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To all the star-crossed lovers who never gave up.

And, to all my readers who have waited so patiently for these two to tell me their story, and to Jennifer and Dan, who aren’t really the real life Gen and Wizard, but a really cool couple who might have been inspiring.

Also, to Adele (the singer), though she’ll never see this. I want her to know, just in case she does, that her music was a constant soundtrack. Thanks for the inspiration!
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Wizard

MUSIC pounded as the girls did their bump and grind on stage. Another awesome night bartending here at Chasin’ Tail. I kept an eye on the asshole sitting next to the waitress station. He played grabby hands when he thought no one was looking. LoLo worked that end of the bar. If the idiot got handsy with her, he’d draw back a bloody stump. Lo put up with shit from no one.

We had a new waitress on tonight and I was watching her. Closely. And not because I was interested in chasin’ that particular tail. The place is owned by the Nightriders MC. Law enforcement from every alphabet agency in the book worked their asses off to get someone in here undercover. The smart cops—the ones who carried the lupi versi pellis gene—didn’t bother. As Wolves, we could smell a lie from across the room. Emotions are funny things. The body chemistry changes with the feelings and with that change comes different scents. Lies? They smelled sickly sweet like rotten apples. The new hire wasn’t lying exactly but Hoss, the club’s manager, and I decided to keep our eyes on her.

Booker, one of MC’s prospects, queued up the next song. The kid was quiet but when it came to math and music? He knew his shit. And he didn’t get distracted by tits and ass. He also had an amazing ability to pair music to dance moves. The dancers loved him.

Martini Minx, her wavy platinum hair swinging across her back, pranced out onto the stage. Her real name was Marie Rivers and she was a sweet girl, unlike so many who came through the club. The throbbing strobes lit the stage and the thumping bass beat set up Marie’s hip thrusts perfectly. I turned from the stage when Cookie slid up to the end of the bar where I was standing. I automatically grabbed a beer, popping the top as I set it front of the older woman.

Once upon a time, Cookie had danced at clubs all over the Midwest, ending her career in the Kansas City area. She’d shown up for open auditions and Hoss, the club’s manager, hired her as a den mother to herd the dancers and work with them on their routines. She’d fit right in and was now a fixture in the club.

I leaned an elbow on the bar, my gaze flicking between the stage and the rest of the club. My wolf was restless tonight. “What’s up?”

Cookie’s eyes were focused on the new waitress. “That one’s trouble.”

Her pronouncement got my full attention. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. She was hanging around the dancers’ locker room before her shift started, making small talk with the girls. Thing was, she was checking out their stuff, eyeing what was hanging on their racks, where they stashed their purses. That sort of shit.”

“Thanks for the heads up. There’s something not quite...” Since I couldn’t put my finger on what was wrong, I let the sentence trail off.

“She’s off. Just a little,” Cookie agreed.

“Cop?”

The older woman’s cheeks creased into a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “That occurred to me. Maybe looking to plant some shit. Maybe I’ll wander back and look things over, not that she’s been alone back there.”

“Maybe she shouldn’t be alone until we know one way or the other,” I suggested.

“Good idea. I’ll pass the word to my girls. More eyes and all that crap.” She picked up the beer bottle and tipped it my direction in a casual toast. “Keep it real, handsome.” She winked and headed down the hall that led backstage.

“Always do, darlin’.”

Not long after, Rebel, one of our new provisionals, appeared. “Weird vibes tonight.”

I had to agree. “Maybe a storm’s coming.”

He shook his head. “Nope. Nothing on radar.” I glanced up at him and he looked sheepish. “Grew up in the tornado belt. When things feel off, that’s the first thing I check.”

Made sense, I guess. “You on break?” I reached into the cooler for his favorite brew but he shook his head. “No. Just restless. Easy’s on the door so I thought I’d walk around.”

The kid had good instincts. He’d done some military time and had approached Hardass, our national vice president, about prospecting with us. Didn’t take us long to agree. Beyond the instincts, that military training kicked in when it came to orders, plus he worked hard, doing whatever was asked without a bitch session. After our last dust-up with the Hell Dogs, the brothers voted Reb in. He’d made the jump from prospect to provisional and wore his colors with pride.

“Do me a favor after you do a perimeter check.”

Rebel focused on me. “The new waitress?”

Damn. The kid was good. That and the bitch had obviously pinged everybody’s radar. “Yeah. Let’s hope she’s not the storm that could be brewing.”

“I’m on it.” And with that, Rebel melted into the crowd. He could be a ghost when necessary. Just one of many things I liked about him. He’d be fully patched in before much longer. That was good. We were the original chapter and a lot of our brothers traveled for the club. We’d been in a shit storm for some time now, had lost some brothers in the war with the Hell Dogs.

Customers at the other end of the bar scrambled. I headed that way, noting that Reb and Hoss were also moving in. LoLo had a choke hold on the lowlife’s throat, her nails digging in so hard she’d drawn blood. The twatwaffle did his best to slam a fist into her face but Lo wasn’t havin’ any of his shit. She ducked and dodged but didn’t let go.

Hoss got to him first. I remembered the way Hollywood’s old lady described him: the love child of a WWE wrestler and a heavy-weight boxer. At 6’4” and over 300 pounds of solid muscle, Hoss was built sturdy—like a Mack truck. Add the fact he was a Wolf? Our grabby guy didn’t stand a chance. Movement flickered in the corner of my eye and I barely turned my head to check it out. New girl. And she was slipping something into her cleavage that wasn’t tip money.

I caught Reb’s gaze and cut my eyes her direction. I got a slow blink and nostril flare in reply. No one would have seen or guessed at our interaction. My job now was to smooth over the incident with the customers and calm LoLo down. That woman’s temper was something fierce.

“Where’s Hoss taking him?” she asked without preamble.

“Are you okay?”

“Don’t deflect, Wizard. Your magic tongue doesn’t work on me.”

I pushed drinks in front of the three guys who’d been displaced by the situation. “On the house, boys,” I announced jovially. Then I eyed LoLo. Yeah, she was spittin’ mad. The asshole had torn the top button and her black bra peeked out from behind the plaid flannel shirt she wore tied at her waist.

“Take a breath, LoLo. Did he touch you?”

She did as she was told. In fact, she took a couple, her chest swelling with each which just encouraged more of the lace hugging her tits to show. Lo was a looker. Good tits, a nipped in waist, and a rounded ass. She had so much attitude that we sometimes forgot she wasn’t as big or bad as she wanted everyone to believe.

“I’m fine, Wiz. Answer my question.”

“You know the rules, babe. The minute he laid hands on you, it became club business.”

She damn sure didn’t like that answer. She was all about standing up for herself. Which was fine. But no asshole put hands on club property.

“Fuck club business,” she muttered. “This is LoLo business.”

“And we’re handling it.” I glanced at the waitress station. Two of the girls stood there, wide-eyed. “If you’re fine, orders are stacking up. Get back to work.”

“Fuck you, Wizard.”

I flashed her the grin that got all the girls. She flipped me off and went back to work. I’d thought about hooking up with LoLo once upon a time. She shut me down before thoughts turned into action. Working behind a bar was tight quarters on a good day. Sharing that space with one or both of us pissed off or her having hurt feelings? Recipe for disaster. I liked my women tough, though, and she was that.

“LoLo...” I drew out her name. She ignored me. I finally shrugged when Rebel caught my eye. “Whatever.”

I worked my way down the bar, taking drink orders and slinging beers as I went. Business as usual because while we could usually pinpoint trouble, we never wanted to let on that we were on alert. Let the cops and any other enemies think we were just stupid bikers running a titty bar.

About that. As Nightriders, we were proud to be what civilians call One Percenters. We all wore the 1% patch on our colors. There wasn’t much the MC wouldn’t do but we did have certain lines that didn’t get crossed. We didn’t go after kids or old ladies. Even sweet butts and club whores could say no, not that the women did. There was a reason they hung around the clubhouse and came to the parties. Our current national president was a fucking genius but most people missed that fact. The Russian had a way of coming across on the low end of the intelligence spectrum.

Me? I liked to drink and fuck. And fight occasionally. Most Wolves did. Wolves that were Nightriders liked all that shit a lot. My inner wolf stretched. Life had been quiet for a few months. The Hell Dogs had gone to ground. Oh, they sniped at our local chapters around the country but they hadn’t gone head-to-head with our original charter chapter since they’d kidnapped one of our own and we’d gone hunting a few months ago. Nope, lately it had been the cops trying to fuck with us. Particularly state and federal. The locals? They ignored us, mostly, knowing we policed our own business. As long as that didn’t spill over to true civilians, they let us be. Anybody who did business with us? That made them fair game and they lost that protection.

I popped the top on a long-neck bottle and set it in front of Rebel. He’d hitched a hip on a barstool and had been watching the club while waiting for me to get to him. He took a swig like he was on break and offered a salute my direction by lifting the bottle and almost touching his forehead with it.

“Like high school,” Rebel muttered. “They’re passing notes.”

“Like...love notes?”

“Not exactly.”

“You get a look at one?”

He gulped another swig, his eyes focused on the new waitress. I checked her out just in time to see her slap a coaster on the table. I caught the flash of white beneath it.

“Yeah. That one, at least. While she wrote it.”

“And?”

“We need to check the dressing room and the women’s bathroom. She’s bugged the place.”

Cold flashed through me like I’d been doused with a bucket of ice water. I studied the guy who was studiously ignoring the coaster. He looked like a working man—construction or one of the trades. Faded jeans. A KC Chiefs tee. Hair about a month past needing a haircut and he hadn’t bothered to shave for a day or two. The guys at his table looked like they could work on the same crew as him. “Cops?”

Rebel’s face screwed up like he was thinking hard. “I don’t know. The note was weird.”

“What’d it say?”

“Bitches snubbed me. Girl talk possible though. Too stupid to fumigate.”

“And you got that they’d bugged us from that?”

“I’ve been watching her. She’s tried getting friendly with the dancers.”

“All the waitresses are friendly with them. That’s how they get picked for the VIP rooms and tip splits.”

“True. But the dancers all avoid her and it’s not just because she’s new. It’s like they sense something is off about her too.”

“I’ve got a case of the stupids tonight,” I admitted. His translation of that note had me scratching my head.

“Bitches snubbed me means the dancers won’t have anything to do with her.”

Okay. I could buy that. “So if they’re ignoring her, what the hell is girl talk?”

“Girls talk. In the dressing room. In the bathroom. And fumigate is a black ops term for sweeping for listening devices.”

“Bugs.”

Rebel nodded at me, his expression glum. “Yeah. We don’t discuss business in the john but we’d be smart to check there too.”

“We’ll sweep the entire club after closing tonight.” I slipped under the pass through, my cell in my hand. “Cover the bar for me. I’m goin’ out back for a smoke.” Damn straight I was. I’d be sending up smoke signals to the Russian and Radar.
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Chapter 2
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Gen

I WOKE up with a crushing headache and the sad realization that I would never be the heroine of my own romance story. It hurt. A lot. But I didn’t have time to lie there rolling in my pity party. My last girl was getting married in a few hours and I had beaucoup stuff to do. Later, after the wedding and the reception and an after party of one, because my life sucked, I could contemplate my fate.

I was the epitome of the sidekick, the overweight and klutzy BFF. Drunk at three in the morning? Yeah, I was the designated driver. Breakup with your man? I’d be there to help you pack and move out—or throw all his stuff out onto the sidewalk. Need a good cry because your boyfriend was being a dick? See me raising my hand and offering my shoulder and tequila shots. I was the perpetual wingman—or wingwoman—or whatever the heck the female version of that was called. Perpetual bridesmaid? Oh yeah. I had the ten dresses to show for it. Ten years. Ten girls. Ten awful dresses. And me. I was number eleven in our posse, the odd girl out. Yes, my life totally sucked.

I glanced at the digital clock on the nightstand. I needed to shower and get on with my maid of honor duties. I had this down to a science. First, though, I needed coffee. A whole pot, except I’d have to trot to the ladies room all day. I loved coffee. My bladder did not. One cup. I could handle one cup.

[image: PawPrint-Moonstruck.png]

ALYSSA freaked. This was not unusual. I calmed her down. Calmed down Matt, her groom. Got Lyssie’s mother out of the bride’s room, got her father in. Threatened the best man over the rings, Matt’s hangover, and the toast he hadn’t written yet.

I got everyone down the aisle to the strains of Pachebel’s “Canon in D.” Lyss looked stunning. Matt just looked stunned. They each said “I do.” They kissed. The background of St. Luke’s Chapel was perfect. The Grand Ballroom at the Elms was perfect. Everything was perfect.

Except all the bridesmaids were married to the groomsmen. Well, except for Doug, Matt’s best man. And he’d brought his significant other, and boy oh boy but she was definitely significant. Supermodel tall, legs that went from here to there, magnificent hair, magnificent face, magnificent—and very perky—breasts. Yes, she had it all going on and despite the wedding protocol, when the dancing started, Matt led Lyss to the floor and she melted into his arms. Her parents and his joined them and there was some trading around of partners—Lyss with her dad, Matt with her mom and then vice versa with Matt’s folks. Then the wedding party was to join them in the dance but Doug led his SO to the floor. So there I stood—the last BFF standing, the full-figured, klutzy sidekick, the designated driver, and healer of broken hearts with tequila shots. Sticking out like that proverbial sore thumb.

I didn’t miss the looks. Would have been hard not to see the expressions on people’s faces as they watched me. Pity. Embarrassment. Humor—the kind where they were laughing at me, not with me. I was a champion when it came to ignoring this sort of thing. There I stood in my fuchsia—what the heckin’ color was fuchsia anyway but freaking-ugly pink with a side of purple—dress with ruffles and lace and gussets and bows that took two people to get the back done up. Buttons. No zipper. All the other bridesmaids wore champagne pink that looked more the color of taupe, sleek and frou-frou free. My dress was meant to compliment the bride’s antebellum extravaganza. Of course it was.

My place card on the head table had been moved to accommodate Ms. Significant Other. Not that I cared. Much. My dress was hideous. I wouldn’t want me in the candid wedding pictures either, and there were bound to be plenty taken at the table with the bride and groom. Snagging a flute of champagne as a waiter walked by ignoring me, I faded back to the edges of the party. My job was done. This was a destination wedding at the historic Elms Hotel and Spa in Excelsior Springs, Missouri, which was just northeast of Kansas City. The hotel and grounds were beautiful. And perfect because Alyssa’s wedding had to held in the perfect place. Everyone was staying at the hotel or nearby. There would be a farewell brunch in the morning before Lyss and Matt headed to the Kansas City airport to start their Aruba honeymoon. I just needed to stick here at the reception long enough to make the maid of honor’s toast. After, I could fade into the woodwork and go hide in my room with a good book until tomorrow and the brunch, when I’d have to make another toast.

About that.

Four hours later, I was still in the stupid dress, with the freaking bridal bouquet that Ms. Significant dodged so I had to catch it or look like a complete idiot instead of just idiotic. Once I escaped that debacle, I found people in my room, my packed bags deposited at the bell captain’s desk because Matt’s Aunt Ramona from Minneapolis was having gastro-intestinal problems and no one could be arsed to shuttle the old biddy to her hotel just down the road. No indeed. Instead, someone had the bright idea to put her up in my room because hey, why would I mind, right?

The only place for me to change clothes was in the public restroom off the hotel’s lobby. I’d have to get the desk clerk or a bellman to help. Yeah...no. I threw my bags in my car and left. I’d go find a motel somewhere, spend the night and drive home in the morning. I’d figure a way out of the abominable dress one way or another. It’s not like anyone would miss me at the brunch. Ms. Significant could make my toast with the mimosas. That was my plan but then I just kept driving south. I figured I’d get a head start on my morning drive. More miles behind me and all that.

I didn’t pay much attention to my surroundings. Because the scenes in my head scrolled on instant replay I totally missed the exit I needed to go west. I was still on an interstate highway so I checked the navigational system on the dash. I could get back to Oklahoma this way. And besides, I wasn’t driving all the way home tonight. To get off the hamster wheel my thoughts were currently spinning on, I decided I wanted something to drink, like a Diet Coke. And food. Maybe donuts. Or Cheetos. Since I hadn’t really eaten dinner. I saw a place from the interstate and vaguely remembered seeing an exit sign for Mission Springs as I exited the highway. The Gas-N-Go appeared well-lit and busy, even this late at night. Safety in numbers, right?

I pulled into the convenience store and debated whether to actually get out. I wanted something to drink in the worst way. A giant drink. With chipped ice. And a whole box of powdered donuts. Or a bag of Cheetos. Heck. Why not live recklessly. I’d get both and eat myself into a sugar-carb coma. With luck, I’d get donut/Cheeto dust all over the awful dress. I checked my rearview mirror then both side mirrors. There was a motel across the street. Maybe I’d check in there for the night because driving much further in this monstrosity of a bridesmaid dress left me feeling slightly nauseous. Nothing that donuts and Cheetos and...ice cream. Yes! Ice cream. I’d buy ice cream and lots of snacks and drinks and go check into that motel for the night. Just the ticket.

Gathering my full skirt, I managed to get out of my Tornado Red VW Beetle convertible. He had all the bells and whistles except for the iconic vase attached to the dash. I’d wanted that totally adorable accessory but when I bought him, that option was no longer available. All but brand new, my boy was cute. And sporty. And had been my first step toward the new me. At least the new me I hoped I’d become. Except... One month after I bought him, VW announced they’d no longer be manufacturing the Beetle.

Best laid plans and all that. Head high, I trudged inside. A line of people waited at the check-out where a kid who looked like he might be in high school worked the cash register. I headed toward the back of the store and the door marked RESTROOMS. I had to wait on the handicap stall to have room enough to wrestle my stupid skirt.

Once done, I perused the shelves, gathering up snacks as I passed until I, at last, stared at the glass door of the cooler. Did I want a Monster Sunrise or a Java Monster Vanilla Light? Neither really went with the Flamin’ Hot Cheetos I clutched in my hand. Maybe I’d get that giant Diet Coke. But I was getting ice cream too. The Java Monster went with ice cream. But so did the Coke.

The bell on the Gas-N-Go’s door dinged but I didn’t turn around.

“Gimme all the money!”

I froze. Turning slowly, I peeked around the end of the aisle. The teenage clerk was ghost pale. Two men stood at the checkout counter. They both held guns. That’s when I realized the clerk and I were the only ones in the place. I must have been staring too hard because one of the men saw me and yelled, “Get over here.”

I got over there. That was a freaking big pistol in his hand.

“What the fuck?” the other guy said, getting a load of my pink bridesmaid dress. My sentiments exactly. I’d never used that word but I sure thought it hard the first time I’d tried on this thing.

“Just do what they say,” I said softly, my eyes on the scared clerk. “It’s going to be fine.”

Except it wasn’t. I recognized the moment they saw the video cameras. And they realized they weren’t wearing masks. One leaped up on the counter, fisted his hands in the clerk’s shirt and slammed his pistol into the kid’s face. Over and over. Blood spurted and the boy cried out.

“Stop that!’ Shouting, I lunged at the man, totally ignoring the one holding his gun on me. That one grabbed me and slammed me into a display stand. I latched onto his wrist and sank my teeth in, all the while clawing at his eyes and face with my other hand. He cussed a blue streak and shoved me away. I raised a leg and tried to kick him but my feet tangled in my stupid dress and I went down hard instead. A gun went off and something hot whizzed past my cheek. I saw stars and couldn’t hear for the ringing in my ears. I blinked until my vision cleared enough to see a guy in leather burst through the door and all hell broke loose.

Both men turned to face the new threat, raising their guns. A spray of blood splattered my face and I couldn’t see again. That’s what happens when you squeeze your eyes shut. And though I couldn’t see, I could hear. Screams. Growls. Cloth ripping. Gunshots. So many gunshots.

Then it was over.

My ears, still ringing from that first gunshot, registered no sound, the silence as scary as the previous noise. Something brushed across my face. Fingers. Then something raspy like napkins. I opened one eye and could see so I opened the other. A man squatted in front of me. And not just any man. A man who took my breath away. Dark hair, chiseled features. A male model of a man only...rugged. Rough. Real. I had to be dreaming.

“Time to go, Pink.”

Who was I to argue with a man wearing wolf eyes?
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Wizard

I TOOK OFF early. Hoss moved in behind the bar because he wanted to keep an eye on LoLo. I hadn’t had a night off in a couple of weeks so I planned on heading to the clubhouse. There was always a party going on. I’d drink. Play some pool. Get a blow job from one of the sweet butts. First, though, I needed to top off my tank. I spent a lot of my days hunting Hell Dogs. I was anal when it came to having a full tank of gas—a lesson I learned as a prospect. I pulled into the Gas-N-Go closest to the clubhouse and stopped at the pumps.

Filling the tank on my Harley, I checked out the red VW convertible. The ride looked brand new but I wanted to roll my eyes. Someone probably bought the car as an investment since the model had been discontinued. Thing was, if it stayed in our neighborhood, it wouldn’t look new for long. The door opened to an explosion of pink. Like bright, fuckin’ ugly pink. In the midst of that chaos, I also caught sight of a foot in killer heels, along with an ankle and a calf that were just as murderous to a man’s sex drive. My dick twitched in agreement.

I topped off the tank, hung the nozzle and waited for my receipt, figuring I might need to head inside to snag a six pack. Or to fuck that pink shit until the woman wrapped up in it screamed my name. She didn’t look very tall, despite the big hair and four-inch heels and she had curves. Real curves. My palms itched to cup that sweet ass—or what I imagined to be a sweet ass under all the pink crap.

Sitting on my bike, I waited. She didn’t come out. Lots of other people did but not her. I was about to ride away when two guys skulked up to the door, looking nervous. They didn’t see me parked behind the pumps on the row closest to the street. My wolf stirred and I sat up straighter. They slid through the door and I could no longer see them. Too much shit covering the windows. I debated going inside. Then I heard gunfire. Fuck!

I didn’t think, I reacted. I hit the entrance about a second later doin’ my damnedest to leash my wolf. I looked through the glass door and saw that the clerk was taking a beat down from the smaller asshole. The other had Pretty in Pink. She was fighting like a wild cat despite the gun he held to her head.

His gun went off, followed by more gunfire, and that’s when I totally lost my shit. Pushing the door open so hard it slammed against the shelves behind it and cracked, I waded in. The air was filled with the scent of rust, scorched hair, and ammonia. Blood, panic, and fear.

My claws came out. I slashed across the back of the guy holding the clerk and he went down screaming. I kicked in his ribs as I headed for the second. Pink was on the floor, covered in blood spray. She was breathing and her heart was beating. That’s all I needed to know. I pulled the big dickwad off her and slammed my fist into his face. His head snapped back, baring his throat. I swiped across it with my claws and he gurgled. I dropped him to the floor and turned on the asshole at the counter. Took a real man to beat the crap out of an unarmed teenager.

I knew the kid who worked this shift. He was a nerd. Taking fuckin’ AP classes to get college credit and working nights to help support his mom and little sister. The asshole wheezed air in and out. I probably broke some ribs and at least one had put a hole in his lung. Good. I leaned down, grabbed his head and twisted. His neck snapped with a wet pop.

I checked the kid. He was unconscious but breathing. He’d taken a bullet to the shoulder but it was a clean in and out. I had my phone in my hand barking orders at the provisional who answered the phone at the clubhouse. Doc for the kid. Clean-up crew. Yada, yada. Then I grabbed a handful of napkins and squatted in front of the woman. I checked her face to make sure none of the blood was hers. It wasn’t. I wiped off some of the red shit with the napkins. Her eyes were open and she was staring at me like I was some kind of hero.

“Time to go, Pink.”

I snagged her under the arms and lifted her to her feet. She didn’t fight me. I didn’t know if the kid had hit the panic button or not. I didn’t hear sirens so he probably hadn’t had time. We didn’t have time either. I needed to get her out of here before shock set in. And it would. I led her outside to my Harley. I swung a leg over and settled, still holding onto her hand. I tugged, urging her to climb on. She stared at me.

“Babe, get on the bike.”

“But...but...I can’t.”

I growled and she didn’t even blink. “Not tellin’ you again, babe. Get. On. The. Bike.”

“I can’t leave Rascal.”

Rascal? Who or what the fuck was Rascal? I didn’t notice an animal in her car but then again, I’d been in kind of a hurry to get inside after I heard the gunfire.

“Who the fuck?”

“Rascal. My car.” Her arm swept out toward the red Beetle. “I can’t leave him.”

“You named your fuckin’ car?” I shook my head. Who the hell names a car? “Dammit, babe. You’re covered in blood. I’m not sure if some of it isn’t yours. Get on the fuckin’ bike. I’ll get someone to take care of your car.”

“Keys.” She patted her dress, a confused look on her face. I figured shock was about to set in.

“Don’t need ’em.” I didn’t. I’d have Bishop come get it. He didn’t need keys either. Dude was a hellava car thief. “Now get on my fuckin’ bike!”

Yeah, definitely shocky. Her eyes looked a little glazed and her skin had gone pale under all that crazy makeup but she did as ordered. She gathered up the acres of pink swirling around her gorgeous legs and got on the bike. I had my phone out calling in more instructions to the cavalry as I headed toward the clubhouse. Hadn’t taken long for my brothers to respond. Four bikes passed us headed toward the Gas-N-Go. Two more pulled U-eys and formed up on me. Easy was laughin’ his ass off, the sorry sonavabitch. He’d get his. Hollywood was checkin’ out my—the woman. I’d make him eat that leer.

"I'm tellin' Lainey." I had to yell it into the wind. His mate was pregnant and hormonal. Siccing her on him was only fair.

Hollywood quit lookin' but yelled back, "Fuck you, Wizard!"
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Chapter 3
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Wizard

THE GATES opened as we roared down the street. I didn’t stop at the clubhouse, opting to drive around back to park near the Barracks. Our compound had once been a train station. A tall chain-link fence topped with curls of concertina wire enclosed the property. The main gate was flanked by stone columns complete with a guard house. The clubhouse was an Art Deco depot, two stories tall, all gray granite blocks and architectural details. The railroad tracks were gone and the Barracks had once been a freight depot and offices. Now it was individual rooms where all the brothers had space.

Pink gripped my belt so hard I thought I’d have to pry her fingers loose but once I turned off my Harley, she let out a breath and raised her head to look around.

“Gotta report to my prez,” I explained. “I’m gonna take you to my room. You can shower and stuff.”

“My car? My suitcase?”

“Your shit will be here in a little bit.” I swung my leg over the gas tank to dismount then held out my hand for her. How the hell that skirt hadn’t gotten wrapped up in my gears or wheels was a miracle. She’d even managed to keep those fancy heels on. Not many women were that coordinated their first time on a bike.

She climbed off and settled all that pink material around her legs. I guided her inside and down the hall to my room. “There’s sweats and tees in the dresser. Help yourself. I’ll be awhile so take your time.”

Pink stepped inside, glancing around. She wouldn’t look at me though. I cupped her cheek, making her. “It’ll be okay, babe.”

Her eyes remained haunted by what had happened and I fought the urge to kiss the fear off her face.

“If you say so.”

She didn’t sound a bit convinced but her chin came up and that made me smile. “It will. Promise.”

If I didn’t leave right then, I wasn’t leaving at all. My wolf dug at my guts, wanting me to stay. We couldn’t. The Russian was waiting for my report and it was a humdinger. I’d left a hellava mess behind for my Nightrider brothers to clean up. Then there were the cops. They’d have to be dealt with too.

I dropped my hand to Pink’s shoulder, turned her and nudged her toward the bathroom. She stopped halfway across the room. When she looked back over her shoulder, her cheeks were almost the color of her dress.

“Um...I have a small problem.”

“Yeah?”

She lifted a hand and pointed her index finger over her shoulder. “I can’t undo the buttons of this dress by myself.”

Well...fuck my blue balls. My wolf was ready to rip that pink shit off her, which she did not need at that moment. Beneath the blush, her skin was pale. Her breathing was shallow and it had nothing to do with getting turned on. She was walking the edge of shock. I’d undo those fuckin’ buttons as fast as I could and then run.

“Gotcha covered, babe.” Wow, listen to that. I didn’t growl or anything.

I worked those tiny buttons in record time, making sure the dress mostly stayed in place then retreated, backpedaling to the door for all I was worth. I didn’t speak again until I had the door open and was half-way out. “I’ll bring your shit when it gets here. And I’m locking the door so you don’t have to worry about anything.”

That last wasn’t so much to keep her safe—she was under my protection—as it was to keep her from escaping.

“Wait!”

I froze. If she asked me to wash her back, all bets were off. I waited, one eyebrow raised to indicate she should say whatever the hell she was going to say.

“The clerk? He’s just a boy and he was hurt. Badly.” Tears swam in her eyes. Fuck me. A bitch could cry all she wanted and it didn’t mean shit. But this woman? I wanted to pull her up against me and let her sob against my shoulder.

“At the hospital by now. I’ll check on his condition and let you know.” Frankly, I hadn’t given a lot of thought to the kid. I’d lost my shit because Pink had been covered in blood splatter and I couldn’t tell if it was hers. For the first time in memory, my wolf had taken control.

“Thank you.” She swiped the back of a hand across her face and her nose wiggled like she was trying not to sniff.

Time for me to get the hell out. “Get cleaned up. I’ll be back.”

Then I got the hell out. One more minute taking in her ripe peach scent and I would have her naked, up against the wall, and my dick buried inside her. Fucking wolf like that idea. A lot. I locked the door before the bastard convinced me to stay. Keeping the Russian waiting was not a good idea.

I jogged across the inner courtyard and ducked into the main clubhouse, not taking the time to clean up. I’d have to do that before I saw Pink again. She was in shock and hadn’t noticed that I was covered in blood too. The office door was open so I stepped inside. This was promising—the office not church—even though the cadre was waiting for me. The Russian, our national president, sat behind his desk, with Hardy, our VP, standing behind him, one hip propped on the table pushed up against the wall. Gravedigger, our Sergeant at Arms and chief enforcer, and Radar, our treasurer, leaned against the far wall. Easy, another enforcer, occupied one end of a couch. All eyes swiveled to me.

“What the fuck, Wiz?”

Leave it to Digger to get right to the point.

“I stopped for gas. Saw the two assholes go inside. I followed.”

“Got that. But the wolf?”

Yeah, if Digger was asking all the questions, I was in deep shit. “Pink,” I said. That answer made no sense, not even to me. I shrugged. “My wolf saw pink.”

“The woman.” Leave it to the Russian. He figured it out immediately.

“That and the Gas-N-Go is in our home territory.”

“Stupid is as stupid does,” Easy said. When Digger and the Russian both glared at him, he grinned at them. “Gotta admit, boss. They weren’t local but that doesn’t matter. Any asshole stupid enough to try shit in our territory gets what they deserve.”

Problem was, they deserved to have the crap beat out of them and their pistols shoved up where the sun don’t shine. Having their throats ripped out by a rabid wolf? Yeah, that was a little hard to explain and was probably overkill. Especially where the cops were concerned—even the ones on our payroll.

“Bishop will bring her car here,” Hardy said. “Where did you stash her?”

“She’s locked in my room.”

Hardy nodded then glanced at Digger and Easy. “Go help take care of the trash.”

The two of them headed out for body disposal and I heard Digger mutter something about investing in a pig farm. I didn’t laugh but it was hard. “The kid?”

“He’s at Doc’s clinic. We’ll take care of things there.” Hardy turned his attention to Radar. “Do you need to scrub the video?”

“Bishop scrambled it. The brothers will scrub the scene and a prospect will work the counter until the next shift comes on.”

I nodded. No cops at all then. Easier to explain nothing than the alternative. The last thing we needed was an investigation. And we’d take care of the kid and his family.

“Pink?” The Russian’s voice held no inflection but I caught the question.

“Did you see that dress?” I was pretty sure he’d watched the security cameras as I rode through the front gate.

He didn’t answer, just continued staring at me. “Yeah,” I muttered. “Pink. I saw her go in. I was interested so I waited for her to come out. Saw the pig food go in. Heard a gunshot. My wolf went feral.” I lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Put her on the back of my bike and now she’s in my room getting all the blood off.”
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