man said, eyeing Benito’s distended shaft.

“Go fuck yourself,” Benito replied with a look that had the other guy putting his eyes anywhere but him and going faster, pulling on his clothes.

Once dressed, Benito went out the back way, as instructed, got in his Nissan—a fucking Nissan—and he drove home.

When he got there, all he could say was the place wasn’t terrible.

He’d gotten in with a decent agency. They didn’t exactly pull a Knight Sebring the two times he’d reported to them some motherfucker had jacked his ass unlubed, or the one who’d fucking fisted him without paying for that shit, but they hadn’t sent him back to them.

So there was that.

Suffice it to say, his risky investment hadn’t come through.

Benito had been a small-time pimp. Ambitious, he’d started up in high school before he got into selling drugs and it had blossomed from there.

He’d never had a proper job.

And apparently, a man with a record, as minor as his early infractions were, that had to do with drugs and prostitution, so when they did background checks (and they all did background checks), he had not been able to find one.

He hadn’t tried that route for long, thinking, with his links to cartels, he could get a supply to sell himself to get him back on his feet.

Regrettably, they’d seen his tape, and the first one to actually take his call told him if he tried to phone again, he’d find his head no longer on his body.

He had not made another call.

He’d flirted, briefly, with going to the cops and providing testimony in exchange for immunity and WITSEC.

But those cartels had ways, and regardless, he might be a paid fucktoy, but he was no rat.

So now he was here, selling his ass for three hundred dollars a fuck (and giving thirty percent of that to the agency, highway fucking robbery), five hundred if two were there to give it a go, four hundred if they wanted to tie him up, five hundred if there were whips, batons, crops, paddles, clamps and/or hoods involved.

The scale of shit people would pay to do to him was endless.

At least he was no longer on the streets.

That had not been fun.

He wrested the orgasm out of his cock in the shower while he washed his latest john away.

It was not enjoyable.

But at least his dick was no longer hard.

And it would prove it was going to be not a very good night when he got out, put on fleecy joggers and a hoodie he got at fucking Macy’s, of all fucking places (but at least they were soft against his skin), and his phone rang.

He didn’t know who the caller was, but he’d earned his rent and the payment on his car and enough to pay the utilities with a goodly amount left over to feed himself and put on a decent suit and go to a nice restaurant that month.

This meant he wasn’t selling his ass for another week.

Not to mention that huge cock he’d just taken?

He’d be doing exercises while watching TV to tighten back up after he got jacked by that fucking snake.

He took the call anyway. It could be a simple blowjob, or he’d be doing the fucking and that he would do in order to add a little extra to what he’d been socking away to rent a better place and get some nicer things.

He was forced to admit, he appreciated tonight’s gratuity. It was generous. It wasn’t unheard of someone tossed him a twenty or a fifty, but two hundred was way outside the norm.

He had his eye on a better couch and was close to having the cash to buy it, that two hundred would help a great deal. Next time, he’d offer to suck the husband’s cock as a freebie before taking that beast, just to confirm them as regulars if they tipped that big.

“Yeah?” he grunted into the phone, opening his fridge and pulling out a bottle of wine.

He always did the six-pack discount. It wasn’t top of the line but at least it wasn’t five bucks, and he could sometimes get some decent ones with the discount if they were on sale as well.

“It’s good to have regulars, no, Benito?” Mamá Nana’s voice came through his phone.

She sounded like she was laughing.

He took the phone from his ear like it burned.

His hands were shaking when he disconnected and moved his finger over the screen to block her number.

Christ, he was in fucking Seattle.

It had been years.

And she was watching.

How did she even know they’d asked him back?

Christ.

To steady himself, he poured a glass of wine, got out his poor man’s brie and the water crackers and moved to his couch.

He fired up the subscription service, which was the only thing he got because he refused to waste money on cable when they had nothing on.

Anyway, he preferred to binge.

The second he clicked in, the trailer that came up on the top of his favorites listing espoused it as an award-winning, independently filmed documentary.

But Benito was frozen, glass of chilled, cheap wine in one hand, remote in the other, “Midnight Rider” playing over some images and footage done in black and white.

His eyes darted left and he read:

 

Blood, Guts and Brotherhood: The Story of the Chaos MC

 

From award-winning filmmaker, Rebel Allen, an in-depth study of a Denver Motorcycle Club, the Chaos MC, depicting how they pulled themselves out of the life of the outlaw, cleaned up their club, earned legitimacy and became the foremost purveyors of custom-design cars and bikes in the United States. A stunning, often moving, always no-holds-barred portrayal of a club that found a moral compass and built a brotherhood who made it through hanging on to one thing: Loyalty.

 

Benito watched it.

Yes, he did.

But before he did, he switched out to the best wine he had. A thirty-five-dollar chardonnay he’d been saving for a special occasion.

Through the movie, he drank the whole bottle.

He also ate all the brie.

This was unusual. He was careful with calories. He worked out. Clients liked their fucks fit.

He still ate every bite.

And when the film was done, he went into his bedroom. He moved to his sock drawer and pulled from the bottom the framed photo of him and his mother that his auntie took when he was five.

Outside the armchair and some clothes, it was the only thing Bounty had left behind.

His mother had been beautiful.

But she looked sad.

She always looked sad.

Benito never understood that.

Now he did.

She saw his path, even that early.

And she spent her life trying to steer him from it.

He’d known better.

He’d been wrong.

As she knew he would be.

He put the frame on his nightstand.

He sat on the side of his bed.

He did not write a note.

He also did not hesitate.

He simply reached into his nightstand and took out his gun.

He put it to his head.

And he blew the bullet right through.
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Tack

Two weeks later . . .

They rolled out of the forecourt as one.

They hit 25 North.

And kept going.

Past Fort Collins the road opened up and Tack looked right, toward his son, when Rebel, on the back of Rush’s bike, her long hair flying all around, arched her chest into his boy’s patch, lifted both arms up in the air and let out a rebel yell.

Even through his thick beard, Tack could see Rush was smiling.

His wife behind him did the same as Rebel.

Tack looked in his mirror and saw it happen down the line.

Tabby.

Lanie.

Carissa.

Millie.

Rosalie.

Keeley.

Sheila.

Renae.

All the men, all his brothers, all their lips curled up.

Tacked grinned at the open stretch of tarmac in front of him, glinting in the sun.

And Chaos rode.

 

The End

 

 

Dive into more from Kristen Ashley.

Discover The Hookup now!
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When the new girl in town, Eliza “Izzy” Forrester decides to hit the local drinking hole, she’s not ready to meet the town’s good, solid guy. She’s definitely not prepared to engage in her very first hookup with him.

Then Izzy wakes up the next morning in Johnny Gamble’s bed and good girl Izzy finds she likes being bad for Johnny.

Even so, Izzy feels Johnny holding her at arm’s length. But Johnny makes it clear he wants more and Izzy already knows she wants as much of hot-in-bed, sweet-out-of-it Johnny Gamble.

Floating on air thinking this is going somewhere, Izzy quickly learns why Johnny holds distant.

He’s in love with someone else. Someone who left him and did it leaving him broken. Whoever was up next would be runner up, second best. Knowing the stakes, Izzy will take what she can get from the gentleman that’s Johnny Gamble. And even knowing his heart might never mend, Johnny can’t seem to stay away from Izzy.

Until out of nowhere, his lost love comes back to town. He’s not going back, but Johnny still knows the right thing to do is let Izzy go.

And Izzy knew the stakes, so she makes it easy and slips though his fingers.

But that’s before Johnny realizes Eliza moved to town to escape danger that’s been swirling around her.

And that’s why Johnny decides to wade in.

That and the fact Eliza Forrester makes breakfast with a canary singing on her shoulder and fills out tight dresses in a way Johnny Gamble cannot get out of his head.

 

Turn the page to read the first chapter now!

 

 






The Hookup
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Panties

Izzy

I WOKE UP to the sound of a ceiling fan.

I did not have a ceiling fan.

Obviously, this made me open my eyes and do it fast.

Which brought to my brain the fact that I was lying on tan sheets. They had a slight sheen to them. I could feel them too, and they were soft. They looked and felt expensive.

But they were not my sheets.

The pillow my head was on was not my pillow.

And the nightstand next to the bed that had three used condom wrappers, some change, a cell phone, an alarm clock and a lamp was not my nightstand, my cell, my alarm clock or my lamp.

Stupidly, I stared at the alarm clock.

I still had the same alarm clock that my mom bought me when I went to college. It was square, pale pink and had a mirrored face. Even though it was over a decade old and it had been super cheap, it was still cool and better yet, girlie. Best of all, it still worked.

The alarm clock I was staring at looked modern, complicated and expensive.

I was not in my bed, in my home, with my alarm clock.

I pushed up to leaning on a hand, realizing I was naked (I never slept naked). I yanked up the sheet to cover me as it all came crashing in, even before my eyes swept the interesting (so interesting even in my state it had to be noted) space until it hit a wall of windows on the opposite side of the bed outside which stood a man.

Johnny.

Johnny Gamble.

My stomach pitched in an enjoyable way just at the sight of him.

But the sight of him also brought back memories of him and the night before.

His name was impossible. No man in real life had a name like that.

That was the name of the superhero in his everyday existence when he was not being a superhero. Or the suave, talented con artist who eventually falls for the girl and gives up the grift. Or the slick cat burglar who smiles into your eyes as he’s sliding the diamond off your finger.

But that was his name.

Even more, that man standing out there was not a John with the “ny.”

However, that was how he introduced himself.

“I’m Johnny. Gamble. Johnny Gamble,” he’d said last night at the bar, smiling into my eyes and not sliding a diamond off my finger, because I didn’t have a diamond on my finger, but more, he just wasn’t that guy.

That man outside might be a John or a Dirk or a Clint or an Adonis.

Johnny, no.

Except looking at him, having said his name repeatedly to him, moaned it while he was inside me (amongst other times), he was absolutely Johnny.

He was outside now, with his coffee.

No, he was outside now, standing on his balcony wearing nothing but a pair of gray sweats, so long they gathered at his ankles and covered his heels, the hems of them loose with notches at the sides. He was bent into his forearms on his balcony, holding a heavy white mug between his two hands. He was twisted partially at his trim waist so I had a clear view of his muscled lat and shoulder.

I also had a profile view of his face.

He had black hair, a great deal of it—thick with waves and flips and curls—and right now a lot of it was hanging over his forehead.

He also had a black beard. It was not bushy but groomed. Not trimmed close and overly groomed but it wasn’t lumbersexual or ZZ Top either. It stated he was a man who wore a beard before it was trendy, and he’d continue to have a beard when it was not.

I couldn’t see them from where I was, but he also had black eyes. Dark as tar.

The beard didn’t hide his strong jaw. And nothing hid his large, straight and aggressive but somehow classic and cultured nose. Or the heavy brow that shadowed his eyes, the thick black eyebrows that seemed at a glance to be ominous, but if you spoke ten words to him, you’d know they were anything but.

He was anything but.

He was tall. He was built. Broad shoulders. Veined forearms. Ridged stomach. Bulky thighs.

Last, he was the most handsome man I’d seen in my life. The kind of man you’d expect to turn on the TV and see. The kind of man you’d think you’d walk into a movie theater and he’d be even larger than life on the screen. The kind of man you’d open a magazine and expect to see pictured wearing fabulous clothes at the wheel of a sleek speedboat on the Mediterranean, advertising cologne.

Not the kind of man standing on a wooden balcony behind whom—I squinted—rotated a water wheel.

A water wheel!

This fact, the fact that he was that handsome, not the fact that he lived somewhere with the impossibility of a functioning water wheel, was not the reason I was in his bed in his home in the middle of nowhere, a home that had a water wheel.

To be honest, this was part of the reason.

But not all of it.

Bottom line, I didn’t do that kind of thing.

I wasn’t the kind of girl who had a hookup.

I didn’t frown on it. My mother taught me it was not my place to judge. Not anything. Not anyone.

“You never know, Izzy, what the story is,” she’d told me more than once. “You never know what’s deep inside a soul. You just never know. And since you don’t know, you’re never, not ever, in the position to judge.”

So yes, I’d learned not to judge.

But I didn’t do that kind of thing, meeting a man at a bar, having a few drinks with him and then going home to have sex with him (lots of sex), sleep naked with him and wake up in his bed while he was outside wearing not much and enjoying a cup of coffee.

I’d often wished I was that kind of girl.

In fact, my mom was that kind of girl.

And until she’d gotten married, my sister was too.

I just wasn’t.

I was too shy.

To be honest, I was also a hint of a prude. I tried to drive that out of me, the need I felt to be proper, modest, good. However, I’d learned from a young age what “bad” could bring you, and my inherent shyness and that lesson didn’t allow me to be anything else.

I’d also learned at a not-young age the way men could be, falling into a trap that from my history (and my mother’s) I should have seen from a mile away.

So I wasn’t just shy. With men, these days especially, I was skittish.

But not with Johnny.

Not Johnny Gamble.

And not just because he was so handsome.

It was also not just because he bought my drinks. Though it was partly because, between drink three and drink four (all of which he bought me), he’d stopped the waitress and said, “Could you bring my girl here a glass of water?”

That said that he didn’t want to get me drunk so he could then have his way with me. He didn’t mind me feeling relaxed and loose, but he didn’t want to take advantage.

That also said a lot of good about him. But it wasn’t just that either.

And it wasn’t just because he listened. He didn’t talk much, but he listened and he did it in an active way, asking questions as I talked about my job, my mom, my sister, my pets, my house. He was interested. He was following everything I said. His gaze didn’t roam to other women at the bar or the game on one of the television sets.

His attention was all on me.

It also wasn’t just because he had a great grin and an even better smile. His grin was broken, hitched at one corner, creasing one side of his face in a way that made his dark eyes seem like they were twinkling.

His smile was more. Big, bright and white in that dark beard, curving those full lips, it was sweet and it was sexy, both achingly so, both in equal measures.

And he gave me both a lot, his grin and his smile, which was also another reason why I was right then naked in his bed. He thought I was funny. And I liked that. It felt good to make him grin and smile, and definitely chuckle (something he did a lot of too).

Adding all this together, after drink four, when he’d leaned into me and asked in his deep voice, “You wanna get outta here?” I said yes.

I didn’t hesitate.

I nodded and verbalized my agreement with a shy, somewhat breathy but still definite, “Yes.”

That earned me another smile.

I would find it only got better after that.

It started with the fact that he opened the door to his truck for me.

And after I was in, he closed it behind me.

Then, as he started us on our way and it hit me it might not be the smartest thing to do, to get in a strange man’s car and go to his house, I looked at his profile in the dashboard lights, the timidity hit me along with some panic, which made me blurt, “Am I . . . uh, going home tonight?”

He didn’t ask my opinion on the subject. He also didn’t hesitate.

He just said, “No.”

At that point, after I experienced a pleasant trill down my spine, I pulled my phone out of my purse and told him haltingly, “I just . . . need to text my friend. I have dogs. Cats too. And some, uh . . . other animals. She lives close to me. I want to ask her to pop around in the morning to feed them, let the dogs out.”

“First, I think it’s cool you’ve got a mind to your pets, and second, I’d think you were stupid if you didn’t have a mind to yourself and let a girlfriend know where you were and who you were with.”

That was his response. He knew why I was calling Deanna, and that reason wasn’t only because I wanted someone to have a mind to my pets. And like getting me a glass of water between drinks, it showed that he, too, had a mind to me.

So yes, definitely yes, he started out great and kept getting better.

I texted Deanna with this information, and although the anxiety sheared away at his earlier comment, it came back because we went out of town. I lived out of town in the opposite direction on three acres with my house, my small stable, my two dogs, three cats, two birds and two horses, but I didn’t live as far out as he did.

Deanna might have my text but she wouldn’t know who he was, where he was taking me, and as he turned into a dirt road that was surrounded entirely by woods I wondered what I’d gotten myself into.

Serial killers, I was sure, lived on dirt roads in wooded areas.

And maniacs that forced you into underground bunkers and kept you captive while forcing you to make babies so they could build armies (or whatever) also surely all lived on dirt roads in wooded areas.

When his headlights finally fell into a clearing that had a two-story building made of stones in varying shades of mellow cream, tan and brown (the water wheel was on the other side so I hadn’t seen it), flanked by a large creek, I felt nothing but the panic because we were in the woods, nothing around us, and I had a long way to run to get to anything if I had to run away.

And he was tall and fit, he had very long legs, so I had the distinct feeling if I had to run, he’d catch me.

He got out, came around and opened my door (mostly because I was frozen in my seat).

He also took my hand, and when I turned my head, I could feel through the dark that he was looking into my eyes.

It was then he said softly, “Izzy, baby, there’s a good possibility I’m gonna bite you. But just to say, trust me, you’ll wanna get outta my truck, because I can guarantee you’re gonna like it.”

A tingle drifted between my legs that must have been a lot more powerful than it felt, because it forced those legs to the side.

Johnny got out of my way as I got out of his truck. He guided me to some wooden, open-slat steps at the side of the building, and he stopped me halfway up to kiss me.

The rest was a haze of nothing but goodness.

During that goodness, on more than one occasion, he had bitten me.

And he’d been true to his word.

I’d liked it.

And after three times of having sex (but four orgasms for me), I fell asleep naked in his arms.

Now there I was, still naked in his bed, and he was deep in contemplation of the creek and woods that surrounded his home, cocooning it in nature, looking a part of it with his bearded-man-because-he-was-a-man-who-wore-a-beard, sweats-wearing, coffee-drinking casualness in his space.

I looked away and spied my panties tangled with my jeans on the floor by his bed, and not far away from them was the T-shirt he wore last night.

I scooched to the edge of the bed, holding the sheet to my chest, and kept scooching, and reaching, as I extended out a leg as far as I could stretch, toes pointed, to drag his T-shirt my way.

I managed this, leaned over, grabbed it and pulled it over my head.

Only then did I get up.

I was tall. He was taller but I was tall. He had very broad shoulders, so the shirt bagged at mine and down my chest, but it barely covered my rump.

That wasn’t the only reason I bent and nabbed my panties.

I slid them on, surreptitiously looking out the windows only to see Johnny had moved, but only to be in the act of lifting his coffee mug to his lips. His eyes were still trained to the distance, his back partially twisted toward me.

Thus I took in the room, which was one big room (huge actually) with kitchen, dining area, lounging area, a reading area, and bed. But there was a mouth to a hall to the right of the kitchen.

I headed that way seeing three doors down the hall, two to the right, one to the left.

The first to the right was open. I glanced in and saw a big long room that had a lot of stuff. This stuff was a furnace, water heater and a Wi-Fi setup, but also a bunch of man things. Jackets and fleeces on hooks. Boots and running shoes in an untidy pile on the floor. A gun rack with four places for rifles, only two of them taken. What appeared to be a bound up tent and some folded camp chairs in the corner. A camp stove. Camp lanterns. Fishing nets. Fishing poles. A big backpack.

I walked a couple of steps down the hall and looked into the room at the left.

The bathroom.

I entered and was astonished.

The front room I hadn’t fully taken in. The ceilings, however, were wood. The walls, stone. It was a room you would expect in this building made of cream, tan and brown stone that had a water wheel.

The bathroom had been completely redone, and even to my inexpert eye I could see it was recently.

And it didn’t look like it belonged in this building.

All white.

Everything.

Shiny white, subway tile walls. A large shower (actually mammoth, with five sprays, two slanted in at the top sides, one at the ceiling, and two more coming from the walls). A white with gray veins marble-topped double sink with illuminated mirror. A toilet behind a half partition that hid it mostly from view. And a big (actually huge) corner tub with a narrow platform built around it where it met the wall, where a woman would put candles, plants, decorative jars with bath salts.

The last I knew because there was that there. The only thing on that narrow platform. A decorative glass jar with a handsome chrome top half-filled with blue bath salts.

This was not Johnny’s.

This was someone else’s.

Right just then I didn’t want to think of the possibility of “someone else.”

I looked away from the bath salts and the fabulousness of this huge, clean, gleaming, gorgeous bathroom that was any woman’s fantasy and so incongruous to the furnace/water heater room that was a mess of men stuff and outdoor gear, and I used the facilities. I washed my hands. I opened Johnny’s drawers until I found some toothpaste and used my finger as a brush. I rinsed and stared at the mirror into eyes that really needed the makeup removed, and in a further quick and as noninvasive as I could make it perusal, I searched for facial care products that might go with the bath salts.

There were none.

There was, however, some mouthwash so I used that.

I wanted to leave the bathroom, but after seeing it in all its glory, curiosity overwhelmed me, taking me to the door at the back between the tub and shower. A door that was closed.

But I couldn’t do it.

Johnny Gamble had bought me four margaritas. He’d brought me to his home. He’d then given me four orgasms and held me in his arms while I fell asleep (this didn’t take long, then again, I’d had four margaritas and four orgasms).

I owed him privacy.

If he offered me a tour of his home, I’d take it.

But those bath salts notwithstanding, there was no indication from him or anything else that I needed to pry just in case he was hiding something.

He might have a woman who was off on a girl’s weekend or away for work and he felt safe to go on the prowl and in doing so, being as he was, looking like he did, knowing he’d get lucky, he’d hidden the evidence and forgot the bath salts.

But if he had a woman who used bath salts, there’d be a lot of evidence to hide and there wasn’t even an extra toothbrush, much less a stray tube of mascara he missed. Not in my as-non-invasive-as-I-could-make-it perusal that I’d seen.

Maybe he was a man who liked baths or he took them after a massage, when everyone knew you threw in some Epsom salts to help leech out the toxins.

Perhaps he liked to smell good.

He embodied and defied the name “Johnny.” He was a man who knew precisely what he wanted in bed, so he took it, and if he had to drag it, position it, stretch it, flex it, brace it, he did.

He could take as many scented baths as he wanted.

I walked out and saw him still at the railing at his balcony. He was standing straight now, but braced into a hand on the railing, holding the coffee mug aloft, close to his mouth, but not sipping, eyes still contemplating the view.

Quickly, I took in his space.

Mid-century furniture everywhere. Not stuff he’d inherited when he moved in. It was new. Handsome. Clean lines. Boxy. No nonsense. In tweeds and leathers and light wood. Everything, including the bed, the copious bookshelves (filled with copious books) and the easy chair in the corner was sparse and sleek, like Johnny had hit an auction of the dressings of the Mad Men sets and furnished his home with his buys.

It was unbelievably cool.

The kitchen he’d worked with as it was. It had nothing trendy. No cement, granite or marble countertops. No fancy swoosh-closed cabinets. There were butcher-block countertops that were so old, they were smooth everywhere, warped in places, wavy in oft-used spots. Stark-fronted cabinets and open shelves.

Though he’d replaced the appliances with a stainless-steel dishwasher, fridge and stove that were high quality and expensive, if not top of the line.

I spied the coffee. I saw the white coffee mugs on an open shelf above the coffeemaker and a bottle of creamer out on the counter.

I went there and made myself a cup.

As I moved toward the balcony, I saw Johnny was no longer in peaceful contemplation of the verdant surroundings of his water wheel, brilliantly furnished with bathroom-to-die-for home.

He must have noted my movement, maybe even noticed I was out of bed and had gone to the bathroom. But regardless, his regard was now aimed through the wall of windows.

At me.

I opened the glass door and walked out, shutting it behind me and looking back to Johnny, only to stop because he was looking at his T-shirt on my body.

Perhaps the intimacy of that, and me helping myself to coffee (and bathroom, toothpaste and mouthwash) wasn’t welcome.

I’d never hooked up. Not in my life. I dated. I had a firm five-date rule before even groping (this mostly due to shyness, but also my prudishness, which I had reason to believe I held on to because it assisted in me being so shy), so I obviously hadn’t slept with a man hours after meeting him.

I didn’t know the protocol when you woke up in a mostly strange man’s bed, no matter how handsome, gentlemanly or what a good listener he was.

“Although I appreciate the unadulterated view of those legs, not to mention that hair, I’d prefer you get your ass over here, Izzy.”

This amused command jolted me out of my apprehension and I slowly moved on my bare feet through the cool early summer Sunday morning toward Johnny Gamble.

He hadn’t taken his hand from the railing but he did put his coffee cup to it so he could have a free hand to curve around my waist.

This he did, pulling me up tight to his side and dipping his chin into his neck to look down at me.

I liked that. Being tall, I didn’t get that often, a man looking down at me, having to go to such lengths to do it as to shift his chin into his neck.

This had to put Johnny at six-two, maybe even six-three.

Yes, I liked that a lot.

I also liked the warmth of his body. I’d noticed just how warm it was in bed last night and it helped things (that his talents really didn’t need help with, but still), and it helped them in nice ways.

And last, I liked the solidness of him and this didn’t come just from him being built. It came from him looking right into my eyes, taking hold of me right away, making me feel welcome there, like he was glad I used his toothpaste, his mouthwash (even though he didn’t know that . . . yet), helped myself to a cup of coffee, woke up naked in his bed.

He wasn’t going to load me up in his truck and take me back to my car in town and be done with me, not looking back.

This was something else.

This was . . .

It was the beginning of something.

I relaxed in his hold.

“Hey,” I whispered.

His mouth hitched.

“Hey.” He slid his hand down my side to my hip as he asked, “Sleep good?”

I nodded because I had but also because the movement of his hand had so much of my attention I couldn’t speak.

It got more attention when his fingers met the hem of his shirt I was wearing and pulled it up.

Therefore, it came out kind of squeaky when I asked, “Did you? Sleep good, I mean.”

I also felt my cheeks getting warm and Johnny didn’t miss it. I knew this as his black eyes started twinkling even as the tips of his fingers found the waistband of my panties.

“I slept great,” he murmured, and then didn’t hesitate to go on, “Panties?”

“Sorry?” I asked, confused at his question perhaps because his fingers were trailing along the waistband of the item of clothing we were oddly discussing and it felt nice.

“Panties,” he repeated, not in a question this time.

“Yes, those are, uh . . . my panties,” I confirmed.

This got me the bright, white, beautiful smile. “Babe, why’d you put on your panties?”

I blinked up at him.

His fingers slid inside the waistband to lightly cup one cheek of my behind.

My lips parted.

“Sweet, shy Eliza,” he muttered like he was referencing me to someone else even if he was gazing right into my eyes. “Gonna have to break you of that.”

Yes.

Oh God, please let it be yes.

This was the beginning of something.

“You hungry?” he asked conversationally.

I nodded, not really knowing if I was or I wasn’t. Mostly knowing I liked the warmth and possessiveness of his hand down my pants.

“Wanna fuck before or after I feed you?” he inquired.

My legs wobbled.

He felt it, I knew because that got me another smile, this one less sweet and oh-so-much-more sexy.

“Both,” he whispered, his head coming toward mine. “Starting with before.”

“Johnny,” I whispered back, but I did it with my lips moving against his.

His eyes were open, they were close, because I’ll note again, his lips were against mine, when he answered, “Yeah?”

“My coffee,” I noted idiotically.

Sadly, his lips went away.

Then my coffee went away and was set on the railing by his.

Then his lips were back.

“I haven’t even taken a sip,” I announced, again looking in his eyes so close, I could count the (abundant) eyelashes.

“Make you three pots after I make you come,” he mumbled then moved infinitesimally closer.

“Johnny,” I said urgently, again waylaying the kiss for no reason at all.

He was a good kisser. The best. The best I’d ever had.

By far.

Still, I was me.

So I was nervous.

“Izzy,” he replied.

“Yes?” I asked.

“Shut up.”

I shut up.

And then, finally, he kissed me.
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Too hot to handle . . .

Tabitha Allen grew up in the thick of Chaos-the Chaos Motorcycle Club, that is. Her father is Chaos' leader, and the club has always had her back. But one rider was different from the start. When Tabby was running wild, Shy Cage was there. When tragedy tore her life apart, he helped her piece it back together. And now, Tabby's thinking about much more than friendship . . .

Tabby is everything Shy's ever wanted, but everything he thinks he can't have. She's beautiful, smart, and as his friend's daughter, untouchable. Shy never expected more than friendship, so when Tabby indicates she wants more-much more-he feels like the luckiest man alive. But even lucky men can crash and burn . . .
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Lanie Heron isn't looking for love-no surprise, considering her last serious relationship nearly got her killed. So when Lanie propositions Hop Kincaid, all she wants is one wild night with the hot-as-hell biker who patrols with the Chaos Motorcycle Club . . .

For Hop, Lanie has always been untouchable. She's too polished and too classy for his taste. But when she gives Hop the once-over with her bedroom eyes and offers him a night in paradise, he can't say no. And he doesn't regret it when he finds that Lanie is the best thing that's ever happened to him-in or out of bed. Now the trick will be to convince her of that.
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The ride of her life . . .

Once upon a time, Carissa Teodoro believed in happy endings. Money, marriage, motherhood: everything came easy---until she woke up to the ugly truth about her Prince Charming. Now a struggling, single mom and stranded by a flat tire, Carissa's pondering her mistakes when a vaguely familiar knight rides to her rescue on a ton of horsepower.

Climb on and hold tight . . .

In high school, Carson Steele was a bad boy loner who put Carissa on a pedestal where she stayed far beyond his reach. Today, he's the hard-bodied biker known only as Joker, and from the way Carissa's acting, it's clear she's falling fast. While catching her is irresistible, knowing what to do with her is a different story. A good girl like Carissa is the least likely fit with the Chaos Motorcycle Club. Too bad holding back is so damned hard. Now, as Joker's secrets are revealed and an outside threat endangers the club, Joker must decide whether to ride steady with Carissa---or ride away forever . . .
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The flame never dies . . .

Millie Cross knows what it's like to burn for someone. She was young and wild and he was fierce and even wilder-a Chaos biker who made her heart pound. They fell in love at first sight and life was good, until she learned she couldn't be the woman he needed and made it so he had no choice but to walk away. Twenty years later, Millie's chance run-in with her old flame sparks a desire she just can't ignore. And this time, she won't let him ride off . . .

Bad boy Logan "High" Judd has seen his share of troubles with the law. Yet it was a beautiful woman who broke him. After ending a loveless marriage, High is shocked when his true love walks back into his life. Millie is still gorgeous, but she's just a ghost of her former self. High's intrigued at the change, but her betrayal cut him deep-and he doesn't want to get burned again. As High sinks into meting out vengeance for Millie's betrayal, he'll break all over again when he realizes just how Millie walked through fire for her man . . .
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Rosalie Holloway put it all on the line for the Chaos Motorcycle Club.

Informing to Chaos on their rival club–her man’s club, Bounty–Rosalie knows the stakes. And she pays them when her man, who she was hoping to scare straight, finds out she’s betrayed him and he delivers her to his brothers to met out their brand of justice.

But really, Rosie has been denying that, as she drifted away from her Bounty, she’s been falling in love with Everett “Snapper” Kavanagh, a Chaos brother. Snap is the biker-boy-next door with the snowy blue eyes, quiet confidence and sweet disposition who was supposed to keep her safe…and fell down on the job.

For Snapper, it’s always been Rosalie, from the first time he saw her at the Chaos Compound. He’s just been waiting for a clear shot. But he didn’t want to get it after his Rosie was left bleeding, beat down and broken by Bounty on a cement warehouse floor.

With Rosalie a casualty of an ongoing war, Snapper has to guide her to trust him, take a shot with him, build a them…

And fold his woman firmly in the family that is Chaos.
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The brother known as Hound has a reputation. He’s all about cracking heads, having a good time, and when the Chaos Motorcycle Club needs someone to do the tough job, they call on him.

But Hound has a secret. He fell in love with a woman years ago. She’s untouchable. Unattainable. And even when her status changes, for Hound, it remains the same.

Keely Black had it all early and lost it all not long after. Thrown into an abyss of loss and grief, she’s faced a life of raising two sons alone and battling the rage at all that had been ripped from them.

And why.

Words spoken in anger open Hound’s and Keely’s eyes. For Hound, he sees he’s wasted his life loving the wrong woman. Keely sees she’s wasting her life not opening herself to the love of a good man..

Click here to order these and other titles by KRISTEN ASHLEY
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KRISTEN ASHLEY IS the New York Times bestselling author of over sixty romance novels including the Rock Chick, Colorado Mountain, Dream Man, Chaos, Unfinished Heroes, The ’Burg, Magdalene, Fantasyland, The Three, Ghost and Reincarnation, Moonlight and Motor Oil and Honey series along with several standalone novels. She’s a hybrid author, publishing titles both independently and traditionally, her books have been translated in fourteen languages and she’s sold over three million books. 

Kristen’s novel, Law Man, won the RT Book Reviews Reviewer’s Choice Award for best Romantic Suspense. Her independently published title Hold On was nominated for RT Book Reviews best Independent Contemporary Romance and her traditionally published title Breathe was nominated for best Contemporary Romance. Kristen’s titles Motorcycle Man, The Will, Ride Steady (which won the Reader’s Choice award from Romance Reviews) and The Hookup all made the final rounds for Goodreads Choice Awards in the Romance category.

Kristen, born in Gary and raised in Brownsburg, Indiana, was a fourth-generation graduate of Purdue University. Since, she has lived in Denver, the West Country of England, and now she resides in Phoenix. She worked as a charity executive for eighteen years prior to beginning her independent publishing career. She currently writes full-time.

Although romance is her genre, the prevailing themes running through all of Kristen’s novels are friendship, family and a strong sisterhood. To this end, and as a way to thank her readers for their support, Kristen has created the Rock Chick Nation, a series of programs that are designed to give back to her readers and promote a strong female community.

The mission of the Rock Chick Nation is to live your best life, be true to your true self, recognize your beauty and take your sister’s back whether they’re friends and family or if they’re thousands of miles away and you don’t know who they are. The programs of the RC Nation include: Rock Chick Rendezvous, weekends Kristen organizes full of parties and get-togethers to bring the sisterhood together; Rock Chick Recharges, evenings Kristen arranges for women who have been nominated to receive a special night; and Rock Chick Rewards, an ongoing program that raises funds for nonprofit women’s organizations Kristen’s readers nominate. Kristen’s Rock Chick Rewards have donated nearly $130,000 to charity and this number continues to rise.

You can read more about Kristen, her titles and the Rock Chick Nation at www.KristenAshley.net.
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