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      I just got back to the clubhouse after spending the morning checking on some abandoned cabins, looking for any sign of the Savage Bones. After their failed attempt at taking Ginger, it seems like they have gone deep into hiding. I don't like it one bit, either. The longer it takes to find them, the more time they have to regroup and plan whatever they are trying to do to harm Mustang Mountain.

      "Any luck?" Atlas, the MC President, asks.

      "No. None of the cabins look like anyone has been there since they were abandoned."

      We have been trying to catch even a slight hint of what happened to the Savage Bones after Six saved Ginger, and I hate coming back here without any news.

      "Something will come up. Don't beat yourself up about it," Atlas says just before his phone rings.

      I turn to leave, but he puts his hand on my arm.

      "It's Sheriff Cade." He answers, putting it on speaker phone. "Hey, Sheriff."

      "Hey, Atlas. Listen, I’ve got some news on Savage Bones you might want," he says.

      Atlas's eyes crinkle with humor as he looks at me, a slight smirk playing on his lips. "I've got Bear here too. Let us hear it," he says.

      "There have been a few complaints of loud music and fighting at a motel just over the county line. A buddy of mine at the sheriff's office there says it's a few of the Savage Bones guys. He doesn't know which ones, but I thought it might be worth you guys checking out. My hands are tied since it's not my jurisdiction," Cade says.

      "I figure. Alright, we'll go stake it out and see what we find."

      "Let me know, and for the love of god, if you get caught or get in trouble, you didn't get this information from me," he growls.

      "No idea what you're talking about. We get anonymous tips all the time." Atlas chuckles, hanging up the phone. Turning to me, he orders, "Take Ace, Priest, and Stone with you, since we have no idea what we're walking into. You stay in touch with me at all times. Any little thing. You got it?"

      "Got it," I say. Then heading down the hall, I grab Stone. Being the Sergeant at Arms, Stone has been doing inventory of our weapons and securing some new items. It’s as if the club is heading into World War III all on our own.

      Thankfully, Priest and Ace are with him, so I don't have to waste time hunting them down.

      "We got a tip on the Savage Bones from the Sheriff. We are going on a stakeout, just the four of us. Let's go," I say, turning to leave.

      "Wait. Why doesn't the sheriff just go after them after everything they did last month?" Stone asks.

      "They are at a motel just across the county line. His hands are tied," I tell them.

      "Meet you at your truck in five. I'm going to pack us a bag," Stone says. His eyes sparkle as he stares at the guns and ammunition in front of him. I'm pretty sure he has a few new "toys" he'd love to play with if given the chance.

      The address Sheriff Cade gave us is a seedy, run-down motel on the main road between Mustang Mountain and Whitefish. It's the kind of place where you're more likely to find men cheating on their wives or doing drug deals, which makes it perfect for the Savage Bones.

      Looking it over, we can see the pool is empty and dirty, and broken tiles surround it. The parking lot has cracks all over the asphalt, and the curtains in the windows look like they have been there since the ‘70s. The whole place could use a paint job. If it weren't for the vacancy sign lit up and the cars in the parking lot, the peeling paint alone would make you think this place was abandoned.

      "Why are they making such a public location their new headquarters?" Stone asks curiously.

      "From the reports, it's not the entire club. It's just a few of the guys, but maybe they can lead us to the others," I say.

      We sit around for an hour as Stone tells us about some of the new items he got in, and Priest is texting someone on and off.

      "Hey, recognize him?" Stone asks, pointing out a guy leaving the hotel and getting into one of the run-down cars in the parking lot.

      "No," Priest and I both say.

      He looks like the kind of man Savage Bones would recruit. Long greasy hair, baggy wrinkled clothes, and looking hungover with a  heading out for more beer kind of look. With no proof he is part of Savage Bones, we stay put and keep watching.

      Another hour goes by, and the place seems kind of quiet.

      We are starting to talk about giving up, getting some food, and coming back later tonight when a car pulls into the parking lot.

      "That's the guy that came into the vet clinic a few months ago," Ace says as the man steps out of the car.

      "Yep," I say, never taking my eyes off him.

      I recognize him immediately. This is the guy who has been behind the break-ins all around Mustang Mountain, and he was there the night everything went down with Ginger, too.

      He looks around the parking lot like he's making sure no one is watching, but doesn't seem to notice us parked across the street. When he reaches into the backseat of the car, I expect him to come back with groceries or alcohol, not a blond girl who is fighting his every touch. He tosses her over his shoulder and disappears into one of the rooms.

      "Shit, she didn't look like she was going there willingly, did she?" Priest asks urgently.

      "She did not," I say, pulling out my phone and dialing Atlas.

      "What have ya got?" He answers straight to the point.

      "It’s the guy Ace saw at the vet clinic a few months ago. I also recognize him from the fight last month. He went inside carrying a blond who was fighting him tooth and nail. We haven't seen any of the other Savage Bones here. It's been quiet all day." I give him the rundown.

      "Shit. I know you won't stay put and wait. I'm sending back up. Be careful," he growls, hanging up.

      "Let's move," I say. Stone hands each of us a gun from his bag, and we are off across the street in no time flat.

      Pausing outside the door they went in, we stop to listen.

      "Let me go, Howler!" The woman yells, and Howler lets out a small laugh.

      "Not until you give me what I want," he says, his voice getting further away, sounding like he's walking to the back of the room.

      Making eye contact with the other guys, I nod. No point in giving him notice we’re here. These doors and locks have been here for decades. With a quick glance around the parking lot to make sure we are still alone, I step back and kick the door open. It splits off the frame easily and light fills the room. My eyes land on Howler, and a quick scan shows it's just him and the girl in here.

      I am a big guy, and because of that, people underestimate my speed. In a blink of an eye, I'm on Howler. With Stone help me, Ace and Priest stand guard at the door.

      "Get off me, asshole!" Howler yells.

      "Didn't your mom ever teach you it's not nice to kidnap ladies? You're supposed to wine them and dine them or, at the very least, find them on a dating app if you need to get your dick wet," Stone says.

      Howler has some fight in him. I'll give him that. He gets loose after I pin him down the first time and lands a solid hit to my shoulder.

      "That all you got?" I grunt before flipping him over. Stone gets him trussed with the cable ties, both his hands and feet, and then we toss him to the corner of the room.

      Once he's secured, I turn to see what we can find in the room, but that’s when my eyes land on the blond. Apparently, so do Stone's.

      "Emerson?" Stone says, and he rushes forward to untie her from the chair Howler has her strapped in.

      Her eyes are locked with mine, and neither of us says a word.

      "What are you doing here?" Stone asks, finally getting her attention.

      "I came to visit Aunt Ruby and Uncle Orville since I was nearby for a job interview," she says, her voice shaky.

      "Ruby and Orville are out of town on vacation for their anniversary," Stone says.

      "Of course they are." She looks defeated, and I hate that look.

      "Back up is here," Priest says a moment later.

      "Have them load up Howler," I say, never taking my eyes off of Emerson.

      When she goes to stand, her legs give out. I rush forward and catch her in my arms.

      "You okay, Blondie?" I ask, checking her over for any visible wounds we might have missed.

      "Yeah, just been a while since I ate anything," she whispers, staring up at me.

      "Let's get them both back to the clubhouse. Atlas's orders," Six says, walking in with Mack.

      "Is that the mayor's niece?" Six asks when he sees Emerson.

      I don't care whose niece she is. All I know is that after one look, she already belongs to me.
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      It’s just my rotten luck that Aunt Ruby and Uncle Orville are out of town for their anniversary. I was hoping to talk to them and get this all straightened out, but now it's up to me to save them. How do I get myself into these situations?

      I'm a people pleaser, plain and simple, and I need to not be one anymore. Well, after I do this, then, I'll work on standing up for myself.

      "Let's get you inside and fed, Blondie." The man who caught me when I fainted says once we pull up to a building surrounded by woods. It's clear this is a historical building because of the ornate trim work that you don't see on the cookie-cutter builds they do nowadays.

      The car with the other guys and Howler pulls around to the back of the building, and I decide to just keep my mouth shut and my eyes open as we head inside. Well, after I ask this one last question.

      "What’s your name?" I ask him as we step up onto the old wood front porch.

      "You can call me Bear," he says as we both enter the building.

      We walk into what looks like an old-time saloon, only it’s been renovated. On one side, there is a bar with some tables around it. There is a seating area with a TV on the other side and some doors along the back wall. A staircase and hallway are on the other side of the room. There are some guys scattered around who look over at me but don't say anything as I follow Bear toward the back of the room, through a door to the kitchen and small dining area.

      Bear motions me to sit at the table while he opens the fridge and pokes around.

      "Okay, we have some leftover spaghetti or meatloaf. I can make some eggs or grilled cheese up really quick, too," he says.

      "Spaghetti sounds perfect," I say.

      He nods and pulls out a container. Then he fills up a bowl and puts it in the microwave, cleaning up after himself as he goes along. Turning back to look at me, he says, "With everything going on with Savage Bones, you are going to need to stay here where you will be safe."

      "It's not like I have anywhere else to go. My only family here is Uncle Orville and Aunt Ruby, and if they aren't here, then I have nowhere to go. My car is god knows where after they took me, so you’re kind of stuck with me," I tell him.

      "Then you’ll stay in my room," he orders.

      "Um" I hesitate, not sure what to say, but he seems to read my mind.

      "I have my own room here at the clubhouse. There is no guest room, but I promise you will be safe and not bothered."

      I don't know this guy, but somehow, I believe him. Maybe it's more I want to believe him and need to after the last forty-eight hours. The microwave dings and Bear grabs my food and sets it in front of me. After getting me some silverware and a glass of water, he sits in the chair across from me.

      "Eat up." He nods to the food and suddenly I'm starving. I dig in and taste the most amazing spaghetti I've ever had. It's like something from a gourmet restaurant.

      "This is really delicious," I gush before getting some more.

      Bear's face has a ghost of a smile as I watch him and continue eating.

      "Homemade pasta and sauce make all the difference," he says.

      "Around here I'd expect more frozen meals from the store than homemade pasta and sauce," I say.

      Grunting, he lets me get a few more bites before he speaks again. "How did you end up in that hotel room?"

      I knew this question was coming, and I have rehearsed what I was going to say over and over again because he can't know the truth. My life depends on it. I can only hope one semester of drama classes will help me now.

      "I was on my way to town to pop in on Uncle Orville and Aunt Ruby. I stopped to get gas on this side of Whitefish, went in to use the restroom, and got some snacks. Someone grabbed me from behind on my way back to my car. I tried to fight, but I couldn't. He got me to his car, tied my hands and feet, put what I think was a gun to my neck, and told me he'd kill me if I moved. So, I didn't even try to fight." Tears come to my eyes as I remember that night. "I should have fought," I whisper.

      Bear reaches across the table and takes my hand in his. It's comforting, but he doesn't know the whole story. What I told him is true. What I left out is they took me to a cabin in the woods and showed me all this evidence about Uncle Orville misusing town funds and how much trouble he's in. They threatened to release it all to the press and the cops unless I did a favor for them.

      I love my uncle more than anything, and there isn't a thing I wouldn't do for him. He was always there for me in the summers when my mom, his sister, wanted to go on trips with whatever rich guy she was seeing. When school would start back up, she was the dutiful mom helping with PTA. Though all the while, on the hunt for her next rich guy. She was a sugar baby before it was really a thing.
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