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CHAPTER 1


          

          ISABELLE

        

      

    

    
      I have enough demons hiding in my soul to sink a cruise ship, but I never expected to end up here.

      The dark is absolute, a heavy, wet void. I scan the basement, trying to ensure I didn’t miss some crucial bit of information, a clue that might lead authorities right to me. I know why it happened—I might have earned the barred door, truth be told—but what kind of idiot thinks they can lock me up?

      Jeff McCarthy, that’s who. And just look at him now.

      Jeff’s silvery hair sparkles in the moonlight that streams through the basement window. I was supposed to meet my ex at the amusement park to pick up the last box of my stuff. Instead, I meet Colonel Moneybags, the owner of a giant tech start-up, who acted shocked as hell that I looked at him twice, despite who he was. I saw it as an opportunity when I fucked his brains out on the Ferris wheel, still tasting metal from hours of roller coasters. My preppy-boy experiment. It had backfired spectacularly.

      Especially for him.

      His breath catches with a growly hitch, and I freeze, my heart in my throat, but then it starts up again. Slow—achingly slow.

      Just stop, I think at him. Just stop breathing.

      The hissing gurgling continues. But the poison his bodyguard gave me should kill him soon. It should look like natural causes. Luckily, Ronnie has a soft spot for women locked in dungeons. Or maybe he just hates rich guys—either makes sense, and I don’t really care which is true. I only cared that he wanted to help me.

      I blink at the room once more—the metal support pole in the center glints. The bed in the corner is neatly made, and the mini-fridge has been wiped. I rub my aching wrist; it’ll bruise, but there are no scratches from where he grabbed me on his way to the cement floor. And I already took the keys, the metal sticky against my palm.

      Good—I’m good. While there might be some trace of me down here, it appears clean. He didn’t rape me, so I don’t have to worry about my fluids being smeared all over him. I haven’t had sex since the night he brought me here two months ago—back when I thought I was playing him.

      Oops. My father would be disappointed by that mistake—the man taught me everything I know about the long con. But he’s dead now, just like Jeff will be within the hour.

      I shove my sandy curls off my face, trying to ignore the frantic thunking of my heart against my ribs. No, there’s nothing. No fluids, no sign of struggle. A single needle mark on him, sure, but I stabbed it into his hairline when he turned away from me—it won’t be immediately visible unless the coroner shaves his head.

      But if Ronnie screwed up, if I didn’t give Jeff enough to kill him…

      Go now, Isabelle; go. I have trust issues—being raised by a con man will do that—but I don’t have a choice here. I have to be as far away from this house as possible when day breaks.

      I back away from him and onto the dark landing at the bottom of the basement steps, blood whooshing in my ears—I can no longer hear him breathing over the thud of my own heart. I’m out of his sphere; finally, finally, I can’t see him, can’t feel him inside my chest, his energy dark and dangerous and suffocating.

      The door to the upper floor looms, the hazy darkness broken only by the line of yellowed light that shines beneath it. The carved wooden railing—too fancy for a basement—looks slick in the moonlight. I climb onto the steps. For one terrifying moment, I imagine him at my back, grabbing at my hair, tearing me off my feet to crack my skull on the cement. I duck instinctively. No hands grab me.

      Enough.

      I race up the stairs, my shoes clutched tightly in one hand, the metal keys sharp in the other, biting into my palm. The first lock clicks open with the thready hiss of oiled metal, then the second. I feel my heart shudder and stop when the third key goes sticky in the lock—Is it the wrong one? Am I trapped with a dying man?—but then it turns, a loud clack that jolts my heart into overdrive.

      Free. I’m free.

      But not all the way. I’m still in his home. I’m still in trouble if anyone shows up now. My father trained me to be careful, to talk in code, to cover my ass, but this? I won’t beat a murder rap.

      The cold marble of the foyer chills my toes, but the front door opens without a lick of trouble. The air on the porch is sweet and damp. I shove my feet into my sneakers, thankful he kept them after our fateful first date. He had left them in the corner of the basement, harassing me for the last two months. I swear that was part of the torture, filling my days with glimpses into a world I could no longer experience. Talking to me about his life outside in explicit detail—a tease.

      I think he liked that I was mouthy, that I was a challenge—I saw the fire in his eyes when he thought he broke me. I’ve been building to that mindset for the last month just so he’d let his guard down long enough for me to escape.

      The soles of my shoes make a wet noise against the sprinkler-soaked grass, but the leaves crackling at the edge of the emerald lawn are louder, skittering underfoot. The moment I step inside the tree line, the shadows cascade over me like a blanket, soothing my rattled nerves—so dark back here, but I know where I am. I know every inch of this town by heart.

      But the world feels different after months of captivity—bigger, almost too expansive. The woods have never felt so alive. Creatures rustle the underbrush, squirrels, maybe, but squirrels don’t come out at night. Raccoons? Bigger than squirrels, for sure, and the way they’re skittering around, it sounds like they’re following me.

      For fuck’s sake, grow some ovaries, Isabelle.

      My feet shh-shh against the spring leaves; briars snag on my pants, then release. I have two miles to go to the main strip—I know where a back alley dead-ends at the forest that surrounds the town. A block or two, and I should have a vehicle. I’m adept at hot-wiring a car—thirty seconds, and I can be on my way out of here.

      And once I leave, I’m all set. Ronnie booked me a spa appointment. He checked in himself last night, so it’d look like I was there, just in case.

      He’s a good man, which is probably why I’m not attracted to him. I have a soft spot for bad boys, and my preppy boy experiment with Jeff only solidified this instinct—from now on, a polo shirt will be enough to make me puke. But I am thankful that Ronnie leans tight-laced and proper. It made him help me, for one, but it also skewed his view of the world—and of me. He saw a kidnapper in Jeff, but he didn’t see what I was. Because while I was down for a fling with a handsome silver fox I met at the amusement park, that certainly wasn’t why I went home with him. I had plans for him before he locked me in that basement.

      I still might be able to use the information I found that first night. If not, I have another contingency plan. It does no good to be unprepared.

      My breath burns in my lungs; my ribs ache. I hurry faster, slipping on dead leaves and the slime mold proliferating beneath the rotting vegetation.

      Snap!

      I freeze—the sound is not me, nor is it squirrels. The crackling of branches.

      Is Jeff after me? Ronnie screwed up. I fucking knew he’d screw up.

      The rustling comes again. Big—so big. Probably a deer. If it’s a bear, it’ll have to eat me before I’ll go back to that house. Same if it’s Jeff.

      I steel myself and creep forward past low-rising brambles encased in a glittering thicket of thorns. In the distance, I can see a hazy lightning at the horizon, the sodium glare of streetlights along the strip. Half a mile away. Probably less.

      I run toward the brightness—toward freedom. But the sound at my back follows.

      Snap! Snap! Crunch!

      So close now. I chance a look over my shoulder, but I see only the dark void of the trees, and though I do sense movement, I cannot make out any distinct shapes hidden in the velvet night.

      Less than a quarter mile. I can see the brick retaining wall that separates the woods from the city proper, the edge where it drops off into cobblestones. I run harder, my body slick with sweat, my ribs vibrating with panic. The edge of the retaining wall approaches. I can’t just run over the side; I’ll have to jump.

      I feel the dirt give way to cement beneath my sneakers. I leap out into the alley, my feet landing hard against the street. But I tumble—hard. My skin rips, the cobbles tattooing my knees, but I can’t feel the pain, not with my heart throbbing in my ears. I shove myself to my feet, still feeling as if the thing at my back is in pursuit, but when I whirl around, I see nothing in the shadow-blackened trees.

      I made it. I made it.

      But of course, I did. I’m Isabelle fucking Cain. I’m a goddamn survivor.

      The breeze hisses soft and sweet against the brick and brushes hard at my feverish flesh. No more noises come from the trees, but there is another sound now, too, scraping like claws on stone. I turn back to the alley—to freedom.

      At first, I only see the blackness of the cobbles, the world hidden from streetlights, which is exactly why I chose it. Quiet here—isolated, as none of these businesses are open after five o’clock. But I am not alone. Amorphous shapes move through the inky haze—people? Yes, people, I realize as my eyes adjust. Delivery men, based on the boxes near their feet.

      I squint, trying to force the scene to solidify. Four large men huddle in a knot against the right building, two of them crouching near the boxes. And now that my heart isn’t thundering so violently, I can hear their agitated voices and the hissed scraping sound of the containers as they move them toward the vehicle—a truck, four now-dead running lights glinting in the moonlight that filters dimly between buildings.

      I was not expecting to see anyone here, but unless I want to backtrack through the woods to the opposite end of town, I’ll have to walk straight past them. And to walk all the way around will set me back thirty minutes that I do not have.

      I frown. I don’t think they can identify me in the dark, and I don’t think they’ll connect me to Jeff—I’m two miles from his home, and my presence here is circumstantial at best. These men are very unlikely to hear about Jeff’s death at all if they don’t live in Haling Cove. And even if they do, I’ll be long gone before they can tell anyone.

      I square my shoulders and head in their direction, but between the wind and the rumble of their truck’s idling engine, and their own raised voices, I don’t think they can hear the dull patter of my rubber-soled footwear. None of them are facing me—their heads are all turned away, with two of them crouched near the boxes at the wall.

      I pick up my pace. Thirty feet.

      My mouth is packed in cotton. Twenty feet.

      I freeze. This close, I can see what they’re loading.

      I had thought they were moving boxes, but it’s not boxes. The shapes are too uneven—bags. And what I thought was a running board isn’t the backlights of a waiting truck. Motorcycles, four of them, lined up in a row.

      The other images come in slow, pulsing flashes. The back door beside them is a dull, hazy silver. Something glitters on the ground like a string of diamonds. Actually… maybe it is diamonds. A necklace?

      The jewelry store. They’re robbing the jewelry store. They don’t acknowledge my presence.

      But then… one does.

      The man nearest me stands slowly. They’re all in black, head to toe, which is why I thought I was looking at the back of his head, but now I can see the glitter of two eyes beneath his mask. A ski mask? No, a helmet, visor up. He steps toward me, away from the fray, and as he moves from the knot of men, I can see beyond him. I can see what lies at their feet.

      The man on the ground isn’t nearly as large as the robbers and not nearly as alive. His eyes were wide to the moon, his gaze dull—unseeing. The puddle beneath his head is still spreading, inky black, but I can smell it now, the metallic reek of blood. And the bikers—the murderers—are all staring. Straight. At. Me.

      The biggest of them points, his body silhouetted by the light from the main drag—impossibly far away. “Take her.”
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      Take her? I’m not about to end up in another prison. I’d rather be eaten by a bear. But their size alone makes me leery of running. I’m skittish and quick, but I’m no match for four brawny outlaws.

      I back away slowly, but the moment I move, a horrific squalling sounds from my right, a jarringly loud shriek—an alarm? Oh shit, the police will be here any minute. Haling Cove is a sleepy town, but officer response times are exemplary. And if I get caught here, connected with the outlaws mere miles from where they will soon find Jeff dead… Circumstantial or not, I’m screwed.

      Shit. I can’t run now, I realize. I can’t make it out of here without the cops noticing me, and I can’t steal a car directly in front of the police. I won’t make it to another state. Leave it to a bunch of men to cock things up.

      Think, Isabelle, think.

      But there’s no time to plan. One of the outlaws grabs the sack from the ground, slings it onto his back, and heads for the bikes. A second follows suit as the first jumps onto his hog. The one nearest me stands still, watching—maybe waiting for instructions.

      I turn, prepared to run, but the one on the bike—the big one, bigger than a bear—is still pointing at me. “She comes!” he growls in a voice like thunder, the word slightly muffled by the helmet. “No witnesses.”

      No witnesses? What the hell does that mean? Are they going to kill me? Good luck, assholes. But what choice do I have? It’s between going with them and staying here, waiting to be picked up by the cops.

      I can play this smart. Every setback is an opportunity if you’re intelligent enough to see the way through. That might as well have been my father’s catchphrase, though he only made it to sixty, so maybe I could use a better one.

      I raise my hands.

      The outlaw closes the gap between us and slings me over his shoulder like I weigh nothing. I open my mouth to tell him he doesn’t have to force me, that I’ll go willingly, but my brain short-circuits at the feel of a hand on my thigh, gentle despite the circumstances. Jeff didn’t touch me once in two months, so just the fingers of another person send confused but prickly electricity through my nerve endings.

      “Wait—” I begin, but either the man doesn’t hear me above the shrieking alarm or doesn’t care. He’s running, my head bouncing against his back, my feet connecting with his stomach, but I might as well be kicking a brick wall.

      Why couldn’t I have just been eaten by wildlife?

      At least I’m no longer worried about being discovered by law enforcement—these men have just as much reason as I do to escape this town and every motivation to keep me hidden. Besides, if they wanted to kill me, they’d have done so and left me in the alley with dead body number one.

      The outlaw doesn’t pause to climb onto his motorcycle. He slows his pace, and then I’m flying, swinging off his shoulder and onto a bike between the legs of an already settled rider.

      “I’m sorry about this, ma’am.” The man behind me tugs something over my eyes—a blindfold or maybe a knit hat. I can’t see. My legs are locked around a bike, my hands are in my lap, and my eyes are useless behind the fabric. And then the roar of the hog drowns out all other thoughts. Wind beats against my face and my bare arms as we rumble into the night.

      My heart is thundering in my ears, and for the first time in hours, I’m not feeling the nerves or the humidity or even my own rolling stomach; I’m barely feeling the rage in my guts, the terror that’s been plaguing me since I left Jeff at his mansion-turned-prison.

      I’m not sure I’m terrified… I think I am. But I’m also exhilarated. Call it thrill-seeking, call it a death wish, call it endorphins, or the side effects of coming off months of near-constant unbridled fury, but I cannot deny the electricity in my veins. I’m not exactly free, but I’m freer than I was a few hours ago. Here, I can breathe.

      At least for the moment. Until they decide I’m a risk. And I most certainly am. I can only hope they don’t know my ex-boyfriend, but I should be safe—Blade runs with a biker club much farther north.

      “I didn’t see anyone’s face,” I say.

      “What?”

      “I don’t know what you look like,” I yell into the wind. “I won’t tell anyone what I saw. I just want to get out of town.”

      “Can’t take that chance.” His arms are strong—a cage. His chest is a rock behind my back, crushing my shoulders.

      He’s right; I don’t blame them for taking me. I’ve never been so careless as to leave a witness to any of my crimes—Jeff’s was my first. And the fact that I’d killed him, well…

      It appears they’re kinder than I am.

      But “can’t take that chance”? My spine tightens into a rod of steel. All I’ve been through, and this man has the power? Over me? No way. All he has is the goddamn audacity.

      The rage returns for a single, blistering heartbeat. “Fuck you,” I snap. “I’m not a threat to you.”

      He stiffens at my comment, but then I feel the jiggling of his rib cage against my back. Is he laughing?

      I reach for the blindfold, ready to tug it up to see where we are, but he grabs my fingers and plants them firmly in my lap once more.

      “Hands down,” he growls, his voice so low it makes my marrow tremble. “I’d tell you to watch that smart mouth, but I doubt it’d do any good since you’re talking shit in the middle of a kidnapping.”

      That smart mouth. The words set something deep in my guts pulsing, but it’s not unpleasant—a primal ache in my lower belly. I shift in the seat, the vibration of the bike between my legs suddenly stronger, almost erotic, a shuddering pleasure that I should not be feeling. What is wrong with me?

      “Is that what this is?” I say. “A kidnapping?”

      “Unless you want to be on this bike.”

      What am I supposed to say to that? That I do want to be here because I just killed a guy? That I have a significant criminal history of my own to contend with, passed down through the generations, so I don’t really feel at home unless I’m living dangerously?

      I snort, derisive. “Of course, I don’t want to be here.”

      He stills, the bike grumbling, the tires grating against the road. Wind beats at my face. “You’re… lying. Aren’t you?”

      Yes. “Why would you think that?”

      “I’m a criminal. It’s my job to know when people are lying to me. But for you to be fine with this… What happened to you, hon?”

      Hon? The wind bites at my nose and slices at my already road-rashed knees and straight through my tattered yoga pants—the flimsy material is not made for high winds. Spring or not, it’s freezing on the bike with the chilly air blasting and the sun hidden.

      I push back against his chest for warmth, and he tightens his biceps around me in a decidedly kind way. “I’m sorry about the blindfold.” The bulk of his arms blocks some of the wind around my shoulders. I wriggle closer, and this time my ass shifts against his groin.

      “Then take the blindfold off me.”

      “It’s better if you don’t see where we’re going—not all of us would be okay with you being able to track us down. But trust me, I don’t like this any more than you do.” He shifts away from me. “Watch that, would you?”

      “Watch what?”

      “The… grinding.”

      The… oh. Am I turning him on? After two months in that basement, just the freedom to touch another person feels enticing, but if I’m being honest, I think I want to piss him off a little. I’m not a woman who likes to be told what to do.

      I wiggle harder against him. “And what if I don’t? Will you get hard? Take me right here on this bike?”

      He clears his throat. “It’s a biological reaction—sympathetic nervous system arousal due to the emotionally charged nature of our current predicament. I can’t help it. Don’t presume to know what I think or what I might do. I’d never hurt a woman.”

      Whoa. That was a lot of twenty-dollar words from a biker outlaw. Was he… a healthcare professional? I’m trained as a vet—the only thing I’ve ever done that wasn’t underhanded.

      I settle back against him. I’m not sure how I feel about this “biological reaction” hypothesis. But I’m certainly feeling it, too, a dull throbbing in my belly that might be sexual, but I can’t tease it apart from the thrill of freedom.

      We veer off to the right suddenly, the rumbling growl of their bikes getting a bit quieter, which means we’ve made it beyond the tunnels of buildings—somewhere out in the open. I close my eyes, not that it matters beneath the knit hat, and focus on the brittle cold against my chest. My T-shirt is too thin for the open road.

      “Are you a doctor?” I ask, practically screaming above the roar of wind and road.

      He chuckles again, and I feel more than hear the rumbling growl of it against my back. “Small talk, huh?”

      I’ve never been much for watching my mouth, but this isn’t a pressured excuse to make conversation. I feel that now, more than ever, what I say matters. If they like me, maybe I can hang out with them for a few months until Jeff’s death settles—until the medical examiner confirms it’s a heart attack. This doesn’t have to be a bad thing—this can be an opportunity.

      Besides, it’s not like I have anywhere else to go.

      “I’m not a doctor,” he says. “I’m a Renegade.”

      I frown. A… Renegade? I’ve heard of other biker clubs and have been more than intimately involved with one of them. But the Renegades are elusive—invisible. I assumed they were urban legends. Bogeymen used to cover up the very real crime issue in the area—a scapegoat so that the real perpetrators could get away clean. Interesting.

      “You guys have been quiet.”

      “Not if you believe the rumors.” He shifts back, maybe trying to stay clear of my hips. “But we certainly try.”

      The bike leans beneath me, a hard right, and for a moment, I worry I might topple off the side and onto the cement beneath—I’ll die if I fall off at these speeds. But the man at my back rights me, his arms shielding me from the road.

      I let him—I let him help me, though it’s the antithesis of the way I live the rest of my life. I can do this. If I can get away from a psychopathic millionaire with a penchant for locks, I can get away from a few bikers if I actually need to.

      I still have Jeff’s bank account numbers locked in my brain from the night we met—reciting them as I drifted off each night calmed me, as did the idea that I might be able to use them when I got out… provided I figure out his passwords. And if I can’t, I have a storage unit with a life’s worth of stolen merchandise. I can stay with the outlaws until I get bored or until they trust me enough to leave me be. Then I can sneak off and live it up alone.

      They’re killers, Isabelle. Why doesn’t that scare you?

      But I think I know the answer: because my ex-boyfriend was a killer by trade. And I’m a killer now, too, even if Jeff mightily deserved it.

      The wind abruptly stops. The bikes are louder now, too, echoing in a way that tells me we’re indoors. The air reeks of gasoline. My eyes water.

      The jolt of the braking hog throws me forward, but I stay in place because the man at my back is now clutching me with both hands, one on either side of my rib cage. Possessive, but not in the way Jeff was, all gnashing teeth and presumption and ownership. This is… protective—definitely protective. A strange thought for the situation—What kind of man protects someone by forcing them to their secret biker lair?—but I feel it nonetheless.
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      The man’s big hands raise me off the bike’s seat, but he’s not the one who lifts me into his arms—a bigger man, chest as hard as stone, his arms like brick columns against my back. But his hands are gentle and warm as he strides with me through what must be the garage and into a darker passage, the light dimming through the blindfold.

      I shift when he adjusts his stance and steps sideways; I assume to move through a doorway. But it’s enough for me to shoulder the blindfold up over my lower eyelid. A red beard near my cheek—the guy carrying me is a natural redhead. Even his arm hair is rust-colored where it sneaks through his tattoos, the biceps under my knees painted in greens and blacks—a parrot?

      The man who walks in front of us is equally muscular, with broad shoulders that look barely contained by his leather coat. I drag my gaze up toward the back of his head and freeze—he’s staring at me—but then my eyes adjust. Those eyes have no iris, no eyelids either. A tattooed skull covers the backside of his bald head.

      We emerge into another room, a giant warehouse set up as a living area, an open loft-style floor plan. There’s a couch in here, plus a fridge and a kitchen island stacked high with fresh produce—far more than I’d expect to see in the home of outlaws. Were they biker CrossFit enthusiasts? Please don’t let them be vegans. I can handle being locked in a basement room for two months, but giving up bacon is another matter entirely.

      A long table covers the far left wall—eight seats around it. Eight. Perhaps I’m only seeing a fraction of their club.

      The man carrying me approaches the couch, and I shift again, rubbing my face just enough to drop the blindfold-hat back down before they get wise. But I don’t actually feel threatened by them. The man I rode in with… he’s definitely college-educated. And despite the blindfold, I do not feel that they have any ill-intents. My entire life was a training exercise in how to anticipate the desires of others, and before Jeff, I had always judged right. I can feel maliciousness in needling prickles along my spine. I certainly felt those when Jeff came to see me in that basement. He was always perfectly calm, his voice quiet as he spoke about his day, about his ex-wife, about his family, but it was always easy to hear the malice in his tone. If only I’d sensed it a few hours earlier.

      My mouth goes dry—that thought is not comforting. I was wrong about Jeff’s intentions, and I might be wrong now.

      The man stops suddenly and lowers me gently, carefully, to… the couch. Big fluffy cushions, the leather cold. I listen to his footfalls as he steps away to the back of the sofa. I shudder and draw my knees toward my chest, but I don’t even have a chance to wrap my arms around my shins before someone has wrapped a blanket over my shoulders. Someone pats me gently on the back.

      Kind, certainly kind. But they just killed a man in cold blood during a robbery; less of a good reason than killing to escape captivity, but can I really hate them for it? I don’t know, not yet. Staying with someone who killed incidentally during a robbery was probably better than living with an assassin. And I did that one by choice.

      “What should we do with her, Rooster?” one of them says. Rooster… the redhead because his hair is like a cock’s comb?

      “She can’t stay here.” A new voice, off to my right. It’s low and growly, demanding, and sends a chill down my spine. The biggest of them, at least I think so based on his voice. The one from the alley—Take her. Apparently, any plans I might have had about lying low with them aren’t going to work out. “We have to find a way to get her out of here. What happened in that alley⁠—”

      “It’s too late to worry about the job now.”

      The job. Are they hit men like my ex? Great.

      “Aye, things went a little sideways, but we’ll fix it.” The voice has a soft Scottish accent, his vowels round and long, with a harsher, guttural edge to the consonants. “I have concerns about ’is family.”

      His family… the dead man’s family? My head is spinning. Oh god, stop talking before you say something I can’t walk away from.

      But I don’t have any intention of ratting them out. If they don’t want me here, then I need to get out of this town. And they might be able to provide safe passage, especially now that I can’t just wander onto Main Street and hot-wire a ride.

      Like I thought… an opportunity. If they trust me enough to let me go. And I know what a tall order that is.

      I raise my arms above my head, trying to get their attention. “I don’t know what you did or why you did it, and I don’t care. I just want to get out of this town. Better yet, drive me to another country—let me go, and you’ll never see me again.”

      They all go silent at once, so at least I know they heard me. But the growly voice that bellows through the room next is unexpected enough to make me jump.

      “What’d you do, Ryder?”

      Ryder? Yeah, these are most definitely nicknames. I can use that to my advantage. I don’t know their real names. I haven’t seen their faces. I don’t have any information that might help authorities catch them even if they do release me.

      “I didn’t do that!” Ryder—he’s the one I was on the bike with. I recognize his voice.

      “You expect me to believe she wandered into that alley with that awful bruise on her wrist?”

      “I did,” I blurt out. It seems like a show of good faith to admit it.

      Footsteps approach. I feel soft pressure against the crook of my arm just above the injury—the pad of a rough fingertip traces slowly, delicately over the area of the bruise. It sends gooseflesh prickling up toward my shoulder. Has it been so long since I’ve been touched gently, kindly, that my body has lost the ability to decipher it? That even the slightest touch is delicious regardless of the situation?

      I’ve officially lost my mind.

      “Who did this to ye?” Rooster—the Scotsman with the parrot on his arm. The redhead.

      “My…” Captor. But that word feels dirty—it makes me sound weak. Any other woman held captive would not have been at fault, but I should have known better. I should have seen what he was. I had targeted him, for fuck’s sake.

      “You running?” The big guy again—low and growly.

      My jaw hardens. “I escaped. I…” Should I tell them what I did to him? I suddenly feel compelled to, and though I think it might be stupid, it certainly feels like a good way to prove my intentions. “I poisoned him.”

      “Did you kill him?” the big one snaps. “Are we up against a nationwide manhunt?”

      “Come on, Mack,” Ryder says.

      I inhale, hating the way it shudders into my lungs. “I hope I killed him,” I practically whisper. “I hope I did. But I’m not sure.” I shift back against the couch and tug the blanket tighter around me. “None of us are innocent here. And if we get caught, I’m in more trouble than you are. Because if I go back⁠—”

      “You’ll go to prison.” The big one again—Mack. “And if you didn’t kill him, and he finds out that you’re alive, then he’ll kill you.”

      I nod, but I don’t know if he’s right about that. Jeff loves his possessions—I was an object to him, a pretty picture that he kept so he could watch the fire in my eyes slowly burn out. I’m sure he felt justified, too—trapping the woman who was snooping in his stuff. I didn’t think he had caught me in his office, but that makes more sense than him locking me away for fun. And it’s that thought that trips me into making a decision. I’m safer here with a biker posse while I verify that everything went according to plan. Because while Ronnie is a nice guy, he is not an assassin. And sometimes, you need a killer if you want to ensure the job is done right.

      “I don’t have anywhere to go,” I say. “I broke up with my boyfriend the week before I was taken. No one’s looking for me. If this guy is dead, I’m fine—I have a plan. If he’s alive, I can’t file a police report about you or anything else because my name will be on it.” I’m not even sure Jeff knows my real name—he’s been calling me “Callie” for months—but Ronnie does. And Jeff will certainly figure it out if he sees a police report from a woman who was in that alley just after I escaped.

      “She has to go,” Mack growls.

      “Aren’t you… holding me hostage?” The words escape my lips before I can consider their meaning—the implication. If they aren’t holding me hostage, if they aren’t worried I might talk, then why else would I be here? Ryder didn’t seem especially enthusiastic about it—he apologized. But he did it because Mack told him to. The boss, I assume. Of course, the one who doesn’t like me is the boss.

      “We’re just… thinkin’, lass,” Rooster says—that accent makes all his words musical, strange, and at odds with the current situation, like singing at a funeral. “But I don’t think ye actually wanna leave.”

      He’s right. I don’t. In this moment, I’m safer with them than I am out on my own—I won’t make it out of town tonight, not with cops swarming the strip. “You’re right. I want to stay. I don’t know if I should stay forever, not if you’re based in a town so close to the asshole that locked me up, but I’m in a better position with you.” Better off with men who might actually protect me, who want me close even if only to ensure that I don’t tell anyone that I saw them kill a man—men who seem to be disgusted at the thought of bruising a woman.

      I feel pressure at the back of my head—fingers tugging at the knit cap.

      This is it, Isabelle. Your last chance to claim ignorance.

      The hat falls to my lap. I blink up at them. There’s no going back now. I think I knew it from the moment I saw them in that alley.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          MACK

        

      

    

    
      Cue stands behind her with a bottle of rubbing alcohol in his hand, but he has yet to offer it to her. I’m not sure what he’s waiting for—what I’m waiting for. Since I first saw her on those darkened cobblestones, I’ve been trying to figure out how to get rid of her.

      Despite what we’ve done, despite taking her here, she is not afraid. She’d have no problem poisoning us the way she poisoned the man who bruised her wrist. And she saw what happened in the alley, the dead asshole that I don’t regret killing in the least.

      This is dangerous.

      She’s huddled in the corner of the couch now, sandy curls loose around her shoulders, the knees on her yoga pants shredded along with her skin. But her eyes—when she looks my way, her gaze holds a coldness as deep and absolute as the chill that creeps over the desert after the sun goes down. She’s using her vulnerability to study us. She’s a smart one. And now that the others know how she came to be in that alley, they are unlikely to approve any plan that sends her out in the cold. Our group was forged of shared trauma, of blood, of atonement; they will not make her plight worse.

      But this is bigger than the others know. Should I tell them who she is? There’s only one house out that way, only one place she might have run from, and if I’m right…

      Rooster returns from the bathroom with a handful of cotton swabs. He approaches the couch; Cue tosses the alcohol, and Rooster kneels and spins the top.

      She winces as he applies it to her knee.

      “What’s your name?” Ryder asks her.

      Don’t say Isabelle. Don’t say it.

      “Isabelle,” she says.

      Fuck. My shoulders tense. My fists clench. She killed him? But if he were dead, I’d already know. There’s no way that she’d actually killed Jeff—none.

      “This man you think you hurt,” Ryder says. “I’ve got a police scanner in the other room. When do you think it’ll be reported?”

      “Tomorrow morning.”

      “We don’t have time for this,” I say. “Ryder and I need to hit the road. Those drugs aren’t going to deliver themselves.”

      Is that enough to give her pause?

      Cue winces at the word drug. He’s got a history—addiction—and though he’s never said as much aloud, I believe the tattooed lines on his arm mark days of sobriety or possibly the days he spent in the throes of addiction. A reminder. I’m not entirely sure why he’s okay with us doing what we do, but if I had to guess, it’s because our product is far safer than anything else out there. We won’t make people stop using, but we can help them avoid a psychotic break… or death.

      But unlike Cue, she doesn’t flinch. What the hell is wrong with her? Shouldn’t she be at least a little traumatized? A little skittish? Maybe she’s a psychopath. I don’t like the way her coffee-colored gaze raises the hairs on my neck.

      I turn away from her. The living area is set up like a family room, an old-school rabbit-eared television perched on a spindly table across from the couch. I punch the button to turn on the local news.

      “I think ye need to take yer pants off,” Rooster says. That fancy Scottish asshole might as well be reciting her a sonnet for as threatening as he sounds.

      I turn back in time to see her eyes narrow, perhaps considering what he’s asking her to do, but Rooster gestures to the door at the back of the main living area. She relaxes when she sees the hallway, the bedroom straight ahead—one of two in the warehouse, rooms that used to be offices. We aren’t exactly swimming in extra space.

      She frowns as if considering, but then she drags her gaze back to me—no… to the television at my back. She pushes herself to her feet, her eyes locked on the screen. “You guys are on the news.”

      I glance over my shoulder—a shot of the alley. “Just what’s left behind,” I say. “Not us.”

      The screen changes; my shoulders tighten. Jeff. That rich asshole stands on his front steps, hair combed, suit on. Only his bloodshot eyes hint that he’s had a rough night. Surely talking about us—a crime committed so close to his backyard. And he’s most certainly not dead.

      She drops the blanket. Cue bends to retrieve it, knocks his head on her elbow, and steps back.

      “Are you okay?” she asks Cue, but she keeps her eyes on the television. Yes, she’s the right Isabelle—his Isabelle—but she’s hiding it. She’s pretending that she has no idea who he is.

      She doesn’t want us to know.

      “He’s fine,” I snap.

      “Aye, he’s the strong silent type, lass,” Rooster says and laughs, but “silent type” is putting it mildly. I’ve been riding with Cue for thirteen years, and I’ve never heard him make a sound outside of breathing, not even when we had to pry a bullet out of his left shoulder. It’s like he absorbs the pain into his soul.

      She glances at me, eyes narrowed as if pissed that I barked at her. But I’d rather have her be angry—hopefully, she’ll be angry enough to leave. I need her to feel unwanted. But as she lowers her eyes to the screen once more, the rage in her irises fizzles out—calculating, combing through her options.

      She thought she’d killed him, but Jeff is alive—infinitely worse for her. And they are making her far too comfortable. It will only be harder when we have to get rid of her.

      She folds the blanket deftly and sets it on the couch. “Thanks, guys,” she says. “For what it’s worth, I know why you had to bring me here. And I’m glad you did.”

      She seems to think she’s staying. Perhaps she believes she has no choice.

      Cue nods as she passes on the way to the bedroom. She looks up at him, eyes shining, and stops briefly to kiss him softly on the cheek. “Seriously. I appreciate this.”

      Cue smiles. That sentimental bastard.

      This is very, very bad. Because no matter what they might believe, no matter what she believes, she cannot stay here with us. They don’t know it yet, but her presence here is going to get us all killed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 5


          

          ISABELLE

        

      

    

    
      The sheets in the bedroom are clean but rough, like they’ve never touched fabric softener. The guys are not much for aesthetics either; no closet, just a few hardback chairs and a mirror in the corner with either side of the gilded frame draped in leather jackets.

      The night breathes aggressively through the room, each howl of the wind against the windowpanes louder after I turn the lights out.

      He’s alive. Shit. Thanks a lot, Ronnie. He got me out of there, sure, but holy hell, leave it to a dude to fuck things up.

      I blink at the ceiling. I’d excused myself and gone to bed before they could sense my anxiety... I hope. I don’t want the outlaws to know they’re up against the richest man in the state and probably this side of the country—that they’re harboring a woman who tried to kill him, regardless of the reason.

      Should I leave before they realize I’m going to draw the authorities straight to their door? Perhaps in their place, I’d be thinking they could bargain me away for a lighter sentence, maybe even pin the jeweler’s death on me.

      Then there’s Jeff himself. He won’t send officers of the law. Jeff will send mercenaries to bring me back and kill anyone who might be helping me. I’m not certain that he’ll kill me outright—that would ruin his fun—but he casually mentioned that his ex-wife disappeared a few years back, so anything is possible. The cruel gleam in his eye made me think that he knew exactly what happened to her.

      I blink in the dark, the void heavier than that in the woods. At least in the woods, I imagined that Jeff was dead—that all I had to do was get through the next hour or two and I was home free. But now…

      I sigh. I shouldn’t have trusted Ronnie—that fucking idiot. Had he given me bad drugs on purpose? Helping me escape without actually hurting Jeff? Nah, that’s far-fetched—now Ronnie’s ass is on the line too. He was complicit because he knew I was locked up down there, which is why he gave me a way to kill Jeff instead of calling the police. He screwed up.

      But I’m the one being hunted.

      So, how can I become a harder-to-hit target? Stay close, right? The same state—the same town—would be the least likely place for me to hide out and, hopefully, the last place Jeff will look for me. But all the men in this warehouse are not on board with letting me stay. I think I played it right by stoking their sympathies, but Mack certainly didn’t appear to be budging.

      I roll onto my back. The window here faces a blank parking lot, but there are no street lamps to brighten the walls—the darkness on the ceiling is hazy with moonlight. And when I blink at the stucco, their faces are the only things I can see.

      Rooster, with his vibrant blue eyes, his long red hair braided down his back, his arms and shoulders covered in colorful ink—probably the rest of him, too. Cue is as bald as his nickname might suggest, not so much as a bristle of facial hair, and every tattoo that I could see was done in black and white, as if his dark, brooding stare had at some point frightened the vibrant hues from his flesh. He’s easily the most attractive, a legitimate movie star if he’d had the inclination, but I mostly like him because he doesn’t open his mouth to say dumb shit.

      Ryder is as stocky as the others, shorter than Rooster and Cue, but his deep-brown eyes were awash in intelligence and curiosity that seemed to transcend his pale arms—the only one of them not inked. His honey-blond hair and slightly darker beard are both close-cropped and neat, and his leather jacket and jeans are so smooth that I’d swear he pressed them before leaving for the robbery.

      The hairs along my spine prickle—someone’s watching. But I’ve drawn the curtain so that no prying eyes can penetrate this little room; it has to be my imagination. As Ryder said, the nervous system can do strange and unexpected things. It doesn’t mean I’m in danger, and certainly not in here—I know evil, and these men are not evil.

      Except maybe Mack.

      He seems vicious, unreasonably angry. Brutal. But perhaps it’s because of his size. I’ve never seen a man so big. Jason Momoa on steroids, at least six-eight, and he’s built like a truck—surely where he got the name. Square jaw, long, shiny black hair, his forearms and neck covered in tats that look like writhing serpents, each of them in jewel tones that brighten his emerald eyes. It’s his glittering eyes that I see superimposed over the bedroom ceiling. Angry at me for being here, though he’s the one who forced the others to take me with them.

      The flesh along my spine vibrates harder, stinging and aggressive. No one’s here, Isabelle. No one’s watching. Jeff’s at home, probably yelling at his thugs to come find me.

      I grit my teeth. I feel safer here, with them, and I hate that this is true. I hate that I still feel beholden to someone else to protect me. Jeff whispers in my brain: “If you ever try to leave this room, I’ll kill the things that mean the most to you.” I can hear him, as if he’s actually in the room with me.

      I squeeze my eyes shut. Too bad for him, I don’t have anything on the outside worth protecting, not anymore; my con-artist father was murdered two months back, right before I got locked up. He might have deserved it the same way I might have deserved imprisonment, but it still makes the rage blister in my chest. Sorrow and regret, too—we weren’t on speaking terms when he died. And it’s hard to ignore your lack of family when you’re locked in a basement for months and not a soul notices that you’re missing.

      My eyes go hot—stinging—but not with tears; fury as familiar as my own hands. Two months gone. But I’ve been through worse and with far fewer resources. The night stretches out before me, long and so strangely loud—full of possibilities. Another opportunity, right, Isabelle? Grow a pair and make the next stage of your life happen.

      Bang!

      I jolt to seated, the horrible noise like a precursor to a shot, as ominous as the cocking of a gun. What was that? Or… who? I squint at the hulking shape in the corner. Was that there before I closed my eyes? No, I’m quite sure it wasn’t. But it’s not Jeff himself in the corner—a hit man like my ex, like the men in the next room.

      Good luck, fucker.

      I swing my legs to the floor, my mouth full of cotton, my heart thundering in my head. The figure in the corner stays silent. Watching me.

      I push myself to my feet, standing my ground, slowly, slowly, scanning for anything I might use as a weapon. Too dark to see. Think, Isabelle. There’s a baseball bat in the back corner, behind the headboard—I saw it on my way in. I should have put it under my pillow.

      I step back, slowly, slowly, and reach behind me. Metal headboard—cold. The drywall is gritty against my damp fingers. There! My fingers close around the bat.

      The figure in the corner shifts, one shoulder moving—a gun, he’s got a gun!

      But I’m not going to die tonight, not when my new life is only beginning.

      Three steps separate us. Only three. He can shoot me faster than I can get there, but in the dark, maybe he’ll miss.

      I lurch straight for him, the bat raised, and bring it down as hard as I can. The gunshot crashes through the room, but it’s barely audible above the thundering heartbeat in my ears. Glass shatters—his shot’s gone wide. I stagger back and raise the bat again, but someone grabs it from behind—no. Shit. There are two of them?

      I pull, trying to wrench the weapon free, but the man behind me is stronger than I am, yanking me backward, away from the glass, away from the other man in the corner, my feet scrabbling against the wood, my fingers tugging, my body writhing. I twist, trying to free the bat, kicking⁠—

      “Hey! Izzy, stop!” The man in front of me has advanced, and his voice… familiar. Ronnie? But I can’t see him in the thick shadows. I can only feel his nearness, the heat of him against the front of my body. The man behind me releases the bat and grabs my wrists instead, locking them above my head. Shit, shit, shit.

      I lash out with my knee. The man in front of me doubles over, his breath whooshing from his lungs.

      The light flicks on.

      I blink in the searing overheads.

      Ryder stands in front of me, rubbing at his groin—I must have kneed him square in the beanbag, but that’s kinda what you get for creeping on a woman in the middle of the night. I crane my neck to peer over my shoulder. Cue meets my eyes and releases my wrists, then steps back. And the figure in the corner…

      Dammit. The mirror, the frame draped in clothes—T-shirts and black leather, all the jackets now scattered over the floor along with the bits of shattered glass that glitter like the points of waves on a wooden sea. I came so close to slicing myself open, but when I look down at my T-shirt, my bare legs, I see no injuries.

      “What happened?” Ryder asks.

      I’m sorry—that’s what I want to say, what I should say for breaking their things, but what comes out is, “This is what happens when you kidnap a woman.” My face is sticky with sweat.

      Perhaps I was dreaming, perhaps I misinterpreted the shapes in the dark, maybe it’s partially their fault for taking me from that alley, but it doesn’t matter. I look like a fool. I draw my gaze to the doorway. Mack hulks against the doorjamb, blocking the light with his enormous shoulders.

      Mack snarls at Ryder. “You better deal with her before I toss her out in the street.”

      Ryder stiffens. “It’s not up to you. It’s up to Cue.”

      I glance back. Cue stiffens—his nostrils flare. His gaze remains locked on Mack, his eyes glittering darkly as if angry, but not at me… I don’t think. And why would it be up to Cue? Because he looks like a supermodel?

      Whatever. I can’t deal with this right now. My muscles are shaking with pent-up tension—months’ worth of it. I lower myself onto the bed, draw my knees up to my chest and squeeze. I just need some time to sort this out, maybe get a little goddamn exercise to work out all these stupid emotions so I can think.

      Mack’s still glaring at me. He blinks at me once, shifts his eyes to Cue, then stalks from the room. Cue follows him into the hall. Ryder steps toward the doorway as well, but then he glances over his shoulder and winces.

      He turns back. “Can I get you anything?”

      “No. I’m just… I’m so damn tired.” Of running, of thinking about Jeff, of being trapped. I collapse against the headboard. The metal spindles dig into my spine, but I don’t think I can sit anymore; I feel like a marionette whose strings have just been cut. “Where’s your other friend?” It’s a dumb question, but it’s the only one I can articulate. I can’t ask when my frustration will ease. I can’t ask if he’ll do me a solid and kill Jeff. We only just met, even if our “shared nervous system arousal” is making it seem like I’ve known him for a lot longer.

      Ryder glances into the hall, gently closes the door at his back, and cocks his head. “My friend? Do you mean Rooster? He had a few… fertilizer issues to tend to.”

      I frown. Fertilizer? Ah. The dead man in the alley—homicide is probably a regular occurrence for them. Perhaps there are other dead men that Rooster is now planting in the ground. What a way to put it.

      I nod. “Did you deliver your drugs or whatever Mack said?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So that’s what you are? Dealers?” Or hit men? I’m pressing him for information—it’s instinct. My entire life, I’ve had to decide how best to play any situation.

      “More like manufacturers.” Ryder’s frowning, his eyes soft and kind and vaguely… interested. In me? What does he see in my face? “We don’t necessarily want to, but it’s the path of least resistance—we don’t have a lot of choices. I imagine you know how that feels.”

      He steps closer, and for a moment, I think he might sit beside me, but then he grabs a box of tissues from the end table and tosses them my way. I touch my cheek—damp, but I’m not crying. Just sweaty. Even as a child, I never cried; I think my father convinced me early that it was a sign of weakness. Instead of tissues, he’d hand me coded notes and puzzles that would lead me on a treasure hunt to distract me. But my eyes… they do feel a little full. Perhaps relief.

      I grab a handful of tissues and dab at my sweaty face, making a show of touching them to my forehead—not crying, just hot. For me to stay here for any length of time, I have to at least look strong enough to handle a mirror without sobbing.

      He nods and steps back toward the door. “I wish I knew what to do to make you feel better, Izzy.”

      Huh. I’m not sure why it strikes me as strange—it’s a totally valid nickname—but only one other person has ever called me that: Ronnie, Jeff’s right hand. The only reason I didn’t feel completely alone for the last week or so. But now… I am alone. Though I’m in a house with four other people, not one of them has a reason to put my well-being above their own.

      “You’re safe here,” he goes on, taking another step toward the hall. “I promise that we’ll⁠—”

      “Can you stay?” I don’t recognize my intent to speak before the words are in the air, but the thought of him sitting beside me, watching the window with me… it eases the pressure in my chest. I set the tissues on the end table. “I’ll clean up the glass in the morning before Mack decides that he hates me even more for being a slob.”

      He chuckles. “I’m not worried about the glass. But yes, I can stay if it’ll help you sleep.”

      Sleep. Right. I’ll settle for not feeling like I’m having a heart attack.

      He makes his way around the headboard, picking over the stray bits of broken mirror. The springs creak as he lowers himself to the opposite side of the bed, the mattress shifting as he lays his head against the second pillow. The space between us feels cataclysmic—monumental. Jeff’s voice whispers: You might have gotten lucky this time, but I’ll find you. And when I do⁠—

      “Izzy?”

      I look over.

      “Whoever you’re running from—I won’t let them hurt you. None of us will. That’s not who we are.”

      Isn’t it? They killed a man just hours ago. But his words loosen something inside me, giving rise to a rush of some warm but unidentifiable emotion. I feel the dam breaking as a physical sensation, a crack inside my chest that widens to a gaping chasm. My eyes sting, bright and hotter than before, but again, no tears fall.

      I didn’t cry the entire time Jeff had me locked in that basement. What the fuck am I getting all emotional for now?

      I inhale deeply, swallowing down a lump that has risen in my throat. “I think Mack has other plans,” I whisper, rolling onto my side, away from him.

      I think it’s his voice that’s making me feel untethered—the promise of his words. Ah, now I know what that emotion is: calm, maybe even peace. The frantic beating of my heart has already eased. Ridiculous.

      But the premise is addictive. I lay there, my face pressed hard against the pillow, the heat of him creeping over my back. I’m hyperaware of my bare thighs, the T-shirt I wore to bed—so thin. He’s offering me peace, promising me safety. And it’s been so long since I’ve felt that.

      Too long.

      I shift back, worming toward him until my shoulders are locked against his torso, much the way I had on the bike. My skin tingles. Biological reaction indeed. “Mack hates me,” I say. But you’ll protect me from him, right, baby?

      He tenses as if unsure what to do at my nearness, or perhaps my words, but then he shifts and wraps an arm over my shoulder, his fingertips respectfully on the mattress, avoiding my breasts. “He’s just worried,” he says into my hair.

      But Mack is not worried about me—he doesn’t give a shit what happens to me. If he throws me out in the street, I’ll be dead this close to Jeff’s house.

      You tried to kill me, Jeff’s voice whispers. What will you ever do now?

      Anything, another voice replies. Anything I want.

      And what I want right now is to get rid of this persistent nagging in my brain, the tension in my chest. I want to forget. I want heat. Touch. The warmth against my back is delicious, and just the presence of Ryder’s arm on mine sends electricity radiating from the place where our flesh meets. I haven’t felt desire in so long that I’m skeptical I even know how to identify it. But there is a warmth in my lower belly that seems separate from the emotional upheaval of a few moments ago. Lower, heavier, and… more pleasant. The burning there is certainly not rage or fear.

      I press backward, arching my ass against him—he’s hard. “Is this just another nervous system reaction?” I say.

      Ryder clears his throat. “Maybe. Emergency situations make bonding necessary—attachment is deeper and quicker in life-or-death situations so you can face the threat together. Connection is imperative for the survival of our species.”

      I stop moving. “That’s not very romantic.”

      He draws his hand from the mattress and trails a finger over my rib cage, leaving an electrified line of tingling flesh even through my T-shirt. “Isn’t it, though?”

      I roll back slightly, pressing my body against him, and raise my lower hand to his, tugging his fingers from my ribs up to my breast. Is this really the right thing? Might I make my stay here more tenuous than it already is? Sleeping with Ryder will either make it less likely that they’ll let me stay due to complications or more likely because Ryder will fight harder for me.

      But it’s not up to Ryder. It’s up to Cue. Jeff’s face flashes in my brain, that insidious glimmer in his eyes, then vanishes.

      “Are you sure about this?” he breathes.

      “I’m sure.” I suddenly don’t give a shit about Cue or the others. I gasp when his fingertips brush my nipple through the thin material of my shirt, the sensation immediate and delicious, far better than trying to get myself off on that basement mattress.

      I don’t know what might happen tomorrow. And I don’t care. For months, everything I’ve done has been about someone else—about that asshole, Jeff.

      Tonight will finally, finally, be about me.
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      “Take me,” I whisper. “Touch me the way you’ve been thinking about since I started grinding against you on that bike.” Show me you want me.

      Ryder maintains his position pressed into my back and trails his fingers over my areola, leaving tendrils of heat radiating over my chest, then drags his hand lower… beneath the hem of my T-shirt.

      I’m wearing entirely too many clothes. Just one question remains: “Are you clean? I have an IUD, but⁠—”

      “Yeah. I haven’t been with anyone in… shit. Years. But I’ve been tested. Fit as a fiddle.”

      “Then what are you waiting for?”

      He chuckles, then pauses with his fingertips on my belly, teasing me. Take it off, Ryder. Get me naked. Thankfully, he doesn’t keep me waiting, though he doesn’t go for the shirt.

      I widen my legs when he slips his hand into my underwear—white cotton, not nearly sexy enough for this. He spreads me with his fingers, then slips a thumb along my opening as if testing whether I’m telling the truth about wanting this—wanting him. Wet, I’m dripping into the crack of my ass. Proof enough, Ry?

      Apparently so, because he makes a noise against my hair, half hiss, half moan, and the sound is enough to send a pulse of heat into my groin—aching, throbbing against his thumb. Should I roll over? But as gorgeous as he is, staring at the far wall makes everything more erotic; something about not seeing the source of the pleasure. He’ll have fun, too, but this is not about him.

      I close my eyes as he hooks his fingers around the waistband of my panties, and then I lift my hips to help him slide them down over my thighs. I expect him to sit, to yank them off my body with his big hands, but he uses his foot to slide them toward my knees as he snakes his hand between my legs once more. His toes push my underwear lower, lower, slowly, slowly. He leaves them looped around my ankles, then plants his foot on the cotton in the center, pinning my ankles to the bed with his heel.

      I shudder, my nerves trembling. It’s everything I wanted, everything I dreamed about while I was sitting around that god-forsaken basement, but better. Yeah, I can get myself off, but it’s generally unsurprising and sometimes even mechanical, ending with wrist cramps. Here, I don’t have to move. I don’t have to do anything. I can just… feel.

      He draws circles on my clit with his calloused fingers, his heel forcing my feet down and my knees wide, one on the bed, one aimed at the ceiling. My flesh is electric, on fire with need, shivering with heat in every place our bodies touch.

      He lowers his face to the side of my neck. His tongue grazes my throat, and my skin sings; his teeth against my earlobe are weapons. And his hands…

      Ryder flicks at my clit with his thumb, rolling it between his fingertips. I arch my hips to meet him. He releases his grip and presses two big fingers deep inside my pussy.

      I groan, long and loud, as he works me with his fingers—I can’t help it. My voice no longer belongs to me. I’m shaking uncontrollably, the heat at my center building into a frenzy I feel inept to contain.

      And I don’t want to. Oh god, I don’t.

      He shoves himself onto his elbow suddenly and pulls his fingers from me. I pulse my hips after him, trying desperately to get him to touch me, but he grabs the bottom hem of my T-shirt and yanks it up over my rib cage, over my shoulders, up, up to my wrists.

      But he freezes when he exposes my back. He uses one hand to trace a path along my shoulder and then over my spine—ah… he sees the tattoo. It’s a brilliantly colored kite that starts between my shoulders and tapers to a tail that hooks over my hip. But the crosspieces are made of blades—it screams “criminal.”

      But I do not imagine that Ryder will have qualms about the ink, so I’m not surprised when he draws his fingers away and goes back to my T-shirt, balled up around my fingers. Again, he doesn’t pull the cotton all the way off. He twists the material in his hand, locking my wrists above my head, my palms wrapped in the soft cloth.

      I do not resist as he loops it over the finial on the headboard. This is not the kind of binding inherent in an abusive situation, not the kind where you feel trapped. I suddenly feel inexplicable freedom, with his chest hot against my back, my arms straight up, and his giant fingers wrapped around my ribs, my knees spread, his dick hard against my ass.

      I screw my eyes shut as he moves his palm to my inner thigh and gently widens my legs, then reaches between them to maneuver his cock against my vagina from behind. He uses the head of his dick to part my labia until it’s rubbing against my clit. He presses his hips slowly, the tender nub of flesh at the apex of my thighs tingling with every subtle movement. Currents of gooseflesh branch from my center onto the skin of my legs and higher over my rib cage.

      I surrender to the sensation. My breath escapes me on a long, slow exhale that seems to take with it months of uncertainty and frustration. Finally. Finally.

      He seems to sense the slackening of the tension in my muscles because he stops with the head of his dick at my opening. He lowers his fingers between my legs once more, and as soon as he touches my clit, my muscles tense as one, all of them strung tight with unfulfilled sexual need.

      I moan his name, long and loud, “Ryder, my god, please… please…"

      He slams into me with one thrust—he’s big but not uncomfortably so, and the angle shoves the head of his dick against my G-spot. I throw my head back against his shoulder, gasping while he fucks me, slow and steady. His fingers dancing against my clit, sending pleasure firing through my synapses from the place where our bodies meet and all the way down into my toes.

      He grunts and accelerates his pace, fucking me harder, my ass slapping against his thighs, every pulse sweet with liquid electricity. Every twist of his fingers on my clit pulls me higher and faster, my insides vibrating with sensation, my body throbbing with need.

      But though I’m moaning his name, though my insides are on fire with pure eroticism, I feel as if I’m stuck there on the precipice, prevented from going over. I’ve never been more turned on, but I’m blocked somehow. The pleasure is mingling with some leftover vestiges of panic from another life, another day—I vibrate on the edge. I’m stuck on that fucking edge.

      I moan, but it comes out sounding like a sob.

      He stops thrusting his hips. “Are you okay?” he asks.

      “Ryder, I’m not sure if I… can.”

      “Is that all?” He chuckles. “We’ve got time. I don’t go until you do.”

      He pulls himself from my depths, and with a final pat of his palm against my hip, he vanishes, leaving my back cold. I moan, missing him, wanting him. I roll onto my back.

      My eyes fly open in time to see him climb over me; he kneels between my legs, one knee on my underwear, securing my bound ankles. As opposed to tattoos, Ryder’s muscular chest is marked by dark hair that’s thickest below his belly button, a thatch of fur that leads to his veiny cock, already glistening with my juices. The naked desire in his dark eyes is so blatantly erotic that it sets the ache in my center off again, frantic and shuddering.

      Ryder uses his hands to peel my thighs apart—wider than they’ve been thus far, and then his thumbs spread my labia. He lowers his face to the apex of my thighs, and his breath alone is enough to drive me insane.

      The first flick of his tongue is agony, a hot, sweet pressure made slippery by my own wetness. The second flick is a revelation, his tongue drawing circles around my clit, his lips sucking me, sending my insides quivering. My breath shudders from my lungs, my hands still secured in my own shirt above my head.

      Ryder slips two and then three fingers inside me and presses upward, straight into the spongy seat of pleasure. I relax into it, feeling, only feeling, the waves of sensation washing through my belly and into my head. I’m hot—too warm. I can barely breathe. The precipice approaches once more, so close yet so far, every slight movement of his fingers, of his tongue like electric shocks to my nervous system.

      Ryder’s other hand is a firm but gentle pressure on my hip. I do not realize he’s moved his fingers until I feel the sharpness against my breast—my nipple.

      I cry out, the pain from that hard, fast pinch intense and searing, but the distraction snatches my brain from the sensation and erodes my focus. The cry dissolves into a long, loud moan, then a panting “ah-ah-ah” as I flail toward the precipice, hurtling through space on tendrils of pleasure, everything I am ensnared by throbbing, aching desire.

      The orgasm crashes through me, glorious electricity exploding into every synapse, ecstasy shuddering through every nerve. He keeps going, dragging every last ounce of bliss from my body, my pussy clenching and unclenching around his fingers until I’m spent and gasping and exhausted.

      I’m still panting when Ryder sits back on his heels.

      “That was… amazing.” I bite my lip. “But what about you?”

      He smiles, his close-cropped beard shiny. “The night is young, Izzy. We’ve got time.”
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      Ryder doesn’t fuck me again that night. He unties me and cleans up the glass—“the least I can do after that pleasant surprise.” Then he returns to the bed, stroking my bare rib cage and asking me questions, not one of them about Jeff. All about me, as if he’s been starved for conversation the way I’ve been starved for freedom.

      “A vet, huh?”

      “It always seemed like the perfect thing for me,” I say.

      Even though I spent almost every other second between the ages of four and twenty-four assisting my father with his illegal activities, he always said I could be whatever I set my mind to. But it turns out that he never meant for me to be anything other than a thief. Veterinary school, paid for with ill-gotten gains, was my single greatest act of rebellion. That was until I actually walked away from him, leaving him in the middle of a job.

      He died a few months later—it was probably my fault. That’s just one of the reasons I’m not actively seeking retribution for his death. If I have to hate whoever killed him, maybe I have to hate myself, too.

      “What’s your favorite ice cream flavor?” Ryder asks, bringing me back.

      “Rocky Road.” I glance his way. “Why doesn’t Cue talk?”

      “He talked to me once. The day we met.”

      “What’d he say?”

      Ryder swallows hard. “He said, ‘It’ll be okay, brother.’” His gaze clouds. “What’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?”

      Evasion—I still don’t know why Cue can’t speak, but I get the point. I’ve done too many bad things to count. None of them will make me look good, but he needs to know that I’m sketchy enough to remain here without a moral issue. “I have a rather dark past, but most recently, I ended up locked in a basement and tried to kill a man. Does that count?”

      “It does, though it’s understandable. Sometimes killing is what’s required.” His face tightens. “Do you trust me?”

      I roll onto my back and stare at the ceiling. I know the right answer—what he wants to hear. And he wasn’t exactly forthcoming about Cue.

      “Yes,” I say.

      It’s not entirely false. I obviously trust him with my body. But I’m not sure I’ve ever trusted another human being completely. Putting your faith in someone else is a great way to end up hurt—or end up locked in a basement. Or worse… just ask my father.

      “Do you trust me?” I ask.

      “I do, yeah. I’ll just have to convince Mack that we should let you stay. If you don’t mind hanging out with criminals, that is.”

      Hanging out with criminals is the only life I’ve ever known. And here, not only do I get to share this bed with a delectable man, but the thought of Jeff walking in here, going toe-to-toe with Ryder—he’d crush Jeff into the ground.

      Then again, Jeff would send enough men to make sure we’re outnumbered, right?

      I push the thought aside.

      We talk until dawn, Ryder and I. I barely notice that the sun is lightening the sky until it crests over the windowsill and sends blades of white light onto the bedspread.

      I close my eyes against the heat and let my body sink into the mattress. I feel warm, my skin toasting in the sunlight. I suddenly feel as if I haven’t slept in years.

      I’m drifting when I hear the squeal—the door.

      “What the fuck is this?”

      I sit, bleary-eyed, but it only takes a heartbeat to realize that I’m still nude. I frantically look for the comforter—for anything to cover myself—but it must be on the floor. At least Ryder slept between me and the door.

      He responds by sitting up on his elbow and leaning back. His bulk covers my breasts, and his perfectly placed palm blocks my vagina from view. “Get on, boys, nothing to see here.”

      Mack glares at me. Rooster stands at his side, but he’s not glaring—amusement dances in his blue eyes… maybe appreciation. But Mack’s voice stamps out the thought.

      “I didn’t know we were having a fuck party,” Mack growls. “If you’re looking for some strange pussy, Ryder, you should do it outside the house.”

      My jaw tightens. Strange pussy? I’m a little weird, but I think my downstairs is remarkably normal, if not starved for attention after the last two months.

      Ryder stiffens. “Watch your mouth, Mack. This isn’t about you.”

      “It is, though. It’s about all of us. Her being here puts us in danger, and in case you forgot, we’re criminals. If we ever get caught, she’ll end up right back with her abuser.” Her abuser—I appreciate the way it shifts the responsibility onto Jeff, where it belongs. “And we’re running out of time. I’m sure they’ve already connected her to us.”

      Rooster raises an eyebrow. “Why would you think that?”

      “It’s common sense.”

      But it wasn’t—no one knew I was in Jeff’s basement, no one knew I was missing. No one knows I exist at all, so they can’t connect the bikers to me. Only Jeff knows, and I don’t think that’s who Mack’s talking about. I think… he’s trying to scare them.

      “The sooner we get her out of here, the better,” Mack tries again. “She doesn’t even have clothes.”

      “Wrong again, bruther!” Rooster says in that delightful accent, his eyes still on mine.

      He backs from the room and returns seconds later with… bags? Rooster tosses them on the bed, grinning beneath that curly thatch of red beard, then retreats to lean against the side wall. Yoga pants, tank tops, and a skirt spill onto the bed near my left foot. He went shopping for me, and it actually looks like he got the right size. Does he have a sister? A daughter?

      “Thank you,” I say.

      He nods; his eyes skate over my hip. I feel his gaze like a heated fluttering sensation—butterfly wings against my already tingling flesh.

      A biological reaction, like Ryder said. It’s not like I can just bang them all. Just because I feel more than a little selfish after months of physical neglect doesn’t mean I should take advantage of their—my eyes flick to Rooster’s sweatpants and back up—hospitality.

      Mack glares at Rooster. “The point remains: this is dangerous. We don’t know what her intentions are.”

      I sit straighter, my breasts visible over Ryder’s shoulder, but I don’t care. “My intentions are to get away from this place—from the man who held me in his basement for months. That’s all.”

      “And as soon as you feel safe, you’ll tell the world what you saw in that alley.” Mack shakes his head.

      I glare—he’s being ridiculous. I already made it clear that I can’t go to the police. “I don’t know what I saw in that alley. Maybe he attacked you first. Maybe he was the one who was robbing it, and you tried to stop him.” There isn’t a single part of me that believes that, but the reasons also feel irrelevant.

      “Maybe there’s a way she can prove ’er intentions, bruther,” Rooster says. “We could use some help with Hallie.”

      I frown. Who? Is there another woman living here?

      Ryder stiffens. “I don’t want Izzy involved. She’ll have to show herself in public—locally—and who knows who might see her.”

      “I agree,” Mack says, and both Ryder and I gape at him.

      I would have expected Mack to be the first to force me into proving my worth to the group. I narrow my eyes at him, and his jaw muscles are working so hard I’m shocked I can’t hear the squeaking of his molars grinding together. He doesn’t want me involved, but he also doesn’t care whether I can prove myself—he just thinks I’ll choose escape and run the first chance I get. But as I decided last night, running will be more dangerous, at least for the time being. Jeff will assume I’m trying to get out of town—that I’m on a plane under an assumed. I can’t stay here forever, but right now, this is the last place he’ll look.

      Mack is still watching me—they all are. In the time it took me to consider my predicament, a smug smile crept over Mack’s face. He doesn’t think I’ll agree. He thinks I’ll be gone by lunch.

      You’re not getting rid of me that easily, you asshole.

      I square my shoulders and turn to the redhead. “Anything you need, Rooster. I want to help. I want to stay.”

      Mack’s nostrils flare. “You don’t know what you’re getting in bed with, girl.”

      “I know exactly what I’m doing,” I snap. “And my name is Isabelle, boy.”

      Mack’s jaw tightens. Rooster grins wider.

      Ryder chuckles. “That smart mouth,” he says, turning to look over his shoulder at me. “Gotta love that smart mouth.”
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      What did I agree to?

      Rooster drives the SUV, the afternoon sunlight casting dappled shadows on his face. I did not consider that they might have four-wheeled transportation, especially not a full-on soccer mom vehicle. Inconspicuous, at least, especially around here. I lean against the passenger door.

      The plan, what they want me to do, is infinitely strange. I don’t understand why they want answers to the list of questions I’ve set to memory, but I do know that the woman I’m meeting is the wife of the man murdered in that alley.

      It’s almost as weird as the fresh veggie frittata and green juice Cue made me for breakfast. Not only do they have more fruits and veggies than a health bar, but they cook like they own a vegan restaurant. All I want is some damn bacon… which they did not have. I might have to rethink my living arrangements. Sex is great, but bacon is life.

      I watch the trees flicking by the window. Think, Isabelle. Why would this woman tell me anything about her recently deceased husband? I have to give her a reason. And I still don’t know why Mack finally agreed to this. It feels like a game, a test, as opposed to a real task. Maybe Mack thinks she’ll freak out on me and draw attention to us. Then I won’t be his problem anymore—it might be a trap.

      But I don’t feel the heady vibration of threat from Rooster, and I can’t see Ryder agreeing to this without a good reason. Just because I don’t understand it doesn’t mean it’s useless. After all, Jeff certainly didn’t see my questions to him as important—he surely assumed I had a simple human desire for connection. The only question was whether I got enough information out of him over the months to make him sorry he ever laid eyes on me. I sure hope so.

      I snap out of my reverie when Rooster hooks a left into the parking lot and backs into a spot near the far side. I steel myself. I’m in too deep to back out now. And I don’t hate the way my skin is tingling, the way it always does before I meet a mark for the first time.

      “Hallie comes here with her two youngest kids every afternoon before she picks the older children up from school.”

      I nod, but that feels like a red flag. I peer through the windshield. “I’m shocked that she’s here today—that she wouldn’t let the kids stay home. I mean, their dad just died.”

      “She didn’t tell them yet.”

      I turn to him, eyebrow raised, and he responds by passing me a ball cap, then my coffee. “Why wouldn’t she tell them?” I ask. And how do you know?

      “She’s been protecting them from the truth for years. The truth of what their father is, and now from the truth of how he died. She’ll give them as long as she can before she drops this on them. I’m hoping that she’ll at least have some good news to go with the bad. That she’ll tell you that her husband put enough aside to pay his debts—that she has access to that money.”

      “You know an awful lot about her,” I say, my ribs tightening. Am I… jealous? No, it’s not jealousy—if he’s involved with her, that makes her a potential threat to my living situation. What woman would want me living there with them? I shake my head and tug the ball cap lower over my forehead, then reach for the door handle, but I pause with my hand resting on the door. “If she has this money… are we going to rob her the way you did her husband?”

      Rooster meets my gaze. “Just go,” he says. “After this, you’ll understand.”

      That seems like a loaded statement, but I don’t argue the point. I don’t want to be here any longer than I have to be.

      I stride across the lot into the grass, feeling Rooster’s gaze on my back. I glance over my shoulder to shoot him an “I got this, dude!” look, but his face is aimed at the back window. He’s not even watching me.

      The pricking along my spine intensifies. I scan the lot: three vans, four other SUVs, at least a dozen cars. I don’t see people in any of them—no one watching me—but the unease on my spine remains. The children’s squeals from the park slide sound more like ominous screams.

      This is a mistake. I taste metal—panic trying to edge in, trying to stop me. But I know that sensation well. It was the first thing my father taught me to ignore. You can’t use a child in a con if they’re nervous all the time.

      The only bench in the park is smack dab in the center, just in front of the playground equipment. Slides and swings and a high wooden clubhouse that you can only access via the monkey bars, all of it footed in rubber mulch. Hallie is sitting right where Rooster said she would be, her curly black hair in a neat ponytail. I adjust my sunglasses—big, so she can’t see my eyes.

      I stop beside the bench. “Is this seat taken?”

      Hallie looks up at me. She waves me onto the bench, and I nod my thanks and ease down onto the far side. I expect her to have bloodshot eyes, but her gaze is clear. Her face is dry—there is no puffiness to indicate that she’s been crying. Even her makeup looks fresh, which seems odd for an afternoon at the park.

      I take a sip of the coffee Rooster stopped for on the way here, at my request—it’s always good to have a prop. “Ugh… is there a better coffee place around here?” I ask. “Got this one from the gas station, but it’s way too bitter. Kinda like my ex.” I chuckle to show I’m kidding, and as expected, she winces.

      “There’s a coffeehouse on Orion Boulevard. Don’t get the house blend, but they make a mean vanilla hazelnut. It’s the one treat I allow myself.” Her tone says it’s the one thing that makes her happy, but few women would be happy now, the day after their husband died. And yet… she doesn’t seem distraught. She seems like a cup of that vanilla coffee might make her day just perfect.

      “I hear that. My husband used to worry about my spending. As if a few cups of coffee would make or break anyone. He used to be such a jerk.”

      It’s a risk, edging into “my husband is a dick” territory, but why else would she seem so okay? I pull my gaze across the park. Three other people on the opposite side, near the water fountains, all of them with children. No one who might be looking for me unless Jeff hired mom assassins.

      She sniffs and turns to me. “Your husband’s not a jerk now?”

      I shake my head. “He’s not around now.”

      Her face softens. “Ah. That I understand.”

      Because someone murdered your husband last night.

      We sit in silence for a time. The breeze blows sweet against my ankles—jeans that Rooster picked up to cover my scrapes.

      “What do you do for work?” I ask, sipping at the coffee. “Or does he play that ‘I pay the bills, I make the decisions’ crap my husband used to?”

      “He’s the breadwinner… or was. But I was always a wiz at computers—even worked for the government for a while, helping the FBI, if you can believe that.” She laughs, but it’s a bitter sound. And the FBI… My hackles rise. Shit. Mack really is trying to fuck me over.

      I clear my throat. “I used to work for a temp agency. If you’re looking⁠—”

      “I’m not really in a position where a part-time job that pays less than daycare will help me.” The breeze ruffles her curls—she smells like oatmeal. “If you know a realtor, I need one of those. No equity in the place, but my asshole husband cleaned out our bank accounts last week.”

      So much for her having money to pay his debts—that was easy. Almost too easy. “I’m so sorry,” I say. “My husband left me like that, too.”

      She shrugs. “Kyle didn’t leave. The fool broke his neck. He didn’t even have life insurance, that cheap bastard.”

      Damn—that’s how they killed him? And the way she’d spit out the last words so vehemently… Does she know he was murdered? They’re probably still investigating.

      She sighs and turns to her right, away from me, and now I see the reason for the makeup—a thin discoloration just beneath her jawline. A bruise, still healing, mostly hidden by her concealer. I’d know that kind of bruise anywhere—the shape is distinctive. Hands on the throat. My hackles rise.

      A towheaded little boy shrieks from the top of the slide. A girl, his younger sister, maybe, runs up and shoves him from behind. I wince when he topples face-first onto the plastic and slides all the way to the bottom, but when he jumps to his feet, he’s laughing, laughing, laughing.

      “If you have someone to watch the kids for a week or two, I can see if there are any short-term positions. Something just long enough to help with final expenses.”

      She shakes her head. “I’m not coming into thirty thousand dollars for our jewelry store in a week or even six months.” Question number three answered without me even asking. “And I’ve got a domestic violence charge on my record—no one will hire me. But I’ll sell off everything I can. Then I’ll take the kids and move. Maybe find an apartment near a coffee shop with a better house blend.” She nods to my cup with a wan smile. “Sorry. That was a lot of… self-disclosure.”

      Yeah, ya think? When I sat down, I’d imagined she’d tell me to fuck off and go home—that I’d fail to get anything out of her. But Rooster…

      Ah. He knew what her husband was, I realize—that she wouldn’t hold any special tender place for him. And from the list of questions they have me asking, they aren’t trying to rob her. Did they want to make her whole again, help her because they killed her husband? That doesn’t make sense; giving the grieving family cash after a homicide is a dead giveaway. There are too many pieces that don’t fit.

      “If I happen to come across a position, maybe one with an in-house daycare… is there a way to get in touch with you?” They didn’t ask me to do this part, but regardless of what they’re planning, it makes sense to have a way back into her life.

      She appraises me, then narrows her eyes. “Do you have a cell?”

      I pat my pockets. “Shit, I must have left it at home. I have a good memory for numbers, though.” That much is true.

      She blinks, and though she appears highly skeptical that it’ll do a bit of good, she rattles off the number.

      “Thanks for the info on the coffee,” I say.

      She nods to me. Her eyes go distant again, and she turns away, watching the kids. Even if she’s broke, she’ll be better off without her husband.

      She just needs a fresh start. The same way I do.
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however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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