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      I pulled into the back lot next to the huge warehouse beside the super-hip home improvement store, Ace in the Hole, and as instructed, kept driving around the back of the warehouse to get to the long, squat building next to it.

      I did this practicing deep breathing.

      I’d done my research at the library the day before and I’d lived in Phoenix all my life.

      I’d heard about Ace in the Hole, but I’d never been there.

      Rogan took care of the house, or at least he took care of calling the people who took care of our house.

      That was, he did that before he was incarcerated.

      There was a large area between the warehouse and the building next to it.

      At the end, there was a line of four vans facing the chain link fence that protected the area from the street (a fence with razor wire on top—it wasn’t a great neighborhood in north Phoenix, it also wasn’t the worst neighborhood in town—I knew this because I lived in the worst neighborhood in town, and that was on the south side).

      The back doors of the vans had a decal of a playing card—the ace of spades, with the curves of the symbol being the eyes of a skull, flames coming out the top, black rivulets (meant to denote blood? eek!) dripping from the bottom, spatter around it (again, blood?)—and next to it, it said Ace in the Hole Contracting.

      That area between buildings also held a variety of Harleys parked in a line. This in front of the long, squat structure. Under the overhang that ran the front of that space were three (three!) barrel grills. Two picnic tables.  A scattering of mismatched outdoor chairs with equally mismatched tables, almost all of which had empty beer bottles or cans or overflowing ashtrays or all three on top. And I could see there was a misting system built into the overhang to cool it down during hot Phoenix days, of which, that day was one, it was just that the mist wasn’t on right then.

      The Aces High Motorcycle Club hangout.

      Where I was heading because I was stupid.

      Stupid and desperate.

      “You’ve done this before, Clara, you’ve done it twice,” I told myself under my breath as I parked outside the building, next to the bikes. “You did it and you walked away. You’re fine. You’ll be fine. You’ll say what you have to say and then go. They’re not going to kill the messenger. Right?”

      I said these words to convince myself I was going to be perfectly okay.

      And, truth be told, this was actually one of the less dangerous messages Esposito had sent me out to deliver.

      The Aces High Motorcycle Club owned this long stretch of property on which they had a large home improvement store, a larger warehouse, and this building.

      They were well-known.

      This was because it was Phoenix. A haven for bikers. A haven for badasses. And perhaps the last bastion of the Wild West.

      I’d heard others who did not grow up there say they’d lived their whole lives going into places of business and not seeing a No Firearms Allowed sign on the door.

      To me, that was shocking.

      To them, seeing that sign was more shocking.

      During my research at the library the day before, I’d pulled up a variety of stuff that included a couple of articles about the opening of a home improvement store run by a gang of bikers and how that was instantly popular.

      How Aces High MC were “changing the face of the MC culture” by running two successful businesses (the store and the contracting) as a club.

      How people, especially Phoenicians, found it cool to turn away from a chain store like Lowe’s or Home Depot and “shop local,” when that local shop was owned by bikers.

      I’d also seen pictures of the members of the club, all rough-looking guys. But they were bikers, they were bound to look rough. It wasn’t like they were the kind to gussy up to have their picture taken for an article in a newspaper.

      Or maybe they did gussy up and in real life, they were really rough.

      Bottom line, I didn’t know much about bikers (at all), but I figured they were who they were and part of who they were was rough-looking.

      But whatever they did behind the scenes, they had a very visible face. A woman couldn’t drive in broad daylight to their hangout and then disappear.

      Unfortunately, no one but Esposito and Tia knew I was there.

      If something happened to me, I doubted Esposito would care.

      Tia would, but she wasn’t in a place to do anything about it.

      This part was bad.

      And try as I might, I couldn’t find good.

      But I hadn’t had much good in a long time (say, since the moment I was born), so at least I was used to it.

      I switched off the ignition, grabbed my purse and slung it over my shoulder. Then I exited my car hoping that the repo man wasn’t following me.

      I suspected, however, that my car was safer outside the Aces High Motorcycle Club’s hangout than it was anywhere.

      Repo men undoubtedly had a variety of ways and means, but I didn’t figure one of their ways was to repossess a car right outside a possibly dangerous motorcycle club’s clubhouse. I figured members of the club might frown on that simply for territorial reasons alone.

      I slammed the door to my car and walked to the hangout still sucking in deep breaths.

      My message was short.

      They were going to be angry, but that was Esposito’s problem. Not mine.

      I was just the messenger.

      Simply the messenger.

      That was it.

      The front door to their lair was off to one side, close to the end, away from the street.

      I pulled it open and stepped through into the dark, my eyes taking a moment to adjust as it was a shock after being out in the bright Phoenix sunshine.

      This was unfortunate because I immediately heard the low, angry growl of a man.

      “You’ve gotta be fuckin’ shittin’ me.”

      I turned my head toward the sound and my eyes adjusted.

      It looked like a bar. A comfortable one like you’d have in your house if you owned a very big house, you’d lived in it a long time, you had a great number of friends, and you partied frequently.

      Two pool tables. Some couches and armchairs. Some tables and chairs (most of these poker tables). A massive wide-screen TV hanging on the side wall close to the door. A long bar at the wall across the wide room opposite the TV. A bar with shelves behind it, liquor on the shelves, some glasses, stools in front, but no cash register. Things on the wall: pictures, plaques, flags, stickers, carvings.

      Yes.

      Carvings in the wood paneling on the walls.

      Jagged ones.

      Although I was surprised at this choice of decoration, and what it said about the easy and prolific access to knives the people who used that space had, I was on a mission, and thus, didn’t pay much attention.

      I took in what I could of the environment just to understand where I was, because I felt it prudent to focus on the humans and not the décor.

      This was due to the fact that the room was also filled with about ten big, rough-looking, angry-looking men.

      I focused on the one I was guessing spoke and said, “I’m here to see a Mr. West Hardy.”

      “Fuck you,” the man replied, and I squared my shoulders automatically as a thrill of fear raced down my spine.

      I wasn’t one of those people who liked fear, who fed off it.

      I didn’t like fear.

      In fact, I hated it.

      And in all this time, the eighteen months since Rogan was arrested, feeling it nearly every day, I still wasn’t used to it.

      But I was desperate. I had no choice.

      “Get your ass outta here,” another man ordered, and I looked at him.

      “Are you Mr. Hardy?” I asked.

      “Get your ass outta here,” he replied.

      I ignored him because I had a job to do and I needed to do it. Desperation, obviously, made you do desperate things.

      And, like I said, I was desperate.

      My eyes scanned through the men.

      I had to take this. If I didn’t take this and say what I had to say, I didn’t get paid and Tia got into trouble.

      And I needed to get paid, and I needed that badly.

      But more, I couldn’t get Tia into trouble.

      All the men were standing, save one.

      One was sitting at a stool at the bar, slightly twisted to the side, but his head was bowed to it, looking at a bottle of beer in his hands.

      I only saw his profile and not much of it since he had a very full beard.

      He had a lot of tattoos on his arms which were exposed by a short-sleeved T-shirt. He had very muscular arms. And from what I could see from the tight T-shirt he was wearing that stretched along his broad back, a very muscular everything.

      He had dark hair that was too long. Not long, long, as in, he could put it in a ponytail like some of the men had, but it curled around his neck and swept back from his face and looked kind of greasy-wet, but in a cool way, and I wondered inanely if he used product.

      Then again, you couldn’t blame him if he did. I suspected even bikers used product. Since it was so long in the front, if he didn’t do something to keep it back, it would fall over his forehead into his eyes and that would be annoying.

      If he wasn’t so rough-looking, I could tell, even in profile, he’d be immensely attractive.

      He just wasn’t my type.

      Not that anyone was.

      Not anymore.

      I also knew he was West Hardy, president of the Aces High Motorcycle Club.

      I knew this only because, though he was sitting, staring at his beer, he had something about him—a charisma, a magnetism. He exuded the gravitas of a chief.

      He was not one of the boys.

      He was the leader of the pack.

      I started toward him and a big man with long, dirty-blond hair not pulled into a ponytail (but it could have been) stepped in front of me.

      I stopped, sucked in a breath and looked up at him.

      “Get…your ass…outta here,” he growled.

      “I have a message to deliver to Mr. Hardy,” I replied.

      “Bitch, get…” He leaned into me and it took everything I had, but I stood firm because, it must be said, this man was big, but he was also seriously scary. “Outta here,” he finished.

      “Ink,” a deep, rough voice said quietly, and the man in front of me glared at me, straightened, then twisted his neck to look over his shoulder.

      “What?” he barked.

      “Tequila,” the deep, rough voice replied strangely.

      The entire room changed then.

      It was odd.

      The atmosphere was heavy and dangerous one second, but the minute that voice said “tequila,” a lightness flowed through, the tenseness immediately evaporated, and chancing a glance around, I saw some of the men actually smiling.

      What on earth?

      The man in front of me, who I suspected was called “Ink,” stepped aside, his mouth moving like he was fighting back a smile, and the way was cleared to the man at the bar.

      He was still cradling his beer with both hands and his head was still bowed, but now his neck was twisted, and his eyes were on me.

      Okay.

      Um.

      Wow.

      I had no type, but when I did have a type, he was not my type.

      That said, if he was charismatic, magnetic and attractive in profile, those dark eyes with the laugh lines emanating from the sides, his thick beard with hints of gray in it, his strong bone structure (specifically his cheekbones, they were magnificent) and his intensity aimed at me, I had to admit, was beyond charismatic, magnetic and attractive straight to downright electrifying.

      “Have a seat, Toots,” he ordered, his head tipping to the stool beside him as the men around me moved away.

      I pulled in a short, calming breath, thrilled beyond belief the scary portion of my task was over, and I walked up to the bar but didn’t take a seat.

      “This shouldn’t take long,” I told him.

      “Have a seat,” he repeated in his gravelly voice.

      “I just came to say—”

      “Babe,” he cut me off, his voice going lower. He hadn’t lifted his head, but his dark brown eyes changed in a way that both scared me and enthralled me, but not in a way I could describe, they just did. “I said, have… a… seat.”

      I decided it was judicious to have a seat.

      So I pulled my purse off my shoulder and slid as best I could in my tight skirt up onto the barstool. Once situated, I put my purse on the bar and turned to him to see he’d lifted his head and was also lifting his chin.

      A young man, as rough as the rest, but definitely younger (early twenties at most), came forward with two shot glasses and a bottle. I watched as he filled both shot glasses then stepped away.

      The man seated beside me straightened and reached out to the glasses. He picked one up and extended it to me.

      “Um…I haven’t had lunch,” I demurred, my gaze going from the shot glass to his eyes.

      “Take it,” he ordered. “Drink.”

      “I drove here. It would be irresponsible to drink straight alcohol on an empty stomach and then—”

      He cut me off.

      “Toots, I said, take it.”

      Oh dear.

      I took it, and the instant I did, he reached out and nabbed the other one, put it to his lips and threw his head and the shot back. I watched his throat work and was vaguely intrigued through my what-on-earth-is-happening-now feelings to see his neck was as well-muscled as the rest of him.

      He slammed the glass down, his head turned to me and then tipped to my glass.

      “Shoot it,” he demanded.

      “Are you Mr. Hardy?” I asked.

      “Buck,” he replied.

      I felt my brows knit. “You’re Mr. Buck?”

      “No, darlin’, I’m called Buck.”

      “Oh,” I muttered then asked, “Is the name on your birth certificate West Hardy?”

      He grinned at me, all strong white teeth in a dark beard, and for some reason that made my heart skip a beat.

      “Affirmative,” he stated.

      There it was.

      Good.

      I scooted my bottom on the chair, ready to get down to business, and stated, “Okay, then, Esposito says—”

      He interrupted me again. “Shoot it.”

      “Pardon?” I asked.

      “Babe, shoot the tequila.”

      “What I have to say won’t take long,” I told him. “And I appreciate your offer of refreshments, but—”

      He grinned again, looking like something was immensely entertaining, and I stopped speaking because West “Buck” Hardy’s entertained look went so far beyond attractive it was not funny.

      “You appreciate my offer of refreshments?” he asked.

      “Um, yes, it’s very nice, but it’s just past noon and—”

      “Toots, quit jackin’ around and drink the shot.”

      I stared into his eyes.

      Then I decided to drink the shot.

      One shot of tequila wasn’t going to incapacitate me enough where I couldn’t drive my car.

      And perhaps, if I took it, he’d let me say what I had to say, and I could get out of there. I needed to go back to Esposito, get my money and pay my rent before they kicked me out of my apartment.

      My apartment was a dump, but it was an apartment, and without it I’d have nowhere to sleep but my car.

      That was, if I managed to avoid my car getting repossessed.

      So I put the glass to my lips and took the shot.

      I liked tequila, if it was cut with margarita mix, but I wasn’t a shot kind of girl.

      Therefore, even though I wanted to be ballsy and put myself out there as a cool customer, I couldn’t help but flinch then make a face when I took the glass from my lips.

      I looked back at West Hardy and saw he was tipping his chin up at the young biker again. Then I turned my head and saw the young biker move forward quickly and refill both Hardy’s glass and mine.

      Oh no.

      “Mr. Hardy—” I started, and he turned his head to me.

      “Buck,” he declared.

      “Okay, Buck, um—”

      “You play pool?” he asked.

      My head jerked.

      I then looked over my shoulder at the pool tables and back at him.

      “Pool?”

      “Cues, balls, felt table, babe. Pool,” he stated. “You play?”

      “No,” I replied.

      “Shoot that.” He dipped his head to my glass then went on, “And I’ll teach you.”

      I was getting the distinct impression this wasn’t good.

      “Mr. Hardy—” I began, and something happened to his body. It tensed in a way that made me quickly say, “Buck, sorry, um…I have nothing against pool, but I really don’t have occasion to play it very often and—”

      “Toots, shoot the tequila and slide your ass off that stool. You’re gonna learn to play pool.”

      I stared at him.

      I then decided to try to bargain.

      “If I let you teach me how to play pool, will you let me deliver my message and go?”

      “Depends,” he answered.

      “On what?” I asked.

      “On how you do with twenty questions,” he replied, and my head jerked again.

      “Pardon?”

      “We’re gonna drink, you’re gonna learn how to play pool, and I’m gonna ask you twenty questions. Depending on your answers, I’ll let you deliver your message.” Once he’d stated this, he turned his head back to the young biker and ordered, “Give me the bottle and get Toots a Miller.”

      “Oh no,” I stated quickly. “Beer is highly caloric, and I shouldn’t mix alcoholic beverages. That isn’t smart while driving.”

      Or, say, ever.

      Buck shifted his focus again to me, and his eyes moved down my torso then back to the young biker who was placing the bottle of tequila on the bar. “Miller Lite,” he amended his order.

      “Buck,” I started again, and regained his attention.

      “Shoot it,” he replied.

      “But—”

      “Darlin’, not gonna say it again.”

      I stared at him.

      I did this before I started to get angry.

      “Maybe I should leave,” I said to him.

      “You leave, what do you tell Esposito?”

      I had to admit, he had a point there.

      Enrique Esposito wouldn’t like that I didn’t deliver his message.

      “Toots, listen to me,” Buck said softly, and my eyes focused on him to see he’d leaned toward me. “My guess is, you’re new to this so I’m gonna give you a free lesson. You entered this game, you gotta play it.”

      “I’m trying to,” I pointed out.

      “Right, so, right now, the game is tequila, beer, pool and twenty questions. Now be smart, drink that shot and slide your ass off that stool because we’re gonna play pool.”

      I studied him a moment.

      Right before I tried bargaining again.

      “Just so I have this straight, I drink with you, let you teach me how to play pool and answer your questions?”

      “Easy,” he replied.

      “Do I get twenty questions?” I returned, and his brows shot up.

      “You want ’em?”

      “You ask me something then I should get something in return, so I ask you something. You like my answers, I get to deliver my message and go. That’s the deal.”

      “Why do you want twenty questions?” he inquired.

      I didn’t know the answer to that, so I said, “I just do.”

      “All right, Toots,” he stated then lifted his shot glass toward me. “Let’s do this.”

      I nodded my head, lifted my own shot glass, and keeping my eyes on him while he downed his, I downed mine. I repeated my flinch and making a face, and when I focused on him, he was looking at me and again grinning.

      He twisted his neck and ordered over his shoulder, “Rack ’em up.”

      The young biker had put a bottle of Miller Lite in front of me and Buck got off his stool.

      I followed him, getting off mine.

      He grabbed the bottle of beer and handed it to me.

      I took it, he nabbed the tequila and shot glasses in one hand, his bottle of beer in the other, and he moved to the pool table.

      I moved behind him, sipping at my beer and trying to ignore the gazes I felt following me.

      I found this was easier than expected since I did this by watching Buck’s behind in his jeans, and the visual was so good, it automatically assumed control of all my concentration.

      This concentration was broken only when a man shifted away from the pool table and I saw the balls in their triangle at the end.

      Buck left the shot glasses, tequila and beer on the side of the table and went to the wall where he selected a cue.

      I stopped by the table and wished I was wearing something else. Jeans, maybe. Gym shoes. Not a tight, buff-colored pencil skirt, a fitted white blouse with cap sleeves and ballet-pink, stiletto-heeled pumps.

      I’d wanted to look professional and feminine.

      Professional, so that the men I delivered the messages to would take me seriously.

      Feminine, so they would think twice before hurting me.

      Now, I was thinking this might have been a mistake.

      Buck moved back to me, handed me the cue and looked at me.

      “You wanna start or you want me to start?” he asked.

      “Start?”

      “Twenty questions.”

      I tried to decide which was the best strategy.

      “You start,” I told him because I wanted a sense of where this was going.

      He didn’t delay and he didn’t shield his hand.

      “You work since they fired your ass after your man went down?”

      As I stared up at him, I felt my lips part and my stomach clench, and it didn’t feel good.

      He knew me. He knew all about me.

      Oh God.

      “Pardon?” I whispered as my legs started to shake.

      He again didn’t delay. “Your man was found guilty and handed a ten-year sentence. One month later, you were fired from the Hunter Institute. You work since then?”

      Yes, he knew.

      He knew all about me.

      He knew more than just what he could read in the articles about all that Rogan did.

      He’d looked into me. He knew I was coming. He knew Esposito was going to send me, slap him in the face by not coming himself or sending one of his lieutenants. He knew Esposito was the kind of man who had no respect, not for anyone, not even for the charismatic, magnetic leader of a biker gang.

      He knew.

      He knew and he’d prepared.

      Oh God.

      “He wasn’t my man,” I said softly.

      “You were married to him, Toots,” he replied.

      I shook my head. “No, the divorce was final before then.”

      Something about him changed and it was almost like the very air around him gentled before he spoke again quietly.

      “I know, darlin’, but you aren’t answering my question.”

      “No,” I answered just as quietly.

      He nodded, moved closer to me, and I was too out of it to step away.

      “Your turn,” he whispered.

      I stared up at him.

      “Have you investigated me?” I asked, and he shook his head.

      “I’ll let that one slide, babe, not smart,” he said softly.

      My heart skipped.

      “Pardon?”

      “Don’t ask a question you already know the answer to,” he advised.

      “But you are,” I pointed out.

      “Yeah, but I have my reasons, you don’t,” he replied.

      “Okay,” I whispered.

      “Go again,” he prompted.

      I didn’t know what to ask.

      Something was happening here. Something that had nothing to do with Esposito.

      Or maybe it did. Maybe it was a power play and I was stuck in the middle.

      Or maybe it was all about me.

      Either way, I was on dangerous ground.

      Far more dangerous than the ground I’d walked on when I entered this building and that ground was already pretty darned shaky.

      My attention shifted, and for some reason, focused on one of the plethora of tattoos on his arm. Before I could stop myself, I lifted my gaze and asked my question.

      “What’s the snake mean?”

      He tilted his head to the side as his brows knit. “Come again?”

      I pointed at the snake slithering up his arm, starting low, curling around, the design opening larger at his biceps.

      The snake was not thin, it was beefy.

      It was also curled around a skull at the bulge of his biceps, head flared, eyes focused, mouth open, fangs exposed, ready to strike.

      “The snake tattoo, what’s it mean?”

      I dropped my hand as he dropped his head and looked at the tattoo. Then he looked at me.

      His expression was blank, but his eyes were alert, assessing, intense, drilling deep into mine, and if it could be believed I was even more uncomfortable than I was before.

      “Kristy,” he stated.

      “Pardon?” I asked.

      “Kristy, my ex-wife. She had occasion in our marriage to piss me off and do it a lot. She said, when I got pissed, I was not all bark and no bite. I wasn’t even just bite. I was a strike. Like a snake.”

      “Oh,” I whispered, my gaze slid away, and I took another sip of my beer thinking he didn’t seem the kind of man to get angry enough to strike. He seemed totally in control.

      Therefore, I found this fascinating.

      “Line it up,” he ordered.

      I looked back to him.

      “Sorry?”

      “We’re gonna break,” he told me, tipping his head toward the table. “Line up your cue.”

      I looked at the table then to him. I did as he asked, set my beer aside, bent over the table, acutely aware that he was close, we were being watched, and my skirt was very tight, and I lined my cue up to the ball.

      My body froze as his warmth curved around me, his hand on mine on the cue, his other arm stretching out so his hand could cover mine resting on the table with the cue over it. His back was pressed to mine, his hips pressed to my bottom.

      Oh God.

      “What are you doing?” I whispered.

      “Only way to learn,” his deep, rough voice said in my ear, but somehow I felt it on every inch of my skin, “is by feel.”

      Then he drew both our hands back on the cue and struck it forward. The cue hit the white ball and it accelerated, cracking soundly against the triangle at the other end, sending the balls scattering as his hand went flat to my midriff and he pulled us both up.

      I watched the balls.

      Two went into pockets, both solid colors, and Buck moved from me to the tequila.

      He poured our shots and handed me a glass.

      This time, I didn’t hesitate.

      I was not one for liquid courage, but at that moment, I was going to take anything I could get. Therefore, I threw it back and then watched as Buck threw his back.

      He took the glass from me, set both on the side of the table, grabbed my bottle of beer, handed it to me, caught my free hand and moved me down the table.

      He stopped, upended the cue he was carrying so its nub was to the floor and got in my space.

      Again, I didn’t retreat. The tequila was hitting me, I could feel it. I didn’t remember the last time I’d had a drink and now I’d had three shots of tequila and sipped at a beer.

      Drunk was going to come fast.

      He knew this too.

      I was definitely on dangerous ground.

      “He leave you with anything?” Buck asked.

      I blinked up at him.

      “Who?”

      “Your ex,” he answered, my heart skipped again then he went on, “They didn’t find all the money. They seized your house, the contents, your cars, your accounts. Did he leave you with anything? Cover your ass at all?”

      “No,” I told him and took another sip of beer. And it was at that moment I decided to fight fire with fire. “Why did you and Kristy get divorced?”

      He looked down at me and answered without hesitation, “She didn’t share my vision of what our lives would be. That being copasetic most of the time, not up in each other’s shit nearly all the time. She married me with expectations of where our lives would lead, but she didn’t share those expectations with me. If she did, I’d never have married the bitch in the first place.”

      “What were her expectations?” I asked.

      “My turn, Toots,” he didn’t answer.

      “Sorry,” I whispered and took another sip of my beer because I had nothing better to do.

      “You didn’t know?” he asked

      I studied at him, off balance again.

      He asked questions I kind of understood, but they were questions that forced me to clarify in a way that I suspected he was trying to make me off balance.

      “I didn’t know what?” I asked back to clarify.

      “About the whores,” he clarified.

      My middle moved back like he punched me, and I twisted my neck, looking away to hide the pain his words caused.

      In doing this, I had no idea I missed the gentling of the air around him again, but even if I was looking at him, I wouldn’t have caught it.

      I wasn’t numb to this.

      Even after eighteen months.

      Even after having my husband arrested in a middle-of-the-night raid of our house.

      Even after having my photo, his photo, all those women’s photos (okay, there were only three, but three was a lot) on the covers of newspapers, and even some magazines, for months on end.

      Even after the hideous questions the journalists would shout at me whenever they had their chance.

      Even after having everything I owned taken from me.

      Even after losing my job.

      Even after walking into multitudes of stores and restaurants and seeing people’s faces change when they recognized me.

      And even after hearing some of the things they said, either straight to my face or under their breath.

      Truthfully, it wasn’t that big of a story. We were just another in a never-ending cycle of greed, ugliness and negativity the public at large consumed with wild abandon like the news was a daily Bacchanal.

      But Rogan was young, handsome, a fallen golden boy, and some of the details were salacious, and those kinds of descents from grace lived a life much longer than anyone’s fifteen minutes.

      As for me, I was forced into the role of the chump. The putz. I was so stupid I didn’t know that my husband was living large from stealing people’s pensions. Sleeping with high-class call girls in New York City, Chicago, Las Vegas. Squiring them around, drinking champagne, eating at the finest restaurants, giving them presents as well as paying them for sex.

      I didn’t know, but some people believed I couldn’t be that stupid. Some people thought I put up with it for my fancy house and my fancy car and my fancy clothes (and I did have all that, but it wasn’t that fancy). Some people thought I enjoyed my beautiful life living off other people’s misfortune as handed to them by my thieving, cheating husband, and I’d turned a blind eye so I could keep that life.

      Either way, everyone—and that was pretty much everyone nationwide, but definitely in Phoenix—felt I got what I deserved.

      I got what I deserved for being stupid enough to fall in love.

      I squared my shoulders and buried the pain before I looked back at Buck, locked eyes and replied, “No. I didn’t know about the whores.”

      “Toots—” he whispered.

      I cut him off. “What did she expect?”

      “Darlin’—”

      I turned away and walked back to the tequila.

      It was me who poured two new shots, grabbed both in one hand and walked back to him. I lifted the shots and watched his hand take one, but I didn’t watch him shoot it. I just shot mine, flinched, belted back a gulp of beer and put the shot glass on the side of the table.

      I looked at him again.

      “What did she expect?” I repeated.

      Buck studied my face a moment before answering, “She expected me to keep our lives as they were and not make any waves.”

      “And those waves you apparently were making?” I prompted.

      “Sorry, Toots,” he said gently. “That’s another question.”

      “Right,” I stated. “Fine, then ask one of me.”

      “I’m thinkin’ we should focus on pool for a while,” he told me.

      I nodded instantly and turned to the table.

      “Great. Perfect,” I declared, examining the table. “What do I do now?”

      “You’re solids, babe. You see your shot?” he asked.

      I stared at the table, focusing on what would possibly be my shot. I found it, set my beer aside and pointed.

      “Good girl,” he murmured, and I felt his body move into me. Forcing mine down, he situated the cue on the table. “Hands on mine,” he instructed.

      I did as I was told.

      He moved my hands to where he wanted them and said in my ear, “See how this is lined up?”

      I didn’t. I wasn’t paying attention to much except his heat at my back, his power surrounding me, the fact that I was careening toward drunk and the hollow feeling of despair that had a permanent hold of my stomach but was now sharpened to the point I wondered why I was still standing.

      “Yes,” I lied.

      He again drew the cue back and then jabbed it forward in a controlled way, hitting the ball. The white ball cracked into the other ball at an angle and it shot straight into the side pocket.

      “Finesse,” he whispered into my ear.

      “Right,” I replied, pushing back against his body to straighten.

      He allowed this and I walked away from him and grabbed my beer.

      I sucked some back as I heard Buck call out, “Driver, another Lite and another Bud.”

      “Gotcha,” the young biker called back.

      I dropped my hand, looked at Buck and informed him honestly, “You should know, I’m already drunk, and if I have much more, I’ll be very drunk and unable to operate my vehicle legally. You should also know I have exactly twelve cents in my purse and one dollar and fifty-seven cents in my bank account, and therefore I will be unable not only to order a taxi, but also to buy a bus ticket. And lastly you should know that, even if I wasn’t wearing four-inch heels, I live too far away to walk home.”

      Buck studied me another long moment before he got close.

      So close I could feel his warmth and his hand came up and curled around the side of my neck, sliding to the back.

      I was shocked by this even after the pool lesson touching. He was so close I had to tip my head far back to catch his eyes and find he was actually so close that, if I lifted half an inch up on my toes, my mouth would be on his.

      Oh dear.

      “And you should know, Clara,” he murmured, using my real name for the first time in his gravelly, deep voice, making it sound like another name altogether. Another name that belonged to another woman, that woman not me, but that woman being a woman I wished I could be. “That I know exactly what’s in your account and I know you haven’t had lunch and I know you haven’t had breakfast, and I know it’s because you can’t afford either. I know you’ve got a master’s in library science and I know no one will hire you because his mud stuck to you. I know Tia Esposito is the only thing you got, which means that put you in the path of her husband. And I know Enrique Esposito is the kind of cockroach that’s able to sniff out vulnerability and manipulate it purely for shits and grins. And last, I know that you’re tryin’ to do your best with the hand you got dealt, but even so, babe, you are totally fuckin’ this shit up by makin’ all the wrong plays.”

      Something about that angered me, and with that, my heightened emotion and the tequila in my system, I didn’t guard my reply.

      “Okay, West,” I stated. “You may know all that, and I suspect you know more. What you do not know is what it means to be me. There are a fair few people, thank God, who know what it means to be me. So, what I know is you don’t know that first thing about how to play the hand I’ve been dealt. No one can know that unless they spend time in my shoes. So don’t you stand there and make judgments about me. You have no clue, no clue, what it is to be me. And I not only know that because you’re not me, but because, earlier, you said I entered this game. You were wrong. I didn’t enter it. I was shoved into it. So you don’t know everything, West Hardy. You know a lot, but you don’t know anything that’s important. So you cannot tell me I’m making the wrong plays because you don’t get what it means when every breath is an effort at survival. I’m breathing so my take on this is, I’m doing all right.”

      He stared down at me and I held his stare.

      Then, apropos of absolutely nothing, he asked, “Are you a vegetarian?”

      I felt my head jolt and my brows shoot together before I answered, “No, why?”

      Without taking his eyes or hand from me he shouted, “Driver! Order Toots and me the works!”

      And it was then when I realized I’d read the situation very wrong.

      I wasn’t on shaky ground.

      I was in the middle of an earthquake.
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      “Toots, have you paid attention to anything I’ve taught you?”

      I looked up, leaned in, put a hand on the wall of a very muscled chest and grinned up at West “Buck” Hardy.

      “You asked me if I knew how to play pool,” I reminded him. “You didn’t ask me if I was capable of learning how to play pool.”

      I was drunk.

      Way drunk.

      Unbelievably drunk.

      In fact, I’d never been this drunk before in my life.

      We’d had huge burgers, cheesy curly fries, and we’d chased them with beers, and that was more food than I’d had to eat in a long time. So I kind of sobered up a little when the food hit my stomach.

      But then I shot more pool (sort of) while I shot more tequila and drank more beer, and I passed the drunk I was before like a rocket.

      Now, I was smashed.

      His hand hit my waist and slid around to the small of my back as he grinned down at me.

      “All right, darlin’, are you capable of learnin’ how to play pool?”

      I shook my head and gave him more of my weight.

      “Nope,” I replied. “I’m not very dexterous. Never have been. Always picked last for teams in gym, and when I dissected my frog in biology class…” I trailed off and scrunched my nose before I finished, “It was seriously icky.”

      His hand at the small of my back put on pressure and he fitted my body to his.

      “Then maybe we should give up,” he suggested.

      “This would be wise,” I told him, nodding, and suggested back, “We could go back to twenty questions.”

      His face changed, and I liked the change, whatever it was. I was just too drunk to figure out what it was.

      “Clara, honey, you didn’t find that fun,” he reminded me softly.

      “Well, if you don’t ask mean questions, West, maybe it’ll be fun,” I replied.

      His eyes moved over my face as he murmured, “Mean questions.”

      I pulled away, grabbed his hand and dragged him to a couch. I moved in front of him, put both my hands on his chest, put pressure on my hands, and he went down. I collapsed beside him, curled my feet up under me so my bent legs were resting against his thigh, but I twisted my neck toward the bar.

      “Driver!” I called. “Would you be a love and get us more beer?”

      I heard Buck chuckle, and I turned to see his eyes were aimed beyond me and he was tipping up his chin which meant Driver was going to bring us more beer.

      Excellent!

      His gaze came to me, upon which I declared, “I’m smashed.”

      Buck smiled and asked, “No shit?”

      “I’ve never been this drunk,” I added.

      His smile didn’t leave his face as his brows went up. “Really?”

      I shook my head and answered, “Nope.”

      “Babe, you gotta live more,” he advised.

      I smiled at him and noticed when I did, his attention dropped to my mouth, which made my belly feel warm, but I ignored this and drunkenly blathered.

      “No way.” I shook my head, then bragged outrageously, “I learned early to make all the right moves.”

      His gaze left my mouth, caught mine, and I realized in a vague way he looked kind of surprised.

      “Come again?”

      “Well,” I started, felt Driver’s presence, turned, gave him a huge smile as I took a beer from him and turned back as Buck took the other one and then Driver moved away. “You learn that in foster care.”

      Buck had started to lift the bottle to his mouth, but he stopped when his head jerked around, and his narrowed, lovely, rich, dark-brown eyes hit me.

      “What?” he asked so quietly, I barely heard him.

      But I heard him.

      I was sucking back beer, staring at him and nodding all at the same time. I dropped my chin and my beer hand and looked at him.

      “I mean, I messed up with Rogan, but I didn’t know that. He was handsome and he wore suits and he drove a nice car and he acted from the beginning like he really liked me. Not to mention he had a seriously cool name. I mean Rogan Kirk. Great name,” I stated.

      I took another pull on my beer, swallowed it, and kept right on blathering.

      “My birth mother gave me up for adoption then my adoptive father took off on my new mom when I was five, and she handled it for a while then, when I was seven, she killed herself, so I went to her sister. But she had four kids already, her husband had left her too, and things were tough. I wasn’t blood anyway, so she called social services and they put me into foster care. That’s how I met Tia. We were in a home together. I met her when I was twelve. We were thick as thieves. She was great. Like having a sister. She liked Rogan too. Neither of us expected to get something like that. We both expected to get something like…something like…” I trailed off and then stated, “Well, obviously, something like Esposito.”

      When I shut up, I saw he was staring at me.

      He kept doing this for a bit, before he said, “Jesus, Clara.”

      “I know.” I threw out my hand with the bottle in it. “No one knows that, right? No one knows why I believed in Rogan. Or why I wanted to believe.” I sucked back more beer and went on, “In those articles, they didn’t talk about how I worked my ass off at school to get academic scholarships to go to college. Which didn’t cover it all, by the way. I had to get student loans and I paid those off. No one knows that.”

      I threw back more beer.

      And kept blabbing.

      “They also didn’t talk about the student loans I took out to get my masters which I also paid off with my money. Money I earned. Rogan offered, but I said no. I didn’t think it was fair. They didn’t ask me questions about that. They didn’t try to investigate why I was blind to what Rogan was doing. He treated me great. He traveled a lot, but when he was home, our marriage was awesome.”

      I leaned into Buck on the last word then leaned back and slugged more beer before continuing.

      “I’d worked hard to get what I had. I thought Rogan was my reward. I thought, finally, finally,” I leaned in again and stayed there, “it was my turn to have a taste of the good life.”

      “Baby,” he whispered.

      “But I was wrong,” I went on like he said not a word and sat back. “And that’s what I learned. You make all the right moves. You don’t get into trouble, and Buck,” I aimed a look at him, though not entirely successfully, “drinking until you’re smashed is the wrong move. That’ll piss off foster parents, get you kicked to a new place, or worse. So you be good. You do what you’re told. You study and get good grades and be where they tell you to be or where you say you’re going to be. You don’t make trouble. You don’t ask questions. You don’t have expectations. You just wake up and get through each day doing the best you can and putting every foot right.”

      I threw back another swallow of beer.

      And again kept talking.

      “So I did all that, and I have to tell you, I’ve thought about it, like, loads, how I put my foot wrong with Rogan. But I swear, I swear, he gave me no clue. We had a great marriage, great sex, shoo!” I threw my hand out again. “I mean, seriously, he’s a jerk of the jerkiest order, but you have to hand it to him, he has stamina if he was sleeping with all those women and still able to do the things he did to me.” I leaned in again. “And how often and with such energy.”

      “Are you saying you’re not pissed at him?” Buck asked, and I tried to focus more fully on him.

      “Oh no. If it wasn’t illegal and if prison didn’t scare the bejeezus out of me, I would have killed him,” I stated breezily. “I’m just saying he was great in bed.”

      “So he ruined you for other men,” Buck deduced, and if I wasn’t so drunk, I would have noticed his tone was teasing, but I was drunk.

      So drunk.

      “Totally, and not because of the bed business,” I answered in all seriousness. “Never going to go there again. No more men, ever.”

      I felt something funny and it was so funny my drunken focus became a far more focused focus and I saw Buck was again staring at me with a expression on his face I couldn’t decipher, but it made tingles slide across my skin.

      “No more men, ever?” he asked quietly.

      “Ever,” I answered firmly, then turned my head and sucked back more beer.

      “Baby, that’s a waste,” I heard Buck say.

      I dropped my beer hand and looked at him.

      “What? Why?” I asked.

      “Because, Clara, you’re fuckin’ gorgeous,” he answered, and I felt my eyes get big at the same time I felt my mouth drop open. “Great ass, babe, fuckin’ unbelievable legs, fantastic tits, beautiful hair, gorgeous eyes, and shit, darlin’, when you smile, fuck, your smile goes right to a man’s dick.”

      I blinked again then I whispered, “I’m not gorgeous.”

      His hand slid around my thighs making his arm curl around both and he leaned into me to reply, “Don’t know what you see in the mirror and it also doesn’t matter. I feel your smile in my dick means I got a dick which means I’m a man and I’m tellin’ you, Toots, top-to-toe, you’re gorgeous. You weren’t, babe, your ass woulda been thrown outta this building two seconds after you entered it. Since you are, you’re drunk, and in about five minutes, you’re gonna be in my room and I’m gonna convince you to forget about your vow of no men, ever.”

      Oh wow.

      “You are?” I whispered.

      “Damn straight,” he answered.

      “Oh my.” I was still whispering.

      “You want, you can bring the bottle with you.” He tipped his head to the bottle of tequila still sitting on the pool table and kept talking. “But the only thing I’m gonna be tasting for the rest of the night is you.”

      Oh.

      Wow.

      “Oh my,” I repeated on a breath.

      “You want the bottle?” he asked.

      “Buck—”

      “Answer me, babe.”

      “No, but—”

      I didn’t finish.

      He stood, yanked my beer out of my hand and set it aside with his. He grabbed my hand, pulled me off the couch and dragged me through the room to a doorway on the side wall by the bar. Through that doorway, he turned us left, we went down a short hall, then left again, and we went down a long hall where he opened the door to the second to the last room.

      There, he pulled me in.

      He closed the door.

      I stared at the unmade, queen-sized bed.

      Oh dear.

      I turned to Buck.

      “Um…”

      I stopped speaking (not that I knew what to say) when he advanced.

      I was drunk but not drunk enough to retreat toward the bed.

      Instead, I shifted and moved away from it.

      Buck shifted too and kept advancing.

      “Um…Buck?” I called as I kept moving backward.

      “Yeah, babe,” he answered as he kept moving forward.

      I hit wall and was forced to stop.

      Buck’s body hit mine and simply stopped.

      I tipped my head back, feeling my scalp scrape the wall as I did so, and I stated, “I’m pretty…um, dedicated to that vow.”

      Buck spanned my hips with his hands and pulled them into his. He dropped his head so his lips were not even an inch away, but his eyes kept hold of mine.

      It was then, I smelled him.

      He did not smell of cologne.

      He smelled of Buck Hardy.

      Dark and decadent.

      Um.

      I was in trouble.

      “Like I said, baby, you gotta live more,” he whispered.

      “But—” I started.

      His head slanted, and he kissed me.

      His beard felt scratchy. It also felt sexy because it came with his lips and his tongue.

      And he tasted great, like beer, tequila and man.

      Oh God.

      My hands lifted, my fingers curled around his neck, and when his lips released mine and slid down my jaw to my ear, I felt it starting.

      I had a strong libido, according to Rogan.

      Rogan had loved that about me.

      I thought it was Rogan.

      Apparently, it was me.

      Or, in this case, perhaps tequila, beer and all things Buck.

      Specifically, the fact he smelled good, tasted good and was a really great kisser.

      “Buck,” I whispered, and he moved his hands from my hips to glide in and cup both cheeks of my behind.

      Oh God.

      “Buck,” I repeated on a breath.

      “Fuck, baby, you got a great ass,” he muttered against the skin under my ear.

      Oh…God.

      “Buck,” I said again, so low, even I could hardly hear it.

      He lifted his head, but he also pressed his hips against mine. There was something lovely and hard there, and I felt my knees buckle so my fingers dug into his neck.

      “I’m right here, Toots,” he replied, slanted his head again and kissed me.

      He was.

      He was right there.

      And I was right there.

      And he tasted great and he felt great and his hands at my bottom felt even better and his tongue in my mouth felt the best.

      Oh God, God, God.

      I couldn’t help it. I was too drunk, and he was too everything and all of it was good. I slid the fingers of one of my hands into his thick, overlong hair and the other hand moved around his shoulders to hold on. I tilted my head to the opposite side, pressed my body in and kissed him back.

      That was it and what would happen next would make Rogan and all the fabulous things he could do to me be forever erased from memory.

      I was all over Buck, and he was all over me.

      I couldn’t get enough of him, pulling his T-shirt from his jeans, my hands sliding in, over his hot, sleek, muscled skin, my movements fevered, hungry, my mouth more so.

      And Buck felt the same, I knew it because he didn’t hide it. He drank it from my mouth, he pulled it from my skin, he nipped it with his teeth.

      Unbelievable.

      I couldn’t even keep track of it all. I could only feel, his hands at my bottom, my sides, my breasts. His mouth on my nipple over my blouse. My fingers yanking up his tee. His arms going up, pulling the shirt off then immediately my mouth went to his chest, his nipples, my hand gliding over his hard crotch then his hand fisting in my hair and positioning my head for him to take my mouth again.

      He yanked up my skirt so it was around my waist, pushed down my panties. I stepped out of them and kicked them free and Buck’s hands went to my behind again. I hopped up and wrapped my legs around him, but my hand went to his jeans. I undid the zipper, reached in, pulled his thick, rock-hard cock free and guided him to me.

      He surged in.

      My head flew back.

      “Yes,” I breathed.

      Buck pounded into me, pounding me into the wall.

      It felt super good.

      My mouth found his. “Harder, baby.”

      He pounded into me harder.

      “God,” I whispered against his lips and he slid his tongue inside my mouth.

      I took his thrusts, tilting my hips to deepen them, our tongues tangling, his hands at my bottom, my arms around his shoulders, holding on.

      Then I couldn’t kiss him because I couldn’t breathe anymore.

      “God,” I moaned.

      It was going to hit me, and when it did, it was going to be hard.

      “Clara, baby, let go,” he growled against my lips.

      I let go even though I didn’t know I was hanging on. My head flew back, slamming into the wall, and I cried out.

      Ah.

      May.

      Zing.

      Buck kept thrusting through my orgasm, grunting with his thrusts and I kept tilting my hips, offering myself to him, seeking the connection, loving the feel of it.

      I curved my fingers around either side of his head.

      “Baby,” I whispered against his lips, “you feel beautiful.”

      At my words, he drove deep, stayed planted and groaned into my mouth.

      Yes.

      I moved my lips to his jaw, his neck, his ear, touching my tongue to his earlobe, tasting Buck, tasting man, smelling it, loving it as I felt his fingers tighten on my behind.

      On my mouth’s journey back to his, he pulled me from the wall, turned and walked us to the bed.

      My lips hit his midway, his mouth opened, and I slid my tongue inside.

      He fell back to the bed, me on top of him, and through it all, I never stopped kissing him.

      I finally lifted up and looked down at him, my hands still framing his head.

      “Okay,” I whispered. “Maybe this once, I’ll live more.”

      He looked up at me and smiled that fabulous smile, white teeth, thick, dark beard.

      Then he rolled me to my back.
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      “Buck!” I cried.

      “Let go.”

      “Oh God.”

      “Baby, fuckin’…let…go,” he growled.

      I let go, crying out loudly, my back and neck arching, my heels digging into his thighs. He slid his finger from between my legs so both of his hands could go to my hips, lifting them as he drove deep, deep and fast, his breathing labored, his grunts so powerful, they rumbled against the skin of my neck.

      Amazing.

      I came down and helped him out, whispering in his ear, and I felt the power of his thrusts intensify, telling me he liked what he heard. Then he lifted his head, his mouth slammed down on mine, and I slid my tongue inside so I could feel his groan against it.

      Yes.

      Amazing.

      He stayed buried inside me as I kissed him then he took over the kiss, both were hungry. His kiss gentled to soft, sweet, then he stopped kissing my mouth in order to kiss my nose. Finally, he rolled off, pulling out, falling to his back, tucking me to his side.

      I rested my head on his shoulder, my arm around his tight stomach, and I bent my leg so my thigh fell on his.

      I was still drunk, but not so drunk I didn’t feel his soft, sweet kiss or the softer, sweeter one he planted on my nose.

      West “Buck” Hardy, president of a motorcycle club, kissed my nose.

      I smiled against his shoulder.

      He started sifting his fingers through my hair.

      West “Buck” Hardy, president of a motorcycle club, was sifting his fingers through my hair.

      My arm around his stomach tightened.

      “Tell me about Tia,” he said into the now dark room.

      “What about her?” I asked.

      “She all you got?” he asked back.

      “Yes,” I answered.

      His hand in my hair stilled.

      “Babe,” he whispered.

      “It’s okay.” I gave his stomach a squeeze. “She’s enough.”

      “Fuck me,” he muttered into the semi-dark (night had fallen, we’d been busy, Buck had only turned on one lamp, and it didn’t cast a very wide glow).

      I raised my head to look at his shadowed face.

      “No, really, she is,” I told him. “She’s sweet and she’s kind and she’s generous.”

      “Darlin’,” he moved his hand to cup the back of my head and bring it closer to him, “I can tell you’re tight with her, but you gotta know, a woman who puts you in the path of a man like Esposito and lets him use you like he does is not sweet, kind and generous.”

      “That’s not how it happened,” I replied softly.

      “Then explain how it happened,” he demanded.

      “He’s done with her,” I informed him.

      “Come again?” he asked.

      “He’s done with her, Buck,” I repeated. “But Enrique Esposito doesn’t throw anything away. He keeps everything just in case it proves useful. And Tia is useful to him.”

      “How?”

      Okay.

      How did I allow us to get here?

      I closed my eyes and looked away, wishing I was smashed again and not just drunk.

      Smashed, I could forget.

      Just drunk, it came tumbling back.

      And just drunk, I didn’t guard myself, and Tia, from me needing to relay this information.

      But something was happening between Buck and me.

      It might just last this day and that was probably precisely how long it would last.

      That said, I liked him.

      I liked having sex with him.

      I liked talking to him.

      I liked not-quite learning pool from him.

      I just liked him.

      And I wanted him to understand what made me.

      In other words, since I did not guard myself, or Tia, from this, I needed to relay this information.

      “Toots,” he called on a prompt.

      I opened my eyes and aimed them at his face.

      “He loans her out,” I whispered and felt his body go solid against mine.

      Solid in the sense of stone.

      Then he said in a way that I could tell his words were coming from between his teeth, “He does what?”

      “She’s very pretty,” I told him.

      “I’ve seen her.”

      “So you know.”

      “She’s not hard to look at,” he agreed.

      “Well, if the price is right, he loans her out.”

      “Fuckin’ hell,” he muttered.

      “That’s about it,” I replied. “So, Tia told me this and I talked to Esposito. Made a deal. He stops doing that and I work for him.”

      Buck’s body went solid against mine again.

      This before he asked, “You did what?”

      “I made a deal. It wasn’t a bad deal. Not only does he stop doing that to Tia, every message I deliver, I get a thousand dollars. It’s actually, if you think about it, a really good deal.”

      Both his arms went around me, and he pulled me mostly on top of him and up so we were face to face.

      “Toots, he’s sent you with messages to Breaker Walinski and Imran Babić. Break’s a biker who sells safe passage for drugs, guns and anything else illegal. Babić is a Bosnian lunatic who sells drugs, guns, pimps women, strongarms protection money, floats loans at a one hundred percent interest rate, makes book and is into anything else that’s illegal. These are not guys you fuck with. Enrique Esposito is a sociopath and he’s ambitious, not a good combination. Break’s got a sense of justice. The disrespect Esposito dished out by sendin’ you to the meet he’ll take out on Esposito. Babić, babe, you gotta know, him lettin’ you go in, deliver Esposito’s message and walk out in one piece is a fuckin’ miracle. I see you wantin’ to look after your girl, but the deal you made is not a good deal.”

      “You’re wrong, West,” I whispered.

      “I’m right, Clara,” he replied not in a whisper.

      “She’s all I’ve got, and he was loaning her out,” I reminded him. “Not to mention, I need the money.”

      “It worth that to her, to you, to get dead?” he asked.

      “You do what you have to do,” I told him on a shrug.

      “Yeah, and what you shoulda done is put her in your car and got the fuck outta town, found yourselves jobs doin’ whatever the fuck you could do under names that are not your own and prayed he never found you.”

      “He’d find us,” I returned. “Therefore, that really wasn’t an option.”

      “Clara, a man like Esposito burns fast, he burns bright and then someone snuffs him out. He’s makin’ enemies everywhere. He is not long for this world. All you had to do was wait him out.”

      His point held merit.

      “Your point holds merit,” I told him.

      He was silent a moment before he burst out laughing, his arms tightening around me, and he rolled me to my back, him on top.

      “Though,” I continued, “I didn’t have a biker advisor when I was making this decision.”

      “Bad luck, baby,” he said softly.

      “Mm,” I mumbled in reply, before I asked, “Are you ever going to let me deliver his message?”

      “His message is, no, he’s not gonna pull his shit off our patch. He’s gonna keep sendin’ his dealers in, he’s gonna keep movin’ his product through, and he’s gonna do this too fuckin’ close to our shop. I knew that was his reply to my request the minute you walked in.”

      “So what are you going to do?” I asked.

      “I’m gonna hafta expend the effort of pullin’ his shit off my patch.”

      Oh dear.

      That didn’t sound good.

      “Buck—”

      He cut me off.

      “No. Me and my brothers got mortgages and mouths to feed. We cannot have customers not show to buy ceiling fans and mix paint because some dealer is makin’ a sale on the corner where they can see. We got a situation where people think it’s cool to buy a paint roller from a bunch of bikers. We don’t need them to think we got seedy shit happening on our turf. That would fuck everything.”

      It would, indeed, fuck everything.

      Though, I had to admit, his commitment to this seemed pretty intense, considering, as mentioned, he and his boys were pretty rough-looking.

      Not to mention, it seemed he knew a whole lot about men like Esposito, Breaker Walinski, and Imran Babić.

      I shouldn’t judge.

      However…

      “So you guys are totally clean?” I asked.

      “We are.”

      Wow, I thought.

      “Wow,” I whispered out loud. Then, “Cool,” I finished.

      He was quiet.

      I felt his hand rest against my face before he said softly, “And I take clean to my bed, baby.”

      Oh dear.

      “Buck—”

      “You’re cute, Toots, you got courage and you got heart. Now, you gotta use both a’ those to fight for clean.”

      Oh God.

      “You think I’m dirty?” I whispered, horrified.

      “Babe, point of fact is, you take drug and pimp money to deliver messages.”

      Oh God.

      He did.

      He thought I was dirty.

      And that felt…

      It felt…

      Somehow, it felt worse than having everyone in Phoenix think I was insanely greedy or a chump.

      A lot worse.

      “Please get off me.” I was still whispering.

      “Toots—”

      “No,” I said, pushing at his shoulders. “Please get off me.”

      “Clara, listen to me.”

      “No,” I repeated, still pushing at his shoulders and also bucking against his body.

      “Cool it, Toots, and listen to me.”

      “Get off me.”

      He pressed me into the bed with his long frame and his hand slid from my face to my neck and curled around, the pads of his fingers digging in gently to make a point.

      “I said, listen to me.”

      “No, Buck, you’re judging me again,” I retorted.

      “You cannot say what I said isn’t true.”

      I stilled. “You’re right. Absolutely right. Now, before I sully your safeguarded cleanliness any further, you should release me from your bed.”

      “Babe, don’t piss me off,” he warned. “You’re not lettin’ me finish my point.”

      I stared at his face in the semi-dark.

      There I was, drunk, naked, stupid, desperate, and in bed with a man I barely knew.

      What was wrong with me?

      When did it happen?

      I’d kept myself safe for years.

      When did I start making all the wrong moves?

      “You know,” I started conversationally, “I have to say, I don’t care to let you finish your point. You’ve said enough. Now, I’d like to go.”

      “Yeah? And where are you gonna go?”

      “What do you care?”

      “Toots—”

      “I get it. I understand fighting to be clean. I get that. Because the only person who ever loved me was pimped out by her husband. So I did what I had to do to help her stay as clean as she could get. Which, by the way, is never, ever going to be clean. Not in her mind. So yes, I took drug money to do it. If that makes me dirty, so be it. For me, my company is Tia, and I’ll take that. So, I’ve asked you, repeatedly, to get…off…me.”

      I shoved his shoulders on my last word and lifted him off me enough to scoot out from under him. I almost made it to the end of the bed. But then he hooked my waist with his arm and pulled me back under him.

      Thus started a tussle. Which, a few seconds in, I knew I wasn’t going to win because, firstly, he was bigger than me, secondly, he was stronger than me, and thirdly, he wasn’t (kind of) drunk like me. So I gave up and glared at his face in the semi-dark.

      “You gonna listen to me now?” he bit off.

      “I will hear you, but I can’t guarantee I’ll listen to you,” I returned.

      “Fuckin’ hell, babe, you need to get smart real fuckin’ fast.”

      “Oh, so now I’m dirty and stupid.”

      “You’re the last if you don’t learn to make the right allies, and the right allies are not sociopaths who’ll send you to deliver messages hopin’ you won’t come out alive or, one way or another, no longer intact.”

      “So, what you’re saying…your advice is I should sleep with you to keep you sweet so you’ll take care of me?”

      “Actually, yeah.”

      I stared at him through the dark.

      I was being facetious.

      He was not.

      Then I asked, my voice pitched higher, “Is that clean?”

      He lifted a hand and glided his fingers through my hair, down, pulling it over my shoulder and his voice was gentle when he replied, “Yeah, Clara. It’s honest. We both know what it is. We both get somethin’ out of it. So it’s clean.”

      Oh God.

      I was going to cry.

      I thought my life couldn’t possibly get worse, and here it was, worse.

      This really cool, handsome man who listened well and was great at sex wanted me to prostitute myself to him so he would take care of me and I could “make a good ally.”

      “Please…please get off me,” I whispered.

      “You bring Tia with you, I’ll keep her safe too.”

      Oh God.

      “You can’t, he won’t let her go,” I replied.

      “Babe, he’ll have to get through me and all of my boys to get to you or her.”

      “And all I have to do is sleep with you?” I asked.

      “Well, no,” he answered.

      “Does Tia have to sleep with you too?” I pushed, and his body went stone solid again.

      Except maybe more stone solid, something I wouldn’t think was possible.

      But it was.

      “Babe,” he growled.

      A warning.

      Definitely.

      I’d gone too far.

      I also didn’t care.

      “Okay, so then does Tia have to sleep with one, or, say, all of your boys?”

      “Don’t do that shit. You know that’s not what I’m talkin’ about.”

      “So maybe you’ll explain what you’re talking about.”

      “I would, you shut your trap.”

      I shut my trap and stared at his shadowed head.

      He stared at mine.

      Then he muttered, “Christ, need my head examined.”

      “You could get off me,” I reminded him.

      “Is this shuttin’ your trap?”

      I shut my trap again.

      “You take of care my house and my business as well as me.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “That means you move outta your apartment before they kick your ass out. You move into my house. You keep it clean. You keep me fed, that is, when I’m not feedin’ you, and I like to cook, so mostly, I’ll be feedin’ you. You come to work with me and take care of the office, and you go home with me.”

      Wow.

      Was he serious?

      That sounded like…it sounded like…

      My God, it didn’t sound like a sex-for-safety arrangement.

      It sounded like a relationship.

      “What?” I whispered.

      “The office work, I pay you for,” he went on.

      He’d pay me for it?

      As in, a job?

      “What?” I repeated.

      “And give you a car since the repo men, babe, just gotta say, they’ll get yours before you get a chance to sort that shit out.”

      Good God.

      He knew everything about me.

      “Do you know everything about me?”

      “Everything from your master’s degree up. That foster care shit, no. We didn’t have the chance to dig that deep.”

      “Why did you dig at all?”

      “Toots, I knew he was gonna send you and you don’t go up against an enemy you don’t know. Word about you was all over the street. Anything on radar that may touch my Club, I find out about it.”

      That made sense and it was thorough and protective. It kind of made me wish I had a club. Then again, I’d always kind of wished I’d had a club.

      Buck kept talking.

      “Clara, listen to me, I’m offerin’ you a home, a car, a job, protection for you and your girl and the opportunity to stay clean. Are you seriously gonna turn that down?”

      Something occurred to me.

      “Did you know that you’d…that you’d try…that we’d—?”

      “Saw pictures of you, babe, lots of ’em. Can’t say they didn’t catch my interest but in the flesh…” He tugged my hair, let that finalize his point and moved on. “So no. I didn’t know you’d be where you are right now and I didn’t know I’d make that offer because I didn’t know the offer needed to be made. Though, considered an offer after our abbreviated twenty questions and definitely was movin’ toward it after you got smashed, chatty and seriously fuckin’ cute.”

      I missed the last part, which was too bad, but it was because I was stuck on what he said earlier.

      “So this is pity?” I asked, my voice rising again, and I watched him arch his neck back and listened to him sigh.

      Once he’d done that, I listened to him mutter, “Fuckin’ hell.”

      “Well?” I demanded.

      It was then I watched him tip his head down and felt his eyes burning into me.

      “Let me sum up,” he stated with unhidden, barely restrained patience. “You…are…fucked. You haven’t worked in nearly a year. You’ve come to the end of the money you had in your own account, as well as the end of the money you got when you hocked anything they left you with that had value. You haven’t paid on your car in six months. You’re three months out on rent. You were six, but the money you earned from Esposito caught you up, just not enough. You were served an eviction notice a week ago. Your three credit cards are maxed. You haven’t paid on them in six months either. They’re with collection agencies who are at your door so much, they could move in.”

      Okay.

      One could say he’d really, really looked into me.

      And he wasn’t done.

      “Your girl is unsafe and the only way to keep her safe is to accept death-defying errands for a sociopath. That is, until he gets tired of watchin’ you charm your way through badass bikers and psychopathic filth by wearin’ tight skirts, high heels and bein’ cute, and he decides to loan you out too.”

      This, I had to admit, was a concern I’d had as well.

      And…

      Buck still wasn’t finished.

      “Client one, my guess, Imran Babić, who hasn’t made public his reasons for lettin’ you strut away from him unharmed, but who I know likes blondes, tight asses and long legs. Client two, Breaker Walinksi’s boy, Bug, who was there when you strutted in and strutted out and has made public his interest in Esposito’s new piece of tail.”

      Fabulous.

      Buck kept talking

      “Like I said, you need to start makin’ the right allies. Now, this is just my guess, but you walk outta Ace’s Dive without my protection, three things can happen. Esposito keeps usin’ you until he uses you up one way or another. Babić picks you up and has his fun with you. And babe, you’re cute, you may be able to get him to be your shield, but Babić does not like brown skin and Tia won’t be along for that ride. Or last, Breaker pulls you in for his boy, and Walinskis, they know and appreciate a fine woman. So they pull you in, babe, they like you, and they will, you ain’t ever gettin’ out.”

      At long last, he finally stopped talking.

      But I didn’t know what to say.

      There was a lot there and none of it was good.

      And regrettably, I had a feeling with all of it, he was right.

      When I didn’t speak, Buck did.

      “Or you pick smart. You pick me. You make the right ally. You work an honest job, you get honest pay. You get a ride you don’t have to hide from the repo man. You get your girl safe. And you and me, we enjoy what we gave each other four times before we had this chat and we keep enjoyin’ it until it isn’t so much fun anymore.”

      It had to be said, I did enjoy what he gave me four times before we had this chat. I enjoyed it a lot. What made it more enjoyable was that he could give it to me four times. He wasn’t exactly sixteen. In fact, even Rogan, who was legendary, could only manage twice.

      Definitely a point to ponder.

      Just one to ponder when I wasn’t still inebriated.

      “Can I delay my decision until I don’t have so much tequila and beer in my system?” I requested.

      “I’m thinkin’, Toots, you didn’t get me when I told you that you should live more,” he replied.

      “So your advice is to make a major life decision naked, in bed with a man I barely know, after having four orgasms, our first fight and while somewhat intoxicated?” I asked.

      “Definitely,” he answered without hesitation.

      I stared at his shadowed head.

      Then I burst out laughing.

      “Toots,” he called over my laughter.

      But I kept laughing.

      So hard I had to lift my head up and shove my face against his neck at the same time wrapping my arms around him to hold on.

      There was no reason to do this since I was horizontal, I just did.

      “Clara,” he called again when I kept laughing, so I struggled to control it, dropped my head to the bed and looked at him again.

      “Give me until morning,” I said through residual giggles.

      “Gorgeous, just pointing out, you’re holdin’ on to me tight,” he said quietly, my residual giggles died, and I started to slide my arms away until he ordered, “Don’t,” and I stopped.

      “Buck,” I whispered.

      “You got until morning,” he acquiesced. My body relaxed under his, his head dipped, and I felt his lips at my ear. “And so do I,” he finished.

      His mouth moved to mine, and he kissed me.

      Then he went about giving me orgasm five and he took his time doing it.

      Shortly after, he took more time and gave me orgasm six.

      After that, I passed out, and my last thought was I could enjoy West “Buck” Hardy for a long, long time.

      Especially if he could keep all that up.

      And I meant all of it.

      But mostly, if he kept kissing my nose.
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      I opened my eyes to see sun shining into Buck’s room at the clubhouse.

      I also saw Buck’s (impressive) chest.

      I saw this because my cheek was to his shoulder.

      I’d been right and I had a variety of sensory proof.

      Buck was muscled everywhere.

      He also had tattoos on more than his arms. They slid up his shoulders and there were two on his torso. One, in black ink on his lower left abs over a nasty-looking scar that said, Never Again and another one over his heart that said Gear.

      I looked beyond his beautiful chest, sensing my hangover, which I suspected would hit full swing the minute I moved any body part. So I tried only to shift my eyes because I didn’t want my hangover to hit and because I didn’t want to wake a sleeping Buck.

      I’d been occupied last night so I hadn’t taken in the room, which was not only messy, it appeared filthy. It definitely needed dusting and a pick-up. So much so, the chores might take a week.

      Clothes everywhere. Bits of paper. Discarded disposable coffee cups. Beer and liquor bottles. Dirty glasses, dishes and take out cartons. And…my gaze narrowed…bullets.

      Um…ack!

      I closed my eyes again to shut out the filth (but mostly the bullets) and snuggled deeper into Buck’s warm, hard side which made his arm tense around my back, the pads of his fingers digging briefly into the flesh at my hip before he settled again.

      I waited and he didn’t move any more.

      Still asleep.

      I could see that.

      Last night had to exhaust him considering he did the vast majority of the work.

      Then I remembered I had a decision to make and I opened my eyes, but didn’t focus.

      I liked this man against me in bed and not just because he had more stamina and skill than five Rogan Kirks.

      No.

      It was because he kissed my nose. Because he listened to me. And because he made me laugh really hard. He didn’t mean to, but he did it, and I hadn’t laughed in a really, really long time.

      It felt good.

      He protected his Club and he wanted to protect me.

      That felt nice.

      The part that didn’t feel nice was that he wanted to do it until it wasn’t so much fun anymore.

      This wasn’t surprising, of course. We’d not known each other even twenty-four hours. I knew he enjoyed me, it was impossible to miss. Not to mention he told me straight out after orgasm three (mine) and again after orgasm five (his). But I knew we were nowhere near avowals of love and shopping for wedding bands.

      Still.

      How long would it take for a man like West “Buck” Hardy to find me not so fun anymore?

      Probably not very long.

      And he’d kissed my nose.

      Kissed my nose.

      I’d probably find him fun a lot longer.

      Hells bells.

      I’d learned this lesson before, very publicly.

      I thought Rogan was the key to a beautiful life and the reason I thought that was not because he was a beautiful man who gave beautiful orgasms who made me feel beautiful with the way he looked at me and all the things he was able to give me.

      But instead, with the way he treated me.

      I’d loved him.

      And then…

      Enough said on that.

      Now I was offered Buck as the key to safety and security.

      But I’d also learned a long time ago, and stupidly forgot along the way, that I needed to look out for myself.

      And Tia.

      Buck was right. We should just go.

      I didn’t have any money, but Tia could lay her hands on some. My car was being shopped out for repo and Esposito probably put tracking devices on his to keep tabs on Tia, but it would make it harder for the repo man if my car was five states away.

      I was thinking Seattle. I’d always wanted to go there. And I liked coffee and they had a lot of coffee places in Seattle. Maybe I could get a job in one.

      So, we’d go.

      And then, when someone snuffed Esposito out, we’d come back.

      When we did, I’d find Buck, and if he wasn’t nailed down by some gorgeous woman who he enjoyed more than me, maybe he’d give me another shot without this hanging over my head.

      Not for pity. Not for protection.

      For me.

      And I’d come to him clean.

      I cautiously raised my head and studied his face.

      I would never have imagined he’d be my type.

      Way too rough, way too rugged.

      But he was my type.

      He was gorgeous.

      In more than just one way that word could define a person.
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