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      Nell

      I married a stranger.

      That stranger happened to be the vice president of a motorcycle club and not the fluffy bunny type of biker either. My new husband was part of a club that had one hell of an outlaw reputation. He also had a close female friend back home with her own plan to marry him one day. She refused to take “No” for an answer.

      There were signs from the very beginning that this was not meant to work out. Waking up married to a stranger in Vegas should have been the first. Still, the way he made my heart race faster with just one smoldering look was reason enough to give it the old college try, even if I ended with nothing more than a broken heart in the end.

      

      Baffle

      Our start wasn’t conventional.

      Thanks to my family and close friends, her introduction to my life was downright hostile.

      Maybe I was a selfish man, but I refused to let her go.

      In spite of everything we faced, there was just something about Nell that kept me coming back for more and made me unwilling to give her up.

      

      TROPES:

      
        
          	
        1% Motorcycle Club
      

      	
        Married in Vegas
      

      	
        Married to a stranger
      

      	
        Other Woman Drama
      

      	
        Romantic Suspense
      

      	
        He falls first
      

      	
        Age Gap (9 years)
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        Mentions of illegal drugs, growing, selling, and trafficking
      

      	
        Use of alcohol and drugs
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      There may be other potential triggers not mentioned in this list. Read at your own risk.
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        Anarchy - Where the Kings rule in chaos

      

        

      
        Respect the Mother Chapter

        Your loyalty stays with your patch

        Brotherhood above all

        Never touch another brother’s ol’ lady

        Ride or die, no questions asked

        Never back down from a fight

        Never let a brother ride solo

        Each chapter sets its own damn rules

      

        

      
        Nobody fucks with the Kings
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1 TRUTH


          BAFFLE

        

      

    

    
      We had Saint, Piston, Rattler, and Short in from the Arizona Chapter of the Kings of Anarchy MC. They also brought a prospect with them, not that I could recall the fucker’s name. No telling if he would last, so no point in making it stick just yet.

      The music was loud, the drinks were plentiful, and the women were already down to the bare minimum of clothing. My eyes trailed over the bodies to determine who was the freshest of the bunch. A shiver ran down my spine with the thought. Convenient pussy was a blessing some days when I didn’t feel like putting in the effort, but knowing I was sharing the same woman with most of my club brothers took something away from the experience.

      My eyes locked with Rosa’s as her body writhed to the beat of some popular pop song. It appeared to be an anthem of sorts for the women as they were all up on their feet or grinding away in someone’s lap. Some shit about pink ponies. I rolled my eyes and turned to the prospect behind the bar.

      “What the fuck is this shit?” I pointed to the speakers in the ceiling and he laughed.

      “Special request from all the club girls.”

      “Put the regular music back on when it’s over. This isn’t their clubhouse and most of the men don’t want to hear that shit.”

      “You sure about that?” The fucker asked as he grinned and pointed toward our enforcer, Grunt. That asshole was singing along to the song at the top of his fucking lungs. The chick with him threw her head back and laughed as he dipped her while she rode his thigh. I could practically see the wet spot on his jeans from across the room.

      “Well, shit,” I huffed as our prospect laughed again. My eyes trailed back to where I’d last seen Rosa. She wasn’t where I’d clocked her before but then I felt a tap on my hip and glanced to my left. There she was with her flowing brown hair. The big, bouncy curls she started the night with were beginning to loosen and straighten back out. Not that it mattered, since she looked just as good with freshly-fucked, mangled hair as she did with the high-maintenance curls.

      “Rosa,” I leaned down and whispered her name into her ear. She smelled of citrus and sunshine like she belonged on a beach somewhere and not some hole-in-the-wall biker club in the middle of nowhere New-Fucking-Mexico.

      Her hand drifted from my hip, up across my abs, and underneath my cut. “Baffle,” she sighed my name and while the sound was carried away with the music and general club noise, I could still read her lips. More than that, I could feel the sultry purr she must have added to it as her eyes heated and her fingertips continued to dig into my body. “Are you going to show me a good time tonight?” she asked, louder that time, so I could hear.

      I smirked down at her. “Don’t I always?”

      Her head bobbed in acknowledgment and something passed behind her eyes that I chose to ignore. Rosa had a thing for me. She wanted my patch, wanted me in a permanent, committed way. She was smart enough to know that would never come to pass. At least I hoped like hell she was still on board with the way things were.

      “I think someone’s jealous,” she mentioned and tipped her head to the side. I followed the subtle gesture with my eyes and found one of my oldest friends, Roxy, glaring at Rosa from across the room.

      “We’ve never been anything more than friends. Did you do something to piss her off today?”

      Rosa giggled and shrugged her shoulders. “Touched you,” she insisted.

      I shook my head and leaned back until my elbows propped on the bar behind me. “I have to be here for a bit longer. Why don’t you meet me in my room in about an hour? It’s unlocked. Get comfortable and don’t fuck with any of the other men before then. If they approach you, tell them I called dibs for the night.”

      “Anything you say, Baffle.” Rosa agreed with a knowing smile that probably meant she read a bit too much into my demands. This would most likely be the last time I fucked her. Despite being cool and knowing how I felt, she was starting to get too many ideas that maybe my mind could be changed. That was usually when women got desperate, tried shit to lock down a brother, and then we ended up searching for new talent. I’d like to think Rosa wouldn’t be like all the others, but we’d been through it enough for me to know that they all eventually fell to fucking unrealistic expectations.

      Rosa wandered off and I turned back to the prospect behind the bar. “Get me a Beer Creek,” I ordered. It was a pale ale we picked up from a smaller brewery out of Santa Fe. We stopped off there about a year before on a run and ended up loving their setup. More importantly, we fucking loved their brew. We were only able to work out a deal to have some of their retail kegs on tap in the clubhouse but we did offer some of their IPAs and Porters at Violent Times, our club-run bar that was open to the public.

      When I turned back around with my beer, Roxy stood in front of me with her hands on her hips. “Weren’t you even going to come say hello?” she asked. The snappy tone she used was completely fucking unwarranted.

      “You wanna lose the attitude, doll?”

      Roxy huffed and stomped her foot on the floor between us.

      My club president, Bigfoot, was my brother in every way but DNA. In the same respect, Roxy was like a sister and friend all rolled into one. She called us best friends forever or BFFs but that sounded a bit juvenile to me. I was thirty fucking years old and she was only two years behind me. We all grew up together and I wasn’t fucking blind, her mom and mine had been friends at one time. Bigfoot’s mom took up where mine left off, wanting to fix me up with Roxy. That was never going to happen because I didn’t see her that way. She was too fucking needy and jealous for my taste. There was nothing wrong with a good claiming on the person you wanted to be yours, but Roxy took her jealousy to a very petty, insecure level.

      “Damn you, Baffle,” she sulked. “What’s a girl got to do to get your attention? I’m your BFF and you look right through me sometimes.”

      “Did it ever occur to you that I was looking for a good fuck tonight and not a conversation with a friend?”

      Fury burned red-hot in her eyes and her lips thinned as she pulled them tight against her teeth to keep from saying the first thing that came to mind. When she had herself a little more under control, she leaned forward. “We could always kill two birds with one stone.”

      It wasn’t the first time she made a suggestion about us hooking up, but that was a path I refused to walk down. “Never gonna happen.” I pushed off the bar with my beer in hand and walked past Roxy. She grabbed hold of my arm to keep me from moving more than a step or two past her. I glanced down at it and then back up at her. She knew better.

      “We need to talk about that. I don’t know why you’re so opposed.”

      “Friends, Rox. Nothing else. Keep pushing boundaries and we won’t even be that.”

      “Patrick Mendoza!” I heard from my other side. I glared at Roxy as she had the audacity to smirk at me. It took two seconds to spin around and stare Bigfoot’s mother down. I had a lot of respect for the woman as the former club president’s ol’ lady, and our current president’s mother. Tilly had been a surrogate mother to me for a lot of years to boot. She didn’t care that I was bigger or had more authority here than she did.

      “Not your business what I do with my cock, Mom!” I emphasized the two most important words in that sentence so she would understand that I wasn’t about to allow her input on my sex life. Tilly may have been a second mother to me, but there were lines I wouldn’t allow her to cross. Meddling in my personal life was a big one.

      I walked away while both women stood shocked for different reasons. There wasn’t enough time in the world to deal with their bullshit drama. I had a club to help run and a club girl to fuck out my frustrations with.

      By the time I finally tracked down Bigfoot, the fucker was already three sheets to the wind as he was shooting the shit with Saint and Piston. “Hey asshole!” I called out to him.

      His glassy eyes came up to meet mine and I knew whatever I said wouldn’t get through to him anyway. Since he became a father, it was rare that he let loose and tied one on. As he tipped his chin up in acknowledgment, I sighed. “You need to get the queen bee on a tighter leash, man.”

      “The fuck did Mom do now?” Bigfoot managed to get the words out, but to say they were coherent was a bit of a stretch.

      “Roxy.” That’s all I needed to say. He glanced over my shoulder as if both women in question would be standing there.

      “They still trying to set you up?” Piston asked.

      “Never stopped,” I confirmed.

      “Damn, brother. That has to suck. She ever get in the way of you and the other women around here?”

      I shook my head, but as I did so, it made me wonder. “Not that I’m aware of.” All the men around the table stopped what they were doing and slid their attention my way.

      “Might want to check into that,” our other prospect, Joey, said. Then he remembered he was supposed to remain on the periphery and gave a panicked squeak before he took off to handle an overflowing garbage can.

      “Mousy little fucker is right,” someone announced but I didn’t catch who said it. Instead, I nodded along and planned to do just that before I snatched Bigfoot’s mostly full glass out of his hands and relished in the burn as the bourbon made its way to my stomach.

      “You owe me one, prick!” Bigfoot laughed and then almost tipped out of his chair.

      “Looks like I did you a favor, fucker!” I left them to it and went to go grab another drink. The beer wasn’t doing it for me anymore. Fucking women. They ruined my night with their bullshit. Thankfully, Tilly and Roxy steered clear of me for the rest of the night.

      An hour and a half, four glasses of bourbon, two shots, and a beer chaser after I first told Rosa to wait for me in my bedroom, I finally stumbled my way there. I didn’t bother to turn the lights on because my vision was already tipping sideways. I could tell in my fuzzy-drunken haze, and the little bit of light that swam in from the hallway, that there was a brunette in my bed. She listened and that was all that mattered.

      “Good thing you waited,” I mumbled. “Gonna fuck you stupid and then pass out. No lights cause I’m not getting up to…” The rest of what I’d been saying was cut off when I tried to pry my shirt up over my head and realized I hadn’t taken my cut off first. “Fuck!” I peeled the offending layer of leather from my body, tossed it on my dresser, and then ripped my shirt over my head. I kicked off my boots, dropped my pants, and managed to fight my way out of them before they tripped me on the way to my bed.

      Rosa was her usual quiet self, waiting for me to give her orders. I was too fucking tired to play her Dom in the way she would want, though. “Alright, darlin’ toss those covers off and let’s get to it. I need to nut and not really interested in playing tonight.”

      She made some sort of noise. I couldn’t tell if it was disappointment or disgust. Made no fucking difference to me. I reached over to grab a condom out of the dresser and almost fell off the fucking bed instead.

      “Shit, shouldn’t have done those shots,” I managed to get out as clearly as possible.

      Rosa held up a condom in front of my face, then she ripped the package open and rolled it down my hard cock. That was weird, since she didn’t usually take the initiative like that, but I was too fucking out of it to question her odd behavior at the time. “Aww, baby girl, are you eager for me, tonight?”

      Her response was either too muffled for me to understand or I was too drunk to process words. For all I knew, whatever I said wasn’t coming out properly and she thought I was grunting at her like a caveman. I chuckled at the thought as I sunk down into her pussy. It didn’t feel the same. Rosa was a tiny woman, and not just in stature. She couldn’t really take my full size without a lot of prep work. I figured, maybe she didn’t listen after all and had one of the other men while she waited on me. I nearly tossed her out then, but the need to fuck before I passed out was stronger than my aversion to being sloppy seconds.
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2 CONSEQUENCES


          BAFFLE

        

      

    

    
      The bright-as-fuck sun streaming in through the one window in my room woke me. It was the hammering pain in my head that made it impossible to throw a pillow over my face and go back to sleep, though. As my mind came fully back online, another problem quickly presented itself. There was a hand on my dick and it did not belong to me.

      “What the fuck is up with you, darlin’?” I questioned. Rosa was not one to stick around all night since she knew the rules well and followed them almost religiously. She also wasn’t one to initiate morning sex on the rare occasion that I allowed her to stay the night. Then again, I was normally gone by the time she woke up, so it had never been an option before. When she didn’t immediately release my dick, and instead pumped it harder with a firmer grip, I’d had enough.

      I rolled and pinned the woman beneath me with one hand wrapped around her throat and another on her wrist hard enough to force her to ease her grip on my cock so I could pull her away.

      “Who the fuck do you think…?” My question trailed off as I stared down into eyes that were predominantly green with flecks of brown and gold. Her hair, while mostly brown, had blonde highlights that hadn’t been noticeable in the dark the night before. Her lips turned upward in a smirk as I glared down at the woman who was most definitely not Rosa.

      “I am?” Roxy’s eyes flashed defiantly, or maybe triumphantly would have been a better description, as she finished my question for me. “Surprise!”

      I jumped back away from Rox and hopped out of bed. The second I felt my dick swinging freely, I turned so she couldn’t see.

      “Don’t be like that. Your cock was inside me just last night,” she taunted.

      “And it fucking shouldn’t have been!” I roared at her so loudly that I knew someone in the rooms up and down the hallway would have heard. “You knew I thought you were Rosa.” Roxy’s shoulders bounced up and down as if she didn’t give two fucks.

      “Come on Baffle, a girl has to do what she has to do to get you to see her properly. I saw Rosa leave your room and didn’t want you to go to bed alone and disappointed.” When I said nothing, she heaved out a sigh as if she was put-out by my anger over her being the one I woke up to in my bed. “I’m tired of just being your best friend. We’re supposed to be together for real.” Her eyes widened as she pleaded with me, but all I felt was revulsion.

      “No, we’re fucking not. All you’ve ever been to me is a friend, and even that was more like a sibling relationship to me.” She scrunched her nose in obvious distaste, but that didn’t change the way I’d always felt about her. “I don’t care what kind of delusional bullshit your mom, mine, and Bigfoot’s have pushed on you over the years but it ends right fucking now. I will never be with you that way. The fact that you did this,” I pointed toward where she still flounced her naked ass on my bed, “fortifies that fact for me.”

      “You had a good time last night,” she argued.

      “I had mediocre, drunken sex with you. It was enough to nut, but only just, because I kept wondering why Rosa was behaving oddly. Unfortunately for me, I was too fucking drunk to stop and really process why that was.”

      “You’re a liar.”

      “The only liar I see right now is you, Rox. What you did…” I snarled the next words because it fucking rubbed me the wrong way to have to admit it. “What you fucking did was fucking next level deception.” Truthfully, there was a word for what she did, though I couldn’t bring myself to use it. She had been my friend damn near my whole life. I knew she was under immense pressure from our families, who for some fucked-up reason or other, wanted us together. What none of them factored into that equation was my fucking thoughts on the matter.

      Roxy gasped and threw her hand to cover her mouth as it hung open in shock. “How could you say that? You’re making it sound like I raped you.”

      “What the fuck would you call that?” I yelled the question at her because she wasn’t getting just how serious this shit was.

      “You consented. You were a willing participant in what we did,” she yelled back.

      “WITH ROSA,” I screamed back at her. “I was willing when I thought it was Rosa I was fucking, not a woman I think of as a sister.”

      “What the fuck is going on in here?” Bigfoot asked as he barged into my room. When he realized who was naked in my bed, Bigfoot took two solid steps inside and slammed the door shut behind him before accusing eyes met my own. “I thought you said that you would never go there?” He pointed toward Roxy who had a river of tears and mascara running down her face.

      “I fucking wouldn’t have. Rosa was supposed to be waiting in my bed last night. When I stumbled in drunk, I didn’t bother turning lights on. Woke up to someone grabbing my dick and flipped out. Then, it got worse because the wrong fucking bitch was in my bed.”

      “What happened to Rosa?” Bigfoot asked as his attention shifted back over to Roxy, who had the presence of mind to finally cover herself up.

      “She left and I took her place,” she stated, but there was something in the way her eyes shifted that made me wonder if she had sent Rosa away. Truthfully, I didn’t know if I wanted that clarified because if that’s what she did, then it was so much fucking worse.

      Bigfoot’s eyes came back to meet mine. “So, the woman you fucked last night was Roxy when you thought you were with Rosa?”

      “Exactly,” I spat out, absolutely disgusted that I had to even bring another person up to date on what one of my closest friends had done. “I want her gone. To-fucking-day. When she’s ready to own what she did, and swear to never pull another stunt like that again, she can come back. I don’t want that to be for a long fucking time, though.”

      “You can’t throw me out!” Roxy shouted. “This is my home.”

      Bigfoot leaned down and picked up a pile of women’s clothing off the chair near the door. He threw them at Roxy. “Get dressed. You have five minutes and then we’re going to have a talk with our mothers.”

      “No!” Her shouted response was almost as comical as her wide panicked eyes. “Can we just leave them out of this and tell Mom that I’m going away for a bit to explore?”

      Bigfoot looked to me for an answer as he took a seat next to where I plopped down on the end of the bed. I gave a nod and he reluctantly agreed. After Rox left to go pack her bags, he turned in my direction. “Fuck man, that’s some twisted shit.”

      “You’re telling me. I just lived it. I can’t believe she would do that.”

      “We need to tell our moms,” he insisted as I adamantly shook my head. “Why the fuck not? It will get them to finally shut up about their hopes and dreams of the two of you getting married and having babies some day.”

      “You think I want anyone else to know what fucking happened here last night? Fuck that. How about we just shut that shit down when they bring it up? I’m sick of this shit, but they don’t get to know the worst thing that happened to me or the way a woman I thought of as one of my best friends fucking betrayed me like this. It’s partially their fault and I don’t think I can keep from holding them accountable if we bring this up.”

      “They deserve to feel that guilt,” Bigfoot said but then patted me on the shoulder reassuringly. “Decision is yours, Baffle. Not gonna take any other choices from you today. You need to vent, let me know. You need Rox gone forever, I’ll make that happen, too.”

      “Not forever. She’s right. She’s part of this family. I’m pissed right now and need time to… Fuck,” I huffed. “Why did she have to make this so fucking complicated? I can’t forget the lifetime of friendship even when I’m so goddamn angry I could have broken her fucking neck this morning. Plus, there’s the…” I pointed back toward the bed and the stains that were clearly visible on my dark sheets. “Know I used a condom, but…”

      Bigfoot glanced back and then quickly hopped off my bed. If everything wasn’t so fucked up, I would have laughed at the speed with which he tried to avoid sitting too close to dried cum stains, as if it wasn’t a regular occurrence in other parts of the clubhouse.

      “Fuck man. You didn’t use a condom?”

      “I did. I clearly fucking remember that part.” He moved to the bedside table where I kept condoms and took a closer look at some of the packages.

      “Not sure if Roxy was responsible for this, but I’d get new condoms if I were you.” I snatched it out of his hand and groaned. There were rough little dots on the package, as if tiny little holes were poked in several spots.

      “Fuck!” I yelled as I threw the package across the room. “Make sure every fucking condom in this clubhouse is purged and one of the men goes to get new supplies without a woman present,” I ordered as if I was in charge of Bigfoot and not the other way around. He didn’t take offense. “I don’t even want to ask the fucking questions. If she did this… I fucking can’t deal with this right now, man.”

      “I’ll leave you to it. If you need me, I’m here. Not saying a word to anyone about what went down. That’s your story to keep or tell as you see fit.” When he got to the door, he turned and his shoulders slumped as he asked the most pertinent question possible. “Want me to make sure she gets the morning after pill before she heads out?”

      I gave a nod and Bigfoot left me alone in my room to stew over Roxy’s betrayal and the potential consequences.
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3 VEGAS RESCUE


          NELL

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Three Years Later

      

      

      

      My best friend was about to marry the wrong man and I had to stop her.

      Our friendship would not survive the news she needed to hear. Still, I couldn’t go through with being her stupid maid of honor, her roommate, and maybe not even her friend if her fiancé was going to remain in our sphere.

      “What is it, Nell? You dragged me over here in the creepy hallway with your buzz-kill vibe, the least you can do is spit it out quickly and be done. It’s the night before my wedding. I’m supposed to be having fun.”

      I stared at the woman who was once my ride or die bestie and wanted to vomit. I already knew what her reaction would be. It was written in the impatience, the snap in her tone, and the stiff way she held her shoulders.

      “You already know,” I whispered.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Elena sneered through those words even as her face bloomed red and her eyes refused to meet my own.

      “You do,” I countered. “You know he’s slept with Ashley and Dawn at least.” The way she flinched back told me she may not have known about them - her other bridesmaids - but she knew about others before them. “You even know, somewhere deep under all your denials, that he tried the same shit with me last night.”

      I pointed to my busted lip that throbbed with every word I spoke. Makeup could only do so much to cover it. “This was his response when I turned his sorry, cheating-ass down.”

      Elena shook her head as if that devout belief she held in the illusion of her relationship would make what I was saying untrue.

      “He punched me in the mouth. The only reason he didn’t take it further was because another man saw what he did and beat his ass for hurting me. How do you think he got that shiner?”

      “Bull riding,” she growled her response, defensive to the last.

      “Are you serious right now?”

      “Mechanical bull riding with his best man last night.” I was appalled that she doubled down on the excuse he’d obviously fed her.

      The added bits she tacked onto her fiancé’s bullshit excuse were insulting. The fact that she thought it made his story more believable in the face of the abuse I had suffered was disheartening.

      “I don’t know why you’re making up lies about him, but it is not okay, Nellie.”

      I threw my hands up in the air in frustration. Tension leaked from my bones and ejected itself from my body in an audible growl. It had been building since I knew this confrontation would have to happen. It only bubbled over when she confirmed my suspicions, that she would take his side over mine.

      “You know what?” I asked. Elena didn’t take the bait. Rather than ask what was on my mind, she stood there with tears in her eyes and her arms crossed defiantly over her chest. “I can’t do this. If you want to legally tie yourself to a man who sticks his dick in all your so-called friends, or attempts to force the ones who refuse him, then that’s on you. You chose that over our friendship. I can’t and won’t be a part of it. I truly wish you the best and hope you wake the hell up and save yourself before you become more of a victim. I won’t stick around so he can try again with me. I love myself too much to willingly be put in that position again.”

      I turned and walked away from the woman who had been my best friend for the past decade of our lives. There were people on the fringes of the hallway we had wandered down to have that shit show of a conversation but no one really stood out as I choked back my grief over letting a years-long friendship slip away.

      “That’s it? You’re throwing away our friendship over a misunderstanding?” Elena yelled at my back.

      I stopped and only turned my head slightly, so my voice would carry but I wouldn’t be able to see her. “Your fiancé attempted to rape me, and you’re still willing to marry him. That is not a misunderstanding. You threw our friendship away when you chose the cheating rapist instead of leaving here with the one loyal friend you had left.”

      I put one foot in front of the other until I was swallowed up by the noises and general chaos of the casino floor once more. Before I could completely lose myself to the anonymity of the place, someone put their hand on my shoulder.

      I flinched back on instinct and took a step to my left before I turned and saw the same handsome man from the night before. My rescuer.

      “You,” I said, though the one word was probably lost to the noise of a nearby slot machine as it bleated an alarm signifying someone had just won. He was decked out head-to-toe in dark denim and leather. It seemed to match everything about him from his short-cropped black hair to his deeply tanned skin, and eyes that appeared black as night until the light hit them just right. He had a beard and mustache that remained closely trimmed to his face, so I could still make out the incredible jawline beneath. His lips were full but thinned just a bit on top as they pulled up at the corners into a smile that said he was pleased I recognized him.

      “Are you okay?” he asked. His dark eyes scanned me up and down as if looking for more injuries. The smile he wore moments before dropped as he took in my busted lip. The distance between us was lost as he took a step closer and held his hand out as if to touch that tender spot.

      “I’m good,” I offered quickly as my body leaned back away from him. “Thank you again for helping me last night.”

      “You should never have to thank someone for kicking a rapist’s ass. He deserved worse and your choice always matters.” Something in the way his eyes blanked and his body shivered led me to believe he had a more visceral reaction to the act than most people would. It didn’t really matter if there was a story behind the way he reacted. This man was a stranger who I would probably never see again.

      I shrugged and the movement allowed the strap on my shoulder to slide down my upper arm. “Like I said, I’m good now.” I quickly pushed the strap back up and then dropped my arm to my side so he wouldn’t see how badly my hand shook.

      The man tipped his head back toward the hallway where I’d left Elena. “Didn’t seem that way back there.”

      “Are you following me?” I snapped.

      The question was somewhat rhetorical considering I had the sudden need to be anywhere else but there. I scanned for the nearest exit or security guard, but saw neither within a decent proximity. I had felt safe with this man before. I had allowed him to walk me to my hotel room the night before to be sure I got there without Johnny “Slicer” Culver coming back for more.

      “I was taking a piss,” the man said as he raised his hands at his sides in a movement that said he meant me no harm. “I caught the tail end of your conversation with your friend.”

      “Former friend,” I corrected without thinking.

      “Gotta say, seems like that’s for the best.”

      “Yeah, well, doesn’t make it any less painful when you lose a friend.”

      “You have anyone else here you can trust?”

      My shoulders slumped in defeat the minute the true impact of his question hit me. I didn’t. Worse, I had ridden to Vegas with my former best friend, so I wasn’t sure how I would manage to get back home. Elena was also technically still my roommate. So, I had the added worry about what state I would find my things in after I figured out how to get there. I remembered that there was a question that needed an answer and shook my head as I wished for a miracle to save me from my former best friend’s bad decisions.

      “Come on, my club brother is here for his bachelor party before he marries his amazing woman. How about I introduce you to her before I head out so you have someone around to lean on and help take your mind off everything?”

      “Not sure I’m up for making new friends just yet.”

      “Okay then. How about you come hang out with me then? You know I have a mean right hook and I’m not afraid to use it if anyone gives you trouble. I will keep you safe -as if my life depended on it- and I already know your particular brand of drama, so I won’t be surprised when you cry into your beer later.”

      I couldn’t help the little peel of laughter that he’d inadvertently drawn from me. His smile returned until I winced and held my hand up to the wound on my lip that split open again as I laughed.

      “Dammit,” I cursed at the same time liquid oozed from the wound.

      “Sorry about that. Let’s get you some ice.”

      “I don’t even know your name.” It was a weak protest, or maybe a way to justify myself when I inevitably followed the strange man. Oddly, though, I felt comforted by his presence.

      “Baffle,” he said and then winced and shook that off. “Patrick.”

      “Which is it?” I teased.

      “Both, but you can call me Patrick or Rick.”

      “Rick, not Pat?” I questioned as he guided us over to a table in the corner and handed me a cocktail napkin. I used it to dab at the spot on my lip that still oozed a bit of plasma.

      His shoulders bounced as he answered. “Pat was my grandfather. Going by Rick gave me my own identity until I earned my road name.”

      “Road name?” I questioned as my eyes ran back down his body and took in the fact that he wore the same style clothes as the biker trash Elena’s fiancé hung around.

      “Don’t look so worried. We’re not all that bad - bikers that is.” I nodded, though his answer only made me more nervous. “I’m the Vice President of the Kings of Anarchy MC’s New Mexico Chapter.”

      “Kings of Anarchy?” I questioned while trying to remember the name of the club that Johnny wanted to be a part of so badly.

      “Yeah, you heard of us?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so, but I live in Arizona.”

      “What part?”

      “Flagstaff.”

      “That’s not too far from us. Is your friend mixed up with a club there?” The question should have seemed innocuous, but I could tell from the calculating glint in Rick’s eyes that it was far from that.

      I shook my head. “Elena - no. Her fiancé, it’s debatable.”

      “Debatable?” Rick questioned with a chuckle. “How so?”

      “He dresses the part and rides a motorcycle. Honestly, I think he’s seen one too many biker television shows and fancies himself one of them.” I chuckled and Baffle - Rick - whoever the hell he was - laughed along with me. I was sure, being the VP of a club, he had come across his fair share of wanna-be badasses who really didn’t live up to the hype. “He calls himself Slicer, but he doesn’t get to wear the leather cut that they wear, at least not the ones with a club name on them.”

      “So he’s a hang around at a club near you?”

      It was my turn to shrug. “They come to town once in a while, but I don’t think they have a place in Flagstaff. The asshole goes on weekend trips to hang out wherever they are. Before you ask, I don’t know where that is because he never even told Elena, despite how often she asked him. I guarantee he didn’t want her to show up and find out whatever he was up to while he was away playing hardcore biker.” Again, I rolled my eyes. Slicer might have been the type of man who had no qualms about cheating, or even forcing women into sexual situations, but his faux bravery was only a show he put on in front of people he thought were weaker.

      “I see. Do you know the name of the club, by any chance?”

      “Not sure, some kind of Devils, I think.”

      Rick had a great poker face, and I wouldn’t have thought my answer mattered to him at all, had I not seen the slightest twitch at the corner of his eyes, as if he had to fight to hold back the surprise. That wasn’t quite right, but I couldn’t put my finger on exactly what I picked up on.

      “Do you know of a club in Arizona?” I finally asked as he flagged down a waitress.

      “I do, and they’re not good men.”

      I scoffed and rolled my eyes. “I really didn’t expect much of men who allowed people like Johnny Culver to hang out with them.”

      Rick nodded in agreement. “Says a lot about a club, the types of people who are allowed to circle around them.”

      “What about your MC?” I asked.

      “We would bury someone like Johnny out in the desert and never think of him again. We also wouldn’t honor him with the use of a road name he didn’t earn. If you ain’t patched, we don’t acknowledge ‘em.”

      The way Rick said it was meant to come off as a bit of a joke, but something in the set of his shoulders told me there was a hint of truth in his words, too.

      “Does your club do bad things, Rick?”

      “Depends on your definition of ‘bad things’, I guess.”

      “Do you harm women and children?”

      “Never children. The only time a woman would ever come to violence at my club’s hands is if she attacked someone with the intent to seriously harm or kill.”

      “Good to know.”

      “Not gonna lie to you, Nellie, the Kings are a one-percent club. We don’t exactly live by the laws of the state.”

      “Nell,” I corrected.

      “Sorry, I heard your friend call you that earlier.”

      “Yeah, she only ever used that to try to soften me up and get her way. Considering what she wanted me to forget, I’d rather never have someone use her nickname for me again.”

      “Sounds fair. I’ll call you whatever you want. Is Nell short for something else?”

      I groaned and tried to hide my amused smile. “Petronella,” I admitted. “Petronella Ambrosia Bushing, to be exact.”

      “That’s a mouthful.”

      “You’re telling me. You should have seen me trying to learn to spell my own name for school.” I rubbed my hand over the spot where my mother used to crack a ruler against my knuckles when I got it wrong.

      Rick chuckled, though if he had known about the lengths my mom had gone to, to teach me, I don’t think he would have found humor in the situation. He took the cup of ice the waitress brought over and put a few of the cubes into a napkin before he passed it to me.

      “Not sure if it will help with the swelling at this point, but the ice might numb it a bit.” I followed his orders and put the paper thin napkin up to my mouth. “So, tell me what do you do when you’re not ditching shitty friends in Vegas?”

      I wanted to laugh and cry at his very apt description. “I am an artist, kind of.”

      “You either are or aren’t.”

      “I am.” I stated with more confidence than I felt. “I do metal work and create statues out of scraps I find.”

      “Yeah?” Rick questioned, and I could see a hint of admiration in his eyes before he added, “I’d love to see some of your work.”

      “Sure,” I agreed because after the night ended, we would probably be headed our separate ways. That was for the best, since I rarely showed my work to anyone I knew in real life. It was more like no one in my ‘real life’ had ever been interested in seeing it, which should have been a whole batch of red flags. People bought my art at shows and online, but they were always strangers. I wasn’t sure how I felt about Rick seeing those intimate pieces of my soul, or if he’d even be around to push the issue. He was still an outlier, for the most part. Even as I tried to sort through my feelings about him being in my life longer than a night, I had to admit that something in my gut told me he wouldn’t remain on my periphery for long. Whether it meant we would see more of one another or slip away never to be heard from again remained to be seen.
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