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PROLOGUE: Welcome to the Jungle
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Los Angeles, 2001

Along the gritty, crowded, noisy streets of Hollywood, California, there was an unexpected sound of hope for all the lost children scattered there. It was the sound of a roaring lion, the dramatic rumble of an approaching storm. The thunderous, ominous growl came from a 1973 Panhead, proudly emblazoned with the American stars and stripes, and driven by a massive, hulking frame of a man named Joe Bennett.

His salt-and-pepper mane was partially concealed by the matching stars and stripes bandana he wore tied around his scalp, his hair tied securely along his back in a thick, long rope. His mostly white beard dipped low in the front, like a rock-and-roll Santa Claus. He wore black ironically, because there was nothing dark about Joe Bennett. His soul was alive and his aura was electric as he cruised the infamous boulevards that made up the mean streets of Hollywood, California; a place that lured the weak-willed and consumed the faint-of-heart.

There was a price to be paid to sing its familiar song, and Hollywood mercilessly took that repayment out in flesh and spirit for those who dared to barter their soul to this enticing devil. They continued to come, like moths to a flame, even when the stench of the smoking remains of those who came before them filled the air like yesterday’s garbage.

It was dangerous. It was exciting. And for far too many, it was the end of the line.

Despite the loud, rumbling motor of his bike, Joe blended in seamlessly with all the tourists and the regulars that crowded infamous street corners like Hollywood and Highland. No one looked twice at some aging, hippie biker when characters like Jesus and Superman mingled with the commoners for photo ops to send their families back home.

In fact, the only ones who noticed him were the ones who needed him. There was a select group of people in Hollywood who knew his name and his reputation, who listened for that roar of thunder to herald the approach of the only savior they had ever known. This group was as invisible to the Midwestern tourists in double-decker busses as Joe was. No one saw them, no one cared. They were able to slink along in the shadows, discarded human debris, at the mercy of all the serpentine predators that lurked the city streets, seeking what they could devour.

For these lost souls, the sound of a bike was not only the sound of hope, it was their last chance at salvation; a strong hand to clasp, to be lifted up from the edge of the abyss and set right once again on a brand new course.

Joe had lost count of the number of kids he had saved. It started with a scared, underage hooker in 1976, who propositioned him on Sunset and Western even though she was still black and blue from her last trick. Like everyone else, he had begun to look through girls like this one, but something in her eyes made him look twice. He realized that her hope hadn’t died yet, despite what that shithole of a town had already taken from her. She was still young, she was still pretty; she was still human. Most importantly she was still a child, one in desperate need of someone to notice.

He ended up taking her to a diner that night, where he bought her a huge sandwich and piece of pie that she scarfed down in ten minutes flat. He didn’t say much as he listened to her story, which she was still innocent and childlike enough to share. When she got on the back of his bike, he drove her to Union Station and paid for her bus ticket, then handed her some pocket money to hold her over in the five days it would take her to get back home to Kentucky.

It was all the money he had in his wallet at the time, but it had been worth every red cent when she threw her arms around his neck with a grateful sob. He closed his arms around her in a classic Joe Bennett bear hug, lifting her right off her feet. Tears stung the back of his eyes when he realized how fragile she felt in his arms. Another night... another week... another month might have broken this young girl. Now she was free to start over somewhere safer, somewhere else, and all it had really taken was someone to finally give a damn and take notice.

After that, Hollywood beckoned him like a lonely lover. He found himself purposefully seeking out girls like the first one. It didn’t take a whole lot of effort. Once he opened his eyes to the grim reality of life on the streets, he could see nothing else. It was an ugly place with overwhelming need. Joe knew he couldn’t save them all.

But for those he could save, he knew he had to try.

For many girls, and almost as many guys, Joe Bennett became their last customer. He met their need by giving them a ticket out, and he asked for nothing in return. They got a free meal, a free ride and one-way ticket back home, where they wouldn’t have to blow some middle-aged pervert in a back alley just to survive.

It started as his mission. It soon became his calling.

The only thing that mattered more to Joe was his family. The risks he took were minimal. There had been a few skirmishes here and there, but he managed to keep a low profile with those who would do his street kids harm. He was needed at home, and couldn’t risk getting gunned down, yet another casualty to the war no one really had a clue he was waging.

He led a double life.

He had to.

Susan and Molly were depending on him, and he would never let them down.

That was why he turned for Santa Monica after a short tour of Hollywood. He had only come to check in that afternoon in November, before stopping by the shop and heading home for a very special birthday.

One simply doesn’t turn sweet sixteen every day.

He arrived at Wyndryder just as the sun sank into the Pacific. The parking lot was mostly vacant. Jim’s truck was there, of course, and Joe’s Jeep. There were a few stragglers of customers who lingered at the bike shop on PCH, just steps away from the sand. The setting sun cast a warm, orange glow against the building, sparkling off of all the bikes parked just inside the glass windows that surrounded the showroom.

One very special bike, all black, just like she wanted, sat right inside the door, waiting for her new owner. Joe’s face lit up like a Christmas tree when he spied Jim putting a finishing polish on his surprise gift.

Not everyone would buy a sixteen-year-old a Heritage Softail, but if ever there was a soul meant to ride a bike, it was his little Mojo. She loved bikes as much as he did, and had always been a receptive student to anything he had to teach her, whether it was riding a bike or throwing a punch.

By 1989, when Mojo came to live with him, he had been a street warrior for more than a decade. He already learned how the world could chew up little girls and spit them back out again, so he knew that the tragic events that landed her in his lap had equal opportunity to define her or destroy her. The only way he could protect her was teaching her how to protect herself. He began training her how to defend herself from the wee age of four, and in the twelve years since she had grown tough as nails. She was as fiery as her mane of copper red hair, and just as formidable as her grandfather had hoped she would be.

The deck had been stacked against her almost from birth. She had to be unbreakable. And he made damn sure she had all the tools she needed to wage her own war when the time came.

So this wasn’t just some average teenager who listened to pop music and overdosed on reality TV. She was smart and she was strong.

And even at sixteen, she was ready.

“Looking good, Jim,” Joe complimented with a robust slap on his friend’s back. “She’s going to love it.”

“She’s going to break her fool neck,” Jim retorted.

Joe laughed. “Bullshit. She’s a more careful rider than you are, Jimbo.”

They shared a knowing glance. Of course she was careful. She had already lived through one accident.

“I still think you’re crazy, Joe. She’s only sixteen. She’s not ready.”

“You’re not ready,” Joe corrected gently. He knew that Jim had a soft spot in his heart for Mojo. She was practically the mascot of Wyndryder and all it represented, and had been for more than a decade.

Jim shrugged off the sentimentality. “Yeah. Well. You know.”

Joe laughed. He knew all too well. It wasn’t easy for him to let his little bird fly, either. But for her own good, he knew he had to give her room to stretch her wings.

After all, he wouldn’t be around forever.

“What time is the party?”

Joe glanced at his watch. He was running late, as always. “Ten minutes ago,” he answered with a wry grin. He turned for his office, cell phone in hand, to tell Susan he would be running a little late.

“As usual,” she said into the phone, and he could almost see her rueful smile. He cradled the phone lovingly to his ear, melting all over again at the thought of his lovely wife, Susan. He met her on a beach in 1966, when the dazzling brunette wore a memorable navy blue bikini with big white polka dots. He’d been smitten ever since. “But you get a reprieve this time, mister. She’s not even here yet.”

His eyebrow lifted. Mojo hadn’t been able to talk about anything other than her sixteenth birthday for at least a month solid. Now she was late for her own party? Susan was quick to fill in the blank without his even having to ask.

“She’s with Cooper.”

“Ah,” he said as he sat at his desk. Cooper Scoggins was Molly’s first real romance, and it had taken up quite a bit of her time as of late. But he was a good kid and a hell of a mechanic, so Joe had allowed them to date despite the fact she was barely sixteen and he was a more mature twenty. Most of the time they spent together was around family anyway, so he already knew that Cooper genuinely cared for her, and that mattered more to Joe than something as arbitrary as age. In a couple of years, it wouldn’t really matter anyway.

The thought stopped Joe cold. These last twelve years had gone by too fast. In just two years, she’d be off on her own, a grown woman. His job raising her would be over and he wasn’t quite ready to retire. All he wanted to do was hold onto each precious minute they had left together, while she was still his kid to love.

Joe texted Cooper next, to tell him to bring Molly by the shop for her gift. Cooper had done a lot of the restoration on the bike, so he already knew what surprise was in store for his favorite girl. His response was immediate. They would be there in ten minutes or less.

This was perfect timing. Jim was already closing up the showroom, ushering out what few customers remained. Joe headed to the warehouse to dig out something festive to deck out this once-in-a-lifetime gift for his favorite sixteen-year-old.
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Not even a half-mile away, just down the beach, Molly Joanne Bennett sat on a blanket next to her boyfriend, Cooper Scoggins, watching the sun set on her sixteenth birthday. It was November, so Cooper had provided a blanket around their shoulders, to brave the cool marine air as the sun disappeared from the perfect blue sky into an even more picturesque ocean. His arm draped around her shoulder as he held her close. She grinned up at him, losing herself in those warm, dark eyes that had captured her from the moment she’d first tripped into them two years before.

She had been such a baby then, she thought to herself, barely fourteen. She had worn a bit of baby pudge around her middle, but Cooper never seemed to care. He loved to make her laugh and they became friends immediately.

It had taken him a year and a half to muster the courage to ask her on a date. Most of that had to do with her formidable grandfather, who ruled over Wyndryder Bikes like a cantankerous grizzly bear. He was president of the shop, as well as the Wyndryder motorcycle club itself, and his shadow loomed large. He was soft as nougat on the inside, though, and once Cooper figured that out, it was a lot easier to try and woo Joe’s favored princess.

It didn’t hurt that Cooper knew how to treat women. He didn’t see them as conquests to be had. He liked her as a person first and treated her like a friend. Both of these had won over Molly and Joe Bennett in the end. Cooper wasn’t out to bag some underage girl. He was barely a man himself, but he already knew he was willing to promise this incredible girl forever if she ever asked.

Her big green eyes were wide as they stared up at him. “Now?” she asked.

He grinned. “Not yet,” he said as he turned his attention back toward the sunset. “It’s your first kiss. It has to be perfect.”

She knew that it would be perfect, just because it was with him. But she didn’t say that. She just waited for the last little sliver of the sun to disappear. The second it did, his warm hand cupped her chin and turned him to face her. She lost herself in those eyes as his mouth descended towards hers. She released a slight sigh as their lips met for the first time.

His hand wound in her long tangle of red curls as he deepened the kiss. He had dreamed of this moment for months, but nothing could have prepared him for the way his body responded as her mouth opened under his. She was so innocent to the havoc she wreaked on his senses the second the tip of her tongue touched his. He dragged his mouth away while he still could. “Happy birthday, Mojo,” he said, using her grandfather’s nickname for her, making her swoon even more.

“It is now,” she told him before boldly reaching for yet another kiss.

He could only indulge her for a second. His phone buzzed in his leather jacket. They broke apart so he could answer. He grinned. “It’s your grandfather. Change of plans. He wants us to meet him at the shop.”

She couldn’t contain her squeal. She knew what that meant. He had tried to be sneaky. Hell, they had all tried to be sneaky. But she knew that her Pops wouldn’t let her down.

She had wanted only two things for her sweet sixteen. One, she wanted the boy she loved to kiss her at last. They had dated for months, but he had been nothing but the perfect gentleman, respecting her age (and her grandfather) enough not to take advantage of her youthful enthusiasm. It had driven her crazy, but she was equally crazy about Cooper. She knew he was worth the wait.

The only other thing she wanted, and was even more worth the wait, was a bike of her very own. She was tired of being a baby that people had to protect and take care of, which is what she felt like every time she climbed behind a (male) rider with his own bike. She wanted to show everyone how grown she was, how mature she was, how ready she was to take control of her own life.

She’d spent her whole life training to be everything her Pops knew she could be. This was more than just another birthday. It was a new start, one where she could control her own destiny at last. And she wasn’t about to wait one minute longer than she had to.

She sprang to her feet, pulling Cooper up with her. She’d finally shed her baby pudge, thanks to her grandfather’s grueling workouts, so she was every ounce lean muscle as she raced toward Cooper’s bike. She flew across the sand and onto the parking lot with an enthusiastic, “Let’s go!”

Cooper took his time sauntering off of the sand and onto the pavement. She practically hopped in her seat as he approached. “I can’t help but notice that you’re excited.”

“Cooper!” she groaned. She already had her helmet on and was raring to go. If he didn’t get a move on, she’d hop off the bike and run all the way to the shop. She said as much as she crossed her arms in front of her chest defiantly.

He chuckled as he put on his helmet. “Keep your shorts on. I’ll get you there in no time.” He swung his leg over. “Maybe we’ll take the scenic route. How do you feel about San Diego?”

She growled a little as she tickled his sides. “You’re mean and evil, Cooper Scoggins. It’s a wonder how I can love a jerk like you.”

He glanced over his shoulder with a knowing smile. “But you do,” he told her confidently with that smirk she adored. She nodded as she cuddled against his back, planting a peck on his lips before he turned to face the road, starting his own restored Chopper with a thunderous roar.

She was smiling the entire block and a half it took them to reach Wyndryder. The neon sign buzzed over the darkened showroom, where she knew her present waited. She was off the bike before Cooper could even put it in park. She used her key to let herself in, and with a great big smile she hit the light switch to reveal the best birthday present of her life, on the best birthday of her life.

The resounding click, however, did not bestow illumination throughout the darkened showroom. She tried again, but the building remained dark.

Too dark.

And too quiet.

“Pops?” she called out as she took a tentative step inside. Glass crackled under her boot. “Pops!” she cried as she raced toward the offices in the back.

There was a sliver of light under the door to her grandfather’s office. As she approached she could hear voices from the other side. She flattened herself up against the wall as she inched closer.

“You’ve hurt my business, Bennett,” she heard a man say. “Taking my best talent and sending it God knows where.”

“Only God knows,” Joe agreed. He sounded cool, but guarded. She had heard that tone in his voice before, usually when he was trying to defuse a volatile situation between two angry bikers.

“God and you,” the man corrected. “That means you have something I want. And I will get it, one way or the other.”

Molly cringed when she heard the sickening sound of a punch landing against flesh. She glanced through the crack in the door and watched Jim double over as two masked men held him by the arms, and another man she could only see from behind stepped away from delivering the punch, cracking his knuckles through leather gloves.

“Leave him alone,” Joe commanded. “He has nothing to do with this.”

“And you have nothing to do with me. Yet here we are. You can either tell me where you sent my girls, or you can replace them yourself. Maybe with that cute little granddaughter of yours.” He let the suggestion linger. His voice was slick as he elaborated. “I always liked those crazy redheads. I bet she could make me a lot of money.”

Joe was out of his chair like a shot, but before he could advance, the smaller man withdrew a pistol with a silencer on the end. “Go ahead. Make a move. I’ll shoot you where you stand and take her anyway.”

Joe paused as he reassessed the situation. Molly automatically knew he was calculating the minutes until her arrival at the shop, and how vulnerable that would make her.

“Wouldn’t it be easier to give me the whereabouts of my own girls?” the man asked.

Molly glanced toward the showroom. Where was Cooper? As she inched closer along the wall to figure it out, she realized there was another scuffle coming from the other part of the shop.

Worse, it was getting closer.

Molly glanced around frantically. She knew she had to hide. If these intruders were threatening her, then her making her presence known could give them all the leverage he needed to force Joe into doing what he was trying so hard not to do. She scrambled into a supply closet just as two other masked intruders dragged a bloody, nearly unconscious Cooper toward Joe’s office.

She crouched low in the closet behind unpacked boxes of merchandise, craning to hear what was going on in the other room.

“Found this guy outside, boss,” one of the men said as they opened the office door wide, spilling light into the hallway.

“Ah, yes. The boyfriend. That means sweet little Molly isn’t that far behind. Go find her.”

“Stop!” Joe said. “Leave her alone.”

“That’s a pretty big favor, Joe. What are you willing to give me in return?”

“Don’t do it, Joe,” Jim said, but he was quickly silenced by another brutal blow.

“Molly’s not here,” Cooper lied easily. “Take me. Do what you want. Just leave these people alone.”

The Boss chuckled. “Sorry, mate. You’re too old and you’re not pretty enough for my purposes. But if you have a little brother, maybe we could renegotiate.”

Cooper growled at his captors and was immediately beaten back down. Molly cringed as she ducked even lower, listening to the carnage helplessly.

“Stop!” Joe cried out. He could bear their violence no longer. “I’ll give you what you want.”

“I thought you’d see it my way,” the man said.

Molly peered over the tops of the boxes and watched as her grandfather stood, hands raised, and headed towards his locked file cabinet. He unlocked it, pulled it open and withdrew a handful of folders Molly had never seen before. She inched around the boxes for a better look as Joe handed the folders to the man she could only see from behind. The man glanced through the folders that were all one color, a vibrant red. Her brow furrowed as she glanced toward the open file cabinet, taking note of the other colors used there. What had her grandfather been up to? What did it all mean?

“You got what you wanted,” Joe said to the intruder. “Go and leave my family in peace.”

The man handed off the folders to one of his masked associates. “We still have one loose end to tie up,” he informed Joe. “I have to be sure you won’t come back to Hollywood and steal anymore of my girls.”

“You have my word as a father,” Joe promised.

“No good,” the man replied as he raised his gun. “I’ve met your son.”

Molly hid her scream behind her hand as the gun fired one single shot right into Joe Bennett’s chest. He dropped to his knees and blood trickled out of the corner of his mouth. The others took aim at Jim and Cooper, but their leader shook his head. “They’re no threat to us,” he informed them as he turned toward the door. “They never have been.”

She recognized immediately that he wore a mask as well, a faceless Halloween mask made even creepier by its lack of discernible features. He stalked from the room and the others followed, after knocking both Jim and Cooper unconscious with the butts of their guns.

Molly scrambled from her hiding place the minute she could, crawling to where her grandfather lay bleeding on the floor. She sobbed quietly as she reached him. He gasped shallow breaths, his eyes wide as he spotted her. “Get out of here, Mojo,” he managed painfully, but she shook her head.

“I’m not leaving you,” she told him. She withdrew his phone from his pocket and called for help. She was frantic as she gave the information to the 9-1-1 operator, clasping one of Joe’s hands in hers as dark red blood stained the white linoleum floor. She tossed the phone aside when she was done, turning her full attention back to her grandfather. “It’s going to be okay,” she lied. “They’ll be here any minute. Hang on, Pops. Hang on.”

He shook his head. He had seen too many dead and dying in Vietnam. He knew his time was short. “The folders,” he said as his eyes traveled toward the open file cabinet. “Get them. Hide them. Protect them.”

“I will,” she promised. “I’ll do anything. Just tell me what you want me to do.”

With great effort, Joe pulled a ring from his finger. It was a signet ring with a serpent spiraling around a tornado. It was the insignia of a Wyndryder. Joe was one of the last members, and last president, of the motorcycle club he had joined back in the 1960s before his first tour in Vietnam. He placed the bloody ring on her index finger. “You’re the last one, Mojo,” he said as he coughed and sputtered blood. “It’s up to you now.”

“What’s up to me? I don’t understand.”

Joe reached his hand up to cup her face. “Love... you...always,” he managed before his hand fell to his side and his eyes closed forever.

With all her strength, Molly held her precious Pops close and cried.
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1. Runaway
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Hollywood, May 2012

The noise from the street below filtered up to the open window of the studio apartment on Wilcox Avenue. It was unseasonably warm for the end of May, and the only air conditioning the old apartment building had was the natural kind. In the distance, the sounds of the city rose from the inky darkness of the night. There were sounds one would associate with living in a bigger, bustling city. The occasional wail of sirens as police cars or ambulances raced by mingled with the obnoxious honking of the endless traffic to be found just a few blocks away on Hollywood Boulevard. It was just loud enough to be heard over the drone of the newscaster reporting the grim news of yet another teen sex worker found mutilated in Los Angeles. Newspapers covered the Formica table under the bare bulb overhead, and each article detailed something new about the case.

Like most news it was generally a lot of breaking information about nothing in particular, but certain key words were circled in bold, red ink. “Possible serial killer,” “similar teen victims,” “possible link to 1990s unsolved murder.”

With an abrasive scrape, a wooden chair slid across the dusty linoleum floor and heavy biker boots stomped through the tiny apartment, down the darkened flight of stairs and out to a black Heritage Softail crouched inconspicuously by the curb. Its rider’s face was obscured by a matching black helmet. On the back was the insignia of a rattlesnake wrapped around a cyclone, with the words “Force of Nature,” emblazoned underneath.

The bike tore away from the curb with a roar, heading straight for Hollywood Boulevard.
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Haley Roberts rested her head against the side of the bus as she watched downtown Los Angeles finally come into view, a sight so beautiful she thought she might cry. It had been a long three days since she boarded this bus. It had felt more like three years. But as each mile passed, she felt a little more of her old self slip away. She saw her reflection in the glass, but no longer knew the girl looking back at her.

She wasn’t just running away from North Carolina, or that bastard, Stuart. She was running away from all that she knew and everything she was.

That girl was dead, trampled underfoot by the life that had never quite fit.

She winced as her temple made contact with the cool glass. She needed no mirror to know what kind of bruise lingered there. There were similar bruises on her chest, her back and her hip. Her lip was still swollen, cut clean in two at the corner where it had been caught by a tacky ring. It would have hurt like hell to smile, which was just about the only good thing about not having anything to smile about.

She glanced into her purse. The situation was dismal. She had left in such a hurry, grabbing what she could. She didn’t even know how much money she’d grabbed until she got to the bus station. After paying for a one-way ticket as far west as she could possibly go, she had maybe a hundred dollars to her name. Aside from a couple of sodas, a few bags of chips, a candy bar (and a hamburger when she could no longer stand the pangs of hunger,) she hadn’t spent anything if she could help it. She had no idea what to expect from sunny southern California, but she knew it was worth almost any price she had to pay to escape the soul-sucking vacuum of her life on the opposite coast. She could breathe again at last, knowing there was no way she could ever be found in the melting pot of Los Angeles. She’d live on the beach under a rock if she had to, just like all the hippies of times past.

Her life was her own for this moment if nothing else.

The bus blended easily with the increasing traffic around the city as the weary travelers aboard adjusted in their seats. For many, their journey was nearing its end. This included Haley, who gathered what few belongings she had. She didn’t have time to pack a suitcase in her hasty escape. All she had left in the world was shoved in a denim hobo bag she had used both as a pillow and as a barricade from some of the sketchier people on the bus. There was a change of clothes and some spare underwear, but precious little else. She didn’t even bother bringing her cell phone, figuring her mom and her stepfather would use it to locate her.

She was as cut off from the world as she had ever been, a discarded, battered feather floating wherever the wind might take her.

And right that moment, it was taking her straight for the bus station downtown.

It didn’t dawn on Haley until she stepped off those steep steps on the bus that she had no plan beyond that bus terminal. The previous three days she had a destination and a goal: get to Los Angeles. Beyond that, she was on God’s good humor. She knew this implicitly as she mingled with the other travelers who spilled into the bright, bustling bus station that evening. Unlike them, however, she had no destination beyond these sterile walls. There would be no happy reunion with friends or family, no ride to take her to some exciting southern California locale. She knew nobody in Los Angeles. She might as well be in Seattle, or London or Timbuktu. This bus station was merely another building where she could find interim shelter until she figured out what to do next.

Three days before, when the ticket taker had asked for her destination, Los Angeles had been a knee-jerk response. It seemed like such an exotic location in the midst of more boring options like Albuquerque, Flagstaff or Bakersfield. She envisioned the bright lights of a big city, the span of sandy beaches under the sway of palm trees, and the glamor of cities like Hollywood and Beverly Hills. These were the places she had read about or seen in movies, and now she was there right in the midst of it all.

But it hardly seemed glamorous at all as she glanced around at all the other people who resorted to bus travel, all of whom were shoved into the building together like annoyed sardines in a cramped little can. There were no movie stars to be found and nary a palm tree in sight. It was just another nondescript building in another forgotten location in another city.

With a sigh, she turned toward the bathrooms.

She fought tears as she sank down onto the toilet in her own private stall. This was what she had been reduced to. Her space in the world now consisted of borrowed minutes in a tiny, private cubicle she would be forced to vacate when her business was done. For the last three days, her home had been a seat on a bus that she had rented for over two hundred bucks.

Now all she could do was wrangle as much time as possible out of every mundane activity as possible. Whereas the other humans bustling around her in the busy terminal couldn’t wait to leave, she had to figure out strategic ways to buy more time there. So she spent ten minutes in that stall, waiting out all the other women with impatient bladders who rattled the locked door of her stall before moving on to the next.

She took her time washing her hands, doing her level best to avoid her reflection in the mirror. She kept her head down so her blonde hair spilled towards her face, concealing the damage so evident there.

She kept her head downcast as she made her way toward the restaurant. She’d splurge for another burger if it meant she could linger over her meal. No one had asked her to leave yet, but she felt conspicuous as she loitered in the busy, crowded terminal, as though she had a blinking sign on her forehead, labeling her the vagrant she now was.

As long as she had a few bucks to buy a soda, or order some fries, she could linger a little longer without question. She took the last available table, cleaning off the trash from the last occupant, and made herself at home.

She withdrew a sketchpad from her bag, flipping through pencil drawings of the desert and an old Native American woman who had slept almost all the way from Oklahoma City to Flagstaff. Though Haley was hungry enough to wolf all her French fries at once, she ate them one at a time, nibbling cautiously and deliberately, as she began a new sketch, this time of an angel, walking down a city street, her wings busted and tattered, her head down as if weary in defeat.

She had lost herself so much in her task that a female voice from behind took her by surprise. “Hey, that’s pretty good.”

Haley jumped a bit as she turned to see who was speaking to her. It was another teenager, with dirty blonde hair and tawny eyes. She wore low-rise jeans and a tank top, obscured by a ratty pink hoodie. “Thanks,” Haley said courteously but dismissively, before turning back to her drawing.

“My name’s Tammy,” the girl went on as she plopped into the seat opposite Haley without invitation. She gestured to the mound of cold French fries. “Can I?”

Haley glanced her over. Clearly this girl was killing time the same way she was, though it was clear she didn’t have the spare money to buy food of her own. Finally she shrugged. “If you want.”

“Thanks,” Tammy said as she snagged a fry. Haley could tell by the rapturous look on her face it had been a while since she had eaten a real meal. “Where you headed?” Tammy asked as she withdrew a phone from her pocket.

Haley didn’t want to answer because she didn’t have one. She shrugged again. “Anywhere,” she said at last.

Tammy nodded without looking at her. “I hear that.” She typed something into her phone before pocketing it again. She glanced at the other tables before her gaze came to rest on Haley’s face, taking note of the bruises fading there. “Someone roughed you up, huh?”

Once again, Haley offered another shrug. It didn’t matter now. That life was over. That girl was dead. Tammy reached for another French fry.

“Hey, I get it. I had a broken arm and two cracked ribs by the time I got to L.A. You do what you gotta do, right?”

Haley offered no comment of any kind. She simply concentrated on her drawing.

Tammy continued to decimate Haley’s mound of fries as they sat together quietly. A uniformed terminal employee made a beeline for their table when she spotted Tammy.

“Hey!” the heavy, older woman barked as she marched toward them. Her skin was dark like rich chocolate, and her eyes were black and severe as night. “What did I tell you about loitering?”

Tammy laughed. “Chill, Edna. I’m not loitering. I’m here with a friend who just got into town,” she said as she gestured to Haley. She held up her phone to take an impromptu selfie, sticking her tongue out as she cuddled in close to her new ‘friend’ to prove her point.

Edna pursed her lips. “Mmhmm. I know all about your friends.” She turned to Haley, whom she looked over. “Where are you headed?”

There it was. Someone saw her blinking vagrant sign at last. “I just got off the bus,” she stammered.

“I can see that,” Edna quipped. “You can’t stay in the terminal if you aren’t a ticketed passenger.”

“She’s a paying customer,” Tammy asserted as she popped another French fry in her mouth.

“Until those French fries are gone,” Edna corrected. “I’ve got my eye on you two,” she said before she lumbered off, back to her perch.

Tammy waved her hand dismissively. “Don’t let her scare you. She’s a frustrated bouncer at heart. It’s her noble mission to keep this place free of the homeless scourge.”

Tammy’s blasé attitude did nothing to calm the panic rising in Haley’s core. Thanks to this girl’s unwanted attention, her shelter was even more temporary than before. Tammy read her easily.

“Hey, don’t worry. If you got money, you got options. Hell, for twenty bucks you can make it to Vegas if you want. It’s another shithole of a town, but the work is good.”

“Work?”

Tammy nodded. “Sometimes I’ll go there for the weekend and make about five hundred bucks.”

“Doing what?”

Tammy laughed. “You really did just get off the bus, didn’t you?” She gestured to one of the guy staring at the two of them from another booth. “Consider me part of the hospitality industry.” She winked at the guy, who smiled back.

“You’re a hooker?” Haley asked.

It was Tammy’s turn to shrug. “You do what you gotta do, right? It’s not like we’ve got some fancy college degree. Use what the Good Lord gave you. It’s the only real choice girls like us have.”

“Girls like us?” Haley echoed.

“Street kids,” Tammy impatiently filled in. “There’s a steep price to pay to be free. You have to fight to stay one step ahead of everyone, all the time. Otherwise you end up in custody with a one-way ticket back to mommy and daddy.”

Haley shook her head at once. That was not an option. Not now. Not ever. She watched Tammy eat one of the last remaining fries. Edna watched from her perch twenty feet away.  She thought momentarily about buying that $20 ticket to Vegas, if only to get that old bird off her back, but then she’d be in yet another bus terminal with the same limited options and even less money.

The reality of her impulsive escape was really coming back to bite her in the ass. What had she been thinking?

But in all fairness, it had been impossible to think about anything while getting the crap beat out of her.

Tammy ate the very last fry. “Come on,” she said as she stood.

Haley glanced back at Edna, who had already slid from her perch and was stalking right for them. With a gulp, she closed her sketch pad, shoved it into her bag and followed Tammy from the crowded terminal.

Tammy lit up a cigarette the minute they stepped out into the balmy night air. “Stick with me,” she advised as they walked past a rowdy group of young men. “This isn’t exactly the best neighborhood.”

Haley had no option but to follow her new tour guide. This girl wasn’t any older than her, but she clearly knew what she was doing. It was oddly reassuring for someone who really didn’t have a clue. It certainly seemed more preferable to follow this non-threatening teenager than risk jail for vagrancy or head to Vegas to start a new career as a prostitute.

“Where are we going?” Haley asked.

“A friend will pick us up,” she replied. “We’ve got a place in Hollywood.”

Haley’s ears perked up. That sounded a lot more promising than a public bathroom stall or a restaurant booth one could only occupy while paying for food or drink. “What kind of place?”

Tammy laughed. “Don’t get too excited. It’s not exactly the Hilton.” She stamped out her cigarette under her foot. “We usually make our way between motels, but there’s a place we can crash if we come up short.”

Haley gulped. Suddenly jail didn’t seem all that bad.

Within ten minutes, a beaten old car skidded to a stop at the corner where they waited. “Come on,” Tammy said as she opened up the passenger door.

Haley hesitated only a minute before she slipped silently into the back of the cramped little car. A man of about twenty sat in the front seat, with hair as bright and orange as a carrot, kept high and tight in a crew cut. He smiled at her through the rearview mirror. Tammy made the introduction. “This is Billy,” she said.

Haley nodded without offering her own name in return. She couldn’t risk anyone finding out who she was. She knew it was a one-way ticket back to North Carolina.

Strangely enough, neither one of them asked. Identities meant nothing here.

Haley held onto her bag as Billy whipped the car out of the parking lot and onto the street, barely missing several other vagrants in the process. That brightly lit corner in the shadow of downtown L.A. was a dead end for many. Without these two strangers, Haley knew she would have been forced to join the ranks of the homeless that lined the streets, scraping out any way that they could to survive.

She recalled Tammy’s matter-of-fact way of looking at her own profession as a hooker. It was preferable to her to suck the dick of some stranger just so she could have a safe, cheap motel room for the night.

Was that Haley’s fate now?

If so, why the hell did she need to leave home?

“How’d you do?” Billy asked Tammy, who shook her head.

“Slow day,” she said as she pulled a wad of one-dollar bills from her pocket. “You?”

He shook his head as well. “Donny’s got his goons out in force. I haven’t been able to show my face anywhere. We’re shackin’ it tonight.”

Tammy turned to Haley in the backseat to interpret. “Shackin’ it means we’re staying in an abandoned building. There will be some other people there, but stay with us and you should be okay.”

Haley gulped. “What kind of people?”

Tammy shrugged her shoulder. “Tweakers. Burnouts. You get used to them. Just don’t turn your back on them.”

Billy instantly scoffed. “They’re going to eat her alive.”

“If you got any money, take it out of your purse. That’ll be the first thing they snatch the minute you fall asleep. And don’t hide it in your shoes, either. If they can take it off of you, it’s fair game.”

None of their advice made her feel any better. “Maybe you could drop me off at a motel or something,” she suggested. “I can pay for one night.”

“Yeah, but you can’t rent a room without being eighteen,” Billy informed her. He looked her up and down through the mirror. “How old are you?”

She turned her head. “Not eighteen,” she finally said.

Tammy brightened, like she had the most fabulous idea of her life. “Maybe we can rent a room together.”

Haley wasn’t too keen on that idea either, given that she didn’t know Billy from Adam and wasn’t exactly sure what he’d do within the closed confines of a private motel room.  Tammy could easily read the reticence on her face.

“We could also try to earn some more money,” she offered. “I just don’t know if you’re ready.”

Haley wanted to question, “Ready for what?” But she was afraid of the answer. So she sat quietly as the car rattled and sputtered through a series of decidedly unglamorous side streets from downtown to Hollywood. They finally slowed to a stop near a darkened two-story building just a few blocks from a busy boulevard. There were signs all over the building, like “No Trespassing” and “Condemned.” Both Billy and Tammy were undaunted as they scooted through the narrow gap of a locked, chain-link fence. Haley begrudgingly followed.

As quietly as he could, Billy pulled down a metal ladder on the side of the old, brick building that looked as though it had barely survived a fire. She followed her hosts up to the second floor, through a broken window, to a hollowed-out loft where other homeless kids scattered across the bare, dirty floor. Haley shuddered and pulled her bag close as Tammy guided her by the arm to an empty corner. They spoke in hushed tones.

“Sit on your bag,” Tammy advised. “Seriously. They’ll grab it right out from under you if you let them.” To prove her point, she stored her cell phone in the ripped lining of her hoodie, where it couldn’t be easily lifted from her pocket.

Haley nodded as she perched on the soft fabric of her sole possession.

“Normally we’d stay in our car,” she told her as they glanced around the darkened room. “But there’s not enough room in that POS for the three of us. I guess it’s good that you see this, though. This is the reality of your new life. Better to learn it now than later.”

Again, Haley shuddered. What had she gotten herself into? She had leapt out of the frying pan right into the fire.

A beautiful boy of no more than fifteen scooted over to where they made camp. His hair was long and straight, the envy of any girl who might see it. His features were flawless, almost feminine when he smiled, and his body was hairless, thin and slight. “Hey Billy,” he said. “Got a dime, man?”

Before Haley could possibly wonder what this kid could do with a dime, Billy was pulling a small bag from his pocket. They huddled together to do their business and Haley turned to Tammy. “Drugs?”

Tammy shrugged. “Like I said. You do what you have to. It’s not like you and I can go get a counter job at some fast food restaurant, right?”

She pulled a bottle of fingernail polish from her hoodie. It still had the price tag on it, but Haley was fairly sure the dark glittery liquid had been lifted, not purchased. Tammy kicked off her flip flops so she could apply the polish to her toes. There was no fingernail polish remover or cotton swabs to remove the bright pink polish that had been there before, just a swipe of a darker color to hide the chipped coat from before.

“How long have you been here?” Haley asked softly.

“Two years,” Tammy answered. “I was thirteen when I left. My parents caught me playing ‘I’ll show you mine if you show me yours’ with a girl from our church, so they sent me to some religious camp to pray away the gay.” She laughed. “I was gone the first weekend I got home.”

“You’re gay?” Haley asked. It was the last admission she was expecting from someone who sold her body to men for money. “I thought you and Billy...,” she began, and Tammy’s chuckle cut her off.

“Were a couple?” Haley nodded and Tammy shook her head in answer. “There are no couples here, baby. The best you can do is find what few people who won’t screw you over. If you’ve found that, you’ve found home.”

Haley glanced back at Billy. “And what do you have to give up in return?” she pondered aloud.

“Labels don’t matter much here,” she said. “You do what you gotta do and you do who you gotta do.” She pointed to the pretty boy who was now smoking the joint that Billy had rolled. “Todd isn’t gay, but he’ll suck a dick for his next fix. You kind of learn to separate yourself from it. You have to.”

“I don’t know if I can,” Haley replied honestly.

“I don’t know if you have a choice,” Tammy informed her, just as matter-of-fact. “Look, you’re cute. Cute enough that guys won’t mind the bruises. Hell, they may even want to inflict a few more if the price is right. That’s your ticket, baby. Cash it in while you’re still young enough to get full value.”

Haley said nothing as she watched Todd and Billy conclude their business. The beautiful boy was out the window in a flash, medicated enough to do what clearly needed to be done for his survival. Billy returned to their little circle. “Ten more dollars,” he announced softly, so not to draw attention. “Maybe by tomorrow we can get a room of our own.”

Tammy nodded. Haley wondered why Tammy didn’t just head to the boulevard steps away from the dilapidated old building, but once a couple of tweakers climbed through the window, her question was answered. They were loud and erratic, bugging everyone in sight for some money or drugs. By the time they reached their corner, Billy and Tammy flanked her on either side, staking a claim that the newcomers seemed to understand, though their eyes flashed with the possibilities of what they could do with this young ingénue within their ranks.

By the time they could fall asleep, she was sandwiched in between Tammy and Billy, with Billy’s hard body pressed up against her backside, his arm flung across her and Tammy like a locked chain.
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