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        He’s grumpy. Older. An ex-con.

      

        

      
        Did I mention I’m totally hot for him?

      

        

      
        After a near fatal run-in with the cartel, I turn to Viper for protection.

      

        

      
        He’s muscle for his motorcycle club, and the next thing I know I’m living in a biker clubhouse with my own personal bodyguard.

      

        

      
        Viper makes me feel safe…and desired.

      

        

      
        No wonder I can’t keep my clothes on around him.

      

        

      
        The club welcomes me as one of their own, but the timing couldn’t be worse.

      

        

      
        Now I’m caught in a war between the club and a cartel.

      

        

      
        This wasn’t supposed to be my life.

      

        

      
        But the longer I stay with Viper, the more I realize neither of us want to say goodbye.

      

        

      
        Viper wants to keep me.

      

        

      
        Forever.
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      The cast-iron skillet hit the side of his head with a resounding thwack, and the eggs I’d been cooking flew across the kitchen and landed on the floor. His skull crunched and he shrieked in rage as he recoiled and dropped the knife he was holding.

      My heart jumped in my chest and my vision narrowed, adrenaline coursing through my blood.

      A scowl of fury swept across his face as he came after me again.

      Instinct took over and my body reacted, even as my mind cowered in fear.

      I crouched as he leapt toward me and I swung the skillet at his knee. He faltered and howled in pain like a baying animal as he crashed to the floor and rolled over on his back.

      He was down, and I knew it was my only chance. I gripped the skillet with both hands and wielded it with all my might.

      I bashed in an occipital bone on the left side of his face and blood spurted from his eye socket.

      I lifted my hands again, and then fractured his jaw with another blow.

      He went limp on the ground, but I didn’t stop.

      I hit him again and again, the skillet pulverizing flesh and bone. Deep, gulping breaths signaled his life was at its end.

      Eventually, he fell silent.

      His caved-in skull oozed brain and blood, staining the linoleum floor of the trailer.

      Finally, my fingers loosened, and I dropped the skillet. The heavy thud of cast iron rang in my ears.

      I stared down at the carnage. There was a pile of eggs a few feet from me, and cooking oil and blood all over the kitchen cabinets, ornamented by a corpse with brains spilling from the head of a man who had attacked me in the middle of the night.

      It was like I’d floated out of my body, and I was witnessing it all from an aerial point of view.

      With calm detachment, I stood up and turned off the stove burner. The blue flame disappeared, snuffed out like the life I’d just extinguished.

      The scent of egg, cheese, and blood made my stomach lurch, and I leaned over the kitchen sink and vomited, heaving until there was nothing left. I spat out bile and made a move to wipe my mouth, but my hands were covered in blood.

      I turned on the faucet and grabbed the bottle of liquid dish soap and squirted it all over my palms and fingers. I used the scrub brush to aggressively wash my skin.

      A maniacal giggle escaped my lips.

      Lady Macbeth.

      I turned off the water and dried my hands on a ragged, faded white dish towel and then walked out the back door of the trailer into the muggy night.

      It was just past midnight, and as I passed the other trailers in the park I lived in, I heard country music, a couple fighting, and the blare of TVs. I was grateful for the sounds and wondered if they had aided in concealing what had just transpired.

      I made it to Carla’s back door and knocked. When she didn’t answer right away, I knocked again, this time with more force.

      The door cracked and then flew open as a pair of blue eyes raked over me. She reached out and grasped my hand, hauling me inside.

      It smelled like vanilla incense.

      I took a deep breath and then instantly regretted it. Vanilla mixed with the aroma of death in my nose almost had me running for the sink again.

      “Oh my God! What the fuck happened to you? Are you okay?” she demanded, her plump red lips parting in shock. Carla ran a hand through her dyed blonde hair and blew out a puff of air. “There’s blood on your face. You gotta tell me what happened so I know what the fuck is going on.”

      “Body,” I blurted out. “There’s a dead body in my kitchen. He broke into my… I don’t know who he is, but he was going to… I was cooking eggs and I bashed his head in with a cast-iron skillet.” I looked down at the floor.

      She shook her head in disbelief. “Fuck, Sutton.”

      “I know.” I gazed at her.

      Her blue eyes were rimmed with liner and heavy mascara.

      “You’re the only one I trust.”

      “You really have no idea who this guy is?”

      “No. He’s covered in a bunch of tattoos, but I—”

      The heavy clomp of boots across linoleum had me snapping my mouth shut and shooting an angry glare at Carla. “You didn’t tell me you weren’t alone.”

      Carla looked over her shoulder at the blond man who’d entered the kitchen. He was tall, muscular, and wore a leather cut. His blue gaze combed over me, and his jaw clenched.

      I lifted my chin and refused to cower, even though I had just confessed to murder.

      “Which trailer is yours?” he demanded.

      I blinked and glanced at Carla, who nodded. “It’s okay. You can trust Savage.”

      Trust a man named Savage? Yeah, right.

      “What are you going to do?” I asked.

      “Trailer,” he commanded without explaining. “Tell me which one it is.”

      His tone didn’t allow for an argument. “The white one at the end of the cul-de-sac. The back door is unlocked.”

      He nodded and pointed a finger at me. “Do not move from that spot. I’ll be back.” He glanced at Carla, and through a look I couldn’t quite discern, they seemed to have a silent conversation I wasn’t privy to.

      Savage opened the door near the kitchen and left. As it shut behind him, Carla rushed to the door to lock it.

      “Sorry I ruined your night,” I mumbled.

      “Stop,” she said. She reached for a bottle of vodka on top of the fridge. She opened a cupboard and pulled out two glasses and poured a hefty amount of liquor into both. She handed me one of the cups.

      I took it but didn’t drink.

      “Who is he?” I asked.

      “A biker.”

      “Yeah. I figured that part out on my own. I didn’t know you’d taken up with bikers.”

      “I haven’t taken up with anyone.”

      “Are you dating him?”

      She smiled slightly. “You don’t date Savage. You fuck Savage and then let him go off into the wild. You do not pen a wild stallion.”

      Despite the situation I sniggered, and then threw back most of the vodka. It was cheap and it burned.

      As we waited for Savage to return, we shared another drink. My hands were shaking.

      The knob on the back door made a noise, causing me to jump.

      “It’s just Savage,” Carla said, running to unlock the door and let him in.

      The big biker stepped into the room. He looked at me and then at Carla. They had another one of those silent conversations, except this time their look made me nervous.

      My gaze bounced between them. Carla’s mouth pinched into a firm line and Savage appeared grim.

      “It’s bad, isn’t it?” I blurted out.

      “A dead body is never good,” Savage stated. He reached into his vest pocket and pulled out a cell phone. He pressed the screen and put the phone to his ear. After a moment, he said, “Hey, brother. I need Ghost. Yeah, and bring Viper. I’m at Carla’s.” He paused and then said, “Thanks. See you.”

      He hung up and shoved his phone back into his pocket.

      “You got anything of value in that trailer?” Savage asked. “Paperwork? Any sentimental shit?”

      I frowned. “No. Well, I guess maybe some clothes and my pistol. It’s in my nightstand drawer.”

      “Doesn’t do you any good in your nightstand drawer,” Savage drawled. “Though you made short work of that guy with a skillet.”

      “Short work,” I repeated. “Yeah, I guess I did.”

      He nodded. “You got insurance on the trailer?”

      “Yeah.”

      His grin was wild. “Good.”

      “Good? Why’s that good?”

      “Because tonight we’re burning that fucker to the ground.”
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      “Get cleaned up. I’ll pack some of your clothes and bring them to you, yeah?”

      I nodded at Savage.

      Carla had been leaning against the counter. She pushed away from it and walked toward the sink. She crouched down, opened the cabinet, and pulled out a garbage bag.

      “Bathroom,” Carla instructed. “Now.”

      I took a few steps, but not before I saw Carla move close to Savage. He said something to her and then cupped her cheek before leaning down and kissing her lips.

      Carla’s bathroom was bigger than mine. Nicer too.

      And here I was about to soil it.

      As I stood alone, I looked in the mirror. It was a miracle Carla hadn’t screamed when she saw me.

      My face was spattered with blood and there was a chunk of brain in my hair. I looked like an ancient warrior princess who had just butchered one of her enemies.

      Carla knocked on the bathroom door but didn’t wait for a reply. She came into the room and closed the door behind her. “Strip,” she commanded and then opened the garbage bag.

      I pulled my T-shirt over my head and threw it away. I wasn’t wearing a bra, but it didn’t matter. Neither of us were shy.

      I kicked off my flip-flops.

      “Those too,” she stated. “Everything you’re wearing goes in here.”

      With a sigh, I leaned over and scooped up my shoes and threw them in the bag as well. I did the same with my leggings and underwear.

      I turned on the shower and let it begin to steam before stepping in. I slid the curtain closed, tilted my head up, and let the water bathe my face and rinse the blood from my skin.

      “You still in here?” I asked as I brushed the water from my eyes.

      “Yeah.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      She didn’t say anything for a moment and then she replied, “If I’d come to you in the same position, what would you have done?”

      I reached for the bar of soap. “Helped you, of course. No questions asked.”

      “Then you don’t need to thank me. Clean towel is on the sink for you.”

      The door clicked shut and I was alone. I scrubbed my skin as her words penetrated my heart.

      Somehow in this fucked-up world, Carla and I had met. We were cut from the same cloth—we were survivors. And no matter what life threw at us, we never let it chop us off at the knees.

      I washed my brown hair, scraping my nails along my scalp, checking for things that didn’t belong to me. Eventually, the water ran clear instead of pink, and I was clean.

      After I’d turned off the shower, I gathered my hair into a rope and squeezed the excess water from it. I grabbed the towel off the sink and hastily wrapped it around me.

      I refused to think about what I’d done. Not yet. Not when I was standing naked, vulnerable, relying on my friend’s kindness—and the aid of some biker—who was helping me for some unknown reason.

      I opened the bathroom door and peered out into the hallway. “Carla?”

      “I’m here,” she called before suddenly appearing from the direction of the kitchen.

      “Clothes?” I asked.

      “Savage brought you a bag. It’s in my bedroom.”

      I trailed after her. My duffel bag was on her bed. I quickly unzipped it. Bras, panties, jeans…

      “Oh my God,” I muttered, feeling my cheeks flame with heat.

      “What?” Carla asked.

      “He packed my vibrator.” I covered my face with my hand and groaned in embarrassment.

      Carla let out a raspy laugh. “He must’ve thought it was a necessity.”

      “I’ll never be able to look him in the eye again,” I quipped. “I’m oddly impressed, though. He grabbed all the stuff I actually need to live. Including my favorite boots.”

      I quickly pulled on a thong and a pair of jeans.

      “Your pistol is in my cookie jar and your cell phone and purse are on the counter,” she said.

      “Thanks.”

      There was the sound of a door closing, followed by a male voice speaking in low tones.

      “Is that Savage?” I asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Who’s he talking to?”

      “Don’t know. Let’s find out.”

      I followed her from the bedroom. Savage was standing in the kitchen, and he was speaking to the biggest man I’d ever seen. He was a giant. Savage was tall, but this man was even taller. His leather cut sat on his expansive shoulders, and he wore a black T-shirt that revealed heavily muscled and inked arms.

      His dark hair fell across his brow and his brown eyes swept over me, cataloguing me from head to toe.

      “This is Viper,” Savage introduced. “You’re going with him.”

      Viper and I were staring at each other, and it took me a moment to realize that Savage had spoken.

      “Say what now?” I asked. “Go with him? I don’t even know him. I don’t even know you.”

      “You’ll go with him,” Savage commanded. “While I take care of shit here.”

      “Why are you helping me?” I demanded.

      “That’s not important right now. You just need to go with him. Okay?”

      I looked at Carla for direction.

      She nodded. “You’ll be safe with Viper.”

      Viper’s hands hung by his sides and suddenly he clenched them into massive fists.

      Safe? Safe with a man who looked like he could crush my skull with his bare hands?

      “Did I get everything from your trailer that you can’t possibly live without?” Savage asked, a slow smirk appearing on his face.

      I glared at him, whirled, and marched to the bedroom, Savage’s laugh booming behind me.

      Five minutes later, my hair was up in a messy bun, and I was ready to go.

      I came back into the kitchen, interrupting Carla and Savage. He had her backed against the counter, his body pressed to hers, his hands on her hips.

      “Sorry,” I muttered.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Carla said, placing her hand to Savage’s chest and pushing him back. She grabbed my purse and cell phone and handed them to me.

      “Where’s Viper?” I asked.

      “Out front,” Savage replied.

      “Where’s he taking me?”

      “Ask him,” Savage said. “Though, good luck getting an answer out of him. He doesn’t talk much.”

      I headed out the front door. The lights of the porch illuminated Viper as he sat astride his motorcycle. I came down the stairs and put my phone into my purse and zipped it up.

      Viper’s intense gaze followed me every step of the way.

      Somehow, I knew I’d be safe with him.

      That didn’t mean I didn’t find him incredibly intimidating.

      He reached behind him and picked up a helmet and held it out to me.

      I slung my purse across my chest and removed my hair tie, letting my damp locks fall across my shoulders and back. I took the helmet from him and placed it on my head and then slid the buckle into its mate.

      It was too big.

      Before I had a chance to cinch the strap tighter, Viper’s hands were suddenly underneath my chin to do it for me.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      He grunted.

      Actually grunted.

      “Seriously?” I demanded.

      “Get on,” he ordered. His voice was low and growly. It washed over my skin and goose bumps rose all along my arms.

      I slid on the back of his bike and fiddled with my purse, so it rested against my tailbone. Viper reached an arm around and gripped my thigh, causing me to jump.

      “Scoot closer. Wrap your arms around me. And for fuck’s sake, hang on.”

      “Ah, so you can string a sentence together.”

      “That was three sentences.”

      A flicker of a smile appeared on my lips. As I moved closer to him, he turned on the engine. The vibration between my legs was a pleasant surprise and I tried not to think about it.

      I draped my arms around Viper, enjoying the scent of his leather cut permeating my senses.

      He kicked up the stand and then we zoomed out of the trailer park.

      I was riding on the back of a motorcycle with a strange biker after having just killed a man.

      It was terrifying.

      And thrilling.

      I’d never felt more alive.
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      Viper turned his bike down a street and came to a stop in front of a diner called Boots.

      It was in a part of town I never went to, so I wasn’t familiar with it. I climbed off his motorcycle and looked through the big front window of the restaurant. There were a few customers sitting in booths and on the stools at the counter, but it wasn’t crowded this time of night.

      Viper cut the engine and kicked out the stand. And then he climbed off his bike, standing at his full height.

      I tilted my head back to stare up at him.

      He reached out and unclipped the helmet, removing it for me and placing it on his seat.

      I quickly pulled my messy brown hair up into a haphazard ponytail. Viper’s eyes never left me.

      It was unnerving.

      Men had looked at me before. But not like this. Not like every move I made was fascinating.

      Without a word, I turned away and marched to the front door of the diner. I pulled it open and stepped inside, Viper not far behind me.

      The woman at the counter looked up from pouring a cup of coffee for a customer and her eyes widened.

      “Table for two please,” I said with a bright smile. “In the corner, if you have it.”

      “Sure thing,” she said, her gaze darting from me to Viper.

      I wrapped my arm around Viper’s middle and snuggled into his side. “We’re on our first date.”

      Viper tensed from my touch, but I ignored it.

      The waitress closed her jaw and pasted on a smile. “Wonderful. Follow me.”

      I dropped my arm from around Viper and trekked after her. She showed us to a relatively private booth in the corner.

      “Menus are there.” She pointed to the red laminate menus stuck between the ketchup bottle and the salt and pepper shakers. “I’ll be back in a few.”

      She scampered off, leaving us alone.

      I tossed my purse into the corner and took a seat. Viper slid in across from me. Even sitting down, he was huge.

      “Flying on planes must be really uncomfortable for you,” I stated.

      His brown eyes surveyed me. “I don’t fly on planes.”

      “No?”

      “No. Is your phone on?”

      “Yes.”

      “Will you hear it if it rings?”

      “Yes.” I frowned. “Why?”

      “Get you something to drink?” the waitress asked, interrupting our exchange.

      Viper didn’t speak, clearly waiting on me to give my order first. “Coffee, please. What kind of pie do you have tonight?”

      “Cherry and peach.”

      “Peach, please.”

      She nodded. “You want any ice cream with that?”

      “Vanilla bean if you have it. If not then no, I’m good.”

      “No vanilla bean,” she said.

      “Then just the pie, thanks.”

      Viper hadn’t taken his eyes off me the entire time I was ordering.

      “And for you…sir?” she added.

      “Coffee for me, too,” he said.

      I glared at him.

      The corner of his mouth seemed to twitch. “Please.”

      “I’ll be right back with that for you,” she said. She sailed away, leaving us alone again.

      “So why do I have to leave my phone on ring?” I asked.

      “Your order.”

      I frowned in confusion. “My what?”

      “Pie and ice cream.”

      “What about it?”

      “It was particular.”

      “Should it not have been particular?” I asked.

      He shrugged.

      “What’s that mean? Your shrug?”

      “Just never saw anyone be so particular about their pie and ice cream combination.”

      “Have you had vanilla bean ice cream?” I asked.

      “Do I look like a man who eats vanilla bean ice cream?”

      I couldn’t stop the full smile from drifting across my face. “No. Then again, you don’t look like you eat ice cream at all. In fact, you don’t look like you do anything for the pure sake of enjoyment.”

      “I fuck for the pure sake of enjoyment.”

      My eyes widened and my mouth suddenly went dry as I pictured a naked Viper in the throes of sweaty, heated passion.

      “And she’s finally quiet,” he growled.

      My cheeks warmed, and I changed the subject. “You still haven’t answered my question about the phone.”

      The waitress returned, carrying a tray. She set down our coffees and a creamer. She placed the pie in the center of the table with two spoons.

      She winked at me. “Thought you might want to share, this being a first date and all.”

      I grasped the plate and pulled it toward me. “He hasn’t earned that right yet. Pie is pie, and I don’t share.”

      The waitress chuckled. “Anything else for you?”

      I shook my head.

      “You got strawberry?” Viper asked.

      “Strawberry what?” the waitress queried.

      “Ice cream.”

      “Yep.”

      “Can I get a scoop of that?” He looked at me. “Please.”

      “You got it.”

      “So, you like strawberry ice cream,” I said once the waitress left. “Who’d have thunk it?” I took a bite of the pie and let out a satisfied sigh.

      “Your friend is gonna call you in a few minutes,” Viper said. “Everything’s gotta look a certain way. If you’re not there when shit goes down, there won’t be any questions.”

      “Oh. What about the, ah, problem in my kitchen?”

      “We got a guy who cleans up these kinds of messes. You don’t need to worry about it. The club is going to sort this out. We’ll fill you in later, but for now, just act surprised when you get the call.”

      Reality came crashing back. I’d forgotten for a brief moment why I was at a diner with Viper in the first place.

      The sweet peaches were suddenly too sugary, and the pie crust wasn’t buttery. I pushed the plate away.

      “Something wrong with the pie, honey?” the waitress asked as she set a scoop of ice cream in front of Viper.

      I shook my head and forced a smile. “It’s rich and delicious. I’m pacing myself.”

      “Glad to hear it. Enjoy.” She patted my shoulder and walked away.

      I grabbed the white sugar caddy and heavily sugared my coffee and then added a huge splash of cream. “Why are you guys helping me?”

      “Not important right now.”

      “It’s not?” I raised my brows.

      He picked up his spoon and dug into the strawberry ice cream.

      I snorted out a laugh.

      “What?” he demanded with a growl.

      “You look like you’re eating a kiddie size.”

      He didn’t appear as though he’d heard me and continued to devour his ice cream. It was gone in just a few bites. “You gonna eat that pie?” he asked.

      “I don’t think so.”

      He slid the plate closer to him. “You’re a strange broad.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Viper shook his head. “You gonna fall apart on me after what you did tonight?”

      “Doubt it.”

      There hadn’t been time to fall apart. I’d been on autopilot since the incident. When I was alone, I might deconstruct what had happened. What I’d done. Then again, I might bury it and never think about it again. Self-preservation and all that.

      “You grew up rough, didn’t you?” Viper asked once he’d demolished the pie.

      “Wait, did this just turn into a real date?” I deflected. “Sounds like you’re wanting to get to know me.”

      “You drive me batshit,” he muttered.

      “So soon? We’ve hardly been together long enough for that to be true.”

      My phone rang, startling me.

      “Saved by the motherfucking bell,” he snapped.

      With a glare, I reached into my purse and pulled out my cell. Carla’s name flashed across the screen.

      “Remember to act surprised,” he stated. “She’s gonna tell you what you already know.”

      I rolled my eyes and answered my phone. “Hello?”

      “Sutton,” she began. “I have really bad news. Your trailer burned to the ground.”

      “What?” I yelled. “Are you serious? What the fuck?”

      “Fire department is here,” she said. “They’re putting the fire out, but you need to come back right away. I’m so sorry.”

      “Could my life get any worse?” I screeched. “I’ll be there in a few.” I hung up and set my phone aside.

      Viper was shaking his head at me.

      “What?” I demanded.

      “Overacting much?”

      “Bite me,” I said lightly. “I totally sold it. If anyone was eavesdropping, they’ll never question it.”

      “No one in their right fucking mind would believe that wasn’t an act,” he said.

      The waitress rushed toward our table, worry on her face. “Oh my God, honey, what happened? Are you okay?”

      I blinked up at her, crocodile tears filling my eyes. “My best friend just called. My house burned down. We have to go.”

      “Oh, sugar, I’m so sorry. Your check is on the house,” she said.

      “Oh, no, I couldn’t do that,” I blubbered, reaching for a napkin.

      “I insist.”

      I blew my nose. “You’re so nice.”

      “It’ll be okay, you’ll see.” She patted my shoulder. “Come back any time.”

      “I will.” I nodded. “Thank you.”

      When she left and Viper and I were alone again, I shot him a told you so smile. “What were you saying?”

      “Un-fucking-believable,” he muttered.

      “Leave her a big tip,” I said. “She’s really sweet.”

      He raised a brow.

      “We are on a first date. Come on, Viper. Sell it.”
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      The scent of chemicals and ash was in the air. I climbed off the bike before Viper had even cut the engine.

      A fire truck, a couple of police cars, along with firemen and policemen were at the scene. People had come out of their trailers to watch the spectacle.

      I didn’t wait to see if Viper was behind me. I found Carla and went to her side.

      “Hey,” I greeted.

      She pulled her eyes away from the smoldering rubble. Carla wrapped an arm around me. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Thank you,” I murmured, still not believing that the place I’d called home for the last two years was actually gone.

      And why it was gone.

      I swallowed, suddenly overcome with emotion that wasn’t at all manufactured. The tears in my eyes were real.

      I was homeless. Without roots. Alone.

      Carla held me while my shoulders shook, but I quickly got my emotions under control.

      That was the thing about the trailer park. People kept to themselves most of the time, but they had no problem gossiping when drama was right in front of them.

      The air was stifling and smoke from the fire entered my nose. Every time I breathed in I was reminded of what was burning in the ashes…

      “Sutton Woods?”

      I turned my head and met the gaze of the fire chief. He was a tall, burly man whose face was covered in a light sheen of sweat.

      “Yes, I’m Sutton,” I said.

      “I’m so sorry we couldn’t save your home.”

      I nodded.

      “We’ll find out in a few days what caused the fire. Do you have anyone you can stay with?” He looked from me to Carla.

      Carla opened her mouth to reply, but suddenly a growly voice behind me said, “She’ll stay with me.”

      I looked over my shoulder at Viper. For such a huge man, I hadn’t even heard him approach.

      I didn’t care for his complete domination of the situation, but his expression said not to put up a fuss.

      I glanced at the fire chief. “I’ll stay with him.”

      The fire chief surveyed Viper.

      “He’s my boyfriend,” I said with a tight smile. “He’s madly in love with me, you know. He’s trying to lock my ass down, but I’m a wild stallion. I don’t want to be tamed.”

      “Ah, right.” The fire chief appeared uncomfortable. “Your friend gave me your contact number. I’ll be in touch.” He walked away, leaving me with Viper and Carla.

      “Stallions are male,” Viper pointed out.

      I shrugged. “It got the point across, didn’t it? Thanks for the offer, but I’ll stay with Carla.”

      “I wasn’t offering,” Viper said. “I was telling. Let’s go.”

      I placed my hands on my hips and glared up at him. “You’re not the boss of me.”

      He peered down. “You need a boss.”

      “Do not.”

      “Fuck this shit,” Viper growled. He picked me up and literally hauled me over his shoulder.

      “Hey,” I protested as I squirmed. “Put me down, beast. Everyone’s watching.”

      His hand settled on the meaty part of my thigh, just below my ass. “Then I suggest you sell that we’re in relationship.”

      I lifted myself up just enough to look at Carla.

      She was grinning. “Have fun, Sutton. You deserve it.”

      “There will be no having of the fun,” I snapped. “Viper. Put me down, or I’ll…”

      “You’ll what?” He squeezed my thigh. “Make a scene?”

      “You’re already making a scene,” I hissed.

      “Hush, or I’ll spank your ass. Though I think you might like that.”

      I glared at his back.

      When we got to his bike, he set me down and handed me a helmet. “Don’t test me.”

      “I have to get my stuff from Carla’s.” I took the helmet from him and placed it on my head.

      “It’s at the clubhouse.”

      “The clubhouse. Is that where you’re taking me?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is that where you live? Is that where you bring all your girlfriends?”

      He closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths.

      “What are you doing?” I demanded.

      “Praying for patience.”

      “You pray?” I asked in surprise.

      “Sutton, get your ass on my bike.”

      I saluted. “Sir, yes, sir!”

      He climbed on his bike and then I slid behind him. I wrapped my arms around his stomach and rocked up against him, pressing my heat against his back.

      When he made a noise very much like a growl of frustration, I smiled.

      We zoomed off into the night and I wondered who was being taken on the ride of their life.

      Me or Viper?
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      The gates of the clubhouse opened, and Viper drove through. He parked on a gravel lot and cut the engine. I swung a leg over his motorcycle and climbed off. With a frown, I unclipped the helmet and removed it from my head.

      “You look confused,” he said.

      My ears vibrated from the rumble of the engine. “It’s…big.”

      “Pretty much what all men want to hear.”

      I looked at him and blinked. “Was that a joke? Did you just make a dick joke?”

      “If I said yes, would that make you faint from shock?”

      “I don’t faint.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Hmm? What’s that mean?”

      He ran a thumb across his lips and scratched the stubble along his jaw. “Never mind.”

      “Not never mind,” I demanded. “I’m curious by nature, so now you have to tell me what that hmm meant.”

      “Guess you’ll just have to go on being curious.” Viper strode past me, toward the porch steps of the well-lit clubhouse.

      “Why does this look like a compound?” I demanded.

      Viper didn’t reply.

      I hated when he didn’t respond to me. It only made me want to annoy him more.

      “Where’s Savage?” I asked.

      He didn’t answer.

      “Savage is cute. Like really cute.”

      Viper’s shoulders tensed as he pushed the front door of the clubhouse open.

      “I feel like I should thank him. You know? He did a lot for me tonight. He packed my bag for me. He’s going to help me get rid of this problem. Does he like brownies? Cookies? I want to show him how grateful I am.”

      “You will not bake him brownies or cookies,” Viper snapped, finally turning to face me.

      I grinned up at Viper’s menacing expression. I reached out to pat his chest. “Don’t worry. I can’t bake worth a damn.”

      The living room was devoid of people, so luckily, there was no one there to witness our exchange.

      As I looked around, I noticed the space was oddly tidy.

      “You drive me batshit,” he muttered.

      “You’ve said that already,” I pointed out. “So, where am I staying?”

      “Spare room,” he said.

      “So, not with you.”

      “Not with me.”

      “Oh.” I nodded. “Yeah, okay.”

      “You sound disappointed.”

      “You’re delusional. Lead the way.”

      I followed Viper up to the second floor of the clubhouse to the room. He pushed the door open but didn’t move out of the way. I sidled past him. My duffel bag was at the foot of a double bed with a blue comforter pulled tightly over the top. The room smelled like lemon-scented cleaner.

      “Bathroom is through there,” Viper said, pointing to a closed door.

      He turned to leave.

      “Wait,” I called out.

      He stopped.

      “You’re really not going to tell me why you brought me here when I could’ve just crashed with Carla?”

      “You’ll talk to Prez in the morning,” he said. “For now, try to get some sleep.”

      “Sleep,” I said flatly. “I’m supposed to just get some sleep after I—after I killed someone?”

      His gaze darkened. “That shit right there—you can’t go around saying that. You gotta keep it to yourself. You get me?”

      “I get you.”

      With one last look, Viper closed the door.

      I was alone.

      Great.

      Being alone in a safe place meant that my walls could come down. It meant I could finally think about what had occurred. Then again, if I thought too much about it, I was going to spin myself into a whirlwind of anxiety.

      It had all happened so quickly. I hadn’t thought—I’d just reacted.

      I was alive because of it.

      But that meant someone else was dead.

      I collapsed on the side of the bed, spread my legs, and stuck my head between them.

      “You’re okay,” I whispered. “You’re okay. You’ll get through this. You’ll get through this like you’ve gotten through every other hardship.”

      Once I’d given myself a pep talk, I forced myself to stand. I grabbed my phone from my purse. It was just past three in the morning and because of adrenaline, caffeine, and sugar, I was jacked up.

      I shot off a text to Carla, letting her know I was safe and sound. Her reply was almost immediate. I turned my cell on vibrate and set it down on the nightstand.

      I opened my duffel bag and looked around for my toiletries. They hadn’t been packed. No matter. I’d be able to do without for a night, though I hoped there was at least toothpaste in the bathroom. Sure enough, there was a travel-sized tube on the counter next to the sink.

      As I finger-brushed my teeth, I stared at my reflection. My brown hair fell to the middle of my back, and at the moment it was a tangled mess. My cheeks were pale, and my brown eyes looked far too wide in my face. Without makeup and with freckles splattered across my nose, I looked younger than twenty-two.

      I turned on the bedside lamp before flipping out the main light. I stripped down to my underwear and crawled beneath the covers. Eventually, the adrenaline ran its course and my body’s exhaustion overpowered the whirlwind of my mind.

      And then I slept.
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      “Jesus fucking Christ,” a low, raspy voice muttered.

      My eyes cracked open, but my hair covered my face. I hastily shoved it aside and looked in the direction of the person whose curse had dragged me from a sound sleep.

      I glared at Viper as he stood at the edge of the bed. He was scowling and looked like he was about to punch a wall.

      “What’s got your panties in a twist?” I demanded.

      “Speaking of panties…” His gaze dropped.

      My brow furrowed in confusion. That’s when I realized I’d kicked off the covers while I slept.

      And my thong-clad ass was on display, along with a healthy dose of skin.

      “Try knocking next time,” I snapped, hastily grabbing the covers and yanking them up to my chin.

      “I did. You didn’t answer.”

      “Probably because I was asleep,” I pointed out. “What time is it, anyway?”

      “A little after eight.”

      I peered at him. His eyes were bloodshot.

      “Did you sleep?” I asked.

      He clenched his jaw. “Prez is here. Wants to talk to you.”

      “He can wait,” I said. “I need coffee first. And a toothbrush. Savage forgot to pack my toiletries.”

      Viper’s scowl turned into a glower. “Prez doesn’t wait. And I’ll get you a fucking toothbrush.”

      When he made no move to leave, I cleared my throat and gestured with my chin to the door. “A little privacy, please?”

      “You want privacy now?” he asked. “I’ve already seen your ass.”

      “Out,” I barked.

      “I’ll be back in ten minutes.” He pointed at me. “You better be up, or I’ll be taking you to Prez just the way you are.”

      A slow smile spread across my face. “No you won’t.”

      “I won’t? Fucking try me.”

      And because I was feeling brave—and just a bit stupid—I whipped off the covers and slid out of bed, enjoying the tightening of his jaw and the heating of his gaze. “You won’t take me out there like this because you don’t want anyone else to see me like this.”

      Silence descended between us, and it swelled with tension. It felt like it was its own entity, and it was growing, surrounding us in a bubble of sexual heat and need.

      Viper clenched his tattooed fists and then marched to the door. He pulled it open so hard I thought for sure it would come off its hinges. He slammed the door shut, the vibration of the wood ringing in my ears.

      I swallowed.

      Teasing Viper might not be the smartest idea on the planet, but it sure as hell was a lot of fun.

      I quickly pulled on my discarded jeans and tank top. Then I went into the bathroom. I did my business and after washing my hands, I twirled up my hair, wishing I’d asked Viper for a brush. I had purple smudges beneath my eyes, attesting to the few hours of sleep I’d gotten. I used my finger to brush my teeth again.

      I came out of the bathroom and went to the nightstand. I had a missed call from a number I knew by heart but didn’t have saved in my phone. A twinge of guilt went through me when I realized I’d missed his call, but there was nothing that could be done about it now. I’d listen to the voicemail later.

      The door opened again, and Viper strode in.

      “Knock much?” I demanded.

      He didn’t reply as he held out a cup of coffee toward me.

      I took it and peered into the mug. It was light, almost like there was hardly any coffee in it. I took a sip. Yep. Enough sugar and cream to send me into a coma. Just the way I liked it.

      And Viper had made it for me this way.

      I looked up at him to find him watching me.

      My shoulders sank. “Thank you.”

      He blinked and then nodded.

      I quickly pulled on my boots and then grabbed the mug and followed Viper out of the room. We headed to the first floor, through the hallway, to a small office. A man with dark hair and a fierce frown rose from behind the desk. He reminded me of Viper, in size and temperament, so I wasn’t put off in the least.

      “Sutton,” he greeted. “I’m Colt. President of the Tarnished Angels.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I said politely.

      He gestured to the chair in front of the desk. I moved toward it and then spun to look at Viper.

      I didn’t want him to leave, but I refused to ask him to stay. Something about my prideful nature prevented me from being needy. But he made the decision for me when he closed the door for privacy. He then went to the wall and leaned against it.

      I smiled slightly and he inclined his head.

      Turning around, I faced Colt again. His brown gaze was piercing and shrewd.

      “Viper told me you’ve been pestering him with questions about why you’re here,” Colt began.

      “Pester? I didn’t pester. I asked and he didn’t tell me,” I said, affronted.

      “You pestered,” Viper growled.

      I glared at him. “Be nice or leave.”

      “Tell Prez what happened last night,” Viper commanded. “He needs to know everything.”

      I took a sip of coffee. “I was cooking an omelet when the back door opened. I don’t remember if I left it unlocked or what, but he just came in. This guy—this man—rushed toward me. Dark hair. Covered in tats. Feral eyes. Like, I live in a trailer park, ya know? I’m used to shit going on. I thought maybe he was tweaking and he was just looking for some easy cash to steal and maybe he didn’t know I was home…”

      I shook my head, remembering the adrenaline that had taken over my entire body. “He stood there for a minute before he came at me… He said I was a pretty little piece and…he wanted to taste me. He pulled out a knife and told me to be quiet so no one would hear. Said he’d cut me and leave me for dead if I made any noise. I didn’t think—I just grabbed the cast-iron skillet I was cooking with, and when he lunged for me, I bashed the side of his head. It stunned him, but he didn’t stop.”

      I looked at the coffee in my hands. “Eventually I hit him in the knee, and when he collapsed I smashed his skull in. Even when he was doing that heavy, labored breathing and I knew he was going to die, I didn’t stop until…until he was silent.”

      My hands shook as I lifted the coffee mug and placed it on the desk. I clamped my lips shut to stop them from trembling. It was one thing to think about the situation. It was an entire other thing to relive it, give it words, give it legs, and make it real again. To share it.

      “Brave,” Viper growled. “What you did.”

      I lifted my chin, my head swiveling to stare at him. His eyes said more than his words. His eyes said he was proud of me. For not being a victim. For not freezing.

      “He’s right,” Colt said. “What you did was fucking brave as shit, and you were lucky that it worked out that way.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded. “I just couldn’t—I mean, I knew he was going to rape me. Rape me and then probably kill me, so I had to fight. You know?”

      Colt set his hands on the desk and linked his tattooed fingers.

      “Thank you for telling me the truth,” Colt said.

      “Thank you for cleaning up my mess.” I wrinkled my nose. “I still don’t know why your club did me that favor.”

      “Do you have any family, Sutton?” Colt asked.

      “I’m on my own,” I said.

      He nodded slowly. “I’m impressed with how you handled yourself in that situation. I don’t know you, but I’ve got a gut instinct about what you’re made of. Viper said you didn’t break down last night either. After…”

      “No,” I agreed. “I didn’t break down.”

      “What about when you were alone last night? In the clubhouse room?” Colt asked.

      “No,” I admitted. “Not even then.”

      “Grit,” Colt said. “You’ve got grit. Which is why I’m gonna tell you the truth about last night. The man who broke into your trailer wasn’t some random guy looking to rape you. That wasn’t his end goal.”

      I frowned. “How do you know?”

      “Because of his tattoos,” Colt explained. “You killed a member of the cartel.”

      I blinked. “Cartel?”

      “Yeah.”

      “There’s a cartel in Waco?” I asked in shock.

      “Yes,” Colt admitted.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      “The cartel is involved in the skin trade.”

      “Skin trade? You mean human trafficking?”

      Viper’s heavy boots tromped across the wood floor and suddenly, I felt his large hand on my shoulder. Colt’s gaze darted away from me to Viper. A moment later, his eyes returned to me.

      Something about Viper’s touch calmed me. I wasn’t alone.

      “Yeah, human trafficking,” Colt finally said. “It’s a huge fucking problem in Waco.”

      “How do you know all this?” I demanded. “Unless…”

      Colt’s voice dropped low. “Unless?”

      “Unless you’re involved…somehow?”

      “The club’s involved,” Colt admitted. “We’re involved in stopping it. We’re currently at war with the cartel. They don’t want to stop the skin trade, but we’re determined to end it. At least in Waco.”

      “Oh. Oh, I see.” I nodded.

      “I don’t think you do,” Colt said. “You were going to become another statistic. If you’d lost that fight, he would’ve most definitely raped you. And then he would’ve taken you across the border where you’d have been sold and never heard from again.”

      Nausea swam in my belly.

      “You’re in this shit now, darlin’,” Colt said, his tone grim. “You’re in it now, whether you want to be or not.”

      “I prefer not,” I said bleakly.

      “Don’t really have a choice,” the president of the club said.

      Viper squeezed my shoulder and then let go.

      “We just disappeared a body for you. We cleaned up an awfully big mess. You’re staying with us until all this shit is sorted. We can protect you if you’re here.”

      “Don’t make it sound like an invitation,” I said dryly.

      “It’s not,” Colt replied.

      “So, am I a prisoner?” I asked. “I might not have a home anymore, but I do have a job. I can’t just stop showing up. I have a life.”

      “Do you want a life? Or do you want to live?” When I didn’t reply, he asked, “Where were you working?”

      “I was a server at Spurs.”

      “The cowboy-themed restaurant?” Colt asked, a slow smile drifting across his face.

      “The one and only,” I stated. “And before you ask, yes, I had to wear cowboy boots and daisy dukes to work.”

      Colt chuckled. “My wife owns a bar. We can get you a job there. We can keep an eye on you—you can still have a job and stay busy. You’ll meet the club and fit right in, I’m sure. Life will be sort of normal for you, all things considered.”

      I suddenly felt indebted to Colt and his club, and I didn’t like it. But if I wanted protection, I’d have to suck it up and deal. “Thanks. I’d appreciate the job.”

      “You’ll be safe here, Sutton.”

      “Thank you,” I said with a sigh. “I mean it, really. Not just for offering me a place to stay, but also for what your club did for me.”

      “You’re welcome. I think it needs to be said, too, that you can’t talk about this with anyone except Viper or Savage. No one else can know what happened. Not a peep. Do you understand?”

      “I understand.”

      “I’ll talk to my wife about a job for you,” Colt said, rising from his chair.

      “Thanks.”

      “Viper, stay a minute,” Colt instructed.

      I stood up and headed for the door. At the last moment, I looked behind me. Both Colt and Viper were watching me, but it was Viper’s gaze that caught my attention.

      I quickly averted my eyes and left the office. In my haste to get away, I’d forgotten my coffee, but I wasn’t going to go back for it. Instead, I went in the direction of the kitchen.

      Savage was at the coffee maker, pressing a button. The machine gurgled to life.

      “Morning,” I greeted.

      He turned. “Morning. You sleep okay? Dumb question maybe.”

      “Not dumb,” I assured him. “I slept hard, actually. I don’t know if I got a chance to say it last night, but thanks. For what you did.”

      “Sorry about your home.”

      I shrugged. “I have my life. That’s worth more.”

      “Still shitty.”

      “Yeah. Definitely still shitty. Looks like I’m bunking here for the time being.”

      “It’s not all bad,” he teased. “We have great parties. There’s always food in the fridge, and we have a cleaning crew twice a week.”

      “It’s like a biker hotel,” I quipped.

      “Viper treating you all right?”

      I blinked. “Yeah. Why?”

      He shrugged. “He’s a little rough around the edges.”

      “A little?” I joked. “Luckily, for me, I’m not a wilting rose. I can handle him.”

      “That, I’ve got to see,” Savage said. “He’s one surly fucker.”

      Was Viper surly, intense, and a bit growly? Yes, but he also knew how I took my coffee, which meant he’d paid attention last night even though we’d only had a few minutes together. And the way he’d placed his hand on my shoulder in a silent show of support…

      “Damn it,” I muttered.

      “What was that?” Savage asked.

      “Oh. Nothing. Can I get a cup of that coffee?”
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      I sat on the couch, sipping a cup of coffee as I passed the time with Savage. Viper and Colt were still locked away in the office.

      “I can see why Carla likes you,” I said with a smile.

      He flashed a grin. “Yeah, she likes me all right.”

      “Do not make a dick joke,” I pleaded.

      “It would’ve been too easy.”

      “I was going to say she likes you because of your sense of humor,” I said.

      “Don’t let my lighthearted side fool you. My name is Savage for a reason.”

      “Noted.” I snorted.

      “So, you know Carla well then, yeah?”

      “Well enough to go to her in the middle of the night with a really big problem. What about you? How well do you know her?” I asked.

      “We just met, actually. About a week ago.” He rubbed his jaw. His blond hair had that artful look of having had fingers run through it recently, and it totally worked for him.

      “Don’t fuck with her,” I said quietly.

      Savage frowned. “Fuck with her? In what way would I fuck with her?”

      I didn’t want to spill anything about Carla’s history to Savage, but as her friend, I felt like it was my duty to at least send a warning shot. “She’s had a crappy past with men. So don’t promise her anything or lie to her about whatever it is you two are.”

      “Ah.” Savage took a sip of his coffee. “I get you. And believe me, you don’t have to worry. Carla has made it very clear what she wants from me—and that’s nothing serious.”

      “Okay.” I nodded.

      It wasn’t any of my business, getting involved in Carla’s love life. Just like she never got involved in mine. But she was the closest friend I had and the last thing I wanted for her was another broken heart.

      We didn’t have time for broken hearts. We were too busy trying to wrangle life.

      I heard the door to the office open and a moment later Viper and Colt strode across the wooden floor.

      “You ready?” Viper asked me.

      “Ready?” I frowned. “Ready for what?”

      “You need some girlie shit, don’t you?”

      I raised my brows. “Girlie shit? You mean, like, a hairbrush?”

      “Like I said, girlie shit,” Viper said and then left the clubhouse.

      I looked at Savage, who had a smirk streaking across his face.

      “Mia will be at Shelly’s around three,” Colt said to me. “You can meet her then.”

      I nodded and stood up. I went to the sink and washed out my mug before putting it in the dishwasher.

      “Later,” I said to Savage.

      “Later. Don’t let him intimidate you.”

      “I won’t,” I assured him.

      I headed outside, breathing in a lungful of humidity. Viper was already at his bike, waiting for me.

      He handed me the helmet without a word.

      “Are you my designated chauffeur now?” I teased.

      Viper grunted.

      “I’ll take your grunt as a yes. Just as well,” I muttered. “I don’t have a car.”

      “No car? How were you getting to work?”

      “There’s this thing. Maybe you’ve heard of it. Long, metal contraption. It has an engine, and a bunch of people wait for it every day and it takes them places.”

      When he didn’t reply, I added, “I took the bus. Spurs is close to the trailer park. Wasn’t a big deal. I could even take the bus to Shelly’s if it’s—”

      “Fuck that,” he growled.

      I batted my lashes at him. “So, I really do get my own personal chauffeur? I feel like a lady of luxury.”

      “Easier to keep an eye on you if I drive,” he said.

      All levity fled as I was jarred back to reality, and reminded of the true reason I was under the protection of the club.

      “Viper?” I asked quietly.

      He looked away from his mirrors to stare at me. “What?”

      I boldly met his gaze when I stated, “I’m glad I killed him.”

      His expression hardened. He took the helmet from me and placed it on my head, his hands lingering when he clasped the buckle. “You did good, Sutton. Real good.”
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      After Viper took me to a store to grab some basic necessities, he drove us to Shelly’s. He parked his bike and kicked out the stand before climbing off and following me inside the bar.

      It was a cool spot. Wood floors, a jukebox, a pool table, and large booths. I liked the atmosphere immediately.

      A petite brunette was standing behind the wooden bar, holding a clipboard and pencil. She turned and smiled. “Hi, Viper,” she said.

      “Mia,” he growled in response.

      Mia’s gaze slid to me. “You must be Sutton.” She held out a hand and I shook it. “You want something to drink? Water? Soda?”

      “I’m good, thanks,” I said. I looked at Viper over my shoulder. “Thanks for driving me.”

      He smiled slightly. “That sounds like a dismissal.”

      “It is,” I said pointedly.

      “I’ll be in the corner booth,” he replied. With a chin nod at me, he turned and walked away.

      When I faced Mia again, I noted the look of surprise on her face.

      “Why does everyone have that expression after seeing me interact with Viper?” I demanded.

      A grin trembled along her mouth. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.”

      “It’s the fact that he hardly speaks—even to his own brothers in the club—and here you are, without fear, talking to him like he’s a regular guy. And he replies back in non-monosyllabic words.”

      “So, everyone tiptoes around him and handles him with kid gloves?”

      “Handles him? More like avoids him.”

      I leaned closer and stage-whispered, “Can I tell you the truth?”

      “Please.”

      “I refuse to cater to him. He wants to be aloof and grumpy, fine. But I’ve made it my mission to make him as uncomfortable as possible.”

      Her brown eyes lit with humor and slid away from me to glance over my shoulder. “He’s staring at you.”

      “Is he?” I smiled. “Good.”

      “Good? You like him, don’t you?”

      “Hey, I thought this was a job interview,” I protested. “Not an interrogation about me and Viper.”

      “So, there is a you and Viper?” she pressed.

      I shook my head.

      With a sigh, she set the clipboard down. “Colt said you needed a job.”

      “Yes.”

      “He said you’re staying at the clubhouse for the foreseeable future because of some shit.”

      “Also yes.”

      “He didn’t tell me the details,” she said. “And I don’t ask. That’s kind of Old Lady code. Need to know basis.”

      “What’s an Old Lady?”

      “A biker’s woman.”

      “Oh.”

      “Colt said you also have serving experience.”

      “I work…worked at Spurs.”

      “The cowboy bar?”

      “Yeah.” I wrinkled my nose. “I had to wear cowboy boots, a flannel shirt tied up around my middle, and daisy dukes. Made decent money, though. That’s the only reason I put up with it.”

      “Well, there are no uniforms at Shelly’s. So dress comfortably.”

      “Wait, I have the job then?” I asked with a frown.

      “Of course, you’ve got the job.” She cocked her head to the side. “The interview was just a formality. You get that, right?”

      “I mean…I guess so?”

      “Look, I told you I don’t know the details of your situation, and I don’t need to. When I needed help, the club was there for me. Now we can be there for you. It’s just what we do.” She paused. “I can tell by the look on your face that you don’t believe me.”

      “I don’t live in that world,” I quipped. “I’d prefer to know where I stand at all times. I don’t buy into this altruism thing.”

      “This isn’t altruism,” Mia assured me. “It’s community.”

      “Huh. That’s a novelty for me.”

      She smiled. “Don’t worry. You’ll get used to it.”
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      “Can we make a quick stop before we head back to the clubhouse?” I asked.

      Viper handed me the helmet. “Where?”

      “Spurs. I have to clean out my locker and tell the manager I’m quitting.”

      My stomach suddenly rumbled.

      “When was the last time you ate?” he demanded.

      I frowned in thought.

      “If you’ve got to think about it then it was too long ago,” he stated. “You didn’t eat this morning.”

      “You said that like an accusation,” I quipped.

      “Your belly confirmed it.” He climbed onto his bike and started the engine. “We’ll go to Spurs. You’ll quit, get your shit, then we’re getting you food. You gotta eat, Sutton.”

      I hopped on the back of his bike and wrapped my arms around him. It felt easy, natural. Like I belonged there.

      But I didn’t belong there.

      Viper watching out for me and giving me rides was out of necessity and protection. I couldn’t forget that.

      Spurs wasn’t a bad place to work. We got a free meal every shift, the mangers usually left us alone, and we didn’t have a skeevy boss trying to take advantage of us. I hadn’t been there long, but I’d found a rhythm. I evolved quickly and easily though, and leaving Spurs to work at Shelly’s wouldn’t be a problem.

      “Hey, Sutton,” Delilah greeted from the host stand. “I didn’t think you were working tonight.” Her painted smile slipped when she noticed Viper’s huge form behind me.

      “I’m not. Who’s managing tonight. Jim?”

      She nodded. “He’s in the office doing next week’s schedule.”

      “Great, thanks.” I looked at Viper. “I’ll meet you at the bar when I’m done.”

      “I’ll stand outside the office,” Viper said, his tone not allowing for argument.

      The door to the restaurant opened and an elderly couple came in. I pulled Viper off to the side so Delilah could greet them and show them to a table.

      “Please, Viper,” I said, pitching my voice low. “It’s weird if you come back there with me.”

      “Don’t care.” He cracked his knuckles.

      With a sigh, I marched across the floor. When I arrived at the office door, I turned to Viper. “Wait here.”

      He nodded.

      I knocked on the door and cracked it open. Jim was a balding man in his forties, and he was sitting behind the desk. He looked up when I popped my head in.

      “Hey, Sutton,” he said with a smile. “It’s your day off. What are you doing here?”

      “You have a second?” I asked.

      “Sure thing.”

      I opened the door farther and then entered. Jim’s gaze tracked Viper, who stood in the hallway, leaning against the wall. He didn’t have to do anything to look menacing because he was menacing. I shot Viper a glare and then closed the door.

      “New friend of yours?” Jim asked.

      “Boyfriend,” I lied. “Recent.”

      “Oh.” Jim frowned. “So, what’s up?”

      “I’m quitting,” I said.

      “Quitting? Why?” He looked in the direction of the closed door. “This isn’t your boyfriend’s idea, is it?”

      “What? No. I got another job,” I said. “One where I don’t have to wear daisy dukes and cowboy boots.”

      He sighed. “Yeah. Okay. You sure this isn’t about that guy, though, right? I mean, he’s not trying to take you away from all your friends, and change your entire life, is he? That’s a classic abuser sign. Take you away from people you know.”

      “It’s not like that,” I assured him. “I know how it looks, okay? But he’s a good guy.”

      “He’s a biker,” Jim said, tone low.

      “Don’t judge a book by its cover.”

      He sighed. “Sorry you’re leaving the team. You were getting along well.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded. “Thanks, Jim. I appreciate you giving me the job. Sorry to leave you in the lurch.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Delilah’s been wanting to take a few waitressing shifts. It’ll work out.”

      With a wave, I left the office. As I closed the door behind me, I looked at Viper, who hadn’t moved.

      I gestured to myself. “See? No harm. No foul.”

      “He thinks I’m coercing you into quitting,” he said.

      “How did—were you eavesdropping?”

      He exhaled in annoyance. “I don’t eavesdrop.”

      “No?” I crossed my arms over my chest. “If you weren’t eavesdropping, what else didn’t you hear?”

      His mouth flickered and a smile cracked across his face.

      It was such a change in his countenance it had me blinking in stupidity for several seconds.

      “You called me your boyfriend.”

      “Easiest way to explain you.”

      He reached out and dropped his arm over my shoulder, pulling me into his side. “I think that lie rolled off your tongue a bit too easily.”

      I pushed against his side, which did absolutely nothing except make him laugh.

      Like outright laugh. Not a chuckle. Not a chortle. A real laugh.

      “Come on,” I muttered. “Let’s go to the locker room so I can grab my stuff.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I was ravenous by the time Viper pulled into the parking lot of the restaurant. It wasn’t anything fancy. Just a bar and grill that smelled like fried oil, burgers, and wings.

      The hostess sat us in a booth, and I immediately seized the menu.

      “Get you something to drink?” the server asked as he approached our table.

      “Oh, uh, the lightest beer you have on tap, please,” I said.

      “Sure. May I see your ID?”

      I dug my wallet out of my purse and extracted the ID.

      The server stared at it for a moment and then smiled. “Happy belated birthday.”
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