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      To all the educators who keep on keepin’ on despite feeling like you’re trying to ice skate up hill. I see you, you badass motherfuckers. Keep doing what you’re doing and fight the good fight for the wages you deserve.
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      Hex…

      “Hey, no running!” Her voice, while trying to sound authoritative, didn’t quite reach the mark. I looked up the hallway to the beautiful brunette standing outside the doorway to her classroom. Despite her attempt at a stern warning, she couldn’t stop her smile. She never seemed to stop smiling and I had to say, it did things to me.

      Corliss Legare was a beauty. One that dressed a little too plain for my tastes; but then again, she was a high school language arts teacher, and had to follow the dress code just like the rest of us. Still, she was beautiful without the benefit of makeup or revealing clothes. She tended to stick to the same tried-and-true outfits day in and day out, and that was alright with me. Her long brown hair was typically up in a ponytail, and today she had some escaping tendrils she reached up to tuck behind her ear.

      Her captivating blue eyes met mine and she gave me a wink. I felt my lips tug in an answering smile.

      “Hey! Slow down, there.” I stepped in front of the two rowdy boys and they laughingly and begrudgingly slowed their asses down, walking past me, paying me no never mind.

      Not a big deal. The desired effect had been achieved. Corliss’s smile grew even wider and she tipped her chin in a nod in my direction. I gave a nod back.

      One of the things I liked about her was she treated me with respect. There wasn’t a lot of that to be found for the school custodians, but Corliss Legare didn’t care. She treated everyone with kindness and respect, and I liked that about her. Everyone did. She was a light in the halls and the hearts of faculty and students alike at Lakeside High.

      I went back to pushing my mop, giving my head a bit of a shake at the kids making their way through the halls, parting around the adults like water, flowing over the linoleum I mopped a spill of soda off of in a babble and a rush of excited chatter.

      I risked a glance at Cor’s shapely ass as she strode back into her classroom. Her jeans hugged it oh so perfectly. I shot a look around me to make sure no one had caught me looking and thought to myself just how much I wished I could watch it stride through the doors of my club. The things I would do to that woman if she’d let me.

      What could I say?

      I was definitely hot for this particular teacher.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Corliss…

      “Hi.” I leaned down to kiss my fiancé Mark. He absently looked up from his computer screen, giving a grunt of annoyance and jerking back at first before his mind seemed to calibrate into the here and now. He quickly pecked me on the lips.

      “Working from home today?” I asked.

      He made a non-committal noise and asked me, “What’s for dinner?”

      I fought not to roll my eyes and kept my sigh of defeat to an inward one.

      He was letting his job take over everything, and I was starting to feel like I didn’t matter. That I was only here in a support role to make his life easier. That I was more of an assistant than a girlfriend, or wife… which was discouraging to say the least.

      I mean, I had moved all the way out here with him so that he could take this job. Uprooted my entire life from Houston and left all my friends to move to a city I didn’t know, away from the only area that I had ever known, for him. Lately, it was like he couldn’t even give me the time of day.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Have a taste for anything?”

      He was wholly focused on his computer screen and frowning. “Just whatever, babe. It’s fine.”

      I tipped my head back and felt my shoulders drop in utter defeat. I stood there for several moments, willing him to pay me just any mind. When it didn’t happen, I let the sigh building escape me and went into the kitchen to figure it out on my own.

      I’d done a lot of figuring it out on my own. My whole life, really.

      I’d been born to drug-addicted parents and had been in and out of the Texas child welfare system, bouncing back and forth until my mother had finally OD’d when I was twelve. My dad wasn’t anywhere to be found, and my grandparents were physically incapable of taking me. They had pretty much both died within a couple of years of my mom. My grandmother on her side had had a stroke years before and my grandpa was her sole caregiver until he’d died of a cardiac event. My grandmother eventually died in some home somewhere – at least that’s what I had to assume. I never heard and couldn’t find her. There was just no information.

      I’d ended up aging out of the system, had taken the full amount of government aid offered to me, and had gone for teaching – working my ass off and taking a shit ton of student loans to put myself through college. I knew I’d never be able to pay them all off, but I had to do something with myself. My heart was into maybe being that saving grace to another kid with a rough background like mine. Like one of my English teachers had been for me.

      I’d met Mark in college. Some of our classes overlapped even though his degree was completely in Internet Technologies and Business or whatever. I couldn’t follow all his computer jargon and coding. I was all about English and language arts. I’d been a reader my whole life, disappearing into books to avoid the crazy that my life was by no choice of my own.

      Mark had made being with him easy, and when he’d asked me to move with him, and marry him, I’d jumped at the opportunity – especially knowing that I could maybe make a difference when it came to the school I’d been hired at.

      Let me tell you – teaching a bunch of inner-city ninth graders from a poorer ward or neighborhood? It wasn’t easy. It was mentally and emotionally exhausting on a good day, and entering into my second year of teaching as I was now? I was still worried about failing. You know? I mean, all but three of my students passed last year, and none of them were held back a grade, so that was something? Right?

      You would think, but I was less worried about failing as a teacher in the getting them all to pass regard, as I was failing them individually by giving a single one of my students the feeling like they couldn’t come to me about anything or for anything. Especially the ones with a maladjusted home life.

      I started playing some Billie Holiday on my phone and went to the fridge, opening it up with a heavy sigh and letting my eyes rove its contents.

      Mark cursed under his breath from the other room and I waited for it. Sure enough…

      “Can you turn it down? I can’t concentrate.”

      It was barely playing, but this was becoming typical.

      “Sure,” I said. I switched the music off and set to work, fixing dinner in silence.

      There was a reason I’d been holding off on actually planning the wedding. I guess I wasn’t quite to the point of throwing in the towel, but I certainly didn’t think that at the rate we were going, things were going to last. And damn if that didn’t hurt.
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      Hex…

      “You’re here late,” I said. I didn’t even bother to hide the surprise in my voice as Corliss Legare looked up from her laptop screen at her desk, putting her readers up on top of her head. I raised an eyebrow at that and said, “A little on the young side for needing those, aren’t you?”

      She smiled and raised her arms over her head, giving a long stretch like a cat.

      “There’s no accounting for crappy genetics. My fiancé is running late at the office. My car is in the shop. He’s supposed to give me a ride home, but I expect I’ll be taking a rideshare or something.” She made a face.

      All I really took from that was that she was off the market, so I downshifted from my intent to flirt some to just plain being her friend. There was just something in those blue eyes of hers that radiated a fractured sort of ache. That said, she could use one right now.

      “Oh, well, I’ve got about an hour left. I could swing back by if you need and see if you’re still here? If you are, I live over down in the ninth. If it’s your direction, too, I could give you a lift.”

      She looked thoughtful as I picked up the trashcan by her desk and emptied it into my big rolling can.

      “No pressure, not trying to be forward or anything. Just trying to be helpful,” I added when she mulled it over just a little too long.

      She smiled, looked up, and said, “Thank you.” Then, nodding, she said, “If I’m still here, I would gratefully take you up on that.”

      “No problem,” I said.

      She turned back to her laptop and I went about my business in her room, collecting the trash and wiping a few things down. I didn’t run the canister vac I was packing around on my back. I didn’t want to disturb her any more than necessary – plus, the floor of her classroom wasn’t that bad. It could wait until tomorrow.

      I fully admitted my disappointment when I came around an hour later and her classroom was both locked up and dark.

      Looks like her ride had shown up. I didn’t blame her for not finding and telling me. The school was a large one and had multiple floors. I could have been anywhere. If I’d been down in the boiler room or the custodian’s pen, she likely wouldn’t have been able to find me at all. This old building could be a maze and none of the teachers knew it like the custodians and maintenance guys did.

      I got out, locked up, and waved goodbye to ol’ Curtis, the custodian in charge. I guess you could call the lanky black man my boss, but he didn’t like it. Nah, he liked to see the custodial staff as equals. Said there wasn’t no need for a man in charge, even if he was the one who had to sign off on shit. He was a good man. I could respect him.

      I drove my truck home. I didn’t ride to the school very often and when I did – never with my colors on. I liked my job. I dug fixing and cleaning things. It reminded me of my old man growing up. He was a school custodian too, and everybody at that school adored him. He’d been into some shit like me outside of school – nothing as heavy as the Voodoo Bastards, though. No, my dad had just been an old-school Appalachian moonshiner. Still, it’d been damn useful the things he’d taught me both on the right and the wrong side of the law.

      His motto in all things had been “work smarter, not harder” and he had a penchant for some good ‘ol redneck ingenuity. He’d also had a pretty unhealthy dislike for authority, which had gotten him into trouble more than a time or two. It was certainly something he’d passed on down to me – his only child.

      By comparison, I didn’t have the best relationship with my momma. Hell, she’d been the reason I’d moved all the way out here. My daddy always said she was a good woman – a woman he’d certainly loved dearly right up until the day he’d died; but goddamn, did that woman try to smother me. Always with the damned unattainable expectations and shit howdy, it was like she hadn’t known my fuckin’ daddy at all. Constantly with the refrain of how disappointed my daddy would be with me for not doing this, that, or the other.

      It was one of the reasons I didn’t come around too often to the old homestead out in Tennessee. I just couldn’t bring myself to deal with her nitpicking. It’d like to drive me insane.

      My phone went off the second I’d planted my butt in my seat of my truck, and I checked the screen.

      It was Louie, our newest member, going on a year or more now.

      Louie: You coming by the clubhouse tonight? I got that part you were looking for!

      I grinned.

      Me: Well shit, howdy! Good on you, boy! Yeah, I’m leaving the ol’ day job now. I’ll be by in the next couple of hours.

      Louie: Sweet, I’ll see you then.

      I started the truck and sighed, turning the dial and putting it in reverse, backing carefully out of my spot and heading on down the road in the direction of home. At a stoplight, I pulled up on the passenger side of this expensive-looking Beemer and just happened to look down.

      Leaning in the window, a finger along her cheek, her middle finger curled and pressed to her lips, which were tight with disapproval, was little Miss Legare. I guess I’d just missed her. By the vacant and dull look in her blue eyes, she was tuning whoever was in the driver’s seat out. I couldn’t see him from this angle, but I could see plain as day – she wasn’t happy. It sent my heart to pinging off my ribcage in a sensation that was unfamiliar to me.

      I didn’t know if I quite liked it, but it certainly was something. Something very real.

      It stuck with me the whole drive home and even through me stripping off my coveralls and the clothes I had on underneath them. I put them straight into the wash and straightened, feeling mighty fine now that I had the constricting clothing off. I hated clothes. Had never been a fan. I tended to walk around my place as naked as a jay bird every chance that I got.

      I went to the fridge and cracked open a cold beer. I was still thinking about Corliss Legare and the look in her blue eyes as she stared vacantly out the window. She’d been completely unaware I was there, which made me think about La Croix and his little Alina. I think I was beginning to understand the old boy’s distant obsession with the redheaded woman up in the apartment window. An obsession he still had today, over a year and some change later, after making her his. Everything about their relationship was unconventional as fuck, but goddamn if they didn’t somehow work. Thick as thieves, those two, and sometimes, just sometimes, I found myself green with fuckin’ envy looking at ‘em.

      I went in to take a shower, getting in and living for the tankless water heater that I’d put in. Never-ending hot water on demand – fuck yeah.

      I took another drink off my beer and set it in the nook I had in the tiled shower wall that I kept aside for it. I’d tiled it myself. Hell, I did all the work on this place between my day job and all the club goings-on and happenings.

      The hot water pulsed against my back at the base of my neck, between the top of my shoulder blades, and I just would not be distracted. The look on her face as she stared out that window unnerved me, damn near haunted me. She was all smiles and sunshine, laughter and light, and it bugged me that she could be such a chameleon and hide whatever she had going on at home.

      I found myself feeling voyeuristic, balling my hand into a fist against the ceramic subway tiling of my shower wall, as I leaned under the spray and let it try to pry the new tension taking hold out of my back.

      I wondered if the prick driving had ever laid a hand on her.

      I didn’t like the thought.

      I finished my beer and stepped out of the shower, lookin’ like a boiled crawdad. My stomach growled and I found myself wondering what to do for dinner. I also knew I had to get my ass over to the club. I was excited to get the part for my project out in the garage from Louie.

      I was rebuilding a classic 1963 Harley-Davidson FL Duo-Glide. Literally, from the frame on back up. A long while back, we’d dragged this damn thing up out of the swamp while magnet fishing. I’d done the right thing, getting it checked out with the local PD. It’d gone into the water probably sometime in the eighties. The original owner was dead, and the local boys didn’t want the paperwork of hauling it off and were more than happy to let me take it off their hands.

      As much as I’d hated cozying up to the pigs over it, I would have hated even more restoring the fuckin’ thing, getting a go faster award on it, and getting a set of silver bracelets for all my trouble and a record I did not want for stealing the damned thing. Hell, I amazed myself that I was still out here truckin’ along and keeping my job at the high school – no one any the wiser that I was some kind of rough-around-the-edges criminal, out here livin’ by his own set of laws.

      Did I have an arrest record? Yeah, but that didn’t count for shit without a conviction, and I did not have me one of those.

      I suppose it was an eventuality, maybe even an inevitability, when you lived this life – at least for most… but I refused. I knew there was a better way. A smarter way. Just like my daddy’d told me.

      I got dressed in more comfortable clothes, shrugging into my jacket, and cut for the short ride over to the club.

      It felt good to have the wind in my hair, and yes – riding without a helmet was illegal in Louisiana, but fuck it. The ride was short and the only time the cops came rolling through this neighborhood was when the gangbanging was fired up, which it hadn’t been after we’d moved in. We didn’t have the time or patience for that kind of back-and-forth. Not on our turf.

      “Ridin’ risky, ain’t ya?” Axeman asked when I got off my bike.

      “What are you, my fuckin’ mother?” I asked him. He gave me this cheesy shit-eating grin that made me snort as he took a drag off the doobie that he’d rolled up for himself.

      He held it out, and I wrinkled my nose and gave my head a shake.

      “Nah, I’m already hungry. That’d probably edge my ass into hangry with the munchies coming along with it.”

      “Crawfish boil goin’ on out back,” he said. “Cypress brought in a haul.”

      “My man,” I muttered. “Good deal. I was just tryin’ to figure out what the hell to do for dinner.”

      “Well, should be puttin’ it on sooner rather than later,” Axe said, looking at his watch.

      “Nice,” I muttered and went on through into the club.

      “Hex.” La Croix nodded from one of the leather couches in our living room setup.

      Alina was lounging against him, a book in her hands. She looked up over the top of it and said, “Uh-oh, I know that look.”

      I raised an eyebrow and slid onto one of the bar stools. “You do, do yah?” I asked.

      Chainsaw turned around from selecting a bottle off the shelf back there and gave me an inquiring chin lift. I threw him some chin back in the affirmative and wordlessly he pulled the bottle of top shelf whiskey that I liked down and went for some glasses.

      “I do too, brother.” La Croix’s voice was low, dark, and stormy. I held up a hand and waved him off.

      “You boys need a minute?” Alina asked, uneasiness clouding her clear eyes, and I shook my head.

      “It ain’t club business, darlin’. You’re good right where you’re at.”

      She visibly relaxed.

      “What’s goin’ on then?” La Croix asked.

      I sighed and accepted the rocks glass from Chainsaw and tossed the double that was in it back.

      I savored the light amber liquid, rolling the fire and smoky goodness over my tongue, and swallowing, eased out a breath.

      “Just think, I might have an inkling now what it was like for you,” I said, eyeing Alina. “You know, before y’all got together.”

      She shaded a pretty pink, but her green eyes never wavered from mine. She was fearless now, held a confidence that looked good on her with La Croix at her back. La Croix’s dark gaze was affixed to the copper of the top of his lady’s head.

      He nodded slowly, those creepy fucking tattooed eyeballs of his flickering up to mine and fixing there. Something passed between us then. A new understanding. Something primal, beyond brotherhood and bike. A curious thing. His lips quirked slightly on one side, a smug little smile tugging at his lips. An answering smile spread my own until I was grinning, teeth and all, and lookin’ like a fuckin’ loon.

      “Yeah, laugh it up,” I told him and his smirk grew to a smile – the closest thing to a full-on belly laugh that this motherfucker ever got. Which, come to think of it, was probably a good thing. If La Croix was laughin’? The devil him-fucking-self was walkin’ the earth. It was that terrifying of a sight to behold.
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      Corliss…

      I sighed softly with frustration and checked my watch. My car had needed to remain in the shop another day and Mark was supposed to pick me up… and he was late… again.

      I looked up as my classroom door opened and the school’s custodian, the attractive one, rolled his bin through.

      “Here again?” he asked and smiled, and it was something.

      I smiled back, hoping that it was just friendly and he didn’t take it as flirty. I just didn’t need that drama. I gave him a breezy, “Yep! For sure. I should be able to get my car back today if my fiancé, Mark, would just get here on time for once.” I rolled my eyes, unable to contain my frustration.

      “You try an’ call him?” he asked, and I shook my head.

      “I’ll give him a few more minutes,” I said.

      “Offer stands from yesterday,” he said, as he emptied my trashcans around the room into his bigger bin.

      “I appreciate that. If it’s much longer, do you think I could trouble you for a ride to the mechanic’s shop?” I quailed inside just asking. I mean, how cringey, having to ask your coworker to get to the shop, to get your car, when your fiancé had already said… but Mark was proving to be unreliable as hell lately and I just didn’t know what his problem was.

      “No problem. What’s the name of the place?” he asked.

      “Roald & Son’s Auto Repair,” I said, coloring lightly. He gave a slow smile.

      “Cheap, but they do good work.” He gave a nod. “I know where it’s at.”

      “Then thank you, Mr. Johnson,” I said.

      He stopped and said, “My friends call me Hex.”

      “Hex?” I asked, and he gave me a bit of a serious look.

      “Not sure why I told you that. I mean, I ain’t told anyone at the school that before. Mike works just fine.”

      “Hex.” I turned the unusual name over in my mouth and had to ask, “How’d you get a name like that? I like it.”

      He stopped his cleaning again and straightened, turning.

      “I’ll answer your question if you answer one of mine first.”

      I cocked my head and took off my reading glasses.

      The very temperature, or barometric pressure in the room, shifted to something more serious, his gaze from across the room holding a weight that hadn’t been there a moment before. But it was the weight of curiosity – nothing uncomfortable. Not yet… although I felt as though it was a tipping point. That we were suddenly on the very precipice of something here. I didn’t know what it was, but there was a tenuous thread of, I don’t know, hope?

      He unfastened his canister vacuum from in front of his chest and shrugged out of it, setting it on the floor next to his rolling bin. I perked up when he came toward me, pulling up a chair across from my desk and settling into it, leaning forward, his muscular forearms atop his knees, the sleeves of his school district issued pine-green coveralls rolled back over them. There was something very blue-collar but still very alluring about that. Almost as hot or hotter than when a man rolled his shirt sleeves back in a white-collar position.

      My thoughts drifted to Mark. I rolled my lips and flirted with danger out of my annoyance and hurt when it came to the man I was supposed to be set to marry.

      “Ask your question,” I said, leaning back in my seat and almost surrendering in the moment to whatever may come out of Mike ‘Hex’ Johnson’s mouth next.

      What came wasn’t what I had expected, not at all.

      “Are you happy?” he asked me.

      I blinked in surprise and my gaze flicked to his intense brown eyes that were light enough they weren’t quite black but were darker still to give that effect that they were molten and deep.

      My breath stilled in my lungs, and my voice sort of issued forth without my thinking about it, blurting out, “Beg your pardon?”

      He gave me a crooked grin and huffed out a slight laugh, leaning back in his seat.

      “It’s not a complicated question, Miss Legare,” he said. His voice was warm and slightly teasing, dragging an answering smile to my own lips as I shook my head to clear it from whatever spell he was trying to put on me.

      “I mean, in what context?” I asked to buy time. His expression changed, like clouds scudding over the sun, dimming things, turning him cold almost.

      “Here at school?” I asked, and quickly followed up with, “Of course I’m happy. I love my job.”

      He cocked his head and I felt a bit put on the spot. He said, “I confess, I pulled up alongside y’all at the stoplight up the road yesterday. You didn’t look happy then and I just got the impression I should check on you, is all.”

      “Oh,” I said, and the silence that word escaped into was so profound I felt as though my utterance should have echoed. He watched me, waiting me out, and I felt my shoulders drop as though the proverbial jig, as they would say, was up.

      “I… I wasn’t happy,” I confessed. “Mark and I were having a bit of an argument.” I cleared my throat as his chin lifted almost imperceptibly and I smiled wanly. “He can sometimes get a little wrapped up in work and things, that’s all. Things are fine now.”

      “Is that why he’s late today, too?” Hex asked gently.

      I said, “I don’t know. Probably. I can’t get through to him on his cell phone. He turns it off for meetings and sometimes forgets to turn it back on.” I blushed and was low-key angry at myself and damn sure resentful of Mark for having to make the excuse. I mean, he was a grown-ass adult. With how addicted the lot of us were to our phones nowadays, I didn’t understand what was so hard about remembering I was waiting and turning the damn thing back on.

      “Tell you what.” Hex planted his hands on his knees and stood up. “I’ll just let ol’ Curtis know I’m takin’ you on down to the shop to get your car and I’ll be back in fifteen. We’ll go now. I’m sure you’d be a lot more comfortable grading papers at home and it’d sure take a load off of you, getting your car sooner rather than later.”

      “Oh, I can’t ask you to do that,” I said and laughed a little.

      “It’s no problem. I want to, so I will,” he said and jerked his head toward my classroom door. “C’mon.”

      I looked at the clock and then at my dormant phone on the edge of my desk and scraped my bottom lip between my teeth.

      “Can you give me a few minutes to gather up my things?”

      He was right. Mark wasn’t answering his phone. I had no idea when he would be here, and I really did want to get my car before the shop closed, otherwise I would just be doing this all over again tomorrow… potentially with an added overnight storage fee, considering my car was completed. They had it clearly posted that any vehicles that had their work completed were subject to a daily storage fee until picked up. I was barely going to scrape getting it out and I didn’t have the extra to just let it sit.

      “Sure thing,” he said. “I’ll just go find Curtis and let him know. Back in a few.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      I gathered up my things. I just knew this would start a fight with Mark later, but damnit… he wasn’t exactly making any of this easy. And if he couldn’t turn on his phone? Well, to hell with him.

      Hex stopped outside my room and rapped his knuckles twice against the doorframe. I looked up from where I was shoving the last of my students’ papers into my bag with my laptop and smiled gratefully.

      “Thank you for doing this,” I said. “I really appreciate it.”

      “It’s no trouble. Let’s get you back on your rails,” he said with a smile and a jerk of his head. I felt my smile grow as I slipped past him out into the hall and he locked up my classroom behind us.

      “Thanks for letting me borrow Mr. Johnson for a ride,” I said to Curtis, the lead custodian for the school.

      The older black man, who had to be in his early seventies, waved me off and said kindly, “Oh, that’s no trouble, Miss Legare, no trouble at all. Mikey here is a good worker and he’ll be back to finish the job. Ain’t got no worries about that.”

      I smiled and Mike looked pleased and said, “Appreciate it, my guy.” He clapped Curtis on the shoulder lightly as we passed.

      I slowed when the lights flashed on the big Dodge RAM pickup in the employee parking lot.

      “Oh, wow,” I said. I couldn’t keep how impressed I was out of my voice. “This looks really new!”

      “It’s actually two years old,” he said. “I just like to keep my shhhhhtuff nice.”

      I laughed a little as I opened the passenger side door. It was immaculate inside the truck, but that wasn’t why I was laughing.

      “Don’t worry about keeping it clean around me,” I told him. “I aged out of the foster care system. I’ve heard it all and then some.”

      We both shut our doors at the same time as we settled into our seats. He gave a low whistle as he buckled up.

      “That must have been tough,” he remarked.

      I nodded. “It wasn’t easy, but here I am,” I said brightly and with a bit of a false sense of bravado. I mean, there were definitely days where I didn’t feel like I belonged here, and by “here,” I didn’t mean in New Orleans, or even at Lakeside High. What I meant was I didn’t feel like I should be this educated or proficient in my work. I didn’t feel like with how I grew up or how I’d pulled through all the opposition stacked in front of me that I should have made it. I felt like I should be at some Dollar General somewhere, pregnant with my third or fourth kid, on my second or third father of that child, watching the clock so I could get out and have a drink or my next hit of whatever. I felt like I should be my mother.

      What’s more, and I don’t know why, but I felt comfortable enough around Hex that I said as much.

      He raised an eyebrow and glanced in my direction as we rolled up to a stoplight. He said, “Sounds like you had it rougher than most growing up. Says something about you that you are here and not there.”

      I smiled to myself and looked out the window, leaning back into the plush leather seat of his truck and letting my eyes drift up to the wide, fall, blue sky stretching out endlessly above us.

      “Yeah, I guess so,” I said, and I was charmed to be sure. It’d been a while since I’d met anyone so easy to talk to.

      “So, where’d you move here from?” he asked.

      “Sorry? How’d you know I’m not from here?” I asked.

      “Accent’s different, but hey – I’m not from around here, either. I moved out here from the good ol’ Volunteer state. The great state of Tennessee.”

      “Ah, I was about to say, your accent isn’t from here, either. The answer is Huston, but my momma was originally from these parts. Her parents were, anyway. They up and moved to Huston after she was born.”

      “They couldn’t take care of you?” he asked, and I shook my head.

      “No, my grandma had a stroke and my grandpa wasn’t in the best of health, either. The state decided foster care was best.”

      “Well, I’m glad it worked out the way it did and you’re here,” he said. “Lakeside High was in sore need of a teacher like you. You’re one of the best, if I do say so myself.”

      I laughed and said, “I guess that’s because I live, sleep, eat, and breathe work. It hasn’t been the easiest for me to make friends since moving here. Mark never really wants to go out unless it’s a work function, and he’s been taking me to less and less of those. I don’t get out much.”

      “That’s a damn shame,” he said, turning down the street to Roald & Son’s Auto Shop.

      “I just don’t like going out by myself,” I said with a shrug. “I guess it’s as much my fault as anything else.”

      “You should get out more, go on down to a café, sit and read a while, something – I don’t know. One of my buddy’s girls, she goes out and sits and paints watercolors. Got into mixing her own paints and stuff from natural things and opened her own shop. You got any hobbies?”

      “Nothing I’ve picked up in a while, but I have a few,” I said.

      “Well, there you go. Maybe you wanna pick some of it up again.”

      I smiled and said, “I just might.” He pulled into the lot.

      “Well alright, then,” he said, turning the dial on his dash to put the truck into “park.”

      “Thanks for the ride,” I said, and he rested his wrists on the top of the steering wheel, loosely lacing his fingers as he let his hands hang.

      “I’ll see you bright and early, Miss Legare,” he said, and I smiled, looking back over my shoulder before I slipped down onto the ground.

      “Please, call me Cor, or Corliss. Feels weird having my friends call me Miss anything.”

      His grin grew into a smile, and he gave me a nod. “See you tomorrow, Cor.”

      “See you tomorrow, Hex,” I said. I shut the door behind me, feeling… good. I felt good. Like I’d genuinely made a new friend.

      My phone rang as I was settling up at the counter for my car.

      “Hey, I’m here,” Mark said absently after I picked up.

      “I couldn’t get a hold of you,” I said. “I had no idea when you would be, so I’m already at the shop. One of the custodians gave me a ride.”

      “Goddammit, Liss,” Mark huffed out, irritated, and I felt my spine go rigid.

      “Well, maybe if you’d answer your fucking phone and weren’t late to everything all the damn time, we could have avoided this situation. I’m trying to pay for my car and get out of here. I guess I’ll see you at home and we can continue this conversation there,” I snipped out. Before Mark could say anything, I ended the call on my end and turned off my phone.

      I smiled politely up at the man behind the cash wrap and asked pleasantly, “Now where were we?”

      He gave me a dubious look and, with a bit of a laugh, said, “I’d hate to be him right now, boy. I just need you to sign here.” He pointed with the pen at the line and handed it over, and I scribbled my signature.

      “’K, great,” I said. “Thank you for getting this done so quickly.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m just sorry we didn’t get it done yesterday.”

      I shook my head. “It’s alright, things happen.” We finished our transaction and they brought my car around – washed and vacuumed.

      “Aw, thank you!” I said, beaming. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “All part of the customer service experience over here at Roald & Sons, ma’am. Y’all have a better day now, y’hear?”

      I smiled and accepted my keys. “I will, thank you.”

      I still beat Mark home by minutes. Boy, did we have a go at each other that ended up in both of us going to bed angry and giving each other the silent treatment.

      Jackass.
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      Hex…

      “Hey, Mike, how’s it going?”

      “Another day, another dollar,” I answered Mrs. Donal, the school principal. “What can I do you for, ma’am?” I asked, genially tipping my non-existent hat.

      “Second-floor girl’s restroom. I don’t know what these kids are doing and I’m sorry, but all but one of those stalls is out of order. Every one of those toilets are clogged with something.”

      “Ahhh, kids,” I said with a wink. “I’ll get right on it. Let me grab my toolkit.”

      “Thanks, Mike!” she called after me as I backed out of the office and left her to resume her conversation with the school’s main secretary.

      It’d been a few weeks since I’d given Cor a ride out to the shop to get her car, and we’d struck up a good friendship since then. I took any excuse I could to go on up to the school’s second floor and to pass her door. We’d even sort of struck up a once-a-week standing lunch date in her classroom. Just an unspoken thing that’d started up casually and had organically evolved over the last two weeks into lunch every Thursday.

      It was tipping into the downhill slide that was late October and I was curious, since Halloween was supposed to be on a Monday this year, what Cor had planned for dressing up. Myself, I’d got a pair of those familiar blue-gray coveralls and a good ol’ fashioned William Shatner mask that everybody recognized these days as Michael Myers. Had to get Mrs. Donal’s permission. She’d nixed the obviously fake big butcher’s knife with the squeeze blood handle and collapsible blade but I’d sure tried talking her into letting me do away with her at the school assembly that’d been planned for that day all in good fun.

      She agreed to let me chase her off the stage at least.

      Even the grownups had to have fun sometimes.

      We had a grand ol’ Halloween bash planned at the clubhouse on that Saturday night and I was sorely tempted to invite Cor for a first-time get-together outside of school… yeah, even though she had some guy, was living with him and engaged and all that.

      I had a good feeling that wasn’t gonna last. She never talked about him, and anytime the conversation turned toward him? She’d conveniently change the subject.

      I took my hand-carried toolbox with me and went up the stairs. I had to pass her classroom to get to the bathroom that was having problems and was surprised to hear a bunch of loud and rambunctiousness coming outta the room almost as soon as I set foot on the second floor. It was after school hours. Most if all o’ the kids were supposed to be long gone – unless she had detention duty this week. I know it rotated through the teachers so it was a distinct possibility.

      I slipped just inside the classroom door and barked out, “Hey!” The classroom of five or six settled right the fuck down.

      “Where’s Miss Legare?” I demanded calmly.

      “Bathroom,” one of the girls said.

      “She’s been gone a while,” another kid said. He was a class clown type – funny as hell but didn’t know when to quit. Still, he was a good kid.

      “Thomas followed her out a few seconds after she left,” one of the other girls said and I felt the first stirrings of dread tick down my spine. I didn’t know who Thomas was, so that meant maybe he was one of the quiet ones. The quiet ones gave me the heebs. Why? Because I had been one of the quiet ones and I was into all kinds of shit.

      “Y’all sit here and be quiet,” I said. “She’ll be back in a minute.”

      I ducked back out, shut the door behind me, and went for the bathroom down the hall.

      The second red flag when it came to this situation came in the form of Cor’s brightly colored and sparkly tumbler from a popular coffee chain lying on its side, water spilling out in the middle of the hallway’s linoleum.

      “Shit, Fable…” I muttered, absentmindedly calling her by the pet name I’d given her over lunch last week. She’d told me about how myths and fables had gotten her through, given her a place to escape, when her mom was deep in her shit and bringing creeps home to hook up with for a fix. How she’d literally locked herself inside her bedroom closet when the creeps couldn’t get their rocks off with her mom and had come looking for her.

      It'd been a tale as old as time, a familiar one, but one that’d still pissed me off no matter how much she’d assured me that by some grace of some higher power she’d never been touched. The conversation had turned then to religion, and how she didn’t believe in God. How she was a pagan, more spiritual, than anything.

      How it made more sense to her.

      It hadn’t been the first time I’d had the thought that she and Alina would be a pair, and what’d gotten the wheels in my head to turning that she maybe should come around the club someday. If I could trust her to keep that secret for me.

      There was a sinking pit in my stomach when I pushed open the door to the girl’s bathroom up here. A pit that yawned open, the bottom falling out.

      Every man’s got a monster that resides in him. One that when you push the right buttons? Well, his other side comes roaring to the surface. Some men were so broken, that like La Croix, and maybe Axeman, their others were more their full selves than their selves anymore.

      I happened to be one of those men who jived with that other. Who managed a level of control that was unmatched. I’d never had my MC life and school life collide so hard as it did when I saw what that kid was doing to Cor.

      The blood on the tile, channeling through the grout, the way his ass cheeks flexed with every thrust. The way her hand, pale and limp, swished back and forth through the puddle leaking out of her, the crimson thick and wet.

      First thing I did was drop my tools with a crash. The kid was some kind of blessed that I didn’t think to grab a wrench or a hammer or something when I started to wail on him. I grabbed him by the back of his fuckin’ hoodie and ripped him off her prone bloody and beaten body, and I bodily threw his ass sideways into the wall.

      He hit with a grunt, some of the old pink tiles cracking and shattering behind him. He slid to the floor, and I hauled back and buried my steel-toe booted foot in his guts. I kicked him. And when I say I kicked him, I mean I beat that motherfucker until he stopped moving, kicked the ever-loving shit out of him, beat his fucking ass like he was a grown-ass man. Guts, chest, head, it made no never mind. I wanted him dead but was only stopped up short by screaming coming from the fuckin’ doorway.

      I rounded on the girl from Cor’s classroom and bellowed, “Get down to that office and call 9-1-1, now!”

      I went to Corliss’s broken body and moved swiftly, dragging my radio off the floor where it’d flown from my pocket. I rambled into it, calling for help, my eyes trying to make sense of things.

      She had a puncture by her neck, another down on her ribs. Her pants and panties were gone, her shoes too. The only thing she was wearing from the waist down were her fucking socks and I had nothing to cover her with.

      I put my hands over the wound that seemed to be bleeding the worst, pressing down. Her breathing didn’t sound so good, and I recognized the sound. I’d been around a fair few to make it, friend and foe alike.

      “Hang on for me, babe,” I muttered and I pressed.

      “Oh, damn!” I looked up and said, “Gimme your jacket!” Tyrone pulled off his black hoodie and for having so much melanin, the kid looked ashen. He covered her up and I said, “Good, good, you read my mind. Now go stand at the door. Make sure nobody but an adult comes in here.”

      “What about him?” he demanded.

      “You wanna get a lick in on your way out go ahead. I ain’t see shit,” I said.

      “Fuck, man,” he muttered and to his credit, he kicked the unconscious fucker in the kidney area on his way out.

      It felt like fucking forever before help arrived and when it did, it was old Curtis.

      “Aw, hell!” he cried and went to check on the kid I beat the fuckin’ brakes off of. I let him. If the kid died, it’d be my fuckin’ ass. I didn’t think I’d gone that far, but shit – I’d lost control. I knew that.

      A moment later, the principle showed her ass up, on a phone, barking into it.

      “Oh, God!” she cried, a hand over her mouth at the scene in front of her.

      Shit went fast after that. Like all the time had stretched and then snapped, events rocketing forward at the speed of sound to the point I couldn’t be sure what was what.

      I seemed to come back to myself at the double doors in the front of the school, on the first floor, a hand on my shoulder holding me back as they loaded Cor into the back of the wee-woo wagon.

      “She’s in good hands. You got to her. They’ll take care of her.”

      I swallowed hard and turned to look at the pig with his hand on me. I shook it off and said, “You want anything or can I go?”

      “I need to take your statement, find out what happened here, then you can go,” he said.

      I nodded, and swallowed hard, reining in my adrenaline, my rage, and hiding the shaking in my hands.

      You’re a good citizen, I told myself. Act like it, you fucking fool.

      “Sorry,” I said, after getting it together. “She’s my friend…”

      The cop nodded solemnly, pity in his eyes.

      “I understand. Not many people encounter this level of awful in their lives.”

      I swallowed hard and asked, “What about him?” All the while I chanted rhythmically in my head, don’t be sus, don’t be sus, don’t be sus… do what the normies would do, do what the normies would do, do what the normies would do…

      The cop, to his credit, was a good man. He looked over at where the kid was handcuffed to a gurney and being wheeled out – headed for the back of an ambo of his own.

      “What about him?” he asked dryly, voice deadpan in that ‘I don’t give a fuck’ tone.

      I gave him a look, a grim set to my mouth and gave him a nod of respect that he deserved.

      “Ask your questions,” I said and swallowed hard.

      “Let’s go back inside.” He put a hand on me and I stiffened, but I let him lead me back inside.

      No telling if I would need the club’s attorney or not, but you better believe, I was gonna contact him.
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