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        “Don’t bend; don’t water it down; don’t try to make it logical; don’t edit your own soul according to fashion. Rather, follow your most intense obsessions mercilessly.”

        FRANZ KAFKA

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Chris ~ Thank you for always supporting me. I love you!

        To Linda ~ For always having my back. Love you, GF!

      

      

      

      
        
        To my readers ~ Thank you for reading my book! Each time one of you choose to read my books, it brings me such joy. I put my whole heart & soul into each & every one of them. And I hope you enjoy this one. It veered in a different direction, but I had such fun writing these characters.

      

        

      
        Love & happy reading!
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        My characters deal with and is not limited to:

        PTSD, CA, SA, MA, Adult Graphic Scenes

        Mental health rep, Religious Cult

        Both the MMC & FMC are morally grey characters

        This is a Dark Motorcycle Club Romance

        Please visit my website for an informed decisions before reading.
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        What if you'd only been force fed violence?

        What if the monsters of the world are not hiding under your bed?

        What if they were the ones tucking you in at night with a bone-chilling grin?

      

      

      

      
        
        Safety is an illusion people build in their minds.

      

      

      

      
        
        Then he wrecks me in the most absolute way.

        He claims me. Owns me.

        Steals my breath. Setting my soul aflame.

        He’s a disease I can’t purge.

      

      

      

      
        
        But he doesn’t know who I really am —

        Do I even know?

      

      

      

      
        
        If he finds out, will he still want me?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MOTORCYCLE CLUB TERMS

          

        

      

    

    
      Cut – leather vest with patches or rockers on them that list the club’s name & the member road name.

      

      Prez – the president of the club.

      

      Vice Prez – plans club events and is 2nd in command when the prez is absent.

      

      Sargeant at Arms – makes sure all the rules are upheld & ensures members safety. Also is responsible for the weapons & in charge of stripping members of their patch.

      

      Enforcer – enforces the rules by any means necessary. He’s the muscle & assists in any combat situations.

      

      Treasurer – handles the money. A portion of the club members businesses go directly into the club to support it.

      

      Secretary – handles all the written reports and meetings.

      

      Road Captain – organizes club runs.

      

      Tailgunner – watches for trouble at the rear of a club ride.

      

      Prospect – is a guy trying to become a patched member. It’s a probationary period. Usually, it’s a year.

      

      Sweet Butts – they cook & take care of the clubhouse in return for protection. In hopes of one day of getting to ol’ lady status. She basically free pussy for the members.

      

      Ol’ Lady – once a member likes a woman enough to make her his personal property, he gives her a patch to claim her. It’s the equivalent of a wedding ring. She often has no choice in the matter.
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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      BAYPORT, MS - 11 YEARS AGO…

      I can’t believe it.

      My sister.

      Sophie.

      Dead.

      I stare at her still form as she lay in the casket. I swallow. Tears won’t come. My fists clench so hard my nails bite into my palms. I want to shake her. Scream at her. How could she leave me alone? Didn’t she know I needed her? It was us against them. Them, meaning our mother and our awful stepfather, Franklin. How could she?

      “It’s a shame. She won’t go to heaven.”

      My head snaps around to look at the woman behind me. My equally awful step-grandmother, of course. “Maybe she didn’t want to go to your stupid heaven.” I say it loud enough everyone can hear. But I don’t care. I’m not meek, mild, or obedient. The exact opposite of Sophie in every way. She is the favorite…or was.

      A gasp of outrage echoes through the crowd. Franklin immediately grips my arm and ushers me to an empty room. Yanking my arm free from his beefy grasp, I glare at him.

      “Mind your tongue.”

      “No. I won’t.”

      A stinging slap across my face drops me to my knees. With one hand, he squeezes my face and forces me to look at him. The metallic taste of blood fills my mouth. I claw his wrist, trying to escape, but it’s useless. I’m eleven, and he’s a grown man.

      He leans down close. So close I can see the tiny red spidery veins in his eyes. “Listen well, little girl, I will have your obedience.”

      The way his lurid gaze rakes over me makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Everyone reveres him, but he is a monster in disguise.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      6 YEARS LATER…

      I stare at Sophie’s headstone. I still hadn’t cried for her, but the sky is doing it for me. I know now why she did it. My lips twist with rage. I kneel, not caring how the ground mushes up around my knees. My fingertips gently trace the letters carved into the stone.

      “I will get you justice,” I whisper. I tilt my head back, close my eyes and scream to the heavens as lightning cracks. Wind and rain whip my hair around my head, causing the mark around my neck to sting. I open my eyes, my body wincing with every breath. “I will kill them.” Still looking up to the sky. “You hear me? Every…Fucking…One.”

      Gasping for air at the fury coursing through me, I claw the earth and try futilely to get my breathing under control. The cold rain washes away remnants of blood on my hands and face.

      One, breath. Two, breath. Three, breathe.

      With bruises littering my body, getting to my feet takes some effort, but I sling my backpack over my shoulder anyway and glance at the headstone.

      “Bye, sis. I’ll see you when I get our revenge.”
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      5 YEARS LATER…

      Mellow…Indifferent…some say bored. Others say easygoing. These are words people use to describe me.

      Incorrect.

      That’s only what I want others to see. Few have seen the real me. Even my brothers, my club, haven’t. Only my enemies. That’s when I can release the raging inferno a little. It’s nice to pop off sometimes.

      I lay my cut on the kitchen island, open a bottle of leather conditioner and, with meticulous care, rub over the material with a rag. I inspect every seam. Every stitch. Around every patch. Every rocker. I polish the black leather till it gleams.

      Then I turn it over and repeat the process.

      Why, you ask? Because it represents my family, and I’m in charge of taking care of my family. Everything I do is because of them.

      I slip my cut on, walk downstairs, through the office and into the VIP area. The familiar pulse of Nine Inch Nails, Closer, vibrates through the speakers. I stop at the bar, sit on a stool beside Pope, our Vice Prez and look towards the stage.

      I watch a girl step out from the curtains and swing from the middle stripper pole of three. She wears an oversized black Soundgarden t-shirt that has seen better days and high heeled black boots. For a stripper audition, it is generic and plain. She spins a few times, then flings off her shirt. Now, she’s only left with a tiny black thong and pasties covering her nipples. Her strawberry blonde wavy hair is waist length, and she has a badass tattoo across her back and on her arm. An abstract watercolor of roses and paint splatter.

      L.A., the bartender, hands me a whiskey. I sip it and let the flavor of toffee, honey and spice settle on my tongue before I swallow it. It’s smooth, but it has a burn in the end. I relish the burn.

      She rolls her body against the pole and whips her head around. With one hand on the pole, she whirls her body a few times and then lands on her knees. Putting her hands flat on the floor, she flips upside-down, gripping the pole with her legs and spins. Her long hair trails the floor.

      “She’s not bad,” I say, relaxing as I study her and swirl my ice in my glass.

      “Maybe,” Pope says and crosses his arms over his chest. It takes a lot to win his approval. Even if you did, he always looks pissed off. I don’t think I’d ever seen him smile.

      I glance around the mostly empty club. Just a few workers are here this early in Hysteria. The front half of the building is a regular dance club, but the back half is the VIP section, the stripper part. It’s reserved for special guests and has a separate entrance. It’s classy and high end. Purple lights flash with the beat of the music. The leather furnishings and the floor are in the same colors as the night sky. Crystal chandeliers hang from the ceiling.

      “What’s her name?” I ask.

      “Jynx,” L.A. says, leaning one arm on the bar.

      I eye him, and he shrugs. With his shoulder length white, blond hair and sculptured face, the man belongs on the cover of a magazine, not bartending at a biker strip club in Oklahoma.

      “Did she give her real name?”

      “No, and I didn’t ask.”

      Maybe that is her real name, but I would bet money it isn’t. I shift my attention back to her and step away from the bar to get a closer look. She’s lean but has all the right curves and definitely has all the right moves. She rolls her body, straddles the pole and stands. With one hand, she holds the pole and grinds her hips into it. She takes her free hand, rubs her crotch, drags her finger up her flat stomach, between her breasts, and inserts her middle finger into her mouth and moves it in and out to the beat of the music and in time with her hips.

      All while staring at me.

      She has those heavy-lidded bedroom eyes that just scream sex.

      She turns her back against the pole, and she blows out an exaggerated breath with each thump of the music. Her lips. I’d never seen such perfect lips. Full upper, with a plump, ripe lower. With her hands behind her on the pole, she slides slowly down to the floor, spreading her knees wide. She’s looking at me like I’m her favorite snack, and she’s going to make damn sure she savors every delicious bite.

      Fuck, I mutter in my head. It wasn’t my norm to fuck the girls that work for me. It tends to get messy. Remember what I said about how people see me? I don’t like messy. But my dick says it wants her kind of messy.

      She crawls toward me on her hands and knees, then flips, so she is looking at me upside-down and bites her lip. All the while doing that heavy breathing and gripping her hair like she is having a fucking orgasm on stage.

      I hold my glass loose in my hand and drink the remaining liquid. Still on her knees, she lays flat on the floor still staring at me. She mouths part of the lyrics and licks her lips. I smirk. She knows exactly what she’s doing, and she does it well.

      Smiling, she flips back over, faces me and crooks her finger, beckoning me to come closer. Curious, I set my glass on the table and step up to the edge of the stage. L.A. and Pope set up the audition. Maybe she thought I was an early customer? Who knew what she thought, but she’d never guess I own forty percent of Hysteria.

      She crawls to me, runs her fingers through her hair and shoves it to one side. She sits up on her knees, places her hands on my shoulders, gives me a ‘come get me’ grin, and hops on her feet so her scrap of a thong is in my face. Knocking my cap off, she rakes her nails along my scalp.

      I’m used to naked women…it’s literally in my job description. I’ve become immune to it. It takes a lot to get my blood pumping, so I’m surprised when I have to hold back the impulse to grab her ass and see if those lips tastes as good as they look.

      The rules are, the girls can touch you, but you can’t touch them. Hardly fair, but rules are rules, and it keeps our girls safe. She rolls my head in time with her hips, then lets me go, spins around, bends over and shakes her ass inches from my face. Then the song is over. She looks over her shoulder, gives me a wink, picks up her shirt and puts it on.

      Damn. I turn, grab my hat, put it on backwards and join Pope, who is standing a few feet away.

      “She’s hired,” Pope says in his gruff voice.

      I nod. “I don’t care what she wears on stage. She doesn’t need props.”

      “Agreed.”

      She walks up to us, her ass swaying, and all her attention is on Pope. “I require cash payment. If you can’t do that, I’ll find another club.” Her eyes flick over at me, then back at Pope.

      I narrow my eyes on her. “A bit arrogant, don’t you think? Just assuming you’re gonna be hired.”

      “I know how good I am.” She returns my narrowed gaze. “You’re not hiring me, so what do you care, JJ?”

      She read my cut, and I didn’t miss the challenge in her demeanor. She obviously doesn’t know what the Sgt. at Arms patch means, judging how she talks to me. Just then, my phone vibrates, and I slide it out of my front jean pocket.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Sprocket:

      

      
        999

      

      

      

      

      

      

      My interest in Jynx instantly fades, and I look at Pope. “Emergency. I’ll fill you in when I can.”

      His face turns stony. “Got it, brother.”

      I rush out the door while calling Sprocket.
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later, I’m on my bike. I can say with all honesty, it’s my second love. When life throws you off, there’s always peace on a ride. You don’t get it in a cage. No matter how many try to argue about it. It’s called a cage for a reason. It cages you. Strangles you. Unless you’ve ever been behind a set of handlebars, shut the fuck up. Your opinion is null and void.

      My phone is strapped to my bars, and my GPS is leading me to what seems to be no-where's-ville. Apparently, an altercation went down in-between Jags and his parents. Sprocket says Jags smashed his dad’s head in with his fists. Literally. I still know little about Jags, even though I’d known him for four years. The man says nothing…to anybody, but he doesn’t have to. He’d silence you with a stare, and if that didn’t work, he would make sure you weren’t able to physically talk. Which is why our club had recently elected him as our enforcer.

      Sprocket says Tony, Jags’ best friend, is at the trailer too. They are more like brothers than friends, but I don’t know why Tony hasn’t joined our club. He is always at the clubhouse, more so than Jags.

      I message Mad Hazard, our very own clean-up crew, just in case. They specialize in biohazard cleanup. AKA…they clean up the messes we make. We got friends in high places, but we would like to stay off the radar completely.

      I park next to Sprocket’s blue Yamaha R1. He’s the only member who has a sport bike, and it’s pathetic. Since Beezy, our Prez, took him under his wing when he was a teen, he’s really turned a corner. But he still insists on riding that blue piece of shit. I stop. Dammit. Our prospect, Tug, just bought a sport bike. I’m going to have to listen to two whiny little engines now.

      Getting off my bike, I grab Prickler from out of its holster and rest the bat on my shoulder. It looks like a regular baseball bat when it’s in its custom leather holster attached to my bike. But I welded barbed wire and metal spikes around it to give it an extra special touch. It’s my preferred weapon of choice.

      Dusk is setting around the picturesque dump of a trailer. One cracked window has duct tape on it, another one is plywood covered, the small staircase that leads to the house is rotted and piles of junk and trash litter the ground. It’s like they just stepped outside, flung bags of trash and just left it to rot. To top it off, the stench of the place surpasses a boys’ middle school gym locker room.

      “We have a live one,” Sprocket says, as he pokes a head out the broken front door, a goofy grin on his face. “Jags broke the door, if you’re wondering.”

      Shaking my head, I follow him in. I swear he could be taking his last breath and still find something funny about it. But there isn’t anything funny about the foul odor that’s in here. I cover my nose. It’s worse than outside, if that’s even possible.

      Sprocket nudges me, a smile on his face. “It’s bad, isn’t it?”

      I’ve been in some shit holes, but this is extreme. Broken furniture, piles of trash, holes in the walls, mildew and mold on the ceiling…it’s uninhabitable.

      I hear a whimper and look down. A woman is trussed up like a pig. Arms duct taped behind her back, ankles taped together, and then ankles and wrists together. Finishing it off, tape over her mouth. Her badly bleached blonde hair is hanging in her timeworn face. She’s wearing a mini dress that’s not doing her any favors at the moment, because in her struggles, it’s ridden to her waist. Her flat ass is showing.

      I jam Prickler hard on the floor right by her head and kneel to eye level. She flails her body like a fish, cries behind the tape and stares up at me with wide eyes. I’m excited, but my face remains in the calm, serene state. I just might get to pop off a little tonight.

      “Who are you?”

      “Jags’ mom,” Tony says, from behind me.

      Still kneeling, I swivel. Tony’s demeanor is peculiar. He’s normally the loudest one in the room and Mr. Funny Man. At least, that’s what I call him. His expression is flat, except for his ice-blue eyes. He’s furious.

      “Sprocket, keep an eye on her. JJ, follow me.”

      He doesn’t wait for me to answer, just assumes I’ll follow. I don’t tolerate disrespect. It raises my hackles a bit, but I know Tony is an honorably discharged SEAL. As a former Marine, respect goes both ways, and besides, I don’t know the whole story yet.

      I stand, and we walk a few steps down the hallway, the floor so mushy I feel like my foot would go clean through. He steps into a room off to the left, me right behind him, and he turns on a flashlight.

      “Oh, fuck,” I mutter.

      Blood is everywhere. It’s flung on the walls like spray-paint. You can tell there used to be a man there, but the head is just crushed. Brain matter mixed in blood. Like his head has been in a vise. I can believe Jags killed him with only his fists because his punch is like a sledgehammer. I’d made the mistake of sparring with him once, but this is next level.

      

      Scenes flickered like a newsreel in my head. Of a different time. Blood. Sand. Screams.

      

      I blink and shake my head to get back to the present, and notice the dingy mattress on the floor, the pile of trash in the corner and the broken closet door.

      “They kidnapped Bec.”

      My head turns to look at Tony. “Those motherfuckers.” No wonder Jags had gone ape shit. If I know anything, I know he loves that girl.

      He picks up a broken syringe. “He got here right before he was gonna drug her. I found more of these and other things.”

      He turns on his heel and leads me farther into what was obviously Jags’ parents’ bedroom. The bed has a frame but no headboard. But the covers are stained, and the stench is overpowering.

      “I went through everything and found ten other syringes, a bag of weed, some pills—I suspect cocaine and meth—and three cell phones. And a wad of cash.” Tony clenches and unclenches his fists repeatedly and stares at the items. “There’s something going on here.”

      “Maybe he’s a drug dealer,” I suggest. But I can see the gears turning in his head. He thinks it’s something more. Tony is a smart motherfucker, although some people don’t see it thanks to his jokester attitude. “I could give the cell phones to Haze, our tech guy. He’ll collect all the info.”

      He looks me straight in the eye. “Don’t share anything personal about Jake if you uncover it. Because you might find something.”

      Jags is Jake’s road name, and Tony had known him since they were teenagers. “What do you mean, exactly?”

      He clenches his jaw, closes his eyes for a second and looks at me. As though he doesn’t want to say anything, and it pains him. Stepping closer, he says in a low voice, “His parents abused him.”

      I listen to what he’s saying, and it makes my stomach churn.

      I nod once.

      He nods once.

      The heaviness of what is not said is more than enough. It all adds up. The abuse. Kidnapping Bec. The way Jags kills his old man. I don’t need to know specifics. I bet money Jags grew up in a house just like this hell hole. It paints a complete picture.

      “Hey guys, I didn’t know it was gonna be a party. I would’ve stopped to get beer.” Sprocket’s voice carries down the hall.

      “Mad Hazard guys,” I tell Tony, and he nods. “Get everything of importance out of here.”

      “This is it. I already scoured the entire house. Even the mounds of trash.” He finds an empty sack and fills it with the things on the bed and hands it to me. “I feel like I need a shower in bleach,” he mutters under his breath.

      “Damn straight.”

      We walk back into the living room as I tuck the bag inside my cut, Prickler still balanced on my shoulder, and I see Skinner squatting down on the floor, eyeing the woman. He yanks her head back by her hair, and the duct tape muffles her scream. Her eyes widen when she sees him, terror written on her face as she wriggles uselessly. I grin. He always garners that reaction.

      Every inch of skin on him is tattooed, from what I hear. From his bald head that has the intricate lines of a brain, to the detailed skull face. He takes the creep factor up a notch by wearing white contacts all the time.

      “What do you want to do with his mom?” Then I nod to Jolly and Chilli, the rest of the Mad Hazard crew. I don’t normally defer leadership to anybody. If Jags was here, there’s no question who’d be running the show. It’s only right to let his best friend do the honor.

      “I vote pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey,” Sprockets says, clapping his hands together.

      Me and four other pair of eyes stare at him.

      “What? You haven’t heard of it? I adjusted the game a li’l with darts⁠—”

      “No.” I stop him before he starts, because once you get him started, nothing will shut him up except pussy, food, or sleep.

      Jolly chuckles, and when he does, his whole body does, and the entire trailer shakes because he’s built like a brick shithouse. It’s surprising he hasn’t fallen through the floor. “Here, kid.” He hands Sprocket the flavor of the day. He’s always sucking Jolly Ranchers and keeps a stash in his cut.

      “Sweet! Thanks, man.” Sprocket unwraps it and pops it in his mouth. “I love lime. My fave.”

      “The other day you said your favorite was cherry,” Jolly says.

      “That was the other day. Today is a different day.” He widens his eyes and grins.

      I shake my head. Sometimes I wonder about that boy. Scratch that. I always wonder.

      Meanwhile, Tony kneels eye level with Jags’ mom. Pulls out a blade from under his pants leg and twirls it expertly as she shakes her head. Skinner smiles while he’s on his hands and knees inches from her face. By the looks of it, she doesn’t know who the bigger threat is.

      Tony or Skinner.

      Tony holds up a hunk of her hair and slices through it like butter. She retches behind her duct tape.

      “Could we get any information out of her?” I ask.

      Tony stands. “No. She’s an idiot. If they were involved with anything, Jake’s dad would have been the brains behind it.”

      Suddenly, Tony slices through the tape that holds her hog-tied, drags her by her hair down the hall and to the room where Jags’ dad's body lay. I know the moment he turns on the flashlight by the muffled screeches and thumps.

      “See, bitch. Your son did that with his bare fists. I wanted you to see it before you went straight to hell. Because that’s where you belong.”

      I look up as she goes flying into the hallway and slaps the paneling with a thud.

      Most people would cringe about harming the fairer sex. I have no such issue. An enemy is an enemy.

      Skinner looks at me with a hopeful expression, and I know what he wants without even asking. “If Tony doesn’t have any use for her, you can play with her.”

      Play, to him, is a very different term than most people define it. He breaks out in a wide smile, grabs her taped together ankles and drags her back into the living room. Her too-small dress rolls up to just under her tits, revealing a pierced, wrinkled belly button and flabby skin. Snot is smeared on her face. Her eyes bulge. I wouldn’t be surprised if she had pissed herself.

      Jolly raises an eyebrow and crosses his arms. “You sure she deserves that?”

      Tony comes into the living room and stares at the woman sobbing at his feet. He looks at Jolly, Chilli, me and finally Skinner. “Make her suffer as long as possible,” he says. Then walks out of the house.

      Chilli lets out a low whistle, Jolly mutters damn, and Skinner looks giddy.

      I stare at Jags’ mom. What the fuck did they do to him?
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        * * *

      

      Later, with the help of Tony and the others, I set the house on fire. No one would think twice about it this far out unless it spread. But I’m an expert on fire.

      Setting it. Controlling it.

      The burn. The sizzle. The reds, yellows and oranges dance in the night sky. I follow the colors as they lick each other. Like an erotic salsa dance. I get too close to the blaze, but I don’t care. I’ve always been fascinated by fire. The heat is almost unbearable, and I shiver from the pleasure. It’s titillating even. I reach out my hand until it stings with pain, then lower my arm. Logically, I know if I step into the fire, it can possibly kill me, but it doesn’t stop me from the fantasy of being consumed by it.

      I fucking love it.

      I back up to stand next to Tony as the Mad Hazard crew load Jags’ parents in the black van. One dead, and one probably wishing she was.

      Chilli joins us. “I’ll stay here until the fire dies down a li’l bit. Jolly and Skinner need to get rid of the cargo. You guys can split. The less people here, the better.”

      I look up at Chilli. Because the only way you can see his face is up. The Indian has to duck when he walks inside anywhere. “Thanks, brother.”

      He nods at us both and walks off.

      “Are you gonna be at the bonfire?” I ask Tony.

      He is leaning against his truck, staring at the flames. “Maybe.”

      “Why haven’t you joined? I thought sure you would when Jags did.” I relax my posture and put my left hand on my right forearm. Every movement I make is with thought. You can disarm someone more easily if they don’t feel threatened.

      He smirks. “I don’t want to steal all your ladies.” He turns, gets in his truck and drives off.

      That answer is inconsequential, and he knows it. I slide my hand in my jean pocket and ponder the why of it. There must be a reason he’s holding off joining our club.
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        * * *

      

      AN HOUR LATER…

      I stand in Beezy’s office with Haze, our tech guy, and I dump the contents of the bag on the desk. “Tony found these. He seemed to think there was something sketchy going on. The place was a dump, and that’s a lot of cash.”

      Haze scoops up the phones. “I’ll get all the info off the cells and add the cash to the slush fund.” He turns to walk out the door, but I stop him.

      “Tony said if you find anything personal about Jags, keep it private.” I look at both of them. I trust my brothers, and especially Beezy and Haze. They are true to their word and don’t feed the gossip rumor mill. I can’t say that about all our members or especially the ol’ ladies.

      “Got it,” Haze says. Not missing a beat and walks out the door. He’s known for getting shit done right the first time and doing it quickly.

      Beezy stands behind his desk, arms crossed. “Jags called. He said he killed his old man, but he didn’t say how.”

      “He pounded his skull in. Fucking glad he’s on our side. Tony let Skinner take his mom and said to make her suffer as much as possible. I don’t know what they did to Jags, but to give Skinner free license to do whatever he wanted? Must have been bad.”

      Skinner is supposed to work with the enforcer, helping to interrogate people. But he has a bad habit of getting carried away with his play toys, as he calls them, and skinning them alive. So, we had to set some rules. Since we brought Jags on board as the enforcer, they work together and became a great team. Makes sense, because they’re both quiet and scare the piss out of everyone.

      Skinner couldn’t stand the previous enforcer, Kraken, because he likes to run his fucking mouth. When Jags took him down six months ago, Kracken split without a word. I have no idea where he is, and everyone knows to keep a lookout for him. You just don’t cut and run from our club.

      Beezy, not looking the least bit surprised, comes around to the front of the desk, leans on it, and crosses his ankles. “Just know, they deserved it.”

      As I study him, his black hair and beard with gray sprinkled in both, he knows exactly what type of abuse they doled out to Jags. I don’t ask, and even if I did, he wouldn’t tell me. I tip my head down and close my eyes for a few seconds. That means his dad got what he deserved. His mother is going to get her just reward at the hands of Skinner.

      

      The perfect snapshot in my head of my living room when I was sixteen was crystal clear…The million little pieces of glass from the coffee table being shattered. The broken picture frames lying on the floor. The torn sacks with groceries strewn about. Raw eggs mashed on the tile. Dining room chairs overturned. The blood spatter…

      

      Bile chokes me.

      Cease!

      I can’t…won’t…spiral down any farther. I won’t go there. Thinking about him rotting away in prison—was it justice? Was it enough? Clenching both my fists so hard I feel the veins pop on my forearms, I stand stock still.

      No. It is in no way compensation for what he took.

      Exhaling, I turn and look out the one-way window from Beezy’s office and try to rein in my fury. It’s nigh impossible. From here, you could see most of the clubhouse, including the entrance. There are two pool tables, a jukebox, tables and chairs. A poker game is going on, and I can’t see it from here, but an L-shaped bar is in the corner. Cigarette, weed, and cigar smoke permeate the air, but it is a hell of a lot better than the stench of Jags' parents’ place. Beezy’s office is insulated from the noise, but the smell still seeps in around the door.

      That trailer reminded me of a few foster homes I lived in. How they became foster homes, I have no idea, because they weren’t fit for an animal, much less a kid. I was old enough and smart enough, I reported them. I researched and typed it in legal jargon by code number violations and handed it to CPS. The state didn’t like that I was smarter than their social workers. Then the last six months I was in a group home but basically lived on the streets and fended for myself.

      With each breath, I loosen my stance. Beezy is one of the few who knows my true self, but he never comments on it. We don’t need to discuss it.

      He has a way of seeing through someone’s façade without effort. That’s what makes him a damn good leader. I never see him lose his temper. Cool, calm and collected. That is our Prez.

      “By the way, we hired another dancer for Hysteria. Jynx is what she goes by.” I turn to glance at him. “She didn’t give her real name, and she wants cash. That tells me she’s probably rolling through. I’ll keep an eye on her.”

      He nods. “I’ll let you know what Haze finds on those cell phones. Tony’s smart, and even though he’s not a member, I trust his instinct. He’s right, something’s off about it. I’ll have Screwy test the drugs and see what kind they are.”

      “I’m gonna head back to Hysteria if you need me.” We bump fists, and I step into the noisy clubhouse.

      The jukebox is playing Revelation Man by Saliva, and a thick haze of smoke is over the occupants. A member mutters a curse and fold as he flings his cards down on a table. It’s only Wednesday, not busy at all, but there are always some members here.

      Sweet butts in skimpy clothes cling to members just vying for a spot to become ol’ ladies, but they rarely ever make it to that status. No one wanted a used-up SB who spread their legs for every member. It’s all about respect. They are more or less free pussy for the guys.

      I clap a couple of members on the shoulders, smile and watch them like hawks. I’m responsible for their safety. I will protect them against themselves if need be.

      They are my family.

      My only family.

      Once you are patched in and get a top rocker, in my eyes, you gain a last name.

      I stride to the bar and watch Tug, our prospect, handing out drinks. He’s a hard worker and does any job with no complaint. Handles the shit other members dole out to him with stone face honor. I have also seen him fight when it goes too far. He’s earned my respect, and it has been about a year. What is more amazing, I never see him trashed. A prospect isn’t supposed to get drunk, but almost all have broken that rule a time or two.

      “Prospect.”

      He wipes his hands on a towel and looks up. “Yes, sir?”

      “Keep it up,” I nod.

      His lips twitch. “Absolutely.”
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        * * *

      

      Hysteria VIP is a twenty-five-minute bike ride away from the clubhouse. I push a remote inside my cut for the overhead door, and I pull inside. I hear the sexy sounds of Ginuwine get louder as I enter the hallway, then the office, and step into my club. It gives me a sense of pride to say it is mine. Well, partially mine. I invested the money to do the upgrades in furnishings. Pope wasn’t sure it would pay off, but it had. Now we have high dollar clientele, despite being biker run.

      We have the best of everything. Liquor, dancers, and, for the exclusive, select few, pussy and drugs. It gives us connections that we could’ve only dreamt about. It makes the club profitable and safer. Haze has this place wired to the hilt, but it’s hidden in the walls. No one knows except for me and Pope because we helped him install it. The information we collect can bring our town of Cruxton and nearby arrogant Fallbank Hills crashing down. It could be a war zone. The secrets we can expose, if we want to, give us leverage.

      Lawyers, mayors, senators, governors…they all come here. To relax. For meetings. For blow. For blow jobs. But we run a tight ship. We don’t offer everyone everything. I step up to Dax, our head security on the floor. His twin, Ion, is working the front door with Raven, our hostess.

      “Everything going well here?” I glance at a few patrons, and Lux, who’s on stage, is working her magic.

      Dax’s hands are clasped in front of him, and he has an earpiece. “Yes, sir. No, problems.”

      “That’s what I like to hear.” I walk around the club, nodding to some customers I know.

      I personally redesigned parts of the VIP with the help of Grind, the manager of the front half of Hysteria. Curved benches are built into the walls with the black and purple curtains framing it, so it feels secluded and private. Even though it’s not closed off. Individual round tables are set up in front of each bench, complete with a pole.

      “Get your hands off me!”

      I stop. It’s coming from an alcove just a few benches down.

      “Honey, I paid a lot of money to get a private dance. The other girls have no issues.”

      “Get your mother fucking hands off me before I break them off.”

      I step past the curtain, and Jynx runs headlong into me. I grab her arm to steady her, and she yanks out of my grasp. “Hands off.” Before I have a chance to say anything, she stalks off. But not before I notice how her body fits against me in that brief moment. On stage, one can’t tell.

      Dax is right behind me, and I eye the customer with a scowl. “Dax, make sure he understands the rules before you throw him out.”

      The man stands and scoffs. “You can’t throw me out. Do you know who I am?” He sits down and lounges back. He dusts his suit jacket like there was a speck on it.

      “Do you know who I am, would be the better question?” Fucking prick. I know who he is. Fallbank Hills high society. I’m surprised he is alone, though.

      He laughs. “A low life biker trash⁠—”

      He doesn’t even finish his statement before I reach across the table, grab him by his collar and get in his face. I twist his shirt, so it chokes him, and his face turns red. I drag him across the floor by his toes. “Biker trash, huh? This biker owns this club. What do you think about that?”

      I bring his face closer to mine. “What’s that? Did you understand him, Dax?”

      He never smiles, but his mouth twitches. “No, sir.”

      “I didn’t either. Tell L.A.to cut the music.”

      Dax relays the information through his earpiece and the music stops. I drag the P.O.S. to the middle of the club and by now, every eye is on us. When I stop, you could have heard a pin drop except for two guys who sit straight up in their chairs. I knew he couldn’t have come alone.

      “Just to reiterate the rules in case anyone forgot.” I nonchalantly punch the guy in the stomach, and his knees buckle, but I still have a hold of his shirt. “The girls can touch you if they so choose, but it’s their choice.” I slam my knee into the guy’s face and let him crumple to the floor. He rolls around groaning. “But you can’t touch them. Under no circumstances. Understood?”

      Most of the crowd is nodding, but I stare at the two pinheads to see if they have anything to say. “L.A., fire it up. Dax, take out the trash.” As I step over the guy, the music comes back on, and I stride to the bar.

      “Hey,” one of the trio gets my attention. “Our families are gonna hear about this, and they’re gonna shut these doors.” He puffs out his chest in his pale pink cardigan sweater and blond feathered hair.

      The other one chimes in, “Yeah!”

      I give them a mocking smile and lean against the polished wood. These twats really think they’re big shots. I’m tempted to shove their big heads up their asses. If I thought it would be remotely challenging, sure. But one punch and they’d be crying for their mommas.

      “Really?” I tap my finger on the bar and glance to L.A. “What do you think? Are you worried?”

      “I’m not worried.” He laughs. “At. All.”

      I look at pink twat. “I know dipshit’s father. He has an account with us.” In two steps, I shoot off the bar to stand inches away from the kids. They almost fall backwards trying to get away from me. “Get the fuck out of here. I suggest you don’t come back.” They both scramble away and out the door. Dax follows them out to make sure they stay out.

      My plan was to follow Jynx, and let Dax handle it, but the dipshit had to say, biker trash. Not much pushes my buttons, but I couldn’t let that slide. My adrenaline is flowing just enough to need a release. There are plenty of choices. It’s endless. It’s an unsatisfactory state of being.

      I watch the people, my customers, laugh, drink, the touch of a hand, the gyrate of a hip, the clink of ice in glass, the smell of the perfume of the club and cigars, the sparkle of the chandeliers and jewels on the women perched on barstools, the thump of the music, the glow of the lights…and I drift. My extremities start to tingle. Prickles cover my scalp.

      I head to my office without a word to anyone and close the door. The welcoming embrace of stillness. I still hear the thump from VIP, but it’s subdued. I tilt my head and widen my jaw. It pops loud. Hurts too. It’s done that since I was sixteen, when the world as I knew it flipped on its head. I don’t know why, but I do know trauma has no rules. It goes by no set patterns. No flow. It’s like scribbles. One overlapping, another.

      I stride over to my minibar and pour a generous portion of whiskey, sit in my desk chair and look at the monitors. Or more accurately, I watch Jynx.
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      I watch JJ from the back. Maybe he works here after all. I thought he was a customer. Doesn’t matter in the slightest. But he looks familiar, and it bothers me. I don’t like surprises. At all. I need to figure out where I know him from sooner rather than later. My life depends on it.

      Done for the day, I enter the dressing room, and unlock my locker to get dressed. I yank on my holey jeans, black and red flannel shirt, knock-off black chucks, pull my hair up in a pony and shove my other crap in a duffle bag. Not that there is much, but hey…it’s mine. Everything I own is in one duffle bag and one backpack. That’s it.

      My cell phone is charging at the bar, so I heft my backpack over my shoulder and pick up my duffle to leave, when I hear a snigger behind me. I could walk off, act like I don’t hear it, but that isn’t me. I turn right around.

      I stare into the dressing mirror at Lux. “What’s your problem?”

      She tries to act innocent but turns around to face me. “Nothing. I didn’t say anything.” She glances at Stella and back at me.

      I know her type. Tall, blonde, blue-eyed, fake tan, fake lips, fake tits and fake ass. But she rakes it in. I would bet Lux is the one who let the customers put their hands on her, for a price, of course.

      “I am wondering, though, why in the world you would carry all that stuff around with you?” Lux asks.

      “Hmm.” I adjust the strap of my backpack. “I’m wondering how much lip filler it would take for your lips to explode. Because by the looks of it, it's pretty close.” I give her a sarcastic smile, turn around, leave the dressing room, and head to the bar for my phone. Stupid cunt.

      Yeah. I went there. Sue me.

      I set my duffle on the bar and my backpack on the barstool, and as soon as L.A. sees me, he grabs my phone and hands it to me.

      “Thanks.”

      “Do you need a drink? It's free if it’s non-alcoholic.”

      “Water be fine.” I need a bottle of Fireball, but I’m short on funds, then I glance at him. And again. It’s very hard not to stare. He’s, in a word, gorgeous. His hair is almost silver, but he isn’t old. It matches the color of his eyes. He has a well-defined jawline, and one dimple appears when he smiles. It explains why so many women are at the bar. Well-dressed women, dripping with diamonds on their hands and around their necks.

      “Is Pope around?”

      “Nope. At the clubhouse.” He tosses a towel over his shoulder and places his hand flat on the bar. “What do you need?”

      I don’t know why I notice his long, thick fingers, but I do. I look up at his face and see his grin.

      “Shut up.”

      He chuckles.

      “Don’t you have a customer to wait on or something?” I huff.

      “Nope. It’s closing time, and I asked you a question. What do you need from Pope?”

      I glance at my phone. It’s almost two A.M. That explains why I’m so beat. “I was hoping he could pay me for today so I could get a room somewhere.”

      “You could stay at my place.”

      I turn around to face JJ. He stands lazily with his weight shifted to one leg, his left hand hooked into his front jeans pocket, right hanging loose and cap on backwards. In fact, he looks bored. His skin is the rich color of toffee, and his eyes are light amber, which gives him a feral quality. His sleeves are rolled up and tattoos cover both forearms. I’m sure they continue up his arms and possibly onto his chest.

      “My place is upstairs.” He points up.

      L.A. chuckles and walks off to the back.

      My mouth gapes a little, and I snap it shut. “You own this place.” Great. I’m surprised he hired me after I was so shitty with him.

      He smirks. “Part owner. Pope owns the other part.”

      “Okay. Can you pay me then?” I hold back a yawn, and my eyes feel like they have five pounds of grit in them.

      “Do you have a car?”

      “What?” What did that have anything to do with it?

      “The nearest hotel is a twenty-minute drive. I didn’t see any vehicles I didn’t know in the lot. And you’re tired.”

      “I have a bike.” It’s on the highway. At least I hoped it was still there.

      “A bicycle?” he asks, his brows shooting high on his forehead.

      I roll my eyes and cock my hip. Of course, he would think that. “A motorcycle.” You dipshit. I barely keep from saying that.

      “Where’s it at? It’s not here.” He cocks his head.

      “No. It broke down on the highway. Tomorrow, I hope to have it towed somewhere so it can be fixed.” Not that I’ll have the money for that either, but one problem at a time. That’s how I’d made it this far.

      He eyes me for a moment, then plucks my backpack off the barstool, flings it over his shoulder and walks off. “Follow me.”

      “Hey, give me that!” I huff, again. He’s still walking away, and when he opens a door, and that’s when I realize he isn’t coming back. “Motherfucker.” I grab my duffle, mutter, and stomp after him.

      When I stride through the door, I realize it’s an office. A beautiful high-tech office. One wall has six monitors which show different parts of the club. One corner has a wide leather bench with purple pillows and a round table that has a pole. But the main focus is the huge black desk with the club’s logo behind it. A joker skull with the tongue hanging out. I’ve been around biker clubs before, but never ones that own something like this.

      JJ shuts and locks his office door. At the sound of the click, I freeze and stare at the lock. Trying to fight through the panic, I breathe through my nose.

      My jaw tightens. My hands clench.

      “Jynx.”

      I swallow.

      “Jynx!”

      I blink and look up. He isn’t touching me, but he’s inches from my face. This close, I really study him, and recognition dawns. Those eyes. I part my lips. Is it really him? He is using a road name, but I’ve never seen eyes like that before or since. He wouldn’t recognize me, though. I was only eight years old when we last saw each other.

      “Are you okay? I’m not going to hurt you, if that’s what you think.”

      I blink again and back up. “Yeah. I’m okay, just tired.” Maybe my eyes are playing tricks on me, because if he is Marcus, he doesn’t resemble that lanky teen I recalled. He’s a foot taller and twice as wide. If I ask for his real name, he will undoubtably ask me for mine. And there’s no way I would answer truthfully. Even if he is Marcus.

      He stares at me in silence, not moving. I have no idea what he’s thinking until he focuses on my lips and his eyes dilate. I lift my chin. If he is the Marcus from my past, he hated me but was close with my older sister. But I refuse to think of her right now.

      “If the price of staying with you is sex, I’m out.” People automatically think if you’re a stripper, you’re a whore. And sometimes they are right, but not always. I have sex with who I want and where I want. My choice.

      The side of his mouth slowly turns into a smirk. “I don’t expect it.” He pivots, heads for the stairs catty-corner from his desk and walks up.

      My mouth gapes. I don’t expect it. What the hell did that mean? Did it mean I would want it with him? I snort. As I go through the possible meanings of what that might mean, I pound up the stairs. When I get to the top, my jaw drops.

      I seem to be doing a lot of that since I got here. Nothing is what it seems.

      The outside of the place is a plain gray metal building, but well kept. Parking is asphalt, not gravel. The sign Hysteria is neon purple, and I was shocked by how nice the VIP section was. I haven’t been to the dance club and assume it’s just as nice, but I never dreamed it had an apartment upstairs.

      It’s an open floor plan with a huge TV on the opposite wall with a leather couch and two chairs to match. The kitchen has granite countertops with an island and almost every available wall space has floor to ceiling bookshelves crammed with books.

      “Help yourself to the fridge,” he says, and places my backpack on the island. “Here’s the bathroom, and here’s the guest room.” And takes a few steps to the left and flicks on a light in both.

      It’s on the smallish side, carpeted, and has a full-size bed, gray comforter, and a bedside table with a clock. There’s also a closet and another bookshelf. He obviously likes books.

      “Thank you, for…” When I glance at him, his gaze locks on me. I can’t finish the sentence, and words I said…lie strangled in my throat.

      We are both in the doorway, and he places his hand above my head. He doesn’t touch me, so I don’t know why my heart is racing. But the way he focuses on my lips makes me want to lick them. I fight the urge.

      “When you were at the audition, did you think I was a customer?”

      “Yeah. I thought you were one of Pope’s friends. Because you were wearing the same cut as him.” My words come right above a whisper. I hate he gets to me when he isn’t doing anything. Just standing there breathing.

      He tilts his head. “You’re familiar with biker clubs.”

      It isn’t a question, but I answer anyway. “I’ve been around a couple. But these are fancy digs to be owned by bikers.”

      He never comments on my comment. Just stares at me with a hyper-focused appraisal. He lowers his head, and I swear he’s inches away from my lips, and all I can do is clutch the doorframe behind me like I’m some freaking teenager who evidently is not allowed to cuss.

      On top of that, he’s making my thoughts stutter. Dammit.

      “If you need anything else, just ask.” His breath brushes against my lips like a caress, and he turns and walks into, I assume, his bedroom, but he doesn’t shut his door.

      I don’t expect it, comes back to smack me in the face.

      I’d show him. I snort.

      I didn’t know him and didn’t want to get to know him, either. I’m just passing through. But what if it’s Marcus? So? It changes nothing. I shake my head, get my backpack and shut myself in the bathroom.

      The shower is large with a built-in bench and already has soap, shampoo, conditioner…all for women. I imagine he has lots of women up here.

      I snort. Yeah, I do that all the time. My mother says it’s not ladylike. I don’t have a mother anymore, thanks to the devil himself. I don’t mean like dead, although I don’t know if she’s alive either. And don’t particularly care.

      Here’s one thing you gotta know about me. I don’t give a fuck about ninety-nine percent of the world. Okay? Okay. Me, myself and I. That’s it. You can call me selfish, but you know what? I don’t give a fuck. The harsh reality is everyone is looking out for their own ass—if you don’t believe it, then you’re living a lie.

      The shower does wonders for the headache I’d had since my tiff with Lux. She didn’t cause it. It’s because I hadn’t eaten all day. In-between my bike breaking down and getting this job, there hadn’t been time.

      I put on loose cotton shorts, an old Rolling Stones t-shirt, comb out my damp hair and go in search of food in the kitchen.

      I open the fridge, my hand resting on the door, and I stand there blinking. I see neat stacks of identical meal prep containers labeled with each day of the week. A precise row of protein drinks, almond milk, fruits and vegetables, egg whites and hummus.

      The only normal thing I find is whiskey, Fireball, vodka, and leftover pizza. What kind of bikers are these? I catch a glimpse of a shadow and gasp, the fridge door closing. My heart races a mile a minute, and my hand goes automatically to my throat.

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to spook you. Are you hungry?”

      I close my eyes briefly, but when they open, they widen. He’s wearing flannel gray pj pants, and that’s it. He has two tattooed sleeves, a Chinese dragon on his left pec, USMC and a skull on his right, well-defined abs and a V cut. Holy Toledo. I’d never seen a man as toned as him. There isn’t an ounce of fat on him. That explains the food in the fridge.

      I realize I’m gawking, but I can’t help it. I don’t care if he is Marcus or not, he is hot as fuck. As I’m studying him, I become aware he is studying me with the same scrutiny.

      He comes closer and leans his hip against the island mere inches from me. “What are you hungry for?” he asks in a low, throaty voice.

      He looks down at me, and he’s making his meaning crystal clear. He isn’t talking about food. I fight the urge to lick my lips, but I lose. He zeroes in on them, and a muscle in his jaw twitches.

      “I’ll just eat left over pizza if that’s okay.” I cross my arms over my chest because I’m fighting the urge to touch him. To trace his tats. To make his muscles jump. I don’t have a bra on, and my breasts are heavy, tight and nipples erect. That doesn’t embarrass me, but I don’t want to fuck my boss the first night he hired me. At least, that’s what I tell myself.

      Liar! Shut up. Oh, I talk to myself too. You should probably know that.

      “Have you eaten at all today?” He mimics me and crosses his arms over his chest.

      I furrow my brow. “What does that⁠—”

      “Just answer the question.”

      I frown and put my hands on my hips, not caring about my hard nipples poking through my shirt. “No, I haven’t eaten.”

      “Do you like omelets?”

      “Yeah, but you don’t have to go through…”

      He opens the fridge door again, making me back up and starts unloading ingredients for omelets. They are pre-chopped but all fresh.

      “Sit,” he orders and points to one of four stools at the island. He pulls out a pan and lines up everything in a row. He has a system, obviously. His home is spotless, too. Not a speck of dust or a smudge that I can see, anyway.

      He turns his back to me, and I all but groan. I have a thing for broad shoulders, and they are perfect. His flannel pants ride low, and it allows me to see the indents just above his waistband.

      The claw marks I could leave. The damage I could do to that perfect muscular back. Shit. Makes me want to drool. Knowing he would let me, makes it worse.

      “So, are all those books yours?” I walk over to the bookshelf by the stairs. Redundant question because, duh, he lives here. I’m trying to divert attention from his back, so I’m sounding like an idiot. Then I see a picture of a woman, maybe a relative, and I suck in my bottom lip. Could it be his mom?

      “Yeah. And I’ve read most of them.” Something sizzles in the pan. “Surprised?”

      “A biker has a library and almond milk. Color me shocked.” Dismissing the picture from my mind.

      He laughs as I return to the island, watching as he gets two plates down from the cabinet, two forks out of the drawer and slides one omelet onto a plate, complete with melted cheese. They’re all just simple movements. Simple tasks, but the way his muscles bunch and flex are killing me. I stifle a groan.

      “Order up.” He places a plate on the island and pours some orange juice for me.

      I eye him as he turns his back to finish his eggs. Trying to not ogle his back more, I frown at the plain drink. He doesn’t expect me to drink simple OJ when he has a perfectly good bottle of vodka in his fridge? I grab it myself and add an unhealthy amount of it to my glass of OJ. He said to help myself to whatever, so I do.

      He turns to see what I’m doing, and he smirks. I finally sit and take a bite as he joins me at the island to eat. I’m used to eating frozen food, fast food, or food from gas stations. Rarely proper food. The flavors are melt-in-your-mouth.

      “Holy shit, dude. These are the best eggs I’ve ever tasted,” I say as I take another bite.

      “Better than two-day-old pizza, huh?” He grins.

      “No comparison.”

      We eat in silence, me stealing glances over at him periodically. I mull over how to find out if he is Marcus or not. Wording questions the right way could be tricky. He is smart, obviously judging by the number of books he has.

      “Our enforcer runs a bike shop. If you give me the location of your bike, we can have it towed there.”

      I pause mid-chew.

      Bikers are known for being generous…if they trust you. He didn’t know me, but he was letting me stay in his home. Granted, he is the SAA, sergeant at arms, and it would be hella stupid to cross him. I know what it meant, but he didn’t know that I knew. He makes sure all the rules are followed, or something like that.

      The club would have my bike.

      An organization would control my everything.

      What if they never let me leave?

      My throat closes.

      I drop my fork.

      I get up and stumble into the bathroom, lock it, and lean against the door. With one hand over my mouth and one arm wrapped around my waist, I try to breathe.

      I recite the words in my head and block out all else.

      

      I’m safe. He’s not them. I’m safe. He’s not them. I’m safe. He’s not them.

      

      “Jynx? Are you okay?” JJ yells and bangs on the door. “If you don’t answer, I’m breaking down this door.”

      Who knows how long he’d been knocking? “Yeah. Yeah. I’m good.”

      I’m not good, but maybe if I say it enough times, I will make myself believe it. I walk over to the sink, turn on the faucet, cup the water and splash ice-cold water on my face. Refusing to look in the mirror, it reminds me I’m alive, and I’m no closer to my goal.

      I bounce up and down like you see those fighters do and shake out my hands. I even roll my neck. I’m fine. Everything’s fine.

      “Are you sure?” He rattles the door, still trying to get it open.

      I whip the door open and force a smile. “See? All good.” I stride past him. “Where’s the vodka?”

      It’s a statement, not a question. I’d finished my eggs, and, thankfully, I hadn’t heaved it up because I wasn’t lying. Those were the best eggs I’d ever eaten. I pick up the glass of OJ and down it in two gulps. And when I pour a full glass of just vodka, JJ grabs it out of my hand.

      “You want to tell me what that was about?”

      “Hey, give that back.” I reach for the glass, ignoring his question, and he just holds it higher, out of my reach. He isn’t overly tall, and I’m above average, but I’m tired and I don’t feel like wrestling right now.

      “Not until you answer.”

      I narrow my eyes, but I get distracted by his body. Gawd, he’s the perfect male specimen. My gaze roams over his lips, shoulders, and abs like a road map. When I notice his smirk, I wish I had the drink to toss it in his face. Jerk.

      “Fine,” I huff. I turn my back on him, grab the vodka bottle and drink straight from it. Screw the glass.

      “Really? It won’t help.”

      “Really.” I run a hand through my mostly dry hair and take a pull off the bottle. How can he know what can or can’t help? Stopping at almost my bedroom, I swing around. “Don’t assume shit about me, okay? Thank you for a place to stay, but that’s it.”

      “Damn. You got high walls, babe,” he chuckles.

      He fucking chuckles. I set the vodka bottle on the island so hard a little splashes out, clench my fists and stomp right up to him. “I’m not your, babe.”

      He arches a brow when he notices my balled fists. “Thumbs out. Excellent. But you should come at me with your hands up.”

      I look at him like he’s lost his damn mind. I throw up my hands and turn back to my room. Is he pissing me off or critiquing me on fighting? Or both?

      His arm shoots out and plants his hand on the wall right by my shoulder, his breath just inches behind me. I freeze. His other arm does the same, effectively trapping me. He isn’t touching me, but he might as well be. His body is like a furnace. Heat spirals through me whether or not I want it to.

      “You know, there are better ways to work out your frustrations and stress.” He breathes the words into my ear and down my neck.

      I’m fighting the urge to expose my neck to him. Heat pools in my belly. My pulse quickens. His scent of amber, spice and a hint of scotch floats around me, and I breathe him in.

      “Oh really?” But my words come out strangled.

      He steps closer, making my nose touch the wall. “Junk food and alcohol only lead to an unhealthy lifestyle.”

      I laugh, or I try too. “I’m a stripper, and you’re a biker.”

      I feel his smile, although I can’t see his face. “There’s more exciting and fun ways to relax the mind and body.”

      He switches to the other ear when he whispers body. Geezus. He is good, and he isn’t even touching me. I turn my head to look at him out of the corner of my eye and catch my lower lip between my teeth. Two could play this game.

      “Yoga?”

      He nods, a gleam in his amber gaze. “Okay, babe.”

      My playfulness grinds to a halt. I shove away from the wall and into his body, but he doesn’t budge. I only manage to touch his warm skin, and that’s a mistake. His arm snakes around my waist, and I wriggle in his grasp, but it’s no use. I attempt to stomp his feet, but I don’t have shoes on. I stop in frustration, and that’s when I become hyperaware of him.

      In my struggle, my shirt rides up and his bare arm is against my skin. His hot breath against my neck spreads tingles of awareness down my spine. He’s firm. Everywhere.

      My breathing hitches. My heart thunders. His calloused thumb brushes back and forth on my waist. I could continue to be mad, but damn, he is fine. My ass is nestled in his groin against his very large, very hard dick. I want to grind. So bad.

      It’s a known fact that I’m impulsive. I own it.

      I’ve never been known to be the good girl. Never will be. Always in trouble. Breaking rules. Breaking laws. Did I care if he was my boss? Of course not.

      I turn my cheek against his lips and do a slow roll of my hips against him. Just the same as I did on stage. He takes one of my arms and drapes it around his neck and rests both his hands on my hips.

      “Mmm…I’ve been waiting for this,” he murmurs.

      But before I could ask him what he means, he mimics the perfect roll of his hips with mine. I gasp. He’s still rock hard, and I’m loving the feel of him through his sweatpants. There is no music, but he keeps that slow sensual roll of our hips like he’s hearing a tune. Seriously, this man keeps surprising me. We dance in unison, our bodies moving as one. Our gazes meet, and he grabs my hand, spins me out, then back in, chest to chest. His arm is around my waist.

      Did I mention how sexy he smelled? Dark, earthy, musk, voo-doo, hoo-doo, I don’t even know. He smells damn mouthwatering.

      He smiles and winks. “Thanks for the dance. Night.” He lets me go and slowly walks to his bedroom, without a care in the world. With a hard dick.

      I blink. “What. The. Fuck.” I don’t care if he hears me. I want him to hear me. I’m tired, half-pissed off, and, thanks to him, now horny. He chuckles from his dark bedroom. “Fucker.”

      I flip him off even though he can’t see me, grab the bottle of vodka, go to my bedroom and slam the door just because I can. A muffled chuckle drifts through the door, and I flop into bed. Although, I brought the vodka with me, I don’t drink it. I glance at the time. Three-thirty A.M.

      

      White faces with one blood splattered eye, and one black eye…bodies cloaked in crimson robes walk in circles around me. They chant in words I don’t understand. My eyes dart around. I can’t move. I can’t speak. I tremble with fear. With fury. With cold. I’m so cold. They stop and stare at me. And all I can hear is my frantic breathing and constant struggling against my restraints. “Let’s begin.”

      

      I wake, screaming with a knife in my hand. I’ve yet to open my eyes, afraid of where I am. Tears stream down my face as I continue to fight and wail, slashing down with all the strength I have.

      “Stop!”

      But I don’t listen. I’ll never listen. I’ll never stop fighting, no matter how many times they say stop. He squeezes my hand, forcing me to let go of the knife, and straddles me, pinning my hands over my head. I shudder with revulsion. I know what comes next. I buck my hips to dislodge him, but it’s no use. He’d tie my hands. So tight they would lose feeling. And more than likely, he’d gag me.

      And I’d stay like that for hours.

      My stomach rolls at that thought. No, no, no…not again.

      “Jynx!” An unfamiliar voice yells.

      What? I’m breathing hard, sweat coating me, when my eyes pop open.

      JJ’s amber cat-like eyes glow in the dark. I still instantly, and he releases my wrists. I glance around the room to make sure they aren’t there, even though I know logically they aren’t.

      “Sorry,” I mumble. Attempting to get my heart rate under control, I wipe my face and try to pull myself together under his scrutiny.

      “Do you always sleep with a knife under your pillow?” He gets off the bed and picks the knife up off the floor.

      Shit. I vaguely recall trying to stab him.

      I scoot against the headboard, bringing my knees to my chest. This time he only has on tight black boxer briefs that don’t hide anything. But I can’t appreciate it at the moment. The nightmare is still too fresh in my mind. The trembling hands I try to hide under the covers and the bile at the back of my throat make it almost impossible to act normal. Oh, who am I kidding? I don’t know what normal is if it smacked me right between the eyes.

      “Yeah.” That’s all I say. I won’t give him an explanation. I don’t owe anyone anything. If he is gonna toss me out on my ass, so be it.

      He nods. “I get it. You don’t know me, but you were practically begging me for sex a few hours ago⁠—”

      “Really?” I was, but I’m not gonna tell him that.

      “Really.” He arches a brow and lowers his chin.

      I run my fingers through my tangled hair. “Get to the point. Are you kicking me out or not?”

      Angry that my hand still shakes, I wipe a runaway tear and grit my teeth. It wouldn’t be the first time someone tossed me out in the middle of the night. Probably won’t be the last either, if I’m honest. When you live like me, you eat breadcrumbs of life like a steak dinner.

      “No. I’m not kicking you out, and I’m not gonna hurt you. And no one is gonna break in here. There are alarms on this place and too many locked doors to go through. You’re safe.”

      No. That’s where he's mistaken. No matter how many alarms or locked doors you have, safety is an illusion. The demon always finds you. But I don’t say that. It would have led to questions I won’t answer.

      “You were screaming in your sleep, and I was trying to help. While you’re here, don’t sleep with it. Agreed? I don’t want to be stabbed.”

      My black folding knife is eight and half inches, with a sharp edge on one side and a serrated edge on the other. There’s nothing special about it, other than it’s mine. Well, it’s mine after I stole it from a vendor at a flea market in Mississippi. He closes it, hands it back to me and sits on the bed. I take it and swivel it around in my hand.

      I finally meet his concerned gaze. Several moments pass in silence. I finally blink, then nod. He pauses, nods, and leaves my room. As I watch him go, I blow out a long breath.

      It’s smart he doesn’t pester me about my nightmare. Nope. Not going there. Even if he was Marcus, I haven’t seen him for fourteen years. That is an entire lifetime.

      I agreed to sleep without my knife, not without a weapon. I have a hard enough time sleeping in general. No way in hell am I giving up all my weapons. Did I feel guilty about lying? No. As far as I’m concerned, it’s survival of the fittest. You either eat or you get eaten. There is no in-between.

      I get up, put my knife in my backpack, get my Taser and shove it under my pillow. At least I wouldn’t stab him. I curl up on my side under the blankets and my lips curl as I close my eyes. He looked damn hot just in his boxer briefs. I try to focus on that, and not my nightmares or what caused them.
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      I walk out of her room wondering whether I made a mistake by letting her stay here. It’s clear something big haunts her past. I’m not known for saving a damsel in distress. My dick, seeing an opportunity, made that impromptu invitation to let her stay.

      Last night, when she shoved back into me, her body fit me perfectly. Her curves filled all my hollows. When her hips moved…fuck. I was waiting for that. The way she moves is symmetry in motion. She is not a trained dancer, I could tell, but she followed my lead doing parts to the Cuban salsa. You could say dancing is in my blood, but I don’t advertise it. But every now and then, like when I saw Jynx dance, the lure is irresistible. It was damn hard to walk to my room afterwards.

      I woke to the sound of her screams. It wasn’t a shrill sound—it was more of a deep, dark, tormented moan from her throat. I’d never heard anything like it. Something plagues her, and I had a hard time dodging that blade she whipped around like the devil had a hold of her. I almost had to break her hand to let it go. Maybe she would tell me, maybe she wouldn’t, but I’m not going to ask, unless it brings trouble to the club.

      My club. My family.

      Then I’m going to get every little detail out of her, whether or not she wanted to say anything. I swipe my thumb along my bottom lip. Jags and Skinner use torture and mutilation to get information on men. I specialize in interrogation of women. Sexual torment. It depends on the circumstance, but women will tell you everything they know and then some when they are subject to my deviant procedure.

      She’s a fighter. I could tell from the moment I met her at the audition. I look forward to the day when I get to question her…I almost relish it. Then she’d probably be sorry she ever walked through the doors of Hysteria VIP.

      I rub the back of my neck and walk into my room. Turning on a lamp on the bedside table, I sit down, prop two pillows behind my back, settle the gray and black sheet over my lap. I slide on reading glasses, pick up my pen and write in my leather-bound journal.

      

      
        
        Wild green eyes with strawberry hair

        

        Passionate soul with a damaged past

        

        What have her eyes seen? How has her heart been shattered?

        

        What loss, what tragedies…what did it cost…

        

        To keep going…and going…and going…on.

      

      

      

      Yes, I’m a biker, read, and I write poetry. Not that I’m accomplished at it. I like the flow of words on the page. Thoughts turn into pictures in your mind, and pictures into words. It’s like turning on a water faucet. Sometimes the words trickle out of your mind. Other times, it overflows with thoughts, words, letters, punctuation and overpowers your senses.

      I’d known Jynx less than twenty-four hours, and she’d made such a huge impression on me, I’m writing about her already. Some people do that. And some people I’d known for years, I only know their name. Nothing remarkable about them at all.

      I glance out the window at the rising sun. Dawn just breaking, the orange and pink lighting the sky. I get up and look around the back parking lot, making sure it was empty. Beyond the lot are woods and Flint Lake.

      I put on loose shorts and step into her room. She’s asleep on her side, curled up into a ball with one pillow between her knees and one pillow wadded up tight under her head. Her brow is furrowed, but she is silent. Her long hair fans out against the blankets, the sunlight highlighting the burnished red colors. One bare foot peeks from beneath the covers, her toenails painted black. Her calf is hidden by the sheet, but her bent knee is exposed. It’s tempting to touch that smooth skin. My gaze drifts to her face and those lips. It’s a sheer force of will to not taste those.

      Walking deeper into the room, I silently close the blinds.

      I look at her belongings. One large backpack and one duffle bag. Is that all she owns? She wants to be paid in cash. She gave a fake name. She is on the run. Who or what is she running from? I’m going to find out.

      I walk out, leaving the door ajar, and get ready for my workout.

      I usually go to the gym on the RAMC clubhouse grounds, but don’t want to leave her here by herself. So I put earbuds in, turn on Blood On My Hands by 32 Leaves. I start with high knees alternating with jumping jacks. I prefer weight training, but body weight will work if you do it right. I’m in the zone, hyper-focused on the music and each muscle group, doing unconventional primal animal flow exercises. The guys were ribbing me about this routine, but Jags joined me, and the teasing immediately stopped. They respect me, but they fear him.

      I breathe through every movement, sweat coating my skin. The simple moves are misleading. They are damn hard.

      I glance up, and she’s leaning against the wall, hip cocked, one knee bent, staring at me with those heavy come-fuck-me bedroom eyes. I stand up, and she is surveying me like she’s plotting a takeover. Taking my earbuds out, I take a drink from my water bottle, keeping my eyes locked on hers.

      She doesn’t say anything as she moves to stand directly in front of me. She’s blatantly checking me out, sighs and licks her lips. My jaw tenses as I set my water and ear buds on the side table.

      “Morning.” She tilts her head, and her gaze traces my chest tattoos. “I see you were in the military.”

      “Correct. Marine.” She’s way too close, and way too tempting. I don’t know why I hold back, but something is cautioning me, too. Just like last night when I walked away. But those lips are so close. One step is all it would take. What would they taste like? I draw in a fistful of air. I need to distract her and me.

      “Where is your bike? You never told me.”

      She immediately backs up, runs a hand through her hair and turns towards the kitchen. I don’t know why she has a problem giving me that information. Unless it isn’t true. But why make it up? I follow her, prepared to catch her if she takes off to the bathroom again. She’s answering my questions this time.

      “It’s okay. I’ll take care of it,” she says, not meeting my gaze.

      “How do you propose to do that?” I cross my arms over my chest. “If it stays on the highway for more than twenty-four hours, police will impound it, if it’s not already.”

      Her face falls. “Seriously?” She rubs her forehead and closes her eyes. “Fuck. Fine. It’s I44 and 111th. It’s an orange Harley sportster.”

      “What do you think is wrong with it?”

      She looks up but not at me. “Transmission. Expensive,” she mumbles.

      “I’ll text Jags and Sprocket, and they will get your bike and bring it to Octane.”

      She says nothing else, just stares out the window over the sink. She wraps her arms around herself, and her lip quivers. I remain silent while I observe her. She’s telling me so much without saying a word. My poem early this morning is spot-on.

      What nightmare world did you survive?

      “I’m gonna shower, make lunch, then will head over to Octane. Okay, babe?”

      Her head whips around to narrow her eyes at me. I smirk.
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        * * *

      

      LATER…

      I just finished lacing my boots when I get the text.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Sprocket:

      

      
        We got her bike. Uh, it’s not good. Prepare her.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JJ:

      

      
        What do you mean?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sprocket:

      

      
        I might be wrong, but I’ve never heard of transmission problems leaving a bike in pieces. It got sideswiped. And I’m guessing by a semi.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JJ:

      

      
        Damn.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      I stride out of my bedroom, shove my phone in my front jeans pocket and lean one arm on her bedroom door jamb. She’s braiding her waist long hair and looking out the window, her back towards me. She has pulled up the blinds, and I say nothing for a few moments. Just enjoy the view of her long, lean form in those tight jeans. Remembering how the curve of her ass fit perfectly to my body.

      She turns slightly, sees me, flinches and gasps at the same time. Closing her eyes for a beat, she exhales. “I assume we are taking your bike?”

      She tries to cover her jumpiness, but it isn’t working. I’d spooked her last night in the kitchen, too. “Yeah. Sprocket texted me. He got your bike.”

      She turns away and sits to slide her boots on. “I really appreciate it.”

      The way she avoids my gaze when she says it, and the way she didn’t want to tell me where her bike was to start with, is puzzling. She stands and gets her jacket out of her duffle.

      “He said it was sideswiped.”

      She stops, wide-eyed. “What? You gotta be fucking kidding me.”

      “We will assess the damage when we get there.”

      She presses the heels of her hands over her eyes and stomps her foot. “Gawd damn motherfucking shit ass luck.” Muttering under her breath, she thrusts her arms in her jacket, grabs a black and white head wrap, and slips it on.

      “Let’s go see my piece of shit bike. Or what’s left of it.”

      I’m gonna give her that. Her luck is on a downward spiral. She follows me down the stairs, through the office and into VIP club. It’s still early, but L.A., Raven and Iris are setting up getting ready to open.

      I stop by the bar and next to L.A.. “We’re going by Octane and the clubhouse. We’ll be back in a bit.”

      His gaze flicks from Jynx to me and grins. “What did you do to piss her off? Didn’t give her enough big dick energy?”

      Jynx snorts a laugh. “Enough? More like zero.”

      L.A.’s brows rise high on his forehead like he can’t believe it or can’t believe she said it. I glance back at her. Her arms cross defiantly with her hip cocked.

      “I’m not wrong,” she says. With enough spunky attitude that frays on the last of my nerves.

      I clench my jaw. “No, you’re not wrong. Forgive me if I didn’t want to take advantage of you because you’re my employee.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Whatever.”

      The damn brat rolls her eyes. My normal, calm façade cracks. In two strides, I grab her hand, drag her into my office and slam the office door. I pin her to the door by her throat. Not tight.

      Not yet.

      Her hands grip my wrist, but she isn’t clawing at it to tear it away. Our eyes lock in a silent battle. Her eyes are dark forest green. Eyes I could get lost in if I wanted to. Which I don’t. Our breaths are heavy, and her pulse quickens under my thumb. I get in real close to her face.

      “Regardless of what you think, I rarely fuck my employees. It gets messy,” I grit out.

      “Noted.” Her tongue darts out to wet those perfect lips. “But your dick is still hard.”

      I smirk and tighten my hand on her throat, deciding to give back what she dishes out. “Is your pussy wet?”

      Her eyes darken, and I stare her down. Inches from her. Her breath pants across my lips as my free hand jerks on her braid, tilting her head back. She whimpers and a blush invades her face.

      That flush to her cheeks isn’t an indication of bashfulness or embarrassment. I’m confident she doesn’t have a shy bone in her body. Aside from what everyone thinks, not every stripper is bold and outgoing. For example, Amber is demure, sedate and sweet. I try to give a wide variety to suit every client’s needs and tastes. Jynx is like uncontrolled chaos, and I’ve only known her for twenty-four hours.

      “I’m betting you are soaked, and I’ve barely touched you.”

      A low throaty laugh escapes her parted lips. “Do you want to check?”

      See? Chaos.

      “You would enjoy that.”

      “Maybe you would too.” She lowers her lids over her eyes, bites her lip, and presses her body to mine.

      When I study all the facts that surround Jynx, I get a dull warning. It’s not blaring, and it's not dire, but it’s enough to heed. It could be she’s telling the truth with her story and shit luck. Or it could be something else. Time will tell.

      And fuck me…I know what she’s doing, but I don’t know why she’s doing it.

      Her hands wander across my back, down to my ass and rub my dick through my jeans. “Have you had a boner since last night?”

      I chuckle. “No. Is there a reason you’re obsessed with my cock?” I thrust in her hand, pinning her hips to the door and tightening my hand on her throat.

      She gasps for air while fumbling with my belt, button, and zipper on my jeans. Her hand shoves in my boxer briefs, fists around me and strokes down. “A woman has needs,” she breathes.

      “Is that right?” I murmur right next to her ear as I slowly fuck her hand. Keeping a tight hold on her braid, forcing her to look at me.

      “You have a piercing,” she says and swallows. “And…”

      “Correct. And what?”

      She breaks from my grip, looks down at it and back up at me with wide eyes. “It’s big. I mean, abnormally large. I changed my mind.”

      She tries to escape, but I pin her by the throat again, thoroughly pissed off. “You mean to tell me you went through all of that, to be scared off by the size of my dick?”

      “I didn’t know you had a monster cock,” she huffs. “That thing should come with a warning radar with flashing lights. Or a lighthouse with flares.”

      “That’s very specific.” I let her go, and she keeps staring at it, licking her lips. I quirk an eyebrow at her. She really is obsessed. “If you want to put your mouth on it that bad, be my guest. I won’t stop you.”

      She startles, and her gaze darts to my face. This time, her face flushes with embarrassment. Her mouth opens and shuts. Then she chews that bottom lip. Fuck me, it only brings attention to those lips I’ve been dying to taste. The longer I stay in here, the worse it’s going to get. If I do, we’re not going to Octane anytime soon because I’m predicting I won’t just stop there.

      I’ll gag her with it. And she’ll love it.

      Gritting my teeth and shaking my head, I put my junk up. “Meet me out front.”

      I fling open the office door, muttering the entire way. She’s unbelievable. Stepping out on the platform in the garage, I go down the metal steps. Jynx could’ve followed me to the garage, but I don’t trust her. Until I’m sure of her reason for being here and her identity, I’ll keep her at a distance.

      It’s a rare occurrence that someone cracks my cool, but that brat is good at it. She reminds me of someone, but I can’t place it. If I’ve seen her before, I wouldn’t forget. She’s the kind of woman someone just doesn’t forget. Even if her face wasn’t memorable, which hers is, that sassy mouth wouldn’t be.

      Maybe I should set her up in a room at the clubhouse? But I shoot that idea down as soon as I think it. Drunk bikers are a recipe for disaster around a single female, no matter how tough she is.

      I pass by my green Demon Challenger and swing a leg over my Road King. Sliding my face mask up that looks like a skull, I pull around to the front. And she’s already outside. I say nothing, and she doesn’t either, just settles on my bike, wraps her arms around me, and we take off. After the scene in the office, I’m very aware of her breasts pressed onto my back and her legs squeezing my thighs.

      Damn brat is a cock tease, and I should spank her ass.

      Thirty minutes later, we slow onto a gravel drive past Jags and Bec’s house. Octane Junkie is on the same property just past their house. I wouldn’t be surprised if Jags put a whole fence around the place, complete with a security system. I would if I were him. We stop at the overhead door, and she gets off, and I follow. There’s no sign on the building, just a sticker on the door as we go in.

      The metal building is about the size of an oversized four-car garage. It has three bike lifts, with bikes on them, and the entire back wall is a workbench. Every tool has its place. Sprocket says Jags gets shitty if he finds a tool misplaced. Off to the left, there are storage rooms and an office. But don’t think this is your run-of-the-mill dirty, grimy mechanic shop. The concrete floor is coated in light gray epoxy with darker gray flecks and so clean you can eat off the floor. It’s so well-lit with LED lights there are no shadows.

      Five Finger Death Punch’s Welcome to the Circus is playing on the speakers overhead. Sprocket changes it to country sometimes just to push Jags buttons. The kid’s one or two pranks away from death, I’m guessing.

      Jynx looks wide-eyed at the shop and spots her bike by the overhead door. Her face falls as she inches her way over, and I join her. It’s not pretty. It looks as though it was caught under the semitrailer’s wheels. It’s crushed. And in pieces.

      She doesn’t utter a word, but her breathing escalates.

      Sprocket saunters up to us with a smile directed at her. “You must be Jynx. I’m Sprocket.”

      She crosses her arms over chest and lifts her chin. “Did you do this?”

      He jerks his head back. “What? No.”

      I narrow my eyes. I let her stay at my place, fed her, gave her a job, and she disrespects us like that? That’s a quick way to get on my bad side. If she keeps it up, she’ll be out on her ass.

      Just then, Jags comes out of the office and joins us.

      “Jags, meet Jynx.” He does his trademark chin-lift.

      Her gaze ping-pongs between the three of us, then her eyes avert to her bike, and she wipes away a tear. “Is anything salvageable?”

      She never apologizes for her comment, which is owed. I don’t care how upset she is. That was uncalled for.

      “No. Few spare parts, but nothing of value,” Jags says.

      She turns away, looks at the ceiling and screams, then goes on a cursing tirade that would impress the worse biker. A few curse words I haven’t even heard of.

      Jags has a heavy bag hanging from the rafters in a corner of his shop. She spots it, balls up her small fists and beats it. It barely moves.

      “Move, motherfucker,” she screams at it, shoving it with both hands. Punching and kicking it.

      Sprocket's mouth gapes, and Jags’ eyebrows raise.

      “Do you have a sister they didn’t tell you about?” I ask Jags. “Cause she acts just like you.”

      “I was about to ask that same thing,” Sprocket adds.

      Jags lowers his chin and shakes his head at both of us.

      “She’s gonna hurt her hands,” Sprocket comments.

      “Do you want to tell her to stop?” I watch her continue to yell and beat the bag.

      “Nope. I don’t want to get hit.” He shoves his hands in his pockets. “She already accused me of damage to her bike. You stop her.”

      Jags looks at Sprocket. “She did?”

      “Yup.”

      He walks over, steps in-between the bag and her flying punches. She doesn’t have time to stop, and she hit him once right in the chest. Blinking, she stumbles back.

      “Sorry—”

      He crosses his arms over his chest and looks down at her. “Did you accuse Sprocket of damaging your bike?”

      She mimics him and lifts her chin. “I did. What of it? I don’t know you guys. He could’ve done it when he loaded it up. Or after he got back here. Nothing wrong with asking a question.”

      That sassy mouth again. And to stand up to Jags. Damn.

      “She’s his sister.” Sprocket bumps his shoulder with mine and nods. “Has to be. Cause no female, except Bec, would talk to him that way.”

      “We don’t know you,” Jags continues. “I’m not charging you to pick⁠—”

      “I didn’t ask you to do it for free,” she interrupts loud enough it echoes through the metal building. “I’m not a charity case.”

      Jags looks my way, steps away from her and over to a bike that’s on a lift.

      “Hey!” She puts her hands on her hips. “I’m talking to you.”

      Jags doesn’t even look at her. “I’m done talking to you,” he says in a condescending tone, totally dismissing her. It’s surprising he answered her at all. He talks with his fists or with a glare, unless it concerns his girl.

      The squeak of the door echoes, and Bec walks in. Her face is black and blue. Lip busted. Marks around her wrists and neck. Those assholes. I might pay a visit to the bunker where Skinner took Jags’ mom. Becca’s a tiny, sweet girl and makes Jags human. She’s not been in Oklahoma long, but everyone in the club loves her.

      “Hey, sweetie.” I wrap her in a light hug. I’m sure I’m not seeing all the bruises.

      Jags hotfoots it over by her side and brings her in close. “What do you need? You should be resting.”

      “I’m okay. I’m tired of resting and want to be close to you,” Bec says faintly.

      Jynx comes closer, and fury washes over her face as she sees Bec.

      “Jynx, this is Becca, Jags’ girl. And before you make assumptions, he didn’t do this,” I tell her. If she mouths off again, when we get back to my place, I’ll teach her manners and common courtesy. With my hand on her ass. You don’t bite the hands that feeds you. That’s the ABC’s of life. She better figure it out fast.

      Jags glares at Jynx. “No one owes her an explanation about anything that goes on here.”

      “Don’t mind him. He’s always grumpy.” Bec shakes Jynx’s hand, gives her a smile and then stops. “What happened to your hand?”

      “It’s fine,” she replies.

      Sprocket grins. “She lost her shit when she saw her bike was in pieces and tore into the heavy bag. I think she’s Jags’ misplaced sister.”

      Jags and Jynx both glare at him.

      “I don’t have a brother.” Jynx laces her fingers with each other on top of her head and taps her boot.

      Becca stares at her, jaw agape. “Wow. That’s uncanny.”

      “What?” Jags asks.

      “Nothing. Except you do the exact same pose.” She points to Jynx. “Especially when you are irritated.”

      I meant it as a joke, her being his sister, but she does act like him. Same mannerisms, and I’m not certain, but I think they have the same face shape. I agree with Bec. Uncanny.

      Jynx arms fall in a huff.

      “That’s how he is all the time. I’ve never not seen him irritated,” Sprocket says.

      “Or maybe you’re the problem,” I say. It’s surprising Jags lets him work here with his penchant for pranks and chatter. The boy never shuts up.

      “Naw.” He looks at me and shrugs. “I keep things entertaining.”

      “The fucker keeps things something,” Jags mutters. “And for the last time, I don’t have a sibling. Sister or brother. End of story.”

      Jynx rolls her eyes. “I don’t know why we’re having this conversation. And if you didn’t do this to her face, who did? And why are we standing here and not sending out a hunting party?”

      “It’s been taken care of,” I tell her. She insults us, but she’s ready to go into battle over Bec’s bruises. Interesting.

      “Oh.” Her shoulders drop. She actually looks disappointed, wraps an arm over her middle, other hand on her hip, and worries her bottom lip. Her eyes drift to her bike, and she swallows. I don’t miss the glassy look or the quick shallow breaths.

      At sixteen, I was an orphan. Ripped out of my smallish hometown and the state planted me in Jackson, Mississippi. Not to say at any other age would have been less traumatizing, but chances of getting adopted at that age were zero. Add in my mixed Cuban/American Black heritage, well, you can imagine. Shoved into foster homes at that age was traumatic.
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