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      I’ve tried so hard to stay invisible, but somehow I’ve captured his attention.

      

      The tall, blond biker named Savage destroys his opponent in an illegal fighting ring, and now he’s claiming me as his prize . . .

      

      But there’s darkness in my past, and I can’t allow myself to get close to anyone.

      

      So, I run—never expecting to see him again.

      

      But fate has other plans.

      

      Somehow, he battles through my walls and steals my heart.

      

      His touch is possessive; his love ruthless and beautiful.

      

      In the throes of passion, I fall.

      

      But what happens when he finds out the truth?

      

      What happens when he finds out I’m pregnant with another man’s baby?
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      “Another dark beer for me, sugar tits.”

      My smile tightened at the drunken lout whose eyes were glazed with booze and excitement.

      “Sure thing,” I gritted out.

      He dropped a few sweaty dollar bills onto my tray, his gaze skating down my body. “Appreciate it, honey.”

      Yeah, I bet you do.

      With a deep breath, I stuffed the bills into the satchel around my waist and wove my way through the crowd. Sweat and blood lingered in the air of the illegal fighting arena. Two men were currently hosing down the ring to get it ready for the last fight of the night.

      Someone’s hand grazed my behind. It took everything inside me not to turn and use the tray as a weapon. But assaulting a customer—a paying customer—wouldn’t help my bottom line. And at the moment, that was all I cared about.

      I made it to the bar in the corner. Daisy and Roxy were slinging drinks as fast as people ordered them. One of the red, glittery swatches that barely concealed Daisy’s fake breasts slipped to the side, revealing a nipple.

      The crowd hooted in appreciation. She looked down and grinned, fluttered her long lashes and quickly readjusted her top. “Oops.”

      I knew if I wore something more revealing, I’d make better money. Working in a place like this—I could barely contain the vomit that threatened to surge up my throat. But cash was king. And under the table cash was emperor.

      “God, I’d kill for your red hair,” Roxy said in way of greeting. “Please tell me those are extensions. Then I won’t feel so bad.”

      My mouth curved. “Sorry. My hair is real.”

      “Damn it,” Roxy muttered. “You never see waist-length natural red hair in the wild. It’s gorgeous.”

      “Seriously,” Daisy added. “You’ve got the Jessica Rabbit thing going on. Men are obsessed with red heads.”

      “Jessica Rabbit?” I asked in confusion.

      “Yeah, you know, Roger Rabbit’s wife?” Roxy clarified. “Ring any bells?”

      “Oh, right.” I shook my head.

      Daisy sighed. “What can I get for you, hun?”

      “Three light and three dark,” I said.

      “You just had a full tray five minutes ago,” Roxy said. “Your beers are gone already? Impressive.”

      “I’m telling you, it’s the red hair.” Daisy grabbed a stack of plastic cups and began pouring pints.

      “Twenty bucks says he nods at her,” Roxy said to Daisy.

      “You’re on,” Daisy replied.

      I frowned. “What are you two talking about?”

      “Savage is fighting tonight,” Roxy explained. “He hasn’t been in the ring in a while. But he’s undefeated; a maniac.”

      “A sexy-as-hell blond maniac,” Daisy added. “And after he wins a fight, he singles out a girl in the crowd and gives her a nod.”

      “He never nods at the same woman twice,” Roxy went on.

      “What does the nod mean?” I asked.

      “It means, you’re his for the night,” Daisy explained.

      I raised my brows at Daisy. “You’re not serious.”

      “She’s serious,” Roxy said. “He’s never nodded at either of us though.”

      Daisy crossed her fingers. “Here’s hoping . . .”

      “Women turn him down, though, right?” I asked.

      “Never.” Roxy shook her head. “You’ll understand why when you see him fight.”

      I didn’t reply. How could I? I was the new girl and I’d only been working the last two weeks. There was a fight every few nights. The job paid well and it gave me my days free. But it made my skin crawl every time I got into my uniform—a pair of tight jeans and a black pleather vest I’d found at a secondhand store. It wasn’t stripping, but it felt close enough.

      I told myself I’d quit. When I had enough cash to move on. But I wasn’t sure that was true. When I held a wad of bills in my hand, a surge of power washed over me. The money was mine. I’d earned it. And so long as I had money, no one could control me.

      I put the pints of beer on my tray and walked through the crowd. One by one, the beers disappeared, and tips went into my satchel.

      Drinks were free. The cover at the door more than made up for the loss. The customers—mostly men—were loose with their money when they were happy and drunk.

      I made it to the customer who’d asked me for a dark beer. He swept the cup off my tray. Before I could leave, he reached out and grasped my wrist. His fingers were clammy, and it took everything in me not to shake him off, but I didn’t want to alert security. I didn’t want to draw attention to myself.

      “Stay with me,” he commanded.

      “Sorry.” I flashed him an insincere smile. “I have to work the floor.”

      “Go home with me tonight.”

      I swallowed down my fright.

      The crowd suddenly began to cheer.

      Two men entered the ring. One was huge with dark hair and bulging muscles. He looked like he could break someone’s arm in half like a turkey wishbone.

      The other was blond, rippling with muscles, ink, and scars.

      Danger and confidence poured off him, causing me to shiver.

      It didn’t matter if he was a few inches shorter than his opponent. If I was a betting woman, I would’ve put all my money on him.

      “Fight’s about to start,” I said to the man currently holding my wrist. “You don’t want to miss it.”

      I pulled my arm from his grasp, fear still coasting down my spine, and disappeared into the crowd.

      Oscar’s voice came over the microphone. “We have a special treat for you folks tonight! Get ready to witness the absolute devastation from Toro Masivo, the seven-time undefeated bare-knuckle boxing champion from Tepito in Mexico City! He’s traveled here tonight to crush his opponent like a worm!” The crowd went wild, and Oscar continued. “But who is his opponent? Who will stand up to the might of the massive bull? Who has the courage to fight such a man? Tonight, a crowd favorite, the undefeated bare-knuckle champion of Waco known simply as Savage! What more do you need to know? He’s never lost, and with a name like that you’d better get ready—this fight is going to be insane!”

      The throng roared with unbridled excitement. Adrenaline was in the air and people began stomping and cheering at the top of their lungs. A beer went flying across the room accompanied by a hoot from a screaming group of red-faced men.

      Daisy and Roxy had warned me not to be in the middle of the crowd during a fight. Bloodlust would leak from the ring onto the floor, coating drunken men in exhilaration and determination.

      I made it to the far wall and ducked behind the makeshift wooden barrier. I climbed up onto a keg so I could see the ring.

      “Tonight, our fighters will have their hands taped to make sure you get to see one of them beaten to a pulp!” Oscar stated. “The only three rules in this fight are as follows; one, there will be no eye gouging. Two, there will be no blows to the top or the back of the head, or the back of the neck. And three, there will be no winner until one fighter is utterly defeated! This fight is one round only, with no time limit—just pure blood sport. The round will begin at the sound of the bell and ends when one fighter is unable to defend himself any longer. May God be with you both.”

      Anxiety spiked along my spine.

      The bell rang.

      The two fighters came together, their taped hands curled into fists, ready to trade blows. Savage’s fist connected with Toro’s jaw. Shock spread across the bigger man’s face and then anger quickly replaced his daze. He lunged at Savage, but Savage moved out of the way and countered with a jab.

      That only enraged Toro further; he punched Savage in the nose so hard blood spattered in a fine red mist onto the floor. But Savage didn’t seem bothered, and only wiped his nose with his hand, staining the white tape around his knuckles blood red. He grinned like a lunatic before pouncing.

      As the men beat on one other, the crowd boiled over with excitement at each successive blow. With each spray of blood, with each smack of skin, the throng roared. Toro and Savage fought the way only grown men could—they were strong enough to kill.

      Toro began to slow, his movements sluggish as he tried to catch his breath.  It was the invitation Savage needed. He kicked Toro’s legs out from under him. After Toro fell to the ground, Savage jumped on top of him and began to pound his face like a blacksmith working a piece of iron with a hammer. After a minute Toro stopped moving, and when Savage stood over his massive, sweaty form, the huge man didn’t get up.

      Oscar ran into the ring and then lifted Savage’s arm and declared him the winner.

      The crowd roared its approval.

      I shivered at the energy and adrenaline in the warehouse.

      Savage’s head swiveled with magnetic force; his eyes locked on mine.

      My gaze widened and I gasped.

      Danger poured off him. Danger and . . . something else.

      Ever so slightly, he inclined his head at me.

      Desire swirled in my belly.

      His claim was obvious, but I had no intention of being summoned or commanded.

      I’m not a whore.

      I scrambled off the keg and shoved my way to the bar.

      There was a lull—patrons that had placed bets on Savage were busy seeking out their winnings, and those who’d lost were pouring out of the establishment as fast as they could.

      Daisy and Roxy were standing next to one another having a conversation I couldn’t hear over the rumble of the crowd.

      Roxy saw me first. “Hey gal. Amazing fight, wasn’t it?”

      “Yeah, it was something else,” I said, my voice breathless as though I’d run a great distance.

      “Did you see who he nodded at?” Daisy asked, looking around as if she could find the bearer of Savage’s attention.

      “Me,” I exclaimed.

      Both of them looked in my direction. Roxy let out a laugh and Daisy grinned. “Well, what are you waiting for?” Roxy demanded. “Go to him. Immediately!”

      I shook my head. “No. I can’t. I don’t want—I need to get out of here.”

      Daisy studied me, all traces of humor leaving her face. “All right. Leave out the back. We’ll cover for you.”

      “Thanks,” I murmured.

      I escaped out the back door, refusing to look behind me; refusing to look and see if Savage was watching me flee.
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      I left the warehouse and grabbed a cab instead of waiting for the bus in the chilly air. In my haste to get away from the fight and bloodlust, I left my jacket behind.

      I closed the door to the cheap motel room I’d been living in for the past several weeks. The noisy heater under the window blasted hot air and I shivered despite the warmth.

      I’d hit up a diner close to the motel and ordered a burger and fries, along with a small soda to go. I set both containers on the nightstand and then went to the heater and turned down the knob.

      It was a mild winter so far, which was a relief. But the air in Texas was humid, adding a layer of dampness to everything.

      I debated taking a shower before eating, but the food was still hot and cold fries wouldn’t taste nearly as good. I sat down on the edge of the double bed and opened the to-go container.

      Sounds of the highway filtered through the single-paned windows. Nothing out of the ordinary—just big semis and every now and again a truck without a muffler.

      I polished off the burger in record time and then leisurely ate the shoestring fries.

      Roxy and Daisy hadn’t said it, but their disbelief that I hadn’t gone with Savage had been written on their faces.

      At least they weren’t jealous. If anything, they’d been ecstatic for me.

      The thought of Savage made fear swirl in my belly and climb up my throat. The violence he’d unleashed against Toro should’ve been the reason I was afraid of him. But it wasn’t.

      His gaze had been steady; and even across a warehouse room, I saw the intensity behind his eyes.

      I understood now why violence and lust went hand in hand. I should’ve been appalled. His fists inflicting injury. His muscles coiling in offense.

      But something had surged through my veins when I watched him move. A brutal dance that ended with his victory.

      And he wanted me as his war prize.

      I shivered and closed my eyes, reveling in the memory.

      With a sigh of frustration, I wrenched my eyes open. Ignoring the rest of my food, I kicked off my worn tennis shoes and stripped out of my clothes, wanting to rid myself of the night.

      I double-checked that I’d locked and chained the door and ensured the curtains were shut so no sunlight would wake me in the morning.

      It was just past one a.m., and my steps were heavy as I trudged into the tiny bathroom.

      As far as highway motels went, this one was decent. It might’ve been outdated and faded, but it was clean, and the water pressure was strong and it got scalding hot.

      I stood under the spray and washed the night from my hair and body.

      My mind kept wandering back to Savage. I hated that I wondered how his lips would feel against mine.

      Possessive and sinful.

      Before I knew what I was doing, my hand slid down my belly and then between my thighs. I touched myself and then immediately felt embarrassed. But I couldn’t stop. I closed my eyes and pretended it was Savage.

      His big, rough fingers spread me and slid inside.

      I bit my lip to strangle my cry as he pumped them in and out of me, his thumb gently pressing against my clit.

      My own fingers worked faster and faster until I had no choice but to come. I threw my head back as the water beat down on me.

      When my orgasm faded and my body no longer trembled, I removed my fingers. I let the water wash away my release, but it didn’t wash away my shame.

      I shut off the water and wrapped a scratchy, faded white towel around myself and then did the same for my hair.

      Satiated, my mind started working and I began to process my situation. There was nothing to do, I rationalized. Savage had fought; he would not be in any shape to fight again soon, so there was no chance of running into him again.

      Hopefully he was already fixated on someone else. Perhaps Roxy or Daisy, who were both eager and willing.

      Envy poured through me at the idea he was with one, or both of them right now.

      I had no right to feel the way I did.

      He owed me nothing.
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      “Four carne asada tacos, a side of queso, and an orange soda, please,” I said, looking into my bag for my wallet.

      “That sounds good. I’ll have the same.”

      I looked behind me at the man who’d mirrored my order. My eyes widened in shock.

      Savage stood behind me, wearing a pair of dark jeans, a long sleeved white thermal shirt and a leather cut. His blond hair was mussed, his nose was bruised, and one of his eyes was swollen shut.

      He flashed me a smile and winced immediately when his split lip tore open. I was still standing there, frozen in terror like a fawn, when Savage handed over a couple of twenties to the guy in the taco truck.

      “Excuse me, some of us would like to order,” a middle-aged man said from behind Savage.

      Savage looked at the man. “Manners, dude. What’s the magic word?”

      The stranger blinked, clearly not used to having another adult calling him out. “Uh, please.”

      “Happy to move, brother,” Savage said. He gently grasped my elbow and moved us out of the way of foot traffic.

      “What are you doing here?” I demanded, shaking off his touch—and hating that I could feel the imprint of his fingers through my jacket.

      “Best tacos in the city,” he said with a shrug. “And I like to celebrate my wins with tacos. Seems kind of like fate that we’re meeting again like this.”

      “We’ve never met,” I protested.

      “No, you’re right. I was hoping to meet you last night, but you left.”

      I took a deep breath. “I left. Yep.” I huddled down in the jacket I’d borrowed from Agnes—the woman who owned the motel I was staying at. She was the one who’d told me about the taco truck.

      “Why?” he asked in curiosity.

      “Why? Seriously?” I raised my brows and stared at him. “You’re surprised that I left last night instead of . . .”

      “Going home with me. Yeah. I’m surprised.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I would’ve thought Daisy or Roxy had told you what the nod meant.”

      “They did.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Which is exactly why I bailed.”

      “Ah.”

      “Who did you take home in my stead?” I asked.

      “I’d grin at your jealousy, but I don’t want to split my lip again,” he drawled.

      “I’m not jealous. I don’t even know you. Why would I be jealous?”

      “What’s that saying? Thou doth protest too much?”

      “You don’t even know my name,” I pointed out.

      “But you know mine, don’t you, darlin’?”

      The guy at the window of the taco truck waved at Savage. “Tacos are ready!” he called.

      Savage went to the window. The guy handed him a tray with our meals and Savage brought it back toward me.

      “Pick a table,” he said.

      The taco truck was in the middle of a parking lot and there were several picnic tables that were currently empty. I gestured to the one farthest away from the truck and sat.

      Savage set the tray down in the middle of the table and hoisted his body onto the seat. He handed me a couple of napkins and I noticed his swollen knuckles.

      “You still haven’t told me your name,” he said easily.

      I paused. “Evie.”

      “Evie.” He rolled my name over on his tongue.

      I liked how he said it; rough and guttural.

      “You didn’t have to pay for my lunch.” I reached into my bag once again for my wallet but stopped when he shook his head.

      “Not a big deal,” he said.

      I unzipped my jacket, and his gaze immediately dropped to my chest. This time, he couldn’t stop the smile—and then the laugh.

      “What?” I demanded. “What’s so funny?”

      “Where did you get that shirt?”

      “A thrift store, why?”

      I liked the vintage picture of a motorcycle the moment I saw it, which was why I’d bought it.

      “Charlie’s Motorcycle Repair,” Savage said as he read the text across my breasts. “My club owns Charlie’s.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. So, after running into you this morning at my favorite taco truck and now seeing that you’re wearing something that’s part of my club, it definitely feels like fate.”

      “Fate.” I snorted. “It’s called a coincidence.”

      “Maybe. But fate is in control of those too.” He gestured with his chin to the tacos in front of me. “Try it.”

      I lifted one of the hard-shell tacos to my lips and took a bite. I closed my eyes and savored the flavors.

      After I swallowed, I opened my eyes to find Savage watching me.

      “Good?” he asked gruffly.

      “The best,” I admitted.

      He grinned.

      We both chowed down, and it wasn’t until I was in the middle of my second taco that I asked, “So you’re in a motorcycle club?”

      “Yep. The Tarnished Angels.” He gestured to the motorcycle in a parking spot. “That’s my ride.”

      “I know nothing about motorcycles, so I’ll just say it’s shiny and pretty.”

      He laughed. “You ever been on one?”

      “No.”

      “We’ll have to change that.”

      I raised my brows. “You’re very assumptive.”

      “Come on, tell me you’re not curious. A woman like you?”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You work in an illegal fighting ring, so that must mean you like excitement. Once I get you on the back of my bike with your arms wrapped around me, it’ll be the ride of your life.”

      Something told me he wasn’t just talking about his motorcycle.

      “I work at the ring because the money is good,” I said. “Why do you fight?”

      “Same reason.” He shrugged. “It pays well, and I like it.”

      “Probably doesn’t hurt that all you have to do is nod and women come running to you like little sex pots,” I added.

      “Not all women, clearly. You kind of bruised my ego.”

      “I think you’ll get over it.”

      “Nope. I won’t. I’ll never have the confidence to ask out another woman as long as I live.”

      “So dramatic,” I teased, smiling despite my better judgement. “Just tell me the truth. Did you find a runner up to take home last night?”

      “Nope.”

      “Realllly . . .”

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “I felt the energy in the warehouse. There’s no way you went home alone just because I didn’t bow at your feet.”

      “Bow at my feet,” he murmured. “I kind of like that visual.”

      I arched a brow. “Never gonna happen.”

      “Never say never.”

      “I’m not looking for trouble.”

      “What are you looking for?” he asked, pivoting the conversation. “A nice guy? White picket fence and a couple of kids?”

      “Not looking for that either,” I proclaimed.

      I wasn’t sure why I was indulging him. Savage was a stranger. And yet . . . it was easy to talk to him. He’d disarmed me—quickly. It had only been a few minutes, and I was already starting to converse with him like I’d known him for years.

      And now I was on guard because getting close to anyone would be a terrible idea.

      I polished off my final taco. Savage gathered our trash and dumped it into a garbage bin next to the taco truck and returned the tray.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      I frowned. “Ready for what?”

      He gestured to his bike. “The ride of your life.”

      “Thanks for the offer, but I’ve got to get home.”

      “Can I see you again?” Savage asked.

      “No.”

      He placed his hand on his chest like he’d been stabbed. “You wound me.”

      “Something tells me you’ll recover.”

      He peered at me for a moment, his blue eyes suddenly brighter in the winter sun. “No. I don’t think I will.”
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      “I bought some new laundry detergent,” Agnes said. “And some dryer sheets.”

      The middle-aged woman who owned the motel handed me the key to the laundry room.

      “Thanks.”

      When I’d shown up at the motel in the middle of the night scared and alone, Agnes hadn’t asked questions, and more importantly she hadn’t demanded to see my ID. She’d just looked me over, paused for a moment to take me in, and then given me a key to a room.

      She was the closest thing I had to a friend.

      “Are you sleeping okay?” she asked as her prematurely wrinkled brow furrowed. “You look tired.”

      “I am tired.”

      I hadn’t been sleeping well. Every sound jarred me awake. And in those hazy moments where I was neither asleep nor awake, my mind drifted to Savage.

      It had been three days since the taco truck incident, and I’d spent more time than I wanted thinking about him.

      “How’s the fighting ring working out for you?” she asked.

      “It’s working out well,” I admitted. “Thanks for vouching for me.”

      Agnes had been my contact for getting me a job at the fighting ring. Because fighters stayed at her motel, she had a direct line of communication to the owner.

      “I think I need something else, part time and during the day,” I stated. “There are only a few fights a week. I have way too much time on my hands not to have a second job.”

      Way too much time on my hands to think.

      “You’ll have to commute into the city,” she said. “I’d hire you here, but I’m not busy enough to warrant another employee.”

      “I get it.” I lifted the laundry basket off the floor. “You’ve done more than enough for me already and I appreciate it.”

      “I’ll keep my ears to the ground and let you know if I hear about any jobs you might want.”

      “Thanks.”

      Agnes surveyed me. “I didn’t say anything . . . but I saw you that night. You came home from the fight a lot earlier than I expected.”

      “Oh, yeah, they let me go early.”

      Her brow furrowed. “You sure that’s all there is to the story?”

      I chewed on my lip. I was dying to talk to someone about Savage. “One of the fighters, the one who won . . . he wanted me to go home with him.”

      “I see,” Agnes murmured.

      “So I skipped out of there as fast as I could before the night was over, only . . .”

      “Go on.”

      “I ran into him a few days ago at the taco truck you suggested.”

      “That seems . . . I don’t know what that seems. Was he mad that you ditched him?”

      I shook my head. “No. He wanted to take me out. I said no.”

      “Smart. You don’t want to get involved with someone who fights in an illegal fighting ring.”

      “Or who’s in a motorcycle club,” I blurted out.

      Her eyes widened. “Definitely not. Steer clear of bikers like the plague.”

      “I plan to.”
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      The crowd was unusually rowdy. The first fight of the night started late, giving people more time to drink. Beer and annoyance flowed in equal measure.

      I’d already made three trips back to the bar with an empty tray. Unfortunately, I had to wait because Roxy and Daisy were four people deep.

      Frustration poured through me.

      I’d been part time job hunting all day before I’d even shown up. Baristas and boutique associates were paid next to nothing and then managers had the audacity to sneer at me when I told them I didn’t have any experience. Not to mention, they wanted to see my ID. Working under the table afforded me anonymity. No one asked questions.

      “Sorry, sugar,” Daisy said, glancing at me out of the corner of her eye. “Let me pour you some pints.”

      “Thanks,” I said, forcing a smile.

      She quickly filled the plastic cups and set them on my tray. I swept away from the bar and dove into the swarm of people.

      Sweaty bodies brushed against me; there was no hope of dodging them. My tray of beers went quickly. I had one drink left when someone bumped into me, careening me into a tall, meaty man. The last pint of beer on the tray tipped over awkwardly, dousing both of us in ice cold liquid.

      “What the fuck!” He spun toward me, his cheeks flushed with anger and booze. “You stupid bitch!”

      “I’m sorry,” I babbled. “It’s tight in here and someone⁠—”

      “I don’t fucking care!” He reached out and grabbed my wrist, squeezing it in his strong grip.

      A cry of pain spilled from my lips.

      “I know how you can make it up to me.” He tugged me closer. “Fuck the fight. I’d rather party with you. Let’s get out of here.”

      Bile swirled in my stomach, and I was in danger of throwing up. I covered my mouth just as I saw a fist collide with the man’s jaw.

      He instantly released me and put up his hands to defend himself.

      I tried to step back to get away from the violence, but there was nowhere to turn. A throng of on-lookers were watching the makeshift fight while they waited for the real one to commence.

      “You don’t treat women like they’re whores, and you never fucking touch them!”

      I froze in my spot; I recognized that voice.

      Savage punched the man again, knocking several teeth out this time, but that didn’t stop Savage. In fact, it seemed to invigorate him. He pummeled the man until he fell to the ground, and when he put his hands in front of his face to block Savage’s blows, Savage just punched right through his hands, battering him until he went limp.

      The scent of blood filled the air, which only made my nausea worse.

      Savage put a heavy leather boot to the man’s throat and pressed.

      “Savage!” I yelled.

      It seemed to take all of Savage’s force to turn and look at me, but he finally did. His blue eyes were bright, almost maniacal.

      “Savage,” I said again, this time a little softer.

      The man on the ground gurgled as Savage refused to move his boot. I was sure Savage was about to crush his windpipe, but suddenly he lifted his foot.

      “Get the fuck out of here, and don’t ever come back. If I see you again, you’ll be begging for treatment like this. This wasn’t even a goddamned warm-up for me.”

      The man’s friends helped him off the ground.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Stu, the floor manager for the evening, elbowed his way through the crowd until he was at the center of the commotion.

      “The bitch spilled beer on him and then that guy beat his ass,” the meaty man’s friend said, flinging his hand in the direction of Savage. “We were just trying to have a good time. What the fuck?”

      Stu looked at Savage and then at me. “You’re fired, Evie.”

      “It wasn’t my fault!” I cried.

      “We save the drama for the ring,” Stu said. He looked at Savage. “If you didn’t bring such a crowd with you, I’d make sure you never came back either. Evie, get out.”

      “Come on,” Savage said, reaching his hand out for me.

      “Leave me alone,” I snapped, whirling and darting through the crowd. It was thick and soupy, and Savage’s impromptu fight agitated the already excited throng. They were hungry for more blood.

      “Evie, wait!” Savage called out.

      I got to the back exit and flung the door open, stepping into the dark night.

      His heavy boots clomped behind me. “Let me take you home.”

      I turned to face him. “You got me fired! You’re not even supposed to be here tonight!”

      “I came to watch the fights.” His expression darkened. “I saw him grab you. I saw the fear in your eyes. What the fuck was I supposed to do? Not protect you?”

      “I’m not yours to protect! And I was handling it.”

      “Handling it?” He took a step closer to me, his hands clenched into fists at his sides.

      I instinctively stepped back.

      My movement penetrated his anger, and he immediately halted. His fists slowly uncurled. “You weren’t handling it. That guy was manhandling you. Not to mention he’s over a hundred pounds heavier than you. He was drunk, and he didn’t look like the type to take no for an answer.”

      Everything he said was true—but still. He’d cost me my job. A cash job that paid well.

      “Where else am I going to get a job that pays under the table?” I asked brokenly.

      “I can get you another job,” he said, taking a tentative step toward me again. “At one of the bars my club owns. You’d be under our protection. No one would think to touch you, or they’d answer to me.”

      When I didn’t move, he took a step toward me, and then another, until he was close enough to put his hands on my shoulders.

      “I can’t work at a bar,” I stated. “I’m only twenty years old, Savage. Don’t you get it? This was—this was my chance!”

      His expression was steady at the mention of my age.

      “Your chance for what?” he asked finally.

      “My chance to make some cash so I could leave town.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t have a destination in mind, I just⁠—”

      He squeezed my shoulders gently and then pulled me toward him. I was pressed against his warm chest, and I shivered in the winter night.

      My jacket was still inside, but I wasn’t going to go back for it.

      “You’re cold,” he murmured against my hair. He dropped his arms from around me and stepped back.

      “What are you doing?” I asked when he took off his leather cut and handed it to me.

      He didn’t reply as he unbuttoned his flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He shrugged out of it and handed it to me. Savage was wearing a black tee underneath—a black tee that showed off his defined chest.

      I returned his leather cut and put on his shirt, buttoning it up all the way. I fixed the collar, and turned my head, my nose grazing the fabric. It smelled of him. Warm. Earthy.

      “Where’s your car?”

      “Don’t have one,” I mumbled. “I took the bus.”

      “Then let me take you home.”

      He held out his hand to me. I bit my lip in a moment of indecision, and then reluctantly took it.

      Savage laced his fingers through mine, as if he was worried I’d bolt.

      “Where’s home?” he asked.

      “The Sunset Motel. Just off the highway.”

      He clenched his jaw. “You’re living in a motel?”

      “Yes.” I straightened my spine, ready to defend my life choices, but he didn’t reply.

      We walked around the warehouse to the front. His bike was parked on the street. He reached for the helmet resting on the seat. I thought he was going to hand it to me, but instead he gently placed it on my head and clipped the buckle. He adjusted the strap to tighten it.

      “That okay?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      He straddled the bike and inched forward, gesturing with his chin to the spot behind him. “Get on.”

      I placed my hand on his leather-clad shoulder and awkwardly settled myself behind him.

      “Move closer,” he commanded. “Wrap your arms around me. When I lean, you lean. There’s no seat back. Just hang on to me and don’t let go.”

      I wiggled closer to him, the V of my thighs pressing against him. I blushed at the intimate position.

      “You good?” he asked.

      “I’m good.”

      “Okay. Hang on.”

      He started the engine. The motorcycle rumbled beneath us, and then we were off. I gripped him tight, my nails digging into his stomach as fear engulfed me. I quickly closed my eyes.

      Savage’s hand came around to touch my thigh, giving it a little squeeze.

      I loosened my death grip on him and slowly opened my eyes. Though my hair was tied back into a loose ponytail, strands at my temples escaped, blowing across my cheeks as we rode.

      With a deep breath, I forced myself to look around. The roar of the bike and the air rushing over me had my heart pounding the entire ride.

      My heartbeat thundered in my ears, and even after Savage pulled into a parking lot and cut the engine, I still felt the tremors of fear and adrenaline pulsing through my veins.

      “You can let me go now,” Savage said. When I didn’t move, he pressed, “Evie?”

      I came out of my trance and hastily released him. “Sorry.” I scrambled off the bike, nearly falling onto the asphalt.

      “Hey, easy,” he said, catching my elbow and steadying me.

      My hands shook as I unlatched the helmet. “Thanks.” I handed it back to him.

      “You hated it,” he guessed.

      “No,” I said. “I just . . . I was scared. But it was⁠—”

      He raised his brows.

      I sighed. “Unlike anything I’ve ever experienced.”

      He climbed off his bike and set the helmet down on the seat.

      “I’m this way,” I said, gesturing to the side of the motel. I was covered in sweat and beer and all I wanted was a hot shower. Exhaustion pulled at my limbs.

      When we arrived at my door, I turned. “Thanks for the ride.”

      “You can’t stay here,” he stated.

      I raised my brows. “I can’t?”

      “This is the kind of place that you rent by the hour. No one actually lives here.”

      I frowned, not understanding what he was saying. “Savage, this is my home for the time being. It’s fine. I know the owner. She’s my friend.”

      “And as your friend, I bet she would tell you this isn’t a long-term living situation.”

      “I don’t need a long-term living situation.”

      “Oh, right, because you’re leaving town.” He cocked his head to the side. “You don’t have enough money for a bus ticket?”

      When I didn’t reply, he grinned. His busted lip was healing, and it didn’t split this time. “Gotcha.”

      “Fine, you got me. I’ve made enough to leave, but if I do, I’ll just wind up in the same situation somewhere else. So, I’ll take you up on the job offer. I’ll let you find me one. It’s the least you can do for getting me fired.”

      I showed him my back as I went to unlock the door.

      Pop! Pop! Pop!

      Suddenly, I was pushed against the door, Savage’s hard muscular body covering mine.

      The squeal of tires in the parking lot had me shivering in distress.

      “Was that—” I panted, “—what I think it was?”

      Savage’s mouth was close to my ear, his breath warm against my skin when he said, “Yeah, babe. Those were gun shots.”

      He’d covered me with his body. He’d protected me. Just like he’d protected me at the warehouse.

      His hand settled on my hip and I closed my eyes when I felt the heat of his fingers searing through my jeans.

      “What were you saying about staying here?” he rasped.

      At least he didn’t sound smug.

      “Okay, maybe staying here isn’t a good idea,” I admitted.

      He lifted himself off me and stepped back. I instantly missed his warmth.

      I turned to face him. “Where am I going to stay?”

      His head dipped down. “Tonight, you’re staying with me.”
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      Savage wasted no time–he didn’t even let me into the motel room to grab a spare change of clothes.

      “I’ve got shit you can sleep in. Get on.”

      I wrapped my arms around him, pressed close, and soon we were zooming off into the night. As he maneuvered through the streets, my mind buzzed.

      He was still a stranger, and yet when I was with him, I felt safe.

      Yeah, he was a biker, and he fought in an illegal fighting ring . . . but I knew bad men.

      I’d been married to one.

      And Savage, for all his choices about how he lived his life, was a good man. Sure, he may have had his own moral code, but he’d literally placed his body over mine to protect me from rogue gun shots.

      My arms tightened around him.

      Apprehension curled through me when we arrived at a closed metal gate. Two men in jeans and leather cuts opened the gate and waved at Savage as he drove us through.

      He parked in a gravel lot next to several other motorcycles and cut the engine.

      I slid off the bike and unclasped my helmet. “Where are we?”

      He took the helmet from me. “The clubhouse.”

      “The clubhouse?” I frowned. “You don’t have an apartment?”

      “Nah. Single guy like me doesn’t need one.” He lifted his leg and climbed off, setting the helmet on the seat.

      I heard the faintest traces of music, but I couldn’t depict where it was coming from.

      “There’s a party going on,” he said as if answering my silent question. “Doubt it’s rowdy yet since it’s only just past midnight, but by two a.m. it’s gonna be a rager.”

      He clasped my hand in his and led me toward the porch.

      “I don’t want to go to a party,” I protested.

      He looked at me over his shoulder and grinned. “We’re not going to the party.”

      I relaxed.

      “Sorry about the mess,” Savage said as we stepped into the clubhouse. The kitchen and living room were an open floor plan and there were dozens of beer bottles, empty red cups, and bottles of liquor.

      Toward the back of the clubhouse, I heard the screen door open and then close, followed by the clacking of high heels on wooden planks.

      Two women with heavy makeup, teased hair, and short skirts entered the room. The brunette smiled in surprise, parting red lips. “You’re here!”

      “Yeah,” Savage said easily. He tightened his hold on my hand and gently tugged me into his side.

      “I’ve missed you, baby,” she purred.

      My spine snapped straight, and I attempted to put distance between me and Savage, but he wouldn’t let me go.

      “I’ve missed you too,” the blonde added. She linked her arm with her friend’s, her greedy gaze sliding down Savage’s body.

      They didn’t even see me.

      “Want to have a private party? With just the three of us?” the brunette asked, reaching over and gently cradling her friend’s breast.

      I let out a squeak and my cheeks flamed in embarrassment.

      “I’m good,” Savage said, his tone bland. “I’m sure some of my brothers can help you with the party you’re wanting.”

      Without another word, Savage tugged me past them and all but dragged me up the stairs.

      “God damn, she’s lucky,” one of the women said as we retreated.

      Bile crept up my throat as their voices faded from existence.

      We made it to the second floor and Savage pushed open a door. I stood at the threshold, refusing to go in.

      “This is a bad idea,” I muttered, declining to look at him.

      “Why?”

      “Why?” My gaze snapped to his, my brows furrowing. “Because you clearly had other . . . plans. Plans that didn’t involve me. I’m ruining your night.”

      He sighed. “If I wanted to be at the party with those women, I would be. But I’m not. I’m here, with you.”

      I continued to examine him. His expression was relaxed, but his body was coiled tight, like he was ready to spring.

      Finally, I nodded and went into his room. He came in behind me and closed the door.

      The room was small, but tidy. A double bed was pushed up against one wall and there was a nightstand, a three-drawer dresser and a meager closet.

      “The bathroom on this floor is communal. Don’t worry,” he smiled, “it’s cleaned every day, so you don’t have to worry about it looking like a frat house.”

      He went to his dresser and pulled out a pair of boxers and a T-shirt and handed them to me.

      “Uhm. Thanks,” I said, taking them. “But can I take a quick shower? I’m covered in beer.”

      “Sure.” He went to his closet and reached up onto the top shelf and grabbed a clean towel. “Come on, I’ll show you where it is.”

      He led me out of his room and traveled down the hallway to the bathroom. “The lock works,” he assured me. “Take as much time as you need. I’ll be in my room.”

      I nodded.

      “You hungry?”

      I shook my head.

      “All right.” He rubbed the back of his neck, appearing agitated. “Look, Evie, I—fuck, I don’t know what to say. I didn’t think. I just brought you to a place where I knew you’d be safe. Those women⁠—”

      “You don’t owe me an explanation,” I stated. “It’s done.”

      He looked at me for a long moment and then he nodded. “Enjoy your shower.”
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      When I got back to Savage’s room, my eyes widened in surprise.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      He gestured to the pallet on the floor. “I’m sleeping down here. You can have the bed. I changed the sheets for you.”

      “I can take the floor.”

      “You’re shitting me, right?” he asked. “What kind of gentleman would I be if I made you sleep on the floor and took the bed?”

      “You’re a gentleman?” I teased.

      “My version of a gentleman, anyway.” He’d removed his leather cut and motorcycle boots, but he was still in his jeans. “How was your shower?”

      “Good. Hot. I hope you don’t mind, but I borrowed some toothpaste and finger brushed with it.”

      “That’s what it’s there for. Get in bed,” he stated. “I’ll tuck you in.”

      I sniggered. “Tuck me in?”

      His grin was wolfish. “Yeah.” His gaze dropped down my body, as if he suddenly wanted me naked.

      I hastily climbed into bed and yanked the covers up to my chin.

      Savage’s lips twitched.

      He turned on the lamp before hitting the main light, bathing his angular face in a soft golden glow. Savage leaned over me and pressed his lips to my forehead, and before I could utter a squeak of surprise, he turned off the lamp.

      “Good night, Evie,” he said.

      “Good night,” I mumbled.

      I heard him moving around in the room—it wasn’t completely dark because the window curtains were halfway open, letting in the moonlight.

      His belt buckle jangled, and I held my breath when I realized he was stripping off his jeans. I closed my eyes and turned my face up to the ceiling.

      When he settled down and things were quiet for a few moments, I asked, “Savage?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Those two women . . .”

      “Yeah?”

      “Have you—slept with them before?”

      He paused for a moment and then replied, “Yeah.”

      “I don’t understand then . . . why did you tell them to go to one of your club brothers. Doesn’t that make you jealous?”

      “No, it doesn’t—ah hell . . .”

      “What?”

      “It’s just how the club operates. They’re club groupies, Evie. They’re not Old Ladies.”

      “What are Old Ladies?”

      “A biker’s woman. A wife or girlfriend. An Old Lady is a claim. It means she’s off limits and she won’t fuck around with anyone else. But Jessie and Anna aren’t Old Ladies, so they can spend the night with whoever they want. And no one gets jealous.”

      I swallowed. “Are there . . . a lot of those types of women? Who hang around the club, I mean?”

      “A fair amount, yeah.”

      My heart dropped into my stomach. “Oh. And have you—I mean—never mind.”

      “I have a past, Evie.”

      “Yeah.”

      So do I.

      “You don’t like the idea of me being with other women, do you?”

      I worked my bottom lip through my teeth as I thought about how to reply, but he spoke before I could.

      “I don’t like the idea of you being with other men,” he admitted.

      “This is a ridiculous conversation. Your love life is your business. Mine is mine. We don’t even know each other.”

      He didn’t answer.

      As I drifted off to sleep, I realized I wanted his love life to be my business.
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      Something woke me from a sound sleep, and my heart thrashed against my rib cage in fear.

      The sounds were coming from the floor—Savage was in the throes of a nightmare. Without thought, I flung off the covers and climbed out of bed.

      Guided by moonlight, I saw the outline of him. He was laying on his back, his head turned away from me. I got down on my knees and placed my hand on his chest.

      He wasn’t wearing a shirt.

      His skin was warm, and my fingers itched to explore.

      Savage instantly quieted.

      Whatever nightmare plagued him seemed to leave at my touch.

      Savage had protected me from actual threats in real life, and I wanted to protect him from whatever demons haunted him in his nightmares.

      I scooted down next to him on the pallet, kept my hand on his chest and fell back asleep to the sound of his rhythmic breathing.

      The next time I awoke, early morning rays were peeking through the blinds. My cheek was pressed to a warm chest and a muscular arm was curled around me. I blinked a few times and then tilted my head back to see if Savage was still asleep.

      Blue eyes met mine.

      His free hand came up to cradle the back of my head and his fingers sifted through my hair.

      Savage kissed me.

      I gasped in shock and Savage took full opportunity. His tongue swept into my mouth to mate with mine and a soft whimper escaped my throat.

      My insides fluttered and my body melted into his.

      Savage pulled back and I opened my eyes to stare at him.

      I licked my lips which dragged his gaze to my mouth.

      He looked like he wanted to kiss me again.

      I wanted him to kiss me again.

      “Why are you on the floor with me?” he rasped.

      I debated on what to say and then settled for the truth. “You were having a nightmare. You calmed down when I touched you.”

      His eyes shuttered, all emotion locking down, far away from me.

      But his fingers gripped my snarled hair, and he dipped his head close to mine.

      I put a hand to his chest to stop him. “Savage.”

      “Yeah?”

      I took a deep breath. “I refuse to be one of many.”

      His brow furrowed and he nodded slowly. “All right.”

      “All right,” I repeated.

      He gently untangled himself from me and I mourned the loss of his heat.

      “Let’s get breakfast. You hungry?” he asked as he sat up. He scratched his chest, drawing my attention once again to his rippling muscles and ink. “Evie?”

      “Hm?”

      “Breakfast,” he repeated. “You like pancakes?”

      “I like waffles better.”

      He grinned. “Get dressed. I’ll take you to breakfast.”

      “I don’t have clean clothes,” I said, pointing to my soiled pleather vest. “And it’s cold on the back of your bike without a jacket.”

      “I’ll find you a jacket. You can wear my shirt.” His eyes dipped. “I like you in my shirt.”

      Before I could reply, he was up off the floor and reaching for his jeans.

      He was beautiful, like a sleek predator. Wild and untamed. His name was Savage, and his body reflected it.

      “Is that—what is that?” I asked with a gasp, pointing at a scar on his abdomen.

      He looked down. “Oh. Bullet wound.”

      “Bullet—wound?”

      “I was shot. Had to get my spleen out.”

      He said it so casually.

      “And you’re tempting fate again by fighting the way you do?”

      “We all tempt fate all the time, whether we realize it or not.” He shrugged. “Might as well enjoy life while we’re at it. Get dressed, Evie. I’m hungry.”
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      I didn’t ask where the woman’s jacket came from, but Savage assured me it didn’t belong to a random club groupie. The clubhouse was quiet, and I had no doubt that people were sleeping off last night’s party. Savage grasped my hand and led me through the kitchen and living room which were a complete and utter mess.

      The morning was bright and cool, and Savage turned up the collar of my jacket and then placed the helmet on my head. He clipped it and made sure it was tight enough.

      I loved being on the back of his bike. A few days ago, I’d never even been on a motorcycle, but now I couldn’t fathom life without the exhilaration. It was exciting and fun, and even though it was dangerous, I trusted Savage to keep me safe.

      I trusted a man I hardly knew and yet . . .

      His lips had been soft against mine. Gentle, and then hungry.

      He was going to consume me.

      I shivered.

      “You cold?” Savage asked, looking at me over his shoulder at my movement.

      “Just a little,” I lied. “I’ll be fine, let’s go.”

      “Hang on, babe.”

      Fifteen minutes later, Savage came to a stop outside of a diner called Boots. It wasn’t much to look at and my expression must’ve said as much.

      “Trust me.” He winked and then took my hand. He held open the door for me and I stepped inside. The aroma of bacon and fried things hit me instantly and my mouth watered.

      A waitress told us to sit anywhere, and Savage let me have my pick.

      I headed toward the back where there was a free booth.

      Savage groaned.

      I looked at him over my shoulder. “What?”

      “I’m sorry, Evie.”

      “Sorry for what?”

      “Well, well, well,” a young woman said as she sauntered toward us with a tall, dark-haired young man right behind her. He looped his arm over her shoulder and grinned.

      “Hey, Little Punk,” Savage greeted. “You’ve got paint on your cheek.”

      The young woman with bright red hair scrubbed her face.

      “Gotcha,” Savage teased.

      “You think I would’ve let you leave the house with paint on your cheek?” the young man asked her, looking at her fondly.

      “You let me leave the house with paint on my cheek just last week,” she stated.

      “It was cute.” He leaned down and kissed her forehead.

      She turned her attention back to Savage. “Nice shiner. Did she give it to you?”

      Savage reached out a tweaked her nose. “Fighting at The Ring.”

      “Ah, that makes more sense.” The young woman glanced at me. “I’ve been looking for that jacket.”

      “Oh.” I blushed. “Savage said I could⁠—”

      She reached out and unzipped the breast pocket and extracted something. “My favorite lip gloss. Thanks.”

      I blinked stupidly.

      “Now’s the time to introduce us, you heathen,” the young woman drawled.

      “Evie, this is Waverly and her boyfriend Dylan.”

      “Willa’s sister,” Waverly added.

      I frowned. “Willa?”

      Waverly’s gaze darted back to Savage. “She hasn’t met Willa yet?”

      “No. Not yet.” His gaze was pointed.

      “Realllllly.” Waverly beamed. “Evie, it was nice to meet you. I’d love to stay and chat, but⁠—”

      “But you’ve got somewhere else to be, right?” Savage drawled. “Instead of up in my shit?”

      Waverly laughed. “I’ll see you guys later.”

      “Later, man,” Dylan said to Savage. To me, he said with a smile, “Hang on tight, Evie. It’s going to be a wild ride.”

      Waverly clasped Dylan’s hand and the two of them left the diner.

      Savage placed his palm on my lower back and urged me to the table. My head was spinning.

      “What’s The Ring?” I asked.

      “The club owns a gym. It’s a good cover for that thing I’m not supposed to be doing,” he explained. “That thing you aren’t going to tell anyone about . . .”

      I bit my lip and nodded. It wasn’t my business, but Waverly inspired my curiosity.

      “How do you know Waverly?” I slid into the booth.

      Savage took the other side. He reached out for the laminated menus and handed me one. “I’ve known her since she was born. She’s like my younger sister. Almost sixteen, and a terror.”

      “I see.” My brow furrowed. “And Willa is . . .”

      “Waverly’s older sister. More like a mother to her though. Willa and I have been friends since we were kids. She’s married to my other childhood best friend, Duke. And Duke is also my club brother.”

      “Ah,” I said, putting the puzzle pieces together. “Now her teasing you makes sense.”

      “She’s going to run back to Willa and tell her she saw me with you.” He glanced at the menu. “I don’t know why I’m even looking; I know what I’m getting.”

      “You don’t seem concerned about Waverly gossiping about your business.”

      “I’m not.” He set the menu aside. “What are you having?”

      “I don’t know yet.” I frowned.

      “Hey,” he said, reaching across the table and setting his hand on mine. “What’s really going on here?”

      I bit my lip. “How many of your women have you brought here?”

      “Truthfully?”

      I nodded.

      “Zero.”

      I blinked. “Zero. Really?”

      “Zero,” he repeated. “I haven’t brought anyone here. Just you.”

      “Just me.” I sighed. “I want a waffle. A whole stack of them, with strawberries.”

      He grinned. “You got it. And after breakfast, I’ll drive you back to the motel and we’ll grab your shit.”

      “Why would we do that?”

      “Because you can’t stay there. The club owns a half-way house. There’s a vacant apartment. You’ll be safe there.”
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      “You sure this is a good idea?” Agnes asked as she looked out the lobby window to see Savage waiting for me.

      “No. Not even a little bit,” I said. “But I heard gunshots last night . . . so I stayed at his clubhouse with him.”

      “I heard the gunshots too, but I thought you were out working a fight.”

      “I was. But then . . .” I quickly explained what happened with Savage and me getting fired.

      “That’s . . . a lot to take in.”

      “Yeah.” I looked at Savage again. “I don’t think he’ll hurt me.”

      “Oh, he won’t hurt you. Not the way you think he will.”

      I frowned when I looked at her. “What does that mean?”

      “It means—he’s a biker. And a fighter. He lives by different rules than normal people.”

      “Yeah. I’m gathering that.”

      She hugged me to her. “I hope you find peace, Evie. From whatever it is you’re running from.”

      I moved away from the woman who’d given me a brief respite from a cruel world. “If it turns out to be a bad decision . . .”

      “You’ll always have a room here.”

      I smiled at her in gratitude.

      As I stepped outside into the cool air, I lifted the collar of my jacket. Savage was leaning against his motorcycle, sunglasses shielding his eyes. “Ready?”

      “I think so.”

      My bag full of meager belongings was already strapped to his motorcycle behind a very tiny seat over the rear wheel well.

      We climbed onto his bike and drove away from the motel. When Savage pulled into a parking lot and cut the engine, I released my hold on him and removed the helmet. I swung my leg over the bike and Savage followed suit.

      He then unstrapped my bag from the rear fender. When I made a move to take it from him, he held it out of my reach. “Let me carry it for you.”

      I shoved my hands into my jacket pockets and nodded.

      “You want to see the apartment?”

      I nodded again and followed him toward the red brick structure. “The building is newly renovated. Gave us a bitch of a time. Turned out it had mold and water damage. But with Logan’s help and a good chunk of cash, we got it sorted.”

      He punched in a code and the door to the building unlocked. He opened the front door and gestured for me to go inside first. I looked around the foyer. “Who’s Logan?”

      “Smoke’s Old Lady,” he explained. “She has her own interior design business. The club asked for her help designing and decorating the apartments. Even though this place is for short-term stays, we didn’t want the apartments to feel that way. They still need to feel like homes, you know?”

      We climbed the stairs to the top floor, passed three apartments, and arrived at the end of the hallway.

      “This is the only unoccupied apartment right now. I hope it’s okay.”
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