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      Death never sleeps, and that means I don’t get to either. I silently curse my father who refuses to let go of the past and allow me to live the life I want. I fumble with the keys to the front of the sandstone building, scowling as the motion sensor light blinds me. Blinking furiously, I slot the key into the lock, turn the tumbler, and shuffle inside like a zombie. I lock the door to Banks Funeral home behind me, disarm the beeping alarm, and head straight for the break room to make a cup of coffee. The phone jangles, and I answer it.

      “Queenie.”

      “Hi, Dad. I’m safe and sound inside, ready to boot up the oven. Yes. I know I shouldn’t call it that in front of customers.” I scowl. What does he think I am, an amateur?

      “I just worry.”

      “Honestly, Ang should be doing this. She’s twenty-seven and knows the ins and out of the funeral home the same as I do.”

      “You know why I asked you to be there.” My father sighs heavily, and I roll my eyes. If he wanted to keep her out of shady dealings, he never should’ve cut a deal with the Sin City MC.

      “Eventually, you’re going to have to let her. You know this isn’t my world anymore.”

      “So your new degree means turning your back on your family?”

      “No,” I snap. “It means reprioritizing.”

      “This business was for the family. It’s why your mother and I worked so hard on it when you were younger, to have a legacy to give you. And all you want to do is throw it away.”

      “I’m taking a back seat. It’s not the same thing,” I say gently.

      My black flip-flops are silent over the thick carpet, and chill bumps rise on my arms. I tug the pale pink cardigan over my matching cami, used to the arctic temperatures. Inside of the break room, I toss in a pod of dark roast. I need caffeine before I deal with one of the bikers and their special requests.

      “I understand why you’ve chosen to team up with Sinners.” I pause. Vegas is a dangerous town, and having a small funeral home made us a target. This way, we choose who we’ll be doing dirty business for and earn protection. I’d grown up with the tattooed men with crude mouths, cold eyes, and bodies that should be illegal.

      “But you can’t have your cake and eat it, too. It’s not a buffet. You can’t select from column A and ignore C. Ang is all in. She loves this business, and we both know she’ll do you proud in the funeral director position.”

      “Ang is too soft—”

      I think of the grown men I’d seen my sister reduce to tears with her sharp tongue and seven-mile stare.

      I snort. “No, Ang is the baby, which affects how you see her.”

      “Those Sinners will eat her alive.”

      I shake my head. I have a healthy dose of respect for them but no fear.

      “Dad, they return the same respect given and have a code of ethics which is more than I can say for about fifty percent of the people here in Sin City.” This desert town breaks dreams and people. Full of swindlers, liars, and plastics, it’s a field of landmines one must navigate with care. I learned that lesson the hard way, a dozen different times in small ways growing up.

      “And you know them so well?” He scoffs.

      As the cup finishes brewing, the scent of coffee wafts up, and I hurry to the small fridge to pull out my creamer crack. After pouring in a healthy dollop of the cereal-themed concoction, I give it a few swirls and bring the life-giving nectar to my lips.

      “Don’t you?” I turn the question around as I leave the break room’s sanctuary for the building’s bowels. Flipping on the lights, I travel down the stairs to the silver ovens that will heat up to 1620F to break down the body. Unlike in the movies, there are no big fires or quick disintegration. I hit the power buttons, and it begins to slowly wake.

      “When it comes to my girls, I don’t trust anyone.”

      “And you wonder why we’re both still single,” I tease.

      He sighs. “Queenie … Rian. I just want to see you both have the lives you deserve. I know you like to design things, but it has no solid future.”

      “According to you. It takes time to build up clientele, whatever business you run. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, Dad. But you don’t get to decide what the life of my dreams looks like. You’ve got to let us go at some point. I’m thirty-three, and she’s twenty-seven. The raising is done.”

      He grumbles. “It’s never done. You’ll see when you have one of your own.”

      “You say this a lot.”

      “Because it’s true.’

      “Chris, let the girl do her job and come back to bed.”

      “The queen of the castle has spoken, Dad. I’d listen to her if I were you.”

      “Yeah. Yeah. Three women think they run my life. Call if you need anything.”

      “I will, but we won’t.” I hang up, grateful to be off the hot seat.

      The sound of a vehicle approaching draws my attention. I move to the side entrance in the blind spot from the cameras we’d created for this purpose. The driver’s door opens, and I see a flash of blondish brown hair streaked with gray. Stomach flipping, I bite my bottom lip. Preacher. I have been drooling over the older man since he joined the chapter ten years ago. I pull out my phone to check my face and squeak. I’m still wearing my silk bonnet. Tearing it off my head, I hide it in a cabinet and shake out the ombré golden brown box braids protecting my strands from the Vegas sun. I lick my lips and smooth invisible wrinkles from the form-fitting sleep pants. At least I look cute.

      I hear Ang’s voice in my head, “Girl, shoot your shot.”

      He raps on the door, and I stand to my full five foot nine inches and walk forward.

      “Queenie.” He jerks back, surprised. “I thought you were out of the business?” His thick brows swoop down to frame his panty-wetting expressive eyes the color of chocolate. The eyes are the window to the soul, and Preacher’s tell a story of loss, passion, and other things I want to discover firsthand.

      I admire the strong jaw, full lips, and square jaw mapped by fine lines and crow’s feet. This is a man who’s lived and laughed.

      “Not out, just pursuing other interests.” I smile up at him as I step away and wave him inside.

      “Oh, such as?” His tongue doesn’t simply deliver words. It makes love to them. The British accent, the breadth of his shoulders, and the keen interest in his gaze has my stomach fluttering.

      “Interior designing,” I say bashfully as we move to the gurney.

      “Is that so? You want to make homes look beautiful, or hotels?” He cocks his head, and the long hair falling over his broad forehead gives him a boyish vibe.

      “Ha. I’m not picky at this point. I’m still building up a name for myself.”

      “I think it’s good you’re going after your dreams.”

      “Did you?”

      “Me?” He smiles, and his face lights up. “Been a long time since I was chasing a dream, love. I reckon I did. I came here, joined the Navy, and saw the world for a bit.”

      “What did you do in the Navy?” I ask, intrigued. That is on the other end of the legal spectrum.

      “I was a medic for eight years.”

      “And you enjoyed it?”

      “I did. I liked being able to help people. It was a good skill to learn, too. Made me useful and employable, if you know what I mean.”

      I nod. “How did you end up here?” I blurt.

      He chuckles. “How does anyone? I just kind of drifted this way after I was released. I had a brother who joined the Sin City MC, and it seemed like a good idea. I had others depending on me back then, and we needed stability and support. The Army is good at making you into what they need, but once your time is up, they spit you out unprepared. Used to be getting out was a year-long process with plenty of classes and information. Now it’s condensed into a matter of months.” He shakes his head. “Look at me yammering on.”

      There’s pain attached to his words. Was he married? My eyes dart to his bare ring finger. Is he still?

      “No.” My cheeks heat. “I like learning more about you.” I let him lead the gurney as we make our way outside.

      The joy slides from his face as we reach the back of the van. This is personal. I bite my tongue as he eases the rolled rug out of the trunk and carefully rests it on the metal. Together, we push the body back inside. We pause in front of the crematorium.

      “Is it ready?” Preacher asks softly.

      “Yes. Do you want a minute?”

      “He was a good bloke. I want to send him away the way he would’ve wanted.” He pulls a small bible out of his coat jacket, and my jaw drops.

      “Are you a certified priest?”

      He chuckles. “Don’t think any church would have me, love. Grew up with a vicar, though, and have plenty of faith. Which is more important than any sheet of paper to be sure.” He nods as he pulls out a set of black rosary beads and opens the small, worn, black book to a preselected page. His voice is rich and reverent.

      The lights catch the silver streaking his bowed head, and chills pass over me as he creates a holy space. I feel the power of his conviction and the love he holds for his brother.

      “Amen,” I whisper as he ends the prayer.

      Replacing the book, he pulls out a small, white vial.

      “Holy water,” he explains as he anoints his forehead with the sign of the cross. “Safe travels, brother. I’ll make sure your final wishes are seen to.”

      Stepping back, he nods. “He’s ready, love.”

      I step closer and squeeze his large hand, feeling a jolt of desire as our skin meets. Hurrying away, I move to help him get into the waiting wooden cremation container. I press the button, and we watch silently as the oven welcomes him to his final destination. The door shuts with a final click.

      “How long will it be, love?”

      “He weighs one-eighty according to the specs, so I’d say about five hours, including the cooling-off period.” I keep the explanation vague. Some details hurt more than they heal.

      “Do you mind if I wait just a bit? I know his soul is no longer in there, but I don’t keen him being alone.”

      “I think it’s a nice sentiment.”

      “You don’t have to keep me company.”

      “I want to. Does your father still preach?”

      “No. Da’s retired now. He and my mum opened up a little book shop in Primrose Hill. They love it. I try to get out there at least once a year.”

      “I bet it’s lovely.”

      “’Tis. There are plenty of gardens and walking trails. The lush green is only broken up by the brilliant colors of all the flowers.”

      His words weave a spell that transports me to a different place. It’s like having a book read to you during masterpiece theater. I close my eyes to sharpen the imagery.

      “It sounds lovely. I’ve always wanted to visit England.”

      “You should. A beautiful, little flower like you would fit right in.”

      I meet his gaze, surprised by the blown-out pupils and intensity aimed at me.

      “Maybe you could be my guide?”

      His phone buzzes, and the spell is broken.

      “I have to take this and get going. I’ll return later.” He pauses. “Forgive an old man his musings.”

      “You’re not old, and I enjoyed it.”

      Smiling, he answers the phone and continues out of the room with me on his heels. He exits, pausing to look back, and I wink. The attraction is mutual. Maybe he just needed a sign that the interest flows both ways. It’s the season in my life to go after what I want, why stop at a career?

      I lift my head from the table and moan. I must’ve dozed off. The sound of a car has me swiping at my face to obliterate any signs of drool. The rumble of a motorcycle follows, and my gut clenches. Pushing up, I curse the tingles in my feet as I try to wake them by stomping before I hobble to the window. My heart leaps at the familiar sight of a black sedan with blacked-out windows. A black on red motorcycle pulls up behind it, and I freeze. Those aren’t Sinner colors. I kill the lights, plunging the basement into darkness, praying they hadn’t noticed them before. Why would one of the Sinners be meeting with the Red Rebel Riders? I slow my breathing as I study the man climbing off the bike. He pulls off his helmet, and my stomach plummets. I recognize the RRR’s sergeant at arms, Flint Creed.

      Jesus Christ, Flint knows about the blind spot. This isn’t some random meeting. The door to the sedan swings open, and I gasp as the local councilman steps out. Arthur Bane has been lobbying against motorcycle clubs for years. Why the hell would he be here now?

      “I’m here. Do you have the information?” Arthur huffs.

      “I have exactly what you need, Artie. Don’t you worry.” Flint grins. His hawk nose and beady eyes seem to glow in the headlights of his bike.

      “Well …” Arthur holds out his hand.

      Moonlight flashes on silver and loud pops echo in the alley as red explodes from his back and chest. I choke on my scream as I slam my hands over my mouth. He aims one last time, making a red soup of Arthur’s skull. The white matter flying out like chunky marshmallows has me gagging. Trembling, I swear when my phone buzzes in a text on the table. I grab it, panicking when I see my mother’s text.

      A few minutes out from the shop, see you soon.

      No! Blood rushes in my ears. I can’t let my mother walk in on this. Shoving the phone into my bra, I hit the alarm. I rush out of the back door opposite the alley where Flint’s standing. The building explodes by my head as shots ring out. I cough as the cloud of dust chokes me. Ducking low, I cover my head as I run out of the alley onto the street. I dodge a car, grateful that the city never sleeps, and cross the street. Tripping over my feet, I roll down the dusty hill and into the ditch. I hit bottom, hard, grimacing as the wind is knocked from me. Pushing myself onto my knees, I glance around, seeking shelter as the motorcycle engine grows louder. Crawling to keep the land as a shield, I guestimate my proximity to the intersection. Holding my breath, I stand and dart toward the road.

      Pressure explodes in my left shoulder like a hard punch, and I jerk forward, but I don’t fall. Eyes set on the lights of the twenty-four-hour gas station, I lurch forward. A truck’s horn blares, and tires screech. Breathing raggedly, I make my way through the automatic doors.

      The clerk rushes from behind the counter.

      “Call the police,” I whisper as my lips chatter from the cold spreading through me like a cold front. “Bathroom.”

      “Through there.” The man gestures toward the hallway. “I’m calling an ambulance right now.”

      I press my hand to the ragged hole in my camisole. Blood pours out of the wound hidden behind the fiber. I stagger my way inside of the men’s room to buy time. Taking my phone out, I use a voice command to call the one person I trust to protect me.

      
        * * *

      

      Preacher

      “I noticed you were there for a while,” Shadow says with a smirk.

      “What are you on about?”

      “Come on, we’ve all seen how you eye fuck the funeral director’s daughter.”

      “I didn’t know that was a crime, mate. She’s very lush.”

      “You saying she’s thicker than a bowl of oatmeal, Brit?” Shadow arches a dark brow. “Because if the answer is yes, I agree.”

      I ignore the mischief in his light brown eyes. As the old man of the crew, I get a lot of ribbing.

      I shake my head. “Close enough.”

      “Why not make a move?” Shadow suggests.

      The thought is tempting. Seeing the desire in Queenie’s dark brown eyes earlier made walking away hard. But I know better. “Those days are long gone for me. I had a chance and realized I’m not suited for the long haul.”

      “Usually, you’re spot on with your words, but I think you’re off this time.”

      “How do you figure?” I ask.

      “If there’s anyone out there worthy of finding Mrs. Right, it’s you. You give selflessly daily with a smile. I sometimes wonder if you didn’t miss your true calling.”

      “Don’t you start.” I roll my eyes, and he laughs. The boys all get a kick out of my pious roots. I once thought I’d follow in my father’s footsteps, but puberty and high school girls changed my mind.

      He snickers. “I’m saying … would it be so bad to give it a shot?”

      “Last thing I want to do is break someone’s heart. Queenie’s got her entire life ahead of her. Where would I belong in her world?” He opens his mouth, and I shake my head, seeing his innuendo coming a mile away. “Don’t answer that question.”

      My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I pull it out of my cut. “Speak of the devil.” I hit a button. “Are you all set for me to come back, love?”

      “P-Preacher. I-I need help.”

      The sound of terror and pain in her voice melts my humor away. I sit up straight on the stool. “What happened? Where are you?”

      “At the gas station up from the f-funeral home. I-I’ve been shot.”

      “Jesus.” I jump off the stool and race for the door, ignoring Shadow’s shout. “I’m coming, Queenie. Hold tight for me.”

      “I-I’m trying. Oh God. He’s here.” The phone disconnects.

      I pull on my helmet and swing my leg over my bike. Sinking down, I start the engine and take off, ignoring the speed limit. Who would be stupid enough to attack the Banks Funeral home? Was it personal? An old flame who won’t say no? The thought makes me see red, and I pick up the speed. The city blurs past me, and my stomach ties itself into knots. What if I’m too late? The thought of her pretty pink outfit covered in blood and her rich brown eyes glazed over and unseeing is unfathomable. This would never have happened if I had just stayed instead of running like a coward. We’re not even together, and I’m failing her.

      I take the corner and pull up to the back of the gas station, hearing sirens in the distance. After removing my cut, I shove it into my saddlebag and run around the front of the store with my helmet still on. Brains and blood splattered across the back wall behind the counter make me think the worst. I rush down the front of the store, slipping on the trail of blood guiding me to the restroom; I keep my balance. Pulling my 9Mmillimeter from the back holster on my belt, I kick the door open and hug the wall, finding it empty. I kick the first stall open, the second, and the third.

      “Queenie.”

      The fourth stall flies open, and she stumbles toward me, a bloody mess.

      I lower my weapon, and she crashes into me. Hiccupping, she sobs. Her warm tears fall onto my T-shirt, twisting a knife in my heart.

      “I know you’re scared. But I need you to pull yourself together so we can get out of here.” I grip her chin and tilt her face toward me, brushing away her tears. “Can you do that for me, love?”

      “Can try.”

      “That’s good.” I wrap an arm around her and rush her out of the store through the back.

      “I want you to climb behind me and hold tight yeah?”

      “Okay.” Her voice is muffled as she presses her body against my back and grips my waist.

      I pull off and place my hand over hers to give what comfort I can. Her body is shivering despite the muggy heat, and I’m worried about shock. I have a million different questions I want to ask, but they’ll all have to wait until after I get her to the club and see to her care. For now, I relish her solid weight pressed against me and pay close attention to her awareness. Tightening my grip on her hand, I pray she stays conscious long enough to get her somewhere safe. I take the back roads, turning down alleys to shake off anyone who might be following. I pull into the parking lot to see the brothers on high alert and spilling out on the front porch. Grimm is at our side the moment I kill the engine.

      “What happened?”

      “I haven’t gotten that far yet. I need to get Queenie inside. I think she might be headed toward shock.”

      Grimm helps her off, and she slides to the side like a rag doll.

      “Bloody hell.” I sweep her into my arms and march into the clubhouse with tunnel vision. Inside of my dorm, I lay her on the bed and elevate her legs with pillows.

      “I need blankets, clean towels, and hot water.” I bark the orders, knowing they’ll be obeyed. I lift her eyelids, relieved when she twitches away from me.

      “Queenie? Flower, I need you to focus on my voice if you can.” I grab the blankets shoved at me and lay them over her to bring up her core temperature. I tap her cheek gently.

      She groans, and her eyelids flutter. “Preacher,” she whispers.

      “That’s right, love. I’ve got you now. I need to check your wound.” I move the blanket aside, revealing her left side.

      She cries out, and I turn to the others, crowding us, scowling. They don’t need to see this.

      “Everyone out.”

      They all file out, except for Grimm, who lingers in the doorway.

      “As soon as she’s fit to talk, you’ll know,” I promise him.

      He nods, slipping out and shutting the door behind him.

      I slide her tank top down, baring the jagged, puckered wound. I exhale, relieved and grateful that the bullet went straight through. After dipping the clean towels into the hot water, I wring it out and grab the first aid kit I keep in my dresser drawer. I wipe down the wound with the hot towel, follow up with disinfectant and hold my breath as I press down. Crying out, she bucks under me, and I grit my teeth as her cries of pain ring in my ears.

      “I’m sorry, love. I know it hurts. We’ve got to get that bleeding under control though.”

      She slumps, and I know she’s probably passed out. Easing up my hold, I fish out a package of blood clotting powder. I rip it open, distribute the powder on the wound, and lift her up to give the opposite side the same treatment. Satisfied with the seal, I strip her shirt off and wipe her down, ignoring her perfectly formed heavy breasts, with chocolate nipples that have hardened in the cool air. Once her torso is cleansed, I bind the wound and check her blood pressure, allowing myself to follow into the familiar rhythm of care.

      
        * * *

      

      “I know I’ve asked you for a great deal over the years, but none of them deserved your mercy and healing like the woman in front of me.” I hold her hand, watching her for signs of waking. She’s slept like the dead since I sedated her. Which is good for healing but bad for my mental health and Grimm’s patience as he stalks back and forth in the clubhouse. The president likes to stay on top of what’s going on with his club and investments. The fact that she was attacked during a job for us doesn’t look good. Her phone rang off the hook, so I turned it off and took out the sim card to keep her location a secret. I’m unsure who’s a threat and if she’ll be tracked.

      It’s the right choice, but I feel like a proper asshole. I can’t imagine what Queenie’s family must be going through waiting for her to contact them. By now, the bodies have been found outside, and the place is swarming with police. Tossing and turning as the drugs begin to wane, she swims closer to the surface, mumbling and crying.

      “It’s okay, Flower. I’m right here. No one will touch you,” I vow, rubbing the back of her hand with my thumb.

      She jerks from me, breathing heavily.

      I grip the edge of the bed. “Come back to me, Queenie.”

      Her head tilts toward me. “P-Preacher?”

      “One and only. I know you’re tired, but it’d do an old man good if you open your beautiful brown eyes.”

      Her eyelids flutter open, and I grab my pen flashlight off the dresser, shining it into her eyes. They dilate appropriately, and I breathe a sigh of relief. She could probably use a bit of blood, but I wouldn’t dare try to give her blood without knowing her blood type. It’d do more harm than good. Her capillary reflex is sluggish but nowhere near what I’d see if she was in the danger zone.

      She smacks her lips. “Thirsty.”

      “I know. I’ll get you water in a moment. After you answer a few questions for me. Do you know what year it is?”

      She wrinkles her nose. “2022. I was shot, not clonked in the head.” Her breath leaves her in a rush. “He shot me.” She shudders

      “Who?”

      “Flint. Flint Creed.”

      “What?” I bark.

      She shrinks, and I curse.

      “I’m sorry, love. I didn’t mean to scare you. I’m just shocked.”

      “He killed Councilman Bane.”

      “Son of a bitch. Why?”

      “I-I don’t know,” she croaks. “They were in the blind spot and talking about exchanging information.” She clears her throat.

      “Hold on, I’ll get you water.” The chair scrapes across the floor as I rush out of the room and down to the kitchen.

      Grimm is on me with Aries by his side when I open the fridge, pull out a bottle of water, and rummage through the junk drawer for a straw.

      “Is she awake?”

      “Just, but lucid. We got a shit storm on our hands, brother. Flint Creed shot Councilman Arthur Bane in the blind spot, then her. We should be the only ones privy to that weakness in their security. I suggest you put out an all-hands on deck alert and send out feelers.”

      “The fuck?” Aries roars. “We keep plugging leaks, and they spring up.”

      I nod my head. “It’s been stormy sailing this year.”

      Grimm shakes his head. “Did she tell you anything else?”

      “They were supposed to be exchanging information.”

      “The councilman hates our guts. Why the hell would he be running with Flint Creed? Do you think his president knows?” Aries asks, speaking more to himself than me.

      “That’s a very good question.”

      “Fucking mess.” Grimm grunts as he runs a hand through his locks.

      “Agreed, brother.” Finding my prize, I pluck the wrapped straw from the packages of condiments and quickly free it from its prison. After twisting the cap, I pop the straw inside.

      Grimm shakes his head. “We can’t let anyone know she’s here, brother.”

      “I know.” My shoulders slump. “I imagine she’s going to hate that given how close she and her kin are.”

      “I’ll leave you to work your magic. You’re her savior.” Aries places a hand on my shoulder and squeezes. “She’ll listen. Say a prayer to the man upstairs for us. I’ve got a feeling we’re going to need it.”

      “With this lot, I never really stop praying,” I mumble.

      Aries chuckles as he stalks over to the table where Shadow and Road Captain Ice are seated.

      I return to the room to see her slightly slumped against my headboard.

      “Where are my parents?”

      “We haven’t contacted them yet.”

      “What? Why?” Her breathing increases.

      “We’re not sure it’s safe.”

      “Oh God.” Her face crumbles. “Did they come back and shoot up the funeral home?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “We haven’t heard anything like that, but the place is crawling with police.

      She relaxes. “They’ve probably reported me missing by now. You can’t let them believe I’m dead.”

      “Right now, our hands are tied.”

      “Oh fuck that.” She sits up and groans, falling back against the headboard.

      “Easy. You’ve got some healing to do.” I walk over, holding out the straw.

      Wrapping her plump lips around the cylinder, she takes a sip. “You can’t keep me here against my will.”

      “If you tried to get out of that bed right now, you’d only hurt yourself more. Probably open up your wound, too.”

      Her nostrils flare, and she narrows her gaze. “I won’t always be weak.”

      “I’m not your enemy, love. I’m the middleman trying to do what’s best for you and my brothers. You go out there uninformed and half-cocked, and you might not be so lucky with the next attack.”

      She flinches.

      “I don’t want you at odds with me, Queenie.”

      “What do you care?” She’s seething, hurt, and scared. I don’t begrudge her

      I lean in. “I think you know; I’ve always cared.” I hold her gaze.

      Her breath increases, and her lips part slightly. An understanding passes between us. I feel the ability to keep a friendly distance began to go up in flames. She’s dangerous, my flower, spreading her natural pollen in the air and drawing me to her like a bee searching for food. She could ruin me. Or maybe bring back that shriveled, dead organ acting as your heart. Either outcome could be utterly disastrous and needs to be avoided at all costs.

      Breaking the eye contact, I lean away from the bed. “So you know I’m looking out for your best interest, I’m going to see if they’ve found out anything else new.”
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