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      To my loyal readers. This last year was a tough one. I’m grateful for every single one of you for buying my books and getting me through. Let’s hope things get easier instead of harder, like I personally fear. We really do live in interesting times.
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      Velina…

      I stared up at the formidable cinderblock building behind its chain-link fence with its strapping to hide the parking lot beyond. It was filled with graffiti on the outside, and it wasn’t all bad. Meaning, some of it was actually artistic, featuring what had to be the Loa of the Vodoun practice… although likely colonized and bastardized for the use here. Which wasn’t it ironic? I mean, these guys did call themselves the Voodoo Bastards…

      I was here against my better judgment when my half-brother, Garnett Whitcomb, had suddenly ceased his communications with me.

      It’d been a hard and bitter pill to swallow. He’d told me things – things he wasn’t supposed to about these men, and I’d worried about him. He was younger than my siblings and me. While I wasn’t the oldest, I wasn’t the baby either, at least not out of the four of us who’d grown up in our house.

      I had three siblings by the same mother – my older brother, one older sister, and one younger sister – and while my dad had, ah, stepped out on our mom all around the country, we’d sort of been his primary family.

      I’d found Garnett by accident and a few other half-siblings scattered to the four winds. I’d done one of those online, spit-in-a-tube and mail-it-in tests, and all of a sudden found out about my extended, er… nuclear… family?

      Dammit, I didn’t know what you were supposed to call it. I really didn’t.

      A shit show came to mind.

      Anywho, Garnett had come up as one of them, and while the rest of my half-siblings hadn’t wanted anything to do with dear old dad and had shut me out, Garnett had been different. He wanted so desperately to have some kind of family that he and I had kept in touch.

      It’d been hard telling him about our father and what he’d been like. I’d had a complicated relationship with our dad.

      He was away for long lengths of time as an over-the-road trucker, but when he was home? Well, I’d firmly been a daddy’s girl, doing everything my effeminate and very gay older brother had absolutely zero interest in doing.

      My dad had been stubborn on that, and he and Rafe didn’t always get along. While Rafe had wanted to play dolls with Ophelia and Valencia – our two other sisters – I had wanted to learn all the things that my dad had been pretty uninterested in teaching me because I lacked the right equipment between my legs. Things like how to fish, how to hunt, how to fix shit around the house, and change my own oil… you know, boy shit.

      As I’d gotten older, though, my dad had started calling me the “son he always wanted,” which was certainly a dig at Rafe and had alienated us quite a bit.

      I had some regrets about that now, but damn, Rafe was such a drama queen about it.

      While our dad relented and had taught me some things, it wasn’t really what I’d wanted our relationship to be like.

      He’d said he had regrets about that. About not embracing the fact he had a child who was so enamored with him – tomboy that I was, as a kid. In the end, I’d been the only one of his progeny left to hold his hand in the hospital as the pancreatic cancer had taken him.

      I’d been the one to hear his deathbed confessions about all the women and both knowing and not knowing that he had other kids out there.

      I’d been the one he’d asked, his dying wish, to let them all know he was gone and he was sorry.

      I’d taken on the duty, ever the dutiful daughter, and boy, did it lob a grenade in with the rest of the family.

      I was the black sheep, alright. Pretty much shunned and ostracized by my other siblings. I found that Garnett had been desperate for family as much as I’d been mourning the loss of mine – even if I did feel as though I’d never really fit in with them.

      I leaned against my car parked on the opposite side of the street from the Voodoo Bastards hangout, with my arms crossed below my breasts, and sighed.

      I had no idea what waited for me through the maw of the open gate, but I felt like I owed it to both my dad and Garnett to find out why the hell the texts and emails had just stopped.

      I pushed off from the car as a trickle of sweat made its way down my spine beneath the olive-drab, ribbed tank top I wore to try and beat some of this summer heat.

      Fat chance of that happening.

      I was prepared for hot, but it was the muggy humidity that overwhelmed me and made me feel like I walked through soup. I was regretting the boot-cut jeans and hiking boots and wished I’d gone less tomboy and more girly – or at least that I’d done shorts instead. Honestly, I didn’t know if walking into a biker’s den in a skirt wouldn’t be asking for trouble I wasn’t prepared for.

      Sure, while Garnett had nothing but high praise for these men, I didn’t really understand it. Some of the shit they’d put him through to be part of their little club had been downright disgusting.

      I’d learned all about their particular brand of hazing rituals, and I couldn’t say I liked a bit of what I’d heard. But Garnett? He’d sounded so proud of his accomplishments in becoming one of them, and I guess, in some ways, it was like any other fraternity or brotherhood.

      You had to do a lot of stupid shit to get into a frat, too.

      Of course, there was no way Garnett would know. College was so far outside of the reach of his socioeconomic status that it wasn’t even funny.

      It’d been out of mine and my siblings, too – without grants, scholarships, and a shit ton of student loans.

      Only two out of the five of us had opted for a college education, and both of us had gone two very different ways about it.

      Ophelia had gotten a shit ton of academic scholarships and whatnot, and had almost gotten an entire free ride. Mom and the other sibs were so proud of her.

      Meanwhile, I’d taken out a shit ton of student loans. I didn’t honestly have the grades and extracurriculars on my high school transcript to get the notice that Ophelia had. Of course, while I was some type of nerd, I wasn’t that hardcore of a nerd. I actually enjoyed having friends, free time, and being a kid while I’d had the chance.

      Boy, did that come back to bite me.

      I was in the good ol’ American debt trap after graduating, and while I had a small one-bedroom house, a beat-up almost fifteen-year-old car with high miles, and a steady and semi-decent income – if I ever had a hope and a prayer of paying off my student loans before I died – no, I didn’t make enough money. Not even close.

      I’d had to tap my savings by quite a bit just to get out here to find Garnett, and I hated that I’d had to do it this way.

      The drive from California hadn’t been great, but it hadn’t been awful. It certainly had sucked that my air conditioning had crapped out halfway across the Texas panhandle, and I was running two by seventy A/C now. Meaning, two windows down driving seventy down the highway.

      With the oppressive wet and heavy atmosphere of New Orleans in the summertime pressing all around me, I kept a big stainless-steel bottle of water on hand and had been trying to keep hydrated like crazy.

      I glanced back at it, sitting on my passenger seat, and wondered if I should keep it with me when I finally plucked up the courage to go inside.

      I sighed and wondered what the fuck my problem was and why I lingered out here on the sun-scorched blacktop.

      I stared at the black, purple, gold, and green painted building with its larger-than-life painted Baron Samedi bursting from Louisiana's signature gold fleur-de-lis, and I decided that yeah, okay, I was nervous. I mean, I was here, and I wanted answers. About the only thing I feared was that somehow, some way, Garnett wouldn’t want to see me, wouldn’t want to talk to me anymore… and that?

      Well, there was only one way to find out if I would be abandoned for good by literally everyone… and that was to pluck up my courage and go inside.
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      Saint…

      It was late afternoon, and I was sitting at the bar in the club, sipping on my favorite poison – Casa Noble tequila. The liquid – spicy, flavorful, and crisp – went down smooth. I also had to admire the way the liquor coated the inside of the glass I sipped from as I swirled it.

      It was a weird liquor for a born and bred Italian, New Orleans native, and wholly raised Southern boy like me to pick up, let alone enjoy as thoroughly as I did. But hey, a man liked what he liked, and I certainly was no exception to that rule.

      It’d been a long fuckin’ day, but the day was done, and I was just chillin’ at the bar on my own, sipping my drink and keeping to myself.

      I wasn’t really looking for company. Didn’t really feel like peopling, but sometimes the chicks that liked to come around here, lookin’ to ride a man who rode motorcycles, came unbidden and uninvited. They were generally all the same – looking for a thrill in all the wrong places.

      I thought that’s what she was, at first, when I heard the scuffling footstep in the doorway. I hadn’t seen her coming from behind the boarded-up windows, but I heard her, and as soon as her shadow fell into the oblong, canted rectangle of light spilling in from the doorway to the outside? I turned and looked. I took my time sizing her up from her hiking boots to a pair of shapely thighs clad in boot-cut jeans. Her arms were lightly tanned, her shoulders just starting to pink with sunburn. As much as I should have been captivated by her large, heavy breasts straining the rib knit of her army green tank top, it was the sweeping curve of her shoulder, up the long and elegant line of her neck, kissed by stray tendrils of dark chestnut hair that escaped a messy bun in a claw clip at the back of her head that caught my attention more.

      Her sunglasses were perched above a sweep of bangs across her forehead, long, wispy tendrils to either side, framing her face.

      It was a pretty face, but for the sour look on it.

      She didn’t look thrilled to be here, and I half wondered what kind of Karening she brought with her. Because she was starting to look the type.

      She had a strong jaw with a hard set, but it wasn’t out of place. It worked with her face with its thick arched brows and long dark lashes. I wanted to say she had some type of Hispanic in her, but then her flashing light green eyes caught mine, and I was hit with an almost feeling of déjà vu…

      “What’re you lookin’ for darlin’?” I grated out, and took another sip of my tequila.

      “Not what, but who,” she said, approaching me cautiously.

      I arched a brow. “I’m looking for Garnett Whitcomb?” she said, the name lilting off her tongue with a question mark hanging on the thick, still, and muggy air between us.

      We still ain’t had the air conditioning fixed from where the unit out front had taken some stray bullets.

      “We don’t use government names around here. You’re going to have to be more specific. Besides that, who’s askin’?”

      “I’m Velina Young, and I think you guys called him Louie. Have you seen him?” she asked.

      I straightened up in my seat and took her in, searching her face.

      “Why you wanna know?” I demanded.

      “I just do,” she said. “Have you seen him?”

      I cleared my throat and turned around, fixing my eyes on the back wall beside the bar. At the eight-by-ten framed mugshot of Louie hanging there and the floating shelf under it, his gunmetal gray urn sitting squat on it.

      I turned back to her, made eye contact, and jerked my head in Louie’s direction.

      “He’s right there,” I said. “Afraid he’s not much of a conversationalist no more. Now who the fuck are you?”

      She paled, her tan suddenly floating over the surface of her smooth skin like a sickly oil slick on the swamp waters you sometimes got around here. She seemed frozen, staring at the picture and at the urn. Finally, her steps carried her closer, almost automatically, as if they were unbidden from any real thought from her.

      I straightened up further and slipped off my barstool.

      “I’m serious. Who wants to know?” I demanded, but it was like she couldn’t hear me, her eyes growing luminous with unshed tears that damn sure threatened to spill.

      Just who the fuck was this bitch? How did she know Louie?

      “Talk to me,” I ordered, and her eyes flicked from the photo and urn to mine as her nose grew red and the tears spilled down her cheeks.

      “Are you serious right now?” she demanded, more than a hint of outrage to her tone. “Can you just give me a fucking minute to absorb this?”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Ain’t never heard of you, and don’t really care at this point. Either tell me who you are or get out.”

      “Wow, fuck you!” she cried, as she went for Louie’s urn. I stopped her, with a hand on her chest, and she batted at it ineffectually.

      “Uh-uh, where you think you’re going?”

      “Closer to my brother’s urn if you don’t mind!” she snapped, and I barked a laugh… and I kept right on laughing. I couldn’t help myself.

      “Louie ain’t got no siblings, so try-a-fucking-gain,” I said and put a sharp edge of menace into my tone.

      “That you know of!” She looked up at me, high spots of color in her cheeks, her chest flushing, and those green eyes of hers flashing with temper.

      I blinked, long and slow, and took a second look at those eyes.

      I dropped my hand from holding her back and said, “Well, I’ll be damned…”

      “Yeah,” she muttered. She went up to the floating shelf, bracing a hand to the cinderblock beside it and leaning heavily against the wall. Her head bowed, her shoulders shook, but she didn’t make a sound.

      I swallowed hard, suddenly feeling really fucking awkward when Cypress came out from the back and stopped.

      “The fuck?” he demanded, in his thick swampbilly accent.

      “Give her a minute, man,” I said. “She’s Louie’s sister.”

      Cypress barked a laugh, but it died with the sour look on my face.

      He looked surprised and asked again, “The fuck?”
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      Velina…

      I wanted to take him. I wanted to pluck that urn from its shelf, rip the photo from the wall, and take him with me. I didn’t know what the fuck these assholes had gotten my brother into. How could he have considered them his family? I was his family! Me! And now I really was alone.

      “Hey, come back! Don’t go like that!”

      The man at the bar called after me as I turned on my heel and marched back out into the oppressive heat outside. I put my hands on my hips, closed my eyes, and tipped my face to the sun. It blazed fire through my closed eyelids, and I swallowed hard.

      I would not cry anymore. I could not cry in front of these motherfuckers!

      I took in a deep, harsh, cleansing breath as the pressure in my nose and at the backs of my eyes receded.

      You didn’t cry in my family.

      It wasn’t the way we were raised.

      You cried, and Dad would give you something to cry about. I’d stopped crying about shit a long fucking time ago. There wasn’t any point. It didn’t fucking fix anything.

      “Hey.”

      I turned sharply at his voice, the hulking form of the long-haired bastard filling the darkened doorway behind me.

      “What?” I snapped. His jaw tightened with consternation and I stood there, waiting him out while he swept me with deep, dark, brown eyes that were honestly just enough brown in the light to keep them from being black.

      “You know what?” He held up his hands. “Never mind.” He backed into the doorway and, dropping his hands, turned to go back in the direction of the bar.

      The other one, the one with his close-shaven head a lighter brown than the other big bastard, leaned a shoulder against the doorway and crossed his arms, squinting into the bright sunlight in my direction.

      He was big and built like the first guy, with one exception. His neck was almost wider than his head – like wildly disproportionate to the rest of him.

      I scoffed as he threw me some chin and pecked a kiss in the air, winking at me. Frowning, I went back across the street and opened my car door. I got in, fishing my keys out of my shallow hip pocket and sticking it in the ignition, and turned her over.

      Click!

      Nothing.

      I drew in a long, slow breath, closed my eyes, and did what any red-blooded American woman fed up with the patriarchy would do.

      I screamed long and loud and beat on my steering wheel until the shock of the blows radiated up my arm and rendered my hand achy and numb at the same time.

      Did it fix anything?

      No.

      Did it make me feel any better?

      Also no.

      Did it keep me from bursting into tears or making an absolute embarrassment of myself?

      Yes, that, but come to think of it? No, on that last part.

      “Pop the hood, Cher. Sounds like your starter.”

      I blinked and turned my head to the shadow that’d fallen over me. It was the thick-necked Cajun leaning his arm against the sun-scorched and peeling clearcoat of the roof of my car. He turned his head and spit brown tobacco juice on the ground, and I felt my stomach roil.

      Ugh.

      Wordlessly, and with honestly nothing better to do at the moment, I reached for the lever and pulled it, the hood jumping an inch or two with a not-so-satisfying deep metal thrum.

      Fuck my life.

      “Name’s Cypress, ma cherie. Welcome to Louisiana.”

      “Thanks,” I said, non-plussed. I looked across the street at the doorway where the long-haired bastard stood, arms crossed over his chest, looking impassively on.

      “What’s his name?” I asked as Cypress fiddled around under my hood.

      “That there is Saint,” he called back.

      Saint and Cypress…

      “Garnett talked about you two,” I said, hanging wearily onto the top of my steering wheel with both hands, leaning forward some, gaze fixed on Saint, who stared impassively back at me.

      “Did he now?” Cypress asked, sounding only mildly interested.

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “An’ what ol’ Louie have to say? Huh?” he asked.

      “That you guys were the only family he ever knew, even if you put the fun back in dysfunctional.”

      Cypress barked a laugh and said something in Cajun-French that I couldn’t understand.

      Living in California, Spanish had been a higher priority for me, and my grasp of that language had honestly eluded me from even the most basic conversation. I think I could effectively ask where the bathroom was, call something black or white… and maybe say “thank you.” That was about all I’d retained out of that.

      “Try it now,” Cypress called out.

      I turned the ignition.

      Click!

      Nothing.

      “Aw, yeah. No connections loose. Pretty sure it’s your starter. Lemme go grab some tools, yeah?”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Why what?” he asked.

      “Why are you helping me?”

      “That all depends,” he said, coming back around to lean over my window and look me in the eye. “You really ol’ Louie’s sister?”

      I raised my chin defiantly and said, “Half-sister, older by seven months,” I said. “We shared the same father.”

      Cypress gave a nod. “Thought so.”

      “Oh?” I asked.

      “Louie had his daddy’s eyes. His mamma’s was brown. You got the same ones.” He straightened up and knocked on the roof of my car.

      “Come on outta there and come have a cold one. I’ll see if I can’t get you sorted, yeah?”

      “Why?” I asked again, getting out of my car.

      “You’re family. We do right by a fallen brother’s family. That’s our way.”

      He walked away, ahead of me, heading into the front of the club, stopping only when Saint barred his way, asking something. His voice floated toward me on the breeze, unmistakably masculine and deep – but the words unintelligible from this distance.

      Cypress answered, and Saint stepped aside – sort of – more turning in the doorway for Cypress to slide past him like a human door.

      “Leave your keys,” he called out to me. “Cy’s gonna need ‘em, and it’s not like that piece of shit’s going anywhere anytime soon.”

      The fuck?

      “It’s old, but it’s not a piece of shit,” I argued.

      “The fact it won’t start and it’s left you stuck here to annoy the piss out of me suggests otherwise,” he said.

      “You’re a fantastic host,” I said sarcastically, passing him by and rolling my eyes.

      He snorted a slight laugh and shook his head.

      “We don’t generally gather out here in any significant numbers anymore,” he said when I moved to clamber up onto one of the bar stools. “Grab yourself something cold to drink and follow me.”

      I turned and looked at the plywood over the windows and let my gaze meander over the dimly lit interior of the bar space.

      The smell of fresh paint and the dry tang of fresh drywall hung in the air with a faint underpinning of fresh mud.

      “Don’t touch the walls back there,” he said over the fans circulating the air here.

      “Everything’s still wet,” I said, and he nodded like I’d put a question mark on the end of that – which I hadn’t.

      “What happened here?” I asked, reaching into the cooler and coming up with an icy can of Coke.

      “Some rivals of ours shot up the place one night, only a couple three weeks back. We’re still working on fixing things up.”

      I cracked open the soda can and looked back to my brother’s urn and mugshot behind it.

      “Is that how my brother died?” I asked, putting two and two together.

      “Right where you’re standing, actually,” the man said coolly as I took a drink of soda, which I promptly choked on, the searingly carbonated liquid coming out of my nose as I coughed uncontrollably.

      Saint was suddenly just kind of there, smacking me on the back hard enough I swore my spine was going to shoot out the front of my body, and my ribs rattled together like ghoulish windchimes.

      “Here, here you go,” he said, thrusting some of those blue shop paper towels into my free hand. I stuffed them against my face to sop up the worst of the cola and snot mixture evacuating from my nose and squeezed my watering eyes shut.

      “You really need to work on your bedside manner for breaking bad news to a bitch,” I squeezed out of my aching, spastic lungs through my equally traumatized voicebox.

      He threw back his head and laughed at that, but I was dead serious.

      “What the fuck?” I demanded.

      “If it’s any consolation to you, I believe you, now.”

      “Again, and with all due disrespect, I say, what the fuck?”

      “Come have a seat,” he said and tried to draw me by my elbow out from behind the bar.

      I obliged him, setting down my can of Coke on top of the cooler or whatever back here and dropping onto my ass right there on the dusty concrete floor. I put my hand to the warm concrete, a coating of drywall dust chalky against my fingertips and palm as I rubbed along the polish of it.

      “Right here?” I asked. “Are you serious?”

      He put his hand against the bar and leaned against it.

      “Ah, yeah. Right there.”

      I pressed my hand flat against the floor and closed my eyes, trying desperately to reach back in time, to feel even the smallest echo… which was silly and stupid, I knew, but I didn’t have anything else. I never would. Nothing but the sight of my brother's cold, impersonal, gunmetal gray urn sitting on that floating shelf. The eight-by-ten of him holding that plaque and the scrunched-up, disrespectful face he was making at the camera behind it.

      That was it. That was all I’d driven all those many miles to find.

      What the fuck?

      “What happened?” I asked through numb lips.

      “I told you—” he said.

      “Don’t spare me the gory details now,” I said spitefully.

      He shook his head.

      “You don’t need ‘em.”

      “And what if I say I do?” I asked.

      “I say that’s too damn bad. Now c’mon. There are more people out back that knew Louie to meet.”

      “Just gimme a minute,” I said. “Alone, if you don’t mind.”

      “Suit yourself,” he said with a shrug, and pushing off from the bar, he disappeared around the corner and down the hall somewhere deeper into the cinderblock building.

      All this way, and he was already gone.

      That knot of dread I’d been carrying in the pit of my stomach all the way from California unfurled into a twisted flower of nausea and regret.

      I should have come sooner.
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      Saint…

      “Where she at?” Cypress asked, looking up from the club’s shop bench and dumping a socket wrench into a random tool bag he’d scrounged up from somewhere.

      “Takin’ a minute at the bar,” I grated.

      Hex looked up from his phone, head still bowed, givin’ me a Kubrick stare. I rolled my eyes at him.

      “Ain’t nothin’ compromising on the property. Relax.”

      “Not what I’m worried about,” he said, and he glanced back down at the face of his phone.

      “Looks like LaCroix’s got the part her car needs. Should be at the ol’ boat scrapyard within the hour. I reckon you ought to give the lady a ride on out that way.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Doesn’t sound like a suggestion,” I said.

      “It ain’t,” Hex declared, pushing off the pillar back here in the wide-open garage, looking up as he slid his phone into his back pocket.

      “Well,” Hex said. “I don’t know about you two fools, but I can see Louie all over her from here. Those two certainly were written in the same font, as my girl likes to say.”

      “And what turn of phrase would you use?” she called from the doorway leading back here into the garage from the front of the clubhouse.

      “Where I come from, we’d say you was both picked right out your daddy’s ass.”

      She barked a laugh and it sounded bitter.

      “From what I understand, Garnett wasn’t anything like our father – gonna have to trust me on that one. I actually knew the man.”

      “Gone then?” Hex asked, holding out his hand.

      “Pancreatic cancer, a year or so ago,” she said, taking it to shake.

      “Shame,” Hex said. “I’m Hex, you’ve met Cypress an’ Saint.”

      She nodded. “Mixed feelings on that,” she said.

      “On what?” Cypress asked, hefting his tool bag.

      “Whether it’s a shame my daddy’s gone. Some days it’s a relief. Other days it’s a curse.” She shrugged.

      Hex laughed. “Yeah, that was ol’ Louie, too.”

      “He said you called him that because he saw a Loup Garu… although he also said you guys corrected him mercilessly.”

      “Roux Garu.” Cypress gave a nod.

      “Yeah, that was it,” she said, capturing her bottom lip between her teeth.

      “Cypress is gonna take that problem starter out of your car, and Saint here is gonna run you out to a place to pick up a replacement.”

      She smiled faintly. “And just how much is this going to run me?” she asked.

      “Nothin’,” Hex declared. He gave me a hard look, which told me all I needed to know. I was the hook for the part and possibly to grease Cy’s palm for taking it out and putting it back on.

      “If only it was so easy to fix my AC,” she said with a wry grin.

      “What’s wrong with it?” Hex asked.

      “Dunno. Just quit on me halfway across the Texas panhandle on my way here.”

      “Where you come from?” he asked.

      “California,” she answered.

      “Hollywood?” he asked with a grin.

      She laughed. “’Fraid not. Riverside.”

      “Riverside…” Hex sounded thoughtful.

      “Suburb of LA,” she said with a shrug. “So I guess close enough to Hollywood.”

      “I reckon,” he said.

      Cypress had left our presence already to see to yanking her starter.

      “Have Cy look at her AC. See if it needs recharging or a new compressor.”

      I gave a reluctant nod.

      “Nice meeting you…” he trailed off.

      “Velina,” she said, and she was eyeing Hex curiously.

      “Velina.” He repeated her name.

      “Pretty name.”

      “Thanks,” she said. “Mom wanted Valencia like the orange, but Dad talked her out of it. No such luck for my little sister, though.”

      “Ouch,” Hex said with a good-natured laugh.

      Velina shrugged.

      “Come on, I’ll take you out to the junkyard,” I muttered. “Can I borrow your truck?” I asked Hex.

      He gave me a shit-eating grin and said, “No can do, my friend. You’re just gonna have to take your bike.”

      Shit, I thought to myself and turned to look at Valina, her eyes wide and showing a little too much white. I got the impression she was thinking the same thing.

      “C’mon,” I muttered and went back out the way we’d come to get the busted part off Cy and to relay the message about the compressor.

      Velina fell into step beside me and muttered under her breath, “Shit’s totally bizarre, little brother.”

      “What is?” I asked, curious.

      “How the fuck we went from you being a total cock goblin to giving me a ride to pick up a part to fix my broken car for free in the span of,” she checked her watch, “less than an hour.”

      “Welcome to the life,” I said sarcastically.

      “Garnett’s life,” she said. “Mine’s back in California, I guess.”

      “You guess?” I asked as we crossed out the gate and headed for Cy, who was balls-deep under the hood of her car and already cursing.

      She didn’t respond.

      “Surprised you made it all the way here in that piece of shit without anything breaking before now.”

      “I take good care of her for the most part,” she said defensively.

      I eyed the peeling clear coat off her paint critically and said, “Uh-huh.”

      “From the look of things under the hood down here, I’d say she ain’t lyin’ bro,” Cypress declared and came up with a crusty dusty part in a greasy shop rag.

      “Hex said to check her A/C. See if it needs a new compressor or just a recharge,” I said.

      “Hard to do that when I can’t start the damn thing,” Cy said, spitting tobacco juice off to the side.

      I heard a faint “ugh” from just off to the right and behind me, where Velina stood.

      I felt my lips twitch with a smirk that I barely suppressed. Cy didn’t seem to hear her, which was no surprise. With how much time he spent on the airboats, even with ear protection during gator season, he was damn near as deaf as a post.

      Judgy little thing, I thought to myself. I guess I shouldn’t fault her for it. She grew up citizen, clearly, and didn’t know the life. Still, I did fault her. We were out here bailing her ass out for nothing, other than for the fact that she seemed to be who she said she was – Louie’s older half-sister.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket, Hex’s pattern and a snippet of Tennessee Whiskey blaring out of the speaker.

      I pulled it out and checked the text.

      Part is officially on its way to LaCroix – find out how much she knows.

      Just how the fuck was I supposed to do that from the back of my bike? Fucker. He just loved making shit complicated.

      “We gotta go,” I said. “Figure it out and text me,” I told Cy absently.

      “Yeah,” he muttered. “I got you.” It was more work and a pain in the fucking ass, but there were some basic things you could do to diagnose the compressor was fucked without the car running. They weren’t super reliable, but a couple of ‘em were pretty tried and true. For instance, if it was seized? It wouldn’t turn, and that was an official “the compressor is fucked.”

      I was betting she just needed more refrigerant, but the only way to test that out for sure was with the motor running and a set of gauges. Couldn’t get that going without the starter, so off we fucked to see the wizard… and by wizard, I meant the big cheese, the president, and head honcho. When it came to Miss Velina, it could go either fuckin’ way.

      She had an attitude and a mouth on her – was brazen in a way that Louie hadn’t even begun to reach until he’d been with us a while.

      Seemed he’d been talking pretty freely about us. Hex and LaCroix were right – I mean, Hex was just about always right. We needed to know just how much Louie’d been flapping his gums. He was a loyal one, but he had a lot of moments where he wasn’t particularly bright. Kid had been knocked around so fuckin’ much, there was a real possibility there was some permanent brain damage or some shit like that to it.

      Right now, the car trouble she was having was a whole by-the-grace-of-God thing. Time to exploit it.

      Exercise a little goodwill, fix her car, answer some questions about her brother, and while I was at it, covertly do a little fishing to see if Louie had spoken out of turn any. See whether or not that could or would be a detriment to us.

      “Ever ride?” I asked Velina, stuffing my phone into my pocket.

      “No,” she said.

      “No time like the present to learn, I guess.”

      “You don’t have a car?” she asked.

      I made a face like it was offensive she’d even suggest such a thing because, well, it was.

      “I got a work truck, but it ain’t anywhere near here. Here’s what you need to know…”

      I ran her through just about everything a first-timer should know. Granted, I probably forgot some shit, but that was easy enough to instruct on the fly at a stoplight or whatever.

      “You sure I can’t just wait here?” she asked, her eyebrow arched and dismay written all over her face.

      “No,” I answered curtly. “LaCroix wants to see you.”

      She looked like she paled a bit under her California tan, and I didn’t know if I liked that.

      “Guess you’ve heard of him,” I said.

      She swallowed and put on a face like she was tougher than she felt and said, “Garnett mentioned him a time or two. He’s the president of…” she stopped and chose her words carefully. So, she wasn’t as dumb as Louie could be. “Your club,” she finished tamely.

      “Guess you’re getting sort of a crash course,” I said.

      “I mean, my guide into all of this is sitting in an urn in your bar… so uh, sorry if I’m not as up to date as I could be.”

      “I’m sure he left a lot of things out,” I said casually.

      “Not really,” she said.

      Shit.

      “At least, I don’t think so.”

      “Stick a pin in that. We’ll come back to it later.” I clambered aboard my bike and dropped into the seat.

      “You ain’t got a jacket or nothing in your car, do you?” I called out over the bass rumble.

      “In this heat? No!” she called back.

      “Should always dress for the slide and not for the ride, but you can’t be more than ninety-eight pounds soaking wet. We shouldn’t have any problems, but next time you ever get on a bike, you make sure you got on leather. At the very least, a denim jacket.”

      She blinked at me in surprise and blurted out, “Why do you care?”

      “Good point,” I said bluntly. “I don’t.”

      She rolled her eyes and got on behind me, settling onto the back seat. I checked to make sure her feet were on the proper pegs and that she hadn’t rested the soles of her hiking boots on the rapidly heating pipes.

      Had a bitch melt the soles of her sneakers to my shit once. Dumb cunt did it and had the intestinal fortitude to get mad at me for it. I’d left her ass at the bar in the Quarter and hadn’t thought twice about her until now.

      She’d been blonde with big fake titties… not like Velina, though. When she wrapped her arms around me and scooted forward against my back, what pressed into it was all natural.

      I tried not to think too hard about it, dismissing it as I pulled us out onto the street. The borrowed helmet was a little loose on her head, and her fucked-up starter was stowed safely in one of my saddlebags.

      Low-key, I was surprised Hex hadn’t sent one of the other guys with us. We weren’t riding alone anywhere these days, especially into the swamps and shit.

      The Voodoo Bastards and the Bayou Brethren were slowly circling one another like fighting dogs, looking for a good drop in the other’s defense to lunge and sink teeth.

      The heat was pretty high right now, and as soon as the pigs stopped looking? It would be back on like Donkey Kong, but for right now, we were in a bit of a stalemate ceasefire while the authorities were circling and sniffing.

      Not that they were doing much when it came to running down who’d been out there and shot Louie.

      They didn’t care that much. Just enough to keep us minding our p’s and q’s so some precious citizen didn’t get caught up in our crossfire. Fuck us biker pieces of shit – they just didn’t want us accidentally dropping a kid or somebody’s grandma.

      Anyway, Velina held on, and she was pretty strong for such a little thing. When we took our first turn, she was a natural, leaning with it, with a strong core. She was as stiff as a board behind me, both trying to hold on and not press too tight at the same time. Made me chuckle. As soon as we were off the surface city streets and making for the highway, I caned it. Twisting down on the throttle, the engine's power kicked like a mule underneath us as we lurched forward at breakneck speed.

      I could swear that she squeaked behind me, this cute little sudden noise of fear that was quickly swallowed and drowned by the kiss of the Harley’s low growl of satisfaction at the beast being turned loose.

      Her arms crushed around my ribs with a near-brutal cracking force, and her thighs pinched around my hips as she pressed to my back, molding up against me like she was almost meant to be there.

      She shouted over the deafening rush of the hot wind around us and I was pretty sure it was to call me a name. I laughed at that, and she squeezed around me tighter, a quick jerk of her arms almost like she was trying to give me the Heimlich. The message of her scolding was as clear and as loud as the brap of the pipes as we rocketed past the people in cages all around us.

      It was a good ride, and I was glad I hadn’t been but part way into my first glass of tequila and was good to make it.

      I would always take a good ride over a drink, but I just didn’t have someplace to go and wasn’t quite in the frame of mind to want to ride without a destination.

      This was honestly just what the doctor ordered.

      We rode the hour and some change outside the city into bayou country and right past Jessie-Lou’s place, where Collier fell in beside me.

      Leave it to Hex. I wasn’t riding alone – not out here.

      I threw Collier a salute, and he threw one back. Where Velina had just started to relax behind me, I felt her muscles tighten up again as she went very still at my back.

      I checked my side view and took in her face. It was unreadable between her aviator sunglasses and the hard line of her mouth, the stubborn set to her chin.

      She wanted to seem tough, but she honestly just reminded me of one of those fucking little adorable terrier purse dogs that looked more like a fluffy rat than a dog.

      We pulled up at the old boatyard on the edge of the swamp and its gray-weathered front end with its rusty-ass old tin-roof awning over the plain six-by-six posts holding it up.

      Around the door to the place, old license plates and taxidermy gator snouts were the main décor, along with old posters faded by the sun advertising different types of motor oils and fluids for maritime use.

      On the posts, old pistons and random gears, rusting and sun-scorched, practically floated on the silvery wood that was so dry it held that wind-worn satin finish.

      I pulled up carefully across the wash of gravel that comprised the lot and killed my engine. She jumped off almost as soon as we’d rolled to a stop. I turned on her quick to make sure she’d done it carefully enough to avoid touching even her denim-clad leg to the pipe.

      “Watch how you do that,” I said. “Always get off from this side.” I indicated the side opposite where she’d gotten off.

      “Got it,” she said, unhooking the trident clasp under her chin by pressing the two prongs together.

      It popped, and she took it off, her hair windblown but still stylish. She kept it in a layered cut just above her shoulders, and it looked good on her.

      She held the helmet out to me and I took it, putting it upside down in my lap.

      “Collier,” Collier said by way of greeting, sticking out his hand to her. She shook it.

      “Velina,” she said, eyeing him carefully.

      “Louie’s sister, huh?” Col asked.

      “Yeah,” she said, and her voice dropped an octave, a heaviness dripping from it, thick like honey and unmistakable for what it was – sorrow.

      Her shoulders drooped with disappointment, and Collier said, “Sorry for your loss.”

      “Not sure if it counts when you never got to meet in person and you’d only been talking less than a year,” she said.

      “Aw,” he said. “It counts. I reckon that makes it even worse in some ways.”

      She eyed him and nodded, and he smiled.

      I took my own helmet off and hung both hers and mine from my handlebar before getting off the bike myself to get into the saddlebag for her busted-ass starter.

      “Have a smoke,” I told him. He gave a nod, leaned against one of the pillars under the shade of the awning, and lit up the cigarette he was going to have anyway.

      I held open the door for Velina with one hand and had her fucked-up starter in the other.

      “Thanks,” she muttered and went into the junkyard’s front office.

      I followed her in, letting my eyes adjust to the dimly lit interior, putting my sunglasses on top of my head, mimicking Velina just in front of me, who did the same.

      “Saint,” ol’ Frank behind the counter muttered as he clicked his mouse on its filthy mousepad beside his old computer screen, likely playing solitaire. That’s all his fat ass did all day on the junkyard’s antiquated computer system. Just answered phones, played solitaire, and two-finger pecked out invoices to print up on the old dot-matrix printers he had set up behind him.

      He'd tack the yellow copies to the board for the boys out back to pull the parts and stuffed the white ones in a file folder for the yard’s records. The pink went to the customer when they picked up their shit and paid for it, and the yellows went on to fuck knows where. I wasn’t all that intimate with their simplistic system. Shit, more than half of those invoices were fake, anyhow.

      The yard here was just one of many ways the club laundered their cash.

      “LaCroix out back?” I asked, setting the dead starter on the counter.

      Frank looked over and raised his eyebrow.

      “Yeah.”

      I thrust my chin at the open doorway behind Frank and told Velina, “Go on through there. You can’t miss him,” I said.

      “Just look for the big, bald, tattooed fucker,” Frank agreed.

      She looked from Frank to me dubiously and floated around the counter in such a way that said she didn’t really want to find out what was on the other side of the door but was forcing her feet to take her there anyway.

      I smirked at her back, and once she was out of sight, asked Frank, “You got one of these in yet? LaCroix said he was having one delivered.”

      He eyed the starter and nodded, thrusting his double chin at the shelf off to one side and behind me.

      “On there somewhere,” he said.

      “Thanks,” I said flatly.

      Frank didn’t answer, just kept clicking away, his beady eyes darting back and forth behind his glasses, which were outdated and looked like Dahmer’s.

      Seriously, that’s all I could ever think when looking at glasses like that anymore. I knew they were aviators without the dark lenses of sunglasses, but when the lenses were clear like that, or just barely tinted – all I could see was that evil, sick fucker’s face behind them splashed all over the headlines.

      My momma liked true crime, and I was an impressionable kid when she’d deep-dove everything about him like she was his greatest fuckin’ fangirl – wasn’t the only thing she’d done accidentally to fuck me up. Lord knew she’d done plenty.

      I probably needed therapy. Granted, unlike Louie’s mom, mine hadn’t meant to fuck me up. She, for the most part, had tried her best, but there had definitely been a few things that, looking back on ‘em, made me realize my mother wasn’t as smart as I’d given her credit for when I was a kid.

      That was the thing, though. When we were kids, we always seemed to think our parents were some kind of a paragon of virtue, the best, the brightest, the ones we aspired to be when we grew up.

      Looking back on a lot of shit as adults, it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that they were basically just fucked-up kids themselves, barely outta their own parents' house and trying to make the best of a bad situation, which was having us kids when they probably really shouldn’t have.

      Louie’s mom had definitely been one of those. Knocked up at something like sixteen by a dude way too fucking old for her, by the sounds of it. Her parents pitched her out on her ass like the good, upstanding Christians they were – for a while anyway.

      Just long enough for Louie’s mom to get hooked. It was a lot of downhill for them after that.

      Louie’d felt pretty alone when it came to some of the things his mom let happen to him when he was a kid. It’d fucked him up. He wasn’t alone, though.

      I’d been an altar boy when it’d happened to me.

      That’s where things went off the rails with me and my mom. I’d told her. She slapped the shit out of me – lost her damn mind on me, calling me a liar.

      That’s when I first figured out that I was on my own. I’d stayed that way until the club. Kept my secret until I was old enough, big enough, and strong enough to get myself out of that kind of trouble by just not going back.

      I was such a disappointment to my mother, but I didn’t care about that much anymore. I’d found my freedom, and I held onto that shit.

      The club had just given me direction. Power. The power to never be a victim again.

      It’d given Louie that same power, and he’d used it. That’d made the kid stronger than me in some ways.

      I didn’t know how many times I sat outside my old childhood church with a gun up in the back of my waistband, too chickenshit to do what Louie had done to his primary abuser.

      The kid had balls. Still managed to be kinder, softer, than the rest of us. I didn’t know how, but he did.

      I couldn’t say the same about myself.

      Made me think about some things.

      “Need one?” Collier asked me when I got out front.

      “Yeah,” I muttered, and he held out his pack. I pulled out a cigarette and leaned over as he flicked his Bic to life to light it for me.

      I took a long, thoughtful drag.

      “Got the wheels turning in there,” he said.

      I nodded.

      “You think she’s who she says she is?” he asked.

      I nodded at that, too.

      “I’ll be a monkey’s uncle,” he muttered, and I huffed a laugh.

      “The fuck you say?” I asked.

      “You heard me,” he said, grinning.

      “Just shut up and smoke your cigarette,” I grated, but he had me laughing. Sometimes the shit that flew out Col’s mouth was just so fuckin’ weird.

      It made me miss Louie even more. He used to be the club’s comedic relief.

      Damn.
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