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Chapter One

 


Frank hated the heat. The sun beat down on the
Wraithkillers’ MC with vengeance and the aroma of pig shit, cow
manure and hay, cut and drying in the fields, bombarded his sense
of smell. Sweat trickled through his hair, caught by the
black-and-white bandanna rolled into a long strip and wrapped
around his head. He watched Crow, president of the Wraithkillers,
for any signs of deceit, wishing he could just kill the man, piss
on him, and walk away. He blinked several times and willed those
thoughts to pass. Their days of Claiming and Maiming—as the old
timers of their clan called it—were over. He had to control his
urge to spill blood. They all did, humans and werewolves alike.

“It’s a fair trade, Frank,” Crow stated, bringing
Frank back to the problem at hand.

“You stole one of our women,” Frank growled, furious
with Crow, “and you call it a fair trade?”

“Sure.” The man smiled, revealing perfect white
teeth that looked ten times brighter against his dusky skin. Some
said Crow was part Native American and part African American.
Others swore he was of Jamaican descent, and some even said Crow
had Japanese in his bloodline. Whatever his nationality, he was
shrewd, smart, strong, conniving, and women gravitated to his good
looks and charm. Men admired him and desired what their president
had, but they knew better than to challenge him.

To Frank, the man’s grin hinted at a panther
preparing to attack. However, this one appeared to have had one too
many hits of something today, so Frank would have to be doubly
careful not to piss him off.

“You have our crate of guns and we have one of your
women,”—Crow glanced over at a prospect—“who is Beastman’s old
lady, I believe.” When the prospect nodded to confirm the woman’s
identity, Crow continued. “Return what is ours, and we’ll give back
what is yours.”

“Dammit, Crow!” Frank thundered.

Crow’s men all reached for knives or pistols.

Frank prayed he could curb his temper. “My men
didn’t steal anything from you. They found the crate sitting
half-busted in the road with 9 millimeters and AK-15s spilling out
of it. You’re lucky we found the box at all. The Wraithkillers are
known for dealing weapons. If the pigs had come across it, you know
they’d be sniffing around your club to tie you to that crate. We
did you a favor.”

Crow shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. You still took
what doesn’t belong to you.” He swept one hand toward the woman at
the back end of a tractor where a couple of Crow’s prospects had
bound and gagged her. “I like to keep things even.”

Frank looked over at Phil, his second-in-command,
who shook his head and sighed.

“Might as well swap for what’s ours,” Phil said.
“You know, if Beastman doesn’t get his old lady back he’ll break
protocol, and come in here to Crow’s compound and take her.
Probably start another war, too.”

“Listen to your second-in-command,” Crow urged, his
tone smug.

Frank wanted to throat-punch the bastard. He curled
his right hand into a fist, his claws beginning to slice into his
palm, and willed them to subside.

“What he says is the truth,” Crow added. “You don’t
want anything to destroy the tentative peace we’ve had for the last
six months, do you?”

Frank fought with his inner animal. It would feel so
good to let his claws grow, then rip out Crow’s throat while
watching the arrogant expression on his face fade away, along with
his life. But Frank was a better man than that. He was the
president of the Wolves of Rebellion, and he’d battled for a long
time to create a haven of sorts for his people in the Appalachians.
No one but those of the utmost integrity knew of their true
identities, and after warring with the Wraithkillers for the last
two years they’d finally established some semblance of peace
between the two motorcycle clubs, although Crow liked to rattle
everyone’s chains and stir shit whenever he could.

Frank let his gaze sweep Crow’s compound, touching
on the barn, which had been converted into the gang’s clubhouse. A
small, ramshackle farmhouse sat off to the left at the edge of the
tree line. About 30 motorcycles, most of which were Harleys, sat
parked between the two buildings, and an array of old John Deere
equipment—from tractors to a combine and all the attachments—were
stored around the barn, or at the back of it. Next, he assessed the
Wraithkillers present. Most right now were prospects, but he
spotted Crow’s second-in-command, Firewater, off in the doorway of
the clubhouse. Four of the gang’s “sheep” stared out at them, their
breasts barely contained in their bras, hair rumpled, each woman
curious to see how events would play out. He’d give Crow credit.
The man took care of his biker family—provided for them, watched
over them. Crow was only doing what was best for his club—and
that’s exactly what Frank would have done, too.

With a dissatisfied grunt, he settled his attention
on Luella, who sat with her hands tied to the tractor’s hitch, her
feet bound and a red bandanna stuffed into her mouth. And what a
beautiful mouth it was, Frank mused. Before she’d become Beastman’s
old lady, Luella had given him some mind-boggling blow jobs. He
still had a fond spot in his heart for the woman. And Phil was
right—Beastman would storm into Crow’s place and slaughter most of
the Wraithkillers before any of them even had a chance to draw a
weapon. If Crow knew that he was staring back at six
werewolves—real werewolves—he’d piss a puddle between his feet.

“All right,” Frank said, motioning for a couple of
his prospects to bring the repaired crate. He waited until the men
had set it down halfway between his men and Crow’s. Once Steven and
Ass Crack backed away, Crow indicated for his guys to investigate
the box. They confirmed everything was there, then picked the crate
up and carried it into the barn, yelling at the sheep to stay the
hell out of the way as they entered.

“Come,” Crow announced. “Everything has been
settled. Untie the woman. We’re back to being friends, so have a
drink with us.”

“Take Luella home,” Frank told Johnny, a loyal
prospect. “Make sure Beastman stays there with her too.” He
leaned over to whisper in Johnny’s ear. “Tell him that if he even
attempts to come here to Crow’s compound, I’ll put him on
protection duty for a month.”

Johnny smirked. “He hates protection duty.”

“That’s the point,” Frank said.

Chuckling, Johnny put his arm around Luella’s waist.
“Come on, honey. Let’s get you home to your man.”

“Frank?”

Frank turned.

“Thank you,” she said. “I mean it.”

“Hey, baby, no sweat. You’re family. We take care of
our clan.”

At that, she offered him a huge, watery smile, her
big, round blue eyes filling with gratitude. She nodded, then let
Johnny lead her over to his Yamaha Midnight Special.

Joining Crow in his clubhouse for drinks was the
last thing Frank wanted to do, but he knew if he refused, Crow
would be affronted. He had to leave here with the peace between the
clubs still intact. “Boys, let’s go have a beer.”

Inside the converted barn, the aroma of sex, weed,
stale beer and unwashed bodies assaulted Frank’s nose. The same
smells resided at the werewolves’ clubhouse, but he knew those
odors. They were familiar and possessed the wild perfume of
everyone’s true identities—and they were residual scents. The stink
in the Wraithkillers’ crib offended his senses. Humans always
smelled like food or sport, but when their odors were mixed with
other unsavory elements such as dirty ass and armpits, it might as
well have been wolf repellant.

The days of hunting humans were long gone, so he
gulped down rising bile and tried to focus on other things. For a
moment he stopped to admire the work that the Wraithkillers had
done in switching the place over to a real clubhouse. Although the
inside was modern, someone had gone to great pains to retain a
barn-like atmosphere, right down to the floorboards, the hewn
rafter beams and the stalls that had been turned into offices, and
a gambling den. From what he could see through a partially open
door, the last one was a master bedroom, complete with a king-size
bed and a naked woman kneeling on it, her ass in the air as she
enjoyed two men going at her in the same hole.

On the left, four pool tables and two electronic
dart machines created a recreational area. A few bikers and their
sheep companions were engaged in a loud, drunken round of cricket
that Frank heard clearly over the low pulse of country western
music, filtering through a hidden sound system. One of the women, a
blonde with a huge tattoo of a tropical scene on her back, hit the
triple 19 spot and squealed so shrilly that Frank thought his lykoi
ears might explode. The man next to her cheered, picked her up,
then carried her up to the loft and slammed a door shut.

“That bitch cheats,” a shirtless man said.

“How the hell do you cheat at darts?” his companion
asked. “We used house darts, so we know they’re not weighted.”

“I dunno,” the shirtless man replied, “but no bitch
should be able to play darts like that….”

Frank snorted at the conversation, detouring around
a couple fucking on one end of a leather sectional that encircled a
large stone fireplace. The woman met her partner thrust for thrust;
her long, skinny legs wrapped tightly about the prospect’s driving
hips. Frank detected that all her sounds were fake. Then again, the
sheep, or “sweet butts,” as some MCs called them, were there to be
used as the guys wished. The biker screwing her let out a low moan
and stiffened as Frank and his men passed. Frank was glad that each
member of his club had a purpose and truly meant something, but
that was the way of most lycanthropes. Well, all but one clan. He
pushed that thought away and subdued a shiver of distaste that
tried to jiggle down his spine. His immediate family swore that the
Waterleaper Clan were extinct.

“How can Crow afford all this for his clubhouse?”
Phil asked quietly.

“He deals weapons. And with meth so rampant in the
river towns,” Frank added, dropping his voice even lower, “I
imagine business is good—really good.”

They finally reached the bar: a simple but beautiful
oaken counter, lined with high stools. Behind it, oak shelves held
cheap to high-end liquors. Instead of mirrors behind the shelving,
shadowboxes had been wood-burned with designs of crows and
apparitions. Frank raised his eyebrows at the craftsmanship. He’d
bet there was a least a grand wrapped up in those boxes.

Maybe Phil had a point. Why would Crow invest so
much money into his clubhouse? Sure, luxury—such as new pool tables
and furniture—was fine, but if he had money like the Wraithkillers
seemed to have, he’d be more worried about providing health
insurance, living spaces and homes for his members, not wood-burned
designs and top-shelf liquor. He wondered how else Crow planned to
flaunt the obvious cash flow coming into his gang.

Someone placed a bottle of beer in front of him. He
looked up to meet the eyes of a man he’d never seen before. He was
big—really big. Frank veiled his surprise. The bartender was
probably pushing seven feet, easy, with powerful shoulders and arms
that looked like they could bend steel. The only other biker Frank
knew of who compared was Beastman, and he was smaller than this
dude. Other than the bartender’s size, the guy didn’t stand out. No
ink, no scars, no body alterations.

The man nodded, once, then turned his attention to
setting beers in front of each of Frank’s men. Frank dismissed him
as a new recruit.

Movement at the stairs drew Frank’s attention, and
his mouth dropped open. He’d seen many redheads over the years,
especially since his clan had made their home in an Irish-settled
area, but the woman—flaming-red hair, tiny, voluptuous—coming down
the stairs, rocked him. Drool pooled at the corners of his lips,
and he snapped his mouth shut tightly. What the hell? He liked
blondes, not gingers.

Every man in the joint paused to watch her as she
arrived and headed to the end of the bar. The sheep in the club,
bent on keeping the attention of their bikers, clung to the guys.
The disdain and jealousy in their expressions spelled trouble for
the redhead. Once she reached the bar, Frank tensed. The last
traces of bruising encircled her eyes and decorated her mouth as if
she’d been drinking purple, blue and green Kool-Aid. Someone had
either beaten her or she’d been in one hell of a fight.

Crow walked behind the bar and set a 9 millimeter on
the countertop. “Here, a gift. One of the best 9 millimeter in the
crate, just to say no hard feelings.”

“That’s a pricey weapon,” Frank replied, trying to
keep his attention on Crow instead of the woman.

“We’ve had enough bloodshed between our clubs,
Frank.” Crow’s voice rumbled low and deep. Frank couldn’t detect
any deceit in it. “Things were tense outside for a few minutes. You
did the right thing, and I want to show my thanks.”

The redhead motioned to the barkeep, who listened to
what she said, then fixed her a whiskey neat and handed it to her.
She sipped from it, her eyelids closing, facial muscles
relaxing.

“Whose woman?” Frank asked, casually dipping his
head in the ginger’s direction.

“No one’s,” Crow replied. “Her name is Bernadette
Kelly. She came to us by way of a prospect who met her through a
prostitute in Columbus. The whore said that this ginger wrote a
book on the lives of three hooker friends, so the prostitute put
her”—he inclined his head in the redhead’s direction—“in touch with
the prospect, and the dumbass brought her here. She swears she’s a
writer doing research for a book on motorcycle gangs.” He glanced
over at her and whistled low. “I’d love to fuck that gorgeous piece
of ass, but the last thing I need is a rap for fucking a cop.”

“What makes you think she’s undercover?”

The way Crow looked at the woman sent a frisson of
irritation through Frank. It was as if Crow wanted to actually eat
her. The ginger caught Crow’s scrutiny. She raised her glass to
him, offered him a half-smile, briefly flicked her gaze over at
Frank, then turned away and headed back upstairs.

“Bernadette is way too smart for her own good,” Crow
explained. “It’s the way she looks at you, the way she pays
attention to everyone and everything. She’s cop smart. At the very
least, she’s probably a journalist. You get me?”

Nodding, Frank said, “Yeah, I get you. Who did she
get into a fight with?”

“Hey, dude.” Holding up his hands palms out, Crow
shook his head. “None of my guys touched her. No one the pigs
snooping around here. That ginger was cornered by two of my
sheep—nasty cat fight. It took me and Bloodbath here”—Crow jerked a
thumb over his shoulder at the huge bartender—“to break it up. The
sheep who messed her up look just as bad, though. Bernadette is a
hellcat, that’s for sure. My girls say they don’t trust her, so
they decided to beat some information out of her, but I think there
was more jealousy involved than anything else.”

“Did she tell them anything?” Frank asked.

“Nope. She stayed true to her story about being a
writer.”

Frank watched the delicious way the ginger sashayed
up the last few stairs, her round ass begging to be bitten. “How
’bout I take that ginger off your hands instead of the gun?” Frank
looked directly at Crow. Where the fuck did that idea come
from?

Crow blinked. “Seriously?”

Frank shrugged. “Why not? We could use some new
girls, and if this one doesn’t work out, I’ll have some of my
wolves take her back to Columbus.”

“Take her.” Crow slid the top of a cooler back and
withdrew a lager. “I hate to let something that beautiful slide
through my fingers, but better your ass in a sling with a potential
cop than mine.”

Frank pushed the pistol toward Crow. “Deal.”

Leaning over, their shoulders bumping, Phil asked,
“Boss, you’re letting your pecker think for you. She’s fucking
gorgeous, but you don’t know who she is.”

His second-in-command had a point, but Frank
couldn’t shake the draw he felt when he looked at Bernadette. “We
seldom know who any of the women are when we pick them up, or when
they come to us.”

“But Crow already suspects that one is tied to the
cops. At the very least, she’s one of those pain-in-the-ass
journalists.”

“Then we’ll contact the Monroe County Sherriff’s
Department and ask.” After chugging his beer, Frank set it on the
bar top. “And if she is a journalist, we could use her to
our advantage.”

Phil stared at him for a long moment then a smile
broke out on his face. “How?”

“To paint the Werewolves of Rebellion in a good
light.”

Phil smiled. “It’s your club, Boss.”

“I’m ready to head out, Crow,” Frank said and held
out his hand. “I’ll be outside waiting for the woman.”

Crow gripped his hand and shook is vigorously. “I’ll
send her out once she’s packed her stuff.”


Chapter Two

 


Bernadette had barely opened her laptop when one of
the Wraithkillers threw open the door to her room.

“What the hell?” she snapped from her chair. “Don’t
you know how to knock first?”

“Our club, our rules,” the man barked. “Crow’s
sending you to another club.”

She sat up straight and shut the lid on the laptop.
“What? Why?”

He crossed his arms, the tattoos winding around his
forearms blending with all the ink on his chest, and let his gaze
wander over her body. His attention settled on her breasts the
longest. Finally, he met her eyes. “Because Crow says so. Now pack
your shit. You’re going with the Werewolves of Rebellion.”

Bernadette didn’t have much, just a backpack with
her laptop, a high-end digital camera, her cell phone, two changes
of clothes, her toiletries bag, sneakers, which she now wore, and a
pair of flip-flops. She started to follow him, but spotted her good
pen on the stand. She reached for it, but it zipped into her hand.
On reflex, she curled her hand into a fist before she dropped
it.

“What the fuck?” The biker stared at her in
disbelief, and fear. “How’d you do that?”

She shrugged. “Just a parlor trick I learned when I
was little.”

He stared skeptically at her, then accepted her
explanation with a nod. Bernadette had seen that expression time
and time again. People feared what they didn’t understand. Hell,
she didn’t understand the strange little things that she could
do.

“Let’s go.” He motioned for her to follow him
downstairs.

“Stay gone,” the blonde with the tropical tattoo
snapped. She sat across a guy’s lap, his hard dick gripped loosely
in one of her hands. “Or I’ll have to mess up that pretty face
again.”

“Yeah, and with that fat lip and the travel brochure
tattooed on your back you’re definitely a runway model,” Bernadette
retorted, trailing the biker outside. Behind her, the men burst
into laughter. The blonde let out an enraged scream. Bernadette’s
escort shot her a sidelong glance, but Bernadette caught the amused
glint in his eyes.

She checked out the group of bikers standing next to
their motorcycles. All but one of the steel horses were Harleys.
The man who had been talking to Crow at the bar kept his gaze on
her as she traversed the lot. She’d been fascinated by him earlier,
his colorful sleeves drawing her eye yet again, but she tried not
to stare at him too long. Each Werewolf of Rebellion stood a good
head taller than Crow’s men, but the president of the werewolves
looked rougher with all his tats: more dangerous, and oh so
delicious, with his coal-black hair and piercing blue eyes. She
shook away the thought. She couldn’t let anything deter her from
getting the research she needed for her book. I can’t let a
handsome face and tattooed muscles distract me.

With resolve, she walked the last few feet to the
group waiting for her. The sun beat down ferociously, and a gentle
breeze brought the aroma of livestock, but did little to ease the
stifling heat. Between the windburn she was liable to get from the
bike ride, and the sun’s ultraviolet rays, she was sure to reach
the other clubhouse looking thoroughly cooked. Mentally, she added
sunscreen to her shopping list.

“Ms. Kelly,” the president said, holding out one
very large, callused hand. “I’m Frank Nightshade, president of the
Werewolves of Rebellion.”

She accepted his hand, which enveloped hers.
“Please,” she stated. “Call me Bernadette.”

He nodded, his gaze direct, curious and…
interested?

“Why am I being sent to you?” she asked.

He blinked, as if her question surprised him. “I’ll
explain everything later. Right now, the sooner we get out of the
Wraithkillers’ compound, the better.” He straddled his bike and
placed his hands up on the monkey bars. “You’ll ride with me,
Bernadette.”

The way he’d said her name, deep and rumbling, like
a deliberate caress, forced a delicious tremor up her spine. She
allowed Frank to help her step up on the foot peg, her gaze
instantly drawn to a realistic wolf head baring its fangs that
someone had airbrushed over the bike’s gas tank. She then swung her
leg over to sit snugly behind Frank. She studied the emblem on the
back of his cut: a large full moon with the silhouette of a
half-man, half-beast, its head thrown back, howling. Something
dangerous danced down her spine again.

“Hang on,” he ordered.

Bernadette leaned forward. The instant her breasts
made contact with his cut, the leather of it warm from both his
body and the sunshine, heat settled in her pussy and pulsed there,
creating an incredible ache that almost had her writhing on the
seat. When he started the powerful machine the vibrations of the
motor penetrated the padding and intensified the throbbing in her
folds. She’d only just met this man, but oh, what a man he was. She
placed her hands on his waist, thinking to merely steady herself,
but when Frank pushed off and started down the dirt lane, she
pressed closer to him, wrapping her arms about his waist.
Damn…he feels fine. Hard, all hard muscle….

To her surprise, he released one monkey bar and
patted her hands, lying flat across his belly. His stomach, flat
with defined abs, moved subtly beneath her palms. Heaven help her,
she now understood why some women loved biker men. If the men were
all similar to Frank Nightshade she’d have a tough time
concentrating on her new manuscript. Of course she knew that not
all biker men treated women well, or even fairly, but somehow she
sensed Frank was different.

Frank maneuvered the Harley down the long drive just
fast enough that he wouldn’t have to duck-walk it. She glanced from
side to side at the men flanking them, then over each shoulder at
the ones bringing up the rear, and realized that they were trying
not to kick up dust and choke one another.

Frank paused at the end of the road, looked both
ways, and pulled out onto SR 800. The others followed, and soon
they were roaring down the state route, taking the hairpin turns
with ease. Bernadette’s brothers had owned a few motorcycles over
the years, so she knew enough that she needed to relax behind
Frank, but the speed with which he took some of the curves scared
the hell out of her. On a straight stretch, he patted her hand
again. The action helped relax her, and despite her reservations,
she molded herself to Frank’s back, and tried to become one person
with him as he maneuvered the Harley.

They roared up a twisty hill and passed the Midway
Community Center, its entrance in the center of a wide ‘L’ bend,
then up a second part of the slope until they reached the top and
sped up and down the gentle knolls of the plateau. They slowed
through the sleepy village of Antioch, but just as Bernadette began
to feel she could sit up and look around at the lush summer
scenery, they entered another area of sharp turns and steep
inclines. She snuggled against Frank’s back and waited until the
ride became less zigzagging. Finally, they raced along another
plateau down into a valley and up what locals called Steed’s Hill.
Minutes later, they rumbled into the town of Rebellion, population
roughly 2,300.

In the town’s square, Frank pulled into a parking
spot. Some of his men parked nearby and two others had to go around
the corner to find places for their bikes.

“What are we doing here?” she asked Frank.

“I have to go talk to someone, but if you need
anything, I’ll have one of the men escort you.”

She frowned. “I need an escort?”

“Honey, until I know more about you, you don’t go
anywhere alone.”

“Ah, I see. You don’t trust me.”

“Do you trust me?” he countered.

“I don’t know you.”

“Exactly my point.”

She nodded. Fair enough. If it helped him feel
better, she’d humor him. Plus, if she played along, she could glean
information about Frank and his club.

“Tom, will you escort Bernadette wherever she needs
to go?” Frank asked.

“Sure, Boss.” The 30-something man removed his
shades, revealing lighter skin in the shape of the sunglasses
around his eyes. As he began polishing the lenses, he asked, “Need
anything?”

“Nah, I’m good. Meet me back here in about 30
minutes.” He jerked his head in Tom’s direction, indicating that
Bernadette should go with him.

With a last glance at Frank, she joined Tom on the
curb. She remained still and watched Frank cross the square,
waiting at the midway point where locals had told her that there
used to be a capped off well once upon a time; then proceeded over
the other half to the sidewalk. He disappeared down the hill
leading north out of town. She guessed that he was going to talk to
someone in the county sheriff’s office to see if anyone knew
anything about her. Smart guy. Damn sexy too.

“Where do you want to go first?” Tom asked.

The others had wandered off in various directions.
Two had already entered a small hole-in-the-wall pub.

She stared up at the tall, thin biker. “I guess
Family Dollar. I need sunscreen and a couple other things.”

“Hell, there’s no sense walking in this fucking
heat.” Tom offered her a charming smile that made her grin back.
“We’ll ride down to the store.”

“Thank you.” After he’d settled in front, Bernadette
climbed on behind him, then placed her hands on his hips, careful
to keep space between their bodies. Already she discerned a big
difference between the Wraithkillers and the Werewolves of
Rebellion. If her instincts were correct, she’d learn a lot about
Frank’s gang.

 


* * *

 


Frank strode along the sidewalk, passing the large,
imposing courthouse with its red and yellow brick, its huge clock
tower looming high overhead. Frank’s family, whether blood or
sworn, had been there since Archibald Woods founded Rebellion in
1814, when the family had helped him clear the trees to make way
for Rebellion. Archibald had known what Frank’s people were, but he
also knew they weren’t like the others who prowled the wild,
untamed country. As a result of their labor, loyalty, and
Archibald’s gratitude for both, Frank’s werewolves owned a large
amount of acreage toward Graysville, a place they could forever
call home.

Now the town bustled with oil and gas industry
people, each one bent on buying property owners’ energy rights.
He’d thought of selling the MC’s rights, but the more he thought
about it, the less he liked the idea of all the disturbances—earth
moving equipment, drilling, the loud roar of burn-off, the big sand
cans and water bottles coming and going, the brilliant lights of
the pad that would be seen for miles around. No, there were already
hundreds of fracking pads all over the landscape employing numerous
people, including several of his MC guys, but the Werewolves of
Rebellion loved Mother Nature, and she’d always treated them well.
She deserved the same from them in return.

Frank walked across an alley and entered the narrow
hall that led to the inner door of the Monroe County Sheriff’s
Department. He pulled the door open and stepped into a room paneled
in light wood and carpeted in gray. The usual state flag and other
emblems for Ohio and Monroe County, including a few small township
maps, adorned the walls. Each workspace possessed picture frames of
family members, whether on desktops or hanging on a dividing wall.
Deputy Sheriff Craig Williamscot, resplendent in his black and gold
uniform, reclined in a comfortable chair in one corner of the
office. Filing cabinets lined the wall behind him. A new state of
the art computer system sat on one end of his desktop, and framed
photos of the man’s wife and little girl perched on the other side
of it. “What can I do for ya, Frank?” he asked.

Frank waited as the office dispatcher passed between
him and Craig’s desk. She grinned up at Frank and winked. “Frankie,
it’s good to see you, honey.”

“Nancy,” Frank greeted her. He caught Craig’s smirk
at Nancy’s use of ‘Frankie,’ but she was the only woman besides his
mother and grandmother who got away with using that particular
moniker. “How are those grandbabies doing?”

“Katie Bug is walking,” she announced, her round
face beaming her love for her granddaughter. “I can’t believe she’s
already 14 months old, Frankie. And the other three are growing
like weeds.”

“Good to hear, hon,” he replied, meaning it.
“Nothing like spoiling them and sending them back to their mamas,
is there?”

“Exactly!” She giggled, a laugh that sounded so much
like an exuberant teenage girl that it forced Frank to chuckle too.
“Just you wait, Frankie, you’ll have one or two kids one day and
then you’ll really know what all the fuss is about children.”

“I’m nearing 40 now, Nancy. I don’t know that
I’ll—”

“It’s back to work for me,” she singsonged as she
walked to the far side of the office.

He laughed. Any time Nancy refused to enter the
debate about whether or not he’d have any children, she’d cut him
off.

Deputy Williamscot shook his head and grinned. “Put
you in your place again, didn’t she?”

“She always does,” Frank stated.

Nancy reached for the ringing phone, shifting from
happy grandmother persona to efficient dispatcher.

“That woman has ten times more energy and enthusiasm
than I could ever hope to have.”

“She’s a special person, Craig. Treat that lady
right and she’ll stand by you, the sheriff and all the other
deputies, through thick and thin.”

“Don’t I know it.” Deputy Williamscot pointed to one
of the two chairs in front of his desk. “So, what brings you in
here today?”

Frank glanced around to see what ears might be
listening, then realizing that everyone except Craig and Nancy had
gone to lunch. He sat in the proffered chair and lowered his voice
anyway. “I need some information on someone.”

“Such as?” Craig quirked his blond eyebrows and
steepled his fingers together, as he leaned forward and braced his
elbows on the desktop.

“Have you heard of a Bernadette Kelly from
Columbus?”

“Actually, I have. I met her one morning at The
Lunchbox. Ms. Kelly seems to be a really nice lady, quite a looker
too, and intelligent. Writes nonfiction, particularly true crime
novels. She said she’d like to pick my brain one day about MCs, but
I told her that it’s pretty quiet around here, especially since the
two MCs in our area”—he dipped his head toward Frank—“have finally
reached a truce of sorts.”

“Let’s just hope that truce lasts,” Frank said
gravely. He let that tidbit of information sink into Craig’s head,
then asked, “Is this Kelly woman really a writer?” He hated that
Bernadette’s identity was so important to him, but he just didn’t
feel right about bringing her to the werewolves’ compound until he
was certain she was legitimate.

“She showed me a copy of her book,” Craig replied.
“Can’t recall the title now, but it had something to do with lives
of three prostitutes and their friendship.” He stared hard at
Frank. “You looking to take her as your old lady?”

Franked placed his forearms on his knees and met his
friend’s gaze with confidence. “Hell, no. I took her off Crow’s
hands.”

Frowning, Deputy Williamscot sat back in his chair.
“Why would Crow give her to you when she’s so beautiful? I’d think
he’d want her for himself.”

“He was afraid she was an undercover cop or a
reporter.”

“So you decided you wanted to take the chance for
him and potentially expose your people?”

“I just… Well, I wanted…” Exasperated, he sighed.
“Aw, fuck! I have no idea why I did it, Craig. I know that we don’t
need someone snooping around our compound, but when I saw her, the
next thing I knew, I was offering to take her with me.” He flopped
back in the chair and raked one hand through the top of his
wind-tangled locks. “You and Miranda are the only ones who know the
truth about my club, but after I had Bernadette on the back of my
bike, I realized how stupid I was for taking her with us.” He
paused, gathering his thoughts. He sure as hell wasn’t going to
mention that her body pressed to his had created the worst raging
hard-on he’d had in a long time. “I thought I’d put my mind at ease
by checking with you about her.”

“Sounds like you got an instant woodie when you saw
her,” Craig stated, trying not to laugh.

“Yeah, maybe.” Frank let out an amused snort. “She’s
probably the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on.”

“I might be married,” Craig said, “but I’m not dead.
You sure you’re just not thinking with your pecker?”

Frank shrugged. “I don’t know what came over me,
Craig. I saw her and the next thing I knew, I was offering to take
her off his hands.”

“Yeah, sounds like pecker trauma to me,” Craig
mused.

They sat silently for a long moment as Frank mulled
over Craig’s words. The phones rang intermittently, and Nancy
answered each call in a soothing, business-like voice. She’d
listen, ask pertinent questions, then dispatch the information to
the closest deputy in the area.

Finally, Craig sat forward and leaned on the desk
again. “What do you want to know, Frank?”

“Is this Bernadette Kelly an undercover cop?”

“Not to my knowledge.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yep.”

“Is she a journalist?” Frank fired at him.

“That, my friend, I don’t know. She could be. You
know how they are in the news industry.”

“Shit. At times a journalist can be worse than a
cop.” He glanced up at Craig, then grimaced. “Sorry, but you know
what I mean.”

Grinning, Craig said, “Yeah, I do.”

Frank stood. “Can you see what you can dig up about
her, if anything, and let me know?”

“I’ll do my best, you know that.” Deputy Williamscot
stood too.

“Thanks, Craig. Tell Miranda and Shayla hello for
me.”

“That reminds me,” Craig began, “Miranda said for
you to stop at your mama’s store. She left a few jars of treated
honey there for you.”

“That’s great. We were almost out of it, so let her
know I appreciate it.” He removed his wallet from his back pants
pocket. “What do I owe her?”

As they settled up the bill, several calls came into
the office. Nancy scrambled to answer each one. She dispatched to
the deputies, shut off the mic, and stared open-mouthed at Craig.
“A body was found out on Plainview Ridge, Craig. Three different
people called it in and all of them said the same thing.” She
gulped as the color drained from her face.

Frank and Craig both made it over to her in three
long strides. Taking her by the elbow, Craig helped her sit before
she passed out. “What did they say, Nancy?” he urged.

“Two people, a father and son. Both ripped to
shreds, blood everywhere… There were even entrails hanging in the
tree branches.”

Frank jerked away and straightened.

Nancy leaned her skull back on the head rest. “The
one caller said that there’s a wallet and a hunting license lying
by the bodies, but he was afraid to look at them and disturb the
scene.” She gulped again, but the pink was slowly beginning to
return to her cheeks. “The sheriff will have to cut his vacation
short.”

The phones lit up and began ringing like alarm
bells. Frank bid Nancy and Craig farewell as he left the office.
The deaths, whether murders or animal attacks, left a cold lump of
dread wedged in his ribs. There was always the chance a black bear
had killed the men, but unless it was a rogue or a mama bear with
cubs, black bears avoided confrontations with humans. And bears
didn’t throw guts into tree limbs. Frank sensed something sinister
about the deaths, something that hinted at darker days ahead.
However, until the county and CSI decided what had happened, there
was no sense in jumping to conclusions.

He’d have to hold an MC meeting, calling in everyone
who didn’t live in the commune, too…just in case.

Pushing his unease aside, Frank strode up the hill
past the courthouse until he reached the corner. The guys should be
waiting at the square for him. He’d stop at his mother’s store on
another day. Right now, he wanted to get Bernadette to their MC
where he could find out more about her, and where he felt she would
be safe.

Where the hell did that thought come from?
There was no reason for him to feel protective of her—he didn’t
even know her.

The light finally changed so he could cross. On the
other side of the square, Tom had returned with Bernadette, and the
men sat on their Harleys. Upon spotting Frank, Tom threw one hand
up, then straddled his bike. When Bernadette started to get on
behind him he pointed at Frank’s, where she got on instead.

The fact that she’d even want to ride with Tom had
Frank balling his hands into fists. Then Bernadette turned on the
passenger pillion and watched him as he jogged through the square.
She smiled at him and patted the seat.

Fuck, she was beyond beautiful.

And if he didn’t control his cock, he would be in
big, big trouble.

Frank straddled the seat, then kick-started the
machine. The engine roared to life and, for an instant, all was
right with the world as he revved the motor and checked both ways
for traffic. As he duck-walked the Harley out of the space and onto
Main Street, his men to the left and right of him, he lost that
sweet feeling of preparing for a ride, and the worry returned. It
was urgent he got Bernadette to the MC. Once she was there, maybe
he could relax.

Maybe.


Chapter Three

 


The ride to Frank’s MC along SR 800 south to SR 26
was long, but beautiful. Having been born and raised in Columbus,
Bernadette was accustomed to the flat terrain around Ohio’s capital
city. Here in the Appalachians, the hills stretched to the sky,
creeks and streams crisscrossed the land like basket weave, trees
encroached on the roads, and animals, from cows to turkeys,
coyotes, deer and even a bobcat—which ran across the two-lane
forcing them to slow down, revealed the wildlife teeming within the
mountains.
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