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      Hot black coffee runs down my throat as my eyes watch the pink glow of the neon sign that barely stands out above the new strip club in the fading sunset light. From the diner across the street, I’m watching the place before it opens for the evening.

      Diesel is here. I know he is.

      It’s been a long time since I had the kind of company you get at a strip club, but this is a different kind of joint. There have been rumors about shit I don’t like to see in my state surrounding this place, and it turned up out of nowhere almost overnight. That tells me something’s up, and it reeks of Diesel, the biker whose gang has been pimping out women against their will at clubs like this all over the state.

      That doesn’t seem to bother the patrons, though. Pickings are slim in this one-stoplight Wyoming town off the interstate, so last night, the parking lot was packed with trucks...and motorcycles.

      I parked my own bike a few buildings down, out of sight. I don’t want anyone in that strip club knowing I’m here until I’m good and ready to show myself. Because as soon as someone in that club gets eyes on me, shit’s going to turn hot real fast. That’s not how I operate. I’m quick, I’m quiet, and when I strike I do not miss.

      If I weren’t I wouldn’t be alive right now.

      As long as I’m in the back of this diner, I can take my time. I look like anyone else from across the street. My black boots are dusty, my blue jeans are tattered, and my old dog tags rest on my military-green shirt. They’re the same ones I wore in the Marines, but they don’t look like they did back then. I had them melted down and re-stamped to show that I’m Ironside, and I’m a Heartbreaker.

      As if my kutte couldn’t do that on its own, that is. The tattered Heartbeaker colors rest on my shoulders, all but falling apart except for the pristine patches, some of which have been with me since my military days.

      Wearing those colors around here means something. This is not our territory, but it’s close enough to it that people know what the Heartbreaker emblem means. The skeletal hands spearing a heart have the respect of the locals on this side of the state. They know we keep the peace. We don’t let predators rule these roads. We keep them clean.

      And cleaning up is what I’m here to do.

      The club’s front doors swing open, and I see two men file out, squinting to keep the sunlight out of their eyes from that direction. I make note of that. They’re bikers, that much is obvious even from across the street. They’re not wearing their kuttes, but the rest of the look is a dead giveaway.

      And I recognize one of them.

      The shorter one of the two is a guy with a slight limp that makes his gait easy to recognize. When I knew him, he was a prospect back in Buzz’s MC. When the Heartbreakers put Buzz six feet under the dry earth, we hoped his sex slavery ring would go down with it. We were wrong. Diesel was one of his right-hand men, and people rallied around him in the name of making money. This guy must have stuck around Diesel and just put on new colors.

      I’ve had a gut feeling this is either Diesel’s new stronghold or one of them, but I need proof. Breaker, our leader, won’t make a move against a club like this unless we know for damn sure there’s shady business going on behind its doors. And that means I need to get on the other side of them.

      The two guys head around the building and disappear behind a corner, chatting to each other as they go. I’m not going to be able to see much more from here. But I’ve watched a van go behind that building, and there’s been no more activity since those two went back there. That tells me it’s a good place to start.

      I leave the cash for my tab and a fat tip on the table before heading for the door, taking out a pair of aviators and putting them on. My boots crunch across the asphalt as I casually make my way to the curb and cross the empty street, glancing over my shoulder and keeping my stride confident.

      The sun is in the eyes of anyone who comes out of the club or sticks their head out, there are no windows in the front, and I look like I belong there at a glance. In a few hours, they’ll have sentries out prowling on the rooftops, but for now, it’s business as usual upstairs. The only people milling around are bikers, some of them probably prospects who might not even recognize my face.

      Breaking into a place in broad daylight isn’t always that hard. Sometimes, walking with a stride that tells people you belong here and are on your way to something is all you need to be convincing. Since gunshots don’t start firing the second I step into the club parking lot, I figure luck is on my side.

      I cased the building this morning. The two guys I saw must be heading around to the back side of the building, which could mean they’re checking on the AC unit, but more likely means they’re heading around to the back of the building, where there’s an exit from the club’s basement. It also means I’ve only got so much time to follow them and stay out of earshot.

      When I reach the corner of the club, I see the two of them disappear behind the back corner, presumably heading for the basement. I keep low and follow them, thinking. The only reason they’d need to go to the basement would be to unlock the doors for the night, in case someone needs to get in or out in a hurry. That means one of them probably has his keys out.

      Sure enough, by the time I’m close enough to the AC unit to crouch low behind it, I hear the sound of jingling keys coming my way. I press myself against the unit and wait as I hear the two men approach. They’re not chatting anymore, and that’s a problem. Conversation keeps people distracted and easy to pickpocket.

      I wait and hold my breath, and when the men stride past the AC unit, I reach out.

      Moments later, I watch them disappear behind the front corner of the strip club again while I clutch the keys between my fingers and slip around back.

      When I approach, I’m surprised to see the basement doors locked up with a padlock and heavy chain. So, they weren’t back here unlocking it, meaning they probably want this door locked all night when the bar opens.

      I’m not surprised.

      That means they have something down there they want to keep in.

      After one more glance around the back of the building, I crouch down and open the padlock as quietly as I can, and I slide the chains aside. I shouldn’t be doing this alone, but if Diesel is working out of this place, a lone man like me is able to get in and out better than a crew of us would.

      I pull the door open with one hand, and I hold the huge, heavy steel padlock in my other. It’s coming with me. Fading light floods the stairs as I slip in and shut the door behind me without so much as a glance over my shoulder. Just like that, I’m on a mission again, and my training kicks in.

      My steps are completely silent as I slip into the shadows of the club’s basement. It leads to a larger room that opens up at the base of the stairs, and I carefully take out a hand mirror I brought to check around the corner.

      A stone falls to my stomach.

      It looks like an average club basement at a glance--shelves of scant supplies line the walls, and there’s a man leaning by the entrance to what looks like a janitor’s closet.

      Guards aren’t usually posted on janitor’s closets, and I think my suspicions about what that lock was for are about to be confirmed. But I don’t want to make noise and let the guard call in a dozen more men in on me. I glance around me, mind racing.

      I notice a tall plastic bucket sitting by the door, and after taking a deep, silent breath, I kick it over. I hear a grunt from the guard, who approaches carefully, eyes down as if looking for an animal who’d slipped inside. Before he even sees me, I move.

      My fist lashes out, and the steel padlock cracks him across the head. He staggers and looks up at me with hazy eyes before toppling over to the ground. I clutch the padlock and check the man’s pulse to make sure he’s alive before moving on to the closet.

      My face pales at what I see within.

      Instead of any equipment, there’s a thick, scratchy blanket bundled up on a wet concrete floor in a tight roll...and there’s a shock of strawberry blonde hair spilling out of one end of it. Quickly, I stoop down and put my hands on the woman’s shoulders, and I’m relieved to at least feel warmth.

      There might be hope.

      I pull back the blankets carefully, and I find that they’ve been wrapped tight around her. Her body is limp, and I start worrying that I might be too late before I find a wrist and put my fingers to it.

      She has a pulse. She must be drugged.

      I pull the blankets down from her face, and I’m nearly stunned by the sight. She has the face of an angel, like a marble statue brought to life--and about as pale to match, too.

      Clutching the girl in my arms, I curse silently. She can’t be a day over twenty, and she must have been taken recently. She looks like a healthy person, despite her condition right now. I wonder how recently she ended up here, and how, but I don’t have time for that. It’s only a matter of minutes before someone else has reason to come down here, or the man I just knocked out gets missed.

      I’ve got to make a call on what to do, immediately.

      This is Diesel’s place, this is all the proof I need of that. The smart thing to do would be to just snap pictures of what I’ve seen, send them to Breaker, and organize a raid. But that could put her life in more danger, and as if that weren’t enough, it would leave her to face whatever they have planned for her tonight.

      And this is Diesel’s gang. What he has planned isn’t going to be pretty. Anger boils my blood, and for a moment, I let myself start to plan heading upstairs and taking them all on, armed with nothing but my padlock. I’d faced worse odds before and pulled out on top. But I’ve got to get this girl out of harm, and there’s only one surefire way to do that.

      I’ve got to steal her.

      “Hey,” I whisper to her, brushing her hair away from her ear. “Can you hear me? I’m a friend. Talk to me, honey.”

      Her head rolls limp to the side, and I scoop her into my arms and pick her up. I know what I’m going to do. I knew as soon as I saw her, truth be told, but my better judgment still rears its head every now and then.

      I carry her up the stairs, moving as silently as I did on the way up here. I’ve carried bodies far bulkier than hers before in worse conditions. The weight on my mind is much heavier, anyway. Stealing this girl from Diesel isn’t just deadly in the short term. There will be consequences.

      “Alright, girl,” I murmur to her softly as I carry her. “If I get you out of here, you’re gonna need to hold on tight, and keep your head down. It’s a long way to the clubhouse.”
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      The sounds of my boots on the ground and my husky breathing are all I can focus on as my legs carry me across the second asphalt driveway behind another abandoned business near the club. With the girl in my arms, stealth is all but out of the question. I’ve got to make a break for it and do what I’ll die doing: ride, hard and fast.

      My bike is in sight. I parked it between a couple of dumpsters behind what used to be an upholstery shop, and it stands out like a gleaming black gem, waiting for us. That bike means a hell of a lot more to me than just a hobby. That bike means freedom--it meant it for me so many years ago, and it’ll mean it for this girl, if I have anything to do about it.

      “Hey,” I murmur as I get to the bike and slowly set her down on the seat. “How we doing? Are you with me yet?”

      As I pull the blanket down from her face, I see her mouth moving faintly, but she’s still dead weight. I frown. I kept the blanket over her so that anyone glancing my way might not guess immediately that I’m carrying an unconscious woman off, because that’s a bad look if I ever saw one. But we’re going to have to get on the road if we have any chance of getting out unnoticed.

      “Fan out, they’re not far!” I hear from down the road in a hoarse shout.

      Too late.

      “Fuck- hey,” I hiss, gently trying to shake the girl awake enough to ride with me. “Listen, if you can hear me, we’ve got to go, now. I’m gonna put you on my bike, and you’re going to have to help me help you, can you do that?”

      “Mmruh?” she replies, and as I pat her on the arm to try to snap her out of her sleep, I feel her start to squirm.

      At least I won’t be just draping her legs over the seat and hoping for the best, but I need her awake.

      BANG.

      My heart jumps to my throat when the gunshot goes off, and immediately, I grab the girl and dive to the ground with her. She isn’t awake yet, but that jolts her out of her stupor enough to squeak as we go down together. My body breaks the landing, and my first instinct is to crawl out of the way with her and pull my pant leg up to get my own gun out.

      I point in toward the sound of the voices, and sure enough, one of the three men down the road who’s closed in on us is the same one I stole the keys from earlier. I fire at them just enough to let them know I’m packing and send them running for cover. That’s all the time I need to get us to our feet and check the girl for injuries.

      Around the same time that I’m looking her body over, I feel the aching burn in my shoulder through the rush of adrenaline surging through my body. I glance down at my shirt and see the bloodstain growing, and I have my answer. I don’t have time to see how bad the damage is. It’s mild enough that I’m still on my feet, and if I can do that, I can ride.

      I get us both on the motorcycle in a hurry and fire up the engine. When I do, our attackers come out of cover to keep us from escaping, but I’m firing in their direction before they even come out. The man I pick-pocketed takes a bullet to the hip, and I watch him hit the ground in pain before I gun the engine and peel out of the alleyway, clutching the girl’s arms around my torso as tight as I can.

      The wind whips around my face as I barrel out of the alley in the opposite direction, and a truck leans on its horn as I swerve to avoid it when I jet out of the other side. My bike thunders down the street while I hear more bike engines revving behind us, but I’m so focused that bombs could be going off around us and it wouldn’t deter me any more.

      I hear a bleary murmur and a tired groan as the girl leaning on my back starts to stir, her strawberry blonde hair whipping behind her. For a second, I hold out hope that that’s going to be a good thing for us. But then I hear the distress in her soft murmuring, and for her safety, I tighten my grip on her wrists, pinning her to me.

      When she comes to, and I feel her look around her surroundings, I’m glad I’m holding her tighter. She screams and tries to pull back and jerk away at the same time...on a moving motorcycle that’s picking up speed fast. I lean the motorcycle to keep our balance and grit my teeth as I hear a gunshot behind me. With the girl riding on my back, I can’t afford to have them on my tail.

      “Ohmygod ohmygod ohmygod!” the girl breathes as she tries to jerk away from me. “Stop, let me off! Where am I? Help!”

      “Hold on tight,” I growl before I turn my bike around at an open stretch of road, and she screams again as we see what’s coming after us.

      A pack of bikers at least five strong at a glance is roaring our way, and as I veer to the right between a couple of businesses, I hear more bullets rip across the darkening skies. It’s twilight, and the faces are harder to make out--that’s good for me, but it won’t stop a gunshot.

      “Help!” she tries to shout at them, her voice still slurring and clouded by brain fog. But I squeeze her hands and glance over her shoulder enough for my glare to reach her, and it seems to stun her to silence.

      “Those are the bastards who had you!” I bark. “I’m getting you out of here, so listen--I need you to hold onto my waist tight, and do not let go for anything. Anything. Do you hear me? I need you to say Yes, can you do that for me?”

      My voice is authoritative and clear, giving her a strong, simple instruction to follow. I’d used that voice with civilians plenty of times before before my discharge. If you start barking out orders with force, people usually pay attention--especially if they’re already drugged up and fighting that off.

      “I-I…” she stammers, confused but no longer trying to jump out of a moving vehicle.

      The sound of the other engines gets closer behind us, and two gunshots ring out that ricochet off concrete walls, and I feel her hug me tight, pressing her face to my shoulder. That’s as close to a Yes as I’m going to get, so it’ll have to do.

      With one hand now free, I pull around a corner and swing around the building, hugging the side so that I can stay out of sight while I take my gun out. Moments later, the rival bikers fly past the intersection, and I fire two quick shots at their tires. They’re moving fast, so I’m surprised when even one of the bullets hits someones leg, and they lay down the bike in the road while the rest of the pack swerves to avoid him.

      As they topple, I’m barreling off down the road again.

      We need to get out of town, and fast. I know of an old gas station that isn’t far from here past the other side of town--I passed it on the way in. But I can’t have these fuckers on my tail while I head there. Just then, I hear the sounds of police sirens not far from where I left the pack, and I smile.

      “HELP!” the girl shouts when she hears them too, and my heart jumps again as I put my gun away and grab her wrists again.

      This time, she jerks and struggles more, and my bike wobbles under the shifting weight. “You’re going to kill us both if you keep doing that,” I snap. “We’ve almost lost them, hang on!”

      Her heart is pounding so hard as I rocket out of the town that I worry she’s going to pass out again, and I can tell how terrified she is. She has every right to be, I suppose, but we don’t have time to stop and talk things out yet. I don’t know how long I’ve got until the other bikers are able to shake the cops, or even whether the cops are on their side. Diesel has deep pockets, after all.

      I ride up to the gas station, whose gas price sign has long since decayed and been broken into tattered pieces by the wind. Weeds grow through cracks in the concrete, and the sides of the walls would be covered in graffiti if there were more than maybe a couple of teenagers in this tiny town.

      The girl quiets down as we approach, surprisingly so. I don’t question it. I pull the bike around the back and find that the rusty back doors are closed and locked, and the place looks like it hasn’t been occupied by squatters.

      “This’ll do for now,” I say, still holding her wrists as I cut the engine next to the doors and climb off and help the girl do the same.

      Her body starts shaking immediately once we’ve stopped, and her face looks ghostly pale. She looks up at me in utter terror, and I know how this must look. I’m a man with at least a head in height over her, and she just woke up to a nightmare guided by yours truly. But I need her to bear with me a little longer.

      With no time to chat, I open the bike’s storage and pull out the tire iron I keep on hand and carry it over to the nearest window that looks climbable, with the girl in tow. I hold her back before smashing the window in, making her jump and yelp, but I ignore it and move forward to shine my phone light inside. I glance down at the girl to make sure she’s wearing shoes, then nod to the window. She looks horrified, but we don’t have a choice.

      A moment later, I’m helping her up into the building, and I hear her land safely on the other side. I join her seconds later, landing with a heavy thump in front of her. I see the whites of her wide eyes staring up at me in fear as I walk past her to get the back doors unlocked. As soon as they creak open, I wheel my bike into the back room and shut the door, where I can finally breathe.

      “There,” I say, breathing a sigh of relief. “We’ll be safer here for now than we will anywhere else in t-”

      I turn around to look into the front of the store...where I see that not only has the front door been unlocked in the ten seconds it took me to get my bike in, but the doped-up girl I just saved is high-tailing it out toward the road at full sprint, screaming for help as loud as she can.

      “Fuck!” I snap, and I give chase.

      I’m a tall guy who spends a lot of time on his body, and most people don’t believe me when they hear I’m fast. Most people haven’t been taught how to really make their bodies hustle, but I’ve had to put my body through hell before, and I know how to move. I’m also a somewhat intimidating sight to see approaching at full tilt, because as soon as the girl glances over her shoulder to make sure I’m not following her, her face goes sheet white.

      She cowers down on reflex and freezes like a deer in the headlights as I close the distance between her and scoop her into my arms, slinging her over my shoulder while she kicks and screams, trying to fight me off.

      “Get off me!” she gasps, more afraid than angry as she kicks blindly.

      Lucky for us, she’s easier to get under control than an actual deer in actual headlights. I hear bike engines and spot faint headlights coming from the long stretch of road leading out of town, and I hurry back to the building with her. She grabs onto the door to keep from behind taken back in, but I’m not waiting, and she loses her grip with a terrified yelp.

      “Please-” she says as I set her down, but instead of replying, I spin her around, pin her back to the front of my body, and clap her mouth shut as I press myself against the wall. I sink to the ground and hold her trembling form to me as I silently put my hand on my gun and listen.

      As the engines get closer, the girl against me stays still, but I can’t read her mind. She’s quicker than she seems, clearly, and apparently knows how to act fast when she needs to, but the simple fact is that she’s been through a lot already. Her body is soft and warm against mine, and the faint perfume still clinging to her hair fills my nostrils as I wait. I close my eyes and clench my jaw, controlling my body’s desires. They’re an annoying distraction I’ll have to handle later.

      The engines get close enough that if she were to break free again, we’d be spotted. I gaze down at her while she watches the door, eyes wide. Finally, she looks up to me, and she shrinks away when she realizes I’ve been watching her. There was some debate in those eyes. I can’t trust her, not yet.

      But the bikes pass, and when the dust has cleared, we’re alone.

      “I’m going to let you go now,” I tell her. “If you run, you lose that privilege. Understood? Nod.”

      Her eyes are easy to read, and I see a kind of innocence in them that’s used to being trusting. She nods softly, and I’m willing to believe her to show her I want to work together. My hands release her both at once, and she stands up, rubbing the dust from her mouth before wobbling.

      I stand up and steady her, but she draws back from me immediately.

      “We can’t do this all night,” I say with a frown, but just then, I hear motors on the road again. The bikers must be coming back into town for the night. Shit!

      The girl seems to have picked up on this too, and she looks to me as if sizing up her odds of making a break for it. Where she’s standing, she has a pretty good chance of making it to one of the doors, too. She’d at least get far enough to get their attention.

      “Listen,” I say slowly. “I don’t know who you are, but I’m a friend. I used to be a soldier. I’m here to help you, but you need to believe me when I say those guys out there are not your friends.”

      “The police are,” she counters in a thin voice, surprising me with her courage.

      “Maybe,” I admit. “But I don’t know that in this town. Those bikers are bad news, and they’ve got connections.”

      She seems to understand vaguely what that means, but I can tell by the look of her she hasn’t grown up around bikers. Her body is soft, and she looks like she’s had a rough few days, but she looks like she takes care of herself. She isn’t the kind of person used to this life. It fits Diesel’s MO to a tee. There’s probably nobody in the great state of Wyoming who even knows who she is or that she’s missing from...somewhere. But that makes for a panicked person, and that’s dangerous.

      “We’re going to lay low here until those bikers aren’t a threat anymore,” I explain, taking a few slow steps toward her. “If you want to live, you need to follow my orders exactly. I don’t know how you got here, and you’ve probably been kidnapped, but not by me. I can get you through this, but I need you to believe me first.”

      With every step I take toward her, her suspicious eyes only look more concerned, and she backs up toward the icee machines that still have some now-brown sludge in the tanks. She swallows as her butt touches the counter and she realizes she’s cornered.

      When I’m an arm’s length away, she blindly reaches behind her and grabs the first thing her fingers wrap around. “Stay back!” she hisses, brandishing a flimsy plastic spoon at me threateningly.

      I raise an eyebrow and smile softly, and she notices her weapon of choice. “Crap,” she whispers, tossing the spoon aside.

      I’m amused for a moment, but then I see the tears forming in her eyes. This poor woman really does think she’s at the end of her rope with me, and she’s too shaken to do anything about it. But she needs my help, and I have to build that trust.

      I take a step forward, and she puts her hands out to stop me, but I catch them. Holding her firmly yet gently, I look down into her eyes and let her stare back up into mine in awe. I want to let her search me, to know she doesn’t have to cower.

      After a silent, tense moment, the red washes over her face, and she lets herself slowly rest against my broad, heavy chest. I wrap my arms around her and holder comfortingly, shushing her as I feel the sobs start to wrack her body.

      “What’s your name?” I ask quietly.

      “Justine,” she manages to get out.

      “I like that name,” my dark voice rumbles. “Call me Ironside.”

      She looks up at me, apparently not comforted in the least by the name I ride by.

      “I know it’s hard,” I say in a husky growl. “But you need to stay by my side right now, because if you go back out those doors again...your life is over.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Justine

          

        

      

    

    
      My blood runs cold. My chest rises and falls rapidly, my heart pounding like it might just pop out from between my ribs and drop to the floor. I can feel every cell in my body shifting into sheer panic, all the pent-up terror and dread I have been fighting back comes pouring back into me. I feel like someone has taken the moon and tipped its crescent peak to let its shivery glow fill me with light from within. It is an electrical feeling, a full-body impulse I feel almost powerless to resist. The world around me filters from bright colors to muted hues, all movement frozen in space like I’m standing in the sketch box of a comic strip. All is still, all is empty. There is nowhere for my eyes to look than at him.

      Him.

      Even through the shifting and blurring clouds over my vision, no doubt a side effect of adrenaline and not much else in my body, I can see the man who claims to be my savior. He is every piece and bit the prince I used to daydream about on those long afternoons in the mahogany pews, my mind wandering toward more earthly pleasures as the preacher pontificated about heaven. I used to think I was bound for that heaven, for that particular brand of paradise. The purest kind, reserved for the best-behaved girls, the prettiest ones with the soft tongue and nodding head. The girls who do as they are told without a hint of reluctance, no stirrings of a self-created destiny. I am meant to be among those chosen few, the brightest white and fullest of the flock. There was a time when I thought I was pure enough. I did what my father asked of me and I thought that was proof enough of my piety and my good intentions. Even when I wanted to cry no, turn away, refuse the smile beckoned for from the cruel curling lip of a man passing me by on the sidewalk--I knew better than to let myself slip. The mask I wore, clean and blank and empty, has slipped.

      I see around it now, just a little bit. In my muddled mind, he is the center-point. He is the focus around which the rest of reality spins. It all hinges on him. It all depends on what he wants to do to me. I have long since abandoned the hope that a man could want nothing from me. They will always demand something. My time, my attention, my purity, my total servitude.

      And this man is a god among mortals. He is larger than life. In the blurry, muted world he still burns like a white-hot brand in the middle of the quiet chaos. Those black eyes fixated patiently on me. There is a predatory tilt to the way he stands in front of me, arms outstretched, one of them still holding my arm while the other beckons peace. His palm is turned to face me, which whispers of a truce. Maybe he does not want to kill me just yet. Maybe he is taking his time. Maybe this one likes to toy with his food before he devours it. My thoughts are slurring from one neuron to the next, incomplete beats and pauses, a Morse code binary I can’t quite tap out at the moment. Someone must have drugged me.
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